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Ehlers continues explosive showing at development camp
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If there was a ribbon-on-top moment for the Winnipeg Jets to close their 2014 Development Camp, it came in a flash late Friday morning at the MTS Iceplex.

Make that two or three flashes.

First, there was top draft pick Nik Ehlers faking a slapper in the high slot before freezing a defenceman and then driving hard to the net to deposit a HON-candidate goal that drew gasps and cheers from the crowd.

That was followed by a perfect Scott Kosmachuk-to-Ben Walker feed for another marker and then a Kosmachuk toe-drag that led to another puck being deposited behind a goaltender.

And with that a pair of the club's brightest prospects had the joint positively buzzing -- including the Jets brain trust that watched the whole thing unfold from a balcony above the ice.

"When Ehlers scored one of his goals from Kosmachuk, or vice versa, Zinger (assistant GM Craig Heisinger) went to his book and said, 'That's going to be a line in Penticton (at the Young Stars Tournament in September),' " said Jets' GM Kevin Cheveldayoff. "When you see some chemistry between young players and the excitement that it generates, it gets you excited for training camp."

Interestingly, even with the best of the St. John's IceCaps not on the ice -- management opted to have them take a breather after the long run to the Calder Cup final -- the overall skill level was still impressive.

Of course, there's an inherent danger in reading too much into a July D-camp scrimmage featuring teenagers and college kids. Some of the Jets' best might disappear at the Young Stars event or be dwarfed by the vets when main camp opens.

Then again, maybe not.

Here are five things that stood out after watching the Jets' future this week at the MTS Iceplex:

1. NIK EHLERS HAS GAME

All eyes have been fixated on the 2014 first-rounder and the young Dane didn't disappoint. He's a thoughtful interview and he definitely has some showboat in him. That was evident from the moment he stepped on the ice for Friday's scrimmage through his interview session afterward.

"That's the kind of player I am," said Ehlers when asked about his scrimmage. "I want to win games. I want to score goals for the team."

Listed at 5-11, 163 pounds, Ehlers has been asked all week about putting on more weight before main camp in September. It came up again Friday.

"I'm going to try and eat as much as I can," said Ehlers. "My mom is hopefully going to make a lot of food for me. I'm going to try and make a nutrition plan... well, not by myself. I don't know how to do that. But I'm going to try and put on some pounds."

Asked what his favourite dishes are, he added: "I would like to say fast food, but that would probably not be the best idea. Spaghetti and meat sauce... I always eat that before games."

And then a peek at his confidence: After raving about being on a line with Kosmachuk, the two passed each other just outside of the media scrum -- Kosmachuk being up next. Ehlers grinned and said to his future teammate: "Say something good about me... just saved your ass."

2. THE 'OTHER' GUYS ARE SLICK, TOO

The first-rounder may have been under the microscope, but there were moments all week when the club's other young talent -- Kosmachuk, Nic Petan, Ryan Olsen, Chase De Leo, C.J. Franklin, Jimmy Lodge, Jack Glover, to name a few -- all did something to pop off the page.

Petan fed Shane Hanna for a goal in Friday's scrimmage; Lodge converted a sweet feed from Nolan Zajac; Franklin potted one... and so on. The only people more thrilled to see all that unfolding than the Jets' faithful who jammed the building were the club's scouting staff huddled above.

3. THE NET DEPTH CHART IS DEEP

Consider when the Jets first moved north from Atlanta the big club featured Ondrej Pavelec and Chris Mason with Eddie Pasquale, David Aebischer and Chris Carrozzi. This is the same organization that traded Kari Lehtonen in 2010 for Ivan Vishnevskiy and a fourth-round pick in the 2010 draft (Ivan Telegin). Vishnevskiy, we should point out, never played a game for the Thrashers and has spent the last three years in the KHL. Ouch.

The point here is this: with Connor Hellebuyck, Eric Comrie, Jason Kasdorf, Jamie Phillips and Jussi Olkinuora all at D-Camp the Jets are clearly deeper in goal as a franchise than they've been, well, ever. Hellebuyck was the top goalie in the NCAA last year; Comrie could be playing for Team Canada at the world juniors and Kasdorf was the ECAC rookie of the year before hurting his shoulder last year. Couple that with Michael Hutchinson, who came out of nowhere this past winter to muscle his way into the discussion with the big club, and the Jets have some net assets.

4. SIZE ISN'T EVERYTHING

There was some significant moaning and groaning from Jets' faithful when the club passed on bigger prospects like Nick Ritchie (6-2, 226 to Anaheim, 10th overall) and Brendan Perlini (6-2, 205 to Arizona, 12th overall) and chose Ehlers -- especially knowing how big bodies dominate the Western Conference. It will take years to determine which pick was best, but Jets D-camp wasn't exactly a collection of Smurfs either. Matt Ustaski and Axel Blomqvist are both 6-6, Adam Lowry (who didn't skate) is 6-5, and there are a number of big dude prospects who still look like they shave once a month, let alone have finished maturing physically.

5. A MAKEOVER ON THE ROCK

Change is the nature of the biz in hockey, particularly at the AHL level. And while the IceCaps' run to the final was a great story, the roster figures to be loaded next season with more of the Jets' own picks. Since the start of free agency, Kael Mouillierat (New York Islanders); Jerome Samson (Tampa Bay); Andrew Gordon (Philadelphia); Zach Redmond (Colorado); Ryan Schnell (Rockford, AHL) and Eddie Pasquale (traded to Washington) have all moved on.

That means increased roles for Austen Brassard, J.C. Lipon, Kosmachuk and Olsen -- provided they don't land spots on the big club -- come next fall.

BONUS ROUND...

ALL EVANDER, ALL THE TIME

We all know this about Evander Kane after three years in Winnipeg: The guy certainly is a headline grabber. And so it was only fitting that this D-Camp week was dominated with talk about the gifted left-winger after he told a Vancouver radio station on Tuesday he was a Jet "for now."

Not surprisingly, that lukewarm answer was a topic when Cheveldayoff met with the media on Friday.

And, not surprisingly, knowing what we know about Cheveldayoff in his three years in Winnipeg -- a headline grabber, he is not -- the Jets' GM hardly stoked the trade-rumour fires. Strip away the vanilla politico-speak from Cheveldayoff and this was the most noteworthy chunk of his answer:

"Evander Kane is a Winnipeg Jet and that's how we're going forward."

Fair enough. But everyone in this town knows this story is hardly going to simply fade away. The over-under on it surfacing again? We give it a week.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Evander Kane was right: he is a Winnipeg Jet ‘for now’ as he said earlier this week to a Vancouver radio station.

And, according to Jets’ GM Kevin Cheveldayoff ‘now’ could be for long stretches of the forseeable future.

Cheveldayoff was asked about his star winger’s vague answer today at the conclusion of the Jets’ Development Camp and - not surprisingly - would not fan any of the trade-rumour flames.

"It’s very difficult right now in hockey," began Cheveldayoff. "You’ve got the draft and all the different things like free agency that come up and as you guys all know, there’s rumours that abound each and every day that send everyone in different directions. I can only imagine as a player what goes through your mind when you hear, ‘So and so’s being traded and different things like that.’ It’s got to be difficult. They’re all professional hockey players and they’re all subject to those kind of things. Even when you have your general manager like I’ve been saying, I’m open to look to see if there’s ways to make improvements on this team. Without singling out any individual everyone starts to wonder what’s going on.

"With specific reference to Evander and the situation where he was asked those questions, I think he’s been asked those questions year after year after year since he’s been here and certainly since the time he’s signed the contract.

"So, Evander is a Winnipeg Jet. What I took from his comments, is he’s excited about being healthy and training this summer and really looking forward to having a solid summer of training. He had some minor surgery last year that derailed some of the training side of things."

Asked if he’d like to hear Kane said that he is happy to be a Jet, Cheveldayoff said:

"You look at the circumstances or situations that surround it: if you’re name was brought up with rumours each and every day, you’d have to maybe start to wonder where things are at. Evander’s a professional and I expect that when he comes here for training camp he’s going to be at the peak of his performance."

Cheveldayoff would not answer directly questions about whether Kane has asked to be traded.

"I have lots of conversations with lots of players all the time," he said. "When you’re behind closed doors and having conversations, be it with a coach, be it with a trainer, be it with a manager... lots of things are said and will remain in house.

"The hard part about questions like that, and I was asked that question at the draft as well and I responded that it was an unfair question... what I mean about that is if I answer every question about every rumour, every speculation that a may or may not have asked something or may or may not have said something, I’d be answering those all day long.

"Evander Kane is a Winnipeg Jet and that’s how we’re going forward."

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Nolan Zajac (JAMIE SCHWABEROW/RICH CLARKSON A) 

It's a name that means something in this town, especially in hockey circles.

And so when Winnipeggers see the name 'Z-A-J-A-C' across the back of a jersey it carries weight. It represents intangible things like quiet leadership, consistency, and hockey intelligence.

The latest of the hockey-playing Zajacs is Nolan, a defenceman with the University of Denver who is attending this week's Winnipeg Jets' Development camp.

"I'm just trying to enjoy the experience right now, especially being a hometown guy and with a team you've been following since you were a kid," said Zajac after practice Thursday. "It's a pretty awesome experience right now."

Nolan is the fourth of the Zajac boys to lace up skates and chase the pro game after father Tom played at the University of Denver in the 1970s. Travis is a mainstay and anchor with the New Jersey Devils while brothers Darcy and Kelly are both in the Devils' system with the AHL's Albany Devils.

Nolan wasn't drafted and plans to finish up his communications/business degree at Denver. After that he hopes, like his brothers, to be able to make a living playing the pro game.

"That's the dream, right? Everyone want to be a pro player." said Nolan, who attended the Vancouver Canucks' Development Camp in 2012 and Chicago's last year.

"I see a lot of guys living the pro life and that's what I want. Right now school comes first and hopefully hockey can take care of itself later."

Nolan Zajac turns 22 next month and first dreamed of playing goal -- an obvious destination as the youngest of four brothers who were looking for somebody to stand in the net. But he's been a productive point producer for Denver as a defenceman with 11 goals and 49 points over the last two years.

"When I was little I always wanted to be a goalie. Street hockey, I was always the goalie. I loved it," said Zajac. "I also loved scoring goals, too, and so I think the happy medium was playing D. Maybe that's why I'm defence."

The Jets D-Camp wraps up today with one session, at 10:45, at MTS Iceplex.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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If he were so tempted, Winnipeg Jets’ coach Paul Maurice could study the prospects at the team’s development camp this week and then project what they might look like two, three or four years from now when he gets his hands on them.

But he won’t. After all, the difference between an 18-year-old and a 21-year-old can be dramatic both in physical and mental maturity.

And so the Jets’ coach pretty much spent Day 2 of the team’s D-camp doing what everybody else at MTS Iceplex did during two sessions on Tuesday: watch the 36 players in attendance closely to learn a little about their skill set

"I would say I’m the least important piece to this cog right now because these guys are going to change so much," said Maurice. "I’m really here so that when we’re talking about these players at training camp I understand their style. Some of these guys I’m going to want to put on lines, and it might not even be this year, but I’m going to watch them skate a little bit and when we’re putting teams together and D pairings together it will be with someone to compliment them to give them the best chance to compete at training camp.

"But there are teams in the past where the GM doesn’t want the coach at these things because you form opinions about these kids. ‘Casual’ is not the right word, but I’m not assigning a future to anybody out here based on this. I really like the way (Jets’ Player Development Coordinator) Jimmy Roy does this, the attitude and the theme of what goes on here. I’m just trying to familiarize myself more with the style of player than anything else."

The Jets’ prospects were broken into two separate groups for the practice sessions on Tuesday, a format that will continue through the conclusion of the camp on Friday. Working with the team today were Roy, Mike Keane, Dale Hawerchuk, Keith McCambridge, Mark Morrison and Dusty Imoo.

All this doesn’t mean Maurice, who spent a some time Tuesday signing autographs, isn’t just a spectator this week.

"This week I’m looking for them to work as hard as they possibly can and to enjoy it," he said. "It’s July. We want that compete level. I watch how they finish drills, what happens when they make a bad pass... that first body reaction, body language. It tells you what they’re feeling and where they’re at. But it’s about being careful not to assign too much of a future path based on this first week of July."

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Evander Kane hasn’t exactly snuffed out the trade rumours swirling around him.

In fact, based on an interview he conducted with The Team 1040 radio station in Vancouver, it could be said he doused them with gasoline instead.

The subject of speculation for most of his days as a Winnipeg Jet, and especially leading up to last month’s draft, Kane was asked by the radio station today if he wanted to remain with the team. And his response was very vague.

Here’s the exchange:

Host: Evander do you want to play for the Winnipeg Jets anymore?

Kane: Well, I think I'm a Winnipeg Jet right now, and, you know, there's been speculation and rumors the three years since I got there. So, you know, we'll see what happens and we'll carry on as if I'm a Winnipeg Jet.

Host: There’s not a yes in there, and some Jets fans might say, why doesn’t he want to play for us? Or why isn’t he absolutely fully on board for playing for us?... you’re shaking your finger at me.

Kane: I’m training hard and getting ready for this season, and last summer I didn’t have a full year of training due to some surgery I had, so I found it really important for me to start training early and get myself in the best shape possible for this season. So that’s my focus."

Kane, who doesn’t turn 23 until next month, had 19 goals and 22 assists in 63 games for the Jets last year and has 99 goals since turning pro in 2009-10. He has four years left on his contract with the Jets with an annual salary of $6 million.

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Scott Kosmachuk is a long shot to reach the NHL this fall, but he has the skill set to be considered for a job in Winnipeg. 
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It was after the first session of Winnipeg Jets' Development Camp Wednesday morning when two of the team's brightest lights -- Scott Kosmachuk and Nik Ehlers -- gathered some pucks together between the faceoff circles.

Along with three other prospects in Ryan Olsen, Jimmy Lodge and Axel Blomqvist the quintet began an impromptu showdown with Jason Kasdorf minding the net.

It was in the ensuing 10 minutes or so that Kosmachuk and Ehlers, in particular, flashed the kind of skill that would leave any NHL management type drooling. Shots went top shelf and in, stick side and in over and over again. And the dekes were just as -- to use the hockey vernacular -- "filthy."

Of course, there's a danger in reading anything into five teenagers just messing around after practice. But as Paul Maurice said Tuesday, imagining these pieces blended in with the current crop of Jets players is what coaches -- and media -- spend the summer doing.

So, knowing full well the Jets roster could change between now and the opening of training camp via trades or free agency, we started wondering which of the players gathered at the development camp might be most NHL ready right here and now.

After all, the Jets have some holes on their depth chart to fill.

So with that in mind, what follows is a look at three players who could push for work sooner than later:

ADAM LOWRY

POSITION: C/LW

HEIGHT: 6-5; WEIGHT: 205; AGE: 21

LAST YEAR (St. John's Icecaps): GP: 64 G: 17 A: 16 Pts: 33

ACQUIRED: Selected by the Jets in the third round (67th overall) in the 2011 NHL Draft.

HOW HE MAKES THE BIG CLUB RIGHT NOW: There has been a buzz about Lowry since the team first drafted him. He's got the size and mental aspect to being a pro nailed, but also has battled injuries. With Bryan Little, Mark Scheifele, Mathieu Perreault and Jim Slater at centre, the centre position looks full on the depth chart. But while the general consensus is the big Calgarian needs another season, or part of one, in St. John's, there is also some room on the left side of the depth chart.

ODDS OF HIM CRACKING THE JETS' LINEUP THIS FALL: 25-to-1

LOWRY SAYS: "This season helped me tremendously and having that whole year at pro and playing against men. I want to have a big summer and give myself every opportunity to push for a spot this fall. Ultimately it's their decision, but I'm going to make it as hard on them as possible. Obviously I'm going to try my best and work as hard as I can to make the Jets, but if I'm back in St. John's I know there's lot of areas of my game I can improve on."

J.C. LIPON

POSITION: RW

HEIGHT: 6-0; WEIGHT: 180; AGE: turns 21 today.

LAST YEAR (St. John's Icecaps): GP: 72 G: 9 A: 33 Pts: 42

ACQUIRED: Selected by the Jets in the third round (91st overall) in the 2013 NHL Draft.

HOW HE MAKES THE BIG CLUB RIGHT NOW: Would bring a grit/pest component to the Jets' forward lines that could use a little of that element. Both Chris Thorburn and Anthony Peluso can play the tough-guy role, but Lipon also had 89 points in his last year as a junior. Some pieces might have to be moved around for him to land a spot, but it's not like his skill set necessarily needs more maturing. What you see now as an AHLer is likely what you'll get as an NHLer.

ODDS OF HIM CRACKING THE JETS' LINEUP THIS FALL: 50-to-1

LIPON SAYS: "I still have some offensive skill, I can score and pass, but if I do play in the NHL one day it's going to be in a third-line, fourth-line role. I think if there's an injury I could play a second-line role as well, but I enjoy the hitting part of the game and I enjoy fighting, too. When they describe me as a 'sandpaper' guy it means that when there's a scrum there's always a guy looking for me because probably hit somebody on the last shift. I'm not a guy to back down.

"Last year I was thinking, 'I could make it...' and then I go to St. John's and was completely satisfied with that. Then throughout the year you string together a good month and you wonder if you might get a call-up. You have to always be pushing to get called up. And now that an opportunity might be there, you have to think, 'I can do this.' "

SCOTT KOSMACHUK

POSITION: RW

HEIGHT: 6-0; WEIGHT: 189; AGE: 20.

LAST YEAR (Guelph Storm): GP: 68 G: 49 A: 52 Pts: 101

ACQUIRED: Selected by the Jets in the third round (70th overall) in the 2012 NHL Draft.

HOW HE MAKES THE BIG CLUB RIGHT NOW: The kid can flat-out score and that much was evident even last year during the pre-season with the Jets. Might be best for him to spend his first year as a pro in the AHL, but if Dustin Byfuglien was moved back to defence or even flipped to the left side as a forward, there could be room for a sniper in the top nine.

ODDS OF HIM CRACKING THE JETS' LINEUP THIS FALL: 100-to-1.

KOSMACHUK SAYS: "Obviously going into next season it's going to be a lot tougher. Everyone is bigger, stronger, more skilled and you're not going to be one of the top guys in the league. I've changed gyms this summer and so I'm training with some guys at the next level. They can kind of give me a bit of a taste. You have to stay positive, keep working hard and keep a good head on your shoulders. You don't want to assume anything, but you work your hardest and look for the results.

"I definitely want to work on my physical attributes, getting bigger and stronger and (learn about) living a pro lifestyle."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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It’s a story that has been told and retold in these parts for months now: Goalie comes out of nowhere, bounces around in the minors and forces himself into the Winnipeg Jets’ goaltending debate.

That’s the now well-known tale of Michael Hutchinson, the former Boston Bruins’ draft pick who is now No. 2 on the Jets’ depth chart behind Ondrej Pavelec.

The sequel to that tale, it turns out, may be just as compelling.

Yes, for those of you who might not yet have been introduced, we give you the story of Connor Hellebuyck — named the top goaltender in U.S. college hockey last year — but whom the Jets’ scouting staff first spied during his days playing with the Odessa Jackalopes of the North American Hockey League.

Get this: Hellebuyck, at the time, was a kid straight out of high school in Commerce, Mich., who wasn’t drafted as a junior and only made the Jackalopes through a free-agent camp.

And two years later, after posting microscopic numbers at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell, he’s sharing a dressing room with the likes of Tim Thomas with Team USA at the 2014 IIHF World Championships.

So, there is coming out of left field... and then there is coming out of the forest behind the wall in left field.

"He’s a kid we just kept getting good reports on," said Jets’ amateur scout Tavis MacMillan after Day 2 of the team’s Development Camp at MTS Iceplex. "Everybody that saw him raved about him and said, ‘You need to go see him.’ "

So, that’s exactly what MacMillan did, flying to Oklahoma City and then driving to Amarillo, Texas to catch Hellebuyck in a playoff game prior to his NHL draft year.

"He had an outstanding weekend, both games over 50 saves," said MacMillan. "He won one game all by himself and kept that team alive in the playoffs. From what I understand, we were the only (NHL) team in the building that weekend."

The research didn’t end there. Two coaches/scouts now working with the Jets — Max Giese and Brian Renfew — also raved about Hellebuyck, as did two coaches at UMass-Lowell that MacMillan knew previously in Jason Lammers and Cam Ellsworth.

And so as much as a team can be nervous waiting to call out a name in the first round in the NHL Draft, it turns out the same happened for the Jets’ scouts who were going to bat for Hellebuyck in 2012 and then nervously waiting for their spot to come up in the fifth round, 130th overall.

"We didn’t have a fourth rounder that year, but we had a fifth and we crossed our fingers and waited and waited to see if he would still be there when we were up," said MacMillan. "He’s a lot more polished now than he was then, but you could see he had the tools."

Fast forward to the present and Hellebuyck, now 21, is not only one of the best goaltending prospects in the Jets’ system, but arguably, in the pro ranks. He’ll likely open next season in St. John’s, but is spending this week at D-camp rooming with another bright light in the Jets’ pool, Eric Comrie, a netminder who could be wearing Canada’s colours at the World Junior Hockey Championships.

From Commerce to Odessa to Lowell to St. John’s and a stint with the American squad at the worlds...

"I don’t like to talk about (the worlds) much," said Hellebuyck. "It is a really big thing, but I don’t like to bring it up here because this is a whole different part of my life. This is a different organization and I want to do my best for this organization.

"Being there was huge for my family. It’s just a milestone in my life."

And the Jets hope there is more. Interestingly, Hellebuyck and Comrie — like last year — are rooming again during the D-Camp. So excuse them if they don’t let their minds wander a little bit about what might be.

"That’s the dream of ours, we want to be the Winnipeg Jets goaltenders of the future," said Comrie. "But you have to live in the moment, try to take it day by day and then try to get better every day you go to the rink.

"You’re getting closer and closer to the dream when you come to Winnipeg. You’re at the camp, experiencing what it’s like to play in the NHL... that just makes you want to give it more because you realize you’re closer to the dream you’ve had your whole life."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Winnipeg Jets' Alex Burmistrov, who played for Russia at the men's world hockey championship in May. 
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Winnipeg Jets' Alex Burmistrov, who played for Russia at the men's world hockey championship in May. Photo Store 

It's both a pursuit of promise and a million-dollar guess.

Late Saturday night the pressure and toll of a season on the road could be seen on the sweaty faces of NHL scouts pounding Bud Lights in any number of Philadelphia bars.

Jets’ 2014 draft picks

NIKOLAJ EHLERS

SELECTED: 9th, first round 

POSITION: LW 13-14 

TEAM: Halifax 

QMJHL MEASUREMENTS: 5-11, 163 

NEED TO KNOW: Born in Denmark, North American rookie piled up 104 points for Mooseheads with a dynamic, swift game.

JACK GLOVER

SELECTED: 69th, third round

POSITION: D

13-14 TEAM: U.S. under-18 development team

MEASUREMENTS: 6-3, 190 NEED TO KNOW: Two-way defenceman, good feet, good vision, enrolled at U of Minnesota.

CHASE DE LEO

SELECTED: 99th, fourth round POSITION: C

13-14 TEAM: Portland

WHL MEASUREMENTS: 5-10, 175 

NEED TO KNOW: California native plays with bite, put up excellent numbers with 39 goals and 81 points this season.

NELSON NOGIER

SELECTED: 101st, fourth round 

POSITION: D

13-14 TEAM: Saskatoon, 

WHL MEASUREMENTS: 6-2, 193 

NEED TO KNOW: Big blue-liner missed all of the back half of the season after shoulder surgery in December; it probably dropped him in the draft.

C.J. FRANKLIN 

SELECTED: 129th, fifth round 

POSITION: F

13-14 TEAM: Sioux Falls, 

USHL MEASUREMENTS: 5-11, 190 

NEED TO KNOW: 20-year-old headed to Mankato this fall; pretty much a point-per-game player in USHL.

PAVEL KRASKOVSKY

SELECTED: 164th, sixth round 

POSITION:C

13-14 TEAM: Yarsloavl junior (Russia)

MEASUREMENTS: 6-4, 187 NEED TO KNOW: Size in a centre were the big attractions for the Jets; is said to be good defensively.

MATT USTRASKI

SELECTED: 192nd, seventh round 

POSITION: C

13-14 TEAM: Langley, 

BCHL MEASUREMENTS: 6-6, 225 

NEED TO KNOW: 20-year-old headed to Wisconsin this fall; a large pivot who moves pretty well, by most reports.

Every team believes it had a good draft. Every team thinks the players it selected will turn into contributing NHL players. Not everyone is right. Some teams hit it out of the park last weekend. Some struck out. Looking.

We won't know the results of the work put in by scouts who have spent years watching this year's draft class for several seasons. From international tournaments to junior hockey to college, their microscopes have identified the strengths and weaknesses of the players selected. But whether their skills can translate to the NHL is a guess. Educated guesses that sometimes hit the mark and often do not.

Here are some guesses and thoughts of our own after the NHL's biggest business meeting of the year:

CHANGE FROM WITHIN: Unless there are some unexpected surprises in free agency it's appearing more and more like the Winnipeg Jets will have a very similar lineup to last season. GM Kevin Cheveldayoff was on the phones leading up to the draft but couldn't find a good trade-match.

If the Jets bring back virtually the same group, improvement will have to come from within. Coach Paul Maurice will need to get better play from all his players, but significant improvement will need to come from these key four: Goalie Ondrej Pavelec, defenceman Zach Bogosian and wingers Evander Kane and Dustin Byfuglien.

Kane needs to become a more consistent scorer and clean up a few deficiencies in his defensive game. He has superstar potential, but after five NHL seasons he's not even an all-star nor has he become a first-line player. Maurice will try to turn the self-appointed "The Natural" into the "The Complete Player."

Maurice believes Byfuglien can become a leader who galvanizes the Jets. Look for the team to keep a close eye on his minutes at forward and then turn him loose on the blue-line in power-play situations. If Byfuglien can be a brute in the offensive zone and wear down opposition D, then use his offensive skills to produce points on the power play, Maurice will have harnessed one of the most powerful stallions in the NHL.

Pavelec simply has to be better. If he struggles the Jets will have to find another answer in goal. If he rises to the occasion, Cheveldayoff and his staff will be rewarded for sticking with the netminder many believed should have been bought out.

Bogosian has all the skills to be a solid second-pairing defender in the NHL as well as a leader in the dressing room. But he's yet to identify his game and find a comfort zone where he can be consistent night in and night out. It's time for him to simplify his game and give up the notions of being a point producer. Get the puck, move the puck up ice and support the forwards to create better possession numbers for the Jets. Bogosian doesn't see the ice well enough to try and redline his offensive game. Pull back and become comfortable eating up minutes and providing a stabilizing influence.

JETS PAYROLL: The salary cap will be $69 million this season and expect the Jets budget to be just under $65 million. The club has just under $50 million on the books towards the cap as of today with 16 players signed for the coming season. They'll need to add seven more regulars and Cheveldayoff will have about $15 million at his disposal to do so. Expect forward Michael Frolik to use up more than $3 million of that total when his new contract is done. If Cheveldayoff elects to try and re-sign veteran centre Olli Jokinen, the price tag will come in at a minimum of $3 million, leaving the Jets with around $9 million to sign five players including a second goalie.

REIMER AND JETS: Not yet, anyway. Lots of Twitter talk the Jets were in trade talks with the Toronto Maple Leafs, with goalie and Manitoban James Reimer at the heart of the discussions. The Jets have a policy of not commenting on trade rumours and stuck to that on Sunday. But considering the limited budget space the Jets have and a much cheaper backup option in Michael Hutchinson, adding Reimer seems like a stretch unless there are other moving parts changing the budget picture. Reimer is slated to become an RFA on July 1 and he made $1.8 million last season. The CBA states he must receive a qualifying offer with a 10 per cent raise or go free. The Leafs will qualify him and at the very least Reimer will make close to $2 million next season, which likely makes him a little expensive for the Jets.

WHAT ABOUT BURMI: Another option at centre is exiled Alex Burmistrov. The club would have to figure out a way to buy him out of the final year of his KHL contract and then come to terms with him on a new NHL deal. The possibility of seeing how Maurice could handle the player and how much of his vast potential Burmistrov could live up to is intriguing. At this point, however, we're told things are quiet on the Burmistrov front.

WHITEBOARD WILLY: A pair of WHL operators scoffed at the notion Vancouver Canucks coaching hire Willy Desjardins is too "quirky" to gain the respect of a big-league dressing room. "He's a great communicator and has a way of getting people to work their hardest and to come together. No one that's ever been in his dressing room calls him quirky. Only people from the outside," said one WHL executive. Desjardins spent nine years coaching in the WHL, winning a pair of Memorial Cups before moving on to the pro game and winning the Calder Cup with the Texas Stars this spring.

O CANADA: A breakdown of selections by birthplace: Canada (77), USA (67), Sweden (27), Russia (13), Finland (9), Czech Republic (8), Latvia (2), Switzerland (2), United Kingdom (2), Denmark (1), Germany (1) and Slovakia (1).

KULDA COOL: Edgars Kulda (selected 194th overall by Arizona) is the younger brother of Jets property defenceman Arturs Kulda. Arturs was drafted 200th overall by the Atlanta Thrashers in 2006 and spent the 2013-14 season with Ufa in the KHL.

GREATEST DANES: Nikolaj Ehlers was selected ninth overall by the Jets to become the second-highest Danish-born selection in NHL history behind Mikkel Boedker, picked eighth overall by Phoenix in 2008. The best line ever heard about a Danish player is still owned by Winnipegger Mike Keane from his days playing with the Manitoba Moose. Keane and rookie teammate Dane Jannik Hansen were engaged in some dressing room horseplay and the youngster shot some water in the direction of the veteran while he was discussing something or other with the media. The captain interrupted his questioner and said, "I'll be right back. I won't be long. I mean, how long can it take to beat up a Danish kid?"

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Nashville Predators see no gamble in signing veterans Mike Ribeiro, Derek Roy to 1-year deals

By: Teresa M. Walker, The Associated Press 
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Phoenix Coyotes' Mike Ribeiro (63) celebrates a goal against the Edmonton Oilers during second period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Friday January 24, 2014. The Nashville Predators have signed veteran forwards Ribeiro and Derek Roy to one-year contracts. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jason Franson 
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Phoenix Coyotes' Mike Ribeiro (63) celebrates a goal against the Edmonton Oilers during second period NHL hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Friday January 24, 2014. The Nashville Predators have signed veteran forwards Ribeiro and Derek Roy to one-year contracts. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jason Franson 

NASHVILLE, Tenn. - Nashville desperately needs better offensive players for new coach Peter Laviolette, and the Predators believe they took a very small gamble with the chance for a big reward by signing veteran forwards Mike Ribeiro and Derek Roy to one-year contracts.

General manager David Poile called signing Ribeiro a great opportunity to add a talented, experienced and creative centre Tuesday when he introduced the veteran at a news conference. Ribeiro's contract is worth $1.05 million after being bought out of the final three years of a $22 million contract by the Coyotes recently.

"He knows he's living day to day," Poile said of Ribeiro. "He's on a one-year contract."

Ribeiro has 202 goals and 454 assists in 865 career regular-season games but had only 16 goals and 31 assists in 80 games for the Coyotes last season after his new deal. Arizona general manager Don Maloney said Ribeiro had "real behavioural issues" they could not tolerate, and that kept Ribeiro available until he and his agent called Poile last week. Ribeiro and his wife even paid for their own airfare, flying to Nashville to spend the past four days in town.

The 34-year-old centre said Tuesday that he was separated from his wife during the season and rarely saw his children. Once the season ended, he said he went to work on his personal life and now has his head clear. He and his wife are looking at buying a house in Nashville.

"I'm really glad I have a chance to come here and to prove to everyone that I can still play, and that I am a good person and that I'm committed to my family but to the team too and to do well," Ribeiro said. "And I'm glad that I have a chance to do that."

Poile said the Predators did their "due diligence" by talking to former teammates, coaches, managers and others. The general manager also talked to Ribeiro's wife during their visit to Nashville. That made the Predators comfortable with signing Ribeiro.

Roy's deal is worth $1 million. He had nine goals and 28 assists in 75 games for the St. Louis Blues last season. He has 177 goals and 315 assists in 666 career regular-season games, but he said in a conference call Tuesday afternoon that he has spent this summer working in Toronto after dealing with knee and shoulder injuries.

He hopes to regain the form that saw him score more than 63 points in four straight seasons in Buffalo.

"It's been a tough few years bouncing around, and hopefully this is going to be good for me and I know that," said Roy, who has been with Dallas, Vancouver and St. Louis over the past two seasons.

It's been a busy off-season for Nashville after missing the playoffs for a second straight year. The Predators not only replaced Barry Trotz with Laviolette, they also swapped a couple players to Pittsburgh for James Neal and signed Olli Jokinen. Roy will help replace centre Mike Fisher, who is out up to six months after rupturing his Achilles tendon this summer.

Poile said the Predators could have up to six new forwards once the season starts, which should help a team led in scoring by defenceman and captain Shea Weber last season.

"These are significant additions to change the way our team has played," Poile said.

Notes: The Predators also announced they have signed two picks from June's draft to three-year, entry-level contracts. Kevin Fiala, 17, of Sweden was the 11th selection overall and a finalist for the Swedish Hockey League's rookie of the year award. Viktor Arvidsson, their fourth-round selection, ranked ninth with 40 points in the Swedish Hockey League in the 2013-14 season.

___

Follow Teresa M. Walker at www.twitter.com/teresamwalker

Jets goalie prospect ready to return

North Kildonan’s Kasdorf looks to put injury behind him

By: Dan Falloon 
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Goaltender Jason Kasdorf at the Winnipeg Jets Development Camp at the MTS Iceplex in Winnipeg on July 8. 
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Goaltender Jason Kasdorf at the Winnipeg Jets Development Camp at the MTS Iceplex in Winnipeg on July 8. Photo Store Photo Store 

Jason Kasdorf is looking to bounce back from his toughest season in hockey.

Kasdorf, 22, missed much of the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s (RPI) 2013-14 campaign recovering from shoulder surgery after he suffered a torn labrum and broken cartilage during practice. He had dislocated the shoulder the previous season and had worked hard to keep it healthy upon his return.

"It was tough being out for so long, but I’ve got great trainers at RPI — being able to rehab every day, having somebody there with me, pushing me, was really beneficial," Kasdorf said.

The injury was the first major setback of Kasdorf’s career, and the North Kildonan product acknowledged it gave him some perspective on the game.

"It’s tough not being on the ice. Every year, you’re used to being on the ice, playing every season," he said, adding he feels "100 per cent" now.

"All of a sudden, you have a season taken away from you," he added. "You realize how lucky you are to play hockey every year, and you can’t take that for granted."

Kasdorf, who played one season with the Manitoba AAA Midget Hockey League’s Winnipeg Thrashers before starring with the Manitoba Junior Hockey League’s Portage Terriers and the United States Hockey League’s Des Moines Buccaneers, is now looking to make his mark in the Winnipeg Jets organization. Kasdorf attended his third development camp with the Jets from July 7 to 11 after being taken in the sixth round, 157th overall, in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft in St. Paul, Minn.

Some Jets fans are restless to see a new face between the pipes with starter Ondrej Pavelec’s numbers on the decline in recent years, and Kasdorf is one of a talented crop of up-and-coming netminders that also includes touted prospects Eric Comrie and Connor Hellebuyck.

"Every year, I feel better and better," he said. "This is really good for me, being on the ice five days this week. I’ll try to build off that going into the season."

Kasdorf has three years of eligibility left at RPI, and while he has NHL aspirations, isn’t looking beyond what he can accomplish in the short-term.

"I haven’t really looked too far ahead. I don’t know their exact plans," Kasdorf said. "I just want to have a good year at school and see what happens. I’m just taking it one year at a time."

Kasdorf was 14-5-2 with a 1.62 goals against average and .935 save percentage in 23 games with RPI in 2012-13, garnering him the Eastern College Athletic Conference rookie of the year award. He posted a 1-1-0 record with a 3.49 goals against average and .786 save percentage in two games before his injury last year.

Kasdorf credited RPI head coach Seth Appert, who is also the team’s goalie coach, for furthering his development. He said he’s able to do 30 minutes of specific goalie work, both practical and psychological, before each practice.

"I’m playing a little deeper in my crease, not being so far out and just trying to make myself big to the shooter," he said.

Facebook.com/TheHeraldWpg

Twitter: @HeraldWPG

Ambition drives Ehlers

Dazzling Dane impressing on, off ice at D-camp

By: Ed Tait 
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Nikolaj Ehlers, who has flashed his skill and speed at the Iceplex this week, expects to reach the NHL soon. 
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Nikolaj Ehlers, who has flashed his skill and speed at the Iceplex this week, expects to reach the NHL soon. Photo Store 

His artistry with the puck -- those oh-so slick hands that have instantly become his trademark -- are already being described by witnesses in poetic terms.

But there's more, much more, to Nikolaj Ehlers than meets the eye -- and what meets the eye has repeatedly drawn gasps and oohs and aahs from fans attending Winnipeg Jets Development Camp this week.

A 10-minute chat with the 18-year-old Dane after practice Thursday provided a tease as to his quiet confidence, a trait that enamoured him to Jets' brass prior to last month's NHL Draft in Philadelphia.

He's a kid that answers questions thoughtfully and by looking his inquisitors straight in the eye. He speaks six languages -- Danish, German, Swiss-German, French, English and Swedish -- and carries himself with the poise of a 10-year vet.

Asked about the almost-folklore story that was working through the media after the draft -- the one where he listed his 14-year-old sister Caroline as one of the biggest influences in his career -- and Ehlers explained some media torqued the tale a bit for dramatic effect.

So when it came time to re-tell the details again on Thursday, Ehlers made sure to include the rest of those who were influential in having his name called out ninth overall at the draft.

“ 

'Obviously it would be nice to already play in the NHL next year, but I know I have a lot of things I can work on. I'm just going to take it as it comes and see what happens'

-- Jets' first-rounder Nikolaj Ehlers

"She has been supporting me a lot, like the rest of my family," said Ehlers of his younger sister. "I just thought it was funny to tell that she was coming over during the periods and telling me what to do. Obviously, she tried to help me as much as she could, but it's the same for the rest of my family and that's why I'm here.

"I wouldn't be sitting here if it wasn't for a lot of people around me, a lot of friends, a lot of family, a lot of guys on the team, staff... everything. Obviously, I needed to do my thing, too. I needed to work hard for it every single day.

"It's definitely a good story about my sister, but it has been taken pretty far. That's OK."

Ehlers' father Heinz -- drafted by the New York Rangers in 1984 and now a coach in Switzerland -- might be his biggest influence. There's sister Caroline, of course. His brother Sebastian plays for his hometown Aalborg Pirates and his mom has hockey in her background, as well.

"Every single dinner it was only about hockey," said Ehlers with a grin. "My mother had three brothers who played hockey, my brother plays hockey, my dad played hockey and is a coach now. I'm playing hockey. My sister has watched all our games.

"Obviously, there's a lot of other things to talk about, but we all like hockey, we all love watching it, talking about it."

It was while playing with Biel of the Swiss A-League as a 16- and 17-year-old during the NHL lockout -- a roster that included Patrick Kane and Tyler Seguin -- that Ehlers first started thinking about coming overseas to further pursue his hockey dream.

He landed with the Halifax Mooseheads and absolutely rocked the QMJHL by scoring 49 goals and finishing with 104 points in 63 games this past season. That got him noticed. But, again, it wasn't just the dirty dangles and hockey sense that hockey types found impressive, it was how he conducted himself in interviews -- in particular, his humility and understanding of his own game -- that opened eyes further leading up to the draft.

Mix that with the boyhood joy for the game and you have a Grade-A prospect.

His eyes light up when he describes having the puck on his stick. And when he talks about taking his shot at impressing the Jets at main camp in the fall -- knowing full well cracking the big club is a long shot -- there's a sense he doesn't just hope to wear Jets' colours soon.

He expects it.

"I'm just going to take it as it comes and I'm not going to be disappointed if they send me back to Halifax," said Ehlers. "I'm going to take that as a challenge. Obviously it would be nice to already play in the NHL next year, but I know I have a lot of things I can work on. I'm just going to take it as it comes and see what happens."

But that's a few months from now. The last few weeks have been such a whirlwind, the young Dane is just now understanding the magnitude of it all.

"I'm pretty happy. I've been pretty excited. I was really excited for this week," he said. "I was home for four days (after the draft)... I couldn't wait. I just wanted to fly over here and now I'm finally here. It's amazing. Seeing all the other guys, being with and against good players, it's great. I'm enjoying every single minute here.

"I've got this week, the next two days, and then I'm going home. I think that's when I'm really going to realize, 'I just got drafted. This is what I've been waiting for.' I've been stressed the past few weeks because of the draft and coming over here.

"But right now I'm just enjoying the moment."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition July 11, 2014 C2

Jets have goalies galore

Hellebuyck, Comrie lead strong, young crop
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Eric Comrie at the Winnipeg Jets Development Camp Tuesday at the MTS Iceplex in Winnipeg 
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Eric Comrie at the Winnipeg Jets Development Camp Tuesday at the MTS Iceplex in Winnipeg (JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

It’s a story that has been told and retold in these parts for months now: Goalie comes out of nowhere, bounces around in the minors and forces himself into the Winnipeg Jets’ goaltending debate.

That’s the now well-known tale of Michael Hutchinson, the former Boston Bruins’ draft pick who is now No. 2 on the Jets’ depth chart behind Ondrej Pavelec.

The sequel to that tale, it turns out, may be just as compelling.

Yes, for those of you who might not yet have been introduced, we give you the story of Connor Hellebuyck — named the top goaltender in U.S. college hockey last year — but whom the Jets’ scouting staff first spied during his days playing with the Odessa Jackalopes of the North American Hockey League.

Get this: Hellebuyck, at the time, was a kid straight out of high school in Commerce, Mich., who wasn’t drafted as a junior and only made the Jackalopes through a free-agent camp.

And two years later, after posting microscopic numbers at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell, he’s sharing a dressing room with the likes of Tim Thomas with Team USA at the 2014 IIHF World Championships.

So, there is coming out of left field... and then there is coming out of the forest behind the wall in left field.

"He’s a kid we just kept getting good reports on," said Jets’ amateur scout Tavis MacMillan after Day 2 of the team’s Development Camp at MTS Iceplex. "Everybody that saw him raved about him and said, ‘You need to go see him.’ "

So, that’s exactly what MacMillan did, flying to Oklahoma City and then driving to Amarillo, Texas to catch Hellebuyck in a playoff game prior to his NHL draft year.

"He had an outstanding weekend, both games over 50 saves," said MacMillan. "He won one game all by himself and kept that team alive in the playoffs. From what I understand, we were the only (NHL) team in the building that weekend."

The research didn’t end there. Two coaches/scouts now working with the Jets — Max Giese and Brian Renfew — also raved about Hellebuyck, as did two coaches at UMass-Lowell that MacMillan knew previously in Jason Lammers and Cam Ellsworth.

And so as much as a team can be nervous waiting to call out a name in the first round in the NHL Draft, it turns out the same happened for the Jets’ scouts who were going to bat for Hellebuyck in 2012 and then nervously waiting for their spot to come up in the fifth round, 130th overall.

"We didn’t have a fourth rounder that year, but we had a fifth and we crossed our fingers and waited and waited to see if he would still be there when we were up," said MacMillan. "He’s a lot more polished now than he was then, but you could see he had the tools."

Fast forward to the present and Hellebuyck, now 21, is not only one of the best goaltending prospects in the Jets’ system, but arguably, in the pro ranks. He’ll likely open next season in St. John’s, but is spending this week at D-camp rooming with another bright light in the Jets’ pool, Eric Comrie, a netminder who could be wearing Canada’s colours at the World Junior Hockey Championships.

From Commerce to Odessa to Lowell to St. John’s and a stint with the American squad at the worlds...

"I don’t like to talk about (the worlds) much," said Hellebuyck. "It is a really big thing, but I don’t like to bring it up here because this is a whole different part of my life. This is a different organization and I want to do my best for this organization.

"Being there was huge for my family. It’s just a milestone in my life."

And the Jets hope there is more. Interestingly, Hellebuyck and Comrie — like last year — are rooming again during the D-Camp. So excuse them if they don’t let their minds wander a little bit about what might be.

"That’s the dream of ours, we want to be the Winnipeg Jets goaltenders of the future," said Comrie. "But you have to live in the moment, try to take it day by day and then try to get better every day you go to the rink.

"You’re getting closer and closer to the dream when you come to Winnipeg. You’re at the camp, experiencing what it’s like to play in the NHL... that just makes you want to give it more because you realize you’re closer to the dream you’ve had your whole life."

Top Jets draft pick and other rookies in town for development camp

By: Scott Edmonds, The Canadian Press 
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Nikolaj Ehlers walks to the stage after being chosen ninth overall by the Winnipeg Jets during the first round of the NHL hockey draft, Friday, June 27, 2014, in Philadelphia. Hockey and high fashion aren't exactly kissing cousins so it's probably no surprise Ehlers isn't trying to lose weight to make the Winnipeg Jets. THE CANADIAN PRESS/AP/Matt Slocum 
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Nikolaj Ehlers walks to the stage after being chosen ninth overall by the Winnipeg Jets during the first round of the NHL hockey draft, Friday, June 27, 2014, in Philadelphia. Hockey and high fashion aren't exactly kissing cousins so it's probably no surprise Ehlers isn't trying to lose weight to make the Winnipeg Jets. THE CANADIAN PRESS/AP/Matt Slocum 

WINNIPEG - Hockey and high fashion aren't exactly kissing cousins so it's probably no surprise Nikolaj Ehlers isn't trying to lose weight to make the Winnipeg Jets.

"I want to put on some pounds, eat a lot," their No. 1 2014 draft pick said as the team's development camp opened Monday, with close to 40 of the team's young prospects in town for a week.

Fluent in English as well as a couple of other languages besides his native Danish, Ehlers is just 18 and may be a little small at five foot 11 and 163 pounds, but he's coming off an impressive rookie year in North America.

The left-winger scored 49 goals and added 55 assists for the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season. His 104 points ranked him fourth in league scoring and he was also part of Denmark's under-20 team.

A packed practice arena Monday gave him a good idea of what to expect if he makes the NHL, a marked change from Denmark where he says hockey has been in a funk, although he suggests it may be getting a little more attention lately.

"When I practise at home, there's nobody there," he said. "Coming out here and seeing all these people, it's pretty amazing."

Ehlers said he wasn't trying to do anything special to impress the team's coaches this week.

"I don't think that I have to impress anyone. I think I'm going to go out and play my game. That's what I did all year. That's why I'm here now."

Jimmy Roy, the Jets co-ordinator of player development, couldn't agree more and says that's not what this week is about.

"Its about them off the ice, on the ice, meeting them as people, getting to understand them a little bit, them understanding us," he said.

Once they're evaluated, he says the Jets staff will try to give some direction on what they need to do "to turn the boy strength into man strength and prepare them for the National Hockey League."

Some players couldn't come because of U.S. college rules. Others are being given a pass because they've already had a hectic spring and summer, like defenceman Josh Morrissey, who got called up from the WHL to help the St. John's IceCaps during their AHL Calder Cup run and is now getting ready for Canada's junior camp.

As for Roy's take on Ehlers, it's early but he likes what he sees.

"He's pretty quick, he's pretty smart," he said.

The Jets have half a dozen of their 2014 draft picks in camp, including California native Chase De Leo, who is joining friend and fellow Californian Eric Comrie. Comrie also got called up briefly by the Jets' AHL farm team last season.

"It was cool putting on all of the gear, I was pretty excited," said De Leo, who was selected by the Jets in the fourth round, 99th overall.

He's another left-winger who isn't bringing a lot of size to the game but in his third season with the WHL's Portland Winterhawks, he scored 39 goals and added 42 assists. That's twice as many goals as he scored in 2012-13.

The Jets also have 2012 fifth-round pick Connor Hellebuyck in camp. At 21, the six-foot-four 200-pound goaltender has already taken the first big step towards his NHL career.

He surrendered his final two seasons of college eligibility to sign a three-year, two-way entry-level contract with the Jets this spring and is expected to see action in St. John's.

Petan, rest mortal enemies

Jets' No. 2 pick in 2013 wouldn't know what to do with time off

By: Tim Campbell 
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Winnipeg Jets 2014 Development Camp player, and 2013 draft pick Nic Petan (#38) at MTS Iceplex Monday afternoon. 
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Winnipeg Jets 2014 Development Camp player, and 2013 draft pick Nic Petan (#38) at MTS Iceplex Monday afternoon. (DAVID LIPNOWSKI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ) Photo Store 

Schedule

Today: Group A 9:30 a.m.; Group B 11 a.m.

Wednesday: Group B 9:30 a.m.; Group A 11 a.m.

Thursday: Group A 9:30 a.m.; Group B 11 a.m.

Friday: Four-on-four scrimmage 10:45 a.m.

All sessions at the MTS Iceplex, open to the public.

Is Nic Petan tired yet, having played deep into the WHL season to the league championships series three straight years?

The answer is a resounding no.

"It definitely seems long every season when you're in that position, but it's odd -- you have short summers -- but this year seems like more time than last year because of the (2013) draft," said the second-round pick last year. "I've had a month to work out now, so I'm feeling good and ready to go.

"You just adjust to it. Most players who don't make playoffs or go out early have more time to work on that stuff. You get used to it, the short summers."

Petan's success with the WHL's Portland Winterhawks has provided oodles of extra development time for the 19-year-old centre.

More than most realize.

The Delta, B.C., native has been plenty prolific in his most recent two seasons, with 120- and 113-point years to go with his 35 points as a junior rookie.

But when you add in his post-season play, you get another full year of development.

Petan has played in 69 post-season games since 2012, and scored 66 points in those.

And he has thrived on the action, proving himself to be near the top of the charts in terms of conditioning and production.

"I didn't go to St. John's after the season was over, stayed home and just rested," he said of this spring. "That was a key thing there. Got a lot of rest, sat back after playing a lot of hockey in the last two years. That was good to have some rest. Now I'm feeling good, back in the gym again."

There is plenty to prepare for.

He does have one more year of junior eligibility but it's no secret the Jets have an eager eye on him and others, considering their NHL depth at centre needs to improve.

"I'm very hard on myself all summer," Petan said on Monday's first day of development camp. "Goals? Just to obviously get to this week, have a good world junior camp in August and get ready for main camp and the rookie tournament.

"Those are big things for me, big steps, and I think to make a push for that chance this year will be hard, but it's a push I'm going to make and whatever happens, happens. I'm obviously not old enough to play in the NHL yet, but I definitely want to make a push."

The Team Canada question is an important one for Petan this season, having been on the team that lost the world junior bronze-medal game last January.

"I'll just take it the same last year, take it as it happens and find my way onto the team," he said. "I'm looking forward to that and to a little revenge."

In terms of his future with the Jets, Petan said he tries to keep the day-to-day goings-on of the NHL team away from his direct vision. Of course, he added, that's nearly impossible, especially being a prospect for a Canadian-based club.

"I try not to look at it too much but people around me here and there are on it," he laughed. "I think it's nice to have that support. I like that people seem to be behind me."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Those in a rush should pay no attention to defenceman Tucker Poolman, the Winnipeg Jets' fifth-round draft pick of 2013.

The East Grand Forks, Minn., native has already passed his 21st birthday and he's about to begin his NCAA hockey career this fall at the University of North Dakota.

As the rules go and if he were to play his entire college eligibility, no decision by the Jets would be needed on Poolman until 2018.

Whatever the pace of things, the 6-3 defenceman is more than excited to get his college hockey career started in his home community.

"I've always been close to the program and since my dad's worked in the program (his father Mark is UND's strength and conditioning coach), I've had a unique look as far as that goes," Poolman said Monday on the first day of the Jets' development camp. "I'm just really excited."

UND is eager for Poolman's freshman year, too, handing the blue-liner the No. 3 jersey after the 2013-14 season him named the USA Hockey's junior player of the year after a 15-goal, 41-point season for the USHL's Omaha Lancers.

"Honestly, it was great teammates and great coaches," he said. "We had a lot of talent on our team. I think six guys off my team got drafted this year. The coaches worked with me and let me do what I wanted within the guidelines. I had some freedom that way and it worked out."

-- There are several missing prospects from this week's camp.

Draft picks Andrew Copp (fourth round, 2013), Brennan Serville (third round, 2011), Tanner Lane (sixth round, 2010) and Jack Glover (third round, 2014) are not in Winnipeg. All are U.S. college players.

"I think they were planning on coming and then all of a sudden we were notified of some rules and some teams, and it wasn't only us... things change, and players that were in attendance-based classes, they were unable to get out of them," Roy said. "Things like that happen."

It's possible Glover might be able to attend later in the week.

Also missing is defenceman Josh Morrissey, the team's first-round draft pick of 2013. Morrissey played 112 games in 2013-14 and has been excused for the week.

Two other prospects, centre Adam Lowry and winger J.C. Lipon are at camp this week but won't be on the ice after they played deep into June for the St. John's IceCaps in the league's championship series.
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Winnipeg Jets 2014 Development Camp player, and 2014 first round draft pick Nikolaj Ehlers, (#42) at MTS Iceplex Monday afternoon.  
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Winnipeg Jets 2014 Development Camp player, and 2014 first round draft pick Nikolaj Ehlers, (#42) at MTS Iceplex Monday afternoon. (DAVID LIPNOWSKI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ) Photo Store 

Disrupted travel plans and some serious jet lag couldn't put a dent in Nikolaj Ehlers' sense of humour on the first day of the Winnipeg Jets' annual summer development camp.

The 18-year-old dynamo from the QMJHL's Halifax Mooseheads, the Jets' 2014 first-round draft pick just 10 days ago, was on the MTS Iceplex ice with 36 other draft picks, prospects and invitees.

Since being picked in Philadelphia, Ehlers has been home to Aalborg, Denmark -- the country's fourth-biggest city at some 130,000 residents -- for four days, then ran into cancelled flights that left him overnighting in Copenhagen and scrambling to get here late Sunday.

"It's nice to get up early," he laughed. "I feel good. I'm happy to be here now. I'm just going to enjoy this week and see what happens."

Asked what areas of improvement he'll be focusing on this summer, you have to love his unique perspective.

"I want to put on some pounds, eat a lot and all that," said the left-winger who's listed at 5-11, 163 pounds. "I guess that's probably the biggest thing I have to get better at. It's hard to eat so much that you want to throw up after. I'm trying. I'm going to try to get up (in weight) and be ready."

Whatever his current size, Ehlers is all business on a pair of skates.

The fleet forward, who didn't have a whole lot of opportunity flash his stuff at what was mostly an orientation skate on Monday, had 49 goals and 104 points for the Mooseheads during the 2013-14 regular-season, and 28 more points in 16 playoff games.

"I don't think that I have to impress anyone," he said. "I think I'm going to go out and play my game. That's what I did all year. That's why I'm here now. So I'm just going to keep on doing that."

There were plenty of eager eyes on Monday as fans filled the Iceplex spectator areas to get a look at the Jets' prospects.

"When I practise at home, there's nobody there," Ehlers said. "Now coming out here and seeing all these people, it's pretty amazing."

At home, hockey is a secondary sport. Ehlers, though, said he's blessed with an enthusiastic support group of family and friends.

"I know that all my friends and family were watching and following me," he said about the NHL draft. "Hockey in Denmark is not that big anymore, but I think it's getting bigger again. Obviously it's nice to have some players out of Denmark who are getting drafted into the NHL."

On his first visit to Winnipeg, Ehlers said he's strictly in learning mode, but hopes to experience some of the city.

"Hopefully we're going out and having some fun with the guys, go out to eat somewhere. We'll see what happens," he said.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition July 8, 2014 C1

Summer school 

Jets prospects hit the ice next week -- chance for youngsters to be studied and get lessons in turning pro

By: Ed Tait 

Posted: 07/5/2014 1:00 AM | Comments: 1  | Last Modified: 07/5/2014 9:40 AM | Updates 

  t Tweet 0 

f Post 0 

r Reddit 0 

s ShareThis 0 

p Print 

e Email 0 

Enlarge Image 

(THE CANADIAN PRESS IMAGES) 

THE JETS D-CAMP ROSTER

GOALTENDERS

No. Name 2012-13 Team Ht./Wt. Birthdate

1 Juho Olkinuora U. Denver (WCHA) 6-2/200 4-11-90

30 Connor Hellebuyck U. Mass-Lowell (Hockey East) 6-4/195 19/5/93

50 Jamie Phillips Michigan Tech (WCHA) 6-4/184 24/3/93

60 Eric Comrie Tri-City (WHL) 6-1/167 6-7-95

75 Jason Kasdorf Rensselaer (ECAC) 6-4/195 18/5/92

DEFENCE

No. Name 2012-13 Team Ht./Wt. Birthdate

47 Jack Glover US-NTDP (USHL) 6-3/185 17-5-91

53 Jan Kostalek Rimouski (QMJHL) 6-0/180 17-2-95

54 Tucker Poolman Omaha (USHL) 6-3/200 8-6-93

62 Nelson Nogier Saskatoon (WHL) 6-2/193 27-5-96

64 Nolan Zajac U of Denver (NCHC) 5-11/180 1-8-92

78 Kevin Lohan U of Michigan (Big-10) 6-5/202 1-11-93

79 Shane Hanna Michigan Tech (WCHA) 5-11/195 2-5-94

85 Peter Stoykewych Colorado College (WCHA) 6-3/200 11/7/92

86 Aaron Harstad Colorado College (WCHA) 6-1/200 27-4-92

91 Marcus Karlstrom AIK J-18 (Sweden) 6-2/181 6/1/95

92 Ralfs Freibergs Bowling Green (WCHA) 5-11/191 17-5-91

94 Taylor Fleming Western Michigan (NCHC) 5-11/200 17-2-93

FORWARD

No. Name 2011-12 Team Ht./Wt. Birthdate

38 Nic Petan Portland (WHL) 5-8/163 22/3/95

42 Nikolai Ehlers Halifax (QMJHL) 5-11/163 14-2-96

45 Jimmy Lodge Saginaw (OHL) 6-0/166 5/3/95

46 J.C. Lipon Kamloops (WHL) 5-11/180 10/7/93

56 Adam Lowry Swift Current (WHL) 6-5/201 29/3/93

57 Chase De Leo Portland (WHL) 5-10/175 25-11-95

61 Austen Brassard Belleville (OHL) 6-2/207 14-1-93

65 Axel Blomqvist Lethbridge/Victoria (WHL) 6-6/212 30-1-95

68 Ryan Olsen Kelowna (WHL) 6-2/180 25/3/94

72 Scott Kosmachuk Guelph (OHL) 5-11/185 24/01/94

73 C.J. Franklin Sioux Falls (USHL) 5-11/190 17-3-94

74 Matt Usacki Langley (USHL) 6-6/225 27-5-94

82 Brendan Harms Bemidji State (WCHA) 6-0/180 2-12-94

83 Frank Vatrano UMass-Amherst (H-East) 5-10/215 14-3-94

87 Tanner Lane Nebraska-Omaha (WCHA) 6-2/187 13/08/92

88 Kalle Kossilla St. Cloud State (NCHC) 5-10/167 14-4-93

89 Blake Tatchell U of Alaska-Anchorage (WCHA) 5-10/173 23-5-91

90 Reid Sturos Michigan Tech (WCHA) 6-2/185 8-8-92

93 Ben Walker Victoria (WHL) 6-0/192 21-6-93

95 Justin Hickman Seattle, Bridgeport (WHL/AHL) 6-3/210 18-3-94

They are coming. Maybe not in a wave next fall, but perhaps in the months not long after.

They are goalies and defencemen, centres and wingers.

The Winnipeg Jets' prospect pool isn't the shallow collection it once was when the Atlanta Thrashers pulled up stakes and headed north. It's much deeper now, courtesy four drafts for Kevin Cheveldayoff and his scouting staff.

And as much as the organization's draft-and-develop blueprint can be a tough sell in the wake of the free-agent feeding frenzy by the Jets' Central Division rivals last week, it does remain the cornerstone to their blueprint.

That's what should make the Jets' third annual Development Camp, which opens Monday at MTS Iceplex, an intriguing mid-summer study.

Who's ready now? Who's flashing the most upside? And, of the new free-agent faces looking for a shot, who jumps off the page to earn a training-camp invite?

Now, this year's camp will feature just one first-round draft pick in Nikolai Ehlers as Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba are already with the big club and Josh Morrissey, selected last summer, is coming off a campaign in which he played 112 games between the Prince Albert Raiders, Team Canada's world junior side and the St. John's IceCaps and has been told to take some much needed R & R.

But six of the seven players chosen at last week's draft -- all but Russian Pavel Kraskovsky -- will be in attendance next week.

That alone makes it worth eyeballing. Here's our take on some of the reasons to pay attention to all the talent assembled at MTS Iceplex next week in our third Handy-Dandy Guide to Jets' D-Camp:

THE FIRST-ROUNDER...

42 Nikolai Ehlers, LW, Halifax Mooseheads: His skill level is obvious -- 49 goals, 104 points for Halifax last year -- but it's his hockey sense Jets brass raved about before taking him in last month's NHL Draft. That's an intangible not always easy to gauge in something like a development camp, but first-rounders are always under the microscope and Ehlers will be no different than Mark Scheifele, Jacob Trouba and Josh Morrissey before him.

FIVE TO STUDY CLOSELY

30 Connor Hellebuyck, G, University of Massachusetts-Lowell: By now you know of his credentials -- he won the inaugural Mike Richter Award as the most outstanding goaltender in the NCAA -- before signing with the Jets. He was with Team USA at the worlds and figures to open the season in St. John's. His career is an arrow pointing straight to the sky.

72 Scott Kosmachuk, RW, Guelph Storm: He's done everything and then some since the Jets drafted him in 2012. His point totals with the Storm jumped from 59 to 65 to 101 and it's the attention to detail in his own end that has the parent club excited.

60 Eric Comrie, G, Tri-City Americans/St. John's IceCaps: He's on Team Canada's radar as a candidate for the world junior squad. Doesn't turn 19 until Sunday.

46 J.C. Lipon, RW, St. John's IceCaps: It's not his offensive totals that jump off the page -- nine goals and 33 assists in 72 games on The Rock -- it's the sandpaper element to his game that makes him an intriguing possibility for the Jets this fall in the makeover of their third and fourth lines.

54 Tucker Poolman, D Omaha Lancers (USHL): Headed for UND in the fall after being named USA Hockey's top junior player. He's got size at 6-3, 200 pounds and some offensive finish.

THE 'TOBAN FACTOR

Four Manitobans will be at the camp, two Jets/Thrashers draft picks and two attending as free agents:

75 Jason Kasdorf, G, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute: Was outstanding as a freshman -- named the ECAC's top rookie -- the Winnipegger and former Portage Terrier had most of his second year wiped out by injury.

84 Peter Stoykewych, D, Colorado College: A draft pick dating back to the Thrashers days, this product of St. John's-Ravenscourt and the Winnipeg Blues was named to the WCHA Final Five all-star team.

64 Nolan Zajac, D, University of Denver: Comes from good stock as part of the Zajac clan in Winnipeg that includes older brother Travis of the New Jersey Devils. Was Denver's most valuable freshman in 2012-13.

82 Brendan Harms, RW, Bemidji State: Steinbach product and another former Portage Terrier, Harms finished fourth in scoring at BSU with seven goals and 14 assists in 38 games.

DEVELOPMENT CAMP BY THE NUMBERS

37 -- Players in attendance

23 -- Jets/Thrashers draft choices

15 -- NCAA players

8 -- WHL

4 -- AHL

4 -- USHL

3 -- OHL

2 -- QMJHL

1 -- Other

OLDEST -- Jussi Olkinuora, 23 years, 8 months

YOUNGEST -- Nelson Nogier, 18 years, 38 days

TALLEST -- Axel Blomqvist, Matt Ustaski: 6-6

SHORTEST -- Nic Petan, 5-9

HEAVIEST -- Ustaski, 225 pounds

LIGHTEST -- Nikolai Ehlers, 163 pounds

THE D-CAMP SKED

All practices are at MTS Iceplex are free and open to the public.

DATE, GROUP A, GROUP B

Mon., July 7, 2:15 p.m., 2:15 p.m.

Tue., July 8,  9:30 a.m., 11 a.m.

Wed., July 9,  11 a.m., 9:30 a.m.

Thu., July 10,  9:30 a.m., 11 a.m.

Fri,, July 11,  10:45 a.m., 10:45 a.m.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Sting choose Zacha 1st overall in CHL import draft, but Czech centre may not report
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TORONTO - The Sarnia Sting chose Czech centre Pavel Zacha first overall in the Canadian Hockey League import draft Wednesday, but they may never see him put on their uniform.

The 17-year-old had four goals and four assists in 38 games for Liberec in the Czech pro league this past season. Zacha had three goals and two assists in seven games at the world men's under-18 championship in April when the Czech Republic took the silver medal.

But Zacha's agent, Allan Walsh, said on Twitter that Zacha is under contract to a professional team in his home country and is not interested to playing in the OHL.

"Sarnia just wasted the #1 overall pick in the CHL Import Draft on a player who's not coming and has a professional contract. #RookieGM," Walsh posted on Twitter.

Zacha, a six-foot-two, 200-pound forward, is eligible for the 2015 NHL entry draft.

The Sherbrooke Phoenix selected Russian left-winger Vladislav Kamenev with the second pick and the Lethbridge Hurricanes drafted Russian winger Nikita Milekhin at No. 3. Kamenev was taken in the second round of the NHL draft last week by the Nashville Predators.

The 60 teams in the CHL, which includes the Western, Ontario and Quebec major junior men's hockey leagues, each get two selections in the import draft. Each team is eligible to dress two imports each season.

But this year's import draft marked the first time teams were not allowed to select goaltenders.

“In partnership with Hockey Canada, the CHL has identified the need to further develop Canadian goaltenders by providing increased opportunities for them to compete in our league and succeed at the next level," CHL commissioner David Branch said in a statement when that decision was made.

Import goaltenders drafted prior to this year are allowed to continue to play in the CHL until they've exhausted their major junior eligibility.
Next up: free agent frenzy

Jets GM Cheveldayoff still has busy week ahead
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Portland�s Chase De Leo (left) 
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Portland�s Chase De Leo (left) 

The weekend proved again that change comes slowly to the Winnipeg Jets.

Amid speculation GM Kevin Cheveldayoff might pull the trigger on a substantial roster change or two via trade in conjunction with the NHL draft in Philadelphia, the Jets simply made seven selections over the two days -- none of whom will be on their team in the fall -- and scurried home Sunday to ready themselves for a big week full of contract issues.

larry macdougal / the canadian press files The Winnipeg Jets have filed for salary arbitration with right-winger Michael Frolik (centre), who will likely be signed. 
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Winnipeg Jets

free agency primer

NHL players with expiring contracts become free agents on Tuesday. The salary cap paramaters for the 2014-15 season are a $69-million cap maximum and a $51-million cap minimum.

Jets players signed for 2014-15: 16

Jets cap payroll today: approx. $50 million

Jets' restricted free agents

(Anyone can sign them, the Jets would have the right to match if the player is tendered a qualifying offer.)

Michael Frolik, RW

Matt Halischuk, LW

James Wright, C

Keaton Ellerby, D

Eric O'Dell, C

Ben Chiarot, D

Michael Hutchinson, G

Jets' unrestricted free agents

Olli Jokinen, C

Devin Setoguchi, RW

Chris Thorburn, RW

Adam Pardy, D

Al Montoya, G

Zach Redmond, D

Jets' 2014

draft picks

NIKOLAJ EHLERS

Selected: 9th, first round

Position: LW

13-14 team: Halifax QMJHL

MeasurEments: 5-11, 163

Need to know: Born in Denmark, North American rookie piled up 104 points for Mooseheads with a dynamic, swift game.

JACK GLOVER

Selected: 69th, third round

Position: D

13-14 team: U.S. under-18 development team

MeasurEments: 6-3, 190

Need to know: Two-way defenceman, good feet, good vision, enrolled at U of Minnesota.

CHASE DE LEO

Selected: 99th, fourth round

Position: C

13-14 team: Portland WHL

MeasurEments: 5-10, 175

Need to know: California native plays with bite, put up excellent numbers with 39 goals and 81 points this season.

NELSON NOGIER

Selected: 101st, fourth round

Position: D

13-14 team: Saskatoon, WHL

MeasurEments: 6-2, 193

Need to know: Big blue-liner missed all of the back half of the season after shoulder surgery in December; it probably dropped him in the draft.

C.J. FRANKLIN

Selected: 129th, fifth round

Position: F

13-14 team: Sioux Falls, USHL

MeasurEments: 5-11, 190

Need to know: 20-year-old headed to Mankato this fall; pretty much a point-per-game player in USHL.

PAVEL KRASKOVSKY

Selected: 164th, sixth round

Position: C

13-14 team: Yarsloavl junior (Russia)

MeasurEments: 6-4, 187

Need to know: Size in a centre were the big attractions for the Jets; is said to be good defensively.

MATT USTRASKI

Selected: 192nd, seventh round

Position: C

13-14 team: Langley, BCHL

MeasurEments: 6-6, 225

Need to know: 20-year-old headed to Wisconsin this fall; a large pivot who moves pretty well, by most reports.

Expiring contracts will make numerous players free agents on Tuesday when the annual spending spree kicks off at 11 a.m.

The Jets have six unrestricted free agents: Olli Jokinen, Devin Setoguchi, Chris Thorburn, Adam Pardy, Al Montoya and Zach Redmond. Cheveldayoff indicated on the weekend he has had at least a conversation with each of the camps except Setoguchi's, though he has not indicated a preference for signing any of the other five.

All NHL teams were permitted to speak to, but not make deals with, UFAs starting in the middle of last week. The Jets have kicked the tires on some players around the league, including centre Paul Stastny.

Winnipeg also has seven restricted free agents of significance: Michael Frolik, Matt Halischuk, James Wright, Keaton Ellerby, Eric O'Dell, Ben Chiarot and goalie Michael Hutchinson.

All must be tendered a qualifying offer by today for the Jets to retain their rights. The team has filed for salary arbitration with Frolik, who is expected to be signed.

For next season, the Jets have nine forwards, six defencemen and one goalie, Ondrej Pavelec, under contract. That totals about $50 million in cap costs, leaving plenty of room for Cheveldayoff to manoeuvre under the new maximum, which has been raised to $69 million. The floor will be $51 million.

It's unlikely the Jets will go all the way to the cap maximum, since they have stated time and again they are a mid-range budget team.

It's also unlikely the team will be big spenders on Tuesday, when the cap ceiling increase alone creates about $141 million league-wide worth of new cap space for just the coming season.

League-wide, there isn't an abundance of elite players who will be available, meaning some good-to-average players will reap healthy rewards.

The Jets' forward and backup goalie positions are the most pressing for Cheveldayoff. It's still possible Montoya could return. Hutchinson, who played the final three games of the 2013-14 season for the Jets, might be a viable option but the team is expected to at least look around.

"We've got room to fill at forward," Cheveldayoff said after Saturday's draft. "We'll start addressing that as quickly as possible."

The Jets are surely in need of stronger players on their bottom two lines.

Based on the conclusion to last season, the team will have to build third and fourth lines with Dustin Byfuglien, Jim Slater, Eric Tangradi and Anthony Peluso, who are all under contract. The pressing need is at centre, where Jokinen could certainly remain in the picture.

Leading up to the draft, several league sources said Cheveldayoff was an attentive listener to pitches and inquiries from other teams.

Though he never confirmed it, some of those conversations involved at least power left-winger Evander Kane. Those sources indicated Cheveldayoff was only interested in fair hockey value in any potential deal and had little interest in dealing any of his established roster players for the future -- be that draft picks or prospects. Though it's been debated, the Jets have no appetite for positioning themselves to get worse in the short term and into a better spot for the bonanza many expect the 2015 draft to be.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Sanheim, Hawryluk, Lernout each snapped up by third round
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Travis Sanheim (USA TODAY SPORTS) 

IT wasn't a big NHL draft splash from Manitoba, but joy was running high in three homes after a weekend in which 30 teams selected 210 players.

Elkhorn's Travis Sanheim, the improving defenceman from the WHL's Calgary Hitmen, cracked the first round on Friday night, causing a stir with his selection by the hometown Philadelphia Flyers at the Wells Fargo Center.

On Saturday when the draft resumed with the second round, Roblin's Jayce Hawryluk of the Brandon Wheat Kings was the second name called, picked 32nd overall by the Florida Panthers.

And shortly after that, the Montreal Canadiens traded up to choose Winnipeg-born defenceman Brett Lernout of the WHL's Swift Current Broncos with the 73rd overall pick, midway through the third round.

Sanheim, just 18, was an instant celebrity in the City of Brotherly Love.

After his Hitmen were eliminated from the WHL playoffs, he went to play for Team Canada at the World Under-18 tournament, earning a bronze medal and praise for his steady play.

That performance helped continue his momentum up scouting lists and rankings. Having just graduated from midget hockey to the WHL, he was virtually off the draft radar at the start of the 2013-14 season.

"As I started to see my name in the rankings, it was a good feeling," Sanheim said. "And I ended up having a good second half."

The draft is only a starting point, Sanheim said.

"The biggest thing for me is getting a lot stronger and having a good summer in the gym," the 6-3, 181-pound blueliner said. "I'm looking to do that this summer."

Hawryluk, also 18, had 24 goals and 64 points for the Wheaties this season.

The right-winger said he still had nerves while the first 31 selections were being made, but said he had the comfort that Florida GM Dale Tallon had told him in an interview in Philadelphia last week he'd be the Panthers' pick if he was still available at No. 32.

"They told me they were going to take me and they honoured that," Hawryluk beamed after the pick. "I was super-thrilled."

In the third round, the Habs made a deal with the Arizona Coyotes to move up to the 73rd slot and chose Lernout, the rugged defenceman who charts at 6-4, 206 pounds.

The 18-year-old decided against attending the draft in Philadelphia, expecting only to be a mid- or late-round pick after registering eight goals and 22 points in his second WHL season.

"It's a dream come true," Lernout told the Free Press. "My family's really excited with our French-Canadian background."

Lernout's mother was born Jackie Bohemier.

Lernout likely did himself some great favours with his performance at the fitness testing at the NHL scouting combine in Toronto in late May. He was among the best of the prospects in several strength tests, including top ranks in several bench-press categories.

And he recalled a good interview with the Montreal brass there.

"They seemed quite interested so I had the idea I might go there," Lernout said.

The weekend also produced some extra good news for the Wheat Kings.

Centre John Quenneville was chosen with the 30th and final pick of the first round by the New Jersey Devils, while left-winger Richard Nejezchleb went to the New York Rangers at No. 122, early in the fifth round.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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PHILADELPHIA -- Hockey smarts, size and balance marked the Winnipeg Jets' 2014 draft list, completed Saturday with Rounds 2 through 7 at Wells Fargo Center.

Balance, though, did not include the selection of any goalies this season.

Winnipeg ended the draft with seven picks -- three centres, two wingers and two defencemen.

And in the process that included two small trades (mainly draft picks, but also sending the rights to goalie Eddie Pasquale to Washington), Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff managed to add a sixth- and seventh-round pick to his list of assets for the 2015 draft in Florida.

Adding to first-round pick Nikolaj Ehlers, the flashy left-winger taken ninth overall on Friday night, the Jets added defenceman Jack Glover from the U.S. under-18 development team in the third round; centre Chase De Leo from the WHL's Portland Winterhawks and defenceman Nelson Nogier in the fourth round; forward C.J. Franklin of the USHL's Sioux Falls Stampede in the fifth round; centre Pavel Kraskovsky of the Yaroslavl juniors in the sixth round and centre Matt Ustaski of Langley of the BCHL in the seventh round.

Kraskovsky is 6-4; Ustaski is 6-6.

"A little bit of a smattering of everything," is how Cheveldayoff described his Saturday at the draft. "We've got a big two-way defenceman early today and picked up some more skill and grit on the wing and we got some big centremen at the end."

Franklin and Ustaski are both 20 already, but headed to play NCAA hockey. Franklin will go to Minnesota State University, Mankato, while Ustanski will head to Wisconsin.

One of the themes of Saturday's selections for the draft were connections.

In De Leo, they have a teammate of prospect Nic Petan in Portland, and one of prospect goalie Eric Comrie's best friends.

De Leo said he and Comrie signed a pact when they were kids that they'd play on the same team.

"I heard about that," Cheveldayoff said.

"We kind of chuckled at the table. We knew they were best friends. Last year we ended up drafting (Andrew) Copp from Michigan, one of the best friends of Jacob Trouba. Maybe it's a little bit of a trend there. It's great to see some players in our organization have a bit of a bond even before they get to development camp or training camp. We are trying to build one family here.

"It's great to have a head start on it."

De Leo, a native of La Mirada, Calif., was thrilled with the fit when he spoke to reporters on Saturday after his 39-goal, 81-point season and a third straight trip to the WHL's championship series.

"Nic, he loves Winnipeg," De Leo said. "He has nothing but good things to say about the city. And with (teammate) Brendan Leipsic (of Winnipeg), he's also filled me in nicely. Can't wait to talk to those guys and get to know more.

"I felt I had a pretty good (pre-draft) meeting with Winnipeg. I actually texted Comrie after and told him, 'Maybe I'll go to Winnipeg.' It's an exciting time."

He and the Tri-City Americans No. 1 netminder have been close buddies since Comrie moved to California in 2005.

"We hit it off right off the bat and we still talk every single day," he said. "He's obviously a different character -- and talk about drive -- he's the most driven kid I've ever met. I think it kind of rubs on me. Seeing how he carries himself; he comes from a great family and I think I'm excited to be (around him)."

De Leo isn't big at 5-10, but he plays with some bite and has some rat to his game.

"I come from a pretty special family," he said. "I've been taught to never expect anything to be handed to me. I definitely earn everything I get."
A little snarl goes a long way
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Brandon Wheat Kings blue-liner Jayce Hawryluk plays with a definite edge, which is just what Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon wants. 
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Brandon Wheat Kings blue-liner Jayce Hawryluk plays with a definite edge, which is just what Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon wants. 

Philadelphia -- Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon gave Jayce Hawryluk a guarantee and lived up to it. Tallon doesn't know it, but Hawryluk lives by a guarantee of his own. Nothing will stop him from playing in the NHL. Nothing.

No one would make the mistake of calling Hawryluk an artful skater. And he's got a temper and so far he's been labelled immature and more than a little on the edge.

But he'll find a way. Guaranteed.

The 18-year-old native of Roblin and Brandon Wheat Kings winger was selected 32nd overall in the second round Saturday at the NHL Draft by the Florida Panthers, but there was little suspense for Hawryluk.

"I had a meeting with Florida on Friday and it went really well. After we talked for a little while, Dale Tallon looked across at me and stuck his hand out and said, 'If you're there at 32 when we pick in the second, you're our man.' He was true to his word," said Hawryluk.

“ 

'His interview with us on Friday -- our staff has been together for almost 12 years -- was top 10. One of the best we've ever conducted. He had us laughing. He got serious at certain points. And there was a lot of back and forth'

-- Panthers scout Scott Luce

"Now, I've got to get to work and try to get in the best shape of my life and try to make the Florida Panthers. I love playing in Brandon and I want to go as far as I can with the Wheat Kings. But it's hot in Florida and getting out of the winters in Manitoba, well, that's not a bad thing."

Hawryluk scored 24 goals and 64 points in 59 games with the Wheat Kings last season. He was suspended three times and he says his favourite player is Brad Marchand.

"He's got a great personality and we don't have that kind of player. He's hard to play against and he's incredibly strong," said Tallon.

"Our scouts didn't want me to tell him we were going to take him, because you don't want any other teams to know what you're thinking.

"But I told him and he was true to his word and kept it to himself. We're thrilled to have him. He wants to play for the Florida Panthers. He's going to add a lot to us. Edge and skill.

"He plays hard but he also has skill and can finish. Those guys are hard to find."

Panthers head amateur scout Scott Luce said Hawryluk jumped off the page in the interview process.

"His interview with us on Friday -- our staff has been together for almost 12 years -- was top 10," he said. "One of the best we've ever conducted. He had us laughing. He got serious at certain points. And there was a lot of back and forth," said Luce.

"We watched him a lot and he's a player with skill and a hardness to him. If you watch playoff hockey, guys like Jayce have success. He can add an element we don't think we have right now."

Hawryluk was fairly vibrating when he got to the media room after being selected Saturday morning, and he was peppered with questions from a pack of Florida media and a few Manitoba types.

At one point, he was asked about a scouting report suggesting he was a nasty piece of business on the ice.

"Yeah, that's right," said a smirking Hawryluk, not backing away from the comment or boastfully expanding on it. Just letting it lie there.

Hockey isn't a game won by the team with the most beautiful skaters or the best shooters or craftiest stick-handlers.

Victories go to the teams with players willing to be complete and focus on a bigger game. That's Hawryluk. He'll compete and he'll push and find a way to get the edge.

The Panthers might not have found a skills-competition winner. But they've got themselves a hockey player.

Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition June 29, 2014 B2
D-man Glover a model of efficiency

Jets' No. 2 pick gets job done with no fuss
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Jack Glover: starting NCAA career in fall with Golden Gophers  
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Jack Glover: starting NCAA career in fall with Golden Gophers 
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PHILADELPHIA -- If and when they write his NHL media guide bio, Jack Glover knows it will have the word "efficient" in it.

The big defenceman (6-3, 190 pounds) from the U.S under-18 development program, who's already enrolled at the University of Minnesota, is not a banger and he's not a scorer.

But he's a good skater, one who likes to "push the pace and get the puck to forwards," he said after being drafted 69th overall by the Winnipeg Jets on Saturday. "I see a guy like Paul Martin of the Penguins, and at the same time I see a guy like (Jacob) Trouba for the Jets the way he pushes the play.

"But I definitely think I'm a guy who relies on my skating, my vision and I think those are my two biggest assets."

Glover was the Jets' highest selection on Day 2 of the annual draft, this one at Wells Fargo Center. They had traded their second-round pick to Minnesota a year ago for Devin Setoguchi.

In its draft preview edition, The Hockey News quote a scout as saying Glover might sometimes be a little too "Minnesota nice," on the ice.

The native of Golden Valley, Minn., a western suburb of Minneapolis, bristled at the comment, one he had obviously read before this week's draft.

"That's something that, growing up in Minnesota, that's kind of the stereotype," Glover said. "At the same time, it's something you hear over the course of your career. My style of play, I'm not a big hitter or a big bruiser and I'm not going to go out there and look to take heads off or anything like that.

"At the same time, the way I play defence is very effective. I take great pride in my defensive game. And you see the criticism and there's nothing you can really do about it."

Glover said he's already two weeks into school, and is looking forward to starting his NCAA hockey career this fall with the Golden Gophers.

"A fast team, a skilled team," he said.

Glover said he has grown up a Minnesota Wild fan, but loves the idea of a Winnipeg-Minnesota rivalry.

"It adds a lot of excitement for me," he said. "That rivalry is something that I'm definitely looking forward to."

Day 2 of the draft can be a drawn-out, stressful affair for some hopeful prospects.

Glover admitted to some nerves sitting through two-plus rounds without hearing his name.

"Coming into the week, I tried not to come with too many expectations," Glover said. "Obviously you don't know what's going to happen, but seeing all my buddies getting drafted definitely built up the excitement for me. My heart was definitely racing. I could hear it in my ears, things like that.

"Actually getting picked was the best moment of my life so far."

He said he had no indication the Jets were interested.

"Had met with them throughout the year a couple of times," he said. "They come into where we play, but I had no idea."

Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff said after Saturday's final pick the Jets checked into trying to move to late in the second round to select Glover, but that they couldn't find a trade match with anyone.

They 18-year-old blue-liner came their way anyway.

"He's got good size, moves very well," Cheveldayoff said. "He's a good two-way defenceman coming from a real strong development program, and going to college to be able to grow and develop. For us, getting him in the third round is something we're excited about, because where we had him on our list was not in that realm."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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PHILADELPHIA — Hockey smarts again played a role in the Winnipeg Jets’ selections on Day 2 at the NHL Draft.

The Jets didn’t have a second-round pick this year (dealt last year for Devin Setoguchi) but used their first choice today to take defenceman Jack Glover of the U.S. under-18 development team.

Glover, coached by former Jets skater Danton Cole, heads to play for the University of Minnesota Golden Gophers in the fall. He’s already been at school two weeks, he said today.

Glover, 18, is a stay-at-home, heady defenceman. known to be a good skater.

"I see a guy like Paul Martin of the Penguins, and at the same time I see a guy like (Jacob) Trouba for the Jets the way he pushes the play," Glover said today. "But I definitely think I’m a guy who relies on my skating, my vision and I think those are my two biggest assets."

He said the wait Friday night and today to be drafted was not easy.

"Coming into the week, I tried not to come with too many expectations," Glover said. "Obviously you don’t know what’s going to happen but seeing all my buddies getting drafted definitely built up the excitement for me. My heart was definitely racing. I could hear it in my ears, things like that.

"Actually getting picked was the best moment of my life so far."

The native of Golden Valley, Minn., said he had no idea it would be the Jets calling him name.

"Had met with them throughout the year a couple of times," he said. "They come into where we play, but I had no idea."

Glover said he had seen the quasi-criticism of his game in The Hockey News’ draft preview edition, that he was maybe too "Minnesota nice" on the ice.

"That’s something that, growing up in Minnesota, that’s kind of the stereotype," Glover said. "At the same time, it’s something you hear over the course of your career and my style of play, I’m not a big hitter or a big bruise and I’m not going to go out there and look to take heads off or anything like that.

"At the same time, the way I play defence is very effective. I take great pride in my defensive game. And you see the criticism and there’s nothing you can really do about it."

Winnipeg had two picks in today’s fourth round. They used No. 99 to take centre Chase DeLeo of the WHL’s Portland Winterhawks, and then at No. 101 selected defenceman Nelson Nogier of the WHL’s Saskatoon Blades.

In the fifth round, the Jets chose forward C.J. Franklin of the Sioux Falls Stampede of the USHL, a 20-year-old who had 22 goals and 51 points this season.

In the sixth, the Jets dealt their pick to the Washington Capitals along with goalie Eddie Pasquale for picks No. 164 (centre Pavel Kraskovsky of the Yaroslav juniors) and 192 (F Matt Ustaski, 20, of Langley of the BCHL) today and Washington’s seventh-round pick next year. The Jets also moved their own seventh-round pick, No. 189, to Ottawa for the Sens’ sixth-rounder next year.

DeLeo is close friends with another Jets’ draft pick, goalie Eric Comrie of the Tri-City Americans. Both grew up in California; DeLeo is from LaMirada and the Jets are also big on his hockey sense. Friday, they made smart, play-making winger Nikolaj Ehlers their first-round pick.

DeLeo scored 39 goals and 81 points as the Winterhawks made it to their third straight WHL final this spring. His product inmproved from 14 to 18 to 39 goals in the process. He’s also a teammate of Jets’ pick Nic Petan.

"Style? I’d say I’m a smaller, skilled forward but I think I’ve learned to pick up my work ethic and I use that to my advantage," DeLeo said. "I’m not afraid to go to the corner battles or the front of the net and I do whatever it takes to win."

DeLeo said his friend Comrie is driven.

"He’s obviously a different character and talk about drive, he’s the most driven kid I’ve ever met," he said. "I think it kind of rubs on me. Seeing how he carries himself; he comes from a great family and I think I’m excited to be (around him)."

DeLeo said he enjoys scoring goals on his best friend.

"Every single time against Tri-City," he smiled. "It’s all I hope for."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Bill Streicher / USA TODAY Sports Danish left-winger Nikolaj Ehlers with scouts Marc Hillier (left) and Marcel Comeau after going No. 9 overall to the Winnipeg Jets Friday night at the Wells Fargo Center. 
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Bill Streicher / USA TODAY Sports Danish left-winger Nikolaj Ehlers with scouts Marc Hillier (left) and Marcel Comeau after going No. 9 overall to the Winnipeg Jets Friday night at the Wells Fargo Center. 

PHILADELPHIA -- The Winnipeg Jets stayed true to their philosophy on drafting Friday night at the Wells Fargo Center.

GM Kevin Cheveldayoff and director of amateur scouting Marcel Comeau love to go on about hockey sense, and they chose an 18-year-old who has it in spades in the first round of the NHL entry draft.

The Nikolaj Ehlers file

BORN: Feb. 14, 1996, Aalborg, Denmark

TRACK TO DRAFT: Moved to Switzerland for a better level of competition at 16, then to the QMJHL last fall to join the Mooseheads.

STATS: Put up 49 goals and 104 points in 63 games for Halifax as a QMJHL rookie.

RANKINGS: Was listed as No. 7 for The Hockey News Draft preview. NHL central scouting had him 13th among North American skaters.

HOCKEY GENES: His father, Heinz, his coach in younger years, was chosen 188th overall by the Rangers in the 1984 draft. He played only in Europe, though.

Nikolaj Ehlers, a left-winger from the QMJHL's Halifax Mooseheads, is the newest player in the Jets' fold after his 49-goal, 104-point season, his first in North America.

He's from Aalborg, Denmark and he turned Cheveldayoff into a fan several times in the last few months.

"I found myself becoming more of a fan when I watched him play because anytime he got the puck, you felt like something's going to happen here, there's going to be a play, a play to the net," Cheveldayoff said. "He's got dynamic speed. Really has quick hands and is not afraid to take it to the net."

The Jets' interest was heightened by that kind of game, and at the scouting combine in Toronto in late May, Jets officials tracked Ehlers closely. They had the customary 20-minute interview -- one of 85 prospects they talked to -- and then watched him like a hawk from start to finish of the combine fitness testing.

Cheveldayoff said Friday he explored the opportunity to move higher in the first round, but couldn't make it happen with the Florida Panthers in the No. 1 slot.

He then said as the picks began, he had some calls about moving down, but dismissed the idea.

"We had zero hesitation the moment Toronto (at No. 8) made their pick," he said.

Ehlers is listed at 5-11, 162 pounds. And he said it was a tired body he brought to the draft.

"I'm really tired because I didn't really sleep last night," he said. "It's hard to explain. I was shaking a little bit all day. And shaking here at the draft. I'm happy to finally sit here and be through with it, just enjoy the time here."

He was thrilled, as most youngsters are when they are high NHL picks.

"Feel really great," he said. "I've been thinking about this day since I was little. Sitting here now in this Jets jersey is... I can't really describe it."

Ehlers is unlikely to be NHL-ready this fall -- nobody talked about such an expectation on Friday night -- but he's got a good start toward an NHL future.

"Obviously I've got to get a little bit bigger and stronger but I think I can use my speed to get out of the rough time on the ice," Ehlers said. "But I'm not afraid to get hit or hit somebody. That's a big thing I have to improve on but I think that's going to be good."

He said he's not a big NHL or Jets buff at this stage of the game.

"I know some of the players," he said. "But to be honest I didn't follow the NHL much when I was younger simply because of the time difference from Europe.

"Before coming over, I watched maybe four or five NHL games.

"So I don't know a lot about all the NHL teams, but I'm definitely going to learn something about the Jets now."

At the draft combine, he said something that should excite some fans in Jets Nation.

"I think I have a lot of skills and good hockey sense," he said then. "I can set up some good plays and I'm a goal scorer. I love scoring goals."

Cheveldayoff issued a sort of invitation Friday night, in that regard.

"I think come development camp (in two weeks), I think you'd be excited to come and watch him," the GM said.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Travis Sanheim wasn't on anybody's radar until his numbers started to climb with the Hitmen, but it was his strong showing at the World U-18 that really started to get the scouts' attention. (USA TODAY SPORTS) 

PHILADELPHIA -- The big screen in the Wells Fargo Center told pretty much the whole tale for rising draft star Travis Sanheim of Elkhorn.

On pretty much nobody's radar at year ago, the 18-year-old defenceman for the Calgary Hitmen gained confidence and poise throughout his season and landed in the middle of the big party Friday night at the first round of the NHL's Draft.

Emotions

The hometown Philadelphia Flyers and GM Ron Hextall, a native of Brandon, called Sanheim's name in the 17th slot, touching off a lot of emotions.

Certainly among Flyers' fans, who were more than wound up with their cheering and jeering (sorry NHL commissioner Gary Bettman) all night.

And there on the big screen after Sanheim had gone down to the stage to meet his new team were his Sanheim's parents Shelly and Kent, and Kent had more than a tear or two in his eyes.

"Yeah, I did (see that)," Sanheim said later to a throng of reporters curious about what Broad Street's team had just welcomed. "It's just a great feeling. They're extremely proud of me and I wouldn't be where I am today without them.

"You could tell that they're honoured for me to be selected. Coming from a small town, Elkhorn, Manitoba, just shows with hard work and dedication, you can make it."

He's not there yet, but he's already come a long way.

Playing midget in Manitoba just a year ago, Sanheim made the Hitmen and blossomed in the season's second half.

Then he was an instrumental player for Canada at the World Under-18 challenge in the spring, impressing even more scouts and sending his draft credentials skyrocketing.

He landed at No. 53 on NHL central scouting's list, but The Hockey News had him at No. 21 overall and the buzz among scouts and hockey people in the last two weeks indicated he was surely headed for a first-round selection.

"I was obviously a little shocked," Sanheim said. "That last few months for me have been a little crazy. I wasn't sure whether I was going to be selected in the first round or not.

"I knew I had a chance to go to the Flyers. They were really interested. I'm just really proud to be selected by them. My interview yesterday went really well.

"They sounded extremely interested. Yesterday was when I had the feeling it was Philadelphia."

After booing just about every other team present, Flyers fans went all rah-rah when Bettman called them to pick at No. 17.

"Being in the building tonight, the fans were crazy," Sanheim smiled. "You could see the passion. It's a hockey city and I'm lucky to be here.

"To have the fan support right away, as soon as you're picked, that's great."

Sanheim marvelled at his own journey in the last 12 months.

"It's been a crazy year, the last year," he said. "Last year I was playing midget hockey and I wasn't even thinking about the draft or U18s or anything like that. I was just trying to crack the Calgary Hitmen roster. I did that and a couple of months into the season, started picking up my confidence."

He said the under-18 tournament, where Canada won bronze, was critical for his confidence.

"I showed I could be one of the top guys, be relied upon in all situations," he said.

All of that, though, is just paper when it comes to the whims of NHL teams at the draft.

"It's scary and you're nervous and leading up to the Philadelphia pick when the fans started going nuts, you could feel the passion in the building and I was starting to shake," he said. "I wasn't sure I was going to be able to stand for the pick. It was a great feeling."

Another Manitoba connection appeared late in Friday's first round.

John Quenneville, a centre with the Brandon Wheat Kings, was chosen 30th overall by the New Jersey Devils.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition June 28, 2014 C3
Maurice guarding Pavelec's back

Jets coach convinced goalie can be a star in NHL
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PHILADELPHIA -- Somewhere around a bonfire at a Manitoba cottage the Winnipeg Jets' goaltending woes were discussed Friday night. And in a bar, and over dinner, and between a father and a son on a swing set. It's the hockey subject of the summer and it's everywhere.

It also came up underneath the stands of a hockey rink Friday and one of the men in the discussion was Paul Maurice, who not only has an opinion but some actual say in the matter.

The head coach of the Winnipeg Jets listened to half a question about how long the leash will be on Ondrej Pavelec when the season starts this October before calmly interjecting.

"I have a firm belief he has the ability to be an outstanding No. 1 goaltender. I do. We're going to do everything we can to make that happen. But it's incumbent on every player to make that happen," Maurice said at the Wells Fargo Center. "Every single player has a responsibility to work as hard as he can to make us better. We're going to do everything we can to support Ondrej. But before we get into discussing how much opportunity we're going to give him, I have a firm belief he's capable and I have an expectation which we will demand from him and all our players."

The Jets ranked 22nd in the league last season with a 2.82 goals against per game average. Shrinking that number is key and Maurice will stress this over and over in his pursuit of making the Jets more than an easy mark on the schedule for Western Conference opponents.

Part of his solution for all that ails is the Jets is to create an atmosphere where players love to be part of Winnipeg and wearing the team's jersey. One player Maurice sees as a key in this formula is Dustin Byfuglien.

"He did everything I asked of him. In games and in practice. He's a leader in our room and the one thing I believe about him more than anything else, is he loves to play hockey," said Maurice. "We need players that love to play for the Winnipeg Jets. We have to find a way for that to be part of playing here. Dustin can be a big part of that for us."

Between long rants about Pavelec and his save percentage, Winnipeggers take quick breaths and then jag on the lack of playoff hockey at the MTS Centre since the team's return.

Maurice was questioned about getting his team to the post-season, but shrugged it off as being a bar set too low.

"My job is bigger than getting into the playoffs. Getting into the playoffs is a challenge. And it certainly isn't easy to do in the Western Conference right now. But it can't be the goal. We can't be saying, 'Hey fellas, we're here to make the playoffs this year,' because 16 teams do and we want to get to the point where the conversation is around the fact we're one of the five or eight or however many teams that has a legitimate chance every year," said Maurice. "I'm not saying the playoffs aren't an important goal for this year, but that's not the focus. We start with how we train in the summer, how we work in training camp and then we'll go from there."

Last winter, shortly after Maurice was installed as the Jets interim coach, then-Carolina Hurricanes GM Jim Rutherford spoke about twice hiring and twice firing Maurice as a coach. Rutherford discussed the circumstances surrounding those situations before stating he'd hire his old coach again if given the chance.

"It would be difficult to do in Carolina, but if I was the manager of another team, the answer would be yes, I would hire Paul again," said Rutherford.

After resigning in Carolina this spring, Rutherford was subsequently named GM of the Pittsburgh Penguins and just this week hired Mike Johnston as his coach.

No offence to Johnston, but were Maurice on the market it's hard to imagine Rutherford not seeing an opportunity to hook up one more time.

Maurice took his time before agreeing to a four-year deal with the Jets after the team's season officially ended. What would have happened if he had waited longer? Could he now be the coach of a team with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin on the roster?

Maurice wasn't interested in hypotheticals.

"Winnipeg is absolutely the right place for me to be. I felt that the day I walked into that room," he said. "Part of being a coach is you have to fit. And I think I fit here."

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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PHILADELPHIA - Nikolaj Ehlers is a two-sport star who credits his time on the soccer pitch with helping his game on the ice.

Ehlers, who played for Denmark's national team until he was 14 before concentrating on hockey, was selected by the Winnipeg Jets with the ninth overall pick in the NHL draft on Friday night.

The five-foot-10, 176-pounder was fourth in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League with 104 points (49-55) in 63 games with the Halifax Mooseheads this past season.

He feels that his soccer skills have helped him develop more speed on the ice, one of the key elements of his game.

"I think I'm a fast forward," he said. "I think I have a lot of speed I can use on the wing. I like to set up some nice plays and I like to score some goals."

Ehlers was the first player from the QMJHL to be selected in the 2014 draft. The 18-year-old took the league's rookie of the year and offensive rookie of the year honours.

Ehlers also had 28 points (11-17) in 16 post-season games for the Mooseheads.

"I found myself becoming more of a fan when I watched him play," said Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff. "Any time he got the puck, you felt like something was going to happen.

"He's not the biggest guy when it comes to size, but he plays with such good hockey sense that he knows when to take an opportunity to go, and not really put himself in harm's way to try to make a play."

Ehlers' speed helps compensate for his relatively slight build.

"He doesn't have a lot of weight on him so you're going to want him to continue to grow, but he's a pretty strong player," said Cheveldayoff. "The way he plays the game and the way he moves out there, he has some hidden strength that a lot of players maybe his size don't."

Ehlers said he planned to hit the gym over the summer.

"Obviously, I've got to get a little bit bigger and stronger," he said. "I can use my speed to get out of the rough time on the ice, but I'm not afraid to get hit or hit somebody."

Cheveldayoff said the youngster is a well-rounded individual.

"His hockey sense is right up there," he said. "And his character's not far behind. This is a player that every time we had an opportunity to meet with him, we didn't want the interview to end. He's going to be an exciting player for a long time."

Ehlers' father, Heinz, was drafted 30 years ago by the New York Rangers (No. 188 overall). He spent his 16-season pro career in Europe.
Capitals lock up Vrana with entry-level deal 

July 15, 2014, 4:00 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

Hours after signing goaltender Vitek Vanecek to his first pro contract, the Capitals announced they’ve come to an agreement on a three-year, entry-level contract with right wing Jakub Vrana, their first-round selection in the 2014 NHL draft.

Vrana, 18, was taken 13th overall in the June 27 draft and was impressive during the Caps’ weeklong development camp last week while playing on a top line with center Andre Burakovsky and left wing Jan Urbas.

“He obviously has shown really good speed,” Caps assistant general manager Ross Mahoney said last week. “In a shootout he showed his hands and his slap shot is one that not a lot of people are going to be able to stop.”

Mahoney said he was also impressed with Vrana’s defensive awareness and willingness to backcheck during the Caps’ three days of scrimmaging.

A native of Prague, Czech Republic, Vrana is expected to play for Linkoping of the Swedish Hockey League next season. He recently signed a two-year deal to play there and split last season between the senior team and junior team.

Vrana, who compares himself to Los Angeles Kings speedster Marian Gaborik, recorded two goals and one assist with two penalty minutes in 24 games with Linkoping’ senior team, and 14 goals, 11 assists and 26 penalty minutes in 24 games with the junior club.

Prior to the draft he was ranked fourth overall among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Vrana has represented the Czech Republic at the World Junior Championship twice [2013, 2014] and at the Under-18 World Championships three times [2012, 2013, 2014].

He led the Czech Republic in scoring at the 2012 and 2014 Under-18 World Championships and ranked first in goals [8] and third in points [10] among all skaters at the 2014 tournament. Vrana scored the overtime winner in the quarterfinal as the Czech Republic captured a silver medal.

At the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial, Vrana collected three goals and one assist, including a goal and an assist in the bronze-medal game.
Bowey one step closer to playing for Capitals 
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When defenseman Madison Bowey hit the ice for last week’s development camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex, the change in him was evident.

Not only had he beefed up 10 pounds [from 195 to 205] from a year ago, when he was taken by the Capitals in the second round [53rd overall] of the 2013 NHL draft.

He snapped passes with authority; rubbed out forwards along the boards with a snarl; and carried himself on and off the ice with the confidence of a veteran. And he’s still only 19 years of age.

“I’ve enjoyed watching him react to other players,” Capitals new assistant coach Todd Reirden said. “You can see he’s got some really strong leadership traits and I think that’s important moving forward.

“Those are the type of guys we want to have in our organization if we want our locker room in the future to be what we want it to be.”

The Capitals had high hopes for Bowey when they made him the 18th defensemen taken in last year’s draft and got their first look at him at last summer’s development camp. He took a big step in his development last season in Kelowna of the Western Hockey League.

Named the Rockets’ captain a month into the season, Bowey [the first syllable of his last name rhymes with COW] led his team to the best record in the 22-team Western League [57-11-0-4] and set career highs in goals [21], assists [53], penalty minutes [93] and plus-minus [plus-44].

“I spent the whole year working on my defensive game and making sure I was a hard defenseman to play against,” Bowey said, “and I also had a bigger role in the offense.”

RELATED: ['Unfinished business' keeps Barber at Miami]

Bowey said there is a measure of pride playing for a defensive factory like Kelowna, which has produced NHL defensemen such as Shea Weber, Sheldon Souray, Luke Schenn, Tyler Myers, Duncan Keith and Josh Gorges.

During the NHL lockout, Weber visited his former team and stressed to Bowey the importance of being a well-rounded defenseman.

“He made sure us D-men know how to defend and defend well,” Bowey said. “He told us it’s a tough go in the NHL, you have to be ready for it. You can always learn from guys like that.”

Creating offense has always come natural to Bowey. Learning to defend, he says, has taken more work.

“They make sure their defensemen are very good in the defensive zone first and foremost,” he said. “That’s definitely a key to play at the next level.”

Bowey said the responsibilities of being named captain of the Rockets also aided his development.

“It was definitely an honor and the right choice I think, too,” Bowey said. “We had a good year [a club record 57 wins], too bad we didn’t win [a championship], but I think I led the team pretty well.”

Enough for the Capitals to sign Bowey to a three-year, $2.775 million entry level contract on April 2.

Three weeks later the Rockets were eliminated by the Portland Winterhawks in the WHL semifinals, with Bowey finishing the postseason with five goals and nine assists in 14 games.

“Being a younger guy I had a lot of help with the coaches,” Bowey said. “Every game and every practice I had to come to the rink wanting to be the hardest working guy on the ice and that was a big step in helping me mature into a better player.”

With the arrivals of veteran defensemen Brooks Orpik and Matt Niskanen the plan for Bowey is to return to Kelowna for a fourth season with the Rockets and turn pro at the start of the 2015-16 season.

A native of Winnipeg, he said he is setting his sights on representing Canada in next year’s World Junior Championships, saying it’s “one of the hardest teams to make when you’re a Canadian.”

In the meantime, his next chance to impress the Capitals will come in September when he is expected to see some NHL preseason games.

“I want to prove I am close enough,” Bowey said. “Going back to Kelowna definitely wouldn’t hurt me at all. It’ll be another year of development for me and another year for me to mature and round my game so that I can play at the next level. That’s definitely what the plan is, I think.”

'Unfinished business' keeps Barber at Miami 

July 14, 2014, 12:30 pm
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Riley Barber stood at a crossroads following his sophomore season at Miami University [Ohio]. At 20 years old, should he turn pro and take a shot at playing for the Capitals next season?

Or, should he return for a third season with the RedHawks, who finished a disappointing 15-20-3 and missed the NCAA tournament for the first time since 2005?

“We had a very disappointing year as a program and as a team,” Barber said last week during the Caps’ development camp. “We know we have a lot of good guys in the locker room.

“I’m there to win a championship and right now I’m going back for another year and try to do our best next year to get that national championship we’re looking for.”

There may have been other factors in Barber’s decision, like the Capitals’ depth at right wing, where Alex Ovechkin, Troy Brouwer, Joel Ward and Tom Wilson present formidable obstacles for an offensive-minded right wing who has netted 34 goals in 78 games at Miami. And Barber said earning another 30 credits toward a degree in Management and Leadership was important to him.

Barber said Capitals director of player development Steve Richmond put very little pressure on him to come to his decision. But when it came right down to it, atoning for a losing season was the one thing that mattered most to Barber.

“There’s a lot of unfinished business that I have at Miami that I definitely want to take care of,” he said. “That’s the main thing that brought me back.”

RedHawks head coach Enrico Blasi said he thought Barber made a “very mature” decision that took “a lot of courage.” Barber’s teammates, Austin Czarnik and Blake Coleman, also committed to playing at least one more season at Miami.

RELATED: [Leonsis: Caps management must be "totally in sync"]

“The culture that we’ve tried to create here at Miami is one of relationships and family and helping these individuals mature and grow as individuals and I think its not far off the philosophy coach [Barry] Trotz there in Washington,” Blasi said Monday. “I think we’re very similar in our approach.

“Barry talked about it [last week], about making sure they don’t move people along too quickly and Riley is getting very close to being ready mentally, physically and emotionally to make that jump. I think you can tell Washington is getting a pretty special player down the road.”

Drafted by the Caps in the sixth round [167th overall] of the 2012 NHL draft, Barber recorded a career-high 19 goals and 25 assists in 38 games for the RedHawks last season. But perhaps his biggest accomplishment came in the World Junior Championships, when he captained Team USA to the quarterfinals, where the Americans lost to Russia. Barber recorded four goals in five games in the tournament, held in Sweden.

“It was unbelievable,” Barber said, “to be recognized by your teammates as somebody they look up to and look for leadership in that kind of tournament. I was really taken back by it and humbled by it. For them to think of me that way was an honor.”

Barber said wearing the “C” carried the added responsibilities of making sure all of his teammates were just as ready to play as he was.

Blasi, who has seen former RedHawks Dan Boyle, Andy Greene, Alec Martinez and Reilly Smith achieve success in the NHL, said he has seen Barber develop those leadership qualities during his two years in Miami’s program and is excited to have him back for a third.

“Riley is at a point right now where he can really take that next step in his development,” said Blasi, who used Barber on the power play and penalty kill and primarily on the right side. “He can score goals, he has a knack for that. To play at the next level, the biggest thing is you have to be consistently good every day and that takes all three of those parts – mental, physical and emotional. And those are the things we will continue to work on.”

Barber was impressive in the Caps’ scrimmage games while playing on a line with center Chandler Stephenson and left wing Nathan Walker, each of whom are expected to begin the season in Hershey, and he said that with some tweaking of his game he should be knocking on the Caps’ door next summer.  

“If you want to play in the NHL you have to be NHL speed and that’s the main thing I’m working on,” he said, “getting those first three steps as quick as possible, and working in the gym to get better conditioned. You can always get faster and quicker.”

Capitals extend defenseman Nate Schmidt 

July 14, 2014, 8:30 am
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

The Capitals locked up another defenseman for one year on Sunday when they signed 22-year-old blue liner Nate Schmidt to a two-way contract that pays him $625,000 if he plays a full season in the NHL and $110,000 if he plays a full season in the AHL.

Schmidt played in 29 games with the Capitals last season, recording two goals, four assists, six penalty minutes and a plus-4 rating.

A 6-foot, 198-pound native of St. Cloud, Minn., Schmidt also appeared in 38 games with the AHL Hershey Bears last season, recording two 2 goals, 11 assists and 12 penalty minutes.

When he first signed with the Caps as a free agent out of the University of Minnesota, Schmidt carried an NHL salary of $925,000 and an AHL salary of $70,000.

With the new arrivals of Brooks Orpik and Matt Niskanen, Schmidt is likely to start the 2014-15 season in Hershey.

With Schmidt’s signing the Caps now have just one unsigned restricted free agent, defenseman Cam Schilling. The 25-year-old defenseman completed a two-year contract that carried a $925,000 NHL cap hit and a $70,000 AHL salary.

Schilling has played in one NHL game for the Caps in each of the past two seasons [no points], while playing in 70 games for the Bears in each of the past two years, totaling 10 goals and 32 points.  

Prior to turning pro, Schmidt spent the 2012-13 season with Minnesota, registering nine goals and 23 assists in 40 games. He was named to the All-WCHA First Team after leading the league in scoring by a defenseman.

In 96 career games at Minnesota, Schmidt had 12 goals and 62 assists and was a two-time All-WCHA defenseman.

Caps sign Vanecek to three-year contract 

July 15, 2014, 11:30 am
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Seventeen days after trading up in the NHL draft to get him, the Capitals have signed goaltender Vitek Vanecek to a three-year, entry-level contract.

According to capgeek.com, Vanecek, 18, will earn $775,833 if he plays in the NHL and $70,000 if he plays in the AHL. Vanecek also receives a signing bonus of $277,500 spread over three years at $92,500 per year. He is the first of the Caps' 2014 draft picks to sign a contract. 

The Caps traded a second-round pick [No. 44] and a third-round pick [No. 74] to the Buffalo Sabres so they could select Vanecek at No. 39 in the second round.

[RELATED Bowey one step closer to playing for Capitals]

In 38 games for Billi Tygri of the Czech Republic’s Under-20 League last season, Vanecek posted two shutouts, a 2.64 GAA and a .921 save percentage. 

The 6-foot, 180-pounder also represented the Czech Republic at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship, posting a 4-2-0 record with a 2.74 GAA and a .897 save percentage to help lead the Czechs to a silver medal.

Vanecek also represented the Czechs at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge in Canada and the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial. He posted a 2.61 GAA and .928 save percentage to help the Czechs win a bronze medal at the Hlinka tournament. 

Vanecek was ranked eighth overall among European goaltenders by NHL Central Scouting.

Here’s a quick scouting report:

Here’s a scouting report by Hockey’s Future:

Vanecek is an athletic … goaltender who uses his reflexes, a quick glove and blocker to stone the opponents. He's been able to make big saves all season long, relying on his reflexes and athleticism. On the other hand, he's been suffering from inconsistency as he sometimes just has a bad day. Not only has Vanecek been an efficient netminder in junior hockey, but he's also made the first couple of steps towards the professional leagues.

Vegas oddsmakers show no love for Caps 

July 14, 2014, 3:45 pm
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Back on June 16 -- after the Los Angeles Kings skated to their second Stanley Cup title in three years and before Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews became the two richest men in hockey – Vegas odds had the Chicago Blackhawks as the favorites to win the 2015 Stanley Cup at 7 to 1 odds.

The Bruins were next at 8 to 1, followed by the Kings [9/1], Penguins [10/1] and Blues [12/1]. The Capitals checked in at 16th with 33 to 1 odds.

Less than a month later, Vegas has revised its Stanley Cup odds following the wave of free-agent signings on July 1.

The Blackhawks are still considered the favorites at 7 to 1, but now the Kings are next at 9 to 1, followed by the Bruins [10/1], Ducks [12/1] and Penguins [12/1].

Which leads us to the Capitals.

After spending much of the $12.7 million they had in cap space with the free-agent signings of defensemen Matt Niskanen [7 years, $40.25 million] and Brooks Orpik [5 years, $27.5 million] and goaltender Justin Peters [2 years, $1.9 million] the Caps improved their chances of winning the first Stanley Cup in their 40-year history, right?

Well …

If you believe the oddsmakers, the Caps’ chances actually got worse, falling from 33 to 1 to 40 to 1, and dropping them from 16th to 19th among the NHL’s 30 teams.

Now, I’m not mathematician, but I’ve got to think the Capitals are a better team today than they were a week ago when their defensive depth chart was among the thinnest in the Eastern Conference.

Either way, the oddsmakers in Vegas are on the fence when it comes to the Capitals making the playoffs next season. Do you agree? And where would you place the Caps when rating the NHL’s top 30 teams?

2015 Stanley Cup Odds Before NHL Free Agency

Chicago Blackhawks                             7/1

Boston Bruins                                       8/1

Los Angeles Kings                                9/1

Pittsburgh Penguins                              10/1

St. Louis Blues                                      121

Anaheim Ducks                                     14/1

San Jose Sharks                                   14/1

New York Rangers                                 16/1

Colorado Avalanche                              18/1

Minnesota Wild                                     20/1

Montreal Canadiens                               20/1

Detroit Red Wings                                 22/1

TampaBay Lightning                             25/1

Vancouver Canucks                               25/1

Philadelphia Flyers                                28/1

Washington Capitals                              33/1

Dallas Stars                                         33/1

Toronto Maple Leafs                             33/1

Columbus Blue Jackets                         40/1

New Jersey Devils                                 40/1

Edmonton Oilers                                   50/1

Ottawa Senators                                    50/1

Phoenix Coyotes                                   50/1

Winnipeg Jets                                       50/1

Calgary Flames                                     66/1

Carolina Hurricanes                                66/1

Nashville Predators                               66/1

New York Islanders                                66/1

Florida Panthers                                    75/1

Buffalo Sabres                                      100/1

2015 Stanley Cup Odds After Free Agency

Chicago Blackhawks                 7/1

Los Angeles Kings                    9/1

Boston Bruins                           10/1

Anaheim Ducks                         12/1

Pittsburgh Penguins                  12/1

St. Louis Blues                          12/1

San Jose Sharks                       14/1

New York Rangers                     16/1

Colorado Avalanche                  18/1

Dallas Stars                              18/1

Minnesota Wild                         18/1

TampaBay Lightning                 18/1

Montreal Canadiens                   20/1

Detroit Red Wings                     22/1

Philadelphia Flyers                    28/1

Vancouver Canucks                   28/1

Columbus Blue Jackets             33/1

Toronto Maple Leafs                 33/1

Washington Capitals                  40/1

Edmonton Oilers                       50/1

New Jersey Devils                     50/1

New York Islanders                    50/1

Ottawa Senators                        50/1

Arizona Coyotes                        50/1

Winnipeg Jets                           50/1

Carolina Hurricanes                    66/1

Nashville Predators                   66/1

Buffalo Sabres                          75/1

Calgary Flames                         75/1

Florida Panthers                        75/1

Caps hope for improved Hershey Bears in 2014-15 

July 13, 2014, 3:00 pm
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

When the Capitals missed the playoffs for the first time in seven years this past season, their most advanced minor league affiliate also happened to take a step back.

The Hershey Bears of the American Hockey League missed the postseason as well, for them the first time since 2005 when the two sides formed a partnership. For much of the Capitals’ recent era of success, the Bears mirrored their parent team's winning ways. Caps owner Ted Leonsis wants to restore that.

Leonsis hopes in the current refresh of his NHL Capitals, the AHL Bears will follow suit. 

“I admire the Hershey organization. When we did our rebuild after the first lockout, our move to Hershey and building Kettler Capitals Iceplex, were pillars for what we wanted to try and accomplish,” he said.

“I always thought we were at our best when we had great communications with Hershey and we taught similar systems and we could plug and play. We could bring young players up or veteran players up and the coaches were talking all the time, they know who was playing well. It felt like the last couple years, we had lost some of that synergy.” 

Leonsis and the Capitals made significant changes in leadership at the NHL level, hiring Barry Trotz as their new coach and promoting Brian MacLellan as general manager. Leonsis emphasized improvements in the minor leagues when interviewing both men.

“It was very important when we were talking to Mac and when we started to talk to Barry, those were some of the questions that I was probing. What was their philosophy and how important was Hershey? I think both of them innately thought Hershey was very, very important.”

One factor Leonsis hopes will aid the progress of Hershey is Trotz’ experience in the AHL. Trotz spent seven seasons as an AHL coach in the Caps’ organization and led the Baltimore Skipjacks to a Calder Cup Championship in 1994. 

“Because Barry has connective tissue to the AHL and really respects the process, that our assistants also coached in the AHL, there's an immediate kismet and respect there,” Leonsis said.

Part of that relationship, as Leonsis mentioned, deals with communication. Trotz plans to have a 48-hour rule with Bears head coach Troy Mann where they speak about the progress of their respective teams at least once every two days during the season.

“When you have an organization and I say there’s good communication horizontally and vertically in the organization, I think everybody understands the plan and buys in when you know what’s going on,” Trotz said.

“When Barry told me he was instituting the "48-hour rule," I felt good about that,” Leonsis added. “I think what I want most is mutual respect and that we have empathy for what they need to accomplish in Hershey and vice versa and that communications is key. I think we're off to a really good start."

Leonsis: Caps management must be "totally in sync" 

July 13, 2014, 1:00 pm
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

When the Capitals acquired former 20-goal scorer Martin Erat from the Nashville Predators in 2013, General Manager George McPhee felt that he was adding a top-six forward. Head coach Adam Oates thought otherwise, using Erat primarily on his fourth line and even sitting the veteran as a healthy scratch.

A year later, McPhee acquired Dustin Penner from the Anaheim Ducks, another 20-goal scorer who he viewed as a possible fit among Washington’s top six. Once again, Oates saw the acquisition as little more than a depth forward who would skate limited minutes on the fourth line.

To suggest that GM and head coach were not always on the same page would be generous. At times, they didn’t even seem to be reading from the same chapter.

Capitals majority owner Ted Leonsis says that will change under GM Brian MacLellan and head coach Barry Trotz.

“You need to be totally in sync,” Leonsis said of his message to the team’s new administration. “With the players that we sign, the players that we draft, you have to be in total sync. So far, so good on that. I think that's a good move in a positive direction to have the organization all signing from the same songbook.”

Leonsis was also complimentary of the staff that Trotz has assembled in Washington, noting that they already appear to share the same vision and approach in how to build the team.

When the owner gave management the green light to spend to the salary cap and to bolster the club’s blue line and goaltending, MacLellan and Trotz sought the advice of their assistant coaches as well.

“It's wonderful to have coaches join us who have experience in the League,” Leonsis said. “That's a little different than what we had previously in that the assistant coaches or the coaches behind the bench have worked in the League and know the players.”

In the case of assistant coach Todd Reirden, who spent four years as an assistant with the Pittsburgh Penguins, there was plenty of familiarity with former Penguins defensemen Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik. Both signed long-term deals with the Caps on July 1.

“Defensively, bringing in these two free agents, there was total alignment from the assistant coaches and the head coach and the general manager,” Leonsis said. “They're all excited that we were able to execute that."

COMMUNICATION THROUGHOUT ORGANIZATION:

While better communication at the administrative level is has been a point of emphasis this offseason, Trotz wants to assure strong dialogue exists throughout the organization.

Upon meeting Hershey Bears head coach Troy Mann last weekend, Trotz instituted a “48-hour rule,” mandating that the two remain in constant communication during the regular-season.   

Trotz says that dialogue will continue over the next few weeks as his staff reaches out to all of the players they expect to work with in Washington.

“I’ve got a laundry list for all our coaches to call each player to introduce themselves to all the players and get a feel,” Trotz said. “Obviously we’re starting with Todd Reirden, who’s going to call all the defensemen, then Lane Lambert and Blaine Forsythe are in charge with the forwards, and obviously Mitch Korn and Olie Kolzig are in charge of the goaltending, and I’m going to phone them all.”

Trotz also said that he plans to visit Calgary this summer to meet with Karl Alzner, Jay Beagle and Mike Green and also hopes to identify and speak with the club’s “leadership group” about his plans moving forward.

“When you have an organization and I say there’s good communication horizontally and vertically in the organization, I think everybody understands the plan and buys in when you know what’s going on.”

Niskanen credits Reirden as 'big factor' for signing with Caps 

July 13, 2014, 8:00 am
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New Capitals defenseman Matt Niskanen may have signed with his former team’s rival, but not all of his new surroundings will be foreign to the 27-year-old. 

Also coming over from Pittsburgh this offseason were teammate Brooks Orpik – a fellow defenseman – as well as ex-Penguins assistant Todd Reirden. Reirden will be tasked with coaching defense for the Capitals, just as he did in Pittsburgh when Niskanen was under his tutelage.

Niskanen credits the presence of Reirden as a reason he signed with Washington. 

“That was a big factor. Familiarity with him, how we work together and what he’s done for my career, building my confidence, helping me become a better player. I want to continue that,” he said.

Niskanen cashed in on the best season of his career with a seven-year, $40.25 million contract with the Caps. The Minnesota-native recorded a career-high 46 points (10 goals, 36 assists) in 81 games with a +33 +/- rating, good for sixth in the NHL.

Despite having a career year, however, Niskanen hopes his best hockey is yet to come. He thinks Reirden is the right teacher to help continue his development.

“Last season wasn’t just a peak,” he said. “I don’t want to be satisfied with that, I want to keep moving forward and I think that Todd is the best guy out there for me individually.“

Niskanen played four years in Pittsburgh and in eight total NHL seasons has faced the Capitals 12 times. He knows Washington’s strengths having competed against them and believes he will fit in nicely.

“I think if I keep moving forward and keep getting better, then I can bring a lot to the team and with the group that we have here, I think it can be a really good fit. 

“With my strengths of moving the puck and playing on a power play and defending quick, skating ability and those types of things, I think it will fit really well with this group. Todd will work with me, we’ll do it together and the entire defensive core will get better as a group.“ 

Niskanen joins a Caps defensive unit that expects significant improvement in 2014-15. Last season Washington was 20th in the NHL in preventing goals (2.79/game) and ranked 27th in shots allowed (33.5/game). Goaltender Braden Holtby simply needs more help keeping opponents off the board. 

Niskanen understands the challenge facing the Capitals defensemen and thinks better days are ahead. 

“[We’ve] got the pieces. We can put something together and go on a run or two and be together for a while and I’m really excited about that opportunity. The team we have here has an opportunity to win and that’s the most attractive thing.”

Trotz lays groundwork at "exceptional" camp 

July 12, 2014, 7:30 pm
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The Capitals’ first development camp under head coach Barry Trotz wrapped up Saturday, and Washington’s new bench boss was pleased with the results.

“It’s been really good,” Trotz said of the six-day camp, which included 23 Capitals prospects and 44 players overall.

“A couple of things that happen when you bring people together, not only the players but a new staff, is that you get to know each other. I thought I got to see the staff work together... I thought the chemistry and the work ethic of everybody was exceptional and real focused. We actually got a lot done in a short time.”

Since Trotz was hired by the Capitals on Memorial Day, the 17th head coach in franchise history has spoken of the need to implement a culture change around the club.  Development camp offered Trotz and his recently assembled staff an early opportunity to set an organizational tone.

“There was a lot more development in this camp than in the past three years,” said defenseman Patrick Koudys (147th overall, 2011 NHL Draft). “[We worked on] more skill stuff on the ice, working on our habits and the details, there’s a lot more that goes into it that we haven’t really touched on in years past. It’s awesome, I really learned a lot on the ice, off the ice, in the weight room... There was a lot more teaching this year.”

Camp concluded Saturday with the third intrasquad scrimmage in as many days, this one played before a standing room only crowd on Fan Fest Day at the Kettler Capitals Iceplex.

Team White beat Team Red 7-4 in the finale, with right wing Riley Barber netting a hat-trick for the winning side.

Barber (167th overall, 2012 NHL Draft) played primarily with Chandler Stephenson (77th overall, 2012 NHL Draft) and Nathan Walker (89th overall, 2014 NHL Draft) on Team White’s top offensive unit. Walker also scored in Saturday’s scrimmage.

“They’re two great players,” Barber said of Stephenson and Walker. “I loved playing with [Stephenson] and Walks. They’re great guys and we seemed to find each other on the ice.”

[RELATED: Niskanen: Trotz will implement accountability]

While Barber will return to Miami University for his junior season with the RedHawks, Stephenson and Walker will be back at KCI for training camp in September and could be teammates next season with the AHL Hershey Bears.

Andre Burakovsky (23rd overall, 2013 NHL Draft) was among the leaders for Team Red, skating primarily with fellow first-round pick Jakub Vrana (13th overall, 2014 NHL Draft) and 25-year-old free agent invitee Jan Urbas.

“Obviously the guys that stood out [include] Burakovsky,” Trotz said, noting that the left winger centered the No.1 line for Team Red.

“We put him at center ice. It’s an organizational thing. It’s a position where he can use his talents. He sees the ice so well and he’s a very detailed guy. Our first pick Vrana has got great chemistry and a great shot and release. He’s got that goal-scorer’s touch. Chandler Stephenson is another guy that comes to mind, [defenseman Christian] Djoos is a very poised young man who I think plays the game real well.”

Trotz said that he will take the next few weeks to clear out his home in Nashville and move his family up to the D.C. area. He will also be spending time in western Canada, and is hopeful that he will make it to Calgary for a chance to meet the three Capitals who make their offseason homes there- Karl Alzner, Jay Beagle and Mike Green.  

Niskanen: Trotz will implement accountability 

July 12, 2014, 3:30 pm
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Matt Niskanen may have spent the past four seasons with the rival Pittsburgh Penguins, but that didn’t stop the 27-year-old defenseman from admiring the Capitals from afar.

“My whole career, I’ve kind of kept an eye on the Caps because of [Alex] Ovechkin,” Niskanen said at his introductory press conference at the Kettler Capitals Iceplex. “It’s just a fun team to watch and has been for a long time.”

Niskanen signed a seven-year, $40.25 million deal with the Capitals on July 1 and spent four days in northern Virginia this week, familiarizing himself with the area and finding a new home.

The visit also offered Niskanen a chance to meet head coach Barry Trotz and learn more about where he may fit in the team’s plans moving forward.

“The feel that I got,” Niskanen said of his meeting with Trotz, “is that everyone should be excited to come to work- we’ve got a job to do but it shouldn’t feel like a job. Playing wise- [it’s about] accountability; two-way play, be aggressive with the puck, get the puck back as fast you can defensively and go on the attack and use your skill.

“He’s really sharp with the way he talks and how he’s going to deal with players. I’m really excited to work with him, he has a lot of experience and I’m going to learn a lot from Barry.”

Niskanen had career-highs across the board last season with 10 goals and 46 points in 81 games with Pittsburgh. He was also tops among all NHL defensemen with a plus-33 rating and led Penguins blue liners with 15 power play points.

RELATED: [Leonsis, Niskanen on what Orpik will bring to Caps' blu...]

He admits that donning a Capitals sweater after four years wearing Penguins’ black and gold is “different” but added that “it’s going to feel real good fast.” His new teammates are also easing the transition.

“I've really appreciated a couple of text messages from the guys after I signed,” he said. “Welcome texts, everyone was very supportive, there to answer any questions about the area or getting set up…. Ovechkin even called me, it was kind of cool to hear his voice and meet him over the phone. Heard a lot of good stories about him and his personality, so I can't wait to see that every day.”

The Capitals are also looking forward to adding Niskanen to the mix, along with his former Penguins teammate Brooks Orpik, who signed a five-year $27.5 million deal on July 1. Washington dressed a league-high 14 defensemen last season, nine of which had fewer than 140 games of NHL experience.

“Defensively, we just needed more depth,” said Capitals majority owner Ted Leonsis. “We needed people to eat up minutes. Right now, I think this is the deepest defensive corps that we've had since I've owned the team. We have a lot of depth and we needed that just to settle things down in the back. We certainly needed help on our penalty kill. And I think the better, more experienced the defense is, the better the goaltending is. I think they go hand-in-hand.”

Niskanen will spend the remainder of the summer preparing for a late August move to the D.C. area. It has been a busy few weeks for the Minnesota native whose wedding was held the final weekend of June. In a lighter moment at his press conference, Niskanen was asked what he anticipates being the bigger challenge- a new marriage or joining a new team.

"Well, this is my first marriage,” he said. “Two weeks in, everything's going well so far. I guess we've made it longer than some…. New team, I think could be hard [or] it could go really smooth. I don't anticipate any problems, but I'm a pretty quiet guy. I'm not going to rustle any feathers coming in here, but I think it's going to be a really good fit.”

Leonsis, Niskanen on what Orpik will bring to Caps' blueline 

July 12, 2014, 1:00 pm
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

The Washington Capitals entered the 2014 free agency period with specific goals in mind: to significantly upgrade their defensive unit and goaltending depth.

One such signing was the addition of veteran blueliner Brooks Orpik, a longtime Penguin well-known around hockey for his leadership abilities. Though Orpik represents an improvement from what the Caps previously had on defense, some raised eyebrows at the specific terms of his contract.

Orpik, who turns 34 in September, signed a five-year deal worth $27.5 million. He already has 11 NHL seasons under his belt and has played 795 games in his career including the playoffs.

Caps majority owner Ted Leonsis responded to criticism of that deal at the team's development camp on Saturday at Kettler Capitals Iceplex.

"I was a little disappointed that it's not the right way to welcome somebody to a new team and a new city, a guy who has been in the league a long, long time," Leonsis said.

"He's a guy who has intangibles of leadership and he's tough as nails and one the coaches and the GM respect very much. I think he's a good player. I obviously want to see him be additive to what we're doing, but I don't think one player makes the gigantic change." 

The same press conference allowed Orpik's former teammate, Matt Niskanen, to shed some light on the value he brings to Washington. Niskanen also came over from Pittsburgh, and at 27 years old, has seen Orpik's leadership firsthand. Orpik was there when Niskanen joined the Penguins as a 24-year-old in his fourth NHL season. He looked up to Orpik and says he's learned plenty from the two-time Olympian. 

"Steady, that’s the best word I can say. He’s real steady positionally, he’s still got that real physical edge, he can bring that," Niskanen said. 

"He’s a leader, that’s another element that people can’t ever see, just the guys in the room. He’s got a lot of experience. He’s been on bad teams and he’s been on championship teams and everywhere in between. So he knows what it takes: the chemistry, the work ethic, he knows what it takes to win and I think that will add a lot to our group and get us headed in the right direction." 

Niskanen elaborated on how Orpik can set an example for others, particularly young players.

"He’s a workout freak, you know he’s going to be in excellent shape," Niskanen said.

"The biggest thing that I really looked up to Brooks [for] was his habits in the gym, nutrition, work habits in practice, attention to detail, he’s what every professional defenseman should strive to be like just as far as your habits. Just the way he prepares, and keeps himself ready to go all the time, that guy is all in physically and off-ice habits were pretty much what I learned most from him and picked up right away and I’ve tried to copy a lot of the things that he does in that regard." 

Leonsis said he met with Orpik before the two sides reached a contract agreement. The Caps' owner allowed the front office to operate for the most part on their own through free agency, but this particular decision required his presence.

"I did come in, I was asked to come in to meet Brooks. That was, I thought, a good thing. He spent hours and hours with the coaches and the staff, and then with [GM Brian MacLellan]. And then with me and Dick Patrick. I think he was looking to us on how committed we'd be to winning, what we were going to do to continue to improve because he's won a Cup."

Leonsis was struck by Orpik's continued drive to win, despite already having a championship on his resume.

"It was really interesting in listening that after winning a Cup, you'd think he'd be satisfied. But instead you get hungrier to want the second one. That has to be the total focus of our organization."

Vrana turning heads at Caps development camp 

July 11, 2014, 3:00 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

Every summer Capitals assistant general manager Ross Mahoney has one full week to reap what his scouting staff has sewn.

Through five days of development camp and two full scrimmage games, Mahoney is pleased with what he’s seen, especially from 2014 first-round selection Jakub Vrana.

Taken 13th overall on June 27 in Philadelphia, Vrana’s speed and creativity have been evident through the first two scrimmages. On Thursday afternoon he blew past a defenseman for a breakaway, and pulled a sick move on a shootout to score a goal.

On Friday morning, the 18-year-old Czech blasted a slap shot under the crossbar in an 8-3 rout for Team Red.

“That was a shot not a lot of people are going to stop,” Mahoney said. “But I also like that he was the first man back [on defense] and back-checked and disrupted the play. So he’s showing he’s a very determined young man as far as playing defense.”

Vrana’s linemate, Andre Burakovsky, scored 41 goals as a left wing for the Erie Otters of the OHL last season and has also been impressive while adapting to a new position: center.

“I think it’s an opportunity to see him work at that position and it opens the ice up for him,” said Caps assistant coach Lane Lambert, who will help make the decision over whether Burakovsky returns to Erie for a second season or begins his pro career with the AHL Hershey Bears or the Capitals.

Another player that stood out in both scrimmages was center Travis Boyd, a sixth-round pick of the Caps in 2011 [177th overall] who has committed to playing his senior season at Minnesota, where he set career highs last season with nine goals and 23 assists in 41 games.

“The puck seems to follow him around,” Lambert said. “He’s got great hockey sense, great vision. He has been very noticeable. There’s a certain knack to having the puck follow you around. That doesn’t happen by accident and it’s nice to see.”

With new general manager Brian MacLellan and an entirely new coaching staff headed by Barry Trotz, this year’s development camp has taken on a different look with fewer scrimmages and more teaching.

Saturday will mark the final day of the six-day camp and will feature the final scrimmage game, scheduled for 10:30 a.m.

“The camp is designed to bring players in and teach them the Washington Capitals’ way and how we want things to be done,” assistant coach Lane Lambert said. “With that being said, there were a couple adjustments to the schedule prior to camp starting.

“We’re teaching the players how to be pros, what’s important. We’re trying to develop a culture with these players right from the get-go.”

In addition to motivational speakers and sessions with a nutritionist, the Caps’ prospects also tried taking in a Washington Nationals game that was postponed due to thunderstorms.

Asked how he would describe the Washington Capitals’ way, Lambert echoed what Trotz has been preaching to the team’s prospects all week.

“It’s team-first and you’re able to count on each guy beside you and across the room from you,” Lambert said. “There’s a lot of togetherness, a lot of team-oriented concepts.”

Antonietti an imposing presence at rookie camp 

July 11, 2014, 12:45 pm
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Eliot Antonietti is hard not to notice.

At 6-foot-6, 236 pounds, the heavily bearded defensemen from Orbe, Switzerland is one part lumberjack, one part hockey player.

Invited to participate in the Capitals’ development camp, Antonietti, who looks much older than 21, was pleasantly surprised when his agent emailed him and asked him to pack his bags for his first trip to America.

“I was surprised in the beginning and I thought, ‘Wow, this is my chance. I’m just doing my best.’”

Antonietti set career highs in games [46], goals [3] and assists [5] while playing for Geneve-Servette in Switzerland’s National League A. But don’t be fooled by his size and rugged looks.

“I’m tall and I’m heavy but I don’t really play tough,” Antonietti said. “I don’t really fight. I play a lot offensive and I have to work on my defensive side.

“I have a good pass. All the people think the big guy has to be tough, he has to be a fighter.   But when I watch the game in the NHL I think the game has changed. Now defensemen can move, have good mobility and a great shot. If you have too many players who just check and have size I don’t think you have a good team.”

In his first scrimmage on a smaller ice surface Thursday afternoon Antonietti seemed to have some trouble defending against speedy forwards like Jakub Vrana and Andre Burakovsky, but took several opportunities to jump up in the play on the offensive side.

“The ice in Switzerland is bigger, here it is tight,” Antonietti said. “I look at [Bruins 6-foot-9 defenseman Zdeno] Chara and I like how he’s playing because he’s really tall and he’s not too slow. He has that reach. If you’re tall like me or Chara you have to work with your potential. We are tall so we can check small people.”

Like Chara, Antonietti possesses a booming slapshot but says he needs to work on his precision. He recently re-signed with Geneve-Servette but says he is eligible to play professionally in the U.S. if a team signs him to a contract.

“Every player wants to play in the NHL,” he said. “I think you have to play in the American League at first because it’s really hard to make the big step to the NHL.

“If I have the chance to move to America it would be a great experience for me. I don’t want to stay in Geneva lots of years. I want to see something else and try a new experience.”

For now, Antonietti is enjoying his first visit to the nation’s capital, saying strangers helped him find his hockey sticks in baggage claim and made him feel comfortable upon his arrival.

As for the heavy beard, Antonietti says he began growing it as part of a bet with a friend. Antonietti agreed to stop shaving while his friend agreed to grow his hair leading up to the Spengler Cup, a hockey tournament held annually in Switzerland during the Christmas holidays.

“He lost the bet because he cut his hair just before the Spengler Cup,” Antonietti said. “I won.”

And now the beard is a part of Antonietti’s identity.

“Everybody ask me,” he said. “I like it. It’s part of my personality. When they say Eliot, ‘Ah, the big guy with the beard.’ That’s me.”

Burakovsky, Vrana, Boyd star in Caps' scrimmage 

July 10, 2014, 6:45 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

Some observations from the Capitals’ intrasquad scrimmage (three 25-minute periods, running clock, with shootouts in between) today at Kettler Capitals Iceplex:

Dynamic duo: Team Red linemates Andre Burakovsky (23rd overall in 2013 NHL draft) and Jakub Vrana (13th overall, 2014) were a handful for Team White defensemen, with Burakovsky using his size, strength and speed to win pucks along the walls and Vrana darting in and out of holes without getting hit. Vrana and Burakovsky also buried their chances on shootouts, as did their linemate, 25-year-old Jan Urbas, a 6-foot-3, 216-pound forward who played in Germany last season.

Burakovsky, who played left and right wing in Erie last season, played center between Vrana and Urbas.

“I don’t care where I play,” Burakovsky said. “I just want to be out there playing. I don’t care if I play D or center. I just go out there and do what I do best.”

Burakovsky said he enjoyed playing alongside Vrana for the first time.

“He’s got great speed and great hands and he can pass the puck,” he said. “We played really good together out there and made it really hard for players to defend against us.”

Eyes on Boyd: Team Red center Travis Boyd (177th overall in 2011) was all over the ice in the first period, showing off his slick puck handling skills. He set up linemate Kevin Elgestal (194th overall in 2014) with a nice pass and was stopped by Team White goalie Phoenix Copley on another chance.

Big hitter: Team Red right wing Marcus Basara (free agent from University of Alaska) was the biggest hitter of the scrimmage, nailing just about every Team White player in his path.

Son of an owner: Miles Koules, invited to development camp as a free agent, also scored in the shootout. Koules, 20, is the son of former Tampa Bay Lightning co-owner Oren Koules, who also produced seven “Saw” movies.

[RELATED: Trotz excited for start of rookie scrimmages]

G’game, mate: Nathan Walker (89th overall in 2014) showed some competitive Australian spirit, exchanging cross-checks with hulking Slovakian defenseman Michal Cajkosky, a 6-foot-4, 229-pounder from Slovakia signed as a free agent by the Hershey Bears. He also showed a nose for the net scoring a goal for Team White in the second period.

Slick skater: Team White right wing Riley Barber (167th overall in 2012) played well on a line with Walker and center Chandler Stephenson (77th overall in 2012), scoring from in close in the second period.

Grizzly awards: Team White defenseman Eliot Antonietti, a 21-year-old free agent invited to camp from Switzerland, is the Caps’ biggest prospect at development camp at 6-foot-6, 236 pounds. He also has the best beard, which he says he began growing as a bet with a friend. Not to be outdone, Team Red defenseman Ben Woodley, another free-agent invite from the Brampton Beast of the CHL, is the only Caps prospect sporting dreadlocks.

Next up: The Caps will conduct their next rookie scrimmage game on Friday at 10:30 a.m. at Kettler.

Trotz excited for start of rookie scrimmages 

July 10, 2014, 12:15 pm
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

On Day One of development camp, the Caps’ top prospects worked with skating coaches who critiqued their strides and tried correcting bad habits.

On Day Two, the prospects learned more about off-ice conditioning, proper nutrition and took part in position-specific drills to help them better understand their positions.

On Day Three, the pace was ratcheted to another level with 5-man line rushes and 2-on-1 drills that put defensemen and goalies to the test.

Today at 4:15 at Kettler Capitals Iceplex, head coach Barry Trotz will finally see his prized prospects play in a scrimmage game and show what they do best.

“I think it’s allowed the players to learn,” Trotz said of the carefully measured pace of his first development camp. “I think it’s allowed the players to keep good energy in terms of not breaking down in the middle of the summer.

“I know when you start playing scrimmages real quickly sometimes guys get hurt and the miss a good portion of the camp.”

So far, the only notable absence has been defenseman Garrett Haar, a 2011 draft pick who sat out Wednesday’s session with flu symptoms.

Today, Trotz and his coaching staff will get their first game-action look at top prospects like forwards Andre Burakovsky, Jakub Vrana, Riley Barber and Chandler Stephenson, defensemen Madison Bowey, Christian Djoos and Michal Cajkovsky and goaltenders Pheonix Copley and Vitek Vanecek.

RELATED: [Carrick says he's ready to compete for a job]

“So far we’ve had a good balance of getting them ready for the scrimmages,” Trotz said.

“I think we’ve had a really good plan. We’re teaching them really core values of what we want. We’ve had breakout sessions on things you need to know in this game, earning respect from not only teammates but the fans and the coaches -- things that are common sense but we don’t talk about.

“I expect what they’ve learned they’re going to use in the scrimmages. I expect better execution than when you just sort of throw guys out there. They have a little bit of a plan of how they’re going to play.”

The Caps will close out their six-day camp with scrimmage games on Friday at 10:30 a.m. and Saturday at 10:30 a.m.

“Hopefully we’ll see some great scrimmages,” Trotz said. “I know this place will be hopping. Guys will be excited and I’ll be excited to see some good hockey.”

Trotz said shootouts will be a scheduled part of the scrimmages, calling them “a big part of the game.”

“I expect it to be real fun. We’ve got some great fans and I know when the scrimmages happen we’ll be rockin’ the red.”

--

As for the start of the Caps’ real training camp on Sept. 18, Trotz said he is still contemplating whether to invite enough players for three groups or begin with a more manageable number. The Caps have nine preseason games on tap and Trotz said he’d like to see his veterans play in at least five of them.
Carrick says he's ready to compete for a job 

July 10, 2014, 9:15 am
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Connor Carrick will be the first to tell you that as a 19-year-old defenseman he was living the dream last season as a member of the Washington Capitals.

“I feel like I’d have a better grip on it by now, but it still feels very surreal,” Carrick said on Wednesday after parachuting in for a one-day visit to the Caps’ weeklong development camp, which continues with a 4:15 p.m. scrimmage today at Kettler Capitals Iceplex.

“I’ve gone back and watched game films and what’s incredible is you see the logo on the ice and realize that is the VerizonCenter. That is me. That is, in fact, Alex Ovechkin on my right side and Nick Backstrom up the middle taking the faceoff. I treasure it even more.”

In 34 games with the Caps last season Carrick recorded one goal, five assists, 23 penalty minutes and was a minus-9 while averaging 15:58 of ice time a night.

But it was also a disjointed season for the 5-foot-11, 185-pound native of Orland Park, Ill. Ten days after playing in the Caps’ season opener in front of dozens of family and friends in Chicago, Carrick was assigned to the AHL Hershey Bears, where he played 13 games [0 goals, 4 assists, minus-3] before joining Team USA for the World Junior Championships, where he picked up three assists in five games.

The Caps recalled Carrick on Jan. 8 and he played 27 consecutive games before being made a healthy scratch for three weeks. He closed out the season with four straight appearances, but when general manager George McPhee was replaced by Brian MacLellan about six weeks later, MacLellan said he wished he would have seen Carrick play more, presumably in the American League.

“The thing about last year is that it’s over,” said Carrick, who is now 20. “It’s not like I can go back and play more somewhere else or had a bigger role, or played more with the Caps or not at all with the Caps. You cannot get that time back.

RELATED: [NHL experience still surreal for Carrick (VIDEO)]

“My opinion is I know what I leaned. I learned some things the hard way and what I can confidently say is that if I were to choose between playing elsewhere last year or having the experience I actually did, I am more confident with the latter going into camp.

“The awe factor is not gone. I’m still amazed by NHL players and I’m as big a fan as anybody else. But say a guy is coming towards the net. You’re not going to think twice about cross-checking him. You know he knows this is a normal hockey play and he’s not going to get up and two-hand you.”

Carrick recalled a play just like that in a preseason game against the Boston Bruins when power forward Milan Lucic barreled in on him on a 3-on-2.

“I cross-checked him across the hips and took him out of the play and readied myself for what might happen,” Carrick said, “and nothing did. This is what these guys do. So I definitely feel more confident going into training camp than if I had taken a different route last year.”

Exactly where Carrick fits on the Caps’ training camp depth chart is unclear. A right-handed shot, he currently sits behind John Carlson, Brooks Orpik, Matt Niskanen, Karl Alzner and Mike Green. Which makes the battle for the No. 6 defenseman a fight between Dmitry Orlov, Jack Hillen, John Erskine and Carrick, with top defensive prospect Madison Bowey not far behind.

“I think 6-7-8 will be competitive,” Caps coach Barry Trotz said.

“They might be further down the depth chart to start the year but it doesn’t mean their not going to play [NHL] games,” Trotz said. “You get injuries, maybe we make a move, but it can change in a heartbeat. The young guys are going to push for those two spots.”

Trotz said he would not consider it a setback if Carrick began the season in Hershey and increased his role as a top-line, puck-moving defenseman.

“Being in Hershey and playing huge minutes in important situations, I’ve never heard a player not get better doing that,” Trotz said. “That’s not a bad worst-case, to be in Hershey with the great organization they have.”

As a fifth-round draft choice in 2012 [137th overall] who was not even under contract until last September, Carrick said he’s always fared well when challenged and is anxious to show the Capitals’ new coaching staff that he can be a better player than he was last year, regardless of where he plays.

“People a lot smarter than me made those decisions [to sign Orpik and Niskanen],” Carrick said. “Props to them. I know the team is very excited to have them and I look forward to meeting them and, hopefully, playing beside them.”
A setback for Wilson (VIDEO) 

July 10, 2014, 12:45 am
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After Tom Wilson suffered an ankle injury, coach Barry Trotz hoped he would be ready for the start of training camp.

Today, it was reported Wilson had undergone surgery to repair a fractured fibula and now is expected to return some time during camp. It's a setback, but as Trotz said, these things happen.

Check out what the coach had to say about his young winger. If the video above does not appear, it can be seen here.
Caps' Nathan Walker selling hockey in the land Down Under 

July 9, 2014, 5:00 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

On Monday night, after his first day of Capitals development camp, Nathan Walker was in the Comcast studios in Bethesda telling Brian Mitchell how much he misses “meat pies.”

On Tuesday morning, Walker was the only Capitals prospect skating around with a GoPro on his helmet, documenting a day in the life of the first Australian-raised player ever drafted in the NHL.

This has been a monumental two weeks for Walker, a 20-year-old left wing who was born in Wales but moved to Sidney before he turned 2 years old.

On June 28, the Capitals traded a pair of fourth-round picks [104th and 118th] to move up to the third round, selecting Walker with the 89th pick overall.

“You take a chance he’s not going to be there,” Caps assistant general manager Ross Mahoney reasoned after the draft. “We’d rather do what we have to do in order to move up and make sure we get the player we want rather than sit back and hope that player’s still there.”

It was nearly 2 a.m. in Sydney when Walker was informed of his historical selection.

“I was with my family sitting on the couch,” Walker said. “My agent let me know and the roof of the house blew up. My mom and dad were both crying. It was a special day.”

For the record, there have been two other players with Australian ties that have been taken in the NHL draft.

In 1984 defenseman Darren Gavin, who was born in Perth, Australia but raised in Canada, was taken with the final pick [250th]. And in 1994 the Detroit Red Wings took goaltender Jason Elliott, who was born in Canada and played briefly in Australia, in the eighth round [205th overall].

Neither played a game in the NHL and that’s why all of Australia is rooting for Walker.

''This is an historic event for Nathan, his family, and Australian ice hockey,” Australian Ice Hockey League commissioner Robert Bannerman told the Sydney Morning Herald. “It will generate broad awareness for the sport in Australia. It will encourage young kids to come and try ice hockey.

''It will inspire athletes to stay in the sport longer, and ultimately lead to more talent and fans for Australian Ice Hockey League teams. Nathan has united the ice hockey community. We will soon shift from celebrating his accomplishments to creating the future; improving training, facilities, capabilities, resources, etc. We have to exploit this opportunity to develop 'The Next One'.”

Walker’s journey from Down Under to the Washington began in 1994 with the release of the Disney movie “Mighty Ducks.” It was his first exposure to the sport of ice hockey and he began playing at the age of 6. By the time he turned 13 he was ready for a new challenge and, with the help of his parents, decided to play hockey in the CzechRepublic.

“It was pretty crazy,” he said. “A different language, a different culture. My mum came for the first two weeks and after that she got on a train and said goodbye. It was a little tough in the beginning, but every time I got homesick I’d call my parents and they’d tell me to stay because if I came home I’d have regrets.”

Walker was 18 and in his second season playing in the Czech League when he decided to leave for the Youngstown Phantoms of the USHL. He recorded 27 points in 29 games and caught the eye of Caps scouts, prompting an invite to last year’s development camp.

The Caps liked Walker enough to give him a few preseason games and the Hershey Bears signed him to his first pro contract. He played 43 games in Hershey, recording five goals and six assists.

Because he went undrafted two years in a row Walker was eligible to go back into this year’s draft and says he’s now anxious to reward the Capitals for their faith in him.

“I like to work hard,” he said. “Even if you’re having a bad game, if you know you’ve worked hard, one step above, it’s better than having a bad game and not working hard. I like to think I work hard every shift.

“The main goal is to play and stay in the NHL, but it doesn’t happen overnight or over one year. I’m prepared that I’m going to be in Hershey another couple years developing and then we’ll take it from there.”

Until then, Walker says he’ll keep plugging along and laughing every time a teammate chides him with “G’day, mate.”

“The first time I went to the U.S. they asked me if we had a pet kangaroo,” Walker said with a smile. “And every time they asked, I said, ‘Everyone has a pet kangaroo in Australia.’ You just embrace it. It’s all fun and giggles.”
Agent: Wilson has fractured fibula 
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Capitals right wing Tom Wilson suffered a fractured fibula in a fall last week and is recovering from surgery, his agent, Mark Guy said on Wednesday.

Wilson, 20,  is expected to be cleared to participate “at some point” during the Capitals’ training camp in September, a team spokesperson said.

"Tom is resting and recovering nicely," Guy said. "He should be ready at some point during camp."

Capitals coach Barry Trotz was vague when addressing Wilson’s injury on Monday, saying the 20-year-old winger would be ready to play at the start of training camp, which begins on Sept. 18. Trotz is expected to address the subject again today.

Wilson’s agent said Wilson “rolled his ankle” but did not elaborate on how the injury occurred.

Wilson played in all 82 games for the Capitals last season, recording three goals, seven assists and 151 penalty minutes, ranking seventh in the NHL in penalty minutes.

Wilson was not scheduled to participate in the Caps’ development camp, which began on Monday at Kettler Capitals Iceplex and will run through Saturday.
The Capitals’ goaltending picture gained some clarity on Wednesday when Edward Pasquale was signed to a one-year, two-way contract.

Pasquale, 23, was acquired from the Winnipeg Jets on the second day of the NHL draft on June 28. The Caps also picked up the 159th selection of the draft, used to take center Steve Spinner, in exchange for the 164th and 192nd pick in the 2014 draft and a seventh-round selection in the 2015 NHL draft.

In 31 games for the St. John’s Ice Caps of the AHL, Pasquale posted a 17-13-1 record with one shutout, a 2.43 GAA and a career-high .920 save percentage. He is expected to split time with Philipp Grubauer with the AHL Hershey Bears, giving the Capitals a depth chart that reads: Braden Holtby, Justin Peters, Grubauer and Pasquale.

In 136 career AHL games, Pasquale, a native of Toronto, has registered a 66-59-7 record with 10 shutouts, a 2.63 goals-against average and a .910 save percentage. In 2011-12, he went 21-11-1 record with four shutouts, a 2.36 GAA and a .913 save percentage with St. John’s and was named to the 2011-12 AHL All-Rookie Team.

In other camp development camp news, defenseman Connor Carrick joined the 44 other prospects on Wednesday, participating in several on-ice drills.
Capitals goalie coach opens his bag of tricks 
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Capitals goaltender Philipp Grubauer dropped his stick, shook off his blocker and catching glove, and stood in front of Mitch Korn with a pair of open palms.

That’s when the Caps’ 56-year-old goalie coach handed him a basketball and, for the next 20 minutes directed Grubauer to shuffle from side to side, the entire width of the ice, never letting go of the ball.

By the end of the drill, which was observed by Caps associate goalie coach Olie Kolzig, Grubauer had cut a three-foot wide path of ice shavings that stretched from one dasher board to the other.

A fan asked Korn if Grubauer was done.

“Done like dinner,” he said with a laugh.

That was on Monday.

On Tuesday, Korn guided goaltending prospects Pheonix Copley and Rasmus Tirronen into a small area near the side of the net and had them face each other in full equipment.

For the next 20 minutes he had them skating forward and backward, mimicking each other’s moves, like dance partners on a tiny dance floor.

Welcome to world of Mitch Korn, one of the oddest yet most respected goalie coaches in hockey.

“My girlfriend’s father is a goalie coach and we’ve done that drill before,” Grubauer said of his rink-wide shuffle. “But not with a basketball. That makes it a lot tougher.”

The reason for the basketball?

“It forces you to keep your arms in close, so you’re not flying,” Korn said, showing a scoring hole under his armpit. “And it really works the core.”

[RELATED Andre Burakovsky knocking on the Caps' door]

By the end of the drill, Grubauer was sweating profusely and smiling.

“They told me Gruby never smiles,” Korn said. “I got him to smile three times on that drill alone! You want these guys having fun while they’re getting better.”

Copley, who was signed by the Caps as a free agent on March 19 following two seasons at Michigan Tech, said he’d heard of Korn through one of his disciples, former Buffalo Sabres goalie Steve Shields, who coached Copley at Michigan Tech.

“Mitch is kind of known for his different drills,” Copley, 22, said. “That one we did was kind of reacting off one another. I’d never done it before.”

Copley said that when Korn was hired, he received a text from Shields, saying, “You hit the jackpot.” After just two days, Copley said he’s starting to see why.

“He talked about three things: mental, emotional and physical,” said Copley, who hopes to land a spot with either Carolina of the ECHL or Hershey of the AHL next season. “He has a unique way of coaching and so far I really like it, and his track record speaks for itself.”

Korn said he’s already ordered white pucks and mini pucks and an assortment of other props that he intends to use throughout training camp in September.

In his 22 years of coaching in the NHL, Korn has worked with Hall of Fame goalies Grant Fuhr and Dominik Hasek, along with Pekka Rinne, Tomas Vokoun and Marty Biron.

He said he’s already talked extensively with Braden Holtby over the phone and is anxious to build on what Holtby has accomplished in his first two seasons in the NHL.

“He’s had a lot of voices in the last couple years and I have to remember that,” Korn said. “It will be a process with Braden and he knows that.”

--

Copley has a pair of oddities in his bio -- that he’s from North Pole, Alaska and his first name of Pheonix appears to be misspelled.

His family moved from North Pole, which is actually a Fairbanks suburb located 1,700 miles south of the Earth’s geographic North Pole, to Ohio when Copley was 1 and he began playing goalie when his older brother forced him between the pipes when they were kids.

As for the spelling of his name, Copley said, “Ask my parents. They thought they’d be creative and make my life difficult. It’s misspelled quite often. It’s a mess.”

As for their explanation of the spelling, Copley said, “They told me it looks more like Pheonix with the ‘e’ before the ‘o.’ Otherwise, it looks like Phonics.”
Andre Burakovsky knocking on the Caps' door 
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Weeks after being taken 23rd overall by the Capitals in last year’s NHL draft Andre Burakovsky was faced with a difficult decision.

Should he follow the advice of the Capitals and report to the Erie Otters of the Ontario Hockey League?

Or should he follow the advice of just about everyone close to him in Sweden and play another year or two in Malmo.

He chose Erie and despite a rough start under Otters coach Kris Knoblauch, he says it was the best hockey decision he’s ever made.

“The first four games I was really, really bad and the coach put me on the bench and stuff,” Burakovsky recalled Monday after the start of his second development camp with the Caps. “I didn’t understand how I could play so well the year before and then I come over here and nothing really worked for me.”

Burakovsky admitted he had trouble adapting to the smaller ice surface of the OHL but it didn’t take long for him to show what made him the Caps’ top pick, recording 41 goals and 46 assists with a plus-46 in 57 games.  

“In my mind, the adjustment didn’t take long,” Knoblauch said. “You could tell as soon as he joined us he’s an exceptional player.”

Exceptional enough to play in the NHL next season?

“Realistically, I think he is ready,” Knoblauch said. “His skills and his intelligence on the ice, I think he’s ready there. I think the only question mark was his physical strength, and certainly last year he was never intimidated by other players but he needed to get stronger to play at the next level in the NHL and I’m sure with a summer of working hard he’d be very close to being able to being a regular there. I’m certain he is very close.”

Burakovsky said the biggest difference between playing in Sweden and playing in the OHL was dealing with the physicality of the North American game. At 6-foot-1, 178 pounds, Burakovsky had to learn what it meant to take a hit to make a play.  

“The smaller rink, it’s so much faster,” he said. “You have to go harder to the net and it’s a more physical game, too. You need your head up all the time. In my opinion it’s more fun because I like to dangle a lot. I like to move and the small rink is perfect for that.”

The question facing Burakovsky now is whether he return to Erie for a second season or makes the Caps’ roster as the high-scoring left wing they have been lacking since Alex Ovechkin moved from the left side to the right.

If Burakovsky returns to Erie, he’ll be reunited with center Connor McDavid, whom Burakovsky described as the next Sidney Crosby.

If he makes the Capitals as a left wing he has the chance to play on one of the top two lines with centermen like Nicklas Backstrom or Evgeny Kuznetsov.

“I don’t know what the Washington Capitals have for depth, but if he’s ready then certainly he should have a spot with him because I think Andre’s definitely going to be a good hockey player in the NHL,” said Knoblauch, who said Burakovsky’s wrist shot off the rush is his greatest attribute.

“I know he’s one of the best players in the Ontario Hockey League. I have no doubt he can make that transition, but when is up to Washington to decide.”

Does Burakovsky think he’s ready for the NHL?

“I don’t know,” he said. “I played some games last year in the preseason and I feel I did really good there. The OHL was really good for me, too, and I might be ready to at least try to play in the NHL.”

At 19, Burakovsky is in a similar situation that Tom Wilson found himself in last year when he could play in either the NHL or the OHL, but nowhere else. Capitals general manager Brian MacLellan said he would have liked to have seen Wilson develop more by playing one more season in the OHL.

Capitals assistant general manager Ross Mahoney said he was impressed by Burakovsky’s first season in the OHL but thinks he needs to get a little stronger to play in the NHL.

“I’m working on that every day with my personal trainer back home [in Malmo],” Burakovsky said. “I’m trying to get bigger and stronger every day and really focus on that. It’s no rush, it’s coming by itself. I just have to take one step at a time. It’s not just training all the time. I have to sleep a lot and eat right.”

Burakovsky says he’ll also need to improve on his defensive game if he hopes to make a lasting impression on Barry Trotz and his coaching staff in September.

“I look forward to the main camp,” Burakovsky said, “and I want to do whatever it takes to play some games in the NHL.”
Trotz goes to bat for MacLellan, Orpik 

July 7, 2014, 3:30 pm
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Barry Trotz went to bat for his new general manager and one of his newest players on Monday when he said Brian MacLellan did what he had to do to get defenseman Brooks Orpik in a Capitals uniform.

“I know Mac’s taken some heat for that,” Trotz said of MacLellan giving Orpik a five-year contract with an average cap hit of $5.5 million.

“Everyone says Orpik doesn’t have great points, so why are you paying him that? The things Orpik does you can’t put a value on. There hasn’t been a physical, net-front type of defenseman [in Washington].”

Not since guys like Brendan Witt, Mark Tinordi and Scott Stevens patrolled the blue line have the Capitals had the kind of snarl that Orpik is expected to provide and Trotz said that is an invaluable asset.

“Who does Alexander Ovechkin play against?” Trotz said. “He’s one of the strongest, most dangerous players in the league and he plays against Brooks Orpik all the time and you need those players. Brooks is also a great role model for a team that’s really young.”

With Ovechkin, 28, Mike Green, 28, and Nicklas Backstrom, 26, as their core, Trotz said the Capitals made a conscious effort of trying to cash in on the opportunity in front of them by signing Orpik and Matt Niskanen [seven years, $42.025 million].

[MORE CAPS NEWS: Trotz the salesman]

“Were not an old team,” Trotz said. “We’re probably in that window of just entering the prime of their careers and [Orpik] is a really good complement and a role model and he’s a piece we [didn’t] have. To me, it’s a commitment of ownership and the team saying, ‘You know what? We’re in a good window here. Let’s get the players we want, not the players we’ve got to settle for.’

“We got [Orpik] because he can have an effect. And the effect is not going to be in goals and assists. It’s going to be in culture and winning and attitude and that’s what Brooks Orpik does.”

It remains to be seen whether the Caps make a move to thin out their blue line, where there are now eight players with more than 100 games of NHL experience. But in John Carlson, Karl Alzner, Orpik, Niskanen, Green, Dmitry Orlov, Jack Hillen and John Erskine, Trotz has some enticing option.  

“I get a lot of messages from my counterparts saying, ‘Now you’ve got five really good defensemen and you can do a lot of things, especially when you connect that back end with those forwards. The hockey people have given me real positive messages.

“Mac went out and addressed real needs without giving up anything in terms of assets.”
At his introductory news conference in May, new Capitals general manager Brian MacLellan talked about the need to build a better relationship with the AHL Hershey Bears.

On Monday, new Hershey Bears coach Troy Mann said the upheaval of the Capitals’ coaching staffs the past three years -- when Bruce Boudreau was replaced by Dale Hunter, who was replaced by Adam Oates -- put a strain on that relationship and he hopes to form a stronger one with new Caps coach Barry Trotz.

“We went through some transitional periods there in Hershey with some different coaches here in Washington,” said Mann, who was an assistant coach in Hershey from 2009-13 before leaving to coach the AHL Bakersfield Condors last season and returning as head coach of the Bears.

“Barry’s path to coaching went through the American League as well, so he understands what goes on at that level and what the players go through on a day-to-day basis to make it to the NHL.

“That’s going to be vital thing going forward for Hershey and Washington. We need to have the pipeline coming back to where it was three or four years ago when Hershey was winning Calder Cups.”

To help foster that relationship Trotz instituted a “48-hour” rule with Mann in their first face-to-face meeting on Sunday.

“Where we make sure either I call him or he calls me,” Mann said. “We’ll make sure we’re communicating every couple days in terms of who’s playing well.”

Mann, 44, said he and Trotz will play very similar style this season and gave a glimpse into what that style will be in Washington and Hershey.

“He wants to push the pace, he wants to play an uptempo style and he wants to go after the puck,” Mann said. “And when you don’t have the puck, you want to be getting it back as soon as possible and that’s my philosophy as well.

“The ironic thing is a lot of systems Barry is going to install here I’m very familiar with. I’m sure there are going to be tweaks and you want to have your own identity as a head coach, but you want to make sure players coming up from Hershey can make an easy transition because they know what’s going on.”

[RELATED: Capitals open development camp]

Mann also stressed the importance of the long relationship MacLellan has had with Bears general manager Doug Yingst during MacLellan’s 13 years as a Caps scout, director of player development and assistant general manager.

“Mac was a guy who did a lot of the work with Doug, and now that he’s the boss I don’t think much will change there. They’re on the same page.”

That was evident, Mann said, with last week’s signings of free-agent forwards Kris Newbury and Tim Kennedy. Mann said he thought the Bears were strong between the pipes and on the blue line, but needed to strengthen their depth up front and addressed that need, calling Kennedy a top-six, playmaking centerman and Newbury a hard-working, two-way forward.

Mann said he intends to bring a strong work ethic and accountability to Hershey and noted the T-shirts Caps prospects are wearing this week with “Earned… Never Given!”

“We had that slogan in Hershey five years ago when we won in 09-10,” Mann said. “Work ethic and structure are two components I’m huge on and anyone who has watched my teams play will bring up those two terms. In terms of that [Trotz and I] are on the same page 100 percent.”
Team Red Roster

No.  Name                                      Pos.      Ht.           Wt.        Birthdate          2013-14 Team                                                     Acquired

28        WOODLEY, Ben                        D            6’5”          230        12/6/91             Brampton (CHL)                                                   Free Agent

29        DJOOS, Christian                      D            5’11”        154        8/6/94               Brynas (SHL)                                                        Draft ‘12

30        KOZUN, Taran                          G            6’0”          168        8/29/94             Seattle (WHL)                                                       Free Agent

34        URBAS, Jan                              C/LW      6’3”          216        1/26/89             Munich EHC (German Hockey League)                Free Agent

41        VANECEK, Vitek                       G            6’1”          180        1/9/96               Liberec (Czech Jr.)                                               Draft ‘14

47        CAJKOVSKY, Michal                 D            6’4”          229        5/6/92               Reading (ECHL)                                                    Free Agent

51        KOUDYS, Patrick                      D            6’2”          198        11/15/92           PennState (NCAA)                                                Draft ‘11

53        HAAR, Garrett                          D            5’11”        190        8/16/93             Portland (WHL)                                                     Draft ‘11

54        BOYD, Travis                            C/RW     5’10”        185        9/14/93             Minnesota (NCAA)                                                Draft ‘11

62        DI PAULI, Thomas                    LW         5’10”        183        4/29/94             Notre Dame (NCAA)                                              Draft ‘12

64        VRANA, Jakub                          RW         5’11”        185        2/28/96             Linkoping (SHL)                                                    Draft ‘14

65        BURAKOVSKY, Andre               C/LW      6’1”          178        2/9/95               Erie (OHL)                                                            Draft ‘13

71        ELGESTAL, Kevin                      RW         6’1”          176        5/29/96             Frolunda (SHL)                                                     Draft ‘14

77        LEWINGTON, Tyler                    D            6’1”          189        12/5/94             Medicine Hat (WHL)                                             Draft ‘13

82        SANFORD, Zach                       C/LW      6’3”          184        11/9/94             Waterloo (USHL)                                                  Draft ‘13

87        O’BRIEN, Liam                         LW         6’0”          205        7/29/94             Rouyn-Noranda (QMJHL)                                      Free Agent

89        WATERSTREET, Chris               LW         6’5”          235        4/18/92             OswegoSt. (NCAA)                                                Free Agent

93        KUNNAS, Joona                       D            6’3”          195        1/8/93               Connecticut (NCAA)                                              Free Agent

94        SAAR, Zach                              RW         6’5”          235        6/22/93             PennState (NCAA)                                                Free Agent

95        BASARA, Marcus                      RW         6’0”          187        2/27/93             University of Alaska (NCAA)                                 Free Agent

96        PIMM, Braden                         C            6’0”          200        12/28/89           Northeastern (NCAA)                                            Free Agent

98        LOESCH, Zach                          D            6’5”          210        8/10/92             Lake SuperiorState (NCAA)                                 Free Agent

Team White Roster

 No.      Name                                      Pos.      Ht.           Wt.        Birthdate          2013-14 Team                                                     Acquired

1          COPLEY, Pheonix                     G            6’3”          180        1/18/92             Michigan Tech (NCAA)                                          Free Agent

2          MACPHEE, Conor                     LW         6’3”          204        5/28/92             Providence (NCAA)                                               Free Agent

3          BREVIG, Drew                          D            6’2”          195        4/24/92             OhioState (NCAA)                                                Free Agent

15        KOULES, Miles                         RW         5’11”        189        6/25/94             Medicine Hat (WHL)                                             Free Agent

18        STEPHENSON, Chandler           LW         5’11”        200        4/22/94             Regina (WHL)/Hershey (AHL)                               Draft ‘12

39        EPP, Wade                               D            6’5”          215        6/3/89               Northern Michigan (NCAA)                                   Free Agent

40        WILSON, Cole                           RW         6’1”          190        6/19/90             University of British Columbia (CWUAA)               Free Agent

44        BARBER, Riley                         RW         5’11”        194        2/7/94               MiamiUniversity (NCAA)                                      Draft ‘12

55        BOWEY, Madison                     D            6’0”          195        4/22/95             Kelowna (WHL)                                                    Draft ‘13

57        WUTHRICH, Austin                   RW         6’1”          190        8/11/93             Notre Dame (NCAA)                                              Draft ‘12

60        HEINRICH, Blake                     D            5’10”        198        2/17/95             Sioux City (USHL)                                                 Draft ‘13

63        GERSICH, Shane                      LW         5’11”        175        7/10/96             U.S. National U-18 Team (USHL)                          Draft ‘14

68        SPINNER, Steven                     RW         5’11”        196        12/15/95           Eden Prairie (USHS)                                             Draft ‘14

72        HERBERT, Caleb                      C/RW     5’10”        185        10/12/91           MinnesotaDuluth (NCAA)                                     Draft ‘10

73        JAROS, Christian                      D            6’3”          201        4/2/96               Lulea (SHL)                                                          Free Agent

75        ANTONIETTI, Eliot                     D            6’6”          236        1/27/93             Geneve (Swiss National League A)                       Free Agent

79        WALKER, Nathan                     LW         5’10”        185        2/7/94               Hershey (AHL)                                                      Draft ‘14

80        PINHO, Brian                           RW         6’0”          173        5/11/95             Indiana (USHL)                                                     Draft ‘13

81        TIRRONEN, Rasmus                 G            6’3”          200        11/9/90             MerrimackCollege (NCAA)                                   Free Agent

85        SCHULDT, Jimmy                      D            6’0”          202        5/11/95             Omaha (USHL)                                                     Free Agent

86        BRADY, Ian                              D            6’0”          204        5/22/94             Nebraska-Omaha (NCAA)                                     Free Agent

91        WARNING, Sam                        LW         5’9”          180        9/29/92             Minnesota (NCAA)                                                Free Agent
With the first few days of free agency complete, CSNWashington.com is breaking down the highlights (and lowlights) of the signing frenzy, division by division.

Having already looked at the Atlantic Division and the Metropolitan Division, we continue our breakdown in the Western Conference with the Central Division.

STASNY RETURNS HOME:

Center Paul Stasny was among the most sought-after unrestricted free agents, but the 28-year-old decided to return home, signing a four-year, $28 million deal with the St. Louis Blues.

Stasny grew up in suburban St. Louis after his father, Peter, played the final two years of his Hall of Fame career with the Blues from 1993-to-1995.

Paul Stasny had 25 goals and 60 points in 71 games with Colorado last season and spent his entire eight-year career with the Avalanche. He has also represented USA Hockey at five international tournaments and will now skate alongside his 2014 Olympic teammates David Backes, T.J. Oshie and Kevin Shattenkirk in St. Louis.

General Manager Doug Armstrong suggested last week that Stasny could skate alongside Backes and Alexander Steen on the Blues’ No.1 line, although it is also possible that Stasny and Backes will provide the Blues with a formidable 1-2 punch as the club’s top two centers.

STARS ALIGN FOR JULY 1 TRADE:

For the second straight year, the Dallas Stars pulled off a blockbuster trade in the hours leading up to free agency with the acquisition of Jason Spezza from the Ottawa Senators.

General Manager Jim Nill acquired Spezza just before the start of free agency, just as he traded for Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley from the Boston Bruins in the hours leading up to free agency in 2013.

While Seguin found immediate chemistry with Jamie Benn on the Stars’ No.1 line last season, Spezza should offer Dallas an upgrade at the No.2 center position. Spezza is expected to center Dallas’ second line and play alongside his former Senators teammate Alex Hemsky, who signed a three-year, $12 million deal with Dallas.

Spezza has plenty to play for in 2014-15 as he is slated to become an unrestricted free agent next summer, and is still looking to prove that he is durable after undergoing back surgery in 2013.

The 32-year-old had 23 goals and 66 points in 75 games last season but finished with a career-worst minus-26 rating. With Seguin and Spezza penciled in as the Stars’ top two centers, former Capitals prospect Cody Eakin will likely serve as Dallas’ third line pivot.

In addition to bringing in Spezza and Hemsky from Ottawa, the Stars also signed backup goalie Anders Lindback to a one-year, $925,000 deal.

[RELATED: Free Agent Frenzy: Metropolitan Division] 

CHICAGO LANDS A POSSIBLE BARGAIN:

While the Blues and Stars went for high-priced centers, the Blackhawks (who are more than $2 million above the salary cap), signed veteran Brad Richards to a one-year, $2 million deal.

Like Spezza in Dallas, Richards will have plenty to play for next season after having the final six years of his nine-year $60 million deal bought out by the Rangers.

After sitting as a healthy scratch and playing on the Rangers’ fourth line late last season, Richards is expected to serve as Chicago’s No.2 center behind captain Jonathan Toews. That could mean an opportunity to center Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad.

“It’s pretty exciting, because you know if you’re playing center on the top two lines, you’re playing with a great player — or two great players, actually,” said Richards, a nine-time 20-goal scorer and 2004 Conn Smythe Trophy winner. “It wasn’t hard for me to love Chicago. It was just about trying to figure out how to make it work in the cap.”

The Blackhawks still have work to do to get below the salary cap, but General Manager Stan Bowman has two months to work on a trade.

HOMECOMING IN MINNESOTA:

While Stasny returned home when he signed in St. Louis, Thomas Vanek did the same when he signed a three-year $19.5 million deal with the Minnesota Wild.

The Austrian-born Vanek played two seasons at the University of Minnesota and has made suburban Minneapolis his offseason home throughout his NHL career.

It was widely believed that after Vanek turned down a seven-year, $50 million contract extension from the New York Islanders last season that he was destined for Minnesota.

Vanek will join a top-six group of forwards in Minnesota that will likely include Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Charlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund and Vanek’s former Buffalo Sabres teammate Jason Pominville.

BEST OF THE REST:

The Colorado Avalanche added a pair of veterans in signing Jarome Iginla to a three-year, $16 million deal and acquiring Daniel Briere in a trade with the Canadiens for P.A. Parenteau.

Iginla signed with the Avalanche last Tuesday, celebrating his 37th birthday in style. The 19-year NHL veteran is coming off his 12th career 30-goal season and will likely skate on the right side of either Matt Duchene or Nathan MacKinnon. MacKinnon spent last season on the wing, but the NHL’s Rookie of the Year is expected to move back to his natural position of center after Paul Stasny signed with St. Louis.

The Nashville Predators signed former Jets center Olli Jokinen to a one-year, $2.5 million deal, while Winnipeg filled Jokinen’s spot by signing former Capitals center Mathieu Perreault to a three-year, $9 million deal. Perreault is expected to play behind Bryan Little and Mark Scheifele.
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With the first few days of free agency complete, CSNWashington.com is breaking down the highlights (and lowlights) of the signing frenzy, division by division. Having already looked at the Atlantic Division, we continue our breakdown with the Metropolitan Division.

While the Capitals made a splash on July 1 with the signings of former Penguins defensemen Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik as well as former Hurricanes goalie Justin Peters, Washington’s co-occupants in the Metropolitan Division have also been busy reshaping their rosters.

CAROLINA HURRICANES:

KEY ADDITIONS: Tim Gleason, Brad Malone, Jay McLement

KEY LOSSES: Manny Malhotra, Justin Peters

The Hurricanes have not qualified for the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2009, marking the second longest drought in franchise history (1993-98). With a new general manager (Ron Francis) and a rookie NHL head coach (Bill Peters) onboard, the Hurricanes have made a handful of depth moves this offseason.

Carolina signed McLement to a one-year $1 million deal while Malone agreed to a two-year, $1.3 million deal. McLement had four goals and 10 points in 81 games with the Maple Leafs last season and led the team with a 53.6% faceoff success rate.

Malone has four goals and nine points in 54 career games with the Colorado Avalanche, and could take over as Carolina’s fourth line center with Malhotra having signed a one-year deal with Montreal.

Gleason returns to the Carolina blue line with a one-year, $1.2 million deal. The Hurricanes traded Gleason to Toronto on Jan.1 for defenseman John-Michael Liles, but the Maple Leafs subsequently bought out the final two years of Gleason’s contract.

COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS:

KEY ADDIITIONS: Scott Hartnell

KEY LOSSES: Derek MacKenzie, Nikita Nikitin, Nick Schultz, R.J. Umberger

The Blue Jackets have been relatively quiet since free agency began, but they did acquire seven-time 20-goal scorer Scott Hartnell in a June 23 trade with the Flyers for R.J. Umberger.

“(Hartnell) is a talented, tough, hard-working player who brings valuable experience and leadership on and off the ice,” Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said. “We believe he will fit in very well with our group and be an important part of our team moving forward.”

Columbus should also get a boost with a healthy Nathan Horton, who had four goals and 18 points in just 36 games last season. Horton signed a seven-year, $37.1 million deal with Columbus last offseason, but underwent shoulder surgery soon after and suffered a season-ending abdominal injury in April. 

NEW JERSEY DEVILS:

KEY ADDITIONS: Mike Cammalleri, Martin Havlat, Scott Clemmensen

KEY LOSSES: Mark Fayne, Anton Volchenkov

Cammalleri had a team-high 26 goals in 63 games last season with the Calgary Flames and should provide an offensive boost for a Devils team that struggled to find the back of the net last season.

New Jersey finished 27th in overall scoring with an average of 2.4 goals-per-game, and 29th in 5-on-5 scoring with 128 goals in 82 games (only the Buffalo Sabres scored fewer 5-on-5 goals).

Cammalleri signed a five-year, $25 million deal while Havlat agreed on a one-year, $1.5 million contract. Havlat had 12 goals and 22 points in 48 games last season with the San Jose Sharks and joins fellow Czech natives Patrick Elias, Jaromir Jagr and Marek Zidlicky in New Jersey.

Clemmensen signed a one-year, two-way contract is expected to compete with Keith Kinkaid to serve as Cory Schneider’s backup.

NEW YORK ISLANDERS:

KEY ADDITIONS: T.J. Brennan, Jaroslav Halak, Mikhail Grabovski, Chad Johnson, Nikolai Kulemin

KEY LOSSES: Evgeni Nabokov, Anders Nilsson

The Islanders met Grabovski’s asking price, which Capitals General Manager Brian MacLellan recently called ‘prohibitive,’ signing him to a four-year, $20 million deal.

Joining Grabovski on the Island is his former Toronto Maple Leafs teammate Nikolai Kulemin, who signed a four-year, $16.75 million deal.

Grabovski, who had career-highs of 29 goals and 58 points in 81 games with Toronto in 2010-11, is expected to be the Islanders’ No.2 center behind captain John Tavares.

Kulemin had career-highs across the board that same season in Toronto with 30 goals and 57 points in 82 games. Grabovski and Kulemin were often linemates with the Maple Leafs and the duo seems likely to play together in New York as well.

Johnson is coming off an impressive season with the Boston Bruins where he went 17-4-3 with a 2.10 goals-against-average and .925 save percentage as Tuukka Rask’s backup.  Johnson agreed on a two-year deal with the Islanders, where he will team with former Caps goalie Jaroslav Halak to give New York a formidable goaltending tandem.

The Islanders acquired Halak’s rights from the Capitals in May for a fourth round draft pick before signing him to a four-year $18 million deal.

Brennan, 25, won the Eddie Shore Award last season as the American Hockey League’s top defenseman. Brennan led all AHL defensemen with 25 goals and 72 points in 76 games with the AHL’s Toronto Marlies and could see time on an Islanders power play unit that ranked 17th last season. Brennan’s contract is a one-way deal.

[MORE: Capitals quickly taking on the look of Trotz]

NEW YORK RANGERS:

KEY ADDITIONS: Dan Boyle, Tanner Glass, Mike Kostka

KEY LOSSES: Brian Boyle, Derek Dorsett, Benoit Pouliot, Brad Richards, Anton Stralman

Boyle joins the defending Eastern Conference champion Rangers after spending the past six seasons with the San Jose Sharks. Boyle turns 38 later this month and signed a two-year, $9 million deal. Boyle is expected to help fill the void with former Rangers defenseman Anton Stralman signing a five-year $22.5 million deal with the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Boyle had 12 goals and 36 points in 75 games last season and can also quarterback the Rangers power play.

PITTSBURGH PENGUINS:

KEY ADDITIONS: Steve Downie, Christian Ehrhoff, Thomas Greiss, Patric Hornqvist, Nick Spaling

KEY LOSSES: Deryk Engelland, Jussi Jokinen, James Neal, Matt Niskanen, Brooks Orpirk

Ehrhoff joins the Penguins after having the final seven years of his contract bought out by the Buffalo Sabres and should help fill the void on Pittsburgh’s blue line with Niskanen and Orpik joining Washington.

Ehrhoff’s one-year, $4 million deal with Pittsburgh should also serve as a bridge for the organization as prospects Derrick Pouliot, Simon Despres and Scott Harrington continue to develop.

Greiss went 10-8-5 with a 2.29 GAA and .920SV% with the Coyotes last year and gives Pittsburgh three goalies under contract for next season along with Marc-Andre Fleury and Jeff Zatkoff.

The Penguins also lost their fourth and fifth leading scorers from last season with the departures of Neal (traded to Nashville) and Jokinen (signed with Florida). 

PHILADELPHIA FLYERS:

KEY ADDITIONS: Nick Schultz, R.J. Umberger

KEY LOSSES: Steve Downie, Scott Hartnell

According to www.capgeek.com, the Flyers are more than $3 million above the $69 million salary cap for the 2014-15 season. The Flyers have made very few signings this offseason as a result.

Philadelphia General Manager Ron Hextall is said to be shopping center Vincent Lecavalier, who has four years remaining on a five-year, $22.5 million deal he signed with the Flyers last summer.
Last weekend at the NHL draft in Philadelphia, Capitals coach Barry Trotz emphasized the importance of finalizing his coaching staff before the start of free agency. Now we know why.

“I think the first phase of making our team better is, I thought Mac [Caps general manager Brian MacLellan] did a good job of getting the staff in place right before the draft here,” Trotz said.

“That free agency period, if you’re going to talk to a free agent, he knows what the staff is. I think that’s really important.”

On Monday morning, Trotz will begin his on-ice coaching career with the Capitals when he welcomes 23 prospects to the team’s annual development camp at Kettler.

But you can make the argument that his role as team salesman last weekend is just as crucial to the Capitals’ future success as any of the Xs and Os he draws up this season.

Just ask defenseman Brooks Orpik, who signed a five-year, $27.5 million with the Capitals on Tuesday, two days after meeting with Trotz at Kettler.

“When I met with Barry and saw what his plan and his vision was,” Orpik said, “it was kind of a no-brainer for me, to be honest.”

Or defenseman Matt Niskanen, who signed a seven-year, $40.25 contract with the Caps after a probing phone conversation with Orpik following his visit to Washington.

“I heard nothing but great things about Barry Trotz and the way things are going there,” Niskanen said.

Or backup goaltender Justin Peters, who met with Trotz and goaltending coach Mitch Korn before signing a two-year, $1.9 million deal with the Caps. Asked if there was one conversation he had that swayed him to sign with the Caps, Peters pointed to his sit-down with Trotz.

[MORE: Top prospects ready for Caps development camp]

“When a head coach on a team looks you in the eye and tells you he wants you to be there, that goes a long way,” Peters said. “If you’re to pinpoint it, that’d be it. The head coach on the team looking you in the eye and saying, ‘We want you to be a part of this.’”

Of course, selling a player on a team and paying the price it costs to sign him are two entirely different things. In his 16 years in Nashville, Trotz always felt handcuffed by the internal salary cap of the Predators, who rarely came within $10 million of the salary cap.

The Capitals have been spending close to the cap pretty much since 2008, when they handed Alex Ovechkin the richest contract in NHL history, a 13-year, $124 million deal that takes up nearly 14 percent of the Caps’ $68 million payroll.

The Caps entered the offseason with about $13 million in cap space and spent $12.2 million on Niskanen, Orpik and Peters. All three players said Trotz was the overriding factor in their decisions to come to Washington.

If nothing else, the Caps’ activity in the free-agent market is an indication of how strong Trotz’ voice will be in the construction of the Capitals.

“Obviously, [MacLellan] knows where he wants to allocate dollars,” Trotz said in the days leading up to free agency, “but he’s been great in terms of communication and what we want and a select number of players right now for the allocated dollars we have.

“… The organization wants to win. So I don’t think that’s a question. They’ll be smart. It’s not going to be reckless or anything like that, I’m sure.”

Reckless or not, the Capitals are quickly becoming a team built in the image of Barry Trotz.
Capitals send a strong message to Holtby 
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

When the Capitals began their search for a free-agent goaltender to back up Braden Holtby, they had several factors to consider.

Should they go with an established veteran like Tomas Vokoun, who had familiarity with the Capitals as a former player and with their new coaching staff, for whom he had played in Nashville?

Should they sign a future Hall of Famer like Martin Brodeur, who helped revolutionize the position with his stickhandling ability but was in search of more playing time?

Or, should they turn to someone who came with a less costly price tag and posed less of a threat to Holtby?

“We talked about that a lot,” Caps general manager Brian MacLellan said after signing Justin Peters to a two-year, $1.9 million contract. “A lot of it was we wanted to send the right message to Holtby.

“We want Holtby to be our guy and we want him to be supported by a good backup. Peters is a good backup in our mind and he has some upside, too. He’s 28 years old, he’s still a young guy. He’s a good teammate, he gets along with the No. 1 guys he’s played with, so we thought it was a match that way.

“I mean, if you bring in an older, experienced guy it’s going to cost us more money and it might have been a little more pressure on Holtby. We wanted to send a message to Holtby that he’s our No. 1 guy.”

Quite frankly, it was probably a message that needed to be sent. Last season was the most difficult of Holtby’s hockey career. It began with drastic changes to the way he was accustomed to playing and the results were dreadful.

Asked to retreat into his crease by head coach Adam Oates and goalie coach Olie Kolzig, with the desired result of making him more available to stop cross-ice, backdoor passes, Holtby struggled with his angles. By giving up a foot or two at the top of his crease, Holtby began allowing bad-angle shots to get through him and his confidence waned.

By midseason he was replaced by Philipp Grubauer as the Caps’ No. 1 goalie and it wasn’t until the final six weeks of the regular season that Holtby and Kolzig went back to the drawing board and tried to get Holtby back to the style of play that got him into the NHL.

The end result was Holtby finishing with a career-worst .915 save percentage and 2.85 goals-against average, which makes this upcoming season a huge one considering Holtby is entering the final season of a two-year, $3.7 million contract [$2 million salary, $1.85 million cap hit].

In Peters, the Caps are getting a goalie who has spent the past five seasons either backing up Cam Ward in Carolina, or playing with the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL.

Ward has played 68 games in the NHL [22-31-8, 3.05 GAA, .904 SP, 3 shutouts] and 219 games in the AHL [98-95-10, 2.72 GAA, .910 SP, 13 shutouts], all indicators he will not pose a significant threat to Holtby.

Peters said that in his conversations with the Capitals there was no discussion over how many games he would play as Holtby’s backup.

“No, we didn’t get into any of that conversation,” he said. “It’s a long season and I believe you need two goalies throughout the season, sometimes three. That’s the way an NHL season goes.

“There are injuries, there are a lot of things that happen through ups and downs, so I don’t think you can go into the season with a set plan. I think it’ll work itself out.

“I’ve never met Braden personally, but I played against him a lot and I know he’s a great goalie, a great competitor and I look forward to getting to know him, work with him and get to know my new teammates.”
With the first few days of free agency complete, CSNWashington.com is breaking down the highlights (and lowlights) of the signing frenzy, division by division. We begin our breakdown with a look at the Atlantic Division.

BOLTS BECOMING RANGERS SOUTH:  

General Manager Steve Yzerman bolstered the Lightning blue line with the signing of former Rangers defenseman Anton Stralman to a five-year, $22.5 million deal and the acquisition of Jason Garrison in a trade from the Vancouver Canucks. Provided Victor Hedman can stay healthy alongside Matt Carle, Tampa Bay will have formidable top-four on the backend.

Stralman will also have a few familiar faces in Tampa Bay, as the Lightning re-signed former Rangers captain Ryan Callahan to a six-year, $34.8 million deal in late June, and agreed to terms with former Blueshirt Brian Boyle  on a three-year, $6 million deal.

The Lightning also signed veteran goalie and noted Caps killer Evgeni Nabokov to a one-year deal to serve as Ben Bishop’s backup. In 19 career games against Washington, Nabokov is 13-2-4 with a 2.22 goals-against-average and .921 save percentage.

Throw in captain Steven Stamkos, Calder Trophy finalists Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat, and the third overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, Jonathan Drouin, and the Bolts appear well positioned for years to come.

DETROIT UNABLE TO FILL VOID:

While Yzerman’s Lightning squad appears to be on the rise, his former employer, the Detroit Red Wings could be heading in the opposite direction.

While the Red Wings have reached the playoffs in 23 straight seasons, Detroit has gone from a desired destination among free agents, to a club that has been unable to sign a significant UFA this offseason, despite nearly $9.5 million in available cap space.

General Manager Ken Holland not only had the money to spend, but he also had a need to bolster the right side of his blue line. Among the high-end right-handed defensemen who were available July 1, only to sign elsewhere were Dan Boyle (Rangers), Matt Niskanen (Capitals) and Stralman (Lightning).

Free agent Daniel Alfredsson has not announced whether he will return for a 19th NHL, but he has said that he will either re-sign with Red Wings or retire. The decision may not come until September according to the Detroit Free Press. Alfredsson turns 42 in December.

SABRES ACQUIRE LEADERSHIP FROM MONTREAL:

The Sabres may still be years away from contending, but kudos to General Manager Tim Murray for at least going out and acquiring five savvy veterans who should help steer Buffalo’s prospects in the right direction.

The Sabres signed Rochester, NY, native and former Canadiens captain Brian Gionta to a three-year, $12.75 million deal and also acquired former Canadiens assistant captain Josh Gorges in a trade for a second-round pick in the 2016 NHL Draft. Gorges has three years remaining on his current deal with an annual salary cap hit of $3.9 million.

“I think he's going to be a great fit for here,” Gionta said of Gorges. “He's a heart-and-soul guy who leaves his heart out on the ice every day and does anything for the team. I think he's going to be a great example for a lot of the young guys here in how to play and the culture that we're trying to institute.”

Murray also signed veteran defenseman Andrej Meszaros as well as forwards Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick, who both played in Buffalo last season before being dealt at the NHL Trade Deadline. Moulson’s deal is five-years at $25 million.     

STANLEY CUP CHAMPIONS HEAD TO FLORIDA:

Among the Florida Panthers’ six signings on the first day of free agency were Stanley Cup champions Dave Bolland (Chicago, 2010 and 2013), Shawn Thornton (Boston, 2011) and Willie Mitchell (Los Angeles, 2012 and 2014).

Bolland signed the biggest deal among the newest Panthers, agreeing on a five-year $27.5 million contract with a Florida team that has just one playoff appearance since 2000. He is expected to serve as Florida’s third line center, behind Nick Bjugstad and Aleksander Barkov.

Mitchell signed a two-year, $8.5 million deal, while Thornton signed for two-years $2.4 million.

The Panthers also signed top-six forward Jussi Jokinen to a four-year, $16 million deal. Jokinen had 21 goals and 57 points with the Pittsburgh Penguins last season, numbers that would have made him Florida’s leading scorer last year by a wide margin.

BEST OF THE REST:

The Ottawa Senators appear to be in full rebuild mode after trading captain Jason Spezza to the Dallas Stars for Alex Chiasson, two prospects and a draft pick. The Senators most significant UFA signing came Friday when they agreed to terms with center David Legwand on a two-year, $6 million deal.

The Toronto Maple Leafs signed veteran defenseman Stephane Robidas to a three-year, $9 million deal. The 37-year-old suffered a broken leg last year with the Dallas Stars and later re-injured his leg during the playoffs with the Anaheim Ducks.

The Montreal Canadiens freed up salary cap space by trading Josh Gorges to the Buffalo Sabres and deciding not to re-sign captain Brian Gionta. General Manager Marc Bergevin is expected to sign restricted free agent P.K. Subban to a long-term deal later this offseason. The Canadiens also acquired forward P.A. Parenteau in a trade with the Colorado Avalanche for veteran Daniel Briere.

The Boston Bruins have not made any significant offseason acquisitions, although they have seen former Bruins Jarome Iginla (Avalanche) Shawn Thornton (Panthers), Chad Johnson (Islanders) and Andrej Meszaros (Sabres) sign elsewhere.
Top prospects ready for Caps development camp 

July 4, 2014, 12:00 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

1 

Email 

  (Ed Mulholland-USA TODAY Sports)  

All six members of the Capitals’ 2014 draft class will take part in the team’s annual development camp, which begins Monday and runs through July 12 at the Kettler Capitals Iceplex.

The camp will include 23 Capitals prospects total plus several undrafted and free agent amateur players. All on-ice sessions are free and open to the public, including the three intrasquad scrimmages which are scheduled for the final three days of the camp (full schedule included below).

Washington’s No.1 rated prospect outside the NHL, Andre Burakovsky (2013 NHL Draft; RD1, 23rd overall), will take part in the camp after an impressive rookie campaign in the Ontario Hockey League. Burakovsky had 41 goals and 87 points in 57 games with the Erie Otters and was named the OHL’s Player of the Month for March.

Defenseman Madison Bowey (2013 NHL Draft; RD2; 53rd overall) will also participate in his second development camp in as many years after captaining the Kelowna Rockets to the best record (57-11-0-4) in the Western Hockey League last season.

Bowey signed a three-year, entry-level deal with the Capitals in April after recording 21 goals and 60 points in 72 games with Kelowna in 2013-14. The 6-0”, 195-pound defenseman will also participate in Hockey Canada’s Summer Development Camp set for Aug.3-8.

Chandler Stephenson (2012 NHL Draft; RD3, 77th overall) is expected to take part in his first professional season in 2014-15, after he notched career-highs of 30 goals and 89 points in 69 games last year with the WHL’s Regina Pats. Stephenson appeared in two games with the AHL’s Hershey Bears late last season, recording his first career professional goal.

[MORE: Capitals sign a pair of depth forwards]

Riley Barber (2012 NHL Draft; RD6, 167th overall) will take part in his third Capitals’ development camp before returning to Miami University for his junior season. The 5’11” 194-pound right wing had a team-high 19 goals and 44 points in 38 games last season, and captained Team USA at the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championships.

Development camp wraps up Saturday July 12 with the Capitals’ Fan Fest which will include the team’s annual equipment sale, the final intrasquard scrimmage and an autograph session with head coach Barry Trotz and select prospects.

The Capitals development camp roster is included here. Please note that details on which players will be assigned to Team White and which players will be assigned to Team Red will only become available on Monday.
Capitals sign a pair of depth forwards 
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The Capitals have signed left wing Tim Kennedy and center Kris Newbury to one-year, two-way contracts, senior vice president and general manager Brian MacLellan announced today. Both players are expected to begin the 2014-15 season with the AHL Hershey Bears.

Kennedy, 28, played in 37 games for the Arizona Coyotes last season, registering two goals and six assists with four penalty minutes.

A 5-foot-10, 176-pound native of Buffalo, Kennedy has played in 162 NHL games with Arizona, San Jose, Florida and Buffalo, recording 15 goals, 24 assists and 60 penalty minutes in his NHL career.

 Kennedy was selected by the Capitals in the sixth round, 181st overall, of the 2005 draft. He was traded to the Buffalo Sabres the same day in exchange for Buffalo's sixth-round pick the following year, who turned out to be Mathieu Perreault, who on Tuesday signed a three-year, $9 million contract with the Winnipeg Jets.

[MORE: Orpik says signing with Capitals a 'no brainer]

Kennedy also played 30 games with the AHL Portland Pirates of the AHL last season,  recording four goals and 11 assists with 14 penalty minutes. In 260 AHL games with Portland, Hartford/Connecticut, Rochester, San Antonio and Worcester, he has 60 goals and 148 assists.

Newbury, 32, played four games with the Philadelphia Flyers last season, picking up one assist. A native of Brampton, Ont., he has played in 76 career NHL games with Philadelphia, the Rangers, Detroit and Toronto, registering four goals, six assists and 139 penalty minutes. Newbury was drafted by the San Jose Sharks in the fifth round, 139th overall, in the 2002 draft.

Last season Newbury played in the Hershey Bears’ final 17 games of the regular season, recording four goals and nine assists with 25 penalty minutes. In 662 AHL games with Hershey, Adirondack, Hartford/Connecticut, Grand Rapids, Toronto and St. John’s, Newbury has 160 goals and 328 assists.
Orpik says signing with Capitals a 'no brainer' 

July 3, 2014, 3:15 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

1 

Boo 

1 

Email 

  (AP Photo/Nick Wass)  

Before the Capitals considered a backup goaltender for Braden Holtby … Before they thought about how they would fill the void left by the departure of Mikhail Grabovski …

Before they even considered throwing a suitcase of money at Matt Niskanen …

They had Brooks Orpik in their crosshairs.

“The total dollars were centered around Brooks,” Caps general manager Brian MacLellan said. “We needed to get him in first because we thought that was our greatest need.”

It came at a cost, of course. Orpik, who will turn 34 on Sept. 26, landed a five-year contract that pays him $6.5 million next season, $5.5 million the three seasons after that, and $4.5 million in 2018-19 when he’s turning 38.  

“We tried to get him to stay as low as possible and we struggled with that fifth year for a while,” MacLellan said. “And then we felt we had to go there because it was getting so competitive to get him.”

Before signing with the Capitals, Orpik was the longest-tenured defenseman in Penguins history with 703 games in parts of 11 seasons. During that time he carved a reputation as one of the NHL’s hardest hitters and best shut-down defensemen, racking up 1,357 hits in the six seasons the NHL has been keeping that stat.

[RELATED Niskanen says he's 'ready for that challenge']

But he’s also been remarkably durable in his career, never playing fewer than 63 games and missing an average of eight games a season over his 10 seasons as a regular.

Capitals assistant coach Todd Reirden spent four seasons working with Orpik as an assistant coach with the Penguins and said that anyone who sees the way Orpik trains in the offseason knows he is capable of playing hard minutes well into his late 30s.

"I think my body of work speaks for itself,” Orpik said. “The age for me isn’t really a huge factor. I think if you talk to anyone that’s played with me they know how well I take care of myself, nutrition-wise and diet-wise.

“Whether you’re 22 or 33, any time you give out a long contract there’s always some type of risk with injury.

“In terms of the dollar value, that’s just something that evolved. Every year the caps goes up with the way the league is growing. No matter who you are someone’s going to think you’re overpaid or underpaid or you got just what you wanted.

“Obviously, they like what you’ve done in the past. Whatever that number is you should come in and keep doing what you’re doing. You shouldn’t put pressure on yourself just because it’s a new contract. There’s a reason they gave it to you and you remind yourself of that and just keep doing what you’re doing. Whether you’re 22 or 38 you’ve always got something to learn.”

Orpik touched on a few other topics during his conference call with reporters, among them:

On his visit to Washington on Sunday, when he met with Caps owner Ted Leonsis, general manager Brian MacLellan and head coach Barry Trotz:

The whole situation just felt right. It’s a group, obviously, that for the last couple years people think has underachieved. But I played against that group enough that I know what the potential is for that group and how hard it can be to play them.

When I met with Barry and saw what his plan and his vision was it was kind of a no-brainer for me, to be honest.

I’m lucky enough to say that I’ve won a Stanley Cup already, but that was probably the biggest factor, knowing there’s a real strong hunger in this group and they’re not far away from winning. They just need a little direction and I think Barry and some of the people he brought in will definitely provide that.

On reuniting with Niskanen as teammates in Washington:

I was really excited to find out. I know my wife [Erin] and his wife, Katie were really excited. I’ve never played for another team before, so I don’t know what it’s like to change teams.

I did a lot of research on what type of people are in the locker room in Washington and got nothing but good feedback from the people I talked to. When you go through a big change like this it’s always nice to have someone with you making that big jump.

On joining forces with Alex Ovechkin after years of defending him:

It’ll be a little different. I think we’ll both be happy about it because we tend to be on each other pretty good. This might be the best thing for both of us. It’s funny, I actually got to know him pretty well at the Olympics. We actually had to do drug testing after the U.S.-Russia game, so we got to spend a good couple hours together. He’s not too fun to go up against, whether it’s practice or games, and I’ve had the opportunity to go up against guys like [Evgeni] Malkin and [Sidney] Crosby every day. Alex has done enough damage against us, so it’ll be nice to have him on our side.

On his time in Pittsburgh:

I was drafted in 2000 and we went through some lean years. The whole landscape of the league changed [in 2005] with salary cap and created a lot more parity. Our down years led to great draft picks in Sid [Crosby], Geno [Malkin] and [Marc-Anfre] Fleury. Those are the more memorable years, building that team up and making the playoffs eight years in a row.

I look back and I don’t really have any regrets or any negative reflections. There are so many good people I got to play with and meet, both through hockey and living there. I look back as the last few years with the group we had we probably should have done better than we did and that’s disappointing. But the thing that sticks out to me are the friendships and relationships I developed there.

On the thought of returning to Pittsburgh to play the Penguins on Dec. 27:

It’ll definitely be a new challenge for me, a new emotion for me. It actually might help me a little bit because there’s been a lot of changeover [in [Pittsburgh] which will probably make it a little bit easier for me. I’ve got a lot of good friends there that I’ll remain friends with. We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.
Niskanen says he's 'ready for that challenge' 
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It’s safe to say that Matt Niskanen will never experience anything quite like the four days that led to him becoming a Washington Capital.

His extended weekend began on Saturday when he married his local sweetheart, Katie Garrick, near the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame in Eveleth, Minn.

The next night, he spoke with Penguins teammate an occasional defense partner Brooks Orpik, who on Sunday visited Washington and met with team owner Ted Leonsis, general manager Brian MacLellan and head coach Barry Trotz to see if the Capitals would be the right organization for him to complete his NHL career.

And then came free-agent Tuesday, a whirlwind of activity that featured at least 15 phone calls between Niskanen and his agent, Neil Sheehy, who was orchestrating the bidding war for the services of the 27-year-old native of Virginia, Minn.

The result, of course, was Niskanen signing the longest and richest contract of the NHL offseason – seven years and $40.25 million.

[RELATED Former Capitals center Mikhail Grabovski signs with Islanders]

Here are some excerpts from Niskanen’s phone conference with reporters detailing his big day and the expectations that come with his lucrative deal:

On the emotional roller coaster of getting married and changing jobs in a matter of days:

When I got engaged, we scheduled a date 15 months ago. I didn’t anticipate it being this big of a weekend for me over a year ago. A month or so ago it clicked that this could be a pretty crazy weekend when my agent told me what kind of interest there would be. It was obviously very fun, getting married on Saturday and a nerve-racking couple days.

On the conversation he had with Brooks Orpik Monday night:

He said he was really impressed with the people, the facilities. He got a really good feel from Barry Trotz, Brian MacLellan. He just got a really good feel for what they’re trying to do and the direction they’re headed.

On what ultimately led to his signing with the Capitals:   

The new big day, I think, is the five days before July 1. My agent got a lot of calls. Hearing the Caps come up, my ears perked up right away. At the end, it felt right to go to Washington. I heard nothing but great things about Barry Trotz and the way things are going there and the fit with my strengths as a player and what they have already. I thought it was a really good thing.

On the swing of emotions on Tuesday:

I woke up and didn’t know. I kind of had a gut feeling I was leaning toward Wash. The more I thought about it, it felt right. [Other free agent] deals were coming through to my agent and he was presenting them to me.

On if he left more money from another NHL team on the table:

There was one slightly more. My agent said other teams could have gone higher. To me, I wanted to find the hockey fit. I’m happy they wanted me.

On having the financial security of a seven-year contract:

It’s a very big commitment from Wash for a pretty substantial amount of money. That’s no small thing. I’m grateful for that opportunity and excited for that challenge, to be that player. I wanted to go to a place where I knew I could be in a good spot and have a chance to win for an extended period of time and I think I really found that with the Caps. I hope to stay for the duration.

On the expectations that come with such a big contract:

Certainly, the better you play in previous years expectations go up. With a long-term contract and large money, expectations go up. That’s reality. I think I’m ready for that challenge. I’ve played essentially top-four minutes for 80 percent of the year last year. I had a lot of responsibility and at times I was the oldest defenseman by far on our team and our team had a lot of success. I had a good year [career-highs of 10 goals, 46 points, plus-33]. It definitely was a breakout year, and now the challenge for me  is to try to keep moving forward. That’s one thing me and Todd [Reirden] talked about, how do you get a little better this week, this season. I look forward to working with him some more.

On the influence Reirden had on his career in four yeas together in Pittsburgh:

He’s been huge. Four seasons ago, when I was traded from Dallas with James Neal to Pittsburgh for Alex Goligoski, my career was not at a good spot at that point. Todd helped me come up with a plan to become a regular in the lineup again and we would build from there. From Day 1 he’s been honest with me, wanted me to get better and helped me along the way with extra video sessions and extra time after practice. He helped build my confidence back up and he’s been a big part of why I’m at where I am today. I’ve said this all along. Todd helps young defensemen get better. He works on details extensively, builds confidence, and tries to get the most out of everybody that he works with.

On going from playing with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin to playing with Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom:

That’s one of my strengths, getting pucks around the net so forwards can finish off rebounds and tips. As we’ve seen the last couple years you’ve got to have to have high-end talent to win and the Caps definitely have that. … I’m glad I don’t have Ovechkin forechecking me and dragging me into the glass. I’m glad I’m on his side and I can pass him the puck and all the forwards, really. I’m excited about the forward group. You’ve got some size and skill and guys that can skate. It’s going to be a good challenge facing the Penguins.
Former Capitals center Mikhail Grabovski signs with Islanders 
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

For the second straight year, the Capitals have seen their No.2 center sign a four-year deal with another team during the first week of free agency.

Last year it was Mike Ribeiro, fresh off an impressive 2012-13 season with the Capitals, signing a four-year, $22.5 million deal with the Coyotes. This year, it’s Mikhail Grabovski, coming off a strong 2013-14 campaign in Washington, signing a four-year, $20 million deal with the New York Islanders.

Grabovski signed with the Islanders Wednesday along with his former Toronto Maple Leafs teammate, Nikolai Kulemin. Kulemin’s deal is also for four years and will pay him $16.75 million. Both Grabovski and Kulemin are represented by agent Gary Greenstin.

Grabovski, 30, agreed to a one-year $3 million deal with the Capitals last August after the Maple Leafs bought out the final four years of a five-year $27.5 million deal he signed with Toronto in 2012.

In his one season with the Caps, Grabovski had 13 goals and 35 points in 58 games, but also missed 22 of 23 games from Jan.25-March 30 with an ankle injury.

Grabovski, who had career-highs of 29 goals and 58 points in 81 games with Toronto in 2010-11, is expected to be the Islanders’ No.2 center behind captain John Tavares.

Kulemin had career-highs across the board that same season in Toronto with 30 goals and 57 points in 82 games. Grabovski and Kulemin were often linemates with the Maple Leafs and the duo seems likely to play together in New York as well.

Kulemin spent his entire NHL tenure in Toronto he recorded 84 goals and 195 points in 421 career games.

Already this offseason, the Islanders have signed goalies Jaroslav Halak (four years, $18 million) and Chad Johnson (two years, $2.6 million), defenseman T.J. Brennan (one year, $650,000) and former Calder Trophy nominee Cory Conacher (one year, $600,000).

[RELATED: Tom Wilson injured in Canada]

FORMER CAPS PROSPECTS FIND NEW HOMES:

Former Capitals prospects Chris Bourque and Andrew Gordon have both found new homes, with Bourque signing a two-way deal with the Rangers and Gordon doing the same with the Flyers.

Bourque, 28, spent last season in Europe playing in the Kontinental Hockey League and the Swiss National League. Washington’s second-round pick (33rd overall) in the 2004 NHL Draft, Bourque has 142 goals in 437 career AHL games, but has scored just twice in 51 career NHL games.

Both Bourque and Gordon won back-to-back Calder Cup championships with the AHL’s Hershey Bears in 2009 and 2010.

Gordon spent last season in the Winnipeg Jets organization and like Bourque, has established himself as an AHL All-Star with limited NHL success. Gordon has recorded 126 goals and 267 points in 350 career AHL games, but just three goals and seven points in 55 career NHL games.
Caps rookie Tom Wilson suffers injury in fall 
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

The Capitals’ depth at right wing took a hit on Wednesday when the team’s website revealed that 20-year-old Tom Wilson suffered an ankle injury in a recent fall near his offseason home in Toronto.

 The extent of the injury was not immediately known, but a Capitals spokesman said Wilson was being evaluated by a doctor in Toronto and that the Caps’ medical staff is being kept informed of the injury.

A team spokesman also said that contrary to reports, Wilson did not suffer the injury while skateboarding.

The Capitals are expected to provide an update on Wilson’s injury in the coming days. A phone call to Wilson’s agent went unreturned.

Wilson played in all 82 games for the Capitals last season, recording three goals, seven assists and 151 penalty minutes, ranking seventh in the NHL in penalty minutes.

Wilson was not expected to participate in the Caps’ development camp, which begins on Monday at Kettler Capitals Iceplex. The Capitals’ training camp is scheduled to begin on Sept. 18.
Do the Caps need more depth up front? 

July 2, 2014, 5:15 pm
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

Near the end of his news conference on Tuesday, after fortifying his blue line with the signings of Brooks Orpik and Matt Niskanen, and adding to his goal crease with the addition of Justin Peters, Capitals general manager Brian MacLellan was asked if he thought the Caps have enough depth at the forward position.

“I do,” he responded. “We’re real deep on the right side. We’re still going to look to see if we can add something up the middle. The left side’s pretty good also.

“I think our forwards have always been good. It’d be great to add another center. It there’s opportunity out there, we’ll pursue it.”

The Capitals made an effort to re-sign center Mikhail Grabovski, but when the price became too prohibitive – his agent is believed to be seeking five years at $5 million per season – MacLellan said the Caps decided the money was better spent on two defensemen than one.

“It was a high number and I think probably today is the day it comes down,” MacLellan said on Tuesday.

Grabovski managed to get a four-year, $20 million contract from the New York Islanders, so his persistence paid off.

“At some point we had to make the decision of whether we wanted to go for two defensemen or one defenseman," MacLellan said, "and we made the decision for two.”

[RELATED: Laughlin looks back on draft-day experience]

For what it’s worth, Orpik’s five-year deal starts at $6.5 million in Year 1, then dips to $5.5 million in Years 2, 3 and 4, before falling to $4.5 million in 2018-19 when Orpik turns 38.

Niskanen’s seven-year deal is set at $5.75 million for each of its seven years. Neither is believed to include a no-movement clause.

With $1.1 million in cap space the Caps still have some room to sign a free-agent center, but unless they plan on adding a fourth-liner like Michal Handzus or an enforcer like Zenon Konopka, they’re more likely to seek depth down the middle through a trade.

While speaking to reporters at the NHL draft on Saturday Caps coach Barry Trotz said he thinks teams will wait until the free agent buzz settles sometime around July 6 before tweaking their rosters with trades.

There are a handful of centers who will be unrestricted free agents next summer that could interest the Capitals, including 31-year-old Antoine Vermette [$3.75 million], who recorded 24 goals and 45 points last season for the Arizona Coyotes; 34-year-old Mike Fisher [$4.2 million], who recorded 20 goals and 49 points last season for Trotz’ Nashville Predators; and St. Louis Blues 29-year-old agitator Maxim Lapierre [$1.1 million], who managed 9 goals, 15 points and 78 penalty minutes last season.

As for trade assets, the Caps now have a few extra defensemen to shop around, starting with Mike Green, although his one-year, $6.25 million salary may be a bit restrictive. Dmitry Orlov [2 years, $4 million] John Erskine [1 year,  $1.962 million] and Jack Hillen [1 year, $700,000] all could be dangled in an attempt to land a center who can take some pressure off Nicklas Backstrom.

If you could pay a reasonable price, what centers would you be interested in acquiring? Or do you think the Caps have a greater need at left wing? Join the conversation below.

Caps back among NHL's top spenders 

July 2, 2014, 11:00 am
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

Now that the Caps have added three key pieces to their puzzle with Tuesday’s signings of defensemen Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik, and backup goaltender Justin Peters, they jumped from eighth in the NHL in total payroll to third.

According to capgeek.com, with a current cap space of $1.1 million, the Caps are the closest team to the NHL salary cap without exceeding it. [The Blackhawks are $2.2 million over the cap and the Flyers are $1.2 million over.]

While Tuesday’s signings brings the Caps’ current roster to 22 players, it creates a bit of a logjam on the back end, where Dmitry Orlov, John Erskine, Jack Hillen and Connor Carrick have fallen down the depth chart.

Caps GM Brian MacLellan and defensive coach Todd Reirden said they envision Orpik playing alongside John Carlson as the Caps’ top shutdown pair, which likely leaves Karl Alzner and Matt Niskanen as a second pairing and Mike Green and any combination of Orlov,  Hillen and Erskine as a possible third pairing.

Orlov has two years and $4 million remaining on his contract, while Erskine and Hillen are each entering the final year of their deals.

MacLellan said he’d also like to add a center, either through a trade or via free agency.

[RELATED: Niskanen, Orpik talk about their free agency process (VIDEO)]

Here’s a look at the Caps’ 2014-15 financial depth chart, with cap hits. Feel free to move the pieces around any way you see fit in the comments section below:

FORWARDS

Brooks Laich [$4.5 mill] - Nicklas Backstrom [$6.7 mill] - Alex Ovechkin [$9.538 mill]

Marcus Johansson [$2 mill] – Evgeny Kuznetsov [$900,000] – Troy Brouwer [$3.666 mill]

Jason Chimera [$2 mill] – Eric Fehr [$1.5 mill] – Joel Ward [$3 mill]

Aaron Volpatti [$575,000] – Jay Beagle [$900,000] – Tom Wilson [$894,167]

Extras: Michael Latta [$575,000], Chris Brown [$853.333], Andre Burakovsky [$894.167]

DEFENSEMEN

Brooks Orpik [$5.5 mill] - John Carlson [$3.966 mill]

Karl Alzner [$2.8 mill] – Matt Niskanen [$5.75 mill]

Dmitry Orlov [$2 mill] - Mike Green [$6.083 mill]

Extras: John Erskine [$1.962 mill], Jack Hillen [$700,000], Connor Carrick [$636,667]

GOALTENDERS

Braden Holtby [$1.85 mill] – Justin Peters [$950,000]

MacLellan puts emphatic stamp on Capitals 
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10 critical dates for the Capitals in 2014-2015 

Like many NHL general managers, Brian MacLellan woke up Tuesday morning knowing it would take a lot of money to pay for the names on his shopping list.

But $69.65 million for defensemen Matt Niskanen [seven years, $40.25 million], Brooks Orpik [five years, $27.5 million] and Justin Peters [two years, $1.9 million]?

Even MacLellan wasn’t sure how that was going to sit with Caps owner Ted Leonsis and team president Dick Patrick.

“I spent a lot of time going in and out of Dick and Ted’s office,” MacLelllan said Tuesday evening. “I know it’s a big commitment by ownership."

“We feel we’ve addressed areas that we felt we needed to address, mainly our 5-on-5 play. We needed to shore up our defense, give us some depth, give us some leadership, give us some experience, and I think we’ve accomplished that today...Hopefully, the players see the commitment by both ownership and management to address perceived needs we have.”

[RELATED: Free Agent Frenzy: Busy day in Metropolitan Division]

MacLellan said the Capitals’ spending spree centered around their ability to land Orpik, who interviewed with the Caps on Sunday and immediately saw it as the “perfect fit” for himself and his wife, who has family in the D.C. area.

MacLellan said he was not thrilled with giving Orpik the fifth and final year of his contract but when that’s what it took to get the deal done, he did it.

“We struggled with that fifth year for a while, but we felt we had to go there because it was getting so competitive.”

Around the same time MacLellan was finalizing Orpik’s contract, he was also wrapping up Peters’ two-year deal, which gives the Caps a solid 27-year-old backup for Braden Holtby.

MacLellan said he considered signing an older veteran – Tomas Vokoun and Marty Broduer were among the options – but wanted to send a message to Holtby that he was the Caps’ No. 1 goalie and would not be challenged by a veteran.

Once Orpik and Peters were signed, the Caps had roughly $6.25 million remaining in cap space, with Niskanen still on the table.

That’s when Niskanen’s agent, Neil Sheehy, sent out a tweet saying negotiations were “hectic” and that a decision would come later in the day after a “full consideration’ of offers.

Niskanen’s offer from the Capitals was the longest and most lucrative of the day for any unrestricted free agent with a cap hit of $5.75 million, leaving the Caps with $1.1 million in cap space.

“We had cap room, ownership gave the green light to get to the cap, and we spent the money where we thought we needed to spend it the most,” MacLellan said.

[RELATED: Ex-Caps C Mathieu Perreault signs with Jets]

The Dallas Stars were reportedly one of the only teams left in the bidding war and Niskanen said he left a slightly better offer on the table to sign with the Capitals – three days after his wedding day.

MacLellan said the Caps had one other defenseman under consideration – Willie Mitchell signed a two-year, $8.5 million contract with the Florida Panthers shortly after Niskanen’s deal – but was happy to see Niskanen accept the Caps’ offer.

Niskanen is coming off a career season with the Penguins, netting a career-high 10 goals, 36 assists with a plus-33.

“We had some questions [about Niskanen],” MacLellan said, “but [former Penguins assistant and current Capitals assistant coach] Todd Reirden had a lot of input on why his game is where it is and why he believed it would stay at that level, so we trusted Todd’s opinion on that.”

So what does the arrival of Orpik and Niskanen mean for Mike Green, Dmitry Orlov, John Erskine, Jack Hillen and Connor Carrick?

MacLellan and Reirden said they could see Orpik and John Carlson as the Caps’ shutdown defense pairing, which means Karl Alzner likely would be paired with Niskanen.

That leaves Green as a third-unit defenseman making more than $6 million, although MacLellan didn't rule out using Orpik with Green.

“I like our defense,” MacLellan said. “We have six really good defensemen. I think we have a good balance now and I think we’re going to let it play it out. It might take a little time to get the chemistry going, but I think we feel comfortable where we’re at now.”

MacLellan said he was frustrated that free-agent center Mikhail Grabovski was stuck on his asking price, believed to be $5 million per season, but would still like to add another center if he can find one at the right price, either through free agency or a trade.
Capitals sign Matt Niskanen to 7-year, $40 million deal 
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Go ahead and call them the Washington Penguins.

The Capitals have signed defenseman Matt Niskanen to a seven-year, $40.25 million contract, completing a furious day of free-agent activity for new general manager Brian MacLellan.

Niskanen, 27, will carry a cap hit of $5.75 million. His signing came three days after his wedding and shortly after the Caps agreed to a five-year, $27.5 million contract with 33-year-old defenseman Brooks Orpik.

Combined with the two-year, $1.9 million contract the Caps gave backup goaltender Justin Peters, MacLellan spent $69.65 million on Tuesday.

Orpik said he visited Washington on Sunday, meeting with Caps owner Ted Leonsis, general manager Brian MacLellan and Barry Trotz. After his visit he said it was clear he wanted to join the Caps and let Niskanen know which direction he was leaning.

Orpik said he also received a generous contract offer from a Western Conference team, but decided on the Caps, in part because his wife has family in the area.

[RELATED: Free Agent Frenzy: Busy day in Metropolitan Division]

As for that hefty deal, Orpik says he’s worth it.

“I think my body of work speaks for itself,” Orpik said. “The age, to me, isn’t really a huge favor. Anyone who’s played with me knows how well I take care of myself nutrition-wise and diet-wise.

“Whether you’re 22 or 33, whenever you sign a long contract there’s always some type of risk with injury. But in terms of dollar value, that’s just something that evolved.

“Every year the [salary] cap goes up with the way the league is growing. No matter who you are someone’s going to think you’re overpaid or underpaid or got what you want. No matter what that number is you keep doing what you’re doing. There’s a reason they gave it to you and you remind yourself of that, but you keep doing what you’re doing.”

Niskanen was the beneficiary of a career season in Pittsburgh, where he recorded career highs in goals [10], assists [36] and plus-minus [plus-33].

“It’s a very big commitment from Wash,” Niskanen said. “That’s no small thing. I’m grateful.”

Niskanen, a right-handed shot, said he has played on both the right side and left side and is comfortable playing on either side. Caps assistant coach Todd Reirden, who was influential in bringing both players to Washington, noted that Orpik and John Carlson played together for Team USA in the 2014 Winter Olympics.

Both Niskanen and Orpik said they didn’t envision leaving the Penguins until there were changes to management and the coaching staff in Pittbsurgh.
Free Agent Frenzy: Busy day in Metropolitan Division 
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While the Capitals addressed their need for a backup goalie with the signing of Justin Peters and shored up their blue line by bringing in Brooks Orpik, Washington’s co-occupants in the Metropolitan Division were also busy on the first day of free agency.

Signings are as of 4:30 p.m.

CAROLINA HURRICANES:

F: JIRI TLUSTY: 1-YEAR; $2.95 MILLION

C: BRAD MALONE: 2-YEARS; $1.3 MILLION

Tlusty was a restricted free agent and had 16 goals and 30 points in 68 games last season. Tlusty’s best season came during the lockout shortened 2012-13 campaign during which he had career-highs of 23 goals and 38 points in 48 games while playing primarily on Carolina’s No.1 line with Eric Staal and Alexander Semin.

Malone has four goals and nine points in 54 career games with the Colorado Avalanche, and could take over as Carolina’s fourth line center with Manny Malhotra have signed a one-year deal with the Montreal Canadiens.

COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS:

NO SIGNINGS:

NEW JERSEY DEVILS:

F: MIKE CAMMALLERI: 5-YEARS; $25 MILLION

Cammalleri had a team-high 26 goals in 63 games last season with the Calgary Flames and should provide an offensive boost for a Devils team that struggled to find the back of the net last season.

New Jersey finished 27th in overall scoring with an average of 2.4 goals-per-game, and 29th in 5-on-5 scoring with 128 goals in 82 games (only the Buffalo Sabres scored fewer 5-on-5 goals).

Former Devils defenseman Mark Fayne signed a four-year, $14 million deal with the Edmonton Oilers. Fayne had four goals and 11 points in 72 games last season.

NEW YORK ISLANDERS:

G: CHAD JOHNSON: 2-YEARS; $2.6 MILLION

D: T.J. BRENNAN: 1-YEAR; $600,000

Johnson is coming off an impressive season with the Boston Bruins where he went 17-4-3 with a 2.10 goals-against-average and .925 save percentage as Tuukka Rask’s backup. Johnson agreed on a two-year deal with the Islanders, where he will team with former Caps goalie Jaroslav Halak to give New York a formidable goaltending tandem.

The Islanders acquired Halak’s rights from the Capitals in May for a fourth round draft pick before signing him to a four-year $18 million deal.

Brennan, 25, won the Eddie Shore Award last season as the American Hockey League’s top defenseman. Brennan led all AHL defensemen with 25 goals and 72 points in 76 games with the AHL’s Toronto Marlies and could see time on an Islanders power play unit that ranked 17th last season. Brennan’s contract is a one-way deal.

NEW YORK RANGERS:

D: DAN BOYLE: 2-YEARS; $9 MILLION

F: TANNER GLASS: 3-YEARS; $4.35 MILLION

F: DOMINIC MOORE: 2-YEARS; $3 MILLION

D: MICHAEL KOSTKA: 1-YEAR; $650,000

Boyle joins the defending Eastern Conference champion Rangers after spending the past six seasons with the San Jose Sharks. Boyle turns 38 later this month and should help fill the void with former Rangers defenseman Anton Stralman signing a five-year $22.5 million deal with the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Boyle had 12 goals and 36 points in 75 games last season and can also quarterback the Rangers power play.

Former Rangers forward Benoit Pouliot cashed in on the first day of free agency, signing a five-year $20 million deal with the Edmonton Oilers. Pouliot had 15 goals and a career-high 36 points in 80 games last season with New York.

Pouliot was the fourth overall pick in the 2005 NHL Draft but will be playing for his sixth team in as many years after stops in Minnesota, Montreal, Boston, Tampa Bay and New York.

PITTSBURGH PENGUINS:

D: CHRISTIAN EHRHOFF: 1-YEAR; $4 MILLION

LW: BLAKE COMEAU: 1-YEAR; $700,000

G: THOMAS GREISS: 1-YEAR; $1 MILLION

Ehrhoff joins the Penguins after having the final seven years of his contract bought out by the Buffalo Sabres and should help fill the void on Pittsburgh’s blue line with Orpik joining Washington and Matt Niskanen hitting the open market.

Ehrhoff’s one-year deal with Pittsburgh should also serve as a bridge for the organization as prospects Derrick Pouliot, Simon Despres and Scott Harrington continue to develop.

Greiss went 10-8-5 with a 2.29 GAA and .920SV% with the Coyotes last year and gives Pittsburgh three goalies under contract for next season along with Marc-Andre Fleury and Jeff Zatkoff.

PHILADELPHIA FLYERS:

RAY EMERY: 1-YEAR; $1 MILLION

Emery was an unrestricted free agent, but the 31-year-old is staying put in Philadelphia where he went 9-12-2 with a 2.96 GAA and .903 SV% as Steve Mason’s backup last season.
Can the Capitals still afford Niskanen? 
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When Brian MacLellan took over for George McPhee as general manager of the Capitals, he had a clear plan on how to turn the Caps back into a Stanley Cup contender.

It started with the Memorial Day hiring of Barry Trotz as head coach and continued Tuesday with the signings of stay-at-home defenseman Brooks Orpik and backup goaltender Justin Peters.

Shortly after agreeing to a reasonable two-year, $1.9 million contract with Peters, a 27-year-old netminder who will push Braden Holtby for playing time, MacLellan reached deep into the Capitals’ coffers and signed Orpik to a five-year, $27.5 million contract.

That’s big money for a 33-year-old defenseman who earned $3.75 million in each of his last six seasons in Pittsburgh, and it left the Caps $6.2 million under the NHL’s $69 million salary cap.

[MORE: Capitals sign Peters to two-year deal]

That’s probably enough to sign another former Penguins defenseman, Matt Niskanen, but as of late Tuesday afternoon, the 27-year-old blue liner was still entertaining offers. The Colorado Avalanche, Tampa Bay Lightning and Florida Panthers were believed to be in the running for Niskanen, who reportedly is seeking a seven-year contract worth about $6 million per year.

The question the Caps must ask themselves is whether Niskanen is worth it after one career season in which he set career highs in goals [10], points [46] and plus-minus [plus-33].

The Caps also signed restricted free agent Michael Latta to a two-year, $1.15 million contract [$575,000 per season].

With Tuesday’s signings here’s a financial depth chart of the Caps’ current roster, with cap hits:

FORWARDS

Brooks Laich [$4.5 mill] - Nicklas Backstrom [$6.7 mill] - Alex Ovechkin [9.538]

Marcus Johansson [$2 mill] – Evgeny Kuznetsov [$900,000] – Troy Brouwer [$3.666 mill]

Jason Chimera [$2 mill] – Eric Fehr [$1.5 mill] – Joel Ward [$3 mill]

Aaron Volpatti [$575,000] – Jay Beagle [$900,000] – Tom Wilson [$894,167]

Extras: Michael Latta [$575,000], Chris Brown [$853.333]

DEFENSEMEN

Karl Alzner [$2.8 mill] – John Carlson [$3.966 mill]

Brooks Orpik [$5.5 mill] – Mike Green [$6.083 mill]

Dmitry Orlov [$2 mill] – John Erskine [$1.962 mill]

Extras: Jack Hillen [$700,000], Connor Carrick [$636,667]

GOALTENDERS

Braden Holtby [$1.85 mill] – Justin Peters [$950,000]
Ex-Caps C Mathieu Perreault signs with Jets 

July 1, 2014, 2:45 pm
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Former Capitals forward Mathieu Perreault signed a three-year, $9 million deal with the Winnipeg Jets on the first day of free agency.

Perreault had career-highs across the board last season with 18 goals and 43 points in 69 games with the Anaheim Ducks, but the Ducks did not extend a qualifying offer to the 26-year-old by Monday’s deadline.

The Ducks acquired Perreault from the Capitals last September for a fourth-round draft pick and minor league forward John Mitchell.

Anaheim’s recent acquisitions of centers Ryan Kesler from the Vancouver Canucks and Nate Thompson from the Tampa Bay Lightning, plus the emergence of prospect Rickard Rakell made Perreault expendable.

In Winnipeg, Perreault could replace Olli Jokinen as the Jets’ third line center, with Bryan Little and Mark Scheifele likely to play among the top-six.

Perreault finished fourth on the Ducks’ with 34 even-strength points behind only Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry and Andrew Cogliano.

The former Caps prospect was a sixth-round pick by Washington in 2006 and helped lead the Hershey Bears to back-to-back Calder Cup championships in 2009 and 2010.

The Jets also re-signed forward Chris Thorburn to a three-year, $3.6 million deal.
With a backup goaltender [Justin Peters] off their checklist, the Capitals opened their wallets and signed former Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik to a hefty five-year, $27.5 million contract.

Orpik, 33, was targeted early by the Capitals and that interest was heightened when Todd Reirden was added to the team’s coaching staff last week.

Orpik carries a cap hit of $5.5 million, a nice increase on the $3.75 million he earned in each of his last six seasons in Pittsburgh. His signing, along with Peters’ $950,000 cap hit, leaves the Caps with $6.2 million in cap space.

The Caps are also believed to be in negotiations with former Penguins defenseman Matt Niskanen, whose value keeps rising with every signing.

“Matt Niskanen negotiation is hectic and a decision will be forthcoming later today after full consideration of offers,” Niskanne’s agent, Neil Sheehy said in a tweet.

Capitals general manager Brian McLellan called Orpik as a leader who can fortify the Caps’ blue line.

“We are very excited to welcome Brooks to Washington,” said MacLellan. “We feel Brooks’ leadership and experience will greatly enhance our defense for years to come. Brooks plays tough minutes against the opposition’s best players.”

Orpik ranks first among defensemen in Pittsburgh franchise history in games played (703), fifth in penalty minutes (734) and ninth in assists (119). The 6-foot-2 219-pound defenseman has registered 132 points (13 goals, 119 assists) and 734 penalty minutes in 703 career NHL games. He has served as an alternate captain for the team since 2008, was named the Penguins’ Defensive Player of the Year three times (2009-10, 2010-11, 2011-12) and won the Player’s Player Award four times (2010-11, 2011-12, 2012-13, 2013-14), given to the player that exemplifies leadership on and off ice and is dedicated to teamwork.

Orpik played in 72 games for the Penguins in 2013-14, earning 13 points (two goals, 11 assists) and 46 penalty minutes and ranked first on the team in blocked shots (143) and first among Pittsburgh defensemen in hits (221). Orpik was drafted by the Penguins in the first round, 18th overall, in the 2000 NHL Entry Draft.

The San Francisco native has represented the United States at the Winter Olympics twice (2010, 2014), the World Championships once (2006) and the World Junior Championships once (2000). Orpik earned a silver medal with Team USA at the 2010 Winter Olympic Games in Vancouver. He played three seasons at BostonCollege from 1998-01 and helped the Eagles win the NCAA Division I National Championship in 2001.
The Capitals began their free-agent shopping by going after a backup goalie that has tortured them throughout his NHL career.

Justin Peters, who in seven career starts against the Caps went 4-3-0 with a 1.57 GAA and .938 save percentage with two shutouts, agreed to a two-year, $1.9 million contract with the Capitals shortly after Tuesday’s noon start to free agency.

Peters, 27, has played parts of five seasons with the Carolina Hurricanes but was unable to unseat Cam Ward as the No. 1 goalie.

In 21 games in Carolina, Peters went 7-9-4 with a 2.50 GAA and .919 save percentage and one shutout.

Listed at 6-foot-1, 210 pounds, Peters is very athletic and adept at handling the puck around his net, but has battled with inconsistency during his NHL career with a tendency to allow rebounds.

Peters made $550,000 last season with the Hurricanes. He is expected to earn $950,000 in each of his two seasons with the Caps and will be expected to push Braden Holtby for playing time.

Peters’ signing leaves the Caps with about $11.7 million in cap space with which to address their other needs, which begins with landing a top-four defenseman.

They have been linked to both Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik, each of whom played under new Caps assistant coach Todd Reirden.
Trotz says Ovechkin needs less 'glide' in his game 

June 29, 2014, 11:00 am
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Alex Ovechkin led the NHL with 51 goals as a right wing last season but was third from the bottom with a minus-35 rating, a big reason he received just one fifth-place vote in Hart Trophy balloting.  

Speaking to reporters Saturday near the end of the NHL draft in Philadelphia, new Capitals coach Barry Trotz says he’ll keep Ovechkin on he right side to start next season, but will need to see less “glide” to his captain’s game if he hopes to erase that career-worst minus rating.

“To me it’s not necessarily the defensive end,” said Trotz, who met with Ovechkin last week in Las Vegas prior to the NHL Awards ceremony, where Ovechkin picked up his fourth Rocket Richard Trophy as the league’s top goal scorer.

“Alex has got a little too much glide maybe in his game. He’s trying to score too much, so he’s getting not as much space actually. You remember Alex when he would get that speed and he’s moving and he can do things with the puck. He can beat you with his skill, he can beat you with his size and speed and hold you off. When you’re standing still you’re really easy to cover.

“I was just talking to Alex and said we gotta get a little more space for you. Sometimes that’s coming back [into the defensive zone] and getting the puck in a good position. Sometimes when you’re standing still you think you’re in a position where if I get the puck I’ll score. But you’re easier to cover and we talked about that. That’s a process.

“I think if he gets a little less glide in his game I think he’ll be as dynamic and as hard to handle as he ever was and as productive. I told him, ‘You scored 52 goals last year [actually 51] and no one else did that in the league. I want him to do that again. I just want to get him to be even [on the plus-minus ledger]. If he gets 52 and he’s even I think we’ll be in good shape,”

Like former Capitals coach Adam Oates, Trotz believes Ovechkin can be more effective as a right wing than as a left wing, where he played the first seven seasons of his NHL career. He did not rule out the possibility of Ovechkin going back to the left side, but said he’ll start training camp as a right wing.

[RELATED Caps make draft history by picking Australian]

“Right now I know he can go on the left,” Trotz said. “He did pretty good on the right side. I think there are a lot of benefits from the right side, coming out of your own end you’re naturally turning into the play and facing the puck.

“Offensively, getting over to the left side, he uses people as screens and that helps offensively. With the system we play, he’ll end up on the left side anyway. We’ll balance it out. I told Alex, ‘I know you can play both sides but right now let’s start you on the right. You had good success last year.’”

By keeping Ovechkin on the right side, the Caps face a similar dilemma as last season, when rookie right wing Tom Wilson was relegated to fourth-line duty behind Troy Brouwer and Joel Ward.

Caps general manager Brian MacLellan said he would like to see Wilson’s ice time increased next season, which could mean a trade involving Brouwer or Ward.

The Caps’ roster will begin sorting itself out on Tuesday when the NHL’s free agent season opens. In the mean time, Trotz said he has been speaking with his core players about the importance of changing the culture of the Capitals.

And it starts with Ovechkin.

“That’s the first thing,” Trotz said. “We’ve got to have a relationship and trust with our top layers. There’s a partnership there. Alex is maybe the best goal scorer in the National Hockey League right now, but at the same time we still have to grow his game.

“If we’re going to win a championship in Washington everybody has to give something. We didn’t make the playoffs so we can’t stay the same, so let’s get better. My job is to make every player on that team better.

“There are still things Alex can do better. He gets a lot of focus because he’s been the face of the franchise and got the franchise turned around.

“I think he’s like a coach sometimes. When they win he gets a little too much credit and when they lose he gets too much blame. And that’s hard for a star in this league because he gets a lot of criticism. My job is to deflect some of that and have his back when it’s not his fault and praise him when he does the things he needs to do.

“… I think Alex is all in on the team buy-in, but he also wants everybody else to buy in, too, and everybody has to do that. That’s my goal as a coach, so everybody can accomplish more.

“The team aspect and the culture is going to be really, really rectified. We want to be known as a team that’s going to be a contender for a number of years, so we want to play a certain way. We want to play with speed. We have some great offensive people and we want to use that aspect. We want to be hard to play against, and we want to be consistent. At the end of the day we want teams to say,’ Man, those Washington Capitals are hard to play against.’”

Caps make draft history by picking Australian 

June 28, 2014, 4:30 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

  (Bill Streicher-USA TODAY Sports)  

Capitals general manager Brian MacLellan orchestrated his first NHL draft this weekend, fortifying the organization with, among others, a player who models his game after Marian Gaborik, a goaltender they traded up to get, an Australian who was introduced to hockey by watching the movie “Mighty Ducks” and a center who would like to follow the footsteps of Zach Parise.

Here’s a breakdown on the Caps’ body of work at the 2014 NHL draft Friday and Saturday at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, with evaluations from Capitals assistant general manager and director of amateur scouting Ross Mahoney:

Round 1 [13th overall] Jakub Voracek, C

Age: 18

Hometown: Prague, Czech Republic

Ht/Wt: 5-11, 172

2013-14 Stats: Vrana put up 16 goals and 12 assists in 48 games in the Swedish junior and senior leagues.

Worth noting: Vrana said he’s most often compared to his favorite player growing up, fellow Czech Marian Gaborik. He has two years remaining on his contract with Linkoping of the Swedish Hockey League, where he’ll play against men.

Mahoney’s take: “We’re looking at him for sure to be a top-six forward. He’s a very good skater, he’s competitive and he has a gift -- he can score goals. He’s proven it everywhere he’s played, especially in the bigger games.”

[MORE: New Capital Vrana 'finisher' style of play (VIDEO)]

Round 2 [39th overall] Vitek Vanecek, G

Age: 18

Hometown: Havlickuv Brod, Czech Republic

Ht/Wt: 6-foot-1, 181 pounds

2013-14 Stats: 2.64 GAA, 921 save percentage in 38 games in Czech Republic Junior League

Worth noting: The Caps traded two later picks [44th and 74th] to the Buffalo Sabres to select Vanecek, who caught the Caps’ eyes at the Ivan Hlinka tournament.

Mahoney’s take: “We thought he was one of the reasons why the Czech team had such a good tournament. He’s a very athletic, very competitive goalie and we didn’t think we could get him later.”

Round 3 [89th overall] Nathan Walker, LW

Age: 20

Hometown: Cardiff, Great Britain

Ht/Wt: 5-foot-9, 185 pounds

2013-14 Stats: 5 goals, 6 assists in 43 games with AHL Hershey Bears

Worth noting: Walker is the first Australian ever taken in the NHL draft. He was introduced to hockey when he saw the movie “Mighty Ducks” and moved with his family to the Czech Republic when he was 13 to pursue his hockey career. Walker attended Caps training camp and impressed Adam Oates in the preseason.

Mahoney’s take: “It’s unbelievable. When he comes up to you and says, ‘Hey, mate, how are you?’ it’s a little different. You usually don’t get that from a hockey player. He’s ahead of some of the other players we drafted.”

Round 5 [134th overall] Shane Gersich, C/LW

Age: 17

Hometown: Chaska, Minn.

Ht/Wt: 5-foot-10, 165 pounds

2013-14 Stats: 16 goals, 14 assists in 63 games for USA U-18 team

Worth noting: His uncles are former NHLers Neal and Aaron Broten, with Neal a member of the 1980 Miracle on Ice U.S. Olympic team. Described as an explosive player, Gersich said he grew up emulating Minnesota native Zach Parise. He’ll play for Omaha of the USHL next season then attend North Dakota.

Mahoney’s take: “A good skater, really good hands, but he was in a checking role this year. We think he’d be an excellent third-line center [in the NHL]. He;s a very good two-way player. He’s very intelligent. We know he has the ability to score and make plays and he’ll be more offensive for Omaha.”

Round 6 [159th overall] Steven Spinner, C

Age: 17

Hometown: Eden Prairie, Minn.

Ht/Wt: 5-foot-11, 192 pounds

2013-14 Stats: 24 goals, 35 assists in 45 games for Eden Prairie, Team South East

Worth noting: Ranked 96th among North American skaters. Will play in USHL next season.

Mahoney’s take: “He’s a really determined player, one of those guys who really battles in the corners and takes the puck hard to the net. A very honest player.”

Round 7 [194th overall] Kevin Elgestal, RW

Age: 18

Hometown:  Gothenburg, Sweden

Ht/Wt: 6-foot-1, 176 pounds

2013-14 Stats: 13 goals, 22 assists in 44 games for Frolunda of Sweden’s Under-20 team

Mahoney’s take: “He was used in a checking role on the national team. He didn’t put up big points but he skates well, really works hard, and is the first one in on the forecheck and he takes pucks hard to the net. A very similar style to Spinner.”

Capitals trade up to take Czech goalie 

June 28, 2014, 10:45 am
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Many wondered heading into the 2014 NHL draft if Capitals new general manager Brian MacLellan would bring more of a North American influence to the organization.

Judging by the club’s first two picks, he seems just as friendly with Europeans as George McPhee.

About 13 hours after taking Czech center Jakub Vrana with the 13th overall pick of Friday’s first round, the Capitals traded their 44th overall selection and their third-round pick [74th overall] to the Buffalo Sabres for their second-round pick [39th overall] and selected Czech goaltender Vitek Vanecek of the Czech Junior League.

[MORE: Capitals again reach into the European well]

Most recently listed at 6-foot-1, 181 pounds, Vanecek was ranked eighth among European players and was the fourth goaltender taken in the draft, all in the second round.

Following Friday night's first round, MacLellan said there was no conscious effort by the Caps to select Europeans, saying Vrana was highly recommended by Caps European scout Vojtech Kucera, who operates a hockey rink in the Czech Republic and scouted Vrana and Vanecek. 

Here’s a scouting report by Hockey’s Future.

Vanecek is an athletic, 6-foot-1 and 181-pound goaltender who uses his reflexes, a quick glove and blocker to stone the opponents. He's been able to make big saves all season long, relying on his reflexes and athleticism. On the other hand, he's been suffering from inconsistency as he sometimes just has a bad day. Not only has Vanecek been an efficient netminder in junior hockey, but he's also made the first couple of steps towards the professional leagues.

History

2010-11: Vitek Vanecek played for the HC Havlickuv Brod club in his hometown — appearing in one game with the club's U18 team — and playing 12 games for the U18 squad. He was 0-1, stopping 24 of 30 shots, in his only U18 game. Vanecek was 1-6 for HC Havlickuv's U16 team with a 4.35 goals against and .874 save percentage.

2011-12: Vanecek played seven games for the HC Havlickuv U18 team and became the starter for the club's U16 team. He was 3-4 with a 4.09 goals against and .915 save percentage in U18 play. Vanecek was 8-19 with one shutout in 27 games and had a 3.49 goals against and .899 save percentage with HC Havlickuv's U16 squad.

2012-13: Vanecek made his debut at the U20 level — playing two games in the second division with HC Havlickuv Brod — and represented the CzechRepublic in international play with the U17 squad. He had a 2.00 goals against in U20 play. Vanecek was 2-6 with a 4.59 goals against and .853 save percentage in eight games for the Czech U17 team. Vanecek was a bright spot in an otherwise dreadful season for HC Havlickuv's last-place U18 team. In 31 games he was 2-29, posting a respectable 3.33 goals against and .924 save percentage. In five relegation playoff games he was 2-3 with a 2.53 goals against and .938 save percentage.

2013-14: Vanecek went from HC Havlickuv Brod to Billi Tygri Liberec in the top division after playing for the CzechRepublic's U18 team in the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament in August. He also played for the CzechRepublic at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge in Canada. Vanecek was 2-1 with a 2.31 goals against and .905 save percentage at the Ivan Hlinka tournament and had a 4.50 goals against and .862 save percentage in two games with the Czech U19 team at the WJAC. He was ranked seventh amongst International goaltenders in Central Scouting's mid-term rankings prior to the 2014 NHL Draft.

MacLellan indicates price too high for Grabovski 

June 27, 2014, 10:45 pm
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Brian MacLellan wanted to do more on the first night of the NHL draft Friday in Philadelphia. He just couldn’t find the right dance partner.

MacLellan said he tried packaging the Capitals’ first two picks in the draft [13th overall and 44th overall] to move up to take defenseman Haydn Fleury. But when Carolina selected Fleury at No. 7 overall, MacLellan turned to Plan B, which was to take center Jakub Vrana at No. 13.

“Even though we had a little bit of a plan of trying move up, when it didn’t happen we were content to make our pick where we were,” MacLellan said.

“One team thought about it, but we were too far back for them [at No. 13].”

MacLellan said the Capitals’ scouts, headed by assistant general manager Ross Mahoney, like Vrana’s speed and goal-scoring ability and that’s what led the Caps to making him.

“He can really fire the puck and they recruited him as a sniper,” MacLellan said. “These guys have been watching him all year.”

MacLellan said he was surprised there were more not more trades in the first round, which was highlighted by the Penguins trading winger James Neal to the Nashville Predators for forwards Patric Hornqvist and Nick Spaling.

“There were a few things we pursued and they fell through,” he said.  “We didn’t get it done.”

MacLellan said he’s spoken with player agent Gary Greenstin about what it would cost to re-sign center Mikhail Grabovski and said the price “is a little bit prohibitive right now.”

Grabovski is believed to be seeking a contract in the four- to five-year range worth about $5 million a season.

“We need to adjust some areas financially,” he said. “We’re trying to get to a comfortable number we can work with.”

With the salary cap set at $69 million, lower than many general managers anticipated, the Capitals have a little less than $13 million in cap space to land the players they want though trades or free agency. He reaffirmed the Caps are targeting defensemen and goaltenders.

Brooks Orpik, Matt Niskanen, Dan Boyle, Anton Stralman and Tom Gilbert are among the free-agent defenseman expected to become available as free agents on Tuesday, along with goalies Tomas Vokoun, Chad Johnson, Thomas Greiss. Peter Budaj, who has one year on his contract with Montreal, may also be made available through a trade.

“The next couple days are critical,” MacLellan said. “We have a couple free agents targeted and we’re going to pursue them. I’m hoping we get one, maybe two.”

MacLellan says his first priority is to land a top-four defenseman but said Toronto’s Dion Phaneuf is not on his radar. Phaneuf has seven years and $49 million remaining on his contract with the Leafs.   

“I haven’t heard his name,” MacLellan said.

Capitals again reach into the European well 

June 27, 2014, 10:00 pm
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Under former Capitals general manager George McPhee the Capitals drafted with a European flair.

That trend continued Friday night in Philadelphia when new general manager Brian MacLellan selected center Jakub Vrana with the 13th pick overall of the NHL draft.

Vrana, 18, was born in Prague, Czech Republic, but moved to Sweden when he was 15 and has played the past three seasons there.

The Capitals have taken a European with their first pick of the draft in seven straight years, with five of them coming from a Swedish league – Anton Gustafsson in 2008, Marcus Johnansson in 2009, Filip Forsberg in 2012, Andre Burakovsky in 2013 and Vrana this year.

Vrana has two more years on his contract with Linkoping of the Swedish Hockey League and said he intends to fulfill that contract before taking a shot at the NHL.

“I’ll go to training camp and see what happens,” Vrana said.

Touted for his creativity with the puck, Vrana said he considers himself more of a goal scorer than a playmaker, comparing himself to one of his favorite players, Marian Gaborik.

In 24 games with Linkoping in the Swedish League, Vrana recorded two goals and one assist. He had 14 goals and 11 assists for 25 points in 24 games with Linkoping’s junior team last season.

 The Caps had several other players on their draft  list, including defensemen Julius Honka, who went to Dallas at No. 14. Honka played against Vrana in several international tournaments and described the 5-foot-11, 172-pound center as “very skilled” and “tough to defend against.”

Vrana, who was ranked as the fourth-best draft eligible player in Europe, said it was his relationship with one of the Capitals’ European scouts, Vojtech Kucera, that might have swayed their decision to take him at No. 13.

“I was just hoping someone would say my name,” he said. “When it happened I was so happy. I’m just excited to make the team.”

On the highlight screen following the Caps’ pick, Vrana was shown celebrating a goal by grabbing ice shavings and throwing them into the air.

“You never know when it’s going to be your last goal,” he said with a smile, “that’s why I celebrate.”

Vrana said he worked the power play for Linkoping and occasionally found himself killing penalties for the Czech Republic in international tournaments.

He said it was difficult leaving Prague and his parents, Jana and Karel, when he was 15 but is happy with his decision to go to Sweden.

“The choice was for hockey and I love hockey,” he said. “I could play every day and practice every day.”

Vrana has suited up for the Czech Republic at the past three Under-18 World Championships [2012-2014], leading his team in scoring in 2012 [4-4—8] and 2014 [8-2—10]. At the 2014 tournament, Vrana led all players with eight goals, finished tied for third in tournament scoring and tallied four points in the team’s final three games - including the overtime winner in the quarterfinal - as the club captured a silver medal.

Vrana has twice represented the Czech Republic at the World Junior Championship, first in 2013 at 16 years of age, the youngest player in the tournament and again in 2014.

He said his parents’ visit to Philadelphia is their first to the U.S., adding it was his mother’s first time in a plane.

“She was nervous,” he said. “I tried to help her relax.”

Linden Vey to accept Canucks’ qualifying offer

Acquired from Kings at NHL draft for second-round pick

By Brad Ziemer, Vancouver SunJuly 14, 2014
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Linden Vey (right) in action for the Los Angeles Kings against Mike Santorelli and the Vancouver Canucks last season. The former Medicine Hat Tigers junior star has agreed to a two-way contract with the Canucks after being obtained for a second-round draft pick at this summer's entry draft.

Linden Vey (right) in action for the Los Angeles Kings against Mike Santorelli and the Vancouver Canucks last season. The former Medicine Hat Tigers junior star has agreed to a two-way contract with the Canucks after being obtained for a second-round draft pick at this summer's entry draft.
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Photos: Canucks prospects go to camp

First-round pick Jared McCann brings edgy presence to Canucks

Doug Lidster to join Canucks as assistant coach

VANCOUVER — Newly acquired centre Linden Vey had to settle for a two-way contract with the Vancouver Canucks, but his agent doesn’t think that is going to be a problem.

Timothy Hodgson said Monday his client has decided to accept the Canucks' one-year qualifying offer of $735,000 at the NHL level and a minor-league salary of $67,500.

"At the end of the day any player would want to be on a one-way, but the reality is Linden would have to clear waivers and to be blunt we are not that concerned about that," Hodgson said.

The two sides talked last week but it became clear the Canucks were not going to budge from their qualifying offer. The deadline for restricted free agents like Vey to accept their qualifying offers is Tuesday.

"I did have some discussions with management and we could not come to consensus on it, so I think the logical choice is just going to be for Linden to play this next year on his qualifying offer and I'm sure we'll revisit it with management down the road," Hodgson said.

Vey, 22, was acquired from the Los Angeles Kings on June 28 in exchange for the second-round draft pick the Canucks received in an earlier deal that sent defenceman Jason Garrison to the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Vey was caught in something of a logjam with the Stanley Cup-champion Kings, who have a deep pool of young players. He played just 18 games with the Kings last season, registering five assists. He had 14 goals and 48 points in 43 games with the Kings' AHL affiliate in Manchester, NH.

"He is looking forward to playing in Vancouver," Hodgson said. "Part of the issue in L.A. was that they were so deep at centre he just never got an opportunity and in the near future wasn't certain he would get an opportunity. He will be given an opportunity to prove what he can do, I think."

Vey, who played his junior hockey in Medicine Hat under new Canucks head coach Willie Desjardins, figures to get a long look as Vancouver's third-line centre at training camp.

The Canucks may now put the "on vacation" sign outside their Rogers Arena offices. Vey's signing was the last piece of urgent business to get done for Jim Benning, who has made substantial changes to the team he inherited when he was named the Canucks' new general manager on May 23.

In addition to jettisoning Garrison, Benning dealt centre Ryan Kesler to the Anaheim Ducks in exchange for centre Nick Bonino and defenceman Luca Sbisa. He was active in free agency, signing goalie Ryan Miller and winger Radim Vrbata, and earlier locked up restricted free agents Zack Kassian, Chris Tanev and Yannick Weber.

ICE CHIPS: Jordan Schroeder and Zac Dalpe, two restricted free agents who did not receive qualifying offers from the Canucks, have signed with other teams. Schroeder signed a two-year, two-way deal with the Minnesota Wild while Dalpe inked a one-year, two-way deal with the Buffalo Sabres.

bziemer@vancouversun.com

Twitter.com/bradziemer
Camp Canuck is a sign of the times (with video)

Summer development sessions prepare young players for the road ahead

By Elliott Pap, Vancouver SunJuly 12, 2014
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Canuck coaches to work on new roles

Doug Lidster to join Canucks as assistant coach

It was the summer of 1981 and puck-moving defenceman Jim Benning was one of the biggest things in hockey.

He had just come off a stupendous 139-point season with the Portland Winterhawks, prompting the Toronto Maple Leafs to select him sixth overall in the ’81 entry draft. Maybe he would be the next Bobby Orr. The sky was the limit. Anything was possible.

But Benning, the precious resource, wasn’t given direction by the Leafs on how to prepare for his first camp as a professional. The Leafs didn’t do it, nor did any of the NHL teams of that day. It was still the dark ages. Summer was a time for relaxation in the hockey world.

“You were on your own until you showed up at training camp in the fall,” recalled Benning, the 51-year-old rookie general manager of the Vancouver Canucks. “Teams didn’t have strength and conditioning coaches in those days. I would train during the summer but I did the wrong type of training compared to what they do now. I would go on five-mile runs, or swim a mile in the pool.”

It took almost two more decades for the NHL to get with it. In 1999, the Canucks began flying their top prospects in to teach them about nutrition, off-season training, to show them around town and climb the Grouse Grind. There was no on-ice component back then.

Now the Canucks’ summer development camp is a full-blown, 35-player, seven-day affair with team-building events, off-ice testing, social media training, skating and even (gasp!) daily gab sessions with hockey reporters.

“It’s totally changed now because of the money involved,” said Benning. “Back when I played, in terms of just training, there were a few guys like Darryl Sittler who used to do off-ice conditioning and stuff but, for the most part, training camp in September was the time to get in shape and get ready for the season.

“These summer development camps kind of started about 15 years ago because of the collective bargaining agreement and the fact you don’t have the players as long. You don’t own their rights until they’re 30, like in the old days, so it’s really important that you try to develop them as fast as you can and get them to play for you right away. Teams want to teach their young guys about proper weight training, about nutrition, about all the different things to get them up to speed to where they have to be.

“What these camps do is give the players an understanding of what is needed to become an NHL player,” Benning emphasized. “Then it’s up to them to do the work.”

As the Canucks’ director of player development, Stan Smyl is the man in charge of the weeklong camp that concluded Friday at UBC. The National Hockey League has stipulated that teams are allowed seven days maximum with their prospects and Smyl opted to use the full allotment of hours. He added a new wrinkle by taking the group to Whistler for the first two days where, among other things, they went white-water rafting, had a scavenger hunt, took the Peak-2-Peak gondola and had dinner atop the mountain.

“For me, we need an identity as a group,” Smyl noted. “The only way you’re going to get that identity is by having these young players know what it is to be a Vancouver Canuck. This is a great opportunity for them to spend time together and get to know one another more one-on-one. I made the decision to take the group to Whistler this year because I wanted them to have more of a team-building thing. I wanted to get to know the players a little bit better because, as the camps get bigger in the fall, you don’t see them as much.”

Smyl, who was drafted by the Canucks in 1978, never was afforded that opportunity. He went on to have a distinguished career as a player, was a longtime team captain and his No. 12 jersey was the first in franchise history to be retired and hoisted to the rafters. But he never had the benefit of a summer development camp to send him on his way. Who knows? Maybe the Steamer might have played longer than 13 seasons and collected more than 673 points. (Or accumulated more than 1,556 minutes in penalties, but we digress.)

“Back when I played, it was all on-ice training,” Smyl said. “I guess the biggest influence was European hockey and the Russians and how they trained off the ice. When we did our first summer camp with the Canucks, we probably had about 15 players and the biggest reason we had them in was just to see where they were at. To me, the young players were always unsure about going into an NHL camp in September and what they had to do when they got there.

“It can be very intimidating going into an NHL camp for the first time,” continued Smyl. “So we started the summer camps to help them. It was more of an introduction for them off-ice. We wanted to know: ‘How do you train? Are you on the right path?’ We showed them what we’d be doing in September so there were no surprises. When we first started, there was no on-ice component. Then it just gradually grew with the on-ice skills part and it just got better.”

Forward Brendan Gaunce, the Canucks’ first pick in the 2012 entry draft, is attending his third summer development camp, so he’s old hat at these things. He has finished his junior career and will likely start his first professional season on the Canucks’ American Hockey League affiliate in Utica, N.Y.

The classes about nutrition and weight training aren’t new to Gaunce, but he is open to learning anything that might accelerate his development.

“It’s obviously an NHL program so it’s the elite of hockey,” said Gaunce, 20. “Everyone is setting the bar pretty high and I think, as a junior player, you kind of see that as you try to transform your game, your training and your nutrition to an NHL level.

“You also see guys here who have played in different leagues, in colleges, the WHL, QMJHL, OHL, and I think you can learn about the different styles of their games. I think you just kind of take bits and pieces from each guy. As for the bonding part, I’ve made a couple of good friendships here. It’s a good atmosphere coming to the rink and it’s not a kind of dog-eat-dog situation. It’s more you’re all trying to make the team together and you could all possibly play together in the future.”

For defenceman Anton Cederholm, it’s about soaking up whatever he can. The 19-year-old Swede played last season for Benning’s alma mater, the WHL Winterhawks. This is his second Canuck development camp.

“You’re always taking in new things,” said Cederholm. “Creating more good habits, that is something I’m thinking about the whole time and trying to make it work for myself.”

The budget for all this? New Canucks president of hockey operations Trevor Linden indicated that would remain internal team business. He did agree it’s all part of the evolution of pro sports.

“Professional sports has changed,” said Linden, drafted second overall by the Canucks in 1988. “I remember my first couple of years in the league, I could walk into the Pacific Coliseum and say hi to everyone who worked there and know all their kids’ names. Hockey has changed. Professional sports, needless to say, has changed. The ability we have now to develop these young men into professional athletes is significant.”
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Bo Horvat during 2014 Vancouver Canucks Summer Development Camp at UBC in Vancouver, B.C., July 7, 2014.

More Images »

Bo Horvat during 2014 Vancouver Canucks Summer Development Camp at UBC in Vancouver, B.C., July 7, 2014.

Photograph by: Arlen Redekop, PNG

GM Jim Benning on some of his team’s top prospects

BO HORVAT, C, 19, first-round pick (ninth overall) in 2013: “Bo is a big, strong boy. He’ll be an important guy for us going forward because he has the size and strength to play in the second-line, kind of matchup role against the other teams’ top players. Right now, he needs to continue to get a little bit fitter to improve his quickness so he’s doing some stuff off the ice in the weight room. But he’s looked good this week.”

HUNTER SHINKARUK, LW, 19, first-round pick (24th overall) in 2013, coming off hip surgery: “Hunter is skating really well and I’ve been impressed with that. Part of why the team drafted him was his ability to skate and that fearlessness to get to the net to want to score. So it’s good to see the hip surgery hasn’t affected his skating. I don’t think he’s been able to do a lot of conditioning because of the hip surgery so he’ll keep getting in better shape. He’s also looked good this week.”

BRENDAN GAUNCE, C, 20, first-round pick (26th overall) in 2012: “Brendan has already put in a lot of work this summer off the ice and he showed up 10 pounds lighter at 210. He’s been working on his power and I’ve noticed the improvement in his quickness this year. One of the things he needed to work on was maybe his first two-step quickness and I see an improvement in that area. He’s looked quick, fit and strong this week. He’s done well.”

DANE FOX, LW, 20, signed as a free agent: “Dane had a really good season last year and scored a lot of goals (64) and what we’ve noticed in the practices here this week is the good release on his shot. He also seems to have good hockey sense and good hands around the net. He’s going to have to continue working hard on his conditioning and improve his skating and his footwork, but he’s shown he has an ability around the net to score.”

JORDAN SUBBAN, D, 19, fourth-round pick (115th overall) in 2013: “Jordan has high-end offensive skill and you can see, when they do the offensive drills, his ability to handle the puck and get his shot through to the net. He has really good lateral movement and he can also move the puck up the ice either with a good first pass or skating it out of his own end. So those are the strengths of his game and he’s shown all those things this week.”
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Vancouver Canucks assistant coach Glen Gulutzan (left) speaks to defenceman Kevin Bieksa during a practice last season prior to the NHL Heritage Classic game against the visiting Ottawa Senators at BC Place Stadium.
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First-round pick Jared McCann brings edgy presence to Canucks

Doug Lidster to join Canucks as assistant coach

Canucks add John Weisbrod as a VP

Defenceman Chris Tanev signs one-year deal for $2 million

Dr. Sport: ‘Winning a Stanley Cup is everything,’ says Aquilini

Zack Kassian happy with new deal; vows ‘I can do more’

VANCOUVER — With the veil of secrecy finally lifted Tuesday, new Vancouver Canucks head coach Willie Desjardins was able to talk about the addition of Doug Lidster to his staff and the decision to retain Glen Gulutzan, a holdover from the ill-fated John Tortorella regime.

Right. Now, Willie, how about that dismal 26th-ranked power play? Who's going to heave that thing out of the ditch?

"We have to sit down and talk as a group and we haven't done that yet," Desjardins said as the Canucks development camp completed its second day of on-ice activity at UBC. "Today is the first day I've been able to sit down with Glen, so we'll go through that and decide the roles here. The power play, it's kind of a funny thing.

"Sometimes you can get on a roll and they can be real good, and other times they're not. This group has proved in the past it can be a real good power play. Sometimes you just have a blip and it doesn't go. So we'll work at it and spend some time on it and we expect it to be better this year."

Desjardins confirmed that Lidster, a former NHL defenceman, will work with the Canucks’ blue-line corps, something Lidster did for Desjardins the last two years in the American Hockey League with the Texas Stars. Lidster also assisted Desjardins for one season with the WHL's Medicine Hat Tigers in 2002-03.

"Doug is just a real good man and I think he has great values," explained Desjardins. "I think he's really good with the players. He's played the game so I think he understands what it's like to be a player. When he works with the defence, he treats them right and with respect. I just like the way he approaches the game.

"With Glen, I think he's a really smart coach and a really good systems guy. I think he has a lot of knowledge and can add something really valuable to our staff."

For Lidster, rejoining Desjardins in Vancouver was a simple decision.

"Willie is really good to work with," said Lidster. "His teams play high tempo, exciting hockey and I enjoy that. I've coached at every level and I've enjoyed every level I've been at. It's been very enjoyable, very challenging and very rewarding. To get back to the NHL wasn't an ultimate goal, but it's nice to be here now and to have an opportunity to coach in the best league."

Lidster, 53, emphasized that forming a bond of trust with players is the most crucial element in coaching, no matter what level it is.

"You have to build that trust and relationship with the players," he noted. "When they know you have the same common goal and they can trust you, that's when your relationship starts. If there is a message a player doesn't want to hear, but if they know it's coming from the heart, and it's going in the right direction, and it's meant to help, they'll respond. It works the other way, too. I think it's just as important for us to listen to the players and communicate with them. It's not a dictatorship at all. Our job is to help create an environment where they can succeed."

Lidster's first project likely will be to rehabilitate Alex Edler, the Canucks’ defenceman whose play sunk to incredible lows last season and were reflected in a league-worst minus-39.

"I think everybody has poor seasons," said Lidster. "Part of our job is to help Alex gain his confidence back and become the player we all know he can be."

For Gulutzan and Desjardins, it's a reversal in roles as Gulutzan was head coach of the Dallas Stars in 2011-12 and Desjardins one of his assistants.
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Jared McCann during 2014 Vancouver Canucks summer development camp at UBC on Monday, July 7, 2014.
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Zack Kassian happy with new deal; vows ‘I can do more’

Benning finished re-tooling roster; Kassian agrees to two-year deal

VANCOUVER - Centre Jared McCann became a Vancouver Canuck at the 2014 NHL entry draft with the pick general manager Jim Benning obtained from Anaheim in the Ryan Kesler trade.

He will forever be linked to Kesler and claims he models his game after Kesler, right down to the nasty side. 

“I played lacrosse for a bit growing up and I loved cross-checking kids in the face, it was awesome,” McCann said Monday at the Canucks’ summer development camp at UBC, smiling as the words tumbled from his mouth. “I do like to piss guys off a bit. That’s fun.”

McCann, 18, was taken 24th overall in Philadelphia on June 27. In his first post-draft interview, he blurted out to TSN’s James Duthie that he never thought he would be chosen by Vancouver.

“It is what it is,” McCann told Duthie.

It hardly seemed to be a ringing endorsement of the Canucks, and his comment did not slip by ever vigilant Canuck watchers.

“I definitely took the question wrong,” McCann explained. “I apologized to everyone who took it the wrong way. That’s not the kind of kid I am. I talked to the Canucks twice before the draft but I was totally shocked they took me. I didn’t really think I would go to Vancouver. I was thinking that other teams were going to take me. So that was probably the main thing… it was shocking.

“I am very excited to be a Vancouver Canuck and a part of the organization,” added McCann. “I want to move forward with this organization. I’m very excited to be here. It’s amazing.”

McCann admitted that trying to be the next Kesler – a two-way agitating presence – is a goal he has set for himself.

“Kesler is a complete player, amazing offensively and defensively,” McCann said. “He can score but he can be put in those key situations when time is ticking down, or anything like that. Those are definitely some big shoes to fill, for sure, and I need to improve both offensively and defensively. I feel I can make those strides to become better.”

At 6-1 and 185 pounds, McCann might have some growing left in him. His oldest brother is 6-4 and his dad is 6-3. He had 62 points for the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the OHL last season and has played for Canada at both the under-17 and under-18 levels. He was not, however, invited to Canada’s world junior summer evaluation camp. (Fellow Canuck first-rounders Bo Horvat and the injured Jake Virtanen were.)

“It was a little bit of a disappointment,” admitted, McCann, born in Stratford, Ont., and raised in London. “I felt I deserved a shot or something like that. I’m going to start off the season as best as I can and be more consistent throughout and, hopefully, I’ll get the invite to the December camp.”

Benning seems well aware of what he has in McCann, a 200-foot player with an offensive touch.

“Jared plays in all three zones and he has an excellent release on his shot,” Benning said. “The puck is on his stick and it’s gone. He can pick corners. He’s an interesting guy because I’ve had two or three calls from other GMs inquiring about him and we just drafted him. Those conversations didn’t last long.” 

The Canucks’ development camp continues Tuesday at UBC with on-ice sessions scheduled for 10 a.m. and 12:30 p.m.

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks added former Flame and Bruin executive John Weisbrod to their hockey operations department Monday. He was given the title of vice-president, player personnel. According to Benning, there will be no deletions from the staff… Benning said that goalie Jacob Markstrom, now No. 3 on the depth chart behind Ryan Miller and Eddie Lack, has not asked for a trade. “We talked to him the other day and he’s going to come to camp with a good attitude,” stated Benning… The Canuck GM also claimed that prospect Hunter Shinkaruk was not shopped at the draft as the team attempted to move up from the No. 6 spot to No. 1. “I don’t know where that came from,” Benning said. “We were never actively looking to trade Hunter. That’s not true.”
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Chris Tanev #8 of the Vancouver Canucks skates with the puck during the first period of the NHL game against the Phoenix Coyotes at Jobing.com Arena on March 4, 2014 in Glendale, Arizona.
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VANCOUVER — Defenceman Chris Tanev became the latest Vancouver Canuck to sign a new contract when he agreed Saturday to a one-year deal for $2 million.

Tanev, a restricted free agent with salary arbitration rights, opted to take the one-year pact from GM Jim Benning although he did admit he was initially seeking a longer term. He made $1.5 million last season.

“I would have liked a longer-term deal but, with a new GM this year and a new coach, they didn’t know me too well,” Tanev, 24, explained from his off-season home in Toronto. “So the team elected to offer us a one-year deal and we went from there. We went over our arbitration case and we thought that potentially we might be able to get a little bit more, but we also might get a little bit less.

“Arbitration is something you want to avoid as much as possible, so we decided this was a good number at the one year they offered,” Tanev added. “Obviously I’m going to have to go out and show that I can play like I did last year.”

The deadline for filing for salary arbitration was 2 p.m. Saturday. Tanev is represented by Vancouver-based agent Ross Gurney, who called the new deal a “prove-it contract.” Tanev was also on a “prove-it contract” last season and proved to be the Canucks’ most consistent defenceman. He had 17 points and a plus-12 rating in 64 games. He also twice broke bones in his hand blocking shots.

“Ultimately every player is looking for term and, with term, comes security,” stated Gurney. “But you can’t do a term deal that doesn’t make sense financially. One year made the most sense for Chris based on the feeling of his case had we gone to arbitration. The key stats in arbitration are games played, minutes played, points and things like that, but Chris is all about hockey intelligence and you and I don’t have a stat for that.

“First pass, puck retrieval, puck distribution, instincts … those are Chris’ skill set and it kept coming back to the fact that maybe Jim Benning doesn’t know what he has in this player yet. When we realized it was a one-year deal, we attempted to get to the ceiling of what our arbitration case would have been without going through the arb.”

Last summer, Tanev didn’t sign until late August and he was happy to avoid that situation again. He is training in Toronto under former NHL star Gary Roberts.

“I’m excited to get this over with and start working even harder this summer,” said Tanev, who will again be a restricted free agent with arbitration rights next July 1. 

“Obviously there are some guys gone from last year’s team and there are some new pieces coming in and I think we are definitely going to be competitive next year. That is something everybody is excited about.”

The Canucks also announced Saturday the signing of minor-league defenceman Peter Andersson, who received a two-way deal that will see him make $600,000 at the NHL level and $80,000 in the minors. 

Andersson spent last season in the American League with the Utica Comets where he had 13 points in 58 games.
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Vancouver Canuck forward Zack Kassian signed a two-year, $3.5 million contract July 4. Kassian will receive $1.5 million in the first year and $2 million in the second. His cap charge is $1.75 million.
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As a restricted free agent without salary arbitration rights, Vancouver Canuck forward Zack Kassian had a choice to make: wait all summer to try for a few more dollars, or sign now and get on with his life.

He chose the latter and agreed Thursday night to a two-year, $3.5 million contract. The formal announcement was made Friday. Kassian will receive $1.5 million in the first year and $2 million in the second. His cap charge is $1.75 million.

“I think it was a fair contract,” Kassian said Friday on a conference call. “From my standpoint and the organization’s standpoint, I think it’s right where I’m at in my career. I feel I can do more but you have to show that on the ice and that’s coming in the next couple of years, and so on and so forth.

“I always thought it would be pretty easy to get the contract done and it ended up like that. So I couldn’t be more happy.”

Kassian’s signing was one of three announced Friday by the Canucks. Defenceman Yannick Weber, also a restricted free agent, accepted a one-year deal for $850,000 while farmhand goalie Joe Cannata signed a two-way contract for $600,000 at the NHL level and $80,000 in the minors.

Defenceman Chris Tanev, who does have salary arbitration rights, and newly acquired centre Linden Vey are the remaining NHL roster players requiring deals. Canuck GM Jim Benning has roughly $4.15 million cap space remaining assuming no further deletions.

The deadline for filing for salary arbitration is Saturday at 2 p.m. Tanev’s agent, Ross Gurney, reached late Friday afternoon, said in an email: “We have not yet filed and continue to discuss things.” Vey’s agent, Timothy Hodgson, said he and Canuck management haven’t had much dialogue so far. Vey did receive a qualifying offer from the L.A. Kings before he was traded to Vancouver a week ago.

“I have had one very brief discussion with the Canucks about an alternative to the qualifying offer but it was very brief and there is nothing further to report at this time,” Hodgson said. “I suspect we’ll have more discussions in the next seven days.”

The deadline for accepting qualifying offers is July 15. Vey made $790,000 last season at the NHL level — he played 18 games for the Kings — and $67,500 in the minors.

“We have some time,” added Hodgson. “It’s not urgent by any stretch.”

Kassian, meanwhile, said he has kept a watchful eye on the Canuck moves from his off-season home in Windsor. He also said he has had some exposure to new head coach Willie Desjardins from a national junior camp.

“I’m excited, really excited, and I think the whole team that was there last year is getting excited,” said Kassian, 23. “It’s shaping up to be a good, competitive hockey team. Every athlete who likes to compete want to play on a good team and it’s shaping up that way. I know Willie is a down-to-earth guy and a players’ coach. He expects a lot of his players but he’ll be very blunt in telling you what he wants out of you. That’s all you can expect.”

ICE CHIPS: On-ice sessions for the Canucks’ summer development camp, July 7-11 at UBC, are: 10 a.m. and 12:30 p.m. Monday and Tuesday; 9 a.m. and 10:30 Thursday; and 9:30 a.m. Friday. The sessions are open to the public.
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Jim Benning, General Manager of the Vancouver Canucks is seen prior to the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 27, 2014 in Philadelphia. He indicated Thursday the team is finished in the unrestricted free-agent market after Wednesday night's signing of right winger Radim Vrbata.
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VANCOUVER - So these, apparently, are your Vancouver Canucks for the 2014-15 NHL season.

Canuck general manager Jim Benning indicated Thursday the team is finished in the unrestricted free-agent market after Wednesday night’s signing of right winger Radim Vrbata. Benning then turned his attention to his restricted free-agent group and promptly reached agreement with Zack Kassian on a two-year deal worth $3.5 million, the agreement confirmed Thursday night by Kassian’s agent Paul Krepelka.

Chris Tanev, Yannick Weber and newly acquired Linden Vey are Benning’s remaining RFAs (among NHL roster players). The Kassian agreement carries a cap hit of $1.75 million and leaves Benning with roughly $5 million to spend.

“We’re probably going to go into the season with this team,” the GM said on a conference call prior to the Kassian agreement. “We’re going to see where we stand and go from there. We’re working on our RFA guys today and we want to get them done.

“As far as the UFAs, if something shakes out at the end, we still have a little cap room. But I think we accomplished the things that we set out to accomplish. We wanted to add an experienced goaltender, and we did that with Ryan Miller, and we wanted to add a scorer.”

More than three months remain until the Canucks play a meaningful game so there is ample time for further change. If not, new coach Willie Desjardins could ice a lineup with that will see the Sedin twins with Vrbata, Nick Bonino between Alex Burrows and Kassian, Vey or Bo Horvat between Chris Higgins and Jannik Hansen and a fourth line featuring Brad Richardson, Derek Dorsett and Shawn Matthias or Tom Sestito.

“Radim plays a 200-foot game, he has really good hockey sense and hands to finish,” Benning explained. “I’m not the coach -- he’ll make that decision -- but I think there’s a good fit there with the Sedins. He’s a give-and-go type player and can jump into the holes. He’s going to help us on the power play and, the other thing we looked at, was that he’s good in shootouts. So he’ll help us in that area, too.”

Vrbata has 35 career shootout goals, which is 23 more than Burrows, the next best Canuck. His shootout success will be a bonus. His true value will be meshing with the twins and boosting the production of the league’s 26th-ranked power play and 28th-ranked offence.

He is looking forward to the challenge, both in scoring and playing for a Canadian team. Three of his previous NHL stops have been in non-traditional hockey markets Carolina, Tampa Bay and Phoenix. (He has also played in Chicago and Colorado.) Vrbata had nine teams courting him during the free agency period.

“I felt like this was the best choice for me,” Vrbata said on a conference call. “It’s the chance to play with the Sedins, come to a great city and a Canadian market, which is actually the first time in my NHL career that I will be able to play for a Canadian team. I played three years junior hockey in Canada so I know people are passionate about hockey and how much they love it. Obviously it will be quite a change from Phoenix. I understand that.”

Vrbata also understands that a chance to skate alongside the twins is not a guarantee. A year ago, the team was planning to give Kassian that same opportunity but it never happened once the regular season began.

“When I talked with Jim, that’s what he was saying, that they were looking for somebody to play with the Sedins,” Vrbata said. “I understand it’s a long season. Lines can get changed sometimes and there are other good players on the team. It will be up to the coach how he puts it together. But I am a big believer in chemistry and synergy. I feel like when you have chemistry with someone, it helps so much in today’s league where everything is so tight and you can gain an advantage by knowing the guys you are with on the line.”

Benning revealed Thursday that with Vrbata headed to the Sedin line, Burrows will likely drop to the second unit with Bonino and either Kassian or Hansen. At least that is management's vision.

“I think we want to have more balance on our four lines and more scoring depth,” said Benning. “So if we can move Alex, say, from the first line to the second line, it makes our second line better. I think now we have depth at the forward position where every line can contribute in scoring and that’s one of the things we set out to do.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks will hold their summer development camp at UBC next week with on-ice sessions Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday. Among the notables coming are recent first-round picks Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk, Brendan Gaunce, Jared McCann and Jake Virtanen, although the latter won’t participate in physical activities due to shoulder surgery… Also coming are free-agent signee Dane Fox (64 goals in the OHL last season) and 6-7 Russian defenceman Nikita Tryamkin, taken in the third round of the 2014 entry draft.

epap@vancouversun.com

Canucks possible opening-night lineup

(Based on current roster and expected signings of restricted free agents*)

Forward lines

Daniel Sedin-Henrik Sedin-Radim Vrbata

Alex Burrows-Nick Bonino-Zack Kassian*

Chris Higgins-Linden Vey*/Bo Horvat-Jannik Hansen

Shawn Matthias-Brad Richardson-Derek Dorsett

Extra: Tom Sestito, Nick Jensen.

Defensive pairings

Dan Hamhuis-Chris Tanev*

Alex Edler-Kevin Bieksa

Luca Sbisa-Yannick Weber*

Ryan Stanton-Frank Corrado

Goalies

Ryan Miller

Eddie Lack

Five things about Canucks goalie Ryan Miller

By Elliott Pap, Vancouver SunJuly 2, 2014
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Ryan Miller is announced as the new goalie for the Vancouver Canucks during a press conference on Tuesday, July 1 at Rogers on July 1, 2014.
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Canucks look to Ryan Miller for confidence

Canucks sign goalie Ryan Miller, still seek scoring

Canucks' Jim Benning reeled in one, lost another

Nothing certain, everything possible for Canucks

VANCOUVER - He started as a forward in youth hockey but convinced his coach, who was also his father, to let him try goal after the team’s netminder was having a difficult time. According to NBC Sports, Ryan was about eight years old at the time and dad Dean told him if he could lead the team to a victory that day, he could try goal the next time. Ryan collected five points — two goals, three assists — and embarked on his career as a goal-stopper rather than a goal-scorer.

FAMILY AFFAIR

He has one younger brother, 30-year-old Drew, who plays for the Detroit Red Wings. Drew was a sixth-round pick of the Anaheim Ducks in 2003 but only played 56 games in Anaheim before moving on to the Tampa Bay Lightning and then the Wings, where he has been since the 2009-10 season. Ryan has three first cousins who also played in the NHL — Kelly (1,048 games), Kevin (620 games) and Kip (449 games). All five Millers played collegiately at Michigan State University.

COLD WAR

Before there was a Winter Classic, Heritage Classic or NHL Stadium Series, there was the Cold War stadium game between Miller’s Michigan State Spartans and their archrivals, the Michigan Wolverines. It was played Oct. 6, 2001 at Spartan Stadium before a crowd of 74,544, then a world record audience for a hockey game. Miller allowed three goals in a 3-3 tie. Two years later, the NHL held its first Heritage Classic at Commonwealth Stadium in Edmonton.

AWARD WINNER

He was much decorated during his three years at Michigan State. He captured Central Collegiate Hockey Association rookie of the year honours in 1999-2000, was a CCHA first team all-star and player of the year in 2000-01 and won the Hobey Baker Award in 2000-01. The following season, he repeated as a first-team all-star and CCHA player of the year. As a professional, he was an American League first-team all-star in 2005, and then an NHL first -team all-star and Vezina Trophy winner in 2009-10. That same season, he was named MVP of the 2010 Olympic Games in Vancouver playing for the U.S.

CHARITY WORK

He and father Dean began the Steadfast Foundation in 2006. According to the foundation’s website, its mission statement is: “To make the public aware of our efforts to provide much needed support and resources to those suffering the ill effects and life-altering consequences of cancer, especially all forms of childhood leukemia.”

epap@vancouversun.com
Canucks' Jim Benning reeled in one, lost another
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Ryan Miller is announced as the new goalie for the Vancouver Canucks during a press conference with GM Jim Benning on Tuesday, July 1 at Rogers Arena.
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Nothing certain, everything possible for Canucks

NHL Draft Notes: Canucks complete a 'Hat' trick

Canucks fans rally for Gino Odjick outside Vancouver hospital (with photos)

VANCOUVER - Like a good fisherman, Jim Benning had a couple of stories to tell Tuesday. One was about the player he landed, the other about the one that got away.

The Vancouver Canucks new general manager did sign veteran goaltender Ryan Miller to a three-year deal at $6 million a season, but missed out on the goal-scorer his offensively challenged team desperately needs when Jarome Iginla signed with the Colorado Avalanche.

The Miller signing came as a surprise to no one as Miller had been wined and dined by the club last week. What surprised some was the $6-million salary, as it didn’t appear there were many other clubs competing for Miller’s services.

But Benning, who has a history with Miller that dates back to the late 1990s when he convinced the Buffalo Sabres to draft him in the fifth round, got the goalie he wanted.

“He is going to give our team confidence,” Benning said. “He is a guy our team can rely on back there, and I think goaltending is the most important position on the team, so to add someone of his quality is great for the organization.”

Miller, who turns 34 on July 17, is a former Vezina Trophy winner who had spent his entire NHL career with the Sabres before being dealt to the St. Louis Blues at the trade deadline last season. That stint in the Midwest didn’t quite go as planned as the Blues exited the playoffs in the first round and Miller’s play was underwhelming. He’s hoping for better luck on the West Coast.

“We didn’t accomplish what we set out to do in St. Louis,” Miller said. “That always is going to sting, but as an athlete and a person you have to move forward and one moment doesn’t define you. You keep believing in yourself and you move forward. I think this is a great opportunity for me to help to build toward the right attitude and playing the right way.”

That attitude figures to be tested in a Vancouver market that has a history of devouring goalies. Miller, at times, has had a prickly relationship with the media.

“I am aware of what the media reputation is, but I think it is great there is so much interest in hockey here,” Miller said. “It’s great the fans are so passionate and generally interested in the team and how you do. I think that can bring a team together and closer. If you are going to play in a city that cares a a lot, every game is important, every game means something and you need to be ready for that . . .It will be fun getting to know all you (media) guys after some good games.”

Benning was frustrated in his attempts to land a goal-scorer from the free agent pool. The Canucks scored just 191 goals last season, third worst in the NHL.

“We were close on a couple of occasions, we are going to get back to it,” Benning said. “We are still in on some things to add scoring. If it doesn’t happen today maybe it’s the secondary market in the next few days or the next week. We still want to add.”

The Canucks took a serious run at Iginla, but lost out to the Colorado Avalanche. The Avs signed Iginla, who turned 37 on Tuesday, to a three-year deal worth $16 million.

“We were in on it I can tell you that,” Benning said. “I was in Boston last year when Jarome was there. He had a very good season. We were in on it. He made a decision that he thought was best for him and his family so we’ll move on to what we think the next player that is going to help our team win is.”

With many of the top forwards snapped up Tuesday, Benning does not have a long list to choose from. Winger Radim Vrbata, who had 20 goals with Ariziona Coyotes last season, could be a fit.

Miller helped the U.S. win a silver medal at the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver and it sounded Tuesday like the city had him at hello.

“During the Olympics, it was a lot of fun walking the streets and having great interaction with the people. They were so excited to have the Games, so proud to have it in their city and their country . . .It’s a great city for hockey, a great city to live in and I am very excited to be here and join this group.

“It’s beautiful, it has a great community, I feel like it is very modern. A lot of things about this city appeal to me.”

Among those things would be Vancouver’s proximity to Los Angeles, where Miller’s wife, Noureen DeWulf, works as an accomplished actor. DeWulf attended Tuesday’s news conference at Rogers Arena.

EDDIE LACK APPRECIATES CALL

Eddie Lack will be 29 when Ryan Miller’s three-year deal expires with the Vancouver Canucks.

Lack, as is his custom, was able to see the bright side.

“On the other hand, (Roberto) Luongo had a deal til I was like 42,” Lack said over the phone Tuesday from Spain.

A few hours earlier, Canucks president of hockey operations Trevor Linden had interrupted Lack’s Spanish vacation to tell him about the pending Miller signing, which has obvious ramifications for amiable Swede

“It was huge to hear it from Trevor,” Lack said. “I had always heard stuff through the newspapers and everything so I really appreciated Trevor calling me and letting me be the first guy to know as well. It felt good and I had a good talk with Trevor.

““I kind of knew something was going to happen. It’s the business part of it and I feel like it’s a great move by the organization. I am just trying to look at it as positively as I can. That is the way I have approached everything in my career.”

Lack insisted he’s okay with the signing and hopes he can learn from Miller, as he did from Luongo.

“Obviously I want the net as much as possible and I plan to battle for my playing time,” he said. “And when I’m not in net I’m just going to do what I have always been doing and support the team.”

So Lack has gone from Canuck starter to backup., but he saw it coming as new general manager Jim Benning had made no secret of the fact he wanted to bring an experienced goalie to Vancouver. Benning defended that plan on Tuesday.

“I believe in a succession plan,” he said. “When I was part of the group in Buffalo, we had Dominik Hasek and we had Marty Biron coming in underneath and we had Ryan (Miller) coming in after that. If Ryan is our guy he is going to play the majority of the games and I think Eddie can look to Ryan as a mentor and continue to grow as a goalie.

“When we were in Boston we had Tim Thomas and we had Tuukka Rask come in underneath. Goaltending is a hard position. Goalies develop later than the rest of the players. I don’t think you really know what you have with a goalie until they are 26, 27 years old. There is a plan in place and I think it’s going to be good for Ryan and for Eddie.”

Lack, who is 26, has been served with a double-whammy of sorts the last week. The Miller signing was preceded by the Canucks taking Thatcher Demko, the top-ranked goalie in the entry draft, in the second round.

Lack sent Miller a good-humoured tweet on Tuesday, saying: ‘hey @ryanmiller3039, I’m open for dinner:) #datenight’
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Jim Benning, General Manager of the Vancouver Canucks is seen prior to the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 27, 2014 in Philadelphia.
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Canucks fans rally for Gino Odjick outside Vancouver hospital (with photos/video)

NHL Draft Notes: Canucks complete a 'Hat' trick

Another day, another 5 picks, as Canucks change on the fly

Kesler excited to move on; Garrison not as happy

Benning sets a high standard during first few days in the spotlight

PHILADELPHIA - Having solved their Ryan Kesler migraine under new management, the Vancouver Canucks felt on such a roll Saturday that their batch of draft picks included a top-rated American goalie who may need surgery on both hips, a Russian defenceman the size of a Russian bear, and a Canadian blue-liner who was born deaf and didn’t start hockey until age 12.

Yes, you heard me: a Russian.

The Canucks haven’t had one of those play regularly for them since Artem Chubarov parked his Audi at the arena in 2004, went home for the National Hockey League lockout and never returned. The Audi, however, remained a Canuck another year.

It had been so long, we’d forgotten what it was like to interview a young player from Russia. There was the halting English, awkward pauses and an embarrassed grin — and that was just the reporter.

What we saw at the two-day entry draft was sunrise on a new era for the Canucks. Nothing is certain. Everything is possible.

Kesler wants out? Boom, traded to the Anaheim Ducks. And don’t let the dressing room door hit you on the way out.

Too many no-trade clauses among Canuck contracts? Send defenceman Jason Garrison to Tampa Bay for a second-round pick on Friday to generate salary cap space, then use the pick on Saturday to acquire prospect Linden Vey from the Los Angeles Kings.

Including the NHL portion of Anaheim’s payment for Kesler ­— centre Nick Bonino, defenceman Luca Sbisa and agitating forward Derek Dorsett (from the Rangers for the third-round pick the Canucks exchanged with the Ducks) — new general manager Jim Benning turned over 20 per cent of Vancouver’s 20-man lineup in less than 24 hours.

Free agency opens on Canada Day and the Canucks, with the most salary-cap space since the spring of 2008 when Mike Gillis replaced Dave Nonis as GM, have several players targeted. None of them is Mats Sundin.

There will be more new players next fall than the Canucks have had in years.

New Canuck president of hockey operations Trevor Linden predicted a “big week” when he hired coach Willie Desjardins on Monday. He wasn’t kidding.

“When I think about my first day, I walked into that office and thought: Where do I start?” Linden, hired the day after Gillis was fired on April 8, said before travelling home from his first draft. “Each day you kind of put one piece together and identify the direction you want to go.

“I’m thrilled the way we’ve been able to move forward the way we have, especially this week. Hiring a coach, dealing with a difficult situation (Kesler’s trade demand), bringing in players who are excited to be in Vancouver and what that brings to the team, bringing in a new crop of kids … it’s just all really positive. Really positive.”

It was positivity that drove the Kesler trade.

Linden admitted Saturday there was a lively debate within the organization whether to play hardball with Kesler and tell him “see you at training camp” unless the 29-year-old centre with the NTC expanded his trade list beyond two teams.

“There certainly was that debate,” Linden said. “At the end of the day, I felt if we got the pieces we wanted that accomplished the goals that we had, we didn’t want to have a cloud hanging over us and drag this into other people. We have great people in that locker-room. We felt it would be very unfair to our coaching staff, our players and our fans to have this hang over us this summer.

“I thought it was really important for us to make these moves so we can go into July 1 and present a picture to (free agents) we want to talk to, like: ‘This is who we are, this is what we’ve done and this is the direction we’re going.’ It’s clear.”

The Canucks need help at forward, especially with scoring. And they will probably see if they can get a veteran goalie to take some of the workload, possibly the majority of it, off sophomore Eddie Lack.

That goalie may be former Buffalo Sabre Ryan Miller, drafted by Benning and spotted Sunday arriving at YVR. Miller could address the Canucks' immediate needs, but the team better be careful about salary and term for a netminder who turns 34 in July and may be past his best-by date.

Boston College goalie Thatcher Demko, the draft’s top-rated netminder who likely slipped to the Canucks at 36th over concerns about the possibility of maintenance surgery on his hips, is Vancouver’s new goalie of the future. The 18-year-old from San Diego, who could start for Team USA at the next world junior championship, is also Vancouver’s best goaltending prospect since Nonis drafted Cory Schneider from Boston College 10 years ago.

Unable at the time to trade Roberto Luongo, whose saga became a cautionary tale for Linden and Benning, Gillis traded Schneider at last year’s draft in New Jersey.

That deal gave the Canucks a second pick in the first round, just as did the Kesler trade. So with Friday’s selection of forwards Jake Virtanen and Jared McCann added to 2013 first-rounders Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk, the Canucks have impressively refilled the talent pipeline to their NHL team.

Other picks from Saturday were six-foot-seven Russian defenceman Nikita Tryamkin (third round), a 19-year-old whose Kontinental Hockey League contract has two years remaining; skilled Swedish defenceman Gustav Forsling (fifth round); Ontario Hockey League checking centre Kyle Pettit (sixth round) and hulking WHL defenceman Mackenzie Stewart (seventh round), who gained hearing only through surgery after being born deaf.

The most immediate payoff from Saturday will be Vey, the 22-year-old forward from Wakaw, Sask., who won the 2011 WHL scoring race in Medicine Hat, where he played for three seasons under Desjardins. On the Stanley Cup-winning Los Angeles Kings, Vey was stuck behind excellent young forwards Tyler Toffoli and Tanner Pearson. He will get the chance to play in Vancouver, where his brother Shaun, a former junior with the Giants, lives.

“Vancouver is such a great hockey city,” Vey said Saturday. “You look at the fans and support you have for them in B.C. I remember going there for a game this year and I actually made a call to my girlfriend and said, ‘You know, one day I’d just love to be part of Vancouver and get a chance to play here.”

He is excited. Why wouldn’t he be?
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This Dec. 17, 2013, file photo shows Los Angeles Kings' Linden Vey skating against the Edmonton Oilers in an NHL game in Los Angeles. Vey was traded to the Vancouver Canucks on Saturday, June 28, 2014, by the Los Angeles Kings for the 50th overall pick.
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Another day, another 5 picks, as Canucks change on the fly

Kesler excited to move on; Garrison not as happy

Benning sets a high standard during first few days in the spotlight

PHILADELPHIA — Willie Desjardins felt ready for the National Hockey League anyway, but the weekend acquisition of two of his former Medicine Hat Tiger players added another level of comfort for the Vancouver Canucks’ new head coach.

Former Western Hockey League scoring champion Linden Vey, who played for Desjardins for three seasons, was acquired Saturday from the Los Angeles Kings, one day after the Canucks traded for New York Ranger winger Derek Dorsett, who was at the core of Desjardins’ 2007 team that beat the Vancouver Giants in the WHL final but lost to them at the Memorial Cup.

“I think they make it a little easier for me,” Desjardins, who was not at draft, said in a telephone interview. “But the bottom line is they have to come in and earn their spots. They know what to expect from me. Both are great, character guys.”

Dorsett, who was married Saturday in his bride’s hometown of Columbus, Ohio, told The New York Daily News last season that Desjardins was the most influential coach he ever had.

Vey told The Vancouver Sun: “The three years I was there with him are probably the three best years of hockey that I’ve had. He brings so much passion to the game. He’s a guy who just finds a way to bring everyone together. There are not even words to describe how he does it. Just the way he comes across, he makes everyone want to play so hard for him.”

Dorsett is from Kindersley, Sask., Vey from Wakaw, Sask.

Desjardins, who is from Climax, Sask., said he is excited about his group of players, but admitted he is “maybe a little bit” concerned about where the scoring will come from.

The Canucks are expected to try adding some offence when free agency opens Tuesday.

FROM BC TO B.C.: San Diego goalie Thatcher Demko, drafted early in the second round on Saturday, will try following former Canuck Cory Schneider’s successful trail from Boston College to Vancouver. Demko, 18, said he doesn’t personally know Schneider, the Canucks’ 2004 first-rounder who was traded a year ago to the New Jersey Devils, but sees the Boston College alumnus at the Eagles’ training facility during the off-season.

“You have two No. 1 guys and you end up trading them both, that’s definitely an interesting situation,” Demko said when asked if he was familiar with the Schneider-Roberto Luongo saga. “But it happens in that business. Hopefully, there’s an opportunity for me. I’m willing to work for it.”

Growing up in San Diego, where his dad’s family settled after moving from Ontario, Demko had to work hard just to play minor hockey. Ice time and elite competition were scarce, and his parents drove him as far as Los Angeles for games.

“We’ve been on this journey together,” his dad Brenton Demko, who went to the University of British Columbia for two years, said. “I don’t know if there are words to describe how I feel today. Thatch has played all over the world for Team USA. You take a couple of steps back and think, man, he is from San Diego, California.”

“I’m an abnormal California kid,” Thatcher said. “See, I don’t have the tan going like all my friends do. I’m not at the beach. I’m always stuck in the rink. No sun in there.”

Demko shone as a freshman at Boston College, winning the starting job and leading the Eagles to U.S. college hockey’s Frozen Four. He finished with a 2.24 goals-against average and .919 save rate and probably would have been a first-round pick Friday were he not considering maintenance surgery on his hips. The surgery has become increasingly common for goalies, but entails a recovery period of three to six months. Demko is committed to playing next season at university and, he hopes, for Team USA at the world junior championship.

“You’ve just got to weigh the options,” he said. “I’m going to play through it this year, then re-evaluate it next year. It’s not like a horrible pain, it’s just stiffness. It’s something I can definitely deal with. The surgeon actually said you can play with it 15 or 20 years as long as you can manage the pain.”

A RUSSIAN IS COMING?: Third-round draft pick Nikita Tryamkin is the first Russian drafted by the Canucks since centre Ilya Kablukov was selected in the fifth round in 2007.

Kablukov never played a game in North America and has been on five teams in six seasons in the Kontinenal Hockey League. Tryamkin, a six-foot-seven, stay-at-home defenceman, is a calculated risk for the Canucks. He has two more seasons on his KHL contract with Yekaterinburg, then will try to play for the Canucks. If he doesn’t make their NHL team, he’ll probably return to Russia.

Tryamkin, who turns 20 in August, answered questions at the draft through Canuck scout Sergei Chibisov.

“He has been dreaming to play in NHL since he was a kid,” Chibisov said. “The money is not the issue for him. He says coming to NHL is next step in his career and the best league in the world, so he wants to come and make the next step.”

DRAFT NOTES: Swedish scout Thomas Gradin said Canuck fifth-round pick Gustav Forsling is like a left-sided Sami Salo the way the defenceman shoots the puck. ... After general manager Jim Benning said Friday the Canucks were getting back to “meat-and-potatoes” hockey, he loaded up on meat Saturday. Besides Tryamkin, the Canucks’ final two draft picks were 6-foot-4 Erie Otters’ checking centre Kyle Pettit, and 6-foot-5 Prince Albert Raiders’ defenceman Mackenzie Stewart. ... Florida Panther GM Dale Tallon held on to the first-overall pick but said the Canucks were “definitely the first team that made a legitimate offer.” ... Anaheim GM Bob Murray, who orchestrated Friday’s trade for Canuck Ryan Kesler, praised Benning’s directness and honesty during three weeks of negotiations. “He was very straight,” Murray said.
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Thatcher Demko of the Vancouver Canucks meets with team President Trevor Linden after being drafted on Day Two of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 28, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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PHILADELPHIA – The week that reshaped the Vancouver Canucks ended with the second day of the entry draft here as the National Hockey League team traded for former junior scoring star Linden Vey and selected five more prospects, including a goalie from Boston College who topped the netminder rankings.

With Friday’s thunderous trade of Ryan Kesler to the Anaheim Ducks still echoing, the Canucks made a little more noise Saturday morning. They acquired Vey, the former Medicine Hat junior star who knows Vancouver coach Willie Desjardins, from the Los Angeles Kings for the second-round draft pick the Canucks obtained Friday by trading defenceman Jason Garrison to the Tampa Bay Lightning.

The Canucks used their own second-round pick, 36th overall, to draft Thatcher Demko, the 18-year-old from San Diego who topped NHL Central Scouting’s goalie rankings and could be Team USA’s starter at the next world junior championship. Demko attends Boston College, just as former Canuck starter Cory Schneider did after Vancouver drafted him a decade ago.

With Vey joining the net proceeds of Friday’s Kesler trade – centre Nick Bonino, defenceman Luca Sbisa and forward Derek Dorsett – the Canucks changed 20 per cent of their 20-man roster in less than 24 hours.

“When I think about my first day, I walked into that office office and thought: Where do I start?” Canuck president of hockey operations Trevor Linden, hired in April when general manager Mike Gillis was fired, said after his first draft in management. “Each day you kind of put one piece together and identify the direction you want to go.

“I’m thrilled the way we’ve been able to move forward the way we have, especially this week. Hiring a coach, dealing with a difficult situation (Kesler’s trade demand), bringing in players who are excited to be in Vancouver and what that brings to the team, bringing in a new crop of kids like Jake Virtanen and Jared McCann and Thatcher Demko, it’s just all really positive. Really positive.”

The Canucks drafted Abbotsford winger Virtanen with the sixth pick of the first round Friday night, then chose Ontario League two-way centre McCann with the 24th pick acquired from Anaheim in the Kesler deal.

It was the second straight draft the Canucks picked twice in the first round; they selected high-scoring forwards Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk last June.

Adding an elite goaltending prospect like Demko, then in the fourth round choosing six-foot-seven Russian defenceman Nikita Tryamkin, the Canucks have fully refilled their talent pipeline.

Tryamkin has two years remaining on his Kontinental Hockey League contract with Avtomobilist Yekaterinburg.

Demko has been diagnosed with hip problems that could require non-career-threatening surgery. That complication probably caused him to slip from the first round to the second, but he had an outstanding freshman season at Boston College and will play next season before re-visiting his hip issue.

“That could scare some teams, but I made sure they knew the whole story,” Demko told reporters. “They had the medical report. They knew what to expect. I don’t think it was too much of an issue.

“Some guys are saying you might as well get it done now. But if I’d got it done now, I would have missed the first two or three months of the season, and I don’t want to miss any playing time. So I opted out of it and. . . next year we’ll re-evaluate it and see what happens. It’s not like a horrible pain, it’s just stiffness. It’s something I can definitely deal with. The surgeon actually said you can play with it 15 or 20 years as long as you can manage the pain.”

Demko posted a 2.24 goals-against average and .919 save rate in 24 games this season as a freshman at Boston, taking over the starting job and taking the Eagles to the Frozen Four of U.S. college hockey before losing in the semi-finals. He played for Team USA at the Under-18 and Under-17 levels and is a candidate to start their world junior team.

“Honestly, I have such high expectations for myself. I expected to be the No. 1 guy and I expect to win games and have success. We didn’t win, so for me, it’s not a success. A bunch of people are saying I had a good year. It’s a good starting point for me, but I definitely expect to be better next year.”

The Canucks are the same way.

With their fifth-round pick, the team selected Swedish defenceman Gustav Forsling, whom scout Thomas Gradin describes as a “left-side Sami Salo” for his cannon shot. Vancouver chose 6-4 OHL centre Kyle Pettit in the sixth round and went for size again in the seventh, drafting 6-5 Prince Albert defenceman Mackenzie Stewart.

“Now we just have to make things happen next fall,” Linden said. “But I feel a lot better about that than I did a month ago.”

imacintyre@vancouversun.com
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Local boy Jake Virtanen gets drafted 6th overall by his favourite team the Canucks (updated)

First B.C.-born player chosen in first round by Canucks since Neely in 1983

By Iain MacIntyre, Vancouver Sun columnistJune 28, 2014
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Benning sets a high standard during first few days in the spotlight

Timeline: Ryan Kesler - From Canuck to Duck

PHILADELPHIA — Jake Virtanen told his dad it would be "so sick" if the Vancouver Canucks picked him. It's a wonder he wasn't so sick when they did.

After a sleepless night, followed by a day where he "just sat in the hotel and was sweating all day," the 17-year-old from Abbotsford had his National Hockey League dream come true Friday evening when his beloved Canucks chose him sixth in the first round of the entry draft.

Virtanen, a 45-goal scorer this season in the Western Hockey League and regarded as one of the fastest skaters in the draft, is the first B.C.-born player to be chosen by the Canucks in the first round since Maple Ridge's Cam Neely was chosen ninth in 1983.

Virtanen is also the Canucks' highest draft pick since Vancouver selected Daniel and Henrik Sedin second and third in 1999.

Expectations for Virtanen are higher than the humidity in Philadelphia, where everyone was sweating on Friday. Suddenly, there is a lot to live up to. His life has changed.

"I'm kind of looking at it like playing in my home barn," Virtanen, who just graduated Yale secondary school, told reporters in the interview area of the Wells Fargo Center. "I think I play pretty well under pressure. I play strong and play hard all the time. I don't think that's too big of a deal. I like playing in front of my friends and family. I know they're really excited about it.

"It's a dream come true for a hometown kid to get picked. It's pretty surreal for me. It's an amazing feeling."

Amazingly, the Canucks used their second pick of the first round, acquired from the Anaheim Ducks earlier Friday in the Ryan Kesler trade, to chose Virtanen's Under-18 Team Canada roommate, Jared McCann. The two-way centre from Stratford, Ont., went 24th overall.

McCann said he patterns his game on Kesler. Of all the players.

"I like the way he plays the game," McCann, 18, said. "He's a two-way centreman like I try to be, and he's not afraid to drop the gloves if necessary. I definitely try to be like him."

Well, No. 17 is available.

Canucks poll: Do you like or hate Ryan Kesler trade?

THUMBS UP: Kesler wanted out, and what came back to the Canucks in players and draft picks gets them started on a new direction.

THUMBS DOWN: That’s ALL the Canucks could get? The team lost the best player in this deal, so get ready for a long 2014-15 season.

Vote

View Results

Polldaddy.com

Virtanen had 45 goals, 71 points and 100 penalty minutes this season for the Calgary Hitmen, and finished sixth on NHL Central Scouting's draft list for North American skaters. The International Scouting Service ranked Virtanen 10th on its final aggregate list, and The Hockey News pegged him at No. 11.

Still, Virtanen underwent major shoulder surgery in May and there was speculation he might slide in the first round. Instead, he was the first player selected after the big-four of Aaron Ekblad, Sam Reinhart, Leon Draisaitl and Sam Bennett, and consensus No. 5 Michael Dal Colle.

Reinhart, the last member of West Vancouver's royal family of hockey to be drafted by the NHL, went second to the Buffalo Sabres.

Four picks later, the Canucks called Virtanen. At 6-1 and 210 pounds, he already possesses NHL size, NHL speed and an NHL shot.

"Right now, I think if the shoulder was ready, for sure I'd be NHL-ready," Virtanen said. "My size and my speed and shot is a pretty good combination. (But) there's still room to improve."

Canuck general manager Jim Benning said he has seen the medical reports on Virtanen's shoulder and isn't worried. Virtanen needs his shoulders; he plays a robust, north-south game.

"If you watch the NHL playoffs, you need size and strength to get to the net, stay in front of the net, to deflect pucks, to get rebounds," Benning said. "We were looking for that style of players and we were happy who we ended up with.

"Jake's a powerful skater. He's got a good release on his shot. But he plays a rugged-style game. Because of his speed, he can get in on the forecheck. He finishes his checks and he recovers pucks and he takes pucks to the net. He's a power forward. And besides that, he's a local boy, so it just worked out perfect that way."

Born in New Westminster, Virtanen grew up in Langley and moved with his family to Abbotsford when he was 12. He idolized Canuck Markus Naslund, but was a regular at Giants' games.

"Even when he was playing atom rep, all he looked up to was the WHL," his dad, Rainer, said. "He always talked about: 'I'm going to be in the WHL, I'm going to be in the WHL.' I said: 'Well, are you sure? What if you don't make it?' He said: 'I'm going to make it. I'm going to play in the WHL.'"

He was a first-overall pick in the WHL bantam draft. Three years later, he's the Canucks' first homegrown first pick in three decades.

"My dream came true on (the WHL), and now it came true again," Virtanen said. "It's pretty crazy right now."
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Benning sets a high standard during first few days in the spotlight

GM Jim Benning also deals Jason Garrison to Lightning

By Iain MacIntyre, Vancouver Sun columnistJune 28, 2014
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Ryan Kesler even took two cases of Formula Four water with him to the Sochi Olympics.
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Vancouver Canucks trade Ryan Kesler to Anaheim Ducks

NHL Entry Draft live blog

Timeline: Ryan Kesler - From Canuck to Duck

Iain MacIntyre: Canucks’ Benning fixed to pick sixth, but all the talk’s about Kesler

Canucks legend Gino Odjick diagnosed with rare heart disease that may be terminal

Canucks may let Mike Santorelli slip away

Doug Lidster may follow Willie Desjardins’ path to Canucks

Benning family: A scouting dynasty to watch

Handful of first-time NHL general managers changes dynamic of trade talks

PHILADELPHIA — Say this for Jim Benning, he knows how to make an entrance.

On the day of his first draft with the Vancouver Canucks, the rookie general manager culled unhappy centre Ryan Kesler from the herd in a major trade with the Anaheim Ducks, created some salary-cap space by moving defenceman Jason Garrison to the Tampa Bay Lightning, and upgraded his team's toughness by acquiring Derek Dorsett from the New York Rangers.

And that was all done hours before the National Hockey League draft even began here Friday evening.

In one day, Benning decisively and dramatically reshaped the Canucks and began the overdue renovation of a lineup that had gone stale as it aged.

Imagine how much better he would have done had Kesler given him, say, three or four teams with which to deal instead of two. The Ducks won the bidding, uh, duel with the Chicago Blackhawks and landed Kesler in exchange for centre Nick Bonino, defenceman Luca Sbisa, the 24th overall pick in Friday's draft and an exchange of third-rounders that gave Benning ammunition in the trade for Dorsett.

"Quite frankly, we don't want somebody who doesn't want to be here," he said of trading Kesler. "We're going to acquire high-quality people that are going to come in here and want to work hard for one another. We would have liked to keep him, but his mind was made up. So we did the best we could with the situation."
Kesler excited to move on; Garrison not as happy (with video)

By Elliott Pap, Vancouver SunJune 27, 2014
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Vancouver Canucks Ryan Kesler, left, collides with Calgary Flames Curtis Glencross.

More Images »

Vancouver Canucks Ryan Kesler, left, collides with Calgary Flames Curtis Glencross.

Photograph by: Ric Ernst, PNG

More on This Story

Video: Elliott Pap on Ryan Kesler trade to Anaheim Ducks

Photos: Ryan Kesler's Canucks career, from teen to supreme

Local boy Jake Virtanen gets drafted 4th overall by his favourite team the Canucks

Canucks get value in trading Ryan Kesler to Ducks for two draft picks, two players

Abbotsford's Jake Virtanen stoked at idea of being a Canuck

Canucks’ Benning fixed to pick sixth, but all the talk’s about Kesler

Canucks trade Ryan Kesler to Anaheim Ducks; Garrison sent to Lightning

Outgoing Canucks centre Ryan Kesler admitted Friday he wasn't willing to sit through a four-year rebuild in Vancouver and pushed for a trade because he wants to win now.

Jason Garrison? Well, he wasn't expecting to be leaving just two years into a six-year contract.

"I think last season was tough on all the players on the Canucks," Kesler said on a conference call arranged by his new team, the Anaheim Ducks. "I hate losing and that season was painful, to be honest. The fact they're in a rebuild and are looking to get younger and are years away from being a contender, I think it was just time for me to move on and, you know, win and hopefully take home a championship.

"It just seemed like the direction they were going didn't fit with what I saw for my career. At the end of the day, I want to win a championship and I want to win it now and four years is a little too long for me."

Kesler and a 2015 third-round pick were sent to the Ducks for centre Nick Bonino, defenceman Luca Sbisa, the 24th overall pick in Friday’s draft that became centre Jared McCann and a 2014 third-rounder that was flipped to the New York Rangers for winger Derek Dorsett.

"Today was the start of a new chapter in my life," continued Kesler, the Canucks' first pick in the 2003 entry draft. "For my family, it's a positive move and we're excited to be going to Anaheim but, at the same time, we've called Vancouver our home for the past 11 years. We have friends on the team, friends in the city and the organization has treated us very well. But, in saying that, I'm going to Anaheim to win a championship. It's going to be my sole goal and my team's sole goal and that's basically it."

He admitted he will take a carload of memories with him to Anaheim, including a trip to the Stanley Cup Final in 2011, two Presidents' Trophies and, personally, one Selke Trophy as the NHL's top defensive forward.

"I think the day I got drafted is a great memory," Kesler said. "I can think back to my first goal assisted by Trevor Linden, the 2011 Stanley Cup playoffs and the finals, the Presidents' Trophies that we won, it's all good memories. I have nothing but nice things to say about the Canuck organization.

"They treated me extremely well over those 11 years," he added. "But, yes, it was time for a change. I'm turning 30 and not only do I want to win the Stanley Cup, I want to be a big part of winning a Stanley Cup. I'm not getting any younger and, with the direction Vancouver is going, us and management just made a decision it was time to move on."

Garrison, who grew up in White Rock, was approached by Canucks management in the last two weeks to see if he would be willing to waive his no-trade clause. He wavered but, in the end, realized if the team no longer felt he fit its plans, he might as well go. He's now off to the Tampa Bay Lightning along with unsigned prospect Jeff Costello and a 2015 seventh-round pick for a 2014 second-rounder.

"I mean, it was shocking for sure," said Garrison, 29. "You don't really expect it to happen and then it kind of happened so quickly so soon into the contract. So it was shocking, for sure, and obviously upsetting. I had no intention of leaving Vancouver any time soon. I wanted to be here and that's why I took the contract I did two years ago in free agency. It was definitely difficult to hear.

"The situation had been going on for a little bit, maybe a week and a half, two weeks, or whatever it was, so it was tough. Obviously it came to an end today. So that's the business part of things. You have to turn the page and move on."

Garrison reiterated what many before him have said about being in professional sports: there is playing and then there is business. He still has $15.6 million remaining on his deal.

"I think you have to realize as much fun as the game is, there is definitely a whole other side to it, and anything is possible," Garrison noted. "You have to realize when there are changes being made with the coaches or management, it can change the players' situation, too. You can be traded or the role you have within the team can change. Obviously I was surprised by it but there are a lot of good players on the Canucks and it could have been any one of them. You kind of have to accept the fact they want to move you and that you have to move on."
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Jake Virtanen skates during the team practice at the Scotiabank Saddledome on January 13, 2014 in advance of the CHL/NHLTop Prospects game in January.
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Sidney Crosby chosen most outstanding

Prime time for NHL’s Class of 2004

Kings goaltender Jonathan Quick has wrist surgery, out 10-12 weeks

VANCOUVER - A kid goes into a draft interview and the Florida Panthers ask: “If you were in the military, would you pilot an attack helicopter, be a medic or a sniper?”

Interesting question. See, if you’re the pilot, the inference is you’re in command, comfortable with the responsibility for taking others into and out of danger. If you’re the medic, you put others ahead of yourself and risk your life to save theirs. And if you’re the sniper, well, you might score 50 goals and lead your army to the Stanley Cup and get medals on your chest and those gold, fringy things on the shoulders of your uniform.

What in the world was Jake Virtanen to say?

“When they were asking the question, I was thinking about that,” Virtanen says. “But I just went with sniper because I’m a goal-scorer and I love scoring. I said sniper and they thought it was pretty funny.

It was all fun.”

It will be even more fun on Friday when the 17-year-old from Abbotsford should be called in the first 10 picks of the National Hockey League draft.

Although they are trying to trade up, and could also trade down, the Vancouver Canucks pick sixth in Philadelphia. After last month’s NHL scouting combine, general manager Jim Benning was complimentary toward Virtanen, a winger who scored 45 goals and 71 points while amassing 100 penalty minutes for the Calgary Hitmen last winter.

British Columbia’s NHL team has not chosen a B.C.-born player in the first round of the draft since Cam Neely heard the Canucks call his name in 1983. Heck, the Canucks went 23 rounds over three-plus drafts without choosing anyone from this province during previous manager Mike Gillis’s administration.

No wonder there was a major shakeup in the team’s scouting department before the last draft.

Virtanen would love to be picked by the Canucks.

Or as his dad, Rainer Virtanen, reveals: “What he says is: ‘That would be so sick if the Canucks picked me, dad.’ ”

Only in rare parts of speech does Jake sound like someone whose 18th birthday is still two months away.

There is confidence and maturity when he speaks, as well as an adult tone. At 6-1 and 210 pounds, he also has a grown-up body. He skates like a full-grown NHLer, too.

But, like any 17-year-old (and some 47-year-olds), he does say “cool” a lot.

Watching the Canucks growing up was cool. Watching the Vancouver Giants was cool, and it’s really cool to draw comparisons to former Giant Evander Kane for the way Virtanen competes around the net and has bite in his game.

It was cool to wear No. 19 throughout minor hockey in honour of Canuck Markus Naslund, and super cool to finally meet another idol, Canuck president Trevor Linden, when Virtanen interviewed with Vancouver at the combine in Toronto.

“It was awesome,” Virtanen says. “Meeting their scouts and Mr. Benning, they were all great people, nice to chat with. I told Trevor I was a fan of his when he was playing and he started laughing and said too bad I wasn’t there in 1994.”

Virtanen was born two years after Linden led the Canucks to the Stanley Cup Final 20 years ago.

Virtanen comes by his own coolness naturally because his dad is an air traffic controller at YVR. And if you think it’s nervy in the final minute of a hockey game, down by one and the goalie out, imagine juggling six or eight or 10 planes on a radar screen at rush hour with thousands of passengers up in the air.

“I’m pretty good under pressure,” Jake says. “But, obviously, it’s pretty intense up there (in the control tower). The last time I was up there was take-a-kid-to-work day when I was in Grade 10. There are thousands of planes, and there’s only six or seven guys up there. But my dad and the other guys, they stay calm and work together. I think that transfers to hockey.”

Rainer Virtanen was born in Finland and moved to Canada and back before settling in Coquitlam with his family when he was 15. Jake was born in New Westminster and spent his first 12 years in Langley before the family moved to Abbotsford. With a surname like Virtanen, Jake was on the Finnish Ice Hockey Association’s radar.

There was an inquiry whether he might be coaxed to play for Finland, but the conversation was brief. Apart from residency rules to reduce cross-border shopping by national teams, Virtanen is a 15th-generation Canadian on his mother, Brigitte’s, side.

“He’s a Canadian through and through,” his dad says.

The host Finns got an idea what they were missing when Virtanen was Canada’s co-leading scorer at the Under-18 World Championship in April.

“Having dual citizenship is pretty cool for me,” Virtanen says. “It was my first time going to Finland and I met a lot of people. I knew what the food was and the other (Canadian) guys didn’t, which was pretty funny. A lot of people knew who I was, so it was pretty exciting.”

Not so exciting was the major shoulder surgery Virtanen had in May. Sixth on NHL Central Scouting’s final draft list for North American skaters, three places higher than he was at mid-season, Virtanen will know Friday if the operation diminished his appeal to teams.

“Both the doctor and my physiotherapist have said it’s the fastest they’ve ever seen a shoulder heal, so it looks really great,” he says. “It didn’t bother me at all during the season, but the whole point of the surgery was to get it fully healthy so I’ll be good to go for next season.

“This (draft) is pretty surreal for me. It’s every kid’s dream to be drafted to the team they grew up watching, their hometown team. It would be amazing to play for the Canucks in front of my friends here, and my family, too. And Vancouver has great fans; I’ve experienced that. Nobody really knows where they’re going in the draft and there’s supposed to be a lot of trades. But if things fall into place and I get drafted by Vancouver, that would be a dream come true for me.”

It would be truly sick.

imacintyre@vancouversun.com

Twitter.com/imacvansun
Six to ponder as future Canucks

Benning has some interesting options, should he stick with his pick in Philadelphia
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Now where have you heard this before? “We’d like to move up in the draft.”

You have likely heard it every year from every team at every National Hockey League Entry Draft. Who wouldn’t like to move up? You move up, you presumably select a better player and then you win the Stanley Cup. Next stop, a parade and the Hall of Fame.

Of course, there is a catch in that moving up comes at a considerable price. So let’s say Gentleman Jim Benning decides he can’t part with any assets and sticks with pick No. 6. Who is out there for the Vancouver Canucks’ new GM?

“I think a big part of this is going to be predicated on what happens, or doesn’t happen, with Ryan Kesler,” says TSN draft guru and former NHL executive Craig Button. “I think it is going to be a factor in what type of player they take. If they trade Kesler, do they get a younger centre back?”

And do the Canucks, Button wonders, go for size, taking into account some of the brute teams in the Pacific Division, especially the Stanley Cup champion L.A. Kings?

“Jim Benning is very open-minded,” Button continues. “He likes skill and he’s never been fussy about if you’re big, or if you’re small, but I don’t know how you can’t look at what’s happening in the Pacific Division. If bigger players are available, how could you take a smaller player?”

Brian Costello has been senior editor of The Hockey News Draft Preview issue for 20 years and his people — they consult with 12 to 15 scouts — are convinced that Kingston’s Sam Bennett, Kootenay’s Sam Reinhart, Barrie’s Aaron Ekblad, Prince Albert’s Leon Draisaitl and Oshawa’s Michael Dal Colle will be the top five, though not necessarily in that order. The first round of the 2014 draft goes Friday in Philadelphia with the remaining six rounds the following day.

“I don’t think Vancouver has a chance, if they stay at No. 6, at Bennett, Ekblad and Reinhart,” Costello says. “I also think Draisaitl and Dal Colle are almost locked in at 4-5 in some order. That would leave William Nylander as the best of the rest. Haydn Fleury is the second-best defenceman in the draft after Ekblad. If they’re looking at a bigger winger, and you need to be big and strong and tough to win if you look at L.A., Nick Ritchie is a big, strong left-winger who can be a power forward in the NHL.”

While West Vancouver’s Reinhart will almost certainly be the top B.C. player chosen, Abbotsford’s Jake Virtanen of the Calgary Hitmen seems to have become a bit of a wild card. The Hockey News has Virtanen ranked 11th but Button, who does the TSN rankings, rates him middle of the second round, at No. 43. Other scouting services have Virtanen in their top 10.

“I know Virtanen can skate, has a good shot and competes, but I don’t see him as a top-six forward,” Button explains. “I see him as a third-line player along the lines of a Raffi Torres. Maybe he goes early. It doesn’t mean I’m right and they’re wrong, or vice versa. That’s just where I’m projecting Virtanen to be.”

There is a consensus top four in Reinhart, Ekblad, Bennett and Draisaitl, but there are always draft-day surprises, teams willing to go off the board and open things up for those drafting below them.

Here are six players who might be available to the Canucks at pick No. 6; and six other players of interest if Benning and his boss, Trevor Linden, manage to pull off a fancy trade or two in Philly:

• SIX WHO COULD BE SIX:

LEON DRAISAITL

Position: Centre.

Born: Oct. 27,1995, Cologne, Germany.

Height: 6-1. Weight: 209.

Team: Prince Albert Raiders, WHL.

2013-14 stats: 38-67-105 in 64 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: A big playmaking centre, Draisaitl has drawn comparisons to Anze Kopitar, the L.A. Kings’ two-time Stanley Cup winner. Others liken him in style to Joe Thornton. With current Canucks No. 1 pivot Henrik Sedin turning 34 next September, Benning and Linden need a succession plan for the first-line centre ice position.

MICHAEL DAL COLLE

Position: Left wing.

Born: June 20, 1996, Woodbridge, Ont.

Height: 6-2. Weight: 182.

Team: Oshawa Generals, OHL.

2013-14 stats: 39-56-95 in 67 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: A big point producer, Dal Colle would add some offensive punch from the left side. The Canucks dearly need it as Daniel Sedin appears to be in a free fall as a top-line, consistent scoring threat.

WILLIAM NYLANDER

Position: Centre.

Born: May 1, 1996, Calgary.

Height: 5-11. Weight: 174.

Teams: MoDo, Swedish (Elite) League; Sodertalje and Rogle, Swedish Second League.

2013-14 stats: 16-18-34 in 57 games played (combined).

What he could bring to the Canucks: The son of much-travelled pro Michael, Nylander didn't put up huge numbers playing against men in Sweden but was a dominant force in his peer group at the Under-18 worlds with 16 points in seven games. He brings offence and can also play the right side.

HAYDN FLEURY

Position: Defence.

Born: July 8, 1996, Regina.

Height: 6-2. Weight: 203.

Team: Red Deer Rebels, WHL.

2013-14 stats: 8-38-46 in 70 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: With Vancouver's defence corps rapidly aging, Benning and Linden will have to put some blue-chip blueliners in the pipeline. According to one Hockey News scout, Fleury has size, skating and hockey sense. Who couldn't use that?

NICK RITCHIE

Position: Left wing.

Born: Dec. 5, 1995, Orangeville, Ont.

Height: 6-3. Weight: 229.

Team: Peterborough Petes, OHL.

2013-14 stats: 39-35-74 in 61 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: If Dal Colle is gone and Canucks management wants size and scoring from the left side, Ritchie could be an answer. His 138 minutes in penalties indicate he's no angel either, which is never a bad thing.

JAKE VIRTANEN

Position: Right wing.

Born: Aug. 17, 1996, Abbotsford.

Height: 6-1. Weight: 210.

Team: Calgary Hitmen, WHL.

2013-14 stats: 45-26-71 in 71 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: Speed and scoring. Virtanen can scoot — "he might be the fastest guy in the draft," says Button — he can shoot and doesn't mind mixing it up (100 PIMs). Local kid, too. Off-season shoulder surgery is a bit of a red flag.

• SIX OTHER PLAYERS OF INTEREST:

(If the Canucks trade up or trade down)

SAM REINHART

Position: Centre.

Born: Nov. 6, 1995, West Vancouver.

Height: 6-1. Weight: 185.

Team: Kootenay Ice, WHL.

2013-14 stats: 36-69-105 in 60 games.

What he could bring to the Canucks: Complete player. Terrific hockey sense.

AARON EKBLAD

Position: Defence.

Born: Feb. 7, 1996, Belle River, Ont.

Height: 6-4. Weight: 216.

Team: Barrie Colts, OHL.

2013-14 stats: 23-30-53 in 58 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: The team has never had a Norris Trophy defenceman. He might be one.

SAM BENNETT

Position: Left wing.

Born: June 20, 1996, Toronto.

Height: 6-0. Weight: 181.

Team: Kingston Frontenacs.

2013-14 stats: 36-55-91 in 57 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: Elite scoring forward, first-line player.

NIKOLAJ EHLERS

Position: Left wing.

Born: Feb. 14, 1996, Aalborg, Denmark.

Height: 5-11. Weight: 163.

Team: Halifax Mooseheads, QMJHL.

2013-14 stats: 49-55-104 in 63 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: Pure offence. Not big, but capable of putting up big numbers.

BRENDAN PERLINI

Position: Left wing.

Born: April 27, 1996, Sault Ste. Marie, Ont.

Height: 6-3. Weight: 205.

Team: Niagara IceDogs, OHL.

2013-14 stats 34-37-71 in 58 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: A natural goal scorer with size.

ROBBY FABBRI

Position: Centre.

Born: Jan. 22, 1996, Mississauga, Ont.

Height: 5-10. Weight: 170.

Team: Guelph Storm, OHL.

2013-14 stats: 45-42-87 in 58 games played.

What he could bring to the Canucks: Offence, offence, offence.

epap@vancouversun.com

Twitter.com/elliottpap
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Dane Fox (left) and Bo Horvat during 2014 Vancouver Canucks Summer Development Camp at UBC.
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The Vancouver Canucks wrapped up their 2014 summer development camp Friday at UBC with a 50-minute, 4-on-4 scrimmage. Dane Fox, who netted 64 goals last season for the Ontario League’s Erie Otters, showcased his soft hands with two goals, both coming against 2014 second-round pick Thatcher Demko.

A 20-year-old from Thamesville, Ont., Fox will likely begin his professional career with the Canucks’ American League farm team, the Utica Comets. Before he left for home, Fox talked about the week-long camp, which saw the 35 prospects head to Whistler for some white-water rafting, climb the Grouse Grind and take a cooking class, among a variety of activities.

Q. What was the most interesting, impressive, or memorable thing you did off-ice during the camp?

A: I think the team-bonding stuff and bringing everyone closer together. It’s a big part of the game. On-ice stuff matters but it’s how close you are off the ice that makes great teams successful. I absolutely loved the white-water rafting. I’m an outdoors guy. I’ve done the Ottawa River a few times so I loved it. We’re hockey players and everyone was excited about it.

Q. In addition to the white-water rafting, the Canucks took the group on the Peak-2-Peak gondola ride at Whistler. Any nerves or rubber legs during that experience?

A: It was fine, although it was a little scary going back down. It’s a great view up there and you just take it all in. It’s nice. This wasn’t my first time in the Vancouver area. They flew me in just before Christmas after I signed to tour the city a bit but other than that, this was my first time spending any time here. I would come back for a vacation one day. It’s really beautiful.

Q. The Grouse Grind received mixed reviews. Apparently not everyone found it to be the most enjoyable activity of the week. Thatcher Demko said he ‘hated it’ and he may not have been joking. How challenging did you find it?

A: It was my first time doing it. I mean, it was a grind, that’s for sure. There was a lot of mind over matter stuff. We were in groups and we kind of pushed each other to finish and not let anyone in the group down. Mike Zalewski, who was in our group, had done it before and he told us to walk at the beginning. So that’s what we did. We came in third out of the six groups. I think we clocked in at 47 minutes and the time to beat was 45:00. Your time was based on the last guy in your group finishing.

Q: There were 35 prospects at the camp from four countries, six U.S. states and four Canadian provinces. You played with Brendan Gaunce in Erie and against Bo Horvat, Cole Cassels, Jared McCann and Jordan Subban, among others, in the OHL. Did you make any new friendships during the week?

A: My roommate was Anton Cederholm (a Swede from the Portland Winterhawks) and we became real best buds. Mike Zalewski is a good kid and he helped me out a bit when I first got here. So did Hunter Shinkaruk. Other than that, you just kind of get to meet and know everyone else. So it was good.

Q: The Canucks kept everyone pretty busy throughout the seven-day camp. Did you have any time for yourself? If so, what did you do? Maybe get to Kits Beach, like Demko and McCann did (and tweeted about it)?

A: No, I didn’t get to the beach but I did go for a walk over by BC Place, went downtown, just walked around the city to take it all in. I wanted to see everything. Mainly, though, the down time was for sleeping. We were really tired so you have to use your time management well.

Q: Was there anything in particular that surprised you about Vancouver? Maybe something you didn’t know, or didn’t expect?

A: I think just how friendly everyone was ... fans, people, they’re just so welcoming. From the instagram thing, a few people actually recognized me on the street. It was kind of cool. That was something I’ve never had happen to me before.

epap@vancouversun.com
Gallagher: Draftee Demko seems destined for pro career

U.S. goalie drafted by Canucks might not come from a hockey-mad country, but he still has tremendous potential
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Canucks assistant goalie coach Dan Cloutier, right, works with prospect Thatcher Demko during the team&#8217;s prospects camp at UBC.
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NHL development camps usually consist of a few extremely valuable, highly-watched prospects being genuinely counted upon by the hosting team in question, accompanied by a large number of lottery tickets floating around the hopper in hopes that one will beat the odds and develop into a Pavel Datsyuk or Luc Robitaille.

There was no shortage of first-round picks being counted upon at the Canucks’ get together this week along with another highly-watched second-rounder, Thatcher Demko, taken in the second round this June, the highest-rated goalie in the draft.

It may not be for a while yet, but rest assured he’s in the plans given how highly he was selected, and you only have to know he roomed with Bo Horvat to figure out what they think of the big San Diego native, who battled his way to a likely pro hockey career from California as more and more kids are these days.

While young Thatcher developed the passion for the position, it was his dad Brenton who attended UBC as a dual-citizen student with Canadian parents in the early ’80s who arranged to have his desire to learn nurtured every chance he got.

Every time father and son would go on the road to attend a tournament for better competition, dad would arrange a meeting and if possible an on-ice work session with whomever was the highest-profile goalie guru of the area so son could learn more and incorporate new ideas.

“Probably the most interesting guy I met with was a guy named Jack Johnson who I think was at Minnesota-Duluth at the time, and he was a sports psychologist,” says Demko. “I had spoken to him on the phone for about a month and then got to go on the ice and train with him, and that was really fun.”

His mother Danielle was not without her contribution either. As a six-foot NCAA volleyball player for Florida and San Diego State, her genes were clearly significant in turning out a 6-3 son who really fills the net and is so frank in conversation.

When asked about the lack of competition in San Diego he quipped: “To be honest, I wasn’t very good growing up, so I really fit right in.”

The relationship between he and his dad has a rather quirky feel to it too; Thatcher immediately chuckled when asked about his dad’s time at UBC in the early ‘80s: “Well, he got kicked out.”

He wouldn’t elaborate on what happened when realizing there might be interest in his good-hearted dig at the old man, but said “it wasn’t the right fit for him and that he found himself more comfortable in Arizona” where he completed his education. But the initial sense was that it was something more.

Yes, Thatcher is a little different, as many goalies seem to be. Rather than taking the usual courses athletes pursue, he’s working on a psychology and philosophy degree while stopping pucks at Boston College, and he’s pretty quick to volunteer a little of how he competes on the ice.

He frequently talks to forwards hanging around his crease, particularly enjoying shots like “nothing around here for you, Dane” (Fox) upon smothering a rebound.

“I came here this week and at first it was a little nerve-racking because you don’t know anyone, but everyone was pretty accepting because the team did a lot of that team-building stuff and it seems to help,” he says. “But I don’t like any forwards — not even Bo. Once we get on the ice he’s not my friend anymore. The funny thing is (invitee goalie) Matt O’Connor is here from BU, which is our big rival back there, and it was pretty fun getting to know him, but I’m going to go right back to hating him once we leave here.”

What has to delight the Canucks about Demko is that despite his attention to other goalies and what they do on the ice, he’s not been exposed to really good coaching and he has achieved what he has with his natural ability to compete and read the play.

If he were already technically sound, there would be far less room for improvement. But he’s got some technical glitches they’ve already identified, which assistant goalie coach Dan Cloutier was only able to touch on with him given the limited time together, and he hasn’t even met Rollie Melanson yet.

“My two favourite guys I watch most of the time are Kari Lehtonen and Pekka Rinne just because they’re both elite goaltenders,” Demko says. “Lehtonen has a lot of simplicity in his game which is something I’m trying to work on.”

Doubtless the Canucks will soon be pressuring him to turn pro so he can work full time toward becoming just like Rinne or Lehtonen.

tgallagher@theprovince.com
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Canucks prospect Brendan Gaunce hits the ice at UBC&#8217;s Thunderbird Arena Thursday. If he can use that 6-foot, 205-pound body to bang people around, he should have some success in the AHL, and eventually the NHL.
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There were several times last season when the Canucks buzzed their farm team in Utica to ask who was playing well and worthy of a call-up only to get two troubling words in response.

No one.

It was a team led in scoring by journeyman Pascal Pelletier. It was a team with just three NHL prospects at forward in Nicklas Jensen, Darren Archibald and Alexandre Grenier, none of whom had scored 30 goals in a season, at any level.

It was a team that finished 26th out of 30 AHL clubs in scoring. It was a team that struggled to find players to man the power play because it had about as much skill on it as the slots section at your closest casino.

The fact head coach Travis Green led those Comets to a record of three games over .500 at the end remains one of the more remarkable coaching performances in pro hockey last season.

It certainly was good enough to get Green offers elsewhere, including in the NHL. But he’s coming back, and he’s going to be coaching an entirely different team.

The 31-year-old Pelletier is out, off to journey his way around the KHL.

In his place, there will be youth, goal scoring and, most of all, potential.

At the Canucks prospects camp this week, Brendan Gaunce, Dane Fox and Hunter Shinkaruk have been putting on a snipe show at UBC with their NHL-ready shots.

Gaunce is the least accomplished of the three in terms of goals. He’s had 33 in a season, while Shinkaruk has put in 49 and Fox bucketed 64 last season, all with their junior teams.

But Gaunce may be poised to have the most success early as a AHL rookie, especially if he can prove to people he’s willing to use that big frame of his to knock opponents off the puck.

“From Christmas on, that wasn’t an issue,” said Stan Smyl, the Canucks director of player development. “He got involved. And in the playoffs, the best player for Erie (a team with Connor McDavid) was probably him.

“That is a part he will still have to get better. He has the body and if he uses it, he has the skill and he has that shot.”

All three players are eligible this year to play in the AHL.

“If you ask Green what his lineup is and who is on his power play he can now say, ‘OK, I’ve got this guy, this guy and this guy,” Smyl said. “If you look at his four lines, he’s going to have choices. Last year, it was, ‘Who is going to play on this power play?’

“That’s not the case any more.”

There should be more help from these prospects than just those three amigos who carry those big shots like a quiver.

Mike Zalewski, who was signed last year out of college before closing out the season with the Canucks, is in the mix.

He grew up just outside Utica and is fired up about playing at home.

Evan McEneny is a defenceman who just turned 20 and is coming off an OHL season in which he had 42 points in 61 games.

He signed with the Canucks two years ago after the summer prospects camp. After losing the previous season, his draft year, because of an ACL surgery, the Canucks invited him to their 2012 prospects camp. Their scouts had seen him play in the pre-season before he blew out his knee and thought they had something.

Almost the second that prospects camp had ended, McEneny got a call from his agent saying the Canucks were ready to sign him as an undrafted free agent.

“I’ve been skating with some of these guys (Shinkaruk, Gaunce and Fox) in Toronto and they’re all great guys,” McEneny said. “We’ve talked about the possibility (of all being together in Utica) a little bit. It would be great to be with those guys.”

Smyl said the organization is not concerned at how young their farm team is could be.

When he was the head coach for the AHL affiliate in Syracuse in 1999-2000 he had 13 rookies.

“That’s what you want,” Smyl said.

“The first month I was thinking ‘oh my gosh’ but you grow together. Over the next couple of years they helped the (Markus) Naslunds and (Todd) Bertuzzis when they got injured.

“You want these guys pushing for jobs. We really haven’t had that the past two years.”
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Dane Fox, left, and Bo Horvat are two promising young players taking part in the Canucks summer development camp this week at UBC.

Dane Fox, left, and Bo Horvat are two promising young players taking part in the Canucks summer development camp this week at UBC.

Photograph by: Arlen Redekop, PNG

More on This Story

Botchford: Canucks' young guns ready to light the farm on fire

Botchford: It’s a huge surprise this giant Canucks prospect is here

Botchford: Coach Lidster more listener than attack dog

Botchford: Canucks camp features best prospects in years

Kuzma's Canucks notebook: Coach Lidster signs on, Weisbrod hiring no surprise

Kuzma: Bo knows it’s Canucks or junior (with video)

Throw out those dreams, Canucks fans, Cory Schneider isn't coming back: goalie signs long-term in New Jersey

Province Sports Radio: Talkin' Canucks with Jason Botchford

A half-hour spent watching the Vancouver Canucks summer development camp at UBC immediately reveals something different from such groups in the past.

Pucks are being rapidly propelled into the corners of nets. The players shooting these discs appearing to have genuine finishing skills that could translate into any league.

The trick is getting players who are big enough, fast enough, experienced and rugged enough to be able to bring those skills to bear and help this team out of 28th in goals for some time down the road.

Just look at the names and goal totals in other leagues. There’s Dane Fox, Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk, Jake Virtanen and Jared McCann, all rifling pucks in just that clinical way which distinguishes the goal scorer from the labourer, and there’s no question these are the skills the Canucks need the most right now.

Fox of course was the over-age junior who scored 64 goals in 67 games with the Erie Otters of the OHL last year, a guy whom the old regime took an intelligent flyer on who will be headed for Utica this fall where he will have the opportunity to demonstrate whether or not he was a wise investment.

“What Stan Smyl has been pushing me on is my foot speed and my quickness and those first three steps, that’s huge,” said Fox. “They’re emphasizing a lot on my skating and I’m putting in some time here now and come September I hope it’s up to par and I can get it up to an NHL-ready level. I’m going to go to Utica and do whatever I’m asked to do and help the team any way I can.”

At 193 pounds now and likely to play five pounds under that, he’s probably big enough to survive the coming ‘get bigger’ push, the question being will he be able to get into position in pro hockey to do what he does best. Because when a puck hits this guy’s stick, it’s immediately headed for a corner at speed.

“A guy like Dane, he got his season going and everything fell into place the last year,” said Smyl. “The test for him will be, how does he react when he doesn’t get the same minutes right away?

“And he’s going to have to earn everything he gets. But the one big thing he has going for him is that when things aren’t happening for him, he doesn’t wait. He goes out and makes something happen.”

This year’s top Canucks pick, Virtanen is almost a cinch to score goals in the NHL, such are his skills and while McCann, who was drafted behind him at 24th overall this past June isn’t in quite the same rarefied air, he’s already up to 190 pounds and plans on being a two-way centre in the NHL for a long time.

“I know I’m going to need another year in junior to get stronger and work on quite a few things yet, but next year all bets are off,” McCann said confidently. “I’m going to be looking to play in this league.”

Evidently the poor fellow is not terribly aware of how much this team seems to loathe young hockey players.

And therein lies the dilemma of these young guns. Will this team ever create spots for their young players. They talk a big story, always have. But when the lineup is chosen and the roster is set, rookies never seem to find a place.

Take this upcoming season. Just like John Tortorella did last year at this time, the new brass has talked about getting bigger and younger — but when you examine the facts, it’s all verbal drivel.

First they sign a 33-year-old goalie and then a winger the same age. In September, the Canucks are even going to have trouble finding a place for Horvat who probably should have played in the NHL last year.

With Henrik Sedin, Nick Bonino, Linden Vey, Brad Richardson and Shawn Matthias all centres who have one-way contracts, if Horvat is going to play the position at which he was drafted ninth overall last season, there is going to have to be a rapid game of musical chairs with a couple of guys getting seats out of position. They never seem to create spots for young players.

This fall, guys like Nicklas Jensen, Brendan Gaunce and Shinkaruk may as well pack their bags for Utica upon arrival no matter how they play at camp or in pre-season games. It simply doesn’t matter how they perform. There’s no room for young players with all the old names labouring away, many of them with no-trade contracts.

Yes, this team finally has some very promising young faces. But will any of them ever get a serious look?
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John Weisbrod, right, (standing with Stan Smyl), is named vice-president, player personnel, for the Vancouver Canucks during 2014 Vancouver Canucks Summer Development Camp at UBC in Vancouver, B.C., July 7, 2014.
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John Weisbrod called Jim Benning a lone wolf. It was a compliment.

However, a wolf pack is more successful in the hunt for prey and, in an NHL player personnel capacity, the Vancouver Canucks believe they’re going to have better bite. When Benning hired Weisbrod as vice-president of player personnel Monday, it wasn’t surprising. He retained Lorne Henning and Laurence Gilman as assistant general managers but wanted to add familiarity and expertise to his management team.

Benning was assistant general manager of the Boston Bruins when Weisbrod served as the club’s collegiate and free-agent scout in Florida. They were separated in distance, but not in philosophy in how to build a winner and capture the 2011 Stanley Cup championship over the Vancouver Canucks. The Bruins acquired collegiate defenceman Matt Bartkowski and blueliner Dennis Seidenberg in 2010 from Florida. They traded for Gregory Campbell in the same year after landing Mark Recchi in 2009, Johnny Boychuk in 2008 and Adam McQuaid in 2007.

“They (Bruins) are so good now that people forgot when we got there it was sort of a mess,” recalled Weisbrod. “When (general manager) Peter Chiarelli took the job (2006) and hired Jim and I, we were 28th in the league. We had a big hole to dig out of and would talk every day about good fits and we started grabbing guys out of Florida. We seemed to look at the game the same way.

“Jim is involved in everything and cares about everything, but he has a lone-wolf mentality and likes to do his own thing. Hopefully, I can provide some more stability to make sure we’re set up the way we want to be with drafting, free agency, trades and the Utica Comets.”

Weisbrod, 45, who was dismissed last December as the Calgary Flames’ assistant general manager and player personnel director, also did a nice job at the 2013 NHL draft table. Sean Monahan was a home run with the sixth choice, finishing fourth in rookie goals last season goals with 22 despite the Flames’ 23rd-ranked offence and 24th-ranked power play. Then, instead of taking home-grown winger Hunter Shinkaruk at No. 22, the Flames opted for QMJHL winger Emile Poirier. The Canucks chose Shinkaruk at No. 24 and his WHL season was limited to five goals in 18 games before hip surgery. Poirier had 43 goals and 129 points with Gatineau — including a league-leading eight shorthanded goals — and then four points in his first two games with the Abbotsford Heat. He also had added a goal in three AHL playoff games and signed an entry-level deal with the Flames. Shinkaruk will probably need another year of seasoning before challenging for a Canucks roster spot.

The Flames also selected Morgan Klimchuk with the 28th overall pick in 2013 and the Regina Pats winger had 30 goals and 74 points in 57 games and played four games with the Heat.

“John understands the quality of player I like and is a good judge of talent,” said Benning. “The difference between teams in the NHL is the job they do in the rinks with scouting. To me, there are two types of players — those who will play with in the NHL and those you can win with in the NHL.”

Weisbrod was drafted in the fourth round by the Minnesota North Stars in 1987, but the Syosset, N.Y., native made his first mark in the NBA. As general manager of the Orlando Magic, he fired Doc Rivers and moved the disgruntled Tracy McGrady in a seven-player swap with the Houston Rockets. It led to written death threats from fans.

ALWAYS SOUNDED LIKE LIDSTER

Canucks coach Willie Desjardins wouldn’t confirm it Monday, but he made it sound like the hiring of Doug Lidster as an assistant coach was imminent. The former Vancouver defenceman — who served as an assistant to Desjardins with the Calder Cup champion Texas Stars — even reportedly admitted it later in the day. Then the Canucks finally confirmed it.

Glen Gulutzan was expected to be retained as the other assistant, but that has yet to be confirmed.

Lidster, 53, played nine seasons with the Canucks and the Kamloops native had 75 goals and 343 points in 897 games with the Canucks, New York Rangers, St. Louis Blues and Dallas Stars. The former NHL blueliner was also an assistant coach with the Canadian national women’s team.

“If it works out, it’s a real good fit,” Desjardins had said earlier of Lidster. “I respect him as a coach and he’s played at a high level. We talked about it today and we’ll make some decisions real quick and we’re getting really close on it. All that stuff is in the works.”

SHINKARUK TRADE, WHAT TRADE?

One of the popular theories is that winger Hunter Shinkaruk was going to be packaged if the Canucks could get the first overall pick from the Florida Panthers at the draft last month. In reality, it wasn’t going to happen, according to Benning.

“It was all speculation and I don’t know where that came from,” said the Canucks’ general manager. “We were never looking to actively trade Hunter. This stuff gets started out there and it’s not true.”

Said Shinkaruk: “I definitely did hear about it with Twitter these days, but it’s the profession I’ve chosen and my name is going to come up in trade talk (speculation) no matter how good it goes.”
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The curious nature of those affected in the reshaping of the Vancouver Canucks extends 3,700 kilometres.

The future will be on display Monday when a prospects camp opens at UBC, but last Wednesday’s signing of unrestricted free agent winger Radim Vrbata had a here-and-now impact in Montreal. That’s where Alex Burrows trains in the offseason, and he immediately knew what he’ll be up against in the battle to keep patrolling the wing on a line with Henrik and Daniel Sedin.

SURVEY: HOW ARE YOU FEELING ABOUT VANCOUVER'S PRO SPORTS TEAMS?

After all, the right-shot Vrbata, who has a two-year, $10-million-US contract, is a perfect fit for the creative symmetry of the first line. But any line needs both skill and will elements, and Burrows has a book on Vrbata. They were QMJHL teammates with the Shawinigan Cataractes in the 2000-01 season where Vrbata put up 56 goals and 120 points in 55 games to place sixth in league scoring.

Burrows had 16 goals and 30 points as the junior powerhouse went 54-10-6-2 before losing in the conference final. Fast forward to today, and Burrows knows this much: Vrbata has had a 35-goal NHL season, is coming off 20 with the defensive-minded Arizona Coyotes and will aid a top-six mix in the absence of the traded Ryan Kesler.

“We go way back, and it seems like it’s gone full circle for us,” Burrows said of Vrbata.

“He’s got great skills and it’s going to be good. He brings a lot of speed and has really good poise with the puck and is able to find the back of the net.

“He works extremely hard and is a good power-play and shootout guy. He’s the kind of player we’ve needed.”

That’s exactly what was often said of Burrows, especially after he hit a career-high 35 goals with the Sedins in 2009-10, followed by respectable 26- and 28-goal campaigns.

However, with three injuries last season and just five goals in 49 games — including 35 outings before finally scoring after he fractured a foot in the season opener — the meagre return on the first year of a four-year, $18-million extension raised eyebrows.

Especially when Burrows had pocketed $6 million last season to start the front-loaded deal. A broken jaw in his 17th game didn’t help, but Burrows would strike for four goals and eight points during a five-game span in March. Then he broke a thumb.

And now at age 33, Burrows has to prove to new general manager Jim Benning and new coach Willie Desjardins that he can return to being an agitating net-front presence who’s willing to set screens, deflect pucks and deposit rebounds.

He should get some help in that department with projected third-line winger Derek Dorsett, but how the second line shapes up will be a major camp curiosity. Nick Bonino will be the centre with Burrows on one wing — unless he unseats Vrbata — but how the re-signed Zack Kassian, still maturing Nicklas Jensen and Chris Higgins project is worth watching, because the Canucks have a surplus of forwards.

“I’m really excited because it’s a fresh start for everyone and you want a team where everybody pushes each other to be better and compete for jobs,” said Burrows. “It’s going to be interesting. I want to show what I can do and log some good minutes and start having some good games.

“For me at this point of my career, it’s about winning games and getting to the playoffs. We’re in a tough division and a tough conference, but if we can stay healthy and have 20 guys buying into Willie’s game plan and get good goaltending, you can compete with the best teams in the West.”

The Canucks went 1-8-2 in Pacific Division road games last season and were outscored 35-14. Part of their unravelling were crucial 1-0 road losses to the Coyotes on Jan. 18 and March 4.

“The last couple of years, it’s been more important for me to make the young guys feel comfortable and our leadership group will be really important,” added Burrows. “We all have to push for the same goal. Our new management knows we need to get younger and we have some good prospects pushing for jobs and that’s exciting. But we still have a veteran group that wants to win and you need that good mix. I think it’s looking good.”

That’s what you’d expect Burrows to say. The Canucks are better equipped than they were a week ago to get back to the playoffs, with the free-agent signings of Vrbata and goalie Ryan Miller, but they’re still not in the skill and size class of division behemoths. Trying to retool on the fly and return to the postseason is a double-edged sword for Benning, but if Miller can steal wins and Vrbata can flaunt his shootout skills — he’s fourth in career shootout goals, with 35 — the Canucks can at least push for a wild-card spot.

“We have a lot of guys who want to play better than they did last year,” stressed Burrows. “I’ve heard a lot of good things about Willie in that he’s an honest guy who knows his hockey and knows what system we need to play. I’m looking forward to it.”

bkuzma@theprovince.com

twitter.com/benkuzma

Prospects camp: Three to see

1. Dane Fox, 20, C/LW, Erie (OHL) G: 64, A: 43, Pts. 107, PIM: 122. Skinny: The 64-goal question: How will eye-popping junior stats play out at the next level where he needs an all-around game? Snubbed in successive NHL drafts for off-ice issues and a checkered OHL career, wants to prove critics wrong, be a Dave Bolland 2.0.

2. Bo Horvat, 19, C, London (OHL) G: 30, A: 44, Pts. 74, PIM: 36. Skinny: Where is his head at? Had five goals, 11 points in nine games as Knights lost in the second round of OHL playoffs. Ninth overall pick in 2013 NHL draft, then did zip in three Mem Cup losses and now sees a Canucks roster loaded down the middle. London calling?

3. Ben Hutton, 21, D, University of Maine G: 15, A: 14, Pts. 29 PIM: 8. Skinny: The next fifth-round find after Kevin Bieksa (2001) and Frank Corrado (2011)? Drafted in 2012, the 6-foot-3 defenceman led all NCAA blueliners with 15 goals in 35 games, a school record, including nine on the power play. A hard wrist shot often finds the net.
Gallagher: Vey to fill a vital role for Canucks

New centre will be leaned on for crucial puck-possession role on faceoffs
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The acquisition of Linden Vey, right, has created a ripple effect through the Canucks roster, as several prospects will be wondering what their roles will be.
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With Vancouver general manager Jim Benning saying he’s pretty much done this summer and the team is set to start the season with its present roster, Vancouver hockey fans had best hope the new guy has pulled off one of the great steals in team history when he lifted Linden Vey from the L.A. Kings for just a second-round draft choice.

While the club’s prospects were certainly helped by the signing of Radim Vrbata this week, particularly if he does develop some chemistry with the Sedins or is able to aid the Swedish brothers in getting back somewhere near the form we are used to seeing, Vey is almost certain to be a vital member of the Canucks.

With luck, they already have the Wakaw, Sask., native signed for the upcoming season and are just waiting to announce his deal, because if his agent is bright enough to figure out the strength of his client’s position, he’s likely to drive a lot harder bargain than did Zack Kassian’s compliant rep.

By virtue of the Ryan Kesler deal and Jordan Schroeder’s departure, Vey has become the only right handed centre available for those crucial defensive zone faceoffs, which will be occurring to the right of Ryan Miller when the club is trying to protect a lead or a deadlock at critical points in hockey games.

Unless you’re going to throw Kassian, Vrbata or Jannik Hansen into that kind of a pressure situation, Vey is the man — which is a pretty nice position to be in for a guy who has been undergoing some very slow cooking since he led the Western League in scoring in 2010-11, a year he would have been eligible to play in the AHL.

Since then he has spent the majority of another three years in the AHL with the Kings farm team in Manchester after being taken in the fourth round of the 2009 draft, and in 18 games with the Kings this past season he managed five assists but no goals.

He didn’t get a sniff of the ice in the playoffs and the Kings decided they had to off-load him or risk losing him in the waiver draft, so turned him over to a divisional rival for a virtual lottery ticket, which either shows how little they think of Vey or how little they think of the Canucks.

Vey’s virtual guarantee of becoming one of the club’s centres leaves at least a couple of Canucks wondering what their roles might be. If you give Henrik Sedin the top centre spot and Nick Bonino the second-line job, the latter already stated bluntly by Benning who clearly has very set ideas of what he wants his team to look like, then you’re left asking some questions.

What is to become of Bo Horvat? Is he destined for another endless season playing for nothing in London, because he’s not eligible to go to Utica yet? But he doesn’t fit the profile of a fourth-line centre and the only way around it is to play Vey on the wing somewhere and trot him out for centre duty on those draws at the crucial times, which is a lot to ask of a guy who will still be a rookie.

Shawn Matthias and Brad Richardson are both hanging around as strong candidates for that role as fourth-line centre, so Horvat either plays third-line centre, starts his career out of position — hardly the way to develop your young talent — or he goes stir-crazy in junior.

The fact Richardson is comfortable on the wing makes things a little easier, but there’s no question with Vey in like Flynn, there’s a possible logjam and it’s not looking terribly good for the young players period.

For sure, Brendan Gaunce would now have to make it as a winger, and that would be a miracle. And unless Nicklas Jensen lights it up pretty early, it seems most of the top six wing spots are spoken for if Burrows and Kassian are to flank Bonino on the second line.

Now once a season gets going, injuries will kind of thin out the picture a little bit, so there is some depth both up front and on the back with the re-signing of Yannik Weber and Luca Sbisa coming in. But it’s the quality of this depth which has to be a concern.

After all, you’re not in the Northwest division anymore, the group of death the Canucks find themselves in nowadays, the exact opposite of the rollicking good times they used to enjoy when paired with Edmonton, Calgary and the then-lame Minny and Colorado franchises.

If the Canucks are to make the playoffs, some guys are really going to have to step forward, Vey foremost among them.

tgallagher@theprovince.com

twitter.com/tg_gman
Willes: You can't fix a team's problems with a chequebook
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Can Radim Vrbata be the hero for the Canucks that Luongo never was?
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Before an emergency meeting of the parade committee is convened, let's take a look at the teams which were most active during the NHL's free-agent feeding frenzy.

The Florida Panthers were like a Kardashian sister on two-for-one day at Nieman-Marcus. The Panthers, in no particular order, added Dave Bolland, Jussi Jokinen, Willie Mitchell, Shawn Thornton, Al Montoya and Derek McKenzie. Those six players will represent just under $17 million in cap space next season. Then again, Jokinen did score those 21 goals last season.

Not to be outdone, the Buffalo Sabres signed Matt Moulson, Brian Gionta, Cody McCormick, Andrej Mezsaros and Marcus Foligno in addition to picking up Josh Gorges’ salary from Montreal. The cost for those five players? Around $20 million on next year’s payroll.

From there, we move to a group that didn't quite reach the Panthers-Sabres' level but still had a high old time of it this week. Washington added Matt Niskanen, Brooks Orpik and Justin Peters. The Islanders signed Nikolai Kulemin and Mikhail Grabovski, Cory Conacher and some other spare parts. Calgary's take was Derek Engelland, Jonas Hiller and Mason Raymond. New Jersey picked up Mike Cammalleri and Marty Havlat in addition to re-signing Stephen Gionta and Steve Bernier.

As for your Vancouver Canucks, they'll have $11 million tied up next season in Ryan Miller and Radim "The Dream" Vrbata as well as three depth players for the organization.

Now, here's our question. Look at those teams that were spending like sailors on shore leave and see if you can identify a common denominator. The clock's ticking. The music is playing for Final Jeopardy. OK, time's up.

Did anyone come up with the right answer? That's right. Roughly none (zero) of those teams made the playoffs last season.

The NHL's silly season is drawing to a close and, while it again provided no end of entertainment, it reinforced the one hard and irrefutable fact about free agency: You can't fix your team's problems with a chequebook. True, many tried, and they've created some level of excitement in their respective markets. We also acknowledge some of those teams had to spend to get up to the salary floor.

But when the NHL reconvenes in the fall, those teams will be looking at their lineup and their payroll and asking themselves, 'What were we thinking?' Or maybe you truly believe Benoit Pouliot — who's never scored more than 16 goals a year in eight NHL seasons — is worth five years and $20 million.

If history has taught us anything, it's taught us free agency is a criminally inefficient way to rebuild your team. If you're lucky, you're already a playoff team that can add a helpful piece or pieces (see Tampa and Brian Boyle, Anton Stralman and Evgeni Nabokov). If you're extremely lucky, maybe you can hit that one home run (see St. Louis and Paul Stastny) which changes your team. 

But when you look at the cost, the quality of the available players and the risk factor associated with each, chasing free agents is a desperate, ultimately futile, course of action.

The best organizations have already answered their big questions and have ready-made solutions to the smaller ones. Off the top we told you about Florida, Buffalo, Washington, the Islanders, Calgary, New Jersey and Vancouver. By way of comparison, contrast their week with the moves made by the NHL's resident powers. Los Angeles added Adam Cracknell and someone named David Van Der Gulik. Total outlay: $1.1 million. Chicago rolled the dice on Brad Richards, but at one year and $2 million, that's a pretty cheap roll. 

Anaheim and Dallas, meanwhile, were able to make deals for Ryan Kesler and Jason Spezza respectively because a) they fit in their payroll and b) they could afford to part with young assets. Those are two big pieces to add, two potential game-changers, but both the Ducks and Stars are still loaded with good young players.

That's a consequence of drafting well. Maybe one day the Canucks will be in that position.

OK, it's a little different in the East, which lacks a clearly defined power structure. But Boston wasn't very active in the market, nor was Montreal. The Bruins and Habs, in fact, lost some key pieces but didn't try to replace them in free agency. Instead, they will look within to replace a Jarome Iginla or Gorges or Thomas Vanek.

This brings us back to the Canucks. To be sure, they filled two gaping holes in their lineup without getting tied to absurdly long contracts. But what's the best-case scenario for the locals? Miller shores up the goaltending, Vrbata chips in with 25 goals and the Canucks are respectable next season. Unless you believe they're just a couple of moves away from competing with the Kings and Hawks — and we should all be so optimistic — that's about the best you can hope for.

That isn't a reflection on new GM Jim Benning, who impressed in his first real test on the job.

It is, however, a reflection of the mess he inherited.

No, Miller and Vrbata aren't going to make the Canucks a winner over the long term. That will only come if Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk, Jake Virtanen and some of their other prospects develop into legitimate impact players.

Then the Canucks can start dealing from a position of strength. Then, to use a phrase which has become part of hockey's vernacular, they don't have to chase the game. That's when you know this team has arrived.

Radim Vrbata, after all, can't be the answer to their problems. If he is, the Canucks are in better shape than they appear to be.

ewilles@theprovince.com

twitter.com/WillesOnSports
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Chris Tanev signed his second-straight one-year deal with the Canucks on Saturday &#8212; for $2 million, far below his value on the open market &#8212; and is still three years away from being an unrestricted free agent.
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Chris Tanev got his new contract but still isn’t feeling the love from the Vancouver Canucks.

Vancouver signed Tanev, who established himself as a top-four defenceman last season averaging 20:44 in 64 games, to a bargain-basement $2-million, one-year deal.

The signing came hours before the deadline to file for salary arbitration.

There was a feeling from Tanev’s side that $2 million would be his ceiling in an arbitration award because he’s not a big-time producer in measurable stats like points. But it’s sure nowhere near what the 24-year-old would get on the open market.

The key statistic in arbitration for defensive defencemen, however, is time on ice, and there are two RFA D-men who’ve signed in the past year which are in Tanev’s wheelhouse.

Ottawa’s Jared Cowen, who has played 158 career games to Tanev’s 156, averaged 13 fewer seconds than Tanev this past year and put up 15 points — two fewer than Tanev. And he did it playing against weaker competition and with significantly more offensive zone starts.

The Senators signed Cowen in September to a four-year, $12.4-million contract.

Another comparable is Washington’s Karl Alzner, who averaged 12 fewer seconds and had one more point than Tanev last season.

He just finished the first year of a four-year, $11.2 million, albeit signed last offseason when he had played 100 more games than Tanev has now.

The Canucks never came close to offering those kinds of deals to Tanev.

It’s the same thing that happened last summer when Tanev agreed to a one-year, $1.5-million deal.

There are a couple of reasons there is frustration from the player’s side that a legitimate multi-year offer has never been tabled from the Canucks.

One is because Tanev remains three years away from unrestricted free-agent status, leaving the Canucks in control of most of the leverage until then.

And two, Tanev wasn’t drafted. He had other options when he signed as an undrafted free agent. He chose the Canucks because they had the most interest. But now, their perception is that the Canucks aren’t confident in Tanev. At least not confident enough to commit financially long-term.

Tanev’s top assets are his consistency and intelligence, colloquially known in the NHL as “hockey sense.”

The Canucks contend it’s difficult to quantify and they told Tanev they want to see a wider body of work, something GM Jim Benning acknowledged when explaining why the team wanted a one-year deal.

“He had a good season last year,” Benning said. “He had a couple of injuries along the way, but he kind of took the next step. He’s still a young player.

“We wanted to see another full season, another body of work this next season.

“If he has another good season, then we’ll try to lock him up long-term.”

As of now, Tanev’s side could pass on that, seemingly determined now to test free agency in three years. But lots can change before then.

Tanev’s signing was announced a day after Zack Kassian agreed to a two-year, $3.5-million deal, wrapping up what was one of the most furious nine days of transactions in Canucks history.

During that span, Benning has obviously initiated a new “get ‘er done” resolve in Vancouver, which earned a plodding, passive reputation under Mike Gillis.

As an example, the Tanev situation this summer is nearly identical to what it was last off-season, but under Gillis he wasn’t signed until Aug. 22. And both negotiations where led by assistant GM Laurence Gilman.

“I don’t know what their approach was before I got here,” Benning said. “I like to try to get things done so we know where we stand, and the players know where they stand, so they can concentrate on getting ready for the season and they don’t have things to worry about.”

The Tanev and Kassian signings leave the Canucks with $2.1 million in cap space and just RFA Linden Vey still to sign. Vey’s qualifying offer was $735,000.

That cap space will bump up to more than $3 million when the Canucks work out the Jacob Markstrom situation. It’s believed Markstrom, who wants to play in the NHL with his $1.2 million cap hit, asked for the Canucks to trade him if they can after the Ryan Miller signing.

The Canucks have explored trades and there is interest from at least three teams.

“That situation could work itself out over the summer,” Benning said. “The teams that are interested may have to move out another guy.

“We’re exploring that for Jacob. But if that doesn’t happen, Jacob comes to camp. He has a good attitude. He understands the situation.

“Look at Minnesota last year. They went through about five goalies.”

jbotchford@theprovince.com
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Radim Vrbata, right, picked the Canucks out of his numerous suitors partly because he would get the chance to play with Henrik Sedin, left, and his brother Daniel.
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No wonder Radim Vrbata passed up on longer-term offers to sign with Vancouver.

Not only does he get to join the Canucks and get paid $5 million a year to do it, he gets membership into an exclusive club.

Well, it’s actually not all that exclusive.

It seems every winger the Canucks bring in gets promised a spot with the Sedins at some point.

Go down the list — and it’s a long one — and it includes Jan Bulis, Pavol Demitra, Mikael Samuelsson, Steve Bernier, Taylor Pyatt and even Zack Kassian. And more.

It’s become a rite of passage in the Lower Mainland. And for many of those guys, it’s felt like a hazing.

Vrbata is the latest player enticed to Vancouver, at least partly, with a sugar-plum pledge that he could be the next winger who gets the coveted role of riding saddlecar with the twins.

Vancouver GM Jim Benning, who has yet to run into a question he doesn’t answer openly and honestly, admitted he was chasing Vrbata because he believes his right-handed shot and adoration for shooting pucks is a fit with 22 and 33.

“He’s smart, and he can jump into the hole,” said Benning. “I think he’ll fit in with them given his skill set.

“At the end of the day, the coach will make that decision, but I think he’s a good fit.”

The numbers back Benning up. The Sedins could use a shooter with a right-handed shot, especially on their power play.

With his 263 shots, Vrbata was 11th in the NHL. His ten power play goals tied him for 13th. This is promising.

Many have been hoping that Kassian, the Canucks’ best young forward, would get his chance to play with the twins, after scoring 13 even-strength goals, third on the team. He did it playing in a defensive, third-line role for most of the season, and most impressively, with Brad Richardson as his centre.

Vrbata, by the way, scored 10 even-strength goals last year.

But Kassian is again going to have to get back in line.

For the past four years, riding shotgun with the Sedins has been Alex Burrows territory.

In a four-season stretch from 2009-10 to 2012-13 he averaged 30 goals over 82 games. It earned him, and he did earn it, that four-year, $18 million contract he’s one season into.

After he signed it, however, he had a season nightmares are made of. His foot broke on the first game, then he had his jaw broken. As if that wasn’t enough, he suffered a sprained hand and then hurt his knee at the world championship.

When he was healthy, he played like he had a fanny pack filled with black cats, broken mirrors and chain letters he failed to respond to.

He got in 49 games, firing 104 shots on net, but scored just five goals with a ridiculously low 4.8 shooting percentage.

He will not repeat that performance. But can he ever score 20-25 goals again if he’s not playing with the Sedins?

We may soon find out.

“We want to have scoring depth, and if we can move Alex from our first line to our second line, it makes our second line better,” Benning said. “We have (Nick) Bonino, who had 22 goals last year. I don’t know what the coach is thinking on the other side, whether it’s going to be (Zack) Kassian or (Jannik) Hansen.

“That will be up to him to decide.

“But I think now, we have depth at the forward positions where every line can contribute in the scoring, and that’s one of the things we set out to do.”

Benning said his focus now moves on to signing his restricted free agents, Kassian, Chris Tanev, Linden Vey and Yannick Weber.

“We’re probably going to go into the season with this team,” Benning said. “We’re going to see where we stand and go from there.”

The Canucks did lose Mike Santorelli, who signed a one-year, $1.5-million deal in Toronto.

Benning said he made a choice between Vrbata and Santorelli and the team wasn’t likely ever going to sign both.

“We were in contact with his agent throughout the whole process,” Benning said. “We just felt Radim was a more consistent scorer, and he’s done it over a longer period of time.”

NOTE: The Canucks announced they signed Utica defenceman Alex Biega.

jbotchford@theprovince.com

twitter.com/@botchford
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Phoenix Coyotes' Radim Vrbata (17), of the Czech Republic, scores against Vancouver Canucks' Roberto Luongo during the shootout in an NHL hockey game on Tuesday, Nov. 5, 2013, in Glendale, Ariz.
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VANCOUVER — Long before the wheels came off and they drove into the ditch of mediocrity, the Vancouver Canucks had an opportunity to steer themselves in a safer direction last season.

With some level of effectiveness in the shootout, they could have at least made it more interesting after the NHL trade deadline instead of their slow crawl along the shoulder of their highway to hell as rivals easily whizzed by.

It was bad enough that the Canucks couldn’t score — they couldn’t do much in the shootout to bag an extra point here or there. But we should have known. John Tortorella often showed his disgust for the skills show, and just when the Canucks needed to start stringing some wins together to keep pace in the Pacific Division, he went off again in early January.

“It should be out of the league,” said Tortorella. “That gimmick should be out of the league.”

It’s not. And Tortorella isn’t coaching here anymore.

Maybe that’s why the Canucks actually practised the shootout for 10 minutes the very day Torts took issue with the shootout. He even suggested pulling his goalie in overtime. As much as the Canucks landed unrestricted free agent right winger Radim Vrbata on Wednesday — signing the former 35-goal scorer to a two-year, $10-million US contract to help stimulate the 28th-ranked offence and 26th-ranked power play as a projected linemate for Henrik and Daniel Sedin — his shootout statistics are eye-popping.

He went 5-for-12 last season for the Arizona Coyotes and was 4-for-7 on the road, where points are always tougher to garner. More important, Vrbata, 33, is tied with Pavel Datsyuk for fourth in career shootout goals with 35.

He’ll be ‘Radim the Dream’ if he scores regularly with one of his many shootout moves. And if he does what Alex Burrows and even Anson Carter did in collecting 35 and 33 goals respectively in riding shotgun with the Sedins, nobody is going to mention the money. As for the shootout, how did the wizardry come to be?

“I don’t know,” Vrbata laughed during a Thursday conference call.

“I don’t want to change anything because those shootout points are big points. When I look at the situation in Phoenix last year, we missed the playoffs by two points. Two more shootout wins and we’re probably in. I’ve had success and hopefully it will continue. You just have your go-to moves and I just try to react to the goalie and try to be patient.”

Canucks general manager Jim Benning knew what Vrbata could bring as a strong 5-on-5 presence, but was also sold on his shootout ability.

“The other thing, at the end, is he’s good in shootouts,” said the Canucks general manager. “He’s going to help us in that area.”

The only Canuck to score more than one shootout goal last season was Mike Santorelli (2-for-8). Daniel Sedin and Zack Kassian went 0-for-4 while Chris Higgins was 1-for-8, Ryan Kesler 1-for-7 and Alex Burrows — who was 6-for-10 in 2011-12 — was just 1-for-5.

The Canucks ranked 20th last season in the shootout, getting just five wins from a dozen opportunities. Newcomer Nick Bonino should help, too: the centre went 3-for-8 for the Anaheim Ducks last season.

It stands to reason that Ryan Miller should backstop more victories and that if the Canucks will actually practise and execute better in the shootout, it should keep them in the drive for at least a wild-card playoff position. And having a chance to play with the Sedins as a vital right-shot presence is not lost on the Czech Republic native. Ten of his 20 goals last season came on the Coyotes’ fourth-ranked power play. No wonder nine teams were in the bidding for Vrbata, with one even offering more term.

“I was looking for a good fit, to play on a good team with good players and felt like this was the best choice for me,” stressed Vrbata. “A chance to play with the Sedins and being in an offensive position is something I really like. Coming from a team that was more defensive minded and structured helped my defensive game. But you play with the Sedins, you will get your chances and the way they play — it suits my game. They like to get open and that’s something I like, too.”

The 6-foot-1, 194-pound Vrbata has 215 goals and 464 points in 792 career NHL games with Arizona, Tampa Bay, Chicago, Carolina and Colorado. What he doesn’t have, outside of three QMJHL seasons, is NHL experience in a hockey-mad Canadian market. Kick-starting the club here comes with opportunity and intense media observation.

Just ask the departed Roberto Luongo or Ryan Kesler.

“It’s going to be a big change coming from Phoenix, and I understand that,” said Vrbata. “I’m just going to try to be myself and come in with humbleness and play the best I can. I played three years of junior in Canada, and I know how passionate people are about hockey.”

Vrbata is in a good place, and is far removed from the 2008-09 season when he left the Lightning in December of that campaign. He had signed a three-year, $9-million contract in the summer of 2008, but chose to return to his native Czech Republic because his confidence was low, scoring only three goals in 18 games. He had bigger concerns weighing on him and played the rest of that season in his native country before returning to North America ahead of the 2009-10 season. A trade was worked out and Vrbata headed to the Coyotes.

“It was a bad situation,” he said. “My wife (Petra) had a high-risk pregnancy, and it was best at the time to go back to Czech and have the child and figure out things after. It’s different now.”

A lot different. And a lot more exciting.

bkuzma@theprovince.com
Kassian’s strong finish earns him a bump in pay and a shot at the top six

By Jason Botchford, The ProvinceJuly 5, 2014
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Zack Kassian skates last month at the inaugural Probert Classic, a fundraiser for cardiac care in Windsor, Ont.
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The Vancouver Canucks kept up their torrid pace of transactions by announcing Friday that restricted free agents Zack Kassian and Yannick Weber have signed.

Kassian got a two-year, $3.5-million deal and depth defenceman Weber got himself a one-year, one-way, $850,000 contract.

The Kassian contract is about $1 million more, in total, than the Canucks had set out to pay. But he made that money in the last six weeks of the season when he led the team in scoring while playing on the Canucks’ third line with Brad Richardson and David Booth.

“I thought as a line, right before the Olympic break we were playing well, but after it we seemed to get the bounces,” Kassian said.

“I was playing with more confidence. I definitely felt like I started to come into my own.

“To be successful in this league, you need people you can read off of and feed off of.

“I think our line complemented each other very nicely.”

Booth is gone now after his buyout, and Vancouver general manager Jim Benning said he’s expecting Kassian to take the next step in his development, which essentially means he’s looking to him to earn a top-six role.

Kassian deserves that opportunity after putting up 12 points in the Canucks’ final 17 games, driving even-strength offence.

His 14 goals on the season were fourth on the team, and 13 of those were scored at even strength.

He only saw 51 minutes of power-play time the entire year. Even Jannik Hansen saw more ice time with the man advantage.

For his development, Kassian needs to be used on the power play -- something that would help him significantly as he looks to improve his goal totals and hit 20 for the first time as a pro.

Kassian was not put in a lot offensive situations last year, as only 43 per cent of his zone starts came in the the opponent’s end. Obviously, that would change if he’s slotted into a top six role.

Benning said he thinks the Canucks’ second line will include Alex Burrows and Nick Bonino, while both Hansen and Kassian will have to fight over the third slot.

A Burrows-Kassian combo is intriguing, as Kassian has some playmaking abilities that could work nicely with Burrows, a former 30-goal guy.

The target for Kassian should be 20 goals, which may not be as easy as it sounds. His shooting percentage last season was 15.4 per cent, a number that isn’t likely sustainable and suggests he was rather fortunate to score 14.

But Kassian can help himself if he’s more aggressive in shooting the puck. His 91 shots last year were 12th on the team, tied with Mike Santorelli. But Kassian played 73 games and Santorelli just 49.

This is the No. 1 area where Kassian has to improve, even if it’s not something he picked out when asked where he wants to get better.

“I want to improve everything,” Kassian said.

“I wanted to come home and work on my strength. I wanted to be stronger. And the game is so quick.

“You want to be quick to be able to jump through holes and battle along the boards.”

Weber played 49 games last year and put up 10 points. He is seen by the team as an ideal 7th or 8th defenceman who can fill in on the power play or the penalty kill when needed.

jbotchford@theprovince.com
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Botchford: Nice work Jim, but playoffs still a long-shot for Canucks

Jim Benning has made some good moves but the Vancouver Canucks are still 50/1 to win the Stanley Cup

By Jason Botchford, The ProvinceJuly 3, 2014
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Vancouver Canucks' goalie Ryan Miller listens during a news conference after he signed a three-year contract with the NHL hockey team in Vancouver, B.C., on Tuesday July 1, 2014.
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Vancouver Canucks general manager Jim Benning has been gutsy and decisive.

He cut the Ryan Kesler melodrama off at the knees, probably because he knew it was far worse than anyone else did.

He got another player to waive his no-trade clause, and turned a defenceman with chronic groin issues into Linden Vey, a 22-year-old playmaking centre who has impressed in the minors and has promise.

On the first day of free agency, Benning signed the best goalie on the market. On the second day, he signed the best right-winger left, and one who is a better option here than Jarome Iginla.

So, Trader Jim does have a plan. 

But deciphering that plan right about now is akin to taking a random cloud and trying to figure out which Disney character it resembles.

The Canucks are supposed to be getting younger, but signed Ryan Miller, an about-to-be 34-year-old who will take a lot of playing time away from one of their best young players, Eddie Lack.

On Wednesday, the Canucks signed a 33-year-old winger, Radim Vrbata, who makes it more difficult for their best young forward, Zack Kassian, to get offensive opportunities while crowding things up for Nicklas Jensen.

And as the roster sits, this team probably isn’t good enough to make the playoffs in the West.

Anaheim, St. Louis, Chicago and L.A. are presumed to be locks. It’s difficult to see Minnesota or San Jose sliding and missing the playoffs. And then there are Colorado and Dallas, which both made the post-season last year and have improved since.

The Canucks’ stated goal is to make the playoffs annually, and it’s why they went all-in on Miller and paid top dollar for Vrbata.

But even if Miller handles Vancouver wonderfully and puts in an impressive season, and Vrbata excels with the Sedins, they remain a good second line away from realistically being in any conversation other than the ones about “bubble teams.”

Las Vegas has the Canucks at 50/1 to win the Stanley Cup, which is 18th among the 30 teams and behind the Toronto Maple Leafs, who are at 45/1. 

It sounds about right.

With a Sedin bounce-back, that defence and Miller, the team is not going to be bad enough to tank without John Tortorella pulling them down the sewer with his choke collar.

It leaves Benning’s team at risk of drifting into the dreaded NHL limbo, where you miss the playoffs, get the No. 10-to-14 overall draft pick, and risk spinning your wheels without significantly improving.

More troubling, especially in Vancouver, as of now, the Canucks don’t look like a team that will make losing fun.

When Benning was asked on TEAM 1040 Tuesday where the goals were going to come from, he said the team was going to play “cleaner” in its own end.

It’s not quite that bleak, though. 

Kassian showed last season he is capable of pushing offence, and is on the verge of doing some pretty great things on the ice, as long as he gets power play and top-six ice time.

Jensen showed a glimpse last year, but with Vrbata and without injuries he doesn’t have a clear path into an offensive role on this team.

It is a team that was third last in goals last year and you’re going to hear a lot about how they will try to “score by committee” this season.

The Canucks just don’t have the horses for Willie Desjardins to play the uptempo style that was promised by this regime.

jbotchford@theprovince.com

twitter.com/botchford
Gallagher: Canucks take pop-gun offence into Western Conference arms race

They&#8217;ve acquired a No. 1 goalie, possibly alienated the other, all the while failing to upgrade their offence
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“Make no mistake, there is a full-blown arms race of centre icemen going on in the Western Conference.”

Those words were uttered by Sportsnet analyst Billy Jaffe shortly after the announcement that Jason Spezza had been dealt to the Dallas Stars, and the comment — repeated often by many — was more than underlined less than an hour later when Paul Stastny stayed in the conference, signing with St. Louis after the Blues had missed out on the former Ottawa centre.

With the California teams all having at least two tremendous front-line centres and Chicago boasting a Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews combo, which has proven to be more than compensatory for having a two-centre punch, the Stars and Blues are now in similar shape to push for a Western title as this arms race leaves some teams behind.

And guess which team is fading rapidly into the rear-view mirror?

With Ryan Kesler having joined the Anaheim Ducks in last weekend’s trade, the Canucks are left with a top centre who is 33 years old and anything but physical to match up against all these great centres the team will be playing throughout this next season.

No wonder the Canucks are interested in augmenting their goaltending ranks. Given the barrage they may well be facing, it may not be a bad idea, as many Vancouver games this year are likely to resemble a replay of the Alamo, with the incoming Western teams in the role of the Mexican army and the Canucks wearing coonskin caps.

Now it’s not like the Canucks are as bad as a team that signed Mason Raymond to play in the West for $3.1 per year and Deryk Engelland at $2.9M per — both for three seasons — something the Flames did Tuesday for reasons known only to themselves. But when you look at the prospects for Vancouver fans in this immediate future, unless there are some very pleasant surprises at training camp or they can use their remain cap space creatively on the trade market, the prospects for excitement at Rogers Arena this year are remote.

The defensive pose this roster strikes with the emphasis on the back end while Nick Bonino acts for the moment at least on paper as the No. 2 centre simply doesn’t auger well for much entertainment.

Consider this team finished tied for 28th in goals-for last year and since then they have lost their top scorer in Kesler and their top scoring defenceman in Jason Garrison. And in their stead, they added a centre who got 20 of his 49 points on the power play playing with Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry.

This is extremely unlikely to happen on the Vancouver power play given the Sedins are both left-handed shots — the same as Bonino — whereas the chemistry in Anaheim was developed with the two right handed shooting all-stars.

Where this management group thinks the offence is coming from with this team is a total mystery at this point.

Miller is no doubt an on paper upgrade in goal over Lack, nobody would argue that. And nobody would argue that despite this arms race of centres in the West the goaltending position isn’t the most important on the ice on any team. But at this stage in his career, playing on the West Coast with all its attendant travel at his age, is the difference between Miller and Lack great enough to make it worthwhile sacrificing $6 million in cap space for the next three years after this team just got out from paying a goalie big money long-term?

What’s difficult to understand about paying Miller this much money is who were the teams out there that would have matched this kind of a deal for him? Out of whose clutches did the $6 million per the Canucks spent steal their prize goalie, particularly given he made no secret of the fact he wanted to be on the West Coast?

Meanwhile, Lack certainly has to be feeling knocked right out of the picture, a pretty tough blow for a guy who recovered from hip surgery and in his first year back took the job from Roberto Luongo.

Whether it was their intent or not, Canuck management sent him a clear sign they have very little confidence in his ability to hold the job long term. Miller is No. 1 for three years guaranteed given the money he’s making, and with Thatcher Demko drafted and the new goalie of the future, Lack has to be thinking he needs out of this organization if he wants to be a starter.

This may not be a goalie graveyard in that they all keep playing the game when they leave, but neither is it a health spa for them, either.

tgallagher@theprovince.com

twitter.com/tg_gman

Jim Benning was working as hard as his peers Tuesday. Probably harder because it was far from a normal shift.

No holiday for the Vancouver Canucks general manager on the first day of free agency. More like a mixture of satisfaction and some level of angst. He was able to address one of his needs by signing unrestricted free agent goaltender Ryan Miller, 33, to a three-year, $18 million US contract, but he couldn’t get Jarome Iginla or any other free-agent winger to say yes to a team that missed the playoffs yet still thinks it’s good enough to get back there. That’s telling.

Vancouver Canucks' goalie Ryan Miller, left, shakes hands with general manager Jim Benning as they stand for photos during a news conference after Miller signed a three-year contract with the NHL hockey team in Vancouver, B.C., on Tuesday July 1, 2014. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Darryl Dyck ORG XMIT: VCRD102

Iginla, 37, agreed to a three-year, $16 million deal with the youthful and fast-rising Colorado Avalanche. Benning had other irons in the fire Tuesday but they had yet to heat up, so he went back to work after a new conference to announce Miller.

“We were close on a couple of occasions,” said Benning. “As soon as I’m done here, we’re going to get back and we’re going to work all day. We’re still in on some things to add scoring and if it doesn’t happen today, maybe it’s the secondary market in the next few days or a week. We still want to add. When I took the job, I said we’re going to do everything we can to make this team be a success and win.

Jim Benning

“I think I’ve done that and we’re going to keep working hard to do that. We were in on it (Iginla) and I can tell you that. I was in Boston last year and Jarome had a very good season (30 goals, 61 points) but he made a decision that he thought was the best for him and his family. So, we have to move to who we think the next player who is going to help us.”

That list of available wingers has dwindled.

There’s the likes of Radim Vrbata, 33, who had 20 goals and 51 points with the Arizona Coyotes last season and earned $3 million. There’s also the well-travelled Dustin Penner, 31, who had 14 goals and 35 points between the Anaheim Ducks and Washington Capitals and pocketed $2 million. That’s because Matt Moulson went to the Buffalo Sabres (5 years, $25 million), Thomas Vanek was signed by the Minnesota Wild (3 years, $19.5 million), and Mike Cammalleri chose the New Jersey Devils (5 years, $25 million).

Vrbata.jpeg.1

By trading away their leading scorer in Ryan Kesler and leading point-getting on the back end in Jason Garrison, there’s a dire need for somebody to kick-start the 26th-ranked offence and 28th ranked power play. A compliance buyout of David Booth opened up cap space and projecting the inconsistent Zack Kassian as a top-six winger aren’t the answers. The Canucks had $18 million in cap space and while Miller eats up $6 million, signing the trio of restricted free agents in Chris Tanev, Kassian and Linden Vey could eat up another $7 million ans leave about $5 million to chase a name of some note.

Another problem is convincing free agents to come to Vancouver. The pledge is to get back to the playoffs but a roster thin on skill makes that a tough sell. It’s why Iginla chose the Avalanche, but Benning believes the reputation of the Canucks isn’t muddied by last season.

CALGARY, CANADA - APRIL 9: X #xx of the Calgary Flames skates against X #xx of the Vancouver Canucks on April 9, 2011 at the Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. (Photo by Gerry Thomas/NHLI via Getty Images)

“People realize last year wasn’t a typical year for the team,” he said of the club missing the playoffs for the first time since 2008 and firing general manager Mike Gillis and coaches John Tortorella and Mike Sullivan. “There were injuries and with whatever happened with some of the players’ confidence and other stuff. We’re all going to be on the same page this year. We have a goal, to be competitive and make the playoffs every year.

“We’re going to look at everything. There are still some free agents we’re interested in to add some scoring.”

bkuzma@theprovince.com

 twitter.com/benkuzma

Mirtle: Maple Leafs still trying to recapture magic of lone recent playoff berth  

James Mirtle 

TORONTO — The Globe and Mail

Published Tuesday, Jul. 01 2014, 8:10 PM EDT 

Last updated Tuesday, Jul. 01 2014, 11:09 PM EDT 

49 comments  

51 

32 

19 

0 

 Print /

License 

 AA 

First the Toronto Maple Leafs swung a minor deal for Matt Frattin.

Less than an hour later, GM Dave Nonis had signed Leo Komarov to an eyebrow-raising four-year, $11.8-million deal.

In addition to signing vet defenceman Stephane Robidas, that was the sum total of the Leafs day on July 1, one that was aimed at regaining the “compete level” that Nonis and coach Randy Carlyle have been mourning for the last eight months.
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Ottawa Senators' Jason Spezza wears eye black during practice for the Heritage Classic NHL game at B.C. Place stadium in Vancouver, B.C., on Saturday March 1, 2014.   
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With the Frattin and Komarov moves, in particular, it was fairly clear: The Leafs want to get the band back together again, returning two players that played a role in getting them to the playoffs for the only time in the last decade.

“The compete level that we had two [seasons] ago, I think was at or near the top of the league,” Nonis said on Tuesday evening, after a day where several of his fellow GMs went bananas on a weak free agent crop. “We got more out of our players – the coaches did, the players themselves did in terms of pushing each other – than we did last year. No question about it.

“Some of the players that were here [for that run] will help us get that back. Or [in Robidas’s case] have a history of doing that. That was a focus for us.”

It became almost a season-long focus last year, as the Leafs couldn’t seem to pull out of a tailspin that ultimately claimed their season, this idea of getting back to what they had been in 2012-13.

Because the Leafs made the playoffs for the first time in nine years and because they gave the Boston Bruins a run for their money in the first round, sparking a party around the city often chided for “planning the parade,” that team has taken on sort of mythic status for some of those who work for, support or cover the team.

What is rarely mentioned is that that group became progressively worse as that lockout-shortened half season went along, getting outplayed and hemmed in its own zone more and more as the months wore on and the system issues sunk in.

The 2012-13 Leafs outshot their opponents 29.9 to 28.6 in January but were outshot by six per game in February, five per game in March and a ridiculous 10.5 per game in April prior to that fateful series with the Bruins.

They had several great games against Boston; they had a lot of lousy ones against everyone else.

It’s forgotten now, but they very nearly frittered away that playoff berth, too. If not for James Reimer’s .930 save percentage and Phil Kessel’s 18 points in 12 games, the Leafs’ April of 2013 would have been remembered for yet another ugly collapse instead of the month where they finally clinched a long-awaited playoff spot.

(And that doesn’t even get into that team’s extremely high shooting percentage, which was doomed to regress had the season been longer than 48 games.)

The Leafs brass doesn’t see that team that way. Instead, they’re doubling down on the idea that they can get back to what they seemed to be: a tight team that played harder than last year’s group – and not simply a fortunate team that bonded over that good fortune.

That said, the players they’ve added over the past few days aren’t the kind of cap disasters many other teams committed to on Tuesday.

Robidas may be 37, but he is a proven veteran who up until last season was playing top pairing minutes and, if healthy, will help this team.

“He’s a heart and soul kind of a player,” Nonis said. “He’s a player that at the end of every year you can look back and say he’s given you everything he had.”

Komarov, meanwhile, can kill penalties quite well, add a pest element and, along with Frattin – who quickly signed for two years at only a $800,000 cap hit after the trade from Columbus – brings more speed to a group of bottom six forwards that badly needed an overhaul.

Nonis wanted Komarov back so badly that he even flew to Europe to explain to him how integral he was to his vision of the team.

“We wanted to make sure that he knew … he was the no. 1 priority for us of that group [of similar players in free agency],” Nonis said. “I made the decision to spend some time with him as quickly as possible and laid that out so he knew that he wasn’t just a fourth line guy who [would be] playing six minutes a night.”

So all three players, along with fellow newcomer Roman Polak, will help, in one way or another, even if the term and the dollars are a little high. (And they always are on July 1.)

But as far as getting the band back together, the whole process feels a little like adding two maraca shakers and calling it a day when the rest of the orchestra is in need of a major overhaul.

It was in 2012-13, no matter how it’s remembered. It was even more so last season, after losing more integral pieces than Frattin and Komarov. And it remains that way now.

The good news in all this is the Leafs didn’t make any major mistakes on Tuesday (like signing Dave Bolland to a huge contract) and they still have another $7-million or so to add another couple bodies.

Nonis said he expects to target at least one more forward in free agency or trade with those dollars, and there’s a chance he finds another bargain like Mason Raymond a year ago.

The bad news?

This is an organization still obsessed in becoming what they were in that one half-season – even after last year and 82 games showed that that really isn’t the way to go.

Tuesday, Jul. 01, 2014 2:11PM EDT

Maple Leafs sign Stephane Robidas, Leo Komarov

JAMES MIRTLE

The Toronto Maple Leafs makeover of their blueline continues.

Leafs GM Dave Nonis signed defenceman Stephane Robidas to a three-year deal in the opening two hours of free agency on Tuesday, giving him $3-million a season.

Robidas may be 37 and coming off of two significant leg injuries, but he had a good season last year split between Dallas and Anaheim and will help the Leafs defensively provided he’s healthy.

Monday, Jun. 30, 2014 1:05PM EDT

Maple Leafs buy out Tim Gleason, rejected by Josh Gorges

JAMES MIRTLE

Add another name to the Toronto Maple Leafs lengthy list of players tossed on the scrap heap.

And another name of a player who doesn’t want to play for the Leafs.

The Leafs put defenceman Tim Gleason on unconditional waivers on Monday afternoon in order to buy out his contract. Because Toronto had already used its two compliance buyouts on Mike Komisarek and Mikhail Grabovski last year, Gleason’s will be what’s known as a regular-course buyout and put a charge against the Leafs cap for the next four years.
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It’s not always the case that a general manager is positively beaming after the draft.

A lot can go wrong. It’s a long and draining night and your player can get taken or a trade can fall through. You can have designs on moving up or down and it can come apart at the seams when other teams get involved.
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Samuel Bennett pulls on a Calgary Flames sweater after being chosen fourth overall during the first round of the NHL hockey draft, Friday, June 27, 2014, in Philadelphia.   
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But Dave Nonis was more than happy after Friday’s first round, where his Toronto Maple Leafs took Swedish centre William Nylander eighth overall to the surprise of many in the hockey world.

They didn’t go big or North American, as tends to be their reputation, despite the fact previous high picks were used on Nazem Kadri and Morgan Rielly.

But they got the player they wanted.

“We’re very happy with the pick,” Nonis said. “Thrilled with it. Whether or not he’s here in short order or not will be up to him and our coaching staff.”

That’s probably a long shot, but that doesn’t mean this was a poor bet. In a draft several GMs described as one of the weakest they’d seen in the lead up, the smart play was to seek out high-end skill and hope the rough edges can be massaged in time.

It’s probably a little extreme to call Nylander a gamble, but there’s certainly some risk involved. Years in advance of Friday, he had been pegged to go as high as the top three, but fears over his size (he’s listed at 5-foot-11 and about 175 pounds) and offence-first game kept him in the second tier behind the so-called Big Four of Aaron Ekblad, Sam Reinhart, Leon Draisaitl and Sam Bennett.

The Leafs, however, knew that he would slip going in and had targeted both Nylander and pint-sized Danish sniper Nikolaj Ehlers as their best bets to add skill despite not being able to move up.

Both were available at their pick – Ehlers went ninth to Winnipeg – and that made life simple.

Had neither been available, Nonis said that they would have traded down to a later pick.

“He might be the most skilled player in this draft,” Nonis said of Nylander. “In terms of being safe, I don’t think it’s a risky pick. One issue for him was his size but he’s grown a lot in the last 12 months. If you watched him a year ago and look at him now, he’s taller, he’s thicker.

“There’s a lot of work left to do for him, but in terms of foot speed, puck skills and ability to shoot the puck, he’s got all those down right now. It’s going to be about hard work and getting stronger and prepared to play against North American men. He’s already played in a men’s league in Sweden – he’s not a kid that’s been playing junior. He’s played in the elite league against pretty highly skilled and strong players already which I think bodes well for us and probably for his transition to North America.”

“I think every aspect of the game can be improved,” Nylander said of where he needs to develop. “There's nothing single that I try to work on. It's everything.”

What’s interesting on that front is Nylander – whose father, Michael, had a 900-plus game NHL career that included time with Leafs president Brendan Shanahan with the New York Rangers – can play anywhere Nonis and Co. choose next season.

Because he’s a European free agent, he’s eligible to play in the Canadian junior leagues, the AHL, the NHL or back in Sweden’s top league, meaning development-wise, they’ll have options based on how he shows in camp.

Nonis sounded skeptical but hopeful when assessing Nylander’s chances of making an immediate impact with the Leafs, who have some tough decisions to make at the position this off-season.

“He’ll definitely have a chance to make our team – he’ll be given that opportunity,” Nonis said. “I really don’t care how skilled you are, it’s really difficult to make the NHL as an 18-year-old. I think it’d be a long shot for him to do that but he’s going to be given that opportunity.

“If he’s good enough to stick and contribute then we would keep him. If not, we’ll decide at that point if he’ll play in North America or go back to Sweden and play in the elite league.”

Where Nylander really convinced Nonis of the pick was during the under-18 tournament in Finland in the spring. The young Swede emerged as the star of the event with a pile of points and some highlight-reel plays, including a strong showing against the American and Canadian teams that specifically targeted him for some punishment.

The Leafs wanted to see how he stood up to that kind of physical play – which he will see plenty of in the NHL – and came away impressed.

“One of the things we were looking for was if he was going to shrink a little and that wasn’t a factor at all,” Nonis explained. “He played as hard against the U.S. and Canada as anyone else. I think he was trying to prove a point that he’s not going to be a kid that’s going to be intimidated.”

Asked to explain Nylander’s game in a word, Nonis came up with “electrifying,” which isn’t half bad given some of the alternatives.

This is an organization where culture change, compete, leadership and Stanley Cup rings have been heralded as the be all and end all of what they need, but the Leafs most desperate need is for high-end skill.

That Nylander has in spades – and the rest can be developed.

He’s no sure thing like some of the kids that went ahead of him on Friday, but picking eighth, that certainty was never going to be there. At least this bet is one with the potential to pay off in a big way.

“He has NHL speed, NHL hands, an NHL shot right now,” Nonis said. “It’s whether or not the rest of his game can catch up… It may take him a month to acclimate, it may take him over a year – I don’t know that. But the skillset is very high end. I’m sure you guys [in the media] have seen some of the clips of him and those highlights happen regularly.

“He’ll be a very exciting player for our fans.”

Mirtle: Next two weeks full of possibility, peril for Maple Leafs  
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It’s the time of year when general managers can make their biggest impact, changing their roster dramatically in the span of a couple of weeks.

Sometimes for the better, as Jim Nill did in Dallas a year ago to help the Stars back into the playoffs in a difficult Western Conference. And sometimes not.
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Montreal Canadiens left wing Thomas Vanek warms up before playing against the Phoenix Coyotes at Jobing.com Arena.   
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You can put the Toronto Maple Leafs in the latter camp. They didn’t have a great late-June and early-July a year ago, and that set them up for the failure that eventually came late in the regular season.

Useful players were let go for nothing, or were bought out. With money tight, David Clarkson was the only big-ticket free-agent addition, acquired on cap-killing seven-year deal.

And the Leafs two biggest weaknesses – on the blueline and at centre – weren’t properly addressed, even with the addition of veteran centreman Dave Bolland.

Those mistakes were so colossal and costly that they overshadowed what GM Dave Nonis did well, such as landing goaltender Jonathan Bernier and keeping the cost of his restricted free agents down.

The bad decisions outweigh the good pretty quickly when you’re dealing with a competitive market for players and the salary cap, especially when management’s vision for the roster is vague.

So here we are, 12 months later, and the Leafs’ needs are remarkably similar to what they were a year ago.

They’re not good enough down the middle, even if they somehow find a way to bring Bolland back at a reasonable number. (Don’t bet on that.)

They’re not deep enough on the blueline, even if rumours that Dion Phaneuf is being dangled as trade bait prove false.

The Leafs appear to be muddling along, stuck somewhere between being in contention or into a rebuild. New president Brendan Shanahan has stated multiple times he doesn’t view this as a tear-down rebuild, but if it’s not that, then what is it?

They could go young, rely on Morgan Rielly and others as the foundation, and aim to contend a couple years from now.

Or they might attempt to kick-start things right now, in these next two weeks – like the Stars did – and find a way to climb back into postseason contention.

Both are options. The key will be picking one.

One difference between this year and last is Toronto can create some cap space to pull off meaningful moves. If the Leafs pass on Bolland and fill their fourth line with inexpensive but useful players from the minor-league Marlies, the team could have roughly $13-million (all figures U.S.) to commit to a solid centre, a top-four defenceman, two depth forwards and a backup goaltender.

If they buy out veteran defenceman Tim Gleason, who has two years remaining on his deal and struggled to earn his $4-million cap hit down the stretch, that would give them up to $16-million to spend.

Add in potential trades of restricted free agents James Reimer and Cody Franson – likely the top two candidates to be moved – and this could be a substantially different team come the fall.

Will it be a better one?

That won’t be easy. It’ll require a change in style by head coach Randy Carlyle and his three yet-to-be-named assistants to rebuild the clearly dysfunctional system. It’ll also require that Bernier duplicate what was a dream first full season until his injury.

But a lot of this will also be on management, as this is a roster with glaring holes and they can’t afford to get bogged down by a search for intangibles when what the Leafs truly need is talent. Shanahan and company have to identify a path, make the right bets and address the problem areas, a great deal of which can be done in the next two weeks culminating with the beginning of free agency on July 1.

The Leafs whiffed on that front last year, in several keys ways, not the least of which was overrating the team they had coming off an unexpected playoff berth in a charmed half-season after the lockout.

That shouldn’t be an issue now, not after the disastrous way things ended in April. But the road to contention remains long and perilous for this group.

They can’t afford many more mistakes like those of 2013.
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Add Mike Santorelli to the pile of centres vying for ice time on the Toronto Maple Leafs next season.

Leafs GM Dave Nonis made a bargain buy of the former Vancouver Canucks centre on Thursday, giving the 28-year-old a one-year, $1.5-million deal. Santorelli had a breakthrough season in Vancouver after making the team out of camp, posting 28 points in 49 games before a season-ending shoulder injury.
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He also had a 20-goal, 41-point season with the Panthers earlier in his career but ran into injury problems that have plagued his career.

Santorelli will now compete with Peter Holland and Petri Kontiola as depth down the middle.
Maple Leafs: Brendan Shanahan tells prospects NHL jobs are up for grabs

President sends message at summer camp that team is happy with free-agent signings and is looking to build from within.
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William Nylander, Toronto's first-round pick in this year's draft, will be fighting for a job with the Maple Leafs this year.
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William Nylander, Toronto's first-round pick in this year's draft, will be fighting for a job with the Maple Leafs this year. 

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Wed Jul 09 2014 

Maple Leafs president Brendan Shanahan brought his message of change — which is really a message of hope — to the 29 prospects the team invited to its summer camp on Wednesday.

The message that the likes of William Nylander and Frederik Gauthier heard was that NHL jobs are available this winter.

The message that the fans should take away: the team got most of what it wanted in free agency, that the holes in the lineup are there on purpose and this team is to be built from within.

“It was a goal of ours to leave some holes, to create some competition for jobs,” said Shanahan. “We want our young players, the guys who are out there at this camp, and some of the guys with the Marlies, to have job opportunities. 

“We want to create internal pressure that there are jobs to be had here.”

There are, indeed, holes in the roster after the team that finished well out of a playoff spot decided to grab mostly role players when the free agency period opened July 1.

Nylander, a speedy and talented 18-year-old winger, will get a long look as the team’s top pick in the June draft.

“It’s something that you like to hear,” Nylander said of Shanahan’s message. “You know they’re watching everything you do. You have to be (ready) every time you’re on the ice and in the gym and everything else.

“Nothing that can be decided now. Just work as hard as I can and see what happens.”

The defensively sound Gauthier, a hulking centre who was the team’s top pick last year, sounds confident that his year in junior was worth it. 

“I want to make the NHL,” said Gauthier. “That’s my primary goal. We’ll see what happens.”

Shanahan defended the team’s moves since the draft, saying outside of Dave Bolland, the team got every player it was after: gritty winger Leo Komarov, veteran defenceman Stephane Robidas, former Canucks forward Mike Santorelli and versatile Finn Petri Kontiola.

“On June 30, (coach) Randy Carlyle and I were having dinner with Stephane Robidas and (GM) Dave Nonis was flying back from having dinner with Leo (Komarov) in Finland,” said Shanahan. “These were not Plan Bs. These were guys we targeted and were thrilled to get.

“It was strategic, it was disciplined. We’ve got players we really like at the right numbers. We have cap space to do something if we want to going forward.”

A cynic might say the Leafs did very little — some big names moved that day for big dollars — because they didn’t have to. The Eastern Conference is particularly weak, and the teams that finished ahead of Toronto, including the New York Rangers, Montreal and Boston, all took steps backwards that day.

“You’re overthinking it,” said Shanahan. “With all due respect to the players that were signed for big dollars, we looked at July 1 this year and decided we didn’t want to be too involved with those big signings. It was not our plan to be going after some of those guys.

“We identified some needs. We also know that rosters don’t have to be set on July1. Like I had said, it’s a bad habit to try to build your team on July 1 year after year. It’s not always a great day.”

The prospects finish camp on Friday. Most of them will reunite in September when rookie camp opens in London. (The notables who will be missing will be the ones going to U.S. colleges.) Shanahan’s message that the team will be built from within will ring even stronger then.

There are others at this camp who will get every chance at the main camp in September, including defencemen Viktor Loov and Tom Nilsson and forwards Connor Brown and Andreas Johnson. Some Marlies, too, will have liked that message, including defencemen Petter Granberg, Stuart Percy and Andrew MacWilliam.

“Brendan made it crystal clear that some of these players are going to be vital pieces, impact players on our team moving forward, and that we want to develop from within,” said Jim Hughes, director of player development. “We’ve been doing that for the past couple of years, but for Brendan to make that statement, and for the kids to hear his thoughts, philosophy, is very important for them. It’s a very positive message.”
Maple Leafs: Shanahan takes patient approach to changing team culture 

Ninety days into his new job as president of the Maple Leafs, Brendan Shanahan has been remarkably quiet, making only a few subtle changes to the organization. But it will take a lot longer than 90 days for the man to put his stamp on this team.
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MLSE CEO Tim Leiweke, left, introduces Brendan Shanahan as the Maple Leafs' new president during a news conference in April. Shanahan is preaching patience as he tries to turn the long-suffering Leafs into a winner. 
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MLSE CEO Tim Leiweke, left, introduces Brendan Shanahan as the Maple Leafs' new president during a news conference in April. Shanahan is preaching patience as he tries to turn the long-suffering Leafs into a winner. 

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Thu Jul 10 2014 

Tim Leiweke, the man in charge of Maple Leafs Sports and Entertainment, spends a lot of time talking about character and culture. 

The man Leiweke brought in to run the Maple Leafs — Brendan Shanahan — is, by all accounts, a man of character. But if Shanahan has done anything to change the culture of the Leafs, it has been in only subtle ways. But he’s just beginning.

Shanahan has officially spent 90 days as president of the Maple Leafs. As anyone in business will tell you, the first 90 days are incredibly important.

“It’s long enough to get oriented to the organization, and it’s long enough to establish your presence,” said Richard Powers, senior lecturer at the Rotman School of Business at the University of Toronto. “By 90 days, you know who you’re going to keep and who you’re going to jettison.

“It’s surprising he (Shanahan) has been so quiet.”

Aside from having a hand in the firing of three assistant coaches, Shanahan hasn’t made any significant personnel changes. In fact, it’s remarkable to some that he kept the front office — GM Dave Nonis, assistant GM Claude Loiselle and vice-president of hockey operations Dave Poulin — intact and even retained head coach Randy Carlyle.

When you start a new job, you normally have a three-month probationary period. When a new president takes over, you’re all on probation again. If you’ve survived this long, your job is safe.

It’s not that any of the jobs of Nonis and Co. are safe forever. But they’d appear to be safe for now.

“They bring him in with a big splash, and that was the last time we’ve heard from him,” says Powers.

Compare that to the pace of change a year ago that accompanied Leiweke’s early days as president of the entire organization. Gone quickly were Raptors president Bryan Colangelo, MLSE chief operating officer Tom Anselmi and Toronto FC head coach Kevin Payne.

Shanahan is taking a different tack in his approach to changing the culture of the team, one that preaches patience. 

“It comes to reading the situation,” says Jack Diller, a former president of both the New York Rangers and Nashville Predators. “Some presidents might do it (effect change) by persuasion. Some presidents may do it with a heavy hand. 

“There’s probably a couple of people he’s going to close the door and have it out with. The law of averages says there’s a couple of people who won’t want to get with the new program. And maybe there’s a lot of folks that view this is a tremendous opportunity to get with the new program.”

Shanahan, as president of the hockey team with arguably the biggest fan base in the world, is in the unenviable position of having to change a culture inside the business while convincing those who are fans of the business that he is doing it right.

“At every level, a president needs to embed their own values and beliefs into their employees,” says Eric MacIntosh, an associate professor of the business of sports at the University of Ottawa. “They’re the ones responsible for setting the vision.

“Shanahan has to deal with almost 50 years of having no success in Toronto. In that marketplace, it’s simply not enough to be okay or be mediocre.” 

Perhaps the hockey operations end of MLSE is different. A far older business than the basketball or soccer team, it’s one that has a history of spending money to fix mistakes, usually creating more mistakes in the process. It’s one closely associated with the words “sense of entitlement” for all the metaphorical statues built for its latest saviours. It’s one that does not talk a big game, largely beaten down by nearly half a century of failure.

People have tried to change it before, big names like Cliff Fletcher, Ken Dryden and Brian Burke. All spent like sailors on leave. 

Shanahan’s biggest chance to make a splash was July 1 with the start of free agency. He made barely a ripple, signing role players. 

That was his choice: don’t build a team through free agency, build from within. That’s something the Leafs have talked about but rarely ever done. Their best players of the last 35 years have come from outside, via trades or free agency: Doug Gilmour, Mats Sundin, Alex Mogilny, Curtis Joseph, Ed Belfour. 

Even as fans and pundits clamoured for more, Shanahan held fast in his beliefs, insisting as recently as Wednesday that July 1 is no way to build a team. He may have doubled down on a core of players who have collapsed late in the regular season in two of the last three years, perhaps assuring himself of a top pick next year. He may have shown faith in a group of young players who may learn this year what it takes to win.

Diller says it’s no easy task to change the way an organization as old as the Leafs thinks of itself internally or conducts its business.

“Any of the Original Six teams, it’s a bit like steering a battleship,” says Diller. “You turn the wheel, and if you’re lucky, three or four days later, the boat begins to move a little. You better make sure to see that it moves, because there’ll be a lot of people who tell you, ‘We don’t do it that way here,’ or ‘We’ve never done that before.’

“A new president will not simply take that as an answer. He’s there to put his stamp on it.”

And that takes longer than 90 days.

“To say he’s under a microscope in Toronto, with the challenges of the Leafs, is an understatement,” says George Smith, a Fellow in the Queen’s University School of Policy Studies. “The paradox is that everyone who really cares is in for the long haul, not for 90 days. He’s got to be careful he doesn’t go in and jump to conclusions and micromanage and intimidate people.

“The real test is not 90 days. The real test is what kind of foundation does he set up that leads to success at 180 (days) and 360 and 720. The real test will come next spring, or in two springs or three springs from now.”
Maple Leaf scouts love draft pick Viktor Loov

Defenceman Viktor Loov is the latest in a long line of late-round long shots who could pay off for the Leafs.
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Viktor Loov, a seventh-round draft choice of the Leafs in 2012, has drawn rave reviews from Jim Hughes, Toronto's director of player development. 
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Viktor Loov, a seventh-round draft choice of the Leafs in 2012, has drawn rave reviews from Jim Hughes, Toronto's director of player development. 

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Tue Jul 08 2014 

If there is anyone with first-hand insight into top Maple Leafs draft pick William Nylander, it’s his Modo teammate and fellow Toronto prospect Viktor Loov.

“Nylander is good, I would say he is one of the most skilled players to ever come from Sweden,” Loov, a defenceman, said of Nylander. “He is a good skater, good with the stick, good offensively.”

The two are among 29 players in Toronto this week for the team’s prospects camp, where they learn nutrition, receive media training and get on the ice for drills.

When cameras are allowed in on Wednesday, Nylander is sure to draw a lot of attention. But it’s Loov (pronounced Love) who is getting a lot of the buzz.

“Loov is very talented,” said Jim Hughes, the team’s director of player development who is running the prospect camp this week. “He’s graceful on his skates. A big body that plays physical. He’s looking for open-ice hits. He moves the puck, but what separates him is his skating ability. 

“He skates on top of the ice. He doesn’t lose any traction. He gains speed. He’s got great power, great explosion, great acceleration. It makes everything in his game easier because his skating is so strong.”

Loov is the latest in what’s becoming a long line of late-round long shots who are paying off for the Leafs. The credit goes to the team’s European scout, Thommie Bergman, who always seems to uncover a gem at the NHL draft. 

And over the years, on his recommendations, the Leafs have drafted: 

•Anton Stralman, a seventh-round pick in 2005 who has played 394 career NHL games and just cashed in with Tampa on a free-agent deal. 

•Leo Komarov, a sixth-round pick in 2006, who is returning to the Leafs this season. 

•Carl Gunnarsson, a seventh-round pick in 2007 who was just traded to St. Louis after 304 games in a Leafs jersey.

More recently, there was Petter Granberg, a fourth-rounder from 2010 who got into one game last season and could well make the leap next season. This year, it’s Loov, a seventh-rounder from 2012, who’s getting the love.

It was GM Dave Nonis who dropped Loov’s name — a sure sign the team thinks highly of him — at the draft in Philadelphia when talking about openings on the blue line. 

“Oh, I’m not good enough for the NHL yet,” said Loov, with typical Swedish humility. “I don’t know what’s going to happen in September. All I want to do is get better with my skating, with my skills, so I will be ready.”

Loov has been in town since May, getting to know the city and meet a few of his future teammates. He’ll stay through the team’s rookie camp in London and main camp in September.

What happens after that depends on what kind of camp Loov has.

At 6-foot-2 and 194 pounds, Loov likens his game to that of Alexander Edler of the Vancouver Canucks, an all-around defender but not someone who is flashy.

“I am a team-first guy,” said Loov. “If the coach wants me to skate with the puck, I will skate with the puck. If he wants me to hit, I will hit. Whatever the coach wants.”

The Leafs have streamlined their camp this year, down to 29 players from 40 or so. There is less work on ice, more work in classroom-type settings. The players are largely from the last three draft classes as well as undrafted players invited for a close-up look.

“We expect a high workload,” said Hughes. “We’re looking for guys that have a passion for the game. 

“We’re asking people to elevate their game and challenge themselves and make themselves better.”

Here’s a look at who’s here and what the team expects they’ll take away from the experience.

FIRST YEAR

Draft picks from 2014: William Nylander, Rinat Valiev, J.J. Piccinich, Dakota Joshua, Nolan Vesay, Pierre Engvall.

Invitees: Cody Doneghey, Kayle Doeztel, Jack Flinn, Jeremie Fraser, Matthew Mancina, Zachary Pryzbek, Dorian Saeftel, Sven Senteler, Samuel Vigneault.

Hughes’ view: “They’re starting to develop relationships with the player-development people, the coaching staff of the Marlies, and meeting our management team. They get to know the people, they get acquainted with the facility. They spend quality time with Anthony Bezla in terms of strength and conditioning. They all spend quality time with Barbara Underhill with power skating. It’s these relationships that are being built. It’s the resources we have they can start to tap into.”

SECOND YEAR

Draft picks from 2013: Frederik Gauthier, Carter Verhaeghe, Fabrice Herzog, Antoine Bibeau, Andreas Johnson.

Hughes’ view: “You can never hear these messages enough, the teaching, the learning that’s going on. That whole draft class, they’re astute people. We give them constant reminders, refocusing-type messages. It’s just constant reinforcement in terms of what it’s going to take for each one of these guys to maximize all of their abilities. We’re talking physical and mental.”

THIRD YEAR

Draft picks from 2011, 2012: Matt Finn, Dominic Toninato, Connor Brown, Ryan Rupert, Viktor Loov, Tony Cameranesi, Tom Nilsson.

Invitee: Matt Rupert.

Hughes’ view: “They’ll graduate from this program and they’ll move on. Connor Brown is in a different phase than the guys who were just drafted. The urgency is greater than the younger kids. We expect more from them. They need to be the leaders. Some of these guys will be on our AHL team next year. They’re at a different point.”
Maple Leafs: Kings strong at centre; Toronto isn’t

The L.A. Kings proved on their way to the Stanley Cup that strength at centre — the Leafs’ biggest weakness — matters.
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The San Jose Sharks are reportedly willing to move veteran centre Joe Thornton, but the Leafs may be reluctant to bite because of his age.
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The San Jose Sharks are reportedly willing to move veteran centre Joe Thornton, but the Leafs may be reluctant to bite because of his age. 

By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter,  Published on Wed Jul 02 2014 

If the NHL is a copycat league, then the Maple Leafs may well be copying the wrong cats.

Because if the Los Angeles Kings proved one thing on their way to the Stanley Cup, it’s that strength at centre matters.

And centre continues to be the Leafs’ one glaring weakness.

Consider the Kings: Anze Kopitar (6-foot-3, 224 pounds), Jeff Carter (6-foot-4, 212 pounds), Jarret Stoll (6-foot-1, 213 pounds), Mike Richards (5-11, 196) and Trevor Lewis (6-1, 198). Five centres, four lines, and they come at you in waves, as the Sharks, Ducks, Blackhawks and Rangers can testify.

Richards — who could be a No. 2 centre on most teams in the NHL — was a No. 4 in the playoffs.

The Kings owe Richards another $29 million until 2020 and could have bought him out to save $5.75 million a year on the salary cap, but chose to keep him.

Why? Well, one reason is that he’d just end up on some other team, maybe a rival. And centres are simply too valuable. Good ones win faceoffs, the first step in possessing the puck in a league where possessing the puck is key. They lead offences. They’re the forward relied upon most on defence.

If they’re big, they’ll knock a guy off the puck. If they’re crafty, they’ll get it back some in some sly manner. If they’re all that and fast and they’re not on your team, you’re in trouble.

Teams that took note: 

•Dallas, adding Jason Spezza via a trade to give them a decent 1-2 punch with Tyler Seguin.

•Anaheim, adding Ryan Kesler via a trade, to give someone them to play behind Ryan Getzlaf.

•Chicago, adding Brad Richards as a third centre behind Jonathan Toews and Patrick Sharp.

•St. Louis, signing Paul Stastny from Colorado to become the No. 1 with the Blues, ahead of David Backes.

It’s worth noting that those moves all came in the Western Conference, where teams know they’ll have to battle L.A. to get through to the final.

But even in the East, the best teams have top centres: Boston (David Krejci, Patrice Bergeron); Pittsburgh (Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin).

What did the Leafs do? Well, they didn’t get Spezza, Kesler, Brad Richards or Stastny. They lost Dave Bolland. They missed the boat on Brian Boyle and Dominic Moore.

At one point, there was a belief that No. 1 centres were simply not available. That’s more myth than reality today, ever since the Flyers divested themselves of Carter and Mike Richards in 2011 and Boston moved Seguin last year.

It’s not that GM Dave Nonis didn’t try. There are reasons each of these players are not wearing Leaf jerseys. Ottawa was never trading Spezza inside the division. Brad Richards wanted to go to a winner. Ditto Kesler. 

More centres are available through trade: San Jose wants to get younger, so Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau are available. Carolina might be on the cusp of a rebuild, so Eric Staal could be on the move. All three have some variation of a no-trade clause.

It’s clear that free agents and other players who control their own destiny through no-trade clauses see the Leafs as anything but a contender.

But Nonis also has a particular view: He wants players to fit in to a particular age group — mid-20s — so the core can grow together. Stastny fit that, but $7 million a year was too much in Nonis’s mind.

The Leafs, in the meantime, have two centres who have played at least one full season: Tyler Bozak and Nazem Kadri. Both are talented, but both could use help. Bozak would be better suited as the checking centre. Kadri could well evolve into a solid second-liner, but still has some maturing to do. 

Nonis talked up Peter Holland, who has been up and down with the AHL, as someone who could fill a role. 

In terms of prospects, the team likes Sam Carrick as a bottom-six forward. Greg McKegg and Frederik Gauthier aren’t ready.

There were still centres on the open market Wednesday, including Jay McClement and Trevor Smith. 

But the list is thinning.
Bolts sign veteran free-agent forward Morrow

Brenden Morrow, who signed a one-year deal with the Lightning, spent last season with St. Louis, scoring 13 goals and 25 points in 71 games.  
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning dipped back into the free agency pool Friday to land a veteran forward, signing Brenden Morrow to a one-year deal worth $1.55 million.

The Lightning also re-signed restricted free agents Richard Panik and Philippe Paradis to one-year, two-way contracts.

Morrow, 35, served as captain of the Dallas Stars from 2006-2013, when he was dealt to Pittsburgh at the trade deadline. Morrow spent last season with St. Louis, scoring 13 goals and 25 points in 71 games. In 921 career games, Morrow has 262 goals, 567 points and 1,298 penalty minutes and is a plus-108.

Morrow becomes the elder statesman among a group of young Lightning forwards, including as many as nine younger than 25 when the season begins.

“I think it’s a young team that is coming into their own in the next couple of years, so their window of where they are going to be expected to have a championship season,’’ said Morrow, who participated in a charity game with Tyler Johnson on Friday.

“And they have great leadership and a coach that has won at every level. They are an exciting team. They are a hungry team, and I’m excited about the opportunity to play with this group.’’

A two-time 30-goal scorer, Morrow represented Canada at the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver, a team put together by Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman. The 6-foot, 205-pound left wing has scored at least 20 goals seven times in 15 seasons, most recently in 2010-11.

“He plays the game hard and he’ll be a real nice complement to the young group of players, him and Ryan Callahan,’’ Yzerman said. “We are looking to change our team a little bit, so I think he provides that with some more grit and hard-nosed play, as well as a ton of experience.’’

Panik, a second round pick in 2009, finished his 2013-14 rookie season with three goals and 13 points in 50 games. The 6-foot-2, 212-pound winger also represented Slovakia at the Olympics and World Championships.

Paradis, acquired from Chicago at the trade deadline in 2013, had six goals, 15 points and 118 penalty minutes in 56 games last season with Syracuse in the American Hockey League.
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TAMPA — The Lightning continued the summer signing season Thursday, re-signing Brett Connolly and adding depth at forward with Jerome Samson. Each player signed a one-year, two-way contract.

Connolly, 22, was a restricted free agent coming out of his entry-level contract and will have to clear waivers to be sent to the minors this season. He appeared in 68 games as a rookie in 2011-12 but has played in just 16 NHL games in the past two years.

He was a second-team AHL All-Star in 2012-13 after scoring 31 goals, and he finished last season with 21 goals and 57 points in 66 games.

He was called up to Tampa Bay last season when Steven Stamkos went down with a broken leg, but he was sent back to Syracuse after 11 games.

Samson, 26, spent six seasons in the Carolina Hurricanes’ system after signing as an undrafted free agent out of Moncton of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. He has appeared in 46 games with Carolina, getting two goals and seven assists.

The 6-foot, 195-pound right wing spent last season with AHL St. John’s (Winnipeg’s farm team), registering 27 goals and 56 points in 68 games. He added three goals and six points in 17 playoff games as St. John’s advanced to the Calder Cup final.

In 424 career games in the AHL, Samson has 160 goals and 336 points.

Erne surgery

Prospect RW Adam Erne had successful wrist surgery to repair a partially torn ligament, the team announced.

Erne, the team’s second-round pick in 2013, is expected to be out 6-8 weeks. That runs right into the start of Lightning rookie camp, which opens Sept. 11. Main training camp is scheduled to open Sept. 18 in Tampa.

Minor-league rules

The AHL Board of Governors approved three new rules for the 2014-15 season that likely will serve as a trial for future use in the NHL.

Overtime will expand from five minutes to seven minutes, with four minutes of 4-on-4 play followed by three minutes of 3-on-3.

If no winner is determined, a three-player shootout — currently utilized by the NHL — will be used.

Also, any player who loses his helmet is subject to a minor penalty unless that player immediately leaves the ice or places the helmet back on and secures the strap.

In an effort to reduce fighting, the AHL will assess a game misconduct for any player who receives two fighting majors in the same game or three major penalties.
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Tampa Bay Lightning prospect Adam Erne will undergo wrist surgery on Thursday, Erne announced via his official Twitter account Wednesday night.

Erne, the team’s second-round pick in 2013, was held out of skating drills at last week’s prospect development camp because of the wrist injury and flew to Cleveland for an examination at the Cleveland Clinic on Monday. After undergoing testing and evaluation, the surgery was recommended and will be performed by Dr. Tom Graham, who also performed the wrist surgery on goaltender Ben Bishop in May.

The extent of the injury and an exact time table for his recovery will not be determined until after the procedure is performed, though Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said the initial prognosis is Erne will need eight weeks unless more damage is discovered during the surgery. Rookies are scheduled to report for training camp on Sept. 11 and will participate in a rookie tournament in Nashville, along with Florida and Boston, before the Lightning open full training camp on Sept. 18

Erne, 19, completed his third season with Quebec in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League registering 21 goals and 62 points in 48 games. Erne also played in eight games with Syracuse of the American Hockey League at the conclusion of Quebec’s season, scoring a goal and four points.
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Free agent addition Anton Stralman sees his move to Tampa Bay as an opportunity to be a part of a franchise that is on the rise.  
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TAMPA — House hunting brought Anton Stralman to Tampa on Tuesday, but it was the direction of the Tampa Bay Lightning that lured him to town.

A week after signing a five-year free-agent deal worth $22.5 million, Stralman flew to Tampa with his wife and four children to search for a place for the family to live once they get settled into their new surroundings.

While the security of a five-year deal for his family factored into the decision after Stralman, 27, played for four teams in the past seven seasons, Stralman also sees an opportunity to be a part of a franchise that is on the rise in the eyes of many.

“I think this team is close to complete, honestly,” Stralman said. “The forwards have tremendous firepower and then you have the best scorer in the league (Steven Stamkos). You can’t ask for more. This team is very promising.

“It’s been real interesting the last few years. Steve Yzerman has done a great and tremendous job with it. And when you’re making your choice (as a free agent), you want to see progress and a team (moving) in a positive way. And I think this team has all those criteria. I’m really excited.’’

Stralman should also be excited about playing in a system instituted by the Lightning coaching staff that encourages defensemen to join the rush and help create offense. After trying to make it as more of an offensive defenseman, Stralman restructured his game the past three seasons with the Rangers. Under former Tampa Bay head coach John Tortorella, he learned to play a more structured game in his own end.

“It was a long process, a lot of ups and downs,’’ Stralman said. “I knew with the way my game was, that’s not going to work. I’m not going to be able to play. I’m not going to take (advantage of) this chance I was given. So, I worked hard and tried to really focus on that defensive part of my game and it took me a while.”

Now, after taking the step to being a reliable top four blue liner, he hopes to be able to round out his game.

“I was just dropping the offensive part, but now I’m really trying to find that offensive part of my game,” he said. “That’s been a struggle, but I will keep working on it because I don’t want to sacrifice anything from what I’ve been building on in my career.’’

Feaster returns

Former Lightning general manager Jay Feaster returned to the team this week, taking on the role of Executive Director of Community Hockey Development, four years after he was let go by the franchise.

“My family just loves it here,’’ Feaster said. “We spent 10 years here, we have great friends here that are still our friends to this day. This really is home.’’

After Feaster was fired as general manager of Calgary in December, he began talking to the Lightning about a possible return to the organization during the 10-year Stanley Cup anniversary weekend in March. After a few conversations, the groundwork was put in place for Feaster to return to the franchise he helped lead to a championship 2004.

“I’ve followed the team since I left, and followed it very closely after Jeff (Vinik) took over as owner,’’ Feaster said. “And I think he is the best owner of a team right now. I love the way he does his business. I love the fact that he hires the people and lets them do the job. He paints the waterfront for them but it’s their business for them to run.’’

Feaster will work to help grow the game at the youth, high school and even the adult level, working closely with area ice rinks to help expose hockey to those who want to try the sport or work toward playing hockey on a full-time basis.

Another signed

Tampa Bay re-signed restricted free agent C Cody Kunyk to a one-year, two-way contract on Tuesday.

Kunyk joined the Lightning in March after signing as a free agent out of the University of Alaska-Fairbanks and made his NHL debut in the regular season finale at Washington on April 13.

The Lightning also officially announced the signing of 26-year-old D Matt Corrente to a one-year, two-way contract.
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TAMPA — When Brian Boyle hit the free-agent market, he did his homework.

Boyle talked with former Rangers teammate Ryan Callahan to get the scoop on the Lightning, the team Callahan finished last season with after being traded in March.

After hearing rave reviews on the Lightning — not to mention living in Tampa — Boyle opted to join forces with Callahan once again and signed a three-year contract with Tampa Bay worth $6 million.

Boyle was on his honeymoon in Maui when he signed his new deal, and with wife Lauren Bedford, a model in consideration for the next Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue, hailing from Orlando, it didn’t take long to sign on the dotted line.

“It was always something I had my eye on if it came up, and me and my wife talked about it — if down the road, wouldn’t that be a nice place to play,’’ Boyle said. “Lucky for us, it happened two days later and we jumped on it.’’

There was plenty of interest from other teams — Boyle had an offer on the table from the Maple Leafs — to sign the 6-foot-7, 240-pound center who helped the Rangers reach the Stanley Cup finals last season.

But after the endorsement from Callahan and seeing the direction in which Tampa Bay seems to be heading as a franchise, Boyle left more money on the table to sign with the Lightning.

“He was telling me about how great the area is and how fun it is and with the group what to expect,’’ Boyle said. “He had a great time. He’s real excited and I’m real excited not only to play with Cally again, which is something that is going to be fun, but with a whole new scene. It’s tough to leave (New York). I have a lot of memories that mean a lot, but I’m excited for the change and Tampa looks good on paper right now, which is what a lot of people are saying.’’

Defenseman signed

Though the Lightning did not make an announcement, Tampa Bay signed D Matt Corrente, a deal Corrente announced via his personal Twitter account.

According to capgeek.com, it is a one-year, two-way deal that pays Corrente $550,000 at the NHL level and $125,000 in the American Hockey League.

The 26-year-old was a first-round pick of the Devils in 2006 and has appeared in 34 career games, all with New Jersey.

The 6-foot, 205-pound right-handed defenseman spent last season with Charlotte in the AHL, Carolina’s top affiliate.

Feaster returns

Tampa Bay officially announced the hiring of former general manager Jay Feaster to serve in a new role as executive director of community hockey development. The hiring was reported last week.

In his new role, Feaster — the GM when the Lightning won the 2004 Stanley Cup — will work with youth leagues, high school teams and local rinks to help boost participation and expand the team’s partnerships in the Tampa Bay area.

Feaster most recently worked as general manager for the Flames before he was fired in December.

Community Heroes

Lightning owner Jeff Vinik and wife Penny will continue the Community Hero program this season, with $50,000 being awarded at each home game to a locally nominated individual for his or her respective charitable endeavour.

The first nominating window opened on Monday and closes on Sept. 2. Fans can log on to www.tampabaylightning.com/heroes for information and to nominate somebody for an award.

For the first time, first-person nominations will be considered.

Lightning’s top pick receives high praise
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BRANDON — Shortly after Tampa Bay took defenseman Anthony DeAngelo with the 19th overall pick in last month’s NHL draft, the latest first-round selection from the Sarnia Sting chosen by the Lightning received a text message from another Sarnia alumni chosen by Tampa Bay in the first round — Steven Stamkos.

“He texted me right after the draft. Obviously he played for the Sting, so I thought that was nice,’’ DeAngelo said. “He just said he heard a lot of great things about me and he was looking forward to meeting me at camp and said congratulations. So that was a nice text.’’

DeAngelo brings an electric offensive style to his game — he led the Ontario Hockey League with 79 points in 51 games. With that type of offensive potential, it’s difficult not to envision DeAngelo slipping a puck across the ice into the shooting lane for Stamkos to step into and one-time a laser into the net.

“It’s fun to think about. All you have to do is slide the puck over and the chance is it might be going in,’’ DeAngelo said. “But for right now, I’m just going to try to keep getting better, work on my game and hopefully one day I can be doing that.’’

Some of those steps were taken over the weekend at the Lightning summer development camp. And while Tampa Bay had a fair share of notable prospects participate, DeAngelo did his best to stand out, particularly in the 3-on-3 tournament. He finished with six goals and 13 points as his team captured the championship.

“He’s a guy that controls the game from the back end and can really skate and can really move the puck,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “I think your first impression of him, the way he wears his equipment, the way he skates, and he’s a right-handed shot, it’s a good comparison to Dan Boyle. I don’t know if he’s going to turn into Dan Boyle, but we’d be thrilled if he did. But that’s who he reminds me of and the style of game that he has.’’

Some of those offensive skills stem from DeAngelo’s pre-teen days when he played forward, where he labeled himself as a two-way center in the mold of Mike Richards. But even as he twirled up and down the ice as a forward, his youth coach envisioned him as a defenseman. DeAngelo moved back to the blue line around the age of 11 and he’s never looked back.

DeAngelo also hopes to put behind him some of the controversy that followed him to the draft floor stemming from a pair of suspensions for comments/slurs directed at a teammate and an official. Since he heard his name called at the podium, the questions have followed him, and he understands why.

“I don’t really care what people say too much, but it is kind of annoying to answer it all the time,’’ DeAngelo said. “But at the same time I should be answering it, because people have a right to ask. I took responsibility for it and it’s not going to happen again. 

“So I’m looking forward to it when it’s all about positive hockey talk or whatever it’s going to be, not something that happened in the past.’’

Now, it’s all about what DeAngelo can accomplish in the future.

“He’s confident in his ability,’’ Lightning director of player personnel Stacy Roest said. “He protects the puck well, he doesn’t get rushed into making plays, which is hard to teach guys, and that comes with confidence. It was fun to watch him out there, and I thought he was good.’’

Champions crowned

Team Filppula captured the 3-on-3 championship by winning all six games. Jeff Costello (7 goals, 6 assists), Brendan O’Donnell (8G, 3A), Brayden Point (4G, 5A) and DeAngelo were joined by Dylan Blujus, who was added for the semifinal round after his team was eliminated. Blujus had the deciding shootout goal in the semifinal round.

Andrei Vasilevskiy finished with the top save percentage among goaltenders at .806, just ahead of camp invitee and Brandon native Clay Witt. O’Donnell, who is heading to North Dakota for his senior season, had the most goals with eight.

“The biggest thing you take away from this camp is you try to learn as much as you can,’’ O’Donnell said. “I’m going back to (school), then get ready for the season and gear down for my senior season. I try not to think about (turning pro). The biggest thing is my team and our goal is to win a national championship. And once I leave this camp, that is what my focus is going to be.’’
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Bolts fan’s boyhood dreams realized at camp

Goalie Clay Witt grew up in Brandon and his family had season tickets during the Bolts’ Cup run in 2004.  
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As the first player from Hillsborough County to wear a Lightning sweater, Clay Witt has been a popular figure during this week’s development camp in Brandon.  
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BRANDON — The visionary inside Lightning founder Phil Esposito once stated somebody born and raised in Florida would one day make it to the NHL.

Brandon native Clay Witt might be the first.

Witt, 22, is one of four goaltenders participating in the Lightning’s development camp this week at the Ice Sports Forum, the same rink at which Witt first started to skate and play hockey as an 8-year-old, the same rink he used to come to with his parents to watch the Lightning practice, the same rink in which his father’s company, Witt Fence Co., has an advertisement on the dasher boards as well as the Zamboni.

Though Witt, a free-agent invitee, intends to head back for his redshirt senior season at Northeastern University, the 6-foot-2, 200-pounder is a solid pro prospect after a strong season as a junior.

In 32 games, Witt went 17-12-3 with a 2.37 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage in his first full season as a starter and was named a finalist for the inaugural Mike Richter award as the top goaltender in college hockey.

“He’s there. He’s at the point where he’s able to take the step into pro hockey,’’ Lightning goaltending coach Frantz Jean said. “He had a very good year last year, so that gives you the indication that he’s able to dominate (in college) and that usually indicates that he’s ready to make the next step in his career.’’

That’s quite a step for a kid who grew up a Lightning fan near Bloomingdale High and started out playing in-line hockey as a 7-year-old before moving to ice skates a year later.

After a year on the ice, Witt convinced his parents that he wanted to become a goaltender and, unknowingly, a potential trail-blazing path was ignited.

“I don’t know if I would say I’m a pioneer. I’m just trying to get through the steps as far as you can,’’ said Witt, who graduated with a business degree and will begin working on his MBA in the fall.

The first step came after his eighth-grade year when Witt garnered attention while playing for travel teams in tournaments throughout North America and was recruited to play Junior B hockey with the South Boston Bruins in Marlboro, Mass., where he played for two seasons.

Witt then heard his name called during the United States Hockey League draft by Sioux Falls, where he played for two seasons and wound up being courted to play college hockey.

Witt hopes that next step takes him into the professional ranks, but for the time being he is enjoying the experience of being part of a camp run by a professional organization that just happens to be the same team he cheered for growing up, the same team he watched play in person during the 2004 Stanley Cup finals when he was 12.

“I don’t know if I would call it a dream moment. It’s something I expected after the season I had to be invited to a development camp,’’ Witt said. “I’m just glad that I was able to come to this one.’’

It has been a strong showing for Witt during camp, and his play stood out as the 3-on-3 tournament began Saturday. He stopped 37 shots and posted an .822 save percentage, second-best of the four goalies in camp.

“I like what I see,’’ said Stacy Roest, the Lightning’s director of player personnel. “If you watched him in the (3-on-3) games, he did really well. The goalie drills are the goalie drills, but the games ... our scouts really like him. Now we get to know each other and we’ll see where it goes.’’

Or where it leads.

Lightning Notes: Pieces coming together

Anthony DeAngelo, the Lightning’s first-round pick in last month’s draft, had three goals and four assists Saturday during the first day of the 3-on-3 tournament.  
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BRANDON — When the dust settled following the frenzied first hours of free agency, Lightning head coach Jon Cooper felt fine about the moves made by general manager Steve Yzerman.

The additions of G Evgeni Nabokov, C Brian Boyle and D Anton Stralman, combined with the trade acquisition of D Jason Garrison and re-signing of RW Ryan Callahan, provide Tampa Bay with more stability on the blue line, a steady backup goaltender and some size up front among a relatively small group of forwards.

“I’ve never seen a team on paper win a Stanley Cup, but we’ve had a plan all along and I think Steve has done an unbelievable job and not rushing everything along,’’ Cooper said. “He’s slowly putting pieces to the puzzle together to create the big picture. And we’ve been selective as to who we want to bring in to our mix. And we needed to shore up our back end a little bit, and I think we did that. 

“I don’t think we went into the summer thinking we were going to land two defensemen that can walk right into our lineup, and we did. So we are excited. I like what we have done.’’

With a roster still filled with young forwards, Tampa Bay might still be in the market to add a veteran top-six caliber winger — the Lightning reportedly were a finalist to acquire veteran Jarome Iginla.

“We are young up front. We like our depth, but we are young,’’ Yzerman said.

Tournament time

The annual 3-on-3 tournament started Saturday, and four players are tied at the top of the scoring race with seven points — 2014 first-round pick Anthony DeAngelo (3 goals, 4 assists), Brian Hart (4G, 3A), Jeff Costello (4G, 3A) and Brendan O’Donnell (4G, 3A).

D Ben Thomas is tied with Hart, Costello and O’Donnell for the lead with four goals. LW Jonathan Drouin, the third overall pick in 2013, has two goals.

Andrei Vasilevskiy leads all goalies with a .933 save percentage, followed by invitee Clay Witt (.822), Adam Wilcox (.792) and Kristers Gudlevskis (.754).

Team Filppula — which includes Brayden Point, Costello, DeAngelo and O’Donnell — won all three games to open round-robin play. 

The tournament resumes at 10:50 a.m. today with three more games to complete round-robin play in the five-team tournament. The semifinals begin at 11:50 a.m. The championship game is scheduled to begin at 12:15 p.m.

All of today’s games will be streamed live on the team website at www.tampabaylightning.com with Dave Mishkin and Bobby “The Chief’’ Taylor providing the call.

Three players are not participating in the 3-on-3 games — Adam Erne and Slater Koekkoek because of injuries, and Johnathan MacLeod, who left camp to get settled in at Boston University, where he will play in the fall.

On Point

Point proved to be an offensive force last season with Moose Jaw in the Western Hockey League with 36 goals and 91 points in 72 games, but he had to wait until the fourth round to hear his name called in last week’s draft. He was not rated higher due to his 5-foot-9, 160-pound frame.

Point understood the reasoning from scouts, but as he’s watched the likes of Tyler Ennis, Tyler Johnson and Marty St. Louis enjoy success, Point knows there can be a place for him in the NHL.

“When I was picked at the draft, I was really happy, especially going to a team like Tampa that has smaller guys in their system that have done well,’’ Point said.

After Point finishes with development camp, the 18-year-old will return to his home in Calgary and get ready to attend Team Canada World Junior Evaluation Camp in Montreal and Sherbrooke, Quebec, from Aug. 3-8, before returning to Tampa for Lightning training camp.

Peca update

C Matthew Peca is not participating in any on-ice activities after surgery to repair a labrum in his shoulder, which was needed at the end of the season. A potential Hobey Baker candidate at Quinnipiac University, Peca will return to school for his senior season and hopes to lead the Bobcats to the Frozen Four, which he did in 2012.

“There is still a lot I need to improve on, but I feel that I’ve matured as a player,’’ said Peca, a seventh-round pick in 2011. “We’ve had two good seasons the last two years (at school), but we haven’t won anything. We’ve been to the Frozen Four, but we didn’t win anything, so as a team we have a lot to prove.’’
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TAMPA — The Lightning signed defenseman Andrej Sustr to a one-year, one-way contract on Friday.

Sustr joined Tampa Bay as a free agent out if the University of Nebraska-Omaha at the end if the 2012-13 season. The 6-foot-8 defenseman was a restricted free agent.

In his first full season with the Lightning, Sustr appear in 43 games, picking up his first career goal and adding seven assists during his rookie season, including a pair of shorthanded assists. The 23-year-old also played in 12 games with Syracuse of the American Hockey League.

Tampa Bay still has five restricted free agents — Brett Connolly, Richard Panik, Cody Kunyk and Philippe Paradis. Defenseman Dmitry Korobov is also unsigned but recently inked a contract with Atlant of the Kontinental Hockey League in Russia.
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Bolts’ Koekkoek ready to get back on the ice

Slater Koekkoek got lots of quality ice time last season at Windsor before he injured his right shoulder.  
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BRANDON — Forgive Slater Koekkoek for any feelings of frustration he might hold.

After all, what Koekkoek has endured the past three summers might be enough to make one crazy.

The 10th overall pick in the 2012 draft, Koekkoek will enter his first pro season this fall, but for the third consecutive summer, the 20-year-old is recovering from shoulder surgery.

In his draft year, he missed all but 26 games after having surgery to repair a torn labrum in his left shoulder. Then, midway through the 2012-13 season, two games after he was traded from Peterborough to Windsor, Koekkoek was shut down for the remainder of the season to have a second procedure on the left shoulder to help correct the initial surgery.

Then in early March, Koekkoek was engaged in a fight when he suffered a dislocated right shoulder that caused enough damage that his third shoulder surgery in as many years was required.

“It’s hard,’’ Koekkoek said. “I’ve gotten the same questions for how long now? But maybe now that I have them fixed up, I’ll be good for the next 20 years or something. It’s something that I had to deal with, and it wasn’t my fault or anything, just a bad break and I’m going to move forward.’’

Moving forward is exactly what Koekkoek did last season. 

At the time of his most recent injury, Koekkoek was regarded as one of the top defensemen — if not the best — in the Ontario Hockey League. He was averaging just under 35 minutes of ice time and was third in scoring among defensemen with 15 goals and 53 points in 62 games, and his plus-44 rating was fifth in the league.

“He made strides last year,’’ Lightning director of player personnel Stacy Roest said. “His game has evolved, and he’s figured out not to try to be so offensive, and his defending has gotten better. What can you do? He had injuries, you rehab from injuries, and he’s become a much stronger person because of it.’’

Despite all the time missed in his final three junior seasons, Koekkoek’s track toward the NHL does not seem to have been derailed by the injuries.

Last season, Roest said Koekkoek played so many minutes that “it was like he played 100 games’’ for Windsor instead of the 62 he appeared in.

“Obviously, I would’ve liked to have played in the playoffs this year, but it wasn’t possible. But I think that I’m right where I need to be in terms of development,’’ Koekkoek said. “And if I have to start the season in Syracuse this year, I will just continue to develop there, but I think it was a big step this past year in Windsor.’’

During the Lightning’s summer development camp, Koekkoek is being held out of contact drills, but that didn’t stop the 6-foot-2, 190-pounder from getting in a hit into the boards on his first day of drills. He was issued a gentle reminder by the coaching and medical staff to stay away from those hits until rookie camp in September.

“My first practice, I get in trouble so ...’’ Koekkoek said. “It’s just not fully cleared on contact yet, so they are just being cautious and making sure I don’t hurt it. Not that this camp isn’t important, it’s just that main camp is obviously the goal.’’

That’s when Koekkoek will be sized up and the expectations of being a top-10 pick will start.

“He’s doing great,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “But we just want to be cautious with him. There is a time frame with these injures. But he’s going to be fine, we just have to hold him back. ... He’s got talent, he’s got ability, you just have to have the heart to overcome this stuff and keep working and working. If you play long enough, everybody is going to get hurt, and you just have to learn to overcome that and play.

“You just have to be patient. Obviously, not playing a lot is going to slow his development a little bit, but he’ll catch up.’’
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Good young goaltenders might cost Lightning top prospect

Goalie Adam Wilcox, blocking a shot during workouts this week, led Minnesota to the NCAA national championship game last season.  
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BRANDON — The core of the Lightning’s organizational strength — goaltending depth — is front and center at this week’s prospect development camp as the top three goaltenders in Tampa Bay’s system show off why the future is so bright in net.

But that strength could also prove to be a detriment, and the depth could take a hit at the end of the season. That’s because Adam Wilcox — the Hobey Baker-caliber netminder who led the University of Minnesota to the national title game last season — holds his future in his hands.

Should he stay with the Lightning, who drafted him in the sixth round in 2011, or should he go elsewhere?

Wilcox could easily stick with the Lightning, sign a contract and start his pro career as soon as the end of camp this weekend.

But if Wilcox returns to school in the fall and plays another season with the Gophers, where Minnesota will be a title contender again, he will have the option at the end of the season to become an unrestricted free agent and go to a team of his choosing. The CBA allows players to become a free agent four years after they were drafted.

With Andrei Vasilevskiy, the 19th overall pick in 2012, and Kristers Gudlevskis, who burst onto the scene last season, already under contract, Wilcox understands the situation.

“It’s a good problem to have for everyone,’’ Wilcox said. “That’s something that we will obviously think about here and keep talking about.’’

Considering how strong the team’s goaltending prospects are, the climb up the depth chart and the internal competition could be a tough hill to climb.

It would seem the Lightning have too many talented goaltenders and not enough nets to defend, leaving Wilcox in the position to have to make a decision.

“We’ve had those talks, and my decision is obviously not 100 percent complete, and I think that’s what this week is for, kind of getting a better feel for the future,’’ Wilcox said. “So we will try to see the path I have in front of me. It’ll be a tough one, but it’s tough everywhere. In any organization you go to, it’s going to be competition, and that’s how it should be, that’s what it takes to get to the NHL. You have to work really hard.

“So having said that, this is one of the better organizations for prospects right now, and that’s something I take into account. That’s why I want to be a part of it. It’s such a good culture around here right now, such a good group of guys.’’

Heading into the summer, Tampa Bay has four goaltenders under contract — Ben Bishop, Evgeni Nabokov, Vasilevskiy and Gudlevskis — for five spots in the organization. With Bishop and Nabokov locked in with the big club, there are three additional spots — two with Syracuse in the American Hockey League and one with the Florida Everblades in the East Coast Hockey League.

Wilcox is a highly regarded prospect after back-to-back strong campaigns with Minnesota, including this past season when he was a finalist for the inaugural Mike Richter Award as the top collegiate goaltender. He led the Gophers to the national title game and finished with an NCAA-best 23-4-6 record and 1.91 goals-against average. Wilcox also was a candidate to play for USA Hockey at the 2014 World Championships, but he was bumped when Tim Thomas decided to participate.

So the Lightning’s position of strength, with the trio of young netminders, could work gainst them.

“These kids are really good, young prospects. They all believe in themselves and we are excited about them,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “The goalies are the hardest position for us. We are deep in (goaltending) prospects. We like these prospects that we have, good prospects. Let’s see as we go on a little longer.’’

Erne held out

Right wing Adam Erne, a second-round pick in 2013, is being held out of on-ice activities because of a wrist injury. Erne is scheduled to visit the Cleveland Clinic after camp to determine if there is a ligament tear, which could lead to surgery.
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Electric Bolts prospect Drouin ready to go forward

Jonathan Drouin said being sent back to junior last season fueled him to become a better player.  
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BRANDON — He’d never been left behind — never.

Then it happened, last year, to Jonathan Drouin at Lightning training camp. He was 18, the third overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft, a stickhandling, playmaking phenom.

And he was left behind.

The Lightning, in transition, new coach, new path and stuffed with rookies (rookies who helped the team to the playoffs), sent Drouin back to his team at Halifax of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Juniors, again.

He was left behind.

“At the beginning, it was hard,” Drouin said. “But as time goes on, you move on.”

Try moving him off the roster at training camp this season. Heads will be examined if that happens.

Drouin was a headliner as the Lightning convened their development camp Wednesday. Yes, there were all the new and shiny 2014 draft picks. But Drouin remains the one to watch. The Quebec native is just about here, to play in the NHL, to stick, to eventually play on one of this team’s top two lines … to eventually make magic with Steven Stamkos for years and years.

There was no point rushing Drouin last season, which speaks to newfound depth in the Lightning farm system, rebuilt by Bolts GM Steve Yzerman and his staff.

But Jonathan Drouin is almost here. Try to stop him. And he thinks he’s better for being left behind last season.

“I’m a playmaker more than anything,” Drouin said. “I’m working on my two-way game. I don’t want to be unreliable defensively, even though I’m an offensive guy.”

He averaged two points a game in the 2013-14 QMJHL season, finishing with 108 and a league-leading 79 assists. He added 41 points in 16 playoff games. Throw in three goals and nine points in seven games playing for Canada at the world junior championships. Drouin arrives at this camp a lot more comfortable.

“Last year I was a little nervous,” he said. “You don’t know what’s going on. This is a little different.”

Yes, he was left behind. Maybe it was a good thing.

“It fuels you a little bit,” Drouin said.

Not in an angry way. In a good way.

Nathan McKinnon, Drouin’s good friend and Halifax linemate for two seasons, was the top pick in that 2013 draft. He starred for the Colorado Avalanche, winning the Calder Trophy for the NHL’s top rookie. Two Lightning rookies, Ondrej Palat and Tyler Johnson, finished behind McKinnon in Calder voting. 

“Nathan deserved it. They all deserved it,” Drouin said. 

Meanwhile, Drouin kept working in juniors, refining his game, thriving.

“I competed a little more. I rounded my game a little bit,” he said.

“We had to make a decision on him and we were moving in all these other young guys,” Yzerman said. “You can only move in so many.”

“It was by no means to send him a message,” Bolts coach Jon Cooper said. “Jonathan Drouin is not someone we’re investing in for one year. We’re investing in him for a decade or more. Why would we want to rush the finished product?”

“As the year went on, Jonathan got better and better,” Yzerman said. “When he went back, he was like No. 1 penalty killer, ran the power play, played in all situations. He was dominating at both ends of the rink.”

“He really bought in,’” said Stacy Roest, Lightning director of player development. “And he’s super skilled. To see a kid that young and the way he can control the puck — not many players in the NHL can do that, let alone a kid his age.

“I went to one game where he could have had three assists on his first shift. One time, he came down 2-on-1 and he missed, but he came around the net, back-checked, took the puck away, moved his feet, got it back out front and scored. He did it all, right there. I think sometimes even the other teams just stop and watch.”

Coming soon to an arena near you …

Lightning build up defense with Stralman signing

Anton Stralman was lured to the Lightning as a free agent with a $22.5 million, five-year contract.  
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TAMPA — After clearing out salary cap heading into free agency, the Lightning found a way to utilize some of that available space Tuesday to land one of the top defensemen on the market in Anton Stralman while adding some needed size up front with center Brian Boyle.

Tampa Bay also signed veteran goaltender Evgeni Nabokov to a one-year deal to serve as the backup to Ben Bishop after Anders Lindback, who was not issued a qualifying offer, signed with Dallas.

“We were able to address some needs,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “We are very pleased to find Evgeni Nabokov, a veteran who has played well the past few years. We get Anton Stralman, who is able to play a lot of minutes, a strong and reliable defender with a good first pass and a real good skater. And he’s a right handed shot, and that was very important to us. We had a hole at center, so we bring in Brian Boyle, who is a big man, a good penalty killer and defender.’’

Stralman, 27, comes off a strong playoff performance helping the New York Rangers reach the Stanley Cup Final averaging just more than 21 minutes per game and signed a five-year contract worth $22.5 million for a salary cap hit of $4.5 million. Boyle, a teammate of Stralman’s with the Rangers signed a three-year contract worth $6 million for a salary cap hit of $2 million per season. The 6-foot-6, 240-pound center has 52 goals, 100 points and 311 penalty minutes in 391 career games while adding nine goals in 58 career playoff games.

Yzerman said he solicited information on Stralman and Boyle with Lightning forward Ryan Callahan, who was captain of the Rangers and played with both players before being dealt to Tampa Bay at the trade deadline in March, .

“We got (Callahan’s) thoughts on them, make sure that what we see of them as players is correct and get the character reference and if they will fit into our locker room,’’ Yzerman said. “So, he was a wealth of information for us.’’

Nabokov, 38, spent the past three seasons with the New York Islanders before spending the previous 10 seasons with San Jose. Nabokov finished 15-14-8 with New York with a 2.74 goals against average and .905 save percentage. Nabokov will make $1.55 million this season.

Yzerman said in addition to serving as the backup to Bishop, Nabokov is able to help mentor the team’s top goaltending prospects, Andrei Vasilevskiy

With the moves on Tuesday, Tampa Bay used $8.05 million of cap space and according to capgeek.com, if the long term injury status of Mattias Ohlund is taken into account, the Lightning have approximately $5.73 million in available cap space, with Richard Panik, Brett Connolly and Andrej Sustr still unsigned as restricted free agents, which means Tampa Bay is in all likelihood done in the free agent market.

Tampa Bay also signed 27-year-old right wing Mike Blunden, who had been with Montreal, to a one-year, two-way contract and re-signed center Mike Angelidis to a one-year, two-way contract. The Lightning were also reportedly a finalist to land Jarome Iginla before opted to sign with Colorado on a three-year contract worth $16.5 million.

Heading into free agency, Yzerman wanted to bring in a top-four caliber defenseman, preferably somebody who shoots right handed. Former Tampa Bay defenseman Dan Boyle was believed to be on the Lightning’s short list and would have been a help on the power play, but chose to go to the New York Rangers on a two-year deal worth $9 million. The Lightning were reportedly also in discussions with Matt Niskanen, also a right-handed shot, who went to Washington on a seven-year deal for $40.25 million.

But picking up Stralman is hardly a consolation prize as fits the mold of what Yzerman said they were looking for and joins the Lightning at a time when he is entering the prime of his career joining a team perceived to be on the rise, and getting the security of a five-year deal played a role in his decision.

“It was pretty simple, I have a family of four kids and we’ve moved around a lot the past seven years in this league,’’ Stralman said. “We were looking for stability and a deal with security. And Tampa was the first team willing to give that, and Tampa is a real exciting group of guys right now. They are taking strides and is going to be a real interesting team to be a part of. I’m really happy and excited to be a part of it.’’

And with the addition of Jason Garrison in a trade with Vancouver last week, Tampa Bay has revamped the top four on the back end with the defensive core as of today that now includes: Victor Hedman, Matt Carle, Radko Gudas, Eric Brewer, Mark Barberio, Andrej Sustr, Garrison and Stralman.

“We think our D is now a little bit bigger, a little more mobile and we are deeper on our blue line now,’’ Yzerman said. “We are pretty happy with the players we got.’’
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More Information

Schedule

Today: Practice, 1:30 a.m.-12:45 p.m.

Thursday: Practice, 1:30-2:30 p.m.

Friday: Power skating, 9 a.m.-12:15 p.m.

Saturday: Practice (Group B), 9:45-11 a.m.; Practice (Group A), 11:15 a.m.-12:30 p.m.; 3-on-3 tournament, 2-3:45 p.m.

Sunday: 3-on-3 tournament final, 10:45 a.m.-12:30 p.m.

ROSTERS

Group A: Goalies—Andrei Vasilevskiy, Clay Witt*. Defense—Dylan Blujus, Kodie Curran*, Johnathan MacLeod, Dan Renouf*, Ben Thomas. Forwards—Cristiano DiGiacinto, Jonathan Drouin, Adam Erne, Brayden Point, Tanner Richard, Saku Salminen, Dalton Smith, Joel Vermin.

Group B: Goalies—Kristers Gudlevskis, Adam Wilcox. Defense—Anthony DeAngelo, Jake Dotchin, Slater Koekkoek, Dominik Masin, Dan Milan, Artem Sergeev. Forwards—Jeff Costello, Cameron Darcy, Brian Hart, Henri Ikonen, Cam MacLise*, Brendan O’Donnell, Eric Robinson*

*-Free-agent invitees

All sessions are open to the public at Ice Sports Forum, located at 10222 Elizabeth Place, Brandon.

TAMPA — Lightning fans can escape the heat for a few days while checking out some of the team’s top young players when prospect camp opens at the Ice Sports Forum in Brandon.

Tampa Bay will hold a five-day development camp through Sunday, with most of the organization’s top players in town to take part, including all seven selections from the 2014 draft, including 19th overall pick Anthony DeAngelo. 

In addition, 2013 top pick Jonathan Drouin and goaltenders Andrei Vasilevskiy, Kristers Gudlevskis and Adam Wilcox will be in attendance.

Center Cedric Paquette, who finished the season with the Lightning, was a late scratch from the roster because of illness, leaving 30 players in camp. Defenseman Slater Koekkoek, the 10th overall pick in 2012, will be limited to non-contact drills after having shoulder surgery at the end of his season with Windsor. Matthew Peca will be limited to off-ice activities.

While most of the camp will focus on skating and skill development, the final two days will feature a 3-on-3 tournament, with the final taking place Sunday morning. The players will hit the ice for the first time this morning.
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Bolts have cash to spend as free agency begins

The Lightning would like to add a right-handed blue liner to balance out the top six. A possible target could be former Tampa Bay player Dan Boyle. ASSOCIATED PRESS FILE PHOTO  
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TAMPA — After burning the midnight oil, Steve Yzerman and Co. now wait for high noon to strike.

The free agent market is officially open for business at noon Tuesday for teams to begin signing players to contracts.

And judging from the wheeling and dealing Yzerman did late Sunday night in trading away Teddy Purcell, Nate Thompson and B.J. Crombeen to free salary cap space, the Tampa Bay Lightning intend to be major players.

Tampa Bay cleared $7.25 million in salary cap space by dealing Purcell to Edmonton for Sam Gagner, flipping Gagner along with Crombeen to Arizona for a sixth-round draft pick, and sending Thompson to Anaheim for a fourth and a seventh in 2015.

By retaining one-third of Gagner’s $4.8 salary cap hit, however, the Lightning will carry $1.6 million against the cap for the next two seasons, which offers a net cap savings of $5.65 million heading into free agency. Those moves give Tampa Bay approximately $9.5 million in cap space, which currently includes the $3.6 million cap number carried by Mattias Ohlund, who will presumably be placed on long-term injury status in October to bring the available cap space at Yzerman’s disposal to roughly $13.1 million.

“We’ll look, and just because we have cap space and cash available, we are not going to act out of desperation, but we will ask and inquire if there is anything that makes us better,’’ Yzerman said.

Even after acquiring defenseman Jason Garrison from Vancouver on Friday, the Lightning will be on the lookout for a defenseman, a backup goaltender and perhaps a center, Yzerman revealed Monday.

On defense, the Lightning would like to add a right-handed blue liner to balance out the top six. Dan Boyle, Matt Niskanen and Anton Stralman are the biggest names on the market who play the right side. Christian Ehroff, who was bought out by Buffalo on Sunday, is also a possibility, though he shoots left-handed.

Potential goaltenders include Thomas Greiss, Al Montoya, Justin Peters and Martin Brodeur. And if Tampa Bay is looking for a lower-line center, it could consider Brian Boyle, Manny Malhotra, Steve Ott or possibly Brad Richards, though that is considered a long shot.

If the players they target in free agency fall through, the added cap space allows for flexibility in the trade market to fill the team’s holes.

Restricted free agents: Tampa Bay announced which players received qualifying offers ahead of free agency to ensure the Lightning retain their rights as restricted free agents.

Those who received offers are wingers Brett Connolly, Richard Panik and Philippe Paradis, defensemen Andrej Sustr and Dmitry Korobov and center Cody Kunyk.

The Lightning did not extend a qualifying offer to goaltender Anders Lindback, defensemen Keith Aulie and Charles Landry and winger Geoff Walker, and they all become unrestricted free agents.

Cap carryover: The available cap space for this season includes a bonus coverage of $231,000 from games-played bonuses reached by Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik and Nikita Kucherov in 2013-14 that carries over into the salary cap this season.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

Bolts trades stun Purcell, Thompson, but they understand

Nate Thompson, who signed a four-year extension prior to the 2013 trade deadline, served as an alternate captain last season with Tampa Bay. ASSOCIATED PRESS FILE PHOTO  
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TAMPA — Teddy Purcell missed a late Sunday phone call from Tampa Bay Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman late Sunday night. By the time he checked his phone, there was also a text message from Yzerman that came in just after the phone call.

“I knew something was up,’’ Purcell said.

Nate Thompson was sitting at home checking his phone, trying to catch up on the deal that sent Purcell to Edmonton, when Thompson’s phone rang and Yzerman was on the other end.

Both Lightning forwards found out within an hour of each other that they were on the way out of Tampa, with Thompson moved to Anaheim for a fourth- and seventh-round draft pick in 2015. Each was under contract for at least two more seasons and each recently signed extensions expecting to remain as part of the Lightning core.

Instead they were moved off the roster, allowing Tampa Bay to open salary cap space ahead of the start of free agency Tuesday.

“I was pretty shocked, to be honest,’’ Purcell said. “It’s tough. It’s part of the business, we know that side well enough. Me and Nate have been here for five years together. This year, for whatever reason, we didn’t fit in and find our groove like we had the past couple of years. Then all of a sudden things change quickly and you are gone.’’

Thompson, who signed a four-year extension prior to the 2013 trade deadline, served as an alternate captain last season and is a versatile lower line center who wins faceoff and kills penalties. After signing his extension, he called Tampa his second home.

“I was in shock, overwhelmed and a lot of emotions all in one,’’ Thompson said. “There is a feeling of bittersweet because I feel that Tampa really helped me establish myself as a solid NHL player. The opportunity that Steve gave me and the coaches there, they really gave me the opportunity to be the player that I am now. I can’t thank Steve and everyone that is part of the Tampa Bay Lightning organization enough for everything they did for me and my family. They hold a special place in my heart and I consider it a home. It’s sad to leave, but on the other side it’s exciting, too, starting a new chapter.’’

Purcell, who is coming off a disappointing 12-goal, 42-point season, also found his game with the Lightning after being acquired from Los Angeles, where he was a frequent health scratch. But he understands why he was selected as one of the players moved for Yzerman to move forward with his plan for the team.

“Steve is obviously a very smart hockey man and he has a plan. We know he needs a backup goalie and a couple of defensemen, too,’’ Purcell said. “It’s all part of a plan, and it just happens to be I was caught with a salary that can be moved and help out the team.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

Lightning trade Purcell, Crombeen to clear cap space

Right wing Teddy Purcell, traded to Edmonton, carried a $4.5 million cap hit for the next two seasons.  

Right wing Teddy Purcell, traded to Edmonton, carried a $4.5 million cap hit for the next two seasons. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff Erik Erlendsson on Google+ 

 Published: June 30, 2014   |   Updated: June 30, 2014 at 11:23 AM 

Crombeen  

Crombeen

Gagner  

Gagner

TAMPA — The Lightning fired up the hockey world on Sunday, pulling off three trades late in the evening.

Tampa Bay sent right wing Teddy Purcell to Edmonton for 24-year-old center Sam Gagner, then flipped Gagner to Arizona (formerly Phoenix) along with winger B.J. Crombeen in exchange for a sixth round draft pick in the 2015 draft. To cap off the night center Nate Thompson was dealt to Anaheim in exchange for a fourth and seventh round pick in 2015.

In dealing a three forwards and receiving only draft picks in exchange, Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman cleared roughly $5.6 million in salary cap space ahead of the start of free agency on Tuesday. Purcell carried a $4.5 million salary cap for the next two seasons while Crombeen, acquired from St. Louis in 2012, was heading into the final year of a two-year contract with a salary cap hit of $1.15 million. Thompson is entering the second year of a four-year extension he signed in 2012 that carries a cap hit of $1.6 million. He is still owed $4.9 million for the remaining three years.

The Lightning will retain 1/3 of Gagner’s salary $10 million as part of the deal, which means they will carry $1.665 of a salary cap hit for two years.

With the moves on Sunday, Tampa Bay now has approximately $8.6 million in cap space - which is actually closer $12 million due to Mattias Ohlund’s injury that allows the team to put him on long term injury list in October which adds $3.6 million in cap space - heading into the free agency period.

“We cleared out some cap space and cash to hopefully do something on July 1,’’ Yzerman said. “If not on July 1, for the future. We think the players that we have traded we can replace from within, if not through free agency. So we are in position right now, whether it’s first in free agency to try and improve our team. In order to do that I had to move cash and you have no idea how hard it is to move a contract right now.’’

This also frees up a roster spot for 2013 first-round pick Jonathan Drouin as well as 2010 first-round pick Brett Connolly and Richard Panik, both of whom would require waivers to be sent down to the minors this season.

Tampa Bay is expected to be on the lookout for a potential defenseman and is in need of a back up goaltender.

Some of the possible free agent targets on defense could include former Lightning defenseman Dan Boyle as well as Matt Niskanen or Anton Stralman, all of whom are right handed shots, as well as Christian Ehroff, who was bought out by Buffalo on Sunday.

“Just because we have cap space now and cash available we’re not going to act out of desperation, but certainly going to inquire,’’ Yzerman said.

Under the new CBA, teams have been allowed to speak to pending unrestricted free agents ahead of the signing period, and though no formal offers are permitted, sides are allowed to gauge interest and discuss the parameters of a possible deal. That window allows teams, and players, to get an idea of what it might take to get a deal done shortly after the signing window opens at noon on Tuesday.

“We’ve reached out and had contact with a lot of free agents at different positions,’’ Yzerman said. “We have an idea of what the market will be and what they will get, this just gives us the chance to find out who is interested and talk to players and agents and let them know we are interested and sell them a little bit on our organization and where they would fit in.’’

Purcell, 28, had a breakout year with Tampa Bay in 2011-12 when he registered a career high 24 goals and 65 points. But by the end of last season, Purcell had dropped out of favor and was moved to the fourth line and finished with just 12 goals and 42 points 81 games.

“He’s a very skilled player and has been a very good player for us,’’ Yzerman said. “I love the guy, he’s a popular teammate, a really good guy and I think everybody - players, coaches and management - are going to miss him. But with some younger players coming in, we need to move out some money to give us the opportunity to do other things and we had to move Teddy’s contract to do that.’’

Game rescheduled

The Lightning rescheduled a late-season game against Montreal for early in the season.

When the NHL schedule was released last week, the Lightning were scheduled to play the Canadiens on April 7 as part of a three-game homestand to close the regular season. 

That game will now be played on Oct. 13 a part of a four-game homestand to start the regular season.

The game had to be rescheduled because of a conflict with the NCAA women’s basketball championship game on the same date. Tampa was awarded the 2015 Final Four in November 2008.

Neither the team nor the league would confirm the change of date, but the game was listed on the team’s official website, which is run in part by the league office. The league is expected to make the official announcement today.

Tampa Bay will open the regular season at home on Oct. 9 against Florida. The Lightning host Ottawa on Oct. 11, then play back-to-back against Montreal on Oct. 13 and New Jersey on Oct. 14 before departing for a five-game trip that starts in Vancouver on Oct. 18.

Instead of a three-game homestand to end the season, Tampa Bay will close with games April 9 against New Jersey and April 11 against Boston.

Restricted free agents

Tampa Bay has until today to issue qualifying offers to its pending restricted free agents.

General manager Steve Yzerman already stated that goaltender Anders Lindback, who made $2.2 million last season, will not receive an offer, making him an unrestricted free agent on Tuesday. Yzerman has said that Lindback could be brought back at a lower salary.

The Lightning still have nine restricted free agents unsigned — Connolly, Panik, Andrej Sustr, Keith Aulie, Cody Kunyk, Dmitry Korobov, Philippe Paradis, Geoff Walker and Charles Landry.

Connolly, Panik, Sustr, Kunyk and Korobov are virtual locks to be retained, while Paradis is expected to be brought back as well. 

Aulie, acquired from Toronto for Carter Ashton in 2012, is a question mark after Tampa Bay acquired Jason Garrison from Vancouver on Friday. Landry and Walker have been informed they will not be extended a new contract.

The free-agent market opens at noon on Tuesday, and the Lightning will be in the market for a goaltender to back up Vezina Trophy finalist Ben Bishop, who is coming off surgery to his right wrist and missed the playoffs with a dislocated left elbow.
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Bolts use aggressive defensive draft approach

General manager Steve Yzerman listened to his scouting staff and pulled off a pair of trades to move up to make two other choices.  
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The Lightning went on the defensive attack on the second day of the NHL draft.

Tampa Bay on Saturday used a pair of second-round selections to take defensemen, and general manager Steve Yzerman listened to his scouting staff and pulled off a pair of trades to move up to make two other choices.

With the two second-round picks Tampa Bay acquired Friday from the Islanders for the 28th overall pick, the Lightning chose Czech Republic defenseman Dominik Masin (pronounced “machine”) with the 35th pick and American blue liner Johnathan MacLeod with the 57th pick.

In the third round, Tampa Bay moved up one spot with Minnesota — giving up the 2015 seventh-round pick acquired from Vancouver in the Jason Garrison deal — to select high-scoring but undersized center Brayden Point.

The Lightning then traded both of their fifth-round picks to the Rangers to move into the fourth round to select another defenseman, Ben Thomas.

Including the first-round selection of defenseman Anthony DeAngelo, Tampa Bay used four of its first five picks on defense.

“We have generally gone with the best player available (draft philosophy), but when all things are equal we've kind of gone with need,'' Yzerman said. “Today we didn't specifically go after defensemen, and last year we didn't draft any, but it's just the way it played out. These (defensemen) were in the right spot for us.''

Tampa Bay also held serious conversations to grab the top defenseman in the draft, as ESPN.com reported that Florida — which chose Aron Ekblad — strongly considered an offer from the Lightning for the first overall pick. Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray said Yzerman asked the scouts if they wanted the first overall pick, but the Panthers retained the selection.

Maybe it wasn't the plan going into the draft, but with a stable of quality forwards and goaltending prospects throughout the organization, there is a lack of blue-chip-quality blue liners in the system.

Tampa Bay used the 10th overall pick on Slater Koekkoek in 2012, but there are question marks about his durability after three shoulder surgeries in the past two years as he gets set to begin his first year in the pro ranks.

While there are others — Dylan Blujus, Nikita Nesterov, Luke Witkowski and Dmitry Korobov among them — who might make it to the NHL, none have stood out to the point where they are considered full-time NHL players.

The Lightning hope that changed this weekend. On top of the flashy skills of DeAngelo, Masin brings a more steady and reliable style and has twice captained Czech Republic teams at the junior levels.

MacLeod, who is expected to attend Boston University, is known for his stay-at-home, physical approach, but there is more to his game.

“He plays with an awful lot of grit and toughness,'' BU head coach David Quinn told College Hockey, Inc. “Sometimes, when one part of a player's game stands out, people miss the other things he does well, and that can be the case with Johnathan. He's got skill, he shoots it a ton, and he skates well. He'll continue to improve his skill, skating and consistency and will be a very good all-around defenseman.''

All just part of a weekend the Lightning hope adds better balance to the organization's already strong farm system.

“The weekend went great. Whenever you get that one guy in the first round you feel is really an elite player, which we feel we did this year (with DeAngelo), then the rest of the weekend all seems to fall into place,'' Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray said. “This one fell into place. We definitely got players ... we were hoping would be there. We jockeyed around a little to get the players we wanted.''

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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•Bolts use aggressive defensive draft approach

Tampa Bay Lightning draft bios:

DOMINIK MASIN

Position: Defenseman

Vitals: 6-1, 187 pounds

Born: Feb. 1, 1996, in Mestec Kralove, Czech Republic

Drafted: 35th overall (Slavia Jr. of Czech Elite League)

Need to know: Expects to come overseas and play in Canadian junior next season. ... Led the Czech U-20 league with 102 penalty minutes. ... Was captain of the 2012-13 Czech U-18 team that won a bronze medal at the Ivan Hlinka tournament, the first time the Czechs medaled at the tournament since 2005. ... Last name is pronounced “machine.’’ ... Was also captain for the Czechs at the 2014 U-18 World Championships. ... Debuted with the U-20 Slavia team as a 16-year-old in 2012-13, picking up a goal and three points in 25 games. ... Ranked 35th overall by The Hockey News and 10th-ranked European skater by NHL Central Scouting. ... Played exclusively for junior team because he did not want to sign a binding contract with the big club.

Comment from Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray: “Good-skating defensive defenseman who makes a good first pass and plays a tight gap against the other team’s players. A real hard guy to play against, makes people pay the price and takes away time and space.’’

JOHNATHAN MACLEOD

Position: Defenseman

Vitals: 6-2, 200 pounds

Born: June 2, 1996, in Lowell, Mass.

Drafted: 57th overall (U.S. National Development Program)

Need to know: Scheduled to attend Boston University in the fall. ... Rights in Quebec Major Junior Hockey League held by Moncton, same team as current Lightning defenseman Mark Barberio. ... Considered a hard-nosed, shutdown defenseman. ... Captained Team USA to a bronze medal at the 2013 World U-17 championships and won gold with the 2014 U-18 team. ... Played two seasons with the U.S. National Development Program in Ann Arbor, Mich. ... Ranked 32nd overall by The Hockey News and 44th among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Comment from Murray: “A right-handed version of Masin. They play a similar game. They always play against the top players on the other team and they make people pay a price. Their skating is good, their passing game is very simple, get the pucks up to the forwards and then follow and do the defensive work and make life miserable for the opponents.’’

BRAYDEN POINT

Position: Center

Vitals: 5-9, 160 pounds

Born: March 13, 1996, in Calgary, Alberta

Drafted: 79th overall (from Moose Jaw of Western Hockey League)

Need to know: Led Moose Jaw and finished 12th in WHL scoring with 91 points in 72 games. His 91 points were 36 more than any of his teammates. ... Served as an assistant captain for Team Canada at the 2014 U-18 World Championships. ... Lists his favorite band as Led Zeppelin. ... One scout told The Hockey News: “No scout in the (WHL) can find fault with any part of his game, except that he’s small. He doesn’t play small, and doesn’t put himself in bad positions.’’ ... Another scout said, “He’s a small player with a big heart. He plays bigger than his size and he fights through traffic.’’ ... Ranked 42nd overall by The Hockey News and 31st among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting. ... Invited to Team Canada’s Junior Development camp in August.

Comment from Murray: “Hockey sense, skill, vision, shift-after-shift, game-after-game the past two years, you walk away from Moose Jaw games and he’s the best player in the game. He’s not the biggest, he’s not the fastest player in the game, but every time you watched the Moose Jaw Warriors, he’s the best player in the game. We hope that he can continue to get stronger and he can turn that into being at the NHL level.’’

BEN THOMAS

Position: Defenseman

Vitals: 6-2, 193 pounds

Born: May 26, 1996, in Calgary, Alberta

Drafted: 119th overall (Calgary of the WHL)

Need to know: Was a pairing partner with Travis Sanheim, selected 17th overall by Philadelphia, both with Calgary and for Canada at the World U-18 championship. ... Finished with seven goals and 31 points in his rookie season in the WHL. ... Ranked 57th overall by The Hockey News and 86th among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting after being ranked 46th during the midterm rankings. ... Was ranked higher than Sanheim entering the season. ... Represented Team Orr at the 2014 Top Prospects game. 

Comment from Murray: “A good puck-moving, good positional, good passing defenseman. He’s not elite skill, but he’s that next tier below elite and he’s not elite physical, but he doesn’t play a soft game. So he does a little bit of everything, but we are waiting for him to take the next step to say he does enough of everything to be an elite player in some area. But he’s a good all-around defenseman.’’

CRISTIANO DIGIACINTO

Position: Left wing 

Vitals: 5-11, 186 pounds

Born: Jan. 10, 1996, in Hamilton, Ontario

Drafted: 170th overall (Windsor of the Ontario Hockey League)

Need to know: Finished with 17 goals and 28 points in 50 games during his first season in the OHL. ... Teammate of Tampa Bay 2012 first-round pick Slater Koekkoek. ... Served an eight-game suspension for a hit to the head on Washington prospect Andre Burakovsky in January. ... DiGiacinto was also handed a five-game suspension during the playoffs against London for an incident in which he received an instigator, fighting and misconduct call that incited a minor line brawl. DiGiacinto chased down London’s Gemel Smith. ... Was the only rookie in the OHL with more than 100 penalty minutes. ... Cut from Erie camp last summer, he signed as a free agent with Windsor in October. ... Likes to compare himself to Boston’s Brad Marchand.

Comment from Murray: “One of those players that finds you, you don’t have to go looking for him on the ice. He’s always hitting people, he’s always on the forecheck. His skill level is good, but he scores goals because he goes to those dirty areas around the front of the net and chips them in. If you want to draw a comparable, he’s not Andrew Shaw (Chicago) but he’s a junior version of Shaw.’’

CAMERON DARCY

Position: Center/right wing

Vitals: 6-0, 189 pounds

Born: March 2, 1994, in South Boston, Mass.

Drafted: 185th overall (Cape Breton of Quebec Major Junior Hockey League)

Need to know: Played two years in U.S. National Development Program. ... Won gold medal with USA U-18 at 2012 championships. ... Played nine games with Northeastern University before leaving during his freshman year and played for Muskegon in the USHL before joining Cape Breton for the 2013-14 season. ... Led Cape Breton with 35 goals and 47 assists during the regular season while serving as an alternate captain. ... Could earn a contract and play in Syracuse next season, according to Murray.

Comment from Murray: “This is not Ondrej Palat, but he is this year’s version of a similar situation to Ondrej Palat. He had a very good season in the Quebec League. He plays with skill, he plays with hockey sense, a good skater and a good compete. Very similar to Ondrej as a player.’’

Erik Erlendsson

Bolts’ pick comes with character risk

Anthony Deangelo stands with Tampa Bay Lightning officials after being chosen 19th overall during the first round of the NHL hockey draft. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS  
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Tampa Bay chose the skill route with its first pick Friday night and swung for the fences.

The Lightning chose Anthony DeAngelo with the 19th pick in the NHL draft, who led the Ontario Hockey League with 71 points by a defenseman while playing for Sarnia, the same team that helped groom Tampa Bay captain Steven Stamkos.

Tampa Bay also held the 28th pick but traded it to the New York Islanders for a pair of second-round picks, the 35th and 57th overall. The draft concludes today with rounds two through seven, starting at 10 a.m.

While DeAngelo, 5-foot-10, 175 pounds, has high-end skill, his character came under attack last season when he was twice suspended for violating the OHL’s harassment, abuse and diversity policies. One time was for directing a slur at a teammate in January.

But Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman and head amateur scout Al Murray did extensive research during the interview process and feel the incident was the act of a 18-year-old.

“We definitely had a long look at it,’’ Yzerman said. “We did our homework with the people that he’s played for, the people he played with, his family. We know the entire history and we think this is a young man with great potential. 

“We’ve talked about the suspensions, how he’s handled certain situations and that he is going to have to change if he’s going to make it as a professional hockey player, and we believe in him. These kids are 18 or 19 years old, they are going to change, some of them change for the better, some change for the worse. We expect him to change for the better.’’

There is no doubting his skill, however, as DeAngelo compares his game to that of Dan Boyle. Some scouts agree, with NHL Central Scout Chris Edwards stating, “His puck skills and playmaking ability are excellent. He sees the ice very well and creates offensive scoring chances with great passes. He has a very good shot and gets it on net.’’

DeAngelo, who grew up in New Jersey, just 25 minutes away from the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, site of this year’s draft, said he had a good interview with the Lightning. And just like with Tampa Bay, he was asked about the suspensions and other issues repeatedly while hoping he convinced teams he had seen the errors of his actions.

“My honesty to teams, to tell them I learned from my mistakes,’’ DeAngelo said. “I will change, I will bring a good character to whatever organization I’m headed to. ... I was just nervous about where I was going to go. I was confident I’d hear my name, I was confident of my interviews and I’m so excited to be a part of Tampa Bay.’’
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The Lightning started draft weekend wheeling and dealing, acquiring defenseman Jason Garrison from the Vancouver Canucks on Friday.

Tampa Bay sent Vancouver its second-round pick (50th overall) in 2014, while also acquiring a seventh-round pick from the Canucks in 2015 and the rights to unsigned forward Jeff Costello, who just finished up his senior season at Notre Dame.

Tampa Bay also re-signed D Mark Barberio to a one-year, one-way deal. Barberio, 24, appeared in 49 games with the Lightning last season scoring five goals and adding 10 points. He was scheduled to be a restricted free agent on July 1.

Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman had been on the lookout for some veteran help on the blue line and landed Garrison, who has four years remaining on a six-year deal he signed as a free agent before the 2012-13 season.

The contract carries a salary cap hit of $4.6 million, and includes a $1.5-million signing bonus this year and next. The 29-year-old will make $5 million this season, $4.5 million next season, $3.6 million in 2016-17 and $2.5 million in the final year of the deal.

After weighing potential free agent options, when Vancouver GM Jim Benning called Yzerman late Thursday to see if there was any interest, Yzerman opted for the trade route to fill a hole in Tampa Bay’s top four on defense.

“He’s a bigger body, he’s a good skater, reasonable at both ends of the rink,’’ Yzerman said. “So we are a little bit bigger, a little bit stronger, he’s got the big shot that can help on the power play. And then the way his contract is structured and set up, it’s really good for us.’’

Tampa Bay had interest in signing Garrison when he was a free agent two years ago and he waived his no-trade clause to allow the deal to be made.

“As a player you always want to play for somebody who wants you there,’’ Garrison said. “I think if you are in a situation where they want to move you, and you just stay, you may not be as happy as playing for somebody who wants you and thinks you can play a role.

“I don’t have immediate family, so for me to get up and move is easier than most. (Vancouver) is obviously making changes and I happen to be a part of it, so it was a quick stint there, but I’m excited.’’

In 318 career NHL games, the 6-foot-2, 218-pound defenseman has 38 goals and 108 points with a plus-22 rating. Armed with a booming shot from the point, Garrison made a name for himself in Florida in 2011-12, when he scored a career-high 16 goals with the Panthers, helping him parlay that success the free agent deal from Vancouver. He matched his career high with 33 points with the Canucks last season while appearing in career-best 81 games.

“Surprise, shock, all that,’’ Garrison said. “It was kind of brought to my attention a couple of weeks ago that they wanted to trade me, so I think at this time things have settled down a little bit just because I’ve known about it for a while. But it’s nice to know that Tampa was interested and I’m excited to get things started for next year.’’

In facing Tampa Bay twice last season, Garrison was impressed with how the team played and the direction the Lightning are moving.

“Their team has a very good make up, they have a superstar on their team (Steven Stamkos), they are a winning team,’’ Garrison said. “It was pretty amazing watching them play, their puck possession, their skill level was crazy, and that was without Stamkos in the lineup. So, they play a high-pace game, good possession and I think they have a lot of youth and a lot of energy, but also a lot of leadership and I’m looking forward to being a part of it. ...Hopefully I can help them a little bit more and make the team better.’’
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Extra picks give Lightning draft options

Heading into the draft, GM Steve Yzerman and the Lightning hold eight selections, including two in the first round — 19th and 28th overall.  
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More Information

NHL ENTRY DRAFT

When: Round 1, 7 p.m. today; Rounds 2-7, 10 a.m. Saturday

Where: Wells Fargo Center, Philadelphia

TV: NBC Sports Network (today); NHL Network (Saturday)

Bolts picks: Round 1, 10th and 28th overall; Round 2, 50th overall; Round 3, 80th overall; Round 5, 140th and 142nd overall; Round 6, 170th overall; Round 7, 200th overall

Steve Yzerman is armed and ready for business as the NHL draft kicks off tonight at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Whether it's on the trade front or at the draft table, the Lightning figure to be plenty busy as the two-day event gets under way, with the first round taking place in prime time Friday and rounds 2 through 7 starting Saturday morning.

Heading into the draft, the Lightning hold eight selections, including two in the first round — 19th and 28th overall. On top of that, Tampa Bay also holds a pair of first-round picks in the 2015 draft, courtesy of the trade that sent Marty St. Louis to the New York Rangers.With those high draft picks tucked into his vest, Yzerman has plenty of options at his disposal.“Regarding the two first-round picks, if we end up using both those picks ... we'd be pretty happy to get a couple of good prospects we hope would help us in the future, so that's a good thing,'' Yzerman said. “Potentially, it also gives you more options, whether it's to acquire more picks, or to trade up or down. Potentially to use those to acquire a player that may help us that another team may deem expendable. So it just gives you more options, they are assets and hopefully we can use them wisely.''

In addition to the extra first-round picks in the next two drafts, the Lightning also have a deep prospect pool, particularly at forward, to tap into if the right deal comes along. As of Thursday, Tampa Bay has 12 forwards who will either be on one-way contracts or would require waivers to be sent to the American Hockey League. And that does not count 2013 third overall pick Jonathan Drouin, who is all but locked into a roster spot heading into training camp, or Nikita Kucherov, who played most of last season with the Lightning.

With an environment ripe for deals to be made, this could prove to be a busy weekend, and Tampa Bay is in the market to upgrade on defense.

Minnesota Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher told media in Philadelphia on Thursday he expects a lot of trade activity as teams prefer to go that route instead of the often-pricey free-agent pool.

“Some teams look at free agency as not an ideal route,'' Fletcher said. “I think there will be a lot of movement.”

But even if no deals materialize this weekend, the groundwork could be laid before the free-agent market opens.

That would leave Yzerman and head amateur scout Al Murray in the enviable position of making two selections in the first round for the third time in franchise history, and the second time in the past three years, after Tampa Bay picked defenseman Slater Koekkoek with the 10th pick in 2012 and goaltender Andrei Vasilevskiy with the 19th selection.

“We're excited about the potential prospect we can get at both spots,'' Yzerman said. “It's unpredictable ... and to me this (draft) might be more unpredictable than any other draft.''

Murray said that while this year's draft may not have the high-end prospects that are expected next year, he is confident the Lightning will land quality players if they retain the first-round pick.

“There are always good players in every draft, and it's our job to find as many of those as we can,'' Murray said. “It might be a draft that doesn't have the star power at the top end ... (but) there are always some later picks that some of our scouts feel very strongly about that hopefully can develop into the next Ondrej Palat (selected in the seventh round in 2011). So we are very excited and hopeful.''

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
Lightning give Callahan six-year deal

Ryan Callahan, obtained last season from the Rangers in the Marty St. Louis trade, will remain with the Lightning after signing a six-year deal.  
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TAMPA — The Lightning started off the summer season with a bang Wednesday.

Tampa Bay re-signed veteran winger Ryan Callahan to a six-year contract worth $34.8 million for an annual salary cap hit of $5.8 million per season.

Some of that cap space opened up when Tampa Bay exercised its second compliance buy-out Wednesday on forward Ryan Malone, which freed up $4.5 million against the cap. Malone, 34, was due $2.5 million in the last year of a seven-year contract, and will be paid $833,333 each of the next two seasons, which will not count against the Lightning’s salary cap. Tampa Bay used the first of two compliance buy outs permitted under the CBA on Vinny Lecavalier last summer.

The Lightning also announced the signing of forward J.T. Brown to a two-year contract. Brown, 23, was scheduled to be a restricted free agent on July 1. The deal will pay him $925,000 in 2014-15 and $975,000 in 2015-16.

Tampa Bay has 11 remaining restricted free agents — most notably Richard Panik, Andrej Sustr, Brett Connolly, Mark Barberio, Keith Aulie and Cody Kunyk — though the team has already announced goaltender Anders Lindback will not receive a qualifying offer and will be an unrestricted free agent.

Retaining Callahan was one of the bigger summer story lines regarding the Lightning, as the 29-year-old former captain of the New York Rangers was scheduled to be an unrestricted free agent on July 1.

Tampa Bay acquired Callahan from the Rangers on March 5 along with a pair of first-round draft picks in exchange for Marty St. Louis. By signing Callahan to an extension, the Lightning will send their second-round pick in 2015 to the Rangers and will receive a seventh-round pick in 2015 from New York.

Once Montreal eliminated Tampa Bay from the playoffs, Callahan was sold on the idea of remaining with the Lightning and took less money to stay than he was reportedly seeking from New York.

“As soon as I finished the season in Tampa and the last two months I experienced there, I knew that’s where I wanted to be,’’ Callahan said. “My goal from that day moving forward was trying to get a deal done with the Lightning. So, to have the next six years there, to start this new chapter of my career with this organization and this team, it’s an exciting time for me and my family.’’

Callahan’s deal includes a modified no-trade clause and will pay out $6 million in the first year, $6.4 million the second year, $6.5 million each in the third and fourth years and $4.5 million each for the final two years.

In his 20 games with Tampa Bay last season, Callahan finished with six goals and 11 points after registering 11 goals and 25 points in 45 games with the Rangers. His gritty style of play was often praised by Lightning coach Jon Cooper during the final two months of the season and his leadership skills are a welcome addition to a Lightning locker room loaded with younger players.

“He plays the game hard every night, practices the right way, conducts himself the right way off the ice,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “I believe it’s extremely important that young players come in and learn how to be professional on and off the ice. So the more people you have like that around it’s only going to benefit the culture. You have to have the right people there and he fits into what we are trying to accomplish.”

Though teams were permitted to reach out to pending unrestricted free agents at 12:01 a.m. Wednesday, Callahan said he agreed to the terms of the contract late Tuesday before signing the contract Wednesday morning. Though the idea of testing the free-agent market was enticing, remaining with the Lightning was always his first priority.

“Being a couple of days away from July 1 is tough, but considering how much I like the Lightning organization, how much I enjoyed my time there, that didn’t really creep into my head too much,’’ Callahan said. “There is my family, there is trying to win and then there is the money. I felt like the direction this team is going, the talent they have in that room, (winning) is something they are working towards and is attainable.’’

In cutting ties with Malone, Tampa Bay removes a player from its roster that had been diminishing in role and productivity. Malone, who missed nearly two months with a non-displaced fracture in his ankle, was a frequent healthy scratch in the second half of last season and scored just five goals and 15 points in 57 games.

“Over the course of the last year, Ryan’s role and ice time our team was reduced,’’ Yzerman said. “He and I had talks about it throughout the course of last season, and he wants to play and be given a greater opportunity. That wasn’t going to happen in Tampa and that made him a buyout candidate. I was not able to trade Ryan during the season, so we felt it was best for everybody involved to use the buy out and we both move on.’’

On April 10, the day before the regular-season finale, Malone was arrested in South Tampa and faces charges of DUI and possession of cocaine. He was immediately admitted into the joint NHL/NHLPA substance abuse program. Malone entered a not guilty plea on those charges last week.

Malone was acquired from Pittsburgh in 2008 and signed to a seven-year, $31.5 contract.

In addition to the moves Yzerman executed on Wednesday, he added that the team has utilized the opportunity to speak with pending UFAs on other teams and reached out to some of the potentially available defensemen. Though teams are allowed to speak to players, no contract offers are allowed to be submitted and no agreements may be reached until July 1.
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Crosby wins Hart; Bolts shut out at NHL Awards

Sidney Crosby poses with the Ted Lindsay Award, Art Ross Trophy and Hart Trophy at the NHL Awards presentation Tuesday in Las Vegas.  
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More Information

TRIBUNE WRITERS’ BALLOTS

Several NHL Awards are voted on by the Professional Hockey Writer’s Association, of which The Tribune has two voting members — Erik Erlendsson and Martin Fennelly. Here is the ballot for each:

ERIK ERLENDSSON

Hart Trophy (MVP) — 1. Ryan Getzlaf, Ducks; 2. Sidney Crosby, Penguins; 3. Ben Bishop, Lightning; 4. Claude Giroux, Flyers; 5. Anze Kopitar, Kings.

Norris Trophy (Top Defenseman) — 1. Shea Weber, Predators; 2. Duncan Keith, Blackhawks; 3. Ryan Suter, Wild; 4. Victor Hedman, Lightning; 5. Ryan McDonagh, Rangers.

Calder Trophy (Rookie of the Year) — 1. Ondrej Palat, Lightning; 2. Tyler Johnson, Lightning; 3. Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche; 4. Hampus Lindholm, Ducks; 5. Jacob Trouba, Jets.

Lady Byng (Sportsmanship) — 1. Ryan O’Reilly, Avalanche; 2. Frans Nielsen, Islanders; 3. Jason Pominville, Wild; 4. Marian Hossa, Blackhawks; 5. Tyler Seguin, Stars.

Selke Trophy (Defensive Forward) — 1. Patrice Bergeron, Bruins; 2. Anze Kopitar, Kings; 3. Jonathan Toews, Blackhawks; 4. Ondrej Palat, Lightning; David Backes, Blues.

MARTIN FENNELLY

Hart Trophy (MVP) — 1. Sidney Crosby, Penguins; 2. Ryan Getzlaf, Ducks; 3. Ben Bishop, Lightning; 4. Patrice Bergeron, Bruins; 5. Anze Kopitar, Kings.

Norris Trophy (Top Defenseman) — 1. Duncan Keith, Blackhawks; 2. Ryan Suter, Wild; 3. Alex Pietrangelo, Blues; 4. Zdeno Chara, Bruins; 5. Shea Weber, Predators.

Calder Trophy (Rookie of the Year) — 1. Ondrej Palat, Lightning; 2. Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche; 3 Tyler Johnson, Lightning; 4. Torey Krug, Bruins; 5. Hampus Lindholm, Ducks.

Lady Byng (Sportsmanship) — 1. Teemu Selanne, Ducks; 2. Marty St. Louis, Rangers; 3. Marcus Johansson, Capitals; 4. Patrick Kane, Blackhawks; 5. Tyler Seguin, Stars.

Selke Trophy (Defensive Forward) — 1. Patrice Bergeron, Bruins; 2. Jonathan Toews, Blackhawks; 3. Anze Kopitar, Kings; 4. David Backes, Blues; 5. Ondrej Palat, Lightning.

Seven years after Sidney Crosby won his first Hart Trophy, the Pittsburgh captain has been recognized as the NHL’s best once again.

Crosby won the NHL’s most valuable player award for the second time Tuesday night at the league’s postseason awards ceremony in Las Vegas.

After his first full season without major injuries since 2010, the Penguins’ 26-year-old center cleaned up at the NHL’s awards show to cap a fruitful year that included a second gold medal as Canada’s captain at the Sochi Olympics. Crosby also collected the Art Ross Trophy as the league scoring champion and the Ted Lindsay Award as the players’ choice for the NHL’s most outstanding player.

Colorado coach Patrick Roy won the Adams Award. Jon Cooper, in his first full year behind the bench with the Tampa Bay Lightning, finished third in voting, receiving five first-place votes. Mike Babock of Detroit was the other finalist.

Avalanche forward Nathan MacKinnon became the youngest player to win the Calder Trophy as the NHL’s top rookie. Ondrej Palat of the Lightning finished second in Calder Trophy voting, receiving five first-place votes, while Tampa Bay’s Tyler Johnson took third.

Palat and Johnson were also named the NHL’s All-Rookie Team.

Boston goalie Tuukka Rask won the Vezina Trophy as the league’s top goaltender. Tampa Bay’s Ben Bishop got one first-place vote as he finished third. Bishop also was 10th in the Hart Trophy voting.

Boston’s Patrice Bergeron won his second Selke Trophy as the NHL’s best defensive forward. Palat was 11th and Johnson 19th in Selke Trophy voting.

Chicago’s Duncan Keith won his second Norris Trophy as the league’s top defenseman. Tampa Bay’s Victor Hedman, who finished fifth overall in scoring by a defenseman with 55 points, was ninth in Norris voting with one first-place vote.

Anaheim general manager Bob Murray was voted the NHL’s general manager of the year after building the Ducks into the two-time Pacific Division champions and the Western Conference’s top regular-season team.

The Lightning’s Steve Yzerman received two of 35 possible first-place votes for the GM award — voted on by the league’s 30 general managers along with a panel of executives, print and broadcast media — and finished eighth overall.

Dominic Moore of the New York Rangers won the Masterton Trophy, an award for perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey.

Moore, who played with the Lightning from 2010 to 2012, returned to the NHL this season after sitting out last year to be with his wife, Katie, who died from a rare form of liver cancer in January 2013. The 33-year-old forward thanked his family and teammates.

“I’ve had a lot of good examples of perseverance over the years, and none more so than my wife, Katie,” Moore said. “So this award is very meaningful, and I’m very grateful.”

Colorado’s Ryan O’Reilly won the Lady Byng Trophy for his sportsmanship and gentlemanly conduct after scoring a career-best 64 points while committing just one minor penalty all year.

The winners of the league’s statistical awards also were recognized at the ceremony in the Encore Theater at Wynn Las Vegas.

Washington’s Alex Ovechkin accepted his fourth Richard Trophy as the NHL’s top goal-scorer, while Jonathan Quick and the Los Angeles Kings won their first Jennings Trophy for the NHL’s fewest goals allowed.

In a modest acceptance speech, Crosby thanked his teammates and family.

“I appreciate all the sacrifices you’ve made to allow me to play the game I love every day,” Crosby said.

Crosby won his second NHL scoring title with 104 points, including 68 assists in his fifth career 100-point season. Crosby scored in 60 of his 80 games, never going more than two games without a point for the Metropolitan Division champion Penguins.

Crosby hadn’t won the Hart Trophy since 2007, when he led the NHL in scoring as a 19-year-old prodigy. This time around, Sid the Kid handily beat out Anaheim captain Ryan Getzlaf and Philadelphia captain Claude Giroux, receiving 128 of the 137 first-place votes from a panel of hockey writers. Getzlaf finished second.

“You play for the big one that the Kings have here tonight, but this is definitely nice,” Crosby told the NHL Network, referring to Los Angeles’ Stanley Cup title.

Crosby was particularly honored by his second straight Ted Lindsay Award. Crosby received the Lindsay from his fellow players last season, but was beaten out by Ovechkin for the Hart.

“Those are the guys that you compete against every night,” Crosby said. “Knowing that and being selected, it’s an honor and a compliment, so I definitely appreciate it.”

Roy was chosen the NHL’s top coach in his first season behind the Colorado bench. The Hall of Fame goalie led the Avalanche from 29th place in the overall league standings to third this season, going 52-22-8 and winning the Central Division.

“When I retired, I never thought I’d be in that position to win this award as a coach,” Roy said while thanking his players. “They’ve been very special to me, and they’ve been working so hard for us. They’ve bought into what we’re trying to do as a team.”

Washington’s Bruce Boudreau, now with Anaheim, was the last rookie head coach to win the Adams, in 2008.

Bergeron beat out Los Angeles’ Anze Kopitar and Chicago captain Jonathan Toews for the Selke, which he also won in 2012. The smooth two-way forward, who also won the NHL Foundation Player Award for his charitable work, won a league-high 1,015 faceoffs while finishing second in the NHL with a career-best plus-38 rating.

Rask went 36-15-6 and finished in the top five in every major statistical category — including a league-best seven shutouts — to win his first Vezina for Boston, which claimed the Presidents’ Trophy with the NHL’s best regular-season record. The NHL’s general managers chose Rask in a narrow vote over Colorado’s Semyon Varlamov, who finished fourth in the Hart Trophy balloting.

Keith comfortably beat out Boston captain Zdeno Chara and Nashville’s Shea Weber for the Norris, which he also won in 2010. Keith, who led all defensemen with 55 assists while leading the Blackhawks in ice time for the ninth straight season, is the only active NHL defenseman with multiple Norris wins.

MacKinnon was a runaway winner of the Calder, receiving 130 of the 137 first-place votes. The No. 1 overall pick doesn’t turn 19 until Sept. 1, beating Carolina’s Jeff Skinner in 2011 as the youngest player to claim the trophy.

Edmonton’s Andrew Ference won the King Clancy Award for humanitarian contributions to hockey, while Los Angeles captain Dustin Brown won the Mark Messier NHL Leadership Award for his charitable work.

Tribune reporter Erik Erlendsson contributed this report.
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More Information

NHL AWARDS SHOW

WHEN: 7 p.m. today

WHERE: Las Vegas

TV: NBCSN

WHEN/WHERE: 7 p.m. today/Las Vegas TV: NBCSN

TAMPA — The Lightning's playoff run ended abruptly two months ago, but the successful regular season for Tampa Bay warrants recognition.

When the NHL Awards Show takes place tonight at the Wynn Hotel in Las Vegas, the Lightning will be represented by four people up for three awards to help celebrate the unexpected second-place finish in the Atlantic Division.

Jon Cooper is a finalist for the Jack Adams Awards as the coach of the year (along with Colorado's Patrick Roy and Detroit's Mike Babcock). Ben Bishop is up for the Vezina Trophy as the top goaltender (along with Boston's Tuukka Rask and Colorado's Semyon Varlamov). And Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat were voted finalists for the Calder Trophy (along with Colorado's Nathan MacKinnon) as rookie of the year, the first set of teammates to be named finalist for the Calder since Chicago's Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews in 2008.

Johnson is also the first undrafted free agent to be named a Calder finalist since Ed Belfour in 1991.

“If you are getting those accolades, that means your team has done well,'' Cooper told the media in Las Vegas. “I can't say that a year ago I'd be sitting here at this time in Las Vegas in front of everybody doing (interviews), and I'm sure Tyler, Ondrej and Bish would have all said the same thing. Team success, this is what happens when you have that, and in the big picture that's what we want. If you get recognized individually, that's an unbelievable honor, but it's team success that brought us here and that's what counts.''

No schedule update: As of late Monday, the Lightning were still working with the league to resolve the schedule conflict for one of the team's home dates in April.

When the NHL schedule was released on Sunday, Tampa Bay had a home game scheduled against Montreal on April 7, the same date the NCAA women's basketball title game is scheduled to take place at the Forum.

A team spokesman said the Lightning will continue to work with the league to rectify the situation, but no timetable has been determined.

Drouin honored: Lightning prospect Jonathan Drouin, the third selection in the 2013 draft, recently was selected as the team MVP for Halifax in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Drouin led the QMJHL with 79 assists and was third in the league in scoring with 108 points in 46 games. Drouin had 13 goals and 41 points in 16 playoff games.

MAJOR AWARD FINALISTS

Hart Memorial Trophy, league MVP — Sidney Crosby (Penguins), Ryan Getzlaf (Ducks), Claude Giroux (Flyers).

Vezina Trophy, top goaltender — Ben Bishop (Lightning), Tuukka Rask (Bruins), Semyon Varlamov (Avalanche).

James Norris Memorial Trophy, top defenseman — Zdeno Chara (Bruins), Duncan Keith (Blackhawks), Shea Weber (Predators).

Frank J. Selke Trophy, top defensive forward — Patrice Bergeron (Bruins), Anze Kopitar (Kings), Jonathan Toews (Blackhawks).

Calder Memorial Trophy, top rookie — Tyler Johnson (Lightning), Ondrej Palat (Lightning), Nathan MacKinnon (Avalanche).

Jack Adams Award, top head coach — Mike Babcock (Red Wings), Jon Cooper (Lightning), Patrick Roy (Avalanche).

General manager of the year — Marc Bergevin (Canadiens), Dean Lombardi (Kings), Bob Murray (Ducks).

Lady Byng Memorial Trophy, gentlemanly play — Patrick Marleau (Sharks), Ryan O'Reilly (Avalanche), Martin St. Louis (Rangers).

Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy, perseverance — Jaromir Jarg (Devils), Manny Malhotra (Hurricanes), Dominic Moore (Rangers).
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TAMPA — The Lightning will not be issuing a qualifying offer to goaltender Anders Lindback, allowing the 26-year-old to become an unrestricted free agent July 1.

In order to retain Lindback’s rights as a restricted free agent, the Lightning would have had to issue an offer equal to the $2.2 million salary he played for last season.

Lindback finished last season 8-12-2 with a 2.90 goals-against average and .891 save percentage in 23 games before posting an 0-3 record, 3.91 GAA and .881 save percentage in four playoff games.

But Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman said the book on Lindback is not closed, and though the team intends to test the free agent market for a potential backup, Lindback remains a consideration.

With the Lightning lacking NHL experienced goaltenders on the depth chart heading into the summer, Yzerman said the team will likely be looking for an experienced goalie to back up starter Ben Bishop, who was a Vezina finalist last season after setting single-season franchise records in victories (37), goals-against average (2.23) and save percentage (.924).

Bishop, however, is coming off surgery to his right wrist and missed the end of the regular season and the playoffs after dislocating left elbow.

“We are going to look and see what is out there, but (Lindback) is on the list,’’ Yzerman said.

Lindback’s agent, Michael Deutsch, was unavailable for comment Saturday.

Callahan talks

Yzerman said the team remains in conversations with pending unrestricted free agent Ryan Callahan on a new contract. Callahan is scheduled to be a free agent July 1.

“I’m hopeful that we can get him signed before he reaches free agency,’’ Yzerman said.

Home opener

The Lightning will open the 2014-15 regular season Oct. 9 at home against the Florida Panthers. Tampa Bay also faced Florida in last season’s home opener.

The game will also feature the debut of new Florida head coach Gerard Gallant, who played 52 games for the Lightning from 1993-95.

Gallant, 50, was named Florida’s coach Saturday. Gallant served as head coach for Columbus from 2003-07 and was an assistant coach for Montreal the past two seasons.

The full 2014-15 season schedule is set to be released today at 4 p.m.

Buyout option

The Lightning have one remaining amnesty buyout option remaining, after using one on Vinny Lecavalier last season.

The amnesty buyout allows teams to use two buyouts without being penalized against the salary cap. Yzerman said they are still determining whether to use the second buyout option. The window to use the buyout closes June 30.

“It’s something to consider,’’ Yzerman said. “We haven’t come to any final decision on that. We know when the window closes, and if we choose to go that route, we have time.’’
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Lightning re-sign F Alex Killorn

Killorn, who had 17 goals and 41 points in his first full NHL season, signed a two-year deal worth $5.1 million.  
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The Tampa Bay Lightning re-signed forward Alex Killorn, a homegrown prospect and key member of the team’s recent youth movement, general manager Steve Yzerman announced Thursday.

Killorn, 24, signed for two years and $5.1 million.

In his first full NHL season, Killorn had 17 goals and 41 points last season as one of three Lightning players to appear in all 82 regular-season games. In his NHL playoff debut, Killorn scored a goal and had an assist in Game 1 of the Eastern Conference quarterfinals against Montreal.

A third-round pick by the Lightning in the 2007 draft, Killorn (6-foot-1, 200 pounds) has 24 career goals and 60 points. He has played 120 NHL games, all with Tampa Bay the past two seasons.
Lightning sign Palat for three years, $10 million
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TAMPA — Another key cog in the Tampa Bay Lightning lineup signed on for three more years.

Ondrej Palat, one of three finalists for the Calder Trophy honoring the NHL rookie of the year, signed a three-year contract worth $10 million on Monday. Palat was scheduled to be a restricted free agent on July 1.

“My agent did a great job and I want to thank (Lightning general manager) Steve Yzerman, he gave me this offer and this opportunity,’’ Palat said from the Czech Republic on Monday. “I’m really happy that I will be a part of the Lightning for three more years.’’

In his first full season in the NHL, Palat led Tampa Bay with 59 points and finished second in league rookie scoring behind Colorado’s Nathan MacKinnon and just ahead of teammate and fellow Calder Trophy finalist Tyler Johnson. Johnson also signed a three-year contract worth $10 million on May 23.

Johnson and Palat have been teammates and linemates for the majority of the past three years and helped lead the Lightning back to the playoffs this season for the first time in three years.

“We have been playing together for the past three years, and now we are signing the same contracts, so that is awesome,’’ Palat said.

Though Palat scored twice in the playoffs, he played with an undisclosed head injury which was not diagnosed as a concussion. Palat took a blow to the back of his neck area against Columbus on April 11 that forced him to miss the final regular season game on April 13 and kept him out of Game 2 against Montreal in the postseason. But he said there are no lingering issues and he has already begun off-season workouts to get ready for next season.

“Everything is fine,’’ Palat said. “I took a couple of weeks off and now I’m ready to go, I’m 100 percent.’’
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Lightning re-sign C Tyler Johnson to 3-year deal

Tyler Johnson is one of three finalists for the Calder Trophy as NHL rookie of the year.  
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning wasted little time ensuring one of their top young players remains under wraps.

Tampa Bay re-signed center Tyler Johnson on Friday to a three-year contract extension worth $10 million. Johnson was scheduled to be a restricted free agent on July 1 and was eligible to file for arbitration.

Johnson will make $2.8 million in the first year of the deal, $3.2 million in the second year and $4 million in the final year of the contract.

Johnson is one of three finalists for the Calder Trophy as NHL rookie of the year after tying for the league lead among rookies with 24 goals, finishing third in rookie scoring with 50 points and tying Boston's Brad Marchand for the league lead with five shorthanded goals.

His 24 goals set a Lightning franchise rookie record. Johnson also became just the second rookie in league history to record at least five power play goals and five shorthanded goals in the same season.

“He had a very good first year and we are counting on him to be better,'' Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “He got better as the year went on, there is still room to improve. ...He's got the skating ability and the skills and hockey sense and he's committed to being a good overall player.''

After the Lightning were swept out of the postseason by Montreal, Johnson was invited to represent USA Hockey at the World Championships and led the U.S. with six goals and was third with nine points while playing as the No. 1 center. The U.S. was knocked out of the tournament following a 4-3 loss to Czech Republic on Thursday.

“He really asserted himself, his speed and scoring ability were really evident,'' Yzerman said of Johnson's play for USA. “The U.S. had a really talented and young team and it looked like Tyler was one of the guys who stepped up and was a real leader on that team. He did very well. A really good experience for him to get over there and play more hockey. I'm glad he went.''

Tampa Bay still has 14 current players scheduled to be restricted free agents this summer, most notably Ondrej Palat, also a Calder Trophy finalist, Alex Killorn, J.T. Brown, Richard Panik, Andrej Sustr, Mark Barberio, goaltender Anders Lindback and Brett Connolly. Killorn, Brown, Barberio, Lindback and Sustr all have arbitration rights.

“I wouldn't describe anything else close right now,'' Yzerman said.

Still in contact

Yzerman remains in contact with Steve Bartlett, the agent for forward Ryan Callahan, who is scheduled to be an unrestricted free agent on July 1.

“I talked with Steve Bartlett (Friday) and we'll talk again next week,'' Yzerman said.

Callahan was acquired from the New York Rangers at the trade deadline in the deal that sent Marty St. Louis to New York.

No confirmation

Yzerman would not confirm reports the Pittsburgh Penguins have requested permission to speak to Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois about the vacant general manager position with the Penguins.
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Vasilevskiy excelling at Worlds before coming to Tampa

Lightning prospect Andrei Vasilevskiy has a .985 save percentage and a 0.50 goals-against average for Russia at the World Championships.  
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For many in the Lightning organization, goaltender Andrei Vasilevskiy essentially has been a name from a faraway place the past two seasons.

Sure, Vasilevskiy’s name carries some weight, and for more reasons than the three times the official spelling has changed since Tampa Bay selected him 19th overall in the 2012 draft.

Vasilevskiy, 19, has been among the top-ranked prospects on many lists. The Hockey News and Hockey’s Future rank him in the top 10, along with Lightning prospect Jonathan Drouin. Vasilevskiy even drew comparisons to Russian hockey royalty when a former Soviet Olympian compared him to Vladislav Tretiak, the famed goalie who backstopped the USSR during their dominant days.

“Tretiak also broke into the national championship and the national team when he was very young,” former Soviet Olympic champion Alexander Pashkov told iihf.com. “Like (Tretiak), Vasilevskiy has great natural ability and last season he was the strongest goalie in the (Kontinental Hockey League). You could also see this in the last two World Junior Championships.

“I’m sure he can become a world-class player.”

Now that Vasilevskiy is under contract with Tampa Bay — his deal with Ufa Salavat in the Russian Kontinental Hockey League expired at the end of April after he led the team to the KHL final four — many will get their first chance to see the talented goaltender.

But before coming to North America, Vasilevskiy made his debut with the Russian senior national team at the IIHF World Championships this month in Belarus. He didn’t disappoint.

In his first start, against the United States, Vasilevskiy was named player of the game for his team after stopping 39 shots in a 6-1 victory. Vasilevskiy, 6-foot-3 and 210 pounds, made an impression on future Lightning teammate Tyler Johnson, who had four shots on goal for the Americans.

“I would say what stood out for me is that he is a big goaltender, but he’s just so athletic,” Johnson said. “He looks down and out on certain situations and he was still able to make the play. So, he remained very calm and that’s something as a young goaltender you don’t see too much.

“But it’s awesome to know that he’s going to be in our organization, on our team. It’s definitely going to be better to have him on our side than playing against him, that’s for sure.”

In his second start, against Germany, Vasilevskiy pitched a 27-save, 3-0 shutout.

With Sergei Bobrovsky the No. 1 goaltender for Russia in the tournament, Vasilevskiy likely has seen his last action. But there was plenty to see, as Vasilevskiy has a .985 save percentage and a 0.50 goals-against average.

“Really good rebound control, really good positioning and great body language — it just all looked really easy for him, which is a great sign,” said Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois, who was in Belarus for the early part of the tournament before returning to Tampa.

Vasilevskiy already owns three medals from the World Junior Championships — one silver, two bronze — and looks in position to add a World Championship to his ever-growing résumé. The Lightning hope one day that includes a Stanley Cup championship.

“His combination of size, athleticism and technique make him a really, really effective goaltender,” BriseBois said. “We know he has great potential. Now it’s just a matter of working with him to help him realize that potential.”

CANDIDATE FOR PENS? BriseBois has been listed as a possible candidate for the vacant general manager position in Pittsburgh, which opened last week when Ray Shero was let go after the Penguins blew a 3-1 series lead for the second time in four seasons.

“My name has been linked to many spots in the past and I’ve never commented, and this one is not any different,” BriseBois said.
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Bolts rookie flourishes in top-line role at Worlds

The Bolts’ Tyler Johnson has four goals for Team USA, which will face the Czech Republic in today’s world quarterfinals.  
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Tyler Johnson didn’t exactly come out of nowhere this season. His rise from undrafted free agent to American Hockey League MVP to NHL Rookie of the Year finalist put his name on many a list.

That included the executive staff for USA Hockey when the advisory committee started putting together potential candidates for the roster for this year’s World Championships. Johnson became available after the Lightning were swept out of the playoffs in the first round by Montreal.

“It’s hard to be a hidden gem anymore when you’re up for rookie of the year,’’ said Tom Kurvers, senior adviser to the general manager for the Lightning and a consultant for Team USA for the World Championships. “He’s lived up to the attention that he’s earned this year.’’

Johnson assumed the top center role for head coach Peter Laviolette during the preliminary rounds. The United States finished second in its group and will play the Czech Republic in today’s quarterfinals. The game is set to begin at 9 a.m. and will be shown on tape delay on NBCSN beginning at 9:30 a.m.

The winner faces either Finland or Canada in Saturday’s semifinals.

Johnson is not the only Lightning player in action. Goaltender Andrei Vasilevski and Russia will face France, while defenseman Dmitry Korobov and host Belarus face Sweden.

Just as he did for the Lightning in his rookie season, Johnson is playing in all situations — and producing in all of them. In the seven preliminary games, the 5-foot-9 center from Spokane, Wash., finished tied for 10th with four goals and 19th in scoring with seven points.

“It’s been fun,’’ Johnson said of his first experience with the senior national team after stints with the World Junior team in 2009 and 2010. “I like to be one of the guys that makes a difference. I like to feel like I can do that. And to have the opportunity that I’ve been having and to be able to play as much in the situations that I have, I’ve been just trying to help the team out as much as possible.

“So it’s been great. I don’t really look at it as No. 1 center or anything like that. I’m just trying to help the team out and help everyone move on.’’

Though he doesn’t see himself in that top-line role, Johnson is the only forward on Team USA averaging more than 20 minutes per game and his ice time of 20:29 is 91 seconds more per game than any other forward. He also leads the team with two game-winning goals, including a late third-period goal in a victory against Switzerland. He picked up a pair of third-period goals in a key 3-1 victory against Finland, when he was voted the player of the game for his team.

“It’s just another level of hockey that his name is now very well-known. Teams are aware of him and he’s one of our top players here,’’ Kurvers said. “He does things that just make him have an influence on the game, no matter if he is finishing goals or not. The speed and his tenacity and his responsibility are all there.

“So, it’s impressive the way he continues to adjust to different levels. And now it’s a slightly different game (at the international level), but he still has an impact on the game and does a really good job.’’

The success Johnson has enjoyed in his first tournament on international ice is just another step up the ladder.

“It’s a completely different game. A lot more time with the puck, you have extra time to make those decisions, a lot more skating is involved with the big ice,’’ Johnson said. “But it’s been fun. It’s different, something that you have to adjust to a little bit. But it’s been good and it’s a good group of guys, so that makes it even more fun.’’

Johnson’s ability to adapt and succeed has been noticeable to Kurvers, who spends most of his time during the NHL season scouting college games.

DEFENSEMAN SIGNS: The Lightning announced the signing of defenseman Dylan Blujus to a three-year entry-level contract. The 2012 second-round pick finished his junior career this season, scoring four goals and 10 points in 22 playoffs games as North Bay Batallion won the Ontario Hockey League championship. In four OHL seasons, Blujus (6-foot-3, 195 pounds) had 17 goals and 119 points in 256 games.
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Bolts get another first-round pick as Rangers advance
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By virtue of the New York Rangers Game 7 victory against Pittsburgh on Tuesday and advancing to the Eastern Conference final, the Tampa Bay Lightning now hold a pair of first-round selections in next month's NHL Entry Draft.

In the trade-deadline deal that sent Marty St. Louis to the Rangers, Tampa Bay received Ryan Callahan, a conditional second-round pick in 2014 and a first-round pick in 2015.

The conditional second-round pick would turn into a first-round pick if New York advanced to the East final, which the Rangers did by overcoming a 3-1 series deficit against the Penguins, winning 2-1.

New York awaits the winner of the other East semifinal between Boston and Montreal, who will play in a Game 7 on Wednesday.

The additional first-round pick will be in the 26th to 29th overall range depending on how far the Rangers advance. New Jersey will hold the 30th overall pick as a penalty for circumventing the salary cap with the contract signed by Ilya Kovalchuk.

Tampa Bay also currently holds the 18th overall pick this year, but that could change depending on the results of the remaining postseason matchups.

The book has yet to close on the St. Louis deal, however, as the Lightning would send their second-round pick in 2015 to the Rangers and acquire New York's seventh-round pick next year if Callahan re-signs with the Lightning.
Lightning rookie seeks more experience at World Championships

Coming off a stellar rookie season with Tampa Bay, Tyler Johnson now heads to the World Championships.  
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TAMPA — Pickleball will have to wait.

Tyler Johnson will put off one of his favorite offseason training regimens to don the red, white and blue jersey and represent the United States at the World Championships in Minsk, Belarus.

The events starts today, when the U.S. takes on the host country at 1:45 p.m. in a preliminary game in Group A, which also includes Switzerland, Russia, Latvia, Kazakhstan, Finland and Germany. Group play concludes May 20, and the quarterfinals start May 22.

Johnson is one of six Lightning players or prospects in the tournament, joining goaltenders Kristers Gudlevskis (Latvia), Andrei Vasilevskiy (Russia) and Jaroslav Janus (Slovakia), defenseman Dmitry Korobov (Belarus) and right wing Richard Panik (Slovakia).

Johnson, 23, set a Lightning rookie record with 24 goals and is one of three finalists for the Calder Trophy awarded to the NHL Rookie of the Year. He is competing for his country for the second time after helping the United States win a gold medal at the 2010 World Junior Championships.

“Any time you can wear the red, white and blue, it’s a tremendous honor,’’ said Johnson, who enjoys playing pickleball, a paddle sport similar to racquet sports such as badminton or tennis. “I had a great time doing it at World Juniors, and obviously, I wish we were in the Stanley Cup playoffs, but for me to have this opportunity is something special, and it’s going to be a lot of fun.’’

Johnson has come a long way in his career. Passed over in the NHL draft while playing junior hockey in his hometown of Spokane, Wash., he won an American Hockey League championship in his first year as pro and earned AHL MVP honors in his second year. His successful rookie season in the NHL helped the Lightning reach the playoffs.

“Going into the season, I was hoping I was going to make the team,” he said. “... Things worked out well. I had some great opportunities, was able to play with some great players. It’s just been a fun year, a year that I’m always going to remember, and I’m very fortunate for everything that has happened.’’

After the Lightning were swept by Montreal in the first round of the playoffs, Johnson has the opportunity to extend his season and continue to grow as a player.

“It’s a playoff-like atmosphere,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “Hopefully, they get into the elimination games that you have to win, and the more of those type of games you can play the more comfortable you are. I really like it for our young guys.”
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Door closes on season, but Bolts poised for bright future

Captain Steven Stamkos walks through a sea of bags in the team’s lounge area Thursday. The Lightning had their exit physicals and a final team meeting to officially conclude their season.  
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More Information

Key dates

May 9: Start of IIHF World Championships in Belarus; gold-medal game set for May 25.

May 25-31: NHL draft combine in Toronto

June 18: Last possible date for Stanley Cup Final

June 25: NHL Awards show in Las Vegas

June 27-28: NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia

July 1: Start of free agency at noon

July 1-6: Lightning development camp

July 5: Deadline for player-elected arbitration filing

July 6: Deadline for club-elected arbitration filing

July 20: Start of scheduled arbitration hearings

Aug.: Deadline for arbitration hearing decisions

Sept. TBD: Lightning open training camp

TAMPA — A dimly lit arena served as a somber reminder of what was missing at the Forum on Thursday.

Instead of the buzz of a building preparing to host Game 5 of the opening round of the playoffs, players gathered one final time to collect their sticks and gear, shake a few hands and listen to a final send-off speech from the coaching staff.

But instead of wondering where the offseason was heading after finishing second in the Atlantic Division with 101 points, the level of excitement heading into the summer is different than last season, when Tampa Bay finished 28th in the standings.

“There was a little bit of a more stern message I believe last year,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “This year I think we applauded the players for their regular season and kind of focused on our playoff performance a little bit. So for us the message was the playoffs are the norm now. It shouldn't be, 'Well, are we going to make the playoffs this year?' That should be our minimum standard. How far we are going to advance in the playoffs, that is where our attitude has to be.”

The Lightning took giant strides in that direction this season.

They dealt with the loss of top goal scorer Steven Stamkos to a broken leg, the trade of captain Marty St. Louis, utilizing up to a dozen rookies and the loss of No. 1 goaltender Ben Bishop to a dislocated elbow a week before the playoffs started. Overcoming so much allowed the young players to learn the ups and downs of an NHL season and be better prepared to handle adverse situations, while making them better players and the team stronger heading into next season.

“I think guys realize that we were obviously proud of the way we played this year, especially with everything that we had to deal with as a team and how we did deal with it,” Stamkos said.

“You don't envision being swept in the first round, so I think we learned what it takes to win, the consistency that it takes, the work ethic, the sacrifice. So when we sit here in the summer and look back, I hope that everyone can realize how hard it is to get there and what you have to do to win at that level.

“Obviously we want to get back to that stage every year and we don't want it to be a once-every-couple-of-years kind of thing. I think we have a group that can be there every year.”

With every offseason comes some change. And no team — not even those that capture the Stanley Cup — returns the next season with an identical roster. But with a core of young talent that includes co-rookie of the year finalists Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat, defensemen Andrej Sustr, Radko Gudas, Mark Barberio and Victor Hedman, and Bishop in goal, the main pieces are already in place.

And with others on the horizon such as Jonathan Drouin, the No. 3 overall pick in 2013, and highly touted goaltender Andrey Vasilevskiy, the summer looks more like a tweaking situation than any sort of an overhaul.

“I think this year there is a lot more in place,” Cooper said. “We have less holes to fill in that sense. Maybe we could focus on some directions a little bit more, knowing that we are good in a bunch of these areas. I think we will have more of a plan of which direction our team needs to go.”

Tampa Bay has a stable of young forwards throughout the organization and its goaltending depth in the system is arguably the best it has ever been.

However, the defense is not as deep and Tampa Bay lacks some size among the forwards, two areas likely to be addressed in free agency or via the trade route.

“I think it's best that I sit down with Coop, and the plan is to next week sit down and go over our team, kind of go over everything and decide what we need to do,” general manager Steve Yzerman said. “I have some thoughts. ... I prefer to keep those to myself for the time being, but we do have to improve in certain areas and, over the course of time, change our team a little bit.”

The Lightning have a lot of speed and skill, but Cooper hinted at one area he feels needs to be addressed.

“I think defensively we could've been a little harder, and that's not just on the defensemen. That's our forwards, too,” he said. “We play really hard, but sometimes we are not as hard to play against as we need to be. I think if we went on in the playoffs it would've been much more difficult for us to keep going just because we have a little bit more flash-and-dash to our game than grind-it-out.

“When you get to the playoffs there are times that you have to grind out games. That's something that you can't just change overnight. I think you get better at that as players get older, so those will be things that we will work on in the summer and see if we can get a little bit bigger, stronger as a team but still keep our core guys together.”
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5 Things to watch this Lightning offseason

Though Ryan Callahan wasn’t as productive in the playoffs as was hoped, the Bolts want him back. He is scheduled to be an unrestricted free agent.  
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1. Ryan Callahan 

Acquired from the New York Rangers in the deal that sent Marty St. Louis to New York, Callahan brought a gritty, workman-like style of play to the lineup, which the Lightning lacked at times this season. Though he didn’t have the postseason he had hoped or the Lightning would have liked to see, coach Jon Cooper and general manager Steve Yzerman would like to bring Callahan back, stating “the physical play, the tenacity he plays with, the character, those are important things, and he does the things that help you win games.” But Callahan, 29, is scheduled to be an unrestricted free agent July 1, when he would be among the best forwards available on the market. Expect the two sides to talk in the near future and for Tampa Bay to make a push to retain Callahan.

2. The young guys 

Much was made of the Lightning’s influx of young players this season that had an impact on the team’s success, most notably co-Calder Trophy finalists Ondrej Palat and Tyler Johnson, who finished second and third, respectively, in rookie scoring. But more than a handful of those players are now coming out of their entry-level contracts and will need new deals heading into next season. Richard Panik, Alex Killorn, Andrej Sustr, Palat and Johnson are restricted free agents, which means if they are not signed to a new deal by July 1, opposing teams are free to sign the players, though Tampa Bay would have the right to match any offer. Others, such as J.T. Brown and 2010 first-round pick Brett Connolly, are also up for new deals this summer.

3. The New York Rangers 

Why are the Rangers on this list? Because Yzerman and Co. will be New York fans for at least the next month. As part of the deal that sent St. Louis to the Rangers, the Lightning received a conditional second-round pick in the 2014 draft. If the Rangers reach the Eastern Conference finals, that second-round pick becomes a first-round pick this year. That would then give Tampa Bay two first-round picks in each of the next two drafts, as the Lightning also received a 2015 first-round pick from the Rangers.

4. Adding defensive help

Some of the Lightning’s weaknesses were exposed during the first-round playoff loss to Montreal, and those weaknesses are likely to be addressed this summer. While the free-agent market is always an option, there are not many top-end blue-liners scheduled to be unrestricted this summer. Tampa Bay has been linked to potential trades for defensemen in the past, among them Vancouver’s Alex Edler and Phoenix’s Keith Yandle. This was an area on Yzerman’s wish list last summer, and it will likely be right at the top again.

5. Andrey Vasilevskiy 

The Lightning’s first-round pick — 19th overall and second first-round selection — in the 2012 draft finished off a phenomenal season playing for Salavat in the Kontinental Hockey League, leading UFA to the semifinals. The 20-year-old goaltender is in the last year of his contract with Salavat, though the deal does not officially expire until Wednesday. Tampa Bay wants to get Vasilevskiy signed to a contract as soon as possible and get him to North America before the start of next season. If this lingers late into the summer, it could derail some plans within the organization.

Erik Erlendsson
Despite sweep, Bolts gain valuable playoff experience

Rookie Ondrej Palat, a finalist for the Calder Trophy, did not take losing the series well, but the Lightning hope to have many more chances.  
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•Door closes on season, but Bolts poised for bright future

MONTREAL — The Lightning's postseason run ended before it ever really began.

When goaltender Ben Bishop dislocated his left elbow April 8 — an injury confirmed by the team — the prospects of advancing out of the first round of the playoffs dropped significantly. His absence, coming off a Vezina-caliber regular season, was a factor in Tampa Bay being swept by the Montreal Canadiens.

With 12 Tampa Bay players making their Stanley Cup playoff debuts against Montreal, the Lightning missed out on Bishop's postseason debut the most.

While the sting of failing to pick up a victory will linger, the season was about growth and experience for a team looking to make the playoffs an annual occurrence. Through everything that happened this season, the focus was on a team loaded with rookies guided by a first-year NHL head coach getting their feet wet.

“This has been a transition year for us in an unbelievably positive way,'' coach Jon Cooper said. “We had 12 players make their NHL playoff debuts, and that's probably unheard of in a series. And ultimately our goal was to make the playoffs, but we also wanted to make sure Tampa Bay Lightning fans everywhere, wherever they were, were proud of their team, because I sure as (heck) am proud.

“They made me a better person, a better coach, and I couldn't have been more proud to coach that team. I don't know if that will sink in, but that was the gist of the (postgame) speech.''

The nature of playoff hockey — the intensity, desperation, microscope — has to be experienced to truly be understood.

“I always compare it to getting your driver's license,'' Cooper said. “You can go up there and get your license and get an A on the test and say, 'This is awesome, I'm going to jump behind the wheel of a car.' But once you get behind the wheel of the car and drive it, you are not a good driver. You may have passed the test, but you need the experience behind the wheel.

“You need to be in these positions to feel the atmosphere, to understand the magnitude of how everything is just magnified. Until you are in it, you really don't understand. Naturally, we would have liked to extend the series, but what I don't want this year to be looked at is 'What a failure, these guys got swept in the first round.' ''

Instead, Tampa Bay finished second in the division, closing the regular season on a four-game winning streak. Losing the only four playoff games won't take away from all that went on from October to April, or the experience gained.

“It's not easy to win at this time of the year, and I think a lot of guys learned that,'' said Stamkos, named captain March 6. “But let's be honest with ourselves, the most important thing is we can't be satisfied that we got here. I think we will learn. Sacrifice, determination and work ethic is what wins at this time of the year, and the next time around we have, a short experience, but the experience of playing in the playoffs.''

Rookies are finalists

Lightning forwards Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat joined Colorado's Nathan MacKinnon on Wednesday as finalists for the Calder Trophy, awarded to the league's top rookie.

MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall draft pick in 2013, led all rookies in points (63), goals (24-tied), assists (39), power-play goals (8), game-winning goals (5-tied) and shots (241).

Johnson, the first undrafted player named a Calder finalist since Chicago's Ed Belfour won in 1991, tied MacKinnon for the rookie lead with 24 goals, also a Tampa Bay rookie record, was third in points (50) and third in plus/minus (plus-23). He was the second rookie in league history to score five power-play goals and five short-handed goals.

Palat was second among rookies in points (59) and second in plus/minus (plus-32), while leading all rookies in scoring since Jan. 1 with 44 points in 42 games, including 14 multipoint games.

Tampa Bay is the first team with two finalists for the Calder Trophy since Chicago's Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews in 2008. The winner will be announced during the NHL Awards show June 24.
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NEW YORK – Tampa Bay Lightning forwards Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat are finalists for the NHL’s top rookie award.

They’re joined by Nathan MacKinnon of the Colorado Avalanche in the running for the Calder Trophy.

Johnson had a team-record 24 goals and finished tied with MacKinnon for the NHL lead among rookies. MacKinnon, selected first overall in the draft by Colorado, led all NHL rookies in scoring with 63 points.

Palat finished second among rookie scorers with 59 points and 23 goals.

Tampa Bay is the first club to have multiple nominees for the award since 2008 when Chicago’s Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews finished first and third, respectively.

The award winner will be announced June 24 at the NHL awards banquet.
Fennelly: This time, Bolts couldn’t overcome
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•Lightning eliminated from playoffs

MONTREAL — Nothing looks good when it’s on the business end of a broom.

The Lightning were swept from the Stanley Cup playoffs Tuesday night in Montreal. That had never happened before in franchise history. The Canadiens saw to it with a 4-3 win, on a power-play goal with 43 seconds left. A tripping call on poor Cedric Paquette, about 175 feet from the Lightning net, after we thought the referees had put away their whistles. Figures.

Enough of that.

Maybe this young team will learn from the sting of this short-lived playoff experience.

“We didn’t come in here looking for experience,” captain Steven Stamkos said. “We came in here looking for wins.”

Gone is a season filled with surprises, good, bad and ugly, one in which the Lightning, more often than not, overcame.

They tried to do it again in Game 4.

They were down three games to none. Then they were down three goals to one in the second period.

They came back and tied it in the third period, on goals by Victor Hedman and Tyler Johnson.

“If we were going down, we were going down swinging,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

Then, that tripping call, eventually followed by Max Pacioretty’s goal past Kristers Gudlevskis, who had replaced Anders Lindback.

And there went the season. A good season at that. Only it didn’t feel that way in the losing dressing room.

Maybe in a few days, or next week, or next month ...

“You hope we remember this feeling,” Stamkos said. “I don’t want to use the word ‘embarrassed,’ but it’s definitely not fun.”

Montreal outplayed the Lightning, plain and simple. I still would have liked to have seen this series with Ben Bishop in the net. The Vezina contender never made it back from his last injury. Lindback left the series with a 3.91 goals-against and an .881 save percentage.

But Cooper and his entire team share the blame.

They played their worst hockey at the worst possible time.

Swept aside is no way to exit the playoff stage.

“It’s been a transition year for us, in an unbelievably positive way,” Cooper said.

Agreed. Before this season, no one gave the Lightning a chance for much of anything. They’d finished 28th in the league last season. They were going to be buried in a new division under the likes of Boston, Montreal, Detroit and Toronto. It seemed like 82 games of hard labor.

The Lightning made it a joy. They won 46 times and finished with 101 points. They parted ways with Vinny Lecavalier before the season. They won. They lost scoring star Stamkos 17 games into the season. He missed 45 games. They won. Captain Marty St. Louis demanded a trade and was traded. What a mess. They won. Bishop’s injury late in the season was just one hit too many.

Twelve Lightning players made their playoff debuts in this series. That showed at times. But most of the kids did remarkable work this season. Johnson and Ondrej Palat, who scored the first goal in Game 4, were among the top rookies in the league this season.

Valtteri Filppula more than replaced Vinny’s production, though he faded badly in this series. Ryan Callahan brought back some of the heart and soul that fled with Marty, but not much else come postseason. Victor Hedman took a great leap forward on the back line, in the general direction of elite status. And the Lightning found their goaltender.

Yes, a lot of things went right under Cooper’s steady hand in his first full season as an NHL coach.

Still, nobody looks good under a broom.

And the season means nothing if this team doesn’t come back stronger for it.

Cooper said it the other day: They can’t be one-hit wonders.

“Sometimes you do have to take a step back before moving forward,” Stamkos said. “We want to be in the playoffs every year. It shouldn’t be a once-in-a-while occurrence. And I think we have the pieces to do that.”

I think they need a few more pieces. Some more help for Stamkos. Bring Callahan back. And land a big-name defenseman, maybe Shea Weber.

This season means nothing if this team takes a step back.

Otherwise, it will be all about the broom.
Bolts notes: Paquette’s untimely penalty decisive
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MONTREAL — Rookie C Cedric Paquette sat at his locker stall inside the visiting dressing room at Bell Centre, talking in hushed tones after Tampa Bay’s 4-3 loss to Montreal on Tuesday as the Lightning were swept in the first round.

It was Paquette’s tripping penalty on Francis Bouillon with 2:11 left in regulation that led to the Canadiens’ series-clinching goal with 42.6 seconds left, just the third penalty called all game.

“I felt pretty bad, to be honest,’’ Paquette said. “That’s my bad, I was a little too aggressive and he fell. . . .They didn’t call much in this game, and I did a bad play, but that is just a bad moment.’’

Paquette, called up from the American Hockey League with two games left in the regular season, was also involved in two of the Montreal goals as he was down in the corner for the opening Canadiens’ goal and then lost the puck at the red line to Brian Gionta that led to Montreal’s second goal of the first period. In the four playoff games, the 20-year-old finished with two assists - including the secondary assist on the Lightning’s tying goal in the third period - but was a minus-2 and was responsible for the overtime game-winner for Montreal in Game 1. 

“That poor kid gave us everything he had and two of the game winning goals, the poor kid is on the ice for,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “He’s the first guy I’m going to hug in the room because he was absolutely outstanding for us and I hope nobody looks at Cedric Paquette and say that he is the goat because I believe we may not have been in those spots without him. We won every defensive zone faceoff we had, he had a plethora of chances himself, made his linemates better, he punished their team every single time he was on the ice.’’

Paquette ended his first pro season with having more games of Stanley Cup playoff experience (four games) than regular season experience (two). After leading Syracuse in goals during the regular season in the American Hockey League, the rookie showed he might be a regular in the lineup as soon as next season.

“For him to come onto this stage and compete, that kid has fire in the belly there is no doubt about that,’’ Cooper said. “You can’t teach with that kid has and that’s he is determined. He’s passionate and he’s “a gamer’. That kid has it and I’m fairly certain that kid will be in the league for a while.’’

Paquette, one of the few French-speaking players on the Tampa Bay roster, also received plenty of attention from the Montreal media during the series. His rise to the NHL this season, and to finish it appearing in the playoffs with the Lightning was unexpected.

“I don’t know two weeks ago I wouldn’t have known that I would be here and it’s just a dream come true right now,’’ he said. “My style is to just play hard and play the system.’’

Not enough time

For the first time in two weeks, Lightning G Ben Bishop joined his teammates on the ice and took shots during a practice.

Bishop injured his left arm during the first period of a game against Toronto on April 8 and has been unavailable to play in the postseason. Though he was facing shots, including some to his catching hand – the arm that is injured – Bishop was ready for Tuesday’s Game 4 and his absence had a absence was a factor in the series.

Bishop set a franchise record this season with 37 victories and set new single-season franchise records in goals against average (2.23) and save percentage (.924) for a minimum of 30 games played. But he was injured when he went diving out to catch a puck during the first period against Toronto, holding his left arm as he left the ice, which has kept him out of the playoffs.

“Extremely frustrating, you can’t really put it into words,’’ Bishop said of missing the postseason. “It’s been real tough to have to watch.’’

In Bishop’s absence, Anders Lindback played well in spurts including the first period of Game 3 when the game could have turned ugly early, but allowed 14 goals in four games, and was pulled twice, including at the 5:42 mark in the second period on Tuesday after allowing three goals on 20 shots. In the four starts, Lindback finished the postseason with an 0-3 record, 3.91 goals against average and .881 save percentage.

Keeping it loose

Cooper received a bit of criticism from some members of the TSN television crew for his impromptu crashing of a media session with Steven Stamkos on Monday, even being prompted by a TSN reporter to “ask’’ a question of the Lightning captain.

During a TSN telecast, some analysts described the moment as “awkward’’ or felt it was a “nervous’’ reaction to being down 0-3 in the series heading into Game 4. Cooper was asked about the situation on Tuesday.

“That’s probably the fourth time that I’ve done that this year,’’ Cooper said. “These guys are focused at the task at hand, but if you can’t put a little humor into life ... seriously who are we? We are humans and our group has had fun, so I’m pretty sure that they weren’t even paying attention to that.’’

Fitting in

RW Ryan Callahan has found the transition relatively seamless from his days as captain for the New York Rangers into a completely new situation where he was the new kid on the block.

“I didn’t come in with too many expectations with this my first time being traded, I didn’t really know what to think coming into a new group,’’ he said. “But I guess my biggest surprise or what I’m happy about is how well I’ve got accepted here and how good the guys are in this room.’’

Callahan has learned a lot about his new group of teammates, as well, since joining the team on March 5.

“You learn a lot over the course, just about the personality, how talented we are and how much skill we have and when we apply it how good we can be,’’ Callahan said. “Then in the room I think the resilience of this group, we fought hard to get home ice advantage and not too many people thought we were going to get that, and we go through a stretch where we gain a point and 11 straight games.’’

Callahan is scheduled to be an unrestricted free agent at the end of the season. He scored six goals and finished with 11 points in 20 regular season games with the Lightning, but did not pick up a point in the playoff series against Montreal

Nuts and Bolts

D Radko Gudas (lower body) sat out Tuesday’s game while D Sami Salo (upper body/wrist) missed his second consecutive game in the series. ... D Keith Aulie became the 11th different Lightning player to make their Stanley Cup Playoff debut in the series. ... The Lightning also scratched C Tom Pyatt, RW Richard Panik and RW Nikita Kucherov.
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MONTREAL — Out in a flash.

Tampa Bay’s first foray in the Stanley Cup Playoffs in three years streaked by like a bolt of lightning across the spring-time sky.

Montreal completed a first-round sweep of the Lightning with a 4-3 victory in Game 4 in front of a sellout crowd of 21,273 at Bell Centre. The series sweep for the Canadiens is the first time Montreal has swept a series since 1993, while the Lightning were swept in a playoff series for the first time in franchise history.

After winning three of the four regular season meetings between the teams without allowing more than a goal in any of the four, Tampa Bay dropped all four games in the playoff series to the Canadiens, allowing at least three goals in all four games.

Max Pacioretty’s power play goal on the rebound with 42.6 seconds left after Cedric Paquette was called for tripping with 2:11 left in regulation time ended Tampa Bay’s season.

Ondrej Palat scored a shorthanded goal while Victor Hedman and Tyler Johnson each scored in the third to erase a two-goal deficit and the game looked headed to overtime until the late power play chance for Montreal.

One game after a controversial call cost Tampa Bay a go-ahead goal, the late penalty against Paquette put officiating back into the spotlight as the offensive-zone call on Paquette was just the third penalty call of the game while plenty of calls were let go in the third period.

“I thought the refs did a great job of putting the whistles away in the third and then a penalty like that, 200-feet from our net that doesn’t result in a scoring chance,’’ Lightning captain Steven Stamkos said. “Was it a trip? Yeah, probably, but the way things were going, you probably don’t expect that to be called. It’s tough, you learn from those situations, you never know what is going to be called, but it is a tough way to lose a game.’’

With the mad advantage, Pacioretty was in front of the net and was able to get two whacks at a rebound of Thomas Vanek’s shot and push the puck through the legs of Kristers Gudlevskis, who stopped 16-of-17 shots he faced in relief of Anders Lindback.

“It was the old, refs-let-them-play, they let the teams decide it, and it was really unfortunate that it has to come down to a call like that with two minutes left,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “But ultimately you have to kill them off, you can’t hang your head and you have to kill it off, and we didn’t.’’

The Lightning didn’t give up, either, fighting to keep their season alive. Even after falling down 2-0 in the first period on goals by Daniel Briere at 2:24 and another by Lars Eller at 15:21, Tampa Bay cut the deficit to a goal on Palat’s second goal of the season, taking advantage of a turnover by Alexei Emelin with Montreal on the power play and putting a wraparound past Carey Price at 4:32. But Brendan Gallagher would regain the two-goal advantage for the Canadiens 70 seconds later beating Lindback short side with a shot from the right circle that forced Cooper to make a goaltending switch.

In the third, Tampa Bay showed the desperation and urgency that seemed to be missing for good portions of the series and managed to pull even in the game on Hedman’s bank shot from behind the net at 3:29 of the third period and on Johnson’s goal resulting from a pass J.T. Brown that glanced off the stick of P.K. Subban at 6:31.

“We showed what we were about in that third period, it’s just too bad we didn’t have that for more of the series,’’ right wing Ryan Callahan said. “That was the best hockey that we played of the series was in that third period.’’

But as had been the case through most of the short-lived series, the Lightning seemed to be a step behind the Canadiens.

“We have a lot of character in this locker room and I think we proved that throughout the season,’’ Johnson said. “It’s just tough going out this way.’’
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The Sharks’ summer of zigzagging and redefining terms — plus a few thoughts on the angry response to the impending arrival of ‘ice girls’

Posted on July 13, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – Do not feel bad if you’re having a hard time trying to figure out what the Sharks are up to this summer. And we’re not even talking about the firing of Drew Remenda or the hiring of “ice girls” as part of an ice team. We’ll get to that last item later.

Anyone paying close attention has learned that while general manager Doug Wilson has been direct in his message, that message often has a “what I really was trying to convey” re-interpretation a few weeks later. And what you and everyone else thought you were hearing? Well, no, that’s not what he meant.

Take the June 1 statement to my Merc colleague, Tim Kawakami, that “I want players who want to play here, not just live here.” It came at a time the focus was on how Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau would react to the hint that maybe veterans don’t want to stick around while the team undergoes a rebuild (and we’ll get to that term shortly). 

So, naturally, that “play here, not live here” statement seemed to be directed at those two players – both of whom were signed to new three-year contracts in January that included no-movement clauses. And nobody from the Sharks expressed any concern about that.

But, two weeks later, Wilson said no, he wasn’t referring to anybody now on the team. He was talking about former players who might be interested in coming back to the Sharks. 

What? There were no names mentioned, but if that was his intended meaning, maybe it was directed at former Sharks Devin Setoguchi or Evegni Nabokov. Who knows? And if that’s who he really was referring to, pretty much a safe bet the comments would not have gotten the attention they did – all part of the indirect pressure put on Thornton and Marleau.

Then, late last week, Wilson wanted to clarify what he means by the word rebuild – one he’s used freely since the Sharks made their most recent playoff exit. 

Normally, a rebuild means a team looking past the present and to the future. Normally, it’s a signal to expect a dropoff in performance while a team regroups – with the only thing in doubt is how far a team will drop and how long that fallow period would last. Wilson even reinforced that with references to the Los Angeles Kings and Chicago Blackhawks, who missed the playoffs for season after season after season before turning things around. He did say the Sharks wouldn’t need that much time, but it was clearly a signal not to have high expectations going forward with the payoff coming later. 

But late last week, Wilson wanted to clarify what he meant by rebuild. He never said this team would miss the playoffs – and that’s true. But nobody ever claimed that he did. 

He said the Sharks are still a very good team And when he was talking about rebuild, he meant rebuild the culture and the hierachy. And that is what he has done with players such as Joe Pavelski, Logan Couture, Marc-Edouard Vlasic and Justin Braun getting more responsibility on and off the ice. Oh, and that “step backward to take two steps forward?” That second part comes in September when players return for training camp.

You can find the story I wrote on that conversation for Saturday’s paper here . And, no, that’s not what I thought he meant either.

The easy explanation for all that is that things haven’t gone as Wilson would have preferred, that Thornton and Marleau did not take the hint – understandable because then they become the fall guys and, even worse, have to relocate after giving the Sharks a hometown discount.

One other factor: The Sharks say their ticket renewal rate is a work in progress as they connect, as they always do, with fans who have canceled tickets and often are successful in getting them back in the fold. I’m just thinking aloud here, but maybe the “rebuild” talk on top of everything else pushed a few too many out the door. And now the message has to be more upbeat than it had been.

Maybe everything will work out for the best. Maybe this changing of the guard will go smoothly and everybody will unite to show the boss he was wrong in his initial assessment of what went horribly wrong against the Los Angeles Kings. 

The one person I don’t envy at this point is Coach Todd McLellan. With Wilson’s latest re-definition, he now has the challenge of producing victories with a lineup that seems to have been divided into camps by the general manger himself. 

*****Anyone who thinks the Sharks are about to hire “ice girls” showing as much skin as those in Dallas or Chicago or a dozen other cities is probably mistaken. I think Sharks chief operating officer John Tortora will aim for something less revealing or more appropriate for something in this market.

He said that in the story that ran in the print edition today and you can find it online here . But to me, the key quote in that story came not from Tortora, but one of the fans upset by the prospect of the change that is about to come. Heidi Finan, a 50-year-old fan from Cupertino called it “culturally tone deaf” and this seems to nail it.

The point was driven home as I divided the 30 NHL teams into haves and have-nots as far as “ice girls” – the accepted term even if the Sharks prefer to look at them as the female members of their “ice team.” San Jose would become the 22nd team to go that route. Of the other eight, five are in Canada where the game itself must be seen as enough of a draw. Of the three in the United States, two – Detroit and Buffalo – are smack dab on the Canadian border; the third team, the New York Rangers, had a crew until sexual harassment charges surfaced in 2004. Those did not involve players, by the way, but members of the team’s administrative office.

So why does San Jose find itself in a somewhat unique spot? Let’s go with the obvious answer: Northen California is probably the most politically progressive metropolitan area in the United States. That can mean a lot of things. But to a lot of political progressives, ice girls are another form of the objectification of women and that’s not a good thing.

No, we’re not talking all fans. And, yes, those who object probably have other reasons as well. But it’s safe to say San Jose has gone this long without ice girls for a reason. The idea has come up in the past only to be shot down by either CEO Greg Jamison or past owners who had a sense how this would play both in the community and, if truth be told, on the home front.

The story made reference to digital petitions being signed on both Facebook and at change.org. I suppose I could drive a little traffic there if I gave the link, but I’ll let someone in the comment section do that for me so it looks a little less like I’m stirring the pot.
Catching up with Hertl’s knee, rookie prospect Mueller’s presence in training camp and a quick ‘ice girls” mention

Posted on July 9, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – Where to begin?

Tomas Hertl says he’s not concerned about the soreness in his right knee – yes, that’s the same one that was damaged by the knee-on-knee contact with Dustin Brown, then repaired – that will keep him out of the prospects game tonight.

And two of the young Sharks that GM Doug Wilson mentions when he talks about this “rebuild” – Matt Nieto and rookie prospect Mirco Mueller – talked this morning about how they view this new phase in San Jose since it does seem to put them more in the spotlight.

Both of those topics were covered in online stories filed earlier today and you can find links to the two articles here .

The past week has been eventful – from Tommy Wingels and James Sheppard getting new contracts to the provocative news that the Sharks are recruiting “ice girls” to be part of their “ice team.” We’ll get to the latter and the backlash later. 

Today is the highlight of San Jose’s week-long development camp and it gave me a good excuse to head over to the SAP Center for a pair of morning skates and the chance to catch up with coach Todd McLellan and a handful of players.

By the way, hearing that the crowd tonight could reach about 5,000 or so. Tickets still available at $5 each with proceeds going to Sharks Foundation.

Here’s a random sampling of what those conversations produced:

****McLellan stressed that development camp is just that, a time to help players learn what they need to know to advance through the system. He stressed that it’s not an evaluation camp.

That said, he still talked in a general sense about 19-year-old defenseman Mueller, the prime rookie candidate to reach the NHL this fall. Some of that’s in the online story mentioned above. Here’s what else McLellan had to say.

Mueller’s style has been compared to that of Marc-Eduoard Vlasic, the last Sharks defenseman who began his NHL career as a teen-ager. Does that hold?

“That’s probably a good comparison, but then again I don’t think we should pigeonhole him and force him into a role or a style,” McLellan said. “He skates well, he’s got some size, some good vision. How does that translate into the NHL game? I think he has to make the team and take advantage of the opportunity before we really know.”

And how big a step would it be for a teen-ager to make the NHL?

“I think it’s happening more and more now,” the coach said. “It’s a younger league now, there’s a lot of young players that are playing and being effective. We have to encourage that and we are as an organization. 

“But we also want players to be in a situation where they can grow and have some success,” he continued, “so he and everybody else that may play here have to be able to maintain a standard of play that allows them to grow throughout the year.”

Mueller, who speaks fluent English with almost no accent despite his Swiss roots, said, yes, his goal is to reach the NHL from training camp. And to that end, he’s bulked up 12 pounds in the last year. He’s still trim at 6-foot-3 and 205 pounds, though.

“I’ve been working out this summer because I knew that was going to be a big part for me to make the team, to get stronger and bigger,” Mueller said, adding he followed conditioning coach Mike Potenza’s tips, tricks and nutrition plan.

 Did he feel more pressure to make the team now that Wilson has stressed that young players will get more responsibility?

“No, I think there’s always pressure on you, no matter what,” Mueller said. “You always go into those camps to get a contract, to make the team. But obviously here in San Jose they’re really focusing on their younger guys. They really want to make them to step up to play for them.”

Mueller played nine games in Worcester last spring after his WHL season ended. It was an eye-opener.

“It definitely wasn’t an easy transition,” said Mueller, who had two assists, but was a minus-5. “That’s a really good league and there’s a lot of good players. I think the biggest difference was the speed of the game. It was way faster and guys were way more skilled and bigger. In junior from time to time there’s smaller guys, but out there all the guys were the same height as me and easily 200 pounds.

“That was a big challenge for sure, but I think I learned a lot and that helped me for this year,” he continued. “Almost a month I was there and that really helped me to be ready and to know what to expect from this year.”

****McLellan also talked about Hertl and what to expect after a stellar rookie season cut short by that knee injury.

“There’s the second-year player that gets it and graduates and moves on,” McLellan said. “And then there’s some second-year players that allow themselves to coast a little bit, slip, maybe they don’t work as hard. I think Tomas is that first guy, but he’s got a summer ahead of him where he’s got to continue to work and make sure he’s in NHL condition, in NHL strength.”

McLellan said the Sharks learned as much about Hertl when he was injured as when he was playing.

“Yeah, we talked about it yesterday. We found out a lot about Tomas when things were going good, but we also found out a lot of things about him when things weren’t so good,” McLellan said. “His commitment to his rehab and to getting back into the lineup was exceptional, his want to play with his teammates in the playoffs. He showed us a lot of real positives through the bad times as much as through the good times last year.”

Hertl, by the way, is returning to Prague after rookie camp, then coming back in mid-August to look for his first home of his own here as he split last season between a hotel and billet family. He’ll also be accompanied by his girlfriend and I only bother to mention that because she was in San Jose the night he scored four goals against the New York Rangers, left, and then we didn’t hear about her being around again until she returned to help him rehab his way through his injury. Not saying he’ll get four goals in one game again, but . . . 

****Also talked briefly with forward Chris Tierney, who had the composure of a veteran, and this year’s first-round draft pick Nikolay Goldobin, whose English is better than Hertl’s was two years ago, but not by much so it’s harder to come away with a first impression.

Will save that for another day.

****Finally, the Sharks are well aware there’s a lot of backlash on the decision to create an “ice team” of both genders. There are no plans, however, to reverse course on the introduction of “ice girls” as they’re known around the NHL (funny, have never heard the term “ice boys” for their male counterparts?).

I’ve written a story on the topic for the print edition, but not sure yet when it’s going to appear. Will elaborate more at that point.

Stuart goes to Colorado for picks, Boyle ends up with Rangers (nailed it) while Havlat a Devil — and Wilson on staying out of the free agent market

Posted on July 1, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – While most NHL teams were shopping for veteran talent Tuesday, the Sharks were going the other direction, sending Brad Stuart to the Colorado Avalanche for a second-round pick in 2016 and a sixth-round pick the following year.

All part of Doug Wilson’s master plan to turn over more responsibility to his younger players and if that means a veteran or two or three want to leave, so be it.

Stuart had some control over the situation, a partial no-trade clause, according to capgeek.com. Wilson said he and the defenseman’s agent Pat Brisson found a deal that worked for both sides.

You can read more on the trade in the story I filed earlier and available online here .

Compared to all the other player movement going on this first day of 2014 free agency, that trade is just a small blip on the screen. By my count, about 60 players changed teams today and those include two former Sharks that Wilson decided did not fit in his team’s plans for the future.

The easier decision had to be Marty Havlat, a disappointment since his arrival in 2011 because of injuries and general inability to fit in. The Sharks made Havlat their first contract buyout and he landed a one-year deal with the New Jersey Devils, who will pay him $1.5 million on top of the $2 million the Sharks owe him this season and next.

Dan Boyle ended up with the New York Rangers – and if you go back and read Working the Corners from May 16, you’ll see that’s where I projected he’d end up with Tampa Bay as my suggested Plan B. Boyle signed a two-year deal for $9 million, less than he could have made in Detroit and probably elsewhere.

No, Boyle never tipped me off that he wanted to be a Ranger. When I let him know that’s where I thought he’d end up, all I got back was a “We’ll see.” But the Rangers had been interested in Boyle in the past. And when Marty St. Louis landed there at the trade deadline, it made even more sense. The two were teammates in Tampa Bay when the Lightning won the cup, but beyond that, they share an uncommon number of personality traits. Both lack the size normally associated with the game they play and both had to overcome that to reach the NHL.

Neither was drafted, both were rejected by their first teams – Boyle by Florida, St. Louis by Calgary. They both take a lot of pride in overcoming all that to have long and successful NHL careers, but neither lost the chip on the shoulder.

Same side of the same coin, just a different position.

Anyway, played a hunch that’s where Boyle would end up and it paid off. 

****Doug Wilson has never been a big believer in major moves on July 1, but he’s never been less interested than today. Anyone who thought he might have been thinking about adding a veteran presence simply hasn’t been paying attention or didn’t take him at his word.

Not this year. Not at this “rebuild” phase. Fans may see it as a sign that the Sharks are throwing in the towel. Wilson does not.

“We’ve clarified our plan and we have very talented players. What we’re doing and we’re not going to waver from it, we’re going to give those players an opportunity to step up in more advanced roles. We have some really key young players — the Hertls, the Nietos — that we expect to take even more of a role.

“We haven’t wavered from our belief. We made a commitment to give our young players and opportunity to come in – some of them next week in our development camp. They’re going to come into camp and take spots on this team. We’re not wavering from that.”

“There’ll be a time and place for us to be active in the free agent market, but it’s certainly not now while we’ve committed to our younger players,” Wilson added. “There’s players that fit for now and the future and if it was a trade acquisition, that’s something we would explore. 

“We don’t want to give up cap space, or opportunities and ice time, while we’re going through this phase. We have no plans to look in the UFA market at this point.”

****By all indications, neither Thornton nor Marleau have given the green light to a trade anywhere. Still, you have to ask if something has changed on that front.

“You know how it works,” Wilson said. “Every conversation I have with the players is kept in confidence and we explore things that work out for all parties involved.”

And on that note.

Wingels-Sheppard-Demers all get qualifying offers, Petrecki among minor leaguers who don’t, upcoming free agency — and my two cents on the word ‘rebuild’

Posted on June 30, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – Not to drive home a point too hard, but more news today from the Sharks on the very routine announcement of qualifying offers than there will be Tuesday. From everything I hear, the free-agent frenzy anticipated across the NHL won’t involve any significant signings here, though, sure, we’re all curious to see where Dan Boyle lands.

Back to that momentarily.

Today the Sharks did the expected and retained the rights to Tommy Wingels, James Sheppard and Jason Demers, all of whom would otherwise have become unrestricted free agents at midnight. All are 26 and would seem to be the players Doug Wilson is talking about when he says it’s time to give added responsibilities to the next generation. 

The fact that new agreements have not been reached on June 30 is totally normal. As Wingels’ agent Dan Plante said when we talked today, the general manager has a lot on his plate at this time of the year. 

Apparently there was some buzz circulating that the talks with Wingels were not going well. But I talked with both Wingels and Plante today, and they assured me that’s not the case. 

All of which is covered in the online story filed earlier and available here .

That story also notes that Wilson extended qualifying offers to three Worcester prospects, but did not retain the rights to six others.

Getting QOs: Matt Tennyson, Taylor Doherty and Harri Sateri.

Not getting QOs: Sena Acolatse, Adam Comrie, Nick Petrecki, Brodie Reid, Sebastian Stalberg, Marek Viedensky.

The most interesting name on that second list, of course, is Petrecki, a former first-round draft pick (28th overall in 2007) who never lived up to the promise he showed at Boston College. I happened to be watching on TV when he scored the overtime game-winner to beat Harvard 6-5 in the 2008 Beanpot Tournament. And, yeah, I thought he looked like a sure thing, too.

(And with that sentence I lose any chance of ever becoming an NHL scout, right?)

The 6-foot-3, 230-pound defenseman spent the last five seasons in Worcester, playing in only one NHL game and that came in the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season.

****Moving on. 

The 2014 version of free-agent frenzy begins Tuesday and while the Sharks under Wilson have rarely been players on that first day (Raffi Torres being one exception), it’s even less likely than usual that any future Sharks gets signed this go-round.

Yes, I’ve seen San Jose linked to some players, too, the most recent being forward Radim Vrbata. But when I talked with Wilson this morning, he made it pretty clear he’s not shopping in the market place.

“Since we’re in our rebuild mode, I’ve told you our thoughts on free agency so we’re going to have some opportunity for our younger players,” he said, referring to his plan to give added leadership and on-ice responsibilities to his younger players at the expense of his older ones.

Significant free-agent signings, last time we asked, was not part of that plan.

Multiple reports indicate Boyle has multiple suitors. Back when the Sharks released Boyle, I offered my theory why he’d wind up either with the New York Rangers or Tampa Bay Lightning. Both teams still appear to be in the running, so who knows, I might end up being right on that one. Or not.

****If you need a quick recap of players taken in rounds two through seven of the NHL draft on Saturday, you can find the coverage here and here .

And, yes, when the Sharks open their development camp a week from today, most of those players, along with first-round pick Nikolay Goldobin, will be there with the likely exception of another hulking defenseman, Alexis Varnier, who is still recovering from shoulder surgery but is expected to be ready to go by late September.

****Finally, I’ll do what I can to maybe explain my sense of what’s going on each time the term “rebuild” comes up. 

Wilson describes the process as having started at the 2013 trade deadline, when Douglas Murray and Ryane Clowe and Michal Handzus were all dealt elsewhere under what was then creatively described as a “refresh and reset” and most definitely NOT a rebuild.

That’s what he called it when he thought the team could continue to win, Wilson said of the shift in terminology when the subject came up last month.

When the Sharks became the fourth team in NHL history to lose a playoff series after taking a 3-0 lead over the Los Angeles Kings, the front office came to the conclusion that winning it all wasn’t going to happen without more substantive changes. And the term “rebuild” – one general managers generally avoid like the plague because it suggests a lot of losses in the near future – came into play.

Wilson isn’t doing anything to derail the idea that he thinks it might be best for the team if veterans – and Joe Thornton or Patrick Marleau are the two key players he’s describing even though he does not name names –- decided they don’t want to go through a rebuild. He knows he can’t will that to happen, that the players themselves need to come to conclusion that it’s not in their best interest to stick around. Only then would they be willing to waive their no-movement clauses and provide that list of teams the might consider their next destination. 

My two cents: The term “rebuild” is emphasized for the benefit of those two players, neither of whom really wanted to go anywhere when all of this started for a slew of reasons. Beyond that, it also diminishes fan expectations to the point that sneaking into the playoffs next season as a low seed would be considered over-achieving, not under-achieving. And from a team’s perspective, that’s not a bad thing.

Coming and going: Sharks add high-scoring Nikolay Goldobin in first round of draft, lose John Ferguson to Boston Bruins

Posted on June 27, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – Print edition deadline out of the way. Back (finally/belatedly) to the blog.

The Sharks did some of their usual draft-day maneuvering Friday. In recent years that meant moving up in the order, but this time it meant moving down and when it was over, they selected Nikolay Goldobin, a Russian native who has played the last two seasons in the Ontario Hockey League as their first-round pick.

San Jose had been scheduled to select 20th, but dropped down seven spots in a trade with the Chicago Blackhawks. In exchange, the Sharks got the 62nd overall pick while sending the 179th in exchange. 

“We moved back because we felt we could get him in that range and we got a pick we could use tomorrow, too,” Sharks GM Doug Wilson said. “All in all, we feel pretty good about today.”

Goldobin was one of two first-round picks from the Sarnia Sting, one of the OHL’s bottom-dwellers. He was their leading scorer by far with 38 goals and 94 points and it was his offensive upside that attracted San Jose. Meanwhile, Goldobin knows he needs to be more physical and his defensive game needs work (he was minus-30, but remember that’s on a very bad team) even if director of scouting Tim Burke didn’t seem too worried.

“It’s the same with any kid that’s offensive at that age,” Burke said. “They end up playing a lot, they stay on the ice too long, their team needs them – and I think that’s something that will be addressed when he gets to San Jose.”

Most forecasts didn’t have Goldobin going quite that high in the draft, but some did. And at least one report – from the International Scouting Service – was gushing at times:

“Goldobin played this season for a poor team that struggled all season. However, that didn’t prevent him from finishing as the second leading scorer in the OHL amongst draft eligible players, just one point behind Oshawa’s Michael Dal Colle. Goldobin is a slick and crafty winger who seemingly can slide in and out of seams and holes with smoothness and deception. The Russian forward oozes vision and creativity. There may not be a better stickhandler available in this draft. Goldobin has lighning quick hands and wrists and executes with a certain level of smoothness. He is a player that makes things look easy on the ice. Takes extended shifts. Top 2 line player but a bit of a gamble.”

Wilson had been happy with three of the top 60 picks in the draft, but after the trade he has four in the top 62. Still, there was a hint in the phone conference with Burke that one of those picks might be packaged in another deal.

The fact Goldobin has played the last two seasons in North America even though he could have played in the KHL a year ago, impressed the Sharks.

“It tells you a lot about the kid,” Wilson said. “Committing and coming over and wanting to do that tells you he wants to be player here. . . . It reveals what the kid is made of.”

Goldobin was already on San Jose’s radar when he participated in the CHL prospects game last January in Calgary. With a goal and an assist, he was named his team’s most valuable player in a losing cause.

“He played well there with his peer group. His team (Sarnia) was not that strong this year, but playing with his peer group there, you could just see his skill level and talent level,” Wilson said. 

Goldobin is expected to come to San Jose for the Sharks development camp early next month.

****That wasn’t the only news today. In its press release on the hiring of former player Niklas Sundstrom as a European scout, the Sharks also mentioned that John Ferguson was leaving to take a job with the Boston Bruins.

Ferguson has been the director of pro scouting, but will have an expanded role as director of player personnel with the Bruins. Those extra duties, plus the fact Ferguson’s home is in Rhode Island, made it an easy decision.

And, no, he said, the Sharks current predicament wasn’t a factor in his decision to leave. In fact, he sounded more optimistic about the team’s future than Wilson has in his call for a rebuild.

“I firmly believe the group is still in position to win and the future there is bright and in very good hands,” Ferguson said.

Ferguson acknowledged that the term “rebuild” can have different meanings with different groups in different markets.

“I don’t know what terminology you want to use,” Ferguson said. “But the group overall is not getting old, it’s not going backwards. There are some real strong pieces under contract for many years. Obviously there’s work to be done and there’s improvements that are needed, but that group, as they’ve proven this year and others, are not far off.”

Wilson said the expanded role that Larry Robinson agreed to earlier this off-season will cover much of the work Ferguson had been doing. In addition, Mike Ricci, Bryan Marchment and Dirk Graham will have extra duties as well.

Calling it a night. Second round begins at 7 a.m. PDT.

Breaking down the 2014-15 schedule and an educated guess as to which Sharks game looks like the one that might be moved outdoors

Posted on June 22, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE — Lots of places to find the NHL schedule online, but I’ll do my part to drive traffic to the Merc’s web site by sending you here for the Sharks slice of the 1,230 games that’ll be played in 2014-15. You’ll also find the short story I wrote for the print edition.

That story notes the Sharks are on the road for 10 of 13 games in October. Add in the first eight games of November, and San Jose is away from home for all but five of the 21. 

There’s also speculation on my part that the Feb. 21 game against the Los Angeles Kings is the most likely candidate to be moved to an outdoor site. 

1) The defending Stanley Cup champions provide the opposition — something that has been rumored for some time now. Why not? The outdoor games like to play up rivalries and it’s hard to find a bigger rival for the Sharks than Captain Dustin Brown and the rest of the Kings, right?

2) The game is on a Saturday. You want to make sure you’ve got a big crowd in the stands? Play it on a weekend.

3) Both the 49ers new home, Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara, and AT&T Park in San Francisco — the only two sites reportedly under consideration at this point — would be free in the three weeks leading up the event.

4) Yes, the Chicago Blackhawks would make an attractive opponent and they are in San Jose on Saturday, March 14. But Chicago is already scheduled to visit Washington in the Winter Classic and it’s hard to see the NHL picking the Blackhawks for this one, too.

Anyway, seems obvious to me — until the NHL does something entirely different.

Still waiting for blogger Dirk Hoag to do his usual fine job of mapping out each team’s travels –Hoag (known as @forechecker on Twitter) says that could be as soon as Monday — to find out how San Jose’s travel miles compare to everbody else’s, but at first glance this season doesn’t seem quite as horrible as last when the Sharks traveled 57,612 miles, most in the NHL.

In part that’s because nothing compares to the Road Trip from Hell that the Sharks were saddled with last November when they played five games, criss-crossed much of North America twice and didn’t play consecutively in the same time zone.

There’s still some non-linear travel, but more along the lines of DAL-CHI-FLA-TBL-CBS-CAR-BUF. Could be better, but at least for those first two and last five games, nobody needs to reset their watches.

And one five-game trip actually makes sense — WSH-NYI-NJD-NYR-BOS. Everything else seems to fall somewhere in-between

Other schedule tidbits:

***The vast majority of home games still have the traditional 7:30 p.m. — actually 7:38 p.m. — faceoff. Nine evening games are set for 7 p.m., the Feb. 15 game against Tampa Bay begins at 5 p.m. on a Sunday and there are three Saturday matinees — Oct. 25 against Buffalo, Nov. 1 against the Islanders and March 14 against Chicago.

***Eleven sets of back-to-back games, one more than last season. In seven of those sets, both games are on the road; in the other four, a home game is followed by one on the road.

***The longest home stand is a seven-game stretch from Jan. 15 to Feb. 2. The longest road trip is that same length, but there are two of them — the one mentioned above that starts in Dallas and goes from Nov. 8 to 18 with two of those back-to-backs imbedded in there, and another from March 17 to 29 that starts in Winnipeg and ends in Pittsburgh.

Salt in wound: Sharks are the foe when Kings open defense of cup at Staple on Oct. 8, then open at home against Jets — plus odds, ends, more on Remenda

Posted on June 21, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE — Never say the NHL lacks drama when it comes to releasing its schedule. That’s supposed to happen Sunday or Monday, but the league just now released the home openers for all 30 teams so this is what we know.

Sharks are the opponent when the Los Angeles Kings open their defense of the Stanley Cup at Staples Center on Oct. 8. Three nights later, the Sharks are back in San Jose for their home opener against the Winnipeg Jets. Oh, and the Sharks also are the opponent when the New Jersey Devils open their home season on Oct. 18.

****Little of the rest of this will come as news to those of you who have visited http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks recently, whether guided by @PollakOnSharks on Twitter or on your own recently.

But just in case you haven’t visited the web site, here’s what you missed and we’ll save the latest on the Drew Remenda departure until last:

****The NHL is expected to release its 2014-15 schedule sometime over the next three days, but it won’t indicate if the Sharks will be hosting the outdoor game they’ve been seeking.

All 41 home games will be designated at SAP Center, Sharks chief operating officer John Tortora said Friday, with the understanding that one of those games could move to an outdoor site.

“If we do get awarded a game,” Tortora said, “that announcement will probably come sometime in July. There will not be a switch in the team or the date of a game on the schedule, just that one game becomes a home game outdoors.”

The NHL has announced that the Chicago Blackhawks will visit the Washington Capitals for the annual Winter Classic on Jan. 1. There may be only one other outdoor game planned and the Sharks are hoping it will be in either Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara or AT&T Park in San Francisco, the front-running sites in the Bay Area.

“We’re still a very strong candidate for a game but the league has to make a decision and many variables factor in,” Tortora said.

****The Sharks are moving their prospects game from their practice rink to the SAP Center.

The game, which caps a week of a development camp that is closed to the public, will be July 9 at 7 p.m., with proceeds from the $5 admission ticket going to the Sharks Foundation. Former Sharks Mike Ricci and Bryan Marchment will serve as opposing coaches.

Complete rosters for the game, which consists of two 25-minute halves, have not been announced. But among those expected to play are forwards Matt Nieto and Tomas Hertl, who played a combined 103 games in San Jose last season, and defenseman Mirco Mueller, the Sharks’ 2013 first-round pick who will compete for an NHL roster spot in training camp.

Other players likely to participate are forwards Daniel O’Regan, Chris Tierney, Rylan Schwartz and Sean Kuraly and defenseman Konrad Abeltshauser.

****Finally, I continue to be fascinated by this week’s stunner of an announcement that the Sharks were not bringing Drew Remenda back next season. The team is mum on the reason though it’s easy to speculate. And I wanted to get back to Drew and explore the situation, zeroing in on the fact that he has taken the high road. Sure, it’s not in his best interest to take serious shots at his employer over the past 20 years, but not even a poke?

I called Drew for a follow-up chat and learned he didn’t even ask why his contract was not being renewed when COO John Tortora delivered the news. We talked about that and a handful of other things — including the fact that five Sharks players called him to let them know they were sorry to hear about his situation. Who were the five? If you don’t already know, you can find that out in the story here .

Here’s one slice of our conversation that you won’t find in the story.

Remenda contrasted his handling of the news this time with his reaction in 1996 when he was fired as an associate coach for the Sharks development team in Kansas City by then-general manager Dean Lombardi. Let’s just say he wasn’t as gracious as he’s being now, having learned from that experience.

“I didn’t think I was the guy who should have been fired,” he said. “That’s when I was mad and held grudges. Then they hired me back in a year and I realized what a fool I was. Dean and I have since become friends.” 

Being bitter, he added, “doesn’t help you or anybody,. Being bitter makes you small and I don’t want to be that. I want to look at my time with the San Jose Sharks and I want to be able to walk into that building and smile and see the people that still work for the Sharks and shake their hands and give them a hug.

“It disrespects a lot of people if I try to find out who had it in for me. It’s just not the right thing to do.”

On podcast, Remenda likens his break-up with Sharks to a moment in ‘Seinfeld” — plus pre-season schedule released

Posted on June 19, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – The Sharks farewell to TV analyst Drew Remenda is turning into the long good-bye.

Two days after the story was posted, it’s still the second-most viewed among all sports articles at the mercurynews.com (right behind Mark Purdy’s account of the hockey team’s TV contract woes). The Twitter buzz continues and I’m still getting the occasional email from unhappy fans who consider this a totally unnecessary last straw in the Sharks summer of discontent.

The team isn’t offering any explanation for the decision and so far Remenda continues to take the high road. In a lengthy podcast interview with Greg Wyshynski of Yahoo! Sports well-read Puck Daddy and Jeff Marek of Sportsnet, Remenda had only good things to say about the Sharks and the way they handled a delicate moment.

Here are a few highlights from the podcast that you can also find here .

***The TV analyst didn’t offer any additional insight into why his contract was not renewed – “I was told I didn’t do anything wrong. It was a George Costanza ‘it’s me, not you’ moment,” Remenda joked – but he did disclose a few details about how it happened.

***Remenda said he got that first inkling he might not be coming back immediately after the Game 7 loss to the Los Angeles Kings. In a brief conversation with John Tortora, the Sharks chief operating officer told Remenda they’d talk soon and he took it ominously. Remenda flew immediately to his home in Saskatoon, exchanged emails with Tortora and then came back to get the news.

Nobody asked him to change his style, Remenda said in response to a question. He was just told they were going a different direction and it was time to move on.

(“Going a different direction,” of course, is management-speak that covers anything and everything so it’s hard to read anything into that phrasing.)

Asked if he had any idea what the team wanted to do differently, Remenda responded: “I don’t have the answer to that.”

And there was no sense that Remenda could stay on if he did things differently.

***Remenda said he wasn’t escorted out of the building or told to clean up his office, describing a very civilzed scene. He noted he’s still a Sharks employee until June 30, too.

He said he had a good talk with Doug Wilson and went to lunch with Todd McLellan and Jay Woodcroft.

***Remenda also had nothing but good words to say about Randy Hahn, who called immediately after hearing the news. 

***Remenda would have nothing to do with Twitter, but when the news broke Tuesday night, the response there got the attention of his twin 17-year-old sons, Davis and Donovan, who were incredibly impressed that dad was trending.

***Finally, Remenda said he agrees with Wilson’s plan to give younger Sharks more responsibility, but he wouldn’t trade Joe Thornton or Patrick Marleau. Have Thornton step back a little bit? Sure.

*****The Sharks released their pre-season schedule Thursday and while it includes the usual three home games, there’s also a split squad game scheduled for Stockton on Sept. 23 against the Vancouver Canucks. That same night, the teams will also face each other at Rogers Arena.

You can find the schedule here .

The regular season schedule could be out as early as Sunday, confirming that the Sharks will host an outdoor game as expected.

Busy day: Remenda won’t be returning, new deals for Stalock and Brown, more on the rebuild

Posted on June 17, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – Busy day capped by the late-breaking story that Drew Remenda was told by the Sharks that his services were no longer required.

Drew handled it professionally and says there are no hard feelings as reported in a story you can find online here . I haven’t been able to reach chief operating officer John Tortora so we don’t have the team’s explanation for the move.

Suffice to say that vast majority of those responding on Twitter are in Drew’s corner and most unhappy with this latest decision by the Sharks.

All that transpired long after we had covered what was supposed to be the news of the day. We got our annual media preview from Doug Wilson and scouting director Tim Burke on the upcoming NHL draft — we’ll save that for a date closer to the June 27 event in Phildaelphia – and then nearly another hour with Wilson talking about what’s next for his hockey team.

There was some actual news – two year contracts for Alex Stalock ($1.6M cap hit) and Mike Brown ($1.2M cap hit). 

But for the most part, it was a chance for Wilson to reinforce the notion that he’s serious about taking that step or two backward in order to take two steps forward down the line and have a better chance at winning that elusive Stanley Cup.

For the first time in more than a decade since he became GM in May 2003, Wilson uttered the following sentence: “We’re a tomorrow team.”

That may sound innocent enough – tomorrow, after all, isn’t that far away, right? But that’s also the code used to describe a hockey team that knows it’s not in the race for the Stanley Cup. In the past, Wilson has used it to describe OTHER teams he’s been involved with in trade talks. As in, ““We’re a today team, they’re a tomorrow team.” 

In that context, “today teams” are looking for players who can help them win it all right away while “tomorrow teams” are looking for picks and prospects.

The print edition story available online here looks into that distinction and more.

But, per usual, those 480 words didn’t come close to emptying the notebook. Here’s a sampling of what else came up in the GM’s session with local media.

ON BEING A “TOMORROW TEAM”:

“We now become a tomorrow team. When you spell that out, it does create a response. Now, the tomorrow team, is it one year or two years? Time will tell on how our young players handle the responsibility given to them, but we’re also making sure we don’t give it to them too soon. We’re not going to put a player at risk or be given something he’s not ready to handle physically or mentally.”

THE COACHING STAFF’S ROLE:

“One of the beauties of the coaches is when we made this decision, one thing that they do really well is develop young players. Give them opportunities, and look at players we talk about – the Vlasics, the Brauns, the Coutures, the Pavelskis, the Wingels. These are our own players that have come up through our system. 

“Some coaches aren’t good at that. Our coaching staff understands that’s a responsibility. It’s just become a heightened responsibility right now, starting with (Tim Burke) and our development camp and with our coaching staff. You better be good at it.”

DELIVERING THE MESSAGE:

“I’ve got to talk to three sets of people here. 

“Let’s be honest. I’ve got to talk to our players, and I’ve got to be honest and tell them the truth, that that’s what we’re doing. It may not fit for you. Even talking to Danny Boyle when I first started this thing, the honesty was to tell him up front. He might not have liked what he was told, but that’s what we’re doing. We’re going with younger players. 

“I also have to talk to our fan base. They deserve the honesty. This is what we’re doing. I also have to talk to fellow GMs because I have to do business with them.

“So that’s what I’m going through, but our commitment to this, and our owner is committed to it. It’s not an easy thing to commit to. The other franchises that have done it realized what it meant, but to me you can’t go half-assed.”

PLAYING HERE VS. JUST LIVING HERE

“That comment that I made. I stand by the comment. I was referring actually to a player who wasn’t here that wanted to come back here and my response is that doesn’t work. 

“It’s a two-way street. You want to come here and be here. That’s great and we work really hard as an organization for people to want to be here. But it’s got to also be I’m committed to doing what’s needed. The comment, I stand by that comment, I didn’t want someone coming back saying it’s a safe haven, it’s a nest. 

“That might be great for you but that’s not great for the room. Now if that resonated with anybody who is here, that’s OK, too.”

DO YOU GET LESS THAN FAIR VALUE IN TRADES DURING REBUILD?

“Because of supply and demand in this business that’s not the case. It becomes more timing. When you’re in the rebuild there’s no panic or rush because you’re going into a rebuild and you do it at the right time. 

“You do things at the right time. If we didn’t have picks this year I’d be rushing to maybe get some picks. But we have the full complement. We have nine for next year. The ability to do what’s right for this organization and the players, in that order, will be adhered to. But we’re building for the future. With any players that we might move, you can get picks for next year or you can get prospects that you can use as assets to acquire players at the right time too.” 

****A few of you were asking why they Sharks were unhappy with their local TV deal when I mentioned that yesterday. Colleague Mark Purdy happens to provide the answer to that in his latest column and you can read it online here .

Tying together loose ends at a critical point for the franchise — plus quick updates on Brown, Stalock, Sheppard and more

Posted on June 16, 2014 by David Pollak


SAN JOSE – General manager Doug Wilson is holding his annual pre-draft session with the media Tuesday, and the boss and I decided that this was a good time to try and tie a few loose ends together as far as assessing the Sharks current situation. Hopefully, the analysis label is in place when the print edition comes out tomorrow.

Obviously, this is a key point in franchise history. After a few trips to the dictionary, the word I went with was “precarious” – as in “the Sharks have never been in a more precarious point in the Doug Wilson era.”

You can find the story online here to see where things went from there.

(And, no, I haven’t forgotten the 10-game losing streak back in November 2005 as far as precarious situations go. I just don’t think there’s any real comparison beyond the fact that Joe Thornton’s arrival turned things around then and his departure is a hot topic for discussion now.)

And, yes, I liked precarious because it covers a lot of territory with the stakes high and a risk involved in doing both too much or too little.

****What strikes me about the present situation is the fact Wilson himself is calling for a rebuilding period. When has he used that term before to describe what he’s doing? Never.

The Sharks are sensitive to the market they operate in. The philosophy has been a simple one that guides both the hockey side and the business side: Put a credible team on the ice every season, one that gets you into the playoffs where anything can happen. One of these years, everything will fall into place.

No, the second part of that hasn’t worked out as planned yet. So maybe it is time to come up with a new approach.

The concern has always been whether the San Jose fan base will stick with a team going through a rebuild. The prevailing wisdom is that, without a favorable local TV contract, the Sharks rely more on attendance than a lot of NHL teams. Maybe Chicago can survive a few years of half-empty buildings (see the 1990s and early 2000s), but not San Jose.

A knowledgeable source says the Sharks’ season-ticket base dipped 3,000 the last time the team didn’t make the playoffs in 2003, enough to get everybody’s attention.

Last Friday was the deadline for current season-ticket renewals, and I tried to find out today how things went. Yes, realistically, it was too soon to expect anything close to a definitive answer, but here’s the response from John Tortora, the team’s chief operating officer and top business-side executive:

“We’re pleased with the way season ticket renewals are tracking and are grateful that our fan base remains loyal, though frustrated, as are we, with the way our season ended.

“From the feedback we have received, our fans recognize and support Doug’s approach of turning over the team to the younger core.

“However, it is a bit premature to provide a full, detailed account of renewals. Some accounts may renew late due to various circumstances. We follow-up with those who have not renewed, as we do every year.

“We also have our Select-A-Seat event in mid-July. At that time, we should have a more accurate sense of our full-season ticket base going into next season.”

****Wilson could use tomorrow’s media gathering to announce new contracts for at least two unrestricted free agents, Alex Stalock and Mike Brown. The Sharks want both back in the fold and word is something could happen shortly.

For anyone wondering, yes, the Sharks are hoping to have restricted free agent James Sheppard back next year as well.

****The CBA window on compliance buyouts opened Monday. Probably a good chance Wilson could also announce tomorrow that Marty Havlat will become the franchise’s first, the general manager having tipped his hand last month.

Then again, maybe there is a team willing to take on the final year of Havlat’s contract if the Sharks pick up a share of the $5 million. And if that share is less than two-thirds, Wilson saves a few bucks going that route.

Just a thought.

****The Sharks have seven picks in the 2014 draft that begins June 27 in Philadelphia. A lot can change between now and then, as we all know, but here’s how things stand at the moment with San Jose holding the 20th overall pick.

1st round – 20th (own pick) 

2nd round – 51st (own pick) and 53rd (Pittsburgh in Douglas Murray trade)

3rd round – 81st (own pick) 

4th round – none, 111th pick traded to Edmonton for Mike Brown.

 5th round – 149th (New York Rangers in Ryane Clowe trade; San Jose’s own pick, 141st, sent to Chicago in 2013 draft trade).

 6th round – 171st (own pick) and 179th (New York Rangers in Brandon Mashinter trade).

7th round – none, 201st pick traded to Detroit for Brad Stuart.

Sharks enter uncharted territory

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   06/16/2014 05:21:44 PM PDT26 Comments

Updated:   06/16/2014 11:10:09 PM PDT

SAN JOSE -- As NHL teams begin to reshape their rosters in the days leading up to the June 27 draft, the Sharks never have been in a more precarious spot during the Doug Wilson era.

The team's general manager has declared the status quo is unacceptable. The fact that the Los Angeles Kings -- the team that ruined the Sharks' postseason by coming back from a 3-0 series deficit to eliminate San Jose -- went on to win the Stanley Cup doesn't change anything. Hockey teams do not think like that.

Wilson's "reset and refresh" of a year ago has evolved into a full rebuild, a word he has deliberately avoided in the past. He also has promised a change in the team's culture -- "We want guys who want to play here, not just live here" -- and leadership hierarchy.

San Jose Sharks&#8217; Joe Thornton (19) prepares for a face-off against the Minnesota Wild in the third period at the SAP Center in San Jose, Calif. on

San Jose Sharks' Joe Thornton (19) prepares for a face-off against the Minnesota Wild in the third period at the SAP Center in San Jose, Calif. on Thursday, Dec. 12, 2013. (Nhat V. Meyer/Bay Area News Group) ( Nhat V. Meyer )

While he has not singled out anyone by name, Wilson also has done nothing to dampen the growing speculation that Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau are on the trading block -- no-movement clauses in their recently extended contracts notwithstanding.

But most significantly, Wilson candidly has prepared fans for a drop-off in performance by stating that sometimes a team needs to take a step backward in order to take two steps forward.

That drop-off is something the Sharks historically have been reluctant to risk.

The last time San Jose failed to make the playoffs, in 2002-03, there were reportedly 3,000 season-ticket cancellations. Since then, the philosophy has been simple: Finish the season among the handful of teams given a chance to win the Stanley Cup, and at some point it will be San Jose's year.

Other teams could afford to miss the playoffs for five or six seasons to procure high draft picks, the theory went, but not San Jose.

That approach has kept the SAP Center filled year after year -- especially important for a franchise that feels it came out on the short end of its long-term local TV deal. It also has provided for a decade of highly entertaining hockey.

But the team has yet to reach the Stanley Cup finals, and the magnitude and embarrassment of this year's playoff collapse has prompted the internal calls for change.

San Jose Sharks&#8217; Patrick Marleau reacts after scoring a goal on the Colorado Avalanche in the first period at SAP Center in San Jose, Calif. on

San Jose Sharks' Patrick Marleau reacts after scoring a goal on the Colorado Avalanche in the first period at SAP Center in San Jose, Calif. on Friday, April 11, 2014. (Jim Gensheimer/Bay Area News Group) ( Jim Gensheimer )

By process of elimination, that change is focused on the roster.

Coach Todd McLellan, whose initial statement after the Game 7 loss -- "They fixed their problems, we didn't" -- sounded like both an acknowledgment of personal responsibility as well as the rationale for his dismissal, remains behind the bench.

Wilson, who took over after that 2003 downturn, also received a vote of confidence from owner Hasso Plattner.

All of which brings the discussion back to the players themselves.

The general manager has made it clear that younger, homegrown players such as Logan Couture, Marc-Edouard Vlasic and Joe Pavelski will get more responsibility on the ice and in the locker room.

"I talked to all my vets about that," Wilson told the Toronto Sun. "If we are in a rebuild, it might not be in their best interest to stay."

Those vets include Thornton and Marleau, of course, and Wilson has already declared that Dan Boyle and Marty Havlat are gone (Boyle was dealt to the New York Islanders). Brad Stuart is another veteran with some control over where he plays, and a good candidate for the same chat.

Wilson likens the player conversations that have taken place over the past six weeks to those a year ago before veterans Ryane Clowe and Michal Handzus were traded. Each was persuaded to waive a no-trade clause and ended up on a Stanley Cup contender, while San Jose got a reasonable return.

But this year, things are more fragile. All the talk of change, for example, appears to have driven a wedge between Wilson and the Thornton camp. John Thornton, brother and agent of the Sharks captain, had a quick response on Twitter to the call for a cultural change in San Jose: "A culture established by who again?" asked John Thornton in a less-than-subtle reference to Wilson.

The general manager has indicated that the presence of talented young players such as Tomas Hertl or 2013 first-round draft pick Mirco Mueller enabled him to commit to a rebuilding process that should not take as long as it otherwise might. And Wilson, who will meet with the media Tuesday for his annual pre-draft update, said he is determined to get value in return for any future trade -- or simply wait until the right deal is available.

Already holding seven picks in the 2014 draft, the Sharks do not appear interested in stockpiling more, so there might not be the pressure for a major trade before the end of the month. Still, don't rule out anything.

"Decisions will be made going forward when the time is right," Wilson said. "If the time is tomorrow, it's tomorrow. There is no deadline on it."

Sharks' Wilson says he still has high expectations for team

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   07/10/2014 01:16:25 PM PDT11 Comments | Updated:   4 days ago

SAN JOSE -- In the 10 weeks since the Sharks' embarrassing playoff exit, general manager Doug Wilson has talked about how franchises sometimes need to take one step backward to take two steps forward, often referring to his team being in a "rebuild phase." 

On Thursday, Wilson wanted to clarify his message and declared that he still has high expectations for next season.

"I never lowered the expectations of making the playoffs, because we're still a very good team," Wilson said. 

His use of the term rebuild, Wilson added, applied to San Jose's hierarchy and culture -- not the more conventional usage that indicates a team focused on the future at the expense of the present.

San Jose Sharks&#8217; Scott Hannan (27) fights for the puck against Los Angeles Kings&#8217; Jordan Nolan (71) in the first period at the SAP Center in

San Jose Sharks' Scott Hannan (27) fights for the puck against Los Angeles Kings' Jordan Nolan (71) in the first period at the SAP Center in San Jose, Calif., on Wednesday, Nov. 27, 2013. (Josie Lepe/Bay Area News Group) ( Josie Lepe )

"I can understand when people say there are different types of rebuild," he said. "We're not going to finish last to try and draft people first or second. This is not something this franchise can do, because we already have some good players in key positions. You're not going to see us with 50 points next year -- we're too good a team for that."

Wilson talked for more than 30 minutes in an exclusive interview after a conference call on the signing of new contracts for two defensemen -- a one-year, $1 million deal for veteran Scott Hannan and a two-year, $1.25 million deal for prospect Matt Tennyson.

Wilson described Hannan, 35, as a "great mentor for many of the younger players on our roster," a group that would include the 24-year-old Tennyson. When asked if it was a tough adjustment to accept his new role on a team going through a rebuild, Hannan said he was happy to help out in any way but challenged the premise.

"I'm coming here with the anticipation of playing, and we'll see where it goes from there," he said. "And I think we have a great shot at winning this year -- for everything."

Later, Wilson said that is what he wants to hear from his players.

"I expect this team to do well, but it doesn't really matter what I think. It's what they think, and they know what they need to fix in that room," Wilson said. "And I give them credit, they're doing it. They are talking to each other, they are taking ownership in some things."

What needed fixing, Wilson said the players told him, was a locker room where players looked at each other as co-workers and not teammates, an important distinction in a sport where individuals rely so heavily on one another to find success.

As part of the repair work, younger players -- Wilson mentioned Joe Pavelski, Logan Couture, Marc-Edouard Vlasic and Justin Braun specifically -- are being given greater responsibility on and off the ice as part of a rebuilt hierarchy. In fact, Wilson said, he expects the Sharks to be one of the NHL's most youthful franchises when the season begins.

"I said, yes, we'll take a step backward and we'll take a big step forward when everybody steps to the forefront," he said. "That will take place in September."

Sharks forward Matt Nieto expects bigger role during upcoming season

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   07/09/2014 01:33:22 PM PDT0 Comments | Updated:   6 days ago

SAN JOSE -- When general manager Doug Wilson talks about more responsibility being given to younger players as the Sharks enter a rebuild phase, one of those players he routinely mentions is forward Matt Nieto.

Nieto, who is among the 44 players taking part in the team's development camp this week even though he played in 66 NHL games last season, recognizes the expectations have changed for him.

"Yeah, I think next year I want to build off last season. I want to contribute more, I want to bring more to the table," Nieto said. "I'm sure all the rest of the guys in the locker room are saying that, too. What happened last year is unacceptable."

The increased role for younger players likely would come at the expense of playing time for veterans such as Joe Thornton or Patrick Marleau, but Nieto doesn't see that as making things awkward in the locker room.

"We're a tight group. I think all of us will do whatever it takes to win," Nieto said. "Whatever their roles, whatever the coach wants from them or expects from them I think guys are going to do."

But while Wilson talks about the team needing to take a step back before taking two steps forward, Nieto doesn't look at it the same way.

"I think we really want to make a push for the cup this year, and I think everyone in the locker room will do whatever it takes to do that," he said.

Another younger player that Wilson is counting on for next season is rookie defenseman Mirco Mueller, about to begin his first full season as a pro at age 19.

Mueller, who showed up for camp 12 pounds heavier than he was a year ago at 205, said he is well aware of Wilson's statements since the Sharks squandered a 3-0 series lead before being eliminated by the Los Angeles Kings in the first round of the playoffs.

"Yeah, for sure when Doug Wilson says he trusts in younger players and he wants to build on our age group, that gives you a lot of motivation and confidence," Mueller said. "Also, that you really have a shot to make the team. Everyone here -- that's really good motivation for all of us."

Sharks coach Todd McLellan said Mueller's increased size is evident.

"He's put some muscle on his body," McLellan said. "His presence is greater now than it was last year, he obviously feels a little more comfortable around the coaches and his teammates."

But McLellan wasn't ready to award Mueller — or any other prospect — a roster spot just yet.

"The rest of the summer's going to be real important to him, just like the rest of the prospects," the coach said. "They're going to have to go and do some homework, get themselves prepared for a training camp and then take advantage of any opportunity that comes their way."

Sharks' Tomas Hertl says sore knee nothing to worry about

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   07/09/2014 01:04:21 PM PDT1 Comment

Updated:   07/09/2014 10:23:33 PM PDT

SAN JOSE -- After Sharks forward Tomas Hertl had to miss 45 games last season recovering from a knee injury, any report of even a little soreness in that part of his body could be cause for concern.

But the 20-year-old forward said the tenderness in his knee that kept him out of Wednesday night's prospects game at SAP Center is nothing to worry about, just the consequence of two full practice days after staying off the ice for more than a month.

"It's not serious," said Hertl, noting that he hadn't been on the ice since he played on a line with Jaromir Jagr for the Czech Republic in the World Championships in May. "And here first time, it's just a little bit sore."

San Jose Sharks&#8217; Tomas Hertl plays against the Colorado Avalanche in the second period at SAP Center in San Jose, Calif. on Friday, April 11, 2014.

San Jose Sharks' Tomas Hertl plays against the Colorado Avalanche in the second period at SAP Center in San Jose, Calif. on Friday, April 11, 2014. (Jim Gensheimer/Bay Area News Group) ( Jim Gensheimer )

The soreness is in his right knee, the same one that was injured last December in a knee-on-knee hit involving Los Angeles Kings forward Dustin Brown. But the decision to skip the prospects game, Hertl said, was made "just for safety."

Hertl did take part in the autograph session for season-ticket holders attending the prospects game, and the more than 8,000 people there saved their loudest cheer for a video-board shot of him behind one bench.

After the Sharks were eliminated from the playoffs, Hertl skated in the World Championships, scoring three goals on a line with his hero, Jagr.

Since then, he and St. Louis Blues forward Vladimir Sobotka have spent the summer training with the same conditioning coach at home in Prague. Hertl said he recognizes the need to come back stronger next season.

"Stronger in whole body and stronger my knee," he said. He added that he was also practicing his shooting "because there are still many chances scoring."

Hertl had 15 goals and 25 points in 37 games in his rookie season.

• Goals by Jake Jackson and Noah Rod gave Team White coached by Mike Ricci a 2-1 victory over Team Teal coached by Bryan Marchment. Chris Crane scored the lone goal for the losing team.

• When general manager Doug Wilson talks about more responsibility being given to younger players as the Sharks enter a rebuild phase, he inevitably mentions 19-year-old defenseman Mirco Mueller, the team's first-round draft pick in 2013.

Mueller, who played in Wednesday night's game, showed up this week 12 pounds heavier than he was a year ago at 205 -- part of his effort to get stronger to compete as a first-year pro.

And he said he is well aware of Wilson's statements.

"Yeah, for sure when Doug Wilson says he trusts in younger players and he wants to build on our age group, that gives you a lot of motivation and confidence," Mueller said.

Sobotka signs to play in Russia; Blues re-sign Ott
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Kyle Brodziak, Steve Ott

Minnesota Wild center Kyle Brodziak (21) and St. Louis Blues center Steve Ott (29) fight during the first period of their NHL hockey game Sunday, March 9, 2014 in St. Paul, Minn..(AP Photo/Andy Clayton-King)

Enlarge Photo

Blues general manager Doug Armstrong says that he can't confirm that Vladimir Sobotka has signed to play in Russia, but the GM is working like the reports are accurate.

On Thursday, when it surfaced that Sobotka had agreed to a three-year contract with Omsk of the Russia's Kontinental Hockey League, the Blues turned around and signed unrestricted free agent Steve Ott to a two-year, $5.2 million deal.

"I can't confirm that he's signed in the KHL," Armstrong said. "I don't have any written documentation that that's happened."

But Armstrong acknowledged that when the Blues "got that information, I circled back with other players that we were talking to — Steve Ott being one — and we came to a conclusion with Steve."

This continues a series of unexpected turns in the re-signing of Sobotka, who is a restricted free agent.

Toward the end of the 2013-14 season, the Blues believed that they were on the verge of an agreement with Sobotka, who in March switched to agent Stephen Bartlett of Sports Consulting Group, leaving behind Petr Svoboda of Intersports Management LTC.

"I thought we were very close at different times," Armstrong said.

By June, Armstrong said the Blues had multiple options for Sobotka on the table, giving him the choice of three-to-five years in term at a compensation "north of $3 million." 

Armstrong said that he became aware in late May or early June that the KHL was a potential option for Sobotka.

"We certainly take that at face value and we negotiated, trying to get him to sign here," Armstrong said.

The Blues' last offer, according to Armstrong, was one year at $2.7 million or two years at $3 million. "But those haven't got it done to this point."

In early July, Sobotka changed agents once again, notifying Bartlett that he no longer needed his services, the agent confirmed to the Post-Dispatch on Wednesday.

According to the Blues, Sobotka has hired Petr Svoboda, but not the one from Intersports Management, based in Alberta, Canada. He is now represented by Petr Svoboda, the former NHL player who is part of Sports Associates International, based in California.

With a third agent in less than six months, Sobotka opted not to take the Blues to arbitration before the July 5 deadline. But the next day, the Blues did choose for club-elected arbitration, "hoping to expedite the process," Armstrong said.

On Wednesday, the NHL Players' Association announced that Sobotka's hearing had been set for July 21 in Toronto.

But meanwhile, Sobotka was negotiating with Omsk, and according to reports, has agreed to a three-year contract that will pay him $4 million per season.

Believing the reports are potentially true, the Blues are moving forward as if they may be without Sobotka, although Armstrong said the club is planning to attend the arbitration hearing. Whether Sobotka will be represented is uncertain.

"Where that leaves us with Vladimir is that we have arbitration pending on July 21," Armstrong said. "An award will be given and that will be his contract for the '14-15 season. We hope that he'll be in training camp under that contract. If he's in the KHL, that (Blues') contract will toll till future years.

"If he's gone to the KHL, it doesn't change my outlook on Vladi the player, the person. I have the utmost respect for him as a competitor. I think our offers always indicated that we were placing a premium value on the things that aren't seen in the stat sheet with our offers of $3 million. But in fairness if the numbers that are potentially reported in the KHL, it's an economic decision that I can't really argue with him taking."

With the news of Sobotka's possible departure, the Blues circled back and signed Ott, who finished last season with the Blues after being acquired in a trade with Buffalo. 

Ott, who had told the Post-Dispatch this week that he was mulling a few offers, did not score a goal in 29 games with the Blues after the deal. He had three assists and a minus-12 rating in 23 regular-season games, followed by two assists and a minus-3 in six playoff games.

"We brought him here for a reason," Armstrong said. "I think he's a really strong utility player. Obviously I think he's going to one to get that first goal as much as we're going to want him to get that off his back. But I think we all saw what type of competitor he was in the playoffs. He was in a lot of scoring chances. He like our team had difficulty finding the back of the net.

"But I think when you look at the acquisitions we — (Paul) Stastny and (Jori) Lehtera — I think it's really important to have that type of grit and determination in our lineup and that's why I have the admiration for Sobotka but also Steve Ott. I look at Ott and (Ryan) Reaves, they really provide us a real strong component of nastiness. I like the make-up of our team, and I like having a little bit of sandpaper in there."
Sobotka's arbitration date with Blues is set
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St. Louis Blues left wing Vladimir Sobotka, shown here against the Blackhawks in the postseason, took a cheap shot from American and Detroit Red Wings forward Justin Abdelkader in the International Ice Hockey Federation tournament in Minsk, Belarus. (Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com)
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The Blues and Vladimir Sobotka now know when they are scheduled to meet for the forward's arbitration case.

The NHL Players' Association released the schedule of hearings on Wednesday, and the Blues and Sobotka are on the docket July 21.

Sobotka, 27, is a restricted free agent who is coming off a three-year, $3.9 million contract. In 2013-14, he netted a career-high nine goals and 33 points and led the league in face-off winning percentage (61.9).

Sobotka had arbitration rights but declined to exercise them by the July 5 deadline. One day later, the Blues notified the NHL that the team was using its option of taking Sobotka to club-elected arbitration. 

Since the negotiations are now headed toward arbitration, Sobotka is ineligible to receive an offer sheet from an outside team.

The Blues and Sobotka's camp can continue to work on a deal for the forward. The only problem? The club may not be exactly sure who is representing Sobotka these days.

In March, Sobotka switched to super agent Stephen Bartlett of Sports Consulting Group, leaving behind longtime agent Petr Svoboda. The Blues had been in contract discussions with Bartlett the past four months.

But on Wednesday, Bartlett confirmed to the Post-Dispatch that Sobotka has informed him that he is changing agents. It is not yet known who is representing Sobotka, who did not immediately return a text message.

Kurker's career takes championship turn
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Forward Sam Kurker was drafted by the Blues in the second round in 2012, and as a Massachusetts' native he was eager to begin the next stage of his career at Boston University.

Kurker's stay at BU, however, lasted only 47 games before he decided to transfer from the high-caliber hockey school.

Toward the end of Kurker's freshman season — in which in he netted three goals in 35 games — Terriers coach Jack Parker announced his resignation after 40 years with the program. Kurker played only 12 games as a sophomore before making up his mind that he was leaving.

"I committed to play for Jack Parker, and he retired," Kurker said. "My adviser and family, we decided that it was a better route for me hockey-wise. It wasn't the best situation (at BU), it was my decision, and I'm happy I made it."

Kurker decided to play for the Indiana Ice of the United States Hockey League. The head coach of the Ice was Jeff Brown, a former defenseman for the Blues from 1989-94, giving the two a connection.

Kurker says that the two didn't discuss St. Louis much — "he gave me a hard time about it here and there," the forward prospect said — but Brown and Kurker were more interested in a Clark Cup championship and Kurker getting his career back on an NHL-bound path.

It wasn't difficult taking orders from a former NHL blueliner with 154 goals and 585 points in 747 games. That total included a franchise-record 25 goals and 78 points in 71 games with the Blues in 1992-93.

"Having that NHL background was unbelievable," Kurker said. "You'd just sit on the bench, I'd listen to everything he said to the guys, and it just all made sense. He was definitely hard on us, but I think he knew how to push our buttons and get us going."

Kurker (6-foot-3, 210 pounds) scored six goals and had 14 points in 24 regular-season games for Indiana, which advanced to the Clark Cup best-of-five finals against Waterloo (Iowa).

The Ice used a third-period comeback to win 3-2 in Game 5 and win the organization's second championship. Kurker finished with three goals and six points in the 12-game playoff run.

"I lost a little bit of my confidence and that's something I gained back at Indiana," Kurker said. "It was a great move. It was a great bunch of guys, so I'm happy I made the move and I'm looking forward to the future."

It won't be in Indiana because the Ice have been put on ice. The USHL has put the club in "dormancy" status for the 2014-14 season while the organization makes plans for a permanent home in Indianapolis.

Kurker will stay in the USHL, though, joining the Sioux City (Iowa) Musketeers. 

"I'm really looking forward to that — it seems like a great group over guys over there, too," he said.

At some point soon, though, Kurker hopes he's ready to make the leap to the American Hockey League and play for the Blues' top affiliate, the Chicago Wolves.

"I'd love to get my pro career started as soon as possible," Kurker said. "But with (Blues' development coach Tim Taylor) and his staff here, we want to make sure that I don't make too big of a jump. We want to make sure that when I come in, I'm an effective player."

Kurker is attending this week's development camp in St. Louis, and he will be in the second group of players on the ice today at the St. Louis Outlet Mall in Hazelwood.

Group 1 will be on the ice from 2-3 p.m: C.J. Yakomowicz, Jacob Doty, MacKenzie MacEachern, Chris Caissy, Ryan Tesink, Austin Poganski, Zach Pochiro, Petteri Lindbom and Jordan Schmaltz. 

Group 2 will be on the ice from 3:15-4:15: Ivan Barbashev, Cody Beach, Sam Kurker, Jaedon Desheneau, Maxim Letunov, Robby Fabbri, Dwyer Tschantz, Samuel Blais, Jake Walman, Thomas Vanneli and Colton Parayko.

Blues file for arbitration against Sobotka
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St. Louis Blues left wing Vladimir Sobotka, shown here against the Blackhawks in the postseason, took a cheap shot from American and Detroit Red Wings forward Justin Abdelkader in the International Ice Hockey Federation tournament in Minsk, Belarus. (Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com)
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Schmaltz hopes for battle of brothers in NHL

Jordan Schmaltz, a first-round pick of the Blues in 2012, could face his younger brother Nick down the road. Read more

Blues' development camp brings prospects to town

Nine of the team's 10 picks in recent NHL Draft will participate. Campers to include team’s former top pick Schmaltz. Read more

Fabbri ready to impress Blues fans

Recent first-round pick has dazzled coaches and teammates at club's development camp this week. Read more

Over the weekend, the Blues took an unforeseen step in the negotiations to re-sign restricted free-agent forward Vladimir Sobotka, opting to take the forward to arbitration.

The case is now headed to an NHL arbiter — to be heard in Toronto sometime between July 20 and Aug. 4 — although an agreement between the club and Sobotka could be reached prior to the hearing.

A resolution without the arbitration process seems likely, but then again, the need for the Blues to file on Saturday changes the complexion of a contract negotiation that seemingly had been running smoothly. 

In mid-June, Blues general manager Doug Armstrong labeled the talks as "good" and "fair." He even acknowledged having personal conversations with Sobotka, who in March hired agent Steve Bartlett to replace Petr Svoboda.

"(Sobotka) understands that we like him," Armstrong told the Post-Dispatch in June. "We think he's a really good player. He gets a lot of respect from the coaching staff. He probably plays in more situations here than he might on other teams. I think it's a really good fit, I think he sees it as a good fit. Now we just have to massage the numbers where everybody is comfortable."

Therein lies the obstacle in any negotiation, so let's lay out the background in the Sobotka case and get to the heart of the matter.

Still without an agreement on June 30, the Blues made a qualifying offer of $1.4 million to the forward for the 2013-14 season — a formal step required in order to retain the player's rights.

The NHL's free-agency period began a day later, and while the Blues controlled Sobotka's rights, he assumed the ability to receive an offer sheet from an outside club. The Blues would have had a week to match any such offer, but the scenario never presented itself.

The next deadline on the calendar was Saturday, the last day for Sobotka to file for arbitration against the Blues. After the 4 p.m. cutoff, the NHL Players' Association announced the names of 20 players who had filed, and Sobotka was not among them.

Under accordance of Rule 12.3 (b) in the NHL's collective bargaining agreement, the Blues then had 24 hours to notify Sobotka's camp and the league if they intended to file for arbitration. They did so.

There are two forms of club-elected arbitration in the current CBA. This is not the form in which the Blues are attempting to lower Sobotka's salary (from its recent annual average value of $1.3 million), such as the Colorado Avalanche are doing with forward Ryan O'Reilly. 

Under this form of club-elected arbitration, the CBA mandates that the Blues' offer "must be equal to or higher than the Player's aggregate Salary plus Signing, Reporting and Roster Bonuses in the final League Year of the Player's (contract)."

So the Blues understand that they will be paying Sobotka, at a minimum, his 2013-14 salary next season and also realize he'll likely be receiving a raise. But in taking him to arbitration, or least filing, they are assuring themselves a few things.

Here is the likely thinking of the Blues:

• By opting for arbitration, the club is guaranteed of a contract resolution with Sobotka by early August, whether reached by the sides before the hearing or decided by the arbitrator. So the team is defining the timeline of a deal and guaranteeing that the contract negotiation will not be a lingering situation.

• The club probably feels that it would have a strong case in arbitration considering that Sobotka's value to a team is not necessarily measured in statistics, which is what arbiters use in awarding contracts. In 247 games with the Blues, he has 29 goals, 101 points and a plus-18 rating. Sobotka had career-high in goals (9), points (33) and plus-minus (plus-14) last season. But while the versatile forward can play up and down the lineup, including special teams, the Blues must be counting on the fact that his overall numbers likely won't lead a third party to project the payday that he is perhaps seeking. In fact, that is perhaps why Sobotka's camp did not elect to go to arbitration themselves. 

• Sobotka will remain a Blue. When either side elects to go to arbitration, the player is no longer allowed to receive an outside offer sheet. Also, while NHL teams have the right to not accept an arbiter's ruling, thus making the player a free agent, players do not have "walkaway rights" following this form of club-elected arbitration. So if the case makes it to arbitration, and the arbiter rules in the case, Sobotka must accept the decided salary.

• Since the Blues were the ones who took the case to arbitration, however, Sobotka receives the option to pick either a one- or two-year contract at the financial terms chosen by the arbiter. Either way, he will be an unrestricted free agent after his next contract and free to leave without compensation to the team.

Again, it's unlikely to get to arbitration, but with Sunday's move, the Blues have made the negotiations a bit more interesting.

Blues welcome Lehtera after long wait
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Finland's Jori Lehtera (left) is challenged by Latvia's Kaspars Daugavins during the World Championship tournament in May. (AP Photo)
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Stastny sees more opportunity with Blues

Free-agent addition will play on the team's top line, be featured on the power play and benefit from puck-moving defensemen. Read more

NHL: Some teams run out of money for ree agent signees

Buffalo Sabres general manager Tim Murray joked that he has run out of spending money two days into NHL free agency. Read more

Blues' development camp brings prospects to town

Nine of the team's 10 picks in recent NHL Draft will participate. Campers to include team’s former top pick Schmaltz. Read more

Blues Bytes: Stastny, Lehtera add dimension to offense

Blues' two new centers can pass and create. And that should lead to more goals in the tough Western Conference.  Read more

Gordon: Blues moves hit the right note

National experts agree that the Blues got much better with Paul Stastny and Jori Lehtera. Read more

If you were surprised to see the Blues re-sign former draft pick Jori Lehtera on Tuesday, that was the team's plan.

"We've been working on this for a while ... but we've been trying to keep it a little bit under wraps not to get anyone's hopes up," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said.

The 6-foot-2, 210-pound center, who is now 26 years old, was drafted by the Blues in the third round in 2008. But since then, the only sighting of Lehtera had been seven playoff games with the Peoria Rivermen in 2009.

Despite showing a willingness at that time to make the transition to North America and the NHL game, Lehtera, who is from Helsinki, Finland, has remained in Europe the past five years. He spent one season in the Finnish League and the last four in Russia's Kontinental Hockey League.

In 2012-13, Lehtera netted 17 goals and 46 points in 52 games with Novosibirsk, leading the Blues to once again express their interest in bringing him to St. Louis. But Lehtera declined, re-signing in Russia, and thus the team was forced into signing center Derek Roy.

The idea of Lehtera ever putting on a Blues' uniform seemed remote.

Then this summer, Armstrong, who is an executive with Team Canada's men's Olympic team, spoke with Lehtera, a member of the Finnish national team, at the Olympics in Sochi.

"I had a good chat with him quite honestly at the Olympics at the dining hall," Armstrong said. "I told him that we were disappointed that we couldn't come to an agreement and he said at the end of the day, he felt he made a mistake (staying in Russia)."

Armstrong said that was the first step. He remembered telling Lehtera, "Well, if you can rectify that mistake, if you can get our of your contract, we'd love to have you.'"

The Blues kept the situation quiet, not only to prevent false hopes among their fanbase but also to allow him time to address his contract situation in Russia.

"We'd been dealing with the competition of the KHL and the KHL has been winning up until this year," Armstrong said. "He was able to get his way out of his contract."

NHL teams control players' rights until they turn 27, and with Lehtera six months away from his 27th birthday, the timing was perfect for the Blues.

"In the sense that if he had gone back, he'd be an unrestricted free agent at 27," Armstrong said. "So this was our last and only opportunity to deal with him with no outside competition."

The Blues signed him to a two-year contract worth $5.5 million. Lehtera could have signed a one-year contract and then become an unrestricted free-agent, but the two sides opted for two years, which cost the club a little extra money.

"We bought one year of restricted free agency and one year of unrestricted," Armstrong said.

But the Blues believe Lehtera is worth it. He had 153 (55 goals, 98 assists) in 178 games in the KHL, after posting 170 points (47 goals, 123 assists) in 197 games in Finland.

At this year's World Championships, Lehtera had three goals and 12 points in 10 games for Finland. At the Olympics, he netted one goal and four points in six games.

The Blues have already penciled him in to center Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Tarasenko, who played with Lehtera in the KHL during the NHL lockout in 2012-13. 

"He's a big body, 6-2, 210 — very, very soft hands, a very good passer," Armstrong said. "He's a guy that can find players. I watched him at the World Championships give some guys some back-door tap ins on the power play. He's just an offensive players where his strengths are his passing skills.

"Having the opportunity to watch him play at the Olympics firsthand, watching all his games at the World Championships, talking to people I know from the Finnish Federation, there's very little question he's ready to step in and be a contributing factor in the NHL."

Blues sign Stastny to four-year deal
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Colorado center Paul Stastny (26) and Minnesota defenseman Jared Spurgeon tangle during a playoff game on April 30. (AP Photo)
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Despite NBA success, Beal still a St. Louis 'kid' 

Former Chaminade star is finding success in NBA, teaching local youth. Read more

Related Links

Gordon: Armstrong gets his man

Blues Talk: Fans sound off about Stastny

Paul Stastny's career statistics

Paul Stastny is coming home.

On the opening day of National Hockey League free agency, the Blues signed arguably the top center available to a four-year, $28 million contract on Tuesday.

"I wanted to go somewhere I was comfortable with and somewhere I know the lay of the land a little bit," said Stastny, 28, who grew up in St. Louis and attended Chaminade Prep.

"I was in a good position. I had good teams interested in me. I think in the end, you almost have to take a step back, take all of the emotions out of it and try to realize what's best for me hockey-wise, not just next year, but two or three or four years down the road. My family — my fiancee and I — thought that going to St. Louis would probably be the best hockey decision for me."

The NHL's "courting" period began on June 25 and the Blues were among as many as 15 teams to express interest in Stastny. But it was not certain that he would leave Colorado, where he had been the first eight years of his career.

Matt Keator, Stastny's agent, and the Avalanche met several times in the days leading up to Tuesday's start of free agency, but it became apparent that he would be moving on. On Monday, Stastny drew up a short list that had St. Louis near the top.

"Colorado was great to deal with but we just could not match up on a deal," Keator told the Post-Dispatch on Tuesday after the signing. "As we went through the UFA process and Paul looked beyond Colorado, the Blues became the best option.

"Paul took less money and years to sign with St. Louis because it is his hometown and the team is a (Stanley) Cup contender."

Stastny will be paid $6.5 million in 2014-15, $7 million in both '15-16 and '16-17 and $7.5 million in '17-18. He also received a no-trade clause. 

Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said the club made Stastny it's top priority in free agency. He admitted that Dallas' trade with Ottawa early Tuesday for Jason Spezza, whom the Blues had been targeting, did make him a bit "nervous." But he didn't have to wait long before getting an answer from Stastny. 

"When the bell rung today, we had an idea what the parameters were (on a contract with Stastny)," Armstrong said. "Then you just tidy up the loose ends. He put it in a bow, and all of the sudden, you had a four-year, $28 million dollar deal there."

Stastny will become the third member of his family to play for the Blues. His father, Peter Stastny, finished his Hall of Fame career with the club in 1994-95, making them the fifth father-son combination in franchise history. His older brother, Yan Stastny, also was in the organization from (2007-2010).

Stastny kept them abreast of the process throughout.

"As my family, you always have insight," he said. "I was all ears during this process, I always listen to what they have to say. In the end it's my decision and (but) I think they're both excited. Family still lives in St. Louis. They think it's a good decision."   

Stastny gives the Blues an instant offensive upgrade at center. he scored 25 goals and registered 60 points in 71 games during the 2013-14 regular season, followed by five goals and 10 points in seven playoff games for the Avalanche.

"I think one of his greatest assets is his hockey IQ," Armstrong said. "We really think that he thinks the game strong ... I see a scenario where Paul plays with (Alexander) Steen and (David) Backes and that gives us quite a bit of strength on the sides with Backes. And then you have (Patrik) Berglund, (Vladimir) Sobotka and maybe (T.J.) Oshie as another line. I think our group of nine forwards is strong today than it was yesterday."

That group of nine would include Jaden Schwartz playing with Vladimir Tarasenko and Jori Lehtera, a former Blues draft pick who was re-signed by the club Tuesday to a two-year contract.

Armstrong said that he spoke to both Backes and Steen about the Blues being potentially forced into eclipsing their contracts when signing a player such as Stastny in free agency. Backes has two more years remaining in his contract at $4.5 million per season; Steen's three-year extension that pays him $5.8 per year will begin in 2014-15.

"I said, 'We're going to have to go substantially past what your average compensation is and both players — to their credit but not surprisingly — said 'We want to win ... you go do what you have to do to make us a better team," Armstrong said. "So with that knowledge, it was much easier to move forward."

The Blues believe they've enhanced their chances of winning with Tuesday's signing, and so does Stastny.

"I look at St. Louis and their window to win a Cup is now, and for the next seven or eight years, so I'm excited," he said.

Blues trade Polak to Toronto for Gunnarsson
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Roman Polak (right) battles for the puck with the Capitals' Tom Wilson on April 8. The Blues traded Polak to Toronto on Saturday.
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The Blues shook up their defense Saturday, sending Roman Polak to the Toronto Maple Leafs for Carl Gunnarsson and a draft pick.

The Blues entered the offseason with seven defensemen under contract for the 2014-15 season, and despite some sentiment within the organization that a shakeup was needed, the club wasn't sure a trade was feasible.

On Day 2 of the NHL Draft, the Blues finalized one that filled several needs in their mind, particularly giving the team a left-handed shooting defenseman — to play with Kevin Shattenkirk — in exchange for a right-handed shot in Polak.

Gunnarsson, 27, has spent the past few seasons playing alongside Toronto captain Dion Phaneuf.

"We really believe the strength of our organization is our defense," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "When you have players like (Jay) Bouwmeester, (Alex) Pietrangelo and Shattenkirk, you want to build around that and I think getting a left-handed player at Gunnarsson's age, with his track record of playing with a top player in Dion Phaneuf, and against top players in the league, this was something we needed to look at.

"As I say, to get a left-handed defenseman, you rob Peter to pay Paul we have to give up a right-handed defenseman and a quality person. We paid a strong price to get what we hope is a strong player. (But) it was a deal that we were very comfortable making. We could have used (Barret) Jackman or (Ian) Cole in that position, as we've done in the past. But you're always looking to tweak your roster and we were able to do that." 

So the Blues intentions are to pair Bouwmeester with Pietrangelo, Gunnarsson with Shattenkirk and Cole on the right side with either Jackman or Jordan Leopold.

"Ian has been wanting this responsibility for a number of years, and now he has the door wide open for that spot on the right side," Armstrong said. "I leave that up to the coaches, but in the thought process of making that trade, we want to get Ian into our group and he provides the size and power that we're losing in Roman. Then, we're going to have great competition between Jackman and Leopold, rounding out our group."

Armstrong added that Gunnarsson's ability to play with a top defenseman and against the opponents' best offensive players allows the Blues to split up the pair of Bouwmeester and Pietrangelo if the team desires.

Gunnarrson averaged 19 minutes, 24 seconds of ice time per game in 2013-14, playing primarily with Phaneuf. He had three goals and 17 points, but perhaps more importantly was his plus-12 rating on a team that ranked No. 26 in the NHL in goals-against (3.07 per game).

"I talked to guys that have played against him and some of our own players that know him...he's a quick first-pass player, reads the game well, defends with his head," Armstrong said. "We believe the strength of our team is to get the puck up and attack. We want to give the centerman the puck at the right spot and Gunnarsson does that."

Reportedly, Gunnarsson had a hip issue that required surgery, but the Blues are not concerned.

"We got his medical information," Armstrong said. "He got the surgery done in Nashville and our medical doctors not only talked to the training staff, but also the doctor that did the surgery. We were very comfortable that he'll be ready at the start of the season."

The trade ends the eight-year career of Polak, 28, with the Blues, who drafted him in the sixth round of the 2004 NHL Draft. He had 13 goals and 79 points and was a minus-7 in 424 games.

"We lose a player that ... he's a St. Louis Blue in the sense drafted there, developed there, came through the system," Armstrong said. "You lose someone that's an excellent teammate, well-liked in the room and obviously he's a strong competitor ... just a big, physical body." 

The salaries of the two defensemen are nearly a wash.

Gunnarsson has two years remaining on his deal with a salary-cap hit of $3.15 million. Polak has two more seasons left on his contract with a cap hit of $2.75 million. The Maple Leafs will retain $200,000 of Gunnarson's salary to make the exchange even more of a split.

The third component of the trade was a fourth-round pick (No. 94 overall) sent to the Blues. They used the pick on amateur goalie Ville Husso.

The team ended the draft with 10 draft selections, including Husso the goalie, eight forwards and one defenseman. Here is the breakdown of the 2014 draft class:

No. 21

Robby Fabbri

Position: Center

Team: Guelph Storm

League: Ontario Hockey League

Height, Weight: 5-10, 170

2013-14 statistics: 45 goals, 87 points, 58 games

Scouting report: "Fabbri is a below average sized buzz saw who works hard and has some of the best feet in the entire draft. He uses his speed and mobility to be shifty and elusive but is also willing to play physical." (Eliteprospects.com).

No. 33

Ivan Barbashev

Position: Left winger

Team: Moncton Wildcats

League: Quebec Major Junior Hockey League

Height, Weight: 6-0, 181

2013-14 statistics: 25 goals, 68 points, 48 games

Scouting report: "Barbashev is a skilled playmaking winger with impressive vision and passing ability. He thrives in a high-paced offense. Has a good, hard shot and isn't transparent about making a pass or firing it on net." (Eliteprospects.com).

No. 52

Maxim Letunov

Position: Center

Team: Youngstown

League: United States Hockey League

Height, Weight: 6-2, 155

2013-14 statistics: 25 goals, 43 points, 60 games.

Scouting report: "Letunov is a skilled forward with slick hands, a hard wrist shot who makes crisp, accurate passes. Uses his frame to protect the puck but can get pushed off by stronger opponents. Flashes some gritty play and willingness to play a defensive responsible game but does not do so consistently." (Eliteprospects.com)

No. 82

Jake Walman

Position: Defenseman

Team: Toronto Jr. Canadiens

League: Ontario Junior Hockey League

Height, Weight: 6-0, 170

2013-14 statistics: 7 goals, 33 points, 43 games

Scouting report: (Not immediately available)

No. 94

Ville Husso

Position: Goalie

Team: HIFK

League: Finland

Height, Weight: 6-3, 205

2013-14 statistics: 1.99 goals-against average, .923 save-percentage, 41 games

Scouting report: (Not immediately available)

No. 110

Austin Poganski

Position: Right winger

Team: Tri-City

League: United States Hockey League

Height, Weight: 6-1, 198

2013-14 statistics: 19 goals, 31 points, 55 games

Scouting report: "Poganski is a strong, north-south winger with some jam in his game. He skates well and is hard to contain when he barrels down the wing. He drives to the net hard and isn't afraid to get into rough areas. He has a quick shot and hands to handle the puck." (Eliteprospects.com)

No. 124

Jaedon Descheneau

Position: Right winger

Team: Kootenay

League: Western Hockey League

Height, Weight: 5-8, 172

2013-14 statistics: 44 goals, 98 points, 70 games

Scouting report: (Not immediately available)

No. 172

Chandler Yakimowicz

Position: Right winger

Team: London Knights

League: Ontario Hockey League

Height, Weight: 6-2, 210

2013-14 statistics: 3 goals, 7 points, 33 games

Scouting report: (Not immediately available)

No. 176

Samuel Blais

Position: Left winger

Team: Victoriaville

League: Quebec Major Junior Hockey League

Height, Weight: 5-10, 164

2013-14 statistics: 4 goals, 14 points, 25 games

Scouting report: (Not immediately available)

No. 202

Dwyer Tschantz

Position: Right winger

Team: Indiana

League: United States Hockey League

Height, Weight: 6-4, 209

2013-14 statistics: 24 goals, 44 points, 52 games

Scouting report: (Not immediately available).

Blues select Fabbri with No. 21 pick in NHL draft
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The Blues and coach Ken Hitchcock wait out the final seconds of Sunday's Game 6 loss. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Blues are loaded with nine picks in NHL Draft

Director of amateur scouting Bill Armstrong says it gives the team more flexibility to maneuver. Read more

Berglund wants to remain a Blue after extension

The forward says he can't control trade speculation heading into tonight's NHL Draft. Read more

Related Links

Rutherford: Blues select Robby Fabbri

Sound off: Share your thoughts on all things Blues

The Blues did not make a deal involving their first-round pick. They have used it to select center Robby Fabbri of the Ontario Hockey League.

This past season, Fabbri led the Guelph Storm to the OHL championship and was the league's playoff MVP with 28 points (13 goals, 15 assists) in 16 games. In the regular season, he posted 87 points (45 goals, 42 assists) in 58 games.

Fabbri models his game after Jeff Skinner, whom Carolina took with the No. 7 overall pick in 2010 and won the Calder Trophy as the league's rookie of the year in 2010-11 after he netted 63 points in 82 games as a first-year player.

“He’s not a big guy, like me," Fabbri, who is 5-foot-10, 170 pounds, told NHL.com. "Watching him, I’ve been able to see a few things that I can add to my game for my advantage.”

Fabbri finished 21st among North American skaters on Central Scouting's final rankings, climbing four spots from the mid-term rankings.

"Robert has been very noticeable and extremely productive," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "He is an excellent playmaker and has good puckhandling ability. He's very effective on the power play, elusive and quick."

The scouting report from Eliteprospects.com says that Fabbri "is a below average sized buzz saw who works hard and has some of the best feet in the entire draft. He uses his speed and mobility to be shifty and elusive but is also willing to play physical. His hands are skilled, he shows some creativity on the ice and has a quick shot release."

The Blues have eight more picks remaining in the draft, but barring a trade, none tonight. Their next selection is the No. 33 selection in Round 2.

 by Rob Rossi

12 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: The Right Words.

There was a year without the newspapers. It was the worst. There were no magic numbers for the pennant-chasing Pirates. There was no Calvin or Hobbes.

Back in the year without the newspapers all I really wanted was those magic numbers and the kid and his tiger.

Somebody tried to explain to me what was going on in Pittsburgh. It was probably one of the grandparents. After all, they were the reason I read the newspapers. I had always watched them read – in the morning then the afternoon – and so when they were done their newspapers became mine. For many years I had known the newspapers were important, but it was that year without the newspapers that I started to understand why.

The newspapers had a little bit of everything for anybody, from whatever the mayor had said to the horoscopes to the pictures of Barry Bonds’ home runs.

All of that was gone, though, in the year without the newspapers. There was a strike, and for whatever reason it had wiped out the newspapers. Sure, the television still showed the news, but those shows weren’t the same. I could not fold those shows. I could not circle words on those shows. I could not skip the advertisements on those shows.

The year without newspapers was the worst – mostly because without the newspapers it was impossible to believe I would ever know if the newspapers would return. Where would I find that story? There was somebody designated to scream the news somewhere downtown. Video of that person was shown on the TV news, and it was then that I realized how badly we needed the newspapers.

One day there was some actual news. Somebody wanted to buy one of the newspapers. If he did, at least we would have a newspaper. All I knew about this somebody was that my grandfather said he was rich. When I asked how rich I was told, “Rich enough to buy a newspaper.”

He actually had his own newspaper in Greensburg.

The thing I remember most about the year without the newspapers is that somebody tried to end it.

I am thinking about that somebody right now.

I am thinking about how he eventually brought his Tribune-Review to Pittsburgh and lived to see it become the rare newspaper that did not force layoffs or cut costs, but rather a champion of investigative journalism and – most important – a choice for regional readers that are better served for living in a two-newspaper town.

Pittsburgh is one, which is rare for a city of its size, and that is entirely because of one man.

In the coming days there will be a lot of words said about Richard Scaife. I choose to remember the ones he said at the end of each of our handful of brief conversations over the last 12 years.

“Thank you for being here,” Mr. Scaife said.

I never found the words that seemed an appropriate response because there was no place else I would rather have been.

The year without the newspapers ended for a teenage boy when he spotted his grandfather’s copy of a Pittsburgh Tribune-Review then spent the next 15 minutes simply looking at it. Eventually, that boy would read; but upon first seeing that newspaper he could only stare while surely thinking, Thank you for being here.

Rest peacefully, Mr. Scaife.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/#ixzz37Vrx3jyk 
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 by Rob Rossi

4 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: My NHL Awards ballot

How about a brief break from the Penguins’ coaching search?

OK, glad we agree on that.

Sidney Crosby is in Las Vegas for the NHL Award Show. There, he is expected to collect the Hart Trophy (MVP), Lindsay Award (Players’ player) and be named as an NHL first-team All-Star.

However, on Monday Crosby was in Vancouver to collect his Olympic championship ring – and he kind of opened up in an interview with good friend Pierre LeBrun of ESPN.com.

The standout quote from Crosby concerned the Penguins’ identity:

“We have to find a way in the playoffs to elevate our game,” Crosby said. “It doesn’t mean change our identity, but we have to elevate it. We haven’t done quite as good a job at doing that. Me, personally, I’m not taking myself out of that mix either – going pointless against Boston (2013 conference final) and not really doing a whole lot in the New York series. It’s not easy to deal with that in the offseason. You don’t like having memories like that.”

Crosby has said the proper thing so often during his NHL career. His seeming inability to publicly acknowledge his part in Penguins’ recent playoff disappointments has at times – especially during the 2014 postseason – appeared to be a character flaw regarding his leadership.

In the interview with LeBrun, Crosby came as close as he has to taking on his shoulders the load a captain is expected to carry when his team underachieves.

Of course, Crosby achieved as much as any player could during the regular season. He should be rewarded at the NHL Awards on Tuesday night. Select members of the Professional Hockey Writers’ Association vote on some of the NHL Awards. My full ballot:

>> HART TROPHY

◦Sidney Crosby, Pittsburgh

◦Ryan Getzlaf, Anaheim

◦Tyler Seguin, Dallas

◦Claude Giroux, Philadelphia

◦Patrick Marleau, San Jose

>> NORRIS TROPHY

◦Drew Doughty, Los Angeles

◦Alex Pietrangelo, St. Louis

◦Shea Weber, Nashville

◦Ryan Suter, Minnesota

◦Zdeno Chara, Boston

>> CALDER TROPHY

◦Nathan MacKinnon, Colorado

◦Olli Maatta, Pittsburgh

◦Hampus Lindholm, Anaheim

◦Ondrej Palat, Tampa Bay

◦Tyler Johnson, Tampa Bay

>> LADY BYNG

◦Phil Kessel, Toronto

◦Jordan Eberle, Edmonton

◦Tyler Seguin, Dallas

◦Patrick Marleau, San Jose

◦Matt Duchene, Colorado

>> SELKE TROPHY

◦Anze Kopitar, Los Angeles

◦Patrice Bergeron, Boston

◦David Backes, St. Louis

◦Sidney Crosby, Pittsburgh

◦Marian Hossa, Chicago

>>NHL ALL-STARS

CENTER:

◦Sidney Crosby, Pittsburgh

◦Ryan Getzlaf, Anaheim

◦Tyler Seguin, Dallas

LEFT WING:

◦Jamie Benn, Dallas

◦Chris Kunitz, Pittsburgh

◦Patrick Sharp, Chicago

RIGHT WING:

◦Corey Perry, Anaheim

◦Phil Kessel, Toronto

◦Alex Ovechkin, Washington

DEFENSE:

◦Drew Doughty, Los Angeles

◦Alex Pietrangelo, St. Louis

◦Shea Weber, Nashville

◦Ryan Suter, Minnesota

◦Zdeno Chara, Boston

◦Erik Karlsson, Ottawa

GOALTENDER:

◦Tuukka Rask, Boston

◦Ben Bishop, Tampa Bay

◦Semyon Varlamov, Colorado

>> ALL-ROOKIE

FORWARD:

◦Nathan MacKinnon, Colorado

◦Ondrej Palat, Tampa Bay

◦Tyler Johnson, Tampa Bay

DEFENSE:

◦Olli Maatta, Pittsburgh

◦Hampus Lindholm, Anaheim

GOALTENDER:

◦Eddie Lack, Vancouver

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink 
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Mackey: Rutherford, Morehouse news conference transcript

Trib staffer Jason Mackey transcribed the news conference Friday when CEO David Morehouse announced Jim Rutherford as the Penguins’ 10th general manager.

Q: Your team had missed the playoffs the last five years in Carolina. What do you think the reasons were for that? Also you mentioned complete change with the GM and coach. You’ve promoted three people who are part of Ray Shero’s inner-circle to new positions. Why that decision if they wanted complete change?

JR: When I say complete change, it’s really the main decision-makers, OK? As you saw, I didn’t address the assistant coaching staff. One thing that I have done with them is given them permission to talk to other teams, if they wish. But if they wish to not move on until a head coach is announced, they’re more than welcome to do that. The head coach is going to make decision — who his assistants are.

As for the Hurricanes missing over the last five years, I have reasons and I know what they were. Certainly our goaltending issues with injuries over the past couple of years have been key. For the most part, we played right down to the stretch, right down to the last game in some seasons as far as not making it. We’ve had competitive teams there.

Clearly the business model between the Carolina Hurricanes and the Pittsburgh Penguins is different, OK? You’ve been around long enough, you can figure out what I’m saying. I have nothing but respect for the Hurricanes and the growth of hockey in Carolina. I think they’re on the right track. But for me to start picking out different players and whatnot doesn’t make sense at this point.

Q: What type of coach do you look for — style of play and all that? And to David: Do you regret the initial thought to keep Bylsma?

DM: Yeah, we talked about that when we talked about Ray. We wanted to systematically look at the whole organization from top to bottom. We didn’t want to make hasty decisions. We went through a process over the course of three weeks, and we came to a conclusion. I don’t regret anything; I think we actually had a very thorough process. As I said before, we talked to over 22 people, we looked at 30 different resumes, we talked to people about people. We talked to people internally, about what was going on within the organization. We talked to people about what they thought needed to happen to make the organization better. And I think through that process is how we got to where we are today. I think it’s a good place where we are today.

JR: Okay, I forgot your question. No I didn’t. No I didn’t. I have a short list of coaches in mind, OK? The coach is going to have to adjust to the style of players that we have. Because with the talent level of the Penguins, the Penguins can play whatever way you want. But certainly with the teams that we ultimately have to compete with, we’re going to have to have a coach who can make the proper adjustments during a game or a certain period of time in the regular season or during a playoff series. Obviously the Penguins can score and can score in bunches, but based on looking at the Penguins from a distance, because that’s where I was, I don’t think that they could make the proper adjustments against certain teams. So that’s going to be a key factor when I’m looking at a head coach.

Then it’s going to be important to the chemistry of the head coach. If the head coach is a certain way, we may need an X and Os guy as a head coach and a motivator as an assistant coach or vice-versa. But we have to get a good mix of guys.

Q: How important is the timeline of the coaching search? Would you like to have someone in place before the draft and free agency begins? Also, are you comfortable that you have complete control in every hockey decision that gets made?

JR: I’m very comfortable with my position and that I have complete control. I am a guy who likes to communicate, and I’ll have full communication with the executive committee, the board and Ron and Mario. It was one thing that I talked to Ron about. I know he’s not here a lot, but he says how do you deal with the owner? I deal with the owner the way he wants me to. If he wants to talk to me, he needs to call me. OK? So that’s not an issue. Very comfortable with the control that I have to make decisions. Did I miss part of your question?

Not necessarily by the draft but certainly by the time free agency comes. Free agency this year for the Penguins may not be as exciting because we’re up against, you know, if we’re signing the players we want and keeping some players, we’re up against the cap. But we’re still going to look at free agency to see if there’s ways to make some changes on the team.

Q: Do you feel the decision on Dan Bylsma had been made when you took the job, and if not was it your recommendation that he be fired?

JR: I took the information from the people who were here. I didn’t have several meetings with Dan to get to know him and evaluate him or take his side of the story. The answer to your question is I took the information over the last week with the couple of meetings that I had, and we agreed that making a change was the right thing to do.

Q: You mentioned Sid and Geno. Can you talk about why, at this point in your career, this was the right opportunity for you?

JR: Well, five weeks ago I decided to step down with the Hurricanes. I did both jobs there. It became very difficult over the last two or three years. It really wore on me. When I stepped down, I stepped down willing to move further from the game but still be a little bit involved … but with an open mind that if somebody called me that I would consider going somewhere if I felt I had a chance to win a championship. I have one Stanley Cup. I have two Eastern Conference trophies. But there’s no feeling — as everybody in here knows — like winning the ultimate prize. I believe we can do it here. So, you have to have top players. You have to have key players. You have to have goaltending. You have to have coaching. You have to have all those things. And my job now is to come in and change some of those things that we need to strengthen in order to get to the end.

Q: Is the plan here to mentor the associate and assistant GMs? And concerning analytics, how did you use them in Carolina?

JR: Well, I feel that we have two or three guys here who are very close to becoming general managers. What I will is give them big roles, a lot to say and a lot of input into my final decisions. But at the same time, I know that I’m mentoring them. I would suspect — I mean, nobody knows what’s going to happen — but I would suspect that this term for me is probably two or three years here. It’s going to be up to ownership as to who replaces me, but certainly I will get to know these guys better, and I will recommend what goes on in the future. Especially Jason. He’s been here a long time. He’s a very bright guy. He knows the game. I know that he’s getting very close.

The analytics are very interesting. If you do it properly — it’s not like baseball; baseball is an individual sport, and you can either hit the ball or you can’t or you can pitch the ball a certain way or you can’t. In hockey, it’s a team sport. When you’re using those analytics, there are things that analytics are going to point out to you that your hockey people don’t see. So I take those points, whether it’s good or bad with a player, then I go back and start questioning the hockey people. Are we not seeing this? The analytics aren’t always right, and we’re not always right. It’s a great sounding board, really. Being a guy who has been around as long as I have, some people are probably surprised that I use analytics. But I’ve used them for a few years now, and I can tell you that they really do make a difference.

Q: Can you talk about how you’ve seen this city change as a hockey market? And what is your vision of what a team needs to be to win the Stanley Cup?

JR: One thing hasn’t changed from Pittsburgh, and I always see this when I visit Pittsburgh. That’s why I’m excited about being back is the people are great. The people are very friendly. That’s the thing I remembered from long ago when I played here.

As for the city, the downtown as changed, a lot of things have changed. As for the team, obviously the Penguins have changed dramatically when they drafted Mario, then Mario retired, and they got Sidney, then they got Malkin. To have the star power for a market like this, I think is great. It makes the team exciting. It makes people want to watch it. And it gives you a chance to win a championship.

One of the key things in my opinion to winning the Stanley Cup is you have to be really strong down the middle. We have a really good head start at that. OK? Do you play in a series that you roll four lines? It depends how many injuries you have. It depends what team you’re playing. It depends how good their fourth line is. I will say I think our supporting cast has to be improved. I look at our fourth-line players and some of those guys are double-digit minuses. You can’t have that. You have to have energy on your fourth line. You have to have penalty killers. And you certainly have guys who are capable of playing defensively and not costing you that much on goals against. Like I said, the key is down the middle. We have a great start.

Q: Can you elaborate on Bill Guerin’s role? Have you worked with a guy who has filled this role previously in your career?

JR: Yeah, Ronnie (Francis) did it with us for a few years. The communication a lot of times with the players, it wasn’t me going directly to a player; it would be Ronnie. They had a trust level with him. It’s the same with Bill. Not long ago he was a player. I would suspect here that the players like him. It becomes a trust level.

If you’re going to deal with issues — not that the players are going to make decisions or run the team — but they have to speak up. They may have a personal problem going on. They may not be feeling good. There are so many things that happen that we all forget about. We watch a player play for a month and say, ‘What’s wrong with this guy?’ Well, there’s usually a reason. Having a guy who’s around the players a little bit more who’s not the boss, I think makes it easier for the players to communicate.

Q: David, did you at any point, you or Mario or Ron, offer the job or (have) a contract discussion or anything else to anybody other than the gentleman standing next to you?

DM: No, absolutely not.

Q: When you look at the Penguins’ top two lines or forwards as a whole, what do you see as far as grit and character and how will you address it as GM?

JR: Well, I see the top six guys are very talented players. But from a character point of view or a leadership point of view, I really don’t know until I get through training camp and get into the season a month or so and get up to Thanksgiving. Give it a little time. Looking at it from the outside, I suspect that we have good character in that room, but it’s quiet. It’s a quiet approach where you don’t have one or two guys who can stand up in the room and say, ‘This is what’s really going on.’ From a character point of view, I don’t think there’s an issue. But to have someone who’s a little more vocal, or a couple of guys, I suspect that’s probably needed.

Q: Your partnership/ownership in Carolina, what happens with that?

JR: I have a conflict right now because I have an ownership stake with the Hurricanes, which I invested my own money. (Hurricanes CEO) Pete Karmanos has a meeting with the league on Tuesday. He’s going to get a clarification on that. I would suspect the league is going to say you can’t do that. Which is fine with me. Get my money back.

Q: To Morehouse, if Jason Botteril and Tom Fitzgerald interviewed, how much of that process led to the decisions with their roles?

DM: We said we were going to talk to the internal candidates. We didn’t talk about the external candidates. So, yes, we did talk to them. Yes, they were very seriously considered. Their body of work speaks for itself. They’re both very good people. They’re going to make great general managers. We thought long and hard about it until a couple days ago. It was very well-thought out that someone of Jim’s credentials and reputation … we’ve seen him in Board of Governors meetings. We’ve watched him operate. Mario knows him. We’ve very fortunate to have someone like Jim Rutherford interested in coming to Pittsburgh and helping us. We’re even more fortunate that we have people like Tom Fitzgerald and Jason Botteril and Billy Guerin around him to help him. I think we put a really strong team together of the utmost character and capabilities.
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Rossi: GM search chatter from Stanley Cup Final.

There is a lot of chatter about where the Penguins’ general manager search is headed – and actually, how and when it might end – by well-connected hockey folks at the Stanley Cup Final.

It’s only chatter, however; and there are only four men that could confirm if any of the chatter is accurate. Those four men: Penguins majority co-owners Mario Lemieux and Ron Burkle, CEO/president David Morehouse and COO Travis Williams.

None of those guys are talking; not to the media, not to their closest confidants within the organization, not – seemingly ­– to family members and close friends.

So, consider this the full disclosure. The Penguins are not addressing anything about their search for Ray Shero’s replacement. Silence can and will be viewed many ways, but the safest way to identify it is as being consistent.

That said, some people in the hockey world would know what is going on with the Penguins’ search. Those people would be top-ranking NHL executives, all of whom have been in Los Angeles since Monday. The chatter started making its ways through the pipeline early Tuesday. Feel free to draw conclusions.

This is a summary of what the most consistent chatter was as of Wednesday night:

◦>> The Penguins were very close to making a decision between from a group of final candidates for general manager.

◦>> Interim GM Jason Botterill, Tampa Bay assistant Julien BriseBois and NBC Sports broadcaster Pierre McGuire were finalists.

◦>> An announcement could be made on one of the off days between Games 1 (Wednesday) and 2 (Saturday) of the Cup Final.

◦>> All GM finalists were challenged by Penguins ownership to identify candidates for a new coach in the likely event that current head coach Dan Bylsma was fired as the new GM’s first act.

◦>> Bylsma could end up quickly being tabbed by Florida to fill its head coach vacancy.

◦>> Teams were already letting James Neal’s representatives know they would be interested in working out a trade with the Penguins’ new general manager.

Again, all of that information was from chatter that proved most consistent from a variety of usually well-informed people within the hockey community.

All of it is intriguing and perhaps insightful, but none of it is confirmable.

That lack of confirmation from Penguins personnel making this decision is extremely important to remember when reading this or anything else regarding the general manager search.

Information is out there, though – and at this point our readers deserved to know what information is most consistent and creating the biggest buzz as Penguins approach the three-week mark since Shero was fired May 16.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Marshall: Evaluating Tristan Jarry.

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

>> RISK OF JARRY SELECTION

When the Penguins drafted goaltender Tristan Jarry with the 44th overall selection in the 2013 NHL Draft, they weren’t picking a young player with a large body of work.

The science of drafting goaltenders in the modern league is by no means exact. It’s risky business and even the most well groomed prospects can fall apart completely. It’s even riskier when you are taking a young player who appeared in a mere 41 games through his first two seasons with the Edmonton Oil Kings.

Jarry sat on the bench as Calgary Flames prospect Lauren Brossoit backstopped the Oil Kings to two straight WHL final appearances against the Portland Winterhawks the last two seasons – one of which matriculated into a Memorial Cup appearance. At the time he was drafted, Jarry was coming off a season for which he posted an 18-7 record and made it into only one of the Oil Kings playoff appearances. The Penguins were selecting a goaltender that had a high pedigree with a lack of performances to back it up.

When I spoke with scouts leading up to the 2013 draft, there were a few primary thoughts that made it into the discussion about Tristan Jarry. The first was a slight sense of apprehension about his lack of a starters’ grind. The second was his pedigree and ability to track the puck. The third was that the Oil Kings were losing several key players and a run at a third straight WHL final could potentially be more difficult with an exodus of talent forthcoming.

Fast forward a year, and Jarry is a Memorial Cup champion who has quelled any questions about his ability to handle a large workload on a roster that was perceived as diminished. He posted a 16-4-1 record in the WHL playoffs with a 2.19 goals-against average and a .925 save percentage. This season was a grueling on Jarry. He racked up more minutes in net than any goaltender in North America, including the NHL. Jarry logged 5,268 minutes and at the time of his Memorial Cup victory that was 658 minutes more than New York Rangers goaltender Henrik Lundqvist.

Prior to his time with the Oil Kings, Jarry studied with an academy called Optimal Reaction Sports, which places a focus in a trademarked school of thought called Head Trajectory. Head Trajectory trains goaltenders to track the puck in a way that eliminates delays in reaction. If you had the chance to watch Jarry this season, you probably walked away impressed with his quick legs and lightning-fast glove.

Jarry’s ability to play the puck is already at a professional level. His reflexes are fast and his ability to make second saves is also top-notch. Perhaps there are some improvements to be made in pucks that sneak in via the routine route, but make no mistake – Jarry has exhibited all the tools to become a starter at the NHL level.

It’s a selection that could work perfectly for the Penguins as Marc-Andre Fleury approaches his 30s.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof
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Rossi: Pens prefer new GM to excel at scouting/development.

Memorial Day weekend may prove the last stretch of quiet before an onslaught of chatter surrounding the Penguins’ general manager search.

CEO David Morehouse held conversations with several potential candidates last week, but talks are expected to progress toward formal interviews this week.

Morehouse is said to have spoken with the following people:

◦PAT BRISSON – one of the NHL’s most powerful agents, including the representative for Penguins captain Sidney Crosby

◦JASON BOTTERILL – the Penguins’ interim GM and the assistant GM under Ray Shero for the last five seasons

◦JULIEN BRISEBOIS – Tampa Bay’s assistant GM

◦DAVE POULIN – Toronto’s vice president of hockey operations

Morehouse is also said to have spoken with his NHL contacts about – and possibly directly with – the following potential candidates:

◦NORM MACIVER – Chicago’s assistant GM

◦RICK DUDLEY – Montreal’s assistant GM

◦JEF GORTON – New York Rangers’ assistant GM

◦DON SWEENEY – Boston’s assistant general manager

◦PAUL FENTON – Nashville’s assistant general manager

◦GEORGE MCPHEE – Washington’s former GM

Shero was fired May 16. Morehouse said then he would not comment publicly during the process to find a replacement.

As of the middle of last week, the Penguins were said to target having a new general manager within two weeks. They want to provide the new general manager time to make a decision on head coach Dan Bylsma before the NHL Enty Draft on June 27-28. Bylsma has two years remaining on his contract, and Penguins ownership is said to be growing comfortable with the potential for him to return for next season.

Morehouse said the new general manager would determine the statuses of Bylsma, his assistants and all members of the hockey operations department.

Morehouse is spearheading the general manager search, though majority co-owners Mario Lemieux and Ron Burke have relied on their trusted league colleagues regarding potential candidates. That group is said to have included Montreal GM Marc Bergevin, Maple Leafs Sports & Entertainment CEO Tim Leiweke, Tampa Bay owner Jeff Vinik, and Brisson.

Penguins ownership is said to prefer the new general manager to have a successful background in scouting and development, believing the franchise needs to improve most in those areas.

Thanks to all who have made the ultimate sacrifice for the United States of America; be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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RE: GM search update, and Bennett’s woe.

A quick update before the Memorial Day weekend likely slows the Penguins’ search for a new general manager…

>> CEO David Morehouse is said to have staged talks with several candidates and plans to pick up conversations next week. However, no formal interviews are said to have taken place.

>> The Penguins are said to prefer wrapping their GM search within 2-3 weeks.

>> Candidates said to be on ownership’s radar include: interim GM Jason Botterill, Lightning assistant GM Julien BriseBois, Maple Leafs VP of hockey operations Dave Poulin, Rangers assistant GM Jeff Gorton and Blackhawks assistant GM Norm Maciver.

Botterill is said to be very much in contention to replace former GM Ray Shero because ownership believes Botterill and Shero have different philosophies when it comes to the type of hockey team to build and style to play.

>> ICYMI, the latest on the Penguins’ injury-plagued week: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6160496-74/maatta-penguins-surgery

Shoulder surgeries are tough on defensemen, who already take a lot of punishment by retrieving pucks. Though recovery prognostications of 4-6 months likely mean Olli Maatta and Derrick Pouliot will be playing hockey before the calendar year ends, keep in mind both defensemen will miss an entire offseason of training. Pouliot is 20 and Maatta 19. This summer was going to be big for their physical development, and now it is going to be lost to rehab sessions.

As for winger Beau Bennett, who had a second wrist surgery within seven months – look, the Penguins will hope for the best with their first-round pick from 2010; but Bennett has been operated on a lot for a 22-year-old player. He has played 166 hockey games – in college and as a pro – since he was drafted four years ago. Injuries have already limited his development, and this past season was basically a lost cause.

Two years ago, Bennett was viewed as a top-six forward in-waiting. Now he will have a new GM, one that may be less impressed by a young player that cannot stay healthy. This latest wrist surgery may limit Bennett for what should prove a pivotal training camp in his young career.

Be EXCELLENT to each other, and thank a veteran (as you always should),

Rossi
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Rossi: With interviews soon, Pens’ GM targets emerging.

Look for the Penguins’ general manager search to kick into another gear very soon, as ownership is expected to start conducting formal interviews – perhaps later this week.

As of Thursday there was no final list of candidates.

The Penguins are expected to formally interview interim general manager Jason Botterill and seek permission to interview Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois.

Botterill and BriseBois, both 37, are viewed as up-and-coming potential management stars. As noted here a few times already, Penguins ownership is high on Botterill and does not believe he is too close ideologically with Ray Shero, who hired him seven years ago. Also, ownership is tight with its Tampa Bay counterpart, which makes looking at BriseBois – especially given his reputation – an obvious option for the Penguins.

Some personnel with clubs currently still playing are also potential interview candidates for the Penguins:

*Jeff Gorton (New York Rangers assistant GM)

*Norm Maciver (Chicago assistant GM)

The Penguins could interview those candidates during the respective NHL conference final series, or wait until those wrap next week.

Toronto vice president of hockey operations Dave Poulin is also said to interest the Penguins. Poulin, 55, played 13 seasons in the NHL. He was brought to Toronto by former general manager Brian Burke, and has run the Maple Leafs’ AHL affiliate for most of the last two seasons.

>> The Penguins are said to prefer having a new general manager in place within 2-3 weeks. That would give the new general manager time to make a decision on head coach Dan Bylsma and the assistants before the NHL Entry Draft, which is slated for June 27-28.

Nobody within the Penguins expects Bylsma to be retained, but that decision will be the new general manager’s to make.

>> The Penguins will know more about Olli Maatta’s status soon, but the summer is already off to a lousy start for him and the other Penguins’ top young defenseman: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6154455-74/penguins-shero-pouliot#axzz32SWK6nLX

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Yohe: Losing Niskanen could cripple Penguins

Greetings, hockey fans.

Matt Niskanen, anyone? Hear me out.

This is what we know about the Penguins’ current defensive unit.

= Kris Letang is coming off a fairly strong postseason. His best hockey of the season actually came after he sustained a stroke in January. Good for him. Still, during the past eight months, Letang has endured a stroke, an elbow infection, a significant knee injury, a broken hand and an injured foot that, according to his agent, isn’t broken. His new contract kicks in on July 1 and with it comes a pretty heavy no-movement agreement. Is Letang’s value, because of the injury, strong enough to make him legitimate trade bait? No, not at $7.25 million for the next eight years. And really, don’t you have to wonder how healthy he’ll be able to stay? Letang has also endured numerous concussions in his career, among many other minor injuries. Do you trust him to stay healthy?

= Paul Martin is coming off a magnificent season. What a hockey player. He was easily the Penguins’ finest defensemen during the 2013-14 season. So, what else do you need to know? Well, he’ll be 34 before the next postseason arrives and he’ll be a free agent in about 13 months. Those are two pretty significant items. Oh, he also sustained a broken leg and broken hand during last season. Do you trust him to stay healthy?

= Rob Scuderi is coming off a dreadful season. You all know this. He’ll be 36 in December and still has three years left on his contract. Also, the Penguins can’t use an amnesty buyout on him because his most recent contract was signed following the latest CBA. Ouch.

= Brooks Orpik, among the finer warriors in Penguins history, probably isn’t coming back. He is an unrestricted free agent this summer and will be 34 in December. Also, he suffered a pretty serious knee injury in Game 4 against the Rangers. His body is starting to break down.

= Olli Maatta enjoyed a wonderful rookie season. He’s also scheduled to have shoulder surgery this week. The Penguins aren’t going to make a timetable for Maatta until following the operation, but it sounds fairly serious. Shoulder surgeries aren’t easy for hockey players to return from. Maatta is young, of course, and the odds say he’ll be fine. But still, you wonder if he’ll be ready for the beginning of next season and you wonder about his form next season.

= Deryk Engelland is an unrestricted free agent. You know, he’s not a great player by any stretch, but he’s perfectly serviceable, adds a physical edge and can help on the fourth line. Someone is going to give Engelland a decent contract this summer. I doubt it will be the Penguins.

= Robert Bortuzzo enjoyed a nice season. He’s limited offensively, but if you like your defensemen physical and sound defensively, he’s your guy.

= Simon Despres’ confidence level is always in question. The coaching staff never figured out how to handle Despres at the NHL level. Is this Despres’ fault or the fault of the coaching staff? I don’t know, honestly. There’s probably plenty of blame to go around. Would you trust him at the NHL level next season? Probably not.

= Brian Dumoulin is playing really well for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton right now and has an NHL future. But his NHL experience is so, so limited.

= Scott Harrington is another guy having a really good year in Wlkes-Barre. He has an NHL future too. But how many rookies do you want on next season’s roster?

= Derrick Pouliot? He just had shoulder surgery and probably won’t be ready for action when the season begins. Even if he improves quickly, Pouliot was probably set to start the season at the AHL level anyway.

What’s my point, you ask? My point is, specifically regarding the 2014-15 season, the Penguins could be in a world of trouble if they don’t re-sign unrestricted free agent defenseman Matt Niskanen.

He is going to command plenty of cash, and understandably so. He’s a hot commodity. Niskanen isn’t a great player, but he’s a good one. There’s something to be said for having a right-handed, mobile, strong two-way, 27-year-old defenseman who is one of the truly good people in the game on your team.

Letang and Martin are both wonderful players, but very little data suggests that either will come close to playing 82 games next season. Letang, in particular, has dealt with serious health problems. Martin is older than you think.

Orpik? He’s almost certainly gone. Engelland? Same thing.

Scuderi was brought here to be a top-four defenseman and to play with Letang. He might not even be a top-six defenseman any longer.

Bortuzzo is a legitimate NHL defenseman but still in the 5-6 mold as opposed to a clear top-four guy.

Maatta’s injury sounds serious. Pouliot’s, too. Harrington might not be ready yet. The same thing goes for Dumoulin, and really, do you want multiple rookie defensemen on the blue line at the same time if you’re interested in winning a championship next season?

For that matter, do you trust Despres?

All of this brings us back to Matt Niskanen. Or, as I prefer to label him, Matt Ni$kanen.

Once such an extraordinary strength on paper, the Penguins’ blue line is in shambles long before next season begins.

Niskanen can make things better. He’s not a guy you want to overpay. Those who fall in the “good but not great” category often make more money than they should at the NHL level. But Niskanen brings much to the table. He’s legitimately good, he’s durable, he’s young, but he isn’t too young. Although Niskanen will never be a top-two defenseman, I believe he is a reasonable answer as a top-four defenseman. He’s good on the power play too, which is no small thing, since the Penguins rely heavily on special teams.

What has become disturbingly clear during the past couple of days is that the Penguins, for all of their organizational depth on defense, might not have many answers on the blue line next fall.

Signing Niskanen soon – even if you have to overpay him slightly – would solve a lot of defensive problems, especially in the short term.

I realize that the Penguins are oozing with young defensemen, but you can’t bring all those guys up at the same time. You don’t want multiple rookies on your blue line, especially near playoff time. The NHL just doesn’t work that way.

Niskanen can be a bridge from the Orpik era on the blue line to the Maatta era.

And judging by so many things – health, free agency, bad luck, youth, old age – Niskanen is starting to look like a necessary bridge.

- Yohe
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Rossi: Gorton, BriseBois mentioned as good fits for Pens.

This being a first go at a general manager search, one aspect has become clear. A lot more names are floated than it seems are being considered for the Penguins’ vacancy. As of Wednesday morning, there was no indication Penguins ownership had settled on a list of candidates to replace Ray Shero, let alone conducted formal interviews.

Of course, it has only been about a week since the Penguins were eliminated from the playoffs. Other teams have taken almost a month on their general manager searches.

>> Perhaps, though, cross Boston’s Jim Benning off the list. TSN reported Wednesday that Benning will take over Vancouver’s hockey operations department and become the Canucks’ general manager: http://www.tsn.ca/nhl/story/?id=452733

>> Shero remains quiet since his dismissal, but Katie Carrera of the Washington Post reports the Capitals have reached out to Shero: http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/capitals-insider/wp/2014/05/20/capitals-enter-fourth-week-of-general-manager-search/

Also, in that report, the Capitals are interested in Boston’s Don Sweeney and Nashville’s Paul Fenton.

Some thoughts to ponder:

If Sweeney heads to Washington, leaving the Bruins without GM Peter Chiarelli’s two assistants, would Shero perhaps join the Bruins in an advisory role? He and Chiarelli are good friends, and Shero’s son is headed to Boston College to play hockey. Taking an advisory role would allow Shero to stay in the NHL and wait on another opening while collecting his general manager’s role salary from the Penguins. It would also give the Bruins some insider information on the Penguins.

If Fenton heads to Washington, could Shero join the Predators in an advisory role? His mentor, David Poile, is the general manager with Nashville. Or, could Shero head to Nashville with the understanding he will become the general manager, say, after Poile’s potential last season before taking a different role in that organization?

Those are just some thoughts regarding Shero, who is sure to have options.

>> One name that keeps popping up regarding the Penguins is Rangers assistant general manager Jeff Gorton. Something to consider: He was Boston’s interim GM before the Bruins chose Chiarelli – largely because Shero picked the Penguins in May 2006. During his interim run, Gorton orchestrated the trade that brought Tuukka Rask to Boston.

Gorton is mostly behind-the-scenes with the Rangers, but he is viewed by people within the NHL offices as a rising star – very much in a manner similar to what was said about Chuck Fletcher before he left the Penguins during their 2009 Stanley Cup run to take over the Wild.

>> The other name that keeps getting dropped, though perhaps because the good relationship between Penguins and Lightning ownership is well known, is Tampa Bay assistant GM Julien BriseBois.

If the Penguins really like what current interim GM Jason Botterill does well – manage the salary cap, negotiate contracts, and scout – but believe Botterill is too close a link to the Shero era, BriseBois would make a lot of sense. Botterill and BriseBois are both young and viewed as up-and-comers that are ready to lead an NHL franchise.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Rossi: Pens likely to keep nudging Brisson

Technically, the Penguins’ general manager search started Friday, but it still has not intensified.

NHL super agent Pat Brisson pulled his name from consideration on Monday, telling the Tribune-Review and many other outlets he wishes to stay in his current role as representative to many stars such as Sidney Crosby and Jonathan Toews.

Still, the Penguins are not done pursuing Brisson – and the interest of ownership is said to be real, specifically from Ron Burkle.

The Penguins believe Brisson is interested in a role with a team, but is hesitant to leave Southern California and a lucrative agent business. Those close to him have said Brisson does not want the Penguins’ GM job, but is open to working for the Penguins.

Keep in mind, too, that Brisson was somebody ownership thought worth a look during the search that landed Shero eight years ago.

Expect the Penguins to keep trying to sell Brisson on a role within the organization. If not as the next general manager then perhaps as Executive Vice President of Hockey Operations, which would find him working with a GM that focuses more on scouting and the salary cap – and likely a coach with significant say in player personnel matters.

Also, it is said Brisson might covet being President of the Penguins. Currently, CEO David Morehouse is holding that role. However, only a few years ago, there was a management structure that featured Ken Sawyer as CEO, Morehouse as president and Ray Shero as GM.

The Penguins are said to be open to a non-traditional management structure depending on the candidates for GM. Only Morehouse, though, will report directly to ownership.

>> The Penguins’ last GM search did involve Burkle and majority co-owner Mario Lemieux, but it was led by Sawyer, who had 14 years experience as the NHL’s chief financial officer. It’s the same dynamic this time around, only Sawyer’s role is being filled by Morehouse.

There really is no rush, because ownership is confident that interim GM Jason Botterill can steer the organization right up to and through the NHL Entry Draft if necessary. Also, it is believed Botterill will remain with the organization in some capacity – or at least it will be his choice – even if he does not land the full-time gig. He is a candidate, Morehouse said.

>> The Penguins are one of three teams looking for GMs. The others are Vancouver and Washington.

As of Monday, Boston assistant general managers Jim Benning and Don Sweeney were being mentioned in conversations around the league as candidates expected to get serious consideration for the vacancies. Benning is believed by some to be the favorite with Vancouver.

Sweeney is on Washington’s radar, per Chuck Gormley of CSN Washington: http://www.csnwashington.com/hockey-washington-capitals/talk/plenty-questions-surround-caps-gm-search

Within the hockey community, there seems to be no feel for where the Penguins want to go with the next general manager. Mostly, there remains lingering shock that Shero was fired.

Will DePaoli of Inside Pittsburgh Sports first reported Brisson as a possibility last week, and now reports Rick Dudley on the Penguins’ radar: http://insidepittsburghsports.com/story/rick-dudley-among-shortlist-of-potential-gm-candidates-emerging-on-penguins-radar/65226/

A name gaining traction as a dark-horse candidate to land a GM opening is New York Rangers assistant GM Jeff Gorton. Also, as the Trib reported on Friday, Tampa Bay assistant GM Julien BriseBois intrigues the Penguins.

Ownership is said to favor emphasizing drafting and development when it comes to the next GM.

>> Nobody still with the Penguins, from coaching staff to hockey operations employees, is sure how the franchise’s hockey side is expected to run efficiently right now. Nobody is permitted to speak (on the record) with the media, though. There is a lot of frustration among remaining employees – mostly because everybody is being kept in the dark. Words used to describe the current situation are strange and uncomfortable.

>> Head coach Dan Bylsma is said to have expressed his displeasure to ownership about the situation that finds him employed but unlikely to be retained. Ownership is said to have understood his concern, but remained unwilling to let him out of his contract.

Bylsma wants to coach somewhere next season. He is said not to be interested in another job with within the organization. His salary, over $2 million, would seemingly make him overpaid for anything other than head coach or team executive.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Yohe: In defense of Shero

Greetings, hockey fans.

In the past 24 hours, I’ve heard much criticism thrown in Ray Shero’s direction. Some of the criticism has come from fans, some from Penguins ownership. I’ve heard that Shero drafts poorly, that he didn’t have long term vision, that he’s left the Penguins in a bad spot regarding the salary cap. I happen to believe Shero did a far better job during his tenure as Penguins general manager than many care to acknowledge.

First, let’s take a look at his drafting record. It was undeniably questionable, especially when you consider how few forwards have made their way to the NHL from Shero’s draft classes. That’s fair. But let’s not act like Shero drafted a bunch of stiffs. Did you watch Olli Maatta play this season? Not a bad pick. By all accounts, Derrick Pouliot is going to become a terrific NHL player. Scott Harrington had a terrific season in Wilkes-Barre, and many believe he will be NHL-ready next season and a strong NHL player for a long time.

Also, don’t criticize Shero for the selection of Simon Despres. He’s a great talent, and Shero did well to find him with the final pick in the first round of the 2009 NHL Entry Draft. Maybe the Penguins coaching staff should have done a better job with Despres, whose physical gifts are quite evident.

Don’t blame Shero for the selection of Beau Bennett, either. Shero can’t predict a player’s health. Bennett is very clearly a talented player who might still blossom into a good NHL player.

Shero’s draft record isn’t great. In particular, the Penguins have struck out mightily in later rounds. Is this Shero’s fault, or are the Penguins in need of a revamped scouting staff? You be the judge. But the fact is, the Penguins never have a high draft pick. On the one occasion that they did – the Jordan Staal trade made that possible in 2012 – they selected a player in Pouliot who the organization absolutely loves.

And really, was Ray Shero’s job ever to concern himself with the long term, with the future? Absolutely not. When the Penguins won the Stanley Cup in 2009, it became clear that the future had arrived. And, it had. Shero responded by giving the Penguins a roster to compete for a Stanley Cup from 2010-2014. And that’s exactly what he did.

Injuries to Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin made the 2011 postseason a lost cause for the Penguins. However, starting in the 2011-12 season and going through this past campaign, Shero gave the Penguins exceptional lineups. In fact, the 2011-12 and 2012-13 Penguins were, in my opinion, the most talented teams in hockey. They should have at least reached a Stanley Cup Final during that stretch, if not won a championship. Jussi Jokinen was a healthy scratch on last season’s team, which illustrates just how talented that team was.

You can thank Ray Shero for that. He did what he was supposed to do. Shero looked at the Penguins, recognized that being aggressive during Crosby and Malkin’s prime years was prudent, and went for it. Did he fail? I guess you can say he did, because no more championships came to the Penguins. But I would strongly suggest that the players and coaching staff failed even more. Did Shero sacrifice some of the future to load up the Penguins during the past few years? Yes. Would he have been roundly criticized had he been more conservative, opting against loading up for recent championship runs? Yes.

Historically speaking, Shero should be remembered fondly. He made some mistakes in free agency – Rob Scuderi, in particular, was given far too much money over far too many years – but also made some strong decisions. His trade record is exceptionally good. Shero did remarkable work in bringing the likes of James Neal, Matt Niskanen, Marian Hossa, Pascal Dupuis and Chris Kunitz to Pittsburgh. Even last season, he gave up little while acquiring Jarome Iginla, Brenden Morrow, Douglas Murray and Jokinen.

Shero wasn’t a perfect general manager. No such thing exists, of course. All things considered, I’d argue he was one of the five best general managers during the past decade. If you think replacing him will be easy, you’re wrong. That he was always an honest, good person only adds to the curious feel of the past few days.

-          Yohe
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Rossi: A Good Man Is Hard To Find (PIttsburgh)

Rejean Shero always seemed like a really good man.

That is a dangerous presumption to make in this business, because reporters only get to see so much. There is always a lot more that we don’t know than we do about the people and situations we cover.

However, something happened four years ago that provided pretty compelling evidence that Shero was made of the good stuff.

The Penguins’ Stanley Cup defense season had just ended, and Shero’s mother had just passed. Disappointment met tragedy, and it was a lousy match.

At the funeral home, Shero was shown support by a small group of friends, family and colleagues – but it was a couple of Penguins players who stood out. Actually, they were soon-to-be former Penguins, and Shero had explained that to these men only a few weeks prior.

The players were Ruslan Fedotenko and Mark Eaton. They were veterans, family men themselves, but also impending free agents. After the season, Shero had told both men they were not in the Penguins’ plan going forward.

That must always be a tough conversation to have, probably tougher when having it with guys for whom a person is forever linked. Eaton was the first free-agent Shero had signed with the Penguins. Fedotenko was one of a couple he brought to Pittsburgh for the Stanley Cup run in 2009.

Eaton and Fedotenko’s time with the Penguins was over by the summer of July 2010; but there would be other summers, ones with title team reunions – and those summers would offer a brief reminder to everybody associated with that 2009 Cup team that history was theirs.

Or, to put it another way, everybody associated with that Cup team was forever a family, as Rejean Shero’s late father, Fred, probably would agree.

Still, hockey is a business, and Rejean Shero had to move on from Eaton and Fedotenko to move the Penguins forward. So he did.

Maybe it says more about those two men that they showed up at Shero’s mother’s viewing only a few weeks after he told them their time with the Penguins was over. Probably, though, it says everything about Shero as a boss and a man. Respect is earned, and it was shown to Shero on that day four years ago.

Ray Shero was fired Friday.

There is a lot of spin regarding his tenure coming from the Penguins organization, which is owned by men a lot more ruthless than a fan base cares to acknowledge. That is a good thing for the fan base, because cold, unemotional and ruthless assessments by owners are what distinguish the great franchises from ones that are just around.

The Steelers have won more than any NFL team in the Super Bowl era. For the most part, when it came to personnel moves, Dan Rooney was ruthless.

Mario Lemieux and Ron Burkle want to win. They have spent a lot of money on players and for players, and their careful assessment is that the Penguins need different types of players, maybe some better players, to win again.

It has been five years since the Cup, and clearly Penguins ownership has pegged that silver chalice as the definition of winning. So Shero lost his job, even if he is a good man.

Keep this in mind, though.

Lemieux and Burkle have owned the Penguins since September 1999. Their only tangible on-ice success came with Shero running the hockey side of the franchise. Sidney Crosby is in Pittsburgh because a lottery ball bounced the Penguins way in 2005. The other stars of the Crosby era – specifically Evgeni Malkin and Marc-Andre Fleury – arrived because ownership had allowed the franchise to bottom out completely.

That was a smart business decision, by the way. It was cold, unemotional and ruthless.

It was very corporate, and so are the Penguins in many, many ways. That is why they will probably win again with a new general manager. The game of hockey is a business, and the Lemieux and Burkle, for all their riches, really want to win.

Still, they won with the general manager they just fired – and that is something everybody should remember a day after a seemingly good man lost his job because his teams did not win everything enough.

Shero brought the Penguins into the modern era at a time when their records were kept on legal pads in filing cabinets. He created the hockey operations department from scratch and turned it into something that, until this season, Penguins brass boasted about being best in the league.

Shero’s first order of business upon signing Eaton in 2006 was to order flowers sent to Eaton’s wife. He wanted the Penguins to be the organization that treated players like family. It was not a novel concept, and Shero never sold it as one.

It was Shero who repeatedly said he cared only about Crosby the person during the captain’s concussion saga. There were a lot of agendas, within and outside of the Penguins, during that period of time from January 2011-March 2012, but Shero had only one – doing right by Crosby.

Shero was gracious, respectful and never lied.

That last part is especially impressive, but hockey is a business full with liars. Hockey, as somebody within it once perfectly explained, is a dirty, disgusting, disgraceful business, and we all sacrifice part of our soul to be a part of it.

There will be a lot of stories about Shero over the next few weeks, many assessing the work he did with the Penguins.

The read here is that he was a really good general manager.

The view here is that he was a lot better man for the Penguins – certainly, the type of person who will not easily be replaced.

>> LINKS TO #TribHKY COVERAGE

WHO’S THE BOSS? A look at the Penguins’ power structure:  http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6124069-74/morehouse-penguins-general#axzz31yoU6zCi

WHO’S NEXT? Possible candidates for the next GM: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6126256-74/job-penguins-current#axzz31yoU6zCi

WHO SAYS? Columnist Dejan Kovacevic’s Q&A with Penguins ownership: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6129439-74/lemieux-burkle-team#axzz31yoU6zCi

WHO STAYS? Josh Yohe on the in-limbo coaching staff: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6124075-74/bylsma-morehouse-staff#axzz31yoU6zCi

WHO UNDERSTOOD? Jason Mackey finds a puzzled public after the events of Friday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6124073-74/bylsma-shero-cushing#axzz31yoU6zCi

WHO THINKS? Dan Bylsma is coming back. Not Kovacevic. His column: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/6101769-74/lemieux-burkle-coach#axzz31yoU6zCi

WHO-A? An A-1 story written with Kovacevic on where the Penguins are headed: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6126219-74/shero-general-penguins#axzz31yoU6zCi

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

10 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: The next 48 hours…

Things are busy here on the Penguins beat, so until we have something to report, on behalf of the entire #TribHKY team I just wanted to thank everybody for reading.

Please keep doing so on what promises to prove a pivotal next few days, weeks and months.

Our coverage from Game 7…

>> Ownership is considering big changes for the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/6097941-74/penguins-series-games

>> Josh Yohe reports on the stars that failed to shine (again): http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6101581-74/penguins-rangers-neal#axzz31bxkPyyQ

>> Jason Mackey writes about “King” Henrik’s Game 7 coronation: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6101585-74/rangers-lundqvist-penguins#axzz31bxkPyyQ

>> Chris Adamski looks at the role of the first game in Game 7, and Round 2: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6101788-74/rangers-goal-penguins

>> Columnist Dejan Kovacevic identifies the Penguins’ big need going forward: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6101580-74/crosby-team-penguins#axzz31bxkPyyQ

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Yohe: 5 things that can help Pens, plus Game 7 prediction

Hello, nervous hockey fans. Here are some quick thoughts before we enter the roller coaster of love, hate and vomit-inducing tension that is Game 7.

Here are five things the Penguins would be wise to accomplish if they want to advance to the Eastern Conference final.

= No Flower Screw-ups

Marc-Andre Fleury doesn’t have to play a perfect game tonight and probably won’t. That would be a lot to ask. But Fleury must make sure to avoid doing something that will destroy his team’s confidence.

In other words, if Fleury knocks a puck into his own net, or gets caught behind his net while the Rangers are scoring – you know, Fleury kind of things to do during past postseasons – things could turn bad for the Penguins in a hurry. Remember the goal he allowed early in Game 7 against Montreal? It can’t happen tonight. It just can’t. And I don’t think it will. I buy into the belief that this is a new Fleury. But he’s got to prove it tonight.

= Power play life

Lots of talk in this series about the Rangers dismal power play, right? Well, the team with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin shouldn’t be 1-for-19 in this series. In fact, the frequent postseason mishaps with the Penguins’ special teams are pretty embarrassing and have become a factor again in this series. The Penguins aren’t a great even strength team. They need special teams to be their friend. Tonight is a pretty good time for that to be the case.

= Crowd support

The crowds at Consol Energy Center this postseason have been OK. Nothing special, though. This is primarily an economic issue. Tickets for the playoffs are pretty ridiculous. Many hard core fans simply can’t afford a ticket, and those seats are being replaced by wealthy people who view hockey games as events as opposed to serious business. That’s not a good thing.

I’m a big, big believe that a crowd can change the course of a sporting event. I’ve seen it happen many times. It’s a real thing. If you’re going to the game tonight, you can make a difference. Players can sense nervousness, and that might not be a good thing. They can be inspired by a great crowd, too.

= Luck

Let’s not act like luck doesn’t play a role in hockey games, especially in Game 7s. It most certainly does. The Penguins could use a break from the hockey gods tonight.

= The Kid

Let’s not over-think this. In the end, when this series is through, it will largely be remembered because of Sidney Crosby’s performance. He hasn’t been himself. Everyone knows this.

But in tonight, he has an opportunity. Many of his recent troubles will be forgotten with a virtuoso performance tonight against the Rangers.

Will Crosby rise up tonight while under enormous pressure?

Prediction: Anyone who claims to know how this game will go is lying. No one can possibly know. It’s been a messed up series in many ways. But I’ll go against the grain and pick the Penguins, which puts me in the minority. I just think they’re a better team, I think they’re due to win a Game 7 at home, and I loved the edge I sensed from a few players in the locker room. There were some salty people in there this morning. They’re angry that the city has seemingly stopped believing in them. They aren’t viewing this as an inevitable setback, but rather, as a final opportunity to get things right in the playoffs as a group. Should be fascinating. I haven’t a clue what to expect, but I think Crosby does rise up tonight. One way or the other, we’ll remember this one for a long time.

Final score: Penguins 4, Rangers 2
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Rossi: And the winner is…

Everything that has come before this does not matter. That is the reality about Game 7 between the Penguins and New York Rangers.

So, forget about all of the following:

Sidney Crosby’s goal-scoring slump;

Soft goals that went against and shutouts posted by Marc-Andre Fleury;

Derick Brassard’s four goals;

Martin St. Louis’ mother’s passing.

Game 7 is its own entity, one that exits outside the realm of everything else everybody has done or seen or thought about in a best-of-seven series.

It is defining and often confounding.

Four years ago, the idea of the Penguins’ Cup defense ending with an emotional meltdown at home against Montreal in Game 7 seemed ludicrous based upon precedent. A year before, the notion the Penguins could win a Game 7 on the road at Detroit was equally ludicrous based upon precedent.

Game 7 is often ludicrous, and usually what ends up being the lasting memory is not something anybody could have predicted based off what somebody had seen previously.

PENGUINS 4, RANGERS 2

>> I have interviewed Evgeni Malkin more than any reporter in North America. I am writing his authorized biography. He is not an easy player to quote, but over the last eight years I have come to get a really good feel when he is actually saying something profound, and when he is ending a sentence.

This is what Malkin said during his Thursday availability:

“You know (the) story. After the Olympics, Sid (came) to me and we (started) talking about my game, about life. We’re good friends. I’m excited to play with Sid on one line. It’s one team. He’s (the) best player in the world, and I (have) learned a lot. We know we can win and we (will) do it.”

Mark Messier’s guarantee Malkin’s words were not on Thursday.

The actual news from his media availability was Malkin letting slip the Penguins were staying at a hotel the night before a home Game 7.

Moving on…

>> Win and advance to a fourth conference final in seven years. Lose and drop a fifth series to a lower-seeded team since 2010. Oh, Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6098236-74/penguins-game-crosby#axzz31bxkPyyQ

>> Josh Yohe’s ‘Insider’ finds Rob Scuderi sharing the secrets of winning Game 7: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6097922-74/penguins-scuderi-game#axzz31bxkPyyQ

>> Columnist Dejan Kovacevic does not see a win changing anything: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6098449-74/won-game-penguins#axzz31bxkPyyQ

>> Legacies get made in Game 7s, so are Lee Stempniak and Marcel Goc the next new heroes? Chris Adamski reports: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6098441-74/goc-penguins-stempniak#axzz31bxkPyyQ

>> Jason Mackey saw cool – and comfort – from the franchise centers a day before Game 7: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6098438-74/crosby-malkin-game

>> Contributor Denis Gorman explores the comfort these Rangers have in Game 7s: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6098237-74/game-rangers-penguins#axzz31bxkPyyQ

>> And, finally, Melanie Waas made pretty this page of information from Yohe and me:

Game 7 page

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

May 12, 2014

 by Josh Yohe

14 comments so far - add yours!

Yohe: Crosby and Malkin face the music

ptr-pens07-051314

Greetings, hockey fans…

So, an interesting scene just took place at Consol Energy Center. There was a podium, there was Sidney Crosby, and there was Evgeni Malkin.

This might not seem like a big deal, but in reality, it is.

The Penguins have appeared horribly disjointed most of this spring. They never appear on the same page, have bursts of brilliance followed by bursts of grotesque hockey. Some nights, frankly, they don’t seem to show up to inexplicable extents.

This hasn’t been a spring of great accountability for these Penguins.

And yet, today was different.

Players don’t really enjoy press conference settings. In particular, Crosby and Malkin don’t enjoy them. And make no mistake, they didn’t have to today. They could have easily declined. But they didn’t.

Consider this: Malkin has spoken to the media twice all postseason and probably fewer than 10 times this season. He doesn’t enjoy it. The language barrier is still uncomfortable for him. He’s got some shyness in his personality and has grown comfortable leaving Crosby to absorb the brunt of the questions. Sitting at a press conference? That’s something he literally hasn’t done in years.

But there he was, answering all of the questions, pleasant or otherwise. And he did so with thoughtfulness and a touch of humor.

And then there is Crosby.

He took some very difficult questions from the Pittsburgh and New York reporters following Sunday’s Game 6. He handled them in stride, but almost certainly didn’t enjoy the experience. These are tough times for him. The greatest player in the world isn’t supposed to score one goal in his past 17 playoff games, and he knows it. He was bombarded with questions on Sunday. I’m willing to bet he would have enjoyed nothing more than a day off on Monday. (Oh, this needs to be mentioned. Crosby, arguably the world’s most superstitious man, hates speaking at the podium. No, he really hates it. He just won’t do it. It’s never been totally clear why he hates it so much. Some believe he doesn’t like special treatment, so he likes to speak in the locker room like everyone else. Others think it’s superstition. Whatever the case may be, he has only spoken at the podium in a non-medical press conference a couple of times in the past five years.)

But there he was, too.

The Penguins seem disjointed, out of sorts, not on the same page. At times, they don’t strike you as having an especially close locker room. Something just doesn’t seem right.

Crosby and Malkin, though, remain very much united. That has been clear all season, and it was especially the case on this late afternoon at Consol Energy Center.

Malkin pointed out a story from March when Crosby, sensing that Malkin was in a post-Olympics funk, pulled him aside and the two spoke about Sochi and other topics. Since that talk, Malkin has probably been the world’s greatest hockey player.

Here are some tidbits from the press conference:

= Malkin was in a particularly jovial mood. When Pens media relations head/Say Yes to the Dress Star Jen Bullano opened the press conference by inviting reporters to ask questions, Malkin responded, “I’ll ask the first question,” drawing some laughter. He never did ask a questions, but it was Malkin, so it was funny, because he is funny.

= Crosby wouldn’t bite on his conversation with Mario Lemieux following Game 6. I was the last reporter out of the locker room and saw Crosby and Lemieux having a conversation, the only two people left in the

 locker room. Crosby said today that the conversation was no big deal, that they talked about the same things as usual. He also noted that Lemieux does indeed know what it’s like to be in his shoes. Crosby explained that, when things aren’t going well, he prefers not discussing them. A little serenity can be good, I suppose.

= Crosby said it doesn’t matter if he plays on a line with Malkin tomorrow or not. “We have to create offense one way or the other,” he said.

There will be far more about Crosby and Malkin – along with an enormous amount of coverage – in tomorrow’s Trib. If you’re up late, check out the website. You won’t be disappointed.

What will happen tomorrow? I don’t know. No one knows. But the team’s top two players are on the same page. And they showed it. There is something to be said for that.

Until tomorrow, nervous hockey fans…hang in there.

-          Yohe
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Rossi: Crosby needs some muscle

NEW YORK – This is not an excuse for Sidney Crosby, just an observation.

He is getting pulverized by the New York Rangers. When that is not the case, he is getting hooked and held and whatever else passes for ignored obstruction during the Stanley Cup playoffs.

Now, indeed, he must do a better job of fighting through it. One goal in 12 games – and just that many in his last 17 playoff contests dating to last postseason – does not cut it for the player that is viewed almost universally as the best in the word.

Still, Crosby is up against it on the ice.

Perhaps even more galling than the lack of care by officials to enforce actual rules against clutching and grabbing has been the lack of care by Crosby’s teammates to actually do anything to deter opponents from treating him like a human whack-a-mole.

Ah, but these are the Penguins – an organization that went so far in its zest to eliminate head shots three years ago that now general manager Ray Shero has constructed a club essentially devoid of players with, uh, punch.

To be fair, this probably is not something Shero prefers; but ownership – or, at least, ownership’s appointed decision makers – long ago made it clear the Penguins would no longer be the organization with an enforcer.

After all, being at the forefront of trying to change a hockey culture that wants no part of change was much more important than dedicating some cap-space to hired protection for stars such as Crosby and Evgeni Malkin.

Shero once acquired Georges Laraque and Gary Roberts to make the Penguins tough. He twice signed Matt Cooke, both times when Cooke was arguably the most hated – but also, arguably, the most feared – NHL forward. Eric Godard was once a Penguin.

There is no player among these Penguins that resembles any of those players, and Crosby is paying the price for it against the Rangers – as he and Malkin did against the Bruins last postseason.

Presuming Shero is the GM to continue building around Crosby and Malkin, a priority should be to bring in some muscle. If not a strict enforcer, certainly a forward of two that can do some dirty things to deter the dirtier ones being done to the franchise centers the last few postseasons.

Crosby – and Malkin, though less this postseason – are fair game to be criticized for not being better when it counts.

However, they’re far too often fair game in the playoffs, and the Penguins better start doing something about it. That would start with Shero being allowed to bring back the nasty to his team.

If he has not been flat-out told to keep the Penguins clean for the last three years, that desire certainly has been implied by organizational personnel that should not have any influence in hockey operations.

>> This team misses Pascal Dupuis, more on the ice than anywhere. That said, given the seeming current emotional state of Crosby, Dupuis is equally missed as a presence. He is the only player with the confidence, clout and cunning to do what might be needed: challenge Crosby to figure out this funk by ribbing him endlessly.

Bill Guerin did that five years ago, busting on Crosby at every chance.

Dupuis is not a carbon copy of Guerin, but he is the glue of this Penguins group. He also can – and more important will – say anything to anybody.

Whether or not injured players can really lead is up for debate, but the Penguins would feel a lot better about themselves – and Crosby would be better, or at least better looking than he has been – if Dupuis was part of the mix.

There is a void in the dressing room, and it is where Dupuis used to get dressed.

>> Sure, it is a lovely narrative and all, New York; but the guess here is the Penguins love their mothers, too.

>> Mario Lemieux is trying to work his motivational magic again: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/6096592-74/crosby-penguins-game#axzz31PXOA4St

>> Josh Yohe reports that players were pleased with their “battle level.” Uh, yeah: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6096599-74/penguins-game-rangers#axzz31PXOA4St

>> Olli Maatta played despite some sickness, and other Game 6 notes: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6096597-74/penguins-game-maatta#axzz31PXOA4St

>> Whitehall’s John Gibson is having a star turn for Anaheim, by Yohe: http://triblive.com/sports/nhl/6096600-74/gibson-game-ducks#axzz31PXOA4St

>> Contributor Denis Gorman finds the Rangers’ vets leading this series charge: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6096601-74/rangers-lundqvist-louis

>> Columnist Dejan Kovacevic says change must come if the sports world’s worst word – hint: it begins with a “C” – is completed by the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6082990-74/game-crosby-sunday#axzz31PXOA4St

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

May 11, 2014

 by Rob Rossi
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Rossi: Maatta excused from morning practice

NEW YORK – Rookie defenseman Olli Maatta did not skate with the Penguins at a morning practice at Madison Square Garden on Sunday, and his status is not known for a potential clinching Game 6 against the Rangers.

Maatta was sent back to the Penguins’ Manhattan hotel upon arriving at the Garden on Sunday morning. Several Penguins teammates implied he was not feeling well.

Coach Dan Bylsma did not provide an update on Maatta, who has played in all 11 of the Penguins’ playoff games. Team policy is not to divulge details of players’ medical conditions during the playoffs.

The Penguins are already without defenseman Brooks Orpik, who did not play in Game 5 after not finishing Game 4. Orpik also did not practice on Sunday.

Orpik’s latest injury is different from one that forced him out for five previous games before his Game 4 return. The Penguins do not project Orpik will play in a Game 7 (if necessary) against the Rangers or perhaps at the start of a potential Eastern Conference final.

Deryk Engelland, who has not played since April 12 in the penultimate game of the regular season, skated as one of the Penguins’ top six defensemen at practice on Sunday.

The Penguins lead a best-of-seven series with the Rangers, 3-2. Game 6 is at 7 p.m. on Sunday night. A win would  return the Penguins to the Eastern Conference final for a second consecutive season and the fourth time since 2008.

>> Game 6 is the chance for the Penguins to prove they are different: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6082939-74/penguins-game-games#axzz31PXOA4St

>> With the “Insider,” Josh Yohe examines the Penguins’ lacking killer instinct in clinching spots: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6092834-74/penguins-yohe-game#axzz31PXOA4St

>> Led by Derick Brassard, Rangers’ line owning playoffs, writes Jason Mackey: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6092768-74/brassard-pouliot-rangers#axzz31PXOA4St

>> Contributor Denis Gorman on the anticipated next emotional game for the Rangers: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6092914-74/rangers-game-louis

>> A missed opportunity leads the notes from Saturday provided by Mackey: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6082949-74/scuderi-game-penguins#axzz31PXOA4St

If you are lucky enough to do it today, hug your mother – a lot. Do it tomorrow, too. Make that a habit, actually.

Oh, and as always, be EXCELLENT to each other

Rossi
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Rossi: Latest on St. Louis and Orpik

It’s a hockey night in Pittsburgh (credit: Mike Lange), but a thought on this Friday for Rangers winger Martin St. Louis.

His mother, France, died unexpectedly on Thursday – casting doubt as to if he will play in a possible elimination Game 5 against the Penguins.

Pat Leonard of the New York Daily News has the story: http://www.nydailynews.com/sports/hockey/rangers/blueshirts-thin-ice-entering-game-5-article-1.1785426

Thoughts and prayers with the St. Louis family; a loss like this is never easy, that it happened a few days before Mother’s Day cannot make it any easier.

Life – specifically, the families we are born into then build – is bigger than hockey, work, everything. Everybody, myself included, loses sight of that far too often.

>> Defenseman Brooks Orpik did NOT participate in the morning-skate practice on Friday. He did not finish Game 4 on Wednesday night after returning from a five-game absence.

>> The Rangers are not practicing at Consol Energy Center on Friday morning.

>> Josh Yohe reports on the Best Year Ever for Jussi Jokinen: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6078169-74/jokinen-game-goal#axzz31EFtiGqC

>> The Insider examines why the Penguins now look like a club establishing an identity: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6063756-74/penguins-rossi-rob#axzz31EFtiGqC

>> The Penguins want to wrap this series now, as Jason Mackey reports in his notes from Thursday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6078177-74/game-bylsma-penguins#axzz31EFtiGqC

>> Contributor Denis Gorman looks at the struggles of Rick Nash that personify those of the Rangers: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6078268-74/nash-rangers-team#axzz31EFtiGqC

>> A special treat from one of the Trib’s most gifted scribes, Chris Togneri, on a local tailor to the stars (hockey players included): http://triblive.com/news/allegheny/6073734-74/jersey-pro-feeney#axzz31EFtiGqC

Be EXCELLENT to each other – (and call your parents, if you can),

Rossi
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Marshall: Metrics make Fleury’s case as Pens’ big difference maker.

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

>> FACTORING FLOWER’S BLOOM

The New York Rangers have faced a lot of problems over the last 120 minutes of hockey in Round 2 of the Stanley Cup playoffs:

Penguins captain Sidney Crosby appears at the beginning of resurgence after a slow start. Also, the series’ schedule – six games in nine days, perhaps the most oft-discussed issue – hasn’t helped in the fatigue department.

But the largest looming issue the Rangers haven’t been able to address lies in the Penguins goal. When the final whistle sounded on Game 3, Marc-Andre Fleury was able to accomplish something that no other goaltender in Penguins history has: consecutive playoff shutouts.

With so much negativity surrounding the Penguins goaltending situation at the start of the regular season, Fleury has found himself in the middle of addressing any and all questions about his ability to play well in big games.

The numbers back up that he looks to be back to a long-ago playoff form.

Let’s start the evaluation of Fleury’s play by looking at even-strength save percentage. Fleury currently sits at a .950 save percentage at 5-on-5 play, a number that’s .009 behind Boston’s Tuukka Rask for tops in the playoffs, and .006 ahead of the Rangers’ Henrik Lundqvist.

Fleury also currently sits at fifth with an overall goals-against average of 2.22. When you consider the Penguins are averaging 3.11 goals per game these playoffs, that’s a pretty large disparity between goals-against and goals-for.

But, to take the metrical analysis a step further, let’s quantify what Fleury’s performances this postseason mean in a tangible goals-against manner by looking at Goal Differential.

Goal Differential is a statistic that measures how many goals a goalie has prevented above the league-average at the position. In this calculation, we look at the average save percentage among all starters in the postseason with at least five games played. This comes out to .916 percent.

Through a short calculation, we can surmise how many goals Fleury has allowed above the league average goaltender.

Through his first nine games, Fleury’s Goal Differential at even-strength is 6.2 – meaning he has allowed 6.2 less goals at even-strength than the league average.

Think back on the Penguins first nine games. Add in six extra goals scored by the opposition. That’s enough to perhaps prevent the Penguins from being in Round 2, let alone carrying a 2-1 series lead.

One thing is for certain: Fleury is seeing the puck as well as he has all season. If the Penguins continue to play solid defense in front of him, the Rangers will continue to have their work cut out for them.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof
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Rossi: A year later, Fleury firmly ‘The Man’ for Pens

EAST RUTHERFORD, N.J. – It’s a weird part of the job, really.

Even while covering a Stanley Cup playoff series, somebody in this position – that of beat reporter – views what is happening with an eye toward how it might impact the approaching offseason. Early Tuesday morning, for example, a thought occurred:

Marc-Andre Fleury is about to get paid, again.

What a difference one year makes.

Fleury, the Penguins’ franchise goalie, was not a factor this time last season. His erratic play in Round 1 had contributed to the Penguins’ then 2-2 series tie in Round 1 against the New York Islanders, and veteran Tomas Vokoun had replaced him as the starter.

Until Game 5 of that series last May, Fleury had literally been the only Penguins goalie to start a playoff game during the Sidney Crosby era. After the Penguins were eliminated from the East final, there were some people within the organization who doubted if Fleury would be the go-to goalie for the second half of Crosby’s era.

By now, everybody knows he worked – at the Penguins’ mandate – with a sports psychologist in the offseason. Everybody knows that he was assigned a new goaltending coach, Mike Bales.

What not a lot of people know is that Fleury remained in weekly contact with his old goaltending coach, Gilles Meloche. The traded texts and phone calls throughout the season, but Meloche said they rarely talked about the position each played in the NHL.

“With Marc, I care about him a lot,” Meloche said. “We are very close. We talked a couple of times a week, but it was just two friends talking about our lives like any friends would.

“I think the only time we talked about hockey was when I’d say, ‘You’re looking great out there.’ I’m so happy for him.”

There is a long way to go in the Stanley Cup playoffs for the Penguins, who lead their best-of-seven Round 2 series, 2-1. They do not even have half the required wins to become champions.

However, Fleury is at a 2.22 goals-against average and .925 save percentage through nine games – and with back-to-back shutouts, and his play to finish off Game 6 in Round 1 when the Penguins appeared to stop playing after taking a 4-0 lead at Columbus, there is mounting evidence that he is recapturing that long-ago “Big Game Goalie” form.

A year ago, there was a question – not from within the organization – about whether Fleury was a candidate for one of two compliance buyouts that every NHL club was granted after the lockout.

Now, after a sixth straight regular season with at least 35 wins, and because of his strong start in the playoffs, extending the contract of their franchise goalie will be a top priority for GM Ray Shero this summer.

>> Speaking of those compliance buyouts, something to keep in mind: The Penguins have each of their two remaining, but both must be used before next season or they no longer exists. Also, ONLY contracts signed under the previous labor agreement are eligible for compliance buyouts. Players signed as free agents or to extensions last summer can be bought out, but not at full cap relief.

>> It’s hard not to believe Alain Vigneault is the right man to lead the Rangers going forward. His squad lacks the weapons to wage postseason combat with the Penguins, and the Rangers are dealing with one of the most disadvantageous schedules in recent playoff history. Still, Vigneault had never made that schedule an issue publicly, and his players are leaving everything they have on the ice. The Rangers still need some scorers – ones whose best seasons were not with other clubs – but they have the right coach.

>> So do the Penguins, by the way. Yeah, nobody wants to hear that; but people that do not think Dan Bylsma can coach never will at this point. Look at what he did with a team that lost 529 man-games to injury during the regular season? Look at what he’s doing this postseason, which is presiding over a team that is transforming into one mentally tough enough to overcome franchise centers Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin scoring a goal in only three of the opening nine playoff games.

AND NOW, THE TUESDAY #TRIBHKY LINKS…

>> Criticized externally from Day 1 of the season, the Penguins were their own worst critics after Game 3 of Round 2. Thing is, they won: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6061698-74/vigneault-louis-nash#axzz30u9hbo5w

>> A Flower flourished under the Garden’s bright light, by Josh Yohe: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6061689-74/fleury-penguins-rangers#axzz30u9hbo5w

>> The Rangers need their stars, and their coach knows it, write contributor Denis Gorman: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6061698-74/vigneault-louis-nash#axzz30u9hbo5w

>> A local product faced his hometown team in the playoffs, which leads the Game 3 notes: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6061695-74/game-penguins-nhl#axzz30u9hbo5w

>> Columnist Dejan Kovacevic hated what he witnessed from Marc Staal in Game 3. So should the folks running the NHL, he opines: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6061679-74/crosby-staal-nhl#axzz30u9hbo5w

>> THIS photo from our Chaz Palla shows what Dejan is getting at:

ptr-pens-rangers01-050614

Be EXCELLENT to each other,
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Rossi: Is series – and Pens’ future – on the line in Game 2?

For the second time in three playoff home games, the Penguins face a pivotal point in their series – and, probably, their future.

They trail the New York Rangers, 1-0, in a best-of-seven affair. Game 2 is at Consol Energy Center on Sunday night, with Game 3 at Madison Square Garden on Monday night. So, in a span of about 48 hours, Round 2 could swing wildly.

Avoiding a 0-2 hole is more important than it might seem to the Penguins, who are led by several players that twice overcame such series deficits during the Stanley Cup run in 2009. Each of those 0-2 holes came with Games 3 and 4 set for Pittsburgh – Mellon Arena, where the Penguins were a lot more dominant on the 2008 and 2009 Cup Final runs.

The Penguins went 18-3 at home at the Igloos over those postseasons. They are just 9-10 at home in the playoffs at Consol Energy Center, and have dropped Games 1 and 2 of series at home each of the last two postseasons – to the Flyers (2012) and Bruins (2013).

Since twice rallying from 0-2 holes in 2009, the Penguins have not exactly handled that specific adversity well. They went just 2-4 in series games after those deficits to Philadelphia and Boston, falling behind 3-0 in each circumstance.

So, indeed, Sunday is big for the Penguins.

Lose, and all that external pressure that players acknowledged was internalized negatively during Round 1 – yeah, all of it becomes a real factor again. Coaches, players, maybe even members of the front office, will be wondering about their jobs if this series against the Rangers goes to a bad place quickly.

The Penguins cannot lose in by an unceremonious trouncing for a third consecutive postseason. That just will not sit well with a couple of successful people that happen to be the majority co-owners.

>> Our #TribHKY Sunday cover story looks at the leadership of franchise centers Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6044885-74/malkin-penguins-crosby#axzz30cWB7C7J

>> With the “Insider,” Josh Yohe examines the home overtime woe that has befallen the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6043898-74/overtime-penguins-game#axzz30cWB7C7J

>> Jason Mackey examines the impact a Staal – Marc, not Jordan – can have on a playoff series: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6044903-74/staal-rangers-game#axzz30cWB7C7J

>> Yohe with some newsy notes, led by the readiness of Brian Gibbons: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6044895-74/gibbons-penguins-game#axzz30cWB7C7J

>> Columnist Joe Starkey suggests playing with James Neal might spark the slumping Crosby: http://triblive.com/sports/joestarkey/6044872-74/sid-stempniak-game

Good luck, Marathoners. What a great day for Pittsburgh with the big race, a Pirates home matinee and an evening Penguins playoff tilt.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/3/#ixzz37VsKSvHP 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook 
 by Rob Rossi

2 comments so far - add yours!

Marshall: Metrical look at Penguins-Rangers

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

>> Not the Same Old Rangers

Previewing this series with advanced metrics tells us one thing about the New York Rangers – they aren’t the John Tortorella-version of seasons passed.

The Rangers can still play defense, but they’ve been doing it by keeping the puck in the offensive zone. The Rangers had a Corsi-For percentage – Corsi-For is the sum of all on ice shooting attempts – of 51.1 percent.

Driven by their top line of Rick Nash, Martin St. Louis, and Derek Stepan, a trio which averaged 60 percent Corsi-For percentage and accounted for four of the Rangers 15 even-strength goals in Round 1, the Rangers are keeping the puck out of their net by playing in the opponents offensive zone.

The Penguins ended their series against Columbus with 12 goals scored at even-strength and a 54.2-percent Corsi-For. The Penguins were second in that possession-based metric behind the Minnesota Wild at 58.8 percent.

The Penguins were paced in the possession department by Sidney Crosby (61 percent) and Evgeni Malkin (57 percent). Expect one of these two centers to face the Rangers shutdown pairing of Dan Girardi and Ryan McDonough.

It was a rough first series for those two defensemen, with Corsi percentages below 50 percent and a few goals against at even-strength to boot. If McDonough is not healthy, as many reporters are suggesting, Crosby and Malkin may be able to exploit that.

The Rangers only allowed six goals at even-strength against Philadelphia, a number that was topped only by the Boston Bruins at four. However, both goaltenders for the Penguins and Rangers sport some of the best even-strength numbers in the playoffs.

Marc-Andre Fleury is third in even-strength save percentage with a .948 through the first six games. Henrik Lundqvist is directly ahead of him with a .957.

These are two teams that won their first round series via distinct puck possession advantages and extended periods of keeping the puck out of their offensive zone. For the first time in a long time, it will be the Penguins-Rangers series that is predicated on speed, skill, and the ability to extend the play offensively.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 
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Marshall: Martin’s mastery of playoffs continues

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

 >> Positively Paul Martin Magic

If there’s been one constant in the last two playoff runs for the Penguins, it’s been defenseman Paul Martin.

Martin’s mobility and hockey sense have put him at the top of nearly every statistical metric for the Penguins in the last two postseasons. He has 19 points in his last 21 playoff games. Also, Martin found continued success against the Blue Jackets, registering three of his eight assists at even strength and leading the Penguins defensemen in possession metrics.

Sixty-one percent of all shots taken that were not blocked when Martin was on the ice were shots attempted at the Columbus net. That number paced the Penguins by 5 percent over rookie defenseman Olli Maatta.

To get a gauge of how good of a percentage that is, it currently puts Paul Martin fourth in the NHL among playoff defensemen – 6 percent behind the Minnesota Wild’s Marco Scandella.

Martin has also been staunch on the defensive side of the puck. The Penguins allowed eight even-strength goals this series. With 106 minutes of even-strength ice time, a number that was again tops for the Penguins, Martin was only one the ice for one goal against at five-on-five hockey in the first round.

In fact, 83.3 percent of all the goals scored when Martin was on the ice in the first round were by the Penguins – another number that is good for the team lead. It isn’t just a recent trend. Martin finished ninth in the NHL for the 2013 playoffs with 62 percent in that regard.

With a repeat of his series against Columbus, Martin has the chance to sneak into the top 20 all-time in playoff scoring for the Penguins. He currently sits tied for 26th spot with former winger Troy Loney at 22 points, one point behind former center Petr Nedved’s 23.

With Brooks Orpik potentially out to open Round 2, the likelihood is that Martin continues to see big minutes for the Penguins moving forward. With all the action created when he’s on the ice, Penguins fans should be very comfortable with that.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof
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Rossi: Orpik likely unable to play in Game 6

COLUMBUS, Ohio – Brooks Orpik is likely to miss a second consecutive Stanley Cup playoff game for the Penguins on Monday night.

Orpik, a defenseman, did not participate in a morning practice at Nationwide Arena. Instead, he spent time riding a stationary bike outside the visitors’ dressing room. Orpik was not wearing any braces on either his knees or ankles, and did not have any part of his mid- to lower-body areas wrapped in ice or heat.

Orpik did not play in the Penguins’ home Game 5 victory on Saturday night. Team policy is not to provide specifics regarding injury during the playoffs, but Orpik walked gingerly after the contest.

Whatever the injury, it is limiting Orpik’s ability to skate confidently.

With Orpik out, defenseman Robert Bortuzzo would make his second consecutive appearance for the Penguins, who can advance to Round 2 with a win  over the Columbus Blue Jackets on Monday night.

Coach Dan Bylsma said Marc-Andre Fleury will start for the Penguins. He also promised to “feel out” opportunities to play centers Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin together at even strength.

Crosby and Malkin have not scored a goal against Columbus. Neither has scored a playoff goal since Round 2 last postseason.

Bylsma played Crosby and Malkin together on the top line throughout Game 5 on Saturday night.

>> Columbus will play without defenseman Nikita Nikitin and winger RJ Umberger, coach Todd Richards said. Both players are out with injuries. Nick Schultz will play for Nikitin and Jared Boll will replace Umberger.

>> The #TribHKY Insider looks at Marcel Goc’s impact on how the Penguins can use Crosby and Malkin: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6015770-74/malkin-dupuis-crosby#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Josh Yohe examines the defense without its leader, Orpik: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983372-74/game-penguins-defenseman#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Jason Mackey reports on the readiness of the Blue Jackets: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6015712-74/game-jackets-blue

>> Chris Adamski notes Bylsma’s plan to use more of his franchise centers on one line: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6008380-74/bylsma-penguins-game#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Contributor Craig Merz on the Blue Jackets’ Boone Jenner: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6008395-74/jenner-columbus-game

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Yohe: The truth about Crosby and leadership

Good afternoon,

During the past 72 hours, I have literally received dozens of emails and Tweets about one specific topic: Sidney Crosby’s poor leadership skills.

It seems that, in this era, if you go four straight playoff games without scoring a goal – and going back to last postseason, it’s actually been nine straight for Crosby – you’re a poor leader.

Crosby does deserve a heavy dose of criticism regarding his recent play. There is no question about this. His leadership, however, isn’t really an issue. In fact, suggesting that Crosby is a poor leader is merely a lazy excuse for his recent play.

I’m one of few people who cover Crosby daily, so I think I’m pretty well equipped to analyze his leadership skills. Here’s what I see.

= Crosby is always one of the first players on the ice at practice, and is always one of the last players off the ice. His work ethic is rarely exceeded by fourth liners in practice, let alone star players. He consistently sets a good example. Many young players – Olli Maatta in particularly – have told me stories this season about Crosby taking them aside to make sure they understand the system and their respective roles in certain situations.

= Crosby isn’t especially vocal by nature. Neither was Mario Lemieux. And like Lemieux, Crosby isn’t a phony. He doesn’t run his mouth daily to the press or speak to teammates so regularly that it becomes a bore. However, a number of players have commented to me this season that Crosby has spoken up at appropriate times, more than in other seasons. Crosby, in response to a question from my colleague, Rob Rossi, while we were in Columbus, said he will speak when something needs to be said in regards to the Penguins’ troubles with the Blue Jackets.

= Crosby, unlike many of his teammates, has never backed down from dealing with the media following difficult losses. A handful of Penguins typically speak following losses. Only a handful. Crosby is always in that handful. Yes, he’s the captain, but trust me when I tell you that all captains don’t speak after games. Or even before games. Crosby never backs down from the heat.

= It is commonly believed that true “leaders” in hockey score big goals in big games. I don’t really buy this theory, but in case you do, let’s look at this objectively. Who scored the gold medal game-winning goal in Vancouver? Who scored on a breakaway in the gold medal game-winning goal in Sochi? Who pumped life into the 2008 Stanley Cup Final against Detroit by scoring twice in his first home Stanley Cup Final game? Who scored the game-winner and set up another in Game 4 of the 2009 Stanley Cup Final, the game that told the Penguins they were better than the Red Wings? The game-winner in a shootout in the first ever Winter Classic? Or, how about the opening goal in Game 7 in Washington in 2009?

Now, I know what you’re thinking: “Yeah, almost all of those moments were five years ago.” This might be true. But the clutch gene – call it leadership if you must – doesn’t arrive in waves at age 21 and then suddenly disappear.

= Back in March, on during the trade deadline period, I was with the Penguins in San Jose. On the morning following the trades, most of the Penguins were on their way back to the team hotel. Word had spread that Lee Stempniak and Marcel Goc were mere minutes away from arriving at HP Pavilion. Most players, creatures of habit on game days, went about their business of leaving for the team hotel. Crosby, however, still needing to shower and head back to the hotel, waited patiently outside of the locker room until the new players arrived. He wanted to make sure they were immediately welcomed by the team’s captain upon arriving.

But, you know, Crosby hasn’t scored this series. So, he’s a bad leader. Right.

Here’s what I think … I think Crosby is dealing with confidence issues now. It’s rare for a 26-year-old, future Hall-of-Famer to stop believing in himself, but maybe we’re seeing some of that right now. And there might be a reason. Crosby has never been the same player since sustaining a life-altering concussion in 2011. You all know the story. Crosby is finally healthy again, but his style is a little different now. He’s still great, still the world’s finest player. No one is disputing that. But his game is a little different now, a little less reliable.

Crosby was once a bulldog who would charge to the net numerous times a game. We don’t see that so much anymore. He’s still great on the boards, but he hasn’t “Spezza’d” anyone in a while, has he? No, he hasn’t. He’s more of a perimeter player now. He prefers to stay at the top of the right circle on the power play now where, frankly, he isn’t as good as his natural habitat, down by the goal line. Why has he turned the puck over so much on the power play lately? Because playing that perimeter game doesn’t come as naturally to him, and because it’s more high-risk by nature.  He’s not terrible at this style of game, obviously. He easily won a scoring title playing this way. His reinvented game is still wonderful. But in the playoffs, pretty goals don’t really exist. Crosby the bulldog scored so many of his goals in those dirty areas, and while he doesn’t dodge the dirty areas, he doesn’t seem to dominate them the way he once did.

So, if you choose to be critical of Crosby the hockey player, go right ahead. It might be deserved. But criticizing his leadership skills is more ignorant than anything.

Jonathan Toews is a great leader because he scored that overtime goal against St. Louis last night, right? Well, how do you explain Toews scoring exactly one goal in Chicago’s first 20 postseason games last season? Does this mean Toews was being a bad leader last season? What if Detroit would have beaten the Blackhawks in overtime of Game 7 last season, with Toews finishing with one goal in 13 playoff games that spring? How would the hockey world have judged him then?

Crosby’s legacy is on the line beginning tonight. He’s a Hall of Fame lock, and clearly the best player of his generation. If he wants to someday be in a class with Lemieux, Wayne Gretzky, Bobby Orr, Gordie Howe, Jaromir Jagr, Rocket Richard – you know, the best players who ever lived – then he needs more championships, and need to start scoring against teams like the Columbus Blue Jackets. We all know this. Crosby knows this. Calling him out is completely fair.

But let’s call it like it is. This isn’t about leadership. In fact, leadership in sports is such of a stupid concept. It barely exists. Teams on the same page, teams with talent, teams willing to work hard, are the teams that usually win. Leadership? It’s just a made-up word, especially in hockey. Broadcasters always talk about “great leadership” after someone scores a goal. Really? Maybe great players just score goals sometimes, and the idea of leadership doesn’t really factor into the equation. Is blocking a shot a sign of leadership? Is sacrificing your stats for the betterment of the team a sign of leadership? That’s more like it, if you want to make an argument. But Crosby is paid to score and set up goals. And he’s not doing that right now, so he’s a bad leader?

Sorry, I don’t buy it. Rather, this is a great player who has temporarily and slightly – check out his number since December – lost his way. I suspect he will find his way, maybe even tonight. Great players always do. And if he does score tonight and lead the Penguins past the Blue Jackets, will that make him a great leader again?

-          Yohe
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Rossi: Crosby on pressure: “It’s there, let’s be honest.”

The Penguins exposed an elephant on Saturday morning.

Hours from a feels-like-it pivotal home Game 5 against the Columbus Blue Jackets, veteran players acknowledged that pressure – the worst kind, as in that from the outside – has been internalized during Round 1 of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

“It’s there, let’s be honest,” captain Sidney Crosby said.

“It’s something we’ve talked about,” winger James Neal said.

“Sometimes,” defenseman Rob Scuderi said, “I think we’re just held back by the fear of losing.”

A first-round series is tied, 2-2. Game 5 is at Consol Energy Center on Saturday night.

A season that began with external Cup-or-best expectations is down to a best-of-three series, and the favored club (the Penguins) is openly acknowledging, as Scuderi phrased it, “a burden of expectations.”

Words do not win playoff games.

Great players, can.

Crosby and fellow franchise co-center Evgeni Malkin can change everything with slump-busting performances in Game 5 and 6 or (if necessary) 7.

However, for a group of players that has rarely been known for its candidness – heck, that is why “Team Conscience” defenseman Brooks Orpik’s words resonate – the acknowledgement on Saturday morning that pressure is being felt, well, it felt significant.

This feels like more than just another home playoff game for the Penguins – especially for Crosby, Malkin, goalie Marc-Andre Fleury and coach Dan Bylsma. Three first-round exits in four years will bring change, as defenseman Paul Martin noted Saturday.

This feels like a defining moment.

Maybe with the elephant out of their room, the Penguins will have some more space to breathe.

>> The best way to ease tension is often with a joke, so Bylsma opened with one before his media availability on Saturday morning.

“Brooks Orpik and David Backes skated earlier at an undisclosed location,” Bylsma said.

Orpik, who left practice early on Friday, did not take the morning-skate practice on Saturday. He is a game-time decision for Game 5.

Also, winger Brian Gibbons (upper body) did not practice. He skated before the session.

>> On Friday, as Chris Adamski reported, the Penguins vowed to give more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983659-74/penguins-bylsma-game#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Malkin knows he needs to score, writes Jason Mackey: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6008020-74/malkin-game-goals#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> The notes cover Marcel Goc’s impending return: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983688-74/goc-puck-game

>> Contributor Craig Merz reports that Jack Johnson changed a lot for the Columbus franchise: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983691-74/johnson-jackets-team#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Also, the #TribHKY info graphic is back. Have a look (designed by Melanie Wass):

PensPlayoff-042514

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Rossi: Absurdity of agitation over Pens’ practices

The Penguins are back at practice Friday.

They took off Thursday, and for some reason this was met with great negativity on the social media/talk show scene – even though the Penguins had played three games, two overtime ones, in five days; even though the labor contract mandates players get one day off each week; even though players were required to attend meetings and film-study sessions at Consol Energy Center.

The Penguins, like the Blue Jackets, did not practice – on the ice – Thursday, and this was some sort of sign of what is wrong with them in Round 1.

Here is what is wrong:

Marc-Andre Fleury went to play a puck behind his net, and it hopped badly over his stick blade.

If that does not happen, this series in 3-1 and the Penguins are looking to clinch at home Saturday night.

To be fair, the series could be 3-1 in favor of Columbus, too. It’s been that close through Games 1-4.

It’s also been wild – blown multiple-goal leads in Games 1-4 for the first time in NHL history – and wonderfully dramatic. Mostly, though, it’s been what I expected: tight, hard, and never really with the Penguins in danger of losing.

Yeah, they still haven’t trailed in terms of games.

Oh, and they would not have practiced had the won Game 4. That decision had been made the off-day between Games 3 and 4.

Schedules are released by the Penguins to start every month, before every playoff round. Those schedules identify reserved ice times. They are not set-in-stone plans.

Those schedules change a lot. Anyone that spends his or days around the Penguins has come to expect schedule changes.

Here is what really represents news when it comes to teams and practices: A scheduled day off being sacked in favor of practice.

Of course, since the sky above the Penguins is always falling, not practicing Thursday is absolutely a sign that everything is wrong with everyone everywhere.

Thank goodness there is practice Friday. That will change the hockey world.

>> Speaking of the hockey world, our local one has become pretty glum, as columnist Joe Starkey opines: http://triblive.com/sports/joestarkey/5983382-74/penguins-team-game#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Coach Dan Bylsma delivered a message Thursday. It was really just stating the obvious, but it was not wrong: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983374-74/bylsma-game-fleury#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Captain Sidney Crosby is healthy, or is he? http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6002635-74/crosby-penguins-game#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Josh Yohe’s #TribHKY Insider looks at Paul Martin’s big run to open the playoffs: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6003027-74/penguins-martin-game#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Contributor Craig Merz writes that Brandon Dubinsky is having himself quite a Round 1 for Columbus: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983384-74/dubinsky-game-blue#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Rachel Farkas on the Penguins’ soon-to-be practice facility: http://triblive.com/news/butler/6001840-74/facility-sports-upmc#axzz2zlpPLkMm

Be EXCELLENT to each other,
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Yohe: A look at Pens defensive options

I see it every day. And I love it.

#freeborts

I, too, am a big Robert Bortuzzo fan. He has grown substantially as an NHL defenseman this season, and I have no doubt he will permanently reside in the top-six next season. Heck of a good guy, too.

But what about these playoffs? Should he be in the lineup?

Ideally, yes, you’d find room. The Penguins could use his snarl. But there is a problem.

Paul Martin and Brooks Orpik won’t be split by the coaching staff, so discussing such a possibility is pointless. (Not saying it shouldn’t be explored, but I don’t expect it will be. More on this later.)

The citizens badly want Rob Scuderi removed from the lineup. So, here are some possible looks.

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Letang

Niskanen-Bortuzzo

I don’t like the above look. Niskanen and Bortuzzo have played together a little bit, but not in quite some time. Plus, this leaves Letang and Maatta – a talented but dangerous defensive pairing – as your likely second unit.

Orpik-Martin

Niskanen-Letang

Maatta-Bortuzzo

Everyone will go crazy for this pairing. And hey, I love Maatta and Bortuzzo together, too. They were terrific in October. But Letang and Niskanen absolutely do not work together. It was first attempted early in the 2013 regular season. Didn’t work. We’ve seen glimpses of it since, notably in the 2013 playoffs and in spurts this season. Doesn’t work.

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Niskanen

Bortuzzo-Letang

I like the first two pairings. The third one? Not so much. Bortuzzo and Letang have never played together. You’d be asking one of them to play on the left side, something either has ever done in the NHL. Niskanen, a right-handed defenseman, is rarely because he likes playing on the left side. Most don’t.

OK, so let’s be frank. It might be time for the Penguins to try something crazy, especially if they lose Game 5 to the Blue Jackets.

Would they split Martin and Orpik? Like I said earlier, I can’t imagine they would.

But I’d suggest this: The Penguins aren’t winning the Stanley Cup – or coming remotely close to playing for it – if they don’t get the most out of Letang. They must have him play great hockey.

Who has Letang always played his best hockey with? That would be Brooks Orpik.

So, if you want Scuderi out of the lineup and Bortuzzo in, I only see one possibility.

Tell me what you think about this:

Orpik-Letang

Martin-Niskanen

Maatta-Bortuzzo

Now, this is kind of intriguing, no?

Letang and Orpik have a history, and it’s a good one. Martin and Niskanen have played a little together, and have been good together. Their styles and skill sets are very similar. They’re both from Minnesota, for God’s sake. They’re both playing exceptionally good hockey right now.

Maatta and Bortuzzo? It’s an extremely young pairing, but they were great together earlier this season. Plus, you could really limit their minutes and ride the top four.

It’s just a thought.

Realistically, the Letang/Scuderi pairing has been something of a disaster. I’m not suggesting Scuderi should be removed from the lineup, but the Penguins do have some options here.

They better pick the correct option quickly.
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Rossi: Can Pens still count on their big advantages?

COLUMBUS, Ohio – Nobody seemed rattled.

If nothing else, that was probably a positive for the Penguins as of late Wednesday night. They had blown a 3-0 lead, surrendered a goal with 24 seconds remaining, and lost in overtime for a second time in the series – but, from the dressing room, there was a sense of relative calm.

They have, most of these players ad coaches, been here before.

It was a year ago, actually.

The Penguins appeared in firm control of a first-round playoff series against the New York Islanders when, as the Columbus Blue Jackets have now, Game 4 slipped away to turn a best-of-seven into a best-of-three.

Then, as will be the case Saturday night, Game 5 was at Consol Energy Center, the fan base – at least based off the imperfect measure of social media – was mostly nervous. (A difference is that – again, based on social media – the fan base seems angry now; not necessarily for the right reasons, but…)

The Penguins’ performance in Game 5 against the Islanders last season was not perfect, but it was probably their closest to perfection of that postseason. They stayed composed, received a boost from a new addition to the lineup in the form of winger Tyler Kennedy’s goal and blanked the Islanders.

Something happened to the inexperienced Islanders once Round 1 became a best-of-three last postseason. The narrative went from “maybe they can pull an upset” to “they can actually do it.”

The Islanders didn’t handle that change well, either.

The Penguins ultimately exposed the Islanders’ lack of experience – and shaky goaltending – to advance last postseason. They did so by a slim margin and without looking dominant, but they did do that.

The Blue Jackets still lack experience, though not confidence. However, their goaltending might not be all that less shaky than the Islanders was a year ago. Sergei Bobrovsky has needed to make only 14 third-period saves in two Columbus’ victories. When tested, he has mostly been C-grade level.

If experience matters in the playoffs, that should prove the case in favor of the Penguins over the next three games.

Of course, maybe at this point this series is not about experience?

>> The Game 4 loss is not on Sidney Crosby or Evgeni Malkin. Coach Dan Bylsma made that clear, and he was spot on. Still, now the series is about Crosby and Malkin. The two best players in the world should be expected to make a big impact with probably nothing less than the future of their coaches and some teammates on the line. THE GAMER: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5983091-74/game-penguins-goal#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> As a counter to the Crosby/Malkin narrative, Josh Yohe offered this observation:

The Penguins are averaging 3.50 goals in this series, more than their 2.95 from the regular season. Of course, they are also allowing an average of 3.50 in this series, more than their 2.49 from the regular season – and 0.74 more goals-for than Columbus had averaged in the regular season (2.76).

Goal prevention is the game this time of season. It’s just not one the Penguins are playing.

Also, Yohe reported on Game 4’s TURNING POINT: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983319-74/penguins-period-penalty#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Contributor Justin Boggs, who proved himself a deadline-writing wizard, was there to hear Nick Foligno insist he called his shot before OT. The story from BEHIND ENEMY LINES: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983292-74/foligno-jackets-overtime#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Marcel Goc may call it a comeback. He could help in that goal prevention problem. NOTES n’AT: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5983292-74/foligno-jackets-overtime#axzz2zlpPLkMm

>> Unlike the Twiturkeys, columnist Dejan Kovacevic took a deep breath after Game 4 and opined that maybe Marc-Andre Fleury had earned a mulligan based on how all bout a couple of incidents have game. Fleury is probably the reason the series is tied instead of 3-1 in favor of the Blue Jackets. Uh, yeah, you read that right. It’s true. The Game 4 COMMENTARY: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5983293-74/fleury-penguins-game#axzz2zlpPLkMm

The Penguins, as planned, sacked practice for Thursday. They’re being beat up in this series, but clearly the coaching staff is crazy for taking a big-picture approach. Chris Adamski and Jason Mackey will have your updates from Bylsma’s media availability at Consol Energy Center.

Tickets remain available for Game 5.

Tea is brewing folks. Believe that.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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April 22, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

16 comments so far - add yours!

Marshall: Metrics point to Crosby busting goal slump

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

>> Waiting on The Captain

The Columbus Blue Jackets have managed to keep Penguins captain Sidney Crosby without a goal in Round 1. That’s an impressive feat at face value.

It’s even more impressive when you dive into the possession numbers for Crosby through the first three games of this series.

As a primer to our discussion, let’s remember the value of Corsi percentages in hockey. Since the NHL doesn’t keep time on ice statistics, our goal here is to evaluate who has the puck and who is generating offense at even-strength. Corsi tracks all shooting attempts when a given player is on the ice, that includes saves, deflected shots, blocked shots, etc. It’s a general barometer of which way the ice is tilted in a given match-up.

Through three games against the Blue Jackets, Crosby has a Corsi-For percentage of 61.1 – meaning that 61.1 percent of all shooting attempts at even-strength are shots launched at the Columbus net.

That number is boosted by an absolutely dominant Game 3 performance. Crosby boasted a Corsi-For percentage of 76.2. He was on the ice for 16 attempts towards the Columbus net at even-strength and only 5 attempts launched at Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury.

These are gaudy numbers by advanced metrics.

The Penguins need Crosby to score goals, and the law of averages alone tells us that if this disparity keeps up, Crosby is going to find his goal groove in a major way. When the best player in the game is getting 76.2 percent of all shooting attempts in a given game, the floodgates might hold for a while – but it’s only a matter of time before they burst.

However, if the Penguins feel like they need to kick-start Crosby at even-strength, the coaching staff might want to consider throwing defensemen Matt Niskanen and Olli Maatta out with him.

Crosby was a 53-percent Corsi-For performer during the regular season, but his possession based metrics and goal-scoring metrics were at their best when he was paired with Niskanen.

Niskanen and Crosby spent 434 minutes together at even-strength – the highest number of minutes played with Crosby by a defender other than Brooks Orpik. The numbers paint a picture of success.

Crosby’s Corsi-For percentage with Niskanen rose to 58 percent at the end of the regular season. In addition, Crosby scored more goals per 20 minutes of even-strength ice time with Niskanen (1.47) and allowed fewer goals against per 20 minutes of even-strength ice time as well (0.50). When all was said and done, 74 percent of all the goals scored when Crosby and Niskanen were on the ice were goals scored by the Penguins.

Whatever the case may be, the advanced metrics of this series tell us not to worry too much about Crosby. If the ice stays tilted the way it has in favor of the Penguins, the road to making this a best-of-three might get a bit longer for Columbus.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 
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 by Rob Rossi

3 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Pens look willing to give it away now

Sidney Crosby has been credited with six giveaways in Round 1 of the Stanley Cup playoffs. The Columbus Blue Jackets have five.

Think about that.

A lot is being made about the hit difference between these teams. Columbus has 99 hits to the Penguins’ 55.

Full disclosure: NHL real-time stats such as hits and blocks and giveaways – well, let’s just go with there being no consistency. What constitutes a hit in Pittsburgh is not necessarily the same definition of one in Columbus, Philadelphia or Montreal.

Still, the number that will generate a lot of talk between Easter Sunday and Game 3 is the Blue Jacket’s plus-44 advantage in hits.

Clearly, they have prioritized physicality.

Clearly, too, it is working in one way. The Penguins are turning over the puck way too often.

They have seemingly had more turnovers than the 23 giveaways for which they are credited. Crosby surely has more than the six on his ledger.

Still, whatever measured a giveaway in Games 1 and 2, Columbus ended up with 17 fewer than the Penguins.

Maybe the Blue Jackets cannot win this series, though that seems unfair to suggest given how they conceivably could have a 2-0 lead.

However, the Penguins surely can give it to them – and so far, they have tried.

>> Check out the quote in this Game 2 recap from Columbus coach Todd Richards regarding the Crosby matchup: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5947865-74/penguins-jackets-blue#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Jason Mackey captures the scene surrounding Columbus’ first playoff victory: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947889-74/game-columbus-calvert#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Also from Mackey, the burgeoning Interstate Rivalry is on: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5955995-74/penguins-playoff-columbus#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Chris Adamski with assorted notes from Game 2: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947886-74/power-bylsma-game#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Adamski on Brian Gibbons up-then-down Game 2: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5976745-74/gibbons-penguins-game#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Adamski on the sequence that swung Game 2: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947878-74/penguins-calvert-goal#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Columnist Joe Starkey on the something foul in the air for the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/joestarkey/5947875-74/penguins-power-columbus#axzz2zLQahD5i

Happy Easter.

As always, spare a thought for our troops as you spend time with your loved ones. Thanks to those men and women.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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April 19, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

2 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Pens look for rare home-ice hold

Numbers do lie. That is one of the first things a journalist learns. Numbers can be manipulated, at least the presentation of them, to fit any narrative. This is probably worth keeping in mind as the Stanley Cup playoff progress, especially when it comes to Games 2 and 5 for a best-of-seven series. Usually, the winners of those games take the series.

The Penguins lost Games 2 and 5 at Detroit in 2009 and still won the Stanley Cup.

Trends exist to be gone against.

Consider the Penguins, who once dominated on home ice in the playoffs – especially early in series. From 2008-09, they went 15-1 in the first two series games played in Pittsburgh. Their lone loss came in their only series defeat. They dropped Game 4 at Mellon Arena against Detroit in 2008. The Red Wings took a 3-1 series lead, and that was basically that regarding the Cup.

Mostly, though, during the Cup Final runs, the Penguins either essentially ended a series by going up, 2-0, or – as was the case against Washington and Detroit in 2009 – evened the series by sweeping Games 3 and 4 at home.

The Penguins are playing their eighth series since last winning the Cup. They are trying to win the opening games at home for only the second time.

Taking firm control and making home ice a true advantage – that is before the Penguins for Game 2 against Columbus on Saturday night.

Now, to get you ready for the action…

>> Josh Yohe reports that some Cup veterans are again calling for improved discipline from the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947674-74/penguins-orpik-game#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Jason Mackey spied an all-time Penguins great in the dressing room on Friday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947681-74/bennett-game-stempniak#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Contributor Craig Merz, from Columbus, on Sergei Bobrovsky’s rebound attempt: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947683-74/bobrovsky-game-columbus#axzz2zLQahD5i

>> Kris Letang offered contrition, but coach Dan Bylsma wants more – as in a resurrection of his 2009 form: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947679-74/letang-bylsma-game

>> The “Insider” looks at the Penguins’ power-play plan, which actually was not changed by Letang’s off Game 1: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5948380-74/power-penguins-letang#axzz2zLQahD5i

Puck drops around 7 p.m.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

3 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Does Bylsma change anything for Game 2?

A happy Good Friday to the dear readers, one upon which the Penguins will return to practice in advance of Game 2 against Columbus. With two days between the opening contests, it will be interesting to see what – if any – changes the Penguins plan after a 4-3 victory in Game 1.

To get you ready before our afternoon updates, here are some links to the coverage led by Josh Yohe from Thursday’s off-day.

>> They know each other well, these two head coaches: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947081-74/richards-bylsma-coach#axzz2zF3t2IJm

>> Once a reason for success, the Penguins’ penalty kill is now often a reason for struggles. A “Playoff Insider” by Yohe: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947073-74/penguins-penalty-killing#axzz2zF3t2IJm

>> Chris Adamski looks at speed, why it really does kill, and how it makes Brian Gibbons a factor: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5947075-74/speed-crosby-gibbons#axzz2zF3t2IJm

Also, paired with that piece in print, this Melanie Wass’ designed graphic on some stats from Game 1:

R1GM2stats-041914

>> From Columbus, contributor Craig Merz on the potential return for the Blue Jackets by Plum’s R. J. Umberger: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5965081-74/umberger-game-columbus#axzz2zF3t2IJm

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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April 16, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Preview the Penguins’ Stanley Cup quest

The Stanley Cup playoffs are upon us, and there is no better time of the hockey season than the next two weeks. Round 1, where they could be upsets by upstarts and will be an uprising of an eventual champion.

The #TribHKY team likes to believe we have you covered. Please follow us on Twitter: @RobRossi_Trib @JoshYohe_Trib @C_AdamskiTrib @Mackey_Trib @Dejan_Kovacevic @JoeStarkey1 and @jmarshfof

Also, with the Penguins set to open against Columbus in Game 1 at Consol Energy Center on Wednesday night, please enjoy this kind-of Playoff Preview:

>> Josh Yohe on the one thing Sidney Crosby really wants: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925708-74/crosby-penguins-playoffs#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Evgeni Malkin wants to force opponents to defend Crosby differently: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925638-74/malkin-penguins-crosby#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Chris Adamski with the latest on Tomas Vokoun, and other assorted notes: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925665-74/bylsma-penguins-season#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> From COLUMBUS, meet the confident Blue Jackets: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925615-74/blue-jackets-playoffs#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Joe Starkey on the pressure that faces Marc-Andre Fleury: http://triblive.com/sports/joestarkey/5946804-74/fleury-season-penguins

>> Jesse Marshall with an advanced stats look at the Penguins-Blue Jackets series: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/2014/04/15/marshall-pens-jackets-by-the-metrics/#axzz2yxz89YYw

>> Depth, and why it might be all right for the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925581-74/penguins-games-bylsma#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Yohe’s in-depth look at coach Dan Bylsma’s system: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925569-74/penguins-system-nhl#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Jason Mackey’s series scouting report: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925543-74/penguins-blue-game#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Structurally, the Blue Jackets resemble the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5905514-74/penguins-blue-jackets#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Dejan Kovacevic on what a Round 1 exit should mean: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5905530-74/penguins-blue-jackets#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Mark Stevens’ grand design of a look at reasons why the Penguins will and will not win the Cup:

PlayoffReasons

>> Melanie Wass’ delicious design of The New Guys the Penguins will need to win it all:

Pensplayoff01

>> Wass’ wonderful design of those Penguins who are Needed Now for a Cup run:

PensPlayoffs02

>> Wass’ finale, on the Penguins for whom the Pressure Is On:

PensPlayoff03

Stick tap to Trib executive sports editor Kevin Smith for his planning contribution to these stories/pages, and the hardest working group of night editors in Newspaper Land for their patience and professionalism.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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April 15, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

4 comments so far - add yours!

Marshall: Pens-Jackets By-the-Metrics

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

>> The FACTOR: Pens vs. Jackets

The Penguins may have held a 5-0 record over the Columbus Blue Jackets this season, but the advanced metrics for these two teams indicate this playoff should be much closer than many have anticipated.

Let’s start by looking at a few even-strength based metrics surrounding goals to show the small gap between these clubs. The Penguins scored 161 goals at even-strength this year, 10 better than the Blue Jackets (151). However, the Blue Jackets have allowed only 144 goals against at even-strength this year, 10 better than the Penguins (154). Both teams have an identical goals-for percentage of 51.1 percent.

The similarities continue when we take a look at Fenwick numbers for these teams. Fenwick tracks all shot attempts directed at a team’s net (saves, shots that hit the post, shots that hit miss the net); but it excludes blocked shots. I like to use this number for the NHL postseason analysis since blocked shots increase in frequency during the playoffs.

This season, the Penguins had a Fenwick-For percentage of 50.2 percent, meaning that 50.2 percent of all shooting attempts at even-strength that were not blocked belonged to the Penguins. Columbus boasts a nearly identical number at 50.8 percent. The two teams launch shots at the net at almost an identical rate.

A key match-up in this series is the bottom-six forwards. The Blue Jackets feature Artem Anisimov and former-Penguin Mark Letestu centering the third and fourth lines, respectively. These lines have boasted some fairly good numbers this season for the Blue Jackets. Letestu and Anisimov have been on the ice for 63 even-strength goals this season. Brandon Sutter and Craig Adams – the duo likely to center the bottom six lines for the Penguins – have only been on the ice for 33 even-strength goals scored this season, and have been on the ice for 61 total goals against.

The Penguins’ third and fourth lines may not need to generate offense for the Penguins to win this series, but they need to generate momentum and keep the puck out of their own net.

One area in which the Penguins hold a distinct advantage is in the special teams battle between these clubs. Columbus was 1-for-14 (7.1 percent) on the power play against the Penguins, who went 5-for-17 (26.3 percent).

One final note: Of the 300 minutes of hockey played between these teams in the regular season, the Blue Jackets held a lead for only 56 seconds of that time. That’s important when you consider how these teams operate when scoring first. The Penguins boast a .841 winning percentage when scoring the first goal. The Blue Jackets only win .281 percent of their games when allowing the first goal, a number that was good for 18th in the NHL. With the Blue Jackets having 251 total postseason games played among their roster to the Penguins’ 1,154, playoff experience – particularly when it comes to the first goal-scored – might decide the series.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Crosby snagged scoring title – and rest

Sidney Crosby has his second scoring title.

He also had off two of the Penguins’ final four games.

Which is more important to the big picture that will be the Penguins’ 2014 postseason?

The club is off Monday. The playoffs open Wednesday with Game 1 against Columbus at Consol Energy Center. Our #TribHKY team is hard at work on stories that should get the Dear Readers prepared for the playoffs.

We dropped the puck on our expanded coverage Monday, and it begins with this Melanie Wass designed info graphic on “The New Guys” for this playoff party:

Pensplayoff01

>> The Blue Jackets admit they have paid the Penguins too much respect. Will the awe-factor be in play for Round 1? http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5905514-74/penguins-blue-jackets#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Notes on Crosby’s nearly complete season, a puzzling scratch of Brandon Sutter, and the Evgeni Malkin watch: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5905526-74/crosby-penguins-games#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> It was hard to watch, as was most of the final few weeks. Josh Yohe reports on a meh finale to an otherwise outstanding regular season: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5942787-74/penguins-game-ottawa#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Jason Mackey did some deep digging to scout the Penguins-Blue Jackets matchup. You’ll like this, PuckHeads: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5925543-74/penguins-game-blue#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Oh, you didn’t know? Well, here is the Round 1 schedule: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5943112-74/game-april-games#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> Columnist Dejan Kovacevic is of the opinion that Round 1 is win-or-get lost for the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5905530-74/penguins-blue-jackets#axzz2yjWLnbAC

>> FROM SUNDAY, columnist Joe Starkey witnessed the unofficial return of Kris Letang: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5905341-74/letang-game-hartnell

>> Also, FROM SUNDAY, contributor Jonathan Bombulie’s look at the AHL depth on defense: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5904836-74/season-goals-penguins

>> Also, FROM SUNDAY, Trib editor/designer Mark Stevens with a wonderful graphic take on my reasons the Penguins will/won’t win the Cup:

PlayoffReasons

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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April 14, 2014

 by Josh Yohe

2 comments so far - add yours!

Pens/Blue Jackets playoff schedule

Here’s the schedule for Pens/Blue Jackets:

Game 1: Wednesday, April 16, 7:30 p.m. at Consol Energy Center

Game 2: Saturday, April 19, 7 p.m. at Consol Energy Center

Game 3: Monday, April 21, 7 p.m. at Nationwide Arena

Game 4: Wednesday, April 23, 7 p.m. at Nationwide Arena

Game 5: Saturday, April 26, time TBD at Consol Energy Center*

Game 6: Monday, April 28, time TBD at Nationwide Arena*

Game 7: Wednesday, April 30, time TBD at Consol Energy Center*

* If necessary
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April 10, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

6 comments so far - add yours!

Marshall: The metrics behind Crosby’s MVP case

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

>> FACTORING SID FOR HART

It’s easy to point to Sidney Crosby as the leading candidate for the Hart Trophy, an award presented annually to “the player judged to be most valuable to his team,” simply because of his 17-point lead over Anaheim’s Ryan Getzlaf in the NHL scoring race.

But there’s more than meets the eye to Crosby’s 102 point season, especially when you dive into advanced metrics to see how he’s impacted the offensive production of the Penguins as a whole.

Let’s start at even-strength, where the Penguins have scored 157 goals this season. Crosby has been on the ice for 67 of those even-strength goals. Almost half (42 percent) of all the goals scored by the Penguins.

Out of Crosby’s presence on the ice for those 67 goals, he’s registered a point on 57 of them. So not only has Crosby been on the ice for nearly half of the teams even-strength goals, he’s registered a point on 85 percent of all the goals he’s been on the ice for, a number that is tops for the Penguins roster this season.

But let’s dive into these numbers even further. Out of Crosby’s 57 even-strength points, 45 of them are defined as primary points. A primary point is a goal or first assist on a goal. This isn’t meant to diminish the second assist, which is more important than ever in today’s NHL, but it’s a testament to the direct impact that Crosby has on his club. In fact, of Crosby’s 102 total points this season, 68 of them are goals and primary assists. If you took Crosby’s second assists out of his point totals, he’d have the same number of points as the captain of the Chicago Blackhawks, Jonathan Toews and would still be in the top 20 scorers in the NHL.

An important distinction to make in evaluating these numbers is Crosby’s quality of competition this season. In looking at the possession-based metrics of Crosby’s opponents, one thing is clear: coach Dan Bylsma has never put Crosby in more difficult situations than he has this year. Crosby is only starting 50 percent of his shifts in the offensive zone, a number that is about 4 percent down from his yearly averages. Also, he’s facing competition that is roughly 30 percent more difficult than he’s ever experienced in his career based on shooting attempts alone.

Not only has Crosby produced offensively, he’s been just as potent defensively. The Penguins have allowed 148 goals against at even-strength this year, with Crosby only appearing on the ice for 50 of those goals against for 33 percent total.

The Penguins also face less shots when Crosby is on the ice, a testament to how well his line as possessed the puck this season. The Penguins average 24 shots against per 60 minutes that Crosby is on the ice. With Crosby averaging just over 21 minutes at even-strength per game, that equates to about 7.8 shots every three games. Only one Penguin is better in that regard; Matt Niskanen falls in at 23.3.

With the Stanley Cup playoffs slated to start in a week, Penguin fans can rest easy knowing that the Crosby show can continue for at least a first round performance. And if the regular season is any indication, the MVP-like performance should continue when the games really count.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 
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April 9, 2014

 by Josh Yohe

14 comments so far - add yours!

Yohe: Remembering Mario Magic

Greetings, hockey fans.

Those of us who grew up in Pittsburgh all have our favorite Mario Lemieux memory, right?

For many, the nights he raised the Stanley Cup in 1991 and 1992 will always represent that perfect memory. Others surely will mention Dec. 27, 2000, when he came out of retirement in remarkable fashion, notching a goal and two assists.

There is the “five-goal-five-different-ways” game and so many others.

Me? I’d like to direct you to April 9, 1993. You’re surely familiar with this game because the NHL Network showed replays of it pretty much every day during its top-notch coverage of the lockout. (That’s sarcasm.)

The Penguins beat the Rangers in Madison Square Garden that night, winning their 16th straight game, which set an NHL record. They’d beat the Rangers the following night to win No. 17, a record that stands a generation later.

Yes, the victory was historical. But what truly stands out from that night was Lemieux’s performance. For all of his gifts – and no hockey player ever possessed more gifts – one of Lemieux’s greatest traits was his ability to slow the game to his pace. There has never been anything like it.

Watch Crosby or Malkin, Ovechkin or Stamkos. They’re all wonderful, all future Hall-of-Famers. But there is an almost frantic quality to their play, especially Crosby and Ovechkin. They’re almost always in a hurry, which isn’t a bad thing. It suits them well, in fact.

But the beautiful thing about Mario was that he was never in a hurry. While on the power play, with the puck, he’d often completely ignore the man defending him to direct traffic with his left arm. He would literally slow the game to crawl simply because he could, I guess.

Never was this on greater display than on that night at MSG.

Lemieux had to be tired. After all, he had just missed a couple of months while battling cancer. He endured a series of radiation treatments that badly fatigued him. Still, he returned on March 2 and went on one of the greatest scoring binges of his career, this from a man who specialized in scoring binges. Mario produced 30 goals and 26 assists in the 20 regular season games he played after returning to the lineup. Look at those numbers again.

And remember, his back was not 100 percent during this time. Not even close.

Still, at age 27, his physical gifts remained at their peak. Against the Rangers, he scored five goals and it felt like he could have scored eight or nine, if he so desired. You’ll notice in many of these goals, Lemieux almost looks like he’s playing the game in slow motion. And yet, none of the Rangers could catch him all night. Again, it was an almost superhuman ability that you probably had to witness in person to truly appreciate it.

Please note the third goal of the five. It occurred in the second period after receiving a lead pass from goalie Tom Barrasso, who had incredibly puck handling skills.

Mario was killing a penalty and had been on the ice for an eternity. He was pulled down and no penalty was called. As he would sometimes do, he stayed on the ice for quite some time, staring down the referee. He finally got up, and was about to skate to the bench when he spotted Barrasso with the puck, and went for the breakaway.

He skated in slow motion on the breakaway, obviously out of gas. But it didn’t matter. If you were watching, you knew he was going to score. After being embraced by teammate Ron Francis, Mario raised one arm in the air, still in slow motion. What a visual.

He’d score two more goals, of course, and famously received a standing ovation from the Madison Square Garden crowd after the fifth.

(Side note: I had just turned 13. Earlier that day, my mom gave me an English Bulldog puppy for my birthday. Her name was Sheba, and she was great. So, I was already having pretty much the greatest day ever even before having the privilege of watching this performance.)

Mario was about artistry as much as anything else. He’d do something every game that you’d never seen before. On that night, he made scoring five goals look so easy.  And inevitable. And destined.

Wednesday marks the 21-year anniversary of that performance. If you watched it, enjoy it again. If you’re young or new to the sport or young, give it a look. The game has never been played in such a way, and I assure you it will never be played like that ever again.

And yes, I’ve gotten so bored by the final few weeks of this regular season, that I wrote an 800-word blog about a game that took place 21 years ago.

But really, this is footage that never gets old.

-Yohe
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 by Rob Rossi

4 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Crosby and the Century Club.

Sidney Crosby wants all the trophies.

That is the theme behind our latest info-heavy production at the Trib. In Thursday’s print edition there is a page entirely dedicated to captain Sidney Crosby’s return to the Century Club. His fifth 100-point season is second in franchise history to Mario Lemieux’s 10.

The shake-your-head part: Were it not for an ankle injury (2008), the concussion saga (2011-12) and the broken jaw from last season, Crosby might have just hit 100 points for the eighth time – certainly the seventh.

A big stick tap to Trib designer Melanie Wass for her last-minute work on this page. She’s just super, and always has been a big part of the hockey coverage – making us look better than we read, so to speak.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/5/#ixzz37VsZl7nT 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook
 by Rob Rossi

16 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: A read on Bylsma’s pauses.

Brooks Orpik is a week removed from speaking up TO the Penguins at a team meeting.

Now he is reduced to mostly biting his tongue.

Orpik, perhaps the most candid player when speaking on the record in my eight seasons covering the Penguins, clearly is trying not to say the wrong thing about the current state of affairs.

There is no easy way to define that state.

The Penguins are not scared.

The Penguins are not worried.

The Penguins are not beaten.

The Penguins are not… anything.

That is probably the reason coach Dan Bylsma offered two long pauses to questions I asked after a 4-1 loss to lowly Carolina on Tuesday night.

What else is there to do but pause for thought with this team?

The first question:

Dan, one of your players said he wasn’t worried about the team’s up-and-down play since the Olympic break. How do you feel about it?

Bylsma waited 14 seconds, then offered this response:

“The word ‘worried’ ­– I guess when you look at the last six games and the inconsistency of our play I don’t think any player looks at that and says we’re all right with that.”

Bylsma is not a man of few words.

He is not a man to haphazardly answer questions in post-game news conferences.

He is a smart man, a man that makes habit of mixing honesty with spin in a way that provides insight even if he does not really say anything.

The 14-second pause was insightful in that he clearly wanted to make sure he provided the best possible response to that question.

A former player, he knows that all players read.

He also knows that messages can be sent without screaming.

He will never scream. I asked him about that a year ago. Screaming, even once, I suggested, might convey something needs to change.

“That’s not who I am,” Bylsma said. “If you’re waiting for me to change who I am, to become a guy that goes negative, screams and throws things – that’s never going to happen.”

Bylsma sends messages in ways that are subtler than screaming.

Like, say, saying nothing for a bit.

The second question on Tuesday night:

Dan, what needs to happen to get this team to the all-right phase?

Bylsma paused 9 seconds, then offered this response:

“I can say that that game against Columbus, the game against Chicago are indications of our team being in the right spot. This game is not. We’re going on the road for three games and two out of three isn’t an indication we’re in the right spot. It’s in our team, it’s in our group of guys, that’s how we’re going to prove it’s alright.”

The Penguins are going to the playoffs.

They are going as no worse than the No. 2 seed, barring a complete collapse that would include them losing their last six games. (Even then, they’d need help to lose the division.)

They are 8-8-2 since the Olympics.

They would love nothing more than to pause right now.

>> What happens when the team meeting didn’t work? A 4-1 loss to a lottery squad is what. http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5864172-74/penguins-hurricanes-crosby#axzz2xgOpmOxu

>> Kris Letang is up for an award that no player ever really wants. http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5864181-74/letang-penguins-masterton#axzz2xgOpmOxu

>> Josh Yohe is in Winnipeg and Minneapolis. I’ll be in Denver.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

March 30, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Numerical look at Pens’ injuries.

Many months ago this Sunday looked like it could be a Stanley Cup Final preview. Penguins vs. Blackhawks – three of the last five NHL champions.

That Final still could happen, but this regular season has taxed the Penguins like none in the eight presided over by GM Ray Shero, and perhaps like none in the history of the franchise.

The Penguins are surging toward 500 man-games lost to injury. They would become only the third team in the past five seasons to hit that mark, and the only one to avoid a last-place finish.

This past week, as the injuries continued, I attempted to look at the man-games numbers and connect them to some other numbers. The result of that attempt appears as an info graphic in Sunday’s print edition of the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review. Melanie Wass was the designer.

I encourage you to buy a paper to get the full feel of this piece, which begins on the front page and leads to this…

PensInjuries

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Marshall: What to know about Pens’ PDO.

Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.

>> PENS’ STOCK MARKET

One of the greatest parts of hockey is the ebb and flow of a season and the good and bad bounces that come with it. Every time a team steps on the ice some measure of luck is involved in their success.

For instance, if a player dumps the puck into the zone and it takes a wild bounce off a rough patch of ice and past the goaltender, the opposition will end up with a “minus” in the plus/minus category; but could they really have prevented such a bizarre bounce from ending up in their own net?

Well, advanced metrics has luck covered via a statistic called PDO.

PDO is the sum of a player’s on-ice shooting percentage and on-ice save percentage. It attempts to account for the lucky bounces of the game and serves as a sort of measuring stick to gauge the ebb and flow of a player’s season. The key with PDO is to understand where a given player stands in the ups and downs of a season. It always reverts to a mean of 1000.

Trends in hockey always seem to normalize. Take Alex Steen (St. Louis) as an example. Steen started the season with the highest PDO in the NHL. He’d scored 11 goals in his first 10 games. In his last 10 games, Steen has only lit the lamp twice. His PDO has dropped, and that was predictable given how well he’d been playing to start and the positive situations he’d found himself in.

Heading into the Stanley Cup playoffs with momentum is key. So with the Penguins seemingly struggling the last few games, what does PDO tell us about the Penguins stretch run?

Let’s start with defensemen Brooks Orpik and Rob Scuderi, both of whom have found themselves in some less-than-fortunate situations this month. Orpik finds himself at a recent low of 991 and Scuderi coming in at the mean of 1000. The study of PDO tells us that these numbers might continue to drop some, but should level out and begin to increase again in the near future.

Winger Lee Stempniak is a great case study on this number. When he was traded to the Penguins on March 5, Stempniak rang in at a team low of 867 ­– a testament to the struggles the Calgary Flames this season. Over the course of the month, his PDO has increased to 952 and continues to increase. Playing with center Sidney Crosby is enough to turn any player’s situation around, but we can expect Stempniak to level off a bit as the playoffs approach.

On a big picture level, the Penguins have seen their team PDO drop significantly this month. Crosby and defenseman Matt Niskanen, both of whom held PDO numbers above 1100 throughout this season, have dropped to 1003 and 1000 respectively. In fact, the Penguins currently have several players who find themselves right at the mean of 1000 for PDO: Olli Maatta, Brandon Sutter, Joe Vitale, Jussi Jokinen, Evgeni Malkin, and Scuderi are all experiencing regressions to the mean of 1000.

If the history of PDO is accurate whatsoever, and we have plenty of evidence to believe it is, the Penguins slump should level off right as the Stanley Cup Playoffs begin. In fact, as a team, the Penguins PDO has dropped to 1004. As a club who generally operates above the league average, we might just see the Penguins heat up at exactly the right time.

– Marshall

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 
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55 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Scuderi looks to send a message.

Rob Scuderi had a certain look about him Tuesday night.

He had a similar one in Edmonton in early January.

Then, he took issue with the way the Penguins were playing, comparing it to “Harlem Globetrotter hockey.”

Now, he is taking issue with they way they are not playing,” insisting the Penguins lacked “passion.”

In each of these instances, Scuderi sought to deliver a message through the media.

As Yohe recalled, after a 4-3 overtime loss at Edmonton on Jan. 10, Scuderi stood near his stall, hands on his hips, and looked for a familiar face. That face belonged to Yohe, to whom Scuderi aired his frustration.

That story: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5368876-74/penguins-malkin-period#axzz2wzy7v0ex

Tuesday night, after the Penguins fell, 3-2, at home to Phoenix, Scuderi again stood by his stall, this time holding a mesh bag containing his soaked laundry. Again, Scuderi had a message to deliver.

This story: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5820926-74/penguins-orpik-coyotes#axzz2x28IDB69

Scuderi returned to the Penguins this summer because he believed they had a chance to again win the Stanley Cup. He still believes that.

That is why he has taken two opportunities to deliver damning words about this group.

In eight years as the primary beat reporter for the Tribune-Review, I had heard a lot of postgame comments from players – enough of them that I have made a promise rarely to pay them much attention.

I had never heard a player question his club’s collective “passion” until Tuesday night.

Post-game interviews are often emotional times, and what players say after them does not significantly contribute to the actual narrative of the club.

Scuderi was NOT emotional in Edmonton or after this loss to Phoenix. He was deliberate, and for that reason his words should be taken seriously.

He does believe the Penguins can win the Stanley Cup.

He also knows they will not win one playoff series if they do not show some life.

My working theory on the Penguins is that some of these players, ones that have won the Cup, have looked at this particular squad and assessed that the goods are not there to win it again. Basically, the former champions among this group sense this is not a title team.

That theory is gaining more credence by the day.

That is why Scuderi, a two-time Cup winner, spoke again Tuesday night.

That is why Brook Orpik, knowing this is likely his last season with the Penguins, by all accounts chastised his teammates in a closed-door meeting.

That is why Craig Adams, also a two-time Cup winner, has been publicly lamenting the Penguins’ problem spots – focus and discipline – for weeks.

That is why captain Sidney Crosby flashed a stone-cold scowl as he exited the dressing room after speaking with the media on Tuesday night. Crosby said the Penguins had not recovered from an emotional loss to St. Louis on Sunday.

The playoffs are all about recovering. Crosby knows that. So do Scuderi, Orpik and Adams.

So does coach Dan Bylsma, who said he takes “no joy from losing.”

A lot of Penguins with their names etched in silver know there are problems – potentially fatal ones – with this squad.

Passion, though, never seemed like it would be one. If it is, there is no reason to believe there is hope.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

4 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Crosby, Malkin and The Friendship.

Three years ago, Evgeni Malkin needed help, but he was a bit nervous to ask for it.

He wanted, badly, to raise money for families of the Lokomotiv hockey players/personnel that died in that awful airplane crash. Malkin called in some favors to help organize an auction of hockey items. Many of the items contained autographs. Some were signed by Russian players such as Pavel Datsyuk and Ilya Kovalchuk, with others by then-Penguins teammates like Jordan Staal and Marc-Andre Fleury.

There was a lot of Sidney Crosby stuff, too.

That made sense. Malkin and Crosby were about to enter their sixth season as teammates.

Still, the collection available for bid also had items donated by players with whom Malkin is not reputably close – players such as Jonathan Toews of the Blackhawks and Zach Parise, then of the Devils.

Malkin had not reached out to these players personally. He had asked Crosby to do it on his behalf.

Crosby did not hesitate, saying then he could tell how important the auction was to Malkin.

Crosby at the time was not in the best of places. He had not yet recovered from a concussion that had cost him the previous season, a concussion that would delay his return to the upcoming campaign.

Malkin, too, had missed the end of the previous season. A knee injury forced him to miss the playoffs.

That summer, Malkin trained like he never had before – and his payoff was the MVP and a second scoring title.

Malkin was magnificent that season, deserving every accolade he received because he was at his best largely with Crosby not playing.

He also was at his best off the ice.

Though he had claimed the title of “world’s best player” for the 2011-12 season, Malkin never missed a chance to remind the public – and at times teammates – that the Penguins were “Sid’s team.”

Crosby was the best player, Malkin said.

Crosby was the top center, Malkin said.

Crosby was the captain, Malkin said.

These were not grand announcements, but rather subtle reminders delivered deliberately over the course of six months.

Crosby was away, but Malkin was determined to make sure that everybody knew Crosby’s place with the Penguins would be there when he returned.

Malkin and Crosby are vastly different people from different backgrounds and, literally, different parts of our world.

They arrived at this burgh each as franchise-altering players – and it probably should have gone a lot different than it has. That is not to suggest that the Penguins should have won more championships with Crosby and Malkin together, just that there was every reason to believe – based off the precedent of sports and elite athletes’ egos – that Pittsburgh would never see Crosby and Malkin play the bulk of, let alone their entire, careers together.

They probably will. Each has signed long-term deals that contain no-trade clauses.

They will do that as friends, too.

This is something that often goes unnoticed when viewing everything through championship-or-bust lenses.

So, think about it now.

Indeed, these are athletes, paid magnificently, and they should always be judged most for what they do on the ice.

However, these athletes are human.

If two of them – especially two such as Crosby and Malkin, who were tasked at a young age with breathing life into a franchise – can find something that goes beyond the borders of a rink… well, that is something worth appreciating.

That is something we should all be so lucky to experience in our lives.

>> Sid, Geno and The Talk: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5789532-74/malkin-crosby-penguins#axzz2wcpEsCsw

>> ICYMI, the Book on the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5789461-74/penguins-game-games#axzz2wcpEsCsw

>> And, finally…

Not a day goes by that I should not say it more, but say it 60 times on Sunday I should – and then repeat every day for the next year.

I love you, Mom. Thanks for everything.

Happy birthday.

Rob

Be EXCELLENT to each other (and your mothers),

Rossi
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Rossi: Practicing is the right call for Letang.

Life happens, and professional athletes are usually better for it.

Marc-Andre Fleury’s best NHL regular season is also his first full one after the birth of his daughter. Sidney Crosby has grown increasingly less concerned with words written and said about him since his concussion saga. Evgeni Malkin rediscovered a sense of professional purpose while rehabilitating a blown-out knee.

These are just some examples of how life happening has impacted almost every Penguins player.

Kris Letang is no different in that regard.

He is different, though.

Letang is 26. He had a stroke.

Comprehending those two sentences is still nearly impossible. Professional athletes do not take strokes during the prime of their playing years.

Except that Letang did.

He also took it very seriously, and that has not changed in the near seven weeks since his wife found him on their bedroom floor.

Letang demanded that details of his stroke be made public. That was not a popular decision with a lot of people, including those close to him; but Letang ignored the advice of many people he has grown to dearly trust.

He put a lot of thought into that decision.

In the end, he trusted what he was hearing from doctors enough to feel he needed to become a public face of stroke. Letang, a relatively new first-time father, said he wanted other young families to know of his situation so they could potentially learn from it.

His story would serve a greater purpose.

That action was not surprising to anybody who has spent some time with Letang. Those that have can attest Letang is a deeply contemplative person with a sharp awareness of what is right or wrong.

To withhold information that could help others was wrong, Letang said.

Equally wrong is for anybody to presume he has made a mistake by returning to full practices with the Penguins.

Neither Letang nor the Penguins are doing anything wrong with this situation.

Letang is not cleared to play. He must pass additional tests to get that clearance.

Until that happens, him playing again this season is only a what-if scenario – and while those are the easiest to discuss, with regards to Letang let the silence that comes with waiting and seeing prove the sound of sanity.

If he does pass those tests nobody should tell him that he should not play hockey this season.

Letang did not lobby to take the ice at Consol Energy Center on Monday. He did not rush through treatment, either.

Multiple physicians advised a treatment course that included blood-thinning medication, non-activity and rest. Letang took the same approach to that treatment as he does offseason conditioning; he went all-in.

He does not have all the answers about what caused his stroke, and that is because those answers may not exist. If they are elusive to trained experts with years of medical experience, they are elusive period.

The doctors he trusts have informed Letang it is safe to practice, so that is what he will do for now.

Practices, unlike games, are controlled situations. There is no more danger for Letang to practice than there is Beau Bennett, who is coming back from a broken wrist.

That is the opinion of physicians. Their opinions are the only ones that matter.

Letang is going to want to try playing. Would he not, that would seem alarming.

The Penguins are going to listen to the doctors and let them make the call on Letang. Would they not, that would seem deserving of criticism.

Letang will want to play and the Penguins will want him to play – but ONLY if doctors deem playing safe. It really is all about the doctors at this point in the Letang story.

Hockey is a big part of Letang’s story, though. It is not the most important part, but a very important part.

To strive to come back ­– especially if he is medically cleared to do so ­– would prove equally important to Letang as it would to those who may be paying attention to his recovery, those who Letang wanted to reach by making his stroke public.

The only thing anybody should want for Letang is his health.

Nobody wants that more than his doctors.

After health, the only thing anybody should want for Letang is a return to his life, and that includes hockey.

Last week, after the Penguins defeated Washington at home, Letang approached Fleury inside the players’ dressing room at Consol Energy Center. They talked about some game sequences in English, but only briefly before having a conversation in their first language, French. Something that Letang said made Fleury laugh, and that laugh brought a smile to Letang’s face.

As he walked away, Letang carried himself comfortably.

“I’m feeling a lot better,” Letang said. “I can’t tell you how much yet, but I feel like myself.”

Life is happening again for Letang, and he’s better for it.

That should be good enough for everybody else.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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7 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Pens saw dark and dawn Sunday.

Maybe it was darkest before the dawn.

The Penguins appeared to hit – certainly scrape, at least – rock bottom during the first period of a 4-3 home loss to the Flyers on Sunday afternoon.

However, they showed stronger over the final two periods.

Defenseman Matt Niskanen has emerged as a public voice for this group, and he made a simple point after this loss.

“(The Flyers) have been playing playoff hockey for about two months,” Niskanen said. “We have to get there.”

The Penguins have 15 games before the playoff open, and for most of Sunday it appeared there was little reason for optimism that a mostly remarkable regular season, given all the injuries, would translate into postseason success.

Then, in about a minute, coach Dan Bylsma declared a couple of skilled players ready for full practices.

Right winger Beau Bennett – out since Nov. 22 with an injured right wrist – was expected to return to regular activity this week.

Defenseman Kris Letang – about six weeks removed from a stroke – was not.

Despite never officially ruling him out, the Penguins – from management to players – had not planned for Letang to play again this season.

That he might is not insignificant, and not just because Letang can bring a rarefied level of skill to the back end.

The Penguins are also down Paul Martin, and they are not sure if he will be ready for the start of the Stanley Cup playoffs. He is out with a broken right hand.

Letang and Martin are inarguably the Penguins’ two top defensemen, and one statistic most shows their worth.

In 19 games this season with Letang and Martin in the lineup, the Penguins are a plus-101 in shot differential.

In the last nine games without both in the lineup, the Penguins have a minus-72 in shot differential.

The latest on Letang: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5777626-74/letang-penguins-stroke#axzz2wAGWeYHr

>> Josh Yohe has the details – including a shocking stat – on the Penguins’ 4-3 loss to the Flyers on Sunday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5740576-74/penguins-flyers-sunday

There were a few curious occurrences, starting with Marc-Andre Fleury taking the crease even though he had played the day before at Philadelphia.

The guess here is that coach Dan Bylsma anticipated another sketchy start from the Penguins, and figured Fleury was the best option to prevent the Flyers from ending the contest early. (He did.) Also, if Bylsma had to pull Fleury – and he did – it could spark something from a group that looked listless often in a loss Saturday.

The other strange happening was captain Sidney Crosby twice removing himself early while the Penguins were trailing but working on the power play. Crosby made that call, not Bylsma.

Finally, the quick hook for the first power-play unit with the Penguins down by a goal near the midpoint of the final period – well, certainly that decision by Bylsma did not look good when the second unit allowed a shorthanded goal to Flyers winger Matt Read.

>> Chris Adamski wraps up Sunday with some short and sweet notes: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5740586-74/games-power-bennett#axzz2wAGWeYHr

>> After a weekend sweep, the Flyers are now second in the Metropolitan Division. They won’t catch the Penguins, but… hey, maybe getting the Flyers out of the wild-care option is actually the Penguins’ best play?

>> Man-games lost Watch: 413. Just stupid, right?

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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4 comments so far - add yours!

Faceoff Factor: Value of Mobile D to Pens

(Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.)

Prior to the start of the 2013 season, Penguins coach Dan Bylsma bestowed the “shutdown pairing” moniker on the duo of Brooks Orpik and Paul Martin. When all was said and done, advanced metrics backed up what the eye-test said: Orpik and Martin met the expectation laid upon them.

In the 2013 season, 61 percent of all goals scored at even-strength while the Orpik-Martin pairing was on the ice had gone in favor of the Penguins. They limited the opposition to a mere 0.58 goals-against per 20 minutes of even-strength ice time and boasted a 0.91 goals-for per 20 minutes of even-strength ice time playing against the oppositions’ top lines throughout the year.

Injuries ­– including two long stretches of absences by Martin – have made for a limited engagement encore for the Orpik-Martin pairing this season.

And Orpik is sorely missing his partner.

The Penguins are allowing more goals than they’re scoring when Orpik is on the ice at even-strength. His goals-for percentage has dropped from the 61 percent (with Martin) to 46 percent overall.

Possession numbers also reflect this trend. If you calculate all shooting attempts (missed shots, blocked shots, saves, etc.) taken with Orpik on the ice, only 44 percent are shots registered by the Penguins.

Upon closer look Orpik’s numbers this season are anchored by instances where he’s been paired with a like-minded defenseman. Take Rob Scuderi, for example. In the time Orpik and Scuderi have been paired together this year, their goals-for percentage drops to 11.1 percent. Of all the shots taken while that duo is on the ice, only 35 percent are shots taken by the Penguins. The numbers for fellow “defensive defenseman” Deryk Engelland are also below Orpik’s overall average for the year.

Orpik’s metrics this season are highest when playing with Matt Niskanen, a defensemen that, in the vein of Martin, is able to generate offense and use his mobility rush the puck up ice. Orpik’s goals-for percentage with Niskanen is akin to the numbers he boasted with Martin last year; 60 percent of all goals scored with Orpik and Niskanen on the ice are goals scored by the Penguins and 62.2 percent of all shooting attempts are shots taken by the Penguins.

Martin’s return – projected by the Penguins to be at least during Round 1 of the Stanley Cup playoffs – will be a boost to their postseason chances. Precedent suggests it will lead to the defense corps seeing a major statistical bump.

Simply, the combination of Orpik with a mobile, puck-moving defensive partner has been a success. It just hasn’t been something the Penguins have had the luxury of using most of this season.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof
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 by Rob Rossi

7 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Letang says weight returning.

Kris Letang has resumed skating, as the Trib’s Chris Adamaski noted in a notebook today: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5739054-74/game-games-capitals#axzz2vlDCOVly

The crucial thing to keep in mind  regarding Letang is there remains no time frame for his return. Also, because this cannot be stressed enough, the information on this end is that the Penguins are not expecting him to play again until next season.

That all being said…

Letang was in good spirits on Tuesday night while conversing with teammates after the Penguins’ win over Washington. He said he has put on some weight in the past couple of weeks – a good sign given the muscle mass he had dropped during a month of nothing but rest after his stroke.

To these eyes, Letang looked a little off-color; but these eyes are not those of a doctor, and they have not seen too many people on blood thinners who have not looked a bit off-color.

Letang is due to be re-evaluated by team physicians sometime near the end of next week, based off the six-week period offered by the Penguins when announcing his stroke on Feb. 7. That will be an important next step, but the exact cause of his stroke and whether he will require surgery, let alone if he can come off the blood thinners, remains to be determined.

Anyway, it remains good to simply see Letang doing some normal stuff – chatting with Marc-Andre Fleury, breaking down in-game sequences, skating – given everything he has gone through.

>> The Penguins just wrapped a stretch of traveling to seven cities – twice to Pittsburgh – and traveling over 7,000 miles in 11 days. They went 4-2-0 on that stretch and will play 11 of their final 17 games at home.

This season, the Penguins have taken 50 of a possible 60 home points. If that success continues, the Penguins will finish with at least 110 points overall because of their home-heavy finish.

>> By the way, with 391 man-games lost, the Penguins have increased their NHL-lead in that category to 105.

Two years ago, the last time the NHL staged a full season, the difference between the first and second teams in terms of man-games lost was 30 (Montreal 439, Columbus 409).

>> Brooks Orpik had himself an impressive 48 hours, as Josh Yohe reports: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5739053-74/orpik-ovechkin-brooks#axzz2vlDCOVly

>> If all goes as planned, we have something worth a few clicks coming your way on Thursday. Until then…

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

2 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Bennett’s role far from set.

WASHINGTON – On his last trip here, Beau Bennett received some solid advice from Pascal Dupuis, whom he had recently supplanted as the top-line right winger.

That advice: Do not spend so much energy during morning practices on days of games.

That was over three months ago, and now the Penguins’ top line is without either of its two top-line options for the right-wing slot. (Or top three, if counting injured Brian Gibbons – though, nobody outside the organization seems to be counting him, which seems odd given the way this season has gone.)

Dupuis is done after surgery to repair a torn right ACL.

Bennett, though, seems like he is finally on a track toward playing.

Out since Nov. 22 because of a right hand/wrist injury that needed surgery and also time to recover from a setback, Bennett practiced at Verizon Center on Sunday night. After, while breathing heavy, he offered 10 days as a realistic time frame for his return to games.

Coach Dan Bylsma quickly tried to shade that ray of Sunshine by informing that Bennett would be re-evaluated by a team physician next Sunday, and only then would a time frame for return-to-play clearance be known.

Bylsma also downplayed any expectations for Bennett’s eventual return.

“He hasn’t played hockey, so it’s to say he’s going to be a top-line winger,” Bylsma said. “He’s got to get back and play, get back and get into the mix. He’s played very little hockey this year at all; so it’s tough to say, ‘Beau’s going to be on the first power play or on the top line.’ He’s got to get back and be involved in hockey, which he hasn’t been for an awful long time.”

>> Players looked tired Sunday night after traveling to Washington from Anaheim then practicing late. The five-game road trip wraps Monday, though given the Penguins play at home on Tuesday night, the return to Pittsburgh will seem like Game No. 6.

>> Evgeni Malkin’s lack of celebration after scoring at Anaheim on Saturday night was certainly out of character given his arm-wheeling, glass-jumping ways. Whatever the reason, Malkin’s response to that goal concerned Bylsma enough to ask him about the lack of celebration before practice on Sunday night.

>> Tomas Vokoun did not practice Sunday night, instead riding a stationary bicycle while teammates were on the ice. Vokoun, out all season after surgery to dissolve a blood clot, has said that he plans on playing at some point this season. The Penguins seem far from inclined to agree that he is anywhere close to being ready – or if he will be at any point.

>> Under Bylsma, the Penguins have always given a vibe during March ­– not always one that foreshadowed their future.

In 2009: Confident and joyful. They won the Cup.

In 2010: Spent and staggered. They lost in Round 2.

In 2011: Defiant and purposeful. They lost in Round 1, (though while playing without Sidney Crosby and Malkin).

In 2012: Brash and bold. They lost in Round 1.

In 2013: Optimistic and opportunistic. They lost in Round 3.

March is not over yet, but so far the vibe for 2014 feels like: Edgy and uncertain.

LINKS N’AT

>> Brandon Sutter has become a pretty important player for the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5704090-74/sutter-penguins-center

>> Still, Ryan Kesler remains on their radar: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5703733-74/penguins-kesler-crosby#axzz2vWhXpxvG

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/6/#ixzz37Vt3iiG0 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook
Penguins sign top pick to three-year deal

July 11, 2014 11:20 AM 

Kapanen-1

Kapanen-1 Kasperi Kapanen is selected 22nd overall by the Pittsburgh Penguins in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft on June 27.

Bruce Bennett/Getty Images

Kasperi Kapanen is selected 22nd overall by the Pittsburgh Penguins in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft on June 27.
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New Penguins coach Johnston brings in versatile assistant 

bullet 

Penguins sign Megna to two-way deal 

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

The Penguins announced Friday that they have signed 2014 first-round draft pick Kasperi Kapanen to a three-year, entry-level contract.

The contract won’t take effect until Kapanen turns pro.

Kapanen, 17, will be the youngest of the 37 prospects and rookies expected to be at Consol Energy Center next week for the annual development camp. He turns 18 July 23.

Team management and scouts had Kapanen, a 6-foot-1, 181-pound forward, rated much higher than the 22nd overall slot in which they drafted him last month, and the club is not ruling out Kapanen making the NHL roster out of training camp for the 2014-15 season.

However, it seems likely that Kapanen will return to his native Finland, where he played the past two seasons for KalPa in that country’s top league.

The son of former NHL player Sami Kapanen, Kasperi Kapanen had seven goals, seven assists in 47 games last season for KalPa, where one of his teammates was his father.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly. First Published July 11, 2014 12:00 AM

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/sports/penguins/2014/07/11/Penguins-sign-first-round-draft-pick-Kapanen/stories/201407110150#ixzz37Vpfi0WR
Penguins notebook: Decision on surgery for Crosby still up in the air

July 10, 2014 12:00 AM 

Sidney Crosby carries the puck 

Sidney Crosby carries the puck Sidney Crosby carries the puck against the New York Rangers during a playoff game at the Consol Energy Center in May.

Peter Diana/Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

Sidney Crosby carries the puck against the New York Rangers during a playoff game at the Consol Energy Center in May.
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Related Media:

bullet 

Penguins hire Gary Agnew as assistant coach 

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

Penguins center Sidney Crosby injured his right wrist “during the season,” general manager Jim Rutherford said in a statement released Wednesday.

The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reported earlier Wednesday that Crosby faces arthroscopic surgery on that wrist to correct an injury that limited his effectiveness in the playoffs, and that the team captain is not expected to miss any playing time in the 2014-15 season.

“Sidney Crosby has been undergoing treatment on a right wrist injury that he suffered during the season,” Rutherford said in the statement. “Sid is continuing to get medical advice to determine the best path moving forward, including the possibility of arthroscopic surgery. No final decision has been made on surgery at this point. We expect to have a decision by early next week.”

Crosby was not available to address the injury. He consistently claimed during and after the playoffs that he was healthy.

It’s not clear when or how he was injured. He won the NHL scoring title with 104 points and the Hart Trophy as the NHL MVP, plus a gold medal with Team Canada at the Sochi Olympics. But he had just two of his 36 goals over his final 10 regular-season games and none over his final five.

In the postseason, he had one goal, eight assists in 13 games, leading to rampant speculation that he was hindered in some way or he underachieved.

Spaling arbitration set

The salary arbitration hearing for forward Nick Spaling has been set for July 31, the NHL Players’ Association announced.

Spaling, who was acquired by the Penguins from Nashville last month in the James Neal trade, made $1.5 million with the Predators last season. He had 13 goals, 32 points in 71 games. He was the Penguins’ only restricted free agent who filed for arbitration.

The Penguins can continue to negotiate with Spaling, 25. Contract deals often are struck before arbitration hearing dates in the NHL.

The team’s most prominent restricted free agent, center Brandon Sutter, is in talks with the Penguins, according to his agent.

Agent Craig Oster said by email that the sides “have ongoing discussions” and “are focused on trying to find a mutually acceptable outcome.”

The length of a contract is believed to be a significant issue.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/sports/penguins/2014/07/10/Penguins-notebook-Decision-on-surgery-for-Crosby-still-up-in-the-air/stories/201407100202#ixzz37Vpot6ZQ

Former Predators winger Hornqvist embraces recent trade to Penguins

NHLI via Getty Images

Former Nashville Predator Patric Hornqvist (27) was acquired by the Penguins in a trade involving James Neal. He had 22 goals and 31 assists for the Predators last season.
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By Josh Yohe 

 Thursday, July 3, 2014, 12:36 p.m.

Patric Hornqvist never played with star forwards in Nashville, but don't expect him to be star-struck this season. 

Hornqvist said Thursday that while he never has played with star centers such as Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, he isn't about to change his game into something it isn't. The 27-year-old winger who was traded from Nashville to the  Penguins last Friday plays a simple, hard-working style, which is exactly what the Penguins like about him. 

“I'm going hard to the net and scoring goals around the net,” Hornqvist said. 

Just how many goals might he score with Crosby and Malkin? 

“It's hard to say,” Hornqvist said. “But I've got a great opportunity playing with two of the best centers in the world.” 

Hornqvist was asleep in Sweden when news broke he was traded. He received a phone call from Nashville general manager David Poile and couldn't believe what he was hearing. 

“I was shocked during those first couple of hours,” he said. “I still thought it was a dream. After a few hours, though, I was so happy that Pittsburgh wanted me. I've only heard good things about the team and that organization. They always have a chance to win, so I'm excited for this fresh start.” 

Hornqvist said he has evolved as a player. When he played in Europe, he said he scored most of his goals from the high slot. 

The player he was traded for, right wing James Neal, scored most of his goals from that area. Penguins general manager Jim Rutherford made it clear the Penguins love Hornqvist's ability to score in front of the net and provide a physical presence in the corners. 

“In Nashville,” Hornqvist said, “I just started going to the net. It gave me more ice time. So I started going to the net even more.” 

Crosby and Malkin love playing with forwards who barge toward the net. 

“I'm going to give energy to the team,” Hornqvist said. “They know what kind of player they got.” 

Hornqvist said he is willing to play left or right wing. He also noted he is eager to become a positive presence in the locker room. Hornqvist was an alternate captain with the Predators. 

“I always try to be a good guy in the locker room,” he said. “Nick (Spaling) is the same way. Happy around the rink. I'm pretty sure they already have those kinds of guys there. I'm just excited to meet the coaches and the players and to build something up there.” 

Note: The Penguins re-signed forward Zach Sill to a one-year, two-way contract worth $550,000 at the NHL level. 

Sill is a candidate to play on the fourth line next season. He played 20 games with the Penguins last season, and, while he failed to record a point, impressed the Penguins with his penalty killing and physical play. 

Rutherford said last month that he wants the Penguins to become a more physical team. Sill, known for big hits and his willingness to fight, is a candidate to help in that regard. 

A native of Nova Scotia, Sill, 26, has played parts of the past five seasons with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the AHL. 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6377601-74/penguins-sill-candidate#ixzz37VqcNiiq 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook
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Patric Hornqvist never played with star forwards in Nashville, but don't expect him to be star-struck this season. 

Hornqvist said Thursday that while he never has played with star centers such as Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, he isn't about to change his game into something it isn't. The 27-year-old winger who was traded from Nashville to the  Penguins last Friday plays a simple, hard-working style, which is exactly what the Penguins like about him. 

“I'm going hard to the net and scoring goals around the net,” Hornqvist said. 

Just how many goals might he score with Crosby and Malkin? 

“It's hard to say,” Hornqvist said. “But I've got a great opportunity playing with two of the best centers in the world.” 

Hornqvist was asleep in Sweden when news broke he was traded. He received a phone call from Nashville general manager David Poile and couldn't believe what he was hearing. 

“I was shocked during those first couple of hours,” he said. “I still thought it was a dream. After a few hours, though, I was so happy that Pittsburgh wanted me. I've only heard good things about the team and that organization. They always have a chance to win, so I'm excited for this fresh start.” 

Hornqvist said he has evolved as a player. When he played in Europe, he said he scored most of his goals from the high slot. 

The player he was traded for, right wing James Neal, scored most of his goals from that area. Penguins general manager Jim Rutherford made it clear the Penguins love Hornqvist's ability to score in front of the net and provide a physical presence in the corners. 

“In Nashville,” Hornqvist said, “I just started going to the net. It gave me more ice time. So I started going to the net even more.” 

Crosby and Malkin love playing with forwards who barge toward the net. 

“I'm going to give energy to the team,” Hornqvist said. “They know what kind of player they got.” 

Hornqvist said he is willing to play left or right wing. He also noted he is eager to become a positive presence in the locker room. Hornqvist was an alternate captain with the Predators. 

“I always try to be a good guy in the locker room,” he said. “Nick (Spaling) is the same way. Happy around the rink. I'm pretty sure they already have those kinds of guys there. I'm just excited to meet the coaches and the players and to build something up there.” 

Note: The Penguins re-signed forward Zach Sill to a one-year, two-way contract worth $550,000 at the NHL level. 

Sill is a candidate to play on the fourth line next season. He played 20 games with the Penguins last season, and, while he failed to record a point, impressed the Penguins with his penalty killing and physical play. 

Rutherford said last month that he wants the Penguins to become a more physical team. Sill, known for big hits and his willingness to fight, is a candidate to help in that regard. 

A native of Nova Scotia, Sill, 26, has played parts of the past five seasons with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the AHL. 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6377601-74/penguins-sill-candidate#ixzz37VqcNiiq 
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Defenseman Ehrhoff excited about opportunity with Penguins
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Defenseman Christian Ehrhoff knows all about playoff disappointments, having spent most of his career with Vancouver and San Jose. 

He wants to win a Stanley Cup and said he believes the  Penguins provide him with the best opportunity. 

That's why he said he signed a one-year, $4 million deal with the Penguins even though other teams were prepared to offer him multiyear contracts. 

“I thought Pittsburgh was the best fit for me,” said Ehrhoff, who played in Vancouver's Game 7 loss in the 2011 Stanley Cup Final against Boston. Ehrhoff said he isn't necessarily interested in playing elsewhere after his deal expires. 

“I keep the option to re-sign when it hopefully works out well,” he said. “We'll see what happens.” 

Ehrhoff, 31, recently had his contract bought out by the Buffalo Sabres. 

“I was really, really surprised by the news,” said Ehrhoff, who expected to be traded following three disappointing campaigns in Buffalo. 

The Sabres are in a rebuilding phase. 

Ehrhoff said the buyout doesn't provide extra motivation. Winning a championship is what drives him. 

“The Penguins have a great lineup,” said Ehrhoff, who believes his offensive-minded style will mesh nicely with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin. “Pittsburgh is one of the teams always mentioned when you talk about teams that can win the Cup. That's why I signed here.” 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6384283-74/ehrhoff-cup-penguins#ixzz37VqmNAzN 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook
Starkey: Orpik was one of a kind
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NHLI via Getty Images

The Capitals' Alex Ovechkin battles for the puck against the Penguins' Brooks Orpik on March 19, 2013, at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh.
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On the weirdness-in-Washington scale, nothing could top Jaromir Jagr in a Capitals jersey. That was downright frightening. 

Brooks Orpik wearing Capitals “44” will come close, though, won't it? Especially when he walks through the tunnel with Alex Ovechkin, who played Ali to Orpik's Frazier all these years. 

These guys hated each other's guts on the ice. Now they're sharing laughs. Ovechkin checked in with a congratulatory call Tuesday, a few hours after the Cash-itals signed Orpik to a mind-blowing contract (five years, $27.5 million). 

“I just talked to him an hour ago,” Orpik told me late Tuesday night. “He called from Russia. He was saying, ‘It'll be a lot better on both our bodies if we don't have to play against each other.' He got a good laugh out of that. It's definitely different.” 

And definitely strange. Which follows the pattern of a surreal offseason in these parts. Who better than Orpik — the most consistently blunt athlete I've covered — to assess the revolution in  Penguins country? 

“I think everybody knew change was coming by the way we lost the last few years,” he said. “I think it was inevitable, and you know what? You can't really argue with it. The definition of insanity, as people say, is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.” 

Besides never blinking (he didn't blink once in 11 years), Orpik was The Defenseman Who Could Not Tell a Lie from the minute he walked through the door. After an early demotion, for example, he let the media know he should not have been the one sent down. 

He was right, too. 

“I've probably been too honest at times,” he said, laughing. “It's a fine line.” 

Yes it is, just like winning and losing at playoff time. Orpik has experienced plenty of both. And again, he does not mince words in assessing the Penguins' recent failures. 

“We knew we blew some pretty good opportunities with the rosters Ray Shero put together for us,” he said. 

Orpik doesn't necessarily agree with new GM Jim Rutherford's assessment that louder voices are needed in the Penguins' room. 

“It'd be difficult for him to have a pulse on that,” Orpik said. “Somebody else must have conveyed that to him. I think leadership comes in a lot of different ways. I'm different than Sid. Sid is different than Chris Kunitz. Nobody's going to be Bill Guerin or Gary Roberts. Everybody's their own guy.” 

He continued. Bluntly, of course. 

“I think it was more that we let the pressure get to us. There were just so many expectations, both internally and externally. I think we stopped having fun, to be honest with you. We let the external pressure seep into the room. That's the one thing I could put my finger on. I'm sure Sid and Geno and the other guys will learn from it.” 

Orpik played 703 regular-season games here, more than any defenseman in Penguins history and fifth overall on the franchise list. He saved his finest work for the playoffs. 

Exhibit A: “The Shift” against Detroit in the 2008 Stanley Cup Final, when Orpik began shooting down Red Wings like clay pigeons. 

His top three memories: 

1. Winning the Cup in Detroit. Orpik registered game highs of nine hits and five blocked shots in Game 7. 

2. Getting drafted back-to-back with former Boston College teammate Krys Kolanos in 2000. The Penguins brilliantly snagged Orpik 18th overall. Ten of the 13 players drafted directly in front of him did not play even two full seasons. 

3. Playing his first NHL game: Dec. 10, 2002, against Toronto. 

Orpik wore No. 29 that night. His teammates included the iconic Mario Lemieux and the anemic Alexandre Daigle (not to mention Ross Lupaschuk and Michal Sivek). 

Who could forget that Orpik was part of the Penguins' ill-fated X Generation? He'd like to. 

“I was there for some of the lean times,” he said. 

Nobody would describe these as lean times for Orpik. He took a hometown discount on his last deal. This time, it was necessary for both sides to move on. 

Advanced analytics would have you believe Orpik, who turns 34 in September, will show up in D.C. using a walker. I'm thinking differently. It was only two seasons ago that he led the team's defensemen in hits and blocks, finished plus-17 and helped rejuvenate Paul Martin's sagging career. Ask Martin about that. 

It was only a few months ago that Orpik torpedoed Jonathan Toews. The man can still bring it when needed. 

He brought it here for 11 years. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/6377533-74/orpik-penguins-think#ixzz37Vqqggf6 
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1 / 6

NHLI via Getty Images

Sabres defenseman Christian Ehrhoff skates against the Tampa Bay Lightning on March 6, 2014, at the Tampa Bay Times Forum in Tampa, Fla. Ehrhoff signed a one-year contract with the Penguins on Tuesday, July 1, 2014.

Details

Christian Ehrhoff 

Age: 32 on Sunday 

Position: Defenseman 

Former team: Buffalo 

Size: 6-2, 196 

Experience: 10 seasons 

Career stats: 69 goals, 244 assists, plus-51, 457 penalty minutes 

Contract: 1 year, $4 million 

Scouting report: Among the game's top two-way defensemen when he hit free agent market three years ago, Ehrhoff is skilled enough to run the point on a power play. 

Thomas Greiss 

Age: 28 

Position: Goalie 

Former team: Phoenix 

Size: 6-1, 220 

Experience: Five seasons 

Career stats: 27-24-8, 2.43 GAA, .915 save percentage, three shutouts 

Contract: 1 year, $1 million 

Scouting report: Blocked for years amid the Sharks' goaltending depth, Greiss has had only three seasons in which he was considered a No. 2 goalie. 

Blake Comeau 

Age: 28 

Position: Wing 

Former team: Columbus 

Size: 6-1, 202 

Experience: Eight seasons, 422 games 

Career stats: 72 goals, 92 assists, minus-52, 223 penalty minutes 

Contract: 1 year, $700,000 

Scouting report: Four years removed from a 24-goal season with the Islanders, Comeau largely has spent his career playing for poor teams on Long Island and in Calgary and Columbus. 
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The heavy lifting will be left to Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin. 

The  Penguins improved their blue line and goaltending situations on the opening day of free agency, but they were unable to land a top-six forward to play with their star centers. 

As as Tuesday night, issues remained with the Penguins' top six: 

• Left wing Chris Kunitz will be 35 before the start of next season. His scoring slowed noticeably in last season's second half. 

• Right wing Pascal Dupuis is 35 and recovering from ACL surgery. 

• Beau Bennett has scored six goals in 43 games and endured three serious wrist injuries. 

• Newly acquired right wing Patric Horqnvist has been a reliable scorer but never has played with Crosby or Malkin. 

General manager Jim Rutherford wasn't concerned. 

“I'm not sure we have to get a top-six forward at this time,” he said. “We don't necessarily have to have our team all set for the playoffs in September.” 

The Penguins didn't anticipate spending so much to acquire another defenseman. But they didn't realize Christian Ehrhoff would be available. One of the NHL's finest two-way defensemen, Ehrhoff agreed to a one-year deal worth $4 million. 

“The fact that we could get a guy like Ehrhoff made a big difference,” Rutherford said. “It certainly changed my way of thinking.” 

Rutherford intended to spend the bulk of his allotted money on forwards when free agency began. The Penguins contacted Ehrhoff on Monday night to let him know they were interested. 

The interest was mutual, and the Penguins were surprised Ehrhoff, 31, was willing to play for a lesser price. That he wanted a one-year deal also was appealing. The Penguins didn't want to lock into a lucrative deal with a defenseman because of the young defensemen in their system. 

Three days earlier, associate general manager Jason Botterill said it was “time for the young guys to play.” But that plan might be on hold with Ehrhoff's addition. 

Rutherford said the Penguins would spend such money on a defenseman only if “it was the right one.” 

“We weren't going in looking for (any) defensemen,” he said. “We feel our young guys can do the job that a lot of these guys who got signed can do.” 

Rutherford said during the draft that he wanted to “satisfy” Malkin on Tuesday. But that didn't happen. 

Nikolai Kulemin, Malkin's best friend and a free agent right wing, had been targeted. His contract demands, however, are making a deal difficult. 

“It would take someone getting very, very creative to figure out how that contract would fit into our cap,” Rutherford said. “As we speak, there's nothing in that regard.” 

Rutherford has $8.3 million of room under the salary cap and would like to sign restricted free agents Brandon Sutter, Nick Spaling and Simon Despres. 

The only other players signed by the Penguins were fourth-line players Marcel Goc, who received a one-year, $1.2 million deal, and Blake Comeau, formerly of the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

Goaltender Thomas Greiss was also signed and will compete with Jeff Zatkoff for the backup goaltender role. 

The depth at forward will have to wait. 

“But it was a very good day,” Rutherford said. 

Note: The Penguins also signed forward Nick Drazenovic and defenseman Taylor Chorney to one-year, two-way contracts worth $550,000 at the NHL level. 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6372667-74/penguins-defensemen-ehrhoff#ixzz37Vqvwae1 
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The Penguins' Matt Niskanen plays against the Blue Jackets in Game 1 during the first round of the Stanley Cup playoffs on Wednesday, April 16, 2014, at Consol Energy Center. Niskanen signed a seven-year contract with the Washington Capitals on Tuesday, July 1, 2014.

Details

The departed 

Matt Niskanen: Washington, 7 years, $40.25 million 

Brooks Orpik: Washington, 5 years, $27.5 million 

Jussi Jokinen: Florida, 4 years, $16 million 

Deryk Engelland: Calgary, 3 years, $8.7 million 

Tanner Glass: N.Y. Rangers, 3 years, $4.35 million 

Joe Vitale: Arizona, 3 years, $3.3 million 
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By Josh Yohe 

 Tuesday, July 1, 2014, 8:57 p.m.

The  Penguins' overhaul continued Tuesday when they lost six players in free agency. 

Defensemen Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik left for division rival Washington, while left wing Tanner Glass signed with the division-rival New York Rangers. 

Forward Jussi Jokinen went to Florida, while center Joe Vitale went to Arizona and defenseman Deryk Engelland went home to Alberta with the Calgary Flames. 

When it was over, the six players had been signed to $100.1 million worth of contracts. 

“Guess things are going to look a little different in Pittsburgh,” Glass said. 

Following the firings of general manager Ray Shero and coach Dan Bylsma, the Penguins wanted to become more physical. But they lost some of their most physical players. 

Orpik's style was always an exception than the rule on a team that has displayed more finesse than force. Glass and Engelland are willing fighters. Vitale was one of the Penguins' biggest hitters. 

They're all gone. 

“I'm just glad I'm going to a good team,” said Glass, who signed for three years with the Rangers. “When you get past 30 like I am, you start thinking about how many years left, and you start thinking about winning a Stanley Cup.” 

Glass thought he would have such an opportunity with the Penguins when he signed in 2012. 

“Unfortunately things never worked out so well in the playoffs for us,” he said.” 

Glass remains bitter he was made a healthy scratch during his two postseasons with the Penguins. 

“It absolutely left a bad taste in my mouth,” he said.” 

Niskanen and Orpik were courted by former Penguins assistant coach Todd Reirden, now with the Capitals. Reirden's influence — and about $68 million — was enough to entice them. 

Niskanen, in particular, has a strong relationship with Reirden. 

“Coaching is important to Matt, and he has a lot of trust in Todd,” said Neil Sheehy, Niskanen's agent. 

Josh Yohe is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at jyohe@tribweb.com or via Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/6378033-74/penguins-glass-niskanen#ixzz37Vr0lp5o 
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Starkey: NHL goes mad
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The Penguins' Jussi Jokkinen skates against the Devils on Thurday, Oct. 3, 2013, at Consol Energy Center. Jokinen signed a four-year contract with the Florida Panthers on Tuesday, July 1, 2014.
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By Joe Starkey 

 Tuesday, July 1, 2014, 10:15 p.m.

What a day. What a bizarre, entertaining and wholly unprecedented day. 

It wasn't the first time NHL general managers lost their minds on the first of July. That happens every year. 

But this felt different. 

This felt psychotic. 

Somebody paid Tanner Glass $4.35 million to play ice hockey. 

It all began at noon with one of the few doses of sanity we'd see for the next 12 hours — the  Penguins signing slick defenseman Christian Ehrhoff for one year at the bargain rate of $4 million. 

How very sensible. 

Seconds later, all NH-hell broke loose. By 4 p.m., half a billion dollars (on just 70 players) had dropped like ticker tape across North America. TSN reported it as a record day, breaking the old mark of $384 million in 2009 — and this for a shallow talent pool in a year where the salary cap barely will increase. 

Somebody paid Matt Niskanen (God bless him) $40.25 million. 

In attempting to follow the news, I felt like Marc-Andre Fleury against the Philadelphia Flyers in the playoffs three years ago: wicked one-timers coming from all angles. I had to check news items multiple times before I believed them. 

Surely, I figured, somebody dropped this bomb from a fake Bob McKenzie account: “Engelland gets three-year, $8.7 million contract from Flames.” 

I frantically went through my mental Rolodex. Is there an Engelland not named Deryk in the league? 

Somebody paid Dave Bolland and Jussi Jokinen a combined $43.5 million. 

At the end of the day, my mission was to try to make sense of it all. And now I felt like Herb Brooks when he was asked to describe a five-overtime loss to the Flyers. 

“Where do you start?” Brooks said. “And where do you finish?” 

That's part of the fun, I suppose. So let's give it a shot, paying particular attention to Penguins and ex-Penguins … 

• Top quote: “We don't have to have our team all set for a playoff run in September.” — Penguins general manager Jim Rutherford, after signing Ehrhoff, goalie Thomas Greiss and winger Blake Comeau. 

All three Penguins teams that won the Stanley Cup changed significantly during the course of the season. The same was true of Rutherford's 2006 Cup-winning team in Carolina, which traded for Mark Recchi at the deadline and discovered a rookie goaltender named Cam Ward. 

I like what Rutherford has done so far. He has time to make other moves. There are no games in August. No meaningful ones until April. 

• Top quote (runner-up): “That's probably a better question for the people that gave out the contract.” — Brooks Orpik, asked if he's worth the money (five years, $27.5 million) the Washington Capitals dished out. 

The Capitals overpaid here. All but a few didn't overpay on this day. But I like the Orpik deal more than most (maybe the league-wide bout of insanity got to me) for a simple reason: Orpik changes the culture of that dressing room the instant he walks in. The Capitals don't know how to win. Orpik can teach them. He can still play, too. 

• What becomes of Paul Martin? 

It appears the Penguins have no interest in trading Martin, a superb player entering the final year of his contract. Rutherford went so far as to say, “Hopefully he can play here for several years.” 

Don't bet on that. If Orpik can fetch $27.5 million, somebody might give Martin his own country. My preference would be to parlay Martin for help up front, but I certainly understand Rutherford's position. He's a hired gun. His time here is short. If ownership tells him it doesn't mind losing Martin for nothing after next season, why not keep him? 

• What do we make of the Penguins signing another goalie? 

Love it. Rutherford used the same logic Ray Shero did in signing Tomas Vokoun two years ago: It gives him a veteran option for the postseason. Greiss is an upgrade over Jeff Zatkoff and one of the best below-the-radar signings of the day. 

• Comeau excite you? 

Not especially. What I remember most about Comeau is Max Talbot leveling him like a bowling pin and that being one of the incidents that led to the melee with the New York Islanders a few years back. 

But he'll do, perhaps even as a third-line right winger. I could live with a Nick Spaling-Brandon Sutter-Comeau mix. 

• What happens with the first two lines, and what if Geno's mad? 

Geno will be fine. The problem is that the Penguins appear to have three right wingers in the top-six mix. Possible solution? Move Pascal Dupuis to Malkin's left with Beau Bennett or Patric Hornqvist on the right. Then you have Kunitz, Crosby and the other right winger on the top line. 

I wouldn't be shocked if Rutherford finds a way to add to his top six. He said he'd like to appease Malkin. He still might. 

What I like best about Rutherford so far is that he appears to have no panic in him. 

He didn't have much company Tuesday. 

Joe Starkey co-hosts a show 2 to 6 p.m. weekdays on 93.7 FM. Reach him at jraystarkey@gmail.com. 

Read more: http://triblive.com/sports/joestarkey/6372680-74/penguins-million-rutherford#ixzz37Vr57lEZ 
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Tina Lazarus ·  Top Commenter · Canonsburg, Pennsylvania

What is really ironic about this whole situation, is how hypocritical this Penguins organization is. They fire a pretty good coach, because he never held any of his star players accountable. Yet they(the organization) don't hold the players responsible for the poor play and lack of focus, on the ice. You're paying the supposed "best player" in the world nearly 10 million dollars a year, and all he could muster is 1 goal, in the playoffs? You're paying your goalie 5 million a year, and he looked just as mediocre as any other goalie. With the Pens hiring of Mr Rutherford, and the way they've allowed Mr Rutherford to point out Disco's mistakes, in his first public interview, I've lost all respect for this organization. Practice what you preach, Mr Burkle & Mr Lemieux. Hold the players accountable for the past 5 years. Sid is no captain. Mr Toewes is a real captain. Mr Dustin Brown is a real captain. Mr Stamkos is a real captain. Mr Tavares is a real captain. What the Pens did to Mr Cy Clark, may he rest in peace, by throwing him out of the arena because he was holding up a "Regis" sign, was completely unclassy. Tell NBC to leave the building. Not a 40 yr Pens fan, who's supported your team. This Pens organization is the reason I'm not renewing my season tickets, and why I'm declaring the Flyers as my new team. I hope the Pens never win another championship for as long as I'm alive.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 12 at 4:23pm

Lance Brennan ·  Top Commenter · 272 followers

I agree with some of what you said, and flat out think you're crazy for other things you said. First, Fleury. Mediocre? Putting aside his playoff woes of the past couple of years, if you will. He has always been remarkable in the regular season. In these playoffs, he was 2.40/.915 - better than one of the two goaltenders in the SCF. Worth $5M? Maybe, maybe not. Compare him to other goaltenders in the lead with comparable skills and stats. Not too crazy when you look at him next to Cam Ward's cap hit, or Mike Smith's cap hit. It's pretty comparable. As far as Burkle/Lemieux not holding players accountable - I'd call telling Matt Cooke to shape up or get the hell out of the organization "holding players accountable" Next - what kind of sense does it make, business or otherwise, to tell a television company such as NBC to hit the b...

 See More

Reply ·  · 5 · June 12 at 6:11pm

.

Bruce Rhodes ·  Top Commenter · VP Marketing at MIT Technology Review

TIna, you have a lot going on in your comments. I think hockey more than most sports churns through coaches faster when a team underperforms. Personally, I think Bylsma should have been fired after last season. He is a good coach--in the regular season. I am sorry but his inability to adjust team tactics, lines, etc. in a playoff format is what doomed him in PGH.

 No with the # 87 and the "C"? I think you are really on to something. It may seem like heresy to some Penguin fans but Crosby's on ice antics are not those of a captain. I cannot speak to what happens in the locker room and at practice but the 2009 Cup winners had guys like Guerin to help lead the way. Crosby needs some help or someone to show him how to lead. I believe Rutherford was addressing this in a roundabout way when he mentioned there was quiet leadership on the team.

Reply ·  · 2 · June 13 at 5:17am

.

Robert J Dever ·  Top Commenter · Digital Design/Social Media at Advantage Rental & Sales

Complains about the Pens being unclassy. Switches team to Flyers. Calls this situation Ironic. Yeah....

Reply ·  · 3 · June 13 at 6:53am

.

View 12 more

.

.

Peter Hamilton

For decades I've heard that hockey players are the salt of the earth, but in reality they are no better than the dogs who play in the NBA when it comes to being coach killers.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 12 at 4:45pm

.

C.w. Mullins

I think we fired Therrien to win one cup.....if we would have stayed with him instead of switching to Bylsma we would have won multiple cups.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 12 at 4:27pm

Ryan Broadwater ·  Top Commenter · Moorestown, New Jersey

It's possible...we'll never know

 But it is common knowledge that no players get coaches fired more than hockey players...for good reason

 Crosby would Have had therrien torched with a matter of months anyway

Reply ·  · June 13 at 1:55am

.

Patrick Graham ·  Top Commenter · Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Therrien lost the room. He couldn't coach this team anymore. I really doubt we would have done anything special if he stayed. On average, coaches don't stay around long with a team in the NHL for a reason.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 13 at 6:58am

.

Bernie Peitz ·  Top Commenter · University of Pittsburgh

Ryan Broadwater Actually big guy Crosby was one of the few in that room who actually liked Therrien hence why those two were in contact while Therrien still resided in Pgh for a year or 2 after his firing. Nobody hated Therrien more on that team than Staal, and Orpik.. This made Orpik's renewal in 2008 interesting bc those two didn't get along one bit.. It's pretty funny how people from a far blame 87 for everything that goes wrong when they don't know what they're talking about...

Reply ·  · 1 · June 20 at 5:10am

.

View 1 more

.

.

Richard Allison · Fairfield, Connecticut

Remember reading "coach lost the locker room"... Since when do men get lost?

 Especially when they're paid tens of millions of dollars to play a sport? I can't agree with the scapegoating of the coach. It's the players who didn't produce on the ice. 

 I was shocked watching the Captain of the team give up on plays during the playoffs.... it may turn out that he is never back on the ice for a final series for the cup.

Reply ·  · June 18 at 10:21pm
Rossi: One last thing about James Neal.

June 29, 2014 by Rob Rossi 


The “real deal” is that James Neal is an easy target, and that is understandable. Neal is unapologetically himself, and that rubbed a lot of people the wrong way – especially in a city such as Pittsburgh, where the star athletes are too often too important to people that want them to be something they simply are not, which is a finished product.

Neal, 26, is not finished growing into the man he will become. In fact, the guess here is that he has only really just started. This past season, ultimately his last with the Penguins, provided him painful moments that called for reflection – and this last one, a trade that shocked him, should provide him an opportunity for growth.

People can think what they want of Neal. A lot of people think they probably know him.

I am not one of those people. As Neal compelled me to write only a few months ago, I do not believe journalists ever really know the athletes we cover. As journalists, we feel important by insisting we know these athletes, but we do not – at least not as people. Neal, perhaps more than any athlete, helped me realize that truth.

See, I enjoyed covering Neal. I appreciated the attributes that I suspect others found distasteful. Maybe I find an advantage in building a professional relationship with somebody that seems difficult to everybody else? Maybe I subconsciously relate to something about that somebody? Maybe I’m a mark for a challenge?

I really don’t know why I enjoyed covering Neal, but I did. He always made time to answer a question, and in my business that is one of the few things that is fair for a reporter to ask of somebody he or she covers.

Trading Neal was the absolute right call by the Penguins, though – even though he was never one of the biggest reasons they failed to win the Cup during his four postseason runs with the club.

Neal will be better off in Nashville, where he will have to continue growing because now he has the responsibility of being “The Man” offensively for a team that has long needed “That Guy.”

Neal was the best player in the trade the Penguins made on Friday night, and teams that give up the best player usually lose a trade. Still, the Penguins had to make this one. Something about them is broken, and though that something is far from being fixed, the reality is that Neal was the easiest member of this nucleus for GM Jim Rutherford to move because of contract clauses for Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin and Kris Letang.

There are more than two sides to every story, and that is especially true with the story about people that have a public profile. Now that Neal is no longer a Penguin, I feel this story can be shared:

The day after the Penguins’ Game 7 loss to the Rangers in May, a group of players hit the city to blow off some steam. This is not an uncommon practice when an NHL season ends for a club.

This night, at one establishment, the Penguins players lined across and around a bar. A bartender at this establishment, as the best bartenders do, treated them as regular customers, not pro athletes. He gave them space and served them drinks.

At one point during the evening, one of the players called the bartender over and said, “Are you a big fan?”

The bartender, who happened to be wearing a Penguins ball cap, answered with a nod.

“I’m really sorry, bud,” the player said. “We should have won that series. We let everybody down. I should have played better, so I’m sorry. I wish we could have don better for you.”

This story was relayed to me a week later.

“Obviously, you don’t know,” the bartender said. “But that guy didn’t have to say any of that to me. He brought it up. He just seemed to be taking it very hard. It seemed real.”

The bartender said that player was James Neal.

>> Josh Yohe will be leading the coverage of free agency from this point going forward. You’d do well to follow him on Twitter @JoshYohe_Trib. (To every season turn, turn, turn…)

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink 
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Yohe: 25 questions facing the Penguins

June 10, 2014 by Josh Yohe 


Greetings, hockey fans. My mom is in the hospital, and she’s receiving pain medication, which is making her sleep a lot. So, this is giving me a lot of free time while sitting here at AGH. Instead of taking a nap or watching another episode of Judge Judy – thought about visiting Neil Walker after his appendectomy, but figured I wouldn’t be welcome – I figured I’d write something about the hockey team. I was going to write a list of 10 questions facing the Penguins this summer. Then, it occurred to me, there are far more than 10 questions. So, here are the first 25 questions I mustered. Just for fun, we’ll explore for answers as well.

1. Would the Penguins take John Hynes seriously as their head coach?

My partner in crime on the Penguins beat, Rob Rossi, reported on Monday that Hynes is being interviewed for the gig. Nothing wrong with this. The man is clearly a terrific coach, annually taking ordinary rosters and making playoff runs in the AHL. I’ve yet to speak with anyone who thought Hynes was anything but a terrific coach. A well liked but disciplined coach, Hynes is a can’t-miss NHL prospect. So, the Penguins would be foolish to ignore him. That said, do we wonder if Hynes would work with this collection of Penguins? Will the galaxy of superstars listen to a guy who has never coached in the NHL? And would Hynes’ preference for defense first, while something that the Penguins could probably use, mesh with the Penguins’ array of talent? Remember, new general manager Jim Rutherford said last week that any new coach will need to adapt to the reality that the Penguins are more talented than most teams. In other words, Rutherford sounds interested in more of an offensive mind to coach his stars. That probably isn’t Hynes. And yet, the guy is such a good coach. Perhaps he gets promoted to an assistant at the NHL level? Just a thought.

2. So, what really is going on with Tony Granato and Todd Reirden?

One must assume that the new coach, whoever that may be, will have full control in naming his assistant coaches. So, Granato and Reirden are very much in limbo. This is unfortunate, because you’ll never meet two finer men than Granato and Reirden, who might be the two most popular people in the Penguins organization. They aren’t bad coaches, either. In fact, they’re pretty good. Granato is in charge of the penalty killing unit, which always ranks in the top 10, sometimes higher. He works with the forwards a good bit. The Penguins have really productive forwards, so it’s hard to find anything Granato has done wrong. Reirden has been just as impressive. He worked extensively with Matt Niskanen and Paul Martin during the past few years. How did that turn out? Pretty darn well, I’d say. He also has done wonderful work with 19-year-old Olli Maatta. He’s developed Robert Bortuzzi into a strong NHL defenseman. It’s difficult to find fault with anything these two have done, which will make decisions about them later this summer quite interesting.

3. Will Mike Bales be back?

It would seem borderline crazy for the Penguins to let goaltender coach Mike Bales depart the organization. One must understand that, while Gilles Meloche is a wonderful human being and was always a fine confidant for Marc-Andre Fleury, he was never really a coach. He didn’t watch much video, didn’t work much on Fleury’s technique. The Penguins took too long in finding someone like Bales for Fleury, who is a marvelous athlete but who badly needed a coach to help him with positioning, technique and other fine parts of the game. Bales is dynamite. Just a real professional who made a legitimate difference this season. Fleury loves him. Jeff Zatkoff does, too. I can’t think of one reason why the Penguins wouldn’t bring this guy back.

4. Will a “bad cop” coach be hired?

This would seem like a good idea. Dan Bylsma? Nice guy. Tony Granato? Nice guy. Todd Reirden? Nice guy. Jacques Martin? Nice guy. Mike Bales? Nice guy. Do you notice a trend here? Every one of the Penguins’ coaches this season would very easily qualify as someone considered a “player’s coach.” This is dangerous. Players are players. They’re going to get away with whatever they can, because that is often the nature of athletes. Take a longer shift on the power play because no one will yell at you? Take a retaliatory penalty because no one will yell at you? Slack off playing defensively because no one will yell at you? Yeah, these are all things we’ve seen. With that in mind…

5. Will Rick Tocchet be in the mix?

Here’s what I can tell you: Tocchet badly wants to be a member of the Penguins coaching staff and thinks he can make a difference. He’d love to be the head coach, and he’d be fine with being an assistant. The guy wants to wear the black and gold again. He still lives in Pittsburgh, has a real affection for the organization and is quite familiar with the personnel. His stint as head coach in Tampa Bay wasn’t horribly successful, though he wasn’t in the easiest of situations, either. There is no question that Tocchet wants to be involved. On the surface, he would seem to make considerable sense. He’s a no-nonsense kind of guy. He played with Mario Lemieux and Wayne Gretzky, so he won’t have a problem telling Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin what to do. He won’t be intimidated by them. Plus, he owns a strong hockey mind. The guy was a great player and knows the offensive game very well. Keeps making more and more sense, right?

6. Why should Jim Rutherford care about the future?

So, follow along. You’re Jim Rutherford. You’re 65. You’ve already acknowledged at your introductory news conference that you’re only going to be in Pittsburgh for “two or three years.” You know Crosby will be 27 when the next season begins. You know Malkin will be 28. The window on their prime years isn’t shut, but it’s beginning to close. And you know it. You weren’t brought here to lose in the second round next season, by the way. All that mentoring stuff sounds good, but come on: You’re here to help the Penguins win the Stanley Cup, first and foremost. So, why do you care about the future? What stops you from moving a first-round pick in this or future drafts for someone who can help now? Maybe this is what the Penguins need anyway. Maybe they shouldn’t concern themselves horribly with the future. But it is worth noting that the general manager will be able to completely wash his hands of any future mess the second he leaves Pittsburgh. And his departure isn’t that far away. He said so.

7. Will the Penguins make a splash at the NHL Entry Draft?

Certainly seems plausible, right? The Penguins have become remarkably stale. You could feel it in the regular season, and most certainly in the playoffs. Something about this lineup just doesn’t work. There is talent but no chemistry. There are hard-working players but not hard work as a collective group. Plus, make no mistake, the Penguins organization enjoys some attention every now and then. Don’t you just think the Penguins would like to make a move at the draft? I do, and I think they very well may make such a splash. The Penguins need help at forward, bottom line.

8. Does Rutherford really believe “sweeping changes” aren’t necessary?

The new GM said at his news conference that sweeping changes weren’t necessary. He has to say that, of course. No one takes over a franchise and says sweeping changes are necessary, especially when the organization has been relatively successful despite not winning a championship in the past five seasons. I wonder what he really thinks of this team, and if ownership has made it clear that significant moves are required to make this a Stanley Cup caliber squad once again. We’ll find out soon enough. I sense the Penguins could look dramatically different in October.

9. How do the Penguins make their third and fourth lines better?

Rutherford identified this as a problem for the Penguins last week, and this is a difficult notion to dismiss. It’s a big, big problem. And there isn’t a quick fix. So, you want to improve things via the free agency route? Well, that’s fine. But know that the 2014 NHL free agency class is relatively awful. Would Brian Boyle look good in a Penguins uniform? Steve Ott? Sure, guys like that would look good on the Penguins’ third line. But how much money will they cost? Given the current free agent class, and given that the salary cap is going to increase to around $70 million this summer, teams are going to be making stupid offers to average players. You never want to fall into that trap. There are internal answers, perhaps. Zach Sill won’t score much in the NHL but could be an adequate fourth-line center. I’m the unofficial president of the Harry Zolnierczyk fan club. I think Harry Z. is a good NHL player just waiting to happen. We’ll see.

10. So, honestly, what was wrong with Sid?

It’s the question that won’t go away. It shouldn’t go away, either. Sidney Crosby is a future Hockey Hall of Famer, the greatest player of his generation, one of the great players of any generation, and a person with an almost transcendent and well-deserved reputation for being a good person. This is all well and good. But he wasn’t himself this spring. He wasn’t even close. Defend all you want – Corsi this, Corsi that – but he was a shadow of himself for most of this spring. The goals weren’t there. The points weren’t there. The battles on the boards that he always wins were often lost. The passion that has become a given wasn’t evident. Something was wrong. I wish I could provide answers for you, but I can’t. Maybe he was hurt, maybe he simply hit a slump. But something wasn’t right. Will it be fixed this summer? Probably. But until we see him in October, we won’t know.

11. Do you trade James Neal?

There are plenty of reasons to refuse trading Neal. His talent, contract and age come to mind. No one is questioning what kind of hockey player Neal is. A wonderful goal-scorer, Neal is also a fairly complete two-way player. He’s 26. He makes $5 million per season and, given that the salary cap is about to skyrocket, what already was a reasonable contract for a player of Neal’s talent will look positively golden in a year or two. Of course, there are two sides to this story. Neal embarrassed the Penguins with more dirty play this season. He wasn’t a presence in the postseason. He can often be surly and difficult with everyone from the media to team employees. Some teammates like him. Some don’t. His contract is easy to trade. You know you could get good value in return for Neal. So, do you do it? The depth in return would be nice. But man, he’s a heck of a hockey player. Tough call.

12. If you trade Neal, will Malkin go nuts?

There is something to be said for letting stars know that they aren’t the bosses. Still, there is also something to be said for keeping them happy. Malkin likes Neal on and off the ice. They’re like peas and carrots. They clearly have a great chemistry on the ice, and though it worked for two games against Columbus, Bylsma’s decision to separate the two for the remainder of the postseason was asinine. If you want to trade Neal, fine. There are reasons for trading Neal that make sense. But if you trade Neal, then who plays with Malkin? And really, what’s the point in having two of the game’s great centers if you don’t have the wingers to play with them? Then again, Malkin usually plays better with ordinary linemates. See Fedotenko, Ruslan and Talbot, Max, circa 2009. That worked out alright. But still, Malkin with Neal is a winning combination. Tough call.

13. What to do with Paul Martin?

Paul Martin was one of the Penguins’ best players last season, playing at something close to Norris Trophy level in the playoffs. He was flat-out awesome, brilliant in both zones without ever showing signs of fatigue. He’s 33 and entering the final season of his contract. Is it time for an extension? Well, that would be logical, I suppose. But one must remember that Martin will be 34 at the end of this contract, that he will command a lot of money and a long term, and that a boatload of talented young defensemen – guys like Derrick Pouliot, Scott Harrington and Brian Dumoulin – should all be in the NHL by then. Extend him? Let him walk in 2015? Worry about signing him then? Trade him? Not an easy decision.

14. What to do with Kris Letang?

His no-trade agreement is triggered on July 1. It becomes difficult to trade him after that, and really, are there teams that are willing to give a guy $58 million over eight years only a few months after he sustained a stroke? I’m not sure, to be honest. Letang was terrific in the playoffs, playing his best hockey of the season. He’s only 27. The physical talent is there for all to see. The real question: What does Jim Rutherford think of Letang?

15. What to do with Fleury?

The questions just don’t stop with this roster. So, next up is Fleury. Realistically speaking, he’s the only proven NHL goalie in the organization. Jeff Zatkoff was good in a backup role last season, but I don’t see him leading the Penguins to a Stanley Cup, should Fleury leave or sustain an injury. Tristan Jarry just won the Memorial Cup, but he’s at least a couple of years away from being ready for NHL work. Fleury, who is coming off a terrific season, is entering the final year of his contract. He is the most difficult of the Penguins to analyze. A monumental decision is looming this summer. My prediction: His contract gets extended. But then, I don’t know what Rutherford thinks about him, either.

16. How will the Penguins’ system change?

This all depends on the coach, of course. Are the days of the stretch pass gone? Will five delicate passes in the Penguins’ defensive zone still be required to clear the puck? I’d imagine some of the quirkiness from Dan Byslma’s system will be removed, even if Hynes takes over as coach. I can tell you this: Many Penguins defensemen did not like Bylsma’s system. At all. In fact, some couldn’t stand it. The young guys, in particular, weren’t big fans. Pouliot and Harrington are nice kids and would never come out and say it, but it was pretty obvious that they were never comfortable with the system. They don’t have to worry about it any longer, I wouldn’t think.

17. How much longer are Dupuis and Kunitz first-line players?

It’s not too early start thinking about this. Both will be 35 when next season begins. Kunitz slowed down a bit in the second half of the season. Dupuis is coming off major knee surgery. Both are terrific players and great leaders. But will they be better served in third line roles in a couple of years? If the Penguins determine this to be the case, and if a top-line player becomes available this summer – Evander Kane is the name you’ll keep hearing – will the Penguins pull the trigger?

18. Do the Penguins need to get tougher?

OK, stupid question. Of course they do. But getting tougher isn’t the easiest thing in the world. It doesn’t just happen overnight. It’s an attitude thing. A team thing. To some extent, it’s a coaching thing. Rutherford doesn’t have a reputation for putting together tough teams. The Hurricanes were certainly never as scary as their name. In fact, I can tell you some of the Penguins found the Hurricanes to be rather soft over the years. So, how do they get tougher? It won’t happen in the draft. No one drafted later this month will play for at least a couple of years.

19. Are there any buyout candidates on this roster?

Not really. Before you go nuts, Rob Scuderi can’t be bought out because his last contract was signed following the latest Collective Bargaining Agreement. Of the guys who make a lot of money – Crosby, Malkin, Neal, Fleury, Martin, Kunitz, Dupuis – none are sensible buyout candidates. So, I wouldn’t bet on this happening.

20. Is Beau Bennett established as a top-six guy?

Good question, right? He’s got top-six hands, and he sees the ice the way a top-six guy sees the ice. But there remains great inconsistency in his game. Obviously he is inexperienced and has endured horrible luck with injuries. (That doesn’t make him soft or fragile, by the way. It just means that he’s had bad luck. It happens.) I’d like to see more of Bennett in a top-six role next season, and I believe we will. The jury remains out, though flashes of excellence have been on display.

21. Is Robert Bortuzzo a top-six defenseman?

Let me answer this one: Yes. Yes. Yes. He isn’t horribly gifted with the puck, but he’s so big, so strong, and so tough. He makes good decisions with the puck, even if he isn’t offensively gifted. He’s also got the look of becoming a fine leader someday. That said, will the Penguins make sure he is cemented into the lineup? This wasn’t the case in the playoffs. I suspect it will be this season.

22. How will Pouliot’s surgery change his timeline?

Derrick Pouliot, the No. 8 pick in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, recently had shoulder surgery and might not be ready for the beginning of next season. It was doubtful that he would have made the team out of training camp, but it certainly wasn’t impossible. This is a big-time talent, a player who took a big jump forward last season. If you saw him play in the World Junior Tournament, you know. Now, you have to wonder if he sees the NHL next season.

23. Are Harrington and Dumoulin ready?

This could certainly play a role in the team’s summer plans. Brian Dumoulin saw some work in Pittsburgh last season and was quite impressive. Big kid, good skater, pretty good offensively, pretty good defensively. There is a lot to like about his game. Harrington has the look of a defensive shutdown guy, maybe a young Rob Scuderi but better offensively. I really like this kid. More importantly, so do the Penguins. If at least one of them can be ready for steady NHL action this season, that’s a big deal. The Penguins would be wise to have money cleared to spend on forwards while letting their young defensemen play cheap at the NHL level for a few years.

24. Um, why wasn’t Dan Bylsma fired on May 16?

The Penguins will never answer this question. Manufacturing an answer wouldn’t be easy. Firing Bylsma was the right decision, so I’m not being critical of the Penguins for coming to that conclusion. But why they decided to leave Bylsma hanging for weeks when everyone knew he would be fired eventually has never been answered, and everything about the situation made the Penguins look bad. I’ve spoken with many people around the NHL, and they are simply baffled as to how poorly the Penguins butchered Bylsma’s firing.

25. Just how far away are the Penguins from being a Stanley Cup team?

Have you seen the Kings play? How about the Blackhawks? The Penguins aren’t on their level right now. Let’s give the Kings the Cup, because that’s going to happen tomorrow, in all probability. That will give the Western Conference six of the past eight Stanley Cup titles. The only two Eastern teams to win in that stretch – the 2009 Penguins and 2011 Bruins – were forced to win a Game 7 on the road. The West is WAY better than the East. It’s not even close. The Penguins aren’t necessarily as far away as you might think – they’ve got Crosby and Malkin, a gifted blue line and a talented, revived goalie – but much work remains. That work begins this summer.

I’m sure I could have produced some more questions, but really, this was far too long to begin with. Thanks for reading. And, as a reminder, Rossi and I will be providing you with steady updates regarding the Penguins’ coaching search and roster leading up to the draft in Philly on June 27. I’ll have an interesting nugget in tomorrow’s Trib. It’s going to be an interesting month. We’ll have you covered. As always, thanks for reading.
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To everyone who keeps saying "let's trade Martin". Did you really think about that one? How many rookies are you pexecting in the Pens line-up next year on the blueline? You can't replace all of the great intangibles that Paul Martin brings every night. There is an interesting article on pensburgh.com that analysed the scoring chances for the team as a whole and individually fro each player during the second round series against NYR and Martin had a rate of over 60% of scoring chances going against the opponent's while playing 42% of the time. While he was on the ice, his team generated 50 scoring chaces in 7 games compared to 82 scoring chances in total for the whole team. The more time that goes by, the more value the Pens get out of Martin"s $5M contract. You look at extending him for a couple more seasons next year, and if you can't resign him, you just let him walk. You can't trade this guy and hope to get a top pairing defenseman back in return and the young guys are still unproven to take over as a Top 4 role. Martin is here to stay at least until the end of his current contract. Just my 2 cents.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 12 at 11:37am

.

Ungaba Intrepid ·  Top Commenter · Dude at IDGAF

Good luck and health to Momma Yohe, Josh.

 Am I the only one that really has no issue with how Ownership handled Bylsma? During the 21 days that he was 'left dangling in the wind', precisely one head coaching job was filled, and that was by Barry Trotz. So if the Caps wanted Trotz, there would have been quite the philosophical leap to get to Bylsma. Meaning he didn't miss out on ANYTHING. Not only that, but he's still owed nearly $4 million by the organization. They owned his rights and that is a significant amount of money to just willingly give up for no reason. They said the GM would make the final call, and he did. Did Ownership and Morehouse give their opinions? Of course! But so what? If the Pens had brought in someone who would have made an impassioned plea to keep Bylsma, it may well have worked. I would bet good money that Bylsma has no issue with what went down, and all of these others who are throwing their opinions around know either nothing or precious little about how things really happened. The fact is the Pens laid out a plan and stuck to that plan. There's nothing to see here, folks.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 11 at 8:47am

Mike Mccorkle ·  Top Commenter · Indiana University of Pennsylvania

i don't....perhaps a new GM could have convinced disco that a tweak here and there (to the roster, game plan or coaching staff) would make a difference and hold him to that.....

 there's a business element at play here.....if one believes the players are running the show, it is a step to show that the decisions are coming from the top down....

Reply ·  · June 11 at 9:17am

.

.

Vyvy Crabtree Gilliland

Hug your Mom gently, and I hope she is feeling better soon. Thanks for interesting Pens info, possibilities to ponder, food for thought. (Also, your Mom might love her hair brushed & her favorite lipstick when feeling up to seeing visitors.)

Reply ·  · 1 · June 10 at 9:45pm

.

James McGrath · Battalion Fire Chief at Retired Firefighter

This was a great article at a difficult time in your personal life. As you said many more questions than 25, this is the only reason I can’t wait till October….It has the makings of a fun summer as the plan comes together.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 11 at 3:45am

.

Todd Davis ·  Top Commenter · Indiana University of Pennsylvania

First off, well wishes to your Mom, JY. A lot of really great insights. Thanks for compiling and sharing. I still say off the ice stuff (normal people problems') was at the root of Sid's ails. Hope all is well with the captain, too.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 10 at 6:45pm

.

David Madura · Reynolds Junior - Senior High School

What about Simon Despres? That is a question that needs answered as well.

Reply ·  · 1 · June 10 at 2:55pm

Mike Mccorkle ·  Top Commenter · Indiana University of Pennsylvania

agreed, though hynes played him in WBS and he played well, i'd love to see them trade martin at peak value and plug despres into the top 4 and give him a real shot. If yohe is correct about making a splash at the draft...how about martin the #1 for kane....perhaps you have to add a guy like little samuelsson to make it happen, but what's the sense of having all that defensive talent and not using it to get better.depends on martin's NTC, though.... 

Reply ·  · 3 · June 11 at 7:23am

.

Mark Luty · Software Engineer at EFI Digital Print Technology

Despres is an RFA, so first they have to decide if they are going to re-sign him.

Reply ·  · June 11 at 11:47pm

.

.

Rich Gruber ·  Top Commenter · Reclining at Retirement

Rutherford?I still don't get the logic behind this. ULFIE for next head coach.

Reply ·  · June 24 at 8:25am

.

Lou Cheffy · The Ohio State University

Thought that was a fantastic collection of thoughts, Mr. Yohe... and hope your mom improves... Only thing that jumped out at me was question 21 with question 18 - I don't want to lose Bortuzzo because he does add an element of toughness, and for a young kid he mostly seemed to manage it well (one overboard celebration comes to mind)...

Reply ·  · June 20 at 1:35pm

.

Bruce Rhodes ·  Top Commenter · VP Marketing at MIT Technology Review

This is good stuff. It may be one of the most exciting off-seasons (if that is not an oxymoron) in Pens history.

 Just bringing in someone who has a different (or no) perspective about some of these guys like Despres, Sill, all the young D-men brings a wealth of new roster possibilities.

 Trading Neal would be OK but I don't think the Pens get as much as we think for him straight up--certainly not Kane if I am the Jets.

 Letang will never bring equal value with his salary and now stroke concern. He would have to be packaged, perhaps with Neal or have a ton of conditional picks based on his health and games played.

 Scuderi can only be a throw in with a trade and maybe even not that. But the Pens will still need some veteran presence on D. Can he rebound? Hard to say. Niskanen is a tough call. One really good season will bring him a long term deal well beyond his value.

 I love the idea of Tocchet as assistant. I think his presence alone could help the overall toughness of some players and I bet he could help 87 with some of his on ice tantrums.

 I see no viable AND cost-effective solution to replacing Fleury at this time. He is better than all of the UFAs and probably RFAs as well.

 Thanks again for the voluminous article.

Reply ·  · June 12 at 9:18am

.

Cleo Huval-Moore · Serial Moving Executive at All Over The World.

Get someone to yell at Neal and put his butt on the bench but you keep him unless he is so bad in that dressing room he has to g- but honestly who do you replace him with? This year the market is not great and he does play well with Geno. He just tires you out with his bone-headedness. I definitely think they need someone in that dressing room who can corral these star players. Something is not right in that room and it hasn't been since the Bruins series and they are just soft. I really think you start letting these young defensive men play and trade off older ones. I would trade Martin for maybe Kestler if that could happen. He is gritty and nasty and would be great in the room.
Yohe: A look at the blue line, goaltenders

June 3, 2014 by Josh Yohe 


Greetings, hockey fans.

If you thought the Penguins faced difficult decisions at forward, which we discussed yesterday, wait until you take a look at the situation on the blue line. Let’s take a look at the goaltending situation, also.

Here’s what faces the Penguins:

The Defensemen

STILL UNDER CONTRACT

Kris Letang

Age: 27

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2022. His annual cap hit is $7.25 million. His contract includes a no-trade clause that is triggered on July 1, 2014.

The bottom line: Well, here’s an interesting situation. What in the world is one to do with Kris Letang? There is no right or wrong answer. Just lots of questions. Will Letang ever develop into a Drew Doughty type player? Before you laugh at this notion, know that Letang possesses all the physical talent in the world to play like Doughty. But he isn’t there yet and, at 27, one has to assume he is close to peaking. The bigger question is whether Letang can stay healthy. He has missed 89 games during the past three seasons. Last season alone, he sustained a stroke, a broken hand, an elbow infection and a knee injury that caused him to miss the season’s first month. There are members of the organization, past and present, that would have preferred to have traded Letang before he was locked up to a $58 million deal last summer. But would trading him now make sense? Given his recent health ailments and monster contract, there’s no way Letang’s trade value is terribly high. Still, his no-movement clause kicks in on July 1, so, in theory, if you’re going to trade him, now is the time. Interesting situation, eh? I actually thought Letang played really well in the playoffs. I’ve long been a fan of his work and think he is underrated in some areas. However, he is not a good power play guy, which makes his future salary pretty difficult to justify. The guess here is that the Penguins keep Letang, but then, we don’t even know who will be running the team in a few days, so it’s a guess and nothing else.

Paul Martin

Age: 33

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2015. His annual cap hit is $5 million.

The bottom line: What a hockey player. The Penguins, and this includes former GM Ray Shero, deserve immense credit for showing such patience with Martin in the summer of 2012. It would have been easy to ditch him after those first two seasons. Instead, the Penguins trusted that Martin would rebound, and he is currently one of the NHL’s best defensemen. But, much like Letang, there is no easy answer in terms of Martin’s future. He’s 33. Next summer, when he’s due to hit the market, he’ll be 34. He will want another long term deal and will assuredly get one. If you’re the Penguins – all of these young defensemen have to play sooner rather than later – do you extend a 34-year-old defenseman? Do you trade him this summer, knowing his value is fairly strong despite only having one year left on his deal? Do you keep him for this season and risk letting him walk for no return? This isn’t an easy situation for the new GM. I think it’s worth keeping him around for a few more years, so long as he doesn’t require a no-trade clause. You still need a veteran presence on the blue line, and given Martin’s style, I think he could still be an elite player for about three more years.

Olli Maatta

Age: 19

Contract situation: Eligible to become a restricted free agent on July 1, 2016. His annual cap hit is $894,167.

The bottom line: I can’t manufacture any words that haven’t been written about this kid. He is special, will play in multiple all-star games and was among the most impressive rookies in team history. Maatta is also uncommonly mature, smart and motivated. How the Penguins landed his kid at No. 22 remains quite the mystery. His shoulder surgery in May might slow Maatta at bit when next season begins, but don’t lose any sleep over this. The kid is special and will be Penguins’ property for a long, long time.

Robert Bortuzzo

Age: 25

Contract situation: Eligible to become a restricted free agent on July 1, 2015. His annual cap hit is $600,000.

The bottom line: I’m a Robert Bortuzzo guy. This is a sturdy, physical NHL defenseman who absolutely should have been in the lineup in each postseason game. He’s going to have a lengthy, successful career. Bortuzzo has a lot of sandpaper in his game, which is something the Penguins badly need. He isn’t blessed with great offensive skills, but he doesn’t hurt the Penguins in terms of puck movement. Given his impressive reach and commitment to physical play, this guy should be a fixture on the Penguins blue line for many years to come. Is he a top-four guy? Maybe not. But he’s a very strong No. 5 or No. 6 defenseman at the NHL level, and there’s nothing wrong with that. And he might take that step into top-four territory at some point. Good player.

Rob Scuderi

Age: 35

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2017. His annual cap hit is $3.375 million.

The bottom line: The fan base quickly became disenchanted with Scuderi, a veteran who helped the Penguins win the Stanley Cup in 2009. In general, the criticism was fair. He clearly has lost a step and never looked the same after breaking his ankle in October. Scuderi is not a candidate for a compliance buyout. So, what to do? I have two quick thoughts on this: If you can trade Scuderi, this probably would be wise. He makes a lot of money, is almost 36, and clearly isn’t the player he once was. However, I don’t think he’s completely finished. Scuderi looked bad in Dan Bylsma’s puck-retrieval system, which puts a premium on players being able to skate fluidly. This was not the system that was in place when the Penguins won the Stanley Cup in 2009. Maybe Scuderi was just a rotten fit for this system – Martin and Zbynek Michalek didn’t exactly look good in their first year in the system, either – and maybe, assuming Bylsma is relieved from his duties and a more conventional approach is implemented, Scuderi can still be effective.

 RESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

Simon Despres

Age: 22

Contract situation: Eligible to become a restricted free agent on July 1, 2014.

The bottom line: Wow. Now things get interesting. What do the Penguins do with Simon Despres? Your guess is as good as mine. Me? I’d sign him. Despres is an impressive physical talent, a big man who can skate and who has good offensive awareness. Bylsma never liked the guy. He thought he was lazy and that he had a questionable attitude. These are probably fair criticisms on Bylsma’s part, but perhaps the coach should have worked with Despres to improve these problems instead of simply dismissing him. We’ve learned that Despres is too good to be playing in the AHL. He’s definitely an NHL player. Will the Penguins ultimately send Despres to another organization? Yeah, I’d say that’s likely, and maybe it’s the best thing for him. But this man has serious talent and is still capable of becoming a top-four guy on a good team. Another team will always be interested in a defenseman with this kind of talent. Sign him. You can always trade him and get value in return.

UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

Matt Niskanen

Age: 27

The bottom line: This name should get your attention. Niskanen is a good hockey player and one of the finer human beings I’ve dealt with, professionally or personally speaking. The Penguins would do well to bring him back and stitch an ‘A’ on his chest. He’s that kind of person, that kind of leader. He also was one of the NHL’s better defensemen during the past season and seemingly gets better every year. Here’s the problem for the Penguins: Niskanen is probably going to receive offers that range between $5-6 million per season on the open market. Is he that good? Is he worth that kind of money? Unlikely. But he’s a hot commodity in a relatively unimpressive free agent field. The Wild, Niskanen’s hometown team, will make a run for him. Niskanen wants to stay in Pittsburgh, loves the city and the franchise, and feels a sense of loyalty to the coaching staff that has so thoroughly revitalized his game. But that coaching staff might not be here in a few days. The same could be said of Niskanen, whose departure could badly damage the Penguins in the short term, on and off the ice.

Brooks Orpik

Age: 33

The bottom line: It appears unlikely that Orpik will return. While the Penguins would like to have him on their blue line for a couple of more seasons, the fact remains that young players are on their way to Pittsburgh soon and need to play. Orpik could almost certainly receive more money, and a longer deal, on the open market. He’s not a kid anymore and certainly has dealt with some injuries. Orpik, though, remains a physical presence, is steady defensively and is one of the fine leaders in Penguins history. Saying goodbye to Orpik wouldn’t have been easy for Shero, who has immense respect for the veteran. A new GM probably won’t feel the same emotional connection. Orpik is one of the fine warriors in Penguins history, a good man off the ice who will be missed. But it appears quite likely that the final game he ever plays in a Penguins sweater will be Game 4 against the Rangers.

Deryk Engelland

Age: 32

The bottom line: Engelland has almost certainly played his final game with the Penguins. He has an opportunity to sign the biggest contract of his career, but it won’t be with the Penguins. Engelland is a physical defenseman who is probably a better player than he receives credit for. He has limited physical talent but is rarely out of position. He’s also pretty good in front of his net and played surprisingly well in a role on the fourth line this season. The Penguins won’t re-sign him because of the young talent in their system on defense. Engelland should receive a multi-year offer from an NHL team. He is from Edmonton, and that sounds like a perfect destination for him.

The Goaltenders

STILL UNDER CONTRACT

Marc-Andre Fleury

Age: 29

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2015. His cap hit will be $5 million next season.

The bottom line: We all know his story. We just don’t know how his story – with the Penguins, at least – will end. Fleury is coming off a terrific season that saw him prove a lot of people wrong. He was one of hockey’s 10 best goaltenders this season and played well in the playoffs. Is he the reason the Penguins lost to the Rangers in seven games? Absolutely not. In fact, he’s become one of the most stable forces in what appears to be a crumbling organization. Fleury will want a contract extension with a raise this summer. He probably should get it, all things considered. I wouldn’t be quick to give him a no-trade agreement, but goalies who win 40 games per season don’t grow on trees. Still, this is an interesting situation. Perhaps a new GM won’t think highly of Fleury and will want to trade him? Could it happen? I suppose a lot of things could happen this summer. But Fleury proved a lot of people wrong last season. My hunch is that he stays for quite some time.

Jeff Zatkoff

Age: 26

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2016. His annual cap hit will be $600,000.

The bottom line: Speaking of proving people wrong, so too did Jeff Zatkoff. His first couple of NHL starts weren’t good, but Zatkoff quickly proved himself a worthy NHL goaltender. He also has the perfect personality to be a backup goalie at the NHL level. Everyone likes Zatkoff, and I mean everyone. He’s always chirping, always laughing, and always making people laugh. This is exactly who you want backing up the star goalie. Plus, the guy can play.

UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENT

Tomas Vokoun

Age: 37

The bottom line: Vokoun won’t be back with the Penguins, but here’s hoping he receives another NHL job. What a goaltender he’s been. And how about the character of this man? He easily could have retired last season when he was forced to deal with more blood clot problems. But he carried on, doing everything in his power to play again. Vokoun also easily could have complained about the Penguins not letting him play late in the regular season, when their effort indicated that the games were even more meaningless than they actually were. But he never complained. Vokoun should be remembered for his performance in the 2013 Stanley Cup playoffs. Great stuff.

THE YOUNG GUNS

Young players such as Derrick Pouliot, Scott Harrington and Brian Dumoulin could all be playing for the Penguins at some point next season. All appear ready for NHL action and all remain under Penguins control. Pouliot recently had shoulder surgery and might not be ready for training camp, but he isn’t far from being a big-time NHL contributor. When he is ready, his path to the NHL will not be blocked.

Harrington and Dumoulin clearly have the look of NHL players.

It will be interesting to see how much confidence a new regime has in playing in the young guys.

 CONCLUSION

The Penguins still showcase plenty of talent, but they have reached a crossroads. Whoever takes over as GM has enormous decisions to make this summer.

Do you trade Neal? Fleury? Letang? Martin? None of the above. Do you move Kunitz while his value remains high?

Do you let the young guys play on defense now? Do you try to keep Niskanen? Do you throw a curve ball and keep one of your free agents that everyone is assuming will leave? Do you make a splash on July 1, or do you use the money remaining under the salary cap to keep your own?

Are your superstars happy? How do you find the grit and character that Mario Lemieux wants? How do you make your third and fourth lines better? How do you make your team younger?

Just what was wrong with Sidney Crosby? Is he ok now?

How do you keep the increasingly annoyed fan base happy?

How do you win a Stanley Cup again?

There are probably a few more questions that need answered, but that’s a healthy list. This promises to be an off-season we won’t forget anytime soon. And it’s just getting started.

Stay tuned, everyone.
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Yohe: A look at the roster, and a wild summer

June 2, 2014 by Josh Yohe 


Greetings, hockey fans.

We still don’t know the identity of the new Penguins general manager. One would assume this person will be named sooner rather than later, but then, it’s been a curious past few weeks for the Penguins, so let’s assume nothing.

When the new man takes over control of the Penguins, he’ll have some fascinating decisions to make. Let’s break down the roster. 

Today, we’ll start with the forwards. We’ll hit the goaltenders and defensemen tomorrow. 

The Forwards

 STILL UNDER CONTRACT

 Sidney Crosby

Age: 26

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2025. His annual cap hit will be $8.7 million. His contract includes a no-movement clause.

The bottom line: He remains the face of the Penguins and the face of the NHL. It is a face, however, that might possess remnants of a wart for the first time. Crosby, the consensus best player in the world for the past five years, did not look like the best player in the world during the 2014 postseason. Aside from the stunning lack of production, Crosby failed the eye-test miserably this spring, often looking disengaged. If Crosby has been anything while playing hockey, it is engaged. I’ve often called him the hardest working superstar in hockey history. Which Crosby will show up at training camp in September? Was he merely tired or secretly injured? Was it simply a slump that will pass, making this spring nothing more than an aberration as Crosby goes on to finish as one of the five-to-ten greatest players in hockey history? Or, did something go wrong this spring that is foreshadowing a decline in Crosby’s power? I tend to bet on Crosby. Great player, and a terrific human being. But, he’s dealing with pressure now, and not just the kind of pressure that is associating with wins and losses. His legacy took a hit during the past two postseasons. How will he respond?

Evgeni Malkin

Age: 27

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2022. His annual cap hit will be $9.5 million. His contract includes a no-movement clause.

The bottom line: Gauging Malkin is always difficult. When in full flight, Malkin is probably more physically gifted than Crosby and perhaps the game’s finest player. Problem is, he’s not always in full flight. Why? What needs to happen for Malkin to play like he did in the 2009 postseason, or during the 2011-12 season? He was pretty good in the playoffs, brilliant at times, and certainly better than Crosby. The decision that will be made with the coaching staff could affect Malkin more than anyone. While he’s had fine moments under coach Dan Bylsma, it has become fairly evident to me that Bylsma is not always capable of getting through to Malkin, or of knowing which buttons to push. Mike Therrien almost always got through to him. What does this mean? It means that Malkin could probably use a coach who isn’t afraid to confront him when things aren’t going well. Malkin is still in his prime, and is well on his way to the Hall of Fame. There is every reason to believe he will play the rest of his prime in Pittsburgh. Although he remains inconsistent at times, I’d say that Malkin is the least of the Penguins’ worries moving forward.

James Neal

Age: 26

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2018. His annual cap hit will be $5 million. His contract possesses a modified no-trade clause that begins on July 1, 2015.

The bottom line: Here’s where things get interesting. The Penguins would be making a perfectly logical decision if they conclude that keeping Neal during the entirety of his contract makes sense. After all, 40-goal scorers are rare. Plus, Malkin and Crosby thrive playing with him. Both centers are pretty particular about who they play with. Malkin loves playing with Neal. Crosby wouldn’t mind playing with him more often, by the way. But, as you know, there are plenty of reasons to trade Neal. No one’s contract on this team is easier to trade than Neal’s. He is hardly overpaid. In fact, lesser NHL forwards often make more money than Neal. So, if the Penguins conclude that depth at forward at the NHL level and throughout the organization is a weakness – and make no mistake, it is – trading Neal makes perfect sense, given that a player of his age and caliber could easily draw a couple of young, good forwards. Neal also has developed a deserved reputation as a dirty player, something the front office is sensitive to.  He also is noted for having the ability to rub people the wrong way. But still, he’s quite a hockey player, always plays hard and never once complained even after being removed from Malkin’s line and the top power play – both were bad decisions by the coaching staff – in the playoffs. An interesting decision is looming.

Chris Kunitz

Age: 34

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2017. His annual cap hit will be $3.85 million. His contract includes a modified no-trade clause.

The bottom line: Chris Kunitz is a good hockey player and has been among the NHL’s steadiest contributors during the past five years. Crosby loves playing with him. Malkin does, too. Given that Kunitz will be 35 when next season begins, it’s safe to say that we’ve seen his best years. Still, he figures to remain a steady, reliable player for a couple of more seasons. Was there a touch of autumn in his game this spring? Maybe. But he also enjoyed some strong moments, and the fact remains, Crosby’s struggles partially explain Kunitz’s lack of production in the second half. Would the Penguins consider dealing Kunitz to get younger? I guess anything is possible, but it seems unlikely. You know what you’re getting from Kunitz, and in his case, that’s a good thing.

Pascal Dupuis

Age: 35

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2017. His annual cap hit will be $3.75 million. His contract includes a modified no-trade clause.

The bottom line: Dupuis is one of the fine two-way players in franchise history, a player who is also a true gentleman off the ice. He is dealing with significant adversity thanks to a knee injury sustained Dec. 23 in Ottawa. It ended his season and has produced some doubt that he will be able to return for the beginning of the 2014-15 campaign. Of course, Dupuis has said on numerous occasions that he will be back for the beginning of the season. He is one of the league’s best-conditioned athletes, a tireless worker who inspires teammates. It will be interesting to analyze his form when he returns. One thing is most certain: The Penguins badly missed him while he was away.

Beau Bennett

Age: 22

Contract situation: Eligible to become a restricted free agent on July 1, 2015. His cap hit next season will be $900,000.

The bottom line: Next year figures to be large for Bennett. There is little question that Bennett has talent. In particular, he is blessed with a wonderful pair of hands and sees the ice well. Should he skate with a proven goal scorer, he figures to be a productive playmaker at the NHL level. Of course, Bennett has also proved anything but durable during his brief NHL career, suffering a number of injuries. We need to see more of Bennett. He might well have the skill to become a legitimate top-six NHL player. But that isn’t etched in stone yet. I’d expect him to start in the top-six next season because of the lack of depth the Penguins have at forward and because the organization needs to give him an extended amount of playing time in that role to see if he flourishes.

Craig Adams

Age: 37

Contract situation: Eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, 2015. His cap hit next season will be $700,000.

The bottom line: Adams remains a fixture on the fourth line. Given that he will turn 38 next April, there is legitimate reason to think this could be his final NHL season. He remains a reliable penalty killer, but provides little offensive firepower. Adams looked a step slow at times last season but he has long been a favorite of coach Dan Bylsma’s.

RESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

Brandon Sutter

Age: 25

The bottom line: It’s funny the way things work. The perception of Brandon Sutter in the regular season wasn’t so great. He wasn’t productive, wasn’t horribly noticeable at times and was dangled by the Penguins in Ryan Kesler talks. Then came the playoffs, when Sutter was suddenly among the Penguins’ best players. He was defensively strong throughout the postseason and displayed a goal-scoring touch that had rarely been evident during his first two seasons with the Penguins. Does Sutter deserve a huge raise? Tough to say. Would the Penguins be wise to ink him to a long term contract? Probably. He’s not a great player by any stretch, but he’s a good one. He’s also someone who will blossom into a terrific leader. As long as Sutter doesn’t ask for too heavy of a raise, I think it’s wise for the Penguins to make him their No. 3 center for the next few seasons. That said, it could be an interesting summer for him.

Jayson Megna

Age: 24

The bottom line: There is potential here, no question. But there’s also a problem. Megna possesses a bit of goal-scoring touch, but is there enough to consider him as a top-six forward someday at the NHL level? Unlikely. So, while you can use him in a bottom-six role, I wouldn’t say he’s physical enough to be overly proficient in that role. That said, I do believe he’s capable of being a regular NHL player. He doesn’t do anything poorly.

UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

Jussi Jokinen

Age: 31

The bottom line:  What a spring it was for Jokinen, who led the Penguins in goals during the Stanley Cup playoffs. This performance, along with the reality that Jokinen is a solid NHL player, almost certainly has priced him out of returning to Pittsburgh. Someone is going to pay this guy. Should the Penguins pay him? Only within reason. Yes, he’s a good player and he provides some bonuses, namely his shootout prowess and that fact that he was a fine mentor for fellow Finland native Olli Maatta. But let’s not get carried away. Truth is, Jokinen has a bad back, endured a number of defensive lapses in the playoffs and has developed a horrible habit of taking bad penalties. The Penguins already have enough guys under contract who are guilty of that. I like Jokinen. Good guy, good player. But he’s got a chance for big payday here, and I don’t think he’ll get it in Pittsburgh.

Lee Stempniak

Age: 31

The bottom line: Stempniak certainly wasn’t spectacular during his time with the Penguins. But, he did his job pretty well. He was perfectly effective on the first and third lines, scored a few big goals in the playoffs and was a solid addition to the locker room. That said, I’d be surprised if he returns to Pittsburgh. The Penguins need to get younger and can’t afford to be paying average NHL forwards too much money, especially those who are 30 and over. Give former GM Ray Shero credit for brining Stempniak to Pittsburgh. He didn’t make the Penguins a lot better, but he was an upgrade. Only a temporary one, though, I suspect.

Marcel Goc

Age: 30

The bottom line: Much like Stempniak, Goc came to Pittsburgh for a short time and was effective enough, though he didn’t score a goal. He’s a legitimate NHL player, a third-line center on some teams. But do the Penguins need him? Probably not. I believe he will test the market and will probably do OK for himself. It’s too bad we didn’t see much of Goc. I suspect he could have become a fan favorite here. Very likeable guy. But one must think he’ll be moving on.

Tanner Glass

Age: 30

The bottom line: The Penguins desire more grit and character, correct? Well, Glass doesn’t provide a ton of offensive touch and the Corsi Crowd despises him, but if grit and character is what you desire, this is your guy. However, I find it unlikely that Glass returns. He was a healthy scratch for much of the postseason, and this did not sit well with him. I spoke with Glass in the minutes following Game 7 and, while emotions can always run high in such a setting, I received a very distinct feeling that he had played his final game with the Penguins. He’s a perfectly respectable fourth-liner, but the Penguins are likely to move on. Glass was clearly better in his second season with the Penguins and he will find NHL work somewhere.

Joe Vitale

Age: 28

The bottom line: Vitale has spent portions of the past three seasons as the Penguins’ fourth-line center. He certainly hasn’t been a failure, but he also hasn’t cemented himself as a fixture in such a role. Vitale possesses excellent NHL speed and is a terrific faceoff man. Because of these attributes, he’ll find NHL work either here or elsewhere. If Vitale had hands, he’d be a really good player. However, he managed only one goal in 59 games last season. He simply doesn’t possess a feel for the offensive game, which is something that holds him back significantly. Still, when he’s at his best, Vitale is a very good fourth-linter. Problem is, he isn’t always at his best.

Taylor Pyatt

Age: 32

The bottom line: Pyatt is a delightful man and was well liked in the locker room. And, for all of his speed issues – and they are many – he wasn’t unproductive. Rather, Pyatt did score four goals in 34 games which, considering the role in which he was deployed, isn’t the worst total. But the fact remains, adding Pyatt off waivers from the Rangers did little to help the Penguins. He won’t be back, and despite his size, might have trouble landing NHL work next season.

Brian Gibbons

Age: 26

The bottom line: Now here’s an interesting situation. Of all the players who joined the Penguins from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton this season, Gibbons made the biggest impact. His speed is special. Maybe he doesn’t own the world’s finest hands, and he obviously wasn’t blessed with great size, but the guy can absolutely fly. He was well on his way to establishing himself as a legitimate if limited NHL player this spring. That speed – he was especially impressive killing penalties – is a real weapon, and given that the Penguins aren’t exactly bursting with forward prospects, perhaps Gibbons is a player they’d like to keep around. Perhaps other teams were impressed with his speed, too.

Harry Zolnierczyk

Age: 26

The bottom line: Let’s talk about Harry Z for a few moments. Question: Did the Penguins possess a better candidate for their fourth line all season? Answer: No. It remains horribly curious to me that Zolnierczyk was not used more at the NHL level this season, especially given the struggles of the third and fourth lines all season. Harry Z is fast, he is physical, and he plays on the edge. He’s borderline crazy on the ice, and I mean that as a compliment. Don’t you agree the Penguins could have used some of Harry Z’s fire this season? When we saw him at the NHL level, he was very good. He’s been one of the best players in Wilkes-Barre all season. Many Penguins officials told me during the past season that the Flyers badly hindered Harry Z’s progression as a player, essentially telling him to play like a madman instead of teaching him the game. OK. Whatever. At some point this season, he should have been with the Penguins to stay.

Zach Sill

Age: 26

The bottom line: There is a lot to like about this guy. He’s physical, first and foremost. Sill plays the game with a real edge, dishes nasty hits and is a good and willing fighter. The Penguins could have used his attitude in the playoffs. Sill is clearly a limited offensive player – zero points in 20 NHL games speaks volumes, I suppose – but is so good defensively and such a tenacious player that I believe there is an NHL future for him. Could I see Sill being the Penguins’ fourth line center next season? Yeah, I could. Many in the organization really like him. He’s a younger, nastier Craig Adams, essentially. Thing is, those who really like him in the organization might not be in power later this week, so Sill’s future, like that of so many others, remains unknown.
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Neal’s wild rides to Worlds and season thoughts from readers.

May 1, 2011 by Rob Rossi 


Just finished watching as the Lightning goes up, 2-0, on the top-seeded Capitals in Round 2, and I’m wondering how that start of that series is making Penguins fans feel?

Speaking of Penguins fans, an update on LW James Neal, with a stick tap to the Canadian Press:

Neal scored and was a plus-3 for Canada in a 9-1 win over France Sunday at the IIHF World Championships.

“I went through Pittsburgh to Minnesota to Amsterdam; Amsterdam to Prague, Prague to here,” he said. “Some solid layovers. Tough road to get here.”

Probably not as tough as needing to beat Tampa Bay four of the next five, as the Capitals must do, but…

Now, as promised, some thoughts from the dear readers on the end of this Penguins season:

= Tim Rode (New York City)…

“This is a team that, despite all of the injuries this season, has a chance to be really special over the next couple of years with its core players all entering the prime of their careers.  If Neal or (Eric) Tangradi keep developing I see the Pens contending for the Eastern Conference title next year.  I’m psyched!

“Anyway, thanks again for the hard work — your articles always provide me with a convenient escape from my responsibilities as a law student.”

 –

= Flynt Garzel (Allentown)…

“Having suffered through the pre-lockout fire sale and abysmal hockey years of the early millennium, I can say I truly appreciate how special of a team the Pens have now. It’s an absolute joy to watch the likes of Sid, Geno and company, provide highlight reel plays every night they step onto the ice.

“Realizing that enormity of talent it’s concerning that another year of this team’s prime went by without a Cup. That’s the reality of where Penguins hockey is today. We as fans expect that the team will be in the (Final) on an annual basis. Each year that goes by without achieving the ultimate prize feels like a lost opportunity for the core of this team. “

–

= Chris Cleroux (Ottawa, Ontario)…

“Given what we were missing, it seemed highly unlikely we’d have home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs, let alone make the playoffs. Let’s be proud of our boys, look at the good things we did, and get ready for a strong Cup run next year. The hockey gods couldn’t possibly plague us with injuries like this again. So over the next few days, forget about what happened; things were out of the team’s control.  So when the Detroit and Washington fans start the harassment, just remember: we’ll always have ‘The Excuse.’”

–

= Jeff Nobers (McMurray)…

“The Penguins exceeded any expectation I had for them after watching Geno go out with the torn ACL and knowing Sid was a long shot at best to get back.  They finished higher than I believe anyone thought they could and garnered I believe the third best record in the league point wise.  But there’s a difference between playing “shutdown” hockey against say Florida in mid March and having to do it night in and night out in the playoffs against opponents whose offense is intact.

“We need that (Mike) Knuble type player who night and night out is causing issues for the goalie on the PP.

 “As for the people saying Bylsma was out coached….PLEASE.  What would you have done to compensate for the loss of the best player in hockey and the other who’s in the top 10?  How would the Lightning have fared without (Martin) St. Louis and (Vincent) Lecavalier? Series would have been over in 4 games.”

–

= Blayne Beeler (Chantilly, Va.)…

“(Ray) Shero has a lot of work to do in the off-season if this team hopes to win another cup: #1 – FIX THE PP!!  #2 – serious lack of secondary scoring, too many muckers and not enough skill on the lower lines. No team can hope to win a cup w/ only 2 players being counted on to consistently score. This was exposed big-time in the playoffs. And will the real James Neal show in 2012? Or did we already see him (GULP!!)”

–

And, finally…

= Mike Kuhn (Pittsburgh)…

“I have to give credit, where credit is due. I was surprised the Pens were able to sew up the 4th seed given their 2 leading scorers missed a large chunk of games. They showed guts. Ray Shero tried to wave his magic wand at the trading deadline. Unfortunately those trades didn’t lead to many goals. Ultimately, losing Crosby, who was running away with the scoring title at the time, proved to be a blow that the team couldn’t recover from.”
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Despite a total regime change from Paul Holmgren to Ron Hextall, the NHL draft operated about the same as it has in past years for the Flyers.

That’s because director of scouting, Chris Pryor, remained at the helm. Perhaps the only difference was the major emphasis the Flyers put internally on making their picks in rounds 2-7 count.

The NHL draft, unlike some other sports, is usually such a hit or miss event that teams are statistically doing well if any pick after the second round actually skates a game in the NHL. Other organizations, like Detroit for instance, seem to hit more than they miss.

Two years ago, the Flyers dug up a diamond in the rough when they grabbed Union College defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere in the third round. This year, they were looking for more finds like him - spurred by the confidence of individual scouts to step up and speak up for candidates they believe in.

More coverage

VOTE: Which GM has the best plan in Philly?

Forum: Will the Flyers be a contender next season? 

There have been a few successes over the history of the franchise: Rick Tocchet (6th round 1983), Gord Murphy (9th round 1985), Pelle Eklund (8th round 1983), Hextall (6th round 1982). Holmgren himself was a 6th rounder in 1975.

But there have come far and few between after the third round over the last 15 years: Dennis Seidenberg (6th round 2001), Roman Cechmanek (6th round 2000), Pat Maroon (6th round 2007), Zac Rinaldo (6th round 2008), Eric Wellwood (6th round 2009).

“You go through the draft book and you see teams that have guys they get in the fifth, sixth, seventh rounds that are productive players in our league and I think it is something we need to look at and we need to do a better job,” president Holmgren said. “That’s where your (regional) guys have to really hone in on a guy they like and then step up and be excited about that guy.

“We’ve made some changes in our scouting staff over the last couple of years and that’s kind of a work in progress, too.”

With that, here is a peek at inside the Flyers’ 2014 draft:

TRAVIS SANHEIM

1st round (17th overall)

Position: Defense

Height: 6-3 | Weight: 181

Born: March 29, 1996 (18 years old)

Birthplace: Elkhorn, Manitoba

Team: Calgary (WHL)

Stats: 

2013-14 67 GP, 5 G, 24 A, 29 pts, 14 PIM, plus-25.

Notes: One calendar year ago, Sanheim wrapped up his season in Manitoba midget hockey, praying for a shot to make the Calgary Hitmen roster … Finished ranked 53rd among North American-born skaters according to NHL Central Scouting … Interviewed with all 30 NHL teams … Ranked 8th overall by TSN analyst Craig Button, the Mel Kiper of NHL drafts … Hometown of Elkhorn, Manitoba has a population of 461 … Says he models his game after St. Louis defenseman Jay Bouwmeester … Has a twin brother, Taylor, who plays junior hockey in Manitoba. Taylor Sanheim never sprouted past 5-foot-10 … Went from being a healthy scratch at the beginning of Calgary’s season to Canada’s top defenseman at the Under-18 World Championships in Finland.

Sanheim says: “It’s kind of crazy, the last year. I was playing midget hockey and not even thinking about the draft. I was just trying to crack the Calgary roster. Then I started to get my confidence. I started to see my name in the rankings and I felt good about myself, I knew I was doing stuff right.”

Ron Hextall says: “We feel we got the best player with the most upside. His path is one that is very intriguing. (Player development coach) Kjell Samuelsson might as well get a place in Calgary this year.”

Mike Moore says: “The Flyers are getting a guy who is taking off. He’s very intelligent. He has terrific vision. He’s very good in his own end. He finished high school by Christmas last season so he could focus on hockey - and you could see what that did for his second half of the year.” - Moore is the Calgary Hitmen general manager.

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

NICOLAS AUBE-KUBEL

2nd round (48th overall)

Position: Right wing

Height: 5-11 | Weight: 190

Born: May 10, 1996 (18 years old)

Birthplace: Sorel, Quebec

Team: Val d’Or (QMJHL)

Stats:

2012-13 64 GP, 10 G, 17 A, 27 pts, 26 PIM, minus-4

2013-14 65 GP 22 G, 31 A, 53 pts, 61 PIM, minus-1

Notes: Picked up 13 points in 24 playoff games, as Val d’Or represented the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League in this year’s Memorial Cup … His agent is Phil Lecavalier, the brother of Flyers forward Vinny Lecavalier … Said he had not spoken yet to Vinny Lecavalier about the Flyers … Hails from Sorel, a suburb of Montreal … His favorite movie is “Step Brothers” … Says he patterns his game a little after Ottawa’s Kyle Turris with his skating ability and size … Plays primarily wing, but says he can also play center. Has played wing exclusively the last four years … Finished ranked 40th among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting after being ranked 45th at the midpoint of the season.

Aube-Kubel says: “When I put the jersey on, it was very special. To hear the screams in the stands, it was amazing. I know they draft some Quebec guys (often). I know Philadelphia fans are loud. It was awesome just to hear them screaming for the Flyers when they made their pick. I have a good hockey sense, defensively, and my skating ability is really good. This year, I’ll work hard at being better defensively and my consistency.”

Scout says: “He reminds me a little of Jason Pominville, only a little stronger at the same age. He’s very involved and shoots the puck really well. He plays in all situations.” - NHL Central Scouting’s Chris Bordeleau.

Chris Pryor says: “He’s another guy that is probably a little bit under the radar because the big line there got a lot of the minutes. We’re excited because I think next year we’re going to see big things from him with the quality ice time that the big line got this year. He brings speed. He’s a good hockey player. He plays both sides (of the ice) and he’s competitive.” - Flyers’ director of scouting.

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

MARK FRIEDMAN

3rd round (86th overall)

Position: Defense

Height: 5-11 | Weight: 185

Born: Dec. 25, 1995 (18 years old)

Birthplace: Toronto, Ontario

Team: Waterloo (USHL)

Stats: 

2012-13 64 GP, 8 G, 27 A, 35 pts, 44 PIM, plus-22

2013-14 51 GP, 10 G, 30 A, 40 pts, 30 PIM, plus-22

Notes: Flyers scout Nick Pryor, who covers primarily the USHL, had a big impact on the Flyers targeting Friedman … Will attend Bowling Green State University in the fall … Was originally supposed to enroll at Bowling Green before the 2013-14 season, but ended up back in Waterloo after a mix-up in class registration with the NCAA clearinghouse … Ranked 124th among North American skaters in the final NHL Central Scouting rankings after coming in at 133rd on the midpoint list.

Friedman says: “I’m a two-way defenseman. I can skate the puck, but I really rely on my defense more than my offense. I compare my game kind of to Johnny Oduya of the Chicago Blackhawks. I had a screw-up in my courses and I saw Waterloo had a few guys drafted, so I wanted to come back. I think it absolutely helped me. I didn’t think I was mature enough as a person and a player and the extra year helped me out. To be drafted in Philly, by the Flyers, it’s a dream come true.”

Pryor says: “He’s a competitive, skilled defenseman. He’s got some skill, he can run the power play, he’s mobile and he competes. He’s going to a good situation in Bowling Green where he will get a lot of ice time. He committed early and stuck with his commitment in Bowling Green.”

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

OSKAR LINDBLOM

5th round (138th overall)

Position: Winger

Height: 6-1 | Weight: 192

Born: Aug. 15, 1996 (17 years old)

Birthplace: Gavle, Sweden

Team: Brynas (Swedish Hockey League)

Stats:

2013-14 (Swedish Elite League) 4 GP, 0 G, 0 A, 0 pts, 0 PIM, minus-2

2013-14 (Swedish Under 20) 43 GP, 13 G, 20 A, 33 pts, 28 PIM, plus-2

2014 Under 18 World Champs 7 GP, 3 G, 3 A, 6 pts, 2 PIM, plus-5

Notes: After skating in 4 games with Brynas in the Swedish Elite League last season as a 17-year-old, Lindblom has already signed to play with the big club next season … He was impressive in 7 games at the Under-18 World Championships for Sweden, registering 6 points in 7 games … His father, Johan Lindblom, played professionally in Sweden … Oskar Lindblom outscored his older brother, Marcus, on the same Brynas junior team last season … Finished ranked 23rd among European skaters according to NHL Central Scouting.

Gunderson says: “I would say he is a good pick for a late round. He has decent size. He can still fill out more. He seemed smart with the puck. He could be really good when he develops physically.” - Ryan Gunderson, Philadelphia native, who was the leading scorer for Brynas in the Swedish Elite League last season and played 4 games with Lindblom. Gunderson has signed to play for Jokerit in Finland next season when they move to Russia’s KHL.

Scout says: “Lindblom is a powerful skater with a strong, two-way game. He isn’t shy to do the dirty work and is a pain to move out in front from the net. He gets himself open to create offensive chances but isn’t overly flashy.” -FutureConsiderations.ca

Pryor says: “If you would have looked at our projections late last summer, he could have been a late first or early second round pick. For whatever reason, it happens, he slipped a little this year. We were on him from Day 1. He’s a big body. From the blue line in, he’s really good. He could have easily been an early second pick. We didn’t think he would be there when we picked him.”

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

RADEL FAZLEEV

6th round (168th overall)

Position: Left wing

Height: 6-0 | Weight: 178

Born: Jan. 7, 1996 (18 years ago)

Birthplace: Kazan, Russia

Team: Calgary (WHL)

Stats: 

2013-14 38 GP, 5 G, 20 A, 25 pts, 12 PIM, plus-1

Notes: Suffered a broken wrist in Calgary in January that kept him out of the lineup until the start of the WHL playoffs … Actually finished ahead of Flyers’ third round pick, Mark Friedman, in the final NHL Central Scouting rankings. He ranked 121st among North American skaters, Friedman … This was Fazleev’s first season in North America. He skated in Kazan in the Russian junior league prior to joining Calgary … Represented Russia in the 2013 Under 18 Ivan Hlinka tournament.

Pryor says: “One thing about Radel, he plays a North American game. I don’t want to say that’s atypical of a Russian style of game, but this guys plays both ends, a hard working game. He got hurt this year so he was a little under the radar, but if you look at his playoff numbers, he had really good numbers. They’re both on the upward trend. Right now, he’s got a really good chance of making that Russian Under-20 world junior team next year.”

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

JESPER PETTERSSON

7th round (198th overall)

Position: Defense

Height: 5-8 | Weight: 187

Born: July 16, 1994 (19 years old)

Birthplace: Stockholm, Sweden

Team: Linkoping (Swedish Hockey League)

Stats:

2013-14 48 GP, 0 G, 1 A, 1 pt, 30 PIM, minus-8

Notes: Lacking in size at just 5-foot-8 … Listed as a good two-way defenseman who likes to join the rush but doesn’t have a hefty shot … Helped Sweden capture a gold medal at the Under-18 World Championships.

Pryor says: “He’s a little bit of an older guy, he’s been through the draft a couple times. We’ve seen a lot in the last couple years, scouting at tournaments. He’s not an overly flashy guy, he just plays the game the right way. He’s not big, but he’s really thick. He’s competitive. He’s got a good stick, a good head for the game. He’s a big leader with the Swedes. I don’t know if you remember Freddy Meyer, but there are a lot of similarities. He’s not real big but he’s good on his feet and he’s competitive.”

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

SCENE AND HEARD

> Ottawa GM Bryan Murray revealed center Jason Spezza turned down a trade to Nashville, one of the teams on his limited no-trade list. Frustrated Nashville GM David Poile said he doesn't feel he needs to sell his team with “what we have going on the ice, what we have off the ice, no state taxes. I get it. That’s the way the world is right now. There’s a lot of entitlement.”

> Islanders GM Garth Snow stole the show Friday night with his comments about first round pick Joshua Ho-Sang, a player blacklisted by many teams for his cocky personality, who said he’d draft himself at No. 1 overall: “He’ll fit right in. They s*** on me, too. I don’t care. We get players we feel can help win us a championship, and we don’t give a s*** what anyone else thinks - except our fans.”

> A total of 210 players were selected over two days at the Wells Fargo Center, including 67 Americans (32 percent). That is the highest percentage of American-born players ever taken.

Draft selections by birthplace:

Canada 77

United States 67

Sweden 27

Russia 13

Finland 9

Czech Republic 8

Latvia 2

Switzerland 2

United Kingdom 2

Denmark 1

Slovakia 1

Germany 1

> No goaltenders were taken in the first round, but five were selected in the second round - including a run of four goalies over a span of five picks.

> There were few exciting trades this weekend, but quite a few players did find new homes: James Neal (Nashville), Roman Polak (Toronto), Brandon Bollig (Calgary), Carl Gunarsson (St. Louis) and Patric Hornqvist (Pittsburgh).

> Ron Hextall said the Flyers have extended qualifying offers to restricted free agents Jason Akeson and Tye McGinn. The team is still debating what to do about restricted free agent goaltender Cal Heeter, who appeared in the last game of the regular season for the Flyers - and have not yet extended the qualifying offer.

For the latest updates, follow Frank Seravalli on Twitter: @DNFlyers

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/sports/flyers/Flyers-take-Aube-K.html#uuwfiGPfLR5wlqQZ.99
Flyers trade Hartnell; get Umberger in return

Share Tweet 

 Reddit Email
 

24 Comments 

Former Flyer Scott Hartnell. (Christian Petersen/Getty Images) 

 Former Flyer Scott Hartnell. (Christian Petersen/Getty Images) 
  

Jake Kaplan 

   Posted: Monday, June 23, 2014, 1:24 PM   

Increasing the team’s speed up front, Flyers general manager Ron Hextall said, was the main factor in trading left wing Scott Hartnell for R.J. Umberger, a versatile wing who started his career with Philadelphia but spent the last six seasons with Columbus.

“Whenever you make a deal, there’s a lot of considerations that come into the mix, but I guess the one driving the bus was quickness,” Hextall said Monday afternoon, shortly after the trade was announced. “I think if you look at R.J., he’s a versatile player. He’s a good skater. He’s a good two-way player, and he plays all three positions. He can kill penalties. So he was an attractive guy for us moving forward.”

Umberger, who was with the Flyers from 2005 to 2008, is coming off a season in which he scored 18 goals and recorded 16 assists in 74 games. He’s had five 20-goal or more seasons, the last of which came in 2011-2012. The Flyers view Umberger as a wing, Hextall said.

Hartnell scored 157 goals in seven seasons with the Flyers. In 78 games last season, he scored 20 goals and recorded 32 assists. He was scoreless with three assists in the Flyers’ seven-game, first-round playoff series loss to the Rangers.

More coverage

VOTE: Which GM has the best plan in Philly?

Forum: Will the Flyers be a contender next season? 

“He’s a good hockey player. He played well for the Philadelphia Flyers and he’s going to play well in Columbus,” Hextall said. “He’s still got hockey left in him. But again, I think the versatility, the length of the contract and the speed are some of the main points that we thought about here and why we made the move. Columbus is probably looking for some leadership and a veteran player who can score goals and they got what they wanted there, too. So I think it’s a hockey trade and I think it’s a good trade for both teams.”

Both players involved in the deal are 32 years old, but Umberger has three years left on his current contract while Hartnell has five. Hartnell signed a six-year, $28.5 million extension in August of 2012. Umberger is set to make $4.6 million this season on his current deal.

In the deal, the Flyers also acquired a fourth-round pick for the 2015 draft.

-Jake Kaplan

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/sports/flyers/Flyers-trade-Hartnell-get-Umberger-in-return.html#tEI0vhDbM3mrGLfA.99
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Max Cohen, Inquirer Staff Writer

   Posted: Tuesday, July 15, 2014, 12:19 AM   

STONE HARBOR, N.J. - Defenseman Sam Morin knew the answer right away. Who was the first American to score 50 goals as a Flyer? The coaching staff asked and Morin answered, giddily shouting: "John LeClair."

The Flyers prospects participated in the annual Trial on the Isle during development camp Monday. And in the opening part of the day they had to answer a trivia question before beginning a racecourse on the beach in their smaller teams of four.

Morin got his team started with the LeClair answer. His father was a big fan of LeClair, so Morin knows all of his statistics. He does need some work in other areas when it comes to trivia.

He has displayed potential at times during this year's development camp. On Saturday, his slapshot shattered a pane of glass behind the net at the Voorhees Skate Zone. He said it was the third time his shot has broken glass after it happened twice with his junior team.

More coverage 

VOTE: Which GM has the best plan in Philly?

Forum: Will the Flyers be a contender next season?

The 2013 Flyers first-round pick wore a Sixers snapback hat Monday, to show he likes the city of Philadelphia and the NBA. The 19-year-old from Quebec speaks with a French-Canadian accent and hasn't spent much time in the United States yet, but he tried to show off some knowledge about the city where he hopes to play one day.

"I try to learn little things about [Philadelphia], like I don't know what it's called, but the bell?" Morin said before being told it was called the Liberty Bell. "Exactly, I know that. I know a little bit of things. I like history."

Morin will learn about the rest of the history that took place in Philadelphia eventually, but for now, his game on the ice also has room to grow. At 6-foot-7 and 224 pounds, Morin's size could be devastating to opponents in the future. 

But barring a major turn of events, Morin will be back in juniors this season, needing to develop all facets of his raw ability before the Flyers believe he is ready to play in the city with the bell. 

Morin welcomes the expectations that come with being a top pick. He compared it to playing in juniors as a 16-year-old.

"Pressure is good for me," Morin said. "When I've got pressure I play good. I know I'm going to be a good player, I know it. I'm a hard worker, I'm confident, I've got everything."

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140715_Morin_confident_in_his_Flyers_future.html#tSdgXv6ajkVqrQQx.99

Blue-line future for the Flyers
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MATT NESTOR, Daily News Staff Writer nestorm@phillynews.com

   Posted: Monday, July 14, 2014, 12:16 AM   

THE FLYERS' top four defensive prospects - Sam Morin, Travis Sanheim, Shayne Gostisbehere and Robert Hagg - at a development camp Friday in Voorhees, were noticeably excited when asked about their roles on future Flyers teams.

But each was cautious about thinking too far ahead.

Ron Hextall told Flyers prospects that the ongoing development camp was not an evaluation process, and the GM said he was not ready to "anoint" any of these kids with an NHL roster spot in his first summer in Philadelphia's front office. But, on the blue line especially, where questions of inconsistency and age have plagued the orange and black, there is a budding defensive corps eager for big-league minutes.

Gostisbehere entered his third Flyers development camp with confidence after making his AHL debut with the Phantoms a week after winning the NCAA national championship in April. "Ghost" said he would have to simplify his flashy, roving style at the NHL level. The spin-o-ramas may not work on NHL players with the experience and foot speed to keep up, but Gostisbehere's camp teammates revere his skills.
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Morin, who is now up to 6-7, 210 pounds at age 19, said his defensive skills would be paired well with a fleet-footed blue-liner like Gostisbehere.

"I'm bigger than him," he said with a heavy French-Canadian accent. "I can protect him."

Hagg, who may actually see time as Ghost's defensive partner on the Phantoms next season, said he wouldn't mind getting "a couple free assists" out of the pairing. Hagg's more conservative game is consistent with the Scandinavian model, an ideal match for an aggressive, defensive risk-taker.

Sanheim, the 2014 first-round pick, is just 18, and probably the farthest away from slipping on a Flyers sweater. He said this summer (and the next) are about adding muscle to his 6-3 frame. He moves the puck well, makes a good first pass, and if properly developed, has the potential to add another dynamic element to a Flyers blue line that has lacked game-changing players.

The Flyers have done well in drafting and developing forwards in the past decade, but rarely has there been so much promise on defense. Sanheim and Morin will likely return to their respective major junior teams, where they'll be locker-room leaders, while the elder Gostisbehere and Hagg will try to get ice time in the Flyers minor league system. Hextall said there's "hope" that this quartet could be a formidable NHL top-four in a few years, but it's up to them to prove their worth.

"The Flyers are the Flyers," Hextall said. "Anyone who's coming in has to work their way in.

"These kids are going to have to beat someone out of a job."

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140714_Blue-line_future_for_the_Flyers.html#cE5lH8kVH70czE3u.99
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Max Cohen, Inquirer Staff Writer

   Posted: Monday, July 14, 2014, 1:08 AM   

Flyers defensive prospect Shayne Gostisbehere has seen more hockey success in Philadelphia than any other player at Flyers development camp.

Gostisbehere reached the pinnacle of college hockey on April 12 at the Wells Fargo Center, earning most outstanding player honors at the Frozen Four after leading Union College to a national championship.

Gostisbehere called it the best month of his life.

Now the 21-year-old is trying to get back to Philadelphia as a Flyer. The team's third-round pick in 2012, Gostisbehere decided to forgo his senior season of eligibility at Union in the days following the national title. He played two games with the Phantoms at the end of the season, giving him a taste of professional hockey.
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Because of Gostisbehere's success at the collegiate level, a steady stream of younger Flyers prospects have sought his advice at development camp before they depart for college at the end of the summer, hoping to emulate his success.

Defenseman Terrance Amorosa, a Flyers' fifth-round pick in 2012, will be heading to Clarkson University in New York this fall. He has sought Gostisbehere's advice about playing in the Eastern College Athletic Conference, of which Union and Clarkson are both members, particularly as an undersized defenseman.

"It just gives me an image of what the next level is like," Amorosa said. "He's already been there, he's already had experience at the college level, he's done very well there, so he obviously knows what he's talking about. It's just great to get that information."

Gostisbehere's influence isn't limited to defensemen. Goaltender Merrick Madsen, a sixth-round pick in 2013, approached Gostisbehere and defenseman Nick Luukko, who plays for Vermont, for some tips about college life before he starts his freshman year at Harvard.

"Just seeing those guys and what they've accomplished is really inspiring me," Madsen said.

When he isn't giving younger players advice, Gostisbehere has plenty of work to do himself. Flyers general manager Ron Hextall has said that he is inclined to place young talent in the American Hockey League, meaning all of the team's rising defensemen will have an uphill battle to start the season with the Flyers.

This is Gostisbehere's third development camp with the organization, but this year's training camp will be his first. He will have to make an impact there.

If he able to overcome the odds and make the Flyers roster, other prospects will have even more reason to look up to him

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140714_Prospects_look_to_Gostisbehere_for_college_tips.html#5VwAxAuogvFgrvGJ.99
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Max Cohen, Inquirer Staff Writer

   Posted: Friday, July 11, 2014, 1:08 AM   

Scott Laughton stood at the front of his line, poised to skate, before each end-to-end drill on Thursday. On the first day of Flyers developmental camp, Laughton glided through most of the exercises, the first skater to reach the other end of the ice.

Still just 20 years old with a thin chin-strap beard, the Flyers' 2012 first-round pick is a veteran of sorts at the prospect camp, and he carried himself like one. This year, the stakes are different for Laughton, and he knows it. He believes that this is his time to earn a roster spot on the Flyers.

The center received a taste of the NHL in the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season when he was 18 years old. Although he was scoreless in a five-game stint, he showed his potential.

"I still think about it," Laughton said Thursday. "It was definitely a dream come true, and that's where I want to be next year. That's the ultimate goal and there's no really lying about it, that's where I want to be. I just loved it up there."
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Laughton remembers the bad times with the good. Last season, he was a healthy scratch in the Flyers' season opener before the team decided to send him back to junior hockey, to play for the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League. Waving to the crowd on opening night when he knew he wouldn't be playing is a memory he won't soon forget, one that motivates him entering this season.

Looking back, Laughton thinks the extra seasoning was helpful. He was able to spend more time with the puck, scoring 40 goals with 47 assists in 54 games with Oshawa in addition to having the experience of competing for Canada in the World Junior Championships.

"I think I took my offensive game to another level this year," Laughton said.

The next step? Laughton could start this season with the Phantoms as general manager Ron Hextall places an emphasis on developing players in the minor leagues, but Laughton hopes to avoid that step. His sights are set on impressing during training camp and making the roster.

Most important, he wants his next appearance in the NHL to last much longer than five games, even if it means more development time.

"I want to play in the league 15 years from now, not play when I'm 20 and be out of the league soon," Laughton said.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140711_Laughton__20__wants_to_make_Flyers__roster.html#jypeUCzCKfbltJXl.99

Max Cohen, Inquirer Staff Writer

   Posted: Saturday, July 12, 2014, 1:08 AM   

The Flyers have drafted one goalie since 2005 who has appeared in a regular-season game for the team. Jeremy Duchesne, a Flyers third-round draft pick in 2005, played 17 minutes in a 6-4 loss to the Islanders on April 1, 2010, making three saves on four shots. Since then, nothing.

In the last 20 years, Brian Boucher, Roman Cechmanek, and Antero Niittymaki are the only Flyers draftees to receive significant time.

Anthony Stolarz, the Flyers' 2012 second-round pick, is trying to end the team's futility at developing players at the position. But for now, he has to wait. While the rest of the top Flyers prospects look to impress team brass at development camp this week in Voorhees, Stolarz is sidelined after hip surgery.

Stolarz had surgery in May after his season with the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League. The 20-year-old has spent much of the last year sidelined. He was out for two months in January after surgery to heal a laceration on his leg caused by a skate.
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The nature of this surgery is different from the previous one. Flyers general manager Ron Hextall thinks it will help Stolarz in the long run.

"I wish I would've had it when I was about 24; I had to get it a few years ago," Hextall said Friday. "You get locked up."

Hextall wouldn't elaborate on whether his hip problems affected Stolarz this past season, saying the problem built up over time. He expects the surgery to be a one-time fix and have lasting effects.

"It'll help his game because it unlocks you and you get your full movement back," Hextall said.

The Flyers expect Stolarz to be back by training camp, his first opportunity to prove himself after a tumultuous year. He hopes to make a push in training camp and said his realistic goal is win the job of starting goalie for the Phantoms.

Stolarz, from Edison, N.J., said Friday that the Flyers' lackluster track record of developing players at his position doesn't bother him.

"Being homegrown and being so close, it's an organization I want to play for," Stolarz said. "Being so close to home, to pretty much play for the closest team to my house, that would be fantastic."

Now he just has to get back on the ice.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140712_Stolarz__a_prospect__hopes_to_become_Flyers_goalie.html#1diVtZXLCHacOfiq.99

Flyers' prospects eager to soak in the lessons at developmental camp
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MIKE KERN, Daily News Staff Writer kernm@phillynews.com

   Posted: Friday, July 11, 2014, 3:01 AM   

FOR SOME, it's a start. For others, a restart. Yet they all have the same target, even if the odds are likely working against most of them.

The Flyers opened their developmental camp yesterday at the Virtua Center Skate Zone in Voorhees. Twenty-nine prospects will go through the 6-day experience, which includes drills and instruction and the annual Trial on the Isle in Stone Harbor on Monday.

How many will ever make a dent at the NHL level - prominent or otherwise - at some stage in their careers remains to play itself out. But at this point, none of them thinks they can't.

"[Getting there is] everything," said center Scott Laughton, the organization's first-round pick in 2012, who spent last season on loan to the Oshawa Generals, of the OHL (where he was an All-Star), after getting called up for five games with the parent club in 2012-13. "It's my third year now. I'm still pretty young. I'm still 20. I want to play in this league 15 years from now. Not play when I'm 20 and be out [quickly]. Hopefully, I can make a roster spot. I'm definitely a little closer.
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"I still think about [making it]. It would be a dream come true. That's where I want to be next year. That's the ultimate goal. There's no really lying about it. I just loved it up there. I learned a lot. That's where I want to be."

And in his spare time, he's willing to be there for the guys who are new to all of this.

"It can be pretty nerve-wracking," he acknowledged. "You really don't know what to expect. Any questions they have, I'll try to help. You want to keep it simple early on, get some ice under you and get ready. I'm kind of new here, too. They've got new-player development, things like that. Everyone's got a fresh start. I'm looking foward to it. That's what I'm training toward.

"I mean, anytime you get a week in July where you have this high intensity, kind of get out of your comfort zone a little bit instead of being at home, I think that's really good for a lot of guys, to see what it takes to get to the next level."

Defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere spent some quality time in South Philly in April, winning an NCAA title with underdog Union College over the University of Minnesota. He was the Frozen Four's Most Outstanding Player. Down the road, maybe he can even have some bigger moments in the Wells Fargo Center in a different uniform.

"This is definitely giving us time to develop," said Gostisbehere, who was taken in the third round in 2012 and got to play two games with the AHL's Adirondack Phantoms 3 months ago after finally signing an entry-level contract. "We're just here to have fun and learn. There's a little pressure. [The college season] was definitely hectic, but definitely good times."

He plans on going back to school to get his degree, which he figures will take him two summers' worth of classwork. He says his brief stint in the minors at least helped him prepare for whatever lies ahead.

"There were no weak links out there," he said. "The [other] players were just as smart as me. Everybody's faster and stronger. You've just got to keep learning, every shift. Mistakes are going to happen, of course, but you take in every little thing."

Travis Sanheim just turned 18. He played with the Calgary Hitmen, of the Western Hockey League. The Flyers surprised some folks by selecting him with the 17th choice in last month's draft. A 6-3 defenseman, he probably is still a couple of years away from playing for Flyers coach Craig Berube. But the process has to begin somewhere.

"It's not really an evaluation week," Sanheim said. "It's more of getting to know the organization and the guys. This summer's a big one for me. I want to take what I learn here and build on it.

"It's been a busy last few months for me. It's hard to believe I'm here today. So I'm kind of soaking it in. At the same time, it still doesn't feel like it's real.

"I feel like I'm just scratching the surface, just developing as a player. I think I've got a lot of things to work on but there's a lot of, you know, ups to my game to build on."

It's about steps. That next camp is 2 months away.

Stolarz update

General manager Ron Hextall revealed that goaltender prospect Anthony Stolarz had hip surgery 5 weeks ago and will be out for another month. Stolarz, 20, was a second-round pick in 2012 who played in the OHL last season. He suffered a severe leg cut in January caused by an opponent's skate. He then incurred an eight-game suspension for whacking an opponent in the head during a playoff game.

The next step in his development, if he can stay on the ice, would be with the Lehigh Valley Phantoms in the AHL.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140711_Flyers__prospects_eager_to_soak_in_the_lessons_at_developmental_camp.html#LHEgsObF6E7hvDY6.99
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer

   Posted: Monday, July 7, 2014, 1:08 AM   

The start of summer has not been good to the Flyers.

Their captain, Claude Giroux, spent a night in jail last week after a bizarre incident in an Ottawa bar.

Their new general manager, Ron Hextall, was hamstrung by the team's salary-cap situation and could not join the free-agent frenzy.

And while the Flyers were signing spare parts - some for depth, some for their AHL affiliate - most of their Metropolitan Division opponents made improvements.
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So where will the Flyers stand when the season starts?

They will have to huff and puff to make the playoffs, buying some time for their promising defensemen to gain some minor-league seasoning before likely being ready in two years - or perhaps in the second half of 2014-15.

The good news, from the Flyers' perspective, is that coach Craig Berube, who did a commendable job after replacing Peter Laviolette early last season, will have his first full training camp to reinforce his defense-first system.

And for the first time in ages, the Flyers will go into camp knowing they have a legitimate No. 1 goalie, Steve Mason. Former general manager Paul Holmgren signed some players to long-term deals that left Hextall with no cap flexibility, but Holmgren deserves credit for acquiring Mason in one of his best trades.

Speaking of bad contracts, the Flyers still are trying to trade Vinny Lecavalier, who signed a five-year, $22.5 million deal last season. Nashville and Ottawa are among the teams that have shown interest. Teams want the Flyers to pay a big part of his salary.

There also are reports that teams want the Flyers to include a prospect or a draft pick in any deal including Lecavalier.

If that's the case, the Flyers might be better served to keep Lecavalier, who is still effective on the power play. He did manage 20 goals last season with a bad back. With a summer to rest, he should come back stronger.

Here is how the Flyers might look:

Line 1: Giroux centering Michael Raffl and Jake Voracek.

Raffl isn't exactly Evander Kane - Winnipeg's speedy left winger, who is on the trading block - but he played well in limited time on this line last season.

Line 2: Brayden Schenn centering Lecavalier and Wayne Simmonds.

Schenn and Lecavalier could be flip-flopped, but the fact is, both are better at center.

Line 3: Sean Couturier centering R.J. Umberger and Matt Read.

Couturier is a terrific defensive player, but the Flyers desperately need him to step up his offensive game and become a 20-goal scorer. He had sports-hernia surgery after the season.

Line 4: Scott Laughton centering Pierre-Edouard Bellemare (or Jason Akeson) and Zac Rinaldo.

The Flyers are excited about the potential of Laughton, a No. 1 pick in 2012 who could begin the year in Lehigh Valley, and Bellemare, who had a strong season in the top Swedish league.

Defense: Braydon Coburn and Kimmo Timonen; Nick Grossmann and Mark Streit; and Luke Schenn and Andrew MacDonald.

Excluding the injured Chris Pronger, the Flyers' defensemen have a $25.1 million cap hit. That's the fourth-highest in the NHL, behind only Washington, Tampa Bay, and St. Louis - teams that, unlike the Flyers, have game-changing defensemen.

Signing free-agent Nick Schultz gives the Flyers some flexibility. Schultz is penciled in as the team's seventh defenseman, but he could slide into the No. 6 role if the Flyers trade, say, Coburn, in a deal for a much-needed left winger such as Winnipeg's Kane.

The 2014-15 Flyers do not look like Stanley Cup contenders. To contend, they will need Mason to shine, breakout years from young players such as Couturier and Brayden Schenn, and continued progress by their core - Giroux, Simmonds, Voracek, and Read.

In the meantime, Hextall is committed to developing the prospects in juniors and the AHL. The blueprint is in place, and this season looks like a bridge before up-and-coming defensemen Shayne Gostisbehere and Robert Hagg are ready to make their mark in 2015-16.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140707_Summertime_blues__Flyers_seem_to_have_lost_ground_in_Metro.html#rME4HEH289wSvKre.99

Sam I don't know if the Flyers lost that much ground. The top Metro teams made moves, but you have to wonder how much they improved themselves. The Pens did sign Christian Ehrhoff, but the loss of Niskanen and Jokinen will hurt them. While the Rangers did sign 37 year old Dan Boyle, there's no way that makes up for losing Stralman, Pouliot and Richards. The Caps did sign Niskanen, but it was a seven-year deal worth over $40 million and paying $5.5 million per season for the next five years to Orpik (who will soon be 34) rivals the worst signings Homer made.

I like the way Hexy is handling things and thinking long term. I just get the sense that he knew he couldn't do much during free agency because of the cap situation, but the Philly GM is now maneuvering into position to make a smart move at the trade deadline...
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That pretty much sums up what I think many level-headed fans are thinking. Caps paid huge amounts of money to one defenseman who had one good year, and a decent chunk to an aging D-man who isn't as effective anymore. Rangers lost personnel due to salary cap (and they bought out their best defenseman in Richards), Pens cleaned house, Caps are desperate to make the playoffs consistently, who the hell knows what the Islanders are doing, and Carolina keeps building. Flyers have a good core and are building around it with the materials they have. 

And Lecavalier doesn't belong on the 2nd line--he didn't fit in at the end of the year and he won't this year. Put him back on the fourth line. With the need for depth in scoring across lines to win the Cup, if you have a player like him on the 4th line with guys he meshes well with, they are a viable deep scoring threat. This concept of being on the '4th line' as a stigma needs to go. If you are rolling 4 solid lines, there is a good chance that the opposing team won't have enough talent to counter every line.

ena: Agree that Matt Niskanen did have a good year, but you have to wonder about a guy who really turns it on in his contract season...will he continue to play at that level now that he has the big bucks?

And while Niskanen was thought to be the best defenseman available in free agency, to pay over $40 million for a guy who is not a top pairing defenseman is a questionable move to say the least...
Flyers' Giroux apologizes for 'misguided attempt at humor'
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Sam Carchidi 

   Posted: Thursday, July 3, 2014, 6:47 PM   

A day after he spent a night in jail for a bizarre incident at an Ottawa bar, Flyers captain Claude Giroux issued an apology Thursday.

“I regret my actions on Canada Day and sincerely apologize to my fans, teammates and the Philadelphia Flyers organization for my misguided attempt at humor,” he said in a statement.

Giroux, 26, was arrested Tuesday night for repeatedly grabbing the buttocks of a male police officer at an Ottawa bar, and alcohol was believed to be involved. The Ottawa police said no charges will be filed.

“Moving forward, we will deal with this internally and we will no longer publicly discuss this matter,” Flyers general manager Rox Hextall said.

More coverage

VOTE: Which GM has the best plan in Philly?

Forum: Will the Flyers be a contender next season? 

Giroux said he had the “utmost respect for law enforcement” and he apologized to the Ottawa police. He added that the incident will not distract his preparation for the upcoming season and that he was “100 percent committed and focused” on bringing a Stanley Cup to Philadelphia.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/sports/flyers/Flyers-Giroux-apologizes-for-misguided-attempt-at-humor.html#GRF0cJeSfBoxPvo3.99

Lecavalier-to-Predators might not be dead
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FRANK SERAVALLI, Daily News Staff Writer seravaf@phillynews.com

   Posted: Thursday, July 3, 2014, 3:01 AM   

FOR DAYS, or even weeks, the Nashville Predators have been linked to Vinny Lecavalier in trade rumors.

Flyers general manager Ron Hextall gave permission to Lecavalier's agent, Kent Hughes, to orchestrate his client's departure from Philadelphia. Nashville, hungry for offense, seemed like the perfect landing spot.

Lecavalier, 34, was wooed to the Flyers by Peter Laviolette last summer. He is now at the helm in Nashville. The Predators are thin down the middle in an unmerciful Western Conference. And most importantly, the Predators have plenty of salary-cap space to burn.

That connecting of the dots seemingly went up in smoke yesterday afternoon when the Predators signed free-agent center Olli Jokinen to a $2.5 million deal - which pushed Nashville over the league minimum salary floor.

More coverage 

VOTE: Which GM has the best plan in Philly?

Forum: Will the Flyers be a contender next season?

Turns out, the possibility of Lecavalier to Nashville is not dead.

According to a source, Hextall and Predators GM David Poile revisited the idea of swapping Lecavalier yesterday afternoon. No deal appeared imminent, according to talks, but the Predators remain interested - especially after watching other division opponents bulk up on Tuesday.

"I have talked to a lot of teams," Poile told the Nashville Tennessean yesterday. "I have talked to Philadelphia specifically, but we'll leave it right there."

Hextall has repeatedly declined to comment on the possibility of trading Lecavalier, saying only that it is an "internal matter."

"We'll keep looking at the situation and deal with it internally," Hextall said. "As far as I'm concerned right now, Vinny Lecavalier could be in a Flyer uniform in September."

When asked whether it would be awkward, given the obvious desire to dump his damaging contract, if Lecavalier returned, Hextall shrugged off the notion.

"Not at all," Hextall said. "Vinny's a pro, and we're pros. I think you guys all know we've had discussions, but he's been nothing but a pro."

The Flyers have little leverage in the situation with Nashville, possibly expecting only a late-round draft pick in return. They also will have to eat a big portion of Lecavalier's remaining $14.5 million salary over the next 4 years.

Lecavalier was paid a $2 million signing bonus Tuesday - or one-third of his $6 million salary this season in advance - which also has perked up the interest of suitors.

Under the NHL's collective bargaining agreement, teams may retain up to 50 percent of the salary and salary-cap hit in a transaction. The retained percentage cannot be altered year-to-year and the retained percentage of salary also must match the retained percentage of salary-cap hit.

For instance, Lecavalier is due $14.5 million in salary over the next four seasons, but his cap hit is a total of $18 million. So, if the Flyers were to retain half, they'd have to eat $7.25 million in real dollars (in addition to the $2 million they paid Tuesday) and $2.25 million in dead salary-cap space each year.

It won't be a pretty deal for the Flyers to move him, but it is the price they will have to pay to clear some salary-cap relief from a misguided signing.

Schultz signed

Ron Hextall said Tuesday he was in the market for one more veteran defenseman. He found his man yesterday, adding Nick Schultz to the fold. Schultz and the Flyers agreed to a 1-year deal with $1.25 million, according to a source.

Schultz, 31, split last season between Edmonton and Columbus. He is most known for his time in Minnesota, where he is the Wild's all-time leader in games played with 743. He is coming off a 6-year contract that paid him $21 million.

With the Flyers, Schultz is slotted as the seventh defenseman, a role occupied by Erik Gustafsson last season. Gustafsson bolted for Russia this offseason.

Schultz appeared in only two of the Blue Jackets' six playoff games this season. With 880 games of experience and still some tread on his tires, Schultz is the perfect bargain signing to round out the Flyers' defense corps. He can play big minutes if required - he's averaged 19:17 per game in his career - and he also could fill a void if Hextall saw fit to trade one of the defensemen ahead of him on the depth chart this summer.

McGinn traded

Shortly after announcing Schultz's new deal, the Flyers dealt the rights to forward Tye McGinn to San Jose in exchange for a 2015 third-round pick.

McGinn, 23, is a restricted free agent. He skated in 36 games for the Flyers over the past two seasons, chipping in with seven goals and three assists, but couldn't hold down a spot in Craig Berube's lineup last season.

He was drafted by the Flyers in the fourth round (119th overall) in 2010. His older brother, Jamie, broke into the NHL with the Sharks in 2008. The McGinns also have a younger brother, Brock, who will begin his pro career this fall with Carolina.

The Flyers issued McGinn a qualifying offer on Monday, but it will be up to the Sharks to sign him to a new deal, where he can contribute among a young group of forwards.

Slap shots

The Flyers came to terms with restricted free-agent forward Jason Akeson on a two-way deal. Akeson, 24, is hoping for a shot with the Flyers in training camp after leading the Phantoms in scoring for the last three seasons. He netted three points while skating in all seven Stanley Cup playoff games for the Flyers this spring . . . They also agreed to two-way contracts with forwards Andrew Gordon and Zack Stortini yesterday. Both AHL veterans are expected to report to the Lehigh Valley Phantoms . . . Steve Downie signed a 1-year, $1 million deal in Pittsburgh to play for assistant coach Rick Tocchet again.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140703_Lecavalier-to-Predators_might_not_be_dead.html#rXQUQoRkJDC5CuRb.99
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Marcus Hayes, Daily News Sports Columnist 

 
 Posted: Thursday, July 3, 2014, 3:01 AM   

LANE JOHNSON owes Claude Giroux.

The Daily News on Tuesday reported that Johnson, the Eagles' first-round pick last year and their starting right tackle, tested positive for a banned substance and likely will be suspended for the first four games of this season.

The Ottawa Sun yesterday reported that Giroux, the Flyers' captain and star center, allegedly repeatedly grabbed the backside of a male Ottawa police officer in a bar.

Not that there's anything wrong with that.

More coverage 

VOTE: Which GM has the best plan in Philly?

Forum: Will the Flyers be a contender next season?

Actually, by the letter of the law, there is, of course. Any contact between Canadian adults must be mutually consensual; even on Canada Day. No matter how patriotic your underpants.

Comically, Giroux's alleged transgression provides years of ammunition for friend and foe alike.

Practically, the image of little Claude copping a feel and feeling a cop completely overshadows the news about Johnson. At least it does for the moment.

There will be a sanctimonious and vocal group that calls for Giroux to be fined; or suspended; or, at least, be stripped.

Of his captaincy. His captaincy.

To the sanctimonious: relax. There are way worse things done when under the influence.

Driving, for instance.

Hunting, incredibly.

Writing sports columns. Obviously.

The cop probably shouldn't complain. Giroux always has had the softest hands in the league.

Besides, the cop's mom said he always was a handful.

Giroux is the biggest thing in Philadelphia hockey since Eric Lindros. Giroux can be a fun and funny guy, but he has become wooden and stilted since he assumed the captaincy last year. This, at least, humanizes him.

He also is resilient. Giroux rebounded from a slow start this season and was a finalist for the Hart Trophy.

Does this hurt or help his chances for the Lady Byng?

Hopefully, Giroux is not a pathological fondler. Hopefully, he was just goofing around, releasing steam during a trying offseason. After all, he just saw his pal Scott Hartnell traded by new general manager Ron Hextall, whose promotion pushed Giroux supporter Paul Holmgren into the team's presidency.

Perhaps Giroux will get a pardon.

Of course, there is nothing funny about violence directed at public servants, unless you're old enough to remember the "Smokey and the Bandit" franchise.

The alleged incident gives rise to several pressing questions, such as:

Isn't 9 p.m. awfully early to be butt-grabbing drunk?

Giroux, who is from the Ottawa area, apparently hits this bar, The Great Canadian Cabin, pretty often. What else has he latched onto in this joint?

Former Phillies outfielder Jason Michaels was arrested for fighting a cop; Giroux, for aggressive flirting. Aren't hockey players supposed to be tougher than baseball players?

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman and new league sheriff Stephane Quintal find themselves in a quandary. It's tough to find recent precedent by which to judge a just penalty for Giroux.

Dan Carcillo nailed Joni Pitkanen from behind in 2011, and that cost Carcillo two games, but, while it sounds a lot like what Giroux allegedly did, it clearly was more dangerous.

A few months later, Matt Carkner was suspended for a game for being the aggressor with unwilling opponent Brian Boyle.

That sounds pretty close, right?

It would be interesting to see where NFL czar Roger Goodell ranks public groping . . . especially in relation to racial slurs, which warrant no verifiable punishment; and PED use, which will cost Johnson a little more than $100,000 of the $20 million he signed for last year.

See, the NFL doesn't guarantee contracts, so most of the real money is paid in signing bonuses. Game checks are relatively small, and only game checks are lost when a player is suspended.

So, the suspension system works about as well as replay.

It would have been interesting to witness Giroux mixing with the other prisoners on Tuesday night. Consider this possible dialogue:

"What're you in for?"

"Grabbed a cop's butt."

"Really?" Wink. "How you doin'?"

The Flyers aren't talking, of course. Neither is Giroux. No charges are likely to be filed, so the particulars might never be known.

There are so many unanswered questions:

What if Giroux thought the cop was a woman? After all, he allegedly came at the cop from, er, behind.

What if Giroux was sure the cop was a dude?

Again, not that there's anything wrong with that.

What if Giroux thought he was at the Jersey Shore? Isn't that where the Flyers do most of their (strictly consensual) groping?

Here's hoping Giroux gets slapped with a light fine; by a velvet glove, if that's what he's into.

Johnson allegedly testing positive for doping, or whatever, now is seen as the price of doing business.

Comparatively, the depth of Giroux's humiliation in the most macho of sports is punishment enough.

After all, he's going to be the butt of endless jokes.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20140703_Giroux_will_be_butt_of_jokes.html#SsdCPotuZ2eQ5WEy.99
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Travis Sanheim #32 of the Calgary Hitmen skates with the puck past Jaedon Descheneau #14 of the Kootenay Ice during a WHL game at Scotiabank Saddledome on March 15, 2014 in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. (Photo by Derek Leung/Getty Images) 
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Marc Narducci 

   Posted: Saturday, June 28, 2014, 6:55 PM   

Here is what Flyers director of scouting Chris Pryor had to say about each of the six draft choices:

1st Round (17th overall) – Travis Sanheim, D, Calgary (WHL)

6-3, 189 lbs.

Born March 29, 1996 in Elkhorn, Manitoba (age 18)

More coverage
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Pryor: “He probably has talked to a few of our guys already but I think if you get consensus throughout the scouting community I mean he’s on his way, he’s kind of a upper trend, he started out coming up into the league, no one really knew about him by the end of the league he was one of the bigger contributors in April on the Canadian team. So that tells you his growth this year and our scout Mark Greig says he is a big guy, skates well, handles the puck, got some poise and it may be repetitive here but once again he’s on the upper trend.”

 2nd Round (48th overall) – Nicolas Aube-Kubel, RW, Val d’Or (QMJHL)

5-11, 187 lbs

Born May 10, 1996 in Slave Lake, Alberta (age 18)

Pryor: “Nicolas Aube-Kubel is another guy that probably is a little bit under the radar, probably a little over shadowed a little bit over Val d’Or because  the big line he played a lot of minutes there. Todd Hearty and Simon [Nolet] saw a lot of him in Val d’Or in the Quebec league. We are excited because I think next year you are going to see big things from him, because he is going to get some of that quality ice time.  So we are expecting he is going to have a big year coming up.  He brings speed, he is a good hockey player and he is competitive. Those are attributes from a forward side that are pretty exciting.”

3rd Round (86th overall) – Mark Friedman, D, Waterloo (USHL)

5-10, 185 lbs

Born December 25, 1995 in Toronto, Ontario (age 18)

Pryor: “Our guy in the USHL saw a lot of Mark.  He is going to Bowling Green next year. 5’10”- 5’11” competitive, skilled defenseman. He plays both sides of the puck, he’s got some skill and can run the power play, he is mobile, and he competes and he is going into a good situation at Bowling Green – he is going to get a lot of ice time. He committed real early, people are going to ask about Bowling Green. Why Bowling Green? Well they stepped up early, and he committed and he stuck with his commitment so he is going to attend Bowling Green in the fall and we will see what happens.”

5th Round (138th overall) – Oskar Lindblom, LW, Brynas Jr. (Sweden)

6-0, 185 lbs

Born August 15, 1996 in Gävle, Sweden (age 17)

Pryor: “I think if you were to look at, and we were to have a conversation last summer with him there is predictions that he could have been late 1st, early 2nd round pick. He had a really good tournament with the Under 17’s last year and for whatever reason it happens, he slipped a little bit this year. We were on him from day 1, we’ve seen him a lot this year, he’s got a big body, a lot of skill. From the blue line in he’s really good. Like I said he could have been an easy early 2nd pick and we didn’t think he’d be there when we picked him there.”

6th Round (168th overall) – Radel Fazleev, C, Calgary (WHL)

5-11, 174 lbs

Born January 7, 1996 in Kazan, Russia (age 18)

Pryor: “One thing about Radel, he plays a North American game. Hardworking kid, plays both ends. He had a little trouble… he got hurt a little bit this year so he is a little under the radar but if you look at his playoff numbers he had really good numbers in the playoffs, so I think you are going to see as with Travis Sanheim they are both kids that are on the upper trend. So right now he is trying to out for the under 20 team in Russia, so he has a really good chance of making that under 20 team in Russia next year.”

 7th Round (198th overall) – Jesper Pettersson, D, Linkoping (Sweden)

5-8, 180 lbs

Born July 16, 1994 in Stockholm, Sweden (age 19)

Pryor: “Well he is a little bit older guy.  He has been through the draft a couple times already, but just by the scouting fraternity we have seen him a lot in the last couple years.  Not overly flashy guy, just plays the game the right way, he’s not big but he’s very thick, he’s competitive, got a good stick, has a really good head for the game, and he plays the game the right way. He is a big leader with the Swedes this year, I think they missed him, he got a suspension there at the end of the tournament.  They got a little pushing and shoving with a Russian, he got kicked out for the last game and I think it really hurt the Swedes there. So I don’t know if you guys remember the kid we had Freddy Meyer a few years ago, he has kind of a similarity there. Not real big but he’s really solid on his feet, highly competitive and he’s a character kid. Each one of these kids have spent a lot of time with individual scouts so they stepped up on these guys and they like them.”

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/sports/flyers/265058811.html#rQ6fXKxWVlqOqiCI.99
Gostisbehere hopes to emulate style of idol Orr 
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Flyers prospect Shayne Gostisbehere grew up idolizing defenseman Bobby Orr. (AP)

QUOTABLE

“

I loved the way he played. I wore No. 4 when I was little because I wanted to play like him.

”

— Shayne Gostisbehere

His grandfather was from Montreal.

“He loved the Canadiens, and obviously, not a Bruins fan,” Shayne Gostisbehere said.

His sister was a competitive figure skater. They lived in South Florida, roughly 40 miles from Miami. Obviously, not a hockey environment, but they both flourished in what they did.

Shayne’s youth hockey club gave new meaning to the word “travel,” playing up and down the Northeast and across the Midwest.

None of which goes to explain how the 5-foot-11, 170-pound American-born defenseman has become such a hot button topic with Flyers fans, many of whom saw his Union College team win the Frozen Four last winter at Wells Fargo Center and would love to see "Ghost" -- his nickname -- patrolling the blue line this season as a Flyer.

“He has offensive abilities and creativity, well, like you can’t teach that,” Kjell Samuelsson, the Flyers' director of player development, said. “When he comes up ice, it’s just hard to teach that.”

He will weave and skate, and well, if he reminds you of a young Bobby Orr rushing the puck, it may be because he actually studied videotapes of Orr when he was growing up in Margate, Fla.

“My grandpa showed me some footage of Bobby Orr and the things he did. I said, ‘I want to try that stuff,’” Gostisbehere said at Flyers development camp last week. “I started trying to rush the puck. He’d show me videos.

“I loved the way he played. I wore No. 4 when I was little because I wanted to play like him, rushing the puck, making things happen offensively. Just thought he was a great player.”

Nothing would make the Flyers happier than if Gostisbehere someday puts his own spin on Orr as an NHL player.

Among the prospects he will have to beat out is Robert Hagg from Sweden, who is a more well-rounded, two-way defenseman, yet lacks the offensive flair and flat-out maneuverability of Gostisbehere.

Along with Prongeresque-type defenseman Samuel Morin, over the next year or two, one of these young players is going to emerge.

General manager Ron Hextall said on Friday he would relish seeing Gostisbehere come into training camp this fall and make a case for himself to play right now as a 21-year-old, but he is fearful for his size and feels he needs at least one year in the AHL.

“I don’t want him getting killed out there, either,” Hextall said.

None of the Flyers' defensive prospects, including Morin, seem particularly focused on coming to camp and making the roster right now. All seem to agree they need more seasoning. All are focused on now, not the future.

“I am just coming to development camp and training camp and trying to learn,” Gostisbehere said. “It’s my first training camp. I am trying to learn most importantly. Everyone wants to make the team, but of course, that is not going to happen.

“I look over at the [others]. It is a competition, at times. Right now, we’re not looking too much into it.”

The Flyers need quicker, younger legs on defense. Until they get another shot of both, they will not be in the same class as a number of other NHL clubs who are closer to winning a Stanley Cup than they are.

Which means a waiting game is about to unfold. Unless something unforeseen occurs in September.

“The Flyers have a plan for me,” Gostisbehere said. “I’m all ears. I’m a sponge. I want to learn every day. I just want to give myself a chance to be on this team, not for a couple games, but for long term. If it’s a year in the AHL or two years in the AHL, then that’s what it’s got to be.”

What raised the expectations of so many people was the Frozen Four. Gostisbehere put on a one-man exhibition, earning MVP honors (see story).

It was almost too good a script for Philly. Third-round dark-horse pick from 2012 has a stellar collegiate career and comes into his own at the same time the Flyers have a pressing need to get a homegrown defenseman on their roster, then amazes fans in Philadelphia, whetting their appetite for more.

“Such a special feeling for me and my teammates at Union,” Gostisberhere said of the Frozen Four. “Initially, I forgot when we were in the regionals that the Frozen Four was here in Philly.

“Just seemed the timing was right. The way we ended there. I could not say anything better. It was special to win in that building in front of my friends and family.”

And Flyer personnel, as well.

“He has a little way to go and he put some pounds on this summer,” Flyers director of player development Kjell Samuelsson said. “He won’t go up to 200 pounds. He gets away with it because he is so good on his skates. As soon as he gets the puck, he gets away from pressure right away.”

One thing Hextall stressed. He wants Gostisbehere to be fully ready for the physical brand of hockey in the NHL and develop the skills needed to minimize the dangerous hits at his smallish size.

Gotisbehere said he’s heard that before. His answer? You can’t hit what you can’t catch and he’s a snail darter.

He played two games with the Phantoms last spring. Just for a taste.

“I got hit one time,” he recalled. “I’m an elusive player. I won’t take hits like most guys would. I won’t shy away from them either. My skating allows me to maneuver around hits and play smart with my body type.”
Sanheim on Flyers camp: 'It doesn't feel real' 
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Travis Sanheim was selected with the 17th overall pick in last month's NHL draft at the Wells Fargo Center. (USA Today Images)

VOORHEES, N.J. -- As an organization, the Flyers had already studied up on Travis Sanheim well before they selected him with their first pick in last month’s draft.

Now it’s Sanheim’s turn to really get familiar with the team. 

The 18-year-old defenseman whom the Flyers took in the first round (17th overall) in last month’s draft is finally on the ice in a Flyers jersey, getting instruction from Flyers coaches and spending time with the organization’s other top prospects.

It’s been a whirlwind ever since his name was announced from the stage at the Wells Fargo Center June 27.

“It’s been busy the last few months for me, and it’s hard to believe I’m here today,” Sanheim said. “It’s kind of soaked in, but at the same time, it doesn’t feel like it’s real.”

Sanheim, one of 29 players participating in the Flyers’ development camp, knows the six-day program isn’t about winning a roster spot or proving to his coaches what he can do. Instead, it’s about refining skills and getting a jump on next season, one that won’t be spent in the NHL. 

The young defenseman’s journey to the Flyers has now officially begun, and his focus is on learning as much as he can this week -- on the ice and off of it.

“Just have fun and meet the guys,” Sanheim said. “It’s not really an evaluation week, it’s more of just getting to know the organization and the guys. I’m just looking to have a good week.”

Sanheim is one of three first-round draft picks attending the camp (2013’s pick Samuel Morin and 2012’s Scott Laughton are the other two). Because of that, he knows there are plenty of eyes on him, both from the team's front office and the fans who packed Skate Zone to watch the future Flyers in action. He knows there are expectations.

Sanheim knows this is "a big summer" for him. There’s some added pressure that comes with that. 

“Maybe a little bit,” he said. “But you know what, I feel like I’m just scratching the surface. I’m just developing as a player. I’ve got a lot of things to work on, but there’s a lot of ups to my game and I’m just looking to build on them.”

As for just what he's looking to improve, Sanheim knows he has a long way to go before he's NHL-ready. He's a strong, mobile skater with solid vision, but he has plenty left to work on. 

And that's what he's focused on this week.

“Just my skills, my overall skills as a player,” he said. “And definitely skating is something that everybody needs to work on just to get to that next level. I’m looking to take what they teach us here this week and build on it this summer."

Mark Friedman on mission at development camp 

July 13, 2014, 10:00 am
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In 51 games last season for the Waterloo Black Hawks, Mark Friedman scored 10 goals and 30 assists. (Photo credit: Philadelphia Flyers PR)

QUOTABLE

“

Coming out on the ice with such great guys with great skill, it’s really showing me that I’m actually here now.

”

—Mark Friedman

VOORHEES, N.J. -- Mark Friedman is out to make a name for himself.

The Flyers' 2014 third-round draft pick took his first steps on the ice in orange and black this week at the team’s six-day offseason development camp.

“It was good,” Friedman said after his first on-ice session. “Little rusty, but I’m sure it’ll be a lot better tomorrow.” 

Last month, the Flyers selected the 18-year-old defenseman from the USHL's Waterloo Black Hawks with the 86th pick in the draft. He was the second of three defensemen the Flyers selected this year. 

And only now has it started to feel real for the Toronto native.

“Coming out on the ice with such great guys with great skill, it’s really showing me that I’m actually here now," he said. “All the hard work's paid off, but I’ve still got a long way to go.”

Over the first few days of development camp, Friedman did his best to showcase his speed and offensive potential as a two-way defenseman to coaches and fans during drills. All the while, he said, getting used to a few new workouts and some different ice conditions.

"Catching passes on our backhand," Friedman said, "trying to emphasis how important taking passes are and working on not great ice helps out a lot too. Catching passes on not-so-great ice can really help you in the game."

The 5-foot-10, 185-pound blueliner has spent the past two seasons in Waterloo. In 51 games last season, Friedman totaled 10 goals and 30 assists with a plus-22 rating during that span, good enough for fourth in points in the USHL. He also added seven assists in the playoffs over 12 games.

Friedman could have risen higher up the board, if it weren’t for contracting mononucleosis in the middle of the last season (remind you of someone?), which caused him to miss nine games.

“It wasn’t too bad,” he said. “I didn’t lose my shape too much, but getting back to that level with speed and compete was hard to get back to at first. Then I got back into it, they gave me a week and I was good.”

Battling mono wasn’t the only tough experience of Friedman's past year. He has been committed to attending Bowling Green State University since he was 15 and planned on playing with the Falcons last year. However, a snafu involving paperwork caused Friedman's enrollment at the university to be delayed, and he spent another year in Waterloo instead.

Why Bowling Green? Friedman explained that his love for the coaches, the players and the atmosphere helped him commit at such a young age.

“I want to be a part of it,” he said. “I want to be a part of the uprising for Bowling Green and make them a better program.”

Having to wait another year may have been the best course of action for Friedman, he admitted, citing his maturity level on and off the ice as a point of growth from the previous season. 

"I didn’t think I was mature enough, as a person and a player," Friedman said. "The extra year really helped me out."

Friedman also said he didn’t really consider hopping over to the Ontario Hockey League to play instead of going back to the Black Hawks for a second season.

“Not making it in last year due to school issues and realizing that Waterloo had so many people drafted the year before, I realized that it was my best opportunity to come and get drafted," he said

Fast-forward a season later and Friedman has the chance to achieve more of his goals -- hopefully uninterrupted -- starting with impressing the Flyers' coaches at development camp.

“[My goal is] to make a name for myself. Just get better every day, no complaining,” Friedman said. “Listen to what the coaches have to say and just be a good guy on and off the ice.”

Flyers or Phantoms? Laughton's fate up in the air 

July 12, 2014, 9:00 am
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Scott Laughton, 20, is participating in his third player development camp this week. (USA Today Images)

VOORHEES, N.J. -- Scott Laughton will be making a big jump next season.

The question is: Where will he land?

Laughton, the Flyers’ first-round draft pick (20th overall) in 2012, won’t be returning to Oshawa, Ontario, where he spent three seasons with the OHL’s Generals.

The 20-year-old forward is headed to either the AHL’s Lehigh Valley Phantoms or the Flyers.

And obviously, he’s hoping for the latter.

“That’s what I’m working at and that’s what I’m training towards,” Laughton said. “We’ll see at camp. That’s what I’m hoping for.”

Laughton, who’s taking part in his third development camp with the Flyers this week, has actually already had a taste of the NHL. He played five games with the Flyers early on during the lockout-shortened 2013 season, but was returned to the OHL so as not to burn a year off of his entry-level contract. (Typically, the number of permitted games is nine -- but it was reduced because of the 48-game season.)

Laughton didn’t spend any time with the Flyers last year, but the experience in 2013 has stuck with him.

“I still think about it,” he said. “It was definitely a dream come true, and that’s where I want to be next year. That’s the ultimate goal. There’s no lying about it, that’s where I want to be. I just loved it up there. It’s the best league in the world. Hopefully I can make it a permanent stay.”

Laughton knows there’s a very good chance he’ll spend another year waiting for his NHL shot, however. General manager Ron Hextall has extolled the values of not rushing prospects, and it’s no secret the Flyers are already crowded at center, his natural position. There could be space on the fourth line, but the problem is, Laughton isn't that kind of player. 

“That's a tough call,” coach Craig Berube said. “The thing with a player like that is you don't want to hurt his offense, and he's an offensive player. He's a good two-way player, but there's been guys -– Joe Thornton started on the fourth line in Boston -- that developed into a highly skilled offensive player. I think it just depends on the situation. I keep saying it, but it's what's best for the team at the time. If it's best that he makes the team, and he's deserving of making the team, we'll make that decision.

“That's a tough question to answer, if we're hurting his development or not because there's players that have gone on to be players that started on the fourth line, played 10 minutes a night, killed penalties and checked.”

If he heads to the Lehigh Valley, though, and not Philadelphia, Laughton won’t be disappointed. He understands – and shares – Hextall’s long-term view and Berube's team-first approach.

“I got sent back to junior this year, and took it pretty well,” Laughton said. “I tried to play to the best of my ability, and just tried to get better every day. I’m still pretty young, I just turned 20, and I want to play in the league 15 years from now, not play when I’m 20 and be out of the league soon. I’m going to develop the best I can, and hopefully I can make a roster spot. If not, then that happens and I move forward.”

And, according to director of player development Chris Pryor, he might benefit from it, too.

“It will be a better situation playing in Allentown from a development situation,” Pryor said. “It’s not going to hurt any of those guys to go down there and have a big role. They’re still young guys. It’s going to be a little bit different look there.”

No matter where he ends up for 2014-15, Laughton has come a long way since 2012. That's palpable simply by the way he carries himself -- but he’s also played in both the AHL and NHL since then. He captained Canada’s World Junior team last winter. And he tallied an impressive 40 goals (87 points) in 50 games with the Generals last season. 

The difference between Laughton in 2012 and Laughton in 2014, he said, is “huge.”

“My body’s gotten bigger,” he said. “I think I’m way more powerful on my feet. I felt way better this year around the puck in the corners, and things like that -- getting low and being powerful.

“I learned a lot of up there. Time with the puck was huge. I think I took my offensive game to another level, too. Going to World Juniors and things like that, all the experiences I could take.”

But this week at Skate Zone, Laughton has naturally shifted into the role of a veteran -- he's here to get a jump on preparations for the 2014-15 season, sure, but he's also realized he brings a lot more to the six-day camp.

"It’s my third one, so I'm trying to help the younger guys," Laughton said. "It’s nerve-wracking coming in for your first camp. You’re new to the organization. I’m kind of new here too because we’ve got new player development and things like that. It’s all new. Everyone’s got a fresh start."

Hextall on Stolarz's hip: 'There is no red flag' 

July 11, 2014, 6:00 pm
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Anthony Stolarz was the Flyers' second-round pick in 2012. (Photo courtesy of the Flyers)

VOORHEES, N.J. -- Flyers general manager Ron Hextall doesn’t anticipate any long-term consequences for Anthony Stolarz following hip surgery at the age of 20.

The No. 1 goalie prospect in the organization, who is expected to start for the Phantoms this season, had his left hip “cleaned out” last month and will not practice in this development camp.

Stolarz is expected to be fully healthy for this fall's training camp.

“It happened over time -- typical goalie and he had a clean-up,” Hextall said Friday. “To my knowledge that is pretty much it. There is no red flag.

“If you look at every goalie’s hips, you could probably do them all. The kid in the draft this year and last year had it at 17-18. …

“This is long-term and no issues, no recurrence. He’s no worse off than … there’s no red flag that goes up because a goaltender has surgery when he is a young guy. I wish I had it done at [age] 24 and I had it a few years ago. I had these issues when I was young.”

Hextall said the other side is that if Stolarz did not have the surgery, a goalie tends to “lock up” in the hip.

He said while Stolarz's summer training regime may be affected, nothing else will.

Stolarz was not permitted to talk about his injury. He said he was disappointed at not being able to work with goalie coach Jeff Reese this week.

“There were some things I wanted to work on [in camp] with Reeser,” Stolarz said. “For me, watching and getting to know the guys and my future teammates, and just try to be around as much as possible.”

Hatcher gone

Hextall said Derian Hatcher’s contract with the club to work with young defensive prospects was not renewed. Hextall said the club left open the possibility of future work down the line.

Robert Hagg eager to hone game in Flyers' system 

July 11, 2014, 12:00 pm
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VOORHEES, N.J. -- All things considered, Robert Hagg believes the 50 games he played in Europe for top tier Modo last season were a tutorial for coming to North America this fall.

The 6-foot-2, 204-pound defensive prospect was the Flyers' second-round pick in the 2013 draft and is expected to play with the Phantoms this season.

“There are a lot of professionals in Sweden, but I feel it’s best for me to get over here,” Hagg said Friday, as Flyers development camp continued at Skate Zone.

“Learn the game here. My goal is to play in the NHL. I will learn more if I play in the American Hockey League than the one or two years before that.”

There is a fascinating dynamic going on with the Flyers right now and it will continue to unfold for the next several years as more than a dozen defensemen vie to make the NHL cut.

Hagg, Shayne Gostisbehere and Samuel Morin are in the top tier of drafted players closest to transitioning to the NHL level, but as general manager Ron Hextall points out, none of these prospects will be rushed, even if it means the Flyers' blue line suffers a while longer for lack of youth and more speed.

This is a development camp where training and nutrition are emphasized and prospects get to size each other up in workouts and fundamental drills before training camp opens in September.

“The main reason Hagg is coming over here is he has to get used to playing North American hockey and the smaller ice surface,” director of player development Kjell Samuelsson, who scouted Hagg in Europe, said.

“He played 1 1/2 years in the elite league and he is used to playing against full grown men. Maybe not as physical, but he played against stronger guys.”

A former Flyers defenseman himself, Samuelsson projects Hagg as a guy who can handle the second-unit power play and first-unit penalty kill. What he likes best is the Swede’s skating ability and all-around game.

“His strength is on the defensive side,” Samuelsson said.

The left-handed Hagg -- he pronounces it “Haig” -- knows full well who he is up against and who his competition is to nail a spot on the Flyers' roster in the year(s) ahead.

“It’s fun,” Hagg said. “A lot of great guys. You have to compete every day to beat them. It’s good for me to have some guys at the same level. It helps me.

“All the defensemen have different kinds of play. Like Morin is more a defensive defender. Gos is more of an offensive defender and I see myself as more of a two-way defender.

“It’s all kind of different roles they have picked. I have not seen the guy they took this year, [Travis] Sanheim. I don’t know anything about him.”

Hagg has the physical tools and correctly sees himself as a two-way defenseman who does not specialize in any one aspect, though he worked more on his defensive game in Europe.

“He can do a little bit of everything,” Samuelsson said when asked what separates Hagg from the others.

Hagg is sturdily-built -- physically bigger than Gostisbehere -- and believes the 10 games he spent with the Phantoms last spring were vital in convincing him he had to get into the AHL this fall.

“It was good,” he said. “It’s happening more times. You have to be prepared for every shift there. I think it is more fun to play over here (North America). It’s more physical. You get scoring chances from everywhere.

“This is the right time for me to get over here. Every player is different in development. This year is the right time for me.”

Hagg admitted his overall game needs to be more consistent and feels he made advances from playing with Modo’s “B” unit two years ago to its top club last season.

“Of course, if you are playing with a junior in Modo you are playing different than the A team in Modo,” he said. "[I’m] more consistent than last year, and I will need to be even more consistent to get this spot with the Flyers. I am on my way and we’ll see what happens.”

The season in Europe is 55 games and is obviously longer in the AHL. Hagg said his weight is enough to handle the extra games without incurring a loss in strength.

“I hope so, but we’ll know in June,” he said.

Interestingly, like the other defensive prospects, Hagg doesn’t feel the pressure to get to the NHL level right away. He has a tactical plan.

“Just get in a great mood and feel comfortable,” Hagg said. “That is my goal for this camp. Then in September at the training camp, my goal is to take a spot.”

Flyers select Travis Sanheim with 17th pick 

June 27, 2014, 9:00 pm
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The Flyers selected defenseman Travis Sanheim with the 17th pick in the first round of the NHL draft on Friday. (USA Today Images)

Updated: 11:00 p.m.

Travis Sanheim was a relative unknown. The defenseman the Flyers selected with their No. 17 pick was far from a lock to be chosen in the first round of the NHL draft.

But Flyers general manager Ron Hextall knew him. And not just because the team had met with him at the NHL combine and again just ahead of the draft.

“My mom’s stepbrother is related to Hextall,” Sanheim said. “My mom grew up knowing Ron Hextall, so I did have a little bit of a connection. But we obviously haven’t seen him for a long time.”

Sanheim is from Elkhorn, Manitoba, just over an hour away from Hextall’s hometown of Brandon. 

The 18-year-old shot up through pre-draft rankings over the past year, his first season with the WHL’s Calgary Hitmen. He had been placed as low as 167th among North American skaters in Central Scouting’s mid-year list, before settling in at 53.

Still, 53 is quite a distance from 17. But as they’ve done in the past, the Flyers chose based on progression -- and the 6-foot-3, 181-pound defenseman has shown a great deal of improvement over the past handful of months.

That’s a big part of why he met with all 30 NHL teams, and knew that there were other interested parties had the Flyers not claimed him.

“We really liked him,” Hextall said. “The second half of the year, the kid just rose and rose and rose. He’s a young boy, you look at him, he’s got a lot of upside. He’s going to fill out and get a lot bigger.”

Sanheim played for Canada’s U-18 team at the World Junior Championship this year, putting in a stellar performance that he believed “opened up a lot of scouts’ eyes.” But in reality, Hextall said, almost every one of the Flyers’ scouts had seen him play for the Hitmen and were impressed with what they saw.

The cause for improvement in his game over the second half of the season, Sanheim said, was simple.

“I started to play with more confidence,” he said. “And I’ve been doing more things with the puck. That’s what I need to do to be successful in the Western Hockey League, and I felt like I did that in the second half.”

Sanheim compared his game to Jay Bouwmeester’s, suggesting his skating and ability to see the ice are akin to the veteran St. Louis Blue's. He’s a strong, mobile skater, the kind of player who can make a solid first pass but also jump up into the rush when the opportunity presents itself.

He’s exactly the kind of defenseman the Flyers have been missing, though he’s still years away from the NHL. Only a year ago, he was playing junior hockey in the MJHL and wasn’t even contemplating the draft. He knows he needs to work on his strength and put on weight.

“The last few months for me have been crazy,” Sanheim said. “I wasn’t sure whether I was going to be selected in the first round or not. I knew I had a chance to go to the Flyers, they were really interested. I’m just glad to be selected by them.”

Now, as a member of the Flyers organization, he’s got competition. Sanheim is the ninth defenseman drafted by the Flyers over the past three years, the second in a row chosen in the first round (Sam Morin was selected 11th overall in 2013).

And even though most of the fans who’d packed the Wells Fargo Center had never heard of him before Friday night, Sanheim was met with thunderous cheers and applause when Hextall announced his name on the stage.

It was a small taste of what could lie ahead.

“Leading up to the Philadelphia pick, when the fans started going nuts, you could feel the passion in the building,” he said. “I was starting to shake. I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to stand for the pick.

“It was a great feeling.”

Goalie Stolarz recovering from hip surgery 

July 10, 2014, 6:15 pm
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Goalie Anthony Stolarz was the Flyers' second-round pick in 2012. (CSN Philly)

VOORHEES, N.J. -- Anthony Stolarz, the projected starting goalie for the Phantoms this coming season, did not go on the ice for the first day of Flyers developmental camp.

General manager Ron Hextall said following the afternoon session that Stolarz had hip surgery last month and needed additional time to recover, but he should be cleared to resume on-ice activities in about a month.

The 20-year-old from Jackson, New Jersey, who was the Flyers' second-round pick in 2012, met with reporters in the morning and talked at length about his skate cut injury last season but never mentioned he had hip surgery in the offseason.

NHL draft: Panthers select Aaron Ekblad No. 1 

June 27, 2014, 7:30 pm
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The Panthers selected Aaron Ekblad with the first overall pick in Friday's NHL draft. (AP)

With the first pick of the NHL draft, the Florida Panthers went with 15 seconds of dramatic pause before announcing the name.

The silence felt much longer for Aaron Ekblad.

"I was just sitting there just kind of scared and excited at the same time," he said.

At last, general manager Dale Tallon made the call for Ekblad, selecting the defenseman with the first pick in the Friday night.

Ekblad, a 6-foot-4, 214-pound defenseman who played for Barrie in the Ontario Hockey League, is the first defenseman to go No. 1 since St. Louis took Erik Johnson in 2006.

Without a clear cut No. 1 on the board, Tallon was open to trading the pick. In the end, he decided to take the 18-year-old defenseman from Belle River, Ontario, with the first selection at the Wells Fargo Center.

"That is the burden of expectation. I chase it," Ekblad said. "I want that burden of expectation. I want that feel for motivation and I want to succeed under that."

The Panthers had a top-three pick in the NHL draft for the fourth time in the past five years. The first three -- defenseman Erik Gudbranson (in 2010), wing Jonathan Huberdeau (2011) and center Aleksander Barkov (2013) -- all played significant roles last season. Florida also won the draft lottery in 2002 and 2003, but traded away those picks.

"We are thrilled to have selected Aaron with the No. 1 pick," Tallon said. "He is a strong, smart and physically mature defenseman who skates well and can play at both ends of the ice. Aaron is another building block for our team and we are confident that he will fit well with our young nucleus of talented players that includes Aleksander Barkov, Nick Bjugstad, Jonathan Huberdeau and Erik Gudbranson. We look forward to his continued growth and contributions to our team and the South Florida community."

Ekblad was the OHL's most outstanding defenseman last season, ranking first among defensemen with 23 goals and tying for fifth with 53 points. He also served as Barrie's captain.

Ekblad said he was NHL ready and should fit in with the Panthers after a recent scouting mission.

"You look who they have on their back end, right or left shots, all that kind of stuff," he said. "I was watching to see if Florida would get a new coach. The last little while, it's pretty fun to just follow that after the season."

Flyers fans packed the arena for the first draft in the city. They gave one of the longest sustained boos in recent memory for NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman's draft introduction. He was drowned out for most of his 2-minute speech thanking the city for its hospitality.

"Isn't this supposed to be the city of brotherly love," he asked.

Bettman heard a huge ovation over the "Let's Go Flyers!" chant when he introduced the hometown team for the 17th pick.

"That's more like it," he said.

There was mild applause when the team selected little-known defenseman Travis Sanheim.

Former Flyer Rod Brind'Amour received a huge ovation when the Carolina assistant coach made the pick for the Hurricanes.

The Sabres selected center Sam Reinhart with the second overall pick. He is the son of former NHL player Paul Reinhart, who was selected by the Atlanta Flames in the first round in 1979.

Reinhart has the potential to be a top-line center in filling a key need for the rebuilding Sabres, who are coming off one of their worst seasons in franchise history. Buffalo (21-51-10) finished last in the NHL standings, and set a franchise record for losses.

The Edmonton Oilers selected center Leon Draisaitl with the third overall pick, Calgary took center Sam Bennett with the fourth pick and the New York Islanders picked forward Michael Dal Colle fifth. Vancouver selected forward Jake Virtanen with the sixth pick, Carolina took defenseman Haydn Fleury seventh, Toronto took forward William Nylander eighth, Winnipeg selected forward Nickolaj Ehlers ninth and Anaheim completed the top 10 with forward Nick Ritchie.

The Coyotes made their first pick since changing their name from Phoenix to Arizona. They selected forward Brendan Perlini with the first pick in "Arizona" history.

There was a big trade in the hours before the draft, when the Anaheim Ducks acquired center Ryan Kesler from the Vancouver Canucks for center Nick Bonino, defenseman Luca Sbisa and the 24th overall pick Friday.

The 29-year-old Kesler is a standout two-way center who has spent his entire 10-season career in Vancouver, compiling six 20-goal seasons and 392 career points. The two-time U.S. Olympian won the Selke Trophy in 2011 as the NHL's best defensive forward.

Nashville traded forward Patric Hornqvist and Nick Spaling to the Pittsburgh Penguins for forward James Neal midway through the draft.

Flyers free-agent target: Derek Roy 

June 27, 2014, 5:30 pm
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Derek Roy has 177 goals and 492 points in 666 career NHL games. (AP)

FREE-AGENT TARGETS

Flyers free-agent target: Tom Gilbert 

Flyers free-agent target: Milan Michalek 

Flyers free-agent target: Cody Franson (RFA) 

Flyers free-agent target: Evgeni Nabokov 

Flyers free-agent target: Jussi Jokinen 
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Each day from now until July 1, the day free agency begins, Sarah Baicker and Tim Riday will profile some of the NHL's top impending free agents and project their likelihood of signing with the Flyers.

Derek Roy, center

Age: 31

Height: 5-9

Weight: 184

Last team: St. Louis Blues

2013-14 cap hit: $4 million

Scouting report

Known for his tremendous vision and playmaking ability, Roy simply makes players around him better. He can skate, pass and even score when needed. His production has declined over the past few seasons, but he has an impeccable work ethic. Injuries can be an issue because he plays a fearless game and won't shy away from contact. He has great leadership qualities and is well-respected by many players around the league.

Roy, a four-time 20-goal scorer, was selected with the 32-overall pick of the 2011 NHL draft by the Buffalo Sabres. His best season came in 2007-08, when he scored 32 goals and finished the year with 81 points in 78 games. Approaching the last year of his contract, Roy was traded by the Sabres to the Dallas Stars on July 2, 2012. He played just 30 games with the Stars before being dealt to the Vancouver Canucks on April 2, 2013. He explored free agency last summer and ultimatly agreed to a one-year, $4 million deal with the Blues. He scored just nine goals and had 37 points in 75 games with St. Louis last season.

Baicker's projection

Even if Ron Hextall is able to make a miracle happen and trade Vinny Lecavalier, the Flyers don't need a center. They're overloaded -- Brayden Schenn just re-signed, there's Claude Giroux, there's Sean Couturier ... and 2012 draft pick Scott Laughton is knocking on the door, too. So, even if Roy were willing to come to Philadelphia cheap, he just doesn't make sense. Center is the one area in the Flyers' organization they simply don't need. I would be surprised if the Flyers even considered an aging, inconsistent center, given what they've already got.

Riday's projection

The Flyers don't need a center. I know. And Roy's numbers are down. I know. Just hear me out for a second. Let's say the Flyers decide to go with Brayden Schenn as their first-line left winger. And let's say Ron Hextall manages to dump Vinny Lecavalier's contract. Who's the Flyers' second-line center? Sean Couturier has proved to be a perfect shutdown center and don't think Scott Laughton is ready to play second-line minutes. That's where Roy comes into play. He's a veteran with a great attitude and a strong desire to win. Does he have anything left in the tank offensively? He might. His nine goals and 37 points certainly wasn't worth the $4 million St. Louis payed him last season. He struggled to find consistency and chemistry with the lines former Flyers coach Ken Hitchcock was placing him on. So I think the Blues will go in a different direction and let Roy go to free agency. Signing Roy to a cheap, short-term deal could prove to be one of those low-risk, high-reward scenarios. That is of course if the Flyers make the aforementioned moves.

Ron Hextall's mindset: Clear cap space 

June 27, 2014, 12:00 pm
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With the Flyers only $1.86 million under the salary cap, Ron Hextall may look to trade more players or trade back in the draft Friday night. (AP)

When Ron Hextall left the general manager meetings in New York during the Stanley Cup Final, he told people he was looking for salary cap relief and to make some deals.

Within two weeks, Columbus stepped forward and proposed a swap of R.J. Umberger for Scott Hartnell.

The message Hextall carries into this weekend’s NHL draft at the Wells Fargo Center remains the same: Take someone off my hands.

The Flyers, who are the No. 1 club up against the salary cap in the league, need relief with about $1.86 million available space right now under the mandated $71.1 million limit, according to Capgeek.com.

“I’m not going to make a deal for the sake of making a deal,” Hextall said. “If something makes sense for us, then we’ll do it. As far as predicting, I have no idea.”

The Flyers have had discussions with Vinny Lecavalier’s agent, Kent Hughes, about whether he fits moving forward given the club’s overload at center and Lecavalier’s inability to get comfortable at wing, especially on the left side, a position of need for the Flyers (see story).

If the Flyers could find a way to move Lecavalier’s $4.5 million salary this week and also get the veteran center to waive his no-movement clause, they will do it. He has four years left on the deal, so the Flyers might have to eat some money.

With free agency less than two weeks away, Hextall is severely impeded from doing anything without cap relief.

In fact, Hextall admitted it doesn’t make any sense for the Flyers to interview prospective free agents during the grace period the new CBA allows -- which began Wednesday -- because they don’t have enough money to sign anyone.

Hextall comes into this NHL draft with a pair of handcuffs on his wrists.

“You could look at it that way or you could look at it the other way where teams might be looking to grab something off you because you do need relief,” Hextall said.

“That is what I kind of put out there. We do need relief and if you have any ideas, give me a shout. It’s not an option, but there are teams out there that need help. We’ll see where it goes.”

The cap floor (minimum) is $44 million and there were four clubs under that at mid-week.

So keep in mind during this draft the Flyers aren’t looking so much to “add” to their NHL roster with a veteran player, as much as “losing” a contract to gain them space.

Historically, the Flyers have made some big moves at the draft and always look to make something happen.

Of course, they completed the Hartnell trade this week before the draft began and also re-signed Brayden Schenn. They’ve already made some news.

Another thing to watch in the first round is the possibility of the Flyers moving down from their pick at No. 17 if they can acquire an additional pick in the second round.

They would only do this if they can’t move up and an opportunity presents itself going the other direction (see story).

“What do we need to make it worth our while, so at this point you get a face on it, so if we're moving back we'll get a face on what we think we need to move back and how many picks we can move back,” Hextall said.

“‘OK, we're giving up essentially this type of guy and now we're adding this type and this type.' You almost view it just like a trade. 'Would I trade this one asset for these two?'”

Hextall considers this an average draft, another reason to move down under the right circumstances (see story).

“It's a good draft, but not a great draft,” he said. “It's funny you talk to the amateur scouts every year and four out of five years are bad drafts … then that one year's good draft. The one year is the exception. Four out of five are pretty much the average draft.”

NHL draft prep: 10 targets who fit Flyers' needs 

June 27, 2014, 11:00 am
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Tony DeAngelo (far right) is one of 10 prospects the Flyers could target in the NHL draft. (AP)

New general Ron Hextall will be making the final decision on his first draft for the Flyers. He has an excellent reputation for identifying talent and that should excite the fan base.

Here are players they may have a chance at drafting in no particular order.

1. Alex Tuch, 6-4/213, RW

He’s a highly skilled power forward. The Flyers don’t have anybody like him in their system. Players with his skill set go on to be very productive players.

2. Tony DeAngelo, 5-11/175, D 

The Flyers interviewed the South Jersey native at the combine and he made no bones about wanting to play for his hometown team. The Flyers would likely have to trade up for the offensively gifted, smooth-skating blueliner.

3. Alexis Vanier, 6-5/215, D 

A big defenseman who hits hard, shoots hard and will drop the gloves. He has an active stick on defense and could be a great bookend with Sam Morin down the road.

4. Anton Karlsson, 6-1/187, RW  

He has a hard shot. He makes scoring chances occur with pinpoint passing. He’s a very fast skater who describes himself as a “warrior.” In a draft that features some nice wingers, the Flyers have to land one.

5. Kasperi Kapanen, 5-11/172, RW 

 The Flyers spoke to Sami’s son, so they certainly have some interest. Now do you hope this two-way prospect falls or do you trade up for him? He has all the tools in the toolbox.

6. Sonny Milano, 6-0/183, LW 

He has soft hands, he’s tenacious on offense and he plays well in the dirty areas. I can see the Flyers keeping an eye on this wild card who can certainly get picked before their turn or have to decide whether they’ll pass on him.

7. Dysin Mayo, 6-1/180, D 

He just won a Memorial Cup with the Edmonton Oil Kings and his increased minutes show how far he’s come. He can quarterback a power play and he’s an excellent puck mover. He’s not a complete project, but from the second round on he’d be a good pick.

8. Joe Wegwerth, 6-3/230, LW  

This heavy hitter played well for the NTDP. He knows how to use his size and he can grind it out along the wall. If he’s around late he could be a good pickup because you have to have some players who can play this type of hockey. Committed to Notre Dame.

9. Demico Hannoun, 6-0/185, C 

He’s Nick Petan’s cousin, who was drafted by the Winnipeg Jets last year, and he was almost a point-per-game player in the BCHL. He has a heavy shot and he’s physical. Good late-round gamble. Committed to Michigan Tech.

10. Adrian Kempe, 6-2/187, LW  

Again the Flyers could use a big winger in their system and this Swede would be a fine selection with their first-round pick. He has a ton of skill and he’s already playing against men. He’s probably on the Flyers' draft board.
Flyers development camp: 5 players to watch 

July 10, 2014, 9:00 am
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Pictured from left to right: Scott Laughton, Travis Sanheim and Samuel Morin. (USA Today Images)

Roster spots won’t be won or lost at development camp.

The point of the annual gathering of Flyers prospects is more about getting a jump on preparations for the fall than it is about making an impression. That comes later, at rookie camp and training camp, in September.

This year, though, there's a collection of players worth keeping an eye on -- including a few who weren’t ready to make the jump to the NHL last season who might just be ready this year. Their journeys start today.

Here are five to watch:

Travis Sanheim

Development Camp will be most Flyers fans' first chance to see this year’s first-round draft pick on the ice. Sanheim won’t make the team this season; he’s still at least a few years away. But the Flyers are very high on the young defenseman, whom they selected 17th overall, and believe he’s got a lot of upside. This week’s camp will be his first opportunity to show it.

Scott Laughton

Arguably the most NHL-ready of all 29 players attending the camp, Laughton will spend the summer proving he deserves to stick around with the Flyers for good this year. He already has five games of NHL experience under his belt (in 2013), and had yet another strong year with the OHL’s Oshawa Generals in 2013-14. He was named captain of Team Canada at the World Junior Championship last year, too. The Flyers’ roster is crowded at center, sure, but this could finally be Laughton’s year.

Samuel Morin

The towering defenseman selected in the first round of last year’s draft has put on 20 pounds this offseason, and told French-language site TVASports.ca that he wants to make the Flyers’ roster this fall. Will it happen? Probably not. Could it? Perhaps -- the Flyers haven’t been able to bring in defensive help this summer and they’re still in need of it. Morin stuck around at training camp for a while last year; if he sticks around even longer this time around, he would come cheap. And that, as we know, wouldn’t hurt. 

Shayne Gostisbehere

Speaking of young, cheap defensive talent, Gostisbehere could be another option to flesh out the Flyers’ roster, should the team decide to do so. The Flyers inked the Union college product to an entry-level deal earlier this year, and then-GM Paul Holmgren said “it’s not far-fetched” that the Frozen Four standout could be in the NHL in 2014-15. "Ghost," as he's known, is a much-improved player from the version that the Flyers drafted in the third round in 2012.

Robert Hagg

Rounding out the trio of top defensive prospects is Robert Hagg, whom the Flyers selected 41st overall in last year’s draft. Hagg played against men in Sweden for two years, and made a seamless transition to the AHL late last season when he spent 10 games with the Adirondack Phantoms. A strong skater who’s projected to be a possible future top-pairing D-man, Hagg will most likely spend this season with the Phantoms -- but it’s not completely impossible he makes a leap to the NHL, either.
What should Flyers do with Vinny Lecavalier if they can't trade him? 

July 8, 2014, 4:30 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

3 

Boo 

0 

Email 

You may have heard this recently, but the Philadelphia Flyers are trying to trade Vinny Lecavalier just about a year after signing him to a five-year, $22.5 million contract.

Lecavalier is sitting on the trade block - as he has been for weeks now - while Flyers general manager Ron Hextall continues to try and find a willing trade partner for the 34-year-old center who doesn’t have a natural fit in the Flyers lineup anymore.

Deals with the Nashville Predators and Ottawa Senators have been rumored but have spun their tires in mud reportedly due to Lecavalier’s hefty salary of $4.5 million per year – a reasonable reluctance considering Lecavalier’s injury woes (face, back) and overall inconsistency last season – and the Flyers unwillingness to eat a good portion of his salary.

Those deals could always be revisited, especially the Nashville one now that center Mike Fisher is out with an Achilles rupture.

But those facts above beg this question: Where should the Flyers play Lecavalier this upcoming season if they are forced to hold on to him?

It’s a scenario that grows more and more plausible as each summer day without a trade passes.

Keep in mind that this is not the same situation that happened with defenseman Wade Redden and the New York Rangers a few years ago when the Rangers couldn’t trade Redden and stashed the defenseman and his salary in the minors. Lecavalier has a no-movement clause so he can’t be sent to the minors without his consent.

But back to Lecavalier and his potential role with the Flyers this upcoming season.

He definitely wouldn’t play on Sean Couturier’s shutdown third line that faces the opposition’s best players every night due to his defensive inefficiencies at this point in his career. Lecavalier finished a team low minus-16 least season in just 69 regular season games played and his minus-5 rating in the seven-game playoff series against the Rangers was the second-lowest rating on the team, just ahead of Braydon Coburn’s minus-6.

He wouldn’t be the second-line center because the Flyers just made in investment in Brayden Schenn to play that spot going forward and want Schenn to grow and flourish as a player in that spot. And he wouldn’t be the other wing on that line with Wayne Simmonds because that experiment didn’t work so well last season to the point that Lecavalier was demoted to the fourth line and had his ice time slashed.

Speaking of which, Lecavalier could play the fourth-line center spot but that wouldn’t be the best spot or the linemates to play with if the Flyers want to showcase him for an in-season trade. Plus, that spot could already be groomed for prized prospect Scott Laughton. Think along the lines of how Couturier was used in his rookie season of 2011-12.

That leaves one line to play on and that’s the Flyers’ top line.

Really? A player whom the team is almost desperate to trade now could play on the team’s top line? Yep, as the scoring winger Claude Giroux needs to play with.

It’s no secret that Lecavalier, a natural center, didn’t play well when he was moved to the second-line wing spot last year. But it’s also no secret that Claude Giroux needs a bonafide, high-scoring winger to play alongside. Lecavalier still has a bomb of a shot and can still put the puck in the net, as evidenced by the fact he posted 20 goals in those 69 regular season games he played last season. He can still be a threat if paired with the right players. And there’s almost no better player to be paired with than Giroux. And don’t forget a budding elite playmaker in Jake Voracek.

Teams honed in on Giroux last season because they knew Voracek is a pass-first player and Scott Hartnell wasn’t going to create a play against them. For an example, look at how they Rangers played Giroux in the playoffs when they just smothered him and dared the rest of the Flyers to beat them.

Imagine how much more dangerous Giroux could be with a legitimate offensive threat next to him to create space for him to work his magic. And for those that say Lecavalier isn’t a legitimate scoring threat anymore, a guy with his offensive skills playing with guys as dynamic as Giroux and Voracek instantly makes him a legitimate scoring threat.

And, after the way last season went and this summer’s turmoil, the Flyers would be getting a motivated Lecavalier who would be ready to prove all his doubters wrong. That would be a good thing. Plus, Giroux and Voracek are adept enough defensively that they’ll be able to cover up Lecavalier’s defensive missteps a good portion of the time.

While this is all hypothetical for now and certainly not ideal, it could work.
July 4 Observations: Flyers' cap, Hartnell & more 

Can the Flyers unload Vinny Lecavalier?

July 4, 2014, 11:00 am

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

1 

Email 

In Ron Hextall's (middle) first offseason as general manager, the Flyers have traded Scott Hartnell (left) to Columbus and drafted Travis Sanheim (right) over South Jersey's Anthony DeAngelo, who was arguably the best offensive defenseman in the draft. (USA Today Images)

Between trades, a draft and free-agent signings, Ron Hextall has had already had an eventful, busy two months on the job as Flyers general manager.

Here are four thoughts on this 4th of July weekend: 

1. Money conscious

One Paul Holmgren quote always resonated with me when it came to his salary cap compliance, "We'll cross that bridge when we get to it."

Hextall has been forced to cross it very cautiously. The one-year extension given to Kimmo Timonen was a club-friendly $2 million base deal, and Hextall also acted responsibly re-signing Brayden Schenn to a modest two-year contract allowing the player to show some progression before the Flyers make a lengthier commitment. However, Hextall may not have the luxury of taking a penny-pinching approach if he wants to trade Vinny Lecavalier.

As I wrote earlier, the move is an addition by subtraction transaction. Perhaps, Hextall is holding out as long as he can in hopes of receiving a player or a draft pick. Ultimately, it will come down to how much salary the Flyers will retain. After picking up a $2 million dollar roster bonus July 1, Lecavalier is now due $14 million more for the remainder of his term, and by terms of the CBA, the Flyers can only pick up half of that value.

I admire Hextall's trying to stand firm financially, but it's hard to rationalize after the organization spent $24 million in compliance buyouts just last year. 

2. Upgrading between the pipes

One area Hextall could have upgraded through free agency was signing a backup to Steve Mason. Justin Peters (WASH), Thomas Greiss (PIT) and Chad Johnson (NYI) were younger, healthier alternatives snatched up within the first 90 minutes of free agency and given comparable deals to the one-year, $1 million contract the Flyers presented Ray Emery.

You have to admire Emery's toughness, resiliency and team-first attitude he has shown throughout his career, but the Rangers exposed some obvious weaknesses in his game. The one underlying question you have to ask if you're a GM: Is your backup capable of carrying the load if the starter is injured long term? With Emery's injury history, I'm not sure he can be a No. 1 for an extended period of time. Remember, Emery hadn't started back-to-back games this past season until the playoffs.   

3. #Hartnelldown

You may not like the return Hextall received in the Scott Hartnell trade, but I believe the former Flyers forward received a free pass at times during his seven-year stint in Philadelphia.

Hartnell's in-your-face, stand-up-for-a-teammate style fit perfectly with the blue-collar attitude Flyers fans appreciate, but there were too many shifts and too many games when Hartnell was an invisible presence on the ice. As much criticism Lecavalier received for his first season with the Flyers, he still scored 20 goals in 69 games while battling injuries.

Compare that to a healthier Hartnell who managed just 20 goals in 78 games and that was playing alongside Claude Giroux for much of the season. For whatever reason, Hartnell wasn't dedicated to offseason conditioning and he didn't possess that extra gear in the playoffs, which resulted in scoring just four goals over his last 29 postseason games. If the Blue Jackets believe they've acquired a top-line winger, they should reassess their thinking.  

4. Draft day decisions

I think the most interesting decision to come out of last Friday's first round wasn't so much Hextall's pursuit of the Panthers' No. 1 overall pick, but rather the selection of defenseman Travis Sanheim over South Jersey's Anthony DeAngelo, who was picked just two spots later by the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Central Scouting had DeAngelo, arguably the most gifted offensive defenseman in the draft, ranked 14th in their final rankings while Sanheim was a distant 53rd. Personally, I don't think DeAngelo's attitude issues should have played much of a factor, and after talking with an unnamed Flyers source, the organization simply preferred Sanheim's offensive ceiling to go along with his size.

Projecting NHL potential is difficult, but eight-to-10 years from now passing on homegrown talent as good as DeAngelo may come back to haunt the Flyers, especially if Shayne Gostisbehere, who plays a similar game to DeAngelo, doesn't pan out.
Giroux on arrest: 'Misguided attempt at humor' 

What does Giroux's arrest mean for his future?
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One day after the news of his arrest in Ottawa surfaced, Claude Giroux called his arrest a "misguided attempt at humor" in a statement Thursday. (USA Today Images)

After speaking with both Flyers general manager Ron Hextall and coach Craig Berube, team captain Claude Giroux apologized for his inappropriate actions Monday afternoon in Ottawa.

Giroux was arrested and released without being charged for pinching a male police officer’s butt more than once in a bar (see story).

The Ottawa Sun broke the story, and pictures of Giroux being arrested surfaced on the Internet.

“I regret my actions on Canada Day and sincerely apologize to my fans, teammates and the Philadelphia Flyers organization for my misguided attempt at humor,” Giroux said in a statement released by the team Thursday.

“Following an investigation, law enforcement determined that charges are not warranted. I have the utmost respect for law enforcement and apologize to the Ottawa Police Department and specifically the individual officer. I will be making no further public comment on this matter.

“I will not be distracted from my ongoing preparation for the upcoming season. I remain 100 percent committed and focused on working with my team to return the Stanley Cup to Philadelphia.”

Hextall also released a statement Thursday.

“We’ve been in contact with Claude and the Ottawa Police Service and have been informed that no charges will be filed,” Hextall said.

“Moving forward, we will deal with this incident internally and we will no longer publicly discuss this matter.”

NHL officials were also involved in the matter, speaking with Ottawa police and the Flyers.
NHL Notes: Hurricanes bring back Tim Gleason 
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Defenseman Tim Gleason, who played parts of eight seasons for the Hurricanes before being traded to the Maple Leafs in January, signed a one-year deal to go back to Carolina. (USA Today Images)

RALEIGH, N.C -- The Carolina Hurricanes are bringing back Tim Gleason.

General manager Ron Francis said Thursday that the team and Gleason have agreed to a one-year, $1.2 million contract.

Carolina traded the 31-year-old defenseman to Toronto on Jan. 1 for John-Michael Liles and a prospect. The Maple Leafs placed Gleason on unconditional waivers this week for the purpose of buying out his contract.

Gleason -- who was originally acquired by Carolina in a trade with Los Angeles in September 2006 -- had signed a four-year extension with the Hurricanes in July 2012.

Francis says the Hurricanes "obviously know well what Tim brings to our team on and off the ice."

He had one goal, five assists and 65 penalty minutes in 56 games last season with Carolina and Toronto.

The Hurricanes also agreed to one-year, two-way deals with two minor leaguers.

Right wing Jared Staal -- the younger brother of Eric and Jordan Staal -- will make $550,000 at the NHL level or $65,000 in the minor leagues. Michal Jordan will make $550,000 in the NHL or $200,000 in the minor leagues with a guarantee of $225,000.

Maple Leafs: Kontiola, Santorelli sign 1-year deals

TORONTO -- The Toronto Maple Leafs have signed forwards Mike Santorelli and Petri Kontiola to one-year contracts on Thursday.

Santorelli spent last season with the Vancouver Canucks.

Kontiola will reportedly make $1.1 million.

Coupled with Tuesday's signing of Leo Komarov, the Leafs retooled at forward after letting Mason Raymond, Dave Bolland and Jay McClement leave in free agency. Komarov returned to Toronto after a year in Russia's Kontinental Hockey League.

Kontiola could be the Leafs' No. 3 center. Santorelli could also fill that role or replace McClement on the fourth line.

Santorell had 10 goals and 18 assists in 49 games for Vancouver before a shoulder injury derailed his season.

Kontiola spent the past five seasons in the KHL. Before that he played 12 games for the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2007-08 season, getting five assists.

He helped Finland win a bronze medal at the Sochi Olympics with five points in six games.

Coyotes: Regier tabbed as assistant GM

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The Arizona Coyotes have named former Buffalo Sabres general manager Darcy Regier as senior vice president and assistant general manager.

He replaces Brad Treliving, who became the Calgary Flames' general manager in April, and will work under Coyotes GM Don Maloney.

Regier spent 17 years as Buffalo's general manager, the longest tenure in the franchise's 44-year history. He helped lead the Sabres to the 1999 Stanley Cup final and the Eastern Conference final four times.

The 58-year-old oversaw all aspects of Buffalo's hockey operations and for the franchise's AHL affiliate, the Rochester Americans.
Flyers should take whatever they can get for Vinny Lecavalier 
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According to various reports, the Philadelphia Flyers are working hard to find a trade partner for Vincent Lecavalier. In other words, general manager Ron Hextall is spending an inordinate amount of time trying to undo the mistakes of his predecessor. Lecavalier was one of the biggest.

Which is why Hextall should probably just stop pussyfooting around and take whatever he can get in return. Frankly, it doesn’t matter too much what comes back in the exchange. It’s that contract the Flyers want to be rid of.

Many mild-mannered Philly fans were not very receptive to the Lecavalier addition from the beginning. It was fairly obvious even then that at 33 years old, the four-time All Star’s best days were behind him—by about five years actually. Plus, he had battled injuries the previous three seasons, even further sign he was breaking down.

Yet for some reason, the Flyers anteed up with a five-year contract worth $22.5 million. Never mind Lecavalier looked like a poor fit on top of everything else. The organization wanted their man and they got him.

Lecavalier centered a legit line at first, but that didn’t work. Then the Flyers had the bright idea to try him at wing—where he basically never played in 14 seasons in the NHL—and that didn’t work. They tried busting him down to the fourth line, and that wasn’t very helpful, either.

Sure, Lecavalier was dealing with injuries for much of the season, but again, that is to be expected.

In 69 games last season, Lecavalier racked up 20 goals and 17 assists in 69 games for his lowest point total over a full season since 2001-02. He added one goal and one assist in seven playoff games, which by that point his ice time had been reduced to the point where he was averaging little more than 10 minutes a night.

Despite his unwieldy contract and declining health and production, Lecavalier could probably help another team. Apparently, the Nashville Predators have expressed serious interest, with one report stating a trade was “nearly” accomplished. The Preds may still be in the mix, and now, the Ottawa Senators are rumored to be in play.

Amazing as it might seem, there are suitors. So what’s the holdup?

For one, there is going to be an expectation that the Flyers eat some of Lecavalier’s salary in a trade. According to CSNPhilly.com’s Tim Panaccio’s sources, the Predators were willing to take on the full cap hit for two of the remaining four years on the contract, but not the entire thing. Fine. Done.

Except another source tells Panotch that Hextall is balking at keeping too much of Lecavalier’s salary on the books. The latest report indicates the Flyers want to retain no more than $1 million per year.

To be fair, it sounds like general managers around the league realize they have the Flyers over a barrel, which complicates matters. Based on Panotch’s report, I’d describe the Senators’ interest as luke-warm at best, seeing as they reportedly expect the orange and black to retain a “hefty portion” of the money, plus want another player or draft pick in the deal.

It’s unclear who Philly would be getting back, but on its face, that sounds like a team is trying to take advantage of the Flyers.

Then again, I’m not entirely convinced that would be the worst-case scenario. Whether it’s posturing or the simple reality of the situation, Hextall has come right out and said Lecavalier could still be wearing orange and black come September.

That would be nothing short of a disaster.

There’s still time for a deal to be reached, as it doesn’t sound like the market hasn't gone completely soft yet. If I were in charge, though, I wouldn’t get too cute with this one. Lecavalier is a drain on the Flyers right now, both financially and on the ice, and bringing him back for another season accomplishes nothing.

In fact, this may be Philadelphia’s best chance to get rid of that contract. Yes, Hextall will have to sell low on this one, but it’s not as if Lecavalier’s stock will soar even if he enjoys something of a bounce-back year. Trading Lecavalier may not be pretty, but it is most definitely a necessary evil.
Could Vinny Lecavalier end up with the Senators? 
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Vinny Lecavalier has four years remaining on his contract, which has an annual $4.5 million cap hit. (USA Today Images)

Could Vinny Lecavalier end up an Ottawa Senator?

The Sens traded away an unhappy Jason Spezza this week, and the Flyers continue to scour the planet for a soft landing spot for a veteran center that deserves better at this point in his career.

Lecavalier has four years left on a contract he signed last summer in free agency that has an annual cap hit of $4.5 million.

Flyers general manager Ron Hextall continues to chat with clubs, and has revisited Nashville in recent days, but he's getting the same answer there he got before: No deal unless the Flyers pick up far more money from Lecavalier's contract than they are willing.

At present, the Flyers are willing to take on only $1 million per year, a source said. That may be why Hextall has now turned his attention to Ottawa.

Sens GM Bryan Murray may be willing to take Lecavalier, but league sources say he wants the Flyers to pick up a hefty portion of the contract and he also wants something in return -- most likely another player or draft pick.

“Philly won’t pick up a good portion of the contract with many teams,” a source said, which is why the Flyers are struggling to move Lecavalier.
NHL Notes: Ex-Flyer Downie signs with Penguins 
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In 51 games with the Flyers last season, Steve Downie had three goals and 14 assists with a minus-3 rating. (AP)

PITTSBURGH -- The Pittsburgh Penguins signed free-agent forward Steve Downie to a one-year, $1 million deal Wednesday, a day after signing four players.

The 27-year-old Downie had four goals, 20 assists and 106 penalty minutes last season in 62 games for Colorado and Philadelphia. Downie has 59 goals, 103 assists and 766 penalty minutes in 336 regular-season games in seven seasons with Philadelphia, Tampa Bay and Colorado.

On Tuesday, the Penguins signed defenseman Christian Ehrhoff, forward Blake Comeau and goalie Thomas Greiss, and re-signed forward Marcel Goc (see full story).

Islanders: Gravovski, Kulemin sign 4-year deals

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- The New York Islanders signed free-agent forwards Mikhail Grabovski and Nikolai Kulemin to four-year contracts Wednesday, and agreed to a one-year contract with forward Cory Conacher.

The 30-year-old Grabovski, from Belarus, had 13 goals and 22 assists in 58 games last season for Washington. He has 107 goals and 145 assists in eight seasons with Montreal, Toronto and Washington.

The 27-year-old Kulemin, from Russia, had nine goals and 11 assists in 70 games last season for Toronto. He has 84 goals and 111 assists in 421 games in six seasons, all with the Maple Leafs.

The 24-year-old Conacher, a former Canisius College player, had seven goals and 19 assists in 79 games last season for Ottawa and Buffalo. He has 18 goals and 37 assists in 126 career games with Buffalo, Ottawa and the Tampa Bay (see full story).

Predators: Jokinen signs 1-year contract

NASHVILLE, Tenn. -- The Nashville Predators have signed veteran center Olli Jokinen in their latest attempt to boost an offense that has lacked punch in recent seasons.

Jokinen, 35, had 18 goals and 25 assists in 82 games this season for the Winnipeg Jets. He signed a one-year deal worth $2.5 million.

"Olli Jokinen is a proven veteran center who will provide us with size, leadership and offensive ability in the tough Central Division and Western Conference," Predators general manager David Poile said Wednesday in a team release announcing the move.

The Predators ranked 19th in the league with 2.61 goals per game last season and missed the playoffs for a second straight year. After the season, the Predators fired Barry Trotz -- the only coach in franchise history - and replaced him with Peter Laviolette (see full story).
Flyers sign Schultz, Gordon, trade McGinn to Sharks 
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The Flyers signed free agents Nick Schultz (left) and Andrew Gordon (middle) and traded Tye McGinn (right) to the Sharks on Wednesday . (USA Today Images)

Updated: 9:05 p.m.

While the Claude Giroux arrest crisis in Ottawa may have consumed much of general manager Ron Hextall’s morning, his early evening was just as hectic.

In the span of an hour or so, the club signed veteran Nick Schultz, who turns 32 in August, to a one-year contract for $1.25 million as their seventh defenseman, traded winger Tye McGinn to San Jose for a third-round pick in 2015, and signed AHL right winger Andrew Gordon as depth call-up.

The Flyers also agreed to terms on a one-year, two-way contract with Zack Stortini late on Wednesday night.

The 6-foot-1, 200-pound Schultz will reprise the role of Hal Gill. He’s far more mobile than Gill, but his game has slipped from what it once was under Jacques Lemaire when he played in Minnesota.

He went from a No. 4 blueliner to a No. 6/7 in recent years.

Schultz is one of those guys who plays a very simple chip it in, chip it out game, and became an odd fit for the Wild back in 2010-11, when a new regime had converted the Wild to a puck possession team that emphasized skating.

He does provide what the Flyers need –- a veteran NHLer who can come out of the press box to fill in when needed.

During his time with the Wild, Schultz became their all-time leader in games played at 743. Most recently he was with Edmonton (2011-12 to 2014) before being sent to Columbus at this year’s trade deadline. He’s not a scorer or a hitter, just a guy who can play on the third pair when pressed into action.

He scored 26 goals with 102 assists for 128 points during 10 years in Minnesota while averaging 19:35 of ice time, which dropped by three minutes last year.

The 6-0, 199-pound Gordon has been mostly in the minors the last six years, most recently with St. John’s (Winnpeg Jets' farm team) in the AHL. During that span, he accrued 55 NHL games, split among Washington, Anaheim and Vancouver.

This past season, Gordon scored 23 goals with 34 assists for 57 points playing for the IceCaps and led them in the playoffs with eight goals and 19 points in 21 games. Again, he’s a depth forward who will be assigned to the Phantoms.

The 6-4, 232-pound Stortini spent the 2013-14 season in the AHL with the Norfolk Admirals. He posted nine points and a league-leading 299 penalty minutes in 73 games.

Stortini, 28, has appeared in 257 NHL games between Edmonton and Nashville in his career, accumulating 14 goals, 27 assists and 725 penalty minutes. He's another depth signing who will head to the Phantoms with Gordon.

It was not surprising that the Flyers traded Tye McGinn, who turns 24 this month, after qualifying him. He had fallen out of favor with the coaching staff these past two seasons.

An eye injury a few years ago seemed to change the physical nature of his game. The Flyers viewed him as a power forward who provided an edge, but that injury took it away from him.

In 18 games this season, McGinn had four goals and five points, averaging 11:10 ice time. He didn’t dress for the Flyers' playoff series against the New York Rangers.

Earlier in the afternoon, the Flyers also re-signed forward Jason Akeson to a two-way contract (see story).

As of Wednesday night, the Flyers are more than $2.4 million over the NHL’s $69 million salary cap, according to CapGeek.com, and still have been unable to move Vinny Lecavalier.
NHL free agency: Tuesday's winners and losers 

Can the Flyers unload Vinny Lecavalier?
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From left to right: Dave Bolland, Matt Moulson, Christian Ehrhoff. (USA Today Images)

Sometimes it’s pretty easy to make snap judgments on teams during NHL free agency, especially if it’s a good team with only a few needs it seems to fill perfectly.

Free agency is the biggest crapshoot in hockey. Unlike trade deadline day, most players signed in free agency are going to be on your salary cap for several years and owed lots of money.

Tuesday saw more than 60 players signed to contracts totaling in excess of $400 million.

“This is the day where a lot of times you do something and you have buyer’s remorse,” Flyers general manager Ron Hextall said. 

“It’s one of those days where sometimes you look back and you did something good -- I think there’s some good buys in the market -- but there’s some other ones that are inflated.”

The only remorse the Flyers have at this point is their inability to join the fray. Being cash-strapped under the salary cap actually saved them from themselves.

They weren’t able to spend lavish dollars on players who don’t fit their needs, like last summer when they gave Vinny Lecavalier a five-year, $22.5 million contract that has now become a choke collar around their neck.

There were winners and losers in free agency. Because the Flyers were never in the game, they are neither. In reality, they opted out, much like Boston, which had about $1.6 million cap space.

* * *

The one team that dramatically transformed the face of its franchise was the Florida Panthers, which has suffered years from ownership, management and coaching turnover and still hasn’t been able to establish strong roots in Sunrise, Fla., like it had in Miami.

Yet general manager Dale Tallon went full bore with his overall makeover, and it began at the NHL Draft with his refusal to trade his No. 1 pick to the Flyers. Tallon came away with a potential franchise defenseman in Aaron Ekblad.

On Tuesday, Tallon then added forwards Dave Bolland (five years, $27.5 milion), Jussi Jokinen (four years, $16M), Derek MacKenzie (three years, $3.9M), Shawn Thornton (two years, $2.4MM), plus defenseman Willie Mitchell (two years, $8.5M) and backup goalie Al Montoya (two years, $2.1M).

“It was a great day for our franchise, and we exceeded expectations,’’ Tallon told reporters in Florida. “We identified a number of players and we got them all, basically. I’ve never had that before. The guys we identified we ended up getting. We had needs we had to address.”

Thornton, Mitchell and Bolland, whom Tallon drafted when he oversaw the Chicago Blackhawks, have five Stanley Cup rings between them. They will be charged to make a difference with a young team.

* * *

The Western Conference has seen four Cups in the last five years.

“The West is the best,” to quote that hockey fan of yesteryear, Jim Morrison.

The West has a number of teams with dynamic one-two punches at center.

How deep are the Cup champion L.A. Kings? They have Anze Kopitar, Jeff Carter, Jarret Stoll and Mike Richards.

Anaheim has Ryan Getzlaff and picked up Ryan Kesler in a trade at the draft. Chicago? Jonathan Toews is No. 1 and now Brad Richards (one year, $2M), who was simply awful with the Rangers, will become the Blackhawks' new No. 2 with another chance.

Dallas GM Jim Nill had to do something down the middle as well. He had his No. 1 guy in Tyler Seguin. So he went out and traded for Ottawa’s Jason Spezza, then signed Ales Hemsky (three years, $12M) for the wing.

Again, deeper centers in the West to compete against L.A.

* * *

Buffalo GM Tim Murray did a nice job by signing Matt Moulson (five years, $25M) -- it will be Moulson's second stint there -- and then adding Brian Gionta (three years, $12.7M) and taking a chance with defenseman Andrej Meszaros (one year, $4.12M) after buying out Christian Ehrhoff.

Murray also picked up defenseman Josh Gorges from Montreal at the NHL draft.

Now the Pittsburgh Penguins are in a state of complete turnaround under new GM Jim Rutherford and a brand new coaching staff.

Yet the Penguins get a minor win for doing just a little, but doing something that means a lot.

After seeing Brooks Orpik and Matt Niskanen flee town, they signed Ehrhoff to a rather reasonable one-year deal worth $4 million. Ehrhoff took less money to go to team that has greater possibilities than the Sabres.

Not all the signings were good ones or even smart ones.

Calgary gave pedestrian defenseman Deryk Engelland a three-year, $8.7 million deal? Edmonton gave third liner Benoit Pouliot an outrageous five-year, $20 million contract?

What about right down the I-95 South corridor? The Washington Caps bolstered their blue line with Orpik and Niskanen under new GM Brian MacLellan, but the contracts given to them were insane.

Orpik got five years, $27.5 million. Niskanen tried to parlay one outstanding year as a Penguin into a near $7 million-per-year contract, overpriced himself and had to scale back -- just a little. He signed at seven years for $40.25 million. That’s $5.75 million annually for a guy whose cap hit last season was a mere $2.3 million.

Detroit GM Ken Holland struck out mightily with a number of free agents, including Niskaken while Boston saw a well-respected Jarome Iginla (three years, $16MM), go to youthful Colorado. It was a blow to the Bruins who, like the Flyers, didn’t have cap room to do anything anyway.
Flyers re-sign Jason Akeson to 1-year deal 
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Jason Akeson appeared in all seven of the Flyers' playoff games aganst the New York Rangers last season. (USA Today Images)

The Flyers on Wednesday re-signed forward Jason Akeson to a one-year, two-way contract.

Akeson, 23, played in eight games for the Flyers last season -- the final regular-season game of the year, and all seven playoff games against the New York Rangers. He registered two goals and an assist in that span. He had been a restricted free agent.

In 70 games for the Phantoms, Akeson recorded 24 goals and 40 assists, marking the third year in a row he led the team in scoring.

He had a solid playoff run with the Flyers, despite an ill-timed penalty in the team's Game 1 loss in New York. He rebounded from the mistake with a strong Game 2, in which he scored his first career postseason goal.

His spot on the Flyers' lineup in 2014-15 isn't a lock, but Akeson proved he deserves a look during training camp later this summer. Coach Craig Berube said a number of times he was impressed with the young forward's playoff performance.

Akeson's qualifying offer was $715,000. It's unclear if his deal is worth the same amount.
Forced restraint from Flyers on July 1 spending 
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A record number of signings worth over $420 million took place on the first day of free agency as the Flyers were forced to limit their spending. (AP)

Ron Hextall likely won’t forget his first free agency experience as the Flyers' general manager any time soon.

If for no reason other than the only player of consequence he signed was his own goalie, Ray Emery.

Meanwhile, all around him, the NHL was rocking with a record number of signings worth more than $420 million.

Teams with money spent recklessly. Like the Flyers almost always do.

This time, however, the Flyers were on the bench without a dime to spare.

The Flyers need another defenseman. Washington signed two in Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik.

They need a left wing. Matt Moulson returned to Buffalo. Thomas Vanek went to Minnesota.

Frustrating?

“No, not really,” Hextall said. “To be honest with you, July 1 is one of those days where we all can get carried away. I look on my board here and look at our team, and we’ve got a good team. 

“Sometimes this day, you make some of the poorest decisions you make, and quite honestly we didn’t have to think it through that hard. 

“We’ve got a couple guys we’re still looking at if we get them in the right range -- one guy specifically -- so there’s still things you can do.”

They also signed goalie Rob Zepp for the Phantoms and forward Blair Jones as a Phantoms call-up.

For once, the Flyers felt what it’s like to be the cash-starved Islanders with holes to fill and no money to buy the ingredients to fill them.

“This is the day where a lot of times you do something and you have buyer’s remorse,” Hextall said. “But it’s hard ... you have a lot of holes to fill. Back in L.A. a few years ago, we were in that position where we had a lot of holes to fill, and it’s hard to fill all your holes in a cap world in free agency. 

“Again, it’s one of those days where sometimes you look back and you did something good -- I think there’s some good buys in the market -- but there’s some other ones that are inflated.”

The Flyers are boxed in by not being able to move Vinny Lecavalier’s contract. His $4.5 million cap hit over the next four years prevented them from getting involved with any quality forward or defenseman on the market.

“We’ve got nothing imminent on Vinny,” Hextall said. “We’ll keep looking at the situation, and like I said, deal with it internally, and if there’s something to report we’ll get it back to you guys, but as far as I’m concerned right now, Vinny Lecavalier could be in a Flyer uniform in September.”

That can’t possibly happen. It would be awkward and a subject of almost daily speculation, especially if Lecavalier has a poor start to the season.

“Not at all,” Hextall said. “Vinny’s a pro, and we’re pros, and I think you guys all know we’ve had discussions, but he’s been nothing but a pro.” 

Hextall said the Flyers will still be looking to add a depth defenseman. South Jersey's T.J. Brennan went to the Islanders for $600,000.

“We would have had interest in him,” Hextall said. “Quite honestly, we’ve been working at a number of other things, but we would have had interest in him.

“We still have a player that we covet right now. We’ve been working on that and also been talking to other GMs trying to move things around a little bit. It’s been a busy day and you don’t get to everything that you want to get to.”

Hextall is trying to win a game of blackjack holding with a hard 12.

“It’s not going to be easy,” Hextall said. “I think a lot of people filled up today and that’s always what happens July 1. It’s not going to be easy. We’ll continue to chip away and work away, and we’ll find a way.”

RFAs

Hextall said the Flyers will not pursue any restricted free agents, such as PK Subban, and weren't in position to do so anyway.
Bringing back Ray Emery was best fit for Flyers 
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Ray Emery took a $650,000 pay cut to return to the Flyers next season. (USA Today Images)

Ray Emery wasn’t the only goalie the Flyers had their eyes on to back up Steve Mason, but in the end, he was probably the best fit. That's why the club re-signed the 31-year-old on Tuesday.

There is genuine chemistry and compatibility between the two, general manager Ron Hextall said after Tuesday’s opening day of free agency.

Emery represented the Flyers' biggest move, as such, in addition to signing two minor-league players in goalie Rob Zepp and Blair Jones.

“It’s an important thing,” Hextall said of goalie relationships. “I’ve been on teams where goalies don’t get along and sometimes it can divide a team and it’s not a good working relationship.

“With Ray and Mase getting along so well and knowing their roles, it obviously worked well for us last year and we expect the same this year.”

Emery took a $650,000 pay cut to re-sign -- $1 million for the year. Emery said he knew the Flyers had salary cap issues.

“[He] knew the position we were in and it’s tight for us,” Hextall said. “In trying to be fair with Ray, would we have liked to have a guy lower than that? Yeah, that’s kind of the market. Ray stretched down for us and certainly we appreciated that.”

Hextall said he had “a couple guys” in mind besides Emery as a backup, but the dollars didn’t work.

He added the Flyers were very “comfortable” with Emery.
Flyers quiet on first day of NHL free agency 
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The Flyers entered the first day of NHL free agency $230,000 over the salary cap, which hampered GM Ron Hextall's ability to make moves.

For the first time in a generation, the NHL dropped the puck on free agency on Tuesday, yet the Flyers were barely on the ice.

Ron Hextall’s first foray into free agency as general manager saw him primarily sitting on the bench because the club had no money to spend. The Flyers stayed rather quiet, re-signing goalie Ray Emery to a one-year deal (see story) and inking another goalie, Rob Zepp, for the Phantoms (see story). They ended the night by signing former Flames forward Blair Jones to a two-way contract (see story).

After the re-signing of Emery, the Flyers are now $1.23 million over the $69 million salary cap, according to Capgeek.com. They are permitted a 10 percent overage until the season begins in October.

The Flyers came into the day more than $230,000 over the NHL salary cap and trying desperately to move center Vinny Lecavalier to clear $4.5 million off their cap.

Hextall couldn’t do it.

He would liked to have bulked up on defense and left wing, but that wish list far exceeds what the Flyers have in actual dollars to spend.

As such, the day came and went with an unprecedented amount of money -- over $424 million -- and players (more than 55) being moved around North America, but none headed toward Philadelphia.

Most of the major news came out of the Western Conference, which continues to get stronger, as evidenced by the fact that four of the last five Stanley Cups have taken residency there.

Thomas Vanek, among the most sought-after left wings, signed with Minnesota late in the afternoon for $19.5 million on his three-year deal. He wanted to return to the state where he played his college hockey.

Matt Moulson, just as good if not better at that position, went back to Buffalo, signing a five-year, $25 million contract.

Among the name players who landed in the Central Division was Jarome Iginla, signing a three-year, $16 million deal with Colorado (check out our free-agent tracker for other signings).

The Central also saw the biggest trade: Ottawa’s Jason Spezza went to Dallas in a multi-player deal that gives the Stars a better one-two center punch in Tyler Seguin and Spezza.

General manager Jill Nill also added Ales Hemsky with a three-year, $12 million later along with backup goalie Anders Lindback, who would have been an inexpensive fit for the Flyers. Lindback signed a one-year deal worth $925,000.

The Penguins, who took a huge hit on the blue line with the loss of Matt Niskaken to free agency, quickly signed former Sabre Christian Ehrhoff. He agreed to a one-year deal worth $4 million. Same money he made in Buffalo. No raise. Just going to a better team, one that can win, which was not the case with the Sabres.

Both Niskanen and former Penguins teammate Brooks Orpik signed with Washington -- Niskanen for seven years, $40.25 million and Orpik for five years at $27.5 million.

Ironically, Niskanen, who is right-handed, almost priced himself out of the market with talks of a deal approaching $7 million for a player who earned just $2.3 million against the cap last season then had a career year.

Aging defenseman Dan Boyle went to the Rangers on a two-year, $9 million deal.

Anton Stralman, another right-handed defenseman the Flyers had interest in had they had some cap dollars available, signed a five-year, $22.5 million contract with Tampa Bay.

Paul Stastny, among the marquee centers, signed a four-year deal with St. Louis worth $28 million. Is he a $7 million centerman? No, but he was probably the best available free agent as his position, and that rules the market.

Center Dave Bolland signed a five-year deal with Florida worth $5.5 million a season. General manager Dale Tallon drafted him in Chicago and now brings him to Florida.

People asked why Tallon would spend more on Bolland when you could have had Lecavalier for $1 million less and the answer is past history with a player he respects and trusts.

Goalie Ryan Miller wanted to play out West and signed a three-year, $18 million contract with Vancouver.

Locally, the Islanders signed backup goalie T.J. Brennan from South Jersey, a player the Flyers reportedly had some interest in.

Winger Mike Cammalleri signed a five-year, $25 million deal with New Jersey. The Devils also added the irascible Martin Havlat to a one-year deal for $1.5 million.

In the first hour of free agency, clubs spent nearly $200 million.

Loose pucks

The Flyers' free agent list consisted of: Emery, Adam Hall, Hall Gil, Yann Danis, Steve Downie, Bruno Gervais, Ben Holmstrom, Kris Newbury, Chris VandeVelde. With Downie being cut loose, the Flyers have erased that trade last fall that saw them send Max Talbot, one of their top penalty killers, to Colorado for Downie and lose salary in the process. ... Mike Stothers, formerly of the Flyers' organization, was named head coach of the L.A. Kings’ AHL affiliate in Manchester.
Flyers re-sign goalie Ray Emery to 1-year deal 
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The Flyers re-signed Ray Emery to a one-year deal on the first day of free agency. (USA Today Images)

A little over an hour after the Flyers removed Ray Emery’s name from their website, as he temporarily became a free agent, the club circled back.

The Flyers' lone NHL move (they did add AHL goalie Rob Zepp) as of early evening on the first day of free agency was to re-sign goalie Ray Emery as Steve Mason’s backup for the upcoming season.

Emery agreed to a one-year deal worth $1 million – which was $650,000 less than he earned last season.

The Flyers, who are cash strapped because of their inability to rid themselves of Vinny Lecavalier’s $4.5 million cap for the next four years, really had little choice but to sign him.

After the re-signing of Emery, the Flyers are now $1.23 million over the $69 million salary cap, according to Capgeek.com. They are permitted a 10 percent overage until the season begins in October.

The affordable goalies were already gone: Thomas Greiss (went to Pittsburgh); Anders Lindback (to Dallas); and Justin Peters (to Washington).

“You always want to earn as much as you can,” Emery said. “I’m happy to be staying in the same spot. It was a real comfortable situation for me. I’m glad I get to stay somewhere I am comfortable … I think I will do better in a comfortable situation.

“From the business [standpoint], that is more the agent who talks numbers and stuff. I want to help the team. My job is to stop the puck.”

The Flyers apparently gave some thought to signing former Penguin Tomas Vokoun, but they likely had some apprehension about his physical well-being. Vokoun missed all of last season with Pittsburgh because of a blood clot.

The 32-year-old Emery, who has had some serious hip issues in the past, missed five consecutive games last season with a groin pull before coming back on the bench. Other than that, he was healthy.

He and Mason represented a pretty good duo for the Flyers. Emery appeared in 28 games with a 2.96 goals against average and .903 save percentage.

“I thought it was a good relationship,” Emery said. “I thought as far as the whole team went, it was a good situation chemistry-wise. We’re disappointed the way the playoffs went last year losing Game 7, but we’re working on building and continuing the good things we started to see last year.”

Emery often played better than his numbers would indicate. There were a several games in which he simply didn’t get any goal support. Hence a 9-12-2 record.

He somehow managed to lose a 0-0 game in St. Louis that went to a shootout, that’s how bad his luck was.

“If our team does well, then I’m happy,” Emery said. “I learned a lot off Mason last year as far as he approaches his game. “It’s a supporting role and it’s a role I am used to.

“If Mase has year like last year and I can contribute a little better in the games I get in, it will be a good season.”

This was the least active the Flyers have been in free agency since 1995, when, following a lockout, a limited form of free agency made its debut that summer coming off a new CBA.
Flyers sign goaltender Rob Zepp 
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Rob Zepp was drafted in the fourth round twice (once by the Atlanta Thrashers in 1999 and again by the Carolina Hurricanes in 2001). (AP)

It wasn't a blockbuster, but the Flyers did make a deal during Tuesday's first day of free agency.

The Flyers signed goaltender Rob Zepp out of the Deutsche Eishockey Lega of Germany to a one-year, two-way deal. According to the CBC's Elliotte Friedman, who first reported the signing, the deal is worth $600,000 if he stays in the NHL. 

Of course, the 32-year-old Zepp was likely brought in to play for the Lehigh Valley Phantoms, the Flyers' AHL affiliate. He is expected to partner up with young goaltender and AHL rookie Anthony Stolarz, whom the Flyers selected in the second round of the 2012 draft. Phantoms coach Terry Murray has been known to stress the importance of a veteran-rookie duo at goaltender in order to help a young netminder progress.

Zepp was drafted in the fourth round twice (once by the Atlanta Thrashers in 1999 and again by the Carolina Hurricanes in 2001). He has no NHL experience, but has played the last seven seasons for the Eisbaren Berlin Polar Bears of the Deutsche Eishockey Lega. Last season, he appeared in 38 games for the Polar Bears and posted a 2.39 GAA and .931 save percentage.
Don't expect Flyers to be busy in free agency 
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In general, the Flyers are heavy spenders in free agency, but with Ron Hextall's hands tied by the cap, don't expect much when free agency opens at noon Tuesday. (USA Today Images)

Most times when July rolls around, you have a pretty good idea of where the Flyers are headed in free agency.

This summer, not so much.

Usually, the Flyers are dealing from a position of strength: A good team with stability and dollars in hand.

This summer, it’s topsy-turvy. For starters, the Flyers’ stability as an organization has been rocked with a series of buyouts, trades, organizational upheaval and, most of all, zero dollars to spend.

And all eyes around the NHL are watching to see how the club resolves its Vinny Lecavalier dilemma. New general manager Ron Hextall all but tried to give away the 34-year-old centerman at the NHL draft and could not move him.

Lecavalier gets his $2 million bonus Tuesday and the club will again try to rid itself of his $4.5 million cap hit, or perhaps even buy him out at some point if they can’t move him.

On Monday, they tried in vain to move him to Nashville (see story).

One agent suggested it might help the Flyers with potential free agents by announcing their intention in advance to buy Lecavalier out “if” they can’t deal him.

The Flyers need his contract money to sign other players. Yes, they can go 10 percent over the cap for now, but at some point, they need his millions back.

At least one former league official and two agents remarked this weekend that Hextall is dealing with other issues that affect what he can do this summer as well.

“You got to try to find ways every day to make the organization better and that is what I strive to do every day,” Hextall said.

“Next year, if we get $15 million in cap space and there are free agents out there, the focus might be a little bit different. We’re still going to do our due diligence in free agency because we don’t know what is going to happen between now and then.”

There is a feeling of uncertainty among some agents about what the Flyers' real plan is because of their spend-and-dump policy.

• They sign Ilya Bryzgalov to a gargantuan nine-year deal, then buy him out early into it.

• They sign Lecavalier, a guy who didn’t fit, to a five-year deal when they needed a left wing, then attempt to trade him.

• They give Scott Hartnell a six-year extension, then trade him.

Some agents wonder: Will my client get traded or bought out two years into any deal we sign with them?

“They don’t have a dollar to spend,” one prominent agent said.

“Everyone knows they have issues with the cap and it’s going to affect anything Hextall tries to do,” another said.

One agent said he was “nervous about many teams,” but especially nervous about the Flyers because of what has happened in recent years with failed signings, coaching changes and so forth.

That could very well impede Hextall’s ability to sign the players they really want -- assuming they can scrape together some dollars.

The Flyers would have had a lot of interest in 27-year-old Penguins defenseman Matt Niskanen, but he is likely going to command $6 million or more. They’re out. Niskanen only earned $2.3 million against the cap last season.

That’s why they appear to be targeting Christian Ehrhoff, who was bought out by Buffalo on Sunday and will have so many suitors that the price will inflate on him.

They need a left wing. Matt Moulson would be perfect to play with Sean Couturier and Matt Read. He earned $3.1 million last year and is going to get a nice bump, although nothing like Jussi Jokinen, who earned $3 million but had a tremendous playoff run for the Penguins and substantially increased his value in free agency.

A possible cheap fit for backup goalie -- if Ray Emery is not re-signed -- would be Anders Lindback, who earned $1.8 million in Tampa Bay.

Again, however, the Flyers have no money under the cap. They might actually be better served allowing their prospects a chance to play and mature at the NHL level, something they have been very reluctant to do in the recent past.

“Hextall’s hands are really tied,” an agent said. “It will be interesting to see how he deals with it.”
Holmgren: 'We like the team as it is right now' 
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With less than 24 hours until free agency (see Flyers free-agent targets), Flyers team president Paul Holmgren once again insisted the front office is pleased with its roster.

"I've said this all last year, and I know Ron [Hextall] has said it a number of times this summer, I think we like the team as it is right now," Holmgren said Monday at the Flyers' alumni charity golf tournament.

Free agency begins at noon on Tuesday.

"You look and see what's available," Holmgren said. "A lot of things could happen between tonight and tomorrow at noon in terms of trades and teams not qualifying their players. You take a look at your lists and talk to your scouts and see if there are, in fact, ways to improve and you try to capitalize on it."

Strapped by the salary cap (see story), the Flyers are trying to trade Vinny Lecavalier, and according to CSNPhilly.com's Tim Panaccio, the Flyers nearly had a deal worked out with the Nashville Predators on Monday (see story).

To hear more from Holmgren, who also addresses Hextall's first draft, and Flyers analyst Bill Clement, watch the video above.
Source: Flyers nearly traded Lecavalier to Preds 
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Vinny Lecavalier, who scored 20 goals and 37 points in 69 games last season, is owed $16.5 million over the next four years. (USA Today Images)

The Flyers almost had a deal to unload Vinny Lecavalier at the NHL draft this past weekend with the Florida Panthers -- it didn't happen.

And, on Monday, the Flyers nearly had a deal with Nashville that would have seen the Predators take Lecavalier's $4.5 million salary off the Flyers' hands.

What -- if anything -- the Flyers would have got in returns remains muddled, but in the end the deal fell apart.

According to a league source, the Preds were willing to take the full cap hit for two of Lecavalier's remaining four years but not the entire contract.

Another league source said Flyers general manager Ron Hextall spent most of Monday trying to find a deal for Lecavalier in addition to qualifying some restricted free agents (see story).

The Flyers head into free agency Tuesday with no money to spend and they are more than $230,000 over the league's salary cap.

While they could still sign players and worry about the cap later (10 percent overage allowed), the fact they haven’t been able to shed Lecavalier’s contract -- even allowing his agent, Kent Hughes, to negotiate on his own -- shows you just how bad things are.

And they get worse Tuesday when the Flyers must pay Lecavalier a $2 million bonus.
Flyers issue qualifying offers to 4 players 
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The Flyers qualified four players, including Jason Akeson (right) and Erik Gustafsson (left), who is now in the KHL, but didn't qualify Cal Heeter (middle), who is now an unrestricted free agent. (USA Today Images)

The Flyers on Monday issued qualifying offers to Jason Akeson, Tye McGinn, Brandon Manning and Erik Gustafsson.

Gustafsson is now in the KHL, but the Flyers want to retain his rights.

Goalie Cal Heeter and defenseman Marc-Andre Bourdon were not qualified. Both become unrestricted free agents.

Qualifying offers ensure negotiating rights for each of the four players, but players do not have to sign the contract, which would be a one-year deal.

If a player does not sign his qualifying offer he remains a restricted free agent. A qualified player has until Dec. 1 of each year to sign his qualifying offer or he becomes ineligible to play that season.

Akeson and McGinn both played with the Flyers this past season, with Akeson appearing in all seven playoff games vs. the Rangers. The 23-year-old forward posted two goals and three points in the series. In his time with the Phantoms, Akeson played 70 games, recording 24 goals and 40 assists for 64 points.

McGinn, also 23, appeared in 18 games for the Flyers last year, with four goals and five points. Over the last two seasons with the team, the forward posted seven goals and 10 points in 36 regular season games.

Manning, 23, led the Phantoms' defense in scoring last year. He recorded 23 assists and 31 points in 73 games. The defender also tied for the team lead 231 penalty minutes. Manning appeared in 10 regular season games with the Flyers over the past two seasons, posting two assists.
Salary cap issues limit Flyers' free-agent spending 
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New general manager Ron Hextall will have a tighter budget to work with when the NHL free agency period opens on Tuesday. (AP)

Free agency begins at noon Tuesday and it’s usually a day of wild free-spending, especially for the Flyers, who often make waves.

Yet things haven’t gone so well for them in recent times with some of their more expensive free agent signings -- think Vinny Lecavalier. And this time around, the Flyers have no money.

The Flyers are already over the $69 million salary cap, which went down last week by $2.1 million, forcing adjustments by NHL clubs across the league.

Because of bonus overages, the Flyers' cap is even less -- $68 million and change.

“Yeah, it affects every team that’s close [to the limit],” general manager Ron Hextall said. “It affects us for sure. We’ve got to find a way to get below it. It was a little lower than we thought and hoped.”

There isn’t a deep market out there for young free agent defensemen, and while the Flyers have an interest in a few players, their cap situation is such that they simply can’t afford anyone unless they know for sure they are going to either trade Lecavalier’s $4.5 million salary or use a normal two-thirds buyout on him.

The Flyers have no compliance buyouts available.

With Buffalo buying out the final seven years of Christian Ehrhoff’s 10-year, $40 million contract, he suddenly shoots to the top as a quality free agent defenseman who is relatively young -- he turns 32 this week, actually. The Flyers definitely have an interest in him. As do a number of other teams.

Ehrhoff was earning $4 million off the cap and can probably land a better deal in free agency now that he’s a unrestricted free agent.

While the Flyers would like Pittsburgh's Matt Niskanen, just 27, he is expected to more than double his salary in free agency and is not currently an affordable commodity. The competition for Niskanen will be high as well.

An issue the Flyers are facing, however, is that some agents are leery about the Flyers' “plan” because they now have a dubious track record of signing players to long-term deals and then either buying them out or trading them a few years into the deal.

Don’t think that doesn’t give a player or his agent pause. It does.

If Hextall is adamant about not promoting a young defensive prospect, then he needs a veteran defenseman plus a left wing and a backup goalie.

That’s a difficult chore given the Flyers' cap situation.

Here are the top free agents as we see them by position. Their age and previous cap hit number accompanies them:

Defense: Dan Boyle, 37 ($6.6 million); Ehrhoff, turns 32 ($4.0); Brooks Oprik, 33 ($3.75); Willie Mitchell, 37 ($3.5); Matt Niskanen, 27 ($2.3).

Left wing: Matt Moulson, 30 ($3.1); Jussi Jokinen, 31 ($3.0); Milan Michalek, 29 ($4.3); Thomas Vanek, 30 ($7.14).

Right wing: Jarome Iginala, 36 ($6.0); Daniel Alfredsson, 41 ($5.5); Ales Hemsky, 30 ($5.0)

Center: Paul Statsny, 28 ($6.6); Brad Richards, 34 ($6.6); David Legwand, 33, ($4.5)

Goalie: Ryan Miller, 33 ($6.2); Jonas Hiller, 32 ($4.5); Marty Brodeur, 42 ($4.5); Scott Clemmensen, 36 ($1.2); Anders Lindback, 26 ($1.8); Ray Emery, 31 ($1.65).
Hextall aims to fix Flyers' late-round draft woes 

June 30, 2014, 9:00 am
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Some people have labeled it a culture change.

Others say it’s an attitude adjustment.

Whatever you call it, there is no denying that when Ron Hextall assumed the general manager role of the Flyers and looked into the mirror of the organization’s soul, he shuddered at what he saw.

The dismal numbers speak for themselves.

Between the 2000 draft and 2013, the Flyers have produced just four NHL players from the fifth round back. Some years, it was seven rounds deep, others nine rounds.

Only one of them, winger Zac Rinaldo, is on their roster. He was a sixth-round pick in 2008. Two others are playing elsewhere -- defenseman Dennis Seidenberg (sixth, 2001) with Boston and forward Patrick Maroon (sixth, 2007) with Anaheim.

Goalie Roman Cechmanek (sixth, 2000) played two seasons here and is now out of hockey.

One later pick who has a shot is defenseman Oliver Lauridsen (seventh, 2009), who’s played just 15 NHL games.

Over this entire span -- not including this weekend’s past draft -- the Flyers drafted 54 players between the fifth and seventh rounds (some years, nine rounds).

“We've got to have kids coming,” Hextall said. “We've got to have kids coming. It’s more than having draft picks. You've got to hit on them. We’ve done a great job on first-rounders for years, but there is room for a little bit of growth on the later rounds. We've got to get some kids coming in the later rounds.”

Hextall’s point of emphasis with his amateur scouts going into last weekend's draft was the need for better identifying the right type of players in the later rounds, then getting them onto the roster.

Not just players with specific skill sets, but players with the mental acumen to attain higher levels of success. He wants winners.

That’s why the club took a chance on a couple of smaller players in the later rounds -- left wing Radel Fazleev, who is just 5-foot-11, and defenseman Jesper Pettersson, who is a mere 5-foot-7.

For all the success the Flyers have had over the years with first-round picks, they have failed miserably deep in the draft.

Their last late-round pick of any ilk who played for them was goalie Antero Niittymaki in 1998 (sixth round).

Hextall realizes this a contributing factor as to why the Flyers haven’t won a Stanley Cup since 1975.

No team can win a championship without a strong base of homegrown talent blended into free agents and traded-for players. It’s a three-part recipe for success, and the Flyers have been operating without part one for decades now.

This year’s Stanley Cup champions, the Los Angeles Kings, had 11 homegrown draft picks, eight of which were directly tied to Hextall in the seven years he served as Dean Lombardi’s assistant GM, responsible for the organization’s minor league and junior prospects.

Late-round picks in hockey are crapshoots. It’s not unusual to strike out. Yet it’s also not unusual to find nuggets: Troy Brouwer (seventh round, 2007); Dustin Byfuglein (eighth, 2003); Kris Versteeg (fifth, 2004); Mark Fayne (fifth, 2005); Jonathan Ericsson (ninth, 2002); John-Michael Liles (fifth, 2000); Patric Hornqvist (seventh, 2005); Pekka Rinne (eighth, 2004); Matt Moulson (ninth, 2003); Max Talbot (eighth, 2002) etc., etc.

The Flyers' problems are magnified because they’re not getting any depth support from the early rounds, either. For instance, in the second or third rounds, they have zero players playing for them since the 2000 draft.

That increases their depth issues because there is no middle-round support at the NHL level. Many of their second-round picks have been traded away, again, increasing the pressure on later-round picks to pan out.

“It doesn’t mean we've got to hit them all,” Hextall said. “You've got to hit those late rounds once in [a while]. That is one of the things I’ve been banging on the table. Guys, you've got to hit on these late rounds. We have to.

“Taylor Leier [seventh round, 2012] and a couple guys like that look like they have a shot to play from the middle rounds, but we’ve got to continue -- continue to hit not only on first pick, but later picks, as well. If you look right now, we've got a couple there.”

Hextall says this year’s crop represents prospects who his scouts feel have mental toughness to win. Pettersson, for instance, is a kid who Hextall says simply won’t give up on the ice against far bigger forwards.

“It is important to stress the importance to turn over every stone and find every great young player and know what they are about and their character,” he said.

“If you look at the history of the draft, the kids who don’t play are kids who are not hungry to play. It doesn’t always come in physical play … it’s the will to win and it comes in skill players.

“That’s been my stress to my scouts, whether it is pros or amateurs, the will to win is huge. The gap between best team in the league and worst team is not very big. A lot of times, it’s whoever wants to win and sacrifice and pay the price. That comes in skill players, not just your grinders and fourth line guys.”

Hextall had the same discussion with his predecessor, Paul Holmgren, after the two of them changed jobs in May.

“I think you pick and choose times throughout the Flyers' history where they have … you know Rick Tocchet [sixth round, 1983] was a great pick, Pelle Eklund [eighth, 1983] was a great pick, you could argue Hexy [sixth, 1982] is a tremendous pick later in the draft,” said Holmgren, himself a sixth-round pick in 1975.

“You know that’s where your area guys have got to really hone in on a guy they like and then step up, be excited about that guy … and then that’s part of their job. We’ve made some changes to our scouting staff over the last couple of years and that’s kind of a work in progress, too. I’m happy with the work they’ve done the last couple of years.”

This is just a start.

The Flyers remain light years behind many NHL clubs in organizational support, and it’s not going to be a quick turnaround unless the club aggressively pushes the prospects they have now harder than they have in the past.

Buyout 

With Buffalo announcing it will give defenseman Christian Ehrhoff a compliance buyout (see story), look for the Flyers to make a play for him in free agency. Of course, the Flyers have no money (over the salary cap) and still need to lose Vinny Lecavalier's contract.
Pryor breaks down the Flyers' 2014 draft picks 

June 29, 2014, 11:00 am
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The Flyers used their first-round pick (17th overall) on defenseman Travis Sanheim on Friday night at the Wells Fargo Center. (USA Today Images)

Here are some capsules on the Flyers' six picks from this weekend’s NHL draft and Flyers director of scouting Chris Pryor’s evaluation:

First round (17th overall): Travis Sanheim, 18, D

A 6-foot-3, 189-pound defenseman from Elkhorn, Manitoba, who played with the Calgary Hitmen in the WHL. GM Ron Hextall sees him as work in progress, much like Sam Morin was last year. Central Scouting had him ranked 53rd at the end of the season after a strong run from his mid-term rank of 167.

“I think if you get consensus throughout the scouting community I mean he’s on his way,” Pryor said. “He’s kind of a upper trend, he started out coming up into the league, no one really knew about him by the end of the league he was one of the bigger contributors in April on the Canadian team. So that tells you his growth this year and our scout Mark Greig says he is a big guy, skates well, handles the puck, got some poise and it may be repetitive here but once again he’s on the upper trend.”

Second round (48th overall): Nicolas Aube-Kubel, 18, C/RW

A smallish 5-foot-11, 180-pound center, who has played considerable right wing from Slave Lake, Alberta. Played for Val-d’Or in QMJHL. He was ranked 40th in Central Scouting and had a terrific Memorial Cup. He’s all about offense despite his size. One of the reasons his team went deep in the playoffs.

“Another guy that probably is a little bit under the radar, probably a little over shadowed a little bit over Val d’Or because the big line he played a lot of minutes there," Pryor said. "Todd Hearty and Simon [Nolet] saw a lot of him in Val d’Or in the Quebec league. We are excited because I think next year you are going to see big things from him, because he is going to get some of that quality ice time. So we are expecting he is going to have a big year coming up. He brings speed, he is a good hockey player and he is competitive. Those are attributes from a forward side that are pretty exciting.”

Third round (86th overall, from BOS): Mark Friedman, 18, D

A 5-foot-11, 185-pound defenseman who turns 19 in December. He's from Toronto and played for Waterloo in the USHL. He averaged 37 points the last two seasons there.

“Competitive, skilled defenseman," Pryor said. "He plays both sides of the puck, he’s got some skill and can run the power play. He is mobile, and he competes and he is going into a good situation at Bowling Green -- he is going to get a lot of ice time. He committed real early, people are going to ask … why Bowling Green? Well, they stepped up early.”

Fifth round (138th overall): Oskar Lindblom, 17, LW

A 6-foot-3, 187-pound left wing from Gavie, Sweden. He played with Brynas in the Swedish Elite League and is considered a power forward who creates havoc in front of the net. He had 13 goals and 33 points with Brynas. He also played for Sweden’s U-18 club in the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament, registering two goals in four games.

“I think if you were to look at, and we were to have a conversation last summer with him there is predictions that he could have been late first, early second-round pick," Pryor said. "He had a really good tournament with the Under 17’s last year and for whatever reason it happens, he slipped a little bit this year. We were on him from Day 1, we’ve seen him a lot this year. He’s got a big body, a lot of skill. From the blue line in he’s really good. Like I said he could have been an easy early second pick and we didn’t think he’d be there when we picked him there.”

Sixth round (168th overall): Radel Fazleev, 18, LW

A 6-foot, 178-pound left wing from Kazan, Russia. He played with the Flyers' top pick this draft, Travis Sanheim, on the Calgary Hitmen of the WHL. He had five goals and 25 points this past season.

“One thing about Radel, he plays a North American game," Pryor said. "Hardworking kid, plays both ends. He had a little trouble… he got hurt a little bit this year so he is a little under the radar, but if you look at his playoff numbers, he had really good numbers in the playoffs, so I think you are going to see as with Travis Sanheim they are both kids that are on the upper trend. So right now he is trying to out for the under-20 team in Russia, so he has a really good chance of making that under-20 team in Russia next year.”

Seventh round (198th overall): Jesper Pettersson, 19, D

A 5-foot-8, 187-pound right-handed defenseman from Stockholm, Sweden. He played for Linkopings HC in the Swedish Elite League. In two words, Hextall called him, “thick and feisty.” He turns 20 next month.

“A little bit older guy," Pryor said. "He has been through the draft a couple times already, but just by the scouting fraternity we have seen him a lot in the last couple years. Not overly flashy guy, just plays the game the right way. He’s not big but he’s very thick, he’s competitive, got a good stick, has a really good head for the game, and he plays the game the right way. He is a big leader with the Swedes this year, I think they missed him, he got a suspension there at the end of the tournament. They got a little pushing and shoving with a Russian, he got kicked out for the last game and I think it really hurt the Swedes there. So, I don’t know if you guys remember the kid we had Freddy Meyer … he has kind of a similarity there. Not real big, but he’s really solid on his feet, highly competitive and he’s a character kid. Each one of these kids have spent a lot of time with individual scouts so they stepped up on these guys and they like them.”

N.J. native DeAngelo has 'unbelievable' draft night 
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Anthony DeAngelo was selected by the Tampa Bay Lightning with the 19th overall pick at the NHL draft on Friday. (AP)

When local coaches and scouts talk about how much youth hockey has improved in the tri-state area, most of them point to Anthony DeAngelo.

The Sewell, New Jersey native was selected 19th overall in the first round of the NHL draft Friday by the Tampa Bay Lightning. To hear his name called and to walk up on stage at the arena of his favorite team was special.

It was also a relief. DeAngelo admitted ahead of the draft he was worried what might happen if “things didn’t go as planned,” and he wasn’t drafted in the first round -- and so many of his friends and family members were there to witness it.

“If I didn’t get drafted [Friday], it would have been way worse,” he said. “I’d have rather it been somewhere else. To go [Friday], it’s unbelievable. So many family and friends here. A little over 125 people, some I haven’t seen in years, old coaches. It’s really cool.”

DeAngelo is an offensively gifted defenseman, having led all blueliners in the OHL with 56 assists (71 points) in 51 games last season. The Lightning, in search of a game-changing kind of player, will get that with the 5-foot-10, 170-pound 18-year-old. In fact, DeAngelo compared his game to that of a former Lightning player: Dan Boyle.

He’s also confident, despite a bit of a checkered behavioral history. (He was suspended eight games for using a slur against a teammate this year, which was the second such incident he’d been involved in.)

But it’s all in the past now, he said.

“I think I’m going to fit in well, whenever I get the chance to play,” DeAngelo said. “I think [the Lightning] are a young team, a fast team. They like to get up and skate. I think I’m going to fit right into that style.”

DeAngelo grew up a Flyers fan, watching players like Chris Pronger and Claude Giroux play at the Wells Fargo Center, the very building in which he learned his fate Friday. Nonetheless, he was thrilled to hear his name called by the Lightning. It was most important, he said, to go in the first round as was expected. Where he wound up was less important.

He had been projected to go mid-first round. But as the Flyers seem to prove every year, anything is possible early in the draft (see story), and it wasn’t a lock.

When his name was finally called, though, the building erupted.

“It was unbelievable,” DeAngelo said. “I can’t believe it right now. I heard a lot of cheers. A lot of my family’s on one side and there’s a lot of people upstairs. It’s a dream come true.”

DeAngelo is one of the most gifted hockey players to come from the Philadelphia area -- if not the most gifted. He’s at the forefront of a visibly growing hockey market, and it hasn’t been lost on him.

“We’ve had some more guys in the recent years here,” he said. “We’ve got a lot of good development camps and coaches around here.

“We’re starting to get better and better, and I’m proud to be a part of it.”

Flyers Notes: Draft a success; no Lecavalier trade 
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The Flyers selected Travis Sanheim (left) with first-round pick and couldn't trade Vinny Lecavalier (right) at the draft. (AP)

It took the Flyers 46 years to hold their first NHL draft and every indication is things went exceeding well at the Wells Fargo Center when it ended Saturday.

There wasn’t a seat to be had during Friday’s raucous first round in which Flyers fans had the building rocking and even managed to bring out some one-liners from NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman.

Saturday wasn’t packed, but the fans who were there were vocal all day.

This was Ron Hextall's first draft as general manager and Paul Holmgren's first as team president (see story).

“It’s an interesting event,” Holmgren said. “You are looking at the future of the team and franchise and it’s still exciting to be involved. I thought our fans were tremendous.

“Their support [Friday] night, the emotion in the building was great. I had a lot of comments from a lot of teams about that.”

Indeed. Visiting teams' opinions of how the Flyers, NHL and Philadelphia handled the event were all positive.

“Our staff did a tremendous job,” Holmgren said. “I was really proud of our organization [Friday] night and we had another good turnout today, which is normally a light day. Last night was incredible.”

Lecavalier update

Hextall was unable to move up in the draft Friday (see story) and also unable to trade center Vinny Lecavalier, who has four years left on his contract with a $4.5 million cap hit.

A number of sources said the Flyers left no stones unturned in trying to move the veteran center, who is owed a $2 million bonus on July 1.

At this point, if the Flyers can’t move him after paying the bonus next week, their only choice would be to buy him out at 2/3 salary, which several sources believe might be Hextall’s last option.

The buyout would be over eight years and and his cap hit this year would be $1.5 million if the Flyers were to buy him out.

"The cap just went down $2.1 million," one source said, "the Flyers are over the cap, so the buyout here is less than the amount the cap went down and far less than they would be paying him without it."

Hextall will continue to seek a trade. He would have given Lecavalier away for a draft pick if he could have gotten one here.

“I didn’t expect anything to happen,” Hextall said.

On contracts

Jason Akeson and Tye McGinn remain restricted free agents going into free agency, but Hextall said both would be qualified. He was non-committal on goalie Cal Heeter, which likely implies Heeter won’t be re-signed.

Notable sons

A number of former NHLers saw their son taken in the draft:  Paul Reinhart’s son, Sam, went to Buffalo; Michael Nylander’s son, William, to Toronto; Sami Kapanen’s son, Kasperi, to Pittsburgh; Claude Lemieux’s son, Brendan, to Buffalo; Donald Audette’s son, Daniel, to Montreal; Ted Donato’s son, Ryan, to Boston; and Glen Wesley’s son, Josh, to Carolina.

Draftees

There were 210 players drafted; 77 from Canada, 67 from the U.S.; 27 from Sweden and 13 from Russia as the top four. The 67 Americans represents 32 percent of all players drafted and is the best showing ever, which has to please USA Hockey.

Hextall optimistic after 1st draft as Flyers' GM 
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The Flyers selected three defensemen, including first-round pick Travis Sanheim, and three forwards at the 2014 NHL draft. (AP)

Ron Hextall’s first NHL draft as general manager of the Flyers ended Saturday at the Wells Fargo Center with both optimism and regret.

The Flyers selected two left wings, a swing-forward and two more defensemen in Rounds 2 through 7 (see story).

“It was decent draft and there were still some names on the table when it’s over,” Hextall said. “There’s some depth, but once you get into the later rounds, it’s a crap shoot. There are still some things to grab on to.”

Counting Friday’s first-round pick, Travis Sanheim, the Flyers have taken 11 defensemen in their last three drafts as the club continues make a push for a homegrown blueliner (see story).

Yet they still added some depth on the wings.

“It was more the way it fell,” Hextall said. “We certainly weren’t going to draft all defensemen. It was a nice balance. I’m a little disappointed we didn’t get a goalie, but they didn’t fall where we hoped they would.”

There was a run on goalies with four going off the board in the first nine picks of the second round.

The day began with the Flyers selecting two undersized players. Swing-forward Nicolas Abue-Kubel in the second round (48th) and defenseman Mark Friedman (third round, 86th pick).

Both players are 5-foot-11, with Abue-Kubel five pounds lighter -- 180 pounds -- than Friedman, a conditional pick from Boston for Andrej Meszaros.

Abue-Kubel was a workhorse player for Val-d’Or at this year’s Memorial Cup and had an impressive showing despite his size.

“Competitive, speed, he’s a winger and he’s got some good hands,” Hextall said. “We think he has some upside.”

Friedman, the blueliner, played for Waterloo in the USHL. He turns 19 this winter and grew up a Leafs fan in Toronto. He remained with the Black Hawks this season instead of entering college at Bowling Green.

“I had a screw up in my courses in school and saw Waterloo had a few guys drafted last year and wanted to come back and here I am today,” Friedman explained, saying the extra year helped prepare better him for college this fall.

“I didn’t think I was mature enough as both a person and a player. The extra year really helped me out. As an 18-year-old, it can be tough. My mom and dad sat me down and talked to me and said this was the best route for you. My coaches in Waterloo welcomed me with open arms.”

His coach in Bowling Green, Chris Bergeron, feels the same way.

“He really grew and matured in that extra year in Waterloo,” Bergeron told collegehockeyinc.com recently.

“He’s prepared to come in here and make an immediate impact. He’s a guy who played with some elite talents as a minor-midget, guys like Darnell Nurse and Max Domi, and he has high expectations for himself.

“He’s the first guy who we’ve recruited here that is being talked about headed into the draft. It reminds me a bit of when we recruited Andy Greene at Miami. When we got him at Miami, that was a big deal, and he was a three-year all-league player who is now in the NHL. That’s the type of opportunity that we have and we see for Mark. We’re really excited to have him."

Hextall said it “doesn’t hurt” that Friedman wants extra time and it didn’t affect whether the Flyers would draft him.

“All my buddies in minor-midget were going to the O and I thought it was the cooler thing to go to school,” Friedman said. “You can’t play hockey your whole life. You need something to fall back on. I think the school and college route is the best route for me. ... I just can’t wait to get started there and see what kind of player I will be in college.”

The Flyers had no picks in the fourth round, then tabbed Swedish left winger Oskar Lindblom in the fifth round at 138th. 

Left wing remains an area of critical need for organizational depth, and the 17-year-old is said to have a genuine presence in the slot. He had a good showing at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament with two goals and a plus-4 rating in four games for Sweden’s U-18 team.

Radel Fazleev, also a left winger, is a 6-foot Russian and Sanheim’s teammate with the Calgary Hitmen. That he is already in North America is reassuring given the KHL’s presence in Russia.

“Russian kid playing in North America gives you a little bit of a comfort level that he is going to come over and play,” Hextall admitted.

Diminutive Swedish defenseman Jesper Pettersson was the Flyers' last pick at 198th (seventh round). He turns 20 next month. Thick and feisty is how Hextall described him.

At 5-8, he’s a shot in the dark.

“We were all over at the World Juniors and we see this little Swedish kid playing hard and hitting, a real good player and feisty and I said to one of our guys, 'He’s a pretty good player,’” Hextall recalled.

“And he said, ‘He’s been that way for three years.' He’s been through two drafts. A gritty, hard-nosed honest player. We like him. He’s a wide-body. When you look at smaller guys you look at girth and he has girth.”

NHL Notes: Did Spezza nix a trade at draft? 

June 28, 2014, 2:45 pm
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Jason Spezza, who reportedly nixed a trade to the Predators at the NHL draft, had 23 goals and 66 points last season for the Senators. (AP)

The Nashville Predators on Friday acquired James Neal from the Pittsburgh Penguins at the NHL draft at the Wells Fargo Center.

But it might not have been Neal who the Predators coveted most.

Nashville wanted Ottawa Senators center Jason Spezza, who reportedly wants out of Ottawa and Canada all together.

According to ESPN's Pierre LeBrun (via ProHockeyTalk), Sens general manager Bryan Murray said he had a trade worked out with Nashville but Spezza nixed the trade.

If Spezza doesn't want to play in Ottawa, or Nashville, or any of the other five Canadian teams, where does he want to play?

A gifted playmaker, Spezza reportedly wants out of Ottawa because he gets blamed too much. Isn't a team's best player supposed to shoulder the blame?

Guess not.

Leafs: Polak for Gunnarsson

On Day 2 of the NHL draft, the Toronto Maple Leafs acquired defenseman Roman Polak from the St. Louis Blues in exchange for Carl Gunnarsson and the 49th overall pick.

Polak is a seven-year veteran, spending his entire career with St. Louis. He has two years remaining on his contract that carries a $2.75 million cap hit, according to CapGeek.com.

The 28-year-old is a steady defender, but had struggled in the Blues' Western Conference Finals loss to the Chicago Blackhawks. He was a minus-3 in the series.

Last year, Polak netted four goals and 13 points in 72 games as part of an excellent defensive unit in St. Louis.

For the Blues, they get Gunnarsson, who is coming off major hip surgery. He played nearly 20 minutes a night with the Maple Leafs last year and, if healthy, he'll fit in nicely with the Blues' defense that includes Alex Pietrangelo, Jay Bouwmeester, Kevin Shattenkirk and Barret Jackman.

Flames: Calgary adds toughness with Bollig

The Flames added some toughness to their roster via the trade route Saturday at the draft.

Calgary acquired Brandon Bollig from the Blackhawks for the 88th pick in the draft. Chicago selected Matheson Jacopelli with the pick.

Bollig scored seven goals in 82 games for the 'Hawks last year. He's a fourth-line player who throws his body around, which will help a very young Flames team.

The 27-year-old has a $1.25 million cap hit and three more years left on his deal.

Flyers shopping Lecavalier to Ottawa
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The Flyers are shopping Vincent Lecavalier. Will the Senators buy?
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The Philadelphia Flyers seem interested in trading veteran Vincent Lecavalier to Ottawa, but the likelihood of that actually happening appears remote.

However, it can’t be completely ruled out as the Senators are looking to fill a void at centre following Tuesday’s trade of Jason Spezza. And they still appear to have a logjam on the blueline.

Lecavalier, 34, scored 20 goals and 17 assists in 69 games last season and has 403 goals and 508 assists in 1106 career games. He also helped lead the Tampa Bay Lightning to the 2004 Stanley Cup.

But for any deal to happen, it’s believed the Flyers, already facing serious salary cap issues, would have to assume a healthy portion of what remains on the five-year, $22.5 million contract Lecavalier signed last summer. Lecavalier also owns a no movement clause, meaning he could veto any deal.

According to Tim Panaccio of CSNPhilly.com, the Flyers were actively shopping Lecavalier at the NHL entry draft last weekend, but potential deals with Florida and Nashville fell apart over how much of the remaining contract the Flyers would assume.

While Lecavalier’s salary cap hit is $4.5 million, it’s a de-escalating contract. Lecavalier is due to make $6 million next season ($2 million of which has already been paid out in a signing bonus), $4.5 million in 2015-16 (including a $2 million signing bonus), $3 million in 2016-17 ($500,000 signing bonus) and $3 million in 2017-18.

Last summer, the Tampa Bay Lightning bought out the final seven years of Lecavalier’s previous 11-year, $85 million deal.

The Senators did make an addition Thursday, signing 31-year-old defenceman Aaron Johnson. Johnson had four goals and 36 assists with Hartford of the AHL last season. He has played in 291 NHL games, with the Columbus (twice), the New York Islanders, Chicago, Calgary, Edmonton and Boston.

Mark Stone embraces challenge of winning spot on Sens' crowded right wing
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Ottawa Senators NHL prospect Mark Stone says he's ready for the NHL.
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Talk confidently and carry a big stick. That’s Mark Stone’s operating philosophy to earning a full time right wing spot with the Ottawa Senators.

“I feel like I need to dominate when I’m out on the ice and show I can play at the next level,” Stone said about taking part in his fifth development camp this week with the Senators. “When it comes right down to it, if people can see the things I’ve gone through from my first development camp to my fifth, I’m just trying to show that I’ve become better over time.”

Stone, who just turned 22, was once considered a longshot because of his skating – “the first time I saw him, I did not project him to be an NHL player,” says Senators GM Randy Lee – but has overcome that and a series of injuries to put himself in the hunt for a spot somewhere on the club’s top two lines next season.

He finished out the 2013-14 NHL season on a line with Clarke MacArthur and Kyle Turris, replacing the injured Bobby Ryan in the lineup, and then embraced his opportunity to extend his season by joining Binghamton of the American Hockey League in the playoffs. Stone has always had great hands and a knack for finding the net, but has struggled to stay healthy ever since making his grand NHL debut playing on a line with Jason Spezza in the 2012 playoffs against the New York Rangers.

Ottawa Senators' NHL prospects Vincent Dunn (L) and Tomas Kral (R) chat during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 

Ottawa Senators' NHL prospects Vincent Dunn (L) and Tomas Kral (R) chat during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 

Jana Chytilova / Ottawa Citizen
​ 

Ottawa Senators' NHL prospects listen to instructions from Domenic Nicoletta (M), Assistant Athletic Therapist, during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Ben Harpur (L) gets some help during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Max McCormick jumps a hurdle during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospects Shane Eiserman (L) and Miles Gendron (R) chat during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Nicholas Paul lifts weights during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Ben Harpur (L) gets some help from Chris Schwarz (R), Conditioning Coach, during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014.
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Mark Stone lifts wights during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Curtis Lazar during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Buddy Robinson checks his fitness scores during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Alexander Guptill clears a hurdle during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Ottawa Senators' NHL prospect Matt Murphy jumps a hurdle during their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa on July 03, 2014. 
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Photos: Thursday at Senators Development Camp

The Ottawa Senators 2014 Development Camp at the Canadian Tire Centre Thursday, July 3, 2014.

While the Senators right side has become a tad crowded following the Spezza trade to the Dallas Stars – newcomer Alex Chiasson joins Stone, Ryan, Chris Neil, Erik Condra and possibly Curtis Lazar (Lazar also plays centre) – Stone isn’t intimidated. He’s welcoming Chiasson with open arms.

“I know he’s a good player, I’ve watched Dallas play,” said Stone. “He works hard. I’m sure he’s going to come in here and play well.

That said, Stone isn’t selling himself short, either.

“My mindset is, the way I played at the end of the year, I’m an NHL player. Now, it’s a matter of finding a role and being able to do it consistently. I was able to do it for a 12-game span, but now I need to do it for an 82-game season.

“Once you get that taste, it’s something you want to do every day. I’m not going to differ from that goal until I’ve finally made it. I’m not take taking anything for granted.”

Lee says Stone’s development has been impressive because of how he has approached improvement. While many players are committed to working out, they tend to focus on areas where they’re already strong. In Stone’s case, he sought out the advice of Senators power skating coach Marc Power and conditioning coach Chris Schwarz to improve the weakest part of his game.

“He made himself an NHL player,” said Lee. “He’s one of those guys who really invested in himself and did it wisely. He worked on everything, he wanted to engage (others) to find out what to do for next phase of his career.”

Stone could create bitter-sweet problems for the Senators in trying to find a way to keep him on the big-league roster. Could Lazar be at centre? Could Ryan move to left wing, a spot where he saw some time while in Anaheim?

“Some guys have taken some pretty hard roads to get here and when you see that, it makes you want to work that extra bit to get there,” he said. “If I can come in during training camp as well as I feel I did at the end of last season, I can’t see why I can’t play on this team.”

DZIURZYNSKI RETURNS: Dave (Dizzy) Dziurzynski signed a two-year, two-way contract extension Thursday. Dziurzynski scored 13 goals and 12 assists in 68 games with Binghamton last season and has 34 goals and 59 assists in 269 AHL games. The 6-3, 215-pound left winger scored two goals in 12 games with the Senators during the 2013 season, but he was on the wrong end of a devastating punch from Frazer McLaren of the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Alex Chiasson ready to face the pressure in Ottawa

 Ken Warren More from Ken Warren


Published on: July 2, 2014 | Last Updated: July 2, 2014 6:14 PM EDT


​ 

Alex Chiasson knows he's going to have to prove himself when he joins the Senators. 

Alex Chiasson knows he's going to have to prove himself when he joins the Senators. 

Christian Petersen / Getty Images North America
​

Share

Adjust

Comment

Print

Alex Chiasson knows all about having great expectations placed on his shoulders.

He began his NHL career by scoring six goals in seven games for the Dallas Stars at the end of the 2012-13 season and promptly began last season by scoring in the Stars’ first three games, making some casual hockey observers in Texas wonder if the 6-4, 205-pound right-winger was the second coming of Brett Hull.

Now comes a new type of pressure, joining the Ottawa Senators – along with prospects Alex Guptill and Nick Paul – after Tuesday’s blockbuster trade for Jason Spezza.

“When I kind of sat down and thought about it, it was pretty neat,” Chiasson, 23, said in a conference call Wednesday. “A team trades a big name and a big player like that and they’re looking for you. It means a lot.”

Chiasson, who finished the 2013-14 season with 13 goals and 22 assists, also understands there will be no hiding from the spotlight in Ottawa, a major reason why Spezza wanted a change.

“My job is to be ready from Day 1 of camp, but it should be different,” he said. “In Dallas, there were maybe only two or three reporters (at practice) every day. It will be a little bit of a learning experience at first, just to get used to the new setup. I’ve been away from home for a little bit, but (the pressure) comes with the job and of being from Quebec and being French.”

Chiasson received some peace of mind from Antoine Vermette, the former Senator and current member of the Arizona Coyotes. The two train together in Quebec, and Chiasson says Vermette “only had good things to say about the city and the people.”

Chiasson also exchanged texts with Senators defenceman Eric Gryba on Tuesday. Gryba was a senior and captain at Boston University when Chiasson was a freshman, and Gryba provided him with some details about the Senators organization.

“I’m sure it will be a lot easier to get used to things with a familiar face around,” said Chiasson.

While Chiasson already has the inside track to play on one of the Senators’ top two lines next year, he knows he must earn his place.

“The opportunity is there for me to jump in, but at the same time I never take anything for granted.”

As dazzling as his NHL start was, Chiasson also went through plenty of growing pains in his rookie season last year. His production tailed off dramatically – he endured a 30-game goalless streak from Dec. 5 to March 3 and scored only five goals and 15 assists in the final 53 games of the season — partly due to a fight with the flu that caused him to lose “10 to 15 pounds”.

At the Stars’ end-of-season exit meetings, Dallas coach Lindy Ruff stressed the need for consistency, a message Chiasson took to heart.

“Sometimes you have downs, and that’s part of the business,” he said. “But every day you have to bring it.”

While Chiasson will play next season, the Senators have future hopes for Paul and Guptill, who didn’t waste any time joining the Senators’ development camp on Wednesday.

For Paul, the trade comes barely a week after he was invited to Canada’s world junior evaluation camp in August, where he’ll join fellow Senators prospects Curtis Lazar and Ben Harpur.

“It was kind of nuts,” Paul said of how he heard the trade news. “I was making myself breakfast when my agent called and told me I had been traded. I looked up at the TV and saw, ‘Breaking News: Jason Spezza and Dallas Stars prospect’. It was just an amazing feeling.”

Paul, a 6-3, 218-pound centre who had a solid regular season (26 goals, 20 assists in 67 games) and even stronger playoff (12 goals, six assists in 22 games) for the Ontario Hockey League’s North Bay Battalion last season, says he has been an “underrated player” for most of his life.

The breakthrough came in his midget year when he went he grew from 5-5 to 6-2.

“I went through two pairs of skates, but it was mostly my clothes, my whole wardrobe, and I had to give most of that to Goodwill,” he said. “It was definitely a lot of food, a lot of grocery bills, a lot of clothing bills. I don’t think my Mom was too happy about that, but it was definitely good in the end.”

Guptill, a 6-3, 180-pound winger, is likely ticketed for Binghamton of the American Hockey League next season, where it’s expected he’ll be asked to add more defensive awareness to his offensive game. Guptill finished out last season with the Texas Stars, Dallas’s AHL affiliate.

Guptill, who is from the Niagara area, says it’s a different world playing hockey in Canada. In more ways than one.

“I’m going to miss the heat a bit, but it’s definitely exciting to be in a place like this where everybody loves (hockey),” he said.

The Senators added AHL depth Wednesday, signing 5-9, 173-pound forward Carter Camper, who scored 12 goals and 39 assists in 60 AHL games last season, split between Providence and Springfield.

He has one NHL goal in three games.
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Senators forward Jason Spezza throws his hockey sticks into his Porsche after a practice/scrimmage at the Bell Sensplex this morning in Kanata (Ottawa) on Tuesday, September 11, 2012.
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Jason Spezza never could shake his image problem in Ottawa.

To the 50 per cent of the fan base that disliked him, he was a goofy, giggling turnover machine. Even as his game rounded out a bit and he acquired the captaincy and his giggle-to-scrum ratio dropped through the floor, those who felt he should be able to flick a switch and become Steve Yzerman couldn’t shake their disappointment.

Jason Spezza was never going to be Steve Yzerman or Jonathan Toews or Mark Messier — intense, two-way centremen who fit the archetype of the ideal NHL captain — but dismissing him as dumb or lazy or not interested in winning because of his personality or his offence-first style suggests a misunderstanding of his character. Spezza, in my dealings with him anyway, struck me as a conscientious student of the game who was gracious and generous with his time with reporters, contrary to the narrative that he couldn’t handle the media glare in the capital. He cared deeply about hockey and wanted to be successful at it.

Which makes the fact he’s the second potential legacy captain to walk out on the Ottawa Senators in as many years over money and/or the team’s direction on the ice all the more troubling. While Spezza’s image problem will evaporate in the heat of Texas, the Senators’ image problem is darkening: if two consecutive team captains didn’t believe in the team’s direction, why should fans or free agents?

Although Daniel Alfredsson’s departure last summer was primarily a financial dispute, he noted that he chose the Red Wings because “everybody knows Detroit’s goals are always to be at the top of the game and to win championships, and they’ve done that in the past.” Spezza echoed that sentiment Tuesday, saying he told the team during a “frank discussion” that he wanted out so he could win a Stanley Cup.

What must have been increasingly clear to Spezza is that the Senators currently lack a coherent strategy that will ultimately lead to success — a reason to believe. On Tuesday, general manager Bryan Murray said the low-spending team will be competitive next season because it’ll be “hard-working.”

Except you don’t win on hard work alone. The best way to build a winner on the cheap, which is what Ottawa is trying to do, is to lose for a while and draft blue chip prospects who are forced to work for cheap, then find some undervalued pieces on the open market. The Senators can sell a rebuild or they can sell a big-spending winner now, but selling a lunch-pail crew that struggles to make the playoffs every year is a dead end. Fans want a winner, not the Toronto Maple Leafs without the money.

How times have changed. Four years ago, the Senators made a July 1 splash by signing marquee, puck-moving, Stanley Cup-winning defenceman Sergei Gonchar, who revealed these reasons for choosing them: “I played against Ottawa during last year’s playoffs and I was able to see how good they are. They were close to making the next step and going far in the playoffs, and I think I can help them with that. Also, playing in Canada is something special. Every time I’ve played in Canada, I always play better and I enjoy playing over there.”

Ottawa isn’t a difficult market because of the media. It’s a difficult market because fans and players demand a contender at some point in exchange for their financial clout and emotional buy-in. That the team’s top players are expressing the opposite view of Gonchar’s on their way out the door is nothing to giggle about.

The Senators need to change their image, their identity. To do that, they need a plan that goes beyond “we’ll work hard.”

James Gordon is a former Citizen sports editor who covered the Ottawa Senators for six seasons.
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Marc Methot commented on the Jason Spezza trade, saying, 'I don't think you're ever ready for (a big trade), but in our new system, a new (salary) cap system, guys are moving all the time now. I have a great deal of respect for (Spezza) on and off the ice.'

Senators defenceman Marc Methot commented on the Jason Spezza trade, saying, 'I don't think you're ever ready for (a big trade), but in our new system, a new (salary) cap system, guys are moving all the time now. I have a great deal of respect for (Spezza) on and off the ice.'

Jean Levac / Ottawa Citizen
​

Share

Adjust

Comment

Print

Erik Karlsson paid tribute to Jason Spezza.

“Sad to see one of my best friends leave, I wish him the best,” Ottawa Senators defenceman – and potential new captain – Karlsson tweeted after Spezza was traded to the Dallas Stars on Tuesday. “One of the best teammates I’ve ever had. Good luck Spezz.”

Indeed, another marquee player is gone, but the rest of Senators have no choice but to take it in stride and do whatever they can to be successful next season.

“Spezza was here forever,” said defenceman Marc Methot. “He was looking for a change and you have to respect that. I don’t think you’re ever ready for (a big trade), but in our new system, a new (salary) cap system, guys are moving all the time now. I have a great deal of respect for (Spezza) on and off the ice. He’s a great guy and a great player, and it is pretty hard to replace a player like that.”

At the same time, Methot says professional pride kicks in and it’s time for younger players, including Karlsson, to take on bigger leadership roles.

Methot is echoing the comments of general manager Bryan Murray, who is banking on a younger, hungrier team winning more low-scoring, tight-checking games next season.

That said, Murray isn’t finished with his offseason moves. He’s working on a trade to add another forward and could add a free-agent centre later in the summer.

At the same time, Murray needs to stem the tide of stars leaving Ottawa. Bobby Ryan, Clarke MacArthur, Craig Anderson and Methot are all due to become unrestricted free agents next summer. Once the free agency frenzy slows down, trying to re-sign them becomes his top order of business.

“We’ve prepared offers, we’ve gone through a few people already,” said Murray. “I don’t think (Tuesday) is a day where agents are able to say, ‘Yeah, we’ll do that deal,’ because they’re trying to get their money for their clients that are up this year, but that will be looked after.

“I’m not saying we’ll get everybody done. That usually doesn’t happen. If somebody wants to go to free agency, as Jason wanted to go to free agency, he wouldn’t sign (an extension).”

Murray recognizes that’s a possibility for the veterans heading into the final year.

“The same thing will happen to players who don’t want to be in Ottawa, who don’t think the offer is fair enough or who don’t think we’re building a strong enough team and they’ll have to make that decision.”

Methot has seen Spezza and Daniel Alfredsson go in consecutive seasons, but he says he’s not looking beyond the Senators.

Winners, losers on Day 1 of NHL free agency

Jim Matheson, Edmonton Journal   | 06.30.2014​

Winners, losers on Day 1 of NHL free agency

Matt Niskanen of the Pittsburgh Penguins yells in the direction of the New York Rangers during NHL playoff action at Madison Square Garden on May 5, 2014.
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Ales Hemsky lands in potentially great Dallas Stars situation 

Defenceman Tom Gilbert of the Florida Panthers skates with the puck against the New York Islanders at the BB&T Center on Jan. 14, 2014, in Sunrise, Fla. 

This is Christmas in July for Ales Hemsky. He’ll either be playing right-wing for the Dallas Stars with Jason Spezza — his centre in Ottawa...

​​

Follow NHL free agency live 

Benoit Pouliot #67 of the New York Rangers looks on against the Pittsburgh Penguins in Game One of the Second Round of the 2014 NHL Stanley Cup Playoffs at Consol Energy Center on May 02, 2014 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 

Updates from the Journal's Jim Matheson, Joanne Ireland and John MacKinnon, plus a host of hockey insiders, as NHL free agency begins at 10 a.m. MT on...

​​

Edmonton Oilers embrace hard sell as NHL free agency approaches 

Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish leaves a news conference at Rexall Place in Edmonton on Nov. 14, 2013. 

EDMONTON — Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish feels he has “a compelling story to tell” when he’s tried to sell agents...

​​

​

It’s the craziest day of the hockey year when the free-agent doors swing open, but this Canada Day was the wildest ever.

Teams spent more than half a billion dollars on 75 players, which dwarfed last year’s $340 million in the first day of free-agency and was considerably higher than the 2009 $384 million, according to TSN’s counter.

There could be “cartoon anvils” over some general managers’ heads, as one of their brethren said — how about Brooks Orpik’s $27 million over five years in Washington? — but, for the most part, teams gave players money but stayed away from long-term, except for defenceman Matt Niskanen, who got seven years from the Washington Capitals as the top D-man on the shelves.

The arms race in the West got stronger as teams tried to keep up to the Cup-winning Los Angeles Kings. Nobody wanted to be left out.

The Eastern teams didn’t make anywhere near the splash on a day that really was “Free-Agent Frenzy.”

Unlike trade deadline day, when people are waiting around for hours for even the small fry to move, deals were coming fast and furious, starting with Christian Ehrhoff’s one-year deal about 30 seconds after the market opened.

Here’s a look at who did what, barring in mind we’ve got another day Wednesday for those left out in the cold, like Marty Brodeur and Olli Jokinen, David Legwand and Mikhail Grabovski.

Winners

Dallas Stars: They traded for Jason Spezza to give them a great 1-2 punch behind Tyler Seguin. It may only be a rental because he’s got just one year left on his contract, but for now, the addition of Spezza and the signing of Ales Hemsky gives the Stars a dynamic top two lines.

St. Louis Blues: The Blues got Paul Stastny for the right-term, four years, although $7 million a year is a bit of a reach. They’ve now got a tag-team of U.S. Olympians Stastny and David Backes, and Stastny can play with T.J. Oshie on a line. Backes is more a No. 2 centre who’d been a No. 1.

Vancouver Canucks: They needed a No. 1 goalie after all the circus stuff with Roberto Luongo and Cory Schneider, and got Ryan Miller for three years. Term’s fine, but they paid too much at $6 million. Not sure he’s worth that anymore. Of course, they’re now paying three goalies — Luongo, Schneider and Miller — which hurts.

Chicago Blackhawks: The Hawks have to sign Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane to new deals, likely at least $10 million per season each, but tap-danced and got Brad Richards as a No. 2 centre for a paltry $2-million over one year. Richards, who’s made a truckload of money in Tampa and New York, jumped at the chance to play on a two-time Cup winner.

Florida Panthers: A couple of years ago, they had agents on speed-dial to sign guys to get past the salary cap floor — Thomas Fleischman, Tomas Kopecy, Sven Bergenheim, Scottie Upshall — but this time, it seems more planned. They paid too much for Dave Bolland (five years, $27.5 mil) who is a third-line centre, but he’ll mentor their young centres like Sasha Barkov. Willie Mitchell gives them a top four D-man and Jussi Jokinen a top nine, versatile winger. Derek MacKenzie is a feisty fourth-line pivot, Shawn Thornton will look after people and Al Montoya will give Luongo a breather in net.

Edmonton Oilers: They had to surround their core kids with bigger help and they did, although Benoit Pouliot’s five-year term might be a reach. Pouliot gives them a top nine winger and Mark Fayne on defence a second pairing, safe player. Keith Aulie at 6-foot-6 on the back-end could work, too. Still looking for an offensive centre in the No. 3 hole.

Minnesota Wild: They wanted winger Thomas Vanek and got him at a very livable three years with kids like Charlie Coyle, Nino Niederreiter, Mikael Granlund and Jonas Brodin to sign shortly, and he’ll take the money they did away with when Dany Heatley’s contract left. Vanek is thrilled, but his play, which was mediocre in the playoffs for Montreal, will have to be much better.

Calgary Flames: They needed an experienced hand in net, and Jonas Hiller always figured there because Flames president Brian Burke brought the Swiss goalie to Anaheim years back. They overpaid for Deryk Engelland, who might be a third-pairing D-man at almost $3 mil per, but he’s truculent and at least six teams wanted him. Winger Mason Raymond is very versatile and the price-point at $3 mil a season is fine, although they’re still small at forward.

Buffalo Sabres: They were seriously under the cap but traded for Gorges, who gives them a shot-blocker and a leader on defence, and Brian Gionta had the ‘C’ in Montreal. Also brought back Matt Moulson, although it cost them $25 million over five years, maybe a bit much.

Tampa Bay Lightning: They cleared out money Monday when they dealt Teddy Purcell’s $4.5 million yearly contract to the Oilers, and got Anton Stralman as a top four defenceman. Brian Boyle will be a very useful checker/penalty-killer.

Losers

Detroit Red Wings: Once upon a time, the Red Wings were the No. 1 destination for free-agents. Not so much anymore, give or take Daniel Alfredsson. They wanted Ehrhoff, Boyle and Niskanen and lost all three as they wanted a puck-mover on defence. Ehrhoff only took a one-year deal but opted for Pittsburgh. They ended up resigning Kyle Quincey when all the doors slammed in their face.

Boston Bruins: They didn’t have enough money to keep Jarome Iginla, who had 30 goals last year on their top line. Major cap issues. Who’s picking up Iggy’s goals?

San Jose Sharks: They couldn’t convince captain Jumbo Joe Thornton to waive his no-trade to work out a three-year deal with Dallas to remake their team.

Ottawa Senators: They had a deal to get Patric Hornqvist and a first-round draft from Nashville for Jason Spezza, but Spezza nixed it. They got quantity for Spezza in the trade with Dallas, but nobody anywhere near Spezza’s pedigree as GM Bryan Murray was forced into this deal, although North Bay junior centre Nick Paul, who was very good in the OHL finals, might be a steal down the road. Hemsky left for the Stars. Only plus: they did get Milan Michalek for a hometown discount.

New York Islanders: They once had Vanek and Moulson to help John Tavares, now they have neither. Where’s the help for their captain?

Goalie Marty Brodeur: Didn’t hook up with Pittsburgh to back up Marc-Andre Fleury or Tampa to mentor Ben Bishop. As Jamie McLennan said, the goalie movement was a game of musical chairs July 1, but the chairs are running out for the game’s all-time winningest netminder. Maybe Toronto is still in the picture to help out Jonathan Bernier.

On the fence

Washington Capitals: Niskanen hit the home-run as the No. 1 defenceman on the market, getting term and dollars, leading to the theory that Mike Green will be dealt sometime this season because he’s UFA next July. He’s a No. 2 D man, so the deal is palatable. But signing Brooks Orpik, a shutdown D-man, to a five-year, $27.5 million contract was insane. Orpik was on the U.S. Olympic team, and he’s a stronger defender, but he’s 33. Defensive blueliners make $4 million, not $5.5 mil. Hate to say it, but this has buyout written all over it in a couple of years even if Orpik is a heart-and-soul guy.

Pittsburgh Penguins: They convinced blueliner Ehrhoff to take $4.25 million over one year, which immediately helps their shooting from the point, but they lost three defencemen — Niskanen, Orpik and Engelland. Flipside, they let the rival Caps give Niskanen and Orpik $67.5 million and they didn’t have to. They did get Thomas Greiss to back up Marc-Andre Fleury, and he’s better than Jeff Zatkoff. But do they have anybody to fill James Neal’s 30-40 goals after trading him at the draft? Guy they got for him, Patric Hornqvist, is a 20-25 goal scorer.

Colorado Avalanche: They outbid several teams for Iginla, who wasn’t looking for another one-year, bonus-laden deal in Boston and got a three-year, $16-million deal with the Avs. They need a top four D-man but didn’t get Anton Stralman or Niskanen or even Willie Mitchell, and opted for a puck-moving, third-pairing Zach Redmond from Winnipeg. Getting Iginla and Briere makes them older, too.

Montreal Canadiens: They couldn’t convince Josh Gorges to go to Toronto to get defenceman Cody Franson because their assistant captain couldn’t stomach putting on a huge rival’s sweater and all they got were draft picks from Buffalo as they cleared out money. They lost their captain Brian Gionta to the Sabres, too. Just before free-agency day, though, they got P.A. Parenteau from Colorado for a much older Danny Briere, which might be a regular-season win. Playoffs? Briere usually steps up. Signee Tom Gilbert will help with their puck-moving on defence.

Toronto Maple Leafs: They wouldn’t buck up for centre Dave Bolland, who went to Florida (did they sign everybody?) and couldn’t twist Gorges’ arm to come to the Centre of the Universe. Instead, they went for one of the game’s warriors, Stephane Robidas, but had to give him three years and $9 million when they were probably looking at a two-year deal.

New York Rangers: Squeezed by the cap, they couldn’t keep Stralman, a valuable second-pairing D-man, or 6-foot-7 Brian Boyle, a very good penalty-kill guy, and bought out centre Richards because they couldn’t afford him, but used Marty St. Louis’ presence to convince Dan Boyle to sign a two-year deal. Did step up to keep Masterton trophy winner Dominic Moore as their fourth-line centre at a two-year deal.
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Ottawa Senators general manager Bryan Murray was playing defence late Tuesday afternoon.

After giving Jason Spezza his wish and trading him to the Dallas Stars for Alex Chiasson, a pair of prospects and a second-round draft pick next summer, he addressed the growing perception that the organization isn’t doing enough, including spending enough money, to keep its star players.

“I hear the comments that we don’t spend to keep (our players),” Murray said, without revealing the club’s internal salary limit. “Just so you know, I offered Jason (Spezza) an extension and (he) said he wasn’t interested. Whether it’s because he thought we didn’t have enough around him or what … but there are different stories in each case. The problem is, I tell my version of it and then (the media) go to someone else and they tell a different version, and that’s the one that is believed. It has been frustrating. I tell it the way it is. I don’t usually fib anybody.”

Murray insists there are some veteran players who do want to stay, suggesting that left-winger Milan Michalek could have left for a better offer as a free agent, but instead agreed to a three-year, $12-million extension to stay in Ottawa.
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With that out of the way, Murray did acknowledge that it will be tough to fill Spezza’s skates — at least in the short term. The Senators received 23-year-old Chiasson, 22-year-old Alex Guptill, 19-year-old Nick Paul and the draft pick in the Spezza deal, which also saw prospect Ludwig Karlsson go to Dallas.

“I said all along, you don’t get equal value for a skilled point getter,” said Murray, who wanted to get a deal done as soon as possible rather than endure weeks of speculation about where and if Spezza could get dealt. In addition to the much-publicized potential deal with the Nashville Predators that fell through — the Predators were on Spezza’s 10-team no-trade list — Murray says there were two other possible deals that fell apart.

He talked about conversations with a team that signed a “big player” Tuesday — presumably the St. Louis Blues, who signed unrestricted free agent centre Paul Stastny to a four-year, $28-million contract — concluding that Dallas was the best option available.

Chiasson, a right-winger, scored 13 goals and 22 assists in 79 games last season and netted six goals and one assist (in seven games) during the 2012-13 season. He’s a former Boston University star who was originally drafted by Dallas in the second round (38th overall) of the 2009 entry draft.

Murray says Chaisson is “real competitive, a big kid (6-4, 215 pounds) who can come off the wing and have a net presence.” He figures to have a shot at playing on one of the Senators’ top two lines.

Guptill and Paul are also big wingers who, in Murray’s estimation, are “without a doubt NHL candidates” at some point.

Guptill scored 12 goals and 13 assists in 31 games with the University of Michigan last season. After his collegiate year ended, he registered two assists in five games with the American Hockey League’s Texas Stars. He has had some off-ice issues, however, including a pair of team suspensions at Michigan, a misdemeanour assault charge and a charge for public urination.

Paul is a centre with the North Bay Battalion of the Ontario Hockey League. He scored 26 goals and 20 assists in 67 regular-season games and had a strong playoff, scoring 12 goals and six assists in 22 games.

Spezza, who says he had a “frank discussion” with Murray about both his future and the Senators’ future at the end of the season, was ecstatic about landing in Dallas, one of the teams he wanted to end up with from “the get go”. His mood perked up even more when he learned that Ales Hemsky had signed a three-year, $12-million contract with Dallas as a free agent. The two had great chemistry in Ottawa after Hemsky was acquired from Edmonton at the trade deadline last March.

“I’m thrilled, very excited,” Spezza said in a conference call. “(The Senators) are a great organization, with a lot of good pieces, but I just felt that it was in my best interest to step forward in my career.”

While it’s believed Spezza grew tired of being singled out when the Senators struggled, he says he accepted that as a necessary evil for a player in a hockey market.

“There has been a lot said about me not wanting to play in Canada, but I’ve been there for 12 years and I’ve dealt with a lot of pressure,” he said.

Spezza says there was “a culmination of reasons” for asking for a trade out of Ottawa, but he insists his relationship with coach Paul MacLean wasn’t one of them.

“I think Paul is a great coach,” he said. “He was great for my development. People are going to have (discussions) on why I felt I wanted to move, but (MacLean) was definitely not the reason.”

Hemsky, meanwhile, says he had talked with Spezza in the past few weeks, wondering what the options were for the former Senators captain.

“It’s great news for me to play with Jason, I know him pretty well,” Hemsky said.

The Stars now boast a strong 1-2 punch at centre with Tyler Seguin and Spezza.

As for the Senators, Murray concedes the team could use another veteran NHL centre. The only proven full-time pivots are Kyle Turris, Mika Zibanejad and Zack Smith. Murray is working on another trade to possibly bring in a forward in the next few days, but says the door is open for the likes of Curtis Lazar, Mark Stone, Mike Hoffman and Jean-Gabriel Pageau to earn a spot.

The $3 million saved in the Spezza trade (Spezza is due to make $4 million next season and Chiasson $867,000) will be used to add to the current crop of forwards, and Murray could look at adding a free-agent centre down the road. The Senators’ GM disagrees with the skeptics who believe the Senators will struggle next season.

“We’re going to have a good hockey team,” he said. “We’re going to compete. We’re going to have a different brand of players, like (defenceman) Mark Borowiecki and Curtis Lazar, with character and leadership. I’ve talked to Erik Karlsson about that in the last day or two. I think we’re going to be well off.”

Just the same, the Senators are going to need to convince their fans.
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PHILADELPHIA – In National Hockey League circles, Canada Day effectively becomes New Year’s Day.

July 1 is the dividing line between last season and next season. It’s the time for NHL teams to commit to resolutions for big changes, bringing in new players in the hopes of a healthier future. It’s also the time to officially say goodbye to the players whose contracts expire and who choose to move on, aiming for a brighter financial picture or what they perceive as a better chance for success somewhere else.

At least that’s the way it’s supposed to work.

For the Ottawa Senators, the transition isn’t so smooth.

With no closure on where and when – dare we ask if? – captain Jason Spezza is traded, it’s a cloudy picture for Senators general manager Bryan Murray as free agency arrives.

In the Senators perfect world, Spezza would have been dealt at the NHL draft for a package of players and prospects that the organization could sell as the next stage for the franchise. But when a possible deal with Nashville fell through because the Predators were on Spezza’s 10-team no trade list, the Senators are in limbo.
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As a result, there’s plenty of uncertainty about the normal free agency decisions on what holes need to be filled, how wide owner Eugene Melnyk is willing to open his wallet and how to proceed with players who have one year remaining on their contracts.

That latter group includes Bobby Ryan, Clarke MacArthur, Marc Methot and Craig Anderson. After Spezza’s wish for a trade – the speculation is he made the request after failing to receive a commitment the team was willing to spend more freely in in pursuit of the Stanley Cup – those four are watching closely to see the next direction of the franchise.

“I don’t know, and that’s the problem,” Murray acknowledged, when asked about whether Spezza’s situation will effect his free agency options. “Always part of your decision is what can you spend and where does it fit and what do you get in return for a certain player.

“If you don’t know that, it’s harder.”

The Senators did leave the draft floor Saturday with high hopes for Andreas Englund, a physically imposing, no-nonsense, no-offence Swedish defenceman whom they selected 40th overall Saturday, but he’s probably two or three years away from having an impact in the NHL.

Murray acknowledged that his inability to move Spezza is “disappointing for him and disappointing for me.” Still, he insists he won’t give in to a weak offer simply to wash his hands of the matter.

“If we can find a good package, something comparable…I’m hoping we get something fair for the organization,” Murray said. “From my point of view, we would like to get a couple of players to put on the ice.”

There is some hope that if the St. Louis Blues are unlucky losers in trying to sign unrestricted free agent centre Paul Stastny, they will turn their attention towards Spezza.  The Chicago Blackhawks are also believed to be in the mix.

Perhaps Nashville isn’t completely out of Spezza sweepstakes, either.

“Nashville was on Jason’s list that we put together a while ago and without the benefit of a crystal ball, I can’t say (if that will change),” Rick Curran, Spezza’s agent, told The Hockey News. “Call me in three or four days and we might have a better answer.”

While all that is in the air, there are other holes for the Senators to fill up front. The guaranteed, signed players at the forward ranks include MacArthur, Kyle Turris, Ryan, Colin Greening, Mika Zibanejad, Chris Neil, Zack Smith and Erik Condra. Mark Stone, Mike Hoffman and Jean-Gabriel Pageau own two-way contracts, meaning they will make minor-league salaries if assigned to Binghamton of the American Hockey League. Curtis Lazar is also in the running for a spot, but if he doesn’t the make the Senators, he must be sent back to the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League.

“We need four forwards right now, not including Jason (Spezza),” Murray said. “(Trading) Jason will give me return, at least one (forward), but it looks like we need two left wings and a centre.

Murray is cautiously optimistic about getting a deal done with left winger Milan Michalek and his agent, Allan Walsh, who spent last week looking at other opportunities during the NHL’s free agency window.

“They’ve been very fair,” Murray said. “They will come back and at least talk.”

The free agency decisions will also affect how the Senators proceed with Ryan, MacArthur, Methot and Anderson.

“I have to wait until July 1 for (to start negotiating), but we have to get on our horse there, too, with three or four guys to try to get some term with, if we possibly can,” Murray said.

The other piece of unfinished business is getting restricted free agent goaltender Robin Lehner signed to a new contract. The Senators and Lehner’s agent, Craig Oster, have talked about a variety of short and long-term deals.

The Senators would like nothing better than to turn Canada Day into Can Do Day, but they need a quick resolution to the Spezza saga for that to occur.
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PHILADELPHIA – Down the road, the Buffalo Sabres could very well be boasting a distinct Ottawa-area flavour.

The Sabres, loaded with draft picks, chose Kemptville’s Eric Cornel with the 44th selection at Saturday’s NHL entry draft. The 6-1, 186-pound centre, scored 25 goals and 37 assists with the Peterborough Petes last season.

Cornel now joins a development system which includes Ottawa born and bred right winger Nick Baptiste, who was chosen 69th overall by the Sabres in the 2013 draft.

Overseeing all of it is, of course, Sabres general manager Tim Murray, who hails from Shawville.

“With Baptiste, another Ottawa guy, I’ll be able to get a little more info about what to expect at camp,” said Cornel, the top Ottawa-area selection in the 2014 draft, who shared the moment with his mother, Heidi, father, Rob, brother, Alex, and sister, Brooke.

“We have the same agent. I hear a lot from him. He went through the same thing, pretty much, last year. I see (Baptiste) here and there. Ottawa is a pretty small town, so off the ice we see other a bit.”

While Ottawa finished in the NHL’s basement last season, that’s not necessarily bad news for a young prospect, looking at a bright future.

“A team like Buffalo has a ton of opportunity and hopefully I will be able to grow a little bit more in junior. I’m going to be pretty realistic about my steps and meet with the Sabres and see what they’re expecting from me.”
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PHILADELPHIA – Yes, Andreas Englund is from Sweden.

And yes, he does play defence.

If that makes anyone think he’s the second coming of Erik Karlsson, guess again.

Englund is the polar opposite of Karlsson. He makes his presence felt in his own end, playing bread and butter defence. His goal is stopping goals, not scoring them.

“I’m a defensive defencemen and I try to make simple plays and play physical,” said Englund, who was selected by the Ottawa Senators in the second round (40th overall) of the NHL entry draft.

Senators assistant general manager Pierre Dorion says the organization was “extremely happy” to acquire Englund. While Englund was ranked 46th in The Hockey News scouting lists, Dorion says the Senators had him in the top 20 of their own scouting lists.

“For us, we feel like we left this draft with a first round pick,” said Dorion. “I’ve been scouting for 20 years, I don’t think we could bring in a higher character person into our organization.”

Dorion believes Englund could and should eventually be among the Senators top four defencemen in a few years because he has quiet, natural leadership abilities and matches up well against top opposition players.

“He’s just a guy who plays a North American style of game and we’re excited to bring a guy like that who brings those attributes to the ice.”

Dorion says the Senators have had their eye on Englund for a long time. While he says Englund needs to get stronger, Dorion suggested that he could challenge for a spot on the Senators in two or three seasons.

The Senators followed that up by choosing Miles Gendron, an offensive defenceman from Rivers Academy, near Boston.  They also chose United States Hockey League centre/winger Shane Eiserman — pronounced Yzerman — Carleton Place Canadians defenceman Kelly Summers and skilled (but perhaps undersized) centre Francis Perron.

Englund, 6-3 and 190 pounds, was the first pick of the draft for the Senators, who didn’t have a selection in Friday’s opening round, having traded the choice away to the Anaheim Ducks in last summer’s trade for Bobby Ryan.

In selecting Englund, the Senators went to familiar territory, back to Djurgardens in Stockholm, the original home of current Senators centre Mika Zibanejad. Djurgardens is also home to Tobias Lindberg, whom the Senators selected in the fourth round of the 2013 draft.

Englund isn’t ready to step into the NHL next season and after attending development camp in Ottawa next week, he’ll go back to Djurgardens, hoping to play in the Swedish Elite League.

“I’ve heard a lot of great things (about Ottawa),” said Englund. “It’s exciting. I’ve heard they have a great development camp and the organization really helps you develop.”

In terms of Swedish comparisons, Englund’s style is closer to that of Frederik Claessen than to Karlsson. Claessen, originally selected by the Senators in the 2011 draft, is coming off a strong season as a physical defenceman with Binghamton of the American Hockey League.

If I had a nickel for every conversation with an NHL front office executive or agent this summer that included the phrase, “The Rangers need to trade Nash,” I would have a nickel from essentially every conversation I have had this summer, and my cap hit would approach Rick Nash’s $7.8 million.

But I’m here to tell you that a trade is not happening. Nash has a no-move clause in his contract in force through the end of this season that management has no intention of asking him to waive and No. 61 has no intention of volunteering to forfeit.

The Rangers are not asking Nash to leave town after two seasons on Broadway in which he led the team in goal-scoring both times, and No. 61 is not asking for an exit from New York after recording a sum of four goals in 37 playoff games.

The concept is not on the table for either party.

The NHLPA is about to formalize its policy relating to the $300 million in “make-whole” payments the union is owed — and will begin to receive in installments — under the CBA in the aftermath of Owners’ Lockout III.

Sources have indicated the PA will distribute the funds exclusively to players who were under contract for the 2012-13 season for which their pay was pro-rated at 58.54 percent of the face value of their respective salaries when the schedule was reduced to 48 games.

Modal Trigger

Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane both scored hefty extensions from the Blackhawks.
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 By the way, did you notice that Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane both structured their respective eight-year, $84 million extensions that kick in with 2015-16 — at $10.5 million cap hits per — so they are both due only $2 million in salary for 2020-21 (plus $5 million in signing bonuses), by far the lowest base of the contracts?

That is because 2020-21 is set to become the next lockout season.

The only reason the Blackhawks are able to accommodate Toews’ and Kane’s cap hits without decimating their team for 2015-16 is the marquee team has both Duncan Keith and Marian Hossa under contract on a pair of those long-term, front-loaded deals that allegedly are bad for the game and are outlawed under current work conditions.

Keith, the reigning Norris Trophy winner who has been voted the NHL’s best defenseman twice in the last five years, is entering the fifth season of a 13-year, $72 million deal under which his cap hit is just $5.538 million — probably $2.5 million per under market value.

And Hossa, a sure first ballot Hall of Famer when the time comes, is entering the sixth season of a 12-year, $63.3 million contract under which his cap hit is just $5.275 million — probably $2 million below what he would receive under the current rules.

The Kings, meanwhile, benefit from having Jeff Carter on an 11-year, $58 million deal, under which his cap hit is limited to $5.273 million per, at least $2 million less than he would command on the open market, while also having won twice in four years, with Mike Richards working on a 12-year, $69 million contract at $5.75 million per that has been a double-edged sword.

When Nash scored three goals while leading the playoffs with 83 shots, his 3.6-percent shooting percentage was the third-worst on record for players with at least 70 shots in a postseason tournament, according to the playoff finder tool on hockey-reference.com.

The worst is Tyler Seguin’s 1.4-percent (one goal on 70 shots) for the 2013 Bruins that prompted his trade to Dallas last summer. The second worst is Hossa’s 2.7 percent this year, when the Chicago winger scored on just two of 75 shots, including 0-for-28 in the western finals against the Kings.

Seven years at $42 million might seem excessive for a 28-year goaltender who has never started more than 43 games in a season, but not so for Cory Schneider, for far too long a No. 1 in waiting whose wait has ended with the Devils.

If the transition from Martin Brodeur wasn’t quite as seamless as the Devils would have preferred, there is not a player in the NHL who could have handled the challenge of sitting behind the Living Legend after having sat behind Roberto Luongo in Vancouver with more class than Schneider.

It has to be some sort of a typographical error, doesn’t it, for Zdeno Chara to be listed as the Norris Trophy winner only once in his career?

 Do you know how many players under the age of 24 as of last Feb. 1 recorded at least 101 points over the last two seasons?

Six, and one of them is Derek Stepan.

Which is why, if Stepan has any kind of a season this year (and why wouldn’t he?), the Rangers’ No. 1 center will be in line to nearly double his cap hit from its current $3.075 million when he becomes an arbitration-eligible Group II free agent next summer.

The Islanders, in need of a defenseman, should be mighty interested if the Maple Leafs are still dangling Jake Gardiner, whose possession numbers were pretty darn good on the league’s worst possession team.

If victory has 1,000 fathers and defeat is an orphan, then what was Vancouver’s decision last year to hire John Tortorella behind the bench, an epoch the ownership is attempting to scrub from franchise history the way Khrushchev’s reign was expunged from Soviet Union annals?

The Rangers wanted Dan Boyle six years ago, just as they wanted Marty St. Louis and Brad Richards, too, long before the latter two arrived.

But it didn’t work out. The Blueshirts just didn’t have enough tradable assets to get any of them from Tampa Bay while they were in their prime even as ownership dismantled the 2004 Stanley Cup championship team.

So the Lightning traded Boyle — and his no-trade clause that he eventually waived after being threatened with waivers and a likely claim by Atlanta — to the Sharks over the summer of 2008, and they traded Richards — and his no-move clause that he waived after bowing to reality — to Dallas at the 2007-08 deadline, and they didn’t trade St. Louis at all until the winger insisted at the deadline this past March.

But now, the third musketeer is finally a Ranger, late in his hockey life and late in his hockey career, following the path not so less traveled by Richards and St. Louis. The Blueshirts trust that it’s not too late for this right-handed defenseman who will celebrate his 38th birthday on Saturday just as they trust it was not too late to acquire St. Louis, who turned 39 five days after Game 5 of the final in Los Angeles.

“I’m not the oldest guy on the team; that’s why I wanted to come,” Boyle joked during a conference call with the media on Monday before turning serious. “I know there’s a lot of talk about [St. Louis’] age and my age moving forward but Marty and I will always thrive. It fires us up.”

Well, of course, Boyle is coming for reasons other than his buddy’s status as his elder, the defenseman having cited his long-time desire to play in New York, at the Garden, and for an Original Six team following a 15-year NHL career spent exclusively in Florida (with the Panthers and Lightning) and California (with the Sharks) as reasons why he signed with the Rangers despite receiving more lucrative offers from other suitors, including the Islanders, Red Wings and Maple Leafs.

Boyle became a Ranger last Tuesday by signing a two-year free agent deal worth $4.5 million per year. No one will ever be able to say he didn’t know what he was getting into, not after he spoke with both St. Louis and Richards about the pros and cons of playing on the Broadway stage.

“It’s New York. It’s a lot of pressure. We talked about all the pressure that gets put on,” Boyle said of his conversations with St. Louis. “I enjoy the pressure. You have to be prepared for that. I’ve already been forewarned.

“I’ve been in pressure situations before in the Stanley Cup final and the [2010] Olympic Gold Medal game. I thrive on it.”

Boyle is expected to slide into the spot on Marc Staal’s right side on the second pair vacated by Anton Stralman when No. 6 defected to the Lightning. The right-handed shot will also inherit the role of power-play quarterback that opened with the buyout of Richards, who since signed a free-agent deal with the Blackhawks.

“The power play is one of the spots where I hope to come in and help,” said Boyle, who will be relied upon to carry the puck and gain the zone as well as fire away from the point. “It’s something I’ve been doing for many years now and hopefully I can help out and maybe improve it.”

The Rangers will want Boyle, a dynamic game-changer with the puck on his stick throughout much of his career, to push the pace and contribute to the attack in the offensive zone. One of the benchmark games of his career came against the Blueshirts, when he recorded a third-period hat trick (plus an assist) in a 4-3 victory on Dec. 23, 2006 in Tampa Bay after the Rangers had led 3-0 after two periods.

Now, better late than never, he’s on the Blueshirts’ side.

“I’m going in to make a difference. I’m one of those guys that wants the puck, that wants to make plays, that wants to play, and that’s what I’m hoping for,” Boyle said. “Obviously helping younger guys goes with the territory and I’d be happy to help, but I’m there to win hockey games and obviously the ultimate goal is to win the Cup.

“That’s what I’m there for.”

If this doesn’t represent a wake-up call for Michael Del Zotto, 24 and unemployed, then nothing will.

For this isn’t Del Zotto being sent to the AHL midway through his second NHL (and pro) season by the Rangers and John Tortorella, or Del Zotto being scratched nine times by Alain Vigneault, or Del Zotto being kept out of the lineup in Nashville by Barry Trotz, or even David Poile passing on the Predators’ $2.9 million qualifier.

This is, rather, Del Zotto still searching for someone willing to buy low on him during an early summer in which the market for defensemen — serviceable and otherwise — has resembled the Dow Jones and even people like Deryk Engelland and Nikita Nikitin were treated as blue-chip stocks.

Remember last summer when it appeared Del Zotto, Chris Kreider and Mats Zuccarello would be the biggest beneficiaries of the Rangers’ coaching change from Tortorella to Vigneault? Well, two out of three isn’t bad.

Del Zotto, given all sorts of freedom on the ice, couldn’t take advantage of the clean slate; never was able to play to his perceived offensive strengths; never quite clicked with upbeat, positive-thinking assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson any more than he had previously with the dour and sour Mike Sullivan.

My goodness, by December Del Zotto had somehow fallen behind Justin (Hell No, I Won’t Go … to Hartford… for Conditioning!) Falk on the depth chart.

A new start with Vigneault ended with a trade for Kevin Klein. A fresh start in Nashville under Trotz ended without an invite to return for newly hired Peter Laviolette. At some point, it is not on the coaches.

Some point is at this point.

Other than Martin Brodeur, who is a unique case, Del Zotto is the most intriguing free agent remaining on the market. He simply is too young with too much ability to already have landed in the overstock bin.

But that’s where he is after a spell in which every team with needs on the back end — which, by definition, pretty much means every team in the NHL — has done their homework on due diligence on Del Zotto and has passed, and many even before checking the sticker price.

This doesn’t mean time has passed Del Zotto by, or his best days — when, in October 2009, he was, as a 19-year-old, NHL rookie of the month? — are in the past. It means, though, the burden of proof is on the player. It means Del Zotto can’t — or shouldn’t — sell himself for a premium.

For right now, five years down a road filled with speed bumps and now a dead end, Del Zotto is perceived as difficult to coach. This is surely a primary reason why Del Zotto remains without a job in a league of third, fourth and fifth chances … and not only when he is defending in his own end. But seriously, folks.

This can’t be about the dotted line for Del Zotto — not now. For the bottom line is that at the age of 24, Del Zotto is a reclamation project. It is impossible to believe there aren’t needy teams out there that wouldn’t take a flier on him, but at their price, not his; their terms, not his.

This is a summer in which Del Zotto should spend his time surrounded by, and looking at, mirrors. The alarm has sounded.

It is largely pro-forma, and it is actually good news for the Rangers that their three salary arbitration-eligible restricted free agents, Zuccarello, Kreider and Derick Brassard, all filed by Saturday’s deadline.

The objective on both sides of the aisle is to reach a long-term agreement for all three players — Brassard and Zuccarello could become eligible for unrestricted free agency next summer absent multi-year deals — but filing means all three will be under contract for the start of training camp.

Nikolay Zherdev is the last Ranger to go through a salary arbitration case. When the winger was awarded $3.9 million in the summer of 2009, the Blueshirts ran — not walked — away.

John Moore is the club’s lone Group II without arbitration rights. The cap squeeze means the defenseman will be playing on a bridge deal for not all that much more than his $850,500 qualifier. Say, two years at $1.1 million per?

Brodeur, meanwhile, might be the victim of both the cap and of his own formidable shadow he would cast on a club’s No. 1, even as the most willing and conscientious of backups.

But what about Columbus, where Sergei Bobrovsky surely has established himself as an unassailable No. 1 over the past two seasons, and where Curtis McElhinney is the backup for a young, growing team with championship aspirations in a conference with a wide-open window?

And though the dynamics in Pittsburgh are difficult to read, it is impossible to believe the Penguins wouldn’t be better served with Brodeur rather than Thomas Greiss as the alternative to Marc-Andre Fleury.

Bizarre. Torey Krug is a restricted free agent in limbo (also known as “Boston”), eligible for neither salary arbitration nor a Group II offer sheet.

So Josh Gorges, who had Toronto on his no-trade list, rejected a trade to Toronto, and he’s the bad guy and subject to ridicule? Nonsense.

I know what you — like me, and everyone else — were thinking when the Sharks lost four straight to the Kings after taking a 3-0 lead in the first round of the playoffs: This wouldn’t have happened if John Scott had been in the San Jose lineup.

In an expected move, the Rangers had three restricted free agents file for salary arbitration before Saturday’s deadline.

Forwards Derick Brassard, Mats Zuccarello and Chris Kreider all got their paperwork in on time, which does not stop them from negotiating with the club before the case gets in front of an arbiter.

Each will soon have a hearing date set, likely for late-July, and if no deal can be reached by then, the case would be heard.

All three were given qualifying offers, one-year deals that equal their previous season’s salary. The fourth NHL-level players who is a restricted free agent is defenseman John Moore, and he is not arbitration eligible.

Brassard, 26, is coming off a four-year, $12.8 free million deal, so his offer was for $3.7 million. Zuccarello, 26, got an offer for $1.15 million following a regular season when he led the Rangers with 59 points. Kreider, 23, was technically coming off his rookie season, and after his entry-level deal expired, he got an offer for $850,500.

General manager Glen Sather is adamant about certain restricted free agents getting two-year “bridge deals,” yet the goal will be for at least Brassard and Zuccarello to be wrapped up to longer-term deals. If either were to take the one-year deal the arbitration awarded, they would become unrestricted free agents the following offseason and likely create an even more unenviable situation for Sather and his salary-cap management.

The Rangers are approximately $14 million under the $69 million salary-cap ceiling.

LOS ANGELES — Twenty-five minutes later, they were still cloaked in white, still wearing their sacred vestments, none of them wanting to be the first to discard their sweaters or their socks, because that would mean this run, this ride, this splendid expedition, would really be over.

And none of them wanted that. Not yet.

Not Chris Kreider, who had scored a huge goal on this night, who had blossomed in this playoff spring, alone with his thoughts in one corner. Not Brian Boyle, who had scored what looked for a good, long while like it might be the Cup-saving and season-extending goal, in another.

Not Henrik Lundqvist, pads still wrapping his spread-eagle legs, a baseball cap on his head and two hands covering his face. He had been as heroic as he ever has been, as just about anyone has ever been with these all-or-nothing stakes, setting aside 48 shots before the Kings’ ceaseless waves finally caught up to him.

“You get this far … and you do so much … and you come up short …” defenseman Marc Staal said, half-heartedly pawing at the tape around his ankles. “And it just … Ah. It just hurts.”

They had taken themselves, and their city, on such a splendid springtime tour. They had introduced peripheral fans to their sport, and those that stuck to the end, until Alec Martinez’s game-winner at 12:26 Saturday morning, Eastern time — 14 minutes and 43 seconds into double-overtime — got a fine introduction to the Maalox-swilling world of playoff hockey.

And a painful indoctrination to how awful it can be when it ends in a rush, in a blur, before anyone was ready to hand in their uniform and turn in their gear.

“We played some good hockey, I think we can be proud of that,” defenseman Ryan McDonagh said. “But they were relentless. They kept coming, kept pushing, and made us focus for every second you were on the ice. But I thought we played pretty good, too.”

Pretty good. Just not good enough. Three times, they pushed the Kings to overtime on Los Angeles’ home ice, each time having held a lead. And three times it was the Kings who found a way to score the final goal. This time it ended 3-2, and it kneecapped the Rangers, sent many of them sprawling to the ice, bent over the half-boards of their bench.

Because the game had lasted so long —including two posts and two crossbars hit in the extra time, because of two stubborn teams and two brilliant goaltenders — of course it wound up ending on June 14 in New York, which is a forever date in the history of the Rangers, and 20 years to the day from when it was they who lifted the Cup.

“This one will last a lifetime!” Sam Rosen exclaimed that night, and so far, it has had to. These Rangers tried to add a bookend, tried to add a fifth Cup to the team’s trophy case, tried to make spring last as long as it could, as damn near close to summer as the calendar allows. Just not long enough.

Instead, they sat in their stalls in the visitors’ dressing room, their legs weary, their lungs shot, their voices hoarse. It was quiet enough that you could hear the Kings’ celebration bleeding through the walls. They hadn’t wanted to let the Kings celebrate back home, on Garden ice, and so there was that.

But as the moment hit, and began to sink in, they started to realize it wasn’t all that great to listen to this, either.

“We fell short,” center Derick Brassard whispered. “We can talk about how hard we played and how much we made them work for this, but in the end that’s all that matters. We fell short.”

That’s what the record books will note: a 4-1 series win for the Kings that will sure look a hell of a lot easier than it really was. And maybe that’s as it should be: As Bill Parcells famously said, there are no medals for trying in pro sports.

No medals, but there are memories. Rangers fans cherish them, and they will cherish this team, in time, put them on a shelf with the 1972 team and the 1979 near-misses. For now, the 1994 team still stands alone. Twenty years on, they are still the gold standard.

Thirty-five minutes after falling short of that plateau, the Rangers slowly began to peel off their uniforms. It was time. It was terrific. But it was over.

The Islanders have turned to a pair of former Maple Leafs in an effort to boost their offense.

Mikhail Grabovski signed a four-year, $20 million deal and Nikolai Kulemin came aboard for four years and $16.75 million Wednesday afternoon.

The 30-year-old Grabovski played 58 games for the Capitals last season, tallying 35 points. He had been with Toronto from 2008-2013, but was bought out after the season and signed a one-year contract with Washington.

Kulemin, 27, had spent his entire career with the Maple Leafs, beginning in 2008. He appeared in 70 games for Toronto last season and scored 20 points.

The two performed well together for the Maple Leafs in the 2010-11 season, when Kulemin scored 30 goals and Grabovski notched 29.

After making a splash Tuesday with the signing of defenseman Dan Boyle, the Rangers added a player Wednesday for depth up front — and his name may ring a bell.

The team came to terms on a contract with forward Chris Bourque, the son of Hall of Famer Ray Bourque, who spent the bulk of his 22-year NHL career with the Rangers’ nemeses, the Bruins. Financial details of the contract were not disclosed.

The younger Bourque is returning to the NHL after spending last season in Europe, where he split time between Ak Bars Kazan of the Kontinental Hockey League in Russia and EHC Biel of National League A in Switzerland. In 32 games between the two teams, he scored 15 points.

The Rangers will be Bourque’s third NHL team.

From 2007 to 2010, he appeared in 13 games for the Capitals, scoring one goal. He spent the 2013 season with the Bruins, appearing in 18 games and totaling four points.

The move also re-unites Chris with his younger brother Ryan, a prospect in the Rangers’ system who spent last season with the Hartford Wolf Pack of the AHL.

The Islanders have been in this situation before, so it wasn’t a terrible surprise the home-run swings they did make on the opening of free agency didn’t result in home runs.

Instead, general manager Garth Snow ended up making some understated moves he thinks can help his team regain some organizational depth, and possibly help this coming season and into the future.

According to sources, the dominos began to fall when free-agent defenseman Dan Boyle shunned the Islanders’ two separate contract offers — one of two years at $5.5 million per season, the other of three years at $5 million per — to take a two-year deal with the Rangers at $4.5 million per.

Snow had traded a fifth-round pick to the Sharks in early June to obtain Boyle’s exclusive negotiating rights. When he was asked if there was regret for making that move, Snow was forthright.

“Knowing now that I didn’t get him? Absolutely,” Snow told The Post. “But I also realize there was zero-percent change of us getting him if we waited to July 1. It was a fifth-round pick that was worth a try.”

According to a league source, the Islanders also sent an offer to Thomas Vanek in the range of four years at $7 million per, which surpassed his three-year, $19.5 million deal he signed with the Wild.

There were also other situations with free agents in which Snow made the team’s best offer — including a competitive offer to former Ranger Brad Richards, who signed for one year at $2 million in Chicago — but with a market that had some outlandish prices, he chose prudence instead.

“I didn’t want to get in that situation [of overpaying],” Snow said. “It just confirms the belief that we need to build from within. It’s up to our players that haven’t played to the level we expect to kick it up a notch.”

Snow did sign proven backup goalie Chad Johnson to a two-year, $2.6 million deal. Johnson was terrific in relief of Tuukka Rask last season in Boston. The Isles’ starter for the past two seasons, Evgeni Nabokov, went off to sign a one-year deal with the Lightning for $1.55 million.

Also signed was AHL Defenseman of the Year, T.J. Brennan, who got a one-year, one-way deal worth $600,000. The 25-year-old led all AHL defenseman with 25 goals and 72 points last season for the Toronto Marlies.

Another point of emphasis was to add depth on the wing, which came with the signings of 24-year-old Cory Conacher (one-year, $600,000, one-way contract) and 27-year-old Jack Skille (one-year, two-way deal; $750,00 NHL, $300,000 in AHL). Also coming in on minimal two-way deals were forwards Harry Zolnierczyk and Kael Mouillierat.

The Islanders still are approximately $6 million below the $51 million salary-cap floor, and although Snow said he is rather “settled in” at this point, he did not rule out making a move. And adding the pieces he did on Tuesday could help.

“It gives us flexibility,” Snow said, “if we do have to make a move.”

This was a pretty good day for the Rangers, who didn’t come away quite whole after the opening of the free agent market but who sure had a whole lot better July 1 than they would have if Dan Boyle hadn’t taken a whole lot less to come to Broadway than he could have gotten from at least three other teams.

Three months before the season commences, eight months prior to the trade deadline and 11 months until the 2015 Stanley Cup finals, the Rangers don’t appear nearly strong enough down the middle to compete with the likes of Los Angeles, Anaheim, St. Louis or Chicago. But there’s time to address that.

The free agent exchange of outgoing Brian Boyle (to Tampa Bay) for incoming Tanner Glass (from Pittsburgh) weakened the fourth-line by a measurable degree, and the departure of top nine winger Benoit Pouliot (to Edmonton) has left at least a temporary void on one of the Rangers’ scoring lines. There is time to address that, too.

So yes, there is work to be done between now and next April and everyone knows that. But the Blueshirts were hardly mortally wounded Tuesday either on their roster or under the salary cap. They probably did not lose ground to Boston or Pittsburgh or anyone else in the East.

Retaining Dominic Moore, the fourth-line engine, penalty killer and faceoff artist, and who stayed for less at $1.5 million per for two seasons than he would have received to flee, represented a very important signing for the Blueshirts.

But it was the addition of righty defenseman and power play point man Boyle — who, true, is going to be 38 next month and not 28 and is joining the Blueshirts in 2014 and not 2004, when he was an integral part of Tampa Bay’s Stanley Cup championship team — that saved the day.
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Brian Boyle’s departure thins the Rangers ranks at forward.
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Two years at $4.5 million per season for such a player constitutes a bargain in an environment in which Nikita Nikitin got the very same deal from Edmonton; Brooks Orpik got five years at $5.5 million per from Washington; Anton Stralman got five years at $4.5 million per from Tampa Bay after initially asking for considerably more than that to remain in New York; and, astonishingly, Deryk Engelland received three years at $2.9 million per from the always fiscally responsible Brian Burke and Calgary.

And it’s not just the number, not just the talent — explosive, game-changing talent when at his peak — that combine to make this Boyle’s addition a coup.

It’s this, as articulated by George Bazos, Boyle’s agent, in a phone conversation within an hour of his client’s signing: “We told teams [during the five-day interview period preceding Tuesday] that if the Rangers made an offer, the decision wasn’t going to be about money.”

The Islanders, who had obtained Boyle’s rights from San Jose last month, offered three years and $15 million. The Red Wings offered three years at $12.5 million. The Sabres are believed to have come in with what essentially would be described as a blank check.

And yet Boyle went with his heart. Nearly every free agent who talks about wanting to play in New York also wants the biggest paycheck in order to come here. Notably, Wayne Gretzky took less and so did Brendan Shanahan. Now, Boyle, who has always wanted to play for the Rangers and now gets to rejoin his old partner Marty St. Louis.

Boyle, who will slide into Stralman’s vacated spot on Marc Staal’s right side on the second pair, struggled at times last season, recording 36 points (12-24) with some dicey possession numbers. But he sustained a concussion in October — from which there were no lingering after-effects on the ice — and then played a substantial number of games with a broken thumb leading into the Olympic recess.

His ability to skate and gain the zone on the power play will be invaluable for this team that had entry issues throughout the season and in the playoffs. Boyle shoots the puck. And he competes and is driven. For two years, the signing was a slam-dunk.

There is work to be done and not all that much available space with which to do it; about $15 million with which to take care of restricted free agents Derick Brassard, Chris Kreider, Mats Zuccarello and John Moore and also fill in the remaining blanks.

But the Rangers were not hurt on Tuesday. They lost neither their credibility nor their ability to compete. Much of that is owed to Dan Boyle’s desire to wear the Blueshirt.

Glen Sather moved quickly to land his top target.

The Rangers general manager nabbed veteran defenseman Dan Boyle on a two-year, $9 million deal at the open of free agency Tuesday, sources said.

Boyle, 38, will replace departing blue-liner Anton Stralman on the second pairing and will be the point man on the first-unit power play, filling a major need.

“Dan has always wanted to play for the Rangers,” Boyle’s agent, George Bazos, told The Post. “We told teams that if the Rangers made an offer, the decision wasn’t going to be about money.

“He’s excited about playing in New York and with Marty [St. Louis] again. He thinks he’s a perfect fit for the way they play.”

Boyle’s rights were traded by the Sharks to the Islanders on June 5 for a conditional 2015 fifth-round pick. A Stanley Cup champion as St. Louis’ teammate with the Lightning in 2004, he had 12 goals and 24 assists for San Jose this past season.

The Rangers also re-signed center Dominic Moore to a two-year contract worth $1.5 million per, and added fourth-line winger Tanner Glass on a three-year, $4.35 million pact.
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Benoit Pouliot joins the Oilers.
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The Rangers did, however, lose forward Benoit Pouliot, who signed a four-year, $20 million deal with the Oilers. The Penguins also were making a strong push for Pouliot, sources said, but couldn’t approach the money Edmonton was offering.

Pouliot, a key piece for the Rangers last season with 15 goals and 21 assists in 80 games, had played the past five seasons on one-year deals.

The Oilers also landed Devils defenseman Mark Fayne, who was a Rangers contingency plan had they been unable to sign Boyle. Fayne inked a four-year, $14 million deal.

The Devils moved to sign winger Mike Cammalleri for five years and $25 million. They also picked up winger Marty Havlat on a one-year deal worth $1.5 million.

The Islanders picked up goalie Chad Johnson (two years, $2.6 million) and defenseman T.J. Brennan (one year, $600,000).

As of Monday evening, the Islanders were unable to come to an agreement with pending unrestricted free agent defenseman Dan Boyle, who declared his intent to the club that he wanted to experience July 1 — the start of free agency — according to a source.

The Islanders have offered him a two-year deal between $4-4.5 million per season since they obtained him from the Sharks in an early-June trade in exchange for a conditional fifth-round pick. If Boyle did sign, that pick would have become a fourth rounder for San Jose in 2015, but as of now, that is looking unlikely.

The odds of general manager Garth Snow being able to trade his rights Tuesday morning is doubtful, as Boyle and his agent have already heard from numerous teams — including the Rangers — during the free-agent interview period that started last Wednesday. Boyle will turn 38 on July 12.

The Islanders also laid out qualifying offers to restricted free agents Calvin de Haan, Matt Donovan, Kevin Poulin, Anders Nilsson, Anders Lee, Casey Cizikas, Brett Gallant and Aaron Ness.

The Devils became the next team in line to do something they previously had not anticipated in the wake of next season’s salary cap being lower than expected.

On Monday, general manager Lou Lamoriello used his second and final compliance buyout on defenseman Anton Volchenkov, thus voiding his $4.25 million annual salary-cap hit for the next two seasons. Volchenkov, 32, struggled to stay healthy during his time in New Jersey, which started when he signed a six-year, $25.5 million deal on July 1, 2010.

He will receive two-thirds of his remaining money ($5.67 million) spread out over the next four seasons, and none will count toward the cap. When free agency opens on Tuesday at noon, he will be unrestricted to sign with whomever he wants, except the Devils.

On Friday, before the first round of the draft, the league announced the salary-cap ceiling would be $69 million, about $2 million less than its winter projections. That left many teams in difficult spots, and as the Devils have many holes to fill, it also apparently left Lamoriello with the idea he needed the space occupied by Volchenkov.

Going into the free-agent market without Volchenkov’s cap hit, Lamoriello finds his team about $13 million under the cap. The whole of the fourth line from the past three seasons — Ryan Carter, Steve Bernier and Stephen Gionta — are all unrestricted, as is defenseman Mark Fayne.

Then, of course, there is Martin Brodeur. The future Hall of Fame goaltender is unrestricted and going to test the open market. He reportedly has heard from a handful of teams, including the Maple Leafs, whose new president, Brendan Shanahan, confirmed as much at the draft.

The Devils had used its first amnesty buyout on goalie Johan Hedberg, and has next season’s starter in place with Cory Schneider, whom they traded for at last year’s draft.

Break up the NHL Eastern Conference champions? You betcha, for the combination of free agency and life in a restrictive hard-cap world will ensure the Rangers’ 2014-15 team photo will look significantly different from the one that was snapped during the Stanley Cup finals.

At least five, and perhaps six, of the 18 skaters who competed against the Kings in the elimination Game 5 double-overtime defeat in LA on June 13 were all but gone on the eve of Tuesday’s opening of the free-agent market, with Brad Richards (buyout) and Derek Dorsett (trade to Vancouver) already out of the picture.

Second-pair right defenseman Anton Stralman, second-line winger Benoit Pouliot and fourth-line winger Brian Boyle all are likely to be receiving their mail at new addresses following a lead-in to free agency during which management concluded the market would be too rich in these cases for the club’s liking.

The Blueshirts, who have serious cap issues exacerbated by the NHLPA’s decision to reject an increase to $71 million and instead settle on a $69 million ceiling in order to potentially save a percentage point or two of escrow, would thus be looking to add a handful of replacement parts when the bell rings at noon.

The Rangers were attempting on Monday to hammer out a deal to keep prospective free agent Dominic Moore off the market and on Broadway. The fourth-line engine was seeking a three-year contract in the neighborhood of $1.7 million per while the Blueshirts were believed to be more interested in a two-year deal for slightly less money per.

Boyle, who is honeymooning, told The Post by text on Monday he was surprised to have not received an offer from the club. Sources reported Boyle’s camp had initially requested a deal he apparently can get elsewhere but is well beyond the Rangers’ reach.

Similarly, The Post has been told that anticipated available deals for Stralman and Pouliot have priced them out of the Rangers’ reach, even though Pouliot’s camp hadn’t closed the door on a return as of Monday evening.

“So far,” No. 67’s agent, Kent Hughes, told The Post via text when asked if it appeared his client would test the market.

A league source said the Penguins are expected to be aggressive in their pursuit of Pouliot, who emerged as one of the Blueshirts’ most productive forwards during the second half of the season on the line with Derick Brassard and Mats Zuccarello.

The Rangers have committed approximately $45.8 million of the $69 million cap to 10 players currently under contract, thus leaving a tad over $23 million with which to sign restricted free agents Brassard, Zuccarello, Chris Kreider and John Moore while completing a representative 22- or 23-man roster.

Though the club already has committed approximately $26.14 million to goaltenders Henrik Lundqvist and Cam Talbot and defensemen Ryan McDonagh, Dan Girardi, Marc Staal and Kevin Klein, sources told The Post the Rangers were mulling how far to go in order to be in on the auction for Dan Boyle, who would presumably assume Stralman’s second-pair, right-side minutes and Richards’ power-play point time if he indeed does come to New York.

The Blueshirts would have loved to get this Boyle — 38 next month — on a one-year, over-35, bonus-laden deal in order to defer some of the charge to 2015-16, if necessary, but The Post has been told the 2004 Tampa Bay Cup champion is seeking (at least) a two-year deal in the neighborhood of the $5 million per that he is sure to receive.

The question for the Rangers is whether they could possibly go that far and then be able to fill in creditably with what would be a remaining $18 million. The Devils’ Mark Fayne, who played on the right side of the team’s first pair with partner Andy Greene and is believed to be seeking approximately $3 million per, is an alternative.

The Blueshirts, who don’t appear to have a forward in the system capable of filling Pouliot’s spot and, oh boy, could they use one, might be in the mix for reclamation projects Martin Havlat, Ales Hemsky, Dustin Penner and/or Dany Heatley if available at a reasonable price. New Jersey fourth-line winger Ryan Carter has also piqued the club’s interest.

PHILADELPHIA — Glen Sather has been around long enough to know exactly what he was doing when he sauntered over the assembled media at Saturday’s NHL draft at Wells Fargo Center and began to lay the foundation for what could be a rather tumultuous summer.

The Rangers general manager began by making it clear he was surprised by the league’s announcement on Friday, just before the first round of the draft, that the salary-cap ceiling would be $69 million, about $2 million less than the winter projections.

“Heck, it was a surprise for every guy out here,” Sather said. “We all expected it to be higher. … We’ll do what we have to do.”

The pinch leaves the Rangers in a difficult spot, with about $23 million in cap space to fill out an NHL roster that currently has just two goalies, four defensemen and six forwards under contract (including J.T. Miller, who even Sather penciled in as a main contributor next season).

“We already traded one guy to get some relief,” he said about shipping fourth-line winger Derek Dorsett and his $1.633 million cap hit along to the Canucks on Friday in exchange for a third-round pick. “We’ll see what happens here in the next week.”

It hasn’t helped Sather’s cause that the league has now allowed a window for teams to speak to unrestricted free agents before the opening of the market on July 1, with that window opening at midnight on Wednesday.

“It’s a little strange,” Sather said, diplomatically voicing his displeasure.

Sather then began to negotiate against his own free agents, both of the restricted and unrestricted kinds that are in his midst. He felt a lot of them may have high monetary expectations because of the team’s success this past year, going to the Stanley Cup finals, where they lost to the Kings in five games.

“We got to the finals, but we didn’t win,” Sather said. “So I think realistically, some of these guys are going to have to pull the horns in a little bit.”

Specifically, Sather took jabs at restricted free agents Mats Zuccarello and Chris Kreider, both of whom are arbitration-eligible — making it possible for them to sign one-year deals and then become unrestricted in 2015.

“Zuccarello had a great year,” Sather said. “He played well, he did everything we wanted him to do. He sees the ice as well as anyone in the game.”

Then Sather pointed out he started last season playing in the Russian KHL, and became the Rangers’ leading scorer this season on a one-year deal.

“He really only had one good year here so far,” Sather said.

Concerning Kreider, Sather mentioned he started this season in the minors.

“That’s what we’re going to talk about,” he said. “There are a lot of other things going on.”

Unrestricted winger Benoit Pouliot was another topic of conversation, the mercurial talent having played well this past season on his one-year deal.

“He found a place where he was very comfortable, the coach liked him, his line was very good together, had a good structure, they had good chemistry,” Sather said. “Now if he goes on to another place, he could be back in the same situation where he was two years ago.

“You have to decide yourself what you’re looking for. Is it money, a few more dollars or something like that? In my book, it’s always winning.”

Winning is Sather’s main focus because it has to be, and yet there seems little he can do in this financial situation to keep unrestricted free agents Anton Stralman and Brian Boyle. Yet coming off the franchise’s most successful season in two decades, Sather’s roster is in major flux, and it could result in a very different team next season — whether he likes it or not.

“You can have a good team, but if you have players that aren’t willing to accept their roles, then you’ve got conflict all the time and that creates problems,” Sather said. “I’m not interested in problems.”

Incredulous Isles GM needs some wins to back up his attitude

By Larry Brooks

.

June 28, 2014

As usual with the Islanders, it couldn’t just be about the personnel move, in this case the decision to trade up in the draft on Friday to select risk/reward fledgling center Josh Ho-Sang 28th overall. No, it couldn’t be just about that.

Instead, as is commonplace with this shipwreck franchise that often seems to be run as a vanity project by and for both owner Charles Wang and general manager Garth Snow, it was about a look-at-me moment out of the executive suite.

It was about Sideshow Garth, who with a smirk on his face that belied his absolute lack of success in his eight seasons on the job, did a live interview on TSN that was carried on the NHL Network in the US in which he responded to prior criticism of Ho-Sang in the Canadian media by stating, “He’ll fit right in. They s–t on me, too.”

Following which, in a media briefing with print reporters Friday night in Philadelphia, Snow embellished, twice more using the barnyard epithet.

“They can’t s–t on me any more than they do, I think is what I said. I don’t care,” said the GM, who sounded like he cares much more than he should. “We get players that we feel can help us win a championship, and we don’t give a s–t what anyone else thinks — except our fans, of course.”

Well, of course they care about the fans. That’s why the Islanders have been a floor team for the greater part of the hard-cap era. That’s why Wang hangs onto the franchise.

Fans of downtrodden clubs want their management personnel to be feisty. Here, where the Islanders labor in obscurity — eclipsed historically by the team in Manhattan and for the last two decades by the one in New Jersey as well — an attitude is more than welcome.

‘We don’t give a s–t what anyone else thinks — except our fans, of course.’

 - Islanders GM Garth Snow

 But Snow’s self-styled martyrdom is tough to take. A smirk should be accompanied by success, not the track record of failure the Islanders have recorded through Snow’s eight seasons as GM, during which his team has qualified for the playoffs twice — once in the past seven seasons — and has won a total of three postseason games on his watch.

The Islanders do have young guns coming. We know that. They had better, given that Snow has made five top-five selections, another in the top 10, and a sum of nine first-rounders and eight second-rounders over the past seven Entry Drafts. Maybe Ho-Sang will be one of them, though Kirill Kabanov, a risk/reward project out of the 2010 draft about whom the Islanders crowed at the time, doesn’t appear on track for the NHL.

Friday night, the Islanders made what seems to be the solid pick of winger Michael Dal Colle at fifth overall and the home-run/strikeout pick of Ho-Sang. When interviewed, both 18-year-olds seemed more mature than the GM who had selected them. 

The Rangers, seeking a righty to replace Anton Stralman on the second pair if the pending free agent flees as expected, have checked in with and have legitimate interest in New Jersey’s 27-year-old Mark Fayne, according to an individual familiar with the situation.

The Blueshirts also are believed to have interest in Devils’ prospective free agent fourth-line wing Ryan Carter, who could, to a certain degree, fill the spot expected to be vacated by Brian Boyle.

We keep hearing the Rangers aren’t going to pay to keep Dominic Moore, which only means they will pay down the road if management squeezes the fourth-line center and prime penalty killer out of New York.

Moore led the team in faceoff efficiency in both the regular season (54.6 percent) and the playoffs (54.5). The two Rangers’ centers under contract for next season, Derek Stepan and Derick Brassard, combined to win a paltry 46.3 percent of their draws during the regular season and an even more disturbing 44.1 during the playoffs.

It is one thing when the cap forces a GM to say no. There seems to be no good reason, however, for the Rangers to lose Moore, who is believed to be seeking a three-year deal for between $1.6 million and $1.85 million per season.

Multiple choice: James Neal and Scott Hartnell, a) both had dreadful playoff series against the Rangers; b) both were traded this week; c) both of the above.

So what point, exactly, was Ottawa GM Bryan Murray trying to make when he negotiated a deal that would have sent Jason Spezza to the Predators even though the center had Nashville on his no-trade list?

Nashville GM David Poile, who acquired Neal on Friday, seemed miffed at Spezza, who has asked out of Ottawa with one year remaining on his contract, but his annoyance was misplaced. 

The insidious nature — or, on the other side, the genius — of a hard-cap system was on display Thursday night and Friday afternoon when the NHLPA voted against including the new Canadian television contract as revenue for purposes of calculating the 2014-15 cap.

The players, concerned about escrow that might have increased by 3 percent if the cap had gone to the projected $71 million, instead authorized a cap of $69 million that will create a significant squeeze on a significant number of the league’s most successful clubs and will cost players jobs on those teams and eliminate those teams as potential destinations when the market opens on Tuesday.

The cap pits player against player — for what’s good for one always costs the next guy money, always. In this case, it was players without contracts for next season against those with contracts.

Despite the urging of executive director Don Fehr, the membership could not and did not see the value in getting as much money in the system as possible and instead went with the penny-wise, pound-foolish approach. Narrow interests won.

Three lockouts later, the players capped themselves.

PHILADELPHIA — It seems the theme for the Rangers and Islanders Day 2 of the NHL draft was all about goalies.

After not having a pick in Round 1 on Friday, the Rangers took two netminders in Rounds 2-7 that went down on Saturday at Wells Fargo Center. The first was 6-foot-4 Michigan native Brandon Halverson with the No. 59-overall pick, followed by Russian Igor Shesterkin with No. 118.

“I don’t think that you can ever have enough [goalies],” general manager Glen Sather said.

As for the organization’s predetermined aim at bolstering depth at goalie — despite the fact that in net they have one of the best in the world in Henrik Lundqvist — director of scouting Gordie Clark said their draft was based on taking the best available player.

“We’ve always had the philosophy we don’t want to take anybody we think is going to be a backup someday,” Clark said. “We really thought there was four or five of them [possible No. 1 goalies]. In the end, it was the best player available. But these guys are four or five or six years away from fulfilling that at the NHL level, and that fits in pretty good for us.”

The Islanders traded one of their third-round picks (No. 65) to the Panthers for a third-round pick in 2015 because they knew the player they wanted was Russian goalie Ilya Sorokin, and they believed he would be around at No. 78.

They were right, and Sorokin was the Islanders’ pick. They added to their netminding depth by taking Swedish goalie Linus Soderstrom with their next pick, No. 95. 

Clark said not any of his Rangers’ picks are closer than three years away from the NHL level, but most — if not all — will be at the rookie camp starting Monday.

The draft was filled out by center Keegan Iverson (No. 85), winger Ryan Mantha (No. 104), winger Richard Nejezchleb (No. 122), defenseman Daniel Walcott (No. 140), and defenseman Tyler Nanne (No. 142).

The Islanders filled out their draft with defenseman Devon Toews (No. 108), center Kyle Schempp (No. 155) and center Lukas Sutter (No. 200).

The son of former Devil Claude Lemieux told reporters “it was a mistake” that his former team in New Jersey passed on his son, Brendan, with the 30th-overall pick on Friday. The Devils spent their pick on John Quenneville instead.

So the 18-year-old Lemieux went with the first pick in the second round to the Sabres.

The Devils flushed out their draft with defenseman Josh Jacobs (No. 41), winger Connor Chatham (No. 71), defenseman Ryan Rehill (No. 131), center Joey Dudek (No. 152) and winger Brandon Baddock (No. 161).

PHILADELPHIA — One guy lauded for character, one guy plummeted because of character, and the Islanders don’t really give a hoot what the perception of the first round of their draft was.

As a matter of fact, general manager Garth Snow had a little more choice selection of words while in reference to the Canadian media.

“They can’t sh-t on me any more than they already do up there,” Snow said.

What happened on Friday night at Wells Fargo Center was Snow and his Islanders surprisingly taking center stage. First, they held onto their No. 5-overall selection and took 18-year-old winger Michael Dal Colle, whose mother, Wendy, is a breast-cancer survivor and whose brother, Jonluca, has autism.

Yet the real fireworks came when Snow traded his two second-round picks, Nos. 35 and 57 overall, to the Lightning in exchange for No. 28. With that pick — which was originally the Rangers’ before they sent it along in the Ryan Callahan-Martin St. Louis swap — Snow chose much-maligned forward Josh Ho-Sang.

Having said in the lead-up to the draft that, “In three years, I’ll be the best player in this draft, and I have no doubt,” the multi-racial star from Toronto already had ruffled feathers.

And if those ruffled feathers allowed him to be ripe for Snow’s picking, then he certainly didn’t mind.

“I care that we win,” Snow said. “We get the players that we feel can help us win a championship, and we don’t give a sh-t what anyone else thinks.”

He then paused for a quick moment before adding, “Except our fans, of course.”

The fact was Snow and his scouting department had targeted Ho-Sang in the time prior, interviewing him twice doing their homework on the 18-year-old, who had 35 goals and 85 points for Windsor of the OHL last season.

“They took the time to get to know me,” said Ho-Sang. “I think I’m just different because I see the world a little bit different. I think I’m outspoken and I’m a little more opinionated than most people like. But I think that’s just part of growing up. I’m learning the areas where I can and can’t be, and I’m just working on that.”

Though Snow shopped the No. 5 pick throughout the past month, he never got a deal that he thought worthy. After big defenseman Aaron Ekblad went No. 1 to the Panthers, Snow was happy in his spot taking Dal Colle with the selection, as the winger had 39 goals and 95 points in 67 games for Oshawa of the OHL last season.

“Hockey-sense, he knows where to be round the ice,” Snow said about Dal Colle. “Those things you can’t really teach.”

Then when Snow saw the opportunity to move up and take Ho-Sang, he jumped.

“We have this currency, a couple extra picks,” Snow said. “Let’s use them and get the player we identified. We didn’t want to wake up tomorrow and have any regrets.”

The same can be said for Ho-Sang, and his attitude leaving the biggest moment of his young career.

“Everybody has their opinion on how I spoke out and what I said and my arrogance,” Ho-Sang said. “But it’s nothing like that. I’m calm and collected and I believe in myself. People can take that however they like.”

The Devils selected John Quenneville with the 30th-overall selection. Quennveille is the second-cousin to Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville, and his uncle-by-marriage is Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk.

The cap squeeze under which the Rangers will operate this summer and next season — and that was exacerbated when the 2014-15 upper limit was set at $69 million, approximately $2 million under the initial winter estimate — has claimed Derek Dorsett as its first victim, with others sure to follow when the free agent market opens on Tuesday.

The Blueshirts, for whom every penny counts, dealt fourth-line winger Dorsett and his $1.633 million cap hit to the Canucks on Friday in exchange for the 85th-overall selection in the Entry Draft that began in Philadelphia on Friday night with the first round and will continue at the Flyers’ home rink with Rounds 2 through 7 beginning at 10 am Saturday.

The move opens the door for impending free agent Daniel Carcillo, who had split much of the second half of the season with Dorsett as the fourth-line enforcer on the right side, to return to the Blueshirts. Carcillo is likely to sign a deal in the $750-800,000 range, thus saving $800-900,000 in cap space.

The Rangers have just over $24 million of cap space with which to complete a roster that currently contains two goaltenders, four defensemen, two centers (including J.T. Miller) and three wingers.

The Blueshirts seem resigned to the fact Anton Stralman, Benoit Pouliot and Brian Boyle will attract better offers on the market than management is either willing or able to extend to their own unrestricted free agents. Dominic Moore’s future on Broadway seems iffy as well.

That third-round pick originally belonged to the Ducks but had been acquired by Vancouver earlier in the day as part of the deal in which Ryan Kesler went to Anaheim in exchange for Nick Bonino, Luca Sbisa and the 24th-overall selection in the draft.

The Rangers, who did not have a first-rounder after sending it to Tampa Bay in the deal for Martin St. Louis in March, now own the 59th, 85th, 89th, 119th and 122nd selections in the draft.

Nevertheless, though the Blueshirts can most certainly use the pick, general manager Glen Sather’s primary motivation was to clear some space heading into free agency. Clubs can exceed the cap limit by 10-percent over the summer and through training camp but the Rangers are aiming to stay within the lines.

The 27-year-old Dorsett, whom the Rangers acquired at the 2013 deadline from Columbus with Derick Brassard and John Moore — both pending restricted free agents — in exchange for Marian Gaborik, recorded eight points (four goals, four assists) with 128 penalty minutes in 51 games last season. The winger led the Blueshirts with 10 fighting majors, eight more than any of his teammates.

Dorsett, a healthy scratch for Games 3 and 4 of the second-round series against Pittsburgh series, had one assist in the playoffs.

Looking to create cap room, the Rangers moved right wing Derek Dorsett to the Canucks on Friday afternoon in exchange for a third-round pick (85th overall) in this year’s NHL Entry Draft.

With that extra maneuverability — Dorsett had a cap number of $1.63 million — the Rangers plan to re-sign left wing Dan Carcillo, an unrestricted free agent.

Dorsett came over to Broadway last year from the Blue Jackets as part of the Marian Gaborik deal, along with John Moore and Derick Brassard. In 51 games last season, he had four goals and four assists, and failed to score during the postseason.

The Rangers don’t have a first round pick in the draft, which begins Friday night in Philadelphia. But they have a second-rounder, two third-rounders, a fourth-rounder and a fifth-rounder.

PHILADELPHIA — The options are aplenty, so Garth Snow is all ears.

The Islanders’ general manager still was listening to offers on the eve of Friday night’s NHL draft at the Wells Fargo Center, his team holding the No. 5-overall pick in one of the weaker draft classes in the past decade.

And in turn, Snow told The Post he was willing to trade the pick for players or trade the pick to move down in the draft. He also was willing to stand pat and draft at No. 5, saying, “We think we could get a really good young player that could help us down the road.”

The only options Snow was ruling out were trading up into the first four picks, or trading his pick — or a package of his picks, nine total, including two in the second round — for a player whom he thought could help his team immediately. The latter is more a function of availability rather than Snow’s wont.

What were identified as the organization’s biggest needs were wingers and goaltending, because Snow is confident with his players up the middle (his centers) and the future of his defensemen, with many high-level blue-line prospects on the verge of the NHL.

“In two or three years, our needs could be different,” Snow said. “So we’re going to do what’s best for the organization, both now and long term.”

It also appears Snow is still rather far apart with to-be unrestricted free agent defenseman Dan Boyle, whose rights came in a trade with the Sharks earlier this month in exchange for a conditional fifth-round pick. Yet starting at midnight Wednesday, Boyle’s agent was allowed to speak to other teams, and it is believed one of those was the Rangers, who have coveted Boyle for a long time, with the blueliner, who will turn 38 on July 12.

Snow also was rumored to have kicked the tires on unrestricted free-agent Brad Richards, as the veteran center was recently bought out by the Rangers. Yet Snow would not comment on any contract offers or negotiations, only adding Richards “has put up some good numbers throughout his career.”

The Rangers don’t have a pick in the first round, sending it to the Lightning along with Ryan Callahan in the deal that brought back Martin St. Louis. Yet because Callahan just signed a six-year, $34.8 million deal with Tampa Bay, the Rangers got Tampa’s second-round pick, while ceding a seventh-rounder in the same swap.

The Devils will choose 30th overall, getting their first-round pick back — and making it unmovable at 30th — after it was originally stripped from them as part of the punishment from their Ilya Kovalchuk salary-cap circumvention penalty.

There is no consensus No. 1 pick, but it is believed centers Sam Bennett, Leon Draisaitl, and Sam Reinhart, along with defenseman Aaron Ekblad, will go in the top four. The first four picks belong to the Panthers, Sabres, Oilers and Flames, respectively.
PHILADELPHIA — The Rangers won’t get busy at the Entry Draft until somewhere around 11 a.m. Saturday, when it will become their turn with the 29th selection of the second round and 59th pick overall in the sweepstakes that will begin with Round 1 on Friday night.

And the Blueshirts, who traded their first-round pick to Tampa Bay as part of the package that brought Martin St. Louis to New York, are not likely to be involved in a big-name swap-fest that could see Ryan Kesler and/or Jason Spezza on the move before the Panthers go on the clock for the first-overall pick slightly past 7 p.m.

While the Islanders hold the fifth pick and the Devils the 30th, the Eastern Conference champions will continue conducting their due diligence regarding the free-agent market that opens on Tuesday. Indications are it will be very pricey, indeed, for the Blueshirts to not only retain second-pair defenseman Anton Stralman, but second-line left wing Benoit Pouliot, as well.

Two days into the league’s free-agent interview period, it is believed that Pouliot, who has worked on five consecutive one-year contracts for five different teams after his initial three-year entry-level deal, will receive multiple offers for at least $9 million over three years — if not more.

It is unclear whether the Rangers will be willing to meet that price for the erratic but ultimately productive 6-foot-4, 205-pound winger who became an integral part of the club’s run the second half of the year and through the playoffs.

“Ben was amenable to staying in New York, and in fact we tried a number of times to get something done before the end of the season, but it didn’t work out, and then we put everything on hold for the playoffs,” Kent Hughes, Pouliot’s agent, told The Post by phone on Thursday night.

“Ben likes it in New York, he likes playing for [coach] Alain [Vigneault], but at this point we haven’t had any extensive conversations with the Rangers,” Hughes said. “I’m sure that we will over the next few days, Jeff [assistant GM Jeff Gorton] and I have exchanged messages, but I can’t tell you what will happen.

“It isn’t as if Ben now has the objective of getting to July 1 [free agency], but we have been approached by a substantial number of teams.”

Pouliot, who will turn 28 in late September, recorded 36 points (15 goals, 21 assists) in 80 games for the Rangers — and 10 points (5-5) in the playoffs — while working on a one-year deal worth $1.3 million.

The winger started slowly and was scratched twice within a three-game stretch in early December, but responded to Vigneault’s tough love and meshed perfectly with Derick Brassard and Mats Zuccarello when the coach constructed the line late that month.

A three-year, $9 million deal for Pouliot is a gamble. But with the Rangers’ hands tied in the free-agent marketplace by a lack of cap space, plus uncertainty (to be kind) over the readiness of any of their prospects in Hartford to assume a top-six role, walking away from Pouliot — and his chemistry with his linemates — might be the greater gamble.

“There are a number of ways to skin the cat with Ben on this deal,” Hughes said. “Long term, shorter term … he’s open to different approaches. He likes New York, obviously there was some success there, but I couldn’t predict how he might go.”

If the number spins out of control and Pouliot does in fact exit New York, the Blueshirts either would be hoping Jesper Fast could fill that hole or they would be able to sign a reclamation project off the free-agent market to a one-year, cap-friendly deal.

Dustin Penner, Devin Setoguchi or Dany Heatley, anyone?
The Rangers may be going to the well again … the one that existed in Tampa Bay in 2004 which the Blueshirts like to dip into now and again and out of which they secured John Tortorella, Brad Richards and Martin St. Louis.

Now, the potential target is impending free agent defenseman Dan Boyle, whose rights are owned for the next few days by the Islanders by way of a postseason deal with San Jose. The Rangers, The Post has confirmed, were in touch with Boyle’s agent on Wednesday, the first day of the “interview period” leading into the July 1 opening of the free agent market.

The Blueshirts would have interest in Boyle, known throughout his career as an offensive weapon at both even-strength and from the power play point, if general manager Glen Sather is unable to lock up Anton Stralman, their own impending free agent right defenseman, to a multi-year deal in the neighborhood of $4 million per year.

As of early Wednesday evening, by which time the Rangers’ front office contingent had descended on Philadelphia in advance of the Entry Draft that will be conducted on Friday (first round) and Saturday, Stralman was believed to be scouring the market.

The fact marginal NHL defenseman Nikita Nikitin was able to score a two-year deal from the Oilers worth $4.5 million per season following a rights trade from Columbus does not bode especially well for the Blueshirts’ attempt to get Stralman at close to their number, though Nikitin was able to get only two years and had to sign in Edmonton to get it.

In signing a six-year deal worth $5.8 million per with the Lightning on Wednesday, Ryan Callahan, triggered a clause in the trade agreement under which the Blueshirts will get Tampa Bay’s second-rounder next year while yielding their seventh in 2015 — and what became first-round picks this year and next year.

Coach Alain Vigneault is very particular about being able to construct three left-right defense pairs. The Blueshirts own the rights to three lefties (Ryan McDonagh, Marc Staal and John Moore) and two righties (Dan Girardi, Kevin Klein). As a righty who can skate, Boyle would presumably be able to slide in for Stralman on Staal’s right side.

But Boyle is going to be 38 next month and is coming off statistically his worst season since 2001-02. Boyle’s secondary numbers in terms of possession and relative plus-minus were among the worst on the Sharks last season, his relative even-strength goals for/against by far the poorest of San Jose’s defensemen. 

And while the Rangers would be interested in giving Boyle — who suffered a concussion in October from which he had lingering symptoms for at least three months, according to an interview he gave last season — a one-year, over 35 contract loaded with bonuses that can be deferred against the cap until 2015-16, it appears as if the defenseman is seeking a two-year deal and at a price higher than the $4 million the Blueshirts have essentially set aside to fill the slot that belonged to Stralman.

The Rangers are in a cap squeeze with little room to maneuver, which is why any and all buyers must be wary of reports that the club is in on a premier free agent such as Colorado center Paul Stastny. A well-placed source has told The Post that the Blueshirts have neither inquired about Stastny nor are expected to do so. They simply do not have the space to make such a conversation worthwhile.

Callahan’s signing with the Lightning completes the deadline swap of captains with Tampa Bay. The winger signed with the Lightning for less than his camp ever demanded from the Rangers (the start price was seven years at approximately $6.75 million per year that belatedly was reduced to six years at $6 million per year after it had become too late), though the absence of state tax in Florida at least balances that scale.
Cuba Gooding Jr.’s eight-minute presentation at the NHL Awards on Tuesday was about seven minutes too long.

The “Jerry Maguire” actor was on stage for the Humanitarian Awards segment, which ranged from awkward to painful to, well, awesome. Gooding got off to a solid start with Rangers great Adam Graves standing alongside him. He read from the teleprompter and seemed to hit his cues. The rest was a hot mess.

Oilers captain Andrew Ference thanked his wife after winning the King Clancy Award and then Gooding did the same.

“I’d like to thank your wife, too. Thank you, baby,” Gooding joked. “That’s why we didn’t invite him.” (That’s what the NHL probably ended up thinking.)

Gooding proceeded to kick something that a young cancer survivor had been using to stand on.

But the highlight was when Mark Messier got on stage.

“Come over here, Mark. Let’s make a reverse Oreo,” Gooding said as he squeezed in between the two fake-laughing former Rangers.

“Don’t grab my ass. … Get your hand off my ass.”
The Tampa Bay Lightning have signed forward Ryan Callahan to a six-year contract — for less money than he was offered by the Rangers before they packaged their captain in a trade for Martin St. Louis.

According to ESPN, the deal — announced Wednesday morning — is worth $34.8 million. In March, The Post’s Larry Brooks reported the Rangers’ final contract extension offer to Callahan was for a six-year, $36 million pact, countering his $39 million ask.

One difference: Callahan’s agreement with the Lightning reportedly includes a partial no-trade clause, while general manager Glen Sather told The Post that was an obstacle in Callahan’s talks with the Rangers. (Also, there’s no state income tax in Florida.)

Unable to reach an accord, the Rangers shipped Callahan and a pair of draft picks to Tampa Bay on March 5 to acquire Martin St. Louis, who became an instrumental part of their run to the Stanley Cup finals. Per stipulations of the trade, Callahan re-signing with the Lightning means the Rangers will receive a 2015 second-round pick from Tampa Bay and the Lightning will get a seventh-round pick in 2015 in return.

Callahan, who turned 29 last month, finished last season with 36 points in a combined 65 matches for the Rangers and Lightning.

“I am excited for this new chapter of my career,” Callahan said, according to the AP. “Tampa Bay has been a great place to live and play from the day I got there. As soon as the season ended I knew it was a place I wanted to be.”
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The Islanders’ future was on display at Nassau Coliseum this week and it looked pretty darn solid.

Notable recent draftees Michael Dal Colle and Josh Ho-Sang showed glimpses of what they can be, as did some of the more “veteran” prospects, including Griffin Reinhart, Ryan Pulock and Scott Mayfield.

I’ve been asked several times this week how I can possibly learn anything from a rookie camp. My response is two-fold: By knowing what to look for and, whenever possible, by scouting the players beforehand. As far as most of the Isles’ prospects were concerned, this wasn’t the first time I’d seen them play.

From there, you identify consistencies in a player’s game between what you’ve seen from him in juniors, college or an international league and what you’ve seen from him at the rookie camp.

But even if you haven’t yet scouted the player, you look for certain characteristics – is he making smart passes, is he anticipating rebounds or the flow of play, is he letting forwards get past him on a regular basis or is he shutting them down. If you know what to look for, you can generally discern the building blocks these kids have to work with and how far off they might be from what you’d expect out of an NHL-caliber player.

At the end of the camp, the coaches meet with each prospect and tell him what he needs to work on to get to the next level. There’s a reason why the Islanders had a week of drills and not a pizza party – this is more than just a meet and greet.

Having now clarified the method behind my perceived madness, I’ll share some of my observations (or hot takes, whatever you want to call them) from the rookie camp and scrimmage. I feel obligated to note that these aren’t final conclusions and that player development is a fickle process that can go either way. I’ll tell you which way I lean regarding certain players but I’m measuring potential, not destiny. With that, here we go:

JOSH HO-SANG: He was the best forward on the ice all week, and it wasn’t close. Ho-Sang has NHL-caliber speed, NHL-caliber hands and an NHL-caliber shot, not to mention (maybe a bit too much) confidence. I was especially impressed with him in the scrimmage. He was patient with the puck, made some great plays — of the passing and shooting and stick-handling variety – and, most surprisingly, was willing to fish for loose pucks in the corners and along the boards.

At times he tried to be unnecessarily fancy and lost possession, but that’s something he’ll learn as he continues to develop. Most of these young guns are used to pulling off moves in juniors, but quickly find out that those dekes won’t work in the NHL. He’s a good kid; he’s just a little outspoken. I’m not concerned about him and I think he’ll be a star.

The one other knock on him is that he needs to add significant muscle before he can even think about playing at the pro level.

MICHAEL DAL COLLE: Dal Colle’s been a goal-scorer in Oshawa (OHL) and he displayed all the traits of a goal-scorer this week – good hands, powerful and accurate shot (regardless of shot type) and he’s deceptively fast. He’ll burst ahead of a defenseman in the offensive zone to maintain puck possession and keep the play alive. He needs to bulk up, and even though he does have that second gear skating-wise, I’d like to see him utilize it more often.

TAYLOR CAMMARATA: I walked away very unimpressed with Cammarata’s performance. He was moderately productive at Minnesota this past year, but he’s yet to really bust loose and I think he showed many of the reasons why. Being undersized is one thing, but if you don’t have the elusiveness or toughness to compensate for what you lack in size, you’re going to have a difficult time generating offense. His skating is subpar, his decision-making even more so. He has a lot of work to do if he hopes to play in the NHL.

VICTOR CRUS-RYDBERG: “VCR” (patent pending*) stood out last year during his first rookie camp and I thought he was even better this time around. He’s smart, he’s shifty and he’s competent at both ends of the ice. I compared him to Frans Nielsen last summer and I think that’s still pretty accurate. He got better and better in juniors as the season wore on and I expect that he’ll continue to improve.

GRIFFIN REINHART: I saw exactly what I wanted to from Reinhart. Defensively, he was dominant and virtually impenetrable. He’s also gotten much stronger and now has an NHL frame. He’ll compete for a roster spot in training camp and, though head coach Jack Capuano has already told us the usual “no one’s penciled-in” mantra, I suspect it’s Reinhart’s spot to lose.

RYAN PULOCK: Pulock’s noted offensive ability was back and better than before and he’s shown that he’s quite competent without the puck as well. He also added a ton of muscle, so he’s physically — but not yet fundamentally — ready for the NHL. Give him a year in Bridgeport and he’ll be a pro.

SCOTT MAYFIELD: I came away with the same impression of Mayfield as I have every time I’ve seen him play– he’s a steady presence. I don’t think there’s any particular aspect of his game that will make your eyeballs jump out of their sockets but he’s a very good all-around player. He still has to improve certain things in order to be a regular NHLer, but he’s getting close.

VILLE POKKA: His positioning is sound and the tools are all there, but I have a few concerns about his game. For one thing, and this is something other people have noticed, too (you know who you are) – his skating needs work. He was losing footraces all over the ice; a major issue. His awareness was a bit off at times, though it generally was pretty good. Pokka intends to play in Finland this season if he doesn’t make the Islanders out of training camp and I’m not sure that’s a smart decision on his part. If he wants to fully adjust to the North American game, he should be going to Bridgeport.

KEVIN CZUCZMA: As a late addition to the Isles last season, Czuczman played very well. The size, the physicality, the positioning – it’s all there. I think he needs to work on his discipline in terms of taking penalties, but it won’t be long before he’s truly prepared for the big leagues.

ADAM PELECH: I view Pelech and Mayfield very much the same way. I think they’re smart and steady, quiet and effective. He likely needs a couple of years in the AHL but keep him on your radar screens.

EAMON McADAM: This was McAdam’s second rookie camp and he’s clearly improved his game. He played at Penn State this past year and his numbers were poor, largely because the team in front of him was simply horrendous. I like how quickly he gets across the crease, how he’s square to the shooter and his athleticism. He needs to work on his rebound control but that’s nothing proper development can’t fix.

LINUS SODERSTROM: The last time a Soderstrom played for the Islanders (goaltender Tommy, circa the dark years in the 1990s), it didn’t quite work out. But Linus looked good and used his size to his advantage. He’s definitely a project — raw but talented but could be worth the investment down the road.
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You May Also Be Interested In These Stories
NEW YORK (WFAN) — Garth Snow has turned into a lightning rod of sorts these days.

The embattled general manager of the New York Islanders has been the subject of much criticism of late, specifically in the aftermath of the now-infamous interview he did with TSN during the NHL draft.

In case you were taking a nap that night, Snow used a four-letter word during the interview as he attempted to justify why he chose to trade back into the first round to select controversial-but-talented forward Josh Ho-Sang. The media had a field day, with some saying Snow should spend less time being combative in interviews and more time working on fixing his team. After all, New York has qualified for the playoffs just twice since the lockout wiped out the 2004-05 season and has not won a playoff series since 1993.

In the aftermath of the criticism, it appears Snow has taken that directive to heart. He seems to have made returning the Islanders to the playoffs his top priority. By all accounts his first two picks in the draft were solid and his work over the first two days of free agency was also impressive, considering the Islanders swung at some big names and missed on Tuesday.

Snow, who is now in his eighth season as the club’s general manager, spent nearly $37 million on veteran free agent forwards Mikhail Grabovski and Nikolai Kulemin on Wednesday and then went on WFAN with Joe Benigno and Evan Roberts on Thursday to talk about it.

“We’re confident these guys are going to come in and help get us to the next level,” Snow said.

It is widely believed that some kind of stigma is attached to the Islanders, meaning top players do not view Long Island as a destination they want to explore come free agency. Part of the reason for that is for years the Islanders have conducted business as mostly a salary cap floor operation, meaning they’d spend just enough to get to the NHL’s minimal requirement. As a result, the team has had very little margin for error in the standings and more often than not has not able to overcome its talent shortcomings.

However, beginning last season the team’s payroll started to climb and while they won’t challenge the 2014-15 cap ceiling of $69 million, the signings of goaltender Jaroslav Halak (four years, $18 million), Grabovski (four years, $20 million) and Kulemin (four years, $16.75 million) all but guarantee that the Isles will eclipse the $51 million cap floor this season.

Snow said he sees this stigma fading away and expects the team to be much more competitive for free agents once it arrives in Brooklyn next season.

“For me, it’s word of mouth. We get players like we did yesterday — Grabovski and Kulemin — word of mouth playing with other NHL players at world championships, playing with them at the Olympics and finding out what a good place Long Island is to play and what type of organization we are,” Snow said.

Snow also spoke about several other things, including franchise center John Tavares’ health, the controversial trade that sent popular Matt Moulson to Buffalo for Thomas Vanek last October, and what he plans to do to fix a defense corps that was among the most porous in the NHL last season. To hear the entire interview, please click on the audio link below.

NEW YORK (CBSNewYork) — After having a somewhat disappointing opening day of free agency, the Islanders bounced back on Day 2, reaching agreements with a pair of veteran forwards.

The Islanders will give center Mikhail Grabovski a four-year, $20 million contract, and winger Nikolai Kulemin a four-year, $16.75 million deal, the team announced on Wednesday.

“It’s like fishing. You put your line in the water and you hope for some nibbles. We got two big bites today,” general manager Garth Snow told Newsday.

Grabovski had 35 points, including 22 assists, in 58 games last season with the Washington Capitals.

In 425 career NHL games with Washington, the Toronto Maple Leafs and Montreal Canadiens, Grabovski has 252 points (107 goals, 145 assists), including a career-high 58 points in 81 games for the Leafs during the 2010-11 season.

A fifth round selection in the 2004 draft by Montreal, Grabovski, a 30-year-old native of Belarus, figures to slide into the No. 2 center spot for the Islanders, with veteran Frans Nielsen likely to move to his more effective checking line center role.

Kulemin, 27, had 20 points  in 70 games last season for Toronto.

In 421 career NHL games, spanning six seasons, all with the Maple Leafs, Kulemin has 195 points (84 goals, 111 assists). The 6-foot-1, 225-pound winger enjoyed a career season in 2010-11, recording 30 goals and 57 points in 82 games.

Kulemin, a second round pick in the 2006 draft, played for Team Russia at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi. He also won gold at the 2014 World Championships, marking his sixth World Championship appearance and his fourth medal (two gold, one silver, one bronze).

Kulemin will likely get a shot to play alongside franchise center John Tavares and the Isles’ leading scorer last season, Kyle Okposo, on the top line.

The moves followed a somewhat disappointing opening day for the Islanders on Tuesday as GM Snow made big offers to veteran forwards Jarome Iginla and Thomas Vanek, and defenseman Dan Boyle, only to be rebuffed, Newsday reported.

The Isles did make several depth signings, including inking veteran forward Cory Conacher, and solidifying goaltender by bringing in Chad Johnson from Boston to back up Jaroslav Halak.
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New York Islanders general manager Garth Snow knew exactly what he was getting himself into Friday night when he traded back into the first round and selected “overconfident” prospect Josh Ho-Sang.

When asked by TSN’s James Duthie about why he wasn’t concerned about Ho-Sang’s perception, Snow delivered an uppercut, saying that “he’ll fit right in; they (the Canadian media) s*** on me, too.”

He was heavily criticized after the trade deadline and probably relished the opportunity to push back on Friday night.

Truthfully, Snow deserved to be criticized at that time, because he’d completely botched the Thomas Vanek situation as well as the entire season. However, both he and the team that employs him have been a laughingstock in the NHL for the last several years, and he’d obviously had enough.

The interesting thing about Snow is that he rarely speaks out, yet is still outspoken. When he wants you to know something, you’ll hear about it in a brash and candid tone, but when he doesn’t want you to know something, you will never find out what it is he’s keeping hidden away.

Over the past year, Snow has expressed that he will not have any patience for losing. He has promised to do anything that will improve his hockey team.

He expressed his anger towards the IIHF when John Tavares was lost for the rest of the season – due to an injury he sustained during the Sochi Olympics – and demanded to know whether the Isles’ season ticket holders would be reimbursed for supposedly being robbed of a shot at the playoffs, even though the team was essentially out of contention months beforehand.

Snow has conveyed a sense of passion and a willingness to be proactive. Unfortunately, his actual performance to date hasn’t quite lived up to that hype.

To his credit, he’s gotten off to a very good start this summer; first by trading for Jaroslav Halak’s right and then signing the No. 1 goaltender the Isles desperately needed, and then by hitting a grand slam at the draft. I thought the Isles did a tremendous job in the first round by taking Michael Dal Colle and Ho-Sang. Russian goalie Ilya Sorokin (third round) looks like he could be a hidden gem as well.

It’s a nice start, but there’s still more work to be done. If Snow expects to compete for a playoff spot this season, he must acquire a winger for Tavares and an established first- or second-pairing defenseman to compliment the young core.

Free agency opens up on Tuesday and, with it, Snow’s window to piece together a competitive roster. This is easily the most important summer of his tenure and, arguably, the most important one in the history of the franchise.

Are the Islanders doomed to continue living a mediocre existence or will they finally morph into the competitive team that ownership and management have promised is on its way for years and years? Can they finally take that next step and shake their losing perception?

The time to be patient and fix this team through the draft is over. The young core, including those not on the roster yet, is what it is now, and it’s either going to work or it’s not.

The time for refusing to part with any young talent has run out, because by now the Islanders should be able to identify most of their expendable pieces. If they still can’t, that’s another issue altogether.

The time for making excuses has passed. How often has the rationale for failing to make trades to bolster the team been that the right deal just wasn’t out there? At a certain point, you just have to ask: why is the right deal never out there for Snow?

Put simply, the answer is that it’s because he’s a stubborn GM, which is part blessing and part curse.

It’s a blessing because he’ll never go Mike Milbury on you, but it’s a curse because he’ll never relent on his price when it comes to trades. With a few exceptions, just about every swap he’s made has been a bargain, because he’s stubbornly refused to settle for anything that wouldn’t be.

Until that changes – until Snow accepts the fact that he either learns to be a bit more flexible than he’d like to be or he risks not making his team better – it’ll be more of the same for both him and the Islanders. There’s no obligation to give away the kitchen sink, but it wouldn’t kill him to sweeten the pot a little more than he’s previously been willing to.

Snow left a heck of an impression on draft night, and good for him. If he wants to shoot his mouth off, that’s fine – but he needs to back it up with results. Eventually, people see through your act if you can’t really perform.

You don’t want the Canadian media to “s*** on” you? Good. Go out and acquire Josh Gorges, sign Radim Vrbata, Jussi Jokinen or, dare I say it, Vanek. Put together a competitive hockey team; you’ll shut them up real quick.

You don’t have any more patience for losing? Prove it. Don’t just trade for someone like Vanek and then call it a day. Do whatever it takes to make the playoffs, even if that involves firing your head coach during a horrendous November swoon.

If you can’t do those things, then all of the sound bites you’ve thrown out there are just empty rhetoric. No one wants to hear it anymore and no one wants your excuses. At the end of the day, you can either get the job done or you can’t.

July 18 will mark the eighth year of Snow’s reign, and that’s quite a long run for any general manger. He’s rebuilt the club, but now he must put the finishing touches on his roster.

The Islanders have an opportunity here. They have the opportunity to become a respectable organization that prioritizes winning and demonstrates that on the ice. They’re a year away from moving into a state-of-the-art arena and perhaps even closer to being under new ownership.

What the Isles have here is a chance to turn the page, and Snow will be a major reason why they do or don’t. If he wants respect, he can earn it. The choice is his.

Rightly or wrongly, TSN doesn’t make fun of teams that win and the media doesn’t “s*** on” GMs who take care of business.
By Daniel Friedman
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It’s an important week for the New York Islanders. The NHL Entry Draft is on Friday and teams can begin communicating with impending free agents on Wednesday.

The Isles are at a crossroads and have a lot of questions to answer. I figured I’d sit down with Pro Hockey Talk’s James O’Brien and ask him a few of those questions. Here’s how the conversation went down:

The Islanders made a big move by going out and getting Jaroslav Halak. What did you think of the move, and what effect do you think it might have on the Islanders’ outlook for next season?

O’Brien: “Love it. After making what seemed like at-best a lateral move by re-signing Evgeni Nabokov last summer, the Islanders actually decided to roll the dice in aggressively pursuing and signing Jaroslav Halak. And by rolling the dice I mean taking less of a risk, as he’s been a dependably useful goalie who didn’t cost them an arm and a leg. At 29, Halak is still at or near his prime. His career save percentage is sterling (.918) and he was even better in his season split between Washington and St. Louis (.921 in 52 games). The Islanders’ team average of a .910 save percentage was the third-worst in the league, so they had plenty of room to improve … and did. That being said, Halak doesn’t have a great track record of staying healthy. If any GM should appreciate the value of a backup, it’s a former journeyman like Garth Snow. The Islanders need to think long and hard about whether or not they’d trust someone in their system to carry the ball for a decent amount of time, as that’s a distinct possibility with Halak. In the grand scheme of things, it’s a great move in the right direction. Goalies are odd beasts, though, so you never know.”

The Islanders made a lot of noise a year ago by taking Pittsburgh to six games, then followed that up with a dud. Which do you think was the fluke — the playoff year or this past season?

O’Brien: “When PHT asked which 2013 playoff team I expected to miss the 2014 postseason, I tabbed the Islanders, so I guess I’d pick the playoff year. Really, the truth is somewhere in between, though. I think that the Islanders should have bulked up quite a bit more for 2013-14, as they didn’t exactly make the playoffs that comfortably. Luck didn’t bounce their way a whole lot this time around, yet you don’t see good teams essentially blaming their misfortunes one or two injuries, even if it’s to a star. The Penguins seem to lose one or more of Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin and Kris Letang for extended chunks of every season and yet they keep making the playoffs. I imagine the natural response will be ‘The Islanders are clearly not the Penguins,’ but eventually that can’t be OK anymore. If you’re not aiming to be a power in your league/division/conference, then what’s the point?”

If you’re Garth Snow, are you drafting at No. 5 or trading the pick? If you’re drafting, who are you looking to pick and if you’re trading it, who are some possible targets?

O’Brien: “How much longer can the Isles be satisfied with landing lottery picks? It’s really all about what’s out there, though; the New Jersey Devils turned the No. 9 pick into an affordable, quality starting goalie in Cory Schneider last summer. In my mind, the Islanders need just about everything – more scoring depth, more defensive options – so combining the No. 5 pick with another asset or two could provide some nice rewards.”

What is this team missing in order to get back into the playoffs, and are there any particular free agents you think could sign with the Islanders and fill those holes?

O’Brien: “As I touched on earlier, the Islanders could use a little bit of everything. Oddly enough, a Matt Moulson reunion tour makes sense to me, but I’m not in the organization that seemed to sour on him. With that likely out of the question, players like Radim Vrbata, Mikhail Grabovski and Steve Downie – maybe even two of them – could help tilt the ice in the right direction. A cheap deal for Dustin Penner seems sensible as well, especially if you let him clean up Tavares and Okposo’s garbage. One player I’d recommend for just about any defense-lacking team is Ron Hainsey. He enjoyed nice possession stats last season and comes with a possible ‘blackballed by his union involvement’ discount, though that likely wears off compared to 2013. Tom Gilbert is another guy who could be cheap and competent, a combination the Isles badly need on D. Snow has a knack for finding bargains, so why not add a few this summer?”

Jack Capuano has received mixed reviews. What’s your take on the Isles’ head coach, and do you think he should’ve been fired? How much longer do you give him in NY?

O’Brien: “People who follow the Islanders on a day-to-day basis can probably answer this question with deeper analysis about the way he deploys his players and how many different ties he owns. As an outsider, my impression is simply that he’s just a ‘guy.’ It’s not totally fair, especially since he hasn’t been outfitted with star-studded rosters. Still, there are some chefs who can make quite the feast out of limited ingredients, but Capuano doesn’t strike me as a guy who really moves the needle. The move to Brooklyn makes the 2014-15 season do-or-die for him, if he even makes it through the whole thing. I’m guessing Snow has more to do with that than Capuano.”

Garth Snow’s had some ups and downs over his tenure. What’s your overall impression of him?

O’Brien: “I cannot help but make parallels between Garth Snow and Joe Nieuwendyk, even if one enjoyed a slightly more impressive career on the ice. To be more specific, each GM seemed to excel in an area or two while having enough flaws to make them endangered executives. Snow impresses with his ability to spot valuable players at bargain prices. For all the credit the new Dallas Stars regime receives, Nieuwendyk left behind an immaculate salary structure that only looks better with Tyler Seguin in the mix. Unfortunately, Snow doesn’t enjoy the highest batting average when it comes to blockbuster moves. The Moulson trade didn’t work out. The Nabokov gamble was a big bust. Many blame Charles Wang for the Rick DiPietro contract, but it’s remains the elephant in the room. He’s made bold moves only to see potential new players balk either initially (Evgeni Nabokov, Lubomir Visnovsky) or altogether (most recently Dan Boyle). I don’t mind the practice of sending picks for negotiating sneak previews especially considering the circumstances, yet it backfires with unsettling frequency. He also tried to give up an entire draft to move up from Griffin Reinhart to Ryan Murray and was denied. I know that was considered a weak year for prospects but good grief that’s just a mind-blowing scenario. Maybe I should stop here because Snow holds some really weird grudges. I think he’s sneaky good at times, yet he needs a great offseason and 2014-15 run to make it to Brooklyn.”

Are there any prospects or players within the Islanders’ organization that you would deem expendable? Who and why?

O’Brien: “At this point, the Islanders should be open-minded to moving anyone except absolute prime prospects and key roster players like Halak, Tavares, Okposo, Nielsen and Travis Hamonic. At some point, you need to make leaps instead of baby steps toward being a contender. That fork in the road is approaching soon.”

What’s your opinion of Josh Bailey? Do you think he’ll ever pan out?

O’Brien: “Josh Bailey’s possession stats were pretty impressive this season, which keeps me from burying him outright. That said, can we get this kid to shoot the stinking puck? He only generated 566 shots on goal in 406 career regular season games, including just 98 SOG in 77 games in 2013-14. You’d need Joe Thorntonian passing skills to be an offensive asset while being so gun shy. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if he ends up like Benoit Pouliot: a punchline because of his high-first-rounder status yet eventually a useful player. The question is: will Bailey need to leave the Islanders to shake those ‘bust’ worries and just reach whatever potential he has? Sometimes it’s hard for a guy labelled a ‘reach’ to just get on with his career without receiving a change of venue.”

The Islanders are moving into a new arena in 2015. What kind of effect do you think this will have on the organization?

O’Brien: “I think it will be enormous. Going from what’s described as one of the worst arenas in professional sports in Long Island to a flashy building in hipster-tastic Brooklyn is a quantum leap in drawing power. Andrew Ference is probably already calling Taylor Hall a donkey and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins a pixie in hopes of getting traded to the Islanders. All weird jokes aside, the Islanders could very well end up in a better venue, in a hipper area and bask in a beefier budget by moving to Brooklyn. Let’s just hope they keep those throwback sweaters in some form, though.”

Can you see John Tavares requesting a trade anytime soon?

O’Brien: “No, and even if he wanted one, the Islanders would be insane to listen. He’s an $8 million guy making $5.5 million through the 2017-18 campaign. At 23, he’s entering that glorious peak period where a player combines still-elite athleticism with the experience of knowing the lay of the land. It’s imperative that the Islanders transfer the money they’re saving on the likes of Tavares and Okposo to players who can make certain that good things are happening even when those two are huffing and puffing on the bench.”

James O’Brien writes for Pro Hockey Talk. You can follow him on Twitter @cyclelikesedins.
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Last week, at the NHL general managers’ meetings in New York, the Ottawa Senators’ Bryan Murray did a smart thing. When reporters asked the obligatory question about Jason Spezza’s status with the organization, Murray freely volunteered that his star centre had asked to be traded – and that the Senators would try to meet his request.
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Nice. An honest man. Few general managers are ever so frank about personnel decisions. Fact is, the organizational reins are so tight on some GMs that they are afraid to say even hello in the press boxes for fear of getting caught talking to a reporter, which would get them into hot water with their overlords.

Yes, it really has come down to that for some micromanaging teams. There is internal media and external media. External media is the enemy. External media is granted access grudgingly and with the watchful eyes of the organization hovering close by.

Ottawa isn’t that team. Ottawa still has some soul. For Murray, in order to maximize the value he gets in return for Spezza’s rights, he needs to create an auction-like environment for his services – and he did that by telling the world he was available.

In a world as small as the NHL’s, you’d think that would be a given, but you’d be wrong. Not every GM is tight with every other GM. That’s why you sometimes see trade pipelines – two organizations continually trading with each other. It’s usually because the managers have prior relationships. Philadelphia always talks to Los Angeles. Florida always talks to Chicago. Chicago always calls Winnipeg.

So now you get into an off-season, where there are all kinds of new faces managing the GM’s chairs – five changes already, plus Murray’s nephew Tim went into Buffalo in the middle of the past season – and it’s valuable to let everybody know publicly who might be available.

It isn’t enough just to send a fax around anymore. Saying it publicly takes away any ambiguity and avoids the sort of situation where, for example, a lot of NHL teams didn’t know the Calgary Flames were dangling Dion Phaneuf until they learned he’d been traded to the Toronto Maple Leafs. Unbelievably, that does happen.

Contractually, Spezza has the right to list 10 teams where he doesn’t want to land; and the Senators wouldn’t be keen to deal him to an Eastern Conference opponent, in case he has a monster year playing for a team competing with the Senators for a playoff spot.

But even if the destinations for Spezza are somewhat limited, there are at least two teams that fit the bill as perfect trading partners – the St. Louis Blues and the Anaheim Ducks.

The Blues desperately need the sort of creative playmaking skills that Spezza can bring to the mix. They’ve got plenty of pluggers and support players that can grind it out. Patrick Berglund has been mentioned as the centerpiece of a deal going back to Ottawa and depending upon the reports the Senators pro scouts would file on him, he would be an interesting case to ponder.

Berglund, a late 2006 first-round pick, turned 26 earlier in June and has never scored more than 52 points in a single NHL season (2010-11), his third year. For reasons that are difficult to explain, his development stalled at that point. Could a change of scenery get him back on track? Maybe.

The irony is that the Blues would make Berglund available because of how well Vladimir Tarasenko has developed in a far shorter time – and the Blues drafted Tarasenko with a pick acquired from the Senators back in 2010. The Senators then traded the spoils of that deal, David Rundblad, to the Phoenix Coyotes for Kyle Turris, whose emergence in Ottawa has made it possible for them to consider moving Spezza in the first place. The only way this circle becomes full is if Phoenix gets into the Spezza sweepstakes, but it would only be an option if the Coyotes could find a way of moving Mike Ribeiro’s contract.

The likeliest landing place for Spezza remains Anaheim, just because the Ducks have more young talent with an upside in the pipeline and an intriguing commodity in defenceman Luca Sbisa, who could be a top-four player under the right circumstances.

Now that the Stanley Cup final is over and the annual NHL entry draft is less than two weeks away, trade talks are heating up. What fun!

IT WAS 20 YEARS AGO TODAY: No, not that Sgt. Pepper taught the band to play, but that Sports Illustrated produced perhaps the most enduring and talked-about hockey cover in their history – Why the NHL’s Hot ... and the NBA’s not.

It came out in June of 1994, soon after the New York Rangers ended a 20-year championship drought and while the star-driven NBA was trying to figure out how to replace Michael Jordan, after he left to try his hand at professional baseball.

Michael Farber did an excellent job of retelling the circumstances of that cover decision – how it wasn’t so much that SI managing editor Mark Mulvoy (who once covered hockey for the magazine and is close pals with Cliff Fletcher) wanted to praise the NHL as he wanted to “tweak” the NBA.

Sadly, whatever momentum the NHL gained from the Rangers’ 1994 Stanley Cup victory, it lost the next fall by staging the first of three lockouts of the Gary Bettman era.

So now, 20 years later, in revisiting that cover story, SI concluded that the NHL and the NBA were both hot – though how anyone could compare the excitement of NHL finishes to the tedious way close NBA games close boggles this mind. Farber concluded that the NHL’s “hotness” reflected a series of off-ice factors – labour stability, the success of the six outdoor games, excellent television ratings – but mostly was a reflection of how entertaining the product has been in these playoffs.

Partly, that is a function of the NHL’s new financial order.

In the pre-salary cap era, when NHL payrolls ranged from $80-million at the top (think Detroit Red Wings, New York Rangers) and $20-million at the bottom (think Nashville Predators and Carolina Hurricanes), the financial imbalance between teams created an incentive for the disadvantaged teams to play hook-and-hold hockey to overcome the skill gap.

By forcing every team to spend within the prescribed range, it allowed – and in some cases even forced – small and mid-market teams to up the payroll ante. They may not always have spent the money wisely, but they spent it nevertheless.

Beyond implementing a new financial system, the decision to take out the red line quickened the pace of the game significantly since the mid-2000s. Suddenly, you had a far more compelling show – one that produced a 2014 playoff in which few leads were safe; and games could go long stretches without a whistle, teams attacking and then countering the way they once did in the mid-1980s, the peak of the offensive era. In the Stanley Cup final, No. 10 overall in the regular season standings, the Los Angeles Kings, defeated No. 12, the Rangers. That never happened before three years ago.

With labour peace assured for the foreseeable future and an influx of Rogers’ television money starting next season, you’d have to think, after frittering away an opportunity 20 years ago, the NHL isn’t going to make the same mistake twice – and will continue to stay “hot” into the years ahead.

THIS AND THAT: U.S. television ratings for Friday’s Cup-clinching game were excellent. Officially, NBC attracted six million viewers for the telecast, which translated into an overall 3.7 rating and made it the most-watched Game 5 since a triple overtime game between the Detroit Red Wings and the Pittsburgh Penguins in 2008. Most tellingly, it was up 82 per cent compared to the fifth game of the 2012 Stanley Cup final between the Kings and the New Jersey Devils, which was also a potential Cup-clinching game, but drew just 3.2 million viewers. The peak audience came in the half-hour window between midnight and 12:30 a.m. Eastern time, with the game in overtime. More than 8.5 million viewers were tuned in then ... Something to consider: The perception was that the L.A. Kings were the big losers back in the summer of 2011, when Brad Richards chose to sign with the New York Rangers instead of them. Richards signed a nine-year, $60-million contract that comes with a $6.67-million cap hit that the Rangers cannot afford going forward. He will get a compliance buyout this summer, so the Rangers can spread that money around to restricted free agents who’ll need a raise (Mats Zuccarello, Derick Brassard, Chris Kreider) and unrestricted free agents who provided great value this year: Dominic Moore, Anton Stralman, Benoit Pouliot and Brian Boyle. Unlike the Kings, who have most of their core players locked up on long-term multi-year contracts, the Rangers have just six players signed beyond 2015-16: Goaltender Henrik Lundqvist, defencemen Ryan McDonough, Dan Girardi and Kevin Klein, and forwards Rick Nash and Richards. McDonough is on an exceptionally good contract – only one year into a six-year, $28.2-million deal. Lundqvist, at $8.5-million, is steep, even for a goalie with his pedigree. Nash, owed another $7.8-million per year for the next four years, is too pricey as well, but the Rangers only have one compliance buyout left, after spending the first on Wade Redden, and will have to use it on Richards ... Okay, let’s play Islanders general manager for a while because, hey, everybody else is doing it too right? They have huge amounts of salary-cap space, so anything is possible, as long as you’re prepared to cajole players into coming. Even the guys they’ve got signed – such as John Tavares – are on reasonable deals ($5.5-million through 2017-18 – tip of the cap to Garth Snow for that one). They also have two more years of Kyle Okposo at $2.8-million. So after Thomas Vanek played so badly in Montreal and Minnesota’s interest in him is waning, why wouldn’t the Islanders circle back to Vanek and make him an offer on July 1? Bet they could outbid anybody for his services – and they might not even have to offer that seven-year, $50-million deal that he turned down. The Islanders could sign Vanek, bid for Matt Moulson (who liked it there and might consider a return, because his options might be limited as well) and bring back them both back. Put it this way: Without a first-round pick in 2015, which they gave up to get Vanek in the first place, the Islanders better make the playoffs. As they are currently constituted, they have no chance. With Vanek and Moulson in the lineup, they might.

Devils: Where will Martin Brodeur play next season? Here are 5 possibilities

NHL: Boston Bruins at New Jersey Devils

Martin Brodeur acknowledges Devils fans cheering his win in 2013-14 season finale, which likely will be his last in a great career for the franchise. (Ed Mulholland/USA Today Sports)
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Devils stockDevils: Cory Schneider's $42M extension has him among top-paid goalies

Devils sign Cory Schneider to 7-year, $42 million contract extension

Devils' rookie camp: Reid Boucher, John Quenneville, Stefan Matteau among those who'll attend

Devils hoping to complete Cory Schneider contract extension 'in a short period of time'

Stanley Cup 2015 odds: Rangers are 16-1 to win a ring, ahead of Devils and Flyers
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As expected for months, it’s still looking like Martin Brodeur and the Devils will part ways come July when the unrestricted free agent signing period gets underway.

The NHL’s all-time winningest goalie has told Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello that he's testing the market, as he did two summers ago before staying put.

Where will Brodeur end up?

Well, going home to Montreal seems unlikely because Canadiens starting goalie Carey Price, barring injury, starts 60 games. Brodeur has stated that he doesn’t have to be a starter anymore, but he wants to go somewhere in which he can play at least 35 games as a frequently used backup. That amount seems likely if he’d re-sign with the Devils, who plan to play Cory Schneider a lot than they did last season when starting him in just 43 of 82 games.

So, again, where will Brodeur end up?

Here are 5 possibilities:

1. WASHINGTON CAPITALS

 Washington seems to be the best bet as long as the Capitals, who are $14.9 million under next seasons’ projected salary cap, don’t sign the one star goalie on the open marker, Ryan Miller. The Caps currently have talented but inconsistent Braden Holtby as their No. 1 and no one else. This is a team loaded with talent that should be a lot better next season under new coach Barry Trotz after missing the playoffs this year. If Brodeur signs here, he’d probably have a shot to become the starter at some point because Holtby often goes through cold stretches. He’d also be only a four-hour drive from home and play for a team that has the potential to make a Stanley Cup run next season.

2. MINNESOTA WILD

 The Wild is $22.7 million under next season's project cap, so the high-priced Miller very well could land there, as well. If not, then Brodeur probably becomes a strong possibility. There was a lot of talk that Brodeur would be traded to Minnesota last March, but he ended up going nowhere when the Wild instead dealt for Ilya Bryzgalov. Minnesota is appealing to Brodeur because it doesn't have a No. 1 goalie, it has a strong team and his twin sons will be high school seniors next fall at Shattuck-St. Mary's in suburban Minneapolis. The Wild's currently goalie situation is shaky: Josh Harding, who is unlikely to play due to his battle with MS; Niklas Backstrom, who has been injury prone the last two seasons and is under contract for two more; and restricted free agent Darcy Kuemper, who played pretty well in limited action last season as a rookie.

3. PITTSBURGH PENGUINS

 Brodeur to the Penguins is a possibility whether or not Pittsburgh buys out the final season in long-time goalie Marc-Andre Fleury, who has had some real struggles the last few seasons. If Fleury returns, Brodeur would make a solid No. 2 for a Stanley Cup contender. If Fleury leaves, then Brodeur could end up in a platoon with Jeff Zatkoff, who had a solid rookie season in 2013-14 with a 12-6-2 record and 2.61 GAA in 20 games.

4. ISLANDERS

 The Isles will be looking for a backup goalie for new No. 1 Jaroslav Halak, who was acquired from Washington on May 1 and signed a four-year, $18 million contract two weeks later. Halak never has played 60 games in his season over his career and topped 50 just twice, so Brodeur probably could get at least 30-35 starts if he goes to Long Island. An appeal here for Brodeur would be playing close to home. Also, the Isles have the makings of a decent team with superstar center John Tavares, Michael Grabner, Kyle Okposo and Co., despite missing the playoffs this season.

5. EDMONTON OILERS

 Brodeur loves warm weather, especially Florida, so spending a winter a long way from his Jersey home in Edmonton probably isn't very inviting But this is a place where Brodeur could get a good opportunity to play a lot, and the Oilers are a team filled with young talented forwards that is due to take off. The Oilers surely will be looking to upgrade at goalie from starter Ben Scrivens and Brodeur could be a nice one-year sidekick that would provide leadership to the entire team. Edmonton signing Brodeur is unlikely, but this could be his best option if he wants to play a lot for a team that has a chance to do something next season.
Thoughts and Observations from the Isles Blue & White Scrimmage 

July 11th, 2014 1:02 pm  

DSC_0067

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islander prospects took part in the annual Blue & White Scrimmage Thursday night at Nassau Coliseum.

Overall it was a success for everyone one involved. The players enjoyed the chance to play a competitive game, the fans got to see hockey in july and the Islanders were able to get 4,000 fans to come to Nassau Coliseum in the middle of summer.

As for evaluating talent during Thursday night’s scrimmage — or for that matter during the course of the week long mini camp — it is always a challenge. These camps are for the coaches to learn a little bit about the players and instill in them a little bit of what NHL life is like. For the players it’s the same thing. They are getting to know the organization and learning what it takes to be a pro athlete.

The scrimmage is the first real chance to see how the prospects play in a competitive situation, but even then it’s hard to make any concrete assessments. With just two days of practice how comfortable can everyone be with one another yet. 

Having said all that, I did jot down some notes and observations from the scrimmage:71

-Michael Dal Colle played well his time in an Islander uniform. He had an assist on the goal by Robbie Russo early in the game. You had a little bit of a sense of the speed that he has on the ice. It was a also noticeable in practice the previous days. He saw the ice well on Thursday night and made some good plays.

-Joshua Ho-Sang stood out offensively, especially during his breakaway goal he scored in the second half of the scrimmage. “I kind of got the puck off a turnover. The D was flatfooted and I know I’m pretty fast, so I just poked it around them and took off,” he said about the highlight reel goal. His speed was something that has been easy to see during the last three days, as well as his puck handling ability. One “negative” thing, and make of it what you will, was in one instance he was slow to get back to the defensive zone, but on a “positive” note in another instance he blocked two or three shots in a row.

-Defensively no one really jumped out. That’s not a negative comment, but defensively the D-men did their jobs. Griffin Reinhart and Ryan Pulock played well. Obviously Reinhart is the defenseman everyone has been watching the closest since he has the best chance of making the Islanders this season, But I couldn’t really jot anything down negative or positive about him Thursday night.

- You could tell some of the younger prospects and camp invitees were nervous through the course of the scrimmage. Playing in an NHL building and in front of NHL fans can be a bit nerve wracking. Plus having only two days to get comfortable with your teammates also factored into the scrimmage. Breakouts weren’t as clean as they could be and players looked out of place at times, but hey it was a scrimmage during mini camp in July.

Below are the line combinations I could decipher, with a little help from Allan Kreda of the New York Times:

Blue Team                                                                               

Mike Halmo – Alan Quine – Joshua Ho-Sang

 Yuri Terao – Chris Makowski – Tommaso Bucci

 Alex Grive – Austin Cangelosi – Ryan Siiro

 Nicholas Jones – Dylan Gambrell – John Schiavo

Ryan Pulock – Griffin Reinhart

 Adam Pellech – Jesse Grahm

 Loic Leduc – Jake Bischoff

White Team

Victor Crus-Rydberg – Michael Dal Colle – Taylor Cammarata

 Steve Swavely – Thomas Ebbing – Sam Herr

 Woody Hudson – Connor Graham – Ty Loney

 Liam Ferguson – Evan Polei – Michael Marnell

Andrey Pedan – Scott Mayfield

 Jake Rutt – Kyle Burroughs

 Ville Pokka – Kevin Czuczman

Reinhart Has Eyes Set on Making it to the NHL This Season 

July 10th, 2014 10:28 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Griffin Reinhart isn’t looking to start the 2014-15 season in scenic Connecticut. The 20-year-old defenseman wants to be in the NHL on October 10th when the Islanders open their season in Carolina against the Hurricanes.

The fourth overall pick in the 2012 draft spent last season in the WHL with the Edmonton Oil Kings, where he won the memorial cup and was named MVP of the WHL Championships. Now Reinhart’s goal is to make it in the professional ranks.griffin-reinhart-islanders

It is widely believed that Reinhart will make the Islanders roster on opening night and a trip to Bridgeport would not be how he wants to begin the year.

“Obviously I’m going to mind,” he said when asked about being sent down to the Sound Tigers. “It’s [the Islanders] decision and I wasn’t happy being sent down last year, but Know I just gotta take the positives out of it. Keep getting better and just gotta do the same thing if that happens again this year.”

Reinhart did make the most of his final season in juniors. He was a core player for the Oil Kings championship run and put up 21 point (four goals, 17 assists) in 45 regular season games. Islander Head Coach Jack Capuano was pleased with how Reinhart developed over the season.

“He played a lot of minutes. I talked to  [former Oil Kings Head Coach] Derek Laxdal as the season went on there too and he was a horse for those guys,” Capuano said. “He gained a great deal of experience, most importantly winning a championship and how hard it is and how tough it is. The fact that he was able to do that we’re proud of him and now he’s going to get an opportunity come september.”

Reinhart agreed that the experience was good and that it helped to build character and the experience will be useful on the ice in game situations.

“It’s a always good to have that experience and play, and realize how hard it is to win championships. And when you do that I think it makes you a better player and a person,” Reinhart said.

With all that experience in hand and this camp being his third mini camp on Long Island the Islanders top defensive prospect feels ready to make the jump to the NHL.

Reinhart had a strong showing in training camp last season and pushed pretty hard for a spot. This year, after such a strong season, the Islanders would be ill advised to have him start in Bridgeport.

“I’m confident in myself,”Reinhart said. “I think I’m ready, but at the end of the day it’s the team’s decision where they want to put me. If they think I’m ready or they don’t that’s all their decision, but I have full confidence in myself. I want to make an impact and show them that I can play here.”

Training camp set to be competitive one for Isles 

July 9th, 2014 8:00 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Training camp is still two months away, but with the Islanders aggressive offseason, it is already shaping up to be one of the most competitive camps in quite some time.

“I don’t think you can look at any two guys and in particular point guys out,” Islander Head Coach Jack Capuano said following the first day of Islanders Mini Camp. “When training camp rolls around for the first time if we’re healthy, with the competition that we have, the guys that come in with the habits that we want, the work ethic that we want, the discipline that we want are  the guys that are gonna be in the lineup. It’s our time now and we have to win hockey games.”

The offseason signings have — on paper — made the Islanders a better team. The additions of two top-six forwards in Nikolai Kulemin and Mikhail Grabovski make the Islanders more of a scoring threat, but also raises questions of which forwards will be with the team on opening night.

“I don’t think you point out a couple guys in particular or look at what their contract status is. If I was a forward right now looking at our roster I would be ready to go in September,” Capuano said.

Barring any trades before camp in September the Islanders will have 16 forwards under contract. Capuano seemed positive about not just the competition that brings, but also about the depth the Islanders have.

With the Islanders missing out on signing Thomas Vanek the question still remains regarding who will play with John Tavares on the wing. The abundance of forwards, according to Capuano, allows the team to “experiment” with who will fill that role.

“Obviously every year everybody asks the question who’s going to play with Johnny. I think now we have some options,” he said. “We have some guys that can play center that can also play the wing. That are very determined players that play with the grit that we want, so we have options now. When september comes around — preseason — we’re going to experiment and some different things.

“We have depth now in our organization. We have other guys we signed July 1 that can be an integral part of this team as well, so I’m excited about it.”

Defensively the Islanders also have some big questions and the competition will be just as intense. Especially for some of the younger players trying to make the roster like Griffin Reinhart, but don’t expect any players in mini camp to get a jump on the competition.

“The fate of our lineup will be determined in training camp, Capuano Said adamantly. That’s all I can tell you. The guys that come in and want to earn an opportunity that we feel can help us win in game one are gonna be the guys that play. End of story.” 

Dal Colle using Mini Camp to ‘get to know the organization’ 

July 8th, 2014 9:01 pm  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Michael Dal Colle took his first spin on Nassau Coliseum ice Tuesday as a member of the New York Islanders.

Though the fifth overall pick may never play an NHL contest in Uniondale, it was the first look at what will be in the Isles future. The talented prospect took part in the second on-ice skate during Tuesday’s camp and admitted he was a little nervous coming into his first session with his new team.Michael Dal Colle

“I was definitely pretty anxious coming in,” he said. “Now that I got it out of the way it’s kind of a load off my shoulders for sure. But it was good.”

Prospect camp is as much about getting to see what a prospect can offer as it is about getting to know the players. And for the players to get to know the organization and future teammates. “I don’t know too many guys here so I’m trying to get familiar with my surroundings, but it’s been pretty busy today,” Dal Colle said.

“This is my first time here,” he later added. “So it’s definitely new and I don’t know too much about Long Island and I don’t know too much about the facility, so I’m just trying to see what it’s all about. It’s definitely a big part of it.”

On the ice Tuesday Dal Colle looked good during the drills. The Ontario native had a good looking shot and some of his offensive know-how was on display. However, mini camp — especially on day one — is a hard place to truly judge talent and Islander Head Coach Jack Capuano won’t be doing so this week.

“I’ve been through these camps quite a bit and, as I told the guys, we’re not here to judge and evaluate players,” Capuano said. “We know they’re good players. We’re here this week to get to know them and thats more or less what I want to accomplish this week.”

7 Comments 

Isles re-up with Stockton Thunder 

July 8th, 2014 1:26 pm  

The Islanders and Stockton Thunder of the ECHL have renewed their affiliation agreement for the upcoming season (Islanders, July 8).

Fourteen players spent time in Stockton and with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, the Isles’ AHL affiliate last year.

“We are thrilled to once again have the Stockton Thunder as our organization’s ECHL affiliate,” Islanders General Manager Garth Snow said in a release. “The Thunder do a great job of developing players from the ECHL, to the AHL, and eventually the New York Islanders.”

Five players to watch at Isles mini camp 

July 8th, 2014 9:30 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders kick off their annual team mini camp on Tuesday at Nassau Coliseum. The week long camp will feature 48 Islander prospects and camp invitees. Here are five player to keep an eye on this week.

Michael Dal Colle: The 2014 fifth overall draft pick will take his first spin on the Coliseum ice in an Islander uniform. Dal Colle was the consensus choice for the Isles to take at five. He is still at least a year away from making the jump to the NHL, but Dal Colle will be a big part of the Islanders offense in the future. During his 2013-14 OHL season with the Oshawa generals he scored 39 goals and 56 points in 67 games. His big size and stickhandling ability make him a threat in the offensive zone. It will be interesting to see that on display at mini camp, especially during Thursday night’s Blue and White Scrimmage. Dal Colle has been pegged as a potential winger of the future to play alongside John Tavares.

Joshua Ho-Sang: You can debate the “character” issues surrounding Ho-Sang, but there is no denying the skill level that he will bring to Long Island. Like Dal colle, Ho-Sang is still a few years away from the NHL, but could be another major cornerstone of the Islanders offense in the future. He is reminiscent to Kirill Kabanov in respect to the fact that they both were extremely talented players who saw their draft stock fall because of off-ice issues. The difference here is that it seems Ho-Sang is more gung-ho to prove the Isles were right in choosing him in the first round. Ho-Sang is a goal scorer with an impressive set of hands and has great skating ability. He will be another fun player to watch at the Blue and White Scrimmage.

Griffin Reinhart: You could say that Tuesday starts Reinhart’s campaign to prove why he deserves to be in the NHL in 2014-15. Reinhart had a strong showing in training camp prior to the start of the 2013-14 season. In the WHL, he had an outstanding year with the Edmonton Oil Kings recording four goals and 17 assists in 45 regular season games. He added another four goals and nine assists in the postseason, and was named MVP of the WHL finals. A good mini camp is a great way to head into the summer and then into training camp in September. Reinhart has a very real chance on making the Islanders this year, so he will be looking to make a strong impression right out of the gate.

Ryan Pulock: Another defensive prospect, Pulock is coming off a career season in the WHL. He recorded 63 points (20 goals, 43 assists) in 66 appearances with the Brandon Wheat Kings. Pulock also had a three game stint with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, where he recorded an assist. Pulock will most likely be starting the 2014-15 season in Bridgeport, but the solid defenseman is worth keeping an eye on in prospect camp to see how far he has come since last year.

Ville Pokka: The 6-foot-0, 206 lbs Finish defenseman is headed to AHL Bridgeport next season for his first pro North American season. The 20 year old signed a three-year, entry-level contract withe Islanders in May after a career year with Karpat in Liiga. He recorded 27 points (six goals, 21 assists) in 57 games and Pokka was a big part of Finland’s gold medal finish at the World Juniors. Pokka scored a goal and had three assists, and finished the tournament a plus-7.

Kulemin wanted to play with Grabovski again, likes move to Brooklyn 

July 7th, 2014 9:22 am  

Nikolai Kulemin said he and Mikhail Grabovski wanted to play together again, which was one of the reasons they both signed with the Islanders.

Kulemin answered a few questions for the Islanders official website and said that he and Grabovski spoke during the last season and said they would like to play together again (Islanders, July 3).

“We thought it would be great if we could play together somewhere,” he said. “We didn’t know if that was going to work or not, but I am happy that we get the chance to play together again on the same team and now the plan is to make the playoffs and go far.”

The two played together with Toronto from 2008-2013.

Kulemin also said he’s excited for the move to Brooklyn, especially for the Russians.

“I think it’s going to be great to get a new building. It’s going to be a good experience to play there,” he said. “I know a lot of Russian people live in the Brooklyn area, so it’ll be a good experience for us and maybe a lot of Russia fans will start going to the games.”

5 Thoughts on the Islanders Going Forward 

July 4th, 2014 12:00 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

As my last post, here are some thoughts on how the Islanders should move forward, in no particular order. 

5. Don’t get complacent. I think was what we saw this last summer, when the Islanders did zilch in the off-season and then proceeded to perform poorly on the ice. This summer, that’s clearly not been the case as they’ve gone out and gotten three goalies, and two NHL forwards. So my advice is to not let last summer happen again. The bar should be set high and not simply at “making the playoffs and losing a round.” That’s been the high bar on this team for the last 20 years. That all sounds really simplified now that I type it out, but the goal should be winning a playoff round and aiming higher from there. The new building and (hopefully) success on the ice will get the ball rolling and once it’s rolling, it should be better from there.

4. Make the Last Season at the Coliseum a Special One. And with that I mean both on the ice and off. Of course, the best scenario is a playoff run in the last year at the old barn. That should be goal #1, but I would also hope to see the Islanders give the old building a nice send off. We’ve had a few Islanders Hall of Fame inductions in recent years and the 1993 playoff team was brought back. Go all out — bring back as many ex-Isles as possible. Have giveaways for the fans. 

There have been 41 Islanders seasons up to this point. With 41 home games, that works out quite perfectly to bring back an Isles alumni each night. Or since some of those 41 seasons aren’t worth remembering, do a top-41 Coliseum moments. Try to bring in as many people involved in those moments as possible.

okposo eagle america thanks obama3. Kyle Okposo needs to continue that mean streak. And the rest of the forwards need to get going. Last year was a pretty crappy season for all Islanders forwards not named Tavares or Okposo. With the additions of Kulemin and Grabovski, some guys are now on the chopping block. We’ve seen Josh Bailey be good and times and bad at others. The same for Michael Grabner. The same for Kyle Okposo (although he’s earned to not be part of the conversation after the last 1 1/2 seasons). It’s now time for the forwards, which is a deep group, to put it together. Brock Nelson looks good. Ryan Strome is on the way. Someone’s got to step up, Grabbo and Kulemin included. This can’t just be the Tavares and Okposo show (OK, and Nielsen had a good offensive year last year too).

In today’s NHL you need to be able to roll three or four lines. If the Islanders have three dangerous lines, ideally one centered by each Tavares, Grabbo and Nielsen, there’s a serious scoring line, a defensive line and a line that will draw lesser matchups as the opponent’s top defensive line will surely line up against Tavares. If the Islanders have three dangerous forward lines — and the way things look the fourth line could be decent too — then they’ll be tough to stop. They were 17th in goals scored in each of the last two seasons. Between the vets, the rookies and the new acquisitions, they’re going to have to put it all together on offense.

2. I think the defense will be ok. Not great, but ok. It’s not going to be great, but I think with improved goaltending behind it and improved forwards up front, the defense can work itself out. Obviously, the Islanders have 16 forwards on one-way contracts and if they can move some of them for useful defensive players, by all means do it. That said if it’s not possible, and maybe some of the kids impress at camp (Reinhart, Pokka, Pulock?) then the defense may be enough as it is to get by.

The Islanders were 16th in the league last year in shots against per game and dead last (30th) in save percentage. I don’t think it’s the end of the world if they don’t upgrade the defense. Some of the defensive breakdowns you saw last year were emphasized because once the defender fell down, the netminder was rarely able to make up for it with a spectacular save. Obviously, you would hope they can upgrade the defense. At best, it’s middle of the pack. But if that has to wait and doesn’t happen in the next couple months, I don’t think it’s the end of the world.

1. The success in 2014-15 will depend a lot on the goalies. To go along with the previous point that the defense is average, the goalies will need to be average or better than average. That may not be particularly hard to do. Jaroslav Halak’s career save percentage is .918, which is above league average over the last few seasons. So even if he’s at league average, the Islanders will be getting much better goaltending than they were last year (last year they got sub-900). The numbers are here — the Islanders would have been around 40 goals better last year with Halak in net. That’s kind of a cool thing, that for the Islanders to be much better, Halak’s not going to have to be out of this world, he’s just going to have to do what he’s always done. I’d imagine that last year, they might have been bailed out of some of those blown two-goal leads by a goaltender of this calibur. As long as Halak can be Average Halak, the Islanders should be in the conversation for the lower playoff seeds even if my previous two points don’t completely pan out.

The Morning Skate: Snow on WFAN, TSN Numbers 

July 4th, 2014 10:45 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Yesterday afternoon, Garth Snow was on Joe and Evan on WFAN to discuss the team’s recent signings and season. You can listen to the full audio here, and below are some of the interesting points.

Was asked about the team not spending a lot of money on players:

“I think anytime you go through a rebuild like we did there’s a level of frustration. Part of the CBA is the ELC system for young players and we can’t control that they make a certain amount of money until they get to the next contract… [Tavares, Hamonic, Okposo...] Until those players get out of the entry-level system, a byproduct of going through a rebuild is having a low payroll. I understand that question. Part of for us, to get where we want to go is to get those players, draft them, sign them, play them and let them have that experience and not bring in a veteran, a stop gap kind of player, who takes away from the development of those young players.”

Grabovski and Kulemin can be really good, if Islanders do the opposite of what Toronto did 

July 2nd, 2014 9:57 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders looked like they were done in free agency - well the GM said as much, anyway – but they were clearly not done, when they signed Mikhail Grabovski and Nikolai Kulemin to four-year contracts for lots of dollars – the same dollars that had probably been earmarked for Thomas Vanek. 

This move is good — Grabovski was on pace for 50 points last year in Washington — and adds some serious forward depth to the Islanders. I would be sweating right now if I was Colin McDonald or anyone else who could be in the Islanders bottom six. There are now 16 forwards projected for the Islanders roster, which if you’re scoring at home is four more than they are allowed to ice in a game. And it’ll be interesting to see how that pans out too, as the Islanders are not a team that likes to risk players to waivers.

But what will be interesting to watch is how, and if, Grabovski (or Grabbo for short) and Kulemin can recapture some of the magic they had with Toronto before the Leafs front office started thinking they were smarter than everyone else and torpedoed the whole thing.

The season was 2010-11, and the Leafs had one of the better second lines in the entire league as Grabbo centered a line with Kulemin and Clarke MacArthur on the wings. Grabbo hits a career high 29 goals and 58 points, Kulemin goes 30 and 57 and MacArthur has 21 and 62. 80 goals between the trio. The following season they combine for 50 goals, still solid, but the Leafs are on pace to miss the playoffs for the seventh straight year so coach Ron Wilson gets fired and Randy Carlyle gets hired.

If you know anything about Carlyle’s leafs, it should be that they get outshot by opponents like all hell. In 2012-13, the lockout shortened season and Carlyle’s first full season as coach, everything gets more defensive minded and the goal-scoring trio are played in more defensive roles.

It does not work. At all. They combine for 24 goals in the lockout season.

After that, Clarke MacArthur becomes a free agent and leaves for Ottawa, where he scores 55 points in the full season as opposed to 20 in the lockout shortened one. And the Leafs use one of their compliance buyouts to remove Grabbo from the roster, a move which needs no further explanation than the following blogs posts. Here’s one from Leafs Nation: Stupid Team Makes Stupid Move — Second Best Player to Be Bought Out. And this one from Pension Plan Puppets with the subtitle: The Leafs have bought out their best center because they are run by morons. 

During the summer of 2012, Grabbo got a five-year, $27.5 million extension. One year later, the Leafs were buying him out. They used the extra money on David Clarkson and Tyler Bozak, which is really a hilariously bad decision, and maybe made with a dash of some xenophobia (here’s a TSN story calling Grabovski enigmatic, which is pretty much stamped on Europeans around the NHL an awful lot) and a whole lot of player and coach not fitting together. The demotion and defensive role from Carlyle bothered Grabovski who, after being bought out, ripped his former coach on the radio on his way out.

That summer, Grabovski got picked up by the Capitals after the buyout and, lo and behold, bounced back for 35 points in 58 games (pace of 50 points over a full 82) after only putting up 16 in the lockout year. It put him back in the area of production that he had pre-Carlyle and pre-lockout in Toronto.

Now, the Islanders have reunited Grabovski and Kulemin, overpaying for the latter and probably in the vicinity of the market for the former. They’ve also promised to have them play on the same line as the pair are good friends and were negotiating themselves as a package deal in free agency. Here, we’ll give you exactly what you want and you come here and try and get back to working your magic. 

It’s a worthwhile gamble for the Islanders who can afford the cap hit — hell, needed to get to the floor —  and have space on the bottom lines to bump some players down (looking at McDonald/Martin/etc). It also makes some of those 16 forwards available for trade to acquire a defender.

In a decent scenario, you hope for 60 points between the two players. If it works out really well, you add two more 20-goal scorers to the roster. Or better. Just don’t make the same mistake Toronto did of using them in a defensive role. It’s not what they do.

After Day 1, Isles May Be Done (and Other Thoughts on Free Agency) 

July 2nd, 2014 11:49 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Maybe this is out of context, but it sure sounds like the Islanders are all set for the summer. From a Newsday article yesterday about signing goaltender Chad Johnson:

Snow declined to comment on any players who chose not to sign. “I think the core of our team is set,” he said. “It’s up to our players to improve from last season. We have a few guys who need to have better seasons for us to have success.”

After six signings yesterday of varying importance — but no “big fish” — it seems as though Garth Snow is settled in free agency. A whopping 86 NHL players signed a new deal yesterday, so to some extent a vast chunk of the available players are gone. Two of the remaining that the Islanders could/should be interested in are Mikhail Grabovski and David Legwand, who could lend experience and are capable of 50ish points. They would definitely be useful players but how far down the depth chart they would be willing to play could be an issue, as you wouldn’t want them keeping Lee/Strome/Nelson too far down.

Right now though, signs point to the Islanders being done in free agency. Arthur Staple, in a radio interview last night, speculated that the Islanders may still be looking to improve the team via trade. 

The good news is that the Islanders finalized their goaltending situation; Jaroslav Halak previously and now both Chad Johnson and David Leggio as insurance policies. If it goes as you hope, that alone should improve the Islanders to the point of challenging for the playoffs. They finished 14 points out and if a solid, actual goalie — and not the 30th ranked tandem of last year — is in place it seems fair to say that could be a 7-10 point difference in the standings. With all those blown two-goal leads last year, an improved goaltender maybe bails the team out in a few of those games and there you go.

Then there are the usual Garth Snow Darkhorse Picks, who have either failed to catch on elsewhere or have not been given a proper chance with other teams. One is TJ Brennan, who has played only small parts of NHL seasons and put up gigantic numbers in the AHL last year. Hopefully that can transition to the NHL. The other is Cory Conacher, who looked like he had caught on in Tampa in 2012-13 with 24 points in 35 games, was traded to Ottawa and then put on waivers, claimed off waivers by Buffalo and then not given a qualifying offer.

After that, it’s depth for the Sound Tigers in Jack Skille and Harry Zolnierczyk. Yawn. A necessary thing since Bridgeport, despite the influx of prospects, has been losing players to the Islanders. And injures can arise, etc, etc.

So once again the Islanders strike out with the big free agents. Whether that’s because they have a GM that gets shit on in the media, the owner’s reputation, the fact that the team is bottom five in the league for the sixth time in seven seasons or [other reason], it’s blatantly clear that it’s very difficult for the team to improve through free agency.

There’s Jaroslav Halak this year, which is great, because most years it’s been Jay Pandolfo or Jon Sim types. But it’s patently obvious that free agency is not the Islanders strong suit. On the other side, after some awful long-term contracts of their own that get them a ton of grief, it’s also not the worst thing that the Islanders didn’t get the next seven years of Matt Niskanen.

The plan has been all along for prospects like Ryan Strome, Anders Lee, Brock Nelson et al. to become impact players for this team and now we may just get to see that happen without Pierre-Marc Bouchard or whatever middling free agent that would usually come in impeding that. But until we see those players and others finally step in and take over, it’s hard as hell to picture this team being significantly different at the current moment than last year’s incarnation, save for the goaltending that I’ve griped about for way too long (Praise be to the goaltending!). We’ve seen John Tavares and Kyle Okposo take leaps and bounds over the years and become first-line talent. It seems that, barring a major adjustment, the Islanders will be depending on other home grown players to take their own leaps this season.

AHLer TJ Brennan Signs with Islanders 

July 1st, 2014 12:40 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The second signing of the day for the Islanders is TJ Brennan, a forward who spent the majority of last season in the Maple Leafs system. Brennan signed a one-year, one-way deal worth $600,000.

Brennan was originally a first round pick of the Sabres in 2007.

He spent last season playing for the Toronto Marlies of the AHL, scoring 25 goals and tallying 72 points in 75 games.

Brennan is a left handed defender who won the AHL award for best defenseman last season.

Brennan was fifth in the AHL with 69 points (24 goals, 45 assists) in 73 games, the most by an AHL defenseman since 2005-06 and the most goals since 1999-2000. He led the league in power-play points (42) and shots on goal (256) and defensemen in power-play goals (12) and game-winning goals (four, tied).

114 Comments 

Islanders Sign G Chad Johnson 

July 1st, 2014 12:21 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

According to multiple reports, the Islanders have signed goaltender Chad Johnson. It is a two-year deal valued at $2.26 million (Dreger).

Johnson, 28, was originally a fifth round pick of the Pittsburgh Penguins in 2006. In 37 career NHL games spread over four seasons he has a .926 save percentage and 2.07 GAA. Johnson spent last season backup up Tukka Rask in Boston and posted a .925 save percentage and two shutouts in 27 games, by far the most he had played in an NHL season thus far.

This means that Kevin Poulin will not be an Islanders backup to start the season (barring extenuating circumstances). If Poulin does re-sign with the Islanders

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Ask and you shall receive.

The Islanders had a pressing need for a backup goaltender and Garth Snow delivered by signing Chad Johnson. Snow has been aggressive on the goaltending front this offseason signing Jaroslav Halak and now picking up Johnson. This will be a major upgrade to the Islanders goaltending tandem and Johnson is a quality backup, who played very well in Boston.

This signing does however indicate the end of Evgeni Nabokov’s tenure with the Islanders and that is for the better. With Johnson in the fold the Islanders now have a solid one-two punch in net that will — in theory — make them a better team going into next.

Johnson was on many people’s wish list of possible backup goaltenders, so Islander fans should be happy to have him on Long Island. 

40 Comments 

Isles not on Niskanen’s list 

July 1st, 2014 9:15 am  

The Islanders are not among teams Matt Niskanen is considering (Staple, July 1).

Niskanen is an unrestricted free agent, who has played with the Pittsburgh Penguins since 2010.

Last season, the defensemen had 10 goals and 36 assists, with a 33 +/- and 51 penalty minutes.

140 Comments 

Isles tender qualifying offers to eight 

July 1st, 2014 9:11 am  

The Islanders tendered qualifying offers to eight players, the team officially announced.

Casey Cizikas, Calvin de Haan, Matt Donovan, Brett Gallant, Anders Lee, Aaron Ness, Anders Nilsson and Kevin Poulin were all tendered offers.
Brett Gallant

The top four (Cizikas, Lee, de Haan and Donovan) are no-brainers to be qualified. Anders Nilsson is headed to the KHL, but I would imagine the Islanders would qualify him anyway to retain his rights (as they’ve done with Rhett Rakshani and Mark Katic in the past) and probably Kevin Poulin too as an emergency option if they can’t find a goalie in free agency. The rest of the list are Sound Tigers with minimal NHL prospects at this point, so that really depends on the organization depth as a whole. Aaron Ness and Marc Cantin could be gone given the influx of defenseman that should fill up Bridgeport this fall.
Islanders Draft Notebook: Day 2 an Uneventful One for Isles 

June 29th, 2014 1:43 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

PHILADELPHIA — Day 2 of the NHL Draft was an uneventful one for the New York Islanders. General Manager Garth Snow did make some trades on Saturday, but only ones to move back in the draft and acquire picks for the 2015 draft.

In all the Isles made five selections — the team’s first pick of the day did not come until the 78th overall selection — picking two goaltenders, one defenseman and two forwards. None of the Islanders draftees were in attendance at Wells Fargo Center for day 2.

The players in attendance that were selected by other teams were as happy as could be. For all of them being drafted by an NHL club was a dream come true, and it would be hard to say that the players the Islanders selected weren’t feeling the same excitement.

Up next for the Islander prospects will be mini camp, which will likely take place during the second week of July.

photo

Michael Dal Colle seemed to be the consensus choice to be selected fifth overall by the New York Islanders.

The 18-year-old is a skilled forward who many believe will be a big asset for the Islanders. And there is no bigger believer in Dal Colle than Oshawa Generals radio broadcaster Vishal Hussain.

“He’s gonna be a guy that scores 40 goals and puts 100 points,” Hussain told SNY.tv. “He could end up being one of the best players in the NHL Entry Draft in 2014.”

The Islanders and their fan base would certainly like for that to be the case. Dal Colle has said he wants to be in the NHL next season, but many, including Hussain, believe he is still a year away.

“I think he should have another year in the [OHL],” Hussain said. “Selfishly I’d like him back in Oshawa as well. He’s a special talent, he’s in line to be the best player in the OHL next season and he needs to bulk up. His 200 foot game still needs to come in, his skating still needs to improve, so I’d say a year away would probably be a good bet scenario. Maybe even two years.

“… It could be two years, but I think one year to get where he needs to be is a safe bet.”

Thanks to Jeff Cox of SB Nation, we here at Islanders Point Blank can bring you a little more information on the Islanders 108th overall pick Devon Toews. Cox covers college hockey for SB Nation and spoke with IPB briefly at the draft.

On Toews’s game:

“He’s just a two-way defenseman and he really took a leadership role, according to [Quinnipiac University Head Coach] Rand Pecknold, among freshman defenseman. He is just a real smooth skating defenseman and he came in from juniors, and they had a great season… I’d say he can go both ways. He’s not overly big, he’s definitely not physical, but I’d say he’s a skilled defenseman”

On what Toews can work on:

“I’d say probably become a little bit more physical and just kind of work on his reads defensively. I think offensively he’s very good. Reads the puck and play well. Transitions up ice well, but I think his defensive game is, I wouldn’t call it a weakness, but I’d say what intrigued [the Islanders] the most was his offensive upside. Kind of like in a Torey Krug type mold.”

On Toews being a more offensive defenseman:

“I’d say so, yeah. And he’s definitely, I think,  a guy thats gonna be a four year college player. He’s not someone thats coming out, I think he’s more of a project.”

Sonny Milano was not wearing an Islander sweater Friday night, but he likely has donned one in the past.

The Columbus Blue Jackets 16th overall pick — a native of Massapequa, NY — grew up a fan of the New York Islanders. In fact his family had season tickets.”I was a big Islander fan growing up,” Milano told reporters at the draft.

After Friday night, his allegiance has surly shifted.

159 Comments 

Islanders Select Lukas Sutter 200th Overall 

June 28th, 2014 2:04 pm  

The Islanders selected Lukas Sutter with the 200th pick in the NHL Draft.

Sutter is indeed related to Daryl Sutter. He is the nephew of the Los Angeles Kings Head Coach and son of Rich Sutter. The center man was selected by the Winnipeg Jets in the second round of the 2012 NHL Draft, but did not sign with them.

Last season he appeared in 45 games for the Red Deer Rebels of the WHL. In that span he scored 10 goals and 13 assists for 23 points.

Here is how Hockey’s Future scouted Sutter:

Another in the long line of Sutters that has passed through the NHL, Sutter is a well-rounded player with a mix of offense and grit in his game.  He has the size to be a power forward, and enough ability to be more than just a fourth-line banger.  Sutter may not have high-end talent, but he has enough skill to land second- or third-line duty.

49 Comments 

Islanders Trade 185th Pick to Tampa Bay 

June 28th, 2014 1:12 pm  

The Islanders swapped their 185th pick in the draft to the Tampa Bay Lighting.

In exchange the Islanders received the 200th pick from the Lightning, along with a seventh round pick in 2015. Tampa Bay used the pick to select Cameron Darcy.

4 Comments 

Islanders Select Kyle Schempp 155th Overall 

June 28th, 2014 12:34 pm  

The Islanders used their 155th selection in the NHL Draft to pick forward Kyle Schempp from Ferris State. He recorded 25 points in his freshman season with the Bulldogs.

10 Comments 

Islanders Select Devon Toews 

June 28th, 2014 11:51 am  

The Islanders took defenseman Devon Toews with the 108th pick in the draft.

Toews played at Quinnipiac University last season and recorded 17 points in 37 games. The 20-year old stands at 5’11, 155 lbs. 

Prior to joining Quinnipiac, Toews played for the Surrey Eagles of the BCHL for the last two season. In his first year he appeared in 54 games and put 29 points. In his second year there he played in 48 games and recorded 47 points.

29 Comments 

Islanders Select Linus Soderstrom with 95th pick 

June 28th, 2014 11:40 am  

The New York Islanders selected Linus Soderstrom from Djurgarden of the Swedish Junior League. He is the second goaltender the Islanders have selected in the 2014 NHL Draft.

5 Comments 

Islanders Select Ilya Sorokin with No. 78 selection 

June 28th, 2014 11:37 am  

The Islanders selected goaltender Ilya Sorokin with the No. 78 pick in the draft.

Sorokin is a member of the KHL’s Metallurg Novokuznetsk. He had a 2.90 goal against average and a .911 save percentage in 27 games last season. NHL Central Scouting ranked Sorokin fifth among European goaltenders available in the 2014 NHL draft.

The Russian goaltender stands at 6’2 and 167 lbs. Sorokin will turn 19 in August.

The Islanders traded the 65th pick to Florida to move back to 78 to make the selection. The Islanders also received a third round pick for the 2015 draft in exchange for the 65th pick.

4 Comments 

Islanders Trade 65th Pick to Florida 

June 28th, 2014 11:04 am  

The Islanders traded away their 65th pick in the NHL draft to the Florida Panthers.

In return the Islanders will received a third round selection in the 2015 NHL Draft. The Panthers used the pick to select right wing Juho Lammikko.

2 Comments 

In case you missed it…

The Islanders promised a better season to their fans at a draft party on Friday. >>> Read more at Newsday.

It was a busy night for GM Garth Snow and the Islanders. They selected Michael Dal Colle with the 5th pick then made a trade with Tampa to grab another first round pick. >>>>Read more at Newsday. 

Snow also wasn’t worried about what the media thinks of the No. 28 pick, the controversial Josh Ho-Sang. >>> Read more in the New York Post.
Ho-Sang has Something to Prove with Isles 

June 28th, 2014 2:00 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

PHILADELPHIA — Joshua Ho-Sang has something to prove and he was appreciative to the Islanders for taking the gamble of drafting him Friday night.

“I think I have 26 teams to show that they missed out,” Ho-Sang said after being selected by the Islanders. “And I definitely have to show the Islanders that they were right.”

USATSI_7971328_110579513_lowresThe 18-year-old Windsor Spitfires forward was all smiles when he met the media after being selected 28th overall after the Islander traded back into the first round to draft him. The Islanders swapped their 35th and 57th picks to Tampa Bay to be able to select Ho-Sang.

“The fact that they traded two seconds away to pick me it just shows that they believe in me,” he said. “That’s all I really need, a team behind me that believes in me and I’ll give them everything I have and I’ll push until I can’t breathe”

Ho-Sang has constantly been labeled as the wild card of this years draft because of “character issues” that have hindered his draft stock. It was reported that those issues had kept a lot of teams from showing interest in the highly skilled forward. However, the Islanders were not turned away by what they saw from him.

The Islanders had two meetings with Ho-Sang prior to the draft to get to know him.

“They talked to me about me,” Ho-Sang said when asked about what was discussed during the meetings. “When they took the time to kind of get to know me, I knew that the Islanders were definitely a team that would be interested because they understand that I’m really not that different. I’m just a little more outspoken.”

His outspokenness is what makes separate him from the average hockey player. It’s what make him different in a sport that wants everyone to be the same.

“I see the world a little bit different. I think I’m outspoken and a little bit more opinionated than most people like,” Ho-Sang said. “I think that’s just part of growing up, and learning areas where I can and can’t be, and I’m just working on that moving forward.”

But it is not something that concerns the Islanders. “We get the players that we feel can help us win a championship and we don’t give a Sh** what anyone else thinks,” Islanders General manager Garth Snow said. “Except our fans of course.”

Snow’s staunch defense of the selection was something that Ho-Sang appreciated and was going to help him strive even more to become the best player he can be.

“You want to be with people who believe in you and who think you can do great things,” he said. “Because that’s how you get there. You need to be pushed and with all that it helps you want to be better for them. And it helps you want to give them everything you have cause you know it’s not just about you. It’s about your family and the Islanders after today have become my family.”
Snow on Ho-Sang: “He’ll Fit Right in, They **** on Me Too” 

June 27th, 2014 10:57 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

If you’re not familiar with the Islanders newest draft pick, Joshua Ho-Sang, who they traded up to the 28th pick to get, let’s fill you in right now. Ho-Sang is an interesting player from the Kirill Kabanov school of ‘the hockey establishment thinks he has an attitude problem’. Basically, a lot of teams removed him from their draft boards for reasons not related to his on-ice talent. 

On TSN after the pick, James Duthie asked Garth Snow about the attitude questions that have been asked about Ho-Sang by the Canadian media. And the glorious response:
And here’s more, which was said to print reporters:

“We didn’t want to wake up tomorrow and have any regrets, so we went for it…. We get the players that we feel can help us win a championship. I don’t give a shit what anyone else thinks… Except our fans of course.”

“We think they both have good character. These are 17-year old kids… Thank goodness when I was that age they didn’t have social media, cell phone pictures, videos. I wouldn’t be the altar boy I am today…” 

To get the long story, on Ho-Sang take a look at Steve Simmons’ piece from earlier this week, it’s well worth the read (first and possibly only time I’ll ever say that about Simmons). Here’s a snippet:  To read more of this story, click here
Islanders select Josh Ho-Sang 

June 27th, 2014 10:02 pm  

The Islanders selected Josh Ho-Sang with the No. 28 pick in the draft.

The Isles got the pick from the Tampa Bay Lightning in return for picks No. 35 and 57. He is listed at 5 foot 11 inches and 175 pounds.

Ho-Sang is a center/right-winger, aged 18, currently playing with the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario Hockey League. He was chosen to play in the 2014 CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

Ho-Sang scored 32 goals with 53 assists in 67 games for the Spitfires.

He was suspended for 15 games in April for an illegal hit.

Here’s Ho-Sang speaking after being drafted:

McKeens Draft Guide says:

-a shifty and dynamic player whose hand skills may be the best in the draft

-wrists are kept loose so he can easily saucer a pass or stickhandle through a maze

 of players

-can gain the offensive zone with ease due to ability to

 back up the opposition

Future Considersations Draft Guide says that he is a top-six offensive winger and ranked him 20th overall.

Future Considerations adds, “While Ho-Sang has the potential to be an elite offensive talent, his game does have some holes in it. He needs to work on decision making, not trying to make the fancy play all the time, simplifying his game, and working on his defensive game and defensive effort to round himself out more.”

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

Joshua Ho-Sang is a player that was worth moving up for.

It is hard to say that another team was looking to select him before the Islanders next selection, but they made to get a player that has a lot of upside. Ho-Sang has a lot of offensive talent and will fit well in the Islanders future. Yes, he does come with some controversy — there has been a lot of talk about his attitude and his outspokenness — but it seems to be more overblown than anything else. He doesn’t fit into hockey’s culture because he isn’t afraid to speak his mind and that seems to be a big reason why he was still available. Other than that it’s hard to find a reason to not take Ho-Sang and turn him into an NHL talent.
Isles get No. 28 pick after deal with Tampa Bay 

June 27th, 2014 9:57 pm  

The Islanders will make the No. 28 pick of the draft, sending picks No. 35 and 57 to Tampa Bay.

9 Comments 

Islanders select Michael Dal Colle with No. 5 pick 

June 27th, 2014 7:44 pm  

With the No. 5 pick of the NHL Draft, the Islanders selected left winger Michael Dal Colle.

The 18-year-old is 6 foot 2 inches tall and is listed at 184 pounds.

Dal Colle is currently playing in the Oshawa Generals in the Ontario Hockey League. Dal Colle was named to the OHL First All-Rookie Team for the 2012–13 season.

He scored 39 goals, with 56 assists, in 67 games for Oshawa in the 2013-14 season. In 2012-13, he had 15 goals and 33 assists over 63 games.

“Drafting a player of Michael’s caliber is another building block in what is an important offseason for the organization,” GM Garth Snow said in a statement. “We’re excited to see him develop into another key piece of our core. Michael has top-end offensive skill, paired with two-way instincts and hockey sense, which are assets we are thrilled to add to the Islanders.”

Here’s audio of Dal Colle speaking at the NHL Draft:

McKeens Draft Guide says:

-“an offensive dynamo, Dal Colle’s penchant for manufacturing offensive chances is arguably the best of the draft class .. works like a surgeon to delicately weave his way inside the offensive zone making manoeuvres in tight spaces while opening up space for his perfectly timed wrist shot.”

-“must continue to hone his stride mechanics as his skating needs refinement”

-“highest scoring Canadian ‘96 born player in the CHL regular season he has a similar disposition to Pierre Turgeon”

Future Consideration’s Draft Guide says that most scouts love that Dal Colle has so much room for potential that he could “become the star of this draft when we all look back 10 years from now.”

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders selected the player that was the best available Friday night in Philadelphia. Michael Dal Colle will not be a player that makes the jump right to the NHL next season, but he will have an impact in the near future.

The 18 year old likely has one more year in the OHL to develop his game more, but by all accounts general manager Garth Snow made the smart hockey decision to select Dal Colle with the Number five selection. The Oshawa General has skill, size and power that will make him a threat as he continues to mature. There is a very real chance Dal Colle could end up on the wing of Islander Captain John Tavares, who called Dal Colle to congratulate him on being drafted.

There was obviously some disappointment that the Islanders not making a trade for a more established player, but at the end of the day Snow just did not get a package that he felt was worth it. And the fact that other teams, including the Florida Panthers, didn’t bite at a trade offer should signal that Snow was not the only GM not intrigued by offers made.
Draft Preview: William Nylander 

June 27th, 2014 10:52 am  

The Islanders will select fifth at the NHL Draft on Friday night, if they don’t trade the pick. Here are the players you’ll need to know who are likely to be at the top of the draft board. 

William Nylander – Left Wing, MoDo (Sweden)

5-11, 169

nylander

Our final draft pick preview is the first one that takes us off the North American continent, over to Sweden where William Nylander plays. Nylander is the highest rated European prospect in the draft (if we exclude the German Draisaitl who has been playing in the WHL). But of course it’s always complicated, as Nylander was born in Calgary but raised in Sweden. He’s the son of Michael Nylander, who spent almost two decades in the NHL playing for Washington, Chicago, Calgary and others.

Nylander only spent part of last season with MoDo in Sweden’s top league, having been moved up from a team in the second division. His stats with MoDo look meek at first glance — one goal and seven points in 22 games — but it’s actually quite impressive as he’s playing in a professional men’s league as a 17-year old. He also had success in the second tier for 15 goals and 27 points in 35 games, again, against players older than him.

Oh and here’s a fun fact, Nylander’s full name is William Andrew Michael Junior Nylander Altelius.

What They’re Saying

TSN’s Craig Button:

High end skills highlighted by excellent puck skills. His confidence with the puck is outstanding and he has as much patience with the puck as any player in the draft. Need to celebrate his gifts not question them.

The Hockey Writers:

William Nylander is perhaps the most skilled dynamic forward available. The knock against Nylander is that he hasn’t shown the willingness to utilize his teammates leaving scouts to question his dedication to the team game. Without a doubt, Nylander possesses the puck skills and timely offensive instincts to become a game-breaker but it’s still fairly uncertain how high teams are willing to gamble on such a talent.

Where He’s Likely to Go

It’s always a bit tougher to evaluate a player in Sweden whose stat lines look so different from his counterparts in the Canadian leagues. Nylander is a top-10 prospect, and could very well be available when the Islanders pick at #5. It would probably be a bit of a reach for a team in the top-three to grab him.
Draft Preview: Nick Ritchie 

June 27th, 2014 10:27 am  

The Islanders will select fifth at the NHL Draft on Friday night, if they don’t trade the pick. Here are the players you’ll need to know who are likely to be at the top of the draft board. 

Nick Ritchie – Left Wing, Peterborough (OHL)

6-2, 218

crop_833928_27_1392570396

Another winger at the top of the draft is Nick Ritchie, who has already filled out at around 218lbs. He’s a big bull of a power forward, fights, and has puck handling skills to boot. He’s another forward at the top of this draft who projects to being a top-six forward.

He does come with some mild injury baggage; missing two months of the 2012-13 season with a shoulder injury.

While Peterborough hasn’t been particularly good lately — made the playoffs in only one of Ritchie’s three seasons on the team — he’s been excellent putting up a shade under a point per game his first two years and then caught fire this year with 74 points and 39 goals in 64 games.

What They’re Saying

TSN’s Craig Button:

Blend of skill, power and size is second to none. Excellent shot that can overwhelm goalies. He has the capability of being brilliant yet is still growing as a player. Scary thought! He’s a man-child.

Edmonton Journal:

One of the big knocks against Ritchie is that his intensity comes and goes, not just game-to-game but within a game at times. This was something I wanted to watch for in this contest. I had seen him live on three other occasions, but this was the first time I was focusing on him, sitting amidst media people, OHL and NHL scouts. Intensity was not an issue in the game at any point. He was engaged the entire time and was skating just as hard on his final shift as he was on the first.

Nick Ritchie passes the eye test with flying colours. He’s an imposing figure on the ice and appears more like an enforcer than the skilled power forward that he is. The Orangeville, Ontario native is listed at 6’3” and 235 pounds and he might even be bigger than that as he continues to grow. He’s a left hand shot and is touted to have a great release. Wears a letter “A”. I noticed right away that he uses a long stick and that just makes his reach even more of an advantage.

Where He’s Likely to Go

Ritchie projects to be in the lower part of the Top 10, somewhere in the 5-8 range of the draft. He seems like a physically mature, big power forward and as far as the Islanders go, drafting a player of that type seems like a bit more of a gamble than of someone who plays a different style. For one, how much of Ritchie’s OHL success is because he is 20-40lbs heavier than other players? He won’t enjoy that same advantage in the NHL.
Draft Preview: Michael Dal Colle 

June 26th, 2014 3:32 pm  

The Islanders will select fifth at the NHL Draft on Friday night, if they don’t trade the pick. Here are the players you’ll need to know who are likely to be at the top of the draft board. 

Michael Dal Colle – Left Wing, Oshawa (OHL)

6-2, 179

dal colle

Up next is the first true winger in our rankings, Michael Dal Colle who projects to be a big-bodied power forward who can play top-six in the NHL. Obviously, he needs to bulk up from a shade under-180lbs but he’s got he height and skills to become that kind of a player.

Dal Colle projects in the 3-6 range of the draft, probably behind the trio of centers, and could very well be available when the Islanders are up at the podium with the fifth overall pick.

This past season for Oshawa, he had 95 points and 39 goals in 65 games, which ties him for second in goals in the OHL among the 2014 draft class (with Nick Ritchie and behind Robert Fabbri). Dal Colle nearly doubled his point total from last year, when he posted 48 in 63.

What They’re Saying

TSN’s Craig Button:

Michael is just beginning to hit his physical maturity. Combination of size, skill and power will only be enhanced as he continues to grow on and off the ice. He’s smart and knows how to play to his strengths.

Central Scouting:

“Nobody would be surprised if we said five years down the road that Dal Colle would be the best player,” Marr said. “He’s actually in the mix for consideration over the second half. As far as consistency goes he might be the most consistent player among the top five. He’s a power forward in the making.”

The Scouting Report:

Oshawa’s prized sophomore forward will never be mistaken for a dynamic speedster, but Michael Dal Colle just continues to get things done. The 6-foot-2 forward is capable of playing both centre and the wing and possesses impressive puck protection skills and offensive zone creativity that project well on his ability to be a big-time producer at the next level. Dal Colle’s top-end speed is an area of continued improvement, but his elusiveness, stickhandling ability, and long reach create matchup problems for any OHL defenseman. Dal Colle has always been a dangerous goal scorer but has really become a great playmaker as he does a great job of finding open teammates and making some impressive feeds.

Where He’s Likely to Go

Dal Colle is widely projected to go between 3rd and 6th, as a great talent that matches up with most of the top-end forwards in this draft and could very well be available when the Islanders are on the clock in the fifth spot.
Draft Preview: Leon Draisaitl 

June 26th, 2014 12:59 pm  

The Islanders will select fifth at the NHL Draft on Friday night, if they don’t trade the pick. Here are the players you’ll need to know who are likely to be at the top of the draft board. 

Leon Draisaitl – Center, Prince Albert (WHL)

6-2, 208

Leon Draisaitl

Leon Draisaitl is our third profile on a trio of center that should go at the top of the draft, along with Sams Bennett and Reinhart.

Draisaitl could make some history in this draft, as he could become the highest selected German draft pick ever. Marcel Goc holds the current mark, taken 20th overall in 2001 and Draisaitl should be a sure fire top-five selection this year. (Also: Dany Healthy was born in Germany but partially raised in Canada, so we’re leaving him out on technicality)

This year in Prince Albert Draisaitl matched Reinhart with 105 points in the WHL. For what it’s worth, he did it in four extra games, 64. It was his second year in the WHL and has 162 points in 128 games between the two seasons. He additionally played a third season in the DNL, a German developmental league, prior to coming to North America and playing in the WHL. His adjustment to the North American game has been swift and impressive, nearly doubling his point and goal totals in his second WHL season.

What They’re Saying

TSN’s Craig Button:

Leon is smart and his awareness allows him to make plays and impact the game in multiple ways. He sees potential for plays that very few do and as a team mate you have to be ready because he gets puck to advantageous spots.

Central Scouting:

“All season long he’s continued to develop as a prospect,” Marr said. “You noticed him all the time last year and he’s gone out there and become a dominant player for Prince Albert this year. We like him as a top-five pick.”

“Draisaitl does it all for his team; he’s displayed a willingness to compete and be a difference maker game in and game out,” Central Scouting’s B.J. MacDonald said. “He’s got good power and size. I feel he’s also had to overcome more and work harder than most players.”

The Hockey Writers:

-Big man size – Every team could use a big centre with elite skills. Although, he is not a hitter per say, he has that big man swagger about him.

-Hockey sense – Leon reads the play well and immediately acts on that read.

-Soft hands – Leon can be the scorer or the set up guy – he has those soft hands that makes the puck do what he wants it to do. They call him “The German Gretzky”.

-Potential growth – As good as he is now, a few more improvements in his skating, a little more physicality and this guy could be close to unstoppable. Top five in my books but a team betting on those improvements could take him much higher.

Where He’s Likely to Go

Draisaitl is a sure-fire top five pick in this draft and like the other centers at the top, it all depends on which team prefers which center as they are pretty evenly matched talents. He has played some wing, and centers in general are easily adaptable, so if he falls to the Islanders it would be a nice addition to the team’s forward corps on the wing.
Report: Islanders Calling Niskanen, Richards 

June 25th, 2014 10:38 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Earlier today, Craig Custance and Pierre LeBrun reported that the Islanders had been one of the most aggressive teams in free agency discussions thus far, which were allowed to start at 12:01 Wednesday morning (teams are unable to actually sign players until July 1). They also mentioned that one agent had said Garth Snow called right at 12:01am, as soon as he was able to. 

No names were named, but later in the afternoon Arthur Staple took care of that by naming Pittsburgh’s Matt Niskanen and the Rangers’ Brad Richards being among the players the Islanders were talking to.

Niskanen is a 27-year old defender who put up 46 points in 81 games last year on the Penguins’ blueline. He was third on among Penguins defenders in average time on ice, at nearly 22 minutes per game and had one of the best corsi ratings on the team at 53.3%. The market for defenders is paper thin, and Niskanen is a solid second pair player, so the Islanders will likely have to overpay to get him. Is it worth it? After last season’s defensive debacle, and a swing and miss at Dan Boyle, you bite the bullet if you have to.

As for Richards, he’s 34 and coming off a mega contract with the Rangers that he never really lived up to (but is still good for half a point per game, so it’s not like he’s useless). He’s an interesting target because he could certainly favor staying in the New York area after three years in Manhattan, and provides extra depth in the forward corps. He’s not the game breaker he was in his prime but he’s a heck of a lot better than the veterans the Islanders have brought in for recent seasons.

All that said it’s hard to get too far ahead of ourselves. These are interesting names and it’s good to see firm action being taken but all we know is that the Islanders have made some calls, which is what they should be doing. The real question is what are these players and their agents saying about these sales pitches on the other end?
Draft Preview: Sam Bennett 

June 25th, 2014 3:04 pm  

The Islanders will select fifth at the NHL Draft on Friday night, if they don’t trade the pick. Here are the players you’ll need to know who are likely to be at the top of the draft board. 

Sam Bennett – Center, Kingston (OHL)

6-1, 178

Photo by Terry Wilson / OHL Images.

Sam Bennett, like Sam Reinhart, is a center and a top prospect in this years draft and for a few teams at the top the decision will come down to which Sam they want to draft.

Bennett is NHL Central Scouting’s top ranked prospect for this season, which is a big honor. With other top centers in Reinhart, Leon Draisaitl and a top defender in Ekbland, there’s no definitive order at the top of the draft and Bennett could certainly end up in the top two or fall lower down.

This year in Kingston he had as many goals as Reinhart (36) in three fewer games but lagged Reinhart and Draisaitl in total points (again, fewer games). Bennett is also the only one playing in the OHL and also showed amazing improvement this season, as he netted only 40 points in 60 games last year compared to 91 in 57 this year.

What They’re Saying

TSN’s Craig Button:

Three things stand out. 1. Versatility 2. An edge to his play 3. Ability to ‘step up’ when it counts. He’s in the ‘guts of the action’ and makes ‘difference making’ plays because he has a ‘refusal to lose’ attitude.

SB Nation:

But explosive offensive ability isn’t the only thing Bennett brings to the table – he also plays a very physical game, and brings his sandpaper to all three zones on the ice. He’s been described as “absolutely miserable to play against” by NHL scouts, and has been compared multiple times to Jonathan Toews thanks to his smarts, his playmaking ability, and his defensive prowess. 

Where He’s Likely to Go

Bennett probably won’t be the top pick in the draft but he should easily go between second and fifth, depending on how teams ranks the three top centers on their depth charts. Each player is excellent in his own right and it will likely come down to personality or style of play — not just overall talent — as to which center goes off the board first.
Flyers goalie prospect Anthony Stolarz grew up in Jackson loving Martin Brodeur

Stolarz_Anthony1.JPG

Flyers' 2013 second-round draft pick Anthony Stolarz has turned pro and probably will spend the 2014-15 season playing in the AHL for the Lehigh Valley Phantoms. (Zack Hill/Flyers)
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VOORHEES – Somewhere in the home of the Flyers’ top goalie prospect is an old photo from when Anthony Stolarz was 17 months old and sitting on his father’s shoulders.

The picture was taken in June 1995.

Father and son were in the parking lot of Continental Airlines Arena celebrating the Devils winning their first Stanley Cup.

Growing up in Jackson, the Devils were his team.

"Mets, Nets, Giants and Devils,” the 6-foot-6 Jersey product proudly threw out there with a grin Thursday before the start of Flyers development camp. "Hated the Rangers, Yankees and Jets."

His childhood hero was – who else? – Martin Brodeur.

Stolarz used to love going to South Mountain Arena in West Orange for Devils practices and to East Rutherford for games, although he and his family didn't get there as often as he’d have liked because the drives took 90 minutes each way.

Early on, Stolarz realized his path to professional hockey would be different than the one used by his hockey idol.

“Looking at Brodeur’s style as a standup hybrid goalie to my style as more of a butterfly, it’s a little bit harder to go out and copy him," Stolarz said. ““I really didn't study him too much. The only thing I tried to emulate from him is his puck-playing skills."

Stolarz isn’t Brodeur playing the puck, but who is? It is, however, a strength to Stolarz’ evolving game, which stood out this past season in junior hockey for the OHL’s London Knights.

“As a goalie, you’re going to make mistakes playing the puck,” said Stolarz, who has turned pro and is expected to play next season for the Flyers' new AHL team, the Lehigh Valley Phantoms. “I think the big thing is having the confidence after you make a mistake to go back out there and play it again. It’s something that’s in my repertoire and a bonus in my game. It’s almost like having a third defenseman.”

Stolarz opted for the butterfly style rather than copy Brodeur because he’s always been very tall for his age.

“Probably when I was 8 or 9 and started playing and I’d go down (to make a save) and I’d be almost as tall as some of the players,” Stolarz said. “I was definitely the tallest kid on my team.”

Stolarz kept growing and went through one final spurt during his junior and senior years of high school when he sprouted from 6-3 to 6-6.

Basketball coaches used to eye Stolarz up during his two high school years at Jackson Memorial, but while he says he could put on a display dunking, hoops wasn't his sport.

“I never really was very good at shooting, so as soon as they’d see me take a shot, it was probably like, 'Well, we’ll let this kid go.'"

The Flyers really like Stolarz, who is their best goalie prospect since 1995 No. 1 draft pick Brian Boucher, who went on to play 328 NHL games.

Stolarz has size, athletic ability and a lot of natural talent, but he's still considered raw ... perhaps to the point that he'll need at least two full seasons in the AHL.

"Anthony’s just got to learn the game, and there's a lot to learn," said Chris Pryor, Flyers director of scouting: “We're all willing to put the time in and the work, and he is, too. For a big guy, he’s very athletic. You wouldn’t know he’s 6-foot-6 the way he moves and handles himself in the net. From where he was two years ago to now, he’s made big strides. He’s got a great attitude. He’s got a good future ahead of him, but it will take some time.

"Look at some of the goalies that are playing right now. Look at Jonathan Quick in LA. He put some time in the East Coast League. Corey Crawford in Chicago, it took him six or seven years. Jimmy Howard in Detroit; he took six years. It takes a long time because there’s a lot to learn. You can get by with your size and athleticism to a point, then the shooters are better and the guys are more skilled, so you do have to learn the game and learn the position.”

His 2013-14 season, his first full season in juniors, was superb. In 35 games for London, he was 25-5-2 with a 2.52 goals-against average and .926 save percentage in 35 games.

“I finished the season a better goalie than I started, and that’s the only thing I set out for,” Stolarz said.

Stolarz established himself in the OHL pretty quickly. The year before he was a college freshman playing for Nebraska-Omaha, which isn’t close to an NCAA power. By midseason, after being used as a backup to a senior, he quit school to join the OHL.

“I wasn’t going to play as much as I hoped, so I decided to go to London and things have worked out great,” Stolarz said. “Obviously it was a tough decision at the time to leave my teammates. I didn’t want to back out of a commitment. I wanted to stay there and get a degree, but looking back I have no regrets and things worked out pretty well so far.”

2014 Memorial Cup - London Knights v Guelph Storm

Anthony Stolarz let in a goal here, but had a stellar 2013-14 season playing in the OHL for the London Knights.

Bruce Bennett/Getty Images

His game last season included a dose of what Flyers general manager Ron Hextall was partly known during his standout career as an NHL goalie. During an OHL playoff game last March, Stolarz landed an eight-game suspension for whacking Windsor Spitfires forward Josh Ho-Sang in the back of the head with his stick.

“That was lack of judgment on my part,” Stolarz said. “I just let my emotions get the best of me. Looking back, it was the wrong decision and very immature and I ended up hurting our team towards the end of the playoffs.”

Stolarz could be seeing a lot more in coming years of Ho-Sang, who was a first round draft pick by the Islanders last month.

“I saw that,” he said with a smile. “Hopefully a couple years from now we’ll be playing each other and the Flyers will get the better end of it.”

Earlier last season, Stolarz received a good scare when he was sliced in the leg by a skate during a game. He lost a lot of blood, which turned his goalie crease red, then was carried off on a stretcher and taken to a hospital.

He needed 55 stitches to repair his leg and missed 17 games, but felt lucky in the end.

“The first thing you think about is your Achilles,” he said. “That's where I thought, but I dodged a bullet. It was probably the best-case scenario that it was just muscle.”

Stolarz recovered from that fine, but he's not participating in on-ice drills in this year's Flyers development camp due to hip surgery that was performed five weeks ago and was announced by Hextall on Thursday afternoon.

Stolarz is expected to be healthy sometime in August, well before the start of training camp.

His next step is a big jump: Professional hockey.

The Flyers’ plan next season for Stolarz is to share the Phantoms' goaltending duties with veteran netminder Rob Zepp.

"Anthony is a guy we're exceed about," Pryor said.

Meantime, Stolarz still is admiring Brodeur, who has a big decision to make this summer: Retire at age 42 or use his unrestricted free agent status to leave the Devils after 21 seasons and three Stanley Cups to play elsewhere for the first time.

"It would be nice to see him retire in a Devils jersey, but that’s the business aspect of it,” Stolarz said. “If he wants to keep playing and the Devils don’t want to re-sign him, then he has every right to go out there and try to play for another team. It’s whatever he feels. If he wants to keep playing and keep winning games … as long as he’s having fun."

Flyers development camp: Shayne Gostisbehere compared to Paul Coffey, idolizes Bobby Orr

gostisbehere1.jpg

Flyers defenseman prospect Shayne Gostisbehere is a South Florida native who was heavily influenced by his grandfather, a native of Montreal. (Zack Hill/Flyers)
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VOORHEES – Phantoms coach Terry Murray’s first chance to see the Flyers' most-NHL-ready, hotshot defenseman prospect was for the final two games of the 2013-14 AHL season.

He’d heard all about Shayne Gostisbehere scoring three points and being a plus-7 the previous weekend leading tiny Union College to an NCAA championship, those Frozen Four heroics coming in front of a lot of Flyers fans at Wells Fargo Center.

The stats from his first two pro games weren't impressive:

No points, minus-2.

Murray's first opinion?

"I coached Paul Coffey with the Flyers and Al Iafrate when I was coaching the Washington Capitals. Those guys played like Shayne does."

Wow. One of hockey's most respected coaches just compared Gostisbehere, a 2012 third round draft pick with no NHL experience, to two of the best offensive defensemen ever, both of them Hall of Famers.

"Coffey and Iafrate were offensive players who played on the edge all the time," Murray told NJ.com. "They were up on the attack in the offensive zone and they had incredible speed to be able to track back literally like a forward to defend and pressure the puck carrier.

"A lot of coaches probably don't like that. You want to keep the offensive player in front of you and you want to be skating backwards all the time, but I've had my taste of those Coffey-Iafrate type of players and they're special players who make a difference in the game. Shayne's like that."

A participant in the Flyers' 2014 development camp, which began Thursday and runs through next Tuesday, Gostisbehere smiled when he heard what Murray had said.

“Living hockey legends,” the 5-foot-11, 170 pounder responded with a hint of a smile. “Just to be compared to them in the same sentence is definitely an honor."

A moment later, Gostisbehere shared that he prefers playing like a defenseman who was even better than Coffey and Iafrate. His hockey hero is widely regarded as the greatest blueliner ever, Bobby Orr.

Gostisbehere was a kid from South Florida who grew up loving hockey because of his grandfather, a transplant from Montreal who has been a Florida Panthers' season-ticket holder since the franchise’s first season in 1993-94.

Gostisbehere started playing hockey around the age of 5 after two state-of-the-art rinks were built just a 10-minute drive from his home in Margate, which is a suburb to Miami.

Skating came easily to him, and initially Gostisbehere was a forward with a dream of becoming the next Pavel Bure, who for a short time was the Panthers' speedy goal-scoring right wing.

Eventually Gostisbehere was switched to defense, and that's when his grandfather, Dennis Brodeur, showed him old footage of Orr playing for the Boston Bruins in the 1960s and ‘70s and putting on shows against great Montreal Canadiens teams.

“I want to try that stuff,” he told his grandfather.

And so he did, and after switching from Bure's No. 10 to Orr's No. 4, the left-handed shooting blueliner "started trying to rush the puck."

He hasn't stopped, and over time this kid from Florida developed into a young man with NHL star potential.

His college coach compares him to another Hall of Fame offensive defenseman, Rangers great Brian Leetch.

“I played with Brian Leetch on the Rangers and Shayne reminds me of him in how Leetch could beat the first forechecker and sometimes the second just because of the way he could go east-west with his head up,” Union College coach Rick Bennett said. “I think the sign of a good defenseman is if you can beat the first forechecker. It’s the sign of a great defenseman if you can beat two. Shayne’s has proved that in college.”

Gostisbehere’s game took off in college. He was a good prospect when drafted by the Flyers after his freshman season. He's a much better one after three seasons at Union.

“First and foremost, his progress is a compliment to the Union College coaching staff,” Flyers director of scouting Chris Pryor said. “In the last couple of years, his game has really transformed. Everybody looks at Shayne as being an offensive guy, which he is, but he has rounded his game. He’s paid more attention to detail without the puck. Union’s coaching staff has done a good job with that.”

Gostisbehere, who was nicknamed Ghost in college, scored 22 goals and 82 points over 119 career games at Union, including nine goals and 34 points in 42 games this past season.

“He's not a big guy, but he can really move,” Flyers director of player development Kjell Samuelsson said. “You see a lot of defensemen who can skate the puck in, but when they hit the red line they don’t have a creative mind, so they dump it in. There’s nothing wrong with that, but when Shayne hits the red line, he wants to create. That’s instincts.

“And he’s come a long way defensively. Every time I talk to him I say, ‘That’s what you have to focus on. Be reliable defensively because you have something offensively that nobody can teach.'"

His college coach preached the same thing for three years.

“He’s tremendously smart, and obviously you need that, but he has the feet and the lateral movement, and that sets him apart from a lot of defensemen,” Bennett said. “He turned the corner halfway through his freshman year. It was a tough go there for the first few months of the season. He was just so aggressive and getting caught 2-on-1s. It was a like a Six Flags ride.

“It’s nice to play forward all the time, but you’ve got to play a little defense as well. Once he figured out his reads, when to go and when not to, then he really kind of shaped his game. He really took a lot of ownership in playing good D, and that’s what’s nice about Shayne. When you have something like Shayne who’s willing to listen and learn, boy, the sky’s the limit.

“I think he passes like a pro now and I think that’s the one area that set him apart from a lot of college players. He passes and there’s no ‘sorry.’ He’s going to zip it, and you’re either going to catch the puck or you’re not. So I think he's a step ahead of the game coming into pro hockey in that regard.”

2014 NCAA Division I Men's Hockey Championship

Shayne Gostisbehere (left) had a great NCAA championship game for Union College.
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 His best college game was his crazy three-point, plus-7 NCAA championship game when Union beat Minnesota 7-4 on April 12 in Philadelphia. 

Three days later, Gostisbehere turned pro by signing a three-year, $925,000 entry-level contract with the Flyers. Three days after that, he made his pro debut. And two days after that, he turned 21.

"It was easily the best week of my life,” Gostisbehere said. “It’s definitely been a world wind of a year, especially the end there."

The end there created expectations of NHL greatness, which for a Flyers defenseman prospect is beyond rare.

The organization hasn’t been so excited about a blueliner in its system since drafting Joni Pitkanen fourth overall in 2002, and now the Flyers have four that they’re really high on in 2014 first-round draft pick Travis Sanheim, 2013 top pick Samuel Morin, 2013 second rounder Robert Hagg and Gostisbehere.

Gostisbehere has the best shot at getting to the NHL next season, but it’s possible he’ll spend all of 2014-15 (and possibly beyond) honing his all-around game in the AHL.

“If he fast tracks in the American League the way he did here, then it’s going to be hard to keep him down,” Bennett said.

As much as he loves Gostisbehere, Murray doesn’t think he's NHL ready.

"I think Shayne needs to play in the American League next season,” Murray said. “I think he needs to get a season of pro hockey under his belt and get a real good understanding of what it’s all about.

"He played two games for us and showed big stuff ... incredible speed, quickness and puck-handling. He’s got an attack. He shoots the puck. I think he’s a very special player. I want to keep pushing the big stuff, too. But like all players, he’s going to have to work on the other part of the game, whenever you don’t have the puck and learning how to defend."

Gostisbehere says he’s fine with whatever the Flyers have planned, although he’d love to play his way into their 2014-15 plans by blowing them away in training camp come September.

"Of course that’s my mindset," Gostisbehere said. "But the Flyers have a plan for me. I’m all ears. I’m a sponge. It’s a jump from college to the NHL or even the AHL. It’s a big jump. If it’s a year in the AHL or two years in the AHL, then that’s what it’s got to be."

Defending is the biggest area Gostisbehere needs improvement, but he’s already made big progress and this past season was named his conference’s best defensive defenseman.

"In my high school days I really didn’t care too much for the D-zone,” Gostisbehere said. “I definitely block more shots now. It’s something I probably wouldn’t have done back then. I would have just let the goalie have it.

"I think the progress started at Union my freshman year when I realized that I had a special skillset. My coaches sat me down and we talked about how I had to clean up the defensive side of my game. Once I realized that being a two-way player is better than being one dimensional, my game just took off from there."

Flyers: Samuel Morin, now 6-7, compared to Chris Pronger, Zdeno Chara ... and Bobby Clarke

VOORHEES – The fun going on between drills at Flyers development camp the other day looked like an early scene from The Lion King.

Goliath-like defenseman prospect Samuel Morin was making like Mafaso, the head of the pride, playfully picking on center Taylor Leier, a young Simba.

Morin and Leier stood near center ice at the Phantoms rink at Skate Zone about 5-6 feet apart, then at the same time charged one another to bump shoulders like battering rams.

Moran, a 6-foot-7 and 224 pounds, sent Leier, a 5-11, 177 pounder, flying backwards a few feet.

Then they lined up and did it again … and again … and again.

Every time, Leier lost these play battles decisively, and although not a big guy he was known in junior hockey the last few seasons as one of the most competitive players in the Western Hockey League.

This was just a brief taste of what Morin, a Quebec native who was the Flyers' 2013 top draft pick, can become one he gains experience and gets even bigger.

Just in the last year he's grown an inch and added 14 pounds of muscle, which he used to become an even bigger force this past season playing his third season of juniors for the Rimouski Oceanic in the QMJHL.

“For sure when I hit, it hurts the opponent more,” Morin said with a smile in that thick French-Canadian accent of his. "For sure the extra weight is good. One of my strengths is the 1-on-1 battles that I always win.”

Morin, still just a kid, turned 19 on Saturday.

Come September, he'll attend Flyers training camp hoping to win a roster spot, but he's ultimately heading back to the QMJHL for a season that could include representing Canada in the World Juniors.

The Flyers' hope is that Morin someday develops into something close to what Chris Pronger was for their and others’ blueline before he suffered his career-ending concussion in 2011.

A year after Morin was drafted 11th overall, the Flyers’ optimism for future greatness is growing, yet management isn’t changing its approach to be patient and let the kid continue to develop.

"People compare Sam to Chris Pronger, but there are a lot of steps to do before he gets there," Rimouski coach Serge Beausoleil told NJ.com. "I think it would be very useful for him to play another year in the Q, but in time he will be a great player in the NHL. That's for sure."

Another big defenseman Morin has been compared to is Boston Bruins 6-foot-9 future Hall of Famer Zdeno Chara.

"Trust me, we've heard those whispers," Flyers director of scouting Chris Pryor said. "That's flattering to the kid, but there's only one Chara and there probably is only going to be one Chara. This kid has a lot of potential and we'll let the reset take care of itself down the road."

Down the road, the Flyers do think that they’ll be getting a big and tough defenseman, perhaps for the 2015-16 season.

They might also get a guy who, like Chara and Pronger, provides a good amount of offense. That part of his game showed big-time improvement last season when he scored seven goals and 31 points in 54 games. His offense was even better in the playoffs, as he scored four goals and eight points in 11 games.

In his first two junior seasons, Morin was far less productive with no goals and eight points over 62 games as a QMJHL rookie in 2011-12, then four goals and 16 points in 46 games in 2012-13.

"Sam improved his offense, but he can be better next year,” Beausoleil said. “He has a good one-timer. I can assure you he has one of the most powerful shots in the Q right now."

Morin got that way by staying on the ice after practices last season to take 500 one-timers.

“He practiced it so much that his weak side became his strong side,” Beausoleil said.

His coach’s comparison for Morin is a surprising one: Flyers great Bobby Clarke, a Hall of Fame center.

"When Sam puts his skates on the team, it's to win the game,” Beausoleil said. "Nothing else. Remember Bobby Clarke in the '70s? He was that kind of guy.

“I think Sam should be our captain next year because he's a leader. He always wants to win and he's always ready to compete."

All the while, Morin's all-around game is getting better and better.

"He can make that first pass in his own zone, the five-foot pass that all the coaches like, and he's the kind of player that can do it under pressure,” Beausoleil said.

The last two seasons Morin has spent a lot of time working year-round with Flyers director of player development Kjell Samuelsson, a pretty good 6-foot-6, stay-at-home NHL defenseman in the 1980s and ‘90s.

“I saw Sam play a lot, almost every month,” Samuelsson said. “He plays with an edge. He plays with heart. He really cares.”

They're perfect for each other.

"If you look at the game Kjell played and Samuel's game, there's a lot of similarities there," Pryor said. "It's a good mentor-like relationship. He's grabbed on to what Kjell has told him and I think it's reflected in his game.

 "As we all know, Sam's a big guy and he's continuing to grow. Sometimes it's hard thing to catch up to your body, but Samuel has handled himself well. I don't think anybody looks at Samuel Morin as size alone. He plays a hard game and he's got a big shot on the blue line."

Morin is still young though, so not surprisingly there have been immature moments.

"He's done some dumb things this year like when he broke his stick and threw the shaft into the stands," Samuelsson said. "He gets emotionally carried away sometimes, but that's maturity. He's a kid."

He's a growing kid well on his way to becoming a very big man.

His first year of junior, he was a string bean at 6-5, 173 pounds and wearing large shirts.

Three years later, he's two inches taller, 51 pounds heavier and wearing 2X.

It doesn't hurt that his parents run a catering business.

“I eat a lot,” Morin said with a laugh. "I eat a lot of protein … steak. I like everything."

Morin realized that he needed to get stronger last fall when he took part in Flyers training camp.

"The guys are bigger, stronger and it was tougher for me to win those battles,” he said. "For sure the extra pounds are going to help me a lot."

More than anything, more experience should be the medicine for getting Morin not just NHL ready, but possibly on his way to becoming a star.

"We still think there's a big ceiling with Samuel, but everybody's just got to be patient here and let this kid develop," Pryor said. "Everybody's got to temper their enthusiasm. There's a lot of room for growth."

Nick Luukko misses his father running Flyers, but still carries NHL dream

VOORHEES – An exciting and fulfilling Thanksgiving weekend of college hockey over, the first Monday of December 2013 was a back-to-reality day for Flyers defenseman prospect Nick Luukko.

Then a first semester college junior at the University of Vermont, Luukko had to deal with the cold New England winter weather, a week's worth of classes and no more hockey games until the next weekend.

And then the 22-year-old West Chester native, whose name is recognizable in and around Philadelphia because of his famous father, found himself dealing with something he never imagined happening.

Just after getting out of an English class, Nick Luukko's cell phone rang.

It was his father calling.

"He never calls me in the morning, so I guess I should have known something was up," Luukko, a participant in the Flyers development camp which began Thursday, told NJ.com.

Something was up.

Peter Luukko told his son, “I left the office and I’m going home.”

“All right,” Nick responded with confusion.

“I left the company,” Peter Luukko continued.

Left the company?

His father had been president and CEO of Comcast-Spectacor, parent company of Flyers, for as long as he could remember. He'd worked for 25 years as a right-hand man to Flyers founder and chairman Ed Snider.

Gone?

Peter Luukko’s family was as shocked as the Flyers were when he abruptly resigned last December 2 at age 54 because, according to a statement, he wanted to look for a new challenge.

“I had no idea,” said Nick Luukko, a 2010 sixth-round draft pick. “I was real surprised.”

This was a real bummer to Nick, who has a lot of great childhood hockey memories because being the son of a team president comes with perks.

“I learned how to skate at the Spectrum,” Nick said. “I used to go into work with him on Saturdays in the morning and he’d just throw me on the ice and go do some work. I was just 3, 4, 5.

“I used to hang around the Flyers locker room when (Eric) Lindros and (John) LeClair would shoot tape balls at me. They'd let me tape their sticks.”

Nick also wears No. 25 in tribute to former Flyers forward Shjon Podein, who “was always really nice to me when I was younger.”

Peter Luukko, still living in West Chester with his wife and three children, has resurfaced in the business world with Pointstreak Sports Technologies, first as a board member in February and then last week as executive chairman.

"I'm not exactly sure what he’s doing, but the company does real-time scoring for leagues like the USHL and the 50/50 raffle at Flyer games is their technology," Nick said with a look that showed he's still proud of his father. "I think leaving was just something he wanted to do. He didn't want to get too old and not do something else, so he figured while he's in his 50s he'll kind of mess around and see what he can do."

Peter Luukko is a family man, and leaving the Flyers during hockey season was beneficial. During few months between jobs, he spent a lot of time in New England to take in Nick's games and also watch younger son Max play hockey for The Gunnery prep school in Washington, Conn.

Nick wishes his dad was still with the Flyers, but being the only Luukko in the organization might not be a bad thing for his career.

As much weight as the Luukko name carried with the Flyers when he father was running the franchise, Nick sometimes wondered if he had to prove himself more than others to prove that he was drafted on merit.

“It's something I’ve kind of being toying with the whole time I've been here,” Luukko said. "The first couple years were a little awkward, and now as I’ve gotten older, it is what it is. I just learned to fight through it. Everybody knows I’m here for a reason. I’ve just got to work hard and kind of earn your spot.

“It’s different not having him around, but at the same time it's kind of like you don’t have someone looking over your shoulder. I kind of get to do my own thing because he’s not here anymore."

Becoming a Flyer someday will be a mighty task for Luukko because he’s a late-round draft pick in an organization that thinks it has at least four elite defenseman prospects – 2014 No. 1 draft pick Travis Sanheim, 2013 No. 1 pick Samuel Morin, 2013 No. 2 pick Robert Hagg and 2012 No. 3 pick Shayne Gostisbehere.

"I think it's good,” he said. "When you look at the teams that are good every year, they have eight solid ‘D’ who can step in at any time and play. I think it's a benefit for an organization to have a lot of D prospects and it makes you work that much harder."

Luukko isn’t a small guy at 6-2, 181, but he admits that he needs to use his intelligence and work habits to make up for natural-talent shortcomings.

"I'd say my hockey IQ is probably my best part," said Luukko, a shutdown defenseman who has scored six goals and 21 points in 90 games over his first three college seasons. "I like to make smart decisions. I've never been the fastest or strongest or had the hardest shot. I just always try to be in the right spot at the right time."

Nick is a few inches bigger than his father, who showed he had some hockey skill while playing a lot of early morning hockey games over the years with and against with team officials.

“I get all my skill from my dad and my toughness from my mom,” Nick said. “My mom’s uncles are like 6-3, 6-4 and they’re all Irish cops.”

Most college hockey players with decent shots of reaching the NHL turn pro after their junior seasons. Gostisbehere, for instance, is leaving Union College after winning the 2014 NCAA title as a junior.

Knowing he has an uphill battle, Nick Luukko will return to Vermont in the fall for his senior year to assure that he'll get plenty of ice time to continue developing his game rather than perhaps become a frequent healthy scratch as a pro in the ECHL or AHL.

"It makes sense for me to go back and graduate," Nick said. "I wasn't sure if I did turn pro if I'd play that much. This way I can go back to school and play 20-25 minutes a game. In Vermont, we get treated like a pro team. We sell out every night. It's a fun play to play.

"I think for anyone it's going to take time. I'm in it for the long haul. I know after this year if it takes a few years ..."

His backup plan is making a living as an entrepreneur, perhaps coming up with a brilliant idea someday and taking it to Shark Tank, the popular ABC show that stars Mark Cuban.

"I'm studying entrepreneurship and we had a class presentation that's pretty much like Shark Tank,” he said.

His ideas to change the world?

"Me and my buddy who owns a place up in Vermont, we did a hockey specific gym. One project I did was a sports bar.”

That's it?

"I know, I know!" he said with a chuckle. "I don't really know what I want to do. I just like it."

Nick wants to play professional hockey … for the Flyers. He's been training at the Flyers Skate Zone practice rink in Voorhees since May, and often he crosses paths with team officials such as Paul Holmgren, who was promoted in May from general manager to his father's successor as team president.

"He's always asking, ‘How's your dad doing? Tell him to stop by.’”

Peter Luukko has told Nick that he may pay a visit to Skate Zone next Tuesday, the final day of development camp.

“He said he might stop over to say hi to the guys,” Nick said.

Nick is happy that his father is happy, but a dream did die when he got that shocking phone call last Dec. 2.

"We talked about how cool it would be one day if we both won a Stanley Cup together … if I was playing and he was the president," Nick said. "But I guess it's for the best. It's what he wanted to do. Either way, I'm going to try to make it."

By  Randy Miller/NJ.com   
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PHILADELPHIA – The Flyers begin their annual development camp Thursday.

Let's play a game of 20 questions (and answer them all) to fill you in on what's happening and what to look for:

Q: Where and when:

A: The Flyers Skate Zone practice rinks in Voorhees, as usual, will host the on and off-ice workouts during mornings and afternoons from Thursday through Sunday, and next Tuesday. There will be two on-ice sessions each day.

Q: Are all sessions open to the public and free to attend?

A: Yes.

Q: Who's coming?

A: Twenty-nine prospects are scheduled to participate, including the Flyers' last three top draft picks – defensemen Travis Sanheim (2014) and Samuel Morin (2013), and center Scott Laughton (2012).

Q: Who’s running the camp?

A: Flyers player development directors Kjell Samuelsson and John Riley.

Q: Will the prospects ever be split into two teams for a game?

A: No.

Q: Can you get autographs?

A: Yes. Players usually sign after their work day in the Skate Zone parking lot.

Q: What the schedule for Thursday?

A: The four goalies were supposed to be on the Flyers' rink ice from 9 a.m. to noon, but that session was canceled Thursday morning. All 29 participants will be on the Phantoms' rink ice from 2 p.m. to 3:30 p.m.

Q: What's the schedule for Friday?

A: The goalies will be on the Flyers' rink ice from 9 a.m. until noon. The Phantoms rink will be used by forwards from 9 a.m. to 10:30 a.m., defensemen from 10:45 a.m. to 12:15 p.m. and by all 29 players from 3:15 p.m. to 4:30 p.m.

Q: What's the schedule for Saturday?

A: The goalies will be on the Flyers' rink ice from 9 a.m. until noon. The Phantoms rink will be used by forwards from 9 a.m. to 10:15 a.m., defensemen from 10:30 a.m. to 11:45 a.m. and by all 29 players from 3:15 p.m. to 4:30 p.m.

Q: What’s the schedule for Sunday?

A: The goalies will be on the Flyers' rink ice from 9 a.m. until 11:10 a.m. The Phantoms rink will be used by forwards from 9 a.m. to 10:15 a.m., defensemen from 10:30 a.m. to 11:45 a.m. and by all 29 players from 4:45 p.m. to 5:45 p.m.

Q: What's the schedule for next Tuesday?

A: The goalies will be on the Flyers’ rink ice from 9 a.m. until noon. The Phantoms rink will be used by forwards and defensemen from 9 a.m. to 10:15 a.m. and by all 29 players from 4:30 p.m. to 6 p.m.

Q: Do the Flyers have rights to all the players?

A: All but two goalies, which are free agent camp invites. In past years, there were more free agent invites, such as defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk, younger brother for former Flyers left wing James van Riemsdyk. According to Flyers director of scouting Chris Pryor, "We want to focus more on our own players."

Q: What's going on Monday?

A: The Flyers' annual Trial on the Isle day will be held in Stone Harbor.

Q: What's the Trial on the Isle schedule?

A: Conditioning and "team-building exercises with competition" begins at 8:15 a.m. at the Stone Harbor Volunteer Fire Company at 2nd Ave. and 96th St. Players will move to beach at 96th St. from 8:45 to 9:45 a.m., then head to the Stone Harbor Yacht Club for water-challenge activities at 10:30 a.m. Select prospects will participate in a free youth hockey clinic at the Stone Harbor Elementary School at 12:45 p.m., followed by a meet-and-greet autograph session beginning at 1:15 p.m.. The day concludes with the Flyers Beach Volleyball Blast at 3:15 p.m. on the beach at 96th St.

Q: Besides Sanheim, will others from the 2014 draft class attend the camp?

A: All six picks will take part, including two Swedes and a Russian. It will be fun newcomers such as No. 2 pick Nicolas Aube-Kubel , a right wing who scouts think can develop into a top-6 NHL forward.

Q: Who else is worth watching?

A: Shayne Gostisbehere, a 2012 third-round pick who led Union College to a NCAA title this year, is a puck-moving blueliner with star potential.

Q: Anybody else? 

A: There are a bunch of prospects worth checking out. Goalie Anthony Stolarz, a local product from Jackson, is coming off a very strong OHL season. Forwards Petr Straka and Taylor Leier look like future NHL players.
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Czech forward Petr Straka could debut in the NHL next season after playing 2013-14 in the AHL.
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Q: Who's the youngest player in the camp?

A: Left wing Oskar Lindblom, a 2014 draft pick from Sweden, won’t turn 18 until next month.

Q: Will any of these guys be in the NHL next season?

A: Laughton has the best shot to be with the Flyers all season as a fourth-line center, but perhaps only if veteran center Vincent Lecavalier is traded. Defenseman Mark Alt, son of former NFL star offensive lineman John Alt, seems a good bet to make his NHL debut next season if and when injuries force the Flyers to call up a blueliner from the AHL.

Q: What about Gostisbehere?

A: The Flyers think he needs a full season in the AHL, but his offensive game is so dynamic that reaching the NHL at some point next season definitely is a possibility.

Devils goalie Cory Schneider will be paid like a superstar in his new contract.

Schneider's new seven-year, $42 million extension, which was signed Wednesday and begins in 2015-16, will be sixth among goalies in total dollars and tied for sixth in average salary/cap hit.

Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist has the highest average at $8.5 million in a seven-year, $59.5 million deal that begins next season.

The richest goalie contract belongs to the Florida Panthers' Roberto Luongo, who has eight seasons to go in a 12-year, $64 million deal.

Schneider will rank 19th in average salary next season, as he has one season remaining on a three-year, $12 million deal that he signed while he was playing for the Vancouver Canucks and a goalie partner to Luongo.

Beginning next season, Schneider is scheduled to be tied with Chicago's Corey Crawford and Vancouver's Ryan Miller with a $6 million cap hit.

Here's a list of the top 20 NHL goalies ranked by their average salary beginning in 2015-16, the start of Schneider's extension:

1. HENRIK LUNDQVIST

 Rangers

 Cap hit: $8.5 million

 Contract: 7 years, $59.5 million

 Years; 2014-15 to 2020-21

 2013-14 stats: 33-24-5, 2.36 GAA, .920 save percentage

2. PEKKA RINNE

 Nashville Predators

 Cap hit: $7 million

 Contract: 7 years, $49 million

 Years: 2012-13 to 2018-19

 2013-14 stats: 10-10-3, 2.77 GAA, .902 save percentage

2. TUUKKA RASK

 Boston Bruins

 Cap hit: $7 million

 Contract: 7 years, $49 million

 Years: 2013-14 to 2019-20

 2013-14 stats: 36-15-6, 2.05 GAA, .930 save percentage

4. CAREY PRICE

 Montreal Canadiens

 Cap hit: $6.5 million

 Contract: 6 years, $39 million

 Years: 2012-13 to 2017-18

 2013-14 stats: 34-20-5, 2.32 GAA, .927 save percentage

5. CAM WARD

 Carolina Hurricanes

 Cap hit: $6.3 million

 Contract: 6 years, $37.8 million

 Years: 2010-11 to 2015-16

 2013-14 stats: 10-12-6, 3.06 GAA, .898 save percentage

6. CORY SCHNEIDER

 Devils

 Cap hit: $6 million

 Contract: 7 years, $42 million

 Years: 2015-16 2020-21 $7 million

 2013-14 stats: 16-15-12, 1.97 GAA, .921 save percentage

6. COREY CRAWFORD

 Chicago Blackhawks

 Cap hit: $6 million

 Contract: 6 years, $36 million

 Years: 2014-15 to 2019-20

 2013-14 stats: 32-16-10, 2.26 GAA, .917 save percentage

6. RYAN MILLER

 Vancouver Canucks

 Cap hit: $6 million

 Contract: 3 years, $18 million

 Years: 2014-15 to 2016-17

 2013-14 stats (Buffalo/St. Louis): 25-30-4, 2.64 GAA, .918 save percentage

9. KARI LEHTONEN

 Dallas Stars

 Cap hit: $5.9 million

 Contract: 5 years, $29.5 million

 Years: 2013-14 to 2017-18

 2013-14 stats: 33-20-10, 2.41 GAA, .919 save percentage

9. SEMYON VARLAMOV

 Colorado Avalanche

 Cap hit: $5.9 million

 Contract: 5 years, $29.5 million

 Years: 2014-15 to 2018-19

 2013-14 stats: 41-14-6, 2.41 GAA, .927 save percentage

11. JONATHAN QUICK

 Los Angeles Kings

 Cap hit: $5.8 million

 Contract: 10 years, $58 million

 Years: 2013-14 to 2022-23

 2013-14 stats: 27-17-4, 2.07 GAA, .915 save percentage

12. MIKE SMITH

 Arizona Coyotes

 Cap hit: $5.7 million

 Contract: 6 years, $34 million

 Years: 2013-14 to 2018-19

 2013-14 stats: 27-21-10, 2.64 GAA, .915 save percentage

13. SERGEI BOBROVSKY

 Columbus Blue Jackets

 Cap hit: $5.6 million

 Columbus Blue Jackets

 Contract: 2 years, $11.3 million

 Years: 2013-14 to 2014-15

 2013-14 stats: 32-20-5, 2.38 GAA, .923 save percentage

14. ROBERTO LUONGO

 Florida Panthers

 Cap hit: $5.3 million

 Contract: 12 years, $64 million

 Years: 2010-11 to 2021-22

 2013-14 stats (Vancouver/Florida): 25-23-7, 2.40 GAA, .919 save percentage

15. JIMMY HOWARD

 Detroit Red Wings

 Cap hit: $5.3 million

 Contract: 6 years, $39.8 million

 Years: 2013-14 to 2018-19

 2013-14 stats: 21-19-11, 2.66 GAA, .910 save percentage

16. MARC-ANDRE FLEURY

 Pittsburgh Penguins

 Cap hit: $5 million

 Contract: 7 years, $35 million

 Years: 2008-09 to 2017-18

 2013-14 stats: 39-18-5, 2.37 GAA, .915 save percentage

17. JAROSLAV HALAK

 Islanders

 Cap hit: $4.5 million

 Contract: 4 years, $18 million

 Years: 2014-15 to 2016-17

 2013-14 stats (St. Louis/Washington): 29-13-7, 2.25 GAA, .921 save percentage

18. JONAS HILLER

 Calgary Flames

 Cap hit: $4.5 million

 Contract: 2 years, $9 million

 Years: 2014-15 to 2015-16

 2013-14 stats (Anaheim): 28-13-7, 2.48 GAA, .911 save percentage

19. STEVE MASON

 Flyers

 Cap hit: $4.1 million

 Contract: 3 years, $12.3 million

 Years: 2014-15 to 2016-17

 2013-14 stats: 33-18-7, 2.50 GAA, .917 save percentage

20. ONDREJ PAVELEC

 Winnipeg Jets

 Cap hit: $3.9 million

 Contract: 5 years, $19.5 million

 Years: 2012-13 to 2016-17

 2013-14 stats: 22-26-7, 3.01 GAA, .901 save percentage
The Devils have signed goalie Cory Schneider to a 7-year, $42 million contract extension that includes a no-trade clause.

Schneider, 28, said he was "excited" to complete the deal, which kicks in for the 2015-16 season. He was already under contract ($4.5 million) for the upcoming season, but could have left next summer as an unrestricted free agent.

"The first word that comes is excitement," Schneider said in a conference call with reporters. "I'm excited to be a New Jersey Devil for a long time, hopefully for the rest of my career. It hasn't quite sunk in yet but this is something that Mr. Lamoriello and the ownership and myself all wanted to get done.

"They were very serious about it, which was great. We didn't go back and forth too much. We were both on the same page and we wanted to do something that was good for both of us. To have that kind of commitment and belief in me was good for me to see and made the decision all that much easier."

"We're pleased to announce that we have solidified our goaltending for not only this year but for the future," general manager Lou Lamoriello said.

Lamoriello would not discuss the terms of the deal, but he conceded it was unprecedented for the Devils. Schneider will earn more than Martin Brodeur ever did in one season.

"I don't want to get into the length of anything, but what we're making is certainly a commitment for today and for a number of years," the GM said. "The length doesn't matter because Cory is going to play as long as he can possibly play at the level we all believe he can play.

"Yes, it's longer than we've done in the past, but in our opinion it's a great situation."

Lamoriello added: "I think the CBA has changed the thought process with reference to key players. I think you have to pro-act or react a little differently than you did in the past because of the age factor. Free agency now is 27 or 28, depending on the individual, where it (used to be) in the early 30s. Once you feel comfortable with the individual, you go forward. It takes a certain character to put your faith in besides ability. Talent is one thing, but you have to have someone who is going to sustain that and has tremendous pride in who they are and continue to compete against themselves."

What did Schneider need to hear from the Devils to commit?

"I didn't necessarily need to hear anything. I knew how they felt about me," the goalie said. "Mr. Lamoriello made it very clear from the start, throughout the season and after the season, that they believed in me and had confidence in me and that I was the guy I think I can be.

"There was nothing specific. I think just the act itself said everything that needed to be said. They made a strong commitment to me."

Certainly the fact that the Devils parted with Brodeur and were forthcoming in saying Schneider is their No. 1 was a key.

"I think that was a positive," Schneider said. "I think it was made very clear you don't sign this kind of extension if they didn't believe I was the guy or I didn't believe I was going to be the guy. There was sort of a mutual understanding without it being said that this is how things we progressing and this is the next step in my evolution.

"I don't think either side makes that kind of commitment if you don't believe you're going to be the guy for next year and many years to come."

As for the end of the Brodeur era in New Jersey, Schneider said: "I think that was something that didn't actually pertain to me directly. That was something the organization and Marty had to come up with on their own. I respect the fact that Marty has done what he's done for this organization as the player and the person he's been.

"I'm sure it wasn't easy. It must have been a difficult process for Mr. Lamoriello and Marty."

Brodeur, it should be noted, endorsed the team's signing Schneider to a long-term contract.

"It means a lot. I have a tremendous amount of respect for Marty. I think everyone does," Schneider suggested. "In spite of what may or may not have happened on the ice in terms of playing time, he and I always got along. We had a good relationship.

"He's kind of passing his legacy on. I'm sure there are going to be questions (about) replacing Marty Brodeur, but I think it will be more along the line of just continuing the tradition of having great goaltending in New Jersey. Great defense and great goaltending. That's in a large part because of Marty, so for me to accept that challenge is exciting and something I'm hoping to continue."

Lamoriello said: "I wouldn't use the word sadness. Marty has had a tremendous career here and Marty will always be a Devil. Marty realizes what is necessary as far as the decision going forward with Cory... He was excited for the organization when we acquired Cory because he had so much respect for Cory as a player and also, through the conversations Marty and I had throughout the year at different times, the respect he had for him as an individual.

"I don't want to look at this as sadness. He had a great career. He'll always be a Devil. Just in a different way. Right now it's going forward. Time has a way of taking care of that and decisions have to be made. Marty's legacy is what he is. Cory is not here to replace Marty. Cory is here to establish his own identity, which he has done, and to go forward with that.

"We're just delighted because we go from one great goaltender to another. And the philosophy of this organization has been built on the goaltender out. That will continue to be the philosophy." 

Schneider said he's changed his offseason routine slightly because he is getting older, not so much because he'll be playing so many more games as the No. 1.

He also indicated that he never doubted the Devils would be the right team for him.

"I don't think so. For me it was a transition to get traded. You don't know what to think of it until it happens," Schneider said. "Those fears and questions were easily answered the first time I got there and the organization and team did everything they could to make me comfortable and to sort of ease that transition.

"Once you get the hang of it and figure out what the Devils are all about, you buy in and believe in it. The ownership seems to be great. They really seem to be wanting to win and willing to keep us as a contending team. Mr. Lamoriello's track record speaks for itself on what he is willing to do to win.

"I tend to be a loyal guy. I don't really have a lot of interest in bouncing around from team to team. I found a place I really like and I think will be really good for me, my career and my family." 

What does he see for the Devils?

"I'm real excited by the addition of Mike (Cammalleri) and Marty Havlat. I think it'll help us up front," Schneider noted. "(And they'll) give younger defensemen a great opportunity because I think we all believe they can be special players in this league.

"We weren't very far off last year. A couple bounces this way or that and things couldn't been a lot different. To add players of this caliber is good to see."

The lengthy deal should remove any possible distractions for Schneider.

"I've never really gone through this before. I don't know how it would've played out through the year, but I'm glad it didn't get to that point because it's good to know the team believes in you and supports you and you can go about your business and just go out and prove that you're the player you think you are and they think you are.

"I don't think it would've been a distraction by any means, but when both sides are committed to getting this done and it doesn't drag out. They came with a strong offer and a strong commitment. This was big for me."

Lamoriello said Schneider's play last season proved the team right in acquiring him via a trade with the Vancouver Canucks just over a year ago (June 30, 2013).

* * *

Lamoriello said he is still interested in re-signing winger Ryan Carter, but nothing has been done.

"We're still interested in bringing Ryan back. He's still interested in here. Nothing has happened at this point," the GM said.

He also indicated a trade could be made this summer.

"We felt we had to do some things with our offense (in free agency) but we're constantly looking at what we can do to get better, whether it's now, during the summer, in training camp or the beginning of the season. If there is something we can do today or tomorrow to get better, we will do that.

"Right now we feel very good about what has transpired... Right now our goaltending is set, we have our defense set and right now, for the most part, our offense is pretty well intact. But I could not say something won't happen."
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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Devils' rookie camp: Reid Boucher, John Quenneville, Stefan Matteau among those who'll attend
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Albany (AHL) players Reid Boucher, Stefan Matteau, Seth Helgeson and Scott Wedgewood are among those who will attend the Devils’ rookie camp beginning Monday in Newark.

 Also scheduled to participate in the camp are Boston College defenseman Steven Santini, junior goalie Anthony Brodeur and all six of the Devils’ 2014 draft picks:

1st round (30th overall) center John Quenneville

 2nd round (41st overall) defenseman Josh Jacobs

 3rd round (71st overall) right winger Connor Chatham

 5th round(131st overall) defenseman Ryan Rehill

 6th round (152nd overall) center Joey Dudek

 6th round (161st overall) left winger Brandon Baddock

“We’re going to have all the players who were in Albany (AHL) that are still in their entry-level contacts,” Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello said. “And we’ll have all of our draft picks here, college, junior and high school.

“Even though it’s tough timing— seasons were over months ago— it gives us an opportunity to give them an orientation to what the Devils way is. It gives them a chance to interact with each other and know each other to get comfortable with the environment and setting for those who are coming to training camp the first time. And we get to see the progression of those who were here last summer camp.”

What does he want to see from Quenneville?

“All we want to see is what his personality is on the ice, his interaction,” Lamoriello said. “Personally, I haven’t seen him as much as everybody else has. I’ve seen a lot of video. We want to see Jacobs and all of the others, as well as last year’s draft choices.”

Santini, the team’s first pick (42nd overall in the second round of the 2013 entry draft, was invited to the 2014 USA Hockey National Junior Evaluation Camp next month.
How did Devils do in NHL Draft? TSN's Craig Button gives them 'A,' compares top pick to Adam Henrique
TSN Director of Scouting Craig Button sounded excited talking about what the Devils did at the top of the NHL Draft last weekend.

Here's Button's opinion of top pick John Quenneville, a center who picked 30th overall who played in the WHL last season for Brandon:

"He's a really good two-way center man," the former director of scouting for the Dallas Stars and general manager for the Calgary Flames told NJ.com in a phone interview. "He's a lot like Adam Henrique. Getting a player like Adam Henrique at that point in the draft? I think it's a real solid pick. He's a second-line center, and at the very worse a third-line center."

A third-round pick in 2008, Henrique is a center/left wing known for being a strong two-way player who led the Devils with 25 goals this past season.

Button is even higher on Devils' second-round pick Josh Jacobs, a 6-foot-2, 194-pound defenseman who played last season for Indiana Ice in the USHL.

"Love Josh Jacobs, I love him," Jacobs said. "No flash. Last year (in the second round) the Devils drafted Steven Santini, a right-shot defenseman who is tough and defensive and competitive. Josh is more of that really well-rounded defenseman. He's not going to get tons of points, but he's going to be a 20-minutes-a-game player who competes really well.

"He's a really good skater, a really good player. I just think at that pick in the draft, it was an excellent pick."

Button also likes Devils' third-round pick Connor Chatham, a 6-foot-2, 224-pound OHL right winger whom he had ranked as the 89th-best prospect in the draft.

"The Devils made some 'A' moves," Button said. "When you're talking about a top-2 centerman and a top-4 defenseman with your first two picks, I think you did really well."

ESPN didn't think the Devils did quite that well, as it graded their draft a ‘C.’

“I'm not the biggest fan of the Devils' draft, as while I do think they got talent, given the slot and who was available, they could have left Philadelphia with more of it,” ESPN hockey prospect writer Corey Pronman wrote. “I do think it's good they picked a forward with their top pick, though, as their pipeline needed scoring talent badly.

“John Quenneville is strong in puck possession, can make quick decisions with the puck and works hard to get to the net and win battles. Scouts describe him as a very dangerous player from the hash marks in. John's skating needs some work, as his first few steps aren't the best. He's improved a fair amount defensively and has become a fine penalty killer.

“Jacobs is an above-average if not a high-end skater and also has a good frame and doesn't shy away from the physical parts of the game. While Jacobs has good flashes of defensive value in the USHL, there are concerns about his defense going forward. His hockey sense is below-average, regularly making bad decisions with the puck or missing assignments.

“Chatham has speed, hustle and size to his game and that can make him appealing in projecting him as a potential bottom-six forward. However, I'm bearish on his offensive potential, as I don't see the hands or the creativity to produce at the pro level.”
Martin Havlat happy to join Devils and close friends Patrik Elias, Marek Zidlicky

San Jose Sharks v New York Islanders

Martin Havlat (right) was signed by the Devils on Tuesday. (Paul Bereswill/Getty Images)
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Martin Havlat and Patrik Elias have often discussed how great it might be to play on the same NHL team, but it was never in the cards for the two Czech pals until Tuesday.

 That’s when the Devils signed Havlat to a one-year, $1.5 million contract the team hopes will revive the 33-year-old winger’s career and perhaps even benefit Elias.

“We did talk about it before. It never worked out the way we wanted,” Havlat said Wednesday via telephone from the Czech Republic. “It happened now, so I think it’s great. I’m happy to be on a good team where I actually know a few guys. That should make it easier at the start.”

Havlat is best friends with Elias and close friends with Marek Zidlicky. He knows Jagr well and was teammates with Ryane Clowe in San Jose.

 He said he spoke to both Elias and Zidlicky about signing with the Devils. 

“One of the main reasons is the opportunity. And for sure a few of the Czech boys help. That was one of the reasons, too,” Havlat admitted. “I’m very happy to be part of the Devils for the next year.”

The connection with Elias is deepest. They live in nearby towns in Czech Republic (Brno and Trebic), vacation together and attend soccer matches and tennis tournaments. Their wives are also friends.

“The first time we played together was at the 2002 Olympics, but we didn't actually play on the same line,” Havlat recalled. “After that we played in the World Cup in ’04 and had a great tournament together.. Then we played in the world championships on the same line and it was great. Then during the lockout we played 20 games for a team (Znojmo) back home here.

“We’ve always had great chemistry together. If I can say there are one or two players that I’ve actually had chemistry with during my whole career, that’s Patty. So I’m just hoping it’s going to work out well again. I don’t see a reason why not.”

Havlat doesn’t know if the two will get to play on the same line.

“It’s going to be up to the coach. I had a chance to talk to him (Tuesday), but we didn’t talk about that at all. He’s going to see what the chemistry is in the first few games. I could be playing anywhere, like I did the last few years.

“There are a lot of great players and a lot of good options with Mike Cammalleri coming, and with Patty, Jaromir (Jagr) and Travis (Zajac). I really don’t know where I’m going to be starting.”

Havlat said he had other options but chose the Devils.

“There were a few other teams that were interested, but I decided to go this way,” he said.

“I was told after the season that I would be traded or bought out at the end. One or the other. It gave me a chance to come to New Jersey. Right now I’m trying not to look back. I’m trying to look forward and focus on my new team.”

He indicated that his injury from the 2013 playoffs is no longer an issue.

“Right now I feel great. I was healthy last year the whole year,” he said. “The surgery was sports hernia surgery. I got hurt two years ago in the playoffs in Game 1 against Vancouver. I tried to come back and I found out I had to have surgery. I feel perfectly healthy right now.

“I need to stay healthy and everything else, I think, is going to be great.”

Havlat will come to New Jersey some time in the next few weeks to look for a place to live. He will begin training in Montreal in early August.
When he arrived at his first Devils training camp in 2011, Keith Kinkaid got to meet Martin Brodeur.

 It was a thrill the young goaltender will not forget.

“When I first entered the organization I met Brodeur at the start. He’s a class guy and obviously one of the best to ever play the game, if not the best,” Kinkaid said Wednesday.

“It will be different without him, but Cory (Schneider) is ready to take the reins. It will be a new look for the Devils, but I think it’s going to work.”

Schneider has inherited the role as the Devils. No. 1 goalie and general manager Lou Lamoriello said he anticipates Kinkaid, who turns 25 on Friday, serving as the backup.

 The Devils also signed veteran Scott Clemmensen to a one-year, two-way contract ($600,000 NHL salary, $200,000 AHL) as insurance. Clemmensen said he intends to battle Kinkaid for the backup job.

“I’m just happy they’re going to give me an opportunity, but nothing is set in stone,” Kinkaid said. “I still have to battle Clemmensen for the backup job. I’m just glad I have the opportunity to do so. It’s going to be a great competition in camp and I look forward to it.”

Kinkaid, a restricted free agent, hasn’t signed a new contract but that should be done shortly.

“We’re still working on that. It should be happening soon,” he confirmed. “No problems at all. Everything has gone smoothly.”

The Devils signed the 6-3, 190-pound Kinkaid as a free agent April 18, 2011. He has played one NHL game, on March 5, 2013, when he stopped 12 of 13 shots against the Tampa Bay Lightning.

 Is the Long Island native and former Union College star ready for the NHL? 

“Last year I think I felt ready,” Kinkaid said. “I’ve just been putting in the time working on my game. Last year I think was a huge step for me in the process and I think I’m ready for that opportunity to enter the NHL.”

In 43 games for Albany (AHL), Kinkaid went 24-13-5 with a 2.29 goals-against average and .912 save percentage. He was 1-3 with a 2.26 GAA and .932 save percentage in four playoff games.

“Technically I adjusted a few things with Dave Caruso helping out and Chris Terreri when I was up for a short time,” he said of the organization’s goalie coaches. “I think my confidence is at an all-time high right now.”

There will be adjustments to the NHL, even as a backup.

“You have to practice hard no matter where you are,” Kinkaid said. “There will be a lot more sitting. That’s okay. I want to compete and push the other goalies on the team. Getting used to the travel and the tough schedule in the NHL will be important, but I’m excited for the opportunity.

“I know Schneids wants to be the No. 1 guy and play the most games he’s ever played in a season, which is good. I just want to be there to help the team whenever they need me and come in if they need me to win a game.”

Clemmensen said he plans to be the backup and playing in Albany is Plan B. What kind of a training camp relationship will that make between Kinkaid and Clemmensen?

“I know he’s a great goalie and a great guy off the ice. He’s a class act,” Kinkaid said. “I look forward to meeting with him and competing with him.”
With somewhat modest goals on the first day of free agency, the Devils were able to sign the player they targeted by giving Mike Cammallerri and five-year, $25 million contract.

 But, overall, how did Lou Lamoriello and the Devils do on Tuesday?

 1. End of the Martin Brodeur era. By signing Scott Clemmensen to a one-year, two-way contract and saying that rookie Keith Kinkaid is likely to be Cory Schneider’s backup, it clarified the goaltending picture. It will be unusual to see Brodeur leave, but the reality is that the Devils could not have brought him back.

 2. Mike Cammalleri. He isn’t Paul Stastny or Jarome Iginla, but those players were out of reach for the Devils. Cammalleri is a legitimate goal-scorer who showed last season that he still has the touch. He will help a team that needs offense.

 3. Martin Havlat. This looks like a throw-away pickup, and it could turn out that way. But the Devils have little to lose by giving him a one-year, $1.5 million deal. His career could be revived by playing with Jaromir Jagr, Patrik Elias and Marek Zidlicky.

 4. Keeping Stephen Gionta and Steve Bernier. Gionta got two years. As a role player, particularly killing penalties, he’s valuable. Bernier needs to get back to his previous level of play and the Devils will give him that chance.

 Overall. It wasn’t a blockbuster day. Officially acknowledging that the Brodeur era is over may have been the biggest news. Lamoriello will make other moves, but Cammalleri was a solid pickup. This is a team that will be counted out by many, but one which will go into training camp knowing that the goal is getting back into the playoffs. Then anything can happen.
The Devils are going to give rookie Keith Kinkaid the opportunity to back up No. 1 goalie Cory Schneider this season, but a familiar face from the past has other ideas.

Scott Clemmensen, who played five seasons for the Devils and went 32-19-5 as Martin Brodeur's backup, signed a one-year, two-way contract with the club Tuesday with the intention of battling Kinkaid for a job. 

"For sure. "Obviously nothing is set in stone, but it is my intention to be with the Devils," Clemmensen told The Star-Ledger from his offseason home in Saratoga. N.Y. "I think I can still play in the NHL, but it's up to me to prove that. It is my intention to make the team. 

"I believe just having experience is invaluable. I know Keith is a very good goalie. It is going to be a competition between us. That's the way I understand it. Hopefully my experience and abilities are going to land me in New Jersey. I'm going to come into camp prepared and ready to prove that."

General manager Lou Lamoriello said: "It will be a situation where it is a two-way contract. We hope Keith Kinkaid can be the backup goaltender. Scott knows the whole situation and he understands. We have confidence in Scott that if he had to play here he could."

If Clemmensen winds up in Albany (AHL), it wouldn't be a disaster with his home in Saratoga.

"Plan B, if I have to be in Albany, is I'd plan on living at home," he said.

But he'd prefer Plan A.

"Johan Hedberg is a guy I would want to emulate," Clemmensen said. "He was a great teammate and he worked hard and he could step in and play, even if he hadn't played for a long stint or getting thrown into the middle of a game. I think I've done that in the past.

"That's the role I'm looking to fill with the Devils and, at the same time, push Cory to be the best he can be."

Clemmensen said he had many options, but chose the Devils.

"I'm anxious to be back. I'm excited to be back and rejoin an organization I have a lot of respect for," Clemmensen said. "The professionalism with which they do their business is one of the reasons I wanted to go back." 

"I actually did have quite a few options in various capacities, but the Devils are a place I really wanted to go to knowing the organization as I did and the fit."

There was some friction between Devils coach Pete DeBoer and Clemmensen when the two were in Florida. Clemmensen called DeBoer a "kick in the butt" kind of coach and DeBoer admitted he didn't always get along with all of his players.

But that is all apparently long past.

"I haven't spoken to him a whole lot since he left Florida," Clemmensen said. "I have spoken to him a little bit. I've always thought he was a good coach. I'm actually looking forward to playing for him again.

"I think we have a mutual respect for each other. Over the past three or four seasons I think we appreciate each other a little bit more than maybe we did when we were together in Florida." 

Clemmensen has not spoken to DeBoer yet. He's talked to Chris Terreri and Jacques Caron.

He also talked to Stephen Gionta, as well as former Devil Brian Gionta.

Brian and Clemmensen were Boston College teammates 1997-2001. Stephen came later.

"I was in contact with both Stephen and Brian Gionta the last few days," Clemmensen said. "I was trying to lobby to get all three of us back."

Clemmensen and Stephen Gionta are Devils again. Brian signed with the Buffalo Sabres and will be nearer to his hometown of Rochester, N,Y.
By  A.J. Perez/NJ.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on July 01, 2014 at 3:40 PM, updated July 01, 2014 at 3:51 PM
Mike Cammalleri should have had a new team before the trade deadline. 

Instead, the Calgary Flames let the 32-year-old forward walk away (despite repeated attempts to re-sign the veteran) and he signed a five-year deal worth $25 with the New Jersey Devils on Tuesday, hours after free agency began. 

So what did the Devils get for the money?

Cammalleri is certainly in the mix as the Devils' top-line center, a spot that Travis Zajac held last season. Zajac had his struggles in 2013-14, including scoring droughts of four games on four occasions. Zajac finished with 48 points (18 goals, 30 assists), not something I'm sure Devils GM Lou Lamoriello expected when he inked Zajac to an 8-year, $46 million deal before the start of the 2012-13 season. 

Cammalleri could certainly fit in well alongside Jaromir Jagr on the right wing -- wether that be at center or on the left wing. The Devils used a few combinations at left wing -- including Dainius Zubrus, Patrik Elias and Tuomo Ruutu -- to try to get some production out of their top unit.
Cammalleri scored 45 points (26 goals, 19 assists) in 63 games with Flames last season, a campaign where he missed 18 games due to a concussion 

Did the Devils overpay? Probably, but as Lamoriello told reporters on a conference call, that's become the norm and the club needs production. The Devils were 27th in goals scored last season and missed the playoffs. 

Cammalleri hasn't played more than 66 games since the 2010-11 season he was a member of the Montreal Canadiens. He's also missed time due to shoulder and knee issues over the years. 

Still, he was one of the more sought-after free agents on the market in spite of the injury concerns and the fact he's coming off a season where he won only 46.1 percent of his faceoffs. 

Besides what position Cammalleri will play will be what number he will wear. He's worn No. 13 all but one season of his 11-season career, but that's been a no-no with the Devils; no player has worn that number in franchise history.
The Martin Brodeur era is officially over in New Jersey.

The Devils have signed Scott Clemmensen to a one-year, two-way contract that will likely see him play in Albany (AHL) this season, but gives the team insurance in goal.

"It will be a situation where it is a two-way contract. We hope Keith Kinkaid can be the backup goaltender (to Cory Schneider)," general manager Lou Lamoriello said. "Scott knows the whole situation and he understands. We have confidence in Scott that if he had to play here he could."

Lamoriello also confirmed that the Devils re-signed winger Steve Bernier to a one-year, $6000,000 deal before he became an unrestricted free agent and gave center Stephen Gionta a two-year, one-way contract for an average of $850,000 per season.

"Stephen Gionta plays any role. He's like that sixth player on a basketball team. So it was a no-brainer to bring him back," the GM said. "Steve Bernier certainly did not have a good year. We brought him back in an entry-level situation to resurrect his career and see how it goes." 

Lamoriello said he will continue to work on signing Schneider to an extension beyond the 2014-15 season.

The Devils lost defenseman Mark Fayne, who signed a four-year, $14 million contract with the Edmonton Oilers.

"Best of luck to him," Lamoriello said. "We made a strong offer."
The Devils have been pursuing Mike Cammalleri via a trade for several years, but it took a five-year, $25 million contract to get the veteran center/left winger.

In one of two moves on the first day of NHL free agency, the Devils signed Cammalleri with the hope he can bring the team some much-needed offense.

"Quite frankly, all the players are getting paid too much and all the contracts are too long," general manager Lou Lamoriello said. "But if you want to compete in this market and you want to win, there are some things you have to do. You have to pick the right people and that's the case here.

"He takes care of himself and he's a well-conditioned player. We're going too be losing a couple player in a couple years and he can still play. He just turned 32 in June."

Cammalleri said of the five-year deal: "There is a commitment level that is much appreciated on my behalf."

The Devils tried to get Cammalleri at the last two NHL trade deadlines.

"I heard rumors of that for the last couple of years," Cammalleri said. "More so two years ago than this year."

Why the Devils?

"I think it's a good fit for the club and for myself," Cammalleri said. "The skill set I can bring and the (player) I can be at this point of my career is probably something that fits in nice with the chemistry of the group.

"I can tell you Jarome Iginla called to congratulate me and said, 'Pretty cool to get to play with (Jaromir) Jagr.' It's a good opportunity getting to play with him. He's a legend of our game. I don't know if it means playing alongside him or not. I'll leave all those decisions up to the coaches. I'm happy to play wherever they put me." 

Lamoriello and Cammalleri spent time together during the window in which free agents could talk to teams. 

"We're getting a competitor, a pure goal-scorer and somebody who wants to win," Lamoriello said. "What he knows about the Devils came from Scott Gomez and Brian Gionta in Montreal."

Before his 2 1/2 seasons with the Calgary Flames, Cammalleri spent 2 1/2 seasons with the Montreal Canadiens.

The Richmond Hill, Ontario, native said it was difficult leaving the Flames, who wanted to keep him, but he decided the Devils would be a good fit.

"Some of my closest friends are in Calgary, from management to ownership to coaches. The hardest thing about the decision was the people," Cammalleri said. "They made every effort to try and make it work. It was a more a decision of where I wanted to be playing and to have a chance to compete and win. 

It's something I've been keen on for a while. I had the opportunity to meet with Mr. Lamoriello and I sent some time with him last weekend. I just feel like it's a great opportunity for me to be a part of the New Jersey Devils for a lot of reasons. I have a lot of respect for the way things are done there and the success that has been the track record there."

He said the fact the Devils have missed the playoffs the last two years didn't scare him off.

"I think New Jersey was sixth in goals-against last year. The top 12 teams in goals-against other than New Jersey made the playoffs, so I think the template on how to win and get into the playoffs (is there)," Cammalleri said. "Once you get into the playoffs, the (template) for how to compete for the Stanley Cup is there."

He said there is no pressure to come in and score a certain number of goals. He scored 39 in 2008-09 for Calgary and 34 in 2006-07 with the L.A. Kings.

"I don't feel that way. My job is to come in and be the best player I can be. Whether the goals go in or not, that's not something I'll be thinking about," Cammalleri said. "If we win hockey games I'll be pretty happy."

Cammalleri said he doesn't know many Devils. He and Cory Schneider are on the NHL's competition committee.

"I know we have a Michigan guy back there on defense. Although I don't know him, that's a quick connection," Cammalleri said of Jon Merrill.
The Devils have signed 33-year-old right winger Martin Havlat to a one-year, $1.5 million contract.

It was welcome news for Devils winger Patrik Elias, who is best friends with Havlat.

"Good. I hope he can be the player that he was, and I believe I can help him do that," Elias said via Twitter.

Havlat had his contract with the San Jose Sharks bought out for $2 million.

The Czech veteran scored 22 points (12 goals, 10 assets) in 48 games for the Sharks last season. He has been bothered by pelvic issues that required surgery, but is said to be healthy.

"They played together on the same like in Znojmo (Czech Republic) during the (2004-05) lockout and they were dynamic together," agent Allan Walsh said. "They played together in the World Cup and had great chemistry. They played together in the world championships and they played well.

"They're familiar with each other and they're best friends and they've had chemistry on the ice."

Elias and Halvat spend time together in the offseason. They've attended soccer matches together in England, as well as Champions League matches. They are also tennis fans and have attended the U.S. Open together.

They are both fathers of young children and their wives are also friends.

Havlat is from Brno and Elias Trebic, towns that are close to each other.

The 6-2, 210-pound Havlat has scored 579 points (236 goals, 343 assists) in 748 career NHL games with 394 penalty minutes. In 75 playoff games he has 21-31-52.

But scoring was a problem with the Sharks.

"I think it was how he was being used in San Jose more than anything else," Walsh suggested. "He was playing on the power play 15 or 20 seconds at the end of the power play. San Jose pretty much had a top power play line that was out there for 1:45 and then Marty would be out there for 15 seconds. Pretty tough to do anything."

In addition to Elias, Havlat joins fellow Czechs Jaromir Jagr and defenseman Marek Zidlicky.

"This is a one-year situation," GM Lou Lamoriello said. "He wants to prove people wrong. He wants to prove that he can still play at the right level and we'll give him that opportunity and see where it goes.

"Maybe the fit wasn't there for him recently, but he's excited to come here. I know he can play the game."

Lamoriello said the fact that Jagr, Zidlicky and Elias are on the team was a significant factor in signing Havlat.

"Absolutely," Lamoriello said. "Patrik knows him and played with him. That will be a positive."
The Devils, who tried to acquire left winger Mike Cammalleri at the trade deadline, were able to sign the unrestricted free agent to a five year, $25 million contract Tuesday.

Cammalleri scored 45 points (26 goals, 19 assists) in 63 games for the Calgary Flames last season.

Although the Flames attempted to keep Cammalleri, 32, the Devils targeted him and made their move within the first half-hour of the opening of free agency.

In 669 career NHL games, Cammalleri has 502 points (236 goals, 266 assists) with 340 penalty minutes. The Ontario-born winger played his college hockey at the University of Michigan.

The Devils had interest in right winger Brian Gionta, but he signed a three-year deal with the Buffalo Sabres for an average of $4.25 million per season. Gionta is from nearby Rochester, N.Y.
Committed to giving their young defensemen more playing time, the Devils let unrestricted free agent Mark Fayne walk Tuesday when the D-man signed a four-year, $14 million contract with the Edmonton Oilers.

Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello warned that it was not likely the team would keep Fayne because of the offers he would receive. This deal will pay him $3.5 million per season but does not include a no-trade clause.

The Devils weren't able to sign forward Milan Michalek, who agreed to a three-year deal with Ottawa at $4 million per. 

The Oilers also moved quickly in signing Rangers forward Benoit Pouliot to a five-year deal that will pay him $4 million per season without a no-movement clause.
When NHL's free agent signing period opens at noon (ET), the Devils will be looking to add a forward who can add some offense.

Among those players the Devils could be interested in are Mike Cammalleri, Milan Michalek, Radim Vrbata, Ales Hemsky and Matt Moulson.

GM Lou Lamoriello said he would try to obtain a scoring forward, but was unsure how high prices might be. It is doubtful whether the Devils will be able to afford Paul Stastny.

The Devils cleared $4.25 million in extra salary cap space on Monday when the team used a compliance buyout on defenseman Anton Volchenkov. The defenseman cleared waivers at noon and is now an unrestricted free agent.

Goalie Martin Brodeur is among those players the Devils stand to lose.

Defenseman Mark Fayne, also unrestricted, has been of interest to at least a half dozen teams and could sign a deal too high for the Devils.

Also unrestricted are Ryan Carter, Steve Bernier and Stephane Gionta.
Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello said the decision to buy out the final two years on defenseman Anton Volchenkov's contract will give the team an opportunity to pursue a much-needed forward when the free agency market opens at noon Tuesday.

That could mean the Devils will make a legitimate push to sign center Paul Stastny, the top unrestricted free agent who'll be available. 

"It was a decision to free up money and potentially have the ability to get a forward which we feel we'd like to add," Lamoriello explained. "In order to do that, we had to make this move. Also, our young defensemen have to play. So it was a combination of things. 

"It was nothing against Volchenkov. There's nothing he didn't do for us. It was a very, very difficult phone call. It was really to free up cap space."

Before deciding to buy him out, Lamoriello was unable to trade Volchenkov. He also admitted the team "might not be able to keep" unrestricted free agent defenseman Mark Fayne, who is likely to receive offers higher than the Devils are willing to match.

Lamoriello would not reveal which player or players he will pursue, but said every effort will be made to bring in a top forward. The $69 million salary cap ceiling leaves the Devils with about $14 million of free cap space.

"We're going to try," Lamoriello said. "We've now got a little more room to make our best effort."

The Devils gave qualifying offers to defensemen Adam Larsson, Eric Gelinas, Brandon Burlon; goalies Keith KInkaid, Maxime Clermont; and forwards Jacob Josefson Harri Pesonen, David Wohlberg. Qualifying offers to potential restricted free agents had to be filed by 5 p.m. Monday.

They also qualified defenseman Alex Urbom and winger Mattias Tedenby, who will play in Russia's KHL next season.

The team did not qualify defenseman Harry Young and left wing Riley Boychuk.

"They're just not in our plans," the GM said. "Harry Young will sign an American League contract, not an NHL contract."

Lamoriello said he hopes to keep fourth-line forwards Ryan Carter, Steve Bernier and Stephen Gionta.

"Nothing has been done yet. We certainly would like to retain them," the GM said. "We just have to see where the prices are."

Lamoriello continued to avoid the issue of Martin Brodeur.

"I have no comment on that," he said.
The NHL free agency window opens at noon (ET) Tuesday and both the Devils and Rangers are facing some significant roster changes.

 General managers Lou Lamoriello and Glen Sather stand to lose unrestricted free agents and neither have unlimited cap space to dive head-first into the market.

 A look at the start of NHL free agency:

MOST DESIRABLE UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

1. Paul Stastny, center. He’s the guy everyone wants. The Avalanche are reportedly firm at $6 million per season, but he could be worth more than that to the Devils, Blues or Blackhawks. Best bets: St. Louis, Chicago

2. Christian Ehrhoff, defense. The Sabres bought out his contract, which averaged $4 million per year. It didn’t work out in Buffalo but his offensive skills will interest others. Best bets: Washington, Pittsburgh

3. Thomas Vanek, left wing. Lots of interest in a guy who is now a 20-25 goal-per-season scorer. The Devils might make an offer. Best bets: Minnesota, Vancouver

4. Ryan Miller, goalie. The Blues acquired him as their long-term goalie, but he didn’t play well in the playoffs. Best bets: Pittsburgh, Vancouver.

5. Jarome Iginla, right wing. With the $69 cap ceiling the Bruins might not have enough room to keep him. Best bets: Chicago, Boston

3 BIG QUESTIONS TO BE ANSWERED

1. Where will Martin Brodeur go? At 42, he may have to accept a role as backup. It won’t be in New Jersey. Best bets: Pittsburgh, Minnesota, Toronto

2. Will the Ottawa Senators trade Jason Spezza? He would be the perfect answer for several teams. He has one season left at $4 million, but his cap hit is $7 million. Best bets: Rangers, Devils, Vancouver

3. Does the unexpectedly low cap ceiling of $69 million keep big-money signings down? The Rangers have $24 million to spend and the Devils about $14 million.

THE DEVILS MIGHT PURSUE…

1. Radim Vrbata, right wing. He scored 20 goals for the Coyotes last season and 35 in 2011-12. The 33-year-old Czech is good on shootouts, where the Devils need help.

2. Mike Cammalleri, center. They need a center man and he’s a goal-scorer. He just turned 32, but could stay in Calgary.

3. Ales Hemsky, right wing. His going rate will probably be too high for his production, but that hasn’t stopped the Devils from overpaying others.

4. Jonas Hiller, goalie. The Ducks won’t re-sign him. Can be a No. 1 but would he accept role as Cory Schneider’s backup?

Long shot: Brian Gionta, right wing. Do they bring him back? They could use his scoring and leadership. 

THE RANGERS MIGHT PURSUE…

1. Mark Fayne, defense. If they can’t keep Anton Stralman, Fayne could be a viable alternative.

2. Paul Stastny, center. If they can’t get Spezza in a trade, they could try for Stastny.

3. Ryan Carter, left wing. He’s a Rangers killer, so why not sign him up? Underrated and a possibility for a club that has 11 free agents.

4. Christian Ehrhoff, defense. See Mark Fayne above.

Long shot: Thomas Vanek.

THE DEVILS WILL LOSE: Martin Brodeur, Mark Fayne

THE RANGERS WILL LOSE: Brian Boyle, Benoit Pouliot, Dominic Moore

GMs SHOULD CONSIDER…

Jussi Jokinen, left wing

 Anton Stralman, defense

 Mikael Grabovski, center

 Milan Michalek, left wing

GMs SHOULD PASS ON…

Mike Robeiro, center

 Brad Richards, center

 Ilya Bryzgalov, goalie
Maybe Martin Brodeur is optimistic about this next chapter in his career because he saw, first hand, how the best example of a late-career move worked out for a legend who spent his career in one city.

He was there on the ice in Denver on June 9, 2001, when after 21 seasons in Boston, Ray Bourque finally held the Stanley Cup over his head when the Avalanche beat the Devils in seven games — and, in the days that followed, not one but two cities celebrated the moment with him. He retired on top.

“I’ve had so much support from so many people,” an emotional Bourque said 13 years ago. “From fans in Boston, from fans in Montreal, everywhere. A lot of people have a piece of this Cup.”

So maybe, in the coming months, Brodeur will enjoy a similar ride in Toronto or Pittsburgh or wherever he lands. Devils fans should be rooting for that now, because after 688 victories and three trips around the Meadowlands parking lot with that silver trophy, he deserves a great second act.

But Brodeur should know this, too: What happened to Bourque is the exception, not the rule. Because, if sports history has taught us anything, it’s more likely that the longtime Devils goalie will neither find success nor happiness with his next team. Far more likely, actually.

Most of these late-career moves are forgettable at best, and given the athletes’ struggles in their new surroundings or the general weirdness of seeing them in another uniform, that’s probably a good thing.

Does anyone remember Johnny Unitas in a Chargers uniform? Does anyone want to remember? The Baltimore Colts traded him there in 1973, and unlike Brodeur’s parting with the Devils, it was hardly amicable.

“You can fry an egg too long,” is what Colts GM Joe Thomas said. Unitas completed just 44.7 percent of his passes in his five appearances that season, throwing seven interceptions, and retired during training camp the follow year.

Johnny U. shouldn’t feel bad. One of his Hall of Fame contemporaries, Joe Namath, put up nearly identical stats — a 46.7 completion percentage with five INTs — in his four starts with the L.A. Rams. He retired after that, too.

Wade Boggs got his Bourque-like second act, from a long string of Boston failures to riding on the back of that police horse at Yankee Stadium as a first-time champion. But he pushed his luck on a second late-career move, playing 90 games for a Tampa team that would lose 93.

Willie Mays stumbled in the outfield for the Mets. Michael Jordan failed to turn the woeful Washington Wizards into a contender. Babe Ruth hit his 714th and final home run with the Boston Braves. Yogi Berra played 2,116 games for the Yankees and four for the Mets, and those four led the player/manager to announce, “I’m through as a player forever. I can’t do it no more.”

And those are the more enduring examples. If you fondly recall Hakeem Olajuwon as a Toronto Raptor, or Franco Harris as a Seattle Seahawk, or Bobby Orr as a Chicago Blackhawk (he played just 26 games in Chicago from 1976-79), then you have a very generous memory.

I’ve never been one to think that all careers need the neat bow of the victory lap — and, in the case of Mariano Rivera, the accompanying Metallica concert. Sports are, by their nature, not supposed to be so neat and tidy, and if that means Jerry Rice catches the final three of his 208 touchdown passes in a Seahawks uniform, so be it.

Brodeur wants to keep playing. He can’t do it with the Devils, who absolutely must commit to Corey Schneider. That means team and star will say their goodbyes, and Devils fans might want to adjust their televisions when they see No. 30 in blue and white or black and gold.

It’ll be … weird. Sports history has taught us that, again and again. But it’s also demonstrated that, no matter how and where the great career of Martin Brodeur ends, he’ll always be remembered as one thing.

A Devil.
PHILADELPHIA — Toronto Maple Leafs president Brendan Shanahan confirmed that the team is exploring the possibility of signing unrestricted free agent goalie Martin Brodeur, but indicated it would have to be as a backup.

The Leafs are happy with No. 1 goalie Jonathan Bernier. 

"I'm sure we're like a lot of teams. We've expressed an interest," Shanahan told The Star-Ledger. "Nothing more than that."

Brodeur was in Toronto this week and agent Pat Brisson has spoken to more than a half dozen teams during the free agent discussion window. That closes Monday and the signing period begins at noon Tuesday.

"(Brodeur) is at a point where he can choose what he wants to do," Shanahan said.

But he would have to accept the role of backup in Toronto.

"He possibly could be a fit," Shanahan said. "We have a No. 1 goalie we're excited about."

PHILADELPHIA — Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello said he was pleased with the team's picks at the 2014 NHL entry draft, but said this week's period in which free agents could meet with representatives of other teams was distracting.

Martin Brodeur's agent Pat Brisson has talked to more than a half dozen clubs about the free agent goalie while defenseman Mark Fayne seems headed towards leaving the Devils.

Lamoriello would not reveal whether he talked to many unrestricted free agents he was considering signing.

"It was a distraction, to be perfectly honest," Lamoriello said Saturday. "It distracted everything you had to do."

Lamoriello said he wasn't surprised that there were fewer trades than expected.

"If there was anything that was going to happen, it was going to happen right away," he said. "This has been a very peculiar week, as far as free agency, the draft and then the signings of your own players. You're divided in so many different directions. I think everybody said, 'Let's focus on the draft.' "

The GM said the discussion period, which ends Monday, will inflate free agent prices.

Asked if the Devils will be active in signing free agents beginning noon on Tuesday, Lamoriello said: "We'll talk. As far as what the results will bring, I couldn't tell you."

He said the Devils would qualify all of their NHL restricted free agents to keep their rights, but not everyone in the organization.

"We will not qualify all our restricted free agents," the GM said. "All our NHL players will be qualified, including Jacob Josefson."

Restricted free agents not on the Devils' season-ending roster include goalie Keith Kinkaid and winger Mattias Tedenby.

As for the draft, Lamoriello said: "Overall, where we were picking and the type of draft thst it was, the excitement I see in our scouts makes you feel good. We (got) different types of players. We got some prospects we know are very young. They're going to take a little time. They're in the right places to develop.

"And we got some size and strength up front."

With picks Ryan Rehill (13st overall, fifth round) and Brandon Baddock (161st overall, sixth round), the Devils got some fighters.

"We took a couple of western kids," Lamoriello said.

PHILADELPHIA — Devils sixth-round draft pick Joey Dudek is destined to have his photo on the cover of Sports Illustrated some day.

The 5-11, 178-pound center, the 152nd overall pick in the 2014 NHL entry draft from Kimball Union Academy in New Hampshire, is the son of college football legend Joe Dudek and was coached by former Devils Stanley Cup winner Bobby Carpenter.

The elder Dudek was on the cover of the Sports Illustrated issue of Dec. 2, 1985. He broke Walter Payton's NCAA record of touchdowns and was a top candidate for the Heismann Trophy (he finished ninth in the voting).

Dudek said he was never pushed into football.

"Both of my parents have been really supportive and let me play anything I wanted. I tried playing hockey at eight years old and I hated it," he recalled. "I came off the ice crying and my parents weren't huge (advocates) of quitting, so I stuck out the rest of the season. I scored lots of goals, started to like it and asked to join the travel team the next year."

He said of his dad's story: "Pretty incredible. I'm just trying to make a name for myself in another sport. He asked me to do one thing. I tried a punt, pass and kick when I was 11 years old and I actually did really well. I came in seventh in the nation."

Carpenter, of course, was the third overall pick in the 1981 NHL entry draft as a Massachusetts phenom. He was featured in a cover story in the Feb. 23, 1981, issue of Sports Illustrated as the "Can't Miss Kid." He coached the younger Dudek with the Valley Junior Warriors. Former NHLers Bob Sweeney and Steve Leach also formed the coaching staff.

"It actually didn't cross my mind until I was walking (on the draft floor) and I looked down at my jersey. I thought, 'I was coached by Bobby Carpenter and now I'm drafted by the New Jersey Devils,' " he said. "It definitely feels like it's falling into place a little bit."

What did he learn from Carpenter, a skilled defensive center?

"Actually the biggest piece I can take from Bobby Carpenter, which stuck with me for a while, is smart shooting," Dudek said. "I had one shot I can remember where I was in the power play and I shot it over the net. It came out of the zone and he said, 'That was a dumb play.' It's being smart with your shots, putting it in the back of the net or putting it off the pad for an assist."

The 152nd overall pick was acquired by the Devils from Florida in the Sept. 28, 2013, trade for Krys Barch.

In 25 games last season Dudek scored 44 points (nine goals, 35 assists). He also had a goal and two assists in five games for the US Under-18 team in the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament (Under-18 junior world cup).

"I'd describe my game as I like to make the players around me better. I'm a real team player," Dudek said. "I have a lot of poise in the offensive zone but I do like to play two ways. I like to play in the defensive zone as much as I like to play in the offensive zone."

Dudek is committed to Boston College, where many Devils have played.

As for being drafted, he said: "Honestly, (this is) the most special day in my life so far. Hopefully there are many more to come, but to be able to celebrate it with my parents up there was pretty incredible.

"I came in having no idea (where he'd be picked). I came in hoping I'd be drafted and being happy wherever I went. I'm very happy to go to the New Jersey Devils."

Claude Lemieux: Devils made a mistake not taking son Brendan in first round of NHL draft

PHILADELPHIA — Claude Lemieux thinks the Devils made a bad decision by failing to take his son, Brendan, with the 30th overall pick at the end of the first round of the NHL entry draft Friday night.

 The Buffalo Sabres made the younger Lemieux the first pick of the second round Saturday morning at No. 31.

“You’ve got to respect their view and their choice,” Claude Lemieux said of the Devils. “I think they made a mistake, but it’s good for Buffalo and time will tell.”

He said Brendan was hoping to be a first-rounder. 

“He was definitely disappointed. He was crushed last night,” Claude said. “It wasn’t from what I said but from all the interviews they do at the combine. Sometimes they are misleading for a lot of kids, who think, ‘This team told me they'd take me in the first round if I’m there.’ ”

Now Brendan has added motivation.

“Sometimes that can be a blessing. When you’re a first-round pick, sometimes it’s too much,” Claude said. “He’s the kind of kid that puts a lot of pressure on himself. He’s very proud. Maybe a first-round pick would’ve put too much pressure on him. You’ve got to look at it that way.” 

Claude was a second-round pick (26th overall) by the Montreal Canadiens in 1983. His brother, Jocelyn Lemieux, was a 10th-round selection for the St. Louis Blues in the 1986 entry draft.

“He had my advice and he had Jeremy Roenick’s advice,” Claude said. “My brother was there and he said, ‘I felt a ton of pressure being the eighth overall. As a first-round pick for St. Louis I always had a hard time living up to that.’

 “It’s just a number. Go show everybody you should’ve been a first-round pick. At ten end of the day it’s not going to matter. I was the 26th pick and there were 21 teams at the time.”

He said the Devils may regret picking John Quenneville instead of Brendan Lemieux.

“He’s a chip off the old block, too,” Claude said.

PHILADELPHIA — With their second-round selection in the NHL entry draft, the Devils chose 6-2, 194-pound defenseman Josh Jacobs with the 41st overall pick.

Jacobs was born in Shelby Township, Mich. He played in the USHL for the Indiana Ice.

In 56 games last season, Jacobs scored 23 points (five goals, 18 assists) with 46 penalty minutes. He shoots right.

"My biggest assets as a player I think are my shot, my skating ability and my transitional game. My hockey sense as well," Jacobs said Saturday morning in Wells Fargo Center. "On the flip side, what I need to work on are my hands and puck skills to become a better player and ultimately a New Jersey Devil one day."

Growing up in Michigan, Jacobs idolized Red Wings defenseman Nicklas Lidstrom, but patterned his game on Chicago Blackhawks blue liner Brent Seabrook.

"I favored Nick Lidstrom. He was the type of player I wanted to be," Jacobs said, "but through the years I modeled my game on Brent Seabrook of the Chicago Blackhawks. He's on the power play and penalty kill. He works hard and blocks shots. He has a great shot and jumps into the play when he can. I just see more of myself in Seabrook." 

Jacobs is headed for Michigan State University this fall. He committed to the school as a high school sophomore at the age of 16.

"I'm very excited. Indiana was a great place to play, but now I get to finally put on that green and white jersey and Spartan outfit. I'm just so pumped to do it," Jacobs said. "I've been waiting for that pretty much my entire life. Growing up that was my dream school to go to as a hockey player and watching David Booth, Duncan Keith, Ryan Miller, Tory Krug." 

As for the Devils, Jacobs said: "A great organization. I'm glad to be a part of it. They've been successful in past years. It's an honor to be drafted by them and to become a New Jersey Devil one day. Coming out of the combine I thought New Jersey was one of five teams I felt most comfortable with."

* * *

In the third round the Devils selected 6-3, 225-pound right winger Connor Chatham from the Plymouth Whalers (OHL) with the 71st overall pick.

Another American-born player, Chatham is from Belleville, Ill.

He scored 31 points (13 goals, 18 assists) in 54 games last season with 51 PIM. In five playoff games, he had three goala, no assists and six PIM.

“I’d say I’m a power forward, big and physical. I like to get in on the forecheck and I’m good on the walls,” Chatham said.

He expected to be drafted somewhere between late in the second round to the fourth round and was happy the Devils took him.

“We talked at the combine and they told me they were interested. I didn’t know who would pick me but the Devils were in my mind. I’m thrilled. I couldn’t be happier,” Chatham said.

Growing up, he was a St. Louis Blues fan and his favorite player was Brett Hull.

“Brett Hull growing up. I’d say (T.J.) Oshie now," Chatham said. "I wouldn’t say I actually play like (Oshie), I just like to watch him. He’s an exciting player. I try to replicate his energy every shift. He gives it his all. I try to do that.”

The Devils can only hope he is as good as Oshie on shootouts.

Chatham said he models his game on that of David Backes.

“He’s hard to play against and he plays against the other team’s top players. That’s something I would like to be able to do," he explained. "I just need to work on that mentality of his. He’s one of a kind in terms of that. I’m a big, physical player so I use my size too make sure the defensemen aren’t getting the puck out easy.”

Does he know much about the Devils?

"I don’t know that I do," Chatham admitted. "I’ve watched them a lot of times. Obviously they’ve been a successful team. I’m looking forward to being part of it.”

* * *

The Devils did not have a fourth-round selection. They traded their pick to the Winnipeg Jets on Feb. 13, 2013, in the deal for Alexei Ponikarovsky.

In the fifth round (131st overall), they chose 6-3, 215-pound defenseman Ryan Rehill from Kamloops (WHL).

In 72 games last season, Rehill had 20 points (four goals, 16 assists) with 182 penalty minutes. He had 15 fights.

Rehill, 19, was born in Edmonton, Alberta.

* * *

In the sixth round, with the 152nd overall pick they acquired from Florida in the Sept. 28, 2013, trade for Krys Barch, the Devils took 5-11, 178-pound high school center Joey Dudek.

Dudek is from Kimball Union Academy in New Hamsphire. He is committed to Boston College.

In 25 games last season Dudek scored 44 points (nine goals, 35 assists). He also had a goal and two assists in five games for the US Under-18 team in the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament (Under-18 junior world cup).

* * *

With their second pick in the sixth round (161st overall), the Devils selected 6-4, 206-pound left winger Brandon Baddock from the Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL).

In 56 game last season he had 17 points (six goals, 11 assists) and 128 penalty minutes. That included 10 fighting majors.

PHILADELPHIA — First-round draft picks don’t fly under the NHL’s radar these days, but the Devils feel they maximized their opportunity by using the 30th overall pick on Brandon (WHL) center John Quenneville.

 Brandon, Manitoba, is the hometown of Devils’ captain Bryce Salvador. 

“I think he’s a complete player. He’s on the cusp of developing into a more impactful guy,” Devils scouting director David Conte told The Star-Ledger.

“He plays in Brandon, which is one of the extremes of the Western Hockey League. It’s the most Eastern-based team, very difficult to get to, so the (scouting) coverage sometimes wanes. It’s also not the most favorable climate in the world with no natural airport. It has a few dogsled places, but it’s a nice place and a great hockey breeding ground.”

Did he play under the radar a bit?

“Not necessarily. I think all drafts are somewhat predictable. They’re all speculative,” Conte said. “He was in the world under-18s representing Canada and acquitted himself well. And he did very well in the WHL playoffs against Edmonton, who were the eventual champions. We were very pleased.”

Although Quenneville is a second cousin to Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville (John’s grandfather and Joel’s father are brothers), the Devils did not draft the 18-year-old for his blood lines.

“It’s culture,” Conte explained. “To me that’s the most important part. Understanding the game and valuing and appreciating the game. Not what the game does for you. Not the hype of this (draft day), but rather the joy of playing. That’s more important.

“He has similar playing patterns to an Adam Henrique. Similar stature to when Adam was that age. He’s a distant cousin of Joel’s, so he’s in a hockey family.”

Quenneville was born in Edmonton. He was raised in Sherwood Park, Alberta, the neighborhood on the eastern edge of Edmonton.

 The bottom line is Quenneville can play.

“(Brandon GM/coach Kelly McCrimmon) does an excellent job,” Conte said. “They have a powerhouse team going forward, very young with great potential for the next few years, which John is expected to be a part of and I think will really help his development."

How close is Quenneville from playing for the Devils? He'll go back to his junior team for the 2014-15 season.

“Like Adam Henrique, the good players finish out their junior, play a year in the minors at least and hopefully they assimilate in the second year and hopefully they’re there for the third year and their entry level," Conte said. "That’s a very successful pattern. If they come in at 23-24, that’s hardly a failure.”

David Gregory of Central Scouting on Quenneville: "He has the pro makeup and is a hard-worker. He makes good plays very quickly and is good at moving the puck. I'd like to see more consistency from him, but I like the way he finds open spaces and his ability to make any kind of pass."

* * *

Brendan Lemieux, the son of four-time Stanley Cup champion Claude Lemieux, was the first pick of the second round Saturday morning. The Buffalo Sabres took him 31st overall.
PHILADELPHIA — History is not John Quenneville’s best subject. Not even hockey history or family history.

 A second cousin to former Devils defenseman and current Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville, he is also Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk’s nephew by marriage.

 So what does the 6-0, 182-pound center know about Joel Quenneville’s brief career as a Devils defenseman for one season in 1982-83?

 "Nothing," the 18-year-old center said. "I'd better study up."

 The Devils used their first-round pick (30th overall) in the NHL entry draft Friday night at Wells Fargo Center to select Quenneville, who scored 58 points (25 goals, 33 assists) in 61 games for Brandon (WHL) last season.

 It was, essentially, a free pick since NHL commissioner Gary Bettman gave the Devils their first-rounder back in March. The pick had been taken away as part of the penalty for signing Ilya Kovalchuk to a contract that circumvented the salary cap.

 Although he will go back to his junior team for the 2014-15 season, he was ranked by Central Scouting as the 23rd best North American skater. 

“Certainly our scouts have seen him a lot. They saw him in the Under-18s," general manager Lou Lamoriello said. “This was an interesting draft in that, after you got past the first 10 or 12, there were a lot of people. We could’ve taken a couple of people, but we went to a forward.

“The thing I like about him is he’s a very similar player to Adam Henrique. I hate to talk like that, but he can play the game any way you want it played. He’s good offensively, good defensively and he knows how to play the game.”

Born in Edmonton, Alberta, Quenneville said he's never been to New Jersey.

 As for his relationship with Joel Quenneville, John’s father is Andre, whose dad is Gerard. Joel Quenneville’s father is Norman. Gerard and Norman are brothers.

“He’s got a great name,” Joel Quenneville joked. “I remember him when Andre (John’s dad) brought the three boys to watch us play in Edmonton. They were little guys. I don’t evens know if they were playing hockey then.

“Our guys (with the Blackhawks) asked me about him quite. I wasn’t aware of the season he was having (in junior). But Kevin Dineen, who coached him in the Under-18s, spoke very highly of him.” 

The Devils like his skills, but kept their intentions a secret.

“I talked to (the Devils) at the combine. But, just like any other team you're not sure. You just hope," Quenneville said.

 As the first round neared its end, Quenneville wondered if he would be picked. Had the Devils not taken him, he would’ve had to wait until Saturday for the second round.

 "I couldn't believe it. I was so relieved to be drafted and to be part of an organization,” Quenneville said. "This is a great moment for me. I'll never forget this moment.

 "My emotions were running high. The last five picks I thought I was going to be (drafted) tomorrow. I was really sweating.”

Joel Quenneville left the Blackhawks’ draft table and was waiting for John when the Devils’ contingent left the stage.

“It certainly is a hockey family,” Lamoriello said. “But bloodlines are one thing. You have to be able to play.”

He said he patterns his game after Jamie Benn of the Dallas Stars.

 "I like to play a simple game. When I watch the Devils play, I see that two-way player. I like to chip in offensively," Quenneville said.

 "I'm a huge NHL fan, period. I watch a lot of hockey and I watch the Devils play. I enjoy watching guys like Henrique play.”

Asked what it was like meeting Lamoriello, he said: "It was crazy. I've always seen him on TV, SportsCenter and stuff like that. It's crazy seeing him in person and talking to him. He just said, 'Congratulations.' “

John Quenneville's brothers are also highly-regarded.

"You hear about his brother and they talk about his younger brother being good hockey players," Joel Quenneville said. "I never get to see them play, but we're all excited. I'm happy for him."

 To pick Quenneville, the Devils passed on Brendan Lemeiux, the son of four-time Stanley Cup winner Claude Lemieux.
PHILADELPHIA &Mdash; Defenseman Mark Fayne, an unrestricted free agent, has drawn interest from other NHL teams and it now appears unlikely that he will return to the Devils.

 The Edmonton Oilers are among the teams Fayne’s agent, Peter Fish has spoken to and there is considerable interest in the 27-year-old blue liner.

“All I’ll say is it’s still open. Obviously other teams have inquired about Mark,” Fish told The Star-Ledger Friday. “His preference is to come back to New Jersey, but we’re getting closer to the (July 1 free agency) deadline.

“You never say never and it’s obviously up to Mark. But at this point we haven’t heard from Lou (Lamoriello) and we’re getting closer. Then it would take on a life of its own. Mark is hopeful that he could remain in New Jersey, but it looks less likely.”

Fish said he spoke to Lamoriello fairly recently, but the Devils have not come back with an offer that would keep Fayne off the market, 

“We’ve spoken a little and I believe there is still time to talk, but let’s leave it at that,” Fish said.

Lamoriello said he plans to talk to Fish again.

"We're going to talk to him. We certainly have to keep things within reason, but we'll talk to him and see where it goes," Lamoriello said.
PHILADELPHIA — For all intents and purposes, the Devils will be playing with house money when they pick 30th overall in the NHL entry draft beginning Friday night in Wells Fargo Center.

 Four months ago they did not even have a first-round pick in this year’s draft because of the punishment they received for signing Ilya Kovalchuk to a cap-circumventing contract in 2010. But on March 6 commissioner Gary Bettman downgraded their punishment as a benevolent gesture to new owners Josh Harris and David Blitzer.

 Getting the 30th pick, which they cannot trade as part of Bettman’s ground rules, is a chance to continue their efforts to turn around a team that has missed the playoffs the last two seasons but appears to have assembled a group of promising young players.

“There are very good players in this draft,” said David Conte, the Devils’ director of scouting.

 They will not have an opportunity to get Barrie (OHL) defenseman Aaron Ekblad; Kingston (OHL) center Samuel Bennett; Kootenay (WHL) center Sam Reinhart; Prince Albert (WHL) center Leon Draisaiti or Oshawa (OHL) winger Michael Dal Colle, the projected top five selections. None are expected to fall below the top 10.

 So where might the Devils turn? They have depth on defense with Eric Gelinas (54th overall pick in 2009), Jon Merrill (38th overall in 2010), Steve Santini (42nd overall in 2013) and Damon Severson (60th overall in 2012) already in the NHL or on their way.

 There is reason to believe that left winger Reid Boucher, a prolific junior goal-scorer whom the Devils drafted 99th overall in 2011, and Stefan Matteau will soon be in the NHL. But there is undoubtedly a need for more scoring and playmakers up front.

 That will leave Conte and GM Lou Lamoriello considering these forwards as a potential first-round choice:

 Nikolay Goldobin, RW, 5-9, 178 pounds. Born in Moscow, he scored 94 points (38 goals, 56 assists) in 67 games for Sarnia last season. In 2012-13, while teammate Boucher was scoring 62 goals, Goldobin added 30.

 John Quenneville, C, 6-0, 182 pounds. A second cousin to former Devils defenseman and current Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville, he is also a nephew by marriage of Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk. Ranked by Central Scouting as the 23rd best North American skater, he scored 58 points (25 goals, 33 assists) in 61 games for Brandon (WHL).

 Kasperi Kapanen, RW, 5-11, 180 pounds. He’ll probably go before the Devils get a chance to nab him. He played the last two seasons for Kalpa in the Finnish Elite League. His dad, Sami, played there and his grandfather played for Finland in the 1976 Olympics and against Conte during the scouting director’s playing days in Europe.

 Joshua Ho-Sang, 5-11, 175, RW. Scored 85 points in 67 games for Windsor (OHL).

 If Brendan Lemieux is still available, the Devils would surely take the Barrie (OHL) left winger. The son of four-time Stanley Cup winner Claude Lemieux, he is a clutch playoff performer just like his dad.

“What I’ve seen in him is he goes to the next level and works his way in,” Claude Lemieux said. “He’s never the best player right out of the gate, but then he just keeps improving. His will and his work ethic is like none other, so I’m very proud of his work and his commitment to succeeding.”

With Martin Brodeur’s Devils career apparently over and the unpredictability of goalies, another young puck-stopper could be obtained with a later pick.

 The best are Thatcher Demko (Boston College, 6-3, 192 pounds); Mason McDonald (Charlottetown, QMJHL, 6-4, 178); and Ville Husso (HIFK Finland, 6-3, 205).
Predators see Seth Jones, Jonathan Diaby as defensive future

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 8:22 p.m. CDT July 13, 2014

While Seth Jones was an NHL-ready prospect, fellow blueliner Jonathan Diaby is still trying to improve his skating, mobility
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In 2003, the Predators drafted two defensemen with different yet complementing styles. One was a smooth skater and a puck-mover, the other a rugged physical player with uncommon mobility for his size.

Ryan Suter (first round, seventh overall) and Shea Weber (second, 49th) became NHL All-Stars, Norris Trophy finalists and formed one of the league's best defense pairs.

Ten years later, the Predators took a similar approach in drafting two blueliners with contrasting yet complementary skill-sets: Seth Jones with the fourth overall pick and Jonathan Diaby with the 64th.

While it's not completely set in stone that they will pair up like Suter and Weber, it's easy to envision the two combining forces at some point.

"I don't know him that much; I've met him here," Diaby said during Predators development camp. "Hopefully, one day I could get a spot on the team and play with him. Could be great."

PREVIOUSLY: Predators' Tommy Veilleux does talking on ice

PHOTOS: Predators development camp scrimmage

Jones would seem to be the Suter and Diaby the Weber of this potential pairing.

Jones, while listed as 3 inches taller than Suter at 6-foot-4, is a slick skater and a crisp passer. The 6-foot-4, 225-pound Diaby is the more violent of the two. He's not exactly as offensive a player as Weber, but if he's going to be paired with Jones, he doesn't need to be.

Seth Jones4

Defenseman Seth Jones had a solid rookie season in 2013-14.(Photo: Bruce Bennett / Getty Images)

Last season, Diaby had nine goals and 19 assists in 38 games for Victoriaville of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. He also had 80 penalty minutes.

"I'm more of a stay-at-home," Diaby said.

But in today's NHL, there's more to being a defensive-minded player than just being able to take care of your own end. Skating and mobility are at a premium, and even the bigger players in the league can move well.

Diaby understood and said he has gotten in better shape, shedding some fat for muscle. During development camp last year — when Diaby did not partake in drills because of shoulder surgery — the Predators told him he needed to eat better.

"He's dialed in with his nutrition," director of player development Scott Nichol said. "He's big, but teammates gravitate to him. He's a good guy to have in the room and a good guy to have on your team."

It might take awhile for the Diaby-Jones pairing to happen. The former has yet to play professionally with the exception of four playoff games with the American Hockey League's Milwaukee Admirals last year.

The thought is for Diaby to play for Milwaukee this season and see how he progresses.

"You're always looking for a twin-tower pairing," assistant general manager Paul Fenton said. "They're both 6-foot-4, and it would be nice to have something like that, but I wouldn't pin it down to say they're going to be pairing in the future. But from a hockey planning standpoint, when you look down the road, you're hoping something like that develops."

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 and on Twitter @JoshuaCooper.

Category

Jonathan Diaby

Seth Jones

Birthplace Blainville, Quebec Arlington, Texas 

Height, weight 6-4, 225 6-4, 205 

Age 19 19 

Drafted Third round, 64th overall, 2013 First round, 4th overall, in 2013 

Last season 9 goals, 19 assists in 38 games for Victoriaville of QMJHL 6 goals, 19 assists in 77 games for Predators
Predators ponder best path for prospect Kevin Fiala

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 1:36 p.m. CDT July 10, 2014

First-round pick stresses "step-by-step" at development camp

Kevin FialaBuy Photo
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Kevin Fiala, a 5-foot-10, 180-pound forward, was the 11th overall pick of the NHL Draft last month.

Last season he posted 3 goals and 8 assists in 17 games for HV-71 in the Swedish Hockey League.

The Predators say "there will be no rush" to place him on the NHL roster.
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With Kevin Fiala and the Predators, it's patience vs. excitement, skill vs. maturity.

Most importantly, it's weighing whether the 18-year-old forward can come in immediately and produce, or whether he should be given more time to mature.

"Could he play, like a lot of other 18-year-olds? Yeah, he probably could play, talent-wise," Predators assistant general manager Paul Fenton said. "But we want to do what's right for the kid for the long-term plan."

That's why Fiala, who was the 11th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft last month, is participating in Predators development camp this week at Bridgestone Arena. He needs to learn the nuances of the North American game after playing in Europe, but the Predators also want to determine if he has a shot at making their roster this season.

Fiala is a shifty offensive player and a good skater with solid hands. At 5-foot-10 and 180 pounds, he is on the smallish side, but from the eyeball test the Switzerland native looks stout and has a muscular build, which is good for the NHL.

The young forward speaks with reporters during Predators development camp on Tuesday at Bridgestone Arena. Josh Cooper / The Tennessean

"My goal is NHL, and I want to do it right now. But I think step-by-step, and if I don't do it this year, I'm going to work hard and do it step-by-step and hopefully do it next year," he said.

Fiala will be an important project for the Predators, who haven't had a ton of success developing elite offensive forwards, especially the ones they recently drafted in the first round.

Colin Wilson, a 2008 first-round pick, has never scored more than 35 points in a season. Austin Watson, a 2010 first-rounder, has scored just one goal in the NHL, but he was considered more of a project when drafted.

Though the Predators are banking on Fiala being their scorer of the future, they understand it may take some time. In fact, it may take a lot of time. Traditionally, the Predators have taken a patient approach with their prospects.

PHOTOS: Predators first-round pick Kevin Fiala

PHOTOS: Predators 2014 draft picks

If Fiala doesn't make the team out of training camp, he can go back to Sweden — he posted three goals and eight assists in 17 games for HV-71 of the Swedish Hockey League last season — or perhaps play for Nashville's American Hockey League affiliate in Milwaukee.

"He has elite skills, he has incredible savvy with the puck," Fenton said. "His skill level, his hockey IQ is off the charts, and in time we believe he has the ability to be a star in the league. A lot of things have to fall in place for that to happen. There will be no rush. We will be putting him in a position to where he can succeed."

The Predators conclude development camp with an on-ice session at 9 a.m. Friday and a scrimmage at 3:30 p.m. Saturday. Both are open to the public.

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 and on Twitter @JoshuaCooper.

Predators seek points, not potential

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 9:21 a.m. CDT July 10, 2014

Prospects should benefit from coach Peter Laviolette's philosophy
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The Predators are banking that Peter Laviolette can succeed where they believe former coach Barry Trotz failed — in turning their forward prospects into solid offensive players.

Although Trotz had many successes, one of the bleak spots on his résumé was an inability to turn draft picks into successful scorers as Predators. David Legwand's 63 points in 2006-07 remains the highest total for a Nashville-drafted forward.

Laviolette arrives with a long list of offensive players who have blossomed under him. In Carolina, Eric Staal turned into a 40-goal scorer and 100-point player. In Philadelphia, Claude Giroux became an NHL All-Star. There were others as well.

"I've heard a lot of good things about him and talked to a couple of guys that he has coached before. They told me good things too, so I'm looking forward to working with him this season," said 19-year-old forward Filip Forsberg, who is participating in Predators development camp this week at Bridgestone Arena.

"I'm just trying to play the type of game I've always been playing and have been pretty successful with so far. Hopefully that's a game he likes and wants to have on his team in the future."

RELATED: Laviolette in no rush with Predators' prospects

RELATED: Laviolette savvy about expectations for prospects

Forsberg is one player the Predators desperately hope will embrace Laviolette's philosophies and leadership. Acquired in a 2013 trade with Washington, the 2012 first-round pick had just one goal in 13 games with Nashville last season.

Players listen to a coach's instructions during Predators development camp at Bridgestone Arena on July 9, 2014.

Players listen to a coach's instructions during Predators development camp at Bridgestone Arena on July 9, 2014. (Photo: Larry McCormack / THE TENNESSEAN)
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There are other forwards Laviolette potentially can mold into offensive forces as well. Here's a closer look at three in particular:

KEVIN FIALA

My take: Fiala, the 11th overall pick of this year's draft, ultimately will be Laviolette's first real project with the Predators. And it's the first NHL system the 18-year-old forward will learn. Although Fiala is listed as only <JU>5-foot-11, he is stout, strong and looks close to physically ready for the NHL. He's a good skater, which should work perfect in Laviolette's uptempo, offensive-minded system.

Said Fiala: "I'm an offensive player. I have good hands. I'm a good skater, and I can score goals. I'm a good playmaker, and I will do everything for the team to win the Stanley Cup."

PONTUS ABERG

My take: When the Predators took Aberg 37th overall in the 2012 draft, they did so hoping he would be a scorer. But he has put up only decent numbers in the Swedish Hockey League, including 15 goals in 52 games with Farjestad last season. Maybe a move to the smaller North American rinks is what the 20-year-old Aberg needs to showcase his shot, which he supposedly can get off quickly in close quarters.

Said Aberg: "I like to shoot the puck. With a smaller rink, you can shoot it from anywhere. Hopefully the North American rinks suit me. … I'm a pretty offensive player, and I like to score points for the team."

BRENDAN LEIPSIC

My take: Leipsic was an offensive dynamo in junior the past two years, garnering 231 points in 128 games with the Western Hockey League's Portland Winterhawks. But his 5-foot-10 frame seems somewhat limiting at the professional level. Sometimes with players it's about finding the right type of role, and Laviolette has been good in the past at putting players in the right spot. This will have to be true with the 20-year-old Leipsic.

Said Leipsic: "My speed and my playmaking ability and scoring ability are my best attributes. Off the rush I can make plays one-on-one, or three-on-three. I feel like I can make space for my teammates and slow the game down."

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 and on Twitter @JoshuaCooper.

Preds prospect Pontus Åberg set to jump from Sweden

Megan Grindstaff, grindstaff@tennessean.com 9:36 a.m. CDT July 13, 2014
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Predators prospect Pontus Åberg, a second-round pick in the 2012 draft, is looking forward to his first year in North America.

The 20-year-old forward took part in Predators development camp last week at Bridgestone Arena.

"Every development camp's huge for these guys," said Scott Nichol, director of player development for the Predators. "Just to get them familiarized with all the staff and with how the culture of our team works and what we expect from them, so when they do come over, they're not so nervous."

Åberg, a Stockholm native, has been playing in the Swedish Hockey League for the last two years, but will most likely join Nashville's top minor league affiliate, the Milwaukee Admirals, this season.

"In Milwaukee, if he's there, he'll play a ton and play in every situation. They'll give him every opportunity to succeed," Nichol said.

With the move to North America, Åberg will encounter one major adjustment: a change in the size of the rink.

"It's a smaller ice surface," Nichol said, "so there are going to be some growing pains."

Åberg is confident about his ability to adapt. In fact, he said the change in ice size might actually play to his strengths as an attacking-minded forward.

"I think it fits me pretty well," Åberg said. "I like to shoot the puck, and with a small rink, you can kind of shoot if from whenever."

In 58 games for Djurgardens IF Stockholm in 2012-13, Åberg posted 44 points (15 goals, 29 assists).

Brendan Leipsic not using size as excuse with Predators

 Predators Insider 

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 4:58 p.m. CDT July 9, 2014
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Forward prospect Brendan Leipsic is an excellent offensive player. There's no question of this, as evidenced in his 231 points in 128 games over the last two seasons with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League.

When the Predators picked Leipsic in the third round (89th overall) of the 2012 draft, he was seen as a solid two-way player with some offensive leanings. But he has simply become a dynamo at the junior level.

This season he is expected to play professionally with the Milwaukee Admirals, Nashville's American Hockey League affiliate.

VIDEO: Brendan Leipsic at Predators development camp

There is one problem with Leipsic, however. He's generously listed at 5-foot-10. And in today's NHL, it's all about having both skill and size.

Leipsic doesn't see his size as a detriment. In fact the Winnipeg native looks at his size as somewhat of a rallying point, something he has been able to overcome for many years.

"I don't think it's a big deal. I was told I was too small in junior and it worked out pretty well for me," Leipsic said. "I'm going to keep working and come in for camp and work as hard as I can, but I don't think size will play much of a factor."

Zach Stepan follows cousin's journey through playoffs

 Predators Insider 

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 12:04 p.m. CDT July 10, 2014
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Prospect Zach Stepan had quite a rooting interest during the 2014 Stanley Cup playoffs.

A 2012 fourth-round pick of the Predators, Stepan had 21 points in 35 games last year with Minnesota State (Mankato). He's also the cousin of New York Rangers forward Derek Stepan.

Derek made it to the Stanley Cup Final, where the Rangers lost to the Kings in five games. Here's how Zach followed the postseason, in his own words:

"I think the biggest thing was the Rangers outplayed the Kings the first two periods of each game.

If they could have pulled out one overtime win out of the three games there were or whatever it was, I think it would have been a seven-game series. The Kings are a good team, and they were able to pull it out when they counted.

You're rooting so hard for a family member to be able to get that far and to see how close they were, you think about one extra bounce here and there. It was a great experience for him and our family.

Once the broken jaw happened for him (in the Eastern Conference Final), he could talk, but you could tell he was in pain. Once the Stanley Cup Final came around, I didn't want to step in and talk to him.

Playoff hockey isn't like anything else. The intensity raises like none other. He loved it, he wishes he could have brought the Stanley Cup home, but he is happy to be healing up.

He's getting married in August, maybe he would have brought it there. I didn't want to drink out of it, because there's an old wives tale of if you touch it, you don't win it."

Jimmy Vesey uses Team USA experience as guide

 Predators Insider 

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 2:10 p.m. CDT July 10, 2014

Jimmy Vesey

(Photo: Nancie Battaglia / USA Hockey)

Tags

Nashville Predators

 5 

CONNECT

TWEET

LINKEDIN

COMMENT

EMAIL

MORE

When Jimmy Vesey was named to the 2012-13 Team USA World Junior roster, it was as one of the last forwards.

By the time the tournament ended he was one of America's top forwards. He finished with one goal and four assists in seven games.

This past season with Harvard, the 21-year-old Vesey jumped to 22 points in 31 games for the Crimson.

It's unclear what the Predators have planned for the 6-foot-1 Vesey, a third-round pick (66th overall) in 2012, but they've always spoken highly of him.

Some comments from Vesey, who is participating in Predators development camp at Bridgestone Arena this week:

On his development: "I think in college we don't play in as many games, but with that we have a lot of practice time and time to get in the weight room. That's where we can make a lot of strides in our development. I try to work hard every day in college and I think I've made a lot of strides in terms of my development to become a complete player. Not so much a one-dimensional player, like I was before college."

On playing for Team USA in 2012-13: "It really gave me a lot of confidence. That was my first international experience. Knowing I could play with those guys and putting up a lot of points gave me confidence moving forward. I made it as the 13th forward, so I didn't get a lot of ice-time to start, but we lost two games in a row and the coaches juggled some lines and I played on the top line the rest of the way. I gained a lot of confidence as that tournament went along into the second half of my college season."

Colton Sissons could be Predators' answer at center

 Predators Insider 

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 5:01 p.m. CDT July 8, 2014
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When it was announced Mike Fisher would be out 4-6 months after surgery to repair a ruptured Achilles, general manager David Poile touted in-house options to replace the veteran center.

One of those players was 20-year-old Colton Sissons, who played 17 games last season. The Predators have likened Sissons to Fisher since drafting him in the second round two years ago.

In his first full season as a professional last year, Sissons had one goal and three assists with the Predators and 44 points in 62 games with the Milwaukee Admirals.

Sissons is participating in Predators development camp this week at Bridgestone Arena, and sounded ready and raring to jump into a top center role with Nashville.

RELATED: Predators center Mike Fisher out 4-6 months after Achilles surgery

RELATED: Mike Fisher could look to Kings star as guide to recovery

"I'm coming into (training) camp ready to make to the team," he said.

The Predators have generally been a team that promotes from within when injuries happen. Sissons isn't exactly a high-octane offensive player, but he's smart, energetic and plays a positionally-sound game.

He may not score 50 or more points, but as a rookie, 40 is certainly an option for him, especially if he gets an early opportunity for a lot of ice-time with Fisher out.

Prospects Serve Nashville During Community Day

Nashville Predators Prospects Serve Nashville During Community Day

Friday, 07.11.2014 / 4:14 PM / Features 

By Alexis Witman  - Nashville Predators 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Every fall when members of the Nashville Predators return to the city for the start of training camp, they can expect to head out on the annual Community Day, a day where players spend time serving the community through various service projects at different local organizations. A few years ago, the Preds decided to institute a similar day with prospects when they come to Nashville for summer’s annual Prospect Development Camp.

“When the rookies are here in the summer we wanted to instill the notion that when they’re here in Nashville, being a part of the community is a very important thing,” Preds Director of Community Relations Rebecca King said. “All the rookies are out at different locations in the community, giving back and getting to know the community they may well play in someday.”

On July 10, all 32 of the prospects were split into seven groups and sent to different organizations throughout Nashville. While two groups visited with patients at local hospitals, a few played floor hockey and other games at summer camps, and some were presented with challenges outside of what they may normally find themselves doing – tasks like baking cookies and building furniture.

Garrett Noonan, a defenseman from Norfolk, Massachusetts, was part of the group that visited with kids at Monroe Carell Jr. Children’s Hospital.

“It means a lot to the kids, you can see on their faces how much it means to them, us coming,” Noonan said. “But, seeing them happy like that, makes our day. Coming down here [to Nashville] is not just all about hockey, but getting out in the community and meeting people and getting a chance to spend some time with them.”

Prospects also visited the VA Hospital in Nashville, passing out calendars and preseason tickets while going from floor to floor talking with patients. Jimmy Vesey, a forward from North Reading, Massachusetts, was part of the VA Hospital team and understands the connection between opportunities like this and the organization.

“The Nashville Predators pride themselves, and their NHL players, in always being active in the community,” Vesey said. “I think that’s what they’re trying to instill in us, it’s really important to go out and just connect with the fans.”

Goaltender Marek Mazanec got to try his hand at another sports during the afternoon, bowling with kids from Youth Villages. Not only was it a great experience to spend time with the kids at the bowling alley, but Mazanec, who’s from Pisek, Czech Republic, was able to have the kids help with him a few things as well.

“It was an awesome group there and we saw how happy those kids are,” Mazanec said. “It’s a good experience for me, and I can improve my English with those kids, I really appreciated that.”

In addition to spending time with the kids from Youth Villages, prospects also got to know some local youth through a street hockey clinic at Camp Widjiwagan and dodge ball and kickball games at Lighthouse Christian School.

Swedes Filip Forsberg and Emil Pettersson were part of a crew that baked desserts for residents of Nashville’s Ronald McDonald House, with these two teammates taking on the challenge of making a tray of brownies from scratch.

At Tools for Schools, an organization that refurbishes furniture to be used in low-income schools and classrooms, a few of the prospects worked on sanding and painting desks and chairs.

“All the guys are involved and eager to participate,” King said. “While it may not be something that they have done before, they get to hang out together and do something with each other outside of the hockey rink.”

Prospect Development Camp is a week where young players can learn more about the organization and more about what it takes to be professional hockey players. From what to eat and the proper ways to exercise to new strategies on the ice aimed at making them better players, prospects are striving to become the best they possibly can be, and spending two hours serving the community fits right in.

“I think it’s good to build relationships with the community,” goaltender and 2011 second-round pick Magnus Hellberg said. “When you interact with the fans, it’s important, because they give so much to us. Without the fans, the game wouldn’t be as it is. It’s the fans that build the game and being able to come out to them, and work with them – for me – it’s awesome.”

Prospects Scrimmage caps off Development Camp 

Team Silver tops Team Blue 7-5 in SO in front of thousands at Predators Open House 
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More than 2,000 fans came out to Bridgestone Arena Saturday afternoon for the Predators annual Prospects Development Camp Open House. The day got started with the doors opening at 10 a.m., and the used equipment sale at 11 a.m. Fans of all ages, and sizes came out to take their pick at some of the Predators old helmets, shoulder pads, pants, gloves and more.

“It’s an event the season-ticket holders really seem to enjoy,” said Predators Director of Marketing Danny Shaklin. “It was another great turnout today. It’s an event the Predators love to put on, and will continue to put on in the future.” 

Following the equipment sale, fans stuck around for an open skate on the Bridgestone ice, leading up to the main event: the prospects scrimmage. 

The 32 prospects that have been participating in the week-long development camp were broken up into Team Blue and Team Silver, and competed amongst one another for two 20-minute periods, a 15-minute four-on-four period, a five-minute three-on-three overtime session and a shootout. 

With the game ending in a 2-2 tie and overtime solving nothing, the teams competed in an adjusted shootout that allowed every player on both teams to shoot once. Team Silver outscored Team Blue 5-3 in the shootout to take the game by score of 7-5. 2014 draft picks Viktor Arvidsson and Kevin Fiala capped off the shootout with spectacular goals for the Silver club.

Head Coach Peter Laviolette took in the game from the stands and came away impressed by the effort both teams put forward. 

“I thought it was a good, competitive game,” Laviolette said. “I thought all the guys worked really hard. It’s so tough for guys to come in during the middle of the summer, after months of being off the ice, but they pushed themselves all week and it showed today.”

Veilleux got the scoring started for Team Silver late in the first period when he fired a one-timer off a face off in the Team Blue zone past unexpecting goaltender Marek Mazanec. 

Team Blue responded 3:20 into the second period when defenseman Jaynen Rissling took a shot from the point that beat Devin Williams five-hole. 

Team Silver reclaimed the lead when Veilleux took a pass from Saku Maenalanen from behind the net and sniped one past Mazanec glove-side to notch his second of the game 16:18 into the period.

Team Blue came out strong in the third, and tied it up 30 seconds in when Filip Forsberg collected a loose puck in front of the net and sent a quick wrist shot over the glove of Magnus Hellberg. 

Team Blue continued to press, outshooting team Silver 13-6 in the third period, but couldn’t beat Devin Williams who replaced Hellberg between the pipes at the 3:05 mark.

Overtime solved nothing despite a flurry of chances on both ends, in part due to the open ice that was created from the three-on-three action. 

After a few sub-par attempts, the shootout finally brought the fans to their feet when Arvidsson successfully pulled off a spin-o-rama to put the Team Silver up by one. 

“I decided I was going to do that move right before the shootout started,” Arvidsson said. “Johan Alm and I were talking about it and he convinced me to do it. I’ve tried this move two other times and neither of them were successful. I’m glad it worked this time.”

Fiala ended the shootout in style with a move made famous by Peter Forsberg at the 1994 Olympics that beat Mazanec and gave Team Silver the 7-5 win. 

“I really enjoyed the game today,” Fiala said. “I’m glad we could perform well for all the fans that came out.”

With the Development Camp now complete, Laviolette reflected on what the camp accomplished.

“It was great for me to finally get to meet all these players and to put names to faces,” Laviolette said. “It was great for the kids to because they got a lot of good coaching. They found out how to train better, how to practice better, how to prepare better and how to be a good professional. All these kids are really going to benefit from this camp down the road.”

Predators Prospect Camp Develops More than Just Hockey Players
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Since the Predators first Development Camp back in 1998, the message has remained consistent of what the objective is; the development of young hockey professionals. With an equal emphasis on both on and off ice development, players not only have the opportunity to improve themselves as hockey players, but also as leaders in the community.

Having come from franchises that have developed an ample amount of home-grown talent, new Head Coach Peter Laviolette knows just how important this week can be for these young prospects.

“There are so many positive things that come from these camps,” Laviolette said. “Players are taught what’s good to eat, when to sleep and how to train. They also get a chance to work on their game, their skating and their skills. It’s a terrific avenue for kids to become better pros and better hockey players.”

The camp also allows for first-time participants to meet other players within the organization. Of the 32 prospect’s taking part in this year’s camp, seven nationalities and four draft classes are represented with the players having dressed for games in 20 different leagues in 2013-14. With the wide range of players at all levels of hockey, the camp can be used as a measuring stick.

“These kids are trying to advance themselves in the organization, and every day is an opportunity to do so,” Laviolette said. “You can really make an impression with your work ethic and on-ice play.”

While some players are closer than others, the goal for all these prospects is to eventually make the Predators full-time roster. One player in particular who has been on the cusp of making the everyday lineup is forward Filip Forsberg. The 19-year-old Swede was acquired via trade from the Washington Capitals in April of 2013, less than a year after he was drafted 11th overall in the NHL Entry Draft. Forsberg appeared in 13 games for the Predators last season recording a goal and four assists.

With a small taste of what the NHL is like, Forsberg is hoping he can build off his experience and make the team this upcoming season.

“I’m really looking forward to the opportunity to earn a spot with the Preds,” Forsberg said. “To play in the NHL is my dream, and I’m pretty close, but it’s still going to take some hard work. This camp is a great opportunity to show everyone what you’ve got, especially the new coaching staff. It’s a long journey and I’m still a pretty young kid but hopefully my time is coming this year.”

Another forward who is looking to make the full-time jump is center Colton Sissons. The Vancouver, B.C., native led Milwaukee (AHL) in goals last year while also appearing in 17 games for the Predators. With Mike Fisher out 4-6 months with an Achilles tear, an opportunity has presented itself for Sissons to fill the void.

“It’s unfortunate for a teammate like ‘Fish’ to go down,” Sissons said. “He’s a great teammate and a great leader. The fact is though that these injuries happen, and it provides an opportunity for other players, such as myself, to prove why I should be in the lineup. I feel like I’m good enough to play in the NHL and I’m going to prove it.”

While a select few players are seemingly ready to make the jump to the NHL, most prospects at the camp will be returning to juniors, college or Milwaukee next season. For the Predators 2014 third-round selection out of the Kelowna Rockets of the Western Hockey League, Justin Kirkland, it’s all about making a good first impression.

“For me coming in, it’s my first camp so I have to leave a good impression with the coaches,” said Kirkland, who is one of the 12 first-time attendees. “This is their first chance to see me practicing, so I want to show them what I can do.”

Unlike Kirkland, forward Brendan Leipsic is participating in his third Development Camp. Leipsic, who was drafted in the third round in 2012, will be making the jump from the WHL to Milwaukee next year after signing a three-year entry-level contract last May.

“It’s my third camp so I kind of know what to expect,” Leipsic said. “It’s all part of the process of becoming a pro. This will be my first year playing professionally, so I’m looking forward to getting my feet wet. It’s been a long road since getting drafted back in 2012, but it’s been a life-long dream of mine to play in the NHL; this is just part of the process.”

Aside from the on-ice testing and training, the players have gone through a busy schedule that consists of team-building exercises, health seminars and community appearances. Predators Director of Player Development Scott Nichol has stressed the importance of off-ice development throughout the camp.

“We’re teaching the game of hockey but we’re also teaching these kids how to be good professionals,” Nichol said. “Learning how to carry yourself and how to treat people is something that this organization prides itself on. You have to be a role model. We’re looking to teach them to be great players out on the ice and great people out in the community.”

The players were dispersed throughout the Nashville area Thursday serving the community in places such as the Ronald McDonald House, Lighthouse Christian School, Monroe Carell Jr. Children’s Hospital, Youth Village, and Camp Widjiwagan.

Predators 2012 third-round pick, and Harvard University junior Jimmy Vesey visited the VA Hospital along with free-agent signee Joe Pendenza and 2013 draftees Wade Murphy and Zach Stepan. The four of them spent the afternoon making visits room-to-room while handing out Preds gear and memorabilia.

“It was a really good experience for me,” Vessey said. “I’ve never been to the VA hospital, so it was a really rewarding. I felt like I connected with a lot of them and was able to thank them for their service.”

With the final on-ice practices wrapping up Friday morning the players will now set their sights on the camp concluding scrimmage Saturday afternoon at 3:30 p.m. CT, at Bridgestone Arena. The players will be broken up into, “Team Blue” and “Team Silver” and face off against each other for the first time as separate groups.

With some players not having played in a competitive game in months, there is plenty of anticipation to get out on the ice. For Predators 2014 fifth-round pick, Finnish defenseman Joonas Lyytinen, playing in front of a North American crowd will be a unique experience.

“I’m looking forward to a good competitive game,” Lyytinen said. “I’m really looking forward to playing in front of an American crowd. They are passionate and encouraging. It’s a great opportunity for me to show my skills.”

The scrimmage will take place in the midst of the Predators Open House that begins at 10 a.m. CT. Fans are encouraged to come out early and scout out seats for the 2014-15 season, while also taking in the various other free activities. The schedule for Saturday’s events and a link to the full press release is listed below:

10 a.m. Doors open

11 a.m. “Golden Ticket” holder entrance to Used Equipment Sale

11:15 a.m. Season-ticket holder entrance to Used Equipment Sale

Noon Single game tickets on sale

12:30 p.m. General public entrance to Used Equipment Sale

1:30-2:30 p.m. Free Public Skate (bring your own skates)

3:30 p.m. Nashville Predators Development Camp scrimmage

5:30 p.m. Prospect autograph session

Click here for more information >>

Nichol Leads Prospects through 2014 Development Camp
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For the first time in his new role as Director of Player Development, Scott Nichol has taken on the task of organizing and leading the annual Predators Prospect Development Camp. 

Nichol was hired in May of 2013, and was given the job of managing the advancement of prospects within the Predators system. After a 20-year NHL career, Nichol now dedicates his time to evaluating prospects drafted by the Predators on all levels of competition. With the goal in mind to make these prospects NHL-ready, Nichol keeps a regular dialogue with them about off-ice workouts, conditioning, practice habits, and nutrition.

After spending a year following these young players around the United States, Canada and Europe, the Predators believed Nichol would be able to most effectively design this year’s camp. At only 39 years of age, Nichol also brings an element of youth and energy. Just two years removed from playing in the NHL, Nichol has been able to connect with the players on a personal level. 

“The transition has been seamless,” Nichol said. “I played in the league the last five or six years basically doing what I’m doing now; helping the young guys out. I know what they’re going through, and I can talk the lingo with them and tell them my stories.”

Nichol, who was an 11th-round draft pick in 1993, paid his dues before reaching the NHL. He appeared in only five NHL games for the first 10 years of his professional career. Nichol earned a reputation as an instigator with the Rochester Americans, Buffalo’s AHL affiliate, racking up 677 penalty minutes in his six seasons there. In the summer of 2000, he signed a free-agent contract with the Calgary Flames and promptly broke into their lineup, playing in 68 games that season.

Nichol’s persistence paid off with a long NHL career, a career that included a four-year stint with the Predators from 2005-09 where he recorded 24 goals, 23 assists and 271 penalty minutes. His story of perseverance is one that he uses as a teaching tool while mentoring the young players during the Development Camp. 

“I’ve played a lot of time at each level,” Nichol said. “It’s not like I went from juniors straight to the NHL. They’re not going to pull the wool over my eyes because I’ve lived it. I’m trying to tell my story, what worked, what didn’t work, and hopefully help them get to the League.”

While new Head Coach Peter Laviolette has only been with the team for a short while, he has already taken note of the value Nichol brings to the organization.

“Scott’s done a terrific job of planning and building relationships with all these guys,” Laviolette said. “He’s been so impressive with the way he teaches and talks to these young players. He sets a great example for all of us.”

Predators' Fiala confident in jump to North America
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Kevin Fiala doesn't have much experience on the North American-size ice he'll find playing in the NHL. But the Swiss-born forward, taken by the Nashville Predators with the 11th pick of the 2014 NHL Draft, is confident he'll make a smooth adjustment. 

"I'm not a very big player, but I'm excited for the smaller rinks," Fiala told reporters in Nashville on Tuesday during the team's prospect development camp. "I think I can do it well because I’m a small player, a skilled player. So I think I can do well."

Fiala has done well before arriving in Nashville. Playing for HV 71 in the Swedish Hockey League, the 5-foot-10, 180-pound left wing had three goals and 11 points in 17 regular-season games, and one goal and five assists in eight playoff games. 

He also was busy playing for his country. He had four goals and five assists in five games for Switzerland at the 2014 IIHF World Under-18 Championship; five points in five games at the 2014 World Junior Championship; and two assists in seven games at the 2014 World Championship.

"We haven't been able to select a game-breaker, but this year I believe we were finally able to add that in the draft," Predators general manager David Poile told the team's website. "We got one of the most talented, most skilled forwards available with Fiala. … He's a guy that right from the winter meetings our guys wanted. Outside of the top five in the draft, this was the guy we wanted. They really feel that he can be special."

It was playing at the World Championship, where Switzerland finished 10th, that Fiala got a real taste of what playing in the NHL could be like.

One of his teammates at that tournament will be his teammate in Nashville: defenseman Roman Josi. 

"He's a good guy and he can help me out lots," Fiala said of Josi. 

When he gets to be teammates full-time with Josi remains to be seen. Fiala won't turn 18 until July 22, and could return to Sweden for another season of development; the American Hockey League also is an option. Fiala, though, said he's willing to be patient.

"My goal is NHL and I would like to be there right now," Fiala said. "I'll take it step by step. If I don't make it this year I'll take it step by step and make it next year."

Nashville Predators Sign Anthony Bitetto to a One-Year Contract
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Nashville, Tenn. – Nashville Predators President of Hockey Operations/General Manager David Poile announced today that restricted free agent defenseman Anthony Bitetto has accepted his qualifying offer and signed a one-year, two-way contract worth $605,000 at the NHL level and $60,000 at the AHL level.

Bitetto, 23 (7/15/90), tied for sixth among American Hockey League defensemen in goals (11), and for ninth in power-play goals (6) during his first full season with the Milwaukee Admirals in 2013-14. The Island Park, New York native also led the Admirals and ranked 16th among blueliners in points (36) in 2013-14, in addition to ranking second among AHL defenders in shooting percentage (11.6). The 6-0, 215-pounder split his first professional season between Milwaukee and Cincinnati (ECHL) in 2012-13.

Nashville's fourth choice, 168th overall (sixth round), in the 2010 Entry Draft, Bitetto did not miss a game during a two-year collegiate career at Northeastern University (Hockey East) from 2010-12, compiling 35 points (7g-28a) in 72 games, and helped the Indiana Ice win the 2009 Clark Cup as United States Hockey League champions. He is on Twitter @ABitetto7.

Nashville Predators Statement on Mike Fisher
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Nashville, Tenn. – Nashville Predators President of Hockey Operations/General Manager David Poile released the following statement today regarding forward Mike Fisher.

“Predators forward and alternate captain Mike Fisher sustained a ruptured Achilles tendon during a training session and underwent successful surgery on Thursday, July 3. We expect Mike to make a full recovery in four-to-six months, and look forward to his return to the ice.”

Jokinen Excited for New Opportunity, Ready to Make a Playoff Push 
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It was no secret what the Predators plan was heading into this year’s NHL free agency period. With a world-class goalie and a young, talented group of defensemen already in place, General Manager David Poile went public about his pursuit of a top-six forward for his hockey team.

July 1, the start of free agency, began with a bang. In the first few hours Forty-four unrestricted free agents signed contracts with new teams around the league during free agency’s first day. Despite the flurry of signings Poile remained patient and watched from afar as teams engaged in high-priced bidding wars.

“With all due respect to the other teams out there, there were really no bargains,” Poile said. “I participated in that last year and you pay a lot. The good news for us is that we didn’t have as many holes this year. We we’re trying to be very specific and focused on what we wanted to get.”

Poile waited until July 2 to make his move and signed veteran forward Olli Jokinen to a one-year, $2.5 million contract.

“I think this is a significant addition to our hockey club,” Poile said. “His record speaks for itself. He’s a guy that’s scored a lot of goals in his career and will help us increase our offensive production significantly.”

With the so called, “arms race” taking place in the Western Conference, with All-Star centers such as Paul Stastny and Jason Spezza joining teams in the Central Division, Poile felt it was important that the Predators did some upgrading of their own.

“We needed to get better at center ice and we certainly did that with Ollie,” Poile said. “He’s a big physical player that can play against the best players in the NHL. He’s been a guy that has played on the top two lines for his entire career.”

While Jokinen has spent most of his time at center, he is open to playing the wing if that’s where Head Coach Peter Laviolette see’s him fitting in most effectively. A possible fit with James Neal on the team’s top line is surely a possibility.

“Olli gives us flexibility,” Poile said. “I certainly think he’s a guy that can play with James Neal; he’s certainly played with top players in the past. Peter Laviolette will do some experimentation in training camp and hopefully he can find the right combinations that lead us to more offensive production.”

At a news conference Saturday, Jokinen admitted that Laviolette was a big reason why he chose to sign with Nashville.

“When I played against his teams in the past I would always think to myself, ‘I would love to play for this guy’,” Jokinen said. “The high-tempo style creates a lot of chances, something you look for as a forward. I got excited just talking to him. His excitement and passion for the game was one of the biggest reasons why I decided to come here.”

Jokinen also acknowledged the role that his fellow countryman and Predators goaltender Pekka Rinne had on his decision. Jokinen was teammates with Rinne this year at the IIHF World Championship in Minsk, Belarus.

“I talked to him a lot during the World Championship,” Jokinen said. “With Pekka being here for so long he was able to tell me a lot about the team and the city. He told me how things are run with class here, and gave me a lot of good information.”

Jokinen, who is 35 years old, has played with seven different teams before signing with the Predators. Poile believes Jokinen can provide veteran leadership in the locker room to the team’s crop of young talent. He also believes Jokinen can still contribute at a high level on the ice despite his age.

“Olli feels very strongly about how he takes care of himself,” Poile said. “He really talks the game of hockey and knows what his strengths and weaknesses are. We got a guy here that loves to play hockey and will continue to play hockey for a number of years.”

While Jokinen admits he has enjoyed moving in the past, he says he is now ready to settle in with one team for a few years if the situation is right.

“Hopefully I can stay here for a long time and not do any more moving,” Jokinen said. “I think my kids are at that age where they want to settle in one place for more than a few years.”

With the signing of Jokinen and the acquisition of Neal, Poile has now added two top-six forwards to the roster this summer. With a few free agents still on the market Poile has not said he is done trying to improve the team but is also satisfied with the current composition of the roster.

“Right now I think we’re in a great position,” Poile said. “We’ve got a good balance of some young guys that can push some of the veterans. I think we’re heading in the right direction.”

Poile and the Predators believe that these moves will help them improve their chances of competing for a playoff spot. Jokinen, who played for Winnipeg the past two seasons, hasn’t made the playoffs since 2009.

“We both had the same sort of background the last couple of years of not making the playoffs,” Poile said. “That is something I know he wants to do. He can really help us get there.”

Jokinen made it clear that when he was choosing a team to sign with, he looked for a team that had serious playoff aspirations.

“This was my best option,” said Jokinen. “To come to a team that wants to get into the playoffs was important. I want to help them go far.”

Jokinen likes what he sees in Laviolette, Predators
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The Nashville Predators' hiring of coach Peter Laviolette and the attraction of playing under his offensive system was enough to lure veteran center Olli Jokinen to the Music City. 

Jokinen is familiar with Laviolette's up-tempo offense having frequently competed against his teams throughout his 17-year NHL career. Upon signing a one-year contract worth a reported $2.5 million, he views the new-look Predators as an opportunity to spark new life into his game and can't wait to get going.

"Obviously with the excitement and the passion about the game, and ideas of how he was going to coach this team, that was one of the biggest reasons I decided to come here," Jokinen, 35, told reporters Saturday. "Speaking with him, I got excited. I wanted to start playing tomorrow.

"This team is a really good team. With Pekka in the net and a healthy Rinne, it gives you a chance to win every night. We have the best defensemen in the League in Shea Weber, best young defenseman in the League in Roman Josi… a lot of players that play this game for a long time. For me this was the best option, to come to a team that not just wants to get to the playoffs but wants to go far."

Jokinen has competed in the Stanley Cup Playoffs only once, in 2009 with the Calgary Flames. Although the Predators have missed the postseason the past two years they came close in 2013-14, finishing three points out of the second wild-card spot in the Western Conference. 

"We both have the same background in the last couple years, and that's one negative we both have, and that's not making the playoffs," Predators general manager David Poile said. "That's something that I know he wants to do, and he is going to do everything he can to help us get there.

"Olli has been a guy that has produced throughout his career offensively. I think this is a significant addition to our hockey club."

Selected by the Los Angeles Kings with the No. 3 pick of the 1997 NHL Draft, Jokinen will play for his eighth NHL team. He had 18 goals and 25 assists in 82 games last season with the Winnipeg Jets and enjoyed his best season with the Florida Panthers in 2006-07, when he had career-highs in goals (39), assists (52) and points (91) He has 317 goals and 423 assists in 1,169 regular-season games while scoring 20 or more goals seven times. 

The 6-foot-2, 210-pound Jokinen fills a need for the Predators at center, but also provides enough flexibility to play on the wing.

"Doesn't matter. I've been playing most of my career at center," Jokinen said. "It's more finding the chemistry with certain players.

"I've been playing this game for a long time. You have to earn everything. You can make lineups and make plans, but I'm happy to play any kind of role. At the end of the day, it's about winning and helping this team win hockey games. You've got to come to the rink and bring your work ethic. The best way is to lead by example."

James Neal Ready for New Start in Nashville
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His opening remarks…

I would like to thank the Penguins organization for everything over the past three years. Coming from Dallas and playing in Pittsburgh was an unbelievable opportunity for me. Now I get to start a new chapter in my career and I couldn’t be more excited to be with the Nashville Predators and get things going.

On the mixed emotions of being traded and whether he is excited about being brought in to be a difference-maker in Nashville…

Yes, any time you are traded it always comes as a shock. I think even if you knew you were going to get traded it comes as a shock. But to be welcomed into Nashville by so many people and so many fans and to come in and be a top guy and come in and take on a leadership role is something I’m really excited for. It’s a crazy time but it’s a really exciting time. Like I said, I’m excited to get into Nashville and get ready for a great season.

On how he will adjust from playing one of the top offensive teams in the league to a team that has struggled to find offense…

I think that is part of why I came into Nashville. You look at what Nashville did last year, playing over 50 games without their best player, goaltender Pekka Rinne. Our defense is great with Shea Weber and obviously things are changing here and we’re going to be a more offensive team. I talked to coach Laviolette and there’s nothing but a bright future ahead. I need to step up and be a top guy on this team and be a leader. I’m excited for the challenge.

On how his game will fit in with Peter Laviolette’s offensive style…

I like it a lot. We had some good battles with the Penguins and Flyers. It’s going to be a good change and I’m excited to be a part of that.

On how he has improved his behavior on the ice since receiving multiple suspensions while with the Penguins…

Sometimes your emotions get the better of you and there are things that have happened that you regret. I think I’ve changed and become better for it. I think I’ve changed as a player. I’m still growing as a player and am still young and I’m going to still learn along the way. I just have to move forward and not let that stuff happen again. I think I just need to concentrate on being a leader on this team and taking my game to the next level.

On who he has previous relationships with on the Predators and who has reached out to him so far…

I’ve heard from a lot of guys so far – Mike Fisher, Shea Weber and I spoke the other day. There are a lot of great players and a lot of great people and I feel like I can fit in as a person.

On whether he will reach out to potential free agent targets to come to Nashville…

Yes, of course. It started with the acquisition of me and it’s clear we’re looking to build our offense to be a more powerful team, so I’m all on-board for that.

On going back to the Western Conference where he first started his career…

I know a lot about the Western conference coming from Dallas. It’s tough, there are a lot of big teams but I think my time with Pittsburgh and Dallas have helped me grow as a player and as a person. I am excited to be back in the West, there are a lot of great teams and a lot of good competition and we’re going to be a part of that.

On why he feels Pittsburgh came up short this year… 

I think anytime you’re surrounded by guys like Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin there are a lot of expectations to win and sometimes those can hurt you a little bit. It’s hard to put your finger on why we didn’t succeed, but when you don’t win change is needed and that’s why things are happening in that organization. But like I said, it was fun times and it was too bad we didn’t succeed. Now hopefully I’m on to bigger and better things.

On whether he had any idea he was going to be on the move after the season…

It was a surprise, but when you don’t win and under-achieve, change is going to come. Obviously you don’t try and look into anything too much. It’s a little tougher when you get the call and you’re around your teammates. I’ve dealt with it before and the people of Nashville couldn’t have reached out to me any more than they did, and it makes it that much easier and that much more exciting.

On what kind of team he sees in the Predators…

You see a team that missed the playoffs by three points in a tough division and a tough Western Conference. I hope I can come in here and provide offense for a team that’s lacking that a little bit. Things are going in the right direction with coaching and things are changing. We’ve got a great leader in our captain and we’re just getting better every year.

On whether he relishes the chance to be the team’s premiere goal scorer…

Yes, that’s the player I want to be and the player I want to become. When playing in Pittsburgh I played behind some top names so it was a little bit tougher to be that guy. But to have the opportunity to be a leader and be that go-to-guy is something I always wanted to be. I feel like I’m at that stage in my game and can take that responsibility. I’m excited for that challenge; it’s going to be fun.

On being traded in the offseason opposed to during the season…

I think it is better this way because I get to set up in Nashville, find a place to live and start fresh. When you get traded during the year things happen so fast that you have to leave your teammates quick and I think that’s a little harder to adjust to.

On being a player with edge and grit…

As a young guy going into the league I wanted to be a power forward and I wanted to be a goal scorer. I wanted to bring a physical side to my game. I don’t want to be just a pure goal scorer; I want to be able to do everything. You need that if you want to win in the playoffs. You need a physical edge and I think that my game fits the style of play in the West just fine. I think it’s exciting to just be a part of that.

On how Predators Head Coach Peter Laviolette will help his game…

He’s an offensive coach, I saw that first hand when I played against Philadelphia. He’s an unbelievable coach that took that team and made them even better. He’s going to be a great fit for me and for Nashville.

Neal Joins Predators With High Expectations
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Playing for the Pittsburgh Penguins alongside two former Hart Trophy winners in Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, left wing James Neal was not looked upon to be a leader or to carry the load offensively.

The Nashville Predators, who acquired Neal on Friday at the NHL Draft in exchange for forwards Patric Hornqvist and Nick Spaling, will count upon Neal for each of those qualities.

He said he is embracing the challenge.

"To have an opportunity to be a leader and to be the guy is something I've always wanted to be and tried to be as a young player coming into the League," Neal said during a conference call Monday. "I feel like I'm at that stage of my game where I'm willing to take care of that responsibility and drive with it. I'm excited for the challenge. It's going to be fun. When you play this game and you want to be the best, high expectations come with that and you want those expectations."

Nashville tied for 18th in the League last season in goals per game at 2.61 and is in the midst of an organizational overhaul to provide more offense. Neal, who ranks third in the NHL in goals over the past three seasons with 88, represents a major part of that effort. So does new coach Peter Laviolette, who leads a staff with two new assistants that includes Kevin McCarthy, who won a Stanley Cup with Laviolette with the Carolina Hurricanes in 2006. Three regular players already are gone from last season's lineup – Hornqvist, Spaling and defenseman Michael Del Zotto, whom the Predators elected not to make a qualifying offer prior to the deadline on Monday. Del Zotto will become an unrestricted free agent.

Neal said he thinks he is arriving at an advantageous time.

"With the changes happening in Nashville, I think it's going to be a little bit different for everybody," he said. "That's going to help me."

Neal is bullish on the Predators, who missed qualifying for the Stanley Cup Playoffs by three points this past season and played without injured goalie Pekka Rinne for more than 50 games. Rinne is a two-time finalist for the Vezina Trophy and led the NHL in wins in 2011-2012.

Neal said of the Predators that "everything is there" for them to be successful.

"You look at what Nashville did last year, playing over 50 games without their best player and their goaltender in Pekka Rinne," he said. "Our defense is unbelievable, starting with Shea Weber. Obviously, things are changing here. We're going to be a more offensive team. I talked to coach Laviolette, there's nothing but a bright future ahead."

Neal ought to be somewhat familiar with the style that Laviolette employs. Neal played parts of four seasons with the Penguins and played in the same division as their arch-rival Philadelphia Flyers. Laviolette served as Flyers coach for 57 games during the 2009-10 season until the first three games of this past season, when he was relieved of his duties.

Neal noted how in the teams' 2012 playoff matchup, one of the highest-scoring in recent memory, the Flyers scored 27 goals in the six games to win the series. Neal said that he liked Laviolette's approach and spoke of how the Flyers and Penguins "had good battles."

Neal also should strengthen a Predators power play that already excels. In 2011-12, his 18 power-play goals led the NHL. Nashville finished with the League's 12th-ranked power play in 2013-14 but for much of the season the Predators ranked in the top 10.

In some ways coming to the Predators and the Western Conference will represent something familiar for Neal, while at the same time it was still a shock for him to leave one of the Eastern Conference's top teams. Neal was drafted by the Dallas Stars and spent parts of his first three seasons with them before he was traded to Pittsburgh. He said he feels his style is well suited to that of the rugged West.

Nonetheless, he said the news of his trade to Nashville gave him a jolt. He was in Virginia, Minn., attending the wedding of former teammate Matt Niskanen, with whom Neal is close, and both players came up together with the Stars and were traded to Pittsburgh together. The scene recalled a similar episode two years ago when the Penguins traded center Jordan Staal to the Hurricanes and Staal was at a wedding with most of his teammates.

Again, Jim Rutherford played a central role. In 2012, he was the Hurricanes' general manager. This time, as the Penguins' GM, he called Neal, who said he had trouble receiving a strong cell phone signal. Neal said with all of the mixed emotions, it was better to be with his now former teammates than to have been alone.

The trade of Neal and the recent hiring of Rutherford following the firing of former Penguins GM Ray Shero are some of the changes Pittsburgh has made since its disappointing loss in the Eastern Conference Second Round to the New York Rangers. Pittsburgh, which was swept in the 2013 conference finals, blew a 3-1 series lead.

Neal was asked what he thought went wrong with the Penguins.

"I think any time when you're surrounded by guys like Crosby and Malkin and [Kris] Letang, you have expectations to win," he said. "Sometimes those can hurt you a little bit. It's hard to put your finger on why we didn't succeed, but when you don't win change is needed. … It was tough, but it was a fun time. It's too bad we didn't succeed."

Now, his charge will be to help the Predators succeed. As he does, he also will attempt to continue to play with an edge while not going over it. In December, he was suspended five games for kneeing Boston Bruins forward Brad Marchand.

Neal said in his desire to become a power forward, he has wanted to show a physical side. But the 26-year-old also hopes to show maturity.

"Sometimes your emotion gets the better of you," he said. "Obviously, [there are] things that happened in my game that you regret. Guys change and you become better for it. I think I've changed as a player. I'm still young. Those things happen. I'm going to learn. I'm going to be better for it. I want to concentrate on being a leader on this team and taking my game to the next level."

Habs’ prospects get taste of their hockey dreams

Scrimmage before a packed house in Brossard on last day of development camp

By Pat Hickey, The GazetteJuly 11, 2014
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Charles Hudon, left, competes against Nikita Scherbak during the last day of the Canadiens&#8217; development camp in Brossard on Friday. Hudon scored two goals during the scrimmage that followed.
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Video: The last day of Canadiens development camp

The Canadiens annual development camp drew to a close Friday and 51 players left with a better idea of where they are and where they must go to realize their dreams of playing in the National Hockey League.

The talent pool was a disparate group, ranging from first-round draft picks and European pros to undrafted tryouts and U.S. college players who will be back on campus in the fall.

Most of them participated in a scrimmage before a packed house in Brossard Friday before they were handed their marching orders for the summer.

The scrimmage was a one-sided affair with the White team jumping to a 3-0 lead in the first period and then cruising to an 8-2 win over the Reds. The scoring stars for the winning team reflected the range of skill levels as Patrick Holland, Charles Hudon and Josiah Didier each scored twice.

This is Holland’s third development camp and he had a taste of the NHL last season. That experience taught him the value of working hard in camp.

“I was called up early in the season and I think they picked me because I had a good camp,” said Holland, who played five games in Montreal. “You always have to work to get better, get stronger.”

Holland has been working on his strength and his foot speed and he’ll get a close look at camp because he’s a right winger and that’s one position where the Canadiens are thin.

Hudon is looking forward to making his mark as a professional after an outstanding junior career, which included playing in the world junior championships. He scored the day’s prettiest goal, roofing a shot off the rush against 2014 draft choice Hayden Hawkey.

“I have to work on my power,” said Hudon, a winger who was at centre between first-round draft choices Nikita Scherbak and Michael McCarron.

“It’s the first time I’ve played centre and I liked it,” said Hudon, who is the latest in a line of smallish forwards. He’s listed at 5-foot-10 and 184 pounds but both figures are probably exaggerated.

When Didier was asked about the last time he scored two goals in a game, he replied: “I’ve never done that.”

But the defenceman, who scored only once in 36 games last season at the University of Denver, scored two goals in a four-minute span in the third period and was rewarded with time on a subsequent power play.

The Littleton, Col., native will return to Denver for his senior year. The school had a slow start as the team adjusted to rookie coach Jim Montgomery, a Montreal native who logged some time with the Canadiens after he was acquired in a trade for Guy Carbonneau during the summer of 1994.

“There was a little change in the system and that took some adjustment but I like Monty’s system and I think we’re going to have a good season,” Didier said.

He’s another example of a player who has benefited from his time in college to get bigger and stronger. When the Canadiens drafted him in the third round in 2011, he was 6-foot-2 and 199 pounds; today he’s an inch taller and tips the scales at 220.

Zachary Fucale, who was drafted by the Canadiens in the second round in 2013, shared the goaltending duties for the White team with C.J. Motte, who was here on a tryout from Ferris State University. Fucale gave up a goal to Sven Andrighetto while Michael Szmatula, a tryout from Northeastern University, beat Motte.

The other goals for the White team were scored by Christian Thomas and Jack Nevins, who signed as a free agent in 2013 after the Canadiens noticed his toughness in the QMJHL.

Among the spectators at Friday’s session were former Canadiens and proud fathers Sergio Momesso and Shayne Corson. Momesso’s son, Stefano, who is hoping to attend a U.S. college, might have had a couple of points. A video replay would have shown that his third-period shot went in and out of the net and he provided a linemate with an opportunity at a wide-open net but the shot went wide.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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Stubbs: Habs prospect Lernout tempers nasty streak with a sense of humour
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&#8220;I&#8217;m a big, strong, rugged defenceman and I like to be really physical,&#8221; says Habs&#8217; defence prospect Brett Lernout.
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MONTREAL — Brett Lernout didn’t even have to work to find his death stare. He stood with his back to the Bell Sports Complex pen­al­ty box, looked a few rows up into the stands at Gaz­ette pho­tog­raph­er Marie-France Coallier for a por­trait shot, and there it was:

Baseball cap pulled down, hair spill­ing al­most to his shoul­ders, eyes sear­ing holes through any­thing or any­one in their field of view.

Think Slap Shot’s Ogie Ogilthorpe, with­out the afro.

“I have a lot of faces,” the hulk­ing defenceman said with a much softer ex­pres­sion back in a Bros­sard dress­ing room, mid­way through the Canadiens’ de­velop­ment camp. “I can keep a pretty straight face. I’m a good ac­tor.”

And a good enough rear­guard that the Canadiens traded up with Ari­zona at last month’s NHL draft to se­lect the 18-year-old in the third round, 73rd over­all, from the West­ern league’s Swift Current Broncos.

Lernout says he’s stopped grow­ing, 205 pounds (be­fore break­fast) now on his 6-foot-4 frame. But down the back of his wide phy­sique is a broad, nasty streak, one of the things that ap­pealed to the Canadiens as they pored over the draft pool.

“I can have a dark side,” he ad­mit­ted. “I’m a big, strong, rug­ged defenceman, and I like to be real­ly phys­ic­al. I like to have a good net-front pres­ence and play a good de­fen­sive game.”

Be­fore the draft, NHL Cen­tral Scout­ing de­scribed Lernout as “a big kid, tough and nasty. He’s hard to play against and a good phys­ic­al pres­ence. He just needs to keep his game sim­ple and safe to be ef­fect­ive at this point.”

Lernout’s role model is Chris Prong­er, the 18-year NHL vet­er­an who earned 1,590 pen­al­ty min­utes in 1,167 games be­fore con­cus­sions and an eye in­jury ef­fect­ive­ly ended his ca­reer.

“(Prong­er) al­ways made a good first pass out of his zone. I like to work on that and make that part of my game, too,” Lernout said. “He was real­ly phys­ic­al and mean and people hated to play against him but loved to have him on their team. He was just feared out there.”

Lernout isn’t like­ly to skate away from trouble. He had 103 pen­al­ty min­utes in 72 Broncos games last sea­son — he scored eight goals and as­sisted on 14 more, fin­ish­ing at plus-7 — and you’ll find his mitts dropped all over YouTube.

That’s not to say he doesn’t have a light side. It’s won­der­ful­ly dis­played in a short Broncos video shot last Oc­to­ber in which he was inter­viewed by two young fans for a dia­betes-re­search fund­rais­er.

Rub­bing his jaw pen­sive­ly, Lernout told the two earn­est kids — who eat up his an­swers as the gos­pel truth — that his fa­vour­ite off-ice ac­tiv­ity is playing with Bar­bie dolls with his lit­tle sis­ter, and that his fa­vour­ite song is Baby by Jus­tin Bieb­er, even sing­ing/moaning a few bars of the abom­in­a­tion.

“Most of that was a joke,” Lernout fessed up, grin­ning. “I thought I’d help the kids out and make the fans laugh. I don’t even have a lit­tle sis­ter.

“And Baby?” he added of the song, rais­ing an eye­brow.

Lernout was thrilled to be draft­ed by the Canadiens, even shocked that he went in the third round on June 28. So con­vinced was he that he’d be a later-round se­lec­tion that he didn’t make the trip to Phila­del­phia.

“I was at my par­ents’ house in Win­ni­peg with my broth­ers and sis­ter, sit­ting around the liv­ing room, when my agent gave me a call,” he re­called. “He said I went third round to Montreal. My fam­ily went nuts. I was real­ly sur­prised and real­ly happy.”

The Canadiens had spok­en twice with Lernout last sea­son, clear­ly in­ter­est­ed in the big pros­pect.

“They seemed real­ly in­ter­est­ed in my style of play,” he said.

That peak­ed at the NHL Com­bine in To­ron­to a month be­fore the draft; Lernout showed out­stand­ing strength in a num­ber of tests, rank­ing No. 1 among draft pros­pects in leg pow­er aver­age; se­cond in pull-ups; third in leg peak pow­er and bench press; and fourth in ver­ti­cal and stand­ing long jump.

“If you have a good Com­bine and they see where your strengths are, that def­in­ite­ly can raise your stock and you can (be draft­ed) high­er,” Lernout said.

He grew up a fan of the Win­ni­peg Jets, nat­ur­al­ly, but says the Canadiens were al­ways on his radar, “def­in­ite­ly in my top one or two.”

Lernout’s moth­er, née Bohemier, is French from a small Mani­toba com­mun­ity, and he speaks of the same blood in his uncles on his mom’s side.

“Com­ing from Win­ni­peg, if you were French and the Jets weren’t do­ing it for you, you were rooting for Montreal,” he said. “All my friends are happy I’m with the Canadiens. For me, this is a dream come true.”

On draft day, Lernout had about 500 fol­low­ers on his Twit­ter ac­count; on Thurs­day mor­ning, he was over 2,800.

“It just blew up,” he said with a laugh. “I was ex­pecting to get some new fol­low­ers when I was draft­ed, but not 2,500. I’m a pretty ser­ious kind of guy but I’m humor­ous, too. There are a few funny tweets on there but you have to keep it sim­ple and pro­fes­sion­al.”

That, Lernout is dis­cov­ering this week, is a big part of his first pro hock­ey camp.

“I had an idea it would be hard — kind of a go, go, go men­tal­ity with lots of work­outs, lot of skates,” he said. “That’s good. It’s a good ex­peri­ence. I’m here to learn and that’s what I’m do­ing.

“I want to take home what I learn­ed on the ice and how to be a pro. How to act, how to be pro­fes­sion­al in the dress­ing room, with guys, with the media.”

Lernout will suit up this sea­son with Swift Current, with an­other year of eli­gi­bil­ity be­yond that.

His goal is to sign a pro con­tract to play with the Ham­il­ton Bulldogs, the Habs farm team, as a 20-year-old.

But he’s fully pre­pared to re­turn to the Broncos if that doesn’t hap­pen.

He ex­pects to have a bet­ter idea of the Canadiens’ plans when he has his camp-exit inter­view Fri­day, fol­low­ing a 9:30 a.m. scrim­mage, fly­ing home that day.

What he’s seen this week has been a grand, eye-open­ing ad­ven­ture for a young man who had never be­fore been nearer to the city of Montreal than To­ron­to and Ni­ag­ara Falls.

“They treat us like gold here,” Lernout said. “They take care of you and they feed you well. Half a dozen eggs, bacon and saus­age for break­fast. I just eat a lot dur­ing the day. And I keep eat­ing.”

If he’d not been at camp this week, Lernout would have been at the Pine Ridge Golf Club in Win­ni­peg work­ing his sum­mer job, cleaning clubs and wash­ing carts.

“My boss under­stood, he was happy for me,” Lernout joked. “I was able to get the time off to come to camp.”

And he’s made the most of the op­por­tun­ity, a large pres­ence in Canadiens defenceman Mike Weaver’s No. 43 which he was as­signed.

Truth be told, Lernout would have been happy to skate in a bur­lap bag, know­ing he’d not be wear­ing his Broncos num­ber here. A hand­ful of jer­seys are out of com­mis­sion in Montreal, and No. 4 is one of them.

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twit­ter: Dave_Stubbs

Habs goalie prospect perfectly named for his sport
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Goalie Hayden Hawkey, sitting in the locker room, is among the players at the Canadiens development camp held at the Brossard Bell Sports Complex.
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MONTREAL — If Canadiens goaltending prospect Hayden Hawkey had a dime for every time someone has reminded him how his name relates to his sport. …

“I’d have a couple million by now,” Hawkey says, completing the sentence with a laugh. “It’s good, though. I’m just glad I don’t play soccer.”

Hawkey, 19, is one of five netminders at the Habs’ five-day development camp in Brossard, going through an exhaustive week of practice, scrimmages, fitness testing, off-ice work and meetings.

He was the Canadiens’ sixth-round pick at last month’s entry draft in Philadelphia (177th overall), returning this fall for a final season with the Omaha Lancers of the United States Hockey League.

In 2015, he’ll play for Providence College while he hits the books, thinking he’ll head down a road toward a degree in business, economics or political science.

But this week, Hawkey’s future takes a back seat to his present.

“From Day 1, the coaches have said, ‘You’re here for development and we’re here to help you out. This is not exactly evaluation, it’s more development. We want to see you guys progress.’

“So we’ve been working on everything. More specifically, for me, it’s rebound control and following pucks.”

Hawkey enjoyed a tremendous season with the Lancers in 2013-14, named the USHL’s top goaltender in a vote of league general managers and coaches.

He went 22-6-3 with a league-leading 1.99 goals-against average, the first time in the USHL’s 12-year Tier 1 history that a netminder had cracked 2.00. That, and his league-best .926 save percentage with three shutouts, probably flagged his Canadiens scouting file.

Hawkey was sitting at home the day of the NHL draft, “kinda hopeful,” he recalled.

“I was online like everyone else,” he said. “I knew a bunch of my friends would go (in the draft) and I was on the phone with one of my buddies when I saw a call coming from my agent.

“He said, ‘Hey, congrats!’ and I said, ‘On what?’

“ ‘You’ve been drafted!’ he told me and I said, ‘No, I haven’t.’ The webpage hadn’t loaded yet. He just said, ‘Trust me, I’m in Philadelphia. You’ve gone to the Canadiens.’ I was pretty ecstatic.

“Then I had a call from one of their scouts who said I’d hear something real quick. Within an hour or so, personnel services was on the phone telling me I was coming to this camp.”

Hawkey had spoken to a couple of Canadiens scouts a month or two before the draft, having done an interview or two with them but without a firm idea that he might be in their plans.

Some sources say he is from Fremont, Calif., not far from San Jose. Others list him from Parker, Colo. If he was indeed born in Fremont, he wasn’t there beyond age 1 before his family moved to Chicago, where he lived for a dozen years before heading west to Denver.

So Chicago is home, in his view, the city where he first played goal at age 5 or 6, doubling as a defenceman until he was 8 or 9, skating on the blue line at a higher level before he settled back in nets, loving the position too much to give it up.

Hawkey loved the St. Louis Blues, the Colorado Avalanche and most recently the Blackhawks, naming Chicago legend Glenn Hall as his all-time favourite goalie.That is impressive for a teenager, who plays a little of the butterfly style pioneered by Hall in the 1950s.“I just stop the puck, you know?” he joked. “Usually I’m a butterfly guy but I’ll do whatever I can to get in front of it and keep it out of the net.”

The Canadiens, he said, “are obviously my favourite team now,” knocking the Blackhawks down to No. 1A.

“I’ve always been a Habs fan — in the playoffs, it’s the Habs in the East, the Blackhawks in the West.”

The Canadiens are in no rush to move Hawkey up their depth chart, telling the 6-foot-1, 180-pounder that he’s a “five-year guy. Hopefully, I’ll make that three or four years.

“I knew I wasn’t going to come in and take Carey Price’s job after this camp,” he said lightly. “I’m here to get better, to develop. This is my first pro camp, and I want to get more comfortable with myself and the atmosphere here.”

With the Lancers, Hawkey will return to good quality hockey that might be a step slower than what he’s seeing this week but a brand that is fiercely competitive, stocked with players who every night are fighting both for their ice-time and their hockey and academic futures.

“Our fan base is unreal,” he said of Omaha. “Our rink holds 3,500 and we’ll fill it every night. They’re great to us and it’s a great atmosphere.

“The hockey is pretty quick, fast paced, a quick transition game, a good down-low game, the shots are pretty good and they move the puck well. Guys here this week are a little quicker but with age and experience, that will come.”

For now, Hawkey is drinking in every moment of Montreal, each experience during his first visit to this city a puck absorbed without rebound. He’s even been able to put a bit of his four years of French study to use, even if he’s finding what’s spoken here spills out much more quickly than it did in school.

“Everyone’s been nice, welcoming,” Hawkey said. “There are no dirty looks because I’m American. People are pretty open. They speak English to me and if I try to speak French, they’ll accommodate me.”

It’s all part of being a member of the Canadiens family, a crash course in being a pro in this distinct society while getting a feel for the rich history of his new franchise.

“You kinda look at the numbers guys are wearing at camp and realize they can’t wear anything (lower) since those numbers are all retired,” Hawkey said, shaking his head.

“This all just gives you chills. It’s unbelievable history like no other team in the sport.”
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Canadiens prospects Mac Bennett, left, and Vincent Muto, right, take part in the development camp at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard on Monday, July 7, 2014.
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MONTREAL — Mac Bennett has been to the Canadiens’ development camp on several occasions, but says this year’s camp is different.

Every other time, I’ve been here for a week and when it’s over, I’m headed back to Michigan,” Bennett said after a practice session at the development camp in Brossard. “This year, I know that when September rolls around, I’ll be going to the Canadiens camp.”

The Canadiens drafted Bennett in the third round (79th overall) in 2009 after a successful prep career at the Hotchkiss School. He was on the small side but the Canadiens expected that he would add weight and strength playing for former NHLer Red Berenson at the University of Michigan.

Four years later, Bennett appears ripped as he launches his pro career. He stands 6-foot tall and tips the scales at close to 200 pounds. Earlier this year, he was recognized as one of the best-conditioned hockey players in the U.S. by an association of strength and conditioning coaches.

“Don’t get me wrong, I loved Michigan, but I’m happy to have the chance to move on,” said Bennett, who left Michigan with a degree in musicology.

There were suggestions Bennett would leave after his junior year, but he stayed and served as the team captain. The Wolverines are a perennial power in U.S. college hockey but the season was a disappointment and that may have been because Bennett missed six games at the end of the regular season after he injured his shoulder in a match against Penn State.

The original prognosis was that Bennett was finished for the season, but he returned in time for the Big 10 tournament.

“I wasn’t 100 per cent, but I was the captain, and I felt I had to be out there,” Bennett said. “We needed a win over Penn State to advance to the NCAA Sweet Sixteen but we lost 2-1 in double overtime.”

Bennett is pencilled in for action with the Hamilton Bulldogs and that means a possible reunion with Greg Pateryn, who was his defence partner at Michigan three years ago. At this stage, it would be more of a dream pairing for Bennett than for Pateryn, who has his eyes on NHL employment. Pateryn has a two-way contract for next season, but it becomes a one-way deal in 2015-16.

While Bennett is leaving university behind, it’s in the future for Nikolas Koberstein, who hopes his career path follows that of Bennett.

The Canadiens took a flyer on Koberstein in last month’s draft, trading up to select him in the fifth round (125th overall). Like Bennett, Koberstein needs time to fill out his 6-foot-1, 180-pound frame. Trevor Timmins, the director of amateur scouting, described Koberstein as a five-year project.

That means he’ll spend one more season with the Olds Grizzlys of the Alberta Junior Hockey or in the USHL — “That’s to be determined,” said Koberstein — and then four years at the University of Alaska-Fairbanks.

“College was always in my plans,” said Koberstein, who was ranked No. 205 by Central Scouting going into the draft. “My father is an engineer and education has always been important in our family. I also thought that I needed that time in college to develop physically.”

The development camp continues through Friday in Brossard. There are daily training sessions open to the public between 9:30 a.m. and noon and the camp concludes with a three-period scrimmage Friday morning.

Stubbs: Plugger from prairies gave heart, soul and a tooth to the Habs
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Former Canadiens centre Ryan White says a handful of teams have been kicking his tires.
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MONTREAL — You can still see Ryan White sitting in the Canadiens’ penalty box wearing his goofy, gap-toothed grin, laughing heartily, a bag of ice on his knuckles, his wild mane flying in all directions, looking like he’d combed it with a pitchfork.

The missing tooth was his right incisor; it sacrificed itself to a puck during a 2010 Hamilton Bulldogs playoff game, White sliding to block a shot and effectively using his mouth to do it.

He says to this day that, every now and then, he “dusts off” the tooth that was made to fill the gap — but only for very special occasions.

Amid the big-name departures from the Canadiens at the opening of free agency on July 1, Ryan White slipped off the roster almost invisibly.

And that is unfair to this friendly 26-year-old plugger from the prairies, who gave heart and soul and at least one tooth to the Habs organization during 141 regular-season games and another 10 in the playoffs, spread over five seasons.

A restricted free agent, White was not given a qualifying offer by the Canadiens last Tuesday, the team cutting him loose to sign with any club that might be interested.

On Friday, chatting from his home in Brandon, Man., White said he’s waiting to see what might come along.

“My agent is doing most of the due diligence. I’m waiting by the phone and seeing what’s going on,” he said. “As of now, we’re just patiently waiting to see what the best opportunity is going to be.”

White says a handful of teams have been kicking his tires, and neither he nor agent Craig Oster of Don Meehan’s Newport stable have a date circled on a calendar before a wider net might be cast for work in Europe or Russia’s Kontinental Hockey League.

A few, he says, have been dangling two-way contracts — one paycheque should he play in the NHL, one much smaller should he be farmed to the minors.

“I’m kind of waiting to see if I can get myself a one-way and get an opportunity to play some more minutes in the league,” White said.

“I want to give myself an opportunity to play in the NHL. Even if it means I have to take a two-way somewhere, I’m confident that I can go to another team and show them what I can do. Hopefully, they like what they see.”

He spoke graciously and effusively about the rich experience it was to play in the Canadiens family, the Calgary Hitmen forward tapped as the Habs’ fourth pick (66th overall) in the 2006 NHL entry draft.

White remembers the anxiety of not being called until the third round at that draft in Vancouver, then the ecstasy he felt going to Montreal.

“You see a lot of guys leaving the building and you don’t want to be the last guy in there,” he joked of the players chosen ahead of himself. “It was a fresh start going to Montreal, a new beginning.”

White’s 141 NHL games are in fact 91 more than the other five Canadiens draftees that year, combined. His five career goals and 12 assists are not the best gauge of the lunch pail work ethic he brought to the rink every day and for how ferociously he played for the crest on the front of his jersey.

“I had a great time in Montreal and in Hamilton,” White said, having played 179 games on the Bulldogs farm. “I met a lot of good people and made some great friends.”

His end in Montreal came about an hour before the July 1 noon opening of free agency, a qualifying offer not tabled. Right up until the final hour, White had a strong feeling about the team’s plans but wasn’t certain about them.

“There were some tough phone calls from teammates at the end,” he said. “But we all know it’s a business, that’s the bottom line. The friends I made will be friends for a long time.

“Moving forward, the team and I kind of realized that parting ways would be beneficial — mostly for me. I need an opportunity to play and get some minutes and prove that I can play a little bit more of a role in this league.

“The way the team was going, how well we were playing with the young guys coming up, I just didn’t think I was going to be in the cards in Montreal and obviously they felt the same way, too. I’m taking being let go as an opportunity.”

White’s hunch about not returning to Montreal was strong enough that, a week after season’s end, he threw everything he had in the dressing room into his truck for his long drive home to Brandon.

“I was prepared to come back,” he said, “and I was prepared to go somewhere else.

“Every year in the pros now you know it’s not going to be the same team the next year. Younger guys are taking over the core minutes. Davey (Desharnais) and Patch (Max Pacioretty) had big seasons. They can rely on those guys more now.

“The team is evolving. Pricey has become a big leader in the locker room,” White said of goalie Carey Price. “That team will keep rolling and I think they’ll be a good team again next year for sure.”

He is bound to again be a fourth-line winger wherever he winds up, skating every second of his ice time with much more sandpaper than silk in his game. But he’ll give his team quality minutes and hopes he has the confidence of his coach, which wasn’t always the case in Montreal.

Famously, White took two costly penalties a week apart during the 2012-13 season, the Canadiens losing both games. Coach Michel Therrien scratched him for three matches after the first infraction, four after the second.

“I’ve always played with emotions on my sleeve, played with a lot of heart, and sometimes it kind of boils over, I guess,” White said, looking back. “It’s tough that I took penalties and our team lost the games but I don’t really, truly regret that.

“For most of my life, I’ve played for coaches who almost encouraged that type of camaraderie on the team. It’s tough to get penalized and for us to lose those games and maybe get punished the way I did. But I was sticking up for myself and my teammates. On the nights I did that and things went fine, no one ever said anything about it.”

White missed 14 games last season with a torn right pectoral muscle, then returned to action to score his two goals of the season in consecutive games. But he was scratched for five of the season’s final 15 games, then didn’t get a sniff of playoff action in 17 games over three series.

“I was told before the playoffs started that maybe I wouldn’t start and just to be patient, work hard and wait for my opportunity. There are injuries and ups and downs in series,” he said. “It shows how deep our team was, it was tough to get into the lineup. But it was fun to be part of it, to be in the Eastern Conference final, and I never wanted to take that for granted.

“I worked hard and was ready for any opportunity that I’d get — but it just didn’t come. It’s a tough learning process. But sometimes being a professional isn’t fun. You just have to bite the bullet and work harder.”

And White has never been afraid of getting his hands dirty. He cherishes every day he spent in Montreal and Hamilton before that, and as he drove home to Brandon, eager to begin the next chapter of his hockey life, he had warm thoughts of the experience he was leaving behind.

“I just want to say thanks to the fans for a lot of great memories, and for how special it was playing in Mecca of the hockey world,” he said. “The Canadiens treated me and my family with nothing but respect and I loved every minute of it.

“For now, I’m working out,” White said, clearly speaking through a grin, “and maybe building an extra chip on my shoulder.”
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Nikita Scherbak stands with Canadiens officials after being chosen 26th overall during the first round of the NHL hockey draft on Friday in Philadelphia.
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Habs’ Subban embracing his role as a huge star

If this keeps up, the Montreal Canadiens are going to put sports columnists out of business because we will have nothing to complain about.

Oh, there will still be plenty of carping from the fancy-stat boys who think they have cornered hockey wisdom and will not tolerate the slightest digression from the party line.

But as I watched a beaming Nikita Scherbak joined on the stage in Philadelphia by Geoff Molson, Trevor Timmins, Michel Therrien and Marc Bergevin, it occurred to me this is the first time since the Sam Pollock-Scotty Bowman era that we can say the Canadiens organization is well-run from top to bottom.

That the Canadiens were able to swoop in from the 26th spot in the draft to claim the highly skilled Scherbak was only the latest indication the people in charge know what they’re doing. Time was, that pick would have been wasted on a defenceman from a U.S. university, Scherbak’s off-the-charts potential passed over for the safe, dull choice.

Instead, chancy as the draft can be, fans can dream of the day when Alex Galchenyuk shifts to centre with Scherbak on his wing and Andrei Markov and Alexei Emelin on the blue line.

As part of a notable run that began with the playoffs and hasn’t really eased up, Bergevin also signed Markov to a three-year deal. There were some complaints about the length of the contract, but consider the final year a bonus for Markov’s long, loyal service to the CH. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he plays out this contract and beyond.

Because there is, at long last, a sense of stability emanating from the seventh-floor offices at the Bell Centre. It begins, as it always does, with ownership. Geoff Molson is the ideal owner for this team, a young, dynamic chief executive who knows this market like no one else. After an initial mistake when he signed off on the Pierre Gauthier decision to put the unilingual Randy Cunneyworth behind the bench, Molson has not put a foot wrong.

His touch was obvious in the decision to open the Bell Centre during playoff road games, with a portion of the proceeds going to charity. And again with the announcement that Guy Lapointe’s No. 5 will go to the rafters at the Bell Centre. You can say either move was a no-brainer — but why didn’t someone think of it before?

Lapointe shouldn’t have had to wait this long, but the good part is his ceremony, coming well after the rash of jersey-raising that included Larry Robinson, Bob Gainey and Patrick Roy, will get our full attention.

A decision that will have more effect on the ice was the signing of Michel Therrien to a four-year extension. Why four years? Because Therrien has earned it and because the revolving door in the coach’s office goes back 35 years, to Bowman’s departure. Enough. The Canadiens can afford it.

Molson’s best call, however, was the hiring of Bergevin. Bergevin seems so absolutely suited to this job in this city that it’s almost difficult to picture someone else in his position. He is laid back enough to take the pressure and funny enough to defuse or deflect much of it.

Bergevin is sufficiently confident to bring in high-level front-office talent (Rick Dudley, Scott Mellanby) without feeling threatened, but there is never the slightest doubt as to who is in charge of the hockey operations. Yes, his style is a little flashy (wouldn’t do in Toronto, don’t you know) but it is perfect for Quebec.

Much of this does not bear directly on the quest for that elusive 25th Stanley Cup, but Molson and Bergevin have created an atmosphere in which people can work and thrive. Gone are the days when Gauthier gave everyone clenched hair. Perhaps it will lead to the parade along the usual route, perhaps not. But the Canadiens are taking the right steps, one at a time.

The biggest off-season task for Bergevin, obviously, involves the signing of P.K. Subban to a long-term contract. Subban is going to want to break the bank. Bergevin’s job is to protect his salary cap by keeping things within reason. It would not be the least surprising if this goes down to the wire.

Subban can point to his post-season play, especially during the first two rounds. Bergevin can counter with his young star’s up-and-down regular season. They’ll come to an agreement, but there will no doubt be plenty of fingernail-chewing between now and the day Subban puts ink on paper.

Never fear. The franchise is in good hands.

If only the same could be said for the Alouettes. Saturday’s game was not the first time the Als have gone into Calgary or Vancouver and taken a whupping. But there was something about this 29-8 loss that was immensely discouraging.

Troy Smith was flat awful. All quarterbacks miss receivers now and then, but Smith was missing them consistently — by 20 yards or more. His stats, 17 completions of 127 yards, would have represented a good quarter for his predecessor, Anthony Calvillo.

It’s never easy to follow a legend for the quarterback or his new head coach, Tom Higgins. But if Higgins has the stuff to follow in the footsteps of Marc Trestman, it was not apparent Saturday. The defence was good enough, the offence was abysmal and by the time it was over, you had to wonder if Higgins will last as long as Dan Hawkins, fired after five games last year.

Since the end of the last season, it has appeared there were cracks between the Wetenhall family and GM Jim Popp, who wanted to go on coaching, despite all the evidence coaching is not his strength. A model organization for 15 years, the Alouettes can now dysfunction with the best of them.

When you’re trying to draw a little attention from the masterfully run Canadiens, that is not a good thing.
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Nikita Scherbak is selected 26th by the Canadiens in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 27, 2014 in Philadelphia, Penn.
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PHILADELPHIA - Only time will tell whether Nikita Scherbak measures up to general manager Marc Bergevin's projection as a top-six forward, but the Russian displayed a top-six personality after he was selected by the Canadiens in the first round (26th overall) at the National Hockey League draft Friday night.

For someone who couldn't speak English when he arrived in Saskatoon nine months ago, Scherbak displayed equal amounts of charm, humour and confidence in his first encounter with the Montreal media.

"Oh my God, there are so many people," Scherbak said as he mounted the podium after his selection.

Scherbak, who was the Saskatoon Blades' most valuable player after scoring 28 goals and 78 points in 65 games as a Western Hockey League rookie, said the biggest adjustment he had to make was the language.

"The first month I was just using my hands, but I talked to people and that's how I learned," Scherbak said. "Maybe now I have to learn French."

Some NHL teams have been reluctant to draft Russian players because they might return home to play in the Kontinental Hockey League and that could be the reason Scherbak was still around for the Canadiens after being ranked 15th by Central Scouting. Scherbak eased those fears by saying he went to Saskatoon because his dream is to "play in the NHL against the best players in the world. I'm not thinking of the KHL."

He went on to say that the Canadiens were his favourite NHL team because of players like Andrei Markov and Alex Kovalev. But when asked about his favourite NHL player, Scherbak said it was Edmonton's Ryan Nugent-Hopkins.

When asked what he knew about Montreal, Scherbak smiled and replied: "Merci, bonjour." He went on to say he was impressed by the atmosphere at the Bell Centre from games he watched on TV.

Bergevin said he was impressed with the confidence Scherbak displayed in his interview with the team Thursday.

"I think back to when I was his age and I didn't have the same confidence when talking to NHL teams," Bergevin said.

Scherbak is listed at 6-foot-1 and 172 pounds, but said he's an inch taller and weighs 190 pounds, although "I haven't eaten for two days because I was so nervous. I was eating my fingernails."

He described himself as a playmaker rather than a scorer. Bergervin said the Canadiens were impressed with Scherbak's speed and vision on the ice and added: "It's up to him how long it takes to get to the NHL, but we see him as a top-six forward. He'll come to our development camp and Marty Lapointe and Patrice Brisebois will take it from there."

Bergevin said Russian players like Markov, Alexei Emelin and Alex Galchenyuk could provide Scherbak with a support system, although his performance Friday indicated that Scherbak won't need help with the language.

The selection came amid a flurry of reports Bergevin was speaking with his counterparts from St. Louis, Anaheim and Los Angeles about a possible trade. Bergevin admitted he was prepared to trade the pick if Scherbak wasn't available.

The word going into the draft was that there were five players who stood out and, predictably, they were the first five players drafted.

Florida general manager Dale Tallon teasingly suggested he might trade the No. 1 overall pick, but he hung on to it and selected Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts. He became the first Canadian defenceman to be selected No. 1 overall since Ottawa picked Chris Phillips in 1996.

The other top prospects fell in order.

Kootenay centre Sam Reinhart became the third of former NHLer Paul Reinhart's kids to be drafted when Buffalo selected him at No. 2. Brother Max was selected in the third round by Calgary in 2010 and defenceman Griffin was the fourth overall pick by the New York Islanders in 2012.

Prince Albert centre Leon Draisaitl became the highest-drafted German player when Edmonton picked him at No. 3, while Kingston left-winger Sam Bennett, who was ranked No. 1 on several lists, went to Calgary. The fifth member of the top group, Oshawa left-winger Michael Dal Colle, went to the Islanders.

Reinhart wasn't the only son of a former NHL player selected in the first round. Michael Nylander's son, William, went to Toronto with the eighth pick. He's a centre with Modo in the Swedish League

The first player selected from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League was Nikolai Ehlers from the Halifax Mooseheads, who was selected by Winnipeg at No. 9. The native of Denmark had 49 goals and 104 points in 63 games.

The vocal crowd jeered NHL commissioner Gary Bettman throughout the round and also showered abuse on rivals like New Jersey and Pittsburgh, even when the Penguins drafted Kasperi Kapanen, the son of former Flyer Sami Kapanen.

The draft continues Saturday with rounds 2 through 7. The Canadiens don't have a pick in the second round.

Coyotes dump Ribeiro: The Phoenix Coyotes became the latest team to fall out of love with centre Mike Ribeiro, who started his career with the Canadiens. The Coyotes bought him out with three years remaining on a four-year contract. During his time in Phoenix, Ribeiro reportedly missed meetings and team buses, was late for practice and engaged in a shouting match with coach Dave Tippett after a game in Colorado. The Montreal native had a career-low 16 goals and 47 points in 80 games with the Coyotes.
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Daniel Audette meets his team after being drafted No. 147 by the Canadiens at the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on Saturday in Philadelphia.
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PHILADELPHIA — In 1989, Donald Audette had to wait until the ninth round to be selected by the Buffalo Sabres at the National Hockey League draft.

But he said it was far more difficult Saturday when he waited through five rounds before the Canadiens selected his son, Daniel.

“Fathers are always concerned about their sons,” Audette said. “You want the best for them, you don’t want to see them get hurt.”

Donald Audette is an amateur scout for the Canadiens, but Trevor Timmins, the team’s director of amateur scouting, said there was no element of nepotism in the selection.

“Whenever we discussed Daniel in our meetings, we asked Donald to leave the room,” Timmins said. “And when the draft started, he wasn’t at the table, he was up in the stands with his son. We felt they should be together.”

At 5-foot-8, the younger Audette doesn’t fit into the Canadiens’ strategy of getting bigger, but Timmins said he was surprised Daniel was still available at No. 147 after racking up 76 points with a young Sherbrooke Phoenix team in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

“I said before the draft that we weren’t going to ignore a skilled player just because he’s small and Daniel falls into that category,” Timmins said.

Chip off the old block: Claude Lemieux said his son Brendan has earned his reputation as an agitator.

“He plays the same kind of game I did,” Lemieux said after the Buffalo Sabres took Brendan with the first pick in the second round of the draft Saturday morning. “I just hope that he isn’t hated as much as I was. I was pretty hated.”

The younger Lemieux, who had 53 points and 145 penalty minutes for the Ontario Hockey League’s Barrie Colts, was projected as a second-rounder by most of the scouts, but his dad said he was disappointed when Brendan wasn’t selected in the first round Friday night.

“I was pissed off, but it all turned out,” said Lemieux, who was part of four Stanley Cup winners in Montreal and New Jersey.

There were several other players at the draft who are hoping to follow their fathers into the NHL.

Dominic Turgeon was selected in the third round (63rd overall) by Detroit. His father, Pierre, and uncle, Sylvain, both logged time with the Canadiens.

Josh Wesley was drafted 96th overall by the Carolina Hurricanes. He learned his hockey in Carolina where his father, Glen, was an outstanding defenceman,

Ryan Donato, a centre with Dexter High School in Massachusetts, was selected in the second round (56th overall) by the Boston Bruins, one of several teams his father, Ted, played with before signing on as the head coach at Harvard.

Anaheim selected Ryan MacInnis 43rd overall. He’s the son of Hall of Fame defenceman Al MacInnis.

Jack Ramsey, who was selected by Chicago in the seventh round, is the son of Mike Ramsey, who played 1,070 NHL games after helping the U.S. win the Olympic gold medal in 1980.

Lukas Sutter is the latest member of the clan to pursue an NHL dream. The son of Rich Sutter was selected 200th overall by the New York Islanders.

Spezza still a Senator: How badly does Jason Spezza want to leave Ottawa? Not badly enough to accept a trade to the Nashville Predators.

There were few significant trades at the draft after Ryan Kesler went from Vancouver to Anaheim and James Neal went from Pittsburgh to Nashville on Friday.

Ottawa general manager Bryan Murray said he had a deal to send Spezza to the Predators, but Nashville was one of 10 cities on the player’s no-go list.

Nashville GM David Poile, who made the Neal trade after Spezza nixed a move, said he didn’t want to acquire Spezza if he wouldn’t have been happy in Music City.

Toronto traded defenceman Carl Gunnarsson and a fourth-round draft pick (94th overall) to St. Louis for defenceman Roman Polak.
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Nikolaj Ehlers, a left-winger from Denmark who plays for the Halifax Mooseheads, is selected ninth overall by the Winnipeg Jets in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia on Friday.
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Habs prospect McCarron remains a work in progress

PHILADELPHIA — This was not a great year for players from Quebec in the National Hockey League draft.

There were 14 players selected from the Quebec Major Hockey League — down from 31 last June — and only nine of those were from Quebec. The first Quebecer selected was Nicolas Aube-Kubel, a 5-foot-11, 179-pound centre from Val d’Or who went to Philadelphia in the second round (48th overall).

The lone QMJHL player picked in the first round Friday night was Nikolaj Ehlers, a left-winger from Denmark who plays for the Halifax Mooseheads.

Ivan Barbashev, a Russian who plays for the Moncton Wildcats, went to St. Louis with the 33rd overall pick and Calgary used the next pick on Mason McDonald, a Halifax native who plays for Charlottetown. He was the first goaltender selected at the draft.

There wasn’t another QMJHL player picked until the fourth round.

“These things go in cycles,” said Canadiens director of amateur scouting Trevor Timmins, who drafted Sherbrooke centre Daniel Audette in the sixth round. “This isn’t a great year for Quebec players, but it was very good last year.”
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&#8220;I&#8217;ve got to get faster,&#8221; Michael McCarron, the Canadiens&#8217; first-round draft pick from 2013, said when asked what he needs to work on this summer. &#8220;I&#8217;m a big body. I&#8217;ve got to get my legs under me and I&#8217;ve got to get a lot stronger.&#8221;
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Habs’ Subban embracing his role as a huge star

When Michael McCarron watches this weekend’s NHL entry draft it’s bound to stir up memories.

The Canadiens prospect got up at 6 a.m. before the start of last year’s draft, excited and unable to sleep.

The Canadiens picked in the No. 25 spot and McCarron knew the organization had shown a lot of interest in him.

“So I was like, ‘Please be me. It’s such a good organization,’” McCarron recalled about being selected in the first round a year ago.

The 6-foot-6, 238-pound forward spent the season with the London Knights, opting to play major junior in the Ontario Hockey League rather than attend Western Michigan University.

He struggled with the transition last fall and wasn’t selected to the U.S. team for the world junior championship. But he played better in the second half of the season and is happy with the choice he made to play major junior.

“I love it here. ... It was a lot of fun playing on the team last year,” McCarron said. “There are so many great players. I learned so many things from the coaches and the players on my team.”

The hardest part of adjusting to the OHL was probably the amount of games, McCarron said.

The Michigan native played 59 games in the U.S. National Team Development Program in 2012-13 compared to 78 games this past season, including nine in the playoffs and three at the Memorial Cup.

“It was a lot more skilled and a lot faster I found,” McCarron said, adding the speed was a pretty big change for him.

“I had a pretty tough start there with a couple of things I had to get used to. And then come Christmas I was a little upset (with my play). I had to pick it up. And the second half I thought I played pretty well.

“I would say pretty average season,” added McCarron, saying he expects himself to play well all next season.

McCarron scored 14 goals and picked up 20 assists in 66 games and finished the regular season a plus-11. He also led the Knights in penalty minutes with 120. McCarron put up five points in nine playoff games — three goals and two assists.

The Christmas break really let him think about what he needed to do.

“We got a long time off,” he said. “Got to think a little bit. Like look over my game and see what was going wrong. I came back, I think (with) a good attitude and things got better for me there.

“I’m a big body,” he added. “I needed to go to the front of the net and be a physical force and just started going to the net more in the second half of the year.”

McCarron is on track with where the Canadiens thought he’d be at this point, Trevor Timmins, the team’s director of amateur scouting, told reporters Thursday in Philadelphia.

McCarron, who turned 19 in March, had thought the switch to the OHL would be easy, Timmins added.

He has to grow into his body, said Timmins, who suggested it’s tough for kids in their draft year to devote enough time to training because they’re busy with the draft, the scouting combine and playing in international tournaments. This will be a big summer for McCarron, Timmins added.

McCarron spent last week in Montreal working out with Pierre Allard, the Canadiens’ strength and conditioning coach, and some other players from the team. He’ll travel to Montreal regularly this summer for training and also for the Canadiens’ development camp, which starts July 6 in Brossard.

He’s spending the summer in London and trains every day with Canadiens prospect Jarred Tinordi, who played two seasons with the Knights after the Habs selected him in the first round of the 2010 draft.

“We have a trainer,” McCarron said. “There’s a few other pro guys here so it’s a good atmosphere and it makes you push pretty hard, so that’s good.”

McCarron played right wing for the first half of the season and centre in the second half.

“My coach just wanted me to learn how to play in the defensive zone pretty well and being a centre you’ve got to do that,” McCarron said.

“I learned quite a bit and I succeeded at it. So it’s just another tool in my box that I can use if a coach needs a centre, I can play centre. If he needs a wing, I can play wing. It’s just better for me to know how to play different positions and know how to take faceoffs, be a key faceoff guy.”

McCarron received a lot of pointers during the season from Martin Lapointe, the Canadiens’ director of player development, who came to see him quite a bit. Lapointe also skated with McCarron during a practice “and kind of evaluated my practice,” McCarron said, telling him what he could work on and what not to work on.

“Obviously, I’ve got to get faster,” McCarron said. “I’m a big body. I’ve got to get my legs under me and I’ve got to get a lot stronger. They said that the summer is pretty big for me. It’s pretty much just get stronger, fill into my body and play a more mean game.”

Asked what part of his game he felt improved the most this year, McCarron said his feet and speed.

“And also just going to the net and using my body more,” he added. “Because when I first got here I saw everybody dangling and I was like, ‘Oh, maybe I gotta do that’ and obviously it didn’t work.

“So I’ve just got to keep playing my game, being a big body down low and going to the net with the puck and stuff like that.

“So if I keep doing that I’ll have no issues.”

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: bbranswell

Habs need to prove themselves again next year, Therrien says

By Pat Hickey, THE GAZETTEJune 27, 2014

Story

Photos ( 1 )

&#8220;We&#8217;re pleased with the way we played, but it&#8217;s still disappointing to know that we were two games away from the Stanley Cup final,&#8221; Canadiens coach Michel Therrien says.
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Habs prospect McCarron remains a work in progress

Habs’ Subban embracing his role as a huge star

PHILDELPHIA - Michel Therrien said he’s pleased with the progress the Canadiens have made over his two seasons as head coach, but added there’s a lingering sense of disappointment after the team’s loss to the New York Rangers in the Eastern Conference final.

“We’re pleased with the way we played, but it’s still disappointing to know that we were two games away from the Stanley Cup final,” said Therrien, whose team was eliminated by the Rangers in six games.

The Canadiens exceeded expectations with their run to the final four, but Therrien hedged when asked before Friday night’s NHL draft whether the team was ahead of schedule in the rebuilding project that began with the hiring of general manager Marc Bergevin in 2012.

Therrien said the Canadiens had a good year, but would have to prove themselves all over again next season.

“Our goal next season will be make the playoffs and that depends on a lot of factors,” Therrien said. “You have to avoid injuries. Last year, our depth came through for us and we had players step up at the right time.”

One of those players was P.K. Subban. The defenceman found himself riding the pine on a few occasions during the regular season, but Therrien noted Subban played his best hockey during the playoff run that saw the Canadiens sweep Tampa Bay in the first round before eliminating Boston in seven games.

Negotiations are continuing on a new contract for Subban, who is a restricted free agent, but Therrien said he was pleased Bergevin signed defenceman Andrei Markov to a new three-year deal.

Markov and Subban will play key role in a defensive corps that will likely feature an influx of young players with Jarred Tinordi, Nathan Beaulieu and Greg Pateryn all hoping to earn regular employment in the NHL.

Therrien said the organization was pleased with the youngsters’ progress over the past two seasons, but added they will have to earn jobs at training camp.

The coach hedged when asked about the future of Peter Budaj after the backup goaltender was passed over in favour of Dustin Tokarski when Carey Price was injured in Game 1 of the Rangers series. Therrien noted that Budaj, who has one year remaining on his contract, has been an excellent backup, but the reality is that the Canadiens might have one NHL-calibre goaltender too many.

Therrien, who took some time off in Florida before joining the Canadiens’ delegation at the NHL draft, has one immediate task. He has to fill the vacancy on his coaching staff created by the departure of Gerard Gallant, who left to become head coach of the Florida Panthers.

“I had mixed feelings when I heard the news,” Therrien said. “I’m happy to see Gerard get a chance to be a head coach in the NHL, but we’ll miss him because he did a good job for us.”

Therrien and Bergevin have already begun reviewing the list of possible replacements. Therrien said there are some good candidates available and that the organization will start by looking within.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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P.K. Subban of the Montreal Canadiens and former player Kevin Weekes arrive on the red carpet prior to the 2014 NHL Awards at Encore Las Vegas on June 24, 2014 in Las Vegas, Nevada.
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Habs need to prove themselves again next year, Therrien says

Habs prospect McCarron remains a work in progress

Habs GM Bergevin ready for anything at draft

One of these players could be Habs’ first-round pick

Subban at top of Habs GM Bergevin’s agenda

The Canadiens and superstar defenceman P.K. Subban should soon come to an agreement on a new contract — for a fantastic sum over many years or, perhaps, for fewer dollars over two seasons that will bridge the defenceman to break-the-bank unrestricted free agency on July 1, 2016.

But for now, Subban is sitting back and letting all the contract talk wash over him like gentle summer surf. He’s having too much fun living his grand life, sitting in too nice a position to lose sleep over the details that will be hammered out between his agent, Donnie Meehan, and Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin.

The two businessmen met Thursday in Philadelphia, on the eve of the NHL draft, to bring an agreement along to its next unspecified stage.

“Obviously, everybody wants a long-term deal, in a place where they like to play,” Subban said Wednesday during a call from the Las Vegas airport, about to return home to Toronto from the annual NHL awards.

He called again the following morning to continue our discussion that a call to board his flight cut short.

“But there’s a lot of different things to consider in a contract negotiation,” he said. “There’s stability for the family. There’s what’s in the best interests of the player and in the best interests of the team, for the organization moving forward.

“And, obviously, proper compensation. A lot of different things.”

Presumably, some of those things are being discussed between agent and GM, a mating dance that’s either still in its early stages, is just a discussion and a handshake from agreement, or somewhere in between.

The Canadiens signed Subban to a two-year, $5.75-million contract in January 2013, coming out of the NHL lockout. In the eyes of the club, which at the time wasn’t prepared to open the vault long-term, it was up to Subban to show his stuff.

Which the 25-year-old went out and did, playing with equal parts substance and sizzle while every shift, every benching, every reaction to every character-testing situation on and off the ice was studied beneath the microscope.

In the past two years, Subban has grown into and embraced his role as a huge star in this city and a favourite of jersey-buying fans worldwide, maturing without sacrificing his youthful, wide-eyed enthusiasm.

Oh, right. He also won the 2013 Norris Trophy as the NHL’s top defenceman along the way.

So now the proverbial ball is in the Canadiens’ court — sort of. Do they lock up Subban for years? Does Meehan entertain the notion of going short again, with an eye to greater riches down the road?

Do the Canadiens court an offer sheet from another club after July 1? Or, almost incredibly, do the two sides go to the often bitter exercise of salary arbitration?

“The next few days, probably the next week or so, are pretty important,” Subban said. “Whether we want the public to know or not, they’re going to find out a lot over the next couple of weeks.

“Time will tell. I’ve been patient and you’re better off when you are.”

Subban is aware of all sides of this complex equation, a top-secret, high-stakes game being played between Meehan and Bergevin. But he won’t give much away, having entrusted his agent with the negotiations.

“I’m happy I can let Donnie handle that stuff,” he said. “I’m a hockey player, that’s what I do. Do I think I’m smart enough to understand contracts and how they work? I might be, but I don’t think I need to be doing that at this point in time. I need to be just focusing on playing hockey. That’s all I need to do.

“It’s funny. In terms of a contract negotiation, you would think that a player like me would want to be much involved in it. But Donnie Meehan, in my opinion, is one of the most influential people in the game because he operates on a basis of (doing) not only what’s good for his client, but what’s good for the team. That’s fair. That’s why I trust in him to do the deal and make sure everything is done the way it needs to be done. It’s that simple.

“Do I get involved? I listen. I do a lot more listening than talking and then go from there. That’s the way it has to be and should be. I pay Donnie to negotiate my contract, I’ve got to let him do his stuff. You can’t get involved.

“You can have your opinion. If there’s something you don’t like, then maybe you’ve got to let that be known. But for the most part, you’ve got to let him do his job. I tell (Meehan) to stay in touch with me as he needs to be. I’m not one of those guys who’s high maintenance.”

Subban’s next game will be his 329th in the NHL, counting his 43 in the playoffs. I tell him it sometimes seems like yesterday that he was squeezed onto a folding chair in the middle of a Washington dressing room in April 2010, an emergency postseason call-up deep in the Eastern Conference quarterfinals with just two NHL games then to his name.

And it’s now that you get a feel for who Subban is today, the confidence and self-assurance seeping from every pore.

“I’m definitely in a totally different position than I was in 2010 in Washington,” he said. “I’ve put my time in and I deserve to be in the situation I’m in. I’ve worked extremely hard. I’ve tried to take care of myself, that’s all you can do. That’ll give you the best opportunity to have a successful career.

“Am I satisfied? By all means, no. But I have to give myself some sort of credit for being where I’m at now.”

On Tuesday, newly re-signed defenceman Andrei Markov hailed Subban as a “great player” and expressed hope that he’d be locked up for the long term. On many occasions, it’s been reported or rumoured that the relationship between the two was strained.

No matter any conflict there might have been in the past, theirs is a mutual admiration society now.

“Markie and I have a great relationship, on and off the ice,” Subban said. “I know he’s a professional and he’s been around a long time. He’s been great for me. And I think it’s being reciprocated now.

“Now that I’ve got some time under my belt, he’s also benefited from playing with me. We both understand what we can do for each other and how we can help each other. That’s why we enjoy playing with each other.

“It’s obviously great to hear positive comments about me coming from Andrei. We know he doesn’t say much, but when he does say something like that, you take it. But I’m not surprised. We have a tremendous amount of respect for each other.

“So yeah, I’d love to be back playing with him, on power play, even strength or on the (penalty-kill), and have another opportunity to try to win a Stanley Cup.

“Markie has got three years left with this team. I believe he can play as long as he wants, but these three years are going to be huge for him in terms of trying to win a Cup.”

Perhaps it took Subban some time to win over the businesslike Markov. That, too, has been a process, Subban candidly discussing the relationship in concert with the value he believes he is to his Russian teammate and their club as a whole.

“One of the things I’ve respected about Andrei is that he’s been doing this for a long time, not for just a few years, in one of the toughest cities to play,” Subban said. “He’s seen the way I’ve performed in big games and at crucial times for the team. I think more importantly, he saw me kind of being misunderstood when I first came into the league.

“The one thing that people should understand is that I come to win. Not to score goals or pad my stats. I come to win hockey games and to help my team win. Andrei is one of the guys I’ve played with who desperately wants to win.

“The more we’ve played together and with each other, he understands this guy wants to win. And you know what? He’s going to help me win. I’ve been here for a long time (entering his fifth NHL season) and I want to win a Cup and I think he understands that I can help him do that, too.

“All that matters to me is that nobody can ever downplay what I’ve accomplished,” Subban said. “People can say whatever they want about me — about my character, about me being selfish, so on and so forth. But what I’ve accomplished in the league speaks for itself.

“I don’t know how many players with four years experience under their belts have accomplished what I have. There’s not too many. I don’t need to sit in front of anybody and define who I am or what I stand for or what I’ve done in the league and prove something to anybody. It’s there. Whether people choose to see it and accept it and embrace it, that’s a whole different ball game.”

Strong stuff, yes. But from his first days in skates, Subban has never been afraid to speak his mind, never been reluctant to position himself where in his heart he believes he belongs.

Clearly, his contractual status is not a concern.

“I don’t ever really think about these things a lot,” he said. “You have to focus on what you can control and nothing else. For me, that’s all I want to do: focus on those things and get better every day.

“I’m not blind. I know what I’ve accomplished in the league and I know where I stand among my peers and among some of the greatest players in the game. And I think I’m right there with them. That speaks a lot about what I’ve accomplished in a short period of time in the NHL.”

There is no anxiety as he awaits a contract, Subban says. There will be no relief when one gets done. It will be business, and he’ll move forward.

“Where my confidence lies is how I’ve performed the past two seasons,” he said. “I don’t get anxious. I don’t get too high or too low. I’m not going to feel relieved, I’m just going to know that (the contract) is done.

“At the end of the day in negotiations, I’ve given Donnie the best cards I possibly could give him in terms of sorting out a contract that’s best for me and my family moving forward. What happens after that is not in my hands.

“The important thing in this negotiation is that it’s not like my agent is a rookie, not like he hasn’t been around the block. Donnie, if anybody, knows how these negotiations go. He knows my position, he’s made me aware of my position, both the last time we did the negotiation and this time.

“I trust in him because of how many times he’s done it … probably more times than anybody on (the Canadiens’) side has done it. He knows how to do things the right way.

“Whatever decision is made, I know it will be in the best interests of me and my family. That’s why I’m not concerned or nervous. I’m just enjoying my summer now and getting ready for the season come September.”

We’re about to see what all of this means in the mind of Marc Bergevin and the chequebook of Canadiens owner Geoff Molson, the Habs and their incandescent defenceman on a fascinating path to celebration or collision.
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Marc Bergevin, general manager of the Canadiens, arrives on the red carpet prior to the 2014 NHL Awards at Encore Las Vegas on June 24, 2014 in Las Vegas, Nev.
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MOBILE: NHL entry draft live blog

PHILADELPHIA - Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin said he’s prepared for any scenario heading into Friday night’s National Hockey League draft (7 p.m., TSN, RDS). (Click here to follow Postmedia's live blog Friday 6-10 p.m. ET, Saturday 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. ET. App readers, please click on MOBILE link under Related Stories.)

The Canadiens are scheduled to pick 26th in the opening round, but Bergevin said he might move up, he might move down or he might stay where he is.

“If teams want to talk, we’ll listen,” Bergevin said, as he briefed the media Thursday afternoon.

There was little in the way of hard news from Bergevin, but Trevor Timmins, the team’s director of amateur scouting, said the nature of this year’s draft — the talent drops off sharply after the first five picks — means the Canadiens might be creative. Because Montreal doesn’t have a pick in the second round, Timmins said the Canadiens might not have the necessary assets to move up, but added there is a possibility they could move down to pick up a couple of picks in Saturday’s second round.

While the general perception is that the talent in this year’s draft is thin, Timmins said it will take 10 years to evaluate the draft.

“We’ve always looked for players with character and a compete level, and that has been emphasized in the two years since Marc took over,” Timmins said.

Timmins added that the team looks for players who have an upside and “sometimes you hit a home run and sometimes you strike out.”

The Hockey News recently evaluated draft trends and the Canadiens rated third in terms of success in picking players beyond the first round. Those picks include defencemen P.K. Subban (second round, 2007), Andrei Markov (sixth round, 1998) and forward Brendan Gallagher (fifth round, 2010).

Timmins and Bergevin both said the Canadiens will continue to draft the best player available, and while the team is committed to getting better, it won’t shy away from a smaller player like the 5-foot-9 Gallagher.

While there are lots of rumours about trades, there has been little the way of activity ahead of the draft. But Bergevin said he expected things to heat up Friday, adding he has talked to several of his colleagues and has also talked about potential unrestricted free agents, but he’s not close to making a deal

Bergevin confirmed that Thomas Vanek, George Parros and Douglas Murray won’t be back next year, but he hasn’t ruled out bringing back captain Brian Gionta, Mike Weaver or Francis Bouillon. Bergevin also met with agent Don Meehan Thursday to talk about a new deal for restricted free-agent Subban.

There’s an expectation that defencemen Jarred Tinordi, Nathan Beaulieu and Greg Pateryn will get a shot at playing regularly in the National Hockey League, but Bergevin said “that will be up to them.”

Asked what would happen if the kids weren’t ready next season, Bergevin said: “I have a Plan B.”

Bergevin did shore up the defence by re-signing veteran Andrei Markov to new deal this week and said he didn’t have any qualms about giving the 35-year-old a three-year deal worth $17.25 million. The GM said there was some concern because of Markov’s history of knee injuries, but noted the defenceman has been healthy for the past two seasons and is in excellent condition.

But Bergevin added that one key to the deal was that Markov wanted to stay in Montreal.

“Some guys say that, but when I talked to Andrei I felt that he meant it,” Bergevin said.

Meanwhile, Ottawa GM Bryan Murray said he has been getting more calls about Jason Spezza, who has asked to be traded. Murray said the offers have been getting better, but he still hasn’t seen one that he likes.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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Team Orr&#8217;s Brendan Lemieux celebrates his goal against Team Cherry during CHL Top Prospects game on Jan. 15, 2014. The son of former Canadien Claude Lemieux scored 27 goals and collected 26 assists last season while leading the Colts with 145 penalty minutes.

Team Orr’s Brendan Lemieux celebrates his goal against Team Cherry during CHL Top Prospects game on Jan. 15, 2014. The son of former Canadien Claude Lemieux scored 27 goals and collected 26 assists last season while leading the Colts with 145 penalty minutes.

Photograph by: Jeff McIntosh, CANADIAN PRESS Files

More on This Story

Markov looks like a Hab for life with new contract

Subban at top of Habs GM Bergevin’s agenda

Habs fans not happy with new TV schedule

Raise your hand if you correctly guessed the Canadiens would choose Michael McCarron with their first-round pick at last June’s National Hockey League entry draft.

Now pat yourself on the back.

Predicting which elite prospect a team will land becomes even more difficult late in the first round.

Barring a trade that changes their position, the Canadiens are scheduled to pick at No. 26 in the first round of this weekend’s draft in Philadelphia, which starts on Friday night (7 p.m., TSN, RDS). The Canadiens aren’t slated to pick again until late in the third round (No. 87) because they traded their second-round pick to the New York Islanders when they acquired Thomas Vanek at this year’s trade deadline.

The Canadiens could use forwards with size more than reinforcements on the blue line and in goal, where they have some depth in their system. However, if they stick to the time-honoured practice of picking the best player available, things will get even murkier for draft prognosticators.

“I think there may be pretty good consensus on the top 10 to 15 players, but then after that I think it’s really, really wide open,” said Dan Marr, the NHL’s director of Central Scouting.

We asked Marr about several high-ranked prospects who may (or may not) still be available when the Canadiens pick late in the first round:

Nikita Scherbak: Ranked No. 15 among North American skaters by Central Scouting, the 6-foot, 172-pound forward made a splash in his first season with the Saskatoon Blades in the Western Hockey League. The Moscow native led the team in scoring, with 28 goals and 50 assists, and was named the Blades’ most valuable player and rookie of the year. Marr considers him “one of the more exciting players in his draft class.”

He’s “ultra quick” with an impeccable sense of timing to be open — “just to get the puck or take the shot. He finds the openings out there,” said Marr, who believes Scherbak will be selected in the Nos. 10-20 range.

“This is a kid with NHL skills.”

Dylan Larkin: The 6-foot-1, 190-pound centreman scored 31 goals — the second-highest tally — with the U.S. under-18 team in 2013-14. The Michigan native is ranked No. 17 among North American skaters by Central Scouting.

“He’s one of the — probably the most fluid skater in this draft and he’s got exceptional hockey sense,” Marr said.

“I wouldn’t say he’s one of those creative scoring players, but I do think he’s a very intelligent and smart playmaker who makes the right choice at the right time.”

Larkin is projected as a top-six forward. “As a group, we really, really like Larkin,” Marr said.

Ivan Barbashev: The 6-foot, 181-pound forward from Moscow put up 68 points in 48 games in his second season with the Moncton Wildcats of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and is ranked No. 18 among North American skaters by Central Scouting.

“He’s been one of those players that brings that mix of physical play and skills,” Marr said. “So he can excel in any situation out there. He can play the game at top speed. He’s got an excellent shot.”

Barbashev will need to work on his consistency, Marr added.

“But when he’s playing with a purpose and when he’s playing motivated, he plays hard,” Marr said. “And he plays hard in both ends. He knows he needs to play a two-way game.”

Nick Schmaltz: The 6-foot, 172-pound centre led the Green Bay Gamblers of the United States Hockey League with 63 points in 55 games last season and is ranked 19th among North American skaters by Central Scouting. “He’s an excellent skater,” Marr said. “He gets to top speed really quick. He’s got one of those quick transition games. He sees the ice. Everything he does is at high tempo and quick.

“I think he’s a little unselfish to a fault. He should shoot more,” Marr added. “But he was one of the best players on the U.S. team at the Ivan Hlinka (tournament) and when they needed some offence generated. When they needed a goal, he was the guy out there making things happen.”

“This guy is really fun to watch. There’s a lot of creativity to his game and he can play with energy.”

Ryan MacInnis: The 6-foot-3, 185-pound centre with the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League vaulted from No. 33 in Central Scouting’s midterm ranking of North American skaters to No. 20 in its final ranking.

What stands out the most for scouts is his hockey sense and the way he sees the game, Marr said.

“He is a very clever, smart and patient playmaker,” Marr added.

The one thing MacInnis needs to improve on is his finishing touch “but he’s got a pretty good role model with his old man to give him some pointers on that,” Marr said.

MacInnis’s father, Al, is a Hall of Fame defenceman known for his blistering slapshot.

Brendan Lemieux: The 6-foot, 206-pounder also has a paternal link to the NHL. His father Claude, a four-time Stanley Cup champion, was drafted in the second round in 1983 by the Canadiens.

Lemieux fils, a feisty forward with the Barrie Colts of the OHL, is ranked No. 28 among North American skaters. He scored 27 goals and collected 26 assists last season while leading the Colts with 145 penalty minutes. He was busy at last month’s NHL scouting combine in Toronto. Lemieux had 28 interviews with teams, according to NHL.com.

Does he play a similar style to his father?

“He can be an agitator and get under your skin, but he likes to let the other players take the penalty,” Marr said. “He’s good at drawing penalties. But the way he plays the game, he gets into a position where he does have to defend himself. He does play with the same grit, the same passion where he does get involved and take penalties.”

The one thing that stands out as very similar to his father is his skating stride, Marr added.

Lemieux improved his consistency in the second half of the season and is probably one of the better prospects in the draft in front of the net, Marr said.

“There’s a lot of players that will position themselves there, but he’s got that good one-on-one battle game ... And he’s got the ability to finish.”

Adrian Kempe: Ranked No. 6 among international skaters by Central Scouting, the 6-foot-1, 178-pound forward played for MODO’s under-20 team last season as well as its senior team in the Swedish elite league.

“He plays with passion and he plays with a purpose. And he’s strong,” Marr said.

“He’s fast out there. He’ll work on the play to make things happen. He’ll lead the rush, he’s got the speed to pull away.”

His game needs to mature a bit, Marr added. “But the one thing you can’t fault him on is that he always competes and works hard. I think he just needs to compete and work hard — smart, game in and game out and that’s where the consistency would come in. He’s very talented. He’s a first-round candidate.”

Travis Sanheim: No one rose up Central Scouting’s rankings of North American skaters more than the 6-foot-3, 181-pound defenceman with the Calgary Hitmen of the WHL. He jumped from No. 167 in its midterm rankings to 53 on its final list. (Others have ranked him higher, including the Hockey News, which placed him at No. 21 in its draft preview issue.)

The Hitmen made a few trades before the trade deadline in January, which allowed Sanheim to get more ice time, Marr said.

“The more ice time he got, the more confidence he played with, the more results that he got,” Marr added. “So he did improve quite a bit and he was seen a lot more (by scouts) in the second half.

“What we like is he’s got the size and he can skate, and he’s very mobile for his size. And he’s got a quick and smart instinct to read the play on both sides of the puck, offensively and defensively.”
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Canadiens GM Marc Bergevin holds a season-end news conference at the team&#8217;s practice facility in Brossard south of Montreal Monday, June 2, 2014.
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Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin got a jump start on a busy week when he collected Andrei Markov’s signature on a three-year contract Monday.

The veteran defenceman was eligible to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1 but, as was the case on three previous occasions, Markov agreed to terms with the Canadiens before hitting the open market.

“It feels like home,” said Markov, who broke into the National Hockey League with the Canadiens in 2000, two years after he was selected in the sixth round (162nd overall) of the draft.

The 35-year-old Markov said he was a little nervous as the July 1 deadline approached, but added he was happy to remain in Montreal. The sticking point in the negotiations was the length of the contract, but Bergevin relented and gave Markov the three seasons he wanted, along with $17.25 million. That represents an annual cap hit of $5.75 million, which is the same money Markov has been making since the 2007-08 season.

The Markov deal carries a bit of a risk because he has undergone three knee surgeries, but he played all 48 games in the strike-shortened 2012-13 season after starting the season in the Kontinental Hockey League and missed only one game last season, when he scored seven goals and added 36 assists. Markov led the Canadiens in ice time with an average of 25:14 a game and was a team-best plus-12. He also had a goal and nine assists in 17 playoff games and represented his native Russia at the Sochi Olympics.

“We are very happy to have secured a long-term agreement with Andrei,” Bergevin said in a statement. “He is an important part of our group of core players. He is healthy, shows a very good work ethic and has great leadership skills. He plays big minutes against the top opponents, and game-changing defencemen of his calibre are hard to find.”

Bergevin was a finalist for the General Manager of the Year award at the NHL Awards on Tuesday night in Las Vegas, but was beaten out by Anaheim Ducks GM Bob Murray. Dean Lombardi of the Los Angeles Kings was the third finalist.

Bergevin has 18 players under contract and has about $18.5 million in cap space to fill out his roster. In descending order of importance, here are some the items on his agenda over the next week:

P.K. Subban: The restricted free agent seems to be everywhere these days, from the red carpet at the MMVA awards to the cover of Maclean’s magazine. He has become one of the faces of the NHL and one of the most popular players in Montreal.

There were times during the regular season when Subban seemed to be a victim of coach Michel Therrien’s tough-love approach, but the 25-year-old defenceman was one of the keys to the team’s playoff success. Subban’s agent, Don Meehan, told The Gazette’s Dave Stubbs that he would be meeting with Bergevin at the draft this weekend to set the stage for moving contract talks to the next level.

Subban will be properly rewarded and his contract will eat up much of the team’s remaining cap space.

Brian Gionta: The captain wants to come back, and Bergevin and Therrien both value his leadership. The questions are: How much of a pay cut is Gionta willing to accept and can he live with a one-year deal? An unrestricted free agent, the 35-year-old Gionta might find a better deal on the open market.

Lars Eller: A strong playoff performance might mark the turning point in his career. Eller established himself as a centre and can expect a raise on his $1.5-million salary. He’s a restricted free and will probably be looking for a short-term deal, betting on continued improvement and more leverage as he approaches unrestricted free-agent status.

Mike Weaver: The veteran UFA was a valuable contributor down the stretch and into the playoffs and will serve as an insurance policy if youngsters Nathan Beaulieu and Jarred Tinordi stumble in their development.

Free agency: The market is open for business on July 1, but don’t expect any major deals from the Canadiens now that Markov is in the fold.

Trades: Bergevin is always willing to listen to offers, but prefers to develop from within the organization and is happy with his core. Backup goaltender Peter Budaj, who is in an uncomfortable position with the emergence of Dustin Tokarski, might be moved. The Canadiens could facilitate the deal by taking back some of Budaj’s $1.4-million salary.

The draft: Trevor Timmins and his staff do the heavy lifting in this area, although Bergevin — who has scouting experience — gets the final say. The Canadiens had four of the first 55 picks last June, but their first-round pick Friday night is No. 26 overall and their next pick is No. 87 after they gave up their second-rounder to the New York Islanders in the Thomas Vanek trade.

The Canadiens need size, particularly at forward, and the emphasis will be on choosing character players with potential and then let the team’s development folks take over. The team has a reputation for striking gold in the latter rounds of the draft and that knack will be challenged by a draft pool that is considered to be thin.

Markov audio on HI/O: To listen to what Markov had to say during conference call Monday after signing his new contract, go to hockeyinsideout.com.
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Montreal Canadiens defenceman Andrei Markov, right, blocks a shot in front of goalie Carey price and Boston Bruins Milan Lucic during second period of Game 6 of Stanley Cup playoff series in Montreal Monday May 12, 2014.
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The Canadiens solidified their blue line Monday by signing veteran Andrei Markov to a three-year contract worth $17.25 million.

The deal came a week before Markov was eligible to become an unrestricted free agent and ended an impasse over the length of the contract.

This is a deal that saw both sides compromise. Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin was reluctant to give Markov more than two seasons and, for his part, Markov agreed to accept a deal with a cap hit of $5.75 million. That's the same cap hit he's carried since the 2007-08 season.

Markov has had three previous opportunities to test free agency, but has always signed with the Canadiens before July 1. He said his first priority was to stay in Montreal, but he wasn't sure how these negotiations went because he left it in the hands of his agent, former NHLer Sergei Berezin.

"I was a little bit nervous when it got close to July 1, but I was sure it was going to happen," Markov said in a conference call Monday. "I've played my entire career here and that's something special. It doesn't happen much. I feel like it's home here, we have great fans and a great team."

Markov said he was looking forward and that he wanted to help the Canadiens be successful in the future.

"We have a lot of young players who are getting better," said Markov, who added that his own goal was to get better with each passing year. "I'm healthy and I work hard to be in better shape. I think I pay more attention to little details than I did when I was younger."

Said Bergevin in a statement: "We are very happy to have secured a long-term agreement with Andrei. He is an important part of our group of core players. He is healthy, shows a very good work ethic and has great leadership skills. He plays big minutes against the top opponents, and game-changing defencemen of his calibre are hard to find."

The signing of Markov allows Bergevin to concentrate on a new deal for restricted free-agent defenceman P.K. Subban. The Canadiens currently have five defencemen under contract — Markov, Alexei Emelin, Josh Gorge and youngsters Jarred Tinordi and Nathan Beaulieu. The Canadiens have signed 18 players and have about $18.5 million in cap space, but a large chunk of that will go to Subban.

Markov's career appeared to be in jeopardy when he suffered two injuries to his right knee in 2010 and played only 65 regular-season games over a three-season period. He said the injuries were discouraging, but that he received a lot of help from the Canadiens organization and the team's medical staff.

Markov's past injuries mean there's an element of risk in the new deal, but he has bounced back. He played all 48 games in the lockout-shortened 2012 season after starting the year in the Kontinental Hockey League. And he missed only one game last season when he scored seven goals and added 36 assists. He led the Canadiens in ice time with an average of 25:14 a game and in plus/minus at plus-12. He added a goal and nine assists in 17 playoff games. He also represented his native Russia at the Sochi Olympics.

The other risk comes with his age, although Markov bristles at any notion that he's old. Because he is 35, the Canadiens are on the hook for the entire amount of his contract.
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Montreal Canadiens draft choice Zachary Fucale makes a glove save during the team&#8217;s annual development camp last year in Brossard.
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MONTREAL — Canadiens prospects Zach Fucale and Jeremy Grégoire were among the 41 players invited on Monday to the Canadian national junior team development camp that will be held in Brossard, Montreal and Sherbrooke from Aug. 3-8.

Rosemere native Fucale is a goaltender who was selected in the second round of the National Hockey League draft last June. He plays for the Halifax Mooseheads. Grégoire, who was a sixth-round pick last year, has seen his stock rise over the past season. The Sherbrooke native, who plays for Baie Comeau, was recently awarded a Guy Lafleur Award of Excellence in recognition of his play on the ice and his performance in the classroom.

All 41 players are from the major-junior ranks and Fucale and Gregoire are among only six players from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

The others are Rimouski goaltender Philippe Desrosiers from St-Hyacinthe, Rimouski defenceman Samuel Morin from St-Henri, Halifax forward Jonathan Drouin from Huberdeau, and Quebec forward Anthony Duclair from Laval.

Drouin was one of Canada’s top players at the last world junior championship, but his participation in the upcoming event in Montreal and Toronto is in doubt because he stands a good chance of earning a spot with the NHL’s Tampa Bay Lighhtning.
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Canadiens&#8217; P.K. Subban cuts quite the figure on the red carpet at the 2014 Much Music Video Awards in Toronto on June 15.
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Markov looks like a Hab for life with new contract

You will forgive Canadiens defenceman P.K. Subban if he’s not sitting by the phone, grazing on his fingernails as he awaits a call from agent Don Meehan with the dollars and cents and term on a new contract that has many in Habs Universe turning blue in anticipation.

“You know me — I love hockey, I have a passion for it,” Subban said during a talk last week. “But I’m not 24/7 about the game. I pay attention to it during the summer, but I’m not glued to my phone or TV.

“If I’m home and I have nothing to do, then sure, I’ll watch it. But if something comes up and I have something to do, I’m not going to stick around.

“I’d rather hear it from my brother, who’s into it all the time, or by text message from guys on the team. In the off-season, I try to move myself away from hockey a little.”

It’s a healthy, even necessary lifestyle choice for a young man who is devoured by his vocation 10-plus months a year.

That’s not to say Subban will gather moss this summer. He’s already back in training for the 2014-15 NHL season, having taken a luxurious 10 days off before finding his way back into the gym.

Again this off-season, the 25-year-old is working in Toronto with Clance Laylor, his strength and performance-training coach. There will be tweaks, no doubt, to last summer’s program. But there’s also the thought that you don’t reinvent the wheel.

Last season was a “weird year,” Subban suggested, alluding to the 99-game Canadiens schedule that followed the abbreviated 2012-13 lockout year.

The past campaign included a break for the Sochi Olympics, in which he won a gold medal representing Canada, and a 17-game, three-round playoff run that took the Habs to the doorstep of June.

“But I don’t believe in taking too much time off,” Subban said. “As you’re training, you want to take time off as you feel you need it. As of now, I’m just getting my body warmed up for the hard training that’s coming in July and August.”

Given his activity level — he probably sleeps in fast-forward — the weight gain produced by sloth won’t be a problem.

“If I’m sitting on my couch for two or three weeks, I don’t know a player who won’t put on weight doing that,” he said, laughing. “I just like to be active. If I go two days without working out, I feel uncomfortable. The old saying is: ‘If you’re not working, are other guys?’ So you’ve got to ask yourself that question.

“I’m always working on something. I had a four-day road trip (last week to Vancouver and Las Vegas) and I probably should have slept in today, taken a day to recuperate,” he said when we spoke Thursday morning, his flight from Vegas having returned him to Toronto late the night before.

“But I got into the gym at 8 a.m. and I feel 10 times better than when I woke up this morning. That’s something I tell young guys all the time: stay in the gym. They’ve got to figure out what that means, but stay in the gym.”

Subban expects to take a “short and sweet” vacation before long, but he isn’t sure where it will take him, or when.

It’s already been a ridiculously busy summer for the 2013 Norris Trophy winner, who will wring a few more drops out of life when there’s no moisture left in it.

This month, he’s travelled widely, made a variety of appearances, attended Formula One parties, the Much Music Video Awards in Toronto and NHL awards in Vegas, tended to family and professional business, and more.

“I didn’t make it to the race,” he said of this month’s F1 Canadian Grand Prix in Montreal. “I’ve been many times before.

“And in fact, I’m quite happy I didn’t go this year,” he added brightly, “because Lewis Hamilton, my favourite driver, didn’t win. So I had no reason to be there.”

Subban was in Vancouver early last week for a Hockey Canada Foundation gala, at which he and teammate Carey Price were given their Sochi championship rings.

The bauble is roughly the size of Rhode Island.

“It’s a big one,” Subban said, chuckling. “It fits a bunch of different fingers but my middle one, mostly. Then again, when people ask me to show them the ring, I probably don’t want to be sticking my middle finger up.”

Price arrived at the event wearing a reasonably thick beard, looking a little like he’d just had a head-on collision with a muskrat; this on a guy who shears his Movember moustache seconds before midnight on Nov. 30.

“I guess Carey’s trying something new,” Subban said. “I don’t know why he’d want to change anything after the great season he’s had, but he’s a confident young man so he can do anything he wants.”

From Vancouver, Subban flew into Las Vegas for Tuesday’s annual NHL awards. There he learned he had “lost” to Boston Bruins’ Patrice Bergeron in an online fan ballot to choose the player to appear on the cover of EA Sports’ NHL 15 video game.

Subban was not, shall we say, devastated by the result of the seemingly endless vote-early, vote-often exercise that at times threatened to crash the Internet.

“Patrice Bergeron is very deserving,” he said of the Bruins centreman, who also won the Frank Selke Memorial Trophy as the league’s best defensive forward and the NHL Foundation Award recognizing community service.

“There’s a guy who’s been in the league a long time. I think he deserves a lot more recognition than he’s been getting and it’s fitting that (Tuesday) night he got that.”

Subban cut a dramatic figure on the red carpet before the awards show, and then in softer hues as a presenter of the GM-of-the-year prize, for which Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin was a finalist.

No one on that red carpet could have worn Subban’s linen coral suit; no one on stage that night could have styled his pink trousers and pink-checked grey jacket.

Subban (and Bergeron and Pittsburgh Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby) were dressed by Montreal’s Sartorialto. Stylist Daphnee Hanrahan flew to Las Vegas with their clothes and dressed them to the nines.

“I always feel that there are certain people who can wear different things. I just happen to get away with it,” Subban said of his cutting-edge wardrobe at the awards and elsewhere.

He is clad in less on the cover of the Canada Day double issue of Maclean’s magazine, wearing a maple leaf-emblazoned tank top and shorts, grinning as he reclines on a raft in a swimming pool. Inside is a similar shot spread over two pages, accompanied by a first-person essay on what Canada means to him and his family.

The photos were shot this month over 90 minutes in a backyard pool in Markham, north of Toronto. Subban says he’s a good swimmer, but doesn’t use the sport as part of his summertime cardio work.

“Maybe I’ll put a bug in Clance’s ear and have him let me start swimming,” he joked.

The 2013-14 season faded rapidly in Subban’s rear-view, this not a player who dwells on the past.

“Everybody has to evaluate their season, both as a team and individually, and then they have to make the necessary changes, whether to repeat a successful year or get better if they didn’t have a successful year,” he said.

“It’s the same story every year. We can talk about what we’ve accomplished but what you’ve done doesn’t mean anything. Moving into next year, you have to build from Game 1 all the way through the playoffs, correct?”

For now, many things in his life figured out, the only ice Subban expects to see is what’s bobbing in his glass.

He’s a constantly moving target, many opportunities finding him, others glancing off him like deflections, skittering into the corner with only so many hours in his day.
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Montreal Canadiens defenceman Andrei Markov knows he will be counted on to be if not a teacher, then an excellent example to and even a template for upcoming defencemen Nathan Beaulieu, Jarred Tinordi and Greg Pateryn.
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MONTREAL — Andrei Markov was in the Florida home of his agent and friend, Sergei Berezin, when the telephone rang. It was Monday, and the two men were back from a workout at the gym and a game of tennis.

On the line was Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin. Berezin listened to his caller, then shared the bullet-form details with his guest.

“Sergei told me, ‘This is the offer,’ and I said, ‘OK, it’s over,’ ” Markov told me during a talk the following day.

With that OK, the 35-year-old two-time all-star defenceman agreed to a three-year, $17.25-million contract with the club that brought him from Russia to North America, the only team for which he’s skated in 13 NHL seasons, a 14th lost to the 2004-05 lockout.

The new deal has a no-trade clause for the first year, a limited-trade clause the next two.

This was the third time that Markov had spurned the opportunity to dip his toe into the interesting waters of unrestricted free agency, never learning whether greater riches lay in those deep, lucrative seas.

He signed a four-year, $23-million contract in May 2007, a month before UFA eligibility, and a three-year, $17.25-million pact in June 2011, just a week before he’d have been available to the highest bidder.

For each of the past seven years, averaged out, Markov has earned the same $5.75 million. It will be 10 years at that sum when his new deal expires on June 30, 2017.

So I couldn’t resist when we spoke between Montreal and Markov’s off-season Florida home on Tuesday, the third anniversary to the day of his 2011 contract signing.

“After earning the same salary for seven years,” I asked him, “weren’t you tempted to ask the Canadiens for one more dollar, just so you could say you got a raise?”

“You have to realize you’re getting older,” Markov replied with a laugh. “I feel comfortable in Montreal. My first priority was to sign there. I didn’t think about other (UFA) options.

“Maybe if I go on the free market I can get more. But after the money, maybe I lose more – maybe I lose the atmosphere, the city and the organization of Montreal.

“I’m not the type of guy who likes to change his life completely in hockey. What is happening in Montreal right now, I feel like it’s my home. I don’t want to move to another city. Plus, I have a chance to spend the whole of my career on one team. The Canadiens have a great history and it’s nice to be part of that.”

Markov has never cloaked his love of his adopted home. He was a buried gem in the 1998 entry draft, selected by the Canadiens in the sixth round and arriving in the NHL two years later.

(In fact, he got so tired of waiting to hear his name called at Buffalo’s Marine Midland Arena that he went shopping during the draft, buying gifts for friends back home.)

Should Markov finish his new contract in Montreal, he will join Hall of Famer Larry Robinson atop the franchise list as a 17-season Canadiens defenceman.

On a media conference call Monday, Markov said he felt “a little nervous” as the days pushed toward the beginning of free agency on July 1. A day later, he elaborated on that anxiety.

“I was nervous (I could) lose my favourite team, my favourite fans and my favourite city,” Markov said. “My goal, my dream was to stay with Montreal. As July 1 came closer, I was nervous more and more. Now, I’m very relieved.”

It was a different anxiety that he had felt three years previously, at that time on the mend from a second knee reconstruction. More than one eyebrow was raised when then-GM Pierre Gauthier offered a three-year contract to a veteran who had season tickets to the team clinic.

But Markov put his injuries behind him, working furiously with doctors and strength/conditioning and fitness specialists. Only with some coaxing will he look back at length on any of it now, focused solely on the road ahead.

The past two seasons he was the Canadiens’ ironman, of all things, morphing from professional patient to playing 151 consecutive games before being rested for one match ahead of this spring’s three-round playoff run.

“I knew (in 2011) I wasn’t completely healthy,” Markov said of his last contract. “I had problems with injuries and I was glad that Montreal signed me for another three years and gave me the opportunity to come back.

“Now, I feel good. I’m healthy, I know I can play at my level. I’ll try even harder and plus, we have a good team, a good group of guys. I think we’re going to have a good future and I want to be part of that team.”

The three-year term was important to him, he said, but he wouldn’t address the hypothetical of whether he’d have gone to market had Bergevin offered just two seasons.

“I’m not 25 or 28, I’m 35,” Markov said. “The next three years, if I’m going to spend them with the Canadiens, I’m going to be 38. You never know what’s going to happen after. I wanted to try to sign a long-term deal, which we did, and I’m happy with that.”

Relentlessly, Markov was asked throughout the past season about his future in Montreal. He shrugged off many questions and sometimes reacted brusquely when rumoured contract figures, many of them thoroughly ridiculous, were thrown at him by reporters.

He was the only conspicuous absence from the season’s-end media session in Brossard following the Canadiens’ May 29 Eastern Conference final elimination by the New York Rangers.

“I’m sorry about that,” Markov said in hindsight of having ducked the cameras and notebooks. “To be honest with you, I knew what kind of questions I was going to receive that day – all about the contract – and I didn’t know how to answer them.”

And then he laughed again.

“But I’m still here and we can talk any time you want.”

Markov surely had a good idea what his value was on the market. In February, he replaced long-time agent Don Meehan with countryman Berezin, a 502-game NHLer from 1996-2002 who played 29 games with the 2001-02 Canadiens.

Markov figures the latter spoke with Bergevin on and off for nearly five months, the rearguard remaining undistracted by the details, by his choice.

“I give Sergei all the credit, he did a great job and thanks to him for that,” Markov said. “I give him the green light for everything. We’re not just agent and player, we’re also friends. He can read my mind, he understands me, he knows what I’m thinking.

“He said, ‘Just focus on your game and do your job and I’ll take care of business.’ So that’s what we did. During the season, I didn’t think about the contract.”

It was a grueling season, the pressure of playing for his native Russia on home ice at the Sochi Olympics sewn into the Canadiens’ 99-game schedule and playoff campaign.

“After the season, I needed to take a mental and physical rest,” Markov said. “I even said to Sergei, ‘Don’t bother me for a week or 10 days.’ I tried to take a rest and put everything on the side. He gave me all the information about what was going on with negotiations and that was it.”

Markov had his exit interview with Bergevin, the GM telling him he’d discuss contract with Berezin. So the defenceman stayed in Montreal for a few days then flew back to Russia for two weeks, seeing not one second of the Stanley Cup final, avoiding the what-ifs had the Canadiens gotten past the Rangers.

“You’ll always remember those losses. It’s not easy to forget them, especially getting that close to the final,” he said. “But Russia is a completely different country and people. If I had stayed in Montreal, everything would have been all about hockey.”

Markov’s game, he says, is in constant evolution, changing with the times and the rules and larger opponents; he adds that you’re never too old, or young, to improve.

And he maintains that he won’t waste time talking about or analyzing himself for anyone’s benefit. If you want a critique of his season past, find it elsewhere.

“Because I can’t see myself from (overhead) or from the side, I give the chance to someone else to talk about my game because they can see it,” Markov said.

“You can’t play a perfect game, you know? There’s always something you can improve. That is my goal: play the game, analyze it and try to play better the next game, improve some small details.

“Hockey is a game of mistakes. Nobody is perfect, everybody makes mistakes. You try to just eliminate those mistakes and play your best game all the time.

“This is a team game, it’s not about one or two players,” Markov said. “It’s all about the team, 23 guys in the dressing room who can change the game. If you play like a team and act like a team, you have a better chance to be successful.”

Markov knows he will be counted on to be if not a teacher, then an excellent example to and even a template for upcoming defencemen Nathan Beaulieu, Jarred Tinordi and Greg Pateryn.

“We have a great coaching staff,” Markov said. “I’m not the type of guy who’s going to go out of my way to teach someone. This is the new generation. I’m not going to say, ‘You have to do this or do that.’ But if the person wants to ask me for advice or help, I’m always open and happy to help.”

He says he’d like to see a long-term contract coming the way of fellow defenceman P.K. Subban, a restricted free agent whose file is a 16-ton weight on Bergevin’s desk.

“(Subban) is a big part of our team, he’s a great player,” Markov said. “I hope we’re going to play together again.

“It’s not up to me, they do their business. But I’d like to see him at training camp and I look forward to playing with him at least another three years.”

On his conference call, Markov admitted that it’s “something special” to have been with one organization for so long. He thanked everyone in the Canadiens family “who gave me the opportunity to stay that long.”

Never did he imagine his career would unfold as it has, he said a day later, much less in a single uniform.

“I didn’t know how long I’d play in Montreal,” said Markov, who returned to Russia after the 1998 draft and played two more seasons with Moscow Dynamo to prepare for his NHL life.

“I just tried to take it day by day, I wasn’t thinking about the next 10 years. I’ve spent 14 years here and I don’t regret a moment of it. I’m looking forward to staying another three.”

Older, wiser and now with three more years ahead in the Canadiens jersey, Markov sets into a summertime of training to be “in my best shape for training camp, and the long season ahead,” playing with and against athletes a dozen or more years his junior.

“I may change some small details,” he hinted of the workouts he’ll do shuttling between Florida and Montreal.

“But I’m not,” he said, laughing once more, “going to tell you which details.”
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Subban is expected to sign a longterm contract worth upwards of $7 million a season.
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MONTREAL - The Canadiens' negotiations with restricted free agents P.K Subban and Lars Eller entered a new stage Saturday when they were two of 20 NHL players who filed for salary arbitration.

Both players are in line for raises next season after strong performances in the Canadiens' playoff run.

Subban is expected to sign a longterm contract worth upwards of $7 million a season. He earned $3.75 million last in in the final year of a two-year bridge contract. He won the Norris Trophy as the NHL's top defenceman in 2013 and was the team's best defenceman as Montreal advanced to the Eastern Conference final. He led the team with 14 points and averaged 27:26 a game.

Eller stepped up in the playoffs and was the leading scorer among Montreal forwards with five goals and 13 points and he was a minus-6. He earned $1.5 million in each of the past two seasons.

Arbitration hearings will be held in Toronto between July 20 and Aug. 4 but the two sides are free to reach an agreement before the hearings. The process calls for each side to submit a salary figure and the arbitrator decides on the salary. Teams are permitted to walk away from a ruling but, in that case, the player becomes an unrestricted free agent.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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Manny Malhotra signed a one-year deal worth $850,000 with the Montreal Canadiens.
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Mixed emotions as Gorges heads to Buffalo

Habs trade action

MONTREAL — Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin added some size and experience while saying goodbye to some veteran leadership as the annual free-agent frenzy got underway Tuesday.

By the time the first day of free agency ended on Canada Day, the Canadiens had welcomed right-winger P.A. Parenteau, defenceman Tom Gilbert and centre Manny Malhotra, while saying goodbye to captain Brian Gionta, alternate Josh Gorges and veteran centre Daniel Brière

Bergevin made his biggest move on the eve of the free-agent shopping spree when he sent Brière to the Colorado Avalanche for Parenteau and a fifth-round draft pick.

“I liked Danny, but maybe things didn’t work out the way we both wanted,” Bergevin said.

Parenteau, who grew up as a Canadiens fan in Boucherville, described himself as a top-six forward, but Bergevin said Parenteau’s exact role would be sorted out in training camp.

“(Coach Michel Therrien) plays four lines and we think Parenteau fits on the top three lines,” Bergevin said when asked if the 6-foot, 193-pound Parenteau could replace Thomas Vanek as the right-winger on one of the top two lines.

Bergevin added there were some youngsters who might also be in the mix, including Sven Andrighetto, who had a strong second half with the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs, or Czech Jiri Sekac, who signed a two-year, entry-level deal Tuesday.

Gorges was traded to Buffalo Tuesday for a second-round draft pick in 2016 and Gilbert will replace him in the top four on defence. The 31-year-old Gilbert gives the Canadiens a right-handed shot with an offensive bent. He had three goals and 25 assists in 73 games last season with Florida. He has good size at 6-foot-2 and 206 pounds, but he’s not an overly physical defenceman. Gilbert signed a two-year deal worth $2.8 million per season, which represents an annual saving of $1.1 million over Gorges.

Bergevin said he knew trading Gorges wouldn’t be popular, but added he wasn’t in the job to be popular. The GM said the acquisition of the right-handed Gilbert helped balance the defence and will allow Alexei Emelin to play on the left side. That suggested Andrei Markov and P.K. Subban will form the No. 1 pair next season. Bergevin said it was also important to create room for young defencemen Nathan Beaulieu, Jarred Tinordi and Greg Pateryn.

Gilbert said he talked to the Canadiens last summer after he was bought out by the Minnesota Wild, but couldn’t reach an agreement. He signed with the Florida Panthers after attending camp on a tryout.

“After I got traded from Edmonton to Minnesota, things didn’t work out for whatever reason, but it made me think about what kind of player I am,” Gilbert said.

Gilbert said he prided himself on his skating and his ability to make a quick first pass.

“Playing against Montreal, they’re a good transition team and I think that suits my style,” said Gilbert, who added that he chose Montreal because he felt the team had a good chance to win.

Malhotra, who was a first-round draft choice of the New York Rangers in 1998, gives the Canadiens a fourth-line centre. The 6-foot-2, 220-pounder is a character player who was one of the NHL’s top faceoff performers last season with a 59.4-per-cent success rate. He had seven goals and six assists in 69 games with the Carolina Hurricanes and will earn $850,000 with the Canadiens.

Malhotra might have made more money elsewhere, but the 34-year-old said he was at the point in his career where it was more important to play for a team that has a chance to win.

Malhotra is a replacement for Ryan White, who became an unrestricted free agent after he wasn’t given a qualifying offer by the Canadiens.

The Canadiens came out of the day with 20 players under contract and about $16 million left in cap space. A big chunk of that will be needed to sign restricted free agent Subban to a new contract. Bergevin said it was possible the team could also sign another free agent or make a trade.

“My phone’s never off,” the GM said.

Trade-deadline acquisition Mike Weaver signed a new one-year deal for $1.75 million, a healthy bump from the $1.1 million he made in the past two seasons.

“I was pleasantly surprised when Bergy called me about 20 minutes before the market opened,” said Weaver, an unrestricted free agent who felt that negotiations with Montreal were dead. “I knew I wasn’t going to be in the first wave of (free agents) so I was glad to get it done early.”

The Canadiens added a couple of young players Tuesday, signing Jeremy Grégoire and Sekac.

Grégoire was a sixth-round draft choice last June, but his stock took off after he scored 35 goals and added 34 assists for Baie Comeau in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. He will attend the Canadian national junior camp in Montreal next month.

Sekac, a 22-year-old forward, played last season with Lev Prague, which announced last week that it was leaving the Kontinental Hockey League because of financial concerns. Sekac, who has spent the past three seasons bouncing between the KHL and the Czech league, is a 6-foot, 174-pounder who had 11 goals and 17 assists in 47 games last season. He has some North American experience, having spent two years in the United States Hockey League after a brief stop with Peterborough in the Ontario Hockey League.

“There were a lot of teams that were interested in him and we’re hoping that he can help us sooner rather than later,” Bergevin said.

The Canadiens will be looking for a new captain after Gionta signed a three-year, $12.75-million to join Gorges in Buffalo. Gionta’s agent, Brian Bartlett, talked with Montreal, but the Canadiens’ offer didn’t come close to the Buffalo deal in terms of length or money. The move will allow Gionta’s parents to see more games because they live an hour away in Rochester, N.Y.

Thomas Vanek will also be going home. He signed a three-year, $19.5-million deal with Minnesota. Vanek is from Austria, but attended the University of Minnesota, his wife is from Minnesota and the family has a home there. Vanek might have been able to get a better deal elsewhere, but it was a foregone conclusion that Minnesota was his preferred destination.

Unrestricted free agents Michael Blunden and Devan Dubnyk also found new homes. Blunden signed with Tampa Bay for $600,000, while Dubnyk — a goaltender who didn’t win any friends when he left the Canadiens’ Black Aces during the playoffs — signed with Phoenix for $800,000.
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Defence first for Habs’ Dream Weaver

By Stu Cowan, GAZETTE sports editorJuly 4, 2014

Story

Photos ( 1 )

After being acquired by the Canadiens at the trade deadline last season, defenceman Mike Weaver&#8217;s old-school defensive game quickly made him a fan favourite.

After being acquired by the Canadiens at the trade deadline last season, defenceman Mike Weaver’s old-school defensive game quickly made him a fan favourite.

Photograph by: Elise Amendola, AP

Mike Weaver has done all right for a player who was never selected at the National Hockey League draft.

The Canadiens re-signed the veteran defenceman during the Canada Day free-agent sweepstakes, giving him a one-year contract worth $1.75 million. It is the most lucrative one-year salary the 36-year-old will earn as he enters his 13th season in the NHL and, according to capgeek.com, will boost his career earnings to $8.275 million.

Not bad for a guy who has only scored eight goals in 602 career NHL games.

So it should come as no surprise that Weaver operates the Defense First Hockey School during the summer. His partner is Jon Insana, a former minor-league defenceman who was Weaver’s teammate at Michigan State University.

“Our big thing is initiate and dictate as opposed to read and react,” is how Insana explained the school’s philosophy over the phone this week from Michigan. “Trying to be a step ahead and seeing things develop and being pre-positioned properly so you’re not always reacting a step behind.”

He basically described Weaver.

When Insana arrived at Michigan State for his freshman season in 1998-99, after playing with the U.S. junior national team, coach Ron Mason told him to watch Weaver, who was starting his third year of university hockey.

“He kind of made it clear for me to keep an eye on Mike, the way he played and the way he conducted himself on and off the ice,” Insana recalled.

“Honestly, it took a while to see exactly what made him the player that he is,” Insana added. “The obvious things that he did well, he always kept things simple, he made the smart play always, was never caught out of position. But once you really watch what he does, he’s a pretty dynamic defensive player, which is hard to see and kind of hard to describe. But the same way that the great offensive players do unusual things offensively to create those opportunities, he does just as much defensively, which is an unusual characteristic in a player.”

This marks the 10th year that the Defense First Hockey School has been in operation. There are camps later this month in East Lansing, Mich., where Insana is the head instructor, and in Toronto, where Weaver is in charge. There are two age groups, 11-13 and 14-17.

“The age kind of indicates what our intentions are,” Insana said. “Eleven- to 12-years-old we feel is an appropriate age to really start developing better hockey players, not just better individual skills and techniques and things, but actually learning to see the game differently.

“The perception from a lot of kids, and myself included at a young age, you always assume that you have to be flashy, something that stands out head and shoulders above the rest,” he added. “The things we talk about at our camp and the things that are evident in Mike’s play is you don’t have to do the flashy things. Consistency is a skill and it’s something that you have to learn … showing up every night and every practice and coming in with that professional attitude that Mike does has allowed him to kind of overcome a lot of overwhelmingly big obstacles in his career. That’s the biggest thing. You don’t have to have the best hands on the ice or do the fancy spinaramas and all the other things to be noticed and to be appreciated by your coaches and your teammates.”

Weaver, who is only 5-foot-10 and 183 pounds, was passed over at the NHL draft and got his chance after former Atlanta Thrashers GM Don Waddell went to scout one of his Michigan State teammates, but was impressed by Weaver’s physical, defensive style of play and offered him a $25,000 signing bonus after he graduated.

Insana also wasn’t drafted by the NHL and went on to log many miles during an 11-year minor-league career, including stops with the Manchester Monarchs, Trenton Titans, Florida Everblades, Lowell Lock Monsters, Muskegon Fury, Grand Rapids Griffins, Cleveland Barons, Chicago Wolves and Houston Aeros. He also played for the Iserlohn Roosters in Germany and for Vienna and Innsbruck in Austria before hanging up his skates following the 2012-13 season. He studied kinesiology and exercise science at university and now works in medical sales in Michigan for Biomet.

Canadiens GM Marc Bergevin acquired Weaver from the Florida Panthers at last season’s NHL trade deadline in exchange for a fifth-round draft pick. Weaver’s old-school defensive game made him a fan favourite as he posted 1-6-7 totals and a plus-9 in 17 regular-season games, followed by 1-3-4 totals and a plus-8 in 17 playoff games. He also made the Dream Weaver song from the 1970s by Gary Wright a hit again in Montreal.

When Weaver spoke to the Montreal media on a conference call after signing his new contract, he was asked if there was interest in his services from other teams besides the Canadiens.

“There was probably about 29 teams interested in me,” he said with a laugh.

“There were a few teams that called me, called my agent,” he added more realistically, “and I knew that I wasn’t kind of a first wave of players that were going to be going, I was probably going to be the second or even third. I’ve known that all my career, it’s been like that, so it wasn’t anything new. But I’m glad I really didn’t have to wait for that. I’m glad it happened right away and I’m happy to be a part of the Montreal Canadiens again and be here for a full entire year and be back in a hockey city with great fans.”

Insana was asked to describe his friend Weaver as a person.

“He’s very real … that’s the easiest way to describe him,” Insansa said. “Exactly what you see is what you get with him. He approaches everything with the same work ethic and attitude.

“He’s kind of a computer geek,” Insana added. “He designed our website for the hockey school, he was a telecommunications major in college. The assumption about hockey players and athletes is that they don’t get too deep into that kind of stuff, but that’s almost a close second to hockey as far as what he’s passionate about.”

He’s also passionate about defence.
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More Images »

Canadiens defenceman Josh Gorges met the media at the practice facility in Brossard, on Saturday, May 11, 2013.

Photograph by: Dave Sidaway, The Gazette

More on This Story

Habs add size and experience in free-agent frenzy

Wild signs Vanek: $19.5-million, 3 years

Habs trade action

MONTREAL — In 72 hours, veteran Canadiens defenceman Josh Gorges ran a gamut of emotions that included shock, puzzlement and disbelief, perhaps feeling not unlike he’d been winded by a crushing check.

But this would all yield to positive thoughts of his hockey future, and the possibilities that existed with a change of address.

Early Tuesday afternoon, Gorges exhaled in relief with the news that he’d been traded by the Canadiens to the rebuilding Buffalo Sabres, exchanged for a second-round draft pick in 2016.

“I’ve kind of known for three days that my time here was over,” Gorges said by phone shortly after the trade had been announced.

“It was more a matter of where I was going to end up. I think that was the hardest part, not having anywhere to go. So you sit and wait and that’s tough to swallow — knowing that my time in Montreal had come to an end.”

The process was an earthquake to Gorges, who has four years remaining in a six-year, $23.4-million contract. At no point did he see a trade coming, and he admits he was stunned when he took a call at his South Shore home Saturday from his agent, Kevin Epp, Canadiens GM Marc Bergevin asking if Gorges would waive his modified no-trade clause to accept a deal to the Toronto Maple Leafs.

The Leafs were not on Gorges’s 15-team list of clubs to which he’d accept a trade; no amount of discussion with that club would make him bend, even as he added a couple more teams to his list — including the Sabres on Tuesday morning.

“A lot of that had to do with them being a rival team,” he said of spurning the Maple Leafs, having developed a healthy hatred for Toronto in games with the Canadiens.

“When you get the call initially and they’re on your (no-trade) list, I needed time to think about it. I had talks with them. I tried to think if it would be a good fit for me and my wife.

“But even before I knew it, the trade was happening (Tuesday). I wouldn’t go so far as to say I wouldn’t have changed my mind with Toronto. It’s just that time ran out.

“Anything was possible. I was going to wait and hear my options, if I had any, but the trade was made before anything else needed to be discussed.”

In fact, Gorges was working out in the Canadiens gym at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard Tuesday morning when the deal was made. He said that for several days, he had been taking his personal effects from the training facility, expecting a trade.

It didn’t hurt that Gorges had spoken a little earlier with his close friend Brian Gionta, the Canadiens captain who was speaking seriously with the Sabres as an unrestricted free agent.

He also knows well Buffalo defenceman Tyler Myers, a fellow alumnus of the Western league’s major-junior Kelowna Rockets.

While Gorges and I were speaking, it was announced that Gionta had signed a three-year, $13.5-million deal with Buffalo, not far from the latter’s hometown of Rochester, N.Y.

“Perfect,” Gorges said with a laugh when advised, Gionta’s signing not news to him.

“I thought it would make things an even easier transition, going somewhere not only with somebody you know but somebody you’re really close with,” Gorges said of moving to the Sabres with Gionta.

“With Brian from around there, he’d be able to help us find a place to live and get settled, especially with a newborn. With all these things you have to think about, it would be nice if it worked out that way.”

Gorges and his wife, Maggie, are expecting their first child within days, another reason the sudden end of his seven-plus seasons and 464 games in a Canadiens jersey winded him like a cross-check in the ribs.

“I had one goal in mind in Montreal: to win a Stanley Cup,” he said. “When you set a goal, you don’t want to come up short of it and that would be it. You want to see it through to the end.

“It’s unfortunate I’ll not be able to do that, but the flip side of that is I have an opportunity go help out a good young team in Buffalo and try to help achieve that same goal there.”

Gorges laughed about what might await him when he returns to the Bell Centre on Nov. 29, the Sabres’ first trip of the 2014-15 season.

“I really have no idea,” he said of the welcome, in whatever form it will take. “From my time here, when players move on to other teams, they almost always get booed and I would assume there would be some of that.

“Fans here get into the games, they’re excited and passionate about them, so I guess I’ll have to wait and see what the reaction is.

“Maybe it will be a little different because the trade wasn’t my choice. But at the end of the day,” he said, laughing again, “I don’t think that will matter.”

Gorges joked that he hadn’t — yet — thrown the belongings of two-year tenant and now former teammate Brendan Gallagher on the front lawn, joking that the young forward might be willing to the buy the house.

And he said he can’t wait to face the goaltender he has spent seasons defending, having turned his body black and blue blocking shots for him.

“With all of my goal-scoring expertise,” Gorges said, a dozen plus one to his credit with the Canadiens, “I’m sure I’ll find a way to score on Carey Price.”
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See hockeyinsideout.com for more background on the Canadiens’ bid to trade Gorges, from the eve of July 1 opening of free-agency
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There is no bitterness in Brian Gionta, the ex-captain of the Canadiens. Not one drop.

When you’re 35 years old and you’ve just signed a three-year, $12.75-million contract to continue your career an hour’s drive from your hometown, where your biggest fans — your parents — can come to watch you play most any night, bitterness is not an emotion you feel.

And yet, bittersweetness. …

“We were fortunate to be able to play for such a great organization with such passionate fans,” Gionta said Tuesday of the Canadiens, speaking from his summer home near Rochester, N.Y. “It was great, there’s no other way to put it.

“It’s with heavy hearts that we have to leave there. It’s not an easy thing to come to terms with, but we had to look to the future and we’re excited about that. But the last five years have been a huge part of our life and we’re very lucky to have experienced it and very grateful for it.”

Gionta came to Montreal as part of the summer 2009 free-agent armada, signing a five-year, $25-million contract. He was one in a group of high-profile unrestricted free-agent signings that included Michael Cammalleri, Hal Gill, Jaroslav Spacek and Travis Moen.

Only Moen is left, Gionta on Tuesday having agreed to generous terms with the Sabres.

The captaincy of the Canadiens lay fallow during the 2009-10 season before Gionta was named the 28th man in franchise history to wear the C, so decorated before the start of the 2010-11 season.

He wore it with distinction for the next four seasons, leading by example every shift of every game, a lion-hearted leader in an economy-sized package. And he was accountable in the dressing room after every match, with very rare exceptions, while fulfilling in exemplary fashion the off-ice duties of the storied captaincy.

(Gionta’s dressing-room introduction to the media as captain was unforgettable. A small plywood box was placed in front of his seat on which he would stand to be better seen by cameras; the playful 6-foot-7 Gill sneaked over before Gionta’s arrival and stacked a second box atop it to accommodate his 5-foot-7 captain.)

It wasn’t a sure thing, in fact, that Gionta would be an ex-Canadien this week. Until shortly before Tuesday’s noon opening of free agency, his agent was talking with Habs GM Marc Bergevin.

“The whole time up until basically an hour before free agency, our hearts and minds were in Montreal, trying to get something done with them,” Gionta said. “Unfortunately, it just didn’t work out.”

Finally, it was a hurdle of contract term that proved insurmountable. Gionta said it was a sticking point from the outset; he was looking for security of a multi-year deal and the Canadiens, he said, were prepared to offer just one.

Where Gionta said he was willing to come down on dollars on a two-year deal “so that we’d meet in the middle,” he said the Canadiens’ financial offer on that term didn’t meet his request.

The Sabres, meanwhile, were one of five teams on his short list, and “they had been in it right away,” talking to him since last week’s window opened for teams to court potential free agents.

In the end, it was Buffalo’s attractive offer and many related factors that carried the day for Gionta, his wife, Harvest, and their three children: Adam, nearly 9, Leah, 6, and James, 2.

“At the age I am now, a lot depended on the term — where we want to be at the end of this contract, not having to go through a lot of stuff again,” Gionta said. “Buffalo is close to our hometown and as far as our family is concerned, it’s an easier fit than some other places would have been, an easier transition. A lot of things played into this decision.

“We were in constant contact with Bergevin over the last week and even a few times (Tuesday) morning trying to figure out where each could go. There are no hard feelings. I have a lot of respect for (team owner) Geoff Molson and Marc and (coach) Michel Therrien and everyone in the organization.

“It was a business move on their side. I completely understand — they’re protecting their interests, but at the same time I had to protect my interests and my family’s.”

In Buffalo, he will be joined by close friend and Habs teammate Josh Gorges, who accepted a trade to the Sabres just minutes before Gionta’s deal was announced. The two had been in touch during the morning and understood that both might be headed to Buffalo.

Gionta had been regularly in touch with Gorges since the weekend, when the latter learned from his agent during the NHL draft that the Canadiens were trying to trade him.

“It was a tough time for Josh. I was there for him, trying to help him out,” Gionta said. “He knew the Sabres were on my short list so it will be great to have him there.

“We’re great friends, our wives are great friends, and it’s nice having that familiarity. I think he’s going to be a huge part of the rebuild of our new team. You know the character he brings to the ice and off the ice.”

The business of hockey, Gionta said, having witnessed the Gorges situation up close, is the hardest part of the game.

“You’re dealing with human beings. It’s not just about money or contract or where you live, everybody has feelings and you’re human,” he said.

“When something like that comes down, after you’ve given your heart and soul as Gorgie has to an organization, the hope is that they have your back. I think he was hurt by it.”

Gionta called his own day Tuesday “a tough one for the family.”

“I’ve been excited thinking about the challenge ahead. That’s part of the draw, being an integral part of the Sabres’ turnaround, looking at their direction where they say they’re going. I’m happy to be a part of that.

“But at the same time, it was a day of consoling my kids, who are going to lose their friends before they make new ones. It’s always tough on the kids. I want to minimize their transition period.”

Gionta views veteran Canadiens centreman Tomas Plekanec as an obvious choice to replace him as captain here.

“With his experience and his presence, Plekanec has a lot of respect in that room,” he said. “If you’re looking for an older guy, that’s the guy to go with right now. There’s a great group of young guys coming through. I’m not sure that they’re ready for that responsibility yet, but they will be soon.”

Gionta will take some time with his family at their summer place before returning to Montreal to close up their South Shore home and move on. He needn’t be reminded that he’ll skate on Bell Centre ice on Nov. 29, when the Sabres make their first visit of the season.

“I hope it’s good,” he said of the reception, one that is pretty sure to rattle the rafters. “I hope people understand the situation: we wanted to be there, we loved being there, we loved the organization and the fans and the support we got there.

“It will be bittersweet, for sure.”
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Oklahoma City Barons face tough task in Texas

Barons must win three straight road games to avoid elimination in their best-of-five playoff series with the Texas Stars. Game 3 is Wednesday night.
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The Texas Stars posted the best home record in the American Hockey League this season, which makes the Oklahoma City Barons’ task challenging.
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Down 2-0 in a best-of-five, first-round Calder Cup playoff series, the Barons must win three consecutive road games to stave off elimination, starting with a 7:30 matchup Wednesday night at the Cedar Park Center.

“It’s obvious we can’t look any further than Wednesday night,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “Our focus is to win one game. If we win that one, then we’ll worry about the next one.”

It’s a daunting task to win Games 3, 4 and 5 on the road, but the Barons point to a two-game series three months ago, two road wins in the Austin suburb that helped propel them to their fourth consecutive playoff berth.

The one positive from identical 3-2 overtime losses in Games 1 and 2 in the Cox Convention Center was the Barons never trailed until the end.

“We’ve dug ourselves a hole, but we’ve always played well there,” Nelson said. “We’ve had chance to win the first two games.”

Texas finished 29-8-1 at the Cedar Park Center. The nine combined home losses were the fewest in the 30-team AHL.

But back on Feb. 2 and Feb. 4, the first two games Mark Arcobello played with the Barons after spending the first three months of the season with the Edmonton Oilers, the Barons handed the Stars two of those home losses. The Barons won 7-4 on a Sunday afternoon followed by a 5-2 win two days later.

“That’s huge,” said Barons defenseman Brad Hunt. “That puts a little seed of doubt in their heads that they know we can win there. Plus, it gives us confidence knowing we can win in that building. Even our past two games down there were really close.”

The Stars finished with the best record in the AHL, but the Barons have as deep a roster as they’ve had all season after team captain Anton Lander, Tyler Pitlick and Oscar Klefbom were sent to Oklahoma City after the Oilers‘ season ended.

Going against the No. 1 seed in the Western Conference, the Barons have held their own. After two games, shots on goal are virtually even, with the Stars owning a slim 72-68 edge.

“It’s definitely a huge challenge, but we know we can win in that building,” said Barons goaltender Richard Bachman. “It’s not an easy place to play. It’s loud. They’ll be fired up, but we do have some wins in our pocket there. We just have to stick with the plan.”

It’s uncertain whether Arcobello will return Wednesday night after being sidelined a month with a shoulder injury, but Texas is expected to get one of its top players back for Game 3. Colton Sceviour, who scored 63 points in 54 games for Texas, played a regular shift with the Dallas Stars in a six-game NHL playoff series against Anaheim.

After Dallas was eliminated on Sunday, Sceviour became eligible to play in the AHL playoffs. Sceviour rejoins AHL MVP Travis Morin, who had two goals and an assist in Texas’ Game 2 win Saturday night.

“If we hadn’t won much in that building there might be some doubt, but our guys have confidence,” Nelson said. “They’ve been resilient all year.

“We seem to always do things the hard way. We had to overcome some things just to get in the playoffs. What a great story it would be if we came back and won three games in their building, but our focus is to win this first one.”
Oklahoma City Barons: Texas Stars win Game 2 in overtime

The Barons were on the brink of tying the best-of-five series before American Hockey League MVP Travis Morin scored late in regulation to tie it. The Stars won 3-2 on Brendan Ranford’s goal with 4:56 left in the sudden-death extra period.

 by Michael Baldwin   Modified: April 26, 2014 at 11:32 pm •  Published: April 26, 2014  

Similar to Game 1, the only time the Oklahoma City Barons trailed Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center was when the Texas Stars celebrated a game-winning overtime goal.

The Barons were on the brink of tying the best-of-five series before American Hockey League MVP Travis Morin scored late in regulation to tie it. The Stars won 3-2 on Brendan Ranford’s goal with 4:56 left in the sudden-death extra period.

“Give them credit. They’re tenacious,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “They threw the puck at the net and all of a sudden it’s chaos. We had a couple of guys out there that were tired, a little overextended.”

Morin, who scored both of Texas’ regulation goals, tied the game 2-2 with 39.8 seconds left after the Stars pulled goaltender Jack Campbell to insert an extra skater. Morin also had the key assist on Ranford’s game-winner

Posting back-to-back overtime wins in Oklahoma City, the Stars own a commanding 2-0 lead in the best-of-five series. The series shifts to the Cedar Park Center for Game 3 Wednesday night. If necessary, Game 4 would be played Friday night, Game 5 Saturday night.

The Barons owned a 2-0 lead in Game 1 on Wednesday night but lost 3-2 in overtime.

“If you start doing the thinking game about how we could be up 2-0 instead of down 2-0 you don’t need that in our minds,” said defenseman Brad Hunt. “We have to learn from this, go to Texas and get three in their barn."

This 3-2 overtime loss was even more disheartening since they were less than a minute away from tying the series.

Like in Game 1, the Barons grabbed the early lead when Roman Horak scored on a breakaway early in the first period on an assist from team captain Anton Lander.

The Stars answered with a power play goal in the waning seconds of the second period from Morin with 17.2 seconds left in the period.

The Barons were viewed as a dangerous No. 8 seed because several AHL tested veterans were re-assigned to Oklahoma City after the NHL season ended two weeks ago, but it was a kid that put the Barons up 2-1 in the third period.

Jujhar Khaira, a 19-year-old center who joined the Barons late in the season after finishing his junior career, scored with 8:03 left in regulation to give Oklahoma City a 2-1 lead.

Khaira grabbed the puck out of the air with his hand and dropped it to the ice — a legal maneuver — then flipped the puck past Texas goaltender Jack Campbell with 8:03 remaining.

“It was a great shot, a great individual effort to beat a goalie that was playing really well,” Nelson said. “He kept it simple and drove hard to the net. That line has been very strong. It was nice to see them get rewarded.”

In six regular-season games with the Barons, Khaira didn’t score a point, much less a goal after scoring 43 points, including 16 goals, for Everett in the Western Hockey League

Oklahoma City and Texas feature two of the league’s top power-play units but in the first two games of the series the Stars are 2-of-7 with the man advantage while the Barons are 0-of-7.

A suspect Barons defense that allowed the most shots this season in the 30-team AHL hasn’t been an issue in the first two games against the Stars, who finished second in the league in scoring.

Richard Bachman, the 26-year-old veteran goaltender who last season was the backup goalie for Texas’ NHL parent team, the Dallas Stars, has recorded 66 saves the first two games.

Texas goalie Christopher Nilstorp, who was torched in last year’s Western Conference semifinal series the Barons won in five games, started Game 1, but the Stars started 22-year-old prospect Jack Campbell in Game 2.

After posting a dazzling 12-2-2 record with a 1.49 goals against average and .942 saves percentage during the regular season, Campbell made several key stops to help the Stars seize control of the series.

Shots on goal have been relatively even the first two games. The Stars owned a slim 33-28 edge in Game 1. Oklahoma City owned a 40-39 advantage in Game 2.

Texas has added motivation. The Stars were the Western Conference’s top seed last season but were dominated in a best-of-seven semifinal series.

The Stars won Game 1 in last year’s playoffs, but the Barons reeled off four straight wins. Oklahoma City won Game 2 to gain a split on the road then dominated the three games at the Cox Center. The Barons won by a combined 16-4 score, posting 4-0, 7-3 and 5-1 wins.

Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Tyler Pitlick returns, Mark Arcobello still out

Sidelined the past 15 games by a shoulder injury, forward Mark Arcobello remains questionable for the remainder of the series.
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Veteran forward Tyler Pitlick, who had been sidelined several weeks with an undisclosed injury, played in his first game since April 12 with the Edmonton Oilers and April 13 with the Barons.

Sidelined the past 15 games by a shoulder injury, forward Mark Arcobello remains questionable for the remainder of the series. The Barons’ all-time leading scorer, Arcobello has scored in all 15 games (28 points total) since he was re-assigned to Oklahoma City on Feb. 2 but hasn’t played in five week.

TWO LINEUP CHANGES

With Steve Pinizzotto suspended one game for abuse of officials in Game 1, Barons coach Todd Nelson made a couple of small tweaks to his forward lines from Game 1.

Pitlick joined Roman Horak and Anton Lander on the No. 1 line. Ben Eager took Pinizzotto’s spot on the Curtis Hamilton and Will Acton line. The other two lines remained the same (Andrew Miller matched with C.J. Stretch and and Austin Fyten). The fourth line again featured Jack Combs, Travis Ewanyk and Jujhar Khaira.

PLAYOFF PROMO VIDEO

The Barons compiled a video before pregame introductions that summed up the regular season. Showing highlights from November and December, the dejection can be heard in radio play-by-play man Jim Byers’ voice as opponents score goal after goal.

Several seconds later, the video points out the Barons are in 14th place in the Western Conference standings (16-22-6). In big bold letters the words “Never count us out” pop onto the screen followed by video of several goals being scored.

The Barons went 20-7-5 in the final three months to make the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season.

OIL SPILLS

The Stars, the top seed in the Western Conference will host all remaining games in the series. Game 3 is scheduled Wednesday night at 7:30 a the Cedar Park Center. Game 4 is scheduled Friday at 7:30 p.m. If necessary Game 5 would be Saturday at 7 p.m. ... Matthew Ford, who has scored a team-high 25 goals, once again didn’t play because of an undisclosed injury. His status moving forward in the series is uncertain.
OKC Barons: Anton Lander's future with Edmonton Oilers organization uncertain

Lander might be playing his final game for the Oklahoma City Barons at the Cox Convention Saturday night if they don’t rally in a first-round playoff series against the Texas Stars, the Western Conference’s top seed.
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Anton Lander faces a part-of-the-business element other Barons have faced during the four years the Edmonton Oilers’ American Hockey League afilliate has played in Oklahoma City.

Photo - Oklahoma City captain Anton Lander leads the team with 24 points in 25 games. Lander and the Barons will face Charlotte on Thursday and Friday. Photo by Jim Beckel, The Oklahoman
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Lander might be playing his final game for the Barons at the Cox Convention Saturday night if they don’t rally in a first-round playoff series against the Texas Stars, the Western Conference’s top seed.

“It’s not anything you can control,” said Lander, who will be a free agent after the season. “Of course, I have my opinion on things when it comes to offers from both here and in Europe, but it’s not anything I’m thinking about right now. I’m looking at the right-here, right-now.”

The Stars lead the best-of-5 series 1-0 after rallying for a 3-2 overtime win in Game 1 on Wednesday at the Cox Center.

It’s not an elimination a game but essentially is a must-win game for the Barons. A loss Saturday and OKC would be forced to win three consecutive games next week at the Cedar Park Center.

“Playing in the playoffs is the best part of the game, the reason we all love to play hockey,” said Lander, the team captain. “My only focus is on the next game Saturday night.”

In his third and final year of his entry-level contract, Lander’s future will be in limbo heading into the off-season.

“Every hockey player goes through it,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “You have to be patient and see what’s out there. Things sometimes unfold quickly, but sometimes they drag on. Hockey players, all professional athletes, know that’s part of it.”

The Oilers’ second-round pick five years ago, the one criticism on Lander has been an inability to contribute offensively at the NHL level.

In 94 NHL games, Lander has only eight points. But the Oilers have firepower in players such as Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle.

But with the Barons, Lander’s offensive production skyrocketed this season. He was named the Barons MVP.

After scoring 25 points in 62 games his first two seasons with the Barons, Lander averaged more than a point a game (52 points in 46 games) this season.

“He’s always been a solid character guy,” Nelson said. “That’s the first and foremost thing you think of when you talk about Anton. He plays a strong two-way game, but the second half of last year and all of this year he’s found that scoring touch and is making plays.”

The Sundsvall, Sweden, native celebrated his 23rd birthday Thursday. It’s uncertain whether the Oilers will re-sign him.

In a perfect setting, this would be Lander’s final go-round with the Barons either way. His ultimate goal is to stick in the NHL, hopefully the Oilers.

“I have a lot of great memories here in Oklahoma City,” Lander said. “It’s a great city. The people are so kind and so friendly.”

At some point this summer Lander will find out his future.

“He keeps getting better and better,” Nelson said. “He’s still young. He has a bright future ahead of him.

“I think he’ll still get a chance to play in the National Hockey League. If it’s the Oilers, great. If it’s someone else, great. It’s a matter of finding the right fit.”

OKC Barons: Barons blow lead, lose Game 1 in overtime

The Texas Stars, the top seed in the AHL playoffs, rallied from a 2-0 deficit midway through the second period to take a 1-0 lead in a best-of-5, first-round Western Conference series. Game 2 is 8 p.m. Saturday at the Cox Center.

 by Michael Baldwin   Published: April 23, 2014  

photo - Oklahoma City's Anton Lander (16) tries to set up the offense during the Oklahoma City Barons first-round AHL playoff game against the Texas Stars on Wednesday, April 23, 2014, at the Cox Convention Center in Oklahoma City, Okla. Photo by Chris Landsberger, The Oklahoman 

Oklahoma City's Anton Lander (16) tries to set up the offense during the Oklahoma City Barons first-round AHL playoff game against the Texas Stars on Wednesday, April 23, 2014, at the Cox Convention Center in Oklahoma City, Okla. Photo by Chris Landsberger, The Oklahoman

The key play in the Barons’ 3-2 overtime loss to the Texas Stars in Game 1 of the American Hockey League playoffs was a turnover deep in their own end. The failure to score a power-play goal also was a key factor in Oklahoma City’s setback to the Stars before 1,278 fans on Wednesday night at the Cox Convention Center.

The Stars, the top seed in the AHL playoffs, rallied from a 2-0 deficit midway through the second period to take a 1-0 lead in a best-of-5, first-round Western Conference series. Game 2 is 8 p.m. Saturday at the Cox Center.

“It was a funny game,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We had chances, but we didn’t bear down, especially in overtime. It’s something as simple as advancing the puck. Our puck management was lacking. They kept the play alive to generate the goal in overtime.”

Texas scored the game-winner when Justin Dowling fought to get the puck to the crease. Mike Hedden, who tied the game with 12:42 left in regulation, stuffed home his second goal of the game, supplying the game-winner just over five minutes into the sudden-death session.

After OKC took a 2-0 lead on Austin Fyten’s dazzling crossover move early in the second period, the Stars scored the game’s only power play goal with 5:28 left in the period. Texas spent the remainder of the second period killing off three penalties.

Instead of the Barons scoring with the man advantage to lead by two goals, Texas goaltender Christopher Nilstorp was a wall to keep Texas within striking range.

“We didn’t capitalize when we had two or three (power plays) in a row when we could have really put them down,” Nelson said. “Give them credit. They did a good job on the PK. We’ll have to make some adjustments to our power play.”

The Barons finished third in the 30-team league by converting 22.1 percent of their power play chances but were 0-of-5 in the playoff opener.

“We played OK, but we have to definitely play better on the power play,” said Barons captain Anton Lander. “We have to get at least one goal when we get so many opportunities.”

Brad Hunt, who set a franchise record for scoring by a defenseman, scored half his 50 points firing cannons just inside the blue line on the power play.

“I thought we did a pretty good job on those power plays, we just didn’t score,” Hunt said. “We had lots of chances. You can’t really say it was a turning point. But at the same time it sort of was a turning point because they got momentum killing off penalties.”

Down 2-0, the Stars scored a power-play goal late in the second period, tied it on Hedden’s goal from a tough angle in the third period and then won it on Hedden’s goal in overtime.

“The key was we found a way to win,” said Stars coach Willie Desjardins. “In the playoffs it doesn’t matter how you win, it’s all about getting the win, it doesn’t really matter. It’s the same thing for them. We know the next game will be a battle.”

Losing Game 1 at home makes Game 2 Saturday night a virtual must win for the Barons, who would face a huge hole if they head to Texas next week needing to win all three games at the Cedar Park Center.

“You take five minutes (analyzing the game) and then you cut it loose,” Nelson said. “Saturday will be a big game for us. But if we go get the one on Saturday it would be back even and it becomes a best-of-3 in Texas.”
OKC Barons notebook: Mark Arcobello's status for playoff series remains uncertain

Oklahoma City’s all-time scorer remains sidelined with a sprained shoulder. Game 2 of the first-round series vs. Texas is 8 p.m. Saturday at the Cox Center.
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Mark Arcobello, who has been sidelined the past 14 games with a sprained shoulder, is closer to returning, but it’s uncertain whether he’ll be available for Game 2 Saturday night when the Barons host the Texas Stars.
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The Barons’ all-time scorer, Arcobello has scored in all 15 games (28 points total) since he was re-assigned to Oklahoma City on Feb. 2. He spent the first three months of the season with the Edmonton Oilers. Arcobello, though, hasn’t played in five weeks.

“Arco pretty much is day to day,” Barons coach Todd Nelson said after a 3-2 overtime loss to Texas on Wednesday night. “He has a chance to play in this series. I’m not saying it’s a good chance, but it’s a chance.”

Including 37 playoff games, Arcobello has scored 196 points in 225 games with the Barons the past four seasons. A first-team All-Star who finished third in the American Hockey League scoring last season, Arcobello signed a contract last month that will allow him to remain with the Oilers organization next season.

NELSON MIXES FORWARD LINES

Nelson and his staff sprinkled in some veterans on their four offensive lines in Game 1. Team captain Anton Lander was on a line with scoring leader Roman Horak and 20-year-old Joshua Winquist, who was playing in just his second pro game.

Other lines included veterans Curtis Hamilton, Steve Pinizzotto and Will Acton matched together. C.J. Stretch led the third line alongside Andrew Miller and Austin Fyten. The No. 4 line featured Jack Combs, Travis Ewanyk and 19-year-old center Jujhar Khaira, who was playing in his just his seventh pro game.

SCOREBOARD WATCHING

Some Barons fans are monitoring the Anaheim Ducks/Dallas Stars NHL first-round series. If the Ducks win, Colton Sceviour and Chris Mueller could rejoin the Triple-A team. Sceviour has scored three points for Dallas in the playoffs.

Dallas’ 4-2 win Wednesday night tied the series 2-2. Game 5 is Friday night in Anaheim. Game 6 is Sunday in Dallas.

GAME 2 SATURDAY AT 8 P.M.

The Barons will host Game 2 on Saturday at 8 p.m., an hour later start due to logistics surrounding Saturday registration at the Cox Convention Center for the annual marathon Sunday morning downtown.

The series shifts to Cedar Park, Texas, for Game 3 next Wednesday. If necessary, the Stars would host Game 4 on May 2 and Game 5 on May 3.

OIL SPILLS…

The Barons’ Matthew Ford, who has a team-high 25 goals, didn’t play due to an undisclosed injury. His status moving forward in the series is uncertain. Will Acton took Ford’s spot on the No. 1 power-play unit... The Stars had a goal wiped away following a video review when the score was 0-0 midway through the first period. Officials originally rule Brendan Ranford scored but after a lengthy review the goal was waved off.

Todd Nelson keeps OKC Barons pulling on the rope together

The Edmonton Oilers’ AHL affiliate has made the playoffs four consecutive years. A big reason is the continuity of the system used by their coach.
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The Oklahoma City Barons won 40 or more games in their first three seasons, a first in Edmonton Oilers’ history for their top minor league affiliate.
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The Barons didn’t get to 40 this season, but coach Todd Nelson and assistants Gerry Fleming and Rocky Thompson might have done their best coaching job yet just to reach the playoffs with 36 wins.

Constantly forced to juggle the lineup due to 152 roster transactions, the Barons finished strong, going 20-7-5 over the final three months to make the American Hockey League playoffs for the fourth consecutive year.

Many say you can trace the success directly to Nelson, who played more than 300 AHL games and also played in the NHL with the Pittsburgh Penguins and Washington Capitals.

“I can’t imagine how many different nameplates Matty (equipment manager Matt Mitchell) has had to make this season,” said defenseman Taylor Fedun. “The entire time he held steadfast in his vision for this team and how he wanted us to play.”

The Barons are the No. 8 seed in the Western Conference playoffs. They host the Texas Stars, the AHL’s top team, in Game 1 of a best-of-five series Wednesday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“The most important thing is to get players to care more about each other than they do themselves, put the team first and themselves second,” Nelson said. “I know it’s a cliché, but it’s true.

“Nowadays that’s more difficult. You can no longer just coach with a stare and make them jump like they used to. Today’s athlete is more sensitive. More money is involved. Still, the key today is the same as it’s always been: you need guys pulling on the rope together.”

Despite surrendering a league-high 2,563 shots, the Barons caught fire once Mark Arcobello, the franchise’s all-time scoring leader, was reassigned to Oklahoma City on Feb. 2.

Even while Arcobello was sidelined the final three weeks of the regular season with a shoulder injury that probably leaves him doubtful for Games 1 and 2 in OKC, the Barons continued to win.

“The guys love playing for Nelly,” said 29-year-old veteran Steve Pinizzotto. “There were times the roster was changing on a nightly basis. You can’t give Nelly, Gerry and Rocky enough credit. They’ve done a tremendous job.”

Nelson, 44, has been a professional head coach for seven seasons. All seven teams have reached the playoffs. His teams are 137 games over .500.

His systems are aggressive, hockey’s version of fast-break basketball.

Team captain Anton Lander said Nelson’s system is tweaked but never changes. Despite bouncing back and forth between Edmonton and Oklahoma City this season, Lander said it’s always a smooth transition when he rejoins the Barons.

“Nelly, Gerry and Rocky have been together, which is big,” Lander said. “It’s the same system every year. The thing they do best is bring the team together. We work hard for the guy next to us in the locker room.”

Players stressed that Nelson’s personality helped them fight through the early months, when the roster was a constant revolving door and the playoffs seemed liked a pipe dream since OKC was in 13th place, far from a playoff spot.

“One of the coaching staff’s best traits is patience,” said veteran Matthew Ford. “We’ve had so many young guys this year. Their patience to allow guys to grow, make mistakes, Nelly has a unique way to bring out the best out of a player.”

Muskegon captured back-to-back United Hockey League Colonial Cup championships under Nelson, who also was part of an AHL Calder Cup championship team as an assistant with the Chicago Wolves prior to taking over the newly formed Barons four years ago.

A candidate to be named an NHL head coach sometime in the next couple of years, Nelson, who lives in Edmond throughout the season, has a knack for pushing the right buttons at the right time.

“He can joke around with you, but he’s serious when it’s time to be serious,” said defenseman Brad Hunt. “He’s also a very good teacher. Once players realized the system does work, everything started falling into place.”

An underdog in the opening round against the top-seeded Stars, the Barons could be a dangerous first-round draw in a shorter five-game series. In the second round, series are best-of-seven.

“We had a lot of turnover this season but now we have a consistent group,” Nelson said. “It sounds corny, but you can tell these guys have a genuine love for each other. Texas is a very good hockey team, but we’ve been playing some pretty good hockey ourselves.”

“I’ve never seen the dressing room stronger than it is right now. They’re working hard for each other, having fun. As a coach that’s what you love to see. That’s usually a good formula for winning a lot of hockey games.”

And make the playoffs year after year after year.
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ROCCO'S WAY: Rocco Grimaldi fighting for spot with Florida Panthers ... Cats add depth with Olson and Zanon 
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 After two strong years at the University of North Dakota -- the last of which he led the Sioux in scoring -- Rocco Grimaldi is ready for the next challenge in his career.

 It all starts this week with the Panthers.

 Grimaldi, 21, is one of Florida's more promising prospects although unlike some of at this development camp, he'll have a chance to shine at training camp in September.

 Even though the Panthers went out and signed a number of forwards making the competition for a job even more fierce, Grimaldi isn't shying away from the fight.

 "It was just time for me,'' said Grimaldi, who left North Dakota with two years of eligibility remaining to sign a three-year entry-level deal with the Panthers in May.

 "I'm one of those people who likes a new challenge and wants to do something that's a little harder than expected. Moving on was hard because I loved North Dakota, the team, the people there. But, it was time for me to challenge myself against the best players in the world. I want to see where I'm at, how I can keep getting better.''

 Listed on the roster at 5-6, Grimaldi is easy to spot on the ice because he is the smallest. 

 His lack of height, however, has never defined Grimaldi's game and he is determined to make sure the Panthers pay him notice.

 In two-plus seasons with the Sioux -- a knee injury in his fourth game at UND forced a redshirt season as a freshman -- Grimaldi scored 31 goals with 46 assists. His 17 goals and 39 points led the Sioux last season.

 Despite his size, the Panthers liked what they saw in Grimaldi when they made him a second round pick (33rd overall) in 2011. 

 Florida knew the California native was headed to college and hoped to see his game grow.

 The Panthers haven't been disappointed. 

 "He's such a dynamic player,'' said Brian Skrudland, the Panthers' first captain who is their director of player development. 

 "When I went to North Dakota and was sitting in the crowd, I felt so proud that Rocco Grimaldi was a Panther. People were talking about him, saying in warm-ups 'watch that little guy, he's going to light it up.' He never disappoints. He comes with an effort and has a great attitude.''

 Last year at North Dakota, Grimaldi was a postseason hero, recording his first hat trick (Grimaldi's final two goals were into an empty net) in the Sioux's 5-2 victory over Wisconsin in the NCAA regional semifinals. 

 The MVP of the NCAA Cincinnati Regional, Grimaldi helped the Sioux reach the Frozen Four with a 2-1 win over Ferris State in double overtime.

 As a freshman, not only did Grimaldi lead all North Dakota rookies in scoring, but he helped lead Team USA to Gold at the World Junior Tournament. In the Gold medal win over Sweden, Grimaldi not only tied the score with a goal, but ended up winning it with one as well. 

 "Those memories stay with you forever,'' he said. "Those three years are ones I won't forget.''

 After this past season, Grimaldi made the decision to leave college and fight for a job with the Panthers.

 Not only is Florida flush with talented young forwards, but the Panthers signed four more during free agency.

 "I think it's good. I like a challenge,'' Grimaldi said. "It's good to have those kind of players here. I'm excited about what the future holds for the Panthers. We're going to do some good things in the coming years and I'm happy to be a part of it. If playing in the NHL easy, everyone would do it. It's all about the sacrifices you're willing to make.''

 If Grimaldi doesn't start the season with the Panthers, he'll likely make his professional debut with Florida's AHL affiliate in San Antonio.

 Don't count him out just yet, however.

 "He might just be that guy that says, 'you know what? Brendan Gallagher did it in Montreal and I'm not going to San Antonio','' Skrudland said. "It's on him to decide, for him to make the decisions really hard on the coaches in September and October.''

 Although Grimaldi is aware of the probability of starting the season in the minors, that doesn't mean he is accepting of it. No, Grimaldi's goal is to be with the Panthers not sometime in the future, but from now on.

 "I've always been told to focus on the big picture and [San Antonio] is something that could happen,'' Grimaldi said. "But right now I'm not focused on that. I'm focused on making the team. I won't be shocked or upset if it doesn't happen. I'm excited. We have a good, young core group. There's a lot of opportunity.''

 PANTHERS ADD DUO

 The Panthers added some depth on Tuesday by signing center Brett Olson and defenseman Greg Zanon to one-year deals.

 Both players have two-way provisions in their contract.

 Zanon gives Florida an option on defense as the 34-year-old has played in almost 500 NHL games with Nashville, Minnesota, Boston and Colorado. He spent last season with San Antonio. 

 Olson, 27, has played in 145 games for the Abbotsford Heat of the AHL over the past two seasons. 

 -- The Panthers won't have an on-ice session Wednesday as development camp moves east. The team plans a beach day for its young players as well as some community service.

 On-ice activities return Thursday morning at 8:15 at the Panthers IceDen in Coral Springs. The sessions are free and open to the public.
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NEW STAFF: John Madden, Mark Morris, Mike Kelly, Robb Tallas to join Gerard Gallant 
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 The Panthers will have three full-time assistant coaches this season as Tallon said the team hired former head coaches Mark Morris and Mike Kelly to join Gerard Gallant's staff.

 Tallon had already announced that former Florida center John Madden would return as an assistant coach. 

 Brian Skrudland, who joined Peter Horachek's staff last year when Kevin Dineen was fired, will return to his role as Florida's director of player development.
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Morris, 56, was recently fired as coach of the AHL's Manchester Monarchs after eight seasons.

 As the top minor league team of the Kings, Morris was instrumental in helping young players develop into eventual Stanley Cup champions.

 "He's good at developing young defensemen and that was very important to us,'' Tallon said. "We have a lot of good, young defensemen in our system.''
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Kelly was Gallant's assistant with Saint John in Canadian junior hockey. When Gallant left to be an assistant coach with the Canadiens, Kelly took over as head coach and general manager of the Sea Dogs. Kelly, 54, was fired by Saint John last fall.

 "[Kelly and Gallant] had success in Saint John together and are very comfortable coaching together,'' Tallon said. "We have a top-notch coaching staff.''

 Goalie coach Robb Tallas will return for his sixth season with the Panthers.
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FIRST STEPS: Aaron Ekblad ready for challenges ahead with Florida Panthers 
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 Among the dozens of young hockey players skating around the Panthers training facility Monday afternoon, Aaron Ekblad stood out.

 Unlike all but one other player, Ekblad has a single digit on his back. Ekblad's No. 5 will likely remain with him not only through this development camp but through training camp, into the upcoming season and beyond. It will also, no doubt, end up on the backs of many fans.

 While the majority of those partaking in this camp -- almost all wearing high double-digits -- will be back in juniors or playing college hockey this fall, Ekblad expects to stay right where he is.

 Being the first overall selection in the NHL draft brings many perks -- not just being able to select the number you wear. 

 It also gives Ekblad the true opportunity to make it to the NHL at the age of 18.

 "It's what I do with those opportunities,'' Ekblad said after skating at the Panthers' training facility for the first time on Monday. 

 "There are a series of milestones and I have to perform and prove that I'm ready at each one of them, I'll prove I belong here. I'm obviously going to get the chance, but I have to prove myself. I can't rest on my laurels, rest on where I was drafted. I consider all of us as equals.'' 

 The Panthers had flirted with the idea of trading the top pick in last month's draft but general manager Dale Tallon didn't get enough for it. Well, not enough to make him give up the rights to Ekblad.

 Florida loves Ekblad's upside and ability to play older than his years.

 Although defensemen take longer to develop than forwards because of the intricacies of the position, the Panthers feel Ekblad is going to be able to handle it.

 Bryan McCabe, the former Florida captain, knows about the pressures Ekblad is facing. McCabe started his NHL career as a defenseman with the Islanders when he was 20. McCabe also became the youngest captain in the league by age 22.

 "He's a kid in a man's body but is very confident and well-rounded in his game,'' said McCabe, who works in player development for the Panthers.

 "He's very grounded and humble and doesn't act like a first-overall pick. He's going through the grind with everyone else. .-.-. He's handled the pressure thus far, there's no reason to think he won't now. He's very mature for his age.''

 Ekblad said he won't take the opportunity the Panthers are giving him for granted. Florida is going to give Ekblad every chance to make the team out of training camp, but even if he does that, the battle isn't over.

 Florida could allow Ekblad the chance to make the opening night roster but still send him back to his junior team in Canada after nine games. 

 Tallon said Ekblad's play will determine where he ends the upcoming season.

 "We'll have a good long look at him at training camp,'' Tallon said Monday afternoon. "If he's ready, he's ready. If not, well, [Jonathan] Huberdeau went back. Guys come back better players. 

 "But if he's ready, we're keeping him, no doubt. We're still thinking the same thing about this being a marathon. We're getting closer with each draft.''

 Said Ekblad: "I have the opportunity and I just need to run with it.''

 -- The Panthers development camp continues Tuesday with on-ice sessions starting at 8:45 a.m. The camp is held at the Panthers IceDen in Coral Springs and is free and open to the public.
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CAMP DAYS: Panthers to hold development camp in Coral Springs next week 

 The Panthers will hold their annual development camp starting next week at the IceDen in Coral Springs.

 All practices will be free and open to the public.

 A number of Florida's most recent top draft picks -- including Aaron Ekblad, Aleksander Barkov and Michael Matheson -- will take part.

 Here is the schedule and roster for the camp.

Monday, July 7 – On-ice (1:15 p.m.-2:30 p.m. & 2:45 p.m.-4 p.m.)

 Tuesday, July 8 – On-ice (8:45 a.m.-10 a.m. & 10:15 a.m.-11:30 a.m.)

 Wednesday, July 9 – No on-ice session (beach workout & community service event)

 Thursday, July 10 – On-ice (8:45 a.m.-10:15 a.m. & 9:45 a.m.-Noon)

 Friday, July 11 – Red vs. Blue Intrasqaud Scrimmage (9 a.m.-11 a.m.)

 2014 FLORIDA PANTHERS DEVELOPMENT CAMP ROSTER ALPHABETICAL

 # POS PLAYER TWITTER HT WT SHOOTS BIRTHPLACE BORN 2013-14 CLUB GP G A PTS PIM

 F Barkov, Aleksander @Barkovsasha95 6'3" 213 Left Tampere, FIN 9/2/95 Florida (NHL) 54 8 16 24 10

 F Basaraba, Joe @joebasaraba 6'2" 191 Right Fort Frances, ON 5/2/92 Minnesota-Duluth (NCHC) 35 8 10 18 35

 F Beauvillier, Francis @FrankBeauvi22 6'1" 181 Left Sorel-Tracy, QC 10/22/93 Rouyn-Noranda (QMJHL) 28 13 18 31 28

 Shawinigan (QMJHL) 36 9 18 27 60

 F Brickley, Conner @ConnorBrickley 6'0" 190 Left Malden, MA 2/25/92 Vermont (H-East) 35 5 10 15 49

 San Antonio (AHL) 8 1 1 2 4

 D Brown, Josh @jrbrown94 6'5" 213 Right London, ON 1/21/94 Oshawa (OHL) 56 2 10 12 83

 F Buckles, Matt @BuckNasty1pt9 6'1" 205 Right Toronto, ON 5/5/95 Cornell (ECAC) 29 4 0 4 39

 F Clapperton, Chris @Clapperton57 5'9" 174 Left Chandler, QC 2/22/94 Blainville-Boisbriand (QMJHL) 53 26 36 62 55

 D Downing, Michael @M_Downing4 6'3" 192 Left Canton, MI 5/19/95 U. of Michigan (Big-10) 34 2 10 12 60

 D Ekblad, Aaron @ek5colts 6'3" 213 Right Windsor, ON 2/7/96 Barrie (OHL) 58 23 30 53 91

 F Fidler, Miguel @senorfidler 6'0" 186 Left Edina, MN 3/17/96 Edina High (High-MN) 25 16 25 41 24

 F Grimaldi, Rocco @RGrimaldi23 5'6" 160 Right Anaheim, CA 2/8/93 North Dakota (NCHC) 42 17 22 39 48

 F Hawryluk, Jayce @JayceHawryluk 5'10" 190 Right Yorkton, SK 1/1/96 Brandon (WHL) 59 24 40 64 44

 F Hodges, Steven @shodges13 5'11" 178 Left Yellowknife, NT 5/5/94 Victoria (WHL) 52 21 26 47 65

 F Hyman, Zach @ZachHyman 6'0" 197 Right Toronto, ON 6/9/92 U. of Michigan (Big-10) 38 4 5 9 8

 F Kosov, Yaroslav 6'3" 220 Left Magnitogorsk, RUS 7/5/93 Magnitogorsk (WHL) 32 2 2 4 0

 F Lammikko, Juho 6'1" 190 Left Noormarkku, FIN 1/29/96 Assat-U20 (Fin-Jr.) 37 17 25 42 32

 Assat (Liiga) 20 0 1 1 0

 D Matheson, Michael @MMatheson7 6'2" 180 Left Pointe-Claire, QC 2/27/94 Boston College (H-East) 38 3 18 21 49

 D McCoshen, Ian @ijmccoshen3 6'3" 205 Left Faribault, MN 8/5/95 Boston College (H-East) 35 5 8 13 48

 F Payne, Cody @paynercjc 6'2" 220 Right Weston, FL 1/14/94 Saginaw (OHL) 57 26 9 35 35

 D Racine, Jonathan @JRacs3 6'2'' 194 Left Montreal, PQ 5/28/93 San Antonio (AHL) 51 0 6 6 91

 Florida (NHL) 1 0 0 0 2

 F Rau, Kyle @KyleRau 5'8" 173 Left Eden Prairie, MN 10/24/92 U. of Minnesota (Big-10) 41 14 26 40 16

 F Shaw, Logan @loganshaw11 6'3'' 202 Right Glace Bay, NS 10/5/92 San Antonio (AHL) 46 1 7 8 24

 Cincinnati (ECHL) 20 8 10 18 8

 D Suellentrop, Colin @Csuellentrop25 6'1" 205 Right Plantation, FL 6/10/93 Oshawa (OHL) 67 3 20 23 98

 D Taker, Shayne @Staker07 6'4" 210 Left Surrey, BC 2/12/90 Notre Dame (H-East) 40 4 14 18 10

 San Antonio (AHL) 5 0 0 0 0

 F Trocheck, Vincent @Trocheck_89 5'10" 182 Right Pittsburgh, PA 7/11/93 San Antonio (AHL) 55 16 26 42 32

 Florida (NHL) 20 5 3 8 6

 F Turgeon, Tony @turg04 6'4" 232 Left Grand Forks, ND 8/23/89 San Antonio (AHL) 5 0 0 0 21

 Cincinnati (ECHL) 13 0 2 2 59

 F Vecchione, Mike @Mvecc8 5'10" 195 Right Saugus, MA 2/25/93 Union College (ECAC) 38 14 20 34 32

 D Weegar, MacKenzie @weega52 6'0" 183 Right Ottawa, ON 1/7/94 Halifax (QMJHL) 61 12 47 59 97

 F Wegwerth, Joe @wegs27 6'3" 230 Left Burnsville, MN 6/16/96 US U-18 (USHL) 52 3 2 6 123

 D Wittchow, Ed @TeamEdward_20 6'4" 205 Left Burnsville, MN 10/31/92 U. of Wisconsin (Big-10) 37 1 6 7 26

 # POS PLAYER HT WT CATCHES BIRTHPLACE BORN 2013-14 CLUB GP W L T/OT GAA

 G Brittain, Sam @SBrittain1 6'3" 229 Left Calgary, ALTA 5/10/92 U. of Denver (NCHC) 39 19 14 6 2.22

 G Cowley, Evan @ECtendy31 6'3" 185 Left Evergreen, CO 7/31/95 U. of Denver (NCHC) 5 1 2 0 1.76

 G Fagerblom, Hugo @Hfagerblom 6'6" 202 Left Sweden 1/9/96 Frolunda U18 (Swe-Jr.) 8 1 2.24

 G Stevens, Colin @colinstevens30 6'1" 174 Left Niskayuna, NY 6/30/93 Union College (ECAC) 36 28 4 2 2.05
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NEW LOOK FOR PANTHERS: Tallon signs six on opening day of free agency 
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TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

 Dale Tallon wasn't as busy on the opening of the NHL's free agency period Tuesday afternoon as he was in 2011 although it was real close.

 The Panthers signed five players within the first 90 minutes of the floodgates opening and brought in six by end of the work day.

 Tallon signed four forwards, a defenseman and a goalie -- adding more than $17 million in payroll toward the coming season. 

 Not long after signing two-time Stanley Cup champion Willie Mitchell from Los Angeles, Tallon said he was going to take a little break from the frenzy. "We're going to sit back,'' Tallon said.

 The Panthers also added forwards David Bolland, Jussi Jokinen, Shawn Thornton and Derek MacKenzie as well as goalie Al Montoya.

 "It was a great day for our franchise and we exceeded expectations,'' said Tallon, who signed seven new players on the first day of free agency in 2011 which led to the team's first postseason berth in over a decade. 

 "We identified a number of players and we got them all, basically. I've never had that before. The guys we identified we ended up getting. We had needs we had to address.''
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A few minutes after noon, Florida made its first move of the day by signing former Carolina and Pittsburgh winger Jussi Jokinen to a four-year deal worth $4 million per season. 

 A solid scorer throughout his nine-year career, Jokinen -- who is no relation to former Florida captain Olli Jokinen -- scored 58 points for the Penguins last year. That was 19 more than Florida's leading scorer in rookie Nick Bjugstad.

 Jokinen has played in 660 games with Carolina, Dallas, Tampa Bay and Pittsburgh and has 149 goals with 265 assists.

 "He has a lot of class, a real pro,'' Tallon said. "He has great skills and can score. He'll also help [Aleksander] Barkov off the ice. He wanted to come here because of Barkov and the other young players in the system. He did his homework. He knew this team inside and out.''
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The Panthers then made its biggest financial splash by signing Bolland, the former Chicago and Toronto center to a five-year contract worth $5.5 million per season.

 Bolland, whose biggest claim to fame is scoring the goal lifting Chicago to the Cup in 2013, said he narrowed his choices to remaining in Toronto or coming south to be reunited with Tallon.

 "I'm coming to a team that's really growing and is going to be a contender,'' said Bollard, who was drafted in 2004 by Tallon while he was the GM of the Blackhawks. 

 "Dale put together a great team in Chicago. I think it's going to be great with all the young players here.'' 

 With defensemen going fast throughout Tuesday, the Panthers signed Mitchell with their final move of the day. 

 Mitchell, 37, has spent the past three seasons with the Kings and was instrumental in Los Angeles winning the Cup in two of those seasons.

 In 795 NHL games over 12 seasons with Minnesota, Dallas, Vancouver and Los Angeles, Mitchell has 30 goals and 135 assists. He's also played in 89 postseason games during his career. 

 Florida goalie Roberto Luongo welcomed his former Vancouver teammate to South Florida via Twitter.

 Mitchell signed a two-year deal worth $4.25 million per season.

 "Great to be your teammate again,'' Luongo wrote.

 Aside from Bolland and Jokinen, Tallon added two other forwards in former Boston enforcer Thornton and Columbus grinder MacKenzie.

 Thornton, 37, spent the past seven seasons with the Bruins but played under Tallon in Chicago earlier in his career.

 "It was pretty disappointing when [Boston] said I wasn't coming back, I'm not going to lie,'' Thornton told Canada's Sportsnet. "I spent a great seven years here. But I've had a few weeks to get over it. The focus then became to find somewhere I would fit and [my family] would be happy. Honestly, Florida was at the top of my list.''

 Not happy with backup goalie Dan Ellis -- he went 0-5 and stopped just 84 percent of shots faced after coming over in the Tim Thomas deal with Dallas -- Tallon went out and signed Montoya.

 The first Cuban-American to ever play in the NHL, Montoya spent the past four years as a backup with the Islanders and Winnipeg.

 A first-round pick by the Rangers in 2004, Montoya toiled for five seasons in the minor leagues before making his NHL debut with Phoenix in 2009. 

 Tallon signed the former Michigan standout to a two-year deal worth just over $1 million per season. He'll compete with Ellis to be Luongo's backup.

 On Tuesday, Tallon gave the early edge to Montoya.

 "He's won in the NHL and the American Hockey League,'' Tallon said. "He's from Chicago and always wanted to come to Florida. He's excited. We talked to [Luongo] about it and it takes a special kind of goalie to be a backup. He's had a couple good years in a row.''
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FREE AGENT FRENZY: Florida Panthers busy early on in signing Bolland, J.Jokinen, Thornton, MacKenzie and Montoya 
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 The Panthers were a busy bunch as the free agency period kicked off Tuesday at noon.

 First, Florida inked former Carolina and Pittsburgh winger Jussi Jokinen to a four-year deal worth $16 million.

 Soon afterward, center Dave Bolland joined the team with a five-year deal worth $5.5 million each season. Bolland, drafted by Florida GM Dale Tallon in Chicago, is a two-time Stanley Cup champ with the Blackhawks. He spent a rough season in Toronto last year as he missed a big part of the season after suffering a severed ankle tendon.
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The Panthers also officially said goodbye to enforcer Krys Barch as Boston tough Shawn Thornton was signed to a reported two-year deal. Thornton has spent the past seven seasons in Boston but also has a Tallon connection as he once played in Chicago.

 Thornton has played in 559 NHL games and has incurred 906 penalty minutes.
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Florida also brought in some competition for the backup goaltending job by signing former University of Michigan standout Al Montoya.

 Montoya, the first Cuban-American to ever play in the NHL, spent the past four years with the Islanders and Jets.

 The fifth player to sign on with Florida was another forward as former Columbus center Derek MacKenzie signed a three-year pact. MacKenzie, who was drafted and broke in with the old Atlanta Thrashers, is expected to compete for a spot on one of Florida bottom two lines.

 The Panthers now need to go after some defensemen and word is that is exactly what they are doing.

 Stay tuned.

 More to come as the free agency period rolls on.

 Follow me on Twitter @GeorgeRichards for information as it comes in.
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TIME TO SHOP: Florida Panthers buyout Jovo, head into free agency with plenty of cash 
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 With his team for sale and under orders to not spend any money, last year's opening of the free agency market put Dale Tallon in the strange position of being a spectator.

 The financial handcuffs have been taken off this time around.

 When the NHL's free agent period opens Tuesday at noon, Tallon expects to be busy. 

 The Panthers, as far as free agents go, are back open for business. Whether Tallon can persuade top-end talent to sign up is another matter.

 "We have addressed needs on our team and have a list of people we think can help us,'' Tallon said Saturday at the NHL draft. "Now it's a matter of selling them on the benefits of coming to Florida to help us turn the franchise around.

 ''We have great players, a goaltender [Roberto Luongo] and ownership willing to spend. It's a great place to live. We're using every tool possible to get guys to come to Fort Lauderdale.''

 Although Tallon's work this week will be overshadowed by what his NBA neighbors in Miami do, Tallon will attempt to make a splash in signing a few defensemen as well as a few forwards. 

 Some needs could be filled through a trade or two, although Tallon is expected to get most of his new acquisitions via free agency.

 Although this isn't the strongest free agent class in recent memory, there are players out there who could improve the Panthers' roster.

 "We will be aggressive and have room to spend,'' Tallon said. "We have some needs and want to help our young guys develop. .-.-. help these young kids get through the potholes.''

 Florida is a little over $30 million under the league-mandated cap of $69 million with new ownership telling Tallon he's authorized to be closer to the cap ceiling than the floor.

 The Panthers are about $14 million shy of the cap floor ($51 million) but that will quickly change.

 The signing of restricted free agents (noteably Dmitry Kulikov, Brandon Pirri, Jimmy Hayes and Erik Gudbranson) as well as top draft pick Aaron Ekblad should pull Florida closer to -- or even over -- the cap floor.

 On Monday, captain Ed Jovanovski was officially bought out of the last season of his four-year contract.

 Jovanovski's buyout -- for $2.75 million of the $4 million he was scheduled to make -- will not count against the cap as Florida used one of its two compliance (amnesty) buyouts it had at its disposal. 

“We sincerely thank Ed for his seven years of service and dedication to the Florida Panthers and the South Florida community,” Tallon said in a statement issued by the team.

“This was not an easy decision.''

 Although Jovanovski's money won't count against the cap, Florida does attribute $1.4 million from last year's buyout of Filip Kuba against it as well as $2.2 million of Kris Verteeg's retained salary from last year's trade with Chicago.

 Florida has been rumored to be involved in a potential trade with Philadelphia which would bring former Tampa Bay star center Vinny Lecavalier back to the Sunshine State. 

 If that deal was to go through -- it's considered doubtful as Lecavalier's productivity has slipped and he's signed for three more years -- it wouldn't be until Wednesday. 

 Lecavalier, bought out by the Lightning last summer, is due a $2 million bonus on Tuesday and any team interested in the 2004 Stanley Cup champ wants the Flyers to pay that fee. 

 The Panthers could also have interest in some of the new additions to the free agency market. Like Jovanovski, a handful of other players were bought out and are able to sign with any team.

 Those players include former Buffalo defenseman Christian Ehrhoff and Arizona center Mike Ribiero.

 Florida could also resign fourth-line winger Jesse Winchester who scored a career-high nine goals last year.
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END OF AN ERA: Florida Panthers to buy out Ed Jovanovski's final year 
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 PHILADELPHIA -- The Ed Jovanovski Era with the Florida Panthers is close to ending. 

 Jovanovski's long NHL career may be over as well.

 On Sunday, the Panthers placed their captain on waivers with the intent to buy out the final year of the four-year deal he signed with Florida in 2011. 

 Jovanovski will get roughly $2.7 million of the $4 million owed to him by the Panthers as buy-out candidates get two-third their contract price per the collective bargaining agreement.

 On Friday night, Jovanovski told the Miami Herald he wasn't sure what the Panthers were going to do before Monday's deadline. 

 The possibility of a buyout, however, was on his mind but still seemed to come as a surprise. 

 Jovanovski had hoped the Panthers, after he battled back from a serious and painful hip surgery, would allow him to end things on his own terms.

 On Sunday, Jovanovski texted he wouldn't be making any public comment. 

 "This game has been really good to me and has given me everything I've ever needed in my life and my family's life,'' Jovanovski said at the end of last season.

 The Panthers don't talk about players until they've cleared waivers. That's expected to come Monday at noon. When asked about Jovanovski on Friday, general manager Dale Tallon said there was no new update. 

 This was a very difficult decision for Tallon who is one of Jovanovski's biggest supporters.

 "He's a leader and God bless him,'' Tallon said when Jovanovski returned in January. "What's he's doing is unbelievable. He's a tough SOB and I really like him. His teammates love him. If anyone would come back from this is Jovo. He's been terrific.'' 

 The defenseman, whom Florida took with the top overall pick in 1994, spent seven of his 18 NHL seasons with the Panthers. 

 Florida traded him to Vancouver in 1999 as part of the Pavel Bure deal and he spent seven seasons with the Canucks before signing with the Coyotes as a free agent in 2006.

 Jovanovski returned to the Panthers in 2011 as a free agent and played in 109 games over the past three years.

 Last year, Jovanovski returned from major hip surgery and played in 37 games upon coming back in January. 

 Jovanovski, who turned 38 last week, became the first known professional athlete to return from hip resurfacing. After being limited to just six games in the lockout-shortened 2013 season, Jovanovski had the very intrusive surgery and worked his way back to the lineup. 

 It was a slow, painful process.

 "This has been a tough road, no question,'' Jovanovski said in April. 

 "When I came back and went through the rehab, there was that doubt of the chances of never playing again. .-.-. There were days in which I said 'what am I doing. It's an uphill battle.' There was no data on this, no one had done this before. When you look at the whole procedure, it's pretty wild what I have in my body to be doing what I'm doing. It's great being able to play the game I love.''

 Jovanovski had been working out with the thought he would play next year and it's possible although unlikely another team gives him a chance to give it one more try. 

 If Jovanovski decides to retire, Florida could offer Jovanovski a position within the team something he said in April he would be receptive to. Being bought out by the Panthers, however, could change his feelings toward the team.

 "I will do whatever takes off the ice to help a team win,'' he said. "It's something I love to do. I've been in this community so long, I'd love to see this franchise do well. I think the chips are falling in with the new owners. It's going to be an interesting summer. We'll see where that unfolds.''

 Last season, Jovanovski said not being around the team during his injury was one of the worst things he's endured.

 "It killed me,'' he said. "And it's one of those things I worry about when I am done. The dressing room is a great spot, having the opportunity to come in and shoot the breeze with the guys, hearing the young guys stories, going on the road and having the opportunity to be as a team. At the end of the day, do what you love to do.''

Here are some quotes from Jovanovski, Erik Gudbranson and Peter Horachek from last year.

ED JOVANOVSKI

 On the Masterton nomination: 

 "I appreciate that, it's definitely an honor. For me, anytime you are nominated for something, it's a great honor. This has been a tough road, no question. When I came back and went through the rehab, there was that doubt of the chances of never playing again. Having the passion to come back and get in there and do my work, 35 games or so into it and not missing many practices, it's definitely a treat to be here.''

 Where there times during rehab in which you doubted the process?:

 "For the most part I tried to remain as upbeat as I could. There were days in which I said 'what am I doing. It's an uphill battle.' There was no data on this, no one had done this before. When you look at the whole procedure, it's pretty wild what I have in my body to be doing what I'm doing. It's great being able to play the game I love.''

 Where there family members who said 'what are you doing?'

 "Not so much by my wife. A lot of that came from my mom and dad. There were 18. 19 years of grinding. When I got back from my surgery and they saw what I went through that first week ... It wasn't fun. It was miserable. As the days move on, your attitude is, well the sun comes up kind of thing. Everything is moving forward. With the rehab regimen these days, you're right back at it and you start feeling better. That's kind of what happened to me. You have to start somewhere.''

 Where do you rank coming back on your list of accomplishments?

 "It's got to be up there. We all enjoy the great seasons, the teams. But this one really hits home.''

 You're not done yet, right?

 "I think working out off the ice, then on the ice and getting into game action for me, it's going to be a really important summer to concentrate on an 82 game schedule. Really work at playing and having success. There is no other way to put it. I have to work hard. When you put your mind to it, anything is a possibility.''

 Have you talked to Dale about your future?

 "No. I have a year on my contract and I plan on fulfilling it.''

 So if it's up to you, you'll be here for training camp?

 "Yeah.''

 Feel how you've shown the kids how it's done?

 "It's not so much showing it. You don't wish anyone to go through what I went to. There are a lot of prevention things today like what [Huberdeau] went through like scoping. This was kind of a last resort kind of thing to first and foremost improve my quality of life, be able to play with my kids, bend over and put my socks on and tie my shoes. I was lost at one point. It was a daily struggle to do a lot of things. But if they can see anything, it's anything is possible. This game has been really good to me and has given me everything I've ever needed in my life and my family's life. The opportunity is through the roof for these guys financially and being able to do what they want to do.''

 How much did you miss the game, being around the team?

 "It killed me. And it's one of those things I worry about when I am done. The dressing room is a great spot, having the opportunity to come in and shoot the breeze with the guys, hearing the young guys stories, going on the road and having the opportunity to be as a team. At the end of the day, do what you love to do. We play a game. It's hard, a lot of the things that go unnoticed. The travel; yes we do fly on charters, but it's a grind getting in at 2, 3 in the morning and have to get ready in the morning. It tests you that much more. But it killed me not being around the guys and that's something that bothers me when it's all going to be over.''

 Want to stick around the game?

 "Yeah, that's something that is definitely a possibility. I love the game that much. I will do whatever takes off the ice to help a team win. It's something I love to do. I've been in this community so long, I'd love to see this franchise do well. I think the chips are falling in with the new owners. It's going to be an interesting summer. We'll see where that unfolds.''

 ERIK GUDBRANSON

 "It was a serious injury to come back from as a hockey player and at his age as well, the passion he's shown and character he's shown to come back, it was for the love of the game. That's really impressive.

 "Having him in the dressing room is a huge piece. It's noticeable when he's not here. That battle he's shown, the determination, is something we all need to learn from. Hockey isn't forever and to show that passion is an amazing thing to see. His return has been seamless. He basically took a year off and it's a tough thing to do and come back and play. It's quite the invasive surgery. It's a big deal. For him to come back is amazing to see. I don't think a lot of guys could have done what he's overcome. That's a true testament to what he's all about.

 "He's here for the love of the game. That's a passionate man right there. That's something we should all learn from and everyone in this locker room should take note of it.''

 PETER HORACHEK

 "The perseverance of that is incredible. Where you are in your career and going through a surgery, as we've talked before, no one has ever returned from. I think it's the same surgery Bo Jackson had. 

 "Playing later in your career is tough, the day-to-day and the travel and the recovery. To come back and work hard enough and have the doctors clear him, give him credit for that.

 "They are big kids at heart. He may be late 30s, but they love the game. That's what they love, they are their happiest on the ice. The young guys see that, see that fight through and injury and spend months and months of recovery time. He went through training camp and had the disappointment of the doctor saying it's not healed. He continued to push until he got back in. It's a great story.
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PANTHERS DRAFT BUILD CONTINUES: Florida goes winger heavy on draft's second day 
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 PHILADELPHIA -- Jayce Hawryluk came to the second day of the NHL draft figuring he wouldn't wait long to hear his name called.

 Florida general manager Dale Tallon, after all, told the winger from Manitoba he would be the Panthers' selection with the 32nd overall pick if he was still on the board.

 Finnish winger Juho Lammikko, on the other hand, had no idea he would land Florida after not meeting with the Panthers in the days leading up to the draft. 

 Yet here both were, wearing matching red Florida jerseys with their draft year stitched on the back.

 "They are a good young team with good players,'' Hawryluk said after Florida took him with the second pick of the second round at Wells Fargo Center on Saturday morning.

 "It's a good organization and I'm happy to be there. They told me I was their guy at 32 and they kept their promise. That means a lot to me. Of course, anything could change. But they kept their word.''

 Said Tallon: "He has speed, toughness and skill. There are a lot of things to like.''

 Florida didn't have a third round pick before Tallon made his lone trade of the weekend in a deal with the Islanders. The Panthers gave up a third round pick in next year's draft -- one Florida is hosting at the BB&T Center in Sunrise -- for the 65th overall selection on Saturday.

 With that pick, Florida went after a versatile winger in Lammikko. Tallon said he liked what he saw from Lammikko at the world under-18 tournament during the spring.

 Lammikko played 20 games in the Finnish elite league last year but Tallon said he may play in North America next season.

 "It was an awesome feeling when I heard my name called,'' said Lammikko, who is expected to join the rest of Florida's 2014 draft class at development camp starting July 7. 

 The Panthers came into the second and final day of the draft with four selections but ended with five after making the deal with the Islanders.

 With their next two picks, Florida stayed on its forward route taking wingers Joe Wegworth and Miguel Fidler in the fourth and fifth rounds respectively.

 Neither player is expected to be part of the Panthers any time soon.

 Wegworth, who is part of the U.S. developmental team, plans to play in the USHL junior league for the Green Bay Gamblers next year. After that, he's committed to play at Notre Dame.

 Fidler is a high school player from Edina, Minnesota, and also plans to play in the USHL as well next season. Then, it's off to Ohio State.

 "I like to play a physical game, hit people. I want to bring that to the Panthers someday,'' Wegworth said. 

 With its final pick of the day, Florida went away from forwards and took Swedish goalie Hugo Fagerblom in the seventh round.

 "We added size and players who are hard to play against,'' Tallon said. 

 NEW PANTHERS

 D Aaron Ekblad, first overall pick

 RW Jayce Hawryluk, second round (32nd)

 C/W Juho Lammikko, third round (65th)

 RW Joe Wegwerth, fourth round (92nd)

 LW Miguel Fidler, fifth round (143rd)

 G Hugo Fagerblom, seventh round (182nd)
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 PHILADELPHIA -- The Panthers were quiet at this draft after much speculation Dale Tallon would be as busy as any general manager in the building.

 Florida's lone trade of the week was the minor third-round swap with the Islanders. 

 Tallon shopped the first overall pick but kept it and took 

 top-rated defenseman Aaron Ekblad on Friday night.

 "The timing wasn't right for trades,'' Tallon said. "With being able to talk to free agents and the draft, you didn't have time to get to the meat of the matter. It made it a little difficult to get conversations about a deal.''

 For Tallon, his focus turns away from the amateur players and toward pending free agents. Tallon said he's looking for a couple defensemen and forwards.

 This year, teams were allowed to talk to free agents before the signing period begins at noon Tuesday.

 -- Tallon said Florida has made qualifying offers to most of its restricted free agents including defensemen Dmitry Kulikov and Erik Gudbranson. 

 Florida didn't offer Steven Anthony, Matthias Lindstrom, Anthony Luciani and Jonathan Hazen.

 -- John Madden will return to the Panthers as an assistant coach next season under new head coach Gerard Gallant. 

 Madden, who won three Stanley Cups as a center with New Jersey and Chicago, was in his first year as a pro scout when he was asked to join Peter Horachek's staff when Kevin Dineen was fired in November.

 Tallon said Brian Skrudland, who was also on Horachek's staff, could return as well. 

 Skrudland has a year left on his contract and could go back to being Florida's director of player development.

 "We have a few names,'' Tallon said. "We'll get it all done.''
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JOVO'S JOINT: 'Ekblad can come crash at my place' 
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 PHILADELPHIA -- Ed Jovanovski and Aaron Ekblad have a few things in common.

 Not only were both the first overall selections in the NHL draft by the Florida Panthers, but both are also defensemen from the Windsor, Ontario, area.

 On Friday, Jovanovski watched the draft and checked out clips of Ekblad. The Panthers captain came away impressed.

 "I think he's going to be a stud in this league for a long time,'' said Jovanovski, Florida's top pick in 1994.

 When Ekblad comes south in the coming days, he says he wants to reach out and talk to Jovanovski about hockey, the Panthers, South Florida, whatever. 

 Not only would Jovanovski welcome a meeting, but he offered a little more on Friday night.

 "I have few extra bedrooms so if he wants to, he can crash here with me,'' Jovanovski said. 

 "Players have extended that kind of invitations before and he sounds like a nice kid. Any way I can help him I will.''
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EKBLAD TALKS: Panthers first pick meets the media 

PHILADELPHIA -- Here is the complete transcript from Aaron Ekblad's inital news conference after being the first overall pick by the Florida Panthers on Friday. The transcripts are provided from the NHL through ASAP Sports.

NHL DRAFT

June 27, 2014

Aaron Ekblad

PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA

Q. What's your reaction? 

 AARON EKBLAD: Honestly, it's pure relief. I have never been a part of such a suspenseful event in my entire life, and I think my parents can say the same. It's a very special moment and I'm very proud of everyone who's helped me get to this point. 

Q. (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD: I am. I've said that from the very beginning that I believe in myself and I'm confident, and I think if you don't believe in yourself and you're not confident, you're putting yourself behind the 8‑ball right off the bat. I believe if I work hard this summer I can step into the NHL next year. Obviously I'm going to need a lot of help and it's going to be a learning curve, but I'm confident in myself.

Q. (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD: I did not know. I was freaking out there for a second when he stopped. It was breathtaking to say the least. It was breathtaking.

Q. Did you think he was going to call Sam's name?

 AARON EKBLAD: I had no idea. Obviously I was hoping for the best, hoping for my name to be called. But you never want to hope for someone else. But it's a great experience, and I've got to thank the guys here that were drafted, as well, Sam Reinhart, Sam Bennett, Draisaitl, and I'm not sure if (inaudible) has gone yet, but they're all my great friends and I'm very proud of those guys, as well.

Q. A lot of young talent in Florida. Are you excited to be part of that pool?

 AARON EKBLAD: Of course. It's pretty cool. They have a young corps and they won a Stanley Cup. This D corps in a couple years is going to be pretty good, and of course if I'm a part of that I hope to help out.

Q. (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD: Talking with him and‑‑ NHL combine, stuff like that? You know what, they were pretty relaxed. They didn't tip their hat or show any cards off the table. They were joking around with me a second ago and said they knew from the very beginning, but who knows. Obviously they want to look for the best possible option, and if they believe in me, then that's great.

Q. Did they make it clear that they want to win now and that's why they picked you? 

 AARON EKBLAD: I'm sure that's the case. I haven't had an extensive talk with them, but other than at the combine and stuff like that. But I feel like I can step in next year and make a difference.

Q. How about playing with guys like Gudbranson and Kulikov and mentioned some guys, Olsen and talk about that young corps of defenseman. 

 AARON EKBLAD: That's great. Obviously that's what I want to see. I want to jump into a young corps where I can help and be a leader within those guys and let them lead me and support me. I think it's a two‑way street that way, and I think that'll help me out a lot next year.

Q. The way this crowd was going tonight, were you afraid you were going to get booed?

 AARON EKBLAD: For a second there my dad was like, don't worry about it, it's not you. But that's the way it is. That's hockey, and I think the Philadelphia fans are very proud of hockey's youth these days. Well, why wouldn't you be, right? You want the game to grow, and that's what we're all doing here.

Q. (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD: Yeah, it's pretty special actually that Ed Jovanovski is actually from my hometown and 20 years apart we were both picked first overall. That's a story in its own. I have yet to meet him, and hopefully I do soon and get to talking with him about next year and the Florida Panthers.

Q. Maybe he'll invite you out to dinner. He's got a nice spread. 

 AARON EKBLAD: I'm sure he does.

Q. Who was here for you tonight?

 AARON EKBLAD: My entire family. I don't want to leave anyone out, but a lot of people, 25, 30 people. A couple of my best friends, aunts, uncles, grandfather. My grandma is back home watching right now, couldn't make it obviously. Of course I love her and everyone else that's helped me along the way.

Q. Who was your biggest influence in life?

 AARON EKBLAD: I think from the very beginning my dad, he's the first one to put me in skates, and I think the best thing is he never pushed me to play the game. I had passion for it, and from the very beginning once a stick was in my hand and my boots were laced up, I was ready to go and ready to believe in myself and be confident, and of course there was times when I stepped off the tracks, but they're always there to put you back on and dust you off and get you ready to go. 

Q. What does a day like today (inaudible)? 

 AARON EKBLAD: By far the longest day of my entire life. That's obvious. Like I said, I've never been through more of a suspenseful day. Like I said, they didn't tip their hat. They didn't show their cards whatsoever, and that's what made it all the more exciting, and the anxiety was building up there.

Q. (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD: The new coach? I have. I met him yesterday afternoon. Obviously I think he's going to have some great ideas to try and turn this team around and get them winning. 

Q. Did you have any advance notice that you were going to be the pick before they announced you?

 AARON EKBLAD: No, I didn't. I was sitting there just kind of scared and excited at the same time. 

Q. How does the pressure from trying to go No.1, how does the pressure change, the nature of it, from trying to be drafted to now all the expectations that come with being drafted high?

 AARON EKBLAD: Oh, it's never ending. There's always a burden of expectation that's always going to be there, but it's what you make of it, that pressure and all that is just motivation for me. 

Q. How do you deal with it?

 AARON EKBLAD: There's help everywhere, my parents, my brother, all my friends, great support group. I know guys that play in the NHL right now that I could turn to at any point and they'd be able to give me the best advice out there.

Q. Talk about the Barrie Colts. 

 AARON EKBLAD: The Barrie Colts are such a classy organization. I've been there for three years now. I was the captain of the team in my last year. My teammates over the last three years, I don't want to mention any names and leave anyone out, but they know who they are and they've really helped me. I wouldn't be where I was today if it wasn't for my rookie year, I've got to say Reid McNeill. He turned me into the player I am today because he forced me to talk and forced me to keep my stick on the puck and all that kind of stuff. He was just a really good mentor for me in my rookie year. I've got to name names. Norm Ezekiel, I lived with him my first year. Colin Behenna, Mark Scheifele, Tanner Pearson, guys that you'll see in the NHL now, Tanner Pearson just won a Stanley Cup. It's pretty amazing what these guys have done. Brendan Lemieux this year, Johnny Laser, my defense partner for the last couple of years. Some of these guys are my best friends, and it's so amazing to go through hockey and have that, Dale Hawerchuk as a coach, one of the best coaches around and one of the best players to ever play the game. So it's a classy organization, and I'm proud to be a part of them and be a part of the Florida Panthers, as well. 

Q. Given your journey here, do you feel older than your years? 

 AARON EKBLAD: I have a lot of life experience you could say. I think there's still a lot more I need to learn and a lot more life experiences for me out there for sure. 

Q. Did it help you being the No.1 pick in the OHL, as well? 

 AARON EKBLAD: Yeah, the youngest, the guy under the most scrutiny, it always seems to follow me around. Like I said, that kind of pressure is motivation for me.

Q. (Inaudible) being the first defenseman in eight years to go first in the NHL draft?

 AARON EKBLAD: Like I said, that's the burden of expectation, but I chase it. I want that burden of expectation. I want that feel for motivation, and I want to succeed under that.

Q. What will the Panthers see from you? What's your specialty? 

 AARON EKBLAD: Strong, responsible defense. That's the position I play, and that's what I plan on doing when I get there. Of course I want to contribute offensively, as well.

Q. Did Dale say anything cool to you when you first talked, not like tonight, after the pick? Did he have any words of wisdom? 

 AARON EKBLAD: Honestly I'll probably remember it later on. I can't remember right now what exactly was going on. I was a little bit blurry‑eyed, but maybe I'll figure it out later. 

Q. Obviously when you're going to be a top pick, do you start looking at some of the teams that you might end up going to? 

 AARON EKBLAD: Of course. You look through who they have on their back end, right or left shots, all that kind of stuff. Obviously I was watching to see if Florida would get a new coach, all that kind of stuff. It lasted a while. It's pretty fun to just follow that after the season. Of course during the season you want to focus on winning games with your club team.

Q. That said, did you follow any of the trade talk or any of that stuff?

 AARON EKBLAD: I followed it quite a bit. I think my roommate, Brendan Lemieux in Barrie was all over that stuff. It's pretty funny.

Q. Were guys tweeting you tonight before the draft? 

 AARON EKBLAD: Yeah, my phone was blowing up all night. I don't remember any of the specific trade rumors. I actually didn't have time to read all the tweets. I just wanted to scroll through them and see how many there were.

Q. Pretty impressive reaction you got in the trade market?

 AARON EKBLAD: What do you mean, for people to trade up? 

Q. All the teams that allegedly wanted to trade up for you?

 AARON EKBLAD: That's cool. I didn't follow it all that closely, but they didn't. 

Q. Just looking at the Panthers, what were some of the things you saw in the team as far as where you might fit in. 

 AARON EKBLAD: Obviously they have‑‑ well, right now they have three right‑handed shots, four lefts. I want to play on that team as a right‑handed shot and I want to play the power play and all that kind of stuff. Of course I'm going to be a young guy and they may have guys there already. I'm willing to step into a role and play a team game. I take pride in being a good teammate and all that kind of stuff. I'm there to learn at first. I'm going to be learning from some great players, some young guys who have just stepped in, some older players who have had storied careers. It's going to be a learning curve for me, and I want to keep that as short as possible so I can start making an impact. 

Q. Talk about the fan reaction tonight when you got drafted No.1. 

 AARON EKBLAD: The fans of Philly? 

Q. Yeah. 

 AARON EKBLAD: Honestly, like I said, I'm blurry‑eyed and I can't remember what happened. Were they excited or what? That's awesome. It's a great experience for me, a great opportunity, and I'm really looking forward to next year.

Q. When we spoke to you before the world juniors you told me you didn't expect to make that team and you told me you had a lot to learn this season. I guess between now and then, what do you feel has been your biggest improvement in your game?

 AARON EKBLAD: Yeah, actually before the season even started I said I'd have to have a pretty unbelievable start to play for the world junior team. I thought that was a myth in its own to even be considered for that. So that's a pretty good accomplishment for sure. I worked a lot on my skating. Once you get into a routine of working on, whether it was my shot or my skating after practice, before practice every day, it turns into just something that becomes easy to you. 

Q. What are your thoughts on living in Florida?

 AARON EKBLAD: I love warm weather for sure. I think you can see the tan on me a little bit. But no, I think there's a lot of things you can get distracted from down there other than hockey, and I want to focus on hockey. That's what I'm there for, and during the season that will be my goal. 

Q. What about golf?

 AARON EKBLAD: I'm actually not much of a golfer at all, so that's a plus for them. 

Q. (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD: Of course. There's certain things I want to do with my career. I actually keep those to myself. 

Q. (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD: I've never really been a vocal guy. I have a lot to learn if I want to play in the NHL next year, and even if I am there, I'm still going to have a lot to learn from, like I said, some very special people. 

FastScripts Transcript by ASAP Sports
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EKBLAD'S NO. 1: Panthers keep pick, take defenseman with first selection of NHL draft 
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 PHILADELPHIA -- Only twice in their history have the Florida Panthers used the top pick in the NHL draft.

 Both times they selected a strapping defenseman from the Windsor, Ontario, area. 

 Taking Ed Jovanovski 20 years ago worked out pretty well for the Panthers. They hope Aaron Ekblad does as well.

 Ekblad became the latest member of the Panthers on Friday as Florida made the 6-4 blueliner the first selection in the 2014 draft at Wells Fargo Center. 

 "It's exciting. Florida has a young core and wants to win a Stanley Cup,'' said Ekblad, 18. 

 "This team is going to be pretty good in a couple of years and I want to be part of it. I just want to help out.''

 Said Jovanovski: "I think he's going to be a stud in this league for a long time.''

 After weeks of speculation that general manager Dale Tallon would trade the first pick, Florida didn't get the deal it wanted and stood pat. 

 Tallon confirmed rumors Florida had offers from Vancouver and Philadelphia. In the end, Tallon didn't get what he felt was enough to bypass Ekblad.

 Tallon said he decided at noon on Friday that Florida would keep the pick and informed Philadelphia -- which had made "substantial" offers as Tallon said -- of his decision.

 "We laid out all the pros and cons, what was best for the franchise and by noon we decided to say no to the offers,'' Tallon said. 

 "Based on what we had, the kind of kid this is, he fits into what we're doing. We have another 6-4 kid with character. We're building this block by block. We're building through the draft. He's a man, a big, strong physical kid.''

 Said new coach Gerard Gallant: "We knew the kid wanted to come to Florida, wanted to be the first pick. The kid knew he was coming when he walked out of our meeting. .-.-. Dale entertained all options. But I think he was always going to use it. He wanted that kid.''

 Tallon made the announcement in front of what had been a raucous, typical Philadelphia crowd. Tallon calmed down the masses by opening his statement by complimenting the city. In turn, Ekblad was cheered by the large crowd. His father prepared him for the worst, however.

 "He said not to worry about it, it not about you,'' Ekblad said. "Hey that's part of it, that's hockey. Philadelphia fans are very proud.''

 Ekblad had been paying attention to the trade rumors via social media leading up to the draft, saying his phone was "blowing up." 

 Tallon kept the suspense going by staggering his announcement, only leaking that the Panthers were "proud to select from the Ontario Hockey League," before pausing for effect. 

 With other top prospects Sam Reinhart and Leon Draisaitl -- who would go second and third respectively -- coming from the Western Hockey League, Tallon's stall narrowed down things considerably.

 "It was breathtaking to say the least,'' Ekblad joked. "I was hoping for the best, hoping for my name to be called. It was a great experience.''

 On the ice, Ekblad is expected to compete for a roster spot when training camp opens in September. Ekblad, who said he's never been to South Florida, should introduce himself to the locals at Florida's development camp in July.

 Ekblad, the first defenseman to be the first overall pick since St. Louis took Erik Johnson in 2006, feels he's ready to play in the NHL right now.

 "I believe in myself and I'm confident,'' Ekblad said. "If you don't believe in yourself, you're behind the 8-ball right off the bat. I'm going to work hard this summer and be ready to play in the NHL next year.''

 Tallon said the expectation is Ekblad will be on the team next year although when Florida took Erik Gudbranson third in 2010, Tallon and the Panthers sent him back to junior for an additional year.

 On Friday, Gudbranson -- as well as Jonathan Huberdeau -- welcomed Ekblad to Florida via Twitter. 

 "He's 18 going on 30,'' Tallon said. "Bobby Orr is a great friend and represents him. That helped as well.''

 Allowed to enter the OHL draft early as a after being granted the rare 'exceptional player' status by Hockey Canada, Ekblad seems confident enough to make the transition to the next level. Ekblad is one of four to receive that designation and the only defenseman.

 But will he return to the Barrie Colts next year or stay in Florida?

 "He'll have a wonderful opportunity with us,'' Tallon said.
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 PHILADELPHIA -- Dale Tallon and the Panthers are sitting in a pretty sweet spot. 

 When the NHL's annual draft opens Friday night, Tallon will either be headed to the podium with the first overall pick or he would have already traded it for some immediate help.

 Tallon figures the Panthers will be in a better position whichever way he goes.

 "It's going to be a tough decision,'' said Tallon, who said he has received two "concrete" offers for the first pick. 

 "We've had some offers that are intriguing. One really intriguing one. We'll have a sleepless [Friday] night as we as a staff are going to sit on it, ponder it. If we take the pick, we're excited about that as well.''

 For the fourth time in 20 drafts, Florida holds the top pick after finishing 29th out of 30 teams and winning the ping-pong aided draft lottery.

 "I like having the first pick but I don't ever want it again,'' Tallon sneered. "But it's nice to have it this year so we can have some fun with it and shop it around. We'll see what people are willing to pay for it.''

 Only one time -- when the Panthers took current captain Ed Jovanovski first in 1994 -- has Florida actually kept the top selection for itself.

 In 2002, the Panthers traded away the first overall pick to Columbus with the Blue Jackets taking Rick Nash first and Florida sliding to third to grab Jay Bouwmeester. 

 The following year, GM Rick Dudley again traded the top selection -- this time to Pittsburgh. The Penguins went with goalie Marc-Andre Fleury and Florida took Nathan Horton.

 Tallon could make this a third straight top-pick trade-away for the Panthers on Friday.

 A number of teams are thought to be serious contenders to move all the way up -- although Tallon says Florida could simply sit pat.

 "Seventy percent we keep the pick,'' he said. 

 The Panthers need help throughout the organization although they've stockpiled talent over the past few seasons.

 That's why Florida figures this year's draft pick could be expendable. 

 The Panthers are looking for established forwards and defensemen while getting a first round pick in return. Tallon said earlier in the week that he didn't want to drop out of the top 10.

 "[The offers] are over an above what we thought we would get,'' Tallon said, although he wouldn't devolve names nor teams. "We have another offer close to it. We'll see what happens in the next 24 hours.''

 Aaron Ekblad, projected to be a top-end defenseman for years to come, is thought to be Florida's choice if it holds onto the top selection. 

 The Panthers, after all, bypassed defenseman Seth Jones last year when it took center Aleksander Barkov with the second overall pick.

 "If you get the opportunity here, you have to prove yourself,'' Ekblad said. "Obviously you're not in control of this situation at all. I have no idea what's going to happen or where I'm going to go. The cards of my life are up in the air right now.''

 If the Panthers hold pat, Tallon said the decision on whose name he will call out on the big stage has already been made -- and has been for some time.

 "I know who I'm taking but you don't,'' Tallon joked to the large media contingent covering his impromptu news conference. "It's not clear cut, but we know who we're taking.''

 Thursday was one last chance for the top prospects to try and impress their prospective employers.

 Tallon, who met with a number of prospects at the NHL combine in Toronto earlier this month, said he likes what he's seen. 

 Although this draft is called weaker than in the past, Tallon says he sees strength in its numbers.

 "I disagree,'' he said. "It's a very good draft.''

 With everyone knowing Tallon is receptive to a deal, it didn't seem like the top candidates to go No. 1 were buying Panthers gear just yet.

 Ekblad is considered the favorite to go first with forwards Sam Reinhart, Sam Bennett and Leon Draisaitl to go soon afterward.

 Yet no one knows what's going to happen, especially if Trader Tallon strikes again at the draft. On Thursday, Tallon said he "loved this time of year.''

 "Everyone is weighing the possibilities,'' Reinhart said. "They're all trying to get to know us and you want to talk to everyone. It's pretty unpredictable right now. I'm trying not to think about it honestly. I'm just trying to stay as relaxed as I can.''

FRIDAY'S NHL DRAFT

 When, Where: 7 p.m.; Wells Fargo Center, Philadelphia

 TV/Radio: NBC Sports Net; WQAM-560

 Note: Friday will consist of the first 30 picks through the end of the first round. The draft will be completed Saturday at 10 a.m. (Rounds 2-7).
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 Gerard Gallant knows he has plenty of work to do with the Florida Panthers and is wasting little time.

 Introduced as the newest coach of the Panthers on Monday morning, Gallant planned on driving to the team's training facility in the afternoon to start breaking down film of his new charges.

 "It's going to be a good run,'' said Gallant, who said he was offered the job last Wednesday night and later signed a three-year deal. 

 "I'm really looking forward to it. I can't wait to start the season.''

 An assistant coach in Montreal the past two seasons, Gallant flew to South Florida a few days after the Canadiens were knocked out of the playoffs by the Rangers. 

 "You always hear a negative from someone here or there,'' general manager Dale Tallon said, "and I never heard a negative word about Gerard Gallant in any capacity. 

 "He's honest, has terrific character and is a hard worker and is sincere. He also wants to have fun. He's a pleasure to be around. We hit it right off and it wasn't a great time for him. The Canadiens had just been beat out. He could have been a miserable SOB but he wasn't. That's his nature. We have a lot of players who need this kind of coach.''

 Gallant, who coached Panthers' winger Jonathan Huberdeau in Canadian junior hockey, sold Tallon on his work ethic, his teaching methods and ability to help turn teams around.

 When Gallant joined the Canadiens, they were coming off a horrible season in which Montreal finished 27th in the league. 

 With Gallant assisting Michel Therrien behind the bench, Montreal bounced back and made the playoffs the past two seasons.

 With a lot of young talented players and Tallon heading out to acquire some veterans either through trades or free agency, Gallant said he sees similarities between the two situations.

 "You look at their roster and you look at their core players and I  think this is a great opportunity," Gallant said. 

 "The league is so close, the teams are so close together, you can turn things around in a hurry. That's what I see with the Florida team."

 Tallon said that Gallant is the right fit for a Panthers team trying to find their way. As head coach of the Columbus Blue Jackets for parts of three seasons from 2004-06 as well as junior hockey in Canada, Gallant has experience coaching both veterans and younger players.

 "It was very important to get the right guy with the team we have in place,'' Tallon said. "He can teach the young kids and demand respect from the veteran players. It's a perfect scenario; they can all grow together.''

 Ownership was said to have preferred Dan Bylsma, who coached the Penguins to the Stanley Cup in his first year and was in the playoffs all six years in Pittsburgh, at the start of the process but Gallant won them over.

 After his initial meeting with Tallon in South Florida, Gallant interviewed with owners Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu as well as CEO Rory Babich in New York.

 "We're not in the business of doing something because of the financials,'' Tallon said when asked if Bylsma's monetary demands priced him out of the job. "That just didn't work. We're in the business of getting the best fit for our organization and making the best team possible for the long haul. That's how we made the decision.''

 Said Babich: "In our first meeting with coach, we were completely taken with him. We looked at where we're at and believe we're on the cusp of doing something special here in South Florida.''

 Gallant knew the competition for the job was steep. Gallant doesn't have the coaching resume of Bylsma or other candidates such as Marc Crawford (won the Cup in 1996 with Colorado) and Tom Renney (nine seasons as a head coach).

 With that in mind, Gallant sold the Panthers on himself. 

 A former winger who spent 11 seasons in the league with Detroit and Tampa Bay, Gallant said he worked hard to get the Florida job. This, he said, is where he wanted to be.

 Having former Detroit teammate Steve Yzerman, a Hall of Famer who is now GM of the Lightning, as a reference didn't hurt.

 "People ask about Dale trying to impress me. I came here saying I wanted this job,'' Gallant said. "I didn't interview for anything else. I worked hard for this job. I wasn't a big free agent guy, just an assistant trying to become an NHL head coach again. When he called me with the news, I was very excited. I'm looking forward to the challenge.''

 PRESSING MATTERS

 With Gallant hired, Tallon can now focus on improving the Florida roster. Tallon plans to fly to Philadelphia on Tuesday to continue preparing for the upcoming draft.

 Florida holds the top pick after winning the draft lottery although Tallon is entertaining offers for it. Tallon said on Monday that he's spoken to a dozen teams regarding the top selection but he's holding out for now. 

 Tallon is thought to be asking for immediate help but also wants to remain in the top third of the first round. That leaves nine teams as potential trading partners.

 The draft starts Friday at 7 p.m. at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

 "I've had one concrete offer,'' Tallon said. "It was a fair offer. But I may as well wait until the end and see what happens. It'll probably be Thursday night or Friday morning. It's exciting.'' 
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 The NHL released its full schedule for the 2014-15 season on Sunday with the Panthers once again playing each team in the league at least twice. 

 The Panthers will open at Tampa Bay on Oct. 9 with the home opener against New Jersey two days later. Florida will end the regular season against the Devils on April 11. The Panthers finish the regular season with a five-game homestand.

 Florida will play the bulk of its schedule (30 of the 82 games) within the Atlantic Division. Twenty-four of Florida's games will be against the east's Metropolitan Division and the other 28 come against the Western Conference.

 The Panthers will play four games each (two home, two away) against Tampa Bay, Toronto, Ottawa, Boston and Detroit. Florida will play Montreal (three home, two away) and Buffalo (two home, three away) five times this season.

 Twenty four of Florida's games will come on consecutive days with nine of those back-to-back sets coming on the road; three sets will be at home.

 Florida's longest homestand of the season is seven games against Chicago, Buffalo, Tampa Bay, Toronto, Dallas, the Islanders and Winnipeg from Feb. 26-March 12. The Panthers' longest road trip kicks off 2015 with six games at Buffalo, Washington, Vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton and Winnipeg from Jan. 2-13. 

 The Panthers will not play from Jan. 20-26 because of the All-Star break. This season's All-Star weekend will be held in Columbus.

 Other highlights:

 -- The Panthers will be home for the holidays as usual, hosting Minnesota, Carolina and Ottawa around Thanksgiving. 

 Florida will also host a four-game homestand in late December against Pittsburgh, Toronto, Montreal and the Rangers. Florida will play the Canadiens and Rangers on consecutive nights on Dec. 30-31.

 The New Year's Eve game will be the Rangers only visit to Sunrise. Florida plays at New York twice (Feb. 2, March 15). 

 -- The defending Stanley Cup champion Kings make their only visit to Sunrise on Feb. 5. Florida visits Los Angeles on Nov. 18.

 -- Goalie Roberto Luongo will play in Vancouver for the first time since being traded back to the Panthers on Jan. 8. The Canucks visit Florida on Jan. 19. 

 -- New coach Gerard Gallant returns to Montreal -- he spent the past two seasons as a Canadiens assistant -- on Feb. 19.

 -- Florida will also play six preseason games with two (Dallas on Sept. 24, Tampa Bay on Oct. 2) at home. 

 The Panthers travel to Nashville for a double-header on Sept. 27 and also visit Dallas (Sept. 29) and Tampa Bay (Oct. 4). 

 GALLANT INTRODUCED

 The Panthers will officially introduce Gallant at a news conference Monday at 11 a.m.

 The conference, in which general manager Dale Tallon and CEO Rory Babich are expected to attend, will be broadcast live on Fox Sports Florida.

AWAY TEAM HOME TEAM  

 Thu. 10/9/14 Florida Tampa Bay 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 10/11/14 New Jersey Florida 7:00 PM 

 Mon. 10/13/14 Ottawa Florida 7:30 PM 

 Fri. 10/17/14 Florida Buffalo 7:00 PM 

 Sat. 10/18/14 Florida Washington 7:00 PM 

 Tue. 10/21/14 Florida Colorado 9:00 PM 

 Sat. 10/25/14 Florida Arizona 9:00 PM 

 Thu. 10/30/14 Arizona Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 11/1/14 Philadelphia Florida 7:00 PM 

 Tue. 11/4/14 Florida Boston 7:00 PM 

 Thu. 11/6/14 Florida Philadelphia 7:00 PM 

 Sat. 11/8/14 Calgary Florida 3:00 PM 

 Tue. 11/11/14 San Jose Florida 7:30 PM 

 Fri. 11/14/14 N.Y. Islanders Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sun. 11/16/14 Florida Anaheim 8:00 PM 

 Tue. 11/18/14 Florida Los Angeles 10:30 PM 

 Thu. 11/20/14 Florida San Jose 10:30 PM 

 Sat. 11/22/14 Florida Nashville 8:00 PM 

 Mon. 11/24/14 Minnesota Florida 7:30 PM 

 Wed. 11/26/14 Carolina Florida 7:30 PM 

 Fri. 11/28/14 Ottawa Florida 7:30 PM 

 Mon. 12/1/14 Florida Columbus 7:00 PM 

 Tue. 12/2/14 Florida Detroit 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 12/4/14 Columbus Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 12/6/14 Buffalo Florida 7:00 PM 

 Mon. 12/8/14 Florida St. Louis 8:00 PM 

 Fri. 12/12/14 Florida Detroit 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 12/13/14 Florida Buffalo 7:00 PM 

 Tue. 12/16/14 Washington Florida 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 12/18/14 Florida Philadelphia 7:00 PM 

 Sat. 12/20/14 Florida Pittsburgh 7:00 PM 

 Mon. 12/22/14 Pittsburgh Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sun. 12/28/14 Toronto Florida 5:00 PM 

 Tue. 12/30/14 Montreal Florida 7:30 PM 

 Wed. 12/31/14 N.Y. Rangers Florida 6:00 PM 

 Fri. 1/2/15 Florida Buffalo 7:00 PM 

 Sun. 1/4/15 Florida Washington 3:00 PM 

 Thu. 1/8/15 Florida Vancouver 10:00 PM 

 Fri. 1/9/15 Florida Calgary 9:00 PM 

 Sun. 1/11/15 Florida Edmonton 7:00 PM 

 Tue. 1/13/15 Florida Winnipeg 8:00 PM 

 Thu. 1/15/15 Colorado Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 1/17/15 Edmonton Florida 7:00 PM 

 Mon. 1/19/15 Vancouver Florida 7:30 PM 

 Tue. 1/27/15 Detroit Florida 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 1/29/15 Columbus Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 1/31/15 Florida New Jersey 7:00 PM 

 Mon. 2/2/15 Florida N.Y. Rangers 7:00 PM 

 Tue. 2/3/15 Florida N.Y. Islanders 7:00 PM 

 Thu. 2/5/15 Los Angeles Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sun. 2/8/15 Nashville Florida 3:00 PM 

 Tue. 2/10/15 Anaheim Florida 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 2/12/15 Florida Minnesota 8:00 PM 

 Fri. 2/13/15 Florida Dallas 8:30 PM 

 Sun. 2/15/15 St. Louis Florida 5:00 PM 

 Tue. 2/17/15 Florida Toronto 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 2/19/15 Florida Montreal 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 2/21/15 Florida Ottawa 7:00 PM 

 Sun. 2/22/15 Florida Pittsburgh 6:00 PM 

 Tue. 2/24/15 Florida Chicago 8:30 PM 

 Thu. 2/26/15 Chicago Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 2/28/15 Buffalo Florida 3:00 PM 

 Sun. 3/1/15 Tampa Bay Florida 5:00 PM 

 Tue. 3/3/15 Toronto Florida 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 3/5/15 Dallas Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 3/7/15 N.Y. Islanders Florida 7:00 PM 

 Thu. 3/12/15 Winnipeg Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 3/14/15 Florida Carolina 7:00 PM 

 Sun. 3/15/15 Florida N.Y. Rangers 5:00 PM 

 Tue. 3/17/15 Montreal Florida 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 3/19/15 Detroit Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 3/21/15 Boston Florida 7:00 PM 

 Tue. 3/24/15 Florida Tampa Bay 7:30 PM 

 Thu. 3/26/15 Florida Toronto 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 3/28/15 Florida Montreal 7:00 PM 

 Sun. 3/29/15 Florida Ottawa 5:00 PM 

 Tue. 3/31/15 Florida Boston 7:00 PM 

 Thu. 4/2/15 Carolina Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 4/4/15 Tampa Bay Florida 7:00 PM 

 Sun. 4/5/15 Montreal Florida 5:00 PM 

 Thu. 4/9/15 Boston Florida 7:30 PM 

 Sat. 4/11/15 New Jersey Florida 7:00 PM 
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June 21, 2014

GALLANT IS THE GUY: Panthers name Gerard Gallant as 13th coach in franchise history 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

 The Florida Panthers finally have a new head coach. After a lengthy search, Montreal Canadiens assistant Gerard Gallant was given the job on Saturday.

The team will formally introduce Gallant as the 13th coach in franchise history at a press conference Monday morning at the BB&T Center in Sunrise.

Gallant, 50, was coach of the Columbus Blue Jackets for parts of three seasons from 2004-06. The Jackets, not far removed from their expansion years, went 56-76-6 with four ties during his tenure.

The Panthers have been searching for a coach ever since letting interim coach Peter Horachek go in April. General manager Dale Tallon said he was looking for a coach with vast NHL coaching experience and interviewed more than a dozen candidates.

Gallant and former Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma were the finalists for the job with the contract details apparently worked out Friday in New York. 

Bylsma, who was fired by the Penguins earlier this month, still has two years left on his contract with Pittsburgh at a reported $2.3 million per season. Gallant is believed to have been given a three-year deal.

"This was a very extensive search,'' Tallon said on Saturday afternoon. 

"It was a very informative and very successful search. We're all very excited about this. He has a reputation for integrity and his passion for the game is beyond reproach. Ownership feels the same way I do.''

Although Gallant doesn't have extensive head coaching experience in the NHL, he played 11 seasons with Detroit and Tampa Bay before becoming a junior coach in 1995.

Since turning to coaching, Gallant has been a head coach in Columbus and at the Canadian junior level -- which is the hockey equivalent of coaching college football in the U.S. 

Gallant has also been an NHL assistant for seven years with the Blue Jackets, Islanders and Canadiens.

In his three years of coaching the Saint John, New Brunswick, Ice Dogs of the Quebec junior league, Gallant's top player was current Florida winger Jonathan Huberdeau.

Under Gallant's watch, the Sea Dogs won the Memorial Cup with Huberdeau in 2011. Huberdeau became the third-overall pick of the Panthers a few weeks later. Gallant was the Canadian Hockey League's coach of the year in two of his three seasons with the Sea Dogs.

After this past season, Huberdeau -- the NHL's rookie of the year in 2012 -- said Gallant was one of the most influential coaches in his career. Huberdeau reiterated that on Saturday.

"It's good to be reunited with him and I think things are going to be good with him here,'' said Huberdeau, who plans to attend Monday's news conference. 

"I'm excited for this. He's a guy who is intense and into the game. He keeps you up throughout the game. I think the guys are going to react to him. He wants what is best for the players.''

Said Tallon: "He's had success with young players and we're going to be a young team with a nice group of veterans to go with them. I think he's equipped to handle both.''

Gallant is very close to former Panthers coach Doug MacLean as both hail from Summerside, Prince Edward Island in Canada.

"I taught him in high school,'' MacLean said with a laugh. "I've known him since he was 10.''

Gallant's first NHL job came when he was hired in Columbus by MacLean -- then the team's president and general manager -- in 2000 to be an assistant under Dave King for the Blue Jackets' inaugural season. When King was fired in 2003, MacLean took over coaching duties.

In 2004, MacLean replaced himself by promoting Gallant midway through the season. After a 5-9-1 start to the 2006-07 season, ownership ordered MacLean to fire Gallant. MacLean was let go at the end of that season as well. Gallant spent the next two seasons as an assistant with the Islanders.

"He's a terrific guy and a great coach,'' said MacLean, who coached the Panthers to their greatest postseason success in his first season with the team in 1995-96. MacLean is now a television and radio analyst in Canada.

"I put him in as a head coach in Columbus and he did a good job. We were an expansion team. But he's smart. Columbus didn't work but he went back at it. He did an amazing job with Saint John and was integral to Montreal's success. I think the world of him."

-- The Panthers will open the 2014-15 season at Tampa Bay on Oct. 9 with the home opener two days later against New Jersey. The entire NHL schedule will be released Sunday.

FLORIDA PANTHERS HEAD COACHES

1993-95: Roger Neilson

1995-97: Doug MacLean*

1997-98: Bryan Murray

1998-2000: Terry Murray*

2000-01: Duane Sutter*

2001-03: Mike Keenan*

2003-04: Rick Dudley*

2004: John Torchetti

2005-08: Jacques Martin

2008-11: Pete DeBoer

2011-13: Kevin Dineen*

2013-14: Peter Horachek

2014-?: Gerard Gallant

(*) -- Indicates was replaced midseason. Dudley, as Panthers GM, replaced himself with Torchetti.
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June 20, 2014

PRESEASON WITH THE CATS: Panthers release exhibition schedule 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers will play six exhibition games this preseason with two in Sunrise, two in Nashville and one each in Tampa and Dallas.

Florida opens things on Sept. 24 when Dallas comes to town. The Panthers then visit Nashville for a Music City doubleheader on Sept. 27 with a visit to Dallas two days later. 

The Panthers return home on Oct. 2 to play host to the Lightning, then return the favor across the Everglades with a game in Tampa on Oct. 4. 

So, no trips to Estero or San Antonio this preseason. 

Wed., Sept. 24 vs. Dallas Stars BB&T Center 7:30 p.m.

Sat., Sept. 27 @ Nashville Predators Bridgestone Arena 4 p.m.

Sat., Sept 27 @ Nashville Predators Bridgestone Arena 8 p.m.

Mon., Sept. 29 @ Dallas Stars American Airlines Center 8:30 p.m.

Thur., Oct. 2 vs. Tampa Bay Lightning BB&T Center 7:30 p.m.

Sat., Oct. 4 @ Tampa Bay Lightning Tampa Bay Times Forum 7 p.m.
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June 19, 2014

MEET THE FINALISTS: Dan Bylsma 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Dan Bylsma is one of two finalists for the Florida Panthers vacant coaching spot alongside Montreal Canadiens assistant coach Gerard Gallant. 

Although Bylsma, 43, is well known to hockey fans, here is a short bio on the former Penguins coach.

On June 6, Blysma was fired after six seasons with the Penguins -- a tenure that included a Stanley Cup during his first season in 2009. 

The postseason disappointments that followed, which included a second-round series loss to the Rangers last month, led to Bylsma falling out of favor in Pittsburgh. 

The coach of Team USA at Sochi, Bylsma led the Penguins to the playoffs in each season he was with the team. 

Byslma joined the Penguins during the 2008-09 season when the team was struggling after reaching the Stanley Cup Finals the summer before. 

Pittsburgh went 18-3-4 under Bylsma after going 27-25-5 under Michel Therrien -- now the coach of the Canadiens. 

In 2009, the Penguins beat Philadelphia, Washington and Carolina in the Eastern Conference playoffs before beating Detroit in a rematch of the 2008 Finals lost by Therrien's team. The Stanley Cup was the third won by the Penguins and the first since 1992. 

The Penguins, despite having two of the game's top players in Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, have failed to reach the Finals since. 

In the past five years, the Penguins have been eliminated from the playoffs by a lower-seeded team. 

In 2011 and '12, Pittsburgh was a fourth seed and lost to the fifth-seeded Flyers and Lightning in the opening round. In 2010, the Pens were knocked out in the second round by the eighth-seeded Canadiens. In 2013, the top-seeded Pens lost to Boston in the east finals. 

This year, Pittsburgh -- which won the new Metropolitan Division -- beat rival Philadelphia in the opening round before taking a 3-1 series lead on the Rangers. New York roared back to win the next three games and eventually went on to the Stanley Cup Finals. 

That's not to say Bylsma didn't enjoy great success in Pittsburgh aside from the 2009 Stanley Cup. He left Pittsburgh as the winningest coach in Penguins history.

Days after the Game 7 loss to the Rangers, general manager Ray Shero was fired but Bylsma kept his job for a little bit longer. 

The Penguins said it would be up to the new general manager whether or not Bylsma would be retained. It appeared Jim Rutherford (who informed Bylsma that he was fired hours before publically being introduced as the new GM) had little to do with a decision made by ownership to fire Bylsma with two years left on his contract. 

Florida GM Dale Tallon contacted Bylsma two days after he was fired and held his first interview with him not long afterward. 

A native of Grand Haven, Michigan, Bylsma spent four years at Bowling Green University before turning pro. He made his NHL debut as a winger with the Los Angeles Kings in 1995 and spent parts of nine seasons with Los Angeles and Anaheim in a pro career that spanned 12 seasons. 

Bylsma began his coaching career in 2004 with AHL Cincinnati and was an NHL assistant with the Islanders in 2005-06. Bylsma moved back to the AHL as an assistant in 2006 and was in his first year as head coach of the AHL's Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins when he was tabbed to replace Therrien on Feb. 15, 2009. 

Four months later, the Penguins were hoisting the Stanley Cup and Bylsma was the toast of Pittsburgh. 

In 2010-11, the Penguins were wracked with injuries yet the team stayed in playoff contention despite being without Crosby and Malkin for extended periods of time. Bylsma's makeshift lineup earned a fourth-seed in the playoffs and he was named the NHL's coach of the year. 

The Pens were in 78 playoff games under Bylsma and went 43-35. 

In contrast, the Panthers have appeared in a total of 38 playoff games (16-22) during their 19 seasons. Florida, which has been to the playoffs four times and only once since 2000, has made it out of the first round one time in 1996. 
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MEET THE FINALISTS: Gerard Gallant 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Florida Panthers are apparently close to hiring a new coach and one man deep in the running is Montreal Canadiens assisant Gerard Gallant.

Here's a closer look at Gallant:

Gallant, 50, was coach of the Columbus Blue Jackets for parts of three seasons from 2004-06. The Jackets, not far removed from their expansion years, went 56-76-6 with four ties during his tenure.

The Panthers have been searching for a coach ever since letting interim coach Peter Horachek go in April. 

General manager Dale Tallon has said he is looking for a coach with vast NHL coaching experience.

Gallant, former Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma and former Colorado and Los Angeles coach Marc Crawford are the finalists to become the 13th coach in franchise history although word is the job is now between Gallant and Bylsma. 

Although Gallant doesn't have extensive head coaching experience in the NHL, he played 11 seasons with Detroit and Tampa Bay before becoming a junior coach in 1995.

Since turning to coaching, Gallant has been a head coach in Columbus and at the Canadian junior level. Gallant has also been an NHL assistant for seven years with the Blue Jackets, Islanders and Canadiens.

In his three years of coaching the Saint John, New Brunswick, Ice Dogs of the Quebec junior league, Gallant's top player was current Florida winger Jonathan Huberdeau. 

Under Gallant's watch, the Sea Dogs won the Memorial Cup with Huberdeau in 2011. Huberdeau became the third-overall pick of the Panthers a few weeks later. Gallant was the Canadian Hockey League's coach of the year in two of his three seasons with the Sea Dogs. 

After this past season, Huberdeau -- the NHL's rookie of the year in 2012 -- said Gallant was one of the most influential coaches in his career.

"He really helped me a lot,'' Huberdeau said in April. "He played in the NHL and had a passion to win. He was great with the young guys, always gave them a chance. I think that's important for a coach. He related very well with all of us.''

Gallant is very close to former Panthers coach Doug MacLean as both hail from Summerside, Prince Edward Island in Canada. 

Gallant's first NHL job came when he was hired in Columbus by MacLean -- then the team's president and general manager -- in 2000 to be an assistant under Dave King for the Blue Jackets' inaugural season. 

When King was fired in 2003, MacLean took over coaching duties. In 2004, MacLean replaced himself by promoting Gallant midway through the season. 

After a 5-9-1 start to the 2006-07 season, ownership ordered MacLean to fire Gallant. MacLean was let go at the end of that season as well. Gallant spent the next two seasons as an assistant with the Islanders before moving on to the Sea Dogs. Gallant has spent the past two seasons with the Canadiens and has been a big part of Montreal's recent success.

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/#storylink=cpy
June 16, 2014

COACHING SEARCH CONTINUES: Dale Tallon Says Panthers to Have New Coach Before Draft 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Florida Panthers are closing in on hiring a new coach with the team talking to as many as five candidates.

Although general manager Dale Tallon wouldn't divulge names on Monday afternoon, a source within the organization said former Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma, former Vancouver and Colorado coach Marc Crawford and former Columbus coach Gerard Gallant are being seriously considered for the job.

Detroit Red Wing assistants Tom Renney and Bill Peters are also in the conversation. 

"They are all different guys and they are all interesting coaches,'' Tallon said. "We'll find the right fit. We met with all of them in New York last week and now we're narrowing things down. 

"It's going really good. They all want to come here because of what we have. We have a good young core of players and are committed to winning. They want to be a part of it.'' 

Tallon said he hoped to finalize the process sometime this week although he wouldn't rule out not making a hire until next week.

The Panthers, Tallon said, will definitely have a new coach in place before next week's NHL draft -- a selection process in which Florida holds the top overall pick. 

Tallon is said to be shopping the first selection, adding Monday that "there have been a few nibbles, but nothing serious.''

Trade talk will likely heat up in the days leading up the draft. This year's draft will be held at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia next Friday and Saturday. 

"This is an exciting time for us,'' Tallon said. 

When interim coach Peter Horachek wasn't retained in April, Tallon said the Panthers wanted a coach who had extensive NHL coaching experience.

Three of the five fit that bill with Bylsma, Crawford and Renney combining to coach over 2100 regular season NHL games 185 postseason games. 

Bylsma and Crawford have each led teams to Stanley Cup championships. Crawford's 1996 Avalanche team won title by finishing off a sweep of the Panthers at Miami Arena.

Crawford, 53, spent 14 seasons as an NHL coach with Quebec/Colorado, Colorado, Vancouver, Los Angeles and Dallas. Crawford hasn't coached in the league since being fired by the Stars in 2011 and has spent his time since working as a television analyst and coaching in Switzerland. 

Bylsma, 43, whose Penguins won the Cup in 2009, was fired after six successful seasons in Pittsburgh earlier this month. Bylsma left Pittsburgh as the winningest coach in franchise history.

Renney, 59, has spent parts of nine seasons as an NHL head coach with Vancouver, the Rangers and Edmonton. Renney has been an assistant with the Red Wings since leaving the Oilers in 2012. 

Peters and Gallant both have loose ties to the Panthers as Peters was hired by Tallon while he was the GM in Chicago to coach the Blackhawks' AHL team in Rockford, Illinois. 

Gallant, who coached the Blue Jackets from 2003-06, coached Panthers winger Jonathan Huberdeau during his Canadian junior years and is currently an assistant in Montreal.

-- The buyout period began Monday morning with teams having to place the player they want to buy out on waivers first. 

Florida didn't put any players on waivers on Monday although Tallon wouldn't rule out making such a move later on. Florida has until June 30 to make such a decision. 

"We're still debating that,'' Tallon said. 

The Panthers bought out the final year of defenseman Filip Kuba's contract last summer.
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June 11, 2014

SEARCH CONTINUES: Panthers Closing in on New Coach 

The Panthers have narrowed their coaching candidates to five with general manager Dale Tallon as well as owners Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu meeting with those candidates this week in New York.

Tallon told TSN's Darren Dreger at the GM meetings today that former Penguins coach Dan Bylsma "interviewed strong" on Tuesday.

I was told the team had a good interview with veteran coach Tom Renney on Wednesday as well. 

Tallon confirmed five of the finalists for the job although Renney wasn't among them. It sounds like the former Rangers coach is still in play for the job, however.

The other candidates for the job are: Bylsma, former Blue Jackets head coach and current Canadiens assistant Gerard Gallant (who coached Jonathan Huberdeau in juniors), former Sharks and Leafs coach Ron Wilson, former Avs coach Marc Crawford and Red Wings assistant Bill Peters.

Expect this interview process to be wrapped up quickly with the new coach hired as soon as this weekend. A announcement is expected to be made some time next week, although, it could come sooner.
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June 06, 2014

DALE TALLON TALKS: Panthers Will Talk to Bylsma ... Draft Pick in Play 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Between interviewing players, coaches and potential executives, this has been quite a busy time for Dale Tallon.

Not only do the Panthers have the first pick in the upcoming draft, but Florida has a vacant positions at head coach and assistant general manager.

Tallon said on Friday night that he would have a new coach in place by the draft "at the latest" although he expects to have one hired before that.

Tallon said he has spoken to 12 candidates for the job, but said he had not spoken with former Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma as of yet. Bylsma was let loose by the Penguins on Friday morning.

"I do believe we will talk,'' Tallon said, "and see what his interest level is.''

Tallon added that he and Bylsma got to know each other while working for Team USA. "He's a fine gentleman,'' Tallon said. "I like him.''

As far as Florida's top pick in the draft, Tallon said he's fielded plenty of calls but no deal is imminent. With the draft three weeks away, Tallon has plenty of time to talk to teams interested in it.

"We have lots of time to find out what the value of this pick is,'' Tallon said. "We're in a great position. If we keep the pick, we're going to get a great player back in return. If we deal it, we'll get some assets coming back.''

Tallon also said that former Florida center John Madden -- who won the Stanley Cup three times with New Jersey and Chicago -- would be back next season as an assistant to the new coach. Madden started last season as a scout but joined Peter Horachek behind the bench when Kevin Dineen was fired in November.

Brian Skrudland could also return as an assistant, but that would be up to the new coach. Skrudland is under contract through the upcoming season so it's possible that he could return to working in player development although he said he would be interested in returning as an assistant coach.

Florida goalie coach Robb Tallas has an expiring contract on June 30 but Tallon said "we would like to have him back.''
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June 02, 2014

PANTHERS TRIM STAFF: Mass Layoffs in Sunrise on Monday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers laid off approximately 30 employees today with most of the damage coming within the team's sales department. 

I was told at least one Vice President was fired as well as a long-time employee within the team's public relations staff. Other positions from throughout the organization were closed. I've been told many won't be replaced, at least not anytime soon.

According to someone who spoke with me this afternoon, the team called a meeting in a conference room at the arena and told those employees there they were being let go.

The message: The team is losing money and needs to save some. 

"After a careful review of our business, earlier today we undertook a reorganization that resulted in certain positions being eliminated,'' CEO Rory Babich wrote in a statement.

"As we continue to develop a long-term, sustainable business model, these changes will enable us to operate efficiently and effectively while continuing to focus on bringing the best in sports and entertainment to BB&T Center and providing best in class service for our sports and entertainment fans."
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May 15, 2014

KEVIN DINEEN: Ready to Return to the NHL ... Carolina a Perfect Fit? 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

After a few months of forced vacation and quite a bit of international travel with Team Canada, Kevin Dineen is ready to return to the National Hockey League.

Dineen, fired as coach of the Panthers in November, has been mentioned as a candidate for a number of openings around the NHL most notably in Carolina.

"I'm actively looking but patiently waiting to see how things play out,'' said Dineen, who spent two-plus seasons with Florida. 

"I'll see how these scenarios play out. It's unfortunate this carousel continues with all the openings every year. But that's just part of the business.''

Although Dineen wouldn't speak about the Hurricanes specifically, he appears to be a perfect fit in Carolina.

Dineen spent parts of 12 seasons with the Hartford/Carolina franchise after being a third-round pick by the Whalers in 1982. Dineen holds the distinction of being both the final Whalers' captain and first in Carolina after the franchise relocated and rebranded.

Dineen, who spent two seasons in Carolina before ending his career with Ottawa and Columbus, remains good friends with former teammate and new Carolina general manager Ron Francis. Dineen is also close with the Hurricanes ownership group which owned the team during his playing days.

Other openings around the league include Washington and Vancouver. The Panthers obviously are looking as well after firing Peter Horachek -- who replaced Dineen on an interim basis on Nov. 8.

On Thursday, a Florida spokesman said Dineen -- who is under contract with the Panthers through June 30 -- has been granted permission to speak to other teams about their vacancies. 

Florida GM Dale Tallon and the Panthers didn't stand in Dineen's way when he was approached to coach the Canadian women's national team at the Sochi games nor Canada's entry at the Under-18 men's World Championships in Finland.

For Tallon, firing Dineen wasn't personal although it was a tough decision to make.

"Decisions like those are difficult, they're never easy,'' Tallon said last month. "I've made them before and you have to move on, do what's best for the organization in spite of your relationships. It's never easy. We have to do what's right for the Florida Panthers, that's it.''

Dineen said his early days of unemployment involved some fishing in the Keys as well as watching and coaching his kids' youth hockey teams.

In December, things changed. Team Canada coach Dan Church abruptly quit and Dineen was offered the gig. All of a sudden, Dineen back in the game. 

Dineen guided the Canadian women's team to the Gold medal in Sochi with a rousing 3-2 overtime win against Team USA. Canada trailed 2-1 in the final minute before tying it and winning Gold in the extra session.

"I haven't had to buy a beer in Canada in three months,'' Dineen said. "Everyone loves telling you where they were watching the game. It took the country by storm. To be a small part of that is something that will stay with you for a long time.''

Although Dineen and his coaching staff didn't get medals, they will be honored -- along with the Canadian men's team -- next month in Vancouver where Dineen will get a championship ring he couldn't have imagined when the Panthers opened training camp in September.

"It was one of those special, once-in-a-lifetime experiences,'' Dineen said. "My whole family was there which was great. The ending was obviously pretty dramatic, but the whole experience was fabulous. We had a bunch of high-achieving bunch of players who were a joy to coach. They kept me on my toes, that's for sure.''

Dineen said he didn't watch the Panthers very much upon being fired and replaced behind the bench by Horachek.

Florida made the decision to fire Dineen before its game at Boston on Nov. 7 (a listless 4-1 loss to the Bruins to extend the team's losing streak to seven games) and informed him of the decision the next morning at the team's hotel in Ottawa.

"You go through a range of emotions after something like that,'' Dineen said. "I've been traded before, but in nine years as a coach, I'd never been fired. You're mad, then sad, then you analyze where you were and what you could have changed. At the end of it, there's a level of responsibility you have. I coached an NHL team. I'm always grateful for that.''

Dineen left the team in Ottawa and headed for his offseason home in Maine before rejoining his family in South Florida. Dineen said the first time he watched a Florida game after his dismissal came when he and his son William -- who had just completed a tournament at Notre Dame -- were in Chicago on Dec. 8. 

The Dineen's planned to go to see the Panthers play Chicago as a guest of Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville -- only William went with Quenneville's wife Elizabeth and Dineen stayed behind at Quenneville's house and watched the game on television.

"That was the first game I watched,'' Dineen said, "and I did it sitting on the couch of the other coach. But I'm still a fan of people there in the organization, players and staff there. I wish them well. There are mixed emotions, sure, but life is about the relationships you make.''

Dineen has stayed involved with Team Canada as he was the head coach of the Under-18 national team. He was assisted by former Panthers defenseman Gord Murphy (who along with Craig Ramsay were fired as Florida assistant coaches along with Dineen in November). 

After winning the bronze in Finland, Dineen says he's been touring the Sunshine State while he's still local. Next month, the Dineen family moves north. 

Where he lands, right now, is not known.

"Some of my players from Olympics are coming down to take advantage of the weather down here,'' Dineen said not long after a day at Universal Studios. 

"I've been to the Keys and now Orlando. I don't want to leave any stone unturned while we're still in the area. It was a great experience here, and we really enjoyed it.''
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April 29, 2014

PETER HORACHEK FIRED: Who Is Next for Florida Panthers? 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Dale Tallon is once again searching for a new coach for the Florida Panthers.

Plenty of NHL coaching experience is a requisite.

Tallon fired interim coach Peter Horachek on Tuesday, citing Horachek's lack of said experience. Prior to replacing Kevin Dineen on Nov. 8, Horachek spent nine seasons as an assistant in Nashville.

Barry Trotz, recently fired as coach of the Predators, is thought to be near the top of Tallon's wish list. Trotz, the only head coach in Nashville's history and one of Horachek's closest friends, is expected to be courted by a number of teams.

"Barry Trotz is a hell of a coach,'' Tallon said when prompted. 

Said Horachek: "He's been a very successful coach for 15 years in Nashville and I think he'll be quickly scooped up. If he was given the opportunity and thought [Florida] was best for him, I would wish him all the best in that. Absolutely. I wish him nothing but the best. Let the chips fall where they may. I wish Dale and the Panthers nothing but the best. I hope things go well.''

Former Philadelphia and Carolina coach Peter Laviolette is also on Tallon's radar. Laviollette won the Stanley Cup with the Hurricanes in 2006 and took the Flyers to the Cup Finals in 2010 where they lost to the Blackhawks. 

Tallon reiterated that he didn't speak with Laviolette when Dineen was fired. Former Panthers assistant GM Mike Santos previously said Horachek -- who had been coaching Florida's minor league team at the time -- was the only one considered.

Other former NHL head coaches on the market include: 

Guy Boucher (led Tampa Bay to Eastern Conference finals in 2011); Ron Wilson (fired by Toronto in 2012 but has coached in 1,401 games with four teams); John Stevens (led Flyers to Eastern Conference finals in 2008 and is an assistant in Los Angeles); and Terry Murray (coached the Panthers from 1998-2000 and is currently in the AHL).

More could become available in the coming weeks.

"We felt as a group that this wasn't quite the right fit in the direction we're headed in,'' Tallon said.

"We probably need someone with more NHL coaching experience heading down the road. The past few coaches we've had have had no NHL coaching experience and as a group we needed to find someone with more coaching experience. We're going to identify the guys who are available and find the guy who has the most experience probably.''

Horachek, who is no longer with the organization, was told of his fate by Tallon on Tuesday morning. Tallon said he made the decision a few days ago.

"I thought my chances were 50-50 on coming back,'' Horachek said from his home in Fort Lauderdale.

"I thought if they knew for sure, they would have made a decision right away. I'm disappointed but the decision has to be made. I'll get another opportunity somewhere. I'm grateful for the chance to do it here. I'll get a chance to be a head coach in this league again. I take nothing but positives from my time here.''

The 12th coach in franchise history but the first with the interim tag since John Torchetti in 2004, Horachek -- hired last summer to coach Florida's minor league team in San Antonio -- lost his first two road games behind the Florida bench before upsetting Anaheim on Nov. 12 in Sunrise.

The Panthers played well for a time and won five straight and seven of eight in early December. 

Florida was 21-24-7 after winning in Detroit on Jan. 26, but then lost five of six going into the Olympic break.

“He did a good job, came in and worked hard and tried to turn things around,” Tallon said of Horachek's brief tenure.

“It's tough to come in during the season and try and turn things around. But he did a good job.”

The Panthers -- who had the league's worst power play and penalty kill units -- finished the season with mostly younger players as they ran out the string, winning just two of the final nine games.

"I wanted to be part of the development of the young players and see the growth of them,'' Horachek said. "That's a disappointment. You can see some of the talent here, you can see the possibilities that can come forth if you do the right thing. You would like to continue the process over the long haul. That would have been a very exciting thing.''

Florida ended 29th of 30 teams but won the draft lottery and hold the top overall pick. The draft will be held June 27-28 in Philadelphia.

Tallon said he would like to have an experienced coach hired by then as it's expected the hiring process won't take much longer than a month.

Dineen was officially introduced by the Panthers on June 1, 2011.

Florida’s past three coaches – Peter DeBoer, Dineen and Horachek – came to the Panthers without ever being the head coach in an NHL game.

DeBoer came from the Canadian junior leagues and was hired by former GM Jacques Martin; Dineen coached in the American Hockey League and was hired by Tallon.

“We’re going to interview every possible candidate, take our time and make the best decision,” Tallon said. “However long it takes – if we decide to do it tomorrow, it’s tomorrow. I don't foresee that happening. We're going to interview a lot of candidates.”
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PETER HORACHEK: Disappointed He's Not Returning, Wishes Florida Panthers Well in Future  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

I spoke with former Panthers coach Peter Horachek this afternoon just a few hours after he was let go by the team.

Horachek didn't have one bad thing to say about the organization although it's obvious he wishes he had the opportunity to continue coaching them.

Horachek, who lives in downtown Fort Lauderdale, said he spoke with Barry Trotz before Dale Tallon called with the news and again afterward. Horachek says his good pal will "get scooped up pretty quickly" and that Florida would be lucky to have him -- if that's how things go down. 

Here's what Peter had to say: 

"I knew there would be a decision made. I thought my chances were 50-50 on coming back. I thought if they knew for sure, they would have made a decision right away. 

"I'm disappointed but the decision has to be made. 

"I'll get another opportunity somewhere. I'm grateful for the chance to do it here. I'll get a chance to be a head coach in this league again. I take nothing but positives from my time here.

On last season:

"I don't think as a coach you're ever completely happy with the way things went. It takes a while to get to know the personnel, takes a while to have the staff to get to know each other. It took some time.

"You just want to see some energy, some structure. That was the first thing to happen. I think a lot of that happened. That was a positive. The special teams were a disappointment. With that, different factors happened. 

"Once you got to the trade deadline and Goc and Weaver were traded, we were looking at using the experience of young players and giving guys an opportunity. We were close to .500. You just have to say 'what do we need.' 

"It would be exciting for me to move forward with this team, to be part of the development and growth and part of the process.

"I don't know how many years it will be before you're legitimately fighting for a Stanley Cup but it can be done pretty quickly if you make the right choices and make the right decisions. We're taking a few years for sure.

On wanting to be part of the Panthers' future:

"That's obviously the biggest disappointment. I didn't come into the season thinking we would win the Stanley Cup this year. I didn't think the team was there.

"But I wanted to be part of the development of the young players and see the growth of them. That's a disappointment.

"You can see some of the talent here, you can see the possibilities that can come forth if you do the right thing. You would like to continue the process over the long haul. That would have been a very exciting thing.

These things don't happen sometimes. You can't look back, make excuses. You just have to move forward to build and grow. You have to have a growth analysis and move forwrd. I always look forward and see where I'm going as a coach. 

"I don't dwell on negatives. I got a chance to coach. You want the opportunity to continue with them, but decisions are made for the betterment of the team and they have to make them.

"I'll move on to the next situation and I believe in myself and what I'm capable of doing. I'll move onto the next stage and appreciate the chance Dale and the ownership gave me.

"I'll move on and wish them all the best.

On Barry Trotz:

"I talk to him all the time, in fact we spoke twice today; once at 7 this morning before I got the news. I talked to him a few days ago, spoke once a week during the season to see how things were going for him.

"When something like this happens, there are a lot of calls and you have to get back to a lot of people. 

Barry will obviously have a great opportunity. He's been a very successful coach for 15 years in Nashville and I think he'll be quickly scooped up.

"If he was given the opportunity and thought [Florida] was best for him, I would wish him all the best in that. "Absolutely. I wish him nothing but the best. Let the chips fall where they may. I wish Dale and the Panthers nothing but the best. I hope things go well. They have great young players like Barkov, Bjugstad, Shore .-.-. I hope they develop into star players. They are good players now, but I think they will be stars.
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HORACHEK FIRED: Panthers Begin Search for 'Experienced' NHL Coach; Trotz, Laviolette Possibilities for Job  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers fired interim coach Peter Horachek on Tuesday after less than one season behind the bench in Florida.

Horachek was brought into the organization last summer to coach Florida's AHL team in San Antonio but was promoted when Kevin Dineen and his coaching staff was fired in November. 

Although the Panthers showed some signs of life under Horachek and his new coaching staff, the team still finished 29th in the 30 team league and will begin its search for a new coach immediately.

General manager Dale Tallon said he made the decision to replace Horachek a few days ago and told him the news on Tuesday. Horachek, Tallon said, took the news with class and "understood" that Tallon is looking for a coach with more NHL coaching experience.

The two coaches on the market who immediately fit that bill include former Philadelphia and Carolina coach Peter Laviolette as well as former longtime Nashville coach Barry Trotz. Horachek worked for Trotz for nine seasons with the Predators.

"Barry Trotz is a hell of a coach,'' Tallon said when asked about him.

More NHL coaches could be looking for work in the coming weeks with Tallon saying his list of potential candidates is long. Florida's next coach will be the 13th in franchise history.

"We felt as a group that this wasn't quite the right fit in the direction we're headed in,'' Tallon told reporters on an afternoon conference call. 

"We felt we probably need someone with more NHL coaching experience heading down the road. The past few coaches we've had have had no NHL coaching experience and as a group we needed to find someone with more coaching experience. We're going to identify the guys who are available and find the guy who has the most experience probably.''

Horachek was 26-36-4 this season after taking over for Dineen in November when the team was 3-9-4 and riding a seven game losing streak.

Tallon said Horachek is no longer with the Florida organization.

"He did a good job, came in and worked hard and tried to turn things around,'' Tallon said. "Things went well early and kind of faded at the end. We made some trades at the deadline to become younger and get some assets moving forward so it's never easy. It's tough to come in during the season and try and turn things around. But he did a good job.''

Florida's past three coaches -- Peter DeBoer, Dineen and Horachek -- came to the Panthers without being the head coach in an NHL game. 

DeBoer came from the Canadian junior leagues and was hired by former GM Jacques Martin; Dineen had coached in the American Hockey League and was hired by Tallon. 

Tallon said he would like to have a new coach in place by the time the draft rolls around at the end of June. Dineen was hired by Tallon in May of 2011. 

"We're going to interview every possible candidate, take our time and make the best decision,'' Tallon said. "However long it takes -- if we decide to do it tomorrow, it's tomorrow. I don't foresee that happening. We're going to interview a lot of candidates.''

-- Tallon said the new coach would "have a lot of influence on who his assistants will be," but added that he would like to retain John Madden and Brian Skrudland after they joined Horachek's staff in November.

Madden had been in his first year as a scout with the Panthers and Skrudland -- Florida's first captain in 1993 -- has one year left on his contract and could return to working in the organization's player development program.

"I will make recommendations that we keep them if possible,'' Tallon said.
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April 15, 2014

FLORIDA LOTTERY: Panthers Win Draft Lottery, Hold Top Pick in 2014 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Florida Panthers didn't seem to have much luck this past season but things went their way on Tuesday night.

The Panthers won the NHL's annual draft lottery and will have the first overall pick in the upcoming draft this June.

This was the third time in franchise history the Panthers won the annual lottery. In 2002 and 2003, Florida traded its top pick.

Last year, Florida finished last in the league but watched Colorado jump it in the lottery and pick first. On Tuesday, the Panthers hopped Buffalo.

The Panthers had a nearly 19 percent chance of winning the lottery; Buffalo had a 25 percent chance.

Florida has had a top three pick in four of the past five years. The Panthers haven't actually picked first since taking Ed Jovanovski in 1994.

"This is a chance for us to build on our top core players,'' said Travis Viola, the team's Vice President for hockey operations who represented the Panthers at the made-for-TV event in Toronto.

What Florida does with the pick is not known. This isn't considered a draft with a game-changing player and general manager Dale Tallon recently said he would entertain offers for Florida's spot.

If the Panthers do keep the pick, expect top-end defenseman Aaron Ekblad or forwards Samuel Bennett Sam Reinhart to be considered.

Philadelphia's Wells Fargo Center will play host to this summer's draft June 27-28.

The Panthers will host the draft at BB&T Center in Sunrise next year. 
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April 13, 2014

JOVO COP'S LAST STOP?: Ed Jovanovski's Future In Doubt ... Panthers, Captain Will Discuss Next Season Later 

TWITER: @GeorgeRichards

Captain Ed Jovanovski reiterated his desire to play one more season with the Panthers although he knows the team may have other plans.

Jovanovski, 37, returned from hip resurfacing surgery this season and played in 37 games since coming back Jan. 4. Jovanovski has one year remaining at $4 million, although the Panthers could buy that out over the summer.

"There are no decisions right now,'' Jovanovski said. "I have another year on my contract and I want to play. Can I? That's a different situation. We'll see where it goes.''

Said GM Dale Tallon: "There's a lot to talk about, talk about his fitness and his health. He showed some flashes of 'old Ed.' That was a major surgery and it takes time. We will have some heart-to-hearts and see what happens.''

On Saturday, Edmonton's Ryan Smyth had a tearful goodbye as he announced his retirement the day before. Smyth played big minutes in the Oilers' win over Vancouver and was feted by teammates and opponents alike when the game concluded. Jovanovski, the top pick of the 1994 draft by the Panthers, noticed Smyth's grand exit.

"I love to compete, do what I do,'' Jovanovski said. "Having watched Ryan Smyth, that's the right way to go out. Will I play beyond next year? Probably not. But I have another year on my contract. We'll figure something out.''

If Saturday was Jovanovski's last game with the Panthers, it ended early. He was ejected -- and fined $5,000 on Sunday -- for an retaliatory elbow to the head of Columbus' Corey Tropp in the first period.
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THEN WE WERE DONE: Panthers, Tallon Look Forward after Dismal 2013-14 Season 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Dale Tallon isn't happy with how the Panthers season went down although he wasn't necessarily all that surprised.

Before this season started, most experts picked the Panthers to finish near the bottom of their new competitive division and be out of the playoff chase weeks before the end of the season.

With little money to spend in the offseason with a team for sale, Tallon tried to salvage things once training camp started by offering tryout deals -- and later one-year contracts -- to the likes of Tim Thomas, Brad Boyes and Tom Gilbert.

Those moves helped the team out, although in the end it was too little and too late. Florida ended this season with a 3-2 loss to visiting Columbus on Saturday night and end 2013-14 ranked 29th out of 30 teams. Only Buffalo finished behind than the Panthers. 

"I'm disappointed with the year, disappointed with a lot of things,'' Tallon said at his end-of-season meeting with the South Florida media before Saturday's game. 

"We're moving forward. I'm going to fix it. We have great support now from [new owner] Vinnie Viola and we're going to add the pieces to help these kids get where they need to be.''

For the Panthers to contend in their 20th anniversary season, just about everything had to go right. Although Florida got better than expected seasons from rookies Aleksander Barkov and Nick Bjugstad as well as veteran winger Scottie Upshall, it got way too many disappointing seasons from others.

When the team opens camp in September, a number of familiar faces could be replaced as Tallon reworks the roster throughout the summer. 

With a top-end goalie in Roberto Luongo as a key selling point, Tallon is confident players want to come south and help put the Panthers back on track.

"You sell winning, the desire to win,'' Tallon said. "We now have the ability to put the pieces together and that's what players want. You can have the best facilities in the world; guys just want to win. 

"I was denied for two years in Chicago. We were an Original Six team, great city. No one wanted to come because the perception was we didn't want to win. That perception has gone away, and it has gone away here. We're going to get guys who want to win.''

The Panthers offseason begins Monday although the first order of business comes Tuesday in Toronto. Florida is back in the NHL draft lottery and hopes to hop Buffalo and secure the top pick.

Last season, Florida finished last and was jumped by Colorado. The Panthers picked second and took Barkov, a player Tallon said was all but irreplaceable. When he got hurt in January, the Panthers were still in the mix for a playoff spot -- only without Barkov, they weren't for much longer.

Barkov is one of many young pieces the Panthers are going to work around moving forward. 

"We definitely have a bright future with a lot of kids with talent who can be good NHLers,'' said Luongo, who came back to the Panthers last month and is signed through 2022.

"That's a good stepping stone for us.''

Bjugstad became the first rookie to lead the Panthers in scoring (albeit with just 38 points) and Jonathan Huberdeau should be improved after a rough sophomore season following rookie of the year honors. 

The Panthers got a nice jolt from centers Brandon Pirri and Vincent Trocheck -- a pair of proven scorers.

"We need to get over this kind of culture of losing,'' said Upshall, who had a career-high 37 points to finish second in scoring. "We've had losing seasons here and we need to change that internally. It starts with hard work and it's not going to be easy. We have good young players and have made strides.''

Tallon says he is going shopping with an open wallet from Viola and is aiming at five new veteran players including a pair of defenseman.

Florida's abundance of young talent is very appealing to other teams. Tallon may just go to that well via trades to improve his team's lot.

"We have a lot of assets,'' Tallon said. "We have a lot of kids who are in college, 10 picks next year, a lot in the system. I'm open to any suggestions that make us better quicker without jeopardizing our future.''
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April 12, 2014

DUBIOUS HONOR: Nick Bjugstad First Rookie to Lead Panthers in Scoring ... Cats Set NHL Record with 38 Point Team Leader 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Nick Bjugstad ends the year as Florida's leading scorer with 38 points -- the lowest point total to ever lead an NHL team following a full 82-game schedule.

Scott Pellerin led the expansion Minnesota Wild with 39 points in 2000-01 despite ending the season with the Carolina Hurricanes.

"I did what I could do this season and it is what it is as far as the record goes,'' said Bjugstad, the first rookie to lead the Panthers in scoring.

"It's not one you think of very often so I hope it stays pretty deep in the books. .-.-. I don't know when it will be trumped. Or not trumped, however you want to put it. It's not an honor obviously, but it's my rookie year. I did my best and I learned a lot.''

Florida also became the first team to finish a season last in both power play and penalty kill since the 2009-10 Maple Leafs.
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THAT'S ALL SHE WROTE: Panthers Finish Yet Another Regular Season Out of Playoffs with 3-2 Loss to Blue Jackets 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers' 20th anniversary season began with a victory but wins came few and far between following opening night in Dallas.

On Saturday, Florida lost for the 53rd and final time this season as Columbus swept the season series with a 3-2 win at BB&T Center.

As the Blue Jackets head to the playoffs for the second time in their history, the Panthers go into another offseason without playoff hockey. 

Florida missed the playoffs in 12 of the past 13 seasons and 15 of 19 overall. The Panthers will finish no better than 28th in the 30 team league fresh off a last place finish in 2013.

"It's a really bad feeling knowing that you're done, that you're not coming back to practice,'' said coach Peter Horachek, whose status for next year is not known.

"It's not a good feeling knowing we're not preparing for the playoffs. The most exciting and best part of the season starts now. I want our players to feel that. It's not about playing hockey; it's about making the playoffs. It's where we need to be.''

General manager Dale Tallon spoke before Saturday's game of his vision for a brighter future -- one that involves spending a lot more money -- but before Tallon can go to work, this wreck of a season finally had to come to a close.

Saturday, the Panthers played a pretty decent game against a Columbus team that dominated play in the first two games earlier this season.

Florida was in a scrappy mood after the Jackets took a 1-0 lead 47 seconds in on a Cam Atkinson goal.

Ed Jovanovski and Erik Gudbranson mixed it up a few times before Jovanovski was kicked out for his elbow to the head of Corey Tropp.

That penalty kill led to a shorthanded goal as Vincent Trocheck picked off the puck in the Florida zone and walked in on Sergei Bobrovski and scored with 1:01 left in the opening period.

Florida took its first lead of the season on the Blue Jackets early in the second when Jimmy Hayes scored on a nice slap shot, only the Blue Jackets scored the next two goals to escape Sunrise and head into the postseason.

"We obviously have a talented young group but we need more time to develop together,'' said Hayes, who ended with 11 goals. "I think we have a bright future here. We need to gel, get off to a good start next year.''

Columbus' win assures them of a first-round date with the Pittsburgh Penguins. A loss and the Jackets could have been forced into a meeting with the dreaded Bruins.

For Florida, well, Sunday means locker clean out day and the team dinner.

The offseason starts Monday.

"It's going to be great to see our young guys develop,'' goalie Roberto Luongo. "We're all excited to see what happens over the next couple of months. Then we'll get back together and start playing hockey again.''

-- Scott Clemmensen suited up in a Panthers jersey for the what is probably the final time on Saturday morning. Clemmensen was one of three goalies on the ice for morning skate but later in the day was sent back to AHL San Antonio.

Clemmensen is a free agent after five seasons with the Panthers. 

-- Travis Viola, the Panthers' Vice President for hockey operations, will represent the team in Toronto for Tuesday's draft lottery drawing. 

Florida had the worst record in the league last year but ended up being passed up by Colorado for the first pick. The Panthers came into Saturday with the third-worst record in the NHL but could slide into the second spot.

"That's why I'm not going this time,'' Tallon joked.
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April 11, 2014

NICK BJUGSTAD: Poised to be First Rookie to Lead Florida Panthers In Scoring 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Coach Peter Horachek says he doesn't really care that the Panthers could set an NHL record for having the fewest points lead a team in scoring.

Nick Bjugstad is Florida's current leader with 38 points -- one away from tying the mark of 39 set by Minnesota's Scott Pellerin in 2000-01.

Scottie Upshall (37 points), Brad Boyes (36) and Brian Campbell (36) could have big games Saturday and hit 40 points as well.

"The bad thing is we're not in the playoffs,'' Horachek said. "I really don't care about the rest of it, that our leading scorer has 38 points. I do care that we're not in the playoffs. I care about the dynamic of the team. We should surround Bjugstad with players scoring twice as many points as him. We need to help him become a better player.''

If Bjugstad does lead the Panthers in scoring, he would be the first rookie to do so in the franchise's 19 seasons.

"You don't worry about that right now,'' he said after recording three points Thursday. "When you look back on it, yeah, it would be pretty cool. But you have to play it out. We have one more game and see what we can do.'' 
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PETER HORACHEK: Missing the Playoffs an 'Empty Feeling'  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Although the final weeks of the Panthers' season has dragged on, coach Peter Horachek doesn't want his team to be happy the end is near.

He wants them to be mad that after Saturday's game against Columbus, it's over.

No more practice, no more morning skates, no more games.

As is usually the case around these parts, no Stanley Cup playoffs.

"It's an empty feeling when you finish the game, you know you're not going to the playoffs,'' Horachek said after he gave most of the team Friday off after Thursday's 4-2 win over the Maple Leafs.

"I want the players to know what a bad feeling this is. I want us to go out and win, put the effort in to win, and know this is a really [crummy] feeling. I don't want this feeling going forward. We should be in the playoffs. The only thing we should be thinking about is the playoffs.''

Horachek talks like he has a plan for the future although as the team's interim coach, he doesn't know whether he'll be back to be part of the solution or not.

General manager Dale Tallon has said there has been no discussion of whether Horachek returns next year, saying that a decision on that will come next month.

A number of experienced NHL coaches -- including Horachek's friend and longtime Nashville bench boss Barry Trotz -- could be available in the coming weeks and the Panthers are going to look at a number of different scenarios.

Horachek sure talks as if he'll be back with the Panthers and feels he deserves the opportunity. 

Florida showed signs of improvement under his watch as the Panthers were 3-9-4 when Kevin Dineen and his staff was fired in November.

The Panthers were 21-24-7 after winning in Detroit on Jan. 26, but injuries and inconsistent play plagued them over the final months.

Florida goes into Saturday's season finale with wins in two of its past three games, but overall, has lost nine of 12.

"We should still be playing,'' Horachek said, "and in the future, we need to keep pushing to get to that point. We've just scratching the surface right now. There are so many things we can continue to get better. .-.-. After [Saturday], I'm going to go, 'ugh. This sucks.' It's an empty feeling. And I don't want us to feel it again.''

One player who is most definitely part of Florida's future plans is goalie Roberto Luongo. The Panthers re-acquired Luongo on March 4, Luongo coming to a team he knew was out of playoff contention.

Finishing out the string of games has been tough, but Luongo has been looking toward the future. He likes what he has seen in young players such as Nick Bjugstad, Brandon Pirri and Vincent Trocheck.

Florida is also excited to see rookie Aleksander Barkov blossom in his sophomore season after he missed the past two months with a knee injury that is close to being healed up in time for the offseason.

"It's a bit sad that this is it so we want to finish on the right note,'' Luongo said. "I'm looking forward to next year. It's bittersweet. It was a pretty good year for me. I want to re-establish myself as one of the top starters in the league and I think I've done that. It's disappointing not to make the playoffs, but I think it's about looking forward to building up next year.''

Saturday: Blue Jackets at Panthers

When, Where: 7 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: No local TV (NHL Game Center blackout lifted); WQAM 560

The series: Columbus leads 10-4-0

Scouting report: Columbus is in the playoffs for the second time in franchise history but is without former Panthers' forward Nathan Horton who had abdominal surgery Friday. Columbus won the first two meetings this season, both in Ohio.
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April 10, 2014

RAKING UP: Bjugstad Breaks Slump with Two Goals, Three Points in 4-2 Win over Leafs ... Bjugstad Now Team Leading Scorer 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The collapse is over for the Toronto Maple Leafs yet the free fall continued Thursday night.

With its playoff hopes extinguished two nights earlier, Toronto limped into BB&T Center with a pared down lineup and a journeyman goalie making his first NHL start.

Thanks to a pair of third period goals from Nick Bjugstad, Florida ran away with a 4-2 win to take three of four in the season series.

"We needed to get pucks at the net. That was the first game for their goalie and we wanted to get some shots,'' said Bjugstad, a rookie who is now Florida's leading scorer.

"We started off well which is a different technique for us. It was nice to have the lead.'' 

Any thought of the Panthers making the playoffs disappeared months ago, yet for Toronto, the sting of this disappointment is still very fresh. 

On March 13, Toronto was ranked second in the Atlantic Division and held a seven point lead on a playoff spot.

The team lost its next eight games and will miss the playoffs for the ninth time in 10 years. Last year, Boston rallied and knocked the Leafs out of the first round.

For Florida, Thursday's win was its second in three games -- a rare bright spot in a season of bleak ones. Toronto, meanwhile, has lost 11 of 13 heading into Saturday's finale at Ottawa. 

The Panthers' season also concludes Saturday against the visiting Blue Jackets.

"We had two games left and I really wanted to see that positive response at this time of year,'' said coach Peter Horachek, whose team never trailed. "We wanted to feel positive about these two home games. It was something we needed to do. We want to make sure we're doing the right things.''

With Roberto Luongo back for the Panthers, Toronto countered with 30-year-old Drew MacIntyre in net. MacIntyre, who broke into the minors in 2003, started well but found himself down 1-0 when Brandon Pirri continued his hot streak for the Panthers by scoring 6:06 in.

Toronto tied things 4:13 into the second when Tyler Bozak zipped some high cheese past Luongo. Florida took the lead into the second break when Brad Boyes popped in Nick Bjugstad's feed with three seconds left in the period.

Bjugstad, perhaps excited his Minnesota Golden Gophers were playing in the Frozen Four, made it 3-1 early in the third before putting the capper on the game minutes later.

"That was one of my longest droughts of my life,'' said Bjugstad, who hadn't scored a goal in 20 games. "It was good to get off that.''

CLEMM RETURNS 

The Panthers had an old friend back in the building on Thursday as Scott Clemmensen was recalled to back up Luongo against Toronto. 

Usual backup Dan Ellis, who filled in for Luongo on Tuesday, was "nicked up" at practice on Wednesday said Horachek.

Clemmensen wasn't able to take part in Thursday's morning skate however because of flight issues on Wednesday. Although Clemmensen arrived in Fort Lauderdale around 1 a.m. on Thursday, his equipment bag didn't get in until the skate had already concluded.

-- Bjugstad recorded three points to take over as Florida's leading scorer with 38 points. 

The Panthers have one game left to try and avoid setting an NHL record for fewest points by a team's leading scorer. Minnesota's Scott Pellerin had 39 points for the expansion Wild in 2000-01.

-- Ron Young, the team's longtime timekeeper and crew chief for the NHL's off-ice officials, dropped the ceremonial first puck before Thursday's game. 

Young has been working Panthers games since their first season in 1993 but is moving to Toronto after Saturday's season finale.
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LEAFS NOTEBOOK: Ellis 'Banged Up,'' Clemmensen Recalled 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

With only two games left, there's not much left to talk about. The Leafs, eliminated from postseason consideration on Tuesday, didn't even bother to leave Fort Lauderdale Beach to take part in Thursday's morning skate.

Good move on their part in my opinion.

Anyway, Scott Clemmensen is back in Sunrise as Dan Ellis apparently got "banged up" in practice yesterday says Peter Horachek. Clemmensen flew back late last night but because of some air snafus, his equipment didn't get here until the skate was already done. Clemmensen will back up Roberto Luongo and his new mask -- plenty of photos on the post below -- tonight against the Leaves.

What else happened today? That's about it. 

-- Ron Young, the long-time off-ice official for the Panthers, is retiring after Saturday's game and moving back to Toronto.

The Panthers will honor him tonight as he drops the opening puck against his hometown Leafs.

It's a nice honor for a good guy who has been around this team since its inception. He'll be missed around the rink.

Posted with BlogsyPosted with Blogsy

Posted by George Richards at 12:38 PM | Permalink  | Comments (3) 

LOUIE'S NEW LOOK: Roberto Luongo Breaks Out New Mask With Two Games Left 
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April 09, 2014

NEW JERSEY: Panthers 'Shirts Off Our Back' Starts Thursday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers annual 'Shirts Off Our Back' auction will start a game earlier this season. 

Instead of starting during the season finale on Saturday against Columbus, the bidding will be begin on Thursday against the Maple Leafs.

The team will hold a silent auction at the arena in which fans will bid for their favorite player's jersey. 

The auction starts at 6:30 p.m. and will go though the end of the second intermission. The auction will then resume Saturday night at 6:30 with the auction closing at the start of the third period.

Fans who win said jersey will be brought out onto the ice after Saturday's game and given their jersey from their favorite player. I think they even autograph it for ya.

Good luck and happy bidding!
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LUONGO BETTER: Goalie Says He'll Try and Go Against Leafs ... Adds Mike Gillis 'Put in Tough Spot' 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Roberto Luongo said he felt better on Wednesday after missing Tuesday's 5-2 loss to the Flyers after feeling sore following warm-ups. 

"We'll take morning skate [Thursday] and see where it goes,'' Luongo told reporters. "Hopefully I'll be back in.''

Backup Dan Ellis said Luongo indicated during the day that he might not be able to go so Ellis had some warning that he may have to fill in.

Ellis is still searching for his first win since coming to the Panthers in the Tim Thomas deal on March 5. Ellis is 0-5 with Florida with a 4.81 goals-against average and has made just 84 percent of his saves.

-- Luongo said he and former Vancouver general manager Mike Gillis had a good relationship. Gillis was fired on Tuesday just over a month after trading Luongo to the Panthers on March 4. The Luongo trade came after Gillis sent Cory Schneider to New Jersey last June. 

Gillis' failed trades -- some which came with the Panthers -- is said to have hastened his departure from the Canucks. Vancouver will miss the playoffs for the first time in six years.

"It's tough, Mike was put in a tough spot there,'' Luongo said. "When the team doesn't have success and misses the playoffs, someone usually tends to pay the price. Unfortunately it was Mike.''

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/page/2/#storylink=cpy

April 09, 2014

TIME'S UP: Original Panthers Off Ice Official Ron Young Retiring After 20 Seasons  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

It all started in 1993. Then working as a referee doing men's league games at a skating rink in Lighthouse Point, Ron Young was approached to be an off ice official and work NHL games for the newly-created Florida Panthers at Miami Arena.

Young hopped at the chance to work in the NHL and today is one of three original hires still doing the games in Sunrise.

On Saturday, Young's 20-year run with the NHL and the Panthers comes to a close. Young has decided to move back to Toronto full-time. 

Since retiring from his job in the transportation sector, Young shuttled between South Florida and Canada to see his three grandsons, but those long commutes are about to come to a close.

As is Young's up-close view of the NHL. He doesn't expect to find this kind of work in hockey-mad Toronto although he's hopeful. Before the NHL came calling in 1993, he never thought he would have been doing this either. 

"These have been some great times and it has been fun to be part of it,'' said Young, who as crew supervisor and game timekeeper, works at center ice directly between the two penalty boxes at BB&T Center. 

"For 41 nights a year, I've just loved coming to work. To be able to watch the game at this level has been terrific. But there's not much turnover for these jobs in Canada. They are gold. You are in it until they carry you out basically. But you never know. Someone may retire. It would be a dream come true if I could continue on.''

When the Panthers are in town, so is Young. He spends his game mornings at the arena in a spot down near the Zamboni tunnel drinking his home brewed Tim Hortons' coffee and catching up on the latest hockey news on his iPad. 

Players and coaches from the Panthers as well as the visiting teams always skate by to say hello, Young's faded Toronto Blue Jays cap as recognizable as his goatee. 

When Young started this part of his career, he was working in the transportation business and was living in Cooper City. His job offered the perks of many frequent flier miles, although Young says they went fast.

In his time with the Panthers, Young has seen some bad hockey but also worked every playoff game in franchise history. He also had the honor of working Game 7 of the 2004 Stanley Cup Finals when the Lightning brought the Cup to the Sunshine State to stay for the first time.

Now he has two games left. With his three grandsons all playing youth hockey, however, he'll remain close to the game he loves.

"It's a little bittersweet because I've been here 20 years,'' he said while watching the Flyers skate on Tuesday morning. "Hockey, to me, is a passion. I'm going to miss it, miss the people I interact with on a nightly basis. But I'm looking forward to revisiting a time when my son played, the 6 a.m. practices sitting in the stands with a cup of Tim Hortons watching them play. 

"And I'll have the Center Ice package so I'll be watching the Panthers every night anyway.''

Thursday: Maple Leafs at Panthers

When, Where: 7:30 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM 560

The series: Toronto leads 33-26-7

Scouting report: The Leafs were officially eliminated from the playoffs with Tuesday's listless 3-0 loss at Tampa Bay. The Leafs have lost 10 of 12 and haven't made the postseason since 2004. Florida has won two of the three meetings this year.
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April 08, 2014

PLAYOFFS IN PHILLY: Flyers Clinch Spot in Postseason as Ellis Takes Blame for Panthers' 5-2 Loss ... Roberto Luongo 'Sore' 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers hoped to put Philadelphia's playoff party on hold just another day bolstered by the addition of three forwards to the lineup.

Alas, Roberto Luongo came out of warmups complaining of what coach Peter Horachek described as being sore and the Flyers took full advantage. Philadelphia scored three goals off its first four shots in the second and clinched a spot in the Stanley Cup playoffs with a 5-2 win at BB&T Center.

The Panthers, meanwhile, will miss the postseason for the 12th time in 13 seasons. In the franchise's 19 seasons, it has missed the playoffs 15 times.

"It was a terrible second period and you can't expect to win when you play like that,'' said Erik Gudbranson, whose long shot put the Panthers on the board early in the third to make it 4-1.

If the Flyers thought they had an easy one on their hands, the Panthers looked like they wanted to prove them wrong.

Florida played one of its best periods of the month in the first, dictating play and surviving what could have been a disastrous penalty kill late.

First, Drew Shore -- brought up from the minors on Monday -- drew four minutes in the penalty box for drawing blood with a high stick on Wayne Simmonds.

With 1:40 left in that penalty, Scottie Upshall was called for slashing, giving the Flyers a two-man advantage for 100 seconds.

Although the Flyers challenged backup goalie Dan Ellis, they didn't get anything through and the two went into the first break still scoreless.

Florida's tough play didn't last, however, as the Flyers scored two quick goals to kick off the second and all but stamp their ticket to the playoffs.

"It was a good start and then in the second I gave up four crap goals,'' said Ellis, who faced 12 shots in the second. "It's unacceptable. It's frustrating as hell when you're the primary reason for the loss. I take responsibility for the loss.''

The Flyers got its first when Vincent Lecavalier -- who long owned the Panthers from his days in Tampa -- jammed one through Ellis' skates 2:02 in. 

Lecavalier became the seventh player in the Flyers' lineup to hit the 20 goal plateau; Florida has one.

Four minutes later and Claude Giroux made it 2-0 by scoring his first of two, this one off a nice slap shot from 20 feet out. The Flyers scored their third at 8:50 of the second from Giroux and led 4-0 with five minutes remaining in the period.

Jonathan Huberdeau, who missed 11 games with a concussion, made it 4-2 with 14:22 left to play. It was Huberdeau's first goal since Jan. 20 and second in a span of 37 games.

-- Aleksander Barkov practiced Tuesday but it's doubtful the rookie center will play again this season.

Barkov has been out since re-injuring a knee representing Finland at the Olympics in February.

"I could've played better but then I had the injury,'' Barkov said. "I will go back to Finland, practice a lot and I'll be a better player next year. Now I know I can play on this level and I want to be better.''

-- Former UM track standout Lauryn Williams (won Silver in bobsled) dropped the first puck.
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NEW ENVIRONMENT: Panthers to Close Off End Zone, New Capacity Like Miami Arena 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers plan to drop capacity at the county-owned BB&T Center even more next season by blocking off entire sections in the upper deck.

Former team president Michael Yormark put tarps on some upper rows of the arena in 2010.

At Tuesday's morning skate, a large theatre curtain hung from the rafters blocking off six end zone sections. New team president Rory Babich said Tuesday the team will either tarp those seats off or keep the curtain.

Florida isn't offering season ticket packages in those sections. The arena holds almost 19,000 now for hockey and is among the largest in the league. 

Babich says the new capacity -- if all upper deck tarps are utilized -- will be around 15,700. 

The Panthers left Miami Arena (cap. 14,703) in 1998 for the larger arena in Sunrise. The team had a 5,000-person waiting list for tickets when they went north.

Florida had an announced attendance of 12,487 for Tuesday's game.

"This is one of the biggest arenas in the NHL so we're trying to make it a little smaller for most games,'' Babich said. "We'll have people in a smaller area, make it a more intimate experience. 

"I think people recognize what we're doing. It's not minor league at all. There are other arenas and stadiums who have done it. We're not selling out at 19,000-plus, so instead of having empty seats in the less desirable sections, we've decided to block them off.''
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CURTAINS!: Panthers to Seriously Cut Back on Sunrise Capacity in 2014-15? 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers had a huge curtain cutting off part of the end zone at Tuesday's morning skate and it looks like that may be a sign of things to come.

According to the team website, seats in those sections aren't being offered as part of any season ticket plan. As you can see from the chart below, season ticket sales end at Section 306 and resume in 313*. It also appears the tarps are staying as 'Goal Zone' seats will only be sold up to row 10. 

(*) The team is renaming the 400 level the 300 level as well.

The Panthers have already cut chunks out of the upper deck with tarps the past few seasons, opening up seats as the need arises. I would think the curtain would be gone for single game tickets if needed (when Montreal comes to town, the Holiday Series) but will ask about this when I'm at the game tonight.

Your thoughts on the matter? Leave 'em below in the comment section.
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FLYERS NOTEBOOK: Boyes, Huberdeau, Shore Back in Lineup ... End of the Line for Gomez? ... Barkov Works Out with Team 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Busy day for the Panthers at Tuesday's morning skate as three players jump back into the lineup.

Brad Boyes is back after missing the past few games on a revamped 'B-Line' as Nick Bjugstad rejoins Sean Bergenheim after playing down on the third line.

Jonathan Huberdeau is also back in the lineup after being out since last month with a concussion.

Drew Shore, recalled yesterday, is also in the lineup.

That means two players need to be scratched tonight and it's going to be Scott Gomez and Quinton Howden. That last decision led to a lot of head scratching among the gathered media as many wouldn't mind seeing Tomas Fleischmann take a day off. Personally, I'm looking for a big bounce-back year from Fleischmann in 2014-15.

"I'm really excited. It's been a while,'' Huberdeau said. "When you've been out for a while, you want to get back out there and do everything you can to help the team. I'm going to keep it simple out there and try and finish the last three games the right way.''

-- With the influx of forwards, Gomez goes from playing on Florida's top line to being scratched. It's possible Gomez has not only played in his final game with the Panthers but perhaps his final NHL game.

Coach Peter Horachek admitted that scratching Gomez -- he's been a pretty good citizen with the Panthers -- was a difficult decision.

"That's the hardest thing that's happened because he's part of the driving force,'' Horachek said "He's saying the things he needs to say, been a total pro and works hard. 

"When things are happening in the game, he's trying to make a difference. He's speaking on the bench, in the locker room. He's doing all the things a good pro does. At this time, sometimes you're looking at next year more than the final three games. You want to see what chemistry the younger players have. I can't say enough good things about Scottie.''

-- Aleksander Barkov was out practicing on Florida's fifth line with Gomez and Howden but it's still very doubtful we'll see the rookie center again this season.

Barkov has been out with a knee injury since the Olympics.

"I'm a hockey player and I want to be on the ice with the team,'' Barkov said.
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April 07, 2014

GOALS NEEDED: Florida Panthers Near Bottom of League in Scoring Again; Scottie Upshall Having Good Year, Leads Team in Scoring 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

When the Dallas Stars took a 2-0 lead on the Panthers early in Sunday's game, they did so with a pair of players -- Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin -- who have combined for 69 goals this season.

The Panthers don't have anything close to that kind of firepower.

Florida turned things around and scored three unanswered goals to put a dent in Dallas' playoff hopes with a surprising 3-2 win. 

The Panthers' first goal came from Scottie Upshall, who took the dubious honor of being the the team's leading scorer.

Upshall leads the Panthers with 15 goals and 36 points -- which has him tied for 171st in individual scoring as of Monday morning. 

With three games to go, the Panthers are flirting with history. 

In 2001, Minnesota's Scott Pellerin became the player with the fewest points to lead an NHL team in scoring over the course of an 82 game season. 

Pellerin did so on an expansion team (one he didn't even end the season with) by scoring 39 points -- currently three more than Upshall currently has.

Florida's previous low for leading scorer in a full season was 49 by Stephen Weiss in 2010-11. Pavel Bure also led the team with 49 points in 2001-02 despite being traded to New York that March.

Tomas Fleischmann had 35 to lead the team in last year's 48-game season but has 27 points in 77 games this year.

"It's kind of embarrassing that we don't even have a guy with 40 points,'' Upshall said Sunday night. "There's no leading scorers on this team. We all have to realize we need to be better. You chip away, learn to bury your chances.''

Upshall's 36 points are most in his NHL career eclipsing his previous high of 34.

"Scottie shouldn't be our leading scorer. But he is,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "It's a tribute to him for working hard and doing what he's had to do, but we know where we need to improve. When your first-year players are creating a lot of your offense, there's a problem there too.''

Florida's scoring problems aren't something new as the team has struggled to put pucks in the net for years. 

This year, the Panthers are second only to Buffalo for fewest goals scored with 180 (2.3 per game). 

The Panthers have ranked in the bottom five of the league in goals scored for five straight seasons. Florida ranked 17th with 231 goals scored in 2008-09.

Horachek knows scoring is a constant challenge.

"I've told our guys we can't give up more than two goals,'' he said Sunday. "That's the max.''

Getting some scoring help over the summer is definitely Florida's biggest priority.

This offseason, general manager Dale Tallon says he has the money to try and help rectify Florida's scoring deficiencies. But will he completely be able to? 

There aren't that many top-end scorers expected to be on the free agency market, although one could be procured in a trade as how Dallas scored Seguin last summer. 

Florida seemingly has a pretty good core of young players who can help create offense with big physical centers like Aleksander Barkov (who was among team leaders in scoring before being hurt in the Olympics) and Nick Bjugstad (second on the team with 35 points). 

The Panthers also have a few players who have shown they can score at lower levels such as Jonathan Huberdeau, Brandon Pirri and Vincent Trocheck.

Adding a few veteran scorers around the young players they have -- and hope for bounce-back years from the likes of Fleischmann and Tomas Kopecky -- could get the Panthers at least closer to the middle of the pack in league scoring. 

With the goaltending Florida has, that could be enough to have this team in playoff contention come this time next year.

"If we get a guy who can score 60, 70 points, we'e going to be a much better team,'' Upshall said. "It could be a guy in this room or it could be a guy we go out and get. We need someone to really step up and score the big goals and carry the team offensively. It's an area we need. Some of the young guys have been doing it.''

SHORE RETURNS

The Panthers brought back center Drew Shore, sending Bobby Butler to AHL San Antonio after two games played.

Shore has played in 64 games for the Panthers over the past two seasons. 

Since his 43 games played over last year's shortened season were prorated, Shore only has four games left before he becomes waiver-eligible. That means if the Panthers want to send him back to the minors after he crosses that threshold, they could lose him to another team for nothing.

With three games left in this season, Shore would not have to clear waivers if Florida wanted to send him back to San Antonio after training camp next October.

Tuesday: Flyers at Panthers

When, Where: 7:30 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: No local TV (NHL Game Center); WQAM 560

The series: Philadelphia leads 45-30-7

Scouting report: The two have split the season series with Florida winning the past meeting back in November. The Flyers, who hold down the third spot in the Metropolitan Division, had lost four straight before dropping the Sabres on Sunday night.
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April 06, 2014

SPOILER ALERT: Panthers Help Coyotes by Stunning Stars 3-2 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

For weeks, the Panthers talked about wanting to spoil another team's run to the playoffs.

Sunday they may have just done so.

The Dallas Stars still hold the final wild card spot in the Western Conference although Sunday's 3-2 loss to the Panthers at BB&T Center is one they may really regret -- especially if they are sitting outside the Stanley Cup playoffs this time next week.

"We knew it wasn't going to be easy,'' said Dallas' Jamie Benn, who made it 1-0 just 45 seconds into the game.

"We have to put this one behind us. It was a terrible outcome. We don't want to remember this one.''

On Sunday, Florida's biggest fans were the Phoenix Coyotes who remain a point back of the Stars. 

Florida definitely helped that cause as the Panthers won both meetings with the Stars this season. Of four points Dallas could have against Florida, it took home none. Phoenix, meanwhile, got all four of its points against the Panthers.

"This time of year is fun if you're in the race,'' said Scottie Upshall, who scored Florida's first goal and became the team's leading scorer in the process.

"The games are hyped up, everyone is watching because there is a lot on the line. There's nothing better than playoff hockey. Right now is as good of a taste of it that will get. This is a learning curve for our younger players. Dallas was fighting for their lives.''

Everything was going Dallas' way after winning in Tampa on Saturday night. 

The Stars had a 2-0 lead early in the second period and the Panthers -- who had lost five straight -- didn't seem all that interested in playing.

Coach Peter Horachek wasn't very happy as Dallas scored in the opening minute of the first and second periods and let his team know it during a timeout after an Upshall penalty 3:48 into the second.

"They were playing with a purpose and a resolve,'' Horachek said, "and I don't think we were. We were just playing and there wasn't enough emotion. I wanted them to care more about the end result.''

The Panthers most definitely responded as the plane shifted. 

Florida began dictating play and finally gave its fans something to cheer about.

Upshall cut Dallas' lead in half by getting a piece of a big shot from Erik Gudbranson at the 8:20 mark of the second. In the final minute of the period, Brandon Pirri slid into the slot and one-timed a slick feed from Jimmy Hayes and put it past Kari Lehtonen to tie the score.

"We showed a lot of resiliency, battled back and dominated the second half of the game,'' said Pirri, who has six goals since joining the Panthers just before the March 5 trade deadline.

"We're trying to build off that the last three games.''

The two teams played even hockey in the third with the Stars understandably not wanting to make a mistake and give up the go-ahead goal.

Florida, with nothing to lose, seemed to play the same way.

"I wanted us to be smart and keep doing the right things,'' Horachek said. "This was a huge win for us emotionally. We responded after a lethargic first period.''

The Panthers did get that go-ahead goal, however, with 4:31 remaining as Sean Bergenheim scored off a pass from Colby Robak.

Bergenheim admitted he didn't know who the Panthers were helping in the playoff race initially, but asked and found out the answer.

"This is probably a big blow for Dallas,'' Bergenheim said. "For me personally, I don't care who is fighting for what. You have to play the best you can every game. Whetever happens to the other teams in the standings, I don't really care.''

THOMAS SITS

The Stars, as has been the case for the past nine games, went with Lehtonen in goal over Tim Thomas. 

Thomas was Florida's goalie when the Panthers won their season-opener at Dallas in October, although much more than that has changed since.

The Panthers were missing 13 of the 20 players who were part of Florida's 4-2 win in Dallas. Florida also replaced most of its coaching staff since then.

Of Florida's four goals scored in Dallas, only one -- the initial goal by Scott Gomez -- came from a player still on the roster.

Roberto Luongo, who replaced Thomas as Florida's starting goalie, made 35 saves in the win.
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April 04, 2014

FIGHTING BACK: Ed Jovanovski named Masterton Nominee; Plans to Continue Playing After Long Road to Recovery 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

When it came time to nominate a player from the Florida Panthers for the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy, there was only one player who it could have been.

On Friday morning, Ed Jovanovski was officially announced as the Panthers' candidate for the annual award by the Florida chapter of the Professional Hockey Writers Association.

Jovanovski, 37, spent countless hours rehabilitating his surgically-repaired hip to return to the ice. The Panthers' captain, Jovanovski had radical hip resurfacing surgery -- one step away from hip replacement -- last spring. He worked his way back by training camp, although he didn't play in his first game until Jan. 3.

Jovanovski is believed to be the first professional athlete to return from the procedure.

"I take every day as a win,'' Jovanovski said after he scored his lone goal of the season in Buffalo on Jan. 9. "I'm very fortunate.''

On Friday, Jovanovski spoke about his comeback and what it means to continue playing a game he truly loves -- and "this game has been really good to me and has given me everything I've ever needed in my life and my family's life.''

Jovanovski, who has played in 32 games this season, has one year left on the contract he signed when he returned to the Panthers in 2011 and says he plans on honoring it. When asked if it was up to him, he said he would he be at training camp come September.

Here's what he had to say this morning after Florida's morning skate:

On the nomination: 

"I appreciate that, it's definitely an honor. For me, anytime you are nominated for something, it's a great honor. This has been a tough road, no question. When I came back and went through the rehab, there was that doubt of the chances of never playing again. Having the passion to come back and get in there and do my work, 35 games or so into it and not missing many practices, it's definitely a treat to be here.''

Were there times during rehab in which you doubted the process?:

"For the most part I tried to remain as upbeat as I could. There were days in which I said 'what am I doing. It's an uphill battle.' There was no data on this, no one had done this before. When you look at the whole procedure, it's pretty wild what I have in my body to be doing what I'm doing. It's great being able to play the game I love.''

Were there family members who said 'what are you doing?'

"Not so much by my wife. A lot of that came from my mom and dad. There were 18. 19 years of grinding. When I got back from my surgery and they saw what I went through that first week ... It wasn't fun. It was miserable. As the days move on, your attitude is, well the sun comes up kind of thing. Everything is moving forward. With the rehab regimen these days, you're right back at it and you start feeling better. That's kind of what happened to me. You have to start somewhere.''

Where do you rank coming back on your list of accomplishments?

"It's got to be up there. We all enjoy the great seasons, the teams. But this one really hits home.''

You're not done yet, right?

"I think working out off the ice, then on the ice and getting into game action for me, it's going to be a really important summer to concentrate on an 82 game schedule. Really work at playing and having success. There is no other way to put it. I have to work hard. When you put your mind to it, anything is a possibility.''

Have you talked to Dale about your future?

"No. I have a year on my contract and I plan on fulfilling it.''

So if it's up to you, you'll be here for training camp?

"Yeah.''

Feel how you've shown the kids how it's done?

"It's not so much showing it. You don't wish anyone to go through what I went to. There are a lot of prevention things today like what [Huberdeau] went through like scoping. This was kind of a last resort kind of thing to first and foremost improve my quality of life, be able to play with my kids, bend over and put my socks on and tie my shoes. I was lost at one point. It was a daily struggle to do a lot of things. But if they can see anything, it's anything is possible. This game has been really good to me and has given me everything I've ever needed in my life and my family's life. The opportunity is through the roof for these guys financially and being able to do what they want to do.''

How much did you miss the game, being around the team?

"It killed me. And it's one of those things I worry about when I am done. The dressing room is a great spot, having the opportunity to come in and shoot the breeze with the guys, hearing the young guys stories, going on the road and having the opportunity to be as a team. At the end of the day, do what you love to do. We play a game. It's hard, a lot of the things that go unnoticed. The travel; yes we do fly on charters, but it's a grind getting in at 2, 3 in the morning and have to get ready in the morning. It tests you that much more. But it killed me not being around the guys and that's something that bothers me when it's all going to be over.''

What to stick around the game?

"Yeah, that's something that is definitely a possibility. I love the game that much. I will do whatever takes off the ice to help a team win. It's something I love to do. I've been in this community so long, I'd love to see this franchise do well. I think the chips are falling in with the new owners. It's going to be an interesting summer. We'll see where that unfolds.''

ERIK GUDBRANSON

"It was a serious injury to come back from as a hockey player and at his age as well, the passion he's shown and character he's shown to come back, it was for the love of the game. That's really impressive.

"Having him in the dressing room is a huge piece. It's noticeable when he's not here. That battle he's shown, the determination, is something we all need to learn from. Hockey isn't forever and to show that passion is an amazing thing to see. His return has been seamless. He basically took a year off and it's a tough thing to do and come back and play. It's quite the invasive surgery. It's a big deal. For him to come back is amazing to see. I don't think a lot of guys could have done what he's overcome. That's a true testament to what he's all about.

"He's here for the love of the game. That's a passionate man right there. That's something we should all learn from and everyone in this locker room should take note of it.''

PETER HORACHEK

"The perseverance of that is incredible. Where you are in your career and going through a surgery, as we've talked before, no one has ever returned from. I think it's the same surgery Bo Jackson had. 

"Playing later in your career is tough, the day-to-day and the travel and the recovery. To come back and work hard enough and have the doctors clear him, give him credit for that.

"They are big kids at heart. He may be late 30s, but they love the game. That's what they love, they are their happiest on the ice. The young guys see that, see that fight through and injury and spend months and months of recovery time. He went through training camp and had the disappointment of the doctor saying it's not healed. He continued to push until he got back in. It's a great story.
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April 03, 2014

ON THE MEND: Luongo, Huberdeau Practice; Both Could Play by end of the Weekend 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers currently have three players on the shelf due to concussion issues. Two of them could be back in the lineup by the end of the weekend.

Goalie Roberto Luongo and winger Jonathan Huberdeau joined their teammates for practice Thursday with Luongo potentially starting Friday's game against the visiting Flames. Huberdeau could return Sunday against Dallas.

Tomas Kopecky, who suffered his concussion playing in the Olympics, was expected to practice Thursday but did not. His status for the rest of the season is unclear. Florida has five games before the 2013-14 campaign concludes.

"I feel good,'' said Luongo, who was diagnosed with a mild concussion after being run into by former Panthers forward Radek Dvorak last week. 

"I've been skating on my own the past three days, ramping things up each day. This was a good progression.'' 

Luongo went down when Dvorak came racing toward the net with his head down, apparently not realizing how quickly he had come up on Luongo. The two collided with Luongo getting hit in the head by Dvorak as well as banging his head against the goal cage.

"I wasn't sure what was going on, just felt a little weird,'' Luongo said. "They didn't want to take any chances. I could have kept playing if I really wanted to and the stakes were a little bit higher. In a situation like this we thought it would be better to err on the side of caution.''

Dvorak was ejected from the game, one in which Luongo finished the first period but didn't return for the second. Luongo said Dvorak came by the Panthers locker room to apologize for the hit. Dvorak still has a home in South Florida and trains with Luongo in Coral Springs occasionally during the offseason. 

"Obviously he didn't slow down but it was an accident,'' said Luongo, who has missed the past three games -- all losses. "He's not the type of player to do that. He was going to the net and once he put his head up, he was in the crease already. There was no intention.''

Huberdeau was hurt March 16 against Vancouver when he was ran up into the boards. He began skating for the first time last week and had been working out with the Panthers away on a two-game road trip.

Thursday's practice was Huberdeau's first with the team since the Vancouver game and he says all his concussion-like symptoms are gone and he hopes to play Friday. Coach Peter Horachek isn't ruling that out completely, but said Sunday is probably a more realistic option.

"It was good to see him out there,'' Horachek said. "There was no contact today, so I'll discuss it with the trainers and go from there. My best guess is Sunday, but I won't know that until talking to the trainers. I would like to see him out there, but you don't want to put him in before he's ready.''

Huberdeau has had a rough season, one in which the reigning rookie of the year has just eight goals -- and only one in his past 36 games. 

"It's been a while, but it was nice. It was a good skate and I feel great,'' Huberdeau said. "This hasn't been a good season for me so to finish positively going into the summer is important. It would be good to get some wins, feel like a winner going into the summer.''

As far as Kopecky goes, not practicing Thursday could be viewed as a setback and may indicate that he may not play this season. 

Kopecky hasn't practiced with the team since before the Olympic break and hasn't been in a game situation since Slovenia forward Sabahudin Kovacevic hit him in the head with an elbow.

Kovacevic was suspended one game for his hit on Kopecky.

"There are little setbacks with what he's been through,'' Horachek said. "There are steps forward and steps back. We don't need to rush him.''

BOYES OUT

Brad Boyes, Florida's leading goal scorer, missed Thursday's practice with a sore back and isn't expected to play Friday. Boyes has been getting treatment for some time and was a game-time decision Tuesday.

Boyes played, but only lasted five shifts before leaving the game in the first period. Bobby Butler, called up from the minors on Tuesday, replaced Boyes on a line with Scott Gomez and Sean Bergenheim.

-- Three of Florida's final five home games will not be broadcast on local television starting with Friday's game against Calgary. 

For those local viewers who have the NHL's Center Ice package, the three games will not be blacked out and will use the visiting team's feed.

Friday: Flames at Panthers

When, Where: 7:30 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: No local TV (NHL Center Ice); WQAM 560

The series: Calgary leads 12-9-3

Scouting report: This is the first game between the two since host Calgary won 4-3 in a shootout in November. The first 7,500 fans get a Brian Skrudland bobblehead. Skrudland, Florida's first captain, is currently an assistant coach for the Panthers.
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PANTHERS TALK WITH COUNTY: Vote for Tourism Money May Not Come for a Bit 

The Panthers were part of a workshop in Fort Lauderdale as the debate continues whether the county will give the team more tourism money. Here's the link to the story: 

http://miamiherald.typepad.com/nakedpolitics/2014/04/broward-debates-bed-tax-dollars-for-panthers-vs-beaches.html
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SCOTT CLEMMENSEN: Playing in the NHL and for the Panthers was a 'Privilege'  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- Scott Clemmensen likely made his final appearance with the Panthers in Tuesday's 4-2 loss to the Islanders.

Clemmensen played well at times and didn't get much help. 

Florida was being outshot 28-13 by the end of the second period and ended up at a 40-22 disadvantage.

"Playing in the NHL is a privilege and playing for the Panthers was just that,'' said Clemmensen, who could return to Florida's minor league team in San Antonio in the coming days.

"I played with a tremendous amount of guys over my five years and I don't know what's going to happen in the future. I'm taking it one day at a time and appreciating everything. I'm taking it all in. Regardless of what happens, I'll look back and know I laid it all on the line. I'll have no regrets.''
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END OF THE ROAD: Panthers Lose Final Road Game of 2013-14 to Islanders ... Upshall Leaves and Returns 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- Peter Horachek was thinking he may have to start Tuesday's game down a forward. Turns out he was without Brad Boyes for much of Florida's 4-2 loss to the host Islanders.

Scottie Upshall and Brad Boyes were both game time decisions because of various injuries. Both played in Florida's final road game of the season, although both left in the first period -- with Upshall returning in the second.

Boyes' sore back tightened up forcing him to leave the game for good with 7:55 left in the first period after five shifts. 

Upshall was knocked out by a big hit from Matt Carkner late in the period. Upshall got hit in the face while skating up the ice and hit the deck hard. Upshall remained flat on the ice for a few minutes as he was attended to by head athletic trainer Dave Zenobi and would later slowly be helped off the ice by Zenobi. 

According to coach Peter Horachek, the initial fear was Upshall broke his jaw. He returned midway through the second period and finished the game.

"Losing guys right off the bat puts you behind from the start because you're mixing and matching,'' Horachek said. "That put us a little bit behind the 8-ball but other guys went out and had opportunities. It's not an easy situation.''

Upshall didn't comment on the incident as he headed to the training room. 

"Sorry guys, have to go put ice on my jaw,'' he said.

The nasty hit led Erik Gudbranson to fight Carkner as Zenobi was tending to Upshall a few feet away. 

Carkner was given two minutes for high-sticking Upshall, but because it was determined Gudbranson initiated the fight, he was penalized as well and there was no power play chance. Carkner would later fight Krys Barch as well.

Florida got off to a rare good start Tuesday. Defenseman Jonathan Racine made quite an impression in his first NHL start, hammering Cal Clutterbuck with a big hit that was called interference 42 seconds in.

The Panthers, for only the fourth time in their history, got a shorthanded goal for the second straight game as Quinton Howden picked the pocket of Frans Nielsen and raced down the ice, beating Evgeni Nabokov with a wrister.

That was about the it for Florida highlights as the Islanders scored the next four goals before Brandon Pirri scored with 3.9 seconds left.

New York tied it with a Travis Hamonic shot from 50 feet out with seven seconds left on the power play 45 seconds after Howden scored. 

After being deadlocked at 1 for some time, the Islanders added a pair of goals in the second and never looked back. 

-- The Panthers made two roster moves but only used one. Although Racine made his NHL debut by filling in for Ed Jovanovski, Bobby Butler was scratched. 

Racine apparently heard he was joining the Panthers on Sunday so he was able to get some friends and family to the New York area.

"I tried to play hard, play my game and do my best on the ice,'' Racine, 20, said. "I was so happy to get the call. I think I did a very good job for my first game.''

Florida expected either Upshall [lower body] or Boyes [back] to miss Tuesday's game but both decided to play after warmups so Butler watched. He could play Friday if Boyes is out. 

-- The Panthers will take Wednesday off as it appears the team will have been stuck in New York on Tuesday night. The team was planning on staying on Long Island because of a problem with its charter plane.

-- Florida ends the 2013-14 season 13-25-3 away from Sunrise.
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BE-DEVILED: New Jersey Keeps Hope Alive in 6-3 Win Over Panthers ... Clemmensen Likely For Tuesday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

NEWARK, N.J. -- The Devils were desperate for a win Monday night to keep their fading playoff hopes alive.

Man, were they ever happy to see the Panthers come to town.

New Jersey got its precious two points in the standings by scoring three goals in the first before holding off the Panthers 6-3 at Prudential Center.

The game was a little closer than the Devils would have liked as Florida was within a goal in the third but New Jersey was happy to escape with the win as Travis Zajac celebrated his first career hat trick.

"It's the same thing. We get down, we're not ready, we constantly battle back,'' said Brad Boyes, who scored his team-high 20th early in the second.

"It just doesn't change and that's the frustrating part. Talk is cheap unless you do something about it.''

When the Devils lost to the Panthers 5-3 in Sunrise two weeks ago, they were just two points out of the final spot. They started Monday five out.

New Jersey had to deal with goalie Roberto Luongo the last time out, but with Luongo back in South Florida, he wasn't a concern of the Devils this time around.

Backup Dan Ellis continues to search for his first win since coming over from Dallas in a March 5 trade as he made 26 saves.

New Jersey took a 3-0 lead after outshooting Florida 17-3 to start things before Dmitry Kulikov got the Panthers' first goal with Ed Jovanovski serving double penalties for jumping Jersey fourth liner Ryan Carter.

Florida went into the first break down 3-1 after being outshot 18-4 but battled back. The Panthers scored 50 seconds into the second when Boyes backhanded a shot past Martin Brodeur.

New Jersey's Ryan Clowe made it 4-2 at 3:05 of the second, but Pete DeBoer yanked Brodeur after Dylan Olsen's long shot skipped off Brandon Pirri's stick and hit the back of the net to make it 4-3 with 13:25 left in the period.

"The starts we've had are frustrating. We haven't figured them out yet,'' Pirri said. "We have a lot of resiliency in this room, but we can't have those starts and hope to win games in this league.''

The Devils were hearing it from their fans coming into the third, but Jacob Josefson gave them some breathing room by scoring on a 35-foot wrister while his team was killing off a penalty.

Zajac finally got to see the caps rain down on the ice midway through the third as he made it 6-3 by working his own soft rebound past Ellis.

Two of the Devils' first three goals came from Zajac as he opened the scoring 12 seconds in after poking a rebound past Ellis. 

Almost ten minutes later, Jaromir Jagr -- "he looks like he's getting better,'' coach Peter Horachek said -- fired a shot over Ellis' shoulder for a 2-0 lead. Zajac made it 3-0 on a power play chance at 11:33 of the first.

WHY ELLIS?

If Scott Clemmensen was disappointed to not get the start Monday against his former team, he didn't show it.

"I'm living the dream,'' he said, soaked in sweat after the morning skate.

Clemmensen should get what likely will be his final start with the Panthers Tuesday against the Islanders. 

Horachek said before Monday's game that he wanted Ellis -- who has lost his first four starts since joining the Panthers -- to get into a rhythm. Ellis didn't get to play much in Dallas and the same has been true with the Panthers.

"I don't know much about [a player's history] and it means very little to me,'' Horachek said. "Ellis is here and Clemmensen had been down [in the minors]. I think Ellis deserves to play some back-to-back games, get some timing down. He's been a capable goalie, but the past two seasons, he hasn't had many games and there has been a lot of time between them.''

Clemmensen originally signed with the Panthers in 2009 and is in his fifth season with the team. In the final year of a two-year deal, Clemmensen will very likely not return next season.

-- With two assists on Monday, center Nick Bjugstad became the fourth rookie in franchise history to have 20-plus assists in a season.

Tuesday: Panthers at Islanders

When, Where: 7 p.m.; Nassau Veterans Coliseum, Uniondale, N.Y.

TV/Radio: Sun Sports; WQAM 560

The series: Florida leads 41-34-8

Scouting report: The Panthers have won both games between the two this season after being swept in three last year. Florida has won the season series in four of the past five seasons. Tuesday marks Florida's final road game of the season.
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CLEMMENSEN IS BACK: Luongo's Injury Means Recall for Panthers Goalie ... Ellis Gets Start Monday in Jersey  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

NEWARK, N.J. -- After being sent down to the minors earlier this month, it didn't look like goalie Scott Clemmensen would ever wear the Panthers jersey again.

But with Roberto Luongo being hurt in a loss to Carolina last week, Clemmensen was summoned from San Antonio.

Coach Peter Horachek said Sunday night that Dan Ellis would get the start Monday against the Devils at Prudential Center.

Clemmensen could start Tuesday against the Islanders.

"I'm still fighting the good fight,'' Clemmensen said after watching Saturday's 4-1 loss to Montreal from the bench as Ellis' backup.

"I was obviously disappointed in going down to the minors but at the same time, I'm going to put myself in the best position to further my career with no regrets. The biggest thing for me, once this is all over, is to have no regrets about anything I did. We'll see where it takes me. One door shuts, another opens. You just have to keep moving forward.''

For Clemmensen, a visit to New Jersey is often a mini homecoming. 

Clemmensen spent seven seasons in the Devils organization and has played well against them when given the chance. Clemmensen is 4-1 against New Jersey during the regular season and was 1-2 against the Devils in the 2012 playoffs.

"I've always enjoyed playing in New Jersey, seeing their fans,'' Clemmensen said. "I have good memories of playing there. I'm taking things one day at a time here right now. I would just be happy with some playing time.''

With Luongo out the next two games, Clemmensen and Ellis will likely split the starts in Newark and on Long Island on Tuesday.

Horachek says he has no problem putting Clemmensen out there. After all, Clemmensen filled in for Tim Thomas during the team's most successful run of the season in December when he won four straight starts.

But, as it is now, Ellis is Luongo's backup. So when Luongo's out, Ellis gets the start.

"Every time he's gotten the opportunity, he's played well for us,'' Horachek said of Clemmensen. "When he got into a rhythm played well.''

Clemmensen admits the past few weeks were tough. On March 4, Florida put Clemmensen on waivers in order to be able to move him later. The Panthers completed the trade with Vancouver for Luongo later in the day.

On March 5, the Panthers sent Thomas to Dallas and got Ellis back. Clemmensen was the odd goalie out and was sent to the minors.

"I had no idea what was going on at the time,'' Clemmensen said. "The 24 hours leading into the trade deadline were very hectic for everyone around here. Obviously I got caught up in it. That's the business. They have decisions they make and it's out of my control. My future was in their hands. You just roll with it the best you can, make the most of it.''

With the Rampage, Clemmensen has won three of his eight starts. 

"One thing about him is he is even keel,'' Horachek said. "He has shown real professionalism and the way he approached everything has been really good. He went down, handled it right. He's been a total pro. I really appreciate that shows the young guys how to handle himself. its not easy. he has a family and all. he sends a good message.''

-- Horachek said Sunday that Luongo skated earlier in the morning but wasn't on the trip to the New York area. 

"He's fine,'' Horachek said, "and will play the final five games of the season.'' 

-- Monday's game against the host Devils will be broadcast nationally on NBC Sports Network with no other local coverage aside from radio. 

Tuesday's game against the Islanders will move from Fox Sports Florida to Sun Sports because of a conflict with the Marlins.

Monday: Panthers at Devils

When, Where: 7:30 p.m.; Prudential Center, Newark, N.J.

TV/Radio: NBC Sports Network; WQAM 560

The series: New Jersey leads 48-27-7

Scouting report: The Devils are sticking around the playoff race although their failure in shootouts have slowed them down. New Jersey is 0-10 -- and has lost two straight -- in the shootout session. Florida won the previous meeting 5-3 in Sunrise earlier this month.
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LUONGO DOUBTFUL FOR ROADTRIP: Huberdeau, Kopecky Getting Close? 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Although Roberto Luongo said he wouldn't know whether he would be traveling on Florida's final road trip of the season, Horachek said it was doubtful Luongo would be going.

Luongo, hurt during the first period of Thursday's loss to the Hurricanes, was at the arena early Saturday for treatment before leaving.

Florida travels to New Jersey on Sunday afternoon for Monday's game against the Devils; Florida visits the Islanders Tuesday in the final road game of the year.

"At this point, I don’t expect it,'' Horachek said of Luongo. "He’s progressing. In our situation, I think you want to make sure he’s 100 percent. They haven’t given me a final word. .-.-. That would leave us the home stretch here for him to be totally healthy.''

-- Scott Clemmensen returned to the Panthers on Saturday after backing up Michael Houser at AHL San Antonio on Friday night.

-- Jonathan Huberdeau (concussion) said he started skating Saturday for the first time with Horachek saying both he and Tomas Kopecky (concussion) could join the team for practice later this week.
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FLORIDA WEEK STARTS WITH WIN: Vacationing Habs Top Panthers 4-1  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Montreal Canadiens will have plenty of time for playing on the beach during their nearly weeklong working vacation in Florida. Saturday, however, the Habs had business to attend to.

Montreal won its fifth straight game as it continued its playoff push with a 4-1 win over the Panthers at BB&T Center.

The Canadiens, in Fort Lauderdale through Monday before spending a few more days in Tampa, have won eight of the past nine and held tight to their second place spot on Tampa Bay in the Atlantic Division. 

"We dominated the chances but they had the lead and maybe they sat back a little,'' Panthers coach Peter Horachek said. 

The Panthers stayed in the game despite being behind for much of it, peppering goalie Carey Price with 37 shots -- only Brad Boyes' wrister finding the back of the net. Montreal led 3-0 just before that goal and added an empty-netter in the final seconds.

"We generated a lot of shots, lot of chances but they sat back in the third and let us come at them,'' Boyes said.

"We tried to generate things but the lack of scoring really hurt us.''

Florida went up against the streaking Canadiens without goalie Roberto Luongo who is out for precautionary reasons.

The Canadiens jumped all over backup Dan Ellis, nearly scoring in the opening seconds.

Montreal's first goal would wait until Thomas Vanek -- a longtime Florida nemesis from his days in Buffalo -- scored midway through the period after P.K. Subban chased down a puck Brian Campbell whiffed on.

With 2:57 left in the first, Max Pacioretty got his first of the night by cleaning up a loose puck around the cage a second after Erik Gudbranson's slashing penalty ended.

"We made some mistakes and they capitalized on them,'' Horachek said. "They obviously only need a few chances. We need more. The effort was there. We just made mistakes at the wrong time.''

Montreal made it 3-0 when Pacioretty scored in similar fashion to his first with Florida getting Boyes' goal -- his first in eight games -- with 3:51 left in the second.

"There's no quit in this team, no quit in this locker room,'' Ellis said. "Guys gave it their all to the final buzzer.''
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LAST BATTLE?: Dvorak and Jovanovski Meet on Thursday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Radek Dvorak and Florida captain Ed Jovanovski are the last remaining active players from the Panthers' 1996 Stanley Cup Finals team.

On Thursday, the two may have shared NHL ice for the final time.

Although both say they want to return next year, there is questions whether both -- or either -- will. 

Dvorak earned a spot on the Hurricanes with a good training camp; Jovanovski is coming off serious hip surgery and will be 38 at training camp next fall.

Both were rookies when the Panthers made their run to the Eastern Conference championship in 1995-96. The two were teammates in Florida until Jovanovski was traded to Vancouver in the Pavel Bure deal in 1999.

"I'm taking things game by game, day by day and we'll see what happens in the summer,'' Dvorak said. 

"Jovo and I started together here in 1995 and it's always good to see him and play against him. We started together and went through a lot. You become good friends. It was nice to be on the ice with him although it was too bad I got kicked out so soon.''
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LUONGO OUT V CANADIENS: Dan Ellis Starts Saturday, Scott Clemmensen Heads Here Saturday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers will be without goalie Roberto Luongo for Saturday night's game against the visiting Canadiens coach Peter Horachek said on Friday morning.

Luongo suffered from a sore neck after colliding with veteran forward Radek Dvorak during the first period of Florida's 3-0 loss to Carolina on Thursday night. Dvorak was ejected from the game with Luongo leaving following the first period.

Horachek said Luongo was looked at by team medical personnel during Thursday's game and came in for treatment on Friday morning. Luongo did not participate in Friday's optional workout.

"It's not long-term at this point,'' Horachek said. "He's just out for [Saturday] and we're going to leave it at day-by-day.''

With Luongo out, Horachek said backup Dan Ellis would start against Montreal at BB&T Center with Scott Clemmensen coming up from AHL San Antonio to serve as Ellis' backup.

Ellis made 18 saves on 20 shots in relief of Luongo and has yet to record a win in two starts since coming over from Dallas on March 5. 

Saturday's game will be part of CBC's 'Hockey Night in Canada' broadcasts.

"It's always exciting to be playing against Montreal,'' Ellis said. "They have so much history and tradition. Everywhere they go, they bring a large fan base. It's a good challenge for us.''

Ellis said he didn't think there would be an awkwardness in having Clemmensen back with the Panthers. 

Clemmensen had been Florida's backup goalie since signing here in 2009. On March 4, hours before the Luongo deal was completed, Clemmensen was placed on waivers. The next day, Florida traded Tim Thomas to Dallas for Ellis and sent Clemmensen to the minors. 

Despite his recent success against Montreal, Clemmensen won't start Saturday. Clemmensen was scheduled to be the backup goaltender in San Antonio on Friday night and fly to Fort Lauderdale on Saturday morning.

If Luongo isn't cleared for Florida's upcoming road trip, Clemmensen would likely at least get one more start for the Panthers as they play back-to-back games in New Jersey and on Long Island.

"We've both been in this position before and we're both professionals,'' Ellis said. "We're teammates; you're supportive of each other. You do your best when you're out there and you support the other guy so he can do his best.''

Photo: J Pat Carter/Associated Press

Saturday: Canadiens at Panthers

When, Where: 7 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM-560

The series: Panthers lead 36-35-6

Scouting report: Florida won the first two games against the Canadiens before losing 2-1 in Montreal in January. Florida took 16 shots in the third of that game but failed to score the tying goal. Montreal has won four straight and seven of eight.
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LUONGO KNOCKED OUT OF LOSS: Radek Dvorak's Hit Sends Luongo to Bench for Precaution as Panthers Lose 3-0 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

What may have been Radek Dvorak's final NHL game in South Florida didn't last long. Roberto Luongo's night ended early as well.

Dvorak, a rookie on Florida's Stanley Cup Finals team in 1996, was ejected from Carolina's 3-0 win over the Panthers after colliding with Luongo in the first period. Luongo remained in the game after the hit, one that looked more accidental than anything else, but didn't return for the second period.

Florida goalie coach Robb Tallas said during the second intermission that Luongo took a hard hit and was pulled purely for precautionary measures. Tallas added that he expected Luongo -- who suffered from a sore neck -- to play Saturday against visiting Montreal.

"They held him out for precautionary reasons,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "I'll have a report on Friday.''

Thursday's collision was one for the Panthers record books. 

Dvorak had been Florida's all-time leader in games played after two stints with the Panthers before being passed by Stephen Weiss in 2012. Luongo is Florida's all-time leader in games played by a goalie yet the two have never been teammates with the Panthers -- although they have trained together in Coral Springs during the offseason.

Dvorak, who made the Hurricanes after a training camp tryout, rolled Luongo as he and Erik Gudbranson jockeyed for position driving toward the net. With Luongo on the ground, Gudbranson pounced and both teams ended up conversing in the crease.

Gudbranson was given two minutes for roughing but Dvorak was slapped with a five minute major and the automatic ejection that comes with a game misconduct.

"It was not intentional, I tried to stop,'' Dvorak said afterward. "That's not my game. I would never try and hurt the goalie. I got pushed a little and tried to hold up. I kind of felt bad. I never want to hurt anyone out there. It just happened.''

Carolina, which swept the season series for the first time, took a 1-0 lead when Jiri Tlusty froze Brian Campbell and Luongo and scored midway through the first.

Tlusty welcomed Dan Ellis to the Florida ice for the first time since joining the Panthers as the backup gave up his first goal 2:30 into the second as his defense broke down again in front.

Jeff Skinner made it 3-0 by poking a shot past Quinton Howden as Ellis was down on the ice 5:46 into the period.

Florida had numerous chances to get on the board in the second but Anton Khudobin (35 saves) made a number of great stops to keep the Panthers scoreless.

"It's never a fun situation knowing something is up with your [goaltending] partner,'' said Ellis, who stopped 18 of 20 shots. "That's the job and you have to be ready when they call you.''

GILBERT DONE

Defenseman Tom Gilbert had sports hernia surgery in Philadelphia on Thursday morning and will miss the rest of the season.

Gilbert, a pending free agent, played through the pain of what he reportedly thought was a hip injury. 

"He's been dealing with it for a while,'' Horachek said.

"He's been playing through it, taking therapy and medicine trying to keep it under wraps. It got to a point where something needed to be done. He had the appointment and now the surgery.''
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SURGERY FOR GILBERT: Defenseman Out for Remainder of the Season 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Defenseman Tom Gilbert had sports hernia surgery in Philadelphia on Thursday morning and will miss the final nine games of the Florida Panthers' season.

Gilbert, a pending free agent, has been fighting what some described to me as a hip injury for sometime now. Apparently it was a little more than that. Have to give him a lot of credit for trying to play through the pain, especially with nothing on the line the past month or so.

"He's been dealing with it for a while,'' coach Peter Horachek said after Thursday's morning skate. 

"He's been playing through it, taking therapy and medicine trying to keep it under wraps. It got to a point where something needed to be done. He had the appointment and now the surgery.

"When things happen you look at all the options. I think the doctors knew what it was. You can play through it, manage it a little bit. Sometimes it gets worse.''

-- The Panthers will wear their road white jerseys at home for the first time in a long time -- thinking pre-lockout in 2004 -- on Thursday as Carolina plays its final game of the season in their black alternates.

No one can give me a reason why Carolina is wearing those tonight although it was on their schedule since the beginning of the season. 

I like the idea of wearing white at home with the opponent bringing in different colors each night. But that's just me.

-- Horachek says there has been improvement from some of Florida's injured players although no real update. 

I don't expect to see Tomas Kopecky, Jonathan Huberdeau or Aleksander Barkov back in a game this season, although that could change. Horachek said he thinks Kopecky is about to start skating on his own, but with nine games left, I don't see it.

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/page/3/#storylink=cpy

Cult of Hockey: It’s better for Edmonton Oilers to keep Jeff Petry than trade him

Defenceman should prove his NHL worth playing with better defensive partners this season

By David Staples, Edmonton Journal July 7, 2014  
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Cult of Hockey: It&#8217;s better for Edmonton Oilers to keep Jeff Petry than trade him

Edmonton Oilers defenceman Jeff Petry in NHL action against the San Jose Sharks on Jan. 31, 2013. Petry, the subject of trade rumours this off-season, signed a one-year contract with the Oilers on Monday, July 7, 2014.

Photograph by: Tony Avelar , AP

EDMONTON — The Edmonton Oilers did the right thing signing defenceman Jeff Petry on Monday, but a one-year deal is hardly a ringing endorsement of the player.

The short-term is hardly a surprise, though, given that Petry has been the subject of numerous trade rumours recently. The whispers reached a roar after TSN’s Ryan Rishaug, an Oilers insider, went on Team 1260 radio last Thursday to say: “There is a very good chance Jeff Petry gets traded.”

The notion is that the Oilers have plenty of depth on defence with new signings like Nikita Nikitin and Mark Fayne, and that Petry is too erratic to be trusted as a top NHL defenceman, so Edmonton might well be OK to move Petry for a decent second line centre.

I don’t buy this line of thinking, but it is fair to say that Petry’s critics have a point. The 26-year-old defenceman has his warts on defence. For instance, in 2013-14, Petry made more mistakes, 47 in total, that contributed to even-strength goals against than any other Oilers defenceman since 2008-09 (the year I started to count up these goal-causing mistakes).

The next worst Oilers defenceman in 2013-14 was Justin Schultz, with 42 such mistakes, then Andrew Ference, 30, and Anton Belov, 25.

This kind of mistake sticks in your head as a fan. If you see them enough, you start to think the player is weak, and that’s certainly the case with Petry and his critics.

But there are a few other issues and numbers to consider that should convince the Oilers to stick with Petry long-term.

First off, Oilers coach Dallas Eakins trusted Petry and Schultz with far more minutes at even-strength than any other Oilers defencemen. Eakins also trusted Petry to face the toughest competition that the difficult Western Conference offers. On the list of the 25 forwards Petry faced most often are Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry, Daniel Sedin, Joe Thornton, Jeff Carter, Jonathan Toews and Ryan Kesler.

Petry was asked to do a lot by the Oilers, too much maybe. Perhaps if he’d have had an easier job, he would have made mistakes on only 25 or 30 goals against, and many fans and pundits wouldn’t be nearly so down on him.

This past year, Petry also spent a lot of time holding the hand of raw rookie Martin Marincin. In fact, Petry was constantly on the ice with defencemen, wingers and centres who struggled every bit as much as he did on defence, if not more. Giving up on Petry because he struggled a bit when asked to do a ton makes little sense.

Petry is only 26, and heading into his peak years, not out of them. He’s 6-foot-3, 200 lb. and skates well for an NHL D-man. He’s played 236 NHL games now, giving him enough experience that he should be ready to play his best hockey.

Petry was no big point scorer — it’s not his game to charge into the slot — but he consistently moved the puck well.

This year, he made 191 passes or shots that contributed to scoring chances at even strength in2013-14, second only for Oilers D-men to Justin Schultz’s 208.

Expressed as a rate over 15 minutes of even-strength play — which is about the length of time the average player plays in a game — Schultz contributed to 2.2 scoring chances per 15 and Petry to 2.0 per 15. By comparison, Mark Fraser, the worst puck mover on the team, contributed to just 1.2 per 15.

Along with making 191 contributions to even-strength scoring chances, Petry made 188 mistakes on chances against. That’s a high rate of mistakes — too high — but when you balance Petry’s sometimes erratic defensive play with his strong passing, you find a player who played passable hockey much more often than most of his teammates did against tough competition.

Edmonton finally has a blue-line group that might be able to compete at the NHL level, but Petry would likely be the best player in the group, ahead of Fayne, Nikitin and Schultz.

This group lacks a true No.-1 player, but if the team moves Petry, every single D-man will be asked to play that much more over his head.

With this new contract, Petry appears to have one more chance to impress Oilers management, something that is likely to happen if he plays with more solid defensive partners.

Journal columnist David Staples is a regular contributor to The Cult of Hockey analytics blog

dstaples@edmontonjournal.com

With the Edmonton Oilers pursuit of Nikita Nikitin, a big, strong 28-year-old defenceman who shoots left, hits a bit, blocks shots a bit, and moves the puck a bit, it’s fair for Oilers fans to ask: Why, again, did the Oilers trade away Ladislav Smid this past fall?

Smid was, after all, a big, strong 28-year-old defenceman, who shoots left, hits a bit, block shots a bit, and moves the puck a bit.

Nikitin, 28, is the same age as Smid and now that he’s headed into unrestricted free agency, it doesn’t look like he’s going to be much cheaper than Smid.

There is one major difference in the two players, however, in that the most points Smid ever got in a season was 15 in 2011-12.

That same season in 54 games for Columbus, Nikitin got 32 points in 54 games. He looked to be on his way as an NHL d-man, but his coaches have bumped him down the pecking order in Columbus since that time, giving him less icetime, in particular on the power play.

This past year, Nikitin got 0.48 minutes per game on the power play. In 2011-12, he got 2:45.

The Tom Gilbert fiasco

The value of Smid and Nikitin has dropped since 2011-12. I can’t speak for what happened to Nikitin, as I didn’t watch him closely, but Smid’s actual performance did fall off and justified the team moving him. His scoring chances plus-minus, an indicator of two-way play, dropped from Smid breaking even in 2011-12, a decent accomplishment for a d-man, to being in solid negative territory.

Scoring chances +/- subject to QualComp and ZS

Scoring chances +/- subject to QualComp and ZS

In 2011-12, teamed up mainly with Tom Gilbert, Smid had his best year with the Oilers. Gilbert moved the puck,  Smid battled in front of the net and in the corners, and the Oilers actually had a credible defensive pairing. All they needed was a true number one d-man, and they were set. Instead, because the non-physical Gilbert failed to fill the role of the true No. 1 d-man, many fans and eventually Oilers management grew tired of his game and moved him, a huge mistake. Gilbert has proven to be an OK Top 4 NHL d-man, and the Oilers could have used a player like that these past few seasons.

Smid certainly missed Gilbert. Jeff Petry is now rounding into the kind of useful player Gilbert was for the Oilers, but he proved to be more a more erratic partner for Smid, and the performance of the big Czech d-man suffered.

Whither Nikitin and the Oilers defence?

Nikitin’s one strong offensive season in Columbus may well hint at a d-man who can do a better job moving the puck than Smid did.

Smid was a strong player and a strong skater, but his puck sense on the attack was weak, his major failing. Perhaps Nikitin will bring more in that regard.

As it is, the Oilers have a sound third pairing defensive d-man in Andrew Ference, a Gilbert-like puck mover in Petry, a developing offensive d-man in Justin Schultz, two promising AHL-NHL tweeners in Oscar Klefbom and Martin Marincin, a great tools but inexperienced prospect in Darnell Nurse, and an excellent AHL puck mover and defender in Taylor Fedun. This group has some talent and promise, but it’s a few years away from being a solid NHL group. Fedun is the one player with the right age and experience to step into an NHL role, but the Oilers seem lukewarm on him. He must not bash enough  heads.

The logical moves are to send Nurse back to junior and Klefbom to the AHL, with Fedun, Marincin and Ference filling the five, six and seven d-man slots in Edmonton. This leaves Schultz and Petry in the Top Four, with a crying need for two bigger, tougher experienced defencemen to help them out. Perhaps Nikitin can be one of those d-men, if he even signs here that is, but there’s still a gaping hole here in that No. 1 d-man role, one that’s been around since Ryan Whitney’s injury woes crippled his career.

All three could likely use another year of ripening…

The roster of the Edmonton Oilers is shaping upright now so that one of the Oilers top young prospects, either Leon Draisaitl at centre or Darnell Nurse or Oscar Klefbom on defence, will make the team in 2014-15.

Which of these players is most ready? And where will the opening on the roster be?

Let’s look at the second question first.

cult of hockey

Right now, the most likely opening is at centre. Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Boyd Gordon have two spots nailed down, the two most difficult spots, as Nugent-Hopkins and Gordon will take turns facing tough on-ice situations, with Nugent-Hopkins on the top line matched up against other top lines, and Gordon on a line that is perpetually sent out for defensive zone faceoffs.

At this point, three other players, Draisaitl, Mark Arcobello and Anton Lander, will compete for the two other centre spots, with Arcobello and Lander both being over ripe for NHL duty now, having excelled at the American Hockey League level.

To make the team,  Draisaitl has to beat out one of these two vets, or push one of them to the wing, with Lander a candidate to be a digger player with Gordon and Matt Hendricks on the Dig Line, the unit sent out to dig out the Oilers from own-zone faceoffs.

Nurse and Klefbom are longer shots to make the team, given that Edmonton now has seven veteran defencemen in Jeff Petry, Nikita Nikitin, Mark Fayne, Justin Schultz, Andrew Ference, second-year man Martin Marincin and Keith Aulie. Of course, there have been rumours that Petry will be traded, which would open up a spot on the bottom pairing for Nurse or Klefbom.

But are Draisaitl, Nurse and/or Klefbom ready for NHL duty?

Having seen Nurse and Klefbom in the AHL playoffs, and having seen Draisaitl a few times during the Western Hockey League season, as well as up close at the Oilers development camp in Jasper, here’s my assessment, which is, admittedly, far less complete than those in Oilers management who saw Nurse and Draisaitl in dozens of games.

Leon Draisaitl:

Age 19 in October, shoots left, 6-feet, 1-inch, 210 pounds, 64 games and 105 points for Prince Alberta in the Western Hockey League.

Draisaitl looks big and strong enough to get by in the NHL at age 19. His greatest skill appears to be his on-ice vision and passing ability. In other words, he’s a smart player, aware of his teammates on the ice, and that bodes well for both his offensive and defensive play in the long run.

All that said, at this point I can see how he’d benefit from another year of major junior hocke, in terms of building up both his skills and his confidence. His skating speed and agility are average and can use work. The speed of the NHL game might bewilder him somewhat. His passing is superlative, but another year honing his deking and puck rushing skills against far weaker competition might be the right tonic for him.

He’s close, though, and a nine-game NHL try-out might be in the cards, perhaps with a stint on the wing, where he won’t have such crushing defensive responsibility as at centre.

But, as mentioned, Draisaitl’s skating and skill game can still use work, he’s got an excellent coach in Prince Albert, and another year there might be the best bet for his development.

Oscar Klefbom:

Age 21 in late July, shoots left, 6-foot, 3 inches, 213 pounds, 48 games and 10 points for OKC, 17 games and 3 points for Edmonton and a subpar even strength scoring chances differential.

Edmonton fans got a good, long look at Klefbom this year and will have made up their own minds to some extent on him. Me, I saw Klefbom start out fine in Edmonton then gradually lose his way a bit against NHL competition.

In the AHL playoffs, a three-game run for OKC, he was inconsistent, sometimes smart with the puck, sometimes lost positionally.

The best bet by far for Klefbom, it seems to me, is another year in OKC. He’s yet to excel consistently against AHL competition, and that should be the litmus test for any top Oilers prospect on the farm team.

Darnell Nurse:

Age 19, shoots left, 6-feet, 4-inches, 185 pounds according to Hockey Data Base, Sault Ste. Marie, 64 games, 50 points, and seven games for OKC in the regular season and layoffs, two points.

I saw him for three games in the AHL playoffs, as well as with the Oilers in the pre-season, and was left with the strong impression of a player with remarkable speed and stickhandling skills, but one who played river hockey now and then, and needed to settle down his game. In OKC this spring, especially, he seemed to be hesitant on the ice, at times too aggressive, at times too passive. He struggled to read the game, leaving me convinced he needed another year of major junior.

This judgement changed a bit after the Oilers prospect scrimmage on Monday night in Jasper, where Nurse sent a loud and clear message that he’s exactly the kind of player the Oilers desperately need: a skilled player but also a fierce and menacing one. His rookie opponents were lucky not be injured when they went up against Nurse, who showed a mean streak as wide as the North Saskatchewan.

If he can be that aggressive and that physical in training camp against older men, and if he continues to mature physically, it will be tempting for the Oilers to keep him around this fall, at least for nine games, as Edmonton is sorely lacking in the “mean and nasty” department.

Of course, Nurse was so physically dominant against only his prospect peers. He did not show the same ferocity and hitting prowess in the AHL playoffs, and that’s much more likely a better marker than an inter-squad four-on-four game.

The best bet for Nurse, too, is likely another year of major junior, working on his on-ice awareness, shoulder checking, positional play and passing and shooting skills.

Panthers No. 1 pick Aaron Ekblad's transcript 
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

9:31 p.m. EDT, June 27, 2014

transcripted by ASAP Sports

Q.  What's your reaction? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Honestly, it's pure relief.  I have never been a part of such a suspenseful event in my entire life, and I think my parents can say the same.  It's a very special moment and I'm very proud of everyone who's helped me get to this point. 

Q.  (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD:  I am.  I've said that from the very beginning that I believe in myself and I'm confident, and I think if you don't believe in yourself and you're not confident, you're putting yourself behind the 8ball right off the bat.  I believe if I work hard this summer I can step into the NHL next year.  Obviously I'm going to need a lot of help and it's going to be a learning curve, but I'm confident in myself.

Q.  (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD:  I did not know.  I was freaking out there for a second when he stopped.  It was breathtaking to say the least.  It was breathtaking.

Q.  Did you think he was going to call Sam's name?

 AARON EKBLAD:  I had no idea.  Obviously I was hoping for the best, hoping for my name to be called.  But you never want to hope for someone else.  But it's a great experience, and I've got to thank the guys here that were drafted, as well, Sam Reinhart, Sam Bennett, Draisaitl, and I'm not sure if (inaudible) has gone yet, but they're all my great friends and I'm very proud of those guys, as well.

Q.  A lot of young talent in Florida.  Are you excited to be part of that pool?

 AARON EKBLAD:  Of course.  It's pretty cool.  They have a young corps and they want a Stanley Cup.  This D corps in a couple years is going to be pretty good, and of course if I'm a part of that I hope to help out.

Q.  (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Talking with him and¿¿ NHL combine, stuff like that?  You know what, they were pretty relaxed.  They didn't tip their hat or show any cards off the table.  They were joking around with me a second ago and said they knew from the very beginning, but who knows.  Obviously they want to look for the best possible option, and if they believe in me, then that's great.

Q.  Did they make it clear that they want to win now and that's why they picked you? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  I'm sure that's the case.  I haven't had an extensive talk with them, but other than at the combine and stuff like that.  But I feel like I can step in next year and make a difference.

Q.  How about playing with guys like Gudbranson and Kulikov and mentioned some guys, Olsen and talk about that young corps of defenseman. 

 AARON EKBLAD:  That's great.  Obviously that's what I want to see.  I want to jump into a young corps where I can help and be a leader within those guys and let them lead me and support me.  I think it's a two¿way street that way, and I think that'll help me out a lot next year.

Q.  The way this crowd was going tonight, were you afraid you were going to get booed?

 AARON EKBLAD:  For a second there my dad was like, don't worry about it, it's not you.  But that's the way it is.  That's hockey, and I think the Philadelphia fans are very proud of hockey's youth these days.  Well, why wouldn't you be, right?  You want the game to grow, and that's what we're all doing here.

Q.  (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Yeah, it's pretty special actually that Ed Jovanovski is actually from my hometown and 20 years apart we were both picked first overall.  That's a story in its own.  I have yet to meet him, and hopefully I do soon and get to talking with him about next year and the Florida Panthers.

Q.  Maybe he'll invite you out to dinner.  He's got a nice spread. 

 AARON EKBLAD:  I'm sure he does.

Q.  Who was here for you tonight?

 AARON EKBLAD:  My entire family.  I don't want to leave anyone out, but a lot of people, 25, 30 people.  A couple of my best friends, aunts, uncles, grandfather.  My grandma is back home watching right now, couldn't make it obviously.  Of course I love her and everyone else that's helped me along the way.

Q.  Who was your biggest influence in life?

 AARON EKBLAD:  I think from the very beginning my dad, he's the first one to put me in skates, and I think the best thing is he never pushed me to play the game.  I had passion for it, and from the very beginning once a stick was in my hand and my boots were laced up, I was ready to go and ready to believe in myself and be confident, and of course there was times when I stepped off the tracks, but they're always there to put you back on and dust you off and get you ready to go. 
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Q.  What does a day like today (inaudible)? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  By far the longest day of my entire life.  That's obvious.  Like I said, I've never been through more of a suspenseful day.  Like I said, they didn't tip their hat.  They didn't show their cards whatsoever, and that's what made it all the more exciting, and the anxiety was building up there.

Q.  (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD:  The new coach?  I have.  I met him yesterday afternoon.  Obviously I think he's going to have some great ideas to try and turn this team around and get them winning. 

Q.  Did you have any advance notice that you were going to be the pick before they announced you?

 AARON EKBLAD:  No, I didn't.  I was sitting there just kind of scared and excited at the same time. 

Q.  How does the pressure from trying to go No.1, how does the pressure change, the nature of it, from trying to be drafted to now all the expectations that come with being drafted high?

 AARON EKBLAD:  Oh, it's never ending.  There's always a burden of expectation that's always going to be there, but it's what you make of it, that pressure and all that is just motivation for me. 

Q.  How do you deal with it?

 AARON EKBLAD:  There's help everywhere, my parents, my brother, all my friends, great support group.  I know guys that play in the NHL right now that I could turn to at any point and they'd be able to give me the best advice out there.

Q.  Talk about the Barrie Colts. 

 AARON EKBLAD:  The Barrie Colts are such a classy organization.  I've been there for three years now.  I was the captain of the team in my last year.  My teammates over the last three years, I don't want to mention any names and leave anyone out, but they know who they are and they've really helped me.  I wouldn't be where I was today if it wasn't for my rookie year, I've got to say Reid McNeill.  He turned me into the player I am today because he forced me to talk and forced me to keep my stick on the puck and all that kind of stuff.  He was just a really good mentor for me in my rookie year.  I've got to name names.  Norm Ezekiel, I lived with him my first year.  Colin Behenna, Mark Scheifele, Tanner Pearson, guys that you'll see in the NHL now, Tanner Pearson just won a Stanley Cup.  It's pretty amazing what these guys have done.  Brendan Lemieux this year, Johnny Laser, my defense partner for the last couple of years.  Some of these guys are my best friends, and it's so amazing to go through hockey and have that, Dale Hawerchuk as a coach, one of the best coaches around and one of the best players to ever play the game.  So it's a classy organization, and I'm proud to be a part of them and be a part of the Florida Panthers, as well. 

Q.  Given your journey here, do you feel older than your years? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  I have a lot of life experience you could say.  I think there's still a lot more I need to learn and a lot more life experiences for me out there for sure. 

Q.  Did it help you being the No.1 pick in the OHL, as well? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Yeah, the youngest, the guy under the most scrutiny, it always seems to follow me around.  Like I said, that kind of pressure is motivation for me.

Q.  (Inaudible) being the first defenseman in eight years to go first in the NHL draft?

 AARON EKBLAD:  Like I said, that's the burden of expectation, but I chase it.  I want that burden of expectation.  I want that feel for motivation, and I want to succeed under that.

Q.  What will the Panthers see from you?  What's your specialty? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Strong, responsible defense.  That's the position I play, and that's what I plan on doing when I get there.  Of course I want to contribute offensively, as well.

Q.  Did Dale say anything cool to you when you first talked, not like tonight, after the pick?  Did he have any words of wisdom? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Honestly I'll probably remember it later on.  I can't remember right now what exactly was going on.  I was a little bit blurry¿eyed, but maybe I'll figure it out later. 

Q.  Obviously when you're going to be a top pick, do you start looking at some of the teams that you might end up going to? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Of course.  You look through who they have on their back end, right or left shots, all that kind of stuff.  Obviously I was watching to see if Florida would get a new coach, all that kind of stuff.  It lasted a while.  It's pretty fun to just follow that after the season.  Of course during the season you want to focus on winning games with your club team.

Q.  That said, did you follow any of the trade talk or any of that stuff?

 AARON EKBLAD:  I followed it quite a bit.  I think my roommate, Brendan Lemieux in Barrie was all over that stuff.  It's pretty funny.

Q.  Were guys tweeting you tonight before the draft? 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Yeah, my phone was blowing up all night.  I don't remember any of the specific trade rumors.  I actually didn't have time to read all the tweets.  I just wanted to scroll through them and see how many there were.

Q.  Pretty impressive reaction you got in the trade market?

 AARON EKBLAD:  What do you mean, for people to trade up? 

Q.  All the teams that allegedly wanted to trade up for you?

 AARON EKBLAD:  That's cool.  I didn't follow it all that closely, but they didn't. 

Q.  Just looking at the Panthers, what were some of the things you saw in the team as far as where you might fit in. 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Obviously they have¿¿ well, right now they have three right¿handed shots, four lefts.  I want to play on that team as a right¿handed shot and I want to play the power play and all that kind of stuff.  Of course I'm going to be a young guy and they may have guys there already.  I'm willing to step into a role and play a team game.  I take pride in being a good teammate and all that kind of stuff.  I'm there to learn at first.  I'm going to be learning from some great players, some young guys who have just stepped in, some older players who have had storied careers.  It's going to be a learning curve for me, and I want to keep that as short as possible so I can start making an impact. 

Q.  Talk about the fan reaction tonight when you got drafted No.1. 

 AARON EKBLAD:  The fans of Philly? 

Q.  Yeah. 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Honestly, like I said, I'm blurry¿eyed and I can't remember what happened.  Were they excited or what?  That's awesome.  It's a great experience for me, a great opportunity, and I'm really looking forward to next year.

Q.  When we spoke to you before the world juniors you told me you didn't expect to make that team and you told me you had a lot to learn this season.  I guess between now and then, what do you feel has been your biggest improvement in your game?

 AARON EKBLAD:  Yeah, actually before the season even started I said I'd have to have a pretty unbelievable start to play for the world junior team.  I thought that was a myth in its own to even be considered for that.  So that's a pretty good accomplishment for sure.  I worked a lot on my skating.  Once you get into a routine of working on, whether it was my shot or my skating after practice, before practice every day, it turns into just something that becomes easy to you. 

Q.  What are your thoughts on living in Florida?

 AARON EKBLAD:  I love warm weather for sure.  I think you can see the tan on me a little bit.  But no, I think there's a lot of things you can get distracted from down there other than hockey, and I want to focus on hockey.  That's what I'm there for, and during the season that will be my goal. 

Q.  What about golf?

 AARON EKBLAD:  I'm actually not much of a golfer at all, so that's a plus for them. 

Q.  (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD:  Of course.  There's certain things I want to do with my career.  I actually keep those to myself. 

Q.  (Inaudible). 

 AARON EKBLAD:  I've never really been a vocal guy.  I have a lot to learn if I want to play in the NHL next year, and even if I am there, I'm still going to have a lot to learn from, like I said, some very special people. 

Panthers GM Tallon talks coaches and draft pick
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By Harvey Fialkov

Sun Sentinel

6:51 p.m. EDT, June 10, 2014

Caught up with Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon, who was on his way to New York City to attend Wednesday's GM meeting while also interviewing six coaching candidates along with co-owners Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu, as well as CEO/President Rory Babich.

Tallon said I had the right six in Tuesday’s paper, including Dan Bylsma, Marc Crawford, Tom Renney, Bill Peters, Ron Wilson and Gerard Gallant. He spoke to Bylsma on Monday and will talk to him again with the owners either Tuesday or Wednesday. Bylsma is in New York doing analyst work on NHL Network.

Tallon said he’s enjoying all the attention for the franchise because of their search for a coach and their possession of the overall top draft pick which is coveted by several teams. Tallon confirmed he has had one very fair offer for the pick and that he has interviewed 12 coaching candidates, but has narrowed the field down to six – all which will be interviewed again this week.

Tallon said he still expects to hire a coach before the June 27th draft but that he’s not necessarily waiting for the Stanley Cup Finals or the AHL playoffs to end to wait to interview  Kings assistant John Stevens or Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins. Neither are on the Panthers’ radar.

While Tallon repeated that he’d like his next coach to have plenty of  NHL head-coaching experience, it's not necessarily mandatory.

Advertisement

“Not all of it. That’s part of it,’’ Tallon said.

Tallon agreed that the Panthers’ vacancy has brought on a long line of candiates because the available coaches all like the, “direction we’re headed, so that’s a real positive.'' That's partly due to the presence of elite goalie Roberto Luongo, winning the draft lottery and all of the young talent in the organization.

While Tallon agreed that top draft prospect defenseman Aaron Ekbland is NHL-ready, he didn’t agree that he’s the only one.

“A lot of them are NHL-ready,’’  Tallon said. “It’s a better draft than we thought based on what we saw in the spring. There’s a lot of good players in the first round and we should get two good players [at No. 1] and at 32. It’s exciting; we’ll do well.’’

Tallon was very impressed with the top prospects interviewed at the Scouting Combine, saying some interviews were, “chilling,’’ and among the best kids I’ve seen since I’m in the business.’’

Gudbranson on final games: 'This is a steppingstone for next year' 
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By Steve Gorten

Sun Sentinel

4:29 p.m. EDT, March 28, 2014

The Panthers have officially been eliminated from playoff contention now, a realization they’d known was coming for quite some time.

So what’s the motivation the final eight games, starting with Saturday’s home contest against the Montreal Canadiens?

“Winning games. It doesn’t change,” said defenseman Erik Gudbranson, who saw 19:08 of ice time and had two shots, three hits and three blocked shots Thursday against Carolina in his first game back from injury. “We need to come out with the same effort level. We want to win every single game. There’s no doubt about it. We have to.

“This is a steppingstone for next year. It’s certainly important for this locker room to go out on a good note. It’s been a tough season. We need to really push ourselves to play the best hockey we have all year. That’s our motivation.”

Saturday’s game starts a final stretch in which the Panthers will next travel to play the Devils and Islanders before returning home for five games at BB&T Center to end the regular season. Saturday’s opponent – a tradition-rich franchise currently third in the Eastern Conference – should add to the motivation of a Panthers team playing for pride.

Advertisement

“It’s  a good test for our hockey club,” Gudbranson said. “It’s going to be up to us to come out and win our crowd over, get them going and play a full 60 minutes. [We want to] get on top of [the Canadiens] as early as possible and take care of business.”

Said goalie Dan Ellis, who will make his first start at home since coming to the Panthers at the trade deadline: “It’s always exciting whenever you play against Montreal. There’s so much tradition that goes behind it. Everywhere they go they have such a large fan base that folllows them.

“They’re a team that’s competing for playoff position. And they’re playing well right now. So it’s a good challenge for us as a team to come together and make a good push these final few games.”

Montreal native Roberto Luongo won’t get a chance to face his hometown team due to an injury suffered from Thursday’s collision with former Panther Radek Dvorak. He has been a positive presence so far in his second stint with the Panthers, Coach Peter Horachek said.

“He’s been giving our guys a lot of confidence,” Horachek said. “We had a big game in San Jose where he had 29 shots in the third period, played half the period short-handed and ended up winning.

“We’ve got a young group here. And when there’s mistakes made, he’s given them the opportunity to keep moving forward. You need the goaltender to be able to be your best player, sometimes, when you have a young team.”

Panthers prospects take different paths to NHL 

Several young players prepare for college with others continue or start their professional hockey careers
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Aaron Ekblad: It's a lot faster up here

NHL number one draft pick Aaron Ekblad talks about his experiences with the Florida Panthers after the close of camp. 

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

3:40 p.m. EDT, July 11, 2014

CORAL SPRINGS—  

After a spirited intrasquad scrimmage between 34 Panthers prospects ended the weeklong development camp Friday morning, the aspiring NHLers began to disperse to all corners of the world to continue their hockey educations.

Many will head home to Canada, Sweden, Finland and Russia to hit the weights, while a dozen others like Kyle Rau, Mike Matheson and Zach Hyman will hit the books as they return to college to further develop their skills.

A couple of local players, Cody Payne of Weston and Colin Suellentrop of Plantation, are hoping they did enough to earn their first professional contract from their hometown team. Some like forward Logan Shaw, a Panthers' third-round pick in 2011, will train before heading back to the minors for more experience.

"It was hard for me to say no to your dream for a little while but at the same time I'm really excited to be back with Boston College, a great place to play hockey, go to school and live,'' said Matheson, 20, the Panthers top draft pick in 2012 (23rd overall), who will be a junior captain for the Eagles.

"The [Panthers] wanted me to come back but didn't by any means put any pressure on me. They left the decision in my hands and at the end of the day they want me to come when I'm completely ready.''

Advertisement

Matheson and 5-foot-8 wing Rau both turned down options to sign with the Panthers, partly because they wanted to tend to unfinished business after B.C. and Minnesota respectively came up short in the NCAA Frozen Four last year.

 World Cup 2014: Your interactive guide  

Matheson and fellow Eagles defenseman Ian McCoshen, a second-round Panthers' pick in 2013, had their hearts broke in the semis in a 5-4 loss to Union College (N.Y.), who then went on to stun Minnesota 7-4 in the final.

The Gophers, keyed by Rau's last-second assist, had eliminated University of North Dakota and Panthers rookie to be Rocco Grimaldi in the other semi. Coincidentally, Union goalie Colin Stevens and forward Mike Vecchione played huge roles in the Dutchmen's first national title, and both were in Panthers' jerseys this week as free-agent invitees.

Vecchione scored the first goal of the scrimmage as he and Stevens helped the Red team achieve a 6-5 victory over the White Squad with (2011 5th-rounder) Yaroslav Kosov's shootout goal the difference.

"It was a tough decision,'' said Rau, a 2011 third-round pick who had 14 goals and 40 points in 41 games last season. "This is a great organization, so people might say I'm out of my mind to not come here.

"But I hope we win the last game this year instead of losing it.''

Grimaldi, a 5-foot-6 dynamic scoring machine, loved his time at UND, but is thrilled at the opportunity to earn a roster spot at training camp in September after signing his first pro contract last May. He will battle former USA World Juniors teammate, Vincent Trocheck – who turned 21 Friday – for a spot.

"It's my dream since I'm 7 years old to be here. It was kind of different this time, getting some per-diem,'' smiled Grimaldi, 21, who intends to finish his education.

While Matheson is excited about pursuing a Frozen Four title and earning his degree in psychology, others like defenseman Aaron Ekblad, the recent No. 1 draft pick, is eager to make the grade in Sunrise this winter.

"I learned quite a few important lessons that I can carry into the rest of the summer,'' said Ekblad, 18, who displayed his blistering shot on a goal for the White team. "I still have a lot of hard work to go through to make this team.''

Panthers General Manage Dale Tallon and Brian Skrudland, the Panthers director of player development, never try to sway his players from returning to college.

"Our winning attitude around here needs to improve, so by winning before you get here teaches you how to win and the sacrifices it takes,'' Skrudland said. "We love to see players play until June because that's what we want to do here every year.'' …

Panthers defenseman Erik Gudbranson will receive $5 million over the next two years of his contract signed Thursday, including $2.75 million in 2015-16, according to Capgeek.com. …

Former Panthers interim head coach Peter Horachek was hired by the Maple Leafs as an assistant to Randy Carlyle.

Copyright © 2014, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers blue line filled with giants 

GM Tallon has been collecting tall, mobile defensemen for four years, including Ekblad, Matheson and McCoshen
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Panthers big blue line

Panthers young defensemen train at development camp

Panthers big blue line

Panthers young defensemen train at development camp

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:02 p.m. EDT, July 8, 2014

CORAL SPRINGS —  

A quick glance at many of the young Panthers defensemen taking part in this week's development camp at the team's training facility, and one would think that General Manager Dale Tallon is building an NBA team instead of an NHL squad.

Of the 10 defensemen in camp, eight are 6-foot-2 or taller, including recent overall No. 1 draft pick, Aaron Ekblad and Michael Matheson, the Panthers top pick in the 2012 draft. Both are 6-3 and built like NFL linebackers.

Josh Brown, a sixth-round pick last year, is a man-mountain at 6-6, as is his broad-shouldered, 6-3 draftmate Michael Dowling. Matheson's Boston College teammate, Ian McCoshen, a second-round pick last year, is a beefy 6-3, 205-pounder.

"It's the NHL; you need to be big, you need to be strong, fast,'' said Matheson, 20, the captain of the B.C. Eagles in his upcoming junior season. "It's exciting for the organization.''

Already a staple on the Panthers blue line are 6-4 defenseman Erik Gudbranson, who Tallon tabbed with his third overall pick in 2010. Also, 6-4 defensemen Alexander Petrovic, a second-rounder that year, and Colby Robak, 24, hope to vie for top-six berths this season.
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"Everyone on our whole staff is like, 'Wow, when did these kids get this big,'' said Bryan McCabe, the Panthers manager of player development who himself was a stellar 6-foot-2, rugged 17-year NHL defenseman. "We definitely have some size in our lineup coming up the ranks and that's a good thing.

 World Cup 2014: Your interactive guide  

"We got skill already, so it's good to have the size and depth where guys could go in and do the dirty work for our skilled guys.''

Tallon is a huge believer in size truly mattering in today's NHL. He helped build two Stanley Cup champions in Chicago by filling the blue line with rugged, long-striding defensemen such as 6-foot-3 Niklas Hjalmarsson and Brent Seabrook, as well as 6-5 Dustin Byfuglien.

Ekblad, just 18, has been deemed NHL-ready by the pundits because of his skills and man-size physique.

"Ekblad looks great, fits in perfectly; he's big, mobile, has got skill and can skate,'' said Tallon, a former 6-1 NHL defenseman."We've got a good crop of young [defensemen]. They're big, big, big players who are willing to mix it up, willing to learn and get better and stronger.''

Success breeds copycats so it's no surprise that Tallon pilfered the Stanley Cup champion Kings for veteran, 6-3 defenseman Willie Mitchell in free agency last week to help mentor his young corps. He also hired longtime Manchester Monarchs (AHL) coach Mark Morris from Los Angeles' organization to be an assistant coach under Gerard Gallant.

Morris has developed at least a dozen AHLers to earn one or two rings with the physically imposing Kings in the past three years, including solid, two-way defensemen such as Alec Martinez, Jake Muzzin and Slava Voynov. He also coached Mitchell for two seasons at Clarkson University in upstate N.Y.

"You can't teach size and it's a large man's game right now when you're trying to move people in front of the net or trying to deny scoring opportunities, big bodies take up a lot of space,'' said Morris, a former minor league defenseman. "It's very intimidating to play againt teams that have that kind of bulk inside.

"Also, playoff hockey can take its toll on people and it can wear on you year after year when you're small so over the years size has helped the Kings remain playoff tough. What I've seen so far the Panthers are in good shape to have a bright future because the guys are monsters out there and will be tough to beat.''

Panthers sign D Greg Zanon

Tallon has been seeking another veteran left-handed defenseman and on Tuesday he signed Greg Zanon to a one-year, two-way deal

Zanon, 34, has 62 points in 493 career NHL games for Nashville, Minnesota, Boston and most recently Colorado, where he had six assists and a minus-16 in 44 game of the 2012-13 season.

The Panthers also signed AHL center Brett Olson, 27, to a one-year, two-way deal.

Copyright © 2014, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
MacKinnon: Rebuilding the City of Champions a tall order

Return to respectability sits with MacTavish, Hervey

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalNovember 2, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish made a bold move hiring coach Dallas Eakins and needs patience waiting for the coach&#8217;s defensive-zone and penalty-kill schemes to pan out.
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EDMONTON - With athletes, it’s often said the legs go first, sometimes the hands. Or the confidence.

The cause of the decline in performance may not be easy to pinpoint, at first, but the drop-off itself is easy to chart.

With the pro sports franchises themselves, as led by the coaches, general managers, executives and owners, what erodes first to cause a downturn in fortunes? A slowing of organizational reflexes? Chronic poor judgment? Misplaced loyalty? A fuzzy mission statement? Internal conflict?

The questions come to mind given the current plight of the 3-9-2 Oilers and 3-14 Eskimos. One club trying to right itself after faceplanting early this NHL season, following seven straight non-playoff years; the other staggering to the finish line of a lost CFL season, eight sketchy years after it won its last Grey Cup.

The parallels can be eerie with these two franchises, their ups and downs often experienced in lockstep. One commonality linking the two bottomed-out franchises at the moment? Both are being led by rookie general managers who, as players, were elite-calibre, leaders, often saving their best efforts for the games that mattered most.

Both Craig MacTavish and Ed Hervey were winners, champions, go-to players, albeit in different ways. They have unimpeachable athletic pedigrees, which translates into credibility in their second sporting careers.

Hervey has learned his new craft on the job, mostly as a talent scout; MacTavish polished his talents by earning an MBA in recent years.

Early into their mandates, their strong pedigree has helped insulate both men from severe criticism, as you’d expect. It takes time to rebuild broken franchises.

Here’s another commonality: Both are working for franchises hardwired to give them ample time to succeed. Or fail, for that matter.

Hervey, for his part, reports to CEO and president Len Rhodes, a branding specialist, but not a football man. Should the Eskimos consider installing a vice-president of football operations to add some oversight and quality control to the football side? Seems reasonable.

Oilers owner Daryl Katz, meanwhile, was the last person in Edmonton to recognize MacTavish’s time as head coach was done, back in 2009. He had to hear that directly from MacTavish himself. Only then did he accede to MacTavish’s resignation. Since then things have devolved into an Oilers coaching carousel.

When the Oilers do win the Stanley Cup — so goes the organizational wish — Katz wants to swig champagne from the chalice with MacTavish, Kevin Lowe, Mark Messier and any other of his pals from the glory days he can add to the company payroll.

It’s a beautiful dream, one that may come true. It’s also a dream that could translate into being too forgiving and having mighty slow reflexes when it comes to evaluating the GM’s work, year over year.

As a hellish October has bled into November, an often grim, gloomy month for us all, MacTavish and Hervey are on the cusp of changes that could define their mandates for some time to come, for better or worse.

How might we assess the early returns?

MacTavish swept into his GM’s office pledging to make bold changes. The installation of head coach Dallas Eakins, in truth, was a bold move, one that may pay big dividends, once the rookie coach has had time to implement his plan.

So far, Eakins has tried to install a new defensive-zone system, a new penalty kill, loaded up his young stars with unprecedented ice time, pulled the goalie as early as possible and redecorated the locker-room walls. The players, it’s safe to say, have not yet found their collective groove.

MacTavish’s player moves have blended astute judgment (trading for David Perron; signing Boyd Gordon) and default options, such as giving last chances to Denis Grebeshkov, Ben Eager, Linus Omark and, for that matter, Ales Hemsky, once the new GM learned he could not trade the right winger for a reasonable return.

Bold isn’t the word that comes to mind regarding the roster moves, especially since MacTavish dialed that rhetoric down this week to say he wouldn’t make a deal just to make a deal. It’s early November and bold has been boiled down to prudent.

That’s a smart way to proceed, especially given the Oilers early-season injuries to Taylor Hall, Sam Gagner, Perron, Jesse Joensuu and goalie Devan Dubnyk. It’s just not what was advertised.

For his part, Hervey soon will act on whether to make wholesale coaching changes, as many expect. Which would be a tough, not entirely fair outcome for head coach Kavis Reed.

As a rookie head coach, Reed rode quarterback Ricky Ray, that on-again-off-again offensive line, a 1,000-yard season from power back Jerome Messam and good defence to an 11-7 regular season and a loss in the Western Final.

Last season, a chaotic, toxic one within the organization, Reed made the playoffs with a three-headed muddle at quarterback. The Eskimos lost to eventual Grey Cup champion Toronto Argonauts, led by the departed Ray.

This year, the results haven’t been there for Reed, whose in-game decisions often have been questioned by critics. The support he earned from his players, however, has not wavered, which is impressive.

All in all, Reed’s performance is creditable, given two seasons under the doomed Eric Tillman regime, and a third deemed a rebuilding year by first-year GM Hervey.

But if the GM, among other things, wants to have his own man at head coach, that’s the business. Hervey hit a home run in acquiring quarterback Mike Reilly last off-season.

Hervey’s do-list this off-season also includes providing his swashbuckling tough-guy quarterback with a reliable offensive line, and an elite running back to hand off to, a quarterbacks coach to guide Reilly, settling on a consistent kicker and much else.

Hervey, like MacTavish with the Oilers, has a great opportunity to direct the Eskimos down the pathway toward excellence. The question is: will the reflexes of either organization be sharp and responsive enough to take corrective action if things continue to go sideways?

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @rjmackinnon

Check out my blog, Sweat Sox

Check out the Edmonton Journal's Facebook page

Slowing down Edmonton Oilers’ top prospect ‘tough, almost impossible’ assignment

Junior rival recalls difficulty of checking Leon Draisaitl in WHL action

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 8, 2014
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Leon Draisaitl swings in front of the net as he takes part in the Edmonton Oilers annual prospect development camp in Jasper, Alta., on July 3, 2014. He was the Oilers&#8217; first-round pick, third overall, in the 2014 NHL draft.
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Edmonton Oilers sign Jeff Petry to one-year, $3.075-million contract

Edmonton Oilers still searching for new centre

‘Team building’ aim at Edmonton Oilers prospect camp

JASPER, Alta. — For the last two seasons, whenever their Western Hockey League clubs squared off, Dylan Bredo had a six-foot-one, 201-pound headache on his hands.

The Medicine Hat Tigers defenceman was routinely tasked with the assignment of checking Leon Draisaitl.

“It was tough, almost impossible,” Bredo said of those matchups with the Prince Albert Raiders’ star centre. “You just had to try to limit him as much as you could.”

Draisaitl, selected third overall by the Oilers at the last month’s NHL entry draft, and Bredo, a camp invite, were among the 30 prospects at Edmonton’s orientation session in Jasper.

From here, Draisaitl will head to Edmonton, rather than head home to Germany, where he’ll settle in for the summer to train under the direction of the Oilers’ strength and conditioning coach.

He has every intention of making every effort to make the NHL club out of training camp in the fall.

“I think it’s a learning process for any 18-year-old kid, but at the same time, if a player is ready to play and step in and make an impact, why wouldn’t you let him play and give him a chance?” he said as his first week as an Oiler drew to a close.

“Obviously, there are a lot of guys who aren’t ready. Every 18-year-old kid is not as strong as an NHL player, so I think it’s a learning process, but I think if a player is ready, and he wants to make any impact, there’s no way you can get around letting him play.”

Draisaitl, who has spent the last two years with the Raiders, will have to return to the WHL if he doesn’t make the Oilers’ roster.

“Obviously, I have to gain some strength as well, but for me personally, it’s more about the speed,” he said. “Those are the two biggest things I need to work on.”

Defenceman Ben Betker has seen plenty of Draisaitl at the camp — and didn’t have any questions about his size, and he’s no waif at six-foot-six, 215 pounds.

With the Everett Silvertips, he saw him only once, and his side came out of it with a 5-1 victory. The game came at the end of a U.S. swing, and Betker figured the Raiders just wanted to wrap up the trip and head home.

Still, he knows how much trouble a player of his ilk can be to play against. In fact, he said he’s had challenges this week with Draisaitl and Jujhar Khaira, who stands 6-foot-1, 193 pounds.

“He is a big body. When he and Jujhar are out there together, it’s not easy. For big guys, they’re quite mobile.”

Bredo, whose junior career has come to an end, says in some twisted way, he’s going to miss those matchups with the Raiders centre.

“He’s one of those players who can take over the game at any second. He’s got so much skill,” Bredo said. “He can find someone out of nowhere and thread a pass. He can create something out of nothing, so he’s one of those special players with lots of talent.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter: @NHLbyMatty

Edmonton Oilers still searching for new centre

David Legwand a worthy target as Olli Jokinen, Mikael Grabovski come off NHL free-agent market

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJuly 2, 2014
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David Legwand of the Detroit Red Wings battles for position with Torey Krug of the Boston Bruins in the second period in Game 1 of the First Round of the 2014 NHL Stanley Cup Playoffs at TD Garden on April 18, 2014 in Boston.
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‘Team building’ aim at Edmonton Oilers prospect camp

Winners, losers on Day 1 of NHL free agency

Pouliot no longer a nomad after signing multi-year deal with Oilers

MacKinnon: Oilers add grit and scoring in free-agent frenzy

Fayne key cog in revamped Oilers’ blue line

EDMONTON — Scratch Olli Jokinen off the Edmonton Oilers centre possibilities for a second- or third-line role while we find out if Leon Draisaitl is ready for prime time or not.

Jokinen signed a one-year, $2.5 million deal with the Nashville Predators on Wednesday after spending the last two seasons with the Winnipeg Jets.

It’s fair money for a vagabond 35-year-old who’s played more than 1,100 games. He would have filled a hole here in the short term, although they still have Mark Arcobello and Anton Lander, whom they want to give long looks to.

So maybe the Oilers should try for ex-Predators centre David Legwand? He landed with the Detroit Red Wings at the trade deadline, but they didn’t resign him.

He always burned the Oilers when he was in Nashville — he can skate, and at 33, with 977 NHL games to his credit, he could be a No. 2 or No. 3 centre for two years at, say, $2.5 million to $3 million.

There aren’t a lot of Plan B or Plan C options in free-agency — I wouldn’t touch ex Phoenix centre Mike Ribeiro with the proverbial 10-foot pole; while he can put up points, his off-ice issues are a huge red flag — but Legwand might just be the short-term fix.

The Oilers have $11.85 million in cap space, so there’s no problem there. They’re at $57.14 million for 20 signed players, 16th in the league.

Grabovski goes to IslandersThe Oilers were sniffing around Mikhail Grabovski before July 1, but his agent Gary Greenstin said he could get five years from some team and $5 million a season. He was half-right. He got four years and $20 million. The New York Islanders, who had only $44.9 million in salary money spent and needed to get to the $51-million cap floor, threw the term and dollars at Grabovski to be a No. 2 centre behind John Tavares.

Lesser fallbacks for the OilersMike Santorelli in Vancouver wouldn’t be expensive after making $550,000 last year but he’s 6-feet, 189 lb.

A long-shot signing? Peter Mueller, the 6-foot-2, 204-lb. former first-rounder in Phoenix, who has had concussion issues but had 24 goals in the Swiss League last year. He’s only 26.

The Oilers did sign restricted free-agent Luke Gazdic to a two-year deal for $1.6 million. He made $635,000 last season.

Gazdic, who played 67 games last year, is recovering from shoulder surgery this spring and might not be ready for training camp.

He factors in somewhere on the fourth line, but maybe not every night, depending on the opposition. The Oilers are loaded with forwards right now, but are still looking for an NHL centre.

Ex-Oiler Schultz signs with FlyersThe parade of former Oilers getting signed continued Wednesday when defenceman Nick Schultz caught on with the Philadelphia Flyers on a one-year, $1.25 million contract.

Schultz finished last year in Columbus but was basically a spectator with the Blue Jackets deep on the back-end.

The Flyers have seven NHL D-men in Kimmo Timonen, Mark Streit, Andrew McDonald, Braydon Coburn, Luke Schenn, Nicklas Grossman and Schultz with puck-moving Union College free-agent whiz Sean Gostisbehere very close to making it.

Philly is $2 million over the $69-million cap ceiling and obviously will have to move somebody for draft picks (they’ve been trying to peddle Vincent Lecavalier with no success) by the start of the season.
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Twitter.com/NHLbyMatty

Team building’ aim at Edmonton Oilers prospect camp

Player orientation with NHL team being held in Jasper

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 2, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers first-round pick Leon Draisaitl undergoes medicals and fitness tests at Rexall Place in Edmonton on July 2, 2014.
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Edmonton Oilers still searching for new centre

Pouliot no longer a nomad after signing multi-year deal with Oilers

Winners, losers on Day 1 of NHL free agency

MacKinnon: Oilers add grit and scoring in free-agent frenzy

EDMONTON — Dillon Simpson figured he had the routine down pat given that this will be his fourth trip to the Edmonton Oilers orientation camp.

But the structure has been tweaked this year, starting with the decision to ferry the 30 players to Jasper for the week. The emphasis, too, has shifted from evaluation to education.

The camp, which got underway Wednesday with fitness and medical tests at Rexall Place and continues Thursday with an on-ice session in Jasper, is the introductory step for the organization’s draft picks. This year’s list includes: centre Leon Draisaitl, selected third overall in last week’s entry draft, defenceman Darnell Nurse (seventh overall in 2013) and Simpson, who was drafted in 2011 and has just completed his final year at the University of North Dakota.

“September is the time to try to make the team, but (at this juncture) we want to arm them with the tools they need and the attitude they need to have when they come back here,” said Rick Carriere, the senior director of player development.

“(This is) more about the culture of the Oilers. We want to emphasize the team building.”

The focus of this camp will be on strength and conditioning with an injection of team building by way of a golf tournament and an overnight mountain expedition with Oilers captain Andrew Ference. The players will bike to and from the rink and will wrap up the proceedings on Monday night with an intersquad game at the Jasper Arena.

Each one will leave with a workout program designed for their specific needs.

“I’ll just try and take as much as I can out of this with all the resources we have and prepare myself for the fall,” said Simpson, who comes to this camp with an entry level contract and an eye on his first season as a pro.

“For the younger guys, this is about getting to know the people around the organization, understanding the expectations of all the players who come through here.”

In 2010, then-general manager Steve Tambellini set out to restructure the player development, which is an area that his successor, Craig MacTavish, has also prioritized. And now that he has revamped the NHL roster, adding some experienced support players, there is a better chance more draft picks will be nurtured at a more appropriate pace.

“The last few years, there’s been a lot of teaching, a lot of work (on the ice) and it’s strenuous in the summer to put guys through seven or eight days on the ice,” said winger Mitch Moroz. “You don’t want to see guys getting hurt, especially at the beginning of July.

“They said this is not an evaluation camp, it’s orientation, so it is a chance for guys to come in and feel things out and enjoy it.”

Moroz will not take part in the on-ice drills nor will he be golfing as he is still banged up from the Edmonton Oil Kings championship run. The intent is to get him ready for the main camp in September.

“You have all these resources around you so you learn how to access them and use them,” said Nurse, who will attend the world junior camp Aug. 3-8 in Quebec. Greg Chase, another of the Oilers prospects, will also be at the national development camp.

“When I got home this year, after the season, I knew exactly what I needed to work on and how to eat,” said Nurse, who has put on 15 pounds since he was drafted. “I have had a lot of take-away from every camp I’ve come to.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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MacKinnon: Oilers add grit and scoring in free-agent frenzy
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Benoit Pouliot #67 of the New York Rangers plays against the Los Angeles Kings during overtime of Game 2 of the 2014 Stanley Cup Final at Staples Center on June 7, 2014 in Los Angeles, California.
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Pouliot no longer a nomad after signing multi-year deal with Oilers

EDMONTON - Let’s start with this: the Oilers are bigger, stronger, deeper, more skilled — flat-out better — following the free-agent frenzy of Canada Day than they were going in.

In signing defencemen Mark Fayne (four years, $3.5 million a year) and Keith Aulie (one year, $800,000), and left winger Benoit Pouliot (five years at $4 million a year), Oilers GM Craig MacTavish has added big-league quality to his defence, and delivered more size and physicality to complement newly acquired right winger Teddy Purcell and incumbent winger David Perron at forward.

The Oilers suddenly have far more options in assembling four effective lines, with more size, grit and scoring balance, without touching the core elite group of Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Jordan Eberle and Nail Yakupov.

The only piece MacTavish has had to move so far this off-season is 24-year-old centre Sam Gagner, who made his way to the Arizona Coyotes, by way of an initial trade from the Oilers to Tampa Bay, in the Sunday deal that brought the skilled Purcell to Edmonton.

Fayne, Aulie and newly signed Nikita Nikitin shore up a defence built around the still-developing Justin Schultz, Jeff Petry, Martin Marincin and Oscar Klefbom. The newbies also will provide support to veteran Andrew Ference.

Fayne, 27, is a six-foot-three, 215-pound defender who “makes simple plays with the puck, but he makes them highly effectively,” MacTavish said. “When you look at the makeup of our defence now, it looks like an NHL defence, which it didn’t always last year.”

The GM said the 27-year-old Pouliot “was maybe, in our minds, our most important add, because we needed somebody with speed, we’ve talked about size, we’ve talked about increasing our competitiveness. He’s a guy who tracks the puck very well and pressures the puck very well.”

The six-foot-three, 200-pound Pouliot also is a guy who was chosen fourth overall by Minnesota in the 2005 entry draft, yet now is with his sixth NHL club in the last six seasons. The 36 points (15 goals) he delivered with the New York Rangers in 2013-14 represent a career high.

Some fans might think the Oilers have just committed $20 million over five years to a player who reminds them eerily of Dustin Penner — plenty of size, speed and skill, questionable motivation and intensity.

MacTavish believes Pouliot has matured.

“He provides a very necessary skill set to our hockey club,” MacTavish said. “We need people that are competitive and get to pucks quickly. We need guys that close gaps quickly. And he’s a guy that’s gone from a bit of an enigma early on in his professional career to a guy who’s calling card is really work ethic.”

The tougher and broader question for MacTavish and the fans is: Have the Oilers significantly closed the gap between themselves and the heavy, hard teams that dominate the NHL’s monster of a Western Conference?

MacTavish is an optimist, but not of the cockeyed variety. He is realistic about where the Oilers sit in the pecking order.

“I think there is plenty of room to make up, still,” MacTavish said. “When you look at the moves that Anaheim has made, the moves that Vancouver has made, which have been impressive, the position that Los Angeles is in, having won the Stanley Cup. and San Jose, for that matter, is a very strong team as well — these teams are clearly in a different place than what we are.

“But the potential that we have, as a group, to get better, far and away exceeds the teams that we’re chasing.

“I’m under no illusion that we are chasing those teams. But the hope is that gap ultimately diminishes and then disappears and then emerges again as we pass by.”

In some ways, for some of the Oilers opponents, that gap may have widened Monday, scary as that might be for some.

Dallas GM Jim Nill added Jason Spezza and ex-Oilers artiste Ales Hemsky to a lineup that already featured Olympian Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin.

The St. Louis Blues enticed Paul Stastny to leave Colorado, who, in turn, coaxed Jarome Iginla to return to the West, after a couple of stints in the East, a brief one with Pittsburgh, then all last season with the Boston Bruins.

Anaheim, as MacTavish alluded to, is stronger, having acquired Ryan Kesler in a trade with the Vancouver Canucks, a fine second-line centre to complement Ryan Getzlaf. Even the powerhouse Blackhawks added aging centre Brad Richards to their stacked lineup that showcases Jonathan Toews, Patrick Kane and Patrick Sharp.

MacTavish believes the Oilers potential he is so bullish about, will continue to emerge as Hall, Eberle, Nugent-Hopkins, Schultz and Yakupov mature.

“I’m very comfortable that the core group that we have is able to deliver the most critical element of the game, which is dominating head-to-head matchups,” MacTavish said. “And now, we start to add the complement to that group that gives them the support they need.”

With Pouliot and Purcell, for starters, MacTavish believes he has added the secondary scoring to add depth to the Oilers and lighten the load on the young stars.

As go Hall, Eberle et al, so go the fortunes of the Oilers. That has not changed.

But they do need help and MacTavish has done a creditable job of providing an improved supporting cast.

He’s not done yet.

MacTavish still wants to add a centreman to a mix that includes Nugent-Hopkins, Boyd Gordon, Mark Arcobello, Anton Lander and, either this season or, more likely, next, first-round draft pick Leon Draisaitl.

Stay tuned.
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Pouliot no longer a nomad after signing multi-year deal with Oilers

NHL team courted winger early, often and in earnest before signing winger to five-year, $20M deal

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 2, 2014
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Forward Benoit Pouliot of the New York Rangers plays against the Los Angeles Kings during the first period of Game Three of the 2014 Stanley Cup Final aon June 9, 2014, in New York.
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Follow NHL free agency live: Oilers sign pair of UFAs

Edmonton Oilers give qualifying offers to nine restricted free agents

Top 5 NHL unrestricted free agents by position

Edmonton Oilers embrace hard sell as NHL free agency approaches

EDMONTON — Having spent the last four years on four different teams, Benoit Pouliot wanted stability. He wanted to put down some roots and if it was with a Canadian team, that would be an added bonus.

So when the Edmonton Oilers offered the left winger a five-year, $20-million contract, he figured there wasn’t much need for contemplation, even if he was leaving the New York Rangers, a team that made it to the Stanley Cup final, and heading to a team that hadn’t made a playoff appearance since 2006.

“Getting a long term deal was my main priority,” said Pouliot, who agreed to terms soon after the NHL’s free agent market opened on Tuesday. This will be his fifth stop in five years.

“I know it’s been a tough few years for them but things can turn around really quickly. They’re a really young team and there’s still work to do but they have some really good players...and it’s the way they play the game.

“They’re fast, skilled and it’s the type of game I like to play,” continued Pouliot, who said the Oilers were not only one of the first teams to talk to him during the negotiating window, but they were also the team that pushed the hardest. Captain Andrew Ference was among those who put in a good word for the club and the city.

“To get that in Edmonton is going to be the perfect set up for me.”

The 27-year-old recorded 10 points in 25 playoff games with the Rangers and posted a career high 36 points in 80 regular season games.

He made $1.3-million on his previous contract.

“Benoit Pouliot was maybe our most important add,” said general manager Craig MacTavish, who is aiming for three offensive lines with Boyd Gordon centring a defensive unit. 

He would still like to add a centre but said that if he didn’t, that didn’t mean Leon Draisaitl, the third pick the Oilers took out of Philadelphia on the weekend, would be rushed into the lineup. Instead, Mark Arcobello or Anton Lander would step in if the Prince Albert Raiders star wasn’t ready to make the jump. 

As for Pouliot, MacTavish said he was willing to tack on a fifth year in order to stay ahead of the competition. 

“We’ve talked about size and increasing our competitiveness and (Pouliot) is a guy who tracks the puck very well. He’s a great skater and we really felt we needed to add that element,” MacTavish said. 

“I think there’s every reason to expect he’s going to have a significant impact. We feel like he’s a guy who has really grown and developed through his experiences in the league.

“We need people who are competitive and who get to pucks quickly. We need guys who close gaps quickly and he’s a guy who’s gone from being an enigma early on in his professional career to a guy whose calling card is work ethic.”

MacTavish has revamped the roster considerably since taking over from Steve Tambellini, a turnover that was in full swing this last week. He signed Nikita Nikitin last Wednesday, then four days later, traded veteran Sam Gagner for winger Teddy Purcell and selected Draisaitl at the entry draft.

During the 2013-14 season, he shook up the goaltending situation with the acquisition of Ben Scrivens and Viktor Fasth, dealt Ales Hemsky at the trade deadline and sent defenceman Ladislav Smid to the Calgary Flames. Last summer, he traded captain Shawn Horcoff to the Dallas Stars and traded former first round pick Magnus Paajarvi to the St. Louis Blues to acquire David Perron.

Gagner, drafted by the club in 2007, had been the longest serving Oiler before he was moved. Jordan Eberle, Taylor Hall and Jeff Petry, who all made their debuts in 2010, now share that mantle. 

“I knew there was a lot of change that had to occur,” said MacTavish. “I was hoping there wouldn’t have been this dismantlement this year but it takes time to transition your team from an unsuccessful performing group to a high performance group. I think through the course of the last 13 or 14 months we’ve made some pretty good strides, not the least of which will be the development of guys we brought in and drafted.

“I think all these moves are going to go a long ways to addressing a shortcoming in our on-ice performance and I think we can expect to be much better next year.”

Oil drops — Luke Gazdic, who made his NHL debut with the Oilers last season then quickly started to develop a reputation as a willing and an able fighter, agreed to a two-year contract. He was among the restricted free agents who had received a qualifying offer from Edmonton. 

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter: @jirelandEJ

Edmonton Oilers embrace hard sell as NHL free agency approaches

Oilers GM Craig MacTavish feels his club&#8217;s story should be &#8216;compelling&#8217; to free agents

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJuly 1, 2014

Story

Photos ( 2 )

Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish leaves a news conference at Rexall Place in Edmonton on Nov. 14, 2013.
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Matheson: Sam Gagner a class act who deserved better with the Edmonton Oilers

Three-way deal: Oilers acquire Teddy Purcell from Tampa Bay Lightning for Sam Gagner, who is then flipped to Coyotes

EDMONTON — Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish feels he has “a compelling story to tell” when he’s tried to sell agents on their clients coming here on July 1.

But you can cross off players such as Paul Stastny and Matt Niskanen because they want the moon as unrestricted free-agent stars in the prime of their careers.

Both will be looking for a lot of term on a new contract to go with $6-7-million in salary per season. Buyers’ remorse in both cases could easily kick in because neither is an elite player.

Stastny is a second-line centre in Colorado who’ll get first-line money from somebody because he’s the best centre on the board.

Niskanen, who was a throw-in in the James Neal-for-Alex Goligoski trade between Pittsburgh and Dallas a few years ago, is not a No. 1 blueliner. He’s a No. 2 at best.

The truth is, while MacTavish has likely reached out to about a half-dozen agents in the sell-us-on-your-team window from June 25-30, the Oilers may want to go after somebody like Buffalo Sabres defenceman Christian Ehrhoff, but everybody’s eyes lit up when the Sabres on Sunday bought out the last seven years of his contract.

Quite possibly 10 teams might be in the hunt for the German-born defender; the Oilers can sell him on playing with his countryman Draisaitl, among other things, but you can bet the Detroit Red Wings will make a huge push for him.

Ditto for the Colorado Avalanche, who are also in the Niskanen pursuit, the Washington Capitals, the Philadelphia Flyers, the New York Islanders and the Minnesota Wild.

Ehrhoff has been paid $22 million of the $40 million he signed for and will get another $12 mil in the buyout, so he’s made out like a bandit. Now, the teams are lining up for the 32-year-old, who can easily log 20 minutes a game, but teams may be trying to give him dollars but not term at his age — like, say, four years at $5.5-million a season.

MacTavish knows players pick landing spots in free-agency for 1) money, 2) a shot at winning a Stanley Cup, 3) location and how cold it is in the winter, and 4) where your wife wants to live.

“Our story is quite compelling,” MacTavish said. “We’re going into a beautiful new building. It’s going to be a spectacular structure. We’re well down the road in the rebuild and the building’s been full through it all.

“This is going to turn, and players have a chance to get in on the ground-floor. I believe we have a very good story to tell.”

The Oilers aren’t near the salary cap of $69 million for next season. They’re at $49.1 million for 17 players — 11 forwards, four defencemen and two goalies.

They have to resign restricted free-agent defencemen Justin Schultz and Jeff Petry, and winger Luke Gazdic.

Say that adds up to $7.5 million with Schultz getting a two-year bridge deal. That’s still well outside the ceiling.

“We’ve got some room (to spend) but it adds up quickly, but it’s a reflection of performance,” MacTavish said. “You don’t want to be in the bottom five to 10 teams and paying to the cap.

“We’re not constrained by budget other than getting good value. It’s dollars per point for me. We’d rather pick up a guy and not give up an asset (in a trade). Like I said, we’re not giving up the core guys, but we need better support around them.”

MacTavish went for a bridge player when he traded for the rights to Nikita Nikitin and signed him for two years, but he’s willing to go longer July 1.

“We’re looking for players in their 20s who can grow through the process and be with us when we turn the corner and start winning,” he said.

He feels the window to sound out free-agents for a week before July 1 is “beneficial” even though some agents may use it to drive prices up.

“We’re looking at a situational good role player. We have the high-end stuff that’s developing here and we want to surround it with a better complement,” said MacTavish. “Second, third-line forwards. We’ve talked about building three scoring lines and a fourth that can play against anybody. That’s our model.”

The Oilers have talked to the agents for Mark Fayne (New Jersey Devils, safe top four defenceman) and Deryk Engelland (Pittsburgh Penguins, hard-nosed third-pairing). They may have sounded out the agents for defenceman Anton Stralman, wingers Brian Boyle, Benoit Pouliot and winger Daniel Winnik. Jussi Jokinen would make sense, too, as a very versatile forward who can move up and down a lineup.

ON THE BENCH

The Oilers have until Monday afternoon to send qualifying offers to their restricted free-agents. They will do that with Luke Gazdic, Schultz and Petry, for sure, but some of their farmhands might not get one. Taylor Fedun, Tyler Pitlick, Richard Bachman, Curtis Hamilton and Andrew Miller are all restricted free agents and, if not qualified, they become unrestricted. Hamilton likely will be cut free, maybe Miller. Fedun has played very well in Oklahoma City and scored two goals in his first four NHL games last season, but he’s 26. Maybe they feel they have too many kids to find jobs for and don’t feel Fedun can challenge for an NHL spot. They’ll likely qualify Pitlick but maybe they want another veteran goalie for the farm, not Bachman.
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Matheson: Sam Gagner a class act who deserved better with the Edmonton Oilers

Centre has logged almost 500 NHL games without a playoff appearance

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJune 30, 2014

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Sam Gagner in action against the Anaheim Ducks as an Edmonton Oilers rookie in November 2007.
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Three-way deal: Oilers acquire Teddy Purcell from Tampa Bay Lightning for Sam Gagner, who is then flipped to Coyotes

Draisaitl has been Oilers’ guy for weeks

MacKinnon: No need for Oilers to rush Draisaitl if he’s not ready

EDMONTON — Before we say Sam Gagner didn’t pan out with the Edmonton Oilers, now that he’s been traded to Tampa for Teddy Purcell then quickly off-loaded to Arizona for a 2015 stocking-stuffer draft pick in a cap move, who failed who here?

Gagner made the NHL, playing his first Oilers game against San Jose Sharks, less than two months after his 18th birthday.

He has played almost 500 league games (481) before his 25th birthday — was the youngest player in the league in ‘07-08 — but has never played a playoff game.

Whose fault was that? Maybe Gagner never had as many points (49) as his rookie season in 2007-2008, but the Oilers didn’t do nearly enough to help him out.

He remained loyal to the end, never groused that he was tired of all the losing and wanted out.

Gagner is a pro’s pro, a class act. When other players would maybe be ducking into backrooms, away from the prying media after losses, Gagner would be patiently waiting in his stall — a standup guy, even if he was sitting down.

He’s on my top 10 all-time Oilers to deal with, and I’ve been covering them for 35 years.

He never ducked his responsibility in the seven straight years out of the playoffs as the longest-serving Oiler; he knew he had to be better on faceoffs and better when he didn’t have the puck, knew he should be better; not that anybody expected the stars to all align as they did that Feb. 2, 2012, night against the Chicago Blackhawks at Rexall Place, when he had eight points, tying Wayne Gretzky and Paul Coffey for the all-time single-game record.

It was an out-of-body experience, for sure. Only one player in history, Darryl Sittler (10 points) ever had more in a game.

Everything Gagner touched that February night ended up in the scoring summary against the powerhouse Hawks. This wasn’t the Florida Panthers. He had another three points the next game, too, against Detroit, figuring in 11 straight goals.

True, Gagner turned out to be a second-line, 40- to 49-point NHL centre who was going to be tried on the wing this season because he was vertically challenged (he’s listed at 5’11” but might be shorter) and didn’t win as many faceoffs (career 45 per cent) as they needed, but he was competitive. In the end, not big enough, on a team crying for size, but you can’t teach size.

Traded twice in one day — just before his no-trade clause kicked in July 1 — a week before he marries his longtime lady, a local doctor, in the Muskokas in Ontario.

One of only two Oilers ever to wear 89, the other Mike Comrie, who also is a one-time Oiler who played in Phoenix after leaving here. There is some symmetry there, I guess. Same stature of player.

In the end, Gagner’s career here had stalled, just as it did for his buddy Andrew Cogliano. He probably needs a change of address.

Arizona GM Don Maloney didn’t care that Gagner’s possession stats were poor.

“The good thing is we haven’t had the resources to pay attention to the advanced stats,” he said jokingly.

The right-winger Purcell has a helluva shot but historically would rather pass — where have we seen that here with a right-winger? Clue, he wore No. 83.

Purcell has soft hands, though, and he’s rangy, taller than Gagner at 6’3”, but he weighs 193 pounds, which is actually nine fewer pounds than Gagner.

He’s coming off a forgettable season in which coach Jon Cooper tried to light a fire under the top six forward by putting him on the fourth line. He’s twice had more points (66 and 51) than Gagner ever did, but statistically, it appears he arrives at pucks in fairly good humour with just 66 penalty minutes in 401 career games if you think they’re getting a bigger, snarlier body.

He’s got the talent to be a top nine player here, either on the second or third line depending on where Nail Yakupov goes, and he’s slightly cheaper than Gagner was at a $4.8 million cap hit ($300,000 a season) but getting Purcell (pronounced Purse-L) is more a tale-of-the-tape move than a fiscal one from the Oilers’ end of things.

They wanted to get a taller forward and they did, although he is older, 29 in September.

Obviously, they still have Ryan Nugent-Hopkins as the No. 1 centre, but are they seeing Leon Draisaitl as No. 2 now? They have their fingers crossed. They would like to move Boyd Gordon to the fourth slot and get him his minutes on the PK and taking tons of draws, but that still leaves a third centre slot. Even before Gagner got traded, they wanted to give Mark Arcobello lots of rope to see if he can be a regular in the middle and not a fourth-liner.

Gagner had slid outside the core group of RNH, Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle, maybe even below David Perron in their depth chart at forward. He needed a change of scenery and in the space of a few hours, he went from one sunbelt to the other.
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Draisaitl has been Oilers’ guy for weeks

German centre committed to training in Edmonton this summer

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJune 28, 2014
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Third overall pick Leon Draisaitl of the Edmonton Oilers poses for a portrait during the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 27, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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Sky’s the limit for Oilers’ draft pick Draisaitl

MacKinnon: No need for Oilers to rush Draisaitl if he’s not ready

Philadelphia — The Edmonton Oilers scare teams on the rush; but along the boards, not so much.

Maybe now that they’ve got Leon Draisaitl, that will change.

“He protects the puck in the offensive zone ... we’ve got lots of skill, but we need somebody down low who can sustain the play. We’ve had David Perron and now Leon. We’ll see how they might look on the same line,” said Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish.

“He’s got a big butt,” said Calgary Flames president Brian Burke.

Nice hands, too.

“He picks the first, second and third options on the rush and makes the right play and he’s very reliable with the puck,” MacTavish said. “He seldom turns it over. As much as he’s not that much taller than the other centremen (Sam Reinhart and Sam Bennett), he’s quite a bit more powerful at this stage.

“When you combine our first pick from last year (defenceman Darnell Nurse), we’re starting to get some size.”

MacTavish says nobody knows who will turn out to be the best player in this draft crop. He really had a lot of time for the two Sams and defenceman Aaron Ekblad, from having dinner with all of them and watching them play scores of games, but Draisaitl has been the Oilers’ guy for weeks.

Does he have the right stuff to be in the NHL right away like fellow teenagers Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Sam Gagner and Nail Yakupov?

“Depends ... we hope we’re much more productive and much deeper than we were last season,” said MacTavish. “Depends on the depth of his game. We want to put kids into the lineup, but only if we know they’ll have success.

“Does he have to be on the first or second line? I don’t know. That’ll be up to Dallas (Eakins, the Oilers’ coach) to see if Leon can play a lesser role. We broached that subject with Leon and he says he can.”

MacTavish said the Oilers really liked Draisaitl’s commitment level during their conversations.

“He came to Prince Albert. He’s coming to our orientation camp in Jasper next week and he plans on staying in Edmonton to train and get ready for training camp. I asked when he was going back to Germany and he said he wasn’t. That’s a great sign. He’s got a ton of ability, but also a ton of drive,” said MacTavish.

“He’s North Americanized as far as I can see, and he’s idolized the National Hockey League for a long time as has his dad Peter (German Olympic team player). He had a lot of respect for the NHL and it washed off on Leon.”

MacTavish never considered trading the draft pick for more immediate help.

“I was more keen three weeks ago about maybe moving up and there were a couple of offers to trade it early, but the closer you get to the draft, you focus in on the potential ceiling for a guy like Draisaitl,” MacTavish said.

The Oilers don’t have another pick now until No. 91, the first pick in Round 4 (from a trade with the Minnesota Wild for goalie Nikolai Khabibulin).

Edmonton doesn’t have a second-rounder (Perron trade) or third-rounder (Ben Scrivens trade). That’s 88 picks and the Oilers scouts won’t be looking at their draft lists.

MacTavish can’t see the Oilers getting a second- or third-round pick.

“Last year, I traded back to get more picks, but it’s unlikely. We’ll probably sit tight unless there’s somebody there in the second or third (round) we really like and I’ll trade the first pick in the fourth and something else. Looks like we’ll be on our hands for the second and third rounds,” he said.

Oilers have room under salary cap

With next year’s salary cap set at $69 million US when many hoped it would be over $70 million, some teams will be unloading players. Maybe the Oilers can pick up a player because they won’t have any salary-cap concerns.

“It’s going to be problematic for some teams who went over (the ceiling) last year. We’re in a pretty enviable position to take on contracts in a trade, although I don’t see teams giving guys away,” said MacTavish.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
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MacKinnon: No need for Oilers to rush Draisaitl if he’s not ready

Big German centre will be a necessary piece of the puzzle

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalJune 27, 2014
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Leon Draisaitl is selected third overall by the Edmonton Oilers in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 27, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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Oilers land big centre Draisaitl with third overall pick

EDMONTON - One step at a time; one piece at a time.

But some pieces are more crucial than others, especially in a sport where the received wisdom for decades has been that you construct a winning team down the middle — in goal, with elite defencemen, with depth and quality at centre.

The Edmonton Oilers, selecting first three years in a row from 2010 through 2012, began assembling their team mostly on the wing. That’s where the skill and the quality was in those drafts. It made sense.

On Friday, by selecting centre Leon Draisaitl, the 105-point man from the Western Hockey League’s Prince Albert Raiders, Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish can check the “big centre” box on his lengthy grocery list. More important, the Oilers begin to fill a sizable void at that position.

This selection of the 18-year-old Draisaitl may be no surprise, but it is a big “get” as the TV people say, a rock-solid selection.

It has been an open secret in Oilers’ circles for months how highly they think of the six-foot-one, 209-pound German, who can score, make plays and, most of all, anchor one of Edmonton’s top two lines, soon and for years to come.

Apart from the slick, visionary and playmaking of slightly built Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and the gritty, utilitarian fourth-line pivot, Boyd Gordon, who just finished his first season in Edmonton, centre ice has been mishmash for years for the Oilers.

Draisaitl’s presence in the lineup — and it’s not certain he’ll make the jump from junior to the NHL next season — will clarify the club’s forward lines considerably.

In recent years, when the Oilers played the Los Angeles Kings or the San Jose Sharks, the St. Louis Blues, the Anaheim Ducks, or any of the so-called “heavy” teams, they were overmatched physically, particularly at centre.

As he matures, Draisaitl is expected to become a big part of the Oilers’ response to the likes of Anze Kopitar of the Kings, Ryan Getzlaf of the Ducks, Joe Thornton, at last look, still with the Sharks.

The Oilers still could use a third-line centre and, in the short term, particularly since it is possible — if not likely — that Sam Gagner will either be traded or shifted to the wing next season.

But assuming Draisaitl can make the NHL club, mixing and matching wingers like Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Nail Yakupov and David Perron with Nugent-Hopkins and Draisaitl will be a happy avocation for head coach Dallas Eakins, you’d have to think, particularly as it concerns five-on-five play.

Still, MacTavish and Eakins would be wise to ensure that Draisaitl, who played for his country at the senior men’s world hockey championship this year, truly is ready to make the jump to the NHL full time.

After two years in Prince Albert, Draisaitl no doubt believes he is ready to make the jump to the bigs. The elite junior players always believe that, as they should.

But rather than rush a player to satisfy an impatient fan base, MacTavish would be better served to let the player determine that by how he performs in training camp, in the pre-season and in the 10-game sampling of regular-season games that will be the minimum Draisaitl will experience before the club tells him to find a permanent place to live in Edmonton.

After years of the mixed blessing of selecting at or near the very top of the NHL entry draft, the Oilers remain a team in need of many pieces. There is no need to rush this one, regardless of how enticing it will be to insert Draisaitl into the lineup immediately.

The club’s rebuild is a tad out of sync, really. The squadron of young, skilled forwards is up and running in the NHL; the fleet of young prospects on defence, including Oscar Klefbom, Martin Marincin and Darnell Nurse, are not yet established as NHLers.

Which is why MacTavish signed Nikita Nikitin this week as a so-called “bridge” player, to provide competent work on the back end for the next two seasons so that there is less urgency to fast-track the youngsters.

It remains to be seen what other moves MacTavish will make, with the free agency land rush coming up on Tuesday, with other roster juggling likely over the summer months.

For one thing, the setting of the salary cap ceiling for next season at $69 million US means some NHL teams will have to shed salary. The Oilers can accommodate salary. So there could be a fit for players — bridge or otherwise — who cannot fit under the cap elsewhere.

Draisaitl is an attractive, necessary piece for the developing Oilers. But his presence in the lineup isn’t necessary in 2014-15 if he isn’t ready.
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Sky’s the limit for Oilers’ draft pick Draisaitl

Big centre scored 105 points with Prince Albert last year

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJune 28, 2014
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From front to back, Leon Draisaitl, the third overall pick by the Edmonton Oilers; Sam Reinhart, the second overall pick by the Buffalo Sabres; and Aaron Ekblad, the first overall pick by the Florida Panthers, pose for photographs during Friday&#8217;s first round of the NHL entry draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.
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Draisaitl has been Oilers’ ‘guy’ for weeks

MacKinnon: No need for Oilers to rush Draisaitl if he’s not ready

Philadelphia — After Leon Draisaitl made two of three gobsmacking plays against the Edmonton Oil Kings in the Western Hockey League junior playoffs in April, somebody fired off a text to Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish.

“Pretty amazing stuff,” said MacTavish’s friend.

“Maybe too good,” said MacTavish, who was in the press box at Rexall Place, taking mental notes.

MacTavish knew the German-born centre was muscling his six-foot-one, 209-pound frame into the picture along with fellow centres Sam Reinhart and Sam Bennett plus defenceman Aaron Ekblad at the top of the NHL draft parade.

He liked Ekblad, but he liked the Prince Albert Raiders’ Draisaitl more. Specifically, he liked how Draisaitl was built like a two-story walk-up on a team of bungalows at centre. He wanted somebody to take the heat off Ryan Nugent-Hopkins in the middle in the Grade A large Pacific Division.

After taking Draisaitl with the Oilers’ first pick, and third overall, on Friday, MacTavish has a kid who can do that.

“I’d say the sky’s the limit with Leon. He’ll certainly be a No. 1 or a No. 2 centre for a long time,” said MacTavish, who valued centre more than defence as an organizational black hole.

“Deeper need,” he explained.

Draisaitl thinks he can get up to 220 pounds and add another inch on his chassis to be in the same tale of the tape picture as the Los Angeles Kings’ Anze Kopitar, Anaheim Ducks’ Ryan Getzlaf and San Jose Sharks’ Joe Thornton.

“His hips come up to my chest,” said MacTavish, who didn’t have to make a call on Ekblad over Draisaitl because Florida took the six-foot-three, 216-pound Barrie Colts defenceman No. 1, knowing they already had young centres in Aleksander Barkov, Nick Bjugstad and Vincent Trocheck.

In the end, it fell exactly the way the Oilers envisioned the draft going, with the Buffalo Sabres taking Reinhart at No. 2.

“You never know for sure, but when you’re picking third, you have a pretty good idea who will go 1-2-3,” said MacTavish.

“This is so special to be on a team that had great players like Wayne Gretzky and Mark Messier and Craig MacTavish,” said Draisaitl, who must not know that MacT was a dogged third-line centre in the glory days.

But flattery doesn’t hurt on draft day.

“I owe him $100,” said a joking MacTavish.

Messier, now an Oilers’ adviser, actually knows Draisaitl’s Olympic forward dad, Peter.

“Mark’s brother, Paul, used to play with Peter in Mannheim,” said MacTavish.

Draisaitl had a brief chat with Oilers coach Dallas Eakins up on the stage, just before going for his round of TV interviews.

What did Eakins say? The fitness buff didn’t say, as somebody sarcastically tweeted: “drop and give me 20 (pushups) or no doughnuts allowed.”

“He told me not to put the (Oilers) cap on because his parents would be mad because it would do something to my hair,” said a laughing Draisaitl, who will attempt to make the NHL right out of the draft like Taylor Hall, Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov did when they were the first overall picks in 2010, 2011 and 2012.

Draisaitl obviously has the skill set after scoring 105 points in 64 games with Prince Albert last season, the size and the gumption to come all the way to a little town in Western Canada when he could have stayed in Europe and taken his talent to Sweden or Switzerland to play better hockey than in Germany.

“I had some offers, but I wanted to play in Canada,” he said.

He was a lot closer to his dream of playing in the NHL in Prince Albert than his hometown of Cologne.

Draisaitl’s skills are undeniable. He’s a great passer on his backhand. He made one play against the Oil Kings while looking right into the Plexiglas at one end with Edmonton defenceman Griffin Reinhart on his back and spotted a defenceman coming in late for a shot on goalie Tristan Jarry.

When he sticks his butt in a defender’s face, he’s a handful.

“He’s very Jagr-esque,” said former Oilers winger Blair MacDonald, who works for Central Scouting.

“He’s the best prospect in this draft class at protecting the puck, makes these button-hooks and hits guys coming in late.”

Draisaitl actually reminds more scouts of Kopitar than Jagr, but for now he’s simply Draisaitl.
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Oilers acquire Teddy Purcell from Tampa Bay Lightning for Sam Gagner, who is then flipped to Coyotes

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJune 30, 2014
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Sam Gagner (89) of the Edmonton Oilers, playing against the San Jose Sharks at Rexall Place in Edmonton.
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Sam Gagner (89) of the Edmonton Oilers, playing against the San Jose Sharks at Rexall Place in Edmonton.
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PHOTOS: A look at Sam Gagner's career with the Edmonton Oilers

Matheson: Sam Gagner a class act who deserved better with the Edmonton Oilers

Edmonton Oilers embrace hard sell as NHL free agency approaches

Oilers hope to make most of fewest picks since 2008

Oilers land big centre Draisaitl with third overall pick

EDMONTON - He was, until Sunday, the longest serving member on the Edmonton Oilers roster, but after playing 481 games on a team that didn’t make one playoff appearance during his seven-year stay, Sam Gagner will now be plying his trade with the Arizona Coyotes. 

The Oilers had traded the centre to the Tampa Bay Lightning in exchange for winger Teddy Purcell, then the Lightning, short on cap room and long on forwards, sent Gagner and B.J. Crombeen to Arizona for a sixth-round draft pick in 2015. 

The Lightning will retain one-third of Gagner’s salary.

“It’s been a roller-coaster of emotions,” the former Oiler said. “I would have liked it to (work out) in Edmonton. But we didn’t have a lot of success as a team, and there’s going to be a lot of changes that comes from that. For myself, I didn’t have a great year last year and I want to have a bounce-back year. I’m obviously not happy with the way things went ... I think this is going to be good for me.

“Definitely a shock when you’re uprooted, but it’s part of the business. It happens,” said Purcell. “You embrace it and look forward to the opportunity that lies ahead.”

The Sunday deals finally put an end to all the trade speculation that had been swirling around Gagner for months. The deal also came two days before his no-move clause was to kick in and two days before the free-agent market opens.

Contractually, the deal is a wash for the Oilers as Purcell, 28, who scored 12 goals and added 30 assists in 81 games last season, has two years left on a deal at $4.5-million. Gagner’s cap hit is $4.8-million over the next two years. 

“My name has been in trade rumours for a long time now, and you have to expect things to happen when the team hasn’t done well,” Gagner said. “It’s been a tough few years there, and there’s going to be change when things don’t go well.

“I expected that at some point I might be a part of it (but) it’s a great opportunity for me in Arizona, and I’m excited about that. I wish Edmonton all the best.”

At six-foot-three, 195 lb., Purcell, who hails from St. John’s, N.L., won’t add much sandpaper, but 17 of his 42 points were scored on the power play last season, and he could benefit from a change of scenery.

He had a breakout season in 2011-12, scoring 24 goals and accumulating 65 points. He had spent his first three seasons with the Los Angeles Kings but admitted he never did get a foothold in that lineup. 

“I was thankful that (Tampa general manager Steve Yzerman) gave me the chance to try to establish myself as a regular NHL player,” Purcell said. 

“Last year, there were just a lot of new guys coming up that (Jon Cooper) has coached before, and I just didn’t really find my place like I had in the past. I didn’t want to get traded, but I’m very excited about the opportunity in Edmonton.

“Obviously, being in the league, you follow their forward group, and they’re a pretty dynamic bunch, so it’s going to be exciting to play with whatever combination the coach thinks is right. You wish, you hope you get that opportunity to play with guys like (Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle) but wherever I fit, I think I’ll get a good opportunity and get a lot of ice time. When you work hard and get opportunity that creates success so hopefully that’s what continues to happen out west.

“I definitely have to be more consistent and win some more battles too ... but I’ve played in some pretty small hockey markets. I’ll see what I’m made of playing before such passionate fans.”

Drafted by the Oilers in 2007, Gagner, 25, struggled mightily last season after suffering a broken jaw in the pre-season that kept him out of the lineup for months. When he returned, he produced 37 points in 67 games.

He had signed a three-year contract extension with the Oilers last summer, intent on finally seeing the team move forward. Instead, he moves on and the Oilers retooling continues — this time under general manager Craig MacTavish, who in two years has traded captain Shawn Horcoff, winger Ales Hemsky and defenceman Ladislav Smid before moving Gagner. 

He’s also traded Magnus Paajarvi and Devan Dubnyk, both also first-round picks. MacTavish left Philadelphia this past weekend with third overall pick Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders.

“We got what we wanted and what we were searching for,” said Coyotes general manager Don Maloney, who admitted he had always been interested in Gagner but that the salary was too rich. MacTavish had called him in the morning and suggested they might be willing to retain some salary if they were interested in Gagner.

After Maloney heard he was going to Tampa Bay and that the Lightning might be buying him out, he went to work looking at options rather than let Gagner get to free agency. He is convinced they can help him grow his game, and that new surroundings may help. 

“You can never have enough strength in the middle,” Maloney continued. “We still have work to do, but this was a good day for us. We got a young player who fits into what we’re trying to do here at a good price.” 
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Leon Draisaitl is selected third overall by the Edmonton Oilers during the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 27, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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Oil Kings’ stars ‘chilling’ during NHL draft

Draisaitl has been Oilers’ guy for weeks

MacKinnon: No need for Oilers to rush Draisaitl if he’s not ready

Sky’s the limit for Oilers’ draft pick Draisaitl

PHILADELPHIA — The Edmonton Oilers usually bring a dozen or so jerseys in an equipment bag — some with name bars, some generic — for their possible picks to tug on at the NHL draft for photo ops and meet-the-media sessions. But this year they packed light.

How few? Only two. With their first selection, No. 3 centre Leon Draisaitl, and with their last pick, No. 183, Val-d’Or backup goalie Keven Bouchard.

They were the only faces you could put to names in a strange draft year for the Oilers who didn’t have a pick from the third overall to the 91st — first in round four which they used on a Swedish defenceman William Lagesson, 18, who is going to play for Dubuque in the USHL this season. He wasn’t here. Same with No. 111, goalie Zach Nagelvoort, a 20-year-old freshman starter at U of Michigan this season who was the 20th rated goalie in Central Scouting’s list before the draft.

Then we had their fifth-rounder, 6’3”centre Liam Coughlin, a Boston-area kid who played for the BCJHL Vernon Vipers (45 points in 53 games). Same with their sixth-rounder, a 20-year-old winger Tyler Vesel (71 points, 33 goals in 49 games) who was with the Omaha Lancers of the USHL and is now moving over to Nebraska-Omaha for college. Only Bouchard, who played one period against Guelph in the Memorial Cup in relief of Antoine Bibeau, was here. He took a giant leap of faith to make the trip from Quebec, but at least he got to put on the blue and orange jersey and ball-cap.

Strangely, they didn’t take any Edmonton Oil Kings’ players, even though they won the Memorial Cup. They passed on defencemen Dysin Mayo and Aaron Irving, Eddie Kulda and Brandon Baddock, who all went elsewhere. Kulda and Mayo to the Arizona Coyotes, Baddock to New Jersey, Irving to Buffalo. “Just circumstances. We were making sure we had some goaltending prospects,” said chief scout Stu MacGregor.

The scouts went 88 picks between selections, a frustrating time to look interested, but GM Craig MacTavish couldn’t get a second or third-rounder after giving them up for David Perron last summer and Ben Scrivens in January. They gave up another fifth rounder to Columbus to get the rights to Nikita Nikitin. They’d picked up that one originally dealing Nick Schultz at the deadline. So, they only had six picks — their fewest since 2008 when they had just five — Jordan Eberle, Johan Motin, Philippe Cornet, Teemu Hartikainen and Jordan Bendfeld.

“It was difficult sitting there but we didn’t want to use assets to get another pick ... we’d already used one to get Nikitin. We didn’t have an excess of picks to package and move up. We decided to let the cards fall where they may,” said MacGregor.

Oilers’ GM Craig MacTavish has told the scouts to pick more talented guys later, rather than guys to slot into role positions as bangers on a third or fourth line, hoping for a home run or a ground-rule double in the later rounds. Like taking Greg Chase from the Calgary Hitmen in the seventh round last year; he’s going to the summer world junior team evaluation camp after doing a nice job in OKC as a junior call-up late in the AHL season.

“We want more skill rather than taking a big guy and hoping he turns out,” said MacGregor. “Players who are competitive and can make plays.”

Seemed to be an emphasis on some size, though, other than Vesel.

“Well they’ve been telling us to get grittier and we’re trying,” said chief scout Stu MacGregor. “Size isn’t everything but it’s a factor. Biggest thing is passion.”

“We also took players entering college which gives us a longer look at them, two to four years before you have to decide whether to sign them or not.”

They took two goalies because the cupboard is shallow in the organization with Laurent Brossoit, Ty Rimmer, Tyler Bunz and Frans Tuohimaa in the picture but only Brossoit with the ability to be an AHL guy next year. “We needed to add something and if they develop it’s an opportunity for more depth,” said MacGregor.

Bouchard didn’t care that he waited so long. “To hear my name ... it was unbelievable.”

He knows the road to the NHL for goalies is no highway to heaven. There’s lots of detours. “For a goalie, it can take six or seven years before you are in the NHL,” said Bouchard, who admitted his audition at the Memorial Cup, even the brief one, helped. “Just one period but I think it helped me get drafted.”

Here’s a rundown on the picks on the second day:

Lagesson, 6’2”, 196 pounds, Frolunda, Sweden, : “He makes a good first pass and has some hockey sense but I can’t emphasize how much he wants to battle and compete. One-on-one he’s a warrior. Doesn’t hurt that he’s coming over here to get used to the ice surface. He’s probably going to college after Dubuque.”

Nagelvoort, 6’2”, 190 pounds, U of Michigan, .929 save percentage, 24 games: “He’s a bit of a late bloomer coming out of the North American Hockey League but he had a tremendous season at Michigan. They were a middle of the road team but he allowed them to compete and got them into the playoffs. We look at him as a kid who will continue to advance with training there.” Set school record with 63 saves vs. Penn State in March.

Coughlin, 6’3”, 185 pounds, Vernon Vipers, grew up in south Boston. “He’s going to Boston University (he’ll be a teammate of MacTavish’s son Sean in 2015).”

Tyler Vesel, 5’11”, 163 pounds, Omaha Lancers, USHL. “He’s a scorer. He had a tremendous year and he’ll be going to Nebraska-Omaha where Dean Blais is a competitive coach who develops players.” Spent four years at the giant prep school Shattuck St. Mary’s, where MacTavish’s boy Sean went.

Bouchard, 6’2”, 205 pounds, Val-d’Or, .887 save percentage, 2.95 average, 27 games. “It’s always difficult with goaltenders when they don’t play a lot but we had an eye on him from the previous year and I happened to be at a game this season where he did play and had a period at the Memorial Cup. He’s a guy with potential. He’s very fit and strong and he’s willing to put in the work. Freddie Chabot and Sylvain Rodrique (goalie coaches) know him really well and have worked with him.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Oil Kings’ stars ‘chilling’ during NHL draft
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Brett Pollock walks to meet his team after being drafted #45 by the Dallas Stars on Day Two of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center on June 28, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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Oilers pick Val D’Or goalie Keven Bouchard in the seventh round

Draisaitl has been Oilers’ guy for weeks

Sky’s the limit for Oilers’ draft pick Draisaitl

MacKinnon: No need for Oilers to rush Draisaitl if he’s not ready

PHILADELPHIA — When Edmonton Oil Kings’ centre Brett Pollock was taken 45th overall, halfway through Round 2 of the NHL draft Saturday by the Dallas Stars, he was playfully asked if his buddy Edgars Kulda “approved” this pick.

Pollock laughed heatedly at the running political gag last season on the junior team’s road to the Memorial Cup where the Latvian winger was shown on video screens saying “Kulda approved” on a variety of topics.

“Does he approve? I’ll have to ask him. He’s here at the draft, you know. He went home to Latvia and came back for this,” said Pollock, who will likely be the first-line pivot on the Oil Kings this upcoming season with Henrik Samuelsson turning pro with Phoenix and Curtis Lazar likely making the Ottawa Senators.

“Approved? Of course,” said the Memorial Cup MVP Kulda, giving the two thumbs up sign.

“We were sitting together having a frozen yogurt,” said the winger Kulda, who wound up going in round seven to the Coyotes, after his defence teammate Dysin Mayo went in round six, 133rd overall.

The 6’2”, 193-pound Pollock, who lives in Sherwood Park, made huge strides last season with 25 goals and 55 points and 71 games. He had two goals and four points in 40 games in his first WHL season in 2012-2013. Now, he’s a big gun.

“I came a long ways, from last year to where I am now” admitted Pollock, who’ll be the go-to guy now. Samuelsson’s definitely gone; Lazar still could return as likely captain if he doesn’t make it on the Senators in their top nine, but that’s a stretch.

“I guess we’ll see. I don’t know what’s going to happen.” said Pollock.

He has to improve his quickness, and arrive at more pucks in ill-humour for his size. But there’s no doubting his tools.

“You don’t see a lot of guys with his size with the soft touch he displays ... it’s hard for a defender to create a natural angle for him. When it looks like he’s closed off, he can manufacture a shooting lane,” said a scout, in a Hockey News breakdown of the top 60 picks.

The effervescent Kulda, who could come back as an overage in Edmonton this season or sign a pro contract, admits his blood pressure was going up as the rounds dragged on and nobody took him. “But the music in the building was pretty good. I was chilling,” he said jokingly.

The MVP in the Mem Cup usually doesn’t have to wait until his name’s called at 193, though.

“Of course, there is a little bit of hope that you’re going to go earlier. You hear things,” he said.

“I want to be a versatile (pro) player ... I think I am tough too. I had a couple of fights,” he said jokingly.

“Now the three of us are with Coyotes. Maybe we can create one line.”

In round six, Oil Kings’ centre Brandon Baddock, who got considerable playing time in the Mem Cup final’s third period against Guelph, went 161st to New Jersey. His teammate, defenceman Aaron Irving, who didn’t play much in the tournament but will be a top four next season, was taken next at 162.

The Spruce Grove Saints’ defenceman Brandon Hickey, who’s from Leduc, went to the Calgary Flames with the 64th pick — the fourth selection in Round 3.

“Great skater. Really mobile, great brain. Defends with his brain and his stick and he’s going to a good school, Boston University,” said Flames’ GM Brad Treliving. “We definitely like this kid.”

Edmonton youngster Jaedon Descheneau, Sam Reinhart’s winger in Kootenay, who went through last year’s draft with no takers, went 124th, the fourth pick in round five to St. Louis.
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Winners, losers on Day 1 of NHL free agency

Dallas Stars, Florida Panthers among those celebrating; Detroit Red Wings, Ottawa Senators members of long-faced bunch

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJuly 2, 2014
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Matt Niskanen of the Pittsburgh Penguins yells in the direction of the New York Rangers during NHL playoff action at Madison Square Garden on May 5, 2014.
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Ales Hemsky lands in potentially great Dallas Stars situation

Follow NHL free agency live

Edmonton Oilers embrace hard sell as NHL free agency approaches

It’s the craziest day of the hockey year when the free-agent doors swing open, but this Canada Day was the wildest ever.

Teams spent more than half a billion dollars on 75 players, which dwarfed last year’s $340 million in the first day of free-agency and was considerably higher than the 2009 $384 million, according to TSN’s counter.

There could be “cartoon anvils” over some general managers’ heads, as one of their brethren said — how about Brooks Orpik’s $27 million over five years in Washington? — but, for the most part, teams gave players money but stayed away from long-term, except for defenceman Matt Niskanen, who got seven years from the Washington Capitals as the top D-man on the shelves.

The arms race in the West got stronger as teams tried to keep up to the Cup-winning Los Angeles Kings. Nobody wanted to be left out.

The Eastern teams didn’t make anywhere near the splash on a day that really was “Free-Agent Frenzy.”

Unlike trade deadline day, when people are waiting around for hours for even the small fry to move, deals were coming fast and furious, starting with Christian Ehrhoff’s one-year deal about 30 seconds after the market opened.

Here’s a look at who did what, barring in mind we’ve got another day Wednesday for those left out in the cold, like Marty Brodeur and Olli Jokinen, David Legwand and Mikhail Grabovski.

Winners

Dallas Stars: They traded for Jason Spezza to give them a great 1-2 punch behind Tyler Seguin. It may only be a rental because he’s got just one year left on his contract, but for now, the addition of Spezza and the signing of Ales Hemsky gives the Stars a dynamic top two lines.

St. Louis Blues: The Blues got Paul Stastny for the right-term, four years, although $7 million a year is a bit of a reach. They’ve now got a tag-team of U.S. Olympians Stastny and David Backes, and Stastny can play with T.J. Oshie on a line. Backes is more a No. 2 centre who’d been a No. 1.

Vancouver Canucks: They needed a No. 1 goalie after all the circus stuff with Roberto Luongo and Cory Schneider, and got Ryan Miller for three years. Term’s fine, but they paid too much at $6 million. Not sure he’s worth that anymore. Of course, they’re now paying three goalies — Luongo, Schneider and Miller — which hurts.

Chicago Blackhawks: The Hawks have to sign Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane to new deals, likely at least $10 million per season each, but tap-danced and got Brad Richards as a No. 2 centre for a paltry $2-million over one year. Richards, who’s made a truckload of money in Tampa and New York, jumped at the chance to play on a two-time Cup winner.

Florida Panthers: A couple of years ago, they had agents on speed-dial to sign guys to get past the salary cap floor — Thomas Fleischman, Tomas Kopecy, Sven Bergenheim, Scottie Upshall — but this time, it seems more planned. They paid too much for Dave Bolland (five years, $27.5 mil) who is a third-line centre, but he’ll mentor their young centres like Sasha Barkov. Willie Mitchell gives them a top four D-man and Jussi Jokinen a top nine, versatile winger. Derek MacKenzie is a feisty fourth-line pivot, Shawn Thornton will look after people and Al Montoya will give Luongo a breather in net.

Edmonton Oilers: They had to surround their core kids with bigger help and they did, although Benoit Pouliot’s five-year term might be a reach. Pouliot gives them a top nine winger and Mark Fayne on defence a second pairing, safe player. Keith Aulie at 6-foot-6 on the back-end could work, too. Still looking for an offensive centre in the No. 3 hole.

Minnesota Wild: They wanted winger Thomas Vanek and got him at a very livable three years with kids like Charlie Coyle, Nino Niederreiter, Mikael Granlund and Jonas Brodin to sign shortly, and he’ll take the money they did away with when Dany Heatley’s contract left. Vanek is thrilled, but his play, which was mediocre in the playoffs for Montreal, will have to be much better.

Calgary Flames: They needed an experienced hand in net, and Jonas Hiller always figured there because Flames president Brian Burke brought the Swiss goalie to Anaheim years back. They overpaid for Deryk Engelland, who might be a third-pairing D-man at almost $3 mil per, but he’s truculent and at least six teams wanted him. Winger Mason Raymond is very versatile and the price-point at $3 mil a season is fine, although they’re still small at forward.

Buffalo Sabres: They were seriously under the cap but traded for Gorges, who gives them a shot-blocker and a leader on defence, and Brian Gionta had the ‘C’ in Montreal. Also brought back Matt Moulson, although it cost them $25 million over five years, maybe a bit much.

Tampa Bay Lightning: They cleared out money Monday when they dealt Teddy Purcell’s $4.5 million yearly contract to the Oilers, and got Anton Stralman as a top four defenceman. Brian Boyle will be a very useful checker/penalty-killer.

Losers

Detroit Red Wings: Once upon a time, the Red Wings were the No. 1 destination for free-agents. Not so much anymore, give or take Daniel Alfredsson. They wanted Ehrhoff, Boyle and Niskanen and lost all three as they wanted a puck-mover on defence. Ehrhoff only took a one-year deal but opted for Pittsburgh. They ended up resigning Kyle Quincey when all the doors slammed in their face.

Boston Bruins: They didn’t have enough money to keep Jarome Iginla, who had 30 goals last year on their top line. Major cap issues. Who’s picking up Iggy’s goals?

San Jose Sharks: They couldn’t convince captain Jumbo Joe Thornton to waive his no-trade to work out a three-year deal with Dallas to remake their team.

Ottawa Senators: They had a deal to get Patric Hornqvist and a first-round draft from Nashville for Jason Spezza, but Spezza nixed it. They got quantity for Spezza in the trade with Dallas, but nobody anywhere near Spezza’s pedigree as GM Bryan Murray was forced into this deal, although North Bay junior centre Nick Paul, who was very good in the OHL finals, might be a steal down the road. Hemsky left for the Stars. Only plus: they did get Milan Michalek for a hometown discount.

New York Islanders: They once had Vanek and Moulson to help John Tavares, now they have neither. Where’s the help for their captain?

Goalie Marty Brodeur: Didn’t hook up with Pittsburgh to back up Marc-Andre Fleury or Tampa to mentor Ben Bishop. As Jamie McLennan said, the goalie movement was a game of musical chairs July 1, but the chairs are running out for the game’s all-time winningest netminder. Maybe Toronto is still in the picture to help out Jonathan Bernier.

On the fence

Washington Capitals: Niskanen hit the home-run as the No. 1 defenceman on the market, getting term and dollars, leading to the theory that Mike Green will be dealt sometime this season because he’s UFA next July. He’s a No. 2 D man, so the deal is palatable. But signing Brooks Orpik, a shutdown D-man, to a five-year, $27.5 million contract was insane. Orpik was on the U.S. Olympic team, and he’s a stronger defender, but he’s 33. Defensive blueliners make $4 million, not $5.5 mil. Hate to say it, but this has buyout written all over it in a couple of years even if Orpik is a heart-and-soul guy.

Pittsburgh Penguins: They convinced blueliner Ehrhoff to take $4.25 million over one year, which immediately helps their shooting from the point, but they lost three defencemen — Niskanen, Orpik and Engelland. Flipside, they let the rival Caps give Niskanen and Orpik $67.5 million and they didn’t have to. They did get Thomas Greiss to back up Marc-Andre Fleury, and he’s better than Jeff Zatkoff. But do they have anybody to fill James Neal’s 30-40 goals after trading him at the draft? Guy they got for him, Patric Hornqvist, is a 20-25 goal scorer.

Colorado Avalanche: They outbid several teams for Iginla, who wasn’t looking for another one-year, bonus-laden deal in Boston and got a three-year, $16-million deal with the Avs. They need a top four D-man but didn’t get Anton Stralman or Niskanen or even Willie Mitchell, and opted for a puck-moving, third-pairing Zach Redmond from Winnipeg. Getting Iginla and Briere makes them older, too.

Montreal Canadiens: They couldn’t convince Josh Gorges to go to Toronto to get defenceman Cody Franson because their assistant captain couldn’t stomach putting on a huge rival’s sweater and all they got were draft picks from Buffalo as they cleared out money. They lost their captain Brian Gionta to the Sabres, too. Just before free-agency day, though, they got P.A. Parenteau from Colorado for a much older Danny Briere, which might be a regular-season win. Playoffs? Briere usually steps up. Signee Tom Gilbert will help with their puck-moving on defence.

Toronto Maple Leafs: They wouldn’t buck up for centre Dave Bolland, who went to Florida (did they sign everybody?) and couldn’t twist Gorges’ arm to come to the Centre of the Universe. Instead, they went for one of the game’s warriors, Stephane Robidas, but had to give him three years and $9 million when they were probably looking at a two-year deal.

New York Rangers: Squeezed by the cap, they couldn’t keep Stralman, a valuable second-pairing D-man, or 6-foot-7 Brian Boyle, a very good penalty-kill guy, and bought out centre Richards because they couldn’t afford him, but used Marty St. Louis’ presence to convince Dan Boyle to sign a two-year deal. Did step up to keep Masterton trophy winner Dominic Moore as their fourth-line centre at a two-year deal.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Fayne key cog in revamped Oilers’ blue line

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 1, 2014
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Mark Fayne #7 of the New Jersey Devils skates against the San Jose Sharks during the game at the Prudential Center on March 2, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey.
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Oilers add grit and scoring in free-agent frenzy

Pouliot no longer a nomad after signing multi-year deal with Oilers

EDMONTON - Mark Fayne had ties to New Jersey that eclipsed his four years with the Devils, and he had other teams trying to reel him in from the free agent market, but in the end, he saw something in the Oilers lineup that sold him on Edmonton.

He signed a four-year contract, worth $14.5-million on the opening day of NHL free agency, instantly improving the club’s blue line.

“When you look at the makeup of our defence now, it looks like an NHL defence, which it didn’t always last year,” said general manager Craig MacTavish, who also signed six-foot-six defenceman Keith Aulie to a one-year, $800,000 contact. Earlier this week, he added Nikita Nikitin to the mix with a two-year contract.

Schooled by Larry Robinson and Scott Stevens while he was with Devils, Fayne has the defensive background the Oilers desperately need. He’s a six-foot-three, 215-pound defensive specialist who played regularly against the likes of Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin and John Tavares.

His camp even had some discussions with the Devils — the team that drafted him in the fifth round in 2005 — but they weren’t going to be in the same contractual ballpark.

Once the Oilers answered his questions about the team and the climate associated with playing in a Canadian market, his decision was made all that easier.

He wasn’t even asking for a four-year contract but MacTavish wanted to lock him up, convinced that he would better for the team over the long term.

“For me, it was just feeling comfortable with the situation,” said Fayne, who made $1.3-million last season. “They answered every question and I liked everything I heard.

“When you look at their team and their roster, they’re due for a big swing in the other direction. I really just wanted to get in there when I could, and try and help the team because I know in the next few years, they’re going to be making a big splash.

“They have a lot of skill. I’m just hoping to add a little consistency and stability to the back end.”

The New Hampshire native was drafted by the Devils before he committed to Providence College, where New Jersey general manager Lou Lamoriello played and coached. He now leaves behind longtime blue line partner Andy Greene and moves into the Oilers restructured back end.

“He makes simple plays with the puck but he makes them highly effectively. He’s a very good defender,” MacTavish said.

It was the heartfelt pitch delivered by MacTavish and his supporting staff that sold Fayne on Edmonton. He didn’t question their determination to get the team on track and he quickly realized how much they wanted him to be a part of it.

“I’ve never looked forward to playing against them,” said Fayne, 27, “now I’m looking forward to seeing what we can do together.”

In 72 games last season, he averaged 18 minutes a game while chipping in four goals, including one short-handed marker, and seven assists.
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Edmonton Oilers sign Jeff Petry to one-year, $3.075-million contract

Defenceman will be unrestricted free agent at end of new NHL deal

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 7, 2014
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Edmonton Oilers defenceman Jeff Petry against the New York Rangers at Rexall Place in Edmonton on March 30, 2014.

Edmonton Oilers defenceman Jeff Petry against the New York Rangers at Rexall Place in Edmonton on March 30, 2014.

Photograph by: Shaughn Butts, Edmonton Journal

More on This Story

Team-building exercise takes Oilers players out of their comfort zone

Oilers prospect chases his dream in Jasper

Bogdan Yakimov could make case for Edmonton Oilers centre spot

Brossoit hopes for a little more stability as Oilers' farmhand this season

JASPER, Alta. — After pitching different options back and forth, the end result for Jeff Petry and the Edmonton Oilers was a one-year contract.

Petry’s $3.075-million deal will set him up for unrestricted free agency after the 2014-15 season.

“It was something that both sides had gone back and forth about, discussing all the options from terms to dollars,” the 26-year-old defenceman said Monday after it was announced that the deal was done. “This was just something that, at this time, we decided would be best. We wanted to see how the year went for myself, and for the team.”

Petry was a $1.75-million cap hit last year and the subject of trade talk — talk that won’t quiet down given that the Oilers will not let him walk at the end of the contract. They will definitely want something in return for their 2006 draft pick.

The two sides could also talk about an extension in the New Year.

“It’s part of the business,” Petry said of the rumblings. “But I don’t read too much into them. You just don’t even know where they are coming from, so I won’t worry about it unless something happens.”

The two sides could also talk about an extension in the New Year.

In the meantime, Petry will return to a blue-line that has undergone some changes this off-season with the acquisitions of Nikita Nikitin and Mark Fayne.

He’ll also be playing under a new position coach with Craig Ramsay taking over from where Steve Smith left off. Smith took a job with the Carolina Hurricanes while Ramsay was hired to oversee the defence and the power play.

“Steve did a lot for my game. He really did a lot for me,” said Petry, who has worked out with a former student of Ramsay’s. He told Petry that he had his best season ever playing for the Oilers’ new assistant coach.

“That kind of helps the transition, knowing how well-respected he is,” Petry continued.

He also said he saw the merit of adding more experience to the back end, although he acknowledged that players don’t readily want to relinquish minutes on the ice — even if it is more advantageous.

Petry averaged 21:35 of ice-time per game last season, on a team that gave up a league-high 267 goals. Only Justin Schultz played more (23:20).

The Oilers still have to re-sign Schultz, who like Petry, was a restricted free agent. He, too, received a qualifying offer from the club. Neither elected to file for arbitration.

“I definitely want to be more consistent this year,” said Petry, who recorded seven goals and 17 points in 80 games last season and led the team in blocked shots and hits.

“There were too many times this past year in which I was up and down. That’s something I want to change.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Oilers prospect chases his dream in Jasper

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 6, 2014
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Calgary Hitmen centre Greg Chase responded after Kootenay Ice right winger Austin Vetteri took a cheap shot on the Hitmens celebration following their fourth goal of the game during third period WHL playoff action at the Scotiabank Saddledome on March 22, 2014. The Hitmen evened the series at one by defeating the Ice 5-0.
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Bogdan Yakimov could make case for Edmonton Oilers centre spot

Brossoit hopes for a little more stability as Oilers' farmhand this season

Stronger, wiser Nurse ready to claim job on Oilers’ blue-line

Edmonton Oilers coach feels more confident in team’s makeup following free-agent, trade acquisitions

JASPER — Considering that Greg Chase was drafted in the seventh and final round of the 2013 NHL entry draft — 188th out of 211 players — he would certainly not have been the player picked to finish first in scoring on his Western Hockey League club.

Yet that’s exactly what the Edmonton Oilers prospect accomplished last season with the Calgary Hitmen.

He not only earned an introductory trip to the Oklahoma City Barons when his WHL season was done, he also received an invite to Hockey Canada’s world junior summer camp, Aug. 3-8 in Quebec.

Of the 41 players invited, 11 are returning members from the 2014 team that finished fourth in Sweden. Chase and defenceman Darnell Nurse (seventh overall in 2013) are the two Oilers prospects with invitations.

“(The world junior camp) is definitely a cool accomplishment and now that I’m a part of that, the next goal is to be a part of that team. Nothing else will be good enough,” Chase said on Saturday, after another on-ice session at the Oilers orientation camp in Jasper.

“I think it’s an accomplishable goal, especially if I’ve been recognized to be at the camp. That’s my focus to have a strong camp and a strong start to the season.

“Not a lot of people expected me to have the year I had or to even contend with some of the guys who are out here. I’m just looking to keep changing their minds and show them they should have picked me higher.”

Chase, like Hitmen teammate Brady Brassart, finished the season with 35 goals and 50 assists — good enough to finish in the top 16 in the Western Hockey League standings.

He’ll be back with the Hitmen this season, looking to replicate his 2013-2014 campaign.

“At the start of (last season) I gained a little bit more confidence. Just being at training camp with the Oilers gave me a goal to reach for, so going back to junior, I wanted to push myself to be a lot better and I had a chance to play a lot of minutes, I thought I took advantage of it,” the Sherwood Park-raised centre said. His uncle, Kelly Chase, played 458 games in the NHL, primarily with the St. Louis Blues.

“I rolled with it throughout the season and finished strong.”

Chase also made a point of playing with more discipline, so he was on the ice more than he was in the box. In seasons past, he was overshadowed offensively by teammates, which required him to play a feistier role.

“Where did he get drafted? Seventh round? You know what? That’ a pretty good pick,” said Oklahoma City Barons coach Todd Nelson.

“When he came to us in Ok City, we had so many call-ups and injuries those guys had to play for us. And they contributed. He scored a big goal for us in our quest to get into the playoffs. That was a nice surprise.”

Chase played five games for the Barons, scoring once. Often times, players who are assigned to the AHL after their junior seasons end, are there just for the experience. They practice and learn what it takes to make the next jump.

“Just watching him here in camp, he’s in much better shape now that he was with us,” said Nelson. “I think that experience with us really helped.

“He’s dropped about 10 pounds and he looks a lot faster out there. That was kind of his Achilles heel — the speed of the game — but he looks great.”

Nelson drops in for look at prospects

For Nelson, who will once again tutor the Barons, this was his first glance at this season’s prospects, some of whom will be heading his way in September.

“This is the biggest group I’ve seen in the four years I’ve been associated with the organization, “he said Saturday, before heading back to Oklahoma City, “and we have to make that shift as an organization. The Western Conference is a very heavy conference and we have to find that combination.

“We have skill up top but now we have to add skill and size. We’re moving in the right direction.

“This is a good time for me to see what players I possibly could have. It helps me try and form a lineup ... and how they’ll adjust to the pro level.”

Nelson signed a three-year contract extension last week with the Oilers’ American Hockey League affiliate. He has guided the Barons to the playoffs each of his last four years and will next see the rookies at the annual fall tournament in Penticton.

One of those newcomers will be Mitch Moroz, who is in Jasper but not on the ice. He came out of the Edmonton Oil Kings Memorial Cup run battered and bruised and the decision was made to let him heal so that he is ready for the fall camp.

Nelson joked to the winger that he’s still waiting to see him play live, rather than just watching him play on TV in the Memorial Cup. Moroz didn’t take part in last year’s rookie camp in Penticton either as he had to have his knee scoped.

“It’s time to turn that corner and make the most of this,” said the winger. “It’s a different mindset almost. You’re not as comfortable as you would be going into a junior camp. It’s a job now. It’s your career and you have to take it more seriously — and I’m really excited for that.

“I got pretty beat up through the playoffs. We didn’t really know how bad it was until we sorted it out after it was all over, but I’d do it all over again. It was a heck of a ride, but now it’s time to get healthy and to start thinking about next year.”

Rimmer ready to roll

Edmonton-raised goaltender Ty Rimmer, who earned a contract from the Oilers last September, is among the four goaltenders attending the club’s orientation camp in Jasper.

He has his first pro season under his belt now, having played much of last season with the Quad City Mallards of the Central Hockey League where he appeared in 39 games, posting a 2.84 goals against average and a .906 save percentage.

His season earned him a place on the CHL’s all-rookie team. He also got into three games with the Barons registering a 2.66 GAA.

“I came in pretty raw last season,” he said, “I was just looking to earn myself a contract and earn a spot in the organization.

“I was able to accomplish that and I felt I made some good gains this year in my game. This year, I’m looking to take another step forward. A year of pro hockey did me a lot of good. I got a lot of games in, and developed mentally and (physically) on the ice.”

Rimmer was an undrafted unsigned long shot who had nothing more than a tryout with the Oilers when he showed up at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton. He parlayed that into an invitation to the main camp then turned his work at the camp into a one-year American Hockey League contract.

He was re-signed in June.
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Brossoit hopes for a little more stability as Oilers' farmhand this season

Goalie played for five teams with two different organizations in 2013-14

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 4, 2014
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Laurent Brossoit, a former Edmonton Oil Kings netminder, was one of the goaltenders taking part in the Edmonton Oilers prospects development camp at Jasper this week.
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Jasper — There were times during last season’s endless travels that Laurent Brossoit rued his fate.

He played for five teams within two organizations in three different leagues, leaving little in the way of stability.

But by the time he finally settled into a stretch with the Bakersfield Condors in the ECHL, where the goaltender went on an impressive run, he started to see the benefits.

“I was living out of a suitcase. I was always on the move,” he said during a break in the Edmonton Oilers’ orientation camp for 30 of the organization’s top prospects.

“No matter where I was, I knew I wouldn’t be sticking around for long,” he continued. “Everything just seemed so temporary. That was the hardest part, knowing that any day I would be shipped anywhere. But I am stronger for it.”

Brossoit, the 21-year-old Edmonton Oil Kings’ graduate and 2011 draft pick of the Calgary Flames, was flipped to the Oilers along with Roman Horak in exchange for veteran defenceman Ladislav Smid and goaltending prospect Olivier Roy in a November trade.

He played for the Abbotsford Heat (American Hockey League) and Alaska Aces (ECHL) while in Calgary’s fold, then was rerouted to Bakersfield before being assigned to the AHL’s Oklahoma City Barons. In March, he was called up to Edmonton on an emergency basis, taking his place on the bench to back up starter Ben Scrivens in a game against the San Jose Sharks. He was sent back to Oklahoma City once Viktor Fasth was healthy.

At the end of March, Brossoit was sent back to Bakersfield, where he won 10 of 16 playoff games while posting a 2.27 goals-against average and .921 save percentage with three shutouts.

He was named to the ECHL’s all-rookie team and the league’s second all-star team.

“It was an experience and frustrating at times, but that’s part of it. I came out of it with success,” Brossoit said. “This was my biggest year in terms of development. I learned so much, met so many different people, played for so many different coaches, and got so many different opinions on how the game should be played. You can take a piece from everyone.”

Not only is Brossoit now in an organization looking to develop goaltenders, he’s familiar with so many aspects of the club. He said getting his first NHL call-up out of the way will also serve him well in the seasons to come.

“I thought I was going to get a bit of rude awakening, but to be honest, I kept up. Even in practice, I felt like I played well, so if I go back up, there won’t be that intimidation factor.

“Even though I didn’t play, I was obviously very nervous, very intimidated, but that’s natural and now that’s out of the way.”

If the season unfolds in an ideal fashion, Brossoit will split games in Oklahoma City in the early going, then he’ll lock down the starting position with a call-up or two to the Oilers thrown in for good measure.

“The slower the process, the better it will be for my development,” he said. “I’m not saying I couldn’t handle a very quick step, but if I can get a couple of call-ups, get a couple of games in so it’s not as overwhelming as it could be, I’d be happy with that.

“But I will take whatever is given.”
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Stronger, wiser Nurse ready to claim job on Oilers’ blue-line

Competition will be tough for Edmonton defenceman, but 2013 first-rounder plans to push for roster spot

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 3, 2014
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Defenceman Darnell Nurse, right, takes out forward Jujhar Khaira while taking part in the Edmonton Oilers annual prospect development camp in Jasper, Alta., July 3, 2014. Nurse was the Oilers&#8217; 2013 first-round draft pick.
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Photos: Prospects suit up for Oilers development camp

Edmonton Oilers coach feels more confident in team’s makeup following free-agent, trade acquisitions

Luke Gazdic readies to play more than just Edmonton Oilers enforcer role

Edmonton Oilers still searching for new centre

‘Team building’ aim at Edmonton Oilers prospect camp

JASPER — Physically, Darnell Nurse has changed, adding almost 15 pounds since the Edmonton Oilers selected him seventh overall in the 2013 draft.

Mentally? Mentally, he says he’s stronger after working through the disappointment of not making the NHL roster out of his first training camp — a setback that was later trumped by the fact that he didn’t make the final cut for Canada’s world junior team.

And Nurse’s push to play on the Oilers blue line got even tougher with the additions of free agents Nikita Nikitin and Mark Fayne. Even Oscar Klefbom and Martin Marincin, both of whom played last season, will have to excel in order to stick out at training camp.

“There needs to be competition,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. “We don’t want to be handing out spots in an NHL lineup to players who haven’t earned it. They need to battle and the other thing is, they need to be ready.

“When you rush players in, you’re setting them up for failure and we don’t want to do that. There are great examples around the league of players who maybe should have been sent back to junior and there are lots of players who weren’t sent back and who have had unbelievable careers.

“In the end, all this gets settled at training camp.

“Last year Darnell wasn’t ready,” Eakins continued. “I have expectations for our high picks that they will turn into very good NHL players. I have no expectations of when that will be.”

Looking back, Nurse, who is among the 30 players currently attending the Oilers’ orientation camp in Jasper, said he wasn’t ready last September.

What he won’t do now is stop pushing — no matter how many experienced players are added.

With one year of junior eligibility remaining, the 19-year-old Nurse has to return to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds if he doesn’t make the Oilers roster.

“It’s the NHL. Everyone is trying to build a better team in one way or another,” said the Hamilton, Ont. native. “It’s never going to be easy to make a team ... that’s the way I look at it.

“I’ve been drafted and my job is to get as ready as I possibly can and to develop on a daily basis. That’s my main focus. (This) pushes me every day to continue to push myself beyond my limits and outside my comfort zone.

“Everyone wants to play as fast as possible. Playing last year probably wouldn’t have been the best for my development, and you probably take it a little harder when you first get sent down but for me I’m just going to put myself in a position where I’m in the best shape possible and as strong as I can be when September rolls around.

“I’m close. For sure,” he continued. “I’ve been pushing myself this year to different lengths than I ever have.”

Nurse, a physical, stay at home defender, did get a taste of the pro game when he was sent to the Oklahoma City Barons after his OHL season ended. He played four regular season games, another three in the playoffs and said the experience was immeasurably helpful. It showed him the parts of his game he needed to work on and where his strengths were.

By season’s end, he was 190 pounds, compared to today’s weight that’s hovering in the 204-, 205-pound range.

Without the demands he had on his plate in his draft year, Nurse has had more time to train. As a result, he’s even more anxious to see the dividends at camp. That process begins in August when he attends Canada’s junior gathering.

“Your skin definitely gets a little thicker. I probably had a little bit of an easy road being drafted pretty high. I had a lot going for me,” he said. “Obviously getting sent back to junior was tough but I mean it’s probably something everyone expected. Then when world juniors came around ... that was really tough.

“It really opened my eyes. There’s always improvement, there’s always things you can work on — no matter what position you’re at in your career, no matter what point in your development you’re at.

“I just took a step back and re-evaluated and pushed myself.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Edmonton Oilers coach feels more confident in team’s makeup following free-agent, trade acquisitions

Dallas Eakins: &#8216;Step in the right direction&#8217;

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 3, 2014
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Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins speaks during a radio interview at the Edmonton Oilers annual prospect development camp in Jasper on Thursday, July 3, 2014.
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Photos: Prospects suit up for Oilers development camp

Luke Gazdic readies to play more than just Edmonton Oilers enforcer role

Edmonton Oilers still searching for new centre

‘Team building’ aim at Edmonton Oilers prospect camp

Winners, losers on Day 1 of NHL free agency

JASPER, Alta. — With so much work still to be done, Dallas Eakins isn’t projecting any sort of meteoric rise from the 28th spot where the Edmonton Oilers resided at the end of the NHL regular seaon.

However, he will go into his second season behind the club’s bench more confident about his defence with the acquisitions of free agents Nikita Nikitin and Mark Fayne. He also has more size and offensive punch with the additions of Teddy Purcell and Benoit Pouliot.

“We’ve added size, we’ve added depth, and we’ve added some people who can make some plays. All things that we need in our lineup, especially in our division,” Eakins said in Jasper, where the Oilers continue the orientation camp for prospects that started with physical testing at rexall Place on Wednesday.

“We want to continue to up the compete level, and Benoit is certainly going to do that. We need people who can make plays, possess the puck, score goals. We don’t want to be a team that relies on four players to put up our points.

“On our back end, I thought our biggest problem last year was breaking the puck out, and that left us spending a lot of time in our own zone.

“With the additions of those players, and all of our other guys getting another year of experience, it’s a step in the right direction.”

Nikitin, who was last with the Columbus Blue Jackets, will play on both the power play and penalty kill and Fayne, the former New Jersey Devil who plays an efficient, simple defensive game, will be one of key penalty killers.

The Oilers also acquired defenceman Keith Aulie on the opening day of free agency — a player Eakins had ties to in Toronto. He classified Aulie as a project but said that he could emerge as a prominent defenceman if the Oilers can rebuild his confidence.

Eakins’s staff, too, will have a new look when training camp opens. Craig Ramsay was added to the staff, Steve Smith is now with the Carolina Hurricanes and Kelly Buchberger has moved into the player personnel department.

That still leaves opening for an “eye in the sky” assistant, but Eakins said that hiring may take more time.

“It’s a job in the NHL,” he said. “The problem you run into is that there are a number of assistant coaching jobs open in the league where you would be standing on the bench. This job, you won’t. You’ll have the same responsibilities, the same voice as any of our coaches in our room, but when I reach out to guys now, they’re still waiting on these other teams. I understand that.

“I’ll wait and see how these other benches get filled.”

In the meantime, he waits for next season to get underway.

“You want to get back in the fight,” he said. “These long summers are not fun.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Luke Gazdic readies to play more than just Edmonton Oilers enforcer role

Newly re-signed forward working on his game, recovering from shoulder surgery

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalJuly 3, 2014
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Oilers enforcer Luke Gazdic fights Buffalo Sabres counterpart Zenon Konopka at Rexall Place in Edmonton March 20, 2014.
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Edmonton Oilers still searching for new centre

‘Team building’ aim at Edmonton Oilers prospect camp

Oil Kings bench boss scores head-coaching job in AHL

EDMONTON — Edmonton Oilers winger Luke Gazdic is making more than he ever has — the restricted free agent recently signed a two-year deal worth $800,000 a season — which is a weight off his shoulders, including the surgically-repaired right one.

He hopes to play some exhibition games, but if he has to wait until the Oct. 4 opener against Calgary Flames to flex his muscles, so be it.

Truth is, we all know how tough Gazdic is — he had 15 fights last year and is probably in the Top 5 in the NHL’s heavyweight division — but he absolutely knows he has to show his hands with the puck, not with his gloves off, to stay in the lineup among a crowded corps of forwards as a fourth-liner.

Gazdic knows he has to find a way to play eight to 10 minutes a night, not five — some shifts in the first period, fewer in the second and spectating in the third if the game’s tight. He can’t become a dinosaur, just protecting people, with no other skills to take a puck off the wall in his end and get it out, to make a safe, good play like, say, Shawn Thornton, now signed in Florida.

He watched a ton of playoff games — ”about 90 per cent of them” — and saw the way teams were going with four lines of contributors, and he absolutely has to raise his game. He knows he can bang bodies, but he can’t just dump it in and chase it because he’s afraid of a mistake when the puck’s on his stick.

His Corsi numbers have to get better, for sure.

“I have to improve my possession (skills),” said Gazdic, who does believe in analytics numbers, but doesn’t think it’s the sole judge of a player’s worth. “I’m not going to dangle through two or three guys, but I have to have more confidence with the puck.

“I have to get to where I can be out there any time of the game, on offensive or defensive zone faceoffs. I have to win Dallas’s (coach Eakins) trust.”

If Gazdic improves his game, he’ll play as many games (67) as he did last season. If not, he might find himself in the Darcy Hordichuk role, where he plays when the situation dictates he plays.

For now, he’s preparing for training camp in mid-September. He’s already skating and as he laughs “trying not to fall down.” He had trouble with his shoulders before this surgery, but hopes the labrum repair at the Cleveland Clinic after the Oilers shut him down with seven games left last season fixes him for good.

The wear and tear of grabbing sweaters to fight with all the pushing and pulling and the exertion of firing punches doesn’t help the shoulders any, but he’s upbeat.

“The rehab’s going well. I’m making good progress,” said Gazdic, who spends his summers in Ontario and has a therapist and trainer there. “I’ve seen my surgeon, I was just in Edmonton seeing the team doctor. My goal is training camp but definitely the start of the season.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter: @NHLbyMatty

Bogdan Yakimov could make case for Edmonton Oilers centre spot

Third-round pick at 2013 NHL draft spent last season in KHL

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 5, 2014
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Bogdan Yakimov, 83rd pick overall by the Edmonton Oilers, poses for a portrait during the 2013 NHL Draft at Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J.
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JASPER — There is, offered the 19-year-old prodigious prospect, still some room for more muscle mass.

But at six-foot-four, 220-plus pounds, Bogdan Yakimov is already capable of blocking out the sun’s path as he stands outside the Jasper Activity Centre for a post-workout conversation.

His English is broken but vastly improved since he was selected in the third round of the 2013 draft by the Edmonton Oilers, so there’s no mistaking the centre’s mission.

Yakimov spent last season with Nizhnekamsk Neftekhimik in the KHL, but rather than return for another campaign, he elected to sign his entry level contract with the Oilers. He is committed to finding his place in the organization this upcoming season — so much so that he will go from Jasper, where 30 of the club’s prospects have gathered for an orientation camp, straight to Edmonton.

He is going to spend the rest of the summer training with Chad Drummond, the Oilers strength and conditioning coach, rather than return to Russia.

“This is a hard time for me because I don’t speak English, but this is my dream,” said Yakimov, who shares the same hometown as Oilers forward Nail Yakupov. “I really want to play in the NHL and I’m ready. I’m ready to go.”

Yakimov shouldn’t be ruled out as an outside option for a centre spot on the Oilers roster. He’ll be pencilled in behind Anton Lander and Mark Arcobello, but he will get a long look.

He’d also benefit from some time in Oklahoma City, where he can adjust to the North American game, something he readily acknowledged.

He and Jujhar Khaira, another strapping centre projected to make his pro debut with the Barons, give the organization the size they need. That’s a big start for a club that is thin down the middle.

“Last year, I played in the pro league and I think I can play. I need more work, but after development camp, I will stay in Edmonton,” Yakimov said. “In my head? One thought. NHL. NHL. NHL. So no problem if they say eat this, do that, I do it. No problem.”

Yakimov played centre for Russia at the world juniors and had a role on both the power play and penalty kill. In the KHL, he played a third-line role with Nizhnekamsk. He didn’t see a lot of ice time as a rookie, but he did register seven goals and five assists in 33 games, and by all accounts, his skating, which was his shortcoming, has improved.

He had attending last summer’s development camp in Edmonton but did not attended the rookie camp in the fall as he was committed to playing in the KHL.

“Maybe I need time to adapt,” Yakimov said. “The American game is different than the Russian game, but we will see.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ

Team-building exercise takes Oilers players out of their comfort zone

Ference gets U.S. Army Ranger to help plan an overnight expedition

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJuly 7, 2014

Story

Photos ( 2 )

Edmonton Oilers captain Andrew Ference discusses the overnight expedition the NHL team&#8217;s prospects were about to undergo on Sunday at Jasper.
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JASPER — Andrew Ference has sat through enough speeches in his day to know there had to be a better way of delivering a message that would last through the seasons to come.

So the Edmonton Oilers captain put in a call to Staff Sargeant Lucas Carr, a U.S. Army Ranger, and the two began planning an overnight trek for the 30 prospects attending the NHL club’s orientation camp.

The intent of the expedition was to test the players’ fortitude.

“I’m not really much for having a chat. I don’t know how much you really get out of it. I just wanted to do something a little more productive and we are trying to trend the team toward a tougher attitude,” Ference said Sunday afternoon before the group headed out with a tank commander and a soldier with the reconnaissance unit in the Canadian Army, as well as Carr.

They were going to run the players through the same kind of procedures that they’ve had to do in the field, from foot patrols to setting up a base camp to finding food and water. All of it was endorsed by the Oilers’ management team, even though it went well beyond the scope of the initial request.

General manager Craig MacTavish had just asked Ference if he’d talk to the players during the development camp.

“It’s pretty much the full meal deal. It’s not a little camping trip,” said Ference, who visited the Ranger Training Brigade at Fort Benning, Ga., with Carr as well as a sniper school, but he was also new to Sunday’s experience.

“If guys are going to complain after one night, well, every one of these guys has done six to nine months straight, with people actually shooting at them,” Ference continued.

“If you can’t handle one night of it, what are you going to do in the playoffs when the plane is delayed and you’re only getting four hours of sleep? Or if you’re in the last minute (of a game) and you’re down by a couple of goals? It’s always about pressure. And the pressures we have to deal with are pretty small.”

The trek was circled on several players’ lists as a can’t-miss experience, if not somewhat trepidatiously.

The group headed out with sleeping bags, but without tents. They did have some rations, but foraging was involved. Watchmen were required for shifts throughout the night.

The overnight expedition also came on the heels of a two-hour, on-ice testing session.

“It’s about working as a team under duress,” said Carr. “You need skill and intestinal fortitude to play in the NHL.”

Throughout the course of the orientation camp, there has been less focus on intense on-ice drills and more focus on teaching and team building. The players have been bunking in cabins that have no TVs and no Internet access.

Mountain bikes have been their mode of transportation.

The Oilers hosted a golf tournament for the group at the Jasper Park Lodge. Those players who didn’t golf visited a seniors’ lodge and toured the new Glacier Skywalk off the Icefields Parkway.

There was a 90-minute bike ride up mountain trails with a local guide, as well as Ference’s outing wrapped around the video and on-ice sessions.

The camp concludes with an intrasquad game Monday night.

“It’s just about getting them out of their comfort zones. They have to go back and perform (Monday) night, so we’re throwing a curveball. How do they deal with it?” said Ference.

Carr has served in the Middle East, mostly Iraq, so running into a bear was not much of a concern for him. The group did have bear bangers and the military experts spent Saturday night constructing practice bombs out of their MRE packs (military meals ready to eat).

They were exercises to stretcher people out, hockey bags were loaded up with 50 pounds of gear that required hauling, and the players were pushed to exhibit some leadership skills.

The terrain mapped out was not physically taxing. Mentally? That was another story, although most players left with a sense of humour.

“I guess somebody is coming with a gun, so that’s going to give us some peace of mind,” winger Mitch Moroz said before they headed out with no real sense of what was about to unfold, since the players were kept in the dark about most of the details.

“I think there was a butter knife in my room,” defenceman Darnell Nurse said. “I’m going to bring that and try to hunt for some food see if I can start a fire.

“This is way beyond my comfort zone. I think I slept in a tent one night when I was younger.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/@jirelandEJ
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The Blue Jackets wrapped up their development camp with a wide-open 3-on-3 tournament yesterday in front of a near-capacity crowd at the Ice Haus.

The Jackets split their prospects into three teams that played four 12-minute games, each of which ended with a shootout regardless of the score after regulation. The format, with no offsides, icing or checking, was designed for maximum fun.

“That’s why they play: To play hockey and score goals and compete,” general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “That’s what they did in their backyard. That’s how they started.”

It was shinny with goalies, and they stole the show, allowing only a handful of goals during the shootouts.

“(Goaltending coach) Ian Clark said, ‘Oh, the goalies get the short end of the stick,’ ” said development coach Chris Clark, who directed the four-day camp.“I said, ‘They’ll end up on top anyway.’ We’ve got pretty good goalies. I think they did well today.”

The goalie quartet of Oscar Dansk, Anton Forsberg, Joonas Korpisalo and Elvis Merzlikins rotated among the teams.

“They were unbelievable,” said Sonny Milano, the Blue Jackets’ first-round pick in last month’s draft. “They were making crazy saves. Elvis, I made a backhand move and he just robbed me, straight robbed me.”

Forwards Peter Quenneville and Alexander Wennberg and defenseman Dillon Heatherington led their team to the tournament championship with a 6-4 win in the final game. After three days of drills that included a grueling skating test, it was time to blow off steam. Several prospects got creative with their shootout attempts — midair whacks, stutter steps and toe drags were the norm — to the delight of a hockey-starved crowd. Clark said they told the shooters to have fun.

“But it would have come out anyway,” Clark said. “That’s this generation with the shootouts. We see it in the NHL games. Guys are trying new things, the spin-o-ramas and all that. If we didn’t say anything, they would have done the exact same thing.”

Looking ahead

Most of the Blue Jackets’ prospects will participate in the prospects tournament Sept. 12-16 in Traverse City, Mich., immediately before NHL training camps open.

“It always carries a lot of weight,” Kekalainen said. “The best players at that tournament usually make the NHL right away. Guys who are ready or close to it usually rise to the top, and you can see it. It’s a great tournament to evaluate players.”

AHL tweaks overtime

The American Hockey League announced that it will use a seven-minute overtime before going to shootouts this season. The final four minutes will be 3-on-3, a format backed by Detroit Red Wings general manager Ken Holland and a growing number of other general managers.

“I support it,” Kekalainen said. “As much as people like shootouts, I’d like to see games decided in either regulation or overtime more than they are right now. I think the 3-on-3 element will add that.”

smitchell@dispatch.com
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With depth at almost every position, the Blue Jackets’ roster appears to be well-stocked as it hits hockey’s summer lull.

There is one huge hole — top center, because restricted free agent Ryan Johansen has yet to re-sign — but the Jackets are otherwise in good shape.

There is no salary-cap crunch, and expectations are as high as they’ve been following the most successful season in franchise history.

But make no mistake: There are roster spots to be had come training camp, one or two of which could very well be filled by the first-round fruits of last year’s draft.

Forwards Alexander Wennberg, Kerby Rychel and Marko Dano — the 14th, 19th and 27th overall picks in 2013 — are expected to have a shot to make the team out of training camp. All three are participating in the club’s development camp this week.

“We have our veterans and we have our guys that we probably know are going to make our team,” general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “But there are going to be some spots that are up for grabs.”

Sound familiar?

“It’s what we tried to do last year when we made some decisions with some (veteran) players, to make sure that there was a chance for a Boone Jenner to make our team,” Kekalainen said. “Same with Ryan Murray, and you can count David Savard in that category, as well.”

The Jackets elected not to re-sign top scorer Vinny Prospal following the 2013 season, essentially freeing up a spot that was claimed by Jenner after the second-round pick in 2011 turned heads during training camp last fall.

This year, the Jackets parted ways with Derek MacKenzie, Blake Comeau and Jake Skille, unrestricted free agents who signed elsewhere last week.

It didn’t go unnoticed by Wennberg, Rychel and Dano, all of whom are coming off strong seasons and all of whom said — quite diplomatically — that they have designs on starting this season in the NHL.

“That’s the reason I come in every day to work out,” said Dano, a Slovak who began last season with Bratislava of Russia’s Continental Hockey League and finished it with minor-league Springfield, the Jackets’ American Hockey League affiliate.

Dano flew home following the AHL playoffs and returned to Columbus seven weeks ago. He has been working out with Blue Jackets veterans and interacting with the coaching staff all summer.

He said he has dropped 14 pounds in the process, increasing his speed and fitness and heeding Kekalainen’s call for players to report to camp stronger and faster.

Wennberg, too, has dropped weight — “about 10 pounds,” he said. He also hoisted a monkey off his back when he scored 16 goals in 50 games for Frolunda in his first season in the Swedish first division after posting more modest totals at lower levels.

“I scored a lot of goals, and that was a big thing for me,” Wennberg said. “I needed to really show that I could do that.”

Rychel had a monster final season in junior hockey. He had 34 goals and 56 assists in 58 regular-season games for Windsor and Guelph of the Ontario Hockey League and had 32 points in 20 playoff games while leading Guelph to the Memorial Cup final.

All of it is notable progression, but none of the first-rounders is guaranteed a roster spot.

Including Johansen and Corey Tropp, who signed the first one-way contract of his career this week, the Jackets have 12 forwards that will start the season on the roster, barring injury.

Forward Brian Gibbons played 41 games for Pittsburgh last season and was added via free agency. Simon Hjalmarsson of Sweden was signed in June, and the Jackets traded for former Toronto forward Jerry D’Amigo last week.

And there are other young players, including NHL-experienced Michael Chaput and Sean Collins, in the mix.

“You can’t really look at who’s under contract or who’s on the team,” Rychel said. “You have to come into camp with the right mindset. But you look at the prospects here and the skill that’s here, and the future is going to be bright here in Columbus. I want to be a part of that.”

Weber signs

The Blue Jackets signed defenseman Will Weber, a restricted free agent, to a one-year, two-way contract.

Weber, 25, was a Jackets second-round draft pick in 2007.

smitchell@dispatch.com
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Today’s camp

The Blue Jackets will conclude their development camp with a 3-on-3 tournament in the Ice Haus. The rosters for the inaugural event, which will begin at 4:30 p.m. and is open to the public:

Team A:  F Josh Anderson, F Tyler Bird, F Marko Dano, F Markus Hannikainen, D Thomas Larkin, F Sonny Milano, D Blake Siebenaler, F Daniel Zaar

Team B:  F Seth Ambroz, D Ryan Collins, D Ryo Hashimoto, D Mike Reilly, F Kerby Rychel, F Lukas Sedlak, F Markus Soberg, F T.J. Tynan

Team C:  F Oliver Bjorkstrand, D Dillon Heatherington, D Olivier Leblanc, D Austin Madaisky, F Nick Moutrey, D Julien Pelletier, D F Peter Quenneville, F Alexander Wennberg

By  Josh North and Shawn Mitchell  
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Veteran skating consultant Marianne Watkins was tapped by the Blue Jackets to conduct the opening portion of yesterday’s development camp session at the Ice Haus, and it took a while for some of the players to grasp the drills run by the no-nonsense, high-intensity Watkins.

“These young kids, physically, they still don’t understand how their bodies work yet,” said Watkins, who is based in Pittsburgh and has worked with the Jackets before.

“It always shows up, like it did today,” she said. “But it’s all about efficiency, how quickly you can get from point A to point B.”

By the end of her session, the prospects had bought in.

A power-skating drill using a rope looped around three skaters — in essence, a three-sided, reverse tug of war with the winner being the skater who could retrieve an outlying puck — was a hit with players and a lunchtime audience in the bleachers.

“With a camp like this, it’s a competition thing,” Watkins said. “They like that.”

Watkins has a regular gig as a skating consultant with the Pittsburgh Penguins, but she made a trip to Columbus a couple of weeks ago to work with some of the Jackets’ veterans.

She did so again when she put James Wisniewski, Jack Johnson, Corey Tropp, Tim Erixon and Jared Boll through an on-ice workout in the Ice Haus yesterday afternoon.

“I had to get permission to come here, but the Penguins gave me the OK because everything is kind of up in the air with them right now,” Watkins said. “They’re waiting to see what the new coach wants to do. But Paul Castron (the Jackets’ director of amateur scouting) and I go way back, and they initially called me to come in and work with the group of pros that are here for the summer.”

She was an immediate hit.

“They want to skate every week, which is something I didn’t imagine happening before,” Watkins said. “I don’t know too many pros that are that gung-ho about it. It’s awesome.”

Sean Collins signs

The Blue Jackets signed their fourth restricted free agent in as many days, agreeing with forward Sean Collins on a one-year, two-way contract.

Collins, 25, has played 11 games for the Blue Jackets the past two seasons. He has no goals and one assist for the Jackets, and 12 goals and 24 assists in 72 games for minor-league Springfield since beginning his pro career with the Falcons in 2011.

Since Saturday, the Jackets also have signed Tropp, a forward, and defensemen David Savard and Cody Goloubef.

Their remaining restricted free agents are forwards Ryan Johansen, Jerry D’Amigo and Dana Tyrell and defensemen Tim Erixon and Will Weber.

Offseason upgrades

The cooling towers that serve the ice surfaces at Nationwide Arena and the attached Ice Haus are being overhauled this week.

The work is being done partly because of a heavy upcoming schedule, including the NHL All-Star Game, men’s NCAA basketball tournament games and, potentially, NHL playoff games during the warmer months of the spring.

The Jackets also installed a dry land puck-shooting range down the hall from the team dressing room at Nationwide Arena.

The range has gotten plenty of use already. Erixon, Dalton Prout, Boone Jenner and Ryan Murray are among those who have taken their turns in the new cage this week.

Slap shots

College teammates Mike Reilly and Ryan Collins were present at development camp after missing the opening day to attend to academic matters at the University of Minnesota. … The camp continues with skating tests beginning at 9 a.m. today at the Ice Haus.
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Blue Jackets: Brandon Dubinsky gets 6-year extension 

Please upgrade your browser to view HTML 5 content

 Copy Link

 Embed

 Share

  Brandon Dubinsky was not expecting a call from the Blue Jackets on July 1. That’s what made it special. On the very day Dubinsky entered the final year of his existing contract — which means it also was the first day the Jackets were permitted to negotiate an extension — general manager Jarmo Kekalainen delivered a long-term offer to Dubinsky’s agent.

 Blue Jackets: Brandon Dubinsky gets 6-year extension 

Brandon Dubinsky was not expecting a call from the Blue Jackets on July 1. That’s what made it special. On the very day Dubinsky entered the final year of his existing contract — which means it also was the first day the Jackets were permitted to negotiate an extension — general manager Jarmo Kekalainen delivered a long-term offer to Dubinsky’s agent.

 Blue Jackets: Defenseman Mike Reilly to return to college, add to game and frame 

The Blue Jackets invited prospect defenseman Mike Reilly to Columbus in April, just as the city and Nationwide Arena were in the throes of a playoff series against the Pittsburgh Penguins. It was not a sales job, the club insists, even though Reilly said the pulsating arena “really got me excited for what it’s going to be like in the NHL.”

Jul 11, 2014

Dubinsky Signs 6-Year Extension With Jackets

Brandon Dubinsky has signed a six-year, $35.1 million contract extension with the Blue Jackets, a deal that puts him under contract with the club through the 2020-21 season.

He'll earn $5.85 million per season and has a no-move clause beginning now through the 2017-18 season. In the final three years of the deal, Dubinsky will have a limited no-trade clause.

"Through my conversations with (general manager) Jarmo Kekalainen and (president of hockey operations) John Davidson and even (coach Todd Richards), the commitment to winning here is strong," Dubinsky said. "They want to win. I want to win. Our interests were aligned, and that’s why we got this done.

"I could have played this year and gone (to unrestricted free agency). But I felt like our team is headed in the right direction on all levels, with the veterans, the young guys on the roster, the prospects … I think we’re headed in a great direction, and I’m really happy and really excited to be a part of it."

Dubinsky, 28, had 16 goals and a career-high 34 assists for the Blue Jackets last season, and his 50 points were third on the team in scoring. He led the club in faceoff winning percentage (52.9 percent), penalty minutes (98) and was second in hits.

But it was his ...

Continue Reading 

  Posted by Aaron Portzline on Jul 11, 2014 | 5 Comments 


Jul 10, 2014

Devo Camp, Day 4

No offsides. No icing. No hitting. No penalties.

No worries, save for the goalies.

So it went this afternoon in the Ice Haus, where the Jackets wrapped up their annual development camp with a wide-open, 3-on-3 tournament in front of a good-sized gathering of hockey-starved fans.

The Jackets split their prospects in three teams that played four, 12-minute games, each of which ended with a shootout regardless of the score at the end of regulation.

It was a format designed for maximum fun.

“That’s why they play,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “To score goals and compete. That’s what they did in their backyard. That’s how they started.”

It was shinny with goalies, and the goalies stole...
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Jul 9, 2014

Devo Camp, Day 3

Today was not an easy or fun day at Blue Jackets development camp. It was all about endurance, from the two groups of players who went through intense, repetitive skating drills to the fans in OhioHealth Ice Haus who sat there and watched them.

Players could be seen sitting and even laying on the ice between drills. By the the end of the 45 minutes worth of gassers, a few players looked green -- not inexperienced, but ready to fill a bag.

"Not easy," said forward Marko Dano, a first-round pick (No. 27 overall) by the Blue Jackets last summer.  Dano, who has been in Columbus most of the summer training, was still short of breath more than 10 minutes after he'd come off the ice.

"It's kind of tough in the middle of summer. But you get through it."

Thursday is the last day the prospects are on the ice, and you might say it's a day of reward.

On Thursday morning, the Blue Jackets' prospects will head over to the boathouse Griggs' Reservoir and take crew races up and down the Scioto River. It'll be a first for most of the players.

But later ...
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Jul 8, 2014

Blue Jackets re-sign Sean Collins

The Blue Jackets signed their fourth restricted free agent in as many days yesterday, inking forward Sean Collins to a one-year, two-way contract.

Collins, 25, has played 11 games for the Blue Jackets during the past two seasons. He has no goals and one assist for the Jackets and 25 goals and 49 assists in 139 games for minor-league Springfield since beginning his pro career with the Falcons in 2012.

Since Saturday, the Jackets have also signed defensemen David Savard and Cody Goloubef and forward Corey Tropp.

Their remaining restricted free agents are forwards Ryan Johansen, Jerry D’Amigo and Dana Tyrell and defensemen Tim Erixon and Will Weber.

Collins was a seventh-round pick of the Jackets in 2008. He played four seasons at Cornell University.
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Jul 8, 2014

Devo Camp, Day 2

The looks were quizzical and the steps were tentative when Blue Jackets prospects taking part in the club’s annual development camp began today’s on-ice session.

Veteran skating consultant Marianne Watkins was brought in to conduct the opening portion of today’s skate in the Ice Haus, and it took a while for some of the Jackets to grasp the how and the why of the drills run by the no-nonsense, high-intensity Watkins.

“These young kids, physically, they still don’t understand how their bodies work yet,” said the Pittsburgh-based Watkins, who worked with the Jackets once before, during the early days of the franchise.

“It always shows up, like it did today,” she said. “But it’s all about efficiency, how quickly..."
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Jul 7, 2014

Tropp, Goloubef Sign Contracts

The Blue Jackets have signed two restricted free agents today: forward Corey Tropp has signed a two-year contract, while defenseman Cody Goloubef has signed a one-year, two-way contract.

Tropp's deal is worth $1.25 million. He'll make $625,000.

Goloubef will make $625,000 when he's on the NHL roster and $150,000 when he plays for AHL Springfield.

Tropp, who turns 25 later this month, had two goals, eight assists and a plus-11 rating in 44 games witht he Blue Jackets last season. He was claimed off waivers from last-place Buffalo on Nov. 28 and immediately found a home on the Jackets' fourth line.

Heading into training camp, he would appear ...
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Jul 7, 2014

Devo Camp, Day 1

Blue Jackets development camp opened today in OhioHealth Ice Haus, with 26 players going through an hour-long practice that ended with a shootout. The four goaltenders in camp were on the ice a half-hour before the rest of the gang. They were sufficiently tired after the first practice.

"The first practice back is always a tough one," said Anton Forsberg, a seventh-round pick (No. 188 overall) in 2011 who is likely to be the starter in AHL Springfield this season. "I'm guessing it's going to get easier as the week goes along.

"There's a lot of really good players out there, a lot of skill. Guys were moving pretty fast today, so it's a challenge to keep up."

Two players were missing: defensemen Mike Reilly and Ryan Collins, who had to attend a class today at the University of Minnesota but were expected to arrive in Columbus at some point this evening. They'll have physicals and likely be on the ice on Tuesday.

“Some guys have skated ...
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Jul 6, 2014

Development Camp Numerical Roster

Blue Jackets' development camp begins Monday morning in OhioHealth Ice Haus. The roster has not changed since it was released late last month, but numbers were officially put beside the names earlier today.

Here's your clip-n-save:

Goaltender (4): 31 Oscar Dansk, 35 Anton Forsberg, 70 Joonas Korpisalo, 90 Elvis Merzlikins.

Defensemen (8): 54 Austin Madaisky, 59 Ryan Collins, 62 Thomas Larkin, 64 Dillon Heatherington, 74 Mike Reilly, 78 Blake Siebenaler, 82 Olivier LeBlanc, 84 Ryo Hashimoto.

Forwards (16): 41 Alexander Wennberg, 45 Lukas Sedlak, 49 T.J. Tynan, 52 Kerby Rychal, 53 Josh Anderson, 56 Marko Dano, 57 Sonny Milano, 63 Daniel Zaar, 65 Oliver Bjorkstrand, 67 Nick Moutrey, 68 Markus Soberg, 75 Peter Quenneville, 77 Seth Amrbroz, 79 Julien Pelletier, 81 Tyler Bird, 83 Markus Hannikainen.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 5, 2014

Savard Signs 2-Year Deal

The Blue Jackets have re-signed restricted free agent defenseman David Savard. It's a two-year deal worth $2.6 million, as first reported by capgeek.com.

Savard will make $1.3 million in each of the next two seasons, a significant raise from the $709,000 he made in 2012-13. The 23-year-old climbed the depth chart and earned significant playing time last season after an off-season workout program made him slimmer and quicker.

In 70 games, he had five goals, 10 assists, 28 penalty minutes and a plus-2 rating. He also had four assists and four penalty minutes in the Blue Jackets' first-round Stanley Cup playoffs loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Savard, a fourth-round pick (No. 94 overall) in 2009, will come to training camp ...
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Jul 4, 2014

Jackets Sign Gibbons To 1 Year Deal

The Blue Jackets have free agent center Brian Gibbons to a one-year, two-way contract. Gibbons, 26, has spent the past three seasons in the Pittsburgh Penguins' organization, spending most of last season in the NHL.

"I talked to a few organizations about a two-way deal, but this just felt like the best fit," Gibbons said. "I feel like there's going to be an opportunity there, and I'm excited to get to camp and try to earn it."

Gibbons (5-8. 170 pounds) played 41 games with the Penguins in 2013-14, totaling 5-12-17, with a plus-5 rating and only six penalty minutes. In eight Stanley Cup playoff games, he had two goals and an assist. Those two goals came against Columbus -- only 54 seconds apart -- in Game, which with the Jackets won 4-3 in overtime.

"The building was loud and rocking," Gibbons said. "I didn't play any of the games in Columbus (injury), but just watching the games you could tell the fans there were really into it. It'll be fun."

The Penguins signed ...
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Jul 4, 2014

Early Talks With Two Key Jackets

The Blue Jackets have had early, exploratory talks with two of their key players -- goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky and center Brandon Dubinsky, both of whom are headed into the final seasons of their contracts.

The desire is to sign both players to contract extensions this summer and prevent them from being free agents next summer. Bobrovsky would be a restricted free agent; Dubinsky an unrestricted free agent.

The top item on the desk of Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen is re-signing center Ryan Johansen, a restricted free agent. But while those talks sputter and putt along -- assistant GM Bill Zito is handling the direct talks with Johansen's agent, Kurt Overhardt -- the Blue Jackets are tending to other business.

Overhardt represents Johansen, Dubinsky and rookie ...
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Jul 3, 2014

Who's Poaching Johansen? 

As of July 1, Blue Jackets center Ryan Johansen became a restricted free agent, free to negotiate a contract with all 30 teams in the NHL. There are many wrinkles to this process, and there are as many myths as wrinkles.

The word "restricted" carries great weight in the phrase restricted free agent. The Blue Jackets still have more rights to Johansen than any other club, and they can "restrict" his movement to another club simply by matching any offer that another club might reach with the 21-year-old. If the Jackets opted not to match the contract, they'd be compensated with draft picks.

That much seems to be universally understood, but it also makes almost every NHL club appear a threat. Not so. Let us weave our way through the process, and in doing so eliminate all but 8-10 teams.

First off, Johansen's agent - Kurt Overhardt - must be willing to negotiate with a team before an offer sheet can be signed. This is a mutual agreement between the player and a team other than his original team, not a club simply extending an offer with Johansen's name on it. It's often said the Flyers ...
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Jul 1, 2014

Jackets Lose MacKenzie, Comeau; Gain D'Amigo In Trade

The Blue Jackets fourth line will have a far different look next season.

Center Derek MacKenzie signed with the Florida Panthers and left wing Blake Comeau signed with the Pittsburgh Penguins today, heading to new teams after the Blue Jackets showed limited interest in resigning them.

The Blue Jackets also traded forward Matt Frattin to the Toronto Maple Leafs for forward Jerry D'Amigo and a conditional seventh-round pick.

D'Amigo, 23, was a sixth-round pick of the Leafs (No. 158 overall) in 2009. The 5-11, 215 pound forward had 1-2-3 in 22 games with Toronto last season, his only NHL experience.

"It was a crazy morning," said D'Amigo, who is from Binghamton, N.Y. "I know a lot of the guys they've got there, but I went on-line to get the full deal ... that's a good team. I'm excited for the opportunity.

"I talked ...
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Jul 1, 2014

Comeau Signs With Penguins

Left wing Blake Comeau is leaving the Blue Jackets, but staying in the Metropolitan Division. Comeau signed a one-year, $700,000 contract with the Pittsburgh Penguins today in the first hour of NHL free agency. TSN's Bob McKenzie reported it first.

Comeau had five goals, 11 assists, 36 penalty minutes and a minus-2 rating in 61 games with the Blue Jackets last season, playing mostly on the fourth line.

The Blue Jackets also let center Derek MacKenzie and right wing Jack Skille reach free agency.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 1, 2014

NHL Free Agents (Official)

NEW YORK (July 1, 2014) -- The National Hockey League today released a list of players who are restricted free agents under Group 2, unrestricted free agents under Group 3 and Group 6 and unrestricted free agents by virtue of not receiving a qualifying offer. Some of these players may recently have signed with their respective Clubs; however, their contracts had not yet been filed with the League.

FREE AGENTS SUBJECT TO COMPENSATION AND RIGHT TO MATCH - GROUP 2

The players listed below have been tendered a qualifying offer by their respective Clubs and are subject to draft-choice compensation and right to match. The draft choice compensation scale is based on compensation offered by the new Club:

OFFER  ...  COMPENSATION

$1,110,249 or below  ... None

Over $1,110,249 to $1,682,194 ...  Third-round choice

Over $1,682,194 to $3,364,391 ...  Second-round choice

Over $3,364,391 to $5,046,585 ...  First-round and third-round choice

Over $5,046,585 to $6,728,781 ...  First-round, second-round and third-round choice

Over $6,728,781 to $8,410,976 ...  Two first-round choices, one second- and one third-round choice

Over $8,410,976 .... Four first-round choices

ANAHEIM

Jesse Blacker, Mat Clark, Louis Leblanc ...
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Jul 1, 2014

MacKenzie, Skille, Comeau To Hit UFA?

Barring a late-minute about-face, it appears Blue Jackets center Derek MacKenzie, left winger Blake Comeau and right winger Jack Skille will be allowed to hit free agency as of noon on Tuesday.

The Blue Jackets had contract talks with MacKenzie and Skille earlier this summer, and it appeared the club would re-visit talks on Sunday and Monday after the NHL draft in Philadelphia was completed. But Monday came and went without any deals.

The Blue Jackets reluctance to sign any or all of the three is simply a matter of numbers. Here's what the Blue Jackets' top three lines look like as of today:

F1: Boone Jenner - Ryan Johansen - Nathan Horton

F2: Scott Hartnell - Brandon Dubinsky - Cam Atkinson

F3: Nick Foligno - Artem Anisimov - Matt Calvert

Mark Letestu could...
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Jun 30, 2014

Qualifying Offers To 10

The Blue Jackets have extended qualifying offers to 10 of their 13 restricted free agents by the 5 p.m. deadline today.

Forwards Ryan Johansen, Corey Tropp, Matt Frattin, Sean Collins and Dana Tyrell, defensemen David Savard, Tim Erixon, Cody Goloubef, Will Weber and Ilari Melart were all "qualified." allowing the Blue Jackets to maintain their rights when free agency begins on Tuesday.

The Jackets did not extend offers to forwards Jake Hansen and Oliver Gabriel, and defenseman Anton Blomqvist. They will all be free agents beginning Tuesday.

Hansen was a third-round pick (No. 68 overall) in 2007. Blomqvist was a sixth-round pick (No. 167 overall) in 2009. Gabriel was signed a minor-league free agent.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 30, 2014

Development Camp Roster, Schedule

The Blue Jackets are trying something new at next week's development camp: a 3-on-3 tournament on the final day. More on that in a bit.

Here's the roster:

FORWARD (16)

Seth Ambroz, Josh Anderson, Tyler Bird*, Oliver Bjorkstrand, Marko Dano, Markus Hannikainen, Sonny Milano*, Nick Moutrey, Julien Pelletier*, Peter Quenneville, Kerby Rychel, Lukas Sedlak, Markus Soberg, T.J. Tynan, Alexander Wennberg, Daniel Zaar.

DEFENSE (8)

Ryan Collins*, Ryo Hashimoto ... 
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Jun 29, 2014

Qualifying Offers Coming Due

The Blue Jackets have sent qualifying offers to the following restricted free agents ahead of the 5 p.m. Monday deadline: forwards Ryan Johansen, Cory Tropp, Sean Collins and Dana Tyrell, defensemen David Savard, Tim Erixon, Cody Goloubef and Will Weber.

The following players are not expected to get qualifying offers, meaning they will become free agents on Tuesday: forward Oliver Gabriel and defenseman Anton Blomqvist.

The club appears to still be determing the fates of forwards Matt Frattin and Jake Hansen.

Now to the question of you may be wondering: What the heck is a qualifying offer?

A qualifying offer is ...
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Jul 6, 2014

New In Blue

Capsulized looks at the seven players selected by the Blue Jackets in this weekend’s NHL draft:

LW FRANK “SONNY” MILANO

Selected: First round (16th overall)

Vitals: 6 feet, 183 pounds

Hometown: Massapequa, New York

Last season: 14 goals and 25 assists in 25 games with the U.S. national development team (United States Hockey League)

The skinny: First name is Frank; goes by his middle name. ... Scouting reports say he is exceptionally fast and has the skills to be a game-changer. They also say he has a penchant to hold the puck too long and try to do too much. … A dynamic stick-handler. … Was the second American selected after forward Dylan Larkin (No. 15, Detroit). They were teammates with the U.S. under-18 team. … Had three goals and seven assists in seven games at the world U-18 championships in Finland. In the gold-medal game against the Czech Republic, he had a goal and two assists in a 5-2 U.S. victory. … Ranked No. 16 among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting,

D RYAN COLLINS

Selected: Second round (47th overall)

Vitals: 6-foot-5, 202 pounds

Hometown: Bloomington, Minn.

Last season: No goals and two assists in 26 games with the U.S. national development team (USHL)

The skinny:
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Jun 28, 2014

Jackets Choose Collins, Make Trade

The Blue Jackets selected defenseman Ryan Collins with their second round pick, No. 47 overall. After trading their early third-round pick (No. 63) to Detroit, the Blue Jackets drafted goaltender Elvis Merzlikins at No. 76 and defenseman Blake Siebernaler at No. 77.

The Jackets spent their fourth round pick, No. 107 overall, on left wing Julien Pelletier, and selected right wing Tyler Bird with their fifth-round pick, No. 137 overall. The Jackets last pick of the day, at No. 197, was left wing Olivier Leblanc.

Collins is a towering prospect -- 6-5, 202 pounds -- who is headed to the University of Minnesota. In fact, he's already technically a Gopher, having enrolled for summer quarter and becoming good friends with fellow Blue Jackets prospect Mike Reilly.

Collins spent last season with the U.S. men's national team development program, a teammate of Blue Jackets' first-round pick Sonny Milano.

The Blue Jackets traded ...
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Jun 28, 2014

Prout Re-Signs For Two Years

Defenseman Dalton Prout has re-signed with the Blue Jackets, agreeing to a two-year deal this morning. Prout would have been a restricted free agent on Tuesday.

Prout had a difficult 2013-14 season, starting with abdominal surgery in the summer that delayed his start of training camp. He played 49 games with the Blue Jackets, totaling two goals, four assists, 37 penalty minutes and a minus-7 rating. He also spent time with AHL Springfield, putting up 0-3-3 in 15 games.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 28, 2014

Jackets Select Milano With No. 16 Pick

The Blue Jackets selected left wing Sonny Milano with the 16th overall pick in the 2014 NHL draft tonight in Philadelphia. Milano had 24 goals, 48 assists and 21 penalty minutes in 50 games with the U.S. national team development program under-18 team.

Milano, who lived and played in Cleveland during the 2011-12 season, described himself as a "really offensive player, who likes to score goals and make my linemates better."

He's a 5-11, 180 pound forward, who can play center or on the wing.

“I’m excited,” Milano said. “I watched a lot of their (Stanley Cup) playoff games this year (vs. Pittsburgh). I really like the way they play.

“This feels right, ya know? When they called my name, I was so happy.”

The Blue Jackets entourage ...
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Jun 27, 2014

Ducks Will Keep 2nd Round Pick

The Anaheim Ducks are keeping their second-round pick.

Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalaine was informed a few hours before tonight's NHL draft in Philadelphia that the Ducks plan to keep the No. 38 overall pick.

As such, the Blue Jackets will get Toronto's second-round pick in 2015 to complete the March trade of Marian Gaborik to the Los Angeles Kings.

The Blue Jackets - as of this writing -- own picks 16, 47, 63, 77, 107, 137 and 197 this weekend.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 27, 2014

Drafting For "D"

Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen will stick to the cardinal rule of drafting: always take the best available player, regardless of position. Always. In the NFL and NBA, where players are ready to step immediately into the lineup, it might make sense to draft by position. But in the NHL, it's a foolish practice.

"By the time most of these guys are ready -- two or three years, sometimes four or five years -- the picture can totally different," Kekalainen said. "Look at how much rosters change in this league, just from year to year. What you see today is not going to be the situation in just a couple of years."

But NHL teams have to keep an eye on their organizational depth chart, too. And that will be in the back of the Blue Jackets' minds when Kekalainen and Co. walk onto the draft floor in Wells Fargo Center.

The first round of the NHL draft goes off at 7 p.m. tonight. Rounds 2-7 are on Saturday.

The Blue Jackets have ...
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Jun 27, 2014

Kesler A No-Go For Blue Jackets

Ryan Kesler apparently has no interest in coming back to Columbus.

The Vancouver Canucks center, the subject of trade rumors for several months, has a relatively short list of teams to which he would approve a trade, and the Blue Jackets are not one of them. According to TSN reports, he's likely to be traded today, perhaps during the first found of the NHL draft.

The Blue Jackets acquired left wing Scott Hartnell from Philadelphia earlier in the week, but general manager Jarmo Kekalainen isn't stopping there in an attempt to bolster the club's top two lines.

It's believe the Blue Jackets made preliminary phone calls to Kesler's agent, Kurt Overhardt, in an attempt to convince Kesler to consider adding Columbus to his preferred list of destinations. He attended Ohio State in 2002-03 before turning pro.

But those attempts have ceased.

Three teams reported to be on Kesler's approved list are Anaheim, Chicago and Pittsburgh.

Another top-tier center
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Jun 25, 2014

Cannon Fodder podcast | Umberger-Hartnell, the draft and other things

Michael Arace and Aaron Portzline discuss the Umberger-Hartnell trade and what Blue Jackets fans can expect in the upcoming NHL draft.

Continue Reading 
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Jun 25, 2014

Oilers Sign Nikitin, Jackets Get Pick

After nearly a week of negotiations, defenseman Nikita Nikitin has signed a contract extension with the Edmonton Oilers, meaning the Blue Jackets will get a fifth-round pick in this weekend's NHL draft in Philadelphia.

The Blue Jackets granted permission for the Oilers to negotiate with Nikitin because they had no plans to re-sign him. Nikitin would have become an unrestricted free agent on July 1.

The fifth-round pick -- No. 137 overall -- has now bounced back and forth between the organizations. The Blue Jackets traded it to the Oilers last March in exchange for veteran defenseman Nick Schultz.

The Jackets opted to let Nikitin walk to create room for the organization's young defensemen. Dalton Prout and David Savard are seen as the club's 5th and 6th defensemen as of today, while Tim Erixon, a restricted free agent, will likely come to training camp with a good chance to make the club.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 24, 2014

McElhinney Will Pair With Bobrovsky Again

The Blue Jackets have resigned goaltender Curtis McElhinney, keeping the Bobrovsky-McElhinney combination intact for the 2014-15 season. It's a one-year contract worth $650,000, a $50,000 raise from this season.

"I've said this before, that I think it's one of the hardest jobs in the league to be behind a goaltender who is capable of playing 65-70 games," Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said. "And even now (with a non-compacted schedule) it will feel like a lighter schedule for Bob, too. He's as durable as they come. He feels like he could play 82. So Curtis' job is to be ready for those 12-15 games.

"McElhinney is a great pro. He's a great partner for Bob, on the ice with him competing and pushing him and helping him out. To be able to be ready like he, he's really earned our respect."

McElhinney was 10-11-1 with a .909 save percentage, a 2.70 goals-against average and two shutouts in 28 games this season.

His best stretch game in December, when he and Mike McKenna -- called up from AHL Springfield -- helped keep the Blue Jackets afloat when Bobrovsky suffered a groin injury.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 24, 2014

Hartnell, Umberger Outtakes

The Blue Jackets traded forward R.J. Umberger and a fourth-round pick in 2015 to the Philadelphia Flyers on Monday for left wing Scott Hartnell, bringing an end to a saga that threatened to swallow the summer if Umberger had remained on the roster through the draft and into July.

It was a big day for the Blue Jackets, who were seriously contemplating a contract buyout if they couldn't trade Umberger. Hartnell makes a similar salary, though he is signed for two more seasons than Umberger.

Here are some outtakes and riffs coming out of yesterday's news:

-- The Blue Jackets were massively relieved to have traded Umberger. They were delighted to add a player they believe is more compatible with their style of play. Hartnell is nasty, physical and highly competitive, and he's shown an ability to play a top 6 role. Fair or not, the Blue Jackets -- especially coach Todd Richards -- didn't think Umberger deserved to play in a handful of games late last season. Funny to read the coverage from both cities yesterday: both the Flyers and the Blue Jackets believe they added the faster player.

-- Kekalainen and Richards have made it clear ...
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Jun 23, 2014

Umberger Traded To Flyers For Hartnell

The Blue Jackets have traded forward R.J. Umberger and a fourth-round pick in 2015 to the Philadelphia Flyers in exchange for power forward Scott Hartnell, who waived a no-movement clause in his contract this morning to facilitate the trade.

Hartnell makes the Blue Jackets faster and more physical, while the trading of Umberger comes as a huge relief for Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen. Umberger had requested a trade at his end-of-season meeting with management following a late-season spat with coach Todd Richards over a series of healthy scratches.

"I had a long conversation with (Hartnell) about this trade," Kekalainen said. "He had a lot of questions, but the only real hard question he had for me is, he wanted to know that we are committed to winning.

"He said, 'I want to win. I’m 32 years old. I’ve made a lot of money. I want to win.' That’s basically the question I wanted to hear, the answer I wanted to get, that that’s why he’s coming here and that’s what he wants to do."

Hartnell is signed through the 2018-19 season ...
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Jun 22, 2014

2014-15 Blue Jackets Schedule

Here's the Blue Jackets' 2014-15 regular-season schedule, as released by the NHL today:

Oct. 9             Thu.        at Buffalo Sabres                            7 p.m.

Oct. 11          Sat.         NEW YORK RANGERS                    7 p.m.

Oct. 14          Tue.        DALLAS STARS                                 7 p.m.

Oct. 17          Fri.          CALGARY FLAMES                          7 p.m.

Oct. 18          Sat.         at Ottawa Senators                       7 p.m.

Oct. 23          Thu.        at San Jose Sharks                 10:30 p.m.

Oct. 24          Fri.          at Anaheim Ducks                        10 p.m. ...
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Jun 21, 2014

Home, Road Openers Set

The NHL will release its regular-season schedule around 4 p.m. Sunday, but a few dates have already surfaced.

The Blue Jackets will open the 2014-15 season on Thursday, Oct. 9 against the Buffalo Sabres in First Niagara Center.

The Blue Jackets will open theirhomeregular season two nights later, hosting the New York Rangers in Nationwide Arena on Saturday, Oct. 11. Puck drop, 7 p.m.

The Minneapolis Star-Tribune reported earlier this week that the Blue Jackets are hosting a New Year's Eve game against the Wild.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 20, 2014

Jackets Trying To Trade Nikitin

The Blue Jackets have granted permission to the Edmonton Oilers to negotiate a contract extension with defenseman Nikita Nikitin, according to TSN's Bob McKenzie.

If the talks between the Oilers and Nikitin's agent, Rick Curran, result in a contract, a deal between the Blue Jackets and Oilers would be consummated, McKenzie reported.

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen, reached by The Dispatch this morning, said: "There is no trade at this time." Key words: "At this time."

Such a trade would only make sense.

Nikitin can become an unrestricted free agent on July 1, and the Blue Jackets -- as reported last week by The Dispatch -- were not talking to him or his agent regarding a new contract. The Blue Jackets have plenty of candidates to compete for the third-pair job Nikitin would likely have held.

That, and the Oilers have a starving need for defensemen.

No word yet on what ...
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Jun 19, 2014

CBJ, NHL Draft Order

The Blue Jackets have six, possibly seven, picks in next weekend's NHL draft in Philadelphia. The picks are Nos. 16 (first round), 47 (second), 63 & 77 (third), 107 (fourth) and 197 (seventh).

The Jackets could have an additional second-round pick, the No. 38 overall. Before this year's draft begins -- June 27 at 7 p.m. -- the Anaheim Ducks must inform the Blue Jackets if they'll be using that pick, or if they'll defer to having a second-round pick in next year's draft, which is considered much stronger.  (Why the Ducks? http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2014/05/08/fruits-of-gaborik-trade-yet-to-be-realized.html)

If the Ducks defer, the Blue Jackets would have five of the first 77 picks in this draft. Jarmo smiles.

The Blue Jackets do not have a fifth-round pick (traded to Edmonton for defenseman Nick Schultz last March) or a sixth-round pick (traded to New York Rangers as part of the Marian Gaborik trade in April 2013).

Here is the draft order for the entire 2014 entry draft, as provided today by the NHL:

Round 1

1. Florida; 2. Buffalo; 3. Edmonton; 4. Calgary; ...

Continue Reading 
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Jun 18, 2014

2014 Preseason Schedule

The Blue Jackets will play eight preseason games in advance of the 2014-15 campaign, playing "home and homes" against Nashville, St. Louis and two Metropolitan Division rivals -- Pittsburgh and Carolina.

Continue Reading 
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Jun 17, 2014

The Umberger Process

The Blue Jackets are actively trying to trade R.J. Umberger, who requested a trade at his end-of-season meeting with management. Umberger has given the Blue Jackets a list of 10 teams to which he would not approve a trade. The next two weeks are pivotal.

On the surface, these matters often seem so simple, but they rarely are. The Umberger matter has become a big part of the Blue Jackets' summer, perhaps, for now, a bigger priority than getting pending RFA center Ryan Johansen re-signed.

Here's a closer look at the process that is already unfolding:

The Blue Jackets' first desire, obviously, would be to trade Umberger straight-up for a player or a pick. But it's possible, likely even, that the Jackets will have to "eat" some of Umberger's remaining salary to facilitate a trade. This is permitted under the new CBA.

Per his contract, Umberger presented the Blue Jackets over the weekend with a list of ...

Continue Reading 
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Jun 16, 2014

Larsen Joins CBJ Coaching Staff

As the NHL’s off-season begins to kick into overdrive, the Blue Jackets made a series of moves with their coaching staff.

Brad Larsen has been hired as assistant coach after four seasons with the Jackets’ top minor-league affiliate in Springfield, Mass., the past two as head coach.

Also, associate coach Craig Hartsburg, goaltending coach Ian Clark and development coach Chris Clark agreed to contract extensions, aligning the entire staff – head coach Todd Richards and Larsen included – with contracts through the 2016-17 season.

Larsen replaces Dan Hinote, who stepped down as assistant coach last month citing a “private family matter.”

Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson and general manager Jarmo Kekalainen promoted Larsen without interviewing any outside candidates, a source has told The Dispatch.

It is believed that ...

Continue Reading 
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Jun 12, 2014

Free Agency Skinny

The Blue Jackets have six players who would become unrestricted free agents if they remain unsigned on July 1. Here's a thumbnail look at the situation for each of those players -- and the restricted free agents -- as the off-season moves closer to its crescendo:

LIKELY TO RETURN

-- C Derek MacKenzie and the Blue Jackets both said immediately after the season that they wanted to get a deal done, although the talks have been a little slow for MacKenzie's liking. “The Blue Jackets gave me my first real opportunity (in the NHL) and I’d love to stay. We definitely have the make-up to win the Stanley Cup,” MacKenzie said. "I’d rather it not get to that point (July 1), but I don’t fear it, either. There might be an opportunity there for me. But, until then, my objective is to get something done with Columbus.” The Blue Jackets were likely hoping to re-sign MacKenzie to a similar salary as his previous deal: $1 million. Safe bet is that MacKenzie is looking ...

Continue Reading

Jun 9, 2014

Vogelhuber Re-Signs With Springfield

The dream is still alive for Dublin's Trent Vogelhuber.

Vogelhuber, who played at St. Charles before attending Miami University, re-signed with the AHL's Springfield Falcons yesterday. It's one-year, AHL only deal.

In 30 games with Springfield last season, he had one goal, eight assists and 19 penalty minutes. He had one assist in one playoff game. In 57 career AHL games, he had 5-11-16 and a plus-2 rating.

The Blue Jackets drafted Vogelhuber in the seventh-round (No. 211 overall) in the 2007 NHL draft, held in Nationwide Arena. He was the first local player to be drafted.

Vogelhuber's deal is an AHL-only contract, meaning he'd need to sign another contract -- one with an NHL contract -- before he could be recalled to Columbus.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 4, 2014

Geoffrion No Longer With Jackets

After one year as an NHL pro scout, Blake Geoffrion has left the Blue Jackets' organization to join an executive recruiting firm in Chicago. The Blue Jackets have not yet confirmed Geoffrion's departure, but it's been announced by the firm, Korn Ferry.

Geoffrion, 25, will work in the firm's sports practice department.

The Blue Jackets hired Geoffrion, 26, last summer after his playing career in the Nashville Predators' organization ended abruptly following a serious head injury suffered in a minor-league game the previous season.

He won the Hobey Baker Award as the top collegiate hockey player at the University of Wisconsin in 2009.

Earlier this month, Geoffrion established the Blake Geoffrion Hockey Classic, a charity game involving former Badgers now in the NHL, including Blue Jackets winger Jack SKille. The game, to be played June 27, will benefit the University of Wisconsin Burn Health Center.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jun 4, 2014

Cannon Fodder podcast | Do the Rangers have what it takes?

Dispatch hockey writers Michael Arace and Aaron Portzline discuss movement among the ranks not just within the Blue Jackets but across the NHL, and they break down their analysis of the final stretch of the Stanley Cup playoffs as the Rangers take on the Kings.

Follow Cannon Fodder on iTunes
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Jun 4, 2014

Jackets Sign Hjalmarsson

The Blue Jackets have signed Swedish forward Simon Hjalmarsson to a one-year, two-way contract for the 2014-15 season, luring one of the top European players to North America after his best season as a pro.

Hjalmarsson -- no relation to Chicago defenseman Niklas Hjalmarson -- is a 6-foot, 182-pound winger. He's 25 years old.

Playing for Linkoping in Sweden's top league this season, he had 27 goals, 30 assists, 57 points and a 87 penalty minutes. His goal, point and penalty minute totals are all career-highs, and placed him among the SHL's elite. He was third in goals, fourth in assists, tied for third in points and fourth in penalty minutes.

Now, success in the SHL does not automatically translate to success in the NHL. (Former part-time Blue Jackets Joakim Lindstrom and Chad Kolarik were top five in the league in scoring this season.)

But Hjalmarsson ...

Continue Reading 
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Jun 3, 2014

Hinote Leaving Blue Jackets

Assistant coach Dan Hinote has informed the Blue Jackets that he won’t be signing a contract extension with the rest of coach Todd Richards’ staff. Hinote, citing a “private family matter,” will move to Chicago later this summer, he told The Dispatch. He declined to comment further.

The Blue Jackets hired Hinote as a third assistant coach four seasons ago, after his playing career ended with a season in Europe. He was promoted to replace Keith Acton two years ago when Acton left for Edmonton.

Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen signed Richards to a two-year extension last month, putting him under contract through the 2016-17 season. The assistants are next in line for long-term deals.

Associate coach Craig Hartsburgh and goaltending coach Ian Clark are expected to sign extensions in the near future to match Richards’ term.

Now, Kekalainen ...

Continue Reading
Jun 1, 2014

Dead Letter Office, Part 1

Always thought a great title for a band's first album would be Greatest Hits. A touch overconfident, perhaps, but clever and smirky. This blog is not a Greatest Hits, but a collection of outtakes, soundchecks and extraneous material gathered over the last couple of days.

It is not Lifes Rich Pageant, but Dead Letter Office.

The Blue Jackets and Fox Sports Ohio announced on Friday that Jody Shelley will be a permanent fixture on TV alongside play-by-play voice Jeff Rimer beginning next season. He had bounced from radio to TV and back again this past season, but really found his footing on TV as the season moved along. The guy is good.

Shelley will bounce no more. Call it a one-way contract, but Shelley will still spend plenty of time -- maybe more than last season -- between the benches.

"When I first went between the benches ... it was intimidating for me," said Shelley, who was one of the most feared fighters in the NHL for much of the 2000s."I'd never done the job before, obviously, and I wasn't sure how the players would react to me being there. I'd played with or against a lot of these guys, so that was important for me.

"Anyway, I figured it out pretty quickly, and I didn't stick out like a sore thumb. It was a lot more fun than I initially thought it would be."

Shelley is one of those guys ...

Continue Reading 
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May 30, 2014

Zaar Signs Entry-Level Deal

The Blue Jackets have signed right wing Daniel Zaar to a three-year, entry-level contract.

Zaar, a sixth-round pick (No. 182 overall) in the 2012 NHL draft, spent this season playing for Rogle BK in Sweden's top minor-league.

In 52 regular-season games, Zaar had 16 goals, 20 assists, 28 penalty minutes and a minus-4 rating. In 16 playoff games, he had 6-16-22, helping Rogle finish third in the post-season Kvalserien Tournament.

Zaar turned 20 last month.

The Blue Jackets have signed all but one of their 2012 draft picks. Defenseman Gianluca Curcuruto will not be signed by the club and will be eligible to be drafted again in this year's draft, set for June 27-28 in Philadelphia.

One other entry-level signing for the Blue Jackets to ponder: goaltender Martin Ouelette just finished a four-year run at the University of Maine. If he isn't signed by Aug. 15, he's free to sign with any team as a free agent.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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May 30, 2014

Shelley Joins Rimer As CBJ TV Fixture

The Blue Jackets off-season moves will include the broadcast booths.

Jody Shelley, who began his broadcast career this past season in a jack-of-all-trades role, will be the permanent TV color analyst next to TV play-by-play voice Jeff Rimer. Bill Davidge, who has worked with Rimer as TV color analyst in recent years, will move to a TV studio analyst, alongside host Brian Giesenschlag.

Dan Kamal, who had served as analyst next to Giesenschlag, will not be back as part of Fox Sports Ohio's coverage.

Bob McElligot remains the Blue Jackets' radio voice, while Dave Maetzold remains in his place as sideline reporter.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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May 28, 2014

All Together Now

Todd Richards was hired as the Blue Jackets full-time coach in May 2012. Six months later he had a new boss, when John Davidson was hired away from the St. Louis Blues to run the Blue Jackets' hockey operations. Three months after that, Davidson made his first major move, firing GM Scott Howson and replacing him with Jarmo Kekalainen.

When a pro sports franchise goes about changing its culture, it starts at the top and works down. This is often a merciless exercise, where cronies join the band and good people are unceremoniously dumped.

Kekalainen, who had worked with Davidson previously in St. Louis, was clearly ready for an NHL GM's job, and he was one of Davidson's guys. Richards had met Kekalainen only one previous time and he didn't remember it.

Suddenly, with Howson out of the picture, Richards was nobody's guy in Columbus.

He even acknowledged in the days to follow that his future had "no guarantees" in Columbus, that he would be "naive" to think Davidson and Kekalainen didn't have somebody else in mind as coach.

But then a funny thing happened on the way to the slaughterhouse.

"I will say this about Jarmo and JD coming in ...

Continue Reading 
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May 27, 2014

Richards Gets 2-Year Extension

One month after leading the Blue Jackets to their best regular season and their first and only playoff wins, coach Todd Richards has been rewarded with a contract extension.

Richards, whose existing contract carried through next season, agreed on a two-year extension through the 2016-17 season, the club announced today. The Dispatch reported last month that Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson and GM Jarmo Kekalainen told Richards after the season ended that they wanted to talk about a long-term contract.

A similar deal for his Richards' staff – associate coach Craig Hartsburg, assistant Dan Hinote, goaltending coach Ian Clark and others – are expected to follow in the near future.

The Blue Jackets are 85-70-16 ...

Continue Reading 
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May 20, 2014

Russians, Rychel Excelling

Kerby Rychel, a first-round pick of the Blue Jackets last summer, has helped lead the Guelph Storm to the championship game of the Memorial Cup. The final isn't until Sunday, but the Storm are 2-0 and will be there no matter what happens these next five days.

The Blue Jackets' two prospects in the Memorial Cup -- Rychel and London Knights forward Josh Anderson -- will play on Wednesday. The tournament is being held in London, Ont.

Rychel leads the tournament in scoring. He has 3-1-4 with a plus-1 rating and no penalty minutes.

Anderson has yet to register a point in two games for London, which has really struggled. The host team lost 1-0 to Val d'Or (QMJHL) in the Friday opener, then lost 5-2 to the Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL) on Sunday. And now, on Wednesday, the Knights face the stiffest test of all -- Guelph.

While Rychel and Anderson ...

Continue Reading 
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May 19, 2014

Davidson Confirms Umberger Request

Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson confirmed last night that forward R..J. Umberger has requested a trade, but said a move would only be made this summer if it strengthens the Blue Jackets' roster.

Davidson made his comments on 10TV's Wall to Wall Sports. The story of Umberger's trade request was published in Sunday's editions of the Columbus Dispatch.

"We don’t get into speculation regarding trades, but I do know this much – when we run a professional sports organization, and you have to look at improving your club – you’re going to look to do anything you possibly can to improve your club," Davidson said. "If it means moving somebody out, somebody on (to a different team) you do that.

"If a player talks to you as an organization that he needs a change of scenery, you try to help him and you try to do the right thing. We’ve appreciated ...

Continue Reading 
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May 17, 2014

Wennberg Signs Entry Deal

The Blue Jackets signed center Alexander Wennberg to a three-year, entry-level contract on Friday, a strong signal that his pro career in North America is about to dawn.

"It's been an amazing day!" Wennberg said via e-mail correspondence with The Dispatch. "It's a big dream coming true today, and I'm so exicted. I'll always remember this moment!"

Wennberg, 19, was a first-round pick (No. 14 overall) in last year’s NHL draft. He spent this season playing for Frolunda HC in Sweden’s top league.

“In talking to Alexander after the season, he made it very clear that he wanted to sign (a contract), work hard this summer and then come to training camp to try to make our team,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “He’s is an outstanding young player and we are excited to watch him develop in the coming years.”

Wennberg did not come to training camp last season, instead remaining in Sweden to get bigger and stronger. There's still a small chance ...

Continue Reading 
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May 16, 2014

Jackets Next Wave On The Cusp

Posted May 16, 2014 by Aaron Portzline | 0 comments 

The Blue Jackets have five promising forward prospects on the verge of beginning their pro careers. It might be the biggest wave of forward talent to ever approach the NHL roster here in Columbus.

Josh Anderson, Mark Dano, Kerby Rychel and Alex Wennberg are all likely to make their pro debuts in North America next season. (Wennberg could play another pro season in Sweden.) A fifth player, Oliver Bjorkstrand, will likely turn pro in 2015-16 after another season of major junior.

History tells us that not all of these guys are likely to make it. But the Blue Jackets -- looking for ways to get faster and more skilled, especially up front -- are very excited about this group.

We published a story in today's editions of The Dispatch -- http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2014/05/16/jackets-high-on-forwards-of-future.html -- but he's an accompanying piece that takes a look at each of the "Fab Five" forwards in detail -- their stats, strengths, weakness, a quote from Blue Jackets player development coach Chris Clark and next year's likely assignment.

JOSH ANDERSON, RW

Acquired: Fourth-round pick, No. 95 overall, in 2012 NHL draft.

2013-14 regular-season: 27-24-51 with 81 penalty minutes and a plus-31 rating in 59 games with London (OHL).

2014-15 playoffs: 5-4-9 with 14 penalty minutes in nine games. (Playing in Memorial Cup beginning this weekend.)

Overview: Anderson has never been given anything in hockey, and he plays with that kind of desire. … It’s a Disney story, really. Anderson was not selected in the OHL bantam draft of 2011, but played his way on to the London Knights’ roster as a “walk-on.” Two years later, he represented Canada at the World Junior Championships. … A power forward who uses his frame for leverage and is a heavy “leaner” along the boards. … Credit former Blue Jackets scouting director Don Boyd, who drafted Anderson after his first junior season in which he scored only 12 goals. … Points and penalty minutes have increased in all three junior seasons. … Was a point-a-game player for London in the first two rounds of the OHL playoffs this season.

Director of player development Chris Clark: “For his size, he’s an unbelievable skater. Fast, fluid. He’s tough, too, and steady. He’s a heart-and-soul type of player. If he’s on the ice when a goal is given up, it bothers him. Deeply.”

2014-15: Springfield

---

OLIVER BJORKSTRAND, RW

Acquired: Third-round pick (No. 89 overall) in 2013 NHL draft

2013-14 regular season: 50-59-109 with 36 penalty minutes and a plus-44 rating for Portland (WHL)

2013-14 playoffs: 16-17-33 with 8 penalty minutes in 21 games.

Overview: Bjorkstrand’s career took a meteoric rise this season with an explosive offensive season in the Western Hockey League. He tied for second in goals (50) and was third in points (109). … Not a dangler with the puck, but a player who has slash and dash ability and anticipates pucks very well. Finds gaps in defense and has a snap-quick release. … Portland lost Game 7 to Edmonton in the WHL Final, or Bjorkstrand would be in the Memorial Cup. … The latest in a wave of Danish players arriving at the highest levels of hockey. … Too young to play in the American Hockey League next season, so it’s likely back to the WHL for a third season.

Clark: “He’s a slippery player; that’s the best way I can say it. He finds gaps and spaces for other guys to get him the puck. He’s not the biggest guy, but he almost always comes out of the corner with the puck.”

2014-15: Portland (WHL)

---

MARKO DANO, C

Acquired: First-round pick (No. 27 overall) in 2013 NHL draft (Pick was acquired, along with D Jack Johnson, in trade with Los Angeles Kings for C Jeff Carter.)

2013-14 regular season: 3-2-5 with 41 penalty minutes and a minus-11 rating in 41 games with Bratislava (KHL); 2-4-6 with four penalty minutes and a minus-2 rating in 10 games with Springfield (AHL).

2014-15 playoffs: 0-2-2 with zero penalty minutes in five games for Springfield

Overview: Dano had his first taste of North American-style hockey late this season, playing for AHL Springfield in 10 regular-season and five playoff games. … A thick, stocky player who plays with a high level of determination and plows his way to the net. … Dano scored only six goals – three each season – in 78 games for Bratislava of the KHL the last two seasons. Seemed to be much more offensive-minded in his brief time with Springfield. … Has signed an entry-level deal and will play for Springfield next season.

Clark: “In some of his games (with AHL Springfield) he was the best player on the ice. In some games he looked like he had some work to do as a young player, learning to play at this level with smaller rinks. I think his body and his game are more suited to smaller rinks, but it’s just a matter of him getting used to it.”

2014-15: Springfield

---

KERBY RYCHEL, RW

Acquired: First-round pick, No. 19 overall, in 2013 NHL draft (Pick acquired along with Brandon Dubinsky, Artem Anisimov and Tim Erixon in the trade that sent Rick Nash to the New York Rangers.)

2013-14 regular season: 16-23-39 with 15 penalty minutes and a plus-13 rating in 27 games with Windsor (OHL); 18-33-51 with 28 penalty minutes and a plus-28 rating in 31 games with Guelph (OHL).

2014-15 playoffs: 11-21-32 with 23 penalty minutes in 20 games for Guelph. (Playing in Memorial Cup beginning this weekend.)

Overview: There’s no question Rychel is going to play in the NHL, and probably have a long career. The kid grew up in NHL rinks, the son of former tough guy Warren Rychel. … Nobody can say what type of player Rychel will be at the highest level, though. In the junior ranks he’s looked, at times, like the next Keith Tkachuk. … Rychel’s skating – his first few steps – remain the chief concern and will lead to off-season work on his technique over the next few summers. … Plays with a chip on his shoulder, as if the whole world doubts him. … Did not fare well last fall in either the Traverse City prospect’s tournament or in Blue Jackets training camp. Looked like he was trying to live up to his draft status/reputation instead of just playing.

Clark: “(His skating) is not holding him back. He’s a very determined player, and what he lacks in skating he more than makes up for in his determination and grit. He’s not slow by any means. It’s technique. With time and a couple of summers’ work, it’s not going to be an issue.”

2014-15: Springfield

---

ALEX WENNBERG, C

Acquired: First-round pick, No. 14 overall, in 2013 draft

2013-14 regular season: 16-5-21 with 8 penalty minutes and a minus-5 rating in 50 games with Frolunda HC (SWE)

Overview: Wennberg had 16 goals as a first-year player in Sweden’s top league, which is no small feat. That’s a hard league for young players. … The Jackets, like most clubs in Wennberg’s draft year, expected him to be more of a play-making type. His 4-to-1 goals-to-assist ratio this season would suggest otherwise, but the Blue Jackets remain sold on his passing and vision. … The one word that scouts often – no, always – use regarding Wennberg: intelligence. … The Jackets are trying to sign him to an entry-level deal, and his contract with xxx is up. But he could spend one more season in Sweden before coming to North America.

Clark: “He’s a coach’s dream, one of those kind of players. He’s going to make a great top-6 center one day because he does everything right. Everything. He thinks the game on a very, very high level, and he plays the game with the same passion on both ends of the ice.”

2014-15: Springfield or Frolunda

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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May 13, 2014

Rychel, Anderson Reach Memorial Cup

Two of the Blue Jackets' top prospects will play in this year's Memorial Cup.

Left wing Kerby Rychel, the Jackets' 19th overall selection last June, has been an absolute monster for the Guelph Storm, which is the Ontario Hockey League representative. In 20 playoff games, Rychel has 11 goals, 21 assists and a plus-20 rating.

He scored two goals, including the game-winner in Friday's series-clinching win over North Bay.

"I blacked out," Rychel told The Windsor Star. "It’s the biggest goal of my life, honestly. Words can’t really describe it. I still can’t believe it. I kind of feel like I’m in a dream right now.”

Rychel, a 6-1, 202 pound power forward, had 34 goals, 56 assists and a plus-41 ratings during the regular season, split between Windsor (27 games) and Guelph (31). That's 90 points in 58 games.

The Blue Jackets acquired the draft pick used to select Rychel in the trade that sent Rick Nash ...

Continue Reading 
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May 8, 2014

Dubinsky, MacKenzie Have Surgery

An old wisecrack: 'minor' surgery is the kind somebody else has. Blue Jackets centers Brandon Dubinsky and Derek MacKenzie each went under the knife during the second week of their off-seasons, but the surgeries were indeed minor.

Dubinsky had a procedure on his ankle this morning, general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. Kekalainen wouldn't reveal any specifics of the surgery, except to say that it "wasn't structural."

MacKenzie had right shoulder surgery on Tuesday, he said, "just a scope to clean up some stuff in there." He stopped by the rink today with his arm in a sling.

Both players are expected to be ready long before training camp in September.

MacKenzie is an unrestricted free agent as of July 1, but all signs point to him being re-signed by the Blue Jackets.

"They've indicated ...

Continue Reading 
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May 8, 2014

Cannon Fodder podcast | Dream a little dream

In hindsight, if just a few things had happened differently, the Blue Jackets might have had a shot at being in the Stanley Cup finals. The Dispatch hockey writers explore that idea and talk about what has to happen in the offseason for the team to advance.

Continue Reading 
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May 8, 2014

Fruits Of Gaborik Deal Controlled By ... Anaheim?

It might be too early in the morning for this one.

Even if you're reading this in the afternoon or evening, grab and pencil and paper - and maybe a stiff coffee - and take a deep breath. The Blue Jackets could have the 38th overall pick in next month's draft as the result of the trade that sent right wing Marian Gaborik to the Los Angeles Kings on March 5.

Or the Jackets could get that second round pick at the 2015 draft. It's all up to ...

Anaheim?

That's right. The Ducks will decide if the Blue Jackets have the Nos. 16, 38 and 47 picks next month in Philadelphia, or they could just have 16 and 47. Grab that pencil.

The return for Gaborik ...

Continue Reading 
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May 7, 2014

In Their Words ... Johnson, Wisniewski, MacKenzie

The Blue Jackets have moved grudgingly into the off-season. The Jackets lost in the first round of the playoffs to the Pittsburgh Penguins, ending the most successful season in franchise history, one that built to a crescendo with the first two playoff wins in franchise history.

Over the last few days, we've published Q&As with key members of the club as they looked back on a memorable season. Today, Blue Jackets defensemen Jack Johnson and James Wisniewski, and center Derek MacKenzie:

JACK JOHNSON

Question: Since the day you were traded here in 2011-12 – when the team was in last place, the building was far from full – you’ve been almost defiant in your belief that this franchise could get turned around. What’s it like to be experiencing it now?

Answer: When I first came here I envisioned the building packed, the city in a buzz … it’s really gratifying to see that come true. We knew it wouldn’t take as long as people thought, but it’s still not where we want to get it. We know there’s still a lot of hard work ahead of us. Fans should expect a winner here. Why not? Why shouldn’t they? And the bar is higher in the room than it is anywhere.

Q: This team has talked a lot the last couple of days about getting off to a better start next season. What’s the key there?

A: Guys come into training camp now in better shape than when they leave the season. It’s more mentality ...

Continue Reading 
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May 6, 2014

In Their Words ... Letestu, Umberger, Atkinson

The Blue Jackets have moved grudgingly into the off-season. The Jackets lost in the first round of the playoffs to the Pittsburgh Penguins, ending the most successful season in franchise history, one that built to a crescendo with the first two playoff wins in franchise history.

Over the next few days, we'll publish Q&As with key members of the club as they look back on a memorable season and look forward to a bright future. Today, Blue Jackets forwards Mark Letestu, R.J. Umberger and Cam Atkinson:

MARK LETESTU

Question: How will you look back on this season?

Answer: Credit to the guys in the second half, the last third, especially after the Olympic break. We battled hard and competed every night for points and gave ourselves a chance to compete for the Stanley Cup. That was part of the goal this year. You want a chance to compete for it, but it’s still disappointing coming up short.

Q: How different do you think this club is going to look in September?

A: We have a good core group of leadership guys and we have some young guys who are growing into some pretty key offensive roles for us. You’ve seen a lot of growth in a lot of guys who are in their first or second years, guys who have taken on big roles. There’s a lot to be optimistic about in the future. If this group stays together …

Continue Reading 
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In Their Words ... Kekalainen, Richards

The Blue Jackets have moved grudgingly into the off-season. The Jackets lost in the first round of the playoffs to the Pittsburgh Penguins, ending the most successful season in franchise history, one built to a crescendo with the first two playoff wins in franchise history.

Over the next few days, we'll publish Q&As with key members of the club as they look back on a memorable season and look forward to a bright future. Today, Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen and coach Todd Richards.

JARMO KEKALAINEN

Opening statement: The one word I’ve heard after the last game is that we should be proud – proud of the way the team finished and the way we played. In my own mind, I’ve tried to define it a little more narrowly. I’m really proud about the effort, the no-quit in our team and the identity we’ve established. Now the Blue Jackets are known through the league for the identity we’ve built, which is a hard-working, hard to play against, no quit, blue-collar team. I’m really proud of that.

But let’s not be satisfied here. It makes me really excited about the players we have, the potential we have. Everybody needs their rest right now. I need my rest. But it’s exciting to look at our guys on an individual level and as a team, how much room we have for improvement there. We have the youngest team in the league. Everybody can get better. I’m so excited about the potential we have here. We don’t have any guys who are over the hill. I believe everybody can improve.

Ryan Johansen … I get goosebumps ...

Continue Reading 
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Proud, But Not Satisfied

The Blue Jackets just finished the best season - and best post-season -- in franchise history. But they begin the off-season with a burning desire to improve, and two key objectives to make it happen.

"We've got to be faster," Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said today at a post-season news conference. "Our individuals have to be faster, meaning the players. We need to use the summer to train better, get faster. And as a coaching staff we have to coach to play faster. I'm talking about systematically, how we play as a team.

"The competitiveness of our team was right there -- the battle level, the will, the want. But in Game 5 (of the first-round playoff series), Pittsburgh elevated it's play, and it caught us off-guard a little bit. They were playing faster than we were. I came out of the game thinking we have to play faster."

In addition to (ital) being (end) faster, the Blue Jackets want to start faster.

In 2012-13, they started 5-12-2 and missed making the playoffs by a tiebreaker with Minnesota.

This season, the Blue Jackets started 5-10 and ended ...

Continue Reading
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Chris Bigras competing in a 2013 preseason game at Pepsi Center.

Chris Bigras competing in a 2013 preseason game at Pepsi Center. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Don't call it a setback.

Chris Bigras' NHL career, once thought to be on the fast track, now is more likely to progress at a more conventional pace. To make it as a defenseman full time in the NHL before the age of 20 is rare, and Bigras is only 19.

"We said to Chris, 'If you have patience, your career will happen the way it's supposed to happen,' " said Greg Ireland, Bigras' coach with his junior team, the Owen Sound Attack of the Ontario Hockey League. "When you look at the history of the league, defensemen who come in at 18 or 19 often have shortened careers. But people shouldn't think Chris took a step back. He has a solid future ahead of him."

Bigras, in town this week for the Avalanche's development camp, was the 32nd player selected in the 2013 NHL draft. He earned lavish praise from Avs coach Patrick Roy for his play during training camp and was one of the last players cut as an 18-year-old. But late this past season, Roy said Bigras probably wouldn't be ready to start his career with the Avs for another year, meaning he's likely to play again for the Attack this coming season.

Bigras went from having a plus-35 rating in 2012-13 to minus-11 with Owen Sound last season, making many wonder whether his play regressed. But Ireland said it wasn't so, for a couple of reasons: The Attack had a younger, less experienced cast around him, especially up front, and he tried to play through a leg injury late in the season.

"Stats are just stats. He was lugging himself around on one leg. He was taking cortisone shots in the playoffs," Ireland said. "People were saying his play was off, but unbeknownst to them, he had an injury. Chris, in his third year in the (OHL), was expected suddenly to be a fourth- or fifth-year player. He played hard in all situations."

The Avs' transactions during the offseason indicate they don't think Bigras will be ready to play in the NHL just yet. The Avs have eight defensemen signed to one-way contracts for the upcoming season; Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott are still unsigned.

Chris Bigras, at an Avalanche preseason game last year, was the No. 32 pick in the 2013 draft.

Chris Bigras, at an Avalanche preseason game last year, was the No. 32 pick in the 2013 draft. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Bigras, who played for Canada's world junior team this year, will try to make the decision by the Avs as difficult as possible.

"You need to have that motivation, to try to make it as soon as you can. It'll help progress your career quicker," said Bigras, who will participate in Canada's world junior orientation camp this summer. "But if it so happens that I do get sent back, it's not a negative. It's just more learning and refinement of skills."

Bigras, who shoots left-handed, is listed as being 6-foot-1 and 186 pounds. He said he needs to get stronger before making the jump to the NHL. Ireland said Bigras needs to improve the strength of his slap shot from the point too.

"I don't worry about Chris wanting to get better. You don't worry about his work ethic," Ireland said. "He's a man of few words, but when you sit down and get inside his head, you see he's a positive person who has the right attitude about what he needs to do."

Bigras file

Despite probably being at least a year away from making the jump from junior hockey to the Avalanche, 2013 second-round draft pick Chris Bigras still accomplished some good things in the 2013-14 season with Owen Sound of the Ontario Hockey League: 

• Selected to Canada's World Junior team.

• Voted best defensive defenseman in the Ontario Hockey Leaggue in a poll of coaches.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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DU's Will Butcher (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Unlike most prospects attending the Avalanche's development camp this week, Will Butcher is in no hurry to sign a contract and join the big club. The University of Denver defenseman, a 2013 Avs draft pick, is bound to retain his amateur status through at least the end of his sophomore NCAA season.

Butcher, 19, is poised to play a major role for a DU team that is expected to be highly ranked to begin the 2014-15 season. And midway through his sophomore season, Butcher probably will represent the U.S. in a leadership role at the World Junior Championship in Toronto and Montreal.

He played for the Americans at the WJC in Sweden last winter and previously helped the U.S. win gold and silver at the 2012 and 2013 18-Under World Championships. Butcher hopes to serve as WJC captain or alternate captain with Team USA.

"That's definitely a personal goal of mine," Butcher said.

Butcher is one of three NCAA players at the Avalanche camp, along with defenseman Ben Storm of St. Cloud State and incoming Quinnipiac freshman Landon Smith. The Avs don't have any on-ice activities and, unlike the major-junior or professionally signed players in the camp, NCAA players cannot participate in NHL training camps.

So Butcher, Storm and Smith find other ways to impress Avalanche management to get offered a pro contract. Like-aged major-junior players can participate in rookie and training camps in September before returning to their 20-under teams.

"I play college hockey, and when I'm ready for the next step I'll take it," Butcher said. "I chose the path of college hockey and not being in NHL training camps came with it. It's a little disappointing that I don't get to come out here and compete for a spot every year, but I'm just focusing on where I am. I'm where I want to be."

Butcher said he has not had any contract discussions with the Avs.

"I don't know what they're thinking," he said. "But you get four years to prove yourself in college hockey, and college hockey focuses more on development, lifting weights and becoming a man. It's one of the reasons why I chose college hockey over major junior. I'm living in the now."

Mike Chambers: mchambers @denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers

Mr. All-American

Avalanche prospect and University of Denver defenseman Will Butcher is one of USA Hockey's most experienced amateur players. A look:

— U.S. U17 (national and world tournament) 2011-12

— U.S. U18 (national and world tournament) 2011-12

— U.S. U18 (national and world tournament) 2012-13

— U.S. World Juniors 2013-14

Mike Chambers, The Denver Post
Ryan O’Reilly, Avs headed to arbitration: what it really means

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Ryan O'Reilly practices Ashtanga Vinyasa yoga at the Samadhi Center for Yoga in Denver, CO October 29, 2013. He says he spends about 20 minutes before games practicing yoga and that he first started at age sixteen. (Photo By Craig F. Walker / The Denver Post)

Ryan O’Reilly practices yoga in Denver last year. (Craig F. Walker, The Denver Post)

It appears all but certain the Avs and Ryan O’Reilly are headed to arbitration. The date is July 23rd, in Toronto.

Each party has said this isn’t personal, that it’s just business. But, OF COURSE it’s personal. It’s been personal for a couple years now. The Avs think O’Reilly is out of line in wanting to break the bank every time he’s up for a new contract, and O’Reilly’s camp thinks the Avs have slighted him by taking him to arbitration. It will be a forced marriage between the two parties for no more than two more years.

Well, unless someone involved wants to be a peacemaker and swallow their pride some. It could happen I suppose, but if I were in Vegas I’d bet $0.000000001 on that happening.

O’Reilly just has to have this mindset: “I only have to play here two more years. By then, I’m only 25 and a UFA. I’ll play wherever I want, at top dollar!”

The Avs will think: “OK, we’ll listen to every offer that comes in for him. If they’re not good enough, we’ll keep him locked up for two years and get the benefits of his play in that time. Maybe something will change that will want to make him finally accept our terms. If not, we’ll deal him away for a good return. We control the cards!”

Here’s the thing: the longer the Avs keep him in these two years. the less his trade value will be. Any team that acquires him — and gives up a lot to get him — has to be assured he’ll sign there long-term. Otherwise, the Avs will be stuck with an expiring-contract-soon-to-be-UFA player that only gets something like a second-round pick and a no-name prospect. Let’s say O’Reilly is still with the Avs by the deadline of the 2015-16 season, and clearly going to the open market when the season is over: the Avs won’t get as much for him as they might, say, right now. 

Each side is to blame in all this. The Avs could have probably signed him to a bridge deal at $4 million a year the last time, but held fast to the “We don’t pay anybody any more than Matt Duchene ($3.5 million at the time)” internal salary cap and they got burned by an offer sheet for O’Reilly by their good friend, Jay Feaster. No matter how you slice it, that was Avalanche management’s fault. It was the risk they took for that hard line, and they were made to pay, quite literally and figuratively.

But now the shoe is somewhat on the other foot. O’Reilly is holding to “I take nothing less than my last contract” stance, which I’m sure he believes is $6.5 million (though his cap hit is $5 million) and he has to accept the terms of the CBA. He can say “No worries, I’m UFA in two years!” all he wants, but he accepts the risk that he might suffer a serious injury before then and/or his statistics drop a lot and his market value plummets. No doubt the Avs would/have offered a long-term deal at more than $5.5 million per, and by turning that down, he assumes the risk that he won’t get hurt or flame out as a player before then. 

My prediction remains the same: the Avs will keep him only so long as they don’t get a great trade offer for him. There is no question, though, that they have to trade him within two years if they know they can’t sign him. O’Reilly controls the cards on that if he wants. He can reject all offers by Colorado, with the mindset of “They never valued me for what I was really worth, so screw them, I’ll leave in two years max” and essentially force the Avs to trade him before then. Otherwise, he’ll leave for nothing. Just like Paul Stastny did.

The fans I’ve heard from seem to be split down the middle on this whole thing. One half thinks O’Reilly is greedy and who needs him. The other half thinks the Avs are getting pennywise and pound foolish again, and frittering away their top young talent over a few bucks in Stan Kroenke’s voluminous account. 

We could see a trade of O’Reilly at any moment. If so, the Avs need to act soon probably, to get the best return. Otherwise, these two will endure an unhappy marriage, for no more than two years.

Avalanche development camp teaches off-ice skills to young players
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The Denver Post
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How to eat right. How to work out more efficiently. How to manage money better. How to deal with the media in the modern age. In short, how to be a better pro.

Those are most of the lessons Avalanche staff is administering to many recent draft choices this week at the team's development camp. Conner Bleackley, the Avs' first-round draft pick, was one of more than two dozen players getting to know one another in a process that stresses the off-ice aspects of pro life.

"It's a little bit different," Bleackley said. "They keep the schedule kind of secret, but they've got a lot of fun activities planned, it looks like, so it's exciting."

There are no on-ice activities at the camp, which runs through Friday. The Avs, like many other NHL teams, believe it's important for new prospects to get a taste of what to expect if they are to successfully navigate their way to being regular NHL players. It's not all just classroom lectures, though; in the past, activities such as an outing at a bowling alley have been scheduled. Some teams give cooking classes to players so they can learn to eat better on their own rather than making trips to fast-food restaurants every day.

For some, it is their first trips to Denver — and some have rarely been to the United States. In that sense, the Avs want to give such prospects a better look at the culture of life here.

"Hopefully, we can all be teammates one day. We know not all of us are going to play for the Avs, but it's good," Bleackley said. 

The Avs will hold a rookie training camp starting Sept. 8, and most of the prospects on hand this week will take part, at that time on skates. Regular training camp will start not long after that, though a date hasn't been announced.

Bleackley, a native of High River, Alberta, a suburb of Calgary, will be excited to skate with new Avs free-agent acquisition Jarome Iginla.

"Growing up, he was a hero of mine," Bleackley said. "It will be surreal."

Iginla was in Denver on Monday with his family, looking at houses.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

Avalanche almost made trade with Pittsburgh at NHL draft

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Conner Bleackley was drafted by the Avs with the 23rd pick last week. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Conner Bleackley was drafted by the Avs with the 23rd pick last week. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Interesting video above, courtesy of the Nashville Predators. In a draft-day, in-house video about what it was like for GM David Poile on the floor of the Wells Fargo Center, Poile is shown discussing a trade that eventually happened with the Pittsburgh Penguins – James Neal to the Preds and Patric Hornqvist and Nick Spaling to the Pens.

The interesting part for Avs fans: Penguins GM Jim Rutherford is shown telling Poile that he “has a deal for No. 23″ in his back pocket already, but that he might re-arrange things if the deal with Nashville goes through. The holder of the No. 23 pick at the draft? That would be the Colorado Avalanche.

So, it’s clear that the Avs were talking trade with the Penguins at the draft before the Avs wound up keeping the No. 23 pick and the Preds did their deal with Rutherford.

What was the trade the Avs had with Pittsburgh? That’s not clear at this point. It may never be known. It might have just been a swapping of the 23 pick for the Penguins’ 22 pick. Very possible, although good point here by one of my Tweeps:

@adater They talk about the Pens having both 22 and 23 and moving them for 11. So it doesn't sound like Avs were trying to move up 1 spot.

— Aman (@Sidhu6_) July 4, 2014

I know that the Avs were concerned that Conner Bleackley might not be available at 23, so this might have been a chance at moving up a notch, and maybe the Avs would have thrown in something else to get Rutherford to do it. Or it might have been something bigger. There were rumors the Avs were interested in Neal, so that could have been it. P.A. Parenteau might have been part of that deal obviously, but he went to Montreal later.

If I find out exactly what the potential deal would have been, I’ll pass it along. Until then, it is an interesting near-development.

D Zach Redmond chose to leave Winnipeg, sign with Avalanche

By Mike Chambers  The Denver Post  
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Avalanche free-agent signee Zach Redmond has an interesting story. The 6-foot-2 defenseman was born in Houston among triplets in 1988, minutes after his brother and shortly before his sister. His parents moved to Houston from Trinidad and Tobago, an island country off the northern edge of South America. The family is American caucasian and Zach and his siblings grew up in Jackson and Traverse City, Mich. 

Zach played four years at Ferris State University, and was drafted in the seventh round in 2008 by the Atlanta Thrashers. He briefly played for the AHL’s Chicago Wolves before the franchise moved to Winnipeg, and mostly for the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps the last three seasons. Redmond, 25, has played in 18 career NHL games, all with Winnipeg, and was offered a contract to remain a Jet. Instead, he signed a two-year, $1.5 million deal with the Avs on Tuesday.

“It was a matter of where I had the best opportunity to play in the NHL full time,” Redmond told me Thursday. “I was up (in Winnipeg) half the time last season, playing some times and not others. They were loaded on defense and it was nothing personal. They are pretty crowded up top on the right side, even with (Dustin) Byfuglien at forward. It was a good opportunity to move somewhere where I can try to get into the lineup every night.”

The Jets have big-money D Tobias Enstrom ($5.75M) and Zach Bogosian ($5.14M), plus Mark Stuart ($2.6M) and Grant Clitsome ($2M), and young Jacob Trouba, 20, who might be the best of the bunch heading into his second season. 

The Avs have seven D under contract, with Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott deals forthcoming. For what it’s worth, the Avs will have five right-handed shooters (Erik Johnson, Nate Guenin, Redmond, Barrie, Elliott) among nine D (lefties are Brad Stuart, Jan Hejda, Ryan Wilson and Nick Holden). That’s a good split, especially when considering Elliott might begin in the minors, making it four/four. Johnson, Barrie and Redmond figure to play on the power play, which is a big part of Redmond’s game. He was on Winnipeg’s second PP unit last season. 

“I’ve been definitely a puck-moving defenseman and I try to take pride in all zones,” Redmond said. “I really put stress on getting the puck up to our forwards, into the offense zone and try to get creative once it’s in there. Focusing on defense is what’s going to keep you up there, though.”

Joe Sakic "extremely happy" with Avs' haul so far in NHL offseason

By Mike Chambers
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Jul 2:

•Kiszla: Avalanche got better by picking up Jarome Iginla

Jul 1:

•Jarome Iginla signs with Avs for 3 years, $16 million; Paul Stastny to St. Louis

Jun 30:

•P.A. Parenteau traded to Canadiens, Avalanche acquires Daniel Briere

Signing a marquee NHL free-agent defenseman was a goal for the Avalanche this week, but executive vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic said Wednesday he's pleased with what the team has done, given that it managed to acquire blue-liners Brad Stuart and Zach Redmond.

Stuart, 34, joined Colorado via a trade with the San Jose Sharks, and Redmond, 25, was an unrestricted free agent who has played 18 career NHL games with Winnipeg.

Sakic is confident that Stuart, the No. 3 pick in the 1998 draft, will add experience, toughness and leadership to the back end. Redmond, meanwhile, came highly recommended from the team's scouts.

Sports Poll - Avs Free Agency 

How would you grade the Avs' free-agency moves so far?

 A. Major upgrade with Jarome Iginla 

 B. Good moves, but Paul Stastny will be missed. 

 C. Not convinced they're better off after these moves. 

 Fail. 

The biggest fish swam east, though.

Washington signed former Pittsburgh defensemen Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik to big contracts while former New York Ranger Anton Strahlman went to Tampa Bay, former Shark Dan Boyle to the New York Rangers and Buffalo's Christian Ehrhoff to the Penguins.

"I'm not disappointed it didn't happen. Yes, we did have good conversations, to be honest with you, with all of them," Sakic said, noting that Orpik and Strahlman wanted to stay out East for family reasons. "We decided to go in the direction of acquiring Brad Stuart to help our back end, and with his leadership ... (and) Zach Redmond, our pro guys feel he could be what Nick Holden was for us last year."

Holden, 27, signed a three-year extension with the Avs on Tuesday and is one of four players under contract for the next four seasons, joining captain/left wing Gabe Landeskog, center Matt Duchene and goalie Semyon Varlamov.

Sakic said no other moves to improve the blue line are planned, other than extending the contracts of restricted free agents Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott. Those players will join a roster that includes defensemen Erik Johnson, Jan Hejda, Ryan Wilson and Nate Guenin, plus Stuart, Holden and Redmond. Journeyman defenseman Bruno Gervais also signed as an unrestricted free agent Tuesday but is expected to begin the season in the Avs' minor-league system.

Overall, Sakic said the Avs did what they set out to do. They compensated for the loss of center Paul Stastny by signing 560-goal scorer Jarome Iginla to a three-year contract, and they added another rugged winger in Jesse Winchester. Iginla, a future Hall of Famer who served as captain in Calgary for nine years, will play on a scoring line and Winchester will play more of a defensive role.

Stastny got a raise from St. Louis, which will pay him $7 million for four years. He was at $6.6 million per year with the Avs.

Sakic has been recruiting Iginla since June 25, knowing he might lose Stastny.

Avs executive VP of hockey operations Joe Sakic 2014

Joe Sakic: "We added size, we added toughness, experience." (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

"I wish Paul all the best in St. Louis, just not against us," Sakic said.

Colorado also added another former NHL captain, Daniel Briere, on Monday, in exchange for fellow forward P.A. Parenteau, now with Montreal. Sakic said moving Parenteau was mostly based on the fact he is not suited for a third-line role. Briere is more of a two-way player than Parenteau, and the trade frees up $4 million for 2015-16.

"We're extremely happy with what we've done up front with Iginla and Dan Briere before that," Sakic said. "We added size, we added toughness, experience — everything we wanted to do we feel we accomplished."

The Avs are about $10 million under the $69 million salary cap, with restricted free agent forward Ryan O'Reilly expected to eat up at least $5.4 million of cap space. Colorado currently has the 13th highest NHL payroll.

Mike Chambers: mchambers @denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers

Ones that got away

The Avalanche failed to lure one of the top unrestricted free-agent defensemen when the open market opened Tuesday. Denver Post hockey reporter Mike Chambers looks at where his list of top defensive free agents signed, and for what:

1. Matt Niskanen

Penguins to Capitals

7 years, $40.25 million

2. Christian Ehrhoff

Sabres to Penguins

1 year, $4 million

3. Anton Strahlman

Rangers to Lightning

5 years, $22.5 million

4. Brooks Orpik

Penguins to Capitals

5 years, $27.5 million

5. Dan Boyle

Sharks to Rangers

2 years, $9 million

The Avs' new defensemen

Brad Stuart

via trade

1 year, $3.6 million

 Zach Redmond

via free agency

2 years, $1.5 million

 Bruno Gervais 

via free agency

1 year, $650,000, if he makes the Avs
Jarome Iginla hopes to follow in Ray Bourque's Avalanche footsteps
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Boston Bruins&#8217; Jarome Iginla skates against the Detroit Red Wings during the second period of Boston&#8217;s 4-1 win in Game 2 of a first-round NHL

Boston Bruins' Jarome Iginla skates against the Detroit Red Wings during the second period of Boston's 4-1 win in Game 2 of a first-round NHL hockey playoff series in Boston on April 20, 2014. (Winslow Townson, The Associated Press)
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He comes to Colorado via Boston, in search of his first Stanley Cup after nearly two decades in the NHL. He is considered one of the game's classiest players, which makes it hard not to root for him as a sentimental favorite. Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy will help try to get him that first Cup.

This is the story line for Jarome Iginla, almost identical to the one Ray Bourque had when he came to the Avs in 2000 from the Bruins. A year after his acquisition, Bourque was handed the Cup by Sakic after the final game of his career, the definition of the storybook ending.

If Iginla ever raises a Stanley Cup with the Avs, he probably would receive the handoff from team captain Gabe Landeskog — just as Sakic did for Bourque after Game 7 of the 2001 Finals.

"That's a hope one day," Iginla said after signing a three-year, $16 million contract with the Avs last week.

But is it just a fantasy? Iginla wouldn't have chosen the Avs over several other suitors — including the Eastern Conference regular-season champion Bruins — if he thought it was. 

"With this group, I think the sky is the limit," Iginla said. "When I think of some of the teams that have had success in the NHL in the last five or six years, I think of Chicago; they were a very young, very talented team that moved up very quickly, that had a very talented young core when they won.

"Pittsburgh was pretty young when they won. Boston had a pretty young core when they won, too. I think Colorado has a lot of young guys, whether in their first year or third or fourth year or whatever, they've been confident and been able to play their way and just keep getting better. I'm excited to be able to come for three years and be part of that, and grow with the guys."

Three years an important part of deal

Jarome Iginla, who played for the Boston Bruins last season, is considered a future Hall of Fame player based on prolific scoring and many other

Jarome Iginla, who played for the Boston Bruins last season, is considered a future Hall of Fame player based on prolific scoring and many other accomplishments during his career in the NHL. But he has yet to win the biggest prize: the Stanley Cup. (Francois Laplante, Getty Images)

Let's be clear: The Avs will remain seen by most pundits as outside shots to win the Cup this coming season, especially playing in the brutal Western Conference. They lost a key forward, Paul Stastny, to a division rival, St. Louis, and failed to sign any of the bigger-name defensemen on the open market. The replacements for Stastny and P.A. Parenteau were two players 36 or older — Iginla and Daniel Briere. The biggest addition to a defense that needed help was 34-year-old Brad Stuart.

Let's also not be naive and say the Avs' contract offer, particularly the three-year term, had nothing to do with Iginla's choice of Colorado. Even Iginla admits that.

"It was important, from one side, for my family and I to have that stability, to be able to buy a house and set some roots down again," Iginla said. "You don't want to come and just have one shot at it, on a one-year deal."

But Iginla said he is sincere in his belief that the Avs offered the best hockey option among his suitors, that being able to check off the box of "Cup contender" made him sign.

"Next year, the year after, I think they just keep getting better and better," said Iginla, who has scored 560 goals, including 30 or more in 12 of the past 13 seasons. "I expect to be good for the guys. I won't be taking it easy. I expect to be contributing."

Can Iginla, 37, still keep up in the faster-paced Western Conference?

"I'm excited to back to the West. As far as a different style of hockey, east to west, I don't know if I noticed that much of a difference. I would say the West seems to be a little bit more physical, but the (difference) wasn't as big as I thought," he said. "As far as being able to fit in, I believe I can. I felt better as the year went on in Boston. Not to be arrogant or anything, but I still believe I can be very good, and not be able to contribute offensively and be a good player."

From Edmonton to archrival

Iginla, whose full name is Jarome Arthur-Leigh Adekunle Tig Junior Elvis Iginla, is the son of a Nigerian-born lawyer father, Elvis, and former music teacher mother, Susan. He grew up in Edmonton, Alberta, but spent the first 17 years of his career with the nearby rival Calgary Flames. 

He is a part owner of the Kamloops Blazers of the Western Hockey League, the junior team he played on, and is known as a tireless champion of charitable causes everywhere he plays. While in Calgary, he gave more than $700,000 to KidSport Calgary, a foundation that helps underprivileged children play sports.

Among the people Iginla has most looked up to in his career is Sakic, the Avs' executive vice president of hockey operations. They were linemates on the 2002 Team Canada Olympic club that won its first gold medal in 50 years, and while Iginla said he didn't name one of his three children Joe specifically because of Sakic, "it didn't hurt."

Sakic said he called Iginla when the June 25 period for talking to free agents started, and believes his signing best addresses areas of need up front in the wake of Stastny's departure.

"Jarome was always tops on our list to replace (Stastny)," Sakic said. "He's a big power forward on the right side who brings leadership. He's a proven winner. He might not be in his prime, but he's still got a lot. Our core guys are all young, and you want to surround them with great veteran leadership."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
Avalanche development camp features Can-Am rivals Bigras and Butcher

By Mike Chambers  The Denver Post  
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Greenwood Village-raised free agent Landon Smith was featured in Wednesday’s paper and online, a story that looks at his participation in the Avs’ development camp and possible future with the club or another NHL team. 

Avalanche 2013-drafted defensemen Chris Bigras and Will Butcher are also participating in the Avs’ development camp, likely getting to know each other for the first time as Canadian-American rivals. Bigras (selected 32nd overall in ’13) also attended the Avs camp a year ago but Butcher (123rd) did not. I spoke with Butcher, a sophomore-to-be at the University of Denver, on Tuesday and we’ll run a story in Thursday’s editions.

The gist of that story will be his big upcoming year that will include playing for a stacked, senior-laden DU team and getting a second crack at representing the U.S. at the World Junior Championship. Which brings us back to Bigras, who is also 19 and eligible to play in the WJC for the second straight year — for Canada. 

This Can-Am Avalanche/WJC story only stands up if Bigras doesn’t make the Avs out of camp, which is highly unlikely given what Colorado’s D-corps currently looks like, and Bigras makes the ultra-tough Canadian roster (Butcher is pretty much a shoo-in for the U.S.). The Avs have eight D under contract, including seven on one-way deals (Nick Holden is still on a two-way), with restricted free agents Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott to join the list. So Bigras appears destined to play another year of junior, and Butcher is champing at the bit for his second year at DU. 

So … Bigras and Butcher will likely oppose each other at the 2015 WJC in Toronto and Montreal. And Butcher could captain the Americans. The Wisconsin native has the most USA Hockey experience at international tournaments among the 40-some players invited to the U.S. WJC development camp next month in Lake Placid, N.Y. Butcher played in the 2012 and 2013 U18 World Championship in which the Americans won gold and silver, respectively, before playing a front-line role at the 2014 WJC. Butcher, 5-foot-10 and 200 pounds, is built like Ray Bourque and has super strong leadership skills — he wore an “A” for the U.S. U18 team before joining DU — and all signs point toward him having the chance to become the second DU player to captain the U.S. at the WJC (Jason Zucker did so in 2012). 

Certainly, Bigras and Butcher currently have much more on their minds than turning pro. Which is good because the Avs are undoubtedly similarly excited for their upcoming seasons.
Conner Bleackley on what Avs development camp is all about

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  

Adrian Dater

Comments (5) 

Print Print 

Topics 

arbitration, Conner Bleackley, Daniel Briere, Jarome Iginla, Kyle Cumiskey, Matt Hunwick, Ryan O'Reilly, Scott Young 

Avs draft pick Conner Bleackley is in town for the team's development camp/John Leyba, The Denver Post

Avs draft pick Conner Bleackley is in town for the team’s development camp/John Leyba, The Denver Post

A lot of people ask “what is development camp all about?” and this story tries to answer that question.

 It’s about “learning to be a pro” off the ice, essentially. The newest first-round pick of the Avalanche, center Conner Bleackley (I’m sure to misspell this name at some point) talked to a few reporters today about what it’s been like at Avs development camp so far.

A couple other things:

 - Avs will hold a rookie camp this year. Word is it’ll start Sept. 8 at the practice facility. They haven’t had one the last few years, so this will be a nice thing for hardcore fans again.

- Nothing new to report on talks with Ryan O’Reilly. My personal belief is this thing is headed to arbitration, O’Reilly will choose a two-year deal and be traded away before that. Maybe I’ll be proven wrong.

- Jarome Iginla was in Denver Monday scouting for houses. 

- Daniel Briere will indeed wear his trademark No. 48 with the Avs this season. His new Avs sweater already is being sold in the NHL store.
Denver native Brendan Lemieux full of “fuel” after slipping in NHL draft

By Mike Chambers  The Denver Post  
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Brendan Lemieux was drafted by the Sabres last month. (Jeff Zelevansky, Getty Images)

Brendan Lemieux was drafted by the Sabres last month. (Jeff Zelevansky, Getty Images)

In last month’s NHL draft, Denver native Brendan Lemieux was selected with the first pick of the second round, going No. 31 overall to Buffalo. Claude Lemieux’s kid was definitely on the Avalanche’s radar, at No. 23, but Colorado chose to go with a similar 18-year-old forward in Conner Bleackley.

“There were a few teams there [like] Colorado that really stung,” Brendan Lemieux said on the Sabres’ website. “I’m definitely going to love going into their arenas now and making it hard on their guys because they decided to pass me over. I’m just going to use this as fuel. They gave one of the more fiery guys in the draft I’d like to say a lot more fire.”

Lemieux had 27 goals, 26 assists and 53 points in 65 games for the OHL’s Barrie Colts last season. Bleackley had 29-39-68 in 71 games for Red Deer of the WHL. Big difference: Lemieux sat in the penalty box about 100 minutes longer than Bleackley, who served as captain.

Seems like Bleackley was the safer pick at No. 23. But it also seems like Lemieux is going to be a solid NHL agitator and clutch scorer like his pops. 

We published a story about Lemieux a week before last month’s draft.
Lingering thoughts on Paul Stastny’s departure

By Terry Frei  The Denver Post  
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Paul Stastny in a jersey he will no longer wear. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Paul Stastny in a jersey he will no longer wear. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

I’m back from vacation, and while I went to the Rockies’ game Sunday, I resisted the urge to pile on. (I’m not saying they didn’t deserve it, but …)

Instead, here’s my column offering my reflections on Paul Stastny’s departure from the Avalanche via unrestricted free agency. It isn’t about finger pointing, but what it means looking ahead and where the Avalanche will go from here.

Here are additional thoughts I couldn’t fit in the allotted space.

— The heated rivalry that developed between the Avalanche and Blues last season, involving coaches Ken Hitchcock and Patrick Roy and leaking out onto the ice, was an element in the St. Louis signing of Stastny. I’m convinced of that. These are Central Division rivals, the Blues blew the division title last season by losing six straight to finish the regular season, and lost to the Blackhawks in the first round of the playoffs. Blues general manager Doug Armstrong wasn’t publicly drawn into the bitterness that developed between the two franchises, but it all adds up to a perfect storm — Stastny’s St. Louis roots; the Blues not only adding Stastny, but taking him away from a division rival; and perhaps a one-finger salute from Hitchcock to Roy in the wake of their bitter and even profane exchanges last season.

— I only touched on this aspect briefly. My original thought was that the signing showed Stastny was being disingenuous when he said he hoped to return to the Avalanche and would grant Colorado a discount if it came to that. And I’d definitely feel that way if he had signed with anyone but the Blues in a deal that didn’t absolutely blow Colorado out of the water.

I realize you get into definition of terms technicalities there — i.e., how close is close enough if the top offer was from, say, Vancouver or Columbus? But to be fair to Stastny, the Blues aren’t just another franchise to him. I still think if Stastny REALLY wanted to be back, he could have gone along with his agent, Matt Keator, playing hardball, but eventually stepped in and said: OK, game over (and a game Roy and Joe Sakic both played themselves), he was re-signing with Colorado.

To me, the lamest thing in sports is a player shrugging and saying he lets his agent to take care of that stuff. That’s a cop-out and it’s not even smart if that’s what the player is doing. The NHLPA’s insistence and peer pressure to get as much as you can for the good of all is counterproductive in many cases, and the smart players can step in and perhaps not disavow it, but make it clear this isn’t only an auction. 

Whether Stastny was sincere is now almost beside the point anyway. The point was the Avalanche believed him enough to risk keeping him past the deadline in an attempt to preserve team chemistry in a remarkable season, and they got burned. I still remember interviewing him at DU shortly after he arrived on campus, and writing about his remarkable family background, and that was 10 years ago. In some ways, the folks who follow hockey at every level here in Denver got to see him grow from teenager to adult. But those roots apparently weren’t deep enough to make him turn his back on the Blues — and an eye-popping offer.

— There are the anti-Stastny loonies out there, and have been for years, and I’m not going to dignify their mind-numbing, redundant rants by going beyond that acknowledgment. Smart hockey fans get it: His contributions can’t always be quantified, he’s a strong player at both ends of the ice, and the better his team is, the better he gets because he’s both a facilitator for great talent and a crafty player who can take advantage of that, too. I’m as big of a Stastny booster as there is, I would think, perhaps out of a reflexive reaction to the mindlessness, but even I acknowledge he was drastically overpaid for much of his five-year, $33-million contract. The Avs essentially were asking him and Keator to take that into consideration; this isn’t a guy who patiently had been waiting his turn to cash in. He already had. I’m not shocked that the Stastny camp wouldn’t admit that, and I guess the Blues didn’t agree with that view, either.

— The Avalanche’s other moves filled some holes. It was interesting the way the Avs pronounced Nick Holden part of the defensive core (not corps) with Erik Johnson and Tyson Barrie, and then announced his signing to an extension. Brad Stuart’s acquisition will help. The risk with Jarome Iginla isn’t this season or next, but in 2016-17 — a risk the Avalanche was willing to live with. Daniel Briere has seen his better days, but the single year remaining on his deal is the key there. And we probably should have considered the Avs’ single trading deadline move — the acquisition of Swiss goalie Reto Berra from Calgary — as part of the offseason, too. Colorado signed him to an extension, and he has yet to prove he can play in this league, much less be a reliable backup to Semyon Varlamov.

Terry Frei: tfrei@denverpost.com or on Twitter at @TFrei
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Paul Stastny&#8217;s next goal as an NHL forward will be scored as a member of the St. Louis Blues, not the Avalanche.

Paul Stastny's next goal as an NHL forward will be scored as a member of the St. Louis Blues, not the Avalanche. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy have learned their lesson. I'm convinced they never again will allow a coveted player to remain with the team beyond the trading deadline if he can be an unrestricted free agent on July 1. They did that with Paul Stastny ... and they got burned.

It's very clear — and this will affect Ryan O'Reilly, among others, moving forward — that Sakic and Roy are sincere when they speak of a "structure," and it's about more than money. It's about buying in, being committed, wanting to be here and backing it up. The Avalanche has displayed the commitment to the model with lucrative long-term extensions, and will try to avoid even getting into the Stastny position again.

Sakic can't get too huffy. In August 1997, he agreed to a front-loaded, three-year, $21 million offer sheet from the Rangers. The cash-short Avalanche ownership of that era had to scramble to be able to write the initial $15 million check. Sakic was a restricted, not unrestricted, free agent.

Four years later, Roy, Sakic and Rob Blake agreed to long-term deals with Stanley Cup champion Colorado a few hours before they could hit the market as UFAs. Blake had joined the Avalanche in February 2001 after the Los Angeles Kings realized they wouldn't be able to re-sign him before he was a UFA. The Avalanche did.

But Sakic's and Roy's perspectives are different now.

The day before the NHL trading deadline in March, Stastny and I chatted in Chicago. It seemed almost certain that he would enter the offseason with the chance to become a UFA on July 1. But he said he hoped to stay with the Avalanche for the rest of the season and beyond.

"You can obviously go somewhere and get more money somewhere else," Stastny said. "But if you have something good and you want to stick with it, that hometown discount is obviously something that everyone's aware of and is important to do. You want both sides to be happy. You don't want to (mistreat) the team and you want the team to be put in a good situation where they can kind of compete down the road as well."

The "hometown" issue came into play, but that meant St. Louis, where Paul moved when he was 7 years old and his father, Peter, joined the Blues.

Stastny got the best of both worlds: a) his real hometown, rather than Denver, where he played 10 seasons with the University of Denver and with the Avalanche; and, b) a raise, from the $6.6 million he made the previous five seasons with Colorado, to $7 million for the next four seasons with the Blues.

If the team making the outlandish offer was anyone other than St. Louis, Stastny might have accepted a Colorado offer that was less than he could have gotten elsewhere and been back. But the point is, the Avalanche — meaning Sakic and Roy — gauged the situation and decided it was worth the risk.

Trading Stastny at the deadline in a remarkable season would have been ripped as sending the "wrong" message. But I doubt Sakic and Roy will worry about that again.

Colorado is nudging up toward the NHL salary cap, which was inevitable when the extensions kicked in. But with attendance down, this team also has been operating on a "budget" the past few seasons. Ownership has accepted the increasing payroll, especially since the playoff flameout can't obscure the progress in the past year.

So, again, the issue here isn't just money. Sakic and Roy, among the best in the game as players, worked the system themselves. But they believe they are building something, including a culture that involves an acceptance of a generous but "fair" salary hierarchy within the cap system. In that sense, "structure" is synonymous with "culture."

Thanks to the Stastny Lesson, I'm convinced that from now on, it's going to be ...

You'll prove that you're with us.

Or we'll see that you're not.

Terry Frei: tfrei@denverpost.com or twitter.com/TFrei
Nick Holden extension puts him in rare Avalanche territory
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Colorado defenseman Nick Holden hydrated before the game. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Minnesota Wild Wednesday night, April 30, 2014 in Game 7 at the Pepsi Center in Denver. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Colorado defenseman Nick Holden hydrated before the game. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Minnesota Wild Wednesday night, April 30, 2014 in Game 7 at the Pepsi Center in Denver. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

The free-agent frenzy and trades Tuesday over-shadowed the extension given to Avalanche defenseman Nick Holden, who is now one of four Colorado players under contract over the next four seasons (Matt Duchene, Gabe Landeskog and Semyon Varlamov are the others).

Holden, an undrafted free agent, had a terrific 13-goal season in 2013-14 after serving as a healthy scratch the first part of it. He had 10 goals in the regular season (two PP) and three in the playoffs (two PP), and proved to be a solid back-door threat with the advantage. He got better in the D-zone throughout the season, meaner, more confident. His reward: $4.95 million over three years ($1.65 million per year), after he gets past the final year of his $600,000 deal this next season
Paul Stastny: Leaving Avs a “tough decision”

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Paul Stastny ieft the Avalanche Tuesday for the St. Louis Blues/ Karl Gehring, The Denver Post

Paul Stastny ieft the Avalanche Tuesday for the St. Louis Blues/ Karl Gehring, The Denver Post

This transcript of Paul Stastny’s press conference (on a phone conference call I believe) comes courtesy of St. Louis Post-Dispatch Blues beat writer Jeremy Rutherford. Thanks to Jeremy. 

Sounds like it came right down to the Avs vs. Blues for Stastny, but in the end money and some old connections won the day with him.

Paul Stastny: “It’s a tough decision. I was in a good position. I had good teams interested in me, and obviously the Avs were always one of those teams. I think in the end, you almost have to take a step back, take all of the emotions out of it and try to realize what’s best for me hockey-wise, not just next year, but two or three or four years down the road. My family — my fiancée and I — thought that probably going to St. Louis would probably be the best hockey decision for me.”

Familiar with organization, talk to anybody to get answers about Blues?

Stastny: “It’s such a small world that if I needed (answers) … people talk and word gets around real fast, so you know what organizations, what aren’t, which ones are turning the right way, which ones are kind of going the other way. To me, I just kind of knew growing up in St. Louis, what kind of organization it was … obviously they’ve had a change in ownership, they rebuilt and now they’re back to where they were before. Guys that have played there or guys who were traded there have nothing but good things to say … it doesn’t surprise me because we all kind of know in this league where the places are that are positives and the places that are negative.”

How big of a deal to return “home”? That more PR by media or real feeling?

Stastny: “I don’t know, I think it’s more of a media standpoint. But I wanted to go somewhere I was comfortable with and somewhere I know the lay of the land a little bit. To me, I went to school in Denver, I’ve been here 10 years, so to me I’ve got two homes, so it wasn’t really going back home. It made it easier for me, I think it made for an easier transition for my fiancee as well because we know some people (in St. Louis) … we know the lay of the land a little bit, so we don’t have to worry about stuff like that when it comes to moving back and getting adjusted. We can just focus on hockey itself.”

Army said you talked with Hitch, etc.? That help?

Stastny: “You look at the roster and you can put yourself in different positions, and see who you can play with, do different line combinations. There’s a variety of scary players on this team and whether some are natural centerman, or they’re playing wing, or vice versa, you can move different pieces and I think that’s what makes good teams really special. They have the ability to make … three or four lines or they can go top heavy and make two really effective lines. I think it’s always a good option to have when you have so many good players available.”

Blues most aggressive team signing you?

Stastny: “It’s almost like you’re a college recruit and those first couple of teams that go after you, obviously you have the most interest. Once other teams find out other teams are interested and those teams come in later. There was quite a few of those teams and obviously that played a big factor. You don’t want to go somewhere that comes in late. I think you want to play somewhere you’re wanted and the Blues really showed that.”

Weighing term vs. dollar? 

Stastny: “I had good offers a lot of places, so that wasn’t the most important thing. Financially, I’m in a good situation, I feel very blessed for that. I look at … when it comes to years, there was maybe certain years maybe we kind of wanted … the player I am, I just turned 28, it’ll take me until I’m 32 and then we’ll see what happens. Whether it was three years or four years or five years, the way the Blues work a lot of their contracts, there all three or four or five year deals and I think that’s a smart way to go.”

Having good puck-moving D in St. Louis help decision?

Stastny: “For me, that’s when I’ve been most successful … if you look at the teams I’ve played with, whether it’s world championships, or Olympics, guys like that, it’s easier to read off those guys, they find the open player, they’re offensive guys. When you’re a good skater, and you’re an offensive guy, it always gives you that fourth option. The way I play, I think I try to slow it down a little bit, try to find the open guy and sometimes when you have two forwards, sometimes you look for that first or second D as a fourth option. Those are the option that good teams have and makes goods teams tough to defend against.”

Playing against STL in the past and now playing COL?

Stastny: “It’s always awkward. That’s one thing I haven’t been part of, going somewhere and playing you’re old team. I have tremendous respect for Colorado and I’m good buddies with all of those guys. In the heat of the moment, that’s what happens. Whether it happens in the regular season or international play, it always happens … you’ve got to respect that, it’s part of the game. That’s why you play, you enjoy it. I think St. Louis has had Colorado’s number the past couple of years and Colorado has taking big steps forward and now they’re all battling for that top spot in the Central Division, and you see how tough it is. It came down to a couple of points between three teams and now Dallas added Spezza and Minnesota added Vanek, so I think every team in the division is constantly getting better and better.”

Blues had trouble scoring playoffs, what was key for you?

Stastny: “Nothing. That’s the way it works sometimes. You’ve got to stay consistent. Everybody talks about elevating their game. I think the best players are the ones that are consistent, don’t try to do too much, don’t try to overthink, keep it simple. Obviously it’s going to be more physical, there’s not much room there. But you’ve got to find those open spots and be the smarter player. It takes a little luck and sometimes you’ve just got to play the same way.”

Were Peter and Yan in on the decision-making process?

Stastny: “As my family, you always have insight,” he said. “I was all ears during this process, I always listen to what they have to say. In the end it’s my decision and (but) I think they’re both excited. Family still lives in St. Louis. They think it’s a good decision.”

Where do you think Blues will be in 2-3 years?

Stastny: “Still competing for a Cup. I look at St. Louis and their window to win a Cup is now, and for the next seven or eight years, so I’m excited.”
Avs get Jarome Iginla and lose Paul Stastny, but are they better?

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Jarome Iginla #12 of the Boston Bruins celebrates his second period goal against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on March 18, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Jim McIsaac/Getty 
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I think so. One thing is for sure: the Avs are a more, ahem, experienced team than they were yesterday. Since Monday afternoon, the Avs have added Daniel Briere (36), Jarome Iginla (37 today) and Brad Stuart (34) and lost Paul Stastny (28), P.A. Parenteau (30) and Andre Benoit (30), not to mention Brad Malone (25).

The Avs also added Jesse Winchester (30) from Florida. He could be the team’s new fourth-line center, though it’s more likely he’ll be a winger. That’s mostly where he played with the Panthers.

OK, here’s what I really think: I think the Avs are a bigger and tougher team than they were before. Their dressing room has more guys who have been there before. Yes, it’s an older room now. Iginla, Briere, Stuart, etc., have seen their best days already, almost certainly. Yes, losing Stastny, especially to the division rival Blues, was a tough loss. And the Avs can’t sit and feel too self-righteous now about losing him, because they clearly tried to get him back, right up until the final day. And, yes, the Avs essentially gambled and lost with Stastny. They decided to keep him at the trade deadline, their last chance to get something in return for him, and hope that a) they might win a Stanley Cup this year with him and/or b) hope their offer over the summer would be good enough to keep him. It wasn’t. 

The Blues gave him $7 million a year, and the Avs, I’m told, never quite reached the $6 million mark on him. They might have offered one more year in term than the Blues (that’s not confirmed yet), but never the per-year dollar amount the Blues gave. The Avs basically said to Stastny “we’ll give you more term security in exchange for a bit off the AAV.” St. Louis, a good team and where Stastny mostly grew up, proved a more enticing place for him.

That’s business. I think the Avs can feel good about sticking to their principles on Stastny. They were true to their word about how they value their lineup. 

And, frankly, I think the Blues overpaid by quite a lot for Stastny. Look, I’m not going to sit and bash Stastny too much here. He’s a good player and a good person, and I always found him to be gracious and accountable as a person. But does anyone think the Avs ever got their money’s worth with Stastny when they gave him $6.6 million each of the last five years?

In the eight years he was here, the Avs won one playoff series before getting swept in the next round. It’s just my opinion, but I always came away feeling like he shrank a little in the biggest games. It’s also my observation that I never saw enough fire and emotion out of him. That’ just an observation, not something to be argued on an analytics stat sheet.

His defenders will say “But look at his Corsi, look at his faceoff percentage, look at the players he usually had to match up against.” Fair points, all. Nowhere will I ever say that Stastny isn’t a good player. But he’s not a great player. He’s not a marquee player. He’s a nice guy to have on a team with other real leaders. Maybe he’ll fit in just perfectly in St. Louis then. This definitely may go down, when all is said and written, as a bad choice by the Avs – to let a Stastny go and bring in some big-name, but washed up guys as replacements.

Does anyone really think Iginla is washed up though? I don’t. The Boston Bruins didn’t, who tried to keep him. He led the Eastern Conference regular-season champion Bruins in goals with 31. He was good in the playoffs for Boston. He’s 37, yes, but the guy is an absolute freak when it comes to fitness. He’s built like a truck. Put him on a line with Nate MacKinnon and Gabe Landeskog and, yeah, I see 25-35 goals again. 

Iginla is a quiet guy by nature, and some have criticized him at times for not being more of a rah-rah leader, for being a little too milquetoast. Maybe off the ice he’s that way, but the player I’ve always seen on the ice was a rough, rough customer who made life hell on defensemen and goalies. Is he a dominant, 50-goal guy still? No. He’s slowed down a little, for sure. But skating was never his best asset anyway. What he still seems to have in abundance is a wickedly effective shot and a powerful presence in front of the net. Those are two things this Avs team needed more of, particularly the latter.

Stastny is a smaller, finesse guy. For all the talk about him having a great playoffs, by the way (10 points in seven games), he also was a combined minus-4 in the final two, most critical games of the series against the Wild. I think Stastny got scared and had a “contract year” his final year of his deal. I also think he played most of the year with two of the last three Calder winners in MacKinnon and Landeskog. I think that helped his numbers just a tad. The other years, when he didn’t have as many other good players to play with (though he did play with Landeskog quite a bit the previous two years), his numbers weren’t quite as impressive. That argument cuts both ways. I think Stastny is a nice guy to have on a good team, but he doesn’t make those around him appreciably better. 

The Avs got Brad Stuart from San Jose, which makes them older and maybe a bit slower, but also tougher and smarter. He’s going to be a guy who can just go out and bang some heads and do smart little veteran things and help out a younger partner. A second-round pick might have been a bit high for him, but we’ll see.

All in all, the day would have been a huge downer for the Avs if they hadn’t gotten a proven stick like Iginla’s, but it happened. Fact is, Stastny was always the guy who was expendable of the top three centers. And he would have eaten into MacKinnon’s ice time and development as a center, which is where he was always going to end up. He and Duchene give the Avs a pretty nice 1-2 punch up the middle, I think most would still agree. 

They aren’t tied to some overpaid contract to Stastny anymore. Once was enough.
Chicago Blackhawks Add Dynamic Swedish C Dennis Rasmussen

June 17, 2014 8:08 pm EDT by Steve Kriegshauser  
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On Tuesday, June 10, the Chicago Blackhawks announced the signing of Swedish center Dennis Rasmussen two a one-year contract. At 23 years old, Rasmussen spent last season with Vaxjo Lakers of the SHL, producing 40 points in 52 games. He is not a favorite to make the Blackhawks’ roster after training camp, but shows a lot of potential both on offense and defense.If he does crack the roster, however, Rasmussen will be in a fight for a forth line spot with the likes of Jokim Nordstrom, Marcus Krueger and Ben Smith, who made a name for himself in the Stanley Cup Playoffs this season. Smith will probably begin the season as the Blackhawks fourth line center. Rasmussen is a big center at 6-foot-3, 205 pounds; for his size, he is a player who is not afraid to get his body in the corners  and park himself in front of the net.

Rasmussen skates very well for his size, and he has good control of the puck. In Sweden, he was used on the power play and penalty kill, which he proved he can play. If he can get a chance with the Blackhawks after training camp, he could potentially become a dangerous player with the skill set he possesses, especially on the power play and penalty kill. I would like to see what the Blackhawks would be able to do with a center of his size. The more big bodies in front of the opposing goaltender, the better.

The Blackhawks are a young team filled with a lot of swedish talent. While coach Joel Quenneville likes players who drive to the net and battle in the corners, Rasmussen will have to prove he can skate with the big boys of the NHL and show his effectiveness on the special teams. If he does make the team, expect him to get some experience in the AHL  with the Rockford IceHogs to begin.

Steven Kriegshauser is a Chicago Blackhawks writer for RantSports.com.  Follow him on Twitter @SteveKriegs, “Like” him on  Facebook or add him to your network on Google.
Blackhawks sign Jonathan Toews, Patrick Kane to eight-year extensions
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Eight more years for Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

One last hurrah for the Blackhawks’ vaunted core?

The Hawks on Wednesday locked up their two biggest stars, signing Toews and Kane to matching eight-year extensions worth a combined $168 million that will keep them in Chicago through the end of the 2022-23 seasons — when Toews will be 35 and Kane will be 34. The deals were as inevitable as they were warranted — the biggest (albeit most expensive) no-brainers in team history. But each carries an NHL-record cap hit of $10.5 million per season, which means not everyone whose name is on the Stanley Cup twice will be around to see those extensions kick in come 2015-16.

Of course, there never was any suspense to this one. Not really, anyway. Sure, the negotiations dragged a bit past Stan Bowman’s stated target of July 1, but Toews and Kane were never going anywhere. As Bowman himself put it, they’ll be Hawks “forever.” Eventually, that means they’ll be immortalized in statue form at the United Center. For now, it means that the city’s two biggest young stars will stay in Chicago through — at least — the primes of their careers.

Neither is a 50-goal scorer such as Alex Ovechkin, whose $9.538-million cap hit was blown away by the two deals. Toews has never been a point-a-game player. Kane’s not even on the Hawks’ top line. But they’re just 26 and 25 years old, respectively, each with two Stanley Cups and a Conn Smythe Trophy to his credit. And perhaps most significantly, they’re the duo that woke a dormant, moribund franchise. That sparked a 277-game (and counting) sellout streak at the long-abandoned United Center. That led the Hawks out of obscurity and down Michigan Avenue in 2010, and into Grant Park in 2013, a sea of red before them, stretching to the horizon, each time.

“Jonathan and Patrick have become cornerstones of this franchise during their time in Chicago,” Bowman said in a release. “We are excited to ensure they will continue to lead our organization for years to come.”

The signings — the largest annual cap hits since the salary cap was instituted following the 2004-05 lockout — indeed ensure that the Hawks will remain competitive and relevant into the next decade. But they also ensure that the core that has won two championships (and came agonizingly close to another this past season) can’t stay together forever.

The salary cap (now at $69 million) will rise significantly in 2015-16 when the extensions kick in, thanks to the new Canadian TV deal the league inked this past season — likely to the mid-70s. But the $21 million per season earmarked for Toews and Kane puts them at more than $65 million already with just 15 players signed.

Already about $2 million over the cap for the 2014-15 season, the Hawks still have to shed salary this summer. By next summer (when Brandon Saad also will be due a hefty raise), they’ll have to part ways with at least one of their other stars — Patrick Sharp and Brent Seabrook each make a little less than $6 million per season, for example —  with only Toews, Kane and Duncan Keith (also signed through 2022-23) untouchable. That’s just the way of the modern NHL world.

So the Hawks at least will have one more season — with Toews and Kane still making a modest $6.3 million each this coming year — to make a run at a third Cup with the original core largely intact.

“When we started our journey, we made a commitment to our fans to be relevant and to see the Chicago Blackhawks become the best professional hockey organization,” owner Rocky Wirtz said. “There are not two finer symbols of that than Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane. The commitment we have made to these incredible young men is equal to the commitment they have made to our team, our fans, our entire organization and the city of Chicago. We are excited for our future and proud that they will continue to be a part of that commitment and success for years to come.”

Toews and Kane both have said repeatedly that they wanted to stay in Chicago, and expressed their appreciation in statements released by the team.

“I could not be more grateful for the amazing moments and opportunities I’ve been given by the Chicago Blackhawks,” Toews said. “There’s no organization in sports that cares more about the overall experience of their fans and the success of their players. To have the chance to continue with this amazing group of teammates and people throughout the organization is an incredible honor. There’s nothing we want more as players than to continue to win Stanley Cups for the best hockey fans on the planet.”

Said Kane: “It’s great to be able to continue my career in Chicago. Playing with the best organization in sports and the best fans in the game is a blessing. Since I was drafted by the Blackhawks, the people of Chicago have really embraced me and treated me with nothing but respect. I look forward to many more years of success with the Blackhawks.”
Blackhawks sign Brad Richards to one-year contract
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Brad Richards isn’t the point-a-game guy he once was — a guy who scored at least 20 goals nine times, a guy who twice handed out more than 60 assists, a guy who got a nine-year, $60-million contract from the Rangers.

But, he and the Blackhawks hope, he’s also not the guy who tumbled all the way to New York’s fourth line in the Stanley Cup playoffs this spring before being bought out of his deal.

If he’s anything in between, the 34-year-old Richards could be the short-term answer that bridges the gap to the long-term answer to the never-ending question at second-line center.

The Hawks signed Richards to a one-year deal worth just $2 million, giving them a safety net at center to hold down the fort until, ideally, 19-year-old Finn Teuvo Teravainen is ready to take over. The move, coupled with Peter Regin signing a one-year deal worth $650,000 puts them more than $2 million over the $69-million salary cap with 23 players under contract (including Teravainen). So general manager Stan Bowman isn’t done shedding salary yet this summer.

Earlier in the day, the Hawks’ biggest rivals were getting better. The Anaheim Ducks added Ryan Kesler. The St. Louis Blues signed Paul Stastny. The rising Dallas Stars acquired Jason Spezza and Ales Hemsky. The Colorado Avalanche lost Stastny but added Jarome Iginla and Danny Briere. The surging Minnesota Wild inked Thomas Vanek.

Bowman’s moves were less splashy by comparison, but that’s usually his style — plugging holes with proven veterans while allowing younger players to work their way up the system. Because while the Hawks’ inclination might be to respond to all the big moves around them, the fact is, the big moves around them are all responses to what the Hawks and Los Angeles Kings have built and accomplished over the past five seasons.

“There was a lot of talk this year when the Blues went and acquired [Steve] Ott and [Ryan] Miller, like that must mean that you got to go do something,” Bowman said this weekend. “We don’t approach it that way. Like I said, when one team does something it may work for them, it may not. We’re not trying to respond to what other people do. We’ve got to look at what we do well and what works for us. It’s a puzzle to put together, but I don’t think it’s helpful to be reactionary. We’ve got our own situation and we’re going to work through that.”

Of course, while other teams are throwing around money for the 2014-15 season, the Hawks have continued negotiating contract extensions for Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane with agent Pat Brisson. Bowman hoped to have the deals done by Tuesday, but it might take a little longer. Meanwhile, the Hawks have been in discussions with unrestricted free agent Sheldon Brookbank, who like Regin, wants to return.
The Blackhawks’ 2014 draft class
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Blackhawks 2014 draft picks

1 (20th overall) Nick Schmaltz, C

 Hometown: Madison, Wis.

 Height, weight: 5-11, 172

 By the numbers: 18 goals and 45 assists in 55 games with Green Bay of the USHL

 Noteworthy: Lifelong Blackhawks fan calls himself a “playmaking center” and models his game after favorite player Patrick Kane. Will attend University of North Dakota next year with his brother Jordan, who was a first-round pick of St. Louis in 2012.

3 (83rd) Matheson Iacopelli, RW

 Hometown: Woodhaven, Mich.

 Height, weight: 6-2, 192

 By the numbers: 41 goals, 23 assists in 58 games with Muskegon of the USHL

 Noteworthy: 20-year-old winger was passed over twice in the draft — just like Andrew Shaw.

MORE: Hawks deal Brandon Bollig to clear cap space.

3 (88th) Beau Starrett, F

 Hometown: Framingham, Mass.

 Height, weight: 6-5, 195 pounds

 By the numbers: 11 goals and 36 assists in 48 games with South Shore of the new U.S. Premier Hockey League.

 Noteworthy: Called himself a “highly skilled power forward.” Will attend Cornell.

4 (98th) Fredrik Olofsson, LW

 Hometown: Helsingborg, Sweden

 Height, weight: 6-1, 185 pounds

 By the numbers: 4 goals and 11 assists in 24 games with the Chicago Steel of the USHL

 Noteworthy: His brother, Gustav, was a second-round pick of the Minnesota Wild last season

5 (141st) Luc Snuggerud, D

 Hometown: Eden Prairie, Minn.

 Height, weight: 5-11, 165

 By the numbers: 8 goals and 30 assists in 25 high school games

 Noteworthy: The top-ranked U.S. high school player captained Eden Prairie to Minnesota state semifinals. His uncle, Dave, played 265 games for the Sabres, Sharks and Flyers. Will attend Nebraska-Omaha.

5 (148th) Andreas Soderberg, D

 Hometown: Skelleftea, Sweden

 Height, weight: 6-4, 200

 By the numbers: 2 goals, 7 assists in 48 combined games with junior and under-18 teams

 Noteworthy: The Hawks, who have four Swedish defensemen in Niklas Hjalmarsson, Johnny Oduya, David Rundblad and Klas Dahlbeck, took three Swedish defenseman last year.

6 (178th) Dylan Sikura, C

 Hometown: Aurora, Ontario

 Height, weight: 5-10, 165

 By the numbers: 17 goals, 47 assists in 41 games for Aurora of the OJHL

 Noteworthy: Will be a freshman at Northeastern University in the fall

6 (179) Ivan Nalimov, G

 Hometown: Novokuznetsk, Russia

 Height, weight: 6-4, 213

 By the numbers: 2.84 GAA, .894 save percentage in 12 games in the Russian junior league

7 (208) Jack Ramsey, RW

 Hometown: Farmington, Mich.

 Height, weight: 6-2 172

 By the numbers: 9 goals, 16 assists in 57 games with Penticton of the BCHL

 Noteworthy: The son of Miracle on Ice defenseman Mike Ramsey, who played 1,070 games with the Sabres, Penguins and Red Wings.
Antti Raanta thrilled to be back with Blackhawks at any price
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PHILADELPHIA — Antti Raanta could have gone back to Europe, or maybe to Russia, and cashed in. He could have held out for a more lucrative qualifying offer from the Blackhawks. Heck, he probably could have coaxed a few more dollars out of the Hawks had he played a little hardball.

But Raanta’s not your typical pro athlete. He’s a little more introspective, a little more open, a little more aware of just how good he’s got it. And all he wanted to do was stay in Chicago. So when the Hawks offered him a two-year contract extension worth an average of $750,000 — less than he even made as a rookie — Raanta jumped at the chance.

“Money is not the biggest thing right now,” Raanta told the Sun-Times by phone from Finland. “I’m just 25 years old. There’s still hopefully plenty of years left in my career, so I can make some money later on. You can always think you can get a little bit more money, but I think we got a really good deal.”

Raanta, a star in his native Finland, was signed by the Hawks to a one-year, $1.4-million contract last summer, with a $925,000 base salary. He’ll make $700,000 this coming season, and $800,000 in 2015-16. After starting the year in Rockford, he entrenched himself on the Hawks roster after Nikolai Khabibulin was injured in November.

Raanta will return as Corey Crawford’s backup in goal. After being thrust into the starting role in November when Crawford was injured, he went 11-1-3 with a 2.27 goals-against average. But he played just nine games the rest of the season as Crawford shouldered the load, and finished 13-5-4 with a 2.71 GAA and a .897 save percentage.

“I’m really excited to come back and show what I’ve got,” he said. “The last half of the season, I wasn’t too happy with myself. I’m just preparing to be even better. I want to show everybody what I’ve got.”

Raanta was popular in the dressing room and solid on the ice, and awfully happy to be in Chicago.

“You can always go to Europe or Russia and they can maybe give you a little more money, but hey, then you don’t get a chance to play on one of the best teams and organizations in the NHL,” he said. “That’s the big thing. The Blackhawks were No. 1 all the time in my eyes.”

The Hawks also agreed to terms on two-year contract extensions with their other two restricted free agents — Ben Smith and Jeremy Morin. Smith’s deal is worth $1.5 million per season, while ESPN.com’s Pierre LeBrun reported that Morin’s is worth $800,000 a season.
Blackhawks sign Ben Smith, Jeremy Morin and Antti Raanta to two-year extensions
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The Blackhawks opened draft day by agreeing to terms on two-year contract extensions with all three of their restricted free agents — Ben Smith, Jeremy Morin and Antti Raanta. Smith’s deal is worth $1.5 million per season, while ESPN.com’s Pierre LeBrun reported that Raanta’s is worth $750,000 a season, and Morin’s is worth $800,000 a season.

The 25-year-old Smith finally cracked the Hawks lineup for good in 2013-14, with 14 goals and 12 assists in 75 games as the Hawks’ fourth-line right wing. The sixth-round pick in 2008 also had four goals and two assists in 19 playoff games, showing his versatility by faring well during a brief stint at second-line center.

The 23-year-old Morin had five goals and six assists in 24 games last season, while posting 24 goals and 23 assists in 47 games with Rockford of the AHL.

Raanta will return as Corey Crawford’s backup in goal. Raanta didn’t play much after the Olympics as Crawford got the bulk of the work, but he shined in November and December when Crawford was injured. The 25-year-old Finn went 13-5-4 with a 2.71 goals-against average and a .897 save percentage.

Michal Handzus, Peter Regin, Sheldon Brookbank and Nikolai Khabibulin are all unrestricted free agents. Handzus and Khabibulin certainly won’t return, while Brookbank and Regin are on the bubble.
The game-by-game early line on the Blackhawks 2014-15 regular season: 50-19-13 (113 points)
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Amid much anticipation, the Blackhawks 2014-15 schedule was released Sunday. They play 82 regular-season games — 41 at home and 41 on the road. The Blackhawks open the season at Dallas on Oct. 9. Their home opener will be Oct. 11 against Buffalo at the United Center.

In Las Vegas, the Blackhawks are 7-1 favorites to win the 2014-15 Stanley Cup — ahead of the Bruins (8-1), Kings (9-1) and Penguins (10-1).

It’s a little early — only the draft, the prospects camp, training camp and the preseason games stand between today and the Hawks’ regular-season opener. But here’s how I see the season unfolding
Kings’ Cup victory leaves Blackhawks with hollow consolation — they were the second-best team in the playoffs
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All season, the so-called experts said the Western Conference was dominant in the NHL — that the Ducks and Sharks and Blues were far superior to the Penguins and Bruins; that the Blackhawks and Kings were championship-caliber, built-for-the-playoffs teams that would trump anything in the East; that the East was weighed down by under-achievers unable to rise to the level of their greatest players — the Penguins with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, the Capitals with the great Alex Ovechkin; that the West had the best coaching in Joel Quenneville, Darryl Sutter and Ken Hitchcock; and the biggest trump cards in Jonathan Toews and Justin Williams.

And as it turned out, they were right. The Kings’ victory over the Rangers in the Stanley Cup Final completed a postseason that confirmed that what we saw during the regular season was real. The Kings needed seven games to beat the Sharks, Ducks and Blackhawks in the West, but only five games to beat the Rangers in the Final. The Kings were down 3-0 in the first round against the Sharks, but up 3-0 in the Final against the Rangers.The Rangers took three of the games in the Final to overtime, but it was no coincidence that the Kings won every one of them by being a mentally tough team that overcame one deficit after another — a trait they developed through the first three rounds of the playoffs.

No doubt about it, the West was best this season. The Columbus Blue Jackets couldn’t even make the playoffs in the West. They moved to the East and gave the mighty Penguins a battle before losing in six games in the first round of the playoffs. Alain Vigneault was an under-achiever in the West, but an over-achiever in the East. He went from Vancouver to New York and reached the Stanley Cup Final. John Tortorella went from New York to Vancouver, didn’t make the playoffs and was fired.

The Kings’ five-game victory over the Rangers resonated deeply for the Western Conference opponents they squeaked by in the first three rounds — all of whom have to be wondering what could have been had they come up with one more stop or one more goal against the Kings. Most notable among them are the Blackhawks, who lost three two-goal leads in the Western Conference Final, and lost three leads in the Game 7 before losing in overtime. It’s the smallest of consolation, but the Hawks were the second-best team in the Stanley Cup playoffs this season. But it only increased the pain for Blackhawks fans convinced that their team lost the Stanley Cup in overtime at home in the Western Conference Final.

With that in mind, here are my final 2014 Stanley Cup playoff power rankings:

1. Kings — The new gold standard of the salary-cap era NHL. The Kings have won two of the last three Cups and are an amazing 8-1 in series without home-ice advantage in the last three years.

2. Blackhawks — Couldn’t put the hammer down. Subpar defensively. Could barely roll three effective lines let alone four — and still came within inches of winning another Stanley Cup.

3. Sharks — They’ll spend all summer wondering how they let a 3-0 series lead dissipate against the Kings in the first round.

4. Ducks —  This team has talent — and issues.  The No. 1 team in the West, they lost a 3-2 series lead vs. the Kings and were embarrassed in Game 7 at home — falling behind 5-0 in a 6-2 loss.

5. Blues — Their big mistake was the late-season slump that cost them the No. 1 seed in the West. Never were able to regain the momentum they had in the second half.

6. Wild — Didn’t know their own strength. Tried to muck up the Hawks series, then went toe-to-toe in Game 6 and nearly came out ahead.

7. Avalanche — Talented, but not ready for prime time … yet.

8. Henrik Lundqvist — If the Rangers had pushed the Final to 6 or 7 games, he could have been the Chuck Howley of the Stanley Cup Final — a Conn Smythe winner on the losing team.

9. Canadiens — Injuries are part of the game, but the loss of Carey Price — and the circumstances of his injury —  was particularly unfortunate.

10. Bruins — Started the postseason in a class with the Hawks and Kings as a former champion with an uncanny resilience. But after a typical surge in Game 2 against the Canadiens — four goals in the last 10 minutes of the third period — they uncharacteristically fizzled.

11. Stars — With a chance to push the opening-round series against the Ducks to a seventh-game — which could have gone either way — they lost a 4-2 lead in the third period and gave up the tying goal in the final minute before losing Game 6 in OT.

12. Flyers — The team that has two goaltenders in the playoffs usually has none, but they gave the Rangers all they could handle in the first round. That has to count for something.

13. Penguins — Another post-season disappointment — losing a 3-1 series lead to the Rangers — led to firing of GM Ray Shero and coach Dan Bylsma.

14. Blue Jackets — If they only couldn’t have taken the Penguins to OT again in Game 6 — down 4-0 they scored three in the third period and lost 4-3 — you never know what could have happened.

15. Red Wings — They lost to the team (Bruins) that lost to the team (Canadiens) that lost to the team (Rangers) that lost to the Cup champions. Only one team can do that.

16. Lightning — It was all downhill after losing the opener of their first-round series to the Canadiens in overtime at home.
Blackhawks GM Stan Bowman plans to have Jonathan Toews, Patrick Kane signed by July 1
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Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane are each entering the final year of their contracts, and can sign extensions as soon as July 1. (AP Photo)
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NEW YORK — Stan Bowman has made it clear that his top priority this summer is to sign Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane to long-term contract extensions. With one year left on their matching deals, the two Blackhawks superstars are eligible to sign new deals on July 1. And both Bowman and Pat Brisson — the agent for both Toews and Kane — are hoping to have the deals done by then.

“That’s been our No. 1 objective all along,” Bowman said Wednesday following the league’s GM meeting. “And I’m expecting to meet that.”

Of course, locking up Toews and Kane is a foregone conclusion. There’s still plenty of intrigue surrounding the Hawks roster beyond those two. Wednesday’s meetings marked the start of the short-but-busy hot-stove season for the NHL. Potential deals are broached at the meeting, then talks pick up in earnest over the next couple of weeks until it all comes to a head at the NHL Draft (June 27-28 in Philadelphia), when many deals occur.

For the Hawks, much of the intrigue — as always — revolves around the second-line center position, which was largely a black hole for the Hawks this past season, hindering the dynamic Kane at times. While the team’s long-term hope is that Finnish prospect Teuvo Teravainen will be the man in the middle for Brandon Saad and Kane, and while Andrew Shaw had instant chemistry with the two in the conference final, Bowman said trading or signing a center is an option. Big names such as San Jose’s Joe Thornton and Vancouver’s Ryan Kesler are on the market, but would command a major package of prospects and even established stars in return. Colorado’s Paul Stastny is a free agent, but in a weak pool likely will be asking for more than $5 million a season.

So it certainly wouldn’t be easy — especially with Toews’ and Kane’s expected monster contracts (possibly more than $10 million a year each) on the books starting in 2015-16. And Bowman is wary about how the Hawks are going to make it all fit under the salary cap. Next year’s cap number should be determined by draft day, and the following years’ numbers are just educated guesswork.

“I always have concerns,” Bowman said with a laugh. “That’s part of my job, to be looking forward. You can’t look year to year, you’ve got to look two or three years out. We know a year from now, there should be some kind of a bump with the new [Canadian] TV deal, but you still don’t want to assume anything. You have to be planning your moves two and three years ahead, which we’re doing. We’ve got an idea of what that entails, we’re not going to share that. But we’ve been doing this for long enough that we know what has to happen.”

Still, Bowman wouldn’t rule anything out.

“I wouldn’t just limit it to [second-line center],” Bowman told the Sun-Times. “We’re always looking to improve our team, whether it’s at center, or wing, or defense. It’s not one position that we’re fixated on. There’s a lot of talk, starting now. We had some discussions today and I’m sure it’ll pick up leading into the draft. Whether we’ll make a trade or not, I can’t say at this point. We’re not close to closing anything.”

It could take something as big as trading a core star such as Patrick Sharp or Brent Seabrook to swing such a deal. Johnny Oduya, who has one year left at $3.375 million, is another player who could be shipped out to clear cap space. Bowman said there are “untouchables” on the Hawks, but wouldn’t say who those players are.

“That would be no fun,” he said with a smirk. “I’ll let you guess.”

In other news, Bowman has had discussions with Ben Smith, Antti Raanta and Jeremy Morin, the team’s three restricted free agents. He said he fully expects Raanta to be Corey Crawford’s backup goalie next season. Smith and Morin are expected back, as well.

“It’s a process you’ve got to to go through, and that’s the art of negotiating, right?” Bowman said. “We want to bring everyone back at the lowest amount we can to make it easier for the future.”
Potential of productive Kane-Shaw-Saad line sparking high hopes for Blackhawks in 2014-15
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On the first day of training camp last September, Brandon Saad was centering a line with Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa — an experiment that soon was aborted.

There is little doubt where Saad will begin training camp this September — and possibly the next several Septembers if things work out as well as they did in the Western Conference final: playing left wing on a line with center Andrew Shaw and right wing Patrick Kane.

Hawks coach Joel Quenneville struck gold with that line combination in the final three games of the conference final. Saad was dominant with a goal and two assists and was a plus-4 in the Hawks’ 5-4 overtime victory in Game 5. Kane had two goals and an assist in the Hawks’ 4-3 victory in Game 6. And Saad scored off passes from Kane and Shaw to give the Hawks a 1-0 lead in Game 7.

In all, the trio combined for four goals and 15 assists in the final three games. Quenneville is rarely effusive publicly about any aspect of the Blackhawks, but his excitement over the production and possibilities of the Kane-Shaw-Saad line made it clear he saw it as a revelation.

“Hopefully what we discovered today could be a line for a long time,” Quenneville said after Game 5 at the United Center — quite a compliment for a coach who tinkers with line combinations as much as he does.

“We gelled pretty quickly there,” Saad said. “Who knows if we play a full season how well we can do. I’m hoping, but I guess we’ll see coming training camp.”

For their part, Shaw, Kane and Saad would like to keep that combination together.

“Who wouldn’t?” Shaw said Tuesday at the United Center. “They’re both great players, both easy to play with. So I look forward and I’m excited to start the season with them next year.”

Kane has excelled with just about every center he’s played with since joining the Hawks. Shaw’s gritty game also is pretty universal. It’s the 21-year-old Saad who sparks the anticipation of a roster upgrade from within. Saad scored six goals and 16 points and was a team-high plus-10 in the postseason (no other Hawks forward was better than plus-5 in the playoffs). Saad scored 19 goals and 47 points with a plus-20 in the regular season.

“It’s fun to see some of those guys grow up right in front of your eyes — whether it’s over a playoff series or a whole season, but he was impressive,” Kane said. “I thought maybe one of the most dominant games I’ve ever seen was Game 5 here when Handzus scored in overtime and [Saad] was all over the puck that night.

“He just made it really easy for myself as a linemate to make plays and get the puck. Made a lot of great plays in that game. He’s a special player, still very young obviously and he’s just going to keep getting better and better.”

That remains to be seen, but the outlook is good. Saad doesn’t turn 22 until Oct. 27.

“Even though it wasn’t the year we wanted, I think I came a long way,” Saad said. “I’m happy with how I ended playing. Unfortunately we didn’t make it the whole way, but I’m looking forward to getting it going next year.”

At 6-1, 200 pounds, Saad’s size and skill and playing style — particularly his ability to be strong with the puck — are similar to teammate Marian Hossa, one of the best two-way forwards in the NHL. Hossa has noticed the resemblance.

“Watch out for him,” Hossa said. “That guy has so much potential. He’s proving that. This series [the Western Conference final], he was one of our best players. He’s got a real bright future. He’s an unreal hockey player.”

Saad will enter the 2014-15 season — his third full season with the Hawks — with high expectations but also a lot of momentum after his impressive 2014 postseason.

“We like the ability of him in tight puck areas to have kind of an explosion in a way where he can get some separation of coverage,” Quenneville said. “He’s dangerous with the puck, play recognition [is] high end. Maybe he found the perfect line mate in Patrick Kane. His consistency this year was something that going into this third year, the upside is huge.”
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Requiem for a Champion: Living on the edge ultimately the root of Blackhawks’ 2014 demise
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It’s not that the Blackhawks played too many games. It’s that they played too many close games.

To their credit, the Hawks would not use the fatigue as an excuse after losing the Western Conference final to the Los Angeles Kings in a magnificent seven-game series. From the condensed 48-game schedule of the post-lockout season in 2013 to a 23-game grind of the playoffs and the summer of celebrating another Cup victory to a full 82-game schedule in 2013-14, with 10 Olympians and a 19-game playoff grind in 2014, the Hawks were taxed like no other team in the NHL over the past 17 months.

But as it turned out, it was the avoidable mental grind of one close playoff game after another that ultimately doomed the Hawks — 18 of their 19 playoff games were one-goal games or closer in the third period; 13 of them were tied in the third period. Of their 11 postseason victories, eight were tied in the third period and three were one-goal games in the third period.

The Hawks never got a chance to breathe. In the two “blowouts” against the Wild, the Hawks were protecting a 3-2 lead with 3:30 left in Game 1 and a 2-1 lead with 3:00 left of Game 2.  Even in the one game out of 19 that wasn’t tied or within a goal in the third period, the Hawks were trailing 4-1 in Game 4 against the Kings but fighting back the entire period — they got within 4-2 and weren’t out of it until the Kings scored with 1:02 left.

In a battle of the two most resilient postseason teams in the NHL, it’s no surprise the Kings had more left in the tank at the end. The Kings at least gave themselves a mental break every now and then — they’ve had three-goal leads in seven playoff games for a total of 143:10 — that’s more than seven full periods of hockey with a three-goal lead. The Hawks? They had three-goal leads in three games for a grand total of 16:34 — not even one full period.

The only time the Hawks had a chance to breathe was when they were up by two goals — and it cost them. Up 2-0 in Game 2 against the Kings, they allowed six unanswered goals. Up 3-1 in Game 5, they allowed three unanswered goals. Their 2-0 lead in Game 7 didn’t even last the first period.

The Hawks are one of the most mentally tough teams in the league. But no matter how hard a team plays, no matter how badly it wants it, the grind takes a mental toll that can’t be replenished on a stationary bike after the game or between periods — it makes it a little tougher to win a puck battle; a little tougher to keep an opponent from standing in front of the net; a little tougher to clear the zone. And as the Hawks know all too well, all it takes is one mistake to beat you. Ultimately, it was the little things that beat them.

“I thought both teams were in a comparable situation,” Quenneville said, “playing the number of games we had over the last couple, three years and in the Olympics. They had six. We had 10.

“I thought our guys were fine. As the series got deeper, we seemed to get better. I don’t think fatigue was a part of it. I might have seen more fatigue in Game 7, but both teams [were affected] because the ice was heavy and it might’ve shown a little bit. But that didn’t seem like there was a progression of fatigue as we progressed. But certainly the demands of playing as many games as we have over the post couple years — it’s pretty amazing how they keep pushing.”

With three weeks more of an offseason this year and without the fanfare of a Cup celebration, the Hawks figure to be better rested for next season. But they might want to do themselves a favor and find a way to use their vaunted mental toughness to put the hammer down when the have the chance instead of waiting to the very end to finish the job. It’s not as exciting. But there are benefits that pay off in the long run.
Improving leaky defense a priority for Blackhawks after 2014 playoff demise
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The Blackhawks were obviously still disappointed but had no regrets two days after losing Game 7 of the Western Conference final, 5-4 in overtime to the Los Angeles Kings on a fluky goal that bounced off Nick Leddy into the Hawks net.

“There’s a hollow feeling — what could have been; what might have been; what we could’ve been doing [Tuesday]. It’s certainly fresh,” coach Joel Quenneville said. “It was that close and that tough of an ending — an abrupt ending and left you wondering what this or that and what could’ve and would’ve. But at the end of the day we lost to an excellent hockey team and it came down to one bounce.”

There were few specific regrets, if any, when general manager Stan Bowman, Quenneville and most of the Hawks’ regulars met the media for the final time this season Tuesday at the United Center. Nor should there be when a defending Stanley Cup championship team comes a blink away from reaching the Stanley Cup Final, where it would have been favored to win if five or six games according to most experts.

But one lament with merit in the wake of the series loss to the Kings was the Hawks’ inability to hold a lead. They lost three leads in Game 7, nine leads in all against the Kings and 18 leads in 19 postseason games. The Hawks took 2-0 leads six times in the postseason and lost the lead five times. Not once were they able to extend the lead to 3-0.

If you’re looking for a difference between this year’s Hawks and their championship teams, this is near the top of the list. In turning a 2-0 lead to 3-0 in the playoffs, the Hawks were 3-for-5 in 2010 and 3-for-6 in 2013, but 0-for-6 this year.

Though there were missed opportunities to take a commanding lead (teams with a three-goal lead are 33-1 in this year’s postseason), the culprit was the Hawks’ defense, which allowed 27 goals in the final six games of the Western Conference final. Quenneville knows the Hawks need to be better next season.

“That’s always a priority with us,” he said. “A year ago we were the No. 1 team in the league in defense and had the lowest goals-against average and won a Cup. And this year we had a tough start to keeping the puck out of our net and our penalty-killing got stabilized and all of a sudden those numbers were better.

“I always feel in this league you win by how well you check and how well you play defensively, and I always feel our team can score enough goals to win hockey games. And [against the Kings] we did score enough goals to win and we didn’t win. So that’s an area that we’ve got to make sure that we have awareness around our net and the willingness to get there, make it hard and whether it’s the bounces or clearing loose pucks — maybe a little tighter in the detail department in that area could’ve been the difference.”

It sounded like Quenneville felt it was more of a coaching issue than a personnel issue.

“I’m always comfortable with what we have,” Quenneville said. “Making an awareness to what can be preventable and what are the type of goals we’re giving up. But those weren’t the type of goals we’ve given up all year and that was something that, to me was preventable.”
Blackhawks last game: We didn’t win, but we sure did watch
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Chicago Blackhawk Ben Smith skates away as the L.A. Kings celebrate their victory Sunday. (Photo by Jonathan Daniel/Getty Images)Chicago Blackhawk Ben Smith skates away as the L.A. Kings celebrate their victory Sunday. (Photo by Jonathan Daniel/Getty Images)

It was painful to watch, but watch we did: The Los Angeles Kings-Chicago Blackhawks Game 7 on Sunday night ranks as the most-viewed non-Stanley Cup Final NHL Playoff game on record, according to Nielsen ratings.

Averaging 4.14 million viewers, the overtime thriller also was the most-watched NHL game ever — and non-Olympic program — on NBCSN.

8 reasons why Blackhawks fans were voted NHL’s most loyal

Sunday night’s Western Conference Final, won by the Kings 5-4 in overtime, surpassed Game 7 of the 1996 Eastern Conference Final between the Florida Panthers and Pittsburgh Penguins on ESPN (4.05 million) as the most-watched non-Stanley Cup Final NHL playoff game.

Kings-Blackhawks eclipsed Game 3 of last year’s Stanley Cup Final between the Blackhawks and Boston Bruins (4.0 million) as the most-watched NHL game ever on NBCSN. It also had more viewers than USA-Russia (4.10 million) men’s ice hockey during the 2014 Sochi Olympics.

It was the second-most watched cable program of the day among average viewers and the key adult demo, trailing HBO’s “Game of Thrones,” which featured a pretty epic battle of its own.

The game’s 22.7 household rating in Chicago — the highest in the nation by a long shot — was the best Blackhawks game delivery ever on NBCSN.
Blackhawks ready for Game 7 against Kings
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Joel Quenneville doesn’t do big speeches. It’s not his style.

“No frill tonight,” he said.

No need.

The Blackhawks and Los Angeles Kings don’t need any extra motivation tonight. It’s a winner-take-all Game 7 for a trip to the Stanley Cup Final — a fitting capper to a remarkable Western Conference final.

“It’s almost like it’s an overtime game right from the start,” Patrick Sharp said. “From the first shift of the first period. We’re excited to get going, and we’re glad we’re in Chicago.”

Having the home crowd might not make the difference on the ice, but it certainly doesn’t hurt. The atmosphere at the United Center was electric in the Hawks’ double-overtime victory in Game 5. Game 7 might even top that.

“Last game we played at home, that was probably the loudest I’ve ever played in the United Center,” defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson said. “It was unbelievable the way the crowd gave us energy and it was probably the loudest I’ve ever played in the United Center. If the crowd can bring the same energy in the building, it’s going to take a lot for L.A. to beat us.”

The Hawks have erased a 3-1 series deficit to force this Game 7, just as they did last year against the Detroit Red Wings. In that Game 7, Hjalmarsson’s goal with less than two minutes left was disallowed, but the Hawks still won on Brent Seabrook’s overtime goal. So while the Hawks are 1-11 all time when trailing 3-1 in a series, they’re on a one-series win streak in such situations. In fact, they’re trying to become the first team to ever pull it off in consecutive postseasons, and only the second team in NHL history to do it in a conference final (the New Jersey Devils did it in 2000).

Meanwhile the 19 Kings expected to play tonight are a combined 64-2 in Game 7s, including two road Game 7 victories in the first two rounds. No team has ever made it to the Final after going seven games in each of the first two rounds, so the Kings are looking to make history, too.

“Being down 3-1, to come back and bring it back home for Game 7, we’re definitely excited,” Bryan Bickell said. “We’re one win away from being in the finals, and we’re going to leave everything out there tonight.”

So, no, Quenneville doesn’t have to break out a big flowery speech at 6:55 p.m. tonight. The players are well aware of what’s at stake.

“Just enjoy it, have fun,” said Sharp who said he doesn’t get nervous for games like this. “A lot of us have been in this situation before, we’ve been in big games in this building, whether it’s Game 7 or just a big game in general. We know what to expect. It’s going to be a fun atmosphere and we’re ready for it.”

Even Brandon Saad, all of 21 and in his second year in the NHL, has been through this before, and understands exactly what the Hawks have to do tonight.

“We’re looking to play every shift, every period, like it’s our last,” he said. “Because it could be.”
Justin Williams impeccable Game 7 numbers — especially 6-0 — a daunting challenge for Blackhawks tonight
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If the ’90s Bulls were in this situation, Michael Jordan and Scottie Pippen would be arm-wrestling to see who got to cover Justin Williams.

Containing Williams in a Game 7 of the Stanley Cup playoffs might be the ultimate challenge for the Blackhawks on Sunday night at the United Center — exceeded only by stopping Williams’ team. Williams is 6-0 in Game 7s in his NHL career, with six goals and six assists. Already this season, Williams had an assist on the tie-breaking goal in Game 7 against San Jose in the first round and the first goal of the game against Anaheim in the second round. The Kings beat the Sharks 5-1 and the Ducks 6-2 to advance.

“You treat Game 7s — I think most guys do on our team — as an opportunity to do something special,” Williams said, “an opportunity to improve yourself, an opportunity to advance and get the better of a team that you’ve battled with for six games.

“It’s going to be no different [in Game 7 vs. the Hawks]. We have a huge bone to pick with them and we’ll leave it all out there, because there’s no more after this.”

Williams has 21 goals and 57 points in 103 other playoff games in his career, so it’s not like he’s totally dormant prior to Game 7s. He has a goal and five points and is a plus-2 in the first six games of this series.

But his Game 7 record is so stark, there is great anticipation of what he might do against the Hawks.

“He’s just a big-game player,” teammate Willie Mitchell said. “I think good players that have success in these situations are quite comfortable in it. He’s one of those players and we’re lucky to have him.”

Williams, 32, a 13-year NHL veteran, said he is humbled the attention his Game 7 performances have brought him.

“As I’ve reiterated quite a few times, I’m proud of my individual stats, but the one I’m most proud of is the 6-0 i Game 7s,” he said, “and I’m going to do everything in my power — and I know everyone else on the team is — to make it 7.

“We’ve had a lot of guys with success in Game 7s, not just me It’s very humbling that everyone seems to want an interview on a Game 7. But at the end of the day I just feel that if I didn’t get the points, someone else on our team would and we would’ve won those games regardless.”

As Williams noted, the Kings as a team have an imposing record in Game 7s. They’re 3-0 under Darryl Sutter — they also beat the Sharks in seven games in the conference semifinals last season. Marian Gaborik and Mike Richards also are 6-0 in Game 7s in their NHL career. Jeff Carter is 4-0.

It’s a daunting challenge for the Hawks, but one they’re accustomed to dealing with. Last year the Kings had won 15 consecutive home games before the Hawks won 3-2 in Game 4 at Staples Center to take a 3-1 lead in the series.

Prior to Game 5, Jonathan Quick had a 1.66 goals-against average in games in which his team could clinch — the second-best of all time behind the great Jacques Plante, according to the Elias Sports Bureau. But in two elimination games against the Hawks, Quick’s goals-against average is 3.84 and his save percentage a very pedestrian .871 after allowing five goals in Game 5 and four in Game 4.

Then again, the Hawks were 7-0 at home in the playoffs heading into Game 2, and the Kings swamped them 6-2. No trend is safe with two tested-tough, championship teams battling for a spot in the Stanley Cup Final.

“I think Game 7s [are] what hockey’s all about as a player,” Mitchell said. “That’s what you want to play in is a Game 7 with everything on the line. It’s kind of the essence of the game.

“We’ve had some success in that and we look to continue that and we feel if we do the things we’re capable of doing, and the style of play that we need to get against the Blackhawks, we’re going to get the result we want.”
Blackhawks feeling loose with their backs to the wall; ‘All the pressure is on the Kings’ in Game 5
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Kings defenseman Alec Martinez checks Andrew Shaw during the third period of Game 4. | Chris Carlson/AP PhotoKings defenseman Alec Martinez checks Andrew Shaw during the third period of Game 4. | Chris Carlson/AP Photo

I thought “Who is the pressure on in Game 5, the Blackhawks or the Kings?” was a stupid question until I heard the answers.

“I think right now the pressure is all on them,” Hawks forward Patrick Kane said. “Obviously being up 3-1 position you never want to lose that in the series. We have a great opportunity tonight playing in front of our home fans to get another win and that’s how we’re looking at it right now. We don’t feel any pressure in here. If there is any pressure, it’s probably all on the Kings.”

Huh?

“I feel it’s on L.A.,” Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. “Look back against Detroit, we came back and were excited about being at home, took advantage of the home crowd. I don’t want to say loose, but let’s be excited about the opportunity and let’s go. We have to win one game here.”

It’s kind of a contrary way of thinking, with the Kings leading the Western Conference final 3-1 heading into Game 5 tonight at the United Center. But in a hockey sort of way it’s not totally nonsensical. A team trailing 3-1 but with two home games remaining knows it only has to hold serve at home and steal one road game to win the series. The Hawks, who lost Games 3 and 4 in Los Angeles, have won at least one road game in 12 consecutive playoff series.

So by the Hawks’ way of thinking, the pressure is on the Kings to win Game 5, because if they lose tonight, then the pressure will really be on them in Game 6 to avoid going back to the United Center for Game 7. It sounds a little desperate, but confidence is a more crucial element of playoff hockey than in other sports. That’s probably why four teams have recovered from 3-0 deficits in the Stanley Cup playoffs (including twice in the last five years).

It doesn’t take much to plant a seed of doubt. This series turned on a dime in Game 2 — off of one big save by Jonathan Quick and one “innocent” goal by the Kings late in the period. Suddenly the Hawks were on the brink of elimination. The Kings opened the playoffs with three consecutive losses, then won six straight, then lost three straight.

The Hawks are counting on that working in their favor now.

“They’re a team that’s had a lot of momentum in the playoffs, and at times it’s gone the other way against them,” Kane said. “Huge momentum swings, especially with this team and we’ll try to gain it back tonight and keep it.”

So while the Kings are solid favorites to win this series, the Hawks are still hoping to parlay a Game 5 victory into a big series comeback.

“For sure,” Hawks forward Ben Smith said. “That’s one of the biggest things in the playoffs — getting momentum and trying to keep it and hold onto it as long as you can. So for us, getting that back on our side will hopefully be nice tonight and we’ll get a big win.”

But first things first.

“We’ve got to play desperate — that’s the biggest thing,” Kane said. “I think we’re all focusing in on our first shift and that first period and playing behind our crowd. I don’t think anyone’s really focused on the end result and hoping that it becomes 3-2 in the series. We’re all focused on this game and what’s going to happen. You get caught thinking ahead of yourself, especially against a team like this, and it’s all going to back-fire on you. We’ll take it shift-by-shift, minute-by-minute.”

Though the odds are against them, the Hawks are not lacking confidence. They think they’re the dangerous team in this situation. When you have a core that has won two Stanley Cups, they’ve at least earned the right. 

“I think we’re the kind of team that in the past and just during the regular season, when we’re down, we’re playing our best hockey,” defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson said. “That’s what I expect from the team tonight and from myself. I think we’re going to have our best game of the series here. Everybody’s confident here in our team that we can turn this around. We did it last year against Detroit, so I think that’s huge for our confidence that we know we can turn this thing around.”
Blackhawks feel responsible for Crawford’s struggles
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Corey Crawford has given up 13 goals in his last three games. (Getty Images)
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Ten days ago, Corey Crawford was being tabbed a Conn Smythe Trophy contender by many after beating the Los Angeles Kings in Game 1 of the Western Conference final — the third straight game in which he surrendered just one goal.

Now, after allowing 13 goals in Games 2 through 4 — all losses — Crawford’s been the target of heavy criticism. But the Blackhawks haven’t given him much help, and they feel responsible for their goalie’s struggles.

“Yeah, definitely,” Hawks defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson said. “That’s tough for Crow. We haven’t been playing as well defensively this series, compared to the other two series. I think it’s more a reflection of how the whole team plays, and not just Crow. Especially on the penalty kill, we’ve been letting in way too many goals. I think we can make an overall better effort to play defense.”

Yes, the Kings scoring five power-play goals has contributed to Crawford’s dismal .841 save percentage over the past three games. But at even strength, he’s at just .873. For the entire postseason, he’s at .918. Where the Hawks have failed Crawford the most is in clearing defenders and rebounds from the crease. In Game 4 alone, Jeff Carter stood untouched in front of him on Jake Muzzin’s first-period goal, and Dwight King and Justin Williams went unchallenged in the crease on Drew Doughty’s second-period goal. Crawford never had a chance on either.

“They’ve done a good job of that the last few games, especially getting in front of him and not letting him see any pucks from point-blank range,” Patrick Kane said. “So I think if we eliminate those chances they have in the slot, they shouldn’t be able to get to the net front. We’ll put ourselves in better position of maybe keeping the puck out of our net.”

But while Crawford has been hung out to dry plenty of times, he hasn’t really bailed his teammates out much, either. Both he and the team in front of him will need to be significantly better if the Hawks hope to stave off elimination in tonight’s Game 5 at the United Center.

“He’s been all right,” Joel Quenneville said of Crawford. “We’re going to need him to be really good.”

As for a TMZ report that Crawford was being investigated by the Los Angeles Police Department for squirting a fan in the face with a water bottle during Game 4 (the LAPD told CBS2 Chicago that Crawford was not under investigation), Quenneville was unconcerned.

“I just heard about it on the way over [to the press conference],” Quenneville said on Wednesday. “First I heard of it, so I’m not aware of the situation other than what you just said and what was mentioned about it. I’m not worried about it right now, worried about the game, as Corey will
Toews, Blackhawks promise to let it all hang out in Game 5 vs. Kings: ‘We’ll work our way out of it’
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It’s hard to believe that in the middle of the second period of Game 2 of the Western Conference final the Blackhawks were in complete control, their chances of winning the Stanley Cup as good as they’ve been this postseason — up 2-0 in a series they led 1-0 after a convincing Game 1 victory, and controlling the puck and the game. When Brent Seabrook was denied by Jonathan Quick on a 2-on-1 that would have made it 3-0, it appeared to be a simple missed opportunity rather than a turning point.

A week later, the Blackhawks are fighting for their playoff lives. They’ve allowed 15 goals since that early series apex, losing 6-2, 4-3 and 5-2 to fall behind 3-1 in the series heading into Game 5 on Wednesday night at the United Center. With the Kings beating them in every area — power play, penalty kill, in front of the net, goaltending, you name it, the Hawks’ chances of winning the Cup have never been worse in the last two years.

That’s how quickly things can change. And the Hawks are clinging to the hope that it can turn around just as quickly. The odds are against them, but then again, the Hawks once were in control of this series. And confidence can sway any playoff series to and fro, as the Kings know well. They once trailed the San Jose Sharks 3-0 in the first round before winning four straight games. They once led the Anaheim Ducks 2-0 after winning two games on the road — only to lose the next three games before rallying to win Games 6 and 7 to take that series.

“We’re going to be a desperate hockey team tomorrow night,” Seabrook said Tuesday after the team returned from Los Angeles. “We’ve got to come out, lay everything on the line or else our season’s over. I think we understand that.”

The Hawks now have no choice to play every game like it’s Game 7.

“We’ve got to give it everything and nothing less,” captain Jonathan Toews said. “Credit that team — they’re a good team. But we know we’ve got more. We know that there’s something else we can bring to the table. We’ve just got to do some little things here and there to make ourselves feel good and get that confidence, get that swagger back in our game.”

Asked about the mood of the team — Disappointed? Angry? — with a 3-1 deficit, forward Bryan Bickell said “a bunch of both.

“We’re disappointed that we’re in this situation, down 3-1; angry that it could’ve easily been tied this series or [ahead]. We let some games slip away. We played good hockey for 40 minutes [in Game 2] and then kind of gave it up in the third. We just need to focus on [Game 5] and bring that 60 minutes of having a purpose every shift and do whatever it takes and do the right things.”

The Hawks are leaning on experience like never before. They trailed the Red Wings 3-1 and in an 0-for-13 streak on the power play — in the second round last year, then won three straight games to win the series and eventually the Cup.

“We know it can be done,” Seabrook said. “LA. did it against San Jose this year. There are situations where things can be done and we’ve got to come out and give it our all. We have to play our game, lay it all on the line and let the chips fall where they may. And at the end of the night we hope to have a victory and hopefully be flying back to L.A.

“That’s our focus right now. The guys were upbeat and excited for the game [Wednesday] night. So we’re just going to get some rest [Tuesday night], get some food back in us and be focused for [Game 5] to try and get this thing going.”

The comeback against the Red Wings was a popular theme after the Hawks lost 5-2 in Game 4 to fall into the 3-1 hole. But the Kings are a tougher opponent — a team two years removed from the Stanley Cup championship with experience and depth and veteran defense and a great goaltender. This appears to be a much bigger hill to climb. Right, Joel Quenneville?

“You look at Game 2 — [that] was a tough game to lose and obviously got them to go ahead of us now 3-1. So we’ve definitely got a dangerous [opponent],” Quenneville said. “They’ve got a real good club over there. They’ve had some interesting stretches in these playoffs this year. So we know what they’re capable of.

“They’re a good team in a lot of ways. We feel we played two good periods in the last three games. The differential is one period where it got away from us [5 goals in the third period of Game 2]. We’ve let in some uncharacteristic type of goals in this series that we probably haven’t seen all year or in the playoffs, that we think are preventable. We shore that up, and we’ll keep ourselves in the game and find a way.”

The big question is how? And how quickly can they reverse their fortunes against a team that is bent on revenge for losing to the Hawks last year and knows how to win big games. Even the power of Toews hasn’t been enough — his two goals in Game 3 ended up being for nought in a 4-3 loss. The Kings overwhelmed the Hawks in Game 4, leading 3-0 in the first period.

But Toews, as usual, was resolute.

“I don’t think we played that poorly [in Game 4],” Toews said. “We just made one mistakes and their confidence just kind of snowballed on us. Next thing you know, it doesn’t matter how hard you work and how many shifts you spend in their zone, it’s tough to get back in a game like [that].

“We’ve got to find a way to get those bounces and get things going our way. We’ll work ourselves out of it.”
Wilting Blackhawks showing all the signs of mental, physical fatigue in Game 4 loss to Kings
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Whether the issue has been Joel Quenneville’s roster moves or his line tinkering, it’s always been difficult to argue with 700 victories and two Stanley Cups. Especially in the postseason.

But it was a little easier to beg to differ with the Blackhawks coach after his team’s 5-2 loss to the Los Angeles Kings on Monday night put the Hawks in a 3-1 hole in the Western Conference final.

This team looks tired.

Quenneville’s insistence that fatigue is not an issue — a point he made prior to the game as emphatically as any point he has made at any time in his six playoff runs with the Hawks — rang particularly hollow in a putrid performance in Game 4 at Staples Center.

All the evidence was right there in front of Quenneville’s eyes in the first period when his star players took turns making uncharacteristic mistakes that led to an uncharacteristic breakdown as the Hawks fell behind 3-0.

It started innocently enough. In the first minute of the game, Patrick Kane made an extra move to gain space for a scoring opportunity in the slot — only to have Kings defenseman Drew Doughty easily poke the puck away.

That’s going to happen. But then Marian Hossa took a goalie interference penalty that nullified a power play. Then Jonathan Toews lost possession of the puck in his defensive zone, leading to the Kings’ first goal. Then Duncan Keith was picked clean by Anze Kopitar, leading to the Kings’ second goal. Then Patrick Sharp was called for roughing and Brent Seabrook was burned by Dustin Brown in front of the net on the ensuing penalty kill and suddenly it was 3-0. The Hawks couldn’t keep the Kings away from their net. A defensive lapse allowed Jake Muzzin a virtual point-blank shot. He did not miss.

You don’t need two Cups and 700 wins to know that all those mishaps in less than 20 minutes in a critical game on the road are signs of mental fatigue, if not physical fatigue. The Hawks — a team that has been able to find a way like few other teams in the NHL over the past five postseasons — reached deep down in Game 4 for something that just wasn’t there.

“It’s not obviously the way we drew it up,” Keith said. “But we can draw on experience before and knowing that there’s always going to be adversity along the way and [it’s] just a matter of finding a way and taking it one game at a time.”

The Hawks aren’t dead yet. But after Game 4 in Los Angeles, they’ve lost that aura of being the resilient, championship team that finds a way that will follow Toews’ lead and find a way to win. When Toews led and nobody followed in Game 3, that was a red flag. The first period of Game 4 was another.

They’re starting to add up. You’re almost bracing for the inevitable playoff loser’s lament — the leaking of injuries the fallen team never acknowledged. Keith, Sharp and Hossa are leading candidates. Last year it was the Kings who ended up lamenting the injuries to  key players — Dustin Brown played with a torn knee ligament; Justin Williams had a minor shoulder separation. It sure seems like it’ll be the Hawks this time.

But for now, the Hawks’ are on automatic pilot. All they have to do is hold serve on home ice and win one road game to win this series. It just sounds like a much more problematic solution this time.

“It’s frustrating right now,” Keith said. “We’ve got to take these next couple of days to regroup and just find a way — be excited about going back home into Chicago in our building. Really, that’s all we have to do is win one hockey game.

“We were in the same position last year against Detroit and found a way, so it’ up to us to dig down deep and find a way.”

Being down 3-1 to the Kings seems like a much deeper hole than the 3-1 deficit to the Red Wings last year. But the Hawks aren’t worrying about the details. That they’ve done this before is all they have to grasp onto as they try to avoid falling into the postseason abyss.

“That was a special feeling last year when we came back from 3-1 [against the Red Wings] and were able to win it in seven games in overtime,” Kane said. “Who knows? That’s probably what it’s going to take to try and get back there.

“But we all said it in [the locker room]. You can’t really think about  what happened in the first four games. You’ve got to make sure you’re ready for Game 5 and focus in on that game solely to try and win that one and see what happens after that.”
After Game 2 reversal, Kings expecting the Blackhawks’ best in Game 3 at Staples Center

4

The Los Angeles Kings are proud of the resilience that has made them a championship team.

“We don’t quit,” defenseman Drew Doughty said. “We have a lot of heart in here.”

But the Kings also know that they’re up against a team every bit as resilient as themselves. The Blackhawks are unlikely to wilt under the pressure of their fortitude — like the Sharks did in the opening round when the Kings rallied from a 3-0 series deficit; or like the Ducks did in the second round, when the Kings overcame a 3-2 series deficit and buried Anaheim in the first period of Game 7 at Honda Center.

“They’re the defending Stanley Cup champions,” forward Dustin Brown said. “I think we’re well aware of how good of a team they are over there … how they’re going to battle adversity.

“You kind of put ourselves [in their shoes]. If we [gave up] six unanswered goals, how we would come out and want to play Game 3. I think we’re well aware of how hard Game 3 is going to be.”

The Hawks led 2-0 and were in complete control in the second period of Game 2 at the United Center on Wednesday night when the Kings scored late in the second period, then stunned the Hawks with five goals in the third period to win in a surprising rout.

Now the Hawks have the additional burden of playing on the road in Game 3 tonight at Staples Center (7 p.m. Chicago time). The Hawks have lost the first road game of a playoff series nine consecutive times.

The Hawks have lost back-to-back games in the playoffs before — including three in a row in a similar situation against Detroit last year. But neither team thinks the momentum from Game 2 will be a factor in Game 3. Again, the Hawks are not the Ducks or the Sharks.

“There are certain situations where it can carry over from game to game. I don’t see that happening in this series for either team,” Brown said. “You kind of felt it against San Jose — where the momentum kind of swinging towards us. Not even momentum — maybe pressure. I don’t foresee that [against the Hawks]. I don’t have that feeling. Both teams have kind of been through the wringer the last three, four, five years, that they know that it’s a game-at-a-time approach.”

The Hawks’ ability to respond to adversity is a hallmark of their recent run as an elite playoff contender.  As Red Wings defenseman Brendan Smith discovered last year, as the hawks were rallying from a 3-1 series deficit to win in seven games: ”When their backs are against the wall, they push even harder. It’s pretty impressive to see that. A lot of those skill guys actually got a little chippy and try to work a little bit harder and fought battles a little bit more. It’s impressive to see the competition level bump up that much more.”

For young players, it’s both impressive and overwhelming.

“Some of these guys that [people] say aren’t competitive and their give-a-[bleep] meter is really low, you see them come out and they play really tough,” Smith said last year. “I don’t think I’ve seen guys like [Patrick] Kane and [Patrick] Sharp play as hard as I have other than this series. It’s pretty cool to see and cool to see their game evolve like that.”

But the Kings not only are prepared for it, they do it themselves. So the expected Hawks response is unlikely to be a surprise to them in Game 3.

“Game 2 is Game 2. It’s another game. There’s no carry-over from it,” Kings defenseman Willie Mitchell said. “It’s a new match. It’s going to bring new problems, new challenges and new positives, hopefully.

“I think most of our core group knows the team quite well. Their core group’s been together for awhile. Our’s is starting to shape up like that. I’ve played against them in the past here [with the Kings] and with other teams. We know what to expect and we know how we’ve got to play against them to have success.”

Doughty echoed those sentiments. He’s expecting the Hawks’ very best in Game 3.

“Mentally, they’re one of the strongest teams in the league,” Doughty said. “They’re going to come out with their best game. I think they felt like they played well in the first two periods the last game and we just took over the third.

“They know what they have to do to play well against us. And we haven’t showed them all our stuff. We know they’re not going to shy away or take their foot off the pedal, because they’re a great team and they’ve proved it.”
Analyzing the Canes: Are they playoff ready?

By Chip Alexander
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 The Canes Jeff Skinner (53) and Eric Staal (12) work against the Jets Jacob Trouba (8) and Ondrej Pavelec (31) during the first period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the Winnipeg Jets at the PNC Arena in Raleigh on Feb. 4, 2014.  CHRIS SEWARD — cseward@newsobserver.com 
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RALEIGH — Peter Karmanos Jr. turned heads a few days ago when he said the Carolina Hurricanes were a “very good hockey team.”

Karmanos is the Canes’ owner, and a little hubris is to be expected. But the Canes have missed the Stanley Cup playoffs in each of the past five seasons. They were 13th last season in the NHL’s Eastern Conference. They had a woeful power play and were only a little better at home than on the road. 

Karmanos’ belief is that a new coaching staff and new system, a healthier team and the continued development of younger players will translate into more wins next season. General manager Ron Francis is another believer, generally standing pat in free agency this past week while other Metropolitan Division rivals made significant signings.

Francis noted the Hurricanes finished 10 points out of playoff position in the East. In his mind, had goalies Cam Ward and Anton Khudobin not been out with injuries; had forwards Jiri Tlusty, Eric Staal and Alexander Semin not had slow starts because of injuries; had the power play been more potent, the Canes could have been a playoff team.

“We didn’t think it was necessary to kind of blow everything up,” Francis said. “We still think we have a lot of good pieces. I know people are going to shake their heads a little bit when you say that. … When you don’t make the playoffs everybody wants to see change.”

Francis said he got a “fresh opinion” on the players from new coach Bill Peters. The management team weighed in. Karmanos, who writes the checks, had his say. 

“At this point we felt we had a good enough team to compete and make the playoffs,” Francis said. “Now it’s up to us to get on the ice and start winning hockey games, and I think that’s the best way to convince anyone.”

Can the Canes do it? Here’s a team breakdown:

Forwards

Karmanos says he likes the Canes’ forwards. Francis says he likes the Canes’ forwards. 

As for Peters, Francis said, “He loves our group of forwards and what he thinks we can do. He thinks there’s more there in the goal-scoring department.”

The Canes need more. Carolina was 22nd in scoring last season (2.50 goals a game), finishing 28th on the power play (14.6 percent). The Canes also failed to score many goals early or late in games, finishing 27th in first-period scoring and 28th in third-period goals (sixth in second period).

Jeff Skinner had a career-high 33 goals last season and has the potential to score 40, many agree. Semin, despite a wrist injury in preseason that bothered him all season, finished with 22 goals and Jiri Tlusty and Nathan Gerbe each had 16.

A lot could hinge on a healthy – and possibly recharged – Eric Staal. He turns 30 early in the season and must consistently produce, both five-on-five and on the power play. The Canes captain had one power-play goal and no game-winning goals last season, surely a blow to his pride.

More is expected from Jordan Staal. One can’t overlook his plus-2 rating last season despite facing the other teams’ best forwards, but the Canes’ No. 2 center needs to improve his 15-goal, 40-point production for the Canes to be playoff-cailber.

Elias Lindholm, the Canes’ No. 1 draft pick last year, began to look more comfortable and was more effective late in the season. The adjustment period – to the NHL, to a smaller rink size, to leaving Sweden – is over and he should come to camp bigger and stronger.

The Canes’ fourth line will have a more physical look with the addition of free agents Jay McClement and Brad Malone. But there should be a lot of competition for forward spots in preseason training camp. 

Zach Boychuk led the American Hockey League with 36 goals last season and at 24 it might finally be his time. “He’s a guy that we feel has earned the opportunity,” Francis said.

Peters will insist on strong two-way play from the forwards, saying he wants 200-foot competitors. That’s a must for the Canes.

•  Pros: Four potential 30-plus goal scorers when healthy (E. Staal, Skinner, Semin, Tlusty); strength up middle.

•  Cons: Net presence has been lacking; not imposing physically.

Defensemen

Who knew when the Canes traded Tim Gleason on New Year’s Day that he would be back so soon and John-Michael Liles a teammate?

Gleason was sent to the Toronto Maple Leafs for Liles and a defensive prospect. Bought out by the Leafs, Gleason signed a one-year, $1.2 million contract Thursday with the Canes.

The Canes can only hope Gleason, 31, plays with his old snarl. A low-risk signing, Gleason would be a boost to a back end that has changed little from last season.

The Canes re-signed Ron Hainsey. Returning are Justin Faulk, Andrej Sekera, Jay Harrison, Liles … in short, basically the same crew minus Brett Bellemore.

“I think you’re always looking to improve your back end, but Faulk and Sekera can arguably play against anybody as a 1-2 pair,” Francis said. “Ron Hainsey can play 21 minutes a game. John-Michael Liles, I think he’s got more to bring. Jay is coming off probably a little bit of an off-year and hopefully he bounces back.”

Ryan Murphy, the Canes’ first-round pick in 2011, may be ready to keep a roster spot for a full season. He has the offensive tools and can help the power play, but must be tougher and better in the defensive zone.

Haydn Fleury, this year’s first-round selection, will be given the chance to make the big team but might need another year of junior hockey.

The Canes’ back end needs to help out more offensively – Sekera had a career-high 11 goals but no other D-man had more than five. But Francis called it a “pretty good group” adding, “They’re mobile, they can move the puck and that’s important in today’s game.”

•  Pros: Good blend of age and experience; capable puck-movers.

•  Cons: Not a lot of size; need for a power-play quarterback.

Goaltenders

Ward and Khudobin will draw $8.7 million in salary next season and most Canes fans know how that’s divided – Ward will get $6.7 million, Khudobin $2 million.

But if the Canes can get the production to match the salaries, if the two goalies can push each other for the No. 1 spot, a playoff spot could be a possibility. 

Khudobin’s ankle injury and Ward’s recurring groin issues hit the Canes hard last season. In an 11-day span in October, the Canes lost both, and for extended periods.

“There isn’t any team in the league who had their No. 1 and No. 2 goalies out, that made the playoffs, for the length of time we had our goalies out,” Karmanos said. “We don’t need any help in goal. We have two outstanding goalies.”

Justin Peters, who stepped in and played well last year when the two were hurt, has signed a free-agent deal with Washington. The Canes have signed Drew MacIntyre, coming off a strong season with the AHL’s Toronto Marlies, as the No. 3 goalie.

Ward, 30, would like to have one injury-free season. Khudobin would like to be the No. 1 guy. 

“Hopefully they’re back, they’re hungry, they’re ready to go and they’re healthy the whole year for us,” Francis said.

•  Pros: At their best, both can perform like elite goaltenders; competition level should be high.

•  Cons: Ward can’t seem to stay healthy for a season; MacIntyre, if needed, is new to the organization. 

Playoff hopes: A lot of things probably will need to go right: a strong season from Eric Staal, another strong season from Sekera, Ward being Ward again ... it’s a long list. A lot will be asked from Bill Peters, who needs to get the right players in the right spots and have the right system in place. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/07/05/3987458/analyzing-the-canes-are-they-playoff.html?sp=/99/103/400/120/#storylink=cpy
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 BUFFALO, NY - FEBRUARY 25: Christian Ehrhoff #10 of the Buffalo Sabres defends against Jiri Tlusty #19 of the Carolina Hurricanes on February 25, 2014 at the First Niagara Center in Buffalo, New York.  BILL WIPPERT — NHLI via Getty Images 
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Canes sign Tlusty to one-year contract
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Canes sign center Malone as Malhotra leaves for Montreal

Canes sign MacIntyre to add depth at goaltender

Karmanos names Waddell president of Gale Force Sports

Hurricanes offseason moves

Leaving

• Manny Malhotra, F

• Justin Peters, G

• Brett Sutter, F

Coming in

• Brad Malone, F

• Drew MacIntyre, G 

New hire

Don Waddell

President of Gale Force Sports & Entertainment

Age: 55. Born: Detroit.

•  Served past three seasons as a professional scout with the Pittsburgh Penguins.

•  General manager of the Atlanta Thrashers from the team’s founding in 1998 until 2010, becoming team president when Rick Dudley was named GM.

•  Executive vice president and co-chair of the executive committee of the Atlanta Spirit, the parent company of the Thrashers, Atlanta Hawks (NBA) and Philips Arena.

•  Twice was interim head coach of the Thrashers after head coach was fired (2002-2003, 2007-2008 seasons). Had 38-39-1 record.

•  Was general manager for Team USA for the 2006 Winter Olympic Games in Italy, and the 2001, 2002 and 2005 IIHF World Championships.

•  Assistant general manager of the Detroit Red Wings on Stanley Cup winners in 1997-98.

•  Executive vice president and general manager of International Hockey League franchises in San Diego (1990-95) and Orlando (1995-97). Was twice named IHL executive of the year (1992-93 and 1995-96). 

•  As defenseman, played college hockey (Northern Michigan) and minor-league hockey. Played one NHL game for the Los Angeles Kings in January 1981. 

•  Helped Team USA win gold medal in 1983 IIHF World Championship.

RALEIGH — On the day NHL free agency began, the Carolina Hurricanes’ biggest announcement was the hiring of a new team president, Don Waddell.

The Canes did re-sign forward Jiri Tlusty on Tuesday to a one-year, $2.95 million deal. They picked up former Colorado Avalanche center Brad Malone, agreeing on a two-year, $1.3 million deal, and added depth at goaltender by signing Drew MacIntyre.

But general manager Ron Francis said it would be a mostly quiet day for the Canes in terms of any major moves, and quiet it was.

Peter Karmanos Jr., majority owner and chief executive officer of the Hurricanes, introduced Waddell, former general manager and president of the Atlanta Thrashers. Karmanos said the two would work together on the business side, with an immediate priority being pumping up lagging season-ticket sales.

Karmanos called Tuesday one of the “more desperate days” of the hockey year, adding the Canes did not act out of desperation and make expensive, splashy signings.

“A lot of our brethren are out running around seeing how much money they can spend, and when the dust settles they’ll figure out whether or not they have a hockey team,” he said. “We’ve got a very good hockey team and if it’s necessary to add a piece or two, we have some (salary-cap) space to do that.”

Two players who were on the Canes’ roster at least most of last season found new teams. Forward Manny Malhotra signed with the Montreal Canadiens, and goalie Justin Peters accepted a two-year deal with the Washington Capitals.

Malone, 25, was signed to replace Malhotra as the Canes’ fourth-line center. Listed at 6-foot-2 and 207 pounds, Malone played 32 regular-season games and six playoff games last season for the Avs. 

“He’s a big guy, skates well, physical,” Francis said. “He had some games up top in Colorado and we think he’s kind of a guy who’s up-and-coming. I think he should be good for us. He can kill penalties and change the look of our fourth line with a little more size and physicality.”

Francis said the Canes tried to re-sign Malhotra but said Malhotra wanted a two-year commitment. The Habs then offered Malhotra a one-year deal for $850,000, which Francis said was more than the Canes were willing to pay.

“A lot of big money was being thrown around (Tuesday),” Francis said.

Defenseman Brett Bellemore also was after a two-year contract, Francis said, and at a price “much higher than he should be at.”

The Canes added a No. 3 goalie by signing MacIntyre to a one-year, two-way contract that will pay him $600,000 in the NHL or $250,000 in the American Hockey League, with a guarantee of at least $300,000.

MacIntyre, 31, was 29-15-3 with a 2.53 goals-against average in 48 regular-season games for the AHL’s Toronto Marlies in 2013-14. He was 10-4 with a 2.08 goals-against average in 14 Calder Cup playoff games as Toronto reached the Western Conference Final.

MacIntyre also appeared in two NHL games for the Toronto Maple Leafs, going 0-1-0 with a 2.53 goals-against average.

Francis said he talked to “a lot” of teams about trades involving goalie Cam Ward, but said the decision was made to go into next season with Ward and Anton Khudobin as the two goaltenders – Ward with a $6.3 million salary-cap hit and Khudobin at $2.25 million.

“We still believe in Cam Ward,” Francis said. “We thought we were better served having him in our lineup than taking some of the offers that were out there.”

Tlusty’s contract was finalized Tuesday afternoon. Tlusty, who earned $1.7 million last season, was injured in preseason and scored 16 goals after a 23-goal season in 48 games in 2012-2013.

The Canes missed the Stanley Cup playoffs for the fifth straight season, and Karmanos said the team would show a financial loss for the 2013-2014 year. He said season-ticket sales were “soft” and said he wanted to boost the season-ticket base by 30 to 40 percent, to 14,000-15,000 season tickets (or equivalents).

Waddell, 55, was general manager of the Thrashers from 1998 to 2010, when he became team president, and served several roles with USA Hockey. 

Waddell succeeds Jim Rutherford, who was general manager and president of the Hartford/Carolina organization for 20 years. Rutherford stepped down as GM in April, though he remained with the organization as president in an advisory role before being hired as general manager of the Pittsburgh Penguins in June.

Waddell said Francis would handle the hockey operations while he focused on such business tasks as raising sponsorship revenue, marketing and ticket sales.

“The best marketing is winning,” Karmanos said. “It’s a tribute to our fans they’ve stuck with us as long as they have.” 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/07/02/3979750/quiet-day-for-hurricanes-as-free.html?sp=/99/103/400/120/#storylink=cpy
The Hurricanes had a good day yesterday on the first day of Free Agency. They, unlike some GMs, didn't wreck their salary structure or the entry of new prospects onto the team, by overpaying and overslotting new players. Getting Jiri Tlusty signed was a great step. Brad Malone is a bottom six forward who adds size and physicality. 

 The key for the Hurricanes is drafting and development, not the Free Agent market. It was a sign that more works needs to be done on improving the effectiveness of the Charlotte Checkers coaching staff that Bowman, Dalpe, and Welsh all went unsigned by their teams. Even so, the Hurricanes top six forwards are impressive. I believe if a person were to systematically review the top six forwards of the other twenty-nine NHL teams, the Hurricanes compare well. Faulk, Sekera, Hainsey, and Murph...

 See More

Reply ·  · July 2 at 4:13am

Chris Jones ·  Top Commenter

I agree with most of what you say today, Doug. However, I think hiring a guy who managed to miss the playoffs in 10 of 11 years in Atlanta to run the business side of things isn't helpful. Waddell may be just fine with USA Hockey, but what he did with the Thrashers should give no one in here confidence. I just hope Karmanos isn't bringing him in to do the same thing he did in Atlanta -- destroy a fan base so that the team can move, just like the Thrashers did.
Nash the middle man in 'young guns' line

Posted by Chip Alexander on April 15, 2014  
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Hands up for everyone who predicted the line of Jeff Skinner, Riley Nash and Elias Lindholm would be the Canes' most productive late in the season.

No one saw that coming.

But Canes coach Kirk Muller gave it a try and the three clicked pretty well -- Nash the "old man" at 24. Not that it was hard, Nash said Tuesday. 

"We worked well together and each of us fed off each other," Nash said. "For me, being in the middle, I was just trying to be consistent … and just let those two guys play because they're incredibly skilled. It was just me trying to keep things going in the right direction and let them do what they do best."

Skinner scored seven goals in the last 11 games to finish with a career-high 33, getting two Sunday against the Philadelphia Flyers. Lindholm ended his rookie season with a flourish, scoring a pair of goals at Pittsburgh on April 1 and adding another in a 2-1 victory at Detroit last Friday while providing some solid, at times physical two-way play.

"I would say that was more of my game, more of an all-around player," Lindholm said. "Hit bodies, score some goals, try to make some plays out there."

Nash had two goals and four assists in his last 12 games, scoring the game-winner March 22 in a 3-2 victory at Winnipeg. He set up Skinner for his first goal Sunday against the Flyers with a sharp cross-ice pass.

Of Lindholm, Nash said, "He's going to be a world-class player in no time. He's only 19 years old and you could see in the last month he's already starting to take over games. He's getting that mindset where he knows he can do it. He has a confidence and that aura about him that he's ready to take that next step."

And Skinner?

"Skins is in a league of his own out there," Nash said. "In my opinion he's one of the best goal-scorers in this league. Me and Lindy were talking about him the other day, just give him the puck somewhere in that shooting area and he'll find a way to put it in. I wish I had that."

The Canes went into the season believing they needed a reliable third-line center after Eric and Jordan Staal, and that kind of talk continued up to the trade deadline. Nash was given the opportunity and at times centered the fourth line as Manny Malhotra moved up to the third line.

Malhotra pushed Nash. He also helped him improve on faceoffs. And Nash responded just as Muller hoped he would, accepting the competitive challenge and getting better.

Nash's improvement over the course of the season, and the play of his line late, has given management something to think about looking ahead to next season. 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/04/15/3787087/nash-the-middle-man-in-young-guns.html?sp=/99/103/400/120/1533/#storylink=cpy
...
Nash made significant strides in his game over the season. He possesses the hockey I.Q. of players like Brandon Sutter. He has superb vision on the ice and processes information quickly. His hands are quite good. He isn't afraid to go to the dirty ice. 

 Nash skates well, and has very good body control. He is a smooth, fast skater. Where Nash has particular room for improvement is in his strength on the puck, his upper body strength, and his physical aggressiveness. Nash had difficulty containing big, powerful forwards who would gain possession on him. Nash is 10 to 15 muscle pounds away from being the player the Hurricanes need him to be.

 Looking at the makeup of the team and the young prospects, Nash seems to be the Canes third line center of the future. Victor Rask however is developing to become the Canes next third line center. I expect and hope the Hurricanes will draft a power forward, either a center or a wing. Lindholm is the Canes future second line center with EStaal/JStaal/Semin forming the first line.

 Next season, I expect to see Tlusty/Nash/Loktionov as the Hurricanes third line. Nash impressed me when he came to the Checkers in the way he would fix parts of his game in a sequential manner. He'd have an issue with his game, then I would watch him over the next series of games focus on that area until it became a strong aspect of his game. That kind of self-awareness in a young player is unique. I therefore fully expect Nash to focus on the power and strength area of his play in the long off-season.

Dan Butler ·  Top Commenter · University of Chicago

It seems to me that the teams strength is now in goal...I agree with RF's focus on the 7-12 forward positions, likewise him rebooting the resource pool we have in the minors...building from within requires investing time, but the time must be given to resources that can truly be effective NHL players, not just players that play hard. 

 The teams defense is still a worry, can Sekera repeat his career best year, Faulk has to play better than he did last year, Hainsey is a good not great 2nd line defenseman, and then for our 4 defenseman we hope Harrison or Gleason found the fountain of youth as both played old & badly last year. Murphy improved greatly last year & hopefully he has made a similar improvement this year....if Jordan can't make this years team then I really wonder why we are keeping him.

 While the teams defense is a ...

 See More

Reply ·  · 23 hours ago

.

Frank Wilner ·  Top Commenter · Boston University

A cautionary tale here; I'm trying to stay positive. It looks to me like the Canes are essentially going with the same cast as last season with a few tweaks (McClement & Malone) which says to me that the front office is counting on Bill Peters & the coaching staff to bring a new dynamic to this team. I essentially agree with Doug Abrams. They have three solid guys on defense with Sekera,Hainsey & Faulk. Murphy is exciting but he's not there yet.I was hoping they would get a guy like Strolman but he was apparently to costly. I like their first round draft pick but he most likely will not be ready. Liles was picked up to quarterback the power play which clearly did not work out. Will Gleason return to form. It's a wait and see on that one. We saw flashes at times that this team can play but those games were few and far between. The Staal brothers need to bring their "A" game every night. I'm hopeful that with Semin 100% he can step up his game & play like he did his first season with the club.Tlusty needs to return to form & stay healthy & Ward also needs to play the way he is capable of playing. Lot's of question marks but the key in my view is how the coaching staff will get this team to play 60 minutes of good,hard nosed hockey. Is this cast of characters capable of doing that? We'll see.

Reply ·  · July 8 at 8:37am

.

Doug Abrams ·  Top Commenter

I have been a strong advocate of the Hurricanes following the approach ultimately taken by Ron Francis. The Hurricanes needed to win six more games to make the playoffs. I put no weight in analysis of any Canes roster other than 2013-2014 because whether the Hurricanes were the worst team, best team, or inbetween during previous seasons has no bearing on 2013-2014.

 The Hurricanes have a very strong core. They need to follow the model of the Detroit Red Wings and the L.A.Kings and add key pieces via draft and player development. The Hurricanes do need a big, strong, skilled RW, a#4 dman, and perhaps a third line center. The addition of McClement and Brad Malone take pressure of Riley Nash to be a physical presence. Given Nash's other skill sets and his high hockey I.Q., I predict he comes to came with more strength. The Hurricanes do need to add net front presence; and need to add a big, fast, physical #4 dman. It's a process and now the Hurricanes organization seems committed to letting the process work. That is great news for everybody who wants playoff Hurricanes hockey to return.

Reply ·  · July 7 at 4:09am

.

Mike Burger · State University of New York at Oswego

I hope I eat my words but to be honest Ron Francis and Peter Karmanos don't have a clue what they are doing- Look at the playoffs this year - the stronger faster bigger teams that won all crashed the net and were very physical. I'm an original season ticket holder but will be a former one at that- because I expect the same old crap this year- they may make the playoffs but they will not win the NHL's Holy Grail. You can count on it. Ron Francis - have some guts and stop drinking the Karmanos koolaide- The Staal's are over rated, the team is too small, doesn't crash the net and the power play sucks. You have done nothing to change these issues over the past five years- adios- I'm out.

Reply ·  · July 6 at 10:50am

.

Janyne Kizer · N.C. State

If the problem last year was a slow start for many of our players and injuries, then why did we fire Muller? 

Reply ·  · July 7 at 5:59am

Doug Abrams ·  Top Commenter

Muller was fired because he was not an effective coach. He made the problems of injuries to key players worse by his propensity for putting grinders with scorers, dismantling effective lines, and mismangement of defensive pairings at crucial times. 

 I believe he lost the room in late December. 

Reply ·  · July 7 at 7:08am

.

David B. Meyer ·  Top Commenter · Duke University

Doug Abrams I agree Muller was not an effective coach; poor player management, and a complete inability to solve the PP problem.

 That being said, I truly hope that Karmanos is not limiting Ronnie's ability to bring change to the organization. If we want to feel confident in the future of NHL hockey in this market for the foreseeable future, then the Canes absolutely must make the playoffs this season. No would a', could a', should a' . . .

 The problem is, I'm not convinced a change of management and coaching is the entire solution like PK seems to think it is.

Reply ·  · July 7 at 9:01am

.

Doug Abrams ·  Top Commenter

David B. Meyer I think it is vastly more important that Canes organization has a plan in place to bring exciting, winning hockey back to PNC. It's a process. If it takes another season or two seasons fine. The ragtag method doesn't work. Fleury is a good example of how to do things. Bring in a guy who will help for 10-12 years. Skinner, Faulk, Lindholm are also good examples. Murphy is likely to fall into that category as well. 

 The Hurricanes organization failed too long to develop young players in its system. The Hurricanes also squandered too many draft picks. Ladd, Jack Johnson, Dalpe, Peters, Alt, are all first and second round picks that did not stick as part of Canes core team. It's a systemic issue that I believe Francis and Peters recognize. I would rather the focus be on getting to a style of play and approach to hockey than the result of playoffs or not. Playing the right way with the right mix of players will ultimately result in having the Hurricanes become a consistent playoff team. 

Reply ·  · July 7 at 10:00am

Canes' refrains remain the same

Posted by Chip Alexander on April 15, 2014  
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The refrains were familiar.

"It was a frustrating season …"

"We found ways to lose …"

"It's really disappointing to miss the playoffs again …"

"We have to remember this feeling and make sure we don't have it again …"

So it went Tuesday at PNC Arena as the Hurricanes talked with the media and packed up their gear for the offseason. For all that was said, it was, in fact, a feeling some were experiencing for the fifth straight year.

"I thought we had a pretty good team this year," forward Jeff Skinner said. "I think as everyone said, it's frustrating, it's disappointing not being in the playoffs. It keeps happening and we keep saying coming into the year it's going to be the year we turn it around. We still haven't done it yet."

Skinner scored a career-high 33 goals, one of the highlights of the season for the Canes. But he's now played four NHL seasons without being in a playoff game.

"The consistency in our game wasn't there," he said. "To be good in this league you have to be consistent."

The Canes closed the season with 83 points, winning the last two games for a 36-35-11 record.

"That's very average and not good enough to get us close to where we wanted to be or where we thought we could be," defenseman Ron Hainsey said.

The Canes had one five-game winning streak in the season, beginning it with the stirring comeback win over Montreal on New Year's Eve at PNC Arena. But after a four-game winning streak in late-January, they never won more than two in a row and were 12-16-2 in the final 20 games.

"We found ways to lose games," center Jordan Staal said. "There were so many games where we went into the third period and just beat ourselves, or starting games and beating ourselves."

Winger Pat Dwyer said the Canes were hurt by a poor start when the NHL season resumed after the Olympic break. Carolina had a five-game road trip, took a tough loss at Buffalo to start, then dropped games against Dallas, the L.A. Kings and Anaheim Ducks before an overtime win against San Jose.

"That slide on that trip to the West Coast I think ultimately put us in a position where we couldn't get back in the race," Dwyer said. "That set us back to where we couldn't recover."

Not enough to make the playoffs. Since winning the Stanley Cup in 2006, the Canes have been just once -- in 2009. 

"It's like a snowball. It keeps rolling," Dwyer said. "The first year you're disappointed and by year five you're completely frustrated. It's tough year after year having your (end-of-year) meetings in April and getting ready to go home and watch the playoffs with your son. Eventually you want to be in it and playing for that ultimate prize.

Canes captain Eric Staal has played for and won that prize, the Cup. He said he will watch the playoffs but will ache in doing it.

"I know everyone is frustrated," Staal said. "I know our fans are frustrated. I know management, staff, everyone is."

Asked about the desperation level late in the season, Staal quickly replied, "The desperation has been there, don't worry about that. It was there the first time you miss the playoffs. Obviously, with how many years it has been in a row now it's amped up even more and the frustration level is even higher." 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/04/15/3786946/canes-refrains-remain-the-same.html?sp=/99/103/400/120/1533/#storylink=cpy
Gaudreau takes stock in whirlwind year as he prepares for first NHL training camp

Top Flames prospect will get in some well deserved rest as he focuses on cracking the lineup in September

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldJuly 9, 2014
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Flames prospect Johnny Gaudreau takes part in a rookie scrimmage at WinSport Arena on Wednesday.
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Flames notes: Treliving assesses development camp

The name has been talked about around the city since 2011.

But finally, after four years of summer development camps, John Gaudreau’s next trip will be for this fall’s Calgary Flames training camp.

“It’s a little different,” said skilled winger following Wednesday’s final scrimmage at WinSport arena, signalling the final day of the annual prospects grind. “I’m coming into my first actual training camp this September. I think I had a good camp this week, but there’s definitely some improvement.

“It’s been a crazy two months, here . . . a whirlwind. But a great experience.”

After signing with the club when Boston College was knocked out of the Frozen Four, Gaudreau officially began his professional hockey career — which, of course, began with freight train speed.

He picked up his Hobey Baker as the top collegiate hockey player from the NCAA Frozen Four awards in Philadelphia. From there, he and fellow prospect Bill Arnold immediately flew to Vancouver where he played in the Flames final regular season game. Shortly after that, he met up with the U.S. world championship team overseas in Belarus. Then, he flew to Calgary for his fourth development camp.

All of which explains why he passed on a trip to the ESPY Awards on July 16 in Los Angeles where he is up for the Best Male College Athlete along with Doug McDermott (Creighton Basketball), David Taylor (Penn State Wrestling), Lyle Thompson (Albany Lacrosse), and Jameis Winston (Florida State Football).

Instead, he is planning on spending some time with his family in Salem, N.J. — and is in desperate need of a vacation.

“It’s been crazy,” said Gaudreau, the Flames’ fourth-round pick from 2011. “I just need a break here. I was pretty tired about two or three weeks ago. I kind of took the week off of working out and skating.

“It’s good to be back on the ice now. Definitely it was what I needed. That month and half was pretty crazy. A ton of emotions going through my head.”

Still, in two scrimmages, Gaudreau was one of the most noticeable prospects on the ice.

On Wednesday, he completely fooled rookie goalie Mason McDonald when he turned a Kenny Agostino feed into a breakaway pass, head-faked a half-dozen times, and scored.

“It was a great experience, a great week,” said the generously listed five-foot-nine, 160-pound winger. “It was fun to get out here again. It’s always fun to come out here and play a little hockey during Stampede week against some of the guys I’ll be playing with some day.”

This week was also Flames general manager Brad Treliving’s first opportunity to meet the kid and watch him in action.

And?

“Hey, he’s a talented guy,” Treliving said. “You can see some of the other kids had fear in their eyes when he was coming down. I’d hate to play against him in this sort of atmosphere.”

But, just like the other prospects, he delivered the same post-camp speech to Gaudreau who is a prime candidate to crack the 2014-15 roster.

“Same sort of thing, he’s got his message and plan for the next two weeks,” Treliving said. “It was nice to get to know him. He’s a great young guy. He’s excited. I said, ‘Forget about all the other stuff around you. Now, you’ve gotta get ready and come in.”

Gaudreau gets it.

“You have to make sure you have the right attitude coming in,” said Gaudreau who turns 21 on Aug. 13. “You don’t want to come in, thinking you’re not going to make the team. Everyone is fighting for a spot. And I’ve got a lot of work to do for the rest of the summer.”

Other things to note from Wednesday’s scrimmage . . . Morgan Klimchuk scored twice (with John Gilmour chipping in with assists on both) . . . Dawson Leedahl, Ryan Culkin, Brett Kulak, Bill Arnold, Hunter Smith, Gaudreau, Brandon Vuic, and Casey Bailey also scored . . . There was a little bit of a physical mis-match when fourth-overall pick Sam Bennett was driving to the net, trying to get past six-foot-seven, 245-pound Keegan Kanzig . . . Kenny Agostino showed some jump and setup Kulak for his slapshot goal . . . The Flames rookies break for the summer and resume game action and hit the ice for the YoungStars Tournament in Penticton, B.C., on Sept. 12.

kodland@calgaryherald.com
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Flames notes: Treliving assesses development camp
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Calgary Flames&#8217; 2014 first-rounder Sam Bennett takes part in a rookie scrimmage at WinSport Arena on Wednesday.
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Sure, you can make an educated guess on the projected Calgary Flames roster for the 2014-15 season.

And, definitely after Wednesday’s final scrimmage, interested individuals and curious onlookers at WinSport developed opinions of their own.

But for Brad Treliving, the priority of their annual summer development camp was to place an emphasis on behind-the-scenes education and development — and not the finished on-ice product.

“It’s giving these guys the tools,” said the Flames general manager. “Yes, you want to get a little glimpse and see how they move.

“But, a lot of ways, doing too much heavy lifting on-ice and evaluating, it can be a dangerous thing.”

It was also time for his hockey operations group — including Bob Hartley and his coaching staff and new American Hockey League coach Ryan Huska — to set an example of what the Flames are about.

“One of the foundational cultural things we want here, whenever we do something, we do it hard and we compete,” he said. “It’s not a sometimes thing. It has to be an everyday thing. I think that, more than anything, is what I took out of this.

“To get a DNA and a culture, it’s what you do every single day. You have to repeat it. Kids are leaving here today going, ‘OK. I have a better understanding on what the Flames organization is about.’”

And Treliving’s parting message?

There are two critical months left to get ready for training camp — so be ready.

Because it doesn’t take an expert to know that plenty of jobs are up for grabs this fall.

“Quite frankly, as a young player, I don’t know if there’s a better situation or organization to be in,” Treliving said. “And don’t wait. I find with a lot of young players, when you get into September, you can’t just stick your toe in the pool. You have to jump in. We go two days and you’re playing pre-season games. So, be ready to go at the start of camp — not three or four days into it.

“Hopefully that message has been received and we’ll see everyone in September.”

WOLF A ‘WALKING FRIDGE’

Treliving did his best to summarize what he saw out of newcomer David Wolf.

“He’s like a walking fridge,” he said chuckling. “He’s a big guy.”

But although the six-foot-three, 220-pound winger from Duesseldorf, Germany, is built like a linebacker and is clearly a physical specimen off his skates, Treliving still doesn’t have a complete read on the on-ice product.

Because of the lack of players and ice-time demand in Germany, Wolf hadn’t skated in three months since his season ended with Hamburg and it was obvious.

“Which is normal but you could see the progression,” Treliving said. “He’s just probably starting to feel good now. But he’s an interesting guy, he’s an older guy, you can see his straight-ahead approach.

“Between now and September, he’ll have been on the ice and I think you’ll see a little bit of a different kid come September.”

The plan for Wolf, who was inked a one-year, two-way contract with the Flames in May, to return to Calgary before September to skate with a few players prior to the start of main camp.

“Like I said, strength isn’t a problem with David,” Treliving said. “But he has to make sure he’s on the ice and prepares . . . in September, the big boys come out.”

The Flames also put some unknowns on their radar including right defenceman Jason Fram (who’ll receive an invite to main camp) and left winger Casey Bailey — both players were singled out by the boss on Wednesday.

Inquiring minds also wanted to know what Treliving made of their fourth overall selection Sam Bennett.

“I think we had a pretty good handle on Sam,” he said. “It’s the first time we’re spending time with him as our guy. There’s a lot to like there. He’s a talented player. He comes as advertised in terms of the intangible pieces. He’s a winner. He’s a character kid. He’s a driven kid.

“Now, he’s going to go home and put some work in and we’ll see where he is in training camp.”

Under previous leadership, the Flames were quick to put the pen to summer time signings on Sean Monahan and Sven Baertschi.

But in his first off-season as the team’s GM, Treliving said he isn’t in a rush to hammer out a deal with Bennett.

“I talked to his representatives after the draft and that’s another conversation we’ll have next week, just to get a sense of where they’re at,” he said. “But it’s not something we think we have to rush out and do this afternoon. Obviously, it’s something we’re going to take a look at fairly quickly.”

And, he said, it’s irrelevant

“Would I like it done? Sure,” I don’t think it has any bearing on where Sam starts. That’ll all be based on his play. Again, a lot of these contracts, they slot in fairly easily. So, we’ll see.”

TIME TO TAKE A BREATH

First, was preparing for the National Hockey League scouting combine and draft.

Then, it was free agency.

Now, with the end to prospects camps all over the league, there may be a summer for NHL executives.

“Everything just sort of stops,” Treliving said. “You’re always talking . . . but I think everyone is taking a deep breath now and assessing where they’re at. There are still very capable NHL players that don’t have jobs yet. You’ll see some things over the course of the next few weeks but once you get into training camp, I think you see another push once you get a sense of what you have.

“There’s a slow down, never a stop. But it won’t be long before we’re wrapping up and getting ready for camp.”

And they’re not there yet, Treliving said.

“But as you add young players to your system, one thing it does is create competition,” he said. “Training camp will determine who is ready and who isn’t. There’s some really good things that have taken place here. But we can’t lose sight of the fact that we were the 27th placed team last year so we need to get better. I’m open to whatever we can do to make ourselves better.

“We just finished picking fourth in the draft and there’s lots of room for change in the group.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com
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Late-round pick Ollas-Mattsson has done far more growing up than your average teenager

Flames prospect lost his mom to cancer two years ago and has helped raise two younger brothers, including six-year-old Joel, who is in a wheelchair

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldJuly 9, 2014
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Adam Ollas Mattsson, seen at the NHL Combine this past May, represented Sweden at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

Adam Ollas Mattsson, seen at the NHL Combine this past May, represented Sweden at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

Photograph by: Graig Abel, NHLI via Getty Images

More on This Story

Flames’ resident German bull in a china shop looking for his stride

When the Calgary Flames drafted Adam Ollas-Mattsson in the sixth-round of the 2014 National Hockey League draft, they raved about the Swedish mystery player’s size and character.

And, as promised, the six-foot-four and 216-pounder arrived at WinSport over the weekend for the annual summer development camp exactly as advertised.

As for his character?

Well, take the 17-year-old’s recent injury into consideration and you’ll start to understand a little bit about the life of the bright Flames’ prospect.

The newly drafted Ollas-Mattsson arrived in the city with his foot in a walking boot. A surprise to many, considering when the team selected him 175th overall, there was no word of his injury.

Already sensing the question, Ollas-Mattsson cleared the air on Tuesday.

“I was riding a bike and there were rocks on the road,” he explained after another upper body day at WinSport’s facilities, his first taste of professional hockey. “I tripped with the bike and fell and twisted my foot. I have a crack in it . . . there’s only like two more weeks until it heals.

“I was actually on my way to my mom’s grave on Mother’s Day.”

Getting back to that character the Flames were talking about . . .

Two years ago, Ollas-Mattsson’s mother lost a three-year battle with liver cancer which had been her second encounter with the disease, beating breast cancer when Ollas-Mattsson was born in 1996.

“She passed away when I was at a hockey tournament,” said the big left-handed defenceman who turns 18 on July 30. “But (experiences like that) make you tougher. It makes you stronger as a person, dealing with all of those emotions and stuff. I think it’s made me who I am today. I think I’m a lot more mature than guys my age.”

After his mother died, it was up to him to help his father Jorgen take care of his younger brothers 13-year-old Isac and six-year-old Joel who was born 10 weeks premature and is in a wheelchair.

“I’ve been through a lot,” Ollas-Mattsson said, sounding much wiser and full of life experience than your average teenager. “You get used to it and you get stronger. It’s just a normal day to have my dad at home with my two younger brothers. It’s been pretty tough. There are times when it’s sad, thinking of all the memories.

“But I’m just trying to think of the positive side and there’s nothing I can do about it, so you just live with it.”

It also puts life-changing events — like, being selected in the National Hockey League draft for example — into perspective.

When the Flames hollered Ollas-Mattsson’s name, he wasn’t on site in Philadelphia but celebrated the moment while staying at a friend’s house. His dad was travelling in Spain at the time but he immediately was on his phone to spread the news.

“And, of course, I called my younger brothers to tell them I was drafted,” Ollas-Mattsson said, grinning. “My youngest brother was at our summer house and called him to tell him I’d bring a hat to him. He was really happy.”

Ollas-Mattsson had represented Sweden in the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament last summer and, after playing with Djurdgarden’s junior team, he signed on to play the 2014-15 season with the men’s team.

Or, he may jump on with a team in the Allsvenskan.

“Just to see how I do,” Ollas-Mattsson said. “I want to play with the pros. I played a couple of games this year (six) and felt pretty good.

“Hopefully next year, I’ll only play with the big guys. That’s what I’m hoping for.”

The 2014 Draft also gave Ollas-Mattsson an opportunity to connect with another Swedish draft pick of the Flames via Twitter.

“Mikael Backlund Tweeted me after I got drafted,” he said. “That was pretty funny, like, ‘Welcome to the Calgary Flames.’ That was pretty big. He’s a really good player and hopefully I’ll get to know him in the future.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com
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Flames’ resident German bull in a china shop looking for his stride

David Wolf admits without much time on the ice in the past three months, he&#8217;s sucking win at NHL club&#8217;s prospect camp

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldJuly 9, 2014
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Calgary Flames rookie David Wolf plays a physical game.
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One by one, each prospect attempted it.

Line to line to line to line.

Which is a lot to ask of any National Hockey League prospects on a good day and, keep in mind, Tuesday’s session at WinSport was the definition of a mid summer, off-season, on-ice workout.

Johnny Gaudreau, of course, easily ripped through the skating drill or “climbing the mountain” which makes sense given his lengthy season at the Frozen Four, finishing the 2013-14 NHL season with the Calgary Flames, and heading to the world championships.

David Wolf, however, fully admitted he was sucking wind — big time.

“Today was my fourth time on the ice after three and a half months,” said the six-foot-three 220-pounder from Duesseldorf, Germany, chuckling. “There’s been some conditioning I’ve missed (with no ice available in Germany), but that’ll come in the next few months when I meet up with the guys in Europe (his clubmates with Hamburg of the DEL) and when I come to fall camp.”

Ice times, in Germany, are always difficult to find at this time of the year with a limited amount of hockey players and a low demand for arenas.

But, still, Wolf has arrived in Calgary to make an impression for many other reasons than just his skating abilities.

Signed as a free agent this spring and not exactly what you’d consider a rookie after three full seasons in the DEL, the 24-year-old left winger is built like a linebacker and has the reputation of being a bull in a china shop on ice.

Although there’s no contact for the group in either of the Flames rookie scrimmages — the second game happening Wednesday at 10 a.m. which wraps up the rookie camp for another year — Wolf is fine with laying off the rough stuff this week.

“It’s a development camp,” said Wolf who had 14 goals and 26 assists to go with 152 penalty minutes in 2013-14. “Everyone should learn something this week and not get hurt . . . (Monday) was my third time and, right away, it was a scrimmage, so it was OK that no one went hard like it was a normal game.

“Sure, I like to play physical . . . but it was OK (Monday).”

Following this week’s rookie camp and after Wolf returns from vacationing with his girlfriend in Turkey, he’ll hit the ice for a month before returning in early September for the Flames’ main camp.

On Tuesday, the prospects were headed to Banff to enjoy an afternoon hiking and squeezing in a round of golf — an action-packed week off the ice after spending Monday at the Stampede grounds and attending the chuckwagon races.

Which had been right up Wolf’s alley.

“It was unbelievable how fast those wagons go and how many people are there, too,” Wolf said. “I enjoyed it a lot. I bought a cowboy hat — I was actually the only European to buy a cowboy hat and I found one big enough. I think it fits pretty good, the guys liked it.

“All the guys looked at me like, ‘Who is this Euro?’ ”
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Bennett, Gaudreau wow spectators at Flames camp scrimmage

GM Brad Treliving was quick to pull the reins on the hype, though, cautioning it&#8217;s just July

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJuly 8, 2014
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Flames rookie Sam Bennett tries to jam the puck past goalie Mason McDonald during the NHL team&#8217;s scrimmage at WinSport&#8217;s ice complex on Monday.
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Flames notes: Monahan offering advice to Flames’ top draft pick Bennett

Brad Treliving wasted no time getting into the Stampede spirit.

He grabbed the reins. And pulled. Very hard.

Ensuring that there will be no runaways on his watch, the Calgary Flames’ new general manager is clamping down tightly on expectations.

No matter that a packed house at WinSport’s Ice Complex had just witnessed dominating performances by Nos. 53 and 63 — Johnny Gaudreau and Sam Bennett — at Monday morning’s scrimmage.

Treliving — not surprisingly — was in full whoa-mode.

“Great to see them,” said Treliving, “but in a week’s time, it will all be forgotten. We’ll wait till training camp — that’ll be a better barometer of where everyone’s at. You get a little flavour for what guys can do in their game.

“Let’s not get too excited in the first week of July.”

Well, if there is citywide anticipation, blame Messrs. Bennett and Gaudreau who, in this game, were frequently linemates and always noticeable.

“It is exciting to see those guys,” said Treliving. “A lot has been talked about Johnny, with what he did in college, with what he did at the world championship. So it’s nice for fans to get a little glimpse of them.

“We are excited about these players, but also let’s just keep it in context of what time of the year it is.”

Encircled by reporters, Bennett did his part, too, to pooh-pooh any grand assumptions.

“It’s a little early to say that,” the slender centreman said when asked about being an integral piece of the Flames’ future. “I haven’t even got to the actual training camp yet. I guess I’ll take that (proclamation) as an honour, but I’ve still got a lot of work to do.”

But, certainly, the duo gave followers something to slobber over.

Gaudreau, already a household name in Calgary, made it look ridiculously easy.

The tiny left-winger, who played every shift with the puck on his stick, orchestrated Bennett’s power play strike — a quick feed followed by a clinical finish.

“Unbelievable player,” Bennett said of Gaudreau. “Any chance I get to play with a player of that calibre, it’s pretty special. Unbelievable vision and he’s a smart hockey player. His skill set, it blows me away.”

Gaudreau, with a heads-up pass, was also responsible Brandon Denham’s goal in the 2-0 contest. But it was Tim Harrison who had been lucky enough to take most of his spins on the right flank with Bennett and Gaudreau.

“Two dynamic guys,” said Harrison. “(Gaudreau) slows the game down so easily. He just stops the puck and it’s a walk in the park for him. Then he just picks and chooses whenever he wants to give the puck. Incredible.”

From Bennett, drafted fourth overall last week in Philadelphia, there had also been plenty to admire.

He claimed that he needed a feeling-out period. Not that anyone noticed.

“Actually, the first couple shifts, I was amazed by the speed of the game,” said the Holland Landing, Ont., native. “I’m not used to it being that fast. It took me a couple shifts to get comfortable out there. Once I did, I felt pretty . . . confident.”

It showed.

Bennett had the educated put-away on his goal — a rising hard-to-parry snapshot.

Then, during the post-game shootout, the 18-year-old outlasted goalie Cole Huggins with a deep and cheeky toe-drag. “Definitely one of my favourite (moves).” That conversion had drawn hoots of approval from the pews.

A self-proclaimed 185-pounder, Bennett also shoved aside Keegan Kanzig, six foot six and 248 pounds, in a race for the puck behind the net.

“I just hope I showed (observers) my skill set and my compete level,” said Bennett. “I definitely think that there’s a lot more to my game that I can still bring. I still hope to show a lot more.”

For Gaudreau, there is nearly nothing left to show. At least at this level.

A standout once again — at, yes, his fourth summer camp — the Carneys Point, N.J., native took advantage of his morning’s soapbox to rave about his fair-haired friend.

“Smart on the ice — he knows where everyone’s at,” Gaudreau, who turns 21 next month, said of Bennett. “He makes plays. Great shot. Great speed. Great vision. I can see why the Flames drafted him — he’s a great hockey player. And an even better guy off the ice. You can tell he’s going to be a great teammate from the second you meet him.

“That’s the kind of guys the Flames have been drafting. It’s good to see that.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

From brawn to brains: Troy Crowder has become a skate guru years after throwing fists

Former NHL pugilist now working for the Flames, helping prospects with their skating, even if most of them have no idea he once bloodied Bob Probert
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Calgary Flames player development coach Troy Crowder, seen on Sunday at WinSport, threw a lot of fists during his storied NHL career. Most of the young players he&#8217;s working with now, though, have no idea who he was in his past life.
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Flames notes: Prospects jacked up in anticipation for Monday morning’s scrimmage

Not much sets him apart from the other coaches.

Tall and trim. Black tracksuit. Just another middle-aged dude with a whistle.

Except he isn’t.

“That’s Troy Crowder?” pipes up one of the rookies at the Calgary Flames’ development camp. “He was a beast, wasn’t he? Wow. I’ve heard that name a million times. I had no idea that was him. That probably doesn’t happen very often — ex-fighter goes into the skating profession.

“That’s a cool story, for sure.”

True enough.

Because Crowder’s journey — from nose-bender to skate-nerd — is compelling.

For many Flames fans, news of his recent hiring as player-development coach would have been greeted with a shrug.

Yet for those of a certain vintage, Crowder is well-known.

Most famously, he bloodied an in-his-prime Bob Probert. Then, primarily on behalf of the New Jersey Devils, he took on the baddest brawlers of the 1990s. Kordic. Berube. Baumgartner. Peluso. Carkner. Miller. Domi. Grimson. McCarthy. Twist.

By the turn of the millennium, however, his career had been undone by back and shoulder injuries.

But even if the hockey world lost track of Crowder, he was never idle.

With time on his hands, he turned loose his curiosity.

His burning obsession? The reasons behind his own substandard skating.

“The issue bugged me enough that I said, ‘Well, I’m not sure what I want to do with my life after hockey, so I’m going to play with this,’ ” says the 46-year-old. “That’s what started this whole process.”

Crowder, in his home town of Walden, Ont., became a mad scientist.

His subject — skates.

His method — trial and error.

His laboratory — outdoor rinks.

“I’d put in a huge orthotic,” he says. “Or I’d shim something. Or I’d cut something open on the toe. Or make (the boot) wider. I’d do one skate and keep the other normal. Then I’d skate. I’d try to figure things out — feel and skate, feel and skate, feel and skate.

“My wife (Jennifer) nearly killed me many times. I had skates across the kitchen and coffee tables, all around the house.”

Once he got the hang of it, he added lab rats to the experiments. “Whoever was in the realm of my world.” In other words, his sons. Youngsters at hockey camps, too.

“I’d watch these kids, all knock-kneed — they couldn’t get over their skates properly,” says Crowder. “So I’d grind up some plastic, get some Velcro, hook something onto their skates . . . and get these little improvements.”

Over a span of five years, he customized the gear of countless skaters.

“My brain’s always trying to figure out puzzles . . . it was kind of a game in my head, you know?” Crowder says. “People who know me — people back home — they always knew I was that kind of guy. Thinking outside the box. Looking at things differently.

“The average Joe would just think that I was a tough-guy goon, dragging my knuckles on the ground, right?”

Crowder, though, discovered a niche.

Not all players are created equally — “Someone’s got a thick shin, someone’s got a skinny ankle, someone’s got big bones, someone’s got big heels” — but a boot’s eyelets? Always in the same place.

Crowder’s solution was a skate attachment that permits a customized bend point. Patented as 55 Flex, skate companies and NHL teams quietly took note.

Last winter, he alleviated the lace-bite issues of a certain chap. Aaron Ekblad.

Crowder even went on CBC’s Dragons’ Den.

“But they didn’t air it,” he says. “They were too nice to me and they didn’t buy in.”

The Flames, however, did buy in, hiring the man last month. (Primary connection — Brian Burke and Crowder have made trips together to Afghanistan.)

To better document prospects’ strides this week, Crowder, on ice, will pull out his iPad.

Few of the teenagers, of course, have any inkling of the cutting-edge coach’s bare-knuckled background.

(General manager Brad Treliving joked that if any of them found Crowder on YouTube, he would certainly get a lot more room out there.)

As a rookie, Crowder fought 16 times — including that battering of Probert in the Devils’ season opener.

After that season, 1990-91, the six-foot-four winger appeared only 81 more times — for Detroit, Los Angeles, Vancouver.

“At certain times, you say, ‘Oh (darn), I wish I could’ve done (more),’ ” says Crowder. “Like, I wish when Gretz passed me the puck in front, I’d scored instead of tipping it wide. There’s a lot of things I wish could have happened for my highlight reel, so I could sit in the basement with my buddies and say, ‘Hey, me and Gretz — right there.’ ”

He laughs, then continues.

“In the grand scheme of things I wish I never got injured — wish, wish, wish — but I don’t think I’d change a thing. Because of the sacrifices, because of the things that I did, I’ve had a great after-life.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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Calgary Flames centre Mark Jankowski, seen at last year&#8217;s development camp, isn&#8217;t on the ice this time &#8212; sidelined by hip issues &#8212; but it doesn&#8217;t mean the Flames have forgotten about him.
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Fitness testing? Done. Thank goodness.

Two long days of drills under the steely-eyed supervision of a half-dozen coaches? Done. What a relief.

Now? The Calgary Flames youngsters get to strut their stuff in an actual game — well, a summertime scrimmage, but close enough.

“It’s the highlight of camp,” Keegan Kanzig said of the contest slated for 10 a.m. Monday at WinSport’s Ice Complex. “You get to get into a game situation with the other prospects, to see how everybody does . . . and gauge how training has changed your game over the summer thus far.”

There is an assortment of bruisers in harness at the Flames’ annual development camp. Kanzig, six foot six and 248 pounds, is hardly the only one.

Last year’s scrimmage had featured plenty of fireworks. Tim Harrison, alone, was the burr under at least three saddles.

“Well, obviously, they want it competitive,” said Kanzig. “It’s hockey — you still have to play physical — but they don’t want anything stupid going on. They kind of leave it up to us to draw the line and make sure we’re playing with an edge, but, at the same time, playing smart.”

More than once this week, general manager Brad Treliving has pointed out that it’s “only July.” Meaning risk should be at an annual low.

So — are there guidelines for Monday?

“The message here is — we don’t want any silly stuff going on,” said Treliving. “But ultimately . . . guys want to show what they can do. This is a competitive environment, but what I’d like to call a controlled competitive environment. (Monday’s) not a day to be running guys all over the place.”

Nor will there likely be high marks awarded for artistic merit.

“Scrimmages in these camps are always a bit discombobulated,” said Morgan Klimchuk. “A lot of people running around, skating really fast, not a lot of structure. But that’s definitely what you look forward to . . . to actually play the game. I’m looking forward to that and, hopefully, making an impact.”

SIELOFF REINED IN

Sure, Patrick Sieloff looks good in blue. But he is not thrilled to be stuck in that particular colour of jersey.

Because it means no one can hit him at camp. And, disappointingly for the aggressive defender, he can’t hit anyone, either.

But after a season in which he suited up for only two games because of severe complications from an infection, Flames brass wants to keep him out of harm’s way.

At least, they’re trying to.

Saturday, Sieloff behaved. Sunday, the 20-year-old was clearly champing at the bit.

“We told him not to run into anybody, and still had to remind him halfway through practice not to do that,” said Treliving, chuckling. “He wasn’t really happy. He’s asked me three times if he can change (his sweater) to a different colour.

“But he’s on the right track and I’m really happy he’s with us.”

NOT FORGOTTEN

Mark Jankowski is not on the ice, but he is far from a forgotten man.

The 2012 first-round pick, sidelined by hip issues, is here — and on Treliving’s mind.

“His timeline is going to take a little bit,” Treliving said of the 19-year-old going into his junior year at Providence College. “There was a lot of physical development that had to take place — and is still taking place — but look at him now from where he was two years ago. There’s still a lot of boy in him . . . but he’s developing, maturing.”

With the recent high-profile selections of Sean Monahan and Sam Bennett, there’s been a tendency to overlook the rest of the centre-ice garden.

Treliving, though, rattles off the names of Max Reinhart, Markus Granlund, Corban Knight.

“And, obviously, Jankowski,” he said. “We didn’t get to see him on the ice this week, but as I told him, ‘Don’t be thinking that anyone is writing you off.’ He’s pushing six-four, skill, hockey sense. That’s a great combination. So we’re going to be patient with him. I don’t think anything’s changed from when he was drafted — he’s going to take some time.”

Also out of action — but on site — are goalie Jon Gillies (hip), defenceman Adam Ollas Mattsson (foot), winger Emile Poirier (shoulder).

WHAT’S COOKING?

Flames summer camps, once upon a time, had included soccer. Even boxing lessons.

This year, rookies are in the kitchen, learning how to cook.

Many of them have never lived on their own — away from parents, away from billets — so classify this as a survival skill.

“It was awesome,” said Klimchuk, whose group had its turn at the stove Saturday night. “I found it way more beneficial than just sitting in a meeting, going through a slide show about nutrition. It was something you can actually learn from.”

Klimchuk, at his cooking station, had rustled up quinoa salad, kale salad, brown rice pilaf.

Kenny Agostino straps on his aprons Monday.

“It’s an unbelievable addition (to the camp’s itinerary),” he said. “Diet is everything, especially in the off-season. And the best way to have a good diet is to cook your own food. Eating out every night isn’t good for you.”

He says already he feels pretty comfortable around the pots and pans.

“My mother’s the best cook in the world — and that’s not an opinion, that’s a fact,” said Agostino, “and I think I’ve got my mother’s touch. I can whip up a little bit of pasta and some Italian homemade sauce . . . with her help. We’ll see — I’m talking a big game now and I’m probably going to burn the rice (Monday).”

Brandon Hickey, too, is looking forward to expanding his repertoire.

“I can make mac-and-cheese and grilled cheese, but that’s as in-depth as it gets,” said Hickey. “But I’m getting better. I’m a quick learner and I took home-ec in junior high.”

C-NOTES: Restricted free agent C Joe Colborne was one of 20 NHLers to file for arbitration Saturday. The Calgarian, 24, picked up 28 points in 80 games last season, while drawing a salary of $600,000.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Sam Bennett arrives in Calgary with high hopes of playing for the Flames

Fourth-overall pick the headliner of Flames&#8217; development camp at WinSport
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Calgary Flames rookie Sam Bennett goes through fitness testing at WinSport in Calgary.
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No, he’s never been to the rodeo before. Or seen a chuckwagon race.

“I’ll have to get a hat and boots, get the whole thing,” he says. “Hopefully I can get all that stuff, because I’d love to wear it.”

That’s likely to happen this week at the Stampede.

Another upcoming first for the tenderfoot?

Performing in a Calgary Flames jersey.

Sure it will be a practice sweater — with No. 63 on the back — but the moment, scheduled for Saturday afternoon at WinSport’s Ice Complex, is not lost on Sam Bennett.

“Definitely really excited,” the 18-year-old is saying Friday, Day 1 of the Flames’ annual development camp. “It’s the first time skating with the Flames logo on, so definitely that’s going to be really exciting. I can’t wait.

“I definitely want to leave a good impression on everyone that’s watching. I’m looking to show my stuff.”

Not surprisingly — as the fourth overall pick a week ago at the National Hockey League draft, as an integral piece of the Flames’ fortunes — the boy drew a crowd of reporters after the morning’s fitness testing.

Rattled by the attention? Hardly.

“I already love you guys,” says the slender 6-foot-1 pivot, grinning. “I guess I’m getting used to all the cameras.”

Bennett is one of four first-round picks at camp, joining Mark Jankowski, Morgan Klimchuk, Emile Poirier. Expectations are high for all of the kids, but particularly for Bennett (who had been the No. 1-ranked skater in North America, according to Central Scouting).

“I think I’m handling it pretty well,” he says. “There’s always going to be pressure, no matter what. I’m a guy that handles pressure pretty easily. I do my best when I’m under pressure.”

One reporter made the point that a summer ago Sean Monahan had attended this camp and thrived, thereby setting himself up for a bonafide run at everyday NHL employment in the fall.

How does Bennett see this week?

“Definitely an important camp,” he says. “Depending on how I play, how I perform, that’s going to determine if I make the team or not. Any chance I get to prove my stuff, I’m going to take it and make the best of it. If I go in confident, just looking to do my best and be positive, that’s definitely when I know I’m going to play my best.”

Intelligent and intense, he has been compared to Jonathan Toews and Doug Gilmour, who happens to be Bennett’s idol — and, as general manager of the Kingston Frontenacs, Bennett’s boss.

(“He’s that guy you look for,” Gilmour told the National Post last month. “He’s that No. 1 centre.”)

Bennett, no shock, says he expects to push for a permanent spot on the Flames’ roster. Like, immediately.

“I do,” says the Holland Landing, Ont., native, who could return for a third season in the Ontario Hockey League. “That’s going to be my goal at this camp and training camp — to prove that I’m ready and to do whatever I can to make the team. Ultimately, that’s the goal.”

Monahan, sixth-overall pick in 2013, did turn that trick.

Then again, he’d weighed 200 pounds by fall’s tryouts.

While Bennett did become a bit of a punchline after failing to do a single pull-up at the NHL combine — “You’ve got to make light of it. You can always laugh at yourself. I’m not worried about it now” — he acknowledges his shortcomings. To that end, he has been investing significant sweat with training coach Andy O’Brien.

“Definitely, obviously, my size and strength,” says the 185-pounder, “it’s something I’m working on.”

This week, when not building a case for himself, he will be busily putting names to faces.

After all, plenty of future teammates are here. In addition to daily ice sessions, there is time for social mixing, for behind-the-scenes bonding, for trips to the Stampede grounds.

“I’m not really familiar with too many of the guys,” says Bennett, who’s rooming with Hunter Smith, a 6-foot-7 right-winger. “We’re all here for the same goal. Definitely that’s a huge part of this camp — I’m trying to get to know the guys as best I can.”

But on the ice?

“It doesn’t matter if I know them or don’t know them. I’m always going to give my best effort, no matter what.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

David Wolf brings menace to Calgary Flames’ development camp

German brute aims to make a solid first impression on GM Brad Treliving and Co.
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Calgary Flames rookie David Wolf talks to the media after going through fitness testing at WinSport in Calgary.
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David Wolf, at some point this weekend, will seek out a ruling.

With a full-contact scrimmage slated for Monday — Day 4 of the Calgary Flames’ development camp — Wolf, a toughie, needs to know the parameters.

How much mayhem is permitted?

“Of course, I’m going to ask the coaches about how hard we can play,” said Wolf. “Then I will see what happens.”

At WinSport’s Ice Complex, Wolf, 6-foot-3 and 225 pounds, is already standing out.

As skinny teenage prospects milled around following Friday morning’s fitness testing, the 24-year-old German — a blond-headed brute with a reputation for on-ice menace — charmed media members. (That is, after informing them that he’d much rather be watching his heroes in the World Cup.)

“I’ve got a lot of respect for every player here,” said Wolf, smiling. “You’ve got to prove yourself.”

This past spring, the Montreal Canadiens and Nashville Predators had also courted Wolf, who ended up signing a one-year deal — worth $70,000 in the American Hockey League, $775,000 in Calgary.

“Especially for European guys, to play one day in the National Hockey League ... a lot of hockey players dream about that in Germany,” said Wolf. “It’s pretty tough to get here. If you get the chance, you will take it. That’s why I’m here. I’m not just here to play in the AHL — I want to make the team and I want to play for the Flames.

“I put my heart and soul into it. We’ll see what happens.”

This past season, on behalf of the Hamburg Freezers, Wolf managed 40 points in 48 games. Plus, he led the Deutsche Eishockey Liga with 152 penalty minutes. So NHL interest is perhaps not surprising.

This week, however, does not represent Wolf’s first taste.

Three years ago, on an invitation from Brian Burke, the left-winger attended the Toronto Maple Leafs’ summer camp. And during the 2012 lockout, Wolf skated alongside Dallas Stars star Jamie Benn in Hamburg.

“I look up to him,” said Wolf. “He’s my age and he’s one of the best hockey players in the world. So I know what it’s about ... to play in the National Hockey League, what you have to do. A lot of older, experienced players, they told me what to do. And from my dad” — Manfred (Mannix) Wolf, a two-time Olympian — “too ... from everybody, I take their help.

“I’ve worked on my stuff. Hopefully, I’ll be ready in September.”

Up the highway, another German forward will be trying to impress his bosses, too, in the fall. Wolf has met Leon Draisaitl, picked third overall by the Edmonton Oilers last week.

“My dad actually played with his dad (Peter),” he said. “I don’t know him well, but I skated with him a couple years ago. I wished him luck on Facebook before the draft. I’m pretty happy a German player was a first-round draft (pick) this year.”

But should the countrymen meet in, say, a pre-season contest, don’t expect to see an embrace.

“If we play one day, it’s going to be — of course — no friends,” said Wolf. “Especially against Edmonton. I’m trying to play for the Flames right now. If I’m going to play one day against Edmonton, it’s not going to be friendly.”

C-NOTES: The public is welcome to watch Saturday’s practices — 10 a.m. and 2 p.m. ... Finished his four years at the University of Nebraska-Omaha, Chestermere native D Michael Young, 25, is attending the San Jose Sharks’ summer camp.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Craig Conroy’s phone keeps ringing over quality of prospects in Calgary Flames’ stable

Johnny Gaudreau, Sam Bennett, Morgan Klimchuk and Co. hit the ice Saturday for development camp
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Johnny Gaudreau is the headliner at Calgary Flames development starting Saturday at WinSport.
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The well-known likes of Max Reinhart, Markus Granlund, Sven Baertschi? They get a pass.John Ramage and Turner Elson, winners of the ECHL’s Kelly Cup less than a month ago, also stay home.

Another youngster has visa issues — Rushan Rafikov.

Another is coming off knee surgery — Michael Ferland.

Another has progressed past the point of these summertime hoedowns — Sean Monahan.

But, even with downgraded glitter quotient, Calgary Flames’ brass still has plenty to chew on this week during the development camp at WinSport’s Ice Complex.

Which, compared to, say, a half-dozen seasons ago, is saying something.

“I feel excited,” said Craig Conroy, assistant general manager. “We get lots of calls from teams who like our (prospects). I’ll admit — in years past, it wasn’t quite like that ... we didn’t get a lot of calls. Now we do. That’s a good sign for me. That means people are excited about our guys.”

For the Flames’ annual rookie camp, Brad Treliving wanted the invitations pared down — or, at least, re-themed. The new general manager needed to clap eyes on fewer of the young pros, and more of the fresher commodities.

Summoned are 41 players — including first-rounders Sam Bennett, Morgan Klimchuk, Mark Jankowski, Emile Poirier (who is recovering from shoulder surgery).

And, have no fear, Johnny Gaudreau will be on hand.

Of the invitees, 23 are property of the Flames. The other 18 are here on tryouts.

Friday, the players endure fitness testing.

Divided into two groups, they hit the ice Saturday.

“You know what? It’s a huge educational tool for us,” said Conroy. “Now we get to meet them, they get to meet us. That’s the key for me — we know them as players, but we don’t know them as people that well. So to get them in, have them meet each other, it’s huge.”

Conroy is convinced that, in the long run, they get the most out of acclimatized players — those who are comfortable in their surroundings.

“As a young guy, you get a little nervous to even ask for a stick, some tape — you’re not sure,” he said. “But if you know people ... it makes a huge, huge difference. And you get to come to the city, see what it’s all about. Now you’re a member of the Calgary Flames, we expect more than what’s on the ice.”

Good news for campers?

Pace is likely to be ratcheted back.

“In years past, we’ve really hammered guys,” said Conroy. “We know what kind of players they are. We don’t want to kill them. We want them to have some fun, just enjoy it. Don’t try to do too much. Just be yourself.”

Flames stay busy in signing department

July 1 has come and gone, but the Flames haven’t capped their pen.

Thursday, they signed four players — including Paul Byron.

The others:

* G Brad Thiessen (one year, $115,000/$550,000)

Thiessen, last season, played for AHL Norfolk. In 2011-12, the Aldergrove, B.C., native made five appearances for the Pittsburgh Penguins.

The landing spot for Thiessen, 28, is Adirondack, where he’ll help up-and-comer Joni Ortio.

“We just needed some depth in that position,” said Conroy. “Thiessen was a guy at the top of our list. We were excited to get him.”

* D Sena Acolatse (one year, $150,000/$700,000)

Not tendered a qualifying offer by the San Jose Sharks, the (right-handed-shooting) rearguard was available.

“Our guys really liked him — he brings an edge, a physical presence,” Conroy said of the 23-year-old, who spent the past three seasons with AHL Worcester. “We were actually trying to get him (last season). We think that that’s a guy, who, moving forward, has a chance (to play (in the NHL).”

* C Mathieu Tousignant (AHL-only deal)

The 24-year-old will operate in Glens Falls, N.Y., this winter. But the Flames do like his game — being an on-ice nuisance

Last season with AHL Milwaukee, Tousignant picked up 21 points — and 158 penalty minutes — in 76 appearances.

“He is a real pain in the ass to play against,” Conroy said of the five-foot-11, 188-pounder. “Fearless. He’ll fight anyone. He’s not big. I don’t want to put any undue expectations, but (he’s like) Antoine Roussel. We’re really high on him. Like we told him, he brings an element that we maybe don’t have (in the minors). We have lots of skill down there now. If he does well, we think he could be a guy like Roussel, moving his way up.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames ink Paul Byron to one-way deal

Dimunitive forward collected 21 points last season in 47 games with Calgary
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Paul Byron has re-signed with the Calgary Flames.
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Paul Byron, apparently, is still in the plans of the Calgary Flames.

The Flames had opted to not tender Byron, as a restricted free agent, an offer sheet. That meant the wee forward, who had possessed arbitration rights, became unrestricted on Tuesday.

But only two days later, the Flames inked the 25-year-old to a one-year contract. For Byron — who, last winter, drew a salary of $643,500 — this is his first one-way pact.

Financial details of the deal have not been disclosed, but the Flames, not including Byron’s wages, currently own the lowest payroll in the National Hockey League (according to the sharp-pencilled folks at CapGeek.com).

Byron — part of the return from the Buffalo Sabres in the June 2011 exchange for Robyn Regehr — had flourished last winter under coach Bob Hartley. In 47 appearances with Calgary, the five-foot-seven, 165-pounder picked up 21 points.

To be inked yet by the Flames are the following restricted free agents — goalie Joni Ortio; defenceman Mark Cundari, Chad Billins; forwards Joe Colborne, Lance Bouma, Ben Hanowski.

Still uncommitted are a handful of their unrestricted players — defencemen Chris Butler, Shane O’Brien, Derek Smith; forwards Kevin Westgarth, T.J. Galiardi — who are available to any NHL team.

Morgan Klimchuk eager to make impression on Calgary Flames’ brass

Former Regina Pat will take part in Flames&#8217; development camp this weekend at WinSport

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJuly 2, 2014
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Calgarian Morgan Klimchuk is determined to put on a show for the new Flames' brass at summer camp.
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Still a teenager, Morgan Klimchuk is nevertheless well versed in hockey’s abrupt curves.

You know, the heavy-handed business of it all.

Twice the Calgarian has seen his junior outfit — the Regina Pats of the Western Hockey League — overhaul its coaching staff.

Klimchuk’s introduction to the National Hockey League has been no less educational:

* Drafted a year ago by Jay Feaster, then general manager of the Calgary Flames.

* Signed to an entry-level deal by Brian Burke, interim general manager.

* Assessed in his Abbotsford Heat exit meeting by Brad Treliving, now general manager.

“Yeah, that was exactly it,” says Klimchuk, chuckling at the re-cap. “You have to learn to adjust because it’s going to happen throughout your career. Things like that are definitely out of your control. You take care of what you can and, when you’re on the ice, make sure you’re performing and doing what you can do.”

Which he did with the Pats this past season — 74 points in 57 dates — before making four late-season appearances in Abbotsford.

Which he will soon do here.

Klimchuk is one of the prospects invited to the Flames’ development camp this weekend at WinSport’s Ice Complex.

“I’m really excited for it,” says the 28th pick of the 2013 NHL draft. “Whenever you get a chance to make an impression on anyone in the organization — especially all the new faces — it’s an opportunity. Going into camp, that’s what I’m looking to do — make an impression.

“You can’t make the team out of development camp, but you can definitely show what you can do.”

At last summer’s camp, there had been no Brad Pascall, no Burke, no Treliving.

And no Sam Bennett for that matter.

Or Hunter Smith. Or Brandon Hickey.

So there’s a desire to re-establish the pecking order.

“Whenever there’s new players joining the organization,” says Klimchuk, “you want to see how you stack up. And having Treliving there — he probably hasn’t seen a lot of us play in person lately — that’s something I’m definitely looking forward to ... showing them that, come training camp in September, I’m looking to play a big role.”

One thing for sure — he won’t need a formal meet-and-greet with Bennett, the hotshot pivot drafted fourth overall in Philadelphia.

The forwards skated on the national under-18 side last spring and, in fact, had been roommates on the gold-winning entry at the world championship in Sochi, Russia.

“I know him quite well,” says Klimchuk, a left-winger. “A great person and an even better player.”

So when his employers chose Bennett?

“I was really excited,” he says. “For the Flames to get a guy like that, who I am pretty familiar with? It’s very beneficial because you can skip the introduction.”

Asked for a snapshot of his chum, Klimchuk doesn’t hesitate.

“Real good all-around player — he does it all. He’s someone who doesn’t like to get pushed around. He can contribute on all sides of the puck. Good with the puck. Good away from the puck. It shows why he was the fourth-overall pick. He could have been the first-overall pick — he’s that good.”

For Klimchuk — and his buddy Bennett — this week kicks off a hectic stretch.

Canada’s world junior camp in Quebec in early August. Then, a few weeks later, main camp with their respective junior clubs.

Then rookie camp with the Flames.

Then, if all goes well, main camp in Calgary.

No worries, though.

“Coming into last summer, I was told that these next couple summers are going to be the busiest ones of your career,” said Klimchuk. “You get into that mental mindset. It’s go, go, go, for a while. You get used to it. It’s not bad. It’s good to have all those opportunities. I wouldn’t want anything else.”

C-NOTES: Undrafted invites to the summer camp include LW Collin Valcourt, who finished his WHL career with Prince Albert, and G Corbin Boes, who played for Portland and Lethbridge last winter ... The rest of the camp roster will be announced Thursday ... Calgary native G Sam Brittain signed a two-year deal — worth $730,000 at the NHL level — with the Florida Panthers, the club that drafted him in the fourth round in 2010. Brittain, 22, spent the past four years at the University of Denver.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Cochrane native Mason Raymond comes home

Speedy winger signs a three-year deal with the Calgary Flames

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJuly 1, 2014
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Mason Raymond is coming home to play for the Calgary Flames.

Mason Raymond is coming home to play for the Calgary Flames.

Photograph by: Frank Gunn, THE CANADIAN PRESS

His first kick at free agency arrived last summer, but it had been no picnic.

July came. And went.

August came. And went.

Finally, in late September, Mason Raymond settled for a salary-cap-fitting sliver from the Toronto Maple Leafs — $1 million. That, for a former 20-goal man, who had earned $2.27 million the previous season with the Vancouver Canucks.

“Yeah, it was a tough time — I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t physically draining,” Raymond said Tuesday afternoon. “I’m a believer that things happen for a reason. I’m able to sit here with a huge smile on my face and know that I’ve worked hard for where I’m at.”

Smiling? Yes, because, in the morning, the Cochrane native had signed a three-year deal, worth $9.5 million — with his home-town heroes, the Calgary Flames.

“A super thrill,” said Raymond, a 28-year-old left-winger. “The opportunity to play for the Flames has always been something I’ve dreamed of. For this to become reality is really something special. There was lots of interest out there, but the enthusiasm that (general manager) Brad Treliving showed me and the direction (of the Flames) . . . the success the team had last year with a young core. There’s many pieces to the puzzle.”

Already, he’s gotten messages from pals on the team.

Mark Giordano, Joe Colborne, Curtis Glencross, Matt Stajan.

“I skated with those guys (duing the lockout), so I do know the room quite well.”

Proof that he likes playing in Calgary?

In his 14 career appearances at the Saddledome, he’s scored eight times. Not a bad clip.

“I wish I could put my finger on it,” he chuckled. “I don’t know what it is. Ultimately, I enjoy playing in the Dome. Obviously, I’m hoping to continue that trend.”

Suiting up for all 82 games with the Leafs last season, Raymond produced 45 points, including 19 goals. The speedster got work on both special-teams units and averaged more than 17 minutes of ice time per night.

“I would say it was a good year,” he said. “Team-wise, it wasn’t exactly how I wanted the season to finish. I think it was a good move for me to go to Toronto. I thank the Maple Leafs . . . it was an opportunity for me to reshape myself — for me to believe in who I am.

“I still believe I can do some exciting and good things.”

So when courting was permitted — for the past week — there had been plenty of suitors, Flames among them.

“The grace period, or whatever you want to call it, is an interesting time,” said Raymond. “Calgary showed interest right from the beginning, all the way into (Tuesday) morning. It is good, because with your family, you can get some bonus time to discuss (possibilities) as opposed to making decisions on the spot.

“Calgary showed tonnes of interest and they were obviously high on my list. It’s a place that I wanted to play. I’m so thrilled with where I am today.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames dip into piggy bank to lure tough guy Deryk Engelland from Pittsburgh

Brad Treliving pays a big price to add muscle to his blue line

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJuly 2, 2014

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Former Pittsburgh Penguin defenceman Deryk Engelland is expected to add some physical punch to the Calgary Flames.
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Even amid the flurry of zeros, the blizzard of bucks — also known as July 1 — this transaction stood out.

Nearly $3 million per season ... for Deryk Engelland, whose salary this past winter with the Pittsburgh Penguins had been a rather modest $575,000.

“The price tag on Deryk, obviously it’s going to get talked about, understandably,” said Calgary Flames general manager Brad Treliving, who signed the rugged rearguard to a three-year deal, worth $8.7 million, on the opening day of National Hockey League free agency. “We had some (salary-cap) flexibility right now. We could afford, if you will, to take a chance on somebody that, outside of the playing part, adds to our room, adds to the culture we’re trying to create here for young players moving forward.

“Is it a high price? Some will say it’s a very high price ... but we felt it was a price worth paying.”

Because while the Flames have legitimate prospects up front, there are few on the blue line. So they needed a stop-gap, the grumpier the better.

“As much as we like what Deryk’s going to bring to us,” said Treliving, “it’s also buying time till we can ... procure those (types of) players in some manner.”

Even before the arrivals of Treliving and Brian Burke, the Flames had been in the market for size and surliness.

Engelland, 6-foot-2 and 217 pounds, brings both.

“Guys that can fight ... and play a big physical game, especially in the (Western Conference) with L.A., San Jose, St. Louis,” Engelland, 32, said. “It’s becoming more desirable to have guys like that.”

Drafted in the sixth round by the New Jersey Devils in 2000 — after a four-year run with the Moose Jaw Warriors of the Western Hockey League — Engelland certainly paid his dues.

The Edmonton native skated more than six seasons in the minor leagues — including two campaigns with Flames’ affiliates in ECHL Las Vegas and AHL Lowell — before finally making an appearance in the NHL.

He’s skated the last four full seasons with the Pens.

Then came his chance to hit the jackpot.

Engelland didn’t miss.

He was courted by as many as eight teams in the days leading up to July 1.

“I would definitely say that the interest in me was more than I thought it was going to be, especially from Calgary,” he said from his off-season home in Las Vegas. “I was really interested in hearing what they had to say and what they expected.”

Which was?

“Them telling me they think I can grow as a player in Calgary,” replied Engelland. “That was probably my biggest worry, talking to teams — I didn’t want to be a sixth, seventh defenceman, and in and out of the lineup. I wanted to grow, play more minutes, be looked upon for different situations. And be a leader on the team.”

That’s not to say that Engelland plans to superglue the gloves on to his hands — in 243 games, after all, he’s scrapped 36 times — but he’s looking forward to enhancing his job description. The Flames used Brian McGrattan as an example.

“Grants, he’s probably, definitely, the toughest guy in the league,” said Engelland. “What (coach) Bob Hartley had to say about working with him — and that Grats had a career year (offensively) — was a real refreshing thing to hear. And that’s exactly what I wanted to hear, to come in to a team and grow as a player the same way.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Brad Treliving: “There’s a lot of work to be done...”

In what he calls a beginning, Flames GM signs three on opening day of free agency

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJuly 1, 2014
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Flames GM Brad Treliving is putting his stamp on the roster via free agency.
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The Calgary Flames general manager wanted everyone to know one thing.

It’s the first day of free agency — not its deadline.

Meaning even though the Flames had a busy day — inking three chaps (one goalie, one defenceman, one forward) — their off-season of transition is far from complete.

“We’re ... hours into the summer,” Brad Treliving told reporters Tuesday afternoon at the Saddledome. “There’s lot of work to be done. This doesn’t end (the process of) adding to our team, looking at opportunities to make us better. There’s so much excitement around (July 1). This doesn’t signal the end of our work this summer.

“We’re going to be patient now. We’re going to let the dust settle for a day or two.”

Including the new hires — goalie Jonas Hiller ($4.5 million), winger Mason Raymond ($3.16 million), defenceman Deryk Engelland ($2.9 million) — the Flames’ payroll is the NHL’s second smallest. Only the New York Islanders are committed to less salary.

A whopping $19 million shy of the $69 million max, the Flames are actually still below the floor.

That’s no worry.

“What I wanted to do was make sure we leave ourselves flexibility,” said Treliving, knowing that upcoming contracts to restricted free agents Joe Colborne and Lance Bouma will push his team into the CBA-mandated operating range. “There may be situations (with other teams) that are cap-related, player-number-related, roster situations ... opportunities may open for us. I wanted to make sure we didn’t close the door on that.”

In other words, the Flames remain in position to bail out cap-strapped crews — for a price.

Reportedly, at the draft, the club offered to take on the contracts of Phoenix’s Mike Ribeiro and Carolina’s Cam Ward to get its hands on more first-round picks. So the willingness to eat ugly salaries to collect commodities is there.

“We are in a very good position, cap-wise, to be aggressive. I wanted to be able to react ... and we’re there.”

Treliving added that his team made a real play — “a number of significant proposals, at varied terms, varied dollar amounts” — to retain winger Michael Cammalleri, who signed a five-year pact, worth $25 million, with the New Jersey Devils.

“I can assure our fans that every effort was made to bring Mike back,” he said. “You know when you have a bad feeling that something may turn out a certain way? The longer this thing went ... but those things happen.”

With the flood of free agents into the marketplace, the Flames also wanted to make sure they resisted temptation — that they didn’t plug all of their roster holes with veterans. Which defeats the purpose of a rebuild.

“There’s still openings here for people to come in and compete for jobs,” said Treliving. “It’s got to be earned. As I’ve said since Day 1, we don’t want to put anyone in this league until they’re ready to be in this league. But, by the same token, we don’t want to sit here and close every job on July 1.”

C-NOTES: Annual development camp opens this weekend at WinSport’s Ice Complex ... According to one report, the Flames remain interested in C Paul Byron, who had not been tendered a qualifying offer ... The team has parted ways with longtime strength/conditioning coach Rich Hesketh. Stepping in is Ryan van Asten, a University of Calgary grad who spent the past three seasons with the Los Angeles Kings ... Treliving continues to search for a goalie coach, following the departure of Clint Malarchuk. “We’re getting closer. We’re not at the goal-line, but I can see it.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Reinhart tosses out first pitch

July 11, 2014 - 8:00 PM

by Amy Moritz

Sam Reinhart had one thought when throwing out the ceremonial first pitch at Coca-Cola Field Friday night.

Don't skip the ball.

The pitch sailed a bit high and wide but Liam Hendriks, playing ceremonial catcher, snatched the ball. No wild pitch.

"It was a little nerve-wracking once I got on to the mound," Reinhart said. "It was a little higher than I wanted it to be but I knew that going in bouncing would not be the best-case scenario so I was just trying to focus on getting it there."

The overall No. 2 pick by the Sabres is back in town for the second time as the team's development camp begins on Monday.

And Reinhart is starting to get a taste of Buffalo.

"It’s cool coming here for the first time," Reinhart said. "I was in a week or two ago just for a day. It was pretty busy then so I didn’t see as much of it. I had a chance to walk around last night and today and to see first hand what it’s like in Buffalo so I'm excited to hopefully have a long future here.'

His future looks to be in a No. 23 sweater. That's the number he wore on his jersey Friday night.

That's the number Reinhart wore in juniors, but he laughed at the idea that he made any demands for that number of the Sabres organization.

"I wouldn’t say I told them," he said. "I asked them. I said I’d love to have it. I didn’t demand it by any means."

Sabres announce development camp roster: Schedule, roster, photo gallery

July 11, 2014 - 10:19 AM

By Amy Moritz

The Buffalo Sabres announced the roster for its development camp Friday morning.

The camp opens at First Niagara Center on Monday, featuring an intrasquad scrimmage at 7 p.m. on Tuesday. This marks the third year the Sabres will hold its summer development camp at First Niagara Center.

The 41-player roster will take part in both on-ice and off-ice workouts with the goal to show prospective players the basics of the Sabres’ system along with conditioning programs for NHL players.

Tuesday's scrimmage and all on-ice workouts are open to the public.

The schedule: Practice from 10:30-12:15 p.m. on Monday; pre-scrimmage skates from 10:15-12:45 Tuesday; Tuesday's scrimmage at 7 p.m; Wednesday is an off day; Thursday practices from 10:30-noon and 1:30-3 p.m; Friday three-on-three tournament from 10:30-12:30.

Seven first-round selections taken by the Sabres will be at the camp: Mark Pysyk, Joel Armia, Mikhail Girgorenko, Zemgus Girgensons, Rasmus Ristolainen, Nikita Zadorov along with this year's overall No. 2 pick Sam Reinhart.

Also in attendance will be this year's second-round pick Brendan Lemieux, college players J.T. Compher (Michigan) and Hudson Fasching (Minnesota) and Buffalo natives Justin Bailey and Sean Malone.

Camp invitees include (with their last team and level):

Forwards:

Joel Armia (Rochester, AHL), Justin Bailey (Kitchener, OHL), Nicholas Baptiste (Sudbury, OHL), Christopher Brown (Cranbrook Kingswood, USHS), Drake Caggiula (North Dakota, NCAA), William Carrier (Cape Breton, QMJHL), Daniel Catenacci (Rochester, AHL), J.T. Compher (Michigan, NCAA), Eric Cornel (Peterborough, OHL), Hudson Fasching (Minnesota, NCAA), Zemgus Girgensons (Buffalo, NHL), Mikhail Girgorenko (Quebec, QMHL), Colin Jacobs (Rochester, AHL), Vaclav Karabacek (Gatineau, QMJHL), Justin Kea (Saginaw, OHL), Brendan Lemieux (Barrie, OHL),  Sean Malone  (Harvard, NCAA), Jonathon Martin (Kootenay, WHL), Victor Olofsson (Modo, Jr., Sweden), Liam Pecararo (Waterloo, USHL), Sam Reinhart (Kootenay, WHL), Patrick Russell (Waterloo, USHL), Jordan Samuels-Thoams (Quinnipiac, NCAA), Tim Schaller (Rochester, AHL), Kevin Sundher (Rochester, AHL) and Maxwell Willman (Williston-Northampton, USHS).

Defensemen:

Brady Austin (London, OHL), Anthony Florentino (Providence, NCAA), Jerome Gauthier-Leduc (Rochester, AHL), Brycen Martin (Swift Current, WHL), Jake McCabe (Buffalo, NHL), Andrew Prochno (St. Cloud State, NCAA), Brandon Prophet (Saginaw, OHL), Mark Pysyk (Rochester, AHL), Rasmus Ristolainen (Rochester, AHL), Nikita Zadorov (London, OHL).

Goaltenders:

Jonas Johansson (Brynas Jr., Sweden), Nathan Lieuwen (Rochester, AHL), Andry Makarov (Fort Wayne, ECHL), Cal Peterson (Waterloo, USHL), Linus Ullmark (Modo, Sweden).

The full roster is available for download here. 

* * * 

See PHOTO GALLERY of many of the players here.

It's 7-11-14: Wishing you a Happy French Connection Day!

July 11, 2014 - 7:11 AM

FC 

The French Connection statue in Alumni Plaza. (Mark Mulville/Buffalo News)

By Mike Harrington

So with today being July 11, 2014 -- 7/11/14 -- there's no better time to remember The French Connection, the greatest line in Sabres history and one of the best the NHL has ever seen.

Click below to read about the careers of each and click here to read my story from 2012 on the unveiling of the French Connection statue in Alumni Plaza at First Niagara Center.

No. 7 -- Rick Martin

No. 11 -- Gilbert Perreault ... Perreault statistics from the Hall of Fame site

No. 14 -- Rene Robert

Sometimes it's just plain better to zip it and tell you to watch the videos. I found a couple of wild vintage ones on YouTube, plus the emotional greeting the line gave Terry Pegula on the night in 2011 he took over the team. It was the last public appearance for Martin, who died less than a month later. 

Thursday morning skate: Ott re-signs with St. Louis 

July 10, 2014 - 12:35 PM

By Keith McShea

* There has been speculation about the possible return of Steve Ott to the Buffalo Sabres via free agency, but that ended late this morning as Ott re-signed today with the St. Louis Blues.  

Ott was traded to St. Louis last season as part of the Ryan Miller deal.

Ott's signed a two-year, $5.2 million extension with St. Louis, according to the St. Louis Post Dispatch.

Release from the Blues | St. Louis Dispatch report 

* Buffalo yesterday acquired winger Jordan Samuels-Thomas from the Winnipeg Jets in exchange for a conditional seventh-round pick in the 2015 NHL draft.

He is expected to be part of next week's development camp. Speaking of ...

* The Sabres' roster for next week's development camp -- which begins Monday and runs through next Friday at First Niagara Center -- is expected to be released soon. 

Registration for Street HockeyFest 2014 open

July 9, 2014 - 3:35 PM

By Amy Moritz

Registration is now open for the 13th annual Street HockeyFest scheduled to be held Aug. 24. The event is sponsored by the Buffalo Sabres.

Games begin at 9 a.m. with each team guaranteed at least three games in the one-day tournament. With construction around First Niagara Center, the games will be played one block east of the arena, on surface parking lots between Mississippi and Columbia Streets.

The tournament is open to boys and girls 17. Registration per five-player team is $125 per team and includes a t-shirt and hat. Free parking will be available for participants and spectators at the First Niagara Center ramp.

Games are played three-on-three plus a goaltender with one optional substitute. Players must bring their own equipment (sneakers, sticks, gloves) and goaltender equipment is mandatory.

Registration will close at 5 p.m., Aug. 15 or when the tournament reaches capacity. If not enough teams register in a division that section may be canceled. To register and download waiver forms, visit www.sabres.com or call the Street HockeyFest hotline at (716) 855-4144.

Teams will be divided into divisions determined by gender and age/birth year as outlined by 2014-15 USA Hockey age classifications. Microns and Mites are required to wear a helmet and must also be under adult supervision at all times. Divisions are as follows:

Boys: Microns 6-and-under (2008 and later); Mites 8-and-under (2006); Squirts 10-and-under (2004, 2005); Pee Wee 12-and-under (2002, 2003); Bantam 14-and-under (2000, 2001); Midget 16-and-under (1998); and Midget 17-and-under (1997).

Girls: 8-and-under (2006); 11-and-under (2003); 13-and-under (2001); 15-and-under (1999); 17-and-under (1997).

Kane and Toews get eight-year extensions in Chicago

July 9, 2014 - 1:19 PM

by Amy Moritz

How does eight more years sound?

The Chicago Blackhawks announced contract extensions to both Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews that will run through the 2022-23 season. The contracts are worth a reported $10.5 million per season.

A formal press conference will be next week.

Kane, the 25-year old Buffalo native, has scored big goals in big games for the Blackhawks, including the series-clinching goal in Game 6 of the 2010 Stanley Cup Final while winning the Conn Smythe Trophy (playoff MVP) in 2013. He won the Calder Trophy (rookie of the year) in 2008 and has participated in the NHL All-Star Game in 2009, 2011, and 2012.

The 26-year old Toews has 440 points (195 goals, 245 assists) in 484 regular season games after making his debut during the 2007-08 season. He became the second-youngest player to win the Conn Smythe Trophy  when he led Chicago to its first Stanley Cup title in 49 years back in 2010. In 2013, he won the Frank J. Selke Trophy for the league's best defensive forward.

AHL alignment for '14-15 conjures Atlantic Hockey mess

July 9, 2014 - 11:48 AM

By Mike Harrington

Making a schedule and aligning a league has challenges but things are getting ridiculous the last couple of days. You wonder if the bright lights who run Atlantic Hockey and decided Canisius and Niagara would not meet downtown in HarborCenter's inaugural season are the same ones who announced the 2014-15 American Hockey League alignment today.

What gives with this? 

---Rochester and Syracuse aren't in the same conference, let alone the same division.

---Same for Albany and Adirondack (Glens Falls), which are about 30 minutes apart on I-87.

---Why in the world doesn't the AHL have an all-New York State division of Rochester, Syracuse, Binghamton, Utica, Albany and Adirondack? How difficult would that be? Jeez. I realize Syracuse and Rochester have not been in the same division for several years, but that doesn't mean it's not goofy and shouldn't be addressed.  

Some of the shifting around is because of the Calgary franchise moving from Abbotsford, B.C., to Glens Falls, replacing the Flyers franchise that left Glens Falls for Allentown, Pa. The Rochester Amerks will stay in the North Division of the Western Conference with Adirondack (Calgary), Hamilton (Montreal), Toronto (Toronto) and Utica (Vancouver). Lake Erie (Colorado) moves out of the division into the Midwest.

So for the record, here are the AHL alignments:

Western Conference

North Division: Rochester Americans (Buffalo), Adirondack Flames (Calgary), Hamilton Bulldogs (Montreal), Toronto Marlies (Toronto), Utica Comets (Vancouver) 

Midwest Division: Chicago Wolves (St. Louis), Grand Rapids Griffins (Detroit), Lake Erie Monsters (Colorado), Milwaukee Admirals (Nashville), Rockford IceHogs (Chicago) 

West Division: Charlotte Checkers (Carolina), Iowa Wild (Minnesota), Oklahoma City Barons (Edmonton), San Antonio Rampage (Florida), Texas Stars (Dallas) 

Eastern Conference

Atlantic Division: Manchester Monarchs (Los Angeles), Portland Pirates (Arizona), Providence Bruins (Boston), St. John’s IceCaps (Winnipeg), Worcester Sharks (San Jose) 

Northeast Division: Albany Devils (New Jersey), Bridgeport Sound Tigers (N.Y. Islanders), Hartford Wolf Pack (N.Y. Rangers), Springfield Falcons (Columbus), Syracuse Crunch (Tampa Bay).

East Division: Binghamton Senators (Ottawa), Hershey Bears (Washington), Lehigh Valley Phantoms (Philadelphia), Norfolk Admirals (Anaheim), Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (Pittsburgh).

The playoff system remains unchanged, with eight teams in each conference qualifying (three division winners and five wild-cards). Fair enough. But the AHL should be looking at a total realignment of its divisions. Sooner rather than later.

Central Scouting's Futures List is out and biggest names are (get used to them) McDavid, Eichel

July 8, 2014 - 10:52 AM

By Mike Harrington 

NHL Central Scouting has released its Future List for prospects from North America and Europe and there are plenty of names on it that will become familiar as potential first-round choices in what's billed as a stocked 2015 draft. 

But for the next year, every draft list you see will be like this one: The names of Erie center Connor McDavid and Boston University center Jack Eichel will cause the most chatter and have fans of teams in the NHL's low-rent district like the Sabres dreaming big.

As NHL.com draft expert Mike Morreale writes, the league web site did an impromptu poll of nine talent evaluators and four of them said they would actually take Eichel with the No. 1 pick over McDavid. So it will be a fascinating year to watch the two of them play, starting with Eichel's likely appearance in the All-American Prospects Game Sept. 25 in First Niagara Center.

Here's a USA Today story on Eichel from April. 

And here's a reminder I'll probably give 200 times before the NHL Draft Lottery next April: If the Sabres do in fact finish last overall next year, they will likely have a 75-80 percent chance of NOT getting the No. 1 pick. Just like this year. So if it turns out McDavid becomes a consensus No. 1 choice during the season based on his play in the OHL and World Juniors, Eichel is the guy more likely to come to Buffalo.

Here's the complete North American futures list. After McDavid and Eichel, US National Development Team defenseman Noah Hanifan has gotten a lot of recent play as a high pick as well. The list also includes 2015-16 Niagara University commitment Dennis Gilbert of the Buffalo Junior Sabres, a draftee of the Chicago Steel of the United States Hockey League. He's the nephew of Sabres Vice President of PR Mike Gilbert. 

The International futures list is topped by Czech center Pavel Zacha, who has said he wants to go the Tomas Hertl route right from Czech play into the NHL.

Bryan Murray diagnosed with cancer

July 7, 2014 - 2:14 PM

by Amy Moritz

The Ottawa Senators released a statement today that general manager Bryan Murray was recently diagnosed with cancer and will undergo further testing and treatment.

The type of cancer was not disclosed.

"Mr. Murray’s treatment schedule may require him to be away from the Senators office periodically. During his periodic absence, assistant general managers Pierre Dorion and Randy Lee will be responsible for managing the Ottawa Senators hockey operations department," the team said in its statement.

Sabres general manager Tim Murray is the nephew of Bryan Murray and served as assistant GM in Ottawa from 2007 until taking the job with Buffalo in January.

In the wake of free agency week, a look at key dates on Sabres' 2014-15 schedule

July 7, 2014 - 1:41 PM

By Mike Harrington

Now that the first week of NHL free agency is in the books, some dates on the Sabres' 2014-15 schedule have taken on added meaning based on new homes for some key players.

Here's a quick rundown of them:

Brian Gionta & Josh Gorges return to Montreal -- Nov. 29 and Feb. 3

Gorges deals with the wrath of spurned Toronto fans -- Oct. 28 and March 11 at Air Canada Centre, Nov. 15 and April 1 at FNC

Ryan Miller (Vancouver) -- Jan. 30 at Rogers Arena, Feb. 26 at FNC

Christian Erhhoff (Pittsburgh) -- Nov. 1 at Consol Energy Center, Nov. 8 and April 11 at FNC

Thomas Vanek (Minnesota) -- Nov. 13 at XCel Energy Center, Jan. 15 at FNC

John Scott (San Jose) -- Oct. 25 at SAP Center, Nov. 18 at FNC

Cory Conacher (New York Islanders) -- Dec. 27 and Feb. 8 at FNC, April 4 at Nassau Coliseum

Saturday at Target Field, Vanek threw a ceremonial first pitch prior to the Minnesota Twins game against the New York Yankees. You can see that video by clicking below.

Monday morning skate: Esmonde fires back at Toronto (with POLL), the faces of Tim Murray & Bucky on Darcy

July 7, 2014 - 10:24 AM

By Keith McShea

For followers of the Sabres, the start of this week is a bit different than last week (the NHL Draft, Ehrhoff buyout & free agency starting), but there some interesting things going on:

Last week, Steve Simmons of the Toronto Sun was so offended by Josh Gorges choosing a trade to the Sabres over one to the Maple Leafs, that he expectorated this column. 

Over the holiday weekend, The News' Donn Esmonde fired back.

To further explore this immense happening, we have put together some unbiased, fair-minded poll questions: 

What was Steve Simmons' worst line from his column blasting Buffalo? 

 "[Gorges] chose the armpit of America over one of the world’s great cities." 

 "Some are quietly calling this the ultimate hockey insult." 

 "It’s one thing to say no, another thing to pick Buffalo." 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com

What was Donn Esmonde's best line from his column in response? 

 "In terms of anatomic metaphors, I prefer to think of us more as the nation’s heart, soul or spine." 

 "[Don't] get all huffy-indignant and reach for the “armpit” cliche. Only makes you look petty." 

 "The last I heard, Buffalo is Gorges." 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com

Also:

* Thanks to The News' team of photojournalists and some research by our web staff, we have assembled a PHOTO GALLERY of the many faces of Sabres GM Tim Murray. Using the word "many" may be a bit off there. 

* In his column today, BUCKY GLEASON offers his take on Darcy Regier getting hired as an assistant general manager by the Arizona Coyotes.

* * *

UPDATE: Sigh.

Coyotes hire former Sabres GM Darcy Regier as senior VP and assistant GM

July 3, 2014 - 4:02 PM

By John Vogl

Darcy Regier's long-rumored reunion with old pal Don Maloney is official. The Arizona Coyotes have hired Regier as a senior vice president and assistant general manager.

Maloney, the Coyotes' GM who worked with Regier with the Islanders in the 1990s, told The News last week Regier was a candidate for a job in the organization. The Coyotes' previous assistant general manager, Brad Treliving, became Calgary's GM in April.

"When I found out Brad Treliving was leaving us in April, there was one guy on the list," Maloney told Coyotes.com. "At the top of the list was Darcy Regier."

Regier was the longest-tenured general manager in Sabres history, holding the title from June 1997 to November 2013. He was fired along with coach Ron Rolston after a 4-15-1 start that featured fans chanting for Regier to be dismissed.

"He had great moments there and like all of us had some down moments," Maloney said. "Thrilled to bring him on. I think he’s a great resource for the organization, for me. He’s intelligent, creative, experienced, knows the league, knows people in the league, knows players. I can’t imagine a better hiring for this organization than Darcy."

The Sabres went to four Eastern Conference finals and one Stanley Cup final with Regier as GM. However, they have missed the playoffs in eight of the last 12 seasons, including three in a row.

"If you think about Buffalo, obviously the last couple years haven’t gone the way they would have liked, but there was a long time where they were in the very same position," Maloney said. "They were in a bankruptcy situation. They came out of it. They had an ownership group that had to watch every penny that was spent, and yet he found a way to make it work.

"I had really dozens and dozens of candidates for this position. Bringing Darcy into this organization is a really good thing for us."

CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game, featuring McDavid and 2015 draft picks, to be played in St. Catharines, Ont.

July 3, 2014 - 2:47 PM

By John Vogl

Sabres fans interested in seeing the best players in the 2015 NHL Draft won't have to travel far.

The Niagara IceDogs, who play in St. Catharines, Ont., will host the next CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game on Jan. 22. The list of players is expected to include Connor McDavid, the favorite to be selected at the top of the next draft.

"This is an event that all NHL scouts look forward to attending," NHL Central Scouting Director Dan Marr said on NHL.com. "The game is a unique opportunity to evaluate 40 of the top draft-eligible prospects on a single stage in what has annually become an intense competition."

This year's Top Prospects Game featured 17 players taken during the first round of last month's NHL Draft, including No. 1 overall pick Aaron Ekblad and Buffalo's Sam Reinhart, who went second. The players for the 2015 game will be chosen in December.

Tickets will cost $35, with IceDogs season-ticket holders getting first priority. Individual tickets will be made available in September at www.NiagaraIceDogs.net.

Buffalo will host the USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game in September. It is expected to feature Jack Eichel, who is regarded as a draft rival to McDavid.

Sabres sign defenseman Tyson Strachan for Amerks, depth

July 3, 2014 - 12:35 PM

By John Vogl

Tim Murray was looking for a couple of players for the Amerks, and he's found one in Tyson Strachan.

The 29-year-old defenseman spent last season in the Washington organization, dressing in 18 games with the Capitals and 60 games for their AHL affiliate in Hershey. Strachan's two-way deal, according to Ryan Rishaug of TSN, is for one year with an NHL salary of $650,000 and AHL pay of $275,000.

The 6-foot-2, 215-pound defenseman has played 138 games for St. Louis, Florida and Washington. He has one goal, 15 points and 155 penalty minutes. Carolina drafted the Ohio State product in the fifth round of the 2003 draft.

Strachan provides experience for the Sabres' organization, which features young blue-liners Rasmus Ristolainen, Mark Pysyk, Chad Ruhwedel and Jake McCabe.

Strachan, according to CapGeek.com, had a two-way contract with Washington last season that paid $550,000 in the NHL and $225,000 in the minors.

The dog-loving defenseman is the founder of Strachan Strays, which promotes pet adoption.

Rick Jeanneret: His cancer battle, archived stories, reaction from News & hockey world

July 3, 2014 - 8:56 AM

Buffalo Sabre fans -- and hockey fans everywhere -- were taken aback by the news that Rick Jeanneret is battling throat cancer.

◾Alan Pergament's story broke the news Wednesday that Jeanneret has throat cancer and plans to return to broadcast games this season

◾Pergament has additional notes from his Jeanneret interview in a Talkin' TV blog post today

◾News columnist Bucky Gleason: "Jeanneret's throat isn't just anyone's throat."

◾John Vogl caught up with Pat "La-La-La-La-La" LaFontaine and Brad "May Day," players who have been part of two of Jeanneret's signature calls 

◾Vogl's blog post on LaFontaine includes a VIDEO with a couple of signature "La-La-La-La-La-LaFontaine" calls

◾PHOTO GALLERY of Jeanneret through the years

◾The hockey world reacted to the news via TWITTER: Players, former players, media, teams, even a mascot and one in Portuguese.

◾The Sabres' statement on Jeanneret: "We wish RJ a full and speedy recovery."

Archived News stories:

◾Jeanneret's 2012 Hockey Hall of Fame induction by John Vogl

◾Profile on Jenneret for his 2012 induction into the Greater Buffalo Sports Hall of Fame

Pat LaFontaine on Sabres' Rick Jeanneret: 'I just pray that he's going to be OK. He's a special man'

July 2, 2014 - 6:04 PM

By John Vogl

Pat LaFontaine and Rick Jeanneret will forever share a special connection. LaFontaine brought excitement to the ice with the Sabres, and Jeanneret amplified the fun through his microphone in the Buffalo press box.

Like everyone else in the hockey world, LaFontaine was shocked and saddened to hear the news this morning that Jeanneret is fighting throat cancer. LaFontaine texted the ailing announcer, who responded.

“I feel terrible for him,” LaFontaine told The Buffalo News by phone this evening. “He’s such an icon and a tremendous treasure in Buffalo. To see that happen, I just pray that he’s going to be OK. He’s a special man.”

LaFontaine and Jeanneret helped each other become more recognizable. The announcer’s unforgettable “LaLaLaLaLaLaFontaine” calls became highlight-reel staples. They bring LaFontaine back to earlier days, similar to listening to legendary baseball announcers Ernie Harwell in Detroit and Harry Carey in Chicago.

“You identified that voice and that personality with a feeling and a team,” LaFontaine said. “You immediately hear that voice and there’s a connection: It’s the Buffalo Sabres, it’s Rick Jeanneret and there’s a feeling that you get.

“It’s like one of your favorite songs. You hear it and it brings you back. His voice just automatically is Buffalo, is the Sabres. He’s truly an icon in that organization and the city of Buffalo.

“In your life, if you can make an impact and a mark in what you do or who you touch, I think his personality and the person he is and the gift that he has, he obviously found his calling, no pun intended. He’s the best. He’s simply the best. I know and have heard a lot of great announcers, but there’s nobody more exciting and more electric and more enjoyable to listen to than Rick Jeanneret.”

LaFontaine, who founded the “Companions in Courage” charity that helps kids and families who are dealing with life-threatening illness, knows Buffalo is going through a tough time when it comes to cancer.

“With him and Jim Kelly now, you guys have got some very prominent, important icons that you pray for,” LaFontaine said. “You just hope Jim’s going to be OK. Obviously, you hope and pray that Rick’s going to be OK. They’re so important to Buffalo.”

LaFontaine left Buffalo earlier this year in a sudden split with the Sabres shortly after being hired as president of hockey operations. He’s back in New York working with the league in development and community affairs.

“Things are really good,” LaFontaine said. “I’m in the city, back with the National Hockey League and kind of picking up where I left off. Everything’s good.”

Continue reading... 

Gionta puts on his new Sabres sweater, then picks up some gear for the kids

July 2, 2014 - 4:41 PM

By John Vogl

Shortly after Brian Gionta slipped on his Sabres jersey for the first time, Buffalo's new No. 12 wandered over to the Sabres Store. He needed to pick up gear for his three kids, ages 9, 6 and 2.

Gionta knew what they would like because he was a young Sabres fan once.

The Rochester native is as close to home as he's going to get, and he was happy to be formally welcomed to town today in First Niagara Center.

"This was my childhood team growing up, and it’s a dream to play for them and put on the jersey," Gionta said. "I can’t wait till September comes."

The 35-year-old was the key part of Buffalo's free agent frenzy Monday. The Sabres signed five veterans to lead the rebuild.

"By no means am I going to come here and work miracles," Gionta said, "but I just try to be a presence and be somebody for the young guys coming along, being around and having some experience in the league that they can be a sounding board."

Sabres General Manager Tim Murray is spending today reshuffling NHL depth charts after players moved often during the opening day of free agency. He's looking at signing a couple of players for the Rochester Americans in the next two days or so. Then he'll work with Ted Nolan to find assistant coaches.

"Whatever other surprises comes, comes," Murray said. "That certainly won’t be me. It’ll be if somebody likes someone on our team or something like that."
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Tim Murray and Brian Gionta

Folks from all over the hockey world send warm wishes to Sabres' Jeanneret as he begins cancer fight

July 2, 2014 - 11:55 AM

By John Vogl

Rick Jeanneret is a Buffalo treasure, but he's more than that. He's a hockey icon, with the Hall of Fame resume to prove it.

So, as expected, the warm wishes have poured forth after the announcer released the news he has throat cancer. Here's a sampling.

Continue reading... 

Digesting the Sabres' BIG day of free agency

July 2, 2014 - 9:40 AM

A wrapup of what was a very, very busy July 1 opening of free agency for the Buffalo Sabres:

John Vogl story: Sabres load up on veteran talent | AUDIO from GM Tim Murray

Amy Moritz story: Gorges deal done in a heartbeat

Bucky Gleason column: Murray lands marquee mentor

Get a look at the Sabres' new faces in a PHOTO GALLERY that tracks their NHL careers over the past decade.

See what the Sabres contract depth chart now looks like. 

Review Monday's deals, then vote in our POLL on which one you think is the best move:

Brian Gionta -- Signed to a three-year, $12.75 million contract. The Rochester native was the second American-born player to be the captain of the Montreal Canadiens. The 12-year NHL veteran played the last five seasons in Montreal. Drafted by New Jersey in the third round of the 1998 draft, he played seven seasons with the Devils, including on the 2002-03 Stanley Cup-winning team.

Matt Moulson -- Signed to a five-year, $25 million contract. It's his second go-round with the Sabres, first arriving in Buffalo after an Oct. 27 trade with the New York Islanders. Moulson notched 29 points (11 goals, 18 assists) in 44 games with the Sabres. He then was traded in March to the Minnesota Wild along with Cody McCormick in exchange for Torrey Mitchell and two draft picks

Cody McCormick -- Signed to a three-year, $4.5 million. He returns for his fifth season in Buffalo after finishing the 2013-14 season with 14 games as a member of the Minnesota. In his time with the Sabres, he played in 168 games. totaling 29 points (10 goals, 19 assists) with 253 penalty minutes.

Andrej Meszaros -- Signed a one-year, $4.125 million contract. The nine-year NHL blueliner has played for Ottawa, Tampa Bay, Philadelphia and Boston. He spent parts of four seasons with the Flyers before being dealt to Boston in March. With the Bruins, he registered five points (2 goals, 3 assists) in 12 regular-season games while adding two assists in four Stanley Cup playoff games.

Marcus Foligno -- Signed to a two-year, $3.75 million contract. He has played in parts of four seasons with the Sabres since being a fourth-round draft pick of the organization in 2009. He had 19 points (7 goals, 12 assists) in 74 games this season.

Josh Gorges -- Acquired via trade with the Montreal Canadiens for a 2016 second-round draft pick (via Minnesota). A stay-at-home defenseman he has 98 points (14 goals, 84 assists) in 560 NHL games with Montreal and San Jose.

Here's how the day unfolded in our LIVE BLOG while you can review more of the day's events by scrolling through the rest of the Sabres Edge blog.

Sabres on Jeanneret throat cancer diagnosis: 'We wish RJ a full and speedy recovery'

July 2, 2014 - 8:07 AM

By John Vogl

Sabres broadcasting legend Rick Jeanneret has revealed he has throat cancer and will undergo at least six weeks of radiation, with chemotherapy a possibility. The team released the following statement this morning:

"The Buffalo Sabres are deeply saddened to learn of Rick Jeanneret’s cancer diagnosis. RJ has been a vital part of the Sabres family and the Buffalo community for 43 years, and this news undoubtedly weighs heavily on everyone who has had the privilege of listening to his broadcasts through the years.

"As he begins treatment in the coming weeks, we will continue to keep RJ, his wife, Sandra, his mother, Kay, his sister, Marcia, his children, Mark and Chris, his stepdaughter, Shelly, and his grandchildren in our thoughts. We wish RJ a full and speedy recovery and know his tenacity will serve him well in his fight.

"On behalf of the Jeanneret family, the Sabres are asking for respect of the family’s privacy as RJ undergoes treatment."

The team has created an email address, GetWellRJ@sabres.com, for fans to send well-wishes and notes of encouragement.
It was a crazy, busy day. Here's a look at the Sabres done deals

July 1, 2014 - 7:07 PM

by Amy Moritz

Did you catch your breath yet? It was a crazy, busy day for the Buffalo Sabres who signed five players and added one via trade and at the end of the day GM Tim Murray was pretty pleased with all the action.

"We’re trying to rebuild an organization into a top organization," Murray said. "Today shows that we finished 30th place and there are quality players that want to come here. I’ve thought that all along, but you’re never sure until the clock hits 12. And there were more than what we got done. It wasn’t just these guys that want to come here. There were other choices. There still are, but these were the guys we thought we should go forward quickly with for what we wanted to achieve, and it happened in about 2 hours and 15 minutes."

The list is filled with veteran players, a key element for Murray as he looks for the younger players to mentored into good NHL players.

"We’re more competitive. We’ve got a lot of character now. We have leadership now. That’s important to me when you’re adding young players every year," Murray said.

Continue reading... 

Audio: GM Tim Murray says 'exciting' day spent adding leadership will be huge benefit to Sabres' prospects

July 1, 2014 - 5:19 PM

By John Vogl

As name after recognizable name joined the Sabres' organization today -- Brian Gionta, Matt Moulson, Josh Gorges and Andrej Meszaros among them -- General Manager Tim Murray was thinking about how excited the organization's prospects must be.

Murray was excited, too.

The GM wrapped up Buffalo's litany of moves in First Niagara Center. The full audio is below. The highlights:

*Getting Gionta to come to Buffalo was a huge way to fill the leadership void. Gionta was the captain in Montreal.

"That's real stuff," Murray said. "That's legendary stuff. And now he's a Buffalo Sabre."

*Murray said the organization will not be a punch line. He advises fans to get on the bandwagon sooner rather than later.

*Still, Murray said, he doesn't expect the Sabres to be contenders this year.

"Maybe the players do," he said. "That's good."
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Sabres' updated contract depth chart

July 1, 2014 - 5:15 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have been busy today, bringing in forwards Matt Moulson, Brian Gionta and Cody McCormick, and defenseman Josh Gorges. They've also re-signed restricted free agent Marcus Foligno.

Their updated depth chart is as follows:

Left wing

Matt Moulson, $5 million cap hit (five years left)

Cody Hodgson, $4.25 million (five)

Marcus Foligno, $1.875 million (two)

Nicolas Deslauriers, $637,500 (two)

Center

Torrey Mitchell, $1.9 million (one)

Cody McCormick, $1.5 million (three)

Zemgus Girgensons, $894,167 (two)

Brian Flynn, $637,500 (one)

Matt Ellis, $550,000 (one)

Right wing

Brian Gionta, $4.25 million (three)

Chris Stewart, $4.15 million (one)

Drew Stafford, $4 million (one)

Patrick Kaleta, $1.25 million (one)

Defensemen

Tyler Myers, $5.5 million (five)

Andrej Meszaros, $4.125 million (one)

Josh Gorges, $3.9 million (four)

Mike Weber, $1.67 million (two)

Rasmus Ristolainen, $925,000 (two)

Jake McCabe, $925,000 (one)

Mark Pysyk, $870,000 (one)

Goaltenders

Michal Neuvirth, $2.5 million (one)

Jhonas Enroth, $1.25 million (one)

The Sabres still need to sign restricted free agents Tyler Ennis and Chad Ruhwedel.

Sabres add another defenseman, bring in Meszaros for reported one year, $4.125 million

July 1, 2014 - 4:17 PM

By John Vogl

Tim Murray just won't quit.

The Sabres haved added their fifth piece of the day, signing defenseman Andrej Meszaros for one year and $4.125 million, according to TSN. He joins acquisitions Josh Gorges, Brian Gionta, Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick.

Meszaros, 28, spent last season with Philadelphia and Boston, putting up a combined seven goals and 15 assists in 52 games. He has also played for Ottawa and Tampa Bay, totaling 56 goals and 224 points in 585 games.

The signing pushed the Sabres over the salary cap floor.

Live from opening day of NHL free agency

July 1, 2014 - 4:00 PM

News Sports Reporter John Vogl will have all of the key updates as the NHL's free agency period begins today at noon. To get started:

◾Vogl's story today sizes up the Sabres' approach to free agency 

◾The Sabres' contract depth chart

◾A photo gallery on some top free agent targets

◾A look at previous July 1s for the Sabres (yes, including 2007)

◾U.S. fans will see some changes in watching today's news on television 

Poll: Which Sabres move do you like best?

July 1, 2014 - 3:51 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have had a good day -- a very good day.

Buffalo acquired defenseman Josh Gorges from Montreal for a second-round pick, signed free agents Brian Gionta (three years, $12.75 million), Matt Moulson (five years, $25 million) and Cody McCormick (three years, $4.5 million), and they re-signed Marcus Foligno (two years, $3.75 million).

So we ask ...

Which Sabres move did you like best today? 

 Signing Cody McCormick 

 Acquiring Josh Gorges 

 Signing Andrej Meszaros 

 Signing Brian Gionta 

 Signing Matt Moulson 

 Re-signing Marcus Foligno 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Canadiens send out farewell video to former captain and new Sabre Brian Gionta

July 1, 2014 - 3:32 PM

By John Vogl

Montreal is hockey's most storied franchise. The Canadiens showed another reason why this afternoon.

The Habs created a farwell tribute video to former captain Brian Gionta, who joined the Sabres on a three-year, $12.75 million deal. Montreal also sent a tweet thanking Gionta.

Gorges excited to be coming to Buffalo

July 1, 2014 - 3:30 PM

by Amy Moritz

It was a tough few days for Josh Gorges. The 29-year old defenseman was stunned when he heard the Montreal Canadiens were looking to trade him. He loved playing for Montreal. He loved his time with the team and the organization.

Still, the reality was the Canadiens wanted to trade him and Gorges looked over his list of approved teams. He added Buffalo.

Tuesday afternoon, he officially joined the Sabres.

Buffalo acquired Gorges by trading a 2016 second-round pick (via Minnesota) and he spoke with media members via conference call later in the day.

"I knew my time in Montreal was over and looking ahead I wanted to evaluate the teams on the list," Gorges said. "Looking at Buffalo, I always had a lot of respect for Ted Nolan as a head coach, the new ownership, what they're doing with the that team and the direction they're heading. I felt it was a good opportunity to go in and help with a good, young time. I figured it's a good fit for me and for my family and we're excited about it."

Just what excites a nine-year NHL veteran about joining a rebuild in Buffalo?

"From playing against them this year, they’re a tough team," Gorges said. "Their players work extremely hard, they come at you hard. It's never easy to play against them and when you have young guys willing and committed ... it's only going to get brighter."

Gorges nixed a trade to Toronto, saying after seven seasons playing for Montreal he couldn't bring himself to play for the Maple Leafs. So the rivarly the Sabres have with Toronto will be second nature to him.

"It won't take me long to get into that rivalry with Toronto," he said. "I've been living it a number of years already."

Foligno resigns with Sabres for $3.75 million

July 1, 2014 - 2:23 PM

by Amy Moritz

There's no messing around on free agency day for Buffalo Sabres GM Tim Murray.

Add Marcus Folingo to the list of players signed today. The 22-year-old forward signed a two-year, $3.75 million deal. He has played 135 games over three seasons for the Sabres, scoring 18 goals with 32 assists.

Last season he scored seven goals with 12 assists and was a minus-17 in 74 games. 

Foligno was drafted by the Sabres in the fourth round in 2009. He is a Buffalo native and son of Sabre Hall of Fame forward Mike Foligno.

Sabres bring back Matt Moulson for five years, $25 million; McCormick also returning

July 1, 2014 - 2:07 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' remain one of the busiest teams on the opening day of free agency, bringing back Matt Moulson for five years and $25 million.

Moulson came to Buffalo in October as part of the deal that sent Thomas Vanek to the New York Islanders. Buffalo sent him to Minnesota at the trade deadline for Torrey Mitchell and two second-round picks.

The Sabres have also brought back forward Cody McCormick for three years at $1.5 million per season.

Moulson gives the Sabres scoring punch on the wing. He had 11 goals and 29 points in 44 games with the Sabres and added six goals and 13 points in 20 games with the Wild and six goals and nine points in 11 games with the Isles. Moulson has topped 30 goals three times.

McCormick spent four seasons in Buffalo before being to sent to Minnesota along with Moulson. He brings grit and competitiveness, qualities the Sabres have been seeking.

Sabres sign former Montreal captain Brian Gionta to three-year, $12.75 million deal

July 1, 2014 - 1:21 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres got the leader they were looking for. Brian Gionta is coming to Buffalo.

The Sabres have signed the Montreal captain to three-year contract worth $4.25 million per season. The 35-year-old right winger just finished a five-year, $25 million deal with the Canadiens.

Gionta leaves the Habs after putting up 18 goals and 40 points in 81 games. But his game and leadership goes beyond points, and that's exactly what Buffalo wanted.

The Sabres sought at least two veteran leaders, and they got them both from Montreal less than 90 minutes into the free agency period. They acquired defenseman Josh Gorges from the Habs for a second-round pick in 2016, and Gorges (who had a modified no-trade clause) agreed to the deal partially because he knew Gionta was interested in Buffalo.

Gionta's deal with Buffalo includes a no-movement clause for the first two seasons and a limited no-trade clause in the third year.

Gionta, who is from Rochester, is a former U.S. Olympian who had his best season in 2005-06. He put up 48 goals and 89 points in 82 games with New Jersey. Gionta has 249 goals and 485 points in 776 games.

Ryan Miller signs with Vancouver

July 1, 2014 - 1:15 PM

by Amy Moritz

Ryan Miller keeps going West.

The former Buffalo Sabres goalie signed a reported three-year, $18 million deal with the Vancouver Canucks.

Miller, who was traded with Steve Ott to St. Louis in March, went 19-10-8 with the Blues this year and 2-4 in six playoff games.

The 33-year old won 284 games over 11 seasons with the Buffalo Sabres. 

Sabres open free-agent frenzy with trade for Montreal defenseman Josh Gorges

July 1, 2014 - 12:33 PM

By John Vogl and Amy Moritz

The Buffalo Sabres filled a need for veteran leadership on defense, acquiring blue-liner Josh Gorges from Montreal for a second-round pick in the 2016 draft.

The 29-year-old Gorges also fills a major need on the Sabres' payroll chart. He has four years remaining on his contract with a cap hit of $3.9 million per season.

Montreal had been trying to trade Gorges to Toronto, but the Habs-loving defenseman nixed the deal. He originally had 15 teams on his modified trade list, but he reportedly expanded it to include Buffalo.

"It’s tough when you first hear the news because I’ve really loved every moment that I’ve had here in Montreal," Gorges said on Sportsnet. "It’s become my home over the last eight years, and I’ve made a lot of friends in the city and on this team. That’s the hardest part is knowing you have to say bye to all that, but that’s the nature of the beast and part of the business we’re involved. You move on, and I’m excited about the opportunity to go to Buffalo and help that team out.

Gorges knows the main job in Buffalo this season is to develop young talent, but he's not ready to admit he'll play only 82 games this year.

"I still think as much as Buffalo has a lot of good, young players that they’re trying to develop, I think at the end of the day the mind-set still has to be to make the playoffs," Gorges said in the TV interview. "I think anything can happen, and as long as the team and the group of guys are committed and buy into what the coach is preaching and play as a team, it’s not impossible. That shouldn’t be our mind-set, just hoping to have an OK year and have guys get better. The mind-set still has to be, ‘We’ve got to find a way to get into the playoffs.’"

Gorges went to Buffalo partially because he heard his close friend and former Montreal teammate Brian Gionta was close to signing with the Sabres. About an hour later, Gionta signed with Buffalo.

"I think he sees they're going in a different direction and he's heard good things about the place," his agent, Kevin Epp, told The Buffalo News by phone. "He heard his good, close friend Gionta could be signing there. I think he sees a lot of good things in Buffalo."

Gorges is a stay-at-home defenseman who had one goal and 14 points in 66 games this season. He is 6-foot-1, 201 pounds.

Gorges, speaking on Sportsnet, said he vetoed the trade to Toronto because he could not envision himself going to such a rival. He'll continue the rivalry when Maple Leafs fans invade Buffalo two or three times a year.

"It’s hard to realize after being in Montreal for such a long time that you can switch over and play for the Toronto Maple Leafs," Gorges said. "Nothing against that organization or that team, but when you build a rivalry it’s hard mentally, emotionally to think, ‘Wow, I’ve grown to hate this team, to play against them. How could I really go and put my heart and soul into it?’

"So I just wanted to take some time before I made a decision. I’ve been thinking about waiving it to go there over the last few days, and then this came up here today."

Bought-out Sabres D-man Ehrhoff signs a one-year deal with Pittsburgh

July 1, 2014 - 12:11 PM

By John Vogl

It didn't take Christian Ehrhoff long to find a new team.

The defenseman, bought out by the Sabres on Sunday, signed a one-year, $4 million deal with the Pittsburgh Penguins today just after free agency opened.

Ehrhoff became the top blue-liner on the market after Buffalo set him free. He had no desire to be part of Buffalo's rebuild, and he's taking a one-year gamble that the Penguins will win the Stanley Cup.

It helps that Ehrhoff won't need to chase money. He made $22 million in Buffalo during the past three seasons, and he'll get $12 million more over the next 14 years as part of the buyout.

Pittsburgh was looking for a talented defenseman because it is expected to lose Matt Niskanen to free agency.

Sabres' contract depth chart: Money to be spent at wing, defense

July 1, 2014 - 11:27 AM

By John Vogl

There are teams with a lot of money to spend this summer, and then there's the Buffalo Sabres. They have tons, oodles, boatloads, carloads and planeloads of cash to spend.

The Sabres, with about $31 million in payroll committed to next season, are $20 million away from the salary cap floor. They are a whopping $38 million away from the upper limit.

UPDATE: They have since added Brian Gionta for three years at $4.25 million per year and Josh Gorges at $3.9 million, a total cap hit of $8.15 million.

Here's a look at their contract depth chart, keeping in mind that restricted free agents Tyler Ennis, Marcus Foligno and Chad Ruhwedel still need to be signed. Listed are the cap hit and number of years remaining, including the 2014-15 season.

Left wing

Cody Hodgson, $4.25 million (five)

Nicolas Deslauriers, $637,500 (two)

Center

Torrey Mitchell, $1.9 million (one)

Zemgus Girgensons, $894,167 (two)

Brian Flynn, $637,500 (one)

Matt Ellis, $550,000 (one)

Right wing

Brian Gionta, $4.25 million (three)

Chris Stewart, $4.15 million (one)

Drew Stafford, $4 million (one)

Patrick Kaleta, $1.25 million (one)

Defensemen

Tyler Myers, $5.5 million (five)

Josh Gorges, $3.9 million (four)

Mike Weber, $1.67 million (two)

Rasmus Ristolainen, $925,000 (two)

Jake McCabe, $925,000 (one)

Mark Pysyk, $870,000 (one)

Goaltenders

Michal Neuvirth, $2.5 million (one)

Jhonas Enroth, $1.25 million (one)

It's amazing that only six (UPDATE: eight) players have a deal that goes past this coming season. It means they'll have lots of money to spend again next summer.

Sabres' Murray knows what kind of players Nolan likes, but coach's personnel input is minimal

July 1, 2014 - 11:08 AM

By John Vogl

The defined pecking order for most organizations is the general manager signs the players, and the coach coaches them. That's no different in Buffalo.

GM Tim Murray and coach Ted Nolan are in their first summer together with the Buffalo Sabres. Nolan will swing by the GM's office to see what players Buffalo is targeting, but he doesn't ask for anyone to be put on the list. Trades and signings are Murray's domain.

"I think I have a good feel on who he likes and what kind of player he likes," Murray said. "Is he in on every meeting or do we talk daily? No, but we do talk about players."

Happy July 1, Sabres fans

July 1, 2014 - 9:39 AM

As Buffalo Sabres fans are well aware, free agency begins today, July 1, which has been a notable day of additions and subtractions over the years. 

As is the case every year, John Vogl will be all over the day's happenings here at the Sabres Edge blog. Here are a few links to previous years' blogs, beginning with stories about the infamous July 1 in 2007:

2007 -- Notable: The departure of Drury and Briere

There was no singular blog that season, but this Sabres Edge archive page provides several posts on how that day went down (most recent at the top).

Stories in the July 1, 2007 Buffalo News: 

Briere, Drury up for grabs by Tim Graham

Bucky Gleason column: Face of franchise could change today

Stories in the July 2, 2007 Buffalo News:

Sabres leaders now part of team's past by John Vogl

Sabres never in running to re-sign co-captains by Tim Graham

Bucky Gleason column: Sabres get lesson in business

Stories in the July 3, 2007 Buffalo News:

Sabres put on a brave face by John Vogl (off news conference)

Players have varied reactions to departures by Tim Graham

Bucky Gleason column: Blame rests solely with team brass

Story in July 5, 2007 Buffalo News:

Why the captain jumped ship: Newly signed Rangers center Chris Drury says he had agreed to Sabres pact in fall

Review live blogs:

2013 -- Notable for Sabres: Not much! (actually July 5)

2012 -- Notable for Sabres: John Scott signed 

2011 -- Notable for Sabres: Ville Leino signed

2010 -- Notable for Sabres: Lost Lydman and Tallinder, signed Leopold

2009 -- Notable for Sabres: Steve Montador signed

2008 -- Notable for Sabres: Signed Patrick Lalime, not Brooks Orpik

U.S. hockey fans will have new faces, channel bringing them news today on NHL Network

July 1, 2014 - 8:25 AM

By John Vogl

TSN, the Canadian sports giant, has been a much-beloved regular in U.S. homes on hockey's big days. NHL Network would simulcast the channel for events such as the trade deadline and the start of free agency, which is today.

The contract frenzy will give fans in the United States their first look at the NHL’s big free agent signing. The league’s 12-year, $5 billion deal with Rogers Communications kicks in today. NHL Network will simulcast Sportsnet’s live coverage beginning at 11 a.m., which boots erstwhile mainstay TSN off the American airwaves.

The Sportsnet programming will be hosted by Daren Millard, Jeff Marek and Christine Simpson, who have a big job ahead after taking over for TSN's James Duthie.

The new panelists and hockey insiders are Nick Kypreos, Damien Cox, Elliotte Friedman, Doug MacLean, John Shannon, Scott Morrison, Chris Johnston, Greg Millen, Darren Pang and Billy Jaffe. They have even bigger shoes to fill with fans used to the likes of Bob McKenzie, Darren Dreger and Pierre LeBrun.

NHL Network will show the Sportsnet coverage until 6 p.m. before putting on its own hourlong "NHL Tonight."

Sabres looking for veteran leadership, and Brian Gionta has Buffalo as a possible destination

June 30, 2014 - 5:38 PM

By John Vogl

Tim Murray insists the Sabres' prospects aren't going to figure out life in the NHL on their own. The general manager wants to bring in veterans to help show the way.

Brian Gionta is on that list. More importantly, the Sabres are on his.

The Montreal captain has Buffalo as a possible destination, according to a source. Gionta is from Rochester, and the 35-year-old could be interested in closing his career near home.

Gionta is finishing a five-year, $25 million deal. He had 18 goals and 40 points in 81 games this season, and he added six assists and seven points in 17 playoff games.

"We’re in a position here that we could use a couple veteran guys," Murray said today. "On our free agent list there’s quite a few that fit our need for character, for leadership and all that stuff.

"I’d like to acquire a couple veteran guys that can play the game but can also show our kids how to be pros, how to play properly, how to look after yourself, so I am going to put a focus on at least two of those guys."

Sabres decline qualifying offer for Conacher; Canisius grad will be free agent

June 30, 2014 - 5:22 PM

By John Vogl

Cory Conacher's homecoming was a short one.

The Buffalo Sabres have elected not to give a qualifying offer to the restricted free agent, according to his representatives at Uptown Sports. Conacher will be an unrestricted free agent and able to sign with any team at noon Tuesday.

The Sabres claimed the former Canisius College star off waivers from Ottawa in March. The 24-year-old relished the chance to recapture his game in Buffalo, but he foundered with only three goals and six points in 19 games.

Conacher's qualifying offer would have cost the Sabres $874,125.

Bruins Prospect Profile: Malcolm Subban
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With the Bruins announcing their Development Camp roster, we’re taking a look at some of the prospects who will be attending this year's practices. We’re sticking in the crease today and taking a look at Malcolm Subban, who many consider the Bruins’ top prospect. 

In football, prospects can sometimes be positioned as “athletes,” players with raw talent, but no clear match as to where they’ll fit in. Julian Edelman plays on both sides of the ball for the Patriots. Heisman winning quarterback Eric Crouch once made it to the league in a short stint as a wide receiver before fading into obscurity.

The concept isn’t completely analogous to hockey, where there are far fewer positions, but in goalie prospect Malcolm Subban, the appeal has always been his freakish athleticism and raw talent, while coaches have tried to fill in the rest of the pieces along the way. 

Coming from a hockey family (older brother P.K. is well known in the Bruins community, while younger brother Jordan is a Vancouver Canucks prospect), it’s been a life of hockey for Malcolm, who was selected by the Bruins with the No. 24 overall selection of the 2012 NHL Draft. 

And when the Bruins made the pick, Subban was very much considered a project. No one will ever question his talent or potential. He can get from post-to-post with lightning quickness. His swiftness also allows himself to challenge just about any shot, even if it seems he surely is beaten. 

The key now for Subban, who will compete for an NHL roster spot this summer, is to hammer out the technical elements of the position. At times, he’s overly aggressive, taking himself out of angles and into poor position. If Subban can get to a point where he’s not relying on his athleticism, but using it as an asset, he’ll make that leap to NHL starter. 

More than anything, Subban needs to be playing consistent hockey this season; it’s what is best for his development at his stage. He appeared in 33 games last year for the Providence Bruins, splitting time with Niklas Svedberg, who made 45 starts. 

With Tuukka Rask as the clear starter, the Bruins will be faced with a few questions moving forward. Svedberg is on a one-year, one-way contract, but in no way does that assure him a spot as Rask’s backup. With Chad Johnson gone, it opens the door for both Svedberg and Subban to compete for the No. 2 role in training camp, although Subban may be best served getting consistent playing time down in the AHL. 

And if that’s what Peter Chiarelli’s plan was all along, it seems pretty logical. If Svedberg and Subban had remained in Providence this upcoming season, it would have been difficult to give the latter enough playing time to grow as a player. Subban needs the reps and the in-game experience to continue to become more grounded as a goalie. 

Ultimately, there’s no guarantee Subban doesn’t make the Bruins' NHL roster out of camp. If Svedberg doesn’t have a strong showing, and Subban plays like the more effective backup, he could win the job outright. 

There’s also no use in speculating on whether or not Subban is an attractive trade chip. A 20-year-old with the potential to be a franchise goaltender could fetch a big haul, but the goalie position is quite fickle. Rask, coming off a Vezina year, certainly shows no signs of slowing down, and has another seven years and $50 million remaining on his contract. But organizational depth is never a bad thing, and holding on to Subban could pay dividends down the road.

In the meantime, as the risk of sounding like a broken record, it’s incumbent upon the Bruins to find a way to get Subban in game situations as often as possible. Subban’s .920 save percentage in his first professional season is an encouraging sign. If he can sustain that level with an increased workload is probably the next question he faces

Bruins Prospect Linus Arnesson Models Game After Niklas Hjalmarsson

by Nicholas Goss on Fri, Jul 11, 2014 at 3:38PM
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Linus ArnessonWILMINGTON, Mass. — The Boston Bruins have a lot of talented young defenseman at the NHL level and within their prospect pool.

We’ve all heard of Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug, Matt Bartkowski and David Warsofsky, but one player who’s flying under the radar could make an impact for the B’s as early as the 2015-16 season.

That player is Linus Arnesson, a Swedish-born defenseman who has excelled at Bruins development camp over the last three days.

Arnesson will return to Djurgarden of the Swedish Elite League unless he makes the Bruins’ roster in training camp. Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney said Friday that arrangements are being made with Arnesson’s club to allow him to come back to North America for camp in September.

Right now, the 19-year-old blueliner is just happy for the opportunity to play in the Swedish Elite League for the first time in a few months.

“It’s going to be a great development for me to go to the (highest level of Swedish hockey) and hopefully make it to the Bruins someday,” Arnesson said after Thursday’s session at Ristuccia Arena.

Arnesson said he has been watching the NHL for a long time, specifically the Detroit Red Wings and their legendary defenseman Nicklas Lidstrom. There’s also one current player who Arnesson tries to emulate on the ice.

“Nicklas Hjalmarsson of Chicago. He’s a good solid two-way player,” Arnesson said. “I model my play after him.”

The Bruins will be very happy if Arnesson develops into a player of Hjalmarsson’s caliber. The Blackhawks D-man blocks a ton of shots, kills penalties, plays over 20 minutes per game against the opponent’s top forwards and provides 15 to 25 points per season.

Arnesson is a defensive defenseman who skates well, makes the smart and simple play, and is well positioned in his own zone. He plays a physical game and battles hard for puck possession in front of the net and in the corners. Sweeney noted Arnesson has become more confident with the puck over the last year and that “there’s a lot offensively he hasn’t tapped into yet.”

How close is Arnesson to being NHL-ready? “Hopefully after this season,” he said.

Arnesson signed an entry-level contract with Boston in June, so don’t expect him to be in Sweden for much longer. He’s developing an impressive two-way skill set that should help him become a top-four NHL defenseman in the near future.

Here are some other notes from Day 3 of Bruins development camp:

– Matt Grzelcyk returned to camp wearing a red non-contact jersey, but he did participate in several drills. The Boston University defenseman is recovering from shoulder surgery he had earlier in the year. He will captain the Terriers next season and make a full recovery, per Sweeney.

– Robbie O’Gara has impressed during development camp. He has good size and an all-around skill set that will continue to improve next season at Yale.

“I think the best part of his game that has gotten better is his ability to move the puck,” Providence Bruins head coach Bruce Cassidy said Thursday. “I think when you first saw him, when I first saw him, big guy, you’re assuming stay-at-home defensive defenseman. He has a good stick, always had good lateral feed from Day 1, and now you see a guy that can make plays with the puck as well below the goal line, breaking it out in the neutral zone. So more of a complete package than maybe you thought at first.”

– The Bruins have drafted several European players over the last few years, which has injected much-needed offensive skill and speed into the team’s prospect pool.

“The North American game has gone more towards a European game with puck possession, the way the lineups are filled out and I think the European game has moved a little bit towards the North American style,” Cassidy said. “These Swedes come over here and they’re gritty. You know, they’re hard on the puck, they’re hard to get the puck from, they compete for it. Whereas maybe years ago you wouldn’t have said that about them. So I see the game moving more to middle on each side.”

– Alex Globke, who won the Western Collegiate Hockey Association rookie of the year award as a sophomore forward at Lake Superior State last season, has displayed a powerful shot and good offensive instincts during camp. He also was invited to the Detroit Red Wings’ development camp earlier this month.

Boston Bruins Prospects: Ranking Top Three Players At Every Position

by Nicholas Goss on Fri, Jul 11, 2014 at 12:01PM
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David PastrnakThe Boston Bruins have a deep prospect pool, with several players ready to make an impact in the NHL as soon as the 2014-15 season.

This kind of depth allows the B’s to replace injured veterans with NHL-ready players who will seamlessly fit into their system because the Providence Bruins play the same type of defense-first hockey that Boston head coach Claude Julien preaches.

The three positions of strength for the Bruins are at center, the blue line and in net. There’s a lot of speed and offensive skill in this group.

Let’s take a look at the top Bruins prospects at every position.

Center

1) Ryan Spooner, Providence Bruins

2) Alexander Khokhlachev, Providence Bruins

3) Seth Griffith, Providence Bruins

Spooner is the class of the group with his great speed, playmaking skill and offensive instincts. He tallied 11 points (zero goals, 11 assists) in 23 games for Boston in 2013-14, and will have a great shot to make the NHL roster in the fall, possibly as a winger on the third line with Carl Soderberg and Chris Kelly.

Griffith is a rapidly improving prospect who impressed for the P-Bruins last season with 50 points (20 goals, 30 assists) in 69 games. He has the potential to be a quality NHL goal scorer.

Khokhlachev could factor into Boston’s plans in 2014-15 after a tremendous season in the AHL.

“I think he’s close,” Providence head coach Bruce Cassidy said about Khokhlachev on Thursday at Bruins development camp. “The question with him that comes up is, can he separate on the ice? Does he have the foot speed to separate? He’s got to develop more physically but he gets all his goals going to the net.”

Left Wing

1) Matt Fraser, Providence Bruins

2) Anthony Camara, Providence Bruins

3) Justin Florek, Providence Bruins

Bruins fans got a good look at Fraser in last year’s playoffs when he scored the game-winning overtime goal in Game 4 of the Round 2 series against the Montreal Canadiens. His offensive skill, willingness to fight for puck possession in the dirty areas and overall physical play could land him a spot on the fourth line next season.

Florek also played in the playoffs and provides the desired skating and truculence that the B’s need from the fourth line moving forward. Camara is an intriguing prospect with his ability to impact games physically and kill penalties. His offensive game needs work, though, and another year in the AHL should greatly aid his development.

Right Wing

1) David Pastrnak, Sodertalje SK (Sweden)

2) Jared Knight, Providence Bruins

3) Brian Ferlin, Cornell (NCAA)

Pastrnak leads this group as the B’s first-round pick in the 2014 draft. He’s developing a good two-way skill set, but the most exciting part of his game is the speed at which he excels offensively.

“(Pastrnak) plays at a very high rate of speed, great one on one ability and body control, really high-end skilled player,” Cassidy said. “It’s hard to evaluate his overall game obviously when you just watch a lot of one on one drills, but you can see why he’s a high pick, high-end skill.”

Defensemen

1) Joe Morrow, Providence Bruins

2) David Warsofsky, Providence Bruins

3) Zach Trotman, Providence Bruins

Morrow was among the prospects Boston received in the Loui Eriksson trade with the Dallas Stars last year, and he’s developing into a quality offensive D-man with puck-moving skill and the ability to quarterback a power play. The former first-round draft pick posted 29 points (six goals, 23 assists) in 56 games with Providence in 2013-14 while also battling some injuries. He’s very close to being NHL-ready, but making the Bruins roster this fall will be difficult because Boston has as many as 10 guys competing for six to seven spots on the blue line.

Warsofsky also will be among the players competing for an NHL spot during training camp.

Goaltender

1) Niklas Svedberg, Providence Bruins

2) Malcolm Subban, Providence Bruins

3) Zane Gothberg, North Dakota (NCAA)

The Bruins are loaded in net, but with Tuukka Rask coming off a Vezina Trophy-winning season and in the early stages of an eight-year contract, a backup position is the best these prospects can shoot for right now.

With that said, Svedberg should be able to replicate Chad Johnson’s impressive numbers as the Bruins’ backup. He was the 2012-13 AHL goalie of the year and is quite poised under pressure. He’s also fundamentally sound and possesses a good glove hand.

Subban likely will start in Providence and is looking to improve on an up-and-down first season with Providence in 2013-14. He has all the athletic talent and physical tools needed to be a great goalie, and the goal right now is to refine his technique.

“I think it’s healthy for the competition, I think you saw goaltenders in the last couple of years that have gone on to other organizations that have come in and played well for us,” Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney said Wednesday when asked about the team’s goalie depth. “So I think it’s a necessary thing to have.

“I think they’re spaced out accordingly to be able to come in and develop at the right — I mean, the players themselves will always dictate how quickly they can make it and establish themselves as National Hockey League players, and goaltenders really aren’t any different — but I think the book on goaltending is that you should be patient to allow them to go through some ups and downs and experiences.”

Bruins Should Fill Forward Vacancies From Within Organization

by Nicholas Goss on Wed, Jul 9, 2014 at 9:00AM
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Carl Soderberg, Patrice Bergeron, Ryan Spooner,The Boston Bruins will have at least two forward spots to fill before the 2014-15 NHL season.

Given the lack of talent on the free agent market, combined with the Bruins’ lack of salary cap space, the best route is to fill the vacant spots on the bottom two lines from within the organization.

Luckily for the B’s, most of these young players already have NHL experience, and some of them were part of last season’s playoff run.

“Right now I think there are three spots there. Maybe at the end of the day there will be two for (the young guys) to vie for,” Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said last week. “So I feel good, I think our guys are coming — you’d like them to get a chance. And that is kind of what we are looking at going into the year, and I feel good about it now.”

Let’s examine what the Bruins’ forward lines might look like next season.

Who Replaces Jarome Iginla On The First Line?

Loui Eriksson is the obvious and most logical choice to fill this void. He’s not the rugged, power forward-type player that Iginla is, but Eriksson has underrated strength, and his defensive abilities and high hockey IQ would allow him to mesh well on the top line alongside David Krejci and Milan Lucic.

Chiarelli said last week that he doesn’t have any issues with Eriksson moving up in Boston’s lineup.

“I’m really comfortable with that,” Chiarelli said. “It’s a different look, but he’s a very smart player. He’s a great two-way player. He plays a very smart game. I saw him play with the (Sedin twins) — he can play at that level. … But having said that, he can move down the lineup and he’s comfortable with it. So I mean, the options are there.

“It would be nice to get a right shot — that would be a priority at some point — but I have no problem with Loui (Eriksson) playing on that top line, and I’ve talked to (Krejci) about it, and he welcomes it. If you watch how Loui plays, he plays a real give-and-go game, and he’s very smart, passes to areas. … He’s very compatible with (Krejci).”

Iginla’s 30 goals won’t be easy to replace, but Eriksson scored near that rate as a first-line winger with the Dallas Stars. The 28-year-old winger averaged 29.5 goals per year in his last four non-lockout seasons in Dallas, and that was without a playmaker of Krejci’s caliber playing alongside him.

If Eriksson is healthy on a consistent basis, he’ll be a great fit on the first line.

Second Line Likely Will Be Unchanged

Brad Marchand and Patrice Bergeron have fantastic chemistry after playing alongside each other for about four seasons. They also form one of the league’s best penalty-killing forward duos. Reilly Smith filled the right-wing role next to them last season and in the playoffs while proving he belonged with 51 points (20 goals, 31 assists) in 82 games.

“I like Reilly where he is, and that’s probably where he is going to stay,” Chiarelli said.

What Will the Third and Fourth Lines Look Like?

Daniel Paille could move up to the third line, which is a role he has played a bit in the past. The best option would be for him to stay on the fourth line alongside Gregory Campbell, and that would allow Ryan Spooner to play on the third line as a winger with Carl Soderberg (at center) and Chris Kelly.

A Spooner-Soderberg-Kelly trio would give the Bruins excellent speed, size, playmaking skill and defensive responsibility on the third line. Spooner has shown that his speed is an asset, and even though he projects to be a top-nine center at the NHL level, he’s not skilled enough on faceoffs to play that role right now.

Shawn Thornton’s open spot on the fourth line could be filled by Matt Fraser or Justin Florek. Fraser, who tallied two points in four playoff games, would provide more of a scoring punch to that line. Florek is a more physical and better defensive player. Boston doesn’t need to find an enforcer to replace Thornton because it has at least 4-5 guys willing of dropping the gloves when needed.

Early Projection of Boston’s Forward Lines

Line Left Wing Center Right Wing 

1 Milan Lucic David Krejci Loui Eriksson 

2 Brad Marchand Patrice Bergeron Reilly Smith 

3 Ryan Spooner Carl Soderberg Chris Kelly 

4 Matt Fraser Gregory Campbell Daniel Paille

Report: Jarome Iginla, Bruins Working On New Contract

by Mike Cole on Mon, Jun 9, 2014 at 9:00AM
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Andrew Ference, Jarome IginlaJarome Iginla and the Boston Bruins have publicly stated interest in renewing their relationship for at least another season. It sounds as if they’re working toward making that a reality.

TVA Sports reporter Renaud Lavoie reported over the weekend (in French) that the sides are working on a new contract. Lavoie said that was confirmed to him by Iginla’s agent, Don Meehan.

It’s unclear where the sides are in negotiations. It also seems way too soon to say any sort of deal is imminent.

The Bruins already are in a tricky salary-cap situation, and one would assume they’d need Iginla to sign another team-friendly contract in order to fit him under the cap. The veteran winger signed an incentive-loaded deal last summer, and he cashed in by reaching many of those bonuses. That money counts against the cap for the 2014-15 season, which would seem to indicate Iginla would have to sign another incentive-laden deal.

If the sides can’t reach an agreement before July 1, Iginla would become an unrestricted free agent. He will turn 37 on the same day.

“I hope to be able to come back,” Iginla said at the team’s break-up day last month. “It’s something that hopefully there’s a deal there for everyone. But I know the Bruins got to look at what they want to do, but I really enjoyed it. I hope that there’s something that can be worked out there because I also think it’s a team that has as good of a shot as any to win.”

Iginla was a very good fit in his first season with the Bruins. The probable Hall of Famer tied for a team-high 30 goals this season, the 12th 30-goal season of his career. He then scored five goals in 12 playoff games.

Have a question for Mike Cole? Send it to him via Twitter at @MikeColeNESN or send it here.

Bruins Notes: Massachusetts Well Represented At 2014 Development Camp

by Nicholas Goss on Thu, Jul 10, 2014 at 5:50PM
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BruinsdevWILMINGTON, Mass. — The state of Massachusetts is being well represented at the 2014 Boston Bruins development camp.

Five players from the Bay State are taking part in the sessions — one more than the number of Canadian players participating.

Ryan Donato, the son of former Bruin and current Harvard men’s hockey coach Ted Donato, is the most notable Massachusetts native on the camp roster. He was selected in the second round of the 2014 NHL draft and will return to the Dexter School (Brookline, Mass.) or play in the USHL next season. He’s expected to play at Harvard during the 2015-16 campaign.

The other four Massachusetts-born players at camp are Ryan Fitzgerald (North Reading), Billy Sweezey, Matt Grzelyck (Charlestown) and Michael Doherty (Reading).

“It’s fun to watch these kids grow up in your backyard that you’ve seen them play and continue to develop,” Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney said Wednesday. “It’s a testament to the area and the quality of competition that Massachusetts and the area is producing these players. And it’s fun, they have a real — you know, you watch Ryan’s (Fitzgerald) family realize how exciting it is, both Ryans for that matter, and Grizz’s (Matt Grzelyck) family is a great story.

“They weren’t drafted because of the story, but the best part about it is they get to add another chapter. And if they do go on to fulfill their dream, then it becomes that much better, that much more rewarding for everybody involved because the Bruins are part of the fabric of this community.”

Here are some other notes from Day 2 of camp:

– David Pastrnak, the Bruins’ 2014 first-round pick, is working hard to improve his two-way game.

“I was a one-way forward before I went to Sweden,” Pastrnak said. “I was playing just forward … then I came to Sweden and my mentality changed, and my work ethic changed. … I got to Sweden and I started practicing defense. … I know it’s important to be a two-way forward if you want to make not just the NHL, but every big league.”

Pastrnak also said he lost his passport on the way to the United States.

– Grzelcyk was absent from Thursday’s session because he is taking summer classes at Boston University.

“If a player is a full-time student at an NCAA institution, they cannot be excused from their classes, to miss classes, to attend a pro development camp,” Sweeney said Wednesday.

– Malcolm Subban made a number of tremendous saves in shooting drills. His athleticism was on display in the 2-on-1 drill. He’ll be an exciting player to watch in Providence this season.

– Bruins head coach Claude Julien was in attendance, joined by general manager Peter Chiarelli and team president Cam Neely.

– Belarusian defenseman Oleg Yevenko is the largest player in camp at 6-foot-7 and 249 pounds. As expected, his skating needs work, but he’s tough to beat in one-on-one battles and uses his size well in front of the net and in the corners.

– The Bruins haven’t filled the assistant coach vacancy created when Geoff Ward left to coach in Germany. Providence head coach Bruce Cassidy was asked about his interest in the position Thursday, and told reporters “I want to be in the NHL every year.” With that said, he’s preparing to be the P-Bruins’ bench boss unless he’s told otherwise.

Bruins Development Camp: David Pastrnak Focused On Developing Two-Way Game

by Nicholas Goss on Thu, Jul 10, 2014 at 3:50PM
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PastrnakWILMINGTON, Mass. — David Pastrnak’s idol is Boston Bruins center David Krejci, and when you watch him skate, it’s not hard to see why.

Selected in the first round of the 2014 NHL draft, the Czech-born winger’s offensive talents make him a joy to watch as he creates scoring opportunities for himself and teammates with slick puck-handling skills and impressive skating ability.

“I think the kid loves to play hockey, he loves to be around hockey and he’s smiling all the time,” Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney said Wednesday. “He really enjoys it, he cuts across the middle of the ice on a two-on-two that some defenseman are going to lick their chops and he’s going to pick up his helmet sideways probably at some point in time. But that doesn’t mean that he’s not going to try it again, and I like that about him.

“I think when you talk to him, you guys will quickly understand, he’s got some charisma to him on the ice, and I think that flair shows up as well. Early, he was over passing, sending back doors, and all of a sudden, two-on-twos show up and he’s ripping it by glove hand. I think he has a bit of a flair on and off the ice, and I like the excitement. I think it’s infectious for everybody, and we’re excited to have him as part of the organization.”

Before the 2012-13 season, Pastrnak needed to choose the next path in his career — Canadian junior or Sweden. He chose the latter and went on to tally 24 points (eight goals, 16 assists) in 36 games for Sodertalje SK.

“It’s a good league, but I don’t care where I play,” Pastrnak said Thursday after Day 2 of Bruins development camp. “Wherever I play, I just want to play my best. … I like Sweden, it gave me a lot of experience.”

Pastrnak admitted that he needs to continue developing the defensive aspects of his game. He was matched up against Bruins second-round pick Ryan Donato in a one-on-one drill Thursday, and the Dexter School forward was winning most of the battles with his superior strength.

“I was a one-way forward before I went to Sweden,” Pastrnak said. “I was playing just forward … then I came to Sweden and my mentality changed, and my work ethic changed. … I got to Sweden and I started practicing defense. … I know it’s important to be a two-way forward if you want to make not just the NHL, but every big league.”

From an offensive standpoint, Pastrnak is at his best when he’s able to carry the puck into the attacking zone and choose what should come next — setting up a teammate or looking for his own scoring opportunity.

Pastrnak is clever with the puck and shows great patience in waiting for the play to develop before passing. He also has developed a powerful slap shot with improving accuracy, which should make him a threat on the power play.

Overall, Pastrnak is building a strong two-way skill set. He needs to get stronger and improve his defensive positioning, but there’s no question the 18-year-old forward is willing to put in the work needed to become an excellent top-six winger.

Malcolm Subban Enjoying Bruins Development Camp, Ready For Any Role

by Nicholas Goss on Wed, Jul 9, 2014 at 3:00PM
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SubbanWILMINGTON, Mass. — Malcolm Subban likely will be the starting goaltender for the Providence Bruins next season, but for now, his focus lies on improving his skills and conditioning at the B’s development camp this week.

“It keeps you sharp for the rest of the summer and it’s good to get back on the ice and see the guys, it’s a fun camp,” Subban said Tuesday in front to a large crowd of reporters and cameras. “I’m just focused on getting better this summer and competing for a spot in the fall.”

The 2012 first-round draft pick was the backup in Providence last season, but with Niklas Svedberg signing a one-way contract with Boston last month, the expectation is that Subban will take over the No. 1 role in Providence. For him to realize his potential and give the Bruins a large enough sample size to assess his true value, he needs to take on a starter’s workload.

“Only time will tell. I thought I had a pretty good year … there’s still a lot of work to do over the summer,” Subban said when asked about the starting job for the P-Bruins.

“I thought last year was huge for my development, just adjusting to the game and seeing where you belong and what kind of style you need to play. Obviously you don’t want to change too much, I thought I made a couple of adjustments going into the AHL, but I fit in really well.”

Subban went 15-10-5 with a .920 save percentage, a 2.31 goals against average and one shutout in 33 games during Providence’s 2013-14 campaign. In 2012-13, he posted a 29-11-4 record for the Belleville Bulls as one of the OHL’s best goaltenders.

What does he want to work on over the next few months?

“Just to get bigger and stronger, skate a little more,” Subban said. “Be ready for camp when it comes in September.”

“I’m adjusting to the speed a lot more, I feel like my body matured a little bit. I feel a lot more comfortable now as opposed to when I got drafted, I feel like I’m more mature physically and mentally. I think that really helps, especially with the style I play, I’m very athletic.”

Subban’s athleticism allows him to move from post-to-post extremely quick, which along with his excellent glove hand, often results in highlight-reel saves. He’s also poised in breakaway situations and plays the puck well behind or to the sides of his net.

Luckily for the Bruins, they don’t need Subban to develop into a NHL-caliber netminder right now. Tuukka Rask is coming off a Vezina Trophy-winning season and Svedberg should be an excellent backup as a former Baz Bastien Award winner as the AHL’s best goalie. Boston can afford to wait for Subban to fully develop before putting him into an NHL role.

With that said, Subban isn’t going into camp assuming he’ll be the starter in Providence. His eye is on the NHL, as it should be.

“I’m going into training camp to play as well as I can and what happens, happens.”

Whatever the Bruins decide Subban’s role should be in 2014-15, it’s encouraging that the organization has incredible depth and talent at the sport’s most important position.

Bruins Prospect Zane Gothberg Eyes NCAA Title; Other Notes From Development Camp

by Nicholas Goss on Wed, Jul 9, 2014 at 5:54PM
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GothbergWILMINGTON, Mass. — North Dakota’s Zane Gothberg is one of the top goaltenders in college hockey, and after a disappointing end to the 2013-14 season, he’s highly motivated to claim the national title that has eluded him so far.

“The biggest thing is going back to school and getting the national championship,” Gothberg said Wednesday at the Boston Bruins development camp. “That’s what I’ve dreamed of as a kid, playing for the Sioux first off, and then winning a national championship for them.”

Gothberg led his team to the 2014 Frozen Four, where it lost 2-1 to Minnesota. Overall, he enjoyed a tremendous season. Gothberg finished with a 20-10-3 record, a .920 save percentage and a 1.99 goals against average.

The 21-year-old netminder was selected by the Bruins with the 165th overall pick (sixth round) in the 2010 NHL draft. He’s an athletic goaltender with good poise under pressure and great puck-handling skills. His rebound control must improve, but he has all the physical tools needed to be a quality netminder at the NHL level.

“He spent a couple years extra in the USHL (United States Hockey League) and played a lot of games, grew up on and off the ice,” Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney said after Wednesday’s session.

“I think he was much more prepared when he ended up going to UND (University of North Dakota) and I think you’re seeing that. He was a sophomore last year, but he was able to take the pressure in situations and did a nice job with it. Now he is really, really — you watch the progression on and off the ice, the maturity of Zane, he’s far different than he was a number of years ago and I think that’s healthy.”

Here are some other notes from Wednesday’s skate:

–Gothberg and 2012 first-rounder Malcolm Subban were the two goalies present at camp on Wednesday, and Bruins assistant manager Don Sweeney is pleased with the depth that the organization has at the most important position.

“Well that’s a good thing from an organizational standpoint,” Sweeney said. “I think it’s healthy for the competition, I think you saw goaltenders in the last couple of years that have gone on to other organizations that have come in and played well for us. So I think it’s a necessary thing to have.”

–David Pastrnak displayed his excellent skating ability during Wednesday’s skate. He started the team drills a little passive by looking to pass more often than normal, but the 2014 first-round pick quickly became more aggressive and started beating goalies high glove side.

“I think he has a bit of a flare on and off the ice and I like the excitement, I think it’s infectious for everybody and we’re excited to have him as part of the organization,” Sweeney said.

–Malcolm Subban likely will be the starting goalie for the Providence Bruins this season. After Day 1 of camp, he talked about his debut season in the AHL.

“I thought last year was huge for my development, just adjusting to the game and seeing where you belong and what kind of style you need to play,” Subban said. “Obviously you don’t want to change too much, I thought I made a couple of adjustments going into the AHL, but I fit in really well.”

–Ryan Donato, who the Bruins selected 56th overall in Round 2 of the 2014 draft, doesn’t know where he will play next season. The two likely choices are returning to the Dexter School in Brookline, Mass., or going to the USHL.

“We’ll actually talk to Ryan and his family and his advisor,” Sweeney said. “The player obviously controls that. Does the organization obviously have an opinion? Yeah and we are going to share that with him as to what we think is best for his overall development both as a hockey player and personally and make, hopefully, what we think is a collective decision.”

Photo via Twitter/@photog24
Bruins’ Prospect Ryan Donato Unsure Where He’ll Play Next Season

by Nicholas Goss on Wed, Jul 9, 2014 at 3:58PM
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DonatoWILMINGTON, Mass. — Ryan Donato doesn’t yet know where he will play hockey next season, but for right now, he’s just living the dream wearing the sweater of the team he grew up cheering for.

The Bruins selected the Dexter School (Brookline, Mass.) star with the 56th overall selection (second round) in the 2014 NHL draft. It was a dream come true for the 18-year-old forward, whose dad Ted Donato spent eight seasons with the Black and Gold.

“I was on cloud nine, but it didn’t feel real until now, skating with some of the guys and putting on the jersey,” Donato told reporters Wednesday at the Bruins’ development camp.

Donato isn’t sure if he will return to Dexter or play in the USHL for the 2014-15 season but hopes to have a better idea over the next week or so.

“After I talk to the Bruins I’ll have a clear image in my mind,” he said.

One of his goals is to play for Harvard, where his father coaches the men’s hockey team. It’s possible Donato could play for the Crimson as soon as 2015-16.

Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney told the media after Wednesday’s session that the team will talk to Donato and his family and share its thoughts on where he should play next season. The final decision will be made by the player and his family.

Donato tallied 78 points (30 goals, 48 assists) in 30 games for Dexter last season. He has a high hockey IQ, a powerful shot and plays a responsible defensive game. His ability to finish around the net and battle for puck possession along the boards and below the goal line are valuable skills. It also takes just a few minutes of conversation to realize Donato is a high-character kid who’s humble and willing to work hard.

His all-around skill set makes him an exciting center prospect, but he understands there are a few areas to improve over the summer.

“I’m going to work on my skating a little bit, my explosiveness,” Donato said. “I think that’s what I’ll work on the most, just getting my legs stronger and bigger.”
Peter Chiarelli Wouldn’t Mortgage Bruins’ Future To Re-Sign Jarome Iginla

by Nicholas Goss on Wed, Jul 2, 2014 at 1:26PM
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Jarome IginlaThe Boston Bruins probably could have cleared enough salary cap space to re-sign veteran winger Jarome Iginla, but general manager Peter Chiarelli wisely chose to keep his eye on future players who will need new contracts in the near future.

“At the end I made a decision that — I felt that there were moves I could have made that at the end I didn’t want to make,” Chiarelli said Tuesday during his free agency conference call.

“I thought it was for the betterment of the organization, of the team, not to do it and that’s kind of where it’s stood. I also felt that we could have done another deal like we did last year, that was discussed. I mentioned earlier, we’ve got (David) Krejci coming up, we’ve got (Milan) Lucic coming up, we’ve got Johnny (Boychuk) coming up, we have the two young guys, Torey (Krug) and Reilly (Smith), we’ve got Dougie (Hamilton), Carl (Soderberg). We’ve got a lot of stuff, these are good players so I have to be cognizant of that, so that is one of the reasons why we didn’t do it and I decided to not make those moves.”

Iginla decided to take his talents to Colorado, where he signed a three-year deal worth $16.5 million with the Avalanche. The Bruins have a strong core of young players and keeping them long-term won’t be easy or cheap. Re-signing Iginla would have made the situation even more complicated.

Krejci is an unrestricted free agent next summer, and as a top-line center and proven playoff performer, he could earn $6 million or more on the open market at 29 years old. Lucic is a UFA in 2016, and as a unique power forward capable of scoring 25-30 goals, he probably won’t take a pay decrease from his current $6 million salary.

Soderberg is an interesting case. He became an integral part of the Bruins offense last season as the third-line center. He makes just over $1 million in 2014-15 and is then eligible for UFA status. Given his excellent two-way game, power-play ability and playmaking skill, re-signing him should be a priority.

The blue line might be tough to keep intact over the next year, too. Here’s an overview of upcoming defensive free agents.

Player Age Salary Cap Hit UFA/RFA 

Torey Krug 23 $916,667 (2013-14) RFA in 2014 

Matt Bartkowski 26 $650,000 (2013-14) RFA in 2014 

Dougie Hamilton 21 $894,167 RFA in 2015 

Johnny Boychuk 30 $3.36 Million UFA in 2015 

Adam McQuaid 27 $1.56 Million UFA in 2015 

Iginla’s loss is a tough one. His scoring (30 goals, 31 assists) will be difficult to replace and he fit in perfectly with the Bruins’ physical, defense-first style of play alongside Krejci and Lucic on the top line.

But to consistently contend for Stanley Cups in the salary cap era, there will be veterans who aren’t re-signed. The Chicago Blackhawks, for example, have traded or let go of numerous veterans (Dave Bolland, Andrew Ladd, Brian Campbell, etc.)  after winning the Cup in 2010 and 2013. Similar to the Bruins, the Blackhawks have remained an elite team by drafting well, signing college free agents and adding depth through smart trades.

Hurting his ability to re-sign guys like Krejci and Lucic in the future by inking a deal with Iginla this summer would not have been smart move by Chiarelli.

“It was no secret it was a good fit here so he’s — Jarome was looking for security and term,” Chiarelli said. “I don’t know, he probably would have done a one-year deal with us on those terms at some point but I don’t know. I didn’t want to really jeopardize not being able to re-sign the other guys.”

Salary info via CapGeek

Photo via USA Today Sports Images
Peter Chiarelli: Bruins ‘Can’t Go Into The Year With Nine NHL Defensemen’

by Nicholas Goss on Wed, Jul 2, 2014 at 12:42PM
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HamiltonThe Boston Bruins have a surplus of NHL-caliber defensemen, which is a problem every other team wishes it had.

The issue for B’s general manager Peter Chiarelli is that he has only six NHL roster spots for nine blueliners who deserve ice time.

“I think we have a good group right now, and I include (David) Warsofsky because I believe he’s as close to an NHL player as you’re going to get from Providence,” Chiarelli said Tuesday during his free agency conference call.

“There’s nine defensemen we have — NHL defensemen — so we can’t go into the year with nine NHL defensemen. But (Dennis) Seidenberg will be back healthy. (Adam) McQuaid will be back healthy. So at some point, I have to do something there, but I’m in no hurry. It may be that we see how the preseason goes, with who’s mixing, who’s matching with whom.”

The abundance of D-men likely will result in the Bruins making a few roster moves prior to the regular-season opener, including the possibility of a trade(s).

“As I said, we have nine (D-men), so I’ve got to do something,” Chiarelli said. “I can do it now. I can do it during the summer. … You saw what (free agent) prices were today for defensemen. I’m happy with the (D-men) that we have. We have more than enough. I’ve had guys call me for our (D-men) from the moment we lost (to Montreal). They want our (D-men). They’re coached well, they’ve developed well, so I’m pretty comfortable with that we have. (We have) to figure out the right formula; that’s what our jobs are.”

Eight of the nine D-men can be penciled into the Bruins’ roster for next season, including Zdeno Chara, Dougie Hamilton, Johnny Boychuk, Torey Krug and Seidenberg. Kevan Miller and McQuaid are on one-way contracts, so they will be in Boston this season. Matt Bartkowski would need to clear waivers before going to Providence, and there’s no way he’d clear. At the moment, Warsofsky probably is on the outside.

What are Chiarelli’s options?

There’s no reason to have both Miller and McQuaid on the roster because they bring similar skill sets. Both kill penalties, play a physical style and drop the gloves when needed. Miller is a year younger and about $700,000 cheaper on the salary cap and doesn’t carry the injury concerns McQuaid does. McQuaid played in just 30 games last season and missed the playoffs with injuries. He also missed 16 games in 2013. If McQuaid can stay healthy to begin the season, though, his trade value should increase.

Boychuk is another interesting case. At $3.26 million, he’s one of the NHL’s most underpaid D-men. He contributes to special teams, plays a physical game, plays well in the playoffs and logs a ton of minutes against opponents’ top forwards. He’s a UFA after 2014-15 and deserves a raise. It wouldn’t be surprising if he was offered $5 million per season upon reaching the open market.

Re-signing Boychuk would be wise, but the price must be right because Krug needs a new contract this summer as an RFA and Hamilton will next offseason as an RFA. The Bruins also need to decide David Krejci’s future. He’s a UFA after next season.

A trade makes the most sense for Chiarelli if he doesn’t want nine NHL defensemen in October. The Bruins need offense after the departure of leading goal-scorer Jarome Iginla in free agency, and using one or two D-men in a deal could help the B’s acquire a top-six forward.

These decisions won’t be easy, but luckily for the Bruins, they have depth at the second-most important position with plenty of options to consider.

Salary info via CapGeek
The Vancouver Canucks may have found a nice option to skate alongside the Sedins on their top line.

Numbers Game breaks down the Canucks' signing of Radim Vrbata.

The Canucks Get: RW Radim Vrbata.

Vrbata is a 33-year-old winger who has been quietly effective while toiling in the Arizona desert. He's scored 110 goals and 232 points over the past five seasons, the 110 goals ranks 36th in the league. 

He's a positive puck possession player and should be looking at a plum opportunity in Vancouver. 

If there is one enviable spot for a scoring forward to play in the Canucks' lineup, it would be on right wing with the Sedin twins and that's where Vrbata is projected to start. Last season's 51 points was Vrbata's third-best total of his career, and that came with a 7.6% shooting percentage, his lowest in a full season since 2006-2007. He also had an on-ice shooting percentage of 7.69%, which is relatively modest, and while the Sedins were in that range last season too, they have typically had better success finishing. 

There is justifiably some concern that Vrbata is 33 and the Sedins will be 34 by the time next season begins, so production may be declining as a function of age -- standard stuff -- but, based on their respective skills, Vrbata and the Sedins should be productive together. 

An additional concern, when it comes to Vrbata in particular, is that he's had limited success while playing for a team other than the Coyotes. He has 288 points in 428 games with the Coyotes, 0.67 per game, but he's never been that productive anywhere else, averaging 0.48 points per game in 364 games with Colorado, Carolina, Chicago and Tampa Bay. 

Until they add another top-six forward, Arizona figures to miss Vrbata. They don't have a ton of skill up front and, unless Sam Gagner moves to the wing (opening up a hole at centre), the Coyotes' current wingers on the top two lines would be Mikkel Boedker, Shane Doan, Martin Erat and Lauri Korpikoski. That's a situation that needs to be addressed if Arizona is going to be competitive next season. 

It's reasonable to have hopes for Vrbata to remain productive, playing with skilled linemates, but there are a few risks involved too. The Canucks mitigated against those risks by keeping the term of Vrbata's deal short, signing him for two years and $10-million. 

Scott Cullen can be reached at Scott.Cullen@bellmedia.ca and followed on Twitter at http://twitter.com/tsnscottcullen. For more, check out TSN Fantasy on Facebook.
The Phoenix Coyotes stumbled down the stretch, going on a seven-game winless slide, to miss the playoffs by two points, their second straight season on the outside looking in.

Off-Season Game Plan looks at the Coyotes, and what they might be able to do to get over the hump.

The Coyotes have been able to ice a consistently competitive squad on a budget -- even missing the playoffs the past two seasons, their cumulative points percentage was .538; just good enough to miss, apparently.

If the Coyotes are going to make progress, they need to upgrade their scoring. They were a middle-of-the-road possession team, with good goaltending, but finishing 20th in goals scored was enough of a difference to prevent them from getting into the postseason.

Additionally, they face the prospect of losing their highest-scoring forward, Radim Vrbata, as a free agent, so this is a situation that ought to be addressed. How might they do it? Well, internally, the Coyotes might turn to top prospect Max Domi, a skilled centre or a winger like Lucas Lessio might be able to make the jump, but those moves would hardly offset the loss of a proven NHL scorer.

There will be scorers on the free agent market -- Thomas Vanek,  Jarome Iginla, Mike Cammalleri, Matt Moulson among them -- though they won't likely come cheaply, and while the Coyotes' new ownership may offer more financial flexibility than when the franchise was under league rule, it's one thing to have flexibility and another to outbid the big spenders for a top scoring winger.

Given the way this franchise has run through adversity, though, figure that GM Don Maloney will be able to find some value in the marketplace and ice a competitive team again next year. As we've seen over the past couple seasons, though, competitive may not be enough

The TSN.ca Rating is an efficiency rating based on per-game statistics including goals and assists -- weighted for strength (ie. power play, even, shorthanded) -- Corsi, adjusted for zone starts, quality of competition and quality of teammates, hits, blocked shots, penalty differential and faceoffs. Generally, a replacement-level player is around a 60, a top six forward and top four defenceman will be around 70, stars will be over 80 and MVP candidates could go over 90. Sidney Crosby finished at the top of the 2013-2014 regular season ratings at 87.12.

Salary cap information all comes from the indispensable www.capgeek.com.

CF% = Corsi percentage (ie. percentage of 5-on-5 shot attempts), via www.extraskater.com.

GM/COACH

Don Maloney/Dave Tippett

Returning Forwards

Player

Rating 

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Cap Hit 

Shane Doan 

71.54

69 23 24 47 50.9% $5.3M 

Martin Hanzal 

70.70

65 15 25 40 50.0% $3.1M 

Antoine Vermette 

70.10

82 24 21 45 48.4% $3.75M 

Mikkel Boedker 

68.97

82 19 32 51 48.5% $2.55M 

Mike Ribeiro 

65.86

80 16 31 47 52.9% $5.5M 

Lauri Korpikoski 

63.69

64 9 16 25 46.4% $2.5M 

Martin Erat 

63.29

70 3 26 29 50.1% $4.5M 

Rob Klinkhammer 

62.70

72 11 9 20 53.7% $625K 

Kyle Chipchura 

60.18

80 5 15 20 51.6% $875K 

Free Agent Forwards

Player

Rating

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Class

'13-'14 Cap Hit

Radim Vrbata 

70.86

80 20 31 51 51.3% UFA $3.0M 

David Moss 

61.88

79 8 14 22 52.3% UFA $2.1M 

Paul Bissonnette 

60.12

39 2 6 8 52.6% UFA $738K 

Jeff Halpern 

58.80

69 5 7 12 48.9% UFA $600K 

Even at 37-years-old, and coming off a season in which he missed time with Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever, Shane Doan remains a productive scoring winger. Last season's 23 goals in 69 games represented his best goals-per-game rate since 2008-2009, and his 13.8% shooting percentage was the best of Doan's entire career. That certainly makes regression likely, but it's not like Doan has been reaping the rewards of favourable percentages; it just may not be reasonable to expect the same goal production.

Martin Hanzal registered the first 40-point season of his career and continues to take on tough assignments, but he's also running into injury problems lately, missing 65 games over the past four seasons. His possession stats were down last season, but Hanzal's size (6-foot-6, 236 pounds) makes him a tough physical presence for opposing centres to handle, at least it's that way when he manages to stay in the lineup.

Antoine Vermette played 19:13 per game and scored 24 goals last season, both his most since 2009-2010, and he's as durable as they come, having played every game for five straight seasons. Vermette's possession stats have declined, but at least some of that can be attributed to usage -- he faced the toughest matchups with more defensive zone starts.

Speedy winger Mikkel Boedker has been making steady progress offensively. In the past two seasons, he's scored 77 points in 130 games, which puts him 85th in the league over that time. If he's still got a few more years to hit his peak, maybe Boedker could be good for 60-plus points with the right line combination. Last season, it was mostly taking the tough matchups with Vermette and a rotating cast of characters on the other side.

The Coyotes had expectations that 34-year-old Mike Ribeiro would be able to add life to their offence but, by season's end, Ribeiro scored 47 points (two fewer than he scored in 48 games with Washington in 2012-2013) and his 17:00 per game of ice time was his lowest since 2006-2007. More troubling about the lack of production is that the Coyotes tilted the ice in Ribeiro's favour with zone starts, yet 0.59 points per game was his lowest since 2002-2003, when he was still trying to break into the Montreal lineup.

Industrious winger Lauri Korpikoski has been getting hard minutes, though there's a fair case to be made that it's more than he can handle. That doesn't mean that Korpikoski can't be a useful contributor, just maybe ease up on the quality of competition that he faces on a regular basis.

At one time, Martin Erat was a consistent offensive performer, and while he remains a capable puck possesion player, he's fallen on ridiculously hard times as a goal-scorer. Among NHL forwards to play at least 1800 minutes over the past two seasons, Erat is the only one with fewer than a dozen goals, and he has eight. He's coming into a contract year, so Erat ought to be motivated, but this offensive dry spell isn't something that can be dismissed as a motivation issue. His shots-on-goal totals, which were never sky-high, are way down and if that doesn't change, don't expect Erat's point totals to rebound much. 

Hard-hitting winger Rob Klinkhammer just completed his first full NHL season, as a 27-year-old, and certainly held his own. There may not be a ton of offensive upside, but there's lots of room for a 6-foot-3 winger who can skate and hit.

28-year-old Kyle Chipchura has never scored more than six goals or 20 points in an NHL season, but he's battled his way to a regular spot on the fourth line, missing four games total over the past two seasons. This past season, he delivered a career-best 20 points while starting the majority of his shifts in the defensive zone.

There will be some need to make changes up front, as the Coyotes have four unrestricted free agents. UFAs

Returning Defence

Player

Rating 

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Cap Hit 

Keith Yandle 

73.87

82 8 45 53 51.2% $5.25M 

Oliver Ekman-Larsson 

73.00

80 15 29 44 49.2% $5.5M 

Michael Stone 

65.19

70 8 13 21 49.8% $1.15M 

Zbynek Michalek 

63.37

59 2 8 10 49.1% $4.0M 

David Schlemko 

62.45 

48 1 8 9 53.5% $1.188M 

Free Agent Defence

Player

Rating

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Class

'13-'14 Cap Hit

Derek Morris 

64.75

63 5 12 17 50.2% UFA $2.75M 

Keith Yandle doesn't intimidate with his physical play, but he doesn't need to -- the rest of his game is plenty intimidating in its own right. Over the past five seasons, he ranks third in scoring among defencemen, behind only Duncan Keith and Erik Karlsson and was on for 54.5% of the 5-on-5 goals when he was on the ice over that span. So, USA Hockey might not have been compelled to name Yandle to the Olympic team, but the Coyotes can be more than satisfied with a productive player who hasn't missed a game in the past five seasons.

While Yandle puts up the numbers, 22-year-old Oliver Ekman-Larsson is effectively the Coyotes' No. 1 defenceman, in terms of usage, because he plays 25 minutes a night, and is always facing the opposition's best lines. Ekman-Larsson's production is starting to take off, too, as he had career-highs in goals (15), assists (29) and points (44) last season.

Michael Stone is steadily improving, becoming a regular on the Phoenix blueline, and he finished the year playing top-four minutes. It takes some projection, and maybe a little faith, to believe the 23-year-old is ready for it full-time, but Stone does move the puck well and can contribute on the power play.

Playing alongside Ekman-Larsson, Zbynek Michalek gets the toughest matchups and holds his own in that regard though, with 12 points in 93 games since returning to Phoenix, he plays more of a meat-and-potatoes game. Michalek has led the Coyotes with 252 blocked shots over the past two seasons.

Injuries have hampered the development of David Schlemko, though the 27-year-old has been an effective depth defenceman at a reasonable price.

There will be openings on the Coyotes' blueline, though top prospects Brandon Gormley and Connor Murphy could both be in consideration for spots and Chris Summers, signed to an inexpensive one-way deal, might fill a depth role.

Returning Goaltender

Player

Rating 

GP

W

L

OTL

GAA

SV%

Cap Hit 

Mike Smith 

71.75

62 27 21 10 2.64 .915 $5.667M 

Free Agent Goaltender

Player

Rating

GP

W

L

OTL

GAA

SV%

Class

'13-'14 Cap Hit

Thomas Greiss 

75.42

25 10 8 5 2.29 .920 UFA $750K 

While his 2011-2012 season stands out as an aberration for his career, Mike Smith has been solid over three seasons with the Coyotes. The 32-year-old is under contract for five more seasons, so Phoenix is committed to him as their number one but, with Thomas Greiss hitting unrestricted free agency, there could be a new backup coming.

The Coyotes have tended towards inexpensive options and might be able to do something like that again with unrestricted free agents Carter Hutton, Chad Johnson or Justin Peters.

Top Prospects

Player

Pos.

Team/League

Stats

Max Domi C London (OHL) 34-59-93, +24, 61 GP 

Brandon Gormley D Portland (AHL) 7-29-36, -22, 54 GP 

Connor Murphy D Portland (AHL) 0-13-13, -1, 36 GP 

Henrik Samuelsson C Edmonton (WHL) 35-60-95, +35, 65 GP 

Lucas Lessio LW Portland (AHL) 29-25-54, -13, 69 GP 

Tobias Rieder RW Portland (AHL) 28-20-48, -14, 64 GP 

Mark Visentin G Portland (AHL) 3.25 GAA, .902 SV%, 45 GP 

Laurent Dauphin C Chicoutimi (QMJHL) 24-30-54, -8, 52 GP 

Brandon McMillan LW Portland (AHL) 11-15-26, -12, 46 GP 

Jordan Szwarz RW Portland (AHL) 8-6-14, -5, 27 GP 

Chris Summers D Portland (AHL) 2-7-9, -7, 48 GP 

When he was sent back to junior last season, Max Domi struggled a bit early on, but had 85 points in 54 games since the beginning of November. The 12th overall pick in last summer's draft is smallish, but a creative playmaker, something in short supply in Phoenix, and could have a shot at making the team next year.

The 13th pick in 2010, Brandon Gormley is a smart defenceman who makes a good outlet pass and has 65 points in 122 AHL games over the past two seasons. That earned him a five-game audition with the Coyotes, though that audition might have suggested that he needs more work before he's ready.

Picked 20th in 2011, Connor Murphy split last season between the AHL and NHL, and the 21-year-old doesn't have much of an offensive game, Murphy is a steady, stay-at-home type who was most frequently paired with Yandle or Ekman-Larsson when he was the Coyotes.

Taken with the 27th pick in 2012, Henrik Samuelsson has steadily improved throughout his junior career and is a high-scoring forward with a big body. He may have to shift to wing in the NHL, but there's nothing wrong with having that size and skill on the wing.

Sturdy winger Lucas Lessio got into three games with the Coyotes early in the year, and while he may not have been ready for primetime, he had a very strong first pro season, scoring 29 goals in 69 AHL games. The 2011 second-round pick should be in competition for a job at some point next season.

Acquired from the Edmonton Oilers in March, 2013, Tobias Rieder was productive in his first pro campaign. He'll need to get stronger to move up the ladder but, if he does, Rieder has skill that makes him worth watching.

A first-round pick in 2011, Mark Visentin has produced uneven results in his first couple pro seasons. He's only 21-years-old, so there's time to be patient and develop Visentin, but early returns have not lived up to that draft slot.

Laurent Dauphin, a second-round pick last summer, is a smart, competitive centre who will need some time to round out his game and get stronger, but is one to watch.

Picked up in a trade with Anaheim, Brandon McMillan was a solid contributor in 22 games with the Coyotes last season, chipping in six points with favourable possession stats. He'll be in prime consideration for a depth spot next season.

A fourth-round pick in 2009, Jordan Szwarz got into 26 games with the Coyotes last season, scoring three goals. He's a high-effort guy with limited offensive upside.

Chris Summers has played 47 NHL games over the past four seasons, compared to 211 in the AHL, so while the 2006 first-rounder might appear to be destined for time on the farm, he does have a one-way contract for next season, which might keep him in a depth role with the Coyotes.

Coyotes advanced stats and player usage chart from Extra Skater 

DRAFT

12th - Brendan Perlini, Jared McCann, Adrian Kempe.

FREE AGENCY

According to www.capgeek.com, the Coyotes have approximately $52.0M committed to the 2014-2015 salary cap for 16 players. 

Check out my possible Coyotes lineup for next season on Cap Geek here.

Needs: Two top nine forwards, depth forwards, one top four defenceman, backup goaltender.

What I said the Coyotes needed last year: Two top six forwards, depth forwards, two goaltenders.

They added: Mike Ribeiro, David Moss, Jeff Halpern, Thomas Greiss.

TRADE MARKET

Mike Ribeiro, Martin Erat, David Schlemko, Michael Stone. 

Scott Cullen can be reached at Scott.Cullen@bellmedia.ca and followed on Twitter at http://twitter.com/tsnscottcullen. For more, check out TSN Fantasy on Facebook.
The Vancouver Canucks missed the playoffs for the first time since 2008 and cleaned house, firing GM Mike Gillis and head coach John Tortorella.

Off-Season Game Plan examines a Canucks team that actually has enough pieces in place to bounce back next season.

Canucks legend Trevor Linden has taken over as team president but hasn't yet filled the openings that he created by firing Gillis and Tortorella, though there has been speculation that Bruins Assistant GM Jim Benning is a front-runner for the gig.

As much as the 2013-2014 season was a mess for the Canucks, this team isn't an unmitigated disaster either. There are holes, but holes that can be filled and, even in a down season, the Canucks were a Top 10 possession team.

If circumstances were different, perhaps the Canucks would be in position to overhaul the roster, but with no-trade clauses scattered througout the core of their roster, the most reasonable plan of attack for next season is to provide support for the Sedins, Ryan Kesler and a defence corps that is certainly playoff-worthy.

"Our goal is to be back in the playoffs next spring as we continue developing this group into a team that can challenge for the Stanley Cup," Linden wrote in a letter to season-ticket holders. 

There are holes to fill, not least of which is in net, a position that has not been handled in an ideal fashion over the past year. Capable goaltending, improved depth and a sharper power play could be enough for the Canucks to return to the playoffs.

So, it's possible, but the Canucks have to hire a general manager and coach before getting too bullish on expectations for next season.

The good news is that this team is in position to recover quickly if bounces are more favourable for them next season. 

 The TSN.ca Rating is an efficiency rating based on per-game statistics including goals and assists -- weighted for strength (ie. power play, even, shorthanded) -- Corsi, adjusted for zone starts, quality of competition and quality of teammates, hits, blocked shots, penalty differential and faceoffs. Generally, a replacement-level player is around a 60, a top six forward and top four defenceman will be around 70, stars will be over 80 and MVP candidates could go over 90. Sidney Crosby finished at the top of the 2013-2014 regular season ratings at 87.12.

Salary cap information all comes from the indispensable www.capgeek.com.

CF% = Corsi percentage (ie. percentage of 5-on-5 shot attempts), via www.extraskater.com.

GM/COACH

Vacant/Vacant 

Returning Forwards

Player

Rating 

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Cap Hit 

Ryan Kesler 

71.94

77 25 18 43 52.4% $5.0M 

Daniel Sedin 

70.07

73 16 31 47 56.9% $7.0M 

Henrik Sedin 

69.67

70 11 39 50 55.7% $7.0M 

Chris Higgins 

69.57

78 17 22 39 50.7% $2.5M 

Brad Richardson 

63.93

73 11 12 23 47.9% $1.15M 

David Booth 

63.41

66 9 10 19 52.0% $4.25M 

Jannik Hansen 

62.98

71 11 9 20 51.8% $2.5M 

Alexandre Burrows 

62.77

49 5 10 15 56.0% $4.5M 

Shawn Matthias 

62.67

77 12 11 23 48.5% $1.75M 

Tom Sestito 

55.97

77 5 4 9 44.6% $750K 

Free Agent Forwards

Player

Rating

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Class

'13-'14 Cap Hit

Mike Santorelli 

70.33

49 10 18 28 50.6% UFA $550K 

Zack Kassian 

65.23

73 14 15 29 50.9% RFA $870K 

Jordan Schroeder 

59.81

25 3 3 6 52.4% RFA $600K 

Zac Dalpe 

56.70

55 4 3 7 44.7% RFA $550K 

It caused something of a furor leading up to the NHL trade deadline when word leaked that Ryan Kesler wanted out of Vancouver, and it's certainly possible that he could be moved this summer, but with the front office being overhauled, new management may have an opportunity to convince Kesler that he's going to still be playing a vital role on a contending team in Vancouver. 

He's not the dominant possession player he was a few years ago, but Kesler remains a strong two-way performer, who faces tough opposition night after night and has scored at least 20 goals in six of the past seven seasons. If Kesler wants to move on, the good news for the Canucks is that he should bring a quality return as a productive player signed to a reasonable contract for two more seasons.

One of the most glaring differences with last season's Canucks, compared to previous incarnations, was that the Sedins (Daniel Sedin and Henrik Sedin) struggled offensively, both finishing below 0.80 points per game for the first time since 2003-2004. The initital expectation was that they might not get as many offensive zone starts as they did under Alain Vigneault, and they didn't, but still started better than 60% of their shifts in the offensive zone.

While they didn't score, and averaged more ice time than ever before, the Sedins remained dominant in the possession game, both on the ice for more than 55.0% of 5-on-5 shot attempts. Poor percentages resulted in a down season, though that could be reason to expect a bounce back, provided that they still have it in them, at 34-years-old, to get back to scoring at previously customary levels.

Chris Higgins has found a reliable role in Vancouver, playing tough minutes and contributing secondary offence. He has good speed and, while not a high-percentage finisher, he generates enough shots to be productive.

That Brad Richardson ended up playing a career-high 14:54 per game probably wasn't in the Canucks' ideal plans for last season and he contributed 11 goals, 23 points, but he was on the low-end of the possession game, an indication that the workload was more than he was accustomed to handling.

A three-time 20-goal scorer prior to joining the Canucks, David Booth has scored 26 goals in 134 games with Vancouver and, with declining ice time, he's a candidate for a buyout because teams don't need to pay $4.75-million (Booth's 2014-2015 salary) to get this level of production. The argument in favour of Booth would hinge on possession numbers, which have remained strong in Vancouver. That may not be enough.

Speedy winger Jannik Hansen took nice steps forward in the previous two seasons, only to fall back last season, when the percentages weren't as favourable for him. There's no need to put unreasonable expectations on him; he can be a very good third-line forward/penalty killer.

Last season was disastrous for Alexandre Burrows, who didn't score a goal until his 36th game of the season (then scored his season total, five, in four games) and his point production was at its lowest rate since 2006-2007. On the way to burying Burrows, though, consider that he still had terrific possession numbers -- these things happen when you skate with the Sedins, but not just with the Sedins. It might be difficult to go into next season planning on five-goal Burrows being skating on the top line with the Sedins, but he's due for better percentages, no matter where he fits in the lineup.

Part of the Roberto Luongo trade, Shawn Matthias comes to Vancouver as a big tease, for the most part. He's 6-foot-4 and has scored 26 goals in limited ice time over the past two seasons (an efficiency that slots him between Jordan Eberle and Bobby Ryan in goals per 60 minutes of play), but he's a 26-year-old whose career-high is 24 points. At some point, the production has to be there to fit in a top-six, or even top-nine, spot. With a year left on his contract, next year could be a make-it-or-break-it season for Matthias.

Tom Sestito led the league with 19 fighting majors and 213 penalty minutes. Since 2005-2006 (Lockout I), only a couple of Philadelphia Flyers, Riley Cote and Zac Rinaldo, had a season with more than 200 penalty minutes with less time on ice. He also gets routinely destroyed according to possession metrics, so it's entirely possible that, if he's going to be on the roster, he doesn't need to be dressed for 77 games, as he was last season.

Zack Kassian showed some progress last season, finishing with a career-best 14 goals nd 29 points, and while his possession stats weren't anything special, he also started more of his shifts in the defensive zone andhe's 23-years-old, so there is room for further improvement. 

Jordan Schroeder has been battling for a regular spot in the lineup and missed a good chunk of last season with an ankle injury. To this point, his 15 points in 56 career games along with decent (if sheltered) possession numbers should give Schroeder a leg up on the competition for a job next season.

Zac Dalpe has played at least 10 NHL games in each of the past four seasons, getting in a career-high 55 games last season, and has 17 points in 96 career games. He's struggled possession-wise and figures, at best, to be on the fringe of the lineup.

That's not a bad group of returning forwards, but the Canucks could very easily dip into the free agent market to find a proven scorer to boot their top six. One possibility would be to keep Mike Santorelli, who had some success last season, or the Canucks could check out the free agent market for someone like Mike Cammalleri, Milan Michalek or Ales Hemsky -- someone capable of fitting with the Sedins.

Returning Defence

Player

Rating 

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Cap Hit 

Alexander Edler 

69.35

63 7 15 22 52.4% $5.0M 

Jason Garrison 

68.41

81 7 26 33 49.1% $4.6M 

Kevin Bieksa 

66.99

76 4 20 24 51.5% $4.6M 

Dan Hamhuis 

66.48 

79 5 17 22 51.4% $4.5M 

Ryan Stanton 

63.77

64 1 15 16 53.1% $550K 

Free Agent Defence

Player

Rating

GP

G

A

PTS

CF%

Class

'13-'14 Cap Hit

Chris Tanev 

65.90

64 6 11 17 51.2% RFA $1.5M 

Yannick Weber 

62.40

49 6 4 10 50.1% RFA $650K 

Andrew Alberts 

56.34

10 0 0 0 48.4% UFA $600K 

While he was maligned for his least productive season since 2007-2008, Alexander Edler was more unlucky than anything with the worst PDO (on-ice save + on-ice shooting percentage) among regular defencemen. That doesn't guarantee that everything will be fine, but for a 28-year-old who has played more than 23 minutes a night for each of the past four seasons, Edler is a good bet to produce better numbers next year.

Of the four defencemen with no-trade clauses at the top of the Canucks' depth chart, Jason Garrison is the one with the big shot, which resulted in 15 power play points last season and has him among the defence goal-scoring leaders the past three seasons but, last season, his possession numbers weren't very good. 

Kevin Bieksa has been a staple on the Vancouver defence since 2005-2006. He's put up more than 40 points three times and more than 90 penalty minutes five times. He can play tough minutes, and still put up decent possession numbers, and is reasonably-priced for the next couple seasons. These factors would make him desirable as a trade commodity too.

The most reliable of Vancouver's defenders, Dan Hamhuis has been taking on progressively tougher matchups since arriving from Nashville. He plays a no-frills game, but that includes limiting shots against, which seems like a good attribute for a defenceman to possess.

Scooped off waivers from Chicago, Ryan Stanton took a regular turn on the Vancouver blueline and while it was third-pair work against lower-level competition, he more than held his own. He's an inexpensive piece to hold down an everyday spot on defence.

An undrafted gem, 24-year-old Chris Tanev has been very good and steadily improving in a defensive role, moving up alongside Hamhuis to take on tough defensive matchups last season. It's Tanev's emergence that does more reasonably allow the Canucks to consider moving one of their more established blueliners.

Yannick Weber can skate and shoot the puck, but hasn't been able to land more than a fringe role in the league. He's not bad as an inexpensive seventh defenceman option, since he can offer some value on the power play as well.

With this defence core, the Canucks only need to make tweaks around the edges if they are going to make moves in the offseason. 

Returning Goaltenders

Player

Rating 

GP

W

L

OTL

GAA

SV%

Cap Hit 

Eddie Lack 

67.44

41 16 17 5 2.41 .912 $1.15M 

Jacob Markstrom 

48.62

16 2 8 3 3.39 .873 $1.2M 

Eddie Lack had a nice rookie season, playing far more than could have been expected coming into the year thanks to Roberto Luongo getting traded, but asa 26-year-old with limited track record, he can't be assumed to be the number one for a contending team next season. Maybe he will be but, at the very least, there should be competition.

Presumably Jacob Markstrom might have a shot at that competition, since he has a $1.2-million one-way contract for next season, but even though he has been a highly-touted prospect, the shine on his star has diminished after an .896 save percentage in 47 career NHL games. He's huge, still just 24-years-old and has a save percentage of .922 in the AHL over 94 games in the past three seasons, so there is some reason for hope, but going into next season with Lack and Markstrom would require serious finger-crossing.

Even if the Canucks aren't necessarily going to go after a top unrestricted free agent like Ryan Miller or Jaroslav Halak (though they could...), Vancouver could consider a free agent like Jonas Hiller, Brian Elliott or trade for James Reimer.

Top Prospects

Player

Pos.

Team/League

Stats

Bo Horvat C London (OHL) 30-44-74, +20, 54 GP 

Brendan Gaunce C Erie (OHL) 31-41-72, +25, 65 GP 

Hunter Shinkaruk LW Medicine Hat (WHL) 5-11-16, -2, 18 GP 

Nicklas Jensen LW Utica (AHL) 15-6-21, -5, 54 GP 

Cole Cassels C Oshawa (OHL) 24-49-73, +7, 61 GP 

Frank Corrado D Utica (AHL) 6-11-17, -7, 59 GP 

Dane Fox LW Erie (OHL) 64-43-107, +46, 67 GP 

Ben Hutton D Maine (HE) 15-14-29, +8, 35 GP 

Jordan Subban D Belleville (OHL) 12-30-42, -11, 66 GP 

Anton Cederholm D Portland (OHL) 4-12-16, +42, 71 GP 

Joacim Eriksson G Utica (AHL) 2.61 GAA, .911 SV%, 52 GP 

Bo Horvat, taken ninth overall with the pick acquired from New Jersey for Cory Schneider (remember him?), is a solid two-way player who could make the jump to the Canucks next season. There may be some question to Horvat's offensive upside, but little concern about whether he has the game to stick in some role.

A first-round pick in 2012, Brendan Gaunce is a big-bodied forward who has scored 92 goals over the past three OHL seasons. If he can skate well enough to keep pace, he may have a chance to challenge for a job too, but some time in the AHL wouldn't hurt.

Hip surgery ended Hunter Shinkaruk's season early, but he's a skilled winger who has been a finisher in the WHL. He's not big, so getting stronger and getting a full season next year, ought to be top priorities.

Drafted in the first round in 2012, Nicklas Jensen has good size and speed, but didn't do much in the AHL (29 points in 80 career AHL games). However, he played pretty well in 17 games with the Canucks last season.

A third-round pick last summer, Cole Cassels took a step forward as a playmaking forward. He's not as prolific as his dad, Andrew, but Cole has climbed the ladder quickly over the course of a year.

Steady blueliner Frank Corrado was a fifth-round pick in 2011 and has played 18 games for the Canucks since. He's only 21, so Corrado has time to round out his game, but he's not far from challenging for a job with the Canucks.

Signed as an undrafted free agent this year, Dane Fox scored 64 goals in 67 games for Erie, after never scoring more than 23 goals and 54 points in an OHL season. If the goal-scoring is for real, and not the product of a powerhouse team, then Fox could be interesting. The Canucks can see if it translates to the AHL next year.

Taken in the fifth round of the 2012 Draft, Ben Hutton has good size and had a terrific sophomore season at Maine. His ability to move the puck and join the attack are strengths.

Jordan Subban doesn't come with the same pedigree as older brother D P.K. Subban (or G Malcolm Subban), in part because he's small for the position, but can skate and make smart decisions with the puck. 

Drafted in the fifth round out of Sweden last summer, Anton Cederholm plays for WHL powerhouse Portland and was one of six players with a rating of +40 or better. He's big and physical, though hasn't shown much offensive game.

Pulled off the scrap heap, Joacim Eriksson was a seventh-round pick of the Flyers in 2008, but handled the starter's role in the AHL last season. Given the inexperience ahead of him already, he's not likely to be in the picture.

Canucks advanced stats and player usage chart from Extra Skater 

DRAFT

6th - Michael Dal Colle, William Nylander, Kasperi Kapanen

FREE AGENCY

According to www.capgeek.com, the Canucks have approximately $58.9M committed to the 2014-2015 salary cap for 17 players. 

Check out my possible Canucks lineup for next season on Cap Geek here.

Needs: Top-six winger, top-nine forward, goaltender.

What I said the Canucks needed last year: Two top nine forwards, depth forwards, two-three defencemen, financial flexibility.

They added: Mike Santorelli, Brad Richardson, Zac Dalpe, Ryan Stanton, Yannick Weber, Eddie Lack.

TRADE MARKET

Ryan Kesler, Alexandre Burrows, Kevin Bieksa, Alexander Edler, Jason Garrison. 

Scott Cullen can be reached at Scott.Cullen@bellmedia.ca and followed on Twitter at http://twitter.com/tsnscottcullen. For more, check out TSN Fantasy on Facebook. 
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Yeah!Boo!

impartial_fan

June 11, 2014 7:37PM

Virtanen should not be drafted with the 6th pick, maybe the 10th if Van gets it. I would sooner take a guy like Nylander (who has a higher ceiling) if one of the top 5 drop. That said, since Calgary and NYI are drafting ahead of Vancouver, there is a very good chance one of these guys falls to Van. Watch Calgary take Ritchie and Islander take Kapanen/Nylander. Then Canucks will get the luxury of picking MDC or Bennett and laugh all the way to the bank. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

uphamd

May 28, 2014 1:55AM

I think Vancouver needs a wayyy better AHL team to develop prospects. But first, they need prospects and a new culture. I'd start over. Trade the declining Sedin's, the hurt Kesler and Burrows, the overpaid Booth. The D isn't bad actually, but has no standouts. Get prospects and draft picks and a new identity. They also need a goalie bad. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

yay team

May 16, 2014 6:53PM

I've been saying this ever since Erhoff left. Nucks need a Tier 1 puck-moving defenseman. Somebody who can get it out of their zone, maintain possession and QB the power play. Right now, they have alot of 1B type of guys. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

tjf101

May 16, 2014 2:31PM

iginla is a ufa..... buyout booth... sign iginla i know he is 36 but it would instantly change the team for the better id say Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

nanaimosevilsteve

May 13, 2014 10:39PM

personally I don't think this club has to do anything too drastic. I look at it like the Sedins, Edler and Burrows had freakishly bad seasons and most key players were injured. Does this club need work yes, they need a breakout type player like a Tavares or a Lucic to help improve scoring. While I like Lack how we went from Lou and Schnieds to this is mind boggling. I do think we should trade some of the core but it shouldn't be Kesler or Bieska or Burrows it should be the Sedins, Hansen, Booth and Edler. You should get a decent return for those players AND make room for Horvat, Gaunce, Jensen and Shinkaruk as I look at them as more top 6 players than bottom six. If I were GM I'd go after Halak and Ott and possibly Stastny for UFA's. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

dublin1

May 12, 2014 11:00PM

Great to see ex-Canucks in the playoffs (AV, Weaver, Weise, Allen)! VAN is not in the same position as CGY. VAN is going through what MTL and ANA did a few years ago. Plus, VAN still has the Sedins, whereas CGY only had one Iggy and he finally got fed up and left. VAN is still in in a better position than CGY, but not by much or for long. As for the team, get rid of Sestito and move Hansen. Definitely consider moving the 2014 1st pick with Kesler or Tanev either FLA or BUF for their 2014 1st pick. Booth will be bought-out and expect either Edler or Garisson to be traded – teams made offers for Kesler & Edler, so expect it to occur again, especially if Benning is at the helm. I don't see Miller or Hiller coming to VAN – see one coming via a trade Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

cleats

May 12, 2014 9:00AM

Any chance Boston and Chicago will trade Lucic and Toews to Vancouver for a combination of Kesler, Burrows, Bieksa, Edler, Garrison and GM Place? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

crabcakes

May 11, 2014 10:38PM

Rebuild but don't gut the team. Do something similar to what Columbus did with Nash except with Kesler; ie build depth. Maybe with a d-man too. Other than that build through the draft. And never give up picks, prospects or depth players without a reasonable return that can be kept long term. Rentals are a fools game even in a cup run. Gillis proved that. That's my recipe. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

johnycanuck

May 10, 2014 3:48PM

@empire666: Talon has said he's willing to trade this year's #1 overall, down to 7-10. So, it is possible that the Canucks could put together a package which Florida might go for. So, it's not like these are Toronto fans thinking that every valuable asset in the League will end up on their team. It probably won't happen as the asking price will probably be too high, but it is a possibility. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

frankburnz

May 10, 2014 3:02PM

cap problems are the nucks second biggest threat, the biggest problem players like lack heart... sedins Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

scarpino

May 10, 2014 6:02AM

The Canucks would need a fair amount of production from Kassian, Jensen & Horvat to make them a viable playoff team, unless they get a career year from Michalek/new addition.. IMO, Kassian should be on the 2nd line with Kes & Bur and they'd have to be as good as & produce nearly the same as the Sedin line. If you look at the top teams in the NHL right now they have 2 first lines, & the Canucks wont get far without the same. I say forget Michalek (especially at 4.5M) & get a Lucic-like Canadian/US PWF that can put up 20-30G.. Maybe try to pry David Backes from St. Louis? Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

nazzyfan1919

May 9, 2014 7:46PM

The absolute worst thing the nucks can do is over spend on a mid-level free agent in the summer and on a goalie. Save the money and spend in 2015 and 2016 as the crop this year is nothing compared 15 and 16. And as much as i would love to see Lou still in a nucks jersery, i am happy with Eddie as he is our future and will be fine next year as the starter with Markstrom as back up. Trade Kes but hopefully to an team in the east, and can live with an Edler trade even though he can only go up from here and trade Garrison. Keep Bieska, Burr, Hammer and sedins. Heart and soul of the team. And hopefully someone drops in the draft to #6 or pick Ehlers. Do not pick virtanen as Button said they should. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

ronaldoescobar

May 9, 2014 7:29PM

With glaring holes in every area of the team. Veterans who have all but given up and content with just a paycheck and the safety of their NTCs. The ones that havent given up(Sedins)are on a downward trend and (burrows) arguably the most overpaid player in the history of the NHL based on skill. And finally the worst scouting department in pro sports (how the heck are Delorme and Smyl still employed). Just far too much wrong for this to turn around in one season.. Going to be a long long climb back. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

i.l.t.l.

May 9, 2014 7:24PM

Agree with the trade Kesler comments, he is clearly on the decline but still an asset to true contending teams. Hopefully there are at least two teams bidding against each other. Hopefully Linden can trade Burrows, Edler, Garrison and Bieska as well. The team could be turned around quickly with these trades. IMO Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

hawk43

May 9, 2014 5:32PM

colinisacanuck: I beg to differ with you the Canucks had 1 very good Dman in Paul Rienhart, tho only 2-3 years. They also had Erhoff who made the Canucks PP one of the tops in the league but he would not take the 'home town discount so Gillis let him walk for a late round and the 'Nucks' PP has not been the same since. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

lionelmessi10

May 9, 2014 5:04PM

Last year Canucks were third seed (and won the Presidents trophy the two years before) and the Rangers were sixth; then we traded coaches. Canucks finished below every American team in the west, plus the Jets. Rangers are in the second round. Gillis turns two of the league's top 20 goalies into two backups and a prospect in the span of a year. Meanwhile, our core is getting older and older. I don't see Vancouver challenging for a Cup within the next 5-10 years, as much as it pains me to say it. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jammershorts

May 9, 2014 3:15PM

They went from being amongst the best between the pipes to the absolute worst in the league very quickly. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

kjpw

May 9, 2014 2:06PM

Gaunce, Fox, Shinkaruk and Corrado are all likely AHL bound next year. No need to rush any of them as the Canucks are not contenders. Jensen should start the year with the big club. Horvat should get a look but might be better suited for a 9 game stint then back to Jr. to dominate. Solid, if unspectacular, crop of prospects Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

flyingv79

May 9, 2014 2:04PM

im open to a kesler trade as well as edler if the returns are worth it if not i say play kes on the top line with the twins have a second line of kass stasney and burrows a third of horvat hunter and jenson a 4th of gaunce mathias and richardson trade higgens and hanson and let fox wet his feet in the ahl or switch with hunter whoever has a better camp and if they manage to snag mdc or draistle then i dunno of course these are just scenarios im sure things will play out much different but it goes to show u at least this year they may actually have some depth up front Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

chuckcanuck1

May 9, 2014 1:25PM

Oh good call dougie93, same thing as your Leafs except the coach is the same as last year that lead them down the stretch to choke as they missed the playoffs. No surprise there. Report this comment!
Smooth-skating Arizona Coyotes top pick Brendan Perlini boasts size, slick hands

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 7:25 a.m. MST July 10, 2014

Perlini0710
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Guildford, Surrey, is about a 20-minute car ride southwest of London.

Who are these guys?: Meet the Coyotes' draft class

It never snows there, and because the climate is so mild, it's become a hub for golfers.

There's a bustling art gallery, the University of Surrey, and Lewis Carroll, who penned Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, is buried on a hill that overlooks the center of the town.

Oh, and it's also the birthplace of one of the newest Coyotes proteges — Brendan Perlini.

"You can't take that away from me," he said.

The English countryside doesn't sound like a hockey hotbed, and it really isn't. But that didn't deter Perlini, who is skating at the team's prospect-development camp at the Ice Den in Scottsdale after the Coyotes grabbed him 12th overall with their first pick at the draft on June 27.

Photos: Brendan Perlini

Actually, Perlini's start in England might have helped him stand out as one of the top prospects in the draft.

"Certainly starting his hockey career in Europe (on) the big ice, there's such emphasis on skill and skating," General Manager Don Maloney said. "It's evident to me out there."

Photos: Arizona Coyotes' prospect development camp

Perlini's father Fred was drafted by the Toronto Maple Leafs and spent much of the first half of the 1980s in their organization — mostly playing for their American Hockey League affiliate, but he did appear in eight NHL games. In 1986 Fred ventured to Europe and started playing in the British Hockey League.

He became somewhat of a sensation there, amassing 171 points in 35 games in Year 1. Once he was done playing, Fred oversaw the Guildford hockey program, which eventually would embrace his son.

"The whole process over there was good," Perlini said. "I'm very fortunate to have that."

But by age 11, Perlini knew if he wanted to continue to evolve his game, he needed stiffer competition. So the family moved to Canada, back to Fred's hometown of Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, and Perlini didn't miss a beat.

In fact, he was able to showcase a skill set that not many of his peers have, as Perlini became known as a winger with size who was still a smooth skater with slick hands — clearly the latter two traits a byproduct of his European influence.

"For being such a big guy, skating is crucial for me," the 6-foot-2, 205-pound Perlini said. "I think I'm an elite skater, and that's where I learned it — over there on the big ice."

Perlini isn't an immediate candidate for the Coyotes roster. He'll resume his junior career with the Niagara Ice Dogs in the Ontario Hockey League, but he does offer the bulkiness the Coyotes want to add on their wings to stay competitive with the likes of the Kings, Ducks and Sharks in the Pacific Division.

And considering how the Western Conference is trending, the physical style that's emerged among those teams isn't going away anytime soon.

"I know I still have flaws in my game I have to work on," Perlini said. "I think every 18-year-old will probably tell you that. So it's a big summer for me to get stronger, bigger and faster."

By reaching those goals, Perlini's dream of making it to the NHL becomes more of a possibility. And that also would help him accomplish another ambition of his — to increase the game's popularity in England.

"I don't think it's ever going to overtake soccer, because that's just so big," he said. "But hopefully it can grow a little more."

Profile: Brendan Perlini
Arizona Coyotes prospect Max Domi's NHL wait getting shorter

Coyotes' Dave Tippett, Tyler Gaudet, Max Domi and Henrik Samuelsson talk about how the first day of training camp went. 

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 11:59 p.m. MST July 8, 2014

PNI Coyotes camp
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The Coyotes roster is still in revision mode with plenty of time for tweaks before its ultimate reveal, but it's still hard to ignore its current deficiencies.

Their scoring options have actually diminished since the season ended, thanks largely to the departure of winger Radim Vrbata via free agency, and this has only added more credibility to the claim that prized prospect Max Domi's NHL debut could happen in the fall.

But apparently this buzz hasn't snaked its way back to Domi. Or, if it has, he isn't reading too much into it.

Players talk Training Camp:

Sarah McLellan discusses Coyotes Training Camp and more with prospects Henrik Samuelsson and Max Domi. 

"No, not really, to be honest with you," said Domi, who was one of the star attractions Tuesday at the Ice Den in Scottsdale for Day 1 of the Coyotes prospect-development camp. "I just try to come to the rink and play hockey and have fun and usually let the rest take care of itself, and everything else is just a distraction."

Domi, drafted 12th overall in 2013, was actually very much in the mix for a roster spot last fall, eventually returning to London of the Ontario Hockey League after being a late cut.

"I would have loved to stay," the 19-year-old said. "But at the end of the day, they had a different thing in mind, so they told me what to work on, and (I) went back and hopefully addressed all that, and hopefully it will be a little different this year."

Domi's extended stay at training camp last year wasn't a handout. He had a legitimate shot to crack the lineup, especially considering the Coyotes still were searching for a linemate for Vrbata and center Martin Hanzal.

"But at the time, we just felt that it was such a big jump for him," coach Dave Tippett said. "It was better off in the long term of his development to go back to junior and play one more year."

Domi didn't disappoint, racking up 34 goals and 93 points. The Coyotes have a policy of not rushing players to the NHL, but that skill base makes Domi very attractive for the Coyotes. Even though he'll be slotted into the top six if he makes the team, he won't be allowed to slack on his 200-foot game.

"I play guys I can win with," Tippett said. "I play to win. When you get to the NHL, you should play to win — not play to hope you can develop kids. Developing kids is for the American League and junior. When we put a kid in, he's in there because he can win."

What gives Domi an advantage is the team's clear need for talent among its forward lines. And he's better prepared this go-around.

"I watched these guys on TV, and now I'm playing with them," Domi said. "Getting that out of your head and just playing your game was a lot tougher than people realize."

Domi still seemed to be getting used to the idea of playing in the NHL once he returned to junior, visualizing himself on the ice with the Coyotes when he watched their games on TV.

He might not have to daydream for much longer.

"I've got to make the team first, and once that happens, we can go from there," Domi said. "My game, there's a lot of offense, but whatever I'm told to do, I'm going to do it. If Tip wants me playing defense or goal or playing forward, I'll do whatever it takes. I think everyone knows that, and I'm looking forward to the opportunity."

Meet the Coyotes' 2014 draft class

The Coyotes added nine prospects to their pipeline at the 2014 NHL draft. Here's a look at how each stands out. 

Brendan Perlini

Overall pick: 12.

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-2, 205.

Hometown: Sault Ste. Marie, Ont.

Last season: Scored a team-high 34 goals and finished second with 71 points in 58 games with the Niagara IceDogs in the Ontario Hockey League. Named the most sportsmanlike Ice Dog for 2013-14. Also won a bronze medal with Canada at the 2014 U-18 World Championship and ranked eighth among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Scouting report: Perlini's skating ability stands out, especially considering his size. He's expecting to get even stronger before he makes the jump to the NHL, and that's exciting for the Coyotes. Look for Perlini to create off the rush and around the net and don't be surprised to detect some European flair. He was born in England and lived there until he was 11. "My dad was with the Leafs, and he just decided it would be better for his career to go to Europe and he played around Europe for a bit and ended up in England," Perlini said.

Ryan MacInnis

Overall pick: 43.

Age: 18.

Position: Center.

Height, weight: 6-3, 185.

Hometown: St. Louis.

Last season: Scored 16 goals and finished with 37 points in 66 games with Kitchener in the Ontario Hockey League. Tallied two goals and three assists in six games and won a bronze medal with the United States at the 2013 World U-17 Hockey Challenge.

Scouting report: A strong two-way center with solid skating ability. MacInnis has to mature physically, but the Coyotes like what they see so far. Also has strong hockey pedigree. His dad, Al, had a 23-season career with the Blues and Flames. He's also a seven-time All-Star and Stanley Cup champion. Al MacInnis was actually named to the Hockey Hall of Fame June 28, 2007 - exactly seven years before Ryan MacInnis was drafted. "He's been the biggest mentor," Ryan MacInnis said. "He's taught me everything I know, and he's always been there for me. I can't thank him enough."

Christian Dvorak

Overall pick: 58 (from Chicago in a trade for David Rundblad).

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-0, 178.

Hometown: Palos, Ill.

Last season: Scored six goals and finished with 14 points in 33 games with London in the OHL. In 2012-13, Dvorak had 35 goals and 92 points in 58 games with Chicago Mission U-18.

Scouting report: Dvorak had his regular season cut short when he tore his left ACL in mid-December. He had surgery to repair it in January and was able to return for the Memorial Cup. Director of amateur scouting Tim Bernhardt was able to watch Dvorak before the injury, and the Coyotes also saw him during the Memorial Cup. General Manager Don Maloney likens him to forwards Derek Stepan and Paul Stastny. He's a responsible forward who's versatile. His aunt, uncle and grandma live in Arizona. "Obviously, it's an unbelievable feeling - something I've worked my whole life for," Dvorak said. "A dream come true. It's an honor being drafted by Arizona."

Anton Karlsson

Overall pick: 87 (from Montreal in exchange for pick 73).

Age: 17.

Position: Right wing.

Height, weight: 6-0, 192.

Hometown: Lerum, Sweden.

Last season: Scored 12 goals and finished with 22 points in 28 games with Frolunda's U-20 team. Karlsson was the youngest player on Sweden's silver-medal winning team at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He ranked 11th among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Scouting report: A power forward who doesn't mind being a pest. Watch him buzz around the net and wreak havoc. He isn't concerned with transitioning to the smaller NHL ice surface. Karlsson might not have been expecting the Coyotes to select him, but he's somewhat familiar with one current player - fellow Swede Oliver Ekman-Larsson. "I didn't expect that Phoenix was going to get me because I only talked to them maybe five minutes (at the combine)," he said. "But I'm happy to be chosen."

Michael Bunting

Overall pick: 117 (from Montreal in exchange for pick 73).

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 5-11, 174.

Hometown: Scarborough, Ont.

Last season: Scored 15 goals and finished with 42 points in 48 games with Sault Ste. Marie in the OHL. Added five goals and an assist in nine playoff games.

Scouting report: Didn't look out of place in his first season with Sault Ste. Marie as he skated on the top line. Competitive and worked well as a complementary winger last season. Still needs to mature physically and pick up his foot speed. 

Dysin Mayo

Overall pick: 133.

Age: 17.

Position: Defenseman.

Height, weight: 6-0, 181.

Hometown: Victoria, B.C.

Last season: Scored seven goals and finished with 35 points in 63 games with Edmonton in the Western Hockey League. Was one of three Oil Kings defensemen to finish with at least 35 points. Finished a plus-17 and added three goals and 15 points in 21 playoff games.

Scouting report: A patient puck-mover. He can stay-at-home or start a rush. Not afraid to be physical, either.

David Westlund

Overall pick: 163.

Age: 19.

Position: Defenseman.

Height, weight: 6-2, 198.

Hometown: Ostersund, Sweden.

Last season: Scored five goals and finished with 10 points in 33 games with Brynas Jr.

Scouting report: Offers a bit more experience as he wasn't selected last year when he was eligible. Was 83rd during midterm rankings by NHL Central Scouting but improved his stock to finish at 68.

Jared Fiegl

Overall pick: 191 (from New Jersey in a trade for Steve Sullivan).

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-foot-1, 206.

Hometown: Parker, Colo.

Last season: Scored one goal and finished with five points in 37 games with the USA U-18 team. Won a gold medal with Team USA at 2014 IIH U-18 World Championship.

Scouting report: Good along the walls and is quick with his feet and stick. His size is an advantage. Fiegl is slated to play next season at Cornell University. 

Edgars Kulda

Overall pick: 193.

Age: 19.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-0, 178.

Hometown: Riga, Latvia.

Last season: Scored 30 goals and finished with 30 points in 66 games with Edmonton in the WHL. Finished plus-34. Was second on the team in postseason scoring with 10 goals and 22 points in 21 games while going plus-14, which was tops on the Oil Kings. He added four goals and three assists in five Memorial Cup games to be named tournament MVP.

Scouting report: The Coyotes have been familiar with Kulda having watched teammate and 2012 first-round pick Henrik Samuelsson play. He was passed over last year at the draft in his first year of eligibility but had more opportunity this past season to build a case. Crafty and shifty, he's proven he knows how to produce. "You look at trying to bring some skill into our organization, and it wasn't just the Memorial Cup," Maloney said. "Even the WHL playoffs, he was a really good player. Some different players hit their strides at different times. Whether this can continue on beyond next season, time will tell." 

Sarah McLellan
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The Coyotes added nine prospects to their pipeline at the 2014 NHL draft. Here's a look at how each stands out.

Brendan Perlini

Overall pick: 12.

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-2, 205.

Hometown: Sault Ste. Marie, Ont.

Last season: Scored a team-high 34 goals and finished second with 71 points in 58 games with the Niagara IceDogs in the Ontario Hockey League. Named the most sportsmanlike Ice Dog for 2013-14. Also won a bronze medal with Canada at the 2014 U-18 World Championship and ranked eighth among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Scouting report: Perlini's skating ability stands out, especially considering his size. He's expecting to get even stronger before he makes the jump to the NHL, and that's exciting for the Coyotes. Look for Perlini to create off the rush and around the net and don't be surprised to detect some European flair. He was born in England and lived there until he was 11. "My dad was with the Leafs, and he just decided it would be better for his career to go to Europe and he played around Europe for a bit and ended up in England," Perlini said.

Ryan MacInnis

Overall pick: 43.

Age: 18.

Position: Center.

Height, weight: 6-3, 185.

Hometown: St. Louis.

Last season: Scored 16 goals and finished with 37 points in 66 games with Kitchener in the Ontario Hockey League. Tallied two goals and three assists in six games and won a bronze medal with the United States at the 2013 World U-17 Hockey Challenge.

Scouting report: A strong two-way center with solid skating ability. MacInnis has to mature physically, but the Coyotes like what they see so far. Also has strong hockey pedigree. His dad, Al, had a 23-season career with the Blues and Flames. He's also a seven-time All-Star and Stanley Cup champion. Al MacInnis was actually named to the Hockey Hall of Fame June 28, 2007 – exactly seven years before Ryan MacInnis was drafted. "He's been the biggest mentor," Ryan MacInnis said. "He's taught me everything I know, and he's always been there for me. I can't thank him enough."

Christian Dvorak

Overall pick: 58 (from Chicago in a trade for David Rundblad).

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-0, 178.

Hometown: Palos, Ill.

Last season: Scored six goals and finished with 14 points in 33 games with London in the OHL. In 2012-13, Dvorak had 35 goals and 92 points in 58 games with Chicago Mission U-18.

Scouting report: Dvorak had his regular season cut short when he tore his left ACL in mid-December. He had surgery to repair it in January and was able to return for the Memorial Cup. Director of amateur scouting Tim Bernhardt was able to watch Dvorak before the injury, and the Coyotes also saw him during the Memorial Cup. General Manager Don Maloney likens him to forwards Derek Stepan and Paul Stastny. He's a responsible forward who's versatile. His aunt, uncle and grandma live in Arizona. "Obviously, it's an unbelievable feeling – something I've worked my whole life for," Dvorak said. "A dream come true. It's an honor being drafted by Arizona."

Anton Karlsson

Overall pick: 87 (from Montreal in exchange for pick 73).

Age: 17.

Position: Right wing.

Height, weight: 6-0, 192.

Hometown: Lerum, Sweden.

Last season: Scored 12 goals and finished with 22 points in 28 games with Frolunda's U-20 team. Karlsson was the youngest player on Sweden's silver-medal winning team at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He ranked 11th among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Scouting report: A power forward who doesn't mind being a pest. Watch him buzz around the net and wreak havoc. He isn't concerned with transitioning to the smaller NHL ice surface. Karlsson might not have been expecting the Coyotes to select him, but he's somewhat familiar with one current player – fellow Swede Oliver Ekman-Larsson. "I didn't expect that Phoenix was going to get me because I only talked to them maybe five minutes (at the combine)," he said. "But I'm happy to be chosen."

Michael Bunting

Overall pick: 117 (from Montreal in exchange for pick 73).

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 5-11, 174.

Hometown: Scarborough, Ont.

Last season: Scored 15 goals and finished with 42 points in 48 games with Sault Ste. Marie in the OHL. Added five goals and an assist in nine playoff games.

Scouting report: Didn't look out of place in his first season with Sault Ste. Marie as he skated on the top line. Competitive and worked well as a complementary winger last season. Still needs to mature physically and pick up his foot speed.

Dysin Mayo

Overall pick: 133.

Age: 17.

Position: Defenseman.

Height, weight: 6-0, 181.

Hometown: Victoria, B.C.

Last season: Scored seven goals and finished with 35 points in 63 games with Edmonton in the Western Hockey League. Was one of three Oil Kings defensemen to finish with at least 35 points. Finished a plus-17 and added three goals and 15 points in 21 playoff games.

Scouting report: A patient puck-mover. He can stay-at-home or start a rush. Not afraid to be physical, either.

David Westlund

Overall pick: 163.

Age: 19.

Position: Defenseman.

Height, weight: 6-2, 198.

Hometown: Ostersund, Sweden.

Last season: Scored five goals and finished with 10 points in 33 games with Brynas Jr.

Scouting report: Offers a bit more experience as he wasn't selected last year when he was eligible. Was 83rd during midterm rankings by NHL Central Scouting but improved his stock to finish at 68.

Jared Fiegl

Overall pick: 191 (from New Jersey in a trade for Steve Sullivan).

Age: 18.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-foot-1, 206.

Hometown: Parker, Colo.

Last season: Scored one goal and finished with five points in 37 games with the USA U-18 team. Won a gold medal with Team USA at 2014 IIH U-18 World Championship.

Scouting report: Good along the walls and is quick with his feet and stick. His size is an advantage. Fiegl is slated to play next season at Cornell University.

Edgars Kulda

Overall pick: 193.

Age: 19.

Position: Left wing.

Height, weight: 6-0, 178.

Hometown: Riga, Latvia.

Last season: Scored 30 goals and finished with 30 points in 66 games with Edmonton in the WHL. Finished plus-34. Was second on the team in postseason scoring with 10 goals and 22 points in 21 games while going plus-14, which was tops on the Oil Kings. He added four goals and three assists in five Memorial Cup games to be named tournament MVP.

Scouting report: The Coyotes have been familiar with Kulda having watched teammate and 2012 first-round pick Henrik Samuelsson play. He was passed over last year at the draft in his first year of eligibility but had more opportunity this past season to build a case. Crafty and shifty, he's proven he knows how to produce. "You look at trying to bring some skill into our organization, and it wasn't just the Memorial Cup," Maloney said. "Even the WHL playoffs, he was a really good player. Some different players hit their strides at different times. Whether this can continue on beyond next season, time will tell."

Phoenix Coyotes: Where they stand at each position

Without a berth in the Stanley Cup playoffs, the Coyotes have ample time to figure out what went wrong this past season and how to fix those issues. The changes executed this summer could easily be scattered through the lineup. Here's a look at where the Coyotes stand at each position group.

Phoenix Coyotes

Goaltenders

Mike Smith will be back between the pipes next season as the Coyotes' No.1 for Year 2 of his six-year, $34 million contract. But, as has been the case for each of his previous three seasons with the Coyotes, he'll have some adversity to shake off.

Phoenix Coyotes

Goaltenders

Smith's season was cut short when he went down with an MCL sprain to his right knee in March. The Coyotes were targeting a return for the playoffs, but even that was uncertain. Smith was practicing with a brace and was unable to perform certain movements in the net. His injury, however, did not require surgery.

Phoenix Coyotes

Goaltenders

The Coyotes are confident Smith will be at full strength once training camp starts in the fall, but his status is something to monitor. Furthermore, it'll be interesting to see if he can regain his performance level from 2011-12 when he ranked among league leaders in goals-against average and save percentage. He showed glimpses of that this past season, especially right before he was injured, but playing like an MVP is the expectation.

Phoenix Coyotes

Goaltenders

Who will be backing Smith up is still a mystery. Thomas Greiss provided an upgrade in the backup role last season and was largely reliable when he picked up starting duties down the stretch once Smith was sidelined with a knee injury. Overall, Greiss carried a 2.29 goals-against average and .920 save percentage in his first season with the Coyotes.

Phoenix Coyotes

Goaltenders

Greiss is eligible to become an unrestricted free agent July 1, and Greiss has expressed an interest to become a No.1. It's unclear whether any teams will take a chance on Greiss. The Coyotes want to keep him as a backup and even tried to negotiate a contract extension with him during the Olympic break, but Greiss might want to explore other options.

Phoenix Coyotes

Goaltenders

If so, the Coyotes will likely have to pull a new backup from the free agent pool. Youngsters Mark Visentin and Louis Domingue seem poised for another year of seasoning in the minors. Current backups set to become unrestricted free agents this summer include St. Louis' Brian Elliott, Boston's Chad Johnson and Detroit's Jonas Gustavsson.

Phoenix Coyotes

Defensemen

A youth movement on the blue line started during the season and could very well continue this summer. Up-and-comers Connor Murphy and Brandon Gormley were worked into the mix this season, particularly during the team's playoff push, and they could become regulars next season. Neither looked out of place during their stints with the big club, and both offer the speed and competitiveness the Coyotes want trending on their back end.

Phoenix Coyotes

Defensemen

Chris Summers, another American Hockey League call-up during the season, also performed well when given the opportunity, but the Coyotes will have to sign the pending unrestricted free agent to a new contract if they want him back.

Phoenix Coyotes

Defensemen

The development of these players probably pushes veteran Derek Morris off the roster. The 35-year-old will become a free agent July 1, and it's very likely the Coyotes opt not to re-sign him. Obviously, Oliver Ekman-Larsson is the cornerstone of the defense and he fills out a top pairing with Zbynek Michalek.

Phoenix Coyotes

Defensemen

But the options for the final two pairings are plentiful. Michael Stone is also under contract. So is David Schlemko, although he was sidelined since early March with a foot injury after blocking a shot. Keith Yandle led the team in points (53) and was a catalyst for the power play revival, but his name always pops up in summer rumors.

Phoenix Coyotes

Defensemen

The Coyotes were lacking a steady, gritty, stay-at-home presence on the back end this season and despite having youngsters in the system, they could still look to add a player to fit this role either via a trade or free agency.

Phoenix Coyotes

Forwards

Change could also be the theme for the team's offense this off-season. Despite a strong start to the season, the Coyotes struggled to score when it mattered most - during their late-season bid for a playoff spot. The Coyotes averaged a goal per game in the seven-game losing streak that derailed their playoff hopes. So, adding more talent is - yet again - a priority.

Phoenix Coyotes

Forwards

Some options exist within the organization. Last year's first-round pick Max Domi will be given the opportunity to win a roster spot at training camp and after another impressive season in junior, he may be just the jolt the Coyotes need. Youngsters Lucas Lessio, Tobias Rieder and Tyler Gaudet will get a look, too.

Phoenix Coyotes

Forwards

The Coyotes will also have to make a decision on their four unrestricted free agent forwards - wingers Radim Vrbata, Dave Moss and Paul Bissonnette and center Jeff Halpern. Vrbata is perhaps the most intriguing among that group. He and the Coyotes shelved contract talk once both sides couldn't reach a deal during training camp and although his offense dried up in the final weeks of the season, he still finished second on the team in points (51) while adding 20 goals.

Phoenix Coyotes

Forwards

Agreeing on term and dollar amount will likely be the most contentious sticking point in negotiations with the Coyotes, and the lure of free agency might be tempting for Vrbata at age 32. But he hasn't been able to match the success he's had in Phoenix elsewhere, and that could limit his options.

Phoenix Coyotes

Forwards

As the Coyotes attempt to rework their forward mix, the trade market a better route for them. The free agent pool isn't spectacular with some of the most notable names veterans - like Boston's Jarome Iginla, Calgary's Mike Cammalleri and St. Louis' Brenden Morrow. Pittsburgh's Jussi Jokinen, Edmonton's Ales Hemsky and Ottawa's Milan Michalek are also pending free agents.

Sarah McLellan/azcentral sports

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 12:01 p.m. MST May 6, 2014
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Without a berth in the Stanley Cup playoffs, the Coyotes have ample time to figure out what went wrong this past season and how to fix those issues. The changes executed this summer could easily be scattered through the lineup. Here's a look at where the Coyotes stand at each position group.

GOALTENDERS

Mike Smith will be back between the pipes next season as the Coyotes' No.1 for Year 2 of his six-year, $34 million contract. But, as has been the case for each of his previous three seasons with the Coyotes, he'll have some adversity to shake off.

Smith's season was cut short when he went down with an MCL sprain to his right knee in March. The Coyotes were targeting a return for the playoffs, but even that was uncertain. Smith was practicing with a brace and was unable to perform certain movements in the net. His injury, however, did not require surgery.

The Coyotes are confident Smith will be at full strength once training camp starts in the fall, but his status is something to monitor. Furthermore, it'll be interesting to see if he can regain his performance level from 2011-12 when he ranked among league leaders in goals-against average and save percentage. He showed glimpses of that this past season, especially right before he was injured, but playing like an MVP is the expectation.

Who will be backing Smith up is still a mystery. Thomas Greiss provided an upgrade in the backup role last season and was largely reliable when he picked up starting duties down the stretch once Smith was sidelined with a knee injury. Overall, Greiss carried a 2.29 goals-against average and .920 save percentage in his first season with the Coyotes.

Greiss is eligible to become an unrestricted free agent July 1, and Greiss has expressed an interest to become a No.1. It's unclear whether any teams will take a chance on Greiss. The Coyotes want to keep him as a backup and even tried to negotiate a contract extension with him during the Olympic break, but Greiss might want to explore other options.

If so, the Coyotes will likely have to pull a new backup from the free agent pool. Youngsters Mark Visentin and Louis Domingue seem poised for another year of seasoning in the minors. Current backups set to become unrestricted free agents this summer include St. Louis' Brian Elliott, Boston's Chad Johnson and Detroit's Jonas Gustavsson.

DEFENSEMEN

A youth movement on the blue line started during the season and could very well continue this summer. Up-and-comers Connor Murphy and Brandon Gormley were worked into the mix this season, particularly during the team's playoff push, and they could become regulars next season. Neither looked out of place during their stints with the big club, and both offer the speed and competitiveness the Coyotes want trending on their back end.

Chris Summers, another American Hockey League call-up during the season, also performed well when given the opportunity, but the Coyotes will have to sign the pending unrestricted free agent to a new contract if they want him back.

The development of these players probably pushes veteran Derek Morris off the roster. The 35-year-old will become a free agent July 1, and it's very likely the Coyotes opt not to re-sign him. Obviously, Oliver Ekman-Larsson is the cornerstone of the defense and he fills out a top pairing with Zbynek Michalek.

But the options for the final two pairings are plentiful. Michael Stone is also under contract. So is David Schlemko, although he was sidelined since early March with a foot injury after blocking a shot. Keith Yandle led the team in points (53) and was a catalyst for the power play revival, but his name always pops up in summer rumors.

The Coyotes were lacking a steady, gritty, stay-at-home presence on the back end this season and despite having youngsters in the system, they could still look to add a player to fit this role either via a trade or free agency.

FORWARDS

Change could also be the theme for the team's offense this off-season. Despite a strong start to the season, the Coyotes struggled to score when it mattered most – during their late-season bid for a playoff spot. The Coyotes averaged a goal per game in the seven-game losing streak that derailed their playoff hopes. So, adding more talent is – yet again – a priority.

Some options exist within the organization. Last year's first-round pick Max Domi will be given the opportunity to win a roster spot at training camp and after another impressive season in junior, he may be just the jolt the Coyotes need. Youngsters Lucas Lessio, Tobias Rieder and Tyler Gaudet will get a look, too.

The Coyotes will also have to make a decision on their four unrestricted free agent forwards – wingers Radim Vrbata, Dave Moss and Paul Bissonnette and center Jeff Halpern. Vrbata is perhaps the most intriguing among that group. He and the Coyotes shelved contract talk once both sides couldn't reach a deal during training camp and although his offense dried up in the final weeks of the season, he still finished second on the team in points (51) while adding 20 goals.

Agreeing on term and dollar amount will likely be the most contentious sticking point in negotiations with the Coyotes, and the lure of free agency might be tempting for Vrbata at age 32. But he hasn't been able to match the success he's had in Phoenix elsewhere, and that could limit his options.

As the Coyotes attempt to rework their forward mix, the trade market a better route for them. The free agent pool isn't spectacular with some of the most notable names veterans – like Boston's Jarome Iginla, Calgary's Mike Cammalleri and St. Louis' Brenden Morrow. Pittsburgh's Jussi Jokinen, Edmonton's Ales Hemsky and Ottawa's Milan Michalek are also pending free agents.

Arizona Coyotes intrigued by offensive instincts, creativity of Sam Gagner

Sarah McLellan explains the importance of the Coyotes trade that landed them center Sam Gagner from the Tampa Bay Lightning. 

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 1:27 p.m. MST July 3, 2014
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Considering he's been dogged by trade rumors and criticism for years, it'd be easy to mistake Sam Gagner for a crusty veteran.

In reality, though, the new Coyotes centerman is 24 years old and still waiting to enter the prime years of his career. That improvement could very well come while he's with the Coyotes.

Actually, it sounds like that's exactly what Gagner hopes will happen.

"It's not about what people say or what I say about my game," Gagner said. "It's about going out there and proving it on a consistent basis. I'm excited to prove some people wrong next year, and I feel like I have a great opportunity to do that in Phoenix and it should be a lot of fun."

Gagner, who was traded from Edmonton to Tampa Bay on Sunday before the Lightning shipped him to the Coyotes along with winger B.J. Crombeen in exchange for a 2015 sixth-round draft pick, has been a mainstay in the league since he was taken sixth overall by the Oilers in 2007. In fact, he's been one of the more productive players from that draft class, his 295 career points are second only to Chicago's Patrick Kane (493).

The 49 points he put up his rookie year are his career-high, but his best season might have been in 2011-12 when he notched a career-best 18 goals and finished a plus-player for the only time in his career.

His defensive awareness, efficiency on the faceoff dot and speed are all areas he's working to improve, and the fact he isn't coming to the Coyotes as a polished product isn't worrisome to them.

"Really, if you ask me how is he on his defensive-zone coverage, don't ask me," General Manager Don Maloney said. "We got him for his offensive instincts and creativity. Players can learn to play better defense. It's very difficult to learn to be more intelligent and more creative."

And that's where Gagner's greatest potential value is to the Coyotes. He can man the half-wall on the power play and could be a reliable option in the shootout. Perhaps most importantly, his vision for offense is what the Coyotes have been missing.

"I like a creative game where I'm making plays and I think in order to do that, you have to work hard away from the puck and with the puck to create openings for yourself and your linemates," Gagner said. "I think the best way to play an offensive style of game and creative style of game is to be using your linemates and create two-on-ones all over the ice, and I think it's something I'm good at."

To be clear, this doesn't mean Gagner can check out once the puck hits the Coyotes' blue line. Like everyone else, he'll be asked to be reliable all over the ice, and tutelage from coach Dave Tippett certainly won't hurt his development.

"Some players get noticed more for their offensive work, but it doesn't mean they can't compete on the defensive side and be responsible," Tippett said. "Sometimes offensive players are very good defensive players because they have the puck a lot."

Many have been waiting for a breakout offensive performance from Gagner. Working in a system that could enhance his overall play might be the way to accomplish that.

"They're a team that plays hard at both ends of the rink, and they play the right way," Gagner said. "That's exciting for me to get a chance to play on a team like that, and I'm looking forward to next year and getting started."

Reach McLellan at sarah.mclellan@ arizonarepublic.com or 602-444-8276. Follow her at twitter.com/azc_mclellan.
Arizona Coyotes minor players in free agent frenzy

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 12:23 a.m. MST July 2, 2014
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The Coyotes were minor players in the NHL's free agent frenzy Tuesday, but that doesn't mean they still won't repair their roster before it has to debut in October.

They haven't ruled out any future free agent signings. In fact, General Manager Don Maloney is still in conversation with winger Radim Vrbata's camp. Vrbata did not sign anywhere Tuesday and while that leaves the possibility of returning to Arizona alive, his decision to wait might actually hurt the Coyotes' chances.

Related: Several Arizona Coyotes departures likely

Since many of the top forward free-agent options were gobbled up on Day 1 of the signing period, Vrbata's stock is on the rise. He went to bed Tuesday night mulling over interest from a handful of teams, and it's likely one of those suitors will offer better term and dollar than the Coyotes can afford.

But the Coyotes are still talking to a few targets.

"If the right player came at the right contract price, absolutely we would add a more proven player," Maloney said.

Rankings: Top free agents in the NHL - 2014

Although he'd rather not part with current assets, a trade is still a possibility. Actually, the buzz in that market also picked up Tuesday - probably as a result of teams seeing the high cost of help in free agency.

"For the most part, anything we do now is probably going to be moving some people around and that continues, too," Maloney said. "It's an interesting market right now because as many free agents I talked to today, I was amazed at the number of teams I talked with in regards to moving people, moving players and moving contracts."

Still, much of the improvement could come from what's currently within the organization. Last year's first-round draft pick Max Domi will be given every opportunity to make this team, and he could provide a boost to the offense.

"We're going to have to take some more risks this year with some younger people," Maloney said. "Hopefully we can bring them along quicker this way. They can contribute and help us win."

Maloney is also banking on better results from some returning players.

Newly-acquired center Sam Gagner will be counted on to produce. The Coyotes hope winger Mikkel Boedker continues to grow. Winger Lauri Korpikoski will be given more offensive opportunity, and winger Martin Erat's role will also expand.

"We're going to have to find ways to manufacture enough offense and play some good defense and rely on Mike (Smith) and Devan (Dubnyk) to do the job in the net," Maloney said.

Really, whatever team ends up taking the ice for the Coyotes, Maloney hopes chemistry is a leading asset. The Coyotes seemed to stray from their identity last season, and regaining that commitment to detail-orientated hockey is a priority.

So, too, then is finding players to accomplish that.

"We look at this group and what we have available and think we can be a playoff team," Maloney said. "We think with our group and our goaltending and our staffing, we'll find a way to stay around games."
Arizona Coyotes sign Devan Dubnyk, Joe Vitale, Dylan Reese

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 9:21 p.m. MST July 1, 2014

Team loses backup goaltender Thomas Greiss to Penguins

joe-vitale
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The Coyotes certainly weren't idle on Day 1 of the NHL's free agent signing period, but all of their acquisitions were footnotes compared to the power moves made by their Western Conference rivals.

The Central Division, in particular, loaded up on some of the headliners of the free agent class, and the instant boost to those clubs overshadowed the fact that the Coyotes actually managed to find what they were seeking.

Related: Several Arizona Coyotes departures likely

They added a backup goalie in Devan Dubnyk, signing him to a one-year, $800,00 deal, and bolstered their depth at center with Joe Vitale, who agreed to a three-year contract worth $3.35 million.

The Coyotes also signed potential call-ups in forwards Alex Bolduc and Justin Hodgman, defensemen Dylan Reese and Andrew Campbell and goalie Mike McKenna to one-year, two-way deals.

"This was pretty much what we hoped to get accomplished," General Manager Don Maloney said.

The Coyotes weren't expected to make a pricey addition, and the money handed out to what was considered a weak free agent pool was somewhat startling. More than $490 million was spent Tuesday, and the West landed some of the most appealing names.

Rankings: Top free agents in the NHL - 2014

The Stars, who finished only two points ahead of the Coyotes last season, immediately improved by acquiring center Jason Spezza via trade and also signing winger Ales Hemsky. The Wild added winger Thomas Vanek, winger Jarome Iginla chose the Avalanche and center Brad Richards found a new home with the Blackhawks.

And the Blues lured in prized center Paul Stastny.

"It wasn't the most joy I've had in my life watching some of the players get signed in the West," Maloney said. "It just makes it that much more challenging to find a way to compete out here."

These moves, however, didn't force Maloney to stray from his to-do list. He had been in talks with Dubnyk's camp since last week and although the 28-year-old is coming off a tumultuous year that saw him lose the starting job with the Oilers, get traded twice and close out the season in the minors, the Coyotes are confident the guidance of goalie coach Sean Burke can key a resurgence for the 6-foot-6 netminder.

"The help he's given Mike Smith is pretty noticeable," Dubnyk said. "So it was definitely a big selling point."

Last season, Dubnyk went 11-18-3 with a 3.43 goals-against average and .891 save percentage. The former first-round draft pick - he was taken 14th overall by the Oilers in 2004 - is 61-77-22 in his career with a 2.90 goals-against average and .909 save percentage.

"I don't think anybody would argue he had a tough season last year but when we look at his body of work, his history, he has been a No.1 goalie in this league," Maloney said. "The number of other goalies we were looking at in this price range had flashes of NHL play. We just thought with our system, having a sort of breath of fresh air, with Sean's tutelage, we can get him back to where his career is on track and provide very good support for Mike Smith."

The Coyotes were never close to re-signing last year's backup Thomas Greiss, who took a one-year, $1 million deal with the Penguins.

"The biggest deciding factor was the chance to play more," Greiss said.

Despite fielding interest from a number of teams, winger Radim Vrbata went unsigned and Maloney remains in talks with Vrbata's camp although previously categorizing a return as unlikely. Minor-leaguer Andy Miele joined the Red Wings organization.

More: Where Coyotes stand at each position

With Vitale, the Coyotes have a fourth-line center who's responsible in his own end and adept at faceoffs. In 53 games with the Penguins last season, Vitale had a goal and 13 assists and won 62.5 percent of draws. 

"I play a fast game," he said. "I play with pace. I play with a little bit of an edge."

As for their depth signings, Bolduc rejoins the team after leaving last year to play for the Blues organization. He adds size up the middle.

Hodgman is another centerman and after playing in the Kontinental Hockey League the past three seasons, Maloney hopes he'll compete for a roster spot.

Reese was with the team's American Hockey League affiliate 2007-2009, is a strong penalty killer and could be a captain in Portland, Maloney said.

Campbell is a defenseman with size and muscle, and Maloney believes all four will see playing time with the Coyotes next season.

McKenna is an experienced AHL goalie who Maloney hopes challenges the likes of Mark Visentin, Louie Domingue and Mike Lee.

"That was as much sending a message to our other young goalies that we need you to be better or somebody else is going to get the ice time," he said.

The Coyotes still have two-to-three forward spots to fill on their NHL roster and although they're adamant about letting young players come in and win jobs, Maloney would consider a proven player either via free agency or trade.

Another scoring threat could help the Coyotes keep pace with the others in West but if that doesn't happen, Maloney is hoping a mix that's committed to coach Dave Tippett's style delivers.

"If we have the right chemistry, we'll be able to stay around games," he said, "and hopefully win enough games to get to the playoffs."

Coyotes wrap up three-day prospect camp

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 9:01 a.m. MST July 11, 2014

Coyotes brass seemed to be watching the action at this week's prospect development camp as much as the rosters that detailed the names and numbers of the 39 participants.

The three-day camp, which wrapped up Thursday at the Ice Den in Scottsdale, is much more about becoming familiar with new faces to the organization than grading the actual performances on the ice.

But the standouts were clear, and that reassured management that a small contingent of young players will be able to contend for roster spots in the fall at main training camp.

The Coyotes wrapped up their annual prospect development camp with a shootout. 

Winger Henrik Samuelsson is included in that group.

"He's got great hands," coach Dave Tippett said. "You watch him out there, hands-wise he's the most talented guy out here handling the puck, shooting the puck."

But the Coyotes have never had to worry about Samuelsson's offensive instincts. Actually, it's more likely that his skating that will determine how quickly he reaches the NHL.

This isn't news to Samuelsson. The Coyotes knew this would need to be an improvement in Samuelsson's play when he was at training camp last year, and when they shipped him back to Edmonton of the Western Hockey League, Samuelsson had that feedback ringing in his ears.

"I worked on it a lot this year," he said. "The coaches in Edmonton helped me out a lot, to keep on it and keep working at it. I feel like my skating improved quite a bit this year. If I want a spot on the Coyotes next year, I'm going to have to improve a lot more."

The Coyotes were impressed by Samuelsson this week, noticing how he seemed to be stronger on the puck. Because most players have yet to start their offseason training or are just at the beginning of it, Samuelsson still has plenty of time to progress even more.

That'll be a must for him to still be in the roster conversation come September.

"He's going from the boys league to the men's league," Tippett said, "and that'll be a big step for him."

Mix and match 

Tippett hasn't started mulling line combinations just yet, but he has considered moving players from their natural positions.

Sam Gagner, acquired in a trade last month to fill the hole at center left by Mike Ribeiro after a buyout, actually could end up on the wing.

Asked who would become the team's fourth centerman, Tippett identified the ever-versatile Kyle Chipchura as a possibility.

"I watched two games on the flight down here (Monday), and Chip was one of our best players both games," Tippett said. "He was good. I'm not saying he's going to be the guy, but he could be an option."

Should he make the Coyotes roster, center Tyler Gaudet could be another player on the move to the wing.

"I've seen it happen before," Tippett said. "A player's a center his whole life, and he shows up to the NHL and is a winger. It happened to me, so I have a good memory of that."

Salary debate

Restricted free agent Brandon McMillan filed for salary arbitration last week, and General Manager Don Maloney said the dispute is over how much McMillan would make in the American Hockey League.

Last season, McMillan started the season with Portland but finished the season with the Coyotes, playing 22 games and tallying two goals and four assists, after a call-up in late February.

"We're going to sign him on a two-way contract," Maloney said. "It's just a little quibbling over how much we have to pay him in the minor league, so we expect that to get resolved."

Ice chips

The Coyotes hired former defenseman Nick Boynton to be the team's radio color analyst for the upcoming season.

Boynton played 11 seasons in the NHL and was with the Coyotes from 2006-08. He won a Stanley Cup with the Chicago Blackhawks in 2010.

-Former Coyotes player Cale Hulse is also rejoining the organization, working as senior adviser for business development and alumni relations.
Coyotes devoting more resources to helping players

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 5:42 p.m. MST July 3, 2014
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The Coyotes' addition of Darcy RegierThursday as Senior Vice President and Assistant General Manager won't put more pucks in the net next season, currently their most pressing concern of the offseason, but it's a hire that the team hopes will make it better in the long-term.

And it was another example of the Coyotes paying more attention this summer to their hockey operations plan.

"It's been excellent having the resources to go out and add somebody like Darcy and even as we continue to invest in our infrastructure, it's vital," General Manager Don Maloney said. "We've all seen what's happened in the last few days regarding these contracts. It just reaffirms you must draft well, and you must have a strong minor-league system. You just can't continually go into the free agent market and try to find players. You have to do a good job in that area."

Although the Coyotes spending from last season to this upcoming one will be about the same, an investment has been made by the ownership group into more behind-the-scenes areas – player development, scouting, analytics and even the locker room, Maloney said.

Prospects are in position to benefit the most as they're going to start receiving more attention. Sean Burke, who oversees player development in addition to being the Coyotes goalie coach, has been busy preparing for next week's prospect development camp which runs Tuesday through Thursday at the Ice Den in Scottsdale, but that's just the beginning. Recent draftees will receive more attention now than they would have in the past while they work their way from the amateur ranks to the NHL.

"We're really dedicating more resources to that area, just our whole development," Maloney said. "We think from the time they get drafted to the time they turn pro, there's a gap there that we have to do a better job with."

Familiar faces

Moving coasts might be the most difficult part of recently-added winger B.J. Crombeen's transition to the Coyotes.

The 28-year-old, who was acquired last Sunday along with center Sam Gagner from the Tampa Bay Lightning in exchange for a 2015 sixth-round pick, is already familiar with coach Dave Tippett and goalie Mike Smith.

Crombeen was with the Stars organization from 2007-2009 when Tippett coached there, and Smith was also with Dallas until he was traded in 2008.

"Going in knowing what the coach is looking for from you and from the team as a whole is obviously a nice thing to have on your side, and also having the coach know what you can bring to the team and what you can bring on a day-to-day basis is also a nice thing," Crombeen said. "So obviously it's up to me to go out and do my part and play my game and try to help the team. But it's obviously a nice thing to make you a little more comfortable coming into a new situation."

Smith and Crombeen lived in the same apartment complex during their early years with the organization, and Smith had nothing but praise for Crombeen's work ethic and style of play.

Last season, Crombeen had 11 fights and also worked on Tampa Bay's penalty kill.

"You never have to tell B.J. to work hard because he's going to give 100 percent every time he's on the ice," Smith said. "Every time he's on the ice, he's going to do everything the coaches ask of him. He's going to stick up for his teammates. If you thought of a good, old Canadian boy hockey player, you'd think of B.J.

"He can play a lot of different situations but like I said, he'll do anything he has to do to win and help his teammates win and I think that's important for our group right now. It's important to have guys like that in the locker room and on that aspect of it, he's a great teammate. He's a great guy that we've kept in touch over the years, and he's a guy that's going to fit in very well among the personalities that we have on our team so it's exciting."

Time to rebound

Crombeen isn't the only new teammate Smith is familiar with – he also played with backup goalie Devan Dubnyk on Canada's World Championship team last summer and skated alongside him during workouts at the Ice Den during the lockout.

Like Coyotes brass, Smith believes Dubnyk can rebound in Arizona with the help of Burke after struggling last season while bouncing among three teams.

"It happened to me so why not other people?" Smith said. "He's a big guy. He moves fairly well and I think under the right guidance, I think he can definitely be a really good goaltender in this league for a long time still. … I've been there. I know what that feels like, and I'm sure he just wants to come in and get his feet back under him and I think there's no better place to do that than Arizona."

Not too comfortable

Center Joe Vitale was used to one or two-year deals during his time with the Pittsburgh Penguins so after landing a three-year contract worth $3.35 million Tuesday from the Coyotes, increased stability is a welcome change but one Vitale isn't going to take for granted.

"You can't get away from things," he said. "Things happen quick, and you have to be on your toes. If Pittsburgh taught me anything, it's about show up every day, show up every year with a job to lose. So you just gotta prepare accordingly. So with three years, my approach isn't going to be to sit back and relax. I'll continue to bring that not satisfied mentality throughout the three years."
Coyotes acquire Sam Gagner from Lightning

Sarah McLellan explains the importance of the Coyotes trade that landed them center Sam Gagner from the Tampa Bay Lightning. 

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 3:05 p.m. MST June 30, 2014

Once the Coyotes exercised a buyout of center Mike Ribeiro, finding his replacement became General Manager Don Maloney's top priority.

Analysis: How the Coyotes' trade for Sam Gagner went down

But with the free-agent and trade markets littered with pricy options, Maloney was willing to be patient in his search.

As it turns out, Maloney didn't have to wait long as the Coyotes acquired center Sam Gagner and winger B.J.Crombeen from the Tampa Bay Lightning on Sunday night in exchange for a 2015 sixth-round pick approximately an hour after Gagner had been traded to the Lightning from the Edmonton Oilers.

"It's been a roller coaster of emotions," Gagner said. "I'm obviously very excited to be joining the Coyotes."

On the beat: More Coyotes/NHL coverage from Sarah McLellan

The Coyotes freed up about $3.55 million after choosing to buy out Ribeiro on Friday, citing behavioral issues as the reason for cutting ties only one season into a four-year contract worth $22 million. Gagner is under contract for the next two seasons and although his cap hit is $4.8 million, he's set to make $5 million in each of those seasons but the Lightning retained a third of Gagner's salary in the deal.

Look back: Top 10 highs of Coyotes' 2013-14 season | Top 10 lows

That leaves the Coyotes on the hook for about $3.33 million.

"We've always been interested in Sam and quite frankly, in all candor, his salary level was just a little rich for us," Maloney said.

Since getting drafted by the Oilers sixth overall in 2007, Gagner has been a productive scorer with clear creativity. He scored 10 goals and racked up 37 points in an injury-shortened season in 2013-14. The year before, during the lockout-shortened season, he had 38 points in 48 games. He scored at least 15 goals in the four seasons before that.

One of the most memorable performances of his career so far was an eight-point night, including four goals, against the Chicago Blackhawks on Feb. 2, 2012.

"He's flashed some real offensive upside and talent," Maloney said. "It's like any top player — you have to continue to evolve to bring it every night, and that's what we need from him."

Don't consider Crombeen a throw-in to this deal. The Coyotes have been interested in him for quite some time as he offers size and muscle on the wing, and Maloney had been gauging Tampa Bay's interest in a potential trade for the past few months.

"We think he's going to fit in perfectly with us," Maloney said.

But the heart of this trade is the addition of Gagner, who will certainly be a piece on the power play and the shootout, picking up some of the slack left behind by Ribeiro and winger Radim Vrbata, who Maloney isn't anticipating re-signing with the team once Vrbata hits the free-agent market Tuesday.

Arizona Coyotes add Ryan MacInnis, 7 others on second day of NHL draft

Sarah McLellan, azcentral sports 12:28 p.m. MST June 28, 2014

The Coyotes didn't add any immediate help via a trade during the second day of the 2014 NHL draft, but they banked eight more prospects at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia during Rounds 2-7.

After selecting left winger Brendan Perlini Friday with their first pick at 12th overall, the Coyotes drafted six more forwards and a pair of defensemen Saturday and seemed to be targeting players with size.

They took center Ryan MacInnis in the second round with the 43rd pick. The 6-foot-3, 185-pound MacInnis scored 16 goals and 37 points in 66 games with Kitchener (Ontario Hockey League) last season.

He's the son of Hall-of-Fame defenseman Al MacInnis, a seven-time All-Star and Stanley Cup champion during his 23-season career with the Blues and Flames known for his booming shot.

"It's not as good as his but maybe one day," MacInnis said. "He taught me how to shoot. He just says shoot, practice a lot, shoot a lot."

With the 58th pick in the second round, which was acquired from Chicago in a trade that sent defenseman David Rundblad to the Blackhawks before the trade deadline, the Coyotes grabbed left winger Christian Dvorak. The 6-foot, 192-pound Dvorak had his regular season cut short after tearing his ACL but put up six goals and 14 points in 33 games.

"Obviously, it's an unbelievable feeling – something I've worked my whole life for," Dvorak said. "A dream come true. It's an honor being drafted by Arizona."

In the third round, the Coyotes traded their 73rd selection to the Montreal Canadiens to acquire picks 87 and 117, giving the Coyotes a selection in the fourth round which they did not previously have. At 87, the Coyotes scooped up right winger Anton Karlsson. The 6-foot, 181-pound Swedish forward had 12 goals and 22 points in 28 games with Frolunda's U-20 team.

"I didn't expect that Phoenix was going to get me because I only talked to them maybe five minutes (at the combine)," Karlsson said. "But I'm happy to be chosen."

In Round 4, the Coyotes took left winger Michael Bunting, who scored 15 goals and 42 points in 48 games with Sault Ste. Marie of the OHL. Bunting is 5-foot-11 and 174 pounds.

The Coyotes selected a defenseman, Dysin Mayo, at 133 in Round 5. The 6-foot, 181-pound blue liner had seven goals and 35 points in 63 games with Edmonton in the Western Hockey League.

They added another defenseman in the next round at 163 when they took David Westlund. The 6-foot-2, 198-pound native of Sweden tallied five goals and 10 points in 33 games with Brynas last season.

The Coyotes had a pair of picks in the seventh and final round. The 191st pick came from New Jersey as part of a trade that sent winger Steve Sullivan to the Devils during the 2013 season.

With that selection, the Coyotes drafted left winger Jared Fiegl. The 6-foot-1, 206-pound forward had a goal and five points in 37 games with the USA U-18 team last season, winning a gold medal with Team USA at the 2014 IIHF U-18 World Championship.

And with their last pick at 193, the Coyotes added left winger Edgars Kulda, who also plays with the Oil Kings. The Latvia native, at 6-foot and 178 pounds, amassed 30 goals and 60 points in 66 games in Edmonton last season and nabbed the Memorial Cup MVP title with four goals in five games.

Scottsdale native Austin Carroll was taken 184th overall by the Calgary Flames.

These prospects will descend on the Valley July 8-10 for the team's annual development camp at the Ice Den. All on-ice session will be 2:15-3:45 p.m. and are free and open to the public.

Matt Puempel on way to becoming special player for Binghamton Senators
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2014-15 B-Sens early look The 23 non-NHL roster players under contract to the Ottawa Senators:

Forwards (14): Buddy Robinson, Garrett Thompson, Shane Prince, Matt Puempel, Alex Guptill, David Dziurzynski, Cole Schneider, Ryan Dzingel, Max McCormick, Jean-Gabriel Pageau, Carter Camper, Darren Kramer, Jakub Culek, Derek Grant (restricted free agent). 

Defense (7): Mikael Wikstrand, Aaron Johnson, Patrick Mullen, Chris Wideman, Troy Rutkowski, Michael Sdao, Fredrik Claesson. 

Goalies (2): Andrew Hammond, Chris Driedger.

More

After a season in which no Binghamton Senators player scored 20 goals, fans were brimming with excitement when Matt Puempel began his professional career this past fall.

A proven goal scorer in the Ontario Hockey League, Puempel was expected to bring some youthful energy and — more importantly — goals to the 2013-14 B-Sens. After about two months getting acclimated to the American Hockey League’s style of play, Puempel lived up to the hype by becoming the third B-Sens rookie to score 30 or more goals in a season.

Puempel is back in Ottawa this week with 33 other young organizational talents for the Senators’ annual development camp, and he’s focused on making a great impression as he fights for an open spot on the National Hockey League roster. While he’s expected to begin the season in Binghamton, Ottawa management has consistently stated that the best players will play no matter age, contract situation or any other factors.

“It’s an even bigger summer for me as I get older here,” Puempel told Ottawa Senators’official website on Friday. “There are spots available and I’m only going to try to control what I can control and work hard on the ice and off the ice. My goal is to make the Ottawa Senators and play in the NHL and I’m going to do everything I can to do that.”

Binghamton fans got a glimpse of Puempel in 14 combined games over the previous two seasons after he finished his campaigns with his junior team, and the kid never looked out of place, even scoring two playoff goals in three games after playing just two regular-season games in the 2012-13 season.

He scored 119 goals over four seasons in the OHL but struggled at the beginning of the 2013-14 season in Binghamton as he found himself playing a defensive role and not immedaitely inserted into a scoring line. Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson told the Senators’ website that it was all part of the plan to make Puempel a more complete player.

“I think out of junior it’s such a different game and a harder game that ... he was allowed to be that goal scorer and naturally didn’t have to be that defensive player and work a little harder in the defensive zone so that’s what we focused on at the beginning of the year,” Richardson said. “There was some frustration to work through obviously but he did a great job of just persevering and ... working on his D-zone and his defensive game
Puempel only scored seven times in his first 29 games, but he was among the team leaders in shots and was still getting scoring opportunities despite not playing with top forwards Mike Hoffman, Stephane Da Costa or Mark Stone.

Puempel’s luck began to turn around on Dec. 27 when he registered his first professional two-goal game in a 4-3 victory over Utica. He eventually moved onto a scoring line and tallied 23 goals over his final 45 games.

“He was the first guy to ask to questions and come in to look at video so a lot of onus is on him with his own development; he did all the work and asked all the right questions,” Richardson said. “I think you saw the development and how it translated into a complete hockey player in the second half of the year. When he’s in that scoring area and it’s on his stick it’s usually in the net or off the crossbar. We just had to make sure we worked at the proper things to give him the best chance to make the next level.”

The only other B-Sens rookies to score 30 or more goals in a season were Antoine Vermette (34) in 2002-03 and Brandon Bochenski (34) in 2004-05.

Only time will tell how Puempel develops and what he develops into, but the youngster is making all the right moves and will likely be the most exciting player in town if he begins next season in Binghamton.
come to their senses

Health at Lord Stanley in Smögen, thanks to Niklas »

Male sharks to Frölunda-Julius is hungry for Sharks

July 9, 2014  By  Henry Leman  

Category: Ice hockey 

Screenshot 2014-07-09 at. 12:32:43

Click on the picture and you can see the kid Frölunda Hill Julius Bergman talk NHL San Jose Sharks Sharks TV.

He may, in particular the question of how it will be to get over the camp and try to play at a place. With all, all respect for 18-year-old Bergman's qualities - it's probably a little early with the NHL yet.

But over the camp should he. And I do not know but, it should perhaps also drafted player who Mattias Janmark (Detroit), Andrew Johnson (Toronto) and Antturi Lehkonen (Montreal)? Or if they get "alone" in the best possible way to prepare for the season. I have not checked it, we'll see when the time approaches.

Mikael Wikstrand (Ottawa), Max Gortz (Nashville) and Erik Karlsson (Carolina) have all already signed contracts with their respective clubs, and that they would not be in the pre-season camp is probably not very likely. Remains to be seen when Frölunda model 14/15 is full squad, that is.
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Ryan Dzingel, selected 204th overall in 2011, will hone his skills in Binghamton this winter. CHRIS HOFLEY/OTTAWA SUN
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The Senators development camp reinforced a number of opinions the team has about its prospects.

One of them is that Swedish defenceman Mikael Wikstrand, a seventh round pick in 2012, could eventually be a Top 4 defenceman on the NHL club.

The Senators are also convinced that former Ohio State Buckeyes Max McCormick and Ryan Dzingel -- selected with the 171st and 204th picks, respectively, in the 2011 entry draft -- are also going to use the Binghamton Senators as a stepping stone to the big team roster.

Management also feels vindicated over the decision to sign forward Garrett Thompson as a free agent out of Ferris State last season.

Thompson, a 6-foot-2, 191-pounder, was at his third development camp. Last year he attended Chicago's, and in 2012 he was at Calgary's.

"Coming into this one, I obviously wanted to gain as much knowledge as I could, see what their systems were like and stuff," said the 24-year-old. "All of the information and strategy and techniques and everything they do, from off the ice to on the ice, and try to absorb as much as I could.

"I felt I did a pretty good job of it, and learned a lot."

Thompson, who was an honorable mention when the coaching staff and assistant GM Randy Lee named Curtis Lazar the hardest working player at development camp, led Ferris State in goals last season with 16.

Upon inking an entry level deal with the Senators, he played seven regular season games for Binghamton, scoring one goal and two assists. He was held pointless in two playoff games.

"Coming into the first few games I was a little hesitant, and unaware I would say," he said of his experience in Bingo. "After I played I felt more comfortable, and felt like I could play my game, and not be too choked up, more relaxed and just kind of compete.

"I think I bring a lot to offence. I like to think of myself as a pretty player, but I think that I'm pretty rock solid at defence as well, in our own zone. I like to hope that they can rely on me and have some trust and faith in me in the D-Zone."

The Senators officially announced on Tuesday that they have signed defenceman Alex Grant to a one-year, two-way contract. The 25-year-old, who was obtained in a trade with Anaheim for Andre Petersson last March, played one game with the Ducks. He had 10 points (two goals) in 19 regular season games for Binghamton and was pointless in the playoffs.
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Ottawa Senator Shane Prince during practice at Canadian Tire Centre on Friday September 20,2013. Errol McGihon/Ottawa Sun/QMI Agency
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The recently added Twitter photo of Shane Prince shows the former 67's star playing a game, not in Ottawa, Binghamton or on any other ice surface but at a popular U.S. entertainment centre/pizza house popular with children.

Oh, did we mention it's an arcade game?

"That picture was in Binghamton," Prince said Sunday.

"Me and (teammate Cody Ceci) were bored one day and went to Chuck E. Cheese's, played games all day and ended up giving our tickets to a little kid. It was fun."

Whether or not Prince gets back to that particular establishment remains to be seen. The Senators are still talking trade with at least one club, trying to acquire an established player in a package that would include a prospect.

Prince, Ottawa's second round pick in the 2011 entry draft, is often mentioned in the rumours. In fact, as soon as it was noticed that he was not on the ice one day at development camp last week, there was speculation a deal had been consummated.

"I had a sore hip," clarified Prince, who was to resume skating Sunday.

If he does get moved, he'll get over that hurt quickly enough, too. At 21, Prince fully understands the game at this level is a business.

"Obviously they're trying to make a deal, and guys have to go the other way," he said. "I don't really think about it too much. If it happens to be me, then so be it. That's great. If not, that's also great. I'm happy to be here.

"There's obviously a lot of options to go the other way, it's not just me. I don't really think about it, I just control what I can control."

Should he remain a Senator, Prince would be a longshot candidate to crack the NHL roster at training camp. Last season, the call-ups went to Mike Hoffman, Mark Stone, Stephane Da Costa, Jean-Gabriel Pageau, but not Prince.

The speedy winger wound up with 21 goals and 27 assists in 69 regular season games, then added another goal and assist in four playoff tilts.

"I think I had a pretty good year," said Prince. "I was a healthy scratch throughout the year a little bit, but overall I think I personally did very well.

"I'm looking forward to a little bit more of an opportunity next year, hopefully, and looking to take my game up to the NHL."

Twitter: @sundonib

I think Matt Puempel will get a shot before him.Matt scored 30 goals last year in Bingo.
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George O'Leary > Hockeys Country  • 4 days ago   

He's a LW - Prince is a C.
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Al Willig > Hockeys Country  • 4 days ago   

No question.
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Harv  • 4 days ago   

I have an unsettled feeling about trading Prince. Every time I have seen him play he looks like one of the better players on the ice. He has never been given a look at the NHL.
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alain martin  • 4 days ago   

I agree with Harv. Kid looked out of place yesterday, he's at another level. Doesn't sound like he has a chip on his shoulders to me but who could blame him? Was very nice to everyone, especially the kids at the autograph signing. Not surprised to hear he's been mingling with fans at an arcade and giving his tickets away to kids. I remember watching Prince dominate as a 67, with Toffoli & Monahan. They seem to be doing quite well at the NHL level, I can't believe with Prince's speed & skill he wouldn't do very well as a Senator. If we trade this guy you know he's going to be a star somewhere.
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Why was he a healthy scratch throughout the year? If he looks like he's at another level and, from everything I've heard, he has the tools to play at the NHL level why is Richardson making him a healthy scratch?

I know what Steeler said is true. He asked to be given a shot with the big club or traded last season. I wonder if there is an attitude problem?

I have no idea but something is holding him back.
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I read something last season that it is his lack of commitment to a 200 foot game.
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"could" be traded? By all accounts, last year he was begging the Senators to trade him.
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why not give him a chance with the Sens??? It's NOT like the roster is full of 50 goal scorers and there is no room! They need guys that are full of vim and vigour.

If he has a chip on his shoulder - great! It will give him an edge. The history of sports is full of guys going all out to prove themselves because they are madder then Hell!

They do not need a bunch of drones!
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"by all accounts"

What was your source?
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His source is hutyfool.
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Hey Sp. check SlipknotMaggot666's profile. 11 comments all of them made in the last 3 days, but he talks like he has been commenting for awhile. Obviously it's a known troll with a new ID

I'm guessing it's ernie, pie, ad or ted.
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Shane Prince wanted out last year, wanted to go play in Buffalo (Where his family is close to).

It was all over the net at the time.. You only read the Sun, so you can be forgiven..
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So, you can't cite a source, just that it was all over the net last year. Oh, you mean the unverified and unsubstantiated rumours about offers from the KHL and Buffalo trades? Go type in any name and you will find rumours of them wanting to be traded. Got anything better than someone said... Or was it your cousin's friend who knows this cab driver who thinks he heard a fare talking on his cell about a conversation he heard at the next table at lunch about Shane Prince thinking about wanting a trade? Oooh, has to be true.
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Prince went on twitter and said he wanted out of Bingo.. period..
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There was a twitter rumour (below) but I don't think Prince ever participated in it.

Russ Bitely @russbitesFollow

As trade deadline nears, hearing rumblings Ottawa prospect Shane Prince is considering serious offer from KHL if not traded. #Sens
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The supposed source was a Prince relative.
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Allegedly... Might have been perhaps... 

Still not a named confirmable source.
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I'm not arguing with you; just sayin'. It's probably as good a source as the "anonymous league executive" often quoted here...or really, 96.3% of all the rumour mongers out there. 
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Why_not_think > Al Willig  • 4 days ago   

Al, sorry, I wasn't trying to start an argument. I am just one of those people that don't read or follow the rumour of the day.
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Al Willig > Why_not_think  • 4 days ago   

There certainly are enough rumours to keep anyone busy and it becomes an echo chamber quite often.
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George O'Leary  • 4 days ago   

if the right deal is there - probably as part of a package transaction - he's gone. He is behind Lazar, Pageau and now Dzingel on the C depth chart and the knock against him is he "doesn't have ideal size for the National Hockey League game, so he must 

continue to get stronger in order to maximize output in the professional

 ranks. Injuries are a concern."
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anything might help at this point

McCarthy Signs Entry-Level National Hockey League Contract with New York Rangers

Chris McCarthy New York Rangers

Alastair Ingram

Bookmark and Share

3/31/2014 4:07:00 PM

New York Rangers Release

NEW YORK – Vermont men's hockey senior forward Chris McCarthy has signed an entry-level National Hockey League contract with the New York Rangers. Team President and General Manager Glen Sather announced the signing on Monday afternoon. McCarthy skated in exactly 150 games during his five-year career as a Catamount, which is the third highest total in program history.

"It's always been a dream of mine to one day sign an NHL contract. The fact that it's with an Original Six team makes it even more special," said McCarthy. "I would like to thank my family, teammates, coaches, fans, and the support staff at UVM for all they have done for me during my career.  The coaching staff has pushed me every day on and off the ice to help my overall development.  UVM is a special place that has produced many NHL stars.  I hope to one day wear the Rangers jersey and continue that proud tradition."

McCarthy finished his career in a tie for 30th on the school's all-time scoring list with 114 points on 46 goals and 68 assists. The Collegeville, Pa. native led the team and ranked seventh in Hockey East with a career-high 42 points during his senior campaign. He also ranked top-10 in the league in both goals (18) and assists (24), posting 12 multi-point games in his final season.

"This is an exciting moment for Chris, his family, and certainly all of us here at UVM," said head coach Kevin Sneddon. "Chris has been a fantastic player, a great leader, and a great role model during his time at the University of Vermont.  The New York Rangers have acquired an excellent player and person to add to their organization.  We wish Chris the best of luck as he embarks on his professional career this week."

McCarthy went to the NCAA Tournament in 2010 with the Catamounts as a true freshman and led UVM to its sixth all-time NCAA Tournament berth as a co-captain last week. The senior scored a pair of goals in the East Regional Semifinal against No. 1 Union and was named to the Regional All-Tournament Team. He had a plus-16 rating in 38 games this year and ranked fourth in Hockey East with 140 shots on goal. McCarthy also became the first Catamount ever to be named a Hockey East Second Team All-Star.
Prospect Jason Dickinson Taking Steps Forward
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This is the second time around at Dallas Stars development camp for prospect Jason Dickinson. He knows what to expect now, and he also knows that what he learns at camp can pay dividends when he returns to his junior team.

“Be an every-dayer,” Dickinson said when asked what he took out of last year’s development camp. “I think that be an every-dayer mentality that they taught us really translated into my last season and how much more consistent I was in my play.”

The 19-year-old Dickinson, who is one of 35 players at this week’s camp in Frisco, is coming off a stellar season with the Guelph Storm of the Ontario Hockey League. The Stars’ first round pick (29th overall) in the 2013 NHL Draft won an OHL championship, earned a trip to the Memorial Cup and is now on the radar for Canada’s 2015 World Junior Championship squad.

He put up some solid numbers as well, registering 78 points (26 goals, 52 assists) in 68 games with the Storm. That’s 31 points more than he scored in the previous season. He tallied 24 points (8 goals, 16 assists) in 20 playoff games as the Storm captured the OHL’s J. Ross Robertson Cup. Dickinson notched 5 points (2 goals, 3 assists) in 4 games at the Memorial Cup, where the Storm lost to the Edmonton Oil Kings in the championship game.

“It was a good season,” said Dickinson. “It was a disappointing end to what was otherwise picture-perfect. You can’t look at that and say it was a tough go because we had a great run and everything else was stellar.”

Guelph was the highest scoring team in Canadian major junior hockey last season. Dickinson finished sixth on the team in scoring during the regular season, registering points in 43 of his 68 games and never going longer than three games without a point. Dickinson is one of the Stars’ top forward prospects. He can play center or wing, and spent last season at center.

“I played center all season. I fell more comfortable there,” he said. “I feel like I can skate more freely, kind of find my legs easier.”

But there was more to Dickinson’s game than providing some offense. He takes pride in playing a two-way game and being relied on at both ends of the ice.

“I like playing that kind of role where I am reliable in almost every area,” he said. “Where some can play only on the power play instead of the penalty kill, I can play both. I like that.”

Dickinson faced one of his bigger tests of the season at the Memorial Cup when Guelph coach Scott Walker gave his line the task of trying to shut down Val d’Or forward Anthony Mantha, the top scoring forward in Canadian major junior hockey. All Mantha did in 2013-14 was score 81 goals in 81 games including both regular season and playoffs. All he did in that game against Guelph was pick up one assist and a minus-3 rating as the Storm defeated Val d’Or, 6-3.

“I like to think that I am a strong defensive center,” Dickinson said. “To go out there against one of the top scorers in the league – in all of Canada actually – is pretty special and an honor to say I shut him down.”

Dickinson’s play last season earned him an invitation to Canada's 2014 National Junior Sumer Development Camp, which is part of the process for selecting the roster for the 2015 World Junior Championship.

“It’s exciting. Everything is happening this year. It’s a really exciting year for me,” Dickinson said. “I think all the experience I’ve had, the Under-18s and the all the camps that I’ve attended, I am going to be really comfortable going in there and I am going to make it hard for them to not take me.”

Making this year’s World Junior Championship tournament even more intriguing is the location. It will be played in Toronto and Montreal.

“It would mean the world,” said Dickinson. “It is every kid’s dream. Playing in front of your country is special.”

A strong start to next season in Guelph would help Dickinson’s bid to make Canada’s World Junior team. For now, the Stars like where the young forward is in his development.

“Jason had a really strong year. He’s taken another step forward in his performance. He’s right on track developmentally. He’s a good two-way player,” said Stars assistant GM Les Jackson. “We just have to be patient with him, work with him but he is a good young player. The coaches there love him, they respect his work ethic. He’s a well-rounded kid and has all things in his game that will allow him to move forward.”

Wednesday development camp schedule

Players are scheduled to be on the ice from 11:00 a.m. to noon Wednesday at the Stars practice facility in Frisco. On-ice sessions are open to the public.

Quotable

“I’m glad I’m here now. I can’t wait to get started and get things going out here. I want to be a big part of the Dallas Stars.”

-Stars 2014 first round pick Julius Honka during a talk with the media on Tuesday

Stars Intrigued by Honka's Offensive Potential
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When the Dallas Stars chose defenseman Julius Honka with the 14th pick in the 2014 NHL Draft, they did so knowing the 18-year-old's strengths are on offense.

That makes sense considering Honka had some impressive numbers in 62 games with the Swift Current Broncos of the Western Hockey League last season: 56 points (16 goals, 40 assists) in his first year playing in North America.

It's not surprising to hear him say he models himself after NHL defensemen known for playing a similar game: Drew Doughty of the Los Angeles Kings and Erik Karlsson of the Ottawa Senators.

"Offensive game [is what I bring], absolutely," Honka said at Stars development camp. "I want to be a big part of that game. I like to play on the power play and a lot of offensive game. That's my style of hockey."

Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell agreed.

"He's just a very heady hockey player. He sees the ice very well. He's a good skater," McDonnell said. "Down the road he is someone I believe is going to be able to run the power play for you."

Honka being an offensive-minded defenseman means certain aspects of the defensive side of his game need some work. He admitted that one area in particular he needs to continue improving is being stronger in 1-on-1 battles.

McDonnell and the rest of the Stars brass aren't worried because they realize Honka and the rest of their draft class are, more than anything, works in progress.

"I think any defenseman at that age needs work in their own end, especially at the pro level," McDonnell said. "But he plays it fine. He competes. Obviously he is not a [6-foot-3] defenseman, but he plays bigger than he is. He goes into the corner to make plays to get the puck out of his zone. He makes a great first pass out, but all defenseman at that age need to learn how to play defense at the pro level."

The other drawback with Honka was his stature (5-foot-11). He said he doesn't see that as something that will keep him from delivering on his upside.

"I don't think about those things. I just keep focusing on my game and just do my thing," Honka said. "I know it's not a big issue if you're undersized. If you're a little bit smaller player, you have to keep focused on those little things like being smarter against the big guys. But that's hockey nowadays."

McDonnell said Honka's size won't keep him from developing.

"He's going to end up playing at 6-0; he's around 5-11," McDonnell said. "Our biggest concern was his height, but when he came to the door and we shook his hand, [we realized] he's not that small."

Something else to like about the Finnish-born defenseman is that over the course of the past year, he has gone from someone who did not know English to someone quite familiar with what has become his second language. Honka now does interviews in English with little effort.

Earlier this year, he was a member of the Finland team that won the gold medal at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

"Well, that was a great experience. We had a great team," Honka said. "The gold medal was like a cherry on top. That was huge in Finland. Every young player wants to be on that team one day."

Honka has been in Dallas for about two weeks, and Stars general manager Jim Nill is pleased with the pick made at the draft last month in Philadelphia.

"He's highly skilled, he moves the puck well, he moves it out of his end well, he is a right shot, and he can run a power play," Nill said. "We are excited about his potential."
Stars Add Goaltending Depth With Jussi Rynnas Signing
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The Dallas Stars added to their goaltending depth Monday, signing 27-year-old Jussi Rynnas to a two-year contract.

Rynnas played last season with Karpat in Finland’s top league, registering a 28-5-7 record and leading the league with a 1.51 goals against average and .939 save percentage. Rynnas saw limited time in the playoffs due to injury, playing in just three games as Karpat won the Finnish Elite League championship.

“He’s a good goaltender,” Stars GM Jim Nill said of Rynnas, who is 6-5, 212 pounds. “He’s a good goaltending prospect.”

This will be Rynnas’ second venture into North America. He was a highly sought after free agent out of Finland in 2010. The Stars were among the teams interested in signing Rynnas, who eventually ended up with the Toronto Maple Leafs.

He played for the Toronto organization for three seasons, most of it in the AHL with the Toronto Marlies. He posted a 31-33-5 record in the AHL from 2010-13 with a 2.64 goals against average and a .910 save percentage. He played in three NHL games for the Maple Leafs, posting a 0-1-0 record, 3.85 goals against average and .848 save percentage.

“He decided to go back to Europe, his game has improved and we think he adds depth to our organization at the goaltending position,” Nill said. “He’ll come over and we’ll see where he fits in. He’s probably going to spend some time in the American League (with the Texas Stars) to get used to the different game over here again, and we’ll see how he develops.”

Nill said Rynnas will push top goaltending prospect Jack Campbell and the hope is that both Campbell and Rynnas will push Anders Lindback, who signed as a free agent last week to back up Kari Lehtonen.

“Internal competition is good,” Nill said. “It is healthy.”

Eaves: Stars going places and I want to be a part of it

Forward Patrick Eaves said GM Jim Nill was a key reason why he signed a one-year contract with the Dallas Stars last week. Knowing Nill from when both were with the Detroit Red Wings was part of the equation. Another part was what Nill has been doing since he arrived in Dallas.

“He’s got a real good thing going down there,” Eaves said. “I know they’re a hard team to play against and they’re making moves. They’re going places and I want to be a part of it.”

Stars coach Lindy Ruff called the 30-year-old Eaves a “jack-of-all-trades” player who can be used up and down the lineup, on both sides of special teams and in any situation. Eaves said that kind of versatility is what he is hoping to bring to the Stars’ lineup.

“I can play an up-tempo game and I hope add to the speed that they already have and then I can play in all situations,” said Eaves, who has played 444 NHL games with Ottawa, Carolina, Detroit and Nashville. “If they need me to PK, I can do that. Five-on-five’s fine and power play’s good too. They can kind of plug me in wherever and I think I can contribute. So, that’s what I’m looking to do.”

Nill talks arbitration

Stars restricted free agents Antoine Roussel and Cameron Gaunce both elected to file for salary arbitration over the weekend. Stars GM Jim Nill said it is just business and part of the negotiating process. The players and the team can still work out a contract before it goes to arbitration.

“It’s business. We’ll still talk to the agents,” Nill said. “And in the end if we can’t agree on something then the arbitrator will make the decision for us.”

Hearings will be held from July 20 to August 4 in Toronto. 

Dallas Stars Development Camp 2014: Defensemen and Goaltenders
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Here are profiles of Dallas defense and goaltending prospects attending this year’s development camp, which runs from July 9-12 in Frisco.

DEFENSEMEN

Ludwig Bystrom

 D

 Second round (43rd overall) 2012

 Age: 19 

 HT/WT: 6-0/194

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Farjestad (SHL)

 Bystrom registered 11 points (3 goals, 8 assists) in 51 games for Farjestad of the Swedish Hockey League last season. He had no points in 10 playoff games as Farjestad made it to the SHL championship series. Bystrom will play in Sweden again next season. 

 Stars assistant GM Les Jackson: “He had a good season with Farjestad. He’s progressing along fine. He played lots of key minutes with them. Like lots of young kids, we’ve got to get him stronger and heavier, but he is progressing fine in his game.”

Niklas Hansson 

 D

 Third round (68th overall) 2013

 Age: 19

 HT/WT: 6-1/175

 Shoots: Right

 2013-14 Team: Rogle (Sweden-2/J20)

 Hansson played a majority of the season for Rogle in Sweden’s second highest league, registering 13 points (2 goals, 11 assists) in 47 games. He picked up 10 points (1 goal, 9 assists) in 16 postseason games. He will play for Sweden’s Under-20 team this August at the Lake Placid, New York tournament during the USA national junior evaluation camp. He’ll play in Sweden again next season. 

 Jackson: “I didn’t see him a lot this year, but the reports are that he is taking some good steps in his development. J.J. [McQueen, Stars player development coordinator] is working with him off the ice. He’s in a good situation with Rogle. He’s a good player, smart, impressive puck skills. He’s in the right place now for his age.”

Aaron Haydon 

 D

 Sixth round (154th overall) 2014

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 6-2/185

 Shoots: Right

 2013-14 Team: Niagara (OHL)

 A sixth round pick in the 2014 draft, Haydon registered 16 points (5 goals, 11 assists) in 61 games for Niagara of the Ontario Hockey League. He had no points in seven playoff games. 

 Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell: “He’s a big, strong, physical guy that skates pretty well. He is a simple player. He’s not an offensive threat by any means, but he is going to make you pay in your own end. “

Julius Honka 

 D

 First round (14th overall) 2014

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 5-11/180

 Shoots: Right

 2013-14 Team: Swift Current (WHL)

 The Stars’ first round pick in 2014 led rookie WHL defensemen in scoring with 56 points (16 goals, 40 assists) in 62 games for Swift Current. He registered 2 goals in 6 playoff games. He won a gold medal with Finland at 2014 World Junior Championship, picking up one assist in seven games as youngest player on roster. He will play for Finland’s Under-20 team this August at the Lake Placid, New York tournament during the USA national junior evaluation camp. He could play in Finland next season. 

 Stars GM Jim Nill: “He’s highly skilled, he moves the puck well, he moves it out of his end well, he is a right-shot and he can run a power play. We are excited about his potential.”

Miro Karjalainen 

 D

 Fifth round (135th overall) 2014

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 6-5/205 

 Shoots: Right

 2013-14 Team: Jokerit (Finland U18)

 A fifth round pick in this summer’s draft, Karjalainen played with Jokerit’s Under-18 team this season. He had 8 points (1 goal, 7 assists) in 38 games. He’s expected to play for HIFK’s Under-20 team in Finland next season. 

 Stars director of European scouting Kari Takko: “You can see that the size is there. This guy is mean, he is big and there is something special there. If he turns out to be a player, he is going to be a good shutdown defenseman. He has a good shot. The coordination is still a little off because of the size and he is just learning to train. What we liked most about him is the heart and the willingness to play for the team.”

Esa Lindell 

 D

 Third round (74th overall) 2013

 Age: 20

 HT/WT: 6-3/195

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Jokerit (Liiga)/Kiekko-Vantaa (Finland-2)

 Lindell played most of the season in Finland’s top league, registering 5 points (2 goals, 3 assists) in 44 games. He had 5 points (2 goals, 3 assists) in 7 games as Finland won the gold medal at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He’ll play in Finland’s top league this coming season. 

 Jackson: “He had a good season, he was a dominant player for Finland at the World Junior and carried a lot of key minutes. He’s on track. We’re going to play him in the Finnish League this year and I suspect we’ll bring him over at the end of next year to see how he does and then the following season he’ll be in the American League. He has the right stuff.”

Aleksi Makela 

 D

 Seventh round (182nd overall) 2013

 Age: 19

 HT/WT: 6-2/195

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Ilves (Finland U20/Liiga)

 Makela missed the first part of the season with injury. He played 25 games with Ilves Under-20 team in Finland, registering 14 points (3 goals, 11 assists) in 25 games. He had no points in 9 games with Ilves in Finland’s top league. Will play for Finland’s U20 team this August at the Lake Placid, New York tournament during the USA national junior evaluation camp. He’ll play in Finland next season. 

 Jackson:  “He’s doing well. He broke his hand early in the year, but Kari [Takko] said he’s done well. He’s in a great place and a great situation.”

John Nyberg

 D

 Sixth round (165th round) 2014

 Age: 17

 HT/WT: 6-2/180

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Frolunda (Sweden J18/J20)

 Nyberg, a sixth round pick in 2014, played for Frolunda’s J18 and J20 teams this past season. He had 25 points (5 goals, 20 assists) in 16 division round games at the J18 level. He had 4 points (1 goals, 3 assists) in 16 J20 games. He’s expected to play at the J20 level next season. 

 Takko:  “He’s a puck mover, a two-way defenseman. He has a heavy shot and he’s a smart guy.”

Alex Peters

 D

 Third round (75th overall) 2014

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 6-4/205

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Plymouth (OHL)

 The Stars’ third round pick in 2014, Peters played for Plymouth of the OHL, 9 points (3 goals, 6 assists) in 50 games. He’s considered a defensive defenseman. 

 McDonnell: “He’s a big kid already. He moves really well. He can make the simple play, and what he has to do now is start working on his overall puck skill game. He has no problem with that other than maybe a little bit fancier type thing. He’s very capable of making that first outlet pass.”

Michael Prapavessis

 D

 Fourth round (105th overall) 2014

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 6-1/175

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Toronto Lakeshore (OJHL)

 Prapavessis, a fourth round pick in 2014, played for Toronto Lakeshore of the Ontario Junior Hockey League last season, registering 55 points (5 goals, 50 assists) in 47 games. He won several OJHL awards including Best Defenseman, First All-Star Team and Most Gentlemanly Player. He will play college hockey at RPI. 

 RPI coach Seth Appert: “Michael is an incredibly intelligent hockey player. His skill level speaks for itself, but the one thing that always translates as players advance to the next levels in their career is hockey intelligence, and he’s got it. He’s chosen a great route. He needs time in practice and the weight room, because he’s young and not physically mature yet. His body has room for growth. To be an elite offensive defenseman – in college or eventually the NHL – you have to have a scoring shot, and that’s something he’ll be able to work on.”

Patrick Sanvido 

 D

 Seventh round (195th overall) 2014

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 6-5/218

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Windsor (OHL)

 The seventh round pick in 2014 registered 8 points (1 goal, 7 assists) in 64 games for Windsor of the Ontario Hockey League. He had no points in four playoff games. 

 McDonnell: “For his size he moves really well. He’s not an offensive threat at all, but he is going to be hard to play against. He has the wing span of, you know, big. He’s just going to be a guy that is tough to play against. We really loved his size and skating. He’s a real character kid.”

Dmitry Sinitsyn

 D

 Seventh round (183rd overall) 2012

 Age: 20

 HT/WT: 6-2/205

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Regina (WHL)

 Sinitsyn led Regina defensemen in scoring with 44 points (10 goals, 34 assists) in 69 games. Had no points in four playoff games. He likely will play another season of junior hockey. 

 Jackson: “He had a pretty good year in Regina. He had some challenges at the beginning of the year and some at the end, but he made big strides in his game. He’s got a few things to learn defensively and details without the puck, but he has a good puck game, he’s smart and he makes good plays. He’s a big man who can do a lot of good things. I think there is something there, we just have to keep working with him and be patient.”

Troy Vance 

 D

 Fifth round (135th overall) 2011

 Age: 20

 HT/WT: 6-5/220 

 Shoots: Right

 2013-14 Team: Charlottetown (QMJHL)/Elmira (ECHL)

 Registered 29 points (8 goals, 21 assists) in 59 games with Charlottetown of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Picked up 3 points (1 goal, 2 assists) in 4 playoff games. Finished out the season with Elmira of the ECHL, registering 2 points (1 goal, 1 assist) in 4 games. He will turn pro this coming season.

 Jackson: “It was good for him to go back and play as a 20-year-old. The coach there did a real good job with him. Next year we’ll start him in Austin and see how he does. He’s a kid that started late in hockey and doesn’t have the background and coaching of a lot of kids. He’s big, he’s raw. We like where he is at and we just have to be patient with him. He’s got something good, we just have to get him some games and get him rolling at the pro level.”

GOALTENDERS

Philippe Desrosiers

 G

 Second round (54th overall) 2013

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 6-1/185

 Catches: Left

 2013-14 Team: Rimouski (QMJHL)

 Ranked fourth in goals against average (2.65) and seventh in save percentage (.907) while posting a 31-14-7 record with Rimouski of the QMJHL this past season. Set a QMJHL record with a 243:35 shutout streak during the season. Posted a 7-3 record with a 2.34 goals against average and .917 save percentage. Has been invited to Canada’s National Junior Development camp. 

 Jackson: “He had another strong season. Andy Moog got to work with him and Mike Valley has been working with him. The kid has a pro attitude and pro style game. He’s done really well. He’s in a good place. He’ll go back to junior next season, get a lot of games, a lot of growth and move forward.”

Henri Kiviaho

 G

 Fifth round (144th overall) 2012

 Age: 20

 HT/WT: 6-1/189

 Catches: Left

 2013-14 Team:  KalPa (Finland U20/Liiga)

 Played in both juniors and in Finland’s top league last season. In the top league, he posted a 1-10-1 record, 2.92 goals against average and .881 save percentage for the worst team in the league. Will come to North America to play this season. 

 Jackson: “We’ll have to find him a place to play. Kari [Takko] believes in him. He’s got an opportunity to grow. He’s a good kid with a great attitude, great work ethic. We’ll just have to get him some work here and he how evolves.”

Maxime Lagace

 G

 Free agent signing (2012)

 Age: 21

 HT/WT: 6-2/180 

 Catches: Left

 2013-14 Team: Cape Breton/Shawinigan/Sherbrooke (QMJHL)

 Lagace played for three different teams in the QMJHL last season, posting a 6-14-4 record, 3.79 goals against average and .887 save percentage. He missed extended time with a lower body injury. He’ll turn pro this season. 

 Jackson: “He had a lot of injuries. He’s turning pro. We’ll have to find a place to get him the net, whether that is in Boise (Idaho Steelheads) or whatever, but we’ll get him a place. He’s got some tools, but he’s had some tough injuries and some challenges, but I think the kid has a pretty good base. Who knows where he goes, we’ll just have to keep working with him.”

Brent Moran

 G

 Fourth round (115th overall) 2014

 Age: 17

 HT/WT: 6-4/185

 Catches: Left

 2013-14 Team: Niagara (OHL)

 Moran, a fourth round pick in 2014, posted a 14-19-2-2 record, 3.85 goals against average and .891 save percentage with Niagara of the Ontario Hockey League this past season. He registered a 3-4 record in the playoffs, ranking sixth in the league in goals against average (2.86) and third in save percentage (.921).

 McDonnell: “He sort of took the ball and ran with it in Niagara. He’s a big kid, he’s just kind of got to grow into his body. He carried the Niagara team into the playoffs and was the single reason why they were competitive.”

Dallas Stars Development Camp 2014: Forwards
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Dallas Stars development camp gets underway this week in Frisco with 28 Dallas prospects among the 34 players who will attend the camp. Here are brief profiles on the Dallas forward prospects attending this year’s camp, which runs from July 9-12. 

FORWARDS

Jason Dickinson 

 C/LW

 First round (29th overall) 2013

 Age: 19

 HT/WT: 6-2/184

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Guelph (OHL)

 Registered 78 points (26 goals, 52 assists) in 68 games for Guelph of the Ontario Hockey League. Tied for fifth in the OHL in playoff scoring with 24 points (8 goals, 16 assists) in 20 games as Guelph won the OHL championship. Registered 5 points (2 goals, 3 assists) as the Storm made it to the Memorial Cup final. Dickinson will play another year of junior. He’ll attend Canada’s National Junior development camp, which is part of the process in determining the roster for the 2015 World Junior Championship. 

 Stars assistant GM Les Jackson: “Jason had a really strong year. He’s taken another step forward in his performance. He’s right on track developmentally. He’s a good two-way player, but like a lot of young players he’s got to get a little stronger and a little thicker physically. He’s showing good two-way ingredients. We just have to be patient with him, work with him but he is a good young player. The coaches there love him, they respect his work ethic. He’s a well-rounded kid and has all things in his game what will allow him to move forward.”

Remi Elie

 LW

 Second round (40th overall) 2013

 Age: 19

 HT/WT: 6-1/200

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: London/Belleville (OHL)

 Elie was traded from London to Belleville within the OHL early in the season and ended up leading Belleville in scoring with 65 points (28 goals, 37 assists) in 61 games. He’ll play in juniors next season. 

 Jackson: “He really embraced the change from London to Belleville. He played key minutes with Belleville and was a go-to player. He’s taken some big steps in his game and I suspect next year he’ll take even bigger ones. He’s a good kid, he works hard and he has good pro ingredients. He needs to go back to junior to keep working on his game, but he is a pretty impressive player.”

Ludwig Karlsson 

 LW

 Trade acquisition (2014)

 Age: 23

 HT/WT: 6-3/200

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Binghamton (AHL)/Elmira (ECHL)

 Karlsson, who was acquired from Ottawa as part of the Jason Spezza deal, split time between the AHL and ECHL last season. He had no points in eight games with Binghamton of the AHL. He registered 24 points (11 goals, 13 assists) in 39 games with Elmira of the ECHL. 

 Stars GM Jim Nill: “I remember being in Detroit and he was a player we looked at in Detroit. I talked to the scouts here in Dallas. Same thing. He was a player they looked at as a college free agent. When you make these trades, your reserve list you only have 50 players. So when we were giving up two players off our reserve list, Ottawa had to do the same thing to make this work. That was a player we were very comfortable getting back in return. And we’re very excited watching his development.”

Emil Molin

 LW/C

 Fourth round (105th overall) 2011

 Age: 21

 HT/WT: 6-0/181

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Brynas (SHL)/Rogle (Sweden-2)

 Molin played for both Brynas in the Swedish Hockey League and Rogle in Sweden’s second highest league. He registered 3 points (0 goals, 3 assists) in 21 games with Brynas and 12 points (2 goals, 10 assists) in 21 games with Rogle. He picked up 9 points (3 goals, 6 assists) in 14 postseason games with Rogle. 

 Jackson: “He had a good season. He got traded from Brynas to Rogle, and got a lot of ice there. We’ll put him back there for one more year and we’ll bring him over after the end of next year and get him started on his pro career. He didn’t get enough ice in Brynas to take the next step. I think the move to Rogle was good for him. He played in all situations and that was refreshing. Hopefully he has a great season this year and takes a step towards pro over here.”

Matej Paulovic 

 RW

 Fifth round (149th overall) 2013

 Age: 19

 HT/WT: 6-3/190

 Shoots: Right

 2013-14 Team: Peterborough (OHL)/Muskegon (USHL)

 Started last season with Peterborough of the OHL, but was released after registering 4 points (2 goals, 2 assists) in 18 games. Finished the season with Muskegon of the USHL, where he had 16 points (6 goals, 10 assists) in 29 games.

Taylor Peters

 C/LW

 Free agent signing (2013)

 Age: 22

 HT/WT: 6-2/210

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Texas Stars (AHL)

 Peters played his first pro season in 2013-14, registering 16 points (7 goals, 9 assists) in 70 games with the Texas Stars of the AHL. Picked up 2 points (1 goal, 1 assists) in 7 games during Texas’ run to the Calder Cup championship. 

 Jackson: “Taylor had a good season. He’s a kid that came in as a free agent, and when we signed him we projected him as a bottom six forward that would play a defensive role, play heavy. He had a good opportunity to play a lot. I know at the end he had some bumps and didn’t play a lot, but overall for the first year you have to be pretty happy with the way he progressed. I think a summer of training and the experience of having gone through the one year will set him up well for next year.”

Brett Pollock

 LW/C

 Second round (45th overall) 2014

 Age: 18

 HT/WT: 6-2/182

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Edmonton (WHL)

 The Stars’ second round pick from this summer’s draft registered 55 points (25 goals, 30 assists) in 71 games with the WHL’s Edmonton Oil Kings. He led the Oil Kings with 11 goals in 21 playoff games during their run to WHL championship. He also registered two assists in five games as the Oil Kings won the Memorial Cup. 

 Texas Stars coach Derek Laxdal, who coached Pollock in Edmonton last season: “The sky is the limit. He’s got skill, he skates, sees the ice and has a great set of hands. He has the full package. He just has to grow and get stronger and grow into his size a little bit. He reminds me a lot of Jamie Benn at that age. He can definitely shoot the puck, he can score and I feel they got a great pick there.”

Devin Shore

 C/LW

 Second round (61st overall) 2012

 Age: 19

 HT/WT: 6-1/185

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: University of Maine (Hockey East)

 Shore, a sophomore, led the University of Maine in scoring with 43 points (14 goals, 29 assists) in 35 games. He tied for 15th in the nation in scoring at 1.23 points per game. He’s expected to play at Maine again next season. 

 Jackson: “Devin had a really strong season. He’s a real solid player, smart. He was one of the better players in college hockey. He has a great attitude, good work ethic. He had a terrific season. I suspect next season will be an interesting one for him and it will be interesting to see where he is at. Pretty impressive player and person.”

Gemel Smith 

 C/LW

 Fourth round (104th overall) 2012

 Age: 20

 HT/WT: 5-11/192

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Owen Sound/London (OHL)

 Smith played for both Owen Sound and London in the OHL, ranking 16th in the league in goal scoring with 37 in 69 games. He was traded from Owen Sound to London just prior to the OHL trade deadline in early January, and registered 12 points (3 goals, 9 assists) in 12 playoff games for London. He had no points in three games for the Knights at the Memorial Cup. He’s expected to play for the Texas Stars this coming season. 

 Jackson: “The move from Owen Sound to London was good for him. It got him to the Memorial Cup. He’s a talented kid. We’re going to put him in the American League next season. He’s a gifted player. He’s got some things to figure out in his game, which is normal. He has a skill set that is pretty impressive, so we’ll just have to work with him and nurture him along.”

Branden Troock 

 RW

 Fifth round (134th overall) 2012

 Age: 20

 HT/WT: 6-4/201

 Shoots: Right

 21013-14 Team: Seattle (WHL)

 Troock registered 58 points (24 goals, 34 assists) in 58 games for Seattle of the WHL this past season. He picked up 7 points (4 goals, 3 assists) in 9 playoff games. He played with the Texas Stars at the end of the season, registering no points in one regular season game and no points in one playoff game. 

 Jackson: “He’s a pretty talented kid. In juniors he’s had a couple bumps along the way with injuries. This year he missed a extended period with a shoulder injury, but he’s a talented kid who is hungry to be a pro. He’s big, he skates and he’s got all the attributes of an evolving pro. He’ll be in Austin next year and I suspect there will be some challenges, but he has the skillset to move forward.”

Cole Ully

 LW

 Fifth round (131st overall) 2013

 Age: 19

 HT/WT: 5-11/170 

 Shoots: Left

 2013-14 Team: Kamloops (WHL)

 Ully led WHL’s Kamloops Blazers in scoring with 72 points (30 goals, 42 assists) in 69 games. The next closest player on the team, which finished with second worst record in the league, had 45 points. 

 Jackson: “He had a pretty good season, but tough season team-wise.  He had some challenges. They had some key players out with injuries, so he was keyed on by a lot of the opponents, which was good for him because he had to fight through it to create his own opportunities. He’s a kid we’ll have to work with in the offseason to keep him going on a strength and conditioning program to get him physically stronger. He’s in a good place.”

On the Radar: What It All Means
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On Tuesday, a lot of things happened in the NHL. Players from every team were on the move via trade and the start to free-agency, and the impacts were felt far and wide throughout the league. But in Dallas, a few specific things happened. And they were the kinds of things where you can't help but sit up and take notice.

Minutes before free-agency officially opened, the Stars won the Jason Spezza sweepstakes and acquired the two-time All-Star and career point-per-game player from the Ottawa Senators in a five-player trade. The Stars gave up just one guy off of their NHL roster, and landed a player that over half of the NHL had reportedly been interested in.

Last week Senators General Manager, Bryan Murray talked about what he had hoped to get back in a deal for Spezza. Murray said, “Jason’s an 80-to-90 point guy, and you don’t get that kind of return in any kind of trade in this league today.”

It turns out that if you're Jim Nill, you do. Twice in 12 months, actually.

Friday is the one-year anniversary of the seven-player swap with Boston that brought Tyler Seguin to Dallas. As if you needed any reminding, Seguin led the Stars and finished fourth in NHL scoring this past season with 84 points.

But Nill wasn't done with just the Spezza deal. Just over an hour later, he inked sought-after, free-agent winger Ales Hemsky – who just so happened to flourish playing alongside Spezza in Ottawa last year – to a 3-year deal. Shortly after that, the Stars addressed another need, signing 26-year old goaltender Anders Lindback to a one-year deal to back-up Kari Lehtonen.

In just about an hour and a half, the Stars had checked a few monumental items off of their summer to-do list.

On their own, those kinds of moves make headlines. But the real story and impact of the deals goes way beyond the simple acquisitions.

For the last half decade the Stars have had somewhat of an identity crisis. Following so many years of stability and success, the Stars experienced a shortage of both. A team that had only missed the playoffs twice in 14 years since moving to Dallas missed the postseason in five straight years. A team that only employed two full-time Head Coaches from 1996-2009 saw two coaches quickly come and go in a four-year span after that. A team that so recently had been the class of the Western Conference and was a preferred destination of top players in the league was mired in bankruptcy and uncertainty while prized assets went elsewhere. Those who remained with this team always knew – or at least strongly hoped – that there would be a light at the end of the tunnel one day. But no one knew when.

Enter Tuesday.

After the Stars completed the trade for Spezza and the signing of Hemsky, both players spoke to the media. Independently of each other they both talked about how Dallas was where they wanted to be. In Spezza’s case, he had a say with a partial no-trade clause. Hemsky called his own shots completely as a free-agent. When asked about why they wanted to go to Dallas they talked about playing with guys like Seguin and Jamie Benn. They talked about playing for a coach like Lindy Ruff. They talked about how they watched the Stars play last season – including into the playoffs – and felt that was a team on the rise, and one that they wanted to be a part of.

The arrivals of Spezza and Hemsky are notable because they provide depth to the Stars where they needed it most. But the reasons behind why they wanted to come to Dallas are just as notable, if not more. Dallas has once again become a desired destination for players in demand.

Another element of the roster additions that deserves to be point out is the swift nature in which Jim Nill has addressed issues since becoming the GM of the Stars. When he got to Dallas last offseason, he spoke of a need for centers. He immediately traded for two – one of them being Seguin. He also recognized that he would have a mostly inexperienced group of players, so he stockpiled a couple of veterans and an established Head Coach in Ruff to lead them. Nill talks about himself as a man who still at heart is a hockey scout. With surgeon-like precision, he diagnoses an issue and makes a plan to fix it.

So, after the new-look Stars snapped a five-year playoff drought and reintroduced a winning feeling back in Dallas, Nill the scout was back to work addressing his holes. The Stars succeeded last season without the emergence of a true, second line. Spezza and Hemsky immediately fill that void, and the Stars have gone from without, to premier, in that category overnight. Last year the Stars struggled badly on the power play. So Nill grabbed Spezza who had 9 PPG last year, and Hemsky, who has scored as many as 8 in a season earlier in his career. When looking at his blue line, Nill saw a full compliment of young defensemen either NHL-ready, or knocking on the door. However, what he didn’t have is right-handed defensemen. So he picked three right-hand shot defensemen in last week’s Draft – including first round pick Julius Honka, who just so happened to be regarded as one of the top power play blue liners of his Draft class. While Honka and the rest of the 2014 picks won’t see the NHL for at least a couple of years, the point remains that Nill is addressing and improving the roster at every turn. He’s doing it for the future as well as the present. And he also understands that sometimes, patience can be your best asset.

Case in point, last week everybody expected Spezza to be moved during or before the first round of the Draft. The Sens were in a tough position because the rest of the league knew they had to trade Spezza. The one piece of leverage for Ottawa was the number of teams that wanted him. After all, who wouldn’t want that guy on their roster? Ottawa’s best ability to make teams overpay was the fear that if they didn’t, someone else would. As the Draft approached, everyone was ready to hear that a deal had been struck with Ottawa and some lucky team. Only it never happened. In the days since, we have learned two valuable pieces of information regarding why he was not traded on Draft day. The first is that Ottawa stayed tough in their asking price. Nill and Murray spoke throughout the day, but could not reach an agreement. Nill was not prepared to spend more than he felt he should or needed to, despite knowing what a gigantic addition Spezza would be in Dallas. In short, he would not allow panic to supersede his evaluations.

The other thing that we have learned is that there was another trade on the table for Spezza. Some would argue it was a higher return for Ottawa, because it contained a valuable NHL player and a first round pick (The Stars pick in the trade was a second rounder). But that deal could not be made. Because the team that was offering that package for Spezza was on his no-trade list. It was not somewhere he wanted to play, like Dallas was. Now might be a good time to revisit our earlier point about Dallas once again becoming a preferred destination.

So, instead of either of those options happening, Nill and his staff calmly walked up to the podium at Wells Fargo Center and used their first round pick on a guy they expect to quarterback their power play in a few years. Four days later, Spezza was on his way to Dallas in a trade Nill was happy to make.

Jim Nill has been the general manager of the Stars for 14 months. In sports-time that’s as embryotic as it gets to have a far reaching impact. However, in that short span of time, he has added Tyler Seguin, Jason Spezza, Valeri Nichushkin, and Ales Hemsky, in addition to others. Presumably, those are slated to be four of Dallas’ top-six forwards when the season starts in October. And a year ago, none of them were on this roster. He went from a shortage of centers to having an overflow with Seguin, Spezza, Cody Eakin, Vern Fiddler, and Shawn Horcoff penciled down the middle of his lineup.

Again, this all happened in 14 months. Wow.

As is the case with most things, there is plenty of credit to go around. Nill would be the first to admit that he has not done this alone. It begins with a dedicated owner in Tom Gaglardi who is committed to the success of this team and giving his staff the resources they need to ensure that success. It also comes from a trusted staff, as almost all of these decisions are made collectively.

Last season I got asked a lot when the stars "rebuild" could be considered a thing of the past. What Jim Nill learned so well in Detroit is that you can never stop improving and replenishing your roster. Every year you have to address your needs and find a way to get better. No matter how successful the prior season was. So, in that sense, the rebuild never ends.

But in terms of an “organizational rebuild," that could end. It would end when you had a committed owner, General Manager, and Coach, all of whom you expect to be here for a long time. It would end when players would pick you as their destination of choice, because they want to be a part of what you are doing and believe they can come here and win. It would end when you had tangible pieces in place to have a realistic expectation to win on an annual basis. And it would end when the rest of the NHL looked to you as a model of how to do things right. Like acquire two top-notch centers in back-to-back summers when "no one can trade for players like that in the league today."

I don't know what the exact date was when the Dallas Stars organizational rebuild officially ended. It was before Tuesday, although perhaps that will serve as one of the days that most people point to for reference. It doesn't really matter though. We can quibble over the details all we want, but the point remains. This organization went through a lot of blood, sweat, and tears in an attempt to return itself to its proud history. And in just over a year on the job, Nill, Gaglardi, Ruff and the entire Stars front office have positioned themselves on the rails and ready to race through the NHL.

The Dallas Stars are back. And it looks like they're here to stay.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad.
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After almost 19 years working under Ken Holland to build the Detroit Red Wings into a perennial Stanley Cup contender, Dallas Stars general manager Jim Nill needed 14 months and two days to put his new team in the middle of the competitive arms race in the Western Conference.

Nill gave the Stars the ammunition they needed Tuesday by acquiring Ottawa Senators captain Jason Spezza in a trade and signing Senators forward Ales Hemsky to a three-year contract reportedly worth $12 million.

Spezza is signed for one season at a $7 million NHL salary-cap charge, but he's owed $4 million in salary.

The only player Nill took off the NHL roster was forward Alex Chiasson, whose scoring touch dried up 10 games into last season and was a minus-21 on a team that finished a plus-8 overall.

Nill also signed Anders Lindback to be the backup goalie to Kari Lehtonen, but no matter who is between the pipes he should have plenty of offensive support with a top-six forward group featuring Seguin, captain Jamie Benn, Spezza, Hemsky and second-year forward Valeri Nichushkin.

"You start adding players like Spezza and Hemsky to your team you know you're going to be dangerous offensively," Nill said. "It's hard to score goals in this League, and we think we added some guys that can help take care of that problem."

Nill started Dallas' turnaround last June when he hired Lindy Ruff to coach and selected Nichushkin with the No. 10 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft. Nill bolstered the franchise on July 4 when he acquired Tyler Seguin and Shawn Horcoff in separate trades.

The Stars made the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2008.

Acquiring Spezza might be Nill's shrewdest move yet, as well as the most noteworthy sign of where the Stars could go. He gave up Chiasson, two prospects and a second-round draft pick to bolster an area of need the Stars had to shore up in order to take the next step toward challenging the giants in the Western Conference.

Elite center depth is paramount to winning in the West. The Los Angeles Kings proved that last season with Anze Kopitar and Jeff Carter helping carry them to the Stanley Cup championship as their top two centers.

Carter is better than a lot of No. 1s, but he couldn't be that in L.A. because of Kopitar, who Wayne Gretzky called the third-best player in the NHL behind centers Sidney Crosby and Jonathan Toews.

The rest of the contenders in the West have since responded to the Kings' depth at center, most notably with the Anaheim Ducks acquiring Ryan Kesler last week and the St. Louis Blues signing Paul Stastny on Tuesday. The Stars had to do the same to keep up.

"If you want to be one of the elite teams, you have to have it," Nill said of elite center depth. "I came from Detroit, we always had it. It was Yzerman-Fedorov, Zetterberg-Datsyuk. You look at the other teams that are winning on our side now, you need to have two elite centermen. We knew that was a little bit of a weakness on our team."

Now the Stars can call it a strength.

They have Seguin and Spezza at the top of their lineup, but down the line they have Cody Eakin and Horcoff. Nill said Eakin should fit in as a No. 3 center, but he's capable of moving up and down the lineup. Horcoff is perfectly slotted as a No. 4 at this stage of his career.

"Lindy has a lot of flexibility here with his lineup," Nill said. "Last season we had the one elite first line and we were kind of a team of three really good second [and] third lines. I think a lot of our success was our depth, and we just think we added to that."

Nill ensured his top two lines will have chemistry. The Stars already had Benn to play with Seguin. They made up one of the NHL's top scoring duos last season with a combined 71 goals and 163 points.

Spezza and Hemsky displayed instant chemistry in Ottawa in the final quarter of the season after Hemsky arrived in a trade from the Edmonton Oilers. Hemsky had 17 points in 20 games with the Senators. Spezza had 20 points in 18 games during the same span.

"Once we got Jason that became more of a great situation we thought to bring in Ales Hemsky," Nill said. "It worked out well."

The fact Spezza has one year left on his contract and is owed $4 million made him even more attractive to Dallas and should make the Stars a more intriguing, and perhaps even better, team. Spezza should be motivated to earn another long-term contract, perhaps with the Stars, but Nill is in the envious position of being under no pressure to begin negotiations on an extension.

Nill said he will talk to Spezza's agent, Rick Curran, at some point this summer likely to gauge interest and Spezza's potential asking price, but he can and should wait to see how Spezza fits in before engaging in serious talks.

Nill has the luxury of seeing firsthand the type of impact Spezza can have in Dallas before committing anything more.

"I just wanted to get Jason in here and get him going," Nill said. "I know he's going to love the city, he's going to love the team, we've got a great dressing room. I think we've got a lot of good things going here and he's very excited to get here. We'll get him in, get things going and then we'll start working on an extension."

Whatever happens in those negotiations, bank on Nill doing the right thing.

He had a clear vision for where he felt the Stars could and should go when he got the job on April 29, 2013. His first season was successful beyond expectations. Tuesday, he laid the foundation for his second season to be even better.

The Stars are contenders again. It didn't take very long either.

Oilers sign late-blooming Finnish winger

Pakarinen scored the goal which eliminated Canada at world hockey championship
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Oilers sign late-blooming Finnish winger

Iiro Pakarinen of Finland, right, battles for the puck with Canada defenceman Jason Garrison during a world hockey championship quarter-final playoff game in Minsk, Belarus, on May 22, 2014.

Photograph by: Sergei Grits , AP

EDMONTON - Iiro Pakarinen may formally introduce himself to Edmonton Oilers goaltender Ben Scrivens at training camp in September, but they’ve already met.

The Finnish forward, who signed a two-way, two-year free-agent contract with the Oilers on Monday, capitalized on a late-game turnover by Buffalo Sabres defenceman Tyler Myers to rip a shot past the Canadian team goalie in the world hockey championship at Minsk, Belarus, in May.

The goal, with three minutes left in the game, knocked Canada out of the tournament in the quarter-finals.

This fall, Pakarinen, who turns 23 in August, will be sitting in the same dressing room as Scrivens. He projects as a third- or fourth-line possibility on right-wing, but he’s committed to giving North America a shot. He signed a two-way deal that will pay him only $70,000 if he has to play in Oklahoma City in the American Hockey League, but he’ll get $925,000 if he makes the Oilers.

Pakarinen is a different type of player than some recent Finnish players signed by the Oilers. Lennart Petrell was a shot-blocker and penalty-killer who was willing but didn’t have any hands while Antti Teravainen was an antagonistic winger who turned out to be a fourth-line winger in the AHL. He’s not a big-body cycle-the-boards guy like former winger Teemu Hartikainen, who went to the Kontinental Hockey League last season and was traded to the Toronto Maple Leafs for Mark Fraser, or large Jesse Joensuu, who battled injuries in his first season in Edmonton.

But Pakarinen has more upside. At six feet and 194 pounds, he has good size and can fill an NHL hole somewhere.

“He’s a bit of a late bloomer ... the arrow’s pointed up with him,” said Oilers senior vice-president of hockey operations Scott Howson.

Pakarinen, who was drafted in the seventh round by the Florida Panthers in 2011, scored 20 goals in Finland’s elite league this season (only six off the league lead).

“He played in the world championship, started on the fourth line but ended up in their top six. Matti (Virmanen, the Oilers’ European scout) is bullish on him,” said Howson, who pointed out that Pakarinen even played 10 to 15 games on defence for his Helsinki IFK team when injuries struck.

“We don’t think he’s going to be a top-two-line NHL player ... but you never know until we see him (over here),” said Howson.

ON THE BENCH: Howson said the Oilers are talking to unrestricted free-agent (UFA) defenceman Fraser’s agent to see if there’s common ground for a new deal. Fraser, who has an ample supply of toughness but could use quicker feet, played 23 games with the Oilers in a third pairing or as a seventh-eighth D-man last season ... The Oilers have told UFA winger Ryan Jones he won’t be re-signed. UFA farmhands Ben Eager and Steve MacIntyre won’t be coming back either ... Howson said nothing is imminent on a new deal for restricted free agent Justin Schultz ... The Oilers have to decide whether to re-sign farm goalie Richard Bachman, who is a restricted free agent. He had a so-so year in Oklahoma City.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/@NHLbyMatty
Canadiens wing Sekac determined to make it in NHL
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By Arpon Basu - Managing Editor LNH.com

Jiri Sekac did everything he could to get the attention of the NHL.

From the time he left his home in Kladno, Czech Republic in 2009, just after his 17th birthday, to come to North America, Sekac began his courtship of NHL teams, one that remained strictly one-sided as not a single scout from a single team ever expressed the least bit of interest in the left wing.

His attempt at playing the highest level of hockey in North America was short-lived, lasting eight games with the Peterborough Petes of the Ontario Hockey League before he spent two seasons with the Youngstown Phantoms of the United States Hockey League and was passed over in both the 2010 and 2011 NHL Drafts.

As he was halfway through his third season in the Kontinental Hockey League (KHL) in December, Sekac was offered a contract extension by his club, HC Lev Prague in his native Czech Republic. The offer would have given him financial security after years of uncertainty surrounding his hockey career.

Sekac had made it, though not necessarily in the league he had hoped.

Sekac responded by rejecting the offer.

"Everyone knows that the KHL has a lot of money, which was awesome for me at that time," Sekac said. "But my agents told me I should wait, because if I keep playing on the same level there is going to be NHL contracts coming. Every single player with a normal mentality wants to play in the NHL. So I waited a little bit, and then I think I chose the right team."

Those offers came in droves, just as his agent Allan Walsh predicted, with reports of more than a dozen NHL teams attempting to secure Sekac's rights, though he would only say it was around 10.

Sekac, 22, decided to sign a two-year entry-level contract with the Montreal Canadiens on July 1 after a whirlwind few weeks where he was weighing his offers, cutting his list down to "three or four top teams" and choosing to come to Montreal based on a "gut" feeling.

"I was here for a visit and it made me feel like I want to play here," Sekac said. "I want to play for this organization."

Sekac visited Montreal soon after he was finished competing at the 2014 IIHF World Championship in Minsk, Belarus, and it was also just after the Canadiens had been eliminated from the Stanley Cup Playoffs by the New York Rangers in the Eastern Conference Final.

The Canadiens have a fellow Kladno native on the team in center Tomas Plekanec, but Sekac insists that had little to do with his decision to sign with Montreal, nor was it because he felt it was his best opportunity to jump straight to the NHL.

In fact, it might have been the exact opposite.

"Montreal is probably one of the hardest teams [to make] that I could go to," Sekac said. "But I hope … not hope, I made the right decision because my feeling told me that."

Sekac's road to having a chance at making the Canadiens began Monday at the opening day of the team's week-long development camp.

Sekac, 6-foot-2 and 182 pounds, produced 11 goals and 28 points in 48 regular-season games with Prague in 2013-14, then had a goal and seven assists in 21 playoff games to help Prague reach Game 7 of the Gagarin Cup Finals, where they lost to Metallurg Magnitogorsk.

Sekac scored two goals in 10 games at the World Championship.

Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin said July 1 that Sekac would have a chance to compete for an opening at right wing created by the free-agent departures of captain Brian Gionta and Thomas Vanek.

"Sekac was a player that was very much in demand recently," Bergevin said. "He's a young player with some talent and some upside. You try to project when you have young players like this, and he has a chance to play on the top three lines. I always say that players make decisions for us, but we have a young player with talent that can help us at that position. So we decided to take a chance on him."

The road to Montreal has been riddled with obstacles for Sekac, and he admits his initial struggles in North America were a challenge for him emotionally, living in a foreign land at such a young age and watching his dream seemingly disintegrating before his eyes.

Atlantic division major changes

 Salary-cap constraints have forced Boston Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli to watch from the sidelines as the rest of the GMs in the Atlantic Division have made efforts to improve their rosters in an attempt to catch the Bruins. READ MORE

"They were pretty tough times for me. At that point it wasn't easy for me," Sekac said. "I was almost crying to my parents, I never think I want to go back home but my dad really helped me. Actually my whole family, my dad, mom, girlfriend, they all helped me a lot. They were telling me to stay and go through it.

"It worked."

Sekac was drafted by the Sudbury Wolves of the OHL after his second season with Youngstown in 2011, but he also had a chance to try out with Lev Poprad, a KHL club in Slovakia that moved to Prague the following season. Sekac made the team for the 2011-12 season and decided it would be better for him to stay in Europe and play against men than to return to Canada to play junior hockey.

It was after that first professional season in the KHL that Sekac finally began seeing a little bit of interest from NHL teams, but nothing in the way of offers.

Two years later, the big contract offer came from Prague, and even though Sekac turned it down it gave him the confidence of knowing he would be able to make a living playing this game, and that comfort might have actually allowed him to improve.

"I didn't have that much attention, so it was great for me," Sekac said of the contract offer. "I was already thinking about what I will do and how great it's going to be to be at home and stuff. Then I just tried to do what my agents thought was the best for me at that time. So they helped me a lot. It was good that I had that offer, but I would rather play here than have a lot of money in Russia.

"I wasn't actually nervous because I knew I would get a contract in Russia. So I didn't have to be stressed or nervous, and that was good for me, it helped my game."

Sekac finished the 2013-14 KHL regular season with a flourish, scoring five goals with seven assists in his final 12 games, setting off a competition for his NHL rights first reported by TSN's Bob McKenzie on June 6.

The Canadiens won out, and though Sekac will get to skate with some of the team's prospects this week, it is in the fall at the team's full training camp that his real test will come. But Sekac says no matter what happens, even if he gets cut and sent to the Hamilton Bulldogs of the American Hockey League, he is ready to give his NHL dream every chance to succeed.

"I came here to make the NHL and I'll do whatever it takes," Sekac said. "If I get sent down [to the AHL], I will definitely not go home right away.

"I want to stay here as long as I can."

After everything Sekac has gone through to get here, you can hardly blame him.
McDavid, Eichel head Futures List for 2015 draft
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Three months ago NHL.com asked nine top evaluators from NHL Central Scouting who their choice would be as the first pick of the 2015 NHL Draft, Connor McDavid or Jack Eichel.

The impromptu poll had McDavid, a center with the Erie Otters of the Ontario Hockey League the 5-4 choice against Eichel, who will be a center at Boston University in the fall.

Many top scouts believe that slim difference between the two will be par for the course in 2014-15 when the two players will be scrutinized and publicized in every way leading up to the 2015 NHL Draft at BB&T Center in Sunrise, Fla.

"Every year the scouts think that it's a good crop of prospects," Dan Marr, Director of NHL Central Scouting, said. "There's just been a little more emphasis in 2015 because there's been a couple more top-end frontrunners and the fact that there were a number of underage players performing in their various junior leagues and performing well. That leads to high expectations for this draft class."

Strong European class for 2015 Draft

In addition to the fantastic group of North American prospects eligible for the 2015 NHL Draft, the international contingent looks to be equally appealing to scouts entering the 2014-15 season.

 "We think the international side will rebound a little bit to where there's more first-time draft eligible prospects," said Dan Marr, NHL director of Central Scouting. "Last year, a number of the top European prospects chose to play in North America, so that kind of cut back on the depth of the international list."

 The player who could top the charts in 2015 is Czech center Pavel Zacha, who was taken by the Sarnia Sting of the Ontario Hockey League with the first pick of the 2014 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft earlier this month. The 6-foot-3, 200-pound center had four goals and four assists in 38 games last season with Liberec in the top professional league in the Czech Republic as a 16-year-old.

 "Pavel is a power forward with excellent size and strength and looks like a man when playing juniors in his own age-group; he's quite a complete package," said Goran Stubb, NHL director of European Scouting. "He's physically strong, has great overall skills and is really tough to play against. He's always on the puck and can create scoring chances with his strength and quick, smart moves; has very good puck control, is a smart playmaker and has a great shot."

 Zacha, who will spend the 2014-15 campaign with Liberec, played in five games for the Czech Republic at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. He finished with three goals and two assists to help his country win a silver medal at the 2014 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

 Stubb said Zacha wants to follow the identical path of San Jose Sharks forward and fellow countryman Tomas Hertl by going right from the top Czech league to the NHL upon being drafted.

 Two other players Stubb recognized on the Futures List are defenseman Oliver Kylington of Farjestad in Sweden and right wing Mikko Rantanen of TPS in Finland.

 Kylington (6-0, 180) earned a spot with Farjestad in the Swedish league after a solid start with the junior team last year. He can quarterback a power play and enjoys joining the rush.

 "Oliver is a very good skater with first-step quickness and fine balance," Stubb said. "He's a two-way defenseman who loves to join the offensive rush. He's smart with excellent hockey sense and passing skills, can read the situations very well. He takes a big role with the puck."

 Rantanen (6-4, 195) had a breakthrough season at the senior level with TPS in 2013-14, scoring five goals and nine points in 37 games.

 "He's a physically strong power forward with very good playmaking abilities," Stubb said. "He's smart, active and involved on every shift. Has very good speed and quickness for a big man and plays with authority. He's difficult to check, protects the puck well, has good hands. He's not overly physical, but uses his size to his advantage and finishes his hits."

-- Mike G. Morreale

The first phase of pinpointing those potential draft gems was achieved this week with the release of NHL Central Scouting's Futures List for North America and Europe.

"The list is based on the body of work that we saw from the players during 2013-14," Marr said. "A number of these players will be changing teams for 2014-15 and that will be reflected in our preliminary players to watch list in September."

Marr said the summer scouting cycle began in June with the United States Under-17 select camp in Amherst, N.Y. Among the big scouting events on the agenda are the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament from Aug. 11-16 in Slovakia and Czech Republic; the CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game on Sept. 25 in Buffalo, N.Y.; the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game on Jan. 22, 2015 in St. Catharine's, Ont.; and the USHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in January at a location to be announced.

A number of scouts believe the 2015 draft is loaded with talent, so much so that it may one day rival the 2003 draft. Heading the pack are McDavid and Eichel.

In March 2012 McDavid (6-foot, 185 pounds) was granted exceptional player status by Hockey Canada to be eligible for the 2012 OHL draft as a 15-year-old. Less than a month later Erie made him the first pick of the draft and he went on to win the OHL Rookie of the Year award in 2012-13. Last season he was fourth in the OHL in scoring with 99 points (28 goals, 71 assists) in 56 regular-season games, and he has 53 goals and 165 points in 119 OHL games. He also earned a spot with Canada at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, becoming the sixth 16-year-old to play for Canada at the WJC, following Sidney Crosby, Eric Lindros, Jason Spezza, Jay Bouwmeester and Wayne Gretzky.

Eichel (6-1, 191), a likely participant in the All-American Prospects Game, led the United States National Team Development Program Under-18 team with 32 goals and 71 points in 43 games despite being the youngest player on the team. He played for the United States at the 2014 WJC and had five points in five games.

"McDavid is an exceptional talent and he's been on display now for the world to see for two years [in the OHL] and he's lived up to all the expectations that were kind of placed on his shoulders," Marr said. "That's not an easy burden for a young man. This year just happens to be his draft year and the expectation is he'll continue to be the frontrunner for the No. 1 spot. But Jack Eichel has already made known that this is a two-horse race."

Also on Central Scouting's list is McDavid's Erie teammate Dylan Strome (6-2, 177). Strome, the younger brother of New York Islanders forward Ryan Strome, had 10 goals and 39 points in 60 regular-season games for the Otters.

In addition to McDavid and Strome, Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said he will also be keeping a close watch on OHL forwards Lawson Crouse of the Kingston Frontenacs and Travis Konecny of the Ottawa 67's.

Crouse had 15 goals, 27 points, 64 penalty minutes and a plus-10 rating in 63 games for the Frontenacs in 2013-14.

"Crouse is a big guy and he uses his size (6-3, 198) very well," Edwards said. "He was used as a top-six guy in Kingston last season and took a regular shift on both the power-play and penalty-kill units. He protects and handles the puck very well, plays with a lot of energy and competes hard every night. He can hit hard."

Konecny, who is a second cousin to Vancouver Canucks prospect Bo Horvat, had 26 goals and 70 points in 63 games last season.

"He's a highly skilled forward who never quits," Edwards said. "He is around the puck every shift and created most of the offense that the 67's were able to generate last season. He skates very well and has excellent speed, is not afraid to get involved in battles and has no fear of taking the puck to the net. Despite not being the biggest guy (5-9, 172) on the ice, he's not afraid to play in traffic and is capable of winning battles."

The top player to watch in the Western Hockey League could be center Mathew Barzal (5-11, 174), who is one of three skaters playing for the Seattle Thunderbirds on Central Scouting's list. Barzal had 14 goals and 54 points in 59 games as a rookie last season. Joining Barzal are teammates defenseman Ethan Bear and left wing Ryan Gropp.

The Charlottetown Islanders of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League have three players on the Futures List, defenseman David Henley and right wings Kameron Kielly and Daniel Sprong.
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There are several high-caliber performers to watch from the United States National Team Development Program. Among them are defenseman Noah Hanifin (6-2, 200), right wing Colin White (6-foot, 178) and left wing Jordan Greenway (6-4, 214). Hanifin is committed to Boston College in 2015-16, White to Boston College in 2016-17 and Greenway to Boston University in 2015-16.

There are quite a few goalies on the radar of scouts at this stage, but two that stand out are Callum Booth (6-2, 196) of the Quebec Remparts in the QMJHL and Mackenzie Blackwood (6-2, 205) of the Barrie Colts in the OHL.

"There's no clear No. 1 goalie yet and there could be some goalies that step to the forefront as the season goes along, but Booth and Blackwood look good," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "Booth is very controlled and has good quickness and athleticism. He reminds me a bit of the way Semyon Varlamov plays with the Colorado Avalanche.

"Mackenzie was Barrie's No. 1 goalie last year and has good size. He's calm, poised and confident with an excellent butterfly style and is tough to beat down low."
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AJHL 

Cameron Hughes C Spruce Grove 5'10 144 

BCHL 

Carter Cochrane D Chilliwack 5'10 190 

CCHL 

Chase Pearson C Cornwall 6'1 180 

HIGH-CT 

Taggart Corriveau C/RW Westminster 5'11 161 

HIGH-IN 

Karch Bachman C Culver Academy 5'10 170 

HIGH-MI 

Sam Miletic LW Cranbrook Kingswood 5'11 188 

HIGH-MN 

Brock Boeser RW Brunsville 5'11 188 

Matthew Freytag LW Wayzata 6'0 191 

Jack McNeely D Lakeville North 6'2 170 

Tom Novak LW St. Thomas 5'11 172 

Jack Sadek D Lakeville North 6'2 177 

HIGH-NH 

AJ Greer LW Kimball Union 6'2 204 

HIGH-QC 

Frederic Foulem G Stanstead College 6'1 161 

OHL 

Mackenzie Blackwood G Barrie 6'2 205 

Doug Blaisdell D Kitchener 6'2 205 

Lawson Crouse LW Kingston 6'3 198 

Travis Dermott D Erie 5'11 195 

Vince Dunn D Niagara 5'11 188 

Sam Harding C Oshawa 5'11 164 

Travis Konecny C Ottawa 5'9 172 

Nikita Korostelev RW Sarnia 6'1 198 

Justin Lemcke D Belleville 6'1 198 

Mitchell Marner C London 5'10 149 

Hayden McCool C Niagara 6'2 196 

Connor McDavid C Erie 6'0 185 

Brett McKenzie C North Bay 6'1 196 

David Miller C Sault Ste. Marie 5'8 166 

Dante Salituro C Ottawa 5'7 196 

Dylan Strome C Erie 6'2 177 

Mitchell Vande Sompel D Oshawa 5'9 180 

Connor Walters D Owen Sound 5'11 193 

OJHL 

Dennis Gilbert D Buffalo Jr. Sabres 6'2 190 

QMJHL 

Anthony Beauvillier LW Shawinigan 5'10 165 

Jason Bell D Cape Breton 6'1 187 

Callum Booth G Quebec 6'2 196 

Guillaume Brisebois D Acadie-Bathurst 6'1 162 

Alexandre Carrier D Gatineau 5'10 165 

Gabriel Gagne RW Victoriaville 6'4 179 

Olivier Galipeau D Val-d'Or 6'0 196 

David Henley D Charlottetown 6'4 185 

Kameron Kielly RW Charlottetown 6'0 179 

Bradley Lalonde D Cape Breton 5'11 184 

Jeremy Lauzon D Rouyn-Noranda 6'1 187 

Timo Meier RW Halifax 6'0 201 

Nicolas Meloche D Baie-Comeau 6'2 198 

Connor Moynihan LW Halifax 6'3 201 

Philippe Myers D Rouyn-Noranda 6'3 189 

Nathan Noel C Saint John 5'10 164 

Jeremy Roy D Sherbrooke 5'11 183 

Nicolas Roy C Chicoutimi 6'3 190 

Daniel Sprong RW Charlottetown 5'11 172 

USHL 

Chris Birdsall G Cedar Rapids 5'10 175 

Nick Boka D USA U-17 6'1 193 

Jeremy Bracco RW USA U-17 5'9 154 

Kyle Connor C Youngstown 6'1 170 

Tory Dello D Tri-City 6'0 175 

Jack Eichel C USA U-18 6'2 193 

Christian Fischer C USA U-17 6'0 201 

Casey Fitzgerald D USA U-17 5'10 174 

Jakob Forsbacka Karlsson C Omaha 6'0 181 

Brent Gates C Green Bay 6'1 172 

Jordan Greenway LW USA U-17 6'4 214 

Noah Hanifin D USA U-17 6'2 200 

Cooper Marody C Muskegon 5'11 165 

Ivan Provorov D Cedar Rapids 6'0 193 

Brendan Warren LW USA U-17 6'0 176 

Zachary Werenski D USA U-17 6'1 206 

Colin White RW USA U-17 6'0 178 

USPHL PRE 

John Marino D South Shore 6'0 170 

WHL 

Alexander Baer C Vancouver 5'9 153 

Mathew Barzal C Seattle 5'11 174 

Ethan Bear D Seattle 5'10 203 

Paul Bittner LW Portland 6'4 201 

Taz Burman G Red Deer 6'0 161 

Brandon Carlo D Tri-City 6'4 184 

Jake DeBrusk LW Swift Current 5'10 164 

Jesse Gabrielle LW Brandon 5'10 199 

Ryan Gropp LW Seattle 6'2 173 

Jansen Harkins C Prince George 6'0 170 

Cameron Hebig C Saskatoon 5'9 164 

Noah Juulsen D Everett 6'0 166 

Nick Merkley C Kelowna 5'9 177 

Troy Murray D Kootenay 6'0 174 

Adam Musil C Red Deer 6'2 190 

Dmitry Osipov D Vancouver 6'3 192 

Ryan Pilon D Brandon 6'1 212 

Parker Wotherspoon D Tri-City 5'10 168 

Zachary Zborosky C Kootenay 5'11 168

2014-15 NHL CSS Futures International list

Tuesday, 07.08.2014 / 9:00 AM / Prospects

NHL.com

Comment

Print

E-mail

North American Futures list

CZREP 

Pavel Zacha C Liberec 6'2 200 

CZREP-JR 

Filip Chlapik C Sparta Jr. 6'1 183 

David Kase RW Chomutov Jr. 5'10 165 

Jiri Smejkal LW C. Budejovice Jr. 6'2 183 

Michael Spacek RW Paradubice Jr. 5'10 183 

Jakub  Zboril D Brno Jr. 6'0 185 

CZREP-JR. U18 

Daniel Vladar G Kladno U18 6'5 185 

FINLAND 

Mikko Rantanen RW TPS 6'4 195 

Aleksi Saarela C Lukko 5'10 187 

FINLAND-JR 

Sebastian Aho RW Karpat Jr. 5'10 176 

Julius Nattinen C JYP Jr. 6'2 191 

Sami Niku D JYP Jr. 6'0 176 

Vili Saarijarvi D Karpat Jr. 5'9 169 

Jonne Tammela C KalPa Jr. 5'10 174 

Sami Tavernier RW HIFK Jr. 5'11 165 

Veeti Vainio D Blues Jr. 6'0 163 

Veini Vehvilainen G JYP Jr. 6'1 176 

FINLAND-JR U18 

Ville Jarvinen D Ilves U18 6'3 202 

RUSSIA JR. 2 

Danil Yurtaykin RW Loko-Yunior Yaroslav 5'10 135 

RUSSIA-JR 

Semyon Afonasyevsky RW Chelyabinsk 2 6'2 187 

Vladimir Bobylyov RW Mytischi 2 6'2 198 

Dmitry Buinitsky RW Shinnik 2 6'0 170 

Kirill Chaika D Yuost Minsk 2 6'3 200 

Pavel Karnaukhov LW CSKA 2 6'1 196 

Ivan Kashtanov LW CSKA 2 5'10 205 

Patrik Koch D EC Salzburg 2 6'1 179 

Yevgeni Nazarkin D Chelyabinsk 2 6'3 189 

Kirill Pilipenko RW MVD Balashikha 2 5'11 183 

Alexei Platonov D Mytischi 2 6'5 202 

Evgeni Svechnikov RW Kazan 2 6'1 180 

Yegor Voronkov D Chekhov 2 5'7 150 

Alexander Zhebelev LW MVD Balashikha 2 5'11 187 

Luka Zorko D Mytischi 2 6'5 196 

SLOVAKIA 

Erik Cernak D Kosice 6'3 192 

SLOVAKIA-2 

Mario Grman D Slovakia U-18 6'0 183 

SLOVAKA-JR U18 

Adam Huska G Zvolen U18 6'3 189 

SWEDEN 

Oliver Kylington D Farjestad 6'0 180 

SWEDEN-2 

Rasmus Andersson D Malmo 5'11 213 

SWEDEN-JR 

Filip Ahl LW HV 71 Jr. 6'3 207 

Gustaf Franzen C Leksand Jr. 5'11 161 

Robin Kovacs RW AIK Jr. 5'10 161 

Markus Olsson G Modo Jr. 6'2 165 

Dmytro Timashov LW Modo Jr. 5'9 178 

SWEDEN-JR U-18 

Lucas Carlsson D Brynas U18 6'0 183 

Gabriel Carlsson D Linkoping U18 6'3 176 

Jonathan Davidsson LW Djurgarden U18 5'11 172 

Jacob Larsson D Frolunda U18 6'2 180 

Jesper Lindgren D Modo U18 5'11 146 

Jens Looke RW Brynas U18 6'0 174 

Linus Olund LW Brynas U18 5'11 176 

Felix Sandstrom G Brynas U18 6'2 187 

Martin Sundberg RW Skelleftea U18 6'3 172 

SWISS-2 

Denis Malgin C GCK Zurich 5'8 161 

Jonas Siegenthaler D GCK Zurich 6'2 220 

SWISS-JR 

Dominik Diem C Zurich Jr. 5'10 165 

Colin Fontana D Lugano Jr. 6'7 182 

Fabian Haberstich LW Langnau Jr. 6'0 209 

Auguste Impose RW Geneve Jr. 5'9 183 

Roger Karrer D Zurich Jr. 5'10 172

TSN

First-round draft pick Nikita Scherbak is doing everything he can to crack the Montreal Canadiens roster, but admits it's a difficult task for a first-year player.

"It's very hard, a lot of pressure, a lot of people watching, but I'm alright right now," Scherbak told reporters after the second day of the Canadiens development camp in Brossard, Quebec.

Scherbak said his goal is to make to it to the NHL this season, but ultimately the decision will be left to the coaching staff.

"It's hard work and we'll see," said Scherbak. "I can't say I already know (who will make the roster), it's the coaches' opinion… It's a big pressure for me, but I'm trying to play next season, I'll try everything to make it to the NHL."

The 18-year-old acknowledged he has areas of his game he needs to improve on in order to play at the top level.

"I play pretty well in the offensive zone, but I need to work on defensive zone and compete level with the puck."

The native of Moscow, Russia said his favourite player in the league also hails from his home country.

"I think Pavel Datsyuk is my favourite player. When I was young, I watched him every time, he was my favourite."

Scherbak, who joined the WHL's Saskatoon Blades last season, said he's been working on his English and has used television to help him improve.

"I like SportsCentre, I watched just sports like NHL games, NBA games and everything about sports."

Undrafted forward Jiri Sekac has also been given his shot with the Montreal Canadiens and he plans to make the most of it.

Speaking to reporters following the second day of the development camp, Sekac told reporters he believes he earned his shot with the team through strong play overseas.

"I had a really, really good season (in the KHL), and I think that's the reason why I received so many offers," Sekac said.

Sekac added that he had been given roughly 10 offers, but narrowed his list to four top-level teams before signing a two-year entry-level contract with the Canadiens.

The 22-year-old said he made the decision to join the Canadiens based on his knowledge of the franchise and a visit to the city of Montreal following the World Hockey Championship.

He did, however, admit to having a connection with Canadiens forward Tomas Plekanec, though the Czech centre made no impact on his decision.

"I didn't really know (Pleakanec), but two years ago, we started playing roller hockey together back in Kladno (Czech Republic), because we're from the same town. We didn't really talk about Montreal, though he told me a few things. But it was just my decision (to join the Canadiens), I wasn't making the decision because of someone's opinions," Sekac said.

Sekac told the media that he hopes he is "really close" to making the NHL, but admitted no player has an easy road to making it immediately.

When asked what he thought of Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin mentioning his name amongst three players he believed could fill a spot on the wing in the top nine of the Canadiens lineup, Sekac said he'd "do his best to fill the spot" and added he hoped Bergevin was right.

Sekac spent the last three seasons playing with Prague Lev of the KHL, finishing second on the team in points with 11 goals and 17 assists in 47 games.
July 7, 2014, 7:57 am 

Lingering thoughts on Paul Stastny’s departure
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Paul Stastny in a jersey he will no longer wear. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Paul Stastny in a jersey he will no longer wear. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

I’m back from vacation, and while I went to the Rockies’ game Sunday, I resisted the urge to pile on. (I’m not saying they didn’t deserve it, but …)

Instead, here’s my column offering my reflections on Paul Stastny’s departure from the Avalanche via unrestricted free agency. It isn’t about finger pointing, but what it means looking ahead and where the Avalanche will go from here.

Here are additional thoughts I couldn’t fit in the allotted space.

— The heated rivalry that developed between the Avalanche and Blues last season, involving coaches Ken Hitchcock and Patrick Roy and leaking out onto the ice, was an element in the St. Louis signing of Stastny. I’m convinced of that. These are Central Division rivals, the Blues blew the division title last season by losing six straight to finish the regular season, and lost to the Blackhawks in the first round of the playoffs. Blues general manager Doug Armstrong wasn’t publicly drawn into the bitterness that developed between the two franchises, but it all adds up to a perfect storm — Stastny’s St. Louis roots; the Blues not only adding Stastny, but taking him away from a division rival; and perhaps a one-finger salute from Hitchcock to Roy in the wake of their bitter and even profane exchanges last season.

— I only touched on this aspect briefly. My original thought was that the signing showed Stastny was being disingenuous when he said he hoped to return to the Avalanche and would grant Colorado a discount if it came to that. And I’d definitely feel that way if he had signed with anyone but the Blues in a deal that didn’t absolutely blow Colorado out of the water.

I realize you get into definition of terms technicalities there — i.e., how close is close enough if the top offer was from, say, Vancouver or Columbus? — but to be fair to Stastny, the Blues aren’t just another franchise to him. I still think if Stastny REALLY wanted to be back, he could have gone along with his agent, Matt Keator, playing hardball, but eventually stepped in and said: OK, game over (and a game Roy and Joe Sakic both played themselves), he was re-signing with Colorado.

To me, the lamest thing in sports is a player shrugging and saying he lets his agent take care of that stuff. That’s a cop-out and it’s not even smart if that’s what the player is doing. The NHLPA’s insistence and peer pressure to get as much as you can for the good of all is counterproductive in many cases, and the smart players can step in and perhaps not disavow it, but make it clear this isn’t only an auction. 

Whether Stastny was sincere is now almost beside the point anyway. The point was the Avalanche believed him enough to risk keeping him past the deadline in an attempt to preserve team chemistry in a remarkable season, and they got burned. I still remember interviewing him at DU shortly after he arrived on campus, and writing about his remarkable family background, and that was 10 years ago. In some ways, the folks who follow hockey at every level here in Denver got to see him grow from teenager to adult. But those roots apparently weren’t deep enough to make him turn his back on the Blues — and an eye-popping offer.

— There are the anti-Stastny loonies out there, and have been for years, and I’m not going to dignify their mind-numbing, redundant rants by going beyond that acknowledgment. Smart hockey fans get it: His contributions can’t always be quantified, he’s a strong player at both ends of the ice, and the better his team is, the better he gets because he’s both a facilitator for great talent and a crafty player who can take advantage of that, too. I’m as big of a Stastny booster as there is, I would think, perhaps out of a reflexive reaction to the mindlessness, but even I acknowledge he was drastically overpaid for much of his five-year, $33-million contract. The Avs essentially were asking him and Keator to take that into consideration; this isn’t a guy who patiently had been waiting his turn to cash in. He already had. I’m not shocked that the Stastny camp wouldn’t admit that, and I guess the Blues didn’t agree with that view, either.

— The Avalanche’s other moves filled some holes. It was interesting the way the Avs pronounced Nick Holden part of the defensive core (not corps) with Erik Johnson and Tyson Barrie, and then announced his signing to an extension. Brad Stuart’s acquisition will help. The risk with Jarome Iginla isn’t this season or next, but in 2016-17 — a risk the Avalanche was willing to live with. Daniel Briere has seen his better days, but the single year remaining on his deal is the key there. And we probably should have considered the Avs’ single trading deadline move — the acquisition of Swiss goalie Reto Berra from Calgary — as part of the offseason, too. Colorado signed him to an extension, and he has yet to prove he can play in this league, much less be a reliable backup to Semyon Varlamov.

Terry Frei: tfrei@denverpost.com or on Twitter at @TFrei

Avalanche almost made trade with Pittsburgh at NHL draft

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Conner Bleackley was drafted by the Avs with the 23rd pick last week. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Conner Bleackley was drafted by the Avs with the 23rd pick last week. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Interesting video above, courtesy of the Nashville Predators. In a draft-day, in-house video about what it was like for GM David Poile on the floor of the Wells Fargo Center, Poile is shown discussing a trade that eventually happened with the Pittsburgh Penguins – James Neal to the Preds and Patric Hornqvist and Nick Spaling to the Pens.

The interesting part for Avs fans: Penguins GM Jim Rutherford is shown telling Poile that he “has a deal for No. 23″ in his back pocket already, but that he might re-arrange things if the deal with Nashville goes through. The holder of the No. 23 pick at the draft? That would be the Colorado Avalanche.

So, it’s clear that the Avs were talking trade with the Penguins at the draft before the Avs wound up keeping the No. 23 pick and the Preds did their deal with Rutherford.

What was the trade the Avs had with Pittsburgh? That’s not clear at this point. It may never be known. It might have just been a swapping of the 23 pick for the Penguins’ 22 pick. Very possible, although good point here by one of my Tweeps:

@adater They talk about the Pens having both 22 and 23 and moving them for 11. So it doesn't sound like Avs were trying to move up 1 spot.

— Aman (@Sidhu6_) July 4, 2014

I know that the Avs were concerned that Conner Bleackley might not be available at 23, so this might have been a chance at moving up a notch, and maybe the Avs would have thrown in something else to get Rutherford to do it. Or it might have been something bigger. There were rumors the Avs were interested in Neal, so that could have been it. P.A. Parenteau might have been part of that deal obviously, but he went to Montreal later.

If I find out exactly what the potential deal would have been, I’ll pass it along. Until then, it is an interesting near-development.

D Zach Redmond chose to leave Winnipeg, sign with Avalanche

By Mike Chambers  The Denver Post  
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Avalanche free-agent signee Zach Redmond has an interesting story. The 6-foot-2 defenseman was born in Houston among triplets in 1988, minutes after his brother and shortly before his sister. His parents moved to Houston from Trinidad and Tobago, an island country off the northern edge of South America. The family is American caucasian and Zach and his siblings grew up in Jackson and Traverse City, Mich. 

Zach played four years at Ferris State University, and was drafted in the seventh round in 2008 by the Atlanta Thrashers. He briefly played for the AHL’s Chicago Wolves before the franchise moved to Winnipeg, and mostly for the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps the last three seasons. Redmond, 25, has played in 18 career NHL games, all with Winnipeg, and was offered a contract to remain a Jet. Instead, he signed a two-year, $1.5 million deal with the Avs on Tuesday.

“It was a matter of where I had the best opportunity to play in the NHL full time,” Redmond told me Thursday. “I was up (in Winnipeg) half the time last season, playing some times and not others. They were loaded on defense and it was nothing personal. They are pretty crowded up top on the right side, even with (Dustin) Byfuglien at forward. It was a good opportunity to move somewhere where I can try to get into the lineup every night.”

The Jets have big-money D Tobias Enstrom ($5.75M) and Zach Bogosian ($5.14M), plus Mark Stuart ($2.6M) and Grant Clitsome ($2M), and young Jacob Trouba, 20, who might be the best of the bunch heading into his second season. 

The Avs have seven D under contract, with Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott deals forthcoming. For what it’s worth, the Avs will have five right-handed shooters (Erik Johnson, Nate Guenin, Redmond, Barrie, Elliott) among nine D (lefties are Brad Stuart, Jan Hejda, Ryan Wilson and Nick Holden). That’s a good split, especially when considering Elliott might begin in the minors, making it four/four. Johnson, Barrie and Redmond figure to play on the power play, which is a big part of Redmond’s game. He was on Winnipeg’s second PP unit last season. 

“I’ve been definitely a puck-moving defenseman and I try to take pride in all zones,” Redmond said. “I really put stress on getting the puck up to our forwards, into the offense zone and try to get creative once it’s in there. Focusing on defense is what’s going to keep you up there, though.”

Here’s another audio file of a conference call here for the “Hockey Talk” the podcast. It’s of Joe Sakic’s 15-minute talk with the media today about the Avs’ free-agent moves. We’ve edited it slightly to take out pauses and to get to the good stuff.

A couple items from it: He will keep trying to work out a new deal with Ryan O’Reilly before arbitration, and he tried to get other defensemen on Tuesday, mentioning Brooks Orpik and Anton Stralman in particular.

Click on the player below or the iTunes feed to listen.

Here is the audio of the conference call me and a few other reporters were on with Jarome Iginla on Tuesday.

Iginla says, “Not to be arrogant, but I think I can still be very good” with the Avs, despite having turned 37 on Tuesday. The fact is, of all the available free agents in this year’s class, Iginla was the player who scored the most goals last season (31). So, it seems like it’s a little premature to write him off, I’d say.

Click on the player below to hear him answer questions, or wait for the iTunes link shortly.

Nick Holden extension puts him in rare Avalanche territory

By Mike Chambers  The Denver Post  

Mike Chambers

Comments (3) 

Print Print 

Topics 

Avalanche, Colorado Avalanche, Gabe Landeskog, Matt Duchene, Nick Holden, Semyon Varlamov 

Colorado defenseman Nick Holden hydrated before the game. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Minnesota Wild Wednesday night, April 30, 2014 in Game 7 at the Pepsi Center in Denver. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Colorado defenseman Nick Holden hydrated before the game. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Minnesota Wild Wednesday night, April 30, 2014 in Game 7 at the Pepsi Center in Denver. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

The free-agent frenzy and trades Tuesday over-shadowed the extension given to Avalanche defenseman Nick Holden, who is now one of four Colorado players under contract over the next four seasons (Matt Duchene, Gabe Landeskog and Semyon Varlamov are the others).

Holden, an undrafted free agent, had a terrific 13-goal season in 2013-14 after serving as a healthy scratch the first part of it. He had 10 goals in the regular season (two PP) and three in the playoffs (two PP), and proved to be a solid back-door threat with the advantage. He got better in the D-zone throughout the season, meaner, more confident. His reward: $4.95 million over three years ($1.65 million per year), after he gets past the final year of his $600,000 deal this next season

Paul Stastny: Leaving Avs a “tough decision”

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Paul Stastny ieft the Avalanche Tuesday for the St. Louis Blues/ Karl Gehring, The Denver Post
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This transcript of Paul Stastny’s press conference (on a phone conference call I believe) comes courtesy of St. Louis Post-Dispatch Blues beat writer Jeremy Rutherford. Thanks to Jeremy. 

Sounds like it came right down to the Avs vs. Blues for Stastny, but in the end money and some old connections won the day with him.

Paul Stastny: “It’s a tough decision. I was in a good position. I had good teams interested in me, and obviously the Avs were always one of those teams. I think in the end, you almost have to take a step back, take all of the emotions out of it and try to realize what’s best for me hockey-wise, not just next year, but two or three or four years down the road. My family — my fiancée and I — thought that probably going to St. Louis would probably be the best hockey decision for me.”

Familiar with organization, talk to anybody to get answers about Blues?

Stastny: “It’s such a small world that if I needed (answers) … people talk and word gets around real fast, so you know what organizations, what aren’t, which ones are turning the right way, which ones are kind of going the other way. To me, I just kind of knew growing up in St. Louis, what kind of organization it was … obviously they’ve had a change in ownership, they rebuilt and now they’re back to where they were before. Guys that have played there or guys who were traded there have nothing but good things to say … it doesn’t surprise me because we all kind of know in this league where the places are that are positives and the places that are negative.”

How big of a deal to return “home”? That more PR by media or real feeling?

Stastny: “I don’t know, I think it’s more of a media standpoint. But I wanted to go somewhere I was comfortable with and somewhere I know the lay of the land a little bit. To me, I went to school in Denver, I’ve been here 10 years, so to me I’ve got two homes, so it wasn’t really going back home. It made it easier for me, I think it made for an easier transition for my fiancee as well because we know some people (in St. Louis) … we know the lay of the land a little bit, so we don’t have to worry about stuff like that when it comes to moving back and getting adjusted. We can just focus on hockey itself.”

Army said you talked with Hitch, etc.? That help?

Stastny: “You look at the roster and you can put yourself in different positions, and see who you can play with, do different line combinations. There’s a variety of scary players on this team and whether some are natural centerman, or they’re playing wing, or vice versa, you can move different pieces and I think that’s what makes good teams really special. They have the ability to make … three or four lines or they can go top heavy and make two really effective lines. I think it’s always a good option to have when you have so many good players available.”

Blues most aggressive team signing you?

Stastny: “It’s almost like you’re a college recruit and those first couple of teams that go after you, obviously you have the most interest. Once other teams find out other teams are interested and those teams come in later. There was quite a few of those teams and obviously that played a big factor. You don’t want to go somewhere that comes in late. I think you want to play somewhere you’re wanted and the Blues really showed that.”

Weighing term vs. dollar? 

Stastny: “I had good offers a lot of places, so that wasn’t the most important thing. Financially, I’m in a good situation, I feel very blessed for that. I look at … when it comes to years, there was maybe certain years maybe we kind of wanted … the player I am, I just turned 28, it’ll take me until I’m 32 and then we’ll see what happens. Whether it was three years or four years or five years, the way the Blues work a lot of their contracts, there all three or four or five year deals and I think that’s a smart way to go.”

Having good puck-moving D in St. Louis help decision?

Stastny: “For me, that’s when I’ve been most successful … if you look at the teams I’ve played with, whether it’s world championships, or Olympics, guys like that, it’s easier to read off those guys, they find the open player, they’re offensive guys. When you’re a good skater, and you’re an offensive guy, it always gives you that fourth option. The way I play, I think I try to slow it down a little bit, try to find the open guy and sometimes when you have two forwards, sometimes you look for that first or second D as a fourth option. Those are the option that good teams have and makes goods teams tough to defend against.”

Playing against STL in the past and now playing COL?

Stastny: “It’s always awkward. That’s one thing I haven’t been part of, going somewhere and playing you’re old team. I have tremendous respect for Colorado and I’m good buddies with all of those guys. In the heat of the moment, that’s what happens. Whether it happens in the regular season or international play, it always happens … you’ve got to respect that, it’s part of the game. That’s why you play, you enjoy it. I think St. Louis has had Colorado’s number the past couple of years and Colorado has taking big steps forward and now they’re all battling for that top spot in the Central Division, and you see how tough it is. It came down to a couple of points between three teams and now Dallas added Spezza and Minnesota added Vanek, so I think every team in the division is constantly getting better and better.”

Blues had trouble scoring playoffs, what was key for you?

Stastny: “Nothing. That’s the way it works sometimes. You’ve got to stay consistent. Everybody talks about elevating their game. I think the best players are the ones that are consistent, don’t try to do too much, don’t try to overthink, keep it simple. Obviously it’s going to be more physical, there’s not much room there. But you’ve got to find those open spots and be the smarter player. It takes a little luck and sometimes you’ve just got to play the same way.”

Were Peter and Yan in on the decision-making process?

Stastny: “As my family, you always have insight,” he said. “I was all ears during this process, I always listen to what they have to say. In the end it’s my decision and (but) I think they’re both excited. Family still lives in St. Louis. They think it’s a good decision.”

Where do you think Blues will be in 2-3 years?

Stastny: “Still competing for a Cup. I look at St. Louis and their window to win a Cup is now, and for the next seven or eight years, so I’m excited.”

Avs get Jarome Iginla and lose Paul Stastny, but are they better?
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Jarome Iginla #12 of the Boston Bruins celebrates his second period goal against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on March 18, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Jim McIsaac/Getty 
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I think so. One thing is for sure: the Avs are a more, ahem, experienced team than they were yesterday. Since Monday afternoon, the Avs have added Daniel Briere (36), Jarome Iginla (37 today) and Brad Stuart (34) and lost Paul Stastny (28), P.A. Parenteau (30) and Andre Benoit (30), not to mention Brad Malone (25).

The Avs also added Jesse Winchester (30) from Florida. He could be the team’s new fourth-line center, though it’s more likely he’ll be a winger. That’s mostly where he played with the Panthers.

OK, here’s what I really think: I think the Avs are a bigger and tougher team than they were before. Their dressing room has more guys who have been there before. Yes, it’s an older room now. Iginla, Briere, Stuart, etc., have seen their best days already, almost certainly. Yes, losing Stastny, especially to the division rival Blues, was a tough loss. And the Avs can’t sit and feel too self-righteous now about losing him, because they clearly tried to get him back, right up until the final day. And, yes, the Avs essentially gambled and lost with Stastny. They decided to keep him at the trade deadline, their last chance to get something in return for him, and hope that a) they might win a Stanley Cup this year with him and/or b) hope their offer over the summer would be good enough to keep him. It wasn’t. 

The Blues gave him $7 million a year, and the Avs, I’m told, never quite reached the $6 million mark on him. They might have offered one more year in term than the Blues (that’s not confirmed yet), but never the per-year dollar amount the Blues gave. The Avs basically said to Stastny “we’ll give you more term security in exchange for a bit off the AAV.” St. Louis, a good team and where Stastny mostly grew up, proved a more enticing place for him.

That’s business. I think the Avs can feel good about sticking to their principles on Stastny. They were true to their word about how they value their lineup. 

And, frankly, I think the Blues overpaid by quite a lot for Stastny. Look, I’m not going to sit and bash Stastny too much here. He’s a good player and a good person, and I always found him to be gracious and accountable as a person. But does anyone think the Avs ever got their money’s worth with Stastny when they gave him $6.6 million each of the last five years?

In the eight years he was here, the Avs won one playoff series before getting swept in the next round. It’s just my opinion, but I always came away feeling like he shrank a little in the biggest games. It’s also my observation that I never saw enough fire and emotion out of him. That’ just an observation, not something to be argued on an analytics stat sheet.

His defenders will say “But look at his Corsi, look at his faceoff percentage, look at the players he usually had to match up against.” Fair points, all. Nowhere will I ever say that Stastny isn’t a good player. But he’s not a great player. He’s not a marquee player. He’s a nice guy to have on a team with other real leaders. Maybe he’ll fit in just perfectly in St. Louis then. This definitely may go down, when all is said and written, as a bad choice by the Avs – to let a Stastny go and bring in some big-name, but washed up guys as replacements.

Does anyone really think Iginla is washed up though? I don’t. The Boston Bruins didn’t, who tried to keep him. He led the Eastern Conference regular-season champion Bruins in goals with 31. He was good in the playoffs for Boston. He’s 37, yes, but the guy is an absolute freak when it comes to fitness. He’s built like a truck. Put him on a line with Nate MacKinnon and Gabe Landeskog and, yeah, I see 25-35 goals again. 

Iginla is a quiet guy by nature, and some have criticized him at times for not being more of a rah-rah leader, for being a little too milquetoast. Maybe off the ice he’s that way, but the player I’ve always seen on the ice was a rough, rough customer who made life hell on defensemen and goalies. Is he a dominant, 50-goal guy still? No. He’s slowed down a little, for sure. But skating was never his best asset anyway. What he still seems to have in abundance is a wickedly effective shot and a powerful presence in front of the net. Those are two things this Avs team needed more of, particularly the latter.

Stastny is a smaller, finesse guy. For all the talk about him having a great playoffs, by the way (10 points in seven games), he also was a combined minus-4 in the final two, most critical games of the series against the Wild. I think Stastny got scared and had a “contract year” his final year of his deal. I also think he played most of the year with two of the last three Calder winners in MacKinnon and Landeskog. I think that helped his numbers just a tad. The other years, when he didn’t have as many other good players to play with (though he did play with Landeskog quite a bit the previous two years), his numbers weren’t quite as impressive. That argument cuts both ways. I think Stastny is a nice guy to have on a good team, but he doesn’t make those around him appreciably better. 

The Avs got Brad Stuart from San Jose, which makes them older and maybe a bit slower, but also tougher and smarter. He’s going to be a guy who can just go out and bang some heads and do smart little veteran things and help out a younger partner. A second-round pick might have been a bit high for him, but we’ll see.

All in all, the day would have been a huge downer for the Avs if they hadn’t gotten a proven stick like Iginla’s, but it happened. Fact is, Stastny was always the guy who was expendable of the top three centers. And he would have eaten into MacKinnon’s ice time and development as a center, which is where he was always going to end up. He and Duchene give the Avs a pretty nice 1-2 punch up the middle, I think most would still agree. 

They aren’t tied to some overpaid contract to Stastny anymore. Once was enough.

C Paul Stastny officially signs four-year, $28 million deal with the St. Louis Blues. Stastny has been playing hockey in Denver since 2004, when he joined the University of Denver. Now he goes home, where his parents live, and will go against his best friends in the ultra-tough Central Division that is getting tougher today. 

Avs trade with San Jose for D Brad Stuart, the former Sharks captain and Detroit bruiser who always seems to be in Colorado’s way. Yes, he’s the one who pretty much ruined Gabe Landeskog’s season in 2013, the lockout-shortened year, when he stepped up on the Avs captain in the neutral zone with a massive hit. Stuart, selected No. 3 overall in 1998, is 34 and has a lot of miles on his 220-pound frame. Yet the Avs reportedly gave up second (2016) and sixth (2017)-round draft picks for him, despite Stuart only having one year remaining on a $3.6 million annual deal before he’s UFA. 

Avs sign F Jesse Winchester, 30, to a modest two-year, $1.8 million deal. Winchester, 6-1, 200 pounds, is a tough guy who can skate, and will add depth to the third- and fourth lines (ideally fourth). No official release on this signing, but we’re confident it is in place.

More to come here and here.

Red Deer coach Brent Sutter says Conner Bleackley not ready for NHL
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First impressions of Conner Bleackley were extremely impressive. He carries himself like Gabe Landeskog, the NHL’s youngest captain, and I was wondering if his maturity and size would give him a chance to become the fifth Avs draft pick in five years to go straight to the NHL. Matt Duchene and Ryan O’Reilly did it in 2009, Landeskog in 2011 and Nathan MacKinnon last fall.

Bleackley said he’s carrying 195 pounds on his 6-foot-1 frame and realizes his summer training will go far in determining if he has what it takes to make the NHL squad in September. If not, he’ll return to the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League and don the C again for coach Brent Sutter, the former NHL coach who named Bleackley captain last fall at age 17. 

I spoke with Sutter via phone Monday after Bleackley was introduced to the Denver media in the Avs’ dressing room at the Pepsi Center. 

“No, he’s not ready for NHL hockey,” Sutter said. “Conner still needs to grow, especially with skating and defensive responsibilities. His vision needs to improve. I’m not Colorado, I’m not Patrick Roy, but I feel like he’s not NHL ready. There is growth in his game. There is a reason he went (23rd) and not in the top 10, but I do think he’s a great prospect for that organization.”

Sutter added that Bleackley is a shooter, not a playmaker, and if his vision at major-junior needs work he will be overwhelmed at the speed of the NHL. But in terms of competition level, toughness, leadership and other such intangibles outside of skill, Bleackley is a special player. 

“He’s a pretty mature kid,” Sutter said when asked about named Bleackley captain at 17. “Bleacks, he was our No. 1 centerman and more important, he comes to play every night, he’s a worker, he’s more of a power forward. He has more to do to improve his game but there is so much upside with him. He’s strong and his character and makeup (are exceptional). As a person, he comes from a great family and he is a great kid.”

Quick hits: Thoughts on Avs’ trade for Daniel Briere
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Daniel Briere #48 of the Montreal Canadiens attempts to move the puck past Andre Benoit #61 of the Colorado Avalanche during the NHL game at the Bell Centre on March 18, 2014 in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. (Photo by Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)

Daniel Briere, then with the Montreal Canadiens, attempts to move the puck past Andre Benoit of the Avalanche during a game at the Bell Centre in March. (Photo by Richard Wolowicz, Getty Images)

P.A. Parenteau was a goner when this season ended. On May 12, I speculated heavily that he’d be dealt before the next season and on Monday that happened, with Parenteau going to Montreal for 36-year-old, 5-foot-9 forward Daniel Briere. 

How come the Avs couldn’t get a good D-man or a bigger forward instead? Why did they get older, smaller and no more cap-friendly (Briere makes $4 million, same as Parenteau, though Briere has one year left and Parenteau two)? Well, Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy would know better than me, but neither one is talking today to media today. It’s the day before free agency beings, and both are presumably holed up in an office strategizing for the coming day(s). 

Plain and simple, Parenteau wasn’t Roy’s kind of player. I won’t put words in his mouth, but the sense I got was that he just felt Parenteau was a little too one-way of a player, perhaps not intense enough too, and the Avs wanted out from under his contract. But wait, Briere is making the same salary, right? There’s no cap relief, right? Right.

But in order to move P.A., at the end of the day, they had to take back the same kind of salary. Talking to some hockey people, it’s very difficult to make pure salary-dump kinds of trades right now, with the cap set for $69 million this season. Both teams kind of dumped their unwanted guys on each other here. It doesn’t make this a very sexy trade at all, and one that might very easily be second-guessed to the rafters by Avs fans when all is said and done. The early consensus from Avs fans seems to be in disfavor of the deal, but I wouldn’t freak out much.

First off, Briere may be slowing down some, or a lot depending on whom you ask, but the guy is a battler. At 5-foot-9, 179 pounds, he’s always had to be. He’s a tough customer out there, never backing down from anyone. He’s kind of the latter day Theo Fleury in some ways (though Fleury was 5-6). 

He actually was a pretty good player for Montreal in the playoffs. Seven points in 16 games, including a couple of real big goals. No, those aren’t Gretzky numbers, but he’s got a ton of playoff experience, he still wants to play, he’s a good leader in the room and maybe Roy can squeeze one more good year out of him.

Where will he play? Good question. We’ll have a better idea, probably, by Tuesday, when hopefully the Paul Stastny situation will be settled. If Stastny goes, it’s possible Briere could be your replacement at center. If he stays, he could be Parenteau’s replacement for Parenteau on a wing. 

And what’s the latest with Stastny, you ask? All I know is what I was told earlier today by the principals, that the Avs were still in the hunt to re-sign him. That could change at any moment obviously. That’s all I know, and I’ve said before, I’m not going to predict anything, because I feel certain that no matter what I would predict, it would turn out wrong. The DaterJinx would definitely apply I feel.

So, we wait some more. In the meantime, enjoy some of Daniel Briere’s greatest hits:

Paul Stastny update: Avs still in mix; Dallas Stars reportedly join suitors
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Paul Stastny (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

I’ll keep this brief: All I can really report, on the meeting between Joe Sakic and Paul Stastny’s agent, Matt Keator, today is this: the sides are still talking and will continue to talk into the weekend. I’m not going to make any predictions ON how this ends up. To me, it’s a fluid situation that probably not even the people in the actual room doing the talking know how it will end right now.

But if you’re a Stastny fan really hoping he’ll stay with the Avs, this can only be interpreted as good news. There were some “rumblings” (I say this word in mock jest, because it’s a favorite of rumor-mongering websites that don’t really have any idea what’s really going on) that Stastny would/will re-sign with the Avs. Hey, that can’t be proven to be wrong tonight as of yet anyway.

Interestingly, Pierre McGuire of TSN and NBC added a new team to the mix of suitors for Stastny: the Dallas Stars. If true, that makes three teams in the Avs’ division that are interested in Stastny — joining the Wild and Blues, though I’ve heard from other sources that the Wild don’t really have any shot at him, that Stastny isn’t interested in going there.

Communication is always a good thing, and the Avs and Stastny are still talking. That’s how it stands for tonight.
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I’ll keep this brief: All I can really report, on the meeting between Joe Sakic and Paul Stastny’s agent, Matt Keator, today is this: the sides are still talking and will continue to talk into the weekend. I’m not going to make any predictions ON how this ends up. To me, it’s a fluid situation that probably not even the people in the actual room doing the talking know how it will end right now.

But if you’re a Stastny fan really hoping he’ll stay with the Avs, this can only be interpreted as good news. There were some “rumblings” (I say this word in mock jest, because it’s a favorite of rumor-mongering websites that don’t really have any idea what’s really going on) that Stastny would/will re-sign with the Avs. Hey, that can’t be proven to be wrong tonight as of yet anyway.

Interestingly, Pierre McGuire of TSN and NBC added a new team to the mix of suitors for Stastny: the Dallas Stars. If true, that makes three teams in the Avs’ division that are interested in Stastny — joining the Wild and Blues, though I’ve heard from other sources that the Wild don’t really have any shot at him, that Stastny isn’t interested in going there.

Communication is always a good thing, and the Avs and Stastny are still talking. That’s how it stands for tonight.

Joe Sakic meets with Paul Stastny’s agent, calls conversations “good” (but he’s still testing the market)
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LAS VEGAS - I talked with Joe Sakic late tonight. His update on Paul Stastny is this: he met with Matt Keator, Paul Stastny’s agent today in Las Vegas. 

The news is mixed: Stastny wants to “see what’s out there”, Sakic reports. So, we are officially entering into the period where teams are free to call Stastny and Keator and put on the full-court press. BUT, as I reported yesterday: essentially Stastny/Keator have made a vow to Sakic and the Avs: that they will circle back Colorado and give them the right of first refusal to keep him.

The Avs will then be faced with the decision to either come up on their existing offer for him (Sakic won’t say exactly what it is, but it’s safe to say it’s between $5 million and $6 million per year) or let him go. It’s dangerous territory for sure. Some team can just make some blowout offer to him for god knows how much money and it might be too good to pass up. 

But, Sakic said the talks with Keator were “good.” So, hey, sounds like absolutely anything can happen still and it’s going to be an interesting few days.

I asked Sakic if it was a little off-putting to have a player who has been generously paid for several years by the organization to essentially tell it “Hey, I want to play the field, and if you guys are my fallback option, I’ll come back.” Sakic said no, that it’s Stastny’s right to do this and he respects it.

Oh, and don’t think teams aren’t ready to line up to call Stastny. Ace Minneapolis Star-Tribune Wild beat writer Michael Russo reports tonight that the Wild have “significant interest” in the Avs’ center. 

If the lose Stastny to a division rival for nothing, it will not go over well in Denver I don’t think.

PatrickPatrick Roy, Nathan MacKinnon and Ryan O’Reilly win big in Vegas
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@mackinnon9

Nathan MacKinnon after winning the Calder Trophy, from his Twitter account @mackinnon9

LAS VEGAS – If not for 13 more points in the voting, the Avs would have gone four for four in the awards they were up for here at the Wynn. As it turned out, it was just win-win-win-no win at the Wynn. 

Semyon Varlamov finished second in the Vezina voting, done by the league’s GMs, 103-90 to Tuukka Rask. Otherwise it would have been a huge night for the Avs. But it still was anyway.

Nathan MacKinnon got 130 first-place votes out of 137 ballots. I’d say he won the Calder Trophy pretty handily. Patrick Roy easily won the coach of the year honors, as did Ryan O’Reilly for the Lady Byng. Here is Roy talking about what the award meant to him and his plans for the Avs being better next season:

Here is MacKinnon on his award:

About O’Reilly:

 I pressed him a bit about his contract situation after he won the Lady Byng. Here is some video that includes that (my own video messed up, so Ryan Boulding of Mile High Sports gets the credit here) He also saved my you know what after I typed this whole blog and somehow hit a key that erased it all, but he showed how to get it right back. Phew:

It’s so frustrating with his contract situation though, right? I mean, part of me just wanted to yell out on behalf of many of you: “Can’t you guys just agree on a long-term deal and get on with life??? Why is it so difficult to do this???” 

But it just seems like, unless either side gives in, they’re not going to agree on a long-term deal. Do you see either side giving in to the other? Me neither. 

That’ll about wrap it up from Vegas. Next up, the draft and free agency. Does hockey season ever end

Avalanche should do well at NHL Awards in Vegas
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Patrick Roy last summer had no NHL coaching experience. Tuesday in Las Vegas, he could win NHL coach of the year./ John Leyba, The Denver Post

Patrick Roy last summer had no NHL coaching experience. Tuesday in Las Vegas, he could win NHL coach of the year./ John Leyba, The Denver Post

LAS VEGAS – Here’s what I’d put the odds at for Avs winning tonight in the awards gala in this hockey capital of the world, Las Vegas:

Patrick Roy for coach of the year: 80 percent. I do believe Jon Cooper of the Lightning will garner some strong support from the NHL’s broadcasters, who pick this award. But I believe the overriding consensus is that Roy should win the award. Not trying to slight the job Cooper did, but Roy deserves the award more. He inherited a mess of a team and turned it into a division champion. Cooper already had a half a season to play with when he came into this past year. Yeah, he lost Steve Stamkos much of the year — and it also hurt the team’s record. Let me make it 85-percent I think Roy wins.

Nathan MacKinnon, Calder Trophy: 100 percent. No chance he doesn’t win this thing. 

Ryan O’Reilly, Lady Byng: 30 percent. Martin St. Louis will probably win. But O’Reilly’s lack of penalty minutes (two all season) might have swayed enough voters.

Semyon Varlamov, Vezina: 15 percent. I think Tuukka Rask has the much better odds. Perhaps a bit of eastern bias kicks in here among the voters. But the better logic as to why it probably will go to him: he probably had the better year. Not by a lot, but enough to win this.

Water cooler chatter - OK, here’s the deal on Paul Stastny’s situation: Stastny is almost certainly going to listen to other offers starting Wednesday. Or, scratch that – teams can’t make outright offers (wink wink) in the week-long courtship period that starts tomorrow with free agents. But they can certainly express interest in that player and gauge any mutual interest in signing with them.

Stastny and his agent, Matt Keator, will go back to Joe Sakic and essentially say “This is what we’re hearing, can you come close to that?” If the Avs can, then maybe there’s still hope Stastny will stay an Av. But if it becomes clear that Stastny can make, say, $6.5 million or $7 million a year on the open market, then I think he’s out of here. That’s just me.

But the Avs clearly are not interested in much of anything that is north of $6 million a year. They have their structure and that’s that. If a team gives him $7 million a year on a long-term deal, then I think that’s just a dumb contract and they’ll regret it eventually. 

If Stastny goes, I do believe the Avs will quickly move to sign a nice-looking forward (on paper at least) or two to mitigate the panic of fans. I expect the forward(s) to be wingers, not a center. I think, if Stastny goes, Duchene, Mackinnon and Mitchell automatically become your top three centers and the Avs will try to add a nice piece on the wing. Who could be out there to get? Keep an eye on Ales Hemsky. Keep an eye on Jarome Iginla. It seems like things are getting iffy for Iginla to stay in Boston suddenly. Yeah, he’s 37, but he also scored 30 goals last year and is in great shape. Would a line of Landeskog-MacKinnon-Iginla work for you?

But wouldn’t Iginla command more than $6 million a year, putting him outside of the “structure?” Yeah maybe, which probably makes him more of a long shot to come to Denver. But I know that he and Sakic are buddies, and I’m pretty sure he likes the lifestyle in the West better than the East. So we’ll see. On a two- or three-year deal, the Avs might be willing to give more cash than something longer term.

You know who else might not be a bad replacement for Stastny? How about Ryan Callahan? Seems like things are not going well with the negotiations in Tampa Bay either. 

Ryan O’Reilly? Seems like it’s heading to arbitration. Sakic hasn’t spoken with Pat Morris yet since the Avs filed for it.

Joey Hishon given qualifying offer by Colorado Avalanche
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Joey Hishon, center, during practice in Minnesota during the Avalanche's playoff series with the Wild/ John Leyba, The Denver Post

Joey Hishon, center, during practice in Minnesota during the Avalanche’s playoff series with the Wild. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Good news for good guy Joey Hishon: the Avs gave the talented but oft-injured-in-the-past forward a qualifying offer to retain his rights moving forward. According to my interpretation of the NHL CBA, that required a qualifying offer of $900,000, which was his NHL salary. But at no time has Hishon ever actually made that salary with the Avs. 

He has yet to play a regular-season game with Colorado, and players are only paid during the regular season. His salary in Lake Erie was $67,500, and it’s possible that Hishon could still only get a two-way contract going forward. But to at least have the right to negotiate with Hishon, the Avs had to make the $900,000 offer. There may be a technicality I’ve missed on this — yes it’s true, sometimes I get things wrong with numbers — but this appears to be the case. According to Capgeek.com, Hishon had $270,000 in bonus money as part of his contract, signed in 2011.

I thought Hishon, the 2010 first-round pick, looked good in his two postseason games he played. He had a beauty of an assist on a Jamie McGinn goal in Game 7. I thought he should have played a lot more in fact.

What about other players who can either be RFA or UFA on July 1? Stefan Elliott and Tyson Barrie are their only other RFAs and they have been given qualifying offers.

Andre Benoit: He can be UFA. Joe Sakic said Thursday the team has reached out to his agent, but things are not settled and he’s unsure where things will proceed from here. 

Brad Malone and Cory Sarich: They can be UFA and, sorry, I don’t have much to report on them. Avs aren’t saying much about them, which I would interpret as pessimistic either will be back, but I could be wrong there, too.

If Paul Stastny, Ryan O’Reilly want to stay with Avalanche, they’ll have to know their place

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Above is our video of the highlights of the Colorado Avalanche press conference on Thursday with Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy. You can also watch the entire press conference here from the NHL. I’m not going to summarize it all here, as there is a story that pretty much does that . 

But I’ll give a few takes here about what I thought it meant:

Avalanche center Matt Duchene, left, celebrated his first period goal with Paul Stastny, right, against the Vancouver Canucks on Tuesday, March 9, 2010. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Avalanche center Matt Duchene, left, celebrated his first period goal with Paul Stastny, right, against the Vancouver Canucks on Tuesday, March 9, 2010. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

•Paul Stastny and Ryan O’Reilly are going to have to know their place in the pecking order, at least right now, if they want to stay in Denver long-term. We can debate all night about who should be at the top, but it’s clear that the Avs still believe Matt Duchene should be paid the most among the forwards on the team. That will likely change in two years when Nathan MacKinnon’s contract is up, but until then Stastny and O’Reilly aren’t going to be given more than $6 million a year on average on any long-term deal right now.

In O’Reilly’s case, he will simply have to accept less than Duchene – at this on a long-term deal right now – if he wants to stay. He can make at least $5.5 million for the next two years through arbitration, but for this summer at least, the starting point for negotiations is $5 million – O’Reilly’s cap hit – not $6.5 million, his base salary for last season. Sakic’s zinger at O’Reilly’s agent, Pat Morris, was one of the day’s more memorable lines.

Personally, I think O’Reilly will just play out his two years to UFA status and be traded before then. That’s just me. Maybe, just maybe, another great season on a one-year deal will push him over the $6 million offer stage next summer and everything will work out. But you have to wonder how much true goodwill there is between these two parties.

•Stastny? It’s getting late in the day to start serious negotiations, but that appears the scenario. Teams can start calling Stastny on June 25, so the Avs had better get this done soon before everybody else can wine and dine him. I make no predictions how this will turn out, but I’m always more pessimistic the closer to July 1 things get with unsigned players. Stastny said before he’d be open to a hometown discount to stay, but with so many teams craving centers, he likely would be the top fish available on the open market. For any player, that’s a temptation usually too good to pass up.

•Roy said the team has targeted a few players from other teams for free agency. But a lot depends, he said, on whether the Avs can re-sign their own guys and whether the targeted players return to their teams.

•Roy is much higher on his defense than people might think. He thinks he’s got a three real solid players in Erik Johnson, Tyson Barrie and Nick Holden, and that those three can be built around nicely. Now, probably, the Avs need a bigger stud player than a Johnson, but Roy just wants more of a deeper mix around those three and seems optimistic that can happen. I agree. The D needs to be better, but the ascension of Barrie and Holden has made the outlook a bit brighter.
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Ryan O’Reilly had shoulder surgery after freak injury in January celebrating goal

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Colorado Avalanche center Ryan O'Reilly skates the puck down the ice as Minnesota Wild center Mikael Granlund chases him during the third period on April 21, 2014 during Game 3 of the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs at Xcel Energy Center. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche center Ryan O’Reilly skates the puck down the ice as Minnesota Wild center Mikael Granlund chases him during the third period on April 21, 2014 during Game 3 of the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs at Xcel Energy Center. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

We often don’t learn about the severity of injuries to NHL players until after the season, and on Thursday we learned that Ryan O’Reilly had shoulder surgery recently and is still recuperating.

The Avs say his rehab is going well and expect him to be ready for training camp (will he still be an Av by then? Here’s more on what Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy had to say about his contract situation).

O’Reilly hurt his shoulder in January in a freak injury, celebrating a goal. But he also was dinged late in the year with an ailment that was never specified. It’s likely the two were related, but there’s no more information on it.
Ryan O’Reilly’s agent: “We’re now preparing for an arbitration case that we didn’t think we’d have to attend to”

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Ryan O'Reilly practices Ashtanga Vinyasa yoga at the Samadhi Center for Yoga in Denver, CO October 29, 2013. He says he spends about 20 minutes before games practicing yoga and that he first started at age sixteen. (Photo By Craig F. Walker / The Denver Post)

Ryan O’Reilly practices Ashtanga Vinyasa yoga at the Samadhi Center for Yoga in Denver, CO October 29, 2013. He says he spends about 20 minutes before games practicing yoga and that he first started at age sixteen. (Craig F. Walker, The Denver Post)

Well, unlike that picture of calm above, it officially has gotten frosty again between Ryan O’Reilly and the Avalanche. Sunday’s move by the team to elect for salary arbitration with their leading goal-scorer of 2013-14 did not seem to go over too well with Pat Morris, part of the mammoth Newport Sports Agency that represents O’Reilly.

Morris did an interview today with the excellent “Hockey Central” show from Canada’s Sportsnet, and it’s clear the Avs move to “arb” one of their “special players” – Morris’ words – didn’t go over well at Newport Sports. 

Morris said O’Reilly wants to stay in Colorado, but that a long-term deal “isn’t close to being worked out.” 

Some select quotes:

“We had some warning that the arb might be taken advantage of. It’s within the CBA. Ryan understands that. He also understands that it’s unique, that no player has been arbed for a pay cut that is of his stature.”

OK, there’s the crux of the continued disagreement between the Avs and O’Reilly and his people. Morris says the Avs are looking to “cut” his salary for the coming year(s) by not qualifying O’Reilly at his $6.5 million base salary for this past season. Under rules of arbitration, O’Reilly can’t make any less than $5.525 million for his next contract with the Avs, even if he “loses” the arb hearing.

But O’Reilly’s cap hit was $5 million. So, while Morris sees O’Reilly’s current value as $6.5 million, or at least that’s what he strongly implies, the Avs see his current value – or at least the starting point for negotiations on a new deal – as $5 million. 

Both sides can make a case as to why their figure is the more accurate value, but based on comparables around the league with similar players, the Avs seem to have more evidence on their side that theirs is the more fair and accurate figure. Left wing, 24-year-old Jamie Benn, as I noted yesterday, scored 34 goals and 79 points for the Stars this season and is slated to make $5.25 million for the coming three seasons. 

Morris goes on:

“Ryan is unrestricted in two years, and under the model now, given that Colorado has arbed him, short-term looks like what the future is for Ryan going forward, possibly year to year or for the next two years….some people might look a little sideways that a team has done that to a special player, but they certainly have the business right to do that and Ryan is mature, but there’s a history a little bit on the previous contract and Ryan is a stubborn young man.”

So, basically, start your trade rumors everyone. After a night of thinking it over and chatting with a few others, I’m mostly of the belief now that the Avs will try to trade O’Reilly, quite possibly very soon. Why so soon? Well, under a new wrinkle in the CBA, other teams can actually call and talk to free agents on June 25 – restricted and unrestricted players. They can’t negotiate on actual numbers (wink-wink), but they can call and shoot the breeze all they want and try to see if it would be a “fit” for the two to do business together once July 1st rolls around.

And O’Reilly can actually accept offer sheets from July 1-5. Under terms of the CBA, unless a team offers more than an average of $6,728,781, the best the Avs could get as compensatory draft picks are a first, second and third from that team. And what if that team is, say, Chicago? A late first-round pick for O’Reilly, a second and a third? Big deal. Of course, the Avs can just simply match the offer and keep him, which is what they would do. But remember too: the Avs wouldn’t be able to trade him for a full calendar year if they match any offer, just like last time. They’d run the risk of his trade value plummeting either through serious injury (always possible) or some drastic dropoff in play (unlikely, but still).

But do they really want O’Reilly’s next contract to be dictated by another team? That’s how they got stuck with a $6.5 million tab in the first place (when all along, they probably could have had O’Reilly signature on a deal for $4 million a year, but because they got into that “Matt Duchene internal salary cap” situation – his salary then was $3.5 million – they got hosed).

The Avs really have no one to blame but themselves for having had to pay O’Reilly more than they think he’s worth. On the other hand, let’s get real, O’Reilly and his agents are showing plenty of greed too if they insist that he’s a $6.5 million player, that that should be the starting point for negotiations. 

O’Reilly is the player who would bring in a major haul in a trade, for a stud defenseman, which the Avs are going to need if they want any serious Stanley Cup aspirations. It seems to me that’s the most likely scenario going forward. Maybe the trade won’t happen right away, maybe O’Reilly will play this full year and they trade him next summer or the following deadline – who knows. But his trade value might never be higher than it is now, and if these two parties just can’t get along, then exit visas probably are imminent.

Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy will meet the media Thursday at the Pepsi Center, and we’ll let them expound more on what they think might happen.

Here’s the interview here with Morris, although there is a lot of initial talk about another of Morris’ clients, Brad Richards.
Ryan O’Reilly arbitration with Colorado Avalanche: Here’s what it means

By Adrian Dater  The Denver Post  
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Ryan O'Reilly skates before the Avalanche's game against the Edmonton Oilers December 19, 2013. Photo By Karl Gehring/The Denver Post

Ryan O’Reilly skates before the Avalanche’s game against the Edmonton Oilers on Dec. 19, 2013. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

It’s always on my days off…

I was enjoying (well, before I got sick later that night anyway from a mystery fever/flu) a Father’s Day off Sunday up in Estes Park when I made the mistake of checking my Twitter feed. There, Bob McKenzie Tweeted that the Avalanche had filed for arbitration against Ryan O’Reilly, which is rare for a team to do. That set off much of Avalanche Nation to clutching the pearls big-time, worried that it was the resumption of ugliness and the imminent exit of The Factor from the Avs. (Hey Bob, you wrote a book about being a hockey dad, take Father’s Day off too, would ya?)

I should be sleeping off this nightmare flu, but I can’t let you down any further, dear reader, so here’s my quick review of what happened and my take on how it will proceed from here. But first off: don’t freak out. I’m going to do this in question and answer form, I just decided. It’s probably easier and clearer to understand.

What happened again? The Avs filed for arbitration with O’Reilly. If the Avs can’t work out a new contract with him by July 15, the NHL and NHLPA will work out a mutually agreed-upon arbitrator. What is the process of arbitration like? Here is an article I wrote a couple years ago for Sports Illustrated (which has the theme of “arbitration cases are becoming much more rare now”).

Why would the Avs do this? O’Reilly’s contract came about in a way the Avs didn’t want. Calgary gave him an offer sheet in the 2013 lockout season of two years, $10 million, but the final year of the deal had a base salary of $6.5 million. In order to retain O’Reilly’s rights in a normal way, the Avs would have had to give him a qualifying offer of that same $6.5 million. 

O’Reilly could have accepted that offer outright on a one-year deal, or he could have declined it and held out for more. In either case, though, the Avs would have held on to his rights.

By electing for arbitration, the Avs get to go to a third party and say, “Hey, we never wanted to pay him $6.5 million, but we had it shoved down our throats by another team. Yeah, that was our fault for letting it get that far, but now we want you, arbitrator, to come up with a more reasonable number for him this coming season.” Keep in mind: O’Reilly’s salary this past season was the $6.5 million, but his cap hit was $5 million. That was the average of his two-year deal, and that’s the number the Avs probably would much rather focus on than $6.5 million.

What are the rules for arbitration? If it goes that far — and keep in mind most cases don’t make it that far anymore — the arbitrator will hear essentially a trial argument by both sides as to why theirs is the right dollar amount for the player’s services. The team will give their dollar amount and the player and his agent will give theirs. 

One catch: O’Reilly cannot be awarded anything less than 85-percent of his last base salary. In this case, that means he can’t make any less than $5.525 million for 2014-15. 

The arbitrator would present two offers to O’Reilly: a one-year offer based on his or her judgment or a two-year deal. O’Reilly could pick either one, but whatever one he chooses, it would be a binding deal.

The Avs would gamble that the arbitrator would award less than $6.5 million a year, and, just my opinion, I think they probably would win that one. Most arbitration cases are based on “comparables”, i.e., what similar players of age and statistics already make. It’s the same thing with why your house sells for pretty much what the neighbors got. Let’s look at a comparable player here in Dallas Stars left wing Jamie Benn. Benn is 24; O’Reilly is 23. Benn scored 34 goals last year for the Stars, and O’Reilly scored 28. Benn had 79 points, O’Reilly 64. Benn’s salary (both base and cap hit) is $5.25 million. Both teams made the playoffs, but lost in the first round. Benn also was a Canadian Olympian, and O’Reilly wasn’t.

Keep in mind, O’Reilly already is guaranteed a higher salary than Benn even if he loses the arbitration case. But the Avs would no doubt say to the arbitrator, “Why should we have to pay even more than that for a guy who had 15 fewer points than that guy from Dallas?” O’Reilly’s agency, the cutthroat Newport Sports Agency, no doubt would counter that with, “Because our client led the NHL in takeaways last year (82) and he led the Avalanche in ice time among forwards (19:49) and led the Avalanche in goals, with those 28. He does it at both ends of the rink, unlike that guy from Dallas.”

Some people have said that Boston’s Patrice Bergeron, with a $6.5 million cap hit for several years to come, is a better comparable for O’Reilly. But Bergeron signed a big last contract when he could have become an unrestricted free agent the next year, so that comparable doesn’t quite work. You always have to pay more to keep your potential UFA guys (hello, Paul Stastny!).

To me, the Benn comparable is the game, set, match clincher for the Avs if they actually go to arbitration. 

Why did it make sense for the Avs to file for arbitration? Because O’Reilly could have done what he did last time he got a qualifying offer. He could reject it and hold out for more, or he could just take the one-year, $6.5 million QO and have that essentially be his base point for negotiations with Colorado or any other team. No matter what happens from here, the Avs can be guaranteed of one thing should they choose it that way: they can have O’Reilly’s signature on a binding contract for the 2014-15 season, with the binding expectation that he shows up to training camp in September, ready to play. This eliminates any of the monkey business of early last year as far as him being in uniform or not.

Is it a risk for the Avs to do this? Yes, because it makes it look like they don’t want to pay O’Reilly what he’s “worth”, because O’Reilly can now get stubborn again and dig in his heels and just say no to any further negotiations if they don’t come anywhere near that $6.5 million number, or above. Because, they would almost certainly have to trade him before the next two years in that case before he can get away for free as a UFA.

Well, is it a risk for O’Reilly? Yes. He can become an unrestricted free agent after two more seasons, no matter what. He’ll only be 25 by then. So, he can easily just say, “OK, I’ll take what the Avs crammed down my throat for two more years, max, and then go on the open market finally in two years and really make the big cheese.” 

But what happens if O’Reilly suffers a serious injury before that? What if his stats drop precipitously? If that happens — and he turned down a reasonable, long-term offer previously from the Avs in the negotiations — how much regret will he have over that? Probably a lot.

Why can’t the Avs just pay more than $6.5 million a year for their first-line left winger and be done with this headache? Well, if you’re Stan and Josh Kroenke, or Patrick Roy or Joe Sakic, you think you’ve already got an internal salary cap on your team. Matt Duchene was the team’s leading scorer, their lone Canadian Olympian and his cap hit for the next five years is $6 million. It’s the same thing as last time, if that’s the case: “Because we think Duchene is our top guy for now (or until Nathan MacKinnon’s first contract is up in two years, in other words)” and fair is fair and right is right.”

Why can’t O’Reilly just take something close to that number and be happy? Well, because he has his dollar value worth in mind and athletes’ careers are short, and you’d do the same thing if it were you. The Flames thought he was worth $6.5 million a year when they made their offer to O’Reilly. Everybody laughed that he might get anywhere near that (including the Avs), but he got it. So, deal with it. It’s a business.

Can another team jump in with the same offer sheet as Calgary did last time? Yes. From July 1-5, teams can do so. But Jay Feaster is no longer a GM with Calgary, so I don’t anticipate that happening. The same rules apply as last time: the Avs can just match the offer and it’s binding, or let him go and accept draft picks. But offer sheets never work. The Avs would just match it, and the team in question would earn the never-ending enmity of Patrick Roy and Joe Sakic. Feaster violated that good old boys club rule two years ago, and it’s no secret why he’s gone now partially because of that. 

What’s going to happen, Dater? I’m going to Vegas in seven days, unless this flu fails to lift. O’Reilly will be there, along with Patrick Roy, MacKinnon and Semyon Varlamov, as part of the NHL awards show. If I had to go up to a betting booth and lay down money for what I think will happen, I’d bet this:

I have no clue.

It will, indeed, be a fascinating story as it plays out. But here’s what I think: O’Reilly is coveted around the league, and he might just pull in a P.K. Subban or a Shea Weber-type of defenseman (in Weber’s case, the Avs would have to give more). I think the Avs will trade him within two years. I think there’s just enough bad blood left over from the previous situation to poison the waters with things going forward.

I’ve written this before, but it bears repeating: O’Reilly won the last round, but the Avs will win the next round. But it depends on your definition of winning. If the “win” is that the Avs got O’Reilly for less than they wanted to pay him, then they’ll win these next two years. But if it means losing a great player within two years over a relative pittance in the world of pro sports, then the Avs might be the long-term losers in this. 

It will be written some day who the better player was: Duchene or O’Reilly. The Avs, I believe, do not want to pay him more than Duchene — and never did. They had to for one year, but not a second. 

We know what is keeping the Avs from being a real Stanley Cup contender, and that is defense. O’Reilly could be just the guy to bring in the proper defenseman to win a Cup. The L.A. Kings have proven you don’t need nine all-stars on your first three lines to win a Cup. You need just enough offense, and an oversupply of defense and goaltending. Right now, the Avs are the inverse. They can arguably make a case they have enough offense without O’Reilly, and the haul he would bring in defensively would justify the Avs ridding him of his big-money demands.

But you won’t hear me bad-talking O’Reilly as a player. I think he’s a great player. No matter what, the Avs are either going to win or lose this thing. 

Does that make things clear?

Also: Mark Guy, O’Reilly’s agent, had no comment when I texted him on Monday. The Avs say they will continue to negotiate with O’Reilly and that this was just a business maneuver, nothing more. Roy and Sakic will hold a press conference either Thursday or Friday at the Pepsi Center (and the conspiracy theory in me believes they will have a fun announcement as part of that, but it might have nothing to do with O’Reilly (“Hello Paul Stastny?”). They will no doubt be asked plenty about O’Reilly. We’ll see how it plays out.
Wild development camp roster; 2 upcoming scrimmages open to the public
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First and foremost, Bryan Murray, the longtime NHL coach and GM for Washington, Detroit, Florida, Anaheim and Ottawa, needs your well wishes and prayers. Bryan was diagnosed with cancer prior to the draft and will begin treatment this week. He's one of the great, funny guys in this sport, has given a ton to it and has been beyond instrumental to my career, teaching me the ins and outs of the game on and off the ice very early in my career when I covered the Panthers for the Sun-Sentinel. I used to actually ghost-write his column that would appear weekly in our paper, and man, it was a learning experience.

Bryan's long been a mentor to his nephew, Buffalo Sabres GM Tim Murray, and of course Wild GM Chuck Fletcher and assistant GM Brent Flahr.

Fletcher was Bryan's assistant GM in Florida and Anaheim and Bryan pulled Flahr out of the ticket sales office in Florida, making him a scout, then bringing him to Anaheim before taking him to Ottawa as director of hockey ops.

I wish Bryan all the best. He'll battle through this like the tough cookie he is. My best to his wife, children, brothers, sisters, extended family and long list of pals.

Onward, if you didn't see the previous blog on Cody Almond's upcoming return to the Wild and possibly next year's team, check that out.

But the Wild's development camp roster and schedule was announced this morning.

Camp will take place Wednesday (July 9) to Monday (July 14) and will feature two scrimmages that are free and open to the public. The first scrimmage is Friday (July 11) at 2 p.m. at Braemar Arena in Edina and the second scrimmage is Monday (July 14) at 6:30 p.m. at Xcel Energy Center.

In addition to practices conducted by Iowa coach Kurt Kleinendorst and Director of Player Development Brad Bombardir, local skating instructors Barry Karn and Andy Ness will work with the players on skating, there will be other skill work, lots of off-ice training, nutrition instruction and fun activities outside the rink.

Some roster hopefuls for next season that will take part in the camp include Christian Folin, Matt Dumba, Michael Keranen, Kurtis Gabriel and Gustav Olofsson. Some top draft picks include Alex Tuch, Louie Belpedio, Mario Lucia, Zack Phillips and Raphael Bussieres. Some junior free-agent pickups that will take part are Guillaume Gelinas, Brady Brassart and Zach Mitchell. The only prospect I see missing is Pontus Sjalin, who was drafted last month. He was injured while training over the weekend. It's not said to be serious, but he would not be able to participate this week. Tyler Graovac has been to too many prospect camps. With the CBA now, a player is only eligible to come to three development camps (however, a player can request to come to additional ones).

Some interesting tryouts:

Tyler Sheehy (no relation to agent Neil Sheehy) – Burnsville kid that put up quality numbers this year in Waterloo (USHL).

Alex Iafallo – Future college free agent to watch.  Solid freshman year for Duluth.

Reid Gardiner – Was highly ranked early in the season by Central Scouting but was not drafted.

Zach Palmquist – D-man from South Saint Paul that played in Minnesota State last year.

Hunter Warner – Eden Prairie kid that played in the USHL last year.  Big tough kid but raw.

Gopher Vinni Lettieri (Lou Nanne's grandson) will also be in the house, as will Gophers backup goalie Michael Shibrowski.

2014 MINNESOTA WILD DEVELOPMENT CAMP NUMERICAL ROSTER

FORWARDS (26) HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2013-14 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

34 Chase Lang 6-1 182 Right 9/13/96 Nanaimo, British Columbia Calgary WHL 68 10 15 25 52 EN/14

 36 Michael Keranen 6-1 176 Left 1/4/90 Stockholm, Sweden Ilves Tampere Finland 52 17 35 52 47 FA/14

 40 Tyler Sheehy 5-10 185 Right 11/20/95 Burnsville, Minnesota Waterloo USHL 49 21 28 49 4 INVITEE

 41 Alex Iafallo 6-0 176 Left 12/21/93 Eden, New York U. Minn. Duluth NCHC 36 11 11 22 10 INVITEE

 43 Mario Lucia 6-3 195 Left 8/25/93 Fairbanks, Alaska Notre Dame CCHA 40 16 15 31 12 EN/11

 47 Zack Mitchell 6-0 184 Right 1/7/93 Caledon, Ontario Guelph OHL 67 31 52 83 40 FA/14

 48 Christoph Bertschy 5-10 189 Right 4/5/94 Friburg, Switzerland SC Bern Swiss 37 6 8 14 10 EN/12

 49 Raphael Bussieres 6-1 198 Left 11/5/93 Longueuil, Quebec Iowa AHL 61 5 14 19 51 EN/12

 50 Vinni Lettieri 5-9 170 Right 2/6/95 Excelsior, Minnesota U. Minnesota Big 10 37 2 6 8 8 INVITEE

 51 Reid Gardiner 5-11 185 Right 1/19/96 Humboldt, Saskatchewan Prince Albert WHL 70 22 22 44 39 INVITEE

 52 Alex Tuch 6-3.5 218 Right 5/10/96 Baldwinsville, New York USNTDP USHL 26 13 19 32 36 EN/14

 57 Adam Gilmour 6-4 192 Right 1/29/94 Albany, New York Boston College HE 39 7 12 19 10 EN/12

 59 Eric Scheid 5-9 163 Left 5/5/92 Coon Rapids, Minnesota Penn State Big 10 36 11 9 20 10 INVITEE

 61 Zack Phillips 6-0 194 Right 10/28/92 Fredericton, New Brunswick Iowa AHL 76 12 21 33 16 EN/11

 62 Avery Peterson 6-3 200 Left 6/20/95 Grand Rapids, Minnesota Grand Rapids H.S. 27 37 30 67 8 EN/13

 63 Kurtis Gabriel 6-4 214 Right 4/20/93 New Market, Ontario Owen Sound OHL 60 16 35 51 99 EN/13

 65 Andrew Ryan 6-3 202 Left 1/15/94 St. John’s Newfoundland Halifax QMJHL 56 27 28 55 52 INVITEE

 70 Adam Phillips 6-0 195 Right 8/11/90 Farmington Hills, Michigan UMass- Amherst HE 34 6 9 15 8 INVITEE

 71 Brooks Bertsch 5-11 185 Right 5/10/90 Dubuque, Iowa St. Cloud State NCHC 36 3 3 6 8 INVITEE

 73 Tanner Kero 5-11 175 Left 7/24/92 Hancock, Michigan Michigan Tech WCHA 40 15 10 25 16 INVITEE

 76 Jessey Astles 6-2 205 Left 6/4/93 Coquitlam, British Columbia Tri-City WHL 50 11 9 20 67 INVITEE

 78 Reid Duke 6-0 189 Right 1/28/96 Calgary, Alberta Lethbridge WHL 62 15 25 40 91 EN/14

 79 Grant Opperman 6-0 185 Right 11/15/93 Wayzata, Minnesota Dartmouth ECAC 31 8 11 19 26 INVITEE

 82 Olivier Archambault 6-0 190 Left 2/16/93 Le Gardeur, Quebec Quebec QMJHL 38 19 27 46 37 INVITEE

 83 Brady Brassart 6-2 196 Right 6/15/93 Vernon, British Columbia Calgary WHL 70 35 50 85 94 FA/14

 96 Pavel Jenys 6-2 198 Left 4/2/96 Brno, Czech Republic Brno Czech 29 2 0 2 4 EN/14

DEFENSEMEN (12) HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2013-14 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

 5 Christian Folin 6-3 210 Right 2/9/91 Gothenburg, Sweden UMass-Lowell HE 41 6 14 20 31 FA/14

 38 Dallas Valentine 6-3 195 Right 5/28/96 Lousana, Alberta Moose Jaw WHL 69 3 11 14 44 INVITEE

 42 Alex Gudbranson 6-2 204 Right 9/3/94 Orleans, Ontario Sault Ste. Marie OHL 66 7 8 15 76 INVITEE

 44 Gustav Olofsson 6-4 191 Left 12/1/94 Boras, Sweden Colorado College NCHC 30 4 4 8 20 EN/13

 55 Matt Dumba 6-0 183 Right 7/25/94 Regina, Saskatchewan Minnesota NHL 13 1 1 2 2 EN/12

 Portland WHL 26 8 16 24 37

 58 Dylan Labbe 6-2 194 Left 1/19/95 St. George, Quebec Shawinigan QMJHL 63 9 18 27 20 EN/13

 60 Carson Soucy 6-5 200 Left 7/27/94 Viking, Alberta U. Minn. Duluth NCHC 34 0 6 6 60 EN/13

 72 Hunter Warner 6-2 202 Right 9/21/95 Eden Prairie, Minnesota Waterloo/Fargo USHL 50 2 10 12 127 INVITEE

 75 Zach Palmquist 5-11 175 Left 12/9/90 South St. Paul, Minnesota Minn. State Mankato WCHC 41 4 19 23 36 INVITEE

 77 Guillaume Gelinas 5-10 185 Left 6/14/93 Quebec City, Quebec Val d’Or QMJHL 67 23 69 92 81 FA/14

 80 Louie Belpedio 5-10 190 Right 5/14/96 Skokie, Illinois USNTDP USHL 53 7 13 20 24 EN/14

 81 Tanner Faith 6-3 211 Right 10/5/95 Terrace, British Columbia Kootenay WHL 10 0 1 1 9 EN/14

GOALTENDERS (4) HT WT CATCHES BORN BIRTHPLACE 2013-14 TEAM LGE GPI W-L-OT SO GAA SV% ACQ

 30 Kaapo Kahkonen 6-1 209 Left 8/16/96 Helsinki, Finland Espoo Finland Jr. 38 -- -- 2.39 .912 EN/14

 84 Alexandre Belanger 6-1 184 Left 8/19/95 Sherbrooke, Quebec Rouyn-Noranda QMJHL 52 28-18-3 1 3.23 .881 EN/13

 85 Brandon Whitney 6-5 208 Right 5/11/94 Kentville, Nova Scotia Victoriaville QMJHL 41 13-18-7 4 3.25 .906 INVITEE 86 Michael Shibrowski 6-1 199 Left 11/15/90 Andover, Minnesota U. Minnesota Big 10 5 2-1-0 1 2.34 .912 INVITEE

Wild's on verge of bringing back Cody Almond
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The Wild's on the verge of bringing back a familiar face.

Cody Almond, a fifth-round pick by the Wild in 2007, played the past two seasons in Geneva of the Swiss Hockey League.

But Almond is expected to re-sign with the Wild in the next few days, I have confirmed. The news was first reported by the Tribune deGeneve. Almond's decision to again chase his dream of becoming an NHL regular comes a few weeks after he signed a five-year contract to remain with his Swiss team.

This move comes two summers after the Wild couldn't reach a contract agreement with Almond, who was then an up-and-down minor leaguer who opted for a big contract in Switzerland.

At the time, it seemed a bit of an impatient move on Almond's part because he was just 22 and about to earn waiver rights, which would have given him a real good chance at making the following season's team.

But Almond is turning 25 later this month and by all accounts has developed into a pretty solid player. Over parts of three seasons, the Calgary native played 25 games for the Wild, scoring two goals in limited minutes on the fourth line. He's a big, left-shot center who can skate, hit, play with an edge and play wing, too. Last year, he broke out offensively with Geneva, scoring 18 goals and 34 points in 44 games with 75 penalty minutes.

For Almond to spurn a five-year deal with Geneva means he will likely be armed with a one-way contract from the Wild. That will give him an inside chance of making the team. Coach Mike Yeo knows him well from his time in Houston. Basically, he provides depth.

I added on a few Cody Almond articles from yesteryear. One is when he traveled almost 9,000 miles to play eight games in 10 nights -- four for Houston, four for Minnesota.

The other was in 2011 when Charles Barkley and Michael Strahan crashed the Wild's rookie dinner in Chicago.

 Star Tribune (Minneapolis, MN)

 January 30, 2011 Sunday

 METRO EDITION

 MICHAEL RUSSO'S SUNDAY INSIDER;

 The kids are all right;

 Two sports superstars dropped in on the Wild's "rookie dinner," dispensing some advice with a little hazing mixed in.

 BYLINE: MICHAEL RUSSO; STAFF WRITER, STAR TRIBUNE (Mpls.-St. Paul)

 SECTION: SPORTS; Pg. 10C

 LENGTH: 964 words

No matter what Cody Almond accomplishes in his hockey career, the Wild rookie always will consider singing for Charles Barkley and Michael Strahan "icing on the cake."

Last Sunday at the Chicago Cut Steakhouse, Barkley, the former NBA great-turned-TNT commentator, and Strahan, the former New York Giants star defensive end-turned-Fox commentator, were dining at the same restaurant where the Wild was having its rookie dinner.

Wild center John Madden used to live in the same neighborhood as Strahan when Madden played for the Devils and Strahan for the Giants, so next thing you know, "Sir Charles" and the NFL's single-season sacks record-holder entered the room to, as defenseman Nick Schultz said, "hold court for two hours."

Barkley and Strahan told stories, especially about past rookie dinners during their careers. Rookie dinners are a pro sports tradition where the rookies buy the team dinner.

"Suddenly, Charles started getting all these crazy ideas in his head. I was just like, 'Oh man, here we go,'" rookie defenseman Jared Spurgeon said.

Yup, the rookie hazing of Spurgeon, Cody Almond and Clayton Stoner began.

"We gave a speech, told a joke, did three skits and sang a song," Almond said, laughing. "All the boys were howling pretty good and [Barkley and Strahan] were loving it, too," Almond said.

Spurgeon, who made his NHL debut on his 21st birthday Nov. 29, sang Travis McCoy's "Billionaire," where Spurgeon wants to be "on the cover of Forbes magazine, smiling next to Oprah and the Queen."

Guess the teammates' reaction on that one. "It was the first song that popped in my head, and the lyrics are pretty easy," Spurgeon said.

Almond, 21, did a scene from "Step Brothers" where Will Ferrell sings Bonnie Raitt's "Something to Talk About" -- the scene where John C. Reilly tells him, "You've got to know, that's a voice of an angel ... a combination of Fergie and Jesus."

"I got a positive reaction from it," Almond said.

Stoner, Spurgeon said, couldn't think of a song so "he just told some joke."

For Spurgeon, the thrill of meeting Barkley and Strahan just adds one more unforeseen experience during a dream few months.

"At the start of the year, I was never expecting to be at my first NHL rookie party," he said. "It was just great to hang out with the guys, laugh, tell jokes, eat some good food and meet Charles Barkley and Michael Strahan."

Spurgeon shelled out $5,000 for his share of the check. "It was the most expensive meal I've ever paid for and probably ever will," Spurgeon said, laughing. "I'll be eating microwaveable dinners for the next little while to save up some money."

Almond "got off the hook" and didn't have to contribute to the dinner bill because he didn't play during his four-game call-up. He said Barkley and Strahan jabbed each other over Barkley's Taco Bell commercials and Strahan's Subway commercials.

"They're two of the funniest guys I've ever met in my life. Strahan kept calling Bruno [Andrew Brunette] the 'White Oprah,'" Almond said, in hysterics.

The two former athletes also gave Wild players sound advice, telling them to cherish team dinners like that one.

Barkley told the players that they have "hit the lottery" and "have the best jobs in the world and to appreciate what you've got every day, always have fun coming to the rink in the morning and really take advantage of it because your careers are short and when it's over, you're going to miss it every day," Almond said.

Barkley spent much of his career reminding everyone that, "I am not a role model."

But he made quite an impression on Almond. "This is a great year for my development," said Almond, drafted in the fifth round in 2007. "I'm on the same page with all of management and the coaching staff. I'm going to keep developing and learning in the AHL. But next year is my year. Hopefully, next year I'll be there in Minnesota the whole season."

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

 Star Tribune (Minneapolis, MN)

 November 15, 2010 Monday

 METRO EDITION

 Prospect's callup turns into a travel whirlwind 2.36.2 news hed rej hed righerej righerej

 BYLINE: MICHAEL RUSSO; STAFF WRITER, STAR TRIBUNE (Mpls.-St. Paul)

 SECTION: SPORTS; Pg. 12C

 LENGTH: 447 words

TAMPA, FLA. - Cody Almond slept in Sunday, waking up in Peoria, Ill., after 12 o'clock -- understandable considering the odyssey he's taken across North America the past 10 days.

On Monday -- providing he's not retrieved by the Wild again -- the Wild prospect will complete an exhausting schedule, flying from Chicago to Houston after playing Sunday in his fourth game in four nights, sixth in seven and eighth in 10.

That's even abnormal for an up-and-down minor-leaguer. The eight games consisted of four games with the Wild, four with the Houston Aeros.

"I'm ready to come up at any time, but it'll sure be nice to go home, get some clean clothes and sleep in my own bed for a change," Almond, 21, said.

Almond has been recalled and reassigned twice since Nov. 4, a whirlwind that's taken him from Houston to Minneapolis to Columbus to Vancouver (Abbotsford) to Minneapolis to Atlanta to Fort Lauderdale to Tampa to Chicago (Peoria) to, Monday morning, Houston.

That's 8,769 air miles.

"I'll tell you what, with the mileage, that might be a record," Aeros GM Jim Mill said. "It's excellent for career."

This season, Almond has played four games with the Wild totaling 24 minutes, 9 seconds, almost what the two-way center played Saturday alone in Peoria. The Wild decided it was best to return Almond to the Aeros after he played only 6 1/2 minutes at left wing Friday at Florida.

"There's positives and negatives to both," Almond said. "A lot of ice time [with Houston] will help me develop, but it also helps being called up just watching the guys and practicing up there and learning from the coaching staff."

Almond's 10 days traveling the continent was with very few clothes. When he found out he was being recalled, he was dropping off his girlfriend at the Houston airport. He didn't have time to return home and pack, so roommate Carson McMillan "threw a bunch of stuff in a bag for me" and rushed it to the airport.

"He's not the smartest packer," Almond said. "He didn't pack me [normal shoes]. All I have is flip-flops and dress shoes, and no coat. It's been a struggle, but I've made it work."

Almond has been wearing the same two suits, "and they've been under in the belly of the plane quite a few times, so I'm not looking too hot."

Justin Fontaine files for arbitration
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Wild right wing Justin Fontaine was the only one of the Wild's restricted free agents to file for arbitration by today's 4 p.m. deadline. He's one of 20 to do so in the NHL.

Fontaine's agent, Neil Sheehy, will continue to try to negotiate a contract with the Wild. He can do so up until the hearing, which will be scheduled from July 20 to August 4 in Toronto in front of an independent arbitrator.

Most of the time, a contract is worked out prior to the hearing. By any player filing for arbitration, it ensures he can't be signed to an offer sheet by another club and it ensures no holdout from training camp.

Darcy Kuemper and Jon Blum, the Wild's other two restricted free agents with the right to file for arbitration, did not do so. Restricted free agents Nino Niederreiter and Jason Zucker don't have arbitration rights yet.

Fontaine, 26, tied for fourth on the Wild last season with 13 goals and tied for 12th amongst NHL rookies. His 13 goals were the third-most ever by a Wild rookie. He also had 21 points in 66 games, was plus-6 and had a goal and assist in 12 playoff games.

Wild's updated 2014-15 depth chart; Report: Wild interested in Steve Ott
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WILD DEPTH CHART

Here’s a look at how the Wild is shaping up to look like next season. This will change undoubtedly throughout the summer as the Wild add and delete players.

Remember, at some point, the Wild’s expected to acquire a physical defenseman to replace Clayton Stoner. It may also look to replace the gritty element up front of Cody McCormick. ESPN’s Pierre LeBrun -- the great Pierre LeBrun, I may add -- reports the Wild has shown interest in Steve Ott, the former Dallas Stars agitator/smack talker and Sabres captain who was dealt with Ryan Miller to St. Louis last season. He once fought Cal Clutterbuck twice in the same game after Ott ran Josh Harding either that game or the game before, I can't remember (video of that incident on bottom of blog). Ott can play center and wing and kills penalties.

Toronto has also shown interest in Ott, I have heard.

The Wild does lack toughness in my opinion (especially defensively), and when I say toughness, I’m not necessarily talking fighting. I just mean physicality, clearing bodies from the net … and some scare factor. There are times Mikael Granlund and Jared Spurgeon have been targeted. Heck, Nik Backstrom’s health really began to derail last season after Nazem Kadri ran him AFTER running Granlund in the same game.

So I’d expect a few moves may still be made, and if you look at the lines, certain players maybe on "my" depth chart's fourth line don't fit there and could be parlayed into pieces via trade at some point.

Note: The depth chart is my opinion. Obviously, lines change, roles change, etc. There are interchangeable parts, and as I mentioned, I’d expect a signing or two or a trade this summer.

In parentheses, each player’s cap hits with some assistance from the incredible web site, www.capgeek.com. The RFA’s will get done eventually. I’d think Justin Fontaine would sign a one- or two-year deal. I don’t even want to guess on Darcy Kuemper. If I’m Nino Niederreiter, I sign a one- or two-year deal, prove myself bigtime and then try to hit a homer on my next contract. But that’s me. Jason Zucker is a rare Group 1 free agent, meaning he has almost no rights. No arbitration, can’t sign an offer sheet, nada. So I’d think he takes his qualifying offer. Kuemper, Fontaine and Jon Blum have arb rights. That has to be filed by Saturday, and remember, if it happens, it’s just part of the process and usually a contract gets settled prior to the hearing. Arb, in my opinion, is usually a good thing because it guarantees no holdout, too.

Forwards

Left wing                         Center                          Right wing

Zach Parise ($7.5+M)       Mikael Granlund (900K)  Jason Pominville (5.6M)

Thomas Vanek ($6.5M)   Mikko Koivu (6.75M)     Charlie Coyle (900K)

Matt Cooke (2.5M)            Erik Haula (900K)           Nino Niederreiter (RFA)

Jason Zucker (RFA)          Kyle Brodziak (2.83 M)    Justin Fontaine (RFA)

----------------- (13th forward)

Vying for spots: Zucker, Stephane Veilleux (587,500), Brett Sutter ($600K), Michael Keranen (792,500), Joel Rechlicz, Brett Bulmer (780K), Kurtis Gabriel (667K), Tyler Graovac (747,500), Zack Phillips, Brady Brassart, Raphael Bussieres, Curt Gogol, Zack Mitchell.

Defensemen

Left Defense                     Right Defense

Ryan Suter (7.5+M)          Jared Spurgeon (2.66M)

Marco Scandella (1.025M) Jonas Brodin (1.4+M)

Keith Ballard (1.5M)          Christian Folin (925K)

Jon Blum (RFA)

Vying for spots: Folin, Blum, Stu Bickel ($600K), Matt Dumba (894,167), Gustav Olofsson (795K), Guillaime Gelinas, Colton Jobke.

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom (3.42M)

Josh Harding (1.9M)

Darcy Kuemper (RFA)

* Kuemper can be sent to the minors without waivers even if he receives a one-way deal.

Vying for spots: Johan Gustafsson.

Total cap hit roughly: $54,287,758.

Available cap space roughly: $14 million roughly (I based this on a $68.3 million salary-cap ceiling; NHL salary cap next season is $69 million, but the Wild will be charged a bonus overage of a little less than $700,000). Note, the $14 million excludes re-signing restricted free agents and excludes whoever will be the 13th forward. Also, always take the available cap space number and subtract a few million because GM Chuck Fletcher will always try to leave space for injury callups and in-season acquisitions.

Thomas Vanek/Wild overload, plus Wednesday updates
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Wednesday morning update: I'll post updated depth chart later on after we see if the Wild makes any more moves today. The Wild has also made another two-way contract signing, adding right wing Joel Rechlicz, 27, of Brookfield, Wisconsin. Minor-league, 6-foot-4, 235-pound bruiser who has played 26 NHL games for the Islanders and Caps. Will start with Iowa, meant to add toughness. Nicknamed the "Wrecker," played some junior hockey in Minnesota. I put his YouTube montage on the bottom of the blog.

Where to start?

Like #PariseWatch and #SuterWatch before, #VanekWatch is officially over.

Thank goodness. One more Vanek question, and my head would have exploded, so just like Thomas Vanek said he was still having trouble coming to terms that he actually signed with the Wild, so was I.

“This is a place that I’ve spent a lot of time in the past 10 years or so and I think what intrigued it the most was obviously with Zach signing here and Suter signing here, this team is getting really good and is very good,” Vanek said. “About a year ago when I made my decision to go to free agency, this was definitely a team that I had in mind. For it to come true today, I’ve still not come to terms with it. I’m extremely thrilled to be a part of the Wild and of a group like this. I’m just happy.”

Can’t wait ‘til the next #-----Watch!

OK, where to go with this blog, which is a supplement to the newspaper coverage, so please check that out, too, online later tonight on www.startribune.com/wild and of course in print. Here's the main Vanek article and the notebook on Stoner leaving and the depth signings, etc.

Some news, some tidbits (maybe about the Division of Death that is the Central; My Cities97 buddy, Paul Fletcher, texted me Division of Death and I kinda like it) and then I’ll give you the highlights of the Vanek, GM Chuck Fletcher and coach Mike Yeo pressers.

The Wild still needs a physical defenseman to replace Clayton Stoner, who hit the mother lode today with a four-year deal worth, wait for it, $3.25 million annually. They wanted Willie Mitchell, but the Florida Panthers wooed the ex-Wild and two-time Cup champ with crazy money $4.25 million a year for two years. Then take into consideration the no state income tax in the great state of Florida, and it’s easy see why he sprinted for the humidity.

The Wild also lost gritty forward Cody McCormick, who went back to Buffalo, although there may not be a sprint to replace his role immediately if at all.

So, what to do? What to do, particularly because the list of physical defensemen still available is pretty yucky.

“Well, certainly we'll have to look at it,” GM Chuck Fletcher said. “We're probably still looking at a defenseman as well to maybe round out our group. Right now it's been insanity out there. I think this is the biggest spending day, if not the history of the world, the history of the NHL. I mean, it's just been crazy. So my first thought is to just go home and come back tomorrow and maybe the tide will turn and management will get the upper hand and we'll get some better deals. But it's a difficult task to get into this market right now. The prices are high. The terms are long. Thomas may be one of the only players who took a pay cut and a term cut to come anywhere. Everybody else is doubling or tripling their salary, so it's good for the players, but it's maybe not the market we want to be in right now."

More on the spending spree? Fletcher said, “I didn't expect this. Maybe I'm naive. We were consistently under-bidding on a few other players, I'll tell you that. I don't know if other teams were, but the prices caught me a little off guard for maybe what you would consider role players or bottom-of-the-lineup type players. But I definitely think some mistakes have been made today on some players, so I think we'll be a little bit patient and let things sort out."

He says he's tempted to go home, yet I hear he's still at headquarters working, so maybe they're not done for the night.

If I’m Fletcher, after seeing the list of names still out there (go to capgeek.com and click free agents and you can filter through the, uh, yucky physical defensemen; I should be a scout), I’d investigate the trade market first (Johnny Boychuk, perhaps?). But we’ll see if he pounces on one of the available free agents tonight, Tuesday or later this week if he finds a value signing.

--He did sign Stu Bickel, the big, tough, Twin Cities suburbanite who played on a local college team. Bickel is signed to a one-year, two-way deal that pays him $600,000 in the NHL or $150,000 in Iowa. He’s played NHL games for the Rangers, so he can play some games if the Wild needs him.

The Wild also signed Brett Sutter, one of Darryl’s boys. He was the Charlotte captain and is a gritty center who can play NHL games, too. His contract is a two-year, two-way deal.

“Hard-working character guy who plays the way you would expect a Sutter to play,” Fletcher said.

The Wild also made the Guillaume Gelinas signing official, making them probably the only organization in history who has had two Guillaumes.

--At the strike of 11, the Wild immediately got in on Vanek and Jarome Iginla. I hear it was right in on Iginla until the end, but once it got down to business on Vanek and the parameters of a deal began to materialize, it focused in on Vanek. After Vanek signed his three-year, $19.5 million deal (no-move clause, $5.5M, $6.5M, $7.5M), Iginla signed with Colorado.

“We didn’t know what the numbers would be until today,” Fletcher said. “We expressed early on that the term would have to be a little bit shorter, preferably three years, which would work well for what we have coming. Today we got into the numbers, it took a couple hours, but fortunately we were able to arrive at where we are right now. There were other players we spoke with and considered and came close on a couple other players, but at the end of the day, this seemed like the right decision.”

Was this your master plan after signing Zach Parise and Ryan Suter, who incidentally each collected $5 million signing bonuses today (final installment of their $25 million signing bonuses paid out in three years)?

“It even started before then with Mikko [Koivu],” Fletcher said. “People forget, at the time, we weren’t a very good hockey team and Mikko signed a long-term deal with our team a year prior to becoming a UFA. That was our flag in the ground. I really believe if we had lost Mikko at that point, we would be competing for top-five picks right now. We would be at the bottom and we wouldn’t have anybody. Zach and Ryan came in here in part because there was a player like Mikko. I think [Jason] Pominville elected to stay here because of the players that were here prior to him. And now obviously Thomas. It’s a great marketplace. We have a great fan base. Ownership has stepped up again and again to that commitment to winning, and I think the players see that. But it takes good players to get good players and we’re starting to get some pretty good players here.”

On Vanek turning down better offers, Fletcher said, “There’s been other players over the years here that had connections to Minnesota or homes here that said they would love to come here and then they went elsewhere (ahem, Paul Martin). So it’s not always a slam dunk. I don’t know all the particulars, but it’s pretty evident that Thomas turned down more money and more term to sign here. So you never know how that’s going to play out. Put yourself in his shoes. Somebody offers you seven years and $40, $50 million, it’s not easy for anybody to walk away from that no matter how much you have in the bank. We did the best we could. We liked our situation in terms of opportunity for him to play, role for him to play in, we felt we have a very good leadership group here and some players he was familiar with. We knew he liked the marketplace, but at the end of the day, we were coming at him from a three-year contract angle and I think there was some concern in that sense that we may not be able to get him, but I give Thomas credit, he looked at our situation, we worked hard, and we’re extremely pleased to be where we are right now.

“This guy has been a premier scorer since he entered the league. He still managed to have 68 points this year despite playing in three cities. What we were looking for as much as anything, we really wanted a right shot, we really wanted somebody who could play with top players and we wanted somebody who could help our power play. We’re a team that prides itself on our defensive structure and we feel we can defend, but we only scored 2.4 goals per game. With Thomas, maybe that pushes us closer to 2.6 or 2.7 or whatever the number is. Maybe some nights we have a little more breathing room, maybe he gets a big power-play goal that wins us a game in the third period so we don’t have to go into overtime and get to the shootout. Scoring goals is a big part of winning games and he’s a game breaker. The things he does well are things that we need.”

One reason the Wild had to improve offensively today?

Dallas, a team on the rise, traded for Jason Spezza and signed Ales Hemsky to a three-year, $12 million deal. St. Louis signed hometown boy Paul Stastny to a four-year, $28 million deal. Chicago signed Brad Richards to a one-year, $2 million deal. Iginla signed a three-year, $16 million deal with Colorado. And remember, last weekend, Nashville acquired James Neal.

“It's pretty daunting looking at the TSN scroll this morning and seeing every single player went to the West,” Fletcher said. “It seemed like everybody came to our division. So it's only going to get more difficult to make the playoffs, and we're going to have our hands full to make the playoffs next year and once you get in anything can happen, but it's a battle just to get in and I think we recognize that and I know the coaches recognize that and I think we're excited about the challenge."

On Stoner leaving, Fletcher said, “I had a great conversation with Clayton, and first of all he's very excited to go to Anaheim. They were the best team in the Western Conference during the regular season, so he tripled his salary, got a four-year contract and went to one of the better teams in the West. So he's thrilled. Clayton's a great guy, character guy, and fought a lot battles for this franchise and certainly a very well-liked teammate. Well-liked by management and coaching. I was thrilled for him, to be honest with you, on a personal level. I certainly expressed that to him as well as thanked him for his years of service. He had a tough role, and he did it with class and he did it consistently, so we're certainly very appreciative of what he did for us."

--As for Mr. Vanek, he said, “My top priority was to sign here. Obviously I had some other options that I had to think of, but once we agreed on this term and the money, I thought it was a fair deal for both sides. I’m very happy I’m here.

“The best thing I’ve done in my career so far was win the NCAA championship with the Gophers. So to be a part of the Wild now and go after the big prize and having a chance to do it in Minnesota is beyond my wildest dreams.”

On where he’ll play next year, he said, “We haven’t talked about that. I still can’t put into words how exciting it is, but now I’m just worried about getting my kids these jerseys and hopefully they can hang on to them for a lot longer.”

On his maligned postseason, he said, “It certainly wasn’t my best one I can tell you that. But I’ll take the blame for that. It’s not always easy moving around and being away from my family like I have been. But those are not excuses those are just factors that do factor into me. Family is big on me. It was tough at

 the end. I thought once I got traded for the second time, it took me a little longer to find a place on the team. But the guys were great and I have nothing but good things to say about that organization. I

 thought I was fitting in pretty well. Had a good run. And then once I got moved in the playoffs, it just kind of went away.”

On the Wild, “I wanted to join an organization that had a chance to win. That’s why I was willing to sign for three years and not worry about going higher. I have a lot of belief in myself that I can play for another seven, eight years at this level. So to play for an organization that’s willing to trade for guys, sign guys and wants to win, that’s important.”

On turning down the Islanders today, “I thought the line I played on there with Johnny Tavares and (Kyle) Okposo was the best line I’ve been on. But at the end of the day I made my decision to go to this and I’m not going to regret it. Definitely I’m not.”

--Thomas, did you wear a Wild hat at the Super Rinks in Blaine Saturday like Twitter said you did? “No, I don’t leave my house much.”

Well, the rumor exploded on Twitter, and Twitter never lies, Thomas: “You probably started that,” he said, laughing.

See, I’m off to a good start with Vanek.

--Yeo, who was dressed like he was about to head to the beach after the presser, met with Vanek on Sunday.

Your reaction- “Obviously we’re very pleased. When it comes to a day like this, I think that what you’re really trying to do is you look at the group that you have and you try to address needs. Thomas certainly fills some very big needs for us.”

Where do you see him in the lineup- “He’s not going to be third line. He’s not going to be fourth line and he’s not going to play defense, or center, or goalie. Obviously, I think what we’ve really done, especially over the last couple years here, is upgrade the skill of our top two lines. And with that, I think its important to have interchangeable parts. He’s played some right wing, but he’s played more on the left side. How we piece our lines together, we’re not sure on that for sure. In training camp we’re going to try a couple different scenarios and see how they play out. But again, we have the pieces where we can move them around and we have the pieces in the places where they belong. You do something like this and obviously it’s going to make your first and second lines stronger, but what you have to take into consideration is by doing this you’re also making your third line stronger and I think that’s what’s really important for us here.”

Fit beside lines- “When we talk about addressing needs, there’s a lot of things we do very well as a team; the way we defend, the structure that we play with. There’s no question that we do have some skill but we don’t score goals easily. And we’re going to continue to try and look to see what we can do as a group to try to improve that, but when you can add players, personnel-wise, that bring that kind of skill, bring that kind of creativity and that kind of ability, that’s going to increase the scoring. It’s not just about that player, it’s about what they do for the players they’re playing with as well. There’s been times where we play against a team and there’s some players that maybe need five or six chances to score a goal. There’s other players that might need two or three, and Thomas is certainly one of those guys who can capitalize on those opportunities.”

Sense MN has become a desired destination- “I think so. I think an awful lot of the credit has to go to the players that first off made the commitment to our organization and showed the belief in what we have going on here, but also the work that they’ve put in. I think that people are recognizing that we’re a team that’s on the rise with the players that we have, with the young players that we have and the leadership group that we have. A lot of it also goes to the job that Chuck has done and the knowledge and the awareness of everybody outside our organization that we have an owner that will do just about anything it takes to put a winner on. And you add in the fact that this is an amazing place to live with a tremendously passionate fan base, it’s not hard to figure out why a lot of people would want to come here.”

Need a finisher- “Yeah, obviosuyl you go back and you look at the things that have gone wrong when you lose and you look at a power play in a certain game where if you would have scored one more goal on that power play. You look at a couple missed opportunities. It’s hard when you don’t score. There’s many times where we force ourselves to play a near perfect game, and that becomes very difficult on a team.  Now our challenge is to make sure we continue to do the things well that we do because we added a great player, a very skilled player, a very talented player, but that said, I don’t think we can just sit here now and say that we’re going to be one of the top scoring teams in the league. We have to continue to be strong in the areas that we are and I’m hoping we just got stronger in an area where we needed to.”

So much happening in division- “I think what I’m feeling is the same thing that the rest of our division is feeling, and that they’re throwing us in that category too. I have a lot of respect for the league. I do believe that we play in the toughest division in the league. It’s going to be, you heard Chuck say it, it’s going to be tough for us to make the playoffs, and our players have to be aware of that, but at the same time we’re capable of an awful lot here. So we should look forward to that challenge. There’s positives in that. Obviously you have to play at a high level, you’ve got tough competition. But that said, I think we saw it at the end of the year, when you start playing at that level consistently, then you’re a team that can do an awful lot.”

--I talked to Keith Ballard for awhile today and he's rehabbing from sports hernia surgery. Ballard and Vanek had been in touch throughout the process. He answered questions about the Wild for Vanek and did some “arm-twisting."

“It was tough for him,” Ballard said. “He had the luxury of coming off a pretty significant [seven-year, $50 million] deal, and I don’t think he’s looking at this as his last contract either. Last week he told me he didn’t just want to come here because this is where he lives. He said several times he thinks we’re a legitimate contender and likes our team. That’s what you want.

“We have a really good team and we got better today.”

-- OK, that's it for me. I'm in the arena's dungeon of a press room all alone at 8 p.m. and I am scared. I'm starting to hear things creaking.

Thursday, I’m getting out of town for the weekend, so the depth chart I posted the other day, I’ll update it and put it on my blog Wednesday. And, maybe there will be more news Wednesday.

Here's the release on Rechlicz and the You Tube highlights:

    Minnesota Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher today announced the National Hockey League (NHL) club has agreed to terms with forward Joel Rechlicz (pronounced REHK-lihj) on a one-year, two-way contract. Rechlicz, 27 (6/14/87), collected two points (1-1=2) and 87 penalty minutes (PIM) in 25 games with the Hershey Bears in the American Hockey League (AHL) in 2013-14. The 6-foot-4, 235-pound native of Brookfield, Wis., has recorded one assist and 105 PIM in 26 career NHL games with the New York Islanders and Washington Capitals. He has notched six points (3-3=6) and 886 PIM in 187 career AHL matches with Albany, Bridgeport, Hershey and Portland. He ranked second in the AHL with 267 PIM in 2011-12 and was named Hershey’s AHL Man of the Year for his outstanding contributions to community and charitable organizations.

Thomas Vanek signs 3-year, $19.5 million deal with the Wild
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#VanekWatch is officially over. Thomas Vanek is coming home.

The Austrian-born left winger, who led the Gophers to a national championship 11 years ago and has settled in the Twin Cities, has agreed to a three-year, $19.5 million contract with the Wild less than two hours into free agency.

“About a year ago when I made my decision to go to free agency, this was definitely a team that I had in mind,” Vanek said. “For it to come true today, I’ve still not come to terms with it. I’m extremely thrilled to be a part of the Wild and of a group like this. I’m just happy.”

He has a full no-move clause and left money and term on the table from other teams. He'll earn $5.5 million in 2014-15, $6.5 million in 2015-16 and $7.5 million in 2016-17. He'll wear No. 26.

“Thomas is an elite offensive talent who showed a strong desire to play in Minnesota,” said GM Chuck Fletcher. “We are excited to welcome him to our organization.”

Vanek, 30, the fifth overall pick in the 2003 draft with the Buffalo Sabres, saw his stock fall during a tough postseason for the Montreal Canadiens, but he brings with him a history of goal scoring.

Since the start of 2005-06, Vanek has scored the eighth-most goals in the NHL (277 goals in 663 games), third-most power-play goals (113), 556 points and is tied for 11th with 0.42 goals per game.

“He’s always a threat when he has the puck, and when he doesn’t have the puck, he always finds ways to get himself available,” Jason Pominville, his former Buffalo linemate, said to me by phone yesterday. “He would step in and help our power play right away. As a net-front presence, he’s always there with screens and always finds a way to get his stick on the puck.

“He’s so good at tipping pucks, it’s crazy.”

My guess: Coach Mike Yeo is aware of the Pominville/Vanek chemistry but will start camp with Parise-Granlund-Pominville because he liked that line down the stretch and Vanek-Koivu-Coyle.

Vanek scored 57 goals and 113 points in 83 games over two years for the Gophers. He led the team in scoring both years, was a WCHA Rookie of the Year and his 31 goals as a freshman is second in school history. In 2003, he was the Frozen Four MVP, beating Michigan in overtime and scoring the winning goal in the national championship game against New Hampshire.

"I've been a little bit nervous for the last week or so, knowing that it was a good possibility but also knowing there would be other good offers out there," said former Gophers teammate Keith Ballard. "Thomas said he would keep me in the loop and I tried to do a little arm-twisting here and there. I answered some questions for him, and I was just hoping something would work. I'm very excited."

Added Ballard: “It was tough for him. He had the luxury of coming off a pretty significant [seven-year, $50 million] deal, and I don’t think he’s looking at this as his last contract either. Last week he told me he didn’t just want to come here because this is where he lives. He said several times he thinks we’re a legitimate contender and likes our team. That’s what you want.

“We have a really good team and we got better today.”

Jarome Iginla has signed a three-year deal with Colorado.

In more Wild news, Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick returned to Buffalo. The Wild will still be looking to replace Clayton Stoner (Willie Mitchell?) and maybe McCormick. By signing Vanek, third line could be Cooke-Haula-Nino. That leaves Zucker, Brodziak, Fontaine as the other forwards, so if the Wild does sign another forward, there's a bit of a logjam and also leaving little room for new kids to make the team.

The Wild has signed Charlotte Checkers captain Brett Sutter to a two-way deal. He's LA Kings coach Darryl Sutter's son. Signing is for depth, could play games, but will likely start with Iowa. The center has played 54 games for Carolina and Calgary. Most his career has been spent in the minors.

The Wild has also signed defenseman Stu Bickel, the Chanhasssen native and former Gopher, as a depth defenseman to a one-year, two-way deal.

More later.

Clayton Stoner reportedly signs four-year deal with Anaheim
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Lots of free-agent signings in the first hour:

Defenseman Clayton Stoner has reached a four-year deal worth $13 million from the Anaheim Ducks. A

"I have always loved everything about Minnesota, from the people, to the hockey to the way of life," Stoner said. "I will my teammates, the friends I have met here and always look back at the memories with a smile."

Ducks are getting a physical defenseman who is cashing in on a quality postseason. In 227 career games, the 2004 third-rounder scored 31 points and compiled 296 penalty minutes.

At that term and salary, this is why the Wild let him move on and why he decided to move on. Stoner said talks with the Wild went nowhere. The Wild will look to replace Stoner now, maybe with Willie Mitchell.

As for Thomas Vanek, his agents say it's down to two teams. One is the Wild. Jarome Iginla's camp has gone on radio silent, as have the Wild's front office.

Of skilled wingers, Jussi Jokinen to Florida at 4 years x $4 million, Mike Cammalleri to New Jersey at 5 x 5, Benoit Pouliot to Edmonton at 5 x 4, Milan Michalek re-signed with Ottawa at 3 x 4, Alex Hemsky is reportedly going to rejoin Jason Spezza in Dallas.

Center Paul Stastny has signed with St. Louis at 4 x 7. Ryan Miller to Vancouver.

Stay tuned.

Vanek, Iginla being targeted by Wild; Wild won't make offer to Niskanen
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Morning from Minnesota, where I'm staking out the Wild.

Free agency begins at 11 a.m. CT. I'm be on XM 211 and Sirius 207 at 10:25 a.m. CT.

I'll be updating this throughout the day and of course when there's news. And of course, follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib.

Hopefully you read today's free-agency primer here.

Thomas Vanek is expected to get a short-term (probably three years) offer from the Wild, but the Wild also spent part of yesterday talking more with Jarome Iginla's peeps. My guess is the Wild offer Iginla a two-year deal in the $12 million neighborhood. Just a guess though. Colorado, Detroit, Vancouver and Tampa Bay are also reportedly interested as well as Boston, which wants to re-sign him but has cap issues.

I spoke to Jason Pominville yesterday, and you can see in the article that he had a pretty good scouting report on what Vanek could bring to the Wild and a funny line about Iginla.

Just a reminder, the free-agent crop this year, especially up front, is slim. The next group of scoring wingers (some of whom I listed in the article) all have significant red flags (from injury to inconsistency to, uh, attitude problems, to off-ice problems), so if the Wild misses on Vanek or Iginla, this could be what GM Chuck Fletcher meant when he said Saturday, "There’s certain players you might value more than other players and if you don’t think the player is a perfect fit maybe the best move is just to maybe move on. I don’t think it’s that deep a free-agent class where if we don’t get No. 1 we should just blindly go after No. 2 or 3. Let’s be patient.”

So it'll be interesting to see what happens today. Jason Spezza was just traded to on-the-rise Dallas, meaning the division just got more stacked, especially up the middle. Although, I'll admit I'm not a big Spezza fan. But Seguin-Spezza, in the words of Larry David, "Pretty, pretty, pretty good."

I have not gotten confirmation that Cody McCormick is going to market, although there is only 40 more minutes til free agency begins.

Willie Mitchell is still an option to replace Clayton Stoner. I'm sure there are other options, too. I'd expect Stoner signs early in today's free-agency period. It certainly looks like Stoner's 10 years in the Wild organization is ending today. Good guy, good quote.

Also, as I alluded to in the free-agent primer but now can confirm, the Wild is officially out on Matt Niskanen. The Wild won't make an offer. Niskanen has the opportunity to sign a six- or seven-year deal deal today and the Wild's just not comfortable signing Niskanen to a contract that long. Lightning makes sense. So does Washington.

We'll see if this means the Wild's out on a top defenseman or if it just means it's going in a different direction than Niskanen. I heard the Wild called on Anton Stralman, but he's apparently going to get a five-year deal in the $25 million range.

Remember, every time you sign a player to a long-term deal like that, it means it'll likely take you out of future potentially top free agents and it could box out youngsters ready to make the team in the future. Also, the Wild's nervous signing more players for too, too long because there's an unknown right now what some of these re-signings, especially next summer, are going to cost the Wild.

If some of next year's RFA's suddenly have monster breakout years this year (Granlund, Coyle, Brodin, whoeever), it could cost the Wild big term and money. That's why I'd suspect later this summer or into this season that Fletcher will try to get ahead with some and extend their contracts now.

For those confused why I never talk about pursuing a goalie, please read this article from Friday.

The Wild is expected to sign Guillaume Gelinas, 21, the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League's best defenseman this past season after scoring 23 goals and 92 points in 67 games for Val-d'Or. He scored another 34 points in 24 playoff games for a team that lost the Memorial Cup to Edmonton. He would start in Iowa next season.

Xcel Energy Center, Wild will unveil new center-ice video board Sept. 27
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 MINNESOTA WILD TO PARTNER WITH DAKTRONICS TO PROVIDE TECHNOLOGY RENOVATION AT XCEL ENERGY CENTER

 NEW HD VIDEO DISPLAY IN MAIN SCOREBOARD WILL BE CENTERPIECE OF PROJECT

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The National Hockey League’s (NHL) Minnesota Wild announced today it has partnered with Daktronics (Nasdaq – DAKT) of Brookings, S.D. and Redwood Falls, Minn., to manufacture and install a comprehensive technology upgrade at Xcel Energy Center in Saint Paul, Minn., that will include a new custom HD LED center-hung video board.

     “Daktronics is a proven leader in this industry and we are confident and really excited about adding these new technologies and what they will mean for in-arena opportunities,” said Matt Majka, Minnesota Wild Chief Operating Officer.  “We want to enhance our home ice advantage and give back to the fans what they give us each and every night.”

     The new center-hung video board will be nearly six times larger than the current one, stretching from blue line to blue line. Although larger, its size was intentionally selected to complement the game or event, rather than dominate it. The design will feature the latest technology available and incorporate the North Woods motif already conveyed throughout the arena.

     Additional upgrades will include replacement of outdoor marquees and ribbon displays that encircle the interior arena fascia.  The new elements will be largely manufactured in Minnesota and installed over the summer, with the official unveiling planned for the Wild’s first home preseason game on Sept. 27 against the Winnipeg Jets.

     The new center-hung configuration will consist of 10 LED video displays. The two main displays will each measure approximately 19 feet high by 37.5 feet wide. The two end displays will measure approximately 19 feet high by 24 feet wide. The top ring will measure 3 feet high by 145 feet wide and the bottom ring will measure 3 feet high by 120 feet wide. Four circular displays, two on each side of the main video displays, will each measure more than 4 feet in diameter.

Wild will meet with Vanek; 2014-15 depth chart; more on Iginla
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UPDATE: Vanek is meeting with the Wild tonight. 

Good morning from 34,000 feet on my way back from Philly.

I’ll be on KFAN after I land in the 10:35 a.m. range, but I’ll also be filling in for Paul Allen on Monday from 9-noon. It’ll be a good look back at the Wild’s draft and a free-agent primer in advance of the market opening Tuesday.

I’ll have a number of guests, including 1) Steve Bartlett, Thomas Vanek's agent, and former agent of ex-Wild good guy and 3-time, 30-goal scorer Brian Rolston; 2) Matt Niskanen’s agent, Neil Sheehy (the man I stalked during the Zach Parise/Ryan Suter pursuit); 3) One of the Wild’s draft picks, perhaps third-rounder Louis Belpedio (A charismatic kid who captained the U.S. Under-18 Development team); 4) Hall of Fame hockey writer Jim Matheson from the Edmonton Journal to talk about the upcoming NHL offseason; 5) Fox Sports North's Marney Gellner.

The draft is over. Now all eyes on free agency Tuesday at 11 a.m.

-- As you know unless you have been in hibernation, the Wild has interest in Thomas Vanek and I believe plans are in the works for Vanek to sit down with coach Mike Yeo and GM Chuck Fletcher today in the Twin Cities. The Wild is interested in signing Vanek to a short-term deal, but the team wants to make sure he would be comfortable with that and wants to discuss with him its idea of fit and role and what each other may expect. Vanek will certainly have more lucrative and longer-term offers, but the stars could be aligning here due to the Wild’s need for a scorer and the lure of him staying home.

-- The Wild will also be looking for a rugged, fifth or sixth defenseman now that it seems certain that Clayton Stoner will be departing via free agency. Willie Mitchell is a definite possibility, although I’m sure the Wild has other lines in the water, too. I have nothing confirmed, so I don’t want to guess.

-- The Wild also has interest in Niskanen, but it hasn’t been nearly as aggressive here yet, I believe, for three reasons. 1) The first priority is a scoring forward because the Wild’s not nearly good enough around the net; 2) Niskanen has some potential ginormous opportunities, including the potential of seven-year deals. The Wild, as Fletcher has indicated for two weeks and in today’s Insider in the newspaper, is wary adding another super-long deal. Contracts are guaranteed in the NHL and the more long-term deals you have, the less flexibility you have elsewhere, whether that be affording guys you need to re-sign or turning over the roster at times when you feel it necessary. So, this is still very much up in the air just because Niskanen will have the chance to strike it rich. Remember, he doesn’t live in the Twin Cities. He lives on a lake in northern Minnesota, so the lure of “coming home” may not be there as much for Niskanen. 3) Fletcher is a lot more comfortable with his top-4 than he was heading into last season, most notably because Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon had solid seasons.

As of now, no meeting has been set up with Niskanen personally. He also got married Saturday, so he’s a wee bit busy.

-- Back to the scorer, as I reported in today’s Insider here, the Wild has at least contacted Jarome Iginla’s camp about its interest. But the deal here: Iginla, the friendliest Wild killer anywhere who resurrected himself during a 30-goal season for the Bruins, would like to re-sign in Boston. Boston would like to re-sign Iginla, but if it’s on a two-year deal, Boston would have to dump some salary. So things are kind of in flux. If behind the scenes the Bruins ask Iginla to be patient and wait for them to make some arrangements, this could take a little while into July. My guess is the Wild will feel the urgency July 1 to find that scoring forward and won’t feel it can wait, so I’d bet even if in the back of Iginla’s mind he may be interested in Minnesota if Boston didn’t work out, I don’t think the Wild will be able to wait and take that chance it loses out on the slim pickings out there.

So, I’d think Iginla is a longshot and Vanek is the most probable.

-- Remember, I don’t claim to know everybody the Wild’s interested in, which as Fletcher said the other day, “makes me happy.” So it wouldn’t shock me if there ends up being a signing or two of a player not previously reported.

-- Remember also, as Fletcher alluded to in the Insider, free agency is slim pickings this year. If the Wild misses or backs out on some of its No. 1 targets, this is not the year “we should just blindly go after No. 2 or 3.”

So Fletcher, how do you weigh the need to get better because teams ahead of you or behind you may vs. potentially not adding? “I still think we have a lot of players that are going to get better

 and will be better next season than they were last season. So to improve you either go outside and add pieces or you hope for internal improvement. And I do think it’s very realistic to assume there will be some internal improvement for some of our younger players as they

 either get a bigger role or they with the experience they’ve gained start to produce more. That’ll be really key.”

I also talked to Yeo yesterday and he also said the coaching staff can’t afford to sit back and assume that personnel changes will help improve the team, like offensively or the power play.

“It would be a big mistake on our part as a staff to just assume that personnel just makes it better,” he said. “Whether it’s concepts, philosophy, tactics, whatever, we have to find a way to be more consistently effectively. Also, producing offense from back end. It’s something we’re trying to build and improve on, but it hasn’t come quick enough.”

-- I made you wait long enough – the depth chart.

As I always do after the draft and before free agency, here’s a mind-refresher of what the team potentially looks like now before the upcoming additions. This will change undoubtedly by Wednesday, so this will adjust all summer. But this is, as of now.

Note, the depth chart is my opinion. In parentheses, each player’s cap hits with some assistance from the incredible web site, www.capgeek.com. The RFA’s will get done soon. I’d think Justin Fontaine would sign a one- or two-year deal in the $1.1 to $1.3 million range annually. I don’t even want to guess on Darcy Kuemper. If I’m Nino Niederreiter, I sign a one- or two-year deal, prove myself bigtime and then try to hit a homer on my next contract. Jason Zucker is a rare Group 1 free agent, meaning he has almost no rights. No arbitration, can’t sign an offer sheet, nada. So I’d think he takes his qualifying offer. Kuemper, Fontaine and Jon Blum have arb rights. That has to be filed by July 5, and remember, if it happens, it’s just part of the process and usually a contract gets settled prior to the hearing. Arb, in my opinion, is usually a good thing because it guarantees no holdout, too.

WILD DEPTH CHART

Forwards

Left wing                         Center                          Right wing

Zach Parise ($7.5+M)       Mikael Granlund (900K)  Jason Pominville (5.6M)

Nino Niederreiter (RFA)   Mikko Koivu (6.75M)     Charlie Coyle (900K)

Matt Cooke (2.5M)            Erik Haula (900K)           Jason Zucker (RFA)

---------------------------       Kyle Brodziak (2.83 M)    Justin Fontaine (RFA)

Vying for spots: Zucker, Stephane Veilleux (587,500), Michael Keranen (792,500), Brett Bulmer (780K), Kurtis Gabriel (667K), Tyler Graovac (747,500)

Unrestricted free agents that may re-sign: Cody McCormick.

Unrestricted free agents departing: Dany Heatley, Matt Moulson, Mike Rupp, Jake Dowell.

Defensemen

Left Defense                     Right Defense

Ryan Suter (7.5+M)          Jared Spurgeon (2.66M)

Marco Scandella (1.025M) Jonas Brodin (1.4+M)

Keith Ballard (1.5M)          Christian Folin (925K)

Jon Blum (RFA)

Unrestricted free agents that may be departing: Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser.

Vying for spots: Folin, Blum, Matt Dumba (894,167), Gustav Olofsson (795K).

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom (3.42M)

Josh Harding (1.9M)

Darcy Kuemper (RFA)

* Kuemper can be sent to the minors without waivers even if he receives a one-way deal.

Unrestricted free agent departing: Ilya Bryzgalov

Total cap hit roughly: $47,787,758.

Available cap space roughly: $20.5 million (I based this on a $68.3 million salary-cap ceiling; NHL salary cap next season is $69 million, but the Wild will be charged a bonus overage of a little less than $700,000). Note, the $20.5 million excludes re-signing restricted free agents. Also, always take that number a subtract a few million because Fletcher will always try to leave space for injury callups and in-season acquisitions.

Wild drafts seven more players; Tyler Cuma's Wild tenure ends; Odds and ends
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My 19th NHL draft is complete, and this one was uneventful at least from the trade component. I'll have some free agency advances in the coming days as the market opens Tuesday. I'll also toss up a Wild depth chart Sunday on my blog.

I will also be filling in for Paul Allen on KFAN Monday from 9-noon.

The only move the Wild made came in the third round when Tampa Bay GM Steve Yzerman, who I think used to play in the NHL, sprinted over to assistant GM Brent Flahr and GM Chuck Fletcher. The Wild was content to take one of two guys, so the Wild traded the 79th pick to Tampa for the 80th and a seventh-rounder next year originally owned by Vancouver.

The Wild, which took USA Under-18 power forward Alex Tuch in the first round Friday, selected USA Under-18 captain Louis Belpedio, a defenseman, with that third-round pick.

Miami University coach Enrico Blasi told College Hockey Inc. on Belpedio: “There’s not anything he doesn’t do well. He’s got a pretty good offensive knack, although he probably isn’t the most offensive defenseman out there. He’s not overly physical, but he can play that way when he wants to. He’s pretty responsible defensively, but not afraid to jump in the play. Bottom line is he’s a great person, a great kid, who will fit our culture perfectly. Our job will be to help him build on all those skills he has right now, both emotionally and physically, so he can eventually make that transition, hopefully to the NHL.”

The Wild took seven guys today and eight in the draft – four forwards, three D and a goalie, Finnish goalie Kaapo Kahkonen, a 17-year-old who may play on Espoo’s pro team this year after being on their junior team last year. The guy is big. He’s built more like a power forward. Nine percent body fat, his European agent told me.

The Wild had a deal done for a second-round pick that would have involved trading its 2015 second-rounder and a later pick today.

“But there were three or four players we were keying in on and unfortunately all four of them literally went right before that pick,” Fletcher said, chuckling. “We had the trade done to move in, but the last player had to be there, and he got picked the pick before. That was a little disappointing, but on the other hand, it would have involved moving next year’s second, so I guess we paid our price this year in the second and we have ours still for next year. … Next year’s draft’s supposed to be good.”

I was calling a bunch of teams and I couldn’t get anybody and finally the team bit.

On the draft, Fletcher said, “We weren’t trying to be overly cute or creative. We just kind of took what came to us and we didn’t give up any picks going forward.

“We took a chance on a couple kids that were banged up last year and didn’t play a lot. We were able to get a goaltender we liked a lot in the fourth round, Belpedio was captain of that Under-18 team and he’s a high character player, a very good player, very skilled, puck moving, good skater, going to Miami, so we’re pretty happy to get him. So you could see we took some defensemen, we took some forwards, so we weren’t really fixated on position. We were looking for opportunities to find some players that slipped for various reasons. We took some chances. The Tanner Faith kid [in the fifth round] was a kid who missed a lot of time last year (shoulder), a big right-shot defenseman. But we felt if had he been healthy, he may have been selected a lot higher this year, so there’s a little bit of a leap of faith there. The scouts were pleased with the players we got.”

Wild news:

-- As suspected, the Wild will not tender a qualifying offer to defenseman Tyler Cuma, the 2008 first-round pick that just had a lot of bad luck with injuries and only played one game for the Wild in 2011-12. Fletcher wants to give him a chance to move on and try to get a job elsewhere because he’s just way back on the depth chart now with guys like Matt Dumba, Christian Folin, Gustav Olofsson, etc. in the organization.

-- I would suspect the Wild will try to meet with Thomas Vanek in the next day or two. My guess is the team wants to get in front of him, talk about a potential contract, a potential fit and make sure each side is comfortable with what he could potentially bring and mean to the Wild. I’ll write more about this in my Insider in Sunday’s newspaper, and I’ll also put in there another big name I have learned the Wild has inquired about.

-- Most the RFA’s and UFA’s in Iowa will be gone. Said Fletcher, “I think we’ll still speak to a couple of them. With the times down there, you’ve got to cycle through. After a certain amount of time if it hasn’t worked out, it’s in everybody’s best interest for the player to go somewhere else, try something new, try something different. And after last season, to be honest with you, there wasn’t enough positives to promote the status quo.”

-- On Cody McCormick, Fletcher said, “I’ve had some ongoing dialogue. And I think the whole league is

 talking to everybody now. It’s not really realistic for players to agree now when they can wait a couple more days at this point. I think Cody liked his situation here and we certainly liked him. But you never know. It only takes one team to do something that we would consider out of the norm to swing it the wrong way. I’m comfortable we’ve made a very good representation to him with what we can do and

 we’ll talk.”

Some odds and ends beyond the Ryan Collins, Jack Dougherty notes on the previous blog:

-- Tyler Nanne, the grandson of former North Stars GM Lou Nanne, son of Wild scout Marty Nanne and brother of Wild prospect Louie Nanne, was taken 142nd overall by the Rangers. …

-- Frederik Olofsson, the brother of Wild prospect Gustav Olofsson, was taken 98th overall by the Blackhawks. …

-- Former Wild assistant coach Mike Ramsey’s son, Jack, was drafted 208th overall by Chicago. …

-- Former Wild forward Richard Park was in Pittsburgh meeting with teams about jobs and has talked to Fletcher about a potential player development role with the Wild. …

-- Moments after the Wild drafted Tuch on Friday, Zach Parise texted a USA Hockey official asking for Tuch’s number so he could welcome him to the Wild.

-- Here is snippets of future Gopher Jack Glover’s Q and A after going 69th overall to Winnipeg:

on joining the rivalry.

“Definitely a Wild fan growing up. With the new divisions, the Wild are going to be seeing Winnipeg a lot, which adds a lot of excitement for me. Maybe some day getting to be a part of that rivalry is something that I’m definitely looking forward to.”

“Coming into the week, I tried not to come in with too many expectations. Seeing all of my buddies getting drafted definitely built up the excitement for me,” said Glover. “My heart was definitely racing. Getting picked was the best moment of my life so far It was awesome.”

 “Growing up in Minnesota, it’s kind of religion there, much like it is in Winnipeg I’m sure, so kid kind of picks it up. My brother played, he’s the one that kind of got me into i to begin with and it it just kind of took off from there. I stuck with it  ever since. I didn’t excel in anything else. I couldn’t be happier with the way it turned out for me.”

I have to write my Insider, but here is a cut and paste of the Wild’s press release on all of its 2014 draft picks:

Minnesota selected forward Alex Tuch, 18th overall, during the Draft’s first round Friday night. The 18-year-old (5/10/96) spent the past two seasons with the U.S. National Team Development Program (USNTDP) in Ann Arbor, Mich. The 6-foot-3.5, 218-pound native of Syracuse, N.Y., posted 64 points (29-35=64) in 61 games with the U.S. Under-18 Team in 2013-14, tying for the team lead with seven game-winning goals and a plus-35 rating. He is committed to Boston College for the fall of 2014.

    Minnesota started Saturday by acquiring the 80th overall selection in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft and a seventh-round selection in the 2015 NHL Entry Draft from Tampa Bay in exchange for the Wild’s 79th overall selection in the 2014 Draft. With the 80th pick, the Wild selected defenseman Louie Belpedio in the third round. The 18-year-old (5/14/96) native of Skokie, Ill., spent the past two seasons alongside Tuch at the USNTDP. A 5-foot-10, 193-pound blueliner, Belpedio posted 20 points (7-13=20) in 53 games with the U.S. Under-18 program in 2013-14. He is committed to Miami University (Ohio) for the fall of 2014.

    The Wild selected goaltender Kaapo Kahkonen in the fourth round with the 109th overall selection. The 17-year-old (8/16/96) native of Helsinki, Finland, posted a .912 SV% in 38 games with the Espoo Blues in Finland’s Junior League. The 6-foot-1, 209-pound netminder catches with his left glove and plays in a butterfly style.

    Minnesota selected 18-year-old (10/5/95) defenseman Tanner Faith in the fifth round (139th overall). The 6-foot-3, 211-pound native of Terrace, B.C., posted one assist in 10 games with Kootenay of the Western Hockey League (WHL) in 2013-14, missing most of the season with an upper-body injury. He posted eight points (2-6=8) in 55 games with Kootenay in 2012-13.

    With a sixth-round selection previously acquired from Ottawa, the Wild drafted defenseman Pontus Sjalin 160th overall. The 6-foot, 168-pound native of Ostersund, Sweden, totaled 31 games (21 at Division 1, six at U-18, four in U-20) for Ostersunds IK in 2013-14. The 18-year-old (6/12/96) blueliner totaled nine points (4-5=9) and a plus-21 rating.

   Minnesota selected 17-year-old (9/13/96) center Chase Lang 167th overall with a sixth-round selection previously acquired from the New York Rangers. The 6-foot-1, 176-pound native of Nanaimo, B.C., totaled 25 points (10-15=25) in 68 games with Calgary (WHL) in 2013-14.

    The Wild drafted center Reid Duke with its third, sixth-round selection, 169th overall. The 18-year-old (1/28/96) Calgary, Alta., native totaled 40 points (15-25=40) in 62 games with Lethbridge (WHL) in 2013-14. The 6-foot, 189-pound centerman posted 24 points (8-16=24) in 57 games with Lethbridge in 2012-13.

    With its final selection in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, Minnesota claimed center Pavel Jenys in the seventh round (199th overall). The 6-foot-2, 189-pound native of Brno, Czech Republic, totaled 21 points (15-6=21) in 55 games with Brno in 2013-14 (29 in senior division, 26 in junior division). The 18-year-old (4/2/96) added two goals in four games with Czech Republic at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge.

Collins, Dougherty become the first two Minnesotans; Wild takes defenseman, goalie
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UPDATED

Defenseman Ryan Collins, a Bloomington native, will join Gophers teammate Mikey Reilly in the Blue Jackets organization. Columbus made Collins the first Minnesotan selected in the 2014 draft when it chose him 47th overall.

“I’m very proud,” Collins said. “I love Minnesota, and it’s great to be selected from there. I can’t wait to congratulate the other Minnesotans taken.”

Four picks later, Nashville took Collins’ USA Under-18 teammate, Jack Dougherty, 51st overall.

“We’ve been great friends for years, so going in the draft close kind of represents our relationship pretty close,” said Dougherty, who will head to University of Wisconsin.

Dougherty is a huge Wild fan and his favorite player is Wild defenseman and now detested former Predator Ryan Suter: “I guess not anymore.”

Dougherty congratulated his former USA teammate Alex Tuch on Friday when he went 18th overall to the Wild.

“I said he’ll look real good in green and red and he’ll make a long career in the State of Hockey,” Dougherty said.

Dougherty is a pretty funny kid. He was cracking jokes left and right. His best line? Taken by Nashville nine picks after the Preds also took Russian Vladislav Kamenev, who speaks no English, Dougherty said, "We're speechless right now, especially him."

-- The Wild, which tried to trade for a second-round pick to no avail, traded the No. 79 pick to Tampa Bay to move down one spot and also picked up Vancouver's seventh-rounder next year. With the 80th pick, the Wild took Skokie, Illinois' Louis Belpedio from the USA Under-18 team. He's a 5-10 defenseman who has 20 points in 53 games last year.

On what he knew about the Wild? "Rivals with the Blackhawks being a Chicago kid. Definitely switched to the other side already."

Quick scouting report from Future Considerations Draft Guide:

The top U.S. defenseman at the U18 tournament in April, Belpedio’s

 game really solidified in the second half of the season and he is a riser for it. Belpedio is a very

 strong two-way player, with excellent offensive skills and awareness, as well as the ability to

 work as a shutdown player in his own end. Belpedio is a superb skater with tremendous footwork

 and fluidity in his stride. He is powerful and balanced on his edges, and is superb when it

 comes to stopping and starting to quickly edge his way around pressure or to work his way in

 from the point with the puck. He is intelligent and cerebral at both ends of the ice, and is able

 to make strong plays with and without the puck. He does a great job at cutting the ice in half on

 forwards coming down the wing, and he steps up effectively to take away time, space and options.

 He closes players out with his physicality and can easily force a man off the puck with his

 strength. He also uses an effective defensive stick and takes away the slot on the PK. Belpedio

 handles the puck well on offense with above-average stick skills and good hockey sense. He

 makes a good first pass out of his zone and supports the offense well from the point, pinching

 at good times and getting involved. He has a hard wrist shot, but needs to work on getting it

 through to the net. Pretty solid on the PP as he is more of a shooter than puck mover.

-- In the fourth round, at 109, the Wild took Espoo, Finland, goalie Kaapo Kahkonen, the fourth-ranked European goalie in the draft and the fourth-ranked goalie in the draft by Future Considerations. He'll play on the pro team after playing on the junior team last year. He expects he'll need a couple years before he can turn pro with Minnesota.

What's he know about Minnesota besides all the Finns on the Wild? "I heard it’s like Finland. There’s some trees and mosquitos and lakes, too."

From Future Considerations: Kahkonen has good a natural size and build, and he displays impressive

 speed and mobility in net. He has an explosive push in goal and gets side to side very

 quickly to take away the bottom of the net. He anticipates the play well in goal, and is able to

 react to cross passes quickly and effectively. His rebound control is strong, either eating shots

 or deflecting them out of harm’s way. He is able to handle pucks through screens and through

 traffic. He handled his higher shots well, and he is strong down low. He is poised in net and communicates

 actively with his teammates. He has quick reflexes and a good, active blocker with

 a quick glove hand. Kahkonen’s positioning in goal is above average, but there are times when

 he gets a little lazy and leaves his post too soon. His focus seems to be an issue too. He allows

 some weak goals against that it looks like he should be able to handle. Kahkonen showed very

 good agility and balance. He was quite aggressive and he knows when to challenge shooters.

 Kahkonen already has NHL size, as well as solid technical skills. His game suffers from bouts

 of inconsistent play. Struggled through a very inconsistent U18 tournament and his draft stock

 took a bit of a hit.

Coveting Tuch, Wild resisted trading back
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Evening from Philly, where the Wild selected Boston College-bound power forward Alex Tuch, a 6-4, 215-pound right wing, with the 18th selection. (Read more about him on the previous blog)

This is BC coach Jerry York on Tuch to College Hockey Inc.: “Alex has all those prerequisites for a big, strong, power forward. He’s got size, strength, he skates well and he has a real powerful shot. We saw some really good improvement in his game the last two years and are excited about what he’ll bring as a freshman. He’ll get even better as he adjusts to this level and improves on his ability to make plays with the puck.”

GM Chuck Fletcher was on the phone a lot right before the pick, but as it turns out, he says he was doing the answering and not the dialing. He says some late trade offers for a chance to move back and gobble up extra picks came in, and if Tuch wasn’t still on the board, he would have moved down.

But the chance to get a big, skilled power forward who can skate as deep as the Wild was picking was too good an opportunity to pass up, Fletcher said. Went with quality over quantity, he said.

“This guy can skate, he’s big and strong,” Fletcher said. “He can shoot the puck. He’s going to be a handful for people to defend against.”

Read the stories in the paper for most the details, but Tuch will obviously be developing at BC for awhile, so this is a pick for the future. As I wrote earlier in the week and tomorrow’s paper, it’s very clear the Wild the past two or three drafts has gone for size.

Tonight, 25 forwards were taken and no goalies in the first round. No Minnesotans yet either. Tuch said he has watched a lot of Wild hockey because of Minnesotan teammates on the Under-18 team, Jack Dougherty, Jack Glover, Ryan Collins and Shane Gersich.

So, he was excited and offered this scouting report of himself: “Very versatile, highly skilled, heavy shot, use my body, play all three ends on ice.”

Trade-wise, Fletcher says he doesn’t really have anything cooking player wise but will try to shuffle picks if there are players the Wild wants Saturday in Rounds 2-7. He will try hard to trade into the second round, he said. The Wild doesn’t currently have one.

He would like to draft a goalie Saturday, too. “There’s several names we like.”

“We’re going to get good players in the third and fourth round,” Fletcher said. “Brent [Flahr] and his staff have put together a pretty good strategy for things we’re looking at at different parts of the draft.”

Only James Neal was dealt on the draft floor, going from Pittsburgh to Nashville. Ryan Kesler was traded from Vancouver to Anaheim earlier in the day.

“I predicted more,” Fletcher said. “I still think there’s things that teams are working on. I still anticipate more. The cap ceiling is at $69 million. That’s probably a little lower than most of us would have believed a week ago, so it might take some teams out of adding money unless they can move money. I think it’s going to tighten up the market a little more.”

My guess is Fletcher will dive into the free-agent market because if you look at the depth chart I'll post Saturday, from the NHL roster, the only real tradeable commodities are young players and Fletcher doesn't want to trade them.

As I wrote in the paper, Fletcher met with Matt Niskanen’s agent Friday and will talk to him again Saturday. But Niskanen has a chance to get a big, big contract, so it’ll be interesting to see how high the Wild’s willing to go.

As for Thomas Vanek, I’m getting the sense the Wild will offer him a three-year deal.

NOTES FROM FIRST ROUND OF 2014 NHL DRAFT

PANTHERS SELECT EKBLAD FIRST OVERALL

 The Florida Panthers selected Aaron Ekblad from the Barrie Colts (OHL) with

 the first overall pick, marking the 13th time in NHL history – and first

 time since 2006 (Erik Johnson, STL) – a defenseman has been taken with the

 top choice.

DEFENSEMEN DRAFTED NO. 1 OVERALL, NHL HISTORY

 Year    Player  NHL Team        Amateur Team

 1966    Barry Gibbs     Boston Bruins   Estevan Bruins

 1967    Rick Pagnutti   Los Angeles Kings       Garson Native Sons

 1973    Denis Potvin    New York Islanders      Ottawa 67’s

 1974    Greg Joly       Washington Capitals     Regina Pats

 1976    Rick Green      Washington Capitals     London Knights

 1979    Rob Ramage      Colorado Rockies        London Knights

 1982    Gord Kluzak     Boston Bruins   Nanaimo Islanders

 1992    Roman Hamrlik   Tampa Bay Lightning     ZPS Zlin (Czech.)

 1994    Ed Jovanovski   Florida Panthers        Windsor Spitfires

 1995    Bryan Berard    Ottawa Senators Detroit Jr. Red Wings

 1996    Chris Phillips  Ottawa Senators Prince Albert Raiders

 2006    Erik Johnson    St. Louis Blues U.S. National U-18

 2014    Aaron Ekblad    Florida Panthers        Barrie Colts

 * Ekblad became the second No. 1 overall selection in Panthers history,

 following Ed Jovanovski in 1994. The franchise also held the top pick in

 2002 and 2003, but traded it on both occasions.

 * Both of Florida’s top picks – Ekblad and Jovanovski – are defensemen who

 were born in Windsor, Ont.

 * Ekblad became the sixth OHL player drafted with the No. 1 overall

 selection in the past eight years, following Patrick Kane in 2007 (London

 Knights), Steven Stamkos in 2008 (Sarnia Sting), John Tavares in 2009

 (London Knights), Taylor Hall in 2010 (Windsor Spitfires) and Nail Yakupov

 in 2012 (Sarnia Sting).

FIRST-ROUND PICKS BY BIRTHPLACE

 The 30 players selected in the first round were born in 10 different

 countries: Canada (14), United States (five), Czech Republic (two), Finland

 (two), Russia (two), Denmark (one), England (one), Germany (one), Sweden

 (one) and Switzerland (one).

TRENDS

 * Forward Leon Draisaitl, who went third overall to Edmonton, became the

 highest-drafted German-born player in NHL history. The previous distinction

 was held by Marcel Goc, who was selected 20th overall by San Jose in 2001.

 * Forward Nikolaj Ehlers, who was selected ninth overall by Winnipeg,

 became the second-highest drafted Danish-born player in NHL history. That

 distinction belongs to Mikkel Boedker, who was picked eighth overall by

 Phoenix in 2008.

 * Eight of the first 10 overall picks, including each of the first seven,

 came from the Ontario Hockey League or Western Hockey League.

 * Eleven of the first 13 picks were forwards (D Aaron Ekblad at No. 1 and D

 Haydn Fleury at No. 7 were the only non-forwards selected in that span).

 * Forward Sam Reinhart, who was picked second overall by Buffalo, became

 the highest-drafted member of his family. His brother Max was selected 63rd

 overall by Calgary in 2010, while his brother Griffin was taken fourth

 overall by NY Islanders in 2012. Their father, Paul, was drafted 12th

 overall by Atlanta in 1979.

FAMILY TIES

 F Leon Draisaitl (selected 3rd overall by Edmonton): His father, Peter, was

 a Czech-born, German professional hockey player who participated in

 numerous international tournaments for Germany as a member of their men’s

 national team, including the 1988, 1992 and 1998 Olympic Winter Games. He

 also has coached professionally in both Germany and the Czech Republic.

 F Nikolaj Ehlers (selected 9th overall by Winnipeg): His father, Heinz, was

 selected 188th overall by the New York Rangers in the 1984 NHL Draft and

 played in various European professional leagues from 1981-2004.

 F Kasperi Kapanen (selected 22nd overall by Pittsburgh): His father, Sami,

 was selected by the Hartford Whalers in the fourth round (87th overall) of

 the 1995 NHL Draft, and totaled 458 points (189-269—458) in 831 games with

 the Whalers, Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia Flyers.

 F William Nylander (selected 8th overall by Toronto): His father, Michael,

 registered 679 points (209-470—679) in a 920-game, 15-season NHL career

 with the Hartford Whalers, Calgary Flames, Tampa Bay Lightning, Chicago

 Blackhawks, Washington Capitals, Boston Bruins and New York Rangers.

 F Brendan Perlini (selected 12th overall by Arizona): His father, Fred,

 played eight games with the Toronto Maple Leafs after being drafted by the

 team 158th overall in 1980. Brendan began his hockey career in the United

 Kingdom, where Fred worked as the director of a hockey program after his

 playing career ended in 1997 with the Guildford Flames of the British

 Hockey League.

 F John Quenneville (selected 30th overall by New Jersey): His older

 brother, Peter, was selected 195th overall by the Columbus Blue Jackets in

 the 2013 NHL Draft and his younger brother, David, made his WHL debut this

 season with the Medicine Hat Tigers. His uncle by marriage is current

 Boston Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk and his second cousin is former NHL

 player and current Chicago Blackhawks head coach Joel Quenneville.

 F Sam Reinhart (selected 2nd overall by Buffalo): His brother, Max, was

 selected by the Calgary Flames in the third round (63rd overall) of the

 2010 NHL Draft, while his brother, Griffin, was drafted fourth overall by

 the New York Islanders in 2012. Their father, Paul, was selected 12th

 overall by the Atlanta Flames in 1979 and played 11 NHL seasons with the

 Flames and Vancouver Canucks.

 F Nicholas Ritchie (selected 10th overall by Anaheim): His brother, Brett,

 was selected 44th overall by the Dallas Stars in 2011 and won a Calder Cup

 championship with the Texas Stars of the American Hockey League in 2013-14.

 F Nick Schmaltz (selected 20th overall by Chicago): His brother, Jordan,

 was selected 25th overall by the St. Louis Blues in the 2012 NHL Draft and

 currently plays defense for the University of North Dakota.

TRADES ANNOUNCED

 Anaheim traded Nick Bonino, Luca Sbisa, its 1st-round pick in the 2014 NHL

 Draft (24th overall) and 3rd-round pick in 2014 (85th overall) to Vancouver

 for Ryan Kesler and Vancouver's 3rd-round pick in 2015.

 Vancouver traded Jason Garrison, the rights to Jeff Costello and its

 7th-round pick in the 2015 NHL Draft to Tampa Bay for Tampa Bay's 2nd-round

 pick in 2014 (50th overall).

 Vancouver traded Anaheim's 3rd-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft (previously

 acquired, 85th overall) to NY Rangers for Derek Dorsett.

 Pittsburgh traded James Neal to Nashville for Patric Hornqvist and Nick

 Spaling.

 San Jose traded its 1st-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft (20th overall) and

 NY Rangers' 6th-round pick in 2014 (previously acquired, 179th overall) to

 Chicago for Chicago's 1st-round pick in 2014 (27th overall) and Florida's

 3rd-round pick in 2014 (previously acquired, 62nd overall).

 Tampa Bay traded NY Rangers' 1st-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft

 (previously acquired, 28th overall) to NY Islanders for the Islanders'

 2nd-round pick in 2014 (35th overall) and Montreal's 2nd-round pick in 2014

 (previously acquired, 57th overall).

Like I mentioned, read the stories in the paper for insight and quotes. And I’ll talk to you Saturday. The draft starts 9 a.m. CT.

Wild takes Alex Tuch at No. 18
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The Wild took Alex Tuch, a 6-4 right winger who played for the U.S. national development team, with the 18th pick in tonight’s NHL Draft in Philadelphia.

Tuch has committed to Boston College, which is expected to again be a college powerhouse next season.

The Wild had Tuch in for a couple of interviews, and was known to be very high on him. His advisor, Steve Bartlett, is also Thomas Vanek’s agent.

"He's a big, strong winger with quality hands and an NHL shot," assistant GM Brent Flahr said in a text. "We feel that he has tremendous upside and we are very excited to add a potential power forward to our group of prospects."

Tuch is a power forward who was ranked 12th in the final Central Scouting rankings. He is from Baldwinville, N.Y., and grew up playing youth hockey in Syracuse.

Here is his NHL.com profile:

• In 2013-14, his second season with the U.S. National Team Development Program, Tuch tied for the under-18 team-lead with seven game-winning goals and a plus-35 rating. He ranked third on the club with 64 points (29-35—64) in 61 games.

• A two-time medalist with Team USA, Tuch won gold at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship (0-3—3 in seven games) and bronze at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge (1-3—4 in 6 games). He was also part of the U.S. Under-18 team that finished first at the 2012 Four Nations Tournament.

• Growing up, he idolized his neighbor, Tim Connolly, a Syracuse native who played 11 NHL seasons with the New York Islanders, Buffalo Sabres and Toronto Maple Leafs.

• In 2011-12, Tuch set the Empire Junior Hockey League scoring record with 101 points (44-57—101) in 40 games as a 15-year-old.

• He has committed to Boston College for the fall of 2014: “Boston College has always been my dream school. I can remember watching them in the Frozen Four when I was six years old.”

FAVORITES

NHL team: Buffalo Sabres

Shootout move: “Forehand, kick it off the skate, forehand, backhand, shot”

Goal celebration: “Fist pump on one knee”

Video game: NHL 14

Movie: Anchorman

TV show: Breaking Bad

Actor: Will Ferrell

Most played song: ‘City of Dreams’ by Alesso and Dirty South

Website: NHL.com

Sport (other than hockey): Lacrosse

Athlete (non-hockey): LeBron James

Is this the calm before the Wild storm?; Fletcher endorses Dany Heatley
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Afternoon from Philly, where I’m about to throw on a shirt and tie and head to the ex-First Union Center/ex-Wachovia Center/ex-I-think-Cores States Center or something/now-Wells Fargo Center.

The NHL Draft, again, starts at 6 p.m. CT (Round 1) on NBC Sports Network. Rounds 2-7 is Saturday beginning at 9 a.m. CT on NHL Network.

For real-time NHL and Wild news, follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib.

Twenty minutes ago, the Wild’s head honchos were supposed to begin its final pre-draft meeting. This is typically where GM Chuck Fletcher presents the best trade scenarios he has got on the table and the coaches and key front-office peeps and even the owner weigh in on what’s worth it, what’s not.

I just ran into a team exec at Starbucks who said it’s a very difficult, confusing time right now with this free-agent interview period. He said on one side you have the trade options, the other side you have the free-agent options. You’re trying to get a sense if you’ve got a shot for one of the free-agent options to fill a certain need, but you truly don’t know if you do, so do you pull the trigger and give up big assets for one of the trades?

He said his head was spinning trying to make sense of things because one thing may affect two other things you do or try to do.

I can imagine that’s exactly what Fletcher is dealing with. There’s no doubt Fletcher has been on the phone with GMs trying to improve his roster. He has talked to several agents about free agents.

Do you wait and hope you get one of the free agents knowing price and term can get out of whack? Or, do you pay a price by trading a young player or top pick?

It’s a tough call depending on what you’re getting and what you’re potentially giving up. But as Anaheim just showed, it’s trying to get better by adding Ryan Kesler. As St. Louis and Chicago are likely to prove, they’re trying to get better by adding a Jason Spezza via trade or a Paul Stastny via free agency (Chicago reportedly missed on Kesler, so one would assume it’ll go hard after the others).

So in the West especially, it’s not like the Wild can just sit and rest on its laurels that it advanced past the first round and expect things to go similarly next season. Remember, this is a team that still only scored 199 non-shootout goals. The one thing the playoffs proved is home-ice advantage would be huge for the Wild. If the Wild can figure out a way to get itself 25 or 30 more goals next season, that could be the difference between home ice and not.

The question is how does Fletcher look to improve? By waiting for free agency, which is always a risk because you may not get your player, or by swinging a deal tonight and giving up a significant asset or two?

We shall see. No doubt there are quality players on the block today. The question is the cost. But is also always seems Fletcher has something up his sleeves.

By the way, this team exec became like the eighth source to confirm for me that Kyle Brodziak is being shopped.

As for everybody’s favorite topics – Thomas Vanek and Matt Niskanen.

Vanek: His agent had a frank, good conversation with Fletcher this week to see if the Wild’s envisioned fit and term for a contract aligns with Vanek’s. About eight teams have called on Vanek, four or five considered serious. As I’ve mentioned, Vanek (barring a trade for a scorer by the Wild) will likely have the ability to decide whether he wants to play in Minnesota on a short-term deal vs. more term and money elsewhere.

Niskanen: His agent was scheduled to meet with Fletcher face-to-face this afternoon. The sense is the Wild’s got a lot of interest. The issue is Niskanen, 27, is coming off a career year and will have a chance to get a seven-year deal at big money somewhere. Now, maybe Niskanen would take less term and money to play in Minnesota. Who knows? But obviously, the Wild would need to pony up to get him off more term and money elsewhere. The question is how much does the Wild feel is too much. Niskanen is getting married Saturday and I believe is holding off his honeymoon so he can make a decision hopefully Tuesday on his future.

On another subject, Dany Heatley, 33, who has 372 goals and 791 points in 863 regular-season games, is set to become an unrestricted free agent. He was scratched in six of the final eight games and the first two games of the playoffs.

Fletcher’s hope is Heatley can latch on elsewhere as a free agent.

“Dany was a consummate professional for us,” Fletcher said. “He scored some big goals for our franchise, but even as his role decreased, the job he did mentoring our young players. The time he spent with Nino Niederreiter, Charlie Coyle almost on a daily basis after practice working with them on positioning and shooting pucks, meanwhile these are the guys that are taking some of his ice time way, yet he’s out there helping them get better? The way he treated our staff, the way he treated the trainers, he’s a tremendous human being.

“I really believe he can help a team and I believe he will get another opportunity. He’s got such high character, he’s such a tremendous human being, I hope for him he gets an opportunity and it works out great.

“I talked to [Avs coach] Patrick Roy, and he thought one of the key things in that [first-round] series was in Game 3 [with the Wild down 0-2], Heatley went back in the lineup and our bottom six started contributing a lot more. He thought that was a big turning point in that series. He expressly mentioned Dany Heatley. That’s interesting because that’s from the opposing coach, but Dany had a tremendous series. He made the play on the winning goal [in Game 7]. The pass he made to spring Niederreiter and Brodziak on the 2-on-1 was an unbelievable pass. He had six points in that series in five games. There’s a lot of guys, but we don’t win that series without Brodziak, we don’t win that series without Heatley, Kuemper, Bryz. All kind of unsung heroes, but you could look at guys like Heatley and Brodziak as being key guys.”

On an aside, seems Fletcher is really stressing Brodziak there, too, for some reason, eh?

Talk tonight, but again for real-time news, follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib.

Wild GM Chuck Fletcher on trades, free-agent interview period, the future
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Friday update: Fletcher is expected to meet with some agents today, including Matt Niskanen's and Thomas Vanek's.

Reminder: I’ll be on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Friday and will be hosting a live chat at 11 a.m. on startribune.com/wild.

GM Chuck Fletcher held an availability with the beat writers in the lobby of the Wild’s hotel after returning from New York City from the Board of Governor’s meeting.

The highlights:

1. News item: The Wild continues to try to re-sign Cody McCormick. He had a good postseason, was physical, made some players, was strong on the penalty kill. He’s also a right-shot forward who can play center. Total conjecture, but one reason why I feel the Wild wants to re-sign McCormick is because I continue to hear from league sources that Kyle Brodziak is being shopped. Well, Brodziak is Minnesota’s only right-shot center, so if you trade him, you probably need to replace that role in some capacity. Obviously, McCormick would come in cheaper (he’s coming off a deal that paid him $1.2 million annually compared to Brodziak’s $3 million salary and $2.83 million cap hit).

“We’ve had good conversations with [McCormick’s] agent and I believe we have a chance. You never know. This late, there’s no certainty he’ll come back. But we have interest in bringing him back and I believe he liked his time here. Now it’s a question is if he’s finding better opportunities, but we’re hopeful on him. I think everybody else at this point is shopping. It gets less likely the longer it goes. That’s what my history tells me. Certainly you can re-sign guys July 1 or 2, but it gets harder.”

Obviously, the one guy he’s talking about is Clayton Stoner because Fletcher wasn’t really trying hard to re-sign the others, including Matt Moulson. The others are Nate Prosser, whom I reported the Wild may have interest in next month if it still has a depth job open and he doesn’t find the right opportunity, Ilya Bryzgalov (no room right now), Dany Heatley and Mike Rupp.

By the way, Fletcher gave a pretty passionate endorsement tonight of Heatley, who will be looking for a job and was such a good soldier down the stretch. Fletcher talked a lot about the extra work Heatley did with Nino Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle after practices, which is impressive considering Niederreiter and Coyle were two reasons why Heatley was scratched down the stretch of the regular season and part of the playoffs. I’ll put those quotes in the paper Saturday or Sunday.

-- As of now, the Wild’s at its pre-draft dinner and then the team has all day Friday to discuss trade scenarios, etc. As of now, Fletcher says nothing’s imminent, but that can obviously change and Fletcher has proven that in the past.

“I’ve had lots of conversations with GMs,” he said. “I’m making as many calls as I’m receiving. It’s that time of year. I think everyone – the free agent pool isn’t overly deep. There’s not a lot of high-end talent in the market so it’s realistic teams are going to have to make trades to make the changes they want to make to their roster. … From what I understand it sounds like there’s a lot of trade talk out there

 so it wouldn’t surprise me if there’s a lot of activity between now and Saturday. We’ve certainly ben talking to teams.”

Some big names could potentially be traded, including Vancouver’s Ryan Kesler, Ottawa’s Jason Spezza and Winnipeg’s Evander Kane. Reportedly, the Wild’s not on Kesler’s trade wish list and it would seem hard to believe the Jets would trade Kane within the division. Regardless, it would take a lot of assets and young players to acquire a big name.

“If you can sign a guy in free agency and not give up a top young player or pick and get that person for a comparable role, why wouldn’t you do that?” Fletcher said. “I’m not saying we wouldn’t trade a young player, but we’re not looking to move our young players. I’m not anticipating any big blockbuster right now.

“We’ll continue to talk to a couple teams about a couple scenarios, but again the shopping period’s been interesting and we’ll see what happens next week. There’s players that are willing to consider Minnesota, so that’s a good sign. I don’t want people to think we’re going to sign four guys on July 1 because it’s not going to happen, but we’re going to have some options potentially, and that’s good.”

-- That gets me to the next topic, the free-agent interview period.

Cue Fletcher: “I’ve had the opportunity to speak with several agents of pending UFAs and try to get a sense of who may have interest in coming to Minnesota and talk about different roles and whether what we have to offer them fits from a role and an ice time standpoint with what they’re looking at. There’s been some ones that may work out, there’s been some ones that clearly won’t work out. But that’s good. I wasn’t really involved in the shopping period last year, but it’s been great. It gives you the sense where instead it used to be July 1 it was such a battle to sign guys. You were competing with other teams to sign

 players. It wasn’t like you were spending time interviewing players to get their idea of an ideal role. We weren’t having these conversations you might assume we were having. A lot of times you had to make quick decisions and you were throwing money around. So the great thing about the shopping period is you can say, hey this is what we have. This is the type of role. This is the type of fit. Does that interest you?”

Fletcher jokingly gave me flak for tosses names out there in today’s paper and said it makes him happy I haven’t figured out three or four others he has talked to.

“I don’t have any sense right now at all whether we’re going to have chances,” he said. “I don’t know what’s going to happen July 1, let’s put it that way. I think the good thing is people now have a better idea of what we’re looking for. The player holds the cards. We can sell them our opportunity and where we think the team is going. But ultimately it’s going to be up to the players.

“What’s become clear to me is more players are interested in talking to us now than what would have been two or three years ago. The perception of our team has changed based on the conversations I’m having with people. People see us as being a competitive team and people believe if they come to Minnesota they’re going to have a chance to be on a team that’s trying to win a Stanley Cup. To me that’s great to hear. It shows we’re going to have opportunities every year to be a player in the free-agent market. We weren’t always that way. I guess where I’m going with that is I think we can look for the right fit. If it’s not there, we can be patient because if some of these guys want really long-term deals, you’re talking locking them in for a long time. Who’s to say we can’t do something better this year via trade or next summer via free agency? It’s been good. If we can get the right player for our fit, we’ll do it. But we’re not really in a position to just be chasing players and throwing whatever at them. We’ve done that and we’ve got our big guys locked in, and we’re thankful for that, we’re happy for that. But now we’re going to get certain players at certain fits to make us better. That’s what we’ve expressed to people. In a lot of situations, term is a big issue for us. We have some cap space obviously, but we want to be careful with what we do with it.”

And again, that is the key. As I have mentioned for a week, it’s become very clear to me that the Wild has interest in Vanek, but for the Wild to be in a position to sign him specifically, it needs to be a one-, two- or three-year deal. The question: How badly does Vanek want to sign in Minnesota because there’s little doubt he’ll be offered more money and more term elsewhere.

So, we shall see. But it is very clear the Wild feels the need to add a scoring forward somehow someway. The problem is there’s not a ton of them available, at least in free agency.

-- I chatted with Boston College goalie Thatcher Demko today. Fletcher says it’s more likely the Wild will take a skilled forward if it sticks at 18 than a goalie. Remember, the Wild will try to move up or maybe even back to get multiple picks.

Demko did tell me today he hasn’t had much contact with the Wild beyond his advisor talking to them.

“They’re kind of hiding their cards a little bit,” said Demko, who said he plans to return to BC the next two seasons or “maybe even four, depending on my development.”

That last quote is proof again that regardless of the Wild’s perceived short-term need, taking a goalie at 18 doesn’t solve that.

-- If there’s any more scuttlebutt tonight, I’ll be back. But it’s late and I don’t want to be in my hotel room anymore!

Lots of Wild smatterings in Philly
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Afternoon from Philly. It may always be sunny in Philadelphia, but apparently it’s always as humid as a sauna, too.

I interrupt this World Cup game with a friendly reminder and a Wild blog: I am hosting a live chat on startribune.com/wild at 11 a.m. CT Friday.

Hopefully you caught today’s stories, which included a fun look at Hall of Famer Guy Lapointe, the Wild’s chief amateur scout (new title a few years ago) who has been with the Wild since before the doors opened and is the team’s resident prankster. That link is here.

Also, every time I saw GM Chuck Fletcher yesterday, his phone was tattooed to his ear, even as late as early last night when I was walking past the hotel to head to dinner. As Fletcher has proven, the draft is the time he often likes to make trades, so it wouldn’t shock me if he makes something happen Friday.

The question is it something deemed as minor, like dealing Kyle Brodziak, who something deemed as major, like bringing in significant pieces that may even make him forgo some things in free agency.

As I reported in today’s story here, Fletcher did set up meetings in Philadelphia with Thomas Vanek’s agent, Steve Bartlett, and Matt Niskanen’s agent, Neil Sheehy, who helped deliver Ryan Suter to the Wild in 2012. Remember, it was at the St. Paul Airport where I was hiding in the bushes behind a fence (I wish I was exaggerating) and witnessed Fletcher, Craig Leipold, Mike Yeo, Suter’s financial advisor Tom Sagissor and Sheehy get off of Leipold’s private plane after meeting with Suter in Madison.

Leipold’s plane then gave Sheehy a ride back up to International Falls and about 18 hours later on July 4, Suter and Zach Parise were officially signed on the dotted line.

Well, perhaps Sheehy will soon ink another one of his clients on the Wild.

According to sources, the Wild has significant interest in Niskanen, 27, the right-shot defenseman who had a career year in Pittsburgh. But so do other teams, so it’ll be interesting to see how high and how long the Wild’s willing to go. Remember, you can only allegedly talk in general parameters about a contract but nothing can be binding until Tuesday after 11 a.m. CT. Niskanen is 100 percent going to become a free agent.

As for Vanek, he has made big money, so the question is how much does he want to play in Minnesota. I believe the Wild would love him to sign a contract between one to three years so it can also fill two holes.

As for these meetings with agents, it’ll either have to occur later tonight or before Friday’s draft because Fletcher and Leipold are up in New York because the NHL decided to have the Board of Governors meeting up there as opposed to in Philly. Brilliant! (Speaking of which, I talked to a number of execs this week who think the NHL should go to a baseball winter meetings type concept in the summer where in one city (maybe Vegas) it has the NHL Awards, NHL Draft, free-agency talking period and GM’s and Board of Governors meeting).

The Wild has called on Paul Stastny, but I’m trying to not get your hopes up because so has everybody and I haven’t gotten the impression yet that the Wild can be a serious suitor here. We shall see.

All of this is subject to change because plans can always be altered if Fletcher swings a trade Friday.

Also, going back to what I wrote about a few weeks ago, there’s price points the Wild’s willing to go to for each free agent. If things go beyond where the Wild values a player, it will likely not go beyond the price point because the Wild again has a bunch of key restricted free agents to re-sign this summer and next.

I also reported that the Wild has made contact with Willie Mitchell, the former Wild defenseman who has won two Cups with L.A. This is an indication that the team expects that Clayton Stoner may be departing via free agency. The Wild has made an offer to Stoner. He’s seeing if he can get a better contract as a free agent. That’s his right. Players like Stoner only have so many opportunities to cash in.

Mitchell makes sense. He would fill that same role, his wife is from Minnesota and he would definitely consider returning.

A few weeks ago when talking about Niskanen, I surmised that the Wild may instead go after an older veteran like Dan Boyle for two years because that could bridge the gap between now and the time Matt Dumba or Gustav Olofsson might be ready to jump full-time in the Wild lineup. I thought that was brilliant conjecture!!!

Well, I’m told the Wild, as of last night, had not made contact with Boyle’s camp.

What else? What else?

I wrote a big story on the Wild’s goaltending situation heading into next season for Friday’s paper. Give it a read. Some interesting quotes by Fletcher. Many mock drafts have the Wild taking Boston College goalie Thatcher Demko 18th overall, probably because of the Wild’s unstable goaltending situation. I’m expecting to talk to Demko later on at the prospect availability.

But, it’s not like Demko could solve any perceived short-term issue. He’s going back to BC for a few years at least and then would need to develop in the minors. I also spelled out in Friday’s paper with some examples as to why it’s a risk taking goalies in the first round.

The Wild sounds hesitant to take Demko unless it trades back. More than likely, Fletcher says, the Wild will look for a skilled forward.

I’m rooting for Joshua Ho-Sang because he sounds like a sports writer’s dream. Check out this awesome feature by Steve Simmons on Ho-Sang. Honestly, have you ever read cockier quotes? I love it.

Alex Tuch is somebody else that may be in the Wild’s wheelhouse (google him). Very big forward and the Wild could use some more size up front.

I'll be back later if there's news, of course. I'm also hoping to get with Fletcher after he returns from New York tonight and a few other NHL peeps.

Anyway, that’s it for now. Lots of trade chatter going around the NHL on Evander Kane, Jason Spezza, Ryan Kesler, Nick Leddy, P.A. Parenteau, etc.

Wild update on Vanek, Niskanen, Stoner, McCormick, others 
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Good evening everybody. I leave early Wednesday morning for the NHL draft, so I figured I'd check in. I will be hosting a live chat on www.startribune.com/wild in advance of the draft Friday at 11 a.m. CT.

Hopefully you have been reading the stories in the paper and on the Wild page of startribune.com. I didn't blog yesterday, but basically the news at the Wild's annual draft luncheon is General Manager Chuck Fletcher wouldn't mind moving back in the draft if it means picking up multiple picks.

Currently, the Wild owns the No. 18 pick in Friday's first round (6 p.m., NBC Sports Network). Rounds 2-7 starts at 9 a.m. Saturday and can be seen on the NHL Network. As of now, the Wild has no seconds, one third, one fourth, one fifth, three sixths and one seventh.

If the Wild sticks at 18, Fletcher said he doesn't anticipate taking a goalie, although he said there may be scenarios where he moves back and ultimately takes one. The top-ranked goalie in the draft is Boston College's Thatcher Demko, and regardless, it's not like any of the goalies in the drafts solves any perceived short-term issue. I'll be writing more about goaltending in the coming days.

The Wild also wouldn't mind moving up, although often times it's difficult to do that without a second-round pick.

Most times, any trade to move up or down will happen on the draft floor at the moment, so stay tuned.

-- Starting Wednesday, all teams will be permitted to talk to other team's pending restricted and unrestricted free agents. Free agency begins at 11 a.m. Tuesday.

As I wrote in Wednesday's paper, the Wild will be in contact with Steve Bartlett, the agent of Thomas Vanek. However, I also hear the Wild has significant interest in Paul Stastny if he gets to free agency (like many teams) and Matt Niskanen.

Stastny and Niskanen will command lucrative, long-term deals, so there's no way the Wild would be able to land both.

Vanek will also be seeking a long-term deal, but if he wants to play in Minnesota, he might have to settle for a short-term deal. If he would agree to that, that would allow the Wild to also go after Niskanen. If the Wild opts to go hard after Niskanen, I believe he'll sign here.

The good part of the interview period is Fletcher will get to learn in advance of free agency whether Vanek would ever entertain such a thing. If not, he can react.

This is all also barring a significant trade at the draft. Basically, what happens in the next week is up in the air because one thing will always affect the next.

I wrote this in Wednesday's paper, but I asked Bartlett if Vanek would agree to a short-term deal, especially after Vanek turned down lucrative offers from the Islanders and Sabres.

“I don’t think we’re absolutely entrenched on anything," Bartlett said. "Vanek is a very confident guy, somebody that is, I think, going to look at everything – the financial side, the family side, the team side.

“I don’t think we have anything cast in stone come Wednesday or July 1.”

Vanek scored five goals and 10 points in 17 games for Montreal in the playoffs. His ice time was limited at times and he was scrutinized, particularly in the conference finals against the Rangers.

But Vanek has 277 goals in 663 career games and the Wild finished 24th offensively last season (199 non-shootout goals). Vanek ranks eighth in the NHL in goals scored since the start of 2005-06 and his 0.42 goals per game is tied for 11th.

“I find it very hard to believe the body of work he brings to the table is going to get erased over one so-so series,” Bartlett said. “He still had a very solid season last year (27 goals, 68 points) despite all the baggage that goes with bouncing around like a yo-yo between three teams and living out of a hotel.”

With all the agents in Philly this week, you can bet Fletcher will be meeting with a number of them about their pending free agents.

While Fletcher has said he wants to add, he also says the term and dollars must be right this summer. The Wild has a lot of significant youngsters it must re-sign this summer and next and can't hamstring itself. That's why Fletcher keeps saying he may have to "lay off the pitch" this summer and not swing for the fence.

Other Wild tidbits:

-- If the Wild can't re-sign Clayton Stoner, I believe the team plans to pursue former Wild Willie Mitchell. During this interview period, Stoner will get to learn if there's potentially a more lucrative contract out there than the one the Wild is offering.

-- Cody McCormick met with his agent today and his agent plans to speak with Fletcher on Wednesday.

-- According to multiple sources, the Wild continues to shop Kyle Brodziak heading into this weekend. He has a year left on his deal and currently looks like the Wild's fourth-line center heading into next season.

-- The Wild continues to work on its restricted free agents -- Nino Niederreiter, Darcy Kuemper, Justin Fontaine, Jason Zucker and Jon Blum. No rush, Fletcher says.

-- The NHL Awards Show was in Vegas tonight. Ryan Suter, the Norris Trophy runner-up last year, finished fourth in Norris voting (meaning almost a finalist) and fifth in All-Star voting for defensemen, meaning just on the outside of being a First or Second Team All-Star.

-- Chuck Fletcher was seventh in GM of the Year voting.

-- Mike Yeo was 13th in Coach of the Year voting.

-- Jason Pominville was 12th in Lady Byng voting and was eighth in All-Star voting for right wings.

-- Zach Parise was tied for 11th in All-Star voting for left wingers.

-- None of the Wild's five starting goalies got a Vezina vote!

-- For all the winners, etc., go to NHL.com.

Talk to you from Philly.

Breaking down the Wild's 2014-15 schedule; Russo's Roadie Tips
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The NHL announced the 82-game regular-season schedules (41 home, 41 road) for all 30 teams this afternoon.

The Wild will be challenged early, playing five of its first eight games in a nine-game October on the road. Most bizarrely, after a home-and-home series Oct. 9 and Oct. 11 vs. Colorado to open the season, the Wild will probably will return home to practice (selfishly, I think Mike Yeo should do the right thing and take the team to Vegas ... or Hawaii) and won't play next until six days later Oct. 17 at Anaheim and Oct. 19 at reigning Stanley Cup champion Los Angeles.

After a training camp that will last from Sept. 18-Oct. 8, those will be six long days. What left will there be for me to write about? (Joking).

Some nuggets:

-- The Wild will play 29 games vs. its Central Division rivals (this is what happens when there's 7 teams in each division in the West), with Colorado and Winnipeg coming to Minnesota three times and the Wild going to Chicago, Dallas (gulp; one win there since March 21, 2003, sad that I know that by heart?) and Nashville three times. The Wild plays St. Louis four times.

-- The Wild plays three games each vs. the Pacific for a total of 21 games with Anaheim, ARIZONA (no longer Phoenix), L.A. and San Jose coming to Minnesota twice and the Wild, like old times (long live the Northwest Division!), going to Calgary, Edmonton and Vancouver twice.

-- The Wild plays the 16 teams in the East one time each, home and away for a total of 32 games.

-- Sid the Kid and Evgeni Malkin and the Pens come to Minnesota Nov. 4, Stanley Cup champs come to Minnesota the first time Nov. 26 in the day before Thanksgiving game, for a change, the Wild will be on the road New Year's Eve at Columbus, the All-Star Game will be held in Columbus on Jan. 25 and the Wild closes the season at Chicago, at Nashville and at St. Louis.

-- After the All-Star Game, the Wild will play 18 home games and 18 road games during the stretch drive. Of those 36 games, 14 will be against the Central Division and 25 vs. the West.

-- The Wild has 13 sets of back-to-back, including a rare home back-to-back March 27-28 vs. Calgary and Los Angeles.

-- The Wild's longest homestand is five games March 27-April 6 vs. Calgary, L.A., the Rangers, Detroit and Winnipeg.

-- The Wild has seven three-game road trips and one four-game road trip, although that's a fake four-game road trip because the All-Star Game separates at Detroit with a Western Canadian swing to all three teams there.

-- Besides the first two games vs. and at Colorado, the only other home and home series is vs. Winnipeg on Dec. 27 and at Winnipeg on Dec. 29.

-- Judging by the time of the Jan. 17 game against Arizona, I assume that's Hockey Day Minnesota. The host city hasn't been announced.

-- As I mentioned last week, no stadium series game hosted by the Wild this season. For part of the reason why, see the previous blog.

-- Lastly, to answer my annual flurry of emails this time of year, my favorite road cities for various reasons: 1. Chicago; 2. Vancouver; 3. New York City; 4. Phoenix; 5. San Jose/Anaheim/L.A. circuit; 6. Washington; 7. Denver; 8. Montreal; 9. Boston; 10. Nashville; 11. Las Vegas (one day, I promise!).

There are so many other cities that are cool (some crummy ones, too), so don't be offended if I failed to mention yours.

Couple awesome Wild trips if you're looking for a few ideas: at Anaheim/LA in October; at Rangers/Boston in October because it's two incredible cities and a simple train ride or LaGuardia to Logan Delta shuttle; at Ottawa/MTL in November because it's a 90-minute drive between the two cities, the Canadian capital is one of my favorite places even though I failed to mention it above and you get an off-night in MTL; at TB/FLA in November because it's a short, relatively cheap Southwest flight between Tampa and Ft. Lauderdale or a 3-hour drive; at San Jose (squeeze in Napa if you can)/Glendale in December (weather!) and at Winnipeg in February because you really, really, really should experience what I'm going to have to experience (actually, more than likely, my backup). smiley

On schedule-release day, I always realize how lucky I am to have this job. I mean, get paid to cover hockey AND travel for what's about to be my 20th year (10th covering the Wild)!!!

Who came up with this idea?

This morning I got an email from a Mankato student who's a hockey/journalism fanatic. He happened to mention he has never been out of the state of Minnesota besides North Dakota once and Wisconsin.

I couldn't get it out of my head for a few hours.

It was a great reminder how lucky I am to see the continent annually on the Star Tribune's dime (actually, the paper invests a lot more than a dime to our sports coverage) and then build the miles/hotel points to see the world during the offseasons fairly cheaply.

Of course, remind me of everything I just said when I undoubtedly whine to you on Twitter during travel delays and complain from Winnipeg this upcoming February (Brrrr).

-- If you missed, here's a Chuck Fletcher feature from today's paper mostly from the eyes of Craig Leipold.

2013-14 Minnesota Wild schedule

SEPTEMBER (PRESEASON)

Mon.     22                           at Winnipeg        7:00 p.m.            

Thur.     25                           at Pittsburgh      6:00 p.m.

SAT.       27                           WINNIPEG          7:00 P.M.

MON.    29                           PITTSBURGH      7:00 P.M.

Thur.     2                              at St. Louis          7:00 p.m.

SAT.       4                              ST. LOUIS             7:00 P.M.             

OCTOBER (REGULAR SEASON)

THUR.   9                              COLORADO         7:30 P.M.             

Sat.        11                           at Colorado         8:00 p.m.

Fri.          17                           at Anaheim         9:00 p.m.

Sun.       19                           at Los Angeles   3:00 p.m.

THUR.   23                           ARIZONA             7:00 P.M.

SAT.       25                           TAMPA BAY       7:00 P.M.             

Mon.     27                           at N.Y. Rangers 6:00 p.m.

Tue.       28                           at Boston             6:00 p.m.

THUR.   30                           SAN JOSE             7:00 P.M.

NOVEMBER

SAT.       1                              DALLAS 7:00 P.M.

TUE.       4                              PITTSBURGH      7:00 P.M.

Thur.     6                              at Ottawa            6:30 p.m.

Sat.        8                              at Montreal        6:00 p.m.

Tue.       11                           at New Jersey   6:00 p.m.

THUR.   13                           BUFFALO             7:00 P.M.

Sat.        15                           at Dallas               1:00 p.m.

SUN.      16                           WINNIPEG          4:00 P.M. 

Thur.     20                           at Philadelphia  6:00 p.m.

Sat.        22                           at Tampa Bay     6:00 p.m.

Mon.     24                           at Florida             6:30 p.m.

WED.     26                           LOS ANGELES     7:00 P.M.

Fri.          28                           at Dallas               7:30 p.m.

SAT.       29                           ST. LOUIS             7:00 P.M.

DECEMBER

WED.     3                              MONTREAL         6:00 P.M.             

FRI.        5                              ANAHEIM           7:00 P.M.

TUE.       9                              N.Y. ISLANDERS                7:00 P.M.

Thur.     11                           at San Jose          9:30 p.m.

Sat.        13                           at Arizona            7:00 p.m.

Tue.       16                           at Chicago           7:30 p.m.

WED.     17                           BOSTON               7:00 P.M.

SAT.       20                           NASHVILLE         7:00 P.M.

TUE.       23                           PHILADELPHIA  6:00 P.M.

SAT.       27                           WINNIPEG          6:00 P.M.

Mon.     29                           at Winnipeg        7:00 p.m.

Wed.     31                           at Columbus       6:00 p.m.          

JANUARY

FRI.        2                              TORONTO           7:00 P.M.             

Sat.        3                              at Dallas               7:00 p.m.            

TUE.       6                              SAN JOSE             7:00 P.M.

THUR.   8                              CHICAGO            7:00 P.M.

SAT.       10                           NASHVILLE         1:00 P.M.

Sun.       11                           at Chicago           7:00 p.m.

Tue.       13                           at Pittsburgh      6:00 p.m.

Thur.     15                           at Buffalo            6:00 p.m.

SAT.       17                           ARIZONA             8:00 P.M.             

MON.    19                           COLUMBUS        7:00 P.M.

Tue.       20                           at Detroit             6:30 p.m.

Sun.       25                           NHL ALL-STAR GAME (Columbus, Ohio)

Tue.       27                           at Edmonton      8:30 p.m.

Thur.     29                           at Calgary            8:00 p.m.

FEBRUARY

Sun.       1              at Vancouver     2:30 p.m.

TUE.       3              CHICAGO            7:00 P.M.

SAT.       7              COLORADO         7:00 P.M.

MON.    9              VANCOUVER     7:00 P.M.

Tue.       10           at Winnipeg        7:00 p.m.

THUR.   12           FLORIDA              7:00 P.M.

SAT.       14           CAROLINA           7:00 P.M.

Mon.     16           at Vancouver     9:00 p.m.

Wed.     18           at Calgary            8:30 p.m.

Fri.          20           at Edmonton      8:00 p.m.

SUN.      22           DALLAS 7:00 P.M.

TUE.       24           EDMONTON       7:00 P.M.

Thur.     26           at Nashville         7:00 p.m.

Sat.        28           at Colorado         9:00 p.m.

MARCH

TUE.       3              OTTAWA             7:00 P.M.

Thur.     5              at Washington   6:00 p.m.

Fri.          6              at Carolina           6:00 p.m.

SUN.      8              COLORADO         5:00 P.M.

TUE.       10           NEW JERSEY       7:00 P.M.

FRI.        13           ANAHEIM           7:00 P.M.

Sat.        14           at St. Louis          7:00 p.m.            

Tue.       17           at Nashville         7:00 p.m.

THUR.   19           WASHINGTON  7:00 P.M.

SAT.       21           ST. LOUIS             1:00 P.M.

Mon.     23           at Toronto           6:30 p.m.            

Tue.       24           at N.Y. Islanders               6:00 p.m.

FRI.        27           CALGARY             7:00 P.M.                                                             

SAT.       28           LOS ANGELES     7:00 P.M.

APRIL

THUR.   2              N.Y. RANGERS   7:00 P.M.             

SAT.       4              DETROIT               6:00 P.M.             

MON.    6              WINNIPEG          7:00 P.M.

Tue.       7              at Chicago           7:30 p.m.

Thur.     9              at Nashville         7:00 p.m.            

Sat.        11           at St. Louis          6:30 p.m.

Wild opens season Oct. 9 vs. Colorado; Why no outdoor game?
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The Wild's schedule is expected to be released Sunday afternoon, but I have heard a few details through the grapevine -- one that is expected to be announced later Saturday.

The Wild will open the season Oct. 9 with a home-and-home against the Colorado Avalanche, the Central Division champs the Wild defeated in seven games in the first round a few months back. 

The Wild's supposed to continue to Anaheim and Cup champion Los Angeles after playing in Denver, but unless the Wild managed to get the NHL to squeeze another game in there, the Wild, last I heard, had five or six days off before playing its third game of the season in Anaheim.

Some other tidbits: The Kings come to Minnesota the first time Nov. 26. The Wild has a home-and-home with Winnipeg in December, plays in Columbus on New Year's Eve and closes the season with three games on the road in a bit of a meat grinder at Chicago, Nashville and St. Louis. That follows consecutive home games against the Rangers, Detroit and Winnipeg.

As I mentioned last week, no outdoor game this season. It was supposed to be in February against Dallas at Target Field.

According to an NHL source, the Wild is at the "top of the list" for a stadium-series game and was scheduled to have a game this year. What held it up was timing and logistics, the source said. The Wild wants to make this a huge event by having outdoor high school and college games accompanying the stadium series game.

The problem, I'm told, is the league wants the game to be here in February and for this upcoming season, the colleges had their schedules already booked and couldn't just insert an outdoor game into their schedules right before their playoffs. In addition, February is getting awfully close to Twins season and could cause havoc on Target Field's ... field.

The league source said, "At the end of the day, both of us determined that next year would be better. It's going to happen next year."

We'll see though. As we have learned, everything is subject to change (I reported during the playoffs the Wild would be getting a stadium-series game next season and now it isn't) and the Wild still would prefer the actual Winter Classic. The problem though is according to a league source the 2016 Winter Classic site has been determined. Although it hasn't been announced where, the game has not been awarded to Minnesota, so the soonest the Wild could host one is 2017.

Personally, I still hear there's more to this stadium-series thing that has nothing to do with the Wild and that's why the stadium-series games were scaled down this year to one. Next year, I'm told we're going to see more than one game again.

CELEBRITIES ANNOUNCED FOR 2014 WELLS FARGO MINNESOTA WILD ROAD TOUR

    SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild and Wells Fargo have announced the celebrities and exact locations for the annual Wells Fargo Minnesota Wild Road Tour, set for Tuesday, June 24 through Thursday, June 26. The Road Tour will lead up to the Summer Bash/NHL Draft Watch Party on Friday, June 27, at Xcel Energy Center.

     The Western Tour will feature Wild player Matt Cooke, alumni Wes Walz and Wild television analyst Mike Greenlay. The Northern Tour will have Wild players Charlie Coyle and Jason Zucker, as well as Wild radio personalities Tom Reid and Kevin Falness. The Southern leg features Wild players Erik Haula and Stephane Veilleux, alumni Antti Laaksonen and Wild television play-by-play announcer Anthony LaPanta.

Western Tour (Cooke, Walz, Greenlay)

Tuesday, June 24

Moorhead: 11:30 a.m.-12:30 p.m. at Moorhead Youth Hockey Arena (707 Main Ave. SE)

Fergus Falls: 3:30 p.m.-4:30 p.m. at Fergus Falls Community Ice Arena (340 Friberg Ave.)

Wednesday, June 25

Morris: 10:30-11:30 a.m. at Lee Community Center (101 S. County Rd. 22)

Marshall: 3:30-4:30 p.m. at Lockwood Motors Ice Arena (512 Fairgrounds Rd.)

Thursday, June 26

Worthington: 11:30 a.m.-12:30 p.m. at Worthington Arena (1600 Stower Dr.)

Blue Earth: 3:30-4:30 p.m. at Wells Fargo Bank (201 E. 7th St.)

 Southern Tour (Haula, Veilleux, Laaksonen, LaPanta*)

Tuesday, June 24

Des Moines, Iowa: 11 a.m.-12 p.m. at Wells Fargo Arena (833 5th Ave.)

Waterloo, Iowa: 4-5 p.m. at Young Arena (125 Commercial St.)

Wednesday, June 25

Mankato: 11 a.m.-12 p.m. at All Seasons Arena (1251 Monks Ave.)

Faribault: 2-3 p.m. at Faribault Ice Arena (1816 NW 2nd Ave.)

Thursday, June 26

Rochester: 12-1 p.m. at Graham Arena - Rink One (1570 Fairgrounds Ave. SE)

Red Wing: 3-4 p.m. at Prairie Island Arena (370 Guernsey Lane)

*June 25 and June 26 only

Northern Tour (Coyle, Zucker, Reid, Falness)

Tuesday, June 24

Silver Bay: 12-1 p.m. at Rukavina Arena (129 Outer Dr.)

Hibbing: 5-6 p.m. at Fairground Arena (1100 E. 25th St.)

Wednesday, June 25

Duluth: 12-1 p.m. at Duluth Heritage Sports Center (120 S. 30th Ave. W)

Pequot Lakes: 6-7 p.m. at Breezy Point Hockey Center (7370 County Rd. 11)

Thursday, June 26

Princeton: 12-1 p.m. at Princeton Ice Arena (511 Ice Arena Dr.)

Buffalo: 3-4 p.m. at Buffalo Municipal Airport (1305 County Rd. 134)

    The Wild will hold the Wells Fargo Summer Bash/NHL Draft Watch Party at Xcel Energy Center in Saint Paul on Friday, June 27, from 6-10 p.m. There will be Wild player photographs and autographs, NHL alumni autographs, a live broadcast from KFAN 100.3 FM, as well as tours of the press box and Wild locker room.

zzzz

Wild adds top scorer from Finnish Elite League
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The Wild added one of the top forwards in Finland's elite league, free agent Michael Keranen, by signing him to a one-year, two-way contract.

He'll have a chance to make the team next season. If he doesn't make the team, he'll likely be loaned back to HIFK rather than play in Iowa. 

Keranen, 24, had 17 goals and 35 assists for Ilves Tampere in Finland's Elite League. The 6-1, 175-pounder tied for the Elite League lead in scoring with 52 points and won the Golden Helmet Award as the league's best player. Keranen had 13 goals in 2012-13 for Ilves, a team he has played for during the past four seasons. He's a left-handed shooter who has not been drafted by NHL teams.

Keranen was born in Stockholm, Sweden, but grew up in Finland and has represented Finland in international events.

“We are excited to get Michael under contract for next season,” said Wild GM Chuck Fletcher in a news release. “He had a very good year in Finland and our scouting staff thinks he is ready for the challenge of coming to North America. We are happy to add him to our lists of prospects and look forward to seeing how he performs in training camp.”

NO.

PROSPECT NAME

POS

HT

WT

AGE

TEAM

01 Anthony Mantha (–) RW 6.05 204 19 Val-d’Or (QMJHL) 

02 Petr Mrazek (–) G 6.01 187 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

03 Xavier Ouellet (+3) D 6.00 200 20 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

04 Ryan Sproul (+4) D 6.04 205 21 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

05 Alexey Marchenko (+4) D 6.02 212 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

06 Mattias Backman (+2) D 6.02 169 21 Linkoping (SHL) 

07 Teemu Pulkkinen (+6) RW 5.11 185 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

08 Andreas Athanasiou (+2) LW/C 6.02 200 19 Barrie (OHL) 

09 Tomas Nosek (NR) C 6.02 201 21 Pardubice (CZE) 

10 Mattias Janmark (+5) C 6.01 191 21 AIK (SHL) 

11 Mitchell Callahan (+5) RW 6.00 195 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

12 Landon Ferraro (–) C 6.00 179 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

13 Zach Nastasiuk (+4) RW 6.02 196 19 Owen Sound (OHL) 

14 Nick Jensen (+6) D 6.01 193 23 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

15 Jake Paterson (+3) G 6.01 183 20 Saginaw (OHL) 

16 Martin Frk (+3) RW 6.00 205 20 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

17 Tyler Bertuzzi (+3) LW 6.01 178 19 Guelph (OHL) 

18 David Pope (NR) LW 6.02 187 19 W. Kelowna (BCHL) 

19 Richard Nedomlel (NR) D 6.05 228 21 Toledo (ECHL) 

20 Mitchell Wheaton (NR) D 6.05 215 19 Kelowna (WHL) 

21 Marc McNulty (NR) D 6.06 193 19 Prince George (WHL) 

22 Andrej Nestrasil (NR) RW 6.03 210 23 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

23 James De Haas (NR) D 6.03 205 20 Clarkson (NCAA) 

24 Colin Campbell (NR) RW 6.01 203 23 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

25 Hampus Melen (NR) C 6.02 165 19 Tingsryds (SWE-J20) 

2014 DRAFT SELECTIONS 

RD-NO

PROSPECT NAME

POS

HT

WT

AGE

TEAM

1-15 Dylan Larkin C 6.01 190 17 U.S. U-18 dev. team (USHL) 

3-63 Dominic Turgeon C 6.02 196 18 Portland (WHL) 

4-106 Christoffer Ehn C 6.03 181 18 Frolunda (SWE-J20) 

5-136 Chase Perry G 6.02 175 18 Wenatchee (NAHL) 

6-166 Julius Vahatalo C 6.05 191 19 TPS (FIN) 

7-196 Axel Holmstrom C 6.00 198 18 Skelleftea (SWE-J20) 

7-201 Alexander Kadeykin C 6.03 213 20 Atlant Mytischi (KHL) 

UNSIGNED RFAs 

PROSPECT NAME

POS

HT

WT

AGE

TEAM

Adam Almquist D 5.11 178 23 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

OTHER PROSPECTS 

PROSPECT NAME

POS

HT

WT

AGE

TEAM

Louis-Marc Aubry C 6.04 213 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

Jared Coreau G 6.05 235 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

Philippe Hudon RW 6.01 205 21 Victoriaville (QMJHL) 

Ben Marshall D 5.09 175 21 Minnesota (NCAA) 

Mike McKee W/D 6.05 250 20 W. Michigan (NCAA) 

Marek Tvrdon LW 6.02 217 21 Toledo (ECHL) 

GRADUATED: Tomas Jurco, Riley Sheahan, Luke Glendening. TRADED: Calle Jarnkrok. NO LONGER CONSIDERED A PROSPECT: Thomas McCollum (RFA). NO LONGER TRACKED BY RED WINGS CENTRAL (rights still belong to Red Wings): F Dick Axelsson, D Miroslav Blatak, F Gennady Stolyarov, F Evgeni Bumagin, F Andrei Maximenko, D Alexander Seluyanov
2013-14 mid-season prospect ranking

NO.

PROSPECT NAME

POS

HT

WT

TEAM

01 Anthony Mantha (+3) RW 6.05 204 Val-d’Or (QMJHL) 

02 Petr Mrazek (–) G 6.01 187 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

03 Tomas Jurco (–) RW 6.01 200 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

04 Calle Jarnkrok (-3) C 6.00 188 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

05 Riley Sheahan (+1) C 6.02 215 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

06 Xavier Ouellet (-1) D 6.00 200 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

07 Ryan Sproul (–) D 6.04 205 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

08 Mattias Backman (–) D 6.02 169 Linkoping (SHL) 

09 Alexey Marchenko (+4) D 6.02 212 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

10 Andreas Athanasiou (+4) LW/C 6.02 200 Barrie (OHL) 

11 Luke Glendening (-1) C 5.11 195 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

12 Landon Ferraro (-3) C 6.00 179 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

13 Teemu Pulkkinen (-2) RW 5.11 185 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

14 Adam Almquist (-2) D 5.11 178 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

15 Mattias Janmark (+1) C 6.01 191 AIK (SHL) 

16 Mitchell Callahan (+4) RW 6.00 195 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

17 Zach Nastasiuk (-2) RW 6.02 196 Owen Sound (OHL) 

18 Jake Paterson (+1) G 6.01 183 Saginaw (OHL) 

19 Martin Frk (-2) RW 6.00 205 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

T20 Nick Jensen (-2) D 6.01 193 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

T20 Tyler Bertuzzi (–) LW 6.01 178 Guelph (OHL)

2013-14 preliminary prospect ranking

NO.

PROSPECT NAME

POS

HT

WT

TEAM

01 Calle Jarnkrok (–) C 6.00 188 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

02 Petr Mrazek (–) G 6.01 187 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

03 Tomas Jurco (+1) RW 6.01 200 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

04 Anthony Mantha (NR) RW 6.05 204 Val-d’Or (QMJHL) 

05 Xavier Ouellet (+3) D 6.00 200 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

06 Riley Sheahan (-1) C 6.02 215 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

07 Ryan Sproul (-1) D 6.04 205 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

08 Mattias Backman (-1) D 6.02 169 Linkoping (SEL) 

09 Landon Ferraro (–) C 6.00 179 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

10 Luke Glendening (NR) C 5.11 195 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

11 Teemu Pulkkinen (–) RW 5.11 185 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

12 Adam Almquist (+3) D 5.11 178 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

13 Alexey Marchenko (+1) D 6.02 212 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

14 Andreas Athanasiou (-2) LW/C 6.02 200 Barrie (OHL) 

15 Zach Nastasiuk (NR) RW 6.02 196 Owen Sound (OHL) 

16 Mattias Janmark (NR) C 6.01 191 AIK (SEL) 

17 Martin Frk (-7) RW 6.00 205 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

18 Nick Jensen (-5) D 6.01 193 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

19 Jake Paterson (-3) G 6.01 183 Saginaw (OHL) 

T20 Mitchell Callahan (-3) RW 6.00 195 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

T20 Tyler Bertuzzi (NR) LW 6.01 178 Guelph (OHL)

Skating and raw potential draw Wings to Ehn

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Saturday, June 28, 2014, 8:15 p.m. under 2014 Draft Coverage


Christoffer Ehn

Christoffer Ehn (Credit: Frölunda HC)

Christoffer Ehn is as raw a project as any of the Detroit Red Wings’ 2014 draft selections, and Hakan Andersson admits he has a “soft spot” for the big Swedish center.

Andersson, the Red Wings’ director of European scouting, has seen a lot of the 6-foot-3, 181-pounder with Frolunda at Sweden’s J-20 SuperElit level, and made sure his club selected Ehn in the fourth round, 106th overall.

“I like his size, his potential, his work ethic — a lot — and I like his hockey sense,” Andersson said. “I see him as a good-sized kid who will be a hard worker and have some playmaking ability. Some point production is within reach.”

Ehn is extremely slender and a long way from reaching the potential Andersson sees in him. He had only four goals and seven assists in 45 games at the J-20 level — underwhelming stats, to say the least — and had little more than a depth role with Sweden at the IIHF world under-18 championship in April.

Compare his stats to those of seventh-rounder Axel Holmstrom, who had 38 points in 33 games in the same league, and some might be perplexed about the order of selection.

But Andersson said the difference is “future potential,” and that Ehn has more upside in the long run.

“Ehn is a better skater … he has better size, a bigger body, so by the time he fills out, he will be a bigger, faster player,” Andersson explained. “Hockey sense, creativity are similar, but that’s why I see Ehn as (having) a little better potential down the road.”

Andersson said although the numbers don’t show it yet, Ehn showed impressive creativity and playmaking ability at the J-20 level.

“I’m not making comparisons, but if I look at Joakim Andersson, he’s bigger, he’s certainly a better skater, and he’s got some ability to do a little bit with the puck, just like Joakim has when he’s playing his best hockey, like in the 2013 playoffs,” Andersson said.

If Ehn’s projection as a third-line center sounds familiar, that’s because it matches the description of fellow 2014 draft choices Holmstrom, Dominic Turgeon, Julius Vahatalo and Alexander Kadeykin, all centers.

Certainly, the cupboards are well-stocked down the middle.

“We’re doing everything we can to find a future center for Anthony Mantha,” Andersson joked. “We’ve given him a bunch of options.”

Passed over once, Wings take chance on Vahatalo

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Saturday, June 28, 2014, 9:09 p.m. under 2014 Draft Coverage


Julius Vahatalo

Julius Vahatalo (Credit: hc.tps.fi)

The Detroit Red Wings have never been shy about picking a player who was passed over in a previous draft — Pavel Datsyuk being the most famous example — and Finnish center Julius Vahatalo is the latest to join the list.

The Red Wings, who were quietly confident Vahatalo would slide to them late in the 2014 NHL draft, took the 6-foot-5, 191-pounder from TPS of the Finnish SM-Liiga in sixth round, 166th overall.

“He’s been a bit of a secret,” said Red Wings scout Ari Vuori. “He’s been injured quite a bit for two years.”

His first time through the draft in 2013, Vahatalo had appeared in just 21 games at the Finnish under-18 and -20 levels and missed the final three months of the 2012-13 season after a skate cut his hand.

He came back this season with TPS at the under-20 level and quietly impressed Vuori with a strong first half, producing 18 goals and 21 assists for 39 points in 33 games. That was enough to get him called up to TPS’s SM-Liiga squad, where he finished the season appearing in 18 games and scoring three goals in limited duty.

“He’s a big kid who has good hands, good creativity and he can score,” Vuori said. “It all sounds very good, but that’s the way it is. He’s skilled, he has good puck skills and his skating is good for his size — he has speed, he just needs to work on his quickness.”

Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson also scouted Vahatalo, although most of his viewings were SM-Liiga contests.

“The big thing I saw was work ethic,” Andersson said. “Good skater for a big guy. Hard-working, good intensity, all over the ice, works hard every shift.”

Vuori said Vahatalo is already close to 195 pounds but that he does need to build up his strength to improve his quickness and play a more powerful game.

The good news is Vahatalo has been named to Finland’s summer exhibition roster for the IIHF world junior championship, a sign he could compete in the 2015 tournament if he performs well.

He’s expected to spend the 2014-15 season with TPS in the SM-Liiga, which will be a challenging and important step in his development.

“He started finishing at the (SM-Liiga) level at the end of the year,” Vuori said. “He’s just a great character kid who’s only going to get better.”

Kadeykin has North America in his sights

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Saturday, June 28, 2014, 7:48 p.m. under 2014 Draft Coverage


Alexander Kadeykin

Alexander Kadeykin (Credit: Jiri Ipser/ipsi.cz)

The Detroit Red Wings don’t usually draft a player from Russia without some confidence he wants to come to North America — and Alexander Kadeykin is no exception.

The Red Wings made Kadeykin just their second pick from Russia in the past decade, selecting the 6-foot-3, 212-pound center from the KHL’s Atlant Mytischi with their final pick, 201st overall, in the 2014 NHL draft.

Kadeykin, a 20-year-old who was passed over in the 2012 and 2013 drafts, is coming off a breakthrough season in which he led Mytischi in scoring.

“He’s playing one more year in Russia because he has a contract, but when it expires, he’s planning to come to North America to play in (the AHL with) Grand Rapids,” said Red Wings scout Nikolai Vakourov.

Kadeykin, selected with the extra seventh-rounder the Red Wings acquired through trading Brad Stuart to San Jose in 2012, seemed to come out of nowhere as a KHL rookie, notching eight goals and 15 assists for 23 points in 54 games. He did this while ranking just 12th among Mytischi forwards in ice time at just 12:34 per game.

But the Red Wings have had their eye on him for a few seasons.

“He was always in the picture for me,” Vakourov said. “He always had the potential. This season, he really improved. Skating was his issue but it’s getting better with experience. He’s always had the hands and hockey sense.”

The Red Wings see Kadeykin as a good two-way center who will likely slot into a third-line role, although they do like what he brings to the table offensively.

His plus-17 rating was second on a team that featured plenty of minuses.

“There were some games where he did a really good defensive job and showed some ability with the puck to create offense,” said Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson. “So certainly he’s a hard-working guy going both ways.”

Vakourov said Kadeykin uses his size to protect the puck and has good hands, although he isn’t particularly aggressive for his size.

“He’s a responsible, good character guy, honest guy, works hard, no character issues, team player, works for his team, does what his coach tells him,” Vakourov said. “He’s a good third-line center, but if you put him with good wings, he could make it to the second line.”

He’s certainly the most mature, proven pick of the 2014 class at this stage, and if he can take another leap this season, he could be a factor come 2015 training camp.

“I think he has the potential to make the NHL in a few years, if he (keeps developing) the same way,” Vakourov said.

First-rounder Larkin ‘the kind of guy you win with’
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Published Saturday, June 28, 2014, 5:38 p.m. under 2014 Draft Coverage


Dylan Larkin

Dylan Larkin (Credit: usantdp.com)

Scouts are loathe to compare prospects to current NHLers. But asked if Dylan Larken is like Darren Helm with more offensive upside, Jeff Finley didn’t hesitate.

“That’s a very fair comparison,” said the Red Wings’ chief amateur scout. “That style of play with the speed and the skating … and I think there’s more offense there.”

The Red Wings drafted Larkin, a Waterford, Mich., native, from the U.S. development program’s under-18 team with their first-round pick, 15th overall, in the 2014 draft, landing a player they feel is a sure-fire third-liner who could develop into a second-line contributor.

The 6-foot-1, 190-pound center was ranked 17th among North Americans by Central Scouting, 14th overall by The Hockey News and 12th overall by TSN.ca’s Bob McKenzie.

The Red Wings themselves had Larkin ranked 11th and were counting down the picks to select him.

“We were hoping he’d slide to us,” Finley said. “He’s a two-way player, a tremendous, exceptional skater with great speed, a heart-and-soul guy who just plays the game hard, the right way, all the time.”

Larkin’s 56 points in 60 games placed him fourth under-18 team scoring, while his 31 goals ranked second only to 2015 super-prospect Jack Eichel. He helped Team USA win a gold medal at the IIHF world under-18 championship, serving as an assistant captain and playing second-line minutes despite reportedly being hampered by a painful bicep injury. He finished with two goals and two assists in six games.

With the development program based in Ann Arbor, Mich., the Red Wings got to see plenty of Larkin. And rarely, if ever, did their scouts leave disappointed.

“I don’t think there was ever a game we saw where you didn’t notice his effort, whether he made an impact on the score-sheet or not,” Finley said.

NBC analyst Pierre McGuire labelled Larkin as a future captain while TSN scout Craig Button is responsible for the initial comparison to Helm, describing his speed as “disruptive,” lauding him for his “guts,” and emphasizing that Larkin has more offensive upside than many give him credit for.

“He can score goals and we think there’s more offense there,” Finley said. “He can distribute the puck and play below the circles.”

Larkin is headed to the University of Michigan, where he will play for veteran head coach Red Berensen. How he develops and produces over the next two or three years will crystallize Larkin’s future as an NHLer.

“For sure, we have a third-line guy who is a great character guy and will wear a letter for you down the road, and you hope there’s enough offense that maybe he’s a second-line center in time,” Finley said. “He’s going to be a good NHL player for us. He’s the kind of guy you win with.”

Holmstrom ‘trains hard, works hard’
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Axel Holmstrom (Credit: skellefteaaik.se)

Time will tell whether Axel Holmstrom proves to be another late-round steal for Hakan Andersson, but at least two rival scouts on the Philadelphia draft floor were green with envy over the selection.

“Two European scouts came up to me and said, ‘I lost a battle at my table. I wanted to take that kid ahead of you but I was voted down at my table. They wouldn’t let me,’” recounted Andersson, the Red Wings director of European scouting. “You don’t always hear that.”

The Red Wings selected the 6-foot, 198-pound center from Skelleftea of the Swedish J-20 SuperElit league at No. 196 overall with one of of their two seventh-round picks in the 2014 draft.

Holmstrom — who is not related to Tomas Holmstrom — piled up 15 goals and 23 assists for 38 points in 33 games at the J-20 SuperElit level and played so well there, he was called up to play four games in the Swedish Hockey League.

But on top of that — and perhaps what might make his availability in the seventh round somewhat surprising — he lit up the IIHF world under-18 championship as a linemate of Toronto Maple Leafs first-rounder William Nylander, notching three goals and eight assists in seven games along with a tournament-leading plus-8 rating.

“They found some good chemistry,” Andersson said.

Like most of the Red Wings 2014 selections, Holmstrom projects as a third-line forward. Work ethic, on-ice maturity and relentless, shift-to-shift competitiveness are at the top of his list of strengths.

“He can do stuff with the puck but he also works very hard,” Andersson said. “He’s a very hard-working kid and he has good hockey sense. He’s very stocky, he’s very mature, but he just works so hard and he is so dedicated off the ice. Trains hard, works hard.”

Holmstrom’s skating is the biggest area of concern. He’s not particularly fast, and it could hold him back at higher levels.

“He’s not a bad skater, but his skating is something you can look at and say, you wish he was a little better skater,” Andersson said. “There’s room for improvement because he works so hard. But if you go around and ask (scouts), that’s probably what they’ll say (is his weakness).”

Andersson expects Holmstrom to spend another season at the J-20 level but didn’t rule out him seeing time in the SHL. His strength and maturity make him an ideal call-up.

Andersson has now been the primary scout behind eight of the Red Wings 14 seventh-round picks in the past 13 drafts. Only time will tell how Holmstrom pans out, but at that stage in the draft, Andersson feels like he landed a quality prospect.

“I’m thrilled to get him,” he said.

Perry brings ‘athleticism, battle’ to Wings crease
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Only Chase Perry’s selection in the fifth round prevented the 2014 NHL draft from being an all-forward affair for the Detroit Red Wings.

The 6-foot-2, 175-pound goaltender, ranked eighth among North American stoppers by Central Scouting, was a necessary positional addition since the organization’s only crease prospects — Petr Mrazek, Jake Paterson, Jared Coreau and restricted free agent Thomas McCollum — are playing at the pro level.

Perry played for the North American Hockey League’s Wenatchee Wild last season and will begin his NCAA career at Colorado College in 2014-15.

“We wanted to get a goalie at some point in this draft and at that point, he was the guy we liked,” said Red Wings scout David Kolb. “He was a good fit at that stage of the draft.”

Perry started the season splitting time with 20-year-old Swede Gustaf Johansson, but took over in the second half when Johansson was lost to injury. He finished with a 15-12-6 record in 35 starts for the expansion club, posting three shutouts, a 2.34 goals-against average and a .905 save percentage.

But he took his game to another level in the post-season — knocking off the Minnesota Wilderness in the first round — posting three shutouts in 10 playoff starts along with a 1.83 goals-against average and a .933 save percentage.

“He had a very strong playoffs,” Kolb said. “Chase is a tremendous athlete. His athleticism, his battle, his ability to make second and third saves — that really stood out for me. Very competitive and obviously good size, which in today’s game is very important.”

Perry hails from Andover, Minn., where Kolb scouted him heavily at the high-school level in past seasons.

Kolb noted Perry’s mechanics, positioning and rebound control are among the things he’ll need to work on during his NCAA career. But the fact that he’s expected to compete for the starting job as a freshman at Colorado College excites the Red Wings.

Perry can play four seasons of college hockey before his signing deadline in August 2018, an important consideration given that goaltenders typically take longer to develop.

“He has things he needs to work on like any young goaltender,” Kolb said. “But we like that he’s going to school and has time on his side.”

Wings trade up to snag Turgeon
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Heading into the 2014 NHL entry draft, the Detroit Red Wings had Dominic Turgeon ranked as a first-rounder.

So with Turgeon — the son of Pierre Turgeon, one of the greatest scorers in NHL history — still sitting there as the third round rolled by, the Red Wings decided not to take the chance of waiting until their pick at No. 75.

Instead, they swapped the No. 75 pick along with a 2015 third-rounder to the Columbus Blue Jackets and grabbed Turgeon 63rd overall.

“We had him in our top 30 and we saw it as a chance to get in the third round a first-rounder,” said Red Wings chief amateur scout Jeff Finley. “It was a good opportunity to try and do what we could and move up to make sure we got him.”

Turgeon, a center with the WHL’s Portland Winterhawks, was ranked 97th among North Americans by Central Scouting after moving up 33 slots from the mid-term ranking. He was also rated 94th overall by The Hockey News.

The 6-foot-1, 196-pounder posted modest numbers for Portland, with 10 goals and 21 assists for 31 points in 65 games. But on a powerhouse team that has been to four straight WHL titles, Turgeon excelled in a third-line role.

“He was outstanding as a two-way center,” Finley said. “You can tell his dad has had an influence on his game. He’s very responsible, great on faceoffs, their No. 1 penalty-killer, blocks shots, always in the right position to support the puck in all three zones. In those parts of the game, he’s very mature for a young player. He understands and takes pride in those parts of the game.”

NHL Network analyst Dave Reid knocked Turgeon’s skating, noting he has to get his “feet moving” and that he’s “not overly talented with the finish.” Added TSN scout Craig Button: “He’s not like his father.”

But the Red Wings — notably Finley and director of amateur scouting Tyler Wright — caught glimpses of offensive skill that might surprise some when Turgeon gets a top-six role with Portland in 2014-15.

“He didn’t get any power-play time last seaosn — and when I say he didn’t get any power-play time, he got zero power-play time,” Finley said. “That’s where a lot of kids pick up a lot of stats at the junior level.

“We’ve seen some things as far as the offensive upside and we hope with a bigger opportunity he’ll be able to show a little bit more than what his numbers were this year.”

Finley described Turgeon as a “strong skater” who is “strong on the puck, plays a heavy game, protects the puck well and knows how to play below the circles.”

“We think his game translates well to today’s NHL,” Finley said. “Whether or not he’ll be an offensive guy as a professional, that remains to be seen, but we like the rest of his game as far as upside and potentially as a third-line center down the road.

“We’re thrilled to get him.”

Pick-by-pick: Red Wings at the NHL draft
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The Detroit Red Wings looked to their own back yard when they made their highest draft choice in 23 years on Friday night in Philadelphia.

The Red Wings selected University of Michigan-bound forward Dylan Larkin from Waterford, Mich., with the 15th overall pick in the 2014 NHL draft, making him their highest choice since Martin Lapointe went 10th in 1991.

The 6-foot-1, 190-pound center/winger finished fourth in scoring on the U.S. development program’s under-18 team this past season, notching 31 goals and 25 assists for 56 points in 60 games. He won gold as a second-line center with Team USA at the IIHF world under-18 championship in April.

“Think of Darren Helm but better scoring ability,” said TSN scout Craig Button. “He’s got that type of disruptive speed. He comes at you defensively. He comes at you offensively. He played (hurt) at the (world) U-18 tournament where USA won gold and he just kept playing through it. He’s got guts, lots of skill, lots of speed.”

Larkin was rated 17th among North Americans by Central Scouting, 14th overall by The Hockey News and 12th by Bob McKenzie of TSN.ca.

“I love Dylan Larkin,” one scout told The Hockey News. “Guaranteed player, heart-and-soul kid. He’ll wear a letter on his jersey some day. Plays with pace and he’s a powerful skater. You might only get a third-liner, but his work ethic is great. NHL coaches are going to love him.”

Button, however, highlighted Larkin’s offense: “You can play defense but they don’t tell you not to score — and Dylan Larkin scores.”

Following is a breakdown of Detroit’s selections. RWC will have pick-by-pick features at the conclusion of the draft as well as individual prospect profiles.

1-15. C Dylan Larkin, 6-1, 190, 60-31-25-56-56, U.S. under-18 team (USHL). See above.

3-63. C Dominic Turgeon, 6-2, 196, 65-10-21-31-31, Portland (WHL). The Red Wings traded pick No. 75 and a 2015 third-rounder to get the No. 63 overall pick used on Turgeron. Although his father, Pierre, scored more than 1,300 points in the NHL, Turgeon — who posted modest numbers with WHL powerhouse Portland — projects as more of a third-line center with tremendous hockey sense. His skating needs to improve.

“I put him in a David Legwand (class) of player,” said NHL Network analyst Dave Reid. “He’s got the smarts, he’s got the ability, but he’s not overly talented with the finish. It’s a matter of getting his feet moving. He’s probably suited for that third-line role.”

Added TSN scout Craig Button: “He’s not like his father. He’s more of a big, get-in-your-way type of centerman. He’s not an elite offensive player, but he’s a good, strong player.”

4-106. C Christoffer Ehn, 6-3, 181, 45-4-7-11-14, Frolunda (Swe-J20). Checking in at 6-foot-3 and 181 pounds, Ehn has excellent size and is a defensive-minded center. His numbers at the Swedish J-20 SuperElit level certainly don’t jump off the page, but he showed enough maturity to appear in two Swedish Hockey League games for Frolunda and he represented Sweden at the IIHF world under-18 championship in May, playing a depth role in a fourth-place finish. Central Scouting ranked him 89th among European skaters.

5-136. G Chase Perry, 6-2, 175, 15-12-6, 2.34 GAA, .905 Sv%, Wenatchee (NAHL). A rare pick out of the NAHL, Perry went 15-12-6 with three shutouts, a 2.34 goals-against average and a .905 save percentage with Wenatchee. He was ranked fourth among North American goaltenders at mid-season before dropping to eighth on the final list. Perry will play at the NCAA level at Colorado College starting next season, so he projects to add depth to the goaltending pipeline when he eventually turns pro three or four years down the road.

6-166. C Julius Vahatalo, 6-5, 191, 18-3-0-3-0, TPS Turku (FIN). Passed over in the 2013 draft, Vahatalo put injury problems behind him and posted big numbers at the Finnish Jr. A level — 18 goals among 39 points in 33 games — before graduating to the SM-Liiga level and scoring three times in 18 games. He showed good offensive skill at the junior level and instantly becomes one of the Red Wings’ biggest prospects.

7-196. C Axel Holmstrom, 6-0, 198, 33-15-23-38-12, Skelleftea (SWE-J20). Holmstrom ripped it up at the J-20 SuperElit level, recording 38 points in 33 games, and played four games at the Swedish Hockey League level with Skelleftea. He followed that up with an 11-point showing for the fourth-place Swedes at the IIHF world under-18 championship in April, leading the tournament with a plus-8 rating as a linemate of first-round pick William Nylander. He has no known relation to Tomas Holmstrom.

7-201. C Alexander Kadeykin, 6-3, 213, 54-8-15-23-24, plus-17, Mytischi (KHL). Passed over in the 2012 and 2013 drafts, Kadeykin already has a man’s frame at 20 years old and led his KHL team in scoring as a rookie. A good two-way center who works hard, Kadeykin is expected to play one more year in Russia before coming to North America.

Red Wings hold high pick — for now
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The Detroit Red Wings have their highest draft pick since they selected Martin Lapointe 10th overall 23 years ago in 1991.

But based on recent history, there’s less than a 50 percent chance they’ll actually use the 15th overall pick when it’s their turn on Friday, June 27, in Philadelphia.

That’s because the seven times in the past eight years the Red Wings have held a first-round pick, they’ve traded down and acquired an extra pick, usually landing two selections in the second round instead of just one in the first.

Typically this occurs when the prospects the Red Wings were targeting are taken by other teams. Since the scouting staff ranks prospects in tiers where appropriate, the Red Wings can often guarantee a player in the current tier will still be available at the lower pick they’ve acquired. In that case, the extra selection is just a bonus.

How has it worked out? The philosophy certainly hasn’t blown up in their faces.

Last year, they traded the 18th overall pick (Mirco Mueller) to San Jose for the 20th (Anthony Mantha) and 58th (Tyler Bertuzzi) choices. At this very early stage — despite the fact Mueller is a tremendous prospect — it’s doubtful many Red Wings fans are complaining about this one, with both Mantha and Bertuzzi coming off sensational seasons.

In 2011, the Red Wings traded the 24th pick (Matt Puempel) to Ottawa for the 35th (Tomas Jurco) and 48th (Xavier Ouellet) selections. Many are projecting both Jurco and Ouellet will make the 2014-15 edition of the Red Wings.

The 2009 double-your-money deal saw the Red Wings deal the 29th pick (Carter Ashton) to Tampa Bay for the 32nd (Landon Ferraro) and 75th (Andrej Nestrasil) picks. Neither Ferraro or Nestrasil has panned out as hoped so far, although Ferraro is in the mix for low-end roster spot next season and Nestrasil has been coming around lately.

Finally, in 2006, the Red Wings dealt their 29th pick (Chris Summers) to Phoenix for the 41st (Cory Emmerton) and 47th (Shawn Matthias) selections. Emmerton has proven himself a useful NHL depth player but will play in the KHL next season. Matthias was promptly traded for Todd Bertuzzi and is now an NHL regular with Vancouver, although he has yet to reach his full potential.

On three occasions in the past seven years when the Red Wings actually did use their first-round pick, they selected Riley Sheahan (20th in 2010), Thomas McCollum (30th in 2008) and Brendan Smith (27th in 2007). They dealt their 2012 first-round pick to Tampa Bay in a three-way deal to acquire defenseman Kyle Quincey.

The Red Wings do not have a second-round pick in the 2014 draft because they traded it to Nashville to acquire David Legwand. Their remaining picks are in the third round (76th overall), fourth (106th), fifth (136th), sixth (166th) and two in the seventh (196th and 201st).

The 201st pick comes from San Jose in a move that saw the Sharks acquire the negotiating rights to unrestricted free agent Brad Stuart before re-signing him.

A minor move at the time, it gives Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson two cracks at hitting a final-round home run.

It’s become something of a tradition for the Red Wings to turn to Andersson for their final pick in the draft, as he’s taken a Swede in the final round seven times in the past 12 drafts.

There’s always mystique surrounding those picks because they are usually prospects such as Jonathan Ericsson who nobody else knows anything about. Other Andersson final-round picks over the past 12 years are: Rasmus Bodin (2012), Adam Almquist (2009), Jesper Samuelsson (2008), Nils Backstrom (2004), Mikael Johansson (2003).

The first round of the 2014 draft takes place on Friday, June 27, while the remaining rounds take place on Saturday, June 28.

Red Wings Central will have pick-by-pick sketches as the draft rolls by followed by our annual feature articles on each prospect and eventually individual prospect profiles.

Nosek ready to ‘get a shot’ at NHL
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The Detroit Red Wings don’t have a second-round pick in the NHL draft later this month because of the David Legwand trade, but the signing of Tomas Nosek should help lessen some of that sting.

The Red Wings inked the 21-year-old center/winger out of Pardubice of the Czech ExtraLiga, where he recently completed a breakthrough campaign with 19 goals and 25 assists for 44 points in 52 games.

Nosek, who was an unrestricted free agent after being passed over four straight times in the NHL draft, ranked ninth in ExtraLiga scoring and was courted by a half-dozen other NHL teams. The Red Wings project him as a solid two-way NHL forward.

“He’s versatile, he can play center, wing, top six, bottom six, whatever the need is,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer. “He kills penalties, takes faceoffs, plays on the power play. He’s a guy who fits in with teammates on all lines and that’s exciting.”

The 6-foot-2 201-pounder battled a variety of injuries over the years that prevented him from catching the eye of scouts, although he did captain the 2012 Czech Republic entry at the IIHF world junior championship — with Fischer as his assistant coach.

Fischer said Detroit’s Finnish scout, Ari Vuori, and Czech scout, Vladimir Havluj, took note of Nosek’s rapid development over the past year and a half and made sure to keep a close eye on him this season. His point total skyrocketed from 14 to 44 as he seized a prime-time role with Pardubice.

“He led his team in every situation, from PK to PP, five-on-five,” Fischer said. “He’s strong on the puck, he’s a very good playmaker, very smart. He’s good defensively and he doesn’t cheat or cut corners. He’s a distributor of the puck, he can hold onto it down low, but he can also make good plays in traffic. Puck skills are very good.”

Fischer said Nosek will need to continue working on his skating and shot release to have success at the NHL level, in addition to overcoming the usual obstacles of transitioning from Europe to North America. But Nosek’s projection is that of a player in high demand in the NHL these days.

“I hope he’s going to be a strong two-way center that can play against top opposition and handle the big forwards on other teams and take faceoffs in key moments and help on the PP,” Fischer said.

What really impressed the Red Wings was Nosek’s strong play at the international level. Although he was one of the Czech Republic’s final cuts for its IIHF world championship squad, he did play exhibition games on the national team at Christmastime and again in the spring. 

His mature, two-way play and ability to handle the pace at that level are indications Nosek will be in the mix for whatever forward jobs are available at training camp in the fall.

“He’s certainly going to get an opportunity — he’s going to be in the mix depending on what the next couple of weeks and free agency bring,” Fischer said. “How he adjusts on the smaller ice, the speed going both ways … that’s to be determined. But I do expect and I really believe he’s going to come in ready and get a shot. We’ll see what the coaching staff and Mike Babcock think.”

Mantha rules roost with NHL job in his sights
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If Anthony Mantha has not yet won over the scouts who doubted him on draft day, he probably never will.

Mantha, who the Detroit Red Wings selected 20th overall in the 2013 draft, was bashed in heavy-handed fashion by a number of scouts for being lazy and lacking passion — despite the fact he led the QMJHL in goal-scoring as an 18-year-old.

All he’s done since is take his dominance to another level, capturing the QMJHL’s most-valuable-player award with the Val-d’Or Foreurs and scoring 81 goals in 81 games — along with 158 points — on the way to a league championship.

“A guy who’s an MVP of his league and wins the scoring title while missing over 10 games … I think whoever made these labels at the draft and before the season, they should review their scouting notes,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer, chuckling at the very suggestion of Mantha’s critics.

Of course, the Red Wings — who actually traded down from 18th to 20th on draft day — can probably thank those scouting reports for Mantha still being available.

Mantha, who is currently in action at the Memorial Cup in his quest to lead the Foreurs to a CHL title, retains his No. 1 spot in Red Wings Central’s end-of-season prospect ranking, and although the organization has quality prospects behind him, it wasn’t even close.

The 6-foot-5, 204-pounder’s ability to rise above his peers at the 2014 IIHF world junior championship, combined with his sheer dominance of the CHL, are indications Mantha will challenge for an NHL job out of training camp.

“I am, and we are, collectively, as excited about Anthony as we have been about any prospect,” Fischer said. “Offensively, he’s as good as I’ve seen in junior this season in all the leagues, from the Western League, to the OHL, to the Quebec League.”

Included in Mantha’s run to a QMJHL title was an eight-goal, seven-assist showing in a seven-game semifinal upset of the defending Memorial Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads. He followed that up with six goals and seven assists in a seven-game triumph over the Baie-Comeau Drakkar in the final, scoring the winning goal in Game 7 with just 52 seconds remaining.

“The bigger the games, the bigger the plays,” said Fischer, who noted Mantha comes from a hard-working family with a mother who works multiple jobs.

Making the Red Wings in 2014-15 won’t be easy. Mantha has never been asked to back-check much and will need to show head coach Mike Babcock he is committed defensively. He’ll also need to show he can win puck battles and handle the pace of the NHL game.

But tough-to-please Team Canada head coach Brent Sutter described Mantha as “a sponge” at the WJC for his openness to constructive criticism, and his dynamic offensive ability would be a huge asset to a team that averaged just 2.70 goals per game (17th in the NHL) and found the net just six times in five playoff games.

And while it’s rare for a Red Wings prospect to go directly from junior to the NHL, the fact is they haven’t had a player this good at this age in a long time. If nothing else, Mantha should easily establish himself as Detroit’s primary call-up option among forwards.

“I know he’s going to (show up at training camp and) work hard,” Fischer said. “I know he’s going to put in the effort. He’s going to be ready for next year.”

Mantha has a team-friendly entry-level cap hit of $925,000, and unlike most high-end rookies — such as Jonathan Drouin — his contract doesn’t contain any performance bonuses. That means the Red Wings wouldn’t have to worry about Mantha contributing to bonus overage problems that have been known to haunt teams.

Goaltender Petr Mrazek held steady at the No. 2 spot in RWC’s end-of-season ranking, while four defensemen — separated by a hair — follow: Xavier Ouellet, Ryan Sproul, Alexey Marchenko and Mattias Backman. All six of those prospects are a big part of Detroit’s future, and all of them will challenge for roster spots at training camp in the fall. High-scoring wingers Teemu Pulkkinen and Andreas Athanasiou follow at Nos. 7 and 8 before a drop-off to the next tier.

Following is a breakdown of RWC’s top 25 prospects (players who require waivers in training camp next season are noted with an asterisk preceding their name).

1. Anthony Mantha (–), RW, Val-d’Or (QMJHL), 57-57-63-120-75, +34, 286 shots. See above.

2. Petr Mrazek (–), G, Grand Rapids (AHL), 22-9-1, 3 SO, 2.10 GAA, .924 Sv%. Mrazek had another good season in the AHL, but more importantly, shined with every opportunity he received in the NHL. He’s ready to play alongside Jimmy Howard if the Red Wings let him.

3. Xavier Ouellet (+3), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 70-4-13-17-22, +3, 92 shots. Ouellet doesn’t have gaudy statistics, but he transitioned flawlessly to the AHL from junior. Still only 20, he’s a two-way defenseman and the blue-line front-runner for a full-time job in Detroit.

4. Ryan Sproul (+3), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 72-11-21-32-49, even, 155 shots. The 6-foot-4, right-shooting rear-guard stepped into the AHL and produced immediately. Still raw but with huge upside because of his skating and shot, he’ll battle for an NHL job in camp.

5. Alexey Marchenko (+4), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 49-3-15-18-14, +11, 34 shots. A high-ankle sprain suffered in February ended a rookie season that was otherwise a huge success. His right-handed shot and reliability might give him the edge in training camp in the fall.

6. Mattias Backman (+2), D, Linkoping (SHL), 54-6-15-21-16, +26, 68 shots. Joining Grand Rapids for the AHL playoffs was the right decision because he made a huge impression. His poised puck-moving ability and good offensive skills should make him a solid NHLer.

7. Teemu Pulkkinen (+6), RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 71-31-28-59-34, +18, 201 shots. Perhaps the most improved prospect in the Red Wings’ entire system this season, Pulkkinen emerged as a top-flight AHL scorer. He just needs to fine-tune his defensive play.

8. Andreas Athanasiou (+2), LW/C, Barrie (OHL), 66-49-46-95-52, +25, N/A. Blessed with all-world skating ability, he’s done everything the Red Wings could have hoped for in the OHL since being drafted. Now he needs to round out his game and find a niche as a pro.

9. * Adam Almquist (+5), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 73-4-49-53-56, +9, 129 shots. He’s emerged as one of the AHL’s preeminent offensive defensemen. But with bigger, more well-rounded blueliners in the system, the NHL odds are stacked against him — at least in Detroit.

10. Mattias Janmark (+5), C/W, AIK (SHL), 45-18-12-30-56, -6, 99 shots. Janmark scored at a league-leading pace through early December before tapering off. He has tons of skill and upside, but the late-bloomer has yet to put it all together over a full season.

11. * Mitchell Callahan (+5), RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 70-26-18-44-51, +23, 194 shots. As Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill says, Callahan is the type of player you win with. His grit and timely offense have put him in position to fight for a roster spot in training camp next season.

12. * Landon Ferraro (–), C/W, Grand Rapids (AHL), 70-15-16-31-52, -3, 195 shots. His scoring regressed, but he has quietly developed an agitating edge. His speed and versatility will serve him well in the battle for Detroit’s final few roster spots next fall.

13. Zach Nastasiuk (+4), RW, Owen Sound (OHL), 62-23-28-51-26, -14, N/A. Nastasiuk captained a CHL team at 18 and bumped Martin Frk out of the Grand Rapids lineup during his late-season AHL stint. He could be a breakout player next season with improved skating.

14. Nick Jensen (+6), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 45-0-9-9-8, +12, 40 shots. Shoulder surgery cost him half the season and important development time. Still, Jensen has great wheels and is tough to beat defensively. He’s very much in the organizational mix on the blue line.

15. Jake Paterson (+3), G, Saginaw (OHL), 24-18-4, 3.41 GAA, .906 Sv%. He has pedestrian numbers since being drafted but is widely regarded as one of Canada’s top junior-aged goaltenders. It will be interesting to see whether he sinks or swims as a pro next season.

16. Martin Frk (+3), RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 50-3-9-12-22, -12, 45 shots. Often scratched in the AHL playoffs, the hard-shooting Frk is a ponderous skater who struggles with the AHL pace. He needs improve his foot-speed and offensive mindset to have a chance.

17. Tyler Bertuzzi (+3), LW, Guelph (OHL), 29-10-25-35-49, +9, N/A. He missed half of the season with an alarming head/neck injury, but made an impressive comeback to win an OHL title with the Storm. The gritty agitator needs to prove he can stay healthy next season.

18. David Pope (NR), LW, West Kelowna (BCHL), 45-27-23-50-20, N/A, N/A. Under the radar playing junior A hockey, Pope was one of the top goal-scorers in his league. He’ll be in the spotlight more next season when he takes his game to the NCAA at Nebraska-Omaha.

19. Richard Nedomlel (NR), D, Toledo (ECHL), 60-8-10-18-150, -16, 111 shots. Stuck in a system rich in defense prospects, Nedomlel had a good season in the ECHL and plays a rugged stay-at-home game. He needs to jump up to the AHL next season.

20. Mitchell Wheaton (NR), D, Kelowna (WHL), 57-7-21-28-38, +31, N/A. Wheaton is an intelligent puck-moving defenseman who happens to be a towering 6-foot-5 and 215 pounds. He had a great season on a powerhouse team and is well on his way to a contract.

21. Marc McNulty (NR), D, Prince George (WHL), 67-17-25-42-115, -10, N/A. A healthy scratch early in the season reminded him he needs to play with more urgency every night. But he put up solid numbers and teases with his smooth skating and 6-foot-6 frame.

22. James De Haas (NR), D, Clarkson (NCAA), 37-6-7-13-18, -12, 49 shots. His skating and two-way play helped him crack the ECAC All-Rookie Team. With three more seasons before the Red Wings need to sign him, De Haas just needs to keep improving.

23. * Andrej Nestrasil (NR), C/RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 70-16-20-36-24, even, 115 shots. Nestrasil has slowly developed a good all-around game as a pro, and impressed with 22 points in his final 22 games. A useful depth player, he’s likely earned another contract.

24. Colin Campbell (NR), RW, Lake Superior State (NCAA), 36-14-15-29-26, +6, 150 shots. The Red Wings signed the burly checker out of the college ranks and hope he’ll develop along the lines of Luke Glendening. Already 23, Campbell is a useful depth player.

25. Hampus Melen (NR), C, Tingsryds (SWE-J20), 11-0-5-5-14, -6, 17 shots. An acute respiratory problem cost him almost the entire season. However, Hakan Andersson swears by Melen’s offensive skills, so if he can stay healthy, he might just have a chance.

GRADUATED: Tomas Jurco, Riley Sheahan, Luke Glendening. TRADED: Calle Jarnkrok. NO LONGER CONSIDERED A PROSPECT: Thomas McCollum.

Griffins bow out in AHL second round

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Sunday, May 18, 2014, 11:04 p.m. under 2013-14 RWC Reports


Teemu Pulkkinen

Teemu Pulkkinen (Credit: Mark Newman)

The Grand Rapids Griffins’ quest for a second straight AHL Calder Cup came to a close on Sunday night in a blowout 7-1 loss to the Texas Stars in the AHL Western Conference semifinal.

The Stars, a tough matchup in the second round on account of their 48-win, first-place regular-season finish, took the best-of-seven series 4-2.

Teemu Pulkkinen, who set a Griffins rookie scoring record this season and was named to the AHL All-Rookie Team, was a playoff bright spot, finishing with a team-best five goals and six assists for 11 points in 10 games. That stood tied for second in the league at the time of elimination.

Defenseman Mattias Backman, who only joined the team in late April after spending the season in the Swedish Hockey League, was among the other standout playoff performers for the Griffins. He stepped in for injured Adam Almquist and notched a goal and five assists in 10 contests.

Right-winger Mitchell Callahan turned in a gutsy performance after returning from serious facial injuries sustained in early April, picking up a goal and four assists in eight games.

Although goaltender Petr Mrazek was pulled in the final game, he finished the post-season with a 5-4 record, a 2.80 goals-against average and a .911 save percentage.

NOTES: Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) led his Foreurs to a league title in a seven-game triumph over the Baie-Comeau Drakkar. Mantha placed second in QMJHL playoff scoring with 24 goals and 14 assists for 38 points in 24 games and notched six goals and seven assists in the final. He notched the winner in Game 7 with just 52 seconds remaining … Left-winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) helped the Storm to a league title with a 4-1 series win over the North Bay Battalion. Bertuzzi tied for 13th in OHL playoff scoring with 10 goals and seven assists in 18 games, making an impressive comeback from an alarming head/neck injury … Both Mantha and Bertuzzi are competing at the Memorial Cup. Mantha had the lone goal in Val-d’Or’s tournament-opening 1-0 win over the London Knights, while Bertuzzi had two goals in Guelph’s opener, a 5-2 win over the Edmonton Oil Kings … This is the final RWC Report of the season. RWC’s end-of-season ranking will be released this week. For updates on Mantha and Bertuzzi at the Memorial Cup, follow @redwingscentral on Twitter and check their prospect profiles for updates at the end of the tournament.
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An influx of young forwards propelled the Detroit Red Wings to their 23rd straight playoff appearance this season. The next influx of youth is expected to come on the blue line — and it might be on the way sooner than later.

The Red Wings have six legitimate NHL defense prospects currently playing in the AHL post-season with the Grand Rapids Griffins, and all of them will battle for whatever full-time jobs are available with the Red Wings in training camp next season.

Xavier Ouellet, Alexey Marchenko, Ryan Sproul and Adam Almquist have already received brief NHL call-ups, while Mattias Backman and Nick Jensen are next in line.

“We have six real NHL prospects (on the blue line) we are super, super excited about,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer. “They are legit NHL prospects. Availability (of jobs) is limited … We are super excited about our youth, our depth … Now, we hope these guys will be able to bridge over to the NHL and have success at that level.”

Each of the six is unique. Ouellet plays a heads-up, two-way game; Marchenko is mobile, steady and mistake-free; Sproul has tremendous size and dynamic skating and shooting skills; the undersized Almquist is one of the best offensive defensemen outside of the NHL; Backman is a finesse defenseman who can play at both ends of the ice; and Jensen is an incredible skater and defensive stalwart.

Who is the best bet to graduate?

“To put certain guys ahead of others, it may not be fair,” Fischer said. “It depends on availability (of jobs) and need.”

If the Red Wings are looking for a power-play boost, Almquist is the easy frontrunner. He finished third in AHL defense scoring with four goals and 49 assists for 53 points in 73 games, anchoring the AHL’s seventh best power-play unit at a rate of 20.2 percent.

The 23-year-old, drafted in the seventh round in 2009, is also the only one of the six who isn’t waiver exempt, so it’s now or never with the Red Wings. He would likely catch on with another team or head back to Sweden if he doesn’t make the Red Wings roster.

In the best case, Almquist will develop into a Brian Rafalski type.

“He makes everybody better on the power play, the way he distributes the puck, his smarts, his demeanor … He never panics with the puck, he always gets plays done, and he was really fun to watch (in Grand Rapids),” Fischer said.

The question has always been whether the 5-foot-11 178-pounder has the strength and all-around game to do more than just play on the power play in the NHL.

“That’s been kind of the story for the past several years since we’ve drafted him, and all he’s done is gotten better,” Fischer said “He’s gotten stronger ever year, more muscular every year, and now it’s going to be up to (head coach) Mike Babcock to see where Adam would potentially fit on the roster and if he can run the power play. If not, decisions are going to be made. But at the AHL level he’s done everything we’ve asked of him. He’s run our power play in Grand Rapids and done a phenomenal job.”

Sproul, who just turned 21 and was named to the AHL all-rookie team, would also be in the mix for a job if the need is for offense. The 6-foot-4 205-pounder was second among rookie defense scorers with 11 goals and 21 assists for 32 points in 72 games. His defensive play, long a weakness, has steadily improved throughout the season.

“He’s got a great first couple of steps with the puck, he skates faster with the puck than without it and he has a great shot,” Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill told foxsports.com. “He’s a real talent — he could end up being a star in the NHL.”

“He’s as dangerous as anybody in the AHL,” Fischer added.

Ouellet, Marchenko and Backman, meanwhile, have the most well-rounded, polished games of the group. 

The 6-foot, 200-pound Ouellet has seen the most NHL time of any of the defense prospects, with four regular season games and a big vote of confidence in the playoffs when he was recalled to replace Jakub Kindl in Game 5 of the first round against Boston.

Still only 20, Ouellet has above-average offensive ability but also “can play good defense” and “competes really hard,” according to Fischer.

“He’s got a real consistency to his game,” Blashill told foxsports.com. “He seems to be able to find the right passing lanes and deliver the puck on time and let the forwards do their work. He’s strong on the puck, he’s strong in puck battles, and that makes him a good penalty killer.”

Marchenko, who played in the AHL All-Star Game, might have been considered for the call-up to replace Kindl had he been healthy. The 6-foot-2 212-pounder earned rave reviews in his first North American campaign before suffering a season-ending high-ankle sprain on Feb. 23.

Although he isn’t as gifted in the offensive zone as Almquist or Sproul — or even Ouellet or Backman — he moves the puck efficiently and finished with three goals and 12 assists along with a plus-11 in 49 games.

The 22-year-old is the type of dependable blueliner coaches love.

“He has a chance to be a top-four defenseman in the NHL,” Blashill told foxsports.com. “He’s big, he’s extremely smart, he’s very poised with the puck. He’s not just a big defender, he’s got a good stick defensively but yet he can make those little breakout passes that are critical in the NHL game. He has a real chance to be a real top-end guy.”

“He’s smart, he doesn’t get beat, he makes a great outlet pass,” Fischer added. “Very safe. Very steady. I think he’s got a good future.”

The slender 6-foot-2, 176-pound Backman recovered from a slow start with Linkoping of the Swedish Hockey League to finish with a league-leading plus-26 rating along with six goals and 15 assists for 21 points in 54 games. 

Backman has played in all situations since joining the Griffins in late April and recorded two goals and two assists in four games in the first round of the playoffs against the Abbotsford Heat. He stepped right in on the No. 1 power-play unit when Almquist went down in Game 1 with a lower-body injury.

The 21-year-old has been compared to Vancouver Cancuks defenseman Alexander Edler by Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson. Blashill likens him to Danny DeKeyser.

“He skates very well, he’s got a real long stick,” Blashill told foxsports.com. “He’s got a real ability to get back to a puck, break it out, he can pass the puck real well, and he’s got — I think — borderline dynamic offensive ability from the blue line in. He looks like somebody, to me, that’s got a chance to play in the NHL as early as next year.”

Jensen is the oldest of the group — turning 24 in September — but also has the fewest pro games of the group. Not as highly touted as the others, Jensen was originally drafted for his offensive potential. But his game evolved in college to the point where he was named the 2013 WCHA Defensive Player of the Year as a junior at St. Cloud State.

The 6-foot-1, 193-pounder didn’t play his first AHL game until Dec. 6 because of a serious shoulder injury, but had nine assists and a plus-12 in 45 games. Fischer said he’s “done a great job” for the Griffins.

“The future’s bright on defense with a lot of prospects who have a chance,” Blashill told foxsports.com.

“Every one of them is unique, every one of them is exciting,” Fischer added. “It’s fantastic for our organization.”

NOTES: An interesting note about the aforementioned blueliners: Sproul, Marchenko and Jensen all shoot right — something Babcock is seeking since all seven of the Red Wings’ regulars shoot left … Remaining waiver exemptions for the aforementioned defensemen are as follows: Sproul (two seasons/159 NHL games); Ouellet (2/155); Backman (2/80); Marchenko (2/79); Jensen (2/60) … The Griffins ousted the Abbotsford Heat 3-1 in the best-of-five first round and move on to face the Texas Stars in the best-of-seven Western Conference semifinals starting Thursday … Almquist missed the final three games with a lower-body injury and it’s not clear when he’ll return … Right-winger Teemu Pulkkinen hasn’t slowed down in the playoffs for the Griffins, leading the team with two goals and three assists and a plus-4 … Backman, Sproul and center/winger Andrej Nestrasil each had four points … Right-winger Mitchell Callahan returned to the lineup with a full cage after missing eight games with a horrific facial injury. He had two assists in two games … Goaltender Petr Mrazek had a 1.72 goals-against average and a .936 save percentage in the first round. He’s started 28 straight playoff games for Grand Rapids and that streak is unlikely to end anytime soon … Anthony Mantha and the Val-d’Or Foreurs ousted the Halifax Mooseheads in seven games to advance to the QMJHL final against the Baie-Comeau Drakkar. Mantha had eight goals and three assists against the defending Memorial Cup champion Mooseheads. The 19-year-old right-winger has two assists in the final and the Foreurs are tied 1-1 with the Drakkar. Game 3 is Tueday … Tyler Bertuzzi and the Guelph Storm are tied 1-1 with the North Bay Battalion in the OHL final. Bertuzzi hasn’t registered a point in his past four games but does have 14 points in 15 playoff contests. Game 3 is Tuesday … The next RWC Report will appear after the end of the AHL Western Conference semifinals.
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Andrej Nestrasil has very quietly emerged as one of the Grand Rapids Griffins’ top performers.

The 23-year-old center/winger has helped the Griffins jump out to a 2-0 series lead against the Abbotsford Heat in the AHL Western Conference quarterfinal, tied for the team scoring lead with two goals and two assists along with a plus-4 rating.

He’s pretty much picked up where he left off at the end of the regular season. In his final 22 games, Nestrasil averaged a point per game with 11 goals and 11 assists for 22 points along with a plus-6 rating.

Originally drafted in the third round (75th overall) in the 2009 draft by the Red Wings, Nestrasil needed to prove himself in the final year of his three-year entry-level contract. His emergence will very likely earn him a one- or two-year contract extension to provide solid minor-league depth.

The 6-foot-3 210-pounder never quite lived up to expectations in the QMJHL after being drafted and he spent the majority of his first two professional seasons in the ECHL with the Toledo Walleye.

But this season, he worked his way up the depth chart in Grand Rapids. He had just 13 points in his first 48 games as a third- and fourth-liner but his role gradually expanded as players such as Luke Glendening, Riley Sheahan and Calle Jarnkrok moved on.

Nestrasil will need to clear waivers to be assigned to the Griffins next season but he’ll be an organizational asset with his size, well-rounded skill-set and work ethic.

NOTES: The Griffins’ series with the Heat continues in Grand Rapids with games on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday (if necessary) … Defenseman Ryan Sproul (Grand Rapids, AHL) is tied with Nestrasil for the team lead. He has two goals and two assists … Goaltender Petr Mrazek (Grand Rapids, AHL) has been close to unbeatable, stopping 70 of 73 shots … Defenseman Adam Almquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) missed Game 2 with an injury … Forwards Tomas Jurco and Riley Sheahan have been demoted to Grand Rapids after spending the second half of the season on the Red Wings roster. Luke Glendening was not demoted because he exceeded his NHL games-played limit and is no longer waiver-exempt … Defenseman Xavier Ouellet suited up for the Red Wings against the Boston Bruins in Game 5 of the NHL first round, getting the nod over Jakub Kindl. Ouellet played 9:20 and was a minus-1 with one shot … Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) has been shredding the Halifax Mooseheads, scoring six goals in the past three games. However, the Foreurs have lost all three of those games and trail the QMJHL semifinal series 3-2. Mantha has a league-leading 17 goals (along with seven assists) in 15 playoff games and has scored his goals in every way imaginable. He dominates the league and carries his team … Right-winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) is off to the league final after the Storm knocked off the Erie Otters 4-1. His squad will face the North Bay Battalion … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton and winger Marek Tvrdon (Kelowna, WHL) saw their seasons end in disappointing fashion as the CHL’s No. 1-ranked Rockets lost 4-1 to Portland in the WHL semifinals … Forward Willie Coetzee cleared waivers and was assigned to Grand Rapids. He spent all season on the injured reserve with the Red Wings because of a knee injury.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Most Canadian Hockey League followers predicted the Guelph Storm would still be in the hunt for the Memorial Cup in late April — but not many thought Tyler Bertuzzi would be playing a key role for them.

Bertuzzi, who missed 38 regular season games and two playoff games because of a head/neck injury and was once thought to be done for the season, is back and contributing for the Storm in the Ontario Hockey League semifinals after returning to the lineup on March 25.

The 19-year-old left-winger is sixth on the powerful offensive team in scoring and 14th in the OHL with eight goals and six assists for 14 points along with a plus-11 rating in 12 games.

It’s been an impressive comeback.

“When I think of how close he was to calling it a season … he’s been a key to our success throughout the first few playoff games,” Storm general manager Mike Kelly told Rogers TV.

Bertuzzi, who also missed time with the injury last season, flew to Detroit under the guidance of the Red Wings and worked closely with specialists at the University of Michigan. That helped him rehabilitate in time for the first round.

The 6-foot-1, 178-pounder now appears prepared to tone down his game. Drafted as an agitating pest in the mold of Andrew Shaw, Bertuzzi had 25 career fights prior to the injury but hasn’t dropped the gloves since returning. 

That’s not a coincidence — Bertuzzi told the Sudbury Star his injury occurred during a fight on Dec. 8.

“It’s going to be limited,” Bertuzzi said of fighting. “My game (as an agitator) hasn’t changed, but I’m just showing more of my skill side now.”

The Storm lead Connor McDavid and the Erie Otters 3-1 in the OHL semifinals, with Game 5 set for Friday.

In the QMJHL, winger Anthony Mantha continues to lead the league in goal-scoring with 14 goals and seven assists for 21 points in 13 games. He and the Val-d’Or Foreurs have a 2-1 lead on the Halifax Mooseheads in the QMJHL semifinals, although they blew a 5-1 lead on Tuesday night and lost 6-5 in overtime despite a Mantha hat trick. Game 4 is Wednesday. In the WHL, the Kelowna Rockets — featuring defenseman Mitchell Wheaton and forward Marek Tvrdon — trail the Portland Winterhawks 2-1 with Game 4 on Wednesday.

NOTES: The Grand Rapids Griffins finished AHL regular season with a 46-23-7- record and 99 points, second in the Midwest Division and tied for sixth overall. The Griffins face the Abbotsford Heat (43-25-8, 94 points) in the first round starting Friday … the Winger Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids, AHL) finished the season as the Griffins’ top scorer with 59 points, good for a share of 16th in the league. He was tied for fourth with 31 goals … Defenseman Adam Almquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) finished third among defensemen in scoring with 53 points … Right-winger Mitchell Callahan (Grand Rapids, AHL) is back skating after taking a Ryan Sproul slap shot to the mouth late in the season … Defenseman Mattias Backman joined Grand Rapids last week on his entry-level contract while Mattias Janmark signed an amateur tryout. Both Swedes appeared in two games and neither recorded a point … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou joined the Griffins on his entry-level contract and had a goal and two assists in two games.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The Grand Rapids Griffins haven’t missed a beat as they prepare to defend last year’s AHL Calder Cup triumph.

The Griffins, who finished last season with 92 points, have already exceeded that total, breezing to a 46-22-6 record to leave them two points away from the 100-point plateau and a win away from clinching the Midwest Division crown.

What’s most impressive about their success — trailing only the Manchester Monarchs, Texas Stars and Springfield Falcons in the overall standings — is that they’ve done it despite losing so many key players along the way.

Up front, Riley Sheahan, Tomas Jurco, Calle Jarnkrok and Luke Glendening moved on to the NHL, while on the blue line, Alexey Marchenko went down with a season-ending injury. 

Strong team play, particularly on the defensive side, has led to their success, as well as key offensive contributions from sniper Teemu Pulkkinen and defenseman Adam Almquist and the goaltending of Petr Mrazek and Thomas McCollum.

Mrazek and Almquist were named AHL second-team all-stars last week while Pulkkinen and defenseman Ryan Sproul made the all-rookie squad.

Whether it will all be enough for head coach Jeff Blashill to get the Griffins to another Calder Cup remains to be seen. Last year’s Griffins got hot at the right time, led by playoff MVP Tomas Tatar, and had the benefit of adding Gustav Nyquist, Joakim Andersson, Danny DeKeyser and Brian Lashoff after the Red Wings were eliminated from the playoffs.

NOTES: It appears there’s no looking back for Sheahan, Jurco and Glendening. “These kids (have) replaced our players because our players that were here can’t get their jobs back,” Babcock told Sportsnet last week. “It’s not like these (young) guys are going anywhere. They’re NHLers from now on.” All three would be eligible for the AHL playoffs should the Red Wings be eliminated before the Griffins, although Jurco would also be a candidate for Team Slovakia at the IIHF world championship … Sproul made his NHL debut in the final game of the regular season on Sunday and saw 18:25 of ice time, including more than three minutes on the power play. He showed off his impressive range, skating ability and hard shot, while demonstrating he is still a work in progress defensively. “He’s 6-foot-4, he can skate, he shoots BBs and he’s smart and he moves the puck,” Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told MLive.com … Defenseman Xavier Ouellet paired with Sproul on Sunday and played 16:21. “Ouellet makes the right play each and every time,” Babcock said … Mrazek posted his second career NHL shutout on Sunday, a 3-0 win over St. Louis. His career NHL numbers: 3-5 record, 212 saves on 229 shots, 1.79 goals-against average and a .925 save percentage. He’s ready for full-time NHL duty in the fall … With Sproul’s debut, 12 of 23 players drafted from 2009 to 2011 have played in the NHL. Of those picks, only one was in the first round and no pick was higher than 21st overall … Center Landon Ferraro (Grand Rapids, AHL) has seen his production fall off the grid. He has just four goals and two assists in his past 27 games and just 30 points on the season. He’ll be hard-pressed to win a job in Detroit next fall at this rate … Defenseman Ben Marshall (Minnesota, NCAA) wrapped up his junior year with a 7-4 loss to Union College in the NCAA title game. It was the second trip to the Frozen Four of his career … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) saw his junior season come to an end as his Colts suffered a 4-2 series loss to North Bay. Athanasiou had just three goals in 11 playoff games, including just one goal against North Bay … Elsewhere in the CHL: Tyler Bertuzzi’s Guelph Storm are in the OHL semifinals against Erie; Anthony Mantha’s Val-d’Or Foreurs are up against Halifax in the QMJHL semifinals; and the Kelowna Rockets, featuring Mitchell Wheaton and Marek Tvrdon, have advanced to the WHL semifinals … Mantha, not surprisingly, is the most notable of that group. He leads the QMJHL with 10 goals along with five assists in 10 games … Defenseman Mattias Backman (Linkoping, SHL) saw his squad eliminated 4-1 by Skelleftea in the SHL semifinals. He had five assists and a plus-4 in 11 games and could finish out the year in the AHL with Grand Rapids … Center Mattias Janmark (AIK, SHL) had just a goal and three assists in 10 games as AIK was relegated to Allsvenskan. It’s not clear where Janmark will play next season.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.

Wheaton making a name for himself in WHL

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Monday, April 7, 2014, 1:02 p.m. under 2013-14 RWC Reports


Mitchell Wheaton

Mitchell Wheaton (Credit: Marissa Baecker/shootthebreeze.ca)

The Detroit Red Wings have a 6-foot-5, 215-pound defenseman who is quietly developing into a quality prospect on the Canadian Hockey League’s No. 1 team.

Mitchell Wheaton, who the Red Wings drafted in the fifth round, 139th overall, last June, is a key member of the WHL’s Kelowna Rockets, who are ranked No. 1 in the CHL and currently locked in a quarter-final battle with the Seattle Thunderbirds after a 57-11-4 regular season.

The 19-year-old had seven goals and 21 assists for 28 points along with a plus-31 rating in 57 games in the regular season, and has followed that up with three assists and a plus-4 rating in seven playoff contests.

Head coach Ryan Huska described Wheaton as the team’s “most consistent defenseman” in a recent Kelowna Daily Courier article, lauding his vision. Similar comments were made by assistant coach Dan Lambert earlier this season.

“You see how much game sense he has,” Lambert told the Kelowna Capital News in December. “Typically guys his size are more physical and play that big, more brutal game. Mitch does have some of that, but certainly his biggest asset is his vision and his ability to break pucks out of our end.”

Wheaton missed half of his draft year with a serious shoulder injury, but managed to record a goal and seven assists in 39 games. 

He is expected to return to the WHL in 2014-15 and the Red Wings don’t have to sign him until June 1, 2015.

The Rockets have a 2-0 lead on Seattle in the best-of-seven quarter-finals 

Also on Kelowna’s roster is winger Marek Tvrdon, who started the season in the pros but ended up back in the WHL after struggling mightily. Tvrdon, one of the older players in the WHL, is fourth in team scoring with four goals and three assists in seven games.

Elsewhere in the CHL: Andreas Athanasiou’s Barrie Colts are down 2-0 to the North Bay Battalion in the OHL quarter-finals; Tyler Bertuzzi’s Guelph Storm are tied 1-1 with the London Knights in another OHL quarter-final; and Anthony Mantha’s Val-d’Or Foreurs are tied 1-1 with the Drummondville Voltigeurs in the QMJHL quarter-finals.

NOTES: Mantha won QMJHL’s Michel Briere Trophy as most valuable player to add to the Jean Beliveau Trophy as the league’s top scorer … Center Luke Glendening signed a three-year contract extension this week … Defenseman Ben Marshall (Minnesota, NCAA) will play in the Frozen Four starting April 10. Marshall, whose signing deadline isn’t until August 2015, is second in team defense scoring with three goals and 15 assists in 37 games while leading the team with 61 blocks and 56 penalty minutes … Right-winger Zach Nastasiuk signed an amateur tryout contract to finish the season with the Grand Rapids Griffins. He had no points and one shot in his pro debut … Goaltender Jake Paterson and defenseman Marc McNulty, also on amateur tryouts, have yet to play … Right-winger Mitchell Callahan (Grand Rapids, AHL) suffered a broken jaw, lost 10 teeth and had nine stitches after taking a Ryan Sproul slap shot to the mouth. He had surgery on Thursday. Callahan has 26 goals and 18 assists for 44 points along with a plus-23 and 51 penalty minutes in 70 games. “He’s been one of our best players all season long,” head coach Jeff Blashill told MLive.com. “With all that he plays, obviously it’s a significant loss.” … Right-winger Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids, AHL) sits tied for fourth in league goal-scoring with 30, while Adam Almquist’s 48 assists rank third … Forward Andrej Nestrasil (Grand Rapids, AHL) was named the Griffins’ player of the month for March. He had 13 points in 13 games … Goaltender Thomas McCollum (Grand Rapids, AHL) won the Griffins’ Man of the Year award. McCollum, a restricted free agent, will likely sign with the Red Wings this summer to share the Griffins’ goaltending duties with either Jake Paterson or Jordan Coreau, assuming Petr Mrazek graduates to Detroit … Defenseman Richard Nedomlel (Toledo, ECHL) has made the most of his time in the ECHL. “He plays with an edge every shift,” Walleye head coach Dan Watson told bcsn.tv. “He keeps it simple and smart. He is a very effective hockey player … He plays hard every night.” Nedomlel has eight goals and 10 assists along with a minus-14 rating in 57 contests … A pro scout told the Edmonton Journal that Alexei Marchenko is the Red Wings’ best prospect defenseman ahead of Xavier Ouellet and Ryan Sproul. That’s one opinion, but the fact is, all three project as NHLers and each one brings something different. Marchenko is the safest and steadiest; Ouellet has the best blend of two-way ability; and Sproul has the most offensive upside.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The Detroit Red Wings have loaded up on young skill in the NHL draft over the past half-decade. Now, they’re using free agency to add young grit.

After signing former University of Michigan captain Luke Glendening late last year and watching him crack their lineup in a shutdown role this season, the Red Wings inked Lake Superior State graduate Colin Campbell last week with similar things in mind.

Campbell, who signed a two-year pact starting in 2014-15, is a burly 6-foot-1, 203-pound right-winger who recorded 14 goals and 15 assists for 29 points in 36 games as an NCAA senior. He will finish the season in the American Hockey League on an amateur tryout with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

“He’s kind of in the mould of a Kirk Maltby,” said Lake Superior State assistant coach Tim Christian, a Grand Rapids, Mich., native who just completed his 10th season behind the bench with the Lakers.

“He’s physical, he’s hard to play against, he’s a competitor and he’s a tough kid.”

Campbell was never drafted and initially caught the eye of scouts as a sophomore, when he recorded nine goals and 16 assists for 25 points in 37 games to finish third in team scoring. Christian said the Lakers expected to lose Campbell to the pros after his junior season, but he ended up missing most of that campaign after having surgery for an upper-body injury in the summer of 2012.

Campbell returned this season to play a key role for Lake Superior State as an assistant captain, finishing second in team scoring and tied for 17th in the WCHA.

When asked how Campbell compares to Glendening, Christian said they are similar but noted that Glendening is a better skater while Campbell has better stick skills.

His best asset, Christian said, is his strength.

“He’s really hockey strong,” Christian said. “Some players are strong in the weight room but not strong on the ice. He’s got both.”

And he knows how to use it, Christian said.

“He brings some force. He’s able to win puck battles. He’s just a strong, hard, competitive kid.”

Campbell’s biggest challenge as a pro will be learning to play at a faster pace while making a physical impact against bigger, stronger opponents. His skating will also need to continue to improve.

He’s stepped right into the Griffins’ lineup and has appeared in six AHL games. He recorded his first professional goal on March 29 and he has a plus-1 rating along with seven shots.

NOTES: Center Andrej Nestrasil (Grand Rapids, AHL) has really come alive. He has eight goals and 10 assists for 18 points in his past 18 games, with most of that production coming after the Calle Jarnkrok trade. He has 31 points in 63 games on the season … Jarnkrok, sent to Nashville to acquire David Legwand, is off to a good start in his NHL career. He has a goal and four assists along with a plus-5 rating while averaging 14:40 of ice time in six games … Defenseman James De Haas (Clarkson, NCAA) has been named to the ECAC All-Rookie Team. He had a good freshman year, recording six goals and seven assists along with a minus-12 in 38 games … Several Red Wings prospects received attention in the annual OHL coaches poll: Andreas Athansiou, Eastern Conference (most dangerous in the goal area, best skater); Jake Paterson, Western Conference (third best shootout goalie); and Zach Nastasiuk, Western Conference (second best shot blocker) … Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) has been nominated for league MVP as well as for the Paul Dumont Trophy as personality of the year … Left-winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) returned to the lineup for the first time since early December because of a neck/head injury and contributed three goals and an assist in three games, helping the Storm past Plymouth 4-1 in the OHL first round. “It felt great to be back and it felt great to be used in key situations,” Bertuzzi told ourwindsor.ca. “I guess the coaches felt like I could step up into that spot, and it’s good to be relied upon.” … Others to advance beyond the CHL first round: Mantha (Val-d’Or over Bathurst 4-0), Athanasiou (Barrie over Sudbury, and Mitchell Wheaton and Marek Tvrdon (Kelowna over Tri-City 4-1) … Eliminated in the CHL first round were: Zach Nastasiuk (Sault Ste. Marie over Owen Sound 4-1), Jake Paterson (Erie over Saginaw 4-1), and Philippe Hudon (Drummondville over Victoriaville 4-1) … Defenseman Marc McNulty signed an amateur tryout contract with to join AHL’s Grand Rapids for the rest of the season … Forwards Landon Ferraro and Mitchell Callahan made their NHL debuts recently. Neither recorded a point, but Ferraro averaged 8:58 of ice time in four games while Callahan saw 9:01 in his lone contest. 

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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When the Detroit Red Wings selected Xavier Ouellet and Ryan Sproul just six picks apart in the second round of the 2011 draft, they desperately needed to restock their shelves on the blue line.

With Brendan Smith as the only high-end defense prospect in the entire organization, the Red Wings used five of their nine selections on blueliners — with Ouellet and Sproul at the top of the list — and the investment appears to be paying off.

Ouellet and Sproul, who emerged as Canadian Hockey League stars over the past two seasons, have made smooth adjustments to the American Hockey League as rookies with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

“Extremely bright futures,” said Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill. “The Red Wings scouting staff has done a great job of drafting both players. Both of them have been really impressive.”

The Red Wings selected Ouellet from the QMJHL’s Montreal Juniors with the “bonus pick” they acquired after trading the 24th overall selection to the Ottawa Senators for the 35th pick (Tomas Jurco) and 48th pick. They then selected Sproul from the OHL’s Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds with their own choice at 54th overall.

The 6-foot, 200-pound Ouellet, a two-time QMJHL all-star who represented Canada at the 2013 IIHF world junior championship, debuted with the Red Wings earlier this season — the youngest defenseman to do so since Jiri Fischer — and has four goals and 12 assists along with a plus-1 rating in 58 games with the Griffins.

“Xavier is a little bit more of being strong on the puck — he knows how to manage his game, he’s got a good shot, good offensive ability,” Blashill said. “But I think he’s going to be an NHLer as a guy who does a little bit of everything.”

The 6-foot-4, 205-pound Sproul, last year’s CHL defenseman of the year, is fourth in AHL rookie defense scoring with eight goals and 16 assists for 24 points in 61 games. 

Although Sproul is not quite as polished or as complete as Ouellet, he’s a prolific offensive defenseman with very high upside.

“Ryan is a guy who has dynamic, dynamic skating ability and dynamic shooting ability,” Blashill said. “He’s learning to maximize his offensive abilities in a harder game — in a game where you can’t just break people down, in a game where you have to think a couple of steps ahead offensively. He’s learning to do that. And he’s really come a long way in his defensive game and that’s because he cares and he wants to get better.”

Blashill said the best indication that Ouellet and Sproul have made a smooth adjustment to the AHL is the fact that they’ve handled plenty of ice time on a team that is near the top of the AHL with a .667 winning percentage.

“Those two have prime-time roles and we have a really good record,” Blashill said. “That shows you they’re not just good young pros, they’re guys who are helping an American Hockey League team be successful — right now.”

Not only did the Red Wings nab Ouellet and Sproul in that 2011 draft, they also picked up two other legitimate prospects in Alexey Marchenko, who played in the AHL all-star game and also made his NHL debut this season, and Mattias Backman, one of the top dozen defensemen in the Swedish Hockey League. Richard Nedomlel was the other blueliner drafted that year and he’s a darkhorse prospect currently playing in the ECHL with the Toledo Walleye.

But as the Red Wings hoped on draft day in 2011, Ouellet and Sproul look like solid bets to lead the next wave of defensemen in Detroit.

“They both can be regular NHLers and really impactful NHLers if they continue to progress,” Blashill said.

NOTES: Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) won the Jean Beliveau Trophy as QMJHL scoring champion, finishing with 57 goals and 63 assists for 120 points in 57 games. He had an 11-point edge over Rouyn-Noranda’s Marcus Power … Forward Andrej Nestrasil (Grand Rapids, AHL) has four goals and four assists in his past nine games, taking on an expanded role with the departure of Calle Jarnkrok, among others. In the final year of his entry-level contract … Defenseman Adam Almquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) is third in AHL defense scoring with 45 points in 60 games … Left-winger David Pope (West Kelowna, WHL) saw his season come to an end after his club was eliminated in the first round of the playoffs by the Vernon Vipers. Pope is an underrated prospect who could make a name for himself the next four years in the NCAA with Omaha-Nebraska … Defenseman Marc McNulty (Prince George, WHL) saw his season come to a close as well, as the Cougars missed the WHL playoffs. The 6-foot-6 blueliner had a solid season, finishing tied for fifth in WHL defense goal-scoring with 17, along with 25 assists for 42 points in 67 games. He logged big minutes against top lines for a weak team … Right-winger Teemu Pulkkinen finally got the call to Detroit and appeared in two games with the Red Wings, including his NHL debut. He averaged close to eight minutes per game and had two shots, while receiving time on the power play. “He’s got to take care of the puck a little bit better, but he can sure shoot it and he had good energy and he can skate well,” Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told the Detroit Free Press … Goaltender Petr Mrazek got a start in Detroit on March 11, stopping 33 of 37 shots in a 4-1 loss to Columbus. He’s appeared in eight NHL games this season, with a 1-4 record, a 2.01 goals-against average and a .916 save percentage … Right-winger Tomas Jurco was sidelined 2-4 weeks with a broken rib. As a rookie, Jurco has five goals and five assists for 10 points in 26 games … With 15 points in 27 games, Riley Sheahan continues to impress in Detroit. He’s scoring at a 45-point clip as a rookie and showing the kind of offensive potential the Red Wings saw in him when they drafted him 21st overall in 2010. “We play him as a one or two (first- or second-line) guy and he’s played real well for us,” Babcock told the Detroit News … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) finished the season with 49 goals along with 46 assists for 95 points in 66 games, which should be good for fifth in OHL scoring when the league’s final game is played this week. He tallied 41 times in his final 45 games, a pro-rated 62-goal clip … There will be no RWC Report for the week starting March 24. It will return for the week of March 31.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The trading of Calle Jarnkrok has been the subject of much debate since the Detroit Red Wings sent the Swedish center to the Nashville Predators to acquire veteran David Legwand.

Did the Red Wings sell off a critical piece of their future for a short-term patch job? Or was Jarnkrok an expendable asset because of the organization’s impressive depth?

The fact is, the Red Wings gave up a solid prospect who has potential to be a second-line NHL center in the mold of Valtteri Filppula. As general manager Ken Holland conceded to MLive.com, “I think he’s going to play in the NHL.” But as much potential as Jarnkrok has to be an NHL contributor some day, he also wasn’t ready to play in Detroit — not now, and very likely not next fall.

Jarnkrok, a former Swedish Hockey League star with Brynas who the Red Wings drafted 51st overall in 2010, was in the midst of his first American Hockey League season with the Grand Rapids Griffins and his adjustment to North America was not as smooth as expected. 

At age 22, his offensive production — 36 points in 57 games — was less than hoped, even with 19 points in his 16 games before the trade. And at six feet and 188 pounds, he was too easily knocked off the puck. At the same time, Jarnkrok is an outstanding defensive forward who works hard every shift.

Before the trade, the Red Wings were hoping a good off-season in the gym might result in Jarnkrok having a breakout AHL year in 2014-15. But with so many centers in the organization — Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zettberberg, Stephen Weiss, Darren Helm, Joakim Andersson, Riley Sheahan, Luke Glendening and now Legwand — the Red Wings, when even remotely healthy, would have been a hard squad for Jarnkrok to crack. Sheahan’s emergence as a solid NHLer only exacerbated the issue.

“Going into September … we just thought it was going to be difficult for him to crack our team,” Holland told Sportsnet.

There were also rumblings Jarnkrok might have been unhappy with spending another season earning $67,500 in the minors, and that Brynas might try to lure him back home with a much more lucrative contract. TSN indicated Jarnkrok was considering a return to Sweden, while John Niyo of the Detroit News said that while no trade request was made, Jarnkrok and his agent were “antsy.”

The Predators, meanwhile, don’t have as much depth at center as the Red Wings and will give Jarnkrok every opportunity to crack their roster next fall.

“I think he’s a player who has a really good chance to compete for a job next year,” Predators general manager David Poile told the Nasvhille Tennessean. “This kid has terrific hockey sense, great hands. He’s a really good skater and a really good competitor.”

Legwand wasn’t going to be acquired for a song after 16 years as the face of the Predators franchise, and he helped the Red Wings plug a hole at center caused by a deluge of injuries. If he finishes strong, there appears to be a decent chance he’ll re-sign in Detroit, which would lessen the blow of losing a top prospect.

The trade leaves the Red Wings with only two legitimate NHL prospects at the center position: speedy Landon Ferraro, a two-way player in Grand Rapids who has struggled offensively, and highly-skilled Swede Mattias Janmark. Expect them to invest in a few centers on draft day to lead the next generation.

NOTES: The Hockey News released its annual Future Watch prospect rankings prior to the Legwand trade and the Red Wings were the only franchise with five prospects rated in the top 75 — Anthony Mantha (10th), Tomas Jurco (32nd), Jarnkrok (41st), Xavier Ouellet (63rd) and Riley Sheahan (66th). Inexplicably omitted was goaltender Petr Mrazek, who THN only ranked seventh among Red Wings prospects. It’s hard to reason that one … Regarding Mantha, Holland told TSN the big, skilled winger is “untouchable.” “We want to develop him into a Red Wing.” Mantha has all but clinched the QMJHL scoring crown with 115 points in 55 games … Left-winger David Pope (West Kelowna, BCHL) was named a BCHL second-team all-star. He overcame early-season injuries to light it up with 27 goals among 50 points in 45 games … Winger Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids, AHL) lost his linemate when Jarnkrok was traded but still managed to break Justin Abdelkader’s franchise rookie scoring record with his 25th goal of the season on March 7. Pulkkinen is tied for fifth in the league in goals with 26 and his team-leading 51 points are 14th in the circuit and second among rookies … Right-winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) has picked up his offensive game, with six goals and three assists in his past four games … Defenseman Mattias Backman (Linkoping, SHL) saw his regular season come to a close last week. Backman’s plus-25 rating was No. 1 in the SHL while his 21 points in 54 games ranked 13th among defensemen. Linkoping is in a best-of-three play-in series with MoDo in its bid to make the playoffs … Mike McKee (Western Michigan, NCAA) has been converted from defense to forward. He missed a number of games earlier this season to ease the adjustment. “Mike has worked extremely hard, and we have been doing extra sessions with him,” head coach Andy Murray told mihockeynow.com. “We decided that rather than have him play games and him not totally being ready, we would give him extra skill sessions … it looks like it’s paying dividends.”

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Teemu Pulkkinen’s elite shooting ability has always been his No. 1 asset — and the American Hockey League is getting a taste of what it’s all about this season.

The 22-year-old right-winger, long known as one of the purest goal-scorers in his age group dating back to his early teens in Finland, has quietly matured into the Grand Rapids Griffins’ most dangerous forward in his first North American season. He leads the Griffins in scoring and ranks 15th in the AHL with 24 goals and 24 assists for 48 points in 57 games. 

Pulkkinen not only has one of the best shots in hockey, he knows how to get into scoring position and has an insatiable hunger to score. His 161 shots are tied for 14th in the AHL.

“He can create something out of nothing,” said Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill. “He can score goals from everywhere on the ice because he has an extremely dynamic shot — both his slap shot and his wrist shot. When goals are at such a premium in hockey, he’s one of those few guys who only needs one chance to score. His shot is that good.”

The 5-foot-11, 185-pounder had three full seasons under his belt with Jokerit of the SM-Liiga before coming to Grand Rapids. In that time, he tallied 48 goals and 77 assists for 125 points in 170 games. At the international under-18 and under-20 levels, he was an outright sensational, tallying 26 goals and 24 assists for an astounding 50 points in just 25 games.

Pulkkinen still has work to do in Grand Rapids and the good news is the Red Wings can be patient because he has another season exempt from waivers. While his goal-scoring is what will get him to the NHL, he needs to improve defensively to get there. Blashill said Pulkkinen has gotten better as the season’s gone on and more importantly shown a willingness to learn.

“The thing I like about Teemu is he wants to get better,” Blashill said. “He listens, and he’s working at trying to get better. When he gets better (in the defensive zone), and when you have that ability to score … Boy, you become a commodity in a hurry.”

NOTES: Defenseman Alexey Marchenko (Grand Rapids, AHL) saw his rookie season come to an end this week because of a severe high ankle sprain. According to MLive.com, Marchenko will have surgery that will “hold two bones in place with a screw (to allow) the damaged ligament and tissue to heal properly.” Marchenko made his NHL debut earlier this season and recently played in the AHL All-Star Game. Red Wings assistant general manager Ryan Martin told MLive.com Marchenko was having a “tremendous year” and lauded him for “always making smart, simple plays.” … Left-winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) has been out since December with a head/neck injury and there’s no indication he’ll play again this season. According to the Guelph Mercury, Bertuzzi travelled to Detroit recently to be evaluated by the Red Wings’ medical personnel … Left-winger David Pope (West Kelowna, BCHL) is on fire with seven goals and seven assists in his past eight games. He’s up to 27 goals and 23 assists for 50 points in 45 games, while his goal-per-game pace of 0.60 is sixth in the league. Pope had a slow start to the season because of an injury but his recent production is an excellent sign. Headed to the NCAA with Nebraska-Omaha next season, Pope is a darkhorse prospect to keep an eye on … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) had another hat trick on March 1. He’s had three other hat tricks since mid-December, with two four-goal games and a five-goal outburst … Defenseman Mike McKee (Western Michigan, NCAA) scored his first goal of the season last week … Defenseman Nick Jensen (Grand Rapids, AHL) stands to benefit from Marchenko’s injury with a boost in ice time. He recorded his first career AHL assist on Feb. 28 and followed that up with two more helpers on March 1 … Center Calle Jarnkrok (Grand Rapids, AHL) continues to heat up with 19 points (three goals, 16 assists) in his past 16 games … On the flip side, center/winger Landon Ferraro (Grand Rapids, AHL) has gone eight games without a point … Goaltender Petr Mrazek (Grand Rapids, AHL) posted his second shutout in just 22 starts on Feb. 23, a 29-save, 1-0 shootout win over Milwaukee. He’s on a five-game winning streak … Winger Tomas Jurco and centre Riley Sheahan continue to excel in Detroit on a “kid line” with Tomas Tatar. Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told MLive.com Sheahan is “a better player than I ever would have known,” while Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer said Jurco, “with his high skill at top speed,” is “a very dangerous rush player.” Neither should be expected back in Grand Rapids.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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There’s no timetable for defenseman Mattias Backman to bring his game to North America just yet — but for now, he’s excelling in the Swedish Hockey League.

The 21-year-old has been anchoring Linkoping’s first pairing with high-scoring veteran captain Magnus Johansson and is averaging 19 minutes per game while leading the SHL with a plus-23 rating and contributing offensively with five goals and 14 assists in 48 games.

Backman’s season was a little slower off the mark than hoped because a personal matter prevented him from maintaining his normal off-season training regimen until late in the summer. The setback was significant, but his game has picked up as the season progressed and he was rock-solid leading into the Olympic break.

“He’s a better 1-on-1 player (than last season), and that plus-minus rating tells you that,” said Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson. “He’s good at eliminating guys. Sometimes, still, you can see the youth. He’s a bit optimistic at times — he likes to pinch down a bit too often — but he’s winning more battles and looking more experienced out there.”

The 6-foot-2 176-pounder has always been a smooth, mobile puck-carrying defenseman, drawing comparisons to Vancouver Canucks blueliner Alexander Edler. He put himself on the map with Sweden’s gold-medal-winning squad at the IIHF world junior championship squad in 2012 and he signed a three-year entry-level contract with Detroit last May.

Andersson said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer scouted two of Backman’s games in January and came away very impressed.

“He may be the most excited about him in our entire organization,” Andersson said.

Although he’s slightly behind last season’s 26-point pace, it’s not a sign of regression.

“He looks more confident with the puck,” Andersson said. “He has no problem carrying it all the way up the ice or making the first pass. He looks better with the puck.”

Backman, who could use another 10 pounds of muscle, has two years left on his entry-level contract and is exempt from waivers for two more seasons. But the Red Wings don’t have a deadline for his arrival in North America, so another season in Sweden is possible. They’d love for him get a look with Team Sweden at May’s IIHF world championship like Calle Janrkrok did last year.

“We’ll just wait,” Andersson said. “He was on the verge of the national team last spring. I think he has a reasonable chance to make the world championship team. He’s among the top 10 or 12 best defensemen in the league and with a little bit of luck, he could squeeze into that top seven. We’ll see how he finishes the year and we’ll go from there.”

NOTES: Center Calle Jarnkrok (Grand Rapids, AHL) suddenly has 13 points in his past 13 games, although just one goal. On the season he has 30 points in 54 games, fifth on the Griffins … Winger Tomas Jurco finished the Olympics with one goal, a minus-1 and eight shots while averaging 14:09 in ice time per game in four contests for 11th-place Slovakia … Henrik Zetterberg’s back surgery is bad news for the Red Wings, but if there’s any good news out of it, it’s that long-term injured reserve will provide the salary-cap relief for general manager Ken Holland to keep prospects such as Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco with the big club … Center Luke Glendening told MLive.com his inability to find the net in 33 NHL games is “getting a little frustrating and a little old real quick.” A little more offense would make Glendening an invaluable fourth-line player … According to metronews.ca, right-winger Martin Frk “thought it would be a little easier to play pro, but it’s very hard.” … Forward Teemu Pulkkinen and defenseman Gleason Fournier received their first NHL recalls for practice purposes during the Olympic break. Adam Almquist also got the call … Right-winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) returned from injury this week and recorded an assist … The latest on left-winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) from ourwindsor.com: he’s still not practising because of a neck/head injury that has kept him out since early December … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) was named OHL player of the week for the week of Feb. 10.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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It’s not clear whether Mitchell Callahan will ever get a chance with the Detroit Red Wings. But what is clear is he’s doing everything he can to earn his shot.

The 22-year-old right-winger continues to get the job done in his third American Hockey League season, playing a gritty, two-way game and leading the Grand Rapids Griffins in goal-scoring with 19 tallies along with eight assists and a plus-17 rating in 51 games.

All that hasn’t resulted in a call-up to Detroit — at least not yet — but it has helped the Griffins soar to fifth in the AHL with a 30-16-5 record and 65 points.

“He’s a guy who isn’t the fastest, isn’t the biggest, but yet he knows how to play to win hockey games,” said Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill. “His strength is very good. He’s a guy who’s been a very good penalty-killer for us. He’s a winning type of hockey player because he wins puck battles, plays good defense and goes to the net and the hard areas well.”

Callahan, from Whittier, Calif., was drafted out of the Western Hockey League in the sixth round (180th overall) in 2009 after making the Kelowna Rockets as a walk-on. Back then, he wasn’t much of a scorer, but he fought 39 times in his first two seasons before producing 54 points in 62 games in 2010-11 and winning bronze with the U.S. world junior team.

The 6-foot, 195-poundeer slowly earned the trust of Blashill as an AHL sophomore in 2012-13 and helped the Griffins win the Calder Cup with 11 points in 24 games. In the final two rounds, he played a key role and had five goals and five assists in 13 games.

A high-energy player who finishes every check, Callahan plays a simple but effective offensive game. His 150 shots rank 13th in the league and his 19 goals are tied for 10th.

“He goes to the net and he shoots the puck — when you do those two things, you have a chance to score and he’s scored because of it,” Blashill said. “He simply goes to the net hard. He stands in front of the net and screens and when he has the puck on the rush, he shoots it. 

“It sounds simple, but a lot of times, it equates to offense.”

Improving his skating would help his cause, as would a little extra strength.

Callahan will lose his waiver exemption in the fall along with Landon Ferraro. If he doesn’t get his chance with the Red Wings, he may get a look with another team. But players of Callahan’s ilk sometimes have to pay a few more dues than others, Blashill said.

“Because Mitch doesn’t have that flashy skill-set, because he’s not 6-foot-3, because he doesn’t absolutely fly, those types of players, in my mind, have to prove it at lower levels on a consistent basis for a longer period of time than others,” Blashill said. “He just has to consistently prove he’s an elite player in the AHL to get that opportunity in the NHL.”

NOTES: Defenseman Marc McNulty (Prince George, WHL) has been a scoring machine lately. He’s got 10 goals and 11 assists for 21 points in his past 22 games and eclipsed 100 minutes in penalties. His 16 goals are tied for third in the WHL among blueliners, trailing only first-round picks Josh Morrissey and Ryan Pulock … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) had a blow-up game on Thursday, recording five goals and two assists against Niagara, the second-worst defensive team in the league. With 32 tallies in his past 30 games, he’s now hit 41 goals and is tied for fourth in OHL scoring with 80 points in 53 contests … Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) was named QMJHL first star for the week of Feb. 9. He’s now hit 100 points in 46 games and has a six-point lead on Anthony Duclair in the race for the Jean Beliveau Trophy as top scorer … Defenseman Alexey Marchenko (Grand Rapids, AHL) participated in three events during all-star weekend’s skills competition. He was seventh of eight skaters in the fastest-skater competition with a time of 14.823 seconds, while his 92.9-miles-per-hour slap shot was last among eight competitors in the hardest shooter competition. He was stopped on his lone attempt in the breakaway relay. Meanwhile, he had no points and an even plus-minus in the all-star game, a 7-2 win for the AHL over Swedish Hockey League’s Farjestad. “Alexey did what he normally does,” Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill told MLive.com. “He defended very well and he was efficient with the puck and made good outlet passes and was a really steady influence for our D.” … Winger Tomas Jurco scored the lone goal for Slovakia in a 3-1 loss to Slovenia at the Winter Olympics in Sochi, one of only two goals for his country in three games. Tomas Tatar has the other … David Pope (West Kelowna, BCHL) has recorded 21 goals in 40 games and matched last season’s point total of 39. He ranks 11th in the league with 0.525 goals-per-game … Defenseman Ryan Sproul (Grand Rapids, AHL) has seen his production slow. He has two goals and three assists in his past 22 games, but 24 points in 50 games overall as an AHL rookie.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Landon Ferraro has the rest of the season and training camp to show the Detroit Red Wings he belongs in the NHL — otherwise he’ll be riding the waiver wire.

The 6-foot, 179-pound center, in his third American Hockey League season with the Grand Rapids Griffins, has 12 goals and 14 assists for 26 points, along with a plus-2 rating, in 46 games. His statistics are lower than expected — and lower than his points-per-game pace in 2012-13 — but head coach Jeff Blashill predicts a more productive finish to the campaign.

“I’ll think he’ll end up with more (points) than what he’s projected,” Blashill said. “The last 30 games, you’re going to see a very offensive Landon Ferraro and a very productive Landon Ferraro. He’s done lots of real good things and it just hasn’t resulted in point production that I think it’s going to. If he continues to do those good things over time, the point production will come.”

He’s already trending in the right direction. In his past 11 games, Ferraro has a modest five goals and three assists, his most productive stretch of the season.

The 22-year-old, whose father Ray scored 408 NHL goals during his 1,258-game career from 1984 to 2002, is the type of player who has been used in every situation during his time in the AHL, from five-on-five to the power play to the penalty kill. His best assets are his blazing speed, terrific shot and his ability to generate offensive chances on his own.

Selected in the second round, 32nd overall, in 2009, he put up 24 goals among 47 points as an AHL sophomore last season and was a key cog in the Griffins’ run to the Calder Cup last May, finishing fourth in team scoring with 16 points in 24 games.

Ferraro requires waivers to return to the minors next season along with forwards Riley Sheahan, Mitchell Callahan and possibly Luke Glendening, who is waiver-exempt for 27 more regular-season and playoff games. The Red Wings, meanwhile, have at least 10 returning forwards excluding unrestricted free agents and waiver-exempt Tomas Jurco and Anthony Mantha.

While a productive finish will help Ferraro’s cause, so too will his versatility. He was used at center in 2012-13 and has seen time on both wings this season. With a little more work on the finer details of his all-around game, Ferraro could be a valuable NHL asset as a utility player.

“It will be interesting to see if he can ultimately be good at both (positions),” Blashill said. “That gives him 12 positions on an NHL team instead of four. That’s an important thing. I think he’s becoming a more well-rounded player, more prepared to play wing or center.”

NOTES: Winger Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids, AHL) has climbed into a tie for 11th in AHL scoring with his team-leading 41 points in 49 games. His plus-16 rating is tied with Mitchell Callahan for best on the team and sixth in the league while his 142 shots are 13th in the AHL … With 14 points in his past 12 games, defenseman Adam Almquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) is sixth in league defense scoring and just five points away from second spot behind prolific Toronto Marlies blueliner T.J. Brennan, who has a league-best 51 points … Right-winger Mitchell Callahan (Grand Rapids, AHL) now has a team-best 19 goals, one more than Pulkkinen. That’s an impressive 31-goal pace over an 82-game campaign for the gritty forward and leaves him tied for ninth in the AHL … Right-winger Martin Frk (Grand Rapids, AHL) finally found the net, recording a goal and an assist on Feb. 8 against the Rochester Americans … Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) recorded his fifth five-point game of the season on Feb. 9 and is three points away from the 100-point plateau, although his league-leading point total is now just five points ahead of New York Rangers third-rounder Anthony Duclair with 14 games remaining. Dating back to January 2012, Mantha has a remarkable 120 goals in his past 144 games … Right-winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) has been out with an upper-body injury but isn’t expected to miss much time … Center Luke Glendening can’t be assigned to Grand Rapids during the Olympic break because of NHL regulations, but Riley Sheahan was sent back. Sheahan has three goals and eight assists in 18 games with Detroit … Left-winger Mattias Janmark (AIK, SHL) has just one goal, along with three assists, in his past 10 games.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Calle Jarnkrok refuses to cheat — and while that’s a good thing for an organization built around elite two-way players, it’s a bad thing for his stats.

The 22-year-old center, who arrived in North America on the heels of a top-10 finish in Swedish Hockey League scoring, has struggled to duplicate that offensive success in his first full American Hockey League season with the Grand Rapids Griffins. So far, he has just 10 goals and 14 assists for 24 points in 44 games.

“He’s such a complete player, so, so well-rounded in his game, that he never cheats at all offensively,” said Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill. “When you’re going from a bigger sheet (of ice) to playing on a smaller sheet and the NHL style, you have to learn to create the same offense. But because he’s such a complete player, he’s not willing to do it without sacrificing the defense. That makes the transition for those well-rounded offensive guys a little bit longer. But it’s just a matter of time, in my opinion.”

Before coming to Grand Rapids, Jarnkrok — who the Detroit Red Wings drafted 51st overall in 2010 — had 39 points in 50 games for Brynas in 2011-12 (14th in the SHL). He followed that up with 42 points in 53 games in 2012-13 (tied for eighth). He also played for Sweden at the 2012 and 2013 IIHF world championships.

The 6-foot, 180-pounder’s NHL upside lies somewhere between a Valtteri Filppula and a Henrik Zetterberg. He works hard and plays a 200-foot game, but also skates well, is strong on the puck, has quick hands and high-level hockey sense.

Blashill said Jarnkrok has shown “flashes of real, real high-end skill.”

“He’s extremely talented with a very, very good brain for the game,” Blashill said.

One thing that will help Jarnkrok be more impactful in North America is added strength. Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson said in early January that Jarnkrok could stand to gain 10 more pounds and Blashill concurs.

“It’s a matter of learning to create the same space here that he had naturally on the bigger sheet,” Blashill said. “That’s going to be done with his brain, and also with his off-ice work, getting stronger, getting bigger, getting thicker.”

Regardless of that fact that Jarnkrok’s production is a little less than hoped, he’s played a big role in the Griffins’ second-overall record of 29-13-4.

“I’ve been extremely pleased with him,” Blashill said. “He’s been a big factor in us winning lots of games and his production will follow as the year continues.”

NOTES: Defenseman Adam Almquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) has two goals and 10 assists in his past seven games to climb into a tie for sixth in league scoring among blueliners. Overall, he has two goals and 30 assists in 43 games. Blashill said he’d like to see Almquist improve the Griffins’ power play by a couple of percentage points — it’s sixth in the league at 20.8 per cent — down the stretch. He added that the 5-foot-11 178-pounder needs to get stronger to make the Red Wings out of camp next season. “He’s got a body type that’s not easy to add mass to,” Blashill said. “He’s got to continue to get stronger and that will be a big key for him.” … Right-winger Martin Frk (Grand Rapids, AHL) continues to struggle, with just two assists in 24 games as a rookie pro. Blashill said Frk has been hurt by the Griffins’ deep roster and noted he needs to learn to play with pace. “He needs to make sure when he gets the puck, he’s got to move his feet,” Blashill said. “He has a habit of standing still and (playing) the game slow, where in the AHL and certainly in the NHL, you have to play fast and get moving — otherwise people are on top of you too quickly.” … Winger Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids, AHL) has five goals and four assists in his past five games and his team-leading 40 points in 46 games puts him in a tie for 11th in league scoring … Defenseman Ben Marshall (Minnesota, NCAA) was suspended for the second time this season for one game for a hit to the head … Goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) posted his second shutout since returning from the IIHF world junior championship in early January, a 29-save win over Belleville. He’s 7-3 with a .928 save percentage in the new year … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton (Kelowna, WHL) earned high praise from his head coach, Dan Lambert, this week. Wheaton has 23 points and a plus-19 ranking in 37 games for the powerful Rockets. “You see how much game sense he has,” Lambert told the Kelowna Capital News. “Typically guys his size are more physical and play that big, more brutal game. Mitch does have some of that, but certainly his biggest asset is his vision and his ability to break pucks out of our end.” … Winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) hasn’t played since early December with a head/neck injury and could miss another two to six weeks, according to the Guelph Mercury. The injury is not a concussion, according to the report, but it’s the same injury that forced him to miss 25 games last season. “He’s making very good progress, but there is no exact return date at this point,” Storm general manager Mike Kelly told the paper. “He’s a huge part of the team and we want him back, but the most important thing is his health,” head coach Scott Walker added. Bertuzzi has 35 points in 29 games.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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It’s looking more and more like the Detroit Red Wings hit the jackpot drafting Anthony Mantha.

Through his sheer and utter domination of the QMJHL and the IIHF world junior championship this season, Mantha — the Red Wings’ 20th overall pick in last June’s NHL entry draft — has brute-forced his way into the No. 1 spot in Red Wings Central’s mid-season ranking.

The 6-foot-5, 204-pound right-winger, a WJC all-star who finished tied for third in tournament scoring, is a true game-breaking talent with all the tools to be an NHL star and to ultimately take the offensive torch from Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg in Detroit.

Not only is Mantha blessed with tremendous size, he’s a great skater with an incredible reach, natural scoring instincts and lethal shooting ability. He can score in a variety of ways — driving wide on a defenseman and taking it to the net before beating a goalie, screening at the top of the crease and banging in a “garbage goal,” or sniping one into the top corner.

Despite missing 10 games while at the WJC, Mantha leads the QMJHL in scoring — and is second in Canada — with 41 goals and 44 assists for 85 points in 39 games.

In November, Red Wings director of amateur scouting Tyler Wright compared Mantha to New York Rangers winger Rick Nash because of his ability to “score goals and beat guys one-on-one.” To top it off, Canadian head coach Brent Sutter called Mantha “a sponge” when it came to his ability to soak up coaching advice on how to be a more complete player.

Simply put, Mantha could become a star NHL scorer — a cut above a top-six forward type — and is having the best year of any prospect in the Red Wings’ system.

Goaltender Petr Mrazek, ranked second, and winger Tomas Jurco, ranked third, were in the conversation with Mantha for No. 1 on RWC’s mid-season list. Center Calle Jarnkrok has slipped from first to fourth, while forward Riley Sheahan edged out defenseman Xavier Ouellet for the final spot in the top five courtesy of his impressive 12-game call-up to Detroit.

Jurco, Sheahan and No. 11-ranked Luke Glendening are all candidates to graduate from this list by season’s end, although that depends as much on their continued strong play as it does on how general manager Ken Holland manages the salary cap and roster restrictions.

Following is a rundown of RWC’s mid-season top 20 prospects:

1. Anthony Mantha (+3), RW, Val-d’Or (QMJHL), 39-41-44-85-44, plus-18, 213 SOG.

2. Petr Mrazek (–), G, Grand Rapids (AHL), 13 GP, 10-2-1, 2.09 GAA, .927 Sv%. Mrazek has all the assets to be a No. 1 NHL goaltender and he continues to show that every chance he gets. He’s on track to back up Jimmy Howard in Detroit next season.

3. Tomas Jurco (–), RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 32-13-19-32-14, plus-10, 91 SOG. Jurco is showing he might be ready for prime time with his skill, tempo and work ethic. He’s not far behind Anthony Mantha and should be the next young top-six forward in Detroit.

4. Calle Jarnkrok (-3), C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 44-10-13-23-14, plus-14, 74 SOG. Jarnkrok has been a disappointment in his first full AHL campaign, but don’t push the panic button yet. A skilled two-way center in the mold of Henrik Zetterberg, he clearly needs more time to adjust.

5. Riley Sheahan (+1), C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 28-8-10-18-10, plus-1, 49 SOG. Sheahan was having a fine season in Grand Rapids, but in 12 games with Detroit he’s really shown doubters why the Red Wings took him 21st overall in 2010. He’s a big, strong, two-way force.

6. Xavier Ouellet (-1), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 41-4-9-13-18, plus-9, 54 SOG. One of the youngest defensemen to play for the Red Wings in two decades, Ouellet’s steady game has been a hit in the pros. Odds are he’ll be the first defenseman on this list to graduate to Detroit.

7. Ryan Sproul (–), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 44-8-15-23-26, plus-12, 100 SOG. Sproul wows with his big shot and offensive ability, and his production is impressive for an AHL rookie. With a little more work defensively, he’ll be a cornerstone for the Red Wings.

8. Mattias Backman (–), D, Linkoping (SHL), 42-4-12-16-8, plus-22, 49 SOG. Backman is one of the top dozen defensemen in Sweden and leads the league in plus-minus. Although he still needs to get stronger, he’s improved his defensive play and is maturing steadily.

9. Alexey Marchenko (+4), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 39-2-15-17-10, plus-15, 27 SOG. A sound defensive defenseman who doesn’t panic with the puck, Marchenko is already an AHL all-star with an NHL game under his belt. But he’ll benefit from more time on the farm.

10. Andreas Athanasiou (+4), LW, Barrie (OHL), 43-30-33-63-38, plus-20. Athanansiou has absolutely exploded offensively after a slow start. His incredible speed alone should be more than enough to get him to the NHL and there’s no telling where he’ll take it from there.

11. Luke Glendening (-1), C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 18-5-7-12-18, plus-8, 26 SOG. He might seem low considering he tops this list in NHL games, but he is unlikely to be more than a fourth-line center. That said, he’s a defensive stalwart who is showing a surprising agitating edge.

12. Landon Ferraro (-3), C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 41-11-13-24-29, plus-6, 118 SOG. Ferraro’s speed and ability to play in any situation make him a huge two-way asset. But when he loses his waiver exemption in the fall, Ferraro will need to force his way onto Detroit’s roster.

13. Teemu Pulkkinen (-2), RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 44-17-20-37-24, plus-16, 128 SOG. Leading the Griffins in scoring in his first full North American season, the undersized sniper is developing as hoped. He could carve out a niche as a scoring winger in the NHL.

14. Adam Almquist (-2), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 41-1-28-29-38, plus-3, 72 SOG. Almquist has high-end skill and smarts, but his waiver exemption is up in the fall. He faces heavy competition within the prospect ranks and may not have the size and strength to stick in the NHL.

15. Mattias Janmark (+1), C/LW, AIK (SHL), 36-17-10-27-52, minus-5, 87 SOG. A dangerous center/winger with top-six NHL potential, Janmark is not unlike Teemu Pulkkinen. Having a breakout season in Sweden, he’s still at least another year away from North America.

16. Mitchell Callahan (+4), RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 44-17-8-25-37, plus-15, 122 SOG. Defensively responsible and loaded with grit, Callahan leads Grand Rapids in goals but hasn’t gotten an NHL call-up. He may be the odd man out in the fall when his waiver exemption is up.

17. Zach Nastasiuk (-2), RW, Owen Sound (OHL), 47-14-21-35-18, minus-11. His production is slightly underwhelming as a third-year OHLer, but the Red Wings didn’t draft Nastasiuk to score. Otherwise, he’s playing good, solid defensive hockey and working hard.

18. Jake Paterson (+1), G, Saginaw (OHL), 30 GP, 16-11-2, 3.49 GAA, .908 Sv%. Paterson has never had elite numbers but he’s one of Canada’s best junior-aged goaltenders and is developing steadily. He’ll give Detroit excellent pro depth as an AHL rookie next season.

19. Martin Frk (-2), RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 22-0-1-1-10, minus-10, 21 SOG. When you’re a team-worst minus-10 on a team with a plus-46 goal differential, you have a ton of work to do. Frk is at risk of getting lost in the shuffle, although youth and skill work in his favor.

T20. Nick Jensen (-2), D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 17-0-0-0-2, plus-4, 10 SOG. Shoulder surgery derailed his rookie pro campaign, but he’s battled back and is starting to establish himself as a rookie pro. Working against him? He’s 23. For him? Two more waiver-exempt seasons.

T20. Tyler Bertuzzi (–), LW, Guelph (OHL), 29-10-25-35-49, plus-9. Bertuzzi was having a breakthrough season with a powerful Guelph squad before a head/neck injury knocked him out of commission in December. He remains an agitator in the making.

IN THE MIX: Goaltender Thomas McCollum (Grand Rapids, AHL) has reestablished himself as an option for the Red Wings and will likely be re-signed in the summer to be Detroit’s third-stringer … Center Andrej Nestrasil is no longer a highly-touted third-round pick, but he is suddenly a regular in Grand Rapids. Keep an eye on him next season … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton is playing great hockey on a powerful team in Kelowna. His combination of size and smart puck-moving ability is worth monitoring … NCAA-bound left-winger David Pope isn’t lighting up the stats sheet quite as much as hoped , but he remains a hard-shooting scorer with underrated upside … Physical stay-at-home defenseman Richard Nedomlel is making the most of his time in the ECHL with Toledo and should graduate to Grand Rapids next season … Left-winger Marek Tvrdon is a tantalizing offensive talent who falls in the Martin Frk category of having plenty of work to do.
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Mattias Janmark is becoming a hard player to keep off the scoresheet.

Janmark, who was passed over in the 2012 draft before being taken by the Detroit Red Wings in the third round (79th overall) last June, leads AIK of the Swedish Hockey League with 17 goals among 27 points in 35 games. Although he’s missed six contests due to injury, he is tied for 16th in league scoring and fifth for goals and is a threat to score every shift.

“Every team in the league, the coaches I’ve talked to all tell me, they have to look out for him and make sure their D know all about him, because he’s a threat when he has the puck,” said Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson. “You look away for a second and something is going on. He makes chances happen out of nothing.”

The 21-year-old forward’s success is a testament to his natural talent because he only started training his lower body this summer. According to Andersson, doctors had told Janmark to avoid it because of a knee injury he sustained when he was younger.

But after breaking out with 14 goals and 17 assists for 31 points in 55 games last season, earning an SHL nomination for rookie of the year, and being drafted by Detroit, he got the green light from doctors to undertake a full fitness regimen in the summer.

“From (ages) 16 to 20, he didn’t do all that stuff that every hockey player lives for in the summer,” Andersson said. “This is was his first summer with some kind of real training. Can you tell on the ice? A little bit. Does he need another summer or two? Yes, for sure. But now the knee has been examined, it’s OK … so there’s a lot more to come.”

Aside from strength and conditioning, Janmark will also need to work on his complete game, as his game is heavily weighted toward the offensive side.

But Janmark, who played center in junior but is now skating at left wing, reminds Andersson of Red Wings forward Gustav Nyquist with his intense puck-hounding style.

“He gets to the net from anywhere — you give him the puck in the neutral zone with speed and he’s very dangerous, very tenacious on the puck in the offensive zone,” Andersson said. “Even if the team loses the puck, he’s often the guy to win it back in the offensive zone and make something happen. He’s a little bit like Nyquist when he’s on the game. He chases the puck, wins it back and then makes something happen all of a sudden.”

Janmark, who won the J-20 SuperElit scoring title in 2011-12, leads all SHL forwards in ice time with more than 20 minutes per game. He’s played on the Swedish national team and has a chance at being on the roster for the IIHF world championship.

NOTES: Andersson also weighed in on the slow adjustment to North America for prized Swedish prospect Calle Jarnkrok. “In some situations, he’s too easy to contain,” Andersson said. “If he had another 10 pounds on, he could break away a little easier and get more room for his skill and quick shot because he has a lot of good (offensive assets).” Andersson said a good summer of training will make a big difference. “Next year could be his year,” he said. “The way I see it, he’s one of the more talented prospects we have, but there’s work to be done, no doubt about it.” Jarnkrok has just 10 goals and seven assists for 17 points in 41 AHL games with Grand Rapids … Try and stop left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL). No, really. He’s absolutely ripping it up with 23 goal and 23 assists for 46 points in his past 27 games, while his 60 points in 41 games overall put him 11th in OHL scoring. He has seven goals and four assists in his past four games, including a four-goal outburst on Jan. 18 … Goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) has been playing great since the world junior. He posted a 59-save win for the Spirit on Jan. 17 … Left-winger Marek Tvrdon (Kelowna, WHL) has a goal and is a plus-2 in his first two junior games. “There’s no doubt he’s a bigger guy with skill that we’re hoping he can do things well from the hashmarks in and provide offence for us,” Rockets head coach Dan Lambert told the Kelowna Capital News. “We certainly think he’ll help our power play. But also expect him to play a 200-foot game, be solid defensively and compete for pucks wherever he is on the ice.” … Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock, to the Detroit Free Press, on the continued strong play of center/left-winger Riley Sheahan: “He looks good defensively, he looks good offensively. He looks like a good player, and he can skate.” … And on Tomas Jurco: “He can really skate. He can shoot the puck. He’s got a good skill set. Now he’s just got to learn to do it every day and be heavy while you do it in this league.” … Right-winger Martin Frk (Grand Rapids, AHL) recorded his first point, an assist, this week. It took him 19 games.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Hampus Melen’s season is over and it’s not clear when he’ll be able to return to the ice — but the Detroit Red Wings remain intrigued by his upside.

According to Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson, the seventh-round draft choice has been diagnosed with an acute respiratory disease that causes extreme fatigue and impairs breathing. Melen is currently receiving treatment for the issue and Andersson optimistically hopes he will be healthy and able to resume training in the spring with a goal of getting back on the ice for the start of the 2014-15 season.

The 18-year-old center had four assists in his first two games with Tingsryds of Sweden’s J-20 SuperElit league before the illness started to affect him. He battled through fatigue to appear in nine more contests before heading to hospital for a battery of tests.

“He’d get exhausted, completely worn out in practice, go to the bench, and couldn’t figure out what it was,” Andersson said. “He’d rest, come back and then it would hit him harder. The good thing is he’s been diagnosed with the proper thing and they’re working on it. He’ll be working with the No. 1 expert (on the illness) in Sweden (later this month).”

Melen, who had five assists, 17 shots and a minus-6 in 11 games, played at Sweden’s second J-20 level last season, recording 18 goals and 22 assists for 40 points in 24 games. Although he was a little too good for the low-level league, Andersson liked his offensive potential and snagged Melen with the 199th pick in June’s draft.

Andersson said Melen stands 6-foot-3 but is extremely weak at just 165 pounds. He said there’s plenty of raw talent to work with if Melen can get healthy.

“That first weekend, I talked to one of the coaches, and he said, ‘Boy, was your guy ever on fire. He had three assists and we could hardly stop him,’” Andersson said.

Andersson said Melen’s offensive tools rank with the best his age in Sweden.

“Hockey sense and skill-wise, he could have played for the Swedish world junior team,” Andersson said. “His strength isn’t there, but hockey sense and skill is right up there. I’m not exaggerating. Those are his main attributes. It doesn’t hurt that he’s 6-foot-3. He can make plays and beat you 1-on-1, so that’s exciting, but there’s a long way to go.”

The Red Wings retain Melen’s signing rights through 2016-17 under the IIHF transfer agreement, so that’s a blessing given the major setback.

Another Red Wings seventh-rounder, Rasmus Bodin, is sidelined with chronic back and hip problems. He has just two assists, five shots and a minus-3 rating in 14 games with Linkoping of the J-20 SuperElit level. The 6-foot-6, 207-pounder, taken 200th overall in 2012, has appeared in just 38 games, recording no goals, since being drafted.

“The last game I saw him, he looked like a slower skater than when I drafted him,” Andersson said. “I can’t see us signing him. There’s no progress. 

“It’s a seventh-rounder that didn’t go well.”

NOTES: Center Riley Sheahan is working hard toward earning a piece of the pie in Detroit. On recall with the Red Wings, Sheahan has a goal and three assists and a plus-4 rating in six games while averaging 11:54 of ice time. He also has 18 points in 28 games in the AHL with Grand Rapids and is well on his way to a full-time job in 2014-15 … Left-winger Marek Tvrdon is returning to the WHL with the Kelowna Rockets after being traded from the Vancouver Giants. Tvrdon was struggling in the ECHL with Toledo, recording nine goals and four assists in 22 games … More points for left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL), as a four-point contest on Saturday gives him 54 points in 39 games, and more slumping for right-winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL), who has just two assists in 10 games … Winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) remains out with a head/neck injury. He hasn’t played since Dec. 8 … Goalie Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) returned from a disappointing world junior championship and pitched a 30-save shutout on Jan. 11. “That’s the Jake Paterson I know, and that’s the way Jake Paterson can play,” Spirit head coach Greg Gilbert told the Saginaw News … Defenseman Alexey Marchenko (Grand Rapids, AHL) was named an AHL all-star this week. He was the lone Griffins player selected and will face off against Farjestad of the Swedish Hockey League in a two-game series on Feb. 11 and 12 in St. John’s, N.L.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The Detroit Red Wings have called on the Grand Rapids Griffins for seven prospects this season, but Teemu Pulkkinen has yet to earn his first NHL look.

Pulkkinen, in his first full season in North America, ranks tied for 20th in AHL scoring with 12 goals and 16 assists for 28 points in 35 games, one point behind Griffins team leader Tomas Jurco. Offensively, as he’s been mostly his entire career in Finland and in major under-20 international tournaments, he’s been a big success.

“Teemu is one of those guys where the puck seems to follow him around the ice,” Griffins second-year head coach Jeff Blashill told GriffinsHockey.com. “It’s probably because he’s a pretty smart player offensively, and he finds a way to win puck battles. When he’s got the puck on his stick, he’s got a real weapon of a shot.”

The 5-foot-11, 185-pounder had three full seasons under his belt with Jokerit of the SM-Liiga before coming to Grand Rapids. In that time, he tallied 48 goals and 77 assists for 125 points in 170 games. At the international junior level, he was a sensation, tallying 26 goals and 24 assists for an astounding 50 points in just 25 games.

With another year exempt from waivers in 2014-15, the Red Wings have time to be patient with Pulkkinen, because he still has room for improvement as a scorer. But more importantly, he’ll need to work on his defensive game to follow in the foot-steps of other forward call-ups such as Luke Glendening, Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco.

“He needs to learn how to play from the defensive side of the puck, how to make stops in the defensive zone,” Blashill told GriffinsHockey.com. “All habits that come over time. I believe he’s getting better at those habits and that he will continue to improve.”

NOTES: Although Canada disappointed at the IIHF world junior championship, going medalless for a second straight year, the tournament was truly a success for right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL). With five goals and six assists for 11 points in seven games, along with a plus-6 rating and 29 shots, he finished tied for third in tournament scoring and tied for second in goals. He was one of three players named to the media-voted all-star team and one of Canada’s top three players as selected by its coaching staff. Mantha returns to the QMJHL with a 12-point lead over Marcus Power of the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies in the league scoring race … Goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) lost his job to Zach Fucale in the round robin and finished with a 0-1-1 record in two starts, a 3.36 goals-against average and a .867 save percentage … Defenseman Alexey Marchenko was recalled to Detroit and made his NHL debut last week. He was a plus-2 with 13:21 of ice time. “Every time I call down to Grand Rapids they say he’s their best guy,” Red Wings coach Mike Babcock told the Detroit Press. Babcock added after the game, to the Detroit News: “I thought he could really pass the puck, he knows how to play, he doesn’t get into trouble. So he was a real positive.” … Left-winger Tomas Jurco (Grand Rapids, AHL) was named to Team Slovakia for the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia, a big pat on the back for his strong season, and a chance to further prove himself ready for prime time. Jurco had two goals, one assist and an even plus-minus while averaging 12:56 of ice time in Detroit but was sent down to Grand Rapids prior to the Winter Classic. “Tomas is a high-end player in this league (the AHL), and he’s going to be a high-end player in the National Hockey League,” Blashill told MLive.com. “He makes something happen out of nothing.” … Mike McKee (Western Michigan, NCAA), drafted as a tough defenseman, was apparently used as a forward in his last game with the Broncos … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) has used a 42-point explosion over his past 28 games to vault himself into the OHL’s top-20 scorers.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The fact that Anthony Mantha was on Canada’s so-called “roster bubble” just a week before the IIHF world junior championship is looking baffling now.

Surviving one of the last cuts and reportedly beating out Hunter Shinkaruk for Canada’s 13th forward spot, the Detroit Red Wings right-wing prospect has emerged as Canada’s top offensive threat along with linemate Jonathan Drouin and is tied for the tournament scoring lead through the preliminary round with four goals and six assists in four games.

Mantha continues to prove himself as a lethal goal-scorer who is virtually unstoppable because he can find the net in a number of ways — driving wide on a defenseman and taking it to the net before beating a goaltender, screening at the top of the crease and banging in a “garbage goal,” or sniping one top shelf with his elite shot and lightning release.

But he’s also shown himself as a proficient playmaker, setting up Drouin for a big goal against the Slovaks and Nic Petan for another against the United States.

Better yet, Mantha has responded to coaching. Canada’s staff has insisted that he not be a one-dimensional offensive player and that he avoid turnovers.

“He’s been really receptive,” two-time gold-medal-winning Canadian head coach Brent Sutter told Yahoo.com after Canada’s win against Germay. “He’s really been a sponge to it and wants to learn that part of it and we’re going to continue to work with him on it.”

Mantha himself told Yahoo he’s doing everything he can to shake the knock that he’s not a complete player: “I think I’m taking that off my name.”

Canada will face Switzerland in the quarter-finals on Thursday.

The Red Wings’ only other player at the tournament, goaltender Jake Paterson, has surrendered the starting duties to Zach Fucale. Paterson started two preliminary-round games and was 1-1, allowing seven goals on 53 shots (3.36 GAA, .867 Sv%), but Fucale has taken over since and shown no signs of losing the job.

NOTES: Winger Tomas Jurco (Detroit, NHL) is getting a big nod of approval from head coach Mike Babcock and has two goals and an assist in seven games while averaging 12:56 of ice time. Babcock said Jurco is “big and fast and skilled and skates and works” and added that he “looks like a good hockey player to me.” … Forwards Riley Sheahan and Luke Glendening were returned to Grand Rapids after stints in Detroit. Sheahan, auditioning for a spot in 2014-15, had two assists and was plus-2 in four games, averaging 11:18 of ice time. Glendening has one assist and is minus-7 in 16 contests, averaging 11:20 of ice time. He’s also winning 49.3 percent of his faceoffs and has 17 hits and eight blocked shots … Winger Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids, AHL) has 26 points in 32 games and is one point away from Jurco for the team lead … Winger Mitchell Callahan (Grand Rapids, AHL) leads the Griffins in goal-scoring with 12 in 32 games … Winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) remains out with a neck/head injury … Defenseman James De Haas (Clarkson, NCAA) has six points at the holiday break and leads his team in rookie scoring … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton (Kelowna, WHL) is putting together a nice season so far, with 14 points in 20 games, including a four-point contest earlier this month.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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A chain of ill-timed health ailments and injuries may have slowed Alexey Marchenko’s development over the years, but — healthy now — he’s back on the prospect map in a big way.

The 21-year-old defenseman, who came to North America this fall with a season and a half of professional experience in the Kontinental Hockey League under his belt, has been a quiet standout for the Grand Rapids Griffins in his first American Hockey League campaign.

Playing in all 29 of the Griffins’ games, Marchenko not only has a sparkling plus-15 rating, he’s also among their top defense scorers with two goals and 14 assists for 16 points.

“He’s done an outstanding job all season,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer. “He’s super smart, he moves the puck well, he doesn’t get into trouble, and defensively, he’s as safe as anybody out there. He’s just done a fantastic job.”

Marchenko missed pretty much every major IIHF junior tournament he was eligible for during his days in Russia, turning him from a highly-touted rising star to below-the-radar prospect. He had his spleen removed late in 2009-10 and missed the 2010 world under-18, then went undrafted amid concerns he wouldn’t be able to continue his hockey career.

Two years later, after the Red Wings took a chance on him with a seventh-round pick (205th overall) in 2011, he blew out his knee and missed four months recovering, costing him a chance to captain Russia as a top-pairing defenseman at the 2012 world junior.

All that appears to be behind him. With a three-year, $2.375-million entry-level contract in hand, he is fully committed to playing in North America and could join forces with Xavier Ouellet, Ryan Sproul and Mattias Backman as a huge part of Detroit’s blue-line future.

The 6-foot-2, 212-pounder isn’t a bruising physical player, he doesn’t have a booming slap shot, and he doesn’t look like a naturally-gifted skater at first glance. But the bottom line is he’s a mobile, puck-moving defenseman who is a rock in his own zone.

“He’s a deceptively good skater,” Fischer said. “He doesn’t look like the most explosive guy on the ice but he never gets beat and he always plays good angles. He can really move the puck out of the zone by making a great first pass or skating it out to the blue line and making the first pass.”

Marchenko’s other assets include his smarts — “he’s a really bright guy,” Fischer says — and his leadership ability. Fischer said he just needs to continue his adjustment to North America and learn to keep things simple, rather than look for the perfect tic-tac-toe play.

The Red Wings haven’t had a Russian-drafted player suit up for them since defenseman Dmitri Bykov (285th overall in 2001) and Pavel Datsyuk (171st overall in 1998). Marchenko is the only Russian-born player selected by the organization in the past nine drafts.

NOTES: Forwards Tomas Jurco, Riley Sheahan and Luke Glendening got the call to the NHL this week and are performing well. Jurco has two goals, an assist and a plus-3 in four games while averaging 13:29 of ice time, while Sheahan has two assists and is a plus-3 in three games while averaging 10:13 of ice time. Glendening has now appeared in 14 games and has an assist and is a minus-6 … In their absence, winger Teemu Pulkkinen has been shining for the Griffins. He has three goals and eight assists for 11 points in his past 10 games, with points in nine of those contests, and his 24 points in 29 games overall trail Jurco for the team lead by just three … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) had four goals and an assist in his last game and has ascended to the top 20 scorers in his league with 45 points in 32 games … Left-winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) has been out with a neck/head injury, according to the Guelph Mercury … In Canadian exhibition play in the leadup to the IIHF world junior championship, winger Anthony Mantha has a goal and an assist in two games while goaltender Jake Paterson stopped 31 of 34 shots in a 3-0 loss to Sweden. Mantha survived Canada’s final cut, while Paterson is expected to back up Zach Fucale during the tournament … Right-winger Martin Frk was one of several players who have earned promotions to Grand Rapids due to all of the injuries in Detroit. He still doesn’t have a point in eight AHL games.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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There’s no telling how long Martin Frk will be stuck in the East Coast Hockey League — and how he handles it could make or break his development as an NHL prospect.

The 21-year-old rookie pro right-winger is on assignment with the Toledo Walleye, in part because he has plenty to work on and in part because the Detroit Red Wings have had as many as four NHL-caliber forwards taking up spots with the AHL’s Grand Rapids Griffins.

Unable to establish himself in six games with the Griffins early this season — going without a point while skating on the fourth line — Frk was sent to Toledo to find his footing as a pro. Through 14 games with the Walleye, he has five goals and seven assists for 12 points and a minus-9 rating.

“Frk is competing his butt off every chance he gets,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer, who has worked closely with Frk over the years through his involvement with the Czech Republic’s world junior team. “He’s competing, he’s got a very good attitude, and he understands what he needs to work on.”

The 6-foot, 193-pound Frk, selected in the second round (49th overall) by the Red Wings in 2012, has good puck skills and isn’t shy of contact, while his shot may be the hardest in Detroit’s system. He piled up gaudy statistics last season — 53 goals among 126 points in 77 total games — en route to winning a QMJHL title and a Memorial Cup with the Halifax Mooseheads.

While all of that has grabbed a few headlines and the attention of fans, Frk accumulated many of his junior points on a high-octane power-play unit featuring Colorado Avalanche rookie Nathan MacKinnon and Tampa Bay Lightning second overall pick Jonathan Drouin. And because the trio usually had control of the puck, the defensive side of the game often took care of itself.

As a pro, Frk needs to quickly learn the work it takes to score and the effort required to be the type of well-rounded, two-way player the Red Wings demand him to be.

“He needs to learn how to eliminate the drive-bys on the back check, how to stop on all the pucks, fight for loose pucks and have a second effort in the offensive zone, and even though on the forecheck when the defenseman gains a little bit of separation carrying the puck, he needs to go after him,” Fischer said. “Those great habits that Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk have automated, they haven’t come naturally to him, but he’s learning good things in Toledo.”

Skating and discipline are two other areas Frk needs to continue to work on.

The best thing about being in Toledo is opportunity. The Griffins are such a deep and powerful squad, Frk probably won’t get more than a fourth-line sniff this season barring a series of trades or a rash of injuries. With the Walleye, he has a top-line role and power play time.

“He’s in as good of a position and role to succeed as anybody on the team,” Fischer said.

NOTES: Winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) is getting plenty of ink as Canada prepares for the IIHF world junior championship starting Boxing Day. He’s presently skating on the second line with Charles Hudon and Bo Horvat, but expect him to join forces with Jonathan Drouin when Drouin returns from a concussion … For those keeping track, Mantha left for world junior camp with a 19-point lead over teammate Louick Marcotte for the QMJHL scoring title. Mantha, Marcotte, and another Foreurs forward, Guillaume Gelinas, are 1-2-3 in league scoring … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton (Kelowna, WHL) returned from injury this week and scored his first goal of the season … Winger Tyler Bertuzzi (Guelph, OHL) has what it takes to play in the NHL one day, according to his coach, Scott Walker. “He’s a high-energy guy,” Walker told the Toronto Star. “In the NHL, he’s one of those guys that you love to play with. He grinds it out, but he’s got more skill than guys give him credit for. He plays the game the right way and can do a lot of different things for us. He can penalty kill. He can go in front and handle the puck on the power play. But he also can play a hard, physical game against other players.” … Goaltender Petr Mrazek and winger Tomas Jurco are both up with Detroit. Mrazek was the third star in Sunday’s 3-0 loss to Tampa Bay, stopping 23 of 25 shots. Jurco made his NHL debut and saw 16:45 of ice time, including 1:27 on the power play, while skating with Pavel Datsyuk and Daniel Alfredsson … On Jurco, Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told the Detroit News: “Jurco was good. He’s big, fast and has some skill. I’d like him to (go to) the net but he did a lot of good things, got Alfie (Daniel Alfredsson) and Pav (Pavel Datsyuk) the puck. He’s a fairly high-end player.” … Goaltender Thomas McCollum (Grand Rapids, AHL) has picked up his game and will get more starts for the Griffins due to Mrazek’s recall. The Red Wings retain McCollum’s rights as a restricted free agent although they don’t have him signed to a contract. “Tommy had been playing really good even when he wasn’t getting many starts because Petr had been playing so good,” Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill told MLive.com. “Now it really opens up the door for him to do a great job.”

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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It looks like Andreas Athanasiou has shaken off his slow start.

The 19-year-old Barrie Colts left-winger — ignored in the evaluation process for Canada’s world junior team — has exploded offensively since the start of November, putting up an eye-popping nine goals and 16 assists for 25 points in his past 14 games. In the past nine games, he’s been named the first star four times and the second star three times, and he just picked up the OHL’s player-of-the-week honours after recording two goals and five assists in two games.

It’s exactly the kind of success the Red Wings were expecting after he knocked their socks off at training camp in Traverse City, Mich., in September. He scored a team-high three goals in the prospects tournament, was the only junior prospect to suit up in the red-and-white game and in an NHL exhibition contest, and signed entry-level contract after camp ended.

“He had an outstanding camp … he came in and he was on a mission, he wanted to open everybody’s eyes and prove to everyone how good he could be,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer. “When he got back to Barrie, in all fairness, I know Andreas tries really hard, but he didn’t play up to the level he did at camp and in the rookie tournament. He played harder, he was more determined and he played better when he was in Traverse City.”

The 6-foot-2, 200-pounder was ranked as a top-20 prospect entering his draft year in 2011, but slipped all the way to the fourth round, 110th overall, after struggling on a deep London Knights team that won an OHL championship and went to the Memorial Cup.

Traded to Barrie last off-season after requesting a change of scenery, Athanasiou reestablished himself as a prospect with a 67-point campaign and turned heads in a run to the OHL final with 25 points in 22 games. Now, he’s on the cusp of the OHL’s top-20 scorers and will likely continue to climb that list now that he’s shaken off his early-season struggles.

Elite speed has always been Athanasiou’s claim to fame.

“I haven’t seen a better skater this season, yet, in the OHL,” Fischer said. “In the Traverse City tournament, it was good enough to create at least one breakaway per game … He was routinely beating defensemen with his speed, driving wide, taking the puck to the net. You don’t see that every day when there are so many great-skating defensemen who are so great positionally. He’s as fluid on his feet as anyone … He’s fun to watch skate, that’s for sure.”

So does Athanasiou — who actually prefers playing center over left wing — have the hands to capitalize on the chances his speed creates, particularly at the next level?

“He certainly has enough skill and scoring ability — he’s good in shootouts, he sees the ice well, he can really move the puck, he’s not selfish,” Fischer said.

But the Red Wings would like to see Athanasiou play with more of an edge and develop the types of traits Darren Helm honed as a 40-goal scorer with the WHL’s Medicine Hat Tigers. That could ultimately determine exactly how effective he is offensively as a pro.

“His offense will need to come from being very hard to play against,” Fischer said. “He can be a little bit more in people’s faces than he has been in the OHL this year. Time will tell.”

NOTES: Grand Rapids is 17-4-1-1 and leads the AHL in goals per game (3.86), despite the fact only one active player (Tomas Jurco) is in the top 20 scorers … Goaltender Petr Mrazek (Grand Rapids, AHL) hasn’t lost since October, posting nine straight wins. In that stretch, he has a 1.55 goals-against average and a .945 save percentage. He’s doing everything he can to prove he’s worthy of Detroit’s backup job in 2014-15 … Center Calle Jarnkrok (Grand Rapids, AHL) has just two points — goals — in his past eight games. His 12 points in 23 games as a first-year AHLer are surprisingly low for a player who has already finished in the top 10 and top 20 Swedish Hockey League scorers in his young career … Center Landon Ferraro (Grand Rapids, AHL) ended a 10-game scoring slump, which included eight straight games without a single point, last week. He now has five goals and six assists in 20 games after missing training camp with a fractured foot. “I felt like I had kind of gone down for a bit,” Ferraro told MLive.com. “ You see guys moving all around you and getting points and you start forcing things and that’s when it really starts going bad for you.” … Defenseman Nick Jensen (Grand Rapids, AHL) made his Griffin s debut last week and will attempt to get his season on track after more than four months on the sidelines because of shoulder injury … Right-winger Trevor Parkes (Toledo, ECHL) is 11th in ECHL scoring, despite the fact Toledo was shutout three straight games two weeks ago.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Jake Paterson is headed to the IIHF world junior championship for the second straight year — only this time around, he won’t be relegated to the press box.

The 19-year-old Saginaw Spirit goaltender — who went to the WJC as Canada’s third-stringer last season and didn’t play a minute — was one of two goaltenders named to his country’s world junior selection camp roster on Monday.

But since only two goaltenders were invited — Paterson and Halifax Mooseheads goalie Zach Fucale — there’s no selection involved when it comes to Canada’s crease for the annual Dec. 26-Jan. 5 tournament.

“Patty’s really excited — this is probably the most positive news he could have received,” Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer told RedWingsCentral.com after the announcement. “It says a lot about how much Team Canada believes in him. I know how dedicated he is, how much he wanted to be great this year, and for all young Canadians, it’s the ultimate honour to make the Canadian world junior team.”

The 6-foot-2 183-pounder was a third-round pick (80th overall) of the Red Wings and has spent the past two seasons on a generally mid-pack Spirit squad. He’s 10-8-1 this season, while his goals-against average (3.53) ranks just 14th in the OHL and his save percentage (.903) is just 15th.

But numbers don’t usually tell the whole story when it comes to junior goaltenders — if they did, Fucale and his sub-.900 save percentage wouldn’t be on the team either — and Fischer said Paterson “is very athletic and a leader” who is at his best when the lights are brightest.

“He’s super competitive and he wants to be in high-pressure situations where a lot is at stake,” Fischer said. “Those are two traits every elite goaltender has to have and we’ll see how he does with them on the international stage.”

Goaltending hasn’t exactly been Canada’s strong suit at the WJC and has in part led to a four-year gold-medal drought, but management feels the Fucale-Paterson combo gives them what they need in the crease to their urgent bid to snap the drought.

“What it comes down to is having that big game at the right time, and I’m confident this year we have the guys who can do that,” said ex-NHL goaltender Sean Burke, part of Canada’s management team, told Sun Media. Burke added, to NHL.com: “These are both very capable goaltenders and we feel either one of them can win a gold medal.”

While Fucale looks like the best bet for the starter’s job with a QMJHL title, Memorial Cup and Ivan Hlinka under-18 gold medal under his belt, Paterson will see time in the pre-tournament games and in the round robin and shouldn’t be ruled out for the No. 1 job.

Ex-NHL goalie and TSN analyst Jamie McLellan said “you can give (Fucale) the inside track over Jake Paterson, but his TSN colleague, Bob McKenzie, noted the pre-tournament games overseas will “contribute to the decision” on who is named the starter.

Twenty-five players were invited in total, meaning three cuts will be made. The list also includes Red Wings first-rounder Anthony Mantha, who should be able to clinch a top-line, power-play role when you consider he has a QMJHL-leading 30 goals and 62 points in just 28 games.

Right-winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) didn’t make the cut after participating in the CHL-Russia Super Series but he will be eligible for the tournament again next year. No other Red Wings are expected to participate at the WJC.

NOTES: Right-winger Tomas Jurco (Grand Rapids, AHL) is in the top 10 in league scoring with 23 points in 21 games … Defenseman Alexey Marchenko (Grand Rapids, AHL) only has 16 shots in 21 games, but he’s made a smooth transition to North America out of Russia with 13 points and a plus-13 rating … Is there hope for Thomas McCollum? The Red Wings retained his rights as a restricted free agent but had him sign a minor-league deal with Grand Rapids. He’s suddenly 7-2 with a 2.28 goals-against average and a .922 save percentage. Goalies take time to develop — Jimmy Howard didn’t break in with Detroit until he was 25 — so there may be chance for the 23-year-old. He’s at least worth monitoring … Defenseman Nick Jensen was recalled by Grand Rapids from Toledo (ECHL) after three games as he mounts his comeback from a four-month injury absense (shoulder) … The Griffins are rolling — winners of five straight and six straight at home …Things are going swimmingly in Grand Rapids, but in Toledo, the ECHL club has been shutout in three straight games (7-0, 4-0 and 3-0) and has lost six of its past seven … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton (Kelowna, AHL) had his injury status updated this week. He has a broken nose … Center Hampus Melen (Tingsryds, Swedish J-20 SuperElit) is out with an undisclosed medical issue, while forward Rasmus Bodin (Linkoping, Swedish J-20 SuperElit) has been sidelined with a number of injuries.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The Detroit Red Wings drafted Riley Sheahan to be a scorer, but it’s on the defensive side of the puck where he may ultimately make his money in the NHL.

Sheahan, a center who turns 22 on Dec. 7, is in his second full American Hockey League season with the Grand Rapids Griffins and has been working tirelessly on the little details of his game and excelling defensively while producing three goals and five assists through his first 16 contests.

“He’s really grasped the role of being a shut-down, checking center,” said Red Wings director of amateur scouting Tyler Wright, on the NHL Network’s Hockey Prospect Radio show on Sirius XM. “He takes a lot of pride in the faceoff circle and on the penalty kill. All those little things are so valuable at the next level. It’s not all about putting up numbers and playing on the power play.”

The Red Wings, who selected the 6-foot-2 212-pounder 21st overall in 2010, compared Sheahan to Johan Franzen on draft day. But in three NCAA seasons at Notre Dame, Sheahan never exceeded nine goals or 25 points and had a career points-per-game average of just 0.56. He did pick up a nomination for CCHA Top Defensive Forward as a senior in 2011-12, and that proved to be a sign of things to come.

Sheahan is big and strong and has outstanding hockey sense in all three zones. His quick stick is a major asset in the faceoff circle and serves him well breaking up plays and pickpocketing the opposition.

But just because Sheahan has developed the defensive side of his game so proficiently doesn’t necessarily mean all hope is lost of him becoming an offensive contributor. He had 16 points in 24 playoff games en route to a Calder Cup championship last season and has flashed the ability to score. He can use his big body to protect the puck and he drives hard to the net.

Taking Franzen as an example, the big Swedish winger broke into the NHL as a checker and served in a depth role before breaking out with a 27-goal campaign at age 28.

“His hockey sense and his skill are underrated right now, but over time, when he solidifies himself as a player, you’ll see a little bit more offensive production,” Wright said.

With his waiver exemption set to expire after this season, Sheahan is expected to graduate to Detroit in 2014-15.

NOTES: Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) finished the CHL’s Canada-Russia Super Series with two goals and an assist in two games for Team QMJHL. Wright told Hockey Prospect Radio that Mantha reminds him of former Rocket Richard Trophy winner Rick Nash. “The ability to score goals and to beat guys one-on-one — there are a lot of similarities,” said Wright, who played with Nash from 2000 to 2004 in Columbus. Wright cautioned Mantha isn’t quite at Nash’s level as a prospect — Nash was the first overall pick in 2002 — and that Mantha needs to learn to be a “consistent, all-around player” who plays 200 feet of the ice … Goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) suffered a 3-2 shootout loss for Team OHL in the Super Series on Nov. 25. He stopped 21 of 23 shots and turned aside six of eight shootout attempts and did what he could to assert himself as a candidate for Canada’s world junior team … Right-winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) appeared in one Super Series contest and didn’t record a point … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton (Kelowna, WHL) suffered an upper-body injury on a hit from behind last week and could miss significant time. Wheaton sat out half of his draft year with a shoulder injury and was hoping to bounce back this season … Right-winger Trevor Parkes (Toledo, ECHL) leads the Walleye in scoring with 10 goals among 17 points in 13 games. In his short time with Toledo over three seasons, he has scored 28 goals and 51 points in just 36 contests and is deserving of an AHL job … Right-winger Mitchell Callahan (Grand Rapids, AHL) is doing everything he can to prove his worth to the Red Wings. He notched a hat trick on Nov. 20 and has eight goals and four assists along with a team-best plus-10 rating and 27 penalty minutes in 19 games. He’s the third highest scoring forward on the active roster behind Tomas Jurco and Teemu Pulkkinen … Jurco took over the team lead in scoring from Gustav Nyquist and has 10 goals and 12 assists for 22 points in 19 games. Nine of his goals have been recorded in the past 13 games … Defenseman Mike McKee (Western Michigan, NCAA) has been a periodic healthy scratch and his pledge to play a disciplined game appears to have gone out the window with 40 penalty minutes in eight contests … Defenseman Ben Marshall (Minnesota, NCAA) is known for his offense, dropped the gloves and fought on Nov. 23. He has two goals and two assists in 12 games … Defenseman Nick Jensen (Toledo, ECHL) made his season debut last week. He had been out since July with a shoulder injury.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Ice time is suddenly a lot harder to come by with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

With the Detroit Red Wings assigning what amounts to an entire NHL line — Patrick Eaves, Jordin Tootoo and Cory Emmerton — to their top American Hockey League affiliate this season, the moves have no doubt put a squeeze on a number of young forwards trying to establish themselves with the reigning Calder Cup champion.

That’s not even mentioning Gustav Nyquist, who — deserving of an NHL job long ago — is stashed in the minors and leading the Griffins in scoring due to his cap hit and waiver-exempt status.

While the moves probably won’t hurt top-line talents such as Calle Jarnkrok and Tomas Jurco, they will most assuredly take ice time from players lower on the depth chart, including top-10 prospects Riley Sheahan and Landon Ferraro as well as sniper Teemu Pulkkinen and Tootoo-type grinder Mitchell Callahan. Perhaps the biggest impact is on fringe AHLers such as Martin Frk, Marek Tvrdon and Andrej Nestrasil, who will barely get a sniff in Grand Rapids as long as four NHLers are in town.

“Every player brings different things to the table, so we try to do our best to put them in a position to be successful,” Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill told MLive.com, regarding how he approaches fitting players into the lineup.

It’s not all bad news: the reassignments give the Red Wings tremendous depth if injuries strike and create heavy competition among prospects to earn their ice time with not just their talent but hard work. As the old adage goes, the cream always rises to the top.

NOTES: Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) is making his pitch for a spot on the Canadian world junior team during the CHL-Russia Super Series. He had the game-winning goal and an assist in the QMJHL’s 3-2 win over Russia on Nov. 18. The two teams square off again on Nov. 20 … Red Wings assistant GM Ryan Martin apparently had this advice for Mantha after training camp ended, per NHL.com: “In order to play in the NHL you need to be a 200-foot player, so that’s what you’ll have to go back and work on and do all the little things.” … High praise for Luke Glendening from Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock, per MLive.com: “He plays good every time he’s (in Detroit). He’s just smart. Good player, good faceoff guy, real good penalty kill guy. We don’t hide him when we play him. He goes right on the penalty kill. He does good things for us. We think he’s an NHL guy.” … Jurco is on a hot streak, with four goals and three assists in his past four games, including a hat trick on Nov. 15. Said Blashill to MLive.com: “I liked his effort and attention to detail (on Nov. 15). Sometimes the puck goes in and sometimes it doesn’t, but when he plays like he did tonight, he’s going to get lots of chances to score.” … Jarnkrok is also coming around offensively as many have hoped he would, with three goals and three assists in his past seven games … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) signed his three-year entry-level contract this week. No surprise there, and the speedster is coming alive lately: five goals and 12 assists for 17 points in his past 12 games … Left-winger David Pope (West Kelowna, BCHL) has been sidelined with an undisclosed injury. He’s played in just 10 of 21 games this season … Defenseman Marc McNulty (Prince George, WHL) is also sidelined with a leg injury … Right-winger Trevor Parkes (Toledo, ECHL) is making the most of his stint with the Walleye and has a team-leading 14 points in 12 games. 

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The Detroit Red Wings’ prospect system looks as deep and talented as it has in years.

Boasting a potential NHL starting goaltender in Petr Mrazek, future scoring-line talents in Calle Jarnkrok, Tomas Jurco and Anthony Mantha, and potential top-four defensemen in Xavier Ouellet, Ryan Sproul and Mattias Backman, the future is bright.

Coming off a season in which their top minor-league affiliate, the Grand Rapids Griffins, captured the AHL’s Calder Cup championship, many Red Wings prospects are off to impressive starts to the 2013-14 campaign and are making a push for time in Detroit.

Jarnkrok just barely hangs on to his spot as Detroit’s No. 1 prospect in Red Wings Central’s preliminary ranking for 2013-14, but arguments could be made just as easily for Mrazek, Jurco and Mantha atop the list. Ouellet rounds out the top five. Five players ranked — Mrazek, Ouellet, Riley Sheahan, Luke Glendening and Adam Almquist — have already made their NHL debuts.

Following is a rundown of the preliminary RWC ranking.

1. Calle Jarnkrok, C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 13-5-3-8-4, plus-6, 26 SOG.

He hasn’t exactly set the world on fire in his short time on North American ice, but Jarnkrok remains a very important part of the Red Wings’ future. He’s a hard-working, two-way center whose high skill level gives him upside as a potential top-six NHL contributor.

2. Petr Mrazek, G, Grand Rapids (AHL), 6 GP, 3-2-1, 2.75 GAA, .906 Sv%.

Jimmy Howard owns the crease in Detroit and has a long-term contract that makes you wonder when Mrazek will get his chance. But taking that out of the equation, the 21-year-old Czech native is a sure-fire NHL starter who has yet to misstep in his development.

3. Tomas Jurco, RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 13-5-9-14-6, plus-4, 32 SOG.

Many scouts considered Jurco a first-round pick in 2011 and he’s starting to look like a second-round steal. An all-world offensive talent similar to Marian Hossa, Jurco has elevated his production to the point-per-game level and will be pushing for time in Detroit in short order.

4. Anthony Mantha, RW, Val-d’Or (QMJHL), 20-22-27-49-26, plus-4, 122 SOG.

Mantha, the Red Wings’ highest drafted forward since Martin Lapointe, has annihilated QMJHL competition since being taken 20th overall. Although he needs to devote his efforts to playing a more complete game, he’s as good any goal-scoring prospect you’ll find — anywhere.

5. Xavier Ouellet, D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 12-0-3-3-2, plus-8, 19 SOG.

The last defenseman to skate in Detroit at age 20 was Jiri Fischer. Ouellet isn’t at that level as a prospect but he’s a potential 20-minute-per-night blueliner who has three NHL games under his belt and has made impressive two-way contributions in Grand Rapids.

6. Riley Sheahan, C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 10-2-3-5-8, plus-3, 16 SOG.

Sheahan has gone without an off-ice discipline issue since last October, and, turning 22 in December, is well on his way to being an NHLer. Big, strong and responsible in his own end, Sheahan still needs to show more to convince he will be able to contribute offensively in Detroit.

7. Ryan Sproul, D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 13-4-7-11-4, plus-7, 28 SOG.

Sproul has made an impressive adjustment from junior to the AHL and is one of the league’s defensive scoring leaders. He’s not as polished as Xavier Ouellet just yet but he has even more upside and is being groomed as Detroit’s power-play quarterback of the future.

8. Mattias Backman, D, Linkoping (SHL), 19-2-5-7-4, plus-5, 27 SOG.

If he weren’t in Sweden, Backman likely would have gotten the nod ahead of Xavier Ouellet and Adam Almquist when the Red Wings needed a defensive help. The smooth and efficent Backman is neck and neck with Ouellet and Ryan Sproul as a prospect and his time will come.

9. Landon Ferraro, C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 10-3-3-6-8, plus-1, 34 SOG.

Ferraro has bounced back from a training-camp injury and is off to a good start. Fast, creative and committed to being a good two-way player, Ferraro is out of waiver options next fall and needs a big year to show the Red Wings he deserves a full-time NHL job.

10. Luke Glendening, C, Grand Rapids (AHL), 8-3-3-6-14, plus-7, 11 SOG.

Glendening has leapfrogged a number of players on the depth chart since signing as a free agent in July. Exempt from waivers for two seasons or 52 more NHL games, he’s a good skater, dogged worker and fitness fiend who is already a capable checker in Detroit.

11. Teemu Pulkkinen, RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 13-6-5-11-10, plus-8, 32 SOG.

The stealthy power-play rifle-man is having no trouble producing offense in his first AHL season. His task over the next year and a half is to keep scoring goals and round out his game in an effort to break in with the Red Wings like Jiri Hudler did almost a decade ago.

12. Adam Almquist, D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 10-0-7-7-12, minus-1, 23 SOG.

He’s gotten a taste of the NHL, but it remains to be seen whether Almquist will be a high-end minor-league/European offensive defenseman or a full-time NHL blueliner who makes his money on the power play. In his last waiver-exempt season, he has to show he’s ready.

13. Alexey Marchenko, D, Grand Rapids (AHL), 13-1-6-7-2, plus-8, 9 SOG.

Marchenko gets forgotten in the midst of top defense prospects like Xavier Ouellet, Ryan Sproul and Mattias Backman, but he’s not far behind them. Making a smooth adjustment to North America, the Russian puck-mover could be a big surprise in a few years.

14. Andreas Athanasiou, LW, Barrie (OHL), 18-8-11-19-23, even.

Athanasiou hasn’t produced quite as much as hoped early this season so a little bit more offense would be nice to see. But he had one of the best camps of any prospect in the system and his blazing speed makes him a big-time asset with potential as a top-nine forward.

15. Zach Nastasiuk, RW, Owen Sound (OHL), 21-9-10-19-8, minus-7.

Already a captain in the OHL, Nastasiuk’s offensive production is on the rise in a more prominent role with Owen Sound. He’s the type of trustworthy, hard-working, two-way forward who could be an NHL coach’s dream if he can continue to improve his skating.

16. Mattias Janmark, C, AIK (SHL), 19-12-7-19-10, even, 52 SOG.

Janmark has emerged as a top-10 scorer in the Swedish Hockey League and is a darkhorse scoring-line prospect. If he can sustain his production over the course of the season and push for a world-championship spot, he’ll push his way further up this list.

17. Martin Frk, RW, Toledo (ECHL), 3-1-2-3-6, minus-4, 4 SOG.

An incredible slap shot will only get you so far, and Frk’s bad junior habits aren’t looking good so far in the pros. While he flashes high-end scoring potential, he’s struggling with the pace of the AHL game and will need to make the most of his assignment to the ECHL.

18. Nick Jensen, D, Grand Rapids (AHL), inactive (shoulder injury).

Out until at least December because of a shoulder injury suffered in a July development-camp fight with Tyler Bertuzzi, the 23-year-old Jensen is a tremendous skater with two-way potential. But as one of the organization’s oldest prospects, the injury is a tough setback.

19. Jake Paterson, G, Saginaw (OHL), 15 GP, 9-6-0, 3.32 GAA, .908 Sv%.

Paterson is having a good season and can make a strong statement by winning the starting job with Canada’s world junior team. Signed to an entry-level contract in September, he is a solid prospect who gives the Red Wings excellent organizational depth in goal.

T20. Mitchell Callahan, RW, Grand Rapids (AHL), 13-4-4-8-18, plus-8, 27 SOG.

The Red Wings drafted Callahan to be a tough, physical energy player and he’s emerged as exactly that in Grand Rapids. The third-year pro’s waiver exemption is up at season’s end and management will need to decide sooner rather than later whether Callahan is a part of their future.

T20. Tyler Bertuzzi, LW, Guelph (OHL), 18-5-18-23-32, plus-3.

Look no further than Mitchell Callahan for the template Bertuzzi needs to follow as a prospect. So far, so good. Bertuzzi has pumped up his offensive production on a powerful junior team — already with a career-high in points — and is playing his trademark agitating game.

NOTE: Gustav Nyquist is no longer considered a prospect.

Red Wings Central’s preliminary 2013-14 prospect ranking »

Bertuzzi making his mark with surging Storm

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Wednesday, November 6, 2013, 10:55 a.m. under 2013-14 RWC Reports


Tyler Bertuzzi

Tyler Bertuzzi (Credit: OHL Images)

Tyler Bertuzzi wasn’t drafted for his point-production, but he’s doing plenty of it this season.

With a one-goal, four-assist showing last Friday against the Kitchener Rangers, the Guelph Storm left-winger upped his numbers this season to 21 points in 16 games, tied for 25th in the Ontario Hockey League.

“It’s good to get the confidence up with five points,” Bertuzzi told GuelphStorm.com after his big game. “Me and Fabbs (Robby Fabbri), we had some chemistry, and it was working good for us.”

The Red Wings drafted Bertuzzi high relative to his Central Scouting ranking of 207th among North Americans, taking him in the second round, 58th overall, and comparing him to Chicago Blackhawks agitator Andrew Shaw.

“Bertuzzi is that type of player where he’s in your face and plays hard every shift,” Red Wings scout Jeff Finley said at the time. “He’s an agitator but he’ll back it up. He handles himself very well but just brings it hard every time.”

The 6-foot 178-pounder is just one point away from matching his 2012-13 point total of 22, recorded in an injury-shortened 43-game campaign. Overall this season he has five goals and 16 assists along with 32 penalty minutes and two fighting majors.

Bertuzzi’s strong play — tied for fifth in team scoring — has helped the Storm to a 10-game winning streak and a 15-3 overall record, ranked second in the country as of last week.

“We want teams gunning for us,” Bertuzzi said. 

NOTES: Winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) was named his league’s first star of the month for October courtesy of his league-leading 43 points in 17 games. He has a 10-point cushion atop the scoring race and will also represent the QMJHL in the Subway Super Series … Center/winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) signed a three-year entry-level contract with the Red Wings. Nastasiuk will also repeesent the OHL in the Subway Super Series … Defenseman Adam Almquist got the call to Detroit this week to replace injured Brendan Smith and played 15:51 and was a minus-2 his NHL debut against Winnipeg on Monday. He received 2:28 of ice time on the power play. “He has to fall in love with the gym — and eating,” Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told the Detroit News. “The challenge is there for him. He has a lot of talent and he can move the puck.” Babcock compared Almquist to Winnipeg Jets defenseman Tobias Enstrom … Goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) will be part of Team OHL in the Subway Super Series. He’s looking to win a job on Canada’s world junior team for the second year in a row … Goaltender Petr Mrazek got high praise from Babcock after shutting out the Edmonton Oilers on Saturday. “He’s a kid who thinks he’s here to take (Jimmy) Howard’s job and not (Jonas) Gustavsson’s job,” Babcock told MLive.com. “He’s just got that kind of attitude.” … Right-winger Martin Frk was sent to ECHL’s Toledo, where he’ll need to work on his all-around game and get his confidence up. Forward Trevor Parkes and defenseman Max Nicastro are also with Toledo.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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It’s a big year for Landon Ferraro.

The 22-year-old center is in his final season exempt from NHL waivers and needs to turn heads with the American Hockey League’s Grand Rapids Griffins to prove he’s ready for prime time in 2014-15.

Starting this season with a fracture in his right foot in training camp didn’t exactly help, but Ferraro has two goals and one assist in five games since debuting with the Griffins on Oct. 18.

The third-year pro is coming off a breakthrough campaign that saw him record 24 goals and 23 assists for 47 points in 72 games, as well as 16 points in 24 games en route to a Calder Cup title.

“We look to him to be in all situations for us — lots of five on five, a guy on our power play, and on our penalty play,” Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill told MLive.com. “So his impact will be real significant on our team.”

Ferraro, whose father Ray scored 400 goals in the NHL, was taken 32nd overall in 2009 and has rounded into a solid prospect. The right-shooting 6-foot, 174-pounder is an outstanding skater who can self-create offense, while he’s learning to be a reliable defensive player. As an added bonus, he’s shown the ability to play center and both wings.

The Red Wings have 10 NHL forwards under contract next season in addition to restricted free agents Tomas Tatar and Luke Glendening. Ferraro should be in the mix for the 13th and 14th spots, although the Red Wings have five unrestricted free agents and will no doubt be shopping for outside help on the open market in July.

NOTES: Winger Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids, AHL) has emerged as the top-scoring prospect on the farm with seven points in eight games, including three goals and two assists in his past four games … Forward Riley Sheahan (Grand Rapids, AHL) has missed three games with the flu … Defenseman Ben Marshsall (Minnesota, Big 10) has a knee injury … Le Journal de Montreal reports the Val-d’Or Foreurs are getting plenty of trade calls for QMJHL scoring leader Anthony Mantha … Winger Philippe Hudon (Victoriaville, QMJHL) has been slapped with a four-game suspension for checking from behind … Center Mattias Janmark (AIK, SHL) is getting the call to join the Swedish national team for the Karjala Cup. Well deserved — he’s the country’s fifth-leading scorer with 18 points in 17 games, including 12 goals … Goaltender Jared Coreau, forward Marek Tvrdon and defenseman Richard Nedomlel have been dispatched to the ECHL’s Toledo Walleye, joining forward Trevor Parkes and defenseman Max Nicastro. These prospects need ice time and have a great opportunity to establish themselves — and it wasn’t going to happen in Grand Rapids. Martin Frk and Louis-Marc Aubry could use a stint in Toledo as well.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Although still only 20 years old, Tomas Jurco is no longer the baby of the American Hockey League.

Back with the Grand Rapids Griffins for his sophomore year after an outstanding second half and playoff run as a rookie, Jurco is off to a good start with a goal and four assists in his first five games, second only to Gustav Nyquist in team scoring.

Jurco, a highly-skilled winger, started slowly as one of the AHL’s youngest players during the NHL lockout in 2012-13. Although he finished the regular season with just 28 points in 74 games, he put up 14 points in his final 22 contests and was even better in the playoffs, helping the Griffins win the Calder Cup with eight goals (third on team), six assists and 69 shots (second) in 22 games.

Now he’s being counted on to carry the offensive load on the Griffins’ top lines and it looks like he’s ready to take another step.

“He’s got a chance to be a top-six forward in the NHL, and very few guys get that opportunity,” Grand Rapids head coach Jeff Blashill told griffinshockey.com. “What he has to do now is take his play and turn it into production on a consistent basis without sacrificing anything from his defense or team game. That’s the challenge of learning to be a go-to guy.

“Tatar learned it. Nyquist learned it. Now he’s going to learn it, and that’s going to be the next step in his maturation process.”

Jurco, who stands 6-foot-2 and weighs 193 pounds, is a former QMJHL star who won a Memorial Cup in 2011 and was subsequently drafted in the second round, 35th overall, despite being ranked as a consensus first-rounder. Former assistant general manager Jim Nill has described Jurco as a “Marian Hossa-type player” as a big winger with tremendous skills.

NOTES: It’s clear how highly the Red Wings think of Xavier Ouellet, calling him up this week to make his NHL debut last week over Adam Almquist. Ouellet is bigger and stronger than Almquist and plays the poised, puck-moving, two-way game the Red Wings covet. He saw 17:15 of ice time in his NHL debut … Almquist is doing just fine, however, tied for second in team scoring with Grand Rapids … Luke Glendening was returned to Grand Rapids after a good stretch with the Red Wings. He appeared in five games, averaging 9:31 of ice time while centering the fourth line and killing plenty of penalties. It won’t be his last stint in Detroit … Center Landon Ferraro (Grand Rapids, AHL) has returned from a broken foot. After a breakthrough season, he’s in the mix for a call-up to Detroit but it may take him some time to find his stride due to the injury … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton (Kelowna, WHL) returned from injury last week and made his season debut … Right-winger Martin Frk (Grand Rapids, AHL) is having a rude awakening in the pros. It’s not a huge shock — he produced great numbers in junior — but his game needs to come up in a lot of areas for him to be a regular at the pro level.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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After two years establishing himself as one of the toughest — and perhaps most undisciplined — players in junior hockey, Mike McKee is getting a chance to focus on the rest of his game.

The hulking 6-foot-4, 245-pound defenseman, who over the past two USHL seasons piled up 21 fighting majors, 529 penalty minutes and seven separate suspensions totalling 20 games, opened up his freshman NCAA campaign at Western Michigan this week.

Fighting, of course, is banned in college hockey, punished by a game ejection and a suspension of games matching the player’s total number of fighting majors. So McKee has no choice but to become the solid, stay-at-home defenseman the Red Wings hoped he’d be when they drafted him in the fifth round, 140th overall, in 2012.

And according to McKee, in an interview with MLive.com, he welcomes the change: “I’m actually excited to play and not do that part of the game, for a few years anyway.”

The Red Wings called McKee the toughest player in the 2012 draft and liked the fact that he had good straight ahead speed and a hard shot. But ultimately they want him to be a tough defensive defenseman, and they’re pleased he’s on college ice under the guidance of ex-NHL head coach Andy Murray at Western Michigan.

With the USHL’s Lincoln Stars last season, McKee managed three goals and 18 assists along with a plus-15 rating in 42 games. But his lack of discipline put him in the doghouse with head coach Chad Johnson, who at one point said the Stars needed McKee “on the ice for 25-plus minutes, as opposed to in the penalty box for 15 minutes.”

In two games with Western Michigan on the weekend, McKee had no points, four penalty minutes, five shots and four blocked shots. The Red Wings have until August 2017 to sign him to an entry-level contract.

NOTES: Center Luke Glendening’s time came in the NHL sooner than expected. After an initial demotion to Grand Rapids, Glendening — a former Michigan Wolverines captain who signed with Detroit as a free agent in July — debuted with the Red Wings on Oct. 12 and saw 7:32 of ice time on the fourth line. “He’s what I would call a coach player, not a scout player,” Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told MLive.com. “No scout would ever draft him, look at him, because he doesn’t look that part. But he’s got unbelievable hockey sense, he’s an elite competitor and he’s a coach type player. You can trust him to get stuff done … I just think he’s smart. He’s a right-handed shot who can take faceoffs; he’s going to get lit up in the NHL for a little bit, that’s just how life goes. He’s a good penalty killer. He’s competitive, he knows how to play.” … Winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJHL) signed a three-year entry-level contract last week and continues to be absolutely lethal, leading the Q with 16 goals and 12 assists for 28 points in nine games … Defensemen Alexey Marchenko and Adam Almquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) are off to productive starts with the Griffins. Marchenko, a rookie, has a goal and three assists along with a plus-3 in three games, while Almquist, a second-year AHLer, has four assists and is a plus-2 in three contests … Center Calle Jarnkrok (Grand Rapids, AHL) popped in his first AHL goal and also has an assist in three games … Forward Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) was named captain of the Attack this week. He has three goals and four assists in 10 games so far this season.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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If early returns are any indication, the Detroit Red Wings’ third-round selection of Mattias Janmark is looking like a good one.

As an older draft pick — taken 79th overall in July after being completely passed over in 2012 — Jankmark leads the Swedish Hockey League in scoring with eight goals, while his 11 points tie him for sixth.

Janmark, who is his second full season with AIK and will turn 21 in December, was a high scorer at the 20 SuperElit level in 2011-12 before posting breakout numbers last season with 31 points in 55 games last season.

Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson raved about Janmark’s skill and intensity after the draft.

“I like what he can do with the puck, but that goes along with the fact that he plays with intensity all the time,” Andersson said. “Those two things, that he’s good with the puck and plays with good intensity — that’s what I like.”

The 6-foot-1 189-pounder can play both center and wing but ranks just sixth on AIK in faceoffs taken. He also as 32 shots and is a plus-2.

Janmark has already received two auditions with the Swedish national team and it would be a big step forward if he can continue at his torrid scoring clip and earn a spot on Sweden’s IIHF world championship roster at season’s end.

NOTES: Forwards Landon Ferraro and Wille Coetzee and defenseman Nick Jensen started the year on injured reserve in Detroit … Right-winger Anthony Mantha (Val-d’Or, QMJMJHL) was named his league’s first star of the month for September. He has 11 goals and seven assists in his first seven games … Defenseman Mitchell Wheaton (Kelowna, WHL) is close to returning from an injury this week. He has yet to play this season … Winger Tyler Bertuzzi received an automatic suspension for the third fight during the same stoppage in play … Right-winger Zach Nastasiuk (Owen Sound, OHL) was told by the Red Wings to work on his skating. “They want me to be more explosive in my first three strides,” Nastasiuk told the Owen Sound Times. “It’s not going to happen overnight (but) it’s a process and I’m committed to it.” Added Owen Sound head coach Greg Ireland: “He’s got to be a little quicker, a little faster and a little stronger on his feet.” … Forward Trevor Parkes and defenseman Max Nicastro were the odd men out in Grand Rapids and have been jettisoned to ECHL Toledo … Grand Rapids went 1-1 this week, with Mitchell Callahan, Tomas Jurco and Alexey Marchenko each recording three points.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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Anthony Mantha

Anthony Mantha appears to be handling disappointment well.

Mantha, back in the QMJHL as a 19-year-old after participating in training camp and one pre-season game with the Detroit Red Wings, has terrorized opponents of the Val-d’Or Foreurs through five games since his demotion, recording eight goals and six assists for a league-leading 14 points.

Scoring is nothing new for Mantha, who the Red Wings selected in the first round (20th overall) after watching him claim the QMJHL’s goal-scoring crown with a 50-goal campaign. 

But what the Red Wings want to see along with his 6-foot-4 frame and James Neal-esque scoring savvy is more competitiveness and a better-rounded game.

“He’s got to go back to juniors and learn to be an every-day player,” Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told the Macomb Daily. “When you compete every day and when you compete on every puck, get strong enough, live it every day and one day you get to play here. In the meantime, you get to play juniors or the American League.”

Mantha, who is eligible to play in the AHL in 2014-15, was the only junior-aged Red Wings prospect to play in the NHL pre-season. He is the frontrunner to win the QMJHL scoring title — although Tampa Bay Lightning prospect Jonathan Drouin will have something to say about that — but perhaps the biggest step forward he can make will be to crack Canada’s world junior team. 

FINAL CUTS: Amid heavy competition, Adam Almquist has put himself in position for an NHL call-up at some point this season.

The 22-year-old defenseman had a good training camp and appeared in three NHL pre-season games, recording two goals and two assists to establish himself as the eighth defenseman on the NHL depth chart despite concerns over his lack of size at just 5-foot-10 and 174 pounds.

Although not the biggest blueline name on the Red Wings’ prospect list with the likes of Ryan Sproul, Mattias Backman and Xavier Ouellet hogging the headlines, Almquist’s keen hockey sense and skill level could make him a valuable asset for the Red Wings.

Almquist had 10 goals and 21 assists in his first AHL season with Grand Rapids in 2012-13.

“If he can work at it and get to 187 pounds, with his skill set he may be able to play,” Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock told MLive.com.

“He’s talented,” Babcock added, to the Detroit Free Press. “Moves the puck. He’s an undersized guy, but his skill set and his hockey sense are so good that he might be able to play. He’s going to have a huge winter, then a great summer next summer, then see what happens. But he looks to me, his mind and his athleticism are NHL. His body is small.”

Up front, it was former first-round pick Riley Sheahan and recent free-agent signing Luke Glendening perhaps putting themselves at the top of the list for recalls. Both appeared in five pre-season games, with Sheahan going without a point and Glendening registering a goal and an assist.

Calle Jarnkrok, Tomas Jurco, Teemu Pulkkinen and Mitchell Callahan were the other final cuts up front, while it was Ouellet and Sproul outlasting the rest on defense. All will play key roles for Grand Rapids this season as the Griffins attempt to defend their Calder Cup championship.

“Ouellet and Sproul look like they’re going to be ready for prime time pretty soon,” Babcock told the Red Wings official website.

Ouellet and goaltender Jared Coreau started the season in Detroit for salary-cap purposes, while Petr Mrazek will serve as Jimmy Howard’s backup until Jonas Gustavsson is healthy.

NOTES: Goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) signed an entry-level contract with the Red Wings over the weekend, joining Mrazek and Coreau as goaltending prospects under contract with the organization … Left-winger Andreas Athanasiou (Barrie, OHL) had one of the better camps of the junior-aged prospects and is off to a good start with two goals and three assists in four games … Center Mattias Janmark (AIK, SEL) is in the top 10 in Swedish scoring with five goals and two assists in six games. Janmark is a high-upside, 20-year-old sleeper taken in the third round of this past June’s draft.

Sarah Lindenau contributed to this report.
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The Hobey Baker Award has a spot on the mantle.

So does the puck from John Gaudreau's first NHL goal.

Now the Calgary Flames prospect may have to make space for an ESPY Award, too.

“That's exciting. I'm up there against four pretty talented athletes,” said Gaudreau, who's among the finalists for the ESPN honour as the top male college athlete. “It's just great to be recognized. I'm gonna be excited to get out there and meet the other guys.”

The way things have gone in the last year, it's easy to think the honour is a slam dunk for Gaudreau, who was an offensive dynamo with 36 goals and 80 points in 40 games for Boston College before turning pro for the Flames season finale.

Besides, it seems like he's collected every other award he could.

“I'm sure there's a lot of awards I haven't won,” Gaudreau said with humility. “The most important was the Frozen Four, that we didn't win. It was a good season by our team this year, but came a little short.”

The ESPY Awards will be handed out July 16, which will essentially completely close out Gaudreau's college career.

Looking forward, the winger who'll celebrate his 21st birthday next month, has a legitimate shot to be a full-time NHLer as early as this coming season.

Sure his size is an issue – the Flames are fooling nobody by listing him as 5-foot-9 – but Gaudreau's wizardry with the puck can't be denied.

After scoring a goal in his NHL debut, Gaudreau joined the U.S. team for the world championships and racked up two goals and 10 points in eight games.

“It gave me a lot more confidence,” Gaudreau said Saturday after his first on-ice session of the Flames summer development camp. “I learned a lot out there playing with NHL guys, playing against NHL guys. Getting to play against (Alex) Ovechkin and (Jaromir) Jagr – I think Jagr was playing in the NHL before I was even born – is something pretty special.

“I think it's going to help me in the long run.”

So will chats with other players who have managed to overcome the NHL's aversion to smaller players and excelled.

“I've talked to a lot of small guys in the NHL, and my agent has a few smaller guys in the NHL, like (Martin) St. Louis. I've got a lot of great advice,” said Gaudreau, Calgary's fourth-round pick, 104th overall, in the 2011 NHL Draft. “I've just got to make sure I follow in their footsteps and do what they've been doing.”

Advice such as what?

“They said you need to be strong in your legs, definitely work out your legs,” he relayed. “And you don't need to be too big in your upper body because you won't be able to stickhandle that well. Just a lot of great pointers from a lot of great guys and I really appreciate it.”

During Saturday's session at the WinSport facility at Canada Oympic Park, among the noteworthy moments with Gaudreau was him working with the club's 2014 first-round pick Sam Bennett during a two-on-two game, and when he went head-to-head against Hunter Smith – the 6-foot-7 winger drafted in the second round this year – in a drill to develop angling puck-carrying players into the boards.

Even Gaudreau and Smith were laughing at the size difference.

“We said it probably wasn't the greatest pair to match up in that drill,” Gaudreau said with a smile. “He took it easy on me, not too many big hits.”

randy.sportak@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/SUNRandySportak
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Running down a dream 

David Wolf at summer prospects camp on Friday. Germany is along way to come to realize the dream of playing in the NHL, and that's exactly what Wolf's goal is.

Duty called and David Wolf had to report.

The task was to meet the Calgary media for the first time.

At that very moment, Germany was facing France in a World Cup quarter-finals clash, so it was natural to ask whether the Flames prospect was disappointed be forced to walk away from the futbal game on TV.

“Actually, yes,” Wolf said with a laugh. “But that’s OK. I was the first guy testing, so I was happy about that. My dad just texted me when (the Germans) scored the first goal.”

The first day of the Flames summer prospects camp on Friday was basically just fitness testing and a chance for players to get their bearings at the WinSport facility at Canada Olympic Park.

The first on-ice sessions will be Saturday.

For Wolf, the burly 24-year-old from Germany who was signed as a free agent this spring, it’s the next step to hopefully realizing a dream.

Consider that the 6-foot-3, 220-lb. winger who netted 14 goals, 40 points and 152 penalty minutes last season with the Hamburg Freezers could happily stay home and be a star.

He’s come to the Flames this season with a two-way contract and no guarantee he’s going to be on the NHL roster, but happy to be given a shot.

“It’s a dream come true, especially for European guys, to play one day, one time, in the National Hockey League,” Wolf said. “A lot of hockey players dream about that in Germany. It’s pretty tough to get here, but if you get the chance, you will take it. That’s why I’m here.

“I don’t want to just play in the AHL, I want to make the team, I want to play for the Flames. I’ve put my heart and soul into that and we’ll see what happens.”

Wolf has been this far before, having attended the Toronto Maple Leafs summer camp two years ago, but since then has amped up his game in the hopes of reaching the world’s top league.

He believes the time in the interim has prepared him all the more.

“We have a lot of ex-NHL guys on my team. I played with Jamie Benn two years ago in the lockout, so I know what it’s about to play in the National Hockey League, what I have to do,” he said. “Also, I have a lot of older experienced players who told me a lot of stuff, and my dad, too. From everybody, I’ve taken their help and worked myself.”

Benn, the Dallas Stars standout, was with the Freezers for half the season and told Wolf to believe he could make it if given the chance and if he dedicated himself.

“He’s a great guy. I was single then, too, so we’d eat every day together,” Wolf said. “We were best friends at that time. I asked him about the National Hockey League a lot and I look up to him. He’s my age and he’s one of the best players in the world. I think it was good to see how he was on the ice, especially in one-on-one battles with him.”

Getting into battles is probably Wolf’s best chance at making the jump to the NHL.

Not only does he have the size to be a physical presence, but he has the rambunctious style to go with it.

How much he’ll show of it during the summer camp remains to be seen.

“Actually, I hope I still can skate because the last few months I wasn’t on the ice,” Wolf said. “In Germany, we don’t have ice in the summertime, so I hope I get quick into it the first two days and then I will be ready for the scrimmage.

“Of course, I’m going to ask the coaches how hard we can play, and then I will see what happens.”

If all goes well, maybe Wolf will not only get the chance to square off against Benn, but also against fellow countryman Leon Draisaitl, the centre drafted third overall this year by the Edmonton Oilers.

“I don’t know how him well, but I skated with him a couple years ago in practice,” said Wolf, who noted their fathers were teammates. “I didn’t talk to him (before the draft), but wished him luck on Facebook. I’m really happy a German player would get (taken) in the first round of the draft.”

“If we play against each other one day, it’s gonna be - of course - no friends, especially against Edmonton. I’m trying to play for the Flames right now and if I’m going to play one day against Edmonton, it’s not going to be friendly.”

randy.sportak@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/@SUNRandySportak 
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Sam Bennett isn’t expecting that he’ll just be handed a spot on the Calgary Flames roster this season.

He expects to grab it for himself.

The club’s first-round draft choice has arrived in the Stampede City for the summer prospects camp, but the centre selected fourth overall a week ago at the NHL Draft in Philadelphia expects to use this week as the springboard to claiming a big-league spot when the season opens in October.

“That’s gonna be my goal, in this camp and in training camp, to prove that I’m ready and do whatever I can to make the team,” Bennett said after he completed his fitness testing Friday at the WinSport facility at Canada Olympic Park. “That’s ultimately the goal.

“I definitely want to leave a good impression on everyone that’s watching. This is more the development camp, so it’s more for the players to develop and all that, but definitely, I’m looking to show myself and definitely leave a good impression.

“Depending on how I play and how I perform, that’s going to determine if I make the team or not. Any chance I get to prove my stuff, I’m going to take it and make the best of it.”

Rest assured, all eyes of the Flames brass — and their fans on hand when players hit the ice starting Saturday — will be on Bennett and how he handles all aspects of the camp.

For starters, he says he’s managed to increase his weight to “roughly” 185-lb. on his 6-foot-1 frame. Sean Monahan, the top pick a year ago, weighed 185 lb. when he arrived for the summer camp and managed to hit 200 lb. by main camp, which was a factor in him being able to handle and excel amidst the rigours of the NHL.

“My size and strength. It’s going to come and it’s something I’m working on,” Bennett said.

“Just the little things that you have to do well, like faceoffs. That’s something that I’m definitely going to be working on a lot.”

After leaving Calgary, he’ll be working on it with Andy O’Brien, who trains the likes of Sidney Crosby among a litany of NHLers, although he also has the Canadian world junior team’s summer camp on his calender next month. Fellow Flames hopeful and good friend, Morgan Klimchuk, will also attend the camp.

What the Flames will be looking for from Bennett this week doesn’t end with how he tips the scales.

They’ll want to see his skills on full display, as well as the competitive nature he possesses and how it translates with and against the rest of the team’s top prospects.

But the week in Calgary isn’t just about being under scrutiny.

Part of it will be for Bennett to get to know the other players in the system.

“Eventually, we’re all going to be teammates. That’s a huge part of this camp, and I’m trying to get to know the guys the best I can,” Bennett said.

“I’m not really familiar with too many of the guys. It’s a bunch of new faces, and we’re trying to get to know each other a little bit. We’re all here for the same goal, so it definitely makes it exciting.”

Part of it is to get a taste of the city, including a trip to the Calgary Stampede.

“I heard we might get a chance to do that, so I’m definitely really excited for that,” said the product of Holland Landing, Ont., a village less than an hour’s drive north of Toronto.

“I’ll have to get a hat and boots and the whole thing. Hopefully, I can get all that stuff. I’d love to wear it.”

randy.sportak@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/@SUNRandySportak

TSN

Following their end-of-season collapse, Dave Nonis told TSN Radio 1050 that he's looking to get the Leafs back to where they were two seasons ago when the team broke their seven-year playoff drought.

The GM said the additions of Leo Komarov, Stephane Robidas and Roman Polak were made with the expectation that the veterans would set an on-ice example of the way the Leafs want their top players to compete.

“Those players can generate a lot of emotion and they can bring players into the fight with them, and that's what we had two years ago and we need to get it back this year,” Nonis said.

Despite the addition of two defencemen, Nonis said he wasn't overly concerned about his back-end's overall talent level, but felt like their fit as a group of six wasn't ideal.

“We wanted to change the way we played the game. With Robidas and Roman, you're talking about guys who play very very hard and the compete-level of those guys is a big part of their game and we think it'll rub off with the rest of our group.”

Besides the players he did sign and acquire, Nonis also weighed in on the loss of centre Dave Bolland, and the Josh Gorges situation, in which the veteran blueliner accepted a deal to the Sabres after vetoing a trade that would have sent him to Toronto.

“We did put a significant offer on the table for him,” Nonis said of the Bolland negotiations. “We felt it was reflective of his value to us, where he should be paid and there was another team that felt like he should be paid more.”

On Gorges:

“I may find that odd, but that's his choice and he's earned that right.”

To round out his roster, Nonis mentioned he is still in the market for forward depth, pointing out the Leafs are looking to put an emphasis on increasing the reliance on their fourth line.

“Your third and fourth lines have to contribute,” Nonis said, adding that he recognizes the league's top teams use their fourth line for between eight and 12 minutes a game in order to lighten the load on top-end players and prevent them from wearing down. 

In addition to possible future free agent additions, Nonis speculated Josh Leivo, David Broll and possibly Sam Carrick could challenge for a roster spots up front next season, while on the back-end, Petter Granberg and Stuart Percy could work their way into the mix.

Addressing the rumours surrounding back-up goaltender James Reimer, Nonis said he is fielding offers for the 26-year-old, but if a deal can't be reached expects him to be ready for the start of camp.

“If there's a deal that makes sense for us to move James Reimer, and makes us better and gives us assets that are reflective of what he is, which is a goaltender who has been a no. 1, who could challenge for a no. 1 here, then you'll look to do it,” Nonis said.

“But it's difficult finding quality goaltenders. We think he is one and I would expect if there isn't a deal that makes sense that he would come to camp in the best shape that he could possibly be in with the mindset to play in as many games as he can.”
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NHL RELEASES FREE AGENT LIST

     NEW YORK (July 1, 2014) -- The National Hockey League today released a list of players who are restricted free agents under Group 2, unrestricted free agents under Group 3 and Group 6 and unrestricted free agents by virtue of not receiving a qualifying offer.

     Some of these players may recently have signed with their respective Clubs; however, their contracts had not yet been filed with the League.

 FREE AGENTS SUBJECT TO COMPENSATION AND RIGHT TO MATCH - GROUP 2

     The players listed below have been tendered a qualifying offer by their respective Clubs and are subject to draft-choice compensation and right to match. The draft choice compensation scale is based on compensation offered by the new Club:

 OFFER    COMPENSATION

 $1,110,249 or below    None

 Over $1,110,249 to $1,682,194    Third-round choice

 Over $1,682,194 to $3,364,391    Second-round choice

 Over $3,364,391 to $5,046,585    First-round and third-round choice

 Over $5,046,585 to $6,728,781    First-round, second-round and third-round choice

 Over $6,728,781 to $8,410,976    Two first-round choices, one second- and one third-round choice

 Over $8,410,976    Four first-round choices

 ANAHEIM

 Jesse Blacker, Mat Clark, Louis Leblanc, Andre Petersson, Jakob Silfverberg, Devante Smith-Pelly, Sami Vatanen.

 ARIZONA

 Brandon McMillan, Jordan Szwarz.

 BOSTON

 Matt Bartkowski, Jordan Caron, Tommy Cross, Craig Cunningham, Justin Florek, Matt Fraser, Tyler Randell, Zach Trotman, David Warsofsky.

 BUFFALO

 Luke Adam, Tyler Ennis, Marcus Foligno, Matt Hackett, Chad Ruhwedel.

 CALGARY

 Chad Billins, Lance Bouma, Joe Colborne, Mark Cundari, Joni Ortio.

 CAROLINA

 Zach Boychuk, Michal Jordan, Greg Nemisz, Rasmus Rissanen, Justin Shugg, Jared Staal, Jiri Tlusty.

 CHICAGO

 None.

 COLORADO

 Tyson Barrie, Paul Carey, Stefan Elliott, Karl Stollery.

 COLUMBUS

 Sean Collins, Tim Erixon, Matt Frattin, Cody Goloubef, Ryan Johansen, Ilari Melart, David Savard, Corey Tropp, Dana Tyrell, Will Weber.

 DALLAS

 Brenden Dillon, Cody Eakin, Cameron Gaunce, Scott Glennie, Antoine Roussel.

 DETROIT

 Adam Almqvist, Mitch Callahan, Danny DeKeyser, Landon Ferraro, Andrej Nestrasil, Tomas Tatar.

 EDMONTON

 Richard Bachman, Luke Gazdic, Curtis Hamilton, Roman Horak, Philip Larsen, Andrew Miller, Jeff Petry, Tyler Pitlick, Justin Schultz.

 FLORIDA

 Erik Gudbranson, Jimmy Hayes, Dmitry Kulikov, Ryan Martindale, Dylan Olsen, Brandon Pirri, Garrett Wilson.

 LOS ANGELES

 Jean-Francois Berube, Dwight King, Brayden McNabb.

 MINNESOTA

 Jonathon Blum, Justin Fontaine, Darcy Kuemper, Nino Niederreiter.

 MONTREAL

 Lars Eller, Joonas Nattinen, P.K. Subban.

 NASHVILLE

 Taylor Beck, Anthony Bitetto, Mattias Ekholm, Ryan Ellis, Joonas Jarvinen, Simon Moser, Scott Valentine.

 NEW JERSEY

 Brandon Burlon, Maxime Clermont, Eric Gelinas, Jacob Josefson, Keith Kinkaid, Harri Pesonen, Mattias Tedenby, Scott Timmins, Alexander Urbom, David Wohlberg.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 Casey Cizikas, Matt Donovan, Brett Gallant, Aaron Ness, Anders Nilsson, Kevin Poulin.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 Ryan Bourque, Derick Brassard, Chris Kreider, Danny Kristo, Jason Missiaen, John Moore, Mats Zuccarello.

 OTTAWA

 Stephane Da Costa, Dave Dziurzynski, Derek Grant, Eric Gryba, Robin Lehner, Cole Schneider, Michael Sdao.

 PHILADELPHIA

 Jason Akeson, Erik Gustafsson, Brandon Manning, Tye McGinn.

 PITTSBURGH

 Simon Despres, Bobby Farnham, Jayson Megna, Philip Samuelsson, Nick Spaling, Brandon Sutter.

 ST. LOUIS

 Sergei Andronov, David Shields, Vladimir Sobotka, Sebastian Wannstrom.

 SAN JOSE

 Jason Demers, Taylor Doherty, Harri Sateri, James Sheppard, Matt Tennyson, Tommy Wingels.

 TAMPA BAY

 Brett Connolly, Dmitry Korobov, Richard Panik, Philippe Paradis, Andrej Sustr.

 TORONTO

 Spencer Abbott, Carter Ashton, Jerry D'Amigo, Cody Franson, Jake Gardiner, Peter Holland, James Reimer.

 VANCOUVER

 Peter Andersson, Darren Archibald, Joe Cannata, Brandon DeFazio, Zack Kassian, Chris Tanev, Linden Vey, Yannick Weber.

 WASHINGTON

 Michael Latta, Edward Pasquale, Cameron Schilling, Nate Schmidt.

 WINNIPEG

 John Albert, Ben Chiarot, Patrice Cormier, Michael Hutchinson, Carl Klingberg, Eric O'Dell.

 *    *    *

 The following players are subject to a Club-elected salary arbitration pursuant to Section 12.3(a) of the Collective Bargaining Agreement. They are eligible to negotiate and sign an Offer Sheet with any other Club pursuant to Section 10.3 of the CBA by no later than 5:00 p.m., ET, on July 5, 2014.

 Ryan O'Reilly, Colorado

 Michael Frolik, Winnipeg

 UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS - GROUP 3

 The following players have qualified for Group 3 Free Agency (age 27 or older or with at least seven Accrued Seasons) and are Unrestricted Free Agents.

 ANAHEIM

 Jonas Hiller, Saku Koivu, Stephane Robidas, Teemu Selanne, David Steckel, Zack Stortini, Daniel Winnik, Nolan Yonkman.

 ARIZONA

 Paul Bissonnette, Thomas Greiss, Jeff Halpern, Tim Kennedy, John Mitchell, Derek Morris, David Moss, Radim Vrbata, Brandon Yip.

 BOSTON

 Jarome Iginla, Chad Johnson, Nick Johnson, Andrej Meszaros, Mike Moore, Corey Potter, Shawn Thornton.

 BUFFALO

 Matt D'Agostini, Zenon Konopka, Kevin Porter, John Scott, Alexander Sulzer, Henrik Tallinder, Jamie Tardif, Marek Zagrapan.

 CALGARY

 Chris Butler, Mike Cammalleri, Blair Jones, Joey MacDonald, Derek Smith, Ben Street, Kevin Westgarth.

 CAROLINA

 Nicolas Blanchard, Radek Dvorak, Mark Flood, Mike Komisarek, Manny Malhotra, Justin Peters, Joni Pitkanen, Brett Sutter.

 CHICAGO

 Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Sheldon Brookbank, Brian Connelly, Michal Handzus, Nikolai Khabibulin, Jason LaBarbera, Brad Mills, Peter Regin.

 COLORADO

 Andre Benoit, Guillaume Desbiens, Jean-Sebastien Giguere, Matt Hunwick, Bryan Lerg, Cory Sarich, Paul Stastny, David Van Der Gulik, JT Wyman.

 COLUMBUS

 Cody Bass, Blake Comeau, Derek MacKenzie, Mike McKenna, Patrick McNeill, Nick Schultz, Jack Skille, Matt Taormina.

 DALLAS

 Vernon Fiddler, Maxime Fortunus, Chris Mueller, Cristopher Nilstorp, Toby Petersen, Tim Thomas, Francis Wathier, Ray Whitney.

 DETROIT

 Daniel Alfredsson, Dick Axelsson, Todd Bertuzzi, Daniel Cleary, David Legwand, Kyle Quincey, Mikael Samuelsson.

 EDMONTON

 Anton Belov, Ben Eager, Mark Fraser, Denis Grebeshkov, Ryan Jones, Steve MacIntyre, Ryan Smyth.

 FLORIDA

 Krystofer Barch, Scott Clemmensen, Roman Derlyuk, Tom Gilbert, Matt Gilroy, Scott Gomez, Mark Mancari, Jon Matsumoto, Mike Mottau, Greg Rallo, Jonathan Rheault, Ryan Whitney, Jesse Winchester.

 LOS ANGELES

 Colin Fraser, Willie Mitchell.

 MINNESOTA

 Ilya Bryzgalov, John Curry, Jake Dowell, Dany Heatley, Jon Landry, Mikko Lehtonen, Cody McCormick, Matt Moulson, Nate Prosser, Michael Rupp, Clayton Stoner, Brad Winchester.

 MONTREAL

 Mike Blunden, Francis Bouillon, Devan Dubnyk, Brian Gionta, Douglas Murray, George Parros, Martin St. Pierre, Nick Tarnasky, Thomas Vanek, Mike Weaver.

 NASHVILLE

 Daniel Bang, Patrick Eaves, Joe Piskula, Alexander Radulov, Bryan Rodney, Ryan Thang.

 NEW JERSEY

 Steve Bernier, Martin Brodeur, Ryan Carter, Mark Fayne, Stephen Gionta, Maxim Noreau, Rod Pelley.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 Dan Boyle, Chris Bruton, Joe Finley, Justin Johnson, Radek Martinek, Evgeni Nabokov, Ken Reiter.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 Arron Asham, Stu Bickel, Brian Boyle, Daniel Carcillo, Raphael Diaz, Micheal Haley, Aaron Johnson, David LeNeveu, Dominic Moore, Benoit Pouliot, Darroll Powe, Anton Stralman, Danny Syvret.

 OTTAWA

 Joe Corvo, Tyler Eckford, Ales Hemsky, Matt Kassian, Nathan Lawson, Milan Michalek, Ilya Zubov.

 PHILADELPHIA

 Yann Danis, Steve Downie, Ray Emery, Bruno Gervais, Hal Gill, Adam Hall, Ben Holmstrom, Kris Newbury, Chris Vande Velde.

 PITTSBURGH

 Chris Conner, Nick Drazenovic, Deryk Engelland, Tanner Glass, Marcel Goc, Jussi Jokinen, Chuck Kobasew, Brendan Mikkelson, Matt Niskanen, Brooks Orpik, Taylor Pyatt, Lee Stempniak, Joe Vitale, Tomas Vokoun.

 ST. LOUIS

 Keith Aucoin, Alexandre Bolduc, Patrick Cannone, Taylor Chorney, Carlo Colaiacovo, Adam Cracknell, Christian Hanson, Ryan Miller, Brenden Morrow, Steve Ott, Derek Roy.

 SAN JOSE

 Rob Davison, Scott Hannan, Bracken Kearns, John McCarthy, Chad Rau.

 TAMPA BAY

 Cedric Desjardins, Michael Kostka, Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Brian Lee, Tom Pyatt, Sami Salo, Dan Sexton.

 TORONTO

 Troy Bodie, Dave Bolland, Leo Komarov, Nikolai Kulemin, Drew MacIntyre, Jay McClement, Paul Ranger, Mason Raymond, Trevor Smith, Jerred Smithson, Brad Staubitz.

 VANCOUVER

 Andrew Alberts, Benn Ferriero, Pascal Pelletier, Mike Santorelli, Colin Stuart.

 WASHINGTON

 Julien Brouillette, Chay Genoway, Mikhail Grabovski, David Leggio, Dustin Penner, Joel Rechlicz, Brandon Segal, Ryan Stoa, Tyson Strachan, Matt Watkins.

 WINNIPEG

 Andrew Gordon, Olli Jokinen, Al Montoya, Devin Setoguchi, Chris Thorburn.

 UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS - GROUP 6

 The following players qualify for unrestricted free agency, having met the requirements for Group 6 free agency. This group is defined as players whose contracts have expired, are age 25 or older, have completed three or more professional seasons, and (i) in the case of a player other than a goaltender, have played less than 80 NHL games (regular-season and playoff), or (ii) in the case of a goaltender, have played less than 28 NHL games (regular-season and playoff). Please note that these amounts are subject to pro-rating due to the 48-game season in 2012-13.

 ANAHEIM

 None.

 ARIZONA

 Cade Fairchild, Brett Hextall, Andy Miele.

 BOSTON

 Blake Parlett.

 BUFFALO

 None.

 CALGARY

 Christopher Breen.

 CAROLINA

 Brett Bellemore, Matthew Corrente, Mike Murphy.

 CHICAGO

 None.

 COLORADO

 Brad Malone.

 COLUMBUS

 Carter Camper, Jeremy Smith, Paul Thompson.

 DALLAS

 None.

 DETROIT

 None.

 EDMONTON

 None.

 FLORIDA

 Michael Caruso.

 LOS ANGELES

 Andrew Campbell.

 MINNESOTA

 Steven Kampfer, Carson McMillan, Kyle Medvec.

 MONTREAL

 None.

 NASHVILLE

 None.

 NEW JERSEY

 Mike Hoeffel.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 None.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 None.

 OTTAWA

 Alex Grant, Jim O'Brien.

 PHILADELPHIA

 None.

 PITTSBURGH

 Brian Gibbons, Spencer Machacek, Zach Sill, Harry Zolnierczyk.

 ST. LOUIS

 Eric Selleck.

 SAN JOSE

 Matt Pelech.

 TAMPA BAY

 None.

 TORONTO

 TJ Brennan.

 VANCOUVER

 Alex Biega, Jeremy Welsh.

 WASHINGTON

 David Kolomatis.

 WINNIPEG

 Zach Redmond, Jerome Samson.

 UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

 The following players were not tendered a qualifying offer and are therefore Unrestricted Free Agents not subject to a right to match or draft choice compensation.

 ANAHEIM

 Mathieu Perreault.

 ARIZONA

 Mathieu Brodeur, Justin Weller, Ethan Werek.

 BOSTON

 None.

 BUFFALO

 Cory Conacher, Nick Crawford, Connor Knapp, Matt MacKenzie, Jamie McBain, Shawn Szydlowski.

 CALGARY

 Paul Byron, David Eddy, T.J. Galiardi, James Martin, Olivier Roy.

 CAROLINA

 Drayson Bowman, Tommi Kivisto, Andrei Loktionov, Aaron Palushaj, Kellan Tochkin.

 CHICAGO

 Terry Broadhurst, Byron Froese, David Gilbert, Philippe Lefebvre, Theo Peckham.

 COLORADO

 Kieran Millan, Mark Olver, Kent Patterson.

 COLUMBUS

 Anton Blomqvist, Oliver Gabriel, Jake Hansen.

 DALLAS

 Ryan Button, Dustin Jeffrey, Tristan King, Hubert Labrie, Austin Smith.

 DETROIT

 Willie Coetzee, Cory Emmerton, Gleason Fournier, Max Nicastro, Trevor Parkes.

 EDMONTON

 Taylor Fedun.

 FLORIDA

 Steven Anthony, Jonathan Hazen, Mattias Lindstrom, Anthony Luciani.

 LOS ANGELES

 James Livingston, Jonathan Parker, Steve Quailer.

 MINNESOTA

 Josh Caron, Tyler Cuma, Kristopher Foucault.

 MONTREAL

 Robert Czarnik, Peter Delmas, Ryan White.

 NASHVILLE

 Michael Del Zotto, Joonas Rask, Charles-Olivier Roussel.

 NEW JERSEY

 Riley Boychuk, Harry Young.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 Marc Cantin, Joe Diamond, Matt Mangene.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 Kyle Beach, Justin Falk, Kyle Jean, Scott Stajcer, Jason Wilson.

 OTTAWA

 Ben Blood, Corey Cowick, Wacey Hamilton.

 PHILADELPHIA

 Marc-Andre Bourdon, Tyler Brown, Cullen Eddy, Kyle Flanagan, Cal Heeter, Tyler Hostetter.

 PITTSBURGH

 None.

 ST. LOUIS

 Brett Ponich, Tyler Shattock.

 SAN JOSE

 Sena Acolatse, Adam Comrie, Nick Petrecki, Brodie Reid, Sebastian Stalberg, Marek Viedensky.

 TAMPA BAY

 Keith Aulie, Charles Landry, Anders Lindback, Geoff Walker.

 TORONTO

 Cameron Abney, Kenny Ryan.

 VANCOUVER

 Zac Dalpe, Yann Sauve, Jordan Schroeder.

 WASHINGTON

 Nicolas Deschamps, Brett Flemming, Peter LeBlanc.

 WINNIPEG

 Keaton Ellerby, Matt Halischuk, Cody Sol, James Wright.

Hodgman wants to stay home but not play for Komets... yet

More Information

Online

For more on the Komets, follow Blake Sebring on Twitter at www.twitter.com/blakesebring and at his blog www.tailingthekomets.com.

Enjoying long summer to look for NHL contract

By Blake Sebring  of The News-Sentinel 

Tuesday, June 24, 2014 - 12:01 am 

With his grit and sometimes nasty nature, Justin Hodgman may be one of the world's toughest hockey players, but he's also the biggest softy alive when saying goodbye to his daughter and son.

``It never gets any easier,'' the former and future Fort Wayne Komets center said. ``Those airport scenes could be filmed for a drama. They are so young that they don't get it, but my daughter is 5 and she sort of gets it. `It's OK Daddy, we'll see you on Skype.' It's amazing how well she handles it.''

But he can't handle it any more, so the hero of the Komets' 2008 Turner Cup win and owner of championship rings from 2009 and 2010 is looking for a job in North America. After playing for a year in Finland and the last two in Russia, he wants to stay closer to Fort Wayne where he lives with his wife Nicole and their children. He's hoping for a two-way contract between an NHL team and its AHL affiliate.

``They offered me a contract to go back, but I have decided not to go back to Russia next year because I can't take my family with me,'' he said. ``The travel is too taxing, and the lifestyle is just so much different. Literally, there is no amount of money that would be worth it.''

The outstanding money in Europe has allowed him to provide financial stability for his family and playing in the Kontinental Hockey League has helped him grow as a player. Now is the time for him to try for the NHL. He turns 26 on Friday.

``I'm selling myself as a depth player,'' he said. ``I can make a difference as a role player. If I can't get a contract, I have to believe I can at least get a training camp offer. Every team brings 50 players to training camp.''

If that doesn't work, he'll probably return to Europe, but this time play again in eastern Europe where Nicole and the kids can join him as they did when he played in Finland.

Part of the problem in Russia is the travel, and the way he's moved around teams. After playing for Metallurg Magnitogorsk in 2012-13, after 18 games a new coach traded him to Nizhny Novgorod where he played 14 games before being traded to an expansion team in Vladivostok which is nine hours east of Moscow and 50 kilometers from North Korea.

He helped Admiral Vladivostok rally to take the No. 8 seed in the playoffs. Hodgman scored four points in five playoff games as Admiral Vladivostok lost to No. 1 seed Metallurg Magnitogorsk in five games, the last two games in triple overtime and overtime.

``Their payroll was like $50 million and our whole team made $9 or $10 million,'' Hodgman said. ``It was crazy. We had no business even winning a game. It was actually one of the coolest things I've done in my career to help that team make the playoffs and then put up a fight.''

Whenever possible, which isn't often, he's been flying home during short breaks in the season. Once, Nicole and the kids met him in New York for a quick weekend. Another time he flew a combined 50 hours to spend 35 at home.

Now Braelynn is 5, and Zayden will turn 3 on July 9. The last two years, their dad had to leave for Russia immediately after his son's birthday party.

He could sign to return to Russia today and be paid extremely well. He'd just rather see his wife face-to-face than on a computer screen. He calls her a saint for putting up with his work life.

``We're going to be all right wherever we end up,'' he said. ``We'll either be in North America and under NHL contract, or we'll be in a great city in Europe having a better financial opportunity and still playing in one of the best leagues in the world. The whole plan was to come home and relax for the entire summer.''

The Hodgmans don't get many chances at normal family life, so he and Nicole are trying to make this summer last.

Someday, Hodgman says, he still plans on coming home to play again for the Komets, but it might not be for two or three more years.

``I plan to and I can't wait to, but I hope it's down the road. I can't wait,'' he said. ``I absolutely love playing here, but I want it to happen at the end of my career.''

He keeps in contact with all members of Komets management and staff and even watched a few games at the end of last season after he came home from Russia.

``I love it here and loved playing here, and I literally cannot wait,'' he said. ``I won't put a number on it, but hopefully not for a few years. I loved playing here for so many reasons, and the reasons are endless.''
By: Kevin McGran Sports Reporter, Mark Zwolinski Sports reporter,  Published on Tue Jul 01 2014 

Leo Komarov joins Stephane Robidas, Matt Frattin, and Roman Polak, as four new additions for the Leafs so far.

The Leafs biggest splash of the day came just before 2 p.m. when Toronto signed defenceman Robidas to a three year, $9 million deal.

Robidas gives the Leafs three right-side defenceman, joining Dion Phaneuf and newly acquired Roman Polak.

“One of the reasons they reached out to me to get a deal is to bring a little bit of leadership and help the younger guys,” Robidas told Sportsnet. “I want to be part of the solution and be a piece of the puzzle and really help those young defencemen. They have Morgan Rielly and Jake Gardiner and they're really good players.”

But Robidas, drafted by Montreal, is 37 and coming off a pair of injuries involving broken legs.

“I am excited to get going in September,” said Robidas. “I am about 95 per cent. I started skating last week. It's been two months post-surgery. I've done X-rays and other tests. Everything looks really good. The doctors are happy the way the bone is healing. It's not a ligament. It's a bone. It heals and it comes back 100 per cent.

“I'm not going 100 miles an hour, but I'm getting in that mode where I can get going”

Still, he was said to be solid in Anaheim last season. He has also played with Chicago and Dallas in an NHL career where he has logged 885 career games and 251 points.

Leafs GM Dave Nonis followed up Robidas by returning a fan favourite in Leo Komarov.

In finalizing a move that was widely expected — even when the Leafs were in their regular season — Nonis signed Komarov to a four year deal at $2.9 million per year.

Komarov was highly thought of two seasons ago in Toronto where he combined excellent skating with a penchant for “hitting everything that moves.” He moved to the KHL but said over the winter that he would love to come back to Toronto.

Former winger Matt Frattin came back to the Leafs in a deal with Columbus that sent Jerry D'Amigo and a seventh round pick to the Blue Jackets.

Frattin was part of the deal with the Kings last summer that brought Jonathan Bernier to Toronto.

Earlier, the Leafs lost winger Mason Raymond, who signed with Calgary after a successful comeback year with Toronto last season in which he scored 19 goals off a one year, $1 million deal.

On the heels of that came Dave Bolland landing in Florida. “Toronto was a great place for me and I thank them for having me there, but ... the money wasn’t there,” Bolland said.

And Dan Boyle, who was targeted by the Leafs, signed with the Rangers on a two year deal at $9 million.

Josh Gorges made some comments about his move to Buffalo, and was asked why he rejected overtures by the Leafs to join them after several years in Montreal.

“There were about six teams thrown in there and I came to the realization ... that this (move to Buffalo) was a way to help Montreal make a move (for him), I guess,” Georges told Sportsnet.

“To be honest, when this first came about (Leafs), it was hard for me to (accept) after being in Montreal for such a long time, you really grow to hate that team (Leafs) and it’s hard to switch over to Toronto,” Gorges added.

“Nothing against that organization, but when you build with a team and build a rivalry, it’s hard to go over (to the Leafs) and put your heart and soul into it. I thought about it and then came to this decision (Buffalo). When you play in Montreal, Toronto and Boston are there, the rivalry is there.”

Leafs president Brendan Shanahan had reached out to Gorges over the past few days after the shocking news that the Habs were buying him out.

***

Vancouver became the centre of goalie talk — again.

After two years of controversy over Roberto Luongo and Cory Schneider, the Canucks landed former Sabres goalie Ryan Miller on a three year deal at over $6 million per year.

And Dallas' new GM Jim Nill, whose club had a tremendously promising run in the playoffs in April, added Ales Hemsky to their mix after grabbing Jason Spezza right off the bat at the noon-hour opening of free agency.

Now, Spezza, a right handed centre, will likely pair with Jamie Benn on the first line while Hemsky and Tyler Seguin are available for the second line. Dallas at the moment has come out one of the bigger winners so far on the first day of free agency.

***

Anaheim goalie Jonas Hiller signed with Calgary on a two year deal at $9 million — and the move marked a great pick up for the Flames.

Former Leafs GM Brian Burke, now in Calgary as president, brought Hiller into the NHL when he was GM in Anaheim.

***

The Edmonton Oilers opened their pocketbooks right away, signing defenceman Mark Fayne and forward Benoit Pouliot to long term deals.

Edmonton has been in the market for defensive help for over a year now and signed Fayne — a former New Jersey Devil — to a four year deal at $3.5 million per year, plus a $500,000 signing bonus. Pouliot followed with a five year, $20 million deal.

Edmonton has plenty of cap space available this summer and wanted to act soon on their needs and avoid their fear of other teams jacking up the prices of the players they were targeting.

***

Manny Malhotra, who performed so well for Vancouver during their playoff runs, has signed a one year deal with Montreal for $850,000. Malhotra, one of the NHL’s better faceoff men, will definitely boost Montreal’s depth a forward.

***

Christian Ehrhoff has jumped to Pittsburgh from Buffalo after the Sabres exercised their right to buy him out. Ehrhoff took a one year, $4 million deal to land with Sidney Crosby and Co., and will also receive $1 million as part of his buyout from the Sabres.

***

The Ottawa Senators made the first big move Tuesday, an hour before the window to sign free agents even began.

The Senators traded their captain, Jason Spezza, to the Dallas Stars, along with minor league forward Ludvig Karlsson, 23, for winger Alec Chiasson, 23; forward Alex Guptill, 22; winger Nicholas Paul, 10, and a second-round pick in 2015.
Ducks Make Four Selections in Rounds 2-7 of 2014 NHL Draft
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The Ducks selected four additional players in Rounds 2-7 of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft today at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. In addition to yesterday’s first-round pick (10th overall) of Nick Ritchie (Peterborough, Ontario Hockey League), the club selected defenseman Marcus Pettersson (second round, 38th overall), defenseman Brandon Montour (second round, 55th overall), defenseman Matthew Berkovitz (fifth round, 123rd overall) and left wing Ondrej Kase (seventh round, 205th overall). 

“Our philosophy is to take the best player available,” said Ducks Director of Amateur Scouting Martin Madden. “From that perspective, we accomplished our task in this weekend’s draft. We got players our staff is passionate about and who fit the Ducks’ identity.”

Pettersson, 18 (5/8/96), played 10 games with Skelleftea of the Swedish Hockey League last season, going scoreless with two penalty minutes (PIM). Pettersson played most of the season with Skelleftea’s junior team, collecting 4-14=18 points with 38 PIM in 38 games. The 6-4, 170-pound blueliner has represented Sweden in several international tournaments, including the 2014 Under-18 World Championship and the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge where he won gold.

Montour, 20 (4/11/94), scored 14-48=62 points with a +35 rating and 36 PIM in 60 games with Waterloo of the United States Hockey League (USHL) last season. The 6-0, 172-pound defenseman was named the USHL’s Player of the Year and Defenseman of the Year after leading all USHL defensemen and ranking ninth overall in scoring. A USHL First Team All-Star, Montour helped Waterloo to the top record in the regular season and went on to lead the USHL in postseason scoring with 6-10=16 points in 12 Clark Cup Playoff games. He is slated to attend the University of Massachusetts in the fall of 2014.

Berkovitz, 18 (2/16/96), represented Team Wisconsin of the Upper Midwest High School Elite Hockey League last season, collecting 3-10=13 points in 21 games. Berkovitz attended Ashwaubenon High School (WI), where he was one of the school’s top scorers in three of his four seasons. The 6-1, 180-pound blueliner was the lone defenseman out of eight finalists for the 2013-14 Wisconsin Hockey Coaches Association Player of the Year Award after scoring 11-26=37 points with a +16 rating in 24 games. Berkovitz, who helped the team to the Section 5 championship game with a team-best four points (0-4=4) in three playoff games, will attend the University of Wisconsin this fall.

Kase, 18 (11/8/95), recorded 1-2=3 points in five games with the Czech Republic at the 2014 World Junior Championship, including the game-winning tally against Slovakia that clinched a spot in the quarterfinals. Kase spent the majority of 2013-14 with Chomutov in the top league in the Czech Republic where he registered 4-3=7 points in 37 games. He also skated for Chomutov’s junior team for seven games, picking up 5-10=15 points. At the 2013 Under-18 World Championship, the 6-0, 165-pound winger was named one of his country’s top three players after collecting 1-2=3 points in five games.
Madden Discusses Anaheim's Five Selections at the 2014 NHL Draft
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Ducks Director of Amateur Scouting Martin Madden discusses Anaheim's five selections at the 2014 NHL Draft held June 27-28 at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. 

On if the team accomplished its goal at the NHL Draft

 I don’t think we approach the draft looking to fill needs. Our philosophy is best player available, and traits and passion from the staff. From that perspective, we accomplished our task. We got players our staff is passionate about, and fit the Ducks’ identity.

On what stood out about 10th overall pick Nick Ritchie

 Playoffs. His team [Peterborough] was down to Kingston, 3-1, and their top defense pair was doing a pretty good job against their top line. It was a tough series, but the Kingston defenders were hanging in there. Nick decided he was going to put a stamp on that fifth game. He made that top pair very uncomfortable by dump and chase and finishing his checks. But he also took the puck to the net and used his size and power to his advantage. He drove the puck to the net and got to rebounds. He used his big frame in front of the net on the power play. He played pretty well up to that point in that series, but that took him to another level. He continued to pound and do his thing. Games 5, 6 and 7, he was a big part of putting his stamp on those games to get back in the series.

On the influence of his brother, Brett, currently in the Dallas Stars system

 What I like most about that is his brother continuously improved from his 17-year-old season. He had a very good first-year pro season this year in Dallas. Even at 18 and 19, his skating will need to improve. He got more consistent with his physicality and energy, so it’s nice to see that Nick has a good role model right there with him. There no doubt about that. It’s going to be interesting when Nick is all over him when we play Dallas.

On if he was nervous at the possibility of the No. 10 pick being traded

 [Bob Murray] assured me that the No. 10 pick was never in play. I got a little nervous at one point this week, but in the end, it didn’t feel like that one was going away.

On selecting three defensemen among the five picks

 It just happened. Especially for our fifth-round pick [Matthew Berkovitz], he happened to be a pick two of our staff members had real passion for. I would’ve liked a forward there, but two of our staff members were really passionate about this kid and his long-term potential. We think he’s going to a good school, Wisconsin, in two years. They develop really good defensemen.

All these kids are four, five or six years down the road. At the end of the day, we look at talent and how they fit the Ducks identity. This year it happened that those three picks were defensemen. Having said that, with Brandon [Montour] at 55, he’s an interesting story. He was playing on his junior team last year, he played as much forward as he did defense. Then he moved to the USHL [United States Hockey League] and he just blew that league wide open from the defense in terms of his offense. Knowing we didn’t have a third or a fourth, we felt comfortable swinging hard for that pick, and going for that homerun-type of selection with him. He will be playing college next year at the University of Massachusetts.

On 38th overall selection Markus Pettersson

 His best attributes are his hockey sense and mobility. He moves very well for a kid who’s not very strong for his age. He has a lot of time to mature. In the next two or three years, he’ll put some muscle on. He thinks the game very well. He’s extremey talented in terms of awareness and the ability to position himself. He uses his reach to his advantage, and has a lot of confidence with the puck.

He won’t play for us next year. He’s physically not there. He has to work hard and fill that frame, but the upside is there. He’s a dedicated kid. He plays for a great program with Skelleftea. This year he played as much junior as he played men’s, but next year we anticipate him to be a full member of the men’s team in the SHL.

On if Pettersson will play out his entire three-year contract with Skelleftea

 The AHL has a clause with the NHL. Whenever we feel comfortable that he’s ready, we can sign him to an NHL contract. Right now, he’s on a three-year contract, but we’ll take it year by year. That’s where he’s going to spend his next year. We’ll evaluate where he is physically, and where his progression stands. If it takes three years, it takes three years. If it takes two, then it takes two. We’re not in a hurry with him. We’re going to do it the right way.

On seventh-round pick Ondrej Kase

 He’s a really smart, skilled offensive winger. He’s a little on the small side in terms of where he is in his development, but he’s 5-11 and a half. When our strength and conditioning coach, Sean Skahan, gets a hold of him, we think he can build him up. He’s got competitiveness, determination, hockey sense and skill.

On if the team tried to move into the third and fourth round

 It would’ve cost us too much in terms of next year’s draft to get there. Going in, we knew we were going to have a long wait through the middle of the draft. Looking back, it worked out well. We’re fine with the number of selections we had today.

Profile on Ducks Seventh Round Draft Pick Ondrej Kase
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The Ducks selected left wing Ondrej Kase with the 205th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. 

Kase spent the majority of the 2013-14 season playing for Chomutov in the top men’s league in the Czech Republic where he registered seven points (4-3—7) in 37 games. He also skated for Chomutov’s junior team for seven games, picking up 15 points (5-10—15).

At the 2014 World Junior Championship, Kase tallied three points (1-2—3) in five games with the Czech Republic, including the game-winning goal versus Slovakia that clinched a spot in the quarterfinals.

Kase skated for the Czech Republic at the 2012 Ivan Hlinka Memorial, recording five points (3-2—5) in five games. He also represented his country at the 2012 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge and was named one of his country’s top three players at the 2013 Under-18 World Championship after registering three points (1-2—3) in five games.

His brother, David (draft eligible in 2015), was an assistant captain for the Czech Republic at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge and won a silver medal for his country at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship. His father, Robert, also played professional hockey in the Czech Republic before spending five seasons in Germany. He is now an assistant coach with Chomutov after only a few months as head coach of the club’s under-16 team.

 "Ondrej is a good mobile skater with speed and acceleration. He's a very good playmaker with excellent puck-handling skills. He needs to bulk up, but he's still a fearless competitor who leads by example." -- Director of European Scouting, Goran Stubb

FAVORITES

 NHL player: Jaromir Jagr, Ales Hemsky

 Video game: NHL, FIFA

 Movie: Rocky Balboa

 Actor: Sylvester Stallone

 Music group: Kabat

 Website: www.Hokej.cz

 Sport (other than hockey): Tennis, Soccer

 Athlete (non-hockey): Usain Bolt
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The Ducks selected defenseman Matthew Berkovitz with the 123rd overall pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. 

Berkovitz finished second among Ashwaubenon skaters with 37 points (11-26—37) and a plus-16 rating in 24 games in 2013-14. He led the Jaguars with four points (0-4—4) in three playoff games, helping the team advance to the Section 5 championship game. He was the only defenseman and one of eight finalists for the Wisconsin Hockey Coaches Association player of the year award.

Berkovitz also suited up for Team Wisconsin in the Upper Midwest High School Elite Hockey League in 2013-14, totaling 13 points (3-10—13) in 21 games.

He was one of the Jaguars’ top two scorers in three of his four seasons with the team, including a team-best 25 points (11-14—25) in 23 games in 2012-13. Berkovitz (7-22—29) finished sixth among Ashwaubenon scorers in his freshman year of 2010-11, seven points behind his older brother, Austin (19-17—36).

Berkovitz has committed to attend the University of Wisconsin in the fall of 2014.

 "He’s got skill, can skate, has nice hands and a good feel for the game. He played for Team Wisconsin [in the Upper Midwest elite league], so I've seen him against good teams at the AAA midget level, and he competed hard and has a lot of ability in his game." -- NHL Central Scouting’s Greg Rajanen

Ducks Select Defenseman Montour in Second Round
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The Ducks selected defenseman Brandon Montour with the 55th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. 

In his first season with the Waterloo Black Hawks of the United States Hockey League (USHL), Montour was named the 2013-14 USHL Defenseman of the Year and USHL Player of the Year as determined by a vote of League coaches and general managers.

Montour played all 60 regular season games for the Black Hawks and totaled 62 points (14g/48a) to lead all USHL defensemen in scoring and finish ninth overall in the League. It was the most points by a defenseman in the USHL Tier 1 era (2002-present), surpassing the 60 points (13g/47a) by Colby Cohen of the Lincoln Stars in 2006-07, and was just five points shy of the USHL all-time record of 67 points scored by Mike Ross of the Rochester Mustangs in the 1986-87 season.

Montour dished out 48 assists, the second-most in the USHL this season and the most in the Tier 1 era for defenseman. He put together an 18-game point streak during the season, amassing 27 points (4g/23a) and leading Waterloo to a 16-1-1 record over that span. It was the third-longest scoring streak in the Tier 1 era and longest by a defenseman.

His 14 goals were the second-most this season by a defenseman and the Black Hawks posted a 13-0-0 record in games that he netted a goal, including three contests in which he scored the game-winner.

The defenseman produced 26 points (7g/19a) on the power play, third-most in the USHL, helping Waterloo to record the USHL’s top power play percentage (25.2%). He also ranked sixth in the USHL with a plus-35 rating as he finished even-or-better in 50 of the 60 regular season contests.

He helped lead a defensive unit for Waterloo that gave up the third-fewest goals in the USHL this season (153) and the second-fewest for a Black Hawks team ever (151 goals in 2007-08).

Profile on Ducks Second Round Draft Pick Markus Pettersson
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The Ducks selected defenseman Markus Pettersson with the 38th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. 

 Pettersson was an assistant captain with Skelleftea’s junior team in 2013-14, playing an all-around game on the blueline while registering 18 points (4-14—18) in 38 games. He also made his professional hockey debut, playing 10 games with Skelleftea’s senior team in the Swedish Hockey League. 

Pettersson was a member of Sweden’s gold-medal winning team at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge and skated on Sweden’s fourth-place team at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship where he notched his only goal of the tournament in the team’s quarterfinal win over Finland.

He models his game after Jonas Brodin of the Minnesota Wild: “He’s so smart and can handle almost every situation on the ice.”

His father, Daniel, also played with Skelleftea from 1987-99.

 "He is used in all game situations and has grown to become a leader on his team. He's tall and uses a long stick and has a very good reach. He's difficult to pass against and his passing game is very good. He has good size but needs more weight and physical strength." -- Director of European Scouting, Goran Stubb

Profile on Ducks First Round Draft Pick Nick Ritchie
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Nick Ritchie

North American Skater - Peterborough, OHL

Final Rank: 7 Midterm Rank: 7 

Position: Left Wing Shoots: Left 

Height: 6' 2" Weight: 226 

Born: December 5, 1995 Hometown: Orangeville, Ont. 

Born in: Orangeville, ON, CAN 

• Ritchie led Peterborough during the 2013-14 regular-season in goals (39) and points (74), and added 5-5—10 in 11 postseason games helping the Petes to a first-round upset win over the Kingston Frontenacs in seven games.

• He became the third player in Petes’ franchise history to score five goals in a game during his career-high six-point performance on Feb. 7, 2014. He became the first Ontario Hockey League player to score five times in a game since his brother, Brett (selected 44th overall by Dallas in 2011), tallied five times for the Niagara IceDogs on Nov. 4, 2012.

• He recalls winning gold with Team Canada at both the 2012 Ivan Hlinka Memorial and 2013 Under-18 World Championship as his most memorable hockey moments. He also won bronze with Team Ontario at the 2012 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

• His father, Paul, played in the OHL while his mother, Tammy, was a three-sport athlete while attending Brock University (volleyball, softball and basketball). 

• Ritchie has won three Canadian box lacrosse championships with Team Ontario and an Ontario title as a bantam call-up on Brett’s midget lacrosse team. 

• The Ritchie brothers use a healthy sibling rivalry to keep their competitive streak sharp in the off-season, often competing head-to-head in golf and tennis.

NEWS

FIVE-GOAL GAME SHOWCASE OF RITCHIE’S SKILL, STRENGTH (click here)

RITCHIE POWERS PETERBOROUGH TO GAME 7 WIN (click here)

FAVORITES

 NHL team: Washington Capitals

NHL player: Alex Ovechkin

Shootout move: “Forehand, blocker side”

Goal celebration: “Stick and hands in the air”

Video game: NHL 14

Movie: Rocky IV

TV show: The Simpsons

Actor: Jessica Biel

Musician: Jason Aldean

Website: NHL.com

Sport (other than hockey): Lacrosse

Athlete (non-hockey): Roger Federer

Five-Goal Game Served as Showcase of Ritchie's Skill, Strength
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Peterborough Petes coach Jody Hull is accustomed to seeing forward Nicholas Ritchie take over games as he did two months ago against the Kingston Frontenacs. 

The only difference being Hull never witnessed a five-goal outburst from his 6-foot-2.25, 231-pound power forward.

Ritchie finished that Feb. 7 game with a career-high six points in a 7-6 shootout loss to Kingston. It was a remarkable display of skating, shooting and toughness from the No. 7 player on NHL Central Scouting's midterm ranking of the top North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft.

It marked the first five-goal game for an Ontario Hockey League player since Ritchie's brother, Dallas Stars prospect Brett Ritchie, scored five times for the Niagara IceDogs against the Petes on Nov. 4, 2012.

Nicholas Ritchie's five-goal game also matched a Peterborough mark accomplished two other times, by Bill Gardner (November 1979) and Doug Evans (October 1983).

"When [Ritchie] has those types of nights, to me it's like a man playing with boys because he can be that dominant," Hull said. "He's done it before. Maybe he hasn't gotten the points but he's been very dominant and that's the type of game he's capable of playing."

Having the opportunity to share a record with his brother is something Nicholas Ritchie doesn't take for granted.

"Just because of how great he's been with me," Ritchie said. "He's two years older than me and I've followed him all the way up and everything he's done. I've tried to do the things he has done and I'm hoping to be playing pro hockey like he is one day."

NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr said Ritchie compares at this point to a former member of the Dallas Stars, forward James Neal. 

Ritchie has been trending upward on most draft boards over the past few months. Now in his third season with the Petes, Ritchie set career highs in goals (39), assists (35), points (74) and penalty minutes (136) in 61 regular-season games. He also had a positive plus/minus number (plus-4) for the first time.

He scored the game-winning goal 12:17 into overtime April 1 to eliminate the favored Frontenacs and top prospect Samuel Bennett in Game 7 of the opening round of the OHL Eastern Conference playoffs.

Ritchie, who had a goal and an assist in the tournament clincher, has five goals, eight points and 14 penalty minutes in seven playoff games. The Petes, who were making their first playoff appearance in four seasons, became the fourth team in OHL history to rally from a 3-0 series deficit. Ritchie was the catalyst, contributing four goals and seven points in the final four games.

Ritchie was chosen by the Petes with the second pick of the 2011 OHL draft. He was one of the youngest players in the league in 2011-12, but had 16 goals, 23 assists and 60 penalty minutes in 63 games. He was asked if he was at all intimidated in his inaugural season in Peterborough.

"Maybe a little bit when you first break into the league; it's always tough for a young guy," he said. "I was a big kid who could deal with that physical play. It was just more of a mental thing and I think I got through it pretty well."

Despite sustaining a shoulder injury that sidelined him the first two months of 2012-13, Ritchie had 18 goals, 17 assists and 50 penalty minutes in 41 games in his second season. He also won gold medals with Canada at the 2012 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament and at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

"He's a smarter player this year [than 2012-13]," Hull said. "He's more aware, especially when he doesn't have the puck or when the other team has the puck. Those are things you develop over time; it doesn't just happen overnight. I think he's starting to realize the amount of work that you have to put in if you want to play on a consistent basis at the next level."

Ritchie predominantly has been playing left wing alongside center Hunter Garlent and right wing Eric Cornel, No. 23 on Central Scouting's midterm list. Garlent, a first-round OHL draft pick in 2011, was acquired from the Guelph Storm in January and immediately was inserted on the top line between Ritchie and Cornel.

"When we picked up Hunter at the trade deadline it was a no-brainer for me to put them together. They've been very good as a line ever since," Hull said.

Ritchie's strong play earned him a spot on Team Cherry at the 2014 BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in January.

"He's a big, physical, tough guy," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "When he's playing and using his size and strength he's tough to knock off the puck. He goes to the net hard and has that power-forward mentality that's tough for people to handle. He protects the puck and has an excellent shot off the rush."

Ducks Select Ritchie 10th Overall in 2014 NHL Entry Draft

Draft Resumes Tomorrow at 7 a.m. PDT with Rounds 2-7
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The Ducks selected left wing Nick Ritchie with the 10th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. The draft resumes tomorrow beginning at 7 a.m. PDT with Anaheim holding selections in the second round (38th and 55th overall), fifth round (123rd overall) and seventh round (205th overall).

“Ritchie stands out in this draft class as a premier power forward,” said Director of Amateur Scouting Martin Madden. “He brings size, skating and skill. He is an impact player that makes opponents uncomfortable.” 

On leading Peterborough to a 4-3 series win over Kingston when down three games to one, Madden said, “He was instrumental in their comeback win against Kingston, responding under pressure.”

Ritchie, 18 (12/5/95), has collected 73-75=148 points with 246 penalty minutes (PIM) in 165 career games with Peterborough of the Ontario Hockey League (OHL). Ritchie set OHL career highs in goals (39), assists (35), points (74) and PIM (136) last season. The 6-2, 226-pound wing led Peterborough in points, goals, power-play goals (11), points-per-game (1.21) and PIM (136). Ritchie tied for the sixth-longest goal streak in the OHL last season at six games (7-3=12) and also became the third player in team history to score five goals in a game during a six-point (5-1=6) performance on Feb. 7 at Kingston. He added 5-5=10 points in 11 OHL Playoff games, leading the Petes in scoring and goals, and ranking tied for second in assists.

 A native of Orangeville, Ontario, Ritchie helped Team Canada win gold at the 2013 Under-18 World Championship and 2012 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament. He also was a member of Team Ontario, which won bronze at the 2012 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

Ricthie held a conference call with reporters shortly after being selected by Anaheim. Below are his comments.

On if he had a feeling the Ducks would draft him

 "I had a good talk with them at the NHL Combine, but I didn’t look into it that much. I think they had a lot of interest. To get picked by them is pretty great. I couldn’t be happier."

On what went through his mind when his name was called

 "When your name is called, you stand up and hug your family. Before you know it, you’re up on stage in front of thousands of people, shaking the Anaheim Ducks’ hands and taking a photo. It all happened pretty fast, but it was great."

On how he describes his playing style

 "I’m a big guy who likes to play a hard, physical game. I like to play like a big power forward. That’s what Anaheim is getting with me. I’m going to make sure I have a big summer, and hopefully come in and make the team this year. If you want to do something, you have to believe you can. I think I’m ready to do that, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to make the team."

On standing up for his teammates

 "I have no problem doing that. It’s something that’s part of my game, and something I’ll continue to do."

On his impressions of the Ducks

 "I saw them play in the playoffs, a lot of it during the LA series. It was a close series that could’ve gone either way. [Anaheim] is a great team, and hopefully be a better team next year. Hopefully they can beat the Kings."

On his biggest influences

 "My parents. My mom and dad, brother and immediate family."

Kesler, Murray Comment on Trade
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Earlier today, the Ducks acquired center Ryan Kesler and a third-round selection in the 2015 NHL Draft from the Vancouver Canucks in exchange for center Nick Bonino, defenseman Luca Sbisa, the 24th overall pick (first round) and the 85th overall pick (third round) in the 2014 NHL Draft. 

Kesler and Ducks Executive Vice President/General Manager Bob Murray spoke with reporters via conference call shortly after. Below are their comments.

"Today was a start of a new chapter in my life," said Kesler. "For me and my family, it’s a positive move. We’re excited to be going to Anaheim, but at the same time, we’ve called Vancouver our home for the past 11 years. We have friends on the team, friends in this city, and the organization has treated us very well.

"But I’m going to Anaheim to win a championship. That’s going to my sole goal, and my team’s sole goal."

On if he’s the missing piece to winning a championship in Anaheim

 "It’s tough comparing yourself to a Stanley Cup winning team, but there are a lot of pieces to the puzzle. I think I can fit into this team and this organization, and be a good No. 2 behind Ryan Getzlaf. We have size, speed and grit. I’d say that Getzlaf is one of the best centers in the game. I’m going to come in behind him and do my job."

On if he saw Anaheim as a potential destination at the trade deadline

 "During the trade deadline, [Anaheim] was one of the teams I thought I was going to. It didn’t happen, but they got it done in the summer. I’m happy to call myself a Duck, and be a part of the Anaheim Ducks."

On Anaheim's style of play

 "From the outside looking in, they’re a team that’s younger, but they have a lot of speed and skill. With [Corey] Perry and Getzlaf manning that first line, they’ve got speed, skill and grit, and they’re going to fight. That’s the type of first line you want. I’m just going to do whatever I can to help this team win."

On any familiarity with head coach Bruce Boudreau

 "The talk around the league is that he’s a player’s coach. The guys want to win for him. They play for him. But other than that, I don’t know too much. I haven’t talked to him. Hopefully, I get a chance to talk to him pretty soon."

On his final season in Vancouver

 "Last year, the season was tough on all the players who play for the Canucks. I hate losing, and that season was painful, to be honest. The fact that they’re in a rebuild and looking to get younger, and years away from being a contender, it was just time for me to move on and win, and hopefully take home a championship."

On if there was any thought of staying with the Canucks

 "I’ve played with Trevor [Linden] and have a lot of respect for him. I met with Jim [Benning] in the summer and had a meeting with him. To me, it just seemed like the direction they were going didn’t fit with what I thought my career was going to be. At the end of the day, I want to win a championship, and I want to win it now. Four years is a little too long for me."

On if Chicago was the only other option

 "Anaheim and Chicago were my two teams. Saying that, there were only teams that were on my list previously, but I was on the fence with them, with coaching changes and whatnot. But to be honest, I was only asked to waive my no trade to Anaheim. A deal was done, it happened fast and it caught me by surprise. I’m happy it got done today."

On if his role and/or style will change playing behind Getzlaf

 "I don’t think so. Henrik [Sedin] is a very good player and I have nothing but good things to say about him. Getzlaf is just a different player. He’s bigger than Henrik. Getzlaf's a player who will fight and protect his teammates. Henrik wasn’t that type of player. He’s a playmaker and one of the classiest guys I’ve ever met. My game will never change. You guys know the way I play. It’s going to be all-out and leave it all out there every shift, every game."

On his memories of playing in Vancouver

 "The day I got drafted is a great memory. My first goal assisted by Trevor [Linden]. The 2011 Stanley Cup Playoffs and the Final, and the Presidents’ Trophy that we won. It’s all good memories. I have nothing but nice things to say about the Canucks organization. They treated me extremely well over those 11 seasons. But it was time for a change. I’m turning 30, and not only do I want to win a Stanley Cup, I want to be a big part of winning the Stanley Cup. I’m not getting any younger. I want to win a championship. With the direction their team is going, us and management made the decision that it was time to move on."

Murray, on what Kesler brings

 "We're better on faceoffs automatically. Ryan does it all. We have a great 1-2 punch up the middle."

 Murray, on losing Bonino and Sbisa

 "You have to give up good players to get a player like Ryan. It was difficult to give up Nick and Luca, but we felt it was a time to make a little bit of a move to improve our hockey team. It's not easy, but we feel like we're a better team than we were yesterday. I don’t know how much closer we are [to a Cup], but we’ll find out come October and November. "

Murray, on Kesler’s occasional injuries

 "He plays so hard, there are going to be injuries. We want him to play that way, so we understand there are going to be injuries along the way. He’s the type of player we need in the playoffs, so we’ll take the odd injury along the way."

Murray, on whether there are further deals planned

 "There has been a lot of talk going on, but nothing imminent. We’ll see what goes on when we hit the [draft] floor. We do have some budget money left."

Ducks Acquire Kesler and a 2015 Third-Round Pick from Vancouver in Exchange for Bonino, Sbisa and 2014 First and Third-Round Picks
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The Ducks have acquired center Ryan Kesler and a third-round selection in the 2015 NHL Draft from the Vancouver Canucks in exchange for center Nick Bonino, defenseman Luca Sbisa, the 24th overall pick (first round) and the 85th overall pick (third round) in the 2014 NHL Draft.

 "It's the start of a new chapter in my life. I'm going to Anaheim to win a championship. That's my sole goal," Kesler said. "I think I fit into that organization well and can be a great number two behind Ryan Getzlaf." 

Kesler Highlights

 Kesler, 29 (8/31/84), has scored 182-211=393 points with a +25 rating and 594 PIM in 655 career NHL games with Vancouver. A 2011 Frank J. Selke Trophy winner (awarded to the forward who best excels in the defensive aspects of the game) and 2011 NHL All-Star, Kesler owns a 52.9 career faceoff percentage (5372-for-10159) and led the Canucks in faceoff wins in five of the last seven seasons. The 6-2, 202-pound center has also collected 12-26=38 points with 71 PIM in 57 career Stanley Cup Playoff games. During Vancouver’s run to the 2011 Stanley Cup Final, Kesler earned 7-12=19 points in 25 games and led the team with a 54.1 faceoff percentage.

Selected by Vancouver in the first round (23rd overall) of the 2003 NHL Draft, Kesler scored 25-18=43 points with 81 penalty minutes (PIM) in 77 games for the Canucks last season. He led Vancouver in goals, game-winning goals (5), power-play goals (9) and shots (239), while ranking third in scoring and power-play scoring (9-7=16). Kesler also led team forwards in shorthanded time-on-ice average (2:12 per game) and overall (169:58).

A native of Livonia, Michigan, Kesler has represented Team USA at numerous international tournaments since 2001. Kesler appeared in the last two Olympic Winter Games, helping lead the U.S. to a silver medal in 2010 at Vancouver with two goals (2-0=2) in six contests. He has also won gold at the 2004 World Junior Championship in Finland and the 2002 Under-18 Championship in Slovakia.

Bonino, 26 (4/20/88), earned 33-49=82 points with a +9 rating and 48 PIM in 189 career NHL games with Anaheim. He also appeared in 24 career Stanley Cup Playoff games for the Ducks, notching 7-5=12 points with a +4 rating and 14 PIM. In 2013-14, Bonino ranked second on the club in power-play goals (7), power-play scoring (20) and faceoff wins (583), third in overall scoring (22-27=49) and third among forwards in average time-on-ice (16:13). The 6-1, 196-pound center was acquired from San Jose with Timo Pielmeier in exchange for Kent Huskins and Travis Moen on Mar. 4, 2009.

Sbisa, 24 (1/30/90), recorded 9-47=56 points with 217 PIM in 266 career NHL games with Anaheim and Philadelphia. In 14 career Stanley Cup Playoff games with the Ducks and Flyers, Sbisa collected 0-2=2 points with 19 PIM. A native of Ozieri, Italy, Sbisa was acquired from Philadelphia with Joffrey Lupul, a first-round selection in the 2009 NHL Draft, a first-round selection in the 2010 NHL Draft and a conditional third-round selection in the 2010 NHL Draft in exchange for Chris Pronger on June 26, 2009.

2014 NHL Draft Recap: Coyotes Add 9 Prospects
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 PHILADELPHIA – The Coyotes entered the 2014 NHL Entry Draft with eight picks and they left town on Saturday night with nine new prospects.

“I think things went well,” Director of Amateur Scouting Tim Bernhardt said. “We here hoping to get Brendan Perlini (in the first round on Friday) and we got him. That was a good start, and I think today it fell really well for us. There’s always one or two players you might have missed out on that you wanted to get, but overall I think the staff is very pleased.”

The Coyotes selected seven forwards and two defensemen.

Brendan Perlini. Photo by Getty Images 

Perlini, a big, versatile forward, was the first player the Coyotes added to the mix with the No. 12 pick. In 58 games with Niagara (OHL) last season, he notched 34 goals and 37 assists.

Perlini comes from a hockey family; his father Fred played briefly for the Toronto Maple Leafs and his brother Brett was drafted by Anaheim in the seventh round in 2010.

Brendan was born in England and was raised there until age 12.

“Living over there and playing over there, obviously it’s not the biggest hockey market, but I learned to play the game the right way and develop my skills,” he said. “I learned to play on the Olympic ice and it was a very fun time over there. I wouldn’t trade it in for the world.”

The Coyotes began the second day of the draft by selecting center Ryan MacInnis, son of Hall-of-Famer Al MacInnis, with the 43rd overall pick.

Ryan MacInnis. Photo by Getty Images.  

“He’s taught me everything about hockey and just keeps teaching me as we go on today,” MacInnis said of his dad.

Regarding his dad’s famous shot, MacInnis said he’s hoping to match its velocity someday.

MacInnis, who prides himself on his two-way game, notched 16 goals and 21 assists in 66 games with Kitchener (OHL) last season.

The Coyotes followed the MacInnis pick by drafting forward Christian Dvorak later in the second round (58th overall).

Dvorak notched six goals and eight assists for London (OHL) in 33 games. His season was shortened by five months because of a knee injury in December.

The Coyotes like his hockey smarts.

“I’m someone the coach can trust in any situation,” Dvorak said.

Arizona was supposed to pick again at No. 73, but it traded the pick to Montreal for the 87th pick and the 117th pick.

With the 87th pick, the Coyotes selected Swedish forward Anton Karlsson.

“We thought Anton was going to be a lot higher pick than he was, and when we saw he was still available it was an easy decision for us,” Bernhardt said.

Karlsson plays a physical game, and he lists Mats Sundin as one of his idols.

“I like the way he played,” Karlsson said. “He was a big player, like me, and he liked to take the puck and do nice goals.”

Karlsson totaled 12 goals and 10 assists in 28 games with Frolunda's U-20 team last season.

After drafting forwards with their first four picks, the Coyotes selected another forward - Michael Bunting - with the 117th pick.

Christian Dvorak. Photo by Getty Images.  

Bunting is a feisty player who likes to agitate opponents yet chip in big numbers offensively.

Last season, he netted 15 goals and 27 assists in 48 games with Sault Ste. Marie (OHL).

He’s a well–rounded athlete who is eager to take the next step in his career.

“The work stars now,” Bunting said. “I’m going to enjoy this day but when the next day comes I’ve got to know that this is a lot of work and it all starts now. I’m not going to give up.”

The Coyotes selected defensemen Dysin Mayo and David Westlund with their next two picks, Nos. 133 and 163, respectively. Neither player attended the draft.

Bernhardt described Mayo as “a great skater and a really good puck mover” and Westlund as a “big defensive defenseman with lots of potential.”

With the draft nearing an end, Arizona chose forward Jared Fiegl with the 191st pick.

Fiegl, who did not attend the draft, is headed to Cornell University for four years, and the Coyotes are hoping he can use his size to develop a strong offensive game there.

Last season, he notched one goal and four assists in 37 games with the USA U-18 team.

Arizona concluded its draft by selecting Memorial Cup MVP Edgars Kulda with the 193rd pick.

Anton Karlsson. 

Kulda attended the draft thinking he would be drafted much sooner.

“You read the news that you’re supposed to go a little bit earlier and it gets in your head,” Kulda said. “But they were playing pretty good music in the arena so I was just chilling, listening to it.”

Kulda a native of Riga, Latvia, notched 30 goals and 30 assists in 66 games with Edmonton (WHL) last season.

Bernhardt, who is known for finding gems in the later rounds, was pleased with the second day of the draft.

“Our goal is to get two, (or) three, (or) four players out of this draft (into the NHL), and if we can do that then we’re very happy.”

Fans are invited to watch the fresh draft picks and other prospects at the annual prospect development camp from July 8-10 at the Ice Den in Scottsdale. All on-ice sessions will be from 2:15 to 3:45 p.m. daily and are free and open to the public.

Coyotes Select Perlini in First Round of 2014 NHL Entry Draft
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GLENDALE, ARIZONA --- The Arizona Coyotes selected forward Brendan Perlini from Niagara of the Ontario Hockey League in the first round (12th overall) of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, Pa., on Friday.

The 6-foot-2, 205-pound Perlini registered 34-37-71 in 58 games with Niagara this season. He led the IceDogs in goals and finished second on the team in scoring. He was also named the most sportsmanlike IceDog in 2013-14.

The 18-year-old native of Sault Ste. Marie, Ont. recorded 3-1-4 in seven games and won a bronze medal with Canada at the 2014 U-18 World Championship. Perlini ranked eighth among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Perlini wears No. 11 as a tribute to his father, Fred, who played eight games with the Toronto Maple Leafs after being drafted 158th overall in the 1980 NHL Draft.

Coyotes Select Eight Players on Second Day of 2014 NHL Entry Draft
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GLENDALE, ARIZONA --- The Arizona Coyotes selected eight players on day two of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center from Philadelphia, Pa., on Saturday.

The Coyotes drafted forward Ryan MacInnis, Kitchener (OHL) with the 43rd selection in the second round. The 6-foot-3, 185-pound MacInnis recorded 16-21-37 in 66 games with the Rangers this season. The St. Louis, Mo. native registered 2-3-5 in six games and won a bronze medal with the United States at the 2013 World U-17 Hockey Challenge. The 18-year-old MacInnis is the son of Hockey Hall of Fame defenseman Al MacInnis who was a seven-time All-Star and Stanley Cup champion in his 23 NHL seasons with the St. Louis Blues and Calgary Flames.

With the 58th overall pick (second round), Arizona selected forward Christian Dvorak, London (OHL). The 6-foot, 178-pound native of Palos, Ill., registered 6-8-14 in 33 games with the Knights this season. In 2012-13, the 18-year-old Dvorak recorded 35-57-92 in 58 games with Chicago Mission U-18.

In the third round, the Coyotes selected forward Anton Karlsson, Frolunda Jr. (Sweden Jr.) after acquiring the 87th and 117th selections from the Montreal Canadiens in exchange for the 73rd overall pick. The 6-foot, 192-pound native of Lerum, Sweden totaled 12-10-22 in 28 games with Frolunda's U-20 team this season. Karlsson was the youngest player on Sweden's silver medal winning team at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He was ranked 11th among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

With the 117th overall pick (fourth round), Arizona selected forward Michael Bunting, Sault Ste. Marie (OHL). The 5-foot-11, 174-pound native of Scarborough, Ont. registered 15-27-42 in 48 games with the Greyhounds in 2013-14. He also posted 5-1-6 in nine postseason games.

In the fifth round, the Coyotes selected defenseman Dysin Mayo, Edmonton (WHL) with the 133rd overall pick. The 6-foot, 181-pound native of Victoria, B.C. registered 7-28-35 with a plus-17 rating in 63 games with the Oil Kings this season. Mayo added 3-12-15 in 21 postseason contests.

With the 163rd overall pick (sixth round), Arizona selected defenseman David Westlund, Brynas Jr. (Sweden Jr.). The 6-foot-2, 198-pound native of Ostersund, Sweden recorded 5-5-10 in 33 games with Brynas this season.

Arizona selected forward Jared Fiegl, USA U-18 (USHL) with the 191st pick in the seventh round. The 6-foot-1, 206-pound native of Parker, Col. recorded 1-4-5 in 37 games with the USA U-18 team this season. Fiegl won a gold medal with Team USA at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship.

The Coyotes' final selection in the 2014 Entry Draft was forward Edgars Kulda, Edmonton (WHL) with the 193rd overall pick in the seventh round. The 6-foot, 178-pound native of Riga, Latvia recorded 30-30-60 and a plus-34 rating in 66 games with the Oil Kings this season. He finished second on the team in postseason scoring with 10-12-22 in 21 contests while his plus-14 postseason rating was tops among all Oil Kings. Kulda added 4-3-7 in five Memorial Cup games and won the Stafford Smythe Memorial Trophy as the tournament's most valuable player.

The Coyotes will hold their prospect development camp from July 8-10 at the Ice Den (9375 East Bell Road, Scottsdale, AZ 85260).All on-ice sessions will be from 2:15 to 3:45 p.m. daily and are free and open to the public

Perlini's Success as Top Prospect a Family Affair
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 Brendan Perlini shoulders the heritage of an impressive hockey lineage on his back. Literally.

The son of longtime international standout Fred Perlini, Brendan wears No. 11 for the Niagara IceDogs of the Ontario Hockey League as a tribute to his father's playing days with the Guildford Flames of the British Hockey League.

"Basically most of the top footballers over there, if they're bringing in a big signing, they give them 11," Brendan said. "That's what the team did with my dad and it just kind of stuck with him over there and then his last game he got the number retired by the team.

Photo by Getty Images.  

"That’s where I grew up playing. Me and my brother both wear 11. It just kind of stuck with us too."

A jersey number isn't the only thing Brendan has taken from his father, an eighth-round pick (No. 158) of the Toronto Maple Leafs in the 1980 NHL Draft who played eight NHL games over parts of two seasons before spending a decade playing overseas.

While Fred's hockey career wound down in England, it's where Brendan got his start.

Born in Guildford, Surrey, England, Brendan got his first taste of organized hockey at a rink 20 minutes south of London, a unique start that Brendan credits with helping him develop to this day. Those lessons learned are proving critical in 2013-14 as Brendan has 30 goals and 64 points in 49 games in his first full season in Niagara. He leads the team with 15 power-play goals.

"It's a little different," Brendan said of hockey in England. "Obviously growing up over there it's not the biggest hockey market. We practiced a ton. It was a complete opposite to how they do it over here where you play a lot of games.

"We played 18 league games and practiced four times a week. If you're good enough, I played up a couple groups and played for the England team so there were definitely a lot of games played and a lot of different teams in which you could play on.

"I think the career over there definitely helped me and it adds a little international experience to my resume, I guess you could say."

Perlini is No. 8 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm ranking of the top North American skaters available for the 2014 NHL Draft, No. 4 among OHL forwards.

As much as his start in England is a hot topic, around teammates and peers his father steals more of the spotlight, Brendan said.

"Even around here talking to guys, a lot of guys have already asked me about him," Brendan said of his father. "It's funny. You hear some stories that he always tells and you're not sure if they're true or not and you hear the guys talking about him. It's pretty cool.

"He's really helped me a lot in my career. I think that's definitely something that helped me, kept pushing me and kept me believing in myself. Obviously him playing in the NHL, he knows a lot of the ins and outs of the game which is definitely beneficial to my game. It's definitely very helpful with him around."

But the help doesn't stop at Fred; far from it, it in fact.

As much as Fred is still talked about, Fred Sr. -- Brendan's late grandfather -- might get the most attention of the Perlini clan.

Photo by Getty Images.  

He might have been the best of the bunch too.

"He was definitely a big influence on my career," Brendan said. "He didn't play professionally but a lot of people have said he was probably the best player coming out of Sault Ste. Marie.

"He went to Detroit Red Wings camp when he was 14, 15 years old, the Rangers; he went to a lot of NHL camps. He kind of had a little phobia of not moving away from home. Ultimately, I guess you can say, I don't want to say screwed his career, but it didn't benefit it.

"The day he passed it was actually Jan. 11. Obviously it's kind of funny; wearing 11 seems to keep coming around."

Brother Brett, who sports the same No. 11 with the Toledo Walleye of the ECHL, might have a bit of an impact on the 17-year-old, too.

"I want the best for him and he wants the best for me," Brendan said of his 23-year-old brother. "He would love to see me going as high as possible and get drafted. Obviously I wish him nothing but the best too. I think as long as we keep pushing each other, whether it be in the summer or during the season, it can only make us better."

Author: Aaron Vickers | NHL.com Correspondent
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GLENDALE, ARIZONA --- Arizona Coyotes General Manager Don Maloney issued the following statement today regarding center Mike Ribeiro.

“The Coyotes have initiated a buyout of the remaining three years of Mike Ribeiro's contract. The buyout is in accordance with the NHL/NHLPA Collecting Bargaining Agreement.

“We wish Mike the best of luck in the future and thank him for his contributions with the Coyotes.”

Armed with Eight Picks, Coyotes Ready for NHL Draft
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 PHILADELPHIA -- With no obvious No. 1 overall pick, the 2014 NHL Draft promises to be a fascinating one.

And with eight total picks, including No. 12 overall and three of the first 58, the Coyotes can’t wait for the curtain to rise at Wells Fargo Center on Friday night.

Only five teams – Dallas, Los Angeles, the N.Y. Islanders, St. Louis and Washington – will enter the weekend with more picks than the Coyotes at this draft; each have nine.

Round No. 1 is Friday (4 p.m. AZ time on NBC Sports Network) with Rounds Nos. 2-7 set for Saturday (7 a.m. AZ time on NHL Network).

The Coyotes currently own the following picks: Nos. 12, 43, 58, 73, 133, 163, 191, and 193.

Tim Bernhardt, whom the Coyotes announced as the team’s new Director of Amateur Scouting on June 19, says the scouting staff is prepared for the hectic weekend and has its eyes on two or three players it believes will still be available when the Coyotes pick 12th overall on Friday.

Experts are predicting lots of wheeling and dealing before and likely during the first round, and Bernhardt said the Coyotes would be ready.

“We're well prepared," Bernhardt said. "We've gone through many situations ... and hopefully everything falls where we want it to fall and we can go from there.”

General Manager Don Maloney has said because the talent in the first round of the draft is so comparable after the elite prospects will be chosen with the first four or five picks, the Coyotes can be very flexible with the No. 12 selection. He has suggested the team would seriously consider moving down as low as No. 20 if the right offer comes along for No. 12.

“From No. 5 down to No. 20 there are real good players there,” Maloney said.

Barring a trade, this year marks the second consecutive year the Coyotes will pick 12th overall in the Draft. Last year, the team selected forward Max Domi 12th overall.

Bernhardt, who spent 14 years as Director of Amateur Scouting for the Dallas Stars from 1998-2011, is known for his track record in the later rounds of the draft. For example, the Stars selected Coyotes goalie Mike Smith and current Stars captain Jamie Benn in the fifth rounds of their respective drafts on Bernhardt’s watch.

“The key is to try to work through seven rounds of the draft because there are players there and you just have to find them,” Bernhardt said.

Maloney was asked if the Coyotes’ draft philosophy is one of drafting by positional need or by taking the best player available, regardless of position.

His response: “Because we’re dealing with players who are 17, 18, maybe 19 years old, you go for the best talent. You’re looking at least a three- to four-year development period. If there is a present need factor, that normally does not enter into the immediate selection process.”

He added, the Coyotes covet young players who are fast.

“We need more speed into our lineup,” Maloney said. “You start looking around at the teams we’re playing against all the time, and speed is vital.”

Ryan Donato Gets Dream Day, Being Drafted by Hometown Team

Saturday, 06.28.2014 / 3:50 PM
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PHILADELPHIA - "I'm still shaking."

Ryan Donato was outfitted in his new Black & Gold sweater with the Spoked-B on the front, and a new Bruins' hat as he tried to let it sink in.

The forward had just been drafted by his hometown team, the Boston Bruins, 56th overall in the second round of the 2014 NHL Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

The Massachusetts native was shaking, as he said, and he was all smiles while speaking about his time growing up around Boston, and around the Bruins.

His father, Ted, was selected by Boston 98th overall in the 1987 NHL Draft, and went on to play eight years as a Bruin, then for eight different teams before finishing his career with Boston in 2003-04.

"Surreal. It really is. It doesn’t feel like it’s happening right now," said the forward. "It feels like a dream."

It was an incredible experience for his father and family as well.

"I think he was really excited, too. I think my mom was almost as excited as my dad - my name got called, I just knew she was going to bawl, so I had to give her a quick hug and get out of there before she got too embarrassed on the cameras," he laughed.

"You never know how it's going to play out but to have it be the Bruins, it's really exciting and just a really proud moment as a parent," said his father.

"The memories that came back were just Ryan's chance to know so many Bruins of the past, and just to be a little kid around the locker room, even their kids, so it's a special day."

Long before the 6'0" 174-pound Donato heard his name called by the Bruins, he was running around in the team's locker room, around the likes of Ray Bourque, Cam Neely and Adam Oates.

"From playing mini hockey in the locker rooms, to being around the players, from having guys stay at our house or go golfing, just seeing how they are off the ice, it really is just unbelievable to be here now," he said.

"And now that I'm wearing the jersey, too, it really feels surreal."

He also got to be around current Bruins. His father's final NHL season marked the first season of Patrice Bergeron's career.

"My favorite player is Patrice Bergeron, hands down. I try to copy some of what he does. That's easily the player I try to model my game after," he said.

"I mean, he’s so well-respected around the players off the ice, too. I remember when he was younger, his rookie year, my dad was in his last year in the NHL and he came to my house, he came to the Harvard games. He really is special to me and I try to copy what he does on and off the ice."

"I know how hard of a worker he is on the ice, he works his butt off in the offensive zone and the defensive zone, and he gives his heart and he's loved around Boston."

In addition to Bergeron, Donato cites Brett Hull, Paul Kariya and Teemu Selanne as players he idolized growing up.

He hopes to follow in his father's footsteps by playing college hockey at Harvard, where his father now currently serves as head coach (and has for 10 years).

The forward spent the 2013-14 season playing prep hockey as a junior at Dexter School in Brookline, Mass., where he scored 37 goals and 78 points 78 points in 30 games, playing for his uncle, Dan.

He could continue playing prep, or choose to play for the Omaha Lancers in the United States Hockey League for the 2014-15 season. General Manager Peter Chiarelli and the Bruins' management will help him with that decision.

He's considered a highly skilled player, who's smooth with the puck and harnesses a rocket of a shot. He upped his conditioning and nutrition so much since the end of his school year that the Bruins' staff saw a different player at the NHL Scouting Combine.

"We were happy to get Donato there [at 56]," said Chiarelli. "I’ve watched him for many years, and our guys really like him. The challenge with assessing a high school player, at least a prep school player, is that the level of competition isn’t always the greatest. But he’s got a tremendous skill set, tremendous bloodlines.

"He’s got to work on his skating, got to work on his strength, but he’s got a good package."

"I’m a guy that can get the puck, to the net, create opportunities, score," said Donato. "I like to be a team player, like to block shots, I like to play the body and I like to play in all situations."

"Some aspects that I can help or change would be my explosiveness and my skating. I'm looking to get better and improve over the summer."

When Donato met with the Bruins' staff at the combine, they were tough on him, to see how he would react.

"At the end [Don Sweeney] was like, 'You can breathe now.' He knew that I was nervous and I realized, oh man, they got me good there. I felt comfortable with them after that," he said. "I feel like after that, I had a pretty good chance to go to the Bruins, but there are so many other great organizations, I would have been happy."

"But now that I’m with the Bruins, I can say this is where I want to be."

In three straight drafts, Boston has selected Massachusetts natives, including Ryan Fitzgerald (2013), Matt Grzelcyk (2012) and now Donato.

"We try to look closely at the Boston kids, and one, we just see them more just because we’re [there], and two, I think it’s important that you get that local flavor," said Chiarelli. "And these kids — selfishly, they’re more motivated, too, to play for their hometown team."

Donato realizes it takes much more than slipping on the draft day jersey, though. He gets firsthand advice from his father about that.

"[My dad] was swimming in a pool with his buddies when he got the call [that he was drafted], walked out of the pool," smiled Donato. "He actually preached to me after that — he said it’s almost better to have that because now you know you need to work and need to get ready."

"And I think that’s what I take from him the most, is this is part of the dream and the dream’s not complete yet. You have to work to get to a certain point."

Dad wasn't jumping ahead quiet yet, though. He was going to make sure his son enjoyed the moment.

"I think you know, getting drafted by the hometown team and always watching them, we'll go to playoff games here and there, so it's the NHL but it's really the Bruins if you're in Boston, so it's a special day," he said.

"Obviously, there's a lot of work between pulling over the jersey today and pulling it over someday in the National Hockey League, but it's a nice day and one we're real proud about."

Bruins Make Four Selections During Day Two of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft

The Bruins selected three forwards and one defenseman in rounds two, four, five, and seven on Day Two of the NHL Entry Draft
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BOSTON, MA -- Boston Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli announced today, June 28, that the club has made four selections during Day Two of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

 In the second round with the 56th overall pick, the Bruins selected forward Ryan Donato of the Dexter School (NEPSIHA Independent). In 2013-14, Donato skated for the Cape Cod Whalers U18 team where he notched eight goals and nine assists for 17 points and racked up 33 penalty minutes in nine games. During that same year, the forward played his junior season for the Dexter School in Massachusetts and became the leading scorer in prep school hockey. He notched 37 goals and 41 assists for 78 points in 30 games. Donato was the Dexter School’s leading scorer in his sophomore season (2012-13) with 29 goals along with 31 assists for 60 points in 28 games played. The forward is also a part of the USA Hockey’s Development Camp Program. The 6’0”, 176-pound forward played his freshman season at Dexter in 2011-12 where he scored 14 goals and tallied 22 assists in 26 games played. The native of Scituate, MA also skated for the U16 Cape Cod Whalers where he netted six goals (third on the team) and totaled two assists for eight points. Ryan is the son of Ted Donato who was drafted by the Bruins in the fifth round, 98th overall, in the 1987 NHL Entry Draft. Ted played nine seasons with the Bruins as well as multiple other teams throughout his NHL career and is currently the Head Coach of Harvard University’s Men’s Ice Hockey Team. Ryan is committed to Harvard University for the 2015-16 season. 

 In the fourth round with the 116th overall pick, the Bruins selected forward Danton Heinen of the Surrey Eagles (BCHL). As Captain for the Eagles, the 6’0”, 170- pound forward racked up 29 goals (first on the team) and 32 assists (third on the team) for 61 points (first on the team). During the playoffs, Heinen scored two goals and tallied two assists for seven points in six games. In 2012-13, the native of Langley, BC, CAN, skated in 43 games for the Richmond Sockeyes (PIJHL) where he totaled 21 goals (third on the team) and 28 assists (second on the team) for 49 points (third on the team). Throughout the playoffs, the forward played in six games where he notched two goals and accrued five assists for seven points. For the 2011-12 season, the 18-year-old skated for the Valley West Hawks (BCMML) where he notched 19 goals (third on the team) and 24 assists (fourth on the team) for 43 points (third on the team). Heinen is committed to attend the University of Denver in the fall.

 In the fifth round with the 146th overall pick, the Bruins selected forward Anders Bjork from the USHL’s National Team Development Program. During the 2013-14 season, the 6’0”, 183-pound forward skated with the United States National Team Development Program Juniors team (USHL) where he netted nine goals and accrued 12 assists for 21 points in 26 games. Bjork also skated for the U.S. National U18 team (USDP) where he racked up 21 goals (fifth on the team) and 21 assists for 42 points in 61 games. During the World Junior Championship (U18), the forward skated in seven games where he notched two goals. During his time with the USHL’s National Team development Program in 2012-13 (USNTDP Juniors, U.S. National U17 Team, WHC-17), the native of Mequon, WI skated in a combined 100 games and totaled 20 goals and 20 assists for 40 points. Bjork is committed to attend University of Notre Dame in the fall.

 In the seventh round with the 206th overall pick, the Bruins selected defenseman Emil Johansson of the Swedish SuperElite League. During the 2013-14 season, the 6’0”, 194-pound D-man skated for the HV71 J18 team (J18 Elite and J18 Allsvenskan), as well as the HV71 J20 team (SuperElite). Combined, the Vaxjo, Sweden native appeared in 48 games and notched four goals and 10 assists for 14 points and 48 penalty minutes. That same season, Johansson played for the Sweden U18 team (International-Jr.) where he tallied one goal and one assist in 13 games played. In 2012-13 Johansson skated in 38 total games where he accrued six goals and tallied 14 assists for 20 points. He also played for the Sweden U17 team (WHC-17 and International-Jr.) where he totaled two goals and five assists for seven points in 23 games played. 

TRANSACTION: The Boston Bruins make four selections in rounds two, four, five, and seven of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

Bruins Select Forward David Pastrnak in the First Round, 25th Overall, of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft

The Boston Bruins selected forward David Pastrnak with the 25th overall pick of the first round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft 
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BOSTON, MA -- Boston Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli announced today, June 27 that the club has selected forward David Pastrnak in the first round, 25th overall, of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

 Pastrnak - a 6'0, 198 lb native of Havirov, Czech Republic - spent the majority of the 2013-14 season with Södertälje of the Swedish B League (Allsvenskan League) where he appeared in 36 games and accumulated eight goals and 16 assists for 24 points. The forward also skated in one game for the Södertälje J20 team (SuperElite) where he totaled two points with a goal and an assist.

 The 18-year-old also played on the Czech Republic U18 World Junior team where he served as assistant captain, the Czech Republic U18 International Junior team, the Czech Republic U20 World Junior team, and the Czech Republic U20 International Junior team. During his time with those teams he totaled seven goals and 16 assists for 23 points in 35 games played.

 In 2012-13 Pastrnak skated for Sodertalje J18 (J18 Elit and J18 Allsvenskan), Sodertalje 20 (SuperElite), Sodertalje (Allsvenskan) and the Czech Republic U18 team. Combined, the forward appeared in 69 games where he tallied 28 goals and 30 assists.

 TRANSACTION: The Boston Bruins select forward David Pastrnak in the first round, 25th overall, in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

B's Bolster Depth with Heinen, Bjork & Johansson

Saturday, 06.28.2014 / 2:43 PM
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BostonBruins.com — The Bruins shored up their depth in the fourth, fifth and seventh rounds of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia, adding left-shot forward Danton Heinen (116th overall), left-shot winger Anders Bjork and defenseman Emil Johansson (206th overall) to round out their selections.

In Friday's first round, Boston selected forward David Pastrnak, and in the second round, it selected Massachusetts native Ryan Donato, the son of former Bruin and Harvard hockey coach Ted Donato.

“It’s a real long year — a lot of miles,” Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli said after the book was closed on the 2014 Draft. “These guys — it’s kind of a celebration of their year, I think. Keith [Gretzky] — with the help of Scott [Bradley] — they did a terrific job. Our list was as tightly packed as I’ve ever seen in our time here. Our list was good. While we only had five of seven picks, I really felt confident in where we were in our list. Happy with our guys. I felt the same way last year. We’re getting some good players.”

Johansson — a native of Vaxjo, Sweden — was the sole defenseman selected by the Bruins in the 2014 Draft. The seventh-rounder played in 42 games with HV71 J18 of the Swedish SuperElit league in 2013-14, registering two goals and seven assists for nine points with a plus-7 rating. He also played in 13 games with Sweden’s U18 International Junior team, notching a goal and an assist.

“I was told he’s a good two-way player, good two-way defenseman, good skater,” Chiarelli said.

Fourth-rounder Heinen was in Denver, where he is taking summer classes as he prepares to attend the University of Denver, when he got the call that the Bruins had drafted him.

“My adviser actually called me and gave me the news,” he said. “I was definitely very excited.

“They’re obviously a great organization — Original Six team, competitive, been competitive every year the last few years, so definitely an honor to be drafted by them.”

Heinen, a native of Langley, British Columbia, describes himself as an offensive threat with special teams skills whose best attributes are his vision and his playmaking abilities. As a member of the Surrey Eagles of the BCHL in 2013-14, he put those skills on display, tallying 29 goals and 32 assists for 61 points in 57 games.

In six playoff games in 2013-14, he finished with seven points (two goals, five assists).

Prior to joining the Eagles — for whom he served as captain last season — Heinen played for the Richmond Sockeyes of the PIJHL (2012-13) and the Valley West Hawks of the BCMML (2011-12).

"[He's an] offensive player -- real high skilled player," said Director of Amateur Scouting Keith Gretzky. "He has to gain some strength -- that’s his one concern right now. There’s a lot of kids that have to get stronger, and he has to get stronger."

Heinen is one of three current or future NCAA players selected by the Bruins in this draft, joining Donato (Harvard) and Bjork (Notre Dame).

“Here’s the attraction to an NCAA pick, or even a European pick: If they’re in a good program, they’ll develop, and you get him for four years, essentially,” Chiarelli said. “Sometimes that youngster isn’t ready, or strong enough, when he turns 20 to play in the American League. So you get that little period where he gets a little stronger, and provided it’s a good program — whether it’s in the European leagues or colleges.

“Colleges, we see a little more, we’re closer to. We get a lot of good players coming out of college. I like their development, too.”

Heinen, who hopes to make the trip to Boston for development camp this summer, knows that he will have plenty to work on as he makes the transition to college hockey.

“[I’m] just always trying to improve on every aspect of my game,” he said. “I’ll just continue to work hard here in Denver and try to make the Boston Bruins in the future.”

Bjork, the Bruins’ fifth-round pick, has plenty of hockey pedigree in his family: His father played at the University of Notre Dame — which Bjork plans to attend in 2014-15 — before playing in Europe and the AHL. His cousin is Erik Contra, currently a member of the Ottawa Senators.

“They’ve taught me a lot, especially on work ethic and perseverance,” Bjork said of his father and cousin. “Especially — they’ve always told me it takes a lot of effort overcoming adversity, but it’s how you bounce back from that adversity that makes you stronger.”

The winger, a native of Mequon, Wisc., is eagerly anticipating his arrival in South Bend, but first, he is finishing up some classes in order to graduate high school early.

“I’m real excited about that,” Bjork said. “It’s a great place to play, and they have great coaches and players and everything.”

In 61 games with the U.S. National U18 Team in 2013-14, Bjork registered 21 goals and 21 assists for 42 points. His team also won the gold medal at the world championships, which has been a highlight of Bjork’s career thus far.

“They’ve been great and really helped me develop my game a lot,” Bjork said of the U18 team. “All the people there, they just really try to help you succeed. They do whatever it takes and they taught us how to work hard, and the lifestyle, and that you got to be real disciplined in everything and it all paid off.”

Gretzky was thrilled the B's were able to bring in Bjork.

"He’s an up and down winger," Gretzky said. "He played in the Under-18 program, but we like what he brings. He’s well liked by his teammates, he seems to have a lot of character by what we hear and we’ve seen it on the ice and we’re excited to have him."

Bjork is the first to say there is plenty he can improve upon as he transitions to the next level — particularly in terms of his strength and his battling skills — but as a responsible, hard-working, two-way forward, he already models his game after someone near and dear to Bruins fans’ hearts.

“I really like watching Patrice Bergeron,” Bjork said. “He’s just an all-around good player — great offensive ability and really good hockey sense.”

When he found out he had been drafted by the Black and Gold, Bjork was “ecstatic” and is eager for the next stage of this journey to begin.

“It’s obviously great to be drafted by such a great organization and a successful organization,” he said. “They’re obviously one of the best franchises in the NHL, and they have always been one of the better teams in the NHL every year.

“They’re just a great organization, and they do things the right way there. I’m very happy to be a part of it.” The second day of the NHL Draft in Philadelphia at Wells Fargo Center kicks off at 10:00 a.m. ET on Saturday, June 28, with Rounds 2-7. Broadcast coverage can be found on NHL Network.

 On Friday night, the Bruins drafted Czech forward David Pastrnak with the 25th overall pick in the first round. Check out his reaction and GM Peter Chiarelli's take in this feature story.

Here's a rundown of the Bruins' picks...

Second Round

 -56th overall pick

Third Round

 -Their third round pick (86th) was a conditional pick traded to Philadelphia for Andrej Meszaros on March 5, 2014 at the trade deadline.

Fourth Round

 -116th pick

Fifth Round

 -146th pick

Sixth Round

 -Their sixth round pick (176th) was traded to St. Louis for Wade Redden at the trade deadline on April 3, 2013.

Seventh Round

 -206th pick

Follow along all day here on BostonBruins.com, the Bruins Mobile App and on Twitter @NHLBruins.

8:45 AM - Bruins' contingent arrives to the Wells Fargo Center. Soon after, the draft floor begins to fill up again, with plenty of conversations among the clubs' staff. Day 2, let's go...

10:41 AM - The Bruins make their first selection of the day: Bruins select MA native Ryan Donato with the 56th overall pick in the 2nd round. Ryan's father Ted (Harvard's head coach) was selected 98th overall in fifth round by Boston in 1987 and played 8 seasons with the Black & Gold.

11:22 AM - Bruins' second round draft pick, MA native Ryan Donato, meeting with Boston media for the first time after being chosen 56th overall:

11:58 AM - With the 116th overall pick, Boston selects forward Danton Heinen from the Surrey Eagles (BCHL). He will begin his college career at Denver University in 2014-15. Last year Heinen served as the BCHL's youngest captain for the Surrey Eagles, putting up 29 goals and 33 assists for 62 points with a plus-8 rating in 57 games played.

12:26 PM - Boston selects forward Anders Bjork from USA Hockey National Team Development Program in the fifth round, 146th overall. The Mequon, Wisconsin native is committed to the University of Notre Dame for 2014-15.

 12:48 PM - Earlier in the day, B's second round draft pick Ryan Donato had a chance to discuss his thoughts on being selected by the Bruins with NHL Network's EJ Hradek. Watch the interview below:

1:29 PM: With their final selection in the 2014 NHL Draft, the Bruins use their seventh round pick (206th overall) to select defenseman Emil Johansson. He is the only non-forward taken by the B's in this year's entry draft.

Czech David Pastrnak Proud to be Drafted by Boston

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 11:39 PM
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PHILADELPHIA - On Friday night, the Bruins picked Czech native David Pastrnak 25th overall in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft.

When Bruins President Cam Neely announced his name, the camera panned to the forward in the crowd. His reaction was simple, and powerful. He kissed his hands and pointed up to the sky. His father, Milan, passed away last May and could not be with him to witness his dream coming true.

Pastrnak walked up to the stage at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, walked down the line of Bruins' brass doling out strong handshakes to Neely, GM Peter Chiarelli and the rest of the Boston staff. He then slipped on the Spoked-B for the very first time.

"It’s unbelievable," said Pastrnak, beginning his trek through what's often termed as 'The Gauntlet,' first doing interviews with media, followed by photo shoots and autograph signings.

"I was getting nervous after every pick more and more and I’m really proud that Boston believed in me and they picked me. They’re a good organization and great people."

From the Bruins' perspective, he was higher on the draft list than where they thought they would get him.

"We talked a lot about moving up to get him, and we're fortunate to get him here [at No. 25]," Chiarelli said from the draft floor.

Pastrnak had met the Bruins' brass prior to the draft.

"We brought David in and we had dinner with him, and we talked a lot about it, he's got a really good upbringing - it's a little difficult, but he's a real good kid as a result of it," said Chiarelli.

"He looks up to [David] Krejci. I mean, all those young Czech players look up to Krejci and he certainly is one of them."

"He's got a real good personality, he's a real energetic kid, enthusiastic, and loves to play, and he respects it as a profession and I really like the kid's personality and I like the way he plays."

Pastrnak is a winger with a right shot, who comes in at 6-0, 167-pounds. He plays both sides, but he's mainly on the right.

"I compare him a lot to David Krejci. I think he's more of a winger than Krech, who is kind of a center that slows the game down, picks it up, chance of pace. This guy's a little better on the boards, he's a more natural winger," said Chiarelli, who labeled Pastrnak a better shooter than Krejci.

"But like David [Krejci], he protects the puck, he sees the ice well, he's got a level of grit, and it's kind of that level of grit with a good combination of skill that really attracted him to us."

The Krejci comparison would be well received by the Czech, who grew up idolizing the Bruin.

"I’m trying to play like Krejci from when I was born," gushed the forward. "He was my idol from when I was small and he is still, and still he is my idol."

He spent the majority of the 2013-14 season with Södertälje in the Swedish B League (Allsvenskan League). He lead the team with eight goals and 16 assists for 24 points in 36 games, before reportedly suffering an injury in January/February that kept him out the rest of the season.

He also skated in one game for the Södertälje J20 team (SuperElite) where he totaled two points with a goal and an assist.

Pastrnak returned to make his second appearance for the Czechs at the Under-18 World Championship in April, earning the silver medal (the U.S. won gold) as assistant captain. He was part of the country's World Juniors squad earlier in the year as well.

He's a puck handler, and battles strong down low. He considers his skating one of his best assets, along with his hockey sense and ability to read the game. He can score, and be a playmaker.

"It’s just, he competes and he’s got skill and we thought we needed some more skill," said Bruins Director of Amateur Scouting Keith Gretzky. "He handles the puck real well, he protects the puck real well and he’s full of energy. You gravitate to him."

We got to witness that firsthand on Friday night. Pastrnak was electric following the selection, and his enthusiasm showed through, starting with the massive smile that would not leave his face.

His English is not perfect, but his charismatic smile told much more about his emotions than any words could depict. He adores the game.

"At the beginning, I felt that they were great people and there was a great meeting and right away, I didn’t have it like that with other teams, that I liked the meeting so much," he said. "And it was good talking to them, and they knew what they were talking about, and I’m really happy."

"This kid, he’s got a great story," said Chiarelli. "With his mother and what he’s done away from home at an early age, he’s got a great story. Single parent, and she works two jobs to support to him back in Czech."

The now 18-year-old Pastrnak was 15 when he first began playing in Sweden. His team, Södertälje (where LA's Anze Kopitar played), has a chance to move up to the Swedish Hockey League (top league in Sweden) in 2015-16.

"I was 15 years old when I got there and they also support me so I’m just trying to give back to them," he said.

"He gets a lot of ice time for a young kid and we saw him in April in Europe, and we thought maybe there was a chance that he’d be there [at No. 25]," said Gretzky. "We focused on skill and his compete, and you can have all the skill you want, but if you don’t compete…"

That compete level is exactly what keeps driving Pastrnak. He doesn't give up on plays. And just like many young players, he's still working hard to improve his defensive play to go along with his offensive ability.

[Krejci's] two-way game, you know, he's a great offensive guy but if he isn't scoring goals in the game, he's still helping the team defensively," said Pastrnak. "And I think that's the right guy for me to look up for because his kind of hockey is not just about offensively, because you have to play for the team and be a team player, and he is."

"And that's what I like about him and he's a great hockey player and I think he's a great person, too."

Strong play at both ends fits right into the Bruins' mold.

"You have to be good on defense, too. If you want to be a good hockey player you have to play for the team and you don’t play for the team just with scoring," said Pastrnak. "You have to do something on defense, and that’s something like blocking shots."

His willingness to put in the work was apparent to the Bruins' scouting staff. Gretzky and newly appointed Assistant General Manager Scott Bradley, along with scouts Dean Malkoc and PJ Axelsson, saw that commitment firsthand.

"He moved away when he was young; he wanted to be a hockey player," said Gretzky.

Pastrnak knows that he must keep getting stronger, and keep improving, if he wants to reach the next level.

"There’s a lot of things I have to work on and I will do that and I hope I can get better and make the Bruins proud that they picked me first," said the forward.

While Chiarelli doesn't mind him staying over for another season in Sweden, there's always the chance that he's ready to make the transition to the North American game.

He projects be a definite second-line player, and has an opportunity to carve himself out a top-line role in the future.

"I don’t know if it’s first line but he’s got sense, he’s got skill and those two things give him a chance," said Chiarelli.

His work ethic will also help him down the road in Black & Gold.

"It was an unreal moment," said Pastrnak. "I will remember this for all my life."

Preview: Bruins' Brass Ready for NHL Draft
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PHILADELPHIA - The NHL Draft kicks off tonight on Friday, June 27 at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia with Round 1 set to begin at 7:00 p.m. ET (NBCSN).

The Bruins own the 25th overall pick.

Rounds 2-7 will take place on Saturday, June 28, at 10:00 a.m. ET. The Bruins own the 56th overall pick in the second round, the 116th pick in the fourth round, 146th in the fifth round and 206th in the seventh round.

Their third round pick (86th) was a conditional pick traded to Philadelphia for Andrej Meszaros on March 5, 2014 at the trade deadline. Their sixth round pick (176th) was traded to St. Louis for Wade Redden at the trade deadline on April 3, 2013.

Boston didn't have a first-round pick last year in 2013. The Black & Gold selected defenseman Linus Arnesson 60th overall in the second round. He was signed to an entry-level contract on June 1.

As the Bruins get set for the first round, General Manager Peter Chiarelli spoke on Friday morning about this year's draft and the expectations.

"It’s a different draft. It thins out, and when it thins out, teams have a lot of different lists," said Chiarelli. "So normally, if we’re 25, we’re looking at the 17th or 16th player on our list, normally. But maybe we’re going to get the 13th player on our list now because it kind of branches out once you get down past 10 or 11, and everyone has their own kind of favorites because it thins out."

"So there’s a lot of skilled forwards in the mix and that’s kind of one of the things we’re looking for. We’re looking for size, strength, D — I don’t know if we’re going to get that in the first round — but there’s a lot of skilled forwards."

Earlier in the week, Chiarelli hadn't ruled out putting the Bruins' first-round pick into play, and trying to move or move down, depending on who's available at that time. He noted the club has a tight draft list of their potential picks.

"Even to move up to like 17 or 18, it’s going to cost a lot," he said. "So I talked about how this draft’s going to branch out after maybe 10, 11 or 12 — it may be that you’re going to get a pick at 25 that you think you’d have to move up to get 17, just because of that. So you have to see how it’s going around that area. I don’t expect to move up."

To get a player that would have the chance to play in the NHL next year, Chiarelli believed the Bruins would have to move up from No. 25.

When the 2014 NHL Draft does begin, Chiarelli and his staff will be guided by Director of Amateur Scouting Keith Gretzky. This marks Gretzky's first draft in his current role. He was promoted last offseason, after spending two seasons with the Bruins as an amateur scout. He previously headed up the Coyotes' draft efforts from 2006-11.

Chiarelli is confident in his group as they get set for what's widely considered a "thinner" draft than recent years.

"I feel we have a real tight list," said the GM. "I think we’ve had some real productive meetings with Keith at the helm and he’s got a different perspective on things but he also knows what the Bruins ideals are and kind of the ingredients that we want in players."

"I have complete confidence in Keith in running this draft and we’ve got some real good guys behind him and above him that can really give him good lateral support. Like a guy like Scott Bradley has been terrific in that regard in giving Keith tutelage and pointing him in the right direction and giving him support."

"So I feel good about our amateur group and I am looking forward to this draft."

Draft time also allows for possible movement around the League, with NHL brass all gathered together. And with seven new general managers at the helm in the past six months, they've been "feeling their way through the market," according to Chiarelli.

"So I think maybe that has resulted in a little more activity than normal, a little more conversation than normal."

While GMs have the chance to build their clubs long-term, the draft is also a prime opportunity to make trades, move picks, and trade up or down for selections.

"For me, yeah, it is [quiet], I don’t anticipate making a trade," Chiarelli said of the activity surrounding his own club. "There might be a minor one, but I don’t anticipate making a big trade this weekend."

"So you guys can come off the high alert," he smiled to the gathered reporters.

As for other teams, who have already made a number of trades in the hours leading up to the draft, there could be more activity.

"There’s probably going to be a couple [blockbuster trades]. I think every year, there’s a couple. There’s been more activity — I mentioned this in my conference call — there’s been more activity," he said. "We’ve got some new guys that are pushing agendas, new GMs, so there’s more activity for that. You’ve got a weaker free agent pool, so there’s more activity. The draft is a little thin, so the picks aren’t as valuable, so the teams are more willing to make some deals, so there’s been more activity for that."

"Now, activity versus pulling the trigger — that’s a different thing. So we’ll see about that."

With the NHL and NHLPA announcing the upper limit for the salary cap set at $69 million, that could speed up activity as well.

Tune in to Round 1 of the NHL Draft at 7:00 p.m. ET on NBCSN. Rounds 2-7 take place at 10:00 a.m. ET Saturday on NHL Network. BostonBruins.com and the Bruins Mobile App will have your full coverage, along with live updates on Twitter @NHLBruins.

Analytics on the Rise in NHL Talent Evaluation

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 3:47 PM
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BostonBruins.com — When the use of sabermetrics first cropped up in Major League Baseball, there were plenty of skeptics. Now, that sort of analysis is universally accepted in baseball a critical component of any team’s talent evaluation process.

While other sports have been a bit slower to adopt the same practices in their own evaluation processes, Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli said that the use of advanced statistical analysis is slowly but surely growing, particularly in his front office.

“You can derive a lot of stuff from your scouting software, and I know a lot of teams do that,” he said prior to Friday’s NHL Draft in Philadelphia. “I think it’s more in the forefront. You’ve got people talking about it more. I think a lot of teams have been doing it and using it. It’s always been a piece that we’ll look at in conjunction with everything else. It seems to be trending.”

On Friday, the Bruins announced a series of personnel changes within their management office, one of which was the promotion of Ryan Nadeau to Director of Hockey Operations and Analytics. Chiarelli said that the promotion was necessary at least in part due to the increasingly large role analytics have played in the Bruins’ talent evaluation process.

“It’s not a new thing — we’ve always done it,” Chiarelli said of using analytics. “But we wanted to augment the department a little bit. He’ll be in charge of doing that. It’s always a supplemental piece to our decision-making. We just wanted to make sure we’re growing it and doing it properly, and Ryan has been with the organization for quite a while.

“He’s a point guy on that anyways, so he generates a lot of lists and metrics that we see when we’re making our decisions and I just wanted to give him that promotion and let him grow the department.”

Nadeau has spent 11 seasons with the Bruins organization, eight of them in the team’s hockey operations department. Previously, he served as Director of Hockey Administration and was also tasked with scouting college prospects in the Eastern U.S. as well as Canada.

“It’s exciting,” Nadeau said of the promotion. “It’ll be a great new challenge, something that I have been interested in for a little while. To be able to get this opportunity is huge. You know, there will be some challenges, but I am excited about it and it should be fun.”

Nadeau said that the ongoing rise of analytics has been a fascinating evolution to witness.

“That part is a challenge because there is a lot going on,” he said. “It is constantly changing and evolving, but that’s a good thing. I think for us, we are in a position to, you know, just continue to make sure that we are using every tool possible to evaluate and help us in our decision-making process. It’s just another tool to help us.”

Chiarelli added that it is important to avoid letting analytics take over the entire process. They comprise just a piece of the puzzle, he said, not the entire thing.

“You just can’t get caught up in it too much,” he said. “It promotes discussion, and through that, you end up back on the talent evaluation. So I think it’s a real instructional piece, and we just don’t publicize it. We just thought that Ryan’s been doing this for a while and we wanted to make sure he got some credit for it. “

Nadeau said that one of the most interesting aspects of the growth of analytics has been the way it has opened doors for new — or different — kinds of minds in the sports industry.

“Lots of blogs and websites and stuff – people are doing some pretty impressive stuff and just posting it,” he said. “So as that happens, more and more people are seeing it and using it. So the growth has been quick, but I think part of it is just because of the technology these days, it’s easier to get the word out there. Some people have done an extremely good job of detailed work and we’re going to use some tools to continue to do that on our end.”

Nadeau said that analytics don’t necessarily change the team’s outlook on a prospect; instead, they allow that player to be seen in a different way. Analytics might show him something that traditional statistics — such as plus/minus, points and goals — may not reveal.

“Most things are centered around possession and shots and things like that,” he said. “Some of them obviously are proprietary, and I can't really get into details on it, but we’re just going to continue to evaluate players in a different way as another tool to kind of let us look back on and help us make those decisions.”

There have even been times in the past where advanced analytics have contradicted popular opinion about players. Nadeau was hesitant to offer up a concrete example, but he said that the numbers don’t lie. In fact, sometimes, perception does.

“I think kind of the funny thing with watching players — especially if you're watching for a while — your eyeballs can trick you a little bit on certain things,” he said. “So having the data and the factual things to back it up, I think once you look at that, often times it supports what you're thinking.

“But yes, there are examples every now and then where you’re like, huh that’s interesting. And then you go back and look at it and say, you know, what, I can see where I was kind of misled.”

As Chiarelli, Nadeau and the Bruins approach the 2014 Draft, which will take place on Friday and Saturday at the Wells Fargo Center, analytics will factor into their decision-making process, to an extent. In the end, though, they are simply another piece of the larger complex puzzle otherwise known as talent evaluation.

“It’s another resource that, when you're going to make a decision, it’s there in front of you and it helps shape what you're doing,” Nadeau said. “I don’t know if you can put a certain percentage on it and how you're doing it, but obviously, it’s supplementing what eyeballs are doing. Like, we’re going to obviously continue to scout and scout heavily.

“This, again, is just one more resource that if we didn’t go down that road, we would kind of be losing a good piece of evaluating players.”

POSTED ON Saturday, 06.28.2014 / 2:32 PM
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VIDEO: TIM MURRAY AFTER THE DRAFT 

Sabres general manager Tim Murray addresses the media after the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia. 

On the draft:

We have a potential top-two center that could play for us next year. The other thing it did for the organization is we added a lot of assets. 

 The way I’ve spoken about that in the past is we’re going to do the best we can to make them better and they’re either going to be Buffalo Sabres or they’re going to allow us to get other Buffalo Sabres. I think when you draft a lot of players early that it automatically helps your organization. 

Summarizing the weekend:

Outstanding. Our guys are happy. I’ve made them do a lot of talking, a lot of explaining why they wanted certain players and I think that’s the way I think it should be. I think if you want a player, you have to engage. You just can’t tell me he’s a good player. You have to tell me more. I want to hear more. And they stepped up. 

 They’re getting used to me. I’m getting used to them and this is the first step, I believe, in maybe having to give more information than they’re used to. Maybe having to put more emphasis on different things than they used to and I think they’re all learning. And I think they did a good job.

ROUND 1 COVERAGE

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 7:30 PM

By Kevin Snow - Sabres.com / 2014 NHL DRAFT 
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The wait is finally over - the Buffalo Sabres selected forward Sam Reinhart with the second overall pick in the 2014 Entry Draft. 

 Reinhart led Kootenay with 105 points (36-69—105) in 60 games during the 2013-14 season, tying for fourth overall in the Western Hockey League with Leon Draisaitl (No. 4-ranked North American Skater) of the Prince Albert Raiders. 

 He also led his team with 23 points in 13 playoff games (6-17—23), advancing three rounds before Kootenay fell to the Portland Winterhawks in the Western Conference Championship.

AUDIO: REINHART REACTS TO BEING DRAFTED

EXPERT ANALYSIS

Kris Baker of SabresProspects.com

 There is little flash to Reinhart's game, but the lack of sizzle is made up with consistent smarts, vision and character that puts the productive pivot among the elite forwards in the 2014 draft class. He can slow it down and speed it up, and his ability to see open passing lanes is a skill that cannot be taught.

The Hockey News

 On a disappointing Canadian WJC team, Reinhart was one of the best and more consistent forwards, behind Ottawa Curtis Lazar. “He’s so smart that it makes up for his weaknesses,” said one scout. “He takes away space and uses his angles. He’s a good enough skater, deadly on the power play and his linemates get five or six chances a game because of him.

REINHART: 'I'VE PICTURED MYSELF IN THIS UNIFORM FOR A VERY LONG TIME'

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 9:05 PM

By Chris Ryndak - Sabres.com / 2014 NHL DRAFT 
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 (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

PHILADELPHIA -- The Buffalo Sabres had their choice of forwards with the second-overall selection of the 2014 NHL Draft on Friday. They went with center Sam Reinhart, the Western Hockey League's Player of the Year.

What does Reinhart think separated himself from the other top prospects?

“I think the biggest thing is I feel ready to play. It’s a young team. I’m very familiar with the organization and I’ve pictured myself in this uniform for a very long time,” Reinhart said. “I’m very excited and I’m very motivated to step into the League next year with a young team that’s developing very well and to make an impact.”

Reinhart said that Buffalo was one of his most challenging interviews and that they really pushed him with their questions.

“They did and I think that’s only positive for them to do that,” he said. “It gives you a lot of confidence in them and with what they can do in those sorts of interviews. I’m thrilled and happy and I’m very thankful that they selected me.”

After his junior season wrapped up, Reinhart joined Team Canada for their training camp in Switzerland as they prepared for the IIHF World Championship. He was able to meet Cody Hodgson and Tyler Myers and get a first-hand look at the professional lifestyle.

He’s studied up on the Sabres organization over the past few months and knows he’s going to have to work hard to make the team in the fall.

“It’s not going to be given to me right away,” he said. “I’m going to do everything I can to step in and make an impact and take advantage of every opportunity.”

MURRAY WASTED NO TIME MAKING PICK

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 11:04 PM

By Chris Ryndak - Sabres.com / 2014 NHL DRAFT 
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PHILADELPHIA -- Buffalo Sabres general manager Tim Murray wasted no time making the second-overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft. He didn’t thank anyone or make a long speech. He announced the selection of center Sam Reinhart and stepped away from the podium.

“It was good. I liked it,” Reinhart said. “Didn’t stall at all. It shows the confidence he has in me and makes me feel better.”

Murray didn’t see any reason to take more time up on the stage.

“He was the first player on our list,” Murray said. “You shouldn’t hesitate when you’re getting the first player on your list.”

Murray said he’s been scouting Reinhart since the day he took the general manager’s job in Buffalo back in January. He had a trip planned to watch Reinhart play in Western Canada right away.

It’s Reinhart’s vision and hockey smarts that separated him from the other top prospects in the draft.

“Hockey sense, seeing the play three, four, five seconds before it happens, which most good players, I’d say it’s a couple seconds or whatever fractions you want to use. And I just think he has an ability to make wingers better,” Murray said. So now our job is to make sure that we have the proper guys to play with him.”

Reinhart’s next visit to Buffalo will be his first.

“I’ve never been to Buffalo so I’m pretty excited about it. Before they had the pick, I saw some of the city [in an intro video on the video board] so I’m looking forward to it.”

He’ll be in town for the team’s development camp July 14-18 and Murray said he’ll be involved in both that as well as the prospect tournament in Traverse City. Whether he’ll be ready for the NHL come October will depend on how he progresses.

“He’s a young prospect so he has a big summer ahead of him,” Murray said. “He’s got a development camp, a rookie tournament and training camp and exhibition games. And he will be judged each and every day of that schedule.”

2014 NHL DRAFT: THE STOCK MARKET

Kris Baker looks at six players that could rise or fall in the draft

Wednesday, 06.25.2014 / 4:07 PM / 2014 NHL Draft Coverage 
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There’s no exact science to the NHL Draft; just ask Sabres GM Tim Murray and his 29 other counterparts. Scouting staffs put a lot of time and effort into finding the best players, but every so often, some of them can fall through the cracks for a variety of reasons.

Kris Baker of SabresProspects.com has his eye on six players that could be selected earlier than expected, later than they’d hoped, or maybe even not at all this weekend in Philadelphia.

ON THE RISE

KYLE WOOD

 D, North Bay Battalion (OHL)

 6'5", 229 lbs.

 Central Scouting final ranking: 191st North American skater

Wood overcame an early knee injury to put forth a strong second half and eventually shine in the OHL playoffs with 10 points (2+8) in the Troop's run to the league final. 

 He has the desirable size and intriguing offensive package that teams look for in a rearguard, but it was his all-around smarts and confidence that served as the greatest factors in his late-season surge. Wood’s playoff performance was a revelation to many scouts, and it may very well be enough to get him selected as early as the third round.

AXEL HOLMSTROM

 C, Skelleftea AIK (SHL)

 6’0”, 194 lbs.

 Central Scouting final ranking: 90th European skater

Holmstrom is a powerful, gritty forward that shined in his final audition at World U18s, where he paired with William Nylander to snag three goals 11 points in the tourney’s seven contests. 

 Injuries hampered his start of the year, but he eventually got it firing with 15 goals and 38 points in 33 junior contests to cement his status as a middle-round candidate. Holmstrom recently signed a three-year extension with Skelleftea, giving any interested suitor plenty of developmental flexibility while allowing the talented pivot time to improve his footwork.

HUNTER SMITH

 RW, Oshawa Generals (OHL)

 6’6”, 210 lbs.

 Central Scouting final ranking: 39th North American skater

Possessing a September 11 birthday, Smith made it into the class of 2013 by just four days but went unclaimed. That won’t be the case in 2014, as the 6-foot-6 forward made waves this past season with his power style and willingness to defend his teammates while skating on the Generals’ top line. 

 Skating may be a concern moving forward, but hands down low are not. Smith collected 16 goals, 40 points and 100 penalty minutes (including seven fights) in regular season action to vault up draft lists. It all could add up to him sneaking into the tail end of round one.

FALLING STOCK

BLAKE CLARKE

LW, Saginaw Spirit (OHL)

 6’1”, 196 lbs.

 Central Scouting final ranking: 134th North American skater

A barreling power forward with a wicked shot, Clarke burst on to the scene two years ago with 19 goals, 51 points, and the honor of a Second Team All-Rookie selection. The inaugural effort put him on the map as a potential top-10 pick, but then 2013-14 happened. 

 Clarke suffered a shoulder injury in September at the All-American Prospects Game in Pittsburgh, and it was downhill from there, with the Missouri product lighting the lamp just twice in 54 games split between North Bay and Saginaw. Clarke did score off a nice wrist shot at the CHL Top Prospects Game, and he later potted one goal in two playoff outings. You’ll have a hard time finding a greater stock plunge in the last 12 months.

ALEXIS VANIER

 D, Baie-Comeau Drakkar (QMJHL)

 6’5”, 214 lbs.

 Central Scouting final ranking: 112th North American skater

A hulking defender, Vanier generated some first-round buzz early in the season with 13 goals and 29 points in his first 35 games. The story changed when the calendar flipped into January. 

 The all-situations big man producing just seven points (2+5) the rest of the way before getting shut down due to injury. The offensive skill and powerful shooting displayed early in the campaign could be enough for a team to invest early, but his choppy, slow skating could see teams back off until the later stages.

DON’T SLEEP ON THIS GUY

MILES GENDRON

 D, The Rivers School (US HS)

 6’2”, 174 lbs.

 Central Scouting final ranking: 74th North American skater

It’s no surprise when a player takes time to learn a new position, and such is the case with Gendron, a converted centerman who is still learning the finer points of playing on the blue line. While some shifts in his own end can be negatively classified as “adventurous,” the word takes on different meaning when he gets room to carry the puck up ice. 

 Gendron is an explosive skater who can wheel and deal, and for that reason alone, many New England-based scouts left rinks raving about his size and range. Committed to the up-and-coming University of Connecticut program, Gendron will play a developmental year with the highly regarded Penticton Vees of the British Columbia Hockey League before joining the Huskies in 2015-16.

LEMIEUX SURPRISED TO BE PICKED BY SABRES

Saturday, 06.28.2014 / 2:23 PM

By Chris Ryndak - Sabres.com / 2014 NHL DRAFT 
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(Photo Credit: Getty Images) 

PHILADELPHIA – Brendan Lemieux didn’t think he’d end up in Buffalo after his combine interview with the Sabres in May.

Sabres general manager Tim Murray and the hockey department asked tough questions and many of the prospects coming out of those meetings said Buffalo was one of the harder interviews in the League.

It turns out Lemieux had similar feelings.

“I thought it was my worst interview. They weren’t easy on me but I guess they liked the way I reacted,” he said after being selected by Buffalo with the first pick of the second round of the 2014 NHL Draft on Saturday.

Partly because of that interview, Buffalo wasn’t really on his radar entering the draft.

That’s how some interviews go. He thought it was tough and we thought it was great. We thought he responded very well to some tough questions. - Tim Murray

“I was one of those guys trying to figure out for a long time where I was going to go. You don’t know and nobody really knew but I had no idea,” he said. “I had no idea I would drop out of the first round. I had no idea I’d be picked this morning. I walked in the arena like two minutes before I got picked. I had no idea.”

While Lemieux may have been disappointed with his performance in that combine interview, Murray liked what he heard.

“I know that he felt that. We didn’t feel that. We felt that it was outstanding. We made it uncomfortable for him a little bit, fairly,” he said. “We went after him a little bit about his relationship with teammates and different things. So I assume he didn’t think that Buffalo was going to draft him at all.

“And that’s how some interviews go. He thought it was tough and we thought it was great. We thought he responded very well to some tough questions.”

Murray said he also challenged first-round pick Sam Reinhart during the interview process and rehashed some of those conversations on Saturday.

“I didn’t get involved in a lot of interviews. I did on Reinhart. I asked him about that today. I questioned him on leadership and different things that he responded very well [to],” he said. “I questioned Lemieux on his character and how he gets along with teammates and different things like that and I thought that he responded well too. But I could see that he thought it was a tough one maybe.”

Murray said that the Sabres had Lemieux in their Top 30 and that the combination of his tenacious style and offensive upside made him a very appealing prospect.

Lemieux, who models his game after his father Claude – an infamous agitator – is going to use the perceived slight of being passed on in the first round as extra motivation to progress his career.

“Definitely I was disappointed. I expected to be a first-round pick and never even really looked at the second round,” he said. “But that being said, things have a way of working out and I think it could be a blessing in disguise that I had to wait it out. I’m proud to be picked with the first pick of the second round and I’m just going to use it as fuel now

Badgers hockey: Incoming freshman Jack Dougherty could be selected in 1st round of NHL draft

2014 NHL DRAFT: ROUND 7
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With their final pick in this year’s draft at 181st overall, the Sabres selected 19-year-old right winger Victor Olofsson from MODO in Sweden. The 5-foot-11 and 175-pound Olofsson has speed to burn, and scored 32 goals and 53 points at the J20 level last season.
2014 NHL DRAFT: ROUND 6
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Buffalo went back into the high school ranks for their 151st selection with Christopher Brown, the son of former NHLer Doug Brown. A center from Cranbrook Kingswood in Michigan, Brown accumulated a ridiculous 84 points (26+58) in 28 games this season. Brown has committed to Boston College, and is expected to play with the USHL’s Green Bay Gamblers in 2014-15. His uncle, Greg, is a coach at BC and was drafted by the Sabres in 1986.
VIRTANEN TARGETS MID-OCTOBER RETURN

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 9:53 AM
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PHILADELPHIA – Even with a nagging shoulder injury, Jake Virtanen put together a fine season for the Calgary Hitmen of the Western Hockey League.

The left wing scored a team-high 45 goals and then went on to help Team Canada win bronze at the Under-18 World Championship in Finland, tying for the team lead in points.

Virtanen had surgery in May to repair his partially dislocated left shoulder and was thus unable to partake in the fitness testing at the NHL Combine at the end of the month.

He said he first sustained the injury in the middle of the season but re-injured it sometime after and then again in the playoffs. When the combination of rest and rehab wasn’t working well enough, he elected to have surgery to repair the torn labrum once his season ended after much discussion with his family and agent.

Virtanen is NHL Central Scouting’s sixth-ranked North American skater and is expected to be a Top 10 pick Friday night.

 He hopes to be ready by mid-October and he doesn’t think that his recovery will negatively impact his draft stock.

“I’ve told quite a few people that with the technology nowadays, I think that won’t hurt me,” Virtanen said on Thursday. “They have some great doctors and I know I had my surgery by great doctors. I think it won’t hurt me too much.”

Doctors have told him that he’ll be able to do all of the things after rehab that he could prior to the surgery.

“I’m doing great. I think my shoulder’s done really well so far and my doctor has said it’s one of the best-looking shoulders from rehab he’s seen,” Virtanen said. “So that’s good news and I’m happy about that news. It’s something you can look at and say I can only get healthy from this.”
Flames select six players at the 2014 NHL Draft

Saturday, 28.06.2014 / 3:10 PM / Home for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft 
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PHILADELPHIA, PA – The Calgary Flames selected six players (three forwards, two defencemen and one goalie) at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia, PA during the seven round selection process.

The Flames selected Sam Bennett with the fourth overall pick which is the highest Calgary has ever picked in the NHL Draft.

Calgary also acquired center Brandon Bollig from the Chicago Blackhawks in exchange for a Flames 3rd round pick (83rd overall) in the 2014 NHL Draft.

SAM BENNETT (C)

 Drafted: 1st round (4th overall)

 HT: 6’0” WT: 178 lbs. Shoots: Left Born: Toronto, ON (June 20, 1996)

Sam Bennett

Center

 Born Jun 20 1996 -- Toronto, ONT

 Height 6.00 -- Weight 178 -- Shoots Left

Selected by Calgary Flames round 1 #4 overall 2014 NHL Entry Draft

   Regular Season Playoffs 

Season

Team

Lge

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

2012-13 Kingston Frontenacs OHL 60 18 22 40 87 4 0 3 3 2 

2013-14 Kingston Frontenacs OHL 57 36 55 91 118 7 5 4 9 18 

Sam Bennett statistics provided by hockeyDB.com

MASON MCDONALD (G)

 Drafted: 2nd round (34th overall)

 HT: 6’4” WT: 186 lbs. Catches: Right Born: Halifax, NS (April 23, 1996)

Mason McDonald

Goaltender

 Born Apr 23 1996 -- Halifax, NS

 Height 6.04 -- Weight 186

Selected by Calgary Flames round 2 #34 overall 2014 NHL Entry Draft

 RS Scoring RS Goalie Stats PO Scoring 

Season

Team

Lge

GP

G

A

PIM

Min

GA

EN

SO

GAA

W

L

T

Svs

Pct

GP

G

A

PIM

2012-13 Acadie-Bathurst Titan QMJHL 26 0 0 2 1004 79 3 1 4.72 6 8 3 606 0.885 1 0 0 0 

2013-14 Acadie-Bathurst Titan QMJHL 13 0 0 0 655 39 2 0 3.57 3 7 1 306 0.887 - - - - 

2013-14 Charlottetown Islanders QMJHL 16 0 0 0 948 53 3 0 3.35 5 8 2 519 0.907 4 0 1 0 

Mason McDonald statistics provided by hockeyDB.com

HUNTER SMITH (RW)

 Drafted: 2nd round (54th overall)

 HT: 6’7” WT: 220 lbs. Shoots: Right Born: Windsor, ON (September 11, 1995)

Hunter Smith

Right Wing

 Born Sep 11 1995 -- Windsor, ONT

 Height 6.07 -- Weight 220 -- Shoots Right

Selected by Calgary Flames round 2 #54 overall 2014 NHL Entry Draft

   Regular Season Playoffs 

Season

Team

Lge

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

2011-12 Windsor Spitfires OHL 15 1 0 1 19 2 0 0 0 0 

2012-13 Oshawa Generals OHL 30 0 1 1 22 3 0 0 0 0 

2013-14 Oshawa Generals OHL 64 16 24 40 100 12 3 8 11 25 

Hunter Smith statistics provided by hockeyDB.com

BRANDON HICKEY (D)

 Drafted: 3rd round (64th overall)

 HT: 6’2” WT: 180 lbs. Shoots: Left Born: Leduc, AB (April 13, 1996)

Brandon Hickey

Defense

 Born Apr 13 1996 -- Leduc, ALTA

 Height 6.02 -- Weight 180 -- Shoots Left

Selected by Calgary Flames round 3 #64 overall 2014 NHL Entry Draft

   Regular Season Playoffs 

Season

Team

Lge

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

2011-12 Spruce Grove Saints AJHL 2 0 0 0 2 -- -- -- -- -- 

2012-13 Spruce Grove Saints AJHL 55 1 6 7 11 16 0 0 0 12 

2013-14 Spruce Grove Saints AJHL 49 4 18 22 29 13 0 5 5 4 

Brandon Hickey statistics provided by hockeyDB.com

ADAM OLLAS-MATTSSON (D)

 Drafted: 6th round (175th overall)

 HT: 6’4” WT: 216 lbs. Shoots: Left Born: Stockholm, SWE (July 30, 1996)

Adam Ollas-Mattsson

Defense

 Born Jul 30 1996 -- Stockholm, Sweden

 Height 6.04 -- Weight 216 -- Shoots Left

Selected by Calgary Flames round 6 #175 overall 2014 NHL Entry Draft

   Regular Season Playoffs 

Season

Team

Lge

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

2013-14 Djurgardens IF Stockholm Swe-1 6 0 2 2 4      

Adam Ollas-Mattsson statistics provided by hockeyDB.com

AUSTIN CARROLL (LW)

 Drafted: 7th round (184th overall)

 HT: 6’3” WT: 214 lbs. Shoots: Right Born: Scottsdale, AZ (March 26, 1994)

Austin Carroll

Left Wing

 Born Mar 26 1994 -- Scottsdale, AZ

 Height 6.03 -- Weight 214 -- Shoots Right

Selected by Calgary Flames round 7 #184 overall 2014 NHL Entry Draft

   Regular Season Playoffs 

Season

Team

Lge

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

GP

G

A

Pts

PIM

2010-11 Coquitlam Express BCHL 42 6 5 11 28 4 0 0 0 4 

2011-12 Victoria Royals WHL 62 8 12 20 80 4 2 0 2 6 

2012-13 Victoria Royals WHL 67 15 27 42 152 4 1 1 2 2 

2013-14 Victoria Royals WHL 70 34 23 57 114 9 5 3 8 16 

Austin Carroll statistics provided by hockeyDB.com

1st rd (4th) SAM BENNETT - C (Kingston - OHL)

 2nd rd (34th) MASON MCDONALD – G (Charlottetown – QMJHL)

 2nd rd (54th) HUNTER SMITH – RW (Oshawa – OHL)

 3rd rd (64th) BRANDON HICKEY – D (Spruce Grove – AJHL)

 6th rd (175th) ADAM OLLAS-MATTSSON – D (Djurgardens – SWE)

 7th rd (184th) AUSTIN CARROLL – LW (Victoria – WHL)
Adam Ollas Mattsson: What Scouts Say

See what scouting services are saying about Adam Ollas Mattsson
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INTERNATIONAL SCOUTING SERVICE

Splitting this season with Djurgardens Junior and Allsvenskan teams he proved the ability to compete against men while showing a strong development curve. He plays the role as the shutdown defender for Sweden at the U18s but also showed some upside on the puck giving him two way appeal. His massive frame and big body is what jumps out, towering over majority of his opponents. Will engage physically when called up showing some edge to his game. Good shot from the point but game is based around his massive frame, reach and active defensive play. Adam will be a very intriguing project for an NHL team as he shows a good mindset on both sides of the puck with unrefined skill-set and the potential to add an intimidating edge.

NHL Potential: Stay-at-home NHL upside with simple puck moving ability.

Style Compares To: Niklas Hjalmarsson

RED LINE REPORT

Very big and strong defender is a physical beast who takes care of his own end first. Powerful down low along the boards, winning battles and clearing the zone efficiently - fends off checkers and moves puck to the right spots. Very defensively aware with his head on a swivel around the crease. Uses long wingspan and mobility effectively on the PK to clog lanes and disrupt offensive flow. Communicates with his d-partner - take charge guy who directs teammates. Makes great reads to come off his man and block dangerous shots. Moves men off the puck and keeps crease clear. Shows good touch on short area passes, even off the backhand. Makes crisp, long lead passes with vision. We’ve seen him spot an opening and step up down the slot to bury a quick snap-shot, but generally lacks an instinctive feel at offensive end. Source of debate among RLR staff. Some see him as a solid 2nd rounder, while others feel he makes too many giveaways in own zone under pressure.

Projection: Huge and steady #4-5 puck mover.

Style Compares To: Henrik Tallinder
Numerology: Adam Ollas Mattsson

A by-the-numbers look at defenceman Adam Ollas Mattsson
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33 Adam Ollas Mattsson played 33 games with the Djurgården J20 team in the 2013-14 season. 

6 Ollas Mattsson also suited up for six contests with Djurgården of the Allsvenskan league. 

9 With the Djurgården J20 team, Ollas Mattsson notched nine points. He scored one goal and recorded eight assists through his 33 games. 

4 The rearguard played in four games for Sweden at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament. He was a plus-four in the tournament. 

50 The ISS had Ollas Mattsson ranked 50th amongst all draft-eligible skaters in 2014. He was the ISS' 12th ranked defenceman. 

56 Red Line Report had Ollas Mattsson ranked 56th amongst all skaters in the 2014 NHL Draft. 

6 The Flames selected the blueliner in the sixth round (175th overall) in the 2014 NHL Draft. 

Treliving sets sights on trades, free agency
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I said it coming in here, not everything is going to happen in the next two days but I think we’re going to still see some business getting done leading up to July 1. - Brad Treliving

PHILADELPHIA, PA -- Minutes after the Ottawa Senators made Jacob Middleton the 210th and final pick in the 2014 NHL Draft, Calgary Flames general manager Brad Treliving changed his focus.

Now, his attention is solely on the free agency period opening July 1st.

And after a slow weekend in terms of transactions on the floor, action could pick up in the days between the draft and Tuesday.

“It’s sort of like the stars are aligning a little bit here,” Treliving said. “This free agent courting period is giving people pause, not only to see what’s out there and what those terms may be, but also stalling getting your own people done because they’re out looking. 

 "I do think for teams that are nudged up against the cap or close to it, the numbers that came back in terms of the cap this year maybe gave some pause to some people with maybe under a little bit of some of the expectations.

“I said it coming in here, not everything is going to happen in the next two days but I think we’re going to still see some business getting done leading up to July 1.”

Finishing 27th in the league last season, the Flames undoubtedly have areas of need Treliving will be tasked with addressing.

The two that will top Treliving’s shopping list? Offence and defence.

“We want to address our blue line,” he said. “The blue line is an area we want to look at and then obviously depending on what happens with Mike (Cammalleri), offense, goal-scoring, production is something. Those are the two things right now we’re sort of looking at. Again, some of those things are going to be addressed as we go through the next couple days to see where things get to with Mike, for instance. Our blue line right now is something we’ll spend a little time on.”

There’s also the issue of another goaltender.

With Karri Ramo under contract for next season and the desire to have Joni Ortio carrying the bulk of the load in the American Hockey League with the Adirondack Flames, Calgary has another position to fill between the pipes.

That, Treliving admitted, could come either by free agency or on the trade front.

“It’s an interesting market for goaltenders,” he said. “I would say that. You also have to find goaltenders you like but there’s options out there right now, both free agency and trade. You’re balancing the trade situation, what type of asset it’s going to cost you. There are goaltenders out there.”

The Flames found one in Charlottetown Islanders stopper Mason McDonald, who was selected in the second round, 34th overall by Treliving.

But that selection, nor the Sam Bennett pick fourth overall, nor any other draft day dealings, will affect what Calgary hopes to do on the free agent front.

“We’ll see,” Treliving said. “We’d like to get another good goaltender. I’m not set in stone there. That maybe something that you look free agency. That might be something that comes through the trade market. We’ve done a lot of work on it right now. We’ll see how things fall here in the next little bit.

“If there are any decisions, anything coming out of today we had planned for, so it really didn’t affect our decision right after.”
Treliving, Flames accomplish draft day goals
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It was a good day. We came in here and it moves quickly on Day Two. We were prepared. We’re happy with the day. - Brad Treliving

PHILADELPHIA, PA -- The success of an NHL Draft is measured in months -- not minutes -- but general manager Brad Treliving is excited with the early returns he saw out of the six picks and one trade made by the Calgary Flames in Philadelphia.

“It was a good day,” Treliving said. “We came in here and it moves quickly on Day Two. We were prepared. We’re happy with the day.

“It’s moving quick and we looked at a couple things of adding picks and maybe moving down, adding a couple more picks but things slid and a couple priority guys early on fell to us so we’re excited it was a good day today.”

Picking fourth, the Flames started the draft with a smile, selecting Sam Bennett of the Kingston Frontenacs with the fourth overall pick a day prior.

“The day after the draft, everybody’s excited,” director of amateur scouting Tod Button said. “You’ve added a lot to your prospect stable, starting with Sam Bennett. Obviously we think he’s a high-end, top-six forward who is going to bring offensive. The combination of him and Sean Monahan going forward with some of our other centres, we think it makes our future bright.”

Treliving’s crew followed the Bennett selection by taking Charlottetown Islanders goaltender Mason McDonald at No. 34. Hunter Smith of the Oshawa Generals followed at No. 54. Brandon Hickey (No. 64), Adam Ollas Mattson (No. 175) and Austin Carroll (No. 184).

“Mason McDonald is a kid who kept getting better and better as the season went on culminating with a real solid performance with the World Under-18’s,” Button said. “We knew a lot of these kids from last year tracking them as 17 year olds. We saw Mason in the Under-17 Challenge. Just a steady progression for him.

“We had Mason as the number one goalie in the draft. That’s our evaluation and that’s why we picked him.”

In Smith, the Flames added a 6-foot-7 winger Calgary passed on in the draft last year.

“Last year he was a big kid,” Button said. “It was a project. This year, he added some skill to his game. He’s playing with top guys in Scott Laughton and Michael Dal Colle and was productive.

“The whole package got better and the player got better. He improved where we thought he was certainly a top-three round pick and at 54, he was the next guy on our list.”

The 83rd pick was optioned to the Chicago Blackhawks for Brandon Bollig.

Between the selections and trade, Treliving accomplished what he set out to do -- get bigger.

“It’s not about just getting big,” he said. “All these guys bring a little something to the table. Hunter Smith is a guy that took a huge step this year, but there’s still a lot of growth yet to him. You saw the size of him. He still has to fill out. He’s still a young guy that’s going to fill out.

“You look at Ollas Mattsson, a big defenceman and then obviously Austin Carroll, another big body. One of the goals coming in here, again, depending where everything fell, was to see if we could add some size to the organization. We did that today.”

But Button warned it’s not just about size, too.

“You’ve got to be so careful in talking about the mandate to take size because we took guys who were big, but they got better,” he said. “They improved as hockey players. We weren’t going to take them last year just cause they were big, right? It all intersected. The need, positional need but their ability as hockey players have improved a lot.”

At 6-foot, 178-pounds, Bennett was the smallest player picked by the Flames but has a definite edge to his game. Two inches and two pounds separate he and Hickey, while Smith is an imposing 6-foot-7, 220-pounds.

Bollig, who will immediately step into Calgary’s lineup in October, tips the scales at 223 pounds.

“We’ve talked a little bit about wanting to add some size to our lineup,” Treliving said. “I think Brandon’s a guy in a situation where if he’s given a little bit more responsibility, a little bit more opportunity, I think there’s still growth to his game yet. He’s got some size. We’ve got some young people coming in terms of young skill and we want to make sure they’re surrounded with the right people. He’s won a Stanley Cup.

“We’re excited.”
Calgary kid Carroll gets draft homecoming
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I heard my Mom and my sister screaming and I kind of knew that I got picked. It ended up being Calgary and I’m really excited. - Austin Carroll

PHILADELPHIA, PA -- Austin Carroll’s day started off by celebrating a milestone for a close friend.

He capped it by reveling one of his own.

After waking up to find pal Brendan Lemieux of the Barrie Colts was the first pick of the Buffalo Sabres to kick off the second day of the 2014 NHL Draft, Carroll became the last pick the Calgary Flames would make Saturday.

“I woke up to … my good buddy, Brendan Lemieux went as the first pick today, so my Mom woke me up to show me that on TV,” Carroll said. “Ever since that I was just kind of watching it on TV, making breakfast, hanging out with my Mom and some friends.

“Then I heard my Mom and my sister screaming and I kind of knew that I got picked. It ended up being Calgary and I’m really excited.”

That excitement is understandable.

The Victoria Royals right winger, of course, is a Calgary kid.

“I’m ecstatic. It’s my hometown – I was born there – so I’m really excited to come back there,” Carroll said. “It’s a good organization to be with and I’m super excited.”

“My grandparents have season tickets there so whenever I’m in town or when I lived there they used to take me a good amount. I grew up a huge Flames fan – Jarome Iginla was always my favourite player – it’s pretty surreal being 20 and getting draft by them.”

Yes, the 20-year-old is very familiar to the Flames.

Last year, Carroll even joined Royals teammate Keegan Kanzig in Calgary’s summer development camp. He’ll do so again this year -- this time as Flames property.

And because of it he’ll feel right at home.

“I got a little heads up going into camp,” he said. “I met all of the people in the organization last year so I definitely have a little heads up going into camp.”

Calgary’s camp last summer wasn’t his only direct connection to the Flames, either. Carroll spent time living in Arizona before joining the Coquitlam Express of the BCHL and eventually the Royals.

Needless to say, he’s been on the radar of Flames general manager Brad Treliving for some time.

“I knew Austin a little bit,” Treliving admitted. “Really good story. We had a chance to watch him growing up out there. Originally a Calgary guy. I don’t know if people realize that. They were in Calgary and moved down to Arizona a number of years ago.

“(He) really took a big step this year in talking to people with Victoria. I had a little background on him, but our scouts here made that selection. That wasn’t a pick from the old Arizona guy.

“That was a guy our guys saw a lot of in Victoria and liked him.”

Carroll had an inkling the Flames might take him.

Though he didn’t join other Flames prospects at the Young Stars Classic last September, Calgary kept tabs on the 6-foot-2, 206-pounder.

“I talked to them a few times throughout the year so I knew they were a little interested,” he said. “I didn’t know for sure but I had a little bit of an idea.

“It definitely feels good to know that a team likes the way I play and has the confidence in me to draft me. Definitely being there last year and not going to rookie camp but getting drafted by them this year definitely shows that there is people in the organization that really think I will fit in there.”

And that’s reason enough for Carroll to celebrate.
Hunter Smith: What Scouts Say

See what scouting services are saying about Hunter Smith
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INTERNATIONAL SCOUTING SERVICES

Big developing power forward with good size and jam to his game. Drives to the net hard and is a threat to score points in the danger areas due to his combination of size and strength. The Oshawa General power forward has shown good hands for a big man and although his skating is not where it needs to be, ISS scouts see potential to improve as he matures and develops. The big body forward really knows how to use his size and strength at this level. He also brings an element of intimidation to his game.

NHL Potential: 6-9 forward who can play on the power play

Style Compares To: Shawn Thornton

NHL CENTRAL SCOUTING

"He's made himself into a player. He came into the league as a role-type of player and worked hard to develop his skill set. He's one of the toughest guys in the Ontario Hockey League, but complements that with good puck-handling and passing ability. Big guys who are tough and skilled are very valuable in the NHL." - Chris Edwards

Mason McDonald: What Scouts Say

See what scouting agencies have to say about new Flames prospect, Mason McDonald
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INTERNATIONAL SCOUTING SERVICES

McDonald has great upside, but is still very raw. His development this year was slowed due to limited ice time backing up 19 year old Jake Brennan in Bathurst. After being traded to Charlottetown, his overall play and confidence showed great improvement in a very short time. His play helped carry the Islanders into the playoffs. His performance against Halifax in the first round play-off loss play was outstanding. He finished his season with a MVP performance, playing all but one of Team Canada’s games at the IIHF World U18 Championships in route to a bronze medal.

ISS Scout Cocker: “McDonald was the backbone and leader of the defensive zone for Canada at U-18. Calm, relaxed and controlled between the pipes ... everything he does is with precision and a calm demeanor."

RED LINE REPORT

Netminder has outstanding physical tools with great length and a really long wingspan. Also has very good flexibility and athleticism for a big, gangly kid. Comes out aggressively and uses size to cut down angles - doesn’t give shooters much to look at. Moves well laterally on wrap-around attempts, getting good push off either blade. Sharp glove. Handles puck around the net like a pro, stopping hard shoot-arounds and making quick outlets. Communicates well with his d-men. Hardly played during the season’s first half while he was backing-up a 19 year-old. Confidence and technique both improved once he gained icetime - was quieter in net and did a better job squaring up to shooters and playing angles. Still tries to do too much at times, particularly with his puckhandling. Tends to lose concentration when he’s not seeing many shots and still goes down a bit early, but these are correctable issues.

Projection: Solid #1 goalie with patient development.

Style Compares To: Mike Smith

Calgary Flames select Austin Carroll with 184th overall pick 
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PHILADELPHIA, PA -- With the 184th pick in the 2014 NHL Draft, the Calgary Flames selected forward Austin Carroll of the Victoria Royals of the Western Hockey League.

The forward recently completed his third season with the Royals, skating in 70 contests in the regular season. He scored 34 goals and 57 points in the 2013-14 campaign and was second in team scoring. He amassed 114 penalty minutes and was a plus-18 in the regular season.

In the 2014 playoffs, Carroll scored five goals and eight points in nine games.

In total, the Scottsdale, AZ product has played 199 WHL games, scoring 57 goals and 119 points.

Calgary Flames select Adam Ollas Mattsson with 175th overall pick
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PHILADELPHIA, PA -- With the 175th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft, the Calgary Flames selected Djurgården defenceman Adam Ollas Mattsson.

The 6-foot-4, 214-pound rearguard spent the bulk of the 2013-14 season with the Djurgården J20 team, scoring one goal and eight points in 33 games. He also skated in six games in the Allsvenskan league with Djurgården, recording two assists while posting a plus-three rating.

Ollas Mattsson played for Sweden at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship, registering one goal and three points in seven games. He also represented his country at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament. In four games at the tournament, he was a plus-four.

Hickey happy to be first AJHLer on draft day
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PHILADELPHIA, PA -- Heading into the 2014 NHL Draft, Spruce Grove Saints defenceman Brandon Hickey was the top-ranked Alberta Junior Hockey League skater.

Saturday, he became the first from the AJHL to be drafted when the Calgary Flames tagged Hickey with the 64th overall selection.

And the product of Leduc, AB couldn’t be happier.

“For sure it’s an honour,” Hickey said from his home. “There’s a lot of great players that we played against this year in the AJHL and to think that I’m the first one to get drafted it’s a pretty unique feeling and it’s a pretty special feeling as well.”

Hickey, ranked 63rd among North American skaters by Central Scouting heading into the draft, is in the AJHL for a specific reason.

While the Tri City Americans own his Western Hockey League rights, the 18-year-old has designs on taking the college route in order to better prepare himself for a professional career. Standing at 6-foot-1.5 and 177 pounds, added time in the gym the college life allows for better development, the Boston University commit admitted.

“Just the extra time to develop,” said Hickey, who had four goals and 22 points in 49 games for the Saints this season. “It gives me an extra four years under my belt to be able to work on my game and grow a little bit more and put a little bit more weight on. I think that just -- as a defenceman especially -- helps because it takes that much longer to develop your game as a defenceman.”

That’s good news for the Flames, who was the first blueliner taken by Calgary in 2014.

Understandably, Hickey’s happy he doesn’t have to move far when he is ready to turn pro.

“That’s the part that’s really unbelievable to me,” said Hickey, who describes himself as a smooth-skating, puck-moving rearguard. “It’s so close to home. It just seems like… it’s an unbelievable feeling right now and I still can’t fathom what’s going on right now.

“It’s pretty surreal right now, I can’t even describe the emotions right now. It’s an unbelievable feeling.”

Hickey, who represented Canada on Team West at the World Junior A Challenge in 2013, didn’t have any indication he’d be heading just a few hours south on the QE2 on draft day.

“Not really,” said Hickey, who helped Spruce Grove to an AJHL title this season after the team compiled a league-best 47-10-3 record in the regular season. “I talked to them down at the combine but there was no one thing, like we really, really want you.

“I think on draft day it’s pretty much a big surprise where you’re going to go.”

But he’s more than content with Calgary, and more than happy to be the first AJHLer off the board.

Smith happy to land in Calgary

Hunter Smith feels he's the perfect fit for the Flames franchise
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Being in the West, against the bigger teams, you need those big guys to play a physical role so I hope I’m going to be a key part to that. - Hunter Smith

PHILADELPHIA, PA -- Hunter Smith came into the 2013-14 season on a mission.

Passed over the in 2013 NHL Draft after being limited to just 30 games in the 2012-13 campaign, he wanted to prove that he was worthy of landing with an NHL club in this year's draft.

He did just that.

He worked day-in and day-out on improving his skill set, moving from a one-dimensional player to a versatile power forward. He skated in 64 contests with the Oshawa Generals, scoring 16 goals and 40 points while picking up 100 penalty minutes.

In the postseason, Smith rattled off three goals and 11 points through 12 games and was the Generals fourth-leading scorer in the playoffs.

The Flames were impressed with the strides he made over the course of the last year and drafted him 54th overall on Saturday.

"I was kind of in a tough spot last year getting passed through so this was a personal victory for myself," he told CalgaryFlames.com.

"I’m a big body guy at 6-foot-7, 220-pounds. I’m going to get heavier and I’m going to go into the corners and bang bodies. I’m going to fight when I have to and I’m going to create a lot of space and hopefully score some goals in the meantime."

NHL Central Scouting was also awed by Smith's development and he made the biggest jump on their final rankings of the top North American skaters, moving 101 spots from No. 140 to No. 39 in a span of three months. They tabbed him as a possible second-liner in the NHL.

"He's made himself into a player," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards told NHL.com. "He came into the league as a role-type of player and worked hard to develop his skill set. He's one of the toughest guys in the Ontario Hockey League, but complements that with good puck-handling and passing ability. Big guys who are tough and skilled are very valuable in the NHL."

With that blend of size, skill and grit, Smith feels he fits the Flames mold perfectly and wasn't surprised to hear his name called by Calgary.

"DJ Smith – my coach – if he was a betting man he said he would have put his money on Calgary and that’s where I ended up … so, smart guy," he grinned.

"Being in the West, against the bigger teams, you need those big guys to play a physical role so I hope I’m going to be a key part to that."

Draft experience not lost on McDonald

Mason McDonald is soaking up the NHL Draft experience
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I guess they really wanted me and I’m happy to get picked by them. It means they’ve been looking on me. They had their eye on me. They picked me. To have a name bar on, it’s really good. - Mason McDonald

PHILADELPHIA, PA -- The significance isn’t lost on Mason McDonald.

The Charlottetown Islanders goaltender was handed a Calgary Flames jersey with his name bar firmly stitched across the back. No Velcro. No blank spot.

The Flames got their goaltender.

“I did (notice that),” McDonald said. “I guess they really wanted me and I’m happy to get picked by them. It means they’ve been looking on me. They had their eye on me. They picked me. To have a name bar on, it’s really good.”

Flames general manager Brad Treliving confirmed as much.

“Ultimately, our goalie list, we put it in order, had Mason at the top,” Treliving said. “It was one we spent a lot of time on last night, quite frankly. We had a chance to see Mason a couple weeks ago at the Hockey Canada camp. He was in town. We spent some time with him. Our guys like this guy. He was there. We made the pick.”

The name bar isn’t the only worthy note to come four picks into the second round of the 2014 NHL Draft.

McDonald, a product of Halifax, NS. was the first goaltender taken in the draft, too.

“It’s an honour to be the first goalie selected, not many guys can say that,” McDonald said. “It’s great that it happened.

“I’m very happy about that. I knew that there was a chance coming in that I could be the first goalie and when it happened, I was relieved of all the stress that was building up in me. I was sitting in the chair shaking. I was pretty nervous. Being picked by Calgary, I was pretty happy.”

The Flames drafted McDonald knowing that if they didn’t take him at No. 34, they wouldn’t get him at all.

“Not surprised at all,” Treliving said. “We knew that was going to happen. There was a real separation between the top goaltenders and you knew as soon as one name was called, they were going to start to fall so we had to make sure we weren’t caught on the wrong side of the spacing.

“We knew if we didn’t take him there, we didn’t have a chance to get him. We’re excited to get him.”

After sitting through the first round Friday, the 6-foot-4, 178-pound netminder -- who was ranked second among North American goalies by Central Scouting -- McDonald quickly stood just four picks into Day Two.

It was more a matter of when, not if, McDonald would be selected. Where became a question, too.

But he always had an inkling Calgary would come calling.

“They were one of the teams that I had in the back of my mind that I thought would be taking me,” he said. “When it happened I was really excited.

“I talked to them at the Combine and I talked to a guy in Calgary last week. They were one of the teams that showed a little more interest than others. It was between them and two others that I kind of had in the back of my mind and I’m glad to be selected by them.”

He’s more than familiar with the city, too.

The southpaw, who likens his style between the pipes to that of Philadelphia Flyers stopper Steve Mason, has already made two trips out to Calgary this season.

His first came at the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game, where in front of his future employers he stopped 15 of 16 shots en route to helping Team Orr to a 4-3 win.

His second came just over a month ago when he was invited to participate in Hockey Canada’s Program of Excellence goaltending camp as one of 10 U20 goaltenders pegged to have the inside track on a trip to the 2015 IIHF World Junior Championship.

His Hockey Canada pedigree has certainly helped.

He started his draft year off on a golden note, winning the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament in August. He capped it off with a bronze at the World Under-18 Championship in April where he was named the tournament’s top goalie.

The event, his final of the year, helped pave the way to being the first goalie picked Saturday and the recipient of a perfectly stitched Flames jersey.

“We’d have to go back in time and do it all over again to find out but I think it really helped, playing good there, to make me the first goalie off the board,” McDonald said. “I was really happy about that.”

He parlayed that performance into being the highest goaltender selected by the Flames since Leland Irving went 26th overall in 2006.

And he couldn’t be happier.

“I’m just very excited to go to a great organization like Calgary,” he said. “It’s a great city, I was there a few weeks ago at the goalie camp and I really like it there. It’s a nice new city and I’m just excited. The nerves are gone now.

“It’s great."

Numerology: Brandon Bollig

A by-the-numbers look at new Flames forward Brandon Bollig
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82 Brandon Bollig played in 82 regular season games with the Chicago Blackhawks last season. He has spent his entire NHL career in Chicago. 

7 Bollig potted seven goals in the regular season, a new career-high. 

14 The St. Charles, MO native recorded 14 points in the 2013-14 campaign. 

92 Bollig amassed 92 penalty minutes last year. He dropped the mitts six times in 2013-14. In his 125 career NHL games, he has 201 penalty minutes to his name. 

203 Bollig led the Blackhawks in hits in 2013-14, throwing out 203 checks. 

3 Bollig is under contract for the next three seasons, holding a $1.25 million AAV. 

27 Brandon Bollig is 27 years old. He's 6-foot-2 and 223 pounds. 

Flames acquire Bollig from Chicago

The Flames have acquired Brandon Bollig from the Chicago Blackhawks

Saturday, 28.06.2014 / 11:31 AM / Calgary Flames Transactions 
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PHILADELPHIA, PA -- The Calgary Flames have traded the 83rd overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft to the Chicago Blackhawks in exchange for forward Brandon Bollig.

Bollig accrued seven goals, 14 points and 92 penalty minutes in 82 regular season games with the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2013-14 season. He suited up for 15 postseason games this past season, notching one assist and picking up 16 penalty minutes.

Calgary Flames select Brandon Hickey with 64th overall selection

Saturday, 28.06.2014 / 11:11 AM / News 
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PHILADELPHIA, PA -- The Calgary Flames announced today that with the 64th overall selection at the 2014 NHL Draft, they have drafted defenceman Brandon Hickey from the Spruce Grove Saints of the Alberta Junior Hockey League.

Hickey was ranked 63rd amongst North American skaters in Central Scouting's final rankings.

In the 2013-14 season, Hickey skated in 49 games for the Saints, scoring four goals and 22 points. The Saint finished first in the North Division of the AJHL and went on to advance to the Western Canada Cup.

He also played for Canada West in the 2013 U19 World Junior A Challenge. In that tournament, he registered one assist in four games and helped lead his team to a bronze medal.

Hickey has committed to Boston University in 2014-15.

PHILADELPHIA, PA -- The Calgary Flames announced today that with the 54th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft, they have selected forward Hunter Smith from the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League.

Smith exploded for 16 goals and 40 points in 64 games in 2013-14, his first full season in the Ontario Hockey League, after posting a goal and assist in his first 45 career OHL games with Oshawa and Windsor. Smith finished in third-place in the Most Improved Player category, as selected by coaches from the OHL’s Eastern Conference.

The 6-foot-6, 210-pound forward was No. 39 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of North American skaters for the 2014 Draft.

In the 2014 postseason, Smith finished tied for third in team scoring with 11 points (3-8—11) in 12 games as Oshawa fell in the Eastern Conference Final. He recorded seven points (1-6—7) in the Generals’ first two playoff games, including five points (1-4—5) in Game 1 versus Mississauga.

His uncle, Brad Smith, was selected 57th overall by the Vancouver Canucks in 1978 and totaled 62 points (28-34—62) in 222 games over nine NHL seasons with the Canucks, Flames, Detroit Red Wings, and Toronto Maple Leafs. He is currently the Director of Player Personnel for the Colorado Avalanche.

Smith’s favorite piece of hockey memorabilia is an autographed stick from his childhood hockey idol Joe Sakic.

Smith also played baseball in his youth and was a catcher with the Windsor South Canadians when the team won the 2009 Junior Little League Ontario Championship.

In 2010-11, Smith shared the team scoring lead with 30 points (15-15—30) in 30 games for the Windsor Jr. Spitfires in the Alliance Hockey Minor Midget Pavilion League before being selected by Windsor in the second round (39th overall) of the 2011 OHL Priority Selection.

PHILADELPHIA, PA -- The Calgary Flames announced today that with the 34th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft, they have selected goaltender Mason McDonald from the Charlottetown Islanders of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

After playing 26 games as a 16-year-old for the Acadie-Bathurst Titan in 2012-13, McDonald split the 2013-14 campaign with the Titan and Islanders after a midseason trade sent him to Charlottetown. He finished the season with a combined eight wins, posting a 3.44 goals-against average and .900 save percentage.

The 6-foot-2, 170-pound goalie finished No. 2 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of North American goaltenders for the 2014 Draft.

At the 2014 Under-18 World Championship, McDonald backstopped Team Canada to a third-place finish, highlighted by a 38-save performance in the team’s 3-1 win over Sweden in the bronze-medal game. He led all goaltenders with a .930 save percentage and finished second with a 1.94 goals-against average en route to being named the tournament’s Top Goaltender.

He played in four of five games for Team Atlantic at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, including a 31-save showing versus Slovakia in the team’s only win. He also was part of Canada’s gold-medal winning team at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial.

In 2011-12, McDonald posted a 14-1 record with a 2.01 goals-against average and .916 save percentage with the Halifax Titans as his team won the Nova Scotia Major Midget Hockey League championship.

Bennett has "killer" influence in Gilmour

Sam Bennett has learned a lot from former Flame Doug Gilmour

Friday, 27.06.2014 / 10:41 PM / Home for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft 
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I don’t know if I’m worthy of those comparisons yet. To be compared to him it’s definitely a huge honour because he’s a Hall of Famer. He’s a guy that I do look up to a lot. - Sam Bennett

PHILADLEPHIA, PA -- Sam Bennett has a little killer in him.

The newest member of the Calgary Flames plays a strikingly similar game to that of a former Flames fan-favourite in Doug Gilmour, who coincidentally doubles as Bennett’s coach with the Kingston Frontenacs.

“It's definitely a huge honour,” said Bennett, who wears Gilmour’s familiar No. 93 for the Frontenacs. “I don’t know if I’m worthy of those comparisons yet. To be compared to him it’s definitely a huge honour because he’s a Hall of Famer. He’s a guy that I do look up to a lot.”

Under Gilmour, the 18-year-old has flourished.

In two seasons under the longtime NHL veteran, Bennett has scored 54 goals and 131 points while collecting 205 minutes in penalties. His 91 points by way of 36 goals and 55 assists this season was second only to Michael Dal Colle among Ontario Hockey League draft eligibles.

“I think you look at the game now,” Flames general manager Brad Treliving said. “He’s a 200-foot player. He plays in all three zones. He brings pace. He brings offensive ability. He brings speed. He plays for keeps. This guy is a competitive player. There’s an edge to his game. When you talk about that, to me, I talk about the heavy game. He’s got a heavy game. He’s got a heavy stick. He’s highly competitive. He brings exactly what you want to see.”

Sound familiar?

It’s the same style Gilmour brought to Calgary for four seasons, amassing 81 goals and 295 points in 266 games with the Flames from 1988-92.

Picked fourth overall -- Calgary’s highest selection in draft history -- will give Bennett the opportunity to tap Gilmour for a little extra info.

And despite an inclination that he might be destined for the Stampede City on draft day, the two haven’t talked Calgary just yet.

“I haven’t spoken to him about Calgary too much,” said Bennett, who was drafted into the OHL by Gilmour. “But I’m definitely looking forward to having that conversation with him when I get the chance.”

Gilmour’s not the only connection Bennett has to Calgary, either. Bennett is more than familiar with Sean Monahan -- the Flames’ first pick in the 2013 NHL Draft.

The two played opposite each other last season when Monahan was with the Ottawa 67’s.

“I spoke with him before the draft and after talking with him, it made me want to come to Calgary even more,” Bennett said.

“He was a great player. He was tough to play against. He put the puck in the net all the time so he was definitely a great player to play against. Just watching him play I guess, you could see how determined and how skilled he was.

“He just made it sound so good and definitely if I got a chance to play with him that would be unbelievable.”

Calgary choice destination for Bennett

Sam Bennett is thrilled to be a Flame

Friday, 27.06.2014 / 10:06 PM / Home for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft 
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It’s funny, before the draft I went up to visit Calgary and when I got home I went to my parents’ house – Mom, Dad, I want to be a Calgary Flame and I want to play in Calgary. To have that come true now ... it's unbelievable. - Sam Bennett

CALGARY, AB -- Sam Bennett didn’t have a say in which team was going to select him in the 2014 NHL Draft, but he had hoped it would be the Calgary Flames.

Wish granted.

Flames general manager Brad Treliving stepped to the microphone and announced Bennett as Calgary’s top pick in the draft, much to the 18-year-old’s excitement.

“It’s funny, before the draft I went up to visit Calgary and when I got home I went to my parents’ house – Mom, Dad, I want to be a Calgary Flame and I want to play in Calgary,” said Bennett, the fourth overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft. “To have that come true now… it’s unbelievable.

“It sounds unbelievable, it’s a dream come true. For that to be true, it’s unbelievable.”

The Flames are equally excited.

“They’re all good players but Sam’s a guy we had our eye on from Day One,” Flames general manager Brad Treliving said. “He brings a special combination of skill, speed and I’ve talked since Day One, the character, the intangible pieces. He oozes character. He plays with an edge. We’re real happy tonight.”

“Those are real good players picked one, two, three. We’re excited about the guy we got.”

Bennett, tagged by Central Scouting as the top-ranked North American skater heading into Friday’s event, had a feeling his dream would come to fruition.

The Edmonton Oilers made Prince Albert Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl their choice at No. 3 after Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad and Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart were selected with the first two picks.

When Draisaitl’s name was called, Bennett got excited.

And his desired destination, too.

“I really had a strong feeling Calgary was going to pick me but I wasn’t too sure what was going to happen with the other teams,” he said. “Definitely after the third pick was announced I knew Calgary was going to take me.

“It’s surreal that I have been draft and I couldn’t be happier.

“To end up in Calgary, I really couldn’t be happier.”

And it’s got him excited about the prospect of playing in Calgary.

“I loved the city, going there. I loved the atmosphere – I’ve heard so much about how much the fans love sports and hockey in the city,” said Bennett, who collected 36 goals and 91 points in 57 games for the OHL’s Kingston Frontenacs this season. “Definitely all that and the great management they have there makes it exciting.”

Bennett will be given every opportunity to be a fixture in Calgary’s lineup starting in October.

Much like Sean Monahan a year ago, the 6-foot, 178-pound pivot will have a legitimate opportunity to earn an opportunity to trade his Frontenacs jersey for one with the Flaming C on the chest.

And Bennett likes his chances.

“I think I’m ready,” he said. “I’m going to work as hard as I can this summer and I’m going to do everything I can to make the team right out of training camp.

“For sure. That’s 100 percent my goal is to play in the NHL next year and I’m going to do everything I can to make that possible.”

At 6-feet and tipping the scales at 178 pounds, Bennett won’t be rushed, though.

“I’m not worried about that right now,” Treliving said. “We’re going to spend a lot of time with Sam over the summer, working, make sure he’s prepared for training camp, but I want to be very clear from Day One, there is zero expectation or design to rush this player. Sam’s going to determine when he’s going to play. I think I was clear from the last few weeks. This wasn’t solely about who was ready in October. This is going to be who’s ready for the next 10 Octobers.

“This isn’t about whether he can jump in right now. It’s about having a really good summer, lets get to work, lets see where we are at development camp next week, see where we are in training camp and go from there. The timeline will be based upon where he gets to.”

Sam Bennett: What Scouts Say

See what scouts have to say about the newest member of the Flames organization
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INTERNATIONAL SCOUTING SERVICE

A magician with the puck who always brings creativity on offence. As equally adept at scoring goals as he is at passing the puck. A well-rounded talent on offence with many weapons in his arsenal. Can play either on the perimeter or around the net thanks to his evasiveness and unpredictability with the puck. Deceptively quick release and strong wrist-shot. Boasts a full repertoire of skills in all areas of the game. Possesses explosive speed with the puck and loves to attack the net. Very shifty & elusive skating ability that allows him to transition in no-time and get to open ice. Have really liked this player for a number of years. Needs to add more strength, but always plays with a mean edge and never backs down physically.

Style Compares To: Logan Couture

NHL Potential: Franchise Centre

NHL CENTRAL SCOUTING

“He plays the kind of game you think cannot be sustained for a whole season because it’s a high-energy game and compete game at all ends of the ice. He ends up playing that game for the whole year and has led his team. He just never stops, and put that with the skill package he has and how well he thinks the game, he’s pretty much a top-notch player.” - David Gregory

RED LINE REPORT

We absolutely love this kid - they type of player you win championships with. An effortless skater with exceptional quickness and speed. Skilled centreman has an absolutely relentless, and unmatched compete level. Strong on the puck. Plays on the edge with grit. Very elusive - in open ice he’s untouchable. Combines skill with a non-stop motor. Exceptional effort on the forecheck creates havoc and turnovers from d-men. Extraordinary desire/determination. Highly skilled with the puck on his stick and difficult to contain in the offensive zone. Tremendous vision and playmaking ability. Has sneaky hard shot with a lightning fast release - comes up with the big goals in big moments. His nasty streak forces defenders to move the puck quicker than they’d like. Plays dirty which makes him tough to play against, but also takes a few penalties. Strong personal character and captain material.

Projection: Gritty, skilled, two-way #1 centre & captain

Style compares to: A better skating Doug Gilmour

Bennett retains top spot on final Central Scouting list

Friday, 27.06.2014 / 7:59 PM / News 
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In a year when projecting the best player eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft might be as stern a challenge as it's ever been, Kingston Frontenacs center Samuel Bennett was the desired choice from start to finish in the minds of the gurus at NHL Central Scouting.

Bennett, considered the top player by Central Scouting in its midterm ranking in January, again is No. 1 on the final list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America. Central Scouting on Tuesday released its final rankings of the top North American and European skaters and goalies.

Rounding out the top five in North America are: No. 2 Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts; No. 3 Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice; No. 4 Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders; and No. 5 Michael Dal Colle of the Oshawa Generals.

Ekblad, who might be the only sure thing as the first defenceman taken off the draft board, and Reinhart, a center, each moved up one spot from the midterm; Draisaitl, a center, dropped two spots from No. 2 to No. 4. Dal Colle, a left wing, remained at No. 5.

The scouts found no reason to move the 6-foot, 178-pount, left-shooting Bennett from his perch at the top. Considered by many to be a clone of Kingston general manager and Hockey Hall of Fame member Doug Gilmour, Bennett finished with career highs across the board in goals (36), assists (55), points (91), power-play goals (10), plus-minus rating (plus-34) and penalty minutes (118).

He was the top vote-getter in three categories in the Ontario Hockey League's Eastern Conference Coaches Poll: Smartest player, best playmaker and best stick-handler. He also was voted third for best defensive forward.

"There are guys who elevate their game when it matters most, and you're looking to project which players will do that consistently at the next level," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr said. "The guys we have at the top all are in that mold, but when we look at Sam Bennett we see a guy who could potentially have a Jonathan Toews type of career."

Ekblad, who also finished with career highs in goals (23), assists (30), points (53) and penalty minutes (91) in his third OHL season, earned first-place finishes in the Eastern Conference Coaches Poll for best shot, hardest shot, best offensive defenceman and best defensive defenceman . He also was voted second in the category of best penalty killer.

"I am always hesitant to label as a sure thing any young athlete as they have enough pressure on them as it is, but I would describe Ekblad as one of the most solid NHL prospects you will find in this year's draft class," Marr said. "He is the best defenceman available and would be projected to vie for an NHL job a lot sooner than most."

Reinhart, who had 36 goals and 105 points in 60 regular-season games, is the son of former NHL defenceman Paul Reinhart, who played 11 seasons with the Calgary Flames and Vancouver Canucks. He also has two successful hockey-playing brothers. Max Reinhart was a third-round pick (No. 63) of the Flames in 2010 and Griffin Reinhart was selected No. 4 by the New York Islanders in 2012.

"I would compare Reinhart to Adam Oates; he's a very cerebral player who takes what's given to him," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald said. "He probably has the highest hockey IQ of any player in this draft and he knows where to go with the puck, even before he even gets it."

Draisaitl finished in a fourth-place tie with Reinhart for the Western Hockey League scoring crown with 105 points (38 goals, 67 assists) in 64 regular-season games.

"What sets Draisaitl apart from other prospects is his ability to protect the puck. He's very Jaromir Jagr-like in that sense," MacDonald said. "He's got that same style. He'll connect with guys coming in late and hold onto that puck until the right play is there. He's got a great wrist shot and snap shot and has surprised a lot of goalies."

Dal Colle, who had 39 goals and 95 points in 67 games for the Generals, finished second in the OHL Eastern Conference Coaches Poll in the categories of best stick-handler and best playmaker.

"Michael has quietly gone about his business; never flashy but always good," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "He kills penalties, plays the point on the power play and is as versatile a player as they come. For a big guy [6-1, 182], he's smooth and can score big goals. He's going to be a really good pro."

Among the top 30 skaters, 14 were from the OHL, nine from the WHL, five from the United States Hockey League and two from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Central Scouting listed 23 forwards and seven defenceman among its first-round projections, including three players who were outside the top 30 at the midterm -- center Ryan MacInnis of the Kitchener Rangers (No. 33 up to No. 20), center John Quenneville of the Brandon Wheat Kings (No. 34 to No. 23) and left wing Brendan Lemieux of Barrie (No. 38 to No. 28).

The player given the biggest promotion in the early rounds is No. 39 Hunter Smith, a 6-6, 208-pound right wing from the Generals. Ranked 140th on Central Scouting's midterm release, Smith had 16 goals (seven power-play goals) and 40 points in 64 regular season games.

"He's made himself into a player," Edwards said of Smith. "He came into the league as a role-type of player and worked hard to develop his skill set. He's one of the toughest guys in the league but complements that with good puck-handling and passing ability. Big guys who are tough and skilled are very valuable in the NHL."

The top-ranked American-born player on the list is No. 12 Alex Tuch (Baldwinsville, N.Y.) of the United States National Team Development Program under-18 team in the USHL. Tuch (6-3, 213) had 28 goals, 60 points, seven power-play goals and 56 penalty minutes in 53 games. The Boston College recruit is a prototypical power forward.

"He's a big body and that's something you can't teach," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said. "He's got some grit to his game, is good around the net and physical. If you're in need of a power forward, Tuch's your man."

The top-ranked U.S. high school player is No. 42 Luc Snuggerud of Eden Prairie High School in Minnesota. Snuggerud (6-foot, 180), a senior defenseman, had nine goals and 46 points in 28 games for the Eagles. He earned the 2014 Reed Larson Award as the top senior boys' high school hockey defenceman in Minnesota and had 19 goals and 108 points in 81 career games.

Snuggerud is committed to the University of Nebraska-Omaha for 2014-15.

There was no change at the top of Central Scouting's final rankings of North American goalies as Boston College freshman Thatcher Demko retained the No. 1 spot. Rounding out the top five were Mason McDonald of the Charlottetown Islanders (QMJHL), Brent Moran of the Niagara IceDogs (OHL), Alex Nedeljkovic of the Plymouth Whalers (OHL) and Kevin Reich of the Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL).

The top five skaters on Central Scouting's final European ranking are forwards: No. 1 Kasperi Kapanen of Kalpa in Finland; No. 2 William Nylander of Modo in Sweden; No. 3 Kevin Fiala of HV 71 Jr. in Sweden's junior division; No. 4 Jakub Vrana of Linkoping in Sweden; and No. 5 David Pastrnak of Sodertalje in Sweden's second division.

Follow Mike Morreale on Twitter at: @mikemorrealeNHL

Author: Mike G. Morreale | NHL.com Staff Writer

Canes Bulk Up on Day Two
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PHILADELPHIA -- Adding size was something the Carolina Hurricanes wanted to address heading into the second day of the 2014 NHL Draft, and they were able to accomplish just that. 

Michael Smith

Follow on Twitter 

Of the five skaters and a goaltender chosen in rounds two through seven, four were at least six feet tall with each of those players pushing at least 180 pounds.

“We thought it went pretty well. We’re pleased with all the players we got,” said Tony MacDonald, the Canes head of amateur scouting. “We added some size, which was something that we wanted to address.”

That said, the Canes weren’t willing to skimp on skill or skating or upside just for the sake of getting bigger; the size had to be a component of a well-rounded package.

“We went into it hoping we could get a bit bigger. It was nice when some of the guys came up and I was looking up at them,” said Canes Executive Vice President and General Manager Ron Francis. “But we weren’t trying to get bigger by sacrificing talent or ability. We think the guys we got are good players, and we think they can skate, which is important in today’s game. And, by all accounts, they’re very character individuals, which is always important to us when we draft players.”

After no goaltenders were taken off the board in Friday’s first round, four were chosen in the first nine picks on Saturday. Alex Nedeljkovic was one of them, taken 37th overall. The pick landed the Canes the Ontario Hockey League’s goaltender of the year in 2013-14 and helps to shore up the organizational depth in the crease.

“Alex is an athletic goaltender. He’s very quick. He’s very smart, and he understands the game very well,” MacDonald said. “We’re pretty pleased that we’ve added another quality goaltender to our [group].”

In the fourth round, the Canes scooped up a teammate of Nedeljkovic’s: Plymouth defenseman and Raleigh product Josh Wesley. He marks North Carolina’s first homegrown talent to be drafted into the NHL, and he joins the organization that retired his father’s No. 2 in 2009.

“I’m so blessed to have this jersey on right now,” Wesley said with an inerasable smile on his face. “Growing up, this was my favorite team to watch. I had Hurricanes stuff.”

“I interviewed Josh myself in Toronto and found him to be an outstanding young man,” MacDonald said. “He’s a fine man with some good physical tools. He’s growing and developing as a player.”

“He’s just a great kid,” Francis said. “It was neat for us to see a kid come to the table just so excited to be a part of the Carolina Hurricanes.”

Additionally, the Canes added forwards Warren Foegele, Lucas Wallmark and Clark Bishop and defenseman Kyle Jenkins.

Bishop, ranked 48th at midterms and 104th at finals by the NHL’s Central Scouting, was a player the Canes were able to snag later than expected – 127th overall in the fifth round.

“He was a bit of an under-the-radar guy,” MacDonald said. “We had him a lot higher on our list than where we took him.”

“The key point with the Draft is that you have to trust your scouts,” Francis said. “These are the guys that have been on the road and have watched some of these kids for two-plus years. They know them better than anybody.”

Looking to add some size, the Canes did just that with their six picks on the second day of the Draft. And, perhaps most importantly, they didn’t compromise in other areas, as well.

“We didn’t give up anything in terms of skill or potential, and that’s the important part,” MacDonald said. “The players we got that do have size also bring a lot to the table in terms of their ability to play the game.”

Wesley Paves New Trail
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 PHILADELPHIA -- From a story standpoint, the script could not have been written more perfectly. 
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Defenseman Josh Wesley, son of Carolina Hurricanes’ great Glen, was selected in the fourth round by the Hurricanes. Wesley becomes North Carolina’s first homegrown player to be drafted into the National Hockey League, 17 years after the team arrived in the state.

“I’m so blessed to have this jersey on right now,” Wesley said with an inerasable smile on his face. “Growing up, this was my favorite team to watch. I had Hurricanes stuff.”

It is, indeed, the early part of Josh’s life that makes this day so memorable. Josh was raised in North Carolina, as his father, of course, logged 10 seasons with the Hurricanes. Josh was first on skates as a young boy in the Triangle with fellow draftee Kasperi Kapanen as part of a Mice on Ice program in Cary.

Today, Wesley joined the team he grew up watching.

“I got here from Raleigh, so that really speaks volumes about how hard they’re pushing guys,” Wesley said of the youth hockey program in which he was a part of, as he joined the program at its infancy to see it to the burgeoning organization it has become today.

After playing with the United States National Team Development Program as a 16-year-old, Wesley chose the junior hockey path over the collegiate path, just like his dad did with the Portland Winter Hawks of the Western Hockey League.

Playing under then Plymouth head coach and now Canes Assistant General Manager Mike Vellucci, Wesley completed his first full season in the Ontario Hockey League in 2013-14, skating in 68 games.

“He was an absolutely great coach to me. When I was there, he had a lot of faith in me, and he put me in a lot of situations,” Wesley said of Vellucci. “I pushed myself, and he always had faith in me.”

The NHL’s Central Scouting Service listed Wesley 79th among North American skaters in their midterm rankings. Though that position would drop in the final rankings, Wesley was still figured to be a mid-round draft pick come this weekend.

“I’ve been enjoying the experience and everything going on,” Wesley said. “When I first walked in, I was in awe that I was actually here. When your name gets called, it’s that much more special. I’m on cloud nine right now.”

Wesley’s connection the crest he bore on his chest is obvious, but that wasn’t the reason the Hurricanes picked him 96th overall.

“I interviewed Josh myself in Toronto and found him to be an outstanding young man,” said Tony MacDonald, the Canes head of amateur scouting. “He’s a fine man with some good physical tools. He’s growing and developing as a player. He had a pretty solid season in Plymouth, and we think that he’ll continue to grow and develop as a player.”

“He’s just a great kid,” said Canes Executive Vice President and General Manager Ron Francis. “It was neat for us to see a kid come to the table just so excited to be a part of the Carolina Hurricanes.”

And Wesley is eager to carve his own career path.

“I’m going to be proving that I can be my own player,” Wesley said. “My mom and a lot of people would say that we skate exactly the same. He was a little more offensive when he was younger. He’ll tell me that I’m a little smarter defensively than he was at my age. But he was a very special player who played for 20 years. Even to get that opportunity would be amazing.

“There’s going to be a little bit of pressure if I make the team playing under his banner,” Wesley continued. “But we’re two different people, and I’m going to play my own game.”

Quite the lasting image for a hockey-playing youngster, a 10-year-old Josh and his family streamed onto the ice to celebrate Glen and the Hurricanes winning the Stanley Cup in 2006. Being drafted into the NHL gets Wesley one step closer to achieving that ultimate goal of every hockey player.

“When the Canes won in ‘06, I had tears running down my face because I felt the connection of how hard it is to win the Cup,” Wesley said. “If I get an opportunity to play on the team, I’d work my tail off to help the team in any way I can.”

From being a young, Hurricanes jersey-wearing fan to being an NHL prospect wearing an actual Hurricanes sweater at the Draft, Wesley has paved a new trail for young hockey players in North Carolina.

“He wanted to play in the National Hockey League, but he really wanted to be a Carolina Hurricane,” Francis said. “I was glad that it worked out that way today.”

Day Two: Pick by Pick
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 PHILADELPHIA -- The Carolina Hurricanes made six selections on day two of the 2014 NHL Draft. Here’s a quick look at each of them with quotes from Canes Director of Amateur Scouting Tony MacDonald and the prospects themselves. 

Alex Nedeljkovic, goaltender, Plymouth (OHL)

MacDonald’s take: “Alex is an athletic goaltender. He’s very quick. He’s very smart, and he understands the game very well. He positions himself well and plays his angles well. He’s a very good puck handler, and he’s a great competitor,” he said. “We’re pretty pleased that we’ve added another quality goaltender to our [group].”

Nedeljkovic on being drafted: “Just to get that weight lifted off my shoulders and to know that I’m part of an organization now is incredible. I really can’t describe it much more than that.”

Nedeljkovic on who he models his game after: “Ryan Miller is who I would say. He’s definitely an athletic goalie, but he’s very technically sound and he does all the little things right. You rarely see him out of position.”

Warren Foegele, forward, St. Andrews (High Ontario)

MacDonald’s take: “He’s got good size. We like his size and the physical game that he plays. He plays a power game, and he’s a very good skater. He’s a high-energy guy that’s strong on the puck and creates things.”

Foegele on his game: “I describe myself as a two-way power forward that tries to compete at his max. I try to use my speed and explosiveness to my advantage.”

Foegele on modeling his game after Ryan Kesler: “He’s a hard, two-way power forward who finishes his checks and can score goals too.”

Foegele on committing to New Hampshire: “I just loved the school itself and the hockey program. When it came down to it, I really liked that the coaches believed in me, and I can’t wait for that experience next Fall with them and hopefully win a championship there.”

Josh Wesley, defenseman, Plymouth (OHL)

MacDonald’s take: “I interviewed Josh myself in Toronto and found him to be an outstanding young man. He’s a fine man with some good physical tools. He’s growing and developing as a player. He had a pretty solid season in Plymouth, and we think that he’ll continue to grow and develop as a player. He’s got size and reach, and he uses it.”

Wesley on being drafted: “I’m so blessed to have this jersey on right now,” he said. “Growing up, this was my favorite team to watch. I had Hurricanes stuff.”

Wesley on his game versus his dad’s: “My mom and a lot of people would say that we skate exactly the same. He was a little more offensive when he was younger. He’ll tell me that I’m a little smarter defensively than he was at my age. But he was a very special player who played for 20 years. Even to get that opportunity would be amazing.”

Wesley on playing in the same organization as his dad: “There’s going to be a little bit of pressure if I make the team playing under his banner,” he said. “We’re two different people, and I’m going to play my own game.”

Lucas Wallmark, forward, Lulea (Sweden)

MacDonald’s take: “Lucas is a player we liked a lot last year, and he went through the Draft last year as a ‘95,” he said. “He’s got good hockey sense, he’s a good skater and he’s got good skill. We feel he can continue to grow and develop in Sweden, probably.”

Note: Wallmark was the only of the Canes’ draft picks to not be in attendance. Here’s what we do know: he’s a 6-foot, 176-pound forward who captured the silver medal with teammate Elias Lindholm and Team Sweden at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

Clark Bishop, forward, Cape Breton (QMJHL)

MacDonald’s take: “He was a bit of an under-the-radar guy. We had him a lot higher on our list than where we took him,” he said. “He’s a good skater and has a great attitude. We like what he brings to the table with his energy, skating and skill.”

Bishop on being drafted: “I’m really excited. This is a dream come true. I was really nervous sitting up in my seat for a long while, but when my name got called, I was really relieved and happy to be a part of this organization.”

Bishop on his game: “I’m a full 200-foot forward. I play good in both ends of the rink. My speed is really my best attribute, and I’ll just do anything the coach asks me.”

Kyle Jenkins, defenseman, Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

MacDonald’s take: “He’s not a real big guy. He’s kind of a lightweight. He might need to put some weights in his socks starting out, but he’s over six foot,” he said. “He’s a very intelligent defenseman. He’s sound positionally. He’s got good hockey sense and reads the rush well. All he has to do is get stronger. He’ll continue to get stronger as he matures. We don’t think we’ve seen the best of him yet.”

Jenkins on his game: “I think my style of play is all-around D-man,” he said. “I possess the puck and make plays with the puck. I don’t throw it away. I contribute offensively as well as defensively.”

Jenkins on who he models his game after: “I really enjoyed watching Nick Lidstrom play as a kid, so I try to model my game around his but that’s pretty hard.”

'Absolutely Surreal' Experience for Fleury
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PHILADELPHIA -- Being drafted into the National Hockey League is unquestionably a memory of a lifetime. 
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Haydn Fleury got to experience that on Friday night, as he heard his name called out just seven picks in.

“I really don’t have many words to say,” Fleury said in his first media scrum as a Hurricane, conjuring up images of the “No Words” NHL playoff commercial. “It’s an unreal experience, and I’m very excited to be in Carolina.”

Making the moment at even more special was Fleury being greeted on the stage by two NHL greats: Canes Executive Vice President and General Manager Ron Francis and assistant coach Rod Brind’Amour. Brind’Amour, one of the few members of the opposition cheered (loudly) by the quite rambunctious crowd at Wells Fargo Center, announced the team’s pick.

“It was absolutely surreal. Having Rod Brind’Amour call my name and Ron Francis being up there was unbelievable. Those two guys had great NHL careers and are both guys you idolize growing up as a kid,” Fleury said. “Being able to shake their hand and have them say, ‘Welcome to the organization,’ was an unreal experience.”

Fleury’s first contact with the Canes came throughout the 2013-14 season, the 17-year-old’s second full campaign with the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League. He met with the team in a more formal setting at the NHL Combine before again sitting down to talk just yesterday.

“I kind of had a good idea, but I didn’t really know if they were taking me or not,” Fleury said, adding that he met with 23 other teams at the Combine.

“You just get a feel for what the kid is like – his background, his family, what his habits are,” Francis said of the process. “At the end of the day, you’re just trying to get a comfort level that you think he’s a good kid, which he did. And we felt that he was a good player. We’re glad to have him.”

Fleury said he talked with Brent Sutter, who is the head coach of Red Deer and currently in Hawaii, before leaving for the Draft.

“He just said to take everything in,” Fleury said.

So that’s what he did, sharing his draft day experience with a group of 20-some family members – his parents, little brother, grandparents, cousins and aunts and uncles all included.

“It’s a pretty special day for my family,” he understated. “They’ve been pretty excited the last couple of days.”

After sliding on a Hurricanes’ red “14” sweater with his name adorning the back, Fleury proceeded through the usual gauntlet of media scrums, television and radio interviews and photo shoots that await the newly-drafted teenagers. Then, he popped up into the team’s suite, greeted by his cheering family members.

Then, maybe he would get his phone back from his mom, who took it from him earlier.

“She took it from me because she didn’t want me being on it,” he said with a smile.

So who will be his first phone call?

“I’ll probably talk to my great grandma,” Fleury said. “She’s 99 and back home watching, so I’ll probably call her first.”

Thus putting a book-end on a memorable day for Fleury and his family.

Hurricanes Select Fleury Seventh Overall

NHL Draft will continue on Saturday at 10 a.m.
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RALEIGH, NC – The Carolina Hurricanes on Friday selected defenseman Haydn Fleury with the seventh overall pick in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia. The pick was the first of seven for Carolina in the draft which will continue with Rounds 2-7 on Saturday at 10 a.m. (NHL Network) 

Fleury, 17, scored eight goals and earned 38 assists (46 points) in 70 games with the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League (WHL) in 2013-14. He led all Rebels skaters with a plus-15 plus/minus rating despite Red Deer posting a minus-10 goal differential for the season. The Carlyle, Sask., native’s 38 assists ranked second on the team and his 46 points were good for 17th among WHL blueliners. Fleury has scored 12 goals and earned 53 assists (65 points) in 140 career WHL regular-season games with Red Deer.

In international play, Fleury (6’2”, 202 lbs.) was named Best Defenseman at the 2014 International Ice Hockey Federation U18 World Championship in Finland as Team Canada captured the bronze medal. He also represented Canada at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial, helping his home country win gold.

When the NHL Draft resumes on Saturday, the Hurricanes will select seventh in Rounds 2, 3, 4, 5 and 7. Along with each of its own picks in those rounds, Carolina also holds Vancouver’s fourth-round pick (96th overall).

Canes Nab Fleury in First Round
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 PHILADELPHIA -- Though the 2014 NHL Draft wasn’t as stacked as others with top-end defensive talent, there were two blue-liners that caught scouts’ attention, and one was taken first overall. 
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The other was Haydn Fleury, selected seventh overall by the Carolina Hurricanes.

“I really don’t have many words to say,” Fleury said in his first media scrum as a member of the Canes. “It’s an unreal experience, and I’m very excited to be in Carolina.”

As the team's first selection of a defenseman in the first round since Ryan Murphy was picked 12th overall in 2011, the Canes are happy to have Fleury.

“He’s a big, mobile defenseman who has a lot of upside to his game because of the way he skates,” said Canes Executive Vice President and General Manager Ron Francis. “He can skate the puck out of traffic and move it out of trouble. In the U-18 tournament in Finland, he was quarterbacking the power play. There are a lot of parts of his game that we like.”

“We did have our eye on him,” said Tony MacDonald, the Canes head amateur scout. “He’s a guy with that kind of size, and he skates extremely well. He’s got a lot of poise with the puck, and he moves the puck.”

The 2013-14 season was Fleury’s second full season with the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League. As an alternate captain, he led his team in defensive scoring with 46 points (8g, 38a) in 70 games. That output was more than double the 19 points (4g, 15a) he recorded in 66 games as a WHL rookie, still be for third among team defensemen.

Additionally, the 6-foot-3, 203-pound defenseman finished at a team-high plus-15 on a Red Deer squad that had a minus-10 goal differential and failed to qualify for the postseason.

“Brent [Sutter] has treated me like a pro,” Fleury said. “He’s had high expectations for me and has given me a great opportunity in Red Deer.”

“The thing that we like about this guy is that his upside is significant,” MacDonald said. “His offensive game is still evolving. He’s still developing. He’s still getting better in that regard, and we expect that he’ll continue to get better. He’s a very coachable kid and eager to learn.”

Typically, the development process for a defenseman can be more extended than others. But Fleury, 17, will attend Prospects Development Camp in a month before going to Traverse City for the annual rookie prospects tournament and then training camp. A decision on his status for the 2014-15 season – whether he remains with the big club or returns to Red Deer – will be made then.

“You always want to be careful with young defensemen. They do take a little longer [to develop]. A lot of times you don’t know what you have until they are about 22 or 23, quite frankly,” Francis said. “Ultimately, you want to do what’s best for Haydn and our franchise in the long-term, not the short term.”

“It’s a steeper learning curve for the defensemen. At the NHL level, it’s tough for these guys to come in and make an impact right away. It takes them a little longer,” MacDonald said. “It’s a challenging position to play, and there are a lot of things to learn. But when a player has the signs and the tools … you can do a lot with that kind of player.”

Fleury is that kind of player with a varied and skilled toolbox. He compares his game to that of Jay Bouwmeester.

“He’s a solid, two-way defenseman who plays in all situations of the game,” Fleury said. “He plays big minutes, generates offense and is very strong defensively, as well.”

And Fleury’s self-described game?

“I consider myself a two-way defenseman who can play in all situations of the game,” he said. “I can play on the power play, I can play on the penalty kill and play against other teams’ top lines.”

After over a year’s worth of scouting work and long days and weeks of compiling lists, the Canes had Fleury, who projects as a rock-solid two-way NHL defenseman, pegged as their guy.

“We talked about trying to get a little bit bigger. He’s 6-foot-3 and 200-plus pounds, but he skates extremely well. It’s not like he’s a big, slow guy,” Francis said. “This guy is very mobile, and in today’s game, you need D that can skate it and move it out of trouble, and this kid can do that.

“At the end of the day, you’re just trying to get a comfort level that you think he’s a good kid, which he did. And we felt that he was a good player,” Francis said of the process. “We’re glad to have him.”

Blackhawks select nine in 2014 NHL Draft
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The Chicago Blackhawks drafted center Nick Schmaltz (20th overall), forward Matheson Iacopelli (83rd overall), forward Beau Starrett (88th overall), forward Frederik Olofsson (98th overall), defenseman Luc Snuggerud (141st overall), defenseman Andreas Soderberg (148th overall), center Dylan Sikura (178th overall), goaltender Ivan Nalimov (179th overall) and forward Jack Ramsey (208th overall) at the 2014 National Hockey League Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on Friday, June 27, and Saturday, June 28.

Schmaltz, 18, paced the United States Hockey League’s Green Bay Gamblers with 63 points and 45 assists in 55 regular-season games this past year. The Verona, Wis., native shared third on the club with 18 goals, including 11 power-play goals. He also led the team with 63 penalty minutes and 140 shots on goal. Schmaltz added three points (1G, 2A) in four postseason games. He has 119 points (37G, 82A) in 130 career USHL games across three seasons, in addition to five points (2G, 3A) in eight playoff contests. Schmaltz won a silver medal with the United States at the 2013 Under-18 Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament, pacing the team with eight points (5G, 3A) in five games. He also led the U.S. to a gold medal at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge with a tournament-high 12 points (4G, 8A) in four games; he was named the World Junior A Challenge MVP. Schmaltz collected 117 points (46G, 71A) in 62 games with the Chicago Mission U16 team from 2009-2012.

Iacopelli, 20, shared seventh in the USHL (T-Nick Schmaltz) and led the Muskegon Lumberjacks with 63 points in 58 regular-season games this past year; he paced the league with 41 goals and ranked fourth on the team with 22 assists. The Woodhaven, Mich., native also led the league with 283 shots on goal and registered a team-high +12 plus/minus rating. He shared second in the USHL with 12 power-play goals and six game-winners. Iacopelli recorded a season-high three goals on Dec. 29 vs. Youngstown and a season-long eight-game point streak from Oct. 11-Nov. 1 (9G, 2A), which included a league-best eight-game goal streak (9G). He was named to the 2013-14 All-USHL First Team.

Starrett, 18, recorded 47 points (11G, 36A) in 48 regular-season games with the U.S. Premier Hockey League’s South Shore Kings. The Bellingham, Mass., native registered 18 power-play points (4G, 14A) and 94 penalty minutes. He also added one goal in five postseason contests. Starrett tallied three helpers in as many games during the USPHL Winter Showcase.

Olofsson, 18, tallied 21 points (6G, 15A) in 52 regular-season games split between the USHL’s Chicago Steel and Green Bay Gamblers. The Helsingborg, Sweden, native posted two goals and four assists in 28 games to open the season with the Gamblers and added 15 points (4G, 11A) in 24 games with the Steel. He recorded a season-long four-game point streak (3G, 3A) from Feb. 15-22 with Chicago, including a season-best three points (2G, 1A) and +4 rating on Feb. 22 vs. Muskegon. Olofsson recorded one assist in four games at the 2013 Under-18 Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament.

Snuggerud, 18, ranked second on Eden Prairie High School’s team with 38 points (8G, 30A) in 25 regular-season games and 10 points (1G, 9A) in six postseason contests. The Eden Prairie, Minn., native served as the team’s captain and helped lead the club to the semifinal game at the 2013-14 Minnesota State Class AA boys' hockey tournament. Snuggerud posted 21 points (5G, 16A) in 19 regular-season games with Team Southeast of the Upper Midwest High School Elite Hockey League. He was named the winner of the 2014 Reed Larson Award, which is presented to Minnesota’s top senior boys’ high school hockey defenseman; he was also a finalist for the 2014 Mr. Hockey Award. Snuggerud finished his high school career with 108 points (19G, 89A) in 81 career games. He posted five points (1G, 4A) in seven regular-season USHL games split between Muskegon and the Omaha Lancers and added one assist in four postseason contests with Omaha this year.

Soderberg, 18, split the season between Sweden’s Skelleftea Jr. and Skelleftea U18 clubs. He tallied six points (1G, 5A) and 14 penalty minutes in 36 contests with Skelleftea Jr. and added three points (1G, 2A) in 12 contests with Skelleftea U18. The Sweden native has recorded 30 points (8G, 22A) in 61 contests with the Skelleftea U18 team across three seasons.

Sikura, 18, ranked second on the Ontario Junior Hockey League’s Aurora Tigers with a career-high 64 points and shared fourth in the league with a team-high 47 assists in 41 regular-season contests. The Aurora, Ontario, native ranked third in the OJHL with a club-high 24 power-play assists and added two power-play goals; he also posted three game-winning goals. Sikura paced the Tigers with 21 points (10G, 11A) in 21 OJHL playoff contests. He was named to Team East of the Canadian Junior Hockey League’s Prospect Game for the second consecutive season. Sikura has 111 points (31G, 80A) in 132 career OJHL regular-season games across three seasons and 24 points (12G, 12A) in 36 playoff games.

Nalimov, 19, notched a 5-7 record, 2.84 goals-against average and .894 save percentage in 12 games with Russia’s SKA St. Petersburg 2 and appeared in one postseason contest. The Novokuznetsk, Russia, native won a bronze medal with Team Russia at the 2014 World Junior Championship, tallying one loss during the tournament. Nalimov posted a career-high 23-11 mark with four shutouts, a .931 SV% and 2.12 GAA in 47 regular-season games with SKA St. Petersburg 2 during the 2012-13 season; he registered a 3-4 record in seven 2012-13 postseason contests. He has collected a 35-24 mark with five shutouts, a .924 SV% and 2.25 GAA in 79 regular-season games with SKA St. Petersburg 2 across three seasons and a 3-4 postseason record in eight contests.

Ramsey, 18, recorded 25 points (9G, 16A) in 57 regular-season games with the British Columbia Hockey League’s Penticton Vees. The Chanhassen, Minn., native added three power-play goals and 27 penalty minutes. He shared fourth on the team with eight points (1G, 7A) in 11 postseason contests. Ramsey previously played for Minnesota’s Minnetonka High School team, tallying 48 points (16G, 32A) in 47 contests from 2011-13. He also posted 18 points (12G, 6A) in 19 regular-season games with Team Northwest of the Upper Midwest High School Elite Hockey League during the 2012-13 season.

Eden Prairie's Snuggerud, Spinner travel same path
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Their birth certificates and last names obviously say otherwise, but defenseman Luc Snuggerud and right wing Steven Spinner of Eden Prairie (Minn.) High School practically are brothers.

So much so that it wouldn't shock anyone if both were selected by the same team at the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on June 27-28.

Snuggerud and Spinner, who live 10 minutes apart in Eden Prairie, not only attended the same high school and were finalists for the state's prestigious Mr. Hockey Award, but each will attend the University of Nebraska-Omaha in the fall. They were drafted by the Muskegon Lumberjacks of the United States Hockey League in 2012 and their rights were packaged to the Omaha Lancers in a trade Feb. 3.

They were roommates at the 2014 NHL Scouting Combine in Toronto in May, but assured NHL.com they wouldn't be sharing a room when they get to college.

"We'll room separate there and get a little break," Spinner said.

We'll believe that when we see it.

"Obviously we push each other's buttons I'm sure, but it's just because we're around each other so much," Snuggerud said.

Snuggerud, a 5-foot-11, 165-pound left-handed shot, is the highest-rated United States-born high school player at No. 42 on NHL Central Scouting's list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"I'm an offensive defenseman and a strong skater," Snuggerud said. "I like to jump in on the rush, can see the ice well and make plays."

The Eden Prairie captain jumped 19 spots from the midterm rankings in January after finishing the season with eight goals, 38 points and 19 penalty minutes in 25 regular-season games. He also had one goal and 10 points in six state playoff games.

"Luc gets the puck out of the zone with a good first pass and by skating it out," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said. "He likes to get up and support the rush and is solid on the power play. He does have some bite in his game as a skilled defenseman."

At the end of the season Snuggerud was named winner of the 2014 Reed Larson Award as the top senior boys' high school hockey defenseman in Minnesota. He finished his scholastic career with 19 goals and 108 points in 81 games.

Spinner (5-11, 192), No. 96 on Central Scouting's final North American list, led the Eagles with 17 goals and 39 points in 25 regular-season games. He had six goals and 11 points in six playoff games.

"I'm an explosive player who tries to get points every night and do the best for the team," Spinner said.

He had 52 goals, 110 points and eight game-winning goals in 72 regular-season high school games.

"He's a high-energy player who is hard on pucks," Rajanen said of Spinner. "He creates chances with his high-end compete, physical play and puck pursuit. Steven has a quick release and can finish in tight. His skating has shown to be quick out of the blocks and he has a second gear."

Spinner is grateful Minnesota high school hockey has presented him with a chance to be drafted by an NHL team.

"Being in the state tournament this year was a dream come true," he said. "It helped because I matured over the four years at Eden Prairie and at the same time was able to stay at home which is something a lot of kids don't get to do. They don't get the home-cooked meals."

Eden Prairie lost to Lakeville North 5-4 in double overtime in the semifinals of the Minnesota State Class AA boys' hockey tournament March 8 at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. Unfortunately, both players were limited in playing time during the overtime periods due to injury.

Snuggerud, who was playing with a broken bone in his hand, was sidelined in the second overtime by leg cramps. Spinner spent most of the first overtime period in the locker room after sustaining a neck injury while blocking a shot.

Both players are healthy now.

"I feel like Minnesota high school hockey is unlike anything anywhere else because you're kind of growing up and playing with guys you grew up with, your buddies," Snuggerud said. "The big dream there is to make it to the state tournament and play at Xcel Energy Center in front of 19,000 fans. It was a lot of fun."

In the Section 6AA championship Feb. 26 against Benilde-St. Margaret's School at Mariucci Arena, Spinner and Snuggerud combined for one goal and two assists in a 3-2 win in double overtime.

Snuggerud interviewed with 16 teams at the Combine and Spinner met with seven; both players met with the Minnesota Wild. Snuggerud and Spinner attracted attention from scouts after being invited to the Upper Midwest High School Elite League and being named to the 2013 International Invitational All-Tournament Team.

Snuggerud was regarded as the top high school prospect on the draft board by Central Scouting for good reason.

"He's very active, physical and moves the puck very well," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "When he combines all of that into the right elements at the high-school level, you have to decide where that translates to the next level. He can almost play at will when he wants to at times, depending on the opponent.

"He's big enough where he won't be overpowered when defending. He can get physical, but he has the offensive tools and skating to take him to the next level."

Nick Schmaltz following in brother's footsteps
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Nick Schmaltz knows the perfect role model from which to build his hockey resume.

That would be his brother Jordan, who happened to be a 2012 first-round pick (No. 25) of the St. Louis Blues.

"I look up to him and am happy for what he has accomplished so far with his career," Schmaltz said of his older brother. "It's pretty unique to have a brother be such a good player so I take advantage of that and learn from his experiences. I hope I can achieve some of the goals that he has already."

It isn't by accident that Nick basically has followed the same path as Jordan, playing for the under-16 Chicago Mission and now with the Green Bay Gamblers of the United States Hockey League. He's also committed to the University of North Dakota, where Jordan is now starring as a sophomore defenseman.

"Nick is a player with a very high hockey IQ and I think his vision and creativity with the puck are his best attributes," Jordan Schmaltz said of his younger brother. "In my mind he plays like [Buffalo Sabres forward] Thomas Vanek with the way he can slow down the game.

"It's pretty cool to see us take the same path. We've always done the same things growing up and are really close. So it's only fitting we'll get a chance to play together at North Dakota at some point."

As one of only three "A"-rated prospects on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary list of players to watch from the USHL for the 2014 NHL Draft, Nick also is hoping to be an early pick at this season's draft, to be held at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia in June.

"It would be an honor to go in the first round, but I just need to try to take care of myself and my game and hopefully it works out in the end," Nick Schmaltz told NHL.com. "My brother hasn't said much with regard to my draft year. He just told me to take care of my game and play my heart out. The rest should take care of itself."

The younger Schmaltz certainly is making the most of his draft season so far. In addition to leading all scorers with nine points (five goals, four assists) for the United States in a second-place showing at the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka Tournament in August, he has four goals and 10 points (five power-play points) in nine games for the Gamblers.

"He's a dynamic offensive player," NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He's really good at making you think the puck will be taken away from him, but he has such quick hands and can skate with it at full speed and then pull it away from you at full speed."

Schmaltz became the youngest member of the USHL All-Rookie Team in 2012-13 after he had 18 goals and 52 points in 64 games for the Gamblers.

"He's got special hands, skill and vision and that makes him one of the top offensive players," Gamblers coach Derek Lalonde told NHL.com. "I certainly understand all of the talk of him entering this season as one of the top players to watch. He had a great showing at the Ivan Hlinka, and what separates him from the rest is his ability to create offense and those quick hands in tight areas. He makes his linemates better and he relishes those moments playing in tight games."

Schmaltz scored game-winning goals in three consecutive games for Green Bay and led the team with five game-winners in 2012-13. One of them came Dec. 31, 2012, when he scored in overtime to beat the Muskegon Lumberjacks and complete his first USHL hat trick.

"I'm satisfied with the season so far," Schmaltz said. "Our team is coming together and starting to play to our strengths, which are our speed and skill. I have a lot of talent to play with, which makes it easier to produce and be the type of player I want to be."

Lalonde, who coached Jordan Schmaltz for 46 games in 2011-12 following his trade from the Sioux City Musketeers, acknowledged the only difference between the brothers is the fact Nick plays forward and Jordan is a defenseman.

"They are two very special hockey players, and knowing that Jordan was chosen in the first round and Nick might also be picked in the first round is pretty incredible," Lalonde said. "They both have good hockey sense. I feel that Nick has more God-given genetics, he's a little taller and his shoulders are broader.

"Both of them lead by example. Nick has that knack of elevating his game when it's on the line. He's able to elevate at the most opportune time and that's a special ability."

In preparation for the season, Nick Schmaltz said he and his brother underwent a pretty strenuous training regimen over the summer, doing lower-body workout routines four days a week and upper-body routines two days a week.

"Green Bay has been a great fit for me," Nick Schmaltz said. "The coaching staff is unbelievable; they allow you to play your game. If you're a goal scorer they'll let you make plays. The USHL is a great league to learn and become a better pro."

Schmaltz idolizes Detroit Red Wings center Pavel Datsyuk, but acknowledged his need to improve defensively.

"Datsyuk is a great two-way player and I like to model my game after his, but I need to work on my defensive game a little more," he said. "One day I hope to be near as good as that guy. I don't know if I'll ever be able to match his moves; he's pretty crazy."

Blackhawks select Schmaltz in first round of the 2014 NHL draft and acquire picks from San Jose
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The Chicago Blackhawks have selected center Nick Schmaltz from the Green Bay Gamblers of the United States Hockey League in the first round (20th overall) of the 2014 National Hockey League Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on Friday. Additionally, the Blackhawks have acquired the 20th- and 179th-overall selections of the 2014 NHL Draft from the San Jose Sharks in exchange for the 27th- and 62nd-overall selections of the 2014 NHL Draft.

Schmaltz, 18, paced the Gamblers with 63 points and 45 assists in 55 regular-season games this past year. The Verona, Wis., native shared third on the club with 18 goals, including 11 power-play goals. He also led the team with 63 penalty minutes and 140 shots on goal. Schmaltz added three points (1G, 2A) in four postseason games. He has 119 points (37G, 82A) in 130 career USHL games across three seasons, in addition to five points (2G, 3A) in eight playoff contests.

Schmaltz won a silver medal with the United States at the 2013 Under-18 Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament, pacing the team with eight points (5G, 3A) in five games. He also led the U.S. to a gold medal at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge with a tournament-high 12 points (4G, 8A) in four games; he was named the World Junior A Challenge MVP.

Draft Preview: VP/GM Stan Bowman on the 2014 Draft
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Vice President and General Manager Stan Bowman makes a selection at the 2013 NHL Draft (Getty Images).

Blackhawks VP/GM Stan Bowman spoke with with the media ahead of the 2014 NHL Draft to discuss organizational depth, the value of draft picks in the salary cap era and more.

How much more value is there in a draft pick today then there was 10 years ago?

The difference now is [there's] more willingness to use younger players in the NHL right away than there was 10 or 15 years ago. Back then you would draft a player knowing they would take a couple years to develop. Now each year we see players jumping right into the NHL. It’s a young man's game now. You embrace those young players. For the most part, those are the top guys from the draft. Occasionally you’ll see a guy drafted in the second round that could play right away. At the top end of the draft, there’s a willingness to put those guys right into the NHL. After you get past that, there’s a wide range of options. You could pick later in the first round, but you are [adding] to a pretty good team at that point because you’re picking late by definition. You probably don’t have any holes to fill, so you’ll have to wait your turn. When you do get a chance, you’re probably surrounded by good players. There’s two sides to that, so I’m not sure there’s one answer, but that’s how I see that breaking down.

The consensus on this draft is that it’s not the deepest one in recent memory. Does that make you more or less inclined to move from the spot you’re in right now, late in the first round?

I don’t know if we would make that judgment based on the depth of the draft. That’s in the eye of the beholder. People will say it’s a bad draft or a decent draft. There are players we like, and we’ve had a pretty good recent history with finding players who weren’t being as highly touted going in. We’re not picking really early, and we’re not expecting any player to come in and play for our team next year, but if we do our job correctly we’ll be able to find players throughout the draft. We’re picking late in the first round, which will have some decent players that we like there. There’s value to be found if you do your job properly preparing for the draft.

With the depth in the system and players signed to long-term deals, do you focus on looking further down the line more so now than you did before? 
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We have a pretty good pipeline of players at different levels of their development right now. There are some players in Rockford that are right on the doorstep of playing in the NHL. There’s probably another grouping that are maybe a year away. And then we have players that are still in college, who are a couple years away. For this year, we’re ok with the fact that the player may not be right on the doorstep of being ready because we’ve got a pretty good pipeline that we’ve been able to build up. We’re hoping to get some players that we know will take some development time. That’s OK with us. The other side of it is that we’ve had some luck with players like Andrew Shaw who are a little older and were able to come in pretty quickly and contribute. We don’t lean one way or another, we take it as it comes. We’re comfortable teaching the guys that might need some time because we have some guys that are close already.

Considering the past few drafts, there have been some trades involving the Blackhawks. How confident are you with the second-line center position? Is the answer already on the roster or in the organization for next year?

We’ve probably talked this one up quite a bit. We don’t number our lineups as much as our media does. We’re confident in the AHL players. The timing of that will play itself out in the coming months. When you’re talking about the draft, especially when we’re picking, we’re not expecting a player from late in the first round to come play for our team next year, and that’s OK. But we do know the importance of having young players in the system. Asking about trades, it’s possible. We might get additional picks or we might package picks together and move around. We’ve had a lot of discussions about those possibilities, so will it happen before tomorrow? I’m not sure. We’ve had a number of discussions, and that’s part of what we’re looking at ahead of tomorrow.

You’ve had someone from the system break into the lineup almost every year. What in your system and draft process is working for you?

It’s probably more so a determination of our staff doing a good job of identifying talent, and our development group has done a good job—starting with our group in Rockford, including Mark Bernard, Ted Dent and Mark Osiecki. They’ve done a good job taking these players that have some talent from college or juniors or Europe, and have taken them to the next level to when they’re professionals. I think that’s something we’ve put a lot of effort into. Another layer of that is our development group; Barry Smith is in charge of that, and he has a few people working with him, spending time with the players that are still in Europe or juniors or college so that by the time they get to Rockford, they have some contact with our organization and how we do things and what it takes to get to the NHL. We’re trying to shorten that time horizon, from the time you’re drafted to the time you play in the NHL. The combination of those things have come together to help us get a player or two each year who make the jump.

2014 Draft Preview: Q&A with Sr. Director of Amateur Scouting Mark Kelley

Thursday, 06.26.2014 / 7:09 AM / Features 

By Adam Kempenaar and Brad Boron  - chicagoblackhawks.com 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Sr. Dir. of Amateur ScoutingMark Kelley (left) with VP/GM Stan Bowman and first-round pick Ryan Hartman at the 2013 NHL Draft (Getty Images). 

When the 2014 NHL Draft commences on Friday evening in Philadelphia, it will mark the culmination of years worth of scouting and deliberation for Blackhawks Senior Director of Amateur Scouting Mark Kelley and his group of scouts. Under Kelley and VP/GM Stan Bowman's guidance, the Blackhawks have selected standout players such as Andrew Shaw, Brandon Saad and Teuvo Teravainen, among others.

 chicagoblackhawks.com caught up with Kelley to discuss this year's overall draft depth, the Blackhawks' overall philosophy and how character affects their decisions at the draft table.

How would you compare this draft class overall compared to others in recent memory?

I think the biggest difference is the top part of the draft is not yet completely defined. I think that if you talk to all 30 teams, you’d have 30 different sets of five in their top-five picks.

When reading many of the mock drafts and scouting reports ahead, it seems like there is a consensus top two players, in Barrie defenseman Aaron Ekblad and Kingston’s Sam Bennett. Would you say that most teams consider it to be Ekblad, Bennett and then the field?

BLACKHAWKS 2014 DRAFT COVERAGE

Names to know

Get the inside scoop on a few of the players who may be available at No. 27.

READ MORE ›

Breaking down the 27th overall pick

Selecting Andrew Shaw | Smith's draft story 

Blackhawks all-time draft selections

I wouldn’t say it’s a top two; for most teams they’re considering Ekblad as the top defenseman and the top forward could be Bennett, [Kootenay’s Sam] Reinhart, and I think there are a few other guys that could get consideration, too. [Prince Albert’s Leon] Draisaitl would obviously be in the mix. And then you have to look to who would compliment the type of game that you play, as well.

Could any of those top players be franchise-changing guys?

I’m not sure which of those guys could be franchise-altering. I think they all have a chance to be that. I don’t think the forward group's potential is completely defined yet, and a lot will be decided in how teams project them. With Ekblad, I think he is going to be a top-pairing defensemen on the team that takes him. I think he has a chance to have an impact on the franchise. But I’m not sure we have a player in this draft that can completely alter the state of a franchise.

One major trend we’ve seen over recent years is the number of American-born players among the top prospects, especially coming out of the U.S. Developmental Program and the USHL. Is the gap between the Canadian Major Junior Leagues and the United States development program shrinking a little bit?

I think it’s a reflection of the USHL. I think the league continues to develop players. As a league I think it’s getting better and better. It’s a particularly strong year coming out of the USA Development Team.

Especially in this draft, there seem to be a lot of young players at the top with strong NHL ties, including the sons of Claude Lemieux, Michael Nylander and Al MacInnis. Does living with someone who has been through the professional game give these prospects any sort of leg up?

I think in the case this year it’s had a very strong impact on a guy like [Brendan] Lemieux or [William] Nylander or [Ryan] MacInnis. They have some knowledge coming from their fathers, and that’s definitely an advantage.

Has anything about the Blackhawks’ scouting process evolved in recent years? Is there anything that the staff is doing differently to prepare for the draft?

We’re not doing anything different. We’re picking at the bottom of the first round. We have to be aware of what’s going on early in that first round; you just never know if you’re going to have the opportunity to move up. For us, our work in the past six weeks or so has focused on really fine-tuning our analysis of each player, understanding each one’s character, trying to make an assessment of the prospect and how they would fit into what we’re doing here in Chicago.

Speaking of character, we know that one of the major goals of the NHL combine is to get as many of the players to sit down for one-on-one interviews as possible, and really get to know each guy. Since the Blackhawks put such a high premium on getting character players, have these interviews ever dramatically changed a view of a given prospect?

I don’t think anybody moves up so dramatically; from the outside looking in, you probably wouldn’t notice anything. From the inside, players do move slightly, and if you had five players who you rated to have the same value, it’s easy to arrange those five players based upon what you know about the character.

Obviously, the ideal situation is one like in 2012 with Teuvo Teravainen, where someone who you rate very highly falls to you. At 27, that’s a little more difficult – it’s more likely that you will be looking at four or five guys who you rate very similarly. How does the table go about narrowing that list down to the one player you will select?

That’s what is interesting about this year: because there’s no consensus on what’s going to happen at the top of the round, it makes for uncertainty about what will happen towards the middle and bottom of the first round. Because of that, players that we’ve put a higher value on could fall. If it gets close to our pick, we’ll look to our players available and we’ll assess their value, how many players are in that value pack, and then look at what we think is the next value pack or the value pack above where we’re picking and then make a determination if we try to slide forwards or slide backwards.

We have the players and where we think they are broken down. As we get closer to our pick, if we see the value is very high, that’s a positive. If we see the value falling, then it might be a case where we think we can slide back a little bit and get that same valued player and maybe pick up another asset.

Presently, the Blackhawks have eight picks in this draft. Is it something of a luxury having that many picks coming into a deeper draft like this?

For every player that we draft, we’ll have spoken to them probably five or more times. The character really comes into play there. - Mark Kelley

In this draft, and really every draft, the separation of players is not as defined as many say; you can’t really separate it as easily as the eighth-rated player versus the twelfth-rated player. Then as you go further into the draft, in the second round, the separation again becomes a lot closer. Then really once you get down to the fourth round, the separation in value going from the fourth to the seventh is not as dramatic either. So for us going into this draft, we’ve done a lot of work, especially on the character analysis. We talk to all of these kids whether it’s at the NHL combine or our Chicago combine, and that wasn’t the first time we’ve spoken to them. For every player that we draft, we’ll have spoken to them probably five or more times. The character really comes into play there. As the draft progresses we’ll have a pool of players that obviously we like as players, but the character is what will make us step up on a player.

The axiom going into the draft is you take the best player available, but how much thought do you give to organizational depth at a given position when making each individual pick?

We see very good depth throughout our organization. That being said, while we’re at the table and while we’re drafting, we’re very cognizant of our depth chart and making sure we continue to fill our depth chart. In certain times, we will look at needs on the depth chart, and that really comes down to looking at the value of players; defensemen might have more value because of our depth chart or a forward might have more value because of our depth chart. I guess the simple answer is we’re very aware of our organizational depth chart going forward over the next few years.

It’s a good thing because in this draft you hear that it’s not as strong here or there or what have you, but I think all drafts are of equal depths. Where the difference is in the depth of the players at the very top end of the draft.

Avalanche Selects Seven Players At 2014 Draft

Colorado picks four forwards, two defensemen and one goaltender
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PHILADELPHIA – The Colorado Avalanche Hockey Club made seven selections at the 2014 NHL Draft held Friday and Saturday at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Following is a complete list of the Avalanche's selections at the 2014 NHL Draft.

Round Pick  Overall   Team   Player   Pos   Country   Ht   Wt   Amateur League   Amateur Team  

1 23 23 COL CONNER BLEACKLEY C CAN 6' 0" 192 WHL RED DEER 

3 24 84 COL KYLE WOOD D CAN 6' 3" 195 OHL NORTH BAY 

4 3 93 COL NICHOLAS MAGYAR R USA 6' 1" 194 OHL KITCHENER 

4 24 114 COL ALEXIS PEPIN L CAN 6' 2" 218 QMJHL GATINEAU 

5 24 144 COL ANTON LINDHOLM D SWE 6' 0" 191 SWEDEN-JR. SKELLEFTEA JR. 

6 24 174 COL MAXIMILIAN PAJPACH G SVK 6' 1" 207 SLOVAKIA-2 SLOVAKIA U18 

7 24 204 COL JULIEN NANTEL C/LW CAN 6' 0" 193 QMJHL ROUYN-NORANDA 

Colorado picked four forwards, two defensemen and one goaltender at this year's draft. The Avs selected two players from the Ontario Hockey League and Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and one each from the Western Hockey League, Slovakia and Sweden.

"I think it was a successful weekend as we accomplished our goals and followed our draft plan," said Avalanche Director of Amateur Scouting Rick Pracey. "Addressing our overall depth and bringing in increased size at all positions were two important factors for us, and I think we did that."

During the first round on Friday, the Avalanche selected forward Conner Bleackley with the No. 23 overall pick. Bleackley, 18, led the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League with 68 points last season and finished tied for the team lead in goals with 29. Named captain of Red Deer at the age of 17, the High River, Alberta native began the 2013-14 campaign with eight goals and 19 points in his first 15 games, surpassing the total of his entire 2012-13 campaign—his first in the WHL—where he scored 18 points (9g/9a) in 66 games.

The 6-foot, 197-pound center was an alternate captain on Canada's bronze-medal winning team at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship where he recorded two points (1g/1a). Bleackley also wore an 'A' on his chest for Team Pacific at the 2013 Under-17 World Hockey Challenge, picking up four points (3g/1a) in five games.

Colorado's first selection on the second day of the draft (No. 84 overall in the third round) was defenseman Kyle Wood. At 6-foot-4 and 195 pounds, Wood had 12 points (2g/10a) in 33 games with the North Bay Battalion of the OHL last season. The 18-year-old registered 10 points (2g/8a) in 22 postseason games in 2014 to help North Bay reach the league finals. A native of Waterloo, Ontario, Wood has played in 49 regular-season games and 28 playoff contests over the past two seasons.

The Avalanche held two fourth-round picks, and the team used its first at No. 93 overall on right wing Nicholas Magyar from the Kitchener Rangers of the OHL. Magyar, 18, led the Rangers this past season with 46 points (20g/26a) in 66 games. He was the first rookie to lead Kitchener in scoring since 1999-2000 (Derek Roy). The 6-foot-2, 194-pound forward shared the team's rookie of the year award with Ryan MacInnis and was named to the OHL's Scholastic Team. The Cleveland, Ohio native was a member of Team USA at the 2012 Youth Olympic Games in Innsbruck, Austria where he had a goal and two assists in six games.

For its second selection in the fourth round and 114th overall, Colorado chose left wing Alexis Pepin from Gatineau of the QMJHL. Pepin, 18, split his 2013-14 season with Charlottetown and Gatineau and finished with a total of 34 points (17g/17a) in 60 games. The 6-foot-2, 229-pound forward had 30 points (18g/12a) in his first major junior season in 2012-13 with Prince Edward Island.

On the international stage, the Montreal native Pepin was a member of Canada's Under-18 team at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament and was on Team Quebec at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, where scored three goals and had four assists in six games.

Colorado selected defenseman Anton Lindholm of Sweden in the fifth round and at 144th overall. Lindholm, 19, had six points (1g/5a) in 39 games last season with his hometown junior team, Skelleftea. The 5-foot-11, 185-pound defenseman also played seven professional games in 2013-14 with Skelleftea in the Swedish Hockey League. The D-man has played in 122 total games with the Skelleftea junior club in the SuperElit league where he has recorded 20 points (3g/17a) and 82 penalty minutes from 2010 to 2014.

Goaltender Maximilian Pajpach of Slovakia was the Avs' sixth-round selection (174th overall). The Poprad, Slovakia native spent most of his 2013-14 campaign with Team Slovakia's Under-18 team where he had a 4.32 goals-against average and .867 save percentage in 14 games. Pajpach, 18, also played two games last year for the Slovakia Under-20 team. The 6-foot-1, 209-pound netminder had previously played in 82 career games with the HK SKP Poprad's U18 and U20 squads from 2010 to 2014. NHL Central Scouting rated him as the ninth best European goalie in this year's draft.

The Avalanche's final selection (seventh round, 204th overall) was forward Julien Nantel of Rouyn-Noranda of the QMJHL. Nantel, 17, was the second-highest scoring rookie for the Huskies last season with 34 points (14g/20a) in 68 games. He also had four assists in nine playoff games. The 6-foot, 193-pound forward was rated No. 51 among North American skaters on NHL Central Scouting's final rankings for the 2014 draft. Born in Laval, Quebec, Nantel was one of three midget players on Team Quebec's fourth-place squad at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.
Avalanche Selects Conner Bleackley 23rd Overall

Red Deer forward chosen by Colorado in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft
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PHILADELPHIA – The Colorado Avalanche Hockey Club selected center Conner Bleackley with the 23rd overall pick in the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft held tonight at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Conner Bleackley

Bleackley, 18, played in 71 games with the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League this past season, leading the team with 68 points and finishing tied for the team lead in goals with 29. The 6-foot, 197-pound forward began the 2013-14 season with eight goals and 19 points in his first 15 games, surpassing the total of his entire 2012-13 campaign—his first in the WHL—where he scored 18 points (9g/9a) in 66 games.

Named Red Deer's captain in November 2013 at 17 years old, Bleackley had one assist in one playoff game this past season; a one-game tiebreaker against Prince Albert for the final seed in the WHL Eastern Conference.

"One thing that attracted us to Conner is his hockey sense and strength on the puck," said Avalanche Director of Amateur Scouting Rick Pracey. "We like his versatility, as we have seen him play all three forward positions. Being a right-handed shot, he potentially addresses a need on the right side on our organizational depth chart. We think he is a responsible two-way player, and his leadership qualities were a positive factor. It is very rare to see a 17-year-old captain of a major junior team. Other key quality traits we liked were his competitiveness and instincts."

The High River, Alberta native was an alternate captain on Canada's bronze-medal winning team at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship where he recorded two points (1g/1a). He also wore an 'A' on his chest for Team Pacific at the 2013 Under-17 World Hockey Challenge, picking up four points (3g/1a) in five games.

Bleackley played 62 games in the Alberta Major Bantam Hockey League with the Okotoks Oilers Bantam AAA team from 2009 to 2011. He also recorded four points (2g/2a) in four games and won a gold medal at the 2011 Western Canada Under-16 Challenge Cup with Team Alberta.

He lists his favorite team as the Avalanche and his favorite player as Joe Sakic.

NHL Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald says, "He deserves every point he has with his strong work ethic and decent size. He hustles every shift, and is not afraid to get in on the forecheck and make things happen. He's solid with smart positioning, and he pays attention to detail at both ends of the rink.”

The NHL Draft resumes tomorrow (Saturday, June 28) with rounds 2-7 beginning at 8 a.m. MT. NHL Network will provide live coverage beginning at 8 a.m. MT.

Avalanche Has 7 Picks in 2014 Draft

Colorado to select at No. 23 in the first round, has seven picks overall
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The Colorado Avalanche enter this weekend's NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia with seven picks. The draft begins with round 1 at 5 p.m. MT Friday before resuming with rounds 2-7 on Saturday morning.

 NBCSN will have live coverage of the first round, beginning at 5 p.m. MT Friday. The NHL Network in the U.S. will televise rounds 2-7 on Saturday, starting at 8 a.m. MT.

 The Avs are set to select in the first round at No. 23 overall, a position the franchise has never picked from. The closest the Avalanche/Nordiques have picked to No. 23 was at No. 22 and No. 24, both of which the franchise has selected from three times. The last time the franchise picked near the No. 23 spot was in 2004 when it chose Wojtek Wolski from Brampton (OHL) at No. 21 overall.

 Colorado has six picks in the final six rounds, including two in the fourth round (93rd and 114th) and one apiece in the third (84th), fifth (144th), sixth (174th) and seventh round (204th).

 The Avalanche received the No. 93 overall pick (originally Edmonton's) in a trade that sent Ryan O'Byrne to Toronto on April 3, 2013. The Avs traded their 2014 second-round pick (54th) to Calgary for Reto Berra on March 5. 

Visit www.ColoradoAvalanche.com for complete coverage of the Avalanche’s 2014 draft, including on-site interviews and coverage from Philadelphia. For more draft coverage visit Avalanche Draft Headquarters at www.ColoradoAvalanche.com/2014Draft.

Prospect Scherbak No Longer A Draft Surprise

Russian forward looks to make dream of playing in the NHL a reality
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ColoradoAvalanche.com is profiling draft-eligible prospects leading up to the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia on June 27-28. Nikita Scherbak is the No. 15-ranked North American skater in NHL Central Scouting's final rankings.

Nikita Scherbak might be the next great Russian forward to take hold in the NHL.

Scherbak, a 6-foot-1, 175-pound, left-shot winger, finished the season ranked 15th on NHL Central Scouting's final rankings for North American skaters. He is on the North American list rather than the European list because the Moscow native played this past season with the Saskatoon Blades of the WHL, where he made an impression on both scouts and opposing teams.

Nikita Scherbak

He said made he the jump to the WHL because he felt it would help prepare him for his ultimate goal: the NHL.

"I came to Canada because I want to play NHL, and it is [a] good chance I go to [the] draft," Scherbak said to the Blades website.

He added, "I like this hockey. I will play here [in North America]. [It is] good for me when I play here."

Scherbak's English could use some work, but there has already been a vast improvement and he is comfortable conducting interviews in his newly learned language.

In his one season with the Blades, the smooth-skating forward provided a much bigger contribution than his second-round selection in the Central Hockey League Import Draft would have predicted.

He racked up 78 points (28 goals and 50 assists) in 65 games, which led the WHL in all categories for a rookie.

Among the attributes of Scherbak's game that has impressed Central Scouting's Peter Sullivan is his skill and smart play.

"He’s played all three forward positions this year, but his strength is on the right wing being a left-hand shot because he loves to drive the net,” Sullivan said. “He’s an unselfish player and has really adapted well to the North American game.”

Scherbak ability to adjust to the North American style might be the young forward's biggest improvement from the past year.

"When I watched him the first few games of the season, he didn't know which way to go, but you could still see he had that high-skill level," Sullivan said to NHL.com. "When I went to scout Saskatoon a few weeks later, I couldn't believe it was the same player; he was outstanding."

Dave Struch, Scherbak's coach in Saskatoon, was just as surprised at how quickly the young Russian picked up things while getting adjusted to life on a new continent.

"While we were in training camp and waiting for his papers to be finished so that he could join us on the ice, he sat in the players' box and rode a stationary bike while we practiced and played," Struch told NHL.com. "When he finally got his release, the coaching staff went to show him our systems, and he showed us our systems. He picked up everything just from watching our practices and games."

Struch said he was impressed with the young player's work ethic and how coachable he was.

“There's no doubt Nikita has been a big surprise for all of us, but I give all the credit in the world to the player for putting the time in and wanting to learn the game over here and being as coachable as he is,” Struch said. “He doesn't always do the right thing, but he listens to us and wants to get better."

The learning curve for Scherbak has been steep, and he has surpassed all expectations. Don’t expect him to slip in the draft like he did in juniors. He won’t be sneaking up on many more opponents.

Columbus Blue Jackets Select Six Players on Day Two of 2014 NHL Entry Draft
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The Columbus Blue Jackets wrapped up the 2014 National Hockey League Draft by selecting six players during rounds two through seven at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, including United States National Development Program defenseman Ryan Collins with the 47th overall pick, club General Manager Jarmo Kekalainen announced today. During the two-day draft, Columbus selected three forwards, three defensemen and one goaltender.

Collins is a 6-5, 202-pound native of Bloomington, Minnesota who collected four goals and 10 assists for 14 points with 40 penalty minutes in 107 games over the past two seasons with the USNDP. He tallied 1-6-7 in 59 games this past season, including 0-2-2 in seven games to help Team USA win gold at the 2014 IIHF Under-18 World Championships. He is expected to attend the University of Minnesota this fall.

In the third round, Columbus traded its pick (No. 63) to the Detroit Red Wings in exchange for a 2014 third round pick (No. 76) and a third round pick in the 2015 NHL Draft. With the 76th pick, the club selected goaltender Elvis Merzlikins. The 6-3, 187-pound netminder posted a 2.13 goals-against average, .925 save=percentage and one shutout in 22 games with Lugano (Switzerland) in 2013-14. A native of Riga, Latvia, he also represented his country at the 2014 World Under-20 Championships (Div. 1A) and the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championships. One pick later, at No. 77, the Jackets selected Niagara (Ontario Hockey League) defenseman Blake Siebenaler. The 6-0, 192-pound native of Toledo, Ohio registered 6-24-30 and 24 PIM in 68 games in 2013-14 and added 1-4-5 in seven J. Ross Robertson Cup Playoff contests.

Columbus used its lone pick of the fourth round, No. 107 overall, to select 5-11, 177-pound left winger Julien Pelletier. A native of Buckingham, Quebec, Pelletier tallied 25-25-50 in 67 games played with the Cape Breton Screaming Eagles (Quebec Major Junior Hockey League) during the 2013-14 campaign. With their fifth round pick, No. 137 overall, the Blue Jackets selected forward Tyler Bird. The Boston, Massachusetts native tallied 33-27-60 in 37 games played for Kimball Union (NH) Academy last season. The 6-2, 202-pound left winger will attend Brown University (ECAC) in the fall.

With its final pick of the draft, Columbus selected defenseman Olivier LeBlanc of the Saint John Sea Dogs (QMJHL) in the seventh round, 197th overall. The 6-0, 157-pound native of Quebec City, Quebec has registered 11-40-51 and 99 PIM in 116 QMJHL games the past two seasons. In 2013-14, he recorded 7-26-33 and 58 PIM in 56 contests.

Bio Blast: Oliver Leblanc
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At 6-feet-tall, Olivier Leblanc is a two-way defenseman who currenly plays for St. John in the QMJHL.

The 18-year-old seventh-round draft pick played midget AAA hockey in Quebec at 15-years-old, where his Blizzard team reached the Quebec finals before eventually falling to College Esther-Blondin in five games.

After midget hockey, Leblanc was selected by St. John in the first round (11th overall) of the 2012 QMJHL Entry Draft.

In 2012-13, Leblanc served as an assistant captain for Canada Quebec in the U17 World Hockey Challenge. During that same year, he and his St. John team made the QMJHL playoffs despite having the league's third-worst record.

Leblanc missed almost a month after being injured this past February, but he served as an assistant captain for the Sea Dogs in a season which saw them missing the QMJHL playoffs.

Elite prospects said this about Leblanc in November 2013: "Leblanc is a smooth skating puck moving defenseman who sees the ice extremely well and makes crisp tape-to-tape passes. Skates well and is poised with the puck but needs to gain strength and improve defensively."

The Numbers Game: Olivier Leblanc
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Welcome to "The Numbers Game: NHL Draft Edition"

197th overall pick Olivier Leblanc

The Blue Jackets selected Olivier Leblanc of St. John (QMJHL) with the 197th pick. Here is a look at how the defenseman's numbers add up.

116: The number of games in which Leblanc has played over the past two seasons with the QMJHL’s Saint John Sea Dogs. He logged an additional 40 games for the QMAAA’s Séminaire St-François Blizzard during the 2011-12 season.

40: The number of assists Leblanc dished out to Saint John teammates over the past two seasons.

1-3—4: Leblanc’s stat line in six games during the 2013 U-17 World Hockey Championships. Leblanc represented team Canada- Québec during the tournament.

126: Central Scouting’s ranking of Leblanc amongst North American skaters.

Bio Blast: Tyler Bird
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With the 137th overall pick in the 2014 NHL draft, the Columbus Blue Jackets selected right winger Tyler Bird from Kimball Union Academy.

The 17-year old winger posted 37-27-60 in his senior season at Kimball Union. Prior to his time at KUA, Bird played in 19 games at St. John’s Preparatory school.

Checking in at 6-foot-2 and 203 pounds, Bird is a solid player with some bite to his game.

Central Scouting ranked Bird as the 117th North American skater coming into the draft.

Bird will be playing college hockey in fall, heading to the Ivy League where he'll suit up for Brown University.

Collins "happy with how it played out" on Day 2
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 PHILADELPHIA -- Ryan Collins chuckled when asked if he's done growing.

"I don't believe so," he said.

Collins, who is very accurately listed at 6-foot-5, is known as a defending defenseman but he said there's still room to grow on the other side of the puck. A product of the United States National Team Development Program - much like Blue Jackets' first-round pick Sonny Milano - Collins is committed to the University of Minnesota where he'll play alongside fellow Columbus prospect Mike Reilly.

He met with the Blue Jackets twice during his draft year - once at the Scouting Combine in Toronto and again during his season - and said there was a connection right away. So there wasn't much surprise, mostly excitement, when Columbus called his name at 47th overall.

"I like the way I feel about them and the way they feel about me," Collins said. "I'm happy with how it worked out."

Collins spoke with Reilly earlier in the week, he said, chatting about the draft and the experience he was about to go through. Little did either of them know that they'd both be in the Blue Jackets organization within a matter of days.

"The way it falls is the way it falls, and I'm happy with the way it did," Collins said.

He may not be done growing physically, but Collins' on-ice game has taken significant strides in the last few years. He's not one to put up a ton of offense, but Collins said he's worked hard at being a reliable player at both ends of the rink and is starting to see it pay off.

"I'm a physical defenseman," Collins said. "I'm not a huge open ice hitter but I like to use physicality as an effective part of my game. I'm a big guy and I still have a long way to go to fill out my frame.

"That's one of the reasons I'm very excited to go to Minnesota is their strength program, and the way they develop players. I think my time there depends on how hard I work and what I put into it."

Collins has already spent time on Minnesota's campus this summer, taking classes and participating in workouts with some of his new Gopher teammates.

"There's not too many people on campus right now," Collins joked. "But I get to spend some time with the team, do some workouts, classes and it's good to get acquainted with the campus."

His next meeting with the Blue Jackets will be in early July, when he's scheduled to attend Blue Jackets development camp.

Bio Blast: Julien Pelletier
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 With Cape Breton this past season, Julien Pelletier didn't appear to be a rookie — although he was.

In 67 regular season games with the Screaming Eagles, Pelletier potted 25 goals along with a similar 25 assists for 50 points, which was among the top rookies in the GMJHL. Prior to the draft, he was raked 62 among all North American skaters in Central Scouting's final rankings.

A skilled forward, Pelletier has fast and creative hands paired with the ability to make plays. Scouts have said his instincts in the offensive zone are impressive and he is able to make good reads all over the ice and anticipate his next move. It has been said that he needs improvement in his skating and overall strength.

The newly-turned 18 year old from Buckingham, Quebec., is the first Canadian to be selected by the Blue Jackets in the 2014 NHL Draft.

With the 77th overall selection in the 2014 NHL draft, the Columbus Blue Jackets selected defenseman Blake Siebenaler from the OHL’a Niagara IceDogs.

The 2013-14 season was Siebenaler’s first in the OHL, but he made a big splash in his first season with the club. 24 assists in 68 games, including 4 assists in seven playoff games.

The six-foot-one, 192-pound 18-year old has drawn praise for being an offensive-minded defenseman who skates well and possesses tremendous passing and puck-controlling skills.

During his high school days, Siebenaler led his Carroll High School (Indiana) team to the division 4A state championship, registering 3-3—6 in four state tournament games.

Central Scouting ranked Siebenaler as the 47th best North American skater leading into the draft.

With the 76th overall selection in the 2014 NHL draft, the Columbus Blue Jackets selected Latvian goaltender Elvis Merzlikins.

Merzlikins has spent five seasons with the HC Lugano organization, playing in 124 games for the Latvian-based club’s U-17, U-18, U-20 and senior squads.

The 20-year old goaltender has also represented his home nation in 10 different international competitions. Most recently, Merzlikins posted a 2.36 GAA during the 2014 World Junior Championships where his team captured the silver medal.

The butterfly-goalie stands at six-foot-three, allowing him to cover the net very well. Scouts have also touted his stick-handling and aggression when facing shooters. Coming into the draft, Central Scouting ranked Merzlikins as the sixth-best European goaltender in the 2014 draft class.

Merzlikins is expected to play for Lugano next season.

Ryan Collins is tall. Like, very tall.

Collins, a 6-foot-5 defenseman, comes from the US National Team Development Program after being selected by Green Bay in the 21st round (315th overall) of the 2012 USHL Entry Draft. He plans to start his NCAA career at the University of Minnesota next season.

In high school, he was a part of Benilde-St. Margaret's Class AA state champion high school team in the Upper Midwest Elite HS league during his sophomore season.

The 18-year-old from Minneapolis, Minn., is a defensive defenseman with a plethora of size and skating ability, which make him effective against top players. He has a long reach and great awareness in his own zone, and his strong first pass enables him to get the puck out of danger quickly.

Pelletier receives the ultimate birthday gift
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PHILADELPHIA -- Julien Pelletier was already having one heck of a birthday weekend. He and his family were in town, enjoying Philadelphia and the NHL Draft. And then the Blue Jackets selected him in the fourth round.

That's one way to take your 18th birthday from 'great' to 'unforgettable.'

Pelletier, a skilled forward who opened some eyes during his first season with the Cape Breton Screaming Eagles in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, was on something well above Cloud Nine shortly after hearing his name called at the Wells Fargo Center.

It was a day that he couldn't believe was happening, but he wasn't about to pinch himself.

"The best gift that I could ever ask for...the NHL Draft," Pelletier said. "I didn't really think that I could be drafted when I was young, but really, it's the best gift I (ever received)."

The Blue Jackets' amateur scouts in the Canadian maritime region saw a lot of Pelletier this season, which happened to be his first in the major junior ranks. A product of L'Intrepide program in Gatineau, Pelletier scored 25 goals and put up 50 points in 67 games and drew high praise for his ability to consistently make plays.

Once Pelletier sat down and interviewed with the Blue Jackets, it was clear that they were interested.

"I'm an offensive player and I can put the puck in the net," Pelletier said. "I can also pass the puck really well, I'm a fast skater with good skill and good vision.

"I didn't really have a feeling (if he would go to the Blue Jackets), but I did know that I had a great interview with them. I'm just really happy to go to Columbus."

Pelletier said his plan is to return to Cape Breton for at least two more seasons and continue to work toward his dream of playing in the NHL. He'll have the support of his family, friends, and the Gatineau region behind him just as he did in Philadelphia - where a group of 15-20 joined him to witness the big day.

The small Quebec town he was raised in, Thurso, is home to fewer than 2,500 people but one of them is hockey legend Guy LaFleur (who has a street named after him there).

"I'm from a small town. People are really happy for me," Pelletier said. "They're really proud of what I did this season and that's why they were here."

Jackets thrilled to select dynamic, skilled Milano
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PHILADELPHIA -- If there weren't outward displays of emotion, there were definitely a few internal fist pumps at the Blue Jackets' draft table when the Detroit Red Wings made their selection.

One of Columbus' top targets - United States National Team Development Program (USNTDP) star Sonny Milano of the Long Island area - was still on the board, and there was little discussion when it came time to make the pick.

The Blue Jackets (along with many draft experts) believe Milano is one of the most skilled players in this draft class, and his point production seems to back that up.

"He was very high on our list," Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said. "He's a very skilled forward, a creative forward also. Our scouts very high on him, as well. He seems like a pretty mature kid physically, too, but I think there's a lot of growing up to and a lot of hard work ahead of him."

Milano, who played 50 games this season with the USTNDP's U18 club, recorded 72 points - 24 goals and 48 assists - and he feels there's a lot more that he can give.

And that's part of what drew the Blue Jackets to Milano; despite the YouTube attention he drew as a 14-year-old, he's a driven and determined kid who has made a huge mark on the program in Ann Arbor. Milano started skating almost as soon as he could walk, thanks to his sister dropping out of figure skating lessons and little brother taking her spot.

It was quite the journey from toddler skating lessons to center stage at the NHL Draft, but Milano never lost sight of his ultimate goal. He took a big step toward it on Friday night.

"When I heard them call my name, I was so excited," Milano said. "You're a little nervous sitting there, and you want to go to a place where someone wants you. There's a little bit of pressure, but it's fine.

"To be able to play for Columbus...I lived in Ohio for a year, ad I got to know Columbus pretty well and got to watch some of their games. It's a really good feeling."

Milano spent the 2011-12 season playing junior hockey for the Cleveland Barons program, a long way from home but an experience he looks back on fondly. The Barons came highly recommended to Milano and his family - his sister's ex-boyfriend once played there and spoke highly of the organization - and in the process, Milano got what would eventually be a sneak preview of a place he may eventually call home.

Better yet: his billet family in Cleveland was full of Blue Jackets fans, so there were many nights spent watching their games. He paid close attention to their first-round playoff series against the Penguins this year, a series he thought the Blue Jackets could very easily have won.

Following the Blue Jackets has also convinced Milano that he's exactly the type of player the organization needs. He felt the same way after interviewing with Columbus at the Scouting Combine in Toronto, too.

"You don't really know what teams are going to take you or not, and you're sitting there all nervous and sweating and stuff," Milano said of Friday's first round. "I thought my Columbus interview went pretty well (at the Combine), and I thought they were maybe one of the teams that was more interested than other teams.

"I'm an offensive player. I can create plays and make the players around me better. I have pretty good hands, good feet and I just like to put points on the board and compete hard."

Milano says he's committed to Boston College

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 10:30 PM
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PHILADELPHIA -- The Plymouth Whalers (OHL) own Sonny Milano's Canadian junior rights, but it does not appear that he'll be wearing their jersey this fall.

Originally recruited by Notre Dame - Milano committed and then de-committed from the Fighting Irish - Boston College and legendary coach Jerry York swooped in and persuaded him to sign on in Chestnut Hill. There had been a few reports that Milano would reconsider his commitment to Boston College if his drafted team preferred otherwise, but Milano said tonight that he's planning to go to college.

"When you see players like Johnny Gaudreau go there and have success, it kind of gives you hope of the same success," Milano said. "BC was my dream school."

Milano said the decision to switch from Notre Dame to Boston College was purely a personal decision, one that helped him stay a little more local to his Long Island roots. Milano had nearly 50 family and friends in attendance at the Wells Fargo Center on Friday night, and they were ecstatic to see him go 16th overall to Columbus.

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said after the first round that his understand was Milano remains committed to Boston College, but that they would sit down and talk about all of his options in the near future.

Columbus Blue Jackets Select Forward Sonny Milano with the 16th Overall Pick in the 2014 NHL Draft
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The Columbus Blue Jackets selected forward Sonny Milano of the United States National Development Program with the 16th overall selection in the opening round of the 2014 NHL Draft, club General Manager Jarmo Kekalainen announced tonight

Milano, 18, has spent the past two seasons with the USNDP in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Last season, he netted 29 goals and dished out 56 assists for 85 points in 58 games to finish second on the squad in scoring.

CLICK HERE FOR SONNY MILANO PHOTO GALLERY

A native of Massapequa, New York, Milano won gold with Team USA at the 2014 IIHF U18 Championships, recording 3-7-10 in seven tournament appearances. He also helped the Americans capture bronze at the 2013 World U17 Hockey Challenge at which he registered 4-6-10 in six games.

Milano’s NHL Draft profile, complete with career statistics, can be found HERE.

Milano combines talent with hard-nosed play
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Forward Sonny Milano is a big fan of 2013 Conn Smythe Trophy winner Patrick Kane.

It makes perfect sense, as Kane is an American and former standout for the United States National Team Development Program in Ann Arbor, Mich. Milano, born in Massapequa, N.Y., is currently starring for the U.S. Under-18 NTDP in the United States Hockey League.

"The reason I'm a big Patrick Kane fan is because I not only like the way he plays, but how he makes players around him better; how he can see the ice and make plays," Milano said. "That's how I want to be."

Milano will often display the offensive pop Kane showcases daily for the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks, but don't think for a second he doesn't enjoy getting his hands dirty in the corners to help his teammates. Milano does bring an edge to his game.

"He probably has as much skill and puck skills as anyone I've coached in 15 years," USNTDP U-18 coach Danton Cole told NHL.com. "He does some amazing things with the puck."

Committed to Boston College in 2014-15, Milano was one of just three USHL players given an A rating on NHL Central Scouting's November players to watch list for the 2014 NHL Draft.

The 5-foot-11.5, 183-pound left-hander scored the decisive goal and took three shots for Team Mark Johnson in a 5-2 victory against Team Joey Mullen at the CCM/USA Hockey All-American Top Prospects Game in Pittsburgh in September.

"It means everything to wear the U.S. crest and, even in practice, to represent your country is something special," Milano told NHL.com. "Playing hockey, in general, is like a getaway for me. I just get a good feeling out there on the ice."

During the All-American Prospects Game, Milano played left wing on a line with fellow A-rated prospect Nick Schmaltz of the USHL's Green Bay Gamblers and B-rated prospect Alex Tuch of the U-18 NTDP.

"Sonny is a great player with tons of skill and vision," Schmaltz told NHL.com. "It was fun to play with him at the prospects game. Playing with someone like him makes the game easier because of his offensive talent. He can make plays a lot of kids our age can't. Rarely do I get to play with guys like him, so I took advantage of that and had a lot of fun."

Cole, who is in his fourth season as a head coach for USA Hockey's NTDP, had particular praise for Milano when asked about his assets as a player.

"He's really interested in playing the game hard and playing it the right way, trying to be a complete player," Cole said. "When he puts that package together, he's a tough young man to stop."

Milano didn't have an opportunity to play hockey growing up in Massapequa, but there were other parts of Long Island where he did learn to play.

"Hockey is something I've been doing since I was 2 years old, so it's just a part of my life now," he said. "I was the first one in my family to start playing hockey; my sister had figure skating lessons and didn't like it, so she quit midway through. I stepped in since there were a lot of open slots. I didn't figure skate but just used the time to learn how to skate, so I was on the ice when I was about one-and-a-half. That's when I actually scored my first goal."

Milano teamed with Kitchener Rangers center Ryan MacInnis, a B-rated prospect from the Ontario Hockey League, on the U.S. National Team that finished third at the 2013 U-17 World Challenge in Victoriaville and Drummondville, Quebec. Milano had four goals and a team-leading 10 points in six games en route to being named to the All-Tournament Team.

"He's a really skilled player and fun to play with," said MacInnis, the son of Hockey Hall-of-Famer Al MacInnis. "Sonny will get you the puck from the corner and he'll fight for it."

Many NHL scouts believe Milano can become something very special this season.

"He's so dynamic, very good with the puck in traffic and in open ice and can make defensemen look silly," Central Scouting's David Gregory told NHL.com. "He enjoys chirping at other players too. He likes to get under your skin. He'll allow the play to come to him, take a hit and chirp it up before heading on a 2-on-1 in the opposite direction resulting in a goal … I've seen it happen. He certainly has the potential of becoming a complete player."

Milano is listed on Central Scouting's register as a left wing, his preferred position.

"I prefer left wing since I play it a little more, but it doesn't really matter to me, since I can play all three forward spots," he said.

Milano leads the U-18 NTDP with 21 assists and 31 points in 19 games this season.

Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen acknowledged Milano has a great set of hands and will only improve against better competition.

"He's got magic hands, really skilled and gifted," Rajanen told NHL.com. "I remember one move he did against the Indiana Ice in the USHL [on Sept. 21] where he took the puck behind the net and flipped it over the net, over the goalie, and it landed flat for his buddy in front. That's the type of play he'll create; he's a solid first-round pick in my opinion."

Follow Mike Morreale on Twitter at: @mikemorrealeNHL

Bio Blast: Sonny Milano
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With the 16th overall pick in 2014 NHL Draft, the Columbus Blue Jackets selected center Sonny Milano from the USA National Team Development Program.

The six-foot, 185-pound 18-year old has drawn praise for his strong hands and ability to maintain possession of the puck. Milano’s quick first step allows him to create space and set up scoring chances for himself and his teammates.

Scouts have also praised Milano’s natural instinct to score: a trait that cannot be coached.

Milano has spent two seasons in the USNTDP where he was a member of the U-17 squad that took bronze at the 2012-13 World Hockey Championships. The following year, his U-18 squad took gold at the World Junior Championships. His four goals at the 2012-13 tournament lead the team.

Coming into the draft, Central Scouting and ISS Hockey ranked Milano as the 16th overall prospect.

Milano has committed to play hockey at NCAA powerhouse Boston College next year.

NHL Draft Rewind: 2011 first round
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The Blue Jackets traded away their 2011 first-round pick as part of the deal that brought Jeff Carter to Columbus. In case you were wondering, the pick ended up being the 8th overall selection which ended up being Canadian center Sean Couturier.

But during that very draft in 2011, the Blue Jackets  were on the clock in the 2nd round when the 37th overall selection came up, and Oshawa Generals center Boone Jenner got the call.

In his two seasons with Oshawa, Jenner tallied 115 points (34 goals and 71 assists) and was considered to be a physical offensive threat with great skating ability. At six-foot-one, and 205 pounds, Jenner was a force in the offensive zone.

In his two OHL season’s after having his name called, Jenner’s offensive game escalated quickly. 77 goals and 64 assists in only 99 games and Columbus’ decision to take Jenner was looking even better and better.

During the same time span, Jenner saw limited time with the Springfield Falcons (AHL), only playing in 10 games and putting up a stat line of 4-1--5. As the 2013-14 campaign proved, the jump from the OHL to the NHL didn’t seem troublesome for Jenner.

Without any prior NHL experience, Jenner exploded onto the scene with 16-13--29 in 72 games, including 3-2--5 in Columbus’ first-round matchup against Pittsburgh. Jenner also posted a rating of +6 during the regular season.

When the puck drops in the season-opener against Buffalo next season, Jenner will only be 21 years old with plenty of room to grow.

NHL Draft Rewind: 2012 first round
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Rated the second-best North American prospect coming into the 2012 draft, seeing Ryan Murray come off the board with the second overall pick was hardly a shock.

Murray had been praised as a dynamic two-way player with great skating ability and even better passing skills. Those passing skills were highlighted by his terrific "first pass" ability,  but he also racked up 99 assists in four seasons with the Western Hockey League’s Everett Silvertips.

With such an illustrious junior hockey career (including multiple World Junior appearances and a men's World Championship appearance for Team Canada), the expectations for Murray in his first season were sky-high. Instead of collapsing under the pressure of faster and more physical competition, Murray thrived on a club that prided itself on youth and energy.

Four goals and 17 assists in his rookie season were solid numbers for the 20-year-old defenseman and it was only the tip of the iceberg. Murray established him as a key member of the Blue Jackets' defense and he'll continue to be moving forward.

Stars Stay Defensive on Day Two of Draft
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After taking defenseman Julius Honka in the first round of the NHL Draft on Friday night, the Dallas Stars continued to stockpile defensemen in Saturday’s portion of the draft, using six of their eight selections on defensemen.

“It’s just the way it worked out,” said Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell. “We didn’t lean that way. Throughout the whole draft we wanted to take the best player available and every time it came to our pick it ended up being a defenseman.”

Over the two days of the draft in Philadelphia, the Stars used seven of their nine picks on defensemen, adding some blue liners with offensive upside in Honka, Michael Prapavessis and John Nyberg and bringing others into the system who lean towards the defensive side of the game in Alex Peters, Miro Karjalainen, Aaron Haydon and Patrick Sanvido. Three of the seven – Honka, Karjalainen, Haydon – are much needed right-shots.

“It’s just kind of the way the draft unfolded,” said Stars GM Jim Nill. “Every time we came to our pick, there was a defenseman there we liked. We wanted to add some defense. A couple are right-handed-shot defensemen, which we needed to add to our organization. They either had high-end skill, the guys we drafted, or they had some great size to go with their skill. So we’re excited. In today’s NHL, you can never have enough defensemen.”

Although the Stars loaded up on defense Saturday, they used their first pick of the day (second round, 45th overall) on left wing Brett Pollock from Edmonton of the Western Hockey League. Pollock, a talented offensive player who can play center and wing, registered 55 points (25 goals, 30 assists) in 71 games with Edmonton of the Western Hockey League. He led Edmonton in goal scoring during the playoffs, registering 11 in 19 games as the Oil Kings won the WHL championship. He also picked up two assists in five games as Edmonton won the Memorial Cup.

“His game really improved the last half of the season,” said Nill. “Anytime you’re on a winning team, it’s a great experience. I had an opportunity to go watch him play in the Memorial Cup and he played very well. He plays center ice. He plays wing. He puts up good points, so we’re excited about his potential.”

Pollock was projected to go in the second round and had interviewed with the Stars, but didn’t have any idea they would call out his name with the 45th overall pick on Saturday.

“It’s a surreal feeling. Not a lot of guys get to experience this and to be here and be selected by Dallas is amazing,” Pollock said.

The Stars also added to the goaltending ranks, drafting Brent Moran out of the Ontario Hockey League in the fourth round. The 17-year-old was ranked third among North American goaltenders by NHL Central Scouting.

“It was a dream come true,” Moran said of being selected by the Stars. “Sitting there is a little stressful, and you get nervous, but overall it is something I’ve wanted since I was a little boy and to hear my name called was a huge honor.”

Here’s a look at the eight players Dallas selected on day two of the NHL Draft in Philadelphia.

Brett Pollock, Left Wing (Second Round, 45th Overall)

The 6-2, 182-pound left wing, who also can play center, registered 55 points (25 goals, 30 assists) in 71 games with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League in 2013-14. He led the team with 11 goals in 19 playoff games during the run to WHL championship. He also registered two assists in five games as the Oil Kings won the Memorial Cup. The 18-year-old Pollock is a left shot who played defense as a younger player.

Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell: “Brett Pollock has a high offensive upside. He has real good hands, makes real smart plays in tight down below the circles. I’ll say this about all these kids at this age, but they are all lacking strength at this stage. If he needs to add one thing, he needs to bulk up and that’s just part of the process with him.”

Alexander Peters, Defenseman (Third Round, 75th Overall)

The 6-4, 205-pound Peters is a stay-at-home defenseman who registered 9 points (3 goals, 6 assists) in 50 games with the Plymouth Whalers of the Ontario Hockey League. Peters, a left shot, picked up 12 assists and a plus-nine rating in 58 games as a rookie with Plymouth in 2012-13. His brother, Justin, has been a goaltender with the Carolina Hurricanes the past five seasons.

Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell: “He’s one of the guys I could say doesn’t need to bulk up too much. He’s a fitness fanatic. He’s a big kid already. He moves really well. He can make the simple play, and what he has to do now is start working on his overall puck skill game. He has no problem with that other than maybe a little bit fancier type thing. He’s very capable of making that first outlet pass.”

Michael Prapavessis, Defenseman (Fourth Round, 105th Overall)

Prapavessis led all Ontario Junior Hockey League defensemen in scoring with 55 points (5 goals, 50 assists) in 47 games with Toronto Lakeshore. The 18-year-old won several OJHL awards including Best Defenseman, First All-Star Team and Most Gentlemanly Player. Prapavessis, who is listed at 6-1, 173 pounds and is a left shot, has committed to play college hockey at RPI.

Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell: “He ran the power play on his Tier 2 team and the thing we really liked about him is not only his offensive upside, but we’ve got four years of college with him. He’s going to go and develop, get bigger and stronger and get a lot of practice time. We see a real good upside with him.”

Brent Moran, Goaltender (Fourth Round, 115th Overall)

The 17-year-old netminder posted a 14-19-2-2 record, 3.85 goals against average and .891 save percentage with Niagara of the Ontario Hockey League. He posted a 3-4 record in the playoffs, ranking sixth in the league in goals against average (2.86) and third in save percentage (.921). He was a member of Canada’s bronze medal team at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship.

Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell: “He sort of took the ball and ran with it in Niagara. He’s a big kid, he’s just kind of got to grow into his body. He carried the Niagara team into the playoffs and was the single reason why they were competitive.”

Miro Karjalainen, Defenseman (Fifth Round, 135th Overall)

The 6-5, 205-pound Karjalainen registered 8 points (1 goal, 7 assists) in 38 games with Jokerit in Finland’s Under-18 junior league. The 18-year-old Karjalainen, who is a right-shot, added 5 points (2 goals, 3 assists) in 11 playoff games. He’s expected to play in the Under-20 league in Finland next season. Was a highly regarded swimming prospect until deciding to switch his focus to hockey at 13-years-old.

Stars director of European scouting Kari Takko: “You can see that the size is there. This guy is mean, he is big and there is something special there. If he turns out to be a player, he is going to be a good shutdown defenseman. He has a good shot. The coordination is still a little off because of the size and he is just learning to train. What we liked most about him is the heart and the willingness to play for the team.”

Aaron Haydon, Defenseman (Sixth Round, 154th Overall)

The 6-2, 185 pound Haydon registered 16 points (5 goals, 11 assists) in 61 games for Niagara of the Ontario Hockey League. The 18-year-old Haydon, who is a right-shot, had no points in seven playoff games. The Plymouth, Michigan native played for the United States at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament, registering no points in five games. Haydon has an uncle who lives in Dallas.

Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell: “He’s a big, strong, physical guy that skates pretty well. He is a simple player. He’s not an offensive threat by any means, but he is going to make you pay in your own end. He’s got to fill out and get stronger, but he’s just got that attitude that he doesn’t like people standing alone in his own end. He’s going to make sure they know that he is there.”

John Nyberg, Defenseman (Sixth Round, 165th Overall)

The 17-year-old Nyberg played for Frolunda at both the Under-18 and Under-20 levels of Swedish junior hockey last season. He registered 13 points (6 goals, 7 assists) in 17 games at the Under-18 level and 4 points (1 goal, 3 assists) in 19 games during Under-20 play. Nyberg, who is a left shot, is listed at 6-2, 180 pounds.

Stars amateur scout Rickard Oquist: “He’s a two-way defenseman. He has some offensive tools, can move the puck, good first pass and has a bomb for a shot. He’s pretty good on the power play and has put up decent points in the Under-18 league this year. Really excited about him.”

Patrick Sanvido, Defenseman (Seventh Round, 195th Overall)

The 6-5, 218-pound Sanvido played for Windsor of the Ontario Hockey League, registering 8 points (1 goal, 7 assists) in 64 games. The 18-year-old had no points in four playoff games. Switched to defense from forward when he was 12-years-old.

Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell: “For his size he moves really well. He’s not an offensive threat at all, but he is going to be hard to play against. He has the wing span of, you know, big. He’s just going to be a guy that is tough to play against. We really loved his size and skating. He’s a real character kid.” 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Dallas Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell said if there were several players the team liked when it was their turn to pick 14th in Friday’s NHL Draft in Philadelphia he would probably lean towards a defenseman and the Stars did just that, selecting Julius Honka out of the Western Hockey League.

It didn’t hurt that the Finnish-born Honka is a right shot, something Stars GM Jim Nill said the organization could use these days.

“That’s what we were looking for,” Nill said. “We don’t have a lot of that in our organization other than [John] Klingberg. Somewhere along the lines you’ve got to start addressing those needs, and he is a power play type of player.”

The 18-year-old Honka played for Swift Current in the WHL this past season, leading all rookie defenseman with 56 points (16 goals, 40 assists) in 62 games. He had 24 points (8 goals, 16 assists) on the power play.

“He’s just a very heady hockey player,” said McDonnell. “He sees the ice very well. He’s a good skater. Down the road I believe he is someone who is going to be able to run the power play for you.”

While the Stars filled a need for a right-handed defenseman Friday night in Philadelphia, Honka had a dream fulfilled.

“It feels awesome. It’s a dream come true,” Honka said moments after being drafted by the Stars. “It’s the one goal in my career. It’s been an awesome time at the draft.”

Honka had some success on the international stage as well, playing on Finland’s gold medal team at the 2014 World Junior Championship in Sweden. He was the youngest player on Finland’s roster.

“That was an awesome tournament. We had a great team there,” Honka said. “It was an awesome time there and winning the gold was the cherry on the top. It was a great experience.”

Honka came to North America to play in the WHL this season to put himself in a better position for the NHL Draft, and it paid off.

“It was the right decision to see the style of hockey over here,” Honka said. “It was a good experience. It was good for my future.”

Honka drew rave reviews for his offensive game in the WHL this season, his first in North America. He not only was tops among rookie defensemen in scoring but finished fourth among all rookies in the league.

“It’s my strength and what I want to bring where ever I play,” Honka said. “I want to be a big part of the offensive game of the Dallas Stars.”

Like any young defenseman, Honka needs to work on the defensive side of things, but McDonnell said the young Finn is no slouch in his own end.

“I think any defenseman at that age needs work in their own end, especially at the pro level. But he plays it fine. He competes,” McDonnell said. “Obviously he is not a 6-3 defenseman, but he plays bigger than he is. He goes into the corners to make plays to get the puck out of his zone. He makes a great first pass out. But all defenseman at that age need to learn how to play defense at the pro level.”

There were some concerns about Honka’s height. He has been listed anywhere from 5-7 to 5-11, but the Stars said the young defenseman is closer to 5-11 and is still growing. McDonnell said concerns over Honka’s height were alleviated during interviews, including at the NHL combine.

“He’s going to end up playing at 6-0, he’s around 5-11,” McDonnell said. “Our biggest concern was his height, but when he came to the door and we shook his hand, he’s not that small.”

While Honka came over to play in North America this season, there is a chance he could return to play in Finland next season.

“He’s possibly going to play next year in the men’s league over in Finland. We are going to discuss that with him over the next couple days,” Nill said. “That would be great for his development. He is going to play against men. He is going to realize how important it is to get stronger. It’s a great league. It is really going to help his development. It will make him closer to making the American League in a couple of years and we’ll see how he develops.”

Notes

*Julius Honka is scheduled to attend the Stars development camp, which will begin July 7.

*Whether Honka would play at the NHL Prospect Tournament in Traverse City is to be determined.

*Stars GM Jim Nill said the Stars considered moving back in the draft on Friday. “We had offers to do it, but it was too far back,” Nill said. “It would have taken us from 14 to the 35 range, and you miss too many good players. We didn’t want to do that.”

*Nill said the prices to move up in the draft were too high. “We knew there were three or four players we could get, so why make a move and cost you assets.”

*Nill said the Stars would like to try to get another second round pick on Saturday. “That’s easier said than done. We’d have to make a trade,” Nill said. “We’re going to look at our list, see who is still sitting there and see if we can make a move to do something. If not, we still have lots of picks.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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All European-born players treat the decision differently on when and why to move to North America to continue their hockey career. Some opt to stay home until they're NHL-ready, while others wait until after they've gone through their draft year.

But for Finnish defenseman Julius Honka, a top prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft, he knew exactly where he wanted to be in his draft year.

Taken by the Swift Current Broncos of the Western Hockey League with the 34th pick of the 2013 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft, Honka wasted little time booking a plane ticket for Saskatchewan.

"That is the best choice for me," Honka told NHL.com of going to Swift Current. "[This season] I have the draft and that is the best choice for me. … It wasn't that hard of a choice."

So far it's been a great choice. The 5-foot-10.5, 178-pounder had a goal and two assists in the Broncos' season-opening 7-2 win at the Regina Pats on Sept. 19, and two nights later he made his home debut with a pair of assists in Swift Current's 3-2 defeat of Regina. He had two more assists in a 3-2 shootout loss to the Moose Jaw Warriors on Sept. 27, and also was picked to go first in the shootout by coach Mark Lamb.

"He's got the most skill on our team," Lamb told NHL.com. "You watch him in practice, his 1-on-1 moves, how he scores in practice on breakaways. We do the shootout, we practice the shootout, and he was our go-to guy. He didn't score on it, but he's our most skilled guy."

His strong start earned him the first WHL Player of the Week award of the season, and with a goal, six assists and a plus-4 rating in his first five games, Lamb believes it's just the start for Honka.

"He's been as good as advertised," Lamb said. "He was just so good in training camp. His skating and his puck handling and his shot, he was way ahead of everybody. … You wonder, can he take it into the regular season and do it, but the biggest thing is how he practices and what he can do in practice, that's where you really get a good look at this kid. He's got some God-given talent that a lot of kids don't have. He's very high end.

"What he's done offensively, the points are one thing, but he creates so many chances. He's got that amount of points, he could have had a heck of a lot more."

Honka also received an "A" rating from NHL Central Scouting in its preliminary players to watch list for players from the WHL.

"Julius Honka is smallish but an excellent skater with great balance," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "He's an offensive-minded defenseman with good vision and a high skill level. Quick moves, reads the game very well and loves to join the offensive rush. Used in all game situations."

The offense is no surprise for a player who at 17 had 15 points in 42 games for JYP's team in Finland's under-20 league. He also had four points in seven games to help Finland win the bronze medal at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

"He's amazing with the puck," Kasperi Kapanen, a teammate on the World U-18 team, told NHL.com. "When he gets the puck he's so calm. He knows how to get that first good pass and score the goal too, from the point. He's dangerous with the puck and he's also a good defender. He got some size over the summer and he's a pretty good skater and sees the ice well."

Honka and Kapanen could be teammates again for Finland at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. Honka had one assist in five games at a junior evaluation camp in Lake Placid, N.Y. in August, and earned positive reviews for his play in exhibition games against the United States, Canada and Sweden.

"He's good offensively but he has to learn and concentrate more on defense," Finland WJC coach Karri Kivi told NHL.com. "That's the biggest thing for him."

Lamb agreed that Honka needs to improve his defensive-zone play, but said he's confident it will happen as the season progresses.

"He's a very high offensive player and he's weighted toward the offensive side, but he's very gritty," Lamb said. "He's like a North American. He's not a one-way player. He has an edge to his game which I think has really helped him on the small ice and North American game.

"You catch yourself watching this kid because he can do so many things with the puck. He really wants to be a player and that's why he's over here. The details of the game and playing defense is where he really has to concentrate on, and that's why he's come over."

Honka said rounding out his game was a big reason he opted to come to Swift Current. Playing on the smaller, NHL-size ice, where he'll have to make quicker decisions and play more physically than he would have had he stayed in Finland, was another part of his decision to come to North America.

"Two years ago the [World Under-17 Hockey Challenge] was in Calgary and I played on [the smaller ice]," Honka said. "I like it. I like the game. The game is very quick and you have to make quick moves and I like that."

But what he really wants to do this season is show NHL scouts that he's worthy of being drafted.

"I think that the biggest thing was that the draft is next spring," he said. "Last season I thought I wanted to play [in North America] and now I have a chance to play there and I used the choice to play there."
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With the advent of the internet, social media and ubiquitous hockey blogs, the NHL Draft is no longer a niche event. The Draft used to be at the league office or in a hotel suite. It is now a made for TV extravaganza watched by an international audience with NHL teams and cities bidding for the right to become the host city. As you wait to watch the drama unfold there are some items to keep in mind.

Canadian Made: The only way to watch the draft in the United States is through a feed produced by a Canadian TV network. This is a Canadian production aimed at the home country audience The only way it could have a more Canadian feel is if the announcers were at a Moose Lodge with catering from Tim Horton’s and refreshments provided by Molson. Sometimes broadcasters and experts get a little hyped at this display of home country superiority. Fans watching in the United States need to be aware of certain “phrases” that will be used during the broadcast and what these codes really mean:

1) “He is a can’t miss prospect and will star in the NHL” (Translation) Any Canadian-born player who excelled in Canadian Major Junior Hockey

2) “Most consider him a can’t miss prospect but there are still some doubters” (Translation) Any player not born in Canada but excelled in Canadian Major Junior Hockey

3) “He has excelled at every level but I’d like to see him compete against better competition” (Translation) He’s a top American player but played High School, in the USHL or NCAA and not the Canadian Junior system (This opinion drives American hockey people absolutely berserk as Team USA’s repeated success in the World Juniors and U-18 tournament should have earned these kids more respect)

4) “There are questions about his toughness” (Translation) He’s European

Mock Drafts: A nice way to kill time at work and also start a few arguments with hockey geeks in a chat room. In reality Mock Drafts are completely wrong. If lucky, an expert can pick the top 5 picks but after that, it’s anyone’s guess. Unlike the NFL or NBA draft, teams are not selecting for immediate help. It’s a process of guessing how a teenager is going to progress over time. If you can predict how an adolescent will grow physically, mentally and emotionally three years from today, I consider you a genius and would like to borrow your talents for future use. Despite the Once-In-A-Generation talent in the 2013 draft, almost no mocks had Seth Jones falling to 4th and NONE had Val Nichushkin falling into the open arms of the Dallas Stars at the 10th spot.

Monster Drafts: It doesn’t happen very often, but when it does…WOW! There are two types of Monster Drafts. The first is the draft when a large number of star players are all selected in the same year. In recent history the class of 2003 is the gold standard. This draft was so loaded that Shea Weber, Patrice Bergeron, Loui Eriksson and David Backes waited until the 2nd round to be picked. Joe Pavelski was a 7th rounder. As for the first round, Ryan Getzlaf, Ryan Suter, Brent Seabrook, Jeff Carter, Corey Perry, Zach Parise and Dustin Brown are just the tip of the iceberg. This is the draft that all others are compared. The 2013 selections may come close someday in the future.

The other Monster Draft refers to a team getting several superstars in the same selection year. In 1979, the Edmonton Oilers drafted Kevin Lowe, Mark Messier and Glen Anderson. In 2003, Anaheim drafted both Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry in the first round while Nashville found three quality NHL blueliners in Ryan Suter, Shea Weber and Kevin Klein. The Los Angeles Kings had 8 selections in the 2005 entry draft and completely whiffed on 6 of the players taken. However the other two players were Anze Kopitar and Jonathan Quick, monster level year.

The Stars may have their own class to remember heading to training camp this fall. In 2011, Dallas selected Jamie Oleksiak (1st), Brett Ritchie (2nd) and Jyrki Jokipakka (7th). All three were key components in the Texas Stars run to the AHL championship. All three are expected to battle for a spot on the NHL roster this fall. If they are wearing Victory Green for years to come, add 2011 to the Monster Draft list.

Late Round Picks: The Dallas Stars have their poster boy for late round pick magic. Jamie Benn was taken in the 5th round, 129th overall. All he’s done is earn the title of team Captain, win an Olympic Gold Medal and become the first Star to be named to the NHL First All-Star Team. With this year’s draft being wide open in terms of talent, a player taken after the 2nd round might be just as valuable as a player in the top 60. This draft also marks the first fully orchestrated selection process for Dallas by General Manager Jim Nill and Director of Amateur Scouting, Joe McDonnell. Both came to the Stars from Detroit with a winning pedigree and Stanley Cup rings for their efforts. During Nill’s tenure in Detroit, the Red Wings unearthed late round gems such as Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Valtteri Filppula. If there is late round magic to be had in this draft. chances are this crew will be the one to find that player.

Trades:  With the UFA market being so underwhelming this year, trades might be a bigger story than normal on Draft Day. Names such as Jason Spezza, Ryan Kesler and Evander Kane are rumored to be available for the right price. The biggest news of the night could be which big name is changing cities or why not?

14th Pick: An inexact science becomes more difficult as the draft unfolds. Trades, players trending up or sliding down, make a middle of the round selection difficult to project. Defensemen have been the biggest names taken 14th, Brent Seabrook (03) and Kevin Shattenkirk (07). Jamie Oleksiak was the only Stars player ever to be taken 14th overall.

Patience: In the past 25 years only two players have skated for the NHL squad within one year of being drafted, Val Nichushkin and Mike Modano. Whoever the Stars take at number 14 will be a few years away from competing for an NHL job. Be patient, the team has a loaded farm system, no need to risk permanent damage by rushing a player not ready to move up. The Stars philosophy is built for long term success and that includes all levels including players taken this weekend.

In just a few hours the lives of several talented young men will change forever. The fortunes of NHL teams will rise or fall on decisions made this weekend. For the Dallas Stars, it’s the official beginning to the 2014-15 season. A New Star indeed did rise in 2013-14, with a return to the Stanley Cup playoffs, followed by the Texas Stars winning their first Calder Cup. Last year was successful beyond expectations, but it’s time to turn the page. The future begins now.

Bruce LeVine is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission analyst for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @BruceLeVinePuck.
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The 2014 NHL Draft begins Friday night in Philadelphia, and all 30 teams are looking to reload their system with a new class of prospects. In his second draft as General Manager of the Dallas Stars – but first with a year at the helm under his belt – Jim Nill will attempt to fill current and future gaps in the Stars roster that could benefit the team for years to come. Nill, who spent most of his 19 years in Detroit directing the amateur scouting department and overseeing all of the Red Wings selections in the NHL Draft, still thinks with a scout-first mentality. His first four picks last year were Valeri Nichushkin, Jason Dickinson, Remi Elie, and Philippe Desrosiers, who all had terrific seasons last year, and whose future NHL prospects remain extremely high. Nill and company have spent the last year scouting the players they will eventually take this weekend. Of all the duties he has as a General Manager, one could argue that Nill is more prepared for Draft Day than any other. Given what he was able to build in Detroit and his commitment to building a successful present and future in Dallas, Stars fans can feel very excited and confident about the man behind the wheel in Philadelphia this weekend. As more than 200 amateur hockey players fulfil a life-long dream, and the Stars search for the diamonds in this year’s class, here are a few things to keep ‘On the Radar’ as you follow the excitement.

Heavy Workload

Nill will be a busy man on Friday and Saturday, as the Stars are tied for the most picks of any team this year. Dallas has nine total picks in the seven-round draft. The Stars have two picks in rounds four and six, and one selection in each of the other five rounds. Other teams with nine picks are Los Angeles, St. Louis, New York Islanders, and Washington. Last year, in his first draft with Dallas, Nill also had nine selections, including two each in the first and second rounds. If he winds up keeping all nine of his picks this weekend, Nill will have drafted 18 players in his first 14 months on the job. Not a bad start for a man with such an accomplished scouting and drafting resume.

A Look Back at 14

The Stars first round pick will be the 14th overall selection in this draft. Three years ago, the Stars also picked at 14 and took defenseman Jamie Oleksiak in the 2011 Draft. Oleksiak has had short stints in Dallas in each of the last two seasons, but has spent the majority of that time in the AHL. He was strong in Texas’ Calder Cup Championship run this postseason, and will come into training camp next year battling for a NHL spot.

To get an idea of what the 14th overall pick has produced in the past, here is a look at who was taken in that spot in each of the last ten years, along with the number of NHL games they have played thus far in their career.

2013: Alexander Wennberg, C (Columbus) - 0

 2012: Zemgus Girgensons, C (Buffalo) - 70

 2011: Jamie Oleksiak, D – (Dallas) 23

 2010: Jaden Schwartz, LW (St. Louis) - 132

 2009: Dmitri Kulikov, D (Florida) - 313… Played 68 games his draft season

 2008: Zach Boychuk, C (Carolina) - 96

 2007: Kevin Shattenkirk, D (Colorado) - 282

 2006: Michael Grabner, (Vancouver) RW - 283

 2005: Sasha Pokulok, D (Washington) - 0

 2004: Devan Dubnyk, G (Edmonton) – 173

Possible Picks

When addressing the Stars needs, the most commonly discussed positions are defensemen and centers. The fact is that none of the Stars picks this year – even their first pick at #14 – is likely to see NHL ice in the immediate future. So the Dallas front office will be tasked with picking who they believe will benefit the team most once they are NHL ready, or simply taking who they believe is the best player available at that time. However, if you choose to look at defensemen and centers as a priority, there are a few names that might be viable options when the Stars first control the podium. According to NHL Central Scouting, there are four defensemen ranked among the Top 14 North American skaters. The highest is Aaron Ekblad, who is ranked 2nd. Ekblad is viewed by most as a possible first overall pick, and a guaranteed top-3 selection. In other words, there is no chance he falls to Dallas at 14. However, the other three could potentially be in play for the Stars. They are Haydn Fleury (9), Julius Honka (11), and Tony DeAngelo (14). It’s worth noting that while the Stars have a large number of defensemen in the pipeline, the only one who is on the NHL radar with a right-handed shot is John Klingberg. Nill and Head Coach, Lindy Ruff have expressed their desire to even out those numbers moving forward. With that in mind, both Honka and DeAngelo are right-handed shots. While it won’t take effect this season, both of those defensemen are good skaters with offensive upside with the right-handed shot the Stars are on record as wanting.

When looking at available centers, three of the projected top-five picks play that position. They are Sam Bennett, Sam Reinhart, and Leon Draisaitl. Make no mistake, they are also not going to be there when Dallas picks. However, there are several additional centers in the NHL CS high rankings from North America and Europe that will be. A few that are projected to land somewhere in the mid-1st round range are Robby Fabbri, Jared McCann, and Dylan Larkin. All three possess terrific speed, which is a priority for anyone at any position in the Stars current system. Along those lines, winger Brendan Perlini brings both good speed and size as a prototypical power forward, and winger Nikita Scherbak also is heralded for his skating ability. All of the aforementioned are just a few names to keep in mind when Dallas takes their first pick. No matter what position they go with, look for the Stars to place a priority on speed with all of their picks.

Family Ties

One player who is likely to be a first-round pick is forward, Nick Ritchie. If the last name sounds familiar, it should. Nick is the 18-year old, younger brother of 2011 Stars draft pick, Brett Ritchie, who earlier this month helped the Texas Stars to the AHL Championship. Brett had a very good rookie season this year, after a great, final season in the OHL in 2012-2013. Nick is coming off a 39-goal, 74-point campaign. Like his brother, Nick brings a lot of size at 6’3”, 235 lbs. It could be a feel-good story if he were still available when the Stars pick in the first round. However, most people widely believe that he will be taken prior to the 14th pick. While it is unlikely that he falls to Dallas, he is an interesting player to follow regardless, given his relationship to Brett, who is expected to be a NHL player in the coming years. If he did somehow drop to 14, the Stars – who already employ both Jamie and Jordie Benn – could add to their sibling count. By the way, did we mention this draft is in the “City of Brotherly Love?” That has to mean something, right?

Trade Bait

One possibility that always exists for every team is the trading of picks. Last year the NHL was stunned by the trade between Vancouver and New Jersey that sent goaltender Cory Schneider east for the #9 overall pick. This year, with the number of high-profile names on the trading block, most fans aren’t likely to be caught by surprise. But that doesn’t mean there won’t be any activity. No asking price has ever been publicly stated, but going back to the trading deadline, it is believed that the cost of high-end player (see: Kessler, Spezza, Thornton, etc.) is a package consisting of one NHL player, a top-tier prospect, and a first round draft pick. As the draft nears, and free-agency is just days away, that price may have changed. However, if there is going to be trade activity before July 1, there is a very good chance it comes this weekend and involves picks in this draft. With rumors of Dallas linked to a few of the names up for grabs, that is always a possibility that could take place.

Those are just a few of the many storylines to follow this weekend in Philadelphia. Whatever winds up happening, there is certainly a lot to keep you engrossed and entertained. We hope you enjoy it.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad.
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The NHL Draft has always been important, but it’s become more important in recent years due to the salary cap.

“It’s the most important thing in the NHL now,” said Stars GM Jim Nill. “With the CBA and the level playing field, you have to draft and develop. Teams are signing players to long-term deals, so you really can’t fill your holes too much through free agency. You have to do it through drafting and developing. It’s the most important part of any NHL franchise right now.”

The Stars and the league’s 29 other teams will gather at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia this weekend looking to stock up on prospects at the 2014 NHL Draft.

The Stars hired Nill less than two months before last year’s draft, so this will be the first with him having a firm grasp on the organization. And he’s made some changes in the scouting department, including the hiring of Joe McDonnell as director of amateur scouting last July. McDonnell had been with Detroit, where he worked closely with Nill.

“He brings great experience. Joe and I worked together for the last 20 years in Detroit,” Nill said. “He has a great history in the draft, he’s been through it all. Never had any high picks and has found a lot of gems in the later rounds. The experience he brings and his résumé are huge for our organization.”

It’s been a smooth transition into the Dallas organization for McDonnell, who joined Detroit as an amateur scout in 1995 and then became director of amateur scouting for the Red Wings in 2003.

“It’s been pretty easy,” McDonnell said. “I am still working for the same boss pretty well in Jim Nill, and I know all the Dallas scouts from our travels over the years. It’s been excellent.”

Trades are always a possibility at the draft – and there’s some buzz about what could happen this weekend in Philadelphia, but for now Nill, McDonnell and the Stars’ scouting staff will have nine picks over seven rounds in this year’s draft, including the 14th overall selection in the first round.

“I think every year is the same. It’s good. There are players that come out of it, you just have to find them,” said Nill. “Some drafts have more high-end players and I’d say this year the high-end players aren’t quite there. I don’t think you have as many guys who are ready to step into the NHL. Last season you had six or seven guys. It’s thinner in that way, but that doesn’t mean that in four or five years these players might be better players down the road.”

“It’s average-plus,” said McDonnell. “It’s one of the weirdest drafts I’ve seen, where I think anyone that you have slotted at 35 could go as high as 15 and vice versa. That’s not knocking any of those kids, they’ve all got some good qualities that you like about them. It’s going to be interesting to see where everybody slots in.”

The Stars have put together a list of about 175 players for this year’s draft, which McDonnell considers a deep one.

“It varies from year to year. I can remember some years going in with 120 names,” McDonnell said. “But this year is a deep draft and there are guys that we like that are going to be later round picks and that’s why there are so many players on our list this year.”

The players taken in the draft aren’t likely to hit the Dallas lineup for three, four or five years and who knows what the needs of the NHL roster will be then. The Stars don’t see any glaring holes in the prospect pipeline, so it likely will be the best player available when it is their turn to pick.

“We’ve got some good young goalies coming up, we’ve got some good young defensemen and we’ve got some good forwards,” said Nill. “It’s not like we have to go in and say we have to have this type of player or this position to be filled. We’re pretty level that way. “

McDonnell said he believes in taking the best player available, but if it is a close call he could lean towards a certain position.

“I think overall our philosophy will be to take the best player available, but If you have two or three guys that are close and one of them is a defenseman, I would probably lean towards a defenseman,” McDonnell said.

The Stars’ amateur scouting staff fanned the globe to look at players from juniors, college, high school and the European leagues to target potential selections. The Stars also attended the NHL Draft Combine, an event the organization has downplayed in years past. That has changed under Nill and McDonnell.

“The whole NHL is there. You’re maybe hearing rumors, talking to other general managers about potential trades or what they are going to do. So, you are gathering information there,” said Nill. “And you are getting to meet the players. You are going to end up picking five or six of these players at the draft, and it’s a chance to put a face to the player. You’ve been watching them play all year and you get to talk to them about their lives and get their life story. It’s one more piece of information that you are grabbing before you have to make that selection at the draft.”

For McDonnell, the interview process at the combine is critical. As for the physical testing conducted at the event, McDonnell said the Stars won’t put a lot of stock into it but that it’s another piece of information the team can put in its file on a player.

“Most teams look at the physical testing, but I wouldn’t take too much out of that,” McDonnell said. “I am sure you read about Sam Bennett, who could go first overall, he couldn’t do one chin up. If you read a lot into that, he’s a late round pick. We don’t look at that, the physical testing. We’ll take that and gauge it, then test the kid after we draft them this summer, and we’ll see how they progress moving forward.”

But the key is still what scouts see on the ice, and McDonnell said there are a few key attributes he looks for in a young player.

“I look at a package of assets that the kid might have, whether it might be his hockey sense, his skating ability and his size,” McDonnell said. “Those are the biggest three things I would look at.”

We’ll find out which players McDonnell and the Stars’ scouting staff believe fit that criteria beginning Friday evening in Philadelphia.

2014 NHL Draft

When: June 27-28

 Where: Wells Fargo Center, Philadelphia, PA

 TV: NBCSN (Friday, 6 p.m.); NHL Network (Saturday, 9 a.m.)

Dallas Stars picks in 2014 NHL Draft

1st round: 14th overall

 2nd round: 45th overall

 3rd round: 75th overall

 4th round: 105th overall; 115th overall (from Anaheim via Washington)

 5th round: 135th overall

 6th round: 154th (from Calgary); 165th overall)

 7th round: 195th overall

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Friday, 06.20.2014 / 11:48 AM / Inside Edge 

By Mark Stepneski 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Patrik Nemeth can carry himself with a serious demeanor at times. Fitting for a defensive defenseman. He also has a great sense of humor. When asked early in this year’s Calder Cup playoffs if he was modeling his game after anyone these days, Nemeth joked it was fellow Swede Erik Karlsson, the gifted offensive defenseman of the Ottawa Senators. A little bit of foreshadowing on Nemeth’s part.

The 22-year-old Nemeth looked like Karlsson Tuesday night as he scored a highlight reel goal off the rush in overtime of Game 5 of the Calder Cup Finals to give the Texas Stars their first Calder Cup championship in franchise history.

That Nemeth sense of humor was on display again Thursday during an interview on the NHL Network. The question: what was he thinking on that goal?

“I don’t know,” Nemeth said. “I don’t know what happened. Maybe I had a blackout or something.”

This isn’t the first time Nemeth has come up big in overtime in a big game. He had the primary assist on the overtime-winner in the gold medal game at the 2012 World Junior Championship as Sweden defeated Russia, 1-0. Just seconds after leading the rush into the offensive zone, Nemeth forced a neutral zone turnover that set up Mika Zibanejad’s game-winner for Sweden.

But despite those two memorable offensive moments, the 6-3, 235-pound Nemeth is a guy who leans towards the defensive side of things, something he showed over the course of this season while playing for both Texas and the Dallas Stars.

“I just try to keep it simple,” Nemeth said. “I want to play good with the puck, good transition, be smart with the puck. I want to be hard to play against, defense first. But when the chances are coming, I want to create some offense, too.”

The Stars saw those defensive attributes and more when they drafted him out of Sweden in the second round (41st overall) of the 2010 NHL Draft. He had played four years of professional hockey in Sweden before coming to North America to play for Texas in 2012-13. He’s been slowed by injuries at times – a concussion last season and a foot injury this season – but Nemeth has tried to make the best of the down time.

“I missed a lot of games, but at the same time you realize that you have to work hard and when I’ve been out I’ve been able to work on other stuff, upper body strength and conditioning,” Nemeth said. “Some good things come with it, but it has been frustrating.”

Despite the injuries and missed playing time, the Dallas Stars and Texas Stars liked what they’ve seen from Nemeth over his first two seasons in North America.

“Nemeth was playing really well last year until he got injured and this year again he got his game together. He’s always trying to improve, find a way,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “He’s a big strong player, physical player. He defends well. From the start of last year he’s taken big steps and it’s because of his attitude toward the game and how he works at it.”

The work in Cedar Park paid off when Nemeth got his first crack at the NHL this season. Dallas called up Nemeth in late March and he made his NHL debut on April 1 at Washington. He played eight regular season games with Dallas and then five more in their first round playoff series with Anaheim. Dallas coach Lindy Ruff liked what he saw.

“He’s been a solid defender,” Ruff said during the Anaheim series. “He’s got good size. Physically he’s strong. I just think he has tremendous upside. He’s playing at a good level now in how many NHL games? Maybe eight or nine, something like that, so he puts a smile on your face, that kid, he really does.”

Desjardins said he expected Nemeth to show well at the NHL level.

“It didn’t surprise me just because of how he plays,” said Desjardins. “He recognizes his game. He recognizes his strengths and weaknesses. The good thing about Nemeth is that he is always trying to improve on his weaknesses. He is continually trying to get better in different parts of his game. That’s what you want from a player. You want guys who are always trying to improve.”

For Nemeth, the NHL time was what he had been working for over the past two seasons. It may have come sooner if not for the injuries. But it was a shot of confidence for the young blue liner, who came in during the middle of a playoff race.

“The experienced helped me. It was high pressure with trying to make the playoffs and then the playoffs against good players,” he said. “I had the same role up there that I had down here. I tried not to think too much and just played. I learned a lot.”

Once Dallas’ playoff run ended there was still more hockey for Nemeth. He returned to Cedar Park, and jumped into the second round of the Calder Cup Playoffs. He was paired with rookie Jyrki Jokipakka, a Dallas draft pick out of Finland. Nemeth flashed a little more of that humor when explaining why the two clicked as a pair.

“He’s European,” Nemeth said. “We understand each other.”

Those two were a solid pair as Texas won its final three series against Grand Rapids, Toronto and St. John’s. Nemeth’s Calder Cup winning goal was his only tally of the playoffs. He also had four assists and a plus-five rating in 18 games.

“It was a great feeling,” Nemeth said. “I didn’t score a goal in the playoff run and to score that goal in overtime was huge. It was a great feeling.”

The playoff performance capped a solid season for Nemeth, who is in a good position to land a roster spot in Dallas next season.

“Patrik really had a strong season. He showed it at the end in Dallas that he is right around the NHL,” said Dallas Stars assistant GM Les Jackson. “He’s made huge steps. He’s been healthy the last little while. He’s matured in a lot of different ways, he’s taken a leadership role down there. He carries heavy minutes and he does a lot of good things.”

And as he showed in Game 5 of the Calder Cup Finals, he’s capable of spectacular things now and then, too. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
Peverley 'Making Progress' Toward Return: Report
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Dallas Stars center Rich Peverley said he's making progress as he recovers from surgery to correct an irregular heartbeat and hopes to resume his NHL career.

"I'm trying to take the steps one at a time and just see what happens," Peverley told Mike Heika of The Dallas Morning News in comments published Wednesday. "If I can play, that will be great. If I can't, then I'll deal with that at that time."

Peverley collapsed March 10 during a game against the Columbus Blue Jackets at American Airlines Center in Dallas. He had been diagnosed with and underwent an initial procedure for an irregular heartbeat during the preseason and had a second procedure nine days after he collapsed at the bench.

He said he's been increasing his workouts and raising his heart rate.

"I've been able to do more and use my upper body, so I definitely feel I'm making progress," he said. "But it's just the start. I have a long way to go."

Peverley will be among the presenters at the 2014 NHL Awards in Las Vegas on Tuesday (7 p.m. ET; NBCSN, CBC). He will be part of the presentation group for the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy, awarded to the player who best exemplifies perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey.

"I think the fact that Bill Masterton was a member of the North Stars and the Stars organization, I do like the fact that I get to help represent that history for the team," Peverley said. "And I like the award and what it stands for, and I think that knowing the stories of the nominees and presenting the trophy to the winner, that could be motivation for me to come back, if coming back is possible." 

Jaromir Jagr of the New Jersey Devils, Manny Malhotra of the Carolina Hurricanes and Dominic Moore of the New York Rangers are the finalists for the Masterton Trophy.

Peverley, who turns 32 on July 8, had seven goals and 23 assists in 62 games with Dallas in 2013-14. He has 84 goals and 157 assists in 442 games with the Stars, Boston Bruins, Atlanta Thrashers and Nashville Predators.
On the Radar: Examining the Texas Stars-Defensemen and Goaltenders
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On Tuesday night the Dallas Stars top minor league affiliate, the Texas Stars, won their first Calder Cup Championship in franchise history, thanks to a thrilling 4-3 overtime win over the St. John’s Ice Caps in Game 5 of the Calder Cup Finals. The Stars capped off St. John’s (pun intended) in five games, including three straight in OT – all on the road, no less. Last week we showed you a breakdown of Texas Stars forwards and their current ties to the Dallas Stars organization. This week we take a look at the defensemen and goaltenders who helped bring Texas their first AHL Championship, some of whom could serve as the next wave of players in Victory Green.

Derek Meech, D – He signed an AHL deal with Texas in January after playing earlier in the year in the KHL. He is a veteran of more than 550 pro games, and 144 NHL games. The 30-year old led all Stars blue liners in scoring this postseason with 11 points (3g, 8a) in 21 games. His most recent NHL experience was 16 games for Winnipeg in the 2012-2013 season.

Jyrki Jokipakka, D – A native of Finland, Jokipakka adds blue line size at 6’ 3”, 193 lbs. The Stars drafted him in the 7th round (#195 overall) in the 2011 Draft. He finished third in Texas defenseman scoring this season as a rookie. The 22 year-old is on an entry-level contract for one more season, through 2014-2015.

Patrik Nemeth, D – A second round pick (#41 overall) of Dallas in 2010, Nemeth was very impressive in a late-season call-up to the NHL. He appeared in eight regular season games and five in the playoffs. After Dallas was eliminated, he joined Texas and played in 18 postseason games. He finished the Calder Cup Playoffs with one goal and four assists, but his goal just happened to be a highlight-reel play for the OT Cup-winner. At 22 years-old, he has one season remaining on his entry-level contract. He is a front-runner to win a blue line spot in what should be a highly-competitive Dallas training camp next season.

Jamie Oleksiak, D – Selected by Dallas with the 14th overall pick in the 2011 Draft, the Stars have big hopes for Oleksiak - big being the operative word. The 21 year-old is a towering 6’ 7”, 250 lbs. He was called-up for 7 games in Dallas this season, and played 16 last season. He had five assists in this year’s Texas cup-run, and led the team and AHL with a +13 rating. The Stars are hoping he can develop his physical play to accompany his size and make him a NHL mainstay. This offseason and next year are key, as the 2014-2015 season is Oleksiak’s last on his current, entry-level contract.

Cameron Gaunce, D – Originally a 2nd round (#50 overall) selection of Colorado in the 2008 Draft, Gaunce was acquired from the Avalanche for Tomas Vincour in a trading deadline deal in 2013. Dallas signed him to a one-year, two-way deal last summer. With a thin blue line due to injury, Gaunce was respectable in nine NHL games this season. He appeared in 65 games for Texas, and played in 18 playoff games, notching four assists. The 24 year-old will be a RFA this summer.

Maxime Fortunus, D – The captain of the Texas Stars, Fortunus signed a two-year, one-way AHL deal last summer. However, he was signed to a NHL contract in December after Dallas’ blue line was decimated with injuries and played in one NHL game for the Stars (tallying an assist). He becomes a NHL UFA this summer, but has been with Texas since 2009. While not on the NHL radar, the 30 year-old is part of their AHL plans going forward.

William Wrenn, D – Originally drafted in the 2nd round (#43 overall) by San Jose, Wrenn was assigned to the Texas Stars during the 2012-2013 season. The 23 year-old spent the entire 2013-2014 season in Texas, playing 40 regular season games and appearing in 2 postseason games. He is on a one-way AHL contract with Texas.

Hubert Labrie, D – An undrafted defenseman, Labrie signed an entry-level contract with Dallas in 2009. After not turning pro until 2011, his contract expires this season, making him a RFA this summer. The 22 year-old has split his time with the Stars between the AHL and ECHL, playing in 40 regular season games and 4 playoff games for Texas this season.

Jack Campbell, G - Selected by Dallas with the 11th overall pick in the 2010 Draft, Campbell has played in 72 regular season and playoff games for the Texas Stars dating back to 2012. He spent much of the season injured, although he did make his NHL debut back in October. He got very little help in front of him, and looked better than his 41 saves of 47 shots stat line. Next year will be the final year of his entry-level contract. Hopes remain high for the future prospects of the former Gold Medal-winning, U.S. Junior goaltender. However, Kari Lehtonen has four years remaining on his contract and other goaltenders in the Stars system have also emerged. What Dallas elects to do with their backup role next year is one of the organization’s offseason questions, and Campbell’s upcoming season will certainly be affected by how they choose to proceed.

Cristopher Nilstorp, G - Originally an undrafted goaltender, the Swedish native spent the majority of his career playing in Europe. After a few different stops, including four straight seasons in the Swedish Elite League – one of which ended in a 2011 postseason championship – he signed with Dallas in the summer of 2012. The 30-year old just completed his second straight one-year deal with Dallas and will be a UFA this summer. He anchored Texas all season, appearing in 45 regular season games and 19 of the 21 postseason games this year. He was terrific, going 13-5 in the playoffs with a 2.17 GAA and .919 save percentage. He has six games of NHL experience over the last two seasons, including one relief appearance this year – a 14 saves on 17 shot performance in 40 minutes at Winnipeg in March. Overall he is 1-3-1 with a 3.26 GAA and .890 save percentage in the NHL. Considering his age, contract status, and the other goaltenders for the Stars at the NHL and minor-league levels, both Nilstorp and the Stars have decisions to make on his future this summer.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad.
Nemeth's OT Goal Lifts Texas Stars to Calder Cup Championship
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Patrik Nemeth leans towards the defensive side of things, but he showed some offensive flair Tuesday night. The defenseman’s slick goal off the rush at 14:30 of overtime lifted the Texas Stars to their first Calder Cup championship in franchise history.

“It was a highlight reel [goal],” Texas captain Maxime Fortunus told Leafs TV after the game. “It was a great effort.”

Nemeth picked up the puck in the neutral zone, skated into the offensive zone, slipped by a St. John’s defender and then roofed a backhand shot over IceCaps goaltender Michael Hutchinson to give the Stars a 4-3 victory in Game 5 and 4-1 win in the Calder Cup Final series.

“After that goal we grabbed each other and said, ‘We did it,’” said Texas Stars center Travis Morin. “We finally did. We had a chance our first year (2009-10), we came up short but we finally got it done.”

Morin, who led the Calder Cup Playoffs in scoring with 22 points (9 goals, 13 assists) took home the Jack A. Butterfield Trophy as the MVP in the Calder Cup Playoffs.

Morin and Fortunus were part of the 2009-10 Texas team that made it to the Calder Cup Finals in the club’s inaugural season, but lost in six games to the Hershey Bears.

“All those years of hard work, it’s finally paid off,” said Fortunus. “All those guys over there, the coaching staff, it’s been a great process. We stuck to it until the end. Even when we got down in a series or a game, we found a way to get it done. I am so proud of those guys.”

In Tuesday’s game, the Stars built a 2-0 lead on goals by Mike Hedden and Brett Ritchie, fell behind 3-2 and then got a late goal by Hedden to tie the game and force overtime. The last three games of the series went to extra playing time, each won by the Stars who were 6-0 in playoff overtime in their march to the Calder Cup.

“These guys are an unbelievable bunch,” said Hedden. “No matter what happens in a game we never get too low. We know in the locker room that we have four lines that can play all game and we feel that no matter what we can come back in any situation.”

Texas, which had the best regular season record in the AHL, defeated Oklahoma City, Grand Rapids, Toronto and St. John’s in winning the Calder Cup in their fifth year in the league.

“I am proud of the guys here,” said defenseman Derek Meech. “It was an unbelievable regular season and we just carried it over into the playoffs.”

There weren’t a lot of chances in the first period or shots – six shots for each team – but the Stars struck late to take a 1-0 lead. Cameron Gaunce sent a long pass to Brett Ritchie to spring the Stars on the rush and Ritchie tapped the puck to Hedden, who roofed a shot from close range with 1:08 left in the period.

Ritchie extended the Stars lead to 2-0 at the 4:59 mark of the second, beating IceCaps goaltender Michael Hutchinson with a shot from the high slot off the rush.

But the IceCaps pushed back over the second half of the period to draw even. Defenseman Jordan Hill gave St. John’s life at 11:06 of the second when he scored off a shot from the point to make it a 2-1 game.

The ice tilted St. John’s way after that and the IceCaps tied the game just seconds after their second power play of the night expired. Josh Lunden redirected a Zach Redmond pass into the net to make it a 2-2 game at the 16:58 mark.

The Stars had a power play late in the second, but Hutchinson came up with some big stops, including a redirection by Curtis McKenzie and a shot from the left circle by Ritchie.

St. John’s took a 3-2 lead at 6:33 of the third period after Stars defenseman Jamie Oleksiak turned over the puck in his own end and Blair Riley scored from close range.

The Stars tied it with 6:34 remaining when a Justin Dowling centering pass bounced off a St. John’s defender, then hit Hedden and went over Hutchinson and into the net. The play was reviewed to see if Hedden batted it in with his hand, but it was ruled a good goal and the game headed to overtime for the third straight game in the series. And this time Nemeth played the hero for the Texas Stars.

Quotable: Dallas Stars GM Jim Nill on Texas winning Calder Cup

Here is a statement from Dallas Stars GM Jim Nill on the Texas Stars winning the Calder Cup.

"One of the trademarks of an elite organization is their ability to train and develop players in a winning environment. The Texas Stars have done a great job with all of these facets this season and I know firsthand that the rewards from winning the Calder Cup will have a profoundly positive impact for each of our prospects and our team in Dallas as we move forward. We congratulate [Texas GM] Scott White, as well as [head coach] Willie Desjardins, the players and the rest of the Texas Stars staff for an outstanding season."

Notes

*The Stars finished with a 15-6 record in the Calder Cup Playoffs.

*Patrik Nemeth’s goal was his 5th in 102 AHL games, including both regular season and playoffs.

*Texas had three of the top four scorers in the playoffs. Travis Morin ranked first with 22 points (9 goals, 13 assists). Mike Hedden tied for second with 19 points (9 goals, 10 assists). Brendan Ranford tied for fourth with 16 points (8 goals, 8 assists).

*Morin and Hedden tied for the playoff lead in goal scoring with 9 apiece. Ranford tied for fifth with 8. Brett Ritchie and Dustin Jeffrey tied for eighth with 7 goals each.

*Morin led the playoffs with four-game winning goals.

*Jamie Oleksiak was tops in the playoffs with a plus-13 rating.

*Texas goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp, who made 33 saves Tuesday, finished the playoffs with a 13-5 record, 2.17 goals against average and .919 save percentage.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Brett Ritchie

 Kevin Henderson – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

Jack Campbell

Dallas Stars AHL Affiliate Texas Stars Win Calder Cup Championship

Ten Dallas Stars Draft Picks Take Part in Winning Effort 
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The Texas Stars, Dallas' development affiliate in the American Hockey League (AHL), claimed their franchise's first Calder Cup Trophy as the victors of the Calder Cup Playoffs Tuesday night by defeating the St. John's Ice Caps by a final score of 4-3 in overtime in their fifth game of the series (won series 4-1).

"One of the trademarks of an elite organization is their ability to train and develop players in a winning environment," said Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill. "The Texas Stars have done a great job with all of these facets this season and I know firsthand that the rewards from winning the Calder Cup will have a profoundly positive impact for each of our prospects and our team in Dallas as we move forward. We congratulate Scott White, as well as Willie Desjardins, the players and the rest of the Texas Stars staff for an outstanding season."

Ten Dallas Stars draft picks participated in at least one game during this year's Calder Cup Playoffs for Texas. All 10 are listed below:

Jack Campbell (1st round, 11th overall in 2010)

Radek Faksa (1st round, 13th overall in 2012)

 Scott Glennie (1st round, 8th overall in 2009)

Jyrki Jokipakka (7th round, 195th overall in 2011)

Curtis McKenzie (6th round, 159th overall in 2009)

Patrik Nemeth (2nd round, 41st overall in 2010)

Jamie Oleksiak (1st round, 14th overall in 2011)

Brett Ritchie (2nd round, 44th overall in 2011)

Matej Stransky (6th round, 165th overall in 2011)

Branden Troock (5th round, 134th overall in 2012)

Other Texas Stars currently under contract by the Dallas Stars include Chris Mueller, Hubert Labrie, Justin Dowling, Dustin Jeffrey, Travis Morin, Maxime Fortunus, Cameron Gaunce, Taylor Peters, Toby Petersen, and Christopher Nilstorp.

In their first five seasons in existence, all of which have been as the AHL affiliate of the Dallas Stars, Texas has proved to be one of the most successful franchises in the entire AHL, making two trips to the Calder Cup Finals (2010, 2014), qualifying for the playoffs in four of their five seasons (2010, 2011, 2013, 2014) and have posted 40-win campaigns four times. During the 2013-14 regular season, Texas posted a franchise record 48 wins, claiming the Macgregor Kilpatrick Trophy as the AHL's regular season points champion, as well as the John D. Chick Trophy as the West Division Champions.

Texas Stars Rally for OT Win, Take 3-1 Lead in Calder Cup Finals 
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The Texas Stars moved to within one win of their first Calder Cup in franchise history, rallying from a 0-3 deficit to defeat the St. John’s IceCaps 4-3 in overtime Monday night at Mile One Centre. Travis Morin scored the game-winner 2:24 into overtime, pushing the Stars’ lead in the Calder Cup Finals to 3-1.

“All playoffs long we’ve got down early a bit,” Morin told Leafs TV. “The whole Toronto series (Western Conference Finals) we were playing from behind and in the first round against Oklahoma City we did it, coming from behind and winning in overtime. We have a lot of great character in there, guys who gut it out. Everybody contributes. It just shows our heart. We got down, we weren’t playing well the first half of the game and we still found a way.”

Morin, who had two goals and one assist, capped off the Texas rally early in overtime, taking a pass from Brendan Ranford and beating IceCaps goaltender Michael Hutchinson with a one-timer. It was the second straight OT winner for Morin, who scored to give Texas a 2-1 victory in Game 3 of the series.

“It’s the same as last game. It’s an unbelievable feeling,” said Morin. “We’ve got one more to go. It’s going to be a tough one to get, the fourth one is always the hardest but for the next hour or so we are really going to enjoy this one.”

Game 5 is Tuesday in St. John’s.

“It’s a tough loss,” said St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge. “Anytime you have a lead like we did and it slowly slips out of your grasp at a crucial time of the year, it is a tough pill to swallow for the guys in that room. … We’ll need to come in tomorrow and get our focus where it needs to be, which is on one game.”

The Stars were badly outplayed over the first half of Monday’s game. They were outshot 29-6 and outscored 3-0, but the second half of the game was a different story. The Stars outshot St. John’s 31-6, getting goals from Morin and Curtis McKenzie late in the second to cut the lead to 3-2, and then a goal from Brett Ritchie with 2:09 left in the third to tie.

“We didn’t give up. We knew if we got one maybe something good could happen. We were fortunate it did,” Texas coach Willie Desjardins said. “It was getting those two goals at the end of the second. That gave us some life, thinking that maybe we had a chance in the third.”

The IceCaps dominated the first period, outshooting the Stars 21-5 and scoring the only goal, which came while they were shorthanded.

With the Stars on their second power play of the game, St. John’s won an offensive zone draw and defenseman Ben Chiarot scored off a shot from the point at the 13:02 mark.

Stars goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp, who made 32 saves on the night, was outstanding in the first, stopping 20 shots and getting some help from defenseman Jamie Oleksiak, who stopped IceCaps forward John Albert’s wrap-around bid into an open side of the net in the final minute of the period.

“That was probably their best period of the series and maybe our worst of the playoffs,” Stars forward Chris Mueller told Leafs TV.

Things didn’t get better early in the second for the Stars. The IceCaps made it 2-0 just 57 seconds into the period when Carl Klingberg beat Nilstorp with a close range backhand shot off the rush.

The Stars got into penalty trouble later in the period, putting the IceCaps on a 38 second five-on-three and St. John’s forward Kael Mouillierat tallied to make it a 3-0 game at the 9:13 mark.

“For a while there weren’t a lot of positives,” Desjardins said. “When the shots were 29-6 there weren’t a lot of positives. Guys knew we weren’t playing good and that we had to play better.”

And it was all Texas for the rest of the second period. The Stars outshot the IceCaps 16-2 over the final half of the period and scored twice to make it a 3-2 game heading into the final period. Morin finished off a pass from Ranford to make it a 3-1 game at the 15:33 mark.

The Stars struck again at the 18:09 mark when Ranford put a shot on goal off the rush and McKenzie knocked home the rebound to cut the IceCaps’ lead to one.

The Stars outshot the IceCaps 15-4 in the third and had several chances to tie before finally getting the equalizer. A Ritchie shot from the right circle got through Hutchinson and appeared to cross the goal line with just over 11 minutes remaining, but the goal was waved off. It then went to a video review and was waved off again. Ritchie’s point blank bid with 5:57 remaining was stopped by Hutchinson, and three minutes later a Dustin Jeffrey shot rang off the crossbar.

But a minute later Oleksiak sent a cross-ice to pass to Justin Dowling, who tapped the puck to Ritchie and the Stars rookie scored from the slot to tie the game 3-3 with 2:09 remaining and send it to overtime, setting the stage for Morin’s game-winner.

Notes

*Texas improved to 5-0 in overtime in the playoffs. St. John’s is 0-3 in playoff overtime.

*Travis Morin has scored the last two overtime winning goals for Texas.

*Morin became only the third player in AHL history to score two overtime goals in the same Calder Cup Finals series.

*Morin has scored all three game-winning goals for Texas in the Calder Cup Finals.

*Morin leads the playoffs in scoring with 22 points (9 goals, 13 assists) in 20 games. His nine goals are tied for first.

*Brendan Ranford registered three assists in Monday’s game.

*Texas outshot St. John’s 38-35. Ranford led the Stars with six shots on goal. Brett Ritchie had five.

*The Stars were 0-3 on the power play and 3-4 on the penalty kill.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Brett Ritchie

 Kevin Henderson – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

Jack Campbell

Blogger Keeps Fans in the Know About Texas Stars
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The Texas Stars began play in October 2009, and Stephen Meserve’s comprehensive coverage of the team wasn’t far behind.

Meserve is the guy behind 100 Degree Hockey, the go-to site for Texas Stars and information. It’s a labor of love born out of a passion for hockey and the belief the team wasn’t getting enough news coverage when it first arrived on the scene in Central Texas.

“I grew up in Dallas and I was really passionate about the team,” Meserve said. “I saw that Defending Big D [blog covering the Dallas Stars] had started around that time and thought maybe I could give this a shot.”

Meserve, a season ticket holder, sent an email to then Texas Stars director of media relations Josh Fisher, who put him on the list for press releases and 100 Degree Hockey got going. It’s been rolling ever since. Meserve provides game previews, game recaps, analysis, news updates and feature articles. He has historical information on the site as well, including the whereabouts of every player who has suited up for the franchise. All this with a full-time job as a product marketing manager for an Austin company.

“I think the impressive part of it is not how comprehensive he is, but the fact that he does it all on his own,” said Owen Newkirk, Texas’ current director of media relations and broadcasting. “He’s not contracted out by a major media publication, he’s not getting paid to do this like a normal beat writer would be. He is literally showing his passion for the sport in general, for the sport in Texas and specifically for the Texas Stars. He gives us the blanket coverage we wouldn’t have if it weren’t for him. His dedication is admirable, and it is just fantastic what he does for us.”

Meserve’s coverage goes beyond sitting in front of a computer, regurgitating press releases or firing off opinions. He goes to where the news is, heading out to the rink to conduct interviews at a morning skate, practice or team media day. He has a season ticket and will watch games from either his seat or the press box, and will head to the locker room for postgame comments from players and coaches.

“It makes it feel like I am putting more into it and am connected to it,” Meserve said. “It would be easy to look at whatever is put up on YouTube and say I am covering the team when I am not actually there asking questions. I have the ability to ask questions fans are wanting to know about and drive the conversation. I am able to do feature articles as well, which is nice. I do take a lot of pride in being there and being present to have the conversations and be a consistent contributor.”

Newkirk joked that even when Meserve isn’t at a morning skate or practice, he still finds a way to be there in a way.

“He’s everywhere. If he’s not there by himself he’s got spies everywhere. And I say that in the most endearing way possible,” Newkirk said. “He’s made enough connections over the five years that if he can’t go to a practice or a morning skate, he knows people that will report for him. You’ll see an article on his blog and say, ‘I didn’t see him today. How did he know that?’ I think he has taken a dive headfirst into this and really embraced it.”

There also is an occasional trip to Dallas or Frisco to catch up with players who have made the jump from the Texas Stars to the Dallas Stars.

“It was a real rewarding experience to go into the locker room in Dallas and have guys like Brenden Dillon and Colton Sceviour recognize me, say hi and ask me how things are going in Austin,” Meserve said. “I think that minor league experience, where you get that more intimate exposure to a player – that’s true for the fans as well – it’s a very different experience, and it’s been rewarding to be able to go up there to cover a playoff game, the preseason and training camp, all sorts of things.”

Meserve has had feature articles published on the American Hockey League’s official site and the official site of the Dallas Stars. All of the work he puts into the blog takes a lot of time. Meserve couldn’t’ say exactly how many hours he puts in every week maintaining the blog, but it’s somewhere between 20 and 30 hours per week. That doesn’t include the time he puts in keeping up with stuff related to the team.

His employer is on board with Meserve’s efforts. As long as he is getting everything done at the day job, there’s no problem if he heads to the rink now and then.

All the time and effort has paid off, not so much financially. He has some Google ads on the site to help cover costs, but the payoff has come in the increased popularity of 100 Degree Hockey among both fans and the team as well.

“The traffic obviously really picked up with the Calder Cup run that first year (2009-10) and it has continued going up from there,” Meserve said. “[The Stars] have been really supportive. Josh Fisher didn’t have to give me the time of day. I am not a journalist by trade. I am a mechanical engineer, which is what I went to school for at [UT-Austin]. … I know a lot of people with the team read the blog. Michael Delay, the VP, really loves it and supports it. I know when coach [Glen] Gulutzan was here he read it. Lots of players, wives and girlfriends read it. Sometimes I get positive or negative feedback about that.”

But in the team’s eyes, the coverage Meserve provides is a big positive.

“In Central Texas football is huge, University of Texas football particularly takes the cake. Anything that happens there gets the mainstream attention,” Newkirk said. “So, to have somebody that is not only dedicated to coverage but specifically to us, gives us the kind of coverage that otherwise we probably wouldn’t see very much.”

The coverage of the team has grown over the past couple seasons. Sean Shapiro now provides stories for the Austin American-Statesman and has his own blog, Wrong Side of the Red Line. Between Meserve and Shapiro, the Stars are well covered.

But it was Meserve who set the standard with a lot of dedication and hard work. While the support of the team, fans and his employer has been key, there is another very important backer of his efforts.

“My wife really does support it,” said Meserve, whose wife attends games with him when he is not in the press box. “She sees that it makes me very happy to be able to cover the team on a daily basis and she loves seeing me happy, so she absolutely supports it.”

And the site’s growing popularity over the years is proof that a lot of people are happy with the Texas Stars coverage Meserve provides with 100 Degree Hockey.

Calder Cup Finals resume

After a four day break, the Calder Cup Finals resume Monday in St. John’s Newfoundland. Texas leads St. John’s 2-1 and the two teams will play back-to-back games Monday and Tuesday in St. John’s. Games 6 and 7, if necessary, will be played in Cedar Park.

Game 4 on Fox Sports Southwest Plus

Game 4 of the Calder Cup Finals between the Texas Stars and St. John’s IceCaps, which is Monday at 5 p.m. CDT, will be carried live on Fox Sports Southwest Plus. Here is the channel lineup for the various carriers in Dallas/Fort Worth.

Time Warner – 906

 Charter – 300 (SD), 776 (HD) - Denton (314)

 DirecTV – 676-1 (SD & HD)

 Dish – 444 (SD), 9514 (HD)

 U-verse – 754 (SD), 1754 (HD)

 FiOS – 77 (SD), 577 (HD)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.

Matej Stransky Makes Big Strides in First Pro Season
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Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins said he had some doubts about rookie forward Matej Stransky early this season. Doubts that have now been erased.

“He’s come a long way from the start of the year,” Desjardins said. “At the start of the year I wasn’t sure he belonged here. I thought he should probably be in the ECHL, but there were some people on the staff that believed in him and he got a little bit more of a chance.”

The 20-year-old Czech native, Dallas’ sixth round pick (165th overall) in the 2011 NHL Draft, knew he was on the bubble early in the season and did everything he could to stick in the AHL.

“I battled hard. I didn’t want to go anywhere else. I just stayed with it and it worked,” said Stransky. “But it was tough. It was hard to get going. I had to work on some stuff. But over the season I think I proved a lot of things and I feel better about myself.”

Stransky is proving to be an effective player for Texas in the Calder Cup Playoffs as a part of the Stars’ fourth line, which has been outstanding. Stransky is playing right wing with center Radek Faksa and left wing Kevin Henderson in the Calder Cup Finals, which Texas leads 2-1 over St. John’s. Toby Petersen and Taylor Peters have also played left wing on that line over the course of the playoffs. Stransky and Faksa, a fellow Czech who joined the team late in the season after his junior career ended, found chemistry quickly.

“We are from the same country, so the chemistry is kind of natural,” said Stransky. “It feels good playing on the ice. He is the same type of player as me. He is big, he likes to play in the corners and he is pretty simple with the puck. So, yeah, I think we have pretty good chemistry, and I hope it is going to be better and better. Maybe we will play together again next year.”

Stransky and Faksa have developed chemistry off the ice as well, hanging out a lot together. It’s helped Faksa, Dallas’ first round pick (13th overall) in the 2012 NHL Draft, with his transition to playing and living in Cedar Park, and it’s been good for Stransky as well.

“It’s really nice,” said Stransky. “It’s always nice when you can hang out with somebody and talk about stuff from Czech Republic with someone who knows what’s going on. It’s been really good that he is here.”

Stransky has five points (one goal, four assists) in 19 playoff games. His one goal was a big one. He circled behind the net and scored from the bottom of the right circle to give Texas a 4-2 lead in its 6-2 victory over Toronto in Game 7 of the Western Conference Finals.

“He’s really been good since Christmas on, and he’s been really good in the playoffs,” Desjardins said of Stransky. “I like how he holds onto the puck. He is gifted offensively. He’s good down low. And he’s confident. Those things certainly add to our lineup.”

But to become a regular in the lineup Stransky had a lot of work to do over the course of the season. At the top of the list was his skating, which has been seen as a key weakness. It was more evident when he made the jump to the AHL from juniors this season.

“I think the speed [was a big adjustment]. Everything is quicker here. I had to work on my skating,” Stransky said. “[Assistant coach] Doug Lidster worked with me after practices and that helped a lot, and in the gym it was some leg stuff. We practice high tempo, and that helps, too.

“It’s way better. I feel more confident with the puck so I know I can do more things, so that helped me a lot.”

This is Stransky’s first professional season and his fourth in North America. He came over from Czech Republic as a 17-year-old to play for the Saskatoon Blades of the Western Hockey League. Stransky was a big scorer in his final two seasons with the Blades, registering 79 goals in 142 games. The goals did not come easy in his first year as a pro. He had 23 points (9 goals, 14 assists) in 65 regular season games and 10 of those points (five goals, five assists) came on the power play. Playing on the fourth line was a factor in the limited offensive output, but Stransky sees that as an area for improvement.

“We didn’t have the biggest ice time and I didn’t think it was that bad, but still I think I should be better,” Stransky said. “That’s something I want to work on.”

Despite the low offensive numbers, both Texas and Dallas like what they’ve seen from Stransky this season, especially the improvement and the work put in to achieve it.

“He’s done really well,” said Dallas Stars assistant GM Les Jackson. “First, he’s got a great attitude. He’s got a nice skillset and I’d say this year he has taken huge steps in his skating. He’s put in the work and he’s earned the trust of the coaches. For a first year player he has done exceptionally well. There’s a wide gap in his improvement this year. He’s a dependable two-way player, plus he has some hand skills to do damage offensively. He’s had a pretty solid first year.”

Morin’s Overtime Goal Lifts Texas Stars to Game 3 Victory

Wednesday, 06.11.2014 / 11:03 PM / Inside Edge 
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The AHL’s MVP and top scorer in both the regular season and playoffs came up big Wednesday night in Game 3 of the Calder Cup Finals. Travis Morin’s goal at 7:20 of overtime lifted the Texas Stars to a 2-1 victory over the St. John’s IceCaps at Mile One Centre. The Stars now lead the series 2-1.

Morin’s goal came just seconds after Stars goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp, who made 31 saves, stopped Patrice Cormier on a breakaway. The Stars headed the other way in transition and Brendan Ranford took a drop pass from Curtis McKenzie and then sent the puck to Morin, who redirected it past IceCaps goaltender Michael Hutchinson.

“Nilstorp came up with a huge save on that breakaway,” Morin said on the Leafs TV postgame broadcast. “We kind of got the transition off that, got an odd-man rush and Ranford found me with a great backdoor pass.”

That goal capped off an overtime that saw Hutchinson make a spectacular save on Stars forward Brett Ritchie just moments before Cormier’s breakaway. A few minutes earlier the IceCaps thought they had the game won, but the referee had blown the play dead as the puck was being poked from under Nilstorp and then knocked into the net by the Josh Lunden.

It was a game that saw the Stars dominate the first two periods and grab a 1-0 lead on a goal by Ritchie and the IceCaps control the final 20 minutes and tie the game to force the extra period before a sellout crowd of 6,287 in St. John’s.

“We knew this was going to be a tough place to play,” said Morin. “They play well here. Obviously, they have great fan support. It’s a great building to play in. We enjoy the challenge. Last series we went into Toronto and won Game 3 when we had to. They played a hell of a third period to fight back and tie it up. Then Nilstorp makes a great save and then we find a way to get one.”

The Stars had a 12-7 shots advantage in a scoreless first period. They killed off two IceCaps’ power plays early in the second and dominated play the rest of the way, outshooting the IceCaps 14-6. The Stars then broke the scoreless tie late in the second when Ritchie banged home the rebound of a Justin Dowling shot with 4:06 left in the period to put the Stars up 1-0.

St. John’s controlled the third period, outshooting the Stars 17-6 and getting the equalizer when Kael Mouillierat tipped in a Zach Redmond point shot to make it a 1-1 game with 8:16 left in regulation and get the game to overtime.

The two teams will have a few days off before Game 4, which won’t be played until Monday due to a medical trade show that is being held at Mile One Centre.

Notes

*The Stars improved to 4-0 in overtime in the playoffs.

*Travis Morin became the fourth player to score in OT for the Stars in this year’s playoffs. Dustin Jeffrey, Brendan Ranford and Chris Mueller are the others.

*Texas goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp is 3-0 in overtime this season for Texas. Jack Campbell is 1-0.

*Texas outshot the IceCaps 36-32.

*Derek Meech led the Stars with 7 shots on goal.

*Texas was 0-3 on the power play and 5-5 on the penalty kill.

*Morin has three goals in three Calder Cup Finals games.

*IceCaps forward Kael Mouillierat has scored a goal in three straight Calder Cup Finals games.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Brett Ritchie

 Kevin Henderson – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

 Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

Jack Campbell

On the Radar: Examining the Texas Stars
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The Dallas Stars top minor league affiliate, the Texas Stars, are currently tied 1-1 in the American Hockey League’s Calder Cup Finals. This is the Stars second trip to the AHL Championship Series in five years of existence, and they are three wins away from their first title in club history. After splitting the opening two games in Cedar Park, the series shifts to St. John’s for the middle three contests, beginning Wednesday night. So far this postseason, 27 different players have appeared in the Stars lineup. Over the next two installments of ‘On the Radar,’ we’ll review those players, examining how they were acquired and their current ties with the Dallas organization.

We begin by looking at the 17 Texas Stars forwards who have played in this year’s postseason. They are listed below, in order of their current point totals in the playoffs.

Travis Morin, C – Was originally drafted by Washington in 2004, and joined the Stars organization in 2009, where he has remained since. The 30 year-old is currently on a two-way contract with Dallas/Texas through the 2014-2015 season. He currently leads the AHL postseason in scoring with 18 points (6g, 12a), after also leading the regular season scoring race with 88 points (32g, 56a), en route to winning the MVP Award. He played four games with Dallas this season – three in November and one in March – and nabbed one assist. He made his NHL debut in 2011, suiting up in three games for Dallas.

Mike Hedden, LW – An undrafted forward, Hedden is currently signed to a one-way AHL deal. He was signed by the Texas Stars in 2011 after a collegiate career at Nuemann College, and has played for Texas ever since. The 29 year-old is currently second on the team in postseason points, and third in the AHL.

Dustin Jeffrey, C– Was claimed by Dallas off of waivers from the Pittsburgh Penguins in November and split the remainder of the season between the NHL and AHL. He played 24 games for Dallas and 21 for Texas. The 26 year-old had 3 points (2g, 1a) with Dallas, and has played in 124 career NHL games. He will be a restricted free-agent this summer.

Brendan Ranford, LW – A rookie forward, who turned 22 in May, Ranford has had a solid playoff run, leading the Stars with 8 goals. Originally a 7th round pick of Philadelphia in 2010, he signed with the Texas Stars last summer and is currently on a one-way AHL deal.

Chris Mueller, C –Was signed by Dallas last summer, as Jim Nill was stockpiling centers in July. He made Dallas’ opening night roster, and played in nine games this season for the NHL Stars. He spent 60 games with Texas, and was nearly a point-a-game player in the AHL. At 28 years old, he will be an unrestricted free agent this offseason.

Justin Dowling, C – Originally signed in 2012 by the Stars ECHL Affiliate, Idaho Steelheads, this undrafted forward continued to impress and climb through the organization. He earned an AHL call-up, followed by an AHL contract, and in March was signed by Dallas to a two-year, two-way, entry-level deal. Currently 23 years-old, that contract takes him through the 2015-2016 season. He joins Morin as the only Stars with a point-per-game average in these playoffs, with 11 points (4g, 7a) in 11 postseason games.

Scott Glennie, RW – Was selected by Dallas with the 8th overall pick in the 2009 NHL draft, in the midst of a brilliant WHL career, but has yet to produce similar numbers at the pro level. He’s played in one NHL game, and has 79 points in 157 AHL games over the last three seasons for the Stars. He has 10 points (6g, 4a) in 17 games this postseason. The 23 year-old will be a RFA this summer.

Curtis McKenzie, LW – Was selected by Dallas in the 6th round (#159 overall) in the 2009 Draft. He had a breakout rookie season this year, notching 65 points (27g, 38a) in 75 games, getting named to the All-AHL Rookie Team. At 6’ 2”, 210 lbs., the 23 year-old brings size and a scoring punch. He currently has one more year on his entry-level contract with the Stars.

Brett Ritchie, RW – Selected by Dallas in the 2nd round (#44 overall) of the 2011 Draft. He had a solid rookie campaign this year with 48 points (22g, 26a) in 68 games. Ritchie adds more size up front at 6’3”, 220 lbs. His entry-level contract has the soon-to-be 21-year old inked with Dallas through the 2015-2016 season.

Kevin Henderson, LW – An undrafted forward, the 27 year-old Henderson is under contract with the Nashville Predators through the 2014-2015 season. He was assigned to Texas late this year, and played in 15 regular season games for the club. He’s added 6 points (g, 5a) in 18 games during the playoff run.

Matej Stransky, RW – Taken by Dallas in the 6th round (#165 overall) of the 2011 Draft. He had 23 points (9g, 14a) in 65 games as a rookie this season. He has added 5 points (g, 4a) in 18 playoff games. He turns 21 in July, and is on an entry-level contract with Dallas through 2015-2016.

Radek Faksa, C – A highly-touted prospect, Faksa was taken by Dallas with the 13th overall pick in the 2012 Draft. He is 6’ 3”, 210 lbs. and only 19 years-old. He joined Texas after the OHL playoffs this season, and had 3 points (g, 2a) in 6 regular season games. He has also tallied 4 goals in 18 postseason games. His three-year, entry-level contract with Dallas is set to begin next season.

Taylor Peters, C – An undrafted rookie, Peters played in 70 games for Texas this season, contributing 16 points (7g, 9a). He has seen sporadic time in the playoffs, appearing in 7 games with a goal and an assist. He signed an entry-level deal with Dallas in March of 2013 that has him under contract through the 2015-2016 season.

Toby Petersen, C – At 35 years-old, the veteran forward has been with the Stars organization for the majority of the last decade. He played in 243 NHL games for Dallas from 2007-2013, but has only appeared in 33 regular season and 7 postseason games for Texas this season. He will be a UFA this summer.

Brandon Troock, RW – A Dallas 5th round pick (#134 overall) in the 2012 Draft, Troock has played in one regular season game and one postseason game for Texas. He joined the AHL Stars late this year, following a breakout WHL season. The 20 year-old was a point-a-game player for Seattle, and is on an entry-level contract with Dallas through 2016-2017.

Taylor Vause, C – An undrafted forward, Vause parlayed a 2012 ATO with the Texas Stars into two more years with the organization. This season he split his time between the AHL and ECHL Stars affiliates. He had 9 points (3g, 6a) in 24 games for Texas, and 14 points (10g, 4a) in 21 games for Idaho. The 22 year-old has played in 2 postseason games for Texas.

Derek Hulak, LW – The undrafted Hulak was signed to a PTO by Texas in March after completing his collegiate career. The 24-year old played in the WHL prior to college. He has appeared in 5 regular season games and 3 postseason games since joining the Stars.

Check back next week for a continued breakdown of the Texas Stars defensemen and goaltenders.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad.

In My Own Words: Jim Nill Features Up Close Look at Dallas Stars General Manager

Premieres Friday, June 13 at 10:00 PM on FOX Sports Southwest
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Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill, who in his first season running the organization engineered a series of moves that ended a five-year postseason drought for the Stars, will be featured in the next episode of FOX Sports Southwest’s IN MY OWN WORDS set to premiere on Friday, June 13 at 10:00 p.m. CT.

The 30-minute interview-style show hosted by FOX Sports Southwest Stars anchor Ali Lucia goes up close with Nill as he discusses his first year on the job, how he helped change the culture of the team, and what needs to be done to continue the momentum into next season.

Nill was hired as the Stars’ general manager in April 2013 after spending 19 seasons as a member of the Detroit Red Wings management team, the last 15 as the team’s assistant general manager. During his tenure in Detroit the Red Wings had more wins than any other NHL franchise, won four Stanley Cups and never missed the playoffs.

In his first role as a general manager, Nill quickly stamped his mark on the Stars and returned the team to playoff contention.

The remarkable turnaround spearheaded by Nill included hiring coach Lindy Ruff, drafting talented right winger Valeri Nichushkin, and pulling off a blockbuster trade with Boston that landed the Stars young superstar Tyler Seguin.

Nill explains the moves and his winning philosophy in the FOX Sports Southwest special.

IN MY OWN WORDS features well-known local sports personalities sharing memories and personal stories of their careers told in a conversation format. Each episode is a first person, personal journey in the subject’s own words telling the story of their life in the public eye. Video, photos and newspaper headlines highlight the conversation.

Following are excerpts from the Nill episode:

On hiring head coach Lindy Ruff: “I know it’s the best decision I ever made. If you see us around you probably think we’re two old farmers. We’re almost identical. We think the same way and have the same family values. Much like myself he was in Buffalo for 17 years, had a lot of highs and lows, and he changed himself. I came here and I knew I had to change the way I operate. He did the same thing.”

On the resiliency of the team: “There were lots of opportunities this season when the train could have gone off the tracks, and it almost did a few times. Between the players and the coaching staff, they got it back on the rails and we made the playoffs and we were an exciting team to watch in the playoffs.”

On what the team learned from the playoffs: “I think they learned a couple of things. They earned it. There were some battles during the year. It looked like they were going the wrong way at times and they fought through that. I think that prepared them for the run to get into the playoffs. Then they got in the playoffs and realized how close they were to advancing…how close, but how far. We were one overtime from going to a game seven and maybe moving on. We still have work to do. We’re a young team, and it will be a challenge for us to get back to that same level next year, but I know our guys will do it.”

On the team’s character: “It’s a special dressing room. We’ve got a good mix of young guys. They’re all character guys. They like to know when it’s time to work. The veterans have fit in well and they’ve led the way. They grab some of the young guys by the ear when they need to be grabbed by the ear, and they give them a little pat on the back when they need a pat on the back. It’s a special dressing room.”

On instilling family values within the franchise: “I think it’s the key to all our success down the road here. What are we without family? That’s how I grew up, it was about family. I was fortunate to get into an organization like Detroit that was about family. That’s something I want to do here in Dallas and we’re doing that.”

On the future of the franchise: “I’m very excited. We’re watching (AHL affiliate) Texas playing in the Calder Cup finals. I know we have some great pieces coming, and then we have a great foundation here. Our best players are our youngest players. We’ve got some players down in Texas that are 22, 23, then I look here and Tyler Seguin is 22, Jamie Benn is 24, and the core of our team is all the same age. To have success in the league you need to come up as a group, and you need to learn how to win and they’re doing that in Texas. So when we combine those two factors of these two teams and all the depth coming up, it’s exciting for us moving forward.”

IIN MY OWN WORDS: JIM NILL PROGRAM SCHEDULE

Positive Steps for Scott Glennie
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Scott Glennie has had his share of ups and downs over the first three years of his professional hockey career, and right now he is on an upswing. He’s on a deep playoff run and he’s been an impact player for the Texas Stars, who are tied 1-1 with the St. John’s IceCaps in the AHL’s Calder Cup Finals.

“I am feeling pretty good,” said Glennie. “It’s been a long run, one of the longest runs I have ever had in the playoffs. It’s the best time of the year and I am really enjoying it.”

And the Stars are enjoying the benefits of what Glennie is bringing to the table during the postseason. He has 10 points (six goals, four assists) in 17 playoff games. He came up big in Game 1 of the Finals, scoring two goals and assisting on another in Texas’ 6-3 victory. He’s found some good chemistry playing right wing on a line with center Chris Mueller and left wing Dustin Jeffrey. Those three combined for nine points (three goals, six assists) in that Game 1 victory.

“We each kind of bring something else to our line,” said Jeffrey. “If you watch Glennie play, he’s really fast and the way he gets up on the play he is usually the first one on the forecheck. Mueller has been the finisher all year. I think our skillsets complement each other really well.”

Things are clicking now for Glennie, but it’s been a bumpy ride during his pro career. Dallas’ first round pick (eighth overall) in the 2009 NHL Draft has had to battle through injury issues. There was a broken wrist that required surgery, a concussion and then this season got off to a rough start when he suffered a knee injury in the preseason that kept him out until November.

“It’s been a difficult past couple seasons to say the least,” Glennie said. “It’s not fun watching the guys play from the sidelines because I want to be out there so badly. When I was hurt it was just maintaining a good work ethic. I had a lot of guys pushing me off the ice, getting me back and making sure I was in good shape so I was in a good position to be an impact player. A lot of credit to those guys. Now, it’s good to be back and playing. I have been healthy the whole second half of the year and all the playoffs. I can’t say how much fun it’s been.”

Since Glennie’s return in November, he’s registered 21 goals, 17 assists and a plus-15 rating in 67 games, including both regular season and playoffs. He had 15 goals and 13 assists in 50 regular season games and now the 10 points in the playoffs.

“He’s always been a real good player,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “He’s a great skater. He’s got good skill. When he’s healthy and he is playing his game, he is a real good player.”

Glennie’s recent success had its roots in a lot of hard work he put in during the offseason. He spent the summer in Dallas working out with ex-Dallas Star Brent Severyn. He got a head start on Dallas’ training camp by going to Europe to take part in the training camp of a team in the Swedish Hockey League.

“It’s been a long season, and that’s why you work so hard - to make sure your body is in good shape all year,” Glennie said. “Going to Sweden to get on the ice early to make sure I was ready for camp and working with Brent Severyn has definitely helped me right now.”

Glennie said the knee injury that sidelined him to start this season “stung,” but he has bounced back nicely, especially after last season when he played in only 37 regular season games and registered just 14 points (5 goals, 9 assists) and none in nine playoff games.

“I think this year he has played his best. He’s had some injury problems, but he’s played through them. In the playoffs, he has really taken another step,” said Dallas Stars assistant GM Les Jackson. “He’s earned the trust of the coaches and he gets a lot of opportunity to play. This has been his best season as a pro. It’s positive for Scotty.”

It’s positive timing as well for Glennie, who is in the final year of his three-year entry-level contract with Dallas. This was a big year for him and he seems to be making the most of it, especially in the playoffs.

“100 percent it [has been my best season as a pro]. I’ve gotten used to the pro game. I am contributing,” Glennie said. “[The contract year] definitely was something that was in the back of my mind a little bit. That’s what the guys want to see – how guys play in the playoffs. I think I’ve put myself in pretty good position with Dallas.”

Calder Cup Finals on Fox Sports Southwest

Fox Sports Southwest will be carrying the Calder Cup Finals series between Texas Stars and St. John’s IceCaps. Game 3, which is at 5 p.m. on Wednesday, will be carried on Fox Sports Southwest Plus. Here are the listings for the Dallas/Fort Worth area.
St. John’s Tops Texas Stars, Series Tied 1-1
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The Texas Stars hit the 50 shot mark for the third time in this season’s playoffs, and for the second time they lost. Goaltender Michael Hutchinson stopped 49 shots as the St. John’s IceCaps defeated the Stars, 2-1, Monday night at Cedar Park Center to even the Calder Cup Finals at 1-1.

“Their goalie played well,” said Stars forward Dustin Jeffrey. “We knew coming into this series that he was one of the hottest goalies in the league. We’ve got to put this behind us and be ready for Game 3.”

Game 3 is Wednesday in St. John’s Newfoundland.

Hutchinson was the story of Game 2. The 24-year-old netminder, who gave up five goals on 22 shots in Sunday’s Game 1 loss to the Stars, was brilliant Monday night. He was particularly sharp in the third, stopping all 20 shots he faced.

“I thought Michael was excellent,” said St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge. “When they were throwing a lot of pucks at the net with a lot of traffic, he came up with some huge saves that we needed. Felt he was where we needed him to be last night, but obviously didn’t get the results. But he was exactly what we had all season long and here in the playoffs. He was a big part of us having success here tonight.”

There were plenty of positives in the game for the Stars. They had a 50-35 shots advantage. They got another solid performance in net from goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp. But the end result just wasn’t there.

“I thought it was a good effort. I thought we played better than we did last night,” said Stars coach Willie Desjardins. “There’s nothing you can do. That’s the playoffs. You just have to forget about it and move on as quick as you can.”

The Stars controlled play early and had the first four shots of the game, but the IceCaps scored on their first chance of the night, taking advantage of a two-on-one rush. Eric O’Dell’s shot from the right circle got behind Nilstorp and Kael Mouillierat tapped it over the goal line to make it 1-0 IceCaps at 4:05 of the first period.

The Stars drew even 29 seconds into the second period when Brendan Ranford banged home the rebound of a Travis Morin backhand shot from the slot. But the IceCaps answered 44 seconds later when Blair Riley scored off a one-timer from the slot to make it a 2-1 game at 1:13 of the second.

The IceCaps dominated play in the second, but the Stars had some chances late. Hutchinson made a slick pad save on a Chris Mueller redirection in the final seconds of the period to keep it a 2-1 game heading into the third.

Hutchinson was flawless in the third, stopping 20 shots including a quality chance by Kevin Henderson from the left circle and then a slick stop on a wrap-around bid by Ranford. The Stars kept up the pressure to the final minute, but no luck.

Now, the series shifts to Newfoundland for Games 3, 4 and 5.

“We’ve just got to go in there and get Game 3, that’s the biggest part of it,” said Ranford. “We just have to go in there and get the first one and then worry about the other two.”

Notes

*Brendan Ranford’s goal was his 8th of the playoffs. He leads Texas in goal scoring and is tied for third in the AHL playoffs.

*Ranford led the Stars with 8 shots on goal Monday. Dustin Jeffrey, Travis Morin and Matej Stransky each had 6 shots on goal.

*The Stars had no power play opportunities in the game. It was the first time in this season’s playoffs they’ve not had a power play and only the second time in 94 games this season, including both regular season and playoffs.

*Former Dallas prospect and Texas Stars goaltender Tyler Beskorowany is the backup goaltender for St. John’s.

*Attendance for Monday’s game was 5,224.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Brett Ritchie

 Kevin Henderson – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

Jack Campbell
Texas Stars Take Game 1 of Calder Cup Finals
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The Texas Stars registered a playoff-low 23 shots on goal Sunday night, but they made the most of their opportunities. The Stars scored six goals on their first 20 shots, including three goals on four shots in the second period, in defeating the St. John’s IceCaps, 6-3, at Cedar Park Center to take a 1-0 lead in the Calder Cup Finals.

“Yeah, you don’t score three on four,” said Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins. “He (St. John’s’ Michael Hutchinson) is a real good goaltender. We had some real good chances.”

The Stars got a big game from right wing Scott Glennie, who had two goals, one assist and a fight for the Gordie Howe Hat Trick. Glennie, Dallas first round pick (eighth overall) in the 2009 NHL Draft has struggled with injuries during his career, but he is healthy now and has 10 points (6 goals, 4 assists) in 16 playoff games.

“I’ve been plagued with injuries the past couple years and to be playing with the guys I am playing with now and to be given the opportunity I am in now, I’ll take it,” Glennie said. “It was great to get the win tonight and it’s great to be in the Finals.”

“He’s a great skater. He’s got good skill,” Desjardins said of Glennie. “When he’s healthy and he is playing his game, he is a real good player.”

Travis Morin scored two goals and Chris Mueller and Mike Hedden also tallied for the Stars. Dustin Jeffrey picked up three assists. Cristopher Nilstorp made 26 saves.

The Stars, who were outshooting their opponents by an average of 37-26 during the first three rounds of the playoffs, were outshot 29-23 in Sunday’s game, including 24-12 over the final two periods.

“It means they’re a good hockey club and we’re going to have to be better,” said Desjardins. “That second period wasn’t good enough from us. If we play like that we are going to be in some trouble and it’s going to be a long series.”

Game 2 is Monday night at Cedar Park Center.

“To take the first game is huge, but there is a lot we can improve on for the next game,” said Jeffrey.

The Stars dominated play in the first period, outshooting the IceCaps 11-5 and scoring the only goal to take the early lead. After killing off an IceCaps’ power play early in the game, the Stars went on a power play a short time later and scored when Glennie set up Morin, who scored from the right circle to make it 1-0 Texas 3:08 into the contest. It marked the first time since the second round that the Stars had scored the first goal of the game.

“It was good,” said Desjardins. “I think our starts have been OK, we just haven’t scored on them. It was a good start, especially getting on the power play. … We know they are good on the penalty kill. It’s important for our power play to get going, so that first one was big for us.”

The IceCaps outshot the Stars 12-4 in the second, but the Stars scored on three of their four shots to build a 4-1 lead.

“Goaltending wasn’t the issue, execution was,” St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge said. “We played the game too wide open against obviously a very dangerous team offensively. We gave up too many Grade A chances and got ourselves on the wrong side of the game.”

St. John’s tied the game early in the second, coming out with a strong push early, creating a flurry of chances and Will O’Neill beat a sprawling Nilstorp to make it a 1-1 game at the 1:47 mark.

The Stars answered a little more than two minutes later when Mueller scored from the right circle off the rush to make it 2-1 Texas at 3:52 of the second. The Stars added two more goals to extend the lead to three goals. Jeffrey set up Glennie, who scored from the slot off the rush to make it 3-1 at the 12:17 mark. Morin scored shorthanded at the 16:51 mark to make it a 4-1 game.

“The shorthanded goal was big for us because they were getting some momentum,” said Desjardins.

IceCaps forward Kael Mouillierat scored off a rebound early in the third to cut the Stars’ lead to 4-2, but Glennie finished off a nice tic-tac-toe passing sequence off the rush with Mueller and Jeffrey to make it a 5-2 at the 8:27 mark of the third. St. John’s answered less than a minute later when Jordan Hill beat a screened Nilstorp with a shot from the point to make it a 5-3 game at the 9:18 mark. Hedden scored into an empty net late to round out the scoring and make it a 6-3 final.

Notes

*Texas forward Scott Glennie and St. John’s forward Adam Lowry picked up fighting majors as time expired in Sunday’s game.

*Glennie led the Stars with 5 shots on goal. Brett Ritchie and Matej Stransky had 4 shots each.

*St. John’s did not register a shot on goal for the first 14 minutes of the game.

*The Stars were 1-2 on the power play and 4-4 on the penalty kill.

*The Stars scored first for just the sixth time in their 17 playoff games. It was the first time they’ve scored first since Game 5 of the Western Conference Semifinals against Grand Rapids, snapping a stretch of eight straight games in which they surrendered the first goal.

*Texas goaltender Jack Campbell, who had been out since May 16 due to injury, returned to the lineup Sunday and backed up Cristopher Nilstorp.

*Attendance for Sunday’s game was 5,625.

Texas lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Brett Ritchie

 Kevin Henderson – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

Jack Campbell
Texas Stars Ready to Battle St. John’s for Calder Cup
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The Texas Stars have accomplished a lot this season, but there is still some unfinished business ahead. They’ll start to tackle that business this weekend in the Calder Cup Finals.

“Since the beginning of the season we’ve had one goal and we still haven’t reached it,” said Texas captain Maxime Fortunus. “We’ve worked hard to get here, but it’s still a long ways away. It’s closer than it was, but it’s still a long ways away, so we have a lot of work to do.”

The Stars will take on the St. John’s IceCaps, champions of the Eastern Conference, in Game 1 of the AHL’s championship series Sunday night at Cedar Park Center. The IceCaps will be an unfamiliar foe for the Stars, the Western Conference champions. The two teams didn’t meet this season. They’ve never met in any season.

“We have no idea going in. You can watch video, but there is no way to measure,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “Against Grand Rapids or Toronto, we could go back to when we played them and we know the players. This is totally different. That’s exciting, but not for coaches. You always want to feel that you are real prepared. You can’t get quite as prepared because we haven’t played them.”

What the Stars do know is that the IceCaps, the AHL affiliate of the Winnipeg Jets, are a good team. They finished fourth in the East during the regular season and marched their way to the Calder Cup Finals by winning 11 of their 16 playoff games.

“They are going to be a tough team,” said Texas center Travis Morin. “Obviously, they made it here for a reason.”

Game 1 should give both teams a good idea of what the other team is going to bring in the series. The Stars believe they can play any style and be successful.

“I don’t know if they are going to open it up or it’s going to be any more open than what we’ve been used to the last couple series,” said Morin. “We can play either way. We proved we can play that style and play with teams that want to play defensive. If we want to open it up we can score with any team in the league. We’ll see what they bring on Sunday, and we’ll work from there.”

As the team with the best regular season record, the Stars will have home-ice advantage in the series. The Stars are 6-2 at Cedar Park in the playoffs and 5-3 on the road. The IceCaps are 6-2 at home and 5-3 on the road. Games 1 and 2 are at Cedar Park Center.

“We love this building. We love playing in front of our fans. That’s an edge,” said Desjardins. “Their building is sold out every night, so they have a great atmosphere there. When we go back, the edge will be to them. It’s great for us to start at home.”

There will be some interesting scheduling because of building conflicts. Games 1 and 2 are Sunday and Monday in Cedar Park and then Game 3 is Wednesday in St. John’s, meaning it will be three games in four nights with a long trip from Texas to Newfoundland. Then the two teams won’t play again until the following Monday – a four day break – because of a medical convention at the Mile One Centre in St. John’s.

“There’s nothing you can do about it in our minds,” said Morin. “After Game 3 we are going to get a little bit of a rest. Anybody with bumps and bruises can heal up a little bit and get ready for those next few games.”

But the bottom line is the Stars aren’t concerned about the scheduling or the long travel in the series; they are happy to be playing games at this time of the year.

“It’s hockey in June. Hockey in June is the best thing there is,” said Fortunus. “As soon as you come to the rink you are just excited to be able to play hockey. There is sunlight outside, it’s 90 degree weather. It’s just the best.”

Because when you are playing in June that means your goal is still within reach.

How Stars and IceCaps got here

Texas: defeated Oklahoma City, 3-0; defeated Grand Rapids, 4-2; defeated Toronto, 4-3

St. John’s: defeated Albany, 3-1; defeated Norfolk, 4-2; defeated Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 4-2

Stars-IceCaps statistical tidbits

*Both teams have 11-5 records in the postseason.

*Texas ranks third in goal scoring at 3.31 per game; St. John’s ranks fifth at 2.94 per game.

*St. John’s ranks first in goals against at 1.75 per game; Texas ranks fifth at 2.44 per game.

*Texas ranks first in shots at 37.1 per game; St. John’s ranks second at 32.9 per game.

*Texas ranks first in shots against at 26.6 per game; St. John’s ranks seventh at 30.4 per game.

*St. John’s ranks 10th in power play at 16.9 percent; Texas ranks 11th at 16.7 percent.

*St. John’s ranks first in penalty killing at 91.0 percent; Texas ranks eighth at 82.5 percent

*St. John’s has scored first in 14 of 16 games and is 11-3 in the games in which it has scored first.

*Texas has scored first in five of 16 games, winning four of the games in which it has scored first and going 7-4 in the games in which the opposition has scored first.

*Texas has been outscored 11-13 in the first period and 17-20 in the second period, but it has outscored its opponents 22-6 in third periods.

*St. John’s has outscored its opponents 15-8 in the first period, 17-8 in the second period and 15-11 in the third period.

*Texas is 3-0 in overtime and St. John’s is 0-1 in overtime.

*St. John’s Andrew Gordon leads the AHL playoffs in scoring with 16 points (8 goals, 8 assists).

*Texas’ Travis Morin (4 goals, 11 assists) and Mike Hedden (6 goals, 9 assists) are tied for second with 15 points.

*St. John’s goaltender Michael Hutchinson ranks second in both goals against average (1.61) and save percentage (.946).

*Texas goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp ranks fifth in goals against average (2.14) and ninth in save percentage (.914).

Calder Cup Finals Schedule

Game 1: Sun., June 8, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30

 Game 2: Mon., June 9, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30

 Game 3: Wed., June 11, Texas at St. John’s, 5:00

 Game 4: Mon., June 16, Texas at St. John’s, 5:00

 *Game 5: Tue., June 17, Texas at St. John’s, 5:00

 *Game 6: Thu., June 19, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30

 *Game 7: Mon., June 23, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30
Prospect Development a Winner in Texas Stars’ Playoff Run
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The Texas Stars have had a lot of success in their first five years. They’ve made the playoffs four of those five years and now they’re headed to their second Calder Cup Finals in franchise history.

Another trip to the American Hockey League’s championship series is great for the Texas franchise and it’s great for the Dallas players involved in the long playoff run, especially the team’s young prospects.

“That’s kind of a dream season for development,” said Dallas Stars assistant GM Les Jackson. “Anytime you keep adding up wins it is good. It’s great for each individual, it’s great for the team down there and for the organization. It’s a great situation for everybody.”

Twenty players under contract to Dallas have suited up for the Texas Stars in the Calder Cup Playoffs. Among them are nine Dallas draft picks who are in their first, second or third year of professional hockey. All of them have been seeing regular time in the playoffs when healthy and all have played key roles. The group includes first round picks Jamie Oleksiak, Radek Faksa, Jack Campbell and Scott Glennie, second round picks Patrik Nemeth and Brett Ritchie and later round picks Curtis McKenzie, Jyrki Jokipakka and Matej Stransky. There also is Cameron Gaunce, who has been a regular on defense, and free agent signing Taylor Peters, who played well while providing injury relief.

“It’s huge for their development,” said Dallas Stars GM Jim Nill. “They’re playing in pressure situations, pressure games.”

Texas swept Oklahoma City 3-0 in round one, but the first two games went to overtime and the third was tied midway through the third period. Texas ousted defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids 4-2 in round two, taking a 2-0 series lead only to see Grand Rapids bounce back to tie the series at 2-2. The Stars won a pivotal Game 5 in Grand Rapids in overtime. Then they beat Toronto 4-3 in the Western Conference Finals, losing the first game to fall behind in a series for the first time, rallying to win a pivotal Game 5 with the series tied 2-2 and then overcoming a 2-0 deficit to win the seventh and deciding game of the series.

“You’re going through all the different emotions that take place in the playoffs,” said Nill. “You are winning two games and thinking you’ve got a series won and your losing two games or getting behind in a series. You’re getting behind 2-0 in a game and you have to battle back to win a Game 7.

“There’s the emotional part and then there’s the physical part. You’re playing three games in four nights against the best teams. It’s very physical, very demanding and it is winner takes all. It’s a big, big part of their development and a big learning tool for the players.”

Texas made it to the Calder Cup Finals in 2010, the franchise’s inaugural season, losing in six games to the Hershey Bears. Current Texas Stars that played back then are center Travis Morin and defenseman Maxime Fortunus, two key veterans on this year’s squad. Dallas Stars Jamie Benn and Colton Sceviour played for Texas during that 2010 playoff run as well.

Dallas sent Benn to Texas after his NHL rookie campaign concluded for the AHL playoff experience, and Benn finished tied for first in playoff goals and third in points. Dallas believed the experience paid big dividends for Benn.

“Jamie really embraced that opportunity when he went down. You could see this year in the playoffs he was doing the same thing at the NHL level,” Jackson said. “It’s a good experience to be in the American League, play and take that step. A lot of the guys that come out of juniors don’t realize the step it is to get into the American Hockey League. It’s a tough league. There are lots of things that prepare players for the NHL. It’s travel, practice, working out every day. Even with the regular season it is a great tool, but the playoffs there are different challenges and it helps guys grow.”

And some other Dallas prospects are gaining benefits from the playoff run. Those are the players who joined the team late in the season after their college, junior or European league seasons came to an end. They aren’t playing in the playoffs or have seen limited time, but they are around the team and soaking in the experience. That group includes forwards Alex Guptill and Branden Troock, defenseman Ludwig Bystrom and goaltender Philippe Desrosiers.

“They are getting to practice in a pro setting now, so it’s important for them in that way to know what it takes if they are going to join the team next year,” said Nill. “Here’s the commitment, here’s how hard they practice and they get to see the level of play. They’re watching. They are in the dressing room before and after the games. They are seeing what these players are going through, the emotions the players are going through and they are listening to the coaches and how they are talking to get prepared. It’s a huge learning tool for them, too.”

Calder Cup Finals will have some breaks

There will be some lengthy breaks during the 2014 Calder Cup Finals due to the home buildings of the Texas Stars and St. John’s IceCaps having prior commitments.

Game 3 is scheduled for Wednesday June 11 at Mile One Centre in St. John’s, but Game 4 won’t be played until Monday June 16 because the Canadian Anesthesiologists’ Society is in town for its annual meeting and trade show.

Games 6 is scheduled for June 19 in Cedar Park, but a Game 7 couldn’t be played until June 23 because a rodeo is being held at Cedar Park Center from June 20-22.

Statistical notes

*Forwards Travis Morin (4 goals, 11 assists) and Mike Hedden (6 goals, 9 assists) are tied for second in Calder Cup Playoff scoring with 15 points.

*Forwards Dustin Jeffrey and Brendan Ranford are tied for fifth in playoff goal scoring with 7.

*Jeffrey is tied for first with 3 power play goals.

*Morin leads the playoffs in shots on goal with 55. Curtis McKenzie ranks second with 51.

*Hedden is tied for second in the playoffs with a plus-10 rating. Defenseman Jamie Oleksiak is tied for third with a plus-9.

*Goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp ranks fifth in goals against average at 2.14. He ranks ninth with a .914 save percentage.
On the Radar: How They Stacked Up
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The Clarence S. Campbell Bowl and Prince of Wales Trophy have been handed out, and the 2014 race for the Stanley Cup is down to two teams. On Wednesday night the Los Angeles Kings and New York Rangers begin the Stanley Cup Final at Staples Center in Southern California. Before they do, here’s a look at how the Dallas Stars fared this season against the Western and Eastern Conference Champions:

STARS vs. KINGS

The Stars went 2-1 in three games this season against Los Angeles. Dallas won the only game at American Airlines Center, and split a pair of games in Los Angeles. The Stars outscored the Kings 10-9 in the three-game set, with both sides earning 5-2 wins to open the season series. The rubber match came on New Year’s Eve in Dallas, where the Stars held on for a 3-2 win. At the time, the win extended the Stars unbeaten streak to seven games to cap off 2013.

Strangely enough, in all three games the winning team surrendered the first goal.

The Stars power play went a combined 3-14 (21.4%), and the Kings power play was 2-8 (25.0%) in the series.

The Stars faced a different goaltender in each of the three meetings, falling to Jonathan Quick (27 saves/29 shots) in October, and beating Martin Jones (19/23) and Ben Scrivens (29/32) a week apart in late December. Dallas started Dan Ellis (29/32) in net for an injured Kari Lehtonen in the first meeting, and then Lehtonen (30/32 and 23/25) earned back-to-back wins in the final two games.

As they did against most teams, Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin led the way offensively for Dallas. Both finished the three games with a series-high, six points. Seguin earned them evenly with a goal and an assist in each of the three games, while Benn had a goal and five assists, registering three-point, two-point, and one-point efforts.

The Kings offense was paced by a couple of their usual suspects as Anze Kopitar and Justin Williams – who finished first and third in team scoring, respectively – each had five points in the series. Kopitar had points in all three games, finishing with a goal and four assists, while Williams had three goals and two assists with a pair of multi-point games, before being held off the scoresheet on New Year’s Eve. LA’s leading playoff goal scorer, Marian Gaborik, did not appear in the series, getting acquired from Columbus at the trading deadline.

STARS vs. RANGERS

The Stars dropped a pair of 3-2 contests in the two-game series with the Rangers. Despite the similar scoreline, the games were very different. In the first meeting – November 21 at the AAC – the Stars dominated play, but New York goaltender Henrik Lundqvist stole the show. He made 41 saves on 43 shots, keeping the Rangers in front and holding the Stars at bay all night long. On January 10 at Madison Square Garden, the teams went back and forth throughout the game. Despite New York outshooting Dallas 34-26, the Stars had never trailed heading into final two minutes. The Rangers fought back from two one-goal deficits to even the score, before Rick Nash broke a 2-2 tie with 1:58 to lead New York to victory. The loss was the Stars fifth of an eventual six-game regulation losing streak that opened 2014.

The road team had to weather an early storm in both games. In November, Dallas outshot New York 23-6 in the opening period. In January, the Rangers outshot the Stars 13-6 in the first. Despite that, neither home team led at first intermission. The Rangers led 1-0 after one period in Dallas, and the clubs were tied 1-1 after 20 minutes at The Garden.

The Stars went 1-6 (16.6%) on the power play in the two games combined, while the Rangers went 2-3 (66.7%). The lone Stars power play goal was their first of the season at home. It came in their eighth game of the year at the AAC.

Lundqvist was the star of the series, stopping 65 of 69 shots for a .942 save percentage. Lehtonen took both losses for Dallas, stopping 55 of 61 shots against (.902).

Cody Eakin was the most productive Stars skater, posting multi-point games in both contests. He was the only player on either team to do that, finishing with a goal and three assists. Nash led the Rangers with two goals, and was the only player in the series to score in both games. Nash struck on the power play early in the first meeting, and tallied the late game-winner in the second, bookending the scoring in the series. Similarly to the Kings, the Stars avoided the Rangers leading playoff point scorer in the regular season series, as Martin St. Louis was acquired by New York from Tampa Bay at the deadline.

In the combined five games against the 2014 Stanley Cup Finalists, the Stars finished with a 2-3 record, were narrowly outscored 15-14, and played three one-goal games.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad. 

Texas Stars Rally Past Toronto, Advance to Calder Cup Finals
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Next up for the Texas Stars: The Calder Cup Finals and the St. John’s IceCaps. The Stars advanced to the AHL’s championship series with a 6-2 win over Toronto in Game 7 of the Western Conference Finals Tuesday night at Cedar Park Center.

The Stars rallied from a 2-0 deficit Tuesday, scoring six unanswered goals including four in the third period. Brett Ritchie’s goal at 6:28 of the third period snapped a 2-2 tie and held up as the game-winner. Ritchie, Justin Dowling and Mike Hedden each had one goal and two assists in the game. Dustin Jeffrey tallied two goals and Matej Stransky also scored. Cristopher Nilstorp stopped 25 of 27 shots.

This will be the Stars second trip to the Calder Cup Finals in their five-year existence. They made it in their inaugural season (2009-10), losing to Hershey in six games. Their series with St. John’s opens Sunday in Cedar Park.

Tuesday’s game opened in familiar fashion. For the seventh straight time in the series the Marlies scored the first goal of the game. After Jerred Smithson won an offensive zone draw, Frazer McClaren scored off a shot from the top of the left circle to put the Marlies up 1-0 at the 2:19 mark of the first period.

The Marlies extended their lead to 2-0 just 23 seconds into the second period when Peter Holland directed a Carter Ashton pass on net off the rush, Nilstorp made the stop but then the puck found its way into the net.

Nilstorp had a couple of big stops just before the midway point of the period to keep the Stars within two goals and the Marlies held the 2-0 lead until late in the second, when the Stars struck for two goals in less than a minute to tie the game.

A little more than one minute after the Stars killed off a Toronto power play, Ritchie centered a puck from the corner to Hedden, who redirected the puck past Marlies goaltender Drew MacIntyre to make it a 2-1 game with 2:38 left in the period.

Just 51 seconds later the Stars scored on the power play to tie the game 2-2. After taking a pass from Dowling, Hedden sent a cross-ice pass to Jeffrey, who roofed a shot from the bottom of the left circle with 1:47 left in the second.

That set the stage for the Stars’ four-goal explosion in the third, which would propel them to the Calder Cup Finals.

With the Stars on the rush, Dowling set up Ritchie, who tapped the puck past MacIntyre from close range to put the Stars up 3-2 with 13:32 remaining. Just 17 seconds later, Stransky circled behind the net and scored off a shot from the right circle to make it a 4-2 game. Dowling tallied with 5:28 remaining to make it 5-2 and Jeffrey rounded out the scoring with a goal into an empty net.

Notes

*The Stars outshot Toronto 50-27. It was the third time in the series that the Stars hit the 50 shot mark.

*Brett Ritchie, Jamie Oleksiak and Maxime Fortunus led the Stars with five shots on goal each.

*The Stars were 1-4 on the power play and 4-4 on the penalty kill.

*The Stars have outscored their opponents 22-6 in the third period during the playoffs.

*Toronto scored first in all 14 of its playoff games.

*The Stars are now 3-0 all-time in Game 7’s.

*Texas forward Justin Dowling was back in the lineup after missing the last seven games with an injury. With Dowling in, Taylor Peters was a healthy scratch.

Calder Cup Finals Schedule

Game 1: Sun., June 8, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30

 Game 2: Mon., June 9, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30

 Game 3: Wed., June 11, Texas at St. John’s, 5:00

 Game 4: Mon., June 16, Texas at St. John’s, 5:00

 *Game 5: Tue., June 17, Texas at St. John’s, 5:00

 *Game 6: Thu., June 19, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30

 *Game 7: Mon., June 23, St. John’s at Texas, 7:30

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Brett Ritchie

 Kevin Henderson – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Josh Robinson
Toronto Defeats Texas Stars, Forces Game 7
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The Texas Stars and Toronto Marlies are headed to a seventh game. The Marlies defeated the Stars, 3-1, Monday night at Cedar Park Center to tie the Western Conference Finals at 3-3.

Game 7 is Tuesday night in Cedar Park.

“Our desperation level wasn’t high enough tonight,” said Texas forward Curtis McKenzie. “We knew they were going to have their best game of the series tonight since we had a chance to knock them out. We weren’t where we wanted to be. It’s a short turnover and we’ll have to be there tomorrow.”

Carter Ashton scored two goals for Toronto and goaltender Drew MacIntyre stopped 36 of 37 shots. McKenzie scored the lone goal for Texas. Cristopher Nilstorp stopped 22 of 25 shots.

The Stars had a 37-25 shots advantage in the game, but the Marlies controlled play early and built a 2-0 lead by early in the second period and then scored late in the second to make it a 3-0 game.

“We weren’t quick enough. They outskated us tonight,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “For whatever reason we didn’t have our legs and they were a lot quicker. It doesn’t matter what you do when they’re quicker than you, you are going to have trouble.”

The Stars power play could have been a difference maker in the game, but went 1-8 and missed on a 93 second two-man advantage in the second while trying to cut into a 2-0 Toronto leas. The Stars had back-to-back power plays early in the third, including a 17 second five-on-three advantage, but couldn’t capitalize.

“They’ve got a great PK. All series they’ve been tough. They block a ton of shots and MacIntyre has been so solid in net,” said McKenzie. “We’ve got to find ways to get pucks by him, surround the net, get shots through and battle harder around the net.”

For the sixth straight game in the series, Toronto scored the first goal of the game. Ashton put a rebound into an open net 8:45 into the game to take a 1-0 lead.

The Marlies extended the lead to 2-0 with a power play goal early in the second period. After Nilstorp was called for roughing, Toronto captain Trevor Smith scored off a wide open shot from the slot at the 2:28 mark.

The Stars had a chance to cut into the lead when they went on a 1:33 five-on-three power play, but couldn’t get a puck past MacIntyre.

Toronto extended the lead to 3-0 with 56 seconds left in the second when Ashton finished off a two-on-one rush with Spencer Abbot.

The Stars had back-to-back power plays early in the third, including 17 seconds of five-on-three time, but couldn’t cut into the Toronto lead. The Stars had some good chances at even strength, but MacIntyre made sharp saves on Matej Stransky and Travis Morin.

The Stars finally broke through late in the period while on their eighth power play of the night and Nilstorp on the bench for an extra attacker. McKenzie tipped a Maxime Fortunus shot past MacIntyre with 3:25 left in the third.

But eight seconds later, Stars defenseman Patrik Nemeth took a penalty to put the Stars shorthanded for the next two minutes. The Stars killed off the Toronto power play, pulled Nilstorp again for an extra skater, but couldn’t cut into the Marlies’ lead.

And now it is on to Game 7 Tuesday night.

“Toronto took it to us tonight, and now it is up to us to see how we respond,” said Desjardins. “You don’t ever want to leave it to Game 7 because it is breaks here or there or something. You don’t want to leave it to that, but we have and now we have to make it work for us.”

Notes

*The Stars were 1-8 on the power play in the game and are now 3-33 in the series.

*Toronto was 1-4 on the power play in the game and is 6-23 in the series.

*The Marlies have scored the first goal in all 13 of their playoff games.

*Texas outshot Toronto 37-25.

*Curtis McKenzie led the Stars with 7 shots on goal.

*McKenzie snapped a 10 game goal scoring drought with his power play goal on Monday.

*Texas and Toronto both are 2-0 all-time in Game 7’s.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

 Mike Hedden – Dustin Jeffrey – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Chris Mueller – Brett Ritchie

Taylor Peters – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Josh Robinson
Stars' McDonnell Looking Forward to New Chapter
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The 2014 NHL Draft signals the start of a new era in the life of Dallas Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell.

McDonnell spent a decade aiding Detroit Red Wings general manager Ken Holland at the draft table. This year, he will be sharing his insight with Stars GM Jim Nill, who hired him in July 2013.

The timing is impeccable too, as the 2014 Draft class poses a unique challenge.

"This is the toughest draft to gauge that I've ever been involved in," McDonnell told NHL.com. "Guys that maybe are tenth on your list, could go No. 30 or vice versa. It's not a big gap, like some years where it drops off. It's pretty close all the way through and I think it's just going to sort itself out at the draft table once teams start taking different players. You just hope something you have falls to you."

McDonnell went on record to say that defenseman Aaron Ekblad, No. 2 on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 Draft, is probably the top defenseman available. The veteran scout is a big believer in building from the goal line out and top defensemen are hard to come by in any draft.

Last year with the Red Wings, McDonnell had right wing Valeri Nichushkin ranked third on his wish list. The Red Wings didn't select until No. 20 last year and, wouldn't you know it, the Stars ultimately tabbed the Russian-born standout with the No. 10 choice. The general consensus among scouts was that Nichushkin slipped that far in the draft because of the possibility of him returning to the Kontinental Hockey League.

"I remember sitting at the Red Wings draft table last year and [Holland] turning to me and saying, 'Do you think Dallas is going to take [Nichushkin]?' I said, 'If it's not Nichushkin I'd be shocked.' So they took him and it was a great pick.

"Everyone knew the 'Russian Factor' was the reason he fell to No. 10 but you have to do your homework and if they're already playing over here that's one thing, and if he doesn't you need to do the research. Dallas did their homework and got Val and it has certainly worked out."

McDonnell said the 2014 NHL Scouting Combine once again provided a great opportunity to learn more about the top prospects, particularly during the interview stage.

"It's important to find out if they can at least put a sentence together," McDonnell said with a grin. "Seriously though, I know they can do that. We're just sizing the player up when he comes to our door for the interview; shake hands with him and you immediately get an idea who you might be dealing with. There were actually a couple of real surprises for me. I'm not going to name names but I thought they looked small on the ice and when they came to the door I thought, 'Wow, this kid is way bigger than I thought he was.'"
Texas Stars Top Toronto 2-1, Take 3-2 Lead in Western Conference Finals
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The Texas Stars moved to within one win of the Calder Cup Finals, defeating Toronto 2-1 Saturday afternoon in Game 5 of the Western Conference Finals at Ricoh Coliseum.

The Stars lead the series 3-2. Game 6 is Monday night in Cedar Park.

Taylor Peters scored the game-winning goal for the Stars, putting home the rebound of a Matej Stransky shot to snap a 1-1 tie with 10:58 remaining in regulation.

Scott Glennie also scored for Texas. Stars goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp stopped 17 of 18 shots to improve to 8-3 in the postseason.

The Stars had a 17-5 shots advantage in the first period, but the Marlies scored the only goal and it came on their first shot. A Spencer Abbott centering pass deflected off the stick of Stars defenseman Patrik Nemeth and past Nilstorp to give Toronto a 1-0 lead 41 seconds into the game.

The Stars had their chances in the first. Dustin Jeffrey hit a post and the Stars had three power play opportunities, but couldn’t take advantage.

Texas’ penalty kill came up big in the second, thwarting a 1:35 Toronto five-on-three power play to keep it a one-goal game. And just 20 seconds after the penalty kill, the Stars scored to tie the game.

As the Stars controlled play in the Toronto zone, Glennie jumped on the ice during a line change, took a pass from Derek Meech and scored off a shot from the left circle to make it a 1-1 game at 11:10 of the second period.

The Stars tallied the game-winner midway through the third when Stransky put a shot on net off the rush, Peters won a battle for the rebound and backhanded the puck past Marlies goaltender Drew MacIntyre at the 9:02 mark of the third.

The Marlies pulled MacIntyre late in the game for the extra attacker, but could not get the equalizer and now the series shifts back to Cedar Park with the Stars holding a 3-2 lead.

Notes

*The Stars outshot the Marlies 33-18.

*Dustin Jeffrey and Curtis McKenzie led the Stars with four shots on goal each.

*Stars forward Scott Glennie has three goals over the last four games and a total of four goals in 13 playoff games.

*Stars forward Taylor Peters scored his first Calder Cup playoff goal.

*Toronto’s Spencer Abbott has scored four goals over the last two games.

*The Marlies have scored first in all 12 of their playoff games.

*Texas was 0-4 on the power play and 3-3 on the penalty kill.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

 Mike Hedden – Dustin Jeffrey – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Chris Mueller – Brett Ritchie

 Taylor Peters – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Josh Robinson
Toronto Powers Past Texas Stars, Evens Series at 2-2
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It’s down to a best-of-three between the Texas Stars and the Toronto Marlies in the AHL’s Western Conference Finals. The Marlies evened the series at 2-2 with a 4-1 victory at Ricoh Coliseum Thursday night.

The Marlies scored three times on the power play, all of them off the stick of forward Spencer Abbott, to build a 3-0 lead 27 minutes into the game. Jerry D’Amigo scored a late empty net goal to seal the victory for the Marlies, who received a 27-save effort from goaltender Drew MacIntyre.

Radek Faksa scored the lone goal for the Stars. Cristopher Nilstorp stopped 24 of 27 shots. Texas was 0-5 on the power play and 3-6 on the penalty kill.

Game 5 of the series is Saturday afternoon in Toronto.

The Stars got into early penalty trouble Thursday, taking two minors in the first four minutes of the game and Abbot and the Marlies made them pay. With Jamie Oleksiak in the penalty box for cross checking, Abbott beat a screened Nilstorp with a wrist shot from the point 1:36 into the game.

After Kevin Henderson headed off the ice for roughing, Abbot struck again, knocking home the rebound of a T.J. Brennan shot to make it a 2-0 game at 5:14 of the first period.

Abbot scored his third of the night 7:05 into the second period and with the Marlies on a five-on-three power play, skating into the slot and beating Nilstorp with a wrist shot to make it a 3-0 game.

The Stars made a strong push in the first half of the third period, but MacIntyre made several sharp saves, including a couple on Stars forward Curtis McKenzie.

The Stars started pulling Nilstorp for an extra attacker with just under eight minutes remaining and after they missed on their fifth power play of the night, D’Amigo scored into the empty net to make it a 4-0 game with 3:29 remaining.

Faksa scored from the slot with 1:42 remaining to spoil MacIntyre’s bid for a shutout.

Notes

*Toronto has scored first in all 11 of its playoff games this season.

*Shots were 28-28 in the game.

*Travis Morin led Texas with 5 shots on goal. Curtis McKenzie had four.

*Texas’ first goal in Wednesday’s game was changed from Patrik Nemeth to Radek Faksa. With his goal in Thursday’s game, Faksa has scored four goals over the last five games.

*Spencer Abbott’s three goals Thursday were his first three goals of the playoffs.

*The winner of the Texas-Toronto series will play the winner the Eastern Conference Finals series between St. John’s and Wilkes-Barre. St. John’s leads that series 3-1.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

 Mike Hedden – Dustin Jeffrey – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Chris Mueller – Brett Ritchie

Taylor Peters – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Josh Robinson
Morin’s Goal Lifts Texas Stars to 3-2 Victory, 2-1 Series Lead
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Travis Morin’s goal with 8:46 left in regulation propelled the Texas Stars to a 3-2 victory over the Toronto Marlies in Game 3 of the Western Conference Finals Wednesday night at Ricoh Coliseum. The Stars now lead the series 2-1.

Morin, who snapped an eight-game goal scoring drought with an empty-net goal in Texas’ win on Monday, poked home the rebound of a Brendan Ranford shot to snap a 2-2 tie.

Patrik Nemeth and Kevin Henderson also scored for Texas. Cristopher Nilstorp stopped 20 of 22 shots.

The loss was the first at home for Toronto in this season’s playoffs and their second straight overall after opening the postseason with eight straight wins.

Game 4 of the series is Thursday night in Toronto.

Toronto tallied the only goal of the first period, scoring first for the third straight game in the series. After an offensive zone faceoff win, Marlies defenseman T.J. Brennan scored off a slap shot from the high slot at the 9:16 mark to put Toronto up 1-0.

The Stars tied the game at 3:16 of the second with a goal off the rush. Taylor Peters dropped the puck off to Nemeth, who scored from the left point as Radek Faksa screened Marlies goaltender Drew MacIntyre.

The Stars took their first lead of the night at 6:59 of the third when Brett Ritchie put a shot on net from the slot that was going wide, but Henderson redirected it past MacIntyre to put the Stars up 2-1.

Toronto answered less than four minutes later when Brennan scored his second of the night, beating Nilstorp with a shot from the left circle at the 10:15 mark to make it a 2-2 game.

The Stars took the lead for good when Jamie Oleksiak stole the puck in the neutral zone, carried it into the Toronto zone and set up Ranford, who put the puck on net and Morin knocked the rebound home to put Texas up 3-2 at the 11:14 mark.

The Stars held that lead the rest of the way, giving them a 2-1 series lead head into Thursday’s game.

Notes

* The Stars, who hit the 50 shot mark in each of the first two games, had a 30-22 advantage on the shot clock in Wednesday’s game.

*Travis Morin and Kevin Henderson led the Stars with five shots each.

*Patrik Nemeth scored his first AHL playoff goal in the game.

*Texas was 0-3 on the power play and 3-3 on the penalty kill.

*Texas signed Dallas goaltending prospect Philippe Desrosiers to a second amateur tryout contract on Wednesday. With Jack Campbell still out with an injury, Desrosiers will serve as the team’s No. 3 goaltender behind Cristopher Nilstorp and Josh Robinson.

*Campbell, Justin Dowling and Toby Petersen remain out for the Stars due to injury.

Texas lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

 Mike Hedden – Dustin Jeffrey – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Chris Mueller – Brett Ritchie

Taylor Peters – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Josh Robinson
Brett Ritchie’s Return a Boost for Texas Stars
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Brett Ritchie missed the first eight playoff games for the Texas Stars due to a lower body injury, but he is back now and doing exactly what he did in the final part of the regular season – making an impact.

Ritchie has scored three goals in three games since his return, including two in Texas’ 6-3 win over Toronto Sunday in Cedar Park that evened the Western Conference Finals at 1-1.

“We needed him back,” said Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins. “We needed him for the first two series. He makes a difference for us. He’s a big body. It is playoff hockey and he’s suited for playoff hockey.”

Ritchie scored in his first game back, tallying off a wrist shot from the slot with Texas on the power play as the Stars clinched a berth in the Conference Finals with a 7-1 victory over Grand Rapids on May 18. On Sunday, he scored again on the power play, roofing a shot from the bottom of the right circle to tie the game after Toronto had taken a 1-0 lead. He put Texas up 3-2 late in the second when he scored off a shot from the slot.

Going back to late December, Ritchie has been on a goal scoring roll. He has 21 goals in his last 40 games, including both regular season and playoffs. All this comes after he couldn’t buy a goal early in the season despite quality chances.

“It’s a weird game,” said Ritchie. “Sometimes it hits the post and then the other times a lucky one goes in.”

The 20-year-old Ritchie, a 6-3, 220-pound right wing, is considered one of the top prospects of the Dallas Stars. In his first full professional season, he tallied 48 points (22 goals, 26 assists) in 68 regular season games with Texas, finishing eighth among AHL rookies in points and 11th in goal scoring. He ranked sixth on Texas in both goals and points, and was tied for third in shots on goal.

“Ritchie had a good season. He’s a little bit of a streaky scorer, but he played really well down the stretch for us,” said Desjardins. “He’s real good down low in the offensive zone, real hard to handle down low. He takes the puck to the net really well. Lots of good things with him.”

Ritchie played well early in the season, but the goals didn’t come. He scored just four in his first 31 regular season games, but 18 over the final 37 games. Now he has those three goals in three playoff games.

“It wasn’t like I was playing a different brand of game early on, I just couldn’t score,” Ritchie said. “The chances were there. Sometimes they go in and sometimes they don’t. They were going in towards the end of the season. I think if you’re going to struggle, you’d rather do it at the beginning of the year and get better. That’s the positive.”

In early April, Ritchie set a Texas Stars franchise mark for goals in a game when he scored four in a 5-1 win over Lake Erie. Two of them came off the rush with Ritchie driving the net to score. Both were an impressive display of speed, power and finish.

“Two of those goals he came flying in off the wing,” Texas forward Mike Hedden said after that game. “I didn’t know the big man could move like that.”

The Dallas Stars drafted Ritchie out of the Ontario Hockey League in the second round (44th overall) in the 2011 NHL Draft. The big winger, projected as a top six power forward, registered 191 points (99 goals, 92 assists) in 220 games in the OHL, including 41 goals in 53 games last season. He had one stretch last season where he tallied 23 goals in 16 games and notched nine over a two-game span.

After his junior career ended, he joined Texas late last season and scored his first professional goal on the second shift of his first professional game. He ended up scoring three goals in five regular season games and two more in nine Calder Cup Playoff games. It was an experience that Ritchie said helped set the table for his solid rookie campaign.

“I thought it was good. I think what really helped me is coming last year, getting that experience and knowing what to expect right off the bat,” Ritchie said. “I think that is an advantage I had over a lot of the other guys my age that didn’t get to play a little bit last year. Even the playoffs last year, I knew what to expect coming into the playoffs.”

Playing on a quality team didn’t hurt. Texas finished with the best record in the AHL and ranked second in the league in goal scoring.

“Anytime you are part of a good team it is easy to have success yourself,” he said.

While last season’s experience helped prepare him for pro hockey, there were still some adjustments, especially away from the rink.

“Off the start, it was living on my own. I think once I figured out how to take care of myself off the ice, doing my own taxes and all that kind of stuff, paying different bills, it just takes a lot of the stress out of it,” Ritchie said. “Now, I feel like I am rolling through life as a functioning citizen. I am a little bit more grown up than I was, and that just makes it that much easier when you come to the rink and get on the ice here. You are more focused.”

That showed over the final half of the season and now that he’s back from injury, it’s showing again in the playoffs.

“Ritchie is a great player,” said Hedden. “When you can get a player like that back in your lineup, with his size and his shot, only good things can happen.”

And when good things are happening with Ritchie the puck usually ends up in the back of the opposition’s net. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The start to NHL Free Agency is just over a month away. Thirty NHL teams will be scouring the market to find the piece (or pieces) they can add to make their team better. It’s always an exciting time. For teams to address their needs. For players to test their value on the open market. For fans to play the role of GM and predict the moves their team should make. Free agency begins just days after the draft, and while both have enormous impacts, the full results from a draft are not known for several years down the road. Free agency, on the other hand, has an impact (be it positive or negative) right away, most often making it the story of the summer.

Yet, for as much talent as exists out there on the free-agent market, this offseason could wind up being defined more by trades than by free-agency.

It seems that all over the NHL, reports are surfacing of names…Big Names…who are available for trade, and likely to be moved before next season. The Vancouver Canucks failed to make the playoffs, resulting in the firing of their GM and Head Coach. The San Jose Sharks became just the fourth team in NHL history to blow a 3-0 series lead and have promised decisive change. The Pittsburgh Penguins squandered a 3-1 series lead in a fork-in-the-road season and immediately jettisoned the reigning NHL GM of the Year as the first of many expected moves. These are just a few of the high-profile, publicized storylines involving teams that are looking to make a big splash through trade rather than free agency.

To be sure, there are still prize players available via free agency. Guys like Thomas Vanek, Paul Stasny (if the Avs don’t sign him in the next month), Ryan Miller, Marian Gaborik, Ryan Callahan and more, are all open to the highest bidder. However, in recent weeks teams have dangled out top-tier names as potential trade bait. Names like Dion Phaneuf, Jason Spezza, Joe Thornton, Patrick Marleau, Marc-Andre Fluery, and Brad Marchand to name a few. Additionally, earlier reports from this offseason have guys like Ryan Kessler, Alex Elder, Christian Ehrhoff, Evander Kane, Cam Ward, Eric Staal, and P.A. Parenteau, all apparently available for the right price.

Now, in fairness, measuring free agents against the trading block is not an even scale. Free agents have to sign somewhere. You know they’re going to move. You just don’t know where. As for trades, anyone can be rumored to be dealt, but there’s no guarantee it will happen. Even still, many of the names on the block have been mentioned too strongly, too often, and for too long (in some cases back to the trade deadline) to believe that nothing is going to happen. Given everything, most insiders expect higher-than-usual trade activity this summer. What that means for the Dallas Stars remains to be seen.

The Stars are on record talking about where they want to improve their current roster. A top-pair defenseman and top-six forward – preferably center – are high on their wish list. The former appears to be possible via trade, but not free agency. The latter can be found in both markets, but the trade avenue seems more abundant. Keep in mind, however, that trades obviously come with an asking price that free agency does not.

If the Stars – or any other team in the NHL, for that matter – are going to be active traders this summer, expect things to happen soon. Typically, offseason trades happen just before, during, or after the draft in late June. Last summer Dallas pulled off a pair of trades with Boston & Edmonton on July 4 & 5.

The time is approaching to find out what this summer has in store. June is just days away. And possible trades, the draft, and free-agency are all just around the corner. Any team looking for impact players, has a number of ways to pursue them. But don’t be surprised if the trade market winds up being the path most travelled over the next six weeks.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad. 
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Chances are you haven’t heard of Hank Crone, but the 16-year-old forward from Cedar Hill is on the radar in the hockey world.

Last month, Crone committed to Boston University and also locked up a spot as one of the youngest players in the United States Hockey League next season after he signed a tender with the Omaha Lancers.

“It’s cool,” said Crone. “Being 16 you wouldn’t think you would get an opportunity like this, especially being from Texas.”

Omaha gave up a draft pick to tender Crone, who will be guaranteed a roster spot next season and assured of playing in at least 50 percent of the team’s games in the top junior league in the United States.

The gifted Crone is a product of the Dallas Stars Elite program, joining it when it began in 2009. This past season he registered 40 points (17 goals, 23 assists) in 31 games with the Dallas Stars Elite U16 team.

“He’s a small forward who is a tremendous, high-end offensive player. His hockey IQ and his skills are probably as good as any player in his age group,” said Dallas Stars Elite U16 coach Eric Silverman. “He has the look to me like a player we’ll be talking about in the Hobey Baker conversation one day.”

Omaha’s decision to tender Crone said a lot about him and the level of play in the Dallas/Fort Worth area. Crone was one of 11 local players to go to USHL teams this spring. Two were tendered and nine others were selected in the USHL draft, which was held in early May.

“I think it means a lot for Texas,” said Crone. “It shows that you can live in a hockey market like Dallas and be successful.”

Grapevine’s Tyler Gernhofer, who has committed to the University of Vermont, was tendered by the USHL’s Bloomington Thunder. USHL teams drafted local players David Cotton (Parker), Johan Steen (Colleyville), Garrett Hallford (McKinney), Ryan Stevens (Euless), Branden Brown (Plano), Jason Cotton (Parker), Cam Donaldson (McKinney), Max Gerlach (Flower Mound) and John Zimmerman (Arlington).

It was a strong showing for the local kids, but not a surprise to someone like Silverman.

“This area has been producing some pretty good players over the last decade,” Silverman said. “This market is definitely on the radar when it comes to scouts, USHL teams and colleges looking for players. I think it is great for Dallas hockey.”

And great for young players such as Crone and others who are looking to play a high level of junior hockey and keep the college option open, since the USHL adheres to NCAA eligibility standards while the top Canadian junior leagues – OHL, WHL and QMJHL – do not.

“It’s the best league in North America if you want to play college hockey,” Silverman said.

And a lot of players have played in the USHL on their way to the pro ranks. Dallas Stars Alex Goligoski, Alex Chiasson and Erik Cole all played in the USHL. So did Stars prospects Jamie Oleksiak, Jack Campbell and Alex Guptill and Texas Stars forward and AHL MVP Travis Morin. Patrick Sharp, David Backes, Joe Pavelski, Thomas Vanek, Max Pacioretty and Kyle Okposo are a few of the current NHL players who suited up in the USHL.

Crone expects to play two or three years in the USHL before heading off to Boston University. It will be a lengthy development path, but at 5-8, 141 pounds he needs time to add some size and strength. The education aspect is important as well.

“That’s an extra four years that some guys don’t get because they can’t play juniors anymore and they can’t play college, so they are out of luck,” said Crone. “Being undersized and wanting to go to school, that could be a big help for me and making it to the pros.”

While Crone has his development path planned out for the next several years, Johan Steen’s is still a work in progress. The 17-year-old from Colleyville, who played for the Lone Star Brahmas of the North American Hockey League this season, has a dream to play college hockey. He hopes being selected by Dubuque in the USHL draft will help pave the way.

“To be drafted by a team like Dubuque, which has always been a good team, is such a huge honor,” said Steen. “It’s a good feeling to know that all your hard work is paying off.”

Steen is another product of the Dallas Stars Elite program. He was born in Stockholm, Sweden, but moved to Texas when he was three-years-old and all but one year of his hockey development has come in the Dallas/Fort Worth area. Muskegon selected him in last year’s USHL Draft, but when the team went through a management change he was left on the outside looking in. He tried out for and landed a roster spot with the Brahmas in the NAHL, the only Tier II Junior A league in the United States.

“Instead of playing another year of travel hockey, I wanted to get a taste of what junior hockey is like,” Steen said. “At such a young age, it definitely took a little getting used to. I had to get a little bit stronger to keep up with the 20-year-olds in the league, but I felt it was best for me this past year.”

Now, with some junior experience under his belt the two-way defenseman will take a shot at moving up a notch and trying to land a spot with Dubuque. There is nothing definite yet on the college front, but he does know that some schools are looking at him.

“I haven’t personally had any contact, but there have been teams contacting my coach, pretty much the message being sent through him that the teams are looking at me,” said Steen.

Playing in the USHL would be another step forward for Steen, who said that he and others are reaping the benefits of the level of play in the Dallas/Fort Worth area.

“You can see over the last couple years that players from down here are proving to be good players,” Steen said. “You’ve got a kid as young as Hank Crone, who gets tendered by Omaha and the same week commits to Boston University and you see how talented that kid is. And then you have Max Gildon (just turned 15 from Plano), who was taken in the WHL Draft. There’s plenty of good talent coming up here. Dallas has some high-end talent, people are no longer overlooking it and realizing Texas is a legitimate hockey market.”

And with people across North America taking notice, young players such as Johan Steen and Hank Crone are making the most of the opportunity. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge. 
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Stars forward Antoine Roussel had a strong showing for France at the 2014 World Championship in Belarus, and was honored for it at the tournament’s conclusion on Sunday.

Roussel was one of the three forwards named to the tournament All-Star team. Roussel led France with 11 points (6 goals, 5 assists) in eight games. He tied for second in goal scoring at the tournament and tied for fifth in points.

France made the quarterfinals and finished eighth at the tournament, its best showing at the World Championship since 1995.

Russia won the gold medal with a 5-2 victory over Finland on Sunday. Sweden took the bronze medal with a 3-0 win over Czech Republic.

Russia dominated the individual awards, but Finnish goaltender Pekka Rinne was the tournament MVP. Plano native and Team USA blue liner Seth Jones was named the best defenseman and grabbed All-Star honors as well.

Here are the individual awards at the 2014 World Championship:

Most Valuable Player (selected by the media)

 Pekka Rinne, Finland

Individual Awards (selected by the tournament directorate)

 Best Goalkeeper: Sergei Bobrovsky, Russia

 Best Defenseman: Seth Jones, USA

 Best Forward: Viktor Tikhonov, Russia

All-Star Team (selected by the media)

 Forward: Antoine Roussel, France

 Forward: Sergei Plotnikov, Russia

 Forward: Viktor Tikhonov, Russia

 Defenseman: Seth Jones, USA

 Defenseman: Anton Belov, Russia

 Goaltender: Pekka Rinne, Finland
Texas Stars Defeat Toronto 6-3 to Even Series at 1-1
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The Texas Stars topped the 50 shot mark for the second straight game against the Toronto Marlies and Sunday night it paid dividends. After scoring just once on 50 shots in Game 1 of the series, the Stars scored six times on 52 shots in Game 2, defeating the Marlies 6-3 at Cedar Park Center to even the Western Conference Finals 1-1.

“It was the lesson of the other game. We knew coming into the game that if we did what we did the game before we would most likely get some success,” said Texas forward Brett Ritchie, who scored twice in the game.

Scott Glennie also scored twice and Chris Mueller and Travis Morin tallied as well. Mike Hedden had three assists. Cristopher Nilstorp stopped 27 of 30 shots and came up with several big saves at key moments in the game.

“[Nilstorp] played a good game. He came up with some big saves,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “He’s a good goaltender. He played good the other night, they just scored on their chances. Tonight he came up with a couple of big ones.”

The loss was the first in this season’s playoffs for Toronto, which came into the game with an 8-0 postseason record. The six goals by the Stars were the most scored against the Marlies, who hadn’t allowed more than three so far this postseason. The next three games of the series will be played in Toronto with Game 3 of the series on Wednesday.

“It’s huge to break that streak,” said Ritchie. “They might have a little doubt in their minds. It’s only one game though. They are going to go back to their barn and they’ll be a little more comfortable there. We’re going to have to be ready.”

The Marlies took the lead 4:22 into the game, scoring on their first shot for the second straight game. After a Jyrki Jokipakka turnover in the neutral zone, Marlies forward Jerry D’Amigo scored on a two-on-one rush to make it a 1-0 game.

Nilstorp came up huge later in the period, stopping T.J. Brennan with the Marlies on another two-on-one rush.

The Stars drew even late in the period with a power play goal. Mueller set up Ritchie, who scored from close range on Marlies goaltender Drew McIntyre to tie it 1-1 at the 16:51 mark of the first.

Nilstorp came up with another big stop in the second, denying Peter Holland’s close range bid off a rebound. A short time later the Stars took the lead when Hedden drove the net off the rush, got off a backhand shot and Glennie put home the rebound to give the Stars a 2-1 lead at 8:37 of the second. It marked the first time Toronto had been behind in a game in this season’s playoffs.

But Toronto bounced back to tie when Josh Leivo banged home a rebound with the Marlies on the power play to tie the game 2-2 at the 13:41 mark.

That goal would kick off a sequence that would see the two teams combine for four goals over the next 5:18, including three in a span of 2:14.

Ritchie would score his second of the night to put the Stars back on top at the 16:45 mark. After a Texas turnover, Peter Holland scored to tie it at 18:11 of the second and then Mueller scored at the 18:59 mark to put the Stars up 4-3. The Marlies came close to tying it in the final seconds of the period, but Nilstorp came up with a big stop on Stuart Percy with 14 seconds remaining to keep the Stars up one goal heading into the third period.

“He played unbelievable,” Hedden said of Nilstorp. “That save he made at the end of the second period really lifted the guys on the bench and carried the momentum going into the third period.”

Glennie scored with 5:53 remaining in the third to put the Stars up 5-3, tallying on a rebound after Hedden drove the net to create the opportunity. Morin sealed the win with an empty-net goal with 9 seconds remaining.

Notes

*The Stars have outshot Toronto 102-49 through the first two games of the series.

*Travis Morin led the Stars with 9 shots on goal Sunday. Brett Ritchie had six shots on goal.

*Stars forward Chris Mueller has scored a goal in four straight games.

*Texas was 1-7 on the power play and 4-5 on the penalty kill.

*Taylor Peters was back in the lineup for the Stars. He hadn’t played since Game 2 of the first round series against Oklahoma City. Derek Hulak came out of the lineup to make room for Peters.

*Goaltender Jack Campbell and forwards Justin Dowling and Toby Petersen remain out with injury for Texas.

Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

 Mike Hedden – Dustin Jeffrey – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Chris Mueller – Brett Ritchie

Taylor Peters – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Josh Robinson
Texas Stars Ready to Take on Toronto in Conference Finals
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The Texas Stars get back to business Friday night when they play the Toronto Marlies in Game 1 of the Calder Cup Western Conference Finals at Cedar Park Center.

“We’re excited,” said Texas forward Mike Hedden. “It’s the Western Conference Finals.”

The Stars have passed two big tests to get to this point. They swept Oklahoma City, the team that eliminated them in last season’s playoffs, in three games in the first round. And then they knocked off Grand Rapids, the defending Calder Cup champions, 4-2, in round two.

“Those teams don’t lose easy. They battle hard. I think we are a better team because we had to play both those teams,” said Stars coach Willie Desjardins. “Sometimes you don’t know the level you have, sometimes there is a better level. Until you get competition that makes you go to that level, you don’t go there. It’s not an easy level to get to. It takes a lot.”

They’ll have another stiff challenge in this round. Toronto, the third seed in the West, comes into the series on an impressive roll, sweeping both Milwaukee and Chicago in the first two rounds. The Marlies have posted a 7-0 postseason record, outscoring their opponents 30-11.

“They’re a strong team. They do lots of things well, and it really just shows in the playoffs,” said Desjardins. “They have lots of weapons, they are really balanced in their four lines and they have some defense that can jump up and can score. We’ll have to be at the top of our game for sure.”

The two teams met four times during the regular season. The Stars had a 2-1-1 record (five points) and the Marlies were 2-2-0 (four points). Both teams were 2-0-0 at home. But the last time they met was three months ago, still there is some familiarity.

“They are a little different than us. They use their size a little more and we use our speed,” said Texas forward Brett Ritchie. “It will be a different dynamic that way, but I don’t think it is anything we can’t handle. We match up with them pretty well and we had good games with them when we played them earlier in the year.”

“They’re a skilled team with a lot of high-end players,” Toronto forward Sam Carrick said of the Stars. “They are well-coached, they have good goaltending and they work hard. It should be a good matchup against us. I think if we play our game, it’s going to be a good series.”

Although the Marlies are undefeated and have been impressive in sweeping their first two series, Toronto coach Steve Spott said the Stars, who have been impressive in the playoffs as well, are the big dog in this series. The Stars posted the best record during the regular season, have the league MVP in Travis Morin and the league’s Rookie of the Year in Curtis McKenzie.

“We know how good they are. They are the No. 1 team in the league. Let’s not kid ourselves. We are underdogs and we understand that,” Spott told Toronto media. “We’ve been underdogs since September 1 in this league. No one has given this team much of a chance. But we are peaking at the right time, we are playing well at the right time. They’ve got the mindset that they can be successful. As a coach, I just have to point them in the right direction and make sure the game plan is in place.”

As the league’s best team during the regular season, Texas has home ice advantage throughout the postseason, and the Stars have capitalized on it through the first two rounds. They are 4-0 and have outscored their opponents 20-5. Toronto has been strong on the road, posting a 4-0 mark and outscoring their opposition 20-8.

“Every game this season we played hard at home, and I think it is going to be the same thing coming in with the Marlies,” said Texas forward Dustin Jeffrey. “They are a good team. They are a strong team. They are probably a little more physical than the teams that we played in the first two rounds, but we are not going to change the way we are going to play. We’ve had success all year and in the playoffs playing our speed game, our transition game and trying to take advantage of their mistakes. I think against Toronto we are going to have to do the same thing.”

Notes

*Among the Stars injured players are goaltender Jack Campbell and forwards Justin Dowling and Toby Petersen. Coach Willie Desjardins, who has been alternating Cristopher Nilstorp and Campbell during the playoffs, hasn’t ruled out Campbell playing in the series. There have been no updates on Dowling or Petersen.

*Desjardins and Toronto coach Steve Spott were behind the bench together for Team Canada at the 2010 World Junior Championship. Desjardins was head coach and Spott was assistant coach.

*Spott coached Stars forward Radek Faksa when he was with the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League in 2011-12 and 2012-13.

Statistical tidbits

*Toronto leads the AHL playoffs in goals for (4.29) and goals against (1.57).

*The Stars rank second in goals for (3.67) and fourth in goals against (2.11).

*Texas ranks sixth on the power play in the playoffs at 22.0 percent (9-41) and fifth on the penalty kill at 86.7 percent (26-30).

*Toronto ranks fourth on the power play at 25.0 percent (9-36) and second on the penalty kill at 89.7 percent (26-29).

*Marlies goaltender Drew MacIntyre is 7-0 with a 1.56 goals against average and .949 save percentage in the postseason.

*Stars goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp is 5-1 with a 1.68 goals against average and .934 save percentage.

*Travis Morin leads Texas in scoring with 10 points (two goals, eight assists) in nine playoff games.

*Jerry D’Amigo leads Toronto in scoring with 12 points (four goals, eight assists) in seven games.

*Texas forward Brendan Ranford is tied for second in playoff goal scoring with seven in nine games.

*Three different Marlies are tied for the team lead with four goals each.

*Texas forward Mike Hedden enters the series on a seven game points streak (three goals, four assists).

*Toronto forward Jerry D’Amigo enters the game on a seven game points streak (four goals, eight assists).

Western Conference Finals schedule

Game 1: Fri., May 23, Toronto at Texas, 7:30

 Game 2: Mon., May 26, Toronto at Texas, 7:30

 Game 3: Wed., May 28, Texas at Toronto, 6:00

 Game 4: Thu., May 29, Texas at Toronto, 6:00

 *Game 5: Sat., May 31, Texas at Toronto, 2:00

 *Game 6: Mon., June 2, Toronto at Texas, 7:30

 *Game 7: Tue., June 3, Toronto at Texas, 7:30
Radek Faksa Playing Key Role During Texas Stars’ Playoff Run
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Radek Faksa’s postseason run in junior hockey was shorter than anticipated, but he’s glad to be on a nice run now with the Texas Stars in the AHL’s Calder Cup playoffs. And Faksa isn’t just along for the ride with Texas; he’s been a key contributor.

Faksa, Dallas’ first round pick (13th overall) in the 2012 NHL Draft, scored two goals in the Stars’ 7-1 victory over the Grand Rapids Griffins Sunday that sent them to the Western Conference Finals against the Toronto Marlies. His line, which he centered, had a strong showing in the series against Grand Rapids, the defending Calder Cup champions.

“They were so good. They were good the whole series. They made a big difference,” Texas coach Willie Desjardins said after Sunday’s victory. “Guys commented in here the first two games how good they were. Then on the road, you don’t get your matchups and I was able to play them against their top lines. That says a lot about the line. I thought Faksa and [Matej] Stransky were good and [Derek] Hulak stepped in [for the injured Toby Petersen] and played well.”

Faksa’s play is a sign of how much progress the 20-year-old Czech native has made over the last year. He played with Texas late last season and struggled. It’s a much different story this time around.

“I know what to expect this time, I know most of the guys on the team. It’s a huge advantage for me now,” Faksa said. “It helped me that I could play a few games in the regular season.”

Desjardins has noticed the difference. He started to see it when he coached Dallas prospects at the NHL Prospect Tournament in Traverse City, Michigan in September. Faksa was impressive at that tournament, centering a line with Valeri Nichushkin and Alex Chiasson on the wings.

“Faksa has been way better than when he came up [to Texas] last year. Last year, for whatever reason, he wasn’t ready to come in,” Desjardins said. “I don’t know if he thought he couldn’t make a contribution, but this year in Traverse City he was a different player than he was at the end of last year and now coming in he was a different player.”

The 6-3, 210-pound Faksa was a different enough player that he came into Cedar Park after his junior season ended and earned a regular spot in the lineup, taking over the fourth line center position in the playoffs.

“He’s real good defensively, he’s hard on the puck, he’s smart, and he doesn’t beat himself,” said Desjardins. “He’s just a real good solid player.”

Since joining Texas, Faksa has found some good chemistry on and off the ice with Stransky, a fellow Czech and a 2011 Dallas draft pick. The two spend a lot of time together. That’s helped with Faksa finding a comfort level in Cedar Park.

“It’s been nice. It’s nice to have someone to talk to in Czech,” said Faksa. “My few years in juniors I didn’t have anyone to speak Czech with, so it’s nice to finally have someone on the team who is Czech like me.”

Faksa had an eventful season prior to joining Texas. He played for Dallas at Traverse City. He attended Dallas’ training camp and played in one preseason game. He played for both Kitchener and Sudbury in the Ontario Hockey League, registering 48 points (21 goals, 27 assists) in 59 games. He also spent a couple weeks in Sweden playing for Czech Republic at the World Junior Championship.

After the World Juniors he was traded from Kitchener to Sudbury, considered a strong contender for a deep playoff run in the OHL. But Sudbury stumbled down the stretch to lose home ice in the first round of the playoffs and then fell in five games in round one.

“It wasn’t bad,” Faksa said of his junior season. “The change after World Juniors gave me a chance to try something different, meet new people. I got to play in the playoffs. It was a tough loss in the first round, but I think it helped me.”

Faksa played six regular season games with Texas, registering one goal and two assists. All that scoring, which included his first professional goal, came in one game, an 8-4 win over San Antonio, and earned him first star honors.

He’s played in all nine playoff games for Texas, registering two goals and getting high marks from his coach and his teammates for his play. He’s feeling comfortable on the ice and with his new surroundings in Texas, and it’s paying off for Faksa and the Stars.

“I really feel good on the ice now, I know what to do, I know the system here,” Faksa said. “The people here are nice to me. The fans are great. There is nothing to complain about. It is good.” 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Dallas Stars slogan at the beginning of the 2013-2014 season was, "A New Star is Rising." It was a fitting slogan for this year's team. After all, with the redesigned logo, it literally was a different star. And there were a number of first-year members, from the players, to the coaches, and the front office. Undoubtedly, there could be am emphasis on new. But the slogan was meant to be more than any literal definition. It was symbolic of the fact that after a dark period of unsuccessful seasons, the team - in fact, every facet of the organization - was on the rise.

It has been just about a month since the Stars season came to an end. Almost everyone could immediately and unanimously agree that the NHL team was indeed on an upward path. The pieces seem in place for the Stars to continue to keep taking strides forward in the coming years. Tyler Seguin finished fourth in league scoring. Jamie Benn finished tied for eighth in NHL scoring, became a Canadian hockey hero in the Olympics, and was probably the best player on either side in the opening round playoff series with the Ducks. Kari Lehtonen led the NHL in games played by a goaltender, and came up with several huge wins down the stretch to lead the Stars to the postseason. He and Valeri Nichushkin, who showed flashes of brilliance as a teenager throughout his rookie season, also shined on the global stage in Sochi. Additionally, the Stars had breakout seasons from guys like Ryan Garbutt and Cody Eakin. Even veterans like Trevor Daley and Alex Goligoski put together their best campaigns in years. The examples were plentiful, but the thesis was the same. These new Stars were definitely rising.

But now, four weeks after Dallas has stopped playing hockey for the summer, the Stars are still managing to turn heads. And once again, the hockey world is learning that this organization, and all of its parts, are still finding ways to make headlines.

Despite the NHL trimming down to its final four, there is hockey going on elsewhere are the Stars are well represented. The World Championships are entering their Quarterfinal stage this week, and one of the biggest storylines of the tournament is the emerging play of Stars forward Antoine Roussel. The feisty Dallas winger currently leads Team France, and is second in overall scoring in the tournament with 6 goals and 11 points in 7 games. His terrific play has led France to the Quarterfinals for the first time in 19 years. (Don't worry though, Stars fans. Roussel also has the second most penalty minutes of anyone in the top-30 in scoring, and he's tied for 15th most in the tournament, so the guy you know and love is still very much the same.)

Elsewhere, the biggest tournament in junior hockey is nearing its close, and the Stars have a man at the center of it all. Jason Dickinson, who the Stars selected with the 29th pick in the first round last summer, is currently the #2 center on the Guelph Storm. Guelph will play later this week in the championship game of the Memorial Cup, and Dickinson will be looked to as a key figure in the contest. So far this postseason, Dickinson has been outstanding. He finished with 24 points (8g, 16a) in 20 OHL Playoff games, helping Guelph to the league championship. He has added a goal and an assist in two games in the Memorial Cup. This all comes as a follow up to his career-high totals of 26 goals, 78 points, and a plus-42 rating in 68 regular season games for Guelph. The Stars claimed Dickinson with the pick they got in the deal that sent Jaromir Jagr to Boston last April. They are hoping it turns into a trade that keeps paying off for the Stars for years to come, and at 18 years old Dickinson's future looks extremely bright.

Stretching to minor league hockey, the Stars are on the map there as well. The American Hockey League - which is one step below the NHL in North American professional hockey - is also down to its Conference Finals. Dallas' minor league affiliate, the Texas Stars, just got finished eliminating last year's AHL champs in the second round, and will now be the higher seed in a semifinal series beginning Friday. In previous editions here,  we've covered the connections between the AHL and NHL Stars, and it is highly probable that many of the guys in Cedar Park will make their way to Dallas in the not-too-distant future.

The Stars NHL season was a success. Now, if you look at international, junior, or minor league hockey, you see more of the same. Around the corner will come free agency, a trade market, and a draft, where once again the club will look for positive results. When the Stars talked about creating a new identity, this is what they meant. A successful organization. Top to bottom. In all forms. The 2013-2014 season is over. It has been for several weeks now. But the slogan lives on. Even in the summer, everywhere you look, the Stars are still rising. If the team can remain on the path they're building, this is what you can expect to see from the Stars for years to come.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad.

Texas Stars Rout Grand Rapids 7-1, Advance to Western Conference Finals

Monday, 05.19.2014 / 9:34 AM / Inside Edge 
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The Texas Stars are headed to the Calder Cup Western Conference Finals. The Stars blew away the Grand Rapids Griffins, 7-1, Sunday night at Cedar Park Center Sunday night to take the conference semifinal series, 4-2, over the defending Calder Cup champions.

After winning the first two games of the series in Cedar Park, the Stars lost two straight in Grand Rapids and then won a pivotal Game 5 in Michigan on Friday, setting the stage for Sunday’s series-clinching victory.

“This series helped us a lot,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “To get better you have to get pushed, and this series really pushed us. We’re a better team than we were at the start of this series. They’ve had the experience from the playoff run last year, and this is our experience. What we had to go through in this series helped us.”

Texas improved to 7-2 in the postseason, including 4-0 at home where they have outscored their opponents 20-5. Up next are the Toronto Marlies, who have swept their two playoff series, are 7-0 in postseason play and have outscored their opposition 30-11. The series begins Friday night in Cedar Park.

Radek Faksa and Dustin Jeffrey both scored twice for Texas. Chris Mueller, Brett Ritchie and Derek Meech also scored. Cristopher Nilstorp stopped 23 of 24 shots to improve to 5-1 in the playoffs.

Grand Rapids took a 1-0 lead 36 seconds into the game when Teemu Pulkkinen scored from the right circle off the rush, but it was all Texas after that.

Before the game was five minutes old, Mueller and Jeffrey scored 62 seconds apart to put Texas ahead 2-1. Mueller scored off the rebound of a Kevin Henderson shot to tie the game at the 3:56 mark and Jeffrey put the Stars on top at the 4:58 mark, driving the net and stuffing the puck past Griffins goaltender Peter Mrazek. Meech made it a 3-1 game at the 10:37 mark of the first, scoring off a blast from the point.

Faksa scored the only goal of the second period to extend the Stars lead to 4-1, tallying off a quick shot from the slot at the 2:03 mark. That ended the night the night for Mrazek, who allowed four goals on 17 shots. Thomas McCollum took over in goal and kept the Stars off the board until Faksa scored off the rebound of a Matej Stransky shot at 2:24 of the third.

“[Faksa’s line] was good, they were real good the whole series,” Desjardins said. “They made a big difference. Guys commented how good they were the first two games here. Faksa, Stransky were real good. [Derek] Hulak stepped in and played well. They were real big for us, as big as any part of the game.”

Ritchie, who was back in the lineup after missing the first eight games of the playoffs with a lower body injury, scored on a power play and then Jeffrey put a final stamp on things with an empty net goal to make it a 7-1 final.

Notes

*The seven goals set a Texas Stars franchise record for goals scored in a playoff game.

*Texas forward Mike Hedden extended his playoff points streak to seven games, a franchise record. He has seven points (three goals, four assists) during the streak.

*Radek Faksa’s two goals were his first professional playoff goals.

*Defensemen Jamie Oleksiak and Derek Meech were both a plus-four in the game.

*Texas Goaltender Jack Campbell, who was injured late in the third period of Friday’s game, did not dress for Sunday’s game. Josh Robinson backed up Cristopher Nilstorp.

*Stars forward Brett Ritchie, who missed the first eight games of the playoffs with a lower body injury, was in the lineup Sunday for Texas.

*Texas forwards Justin Dowling and Toby Petersen were both out with injuries. It was the first game Dowling has missed. Petersen has missed the last two.

Western Conference Finals schedule

Game 1: Fri., May 23, Toronto at Texas, 7:30

 Game 2: Mon., May 26, Toronto at Texas, 7:30

 Game 3: Wed., May 28, Texas at Toronto, 6:00

 Game 4: Thu., May 29, Texas at Toronto, 6:00

 *Game 5: Sat., May 31, Texas at Toronto, 2:00

 *Game 6: Mon., June 2, Toronto at Texas, 7:30

 *Game 7: Tue., June 3, Toronto at Texas, 7:30

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie- Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

 Mike Hedden – Dustin Jeffrey – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Chris Mueller – Brett Ritchie

 Derek Hulak – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Derek Meech

Cameron Gaunce – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Josh Robinson

Mueller’s OT Goal Gives Texas Stars 3-2 Series Lead

Saturday, 05.17.2014 / 10:30 AM / Inside Edge 

By Mark Stepneski 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Advantage Texas Stars. Chris Mueller’s goal 3:18 into overtime lifted the Stars to a 3-2 victory over Grand Rapids in Game 5 of the Western Conference Semifinals Friday night at Van Andel Arena in Michigan. The Stars now have a 3-2 lead in the best-of-seven series.

Mueller took a pass from Kevin Henderson off the rush and beat Griffins goaltender Peter Mrazek with a blast from the right circle to move the Stars to within one victory of advancing to the next round.

Game 6 of the series is Sunday in Cedar Park.

Mike Hedden and Brendan Ranford scored in regulation for Texas. Jack Campbell got the start in goal and stopped 34 of 36 shots before leaving the game late in the third period due to an injury. Cristopher Nilstorp took over and stopped all four shots, including three in overtime, to pick up the victory.

Hedden opened the scoring in the game, tallying on the power play when he tipped in a Jyrki Jokipakka shot 6:36 into the game to put the Stars up 1-0. Just 59 seconds later, Curtis McKenzie backhanded the puck from behind the goal line to Ranford, who scored from the top of the crease to put the Stars up 2-0.

Grand Rapids outshot the Stars 16-7 in the second period and scored twice to tie the game. Mitch Callahan scored on the power play at the 11:27 mark, tipping in a Tomas Jurco shot to make it a 2- 1 game. The Griffins pulled even late in the period. A couple minutes after Campbell stopped Xavier Ouellet on a penalty shot, Teemu Pulkkinen scored off a blast from the right circle to tie the game with 2:03 left in the period.

Grand Rapids had a 16-11 shots advantage in a scoreless third period. Campbell made 15 of those saves, but left the game with 1:59 remaining after making a sharp stop on Grand Rapids forward Cory Emmerton. Nilstorp took over and played into overtime, where Mueller delivered the game-winner for Texas.

Notes

*Stars center Justin Dowling left the game in the first period with an undisclosed injury and did not return.

*Texas forward Toby Petersen did not play Friday due to injury. He was replaced in the lineup by Derek Hulak.

*Texas forward Brendan Ranford scored his seventh goal of the playoffs. Ranford is tied for the AHL playoff lead in goal scoring.

*Texas forward Mike Hedden extended his playoff points streak to six games (three goals, three assists).

*Grand Rapids outshot Texas 40-29 in the game.

*The Stars were 1-3 on the power play and 3-4 on the penalty kill.

Texas lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Kevin Henderson

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Scott Glennie

 Derek Hulak – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Jyrki Jokipakka – Patrik Nemeth

Jamie Oleksiak – Derek Meech

Hubert Labrie – Maxime Fortunus

Jack Campbell

Cristopher Nilstorp

Prospect Alex Guptill Ready to Turn Pro
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By Mark Stepneski 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Talk to people about Dallas Stars prospect Alex Guptill and one word that comes up often is skill. The 22-year-old left wing has a lot of it. He has a great shot and a track record of putting up some good offensive numbers in junior hockey and in college. Now, the Stars are hoping the third round pick (77th overall) in the 2010 NHL Draft can put his skills to good use in the pro ranks.

“He’s got good size, he’s about 6-3, 215 pounds. He has real good skills, skates well, handles the puck well,” said Dallas Stars GM Jim Nill. “He just needs to learn the pro game, the short shifts, the north-south game. He’s got all the tools and now it’s up to him to develop and make the most of them.”

Guptill is already getting a head start on that pro career, passing up his senior year of eligibility at the University of Michigan to sign a two-year entry-level deal with the Dallas Stars in late March. He then signed an amateur tryout contract with the Texas Stars, joining the AHL club in early April.

“It’s a pretty good opportunity to come in and learn a little bit,” Guptill said. “It’s been a good experience so far.”

Guptill has been patient with his development. After the Stars drafted him out of Junior A hockey in Canada, Guptill played one season in the United States Hockey League and then headed to Michigan, where he played for three seasons.

Guptill registered 94 points (44 goals, 50 assists) in 110 games during his three-year career. He was the CCHA Rookie of the Year in 2011-12, tying for the team lead in goal scoring (16 in 41 games) as a freshman. As a sophomore he registered 36 points (16 goals, 20 assists) in 38 games and led the team in both goals and points. He finished third on the team in scoring this past season, registering 25 points (12 goals, 13 assists) in 31 games.

“It was a good three years. I had a ton of fun. The guys on the team were great. It was a good experience to get three years of school done,” said Guptill, who will continue to work on earning his degree. “I thought maybe I was ready [to turn pro] after my sophomore year, they offered me but I just didn’t quite feel ready. I went for one more year and I think I am definitely ready to go pro and am happy I made the decision to go now.”

There was plenty to learn in Ann Arbor from the legendary Red Berenson, who has been the Wolverines’ bench boss for 30 seasons.

“It was a unique opportunity,” said Guptill. “Not a lot of guys get to say they did that. He’s been there 30 years, and that’s pretty impressive. I learned quite a lot and I think I can bring that here.”

There were some ups and downs in the Berenson-Guptill relationship over the three years, including some healthy scratches as the coach tried to send a message to the young player. Messages that Guptill said were difficult to hear, but eventually appreciated.

“He was definitely hard on me, probably for the better,” said Guptill. “[Being scratched] is a humbling experience, but it resets you and brings you back down to earth. … I am out of the college atmosphere now and am looking forward to maturing my game. He was hard on me, I appreciate what he did for me and he always had my back.”

Since joining Texas, Guptill has played in five regular season games, registering two assists, nine shots on goal and an even rating. As is the case with any player making the jump from college to pro, there’s an adjustment.

“It’s the size of the guys, the speed and the strength,” said Guptill. “It’s harder here to battle in the corner. You can’t lose your one-on-one battles. It’s been a learning process.”

Although he’s watched more than he’s played during his time with Texas, the Stars believe Guptill will gain valuable experience from those five games and will soak in a lot just being around the team. All of it will give him a good idea of where he needs to improve and what he needs to work on this summer as he prepares to become a full-time professional.

“It’s getting down my two-way game. I think I have the offensive side down,” said Guptill. “I need to work on conditioning. I want to have a good summer and come in and compete hard for a good roster spot.”

Guptill is expected to play with Texas next season. Chances are he might have to work his way up the ladder to a top six offensive role, but the organization believes he has all the tools to do that.

“Guptill has really good skill. He’s a big guy, lots of good skill,” said Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins. “He’s going to have to find a different role than he was used in college, instead of being on the first line playing on the third or fourth to get going. But he has the skill of a first line player and he’s got size. He has everything you need in a player and he’s got a real big upside.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.

Ranford Emerging as Postseason Star for Texas
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Brendan Ranford has come a long way during his rookie season with the American Hockey League's Texas Stars.

After five seasons of junior hockey with the Kamloops Blazers in the Western Hockey League, Ranford, a forward originally drafted by the Philadelphia Flyers in 2010 but never signed by the club, signed a professional tryout contract with Texas prior to the start of the 2013-14 season.

He's now leading the AHL in goals during the Calder Cup Playoffs.

"Probably for the first 30 games [this year], it was a little bit new for him," second-year Texas coach Willie Desjardins said. "He was new to playing on a fourth line and maybe not logging as much ice time, so he had to make a bit of an adjustment there."

It was toward the end of his rookie season that Ranford truly began to find his groove, with 17 of his 33 regular-season points (12 goals, 21 assists) coming in March and April.

"Later in the year, it seemed like whatever line we threw him on took off and played well," Desjardins said. "He's just worked so hard and really has great instincts. He's a natural around the net, a real offensive player, and it's showing in his game."

For the Edmonton, Alberta native, the dedication that earned him a shot with the Stars in the first place has been a perfect fit for Desjardins' system.

"Willie [has] said that practice means so much, so we just go as hard as we can," Ranford said. "It's awesome that I got the opportunity to be with the Texas Stars and have the chance for my PTO to end up turning into an AHL contract. The way of being a better player, making the team at the start and getting the opportunity that I've gotten now, is just by working hard in practice."

That opportunity has Ranford playing a key role on a team expected to seriously contend for the Calder Cup after finishing first with 106 points in the regular season. It's also allowed the 5-foot-10 wing to play and learn alongside some of the Stars' top veteran talent, including Chris Mueller, Dustin Jeffrey and, most recently, 2013-14 AHL MVP Travis Morin.

"It's always good when you get to play with veteran players, and I think it's great when you get to play in the playoffs," Desjardins said. "It's just a different level and it really makes you step up your game. Our older players set a good example that it's not just about scoring, it's about working hard, and I think when [Brendan] sees those guys, he realizes how hard he has to work as well."

After a first-round victory over Oklahoma City, the Stars enter the weekend tied 2-2 in their Western Conference Semifinal series against the defending champion Grand Rapids Griffins.

Ranford continues to soak it all in, both from his environment and peers.

"It's been really good playing with Morin in the playoffs," Ranford said. "Throughout the season I played with Mueller and Jeffrey a lot, and those guys all have NHL experience. I try to replicate myself after them in how they conduct themselves off the ice, how hard they work in practice and how they are as people."

It seems to be working. Ranford has seven points in as many playoff games, including a five-game goal-scoring streak that ended Wednesday.

"It's tough to be good in the playoffs," Desjardins said. "The lines he's playing on are going to draw a lot of attention, so it's not easy trying to sneak under the radar. To his credit, he has still found a way to score."

Brendan, whose uncle Bill Ranford was the 1990 Conn Smythe Trophy winner with the Edmonton Oilers and is now the goaltending coach for the Los Angeles Kings, is quick to credit his team when asked about his individual success.

"Every team wants to have winners," he said. "I feel that our team is a very tight-knit group and we work really hard. The biggest thing is winning the Calder Cup, and I think we have a good shot at doing that. It's all about your team and how you are together; that's what goes a long way."

Ranford's emergence as an offensive weapon for the Stars has been embraced by the organization, from the coaching staff on down.

"It's a real change from the start of the year," Desjardins said. "We're playing him with [guys like] Morin and we're counting on him to be an offensive player for us, and I think he's doing that. We're excited about how well he's playing right now and what he's giving to our lineup.

"Grand Rapids has such a good team and so many veteran players that every shift is a hard shift. Hopefully, Brendan can keep going and finding a way [to score]."

Ranford's focus remains intent on helping the team that offered him a tryout less than a year ago, no matter what the capacity.

"I'm just trying to do whatever I can to help the team win games," Ranford said. "Is that by scoring? Maybe. Is it blocking shots, making big plays? Also key, but just doing the little things to help our team win … that's the main goal and everything else will take care of itself."

Grand Rapids Tops Texas Stars to Even Series at 2-2

Thursday, 05.15.2014 / 9:53 AM / Inside Edge 
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The Western Conference Semifinal series between the Texas Stars and Grand Rapids Griffins is now a best-of-three. The Griffins defeated the Stars, 3-2, in Grand Rapids Wednesday night to even the series at 2-2.

Game 5 is Friday night in Grand Rapids.

The Stars grabbed a 1-0 lead in the game, but Grand Rapids scored the next three, including one that was originally called a no-goal and then ruled a goal. Goaltender Petr Mrazek stopped 33 of 35 shots on the night for the Griffins, who have tied the series with two straight wins at home.

Dustin Jeffrey and Derek Meech scored for Texas. Cristopher Nilstorp got the start in goal and stopped 22 of 25 shots.

Jeffrey staked the Stars to a 1-0 lead 13 seconds into the second period, taking a pass from Travis Morin, splitting the Grand Rapids defense and then putting the puck past Mrazek from close range with Texas on the power play.

But Grand Rapids would score three goals over the next 10 minutes to build a 3-1 lead. Jeff Hoggan tipped in a Cory Emmerton pass with Grand Rapids on the power play to tie the game 1-1 at 3:46 of the second.

David McIntyre, a 2006 Dallas Stars draft pick, put the Griffins ahead 2-1 at the 9:24 mark of the second, batting a puck out of midair past Nilstorp. The goal was initially waved off due to the referee ruling that McIntyre put it in with a high stick, but the officials got together and overturned the initial ruling and awarded Grand Rapids the goal.

A little more than three minutes later Andrej Nestrasil scored off the rebound of his own shot to give Grand Rapids a 3-1 lead.

Meech got the Stars back within a goal, tallying on a wrap-around with 44 seconds left in the second. But that was as close as the Stars would get.

The loss guaranteed that the series will return to Cedar Park for a Game 6 on Sunday.

Notes

*Texas outshot Grand Rapids 35-25 in the game.

*Texas center Travis Morin extended his playoff points streak to six games. He has 10 points (2 goals, 8 assists) during the streak.

*Morin ranks second in the AHL in playoff scoring.

*Texas forward Brendan Ranford had his goal scoring streak snapped at five games.

*Ranford is tied for the playoff lead in goal scoring with six.

*Texas was 1-3 on the power play. Grand Rapids was 1-3 on the power play.

*Grand Rapids forward Tomas Jurco left the game due to an undisclosed injury. He played the first period but did not return for the second. There was no update on his status after the game.

*Texas recalled goaltender Josh Robinson from Idaho of the ECHL Wednesday to serve as the team’s third goaltender. Dallas goaltending prospect Philippe Desrosiers was released from his amateur tryout contract. Desrosiers, who had spent some time with the Stars, is expected to play junior hockey again next season.

Texas lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Kevin Henderson

Toby Petersen – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Jyrki Jokipakka – Patrik Nemeth

Jamie Oleksiak – Derek Meech

Hubert Labrie – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

 Jack Campbell

On the Radar: Stanley Cup Storylines
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Here we are in mid-May, and it’s a wonderful time to be a sports fan. The NBA Playoffs are nearing the midway point. The baseball season is a month and a half old, and teams have their first tangible impressions of who they really are. The NFL Draft has given 32 fan-bases new hope for the year to come. Even fringe sports like horse racing and golf reel in fans with the Triple Crown and the major season in full swing. (No pun intended) As an added bonus, this year the World Cup is rapidly approaching contributing another dish to the sporting buffet.

Again, it’s a wonderful time to be a sports fan.

And yet, despite the overwhelming number of viewing options, there is nothing that can equal the entertainment value of the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Even the most casual fan will tell you that the NHL Postseason is the best tournament in sports. If you’ve watched this year, you’ve been reminded why once again. There’s a reason why the atmosphere inside the AAC for Games 3, 4, and 6 of the opening round felt, looked, and sounded the way it did. There’s a level of excitement and intensity in NHL playoff games that is rarely found anywhere else in sports. And it lasts for two months.

Through two rounds, this year’s postseason has not disappointed. There have been historical performances, rivalries started, rivalries renewed, and a number of close games and matchups that have twisted their way to thrilling finishes. Two teams have already punched their ticket the NHL’s Final Four. At least one more will join them tomorrow. Just about halfway through what’s been a remarkable Stanley Cup Playoff year, here are some of the more interesting storylines that have developed:

The Year of the Comeback

So far ten different series have ended in the 2014 playoffs. Incredibly, almost half of the series victors at one point trailed by two or more games in the best-of-seven. The biggest comeback was the Los Angeles Kings opening-round rally from down 0-3 to beat the San Jose Sharks in seven games. The Kings became just the fourth team in NHL history to win a series in which they lost the first three games. Because of that, they deservedly grabbed most of the headlines. However, The Minnesota Wild and Chicago Blackhawks rallied from 0-2 holes in the opening round as well. In the second round, the New York Rangers climbed out of a 3-1 deficit to best the Pittsburgh Penguins, and the Anaheim Ducks have crawled back from 0-2 to take a current 3-2 in their series with the Kings. When you factor in the Wild battling back after trailing 0-2 versus Chicago, and the Stars who came back from a 0-2 hole to tie their first-round series with Anaheim, seven of the twelve series (58.3%) in these playoffs have seen a two-game lead erased. In a race to four, that’s an insanely large number.

What the Duck?

The Stars former foes, the Anaheim Ducks, are continuing to defy the odds and win games despite a ridiculously large shot-discrepancy in the opposition’s favor. So far this postseason the Ducks have won seven games. In those seven wins, they have only outshot their opponent just once. (That game was Game 6 vs. Dallas, when they used the eventual series-defining, late surge to outshot the Stars 16-5 in the 3rd period & OT combined). All told the Ducks have been outshot 232-167 in those games. And remember, those are in Anaheim’s wins! That’s an average of about 30% more shots allowed than taken, and a 7-0 record to show for it. Strangely enough, in their four losses, Anaheim has outshot their opponents twice. But it still adds up to just 3 of 11 games where they’ve outshot their opponent, and they are one win away from the Conference Finals. The Ducks led the NHL in the regular season with a 10.2% team shooting percentage. In the playoffs, they have bettered that by scoring 32 goals on 299 shots – a conversion rate of 10.7%.

Going the Distance

Nothing adds to the drama of the NHL Playoffs like series that go deep. This year we’ve seen an overabundance of them. Ten of the twelve matchups through the first two rounds have gone to six or seven games. There has only been one sweep of the twelve – Montreal’s four-game ousting of Tampa Bay in the opening round. The first round featured three Game Sevens. The second round has already had one, and has at least one more are to follow. If Los Angeles beats Anaheim on Wednesday, three of the four second round series will go the distance.

Increasing the dramatics, once these series have gone deep, the outcomes have not gone according to script. It has often been said that you play the entire regular season in order to earn home ice advantage, just in case the season comes down to one game in the playoffs. Yet, this season the road team has prevailed in three of the four Game 7s thus far. Montreal looks to make it four of five on Wednesday night. If the Kings win on Wednesday, they’ll try to become the only team so far to win two different Game Sevens on the road.

Goal Diggers

Through Tuesday night, it’s surprising that Los Angeles deadline-acquisition Marian Gaborik leads the NHL with eight goals this postseason. Players that are at least tied in the Top-5 include usual suspects like Evgeni Malkin, Jonathan Toews, and Patrick Kane. Despite playing in just six games, Stars captain, Jamie Benn remains tied for 11th with four goals. That places him in a tie with players like Anze Kopitar, Zach Parise, Ryan Getzlaf, and Milan Lucic who have played about twice as many games as Benn. It is always fun to check the playoff leaderboard to see who has raised their play in the second season. But the other end of the goal column gets examined, too. And players who have not performed as expected have to deal with a very bright spotlight for the wrong reasons. This year, the list of players who went deep into the second round, yet have scored just one or zero goals this postseason includes Sidney Crosby (1), Matt Moulson (1), Rick Nash (0), and Brad Marchand (0). Crosby and Moulson were both eliminated on Tuesday and lost the chance to turn things around. Nash has been spotted at least another series thanks to the Rangers advancing to the Conference Finals. Marchand has the chance rewrite his postseason with a big Game 7 on Wednesday.

These are just a few of the many storylines in this year’s Stanley Cup Playoffs. Six teams remain alive with a chance to hoist the most famous trophy in sports. That number will soon be trimmed to four. Enjoy the remainder of what’s been a phenomenal postseason.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad. 

Texas Stars Fall at Grand Rapids, Series Lead Cut to 2-1
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The Texas Stars suffered their first loss of the postseason, falling 5-2 to the Grand Rapids Griffins at Van Andel Arena in Michigan Tuesday night. The loss left the Stars with a 2-1 lead in the Western Conference Semifinals.

Tomas Jurco scored three goals for the Griffins, who made the most of their opportunities by scoring five times on 22 shots. Goaltender Petr Mrazek stopped 35 of 37 shots for Grand Rapids, which bounced back after losing the first two games of the series in Texas by a combined score of 9-2.

Grand Rapids built a 2-0 lead in the first period and then scored three more times in the second to take a 5-0 lead into the third.

Mike Hedden and Brendan Ranford scored for Texas, which fell to 5-1 in postseason play. Jack Campbell got the start in goal for the Stars, was pulled in the second period with Texas down 4-0 and then was put back in to start the third period with the Stars trailing 5-0. He ended up stopping 15 of 19 shots. Cristopher Nilstorp, who played 11:37 in the second period, stopped two of three shots.

Jurco scored twice in the first period to give the Griffins early control of the game. He won a puck battle behind the goal line, took the puck to the net and tallied on a wrap-around 7:06 into the game. He scored again from close range off a nice cross-ice pass from Riley Sheahan with Grand Rapids on the power play at the 13:44 mark to give Grand Rapids a 2-0 lead heading into the first intermission.

Andrej Nestrasil scored 25 seconds into the second period and Teemu Pulkkinen scored off a blast from the point at the 8:23 mark of the second to chase Campbell from the net temporarily. With Nilstorp in goal, Jurco scored from close range to make it 5-0 going into the final period.

Campbell was back in the net to start the third, and Hedden and Ranford scored goals in a 3:23 span early in the period to give the Stars some life. Texas had a power play just 20 seconds after Ranford scored, but couldn’t cash in and it stayed a 5-2 game the rest of the way.

Game 4 of the series is Wednesday night in Grand Rapids.

Notes

*The Stars had given up just eight goals in five playoff games before surrendering five in Tuesday night’s game.

*Texas had a 37-22 shots advantage in the game.

*Defenseman Patrik Nemeth led the Stars with eight shots on goal.

*Brendan Ranford extended his goal scoring streak to five games with his tally Tuesday night. Ranford is tied for the lead in AHL playoff goal scoring with six.

*Grand Rapids was 1-6 on the power play. Texas was 0-4 on the power play.

Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Justin Dowling – Mike Hedden

Toby Petersen – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Jack Campbell

Cristopher Nilstorp

Texas Stars Hit the Road With 2-0 Series Lead Over Grand Rapids
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The Texas Stars hit the road this week in the Western Conference Semifinals against Grand Rapids after building a 2-0 lead in the series with two wins in Cedar Park.

The Stars, who won 5-2 on Thursday and 4-0 on Saturday, expect a strong push back from the defending AHL champs. Game 3 of the series is Tuesday night. Game 4 and Game 5, if necessary, are in Grand Rapids as well.

“I know that they are going to come hard. They are going to play desperate,” said Texas center Justin Dowling, who scored twice in Saturday’s victory. “I know every time we’ve gone in there they have played hard and it’s been a battle. I am expecting them to come hard. They are going to be hitting hard and we’ve got to be prepared to win our one-on-one battles.”

The Griffins won both games against Texas in Grand Rapids this season.

“It will be more of a physical game. They’re going to come hard at us,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “That’s a tough rink to play in and we haven’t had great success in that rink. It’s going to be different. It’s going to be tough there.”

The Stars have outscored the Griffins 9-2 and outshot them 73-55 over the first two games.

“We say all the time that you don’t win a series at 2-0. You have to win four games to win a series,” Griffins coach Jeff Blashill told media after Saturday’s game. “Let’s have a singular focus on Tuesday and try to win the hockey game. Let’s try to find ways to be better and have a singular focus to win the hockey game.”

The Stars are 5-0 in the postseason so far, including 2-0 on the road.

Series schedule

(Texas leads series 2-0)

Game 1: May 8, Grand Rapids at Texas: Texas 5, Grand Rapids 2

 Game 2: May 10, Grand Rapids at Texas: Texas 4, Grand Rapids 0

 Game 3: May 13, Texas at Grand Rapids, 6:00 p.m.

 Game 4: May 14, Texas at Grand Rapids, 6:00 p.m.

 * Game 5: May 16, Texas at Grand Rapids, 6:00 p.m.

 * Game 6: May 18, Grand Rapids at Texas, 7:00 p.m.

 * Game 7: May 19, Grand Rapids at Texas, 7:30 p.m.

Dallas prospects join Texas, get valuable experience

Texas Stars Curtis McKenzie won the AHL’s Rookie of the Year this season and if you ask McKenzie and Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins both will tell you that the seeds for the 23-year-old left wing’s stellar season were planted one year ago. That’s when McKenzie joined the Stars late in the season to get acclimated to the American Hockey League and life as a pro.

“If McKenzie didn’t come in I don’t think he wouldn’t have had the year he had,” said Desjardins. “I think it is so important. Then the player knows what he has to do all summer, he just has it in his mind what he needs to do. It’s not that the games don’t really help him, but he doesn’t really waste the summer. He really knows what he needs to do and he can work in the summer.”

McKenzie, who headed to Cedar Park after four years of college hockey at Miami University in Ohio, played in six regular season games and none in the playoffs on year ago.

“Just being here, even though I wasn’t playing a lot, being around the guys, getting a taste of the American League and what it takes to play here, I incorporated a lot of that into my summer training,” McKenzie said.

This season another wave of Dallas Stars prospects have landed in Cedar Park hoping to get some valuable experience as they look to move forward in their professional career. Forwards Radek Faksa, Alex Guptill, Branden Troock, defenseman Ludwig Bystrom and goaltender Philippe Desrosiers joined the team late this season and are currently on the Texas roster.

Faksa, Dallas’ first round pick (13th overall) in the 2012 NHL Draft, spent time in Cedar Park last season, played in two regular season games and then played in juniors again this season. He’s clearly reaped some benefits. Since his junior career ended last month and the 20-year-old has joined Texas again, he’s become a regular player for the Stars and an effective one, centering the team’s fourth line, which has played well in the first two games of the Western Conference semifinal series against Grand Rapids.

“Last year helped. I know what to expect, I know most of the guys on the team and it’s a huge advantage for me now,” Faksa said. “I know the system better, and I have more confidence.”

Guptill, a third round pick (77th overall) in 2010) joined the Stars after playing three years at the University of Michigan. He played in five regular season games, picking up a couple of assists and some stuff he’ll have to adjust to as a pro.

“It’s a pretty good opportunity to come in and learn a little bit. It’s been a good experience so far,” the 22-year-old Guptill said. “It’s the size of the guys, the speed and the strength. It’s harder here to battle in the corner. You can’t lose your one-on-one battles. It’s been a learning process.”

Desrosiers is serving as the third goaltender to Jack Campbell and Cristopher Nilstorp. The 19-year-old isn’t expected to play, will return to juniors next season but is still getting an opportunity to be around professional players and practice with them.

“It’s nice to be here with this team. They have a good team. And it is nice to live the pro life,” Desrosiers said. “There are harder shots, quicker plays. It’s a good thing for me. I will go back to juniors and be a better goalie.”

And the belief is that any time spent with the AHL club, whether a player gets into games or not, can provided some benefits down the road.

Notes

*Texas forward Brendan Ranford leads the AHL in goal scoring with five in five games.

*Ranford is currently riding a four game goal scoring streak.

*Texas center Travis Morin is tied for second in playoff points with eight (two goals, six assists).

*Texas goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp leads the playoffs with a 1.29 goals against average and ranks second with a .951 save percentage.

*Texas goaltender Jack Campbell ranks sixth in the playoffs with a 1.79 goals against average and ranks fifth with a .938 save percentage.

*Texas is tied for first in the playoffs with a 1.60 goals against average.

*Texas ranks second in playoff scoring at 3.80 goals per game.

Idaho Steelheads ousted by Alaska

The Idaho Steelheads, Dallas’ ECHL affiliate, were eliminated from the Kelly Cup Playoffs, falling to top seeded Alaska, 4-1, in the Western Conference Semifinals. The Steelheads won the first game of the series, but the Aces took the next four, winning the series-clinching game on a power play goal 29 seconds into the third period.

Prospect Report: Dickinson, Guelph Win OHL Title, Head to Memorial Cup

Monday, 05.12.2014 / 10:35 AM / Inside Edge 
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Dallas Stars forward prospect Jason Dickinson and the Guelph Storm won the OHL Championship Series over the weekend, defeating fellow Stars forward prospect Nick Paul and the North Bay Battalion in five games.

Dickinson, Dallas’ first round pick (29th overall) in the 2013 NHL Draft, and the Storm will now advance to the Memorial Cup, which begins Friday in London, Ontario.

Paul, the Stars’ fourth round pick (101st overall) in 2013, had his season come to an end.

Game 3, Tuesday May 6, at North Bay: Guelph 4, North Bay 3 

Dickinson assisted on the game-winning goal as Guelph scored two goals in the final 30 seconds to rally for a 4-3 victory and a 2-1 lead in the series. North Bay took a 3-2 lead into the final minute of the game, but Guelph tied with 30 seconds remaining and then won it with 11 seconds left in regulation when Brock McGinn knocked home the rebound of a Dickinson shot during a scramble in front of the North Bay net.

Dickinson had one assist on the night. Paul had no points for North Bay.

Game 4, Wednesday May 7, at North Bay: Guelph 10, North Bay 1

Dickinson scored two goals and assisted on one other as Guelph routed North Bay, 10-1, to take a 3-1 lead in the OHL Championship series.

Guelph built a 3-0 lead in the first period and Dickinson scored twice in the second period as Guelph tallied five more times to extend its lead to 8-0.

Dickinson was named the second star of the game.

Paul scored the lone goal for North Bay.

Game 5, Friday May 9, at Guelph: Guelph 4, North Bay 3

Guelph fell behind 3-1, but scored three unanswered goals to win, 4-3, and take the OHL Championship Series and advance to the Memorial Cup.

Dickinson had no points for Guelph.

Paul scored a power play goal in the first period to put North Bay up 1-0 in the game.

Notes

*Dickinson finished tied for fifth in OHL playoff scoring with 24 points (8 goals, 16 assists) in 20 games. His 16 assists ranked fifth. He tied for fourth with a plus-20 rating.

*Paul tied for third in OHL goal scoring with 12 in 22 games. He finished 11th in playoff scoring with 18 points (12 goals, 6 assists).

*Joining Dickinson and Guelph at the Memorial Cup will be the champions of the Western Hockey League and Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and the OHL’s London Knights, this year’s host team. Stars prospect Gemel Smith (fourth round/2012) plays for London and also will play at the Memorial Cup Tournament.

*The WHL and QMJHL championship series have both gone to a seventh game. Edmonton and Portland decide the WHL championship Monday night. Baie-Comeau and Val-d'Or settle the QMJHL title on Tuesday. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Texas Stars held serve at home in the Calder Cup Western Conference Semifinals, defeating the Grand Rapids Griffins, 4-0, at Cedar Park Center Saturday night to take a 2-0 lead in the best-of-seven series.

“They are hard to beat every night. Every goal was so hard fought for,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “They’re a good team and we’re real happy to get two wins.”

Justin Dowling and Brendan Ranford scored two goals each for Texas and Travis Morin and Curtis McKenzie both had two assists on the night. Cristopher Nilstorp pitched a 30-save shutout.

“He was real solid,” said Desjardins. “Our goaltending has been real good the first two games.”

Nilstorp and Jack Campbell, who are alternating in goal so far in the playoffs, have allowed just eight goals in the first five playoff games. Texas, which swept Oklahoma City in the first round, improved to 5-0 in postseason play.

The Stars outshot the Griffins 37-30 on the night, including 18-8 in the first period. But it appeared the two teams were heading for a scoreless first 20 minutes until Ranford scored during a scramble in front of the Grand Rapids net with 44.6 seconds remaining to give the Stars a 1-0 lead.

“It was a big goal. We played hard in the first and had nothing to show for it,” said Desjardins. “It’s deflating when you get scored on.”

Dowling scored two goals in a 2:52 span of the second period to extend the Stars’ lead to 3-0. Dowling made it a 2-0 game at 7:36 of the second when he set up Kevin Henderson off the rush and then backhanded home the rebound of Henderson’s shot. He scored again at the 10:28 mark, this time with Texas on the power play, beating Griffins goaltender Petr Mrazek with a shot from the right circle.

“It was nice,” said Dowling. “The first goal I was able to make a good play. I thought Henderson had the goal at first and the rebound just sat there for me. And on the second one [Mike Hedden] had a great screen. It was definitely a good three minutes.”

Ranford struck again midway through the third to make it a 4-0 game, taking a pass off the rush from McKenzie and slipping the puck past Mrazek at the 9:20 mark.

“It feels pretty nice,” said Ranford, who is on a four-game goal scoring streak and leads the AHL playoffs with five goals in five games. “I am getting the opportunities with Mo and McKenzie and they are finding me. I am just putting the puck on net and they are going in.”

The series now shifts to Grand Rapids for the next three games. Game 3 of the series is Tuesday night.

Praise for Faksa line

Texas’ fourth line, which his being centered by Dallas prospect Radek Faksa, has drawn praise for its play in the first two games of the series versus Grand Rapids.

Faksa, Dallas’ first round pick (13th) overall in the 2012 NHL Draft, has veteran Toby Petersen and 2011 draft pick Matej Stransky on his wings.

“They are good,” said Desjardins. “Faksa has been good coming in out of juniors (at the end of the season). That’s a big step. He’s played well. Stransky has come so far from the start of the year. He’s a real good player. He wants to get better, he’s worked really hard. You’ve got to like him, he’s got a real good attitude. Petersen is the veteran there and he can do a little bit of everything. They’ve been a good mix together and they played really good tonight.”

Desjardins focused on playoffs, not NHL rumors

Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins’ name has been tossed around when it comes to NHL head coaching vacancies, but Desjardins said he is focused on his current job right now.

“Dallas has been good to me and we’ve got a series going on here, don’t really have anything to do with that right now,” Desjardins said. “For us, it is just this series and what we are doing, and you’ve got to find a way to win right now.”

Asked if it is something he might consider once the season is over, Desjardins had this to say.

“The NHL is a great league and you’d always like to coach at that level. Time will tell where that goes,” he said. “But right now we have a series and we have to find a way to win this.”

Desjardins sends congratulatory text to ex-Star Fraser

Former Texas Star forward Matt Fraser told the media Saturday that he received and answered about 300 text messages congratulating him on his overtime game-winning goal in Thursday’s Boston-Montreal Stanley Cup playoff game. Among those sending a text was Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins.

“He loves to score. He can score,” said Desjardins. “What a great goal. An overtime goal, Montreal and Boston game. That’s pretty special. It was good for him. I texted him after and he texted back right away. It’s always good to see guys that you coached do well.”

Ritchie hopes to start skating soon

Texas forward Brett Ritchie, who has yet to suit up in the playoffs due to a lower body injury, hopes to start skating soon, possibly Sunday or Monday.

“Doing better,” Ritchie said. “Should be on the upswing now.”

Ritchie has missed Texas’ last seven games, including all five in the playoffs.

Texas lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Justin Dowling – Mike Hedden

Toby Petersen – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

Jack Campbell

Stars Prospect Curtis McKenzie Shines in First Pro Season

Friday, 05.09.2014 / 3:17 PM / Inside Edge 

By Mark Stepneski 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins admitted he was surprised by the offensive numbers that rookie forward Curtis McKenzie put up this season. The numbers surprised McKenzie, too.

“I had confidence I could come in and be an impact player, but not at that expectation,” McKenzie said. “I think I exceeded what I was looking for this year, which is good.”

He was better than just good, winning the American Hockey League’s Rookie of the Year award after leading all first year players in scoring with 65 points (27 goals, 38 assists) in 75 games. He ranked ninth among all players in the league in points.

Not bad for a guy who in four years at Miami University (Ohio) registered 80 points (29 goals, 51 assists) in 158 games played.

“I was surprised. I don’t know if he was in the top 100 in the NCAA in scoring. He didn’t put up big points in the NCAA,” said Desjardins. “Last year when he came in (at the end of the season) you could see he was a guy who enjoyed playing the game. He had fun. But I didn’t expect those kinds of numbers.”

It didn’t hurt that McKenzie ended up playing left wing on Texas’ top line with center Travis Morin and right wing Colton Sceviour this season. Morin led the league in scoring and took home the AHL’s MVP honors. Sceviour was the AHL’s top goal scorer until he was called up to Dallas in March.

“They are exceptional players at this level,” McKenzie said. “I just tried to win battles and get them the puck as much as I could.”

The 23-year-old McKenzie, listed at 6-2, 210 pounds, turned out to be a good fit.

“He really complemented that line,” said Desjardins. “They needed a physical player, they needed a guy that was going to the net, so he fit right in with Morin and Sceviour.”

“He stays within himself. He doesn’t try to do too much,” said Morin. “He’s a hardworking kid and he did a great job working down low all year. He did a lot of the dirty work for me and Scevs when Scevs was here. With [Brendan Ranford] on our line now he still goes to the front of the net, he’s there on the power play, he goes into the corner and hits. He’s a physical presence on our line and he isn’t afraid to stand up for guys and drop the gloves if he has to. He has good enough hands to make plays and good enough speed to beat guys and he’s got a good shot.”

The British Columbia native never scored more than one goal in a game during his four years of college hockey, but he had one hat trick and two other multi-goal games in his first full professional season.

“I thought I could eventually get to be a top six guy, but I didn’t think it would be right away,” McKenzie said. “I got an opportunity to play with Morin and Sceviour and that helped me a lot. I thought I was going to have to grind it out a bit on the bottom six and work my way up.”

The Dallas Stars drafted McKenzie in the sixth round (159th overall) in the 2009 NHL Draft out of the Penticton Vees of the British Columbia Hockey League. He spent those four years at Miami, and when his senior campaign came to an end he joined the Texas Stars late last season, and he believes that helped set the stage for his stellar 2013-14 campaign.

“That was huge for my development, I think,” he said. “Just being here, even though I wasn’t playing a lot, being around the guys, getting a taste of the American League and what it takes to play here, I incorporated a lot of that into my summer training. I knew what I had to improve and what I had to do to become an impact player at this level.”

And he knows there will need to be more improvements to make it to the next level. McKenzie has watched the Dallas Stars, and knows that speed is the name of the game with the parent club. That’s an area he wants to focus on this offseason, along with other parts of his game.

“My foot speed and speed overall is something I will be working on this summer because it’s another jump up there for the speed,” McKenzie said. “Work on scoring and everything I can this summer. I’ll be working with a skills coach, so that should help.”

McKenzie’s already taken a big step forward in his development this season, a step that nobody really saw coming.

“Being voted the Rookie of the Year says a lot for him,” said Desjardins. “He’s put up lots of points, but he is more than that. He is a physical player and he brings lots of energy. He’s a guy that always wants to get better. He is always looking for ways to improve. It’s great that he had the year he had.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Texas Stars got off to a quick start in Thursday night’s game and never looked back, defeating the Grand Rapids Griffins, 5-2, at Cedar Park Center in Game 1 of the AHL Western Conference Semifinal series.

Dustin Jeffrey scored two goals and Curtis McKenzie, Brenden Ranford and Mike Hedden also tallied. Jyrki Jokipakka and Travis Morin both had two assists. Jack Campbell stopped 23 of 25 shots.

Texas, which hadn’t played in more than a week, dominated play from the start, outshooting the Griffins 36-23 on the night, including 30-14 over the first two periods.

“It was a good game for us,” said Jeffrey. “Obviously we had a long layoff. Sometimes you see teams come out a little rusty, but the way we put pressure on their D in the first period put a little doubt in their game.”

The Stars scored twice in a 13 second span early in the first period to build a 2-0 lead. Morin set up Ranford on a breakaway, and Ranford roofed a backhand shot over Griffins goaltender Petr Mrazek to put Texas up 1-0 at 3:19 of the first period. Just 13 seconds later Jeffrey scored off a backhand shot from the slot to give the Stars a 2-0 lead.

Grand Rapids cut the lead 70 seconds later when Cory Emmerton scored on the power play, getting wide open in front of the Texas net and slipping a shot around Campbell. But the Stars extended the lead back to two goals late in the first when Hedden tipped a Jokipakka point shot past Mrazek with 1:09 remaining.

“It was a good start for us,” said Texas coach Willie Desjardins. “We got a couple of breaks. Real good play on the first one and then we came back with the power play goal. It was a good start.”

Griffins forward Tomas Jurco cut the Stars’ lead to 3-2 at 4:20 of the second, beating Campbell with a slick snap shot from the slot. But the Stars bounced back with two goals to make it a 5-2 game. Jokipakka set up McKenzie on a breakaway and McKenzie’s shot was initially stopped by Mrazek, but the puck went up in the air and then bounced off the back of the Griffins goaltender and into the net at 5:41 of the second.

“They had some momentum after they made it 3-2, but to get the two-goal lead back it’s a bit of a dagger to them,” said Morin.

Jeffrey made it a 5-2 game midway through the second, slipping by a Griffins defender and scoring from close range with Texas on the power play.

Campbell stopped all 11 shots he faced as the two teams played a scoreless third period.

“He played well,” Desjardins said of Campbell. “He’s played well ever since he’s come back [from injury]. It’s good to see.”

Game 2 of the series is Saturday night in Cedar Park.

Rotating goaltenders

Through the Texas Stars first four games of the playoffs, coach Willie Desjardins has rotated his starting goaltender. Cristopher Nilstorp played in the first and third games and Jack Campbell has played the second and the fourth. If the pattern holds up, and all indications it will, Nilstorp will start Saturday’s game against Grand Rapids.

“I’ve never rolled two, I’ve always gone with one,” said Desjardins. “It is a little bit different, but it is a great thing for a coach to have two guys playing well. How lucky is that?”

Ritchie still out

Texas forward Brett Ritchie remains out with a lower body injury. Ritchie has not played in the playoffs due to the injury, and Texas coach Willie Desjardins said there is no definitive timetable for Ritchie’s return.

“We’re just taking it day to day and see where he is at,” said Desjardins.

Ritchie hasn’t played since April 13, missing the last the last two regular season games and all four playoff games.

Texas Stars lineup

Curtis McKenzie – Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Justin Dowling – Mike Hedden

Toby Petersen – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

Patrik Nemeth – Jyrki Jokipakka

Jamie Oleksiak – Cameron Gaunce

 Derek Meech – Maxime Fortunus

Jack Campbell

Cristopher Nilstorp
Seguin Delivers in First Season in Dallas

Thursday, 05.08.2014 / 9:53 AM / Inside Edge 

By Mark Stepneski 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Tyler Seguin said he wasn’t sure what to expect in his first season in Dallas, but it turned out to be everything he had hoped and perhaps a little more.

“I say y’all once in a while. Fixin’ to do things,” Seguin said adjusting to life in Texas. “It takes a little while transitioning, but I am comfortable saying this is home.”

Seguin, acquired in Boston in a blockbuster seven-player deal last July, made himself at home on the ice, too. He helped lead the Stars to their first playoff berth since 2008. His speed was a driving force behind the way the Stars played. He helped fuel a Stars offense that ranked 10th in the league, up 20th from the previous season.

Seguin set career highs in goals (37), assists (47) and points (84), finishing fourth in the NHL in points and fifth in goals. He had a career-high 11 game points streak, notched three hat tricks and registered 21 multi-point games.

He and Stars captain Jamie Benn (34 goals, 45 assists, 79 points) formed one of the league’s most productive duos by combining for 163 points. Head coach Lindy Ruff put Seguin and Benn together at the start of training camp and the two clicked immediately.

“He’s such a dynamic player,” Benn said early in camp. “He skates so well and his hands can keep up to his feet, which is amazing.”

“I didn’t know he was so quick,” Seguin said of Benn. “He’s an explosive player.”

The two clicked off the ice as well, becoming good friends and adding to the chemistry that formed on the ice.

“I really do believe it is chemistry,” said Ruff. “I think they like playing with each other. They feed off each other. There is great communication on the bench. As a coach, you can throw two guys together and see if it works but that one worked right from training camp when we put them together. They like each other, they hang around with each other and they are good friends.”

Seguin did his homework on Benn shortly after being traded to the Stars last summer, placing a call to Stars GM Jim Nill for some help in scouting Benn.

“I remember getting a phone call from Tyler and he said I need some tapes of Jamie Benn playing. I thought that was pretty impressive,” Nill said. “It was the middle of the summer and he said I want to analyze him. He did. He analyzed Jamie, saw how he plays, came to camp and they hit it off. It’s been magic ever since.”

All of that magic came while Seguin was making some big adjustments in his first season in Dallas, including his first time playing center in the NHL. Boston drafted Seguin as a center second overall in the 2010 NHL Draft, but with the Bruins deep at center Seguin played right wing in his first three years in the NHL.

“I remember talking to Tyler when I made the trade and he was a little worried about playing center,” said Nill. “He said, ‘You want me to be your No.1 center? I’ve got to learn draws now. I’ve got to play against every team’s best players.’ That’s a big challenge for a 21-year-old player.”

Seguin acknowledged there were challenges in the switch to center and the shift to being a big minute guy, something else he didn’t experience on a regular basis during his time in Boston.

“It was my first year back at center. My faceoffs went better as the year went on and in the playoffs. That’s something you get with time and experience,” said Seguin. “It was my first time playing almost 20 minutes a night. I need to work on getting stronger and more conditioned. I lost 16 or 17 pounds since training camp, and that’s something that comes with experience and it comes with getting stronger.”

There were new challenges on the defensive side of things, and Ruff thought Seguin handled those well.

“Above my expectations,” said Ruff. “I never pulled him off the ice once to try to protect him. I told him that if we’ve got you in a situation we don’t like you are going to have to defend through it. He exceeded where I thought he was going to be. I thought against some big men he used his quickness. He was able to get himself in good places to defend with his feet, his stick and his speed. He’s not going to bump the big men off the puck, but he can get in the right place to accomplish that. For me I was scared, I didn’t think he’d be able to do what he did defending-wise and I’ve got to give him a lot of credit for that.”

It was a mixed bag in the playoffs for Seguin. He led the Stars with 25 shots on goal, had plenty of chances but ended up with one goal, two assists and a plus-one rating in six games as the Stars lost in the first round to the Anaheim Ducks.

“We were playing the best team in the West in Anaheim. I thought there were times I was a little frustrated. They were good at shutting me down,” Seguin said. “I thought I was OK in the playoffs. I would have liked a few more goals, of course, but Anaheim is a good team. In the end, we worked pretty hard and walked away after almost every game saying we thought we competed. That’s something we can build off.”

“I thought he worked extremely hard, he skated hard,” said Ruff. “I think there is some maturity when it comes to guarding against the frustration. I thought I saw some of the frustrations of not scoring in the past. You’ve got to battle through that. I thought he was good. I thought his effort was great in the playoffs.”

The effort was there all season for Seguin, who delivered results and lived up to the high expectations put on him when the Stars acquired him in that blockbuster deal with Boston. As for Seguin, he didn’t know what to expect in year one in Dallas, but it may have turned out better than he expected and that has him excited about the future.

“I didn’t have many expectations because I didn’t know what to expect,” Seguin said. “It’s so much new stuff, you’re kind of going in blind and you’re not sure what is going to happen or what to expect. You just focus on what you’ve got to do. Obviously with everything that has happened I may have exceeded any assumption I may have had, and I am really excited to see what could happen in the future.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that defenseman Esa Lindell has been signed to a three-year, entry-level contract. Per club policy, terms of the deal were not disclosed.

Lindell, 19, skated in 44 games for Jokerit in the Finnish Elite League during the 2013-14 season, posting five points (2-3=5), 10 penalty minutes and a +8 rating for the club. He represented his home country of Finland in the 2014 World Junior Championship where he was tied for second among all defensemen in the tournament with five points (2-3=5) in seven games, helping Finland capture their first gold medal in the tournament since 1998.

During the 2011-12 season, Lindell led the Finnish Elite Junior League with 51 points (21-30=51) in 48 games. That season he was selected to that junior league's All-Star Team and was named the Best Player of the Regular Season.

The 6-foot-3, 195-pound native of Vantaa, Finland was selected by Dallas in the third round (74th overall) in the 2012 NHL Draft.

On the Radar: Eye on the Pipeline
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It’s been about a week and a half since the Dallas Stars season came to a close. But there is another group of Stars that is still alive and fighting for a championship. The AHL’s Texas Stars will begin the second round of their quest for the Calder Cup on Thursday when they meet the Grand Rapid Griffins.

One of the many reasons fans were so excited about this year’s Dallas Stars team was the emergence of young talent on display. Whether it was Cody Eakin, Alex Chiasson, Brenden Dillon, or even Tyler Seguin, the Stars were overflowing with key members of their roster in their early 20’s that are expected to be in Victory Green for years to come. A large number of Dallas’ talented youngsters climbed through Cedar Park on their way north. And there are still a number of players on the Texas Stars that could very soon be making an appearance at the NHL level.

To find out just how big of an impact the AHL Stars have had on the NHL Stars, all you have to do is look at this postseason. Of the 24 men on the Stars Stanley Cup Playoff Roster, 13 of them had previously played for Texas. That includes a half-dozen that played there this season alone. Conversely, nine current members of the Texas Stars playoff roster played for Dallas this year. Included on that list are Patrik Nemeth, Chris Mueller, and Dustin Jeffrey who were all with Dallas for the playoffs before being reassigned after the series loss to Anaheim.

The emphasis on a strong, young nucleus and developing key players through the draft and minor leagues is a big part of the Stars philosophy moving forward. Replenishing the talent pool with a new wave of young players was a strength of the Detroit Red Wings during Jim Nill’s 19-year run in Hockeytown, and he plans to follow that model in Dallas. He has said many times this season that with the CBA’s younger age of unrestricted free agents, more players are being signed to long-term contracts earlier in their career, reducing the number of high-end free agents that hit the market in their prime. While there will still be pieces acquired in free agency, and trades also remain a possibility – as in the case of Seguin – Nill’s long-term goal for this team is to grow and maintain a strong pipeline.

As of right now he’s got a great setup in place to do just that. Texas finished the AHL regular season with the best record in the league, and we’ve already examined the number of players they graduated to Dallas. When scouring the Texas roster, there are a number of candidates for who might be next. Forwards like Curtis McKenzie, Travis Morin and Brett Ritchie turned heads with their numbers all season. Young defensemen like Jamie Oleksiak, Jyrki Jokipakka, Cameron Gaunce, and (currently injured) John Klingberg are all expected to be in training camp fighting for a Dallas roster spot four short months from now. Goaltenders Jack Campbell and Christopher Nilstorp will give Nill and company something to think about regarding their plans for a number two netminder next season.

If you’re a Stars fan, chances are you were thrilled with what you saw in terms of the Dallas youth movement this season. If you’re interested to see who’s coming over the horizon next, you might want to keep an eye on Cedar Park for the next several weeks. Rest assured the Dallas Stars front office and coaching staff will be doing the same thing.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Josh Bogorad is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars.
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The Texas Stars have moved on to the Western Conference semifinals after sweeping the Oklahoma City Barons in the first round of the AHL’s Calder Cup Playoffs.

Up next for the Stars will be the Grand Rapids Griffins, the AHL affiliate of the Detroit Red Wings and the defending Calder Cup champions. The series opens Thursday night in Cedar Park.

Meanwhile, the Idaho Steelheads, Dallas’ ECHL affiliate, is down 2-1 in its second round playoff series against Alaska.

Here’s a look at the past week for the Dallas Stars’ AHL and ECHL affiliates.

Wednesday, April 30: Texas 4, Oklahoma City 2

The Stars completed their first round sweep of Oklahoma City Wednesday, defeating the Barons 4-2 at Cedar Park Center. Justin Dowling’s power play goal with 8:39 left in the third period snapped a 2-2 tie and held up as the game-winner.

All three games in the series were tight, with Texas winning the first two in overtime in Oklahoma City.

“Both games in Oklahoma City could have gone either way and it was close tonight, too. It was tied up in the third. You can’t get much closer than that,” said Stars coach Willie Desjardins. “It was good to win it tonight. Everybody gets beat up this time of year, so the more time you can get the better off you are.”

Brendan Ranford and Chris Mueller scored to stake the Stars to a 2-0 lead in the game. Scott Glennie sealed the win with an empty-net goal with 1:00 remaining in the game.

Cristopher Nilstorp got the start in goal and stopped 21 of 23 shots.

Western Conference Semifinals: Texas vs. Grand Rapids

The Stars open the Western Conference Semifinals against Grand Rapids on Thursday. Grand Rapids, the fourth seed in the West, defeated fifth-seeded Abbotsford, 3-1, in the first round.

Dallas GM Jim Nill served as general manager of Grand Rapids when he was assistant GM with the Detroit Red Wings, and was in charge when the Griffins won the AHL championship last season.

The series also features two of the AHL’s top coaches: Texas’ Willie Desjardins, the AHL’s Coach of the Year last season, and Grand Rapids’ Jeff Blashill, who won the honor this season.

The two teams met four times this season. Grand Rapids won three of the four meetings, including both in Grand Rapids.

It’s a best-of-seven series with a 2-3-2 format.

Here’s the series schedule. All times are Central.

Game 1: May 8, Grand Rapids at Texas, 7:30 p.m.

 Game 2: May 10, Grand Rapids at Texas, 7:00 p.m.

 Game 3: May 13, Texas at Grand Rapids, 6:00 p.m.

 Game 4: May 14, Texas at Grand Rapids, 6:00 p.m.

 * Game 5: May 16, Texas at Grand Rapids, 6:00 p.m.

 * Game 6: May 18, Grand Rapids at Texas, 7:00 p.m.

 * Game 7: May 19, Grand Rapids at Texas, 7:30 p.m.

Notes

*Justin Dowling leads Texas in scoring with five points (one goal, four assists) in three playoff games.

*Travis Morin, Mike Hedden and Brendan Ranford are tied for the team lead in goal scoring with two each.

*Texas coach Willie Desjardins rotated goaltenders Cristopher Nilstorp and Jack Campbell during the first round series with Oklahoma City.

*Dallas assigned Chris Mueller, Dustin Jeffrey and Patrik Nemeth to Texas after being eliminated from the NHL playoffs. Mueller and Jeffrey played in Wednesday’s series clinching game against Oklahoma City. Nemeth, who was assigned to Texas just hours before Wednesday’s game, did not play.

*Dallas assigned defenseman Ludwig Bystrom to the Texas. Bystrom, a second round pick in the 2012 NHL draft, played this season in Sweden. With Texas having a lot of depth on the blue line, it appears unlikely Bystrom will see any playing time.

*Forward Brett Ritchie (lower body) did not play in the first round series against Oklahoma City.

Texas lineup

Here was the lineup Texas rolled out in its last game:

Curtis McKenzie- Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

Dustin Jeffrey – Chris Mueller – Toby Petersen

 Mike Hedden- Justin Dowling – Scott Glennie

 Kevin Henderson – Radek Faksa- Matej Stransky

Jamie Oleksiak – William Wrenn

 Derek Meech – Jyrki Jokipakka

Cameron Gaunce – Maxime Fortunus

Cristopher Nilstorp

Jack Campbell

Idaho Steelheads down 2-1 in series

The Idaho Steelheads currently trail their Western Conference semifinal series against Alaska, 2-1. The Steelheads won the opening game of the series, 1-0, in overtime behind a 47-save shutout from goaltender Josh Robinson on Thursday. But the Aces took the second game in Alaska by a 6-4 score and then won 5-2 in Idaho Monday night. Game 4 of the series is Wednesday in Idaho.

Prospect Report: Dickinson, Paul Come Up Big as OHL Championship Series Opens
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Dallas Stars forward prospects Jason Dickinson and Nick Paul came up big as the Guelph Storm and North Bay Battalion split the first two games of the Ontario Hockey League Championship Series. The winner will represent the OHL at the Memorial Cup tournament, which will be played later this month in London, Ontario.

Game 1, Thursday May 1, at Guelph: Guelph 3, North Bay 2 (OT)

Dickinson scored 57 seconds into overtime to give Guelph a 3-2 win in Game 1 of the OHL Championship Series Thursday night.

Dickinson, Dallas’ first round pick (29th overall) in 2013, took a pass in neutral ice, skated into the North Bay zone and scored off a wrist shot from right faceoff circle.

“In my mind it was just get it through,” Dickinson told media after the game. “The guy went down to try and block it and I just found a hole through his legs and tried to put it through.”

Dickinson was a plus-two on the night for Guelph.

Paul had no points and an even rating in the game for North Bay.

Game 2, Friday May 2, at Guelph: North Bay 4, Guelph 3 (OT)

Paul scored the game-tying goal late in regulation and then helped set up the game-winner in overtime as North Bay defeated Guelph, 4-3, Friday night to even the series at 1-1.

Paul, the Stars’ fourth round pick (101st overall) in 2013, tied the game with 5:28 remaining in regulation with a power play goal, tallying off a shot from the right faceoff circle.

In overtime, Paul won a battle along the boards to get the puck to Ben Thompson, who then set up Barclay Goodrow for the game-winner at 2:30 of overtime.

Paul ended the night with one goal, one assist and a plus-one rating.

Dickinson had no points and a plus-one rating for Guelph.

Game 3 of the series is Tuesday at North Bay.

Notes

*Dickinson is tied for sixth in OHL playoff scoring with 20 points (6 goals, 14 assists) in 17 games. His 14 assists are tied for fourth and he leads the OHL playoffs with a plus-20 rating.

*Dickinson has registered points in 11 of Guelph’s 17 playoff games and has six multi-point games.

*Dickinson has been centering the Storm’s second line with wingers Brock McGinn and Scott Kosmachuk.

*Paul is tied for fourth in OHL playoff goal scoring with 10 in 19 games. He has 16 points (10 goals, 6 assists) and a plus-13 rating.

*Paul has registered points in seven of the last eight games and has scored a goal in five of the last eight.

*Paul has been centering North Bay’s top line with winger Ben Thomson and Barclay Goodrow. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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When Dallas Stars forward Shawn Horcoff was asked what makes captain Jamie Benn such a good leader, he responded with a question of his own.

“How much time do you have?” he asked.

And then Horcoff, a former captain with the Edmonton Oilers, offered a brief outline of Benn’s attributes.

“First off, he just plays the game the right way. He cares. He’s physical. He can bring anything to the game that is needed at any given time and there are not really that many guys in the game that can do that,” Horcoff said. “If we need a spark physically, he’s there. He can create on his own, he really doesn’t need a lot of outside support to be a scorer. At the start [of the season] he was new to it and a little quiet, but he’s really opened up and he says things when they need to be said now. He feels so much more comfortable now and you can see it. We just kind of gravitate towards that.”

Ask Benn about his play, his leadership or just about anything else and there’s a good chance the answer may be shorter than the question. Asked to sum up the last year, which saw him become captain, win a gold medal at the Olympics and help lead the Stars to the playoffs for the first time since 2008, Benn gave a typical Benn answer.

“It was pretty crazy. It went by pretty fast and I would have to say it was a success,” he said.

Oh, that Jamie Benn. He may talk more now in his role as captain, but he can be a man of few words with the media. He prefers to let his play do the talking, and his play said a lot this season. His 79 points were tied for eighth in the NHL and his 34 goals tied for ninth. Sometimes his goals are highlight reel worthy. Sometimes they are gritty goals. He can score a lot of ways.

He was clutch, too. As the Stars secured that final playoff spot in the Western Conference down the stretch, he registered eight points (four goals, four assists) in the five games leading up to the Stars clinching a berth in the NHL’s postseason tournament.

And he was a big part of Canada’s winning a gold medal at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, starting off with a lesser role on the team but earning a greater role and becoming a national hero after scoring the game-winning goal in a 1-0 victory over Team USA.

“I think it was a big boost,” Benn said of his Olympic experience. “I gave myself some confidence and I got to learn from a lot of great people over there. And just to be surrounded by the best players in the world helped me.”

Stars coach Lindy Ruff, who was an associate coach with Canada at the Olympics, was along for the entire ride as Benn took his game to new heights this season.

“He has played through some stuff that you guys don’t even know he’s played through in the regular season and now,” Ruff said. “In the Olympics, he was given a lighter role and went out and earned a greater role. It’s a lesson for any player. The better you go, the more you get. I’ve really seen some great things that as a coach it puts a smile on your face.

“I didn’t know a lot about him [when I first came here], didn’t know much about character, didn’t know what his skill level was actually like, how his compete was going to be under the gun. But from Day 1, I’ve just been impressed with the whole package. It’s the whole package. It’s his compete, it’s his will to win. I think he showed on the Olympic stage, kept moving up, kept moving up and did a hell of a job there. He’s done the same thing here.”

Getting passed over for Canada’s summer Olympic orientation camp was a big motivator for Benn coming into the season.

“It gives you a little fire,” Benn said in late August as he arrived in Frisco to prepare for training camp. “I just want to kind of shove it in their face. It is what it is. I definitely want to be there. I’ll just have to prove myself the first half of the year.”

He did that, securing a spot on Canada’s roster with his stellar play over the first three months of the season.

The Stars named him captain during training camp, and Benn said nothing would change in the way he approached the game.

“I am who I am,” Benn said at the time. “I want to go out on the ice and lead by example. That’s what I do best, play hard for my teammates. I want to keep doing that and set a good example on and off the ice.”

And he did that.

“Ever since he has put the ‘C’ on his shoulder, he has taken the lead of this team,” said Stars defenseman Jordie Benn, Jamie’s older brother. “You can see it on the ice, see it in practice, the way he presents himself and the way he brings his game to the rink every day.”

The vocal part of the job took a little time.

“He started out as this quiet captain, and you don’t become this great captain where, I put a ‘C’ on you and you and, ‘Oh, I’m the captain now.’ That evolves, that’s a process,” said Ruff.

The 24-year-old Benn felt he was ready to be captain, but he knew he wasn’t going to lead alone. He gave credit to his teammates and veterans on the team for helping him along the way. There were guys like Horcoff, Ray Whitney, Vernon Fiddler, Trevor Daley and others.

“I have a lot of confidence in myself,” he said. “I think the best part about being captain this year was being able to be around these guys every day. I had such a great supporting cast with the veterans we had on this team. It made my job pretty easy.”

Benn put up career highs in goals (34), assists (45) and points (79) this season. He moved to left wing this season after the Stars acquired center Tyler Seguin from Boston. And playing with Seguin helped take his game to a new level as those two formed one of the most potent forward combinations in the NHL.

“I was real excited to play with him. If I look at his growth over the year, it is pretty amazing,” said Seguin. “Not only his hockey, but his leadership on the big stages. I think his Olympics helped, what he did over there. Every game when we were fighting for the playoffs he seemed to step up his game, his leadership and his talking. He wasn’t the biggest talker when I first got here.”

Benn delivered in the playoffs as well, leading the team with four goals in six games in the playoff series against the Ducks, who heaped praise on him during the series.

“He’s a hell of a player,” said Ducks forward Corey Perry. “You got size, you got speed, you got skill. You put it all together and you got Jamie Benn. That’s the type of player he is. He can be physical when he wants to be and do all those dirty things if need be. As a player, he’s the all-around player that you want on your team.”

“He’s a great player,” added Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “I’ve thought Jamie Benn was a great player since I saw him playing against Hershey when he was with Texas [during the 2010 AHL Calder Cup playoffs]. And still do. Thought he would be a perfect fit when you’re making your mock Olympic teams up with Perry and [Ryan Getzlaf]. Just a winner. He reminds me of those leaders like Getzy and [Jarome] Iginla that they’ll not only play and do the right things but they’ll fight when they need to. And they do whatever it takes to win.”

And Benn did just that in helping the Stars get to the playoffs and giving the Ducks a good run in that first round playoff series. Benn established himself as a star in his first four seasons in the NHL, but this season he took it to a new a level.

“He’s shown that he’s not just a star, but a superstar,” said Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon. “Everybody in this room respects him and he is our true leader. He had an unbelievable season. I think it shows everybody that we’ve got one of the best players in the National Hockey League on our team.”

And he’s putting himself on a path to be one of the top captains in the league as well.

“There aren’t too many guys that lead with more of a complete game like he does,” said Horcoff. “He’s going to be one of the better ones for a long time to come.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Tuesday could have been Game 7. Many believe Tuesday should have been Game 7. But it wasn’t. Instead Tuesday was Exit Day at American Airlines Center, officially beginning the off-season for the Dallas Stars.

Yes, the magical ride that was the 2013-2014 Stars season finally came to an end last week. And it did so in the most heartbreaking of fashions. The Stars were 24 seconds shy of forcing a seventh and decisive game with the Anaheim Ducks, but could not hold off a furious late charge. They eventually fell 5-4 in overtime of Game 6, and 4-2 in the series. Before overtime, the Stars had a two-goal lead with 2:10 to play. I suppose it’s somewhat fitting that a season filled with both exhilarating highs and important learning lessons ended on a game that featured both.

There is no getting around the fact that the season closed with a sucker-punch that will sting for a while. However, once the pain does begin to dull, the Stars and their fans will be able to look back on the last seven months with the perspective they deserve. This season was important for so many reasons. After failed rebuilding projects had stacked up one after another, this was the season the Stars took their first tangible step forward in over half a decade. They had spent most of the last five years with questions aplenty about their nucleus, their coaches, their general managers, and even their ownership. Every team has holes and questions. But when those are your questions – as Stars fans can attest to – there is a sense that you are aimlessly floating along. You are a team without an identity. And that is why, of all the things that the Stars accomplished this season, that is the biggest.

This year, both on and off the ice, the Dallas Stars found their identity.

They’ve got a committed, passionate owner who is invested as much emotionally as he is financially to the success of this team. They’ve got an intelligent, seasoned GM who has had a year to diagnose this team’s strengths and weaknesses and will enter his first off-season after seeing them first-hand and looking to improve. They have a Head Coach who tapped into something special in his first season behind the Stars bench. He helped pull career-high point totals out of about half of his roster. When asked what he was most proud of this season, he answered that his team was rarely outworked and outcompeted. That’s the mark of a man who will have the Stars ready every night for years to come. And most importantly, they have a very strong nucleus to build around. The Stars top six scorers, top four defensemen, and starting goaltender are all either under contract for at least the next two seasons or restricted free agents, who are all-but-guaranteed to be locked up in multi-year deals this summer.

As far as their on-ice style is concerned, the Stars also found an identity in that department. And the good news for Stars fans is that it is incredibly entertaining.

The majority of coaches in pro sports are set on limiting risk, and limiting mistakes when constructing their game-plan. While Lindy Ruff still demands accountability out of his team, he wants them to be aggressive. He wants them to make things happen, even if some risk is involved. In most video sessions players don’t want to be caught making mistakes. During his opening round series, Ruff told the media that his players don’t want to be caught not making plays in their video review. His style is built around speed, defensemen joining the rush, and possession and playmaking. In other words, it’s extremely fun to watch, and extremely fun to play. If it looked like the Stars enjoyed themselves this year, it’s because they did. That will continue to breed positive results and entertaining nights going forward.

Additionally, this club’s identity stretches to its city and fanbase. Once again Dallas became a true home ice advantage for the Stars. Including the playoffs, the club went 15-3-3 in their last 21 home games. And the crowds were a sight to behold down the stretch.

If you were fortunate enough to be at American Airlines Center for Games 3, 4, or 6, chances are you still get chills thinking about the scene when the Stars took the ice for the first time each night. Chances are you’re also still watching TV with closed-captioning on due to the decibel-level in the arena.

If you weren’t there, but watched on TV, it translated just as well. The atmosphere was magnificent. Almost 60,000 fans flooded the AAC for their first taste of playoff hockey since 2008. The crowd was electric. They weren’t just loud. They were a great hockey crowd. They tauntingly chanted at Anaheim’s rookie goaltender, who hardly has a household name. They viciously booed Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry every time they touched the puck. They applauded successful clears, lengthy shifts of pressure in the offensive zone. They understood the game, and the timing of it. They even captured the heartbreaking drama when Stephane Robidas sadly was helped off the AAC ice for the second time this season.

They masked the arena in a sea of Victory Green with flurries of white rally towels, and aided the Stars in every way that a crowd can boost a team. This wasn’t a collection of people who were waiting to simply cheer for goals and fights (although they appropriately went bezerk for both). This was a bona fide, terrific hockey audience. Talking to the players after the games was infectious. They couldn’t stop smiling. They all used words like “chills,” “dream of a lifetime,” “incredible” to describe what it was like to play in front of. Tyler Seguin, who went to two Stanley Cup Finals in Boston, said that he’d put the crowd in Dallas up against any Original Six crowd he’s seen.

The 2013-2014 season will always be remembered as the one where the Stars finally broke through. The one where they stopped RE-building, and started actually building.

Of course, it was impossible to think about all of these things when Nick Bonino scored his second goal of Game 6, ending the Stars season less than three minutes into overtime of a game that never should have gone past regulation. When the initial shock wore off, the crowd of 19,323 quickly gathered themselves to salute the Stars one final time. The record-breaking number of people in attendance fought through their broken hearts to show their appreciation one last time to the team that brought playoff hockey back to Texas. And in return the Stars players and coaches fought through their broken hearts and showed their appreciation one last time to an incredible fanbase that had stuck with them, and helped make the return of the Stanley Cup Playoffs feel as special as they should have been.

After the mutual show of respect, the Stars skated slowly off the ice and back to their locker room, and the fans bewilderedly filed out of the arena and into their cars. Thoughts of what could have been – what should have been – have consumed the days since. The pain of Game 6 remains. It will for a while. Watching three Game Sevens on TV – and seeing two won by the road team – doesn’t help matters. However, I find myself going back to the regular season and a reoccurring belief many people - including me – shared.

It doesn’t matter what stage of the season it was. Early, late, through times when it looked like the Stars would make the playoffs, and times where it looked like they wouldn’t. There was always a consistent notion.

Whatever the Stars wound up doing this season, they’d be in position to better it next season.

This year was the first part of a process. Perhaps the most important part. You can’t teach experience. And the Stars got it in spades throughout the year. Back in October, almost half of their roster had played less than a full NHL season. And at the start of the playoffs, over half their roster had never played in a NHL postseason game. Many of these players had never played together before this year. This group accomplished a lot of things that it needed to as part of their growth. They have more to come, but none of it could happen without this year first.

In his final address to his players on Tuesday, Ruff made one thing clear. Just because they achieved what they did this season, it does not guarantee them anything next year. They will have to work for, and earn, everything all over again. Just like they did this year. He’s already started motivating them. And he’s absolutely right. But, while nothing will be handed to them, they will definitely be better equipped to earn that success than they were this year.

This season was the beginning of a multi-year plan. One that calls for annual improvement. The initial bar has been set in a great place. Everyone knows that it will require hard work to be met, but the Stars are confident that they have, and will continue to add, the right pieces to do just that.

This is an exciting time for the Stars organization. They know who they are. They know what they are capable of. And they know that the future is brighter than the already-bright present.

A new hockey season may be five months away. But make no mistake. Hockey is already back in Dallas. We’ll see you for the next step in October.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad. 
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The Dallas Stars gathered at American Airlines Center for exit interviews, physicals and a team picture on Tuesday. There still was disappointment over Sunday’s Game 6 overtime loss to Anaheim, and optimism about the future.

“It would have been nicer to have that Stanley Cup in front of us [for the team picture],” said goaltender Kari Lehtonen. “It’s been a rough couple of days to kind of think about things. We just have to keep going forward.”

“We’re going in the right direction,” said captain Jamie Benn. “Great coaches, [GM] Jim Nill has done a great job with this team. We have an exciting future and I can’t wait for next year.”

There was a lot of pride in what the Stars accomplished over the course of this season.

“I am extremely proud of where we came from and where we ended up. We came a long ways. We fought hard to get where we were at,” said coach Lindy Ruff. “We had our share of ups and downs, but I thought as a team we really came together. There weren’t many nights we got outworked as a team. There weren’t many nights that we got outskated. … We’re disappointed right now, but we have a lot to build on.”

The Stars had a bumpy ride over the course of the season, dealing with injuries to Lehtonen, the group of defensemen and then the cardiac event that sidelined Rich Peverley for the rest of the season. There was a nice run in December, and then a dismal stretch in January that almost sidetracked the season. But the Stars finished strong down the stretch and secured a playoff spot for the first time since 2008.

“Every team faces adversity, but we faced quite a bit this year,” said center Tyler Seguin. “We had a lot of ups and downs. We’re a young team and we blew away a lot of expectations of outsiders. We created an identity here; we’re excited to get better and are excited about next year.”

“We proved a lot of people wrong this year and opened a lot of eyes around the league. I think we gained a lot of respect for our team,” said defenseman Brenden Dillon. “We’ve got a great group of guys that battled from day one. We had our ups, we had our downs and I think we showed not just to everybody, but to ourselves that we can be a good team.”

The Stars showed well in the playoff series against Anaheim, and it’s a series that could have gone either way. But in the end it didn’t go the Stars way and that’s a good lesson for a team with a lot of young players.

“Sometimes you have to lose to learn how to win,” said forward Vernon Fiddler. “It’s a bad taste in our mouths right now. Hopefully it makes these young kids stronger, they can learn from this and we can move on.”

“I think it was necessary for a lot of the players to see how it is,” said Lehtonen. “We all know it is hard to get there and it’s even harder to win in the playoffs. It was good and it makes us hungrier for the next one.”

And the message moving forward was don’t be satisfied with what was accomplished this season. It was just one step, but it will take more to take the next one.

“I am very optimistic. We have a great core of young players here, with a good mix of some veterans. I am excited. Now, I am also realistic. We’ve got a lot of work to do, too,” said Stars GM Jim Nill. “We made the playoffs. That was great. We had a great run in the first round, but we didn’t win. Our goal is to eventually win the Stanley Cup, so there is still work to be done. I think it was a great learning tool for the players in the playoffs, and it hurt. Losing is no fun. It’s tough and it was a tough loss.”

“Don’t take this eighth place finish as that we had a great year. We have room to grow, but we have to put the work in,” said Ruff. “This is one of the best teams I’ve coached. This was a tough, but fun year as a coach. These guys brought it every night. But you just can’t think that it is going to happen again. We have to use these next three weeks to decompress and then use the next three months to become a better team.”

Nill, Ruff on needs

Stars GM Jim Nill and coach Lindy Ruff were asked about the team’s biggest need moving forward. Here’s what both had to say.

Ruff: “Defending. We came a long ways from the start of the year to the end of the year on the defending front, on what we gave up, the shots we gave up and the quality of chances we gave up. We made good strides. I still believe we are a big defender away from being a harder team to play against. I think we have some young guys that could easily step in there. [Patrik] Nemeth got a little bit a taste of it. I have high hopes for other players in the organization as well that I’ve seen play.”

Nill: “That’s a pretty big question because in this cap world you have weaknesses everywhere. It would be great to add two or three more forwards, high end forwards. It would be nice to add a No. 1 and No. 2 defenseman. I would say moving forward – and this is everybody’s wish list – it would be great to have a No. 1 and No. 2 defenseman. There’s 25 other teams that want to do the same thing. That’s something we are probably going to have to draft and develop and go from there. It’s hard to find a true No. 1 defenseman in this league anymore.”

Nill on restricted free agents

Stars GM Jim Nill was asked about contract talks with the team’s key restricted free agents, which include Cody Eakin, Brenden Dillon and Antoine Roussel.

“I’d like to get it done as soon as possible,” Nill said. “I think they would too, but it kind of gets drawn out. They have agents that have to do their job, and I have to do my job. There’s a business part to it. We’re going to get them done. It’s no problem. We’ll get them signed. They are a big part of our team going forward.”

Dillon slowed by ankle injury

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon revealed it was an ankle injury that kept him out of the first four games of the playoff series against the Anaheim Ducks.

“[It’s] not 100 percent. It was an ankle injury,” Dillon said. “I suffered it with six to eight games left in the season and in that St. Louis game at the end of the year it was over the top. I wasn’t able to put my foot in a skate.”

Roussel to play at World Championship

Stars forward Antoine Roussel said he is going to play for France at the 2014 World Championship, which begins May 9 in Belarus. Stars GM Jim Nill said there’s a good chance goaltender Tim Thomas will play for the USA. There could be a few other Stars who could take part in the tournament, but those players have to decide if they want to play or get medical clearance.
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Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that defenseman Patrik Nemeth has been reassigned to the Texas Stars, Dallas' development affiliate in the American Hockey League (AHL).

Nemeth, 22, skated in eight games for Dallas during the 2013-14 regular season making his NHL debut on April 1 at Washington. The 6-foot-3, 235-pound defenseman also skated in five Stanley Cup Playoff contests in 2014, registering one shot and 12 penalty minutes. He spent most of the 2013-14 regular season with Texas, posting 10 points (3-7=10) in 37 games and led all team defensemen with a +19 rating.

The native of Stockholm, Sweden was originally drafted by Dallas in the second round (41st overall) of the 2010 NHL Draft.
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The Texas Stars head home with a 2-0 lead in their best-of-five first round series against Oklahoma City in the American Hockey League’s Calder Cup Playoffs.

The Stars won both games in Oklahoma City in overtime, rallying to force the extra playing time in both cases.

And it was one for the record books as the Idaho Steelheads, Dallas’ ECHL affiliate, ousted Colorado in the first round of the Kelly Cup Playoffs.

Here’s a look at the past week for the Dallas Stars’ AHL and ECHL affiliates.

Wednesday, April 23: Texas 3, Oklahoma City 2 (OT)

Mike Hedden scored at 5:35 of overtime as the Texas Stars rallied to win 3-2 at Oklahoma City in Game 1 of the Western Conference quarterfinal series.

The Stars fell behind 2-0, but Derek Meech scored on the power play at 14:32 of the second to cut the Barons’ lead in half and then Hedden scored at 7:18 of the third to tie the game.

In overtime, Hedden scored on the rebound of a Justin Dowling shot to give Texas the victory and a 1-0 series lead.

Dowling had two assists in the game. Cristopher Nilstorp got the start in goal and stopped 26 of 28 shots.

Saturday, April 26: Texas 3, Oklahoma City 2 (OT)

Travis Morin scored two goals, including the game-tying goal with less than a minute left in regulation, and then assisted on Brendan Ranford’s game-winner at 15:04 of overtime as Texas took a 2-0 series lead.

Jack Campbell got the start in goal and stopped 38 of 40 shots, including 11 in overtime.

The Stars overcame 1-0 and 2-1 deficits in the game. Morin sent the game to overtime by scoring with 39.8 seconds left in regulation. With Campbell out of the net for an extra attacker, Morin took a pass from Justin Dowling and beat Barons goaltender Richard Bachman from close range.

In overtime, Ranford beat Bachman with a wrap-around shot with 4:56 remaining in the extra period.

Game 3 is in Cedar Park on Wednesday. Games 4 and 5 – if necessary – will be in Cedar Park as well.

Series schedule

(Texas leads series 2-0)

Game 1: Wednesday, April 23rd, Texas at Oklahoma City: Stars 3, Barons 2 (OT)

Game 2: Saturday, April 26th, Texas at Oklahoma City: Stars 3, Barons 2 (OT)

Game 3: Wednesday, April 30th, Oklahoma City at Texas, 7:30 p.m.

*Game 4: Friday, May 2nd, Oklahoma City at Texas, 7:30 p.m.

*Game 5: Saturday, May 3rd, Oklahoma City at Texas, 7:00 p.m.

Notes

*Travis Morin (two goals, one assist) and Justin Dowling (three assists) lead Texas in scoring with three points each through the first two games.

*Texas forward Scott Glennie was suspended for one game for a boarding incident in the first game of the series. He sat out Saturday’s game.

*Stars defenseman Cameron Gaunce missed Game 2 of the series after being injured on a hit from Oklahoma City’s Steve Pinizzotto. The AHL suspended Pinizzotto two games for the hit, which was a boarding call.

*Texas forward Brett Ritchie has missed the first two games of the series with a lower body injury.

*Texas defenseman John Klingberg is out for the rest of the season due to hip surgery. Dallas GM Jim Nill said Klingberg, a top defense prospect for the NHL club, is expected to be ready by training camp.

*Dallas goaltending prospect Philippe Desrosiers, a second round pick in 2013, signed an amateur tryout contract with Texas last week. He will serve as the team’s third goaltender and will spend time getting acclimated to the professional game. Desrosiers is expected to return to juniors next season.

Texas lineup

Here was the lineup Texas rolled out in its last game:

Curtis McKenzie –Travis Morin – Brendan Ranford

 Mike Hedden – Justin Dowling – Branden Troock

Toby Petersen – Radek Faksa – Matej Stransky

 Kevin Henderson – Taylor Peters – Taylor Vause

Jamie Oleksiak – William Wrenn

Hubert Labrie- Maxime Fortunus

Jyrki Jokipakka – Derek Meech

Jack Campbell

Cristopher Nilstorp

Idaho Steelheads move on with 4 OT win

The Idaho Steelheads, Dallas’ ECHL affiliate, moved on to the second round of the playoffs by ousting Colorado, 4-2, in the Western Conference quarterfinal series, and the clinching game was one for the record books.

When David de Kastrozza scored at 17:18 of the fourth overtime – yes fourth overtime – to give Idaho a 3-2 victory Monday night, it ended the longest game in ECHL history. That was 137 minutes, 18 seconds of playing time. It was 5 hours, 34 minutes of real time.

“What a testament to both teams,” Steelheads coach Brad Ralph told the Idaho Statesman. “Everyone fought hard. I don’t think you saw one player take a shift off. Everyone was playing for each other. We were fortunate to be on the winning side of that.”

Steelheads goaltender Josh Robinson tied an ECHL record with 83 saves, and told the Statesman that he didn’t remember many of them.

“It’s completely a blur,” Robinson said. “Just focus on the puck. I wasn’t thinking at all. It’s the only way to do it. You can’t let yourself get in your head.”

Idaho plays top-seeded Alaska in the next round.
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Dallas Stars forward prospects Jason Dickinson (first round/2013) and LW Nick Paul (fourth round/2013) will square off In the Finals of the Ontario Hockey League playoffs.

Paul notched three assists in two games last week as North Bay completed a four-game sweep of Oshawa in the Eastern Conference Final. Paul has 14 points (9 goals, 5 assists) in 17 games and is tied for fourth in playoff goal scoring in the OHL.

Dickinson had two assists in three games as Guelph finished off Erie in five games in the OHL’s Western Final. Dickinson has 19 points (5 goals, 14 assists) and is tied for sixth in points in the OHL playoffs. His plus-17 rating leads the league.

The best-of-seven series between Guelph and North Bay begins Thursday in Guelph.

*D Ludwig Bystrom (second round/2012) had his season end last week as Farjestad was swept by Skelleftea in the Swedish Hockey League championship series. Bystrom had no points in 10 playoff games for Farjestad.

*G Philippe Desrosiers (second round/2013), who signed a three-year entry level contract with the Dallas Stars after his season in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League ended, has signed an amateur tryout contract with the Texas Stars.

“He’ll be the third goalie down there,” said Dallas Stars GM Jim Nill. “We want him to see what the pro game is like, what the pro shooters are like. It gives our goalie coach a chance to work with him down there, so that’s good.”

Desrosiers is expected to return to junior hockey next season. 

Click Here for Statistics for Dallas Stars prospects playing in juniors, Europe and college.

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Here are some quotes from Stars coach Lindy Ruff following the Stars 5-4 overtime loss to Anaheim that eliminated them from the playoffs.

On holding off Anaheim late in the game:

“It breaks down to just being a penalty-killing situation. That third one snuck in from a very tough angle and there wasn’t a lot you could do structure-wise against that. Then, they got a pretty good bounce on the fourth goal to tie it up.”

On talking to the team prior to overtime:

“I told them what I had been telling them all year, to bring focus and be ready to play. I thought we came out good to start but just lost coverage on the overtime goal. The room was upbeat and I told everyone to pick their heads up and be ready to go. It’s a cruel lesson but it gives us a platform to build on. There was so much good in that game from the opening play that we set up for a breakaway to set the tone for the game. The battle and compete from this team has been unbelievable. I’m proud of the way they played – they played really hard. They had them frustrated but they just got goaded into a penalty at the end which is tough. It’s a learning experience, that’s a young mistake.”

On losing the series despite being competitive:

“I would say that it’s tough to lose considering how well we played the whole series. We would just dominate periods where the only thing missing was a little bit of finish. You can go back to game two where we were dominating and we could have been the team that scored late. We had a couple of opportunities to tie it up and we missed those opportunities. We talked this morning about our finish and we had it right there tonight at 4-2 with two minutes. But it’s a cruel way – sometimes hockey is cruel and it was to a bunch of guys that worked really hard tonight.”

On the performance of Trevor Daley:

“Spectacular. (Daley) really brought his A game. How often do you see a (defenseman) score two breakaways? He defended against the best players in the league all year and offensively he was really coming on. He was a machine with the number of minutes he was playing.”

On how he looks at the team after the playoff series:

“You can’t sit here and look for blame in a game like that, there’s too much good. We have to learn from a couple of the incidents on the ice just like we learned from the incidents in game five. Those players turned it around and were very good players again for us tonight. We have a young team with young playoff experience and we got ourselves in a situation where we didn’t need to put ourselves but our fans can be awfully proud of those guys that stepped on the ice and I was awfully proud of our fans. I don’t think half of them sat down the whole game. This building was something that helped push these guys and you could just feel the energy. That’s something special.”

On the growth of the young guys from the beginning of this series:

“I trusted every one of them. We have a system that we play, and they know how to play in it. You look at the Eakin line what they were doing tonight and again they got on the score sheet, all young players no playoff experience, playing against one of the best lines in the league. It’s a great platform to push off of; my job is to make them understand how difficult it really is. We’ve set our bar at a certain level and now we have to push above that. That takes incredible work ethic, it’s hard to get in the playoffs. You guys know that, I know that, we hadn’t been in there but the work we put in the second half, some of the adversity we faced, this strong-enough-to-push-back-from, down two-nothing in this series, made us bring our A game. You ask what I thought our team would bring? They brought the best they could possibly bring tonight. And I told them, and I’ll say it again, I was damn proud of the way they played. I was proud of the way they competed. It’s a fun team to coach, it really is. Embrace this because we got some good players that are pushing through. My job now is to make them understand how hard it is to repeat it and to get better.”

Notes

*The Ducks outshot the Stars 30-24. Trevor Daley led the Stars with 5 shots on goal.

*The Stars won 41 of 83 faceoffs (49 percent). Cody Eakin won 18 of 29. Vernon Fiddler won 7 of 19. Tyler Seguin won 9 of 13.

*The Stars were 1-5 on the power play and ended the series 3-29 (10.3 percent).

*The Stars were 3-4 on the penalty kill and ended the series 19-26 (73.1 percent).

*Shawn Horcoff led the Stars in playoff scoring with 6 points (1 goal, 5 assists)

*Jamie Benn (4 goals, 1 assist), Trevor Daley (2 goals, 3 assists) and Cody Eakin (2 goals, 3 assists) were tied for second on the team with 5 points each.

Stars lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin –Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

Erik Cole – Chris Mueller – Valeri Nichushkin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Brenden Dillon – Sergei Gonchar

Scratched: Ray Whitney, Kevin Connauton, Aaron Rome, Dustin Jeffrey

Injured: Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks lineup

Nick Bonino – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Andrew Cogliano – Saku Koivu – Jakob Silfverberg

 Patrick Maroon –Rickard Rakell – Teemu Selanne

 Daniel Winnik – Matt Beleskey – Devante Smith-Pelly

Francois Beauchemin – Luca Sbisa

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Mark Fistric

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Kyle Palmieri, Emerson Etem

Injured: Mathieu Perreault (lower body), Hampus Lindholm (neck), Tim Jackman (hand), Stephane Robidas (leg)
Ducks Rally Late, Top Stars in OT to Take Series
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The Dallas Stars were a little more than two minutes away from forcing a seventh game in their first round playoff series with Anaheim, and then things fell apart. The Ducks scored two late goals to erase a 4-2 Dallas lead and then scored early in overtime to defeat the Stars, 5-4, and win the series 4-2.

“It’s hard to say anything right now,” said Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen. “We played hard and it turned quickly there in the third. That’s the way it goes, and that’s it.”

“It happened so fast, it’s a bit of a shock,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn.

The Ducks forced overtime and silenced a raucous American Airlines Center crowd of 19,323 by scoring two late goals, both with goaltender Jonas Hiller out of the net. With the two sides playing five-on-four, Nick Bonino scored from close range with 2:10 remaining to make it a 4-3 game. And then Devante Smith-Pelly scored with the teams playing six-on-five off a scramble in front of the Dallas net with 24 seconds left to tie the game 4-4 and send the game beyond regulation.

“I wasn’t expecting it to happen,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “Quite frankly, I got to thank [Colorado coach] Patrick Roy. If he didn’t start pulling the goalie so early all year, I don’t think any of the teams would have done it and he’s had such great success with Colorado, so you see that and more and more teams are pulling the goalie, not with a minute to go, but with two, two and a half minutes and figured when you got to get two goals, it makes perfect sense so we did it tonight, and we got lucky.”

And then 2:47 into overtime, Nick Bonino scored from the slot to give the Ducks the win and end the Stars’ season.

“[Andrew Cogliano] put it right on my stick I didn't even look I just put it on net and I think Patrick [Maroon] had a great screen,” said Bonino.

It was a tough ending for the Stars, who grabbed an early lead in the game and had the better of play for most of the game, building 2-0, 3-1 and 4-2 leads in the game.

“It was tough to lose this game considering how well we played the whole series. We had dominant periods where the only thing missing was a little bit of finish,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. ”We had it right there at 4-2 with two minutes to play. It’s a cruel way. Sometimes hockey is cruel. It was cruel, really cruel to a group of guys that worked as hard as they possibly could tonight.”

“I am very proud of our guys,” said Stars center Tyler Seguin. “I thought we competed so hard this season. We had lots of ups and downs this season. We’re a young team, we’ve got something to build on.”

The Stars took the lead 5:16 into the game just seconds after killing off Anaheim’s first power play of the night. As Shawn Horcoff cleared the puck out of the Dallas zone, Trevor Daley came out of the penalty box, got to the loose puck and beat Ducks goaltender Frederik Andersen on a breakaway.

The Stars extended the lead to 2-0, cashing in on their first power play of the night. Tyler Seguin set up Eakin, who scored from the slot at the 10:27 mark of the first period.

Anaheim took advantage of its second power play chance to cut the Stars’ lead to 2-1 late in the first period. Smith-Pelly scored from close range with 2:03 left in the first.

But the Stars answered a little more than a minute later when Daley put a shot on net from the point and Garbutt scored during the ensuing scramble to make it a 3-1 game with 58.1 seconds left in the first period.

The Ducks scored 3:55 into the second to make it a 3-2 game. Teemu Selanne set up Ben Lovejoy, who beat Lehtonen with a blast from the right point.

The Stars didn’t have a shot on goal in the second until the 10:33 mark, and they made it count. With the two teams playing four-on-four, Daley blew by Ducks defenseman Luca Sbisa on the rush and then beat Andersen from close range to make it a 4-2 game.

“Spectacular,” Ruff said of Daley’s play in the game. “He really brought his A game. How often do you see a (defenseman) score two breakaways? He defended against the best players in the league all year and offensively he was really coming on. He was a machine with the number of minutes he was playing.”

That goal ended the night for Andersen, who was replaced by Jonas Hiller after allowing four goals on 12 shots. Hiller stopped all 12 shots he faced the rest of the way.

“He played great,” said Boudreau. “There is no doubt about it. He’s come in twice in this series and hasn’t given up a goal in over three periods. It’s the stuff we knew he could do.”

Hiller’s play kept the Ducks in the game, and helped set the stage for the Ducks’ rally and then Bonino’s overtime winner.

"We knew this wasn't going to be a four game series,” said Bonino. “You have a team over there that you have to tip your cap to because they are a great team. They came at us and they gave us trouble in the regular season and we knew going into this series that we were going to have a hard time. They've got world class players and they have guys that did a great job of frustrating us and they're a great team.”

The Stars frustrated the Ducks at times, but it was a frustrating way to end the season and one the Stars hope they can learn from moving forward.

“It’s a tough one to swallow,” said Daley. “We felt there were a good three games that we probably had opportunities to win. It wasn’t just tonight. You want to learn from it. We’ve got a young team. We’ve got to move forward.”

“They brought the best they could possibly bring tonight,” said Ruff. “And I told them, and I’ll say it again, I was damn proud of the way they played. I was proud of the way they competed. It’s a fun team to coach, it really is. Embrace this because we got some good players that are pushing through. My job now is to make them understand how hard it is to repeat it and to get better.”
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Stars coach Lindy Ruff wouldn’t talk about any lineup changes for tonight’s Game 6 against the Anaheim Ducks, but based on the morning skate it appears there could be a couple.

Erik Cole took part in line rushes, skating on a line with Chris Mueller and Valeri Nichushkin. Ruff wouldn’t say if Cole was back in.

“I’m not going to discuss whether he’s in or out,” Ruff said. “If he’s in, I need him to play hard.”

Cole has been a scratch the last three games.

“It’ll be nice to get back in the lineup and hopefully be able to contribute,” Cole said. “[Sitting out] definitely not the most enjoyable situation to be in.”

With Cole coming into the lineup, it appears Ray Whitney could sit out tonight.

Defenseman Patrik Nemeth, who missed Friday’s game with an upper body injury, skated this morning and was off the ice early while Kevin Connauton and Aaron Rome stayed on the ice late. That indicated that Nemeth likely would be in tonight.

Ruff wouldn’t say, indicating there are some question marks for the game and that Nemeth was among them.

“We got a couple guys, so we’re going to dress some extra guys for warm up and see and he’s one of them,” said Ruff.

Kari Lehtonen was the first goaltender off the ice this morning, indicating that he will be in goal tonight for the Stars.

Whatever the lineup, Ruff said the Stars will need a maximum effort as they try to win tonight and force a seventh and deciding game Tuesday night in Anaheim.

“First of all, these guys have battled and worked their [butt] off all year long. I can’t ask for much more of this group,” Ruff said. “I’ve pushed hard when the tank has been almost empty. They’ve answered every call, they’ve given everything they have at every turn to try to get in the playoffs, and I’m proud of the fact that we worked hard to get there, we worked hard to come back from 2-0. We’re going to empty the tank to try to get this to 3-3, and that’s all I can ask of them.”

Power play changes

Stars coach Lindy Ruff said Saturday he was going to shake up the power play, and here were the units he rolled out Sunday morning:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Cody Eakin-Alex Goligoski-Trevor Daley

Shawn Horcoff –Colton Sceviour-Vernon Fiddler-Sergei Gonchar-Jordie Benn

The Stars power play is 2-24 in the series, and his missed on its last 18 opportunities.

“I think we might see a little of a different look today,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “We’re just trying to simplify things out there, get pucks on net. We got to find a way to score goals here.”

“It’s going to take a little more patience on our part,” said Horcoff. “When we do get set up we’ve got to do a better job of getting pucks to the net, getting traffic to the net and overloading. That’s what they were able to do against us the last game and got some goals off it. It’s a big part of the game and for us to win the series it’s going to be important for us to get that going.”

Quotable: Lindy Ruff on Stars captain Jamie Benn

“He’s a fearless player. I’d invite anyone of those guys to scrap him and see how he makes out because he is tough. I’ve seen him go. So, if they want to push him past the edge, bring it on. He’s the type of guy that will back any one of his teammates, he’ll back himself and it’s a real backup. It isn’t a tuck, drop and roll. You’ll come out bloodied. The two fights I’ve seen, both guys have come out bloodied this year. He doesn’t do it often. He doesn’t do it for show. He does it for himself and he does it for his teammates.”

Ducks watch: Beleskey a game-time decision

Ducks forward Matt Beleskey, who has missed the last four games with a lower body injury, will be a game-time decision for the Ducks. Beleskey

“He’s anxious to go. There’s no doubt about that part, but we’ll check on him a little bit more to make sure,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “The last thing we need is somebody saying they want to go and halfway through the game, they can’t go. That puts you in a little bit of a pickle, so it’ll be a game-time decision.”

“I feel pretty good,” Beleskey said. “I haven’t actually got the official word if I’m in or not, but we’ll see what coaches come up with. Yeah, I felt good out there today.”

Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf will be scrapping the partial cage he has been wearing since getting hit in the face with a Tyler Seguin slap shot in Game 1 of the series.

“Obviously, when the time was right for it to come off, I was going to take it off,” said Getzlaf, who revealed he had about 50 stitches to repair the damage from the puck. I wasn't just going to play with it.”

Frederik Andersen will be in goal again for Anaheim.

Tonight’s game

Who: Anaheim Ducks at Dallas Stars

 What: Game 6, 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs First Round

 Where: American Airlines Center

 When: 7:00 p.m.

 Local TV: Fox Sports Southwest

 National TV: NBC Sports Network, TSN2

 Radio: The Ticket 1310 AM/96.7 FM

Stars projected lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin –Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

Erik Cole – Chris Mueller – Valeri Nichushkin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Brenden Dillon – Jordie Benn

Patrik Nemeth – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Ray Whitney, Kevin Connauton, Dustin Jeffrey, Aaron Rome

Injured: Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks projected lineup

Nick Bonino – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Andrew Cogliano – Saku Koivu – Jakob Silfverberg

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

 Devante Smith-Pelly – Rickard Rakell – Matt Beleskey

Luca Sbisa – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Mark Fistric

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Emerson Etem, Kyle Palmieri, Daniel Winnik

Injured: Tim Jackman (hand), Hampus Lindholm (neck), Stephane Robidas (leg fracture)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The term must-win gets tossed around a lot in sports, often times when it is not really a must-win. Sunday is a must-win for the Dallas Stars. It is win or get eliminated from the Stanley Cup Playoffs. The Stars feel confident they are up to the challenge.

“When this team has faced adversity they’ve answered the call,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “I’m positive that they’ll answer that call again.”

Ruff likes his team’s mindset heading into Game 6 of their first round playoff series against the Anaheim Ducks, which they trail 3-2 after Friday’s 6-2 loss in Anaheim.

“You liked the fact that there’s disappointment and some frustration,” he said. “We’ve been a pretty focused group coming home and I anticipate that again.”

The Stars said they’ll shake off Friday’s loss and look to pull even at home, where they have played well over the last half of the season and won Games 3 and 4 of this series. Including the playoffs, they have won 10 of their last 12 games at American Airlines Center.

“We feel like we can do well at home, and we have to really do that tomorrow and keep our hopes alive that we can move on,” said Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen. “I think that makes everybody a little bit more comfortable after a bad game like that. The next game is at home, and we’ve done well there in the past.”

Twelve Dallas players have made their NHL playoff debuts in this series, and this will be the first time they’ve faced an elimination game at this level. At the same time, they have a lot of players who have been down this road before and can provide some insight.

“That’s one thing with experience, you get it from playing and being in those situations. We have enough guys in the locker room that have been there before,” said Stars forward Shawn Horcoff. “Everyone that has been there knows that the fourth game is the hardest game to win in a series. The pressure is squarely on them now to come in and win a game in our building, where we have been good. We have to take confidence in the fact that we can play our type of game tomorrow and try to take it to a Game 7, where anything can happen.”

But to get to a Game 7, the Stars will need to win Game 6. It will be another tough test for the Stars, but they’ve never taken the easy route to get this far.

“We started out 0-2 [in the series], we made it 2-2. We lost one game,” said Ruff. “At the end of the season, we went through the theory that you had to win two out of three. We lost the first one, now we have to win the next two. The stretch run was win two, lose one. Win two, lose one. That was the pace we were going at. It’s our turn in our building where we’ve played some fabulous hockey to take it back to them. We weren’t able to break serve in their building. Now we have to be able to hold it in our court.”

Ruff looking to shake up power play 

Special teams haven’t gone the Stars’ way in two of the five games in the series against the Ducks, and on Friday things tilted heavily towards Anaheim. The Ducks were 4-6 on the power play, while the Stars were 0-7 with the man advantage. The Stars are 2-24 (8.3 percent) on the power play in the series, and rank 15th among the 16 teams in the playoffs.

“We’re going to change that up. It’s not working,” Ruff said. “The units are going to change. I think we’re getting a little bit of net focus and there’s not enough deception and I think that comes with frustration from not scoring. So that part is going to change.”

The penalty kill has been up and down. It allowed two goals in the first game of the series, was perfect in the next three games and then got lit up for four goals on Friday.

“The penalty killing had been good up until the last one. There were a couple breakdowns,” said Stars forward Shawn Horcoff. “I think the second one deflected off a guy in front, there’s not much you are going to do there. We just have to find a way. We’ll watch some video, make some adjustments. Special teams are so important in the playoffs and we are going to have to refocus on that.”

Garbutt fined for spearing Perry

The NHL fined Stars forward Ryan Garbutt $1,474.36, the maximum allowable under the CBA, for spearing Anaheim Ducks forward Corey Perry in Friday night’s game. It happened midway through the first period. Garbutt was given a major penalty and game misconduct.

Stars coach Lindy Ruff talked about Garbutt after the team arrived back in Dallas Saturday afternoon. The Stars forward has struggled this season at times on the penalty front.

“That process during the year wasn’t quite hard enough for him,” Ruff said. “I didn’t get him quite where I needed to. It’s been a give and take. It’s been a tough road for him, but he’s got a ways to go yet. Playoff spirit and playoff embellishing and playoff gamesmanship is a whole lot different from the regular season. He got caught with a little playoff gamesmanship there.”

Perry had little to say about the incident Saturday.

“It’s just something that happened,” he said when asked about it.

Any reaction to Garbutt being fined?

“No,” said Perry.

Ducks watch: Learning from the past

The Ducks are in familiar territory with a 3-2 series lead. They were in the same boat last season in the first round against Detroit, and they ended up losing the series. They lost Game 6 in Detroit and then lost the seventh and deciding game in Anaheim.

“I think there’s always a desire to end the series as soon as you can. We learned a little bit from last year, being up 3-2. We just got to go in and play a good road game tomorrow,” said Ducks forward Nick Bonino. “I think just wanting it enough to close out a series. Teams don’t play their best hockey until their backs are against the wall and they can be out. We expect nothing less from Dallas than their best game. We’re going to need ours to win it.”

The Ducks are hoping to avoid a seventh game. Even though they would have home ice, it is down to just one game and anything can happen, which is what they learned from last season’s loss to the Red Wings.

“When you corner a bear or whatever, they fight the hardest,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “That experience with most of the guys that were here last year, I hope works for tomorrow. We don’t want to wait for a seventh game if we can help it. Obviously Dallas wants to push it as far as they can go because in Game 7s anything can happen. But that would be the experience we gain from it. That’s sort of the message.”

“You learned all those things,” said Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf. “When you have opportunities, you want to take advantage of them. And I’ve said that throughout the second half of this season. Our group has done a great job of having opportunities and seizing them. Whether that was closing out the Western Conference at the end of the year or different items throughout the season where we had the chance to do things. Those are things that we obviously learned from last year and build on now.”

Quotable: Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau on Jamie Benn

“He’s a great player. I’ve thought Jamie Benn was a great player since I saw him playing against Hershey when he was with Texas (AHL). And still do. Thought he would be a perfect fit when you’re making your mock Olympic teams up with Perry and Getzy. Just a winner. He reminds me of those leaders like Getzy and Iginla that they’ll not only play and do the right things but they’ll fight when they need to. And they do whatever it takes to win. We knew that it was going to be quite a handful. And it’s turned out that it’s true. I think he’s scored in four of the five games. And should have had other ones too.”

Series Schedule 

(Ducks lead series 3-2)

Game 1: Wed, April 16, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 4, Stars 3

Game 2: Fri, April 18, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 3, Stars 2

Game 3: Mon, April 21, Anaheim at Dallas: Stars 3, Ducks 0

Game 4: Wed, April 23, Anaheim at Dallas: Stars 4, Ducks 2

Game 5: Fri, April 25, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 6, Stars 2

Game 6: Sun, April 27, Anaheim at Dallas, 7:00 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/NBC Sports Network/TSN2

*Game7: Tue, April 29, Dallas at Anaheim, TBD, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

*If necessary
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Stars forward Ryan Garbutt’s night ended early when he was given a major penalty and a game misconduct for spearing Ducks forward Corey Perry.

It happened at 9:11 of the first period as Garbutt was heading to the Dallas bench and Perry was coming off the Anaheim bench.

“I was going back to the bench and I got careless with my stick,” Garbutt said. “It was definitely something I didn’t want to do, and put the team in that position. I am definitely going to learn from it.”

Perry was down on the ice for a while before being helped to the locker room. He did return to the game a short time later.

The Stars scored shorthanded on the Anaheim power play and then the Ducks scored before a penalty on Anaheim negated the final two minutes of the five-minute man-advantage.

“It put us on the PK and they scored, so it wasn’t good,” Garbutt said.

Stars coach Lindy Ruff was asked about Garbutt’s penalty after the game.

“It was something we obviously didn’t want to see,” Ruff said. “I didn’t think it was as bad as it was made out to be. I don’t think it was as bad as the spearing of Jamie Benn (by Perry earlier in the series) in my eyes. It’s still definitely a penalty. It’s something I don’t want to see as a coach. It tells me I haven’t done a good enough job with Ryan Garbutt yet. He’s come a long ways. There are some nights we act like a young team. We were a young team tonight.”

Dillon returns, Nemeth sits out

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon, who missed the first four games of the playoffs with a lower body injury, was in the lineup for Friday’s game against the Ducks. It was his first NHL playoff game.

“I was worried about Dillon because it was his first playoff game and he made some young mistakes,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “His effort was great, but it’s a learning experience. I thought there was a lot of good in his game, but there were a couple mistakes.”

Defenseman Patrik Nemeth, who left Wednesday’s game with an upper body injury and was questionable for Friday, did not play.

Notes

*Home teams are 16-2 in this year’s Western Conference playoffs.

*The Stars outshot the Ducks 36-23. Tyler Seguin led the Stars with eight shots on goal.

*The Stars were 0-7 on the power play. The Ducks were 4-6 on the power play.

*The Stars won 30 of 63 faceoffs (48 percent). Vernon Fiddler won 9 of 16. Chris Mueller won 5 of 9. Cody Eakin won 7 of 15. Tyler Seguin won 2 of 7.

*Jamie Benn scored his fourth goal of the playoffs and his tied for the league lead.

*Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf is tied for second in playoff scoring with seven points (three goals, four assists).

*Stars forward Shawn Horcoff has points in four straight games (one goal, four assists).

Stars lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin- Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin – Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

Ray Whitney – Chris Mueller – Valeri Nichushkin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Brenden Dillon – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Erik Cole, Dustin Jeffrey, Aaron Rome

Injured: Patrik Nemeth (upper body), Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks lineup 

Nick Bonino – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Andrew Cogliano – Saku Koivu – Jakob Silfverberg

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

 Devante Smith-Pelly – Rickard Rakell – Emerson Etem

Luca Sbisa – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Mark Fistric

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Daniel Winnik, Kyle Palmieri

Injured: Hampus Lindholm (neck), Matt Beleskey (lower body), Stephane Robidas (leg),Tim Jackman (hand)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Dallas Stars will head home with their backs to the wall in their first round playoff series with the Anaheim Ducks. The Ducks defeated the Stars, 6-2, Friday night at Honda Center to take a 3-2 lead in the best-of-seven series.

“Every time we’ve bumped up against adversity we’ve answered the call,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “We got down 0-2 [in this series], we answered the call. We’ve lost this game, we’ve got to answer the call. It’s our turn to come with our answer to this game.”

Game 6 is Sunday night at American Airlines Center, where the Stars won Games 3 and 4 of the series.

“Now it’s our turn to go back in our barn,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “We are going to forget about this one and focus on the next one.”

Special teams fueled the Ducks’ victory Friday night. The Ducks scored four times on six power play chances, while the Stars were 0-7.

“It’s tough. We lost the special teams battle which was the difference tonight,” Ruff said.

The Stars were within one goal, down just 3-2, heading into the third period, but the Ducks blew the game open with three goals in a 5:52 span early in the third period.

Jamie Benn and Shawn Horcoff scored for the Stars. Kari Lehtonen started in goal, gave up five goals on 21 shots and was pulled early in the third period. Tim Thomas played the rest of the way, allowing one goal on two shots.

The Stars lost Ryan Garbutt midway through the first period after he was given a five minute major penalty and a game misconduct for spearing.

Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf, who missed Game 4, returned and scored one goal and assisted on two others.

“Every time you get your captain back, it’s going to make you feel better,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “It’s like your big brother is back. Guys felt a little more secure, and he came out and played a really great game, as well as the other guys.”

“I thought I got better as the game went on. I felt more and more comfortable,” said Getzlaf. “The crowd was unbelievable. Everything was fired right up. They give us so much energy when we come out and have that kind of support with us.”

Corey Perry also had one goal and two assists. Goaltender Frederik Andersen bounced back from a rough Game 4 and stopped 34 of 36 shots.

“He made the saves he had to make at the right time,” said Boudreau. “When they were pushing and it was 2-1 or 3-2, he stood tall. That’s what good goalies do. I’m happy for him that he was able to come back in a tough atmosphere and do what he did.”

The Ducks went on the game’s first power play a little more than four minutes into the game when Antoine Roussel was called for interference, and cashed into take the early lead. Getzlaf set up Nick Bonino in the right circle and Bonino slipped around Stars defenseman Jordie Benn and fired the puck past Lehtonen to make it a 1-0 game at 5:32 of the first period.

The Ducks went on a five-minute power play at 9:11 of the first when Garbutt was given a major penalty and a game misconduct for spearing Perry.

“I was going back to the bench and I got careless with my stick,” Garbutt said. “It was definitely something I didn’t want to do, and put the team in that position. I am definitely going to learn from it.”

The Stars came out of it even. They scored shorthanded to tie the game when Jamie Benn stole the puck from Getzlaf in the Anaheim zone, broke in on net and backhanded the puck by Andersen to make it a 1-1 game at 10:00 of the first.

But just 26 seconds later the Ducks were back on top when a Francois Beauchemin shot was deflected into the net by center Rickard Rakell.

The Ducks opened the second period with 1:56 of power play time after a questionable goaltender interference call on Stars defenseman Alex Goligoski, and they cashed in again to extend their lead to 3-1. After a Cody Eakin shorthanded bid missed the net, the Ducks had numbers going the other way and Getzlaf set up Mathieu Perreault, who scored from close range off the rush at 1:05 of the second.

After that, the Stars controlled play for a good part of the second period. They cut the lead to 3-2 at 8:19 of the second when Vernon Fiddler shot the puck on net from the left point and Horcoff put the rebound past Andersen.

But the Ducks rattled off three goals in less than six minutes early in the third to blow the game open and chase Lehtonen from the net.

“We felt like we had the momentum after the second period,” Horcoff said, “but we gave up that first one and it put us on our heels and when they got that second one it deflated the bench a bit.”

Andrew Cogliano sent the puck from behind the goal line to Jakob Silfverberg, who scored from close range to make it a 4-2 game at the 1:07 mark of the third period.

The Ducks made it a 5-2 game at the 4:30 mark when Perry knocked Brenden Dillon off the puck in the corner and centered it to Getzlaf, who scored from the slot.

Lehtonen came out of the game a short time later and was replaced by Thomas.

“It’s huge for us,” Cogliano said of Anaheim’s start to the third. “Tonight, to get a big goal to start the period and get Lehtonen out of the net was a big confidence boost for us. It was a picture-perfect third period for us.”

The Ducks scored another power play goal a short time later when Perry was wide open at the bottom of the left circle, Thomas went for a poke check, missed and Perry put the puck into the open net to give Anaheim a 6-2 lead with at the 6:49 mark.

That ended the scoring for the night and pushed the Stars to a must-win situation Sunday in Dallas, where they’ll need a win to force a Game 7 in Anaheim.

“We’re going to have to go home now and win a game,” said Horcoff. “We feel like we are getting closer in this building and we want another chance here.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Stars defensemen Brenden Dillon and Patrik Nemeth are still question marks heading into tonight’s pivotal Game 5 against the Anaheim Ducks at Honda Center.

Both players took part in this morning’s skate. Dillon, who has yet to play in the playoffs, skated on the fourth defensive pair and is a game-time decision.

“He looks pretty good to me,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “We’ll check with the trainer and see where he is at after. He hasn’t had a demanding practice yet, but he’s working and he’s real close to it.”

Dillon is hopeful he gets in tonight, and joked that he’s been on his best behavior all week to tilt things his way.

“It’s just getting the OK. I’ve wanted to play since Game 1. It’s just getting cleared to go and I am feeling better to go,” Dillon said. "I think Sunday (Game 6) is probably more realistic, but at the same time, if I can get in tonight, I want to get in. I've been trying to get better and show that I can play.

“My fingers are crossed. I was good on Easter Sunday, getting my prayers in.”

Nemeth, who left Wednesday’s game after the first period with an upper body injury, skated on a pair with Jordie Benn this morning, but Ruff said he is still a question mark for tonight.

“He’s still not a full go yet,” said Ruff. “He’s still questionable for tonight.”

Ruff said he’ll skate seven defensemen tonight in warm ups and then a decision will be made.

It doesn’t appear there will be any changes among the forwards, meaning that Erik Cole will be scratched for a third straight game.

Kari Lehtonen, who stopped 58 of 60 shots in winning both his starts in Dallas, gets the nod in goal for the Stars tonight.

With the series tied 2-2, tonight’s game is a big one for both teams. For the Stars, it’s an opportunity to keep rolling in the series and take home-ice advantage away from the Ducks, who are looking to get back on track after dropping both games in Dallas.

“It’s a real big opportunity for us,” Ruff said. “We’re going to see their best game. The series is down to the best of the three. They’ve had pretty good success here at home and we haven’t won here yet. But at the same time we can have a little risk and reward tonight where we can get after this. We know they are going to play well and we are not going to play a safe game.”

Ducks watch: Getzlaf questionable, Selanne back in, Andersen stays in goal

Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf, who missed Wednesday’s game with an upper body injury, skated this morning and is questionable for tonight’s Game 5.

“We'll see tonight," Getzlaf said. “This is part of our process that we're going through right now. I won't really know until game time tonight.”

Teemu Selanne, who was a healthy scratch the last game, will be in as well. Selanne said he is ready to move forward from being scratched.

“I’m very excited,” Selanne said. “I’m a very positive guy, and it wasn’t the end of the world. It’s a new opportunity today and there are no hard feelings. It’s a business. It’ll be fun.”

Defenseman Luca Sbisa, who hasn’t played yet in the playoffs, could be in the lineup tonight as well.

“There's a good chance he's in,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “He's got experience and he's played in these games before. He can be a physical defenseman when needed. He's had a rough year because of injuries, but when he's been at his best, he's a top-four defenseman. We're hoping that's going to happen tonight.”

Frederik Andersen, who had a rough start in Dallas on Wednesday, will be in goal again Friday night and got a vote of confidence from his head coach.

“That might’ve been his first bad game in an awful long time,” Boudreau said. “But I think he’ll bounce back and do a real good job tonight. I think he knows I have full confidence in him.”

Tonight’s game

Who: Dallas Stars at Anaheim Ducks

 What: Game 5, 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs First Round

 Where: Honda Center, Anaheim

 When: 9:30 p.m.

 Local TV: Fox Sports Southwest

 National TV: NBC Sports Network, TSN

 Radio: The Ticket 1310 AM/96.7 FM

Stars projected lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin- Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin – Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

Ray Whitney – Chris Mueller – Valeri Nichushkin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth (questionable) – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Brenden Dillon (questionable)

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Erik Cole, Dustin Jeffrey, Aaron Rome

Injured: Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks projected lineup

Devante Smith-Pelly – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Jakob Silfverberg – Saku Koivu – Andrew Cogliano

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

 Daniel Winnik - Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

Luca Sbisa – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Mark Fistric

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Hampus Lindholm, Rickard Rakell, Emerson Etem

Injured: Matt Beleskey (lower body), Stephane Robidas (leg), Tim Jackman (hand)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Stars coach Lindy Ruff believes that momentum can carry over from one game to the next and he hopes his team can ride the momentum of two straight wins into Game 5 Friday night in Anaheim.

“I believe that you can get going, you can get guys feeding off of good offensive streaks, playing well defensively,” Ruff said. “When you’re losing games or there’s games that all of a sudden you find a way to lose versus you find a way to win, that’s the momentum you want to grab inside a series. They grabbed the momentum in Anaheim. We took it back. Now we got to go try to carry it to Game 5.”

But momentum just doesn’t stay with a team. It is constantly up for grabs, it can shift quickly and the battle to control momentum will start when the puck drops Friday night at Honda Center.

“I think it can also change on a dime. You have to take advantage of it while you have it,” said Stars center Tyler Seguin. “For us, it’s just sticking with our game plan. Buying into our system and in the end, we’re a team that’s successful when we are competing and winning most of our 50-50 battles. We’ve been doing that as of late and we want to continue it on the road as well.”

The Stars head to Anaheim, where they lost the first two games of the series, a different team than the one that started the series that is now all even after four games. A team with a little more experience under its belt. A team that now knows what to expect in an opponent’s building in the Stanley Cup Playoffs. And a team that has a better idea of how it needs to play to be successful this time of the year.

“I’d say the first couple games didn’t go the way we wanted, mores so just because of inexperience,” said Stars forward Shawn Horcoff. “I don’t think we knew the type of game we needed to play, and how much the level increases. I think we have a better understanding of that. I look for a better effort [Friday].”

And it’s a team that has tasted success over the last two playoff games, and that’s something that gives them confidence and motivation moving forward.

“We’re a little experienced,” said Seguin. “We’ve felt like what it feels like to lose and I think the most important thing is we felt what it’s like to win a playoff game, especially the guys that haven’t been in the playoffs before. It’s a great feeling. It’s a taste that you like in your mouth. Obviously, our home games are great. Our home crowd is phenomenal. I thought in Game 2 we started playing a lot better Stars hockey on the road. We need to do that again.”

All playoff games are big, but Friday’s game is especially big with the series tied 2-2. It’s now a best-of-three. Friday’s winner moves to within one victory of the taking the series. The loser gets pushed to the brink of elimination.

“It’s a brand new series. Two out of three here,” said Seguin. “For us to be successful and win this series we’re going to have to take one on their ice eventually. We have to take this period by period, game by game and that’s our focus right now.”

“We did what we need to do to hold serve at home and in order for us to win the series we’re going to have to go in there and find a game somehow,” said Horcoff. “It’s a best-of-three series now. They are going to rally around the fact that they have two games at home and we are going to rally around the fact that we just won the last two and we think we have momentum. That’s what Game 5 will tell.”

Dillon, Nemeth game-time decisions Friday

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon, who has missed the first four games of the playoffs with a lower body injury, took part in the team’s optional skate Thursday morning in Frisco. Stars coach Lindy Ruff said Dillon will be a game-time decision for Friday’s game in Anaheim.

Dallas defenseman Patrik Nemeth, who left Wednesday’s game with an upper body injury, was not on the ice for Thursday’s optional skate. Ruff said Nemeth would be a game-time decision as well.

Quotable: Stars forward Shawn Horcoff

“We have a lot of young guys in important roles on this team and guys don’t have a lot of playoff experience. Our motto here isn’t just to come into the playoffs and get our toes wet and save it for next year and years after. The older guys realized that it’s not that easy. There’s a lot of parity in the league and it’s tough to make the playoffs. You have to make the most of all your chances, and that’s what we’re trying to do now. We’re a team that is gaining experience as we go, game by game. We are learning from our mistakes and figuring out what kind of game we need to play in the playoffs.”

Quotable: Stars coach Lindy Ruff

“I keep telling them, you got to have fun. You got to find fun in the game and when I see clips after a goal where guys are just uttering out that barrel ‘yeah,’ whether it’s a Goligoski or a Horcoff, those are the things as a coach that put a smile on your face, that you look for, that show up in the video the next day. Goose and Dales dancing after a goal where it’s contagious, I want to see that. I want to see team unity. I want to see guys celebrating, five guys celebrating. I don’t want four. I don’t want three. I want to see five guys in those piles. Be excited to be playing this time of year, be excited to not be sitting at home watching the first round of the playoffs and then remembering because you don’t want to be sitting outside and I’ve said to them it’s hard. This is hard fun. It’s fun but it’s hard fun and try to wrap your arms around, embrace it and just look forward to that next game.”

Ducks watch: Getzlaf questionable for Friday

The Ducks didn’t practice Thursday, opting for a video session and maintenance day. Captain Ryan Getzlaf, who missed Wednesday’s game with an upper body injury, met with the media to discuss his status, which remains up in the air for Friday’s Game 5.

“I’m not really going to discuss what exactly is going on. That’s what we’ve always done here during the playoffs. I wish I could give you insight on it, but I’m just not allowed to,” Getzlaf said. “I do know that it’s questionable for tomorrow. We’re going through different things today and doing our process to get ready for tomorrow. It’s just a matter of rallying around each other right now and making sure we put our best foot forward.”

Ducks Coach Bruce Boudreau had this to say about Getzlaf: He’s hoping to play, but that doesn’t guarantee that he’s going to play. It’s a day-to-day thing.”

Forward Matt Beleskey, who has missed the last three games of the series with a lower body injury, is doubtful for Friday, but could play by Sunday.

“He’s getting better,” said Boudreau. “I’d venture to guess he’s not probable tomorrow, but we’re looking at Sunday for him being able to play.”

There was no indication if the Ducks might make a goaltending change for Friday’s game. Rookie Frederick Andersen, who started the first four games of the series, was pulled in the third period Wednesday night and replaced by veteran Jonas Hiller.

Boudreau wasn’t tipping his hand about the goaltending for Friday night, but he did say it was good for Hiller to see some action in Wednesday’s game.

“It was important he played,” Boudreau told the Ducks official site. “Whether he’s going to start tomorrow, it was important that he’s already seen playoff ice, and not coming in blind.”

Series Schedule 

(Series tied 2-2)

Game 1: Wed, April 16, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 4, Stars 3

Game 2: Fri, April 18, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 3, Stars 2

Game 3: Mon, April 21, Anaheim at Dallas: Stars 3, Ducks 0

Game 4: Wed, April 23, Anaheim at Dallas: Stars 4, Ducks 2

Game 5: Fri, April 25, Dallas at Anaheim, 9:30 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/NBC Sports Network/TSN

Game 6: Sun, April 27, Anaheim at Dallas, 7:00 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/NBC Sports Network/TSN2

*Game7: Tue, April 29, Dallas at Anaheim, TBD, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

*If necessary
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The longer this season goes, the more the Dallas Stars find new obstacles hurled in their direction. And the longer this season goes, the more they find new ways to overcome them.

In a season filled with injuries, illnesses, cardiac events and more, the Stars have gotten used to punching their way off the ropes and back into a fight. But it appears that they waited for the Stanley Cup Playoffs to land their largest blow yet.

The Stars, who were sizeable underdogs in their opening-round series against the Western Conference regular season champion Anaheim Ducks, got off to a rocky start in their return to the playoffs after a five-year absence. Icing a roster with 13 players who had never skated in the NHL postseason, Dallas struggled in the first period of Game 1. They gave up three early goals to fall behind, and although they admirably clawed their way back to make it a one-goal game, the feeling was that the Stars might be in over their heads. You couldn’t blame them for not being ready to adjust to the biggest spotlight their sport had to offer. Over half of them had never been here before.

In Game 2 they largely dictated play, but some bad turnovers and opportunistic finishing by their opponents again did the Stars in. Two decent performances. Two lessons learned. But two losses.

That’s ok. It was a good run for a first-year unit rebuilding their way back into NHL relevancy. It was probably time to simply say, “Good Job. Good Effort,” but understand that they just weren’t ready to contend with a Stanley Cup Favorite that set franchise records in wins and points. There’d be no shame in bowing out gracefully at this point of the season. Especially after exceeding the expectations most people had for them in the first place.

There’s just one problem. These Stars don’t know how to bow out.

Over the last seven months the Stars have been met with so much adversity, so many proverbial forks in the road, and so many opportunities where it would’ve been completely understandable and justified to concede defeat. But they never did. It’s just not in this team’s DNA. No matter what new hurdle presents itself, the Stars always seem up for the challenge.

Their most recent Houdini-like escape featured a new task for this never-say-die collection of men. A 2-0 series deficit against a hot team, with a hot goaltender, and all the momentum in the other locker room. You can say you need to take things one game at a time all you want, but the fact is that Dallas needed to come home and beat Anaheim twice in a row to stay alive in the series. Certainly not an easy task versus a club that was 13-4-1 in their prior 18 games heading into Game 3. The Stars responded by getting a series-high, 37 saves from Kari Lehtonen and some timely scoring in a 3-0 win on Monday. The Stars also continued to play a physical brand of hockey that started to take Anaheim out of their comfort zone. With a lot of verbal jabbing between Games 3 & 4, the Stars task promised to be even more difficult on Wednesday.

When Game 4 began the Stars seemed energized and poised to make a run at evening the series. But then things changed. After all it wouldn’t be the Stars way to post back-to-back wins without making it interesting first. Dallas went dark in the back half of the first period, failing to record a single shot. They allowed the first two goals of the game and went into first intermission trailing for the first time since Game 1. The news got even worse when they lost defenseman Patrik Nemeth with two periods to play. Already without Brenden Dillon, Nemeth had nicely filled a spot on the second pairing eating up valuable minutes. So, here were the Stars. Down 2-1 in the series. Down 2-0 in the game. Down to five defensemen, including two on their third pair. And facing all of this in a virtual must-win game. How would they respond?

If you’ve watched the Stars this season, you knew exactly how they’d respond.

The Stars scored in the opening minute of the second period and never looked back. They outshot the Ducks 16-3 in the frame. They tied the score, and then added two more goals to pull away in the third period. With a shorthanded blue line, they held the NHL’s #1 offense in the regular season to 12 shots over the final 40 minutes.

Remember that young, hot, rookie goaltender for Anaheim? They chased him from the game, handing him consecutive losses for the first time in his career. Remember that physical play we talked about? The Stars executed their game plan so well that they got Ryan Getzlaf to fight in Game 3, Corey Perry to fight in Game 4, Patrick Maroon to get sent off early in both games, and Bruce Boudreau to focus on that, above all else, in his press conferences. They have completely thrown Anaheim’s mental game into disarray, and the Ducks look like a severely rattled group right now.

The Ducks had a 2-0 stranglehold on this series. Now they have a goaltending controversy, a subplot about physicality they have to answer to, an injury to their captain who missed Game 4, a thin blue line hampered by injury, a disgruntled future Hall-of-Famer who was unexpectedly sat down in Teemu Selanne, a Head Coach who seemed agitated in his Game 4 press conference, a whole bunch of tight collars back in Orange County, and a team in the Stars who will not stop coming at them.

Meanwhile, the Stars have drawn more penalties than they’ve taken, have outscored the Ducks 11-9 (including 11-6 since the opening period of the series), could be getting healthier with Dillon and Nemeth both questionable for Game 5, and have a Head Coach who smiles and laughs when asked about the physical play, simply calling it “playoff hockey.” Through four close games, it’s the inexperienced Stars who have a 5-1 advantage in third period scoring. Dallas looks poised and confident. And most importantly, they have every reason to believe that they’ve been the better team through four games.

Which one of these teams was the #1 seed again? Which one of these teams is chock-full of playoff rookies?

A once-tilted Best-of-7 has now become a Best-of-3. The Stars have struggled on the road this season and Anaheim had the third best home record in the NHL. The Ducks still have home ice advantage, meaning the Stars will have to figure out how to win at least once at the Honda Center. Home teams are a perfect 4-0 in this series so far, and 13-1 in the Western Conference playoffs. Because of this, despite all of the turmoil currently inside the Ducks room, many people still believe that Anaheim will prevail in the series. And that’s just fine with the Stars.

Dallas has slugged its way back into the series. Game 5 is in Anaheim on Friday. Game 6 returns to the AAC on Sunday, where one team will have a chance to close out the series. If necessary, the series could be decided in a Game 7 back in California on Tuesday. Wherever and however, the Stars are hoping to land two more haymakers to carry them into the next round. They’re still not the favorites. They’re still not expected to get there. But they’ve defied the odds all season long. Why should now be any different?

After watching what you saw in Games 3 and 4, would you want to bet against them?

Following a four-game split, the Stars and Ducks will close their series this week for the right to advance to the second round. Here are some things to keep ‘On the Radar’ for the remainder of the opening round series:

Iron Man

Stars defensemen Alex Goligoski continues to defy the laws of fatigue as he stockpiles minutes in the playoffs at an even greater rate than he did in the regular season. He led the Stars with an average of 24:18 of ice time per game in the regular season, finishing 21st overall in the NHL. In the postseason he has averaged 29:08 through four games. He ranks 7th in the league, however that is a misleading placement, considering the six players ahead of him have all played in multiple overtimes that still count as parts of a single game. In terms of playing a percentage of his team’s overall minutes, no one in the 2014 NHL Playoffs has played more than Goligoski. In Game 4, the Stars blue liner wore the brunt of Dallas playing short a defenseman for the final two periods, and he logged 32:48 of the 60 total minutes.

What’s even more impressive than the minutes Goligoski is playing is the quality he is delivering in those minutes. He has two points in the four games, and is tied for the team lead with a +4 rating. He has also been matched up against the Ducks top line as often as possible, and despite his high-volume minutes, he has only been on the ice for two goals against in the entire series. One of those goals came on a Ducks power play.

Controlling the Circle

In the regular season series with the Ducks, the Stars won the faceoff battle in all three games. They finished the head-to-head series with a 57.2% success rate on draws. After getting out-drawn 46-37 in the opening game of this playoff series, the Stars have won the majority of faceoffs in each of the last three games. Overall the Stars have won 150 of the 282 faceoffs in the series (53.2%). That includes a stellar mark of 82-56 in games at American Airlines Center. Faceoffs are a key component for a team as focused on puck possession as the Stars.

Leading the way in the faceoff circle has been veteran Vernon Fiddler. This is Fiddler’s first postseason since 2011, and he has been terrific thus far. He had the game-tying goal in Game 4’s eventual comeback win, and has been very strong physically and defensively. However, his largest contribution may be in the faceoff circle. Fiddler has won 45 of his 66 faceoffs taken, for a winning percentage of 68.2%. That mark ranks him third among all players in the NHL postseason. In a series that is coming down to the wire and could hinge on winning an offensive or defensive zone draw, Fiddler and the Stars should feel very confident in their ability to gain possession during the key restarts to come.

Haunted by the Past

While the majority of the Stars have very little Stanley Cup Playoff past to draw from, one key figure for the Ducks has a history he’s trying to re-write. Anaheim Head Coach Bruce Boudreau is one of the more well-respected coaches in the NHL. Since becoming a full-time NHL Head Coach in 2007, he has led his teams to a remarkable 312-143-62 regular season record. That amounts to a winning percentage of .663. Even further impressive is that his success has come with two different teams in the Washington Capitals and the Ducks.

However, for all of his regular season success, the Stanley Cup Playoffs have proven to be a difficult hurdle for Boudreau-coached teams. Including the first four games of the Dallas-Anaheim series, Boudreau is just 22-26 all-time in his NHL Postseason coaching career. This is Boudreau’s seventh season behind a NHL bench, and despite the fact that his teams have never been worse than a #3 seed, Bourdreau has only made it past the opening round twice, and has never gone further than that. Boudreau has been the higher seed in every postseason series of his NHL coaching career, but only has a 2-5 series record to show for it. He has coached in five Game 7’s in the NHL, and is 1-4 in those games. He coached the home team in all of them. His most recent playoff blemish came last season when his #2 seeded Ducks were ousted in seven games by the #7 seed Detroit Red Wings. If the Stars can win one more game and push Boudreau’s club to the brink of elimination, history will not be on Anaheim’s side.

Strange Narrative

During the series shift to Dallas, many comments were made in the media regarding a perceived heightened physical play by the Stars. Several Anaheim players and coaches suggested that they felt the Stars crossed a line with their physicality. For all of the steam that narrative garnered, it is interesting to note that the two clubs have had almost identical penalty statistics throughout the season and this series. In the 82-game regular season, the Ducks had two more overall penalties called than the Stars (359-357), but Dallas finished with six more penalty minutes than Anaheim (900-894). Neither team was anywhere near the top of the NHL in team penalties or minutes. The Stars and Ducks finished 13th and 14th, respectively in PIM this season.

In the postseason, however, it has been a different story. The Ducks lead the NHL with both 29 infractions and 101 penalty minutes. The Stars are second with 25 penalties for 77 minutes. The combined 178 penalty minutes is far and away the most in any opening round series thus far. The closest competition is the St. Louis-Chicago matchup, which has featured 113 penalty minutes through the first four games. Despite all of the penalties, neither team has been very effective on the power play. The Stars are just 2-for-17 in the series, with the Ducks marginally better at 2-for-16. The Stars have killed off 13 straight Anaheim power plays after the Ducks converted two of their first three chances in the series. With the bad blood reaching a fever pitch in Game 4, there is no reason to expect the temperament of this series to change with a return visit to Southern California on Friday.

Josh Bogorad is the Pre-Game, Post-Game, and Intermission host for the Stars radio broadcasts. He can be heard 30 minutes before face-off and immediately after games all season long on SportsRadio 1310AM and 96.7FM The Ticket. Follow him on Twitter at @JoshBogorad. 
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The Dallas Stars held a meeting Thursday morning in Frisco and then a small group of players went through an optional skate.

Among the players on the ice was defenseman Brenden Dillon, who has missed the first four games of the playoffs with a lower body injury. Whether Dillon will play in Game 5 Friday is still up in the air.

“Dillon I believe will be a game-time decision, which is as close as you can get tomorrow,” Ruff said.

This was Dillon’s third straight day skating with the team. Dillon said he’s feeling better each day and whether he plays Friday will be up to the medical staff and Ruff.

“Hopefully,” Dillon said when asked if he thinks he can play in Game 5. “If I am going to be in I want to be able to help the team. Things are getting better and better. Keeping tabs with the doctors and the medical staff. They’ve done a tremendous job monitoring me and making sure I’m getting the best treatment I can. Dave Zeis (head athletic trainer), Lindy and I will get together and see if I can play tomorrow.”

Defenseman Patrik Nemeth, who left Wednesday night’s game after the first period with an upper body injury, was not on the ice for Thursday’s optional practice. Ruff said Nemeth will be a game-time decision as well on Friday.

Off to Anaheim

The Stars headed to Anaheim Thursday afternoon, feeling good about things after taking Games 3 and 4 in Dallas to tie the series at 2-2. But they know that in order to win the series they’ll have to find a way to win a game in Anaheim.

“The mood is good, positive,” said Stars forward Shawn Horcoff. “I think we worked hard to get back in the series. We did what we need to do to hold serve at home and in order for us to win the series we’re going to have to go in there and find a game somehow. We had a good meeting this morning, refocused and we’re ready for a better effort tomorrow.”

“It’s a brand new series,” said Stars center Tyler Seguin. “Two out of three here. For us to be successful and win this series we’re going to have to take one on their ice eventually. We have to take this period by period, game by game and that’s our focus right now.”

Game 6 Sunday to start at 7 p.m.

The Stars’ win on Wednesday guaranteed there will be a Game 6 in Dallas on Sunday. The NHL has announced the start time for that game. It will be at 7 p.m. Central Time. The game will be televised locally on Fox Sports Southwest. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen picked up an assist on Cody Eakin’s game-winning goal in Wednesday’s 4-2 win over Anaheim. He then decided to take a shot at scoring a goal, firing the puck at an empty net after the Ducks pulled goaltender Jonas Hiller for an extra attacker late in the third period.

Lehtonen didn’t score, shooting the puck a little wide of the net.

“I haven’t got many opportunities and it showed,” Lehtonen said. “They took the walls away, so I thought I was just going to put it in the middle and hope it’s not going to be icing. I hope it’s going to be a goal or someone is going to get it after the blue line. I was happy that it went over the blue line, but I wasn’t too happy about the icing.”

Injury notes: Nemeth leaves game with injury; Dillon could return Friday

Stars defenseman Patrik Nemeth left Wednesday’s game with a upper body injury after the first period and did not return.

“Just upper body,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “I would anticipate hopefully that he’s back for the game in Anaheim.”

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon has missed all four games of the series with a lower body injury, but he is getting closer to a return.

Dillon took part in Wednesday morning’s skate and could be ready to go as early as Friday’s game in Anaheim.

“Brenden is getting closer. He had a good day yesterday, he had a good day today,” said Ruff. “I would anticipate that if we get him a good practice tomorrow and get him a good workout today that there is a good chance he could play on Friday.”

Getzlaf misses game with lower body injury

As the Dallas Stars and Anaheim Ducks battled in Game 4 Wednesday night, Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf was back in Anaheim to begin treatment for an upper body injury that kept him out of the game. The Ducks announced at the beginning of warm ups that Getzlaf was out and was listed as day to day.

“It was a previous injury aggravated, but that’s all I’m going to say,” Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said.

When asked if it had anything to do with the Game 3 scrum with Stars forward Antoine Roussel, who landed a couple of shots in the area where Getzlaf was hit with a puck in Game 1 of the series, Boudreau declined to say.

“Oh then that would be giving it away if I said yes or no, wouldn’t it?” Boudreau said.

Robidas disappointed his playoffs are over

Ducks defenseman Stephane Robidas got emotional when he started talking about being out for the rest of the playoffs due to a fractured leg. Robidas had been waiting five years to get back into the playoffs and his run didn’t make it three full games.

“For me it’s really hard. I’ve been waiting to play in the playoffs the last five years,” Robidas said, pausing to wipe away some tears. “Sorry. It’s tough you know. ”

Robidas was injured in the third game of the series Monday night in a collision with Stars forward Ryan Garbutt. It was the second time he had broken the leg this season. The first time came in late November when he was with the Stars.

“I knew it was my leg,” Robidas said. “I knew it wasn’t as bad as the first time because the first time, there’s no way I was getting back up. The pain was so bad. This time wasn’t as bad, but I knew something was wrong.”

Robidas said he’s watched the replay.

“He’s diving for the puck. It’s just bad luck. It could have happened in a different situation. It’s one of those things like you don’t control and it’s just bad luck. Ryan reached out to me after the game yesterday and said he was sorry about it. (I said) don’t worry about it. It’s part of the game and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Robidas said he heard the fans chanting his name as he was being helped off the ice.

“It’s pretty nice.”

Doctors have told Robidas he won’t need surgery this time around, and that’s encouraging.

“Yes for sure, it’s a big thing obviously again it’s going to be a long rehab. It’s going to be lots of hours in the gym to get the strength back. It took me a while to get back where I was, but I did it once and I know what to expect, so that’s a good thing. It’s almost like I can do my own rehab.”

Notes

*This is the first time the Stars have overcome a two-goal deficit to win a postseason game since April 12, 2004 when the team beat Colorado, 4-3 in overtime.

*Stars captain Jamie Benn scored his third goal of the postseason Monday night, extending his postseason point streak to four games (three goals, one assist, four points).

*Benn is the first member of the Stars to record at least one point in each of his first four playoff games since the 1980 Stanley Cup Playoffs when Steve Payne and Bobby Smith each opened their postseason careers with points in their first five games. (Per Elias Sports Bureau)

*Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen earned a secondary assist on Dallas’ third goal of the game, marking his first career NHL postseason point.

*The Stars outshot the Ducks 26-23. Tyler Seguin led the Stars with five shots.

*The Stars won 38 of 67 faceoffs (57 percent). Tyler Seguin won 11 of 16. Vernon Fiddler won 11 of 19. Cody Eakin won 9 of 16.

*The Stars were 3-3 on the penalty kill and 0-3 on the power play.

Stars lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin- Valeri Nichushkin

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin – Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

 Ray Whitney – Chris Mueller – Alex Chiasson

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Erik Cole, Aaron Rome, Dustin Jeffrey

Injured: Brenden Dillon (lower body), Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks lineup

Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Corey Perry

 Andrew Cogliano – Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

 Daniel Winnik – Saku Koivu – Jakob Silfverberg

 Emerson Etem – Rickard Rakell – Devante Smith-Pelly

Hampus Lindholm – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Mark Fistric

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Luca Sbisa, Teemu Selanne.

Injured: Ryan Getzlaf (upper body), Matt Beleskey (lower body), Tim Jackman (hand), Stephane Robidas (leg)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Dallas Stars first round playoff series with the Anaheim Ducks is down to a best-of-three. The Stars shook off a 0-2 deficit and rallied to defeat the Ducks, 4-2, at American Airlines Center Wednesday night to tie the series at 2-2.

“We are a confident group in here,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “We want to play the same way all the time, if we are up two goals or down two goals. We regrouped and came out with a strong effort in the second and third [periods].”

It was another tough, physical game between the Stars and Ducks. There were 72 hits and 82 penalty minutes in the game, a fight between Stars forward Antoine Roussel and Ducks forward Corey Perry and several scrums, including one at the end of the contest.

“That’s just playoff emotion,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “I really feel like we’re in a playoff series now. The first couple of games didn’t really feel like it, now we feel we’ve got a playoff series.”

The Stars, who trailed 0-2 after the first period, got goals from Jamie Benn and Vernon Fiddler in the second period to tie the game. Cody Eakin scored the game-winner at 6:22 of the third and Alex Goligoski provided an insurance goal a little more than a minute later.

“I just said I wasn’t happy [after the first period]. I thought we got outworked. I thought we weren’t playing smart enough and it was our turn to answer and I think that group in there answered the bell,” said Ruff. “It’s not often we get out worked but there was some situations where some of it was smarts and some of it was getting outworked. I thought after that, the last 40 was as hard as the boys could go. They emptied the tank.”

The Stars not only overcame a 0-2 deficit in Wednesday’s game, but they’ve overcome a 0-2 deficit in the series to send it back to Anaheim all even.

“We still have a lot of work to do and a lot of games left,” said Fiddler. “Both teams have taken care of business at home. Everybody feels comfortable in their building. Anaheim is a tough place to go in and play. They’ve got great players and great leaders, so we know we have our work cut out for us.”

The Ducks were without captain Ryan Getzlaf Wednesday night. He missed the game with an upper body injury. Teemu Selanne was a healthy scratch. And goaltender Frederik Andersen had a rough night, getting pulled in the third period after allowing four goals on 25 shots.

“They came out of nowhere in the second. I think we weren’t ready for their push. They got the momentum off of that,” said Andersen. “I think we had a great first period, we’ve just got to be able to finish the job. When you’ve got a team down like that, you’ve got to be able to finish them off.”

Anaheim opened the scoring at 12:17 of the first when defenseman Bryan Allen scored off a shot from the point to put the Ducks up 1-0.

The Ducks extended the lead to 2-0 almost six minutes later. After Stars defenseman Sergei Gonchar turned over the puck behind the Dallas net, Mathieu Perreault came out from behind the goal line, put the puck on net, got his own rebound, put another shot on from net and it went in the net off forward Patrick Maroon at the 18:16 mark.

The Stars dominated play in the second, outshooting the Ducks 16-3 and scoring twice to tie the game. The Stars got on the scoreboard 24 seconds into the period on a great individual effort by Benn. As he took a faceoff at the Anaheim blue line, Benn pushed the puck into the Ducks zone, won a race to it and then whipped it past Anaheim goaltender Frederick Andersen to make it a 2-1 game.

“Everything is always different. Teams line up different, you kind of just mix it up, go off instincts,” said Benn. “It was lucky enough to get a couple bounces and I found it on my stick and just tried to get a quick shot.”

“That was a great individual effort,” said Goligoski. “That was one of the prettier goals I’ve seen by one person doing it all. He’s been doing that all year. He’s led by example and that’s a huge goal for us.”

The Stars tied it a little more than six minutes later when Fiddler beat Anderson from a sharp angle, slipping the puck past him with a shot from below the left faceoff circle o make it a 2-2 game at 6:33 of the second.

“I was expecting the pass,” said Andersen. “They had a couple of guys coming in toward the net over there. I wasn’t able to trust my D men there and that’s my fault. That’s one I’ve got to have.”

The Stars had back-to-back power play chances later in the period, but couldn’t cash in and the game headed to the third period all even.

Eakin hit the post a little more than a minute into the third period, but then scored off the rush at the 6:22 mark to put the Stars up 3-2. After taking a pass from Antoine Roussel, Eakin slipped by a diving Rickard Rickell at the Ducks blue line and then fired the puck past Andersen from the left circle.

Just 1:22 later the Stars struck again off the rush when Fiddler backhanded the puck to a charging Goligoski, who beat Andersen from the slot to make it 4-2 at 7:44 of the third. The Ducks pulled Andersen after that goal and Jonas Hiller took over in net.

And the score stayed 4-2 the rest of the way, sending the series back to Anaheim for a pivotal Game 5 on Friday.

“It’s starting from scratch. We’ve got to go there and win a game,” said Ruff. “We’ve got to win a game in Anaheim.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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It doesn’t appear the Dallas Stars will make any lineup changes as they take on the Anaheim Ducks in Game 4 of their first round playoff series tonight at American Airlines Center.

The Stars will still be without defenseman Brenden Dillon, who will miss his fifth straight game –including fourth of the playoffs – with a lower body injury. Forward Erik Cole will sit out his second straight game as a healthy scratch. Kari Lehtonen, coming off a 37-save shutout for his first career playoff win, will be back in net.

The Stars, coming off a 3-0 win on Monday that cut Anaheim’s lead in the series to 2-1, will try to draw even tonight, turning the series into a best-of-three. The Ducks, of course, will be making a big push to take a 3-1 stranglehold on the series.

“This is a big game,” said Stars forward Alex Chiasson. “We’re down 2-1 and we can get the series even here, get it tied 2-2. I don’t think we’re worried too much about how they are going to play. We’re going to focus on our game, try to bring the same energy level that we did the last game.”

“They are up 2-1, they have home ice [in the series]. This is a game we have to have,” said Stars defenseman Alex Goligoski.

Dillon progressing, could be ready by Game 5

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon took part in Wednesday morning’s skate at American Airlines Center, but he is not expected to play tonight. He’s making progress and Stars coach Lindy Ruff said if all goes well Dillon could be ready to play in Game 5 Friday in Anaheim.

“Brenden is getting closer. He had a good day yesterday, he had a good day today,” said Ruff. “I would anticipate that if we get him a good practice tomorrow and get him a good workout today that there is a good chance he could play on Friday.”

Today was Dillon’s second straight day skating with the team.

“Better today than I was yesterday and better yesterday than I was the day before that,” Dillon said. “I’m just trying to do what I can here and trying to control what I can control and do my rehab and get as better as I can.”

Ducks watch: Selanne a scratch tonight

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau wouldn’t discuss any lineup changes with the media this morning, but Ducks forward Teemu Selanne provided some details, revealing that he would be a healthy scratch tonight.

Selanne played less than three minutes in the third period of Monday’s game, and there was speculation on Tuesday that he might not play in Game 4.

“No,” Selanne said when asked if he would play tonight. “Well, obviously we lost the last game and a lot of times, the lineup is going to be different. I didn’t think that’s anything new, but it is what it is.”

Emerson Etem, recalled from Norfolk of the AHL over the weekend, will be in the lineup.

With Stephane Robidas out of the lineup due to a fractured leg, the Ducks will need to make a change on defense. It appears former Star Mark Fistric will be taking Robidas’ spot in the lineup.

“It's up to me to go out there and play my game. Obviously, it's playoff hockey. We can’t let distractions get into our game, either,” Fistric said. “Every shift I'm going to be out there, I'm going to play the way the Anaheim Ducks want me to play and that's smart and physical and playing fast. If I go out there and do my job, then I'm going to help the team.”

Frederik Andersen will start in goal for Anaheim

Robidas may not need surgery for leg injury

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said defenseman Stephane Robidas may not need surgery for the leg fracture he suffered in Monday’s game. Robidas was injured during a collision with Stars forward Ryan Garbutt early in the second period.

“[Doctors] said that he might not need surgery, which is great news,” Boudreau said. “Other than that, it’s still in the infancy stages. Like the initial thing is that he needed surgery and the whole thing again, but as of yesterday, they didn’t think that he would need it. He’s still got a broken leg, but it’s not as bad as first thought.”

Tonight’s game

Who: Anaheim Ducks at Dallas Stars

 What: Game 4, 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs First Round

 Where: American Airlines Center

 When: 7:00 p.m.

 Local TV: Fox Sports Southwest

 National TV: CNBC, TSN

 Radio: The Ticket 1310 AM/96.7 FM

Stars projected lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin- Valeri Nichushkin

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin – Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

 Ray Whitney – Chris Mueller – Alex Chiasson

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Erik Cole, Aaron Rome, Dustin Jeffrey

Injured: Brenden Dillon (lower body), Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks projected lineup

Devante Smith-Pelly – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Jakob Silfverberg - Saku Koivu – Andrew Cogliano

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Emerson Etem

 Daniel Winnik – Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

Hampus Lindholm – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Mark Fistric

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Richard Rakell, Luca Sbisa, Teemu Selanne.

Injured: Matt Beleskey (lower body), Tim Jackman (hand), Stephane Robidas (leg)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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After Monday night’s 3-0 win over Anaheim, the Dallas Stars didn’t seemed too concerned about comments from the Ducks, who said the Stars crossed the line physically in the game. The Stars still weren’t concerned Tuesday afternoon and said nothing will change going forward.

“We’re not going to change our game just because some of the stuff they’re saying,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “We want to play the same way. We’re going to focus in on their top guys and find a way to shut them down.”

Monday’s game featured 64 hits, 58 penalty minutes and some big scrums. The Ducks weren’t thrilled that Antoine Roussel threw some punches at their captain Ryan Getzlaf, who is wearing a cage to protect a facial injury. Stars coach Lindy Ruff saw it as Roussel defending himself and shrugged it off as the Ducks trying to sway the officials.

“I didn’t see anything go over the line. I really didn’t. I watched almost every physical situation,” Ruff said. “That might be a public outcry – lobbying for more penalties. Bruce [Boudreau] is a good coach. I saw Trevor Daley get shoved in the back and turn around and respond to it. I saw Roussel - might have been a light wash to the face but it wasn’t a punch until he got hit with six punches. This time of a series, there’s some lobbying sometimes, but I really expected this series to get even more physical. I think they are going to try to be harder on our guys and our guys are going to be ready for them. We’re going to try to be harder on their guys. I don’t think we crossed the line in any means. Not at all.”

Welcome to the playoffs, and with the Stars’ victory Monday night the series has ramped up a few levels. It’s a 2-1 series now and it’s going to get even more intense moving forward.

“I think [the dynamic] has changed,” said Ruff. “We were down 2-0. We needed some utter desperation and I think that I asked our guys to dig deep because they had us in a place where they could put a finishing touch on us. We knew that we were going to have to push back and I think we did. As any series goes on, the emotions and the physical play starts to ramp up. I fully expected the emotions to be running high on both sides.”

Emotions will be running high again high in Game 4 on Wednesday at American Airlines Center with the Stars having a chance to tie the series and turn it into a best-of-three, and the Ducks with an opportunity to take a commanding 3-1 lead. The Stars liked the way they played Monday, but know there is still room for improvement. They gave up 37 shots on goal, and put the Ducks on the power play five times

“Obviously, we don’t want to give up 40 shots a night, but if we can limit some of the shots,” said Benn. “I thought we played a pretty good game overall though. We controlled the whole ice. We took care of the puck and Kari [Lehtonen] was able to make some saves.”

“I think that’s our goal, is to try to continue to get better,” said Ruff. “I thought our Game 2 was probably a better game structure wise than Game 3. Game 3, we had to spend a lot of time killing penalties which really hurt kind of the rhythm of the game, so that’s an area that we’d like to clean up too.”

Dillon skates, long shot for Wednesday

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon, who has missed the first games of the series with a lower body injury, took part in Tuesday’s optional practice in Frisco. It was the first time Dillon has skated with the team since suffering the injury on the final weekend of the regular season.

Stars coach Lindy Ruff said Dillon is making progress, but remains a long shot to play in Wednesday’s game.

“He’s moving along. He’s getting closer for us. I think, if he keeps progressing, he has a chance here pretty soon to have an opportunity to get in for us,” Ruff said. “I think anything is a possibility. I think Game 4 is a long shot, unless he walks in my office and demands it, which I could hope could happen, but I’m not banking on it.”

Robidas reaction

The injury to Ducks defenseman and former Star Stephane Robidas in Monday night’s game was still a topic of conversation at Tuesday’s Stars practice in Frisco.

Robidas suffered a fractured leg in the second period of the game when he collided with Stars forward Ryan Garbutt. It was the second time this season that Robidas had suffered a fractured leg, the first time back in November when he was a member of the Stars.

“That’s a heartbreaker. He’s a first-class guy. To suffer basically the same injury twice and to know how hard he worked to even come back and play,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “I think if it’s any other player in this league, or 9 out of 10, they don’t play this year. But he was in here every day, a week out of surgery, and he’s mentally getting himself ready and trying to stay ahead of the curve, which I think he did for the most part. For that to happen again, you don’t want to see that happen to anyone, especially a guy of his stature and the type of character Stephane is. That was a tough one to see.”

“It sucks. He’s such a great player, great teammate and a great guy,” said Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon. “He’s been playing really well for them. He was definitely missed from our group. You don’t want to see that happen to anybody, especially to a close friend and a guy I got to know really well. We wish him nothing but the best and we know he is going to come back even stronger.”

“I felt bad,” said Garbutt. “I didn’t really notice at the time how bad he was hurt, but after the game I was definitely feeling for him. Hopefully he has a speedy recovery.”

Ducks watch

Coming off Monday’s 3-0 loss and the perception that the Stars crossed the line physically in the game, the Ducks were talking about how they would respond in Game 4 on Wednesday.

“If you’re not going to make them pay when they’re doing things, automatically they’re going to keep doing things because they have no fear of you,” Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said. “So, to me the biggest thing is to score some goals.”

“Score goals and win the game,” said Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf. “Obviously, we’ve got to go out and compete harder than they’re going to compete within the rules of the game and play hard. It’s a tough league. It’s tough to win in the playoffs. We know that. We’re well aware of what we need to do.

“We need to up our level of our game. We need to compete a little bit harder. Get to that net a little bit harder and create some stuff around their crease so their goalie is not so comfortable. And that involves getting in there, screening, getting second shots.”

The Ducks had 37 shots on goal and five power plays Monday night, but nothing to show for it. No goals, no win.

“We’ve got to be smart but I think everyone’s got to dig deep here,” said Ducks forward Andrew Cogliano. “There’s a lot more, a lot of room for us to play harder. The bottom line is they played hard last night, they got under guys’ skin, they played playoff hockey and I don’t think we did that.

I think we played a regular season game last night and talking for myself first and foremost, we need to bear down and come to the rink ready to battle, ready to fight hard and we’ll go from there.”

The Ducks will need to make a change on defense with Stephane Robidas out with a fractured leg. Former Star Mark Fistric and Luca Sbisa are in the mix to fill the void.

“Sbisa hasn’t played a lot this year, but he’s a proven NHL guy. Mark Fistric just finished his rehab stint and I’m glad he did because that makes him eligible. We could still call Sammy [Vatanen] back [from Norfolk of the AHL]. We have options,” said Boudreau. “We hate losing Robi because he was a real steady force back there. The thing about this team is we’ve rebounded from injuries all year.”

Quotable: Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf on if the Stars are trying to get into his head

“I don’t know about get in my head. I don’t have room for them to get in my head. Trust me, I got enough [stuff] going on. Those are things that obviously we deal with and keep playing and the best way to respond is to put together a good hockey game tomorrow and put ourselves in a good situation to win the series.”

Quotable: Stars forward Antoine Roussel on his scrum with Getzlaf in Monday’s game

“I just tried to prevent a goal and emotions got in the way I guess.”

Series Schedule 

(Anaheim leads series 2-1)

Game 1: Wed, April 16, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 4, Stars 3

Game 2: Fri, April 18, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 3, Stars 2

Game 3: Mon, April 21, Anaheim at Dallas: Stars 3, Ducks 0

Game 4: Wed, April 23, Anaheim at Dallas, 7 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/CNBC/TSN

Game 5: Fri, April 25, Dallas at Anaheim, 9:30 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/NBC Sports Network/TSN

*Game 6: Sun, April 27, Anaheim at Dallas, TBD, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

*Game7: Tue, April 29, Dallas at Anaheim, TBD, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

*If necessary

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Stars held an optional skate in Frisco Tuesday afternoon and defenseman Brenden Dillon was among those on the ice. It was the first time Dillon has skated with his teammates since suffering a lower body injury against St. Louis on the final weekend of the regular season.

“It was awesome,” Dillon said after coming off the ice. “It was a step in the right direction, especially at a time like this where we are making a hopeful big playoff run, and the guys are doing great. Especially after last night, it’s great to get out and have a smile on your face and share things.”

Dillon was off skates for several days after the injury and has just started in the past couple days and getting into Tuesday’s practice session was significant.

“Today was a big step,” he said. “I’ve skated the last two days on my own. I guess I was the best player on the ice the last two days being on my own, but being out here with the guys today was good, getting up to the pace. It is feeling better and better.”

Dillon missed the final regular season game and has missed the first three games of the Stars’ first round playoff series against Anaheim. It’s been frustrating for Dillon to have to watch as the Stars play in their first playoff series since 2008.

“I can’t even describe it,” Dillon said. “You play an 82-game regular season and you battle hard with your teammates every day and you make it to the playoffs, the first time in six years with this group of guys, I think we have something special in here, and to not be able to play and be a spectator, it is tough.”

One of the challenges of turning Dillon from spectator to player is making sure he has had ample practice time prior to his return. He’s had just one practice, and an optional one at that.

“There’s always the next step. This is just an optional skate. The next step is getting into a full team practice. That’s half the battle of getting in,” Dillon said. “You can ride the bike all you want and run on the treadmill. There is nothing like playing a hockey game, especially an NHL hockey game. This is a step forward and I am looking forward to the future.”

And the question is the team’s skate on Wednesday morning would be comparable to a full team practice.

“I hope so. I am going to plead my case, for sure,” said Dillon. “It’s the doctors, too, that I have to prove it to. Like I said, I am feeling better and better, which is a good sign. I am taking care of what I can and controlling what I can control. Hopefully I can get in here and help my team.”

And what does Stars coach Lindy Ruff think of Dillon’s chances of getting into Wednesday’s game?

“He’s moving along. He’s getting closer for us. I think, if he keeps progressing, he has a chance here pretty soon to have an opportunity to get in for us,” Ruff said. “I think anything is a possibility. I think Game 4 is a long shot, unless he walks in my office and demands it, which I could hope could happen, but I’m not banking on it.”

Ruff talks decision to scratch Cole

Forward Erik Cole was a healthy scratch in Monday night’s game, and coach Lindy Ruff explained the move in his media briefing Tuesday afternoon.

“That was just my decision, a coach’s decision,” Ruff said. “What was behind it was – I don’t think since he’s come back from injury his play has been where I needed it to be. In fact, there was some situations that have been tough on the team. You have to make decisions about that stuff and that was a hard decision. That was just my decision.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge
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The Texas Stars split their final two games of the regular season to finish the season 48-18-10 (106 points), and secured the Macgregor Kilpatrick Trophy as the AHL's regular-season points champions for 2013-14. Finishing with the most points in the league guarantees Texas home-ice advantage in every round they play in the Calder Cup Playoffs.

The Stars open the playoffs this week against the Oklahoma City Barons, the AHL affiliate of the Edmonton Oilers.

And it was a big week for center Travis Morin, who raked in some impressive hardware for his spectacular regular season.

Here’s the latest on Dallas’ AHL affiliate.

Texas Stars take on OKC in Round 1

The Stars open the Calder Cup Playoffs Wednesday against a familiar foe – the Oklahoma City Barons. The two teams played 12 times during the regular season with the Stars posting an 8-3-1 record. The Barons knocked the Stars out of the second round of the playoffs last season.

Right win Brett Ritchie missed the two games of the regular season due to injury and is not expected to be ready to start the playoffs. Defenseman John Klingberg, who joined the team late in the season from the Swedish Hockey League, also has been out with injury.

Forwards Chris Mueller and Dustin Jeffrey and defenseman Patrik Nemeth all are currently with the Dallas in the NHL, so they are not available.

It is not known if coach Willie Desjardins will turn to Jack Campbell or Cristopher Nilstorp in goal for Game 1 of the series.

Although the Stars are the top seed in the AHL playoffs and will have home ice advantage in every series they play, they’ll open their first round series on the road. The series format is a 2-3 with the first two games being played in Oklahoma City and the next three scheduled for Cedar Park.

Here’s the schedule.

Game 1: Wednesday, April 23rd, Texas at Oklahoma City, 7:00 p.m.

Game 2: Saturday, April 26th, Texas at Oklahoma City, 8:00 p.m.

Game 3: Wednesday, April 30th, Oklahoma City at Texas, 7:30 p.m.

*Game 4: Friday, May 2nd, Oklahoma City at Texas, 7:30 p.m.

*Game 5: Saturday, May 3rd, Oklahoma City at Texas, 7:00 p.m.

*if necessary

Morin named AHL MVP

Stars center Travis Morin raked in the hardware in the final week of the AHL’s regular season. He was voted the winner of the Les Cunningham Award as the AHL’s most valuable player for the 2013-14 season.

The award is voted on by coaches, players and members of the media in each of the AHL’s 30 cities.

“We’ve had a lot of key guys, but Morin has probably dominated more throughout the year,” Stars coach Willie Desjardins said on the team’s radio broadcast. “Other guys have been better in segments, but he’s been the best throughout the year. … It’s great for him. It’s great for the organization.”

Morin led the league in scoring with 88 points (32 goals, 56 assists) and had a plus-17 rating in 66 games in helping lead Texas to the best record in the league.

Morin also won the John B. Sollenberger Trophy, which goes to the AHL’s top scorer.

Notes

*C Travis Morin led the AHL in scoring with 88 points (32 goals, 56 assists) in 66 games. Morin finished second in goal scoring.

*LW Curtis McKenzie led all AHL rookies in scoring with 65 points (27 goals, 38 assists) in 75 games. He finished ninth among all players in scoring.

*Texas ranked second in the league in scoring at 3.61 goals per game.

*Texas ranked seventh in the league in goals against at 2.59 per game.

*Texas was tops in the league in shots per game at 36.5.

*Texas was eighth in shots against at 29.2 per game.

*Texas ranked first in the league on the power play at 25.3 percent.

*Texas ranked third in the league on the penalty kill at 86.4 percent.

Transactions

4/15: RW Branden Troock signed to ATO by Texas (AHL)

Idaho Steelheads

The Idaho Steelheads, Dallas’ ECHL affiliate, has already started play in its first round playoff series. The Steelheads are currently tied 1-1 with Colorado in the best-of-seven series. Game 3 is Tuesday night in Colorado. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge
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Anaheim defenseman Stephane Robidas suffered a fractured leg in the second period of Monday night’s game at American Airlines Center, and was taken to the hospital.

It happened in the second period after a collision with Stars forward Ryan Garbutt. Robidas went down, clutching his right leg. He was eventually helped off the ice as Stars fans chanted, “Robi, Robi, Robi.”

“It’s a huge loss because he was playing great,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “And of course, I think all the guys on the bench felt extremely bad for him. Here’s your teammate who’s just fought his way back from a broken leg. I don’t know what the extent of the injury is. I know it doesn’t look good and he’s probably out for a long time, but it looked like the same leg and everything to me. You have to feel for an athlete that worked so hard to get back and then that same thing happens to him.”

Stars players found out about the extent of Robidas’ injury after the game.

“It’s obviously upsetting. Steph is a warrior,” said Stars defenseman Trevor Daley. “We want to beat them with Robi in there. It’s upsetting.”

The Ducks said Monday’s fracture was just above the area where Robidas suffered a fracture while playing with the Stars earlier this season. That injury kept him out three-and-a-half months.

Dillon still out, Cole a scratch

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon missed his third straight playoff game with a lower body injury. He did skate on his own Monday morning.

Erik Cole was a scratch in Monday’s game. Chris Mueller, who was a scratch in the first two games of the series, was in the lineup and played 4:31 in the game.

Bettman talks Stars, prospects of outdoor game in Texas

NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman met with the media prior to Monday’s Stars-Ducks game at American Airlines Center.

Among the topics was the importance of the playoffs returning to Dallas after a five year absence.

“You never want to see a franchise get to the point where the business side is a distraction from what takes place on the ice,” Bettman said. “Fans want to enjoy their team and they want to enjoy the games and they really don’t like the business distractions and I think what you’re seeing in Dallas is the focus is back on the ice.”

The Commissioner also was asked about the possibility of the league playing a game at AT&T Stadium.

“Don’t know,” Bettman said. “I certainly wouldn’t rule it out. It’s an unbelievable stadium. I think our focus will be on making sure that when we’re ready to come that it will be sold out. All of our outdoor games get sold out and that’s a big stadium.

“We haven’t studied it and our events people have to go in and do a site inspection. We’ve been pretty creative with the outdoor games, so when we think it’s time that stadium will configure appropriately for us. We’re all in agreement (Stars, NHL), the attention on the playoffs and pursuit of the Cup, that’s a good thing. It hasn’t been the case in a few years, so that’s good. It’s a building process.”

Notes

*Kari Lehtonen’s 37-save shutout was the first was the Stars’ first postseason shutout since April 10, 2008 when Marty Turco posted a 4-0 win over Anaheim.

*The Ducks outshot the Stars 37-22. Ryan Garbutt led the Stars with six shots on goal. Patrick Maroon led Anaheim with six shots.

*The Stars were 5-5 on the penalty kill and 0-3 on the power play.

*The Stars won 44 of 71 faceoffs (62 percent). Vernon Fiddler won 14 of 19. Cody Eakin won 11 of 20. Tyler Seguin won 7 of 12.

Stars lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin – Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

 Ray Whitney – Chris Mueller – Valeri Nichushkin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Erik Cole, Dustin Jeffrey, Aaron Rome

Injured: Brenden Dillon (lower body), Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks lineup

Devante Smith-Pelly – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Jakob Silfverberg - Saku Koivu – Andrew Cogliano

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

 Daniel Winnik – Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

Hampus Lindholm – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Stephane Robidas

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Luca Sbisa, Emerson Etem, Rickard Rakell

Injured: Matt Beleskey (lower body), Tim Jackman (hand)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge
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Playoff hockey returned to American Airlines Center Monday night, and a sellout crowd of 19,120 got their money’s worth. Kari Lehtonen turned in a sparkling performance in net, pitching a 37-save shutout as the Dallas Stars defeated Anaheim, 3-0, to cut the Ducks’ lead in the series to 2-1.

“I think tonight [Lehtonen] made a statement that he was determined to be better than he was in the previous game,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “And I asked all the players to be determined to be better in some small areas and I thought we were tonight.”

Lehtonen, who came into the game 0-4 in his playoff career, was particularly sharp over the first two periods when the Ducks had a 30-15 shots advantage, but the Stars were able to build a 2-0 lead. By the end of the night he had his first NHL playoff win and first playoff shutout.

“At the age of 30, it was about time to get that first one,” said Lehtonen. “It was nice to be able to be back there and help the team out. That’s what I have to keep doing.”

Jamie Benn, Valeri Nichushkin and Ryan Garbutt scored goals for the Stars, who scored their first two goals shortly after killing off Anaheim power plays. The Stars were 5-5 on the penalty kill in the game.

“I thought everyone did a great job,” Benn said of the penalty kill. “They’ve got a lot of skilled guys there. They know how to move that thing around. We did a good job as a group taking their time and space away. … Any time you can get some momentum off the penalty kill, you want to take advantage of it. We scored right after. We fed off the crowd.”

The Stars got a major boost from the Dallas fans, who were loud and enthusiastic from the players hitting the ice to the final horn.

“I thought the atmosphere was tremendous. I got on the bench, took a look around and it just put a big smile on my face with the energy and the waving of the towels,” said Ruff. “It’s my first playoff game here in Dallas and I thought the crowd was tremendous. You could tell they had been waiting for a playoff game. They got a game they liked and they had something they could cheer about. We wanted a little boost from our fans and, as much as Anaheim got a boost from theirs, we got a boost from ours and it was great to see.”

“We saw the towels this morning and we were pretty excited for that,” said Stars defenseman Trevor Daley. “We got to see it down the stretch. They were great. Keep it going.”

The Ducks who were opportunistic in the first two games of the series, had a 37-22 shots advantage Monday night, but couldn’t find the back of the net.

“I told the players I thought we did a lot of good things. We did a lot of good things but we didn’t score,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “It’s a real difference playing with the lead and playing from behind in this league and from confidence to taking chances. When we were pressing a little much there and it was giving them some odd-man breaks, but I thought chance wise and skating wise and territorial wise, that we were a lot better tonight than we’ve been in the first two games.”

The Stars struck late in the first period to take a 1-0 lead. After the Stars killed off a hooking penalty to Benn, the Stars captain came out of the penalty box, joined the rush and banged home the rebound of a Shawn Horcoff shot with 35 seconds left in the first period.

“We wanted to get off to a good start and we found a way tonight,” Benn said. “Got a little bit of a lucky bounce there and it was fortunate enough there to go in the net.”

Lehtonen came up with a big save early in the second with Anaheim on its second power play of the game, stopping Saku Koivu from close range to keep it a 1-0 game. Lehtonen stopped Nick Bonino from the slot about 40 seconds later with the teams playing at even strength.

“Just looked calm. He was under control. He made some great saves for us. He made some real timely saves. But he just looked real comfortable in net,” said Ruff. “I think we’ve got a lot of players that don’t have a lot of playoff experience. I still think some of that showed. I’d like to see us show a little bit more composure with the puck at times, which led to some opportunities against. But Kari’s play back there was a calming force for us.”

The Stars killed off another Anaheim power play late in the second and then scored less than 30 seconds later to take a 2-0 lead. Tyler Seguin set up Nichushkin, who beat Ducks goaltender Frederik Andersen off the rush from the top of the right faceoff circle with 2:45 left in the second.

The Stars killed off another Anaheim power play late in the second after Antoine Roussel picked up an extra roughing minor after he and Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf went at it following a scramble in front of the Dallas net. The Ducks were not happy that Roussel took shots at Getzlaf, who was wearing a cage to protect a facial injury. The Stars saw things differently.

“It’s just something that I guess you do anything to win, but it’s not something that I think our team would do,” said Boudreau. “We’ll take them and be as physical and be as mean as they want, but obviously they know there’s something wrong with his jaw, so they’re going after it.”

“We tried to play hard, we tried to play the man,” said Ruff. “There was a couple of scrums that I’m pretty sure if you watch the scrums, our guys got punched in the face a few times in those scrums. When you’re getting punched in the face, I think eventually you’re going to punch back. Playoff hockey’s emotional.”

The Stars rounded out the scoring with 12:08 left in the third when Garbutt knocked home the rebound of a Cody Eakin shot to make it a 3-0 game and ensuring the Stars would head to Wednesday’s Game 4 a win away from tying the series.

“We are right back in it. Instead of it being 3-0, you’re at 2-1 so it’s obviously a different series,” said Daley. “We still get one more at home so we are going to concentrate on that one and do a lot of the same stuff, look at the video, clean up some of the areas and get right back at it.” 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge

Stars Expect ‘Electric’ Atmosphere for Tonight’s Game vs. Ducks 

Monday, 04.21.2014 / 3:21 PM / Inside Edge 

By Mark Stepneski 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

The Dallas Stars are set to play the first Stanley Cup Playoff game at American Airlines Center since 2008, and it’s a game they really need with the Anaheim Ducks already holding a 2-0 lead in the first round series.

“I think if I have to express urgency the team’s in the wrong place. They know where they’re at,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “I’ve told them to embrace this opportunity. Being in the playoffs is a great place to be, so just embrace it. They know the urgency. They know how hard it’s going to be. It’s not going to be an easy game. If we’re going to win this game, it is going to be a tough battle and this team has been up for the challenge. We’ve put away what’s behind us and we’ve told them all year long, let’s just focus in on what’s ahead of us and right now it’s Game 3 and we’re going to go out and try to win it.”

After playing two games in Anaheim, the Stars are looking forward to playing in front of the hometown fans, who provided a big boost down the stretch as the team fought its way into the final playoff spot in the Western Conference. This will be the first playoff game in Dallas since Game 6 of the 2008 Western Conference Final. The Stars are expecting a raucous building.

“Can’t wait to see what it is going to be like,” said defenseman Alex Goligoski. “It should be fun, especially early. I’m sure it is going to be real intense”

“I think this building will be electric,” said Ruff. “I think we were able to witness an Anaheim building that had a lot of energy. Our fans get that opportunity, a long-awaited opportunity for a home playoff game and I just think anytime I’ve been in a home playoff game coaching, that first game, the energy in the building before you start the game is absolutely tremendous, and I expect that tonight. Our fans have been able to lift us down the stretch from the Minnesota game to the St. Louis game, there’s been tremendous energy. And I’m looking forward to our guys playing in front of our fans because that’s another special moment in the playoffs.”

Ruff said the Stars will have to walk a fine line as far as feeding off the energy, but he’ll take too much energy over no energy.

“I’d rather be too amped up than not amped up. Walking that line, the energy’s going to be high. It’s trying to control that,” Ruff said. “I’m pretty sure Anaheim will try to take the energy out of the building and say listen, the push is coming at the first. Let’s be ready for it. Us it’s trying to walk that line of the first home playoff game, playing with that amount of energy that puts us right on the line, and that’s what I’m hoping our guys can put together.”

Stars lineup: Cole out? 

As they did in the skate prior to Game 2, the Stars ran jumbled lines in Monday morning’s skate. The most interesting item during line rushes was that Erik Cole did not take part and that Chris Mueller was in the mix. Cole stayed on the ice late, indicating he would be a scratch. Ruff was coy when asked about Cole’s status.

“Probably just getting some extra work I guess, he hasn’t played a lot,” Ruff said.

Kari Lehtonen will get the start in goal.

It appears the Stars will go with the same set of defensemen as last game, which means Kevin Connauton is in and Aaron Rome will be the scratch on defense. Dustin Jeffrey is expected to be scratched as well.

Dillon skates, still out

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon skated prior to this morning’s team skate, but will miss his third straight game with a lower body injury.

“Brenden Dillon skated this morning. He’s not a player yet. He’s moving along slowly. He’s going to skate again tomorrow. See if we can progress him along, but he hasn’t had a full practice now in over a week, just going to be hard pressed to throw him into action if all of a sudden it comes around.”

Robidas returns

Monday’s game will mark defenseman Stephane Robidas’ first game in Dallas since being traded from the Stars to Anaheim just prior to the NHL’s trade deadline in March.

“It was a little weird [walking into the building for practice] yesterday,” Robidas said, “but I try not too overthink too much, because everything has happened so quick and not too long ago I was on the other side. But now it’s playoff hockey and all I want to do is help my team win.”

Robidas’ family is still living in Dallas since his children attend school here. He made it in time for daughter Lexi’s ninth birthday party on Sunday. The family will attend the game tonight and son Justin, 11, has adjusted quickly to dad being an Anaheim Duck.

“He’s got his Ducks jersey now, so he changed pretty quick,” Robidas said. “He deleted the Stars app on his phone and added the Ducks app, it was pretty quick as soon as the trade happened. But it’s all good. I know for them coming to the game will be pretty different.”

Robidas said he expects a great atmosphere tonight at American Airlines Center, and he’s happy that fans have playoff hockey back in Dallas.

“The fans have been amazing, and when you look at the way they supported the team in those tough times, it’s good to have playoff hockey back in Dallas after five years,” he said. “I expect it’s going to be crazy tonight.”

Tonight’s game

Who: Anaheim Ducks at Dallas Stars

 What: Game 3, 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs First Round

 Where: American Airlines Center

 When: 8:30 p.m.

 Local TV: TXA 21

 National TV: NBC Sports Network, TSN

 Radio: The Ticket 1310 AM/96.7 FM

Stars projected lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin – Ryan Garbutt

Shawn Horcoff – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

Ray Whitney – Chris Mueller – Valeri Nichushkin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Ducks projected lineup

Devante Smith-Pelly – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Jakob Silfverberg - Saku Koivu – Andrew Cogliano

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

 Daniel Winnik – Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

Hampus Lindholm – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Stephane Robidas

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge

Prospect Report

Monday, 04.21.2014 / 11:32 AM / Inside Edge 

By Mark Stepneski 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Here’s an update on Dallas Stars prospects still playing postseason hockey in juniors and Europe.

*C/LW Jason Dickinson (first round/2013) scored one goal and assisted on two others as Guelph defeated Erie, 5-4, in Game 1 of the Ontario Hockey League’s Western Conference Finals. Dickinson had no points as Guelph won the second game of the series to take a 2-0 lead. Dickinson is tied for second in OHL playoff scoring with 17 points (5 goals, 12 assists) in 12 games.

*LW Nick Paul (fourth round/2013) scored with 4:20 left in the third period as North Bay defeated Oshawa, 1-0, in Game 1 of the OHL’s Eastern Conference Finals. Paul then scored again in Game 2 as North Bay, won 5-2, to take a 2-0 series lead. Paul, who is on a four-game goal scoring streak, is tied for second in goal scoring in the OHL playoffs with 9 in 15 games played.

*G Philippe Desrosiers (second round/2013) signed a three-year entry-level contract with the Dallas Stars after his junior season ended when Rimouski lost in the second round of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League playoffs. Desrosiers stopped 29 of 32 shots as Rimouski lost 3-1 to Blainville-Boisbriand in Game 6, sending the series to a seventh game. Desrosiers was pulled in the seventh and deciding game after allowing six goals on 25 shots. Blainville-Boisbriand went on to win the game 8-7 in overtime. Desrosiers ended the playoffs with a 7-3 record, 2.34 goals against average, .917 save percentage and two shutouts.

*RW Branden Troock (fifth round/2012), who had his season end with Seattle of the Western Hockey League earlier this month, signed a three-year entry-level contract with the Dallas Stars on Tuesday. He then signed an amateur tryout contract with the Texas Stars of the AHL.

*D Ludwig Bystrom (second round/2012) played in only one of three games for Farjestad in the Swedish Hockey League championship series over the last week. Farjestad leads Skelleftea 3-0 in the best-of-seven series. Bystrom has no points in nine playoff games for Farjestad. 

Click Here for Statistics for Dallas Stars prospects playing in juniors, Europe and college.
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The Stanley Cup Playoffs come to Dallas for the first time since 2008, and the Stars are hoping to make the most of the opportunity. After the Ducks held serve by winning the first two games in Anaheim to take a 2-0 series lead, the Stars are hoping to get back in it at American Airlines Center starting Monday night.

“It means a lot [to play at home],” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “It’s been a while since we’ve played a playoff game [at home] and we’ve got a chance to get right back in this series.”

That last playoff game at home was May 19, 2008 against Detroit. The Stars are expecting the AAC to be rocking Monday night and for the team to feed off the energy in the building where they have played well this season, especially late in the season as they made a strong push to secure a playoff spot.

“I think players really embrace it. Fans have been tremendous down the stretch,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “I think what really typified it was the Modano night where you end up coming back and winning a game like that on home ice and you feel that electricity in the building. I think again tomorrow, our fans are getting a playoff treat and our players are getting an opportunity to play in front of them, and I think as much as our players got to see the energy in Anaheim’s building, we’ll get to embrace that energy in our building.”

The Stars were 8-1-1 over their last 10 games at American Airlines Center, 10-2-1 in their final 13 and 13-3-2 at the AAC since January 21. A win Monday night and the series looks a lot different. It would be 2-1, the Stars would have momentum and a Game 4 in Dallas Wednesday night.

“We’re excited for tomorrow. We’ve got a chance to win a hockey game and make the series 2-1,” Benn said after Sunday’s practice in Frisco. “I thought we’ve played some pretty good hockey, just not good enough. We’ve got to go that extra step and find a way to win.”

Finding a way to win will mean cleaning up some execution issues. Mistakes have been costly so far in the series, and the Stars want to limit those and capitalize on Anaheim miscues.

“I think you look at that you’ve got to take advantage of them. There are going to be some in the game,” said Ruff. “They’ve taken advantage of some of our key mistakes. There are going to be mistakes in the game. You’re not going to clean up every one. We’d like to keep them to a minimum, though.”

Taking advantage of opportunities has been an issue in the series. In the 3-2 loss in Game 2, they had 36 shots on goal and missed the net on 25 other shot attempts.

“It’s bearing down,” said Stars center Tyler Seguin. “We’ve got to find ways to be able to get those second chances and sometimes more drive the net and getting those rebounds and getting those opportunities.”

“It’s getting to the net and making it hard to see those first shots and finding ways to get second ones. That’s the way you score goals in the playoffs and that’s what we need to do,” said forward Colton Sceviour. “When you get one of those big chances you have to think you might not get another one. That’s the mentality we need right from the drop of the puck.”

The Stars want to make life tougher on Ducks goaltender Frederik Andersen, who has stopped 66 of 71 shots in the first two games of the series.

“I don’t think we’ve overly tested him. I think we’ve had some good opportunities. We hit him in the crest a couple times. We missed the net on too many good opportunities,” said Ruff. “I can give you Benner, Segy, Val [Nichushkin], all walking in point blank and missing the net. I don’t think that’s a situation where we’ve forced him into a big save or even the first one and a second one. But I don’t think he’s made a lot of mistakes, which puts him in the good category.”

And then there are the power play opportunities. The Stars are 2-11 in the series and they scored another one just after a power play expired, so the numbers aren’t bad. The issue has been on the timing. The Stars haven’t been able to turn the power play into a difference maker in the first two games, failing to score the big goal at the crucial time.

“I really think simplify it. Our second opportunities weren’t there. We passed up some opportunities just to get pucks to the net,” said Ruff. “Power play, sometimes, when a team gets to study you it is tough. We’ve got to do a better job on retrievals and second opportunities.”

“Obviously there’s room for improvement,” said Stars center Tyler Seguin. “With playoff hockey there’s so much studying of video. You’re going to run into ups and down in the power play and penalty kill. We’ve got to regroup here. We’ve got to find ways to dictate scoring opportunities and get those big goals.”

Whatever the formula, the Stars have to find a way to win Game 3. They took a step forward from Game 1 to Game 2. Now they’ll look to take a bigger step forward on Monday.

“Just by focusing on the next game. We wanted to be better than the first game and we were better than the first game,” said Ruff. “We got our emotions in check. I thought we skated better. We had a lot of more of the play in the offensive zone. Our possession time was a lot better. So you build off of that and you just try to get better. I think that we’ve got a lot of players that have been able to experience some playoff hockey. Now it’s doing a couple things a little bit better, a little bit more desperation, maybe a few more blocks, harder around the front of the net. I still think some of the 50-50 battles were theirs. They’ve got to be ours.”

Dillon skates, not expected to play Monday

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon, who has missed the first two games of the series with a lower body injury, skated briefly before Sunday’s practice in Frisco. He is not expected to play Monday.

“He skated this morning for just a short period of time. Better,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “He may have a chance to skate with the team tomorrow. We’re advancing, but he won’t be ready to play.”

Ducks watch

The Ducks can put a stranglehold on the series with a win Monday night, and they know the Stars are going to come out with a strong push and a lot of desperation in the game.

“It is a big game,” said Ducks defenseman Stephane Robidas. “They always say, it sounds cliché, but Game 1, 3, 5 , 7, they are all pivotal. It’s really important. It’s different being 2-1 than 3-0. I think for us, we need a good start. They’re going to come out really hard. They came out really strong in the last game. We have to be ready for their push.”

And Robidas and the Ducks know the atmosphere in the building is going to provide a major boost to the Stars as well.

“We have to come out strong,” Robidas said. “It’s been five years and the fans here are going to be pumped,” said Robidas. “Everyone will be wearing Victory Green. It’s going to be a really good atmosphere.”

The Ducks have some areas they’d like to improve on for Game 3. They’d like a better start and a better finish than the last game, especially the start.

“We have to play with the puck a little bit better,” said Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf. “I thought that last game we turned it over a little bit more than we’re used to and we let them come at us at the start of the game as opposed to starting on time. That is kind of our main focus is to get going here at the drop of the puck.”

Cutting down on penalties is another. They’ve put the Stars on the power play 11 times over the first two games of the series.

“We haven’t been that disciplined,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “We’ve taken 11 penalties in two games, which is far more than our average. We were at about three penalties a game in the regular season. We’ve got to be more under self-control. They’ll be pretty ramped up.”

The Ducks made some roster moves Sunday, calling up forward Emerson Etem from Norfolk of the AHL and assigning goaltender John Gibson and defenseman Sami Vatanen to Norfolk. Defenseman Mark Fistric returned to the Ducks from a conditioning assignment.

Series Schedule 

(Anaheim leads series 2-0)

Game 1: Wed, April 16, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 4, Stars 3

Game 2: Fri, April 18, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 3, Stars 2

Game 3: Mon, April 21, Anaheim at Dallas, 8:30 p.m., TXA 21/NBC Sports Network/TSN

Game 4: Wed, April 23, Anaheim at Dallas, 7 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/CNBC/TSN

*Game 5: Fri, April 25, Dallas at Anaheim, 9:30 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/NBC Sports Network/TSN

*Game 6: Sun, April 27, Anaheim at Dallas, TBD, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

*Game7: Tue, April 29, Dallas at Anaheim, TBD, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

*If necessary
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Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon is making progress, but he is not expected to be ready for Game 3 of the Stars’ playoff series against Anaheim Monday night at American Airlines Center.

Dillon, who has missed the first two games of the series with a lower body injury, skated prior to the team’s practice in Frisco Sunday morning.

“He skated this morning for just a short period of time. Better,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “He may have a chance to skate with the team tomorrow. We’re advancing, but he won’t be ready to play.”

The Stars practiced for about 45 minutes in Frisco this morning. Despite being down 0-2 in the series, spirits are still high with the series shifting to Dallas, where they have played well over the second part of the season.

“We’re staying loose out there. We’re having fun. We had a good practice,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “We’re excited for tomorrow. We’ve got a chance to win a hockey game and make the series 2-1. I thought we’ve played some pretty good hockey, just not good enough. We’ve got to go that extra step and find a way to win.”

This will be the Stars’ first home playoff game since May 2008, and the team is expecting a revved up building.

“I think players really embrace it. Fans have been tremendous down the stretch,” Ruff said. “I think what really typified it was the Modano night where you end up coming back and winning a game like that on home ice and you feel that electricity in the building. I think again tomorrow, our fans are getting a playoff treat and our players are getting an opportunity to play in front of them, and I think as much as our players got to see the energy in Anaheim’s building, we’ll get to embrace that energy in our building.”

Stars practice lineup

Here’s the lineup the Stars rolled out in practice on Sunday.

Forward lines:

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Alex Chiasson

Erik Cole – Cody Eakin – Valeri Nichushkin

Antoine Roussel – Vernon Fiddler – Ryan Garbutt

Ray Whitney – Shawn Horcoff – Colton Sceviour

Chris Mueller-Dustin Jeffrey

Defense pairs were mixed, but primarily:

Alex Goligoski- Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Aaron Rome

Goaltenders:

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Dallas Stars are down 0-2 in their first round playoff series with the Anaheim Ducks, but they remain confident as they return home for Games 3 and 4 of the series.

The Stars feel good about their play from the midway point of Game 1, but they just haven’t been able to get the bottom line result, especially in Friday’s 3-2 loss in the second game of the series. They outshot the Ducks 36-19 Friday, but couldn’t cash in on their chances and the Ducks made the most of a couple Dallas mistakes.

“We could be 1-1, we could be 2-0 but we are 0-2,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “We definitely haven’t been dominated. In fact, the last game we dominated, we just didn’t win. We’ve got to clean up some of our mistakes and take advantage of some of those key opportunities.”

Overcoming that 0-2 deficit won’t be easy. It means winning four of the next five games against the top-seeded team in the West. But the Stars can’t win all of those games at once or even two of them, so they’ll look to win Game 3 Monday and get right back in the series.

“It’s one game at a time,” said forward Tyler Seguin. “It’s pretty hard to win on the road and the goal is to try to steal one. We have an opportunity here at home to do the same thing they did to us. We’re going to take it one period at a time, and we are looking forward to Game 3.”

The Stars are 8-1-1 over their last 10 games at American Airlines Center and 10-2-1 in their last 13 at home.

“We’ve played really good hockey, especially the last 15-20 games [at home],” said Ruff. “In front of our crowd, I think that added energy will help our team.”

And the players are looking forward to the atmosphere for Monday’s game at the AAC, where there hasn’t been a Stanley Cup Playoff game since 2008.

“I’m excited,” Seguin said. “Be interesting to see the atmosphere, especially with these fans not seeing playoff hockey in a while. I think everyone’s very excited.”

“It’s going to be a great atmosphere, obviously,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “Our fans have backed us up all year, so it’s going to be fun to go out there and play in front of them. It’s going to be our first playoff game in a while here, so we’re looking forward to it.”

Benn on Perry’s stickwork: ‘That’s playoff hockey’

The league took no action against Ducks forward Corey Perry for using his stick to target Stars captain Jamie Benn in a sensitive area in Friday night’s game.

On Saturday, Benn shrugged off the stickwork by Perry, his friend and linemate during the 2014 Olympics.

“I think that is playoff hockey,” Benn said. “As of right now we are not friends. It’s Stars vs. Ducks and it is only going to heat up from here.”

Dillon update

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon has missed the last three games, including the first two games of the playoffs, with a lower body injury. Dillon was injured in the next to last game of the regular season against St. Louis April 11, and hasn’t skated since.

The hope is that Dillon might be able to skate Sunday.

“There’s a chance he could skate [Sunday]. So we’ll see how that goes,” Stars coach Lindy Ruff said. “But skating once and trying to play [Monday] is a pretty big task, really.”

Notes

*Saturday was a travel day for the Stars. They arrived in Dallas late in the afternoon. They are scheduled to practice Sunday morning in Frisco.

*The Ducks held an optional skate in Anaheim Saturday and then flew to Dallas, where they will practice on Sunday.

*Ducks forward Matt Beleskey, who missed Friday’s game with a lower body injury, did not skate Saturday but will travel with the team to Dallas, according to the Ducks official Twitter feed. 

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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Overcoming a 2-0 series deficit will be a tall order, but the Dallas Stars remain confident as they head home for the next two games of their playoff series with the Anaheim Ducks.

“It’s frustrating but we get to go home,” said Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen. “We’ve done well there lately. We’re confident that we can get those next two.”

The Stars have gone 8-1-1 over their last ten at American Airlines Center and 10-2-1 over the last 13 there.

“We’re going back to our building which we’ve played great hockey in,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff, “and it takes one game to turn the series.”

Lehtonen still looking for first playoff win

Friday’s game was Kari Lehtonen’s fourth playoff start and he is still looking for his first playoff win. Lehtonen stopped 16 of 19 shots in the 3-2 loss and felt he took a step forward from Wednesday’s game in which he allowed four goals on 35 shots.

“I think it’s fine. There’s some good saves,” Lehtonen said. “I think it was a step forward for me and for the whole team, but it still didn’t get us the win.”

The three goals against Friday all came on good looks for Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry and Andrew Cogliano.

“Every guy is walking in alone, it’s the shooter and the goaltender,” Ruff said. “It wasn’t like he gave up squeakers or anything.”

Dillon sits out again

Stars forward Brenden Dillon missed his third straight game, including the first two of the playoffs, with a lower body injury. He did not skate Friday and continues to be listed as day to day.

Anaheim forward Matt Beleskey missed Friday’s game with a lower body injury.

Quotable: Lindy Ruff on the power play, which went 1-6

“I thought our power play was better than theirs. They got us one. They had some good opportunities. They had a couple good looks. We had a couple bad ones. We had a couple really good we didn’t score on. I thought our puck patience, even on the last one, we didn’t show enough puck patience but that’ll come. It will come.”

Statistical tidbits

*The Stars outshot the Ducks 36-19 in the game.

*Trevor Daley led the Stars with 6 shots on goal. Ryan Garbutt had 5 shots.

*The Stars also were credited with 25 missed shots and they had 12 shots blocked.

*The Stars were 1-6 on the power play and 3-3 on the penalty kill.

*The Stars won 31 of 61 faceoffs (51 percent). Vernon Fiddler won 7 of 9. Tyler Seguin won 7 of 10. Jamie Benn won 9 of 16. Cody Eakin won 6 of 20.

*Stars forward Alex Chiasson scored his first NHL Playoff goal in the game.

Stars lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Alex Chiasson

Erik Cole – Cody Eakin – Valeri Nichushkin

Antoine Roussel –Vernon Fiddler – Ryan Garbutt

Ray Whitney – Shawn Horcoff – Colton Sceviour

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

 Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Aaron Rome, Dustin Jeffrey, Chris Mueller

Injured: Brenden Dillon (lower body), Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks lineup

Devante Smith-Pelly – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Jakob Silfverberg – Saku Koivu – Andrew Cogliano

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

 Daniel Winnik – Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

Hampus Lindholm – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Stephane Robidas

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Rickard Rakell, Sami Vatanen, Luca Sbisa, John Gibson

Injured: Matt Beleskey (lower body), Tim Jackman (hand)

Conditioning: Mark Fistric

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.

Ducks Edge Stars, Take 2-0 Series Lead
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The Dallas Stars controlled play for a good part of the game Friday night, but the Anaheim Ducks were more opportunistic and taking advantage of opportunities won the night as the Ducks defeated the Stars, 3-2, to take a 2-0 lead in the first round Western Conference playoff series.

“At the end of the night, we handed them their opportunities and their goals,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff. “We skated well, the effort was great but we made a couple mistakes that cost us. “

The Stars got off to an excellent start in the game, scored first and had a 36-19 shots advantage, but the Ducks capitalized on two Dallas turnovers and took advantage of a broken stick to score shorthanded in the game.

“Part of becoming a good playoff team is to improve from the first game and I saw the improvement,” Ruff said. “We made some individual mistakes that we are going to have to try and eliminate. They made some big mistakes, too. We didn’t capitalize on some of their big mistakes, which was the difference. But I actually like where our team was at, the pressure they were putting on. There was a lot to like. We missed the net on a couple of their big mistakes and you got to give them credit. They didn’t have a lot, but when we handed them, they took advantage of them.”

The Stars had 25 missed shots on goal in the game. The power play did score, but it missed on five other opportunities, ending up 1-6 on the night and surrendered that shorthanded goal.

Alex Chiasson and Ryan Garbutt scored goals for the Stars. Goaltender Kari Lehtonen stopped 16 of 19 shots.

“I think we had chances today to win the game. Definitely the start was a lot better,” said Lehtonen. “Kind of gave them a few good opportunities and they were able to put the pucks in.”

Ryan Getzlaf had one goal, one assist and a plus-three rating for the Ducks. The performance capped an eventful 48 hours for the Ducks captain, who received several stitches after taking a puck to the face in Wednesday’s game and then witnessed the birth of his third child, a daughter, early Friday morning.

“Every once in a while, you need your best players to step it up when the rest of the guys lose their composure,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “Getzy, with what’s happened to him in the last three days, to come in and get two points and a plus-3 rating, is a sure reason why he’s hopefully nominated for the MVP.”

Corey Perry and Andrew Cogliano also scored for Anaheim. Rookie goaltender Frederik Andersen turned in another sparkling performance, stopping 34 of 36 shots.

The Stars came out with a strong start, had the better of chances early, killed off an Anaheim power play and then went on their first power play when Perry slashed Jamie Benn in retaliation for a hit. On the power play, Benn set up Chiasson, who beat Andersen with a shot from the right circle to put the Stars up 1-0 at 7:40 of the first period.

The Stars’ penalty kill came up big later in the period, stopping the Ducks on the power play after Trevor Daley roughed up Perry in front of the Dallas net. But just after the penalty kill, Getzlaf picked off the puck as Erik Cole tried to chip it up along the boards, skated in on net and roofed it over Lehtonen to tie the game 1-1 with 2:46 left in the first period.

“That was huge,” said Perry. “What a great play by him stealing the puck and being a beast going to the net. That’s the type of player he is, and he showed us what he can do.”

The Ducks took the lead late in the second when a Tyler Seguin pass to Benn didn’t connect, Perry jumped on the loose puck, skated into the Dallas zone and blasted it past Lehtonen from the right circle to put Anaheim up 2-1 with 3:45 left in the second.

The Stars went on their fifth power play of the game 3:40 into the third period, but the Ducks scored shorthanded to make it a 3-1 game. After Stars defenseman Sergei Gonchar had his stick hacked and broken behind the Dallas net, Anaheim took advantage and Cogliano roofed a shot over Lehtonen from close range at the 5:09 mark.

“I think the referee missed that penalty, on me, behind the net,” Gonchar said. “In my opinion we should have been 5-on-3. Those mistakes happen on their side, too.”

“We have a tough break, Sergei gets his stick broken and it’s a tough break in the game,” said Ruff. “Is that a mistake, a break or whatever you want to call it?”

The Stars pulled to within one midway through the third when Shawn Horcoff centered the puck from the corner and Garbutt popped it past Andersen to make it a 3-2 game at 9:58 of the third.

The Stars had a great chance with 4:39 remaining, but Andersen stopped a point blank bid by Daley. The Stars had a power play with three minutes remaining, pulled Lehtonen during it for a six-on-four advantage, but couldn’t get the game-tying goal.

The series now shifts to Dallas for the next two games. Game 3 is Monday night in Dallas.

“I think we’re fine in here,” said Garbutt. “That’s hockey. Every game’s important from here on out and if we take care of business at home, we’re going to be fine.”

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.

Ruff Could Change Lines for Game 2
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The Stars’ forward lines were juggled during this morning’s skate at Honda Center in Anaheim, but head coach Lindy Ruff wouldn’t say if that was what he’d roll out tonight against the Ducks.

“I didn’t have the lines in colors today, so I don’t know how you came to that assumption,” Ruff said. “I just did a warm up and said any three guys go. That’s true, too. I think you guys are busy chasing nothing.”

Was he contemplating changes?

“Yeah,” Ruff said.

Was he willing to share?

“No,” he said.

Ray Whitney skated on the top line with Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin this morning, but he was waiting to see what happens tonight.

“These two probably have had six or seven wingers on a night,” Whitney said. “I certainly don’t expect to be there all night. I’d be surprised if that happened. But if you get the opportunity, you have a lot of fun with it.”

Ruff indicated that Alex Chiasson, who skated with Antoine Roussel and Cody Eakin this morning, could be on the Benn-Seguin line at some point tonight as well.

However the lines shake out tonight and in the games ahead, Ruff said the Stars are going to need guys like Chiasson, Colton Sceviour, Valeri Nichushkin, Ryan Garbutt, Antoine Roussel and Cody Eakin to step up and chip in if the Stars are going to have success against the Ducks.

"They've all had a big impact on our team," Ruff said. "For us to win this series, they're going to have to have an impact on this series, because it's going to take more than Seguin and Benn to get it done. We're depending on them to get it done. The pressure's not on them, but we need them."

It looks as if Kevin Connauton will be in on defense tonight for the Stars, making his NHL playoff debut.

“He’s got really good speed to his game,” Ruff said. “That’s something we can use in this series.”

Aaron Rome, who got the nod on the blue line in Game 1, is expected to be scratched along with forwards Chris Mueller and Dustin Jeffrey. Defenseman Brenden Dillon did not skate today and remains sidelined with a lower body injury.

Kari Lehtonen is in goal.

Ducks watch: Getzlaf in, Beleskey out

As expected, Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf will be in tonight despite taking a puck in the face in Wednesday night’s game and having an eventful morning as he and his wife welcomed a new daughter into the world.

Getzlaf suffered a facial laceration and received several stitches after being hit by a Tyler Seguin shot late in Wednesday’s game. Early today, Getzlaf and his wife, Paige, had a baby girl, Willa, who was born at 12:36 a.m.

Getzlaf did not skate this morning.

“He’s pretty tired today,” said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. “He opted to take the morning off to get some rest, so I said yes."

Ducks forward Matt Beleskey, who has been playing on the top line with Getzlaf and Corey Perry, won’t play due to a lower body injury. Devante Smith-Pelly will play on the top line tonight and make his NHL playoff debut.

“I know how they play, and it’s pretty simple,” Smith-Pelly said. “Those guys make the plays, and I go to the net.”

Frederik Andersen, who stopped 32 of 35 shots in Anaheim’s 4-3 win in Game 1 of the series, is expected to get the start in goal again tonight for the Ducks.

Quotable

“If you look at our lineups during the year, it is like a box of chocolates, you never know who is going to play with who.”

-Ducks forward Teemu Selanne

Tonight’s game

Who: Dallas Stars at Anaheim Ducks

 What: Game 2, 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs First Round

 Where: Honda Center, Anaheim

 When: 9:00 p.m.

 Local TV: Fox Sports Southwest

 National TV: NBC Sports Network, TSN

 Radio: The Ticket 1310 AM/96.7 FM

Stars projected lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Ray Whitney

Antoine Roussel – Cody Eakin – Alex Chiasson

Valeri Nichushkin – Vernon Fiddler – Colton Sceviour

Erik Cole – Shawn Horcoff – Ryan Garbutt

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Injured: Brenden Dillon (lower body), Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Scratched: Aaron Rome, Dustin Jeffrey, Chris Mueller

Ducks projected lineup

Devante Smith-Pelly – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Jakob Silfverberg – Saku Koivu – Andrew Cogliano

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

 Daniel Winnik – Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

Hampus Lindholm – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Stephane Robidas

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Rickard Rakell, Sami Vatanen, Luca Sbisa, John Gibson

Injured: Matt Beleskey (lower body), Tim Jackman (hand)

Conditioning: Mark Fistric

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.

Stars Focus on Adjustments for Game 2
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The Dallas Stars staged a nice rally in Wednesday night’s 4-3 loss against the Anaheim Ducks, but coach Lindy Ruff doesn’t want his team to read a lot into that.

“Don’t get fooled by the score. We’re not going to win games playing like that. That’s just reality,” Ruff said. “I don’t want them fooled by we got back in it. We need to play better. I think they saw that.”

The Stars fell behind 4-0 in the game and then scored three unanswered goals to pull within a goal before falling in Game 1 of the first round Western Conference playoff series. Ruff said some nerves, some mistakes and a couple of bad penalties put the Stars in that 4-0 hole.

“Energy and emotion was high, everything was riding high,” Ruff said. “The energy in the building was great. A lot of our guys experienced this for the first time. It was my job to get them in the right place and they weren’t quite in the right place yesterday.”

Nine Stars made their Stanley Cup Playoffs debut Wednesday night, almost half the players in the Dallas lineup.

“It was the first playoff game for a lot of guys, but we don’t want to use that as an excuse,” said captain Jamie Benn. “We know how we have to play to beat these guys and we’re just going to need a real strong effort tomorrow.”

The focus on a stronger effort was underway Thursday. The team held a meeting and video session to get them headed in the right direction for the second game of the series, which is Friday in Anaheim.

“It wasn’t a yell and scream meeting. It was here’s what it was and here’s what we need to correct it and let’s get at her tomorrow,” Ruff said. “I had the longest video session of the year this year, and a bunch of it was a reminder of what we do well, and there were a lot of clips of when we are not going well what it looks like. We are a speed and transition team and we need the puck. I thought sometimes we gave it up too soon. Sometimes we didn’t have very good support.”

Although Ruff didn’t want his team to get fooled by the final score in Wednesday’s game, the players still gained some confidence from how they played over the final 30 minutes. And the hope is that Thursday’s work off the ice pushed them in right direction.

“Guys are really positive. We know we can play, we know we can play with these guys. We just have to limit our mistakes and play our game,” said forward Alex Chiasson. “We obviously didn’t play the way we did the last month or so. We did a little bit of video this morning, looked at a few things we’d like to change for tomorrow. I am sure this group of guys will come back and play well.”

Dillon still not skating, Sceviour fine after collision with boards

Brenden Dillon, who missed Wednesday’s playoff opener with a lower body injury, did not skate during Thursday’s optional practice. The Stars defenseman was injured in Friday’s game against St. Louis and hasn’t been on skates since. He is listed as day to day.

Stars coach Lindy Ruff had no new update on Thursday and drew some laughs when asked if Dillon was close to skating.

“The room is approximately 150 feet from the rink, which means he is close,” Ruff said.

Forward Colton Sceviour said he is fine after slamming into the boards late in the second period of Wednesday night’s game. Sceviour did return for the third period.

“My pride was hurt a little bit,” said Sceviour. “I hit it hard, I was shaken up, but nothing.”

Ducks watch: Getzlaf probable, Beleskey questionable

Anaheim Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf is expected to play Friday after taking a puck to the face off the stick of Tyler Seguin late in Wednesday’s game. The Ducks said Getzlaf suffered a facial laceration and receive several stitches. X-rays were negative.

Getzlaf had one goal and one assist in Wednesday’s game, and the Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau was heaping praise on his team’s captain.

“That’s who he is and why he is the captain and has won two gold medals and Stanley Cup,” said Boudreau. “He’s a battler and a gamer. He won’t look too pretty, but he’ll be playing.”

Getzlaf’s teammates were happy he was fine, and joking about it as well.

“It’s scary when anybody takes a puck to the face, especially when it is someone as important to our team as he is. He’ll be back,” said defenseman Ben Lovejoy. “Luckily he’s married with a couple kids. He’s not out there trying to impress people with his face. This is playoff hockey. I think he looks very good.”

Forward Matt Beleskey, who left Wednesday’s game midway through the third period with a lower body injury, is questionable for Friday’s game. Beleskey, who scored a power play goal Wednesday, has been playing on Anaheim’s top line with Getzlaf and Corey Perry.

“We haven’t had the same lineup twice in a row all year, so I don’t think it’s really going to affect us that much” Boudreau said. “We’re going to miss Matt, if he doesn’t play, because he’s a good player.”

Quotable: Stars coach Lindy Ruff 

“The players get to experience the day after a loss. That’s the first experience of being in the playoffs. You’ve got a best-of-seven, you lose a big game and now you’re facing a game where we can shift momentum back in our favor or they can put even more pressure on us. That is something else our team has to experience.”

Quotable: Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau 

“The more you put between yourself and the opposition the easier it is to win the series. Last year, for example, we never got two games above Detroit. It was always win one, lose one, win one lose one and that becomes pretty tight. We are going to put our best foot forward and see where it takes us.”

Series Schedule

Game 1: Wed, April 16, Dallas at Anaheim: Ducks 4, Stars 3 (Anaheim leads series 1-0)

Game 2: Fri, April 18, Dallas at Anaheim, 9 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/NBC Sports Network/TSN

Game 3: Mon, April 21, Anaheim at Dallas, 8:30 p.m., TXA 21/NBC Sports Network/TSN

Game 4: Wed, April 23, Anaheim at Dallas, 7 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/CNBC/TSN

*Game 5: Fri, April 25, Dallas at Anaheim, 9:30 p.m., Fox Sports Southwest/NBC Sports Network/TSN

*Game 6: Sun, April 27, Anaheim at Dallas, TBD, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

*Game7: Tue, April 29, Dallas at Anaheim, TBA, Fox Sports Southwest/TSN

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Dallas Stars played well at times Wednesday night, but 30 minutes into the game they found themselves down 4-0. The Ducks scored their first two goals off transition, tallying 1:53 into the game on their first shot and then added another at the 12:49 mark.

The Ducks then cashed in on a couple of power play chances to extend that lead to 4-0.

“First maybe 12 minutes, I felt we were playing well. They seemed to get the tougher scoring chances or the better scoring chances. Some days it goes like that,” said Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen. “They’re a great team and have skilled guys. When they got good opportunities, they used it. It was a tough battle after being down 4-0.”

For the Ducks, it a perfect start to Game 1 of the series.

"I think it was us just being excited," Ducks forward Corey Perry said. "Back on a big stage, and everybody wants to play and everybody wants to win.”

Quotable: Stars forward Tyler Seguin on the next game

“I think we were working hard. It is going to be a long series. That was definitely the message throughout the room. Now we have to bounce back and get ready for the next game.”

Quotable: Ducks forward Corey Perry on giving up three unanswered goals to the Stars

“A little adversity isn’t going to hurt us. We’ve got to learn how to play with the lead, especially down to the wire. All those things are going to help us.”

Ducks lose Beleskey, Getzlaf takes puck to face

Ducks forward Matt Beleskey left Wednesday’s game midway through the third period with a lower body injury and did not return. Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said he’s hopeful Beleskey can play Friday.

Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf left the game late in the third period after getting hit in the face with a puck off the stick of Stars forward Tyler Seguin. Boudreau said Getzlaf should be OK.

“I just know he’s getting stitched up right now,” Boudreau said. “That’s the only thing I’ve heard. I think he’s going to be OK, but he’ll probably have a nasty cut on the side of his mouth. I’ll know more tomorrow or later tonight.”

Dillon sits for Stars

Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon sat out Wednesday’s playoff opener with a lower body injury. Dillon, who was injured in Friday’s game against St. Louis, did not skate Wednesday.

“He's just not able to skate,” Stars coach Lindy Ruff said. “He's not comfortable enough to skate.”

Dillon is listed as day to day.

Statistical tidbits

*Stars forwards Jamie Benn and Colton Sceviour both scored goals in their NHL playoff debuts.

*Both teams had 35 shots on goal. Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin led the Stars with five shots apiece. Corey Perry led the Ducks with six shots.

*The Stars were 1-5 on the power play. The Ducks were 2-5 on the power play.

*The Stars goal came on a five-on-three power play. They were 0-14 on five-on-three power plays during the regular season.

*The Stars won 37 of 83 faceoffs (45 percent). Vernon Fiddler won 13 of 19. Jamie Benn won 10 of 22. Cody Eakin won 5 of 20. Anaheim’s Saku Koivu won 14 of 19 and Ducks’ center Mathieu Perreault won 10 of 16.

*Anaheim blocked 21 shots in the game. Defenseman Ben Lovejoy had five blocked shots for the Ducks.

*Stars defenseman Alex Goligoski played a game-high 28:39 of ice time.

Stars lineup

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Valeri Nichushkin

 Antoine Rousse- Cody Eakin – Ryan Garbutt

Erik Cole – Vernon Fiddler – Alex Chiasson

Ray Whitney – Shawn Horcoff – Colton Sceviour

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Patrik Nemeth – Jordie Benn

Aaron Rome – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Scratched: Kevin Connauton, Dustin Jeffrey, Chris Mueller

Injured: Brenden Dillon (lower body), Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat)

Ducks lineup

Matt Beleskey – Ryan Getzlaf – Corey Perry

 Jakob Silfverberg – Saku Koivu – Andrew Cogliano

 Daniel Winnik – Nick Bonino – Kyle Palmieri

 Patrick Maroon – Mathieu Perreault – Teemu Selanne

Hampus Lindholm – Francois Beauchemin

 Cam Fowler – Ben Lovejoy

 Bryan Allen – Stephane Robidas

Frederik Andersen

 Jonas Hiller

Scratched: Luca Sbisa, Sami Vatanen, Rickard Rakell, Devante Smith-Pelly, John Gibson

Injured: Tim Jackman (hand)

This story was not subject to the approval of the National Hockey League or Dallas Stars Hockey Club. Mark Stepneski is an independent writer whose posts on DallasStars.com reflect his own opinions and do not represent official statements from the Dallas Stars. You can follow Mark on Twitter @StarsInsideEdge.
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The Dallas Stars couldn’t overcome a rough start in Anaheim Wednesday night, but they did make a game of it. After falling behind 4-0, the Stars rallied to pull within one goal but couldn’t get the equalizer and fell 4-3 to the Ducks, who took a 1-0 lead in the first round Western Conference playoff series.

“We had a tough start,” said Stars captain Jamie Benn. “They came out hot in their building. They are really good in this rink. I thought we battled back pretty good there but it just wasn’t enough.”

“They have one win and we don’t have any,” said Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen, who stopped 31 of 35 shots. “It was good that we were able to score goals and play well but it still sucks to lose.”

The Ducks built a 3-0 lead in the first period, extended it to 4-0 midway through the game but the Stars rallied starting late in the second. Benn scored on a five-on-three power play and Colton Sceviour scored 1:33 later to cut the lead to 4-2. Tyler Seguin scored with just over six minutes left in the third to make it a one-goal game, but the Stars couldn’t the get that fourth goal.

“The way we finished was how we want to play the full game,” said Seguin. “I thought the first 10-12 minutes we played pretty good and didn’t capitalize on some opportunities. They did. I liked our no-quit attitude out there and performance.”

Kyle Palmieri, Ryan Getzlaf, Mathieu Perreault and Matt Beleskey scored for the Ducks. Anaheim goaltender Frederik Andersen, making his NHL playoff debut, stopped 32 of 35 shots.

“We let up a little bit in the third after our fourth goal, so this is a good lesson for us. Hopefully we can prevent that from happening again,” said Andersen. “Even though you’re up 4-0, you have to play 60 minutes. That’s probably one thing. But I’m happy about the win.”

The Ducks scored 1:53 into the game when Nick Bonino set up Palmieri off the rush and Palmieri broke in alone on net and backhanded the puck past Lehtonen to put the Ducks up 1-0.

“You don’t want your first shot to be a breakaway,” Lehtonen said, “but if you make that save you feel great and go from there. But today I wasn’t able to do that and it was a tougher go from there.”

The Stars came close to tying the game on their second power play, but a Ray Whitney shot hit the post and a good look from Jamie Benn hit traffic.

And less than a minute after the power play expired, the Ducks extended their lead to 2-0. After a Jordie Benn shot hit traffic, the Ducks went off on the rush. A Beleskey shot hit Lehtonen in the mask, Ryan Getzlaf swept in and put the rebound into the net at the 12:49 mark of the first.

The Stars had a third power play late in the period, didn’t cash in and the Ducks went on a power play less than a minute later and scored to make it a 3-0 game. Patrick Maroon set up Perreault, who scored from close range with 29.7 seconds left in the period.

The Ducks cashed in on their third power play of the night midway through the second to make it 4-0. With Ryan Garbutt in the box for unsportsmanlike conduct, a Francois Beauchemin shot from the left point deflected off Beleskey and past Lehtonen.

The Stars went on a 56-second five-on-three power play late in the second and cashed in when Jamie Benn banged home the rebound of an Alex Chiasson shot to make it a 4-1 game with 3:24 left in the period. And then just two seconds after the second power play expired, Colton Sceviour beat Andersen with a shot from the right circle to cut Anaheim’s lead to 4-2 with 1:51 left in the period.

The Stars killed off two Anaheim power plays in the third and then the Stars cut the Ducks’ lead to 4-3 when Seguin tipped a Trevor Daley shot past Andersen with 6:07 remaining in the third period.

Andersen came up big with 2:32 remaining, stopping Cody Eakin’s close range bid. The Stars’ pulled Lehtonen for the extra attacker, but couldn’t get the game-tying goal.

“They are going to be hard-fought games. You have to play a full 60 and maybe even more. We are going to learn from this one,” said Benn.

Game 2 is Friday in Anaheim.
NHL makes significant revision to free-agent interview period rule
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The NHL has implemented a significant change from last year regarding the free-agent interview period that begins next Wednesday.

In a memo sent yesterday to all teams and subsequently forwarded by the NHL Players’ Association to all agents, the league will now allow clubs and agents to discuss general parameters of a potential contract for a pending restricted and unrestricted free agent.

Last year if you remember, Commissioner Gary Bettman sent a last-second memo reminding clubs that they could not discuss contract parameters at all during the interview period prior to free agency, which begins this year on July 1.

In the June 18 memo (read over the phone to me by an agent), the league states, “After discussions with a number of general managers, we have revised and hopefully clarified with regard to last summer the permissible parameters of player contract and communication during the applicable interview periods.

“Please be advised that clubs are permitted to discuss the potential interest in as well as general parameters of a potential future contractual relationship with another club’s pending RFA or UFA during the applicable interview periods. The clubs may not enter any agreements or make any binding offers, promises, … oral or written concerning the terms of a potential SPC (standard players contract) with another club’s pending RFA or UFA.”

So in other words, teams and agents can now discuss the general parameters of a deal, as in, “I’ll be looking for a seven-year deal at around $5 million annually,” etc., meaning now players and agents at least know where each other is at heading into July 1 and know who’s in the game and who isn’t.

Last year, there seemed to be confusion where nobody had any idea of what could and couldn’t be discussed during the interview period. Some teams/agents apparently followed the rules, some teams didn’t, which created a conundrum that ticked off the teams that did follow the rules.

It’ll be interesting to see if this revision leads to some quick deals as free agency opens July 1.

This revision could also be potentially significant for a team like the Wild. Minnesota would love to find a way to add a scoring forward and a defenseman this summer. It probably can’t achieve both though IF both players it targets want long-term, lucrative contracts.

But if GM Chuck Fletcher learns prior to free agency that one of the players he covets would be interested in a short-term deal, it may allow Fletcher to fill two holes by extending a long-term offer to somebody else, maybe a defenseman.

So, that’s the good part of this NHL revision. Fletcher can now at least discuss general parameters to any potential deal with any potential free agent he covets to figure out what things the Wild may or may not be able to accomplish in free agency.

As I wrote the other day, the Wild would like to fill multiple holes this summer, but it also has to make sure it can re-sign all of its restricted free agents the next two summers. So it wants to be, as Fletcher said, “mindful,” with any long-term deal it gives out to an unrestricted free agent.

This summer, Nino Niederreiter, Darcy Kuemper, Justin Fontaine and Jason Zucker are restricted free agents that need to be re-signed. Next summer is the biggee when Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle, Erik Haula, Jonas Brodin, Marco Scandella and Christian Folin can all be restricted free agents (some may receive contract extensions later this summer or into next season, Fletcher has said previously).

Wild exhibition schedule; Wild expected to sign Gelinas on July 1; Other Wild thoughts
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Good day from partly cloudy, mostly humid Minneapolis. Here's a Wild update:

1. Preseason schedule has been announced: Six-game schedule with home-and-homes (so to speak) with Winnipeg, Pittsburgh and St. Louis.

Training camp is expected to begin Sept. 18.

Sept. 22 at Winnipeg, 7 p.m.; Sept. 25 at Pittsburgh, 6 p.m.; Sept. 27 vs. Winnipeg, 7 p.m.; Sept. 29 vs. Pittsburgh, 7 p.m.; Oct. 2 at St. Louis, 7 p.m.; Oct. 4 vs. St. Louis, 7 p.m.

Tickets will go on sale later this summer.

My guess is the Wild then heads to Duluth on Oct. 5 for a few days of practice. Just conjecture, but it fits before the opener later that week and the Wild loves the facilities and ability to do some team bonding up in UMD Country.

2. Last I heard, the NHL plans to release all schedules Sunday. Weird day to do so, but that's always a fun day. As I mentioned the other day, no outdoor game this year. The league is scaling back to one stadium series game. Also, for a change, I heard the Wild's on the road New Year's Eve!

3. I plan to host a draft/free agency live chat on startribune.com next Friday (Round 1 is later that night). Time to be announced.

4. The Wild's expected to sign undrafted free agent defenseman Guillaume Gelinas on July 1. The signing was first reported (I believe) by TVA Sports in Quebec. It's a verbal commitment right now because as of June 1, there was a freeze for undrafted North American free agents (the Wild signed undrafted forwards Brady Brassart and Zack Mitchell in March) until July 1.

Gelinas, 21, was named the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League's best defenseman this past season after scoring 23 goals and 92 points in 67 games for Val-d'Or. He scored another 34 points in 24 playoff games for a team that lost the Memorial Cup to Edmonton.

Wild's trying to put an influx of skill on AHL Iowa after a very tough season in which the Baby Wild lacked skill, health and was probably too old.

Gelinas is skilled and competitive but 5-foot-10 and 185 pounds, so initially the AHL will be a decent step.

So, it's a flier.

Maybe Gelinas turns out to be Jared Spurgeon, who also had a terrific junior career (139 points in his last three years; harder to score in the W than the Q, so apples and oranges in terms of stats) before not being signed by the Islanders and then going untouched through another draft.

Maybe Gelinas turns out to be Michel Periard. Who? He's just a name that kind of jumped into my head because he was of similar stature and had similar stats in the Q (100 points his last year, I think) to Gelinas probably 15 years ago. Chuck Fletcher's Florida Panthers took a flier on him and he never played North American pro hockey beyond the A.

My point: Risk-free move, but let's be realistic with expectations. Maybe he turns out to be a player. Maybe he doesn't. When the Wild signed Spurgeon, I probably put a single line into the paper. Same thing with Brassart and Mitchell. Heck, when the Wild signed Niklas Backstrom as the first-ever European free agent under the previous CBA, I put a single paragraph. All he did was become the Wild's all-time goaltending leader in games and wins.

It's just hard to know with undrafted players until the Wild gets its grip on them and has a chance to develop them.

5. The salary cap is expected to be close to $70 million when it's announced next week. The Wild's will be a shade under after a slight bonus overage. Fletcher told me during the playoffs that Nino Niederreiter, Erik Haula and Jonas Brodin hit bonuses. Capgeek.come has it as Niederreiter and Haula earning each $212,500 for plus-minus and Brodin $425,000 for time on ice.

That's $825,000 in bonuses. But I'm told the Wild didn't go over the cap by that much, so the overage on next year's cap will be less. Either way, the overage shouldn't impact the Wild in its offseason business because Fletcher will always try to be at least $2 million or more under the cap so the team can make in-season injury callups and potential trades.

6. Lot of questions as to whether the Wild may pursue Cup champ Willie Mitchell in free agency. My guess: It makes sense if the Wild's unable to re-sign Clayton Stoner. Stoner and Mitchell seemingly would play the same role (third-pair, left-shot, physical D). As I mentioned last week, the Wild will try to re-sign Stoner, but maybe his solid postseason will allow him to cash in as a UFA more than the Wild's willing to commit. Stoner will have to decide that.

7. Some questions from you as to whether the Wild may pursue Shawn Thornton now that Boston's moving on from the rugged winger. I've heard through sources that the Wild would like to re-sign Cody McCormick, but Thornton is arguably a better, tougher player (more expensive, too), so maybe the Wild holds off on trying to sign McCormick just to see if it has a shot at Thornton. I don't see why there's a rush to re-sign McCormick, so if it were me, I'd wait to see what Thornton is thinking. I'm sure he'll have a lot of interest though.

Interesting dynamic to this year's draft. The free-agent interview period begins Wednesday. This is a new wrinkle thrown into this CBA where teams are allowed to court July 1 pending free agents, bring them to cities to check it out, etc. Well, the entire NHL will be in Philadelphia from Wednesday-Saturday night or Sunday morning, so one wonders if the draft becomes a free-agent recruiting party.

It certainly makes sense for agents to bring their free agents to Philly and line up meeting after meeting.

Wild's offseason officially begins ... NOW!!!
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The Stanley Cup Finals are over. The Los Angeles Kings are champions again. Marian Gaborik and Willie Mitchell have hoisted the Stanley Cup, and now it’s time for the league to really ramp up – not close shop – as the June 27-28 NHL draft in Philly and the July 1 opening bell of free agency looms.

The Wild completed its organizational meetings Wednesday, so I got GM Chuck Fletcher on the horn late Thursday to talk a bit about the official start to the offseason. Here's the article from Saturday's paper, but to expand on that, please read below:

1) Of the pending unrestricted free agents, the Wild likes the ruggedness defenseman Clayton Stoner and center/winger Cody McCormick brings and is interested in trying to re-sign both. Fletcher didn’t confirm this, but this is what I’m hearing via sources. Stoner, amazingly drafted 10 years ago by the Wild (I’m getting old), had a quality season and led all blue-liners in hits. McCormick had a solid postseason. Obviously, it’s a two-way street. In the case of Stoner, perhaps he can really cash in if he becomes a free agent, so it’ll be interesting to see what happens in the next few weeks. If the Wild loses Stoner, it could change the team’s offseason path because it would need to find physicality to a blue line that doesn’t have a lot of it. GM Chuck Fletcher reached out to Stoner’s agent for the first time Thursday.

“Players have to decide whether they want to come back and then if they want to come back, usually the market is somewhat transparent,” Fletcher said.

Dany Heatley and Mike Rupp will move on. So likely will Matt Moulson. He helped the Wild get into the playoffs with some huge goals down the stretch, but he was largely unproductive and hurt in the playoffs. The good thing is the Wild’s at a juncture where it has so many kids here locked and more coming and so many guys on long-term deals that it can afford to take draft-pick swings like it did at this past trade deadline in future years, too. With Darcy Kuemper, Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom all under contract, there’s just no room currently for Ilya Bryzgalov (I’ll write more about the goaltending situation later this month, but as of now, there’s not a lot of flexibility and Kuemper, Harding and Backstrom are the guys and the Wild may just have to bank again on two of them always being healthy). The Wild likes Nate Prosser, but if you look at the depth chart, the role Prosser will continue to play here is an in and out defenseman. So Prosser is expected to test free agency in an attempt to become a regular elsewhere. If there’s not a job to his liking, the Wild may be interested in re-signing him next month (barring jobs being full).

2) Of the Wild’s restricted free agents, Kuemper, Nino Niederreiter, Justin Fontaine, Jason Zucker and Jon Blum will soon be tendered qualifying offers to retain their rights. Kuemper, Fontaine and Blum have arbitration rights. As I’ve mentioned before, some of the RFA’s in Iowa won’t be retained. My guess is the most well-known name cut loose will be 2008 first-round pick Tyler Cuma. Fletcher said, “If a kid doesn’t have a chance with us, I don’t want to bury him. Let him go somewhere else for a shot.” Let’s be honest: That’s Cuma. With the guys on the big club and Matt Dumba, Christian Folin, Gustav Olofsson and others developing, he has just got no shot.

3) The Wild spent much of the meetings trying to project what production will come from Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle, Nino Niederreiter, Erik Haula and others up front and Jonas Brodin, Marco Scandella, Jared Spurgeon and even Folin, Dumba, Olofsson, etc. on the back end in future years. The Wild tied for 24th in the NHL this past season in goals for (199 non-shootout). That’s 33 more than a few years ago, but even Fletcher called that season “horrific” and said it’s imperative the Wild improves offensively in a conference where there are so many good teams. So the determination last week is while the kids will continue to grow offensively and be a big part of the building of this franchise, for the short-term at a minimum, the Wild feels there’s still room to add a veteran to help improve the offense.

But if these kids will be better and score more in two or three or four years than a player the Wild’s signing to big money, then a long-term deal for a 30-something may make less sense.

Fletcher says the Wild’s at a stage in its growth because of its improved depth and youngsters that it doesn’t have to chase players. It can afford to be patient, he says, if the right move doesn’t present itself.

Via trade, there’s a certain acquisition price the Wild is willing to pay. After trading his first-round pick last year in the Jason Pominville swap, Fletcher would prefer not to do so again. The Wild chooses 18th in the June 27 first-round and doesn’t currently own a second on June 28. Any trade for a proven scorer may necessitate a first-round pick being dealt, so if Fletcher stands firm on not trading his, it could take Minnesota out of the running for any of the big names via trade.

Fletcher also wants to avoid trading the “kids we worked so hard to accumulate.” In other words, he would prefer not to trade the Granlunds, Coyles, Ninos, Haulas, Dumbas, Olofssons, etc.

Via free agency, the Wild has to make sure it can afford to re-sign all of its kids. While it has a ton of cap space this year, Granlund, Coyle, Haula, Brodin, Scandella and Folin all have expiring contracts next summer. So, as Fletcher said, “We want to be a little bit careful. It’s easy this year to just go out and add a guy, but unless it’s a one-year contract, you have to be pretty mindful.”

You will hear this term a lot leading into free agency: There is a “price point” the Wild is willing to reach for certain players. Thomas Vanek is no longer a given. Four or five months ago, I think it was a given. But the bright future that many of the kids provide the Wild coupled with Vanek’s tough postseason with Montreal has changed things.

The Wild has a lot of players 28 and older, a lot of players 24 and younger. You don’t want to get too many players north of 30 on long-term deals, so there’s a specific price point I think the Wild’s willing to reach with Vanek. I don’t get the impression the Wild’s willing to sign him to a long-term deal anymore. Vanek will have good options in free agency, so is he really going to sign in Minnesota for two or three years? Hard to believe, especially after reportedly turning down a seven-year, $49 million deal with the Islanders. While that contract probably won’t be on the table with any team anymore, he certainly should still be able to get decent term of four or five years with some teams.

Some fans who email me or tweet me are clamoring for Paul Stastny. He was outstanding against the Wild in the playoffs and his competitiveness and work ethic would be a perfect fit in my opinion on a Wild team who’s M.O. at a minimum in the playoffs was hard work. BUT, he will command bigtime money and term AND I still believe he’ll re-sign in Colorado once the Avs figure out a way to move some money in the next few weeks.

Gaborik likely will re-sign with L.A., so stop asking.

On defense, the most intriguing name is Matt Niskanen. He’s a good Minnesota boy, and if he doesn’t re-sign with Pittsburgh, the Wild would have a terrific chance to sign him. But he is coming off a career year and is only 27, so he will be looking to cash in on a long-term deal.

There’s two ways to improve offensively if you’re Fletcher: Getting a scoring forward or an offensive blue-liner. “We’ll look at both,” Fletcher said.

Fletcher sounds more comfortable with his top-four (Ryan Suter, Brodin, Scandella and Spurgeon) than last summer when the group was more of an unproven commodity, especially Scandella … and Brodin going into his sophomore year. Now Fletcher knows what to expect from this group: “If we go with those four guys as our top four, there’s more certainty from my standpoint in terms of knowing what they’re able to do versus last year, and last year worked out OK.”

And with Folin maybe on next year’s team (big right-shot D who can hammer the puck) and Dumba (right-shot D in the future who can hammer the puck) and Olofsson coming down the pike, maybe it makes more sense to try to sign an offensive defenseman on a one-year deal or a two-year deal (Dan Boyle, whom Fletcher knows from his days in Florida and I don’t think will be signing with the Islanders) than Niskanen on a long-term deal.

If you get a defenseman on a short-term deal (Boyle or somebody else), by the time his term is up, Dumba and Olofsson should be ready to step right into the Wild lineup. In other words, signing a veteran to a short-term deal gives the Wild a stopgap to develop the kids.

That may be the way they’re leaning. If you sign Niskanen to a long-term deal, it changes the Wild’s path a good chunk. Eventually the Wild would likely have to trade one of the kids it so believes in because after all, there’s only six defensemen that play on a nightly basis.

In fact, this could be the same philosophy at forward. Sign a veteran forward that can help offensively for two or three years and by the time that player’s contract is up, the kids are starting to hit that mid-20s age range that the Wild has almost nobody at currently.

“This is the first time really in a few years we’re returning a lot of players that have pretty well-defined and good roles on our team,” Fletcher said. “There’s not nearly as many question marks. There have been some years where we had to go out and do something at a certain position. This year I think we can look at ways to upgrade the team, and if we do so, great. But if we need to be more patient and wait to the end of the summer or into the season or even next summer, we have that flexibility.

“Clearly, our young guys are going to have to be a big part of this, but whether it’s this summer or sometime in the future, we certainly anticipate getting into the trade market or free-agent market.”

I’ve used a lot of words above to try to convey what Fletcher says succinctly below:

“In previous years, we had to do something because there were positions we had to address. This year, it’s all about getting better and if something doesn’t make sense, we can wait and save our cap space for whatever – August, November, trade deadline or next year. There’s risk in doing that, but there may be less risk in doing that than making a bad deal just to make a deal.”

4) It’ll be interesting how Fletcher conducts himself at the draft. As you know, Fletcher has a history of small (acquiring Kyle Brodziak) or gigantic (Brent Burns for Devin Setoguchi, Charlie Coyle and a first) trades at the draft.

The Wild’s in a different position this year though than in recent drafts.

Last year, the Wild had a highly tradable commodity in Cal Clutterbuck. As you know if you read the coverage leading up to last year’s draft, it was all but certain Clutterbuck was being traded last June. The Wild could have traded him for years but waited until his RFA year where it needed to decide whether to commit to him long-term. Clutterbuck got the Wild Niederreiter. Also last year, the Wild was looking to unload cap space to become cap compliant thanks to the sinking cap because of the lockout. So it was working to trade Tom Gilbert (eventually used a compliance buyout on him) and was working to change the personality of its team by dealing Setoguchi. The Wild wasn’t able to do so at the draft, but when certain teams missed out on free agents, Fletcher was able to trade Setoguchi to Winnipeg last July and in turn sign Matt Cooke.

“I’m not sure we have that player [to trade] this year,” Fletcher said.

This year, the tradable commodities are mostly guys the Wild has no desire to trade. It’s not moving the veterans on long-term deals (including Mikko Koivu, Fletcher says), it’s not trading its budding youngsters (the kids mentioned above). Now, all the kids in the organization can’t all play here. Just like Johan Larsson being thrown into the Pominville deal, there are kids – maybe the Jason Zuckers or some of its kids in the minors or in juniors – that could potentially be on the move if Fletcher chooses to go the trade route.

If the Wild can trade a rehabbing Backstrom and unload the final two years of his contract by retaining salary and cap space, it would almost certainly do so. There’s a reason the Wild ad nauseum lately has been saying publicly that Backstrom is feeling better than he has in years. Brodziak has one year left on his deal and almost certainly will start next season as the Wild’s fourth-line center, so he is on the trading block.

But as of now, I wouldn’t expect a splash via trade (although Fletcher has surprised us before). We’ll see. I know Fletcher said he’s looking forward to seeing which players – expected and unexpected – hit the market in the next two weeks. There will be some big names on the move at the draft this year (Jason Spezza, maybe Mike Richards, maybe Joe Thornton, maybe Ryan Kesler; Wild’s reportedly not on his trade list, maybe, dare we say, Nick Leddy!).

“I don’t know what we’ll end up doing,” Fletcher said. “There’s teams really actively looking to do things. If that happens where there’s a trade and then another trade, that just gets the ball rolling and gets the market juiced up and suddenly there’s players available you didn’t even know would be available. I’m looking forward to the next two weeks to see what’s out there.”

5) The NHL schedule is expected to be released June 22. As of now, that Dallas-Wild outdoors came at Target Field may not come into fruition for this season. I hear the Wild, by the way, has a pretty difficult October with a lot of road games.

6) I’d suspect the Wild heads to Duluth to end camp like the previous two seasons.

7) The assistant coaches are expected to get their new contracts wrapped up the week of June 22 because Fletcher is traveling this upcoming week.

8) Fletcher said as of now, he’s not planning to use his second compliance buyout. That buyout window begins in a few days.

9) Draft and free agency coverage will begin to ramp up the week of June 22.  The draft should be fun this year. It’s so late, the new free agency interview period in the NHL will be draft week, meaning theoretically, with the entire league in Philly, agents could line up free-agent meetings with teams in Philly.

Yeo talks about his multi-year contract extension--and what comes next
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Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said he had two goals for Mike Yeo when he made him an NHL coach three years ago: Win games, and develop young players. Yeo said his ambitions were to create a culture and identity for his team that would provide the foundation for long-term success.

Both men said Friday they were happy with the progress toward those goals, but both emphasized they are not satisfied. They spoke at a news conference at Xcel Energy Center to discuss Yeo's multi-year contract extension, which was announced six days ago. Fletcher and Yeo both said there is a lot of work yet to be done, but they are happy with the direction in which the team is going.

Highlights of the news conference:

--Fletcher said he did not consider a coaching change. He waited until the end of the season to talk about the contract extension, he said, because "the right time to do these things is at the end of the year.'' Fletcher added, "Mike is the only guy who was going to be here.''

--Yeo said he never became nervous about being re-signed because Fletcher reached out to him quickly. Still, he said he was "very relieved'' to have it done.

--Fletcher praised Yeo's work with young players and his adaptability in difficult situations, as injuries forced the Wild to deal with constant lineup changes. "You'd be hard-pressed to name a player that isn't better,'' he said of the players' development over the season.

--Both Yeo and Fletcher said they expect the Wild's coaching staff to remain intact. Fletcher said he already has re-signed the front-office and amateur scouting staffs; the next step is to re-sign the assistant coaches and pro scouts, and he hopes to have that completed by the end of next week.

--Fletcher revealed that defenseman Keith Ballard had sports hernia surgery after the season and is recovering well. Erik Haula, he said, did not need surgery for the broken jaw he suffered in the world championships but is drinking "a lot of milkshakes.'' Josh Harding is feeling well, he added, and Niklas Backstrom's rehabilitation is going smoothly.

Yeo sounded as if he wished next season started tomorrow. "Winners have an attitude that they're never satisfied,'' he said. "We've gotten a lot of pats on the back. We have to make sure we understand that the work starts right now. I believe we have a group that is extremely committed to winning.''

Wild adds top scorer from Finnish Elite League
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The Wild added one of the top forwards in Finland's elite league, free agent Michael Keranen, by signing him to a one-year, two-way contract.

He'll have a chance to make the team next season. If he doesn't make the team, he'll likely be loaned back to HIFK rather than play in Iowa. 

Keranen, 24, had 17 goals and 35 assists for Ilves Tampere in Finland's Elite League. The 6-1, 175-pounder tied for the Elite League lead in scoring with 52 points and won the Golden Helmet Award as the league's best player. Keranen had 13 goals in 2012-13 for Ilves, a team he has played for during the past four seasons. He's a left-handed shooter who has not been drafted by NHL teams.

Keranen was born in Stockholm, Sweden, but grew up in Finland and has represented Finland in international events.

“We are excited to get Michael under contract for next season,” said Wild GM Chuck Fletcher in a news release. “He had a very good year in Finland and our scouting staff thinks he is ready for the challenge of coming to North America. We are happy to add him to our lists of prospects and look forward to seeing how he performs in training camp.”

Wild doesn't tender contract to draft pick Daniel Gunnarsson
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The Wild has opted not to tender a contract offer to 2012 fifth-round pick Daniel Gunnarsson. The team informed the defenseman's camp of the decision before today's deadline to sign 2012 non-collegiate draft picks.

Gunnarsson signed to play the next two years in Farjestads in Sweden, and even though the Wild could have signed Gunnarsson and assigned him there rather than Iowa, the team would have had to spend two years of signing bonus on a player that planned to play in another league. Obviously, the Wild would want him to develop here under its control rather than another team.

I have written that Gunnarsson could re-enter the draft if unsigned. He actually will become a free agent because he slid through two drafts undrafted before the Wild selected him a few years ago. The Wild will continue to monitor him and could always come back to him at a later date if he remains unsigned by an NHL team.

Personally, I also don't feel signing Gunnarsson was nearly as pressing as it would have been a few years ago when the Wild severely lacked defensemen. It has signed minute-muncher Ryan Suter, has seen Jared Spurgeon and Marco Scandella continue to emerge, has a 20-year-old future stud in Jonas Brodin, has Matt Dumba and Gustav Olofsson turning pro next season and won the Christian Folin college free-agent sweepstakes.

Enjoy your Sunday.

Wild coach Mike Yeo agrees to three-year contract extension
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Mike Yeo has agreed to a three-year contract extension to continue coaching the Wild. His contract was set to expire June 30.

“Very well-deserved,” first-line left wing Zach Parise, who led the Wild in playoff scoring, said during a phone interview. “I think he did a really good job – [the entire coaching staff] all did a really good job – down the stretch for us, especially in the playoffs. I mean, we were really prepared. We knew exactly what to expect. We exploited weaknesses. It’s a big chess game, the playoffs. I think they did a really good job making adjustments on the fly. It was real impressive.”

You can hear more from Parise in Sunday's paper. Here's a preview.

Here is the link to my story in Saturday's paper.

"I am very excited to continue to coach the Minnesota Wild and pursue a Stanley Cup for the State of Hockey,” Yeo said in a press release. “Our fan support has been amazing and it went to a new level during the playoffs this season. We are all motivated to reward them.”

“Mike has done a very good job the last three seasons as our Head Coach and we look forward to his leadership going forward,” said GM Chuck Fletcher in the press release.

The Wild will hold a news conference Thursday because Yeo, Fletcher, assistant GM Brent Flahr and a few Wild executives traveled to Exuma, Bahamas, to conduct budgetary meetings at owner Craig Leipold's home.

This is the precursor to organizational meetings that will occur June 9. That’s when the coaches, front office personnel and pro scouts meet to evaluate the past season and prepare for the next season. There, the Wild will discuss which of its unrestricted free agents it should try to re-sign (I still believe defenseman Clayton Stoner and forward Cody McCormick are the likeliest), which unrestricted free agents it is interested in pursuing, which players on the trade market it may be interested in pursuing and which of its players it should dangle on the trade market.

Yeo coached the Wild to the postseason in two of three years. He is 104-82-26 (.552 points percentage) in three years. The Wild ranks 10th in the NHL in wins since the start of the 2012-13 season and is one of 11 teams to advance to the Stanley Cup Playoffs the last two seasons.

In other news, if the Wild doesn’t sign 2012 fifth-round pick Daniel Gunnarsson by Sunday, the Wild loses the big defenseman's rights and he can reenter the NHL draft. He has already re-signed to play Farjestads the next two seasons, so even if he signs, he will likely remain there. The Wild hasn't talked with his reps since Friday. In the old days, teams would own the rights for all European draft picks for 10 years. Not anymore. It’s two just like North American non-collegiates. Of the 2012 draft picks, Matt Dumba and Raphael Bussieres are signed, John Draeger (Michigan State), Adam Gilmour (Boston College) and Louis Nanne (RPI) are in college and Christoph Bertschy is considered a defected player (there’s no Swiss/NHL agreement right now, so like Russia, teams keep their rights beyond the normal two years).

Erik Haula's jaw broken by Evgeni Malkin
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Afternoon from South Minneapolis, where I'm actually on the set of a pilot being shot co-starring Wild fan and Super Troopers actor Erik Stolhanske. If you want to read about the project, check out this post. There are currently six Vikings here shooting a scene as I punch my iPhone. 

Some Wild news: Center Erik Haula, who left the day after the playoffs to represent Finland in the world championships, broke his jaw in the gold-medal game against Russia when he was cross-checked in the face by superstar Evgeni Malkin. No penalty was called. Haula sustained a nondisplaced fracture that will not require surgery. The injury will take three to four weeks to heal, the Wild says. 

The Finns ended up losing to the Russians to earn silver.  

I talked to Haula's agent, Jay Grossman, earlier today and he says the good news is Haula's injury could have been worse. He is currently flying back to Minnesota. 

In other news, GM Chuck Fletcher, who is in Toronto at the draft combine, and coach Mike Yeo, who was scheduled to return today from a fishing trip, were expected to have a phone conversation to continue negotiations toward a new contract. Yeo's contract is set to expire June 30. 

Stanley Cup Final schedule
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1 

comments

print

Share15      Share via Email  

STANLEY CUP FINAL TO START WEDNESDAY, JUNE 4

       NEW YORK (May 28, 2014) – The National Hockey League today announced

 the schedule for the 2014 Stanley Cup Final, which will begin Wednesday,

 June 4. The venues, starting times and broadcast information will be

 released as soon as they are determined.

       Details on Media Day in advance of the 2014 Stanley Cup Final also

 will be announced at a later date.

                       2014 STANLEY CUP FINAL SCHEDULE

         Game    Date

         Game 1  Wednesday, June 4

         Game 2  Saturday, June 7

         Game 3  Monday, June 9

         Game 4  Wednesday, June 11

         Game 5* Friday, June 13

         Game 6* Monday, June 16

         Game 7* Wednesday, June 18

         * if necessary

Mostly quiet in Wildland, but updates on Mike Yeo, Daniel Gunnarsson, etc.
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Hope you had a great Memorial Day Weekend. Miss me?

It feels like a month since the Wild was eliminated and it’s been two weeks. Just figured I’d hop on here to give you an update. Basically, all is quiet right now as much of the staff has headed to Toronto for the NHL draft combine.

GM Chuck Fletcher has mainly been continuing his exit meetings with players and staff and working on staff contracts for scouts and trainers. The Wild is in the midst of a ton of stats and analytics prep for its June 9 organizational meetings.

That’s when the coaches, front office personnel and pro scouts meet to evaluate the past season and prepare for the next season. There, the Wild will discuss which of its unrestricted free agents it should try to re-sign (I still believe defenseman Clayton Stoner and forward Cody McCormick are the likeliest), which unrestricted free agents it is interested in pursuing, which players on the trade market it may be interested in pursuing and which of its players it should dangle on the trade market.

The draft is June 27-28 in Philadelphia, and the draft is typically the second-most active trading period in the NHL (behind the in-season trade deadline). It usually triggers offseason transactions in the NHL, and Fletcher has a history of trades at or surrounding the draft, whether it’s swapping draft picks (like 2009 when he dropped four spots to acquire three picks that became Nick Leddy, Matt Hackett and Erik Haula), acquiring players like Kyle Brodziak and Nino Niederreiter (for Cal Clutterbuck), discarding players like Justin Falk or making blockbusters like the Brent Burns for Devin Setoguchi, Charlie Coyle and a first trade (Zack Phillips).

But until after those June 9 meetings, I don’t anticipate much (if any) Wild player news.

So what else is up?

-- OH, Mike Yeo’s contract status. Early last week, Yeo and Fletcher met regarding his contract situation. Yeo (and the rest of the coaching staff) has a contract that expires June 30. Yeo, whose last contract paid him approximately $600,000 in the final year of his deal, is likely looking to double his salary. After the initial meeting, Yeo left for a fishing trip and is scheduled to return Wednesday. The two sides weren’t expected to talk during his trip, so talks should continue once he returns. Like I reported May 15-17, this was bound to take a little time. When Yeo took the job right out of Houston in 2011, there was basically no negotiation. He has since guided the Wild into the playoffs in two consecutive years of a three-year deal and guided the Wild into the second round of the playoffs for the first time since 2003. So, this contract would require an actual negotiation, and frankly, that’s the position the Wild put itself in by not giving Yeo a one-year contract extension last summer. Yeo has the leverage right now, especially since Fletcher made clear in his end-of-the-year presser that “Mike’s the coach of our team.” Not bad for a coach that was in danger of losing his job a couple times this past season. My guess is he eventually signs a three-year, maybe bonus-laden extension worth roughly $1 million per. Until Yeo’s contract is complete, the rest of the coaches have to wait for their situations to be cleared up. Again, contracts don’t expire until June 30, so without permission, they’re not talking to other teams.

-- 2012 non-collegiate draft picks must be signed by Sunday. This affects the Wild with only one player. If the Wild doesn’t sign 2012 fifth-round pick Daniel Gunnarsson by then, the Wild loses his rights and he can reenter the NHL draft. As of now, it doesn’t look like the big defenseman’s too motivated to play in the NHL. He has already re-signed to play in Sweden next season. In the old days, teams would own the rights for all European draft picks for 10 years. Not anymore. It’s two just like North American non-collegiates. Of the 2012 draft picks, Matt Dumba and Raphael Bussieres are signed, John Draeger (Michigan State), Adam Gilmour (Boston College) and Louis Nanne (RPI) are in college and Christoph Bertschy is considered a defected player (there’s no Swiss/NHL agreement right now, so like Russia, teams keep their rights beyond the normal two years).

-- Haula won silver with Finland at the world championships. Zack Mitchell, a free-agent signee earlier this year, lost in the Memorial Cup championship to Edmonton with his Guelph Storm. Mitchell and fellow free-agent pickup Brady Brassart are expected to turn pro with Iowa next season. Same thing with Kurtis Gabriel and Gustav Olofsson. Dumba will be there, too, if he doesn’t make the Wild. Christian Folin has the inside track to make the Wild, especially if Nate Prosser isn’t re-signed or the Wild doesn’t acquire another defenseman. If he doesn’t make the Wild, he too would be Iowa bound. My guess is of the restricted free agents and unrestricted free agents with Iowa, the only player the Wild would be interested in re-signing for sure is goalie John Curry. But those decisions will also be made the week of June 9. The RFA’s down there are Tyler Cuma, Josh Caron and Kris Foucault and the half-dozen UFA’s include guys like Steve Kampfer, Carson McMillan and Kyle Medvec. So yes, this could be the end of the line for Cuma. My gut says the Wild don’t tender the 2008 first-round pick a qualifying offer.

-- The Wild was supposed to pick 20th in the first round, but because the Devils now pick 30th and the Rangers drop because they’re in the conference finals, the Wild will now choose 18th (barring a trade to move up or down).

-- Not done yet, but it’s looking more and more like the Wild will have a brand-new ginormous scoreboard in place by next season. There may be other Xcel Energy Center renovations, too. I’ll tell you what: the locker-room area could use a bit of a makeover. It’s outdated. The Wild doesn’t really even have a movie-theater-like video room that so many teams have or a true practice-only shooting area (like a batting cage) that many teams have.

-- Development camp is July 7-13 July 9-14. The prospects tournament in Traverse City starts Sept. 12. Training camp is expected to start Sept. 18. The exhibition schedule should come out later next month. I believe the Wild plays home-and-homes with Pittsburgh, St. Louis and Winnipeg.

-- Registration opens today for the Wild’s Learn to Play Program (5-8 years old). Here’s the link.

-- Dream come true Stanley Cup Final appears in the NHL’s future – New York Rangers vs. Los Angeles Kings. Marian Gaborik, whom I promise you will re-sign with the Kings (so stop asking me about going after him), leads all playoff scorers with 10 goals. He’s five wins from a Cup.

So is Benoit Pouliot!

newer

Wild GM Chuck Fletcher looks ahead to a busy offseason
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Wild GM Chuck Fletcher held his end-of-the-year availability today, and I got him alone after on a few other subjects. We also got a smattering of players.

Here are the Fletcher highlights:

-- Fletcher made it abundantly clear that Mike Yeo is the coach of this team. Fletcher and Yeo will meet in the next couple days to iron out his contract.

-- Besides the entire coaching staff, the entire medical training staff, equipment staff, members of the scouting staff and front office also are in the last year of their deals. Fletcher explained that since this was his fifth year, he kept everybody in the last year of their deals for consistency so after the year he could evaluate everybody and everything. He did say that after he re-signs Yeo, the two will have a conversation about everybody and there could be some “tweaks.” One person who is staying? Brent Flahr, the Wild’s assistant GM, who ran the draft table the past four drafts. He has agreed to a new multi-year extension.

-- Fletcher told me as of now, he is not planning to use his last amnesty buyout. As I’ve told you before, I don’t even really see a candidate. Some have said Kyle Brodziak, who has a year left on his contract at $2.83 million. Unless there’s some major cap issue, amnestying Brodziak is unlikely because he can simply be traded around the draft or after July 1 if Fletcher so determines. Remember, even last year, nobody was interested in Devin Setoguchi at the draft. Suddenly, after teams missed out on some players after free agency began, Fletcher started to get calls for Setoguchi and ended up trading him to Winnipeg for a second. And, the Wild’s not using its compliance buyout on Mikko Koivu.

-- Speaking of Koivu and the fact he has four years left on his contract at $6.75 million cap hits per, I asked Fletcher about him today. He had one goal and six assists in the playoffs after being so good down the stretch of the regular season.

“Contracts are contracts, and that creates expectations. I get that,” Fletcher said. “He’s not a prolific goal scorer, so he’s never going to make everybody happy, but he can still make plays, was outstanding defensively, played hard minutes and won big draws.

“You look at Granlund and Haula, they’re a couple small guys who can scoot, but we need a big guy that can shut down Jonathan Toews, Anze Kopitar, Ryan Getzlaf, Jamie Benn. Mikko, Granny, Haulzy, that’s pretty good balance with two smaller guys who can scoot and a big guy.”

I asked Fletcher if Koivu’s role needs to change then and he said, “It’s an open book. Mike [Yeo] did a good job this year establishing that things are fluid and that he’ll adjust and react by matchups or situations or who’s going well. We want to get three lines that can all contribute with a versatile fourth line. We want to be a two power-play unit, three-penalty kill unit team. Mikko is a big part of that.”

-- On June 9, the Wild will hold its organizational meetings where the staff really starts to tackle next year’s roster. The restricted free agents that need to be re-signed this summer are Nino Niederreiter, Justin Fontaine, Darcy Kuemper and Jason Zucker. He has told all his unrestricted free agents (Ilya Bryzgalov, Matt Moulson, Cody McCormick, Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser, Dany Heatley, etc.) that he’ll be in touch after these meetings. My guess said the Wild would be interested in re-signing Stoner and maybe McCormick and Prosser, who are valuable in their roles. I do see Christian Folin taking over Prosser’s role though. McCormick was real good down the stretch for the Wild and personally I think Stoner is a no-brainer, but Fletcher said there’s no rush and he wants to evaluate everything and especially cap space. Because Jonas Brodin, Erik Haula and Niederreiter hit some bonuses, the Wild will hit an overage penalty again next season, so the Wild’s cap ceiling will actually be less than most other teams. The ceiling is projected at $69-70 million.

-- After the staff, the next priority is tackling the goalie situation. Basically, Fletcher said, “Stay tuned.” As I’ve said often, until the Wild figures out the situations to Niklas Backstrom (he not only had abdominal surgery, but he also had hip surgery recently) and Josh Harding (MS), it can’t just re-sign Bryzgalov (helped get 17 of 20 points in a 10-start stretch late) or another goalie.

Asked his plan, Fletcher said, “I wish I could sit here and tell you we had the answer right now. The doctors will play a part in this, the salary cap will play a part in this and we’ll try to make the best decisions we can.

“There’s a realistic chance we need to have three goaltenders next year.”

Fletcher said he has no reason to believe Backstrom won’t be healthy by training camp. As for Harding, who didn’t play since Dec. 31, Fletcher said, “As difficult as it is for us, it’s more difficult for him. He’s got a real battle ahead of him, and he’s handled it the best he can. I’ve been told that there’s a very reasonable chance that he’ll be healthy and be able to play next year. You never know. It’s a vicious illness. We’ll deal with it day to day and we’ll go from there.

“Josh is a young guy and he showed this year that despite what he’s battling, he can play at a high level. We’ll go through this summer. We’ll see how things progress and training camp will be training camp.”

-- Next summer, Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle, Jonas Brodin, Erik Haula and Marco Scandella are set to become restricted free agents.

Later this summer, after the Wild tackles the unrestricted free-agent market, Fletcher may look to extend some of next summer’s restricted free agents in advance. He would love to stagger the terms so their contracts no longer expire at the same time.

“You better have an eye on three to five years down the road,” Fletcher said. “Cap space is not malleable. Once you use it, it’s gone. We have to make sure we preserve enough of it to keep the kids we want to keep, and I think that’ll have a major impact in what we do this summer.”

What’s that mean? It could affect going after Thomas Vanek or others. Plus, some of these kids look like they’ll develop into top-6 forwards.

“A lot of young players stepped up and showed they can handle the big stage,” Fletcher said.

Plus, the Wild has so many kids not even here yet, like Zucker, Matt Dumba, Gustov Olofsson, Tyler Graovac, Kurtis Gabriel, etc.

If the Wild doesn’t acquire a so-called finisher externally, Fletcher said, “We think we have some kids that can finish that area already here.” Fletcher noted that these kids are 21 or 22 and typically there’s a statistical upswing when until you’re 24 or 25, so for instance, the ceiling for guys like Niederreiter should be more than 14 goals and Coyle more than 12.

All the kids, from Niederreiter to Coyle to Mikael Granlund, said their goal is to get better this offseason.

-- Not shockingly, Coyle downplayed the fact he played with two separated shoulders. One happened in Game 4 in the first round, one happened in Game 3 this round. He said all players played banged-up and would do what he did.

Fletcher said guys like Koivu were banged up and Moulson had an oblique and groin injury that hampered him all postseason, but he didn’t want to make any excuses.

Similarly, I talked to Jason Pominville. He had two goals and was second on the team with nine points. He didn’t want to use the excuse that he was banged up.

“Everyone’s banged up,” Pominville said. “If I’m playing, I’m fine to go, I’m not going to use any of those excuses. But it’s always tough. If you lose a game and you miss a chance or two, you always wonder, ‘Could I have been the difference tonight?’ I would have liked to have had one or two more goals here or there.”

Pominville is very excited about the prospects of this team because of the major strides the youngsters made this season.

--Fletcher is excited by the step the Wild took this year and the culture created.

In his five years, “We’ve been able to bring in certain types of players. Talent’s very important, but we put an emphasis on character. We have a group of players that play hard. Our best players, our highest-paid players have a top-end work ethic. They want to win. They are not selfish, and that set the tone for our group.”

But Fletcher said the Wild’s in the toughest division in the league and it’s such a fine line between not only making the playoffs but advancing through.

“We’re kidding ourselves if we think we’re just going to show up and make the playoffs and pick up where we left off,” he said. In other words, it’ll take a lot of hard work again next season just to get in, and then once in, anything can happen.

Obviously, it's the offseason. Other than the eventual re-signing of Yeo and staff news, there won't be a ton of news until the middle of next month. So don't be surprised if things quiet down, meaning I'll be taking some time to decompress, too.

As always, follow me on Twitter at @russostrib. I'll also be filling in for Paul Allen on KFAN Tuesday and Wednesday, so I'm sure I'll have some hockey guests on there.

Like I said the other day, I hope you enjoyed the Star Tribune coverage of the Wild this season. Talk to you in September (kidding).

Mike Yeo on end of Wild's season: "I’m still a little bit bitter"
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Mike Yeo had his end-of-the-year presser this afternoon here at Xcel Energy Center. It came on the day the Wild could have been prepping for Game 7 in Chicago had it beaten the Blackhawks on Tuesday.

“There’s a lot of what-ifs and there’s a bit of an empty feeling that there was more hanging there for us,” said Yeo, who admitted he’s still “bitter” because he wishes there was a hockey game tonight. “But what I want [the players] to take out of it is the belief that we can beat anybody. We have an end result in mind here, and that’s to win the Stanley Cup. And we’ve been building toward that and we should believe that’s an attainable goal for us.”

Hello from the arena’s press room, where I’m wrapping up from the day.

I wrote about Yeo’s presser in Friday’s newspaper and Michael Rand was here producing a video, so you’ll get to hear from Yeo himself on www.startribune.com/wild.

On Friday, GM Chuck Fletcher will hold his end-of-the-year availability, so we’ll have a chance to pepper him with questions about next year’s roster, his thoughts on this season and next and maybe find out some injury information. The players were getting physicals today, so Yeo didn’t want to divulge anything yet.

Yeo, who will begin decompressing next week by going fishing (his second passion), will meet with Fletcher next week regarding a new contract. Don’t be surprised if it takes a few days at least.

Unlike three years ago when Yeo was promoted from the franchise’s Houston farm team, this contract will require actual negotiations as opposed to Yeo’s first contract when he was handed a three-year term and salary on par with rookie coaches.

Kinda like when I walked into my first sports editor’s office (the great Fred Turner) when I got my first pro beat – the Florida Panthers – and he told me my salary and I said, “thank you very much” and walked out.

Like I said, I wrote a lot of Yeo’s comments in Friday’s paper, but he is happy with the strides the Wild has made but feels incomplete because the Wild didn’t reach its ultimate goal, one he believes was completely attainable this year.

Yeo feels he has grown as a coach, and along with the leadership group of Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter, created an identity of defensive structure and being a hard team to play against.

He joked that he’s shocked he hasn’t gone until the ice (which is still out at the arena) and broken the “darn” partition that caused the bad bounce.

“You heard that and you knew that the puck was going to be changing direction, and especially where it hit, it’s a good chance that when it does it’s coming out toward the front of the net,” he said. “I’ve watched it too many times over and over again.”

He doesn’t  blame any Wild player on the ice, saying the players were getting into a puck support mindset because they figured it would be a rimaround to the left around the glass. They weren’t in a defensive posture, and by the time it popped out, there was very little reaction time beyond Suter doing his job and tying up Peter Regin.

Unfortunately, of all players to be coming, it was Patrick Kane, the biggest big-game moment player in the NHL. Nobody scores bigger playoff goals than that guy.

Still, Yeo knows the Wild didn’t lose because of a bad bounce. They lost because they didn’t capitalize on countless opportunities in Games 5 and 6, and that again will be the goal of this offseason. Players must work to improve individually, but Fletcher may have to continue to look externally for so-called finishers and Yeo said he and his staff will continue to “take a hard look at our game” to see areas the team can improve.

Yeo admitted expectations have risen and one area he wants the team to improve is its killer instincts. That means staying away from the ups and downs that so describe this team and in games going for the throat when it has the lead.

Why? Because the Wild, even though it’s in the toughest division in the NHL, wants home-ice advantage in the playoffs next year. Yeo thanked the fans for bringing it this postseason, saying they brought a new meaning to home-ice advantage, and that’s why it’s important for the Wild to achieve that in next year’s postseason.

Yeo said he’s not taking anything away from Chicago because in the end, the Wild didn’t win and the Blackhawks deserved to and “are very worthy of moving on,” that they know how to find ways to win even in games they are outplayed.

But he said what’s so hard is he believes the Wild could have won this series and moved on to bigger and better things.

“We could have [won the Cup] this year. That’s the hard part for me. I know it’s hard, but we could have,” Yeo said. “We were playing great hockey night in night out, consistent hockey. Never perfect, but it never is. We’re playing the best teams in the league.

“I believe that we’ve taken some real steps toward that goal, but I’m also realistic that it’s really hard. It’s really hard. We should look forward to that challenge. That’s what makes it so great. That’s why one team’s left standing at the end of the year, and they’re happy and everybody else is trying to get that way.”

Talk to you Friday.

Charlie Coyle was playing with two separated shoulders
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Mike Yeo alluded to it last night, but in the coming days when the Wild has its end-of-the-year access, we're going to find out the rigors that some players were playing under.

One I can tell you for sure after digging a little today:

Charlie Coyle was playing with both a separated left shoulder and right shoulder, sources say. It was very noticeable to me in Chicago that he was playing hurt in Game 5, and last night, it was very apparent he was having trouble catching passes and stick-handling.

A few times, he went to the bench and grimaced visibly, so much so that I mentioned it on Twitter. Says everything about the talented kid, don't you think?

Yeo said after the game, "The way that our young kids performed, I’m very proud of them. ... You’ve got guys that are getting needles to numb the pain. They’re battling through an incredible amount so what you see out there is only scratching the surface of the way they’re paying the price, physically, mentally emotionally, like I said it’s hard to win."

We'll find out many others I'm sure, but Nate Prosser was also playing with a broken finger since the first round. As I've mentioned, I'm pretty sure we'll find out Jason Pominville was hurt, too.

Erik Haula tweeted that he is heading to Minsk to represent Finland in the world championships. Haula is the only Wild player participating, I'm told.

As for Yeo, there have been no conversations yet about a new contract, sources say, but GM Chuck Fletcher is expected to talk to him soon. Unless something goofy happens, I'd think after some negotiations, Yeo signs a multi-year extension soon.

I'll will be in studio with Barreiro from 5:30-6:30 tonight on KFAN.

Wild's season comes to an abrupt, stunning end thanks to a fluky bounce
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The sound of that stanchion may reverberate inside the heads of every Wild player, coach, front-office person, Wild employee, arena worker and fan for a long time.

The second I heard that hideous clank, I took a big gulp because I knew something abnormal was about to happen, and that it did.

What a brutal way to end a hockey game and certainly a season for the Wild.

The Wild earned a lot of respect around the league for how it performed this postseason. Tonight, the Wild outplayed the Blackhawks but just couldn’t finish and fell because of it, 2-1, in overtime thanks to yet another Patrick Kane big moment.

“It hurts to lose, and we really believe that we were capable of doing more than just winning this game tonight,” coach Mike Yeo said.

So many glorious Wild chances left on the ice will haunt the Wild this offseason, whether it would be shots Corey Crawford saved (about time he gets the respect he deserves league-wide) or shots that hit the post (Mikael Granlund) or shots that were swung at and missed (Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville) or shots that were blocked with wide-open nets in front (Justin Fontaine and Mikko Koivu).

That just left a bad feeling about how this one may end, and it sure ended with some bad puck luck.

Brent Seabrook dumped the puck and stepped onto the bench (he didn’t even get a plus on the goal), it hit a stanchion behind Ilya Bryzgalov and bounced in front.

Ryan Suter tied up Peter Regin and the two overskated the puck, but Kane, who got loose of Matt Cooke on his backcheck, drove and roofed a backhander.

The arena turned eerily silent. The guys in the GM’s booth just stared at the ice for what felt like an eternity. The players and coaches on the bench were in shock before finally hopping the boards for the always-classy handshake line. The fans, who were so loud throughout and stood for large portions of this game, gave the Wild a loud ovation as it dawned on them this would be the last they see of the Wild until September.

“We got lucky on the bounce there, but we didn’t get lucky with the way he scored it,” defenseman Duncan Keith said. “That’s a skilled player.”

That’s for sure, and the playoffs are often when Kane shines. The 25-year-old, who scored the Cup-clinching goal in Philly in 2010, has four playoff overtime winners, 11 playoff winning goals and 35 playoff goals.

Zach Parise said what every teammate felt after the game -- that a playoff series and season shouldn’t end like that.

The Wild’s lack of finish though is the real reason why the Wild didn’t win this game. I think that we’re going to find out that a lot of players were playing with significant injuries. Pominville has to be hurt. I know for a fact Charlie Coyle’s playing hurt because I’ve seen him wrapped in the upper body. We know Ryan Suter’s hurt. Mikko Koivu, since ankle surgery, really slowed and had one point this series. Nate Prosser had been playing with a broken finger since Game 5 of the first round.

And so on, and so on.

“We lost,” Yeo said. “You never sit here and nobody’s feeling good when you lose. ... What could we have done? I don’t know. It’s hard to even think about that right now. Young players improved. I believe that our veterans had a huge part to do with that. The character that our leaders have, I believe that we’ve created a culture here, an identity and an attitude and they should be proud of that, but it never ends. They just have to keep working ... and build on it.

“The way that our young kids performed, I’m very proud of them. ... You’ve got guys that are getting needles to numb the pain. They’re battling through an incredible amount so what you see out there is only scratching the surface of the way they’re paying the price, physically, mentally emotionally, like I said it’s hard to win. Sometimes a bounce when things are that even comes into play.”

Life goes on, and like I said, the Wild earned respect this postseason run and especially this series. It’s not like the defending champs walked all over them. In fact, it was often quite the opposite. The Wild outskated and outchanced the Hawks for good chunks of most every game just like it outplayed the Avalanche for the majority of the first round.

“They are a tough team to play against, especially in this building,” Kane said. “We saw that in the first round against a really good Colorado team that plays similar to us offensively. You can’t get too frustrated. They have a great record here at home and they really feed off the energy of the crowd. I don’t know what it is against this team, but we never really seem to play our best.  It’s exciting to say you didn’t play your best and still won a series in the second round of Stanley Cup Playoffs.”

I’ll write more in the coming days about what’s next because it’s so hard to break it down this close after the series and this late at night.

Don’t stanchions stink???

As I was riding up the elevator after postgame access, I don’t know why, but this little story on stanchions and a quote from former assistant GM Tom Lynn popped in my head from the 2007 playoffs against Anaheim. Since, the NHL has made every team get this type of glass and stanchion system.

-- First issue: Re-signing Yeo and his coaching staff. I would think that would be a priority now after they were left dangling all season long. All they did was help save the season in January when Parise, Koivu, Josh Harding and Jared Spurgeon went down all at the same time, all they did was navigate through a crazy goaltender carousel thanks to the defensive structure that helped make the playoffs and frustrated Colorado and Chicago to no end, all they did was help guide the Wild to the final-eight.

I know the leaders on this team believe in Yeo and want him back.

“I think he did a great job,” Suter said. “There were times where the wheels could’ve come off and he kept it together. He was always level-headed. I think he did a great job and I think we’re going to have a bright future with him.”

Parise said, “I think they all did a good job. We were prepared. We made adjustments when we needed to make adjustments. We switched lines when we needed to switch lines. I thought they did a good job.”

On how much the Wild grew through the playoffs, he said, “A bunch. I think when you go through the playoffs, when you go through the first round like we did, when you go through the second round like we did, you're bound to become closer as a team and a unit. I think we did that. We grew. I think the players got better just in this playoff run.”

How much did this playoff run do to change people's perception of the Wild? Parise said, “What's most important is how we feel internally. Those guys are the champs, and we felt we were right there with them. I think for us, we feel like we were just as good as anybody. We raised the expectations. I think we showed we were capable of going even farther than we did.”

Added Erik Haula, who came of age this series, “We have a great group here. I hope people realize that.”

On a side note, I cannot even convey how many members of the Blackhawks media came up to me the past few days asking, “Is Yeo always like this?”

“Like what,” I’d say?

“Accommodating, … patient, … respectful, … even-keeled, … funny … good to deal with.”

He definitely earned a lot of respect from the media, that’s for sure.

-- Second issue: Chuck Fletcher will have to figure out the goaltending situation. Darcy Kuemper is a restricted free agent who will likely warrant a one-way contract. Josh Harding has a year left on a one-way contract. Niklas Backstrom has two years left on a one-way contract.

The Wild can’t re-sign Ilya Bryzgalov or another goalie until Fletcher tackles this because there’s no way the Wild can have three or four guys on a one-way contract on a 23-man roster.

Bryzgalov, by the way, did everything he could do the past two games.

“It’s tough to lose. We played hard. We gave it all,” Bryzgalov said. “At the end of the day, when you’re not getting the result you are seeking and wish, it’s disappointing.”

On his time in Minnesota, Bryzgalov said, “Great. I’ve been so happy here. I wish we can accomplish more. It is what it is. My personal experience was probably the best team I’ve played (for), best organization I’ve been [in].”

Yeo on Bryz: “I’m really proud of him, what he brought to our group. You know we all heard stories about Bryz and all I can say is this guy was an unbelievable teammate and came into some really tough situations and he was incredibly bought in to our team. So yeah definitely a tough one the way it ended, but he should be very proud of what he did.”

-- Third issue: Best way to spend the money this offseason, and this is an issue that won’t be an issue until July 1. Basically, the Wild brass just needs to decompress, go to Exuma, sit at Craig Leipold’s beachfront pad and decide how to best spend its money.

Does it go out and give another lucrative long-term deal to a 30-something veteran like Thomas Vanek or does it spend money elsewhere. Remember, the kids grew bigtime. They will continue to grow – the Granlunds, Coyles, Ninos, Haulas, Fontaines, etc. Jason Zucker’s still in the mix. These guys will all warrant raises on their next contracts and in a salary-cap world, Fletcher better make sure he can afford these guys.

More on that in the coming days.

Obviously, some guys will likely move on – Dany Heatley, who has been a great guy to cover the past three years, Matt Moulson (I can’t see the Wild re-signing him unless it’s very clear whatever lower-body injury he had is really what rendered him ineffective in the playoffs), Mike Rupp (another great guy), maybe Prosser (another great guy, but I think Christian Folin takes his spot) and maybe Clayton Stoner and Cody McCormick, although I could see the Wild being interested in re-signing both.

Like I said, more in the coming days. The Wild, as of now, hasn’t announced when it’s end-of-the-year access will be. The wound was too fresh, the hurt too painful after the game for the team to figure that stuff out.

Obviously, it stinks that the season has come to an end. It was a fun little postseason ride and I think it’s clear the future is bright, especially when you look at the way some of these kids stepped up when it most mattered.

Hope you enjoyed the Star Tribune’s team coverage throughout the regular season and postseason. Lots of hard-working people beyond me make this thing churn.

Believe it or not, the 2014-15 season will be my 20th year covering the NHL and 10th covering the Wild. Time flies when you’re having fun.

Mike Yeo on Game 6: Wild's survival instincts stronger than its killer instinct
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The Wild and Chicago Blackhawks play Game 6 tonight at Xcel Energy Center (8 p.m., CNBC).

A Wild win, and Game 7 at 7 p.m. Thursday in Chicago. A Blackhawks win, and they advance to play the winner of Anaheim-Los Angeles (Ducks are up 3-2). According to the Elias Sports Bureau, the Wild's looking to become the first NHL team to force consecutive Game 7s in one postseason without series lead since the 1987 Isles.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North tonight at 7:20.

The Wild has rallied from 0-2 deficits in each of the past two series only to lose Game 5. Last round, it forced a Game 7 and eventually eliminated Colorado.

“Our survival instincts have been much stronger than our killer instincts,” coach Mike Yeo said this morning. “Certainly it will be tested again tonight.”

Nobody can question Chicago’s killer instincts. The Blackhawks never want to take their chances in Game 7.

According to the Chicago Sun Times’ Mark Potash, they are 7-0 in Game 6 clinchers, including a 5-0 mark on the road.

In Game 6 against Colorado, Zach Parise had two goals and two assists.

“Just knowing that we’ve been here,” Parise said. “I think there’s a lot of similarities between the two series. The games that we’ve lost we feel like we may not have played great, but we’ve had a chance to win. I’m sure they’re saying the same things about the games here. We’ve played pretty well throughout and that was the same as last series. I think we feel good about it because we’re still pretty confident in here.”

The Wild is 5-0 at home this postseason, outscoring Chicago and Colorado 16-5, including 4-0 and 4-2 against the Blackhawks.

In the seven Game 6 clinchers according to Potash, Kane has seven goals, 12 points and is plus-6. Toews has five goals, 11 points and is plus-5.

Don't expect a big motivational speeck from Joel Quenneville tonight: "I'm not a very frilly guy with the motivational speeches. I might have tried one of those motivational speeches, and I probably blew it."

Two lineup changes for the Wild tonight:

Keith Ballard will replace Nate Prosser after missing Game 5 following the Brandon Bollig hit from behind. Darcy Kuemper will back up Ilya Bryzgalov instead of John Curry.

As for the Hawks:

Ryan Suter missed the morning skate because he had a dentist appointment, according to Yeo.

“Scheduled cleaning,” Yeo said, smiling. “So that’s why he was not there.”

Frankly, I don’t think he was kidding.

On Kuemper backing up, Yeo said, “It’s been kind of coming about for the last couple days. It’s tough between Hards and Johnny Curry and Kuemps, obviously we make sure that Bryz gets what he needs every morning, and we don’t have a ton of quality practice time right now, so when you have three guys pretty much sharing one net, it’s kind of difficult for any of those guys to get the workload that he needs. But he had a real good practice yesterday, he felt really good, so this has been coming for a couple days and happy to have him back.

Matt Moulson skated during today’s skate but won’t play. He has a lower-body injury, but like I said yesterday, who do you put him in for?

“He's close,” Yeo said. “I think it was important for him to have a good skate today and hopefully we can take care of business and make a decision based on the next game. Obviously we've got to take care of tonight, first.”

On tonight’s must-win, Yeo said, “I'm excited. I would say that there's pressure on both teams, and if you don't embrace that, then there's something wrong. You don't coach or you don't play to play an exhibition game or Game 23 of the regular season. You do all that stuff to get yourself to this point. These are the games you dream of and, with that, we all have got to find a way to be at our best tonight and embrace that challenge. It's going to be a great one. They're going to play really well and, with that, we should make sure that we go all-in with our game. We can't play with any fear. We have to make sure that we're not afraid of anything, that we might lose. The only thing that should be entering our thought process is what's a possibility of being gained.”

Ballard is excited to be back.

“I feel fine. I felt fine for a couple days. I think we were being fairly cautious that night. By the time I got done seeing the doctors, it was in the third period. We were trying to be pretty smart about it. There was no chance that I would play if I had symptoms. I'd been through that before, been down that road a couple times, and the more you kind of learn about these things and the more information that's coming out, the long-term effects, they're not worth it to put yourself in that situation.”

On the awareness of concussions, Ballard said, “They've become more strict over the years and more aware of the effects of playing after without seeing a doctor and making sure there's no symptoms. They're doing their job.

“I think sometimes, you don't know how you're feeling unless you've been through it a couple times and understand the symptoms. You think, ‘ah, I don't have a headache, but I don't feel right. I'm a little bit out of it. I'm more irritable’ or whatever. There's so many different symptoms, and I've had over the years a couple concussions. I've become more aware of how I'm feeling and understanding what goes along with it.

“It's not an injury that you necessarily are in a lot of pain or anything. You get some headaches here and there. They can all vary, too. It's just more of when you know the long-term effects. I've got little kids at home. I don't want to be putting myself in a position where in 10 years I can't remember their names and can't get through a day functioning normally, so that's the scary part of these things.”

On Bollig’s two-game suspension, “I don't really care that much about it. I don't think it was a good hit, but I also understand the circumstances. It's a big game, and he's trying to generate some energy. I don't think it was a smart hit, but I don't think it was some of the worst things we see out there sometimes. I think sometimes the energy of the game, the emotion and the type of player -- everybody has those players -- they're out there and trying to generate some momentum and be physical, and it was just maybe a little bit over the line.

Asked if he heard from Bollig, Ballard said, “No. Too much gets made of the whole 'did he text you? … I honestly don't care. That's what happens, right? I've hit guys, and they've been injured. I don't think it was an overly malicious kind of hit. It was probably a dumb play, but that stuff doesn't really matter to me.”

The Portland Winterhawks blew a 2-0 series lead and lost in Game 7 to Edmonton last night, meaning no Memorial Cup for Matt Dumba.

He led the WHL in plus-minus with a plus-18 and led WHL defensemen with eight goals and was tied for second among defensemen with 18 points.

Today’s the three-year anniversary of Derek Boogaard’s death in his downtown Minneapolis apartment. Keep the big guy’s family in your thoughts.

Here we go again: Another do or die for the Wild
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It’s déjà vu.

Two Mondays ago, the Wild faced the old sports’ do-or-die, must-win situation when it hosted the Colorado Avalanche in Game 6 down 3-2 in the best-of-seven Western Conference quarterfinals series.

Zach Parise scored two goals and two assists in the Wild’s win to force Game 7, and you know the rest.

Tuesday night, at an overstuffed Xcel Energy Center, the Wild will face the same scenario against the Chicago Blackhawks.

Win, force a Game 7 at 7 p.m. Thursday at the United Center. Lose, seeya in September.

The Wild had an optional practice in St. Paul today and of the players we saw, guys like Mikko Koivu and Ryan Suter and of course Mike Yeo, spirits were good and the demeanor was confident, especially since Game 6 will come at home, where the Wild is 5-0 and has outscored Colorado and Chicago 16-5.

Of course, the Blackhawks don’t want to take their chances in a Game 7. The Blackhawks are 11-2 in clinching games in the Jonathan Toews/Patrick Kane era, an era that has had a modicum of success.

Not much going on news-wise:

Chicago’s Andrew Shaw will miss his fifth game this series.

Matt Moulson and Keith Ballard skated today for the Wild.

Asked if either could play Tuesday, coach Mike Yeo said, “I wouldn’t be surprised, no, so like I said, we’ll see how the skate goes out here today and obviously, we’ll use that as a determination as to whether these guys are available for tomorrow.”

I’d be surprised if Moulson played simply because -- who comes out? Won’t be any of the top-6 forwards. I wouldn’t think it would be for Justin Fontaine. I can’t imagine it’d be for Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick, to me, has been very good.

And Ballard, I haven’t spoken to him, but his head hit the glass fairly hard in Game 4.

Here’s some quotes from today.

Mike Yeo on home ice: “There’s no question that we fed off our fans. We’ve asked our players to step their games up as the playoffs have gone on and it seems like our fans have bought right into that too, because every game seems to somehow get a little bit louder, a little bit more emotion in the building. So, I’m expecting a lot of the same tomorrow. I’m expecting our group to feed off it again, but at the same time, I think that we’ve been able to understand that we can’t just expect things to go the same way when we’re coming home. We went out and we’ve made it that way. We’ve pushed the issue. We’ve forced the issue. We’ve played aggressive and we’ve played, and that’s what we need to make sure we’re ready to do tomorrow.”

Ryan Suter was peppered with questions today. He was real good, which you can read in Tuesday’s paper.

But here’s some good color:

On the Wild always making life difficult on itself: “I think we like the challenge. We always seem to make things harder than it needs to be. I don’t know if that’s a good thing to do, but it seems throughout the year that’s kind of been the way we’ve gone about it making things harder. We’d be up three of four goals, then let the other team back in it. That’s how it’s been, that’s how it is now and tomorrow is do or die.

On how banged up players are: “I think it’s mental. Every single guy in that locker room every single guy in their locker room has issues right now. But it’s a mental thing and you have to overcome that if you want to win, that’s why it’s the hardest trophy to win in the world.”

I asked if how bad his “issue” (from his collision with Marian Hossa in Game 3): “They’re alright.”

Unspoken rule to play through injuries in the playoffs: “You hear stories about the guys that have won before and the things that they go through. I think that’s why it is so hard. That’s why it’s so fun to be a part of because you know the reward at the end.”

On home ice, Suter had a funny line: “The atmosphere. The building has been electric. The fans have been unbelievable. I’m sure they’re having a good time with the late starts (smiles). Everything, it’s been a lot of fun for us. We’re driving to the rink and you see the excitement outside the rink, and we just build off that.”

You tired? “It’s mental. I’m sure when it’s all done, time for some rest. It’s mental. I’m excited. I want to win. Everyone in that locker room, we keep pushing each other. There’s no time to be tired right now.”

Of course, we circled back around to what’s wrong with him.

Colleague Chip Scoggins asked him if his shoulder is screwed up. “My shoulder’s not,” Suter said.

So of course, I chimed in, “Elbow?”

“I’m feeling great (laughing),” Suter said, before looking at PR guy Aaron Sickman for the all-clear that he could leave the front of the backdrop.

Was a funny back and forth.

Similarly, I basically asked Mikko Koivu is his ankle is still an issue: “No, it took obviously a lot longer than I thought when we talked about it, but now it’s been good.”

OK, that’s it for me. I came right to the arena from the airport and would love to get home. Talk to ya after the morning skates Tuesday. I’ll probably be on KFAN in the morning at some point.

Wild returns home on the brink of elimination to the defending champs
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The Wild’s backs are against the proverbial wall yet again.

The Wild, which has still yet to lead either playoff series (well, other than Nino Niederreiter’s OT winner that gave the Wild a 4-3 series win over Colorado last round; but you know what I mean), lost 2-1 tonight to the Blackhawks to return to Minnesota down 3-2 in this best-of-seven second round.

The Wild is 5-0 at home, having outscored Colorado and Chicago 16-5. Game 6 is Tuesday night at 8 p.m. (CNBC).

The Wild had control of this game tonight after one period, carrying a 1-0 lead into the second on Erik Haula’s awesome end-to-end goal and making the restless Blackhawks fans squirm as it resembled the hard-working, stingy team that won Games 3 and 4 in Minnesota.

But the Blackhawks came out a different team in the second and suddenly forced the Wild into turnovers, several long shifts in its own zone and very few offensive chances. The Wild couldn’t win any battles, couldn’t skate, was soft on pucks, etc.

Nino Niederreiter said the Wild got loose in its game and lost its focus. Zach Parise said the Wild stopped skating and moving its feet. Kyle Brodziak let slip some of its desperation level.

You can read the gamer for most the details, but coach Mike Yeo said, “We got a little bit soft in our game. I don’t know if we had the mentality that we were going to try to sit on our lead or what. I didn’t feel that we were pressuring, I didn’t feel that we were finishing checks, I didn’t feel that we were competing on loose pucks and moving our feet like we were in the first period.

“It’s not [the] gameplan. The players don’t want to do that. We just fell into the trap of trying to hang on to something that we want to have happen (being up 3-2 in the series and advancing to the conference finals) and we fell victim to it.”

If not for Ilya Bryzgalov, the Wild would have been trailing going into the third. Instead, he held it to 1-1 after Bryan Bickell deflected Patrick Kane’s shot on a power play. It was the third time in the series that Chicago scored with Jonas Brodin in the bin.

The third period, the Wild’s fourth line came out with a real good shift to try to get some momentum back. Brodziak stole two pucks and set up a Cody McCormick chance, but Corey Crawford made one of his 27 saves.

Then, at 4:33 in, Jonathan Toews scored the go-ahead goal. It came at the end of a 52-second shift, one in which Marian Hossa made a great move in the corner to evade Mikael Granlund. Hossa, who has nine points in five games this series and 15 in 10 playoff games against the Wild, then skated away from Ryan Suter, who was beaten to a loose puck earlier in the shift.

Suter went to the front of the net. Hossa passed to Patrick Sharp, who fired. The rebound popped in the air. Suter gloved it into the slot, but Hossa put it back on net and Toews, who had no trouble getting free of Granlund, scored by putting the rebound off Nate Prosser’s stick and in.

Heck of a shift by the captain.

Wild captain Mikko Koivu wasn’t as noticeable. He had no shots, two giveaways and lost 17 of 29 faceoffs (59 percent). He has seven shots in five games during the series.

Jason Pominville also had a tough night. I don’t know if he’s hurt or what, but he has been banged around a few times this series and just looked slow and tired. He had two shots but lost some glaring board battles and puck battles, especially in the third period.

Parise had four shots, some turnovers.

I see a big topic on Twitter after the game was the Wild’s alignment in the final minute of the period.

Yeo pulled Ilya Bryzgalov with more than two minutes to go in the game, so Koivu, Parise, Pominville, Granlund, Suter and Brodin were gassed and went to the bench for a line change. Yeo had already used his timeout, so his next set was Brodziak, Charlie Coyle, Niederreiter, Dany Heatley, Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon.

Obviously, it’s tough to stomach when you lose a one-goal game and your best players are on the bench.

Yeo explained Brodziak was out there because they needed a right-shot center on his strong side (Haula lost 5 of 8 draws) and Koivu and Granlund were tired. Coyle and Niederreiter are obviously big bodies.

On Heatley, he said, “He’s a guy that scored goals and he’s one of our leading scorers in the playoffs and he’s a great net-front presence, so … you’ve got to make sure you have fresh bodies on. That’s what happens when you pull the goalie with two minutes to go.”

(Of course, when Paul Stastny scored with 13 seconds left in Game 1, that was at the end of all six guys being on the ice for all three minutes with the net empty; lots of stoppages in there, to be fair).

I get the Brodziak explanation, but I'd still prefer Haula somewhere on the ice somehow. Of course, Wild may not even be in this series without Heatley to Brodziak to Niederreiter. So, whatever, the last alignment is not why the Wild lost.

Yeo tried to scramble lines in the second to give the Wild a boost. Most notably, he flipped Coyle and a struggling Pominville. A few times he reunited Parise-Koivu-Coyle, and that led to some good shifts. But the momentum never carried.

“We weren't generating anything and more on that, I didn't feel we were generating any momentum,” Yeo said. “It's not like we were generating chances. More so, we just weren't getting any kind of sustained pressure, any kind of zone time.”

On the loss, Yeo said, “Obviously when you lose, you're frustrated, you're mad. But I think there's been enough in this series where we should feel confident still. That said, we also recognize that we'd better be ready.”

Chicago Sun-Times beat writer Mark Lazerus tweeted that the Blackhawks have not lost a playoff game after a series has been tied 2-2 in the Toews/Kane era. They’re now 13-0 in Games 5 and 6 in such series.

Toews said, “We know it’s going to take our best game and we know we haven’t played it yet, so it’s perfect timing.”

More Toews: “I think as a group we always recognize when we don’t bring the right effort. I don’t think we were flat by any means, but slowly as the game went on we found ways to play better as a five-man unit. Once one line would go out there and generate a good shift and get us some energy, the next line would follow it right up. That’s when we’re an effective team. We got that more in the second. That’s the way we want to play and the way we’ve been looking to play the last few games.”

You can read the Wild gamer for some more Wild quotes, but the Wild was in this position before and rallied to win. It must do so again, and we know, the Wild has been dominant at home. We’ll see if it can at least force a Game 7 Thursday here in Chicago.

“Same situation as last series. That’s it,” Haula said. “Just like last series, we just have to forget about it and go home and get it.”

Haula, on his goal where he blew by Patrick Kane and Duncan Keith and scored on his own rebound, by the way: “Once I got past the blue line I was just thinking quick shot. And then I got the rebound and got a lucky bounce to get it in. He made a great save and the puck just went up in the air.’’

Here’s some postgame Blackhawks quotes compiled by our stringer, Blake Schuster (@schustee19)

Hossa

·      (Toews)

o   He’s unbelievable. That’s why he’s a superstar. He’s a greta leader on and off the ice and he finds a way to score big goals. Tonight was a great example, he goes hard to the net and we had the puck there and then put it in the net.

·      (more shots on goal this game, what changed in 2P?)

o    We just talking about, they do such a great job blocking shots, and it’s really hard to get A-plus chances on this team. So from the corner, just put the puck on the goalie’s feet and go for rebounds. A good example on the second goal.

§   

o   The crowd was frustrated, we were frustrated. We knew after the first one we just came to dressing room, we just had to relax, come back. We knew how we need to play, so we need to just take a deep breath, relax and play hard. I think in the second and third, we were better, and everybody’s happy after the game.

Regin

·       

·      I thought it went all right. I was a little nervous before the game but I tried to focus on the positive things. I’ve been rested and tried to be excited instead of being too nervous about having not played in a while. I tried to think positive and just go out and play pretty much.

·       

o   Talk about the play the drew the penalty

·      Duncs made a good play back in the middle to me. I was kind of expecting it actually, such a good player. I knew he saw me. Once I got it, you kind of just go by and see a couple guys coming at me. You just go by instinct and try to get by them.

·       

·       

o   Getting that penalty, emblematic of effort you want?

·      Overall, I thought we got the net more, shot more pucks at the net. I tried to get to the net. I tried to get by the guys but I think everybody across the board tried to get the puck to the net more than we did in the previous games.

Corey Crawford

·           (on Toews)

·                      “An amazing goal. They play hard defensively, they box out pretty good. We need to get pucks and bodies to the net and score on rebounds or screen shots. Battle in front of the net, and that’s what Jon did. 

·      A great goal right there.

                “He’s done it a bunch of times, so many you tend to forget a little bit. He’s definitely relentless, and scores in so many different ways he’s hard to stop.

Talk to you after Monday’s Wild availability in Minnesota.

Wild looks to end home-away disparity tonight in Game 5 at Chicago
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Afternoon from the United Center press room.

Game 5 of the Wild-Blackhawks series is tonight at 8 on CNBC. Series is tied 2-2.

Just like Game 7 against Colorado on the road, the Wild’s locker-room configuration was completely different than Games 1 and 2 in Chicago. To try to change the vibe, every player was in a different stall.

“Switched it up,” laughed Zach Parise. “All of us went to our old stalls that we thought we were in, but they changed it up again. Try to reverse the luck again.”

Huge game tonight. If the Wild can go up 3-2, it’ll have the chance to close out the series at home in front of its raucous crowd. The Wild is 5-0 at home, having outscored opponents 16-5. On the road, the Wild is 1-5 and has been outscored 26-17.

By the way, in the second round, the team that has scored first is 18-0. First goal is big and the Wild would love to take the Blackhawks barn out of tonight’s game early.

“This is a great test and a great opportunity for us to prove that we’re ready to take another step,” Wild coach Mike Yeo said. “I don’t want to sit here and just say, ‘It’s great, we got ourselves back in this series,’ and then take another step back tonight. This is a real challenge this game. I said this yesterday, we’re not just here because we want to make a series of it. We believe we can win this series and obviously this game would give us a better chance of making that happen.”

At home, the Wild has averaged 3.2 goals per game, has allowed 1 goal a game, has allowed 19.2 shots per game, has a .211 power-play percentage and a .937 penalty-kill percentage. On the road, it has scored 2.83 goals per game, allowed 4.33 goals per game, allowed 26.8 shots per game, has a .067 power-play percentage and .789 penalty-kill percentage.

Two different teams home and away. That must change tonight.

On his team’s confidence, Yeo said, “We were confident coming into this series and we’re confident right now. At the same time, we’re cautious. We still know who we’re playing against and what they’re capable of, and I think we all recognize the importance of this hockey game. We know that we have to win a game in this building and we prefer to try to do it tonight.”

No lineup changes for the Wild tonight other than Nate Prosser sliding back in for injured Keith Ballard. Prosser had a solid Round 1 but had a couple tough moments in Games 1 and 2 before being scratched in Games 3 and 4.

“You don’t go through a playoff like we have without anybody having a couple tough moments, so we’re expecting [Prosser] to come in and do what he’s done over and over for us; just be a real strong steady presence on the back end,” Yeo said.

The Blackhawks have altered two lines from the start of Game 4:

The lines at least to start the game:

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Kris Versteeg

Patrick Sharp-Michael Handzus-Marian Hossa (8 points in 4 games this series and 14 in 9 playoff games against the Wild in 2 years)

Brandon Saad-Marcus Kruger-Patrick Kane

Joakim Nordstrom-Peter Regin-Ben Smith

Regin is making his playoff season debut because Brandon Bollig is suspended two games for hit from behind on Ballard. He’s big and fast and can be a threat.

“I’m going to try to just be myself and play the way I know I can,” Regin said. “I think I can bring some speed to the game. That’s kind of my thing, that I can skate. So I’m going to try to skate as much as I can and try to be in the right positions and hopefully good things will happen.” 

Versteeg comes back after being a healthy scratch and gets on the top line as opposed to the fourth.

On Versteeg, coach Q said, “We’re looking for more directness in his game, more pace. We were ready to start him at the beginning of the series and he was sick. We want to get him up to speed where he’s contributing with the puck, without the puck, influencing both ways, and have more speed in his game.”

“I bring skill and maybe tenaciousness on the puck,” Versteeg said. “That’s just the way I’ve always played, is an offensive style and try to be good in my own zone. I don’t know. Just try to bring an all-around game that I’ve always been able to do.”

It did look from the skate that Michal Rozsival, a nightmare in Game 4, will be scratched for Sheldon Brookbank, but Joel Quenneville wasn’t committal on that.

On the Wild, Quenneville was asked if the Wild was better than even he thought: “Thought down the stretch, arguably the top team in the league, and how they beat Colorado was comparable to the way they played. They’re hard to play against; they check well, have some team speed and they’ve got more skill in their lineup than we saw last year. It’s a better team. I’m going to say par to what we thought they’d be; not an easy game, not an easy opponent.”

Wild youngsters soaring this postseason; El Nino on kissing Bryz; Bollig suspended
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Afternoon from the friendly sky, where I’m taking a quick hop over to Chicago for Game 5 between the Wild and Chicago Blackhawks on Sunday (8 p.m., CNBC, KFAN).

The Wild and Blackhawks mostly had the day off. The Wild had an optional but a good amount of players were around. The Blackhawks made coach Joel Quenneville, Marcus Kruger and Michal Handzus available, so slim pickings.

Coach Q said Andrew Shaw (lower body) is unlikely to play Game 5.

Similarly, coach Mike Yeo said Keith Ballard (upper body) and Matt Moulson (lower body) didn’t made the trip to Chicago. Ballard, two games after returning from two months off with a groin injury, was hit from behind by Blackhawks forward Brandon Bollig, who got away with a head shot in my opinion on Zach Parise in the final regular-season meeting.

The NHL’s Department of Player Safety got him this time, suspending him for two games. Not sure if that helps the Wild or not. 

Yeo said that Nate Prosser will likely slide back into the lineup. The other option is Jon Blum, who played well down the stretch for the Wild when Clayton Stoner and Ballard were both out at the same time.

The Wild improved to 5-0 at home with last night’s 4-2 victory to even up the series. It has outscored opponents 16-5 at home, holding Colorado and Chicago to an average of 19.6 shots per game. The Blackhawks are 5-0 at home, having outscored opponents 20-7.

The Wild is 1-5 on the road, having been outscored 26-17. As we learned last round against the Avs, even though the Wild held a third-period lead and nearly won Game 5, it took its foot off the gas and lost. That put the pressure back on Minnesota, and the Wild had to win Game 6 at home and Game 7 on the road in order to advance to its first second round in 11 years.

By winning two games at home, the Wild has turned the momentum in the series. The players and coach Mike Yeo know that can easily change with a road loss on Sunday night. On the other hand, if the Wild can sneak out a big ‘W’ at the United Center against a Blackhawks team that is clearly frustrated right now, the Wild will put itself in position to win the series at home Tuesday in front of its raucous crowd in an arena where it has been dominant all postseason.

“Thinking back to Games 1 and 2, I said at that time, it’s not like we were that far off,” Yeo said. “We knew we could play a little bit better and I think we’ve picked our game up since then. Certainly when you look back to those two games, there were parts of it that were going well and then it was a big mistake that came back at us. I think we’ve cut down on our mistakes the last couple games and we have to make sure that we bring that in there. But with that, there’s been sort of a little bit more of an aggressive mindset in how we executed the last couple games and that’s allowed us to get on the attack a little bit more. It’s a fine line. We have to make sure that we’re playing smart, but we can’t be playing safe. We’ve got to take that attitude into their building.”

Big game, to say the least, which is why Yeo spent the afternoon reminding his team not to let its guard down. It’ll be a challenge, but the Wild has to somehow figure out a way to carry the same type of game it has played all playoffs long at home and carry it into the Windy City.

“It’s a huge game,” Dany Heatley said of Sunday. “But I don’t feel the vibe in here that we’re too confident or over-cocky right now. We know they’re a very good team, they play well in their rink. We’ll be prepared for that.”

The Wild continues to get tremendous play from its youngsters. From the Wild game notes, the five youngest forwards -- Wild rookies Erik Haula (23) and Justin Fontaine (26), playoff rookies Nino Niederreiter (21) and Mikael Granlund (22), and sophomore Charlie Coyle (22) – have combined for 13 goals (Granlund, 4), 27 points (Coyle/Granlund, 7), 81 hits (Niederreiter, 31) and 27 blocked shots (Granlund/Haula, 10).

“They’ve been great,” Heatley said. “Obviously a huge reason why we’re here. They've been great for us all year. Whatever role they’ve played, they’ve done a great job. Awesome to see the success there having in the playoffs. They’re all real good kids, they work really hard, and it’s been a lot of fun to be around them.

“I think everyone needs to step it up to win games in the playoffs. I thought towards the end of the year those guys got better as did our whole team. We went into the playoffs playing pretty well and those guys have taken it to another level.”

We always talk about the youngsters, but we rarely include Jared Spurgeon because he has been around for four years. But he is 24 and he has been dynamite since the first couple games of the playoffs. Look at the skill plays he made last night, having his head up to make the stretch pass to Coyle for the Niederreiter winner, the settling of Mikko Koivu’s pass and the patience to score the power-play goal.

“I think as we’ve asked our team to get better, he’s taken his game to another level,” Yeo said. “This is a guy that we have so much respect for as a coaching staff. Not just the way that he executes, the poise that he has, his ability to create offense with his execution, but he’s a very good defender. He’s got a great stick, he’s very smart, he’s a great skater and he’s sneaky strong. He’s a huge part of our team but again to see where his game is at right now obviously offensively this time of year especially playing against a team like this, you need some offense from your defensemen, you need to create some offense from secondary guys whether that’s from your defense or whether that’s from third or fourth line guys. If you’re going to have any success, guys like that are usually stepping up.”

And then there’s Niederreiter, who is coming of age this postseason.

It seemed to start in Game 6 last round.

“I remember that game that even his first period was sort of OK, but then something just flipped,” Yeo said. “He flipped a switch there, and it was just an opportunity for us to say OK, there it is, that's the blueprint for what we need night after night. It's been a work in progress, but certainly that game, for me, was one where obviously, he played a great game, had all of the heroics of the Game 7, but for me, a lot of that started in Game 6.”

In Game 7, on Spurgeon’s tying goal that he set up, Niederreiter gave Spurgeon a kiss on the helmet. Last night, after Ilya Bryzgalov made back-to-back huge saves in the third to rob Jeremy Morin and keep the lead at 4-2, Niederreiter similarly pecked Bryzgalov on the helmet.

Photo courtesy of Star Tribune photographer Carlos Gonzalez

“Yeah, that was such a big save. I was just so happy,” Niederreiter said, smiling. “It happened so quickly. Just being thankful I guess. I did that to Spurg when he scored the tying goal in Game 7. It’s silly but you appreciate stuff like that.”

The Wild leads the NHL with 16 goal scorers this postseason. Quite amazing for a team that lacked scoring depth during the regular season.

"Are you saying that we didn't see it during the year?" Yeo said, laughing, when I asked in probably a bewildered tone. "I feel like we're all improving. Everything's kind of cyclical, there's no question, but everybody's going out, everybody's contributing in the same way, but they're all doing it in their own way, too. The roles have been identified, guys have really bought into them, but just the team game, I think we've been very strong in that regard. Like we've asked of our guys, we've gotten better as a team, and that's what we want to keep doing here."

Talk to you after the morning skates Sunday. Enjoy your weekend.

Blackhawks showing signs of frustration as Wild even series with terrific effort

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: May 10, 2014 - 1:03 AM   
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Brand new series.

Just like the first round, the Wild has rallied from an 0-2 deficit to even the best-of-seven series with the Chicago Blackhawks at 2 wins apiece following tonight’s dominant 4-2 victory.

Game 5 is at the United Center on Sunday night (8 p.m., CNBC).

Justin Fontaine, Jason Pominville, Nino Niederreiter (second playoff GWG, tying Wes Walz for first in Wild history) and Jared Spurgeon scored the goals and Ilya Bryzgalov made 18 saves, including a huge stop on Patrick Sharp’s second-period breakaway to preserve a 3-2 lead (came right after Mikael Granlund had a goal disallowed because the ref blew the play dead prior to puck entering the net) and a huge stop in the third on Jeremy Morin to preserve a 4-2 lead.

The pressure is on the Blackhawks now. Obviously things change by the series heading back to Chicago, but they cannot feel good about what’s transpired in this series. The Wild is frustrating the Blackhawks to no end defensively. For the fourth consecutive game, the Blackhawks registered 22 or fewer shots.

“I think it’s reflecting of our intensity,” Jonathan Toews, who was shut down in Minnesota largely by Mikko Koivu’s line and Ryan Suter. “They worked for their chances. They worked for everything they got. We have to do the same. I don’t really know how to explain it, we have to be better. It’s frustrating to not get a win the last two games on the road. Could have put ourselves in a great spot had we played the way we need to play to try and get a win these last two games. But we didn’t. This series is long from over. That’s the good news. We have a chance to redeem ourselves and be better than we have been.”

Added Duncan Keith: We played them during the regular season and it was different games than last year. We have a lot of respect for these guys; we know they’re a good team.”

Matt Cooke made an immediate impact. He had five hits, three blocked shots, were causing Blackhawks players to dodge checks left and right and stole a puck from Michal Rozsival to set up Fontaine’s first career goal for the first goal of the game.

“You never know the way it's going to go or how it's going to play out, but I felt like I had a lot of jump,” he said. “I should have fresh legs. I've got to go out there and lead the way and hopefully my energy is contagious and I felt like we were ready to go before the drop of the puck.

“I wanted to make sure when I got the opportunity to play again, I didn't want to be a guy on the perimeter that wasn't able to go help my team. They helped me a lot, so I wanted to go out and return the favor.”

Added Niederreiter, “He’s such a physical guy. I don’t know how many hits he had tonight, but I feel he had five-plus hits and that shows the kind of player he is. He’s playing very hard down low and he’s a guy that is definitely frustrating to play against.”

Added Charlie Coyle, “We love the way he plays here. He gives us a boatload of energy out there and he gets the guys going no matter what he does. He's always hitting, playing physical and that's what we need. He knows how to play to our strengths and it feeds into us.”

The Wild did lose Keith Ballard to head injury. He was boarded by Brandon Bollig and left clearly dazed. Ballard was only two games back from missing almost two months with a groin injury. He has had his season devastated by injuries this year with a concussion and broken ribs and a groin.

If Ballard is out, which I’d suspect he will be, Nate Prosser will probably slide back into that spot instead of Jon Blum.

Wild players know they have to figure out a way to bottle up this pace and this stinginess and bring it to Chicago. The good news is the Wild played a pretty decent Game 1 there and even though its game wasn’t up to par in Game 2, the Wild could very easily have won either game. So it knows it can play in Chicago, and it won there this season.

“We have to play smart, not give them any freebies,” said Zach Parise, who is second in the NHL with both 10 assists and 14 points. “Just play pretty stingy like we have been in our rink.

“We’re always making them come through five guys. That gets them frustrated. We’re working hard. We’re making it tough. We’re just playing a good defensive game and that is in turn letting us have the puck more.”

Most amazing about tonight is how different tonight’s pace was to Game 3.

“It seemed like it was a little more open, a little more in-zone play, especially for us,” Parise said. “Some more cycles, some more puck possession time in zone. Not as much choppy neutral-zone play as there was last game.”

In the third period, Parise actually stood up Patrick Kane at the blue line. Not something you see everyday – 1) Parise crushing somebody; 2) Kane getting smoked. He’s so good at being slippery.

“That doesn't happen often,” Parise said. “He's a hard guy to hit. I think I guessed right.”

So many good performances on the ice. Spurgeon had a goal and assist. Marco Scandella again was great. The young kids like Erik Haula, Niederreiter, Fontaine, Mikael Granlund, Coyle were very good. Koivu was stellar defensively against Toews.

Here’s Yeo, courtesy of Rachel Blount:

YEO

The atmosphere in the building tonite was amazing.

(Cooke) he’s a playoff performer. He’s brought in here obviously to do a lot of things and help you get to the playoffs. But the experience he has, the way that first goal was created, that’s what we’re looking for. We want him to finish checks, we want him to play an honest, hard game, and he’s got the ability to make plays, the ability to be a hard guy to play against defensively, but also to help you create some stuff offensively too.

(first goal, how set up) we need everyone doing that. We’re playing a great team, a team that plays with a lot of structure. Even in the first period, breaking up a lot of plays off the rush, a lot of entries that are broken up, and they’re scary because they turn things back so quickly. So when it’s not there, you have to be willing to get in on the forecheck, and you have to be strong on the forecheck because it’s a good team. You can do the right things, but if you’re not following up with a good forecheck, then they’re going to break it right out and come right back at you again. You gotta be strong in a lot of areas. For the most part we saw that tonite.

(nino goal) It was big. There was a lot of responses tonight. There was a great response by Bryz, too. There was a possibility of a momentum swing. We think we go up by 2 goals, then all of a sudden, they have a breakaway and he makes a huge save on the breakaway. He made another huge save in the third period, so I thought that was a great response from him. I felt we were playing very well. We got a 1-0 lead. It’s tough to give up a goal in the last minute of any period, that’s always tough for a team. I liked the way we came out, the focus we had the way we started the second period. You grab the lead and then it doesn’t take long and they tie it up. But we stuck with it, that’s the key for us.

(team growing) it’s a step but the next one’s bigger. That’s the key. We’re not here to just try to make a series of it. We know we’re playing a great team. We know we’re playing a team that won the stanley cup last year. They know the grind, they know how hard it is, and they’ve been through it. This is an extremely skilled team, but that said, we think we have a really good team. We’re playing because we think that we can win. We know it’s hard and we know the hardest is still yet to come, but we’re taking steps.

(gaining confidence) It goes back to what we’ve seen from this group over and over again, just as far as when you’re faced with some adversity, when our backs are up against the wall, this group comes out fighting. I point to our leadership. For me, most of all, I really like the way we played the game. We have to play smart but we haven’t been playing safe. We’re getting on the attack. That was an exciting game, it was going back and forth, it was high paced, there were a lot of scoring chances. If we keep playing like that, we’re giving ourselves a chance, but that’s all we can focus on right now. We played a good game tonight, but we have to know that going into that next one that we have to play even better.

(showed team film this morning, making plays) For us, we won the last game. We’re gonna look at some things we did well and we need to keep doing and look at some things we can do better. That changes from game to game, as the series goes on. Hopefully you start to get to know the other team a little bit better, but it changes from game to game. It’s just a real challenge for us now to put this game aside. Listed, the last series we played a great game 4, our 2nd game at home, maybe the best game we played in the series. Then we follow up with a loss in Colorado. We have to be careful how we handle this. It was great we won the game, I’m real happy about that, I’m real happy to be even in the series. But we know there’s a lot of work ahead of us still.

Ballard—I don’t have an update for you, I’ll have a better one for you tomorrow

(parise hit on kane) We want to be a physical team, and we’re kind of asking everyone to play a certain way. And when you see skilled guys blocking shots and finishing checks, and your leaders doing it, obviously it has an impact on the rest of the team.

(lot of changing line combos in third period) I had no idea what I was doing. What was happening is we were having trouble catching up because we had some guys that were getting caught on long shifts and we had some other guys that were coming on. So yeah, it was sort of just trying to have the freshest guys on the ice.

(still played well despite changing line combos) We talked at the start of the year that we wanted to make more changes through the course of the year so we’d be able to be more used to it when the situation called for it. But mostly we have a way we’re supposed to play as  a team, where every guy goes out there and whether you’re a 1st line guy or a 4th line guy there shouldn’t be a big difference as far as what the intentions are. Obviously that helps chemistry wise when we’re going out there like that.

(bryz, how impt to have 2 good games) Important for him and important for our team. I said after game 2

he needed to get a win, we needed to get a win for him. What I like about Bryz  right now is he’s just part of the team. He’s doing everything he can for his teammates. After the last game I’m reading his quotes and all he does is praise his teammates, all he does is talk about what a great job they’re doing in front of him. For us that makes us want to play harder for him. Getting that win for him was big for his confidence, I think he showed it tonight. And then get a 2nd one. Like everybody, like our team, we have to make sure that we can’t get too satisfied on this. It was a big win for us, but the next one’s gonna be harder.

(is the key to come out hard in first period at Chicago?) The first 2 games there was a lot of things we were doing that were similar to what we’ve been doing at home, but it’s just making that one big mistake. What we’ve been trying to do and what we’ve been trying to build on is to build on the things that we’re doing well but limit the mistakes you’re making. Our guys have been doing a good job. What we’re trying to do through this entire playoff series and through the whole playoffs so far is we’re trying to get better every game. You don’t always do that by making nicer plays. You do that by making the best plays you can make, but also getting rid of the worst plays and you bring your game up that way.

That’s it for me. Wild has noon availability, and then I’ll have to hustle for my flight. So not sure when I’ll blog, but for real-time updates, follow me at Twitter at @russostrib.
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Matt Cooke returns to the Wild's lineup tonight
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Wild and Blackhawks, Game 4, tonight at 8:30, Xcel Energy Center

It’s been a couple long off-days, which is why coach Mike Yeo even began his presser today by joking that there’s nothing new from yesterday.

Good afternoon from the press room, where every cubicle if full of “hard-working” beat writers. I’ll be on KFAN at 5:55 p.m. with Dan Barreiro.

Matt Cooke’s long-anticipated return from a seven-game suspension tonight. He’ll skate on the left side of Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine.

“I’ve been ready to go since I haven’t been able to play, so the time is finally here and I just want to go out and battle with my teammates,” Cooke said. “I’ve got a lot of praise for the guys in this room. They’ve done a great job, battling with adversity, up in games, down in games, tough travel. They’ve done a great job and I’m just thankful that I get a chance to go out and play with them again.”

Yesterday, coach Mike Yeo said he would talk to Cooke to see where his head’s at. Will he be nipping at the bud to send somebody into outer space or will he be tentative?

Cue Cookie: “I don’t think it’s tentative. I trust the process that I’ve been through. I feel like I can go out there and continue to play the way I did the last three years, and if I do that then I’m going to bring energy for our team. I’m going to help out on the PK and hopefully help our team win.”

He did have this gem: “Obviously, I don’t want to see anyone get hurt and neither does anyone else, but you also don’t want this to be a figure-skating contest out there. It’s something I’ve tried to pride myself on, especially here over the last three years that you can play physical without being at risk.”

On playing with the two rooks, Cooke said, “Two kids that can skate really fast and really well. Erik’s done a great job. He’s been put in the situation to play against top lines and part of that’s his speed, competitive level and the third part of that is probably goes unnoticed his skill. We should look to go out and look to spend time in the offensive zone and that’s what’s most important for our line.

“Both kids were scorers in college. Not always do you get the opportunity to play that role in the pros. It’s the best players in the world. The fact that they’re in a checking role but able to chip in offensively is a key component to our win last game.”

Haula, on playing with Cooke: “I’ve played with him a few times. I like playing with him. He brings passion and grit and physicality and all those little things that are tough to do – he brings those. I enjoy having him on my side.”

As was reported yesterday, the Blackhawks will mix up all four lines tonight to try to spread the wealth, get more spark from each line and some more offensive chances. The Wild has held the high-powered Blackhawks attack to 22 or fewer shots in the first three games of the series.

“They’re a fast team. They defend well. They play their system well,” Patrick Sharp said. “Playoff hockey, it’s tough to get to the net. It’s tough to get scoring chances so. Minnesota’s always been a team with great discipline.”

I’d expect the Blackhawks to be much more aggressive from the outset tonight than they were in Game 3.

“I don’t know if we were laying back,” Sharp said. “You’ve got to give them credit for playing well. They make it tough to do some of the things we want to do but tonight’s a new night. Game 4, huge game. We want to come in and play Blackhawks hockey and hopefully come out of here with a win.”

Added Wild killer Bryan Bickell, “I think it’s probably going to be the best game of our series. I know a couple games have been questionable, especially the last game. We don’t want to be tied going back home. We need to get our momentum back, get our mojo back and just put in a full 60 minutes.”

Again, if the Penguins beat the Rangers tonight, the Wild will play a normal evening game Sunday in Chicago. If the Rangers win, the Wild and Blackhawks will likely get the short shrift again and play another late 8:30 p.m.-like game.

That’s it. Darcy Kuemper strangely didn’t take the ice today, and Yeo allegedly didn’t know if there had been a setback. Josh Harding did skate again with the Wild and even Niklas Backstrom was around climbing stairs as part of his rehab.

“I’m having trouble keeping up with all our goalies,” joked Yeo. “How many did we have on the ice today? Three. I looked out early [with the black aces] and there was a goalie I had never seen before.”

Later!

Matt Moulson injured, and why do Wild teammates call Mikael Granlund, "Bruuuuuuce"
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Well, my speculation was correct that Matt Moulson will be the guy out when Matt Cooke returns Friday night in Game 4 from a seven-game suspension.

But the reason, Wild coach Mike Yeo says, is because Moulson has been battling through a lower-body injury for some time. Moulson didn’t practice Thursday and will be kept off the ice for a few days “at least,” said Yeo, and the hope is the team can get him back later in this series.

No other lineup changes are expected from the Wild. Same lines as Tuesday, except for Cooke sliding into his old third-line spot next to Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine. Keith Ballard looks like he’ll play a second game in a row and Nate Prosser will be scratched.

The Wild trails 1-2 in its series against Chicago. Last year against the Hawks, the Wild won Game 3, lost Game 4 at home and was promptly lost the series in five. The Wild knows the importance of Friday night's 8:30 game. The time for Game 5 will be determined after Friday's Rangers-Penguins game. If the Pens win, the Wild and Hawks are expected to play in the early evening Sunday. If the Rangers win, the Wild and Hawks may get another 8:30 p.m. start.

Wild defenseman Ryan Suter is fine. He said Marian Hossa landed on his arm weird and it just started burning. He was very worried (said it was scary), but he obviously returned to play almost 10 minutes in the third, sprung the 3-on-2 that led to the Zach Parise to Jason Pominville to Mikael Granlund tic-tac-boom goal and assisted on Parise’s power-play goal when Parise lifted his stick to signal to Suter that he had net-front position.

“Everyone played better in the third,” said Suter.

On the importance of tomorrow’s game, coach Mike Yeo said, “We’ve given ourselves a chance to even the series up and to go back to Chicago and hopefully put a little bit of pressure on those guys. We know that they recognize the importance of the game as do we. With that, our mindset I think more than anything else is, we know that there is another level to our game that we can get to. We’re still focused on that. Obviously happy that we won the last game, but we’re determined to get better in the series and in this next game. We’re going to come out with a real purpose in how we play. We have to stay strong defensively, but I know that there is another level that we can get to with the puck and how we execute, in particular from coming out of our D zone and through the neutral zone. And I really think that we can still do a better job of putting some more pressure on their goalie, not only shots and getting them through, but the amount of times we have guys around the net and traffic around the net.”

As for Chicago, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Andrew Shaw (lower body) won’t make the trip. Coach Q – the ultimate line shuffler – came up with four brand new ones today.

Bickell-Toews-Smith

Saad-Kruger-Kane

Sharp-Handzus-Hossa

Bollig-Nordstrom-Morin

"We're looking for balance and maybe all lines, a little more threat to score on all the lines,” Quenneville said.

Hometown kid Nick Leddy, scratched in Game 3, will be back for Game 4.

On scratching players, Q said, “Sometimes it gets their attention. It’s never personal. It’s hey, let’s go. We’re trying to find ways to get the most of each and every individual. That’s kind of where we’re at in that situation.”

Said Leddy, the Wild 2009 first-round pick who had played 296 straight games for Chicago before being scratched, “I think any competitor would get ticked at that. Like I said, I don’t think I was playing the way that coaches wanted and it was a coaching decision. I’ve got to be better.”

I’m doing a story for Friday on what to expect in Game 4. Despite the fact the hockey world always blames the Wild for games when the neutral zone is cobweb-like, it was very clear Game 3’s tone was set by Chicago. The Blackhawks, after seeing Games 3 and 4 against Colorado, came up with a gameplan to sit back early and try to weather a furious storm and take the crowd out of it. Then it suddenly became a chess match until the first goal was scored thankfully early in the third.

“Of course we’re going to be blamed for that. I mean, it’s the high-flying Hawks. Of course, it’s going to be us,” Parise said, sarcastically. “Show me a team in the NHL that doesn’t play a trap and I’ll call you a liar because every single team does it. Whoever does it the best, then they get called a defensive team. I don’t agree with that. Every single team plays a trap.

“Last game, the ice was bouncy. There wasn’t a lot of flat plays through the neutral zone and I think both sides were somewhat getting frustrated because you couldn’t get it through clean. So then all of sudden you just try to stretch pass and chip it in and skate. They did the same thing to us that we did to them. It wasn’t like we were playing an 0-5 [defensive system] all game.”

Also, Dusty Peterson, the Wild’s videographer, produced another cool postgame Game 3 celebration video for wild.com the other day. Here's the link.

At the end of the video, when Granlund walked into the room, teammates started calling him, “Bruuuuuuce.”

I got a hundred tweets yesterday asking why. Slowly but surely, I figured it out. Basically, pretty much every player has a “stupid, random” nickname, one player told me. This player suggested I may want to talk to Parise for the “Bruce” genesis with a little friendly head-up as to what I should probably ask.

As it turns out, well worth it.

Players call Parise, “Brinks,” as in “Brinks” $$$ trucks. Mike Rupp brought it to the Wild from New Jersey, where Parise and Rupp were teammates.

“One day we’re sitting at breakfast and I was walking away and Granny called me, ‘Springs,’” Parise said, laughing. “I’m like, ‘What did you call me?’ He goes, ‘Springs.’ I go, ‘What is that?’ He goes, ‘Isn’t that what everyone calls you?’ I go, ‘No, no, they call me Brinks.’ He goes, ‘Oh, I thought it was Springs, like Bruce Springsteen’ [because I played in New Jersey],” Parise said, hysterically laughing.

“That’s how nicknames get started. We started calling him Bruce. He does not look like a Bruce at all, so that’s what makes it better.”

MINNESOTA WILD, MINNESOTA HOCKEY, CCM, TOTAL HOCKEY AND CHARLIE COYLE LAUNCH LITTLE WILD LEARN TO PLAY PROGRAM

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild, Minnesota Hockey, CCM, Total Hockey along with Wild forward Charlie Coyle today announced the Little Wild Learn to Play program, a new initiative designed to introduce the game of ice hockey by overcoming affordability barriers that typically limit involvement at the beginner level in an effort to increase participation in youth hockey and grow the game.

     The inaugural program will kick off in September, when nearly 500 youth will have the opportunity to participate at one of eight arenas across the State of Hockey, with plans to grow and expand it each year. Each participant will be outfitted with gear from head-to-toe and receive four hours of professional on-ice instruction for $100. The program will also promote the importance of regular exercise, team work, and developing leadership skills all while having fun experiencing the game of hockey.

     “It’s our mission to continue creating a greater State of Hockey, so today we are thrilled to be launching the Little Wild Learn to Play program,” said Minnesota Wild Chief Operating Officer Matt Majka. “We are truly thankful to our partners Minnesota Hockey, CCM and Total Hockey who have not only made this program possible, but will help us take it to the next level.”

     Registration for Little Wild Learn to Play will begin on May 27 on Wild.com on a first-come, first-served basis for children age five to eight. The program is open to those who have not already participated in Mite Level hockey programs. Children with any previous hockey league or program experience are not eligible to participate in the program.

     The program will include professional instruction by licensed USA Hockey and Minnesota Hockey instructors. Wild forward Charlie Coyle will participate as a guest instructor at select sessions. Each participant will receive co-branded Little Wild and CCM equipment including skates, hockey bags, jerseys, helmets, gloves, pants, pads, socks and sticks. The cost of the program includes all equipment and four hours of on-ice instruction. If not enrolled in the program, the Little Wild equipment will still be available through CCM at Total Hockey locations for $200.

     “I’m excited to be a part of the Little Wild program,” Coyle said. “I have great childhood memories from playing the game and it’s obviously had a really positive influence on my life. I want to do whatever I can to share this great sport with others, especially kids, and continue growing the game.”

     “Minnesota Hockey is very much looking forward to the first-ever Little Wild Learn to Play program,” said Glen Andresen, Executive Director of Minnesota Hockey. “This program will help extend our efforts to introduce more families to the great game of hockey around the state, who want to give the sport a try at an extremely low cost. This will have a huge impact on growing the game and supporting our local community-based associations. We are so thankful for the support of the Minnesota Wild, CCM, Total Hockey and Charlie Coyle.”

     “We're excited to partner with the Wild, Minnesota Hockey and Total Hockey on this outstanding program,” said Reebok-CCM Hockey trade marketing executive Bob Fallen. "We're involved in ‘Little NHL’ programs in other U.S. cities which have enjoyed great success in welcoming families to the sport of ice hockey. Seeing these young players take to the ice for the first time in our gear is a real thrill.”

     “No sport can match the benefits that hockey provides our youth in terms of fitness, character, discipline and teamwork. We appreciate the opportunity to give back to our local Minnesota communities by providing wider access to this great game,” said Michael Benoit, President and CEO of Total Hockey.

 Little Wild Learn to Play Locations and Times available at

 http://www.wild.com/littlewild

Wild offday: Matt Cooke speaks
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Wild winger Matt Cooke, who is expected to rejoin the lineup for Friday's Game 4 against Chicago, spoke to the media at Xcel Energy Center on Wednesday for the first time since beginning his seven-day suspension. Cooke was punished for a knee-to-knee hit on Colorado defenseman Tyson Barrie in Game 3 of the Wild's first-round series against the Avalanche.

Coach Mike Yeo said he expects Cooke to play in Game 4, but has not made any decisions about who will come out of the lineup or who Cooke's linemates will be. Cooke, whose suspension was the sixth of his career, said it was tough to watch the games from the stands. He expressed gratitude to his teammates for advancing to the second round, allowing him to jump back into the playoffs, and said he has been skating daily to stay ready.

Cooke would not address questions about why he chose not to appeal the suspension. He said he understands some people are going to believe he still is a dirty player, but he seemed resigned to that fact.

"People are entitled to their opinions,'' he said. "Everyone's going to have them. It's not my job to go out and change people's opinions. My job is to go out and play the way I can and be successful helping my teammates win. All I can do is go out and play the way I play, build the stats I've built over the last three years within my game, and the rest will take care of itself.''

Cooke spoke frequently about the work he put in over the past few years to remake his game. He said he is "in a good spot'' in terms of his commitment and ability to play a physical style without undue risk. As for whether the Barrie hit and suspension will make him gun-shy, he said it will be in his head, but he believes in his efforts to alter his approach and feels confident that will keep him on track.

In addition to his physical presence, Cooke thinks the Wild can benefit from his ability to communicate with teammates during the game, helping the team to maintain an even keel, and his playoff experience. He's also eager to help on the penalty kill.

Yeo said Cooke will play a specific role for the Wild as a strong-checking forward who is difficult to play against. He urged Cooke to play with confidence and said he would talk to him to make sure he does not feel hesitant.

"The last several years, he's been able to play the physical type of game, but play it honest and hard without going over the line,'' Yeo said. "That's what we're going to need from him again.''

Yeo also said something that should quell the concerns about Ryan Suter's health. Suter appeared to injure his left shoulder or arm in a collision with Marian Hossa in Tuesday's Game 3, but he returned to the game. Wednesday, Yeo noted that although some players came to the rink for treatment on the off day, Suter was not among them.

That's all the news from a relatively quiet Xcel today. Russo will return tomorrow.

--Rachel Blount

Four-goal third period by the Wild makes it a series with Chicago

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: May 7, 2014 - 12:30 AM   
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In the first two periods Tuesday night, the goal light on the 7th Street end zone got a workout, but only because it was broken.

But the Wild, after cracking in Chicago, didn’t crack in this patient, make the neutral zone look like I-94 at rush hour, hockey game. Nothing was happening in the first two periods. Nada.

But then, out of nowhere, thanks in large part to its young talent, the Wild broke through with speed and skill during a four-goal third period to take a 4-0 Game 3 win over the Blackhawks.

Ilya Bryzgalov silenced his critics for a few days by making 19 saves for his first shutout in almost eight years to the day – May 7, 2006. It was the second Wild playoff shutout in history (Darcy Kuemper in Game 3 vs. Colorado last round).

“Today was a tremendous team effort,” Bryzgalov said. “We played nice hockey. We tried to avoid big mistakes, tried to not let them play where they play best.”

With two off-days, the Blackhawks flew home to Chicago and will return Thursday afternoon. The Wild has Wednesday off, will then practice Thursday before Game 4 Friday at the X. Remember, the Wild won Game 3 against the Blackhawks in the first round last year but lost Game 4 and then the series in five games.

The goals/tidbits:

1. Erik Haula arguably should have been awarded a penalty shot in the first period when Duncan Keith hooked his right wrist on a shorthanded breakaway. Haula lost the puck, but he created a chance for himself again to open the third. In a 0-0 game, Erik Haula crossed a neutral-zone pass to Justin Fontaine (Matt Moulson first intercepted it), then flew into the offensive zone. When Fontaine made a flip pass, Haula flew by Patrick Kane and caught the alley-oop and buried it. It was an awesome pass, especially when one considers it was his first career playoff point. Haula, who won 5 of 9 faceoffs, has four points in his past five games.

2. Less than three minutes later, Ryan Suter hit Zach Parise at the blue line for a 3-on-2. A tic-tac-toe later, Jason Pominville fed Mikael Granlund. Granlund skated right and scored a sweet back-hander from the slot just inside the upper part of the right post.

3. Parise scored his first goal of the series to cap a multi-goal night on the power play. It snapped a 24 for 24 Blackhawks PK against the Wild in the past two playoffs. Parise pretty coolly raised his stick to let Suter see he had position for a redirection. Suter flipped the puck in, Parise deflected it off the post and then buried it. Pominville got his second assist of the game, too.

4. The “Future” – or as some Wild fans tweeted me, the “Present,” scored an empty-net goal. Nino Niederreiter, who was awesome again tonight, took Charlie Coyle’s pass, then made a sweet move to get into the offensive zone and then unselfishly passed to Granlund for the 4-0 lead.

5. Suter looked to get hurt late in the second when he was taken down by Marian Hossa. Suter skated slowly to the bench and down the runway not moving his left arm. Maybe it was a stinger because much to the relief of the fans, he came out to start the third. Coach Mike Yeo said it was nothing. Marco Scandella took Suter’s spot briefly and Keith Ballard, who played well in his first action in almost two months, moved up to take Scandella’s spot. Ballard logged 11:26 of ice time.

6. The Wild’s seven goals in this series have come in the third period.

7. From Wild PR, since 2003, the Blackhawks have been held to 22 or fewer shots in a playoff game just 7 times – 3 of those 7 times coming in this series 

Hard game to watch for 40 minutes, but like I said, the Wild stayed with it. The Blackhawks did their best to make the neutral zone a cobweb as the two strong defensive teams waited for the other to break.

The Blackhawks did first.

“When you can get a shutout against that team, it’s good,” Parise said. “It felt like a lot of neutral-zone play, a lot of bouncing pucks. It was tough to really sustain a lot of end-zone time.”

“We were playing against a really good team,” Granlund said. “It was a tough-checking game. Neither ream doesn’t get a lot of chances, a lot of room. That’s playoff hockey. You need to be able to play that.”

Check out the gamer for the full story, and of course all the coverage on startribune.com/wild.

The Wild has Wednesday off. Coach Mike Yeo is available, as is Matt Cooke, who will be returning for Game 4. For who? My gut says Matt Moulson, who had an assist tonight, one shot and only play 9 ½ minutes. He is playing in what will be Cooke’s spot on the Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine line, and the Dany Heatley-Kyle Brodziak-Cody McCormick line has been good.

I am off Wednesday. I need a day to do errands and decompress and sleep, so Rachel Blount will be covering the Cooke and Yeo press availabilities. Follow Rachel on Twitter at @blountstrib.

Here is some of Mike Yeo’s presser, courtesy of Rachel:

We just stayed strong. That was a challenge, they were playing really well. We were playing really well too, that was as tight a checking game as there's been, that I've been a part of. Neither team was getting a lot of shots, neither team was getting a lot of scoring opportunities. Both teams were playing incredibly disciplined and strong on their checking game. We just stayed strong. It was a challenge. You're down 2-0, you know you've got to win. But to stay strong with our game, to stay focused on the process, and obviously it's been a big part of the series one way or the other, both teams have defended really well. You look to capitalize, you look to attack when you get a chance and that’s what we did on our first goal and likewise on our second.

(regarding the team's response)

I just kind of expect it, that’s the leadership we have. The adversity thorough the course of the game, it might not be visible, but we knew we had to win this game. You can't fall down 3-0 against that team. You're 0-0, the outcome is not as clear as you want it to be at that time, but the leadership of our guys to continue to push forward, to continue to stay strong, for a guy like zach and pommer to make the plays they made, but mikko, as far as I'm concerned, we kind of got him going, in the matchups, he was outstanding too. The big guys definitely came through tonight.

(about the young players)

We talked about this last round. If we had young guys and we're trying to hide them on the 4th line or something, these guys played prominent roles. And we need these guys to be really good, and they're learning on the fly. This whole experience through these entire playoffs, we're growing right now. This game is another opportunity for us to grow and so is the next one. Now we've got a couple days, that's good, that we can sit around tomorrow and enjoy the day off. We know we've got another really big challenge. We're not sitting here patting ourselves on the back. We're still not leading the series, they are, so our goal is to come back and even it up.

(suter) I'm not surprised (he came back in). From what I heard it was really nothing. This guy, he's a pretty tough individual.

NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman Q&A quick hits
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NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman and Deputy Commissioner Bill Daly are in the house tonight to take in the Wild's first second-round home game in 11 years.

Bettman came by the press room to say hello, and here he is on a couple brief subjects.

He said the divisional rivalries in the first two rounds of the playoffs are "what we envisioned," especially in terms of engagement from the fans.

"Buildings are more than 100 percent full, our TV ratings nationally are up, our digital platforms and social media is up."

He pointed out that of the second-round rivalries -- Wild vs. Hawks, Ducks vs. Kings, Bruins vs. Habs and Rangers vs. Pens, nobody's traveling more than 400 miles.

On the 8:30 p.m. starts to make sure every game can be seen nationally, Bettman said, laughing, "You’re asking me because you’re worrying about your deadline, but in this digital era, deadlines have become largely irrelevant." (I'd disagree, but ...)

As far as the fans, Bettman said, "The fact of the matter is we’re trying to satisfy the greatest demand for all the fans throughout North America, so it’s a balancing act. We think we’re doing it as sensibly as possibly. We think it’s worked well. It’s been a fair balance."

On a stadium-series outdoor game in Minnesota (I reported today the Wild's getting one at Target Field probably next year; Wild wants Chicago, NHL wants it to be Dallas), Bettman said, "We know of the interest. You know I was here looking at venues. I have nothing to announce, but," he said with a sly smile, "we’re very focused."

Ballard returns tonight, plus Wild tweaking some lines; Live chat at 3 p.m. 

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: May 6, 2014 - 1:36 PM    
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Game 3 of the Western Conference semifinals. Tonight, Blackhawks and Wild, at 8. The game can be heard on KFAN and seen nationally on CNBC with Dave Strader and Brian Engblom wearing the mics.

Good afternoon from the X, where I’ll be for the rest of the day.

I’ll be hosting a live chat today at 3 p.m. on www.startribune.com/wild. Be there, pretty please. No questions on Thomas Vanek, Mikko Koivu’s captaincy, Jason Zucker, Mike Yeo’s coaching future or outdoor games (I did report today the Wild may host a stadium series game next season at Target Field; Wild wants Chicago to be the opponent; the NHL is pushing Dallas).

Just kidding on the above. You can ask anything. (I just might not answer it!!!)

I’ll be on KFAN at some point after 5:30 p.m. today and on Fox Sports North at 7:20 p.m.

First, the news:

1. Two revamped Wild lines tonight: Nino Niederreiter-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle and Matt Moulson-Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine. Niederreiter, excited to be at home for the first time since his Game 7 OT winner last round (give him a hand), called his line the “Big Man’s Line.” Moulson has had some chemistry with Fontaine in Long Island in March, but let’s be honest, the Wild is trying to find this guy a fit. He has had a poor postseason, has one goal and has slowed down his lines. More on that below.

2. Nate Prosser, who turned the puck over on the first goal in Game 2 and lost Patrick Kane on the fourth goal in Game 1, is scratched. Keith Ballard is getting in for the first time since straining his groin March 17. Why Ballard over Jon Blum? More on that below.

3. Darcy Kuemper took the ice with black aces Jake Dowell and Carson McMillan before the Wild’s morning skate. It was his first time on the ice since his Game 7 head injury. He’s been exercising the past few days, so this was the next step to hopefully taking the ice with his teammates again. Ilya Bryzgalov starts tonight with John Curry as the backup. Josh Harding continues to take part in the morning skates.

4. No Andrew Shaw tonight. He didn’t make the trip for Chicago after getting hurt in Game 1 on a check from Clayton Stoner. Defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson will play tonight, but he cannot talk, coach Joel Quenneville said, since blocked Jonas Brodin’s shot in the throat in Game 2.

The Wild lost Games 1 and 2. Tonight’s not a must-win, … but it’s a must-win and everybody knows it. Win tonight, and just like the first round, the Wild’s right back in the series. Lose tonight, and the inevitable is almost certainly around the corner.

The Wild has lost to Chicago in six of seven playoff games the past two years. The Wild’s big guns haven’t produced and have been on the ice for a ton of goals against in those seven games.

Coach Mike Yeo pulled out of his holster something today that a few ink-stained wretches couldn’t get him to admit yesterday:

“For us, it's the mental hurdle,” Yeo said of the difference between playing Colorado and Chicago. “The first two games, I don't think we were completely on top of our game. We did a lot of good things and were right there with them. Scoring chances coming through two games were very even, we had a small edge in shots for. We had a pretty small edge in shot attempts for, which is a big difference from last year. As far as I'm concerned, we've leveled the playing field here, but we have to take the next step. We have to push past being close or even to them. We have to make sure that we get ahead of them. I believe that we can.

“It's a great test. It's a great team, but we've got a pretty darn good team ourselves. We just have to prove it now.”

That is the thing. The Blackhawks are the champs. They know how to play in these tight games and almost have this mystique that they’ll eventually remove your heart if you don’t take advantage of your opportunities. Let’s be honest: Both Games 1 and 2 were hanging right there for the Wild to win. It couldn’t score despite some golden looks. And then, the Blackhawks struck.

Tonight, I’d expect the Wild comes out with similar energy and offensive-zone pressure as it did in Games 3 and 4 against Colorado. The Blackhawks certainly haven’t seen Minnesota’s best game yet. The problem is I don’t think Minnesota has seen Chicago’s either.

The Blackhawks have lost eight straight playoff series initial road games, so we’ll see tonight if the Wild can make that nine. Remember, the Wild won Game 3 at home last year down 0-2 on a Matt Cullen to Jason Zucker overtime goal. On the ice for that goal interestingly enough: Zucker, Cullen, Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Justin Falk, Tom Gilbert and Josh Harding. None of the six will be in tonight’s lineup.

Thanks to the Star Tribune’s Jim Foster for that tidbit.

As Chip Scoggins wrote in today’s Strib, this series doesn’t even feel like a playoff series because none of that feistiness and energy that made last series so compelling has existed.

I think Chicago makes it tough because the Hawks just play hockey machine-like, plus agitator/motor mouth Shaw is hurt and Brandon Bollig was scratched in Game 2.

But the Wild will be looking for more energy and physicality tonight. Yeo showed several clips to his players of times they could have blown up or at least checked Blackhawks defensemen and peeled off, maybe because of the lack of energy this series after playing a long series last round.

This is one reason why Ballard gets in over Blum, Yeo said.

“Blum played well for us, but it was a pretty small sample size,” Yeo said. “[Ballard’s] been out for a little while, but this is a guy that’s a very big part of our team. Looking at last game, looking at some of the things that we’ve seen, we had a lot of opportunities to get the puck on the blue line and he’s a guy that can move across the line with his head up and maybe get some of those pucks through. But his skating ability is a big part of it too. Plus he brings a competitive edge, which is important against a team that wants to hang on to the puck. So you need a physical presence along with that skating ability to help you separate and alleviate some of that defensive zone time that you’re faced with.”

I think the 25 blocked shots for Chicago was a big reason Ballard plays, which Yeo indicated. Ballard is one of the Wild’s best at sliding across the blue line to get pucks through.

However, this will be tough. He has missed almost two months and now has to jump into the second round of the playoffs. He missed the last 14 games of the regular season and the first nine games of the playoffs.

“It’s been a couple months,” the former Gopher said. “But I’m excited to play, I’m excited to get back in. I’ve been feeling good for the last week and a half or so. A lot of rehab. I had to get strength back in my leg and get feeling good.”

He’ll play on the right side of Clayton Stoner.

“The game’s picked up a considerable amount since the last time I played,” Ballard said. “I think the biggest thing is not try to do too much, especially early. Whether it’s stuff like short shifts, making easy plays, getting yourself into the game a bit. But at the same time, you want to make an impact. You don’t want to come in and just be a passenger and try to just get through the game. It’s a fine line.”

Last change should help Yeo tonight, but the Blackhawks aren’t the Avs. In the home games last round, Ryan Suter was able to play 92 percent of the shifts against Nathan MacKinnon. Same thing with getting Haula’s line out against the Avs’ top line. The Blackhawks have more depth line to line

“It’s going to be a factor for sure,” Yeo said. “But at the same time, this is a deep team. We’ll be looking for matchups but at the same time some of it might be a personnel matchup, some of it might be a zone matchup as well, an opportunity to get guys into an offensive zone faceoff or certain guys into a defensive zone faceoff. If we’re going to beat these guys then we’re going to need everybody to be able to play and

 every line ready to go out and win the battle against the guys that they’re facing. So we’ll be paying attention to it but at the same time we will not let their moves dictate how we go about our business.”

On the home crowd, which was unreal last round, Yeo said. “The crowd is going to be awesome. I know that. It’s was unbelievably loud last series and I expect a lot of the same excitement, but we have to help provide some of that. We’ve got to bring some jam into this game right from the start. We’ve got to make sure that we’re finishing checks, that we’re creating momentum, that we’re playing in the offensive zone, that we’re shooting pucks, we’re doing things to make this thing erupt.”

On the Niederreiter-Koivu-Coyle line, Yeo said, “I would love to see that line spend a lot of time in the offensive zone. Those are three guys who are strong on the puck, three guys that can get around the net. It should be a tough line to play against. That's part of it. If they're on top of the game, they should bring momentum to our team.”

Moulson is costing himself millions in free agency with this postseason. Just not skating well, not producing and hurting his line. My gut says this could be his last chance tonight. Barring an injury, somebody’s going to have to come out for Matt Cooke in Game 4. Well, it’s quite coincidental that Moulson slides into Cooke’s spot tonight next to Haula and Fontaine.

This morning, I asked Yeo for the 15th time about Moulson. For the first time, he actually kinda sorta answered the question by addressing Moulson personally.

On Moulson and Fontaine, “They've had chemistry together before. The speed of Haula in the middle of the ice, I think should help those two guys. Hopefully just even mentally for [Moulson] to have the opportunity to just relax and play the game, just concentrate on going out yourself and the things you need to do.

“Fonzie's a guy that can make plays, both off the rush and in the offensive zone, and they've had chemistry before, so hopefully they create some of that.”

On tonight’s game, Yeo admitted, “This game is huge. We know that. This is going to be a tough test. It's a great team and they understand the importance of it, too, but I obviously think we're going to play a very good game tonight and we've got to find a way to get a win here. Find a way to get a win tonight and the series starts to take a different turn.”

Here’s some Zach Parise

On good start: This league is a lot easier when you’re playing with the lead. It’s tough to come from behind all the time. We’ve had some pretty good starts in this building. That’s the plan. But it doesn’t always go the way you want it to. Even if we don’t get a good start or the first goal, I think it’s important for us to not stray away from what we’re trying to accomplish, what we’re trying to do and how we’re trying to play. But I expect us tonight to have a lot of energy and come out with a good start.

What do you have to better: I thought we had a pretty good first game. we did come back and tie it up. But the second game, for whatever reason, our puck movement wasn’t good, we didn’t support each other up the ice and we turned the puck over a lot inside the blue line, which allowed them to make that quick stretch pass and catch us on some odd-man rushes. When we’re playing well, when we’re playing fast, we’re managing the puck a lot better. Against these guys, you have to make sure you do. Otherwise you’re not going to touch it the whole night

Here’s some Ryan Suter:

Suter

On Ballard: Brings a physical element and he’s a good skater. He can get it out of trouble.

I thought we’ve played well. We need to be better for sure, but I think we have that confidence knowing that we’re coming home and we have to get that next one.

Home ice: we play with a little extra confidence, a little extra jam. And that’s how you have to win playoff games. I think in the first couple games, we’ve gotten away from playing that physical style, playoff-type game. we just need to get back to the basics and not turn pucks over.

Last change: It definitely makes a difference. There’s a lot of good players on their team. I think it will be a good thing for us and hopefully we can use that to our advantage.

Getting pucks through vs. Hawks: They’re a great shot-blocking team. It’s seems like they’re always in the lane. I think if we can change the angle, maybe use the back wall, get pucks behind them, they might not come out so aggressive. It’s really important to try to get that puck through.

Crawford: We’ve had chances. He’s a great goalie. He’s solid back there.

JOEL QUENNEVILLE

Challenges with Hjalmarsson not being able to communicate on the ice: “Obviously you like to talk to the goalie playing it, your partner, whether he’s got an out or you’re the out, sometimes that can be beneficial. We always want to say communicate on the bench, make sure we’re talking as well. But I think we’re familiar with a lot, and he’s a lot familiar with the players around him and changes as well and make sure we’re sharp on the bench. so that’s something, we’ll see. He’s pretty aware of how to play the game, and those types of situations. Maybe he’s got to adapt a little bit, but for the most part, we expect him not to change too much.”

On the first 10 minutes tonight being important: Tough building. It’s going to be loud, it’s going to be a lot of excitement in here. Let’s make sure that we come being proactive the best we can, try to weather that first 10 minutes, just be on their heels. Let’s try and be initiating as much as you can. Let’s be prepared to play smart right off the bat, let’s bring a real intense first 10 minutes knowing we have to play the perfect road game, not just the start, but throughout the game.

 On Nick Leddy again being in his doghouse (46 seconds last third period): Pace. I think the guys that we always say we’re looking for more, but we’re always looking at guys that are not getting as much as you want, or much ice time, we’re looking for things — everything’s quicker, everything faster, everything more assertive. Whoeever we’re talking about, that’s kind of what we’re getting to, or getting into.

 Harder to shut down top two lines without last change: We’ll see. I’m sure that line matching is going to be something we’ll  have to keep an eye on as we go along here. How we either change or adapt, we’re comfortable with it. But I still think we want to play four lines and get everyone in the game early and see how it evolves. They changed their lines in the first couple of games in the Colorado series, and we’ll see how it works out tonight.

 On them blocking so many shots: I think everybody’s got a different opinion on blocking shots. You’re taking away primary options by being in the shooting lanes and all of a sudden they have to have their second and third looks, which isn’t as enticing. And I think being there and willing there, it’s the best line of defense and the best way to defend. I think that’s what makes him such a good defender when we’re talking about be it Hammer or shot-blockers. You’re denying them what they really want to do and you’re willing to take one for the team. It’s an important art, it’s an important part of how you defend. Whether you’re getting your stick on it, whether it goes in the crowd off it, or you’re just denying them the shooting lanes sometimes. You don’t even get credit for some of the shot blocks because you’re denying them the lane.

Wild happy to be home, looking to rebound Tuesday 
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Update: I'll be hosting a live chat today at 3 p.m. at www.startribune.com/wild. Please join in.

Ginormous Game 3 to say the least if you’re the Wild.

The Wild will be looking for some Xcel Energy Center electricity Tuesday night when the Wild returns home with another 2-0 series deficit, this time to the Chicago Blackhawks. Last round, the Wild put forth two outstanding efforts to even the series going back to Denver.

Of course, it eventually won that series to advance to the second round.

Monday, the Wild had the day off after coach Mike Yeo felt like the team was running on fumes for parts of Game 2 in Chicago. Remember, the Wild played last Wednesday in Denver, won in overtime, flew to Chicago and arrived about 5 a.m. Thursday. It played Game 1 vs. the Hawks on Friday, then had to play an afternoon game Sunday.

So it makes sense, but the Wild better find the energy quick and the hope is the team refueled today.

A few guys did skate today, but mostly the extras and regulars Charlie Coyle, Dany Heatley and Clayton Stoner were around the rink getting treatment, working out, working on sticks, etc. The coaches were all in the back trying to make the necessary tactical adjustments.

Ilya Bryzgalov is expected to get the Game 3 start. John Curry and Josh Harding were two of the guys who did skate today.

For Chicago, Andrew Shaw did not make the trip for Game 3. The Hawks will fly back to Chicago after the game and return for Game 4 Friday (8:30 p.m. game, by the way), so coach Joel Quenneville said Shaw is a possibility for the second part of the Hawks’ trip.

Because I’m running on fumes and haven’t been home since last Tuesday, here’s some cut and paste quotes. I’ll also be on KFAN at 5:15 p.m., on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Tuesday and on Fox Sports North’s pregame show around 7:10 p.m. Tuesday.

YEO:

Any lineup changes? “I’ll update more on our lineup tomorrow. Obviously, we’ll look at whatever we have to do going forward. We’ve spent a lot of time discussing things, but we’re not finalized with anything yet.”

Adjustments? “I feel last game, it looked like maybe a lack of energy caused some things tactically where we weren’t sharp enough. Puck support, in particular for me, and just sort of the spacing between our players, whether it’s in our checking game or whether it’s when we have the puck. Again, a little more jump, a little more in our step and the difference between three feet is big.”

How much is it mental that Chicago has beaten the Wild in six of seven playoff games? “Maybe. That’s part of it and we have to overcome that for sure. I think we played these guys better in the regular season. Is aid after last night that I felt like these last two games were different from last year. I spent a lot of time looking at and going over my notes from last year and looking at stats, and I think that, statistically, it shows that it’s been different. I don’t feel like we’ve played our two best games by any means, but I look at puck possession this year compared to last year and I see a big difference. Scoring chance wise, same thing. Where I felt we were outplayed last year, I feel like these have been pretty even games. Like I said, a play or two here or there and we could easily be coming home with a split and feeling much better about ourselves. But that said, it’s still a great team. Can’t forget about the fact that they built a lot of momentum in their last series playing against a very, very good St. Louis team, winning four straight against them. I think they’ve come into our series with a lot of momentum, a lot of confidence and we have to try and stop that.”

On one power play last game: “We’ve got to draw more power plays for sure. Usually you do that when you’re moving your feet, when you’re playing with speed. It can be off the rush, but it can also be in the offensive zone where we’re moving our feet, we’re forcing somebody to hook, we’re forcing somebody to hold. Again, I don’t think that we had enough of that. I don’t think we saw a lot of guys carrying pucks last night, skating, taking open ice. For whatever reason, we seemed to have our feet planted. Hopefully the energy part of it – that’s all it is. Hopefully the confidence of coming back home and just sort of the mentality of let’s go make the play, that’ll be what we’re looking for.”

How good is Chicago defensively? “I will never hide from that fact. I’ll give those guys a ton of credit. You look at what they’ve done the last four years. Night in and night out, this is a team that can hurt you in the way they play offensively, they can hurt you in how they can capitalize on their opportunities, but this is a team that’s not easy to play against. This is a team that checks very well. It’s a team that has good depth. They can put out different guys against different lines and different pairings against different lines, and they’re very consistent in their checking game. Especially I think a large part of that is the way they skate. They play a fast game in how they play without the puck, in the same way that they play a fast game with the puck. So you’ve got to be ready to make quick plays, you’ve got to be ready to make fast decisions.

On all his slumping players: “I think the more pressure starts to build on a player, the more they start to think about that stuff, they start to get themselves in a bit of a deeper hole. We’ve talked about it almost like quicksand a little bit, the more you struggle, the deeper you get. That’s why it’s really important to make sure that you’re focused on the game, make sure that you’re focused on your play. What are the things that you’re doing when you’re successful? What are the things that you are doing to create scoring chance, to give yourself the best chance to capitalize on an opportunity like that? And I think that’s what’s critical, not only for individuals as far as wanting to score a goal, but for our team as far as wanting to win a game too. We have to stay focused on the little things. We have to stay focused on our process and trust that result will be there at the end for you.”

Being 3-0 at home: “I think we’ve played these guys well in our building. I think we’ve played well in our building all year. I think that our fans have something to do with it. It’s going to be really loud and we feed off that, and certainly it’s more of a challenge for the opposition. I think that they do have more experience dealing with that. I do think that this is a very good team and a very good road team, but there’s no reason we shouldn’t be confident. It’s going to be a hard game. We know that. We recognize that. Like I said, this is a great opponent. They’ve had the success that they’ve had for a reason, and they’ve had it against different teams. So, our focus has to be on ourselves. Our focus has to be on tomorrow, getting excited for that game and not looking past anything from that.”

On Moulson’s game slipping besides the offense:  “For me, hopefully, that’s the challenge for all players. That’s the challenge for the team. When things haven’t gone well, and this is something hopefully we can draw upon from last series, is we had times where things didn’t go our way and things we’re difficult, but the ability to come back to the rink and just put everything in the garbage and just get reset and refocused on the next game, that’s the only challenge. That’s the only thing that matters. To me, whether you’ve had success or whether you haven’t had success, what’s in the past has to be in the past, and the only thing that I want is for guys to be excited to play that game tomorrow.”

CHARLIE COYLE

0-2 deficit: We’ve been here before. Right now we just have to focus on the next one. That’s all we have to do. We said that last series too and we came out and got a win here and everything went well the next game. We’ve got to come out and prove that and play well.

Why the low-energy level: I don’t know. You get so high up after that Game 7 win and you feel great. You go to Chicago and I don’t know if we just kind of went through the motions or why after that such a high. You lose that game and all of a sudden it feels like it’s the end of the world again. We’ve got to get back to staying on that even-keel and not getting too high or too low. As of right now, we’ve got to put those games behind us.

On the lack of feistiness: We definitely haven’t shown what we’re capable of. We haven’t been on our game. We haven’t had that grittiness that we brought last series. I think being at home right now is good for us and usually brings out the best in us, being here and playing here.

Ttough team to be feisty against with no Shaw, Bollig: I think the last two games we’ve kind of just got caught playing their way. We need to get back to playing our game and doing what we do best. When we play our game and we’re on, we play good. Sometimes during the game some things don’t go your way, you kind of change up what you’re doing right. I think we did that the last two games.

On Corey Crawford: Yeah, he’s playing well. He’s a good goalie. We just have to find ways to get more pucks at the net. Two shots in the first. We can’t wait until the second and third to start firing pucks and take away his eyes and get traffic. We’ve got to start from the beginning so it’s a full 60. We’ve got to use every minute to our advantage. We have to fire pucks at him because he’s a good goalie.

On rebounding: There’s nothing to save it for now. It’s end of the year, playoff time. We need to get our energy up. We know we still have it. We’ve just got to go out and prove it and show it. We have to the team to do it. We’ve done it before. We did it last series when things weren’t going our way and we changed things around.

Mental: Yeah, that can wear on you, I think. You know you’re going against a good team. You can go back to last year and say, ‘Oh, these guys beat us’ but it’s a new year. We’ve got put that behind us. I think everyone is comfortable with our group compared to last year. We like where we’re at. We like our team, we like our guys we have in this locker room. We should go out and prove our game and bring it to them. That’s all we’ve got to do.

CLAYTON STONER

“I think this home crowd is going to help us. We've always played good at home, for the most part, throughout the season, and I think we can use that to our advantage and try to take the momentum back.”

Different to coming back against Chicago compared to Colorado?

“I don't see a lot of difference. If we stay with our structure and pick our intensity up, make some better plays and finish our scoring chances, I feel like we can take the series over. There's a lot of belief in this room after coming back against Colorado and they're a good team, too. They finished No. 1 in the division, so they're a good team.

Day off to energize or bigger problems?

“Definitely the day off's gonna help. We did look a little bit tired in the game and I think a lot of it is just re-charging the batteries a little bit. But, at the same time, it's just re-setting the mind and just trying to take this one game at a time, kind of like we did last series, use the home crowd to our advantage and play the way we can.”

Mental having lost six of seven in playoffs.

“I don't feel that there's any mental block with this team. The last two games, I felt we could win both games and we're not that far off. It's not like they're killing us out there. They're capitalizing on their chances and we're not. I think the belief in the room is very strong. As much as we respect them, I don't think that we think they're a better team.”

Chicago's shot blockers:

“They do a real good job of fronting and blocking shots. Their 'D' stand in front of the net and they're not afraid to stop as many pucks as the goalie does, it feels like. I think we're gonna have to get more traffic to the net and put a little more onus on the defensemen to get that puck through and get a rebound there for the forwards to bang in.”

Feel different from last year?

“It's a different group. A different feel going into playoffs. A different feel in the first round. There's a lot of belief in here. I think we're a good team, I know we're a good team, and we're going up against a good team, but at the same time, we believe that we can make a run at the Cup. We have a lot of depth this year we didn't have last year. We have more experience in the lineup. Just a whole different group and a different feel all season.”

DANY HEATLEY

“you don’t want to be down 0-2 again. But we’re excited to come back home. We play well in this building. Exciting to get going.”

“every series, every team as you go through this playoff year it’s going to get tougher. Chicago’s a great team, defending champions. But I think in both those games we felt we were in both of them. We could have had a chance to win both of them. Having said that there’s a lot of things that we’ve got to do better and we know that.”

“I think we feel comfortable here. We’re excited. This is a real loud building gin the playoffs. I know the fans, the town’s excited to watch tomorrow. And we’ve played well here all year. It’s important to be good in your rink and we have and we’ve got to continue to do that this playoffs.”

Lost 6 of 7 vs. them: “first of all I think this year and last year are completely different. I think we have a different group in here. You guys can run whatever numbers you want but I think we believe we can beat this team and it starts tomorrow.”

Wild in familar spot, down 2-0 to Chicago. But this has different feel than Colorado series
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The Wild trailed 2-0 against Colorado last round, too. This 2-0 series to the Chicago Blackhawks has a different feel though.

Against the Avs, the Wild had the puck 65 percent of the time. Against the Avs, the Wild forced turnovers galore and often put together sustained pressure and suffocating forechecks. Against the Avs, the Wild scored 22 goals (3.1 a game) and 14 in four games in Denver (3.5 a game).

In Friday’s Game 1, 5-2, loss to Chicago, the Wild missed the net 18 times and maddeningly couldn’t score timely goals when it was controlling play. In Sunday’s 4-1 loss to Chicago, the Wild had 25 shots blocked … and maddeningly couldn’t score timely goals when it was controlling play.

The Wild got off to a terrible start, being outshot 7-2 in the first, behind responding to some necessary line juggling in the second. But, as is its MO, the Wild couldn’t score, was the victim of a suspect hooking penalty on Justin Fontaine and that’s all it took for Brandon Saad to make it 2-0 two seconds after the Blackhawks power play expired.

Like I said, this series has a different feel. First of all, the Wild’s playing against the defending champs, a team experienced in the playoffs, not the newbie Avs. Second of all, the Wild’s playing against likely Norris winner Duncan Keith, Brent Seabrook, Johnny Oduya and Niklas Hjalmarsson, four solid, experienced, mobile defensemen, not the newbie Avs who could be exposed easily.

The Wild seemed flat in several areas, and coach Mike Yeo concurred afterward, saying the seven-game series caught up to Minnesota in Sunday’s afternoon game. That’s why I felt Game 1 was integral to win. Against the more rested team when you’re the team coming off a long, draining, emotional series, it usually catches up to the tired team later in the next round.

So Yeo will give the Wild Monday off and pray to the Hockey Gods that his running-on-fumes players, especially his big guns who were all missing in action Sunday, refuel.

“To me, one thing that was clear right from the start and I’m surprised we didn’t see more of it last game, but I thought we didn’t have the legs tonight and that was a big factor,” Yeo said. “You could see it in our puck support. You could see it when we get a puck and we weren’t taking two, three strides before we made a play. We were making a lot of stationary plays, wide stance.”

Zach Parise was minus-3 today and is now minus-10 in seven playoff games against Chicago dating to last year. Mikko Koivu was minus-2 and is now minus-9 dating to last year against Chicago. Koivu slowed long enough on the backcheck of Marian Hossa’s breakaway that Jonathan Toews, who had hooked Koivu at the blue line, was free to score the game’s first goal after Ilya Bryzgalov made a great save on Hossa’s initial shot.

Yeo gave Koivu a pass at least publicly. He blamed Nate Prosser for not getting the puck deep and turning it over and he blamed Clayton Stoner for being unaware that Hossa was cherry-picking behind him.

“The first goal is a breakdown,” Yeo said. “It’s not on Mikko because he’s joining and supporting a play. It happens. But we turned the puck over and we weren’t counting numbers. And then unfortunately there were a couple other breakdowns along the way. That one wasn’t on Mikko. There were

 three other plays before that.”

One major, major issue is Matt Moulson. Yeo can’t find a foot for the slow-footed forward who seems to be decelerating any line he’s on. Moulson’s a forechecker, but his puck support was poor today like many and he’s not getting to the net enough.

Asked about Moulson, Yeo said, “We were mixing up a lot of things trying to get guys going. We’re

 going back home and us as a staff will make sure that we do what we have to do as far as not just standing pat. But at the same time, we do have to have a bit of a short memory here. This is a good team we

 played. You can’t let them get in your head. They found a way to win two games, well, you know what we have to do our job now. Let’s go win our two games at home. We can’t get caught in two big of a picture

 here because we’re right where we were last series. And I know that we’re playing a different eam but the last team that we played was pretty good. Next game only thought, only challenge.”

Remember, when the Wild trailed 2-0 to Colorado, it returned home and Yeo made a couple changes, putting in Dany Heatley and Justin Fontaine for Kyle Brodziak and Stephane Veilleux.

With Matt Cooke suspended until Game 4, the only extra besides Mike Rupp (who is likely not an option because of his skating) is Veilleux, so my guess is Yeo gives Moulson another chance to make an impact and if he doesn’t, Cooke gets in for Moulson in Game 4. But this is a serious issue right now. Moulson’s turning pucks over and has been completely ineffective all postseason.

“You can’t let yourself get frustrated,” he said. “You have to play your game, and for me, that’s getting around the net and putting in those dirty goals. You just have to tell yourself to keep working and try to raise it up another level.”

What was so frustrating about the two games in Chicago is the Wild did play well for stretches. But every time it got chances, it couldn’t score and then the Blackhawks would come down and somebody like its white whale, Bryan Bickell, scored. Bickell scored another back-breaker today and has six goals in seven playoff games against the Wild. This guy was awful during the regular season, but it’s become his MO: Every time the calendar turns from regular season to playoffs, he earned his regular-season salary.

The Wild? Its big guns are no-shows (when Justin Fontaine, Erik Haula, Nino Niederreiter and Cody McCormick are your best forwards, you’re in trouble) and the Wild aggravatingly misses empty-nets like there’s no tomorrow. If the Wild could have scored on one of those 18 missed nets or three posts in Game 1, it’s a different game (see Mikael Granlund). Today, Haula and Dany Heatley missed empty nets.

““We weren't that far off,” Yeo said. “Even though, again I know we can play better. We weren't that far off. That game was hanging for us. It's a 1-0 game, and we got a couple empty nets. We can't find a way to put it in. I didn't agree with the call to put them up 2-0. Then you're chasing, and it's hard when you're chasing. We've been chasing for three games now. One of these games we've got to find a way to grab a lead and play with it.

“We know we have to be ready to go when we get home. We have to make sure we get the rest that we need. We have to make sure we do what we have to do. Last series, I thought we did a great job staying positive. Despite the fact that we were down 2-0, we still believed we could win. That to me is the No. 1 thing. When I look at these last two games, I know we can be better, but we're not that far off. We're a play or two each game away from being at least with a split right now. I think there's positives in that. The fact that we've been a good home team. That should bring confidence. I know our fans are going to be jacked up. It's going to be a loud building, it's going to be exciting. We look forward to that opportunity.”

Yeo made clear that even though the players have Monday off, the coaching staff will be working trying to make tactical changes and other adjustments. He made clear that Bryzgalov is the guy in net with Darcy Kuemper hurt and Josh Harding not an option right now.

“We’re not going to sit around waiting for another option,” Yeo said. “This is the guy. So let’s quit even talking about it right now. We shouldn’t even be talking about who’s backing up. This is the guy for us right

 now. We have to find a way as a team, not just one guy. It’s on him, for sure, but it’s on our group too. It’s on our staff. It’s everybody to find a way to get a win.”

Here’s some other postgame quotes:

CHARLIE COYLE

On Hawks defense: “No, there’s not much room. We knew that coming into here. They’re a tight, defensive team. But we’ve got to get ways to get pucks in behind them and just go to work in their end and just wear them down. We didn’t do enough of that tonight.”

Down 0-2 for second series in a row: “Same mindset. I think we have to put that in our heads that we can still come back, we’ve done it before, and that’s it. We’ve got to put these games behind us. It’s not going to do any good to worry about them now. So just think ahead and we’ve got to win that next one.”

MIKKO KOIVU

“We’ve got to find another notch to win one game and then come back in this series. They’re doing the little things better than us and we have to dins that.”

On being down 0-2, “We have to make it feel like that. We proved that last series, but that doesn’t matter anymore. Game 3’s a huge game. That’s the biggest game of the year for us.”

On the big guns not scoring: “We recognize we have to create more to be a better team. I thought we did that in the second and the third. We have to find another notch to create, but then to score goals too. It’s not easy. That’s a tough team defensively and their goaltender is playing very well right now. We have to find it. We have to be better around their net and find those pucks.”

ZACH PARISE

On Blackhawks defense: “They’re good. They play a good system, they’re mobile D, they block a lot of shots, they’re so good with the puck ,they make good plays and they spring their forwards, and I think we can probably do a better job against them, making them work more.”

Locke room atmosphere: “I’m disappointed that we’re here down 2-0, frustrated. But tonight we understand that we didn’t play nearly well enough to win. I think that’s what we’re upset about, not so much being down 2-0. That’s not fun either, but the way we played tonight wasn’t good enough, and definitely not good enough to beat the Blackhawks.”

Will rest help? “I think it will help. I do think we were a little slow and not as aggressive. I feel like we weren’t moving our feet as well as in previous games. I don’t know why that was, whether we were slow or we just weren’t handling the puck well – sometimes that makes you look slow. I think a day off will help.”

Silver lining going home: “We do feel good there, we’ve played well there and shown we can win there. Bottom line we know we have to play better than this.”

Feel personal pressure for one point in the series? “It’s a team game. We’re down. We should all feel pressure that we’re down 2-0. That’s all.”

Disappointing that you didn’t’ play best game and still had chance to win? “There was still the opportunity. Tonight we didn’t play nearly as well as we need to, and there was still the opportunity, being down 2-1 and having some looks. We’re still down 2-0 in the series.”

TOEWS ON SAAD: "I keep telling him every night he's a monster with that puck. When he's on his game, he keeps his feet moving through traffic and he's slippery. For his size and power, he's able to somehow get around guys and keep the puck on his stick. He's making some great plays. I think when he plays like that, he's opening up room for everyone else. I think that's why he's had so many helpers, so far, but it's nice to see him get on the board. To see one go in is a good feeling for anybody."

SAAD: "You want to take advantage of home ice. It's good to get these two here under our belt and then try to steal one at Minnesota."

You’ll hear plenty from Bryan Bickell in Monday’s paper. Our stringer, Blake Schuster, wrote a good story on him.

COACH Q

BICKELL ON THE TOP LINE: His play all year long was ordinary until the end of the year when he was trending, looking like he was going to play in the playoffs. In the playoffs (last year) we gave him a lot more responsibility and he just seemed to grab it. Got more and more quality and quantity of ice time in big games. He earned it, deserved it, got rewarded I the summer and now he’s playing exactly the same way. We’re happy with the contribution we’re getting from him but I thought he and that line had a special game today.”

2-0 SERIES LEAD: “They’re going to be excited to go home, crowd will be as loud as any building in the league. They’ll have enthusiasm playing in front of their crowd. We want to make sure we go in there, try to get a reasonable start and put ourselves in the game. There are no easy games, no easy series. Never get ahead of yourselves, particularly in the playoffs.”

On Nick Leddy getting benched in the third: “Coach’s decision.”

OK, that’s it for me. Wild has Monday off, meaning we’ll get three players via conference call and coach Mike Yeo in the afternoon. Good day.

Wild looks to rebound Sunday in Game 2

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: May 3, 2014 - 5:18 PM   
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UPDATED

Afternoon from the United Center, where the Blackhawks had an off-ice workout and the Wild practiced. The Wild wanted to rectify some things from a Game 1 loss, and it took the ice because there's no morning skate prior to Sunday’s 2 p.m. game on NBC.

The Wild looks like it will make one lineup change Sunday. Justin Fontaine will be back in and reunited on the young checking line with Nino Niederreiter and Erik Haula. Dany Heatley, Kyle Brodziak and Cody McCormick are also reunited. Stephane Veilleux looks like he will sit.

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Andrew Shaw, who got hit hard by Clayton Stoner in last night’s 5-2 Wild loss, is questionable with a lower-body injury. Q says Shaw’s injury isn’t considered long-term. Also, Quenneville said Kris Versteeg was pulled after warmups last night because he was sick.

As I guessed on last night's blog, Yeo was doing some postgame coaching after last night's 5-2 loss and he wasn't nearly as upset with the team's game as he portrayed. He just knows the Blackhawks will be better in Game 2 and he also recalls that the Wild has twice shown in his tenure that when it plays well enough to win in Game 1 and doesn't, it doesn't play well in Game 2 (last year vs. Chicago and last round vs. Colorado).

"Spirits were good," Zach Parise said of the team's mindset. "We have to be better, and we know they’re going to be a lot better. We were in a good mood today. We know we have to make some corrections. That’s the way it goes. I thought we played a good game, really I did. Like I said, they’re an opportunistic team with their chances. They have guys who can score, but all in all I thought we played a pretty good game."

The  Blackhawks feel they can play much better than they did in Game 1. Johnny Oduya said the Blackhawks “got away with one” and it won’t happen again in this series. The Wild pinned Chicago in its end all second period (17-3 shot count plus another 11 shots that missed the mark) and the start of the third. In the third, the Wild rallied back from a 2-0 deficit on goals by Stoner and Kyle Brodziak.

“I think they just outworked us, that’s just the bottom line,” Oduya said. “Hockey’s very simple like that sometimes. You try to complicate things with systems and plays and a bunch of different things. But we talked about it today, too, the passion and fire has got to be there, and the urgency. I think they had a little bit more of that. Obviously, when you’re down a couple goals you’re stepping on the pedal a little bit more, probably. We sat back too much, we can’t do that.”

Added Coach Q: “Our pace wasn’t very quick. Turned pucks over in the middle of the ice, thought in our neutral zone we have to be better. We have to get more involved in the attack, get more support from the back end and come more in groups of five.”

Regardless, star forward Patrick Kane scored an extraordinary goal 1:26 after Brodziak’s tying goal.

It’s the type of goal only Kane can score. I still think Ilya Bryzgalov needs to better cover the short-side (he said today he made a mistake and felt Kane would cut back to the middle), but man, Kane pitchforks a puck in the only place he could at a tight ankle.

“I mean, we saw it a few times this morning, and it’s just amazing to see that goal,” defenseman Brent Seabrook said. “Not too many players can do that, and Kaner’s done that, we were laughing a little bit about Kaner. That’s a beautiful goal and would be a highlight of probably any one of our careers, but Kaner’s done that probably 10 times. So it’s old hat for him.”

Added Jonathan Toews: “He’s always making plays like that. For us, it’s not something that that’s surprising.”

The Wild wants to figure out a way to get one win out of here to put the pressure on Chicago coming into Minnesota for two. The Blackhawks have won 15 of their past 17 postseason home games dating to 2013, including five straight.

Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford has won five in a row. He has a 1.98 goals-against average and .935 save percentage in seven playoff games this year.

In Bryzgalov’s past five starts dating to the regular season, he is 1-4 with a 4.96 goals-against average and .819 save percentage. He has been pulled twice despite the Wild allowing 24 or fewer shots in four of those starts.

"I feel pretty good that he’s going to play well tomorrow to be honest with you," said Yeo. "I looked at that game closely again looking at that area and I'm not too sure what he could’ve done on too many of those goals that went in. He’s excited for the game tomorrow and he’s putting pressure on himself, but the bottom line is I want everyone to remember that game, to feel that game, but to come back with a little bit more."

No status change on Darcy Kuemper. He's not in Chicago.

Yeo said he talked to Jason Pominville and Matt Moulson, who each have one playoff goal, today:

"That for me was maybe Pommer’s best game that he’s played in the playoffs last game. I had him involved in seven scoring chances himself. There’s a couple one-timers, a couple shots that are a little bit off and quite often you see that with players that are pressing. You try to be a little too precise with your shot. I would like to see him build off that game and hopefully the way that he played, he should know that if he continues to do that, he’ll get rewarded. I talked to Mouls too. Mouls is another guy for sure with getting traded here and the idea that we’re counting on him for offense, similarly I think when you start to press and you start to feel that, you have to make sure that you’re able to push that aside and focus on the things that you need to do in order to make it happen. I felt like he got away from that. Just having the chance to talk to him today and hearing some of the things that he said, I think he’ll be ready to go tomorrow."

A whole lot more in Sunday's paper. Souhan weighed in on No. 26 and 29, I think, while I wrote about Bryzgalov, the adjustments needed in Game 2 (like hitting the net and being better on special teams, etc).

I’ll be on KARE-11 at some time after 1 p.m. Sunday.

Mike Yeo unhappy with team's Game 1 performance
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Last year, the Wild played well enough to win Game 1 in Chicago, lost in overtime and got smoked in Game 2.

I don’t think the Wild was nearly as bad as coach Mike Yeo portrayed tonight. I think he was doing a bit of postgame coaching because if the Wild actually thinks it played well and still lost 5-2, where does it go from here? It better fix its game for a Game 2 response. It’s kind of like his Game 5 reaction last round when the Wild was the victim of some questionable officiating and he bit his tongue. If the Wild actually thought it was cheated (sorry, Todd McLellan term), where does it go in Games 6 and 7?

The Wild lost this game for four reasons:

1. Jonas Brodin is a high-sticking madman suddenly, was in the bin twice tonight and the Hawks made Minnesota pay both times.

2. Its lack of finish in a one-sided second period (despite outshooting Chicago 17-3 and missing another 11 shots, including one hit pipe), the Wild watched Chicago turn its one-goal lead into a two.

3. Lost the special teams battle 2-nothing.

4. Patrick Kane is scary good.

The first two periods, it was a rumor Kane was even in the building. The third period, he decided to surface right after Clayton Stoner and Kyle Brodziak turned a 2-0 deficit into a 2-2 tie.

With the Madhouse on Madison eerily silent, Kane scored the eventual winning goal 1:26 after Brodziak’s tying goal (8:22 into the third) on a terrific play, then shot. Dangles through neutral zone, walks into the zone, cuts to his right on the backhand, turns toward the net and around Brodin and roofs a backhander because Ilya Bryzgalov wasn’t covering the short-side.

After the goal, Kane apparently yelled, "Showtime."

Kane then scored again with 3:13 left and Bryan Bickell an empty-netter, so the lopsided score isn't indicative of what actually happened on the ice.

Yeo said, “We had some good moments, but we're not happy with our game tonight. I felt that we didn't have everybody at the level we needed to be at, so we'll rectify that.”

Asked about Brodin and his poor play, Yeo said a handful of guys were below average at best. He didn’t know if that was because of the quick turnaround or because they didn’t get reset and refocused and adjusted for a new series.

“Obviously, it was a very winnable game for us,” Yeo said. “It didn’t have the feel of a game that we were going to win for sure. But to get yourself in that opportunity, you know, you’re starting to come on five-on-five, we were pretty good for a lot of points there, for a lot of periods of the game. But you’ve got to buckle down in those key moments and those key situations. We’ve been stronger than that lately, but this is nothing to hang our hat on. It’s about the next challenge in front of you.”

On Stoner, who was a physical menace and knocked Andrew Shaw out of the game with a lower-body injury, Yeo said, “I thought he was a difference maker and this is the way he's played all playoffs for us.”

On Bryz, Yeo said he didn’t have a problem with his game (and right now he has no choice to talk him up): “Obviously this a talented team that can capitalize and don't need 30 opportunities to put five in the net so we have to limit those quality opportunities.”

Bryzgalov gave up four goals on 21 shots.

Jason Pominville again can’t seem to find his game. Missing nets galore, although he set up a couple nice chances tonight.

In the first, the Wild had a chance to take a 1-0 lead when Nate Prosser connected with Zach Parise with a home-run pass near the far blue line. But on the shorthanded breakaway, Blackhawks speedy defenseman Nick Leddy, the 2009 Wild first-round pick, hustled back and impeded Parise’s shot with a swinging stick check.

That proved gigantic because 20 seconds later, Bickell, a Wild killer in last year’s playoffs, tipped Brent Seabrook’s shot past Bryzgalov for a 1-0 Blackhawks lead.

The Wild caught a break with 2:44 left in the period when Brandon Bollig appeared to make it 2-0 off a goalmouth scramble. But referee Dan O’Halloran ruled that he blew his whistle to stop play prior to the puck crossing the line.

The Wild had a chance to tie early in the second period, but Mikael Granlund, with no goalie in front of him, redirected a pass off the crossbar. It was the third time in the game the Wild hit iron. Heatley and Matt Moulson did the same in the first. Granlund missed some golden chances.

Here are some more quotes (transcribed by our stringer, Blake Schuster (@schustee19):

Kane

Backhander

·      It was a good play by Sharp to throw it over to my side. I had some time and space so I tried to cut through the middle. It was one of those plays where I was about to drop it to (Sharp) but I saw both defensemen kind of go to him so I just tried to get in on the backhand and made a good shot and it went in. It’s a good feeling.

·      It’s not like I looked up and saw him go down. I wish I could say that, but it’s not the way it happened

Sharp

On Kane’s backhander

·      The thing I like about Kaner the best is the big stages, he always seems to put one in, whether he's back home in Buffalo in a big game, time and time again in the playoffs he scores goals and it seems like he wants that puck all the time. So, big goal, big third period for Kaner."

On getting outshot in five of seven playoff games so far:

·      "You've got to give them credit as well. They're a good team and in the second round of playoffs, every team is going to be relentless and they're going to keep coming at you. So, they made their push. It's 2-2 in the third period. It's anybody's game. But what I liked the best was the way we responded once it was tied. I thought we played pretty good hockey down the stretch in the third, and that's something to learn going forward in the series. Minnesota's a great team. They're going to make it tough on us. It's going to be a heck of a series."

Brodziak

28 minutes, three shots allowed and two goals

·      “A kick in the teeth is a little extreme. We've talked about it all along. There's going to be highs and lows. We did some good things. There's a lot of areas we can be better in, but it's a long series. We feel that if we're doing the right things over the length of a series, that's when we see the results we want.”

Bickell

What's changed on PP from Blues series?

·       I  don’t think a lot. We just need to get through high shots and capitalize on our second opportunities I think. we were making a couple too many passes. Seeing Shaw go down … he’s a big net front for our first unit. Ben stepped up and had an opportunity to be on it.

Brodin

·       

PENALTIES

·       

·      Two unlucky high sticks there, I don't  know. I need to keep the stick on the ice there.

·       

·      It's not very fun to sit in the box.

Stoner

Goal

·       Honestly, I don’t even know how it went in.

Crawford

·      (do you hear when the crowd chants your name)

·      Yeah, I could hear it.

·       

·      (you cool with it)

Yeah. It’s way better than booing me, if that’s what you’re saying. (smiles)

Blackhawks have availability at 12:30, Wild practices at 2 Saturday. Talk to ya after.

Josh Harding, Ilya Bryzgalov, John Curry all on the ice in Chicago 
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Wild and Blackhawks, Game 1, tonight, United Center. The game is on NBC Sports Network, but Fox Sports North will have an hour pregame show and a postgame show.

Afternoon from the Windy City, where the Wild plays its first second-round game in 11 years tonight. The Wild is 1-6 all-time in Game 1s (five overtimes), having lost six Game 1s in a row since its first one.

Ilya Bryzgalov with John Curry serving as backup vs. Corey Crawford.

Josh Harding, who actually began practicing again with the Wild in Chicago earlier this month, was on the ice in gear today for the first time with the big club in a few weeks. Darcy Kuemper is in an undisclosed location with an undisclosed upper-body injury “getting checked out,” coach Mike Yeo said.

On Harding skating, Yeo said, “Just more than anything else, let's just get him on the ice. This is an extreme longshot to think he would have a chance to play in this series. Get him on the ice and get him back to being part of the group and helping out a little bit with practice. Obviously this time of year, the goalie playing a lot of games isn't going to see a lot of time in practice. It's nice to have three goalies.

“For me I'm not even considering it right now. If there's an absolute emergency or there's a desperate situation we find ourselves in we'll be prepared for that. We're not getting him on the ice to get ready to play a game, let's put it that way.”

Yeah, and Matt Duchene wasn’t going to play in the last series, coach Patrick Roy said. He played the final two games. Last year, Harding didn’t start for two months and then had to start Game 1 of the playoffs. So, stranger things have happened. My gut says at some point in this series, Harding rappels down from the rafters – so to speak.

Curry will back up tonight. He said he has to be ready for anything. In Game 7, he was watching from a suite. When he saw Kuemper get hurt, he immediately went down to the locker room and suited up. He was on the bench as Bryzgalov’s backup when Nino Niederreiter scored, so 30 minutes or so after watching the game in a suit, Curry was on the ice celebrating and in a handshake line.

Go figure.

“Very cool,” Curry said of being part of it. “Earlier in the game, I was talking to Mike Rupp about Kuemps [and how good he was doing] and he said, ‘It’s amazing how quick things change for a goalie.’ A period, later, I’m dressed on the bench.”

I talked to Ryan Suter about the conversation he had with Kuemper in the second and third periods the other night before he left the game. Remember, Duchene knocked Kuemper down and his head hit Suter in the leg.

I’ll have more on this in tomorrow’s paper.

A taste: “Right away in the second period, I thought he was hurt. I asked him, ‘You alright?’ And he didn’t say anything so I said, ‘Well, you’re not coming out. You’re fine, you’re tough, you’re playing. I probably shouldn’t have said that,” Suter said, laughing.

Charlie Coyle has 15 stitches going from the right side of his lip down to the chin courtesy of Suter’s deflected shot in Game 7.  Basically, Suter was an absolute menace the other night to his teammates!!! (Well, except for the defensive play of the Wild’s season to almost certainly save a goal shortly before Niederreiter’s winner).

“I can’t even smile,” he said, … smiling.

He can talk (with a bit of a lisp), can eat, can drink. If he got one on the left side, it would look like a Fu Manchu.

“It was a freak accident. Luckily it tipped. I couldn’t imagine getting it straight on,” Coyle said. “Most [stitches] I’ve ever had. Well worth it. No teeth, thank God. I’m totally engaged now.”

What else?

No lineup changes for the Wild, I don’t think. Dany Heatley is on the first power-play unit tonight.

Yeo: “For me, this is the most Dany Heatley that we've seen all year. There's been parts - there was a stretch in the middle part of the year where we lost some guys. We really put him in a situation to take advantage of and he did. Then the trade deadline, there were different things that happened that pushed him down. He's just handled things so well all year. It's been real impressive to watch. I've had experience with older players and they find themselves out of the lineup, and I can honestly say that I've never worked with someone who has handled it the way he has as far as No. 1 not being a distraction and making sure he's supportive for his teammates but more importantly making sure he stays on top of things and works and is ready for this opportunity. He's moving real well right now, he's a guy with experience, he's a guy who plays strong on the puck, obviously has a chance to create some offense when he's out there.”

What was the toughest part of being scratched?

“Watching,” Heatley said. “The three hours of the game is the worst part of the day. You come to the rink and can do your work, be around the guys, still kinda go through the afternoon routine and not coming at four or five o'clock to the rink is the toughest part.”

I’ve got funny stuff from Kyle Brodziak on his celebration on the Niederreiter goal. Basically, he was the only one in the arena who knew the puck was in and starting jumping up and down. You can hear him screaming on the video.

His buddies made fun of his “vertical.”

More on that in tomorrow’s paper.

I’ll be on Barreiro at 3:15 and Comcast Chicago TV at 5.

If you didn't see the postgame locker room celebration produced by the Wild from Game 7, check this link

Also,

Talk later.

Bryzgalov to start Game 1 of the Wild-Blackhawks series
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Good evening back in the Twin Cities. Late blog I know, but a long travel day, followed by late Wild availability because of our long travel day, followed by a lot of writing for the paper.

Basically, just like the Wild had to accelerate its prep for the Blackhawks today, I had to accelerate an abbreviated series preview into the paper.

One day is not a lot of time to prepare for either the team or the stinkin’ ink-stained wretch.

Since it’s so late and our coverage is about to hit startribune.com/wild anyway, I’m just going to leave this blog to bare essentials.

1. I have received lots of questions from Wild fans whom they should follow from the Blackhawks media on Twitter. First, please follow our awesome correspondent, Blake Schuster, who will cover the Hawks for us when the series is in Chicago. His Twitter handle is @schustee19. The Blackhawks’ beat-writing crew may be the best and definitely the coolest peeps in the NHL. Follow, @TramyersCSN, @ChrisKuc, @MarkLazerus and @BrianHedger.

2. No update, predictably, from Mike Yeo on goalie Darcy Kuemper. The only thing we know is Ilya Bryzgalov is expected to start Game 1 with John Curry backing him up. Lots more on this in Friday’s paper.

3. Game 7 was the highest-rated telecast ever on Fox Sports North. The Wild’s midweek matchup against the Avalanche generated a 16.4 household rating in the Minneapolis – St. Paul DMA, according to Nielsen Media Research. The previous record, a 15.3 rating, was logged in August of 2010 by the Minnesota Twins (vs. White Sox). In the Minneapolis – St. Paul market, 17,280 households represent one rating point. That means over 283,390 households tuned in for the playoff series finale. The game received a 32 share, signifying 32 percent of the viewing audience in the Twins Cities watched the game. During OT, the telecast reached its peak viewing audience with a 18.3 rating and 49 share, indicating that nearly half of Twin Cities households were tuned in.

4. Single-game tickets for Games 3, 4 and 6 go on sale Saturday at 10 a.m. Tickets range from $49 to $146.

5. Smattering of Mike Yeo quotes from today’s availability:

Mike Yeo

What did the Avalanche series win do to the Wild’s confidence? “Certainly we learned a lot. We've got a lot of young guys on our team, we've got a lot of young players that are playing in critical positions in our lineup, but I think as much as anything, whether it's guys that haven't had a lot of experience in the playoffs or just us as a group not having a lot of experience in the playoffs, just learning the grind, learning what it takes to go through that mentally, the challenge that you face every day and as much as anything having the confidence of your teammates, knowing that we can fight through adversity and keep battling and keep pushing forward. Certainly we're going to face a lot of similar challenges and we're going to have to feel confident that we'll be ready to handle them.”

What did last year’s series loss to Chicago teach you guys? “Well, it taught us some things, that's for sure. It taught us the level. I remember parts of the (games) last year, where I felt like we were great. We had a great start and all of a sudden we lose the game 5-1, because they have an awful lot of skill over there, they're confident in their game, they stay composed, they stay with it, and then all of a sudden you make a mistake and they capitalize on it. Definitely a real good challenge. We get to move on. We're excited about that and now we get to move on and we have the great challenge for facing the defending Stanley Cup champions."

How much better is your secondary scoring? “We feel that we're deeper than last year. That was one thing we talked about going into the playoffs. I do believe that not having (Pominville) available last year, we didn't have (Heatley) available last year, we lost (Stoner) in his first shift, he had a great series in Round 1 (this year) ... I thought he was very physical and real hard on, especially some of their skill players. But it's a new challenge. This is a team that will challenge you throughout your lineup because of their depth, because of the strength they have from top to bottom. Their top guys are going to challenge your top guys and their depth guys are going to challenge your depth. It's a great challenge and one that we should really look forward to."

Challenge of the goaltending situation? “Ironically, it's not that much of a challenge to be honest with you. I even heard a couple of our players joking about it right now, because it's been an ongoing ... not just this year but it's something we've had to deal with the last couple years. And I give our players a great deal of credit for how they've dealt with it. For one, we've got great depth. Chuck did a great job at the trade deadline, picking up (Bryzgalov) and he's done a great job for us. Obviously we've had, whether it's (Backstrom), (Harding) or (Kuemper), all four of these guys have done a great job at some point during the season for us. But again, I think an awful lot of credit has to go to the guys and the way they play the game in front of them. So, those guys have done the job but our team has played a game in front of them that has given them a chance to be successful too, and that game hasn't changed. It hasn't changed from one goal to the next, and that's where I feel that we've matured a little bit as a team. We're a little more comfortable in our own skin, where we can play against Colorado, we can play against Chicago and there shouldn't be a lot of changes to our game either. We should go out and try to put our best game on the table and be confident with that.”

Does it stink not to get to enjoy first-round win more? "I don't mind that to be honest with you, especially kind of with their youth, with their inexperience. Certainly one thing that we have to guard against is just the high of last game and just making sure we don't have a drop in focus and just sort of the battle and will that we have to bring to the game. I think that if there was a few days in between, I would be a little more concerned, and I'm still concerned about it, but it will still be a good challenge for us to see how we come out (Friday), but I really don't mind to be honest with you."

On Matt Cooke’s return in Game 4: “This is a guy that we really value, because of what he can add in the playoffs. His physicality, I think, could be a factor in this series. His ability to get in on the forecheck and as far as finishing checks and disrupting and just sort of the awareness the other team has when he's on the ice. But probably more importantly than that is just his experience in these situations, his ability to help our young players, his ability to help on the penalty kill as a checking forward, so we'll try to keep him involved here."

Talk Friday!

Nino the OT hero as the Wild moves on to meet Chicago in 2nd round; Kuemper injured

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: May 1, 2014 - 3:49 AM   
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Nino Niederreiter’s in big, big trouble now.

One game after Mike Yeo said he watched Niederreiter take his game to another level, Niederreiter raised that bar to new heights by scoring his first two career playoff goals and assisting on another ginormous goal to lift the Wild to a 5-4 overtime victory over the Colorado Avalanche and hoist his team into the second round for the first time in 11 years.

The Wild now advances to play the defending Cup champ Chicago Blackhawks in the conference semifinals. They beat the Wild in five games last year and are playing great hockey right now. But the Wild is a different team right now and had the edge during the season series.

Date                         TIME (CT)        Chicago vs. Minnesota        Networks (Games 4-7 TV announced later)

 Friday, May 2               8:30 p.m.        Minnesota at Chicago                NBCSN, TSN, RDS 

 Sunday, May 4              2 p.m.               Minnesota at Chicago                NBC, TSN, RDS 

 Tuesday, May 6            8 p.m.               Chicago at Minnesota                CNBC, TSN, RDS2       

 Friday, May 9               TBD                Chicago at Minnesota                TSN 

 *Sunday, May 11         TBD                Minnesota at Chicago                TSN 

 *Tuesday, May 13        TBD                Chicago at Minnesota                TSN         

 *Thursday, May 15       TBD                Minnesota at Chicago                TSN   

Niederreiter, the fifth overall pick in the 2010 draft, was acquired last June from the Islanders for Cal Clutterbuck.

On the first day of training camp way back in September, Yeo said the first thing he noticed about Niederreiter was his “silly hard shot.” Tonight, Niederreiter let the hockey world see that weapon.

Four times tonight the Wild rallied from a one-goal deficit (they finally figured out to go high on Varlamov; same could be said for most goalies, and Crawford in Chicago, by the way). Once, less than four minutes after Paul Stastny made it 3-2 2:55 into the third, Niederreiter ripped one over Semyon Varlamov’s blocker. In overtime, Dany Heatley sprung Kyle Brodziak and Niederreiter on a 2-on-1. Brodziak fed Niederreiter coming into the zone and he sailed one over Varlamov’s shoulder.

The thing was in and out so quick off the back bar, even Niederreiter wasn’t sure it was in. Brodziak sure did. He began jumping up and down screaming. The bench exploded onto the ice, the coaches and trainers were in elation on the bench. After the game, so many happy players in the locker room, including congratulating owner Craig Leipold and GM Chuck Fletcher.

After Erik Johnson made it 4-3 with 8:44 left, Niederreiter also set up Jared Spurgeon’s game-tying, overtime-forcing snipe with 2:27 left.

What a victory. The Wild never led til that final Niederreiter shot, it overcame a goal that probably should have been wiped out to open the game when Jamie McGinn was on top of Darcy Kuemper, it overcame a rollercoaster of emotions all game long. And it controlled play most the game. The Avs went through long stretches without chances, but as we have learned all series, it doesn’t take much for Colorado to bury one.

“I’m incredibly proud of our guys right now,” Yeo said. “This game in a lot of ways reflected the series, just continually having to battle, and battle back and deal with adversity and keep pushing forward. Obviously very proud.”

The Wild is the first team in NHL history to score four tying goals and win a Game 7, according to the Elias Sports Bureau. 

So many unsung heroes tonight.

Heatley, scratched in Games 1 and 2, scored a tying goal and had two assists. Outstanding.

Brodziak, a goat in Game 1 and scratched in Game 3, was elevated back up to the third line with Niederreiter and Heatley, provided great play all night and had three assists.

The biggest question coming out of this game is Kuemper’s health.

In the second period tonight, Matt Duchene collided with Kuemper behind the net. Kuemper fell and his head hit Ryan Suter’s knee. He looked shaken up but stayed in the game. The Stastny and Johnson goals probably should have been stopped. With 8:13 left, Suter went over to Kuemper to talk to him. He skated to the bench, talked to Yeo and Ilya Bryzgalov stood up and finally entered the game after athletic therapist Don Fuller pulled Kuemper.

Kuemper missed the final seven regular-season games and couldn’t start Games 1 and 2 of this series with a concussion. I think he had a relapse and Bryzgalov will likely start Game 1 of the Chicago series (John Curry served as backup in overtime).

The Wild did an extraordinary job protecting Bryzgalov. He didn’t have to make a single save the final 8:13 of regulation and only one in overtime, a “series-saving save,” Suter called it, when he stopped Stastny’s snipe with his shoulder.

From Elias: 

The winning goaltender for Minnesota in its Game 7 victory at Colorado was Ilya Bryzgalov, who faced only one shot on goal after he relieved injured starter Darcy Kuemper with 8:13 remaining in the third period. The only other seventh game in NHL playoff history in which the winning goaltender did not start the game was Edmonton's 7-4 victory in the decisive game of the 1984 Smythe Division Final against Calgary. Grant Fuhr recorded the win for the Oilers after replacing starter Andy Moog, who allowed three goals in the first 26 minutes of the game.

-----

Suter also made a series-saving save perhaps when he dropped to his belly shortly before Niederreiter’s winner to stop Gabriel Landeskog’s 2-on-1 pass to Stastny alone in the slot.

Yeo didn’t have an update on Kuemper postgame. He said Kuemper wanted to keep going, keep battling, but it was clear he couldn’t any longer.

“If only we had any experience dealing with this,” Yeo said sarcastically. Zach Parise jokingly called the goalie carousel and a “never-ending circus.”

Yeo said, “We’re fortunate we got good depth in that position and it shouldn’t change anything for us.”

Yeo talked a lot postgame about the growth and maturity of his players and he’s starting to “feel the soul” of his team. Parise said the same stuff postgame, about how this is why he came to Minnesota, and how we’re seeing the growth of the Granlunds and Coyles and Ninos and Haulas and Brodins and Scandellas right in front of our eyes.

Just a roller coaster of a series and a roller coaster of a game. Mikko Koivu, Heatley and Niederreiter all scored their first goal of the series.

The Blackhawks will be quite the challenge. They’re playing better than they’ve played all year, they’re not just skilled, but they compete so hard and they just rallied against St. Louis after being down 2-0 in the first-round series.

“We’ve got more confidence [than when we played them in last year’s playoffs, we’ve got more momentum,” Yeo said.

But there will be challenges. Chicago is rested and the series opens Friday, meaning the Wild coaches are in the air right now preparing. Oh, yes, that’s right. The Wild, for a 2-day trip to Denver, packed for 5 days, you know, just in case the team had to immediately go to Chicago. A certain beat writer did the same.

The Wild’s on the way to the Windy City right this moment. It has Thursday off and will be on the ice at the United Center on Friday morning for the first time.

The Wild will have to enjoy the day, then reset and refocus, Yeo said.

For more quotes, read the gamer and my Twitter account. I’ve got to get some shut-eye. Flying to Minnesota in the morning, then onto Chicago. No practice Thursday. I’ll talk to you at some point, but as you can imagine, I’ll have to accelerate a series preview into Friday’s paper, so I’ll be in and out of communication with you.

I’ll be on KFAN at 9 a.m.

Here's some quotes courtesy of Avs PR.

AVALANCHE PLAYERS

Colorado G Semyon Varlamov

On Minnesota’s Win: “It’s not easy to win against a good team, like I said. I mean, I think they played well against us the whole series.”

On The Season: “I think we started the season really well and I think we just kept doing well all season long. We won the division, you know, that’s a big deal for us, but nobody wants to lose in the First Round. I think the whole organization and coaching staff and the guys did a great job.”

Colorado C Paul Stastny

On The Highs And Lows Going Into Overtime: “When you get excited about goals, I don’t think it is really over. They ended up scoring a couple of goals elbow in, post in. They were just unbelievable shots. You’ve got to tip your hats off to them. The goalie had no chance. I think we kept battling back, and then they would battle back throughout all seven games. I think going into overtime was a coin toss. They capitalized on their chance.”

Colorado C Matt Duchene

On If Minnesota Had More Jump: “No, not at all. It was a back and forth game and very evenly played. I thought we came out really well in the third period. I think we are going to have to learn here and see what we can take away from this. At the end of the game like that when we need to clamp it down, we’ve got to execute even better with the puck and without it, we have to be sharp. You don’t let your heart race too much and you have to stay in control and get it done. It’s too bad we couldn’t get it done, but we were right there. We got the lead, I think, pretty much all game. Their only lead was the one that wins the game. It’s disappointing.”

On The Organization Taking Huge Steps: “Absolutely. We should be very proud of ourselves. That’s a good hockey team over there. They are going to play every team tough, no matter who they are playing against. I know Chicago (Blackhawks) are going to have their hands full with them. They have some veteran guys and won some big games. We are young. It’s tough to win with the little experience we have. It was a great one to help us go forward.”

MINNESOTA PLAYERS

Minnesota RW Nino Niederreiter

On Getting The Winning Goal: “I mean, obviously it feels great. It still feels kind of unreal but at the end of the day, we got the win, we got the result we wanted.”

On Building On His Confidence From Game 6: “I felt great. I mean, obviously I had a chance to play some minutes that night. There was not many penalties going on so it kind of helped my game and I just had to refocus and I knew there was going to be another big one tonight.”

Minnesota D Ryan Suter

On The Team’s Resiliency Tonight: “The guys did great. You know, we stuck with it. It would have been easy to cash it in, throw in the towel, but this group did something special tonight. Whenever our backs are against the wall, we’ve come out swinging and that’s a good character to have.”

On Moving On To The Next Round: “Yeah head to Chicago and refocus. I mean, we haven’t done anything. We’ve won the series, which was a battle. You know, they’re a very good team, Colorado was. They got a lot of power, a lot of firepower, great coach, great goaltender so it was a big challenge and it took seven games and overtime and we stuck with it and it says a lot about our group.”

Minnesota LW Matt Moulson

On The Team’s Performance Tonight: “We had to battle for every inch and obviously, they’re a great team and they kept coming. Sometimes you get a bounce here or there and you know, Nino had a great shot, wasn’t sure if it was in, but it was a heck of a shot.”

On The Team’s Resiliency: “I think we’ve showed that down the stretch. You know, getting into the playoffs we had some big games down a goal going into the third and we knew we had to win and I think our game plan was to stick to our game no matter what happens and try to stay even-keeled mentally and I think this whole team did a great job of that tonight.”

AVALANCHE HEAD COACH PATRICK ROY

On What He Said To The Team After The Game: “I haven’t talked to them yet, but—I don’t go in dressing rooms after games, but I guess I have mixed feelings.  There is a side of me that is very disappointed because I thought that we could have won that game.  But, there is a side of me that is very proud of our players.  I love the way we were all year.  We compete, and tonight was another good example of how our guys have been playing. I don’t have enough words to say how proud I am of our players.”

On If There Is A Silver Lining To Losing Game 7: “Yeah, but it’s a process and it’s a learning process.  At the end, unfortunately injuries were a factor—losing a guy like (Colorado D Tyson) Barrie and a guy like (Colorado C John) Mitchell would have probably made the difference for us and (Colorado C Matt Duchene) Dutchy coming late, but these are not the excuses we want to use.  A team is a team and we played like this all year.  We always found a way to go through adversity in a great way, and we got beat by a team that played really well, a team that was well coached and a team that probably deserved to win as much as we did.”

On The Players Saying They Weren’t Happy With A Moral Victory To The Season: “Absolutely (that’s what you want to hear from your players)—all year we were never satisfied, and certainly we are not going to start tonight.  It was a great experience this year.  It was fun for me to be part of it, and one thing we are all proud of is to see the Avs back on top.  I think that should motivate us to have another good year next year and prepare ourselves really well over the summer.  Seeing our fans be excited about the team makes me so happy, and to see our fans coming back to the building—it was electric out there.  It was fun to be part of it, and I didn’t want to see it ending—that’s how fun it was.  I had goose bumps when I see them at the start of the game, at the start of overtime, start of the third period.  I just want to say thanks to them, thanks for making it fun—they’re a big part of it, and so are the players.  Like I said, the players gave everything they have, and it’s a great season for us.  It’s hard to talk like this right now because everyone knows how much I love to win, but at the same time we have to admit that was a heck of a year.”

On If It Says More About Minnesota Or Colorado That Minnesota Tied It After Colorado Scored First On The First Four Goals: “It was a mix of both.  When you learn how to win—when you have more experience in the playoffs, then you start to know how to win those big games and on those two goals our neutral zone forecheck had been good all night long, and then we started making some mistakes here and there and they took advantage of it.  This is a team that went through that last year with Chicago—they got beat four straight by Chicago or five, I can’t remember.  It’s a learning process and I think next year in the playoffs our guys might be a little more calm in those situations and react differently.”

Also from Elias: Niederreiter is the third player in NHL history whose first two postseason goals came in the seventh game of one playoff series. The other players to do that were the Penguins' Jiri Hrdina in 1991 against New Jersey and the Devils' Adam Henrique in 2012 versus Florida. Hrdina and Henrique, like Niederreiter, also scored the winning goal in that Game 7, with Henrique doing so in double-overtime.

Wild-Avalanche part of trio of Game 7s tonight; Stephane Veilleux playing
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UPDATED BOTTOM

Good day from the Pepsi Center. I'll be on KFAN at 4:55 p.m. CT and on KARE-11 at 6:20 p.m. CT.

Tonight is the final night of the first round with three Game 7s -- the fifth time in NHL history and the first time since April 22, 2003, that three or more Game 7s will be contested on the same day. On that day, some guy named Andrew Brunette beat some guy named Patrick Roy to advance some team named the Wild to the second round.

Flyers-Rangers, Wild-Avalanche, Kings-Sharks tonight.

The opening round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs now has yielded three or more Game 7s in four consecutive postseasons:

 2014: 3, TBD

 2013: 3, Home Teams: 1-2

 2012: 3, Home Teams: 1-2

 2011: 4, Home Teams: 3-1

 * Since 2003-04, there have been a total of 22 Game 7s in the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Home teams are 10-12 in those contests.

 * According to the Elias Sports Bureau, home teams are 90-59 (.604) all-time in Game 7s contested in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

 * Elias also says that the team that scores first in a Game 7 holds a 111-38 (.745) all-time record.

 * Thirty-seven of the 149 all-time Game 7s have required overtime. Home teams are 19-18 (.514) in those contests.

The Wild will make one lineup change tonight. Stephane Veilleux will play for Justin Fontaine, who was on the ice for the Game 5 overtime winner and had a tough Game 6.

Why Veilleux?

Cue Mike Yeo: "Speed, speed on the forecheck, speed to pressure, veteran, penalty kill and bring some jam into the game."

Asked if he'll have to dial down the guy they call, "Tornado," Yeo said, "He’s wound up for exhibition games, so we’ll have to keep an eye on that for sure."

The Wild's penalty kill was exposed last game by the return of Matt Duchene. The Wild didn't play nearly big enough or fast enough in Game 5 here, so the thought is to change it up. Veilleux adds energy, speed and has even scored a couple goals since the Olympics.

He'll start the game on the fourth line with Kyle Brodziak and Cody McCormick.

"I don’t know if I’ll be able to nap," Veilleux said. "It'll be important to control the emotions in a good, positive way. Be there for my teammates in whatever situation there needs to be. Pretty excited. Tonight it’s all about the team, all about the win."

Yeo will likely start with Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle; Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville (good line early in the season); Matt Moulson-Erik Haula-Dany Heatley. I am worried about the speed on the wings, but Moulson and Pominville haven't played well together and Heatley has played well the past three games. If the Wild wins tonight, I bet you Heatley will be a big part of it. I just have this feeling.

Expect Yeo to do a lot of line juggling tonight. Like Game 6, he'll see who's going and judge how the game is unfolding and maybe change things up based on matchups and feel.

"I’m comfortable with either [Koivu or Granlund]," Parise saud. "Had [good chemistry with Mikko]. Had some chemistry with Granlund and Pominville. To me it doesn’t matter. We could start the game one way and second shift it could be changed. [Yeo] did a good job [last game]. Good feel for the bench. You can tell when some guys are going or some guys are looking good together and he made good in-game adjustments."

The Wild made a bunch of different changes to change up the bad Denver vibes.

"Subtle changes," Yeo said, before adding with a laugh. "OK, pretty much everything."

They changed their flight time yesterday, changed the way they practiced, the team meal time changed and instead of going into the restaurant, they got a private room, the bus times were changed today from 12:30 and 12:45 to 12:27 and 12:47 and every player's locker stall is different.

"Some superstitious guys in here," Parise said.

They didn't sacrifice a live chicken ... that I know of.

Yeo brought the whole team here, including Josh Harding, scratch Mike Rupp and suspended Matt Cooke. Rupp and Cooke have combined to play in 13 Game 7s, so perhaps they can talk to some teammates and help lighten the mood.

The Avs are making one change, too. Joey Hishon, the 17th pick in the 2010 draft, will be back in the lineup and center the third line with Max Talbot and Jamie McGinn. Brad Malone comes out and Marc-Andre Cliche goes to the fourth line. The Avs don't have a point from their third or fourth line at even-strength, so this deepens them because Hishon has skills and Matt Duchene now centers the second line with Ryan O'Reilly and P.A. Parenteau.

I'll be doing a notebook lead tomorrow on Ryan Suter's pregame routine of playing football with assistant equipment trainer Matt Benz.

Wild's ready for Wednesday's big Game 7 against Colorado
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Good evening from Denver, where I am AGAIN!

I’m going to go out on a limb and call Wednesday’s playoff game a must-win.

Do or die. Win or go home. And any other sports cliché you can think of.

Game 7, oh the drama. This has been a sensational series between the Wild and Colorado Avalanche and finally, one more victory for either team, and the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks await in the second round.

I’m hearing the series could start Friday night followed by a Sunday afternoon game, so expect a quick turnaround if the Wild is victorious.

Today, down at the Pepsi Center, the Wild had an optional practice. About 15 or 16 guys got on the ice and the rest worked out off of it.

The Avs and the Wild are making their first Game 7 appearances since the Wild beat the Avs in the 2003 first round on Andrew Brunette’s OT winner. That was the 13th and final Game 7 (and game) of Patrick Roy’s goaltending career. Roy’s 13 Game 7s as a player is tied with Scott Stevens for the most ever.

Wednesday night, Roy and Mike Yeo will make their Game 7 debuts. Yeo has coached three Game 7s as a Pittsburgh Penguins assistant (2-1). In the 2009 second round, the Penguins beat Semyon Varlamov, then of the Washington Capitals. In the Stanley Cup Finals against Detroit, Max Talbot, also now with Colorado, scored two goals and the winner in Game 7 for the Cup champion Penguins.

Yeo was also 2-0 as the Houston Aeros’ coach in Game 7s. He also won a Turner Cup in a Game 7 playing in the now-defunct International Hockey League.

“The first thing is just making sure you really embrace the situation,” Yeo said. “What I want is similar to what I feel is going on in Minnesota right now. There’s a lot of excitement building. You could feel it in the rink, you could see it with our fans, you could hear it in the building, just around the city. It’s a good feeling and we want to keep this going. But we also recognize that there’s a tough challenge ahead. You can’t get caught looking ahead, you can’t get caught thinking about what happens if you win this game because we know for us there’s a way we have to go about it. We have to make sure we’re prepared and ready for that.”

Not a lot of Wild players have played in Game 7s. Zach Parise has played in two and Jason Pominville, Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick one each (I’m not including the scratched players; Matt Cooke and Mike Rupp have combined for 13). In fact, only Parise, Pominville, Heatley and Ryan Suter have played past the first round. But as Parise said last night, Parise and Suter didn’t sign in Minnesota to play first-round games.

“You have to experience it, and that’s good,” Yeo said. “We’ve got a lot of young players, we’ve got a lot of guys who we’re trying to develop and grow. We want to have years of success, not a year of success. So get that experience, to go through these things is an important time for our organization. We faced a Game 7 last game, too. That’s one thing for our players to draw upon. You could see there were parts of our game where it was affecting us and you could see there were other parts of the game where our players really rose to the challenge. That third period in particular for me was pretty impressive from our group the way things had gone in the game to come out and dictate and to come out and really play that third period with authority. We would like to see the same thing tomorrow.”

The Avs have been a one-trick pony at home. The top line has killed Minnesota, especially Nathan MacKinnon, who is tied with Parise for tops in the NHL scoring race with 10 points. All 10 points have come in three home games. The third and fourth lines for Colorado don’t have a single point at even-strength.

But Matt Duchene returned in Monday’s 6 loss and will play on the second line Wednesday.

“We have to look at a couple things there for sure,” Yeo said of what Duchene does to the Avs’ power play. “I think that they did a good job spreading us out a little bit, I think that they did a good job creating a little more zone time. Certainly this is a very skilled player and every time he gets the puck in a situation like that, we’re going to be up for a challenge. It’s going to be a good test. And no question that in a Game 7 in a situation like tomorrow, if we can play a very disciplined game, the fewer penalties you can take in a situation like that, obviously you’re giving yourself a much better chance.”

The Wild got some great efforts Monday besides the obvious – Parise. For instance, Nino Niederreiter played his best game in a long time and he said today that it was important for all players to give a little more and be at their best in such a must-win. He says the same thing goes for Wednesday.

Yeo on Nino: “I saw him take his game to another level. It’s a guy like that that we need to play big and we need a guy like that to play big in tomorrow’s game. Kind of the way that they defend in situations and defend in defensive zone coverage, a guy like that, the way that he’s able to move, the way that he’s able to control the puck and tight turns and hang on to it gives us the chance to spend more time in the offensive zone and open up some guys. I thought I saw a lot more of that in his game. I thought I saw him play a physical game, too, just finishing checks and being hard on the forecheck. We’ll be looking for a lot of the same tomorrow.”

Last year, the Wild won a must-win game during Game 48 of the shortened season to face Chicago in the first round. Now, a must-win game in Game 89 to face Chicago in the second round.

“It’s the most meaningful games you’ll ever play,” goalie Darcy Kuemper said. “To be part of it is a lot of fun. You could feel the desperation and intensity on the ice [in Game 6].”

Talk to you after the morning skates, and I’ll be on KARE-11 at 6:20 p.m. Wednesday.

Here’s a couple good lines today:

CAREER GAME 7 PLAYER, GOALTENDER AND COACHING STATISTICS

 Colorado        GP      W-L     G       A       Pts.

 John Mitchell   2       2-0     0       0       0

 Cory Sarich     3       2-1     0       0       0

 Maxime Talbot   4       2-2     2       0       2

 Alex Tanguay    8       4-4     3       4       7

        GP      Mins    W-L     GAA     SO      Sv%

 S. Varlamov     3       140     1-2     2.99    0       .857

 J.S. Giguere    1       60      0-1     3.00    0       .880

Semyon Varlamov

Date    Score   Dec.    Shots

 4/28/10 MTL 2 at WSH 1  Loss    16

 5/13/09 PIT 6 at WSH 2  Loss    18

 4/28/09 NYR 1 at WSH 2  Win     15

J.S. Giguere

Date    Score   Dec.    Shots

 6/9/03  ANA 0 at N.J. 3 Loss    25

Colorado Head Coach

Patrick Roy (---)

Minnesota       GP      W-L     G       A       Pts.

 Keith Ballard   1       1-0     0       0       0

 Matt Cooke      7       3-4     2       0       2

 Dany Heatley    1       1-0     0       0       0

 Cody McCormick  1       0-1     0       0       0

 Zach Parise     2       1-1     0       1       1

 Jason Pominville        1       0-1     0       0       0

 Mike Rupp       6       3-3     1       2       3

        GP      Mins    W-L     GAA     SO      Sv%

 Ilya Bryzgalov  2       120     1-1     3.01    1       .917

Date    Score   Dec.    Shots

 4/27/10 DET 6 at PHX 1  Loss    50

 5/3/06  ANA 3 at CGY 0  Win     22

Minnesota Head Coach

Mike Yeo (---)

 COLORADO, MINNESOTA RECORDS IN GAME 7

Colorado Avalanche* (6-6)

4/22/03, Western Conference QF vs. Minnesota (MIN 3 at COL 2, OT)

 5/31/02, Western Conference Final vs. Detroit (COL 0 at DET 7)

 5/15/02, Western Conference SF vs. San Jose (S.J. 0 at COL 1)

 4/29/02, Western Conference QF vs. Los Angeles (L.A. 0 at COL 4)

 6/9/01, Stanley Cup Final (N.J. 1 at COL 3)

 5/9/01, Western Conference SF vs. Los Angeles (L.A. 1 at COL 5)

 5/27/00, Western Conference Final vs. Dallas (COL 2 at DAL 3)

 6/4/99, Western Conference Final vs. Dallas (COL 1 at DAL 4)

 5/4/98, Western Conference QF vs. Edmonton (EDM 4 at COL 0)

 5/2/87, Adams Division Final vs. Montreal (QUE 3 at MTL 5)

 5/2/85, Adams Division Final vs. Montreal (QUE 3 at MTL 2, OT)

 4/25/82, Adams Division Final vs. Boston (QUE 2 at BOS 1)

* franchise moved from Quebec to Colorado in 1995-96

Minnesota Wild (2-0)

5/8/03, Western Conference SF vs. Vancouver (MIN 4 at VAN 2)

 4/22/03, Western Conference QF vs. Colorado (MIN 3 at COL 2, OT)

And ... back to Denver for the Wild, where Game 7 awaits
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Game 7. Wednesday night. 8:30. Denver.

Nothing better than a Game 7 and the Wild will play in its first since 2003 after beating the Colorado Avalanche, 5-2, tonight in front of a raucous crowd at the X.

The Wild is 2-0 all-time in Game 7’s. In 2003, the Wild rallied from two 3-1 deficits to beat Colorado and Vancouver in Games 7s. The one in Colorado ended Patrick Roy’s goaltending career. Wednesday, the Wild will try to end the coach’s season.

“We fought all year to be in that position if there was a Game 7,” said Roy, who coached the team that won the Central “It's in our building, in front of our fans. I think it's going to be exciting. It's great for our team. It's going to be a great experience. We're not happy to lose tonight but I thought both teams played really well, and it was a great hockey game. That game could have gone either way.”

The men with the letters on their chest – Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Ryan Suter – helped lead the Wild to a big Game 6 win.

Parise scored the winning goal with 6:29 left as part of a career-high four-point (two goals) night. That's also a Wild playoff record. He has points in all six games of the series and leads the Wild with 10. Koivu had two assists and was sensational on the winning goal, winning two board battles, pressuring Jan Hejda into a turnover and shooting the puck that Parise deflected.

“I knew we had someone in front of the net, I didn’t know it was Zach, so I just threw it in from the point,” Koivu said.

Koivu also won 17 of 28 faceoffs. And Suter recovered from a bigtime boo-boo by having two assists in a solid 26 minutes, 41 seconds.

The Wild got early goals by Parise (fastest playoff goal in Wild history 49 seconds in) and Mikael Granlund for a 2-0 lead. But with a chance to make it 3-0 on a 67-second 5-on-3, Suter shanked a shot and Ryan O’Reilly hit Paul Stastny for a shorthanded breakaway goal.

“I kind of fluffed that shot, and it ends up in our net,” Suter said.

The Avs tied the game on an early second-period power play, and that made for a tense rest of the second and third period.

But with the fans in the lower bowl standing the entire third, Parise scored the winner. And, for a change, Jason Pominville and Marco Scandella scored empty-netters. Remember, in the two overtime losses in Denver, the Wild failed to score with the net empty and it came back to bite them both times (a lot more on that in the game story on startribune.com/wild).

“There was a lot on the line for us, I thought for the most part we played a pretty solid game and dictated a lot,” Parise said.

When the game turned in the second, Mike Yeo shortened his bench and scrambled his lines. In the third, he reunited the Parise-Koivu-Charlie Coyle line. I wish I could go back to Twitter to see how many fans have to eat their words after Koivu and Parise teamed for the winner.

“I wanted to get Mikko and Zach together,” Yeo said. “The season was on the line for us and kind of the way the game was going, both of those guys were leading the charge up front, and for me, their determination, their kind of get-after-it attitude, I wanted those guys going out together, and I thought that everybody else did a real good job of it too.  We didn’t have enough of a spark, and we can’t just ask them to change mentally, we got to do something on our part to help them along.”

Most impressive about tonight is how the Wild did recover from that shortie.

“We have an opportunity to go up 3-0 and they score a shorthanded goal,” Yeo said. “It gave them an awful lot of life, and eventually we started to get a little bit of fear in our game, not necessarily afraid of them, just afraid of what we were losing, and with that we weren’t dictating, we weren’t on our toes, and we were kind of letting them come at us, so for me it was a shift mentally that we had to recognize that what we have to do here is win a period, and if we win a period at home, we give ourselves a chance to go play in a game 7, so seize the opportunity.”

On Game 7, Yeo said, “We have to be excited about this opportunity and go in there and play our best game of the series.  We are going there with a real purpose in how we play that game. And so it’s going to be fun. The way we played the third period was really big for me.  I looked at the overtime losses we had and when something happened in the game that shifted the momentum we were able to get it back.  And certainly having the intermission helped with that.  The other team is going to have a push, that’s a skilled group, they are going to make some plays, there is going to be a point in the game where they come at you and for me, this is kind of the one game in particular where we did a good job pushing back.  We said not tonight.”

The home team has won all six games in the series.

“You’d like to think the road team has a chance to win a game. The only thing that matters is we get ready to play our best game of the series,” Yeo said.

Yeo didn’t let matchups dictate tonight. He had no problem getting anybody out against Nathan MacKinnon, Gabriel Landeskog and Stastny. Landeskog and MacKinnon were each minus-3.

“It's all or nothing now,” said Matt Duchene, who returned from a knee injury tonight. “Win or go home. I think it's a great opportunity for a lot of us in here, a great experience. It's been a homer series so far. I think our home fans are going to be outstanding, and we can't wait to get back in front of them.”

Said Roy (I didn’t fact-check this yet), “In my Game 7, I might be wrong on a few numbers here, I think on the road I'm 0-6 and at home I'm probably 7-1, something like this. It is tough to win on the road Game 7, it is tough. When the home team is playing solid hockey, the fans, it's tough to win Game 7 on the road. I'd rather have it at home.”

The Wild practices in Denver on Tuesday afternoon. Talk to you afterward.

Wild motivated to force Game 7 vs. Avs
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Good afternoon from the X, where I will be hosting a live chat on www.startribune.com/wild at 3 p.m. CT. Please join.

I will also be on KFAN at 5:30 p.m. and 6:45 p.m. and on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

The Wild must beat Colorado tonight or its season is over. It’s very clear the Wild is loose.

Even coach Mike Yeo jokingly came to the podium after today’s morning skate with a piece of paper. It was an inside joke to the gathered local media.

“Pulled that trick out once,” joked Yeo, a reference to how after March’s home loss to Detroit. After that game, Yeo brought a yellow piece of paper to the podium with a bunch of funny math written on it so he could preemptively demonstrate to the blood-thirsty press that the skidding Wild wasn’t that bad off and this wasn’t like last year’s late slide, that “this is a different team.”

The Wild won the next night in Detroit and then went on a tear after back-to-back losses to Vancouver and St. Louis.

Last year, the Wild won a must-win season finale in Denver in order to continue its season into the playoffs against the Chicago Blackhawks. The Wild wants nothing more than to get this series back to another must-win game in Denver on Wednesday … so it can continue its season in the second round against the Chicago Blackhawks.

Could the stars be aligning for a kinda sorta repeat of last year’s scenario?

We’ll know tonight. For the Wild to give itself that opportunity, it must win Game 6 to force a Game 7.

The Wild cannot expect tonight’s game to feel like Games 3 and 4. I’m not saying the Wild won’t win, but I expect the Wild won’t dominate every iota like it did in two homes games week. Like this entire series, I expect a dogfight and Darcy Kuemper better be sharp.

As usual, low-scoring games benefit the Wild. The Wild has lost 5-4, 4-2 and 4-3 games in Denver and won 1-0 and 2-1 games in Minnesota.

No lineup changes for the Wild tonight. Mikael Granlund will replace Charlie Coyle on the top power play.

Matt Duchene (knee) will meet with Colorado’s team doctor this afternoon, take part in warmups if cleared and returned for the first time since late March if he feels good.

ON tonight’s game, Yeo said, “We’re excited. You’ve got to sit around and wait again ‘til a later (8 p.m.) start here, but these are the games you get up for. Knowing what’s at stake, knowing that our season’s on the line, having a chance to go out and play in front of our crowd with the opportunity to push it to Game 7, as a competitor you have to love those challenges.”

Yeo said, “We’re going to go all-in to this game and throw our best effort out. … I have lots of confidence in this group.”

On the Wild staff, the Wild has Yeo and Rick Wilson, who have coached on Stanley Cup-winning teams. It has Darryl Sydor, who won two Cups as players. It has Darby Hendrickson and Andrew Brunette, who were part of six straight elimination victories in 2003 for the Wild against Colorado and Vancouver.

Yeo says the Wild has a lot of “resources” and he asked those guys the past few days to talk to not just young players, but the veterans about their experiences.

“I purposely asked those guys to take the time to talk to a lot of guys this morning because of that experience,” Yeo said. “Just even a reminder. … We have a lot of people that have reached the end and reached the pinnacle and been at the highs of those moments, but in order to come through in those moments, you’ve had to go through some other parts like we’re facing right now.”

I’m doing a story on the renewed coach’s challenge debate in the NHL going into this offseason. In this series along, the Avs were called offside before an empty-net goal (onside), Jonas Brodin flipped a puck into the crowd (ruled deflection) and the Avs scored a game-tying goal in an OT win despite what should have been an offside call.

“I’ll probably be in favor of it. I’ve got a flag in my pocket right now,” Yeo joked.

If you saw my story in yesterday’s paper, so would Patrick Roy.

Zach Parise on tonight’s game: “We know it’s a lose-you’re-done scenario. We had a good skate this morning. We need to be a lot better tonight [than we were in Game 5], sharper in different areas. … We were loose and excited and ready to play. We’re confident here. We want to extend the series.”

Jason Pominville, the Wild’s regular-season leading goal scorer with 30, has no goals and three assists in the series. Asked if he feels the pressure to score, Pominville said, “Not at all. I don’t want to add any pressure to do anything more. I don’t want to go out of my way to start cheating and looking for offense. You can bring a lot of different things to the team when you’re on the ice aside from scoring. Obviously, you’d like to score. I would like to get on board. But I can’t start cheating and creating something that maybe isn’t there by not sticking to the plan or system.”

Wild given 'dose of reality,' looks to respond in must-win Game 6
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Good afternoon from the X, where my eyes are heavy from an early-morning flight. I have a couple stories to write, so here’s a quick blog with mostly cut and paste quotes and a big apology for not putting a lot more thought into this blog. I just have a ton of work to do and it’s late.

By the way, I’ll be on Rosen’s Sports Sunday tonight on WCCO around 10:30, on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Monday, probably on with Barreiro later in the day and I’ll be hosting a live chat on startribune.com/wild at 3 p.m.

Please join and come armed with some good questions.

Taking the cue from its coach following Saturday’s 4-3 overtime loss, there was no whining about officiating or bad bounces or anything like that today.

Wild players are focused on playing better in a must-win Game 6 on Monday night (8 p.m. puck drop).

“It would be very easy for us to sit here and say we deserve better, whether that’s in the game or in the series,” coach Mike Yeo said. “But that’s a useless feeling to us right now. For me looking back at last game, a play here or a call here or a bounce here, whatever it is, regardless I feel that we still played a game that allowed a bounce or something like that to be the difference in the game. We dropped back a little bit in our level and we have to make sure we bring it up again [Monday].”

The Wild had a very optional practice today, but the players showed for meetings, video and treatment. For the Avalanche, dynamic center Matt Duchene skated today and is a question mark for Monday. If he plays, coach Patrick Roy said Duchene would start the game on the fourth line.

Yeo felt the Wild “started to believe that we were going really good and we got caught looking a little far down the road and they gave us a bit of a dose of reality last game. That’s a good team. I mean they brought it last game. They raised their level, there’s no question. But I think as their level went up, I think ours went down a little bit. So we’ve got to make sure that we crank it back up.”

What’s he mean? “Just a drop in our urgency level in a lot of areas,” Yeo said. “Whether it’s one on one battles or, it’s a fine line to be in your position or to be close to your position. It’s a fine line between being there and almost being there. So when I see our game, it’s not like we were really far off. There’s just another level to our urgency that wasn’t quite there that we have to make sure we bring.”

Yeo also said, “We didn't play big enough last game. I hope that we're ready to bring it tomorrow.”

On the officiating, obviously, there was the missed offside and some calls and non-calls where the Wild seemed to get the short shrift. I emailed Director of Officiating Steve Walkom and I haven’t heard back from him yet, but this isn’t like other sports where maybe the league issues a statement the next day if mistakes were made.

Yeo on the officiating (only because he was asked): “Yeah, better left alone. I don’t want to dwell on last game. Obviously, there was things that went on in the game last game, but I don’t think it does me any good, I don’t think it does our group any good, to dwell on that, to focus on that. I’m sure we’ll have a little talk with the supervisor in the morning, but to me I’m just ready to move on. I want to play the game [Monday].  I’m excited for the game. And I think our fans are going to really bring it. It’s going to be loud. It’s going to be exciting. It’s the ‘hard’ that makes it great.”

Lost in the shuffle last night were the quality games of Kyle Brodziak and Dany Heatley. Brodziak was scratched in Game 3 after a tough Game 1 and 2. Heatley was scratched in Games 1 and 2. Brodziak scored a goal last night, Heatley assisted on two.

Yeo: “Both guys handled things the way that they needed to, and this is what you’re looking for, contributions from guys throughout the lineup. So to see those guys go out and play the way that they did, for sure that’s great. And for me, since Heater has come back into the lineup, every game he’s continually gotten better, and I think that’s a real positive for us. This guy has got experience this time of year, knows the grind, knows what it takes to make sure that you’re prepared, and this is a guy who’s out on the ice right now, making sure that he’s ready to go for tomorrow’s game again. So likewise with Brodzy, I thought that line gave us some real good minutes, and we’ll need them again tomorrow.”

And here’s the laziest move of em all. Here’s Colorado’s quotes today from correspondent Michael Kelly.

PARENTEAU

(Roy talked with you after Game 4) That’s a talk I needed to have with him. It’s tough when you come back from injuries like that. It was nice to talk to him. He told me he was believing in me. It was good to have that chat for sure.

(were you playing tentative) Yeah, I was a little more tentative for sure with my knee and stuff. At the end of the day it was coming down to competing more and to play with an edge a little more. It’s playoff time and I think I did that last night and it made a big difference in my game.

(your line was better) We skated more, we competed more. In Minny it was tough because we couldn’t generate much offensively. Yesterday it was nice to see our line skate, make some plays and go to the net harder.

(Got some goals on Kuemper) I don’t think we tested him much in Minny. He had it pretty easy. We made life a little harder on him. We have to keep doing that. We’ve got to bring this energy, this confidence we had at home we have to bring to Minnesota tomorrow night. It’s a big challenge for us but we’re looking forward to it.

(can close it out) It’s exciting. At the end of the day that’s the main goal, to beat them four games and we have a chance to do it on the road. We’re going to try to bring the same energy.

(how much has the team grown from last trip to Minny) We’ve learned from those two games in Minny. No one was proud of what happened or felt good after those two games. That’s a feeling we don’t want to live again.

ROY

(latest on Duchene) The tough part right now is he hadn’t a chance to have a full practice with us. He had a morning skate yesterday, today it’s more shooting, more for the goalies. Tomorrow he’s going to have another morning skate and we’ll see. We’ll see how it goes. He seems to react well to the treatment, he looks good but like I said before we’re going to be patient and tomorrow we’ll see how he feels after the morning skate and we’ll make a decision after that.

(Tanguay) It’s exactly how it was supposed to be. They said four months, he’s doing well but he’s not ready for contact. Same thing with Dutchy, the fact that he hasn’t been in contact sometimes slow down the process.

(tough for Dutchy to jump in at this stage of playoffs) You can’t jump in and play the same way you were before you got hurt. Slowly start on the fourth line, power play and then you’re going to see it, you’re going to smell it he’s ready for more minutes.

(he’ll want to play) On this one it’s not my decision and it’s not his decision. It’s our team doctors’ and trainers. Matt and Scotty will let me know when they think is the right moment. They’re the ones that are going to make the decision.

(up 3-2 factor into your decision) It is. We said all along we’re going to be smart with him. He’s a talented player, he’s a great hockey player. He wants to play. If it’s up to him he’d be in the lineup tomorrow but it’s not the way it works here.

(difference from Game 4 to 5) A lot of things were different. We had a better forecheck and every forcheck we finished our checks. That was very important. We also protected the pucks better offensively, which meant we were better with our one-on-one battles. Defensively we did a good job. We tracked better and positioning were better. Two goals they scored we had broken sticks. I thought we competed well.

(ever want to tell player to go back to bench for a new stick) No. It’s still better if you’re there. I would have loved to have Granlund go to the bench in Game 4 but he blocked two of them with a broken stick. When you get the puck don’t be afraid to ice the puck. Even if you can’t change and you’re tired it’s better having five players with sticks than having one without a stick. We had a couple of chances to ice the puck and we could not doing it.

(Special teams) We were not necessarily happy with our power play in Minny but yesterday I was. I thought it was very positive. I thought we had some threat, some chances. I thought we moved the puck better, we brought the puck to areas where we wanted to be. I think we’re close to getting a goal. Hopefully it’ll be tomorrow in Minny. We’re doing a lot of good things. They scored a power play goal, Suter was the first one, tipped and it went in. Second one, Pominville took a shot, it hit the partition, came back in front of the net, Coyle open net. You look at ours, empty net. Both teams are playing really well shorthanded. Both teams are doing a good job killing penalties. Then I look further in other series. You look at Chicago who has tremendous amount of skills before last game they had only two power play goals. To score goals you need breaks and you need to be in the right place. Yesterday was much better.

(played top forwards a lot early) It was important for us to have the momentum. That’s what we wanted. I thought we had a good start, we had a penalty and they got the momentum back. When that happened you want to get it back. You’re at home.

(Duchene will start on fourth line) If he does play that’s the plan.

(Game 6) I’m not going to guarantee any results but we know how it’s going to be over there. We know how their fans are going to react, we know how they’re going to play, there’s not going to be any surprise. If they beat us they beat us. We’ll be ready for that. We’re going to have to play exactly how we did yesterday.

We scored four on their goalie yesterday. He came in midway in the second period in Game 2, he played really well and then we could not score in Game 3 and it started to get into our head. Now scoring four goals yesterday we started to have better looks and we start to know we can beat this guy, which is very positive going there. It’s a big difference in Game 6.

(Parenteau) I had a good conversation with P.A. after Game 4. Confidence comes with how hard you’re going to work. If you work hard confidence is going to get there. You can go to Wal-Mart and you can’t buy confidence in the business of hockey because they don’t sell confidence at Wal-Mart. If you move your feet, and if he’s moving like he did yesterday, he’s a smart hockey player, he has a high IQ and he’s capable of having an IQ by playing a faster pace. That was a really good game for him. That line was very good yesterday. O’Reilly, McGinn and Parenteau had good puck possession. They had really good chances.

(team’s ability to come back in final minutes) There’s a lot of confidence. We’ve been in a lot of situations where we pulled the goalie and we’re confident we can score there. That gives hope. It reminds me of ’93 when we started going into overtime. You win one game, then you win a second one and a third one and fourth one and fifth one. All of sudden you’re playing the last eight-10 minutes of the third period and all you hope is you get to overtime because you know you’re going to win there. It’s the same thing for us. We knew if we could kill the penalty we would have a good look at some shots and a good chance to score a goal to tie the game. We almost scored in Game 4 and we did in Game 1.

(MacKinnon) What’s impressive capable playing him over 21 minutes or 22 minutes. There’s not too many 18 year olds that you’re capable of putting on the ice that many minutes in a playoff game, especially in crunch time. Earlier in the season I was afraid to put him in the end of periods. Now I want him there. He’s playing so well right now.

O’REILLY

(why does this team keep scoring late goals) We’ve always been a resilient team. We have that belief in ourselves we can score goals at key times. When we know that, on the bench there’s no panic. We had good energy, we felt we were going to give us a chance to come back, sure enough we did. Going into OT with that momentum was a big reason we won.

(your line) Our energy was a bit better. We still maintained the right positioning and we worked together a bit better. We’re trying to win games before but couldn’t get anything going. Last night we were more consistent in our system and we got pucks deep and we were consistent on our forecheck. When we can do that that’s when we generate scoring chances.

(Duchene might play) If he is back it’s a huge addition for us. He’s been one of our best players all year and for me he helps create offense playing together on a line. He brings so much to the table it makes it difficult for them.

(confidence for Game 6) I think we have a lot of confidence but we’ve left (Game 5) behind and we’re in preparation mode. It’s not going to get any easier.

(mood on bench when Varly pulled) We’re confident. We’ve always been smart in that time. We know we have two minutes or a minute and a half where we don’t need to force plays. We can stay calm, work the puck on the perimeter and wait for them to get out of position and then we attack. We don’t need to rush. We have that calmness that anyone on the ice can make a good play when it’s needed. We trust each other.

MacKinnon

It's still exciting, it was a big goal for the team. It was very exciting to share with the guys, on the ice seeing their faces after we scored that goal. but we want to kind of forget about it and move on for tomorrow night. We definitely need that win.

They played very well against us (in Minny). We need to do a better job of generating offense. we've been a very good road team all year so I don't think we should be discouraged after a couple bad road games. It's going to be a tough task for us. They're going to come out hard and be very desperate. Their season's on the line. For us, we have to have the same mentality.

(Saturday first time outshot them)

That gives us a lot of confidence. We had a slow start again in terms of shots. The first half of the first period I think we had two shots, so we have to generate more early. We found our legs and generated some more opportunities, but we definitely need more than 12 shots like we did (Game 4). 

(in position to clinch)

It'll feel a little different tomorrow at the morning skate, maybe a little quieter. It's tough to say. It's business time tomorrow and we have to be ready to go.

(on Duchene)

we need him. Plain and simple we can't replace a guy like that. he'sone of our best players, our top scorer. It makes a difference every time he plays. If not, hopefully we can win for him and then he'll be ready to go in Round 2.                                     

Wild must move past crushing Game 5 overtime loss to Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: April 27, 2014 - 2:08 AM   

print

Share109      Share via Email  

The Wild must move on. Must-win Game 6 Monday night at 8 at the X.

That’s why Mike Yeo absolutely took the right tack in his postgame presser after the Wild’s back-breaking 4-3 overtime loss tonight in Game 5 of the Western Conference quarterfinals.

Nathan MacKinnon, held to no points and three shots in Games 3 and 4, capped another 3-point night by becoming the second-youngest player in NHL history (18 years, 237 days) to score a playoff OT winner (Don Gallinger was 17 years, 339 days when he scored an OT winner for Boston on March 21, 1943 against Montreal.) He now has 10 points in three home games.

The Wild coach could have come in screaming and yelling about Paul Stastny looking offside (eerily for the second time this season against the Wild on a Colorado goal), this time leading to P.A. Parenteau’s tying goal with 1:14 left to force overtime.

Picture courtesy of John Moulson on Twitter (@johncanref)

He could have pointed out how Gabriel Landeskog, after holding Mikko Koivu’s stick for an eternity, jumped on Koivu’s back and began swinging away and somehow the faster, more skilled Avs get the benefit of yet another 4-on-4 in the series and score to make it 2-1 in the second.

He could have pointed out how Brad Meier watched every moment of Cody McLeod charging to the Wild bench to hit Matt Moulson from behind without the puck late in the second and somehow the ref gives the Avs a power play after Charlie Coyle goes in to defend Moulson (Coyle and McLeod were battling in the zone moments before, and maybe Meier felt he should have called Coyle, who was no doubt the more aggressive of the two, there).

And Yeo could have complained how Coyle was held by Landeskog before the tying goal in the neutral zone. That kept Coyle from getting to a loose puck and maybe an empty-netter (although, to be fair, the Wild was given a gift of a power play with 4:33 left when Landeskog snow-showered Darcy Kuemper and Minnesota failed to make it 4-2).

But Yeo, knowing that the Wild better erase its mind and focus on Monday, did none of that. His skin was red. His eyes looked fiery, but he walked the tight-rope well.

“To sit here and dwell on [the missed offside], I don’t think it’s going to do us any good,” Yeo said. “Obviously, frustrating, obviously disappointing, but bottom line is it’s not going to do us any good.

Yeo continued, “We know what’s ahead of us here. We knew coming in that we’re playing a team that won the division, a team that is an extremely skilled group. Never once did we think things were going to be easy. So the task at hand now is pretty simple. We go and play the same way we did at home [in Games 3 and 4].”

On the dubious officiating, Yeo said, “I would say that we’re due for, I’ll say, I don’t want to say luck, but we’re due for some stuff here to go our way a little bit. I’m not going to dwell on what could have been’s. This is playoff hockey. You get highs and you get lows and it’s how you deal with it. Hey, listen, we’ve got an opportunity to go home in front of our crowd and win a hockey game to push to a Game 7.”

Home teams are 17-3 now in the Western Conference playoffs and the Wild knows it must not only win Game 6, but if it’s going to win this series, it better break that trend.

It certainly looked like the Wild was on its way when Zach Parise and Kyle Brodziak scored 1:51 apart early in the third period to give Minnesota a 3-2 lead.

Parise was bottled up pretty good before, but Pominville fed him for a beauty of a shot and Parise’s first goal of the series. Soon after, the Wild’s fourth line put forth a suffocating forecheck. Jan Hejda, dead tired, coughed up the puck to Jared Spurgeon and moments later Brodziak, who had a tough Games 1 and 2 and was scratched because of it in Game 3, scored. Dany Heatley picked up his second assist of the night (he assisted on Matt Moulson’s first goal of the series in the second).

But then, the tying goal. Just like Game 1, Patrick Roy pulled Semyon Varlamov early, this time inside less than 2 ½ left, and for the third time in the series, the Wild couldn’t find an empty-netter. That cost them with the Parenteau tying goal.

“It was offside and they missed a call and it's a damn shame,” bristled Ryan Suter.

Added Zach Parise, “The play, just the way it developed, something about it didn’t feel right. It felt like they had too much of a step on the play. But I didn’t know that for sure until we came in here and somebody said it.”

How does the Wild respond to such a crushing loss? “Same way we did last time,” Parise said. “At home, we said we had to win one here. It wasn’t this one, so it’s got to be Game 7. It’s another one it felt like we had a chance to win it. It just didn’t happen.”

The questionable offside call was a bang-bang play. Linesman Pierre Racicot, a veteran and considered one of the best linesmen (several Cup Finals), had MacKinnon right on top of him and got bent, so it was a very difficult call.

“You can’t point fingers,” Brodziak said. “That’s part of the game. There’s going to be breaks that you get, that you don’t get. That’s the way hockey goes. Keep playing hard. Try not to worry about little things. If you’re focusing on the right things, usually at the end of the day these things even up.”

In overtime, Moulson had 3 great chances to score his first shift. He couldn't. It just didn't feel right after that - just like game 1 last year when Zucker hit the post and game 1 this year when Pominville hit the post. The Wild gave up the losing goal soon after in both. 

It was a fun hockey game to watch (well, like all these late starts, it's almost impossible to watch the third because you're punching the keyboard) and Colorado's top line had a lot more offensive zone time and MacKinnon again made the Wild pay. 

Here’s Patrick Roy’s postgame quotes:

On If It Is Hard To Believe That Nathan MacKinnon Is Only 18 Years Old: “I don’t think we need to check, we knew when we drafted him what kind of player we were drafting, and he had a solid game again tonight.  Their line moved the puck well, and that was a big goal for us, big goal.  The save of the night was by (Colorado D Nick) Holden—he made a really good save on that (Minnesota LW Matt Moulson’s shot in overtime) before we got the puck back and went on the other end.”

On The Whirlwind Of Emotions After Scoring Another Late Goal To Force Overtime And Winning It In OT: “It was hard to remain calm after the call.  But, I looked at the clock and thought we’d have two minutes and 30 some seconds and we had to kill that one—that was a huge kill.  Penalty killing was, without a doubt, outstanding for us tonight.  Guys sacrificed their body, blocked shots—I was very happy with them.  They gave us a chance to win this game.”

On If Tonight Reminded Him Of Game 1 In The Series: “No, I liked our game—I thought we played a good game.  We made a few adjustments and I thought our guys reacted well to them.  I thought we were sharp early on getting the puck out of our zone.  I thought offensively we had a few good chances.  Our power play moved the puck well as well, we finally had some chances—I think we’re going in the right direction.  I thought it was very positive.”

On If The Avalanche Can Carry The Momentum From Tonight Into Game 6: “We had two looks in games over there.  We know what’s going to happen over there, we just have to play like we did tonight.  If we play that way, I really believe that it’s going to be a good game.  I can say one thing, our fans had a heck of a show tonight, and hopefully they’re going to give another one over there as well.  It’s a team that is playing very well, but I was extremely happy to see how resilient we were again tonight—down a goal, we never panicked, we stayed calm, waited for our opportunity and it happened.”

Roy said there is a chance Matt Duchene plays Game 6.

Here are some Colorado quotes, courtesy of correspondent Michael Kelly:

MACKINNON

(on goal) Pauly forced the puck down in their end, Landy got it on the half-wall and I was screaming for it. Definitely a good play by him. Little saucer pass to my blade and I found the top corner.

(tying goal) That was all Pauly. He made the whole play happen.

(pulling goalie again) We believed, even when we got that penalty with four minutes left. Usually you get a warning for that. It was important for us to believe and stay confident. We stuck with the game plan.

(how do you keep doing it) We don’t want to be on this emotional rollercoaster. We wanted to hold that 2-1 lead the whole third period. It’s cool to comeback but we want to hold that lead.

PARENTEAU

(on MacKinnon) The kid’s special. The sky’s the limit for this kid. I know it’s cliché to say but it’s pretty impressive to see. They tried to shut him down all night, they tried to shut him down in Minny and he got a huge goal for us. On our second goal he made an unbelievable play. This is the kid we want on our side.

(your goal) It’s a great feeling. I knew Pauly likes to put those pucks in front of the net. He’s a pretty good passer so I just came in. I knew he was going to make a play and it was right on my tape. We’ll take it, it’s a huge goal for our team. After they scored two bang-bang goals it kind of deflated us but we stuck with it and it’s the sign of a team that wants to win.

(doing it again) It’s a resilient group. It’s a group that doesn’t give up. We’re pretty confident. When it happens a couple of times you know you can do it. We have the skills and the patience to do it.

STASTNY

(on tying goal) I knew when I shot it both their D were on the outside so I just threw it in front soft. P.A., the game he played all night was unbelievable and he was just at the right spot and was rewarded. We just rolled with it. We get that momentum and we know we’re going to win.

You’re not going to win 1-0, 2-1. Sometimes you do but you know they’re going to keep coming. We had a big kill with four minutes left and Patty pulls the goalie.

(MacKinnon) That one he just backed the D off. He could have taken it himself, but he drops it and Benny shoots it and Holdy tips it. In overtime Landy and Willy make a good play.

LANDESKOG

We’ve had our backs against the wall numerous times. When you do it once, you do it twice and three and four times it’s like teams, they start shaking a little bit, they get nervous once they’re up a goal. It’s almost mental. We believe in ourselves more when we’re down a goal. It’s exciting to be a part of. It’s not something we want to make a habit of doing.

That’s it for me. Early flight. I’ll talk to you after Sunday’s Wild availability. I’ll also be on Rosen’s Sports Sunday on, well, Sunday night on WCCO.

Pivotal Game 5 tonight for the Wild and Avalanche in Denver
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UPDATE

With the series tied at 2-2, Game 5 of the Western Conference quarters tonight will be a swing game.

Somebody, whether that be the Wild or the Avalanche, will be facing elimination Monday night in St. Paul during an 8 p.m. Game 6.

Avs coach Patrick Roy shrewdly put on a show at his presser yesterday. With the Avalanche returning home after losing two games in Minnesota, he deflected all the attention onto himself and almost made the presser sound like an end-of-the-season presser. He talked about how it’s a process going from 29th to winning the Cup and how proud he is of what his team has accomplished this season.

Today, it back to business as usual as both teams look for a key win tonight.

Matt Duchene is clearly getting closer to a return, very possibly in this series. Roy said he won’t play tonight, but Duchene, the Avs’ talented youngster and leading scorer who has been out since late March with a Grade 2 MCL sprain, practiced for the first time with teammates this morning. He skated normal line rushes with Ryan O’Reilly and Jamie McGinn.

Roy said the Avs only lineup decision will be Joey Hishon or Paul Carey tonight on the fourth line.

No lineup changes for the Wild.

So far, this has been a homer series. Avs win Games 1 and 2 in Denver, Wild Games 3 and 4 in St. Paul.

The Wild dominated Games 3 and 4 yet only won 1-0 and 2-1. So it’ll be interesting to see if the Wild, clearly with renewed confidence, brings the same personality tonight. The Avs are obviously going to get the benefit of matchups on their home ice and a jolt from the home crowd. Can the Wild match that and play the same way it did in Minnesota?

“We’re making them come through five guys when they have the puck. That’s pretty tough to do,” Zach Parise said. “The key is we have to do the same thing on the road as we did at home.”

Avs captain Gabriel Landeskog said Colorado was “taken aback” by the Wild’s play in Game 3.

“It was a wakeup call that they want this just as badly as we do,” Landeskog said.

After the Game 4 loss, Max Talbot told Landeskog almost every series he has ever played in was 2-2 at some point.

“That made me bounce back right away,” Landeskog said. “No one said it was going to be easy.”

Landeskog said the Avs were chasing too much in Minnesota and with the home-ice matchups, they believe they’ll have the puck more and be able to control the game better.

“We missed the fans here,” he said. “We realize why people talk about home ice advantage. Fortunately, we feed off the crowd so much. As an opposing team , I wouldn’t say it puts you back on your heels, but certainly you feel the energy against you.”

Western Conference home teams are 16-2 I the playoffs.

“I think we’re a different team than we were in Game 1,” Parise said. “We know we have to win one in here if we want to win the series. Hopefully it will be tonight. Hopefully we can break that trend tonight and get a win in here. “

I chatted with Patrick Bordeleau this morning, the former Wild draft pick that was cut loose on June 1, 2006, by the previous regime. Bordeleau said he has a lot of motivation facing the Wild even though that regime is long gone.

By the way, Bordeleau took a big run at Jared Spurgeon in Game 4 and kneed him. No call and certainly looking like a response after Matt Cooke ended Tyson Barrie’s series and a lot longer with a knee.

“I would have to think that they’re taking a pretty close at that,” Yeo said. “We have a player that was suspended for seven games. The very big difference is our player wasn’t hurt from it, but I would have to think both the referees and the people watching from afar are keeping a close eye on it.”

Wild hits the road; updated Avalanche quotes
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UPDATE: Left wing Matt Cooke has decided not to appeal his 7-game suspension. He doesn't want any more distractions for the Wild in the playoffs. 

The Wild had a very optional practice this morning and flew to Denver, where it plays Game 5 of the Western Conference quarterfinals Saturday night at 8:30 p.m.

So, we know Game 6 at the X will be an elimination game Monday night. The only question is whether it will be Minnesota with its back against the wall or Colorado.

The road team hasn’t won a game in this series yet. If the Wild wants to advance to the second round, it will need to change that.

“Obviously the next game is going to be a big one,” coach Mike Yeo said. “The team that wins that is going to be a little more in the driver’s seat here, so they have two games at home and we’re going to have to win a game in their building. I would certainly like to make that be the next game.”

Yeo said it’s important the Wild doesn’t hang its hat on its two home victories.

“Our start next game will be very important. We’re not going to have our crowd there to build off,” Yeo said. “I’m confident with our group that it’ll be ready to dictate and play the same type of game.”

The Wild has outshot the Avs 143-94 in the series and 78-34 in St. Paul, but it has lost two games in Denver in two games that looked very different than the type of hockey played at home. The Wild needs to figure out a way to bottle up its defensive game and bring it to Denver.

Obviously, two big differences is Erik Haula will be centering the third line and Darcy Kuemper will be starting in goal. Kuemper leads the NHL with a 0.40 goals-against average and .979 save percentage and is one of five goalies in the expansion era (post 1967) that has given up one goal in his first two career playoff starts. The second, by the way, was Wild goalie coach Bob Mason in 1987 against my Islanders.

“We’re on the road, there’s matchups that we would like to get, and there’s going to be matchups that we won’t be able to get,” Yeo said.

Yeo repeated that he has no problem playing the lines centered by Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund or Haula against any line.

“Those guys at different points of the season have played against the best centermen in the league and have done the job,” Yeo said. “I really believe regardless of who we’re playing, we can have anybody go out in that situation if our team’s playing a certain way because we don’t play the game as a one-man unit.”

He said the Wild can’t assume the next game will start the same way as at home. It’s up to the Wild to “make it happen,” not expect that it’ll be able to pick up right where it left off.

“We have to expect a hard push from them,” Yeo said. “We’re still playing the team that won the division. I look every day and the NHL’s announcing award winners, and everyday there’s a Colorado Avalanche player that’s part of those nominees (So far -- O’Reilly, Lady Byng; MacKinnon, Calder; Varlamov, Vezina). It helps remind us that we’re playing a very skilled group.”

The Wild’s penalty kill will have to continue to be great. It is a league-best 14 for 15 (one empty-net goal on the PK) at 93.3 percent. This is against the league’s fifth-best power play in the regular season, and the Wild was the NHL’s 27th-ranked penalty kill.

Mike Rupp, who won’t play Saturday, and suspended Matt Cooke aren’t going on the trip. No word yet if Cooke has decided to appeal. I’ll update when there’s definitive word. Again, he can’t play during an appeals process anyway.

Follow our correspondent, Michael Kelly, on Twitter at @berge19. He said Matt Duchene skated today, but Patrick Roy said he’s not going to play Game 5.

Update:

Here are some quotes from the Avalanche side, supplied by Michael Kelly in Denver:

Patrick Roy, on what the Avs offense needs to do after a terrible outing in Minnesota: "We also played a little different. we didn't have the same jump, we didn't come with speed, we didn't get pucks deep and things like that. They made us look slow and kept us to the outside. They did a good job of doing those things to slow us down and certainly they can get their matchups right in their arena."

On getting experience for younger players: "It's the first playoffs for a lot of us. Maybe the first couple games in the Pepsi Center, you're playing with excitement and you're excited and you're just going out there and feeding off the crowd. Once you get on the road you realize they want this just as bad as we do. It's certainly not easy to win on the road. You have to kind of keep the same game as you do at home and play the same way and that's certainly not easy. They certainly make it tough on us and they keep us to the outside. We have to learn, to find a way. I think the positive for us is even though with how many shots we had, it's still a one-goal game and we're still in it right until the end. I guess that's a positive."

Paul Stastny on what the Avs learned in Minnesota: "No matter who you’re playing everyone wants to win the same way. You have to compete and you have to be hungry as you can. Just because a team’s down 2-0 doesn’t mean they’re going to sit back, they’re going to give it their all. Maybe that first game they came at us hard and the second game we feel a little better, but still we have to create more offensively. We need more puck possession. On the bright side, it’s 2-2. Last night it was a little disappointing but today we regrouped, forget about yesterday get it back to home ice and it’s a best of 3."

Erik Johnson on fixing the offense: "As D, we haven’t been as clean in our exits from the D zone. We have to have more poise as a group. When we’re playing well and having success we’re getting the forwards the pucks in stride. We’ve been a little too stagnant, maybe a little too unsure to make the right play. We’re looking a little too long for the perfect play. As D we have do a better job of making our forwards’ lives a little bit easier in transition. When they get the puck with speed their so dangerous so as a group we have to be better with that.

"Clearly we were outplayed in Game 3; Game 4 was a little bit better. The only thing that’s disappointing is you look at how great Varly has played and you wish you could have popped a few more goals by Kuemper. As a group we’ve been resilient all year, we haven’t let anything let us down. That’s not going to change. We’ve had no fear all season long and there’s no reason for us to have it now."

Roy on the lack of scoring: "It’s not just shots on net, it’s scoring chances. You can finish a game with 50 shots on net but if you end up the night with six scoring chances are you better off? You’re sometimes counting on bad goals to win a game. Bad goals happen but they don’t happen every night. What we’re looking more from us is generate more scoring chances. It was like 14-8 puck poession. They spent 14 minutes in our end we spent eight in the other end. Clearly that’s not enough. Normally you’re around 11 or 12, it’s pretty balanced. It’s clear they dominated us.

"When we put our plan together for the playoffs it’s not to go 16-0. How many teams have done that? None? I’m surprised to hear that. I thought there were a hundred teams. The 2-2 doesn’t bother me one bit. It’s how we’re going to bounce back is what I want to see tomorrow."

Varlamov: "I don't want to talk about myself, how I play, how I'm feeling. I can tell about the team. Play solid hockey, right now playing very well. We just need to keep going, continue to fight. It's not going to be easy to beat Minnesota. We knew that before the series that it was going to be a tough series. Continue to play well and fight."

After two big home wins over the Avs, the Wild now must win on the road
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Nobody has won on the road in this series. The Wild knows that if it wants to advance to the second round and play the winner of Chicago-St. Louis, it must win one in Denver.

After the way the Wild played at home these past two games – the latest being tonight’s 2-1 victory in Game 4 to even the series, you know the Wild’s feeling confident heading back to Denver for Game 5 on Saturday night (8:30 p.m. CT).

And you know the young Avs are feeling the pressure now.

If you watched the 125 minutes, 8 seconds of hockey played in Games 3 and 4, you know the Wild played two of the most dominating 1-0 and 2-1 games ever played.

There was barely a minute of these two games that the Wild didn’t dictate or at least control. The Wild almost always had the puck. The Wild almost always won the battle or got to the loose puck first or spent time in Semyon Varlamov’s end.

The Avs wasted two dominating performances by Varlamov.

“You just have to keep shooting and getting traffic and making it tough on him,” Zach Parise said. “I like our chances if we’re throwing 35, 40 on him a night. We’ll get a few by him.”

Monday, Varly stopped 45 of 46, beaten on the last shot of the game by Mikael Granlund. Tonight, the Avs were outshot 32-12, 14-3 in the first period. Between Ryan O’Reilly’s goal with 6:35 left in the second on Colorado’s seventh shot of the game, the Avs went the next 14 minutes without a shot.

The 12 shots against were a franchise-record by the Wild in the playoffs.

Jared Spurgeon scored his first career playoff goal. Charlie Coyle, with his pops in the crowd, scored his third goal of the series, first career power-play playoff goal and first career winning goal in the playoffs. And Darcy Kuemper only had to make 11 saves for his second career playoff win. His biggest came in the final minute with the Avs on a 6-on-4 power play (extra attacker, Jonas Brodin in the box).

He denied O’Relly from point-blank range.

Most my gamer centers around the play of Granlund, who assisted on Spurgeon’s goal, drew three power plays, won 8 of 12 faceoffs and blocked three Erik Johnson shots in the final minute of the game, including one without his stick and one with four seconds left to even up the series 2-2.

"He’s one of those guys you want to have on your side," said buddy Erik Haula.

It says everything about the respect level that coach Mike Yeo has in Granlund that three nights ago, he’s scoring a highlight-reel goal in OT and tonight Yeo has him on the PK with a minute left to win a game.

This isn’t your garden-variety, smallish, perimeter playmaker. He doesn’t shy from physicality, traffic, the front of the net or oncoming shots from sharp-shooters.  

Great job by all the penalty killers in the end. First group was Haula-Mikko Koivu-Ryan Suter-Spurgeon; Second group was Granlund-Parise-Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser.

You’ve got to love the job Nino Niederreiter-Haula-Justin Fontaine did tonight. They were solid, especially Haula on the 4 for 4 PK that is now 13 for 14 in the series. Parise now has five assists in the series.

The Wild dominated this game so much, Patrick Roy broke up his top two lines by the end of the first.

Please read the game story on www.startribune.com/wild for more details and quotes, but (most quotes courtesy of Rachel Blount because I had to run back upstairs after working the Wild room and write) …

Yeo on the incredible crowd, who stood for a lot of this game and made noise with sustained energy throughout: “Obviously we’ve had some exciting games since I’ve been here in this building, but I’ve never heard anything like that tonight. That was fun.”

On Granlund’s blocks at the end: “This is sort of the attitude our whole group has. Everybody’s committed to playing a certain way. When you go out and you do that, then a different guy has that opportunity. A guy like that has an opportunity to create a great goal last game, but being out in a penalty killing situation like he was at the end of the game and knowing how important that is and knowing what his teammates need from him, that’s what we've seen from everybody. We want to get better as the playoffs go along. When you’re playing games like that and you get used to playing in moments like that when the game’s on the line and you have to execute or you have to make a play or you have to defend, whatever the situation calls for, and you have to do it when the stakes are that high, those are growing moments for your team and that’s what we have to look at. We saw a lot of that late in the season to help us get ready for the playoffs. And obviously it’s a new level now, so to continue to go out and do that hopefully these are growing moments.”

Yeo on the home games: “We were able to play a more complete game the last couple games. You can’t get rattled and that’s the tricky part right now when the stakes are so high. To be able to stay in the moment, to focus on our game and execute, the good part for me is that our habits, the structure in our game is so consistent from game to game to game that as long as we fall back on that we should be able to do that at that time.

On the Avs, Yeo said, “We still have an awful lot of respect. That’s still a very skilled group over there. It’s not a team that won the division by accident. This is a team that they’ve got a lot of very creative players and a lot of very skilled players. Whether its penalty kill or taking care of the puck or defending we have to make sure we respect that.

“We should feel good about tonight. We're 2-2 in the series, to be in this situation after being down 2-0 that’s obviously a really good thing, but at the same time we have to make sure that we continue to have that focus. The next challenge is the big one. We find ourselves now in a best of 3 and we like the way we're playing, but we can’t hang our hat on what we've done. Gotta make sure we're ready to go out and continue to take the fight to them.

“I feel like we're a better team in game 4 than we were in game 1. That’s the goal, we have to continue to get better.”

Patrick Roy:

“The way I’ve been all year, I’ve been very positive and I’m gonna continue to be today. I’m looking more at how our goaltender played, again very solid. I’m thinking that offensively, it's gonna come. I think our guys know that they gotta be better offensively, there’s no doubt about it.”

(young players nervous?) “It could be, but think about it, one power-play goal and we could have won game 3. Tonight one power play we might be still on the ice. When we get the type of performance we got from our goaltender, there’s no reason to not believe in ourself. Coming back home, we’re gonna have our fans. Offensively we're gonna need more from some of our forwards and they’re gonna have to chip in and be more involved.

“I honestly think the strategy is good. We just need to be involved. We just need to make those plays. Hey, it’s possible if you put a puck on net you're going to receive a body check, and you're gonna have to take those hits. And offensively we have enough talent to find ways to generate more chances and more shots on net than what we had today. In the start of the second period, Ii thought we had 2-3 good shots that missed the net. And these shots need to hit the net. Just look at O'reillys goal. It was in the middle of the net, went through the legs.

“These are the type of shots, we have to hit the net. We have to force their goalie to make the saves. And then our confidence is gonna come back. The thing I'll say is our execution is not quite there. We seem to rush on plays, we're not [being] patient with the puck and these are the things we're gonna have to do a little bit better.”

Duchene come to the rescue? “He won’t play game 5 for sure.”

Talk to you after Friday's availability and before my flight to Denver.

Matt Cooke makes statement regarding 7-game suspension
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Matt Cooke, suspended seven games for injuring Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie with a knee-on-knee hit Monday night, addressed the media this afternoon.

Cooke didn’t field questions but made an unwritten statement.

“First and foremost, I want to say that I’m disappointed and sorry that Tyson Barrie can’t play for the Colorado Avalanche tonight. I wish that he could. Unfortunately, it was not my intent to collide with him knee-on-knee. It was my intent to finish my check. Playoffs are a hard and physical time and it’s my job to be physical. I’ve led my team in hits in all three games and it’s an intense time. I’ve led my team this year in hits and in this series.

“Since March 20, 2011 (the elbow to Ryan McDonagh that resulted in a 17-game suspension), I’ve been a changed player. I’ve approached the game differently, I think differently about the game. That The stats that I’ve collected over those three seasons prove that I’m a changed player and the plays that I make and the plays that I don’t make prove to that point as well. At the end of the day, this situation was not my intent.”

Cooke has until tomorrow night to decide if he will appeal his suspension to NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman. Cooke didn’t respond when I asked if he would.

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said this morning, “It doesn’t matter the number of games [Cooke received]. It doesn’t replace Tyson Barrie. We want to see Tyson on the ice tonight.”

Zach Parise wouldn’t discuss his opinion of Cooke’s suspension length nor the perceived inconsistency in the league’s decision-making process when it comes to suspensions (i.e. Bryan Bickell leading with his knee on Vladimir Sobotka last weekend and getting nothing):

“I don’t know what they look for. It’s not fair for me to comment on it, but I have got my opinion.”

On Cooke, Parise said, “You’ve got to know when he’s on the ice because he finishes his hits. So when you’re playing against him, if you’ve got your head down, he’s going to come after you and try and hit you. He’s one of those players where you just got to know where he is.”

Coach Mike Yeo is excited to finally drop the puck on Game 4 at an absurdly late 8:30 local time.

“It’s amazing a couple days between games in the playoffs feels like a week. Good day off, good practice yesterday, and now I can’t wait to hurry up and wait ‘til 8:30 tonight,” he joked.

As you know because you READ TODAY’S COVERAGE, Nino Niederreiter will take Cooke’s spot on the left side of the Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine line. Also, Kyle Brodziak, scratched Monday, will center Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Semyon Varlamov. Kuemper made 22 saves in his first career shutout in his first career playoff start Monday.

“Honestly, I don’t think it would even matter who would be in net for them,” Roy said. “I think we had only four scoring chances all night long. They played really well. I mean, they tracked really well, they came back hard in the middle of the ice. They played with great urgency. I mean, they had a solid game. I have to give it to them. I don’t want to take anything from [Kuemper], but at the same time, I thought he had an easy game and I’m sure Bryzgalov could have done the exact same thing.”

On Cooke’s sentence, Yeo said, “We always definitely respect and accept what the decision is from the league, and with that, it’s just real important that we all put it behind us.”

On if Cooke will continue to provide a leadership role on team (he can practice and travel and be around all team functions, and he did skate today with the team), Yeo said, “For me, I’m focused on the game tonight, so to sit here and say that I spent the morning trying to make a plan for Matt Cooke, I haven’t. We’re playing Colorado tonight and I’m focused on the guys that are in the lineup. There will be time for some of those decisions.”

Matt Cooke suspended seven games by the NHL
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Matt Cooke’s 100th career playoff game was his last for awhile.

The NHL threw the book at Cooke on Wednesday by suspending the Wild’s physical winger seven games for his knee-on-knee-hit that injured Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie’s left knee in Monday’s playoff game.

If the term of the suspension is not fully served during the 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs, the remaining games will be served at the beginning of the 2014-15 regular season.

It is the second-longest suspension in NHL history for kneeing. Bryan Marchment, who made kneeing an artform, got eight games in 1998 for kneeing Kevin Dineen in the regular season.

Here is the NHL video explanation

In the video, the NHL explains that Cooke was leading with his left knee and "After Barrie releases the puck, Cooke continues in this posture, further extends his knee and makes contact with Barrie's left knee. The play is entirely in front of Cooke from the moment he steps on the ice and begins striding toward Barrie well before impact is made."

The video continues, "Seeing Cooke coming at him, Barrie takes evasive action and moves to his right in an attempt to avoid contact. While this evasive action might have worsened the extent of the injury, it should have been entirely predictable to Cooke that Barrie would attempt to avoid contact."

Cooke, who met with league officials Wednesday afternoon with Wild GM Chuck Fletcher, has the right to appeal the suspension to Commissioner Gary Bettman within 48 hours. If the ruling is upheld, Cooke would then have the right to appeal to a neutral arbitrator within seven days. If he appeals, Cooke cannot play until the appeal is heard and ruled upon.

Barrie is expected to miss four to six weeks.

Even though Cooke had mostly kept it clean the past three years, there is no doubt Cooke’s history of past on-ice transgressions played a giant role in the severity of the suspension.

In the video, it says, "The distance traveled with an extended knee, the further extension of the knee to ensure contact, the force of the impact and the resulting injury to an opponent merit supplemental discipline. These factors, combined with Cooke’s history, warrant a more significant penalty than the most recent suspensions that have been imposed for kneeing."

(Chris Porter got four games, James Neal five, but he kneed a guy in the head)

Cooke had previously been suspended five times for a total of 20 regular-season games and seven playoff games and fined four other times. He had not been suspended since March 2011. In that incident, Cooke, then a Pittsburgh Penguin, elbowed the Rangers’ Ryan McDonagh and was suspended the final 10 regular-season games and the first round of the playoffs, which lasted seven games.

“Everybody’s well-informed about who he is and what he does, it speaks for itself,” Avalanche defenseman Erik Johnson said this afternoon. “There’s no place for that in the game. Look at the guy he hit, one of our top D, he’s going to be out for the foreseeable future. I don’t even know if there’s a place for [Cooke] in this game. It’s disgusting what he’s done to guys’ careers.”

Cooke’s most notoriously known for his head-shot on the Bruins’ Marc Savard in March 2010. Cooke wasn’t penalized or suspended, but the elbow led to the league cracking down harder on head shots. Savard returned in the 2010 playoffs, but he was limited to 25 games in 2010-11 after suffering another concussion and hasn’t played since.

On and off the ice, Cooke has worked to try to alter his agitating, hard-nosed style since the McDonagh eye-opener. Cooke knew if he didn’t clean up his act, he would be out of the league. So he worked with coaches on the ice and watched video off the ice.

He hasn’t had a major penalty since the McDonagh hit and has cut down his penalty minutes dramatically.

Until the Barrie incident, there were several examples during his first season with the Wild that he was a reformed player.

Cooke had a solid regular season for the Wild, but he was taking his game to a new level in the playoffs. He had an assist in three games, was a big part of the Wild’s 10 for 11 penalty kill and was tied for third in the NHL with 18 hits.

“The way he plays, he gives confidence to the whole team,” Wild captain Mikko Koivu said. “We’re going to support him whatever happens. Now it’s a chance for somebody else to come into the lineup and do that job for us … in a different way. Obviously you can’t find another Matt Cooke. … We’ll miss him, but at the same time, he’s going to support us, we’ll support him and we’ll move on.”

Coach Mike Yeo has also raved all season about Cooke’s leadership.

“He’s a great player, great guy to have in the room,” center Erik Haula said. “He’s our physical presence out on the ice. We’re just going to have to replace that. Of course, he’ll be missed.”

Koivu said he hasn’t seen the Barrie incident, but “everything happens fast. We’ve seen those hits before. We will see them in the future. No one’s trying to do that, but it’s hockey. It happens very fast and you’re trying to be physical.”

On Thursday, I'll be on KFAN at some time in the morning on P.A.'s show (9:55 a.m. subject to change), on SiriusXM NHL Network Radio Sirius 207 XM 211 at 3:20 p.m., on NHL Network's NHL Live (arena cam) at 5:35 p.m. and on KFAN with Barreiro at 5:55 p.m.

Niederreiter takes Cooke's spot on checking line; Cooke suspension length coming
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Wild veteran left Matt Cooke and GM Chuck Fletcher were in New York today for an in-person hearing stemming from Cooke’s knee-on-knee hit on Colorado’s Tyson Barrie on Monday.

Cooke faces a significant suspension, one that is expected to be announced later today (I'll blog later when ruling is out). Remember, Cooke can appeal any suspension to Commissioner Gary Bettman and any suspension six games or more to a neutral arbitrator. He cannot play during any appeals process.

So at the very minimum, we shouldn’t expect to see Cooke again in the first round. Want to hear my thoughts on Cooke and other interesting things? Last night, I did another edition of Denver Post Avs beat writer Adrian Dater’s Podcast, “Hockey Talk.” Fox 9’s Dawn Mitchell also joins! We talk about a number of interesting things, I think. Here’s the link!!! It’s about an hour. Last week’s one is also on iTunes. (free).

Good day from the X, the site of Game 4 Thursday night at 8:30 p.m. CT. The NHL has announced that Game 5 will be at 7:30 p.m. MT/8:30 p.m. CT on Saturday from the Pepsi Center in Denver.

With Cooke suspended, youngster Nino Niederreiter will take Cooke’s spot on the left side of the shutdown line with rookies Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine on Thursday. Haula, Fontaine and Cooke were largely credited for helping slow the Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Nathan MacKinnon line in Monday’s 1-0 OT win.

Fontaine and Haula were quick to say it was a team effort of five-man units, good gaps and large portions of the game played in the offensive zone. That must continue.

If you remember, in almost identical circumstances, the Wild returned to Minnesota to play Game 3 last year against the Blackhawks. In almost identical circumstances, the Wild needed an overtime win (Jason Zucker’s heroics off Matt Cullen’s setup) to beat Chicago in a game the Wild dominated. Sound familiar?

The Wild then came out in Game 4, started well, didn’t score, went 0 for 6 on the power play and lost 3-0 to the Blackhawks. That set the stage for a Game 5 blowout.

You know that Colorado will come out a desperate team in Game 4 because it knows a victory means it can close the series at home Saturday. The Wild must exceed that desperation Thursday to even up the series.

With Cooke coming out of the lineup, Kyle Brodziak enters back in the fray. Scratched in Game 3, Brodziak will center the fourth line with Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick.

Here’s some of coach Mike Yeo’s thoughts from today:

On putting Niederreiter on that third line: "Yeah, obviously like I said yesterday there's some things we discussed, different scenarios we could have tried. Probably looking at the way Haulzie and Fonzie played, trying to keep that intact. Adding a guy who can be strong on the puck, whose responsible defensively and can play a strong two-way game and that was important to us. Obviously a good challenge for three young kids."

Concerned about youth? “Listen, they're a big part of our team. We have confidence in those guys so we're not going to try to hide anybody out here. Obviously if we feel it's not working, I'm comfortable with any line. I'm comfortable with any of our centermen. If that's their assignment they'll take care of it and if we put somebody else on the task they'll have to take care of it too”

Evaluate Niederreiter’s year: “I think it's been very good. It would be easy to sit here and say he started off one way and finished another. It's the time of year where the hockey has improved and the pace of play has improved. What I really appreciate about him is we've been able to insert him into different roles. We've put him in a scoring role, we've put him in a checking role and he's always sort of adapted. To me, that's the sign of a good player. That's the sign of a guy who's going to have a good career. He's not pigeon-holed. For a player like that, big strong, physical guy he has skill. I feel really good about how he's developed and I think it's been a good first year for him here.”

Urgency needed Thursday: “Well, there better be. It’s not like we’re ahead in the series here. We’re down and I think we recognize that they’re going to come in with a real strong effort next game. i think that they recognize the importance of the next game, let’s not kid ourselves, and I think we should too. We would love the opportunity to go back to Colorado with some momentum, we’d love the opportunity to go back to Colorado and hopefully they’re feeling a bit of pressure. I think that game is going to be an important one.”

Last year proof of that?: “That’s part of it. Let’s not kid ourselves, we know it’s a swing game, for sure. I look closely at that game last year, we had a real good start and then the game kind of got away from us. I think what’s important is, we understand the result we want to have but there’s a way we have to do it and there’s a way we have to play the game. We have to make sure we’re ready for that.”

Built up momentum in Game 3, does Cooke let air out of the balloon?: “It’s up to us to make sure that doesn’t happen. We started the game really well, we built momentum and they started to come on as the game went on. I thought we were actually tight starting overtime. Getting that goal was big for us because it felt like that was the first sign of us starting  to fear that maybe something was getting away from us. I think getting that goal was huge, for me momentum it’s always there, it’s always something that you feel but at the same time, it’s always something you have to establish and keep or establish. So, going into next game, I think both teams will recognize the importance of the start. I know they’re going to come out hard and obviously our guys are going to have to too. We’re going to have to be ready to, not only come out hard, but sharp. If they’re going to pressure harder, we have to move the puck a little bit better, if they;re going to play more physical, we’re going to have to be ready to take hits to make plays, whatever the case is, at the same time, we’re gotta make sure that we’re ready to dictate and not just sit there see what they’re going to bring.” 

Brodziak, what do you want?: “You know, the same things that we always want from him. Obviously penalty killing will be important and sort of a defensive-minded presence on the ice but a guy who’s going to be play the game hard both ends of the ice and a guy who’s going to be strong on the puck. That’s really not a big change for him, and I’m confident he’ll come in and play well.”

Heatley, and how well he played: “I was real happy to see the way that he came in. I give real credit to him the way that he’s handled himself since being out. For a veteran guy like that and the success that he’s had, to not start in our lineup, he handled it with a great deal of professionalism. But more importantly he made sure that he was ready. The fact that he’s been around, that he understands that there’s going to be changes for injury or performance. He made sure that he was ready, and obviously if he keeps going the way he’s at, it’s a great thing for us and he’ll continue to get more opportunities.”

Who initiates physical play now without Cooke?: “I think that typically we’re not a team that one looks to one guy and sees how he’s playing and then we all react to it. We had the opportunity before Game 3 where I met with every player and just kind of figured out where they’re at mentally, and they sat there and told me what they were going to bring. We have an attitude as a group that we all play sort of the same way of how we play without the puck, how we play with the puck and again, whether that’s finishing a check or how you play in your own zone, or how that’s how you execute with the puck, we try to all be on the same page. So I would expect the same tomorrow.”

On Thursday, I'll be on KFAN at some time in the morning on P.A.'s show (9:55 a.m. subject to change), on SiriusXM NHL Network Radio Sirius 207 XM 211 at 3:20 p.m., on NHL Network's NHL Live (arena cam) at 5:35 p.m. and on KFAN with Barreiro at 5:55 p.m.

Joey Hishon, the 2010 first-round pick by the Avs, has been recalled and will make his NHL debut on Colorado's fourth line and the power play. Ryan Wilson replaced Barrie on the blue line.

Matt Cooke to appear at NHL headquarters Wednesday afternoon

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild practice  Updated: April 22, 2014 - 3:48 PM    

print

Share13      Share via Email  

Wild veteran left wing Matt Cooke will have an in-person hearing Wednesday at 12:30 p.m. ET at NHL headquarters in New York for his knee-on-knee hit that injured Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie in Game 3 of the Western Conference quarterfinals.

Barrie sustained an injury to his left medial collateral ligament and is expected to miss four to six weeks, Avs coach Patrick Roy said.

Cooke, who is unavailable for comment until later this week, faces a suspension that can exceed five games (criteria of in-person hearing). Any suspension can be appealed to Commissioner Gary Bettman after the fact. If Cooke is suspended six or more games, he has the right to appeal Bettman’s ruling to a neutral arbitrator.

Cooke, who was assessed a two-minute minor for kneeing, is expected to be represented by agent Pat Morris, an NHLPA representative and Wild GM Chuck Fletcher. The hearing will in front of former defenseman Stephane Quintal, who has taken Brendan Shanahan’s role on an interim basis since the discipline czar (so to speak) left for Toronto. Deputy Commissioner Bill Daly is also part of the process.

Quintal and Roy, by the way, were teammates in Montreal briefly.

Since players don’t receive salaries in the playoffs, Cooke can only be fined, but he won’t lose salary that would come with a regular-season suspension.

It'll be interesting to see the eventual video explanation from the NHL because it's hard to see the difference between Cooke's knee and many in this NHL video showing the difference between suspension-worthy knees, non-suspension worthy knees and those worthy of just a fine. Chicago's Bryan Bickell had a similar knee against St. Louis' Vladimir Sobotka in Game 2 of that playoff series. But Bickell's name isn't Matt Cooke and Sobotka didn't suffer a serious injury.

Today was a day off for both teams, so subject to NHL media regulations for two days in between games, both the Wild and Avs made Mike Yeo and Roy available only.

At the very minimum, Cooke won’t play again in the first round. Yeo discussed this likelihood, how his suspension will affect the team and things did get testy when a Denver Post columnist tried to turn Yeo’s words upside down like the coach told Cooke to target Avs players.

From the start of this series, Yeo and Roy have made it clear that the gameplan is to finish checks on opposing top players. Before the series even started, Roy himself said the Avs had to make life difficult on players like Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund and to make sure that if they’re going to play big minutes, the minutes better be hard minutes.

Yeo’s reaction on the Cooke in-person hearing: “Yeah, obviously things you don’t want to have happen. I think we all want to play good, physical, intense hockey. At the same time, I know that they want to do the same to us. Neither side wants to see anyone get hurt. Obviously on our part, we don’t want to see one of our players get suspended. Obviously not going to be sitting here and saying we’re in a great mood about any of that.”

How does it affect lineup? “Today’s a day off for players and the rest of the coaches. Obviously I’ve already started to think about that, but we’ll have a chance to get together in the morning and discuss it further.”

There are likely three options if one assumes Yeo’s not fiddling with Zach Parise-Granlund-Jason Pominville (I’ll bet my life on that one) and Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle.

Cooke-Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine did an admirable job shutting down Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Nathan MacKinnon on Monday. They went from 13 combined points in Games 1 and 2 to no points and seven shots in Game 3.

Haula and Fontaine will obviously stay, so the options would be Nino Niederreiter, Stephane Veilleux or Kyle Brodziak.

Veilleux could probably slide in seamlessly because he’s a left wing and let’s be honest, that’s his role. But my guess is Niederreiter goes there. Niederreiter has played third line for parts of this season, has the size and Yeo has talked a lot the second half about Niederreiter’s solid defensive wherewithal. Also, Yeo has said a few times recently that Niederreiter is much better on the left side than the right.

If Niederreiter moves up, either Veilleux would slide into the fourth line or Brodziak would. If that were the case, McCormick would likely move to wing with Dany Heatley, who played well Monday.

Yeo on how much Cooke meant to this team- “He’s an important player to our team, there’s no question. There’s a reason he was brought here and physicality is only a very small part of it really. It’s his leadership. It’s his experience. It’s his role as a penalty killer and a checking forward. So, certainly it’s a loss to our lineup. We’ve been a team that has been able to overcome injuries at different points of the season and at different positions. When you look at some of the guys that we have that are either on a fourth line, or even out of the lineup for that matter, these are guys that have played not only third line but even higher, second or even first-line roles at different situations during the year. So we have guys that we know are capable of coming in and filling that void, and obviously that’s going to be an important thing for our team to get adjusted to quickly.”

Was this the risk in signing Cooke? Like I told you on last night's blog, I can provide countless examples every game where Cooke has shown he's a different player than yesteryear. He normally errs on the side of caution whenever somebody's in a vulnerable position, doesn't have the puck or has a chance to be blown up. The stats and his off-ice video work have shown he has reformed (no major penalties since 2011, and ...

But let’s be honest, it was obvious that if Cooke ever crossed the line, the league would take his history (six previous suspensions) into count. So, again, was this the risk in signing Cooke?

“I don’t really want to get into that,” Yeo said. “Obviously, listen, I had the experience of working with Cookie when I was in Pittsburgh and there was a history before he came to Pittsburgh. And he was a real important part of our team, a real good person on and off the ice and helped our team win a championship. So, for me, I was looking at what he did then. I looked at, Chuck obviously as well, looked at the way that he’s been able to change his game since a couple of the things that happened, and that was kind of our focus.”

Does Cooke represent the league well? Yeo: “I’m not going to get into that. Listen, you’re asking me to sit here and criticize my player. I’m not going to do that. I don’t want to get into a whole laundry list of things trying to defend him. This is a situation that happened in the game last night and I believe the league is going to handle this. They always do and they’ve obviously looked at it very carefully.”

Cooke’s absence pretty big on that third line? Yeo: “First off, like I said, he was part of that matchup line. But I do believe that we have other guys that are capable of filling that void. Again, this is a tough loss for us, but I know that’s a tough loss for them and I’m sure they’re not going to sit around and feel sorry for themselves. They’re going to try to find guys that can fill the void, and that’s been a team that’s been able to overcome injuries this year, and we’ve been a team that’s been able to overcome injuries, and that’s part of what the playoffs is about, dealing with different types of adversities that come your way. So that’s the challenge.

“These are things that we’ll discuss. I thought that Fontaine was a nice complement to that line so I don’t expect to make any changes there, and obviously part of the reason that Haulzy was there was his speed. So you can expect to see that line stay the same. But where we go from there, I’m not exactly sure yet, and certainly we have a few ideas, but we’ll hammer that out a little bit more in the morning.”

Do your skill guys need to be more on guard?

Yeo: “Well, this is playoffs. They’ve said it themselves that they’re trying to target certain guys, and likewise we’re trying to target certain guys as far as playing physical, but no one wants to see anybody get hurt. That’s not their intention to hurt us. That’s not our intention to hurt them. But this is a fast, physical game, and you look around the league at playoff hockey, it’s hard-hitting. So I think that players are always aware of that. I know that our guys are always aware that a Cody McLeod or a Patrick Bordeleau is trying to get them every time they’re on the ice, and they’re ready for that, and likewise we have to make sure that we’re ready to play a hard, physical game as well.”

Denver Post columnist: So you wanted Cooke to target specific guys? Yeo: “Don’t get into this, alright? I know where you want to spin this. But listen, I want our players when somebody is in front of them to finish their check. That’s hockey. So if you think that I’m saying, ‘Go take him out.’ No, you’re wrong. There’s a lot more respect in this game than that and we have a lot more respect for the game than that. So what we say to our guys is if you have an opportunity to finish your check, finish your check. And that’s the same thing that I’m sure that they’re saying there, too.

What’s Cooke been like in the locker room? Yeo: "I would say that he’s been great for us. I’m not sure that he’s got a charging or a major or boarding penalty this year, I’m not sure. But more importantly he’s been an important leader to our group. We’ve got a lot of young kids on this team, and I think he’s done a real good job helping these kids become pros and helping these guys ride the ups and downs of the season. Certainly, in playoff time, if you look at the adversity that we faced in Game 1 and how things went in Game 2,  he was a guy that helped us regroup and get reset and refocused for this past game."

The unfortunate part of today is it was mostly a follow on the Cooke-Barrie incident, not Mikael Granlund’s overtime thrilling goal or Darcy Kuemper’s shutout. Kuemper will obviously start Game 4. Ryan Wilson will replace Barrie in Colorado’s lineup. More on that in Wednesday’s Star Tribune.

From Elias: Mikael Granlund's first NHL playoff goal earned the Wild a 1-0 overtime victory in Game 3 of its series against the Avalanche. Granlund is only the fifth NHL player in the last 75 years to score his first career playoff goal in a 1-0 overtime game. The others were Andrei Zyuzin (1998), Ruslan Fedotenko (2002), Niko Dimitrakos (2004) and Ryan O'Reilly (2010).

From Elias: Darcy Kuemper, making the first playoff start of his NHL career, recorded 22 saves in his 1-0 overtime victory against the Avalanche on Monday night. Kuemper is only the second goaltender in NHL history to post a 1-0 overtime win in his first postseason start. The first was the Red Wings' Normie Smith, whose first playoff start came in what is still the longest playoff game in NHL history, Detroit's 1-0 victory over the Montreal Maroons on March 24, 1936, which Smith won when Mud Bruneteau scored at the 16:30 mark of the sixth overtime period.

Here is a transcript of Roy from today (courtesy of colleague Rachel Blount):

 --Regarding the Wild playing so well at home last night:

 This conference is so good. Looking at one stat today, 0-11 on the road. Is that a surprise? No. This is how this conference is. You have to work hard to be part of the playoffs. You had to win big games. It was not an easy ride to be part of the playoffs. Every team had to be good at home, every team had to win big games along the way, every team had to bring their game to another level. That’s what (the Wild) did yesterday. They had great urgency. All the series right now are 2-1 for the team who started at home except for San Jose who plays the third game tonight.

--On the Granlund goal:

 He made a super play on that goal. We don’t try to be overphysical with him. We didn’t get beat by a bad goal. We got beat by an outstanding play. He made a terrific play in the corner and even better to the front of the net. We have 2 guys in front of the net. He went through these guys. He deserves credit for that, for the quality of his play.

--Regarding the power play, particularly in Barrie's absence:

 I'm not saying were gonna change a lot of things, but there's options. PA could go back to the point. The player we called up today, Joey Hishon, he's been playing really well on the power play in the minors, he's a guy that could also step in on the power play.

I think we're gonna simplify our power play. That's the first thing. We need to put more pucks on net, that’s the thing we haven’t done. We have to put pucks on net, have a bit more screen and we'll see what happens. This is how Suter scored his goal in Game 1, a wrister that deflected on us and went in the back of the net. Sometimes it doesn’t have to be pretty. It's put pucks on net and compete in front of the net. I thought yesterday our 5 on 5 game, this is what we didn’t do as well. We didn’t go to the net as much, working on rebounds and putting some shots on net. Our shots just didn’t get through and we're gonna have to do that.

Minny's playing well on the penalty killing. They're doing a good job putting some pressure on us. You see they're sending their two D into the corner, putting a lot of pressure on us. For some reason right now we just couldn’t find the opening, and create some scoring chances, and when we do have some chances, their goalies I thought made some good saves. Sometimes, it's just one power play and then things start clicking and that puts pressure on the other team. Jamie had a real good chance in the second period, if you score on that one after the Cooke penalty, I think that could have made them more on their heels. And that’s what were gonna have to do. For some reason when we’re skating, they're getting on their heels. Yesterday we didn’t skate as well and they responded well.

 --Ryan Wilson will take Barrie's spot in the lineup.

 He's capable of being physical, finishing his checks. He's strong in front of the net, competing to protect the front of net. Obviously this is not the year he wanted to have. He's struggled with an injury. It’s a good opportunity for him now to take advantage of it.

--He wants to see how Hishon handles the pace of practice tomorrow. If he's satisfied that Hishon can make good decisions on the power play under pressure, he could play.

Wild outplay Colorado from start to finish, rewarded with shutout
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After regulation, Mike Yeo went in the back with his coaches and jokingly asked, “Are we psychotic to put ourselves through this?”

Despite completely outplaying the Colorado Avalanche for 60 minutes, despite having the puck for nearly 70 percent of the time according to extraskater.com, the Wild found itself in a 0-0 stalemate with rock-solid goalie Semyon Varlamov and the Colorado Avalanche.

But on the Wild’s 46th shot, Mikael Granlund scored one of the prettiest goals of the Wild season and certainly the largest when he circled the net, won a board battle with Jan Hedja, spun away, drove the net, dove and scored while falling 5:08 into OT.

The 1-0 victory cut the Avs’ series lead to 2-1, ginormous when one considers that only three teams in NHL history have rallied from 3-0 to win a series.

“We were playing really good,” Granlund said. “We were creating chances, so we knew eventually we were going to get rewarded. We just need to keep playing like that. That’s the key for us.”

Granlund, who keeps on taking a licking but keeps on getting right back up, showed his courage all night by taking big hits and driving to the dirty areas with cuts to the net. He was finally rewarded, and so was the Wild for outplaying the Avs and shutting down Colorado’s talented first line of Gabriel Landeskog, Paul Stastny and Nathan MacKinnon. The three forwards, who combined for 13 points in Games 1 and 2, had seven shots tonight.

Obviously the newly-assembled shutdown line of Matt Cooke (see below blog though and Rachel Blount’s article in Tuesday’s paper), Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine deserve a large amount of credit, but so do the Wild’s defensemen, who were so good tonight, and the Wild’s offensive attack, which forced the Avs to defend most the night from their own end.

“There were a lot of things tonight that felt similar in Game 1 even,” coach Mike Yeo said of the game the Wild also outplayed Colorado but coughed up. “For a couple games, we’ve shown if we’re playing our game and we stay strong with that, then good things will happen.”

Tonight had a bad feel though only because how many times do you see a team dominate, not be able to beat a goalie and then, boom?

“You see it so many times where teams get chance after chance after chance and then a fluky one goes in against you, but luckily that wasn’t the case tonight,” said Granlund’s linemate, Zach Parise, who had an assist on Granlund’s first career playoff goal and seven shots. “We managed to keep it away.”

One big reason is Darcy Kuemper, in his first career playoff start, didn’t allow it to happen. He made 22 saves for the Wild’s first-ever playoff shutout.

For awhile, this game reminded me of that Toronto game in October where the Wild thoroughly dominated, Kuemper saw no action in his first start of the season and wound up getting pulled after allowing I think three goals on seven shots in like 32 minutes.

But Kuemper was a different goalie back then and all had nothing but one start in Iowa before being airlifted in to the pressure cooker that is Toronto.

“He’s in a different place now than that,” Yeo said. “The difference is when we put him into this game tonight, we knew he was ready.”

“That’s a very skilled team over there,” Yeo said of the Avs. “We know they’re going to get some chances, some shots, and to get that kind of goaltending tonight was huge.”

Granlund loved that the Wild didn’t emotionally cave tonight under the frustration of not scoring. It did take three penalties in the second, but the penalty kill was outstanding.

On Granlund, Yeo said, “The last couple of games, the result has caused a lot of talk about the skill of their players, and rightfully so. They’ve made plays. But we’ve got good players, too.”

On Granlund’s goal, Yeo said, “The goal he scored was an amazing play, but his all-around game was very much the way he’s played for us all year. He’s had a couple of other plays earlier it the game where he was able to beat a guy down low and he was very aggressive to the net, and eventually he got rewarded.”

On getting back up after getting targeted, Yeo said, “This is not a timid guy. From what I’ve seen, generally when teams try to get physical with him he elevates his game. This is a guy that’s used to being a target, to being the center of attention since h was a young kid. Guys like that quite often find times in big moments to make big plays.

“To me I look at that play and first off you’ve got a player who’s very skilled, but it’s a strength play. It’s wining a battle, it’s his ability to get separation. …”

I’ll probably write more about Granlund Tuesday for Wednesday. I got a lot of extra stuff after the game and few funny things from guys like Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville, who gave Granlund the puck before the OT winner.

Granlund’s reaction was awesome. For a guy with head issues, he hopped to his feet and headed for the glass to jump into.

“I was hugging on the bench,” Yeo said. “I didn’t see the celebration. Let’s not kid ourselves, this was a huge win for us. Not only to get the win, but the way we played our game, we know that next game’s going to be even bigger and a tougher test, and we’re going to have to be real good, but there’s no question that we needed this one tonight.”

On the crowd, Yeo said, “It was a fun game. I thought the crowd was rocking. I expect a lot of the same for Game. 4. The playoff hockey, there’s nothing like it – the intensity, the emotion.”

Tuesday, the Wild and, I’m assuming, the Avs are off. Yeo will be available in the afternoon. Abiding by league rules when there are two days between games, no Wild players are expected to be available.

I worked postgame to gather extras. So I’ll be back after Yeo’s availability. I doubt Cooke will be available (again, read the below blog). My guess is Yeo goes with a Nino Niederreiter-Haula-Fontaine line, or maybe Kyle Brodziak or Stephane Veilleux draws back in to play on that line.

That’s it. Read Team Strib on www.startribune.com/wild (Rachel, myself, Chip Scoggins, Jim Souhan, pics by Carlos Gonzalez and Jeff Wheeler and a video produced by Shari Gross).

Matt Cooke faces suspension, offered in-person hearing with NHL

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: April 21, 2014 - 11:41 PM   

print

Share29      Share via Email  

Wild left wing Matt Cooke will likely not play again in this first-round matchup with the Colorado Avalanche.

The veteran left wing, who signed a three-year contract with the Wild last July, has been offered an in-person hearing with the NHL's Department of Player Safety after a knee-on-knee hit tonight that injured Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie.

That allows the NHL to issue a suspension that exceeds five games if it so wishes. Cooke can decline the invitation and have a phone hearing.

Barrie, the dynamic free-wheeler who led Colorado blue-liners with 13 goals in the regular season, is expected to miss four to six weeks with an injury to his left medial collateral ligament, Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said.

Cooke was assessed a two-minute minor for kneeing 2:02 into the second period of tonight's 1-0 overtime win over the Avs. Barrie, in pain, got up and said, "I'm done," according to TSN analyst Ray Ferraro, who was broadcasting between the benches.

The Wild killed off Cooke's penalty -- the first of three second-period minors -- before Mikael Granlund broke a scoreless tie in OT with his first career playoff goal.

“A knee on Tyson Barrie, without a doubt, that’s the play of the game,’’ Roy said after the game. “We lost our best offensive defenseman, and I think it could have been a five-minute major. Plus, I think that would have broken (the Wild’s) momentum.

“I’m sure the league will make the right call. We’re very confident they will make the right call.’’

Cooke was unavailable for comment. Cooke, who has suspended six times for a total of 25 games, has not been suspended since March 2011. He is not considered a repeat offender by NHL standards, but it's very clear with some of the kneeings this season and in this postseason, the Matt Cooke factor is in full effect.

Cooke has worked hard behind the scenes to "clean up his act" through video work and other means. Here's a feature I wrote on Cooke back in September. He has shown all season a tendency to err on the side of caution anytime there's a chance for a potential close call. He was having a terrific series to this point, and tonight he led the Wild with six of its 33 hits.

The incident in question is below. (Barrie is a great guy, by the way. He used to be a member of the Coral Springs Coyotes at Incredible Ice when he was a kid. I covered his dad, Len Barrie, on the Florida Panthers, and after the season, I used to watch playoff hockey with Barrie, then-Panthers play-by-play guy Jeff Rimer and an 11-year-old kid named, ... Tyson Barrie. I interviewed Barrie for awhile Saturday and was actually planning on writing a story on him for Wednesday's paper. That story likely won't see the light of day now.

Darcy Kuemper starts Game 3 vs. Avalanche, and other Wild lineup changes
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Today from 12-12:30 p.m., Mike Rand and I will broadcast live from the X to get you ready for Game 3. Here’s the link to click:

http://www.startribune.com/video/175907151.html

I’ll also be on KFAN at 4:30 p.m. and on Fox Sports North at 5:10 p.m. and during the first intermission tonight.

The Wild was in the driver’s seat, up 4-2 in Game 1 until with less than 13 minutes left, Kyle Brodziak burps up a puck to Ryan O’Reilly, Jamie McGinn scores and the rest of the night was pandemonium. The Wild, 5-10 all-time at home in the playoffs, went from potentially being up 1-0 in the series to now being in a 2-0 hole with Game 3 tonight (6 p.m.) at the X.

For the first time in his Wild career, Brodziak will be a healthy scratch tonight. Justin Fontaine and Dany Heatley draw in, Stephane Veilleux and Brodziak come out.

Darcy Kuemper will make his first career playoff start and fourth playoff appearance against Semyon Varlamov. It’s Kuemper’s first start since a concussion and first start since March 27 in St. Louis. Before the injury, the second-half savior won once in his final eight starts, allowing three or more goals in six of those games. He stopped all 14 shots he saw in relief of Ilya Bryzgalov in Game 2, but starting in the playoffs is a different mentality than just getting thrown in. He’s got all day to think and … not freak out.

No lineup changes for the Avs.

Coach Mike Yeo didn’t divulge the lines tonight and did no line rushes in the skate, but the one line we know is Matt Cooke-Erik Haula-Fontaine.

Good morning from the X.

Why’s Brodziak out? Yeo said, “You’re down 2-0 in a series, quite often that happens, you’re going to make some changes. That’s where we’re at.”

Why’s Brodziak out when you’ve been reluctant to pull him all season? “With the trade deadline and picking up [Cody McCormick] and then realizing he’s available in the center position, Haulzy, the way that he’s been able to show that he can move up, this is not just on Brodzy. It’s also about other guys.”

As you know, Yeo will rarely if ever criticize one of his players publicly, so, “Brodzy, did they tell you why you’re out?”

“I think it’s pretty obvious,” Brodziak said. “I haven’t been playing the best of my capability. It’s a pretty big game tonight, so that’s about it.”

That’s got to make it all the harder? “It’s tough. Obviously you want to be in and helping the team, especially in a big game like that. I just have to try to reestablish my game and find it for the chance I get back in there.”

That turnover was costly, right? How’d you get past it? “It was a tough play for sure. Obviously a mistake at a costly time. To be honest, I felt like I regrouped fairly well after that for the rest of the game. I know we were on for the last two goals, but they were kind of tough plays in front that’s part of the game. And stuff like that happens. But I felt emotionally like I was OK after that. Sometimes in the past maybe I could have just completely became unraveled. But I thought I held it together alright. But then last game wasn’t my best game and emotions probably got the best of me.”

On Heatley playing, he’s excited. Yeo wouldn’t say if Heatley’s on the second line or the fourth (Matt Moulson hasn’t played well, so it wouldn’t shock me if Heatley did get to that second line, but we’ll see tonight). Yeo said, “[Heatley’s] played well against these guys this year. Veteran presence, a guy who’s got a lot of experience in the playoffs. We’re adding a guy who … has more playoff points than anybody on our team. It’s not an incredibly difficult situation there.

“This is a guy that’s been just an unbelievable pro. He’s used this time, he’s worked, he’s had a great attitude for his teammates. I’m excited. I’m really hoping that he comes in and has a great game, obviously for our team. But the way that he’s handled this, I’m cheering for him too.”

Yeo on Cooke-Haula-Fontaine: “Their top line has done a lot of damage for them, but it’s not like their third or fourth lines are getting eaten up either. You need everybody. We’re going to need our top line going and be strong in their roles, we’re going to need our third and fourth lines going and be strong in their roles. That’s playoff hockey.”

On Fontaine, Yeo says, “he’s positionally sound, he’s surprisingly competitive, strong on the puck. As much as anything else, it’s his composure, it’s his ability to make plays on the wall.”

Fontaine is excited to make his NHL playoff debut.

On whether being at home will help him get better matchups, Yeo said, “Listen their top line is playing really well. And we’ve talked about this an awful lot and I get it. But I’m focused on our team and I’m confident with our guys against anybody. We’ve got some great players in our own right. They’re feeling good and it’s up to us to take that away from them.”

So Yeo said there could be personnel matchups, there might be situational matchups, but “I’ve got no problem throwing out a Mikko or a Granny at any time in any point of the game against those guys. I’m not going to let matchups dictate this game. I want our guys focused on ourselves. When we do that, we’re a tough team to play against.”

Yeo is going with the same D, meaning Jon Blum is scratched. When a reporter asked about why no Blum for Clayton Stoner, Yeo said Stoner has played well. “I have no problem with his game at all.”

The Moulson-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line hasn’t produced. We’ll see if Yeo tinkers with them tonight. He says they’ve had a “score every touch mentality. They’re getting the puck, and just ‘I’m going to turn this one particular play into a goal,’ which quite often means you’re not  moving your feet, you’re forcing plays, you’re making some high risk plays or hope plays, which leads to more backcheck.”

Yeo said he met with the team yesterday and each player individually, which is not uncommon, to get them “reset, refocused and reenergized.”

The Wild is hoping for a loud rink that can rival Pepsi Center, which was electric. The Wild’s home crowd is known as one of the quietest in the NHL.

“The excitement, I’m hoping the building is rocking and I think that it will be,” Yeo said. “You come into the building in the playoffs and there’s a different feel. There’s an electricity, there’s a vibe that everybody seems to be picking up on. So I think that’s going to be there. I think our crowd’s going to be great tonight.”

Wild likely to make changes, but Mike Yeo not tipping hand yet

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 20, 2014 - 4:19 PM   
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Wild gathered at the X this afternoon for video work and a meeting, and then a handful of players went on the ice for a little practice.

Wild returns home Monday night (6 p.m. CT) with the goal of trying to get back into this series with the Colorado Avalanche. The Avs are 12-0 all-time when they’re up 2-0 in a series, … so they’re due.

Coach Mike Yeo wasn’t tipping his hand as far as lineup changes (Justin Fontaine, Dany Heatley and Jon Blum having been the scratches; Wild is 0-3 since Blum came out of the lineup for banged-up Clayton Stoner) or the starting goaltender. Let’s be honest: Darcy Kuemper is likely going to make his first career playoff start after stopping all 14 shots in relief of Ilya Bryzgalov in Saturday’s Game 2 defeat in Denver.

It was his first action since leaving the morning skate March 31. Matt Cooke accidentally let the cat out of the bag today with reporters: Kuemper suffered a concussion in practice – perhaps March 30 in Phoenix, which could explain why I never saw him get hurt (my flight to L.A. was right as the Wild hit the ice the day after its win at Phoenix).

Bryzgalov has allowed 16 goals in the past four starts and was pulled in two of them.

“If I do get the start, I'm really excited,” Kuemper said. “It's a big game for the team and I'm going to do my part and I’m sure everyone else is going to do their part to try to come up with a win.”

If the Wild’s going to get back in this series, it must neutralize the Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Nathan MacKinnon line. The trio combined for 10 points last night.

From the NHL’s morning PR email:

MacKinnon collected three assists in his postseason debut in Game 1. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, his seven points (1-6—7) match an NHL record for points in the first two games of a playoff career, tying Odie Cleghorn (MTL: 1919) and Barry Pederson (BOS: 1982).

  * MacKinnon also became the third 18-year-old in Stanley Cup Playoffs history to post a four-point game, joining Pierre Turgeon (BUF: April 10, 1988) and Trevor Linden (VAN: April 9, 1989). The record for points by an 18-year-old in one postseason is 13, set by Jaromir Jagr in 1991 (PIT: 3-10—13 in 24 GP).

  * At 18 years, 228 days, MacKinnon became the youngest player in Avalanche/Nordiques history to score a playoff goal, doing so in highlight-reel fashion. He also became the sixth-youngest player since 1979 to record a goal in the Stanley Cup Playoffs: 

YOUNGEST PLAYERS TO SCORE IN POSTSEASON, SINCE 1979

 1. Jordan Staal, PIT – 18 years, 213 days

 2. Brian Bellows, MIN – 18 years, 217 days

 3. Pierre Turgeon, BUF – 18 years, 222 days

 4. Patrick Marleau, SJ – 18 years, 224 days

 5. Martin Lapointe, DET – 18 years, 227 days

 6. Nathan MacKinnon, COL – 18 years, 228 days

  * Stastny now has 3-4—7 through the first two games of the series. He had 3-5—8 in 15 career postseason appearances entering 2013-14.

  * At 21 years, 147 days, Landeskog became the youngest player in Avalanche/Nordiques history to record a multi-goal playoff game. Alex Tanguay (21 years, 200 days) previously held the mark, posting 2-1—3, including the game-winning goal, in the Avalanche’s Game 7 victory over the Devils in the 2001 Stanley Cup Final.

For the first time in this series, Yeo will have last change because the team’s coming home.

One would think the Wild will assemble a third line of Matt Cooke-Erik Haula-Nino Niederreiter and give them the task of going up against Colorado’s top line.

Yeo made clear though that he believes that when the Wild’s playing its game, any line and any center can go against the Avs’ top line.

But, Yeo said, the Wild hasn’t been on top of its game.

The Wild must be better with the puck. Players are turning pucks over, and the Avs are exploding out of the zone, which puts Wild defenders on its heels. As Ryan Suter, no forward likes to skate backwards, but the Wild spent the second period skating backward Saturday.

“We’ve got to get more aggressive in our mentality because there’s too much gap, and we’re giving them too much ice,” Yeo said. “We have to do a better job of making sure they’re coming through tight layers.”

On MacKinnon, Yeo said, “He’s playing really well right now, we’ve played against some other great players this year too and we’ve done the job against them. It’s just a matter of resetting and getting back to our game. Getting home, I think, will give us that opportunity.

I wonder if the Wild tried to stick Haula on MacKinnon like a glove. He’s the only Wild forward who can maybe keep up with the speedster. Cooke said, “Obviously I want that [Colorado top line] matchup for me and for my line and for our team. It’s tough when you’re on the road. We’re going to get the last change and if that’s the way that coach wants to go, then I’ll be ready.”

Koivu, who was caught flat-footed on the first three goals Saturday, said, “We recognize the challenge. We’re excited to be home. We’re excited for tomorrow’s game. We know we need to play better. As a team, there’s things we need to do better. We recognize that and that’s our goal.

“We just have to take advantage of coming home and playing in front of our fans and in our building.”

Avs are landing about now. They didn’t practice. Patrick Roy did say Matt Duchene is on the trip and will begin skating Monday. Talk to you Monday. I’ll be on KFAN at 9:15 a.m. and on Fox Sports North before and during Game 3.

Wild returns to St. Paul reeling, down 2-0 to Colorado Avalanche

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: April 20, 2014 - 8:44 AM    
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The Wild may rue the day it coughed up Game 1. You only get so many kicks at the can when you outplay a better opponent, have them on the ropes and hand them the game.

Tonight’s Game 2 recipe against the Avs: good start by the Wild, massive defensive and neutral-zone breakdowns, another dominant night by Colorado’s first line and Darcy Kuemper’s first playoff appearance.

Ilya Bryzgalov was chased after allowing three goals on 14 shots through 31:59. Hardly all his fault. He was playing behind an exposed defense and coach Mike Yeo tried to change the momentum of the game. But Kuemper came in, stopped all 14 shots he saw and will almost certainly start Monday’s Game 3 after tonight’s 4-2 loss to the Avs.

Nathan MacKinnon, the 18-year-old star, scored his first career playoff goal and had three assists one game after having three assists in his playoff debut. He is the fourth player in NHL history with 3-plus points in each of his first two career playoff games (Odie Cleghorn, Newsy Lalonde, Bobby Smith).

MacKinnon’s seven points ties the NHL record for most points in the first two playoff games of an NHL career: Odie Cleghorn in 1918-19 and Barry Pederson with Boston in 1981-82. He is the second-youngest player to record four points in a playoff game at 18 years, 230 days…Pierre Turgeon was 18 years, 226 days when he had four points on April 10, 1988 vs. Boston. He is the third 18-year old in NHL history to record a four-point game in the postseason (Turgeon twice in 1988 and Trevor Linden in 1989).

“Obviously I still feel like a kid,” he said. “I’m only 18 still and I’m not trying to grow up too fast. I’m trying to enjoy this. I’m not the only young guy on the team.”

Paul Stastny, one game after scoring the tying goal with 13.4 seconds left and the OT winner, scored an empty-net goal and three assists and Gabriel Landeskog, the youngest captain in the NHL at age 21, scored two goals. So, 10 points by the top line.

MacKinnon and Stastny each have seven points in the series and Landeskog three goals – three giant reasons why the Wild flew home to Minnesota tonight down 2 games to none in this best-of-seven series. The Avalanche was a league-best 26-11-4 on the road this season. Teams that go up 2-0 in a best-of-seven playoff series hold an all-time record of 287-45 (86.4%).

Charlie Coyle gave the Wild a 1-0 lead 4:18 in with his second goal of the series. But 2:02 later, MacKinnon scored his first career playoff goal after a tremendous flash of speed. He took Stastny’s pass at center-ice and erupted like few other NHLers can.

Jared Spurgeon, who had a poor night, and Nate Prosser were put on their heels in a gigantic way, and once MacKinnon did a crossover and cut to his right, Spurgeon got tangled, toppled over and MacKinnon let loose a howitzer past Bryzgalov’s blocker.

In the second period, Jonas Brodin committed an offensive-zone turnover and Mikko Koivu got caught flat-footed in the neutral zone. With Brodin and Ryan Suter backing up as MacKinnon flew, MacKinnon dropped a pass to Landeskog for the snipe over Bryzgalov’s glove.

Landeskog’s second goal also came after Koivu was caught standing still in the neutral zone. MacKinnon flew past both times.

MacKinnon flew into the Wild end and wheeled easily around Spurgeon to create a 3-on-1 down low. Paul Stastny made a behind-the back pass to Landeskog, who buried his third goal of the series into an open net.

“Our forwards have to stop skating backward in the neutral zone,” Zach Parise said. “We get flat-footed, you try to jump at them and they go right around us. We have to stop doing that.”

Mikko Koivu was caught flat-footed in the neutral zone on Landeskog's two goals and Ole'ed in the neutral zone on MacKinnon's goal. Parise was late on the backcheck on both of Landeskog's goals. 

The Avalanche barely had the puck and barely got a sniff of the offensive zone in the first 10 minutes, but that turned in the last half. The Avalanche began to pressure, force some icings, won some draws and Bryzgalov responded with a number of clutch saves late to keep the Wild in the game.

But things imploded in the second. Bryzgalov has now allowed 16 goals in four games.

Remember, Avs coach Patrick Roy made clear before the series started that the Avs have “a lot of info” on Bryzgalov. Avs goalie coach Francois Allaire was Bryzgalov’s goalie coach once upon a time in Anaheim, and Avs backup Jean-Sebastien Giguere was the Ducks’ No. 1 at the time. First goal, blocker side. Second goal, upstairs again glove side.

Here’s the Bryzgalov Q and A postgame:

(What did you see from them and their top line) I don’t know what to say. What do you mean?

(Their top line scored 3 against you. What did you see from them?) They score goals on the rush ...

(Will you feel ready if they come back to you at some point?) All I can is practice and wait. I don’t know.

(You shared a quick moment with Kuemper in locker room. What did you tell him?) I just tell him great job.

(Concerned about your game?) What exactly do you mean?

(You’ve had some tough games here lately. Concern you at all) Not really. Not really.

Kuemper said, “Obviously for me to go in, something had to go wrong. Obviously we’d have to be down or a situation like that. But I was ready. That’s why I was back in the lineup because if they needed me, I was ready to go.”

(any rust?) “No, I’ve gotten a lot of practice time lately. The rust is gone and I feel on top of my game.”

(Just expect to start Monday) “Yeah, I’ll have to wait and hear but I hope so. This is playoff hockey. You want to play. I felt good so have to carry that over into the next game.”

Add about 15 seconds of pause before Bryz answered after each question and you'll imagine how fun that back and forth was. We may have seen the last of him. 

The Wild flipped struggling Spurgeon and Brodin on the first and second pairs. Brodin is so overmatched this season. His turnover led to the second goal and he's getting tossed around like a rag doll. MacKinnon springs away from him en route to Game 1 winner and just look at how he was outmuscled by MacKinnon on the empty-netter.

On Spurgeon, Yeo wouldn’t dissect him but said, “He’s a guy who’s bounced back continually. If he wasn’t at his best tonight, I’m confident he will be next game. That’s the kind of character he is, the kind of player he is. This is not about one guy. It’s about our team.”

 In the second period, Nino Niederreiter and Matt Moulson switched lines. In the third, Yeo reunited the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line and a Moulson-Koivu-Coyle line.

But the Wild better figure out a way to slow the Avs down in the neutral zone, defend better, or this thing will end soon.

Koivu, Suter and Parise, whom Yeo talked to on the bench after the game (Yeo said the message was between the coach and his captains), all said they’re skating backwards too much, getting caught flat-footed, etc. The defensemen struggled, but Yeo said that’s because they’re making a lot of mistakes in front of them.

Yeo said it’s on the coaches to figure out a way to neutralize Colorado’s top line.

How does the Wild rebound?

“Part of it is being at home,” Yeo said. “Making things a little bit more uncomfortable for them. Part of it is being at home, getting matchups, we’ll be looking to get. And part of it is we still can be better in our game. We’ve been able to shut down really good players all year long. For me, I think you see we’re backing up a little bit too much as far as I’m concerned. I think we’re allowing them to build speed, so we’ve got to a better job with that.

“Part of it is being better in our system, being tighter in our system, being a little bit more in their face when they touch the puck. We’re giving time and space. We want to make sure we’re taking it away. Part of it is also angles. I think we got caught flat footed. That’s usually something we do a better job of.”

Again, how does the Wild rebound?

“You’ve got to get the next one,” Suter said. “That has to be the mindset. You can’t get frustrated. We didn’t play the way we were capable. They played well. They played really well. We can be better.”

Yeo said, “We should get excited about that opportunity to play in front of our fans. Our building is going to be rocking. They did what they were supposed to do. We’ve got to go take care of our business.”

Wild's building will be rocking all right. "SHOOOOOT!"  

Discouraging two games in Denver. Again a reminder how the Avs catapulted past the Wild from a young talent standpoint by stinking for a few years. They're doing this without Matt Duchene. I'm not sure how the Wild catches up. By signing another 30-something free agent? The Wild's certainly proved it's not big enough or fast enough or skilled enough. 

That's it. Very, very early flight so I can get back for availability. Talk to you Sunday.

Wild aims to even up first-round series with Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 19, 2014 - 2:12 PM   
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The Wild will be looking to even up this best-of-7 series tonight with the Colorado Avalanche.

“There’s a big difference between 1-1 and 2-0,” Avs captain Gabriel Landeskog said astutely this morning. “And our road play has been good all year,” so … the Wild better do its darnedest to try to even this thing up tonight.

Said Bloomington native Erik Johnson, “We know how tough that building is to play in (the X), so we want to wrap up home-ice [advantage] tonight.”

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy expects the Wild to play well and hard.

“It’s only a game. That’s all we have earned so far,” Roy said. “I expect Minny to be ready for us and give a good push, especially the start of the game. I think the start of the game will be very important for us. We’re going to have to play our best hockey in order to beat these guys.”

No lineup changes for Colorado, Roy said. He also said he expects Matt Duchene to be out for the series. The star center isn’t even skating yet. Similarly, third-line center John Mitchell (concussion) isn’t even riding the bike yet, Roy said.

For the Wild, Darcy Kuemper said the rust is off and he will back up Ilya Bryzgalov tonight. Bryzgalov wasn’t bad the other night, but he certainly was sloppy and he has given up 13 goals in the past three games. With Kuemper back, there’s suddenly some insurance if Bryzgalov falters.

Kuemper said the injury he had occurred a few days before the March 31 morning skate in L.A. and it just progressively worse. That’s why he had to leave the skate early. He joked that it was a “body” injury when I asked if it was upper, mid or lower.

As of now, looks like the same Wild lineup because Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, suspended Mike Rupp and Keith Ballard got bagged after the optional pregame skate with John Curry.

Couple storylines tonight:

-- There were two 4-on-4’s in Game 1. Colorado benefited from one with a goal and does benefit by them because it’s faster and more skilled than the Wild.

The Wild also believes it got the short end of both of them.

“We don’t want to get in there. But you take enough cross-checks in the back, and it is tough. I think it’s a tactic that they’re trying to deploy. No question, when they’re down, of course they want to play 4-on-4 and open up a little bit more ice. We want to play hard between the whistles. Hopefully the people that are calling the game are aware of that and judging it the right way.”

In other words, Yeo hopes the new set of refs tonight is aware of what the Avs are trying to do. If this is a tactic by Colorado, it’s a smart one because the Avs know it’s natural that officials don’t want to put one team down a man after a scrum, so they often take two.

“We’re going to keep playing in your face hockey and as this goes on, we have to make sure we keep getting harder,” Yeo said. “We want to do it between the whistles. If they cross-check us, we don’t have to do anything back. We can look them in the eye and hopefully there comes a point where we can start getting on the power play.”

Roy said, “We certainly don’t mind the 4-on-4, that’s for sure. We like our speed.” But he added, “We try to get away from the scrums. It’s not a good thing for the game of hockey. I know it’s a good for players to show that they’re in the game. But we rather focus on playing a hard game.”

Speaking of playing a hard game, the Avs did a great job making life difficult on Jonas Brodin and Mikael Granlund especially the other night. They’re two of the Wild’s more diminutive, non-physical players.

Roy brought up how Landeskog’s check on Brodin led to the game’s first goal in Game 1.

“We want to finish our checks. Yes, there’s no doubt about it,” Roy said. “We don’t try to get him out of the ice (injured), but we want to finish our check. I think it’s fair and I think it’s the way the game should be played. And if these guys play big minutes, we want them to play big minutes. The more tired they’re going to be, I think it benefits of us.”

Yeo agrees.

“Physicality is a part of it. This is what makes this game great as far as I’m concerned. This time of year especially, you see guys who quite often don’t play a physical game … doing it. Part of being tough and part of being a winner is being able to take a hit to make a play.”

So Yeo says not only does the Wild have to do that to Colorado’s top players, Brodin and Granlund must do a better job protecting themselves. For instance, how often do you ever see Ryan Suter get blown up? It doesn’t happen.

On puck retrievals, Brodin must do a better job, Yeo said, “not only so you’re not getting run through the boards and running the risk of getting hurt, but also because that’s the right play to give you a chance to execute. If you’re not protecting the puck and not protecting yourself, it’s probably going to lead to a turnover.”

And, that’s what happened before Landeskog’s goal the other night.

Brodin said, “We knew it’s going to be a tough series. They come out hard. It’s their home rink, too. But I think we stood up good to it. You have to see which line you’re playing against. You have to read it. Sometimes you have to protect yourself, sometimes you have to take a hit to make a play.”

I also talked to Granlund and you can hear from him in tomorrow’s paper.

Erik Johnson said the Avs weren’t targeted those two guys specifically. He said it’s the playoffs and you want to set a physical tone and “in the regular season, we’re not exactly known as the most physical team.”

In the playoffs, you finish checks hard “because you want players on both teams to feel it the next day.”

Yeo said the Wild must do a better job being engaged and stronger in battles. He noted how on three of Colorado’s goals the other night, the Wild had guys on the ice.

“We have to be stronger in those situations,” Yeo said (see Kyle Brodziak on the fourth and fifth goals).

The Wild’s PK went 4 for 4 the other night against one of the NHL’s most lethal power plays.

“I have to give them credit,” Roy said. “They play well. They play a low box. We have to take more shots from up top. That’s something we’ll consider. They block a lot of shots, they had great stick. I mean, they’re well-coached. Positioning is really good. We’ll have to maybe do it a little more the hard way,” as in get shots through and jump on rebounds.

Huge game tonight that can determine this series. Teams that go up 2-0 in a best-of-seven Stanley Cup Playoffs series hold an all-time series record of 287-45 (86.4%).

Talk to ya tonight. I can’t even convey how hellacious my deadline is for 8:30 p.m. games, especially on a Saturday night, so don’t expect a ton of tweeting in the third period.

Wild looking to put Game 1 meltdown in rearview mirror

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 18, 2014 - 5:04 PM   
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Friday’s practice was all about taking the good things from Thursday’s 5-4 Game 1 overtime loss to Colorado and repairing the bad things.

Since I’m a cynical beat writer, let’s focus on the bad things.

1. Managing the puck better

2. Being better in the defensive zone by pressuring more aggressively and cutting off the Avs’ cycle.

3. Being more physical.

4. Uh, managing the puck better.

On points 1 and 4, the only obvious lineup shuffle for Saturday’s Game 2 is third-line center Kyle Brodziak, who was minus-3, and fourth-line center Erik Haula switched spots in practice. Haula will start Saturday’s game between Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter, while Brodziak is expected to be between Stephane Veilleux and Cody McCormick.

The Wild could have put Thursday’s game away umpteen different ways – scoring on that power play up 4-2, Mikael Granlund shooting the puck on that one clear as day opportunity, if Erik Johnson didn’t race down Haula’s empty-net try, Jared Spurgeon getting the puck out before Paul Stastny’s tying goal, Jason Pominville’s shot not hitting the post in OT.

“The mistakes that we made were some big ones,” said Spurgeon.

Let’s be honest, though, it’s a game of mistakes but the Wild has Thursday’s game in its hip pocket if Brodziak doesn’t turn over the puck to Ryan O’Reilly before Jamie McGinn cut it to 4-3.

“The third goal was tough for sure,” Brodziak said. “I double-clutched myself and it ended up in the back of the net and was the turning point in the game. You just have to move on. It’s never fun when that happens. The most important thing for everybody and myself is how we respond, how we bounce back. That’s the focus for today.”

Haula scored his first career playoff goal Thursday and played well, but one big reason coach Mike Yeo will put him on the third line is his speed should match up better against Colorado’s speed than Brodziak (particularly Nathan MacKinnon; as I said before the series, I feel is the only Wild player that can track MacKinnon, maybe the fastest player in the NHL, stride for stride). MacKinnon, 18, became the second-youngest player in NHL history to have three points (all assists) in his playoff debut (Pierre Turgeon, 1988).

The Wild’s challenge?

Put this game before them?

“You’re going to face adversity in the playoffs,” Yeo said. “We want to get on a run here and any team that’s going to have any kind of success in the playoffs , you’re going to face adversity.”

Yeo said today’s practice was proof of a loose group.

“I think it would be a lot worse if we were dominated in the game, if we felt like we were badly outplayed. It’s frustrating that we let a game get away from us. But if we won that game, there are no guarantees either. It’s one game. There’s enough positives to take from that game where we should feel good about ourselves. The best part for me is that was a winnable game for us, but I know that we can be better.”

Yeo didn’t like the Wild’s response after Brodziak’s gaffe.

“We’re still leading,” he said. “We have to have a mentality that every play is the difference in a hockey game. I thought we got tight after that. Normally with a one-goal lead, we’re very confident, we’re very strong in our game.”

In the D zone, Yeo said, “I think we had too much respect for them, personally. I look at situations where we’re in D zone and we’re on our heels. Normally we’re on our toes, we’re jumping, we’re pressuring. We always talk about our structure, but it doesn’t mean anything if we’re giving time and space to great players. … I know we can pressure the puck harder, I know that we can take straight lines and go through guys harder,

“We can be more physical on them. There’s no question about that. I don’t believe we made things hard enough on them physical.”

Yeo said also that Jonas Brodin probably should be a little more aware so he’s not peeling himself off the glass every shift. OK, I’m saying that. Not him.

But Yeo said there are times the defensemen go back to retrieve pucks that it doesn’t benefit anybody to go back and get run. Sometimes you’re better off protecting the puck, protecting yourself and waiting for support.

Haula on playing the third line, “I’m just excited to play the game. I don’t worry about where I play. I’m just trying to bring the same kind of effort every night. Whatever the task, whatever the role, I’ll take that challenge. They have a lot of good players. It’s not one line.”

Parise said they worked on some tactical things that needed to be cleaned up today and “upping our intensity level and playing more playoff-style hockey. We did it OK, but not well enough.”

On being more aggressive in the D zone, Parise said, “You’ve got to be careful with skilled guys. You don’t want to overcommit yourself. We can do a better job of stopping the cycle earlier and being a little more physical and pinning them rather than letting them cycle and cycle.”

Parise said life goes on after a loss like Thursday. “You think about it the rest of the night. You don’t have a choice. You’ve got to come in today with a clear mind ready to learn and ready to see how we can be better. Playoffs are never going to go the way you want them to go. The quicker you can move on, not only from losses but wins, too, the better off you’ll be.”

Mikko Koivu also said it was tough to sleep after Thursday’s game, but “it helps when you get out there and get a little sweat. We went through the things that happened last night and now we just have to learn from that and prepare ourselves for Game 2. We did a lot of good things, too. We can’t forget that. We have to be a little sharper.

“It’s not easy. That’ hockey. If it were easy, you’re in the wrong spot. Now it’s all about tomorrow. And we feel pretty good about ourselves and our game. We have to fix the little things.”

Ilya Bryzgalov has allowed 13 goals the past three games. The Wild’s not pinning last night on him, but he has got to be better, too.

Of the loss, Haula said, “Basically, it came down to inches,” referring to Johnson running down his empty-netter attempt and swiping it inches from the goal line.

“I tried to get some elevation so it wouldn’t go for icing and we can get a change. Suddenly, I’m looking and it might go in. Then it doesn’t’ go in, net’s off, scrum going on and I don’t know what the heck’s going on. I think the ref’s made a terrible call there.”

Yeo said the Wild also plans to talk to the series supervisor of officials (Don van Massenhoven) Saturday to try to get a ruling on a few things they were upset about, like Brodziak and Cooke being bowled over by Barrie before Stastny’s winner, why Koivu’s net off the moorings wasn’t a penalty vs. Johnson knocking the net off, why that faceoff was outside the zone as opposed to inside when Johnson started the whole thing and the scrum, in the Wild’s eyes, was at the top of the circle.

Regardless, the Wild gave this game away and it knows it.

“They got goals coming directly off our stick,” Yeo said. “We had the hockey game on our stick last game.”

A big storyline last night was Patrick Roy pulling Semyon Varlamov with 3:01 left. He has done this a few times this year and said today he did this a lot in junior, including in the second period.

Earlier this season, the Avs pulled off the same thing against New Jersey (tied game, won it in overtime). He tried same thing this season against Boston, although it didn’t work and neither team scored.

Roy said every morning skate for the past month the Avs have practiced 6-on-5’s.

He's done it a few times throughout the year, with some success. He pulled Varly with about 2:30 left in New Jersey on Feb. 4, down 1-0 and they tied it and won in OT. Not sure what the time of the goal was.

 He pulled him against Boston down 2-0 with five minutes left but they didn't score. Neither did the Bruins. 

“As a goalie I would love to see my coach doing that,” Roy said. “You want to see the team tying. It doesn’t matter if it happens at 3 minutes or 2 minutes or one minute. It’s just a feeling. I know one day it might bite us, but it’s a longterm thing. If you do it 10 times and you score four goals, it’s 40 percent. It’s pretty big. If you give up one goal, what the heck, let’s keep doing it. I think it gives us momentum, it also forces them to defend. We keep it in their end, they get tired. The longer it lasts the tougher it is for them to make the right plays.

“I never look at statistics. I think sometimes just go with a feeling. If guys have been on the ice for a long time we think it’s a good time. The matchup. I’m looking at this more than anything else. If you have the momentum I’m not afraid to do it early, even if it can backfire.”

By matchup, he means the guys on the ice. He said he considered it with four minutes last night because the Wild had Nate Prosser and Clayton Stoner (third pair) on the ice.

Johnson said he didn’t realize the net was empty until one of the officials told him (that was very nice by the official).

“I didn't realize it until O'Reilly said something when we were out there,” Stastny said. “I looked up and Factor said, 'We're pulling the goalie.' I thought ‘I better win this draw.’”

Most amazing about pulling the goalie with 3:01 left? The six guys on the ice were out there for the final three minutes of the game (obviously there were rests like TV timeouts and the scrum after Johnson’s save on Haula).

“But you know what, they’re standing still,” Roy said. “They had to move side to side because we were up and down. It’s like being on a power play. If you go on a power play you could be out there a minute or minute as a half. If you move the puck well it’s not as demanding than if you have to defend.”

You’ve got to love this guy. Roy does it his way.

Wild gives away Game 1 to the Colorado Avalanche

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: April 18, 2014 - 9:03 AM   
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REVISED

13.4 seconds!

The Wild was 13.4 seconds away from being up 1-0 in this series against Colorado.

Instead, the Wild gave up the tying goal to Paul Stastny with 13.4 left, then another to Stastny in overtime to find itself trailing 1-0 in the series this morning.

Just a brutal loss when you consider the Wild rallied from a 1-0 deficit, recovered from giving up a tying goal in the second and carried a 4-2 lead into the third.

The Wild, as Zach Parise said, was in the driver’s seat. But then, after the Wild killed off a fourth Colorado power play, Jamie McGinn scored nine seconds later.

Why? Kyle Brodziak, under no pressure, coughed up the puck. Brodziak, a minus-3, was the player who had given the Wild a 4-2 lead, scoring 2:04 after Erik Haula scored the go-ahead goal in a well-played, three-goal period by the Wild. Brodziak's goal came off a great forecheck by Nino Niederreiter and Matt Cooke -- the type of forecheck that turned the game around in the second. Haula came off great speed and individual effort.

There were so many “little things” that cost the Wild. Turnovers galore, the biggest coming in the waning seconds when Jared Spurgeon failed to get the puck out. About 20 seconds later, Stastny tied it.

In overtime, Jason Pominville hit the pipe. Remember, in Game 1 last year in Chicago, Jason Zucker hit the post prior to the Blackhawks winning that game. Chicago went on to win the series in five games.

On Colorado’s winning goal, the Wild got pinned in the zone dead tired. Then, not only did they fail to clear a few times, it lost a few board battles. Gabriel Landeskog popped it up top, Tyson Barrie sped away from Pominville, Nathan MacKinnon wheeled away from Jonas Brodin. and after Cooke accidentally tripped up Max Talbot before he slid into Brodziak to take all three out,

I just watched this play again. Barrie skated in the slot after making the pass, undercut Cooke, knocks him to the ice, and then also bowls over Brodziak. No call by either ref on undeniable interference. This happens just as MacKinnon fed a wide-open Stastny for the winner through Ilya Bryzgalov’s wickets.

Ugly.

Ugly because the Wild had so much control of this contest and survived a first period in which Colorado did its best to set a physical tone, especially against Mikael Granlund and Brodin.

The Wild adjusted well in the second, got its forecheck going and seemed to take control.

Even in the third, I never thought the Wild was in prevent mode. It continued to attack. It had 11 shos in the period. But there’s no doubt after Brodziak’s cough-up, the Wild was on its heels, especially in the D zone.

The shame of this game is in the third period, you saw how fast and aggressive and absolutely skilled the Avs forwards were. It would have been gigantic if the Wild could have pulled out this victory.

Now, suddenly, there’s all this doubt. Yeo believes the Wild can pressure more aggressively defensively, and boy, the Wild better because the Avs, especially guys like MacKinnon (three assists in the 18-year-old's playoff debut) showed how much they can roast you with time and space.

Couple other notable things in the game:

-- Bryzgalov gave up five goals on 31 shots. He was hung out to dry at times, and Yeo said this can't be pinned on him. Of course, Yeo's got no other options in net, so he better stand up for his goalie and pray he gets back into the net feeling confident.

--Granlund passing up a shot in the third period after a terrific Pominville setup by forcing a pass with the net empty. Unacceptable.

-- The Wild’s inability to score an empty-net goal despite Patrick Roy making the gutsy move to pull Semyon Varlamov with 3:01 left down by one. Erik Haula came oh-so close when he flipped a puck from the defensive blue line the length of the ice. But Erik Johnson raced it down and pulled it back from within a few inches of a 5-3 Wild lead.

His momentum knocked the net off the moorings AFTER he saved it, so the Wild wouldn’t be awarded a goal there. Since he didn’t deliberately do it, there is no penalty or awarded goal when Cooke had a shot at an empty-net. The whistle had blown. Yes, Mikko Koivu got a delay of game penalty earlier in the game, but the refs ruled that one was deliberate.

The refs also put the faceoff in the neutral zone rather than inside much to the chagrin of the Wild. The belief is it’s because the defensemen just into the fray after Colorado went after Cooke for shooting the puck at Johnson.

The Wild was still upset it didn’t get an explanation on either decision, but again, it sounds like both were the right calls. And the faceoff position made no difference in the game’s outcome.

The Wild better regroup Friday in practice. Talk afterward. I'll be on KFAN at 4:30 p.m.

News and notes from Wild-Avs morning skates; A statistical look at Wild-Avs series

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 17, 2014 - 2:39 PM   
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UPDATED

Happy Game Day everybody! Wild and Avs tonight at 8:30 p.m. CT.

I will be hosting a live Wild-Avalanche/NHL chat on startribune.com today at 3 p.m. CT. Please join. I'll also be on Fox Sports North during tonight's pregame show and first intermission.

I'll also be on KFAN today, Friday and Monday at 4:30 p.m. CT.

John Mitchell is indeed out tonight for Colorado, as are Matt Duchene and Cory Sarich.

John Curry will back up Ilya Bryzgalov. Darcy Kuemper is getting closer to backing up, but with only two practices under his belt, coach Mike Yeo said the Wild's not comfortable yet putting him in uniform.

I had a great chat this morning with Jean-Sebastien Giguere, Colorado's now backup who may be leaning toward retirement after this season. He talked about his days with Bryzgalov, who was Giguere's backup in Anaheim, and also looked back to the 2003 Western Conference Finals. I'll write some of that in Friday's paper.

"You never have a boring day with Bryz around," Giguere said.

Avs coach Patrick Roy reminded us that Avs goalie coach Francois Allaire was also Bryzgalov's goalie coach in Anaheim, so "we have a lot of info on him."

Wild fans will probably get an appreciation in this series about just how good Nathan MacKinnon will be, is already and how lightning fast he is.

Obviously, the Wild will want Ryan Suter out against MacKinnon, but I think Yeo will also feel very comfortable with his two most mobile defensemen, Jonas Brodin and Marco Scandella, out there against him, too. I asked Yeo if the Wild may go with a coaching strategy of yesteryear and assign a player also to shadown MacKinnon (although the only one probably capable is speedy Erik Haula), but Yeo indicated it'll be a five-man unit thing.

"He’s a very dynamic player," Yeo said. "They have a number of them. We have to be careful that we’re not just keying on one guy, but this is a guy that you have to be incredibly impressed with his rookie season. His speed, the way he’s able to generate it so quickly – it doesn’t take much, there’s a loose puck and he’s jumping on it and his first couple strides are so explosive that you have to limit those opportunities. Once he does build that speed, then you have to make sure you’re containing it. We do feel good about the mobility of our defensive group. That’ll be a good challenge for them as far as them testing us with the one-on-one play."

MacKinnon was a playoff star in juniors, and he's ultra-confident. I'll write more about him later in the series. I gathered a lot of yarn on him today. I also chatted with Bloomington's Erik Johnson about his transformation into a No. 1 defenseman, and I'll write him later in the series.

On Semyon Varlamov, who won 41 games and will be a Vezina finalist, Yeo said, "We’ve done a scouting report. We’ve watched a lot of video. This is a great goalie. He’s very athletic, great side-to-side. The one thing I believe with any great goalie is the quicker you shoot the puck, the better off you are. He does a very good job of coming out and closing angles and making himself big in the net. The quicker you get the puck off your stick, the more net there is to shoot. We have to have a strong focus of making sure we’re putting a lot of traffic in front of him, making it difficult for him to come out and be aggressive on those shots."

Other little notes, Christian Folin returned to BU Massachusetts-Lowell (had a brain cramp, sorry) to finish some schooling and pack up his life. He'll be back next week for practice with a handful of Iowa players who should be coming up Tuesday just to practice.

If you missed today's coverage, I suggest picking up a newspaper, but here are some links:

--Today's MUST READ: Ilya Bryzgalov can be goofy, eccentric, standoffish. But he's a fascinating person and goalie. Here's a decent look into his personality as the Wild's playoff hopes ride on his shoulders.

--The Wild notebook. Patrick Roy says the Avs must check Ryan Suter every chance they get. Also, Mikael Granlund set to make his playoff debut tonight.

--The Avs notebook by freelancer Michael Kelly (@berge19). Hotshot rookie Nathan MacKinnon is set to make his playoff debut, and Jan Hejda is ready to play.

--Chip Scoggins' column on how the Wild's got a shot against Colorado.

--My scouting report into the Wild and its projected lineup

--My scouting report into the Avalanche and its projected lineup

Also, below is a deeper look at the Wild-Avs series with some cool stats and tidbits

WILD VS. AVALANCHE

The series, the players, the history

Season series: Avalanche won 4-0-1, outscoring the Wild 15-10.

All-time series: Wild 37-32-10. The Avalanche has outscored Minnesota 218-198. Since March 5, 2006, the Wild is 32-14-6 against Colorado and 13-3-3 in its past 19 in Denver.

All-time playoff meetings: 1-1. 2003 Western Conference quarterfinals, Wild won 4-3, outscored by Colorado 17-16; 2008 Western Conference quarterfinals, Avalanche won 4-2, outscoring Minnesota 17-12.

Wild leading scorers vs. Avalanche this season: Zach Parise 2 goals, 5 points in 5 games; Dany Heatley 1 goal, 4 points in 5 games; Jason Pominville 1 goal, 4 points in 5 games; Mikael Granlund 1 goal, 3 points in 2 games.

Avalanche leading scorers vs. Wild this season: Gabriel Landeskog 3 goals, 6 points in 5 games; John Mitchell 1 goal, 6 points in 5 games; Nathan MacKinnon 3 goals, 5 points in 5 games; Max Talbot 3 goals, 4 points in 5 games; Ryan O’Reilly 3 goals, 4 points in 5 games.

Wild goaltending vs. Avalanche this season: Josh Harding 1-1-1 with a 1.58 goals-against average.

Avalanche goaltending vs. Wild this season: Semyon Varlamov 3-0-1 with a 2.16 goals-against average.

Wild leading scorers all-time vs. Avalanche: Mikko Koivu 15 goals, 38 points in 49 games; Dany Heatley 8 goals, 29 points in 29 games; Kyle Brodziak 7 goals, 21 points in 42 games; Ryan Suter 1 goal, 20 points in 38 games.

Wild goaltending all-time vs. Avalanche: Ilya Bryzgalov 7-4-4 with a 2.31 goals-against average; Darcy Kuemper 0-0 with a 6.66 goals-against average.

Avalanche leading scorers all-time vs. Wild: Paul Stastny 10 goals, 29 points in 46 games; Matt Duchene 5 goals, 15 points in 26 games; Gabriel Landeskog 6 goals, 14 points in 15 games.

Avalanche all-time goaltending vs. Wild: Semyon Varlamov 7-4-1 with a 2.13 goals-against average; Jean-Sebastien Giguere 11-12-5 with a 2.34 goals-against average.

Wild all-time playoff leading scorers: Dany Heatley 15 goals, 57 points in 66 games; Zach Parise 22 goals, 44 points in 66 games; Matt Cooke 13 goals, 33 points in 97 games; Jason Pominville 12 goals, 28 points in 47 games; Ryan Suter 4 goals, 13 points in 44 games.

Wild all-time playoff goaltending: Ilya Bryzgalov 17-19 with a 2.81 goals-against average and .908 save percentage; Kuemper 0-0 with a 3.29 goals-against average and .879 save percentage.

Avalanche all-time playoff leading scorers: Max Talbot 18 goals, 39 points in 77 games; Paul Stastny three goals, eight points in 15 games.

Avalanche all-time playoff goaltending: Semyon Varlamov 10-9 with a 2.49 goals-against average and .915 save percentage; Jean-Sebastien Giguere 33-17 with a 2.08 goals-against average and .925 save percentage.

No. 2 Colorado Avalanche vs. No. 7 Minnesota Wild

Records: 52-22-8; 43-27-12

Home: 26-11-4; 26-10-5

Away: 26-11-4; 17-17-7

Season-series: 4-0-1; 1-3-1

Goals For: 245 (2.99, 4th in NHL); 199 (2.43, 24th)

Goals Against: 216 (2.63, 14th); 198 (2.42, 7th)

Shots For: 29.5 (20th); 26.6 (29th)

Shots Against 32.7 (25th); 27.7 (5th)

Power play: 19.8 (5th); 17.9 (16th)

Penalty kill: 80.7 (24th); 78.8 (27th)

Leaders:

Goals: Colorado – Ryan O’Reilly 28, Gabriel Landeskog 26; Wild – Jason Pominville 30, Zach Parise 29

Assists: Colorado – *Matt Duchene 47, Landeskog and Nathan MacKinnon 39; Wild – Mikko Koivu 43, Ryan Suter 35

Points: Duchene 70, Landeskog 65; Wild – Pominville 60, Parise 56

Power-play goals: Colorado – O’Reilly 9; Wild -- Parise 14

Time on ice: Colorado – Erik Johnson 23:00; Wild – Suter 29:24

Starting goalies:

Colorado: Semyon Varlamov – 41-14-6, 2.41 goals-against average, .927 save percentage, 2 shutouts

Wild: Ilya Bryzgalov – 7-1-3, 2.12 goals-against average, 911 save percentage, 3 shutouts

* Duchene has a sprained knee and may miss the start of the series; Mitchell is questionable with a concussion; Alex Tanguay, out for the series, isn’t included.

Mikael Granlund excited to make NHL playoff debut against Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 16, 2014 - 6:21 PM    
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Finally, Game 1 is right around the corner between the Wild and Colorado Avalanche.

“The season ends, the playoffs begin, and it’s just a new feeling when you come to the rink,” coach Mike Yeo said today after the Wild skated at Magness Arena on the University of Denver campus. “We all feel it. We’re excited it’s upon us.”

Good early evening from beautiful Denver, where the weather’s nicer than Minnesota.

A reminder, I plan to hold a live Wild-Avs/NHL chat on startribune.com/wild at 3 p.m. CT Thursday. Please join in. Your employers and teachers give you permission (actually, to be safe, you better confirm that).

Wild second-line center Mikael Granlund will return to the lineup Thursday night and make his NHL playoff debut. The former Finnish Elite League champ with HIFK said it’s going to feel amazing.

The rest of the lineup is identical to what the lines and D pairs were on yesterday’s blog. Darcy Kuemper practiced for a second consecutive day, but Yeo said the Wild won’t decide until Thursday if Kuemper or John Curry will back up Ilya Bryzgalov.

The scratches will be Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, suspended Mike Rupp and John Blum. Keith Ballard practiced for a second day in a row and he’ll miss the game with a groin injury. Josh Harding is said to be fine, but since he’s not ready to play, he didn’t travel.

For Colorado, banged-up defenseman Jan Hejda practiced today and is expected to play.

I wrote a big, interesting story on Bryzgalov in Thursday’s Star Tribune, so definitely give that a read. I’ll also be doing a notebook on minute-muncher Ryan Suter, whom Patrick Roy said will be targeted in the series for physicality. That’s not something unexpected and in fact Yeo said the Avs’ defensemen, especially their banged-up ones (Tyson Barrie and Hejda), should expect the same from the Wild.

More on that in the paper.

From our stringer Michael Kelly (@berge19 on Twitter), he attended Avalanche Executive VP Joe Sakic’s presser today, and he passed along some comments:

SAKIC

(experience a factor in playoffs?) It depends on what type of team you have and also expectations. This is a team that expects a lot from themselves. We have some guys who are going to learn on the fly when it comes to first-time playoff experience, but I'm a big believer that if you play the right way and don't cheat out there, then you can have success. You can get that experience while winning. That's the best way to get that experience. The way the teamhas reacted all year, expecting more and playing with that consistency, is going to do them well in the playoffs. 

(what does it take to win?) At the end of the day, it's a grind and the team that outlasts the rest of them is going to win. You're going to have adverse times in the playoffs. The biggest thing is stick to what you know, stick to your game plan, stay resilient, battle for one another. As long as you stay on that same path, whether it's going great or you had a terrible game the night before, you got to wake up the next morning and there's a new game coming up and it's probably a game that's more important than the previous game. Stay even keel and forgetting what happened the night before and just getting ready and focus on the next one.

(what does he expect in playoffs?) You don't know how different players will handle it, but this is going to be a great experience for them. You can gain that experience and win hockey games at the same time. We know we have a tough opponent in Minnesota. just like us, they played unbelievable hockey down the stretch and they're playing their best hockey at the right time as well. It's going to be a great series.  

 Lastly,

 MINNESOTA WILD TO HOST PRE-GAME PARTIES OUTSIDE GATE 2 OF

 XCEL ENERGY CENTER PRIOR TO GAMES 3 AND 4

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild will hold a pre-game party outside Gate 2 of Xcel Energy Center prior to Games 3 and 4 on Monday, April 21, and Thursday, April 24.

     The pre-game party for Game 3 will begin at 4 p.m., with gametime at 6 p.m. For Game 4, the festitivies will run from 5-8 p.m., leading up to the 8:30 p.m. gametime. All fans at each game will receive a Wild playoff towel. In addition, 2003 Game 6 playoff hero Richard Park will be doing Let’s Play Hockey prior to Game 3, and Jim Dowd will do Let’s Play Hockey for Game 4.

 Game 3 Pre-Game Party (4-5:30 p.m.)

 Music from Five Man Advantage

 Live broadcast from 100.3 FM KFAN’s Dan Barriero (3-6 p.m.)

 Appearance by FOX Sports North Girls

 Hockey Lodge booth (beginning at noon)

 Photo Booth

 Wild Plinko

 Face Painters

 $3 beer specials courtesy of Budweiser

 Concessions

 NHL Alumni autographs (Players TBD, 4:30-5:30 p.m.)

 Game 4 Pre-Game Party (5-8 p.m.)

 Live Music (DJ)

 100.3 FM KFAN Live Broadcast (6:30-8 p.m.)

 Appearance by FOX Sports North Girls

 Hockey Lodge booth (beginning at noon)

 Photo Booth

 Wild Plinko

 Face Painters

 $3 beer specials courtesy of Budweiser

 Concessions

 NHL Alumni autographs (Players TBD, 6-7:30 p.m.)

Granlund, Brodziak expected to play in Game 1 of Wild-Avs series Thursday

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 15, 2014 - 5:18 PM   
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The Wild, which hops on a charter Wednesday morning aimed for Denver, held an up-tempo practice here at the X on Tuesday in preparation for Game 1 of its first-round series with the Avalanche on Thursday.

If you’re on Twitter (and all the cool people are), you can follow our stringer, Michael Kelly, at @berge19, throughout the first round for Avs practice and game updates in Denver. For real-time Wild news, follow me at @russostrib.

Wild center Mikael Granlund had another real good practice today, said he felt “real good” afterward and coach Mike Yeo wasn’t playing it coy afterward.

“Obviously we want to get him in the lineup,” Yeo said.

So barring a setback at Wednesday’s practice in Denver, Granlund will return to the lineup. Kyle Brodziak is also good to go for Thursday, while injured goalie Darcy Kuemper and defenseman Keith Ballard also practiced. Ballard won’t be ready by Thursday, and since this was Kuemper’s first practice with the big group, John Curry may back up Ilya Bryzgalov on Thursday. But we’ll see.

“We’re all hopeful that that’s never called upon,” Yeo said of using his backup, before letting out a laugh. “Crazier things have happened. We saw Game 1 last year (Niklas Backstrom getting hurt in warmups).”

Josh Harding practiced with the group before the main Wild group today.

So far, so good regarding unforeseen injuries. As I was reminded on Twitter, between Backstrom’s injury in warmups last year and Nick Schultz’s appendicitis right before Game 1 of the 2008 Avs series, the Wild should be ready for anything.

Wild lines in practice today:

FORWARD LINES

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

 Matt Moulson-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

 Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

 Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Cody McCormick

DEFENSE PAIRINGS

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

 Marco Scandella-Jonas Brodin

 Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser

GOALTENDERS

 Ilya Bryzgalov

Darcy Kuemper

 John Curry

Extra forwards: Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, Jake Dowell, Mike Rupp (suspended)

Extra defensemen: Jon Blum, Keith Ballard.

Avs lines from their practice today in Denver:

FORWARD LINES

Ryan O’Reilly-Nathan MacKinnon-P.A. Parenteau 

Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Jamie McGinn

Max Talbot-Marc-Andre Cliché-Cody McLeod

Patrick Bordeleau-Brad Malone-Paul Carey

DEFENSE PAIRS

Nick Holden-Erik Johnson

Tyson Barrie-Nate Guenin

Andre Benoit-Stefan Elliott

GOALIES

Semyon Varlamov

J-S Giguere

Reto Berra

Coach Patrick Roy (still weird to write that) said he expects Jan Hejda to play Game 1, so if so, he’d slide likely back onto the Johnson pair and Elliott would likely come out of the lineup. Holden would likely go to Barrie’s pair and Guenin to Benoit’s pair.

Coach Roy (still weird to write that) indicated Duchene won’t be ready to play early in the series and that third-line center John Mitchell (concussion) is feeling better and should return at some point in the series. Alex Tanguay is done for the year.

These are significant injuries for Colorado. For a change, the Wild pretty much enters the playoffs with all its pieces.

(So far, no rumors of another Peter Forsberg comeback and Joe Sakic is still wearing a suit).

By the way, five of the six defensemen for Colorado listed above will be making their playoff debuts (four if Hejda plays). Hejda and Benoit have combined for eight playoff games. Seven of Colorado’s 12 forwards listed above have never played a playoff game.

So, this is one area where the Wild may have the intangible edge.

“I think it’ll help a lot,” Suter said. “Whenever you do something, the more you do it, the more comfortable you feel, just like driving your car or riding a bike. The more you do it, the better you get at it.”

As you can see above, Heatley, who has more playoff points than any Wild player (57 in 66 games), enters as an anticipated scratch.

Also, I got the lines dead-on the other day. Fontaine enters as the 13th forward. Remember, if he doesn’t play three games in the playoffs, he can become an unrestricted free agent as opposed to a restricted free agent. But, most essential is Yeo goes with the lineup he feels he has the best chance to win with, and he’s clearly picked for now the 12 forwards.

That fourth line will be used to bring momentum, that third line will be used to not only shut down, but also to help dictate from the physicality department.

Stoner’s back in for the same reason. Blum has played well, but so far, Prosser stays in on that right side of the third pair.

OK, I better get writing for the paper. Lots of preview stuff will be in the paper the next few days, and obviously, please check out Tuesday’s paper. Also, coming Thursday, a real good look at Ilya Bryzgalov. I’ve gathered a lot of good yarn. Now I just need to write it well. So, with WISH me luck. (see what I mean)

Talk to you after practice Wednesday from Denver.

Lately,

MINNESOTA WILD TO HOLD SHAVEOFF, PRESENTED BY

BIC FLEX 4 SHAVER, THIS WEDNESDAY, APRIL 16, TO KICK OFF

 BEARD-A-THON EFFORTS

    SAINT PAUL, Minn. – In celebration of the great tradition of the playoff beard, the Minnesota Wild is kicking off the Minnesota Wild Beard‑a‑Thon® to benefit the Minnesota Wild Foundation and build excitement for the upcoming Stanley Cup Playoffs. This Wednesday, April 16, celebrities and one lucky Wild fan will gather at Xcel Energy Center to clean off the stubble on some notable local faces and raise money for a great cause. Fans of Wild hockey and facial hair are invited to drop by for a free lunch, a chance to win playoff tickets and revel in the shaving merriment. Fans who make a donation of $10 or more will receive an official Minnesota Wild “Fear the Beard” t-shirt (quantities limited). The Shaveoff is presented by Bic Flex 4 Shaver.

    One lucky fan will also win an autographed Wild jersey and the chance to join the celebrities for a shave as part of the “Shaveoff Sweepstakes.” To enter, fans tweet a photo showing their Wild playoff spirit to @mnwild, using the hashtag #itsplayoffseason. The contest runs now through 4:59 p.m. on Tuesday, April 15. Official Rules are available at http://www.wild.com/shaveoff.

Minnesota Wild Beard-a-thon®

11:30 a.m. – 1 p.m. – Wednesday, April 16

Gate 1 – Xcel Energy Center

199 W. Kellogg Blvd. – Saint Paul, MN 55102

Celebrities participating:

-  Wes Walz, Minnesota Wild

-  Dave Schwartz, KARE 11

-  Chris Hawkey, KFAN 100.3

-  Paul Fletcher, Cities 97

Info:

- Donate $10 or more to receive an official Minnesota Wild “Fear the Beard” t-shirt (quantities limited)

- Free lunch (hot dog, chips, soda) for the first 250 fans

- Register-to-win tickets for the first Wild home playoff game

- Watch celebrities get clean shaven by the barbers from St. Paul’s legendary Heimie's Haberdashery

Links to today's Star Tribune Wild-Avs coverage AND a fun Russo-Dater Podcast
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UPDATED FROM PRACTICE:

FORWARD LINES

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

 Matt Moulson-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

 Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

 Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Cody McCormick

DEFENSE PAIRINGS

 Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

 Marco Scandella-Jonas Brodin

 Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser

GOALTENDERS

Ilya Bryzgalov

Darcy Kuemper

 John Curry

Extra forwards: Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, Jake Dowell

Extra defensemen: Jon Blum, Keith Ballard.

Injuries: Kuemper (upper body), Ballard (groin) and G Josh Harding (MS) are day-to-day. LW Mike Rupp is suspended for Games 1-3. G Niklas Backstrom (abdominal surgery) and LW Jason Zucker (quad) are out.

The Wild practices at 10:30 a.m. today, so I'll be back later with a fresher, newer blog. But, here's some morning/afternoon reading AND listening for you.

Today's Star Tribune coverage (click the links):

Wild finishes strong after desert summit conducted by leaders Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter

A year later (thanks to Dustin Brown), Jason Pominville gives Wild an added playoff weapon

Very funny notebook lead thanks to good sport/good guy Mark Parrish. Six years later, Parrish is on Wild payroll no more + more Mikael Granlund/Erik Haula talk and the Wild changing its travel schedule so it can practice in the high altitude of Denver tomorrow.

NHL playoff capsules, by Kent Youngblood

And, my predictions (scrutinize away because I may have tossed in a crazy upset or two). As for my Wild prediction, I can 100 percent see the Wild winning this series, but I had to go with my head and eyes at least in the prediction department. I think it'll be a long, intense series, but it just seems to be Semyon Varlamov's year and these Colorado forwards are as deep as any team in the NHL (especially if the Avs get Matt Duchene back at some point). BUT, at some point, somebody's got to get to these Colorado defensemen. They're young and inexperienced and are bound to crack, especially with Tyson Barrie and Jan Hejda banged up. But, nobody's made it happen yet. Maybe the Wild can if its players get pucks deep and go to work on the forecheck. The Avs will try to make this an end-to-end series, a rush-for-rush series, and if the Wild get lured into that, I promise you, it won't be on the winning end).

LASTLY, this was a fun thing to do, but last night I did a podcast with the Denver Post's Adrian Dater. Here is the link to his site, and then you hit a subsequent link I think to get to iTunes (it's free). We break down the series, but also talk about Twitter, our industry, accountability as beat writers and some cool behind-the-scenes stories throughout the years. It's an hour or so, but if you get time, it's probably worth a listen.

Follow Adrian throughout the series on Twitter at @adater.

A reminder, I'll be doing a live chat on startribune.com Thursday (GAME DAY!!!) at 3 p.m. CT from the Pepsi Center in Denver.

 LOCAL BROADCAST SCHEDULE ANNOUNCED FOR MINNESOTA WILD’S FIRST-ROUND SERIES VERSUS COLORADO AVALANCHE

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild, along with FOX Sports North and FM 100.3 KFAN, today announced the local broadcast schedule for the First Round of the 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs, as the Wild takes on the Colorado Avalanche.

     FOX Sports North will broadcast the first four games, including a full hour pre-game show, as well as a 30-minute post-game show. All four games will also be available on FOX Sports Wisconsin. The broadcast schedule for Games 5, 6 and 7 is still TBA.

     KFAN will broadcast Wild Fanline following each playoff game. There will also be live, 90-minute pre-game shows for Game 1 (Sak’s Sports Bar in Vadnais Heights), Game 2 (Jimmy’s Food and Drink in Vadnais Heights) and Game 4 (Wild pre-game party, outside Gate 2 of Xcel Energy Center). Dan Barriero will be live from the Game 3 pre-game party from 3-6 p.m. Pre-game shows are to be determined for Games 5, 6 and 7. KFAN will also air a 30-minute “Wild Weekly” each Wednesday at 7 p.m. throughout the playoffs. Paul Allen will do his 9 to noon show in the Wild penalty box for Game 3.

     A limited number of single-game tickets remain for each of the three home games in the First Round, and can be purchased at the Xcel Energy Center Box Office and TicketMaster. The Wild will host a pre-game party outside Gate 2 of Xcel Energy Center for both Game 3 and Game 4. The Game 3 party will begin at 4 p.m., while the Game 4 party will start at 5 p.m.

 Round 1 Stanley Cup Playoffs Local Broadcast Schedule (all times central)

 Game 1 – Thur., 4/17, Minnesota at Colorado, 8:30 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 2 – Sat., 4/19, Minnesota at Colorado, 8:30 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 3 – Mon., 4/21, Colorado at Minnesota, 6:00 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 4 – Thur., 4/24, Colorado at Minnesota, 8:30 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 5 – Sat., 4/26, Minnesota at Colorado, TBA (if necessary) – TBA, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 6 – Mon., 4/28, Colorado at Minnesota, TBA (if necessary) – TBA, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 7 – Wed., 4/30, Minnesota at Colorado, TBA (if necessary) – TBA, FM 100.3 KFAN

Wild turns page on regular season and looks toward playoffs vs. Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: April 13, 2014 - 11:46 PM   

print

Share9      Share via Email  

I’m going to do my best to look ahead to the playoffs because that’s exactly what the Wild did during tonight’s 7-3 regular-season ending loss to the Nashville Predators.

I’ve been warning on here and on the radio the last few days that I expected tonight’s game would be like a glorified exhibition game and that’s exactly what it was. Wild players were in do-not-get-hurt mode. They dodged checks, dodged blocking shots, and from that standpoint, mission accomplished, coach Mike Yeo said, because the team got out of it healthy.

May sound like an excuse, but it’s reality. Yeo said the Wild will reset, start from scratch after a 6-1-1 end to the season and really begin prepping Tuesday in practice.

The one highlight was Jason Pominville having his second 3-point night in three games and becoming the third Wild player in history to hit the 30-goal mark. He also hit the 60-point mark. Marian Gaborik and Brian Rolston scored at least 30 eight times with the Wild.

Rookie Erik Haula scored a goal and an assist for his first career multi-point game and had seven points in seven games since replacing Mikael Granlund as second-line center. The Wild has Monday off, and the expectation is Granlund will ramp it up with the rest of the team Tuesday and Wednesday and get into more battle drills as the Wild prepares for Game 1 of the playoffs Thursday in Denver.

If Granlund can play, Yeo made it clear that Granlund will reassume his No. 2 center spot.

“I think that Haulzy deserves an awful lot of credit for what he’s done, there’s no question,” Yeo said. “But when it comes to Granny, we’ll see how practice goes this week, but we are talking about a guy who led our team when Mikko [Koivu] went down playing against No. 1 D pairings and No. 1 centermen. You look at what he did in the Olympics playing against the best players in the world, … this is a pretty good player. So it’s great what Haulzy’s done, and we haven’t made any decisions yet, but we’re getting a pretty good player back if Granny’s able to come into our lineup.”

Said Haula: “[Granlund] deserves it. He’s had a great season. He’s played well with Pommer all year long. I jump in when he gets hurt. When he’s healthy he’s going to come back and take that spot on that line, I’m sure. I’m ok with that. Whatever the role, I’m ok with it.”

A reader brought up an idea on Twitter that somebody in the hockey industry mentioned to me in the press box tonight: It’s clear Yeo understandably wants to have a Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak shutdown line in the playoffs. Maybe an option is to put Haula on right wing at that line. This way he can take draws on his strong side instead of Brodziak at times and also it creates more of a scoring threat for that line and he would get more minutes than he would as fourth-line center. In addition, it seems like Cooke (by the way, he was in playoff form tonight getting under Shea Weber and Rich Clune’s skin) and Haula have had chemistry for a lot of the second half when they’re on the ice together, particularly shorthanded.

Then, you go with a fourth line of Cody McCormick centering Stephane Veilleux or Justin Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter. If there are times Yeo wants elevate Niederreiter’s role, he has got that option.

As for the Avs, Matt Duchene is still working his way back from a sprained MCL. Defenseman Jan Hejda injured his hand tonight and Tyson Barrie got hurt in San Jose. They’re day-to-day. Patrick Roy also announced tonight that John Mitchell has a concussion. That’s a big loss. He plays the Wild well and is their second-line center.

“This is a good team, a really good team,” Yeo said of the Avs. “Winning their division the way that they’ve gone from start to finish, this is a team that we have to have a lot of respect for. Skill level, very dynamic, very creative, so defensively it’s going to be a challenge for us. With that, they’re an in-your-face team and how we execute is going to be very important, too.”

The Wild can’t get into a run-and-gun game against them.

“We can’t play that type of style against them, there’s no question,” Yeo said. “It’s not one element. This is a very good hockey team and there’s not a lot of areas where you can look at them and say they’re really weak there. They’ve defended well this year, they’ve been very creative and skilled, especially with their forward group. And obviously they’ve had the goaltending, so we’re going to have to be ready to be sharp in all areas of our game.”

“I feel like against them, we have to keep the puck going forward,” said Zach Parise. “That’s where they struggle. When we didn’t do well against them, we tried to do a lot of cross-ice passes and they broke up a lot of plays in the neutral zone. When we did well against them in spurts, we just kept putting pucks behind them and making them turn. That’s when we got a lot of odd man rushes against them.”

I wrote an abbreviated advance on the series in Monday’s paper, so check that out on startribune.com/wild. Also, there’s the game story on Ilya Bryzgalov’s concerning game tonight. Yeo wasn’t concerned, saying, “You look at tonight, and we were brutal in front of him. It’s got to be a team effort. Bryz has done a fantastic job since he’s been here and his teammates have done a fantastic job in front of him to give him that opportunity. That’s the mentality we have to have. It’s got to be top to bottom because [the Avs] have too many weapons over there.”

That’s it for me.

Monday is off. I’ll be on KFAN in studio from 9-9:35 a.m., then I’ll start pounding the keyboard. Lots of playoff coverage coming up in the Star Tribune. I’ll also be on a Podcast tomorrow night at some point on the Denver Post’s site, I believe, with Avs beat writer Adrian Dater.

I’m planning a live online chat Thursday at 3 p.m. CT.

Wild to play Colorado in first round of playoffs
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For the third time in franchise history, the Wild will face the Colorado Avalanche in the postseason.

The Avalanche won the Central Division this afternoon thanks to the plummeting St. Louis Blues’ home loss against the Detroit Red Wings.

The Wild-Avs series is expected to start in Denver on Thursday.

The Avs, who are 8-1-1 in their past 10 and play a meaningless game tonight at Anaheim, has gone from 29th place to a division championship in one year with Hall of Fame goalie Patrick Roy in his first year as coach.

The Wild went 1-3-1 against the Avalanche this season. Since March 5, 2006, the Wild is 32-14-6 against Colorado and 13-3-3 in its past 19 in Denver.

But the Avs are a different team. Semyon Varlamov, a potential Vezina winner, just broke Roy’s single-season record with 41 wins. Guaranteed Calder winner Nathan MacKinnon, 18, is already one of the most threatening players in the West. Gabriel Landeskog is a rock-solid two-way forward, as is Ryan O’Reilly.. Bloomington’s Erik Johnson has had a terrific season on the blue line.

The Avs average the fourth-most goals per game in the NHL (3.00), although they rank 14th defensively (2.63 goals against per game).

In 2003, the Wild rallied from 3-1 down to beat Colorado in the first round. Andrew Brunette scored the most famous goal in franchise history and sent Roy into retirement by scoring the series-clinching goal in overtime. In 2008, after the Wild won the Northwest Division, Jose Theodore and the Avs stoned the Wild in six games.

“They are completely different than what they were last year,” said Jason Pominville. “They only added a couple players here or there, but their coaching staff must have done a great job there. They’re just playing with really, really good confidence. They’ve got a lot of skill up front that can make you pay.”

Added Ryan Suter on playing in Denver, “It’s a tough place to play with the altitude. If you get caught out there, that really hurts you. We enjoy playing there though. It is a tough building to play with good atmosphere, but we’ve had success there.”

Kyle Brodziak's Iron Man streak ends tonight vs. Nashville
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The Wild closes the regular season tonight at 7 against the Nashville Predators.

If the St. Louis Blues lose to the Detroit Red Wings, the Wild will play the Colorado Avalanche for the third time in Minnesota’s five all-time postseasons (1-1). In the second period, Detroit leads 2-0. I will update this later, of course.

In 2003, the Wild rallied from 3-1 down to beat Colorado in the first round. In 2008, after the Wild won the Northwest Division, Jose Theodore and the Avs stoned the Wild in six games.

The Avalanche, with Patrick Roy in his first year as head coach, has gone from 29th place to a near Central Division title in one year. Colorado is 8-1-1 in its past 10 heading into tonight’s finale at Anaheim and went 4-0-1 against the Wild this season.

In tonight’s Wild-Preds game, Kyle Brodziak’s 231 consecutive games played streak will end. He has played every game since Feb. 25, 2011, but coach Mike Yeo said it would be “silly” to play him tonight. This way, Brodziak will be given every opportunity to get healthy for the start of the playoffs, which are expected to begin Thursday for the Wild.

NHL playoff schedules come out late tonight.

With Brodziak hurt, Nino Niederreiter will play center for the first time in his NHL career on a line believed to be with Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine. Niederreiter has played center previously in his junior career and has been so defensively responsible, Yeo feels he should be able to slide in for a game and provide a big body and good presence. Cody McCormick is expected to center Stephane Veilleux and at times defenseman Jon Blum.

That’s because Dany Heatley left today’s skate with “lower-body discomfort,” Yeo said.

Clayton Stoner, who sprained his MCL March 22 against Detroit, returns and will be paired with Nate Prosser.

Yeo said tonight may be a meaningless game, but “our goal should be to get to 100 points.”

The Predators are 5-0-1 in their past six and Yeo wants the Wild to “match their intensity.”

“We have to make sure we’re keeping our foot on the gas as much as possible,” Yeo said. “We’ve talked so long about how we feel good about our game. That can leave you in a hurry, too, so we should make sure we’re able to keep our intensity up and carry that momentum into the playoffs.”

Yeo said his primary focus tonight is to get Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville quality ice time because they were essentially “rested” last game and Yeo wants them getting enough of a workload to get them ready for the playoffs.

Pominville hopes to get Goal No. 30. "It would have been nice to get it the other night when they threw me out there with an empty net (he just missed), but at the same time, it's only a number," he said.

Yeo said Mikael Granlund had another good day on the ice. If the Wild opens Thursday, the Wild will have Monday off and then have a couple hard practices in St. Paul Tuesday and Wednesday. Yeo hopes Granlund can participate in those so he can get the green light to return for Game 1.

Josh Harding is still around. The Wild has talked about Harding having a rehab stint with Iowa (four games left), but so far that hasn’t come into fruition and Yeo said he’s not sure if it will.

By the way, good to see Preds GM David Poile in the house. Last time he was here, Poile was struck by the puck and suffered major facial damage, multiple surgeries, lost vision in his right eye and missed the Winter Olympics as Team USA’s GM.

Poile said he needed to come back here just to show himself he could.

Wild to face Colorado or St. Louis in first round of the playoffs
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The Anaheim Ducks clinched the Western Conference a second ago. That means the division winner with the second-best record will be Colorado or St. Louis.

That means the Wild, the top wildcard team in the West, will face one of those teams in the first round of the playoffs this week.

Sunday's scenarios:

The Blues face Detroit at home at 11:30 a.m. CT. The Ducks host Colorado at 7 p.m. CT. The Wild hosts Nashville at 7 p.m. CT

 - If St. Louis loses in regulation to Detroit, the Wild plays Colorado.

 - If St. Louis gets a point vs. Detroit, Colorado must get a point at Anaheim to play the Wild, or the Wild plays St. Louis.

 - If St. Louis beats Detroit, Colorado must beat Anaheim to play the Wild, or the Wild plays St. Louis.

Playoff series schedules will be released Sunday night. I believe the Wild will open Thursday because are there are arena conflicts in both Colorado and St. Louis on Wednesday.

Talk to you Sunday morning after the morning skates. I'll also be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

Granlund returns to practice, Stoner to return vs. Nashville; Mike Rupp talks about T.J. Oshie hit
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Afternoon from Starbucks, where I’m writing and caffeinating after an up-tempo Wild practice as coach Mike Yeo and staff prep the team for its exhibitio…, I mean regular-season finale against Nashville.

It’ll be interesting to see how the game goes. Yeo plans to go with his potential playoff lineup, but the players could also be in severe don’t-get-hurt mode like veterans often are in exhibition finales.

Couple news items:

--Mikael Granlund (head) returned to practice today for the first time since being injured at Los Angeles on March 31. A lot more on this below.

--Kyle Brodziak left practice early in “discomfort,” but Yeo says he expects him to play against Nashville. If Brodziak doesn’t, it’ll be his first missed game since Feb. 25, 2011, when he missed two games with the flu. He has played in 231 straight games, not missing any last season or the season before. In Brodziak’s six 82-game seasons, he has played 79 or more in all six and then played all 48 in last year’s lockout-shortened season. The Wild needs Brodziak healthy and playing well in the playoffs because just like that Penguins game recently, Yeo needs Matt Cooke, Brodziak and I think eventually Nino Niederreiter to be a shutdown line in the playoffs to lessen the burden on the top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle. I personally feel that one reason why Parise and Koivu were so ineffective (one combined point) in last year’s playoff series to Chicago is because the Blackhawks were so deep, Yeo used them to really go head-to-head vs. Jonathan Toews’ line. Toews also didn’t do anything offensively until Game 5, but it’d be nice with the Brodziak line is somebody Yeo can continually put out there against the top line of whatever team the Wild faces.

-- Clayton Stoner, who has missed 10 games since spraining his MCL March 22 against Detroit when he was nudged and his skate his a rut, will return against Nashville. He’ll be paired with Nate Prosser (Marco Scandella and Jonas Brodin were paired together in today’s practice) and Jon Blum will be taken out of the lineup. More on this below.

Couple of items:

-- I keep getting questions about the playoff schedule. That will come out Sunday night after every NHL game is complete. If the Wild opens in St. Louis or Colorado, it will likely start Thursday because St. Louis’ and Colorado’s arenas have conflicts Wednesday. Unless NBC Sports Network would pick up Game 1 Wednesday if the Wild faces Anaheim, I think that series begins Thursday, too, because Fox Sports North has the Wolves and Twins on Wednesday. We shall see. If the Ducks series started Thursday, there couldn’t be a game there Saturday, so it would probably have to go Thursday-Friday or Thursday-Sunday. All conjecture.

After tonight’s Ducks-Kings game, I’ll update this blog with playoff scenarios heading into Sunday’s last day. IF the Ducks get a point tonight, they clinch the West and the Wild can no longer play them.

Basically, the one scenario I’ll tell you now, IF the Ducks get a point tonight, AND the Blues lose to Detroit in regulation (11:30 a.m. game Sunday), we’ll know the Wild’s playing Colorado before the Wild plays Nashville and before the Avs visit Anaheim.

But, … as complicated as trying to figure out all this stuff has been, that scenario would be waaaaay too easy to actually occur.

Again, as of now, the Wild would play Colorado.

As I mentioned north on this blog, Granlund practiced today, skating in the middle of the so-called fifth line with suspended Mike Rupp and Dany Heatley, who continues to be as professional as you can be with the fact he’s an extra going into the playoffs. Even just shooting the breeze with him today about playoff scenarios, you’d never even know that he’s an extra.

Yeo on Granlund: “He looked pretty good, didn’t he? We knew that he was progressing well. Kinda talked about how he was feeling and getting through the workouts and getting cleared to have the first step of getting on the ice. Obviously he’s trying to accelerate things in a hurry [to be ready for Game 1]. He wants to get back in the lineup and he looks good. But obviously we’ll be smart about this, too.”

Granlund won’t play against the Predators, but Yeo said, “This was a good first step. The next step will be a matter of him getting into some contact drills and the battle part of our practices,” which could happen in practice next week.

If Granlund returns, he will like take back his No. 2 center spot with Matt Moulson and Jason Pominville.

My guess, and this is a total shot in the dark, is Cooke-Brodziak would be a tandem with Niederreiter moving from Line 4 to Line 3.

Haula would take back his spot on the fourth line (Brodziak is the guy who will be the shutdown checking-line center to open the playoffs), and that may be between Stephane Veilleux and Cody McCormick. I think that has the makings of a good line – Haula’s speed, Veilleux’s speed, energy and physicality (the Wild’s record with Veilleux this season is 21-11-1). If one assumes Yeo will want McCormick’s straight-line physicality on the forecheck and considering how well he has played lately, I’m guessing the odd guy out will be Justin Fontaine.

However, there is one tricky thing here that may come into play. Fontaine will play his 66th game of the season tomorrow. He needs 69 games to be a restricted free agent this summer vs. a Group 6 unrestricted free agent. If Fontaine doesn’t get three playoff games, the Wild will no longer own his rights when his contract expires after the season. Fontaine has proven to be a valuable, very good player, so I don’t think the Wild would want to potentially lose the guy for nothing via free agency.

As for Stoner, he’s ahead of schedule here. We were told week to week. He was told 4 to 6 weeks, but he feels good and the Wild wants to give him a game to see where he’s at before Game 1.

Remember, he got a concussion in Game 1 last year and the Wild really felt it missed his physicality vs. the Hawks.

“The playoffs, it’s tough hockey, there’s no question,” Yeo said. “A lot of stuff going on around the front of our net, in front of our goalie, so if you can have a guy who’s a physical presence along the boards and in front of our net, then that’s a nice element to have.”

If Stoner plays, the only way Blum starts the playoffs in the lineup is if Nate Prosser comes out (Suter, Scandella, Brodin and Spurgeon, in no particular order, are in). I don’t think Prosser’s taken out for Game 1.

Yeo said, “It doesn’t mean necessarily that he won’t even be playing. I don’t want to make that decision. I’m comfortable that he’s been able to come in, come out of our lineup. His game’s looked the same. We know and we’re happy with what he brings. His execution level has been real strong. That St. Louis game was maybe the best game that he’s played, and I feel that he’s gotten better since he’s been with us. Part of that is probably getting comfortable with the team and how we play. Some of it I think is his confidence and showing what he could do.”

Again though, if Stoner plays, do the math: It’s either Blum or Prosser coming out.

You’ll hear from Stoner in tomorrow’s paper. Same with Granlund.

If Granlund returns, the trickle-down effect means three lines could be altered. If Stoner returns, the trickle-down effect is two pairs are altered.

When this happened after the trade deadline, it took awhile for the Wild to rediscover its game.

I asked Yeo if he’s concerned: “If you have the opportunity to get a player like Granny back, this would do an awful lot for our group and I don’t think it’ll be a huge adjustment for us. You look what it would do for our power play, whether it’s the first PP or the second PP, either way we’re going to get stronger. Lineup-wise, if he’s able to come in and step right into that second-line role, we’re getting stronger there and we’re also getting stronger the rest of the lineup, too. I’m not too concerned about it. Until we get the green light that he’s ready to go, we’re comfortable with the guys we have.”

If Granlund returns, he’ll likely be on the No. 2 unit because in my opinion, Charlie Coyle’s got to be on the first. His right-handed shot in the middle gives that unit a bigtime threat like we saw in Winnipeg on his goal. And no, Granlund is not taking Koivu’s spot on the No. 1 unit.

Rupp was suspended four games for his hit on T.J. Oshie. We talked to him this morning.

Rupp: “I was glad to hear that Oshie is doing well. For me, that’s truly the main concern that the player is not seriously injured. Hopefully he’ll get back on the ice soon. He’s a great player for the Blues and the league, so I’m happy to hear that.”

“It was a situation where I got stuck out there for a long shift. We were starting out there against their fourth line and we got stuck out there and they were trying to get the mismatch that they’d want. I was just in a time where it’s my first game back and trying to be structurally sound was my main objective coming into the game. I have, in that situation, a player come up the boards and my job there is not to let the player or the puck come to the middle of the ice. There was a late attacker and there was a sixth attacker probably in the middle of the ice. So my intent there is to finish my hit there and not allow the puck to go in the middle or the player. There’s zero intent on the outcome. I feel awful for that. I know coming around the circle he looked up and I felt like he saw me and his D-man right there. I don’t want to say we made eye contact – don’t think there was eye contact  --but he looked up to kind of see what player was around him. Then he looked down at the puck and cut to the middle. I know that what I felt on the ice was I hit chest and his shoulder. I didn’t feel his head. I’m not naïve enough to know when I watch the video there was some head contact there. But I can tell you that definitely the first point of contact was shoulder and chest, so I think it’s a matter of me being 6-5 and a hit that got away from me. I’ll take responsibility for that.

No suspensions, no fines?

It’s been something – there have been things in my career that I’ve said in my career that you want to be remembered for when you leave the game and one thing is the respect of your teammates. That far outweighs any goals or anything else you accomplish on the ice. There’s that and then you want to be known as a guy who plays the game the right way. Even on our call in talking to the league, they made note of saying that a guy who’s been in the league as long as I have in the role that I have, it’s unheard of that nothing’s been of question for me in my career. So I don’t like that there’s questions of marking a player or head-hunting. That’s never been the case for me. I’ve been a guy who’s gone out and stirred things up emotionally in games, but I’ve never taken a shot at a player and I would never start to do that now. It’s just one, like I said, that hit got away from me and I’ll take responsibility for that.

That's it for now. I'll be on Fox Sports North during Sunday's pregame show and first intermission.

Mike Rupp suspended four games by the NHL
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Wild veteran left wing Mike Rupp has been suspended four games -- the final regular-season game Sunday against Nashville and three playoff games -- for an illegal check to the head of St. Louis Blues forward T.J. Oshie on Thursday night. He forfeits $7,692.31 in salary.

Rupp was assessed a match penalty midway through the second period for "attempt to injure." Replays showed Oshie had given up the puck when Rupp came by with what the league considers a classic head pick. Rupp's left shoulder hit Oshie's head with that being the principle point of contract -- the chief criteria for an illegal check to the head. Basically, for Rupp to make this hit, the puck needs to be on Oshie's stick and there needs to be full body contact.

Here is video of the league explaining its decision.

Rupp was an easy target for the league to send a message on because like I said last night, Rupp was playing probably his final regular-season game, his 13th of the season. It is unlikely the Wild plans to play Rupp in the playoffs considering he hadn't played since Feb. 1 and played four games since Dec. 31.

If Rupp can't find a job this summer, it'll be a shame if that was the final play of what has been a good career.

This was Rupp's first suspension by the NHL and although he has long been a tough customer, he has done it in a mostly honest fashion. Knowing Rupp, I don't believe he intended to injure Oshie. But he undoubedly messed up. Oshie left the game hurt and isn't playing tonight in Dallas.

Former Wild center Wes Walz sent out a couple tweets (see below) that ticked off Blues fans and Ken Hitchcock today, but the one point he makes that is accurate? No chance Rupp plays last night if the Blues didn't run around last game taking runs as Mikael Granlund, Jared Spurgeon and Darcy Kuemper. It was a continuation of a trend in many Wild games in St. Louis in recent years. This is the story on the St. Louis Dispatch web site that ran the morning of the game in St. Louis a few weeks ago. The Blues tried to send Minnesota a message, the Wild was physically outplayed that game in St. Louis, so the Wild responded by putting Rupp in during the rematch to protect its players and supply muscle. No chance the Wild wanted Rupp to take off Oshie's head, but last game's physicality by St. Louis is why the Wild felt the need to play Rupp yesterday.

Disagree all you want, but that's the facts.

By the way, if the Avalanche beats San Jose tonight and St. Louis loses in regulation at Dallas, Colorado would win the Central and the Wild's first-round opponent would be Anaheim or Colorado. Right now, the first-round opponent can be Anaheim, St. Louis or Colorado.

Lastly, ...

The American Hockey League announced today that Jake Dowell of the Iowa Wild has been named the 2013-14 winner of the Fred T. Hunt Memorial Award as the AHL player who best exemplifies the qualities of sportsmanship, determination and dedication to hockey.

 The award is voted on by coaches, players and members of the media in each of the league’s 30 cities.

 Dowell has served as captain of the Wild during the team’s first season in Iowa while also dealing with personal tragedy. Dowell’s father, John, passed away in February after a lengthy battle with Huntington’s disease, a debilitating genetic neurological disorder which also affects his older brother, Luke. Dowell’s openness about his family’s fight with Huntington’s disease and his advocacy for a cure has brought national awareness to the cause, while Dowell and his Wild teammates have taken part in charity drives and fundraisers for research.

 A native of Eau Claire, Wis., Dowell has remained a leader on the ice in Des Moines throughout his trying season, appearing in 54 games with Iowa as well as one with the Wild’s NHL affiliate in Minnesota, with whom he is currently on recall. The seventh-year pro out of the University of Wisconsin has played 157 career games in the NHL with Chicago, Dallas and Minnesota, along with 302 career AHL contests with Iowa, Houston, Rockford and Norfolk. He was originally drafted by the Blackhawks in 2004.

 This award, which was first presented by the AHL in 1978, honors the late Fred T. Hunt, a long-time contributor to the league who won three Calder Cup championships as a player and three more as a general manager during a career spent primarily with the AHL’s Buffalo Bisons and the NHL’s Buffalo Sabres. Previous winners of the award include Ross Yates (1983), Glenn Merkosky (1987, ’91), Bruce Boudreau (1988), Murray Eaves (’89, ’90), John Anderson (1992), Tim Tookey (1993), Ken Gernander (1996, 2004), Randy Cunneyworth (2000), Mike Keane (2007), Ajay Baines (2009), Casey Borer (2010), Bryan Helmer (2011), Chris Minard (2012) and Brandon Davidson (2013).

Wild knocks St. Louis off Central Division perch; Mike Rupp faces suspension for hit on T.J. Oshie
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So much to get to in this blog, it’s midnight, I’m all alone in this press box and I haven’t even started.

Here we go:

The Wild knocked St. Louis off its Central Division perch tonight with a 4-2 victory, snapping a 9-game winless streak against them and chasing slumping Ryan Miller (4 goals, 13 shots). Colorado won in Vancouver to take over the division lead. What’s that mean?

In 24 hours, the Wild’s first-round opponent has changed from Anaheim to St. Louis to now … Colorado, the team that knocked off the Wild in the 2008 playoffs when Minnesota won its first and only Northwest Division title.

The Wild has one game left Sunday against Nashville. It’ll be a chance for the Wild to hit the 100-point mark for the second time in franchise history.

The Wild will meet the West division winner with the second-best record next week in the first round of the playoffs.

Anaheim, which won the Pacific, has one more point than Colorado and St. Louis.

The Ducks play at L.A. on Saturday and Colorado on Sunday. The Avs play at San Jose on Friday and at Anaheim on Sunday. The Blues play at Dallas on Friday and against Detroit on Sunday.

So, there is a possibility that Sunday while the Wild plays Nashville, all eyes at Press Box Seat No. 45 will be on the Ducks-Avs because that may determine the Wild’s first-round opponent.

Tonight, and as always please read the John Curry-centric gamer and Mike Rupp-centric notebook, but the Wild was outshot 45-15 yet still beat the Blues thanks to Curry’s career-high 43 saves for his third career victory. This is a guy who hadn’t played since Jan. 11, 2010, and who entered with 72 career saves. Heck, this is a guy who gave up seven goals in his last Iowa start.

Kyle Brodziak – yes, Kyle Brodziak, scored two goals (seriously, I’m not kidding) and was plus-3. It was Brodziak’s 11th career 2-goal game, and it included his third-career shorthanded goal to answer Kevin Shattenkirk’s tying goal on a 5-on-3.

Nino Niederreiter scored a goal and assist. Matt Moulson scored a goal just after a power play expired off a sweet saucer pass from Dany Heatley. Matt Cooke was awesome tonight, had two assists and was plus-3. By the way, I had a great interview with him after the game about the Wild’s season and the feel going into the playoffs, and that will appear in Saturday’s paper. What Cooke was so good at conveying: Fans and media, used to watching a franchise that when it has made the playoffs since 2003 has lost in the first round, have been freaking out trying to figure out what’s the best first-round matchup for the Wild. I’ve been guilty of that especially. What Cooke said is basically who cares because no matter what, they’re going to play a great team and no matter what, to get to their eventual goal of wanting to win a Stanley Cup, they’ll have to play four great teams.

So the most important thing is how is the Wild’s game, how are they playing, and right now, not only is the Wild 6-0-1 in its past seven, it’s beating teams like L.A., Pittsburgh, Boston, St. Louis and coming back on Chicago. More from Cooke Saturday.

Jon Blum had his first point as a Wild and …

Christian Folin, whom I featured in Thursday’s paper (give a read if you didn’t), logged 19:26 in his NHL debut, assisted on Brodziak’s second goal early in the third period and was plus-3.

Coach Mike Yeo was “pretty pleased” with Folin’s game, saying it says a lot about the kid that he was able to learn the Wild’s system and look good in it despite having very few practices since signing last week. Yeo said, “the kid’s got a bright future.”

My guess is he doesn’t play Sunday though. I think Yeo will play his full playoff lineup with Ilya Bryzgalov (7-0-3) in the net. The Wild has Friday off, but Yeo abundantly clear after the game that he wasn’t happy the way the Wild played tonight and that Saturday’s practice will be all about getting ready for the playoffs before “hitting it” next week.

On Curry, Yeo said, “Very pleased for him. That was a long road back for him, and just nice to see him get rewarded with a performance like that. He didn’t look nervous. He looked very calm and in control. I’m sure there were butterflies, but his play didn’t reflect it, that’s for sure.”

Curry said, “I just tried to take it shot by shot. I’ll be honest with you, I was so nervous for this game. Just a big stage for me. To have a good start, to get those first few saves, it’s gets you into a rhythm and you fall right into it.”

Again, please read the gamer because there’s a lot more from Curry in there, but he said he just turned off the phone the last day and a half and sat around his apartment.

“You just want the day of the game to come,” he said. “You’re sitting there watching TV, trying to pass the time, trying to stay relaxed and it’s nearly impossible.”

What’s so funny, this morning Yeo said that Curry wasn’t big, that technique wasn’t his strength. That didn’t seem like a scouting report that screamed confidence, but Yeo called him a gamer and a battler. That’s precisely what Curry demonstrated tonight.

Quite impressive.

Yeo on the game: “This is a funny game. Let’s not kid ourselves, they outplayed us tonight. I’m not saying we didn’t do some things well, but we spent the majority of the night in our defensive zone. You worry about a game like this after we clinch, after we know the spot that we’re in. You know that there’s going to be an exhale from your group. Bottom line, to be able to find a way to win in a game like this is great. At the same time, I don’t think we should be patting ourselves on the back too much here.”

Things turned nasty in the second period when the fourth line got trapped in the D-zone for an extended period. On a delayed penalty to Marco Scandella, Mike Rupp hit Blues stud T.J. Oshie in the chin with his left shoulder.

Oshie went down face-first and was in peril. He tried to get up and fell back down. He finally was able to be helped to the ice, but he skated to the bench looking dazed and with blood coming from the mouth. He didn’t return.

Rupp, playing his first game since Feb. 1, was assessed a match penalty for attempt to injure. He’s in trouble. It’s an automatic suspension pending review from the NHL and I do hear the NHL didn’t like the hit and felt the principle point of contact was to Oshie’s head, which is the chief criteria for an illegal check to the head.

Now, Rupp was probably not going to be in the Wild’s lineup to start the playoffs anyway, but he now faces a suspension in the regular-season finale and perhaps the start of the playoffs.

In the third period, with the Blues emotional, Yeo smartly sat Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville and Ryan Suter. Parise played 13:55, Koivu 14:19, Pominville 12:27 and Suter, the NHL’s ice-time leader, 11:19 – 18 minutes lower than his average.

Yeo said it was clear the Blues would target those guys. To start the second period, Ken Hitchcock started his fourth line. Yeo countered with his fourth. Despite jawing between Rupp and Ryan Reaves, nothing happened.

“I’m not going to put our top guys out there,” Yeo said. “Listen, we’ve played against this team enough times, we’ve gone into their building and often times we’ve done it without a ton of toughness and they’ve come at us. And so, I think it’s important that we show that we’re ready to be physical up against them if they’re going to try to play that game. It’s just about playing hard and we have to show that we can play in those type of games.

“That’s a great team over there. When they started to get very emotional about it, they ramped it up,” he sat his key guys.

Real funny moment postgame. Brodziak was getting heckled by teammates like Cooke and Koivu when the media hovered around him.

When Koivu said, “Uh-Oh,” Brodziak said to his stallmate, “Move over Koivu. It’s my turn.”

OK, that’s it for me. I’ll update the blog with there’s news with Rupp.

I have an insanely busy day tomorrow because I have to write my Sunday Insider (my picks for league awards), write my Saturday story (Cooke heavy) and a big piece for Sunday’s cover that I think you all should read, too.

Exciting times as the Wild looks like it’s heading into the postseason on a high.

John Curry's Wild debut, Christian Folin's NHL debut among Wild lineup changes
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Wild (5-0-1 in the past six) and St. Louis Blues (lost three in a row) at the X tonight in Minnesota’s penultimate game of the regular season.

If the season ended today, the Wild and the Blues would meet in the first round with the series beginning likely next Thursday in St. Louis.

Again, the Wild will face St. Louis, Anaheim (starting next Wednesday or Thursday) or Colorado (starting likely next Thursday).

John Curry vs. Ryan Miller tonight.

For Curry, it’ll be the Shorewood native’s first NHL appearance since Jan. 11, 2010. If you didn’t read Tuesday’s feature on the former Breck School goalie, see the link of the previous blog.

Not too many goalies are his size in the NHL anymore. He looks like the Beezer -- John Vanbiesbrouck -- or Mike Vernon in the cage – two guys I covered in, ahem, Florida.

Coach Mike Yeo, who his familiar with Curry from his days with Pittsburgh, said he makes up for it by being a battler.

“He doesn’t have the size of a Bryzgalov,” Yeo said. “I don’t know that technique is his strength. But he’s a gamer.” cool

It’ll be interesting to watch him play. Not only is he facing the league’s 5th-best offensive team, he hasn’t had any game action since March 26.

In his last start for Iowa, Curry gave up a touchdown with an extra point and he has allowed 22 goals in his past five Iowa starts.

Yeo won’t rest his big guns tonight. This is an organizational decision in consultation with those big guns.

“We wanted to make the playoffs, but we want to make sure our game is ready,” Yeo said. “So with those guys and our team, just because we made the playoffs, it doesn’t mean all of a sudden we’re satisfied and we’re happy. This is about making sure that we continue to stay ready and sharp for game 1 of the postseason.”

Mike Rupp will play for the first time since Feb. 1 and fifth time since Dec. 31. Dany Heatley is in. Stephane Veilleux and Justin Fontaine will get the night off.

Christian Folin will make his NHL debut and Jared Spurgeon will sit.

Rupp said, “I’m excited to get an opportunity. I think our team has been playing really well and making some strides in our game and I just want to be a part of it and go in and do my job.”

His agent, Allan Walsh, tweeted after the Chicago shootout loss that the Wild had been targeted for two games in a row and asking if it was time to play Rupp.

“I just want to play,” Rupp said. “I think the team’s been playing awesome. We’ve got a great group of guys in here and a nice blend the last few games and really hit stride. I don’t want to shake that up. I just want to come in and do my job.”

Rupp is a tough guy and said he won’t change the way he plays. Obviously, the Blues have challenged the Wild physically throughout their nine-game winning streak (0-6-3) against the Wild, so Rupp may add an intimidating element tonight.

Not only is Rupp going to have to quickly get used to the NHL game tonight, but as I joked with him, it’s not like he’s been walking the streets getting into fights. He has gotten into one fight this season and none since Dec. 2.

“You’ve got a lot of pent-up energy,” he said. “I’m not going to go look for anything, but it’s one of those things where you’re not concerned about it.”

Yeo said, “I want to get those guys (Rupp and Heatley) some action before the end of the season. We want to make sure that these guys get an opportunity so if called upon that they feel like they’re ready to play.”

On Rupp, Yeo said, “I don’t expect miracles. He’s been off for a long time, but those guys have all been working real hard. It’s not like he’s a young kid. He knows what his game is. He plays a pretty smart game as far as knowing the system and position.”

On Folin, whom I wrote about today, so check out that story, “I want to give him an opportunity to test the waters and see where he’s at. It’s a chance for him to really show us what he can do.”

Folin was excited and said he would have a big smile on his face. He may see some time on the No. 2 power-play unit with Jonas Brodin, Matt Moulson, Heatley and Nino Niederreiter.

My guess on lines and D combos:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Nino

Rupp-McCormick-Heatley

Suter-Blum

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Folin

Keith Ballard, who skated the other day, is shut down again with a groin injury.

Clayton Stoner took part in the morning skate and is very close to a return. Perhaps, Sunday?

Josh Harding continues to practice.

Mikael Granlund, Yeo said, “I talked to Granny today and it’s really encouraging just how good he felt.”

I’d think it’d be hard for Granlund, who hasn’t skated since March 31, to be ready for the start of the playoffs, but we’ll see if Granlund begins skating this weekend.

No update on Darcy Kuemper beyond Yeo saying he’s “progressing.”

David Backes (foot) is likely out the rest of the regular season, but he’ll be ready for the playoffs, coach Ken Hitchcock said.

The Blues have lost three in a row and four of six.

Hitchcock: “We saw this coming with the looseness. Thank God this didn't happen Monday. We've got lots of time to fix it. You go from looking at championships to fixing problems. That's just coaching."

Christian Folin's NHL debut, John Curry's Wild debut may come Thursday against St. Louis
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updated

Happy Off-Day to you and yours.

As I mentioned after the Wild's Tuesday night win over the Boston Bruins, the Wild's first-round opponent isn't clear.

If the season ended right now, St. Louis will be the opponent after Anaheim beat San Jose to win the Pacific. If the Wild plays the Blues, that series would likely start next Thursday because Miley Cyrus is playing Scottrade Wednesday.

The Wild can only play St. Louis, Anaheim or Colorado now. If the Wild plays the Avs, that series also can't start until Thursday.

So we wait.

Again, the Wild, as the top wildcard spot, plays the West division winner with the second-best record.

As I mentioned at the top, today was a day off for the Wild, so no access.

My guess though is Ilya Bryzgalov (7-0-3 with a 1.65 goals-against average, .929 save percentage and three shutouts in 10 starts with Minnesota) gets spelled for a night and John Curry makes his Wild debut in net against the Blues. The Shorewood native and former Breck School and Boston University goalie would become the fifth goalie to start a game for Minnesota this season and make his first NHL start since Jan. 11, 2010, for Pittsburgh.

If you didn't read my feature on Curry in Tuesday's paper, here ya go.

I'd also guess that defenseman Christian Folin makes his NHL debut against the Blues, maybe for Jared Spurgeon. The UMass-Lowell free-agent pickup has been practicing with the Wild since last Wednesday after signing last Monday.

The 6-foot-3 right-shot blue-liner skates well, is physical, passes crisply and has a heavy shot. He wears No. 5. If he plays, that'll be huge for his development because it'll give him a taste of what he needs to work on this offseason to get ready for training camp next fall. Remember, he is not playoff eligible, but he will continue to practice with the Wild throughout the postseason. Eventually, Iowa players will join him, too.

Want to know more about Folin? Read Thursday's Star Tribune. I wrote a real cool profile on the kid that will allow you to get to know him a bit better.

Last night, I guessed coach Mike Yeo would rest all his big guns against the Blues.

The more I think about it, the more I doubt that would happen.

The Wild is 5-0-1 in its past six, has been playing playoff style hockey for awhile, has beaten some good teams and I'd think the Wild would be hesitant to just pull the plug on that. Sunday, even if Yeo goes with his full lineup against Nashville in a regular-season finale playoff tune-up, that game will be more like a glorified exhibition game.

After all, the Wild may be in do-not-get-hurt mode, so if all of a sudden you don't play your big guns Thursday, by the time the playoffs begin Wednesday or Thursday of next week, it'll be more than a week since the Wild played a playoff-like game.

So I'd guess they don't quote-unquote rest a bunch of guys. Obviously, if Yeo wants, he could cut back on ice time on some of his heavy-minute guys if he opts to go that route.

The Blues are supposed to be without David Backes Thursday, by the way. The Blues captain was hit by a shot in Tuesday's loss to Washington.'

Talk to you after Thursday's morning skates. I'll be on KFAN inside the penalty box with Paul Allen at 9:55 a.m.

Wild locks up top wildcard spot with shootout victory over Boston
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The Wild is playoff bound after tonight’s come-from-behind 4-3 shootout victory over the NHL-leading Boston Bruins.

This was an opponent that was 16-1-2 in its past 19.

Jason Pominville scored two goals and an assist, Ryan Suter scored the tying goal with 65 seconds left, Mikko Koivu, who had two assists, three takeaways and won 18 of 27 faceoffs, scored the shootout winner on his signature move and Ilya Bryzgalov, the only goalie to get a point in his first 10 starts in Wild history, improved to 7-0-3 with 24 saves and a spotless shootout.

The Wild clinched a playoff spot at 8:44 p.m. when Columbus beat Phoenix in overtime. There were 12 minutes left in the second intermission. The fans didn’t know until the P.A. announcer let everybody know at the start of the third period.

Wild players? They knew at that point because coach Mike Yeo told them. But Yeo made clear that the Wild didn’t want to back in, and a victory would secure the top wildcard spot (again, the Wild cannot pass L.A. because the top three teams in each division get the 1 through 6 seeds).

“We know we’re in the playoffs, down a goal, played the night before, [playing] against a team sitting here waiting for us, to see our guys go after it, good on them,” Yeo said.

As it turned out, the Wild had to win to get that spot because Dallas ended up beating Nashville in a shootout. If the Wild got zero points, the magic number for top wildcard spot still would have been two. If the Wild got one point, the magic number would have been one.

The Wild’s opponent? It’s clear as mud right now. It’ll be Anaheim, St. Louis, Colorado or San Jose.

St. Louis is at 111 points with three games left. Anaheim is at 110 with three games left. Colorado is at 109 with three games left. San Jose is at 107 with three games left

Read the gamer for all the details and some great quotes, but the gist of the locker room was last year the players were disappointed with their April tumble and the necessity to win the final game of the regular season to sneak into a playoff just merely because of a tiebreaker with Columbus.

This year, despite having a schedule that on paper was hellacious, the Wild has gone 5-0-1 in the past six games. In that stretch, the Wild beat Boston, L.A. and Pittsburgh and got a point against Chicago. Those four teams have won the last five Stanley Cups. Toss in the Detroit win March 22 and that’s the last six Stanley Cup winners.

“More importantly I feel good about where our game is at right now,” Yeo said. “We want to build our game right now. I was glad playing teams like Boston and Pittsburgh and L.A. and all these teams. Listen, if we want to have a chance of doing anything, we’re going to have to beat good teams and be at our best. We know what our game is, there’s confidence in it. I feel like we’re ready for the playoffs right now.”

Bruins coach Claude Julien said of the Wild, “The quicker you can clinch, the better it is. To me, I was really impressed with the effort, especially in the third period. Third game in four nights, and there’s some desperation there, and you want to clinch. You find that energy somewhere and I thought there was some pretty good energy in the third period.”

I had a funny back and forth with Suter in the locker room. If you read my blog last night, you saw that I mentioned how I asked Suter about the Wild’s 9 for 9 penalty kill in a four-game stretch after a 12 for 35 stretch in 13 games. He, in the middle of his quote, went into a funny tangent about his lack of goal scoring lately.

Tonight, the Wild’s PK was scored on twice on five chances, including the first two.

Suter said, “I was thinking about those comments you made yesterday about the PK. That’s how it works.”

I go, “I was thinking about your goal-scoring comments.”

Suter smiled, “It’s funny how it works, right?”

Suter talked about playing the right way to get into the playoffs as you can read in the gamer and said, “Hopefully we can keep this thing going here. Yeozie told us after the second that we’re in the playoffs, but for us, it was not about just being in it. It was about being in on our own terms.

“Going into these last little stretch of games, we were concerned. We had the toughest schedule out of the other teams, so for us to turn it on the way we have, it says a lot about the group. You don’t want to wait ‘til the last day like last year.”

Matt Moulson, on March 5, was on the 30th-place Buffalo. Now he’s playoff bound. He assisted on Pominville’s first-period tying goal.

“It’s exciting,” Moulson said. “You dream of lifting that Cup over your head. To get a chance at that, you never know how many chances you’re going to get. You have to take advantage of them. It’s an exciting time.”

The Wild now has two games left in the regular season, starting Thursday against St. Louis, which has lost four of six. Go on Twitter or check out the St. Louis papers for Ken Hitchcock’s pointed comments after tonight’s loss against Washington. The Blues were booed off the ice and Hitchcock said there’s not a lot of buy-in right now. Also, apparently David Backes sustained a lower-body injury.

It’ll be interesting now to see how Yeo works these next two games. There’s a day off Wednesday, so we won’t know for sure until Thursday.

Here’s what I would do. I’d rest some guys against St. Louis. I’d have John Curry make his Wild debut so Bryzgalov gets a rest. I’d give Christian Folin his NHL debut, maybe for Suter. I’d even consider giving Parise or Koivu an off night.

I’d then probably play the team against Nashville just because you do want that last regular-season game to be a bit of a tune-up to make sure you don’t have some of your big guns going more than a week without playing.

Yeo said he’s discussing it behind the scenes. He did intimate that he does want to talk to some of the leaders to get their input.

“We’ll try to figure all that out. For me, I’m real happy with our team game right now. It’s more a matter individually what we need as far as making sure we’re ready to go.”

Parise said, “You get some time to sharpen up, fine tune some things, work on things we need to be better at. I don’t know who we’ll be playing yet, but we’ll prepare a little bit when we find out who.

“We knew the scenarios, but you don’t want to back in. You want to win yourself in. To do it against arguably the best team in the league, it feels good to win to get in.”

Pominville on the playoffs: “It’s what you play for. We’ve had ups and downs, we’ve had injuries, we’ve had goalies get hurt, we’ve had a lot of different guys in the lineup, but we did a good job of staying even-keeled and not getting frustrated when times were tough. It’s nice to be where we want to be.”

Funny line from Yeo on that waved off icing everybody was ticked at moments before Suter scored: “I would have drawn up a perfect play if they would have called an icing,” he joked.

Yeo on the crowd: “I thought the crowd was awesome. It was a fun night.”

That’s it for me. Day off Wednesday, meaning no blog unless there’s news.

Josh Harding Wild's Masterton Trophy nominee once again
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Josh Harding didn’t just show up to the rink and reel off a first half like few other NHL goalies.

“Behind the scenes, the outward appearance might be that he was just feeling good and going out and playing well, but he has to do a lot to make sure he’s in that state,” Wild coach Mike Yeo said. “He’s overcoming challenges that not many people have to try to deal with.”

There were injections and cooling vests between periods to keep from overheating and countless other protocols that Harding, diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in 2012, had to ensure in order to simply be able to strap on the pads.

“There were a lot of things that unless you were part of my immediate family that you wouldn’t have seen what I went through and what I have been going through,” Harding said. “There’s no need for people to feel bad. It’s just what it is and you deal with it.”

Harding, the NHL’s Masterton Trophy winner last season for exemplifying perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey, has been selected as the Wild’s nominee for the second year in a row by the Twin Cities chapter of the Professional Hockey Writers’ Association.

“I have a lot of respect [for the other nominees], but this is life and death,” Yeo said.

Harding hasn’t played since Dec. 31 because of a “rough patch.” He still is considered to have a league-leading 1.65 goals-against average and .933 save percentage.

“This year was harder than last year,” Harding said. “Last year you’re coping with the new reality and this year, things were going probably the best they have in my career. From Day One of training camp, I just felt on. I felt back to normal. Unfortunately, things happened.”

Harding, who has started the charitable foundation, Harding’s Hope, took a positive turn last month, began skating and rejoined the Wild last week in practice. With Niklas Backstrom shut down and Darcy Kuemper still sidelined with an upper-body injury, the hope is Harding can at least get to the point where he provides insurance behind Ilya Bryzgalov.

“I would love to give you a distinct plan. I would if I could,” Harding said. “I’m going to take this day-to-day and see where this takes me. I’m very happy where I’m at. I have a ways to go to get to where I want to be, but I’m definitely on the right track.

“If there’s anything I can do to help out this hockey club, whether it’s being the third guy or battling and somehow getting back in there, it all depends how it goes.”

Harding has another year left on his contract. He plans to keep playing.

“Where I’m at right now is a million times better than where I was a month ago,” he said. “The way I’m feeling right now is the feeling I had before my leave of absence. Now it’s just getting back to hockey and doing what I love.

“When you’re out an extended period of time and it’s not a leg injury or an arm injury, you take life lessons away and it gives you more motivation and appreciation for the life that we have. We’re doing something that we love and we’ve worked all our lives to do this and I don’t want to give this up.”

Previous Wild nominees:

 Josh Harding (2012-13), Clayton Stoner (2011-12), Pierre-Marc Bouchard (2010-11), Guillaume Latendresse (2009-10), Kurtis Foster (2008-09), Aaron Voros (2007-08), Marian Gaborik (2006-07), Wes Walz (2005-06, 2000-01), Alexandre Daigle (2003-04), Dwayne Roloson (2002-03) and Richard Park (2001-02).

Wings drafted for added depth up the middle

Detroit selected six forwards in 2014 draft, including son of former NHL star
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Dominic Turgeon pulls on a Red Wings sweater for the first time after he became the No. 63 overall pick Saturday in Philadelphia. (Photo by Getty Images) 

PHILADELPHIA – The Red Wings have shown a recent affinity for athletic lineage when it comes to compiling their amateur draft list.

Following up Friday’s first-round selection of Dylan Larkin – who’s dad and uncles played collegiate soccer in the United States – the Red Wings made a trade Saturday morning to get Dominic Turgeon, the son of former NHL star Pierre Turgeon.

“Dominic Turgeon is a guy that we targeted really high,” said Tyler Wright, the Wings’ director of amateur scouting. “If we would have had our second (round pick) we would have taken him there. So it prompted us to make a move. He was a guy that we thought if we could get him in the second and he feel into the third we didn’t want to risk that chance (by) waiting a couple of more picks. We wanted him and he’s got good blood lines.”

The Red Wings move up 13 spots, trading their No. 76 pick and a third-round pick in 2015 to Columbus in order to nab Turgeon at No. 63.

“I knew they were interested but at the time they didn’t have a pick around there so I wasn’t too sure,” said Turgeon, who produced 31 points in 65 games with Portland in the Western Hockey League. “But it feels really good.”

In all, Detroit selected six forwards and one goaltender, American Chase Perry, who is headed to Colorado College in the fall.

“We’re very satisfied,” said Wright of the seven prospects picked at Wells Fargo Center this weekend. “We said if we could walk out of there with players like Larkin and Turgeon with the first two picks we would be excited about that. We got a goalie later and rounded it out with some big-bodied guys that need some time to develop, but they’re all names in our pool.”

While his point production last season wasn’t very impressive, there was a logical explanation for Turgeon who had more of a two-way role with the Winterhawks, a team that featured previously drafted players Nic Petan (Winnipeg), Oliver Bjorkstrand (Columbus) and Brendan Leipsic (Nashville).

Turgeon played on Portland’s third line with Keegan Iverson (New York Rangers) and Alex Schoenborn (San Jose), who were also third-round draft picks on Saturday.

“I feel like with the players that we had through the years I was put in a certain role, maybe limited me a little bit,” Turgeon said. “But as time goes on I feel like my offensive game is going to be very big and it’s going to come.”

Certainly, the Winterhawks’ offensive depth has slowed Turgeon’s scoring, it has allowed the 6-foot-1, 198-pound center to adapt and grow slower than it would have in a weaker environment that would have brought greater exposure.

Scouts believe Turgeon has a great hockey IQ with the puck on his stick. He’s considered to be an intelligent playmaker, who plays a puck-possession style and finds options with crisp, accurate passes.

“You can tell by the way he plays, he’s got great hockey sense, played on a team where he kind of got moved back because of a lot of older and high-skilled guys who are moving on now,” Wright said. “He’s going to inherit a little bit of a bigger role next year and we hope his scoring ability will show. But we’re really excited about getting him where we did.”

Turgeon, 18, has two more years of junior eligibility, and he plans to return to Portland this fall.

The Red Wings like Turgeon’s maturity and how he accepted his role from former Winterhawks coach Mike Johnston, who last week accepted the Pittsburgh Penguins head coaching job.

“He hasn’t been in a top offensive role because of the depth of the team that they’ve had,” said Jiri Fischer, the Red Wings’ director of player development. “It was a junior dynasty that they built three years in a row. He was on a star-studded team and he had to work hard for everything that he got. So his offense came from out-playing someone 5-on-5. He wasn’t handed the key to the power play, and that’s exciting especially with a lot of (Portland) players leaving next year.

“He’s been guided very, very well, and our scouts, Jeff Finley and Tyler Wright, who have seen him the most, they love his smarts, his defensive play, which is always a sign of a huge maturity level for young kids.”

Turgeon becomes the fifth player in the Wings’ development system with family members who played in the NHL, joining Anthony Mantha, Tyler Bertuzzi, Landon Ferraro and Louis-Marc Aubry.

“I think it’s just coincidental,” Fischer said. “From Mantha to Bertuzzi to Aubry I think it just happens. Certainly in the last couple of drafts there have been a few kids that you can make an argument for. It’s been profiled quite a bit and it makes for good stories. It seems to be a media-attracting theme.”

Here is a glance at the Red Wings other 2014 draftees:

CHRISTOFFER EHN, C/LW, 4th ROUND, No. 106: From the same Frolunda program in Sweden that Red Wings center Joakim Andersson played for, Ehn is a 6-foot-3 late bloomer, Fischer said.

Hakan Andersson, the Red Wings director of European scouting, is a board member for the Frolunda program and has seen plenty of Ehn’s development. The 18-year-old was brought up to the SuperElit team where he produced 11 points in 45 games last season.

“The coaches were thrilled with the potential,” Andersson said. “Good hockey sense, always looking around to make plays but has a lot of work to do. He’s lean. He’s a tall kid, needs to fill in. I got good hopes for him. He’s got some raw stuff you can’t really teach.”

CHASE PERRY, GK, 5th ROUND, No. 136: A good-sized goalie, Perry played Tier II Junior A hockey in Wenatchee (Wash.) of the North American Hockey League. Scouts have said that the Andover, Minn., native possesses very good technique and uses his edges well to stop and change direction. He has some issues to work on, which the Red Wings hope can be addressed over the next couple of seasons at Colorado College, where he has committed to play.

“Goaltenders need to develop, they need to be coached,” Wright said. “He’s a big kid, an athletic kid, so hopefully we can start molding these guys in the right direction.”

JULIUS VAHATALO, F, 6th ROUND, No. 166: At 6-foot-5 and 192-pounds, the Finnish forward is the tallest of the Red Wings 2014 draft picks. He was the second leading scorer on his TPS team with 18 goals and 39 points in 33 games in the Jr. A SM-liiga.

“Played for TPS in Finnish league, that’s where Ari Vouri (the Wings’ Finnish scout) lives,” Andersson said. “He knows him very well. He was injured and came back and played well for them. They put him up on the men’s team, too. I saw him a couple of games. Very big, skates well, very lean also. Has 2-3 years hard work just to fill out to normal size for a 6-foot-5 guy but he has ability. He was a real point producing junior before he got injured, over a point per game. We’re hoping if he comes back from that we might have a guy there.”

AXEL HOLMSTROM, C, 7th ROUND, No. 196: A 6-foot, 196-pound center, Holmstrom, who is no relation to former Red Wings forward Tomas Holmstrom, was the second-highest scorer with 15 goals and 38 points for Skellefteå in the SuperElit league.

Holmstrom played on Sweden’s U-18 World Championship team with William Nylander, who was Toronto’s first-round pick on Friday.

“(Axel) is a really hard worker,” Andersson said. “He’s really committed to training and has good hockey sense. He and Nylander found some chemistry. He has some point-producing ability and really works hard. He has a chance to make the World Junior team. They both do actually.”

ALEXANDER KADEYKIN, C, 7th ROUND, No. 201 (from San Jose): Kadeykin is a 20-year-old Russian from Elektrostal, which is just east of Moscow. He played parts of the past two seasons with Atlanty Mytischi of the KHL, producing eight goals and 23 points in 56 games.

“As a 20-year-old I think he was their first or second line center and he was plus-17, which is good,” Andersson said. “He’s a big guy, too, 6-foot-4 and has some hands. Has a little work on the skating but his skating is good enough to play in the KHL as a 20-year old, so it’s not all bad.”

By adding so many versatile forwards to the mix this weekend, the Red Wings hope they’ve improved the organization’s depth up the middle.

“We have a bunch of guys that if one pans out, we might have a centerman for (Anthony) Mantha one day,” Andersson said. “That’s what we’re hoping. We’ll see. Draft a bunch of guys and then hope.”
Wings prepare for Day 2 on draft floor

Detroit will make six picks in final five rounds on Saturday
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On Friday, Dylan Larkin became the first Michigan-born player ever selected by the Red Wings in the first round of the NHL draft. (Photo by Getty Images) 

PHILADELPHIA – It was back to the draft table for the Red Wings’ brass late Friday night.

After the team made Dylan Larkin just the second Michigan-born Red Wings’ first-round draftee, the amateur scouting staff was preparing for the final six rounds of the draft at Wells Fargo Center on Saturday.

The Red Wings will select six more prospects beginning with the No. 76 overall pick in the third round. They also have picks at No. 106 (fourth round), No. 136 (fifth), No. 166 (sixth) and Nos. 196 and 201 (seventh).

Detroit doesn’t own a pick in the second round, though they would like to acquire one in a trade, if possible.

“We’re going to target some guys,” said Tyler Wright, the Wings’ director of amateur scouting. “We still think we’re going to get some pretty good players, it’s kind of wide open now with the first round done. It’s a little bit of a volatile draft, to say, but we’ll see if we can get back into the second (round), get back into play that might still be an option but we’ll see.”

However, if the Wings can’t move up on the draft board, they will remain focused on acquiring young prospects that either are the best available or to fill organizational need.

“I’m a firm believer that you have your list, you push guys up on your list that you want to get, whether it’s a defenseman, a centerman, a goaltender,” Wright said. “We know we have a need for a right-handed shot D, stuff like that. Is it an area that we can address? It could be but we’re not going to do it for the sake of it.”

There are only three right-handed shooting defensemen in the Wings’ system – Ryan Sproul, Alexey Marchenko and Nick Jensen.
The Red Wings get their 'Michigan' man 

Dylan Larkin is thrilled to be picked by hometown team 
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Waterford native Dylan Larkin meets Red Wings coach Mike Babcock after Detroit made the 17-year-old center the No. 15 overall pick in Friday's NHL draft. (Photo by Getty Images) 

PHILADELPHIA – Draft day was made extra special for a soon-to-be Michigan man.

With the No. 15 pick in the NHL draft Friday night, the Red Wings selected Waterford native Dylan Larkin, who played the past two seasons with the U.S. National Team Development Program in Ann Arbor.

“It’s special. It’s something my family and myself will remember for a while,” said Larkin, about being picked by his hometown team. “I was pretty nervous but just hearing your name is a relief.

“This is the place I wanted to be. I’m happy with the result.”

Ultimately, Larkin would have been fine with whatever team selected him, but Red Wings team officials were sweating it out after Toronto picked at No. 9.

“From (No.) 10 on I was sweating profusely,” said Tyler Wright, the Wings director of amateur scouting. “We had some options to maybe go back and pick up a second (round pick), but I mean we had targeted him early. If he was there and we thought there was a slim chance we would have to step up and make the pick. You get pretty excited because you think you’ve got a chance and all it takes is one team and fortunately for us he was the guy that we targeted and he fell to us. We’re pretty excited.”

The 17-year-old Larkin is the second American, and the first from Michigan, chosen in the first round by the Red Wings. Goalie Tom McCollum, of Amhurst, N.Y. (2008), was the last American pick in the first round by Detroit.

The first-round pick was Detroit’s highest in 23 years when they selected forward Martin Lapointe with the No. 10 overall pick in 1991.

Larkin is widely considered a smart, skilled centerman with good leadership qualities. Though he’s still a bit of a project, the Red Wings, who are generally very patient with their prospects, like that he plays a 200-feet game.

Larkin was among the U.S. team’s leading scorers last season, finishing second in goals (31), fourth in points (56) in 60 games.

Wright is reluctant to compare the team’s newest prospect to any current NHL centers, though he appreciates Larkin’s elite skating ability and his passion for the sport.

“I love the way he skates,” Wright said. “This guy’s the ultimate competitor, I mean, he plays on the second line on a team that maybe with (Alex) Tuch and (Sonny) Milano did a lot of the scoring, nothing against some of his linemates, but he had some of the lesser talented guys to play with and he drove that bus. He separated his shoulder at the World Championships and you could tell, and he scores the game-winning goal. There’s just a lot of thing about him. Character and passion for me are a lot of things and not only does he have those things he’s a good hockey player.”

Larkin learned plenty about the game and about himself during his two years with the U.S. program but it’s time to move on, he said.

“I came in as a kid and left as a young man, physically, mentally, all areas,” Larkin said. “They give you resources and it’s up to the players how much you want to use them. I feel like I used them and became a well-rounded young man.”

Larkin has been Michigan based through and through. He played youth hockey in the Belle Tire organization in metro Detroit, where he was coached for a while by former Red Wings forward Doug Brown. He played for the U.S. U-18 team, graduated from Pioneer High School in Ann Arbor and attended Waterford Mott High for his freshman and sophomore academic years. In the fall, he will attend the University of Michigan where he will play for another former Red Wings forward, Wolverines legendary coach Red Berenson.

“Even coach (Mike) Babcock said you’re in a good spot with Red Berenson,” Larkin said. “They’re good friends. It’ll be a good time there.”

But with the Red Wings just up the road from the U-M campus, Larkin knows his development will be paramount to any future success in the NHL.

“I’m looking to improve on my strength,” Larkin said. “To play at the next level, even in college, you got to be strong. It’s important to get in the gym and spend time on my body and nutrition.”

The draft wraps up Saturday with rounds two through seven, beginning at 10 a.m. EST, at Wells Fargo Center. Barring any trades, the Red Wings will select six more prospects beginning with the No. 76 overall pick in the third round. They also have picks at No. 106 (fourth round), No. 136 (fifth), No. 166 (sixth) and Nos. 196 and 201 (seventh).

The Red Wings surrendered the No. 46 pick to Nashville, completing last season’s trade deadline deal that brought veteran center David Legwand to Detroit and sent prospect Calle Jarnkrok to the Predators.
Red Wings select Larkin in first round

Waterford native is committed to the University of Michigan for 2014-15
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings today selected center Dylan Larkin in the first round (15th overall) of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

A native of Waterford, Mich., Larkin has spent the last two seasons with the U.S. National Team Development Program in Ann Arbor, Mich. In 60 games during the 2013-14 season, he ranked second on the Under-18 team with 31 goals among his 56 points (31-25-56). He also posted 56 penalty minutes and a plus-23 rating. Additionally, the 6-foot-1, 190-pound forward served as an alternate captain for the United States at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship, tallying four points (2-2-4) in six contests. Larkin also skated with the NTDP in 2013-14, totaling 27 points (13-14-27) and 54 penalty minutes in 55 games.

Larkin, 17, is slated to attend the University of Michigan this fall. Prior to skating for the U.S. National Team Development Program, he was a member of the Belle Tire Hockey Club in Detroit, captaining the team to a national championship in 2011. He also skated internationally for his country at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, earning a bronze medal after posting seven points (2-5-7) in six games.
Babcock ends whirlwind week at draft

Red Wings' coach made stops in Vancouver, Las Vegas and Philadelphia

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 7:26 PM / News 

By Bill Roose  - Managing Editor | DetroitRedWings.com 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Mike Babcock talks with Wings GM Ken Holland and new Toronto president Brendan Shanahan on the draft floor in Philadelphia. (Photo by Dan Mannes/Detroit Red Wings) 

PHILADELPHIA – It’s been a whirlwind week for Mike Babcock.

The Red Wings coach began the week in Vancouver where he received his Olympic ring from Team Canada for coaching the gold-medal team in Sochi, Russia earlier this year. He also made a stop in Las Vegas for the NHL Awards, where he finished second in the Jack Adams Award balloting.

“What can I tell you? Living it was incredible,” said Babcock, who was at Wells Fargo Center where he was preparing to meet the Wings' first-round pick Friday night. “Going back and celebrating it and being around the guys and being around the experience was awesome. You got to pinch yourself. You got to go to two Olympics and then you won twice and won two gold medals and two rings. Proud is what I would tell you. Great, great experience.”

While it was a thrill to finally receive his ring, the Wings’ coach took the opportunity to do some window shopping as he’s looking to replace his former assistant coach, Bill Peters, who was hired as the head coach at Carolina last week.

“It was interesting, I was able to talk to a lot of the guys, I was able to find out about a lot of the free agents, talking about coaches that a guy might hire,” Babcock said. “There’s a wealth of information there. They’re good, good men, they’re smart, they’re the best in the world in what they do and it was fun to be around them.”

The Wings appear to be looking outside of the organization to fill Peters’s old job.

“I phoned Nick Lidstrom, I offered him the job,” Babcock said. “Told him that his wife was happier in Detroit (but) he wasn’t too much into that. He’s helping with one of the boy’s teams.”

Babcock added that Chris Chelios, who has been helping with the development of the team’s young talent down in Grand Rapids, isn’t interested in being a full-time coach.

“He’s got a ton going on in his life,” Babcock said. “So to be at the rink every day at 6 a.m. probably isn’t a priority for him.

“We’re looking all over and we’re going to find a guy.”
Red Wings Firsts: Tomas Jurco

Rookie forward scored his first NHL goal a week after making his Red Wings debut
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Known as a splendid puck handler, Tomas Jurco concentrated on bulking up to handle the physicality of the North American game. (Photo by Dave Reginek/Detroit Red Wings) 

DETROIT – When Justin Abdelkader suffered a concussion last December it put Detroit’s roster deeper in despair.

Patrick Eaves and Luke Glendening had been recalled the week before, and Gustav Nyquist was given permanent residence in the Red Wings’ locker room in November. With the talent pool to pick from in Grand Rapids dwindling, the club decided to call up a then unfamiliar face, Tomas Jurco, to make his NHL debut against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Dec. 15.

“Well, really it was between him and Riley Sheahan,” coach Mike Babcock said. “We already had up Glendening and he’s that kind of guy, so we looked for a different kind of guy.”

Jurco, the Wings’ second-round pick in the 2011 NHL draft, was touted as a talented winger with endless upside. At the time of his first call-up, he led the Griffins in goals (11), assists (16), points (27) and power-play goals (5). He was also tied for fifth in AHL scoring.

With injuries having decimated the forward lines, with Henrik Zetterberg (back), Stephen Weiss (groin), Darren Helm (shoulder) and Abdelkader (concussion) all sidelined, Jurco made his debut on the Wings’ top line with center Pavel Datsyuk and winger Daniel Alfredsson.

Babcock admitted he didn’t know much about Jurco when the forward first stepped into Detroit’s dressing room, however, Griffins coach Jeff Blashill gave his stamp of approval to the Red Wings.

“Personally, I don’t know him that good,” Babcock said at the time of Jurco’s call-up. “Blash tells me he’s a very good player. Blash tells me he has a chance to be a good player. But you can do anything you want down there but you have to come up here and have confidence to do what you do.”

It turned out that Jurco had plenty of confidence. He appeared in seven games during his first stint with the Wings, tallying his first NHL goal on Dec. 17, and his first two-point game (1-1-2) four nights later before returning to Grand Rapids.

But he didn’t stay in Western Michigan for long. Jurco was recalled on Jan. 16 as the Red Wings continued to suffer from an abundance of injuries, and he stayed in Detroit for the remainder of the season.

The forward finished the regular season with eight goals and seven assists through 36 games, often skating on the “Kid Line” alongside Tomas Tatar and Sheahan.

Most commonly known as “The Magician” for his popular YouTube videos displaying his impressive puck-handling skills, Jurco added a physical element to his game upon his arrivals in Grand Rapids and Detroit in order to continue his success.

“AHL is a little differently, there’s more I would say there’s more hitting and it’s a little different,” Jurco explained. “This is a little smarter here so I think I was building it while I was in Grand Rapids and then when I came up here I knew Babs liked me when I’m physical so it’s a good thing for me and I’m trying to do it. I know if I’m going to do that I know I’m going to get more ice time so it’s a good thing for me.”

While Jurco continues to focus on being more physical, he ultimately hopes to stay in the NHL long enough to combine that aspect of his game with the remarkable skills that made him an Internet sensation.

“Yeah that’s my next step that’s what I’m trying to do,” Jurco said. “If you put these two together, skills and physical, I think it’s going to show up pretty good so hopefully I can do it and hopefully I can do it quick enough to stay here.”
What will the Red Wings do at No. 15?

Recent history says Detroit will take a forward but a defenseman isn't out of question
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Brendan Smith is the last defenseman selected in the first round by the Red Wings, who did so with the No. 27 overall pick in 2007. (Photo by Getty Images) 

DETROIT – Right-handed shooting defensemen are high commodities around the National Hockey League these days. They’ve become hockey’s version of left-handed pitching in baseball – teams can never have enough.

There was a time that league general managers could secure these assets in the free agency market but that’s not necessarily true anymore, not in the new cap era. GMs now value the draft much more and the subsequent development of young talent is critical to their team’s future playoff success.

Detroit has the No. 15 pick in this week’s amateur draft, which begins with the first round Friday night at Wells Fargo Arena in Philadelphia. Rounds 2-7 will be held Saturday.

The first-round pick, should Red Wings GM Ken Holland hang on to it, will be the highest selection for Detroit since 1991 when they took forward Martin Lapointe with the No. 10 overall pick.

The Red Wings haven’t had that coveted right-hander on the point of the power play since Brian Rafalski abruptly retired following the 2010-11 season. They brought in free agents Ian White, a right-hander, Carlo Colaiacovo and Kent Huskins, none of whom panned out.

While the Red Wings are likely to use their first-round pick on the best available young talent, don’t be surprise if they decide to add a right-handed shooting defenseman to the cupboard with someone like Julius Honka, Jack Dougherty or Tony DeAngelo. All three are confident puck-movers … and oh yeah, they’re all right-handed shots.

Recent history would suggest the Red Wings will take a forward Friday night. In the past 15 years, they’ve used their first-round pick on a defenseman just four times – choosing Jiri Fischer (1998), Niklas Kronwall (2000), Jakub Kindl (2005) and Brendan Smith (2007).

The Red Wings have just three right-handed defensemen currently in the system – Ryan Sproul, Alexey Marchenko and Nick Jensen – and none on the Wings’ 23-man roster. So adding depth would seem to be paramount.

According to Mike Morreale of NHL.com the Red Wings’ top draft priority is along with blue line, suggesting Detroit will use their first-round pick by selecting Red Deer defenseman Haydn Fleury, a lefty, or Honka.

Detroit wants to make its first-round pick count as they don’t pick Saturday until midway through the third round at No. 76 (third round). The Wings traded their second-round pick to Nashville in the deal that brought David Legwand to Detroit at the trade deadline.

The Red Wings will also pick at No. 106 (fourth), No. 136 (fifth), No. 166 (sixth), No. 196 and No. 201 (seventh).

The draft is such a crap shoot, evident by the numerous mock drafts found on the Internet this week without much of a consensus among any of the prognosticators after the fifth overall pick. One thing most everyone can agree with is that whoever the Red Wings pick at No. 15 is likely a few years away from contributing at the NHL level.

Here’s a look at nine prospects that 10 different mock drafts have pegged to likely be called to the podium by the Red Wings Friday night at Wells Fargo Arena:

By The Numbers: Tomas Tatar
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 By The Numbers will highlight the Red Wings on-ice accomplishments in the 2013-14 season. Each week during the off-season, By The Numbers will profile a different player on the team, focusing on their statistical highs. This week we focus on forward Tomas Tatar.

19

Goals scored in his first full season, which second most on team, behind Gustav Nyquist (28), dspite being a healthy scratch in eight of Detroit’s first nine games of the regular season. Tatar enjoyed a three-game goal scoring streak immediately following the Winter Classic producing a goal each at Dallas (Jan. 4), San Jose (Jan. 9) and Los Angeles (Jan. 11).

12

Plus/minus rating produced in 2013-14 season, which rated third best among Red Wings players. Only Henrik Zetterberg (19) and Nyquist (16) had better ratings. Tatar’s best single-season rating as a North American pro is plus-14, which he achieved during the 2010-11 AHL season with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

158

 Lead the Red Wings in shots on goal, which was the lowest total to lead a team in the league during the 2013-14 season. He averaged 2.16 SOG per game, his lowest per/game total since turning pro in 2009-10. 

5

The number of three-game point streaks he had during the season, producing 11 goals and 21 points in 15 games. The Red Wings posted an 8-5-2 record during those games.

41

Number of takeaways that he had in the regular season, ranking second on the team behind Pavel Datsyuk (59), who missed 37 games with a knee injury.

 3

Shootout goals, including two game-deciding goals – which led the Red Wings last season – in wins at Los Angeles (Jan. 18) and against Edmonton (Marc. 14).

Wings in Waiting: Petr Mrazek

Rookie goalie wants to be "the guy" in the Red Wings' near future
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In 11 NHL games, Petr Mrazek has allowed just 17 goals, posting a 1.74 GAA with a .927 save percentage. (Photo by Getty Images)

DETROIT – There’s no one Petr Mrazek would rather have between the pipes than Petr Mrazek.

“He wants to be the guy,” said Jiri Fischer, Detroit’s director of player development. “I had a chance to coach with the (Czech) World Junior team. He was our best player. He wanted to be in every pressure situation. He wanted to stick it to the other team more than anyone else on our roster.”

Mrazek, who signed a three-year entry-level contract with Detroit in October 2011, was 3-3 with one shutout at the 2012 World Junior Championship, earning a 2.49 goals against average and 0.928 save percentage, which included a 52-save effort in a 5-2 win over the USA.

“During that World Juniors, nobody talked about the Czech Republic team,” Fischer said. “We had a young defense, nobody talked about the forwards. Everybody talked about Petr Mrazek. He put so much pressure on his performance to dominate the tournament – which he ended up doing – and by doing that, he took all the pressure off our team.

“All the rest of the team could focus on playing their game and not being nit-picked in the media. What he did there and ever since then, he just wants to be in the big games, he wants to play against the best goaltenders. He wants to show everyone that he can be better than everyone else.”

Mrazek joined the Grand Rapids Griffins for the 2012-13 season and posted a 23-16-2 record with one shutout in 42 games. The goaltender also got his first taste of the NHL that year, earning a 1-1 record with a 2.09 goals against average and .922 save percentage in two appearances with the Red Wings.

Mrazek was in net for all 24 of the Griffins’ AHL playoff games that spring, compiling a 15-9 record with four shutouts to help Grand Rapids win the Calder Cup championship.

“The practice level when you have Petr around is always better,” Fischer said. “When he turned pro, the challenge he posted for Tommy McCollum of every day fighting for the No. 1 spot, since then, Tommy McCollum's career has taken off the way everybody was hoping for and we believed would. His presence has been great for everyone.”

Mrazek was named to the AHL Second All-Star Team last season, finishing second in the AHL in goals against average (2.10) and third in save percentage (.924) through 32 regular-season games. The 22-year-old earned a 22-9-1 record in his second season with the Griffins, while also seeing action in nine games with Detroit. Mrazek earned a 2-4-0 record with the Red Wings, with a 1.74 GAA and a .927 save percentage. His wins were shutouts at Edmonton (Nov. 2) and at St. Louis (Apr. 13).
Wings sign free agent winger Nosek

Forward was HC Pardubice’s leading scorer last season
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DETROIT – The Red Wings have signed left wing Tomas Nosek to a two-year entry-level contract. In accordance with club policy, additional details will not be disclosed.

Nosek, 21, recently completed his third season for HC Pardubice in the Czech ExtraLiga, pacing the team with 44 points (19-25-44) in 52 games. In addition to leading the team in goals and assists, Nosek had a club-best plus-17 rating and contributed six points (3-3-6) in 10 postseason appearances.

In 2012-13, the 6-foot-2, 201-pound forward tallied 14 points (5-9-14) in 50 games with the team, adding five points (4-1-5) in five contests with HC Hradec Kralove in second-tier Czech Republic and 14 points (5-9-14) in just six games with HC Pardubice’s under-20 team.

A native of Pardubice, Czech Republic, Nosek has appeared in 129 games in the Czech Republic’s top league since 2011-12, totaling 62 points (24-38-62) and helping his club capture the league championship during his rookie season.

Prior to turning professional, he racked up 125 points (53-72-125) in 109 games at the under-20 level for HC Pardubice and 63 points (27-36-63) in the under-18 circuit. Nosek also appeared for his country internationally in 2011-12, serving as team captain during the 2012 IIHF World Junior Championships in Calgary and Edmonton, Alberta, recording one assist in six contests.
Red Wings Firsts: Adam Almquist

Rookie defenseman scored his first NHL goal in his second career game
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Rookie Adam Almquist shows off his first NHL goal puck. His second-period goal gace Detroit a 2-0 lead but Dallas stormed back to grab a 4-3 win in overtime on Nov. 7. (Photo by Dave Reginek/Detroit Red Wings) 

DETROIT – In just his second career NHL game, Adam Almquist sported a smile that could be seen from miles away.

He had good reason to celebrate. The rookie defenseman had notched his first career NHL goal to give Detroit a 2-0 lead over Dallas on Nov. 7, 2013.

“I got a really, really good pass from (Henrik) Zetterberg,” Almquist said of his goal. “I walked into the slot and got it and shot it and luckily it went in.”

Unfortunately for Almquist, his accomplishment was achieved in a loss, as the Stars mounted a 4-3 comeback to hand the Red Wings their fourth straight loss at the Joe Louis Arena for the first time in four years. Almquist’s goal was a bright spot of the game, but there’s no doubt that he would’ve traded it for the W.

“I’m pretty sure he would exchange that for a win, but it’s fun to see him get rewarded,” Zetterberg said.

“That was (too bad) we couldn’t get the two points we wanted,” Almquist said. “It was a bitter end, bittersweet. We worked hard and deserved to win.”

The Wings recalled Almquist from the Grand Rapids Griffins on Nov. 4 after Brendan Smith sustained a slightly separated shoulder against the Edmonton Oilers. Almquist became Detroit’s third of nine prospects to make his NHL debut during the season, earning a minus-2 rating in a 4-2 loss at Winnipeg.

His first game at The Joe proved to be much more memorable.

“The first game is always the first game,” Almquist said. “I was a little bit nervous and stuff like that but I felt a little bit better tonight, a little bit more comfortable.”

Alongside teammates such as Zetterberg and Datsyuk, the defenseman understood the importance of watching and learning as much as he could from the veterans to continue his success.

“It’s always good to be around guys like that and I’m blessed to play here in this locker room right now,” Almquist said. “I try to do the best with it and I try to watch and learn from those guys.”

Although those two games would be the only two NHL contests Almquist appeared in last season, the defenseman’s willingness to work hard and compete with the league’s best didn’t go unnoticed.

“He’s a real good player with the puck and he’s a smart player without it,” Wings coach Mike Babcock said. “But he’s not a big guy, so you’ve got to be way better positionally than everyone else, because you’re not going to win any battles. You’ve got to learn how to box out early and deflect early so you don’t get into strength contests out there. I didn’t think he was a problem.”

Almquist finished the regular season second on the Griffins in scoring with four goals and 49 assists.

Last week, Almquist indicated that he might return to Sweden rather than player another AHL season with the Griffins.
Red Wings Firsts: Luke Glendening

It was a long time coming, but Red Wings' rookie finally collected his first NHL goal
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The scoreless streak wore on Red Wings rookie Luke Glendening who went 56 games before potting his first NHL goal. (Photo by Getty Images) 

DETROIT – Netting his first NHL goal had been a long time coming for Luke Glendening.

On April 5, that wait finally came to an end.

“It was just I think overall just a feeling of relief just to get that monkey off my back,” said Glendening, who scored early in the third period of Detroit’s 5-3 loss at Montreal. “I don’t know I guess it was a special moment for sure, I didn’t really have to do much. Abby made a great pass and I just had to put my stick on the ice but it was a moment of relief for sure.”

The score came just two weeks after the center established a franchise record among rookie forwards for the most games played without a goal. Cummy Burton, who played his entire 43-game Detroit career without scoring a goal in the late 1950s, established the drought mark that was surpassed by Glendening on March 22.

The Grand Rapids, Mich. native couldn’t help but smile when recalling the congratulations he received from teammates after the little known scoreless streak finally came to an end in his 52nd game with the Red Wings.

“I mean everyone I think was pretty happy,” Glendening said. “Everyone was razzing me a bit after my streak and my record that I set so everyone was pretty happy.”

But no one was happier than Glendening’s linemates: Drew Miller and Justin Abdelkader.

“I think me and Abby might have been more excited, or I don’t know I was screaming in his face, Abby was yelling, it’s great for him to get that first goal finally,” Miller said. “He’s been waiting for a while and I think the pressure was starting to get to him a little bit but it was a big goal at the time and I’m happy for him, he could get it.”

It was only fitting that the two Michigan State Spartans assisted on the University of Michigan graduate’s first NHL goal.

“I think it’s one, that’s a testament to college hockey and two, I think it’s just kind of the camaraderie built with this team and I think I got the biggest congratulations from those two,” Glendening said. “Yeah, you’re going to have some great battles in college but once you get on the same team you’re all working for the same goal.”

Scoring his first NHL goal was an accomplishment Glendening never knew if he would achieve. The center began his professional career with the ECHL’s Toledo Walleye in 2012-13 before joining Detroit’s minor-league affiliate, helping the Grand Rapids Griffins win the 2013 Calder Cup championship.

Glendening began the 2013-14 season in Grand Rapids, and was called up to Detroit to make his NHL debut on Oct. 12, replacing Cory Emmerton in an effort to jump start the club’s offense.

The 24-year-old spent the rest of 2013 jumping between the Griffins and Wings, earning his first NHL assist and point in the club’s 5-2 loss to Anaheim on Dec. 17. But beginning on Jan. 1, injuries made his presence in Detroit necessary for the remainder of the season.

Through 56 regular-season games with the Wings, Glendening finished with a goal and seven points, and also signed a three-year extension the same morning he scored his first goal in the league. Although he doesn’t remember exactly how he scored, netting the goal is a memory the center will carry with him for years to come.

“I mean as far as goals it will probably be number one for a long time,” Glendening said. “I don’t really remember how I scored. I blacked out, but I knew it went in the net.”

And that’s all that matters to the 24-year-old, who never even expected to make it to the NHL.

“It’s been special for sure and it’s sometimes hard to focus on what you’re doing well when your point production is so low,” Glendening said. “Obviously I never thought I was going to be a point guy in the NHL, I didn’t even know if I was going to make it to the NHL to be honest but it’s always been a dream of mine to be here and to be able to live out my dream is truly something I’ll cherish forever.

“It’s just enjoying the journey, it’s just another step, another thing that you just have to find joy in every minute and every day is special here for sure.”
DSBA names DeKeyser Rookie of the Year

Michigan native ranked second on team in ice time during 2013-14 season
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DETROIT – Detroit Red Wings defenseman Danny DeKeyser has been named the 2013-14 Red Wings Rookie of the Year by the Detroit Sports Broadcasters Association. DeKeyser, 24, skated in 65 games for Detroit during the 2013-14 season, registering 23 points (4-19-23), a plus-10 rating and 30 penalty minutes, while averaging 21:38 of ice time, second on the team to only Niklas Kronwall.

The Macomb, Mich., native signed with the Red Wings as an undrafted free agent on March 30, 2013, and went on to appear in 11 regular-season and two postseason games with the Red Wings in 2012-13. This season, he ranked among the NHL’s top rookie blueliners in points (8th), plus-minus (T4th) and ice time (2nd). He also placed third among all rookies, and second on Detroit overall, with 116 blocked shots.

“We had a lot of rookies in the lineup on a regular basis this season, so it’s a great honor to be recognized as Rookie of the Year by the Detroit Sports Broadcasters Association,” said DeKeyser. “Being able to play here in Detroit in front of my friends and family made this season very special, and it’s a privilege to be acknowledged by the DSBA with so many other worthy candidates who were able to help the team this year.”

Prior to turning professional, DeKeyser spent three seasons (2010-13) with the CCHA’s Western Michigan Broncos, logging 49 points (12-37-49) in 118 games. The 6-foot-3, 190-lb., blueliner was named to the NCAA Second All-American Team and CCHA First All-Star Team in 2013 after capturing the CCHA’s Best Defensive Defenseman for the second consecutive season. He was also honored as a freshman in 2011 on the CCHA All-Rookie Team and as a sophomore in 2012 on the CCHA Second All-Star Team after helping the Broncos to a conference championship. Following the conclusion of Detroit’s postseason run in 2013, he joined the AHL’s Grand Rapids Griffins during the 2013 Calder Cup Playoffs and helped the team capture their first-ever championship, logging one assist in six contests. He also represented his country for the first time this season at the 2014 IIHF World Championships in Minsk, Belarus, picking up two assists in eight games. 

 DeKeyser will be honored by the DSBA prior to a Red Wings home game during the 2014-15 season. The DSBA Red Wings Rookie of the Year Award dates back to the 1948-49 NHL season. Previous recipients of the award include current Red Wings Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk, Johan Franzen, Niklas Kronwall, Jimmy Howard, Jonathan Ericsson, Jakub Kindl and Gustav Nyquist.

Previous DSBA Red Wings Rookie of the Year Award Winners

2012-13 - Gustav Nyquist 1979-80 - Mike Foligno  1963-64 - Pit Martin 

2011-12 - Cory Emmerton  1978-79 - Willie Huber 1962-63 - Doug Barkley 

2010-11 - Jakub Kindl 1977-78 - Dale McCourt 1961-62 - Bruce MacGregor 

2009-10 - Jimmy Howard 1976-77 - Jim Nahrgang 1960-61 - Hank Bassen 

2008-09 - Jonathan Ericsson 1975-76 - Michel Bergeron 1959-60 - Murray Oliver 

2007-08 - Derek Meech 1974-75 - Bill Lochead 1958-59 - Len Lunde 

2006-07 - Jiri Hudler 1973-74 - Bill Hogaboam 1957-58 - Don Poile 

2005-06 - Johan Franzen  1972-73 - Henry Boucha  1956-57 - Billy Dea 

2004-05 - None awarded 1971-72 - Marcel Dionne  1955-56 - Glenn Hall 

2003-04 - Niklas Kronwall 1970-71 - Tom Webster 1954-55 - None awarded 

2002-03 - Henrik Zetterberg 1969-70 - Al Karlander  1953-54 - Bill Dineen 

2001-02 - Pavel Datsyuk  1968-69 - Paul Popiel 1952-53 - Marcel Bonin 

2000-01 - None awarded  1967-68 - Gary Jarrett/Roy Edwards 1951-52 - Glen Skov 

1999-00 - Jiri Fischer 1966-67 - None awarded  1950-51 - Terry Sawchuk 

1982-98 - None awarded 1965-66 - Bert Marshall  1949-50 - Steve Black 

1980-81 - John Barrett  1964-65 - Roger Crozier  1948-49 - Max McNab
Wings in Waiting: Xavier Ouellet

Red Wings believe in rookie defenseman, though he has some things to work on
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Rookie defenseman Xavier Ouellet played in four regular-season games for the Red Wings, producing four shots and one minor penalty. (Photo by Getty Images) 

DETROIT – Defenseman Xavier Ouellet got his first taste of the NHL last season, appearing in four regular-season games with the Red Wings.

“When hockey people get to know him, coaches get to know him, general managers get to know him, to be around him and scouts get to talk to him, he knows what he wants,” said Jiri Fischer, Detroit’s director of player development. “He wants to be the best and he's doing everything he can. That's why when he turned pro, he was our first call-up. Mike Babcock believed in him.”

Ouellet was drafted by the Red Wings with the 48th overall pick in the 2011 NHL draft. The defenseman made his NHL debut last October in Detroit’s 1-0 shootout loss to the San Jose Sharks. He appeared in three more regular-season games (Nov. 9, Nov. 12 and April 13), notching four shots and earning two penalty minutes. Also, he made his Stanley Cup playoff debut in Game 5 of the Red Wings Round 1 series against Boston.

“He knows that his combination of strength, size and skating,” Fischer said. “Obviously, improving size is pretty tough. You can get a little bit stronger, a little bit bigger and a little bit wider. His skating needs to improve, but thanks to him being so smart on the ice, he doesn't put himself in tough situations. He doesn't put himself in races that he would lose. If there are 50-50 pucks dumped out of the offensive zone he always knows how to be first on the puck. He plays well under pressure.”

During his QMJHL rookie season in 2009-10, Ouellet played in 43 games for the Montreal Juniors. He earned two goals and 14 assists, and was named to the league’s all-rookie team. The following season, Ouellet increased his scoring to eight goals and 35 assists.

Ouellet was named team captain after the Juniors relocated from Montreal, and scored a career-high 21 goals with 39 assists in 63 games during his third QMJHL season. He was also named to the league’s first all-star team.

Ouellet played in the QMJHL for one more season, and also skated for Canada in the 2013 World Junior Championship. He scored 10 goals with 31 assists in 50 games and was one of the top defensemen for Canada at the WJC, scoring a power-play goal with two assists in six games.

“Two years ago, the year after we drafted him, he was runner-up for defenseman of the year in the Quebec Junior League,” Fischer said. “Last year, he had a high-ankle sprain. He missed the whole Subway Super Series. He played in the Canadian (junior team) selection camp in the summer and he just sells himself on character and hockey IQ. He competes on every shift.

“That summer, he impressed Team Canada so much that even though he had a high-ankle sprain, they basically waited for him until halfway through the camp and into the exhibition games before the World Junior started last year. They had him as a top four (defenseman) already.”

Ouellet appeared in 70 games with the Grand Rapids Griffins last season, earning four goals and 12 assists and a plus-3.
Wings in Waiting: Anthony Mantha

Red Wings are optimistic about prospect's continued dominance in QMJHL
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Red Wings prospect Anthony Mantha (8) will head to Grand Rapids next season to begin the next chapter of his hockey career. (Photo by Getty Images) 

DETROIT – The youth movement that began in the Red Wings’ organization last season is only looking brighter.

Forward Anthony Mantha, Detroit’s first overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft, took over the QMJHL during the 2013-14 season, leading the league with 57 goals and 120 points in just 57 games. The 6-foot-4 right wing earned both the Michel Briere Trophy (the league’s most valuable player) and the Jean Beliveau Trophy (top regular-season scorer) while leading his team, Val-d’Or, to its first division championship in seven years.

“He's taken over the Quebec league,” said Jiri Fischer, Detroit’s director of player development. “In Val d'Or, they have a fantastic power play. In the Subway Series, he played for Team Quebec. He was on the bubble for the Canadian World Junior team, even though he led the Quebec League in scoring by 25 percent more than the next guy at the time.

“I saw him play in the Subway Series. In the first game, he had a goal and an assist. The next game, he scored another goal on the power play. Then he makes the World Junior roster and he leads Team Canada in scoring in the tournament.”

Mantha played in 63 games with the Foreurs in his first full year in 2011-12 and represented Canada at the 2012 U18 World Junior Championship, earning 22 goals and 29 assists.

The forward was Val-d'Or's second-leading scorer during his second season, ranking first in the QMJHL with 50 goals and had 39 assists in 67 games. The Foreurs reached the second round in the playoffs after finishing fourth in the West Division.

Mantha scored five goals with seven assists in nine playoff games.

“He's just a big, strong, 6-foot-4 guy who holds on to the puck under pressure in the offensive zone,” Fischer said. “Month after month, week after week, he just keeps proving that he is a dominant offensive power forward. I'm really excited about him turning pro next year.”

The Red Wings will bring Mantha, 19, up to the Grand Rapids Griffins once his junior team is eliminated from the 2014 postseason but the way he and the Foreurs are playing Wings' fans won't see him for a few months.

 Mantha has been a playoff hero, scoring 24 goals in 24 games, including the championship-clinching goal in Game 7 Tuesday. With only 52 seconds left, after Baie-Comeau roared back from a three-goal deficit in the final period, Mantha's goal lifted Val d'Or to the Memorial Cup, which begins Friday in London, Ontario.
BLOG: Oilers could add a younger coach
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The Edmonton Oilers added long-time NHL coach Craig Ramsay as an assistant coach a few weeks ago. Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins told 630 CHED that another hire could be approaching but he is undecided on which way he would like to go. Eakins says the team is considering hiring a younger coach to help connect better with the young players on the roster.

“It’s something that we’re kicking around,” Eakins said. “We do have a spot that we can fill, if we would like to. The conversation now is that we have two unbelievably experienced coaches with Keith (Acton) and Craig. Now if we do decide to add another one do we look for another experienced one or is it better off to go with somebody maybe a little younger who is more in touch with the players. I think that’s an important thing to look at too.”

Should the Oilers fill another coaching spot Eakins says it will not be on the bench, which makes it difficult to do the hiring now with bench positions still open around the league.

“It’s something right now where it’s tough to even start considering people because everyone I do talk to here at the draft, they all have their hat in the ring and are looking to fill a spot on somebody else’s bench right now. I understand that. The role that we’re looking for is going to be somebody that’s not on the bench. A lot of guys aren’t real enthused about that while there are still spots open around the league on the bench and I totally understand that. I’m just going to wait until the other teams fill their benches, see what’s available and then it gives me some more time to kick around which way we go with this.”

Once the open jobs around the NHL are fewer in number the Oilers can re-focus on what type of coach they want to bring in, if any.

“Do we want a younger guy that can maybe connect a little bit better with the players or have another heavily experienced coach that could have a little disconnect with the generation of our players,” Eakins said.
Draft Day 2 Wrap-Up

Pick-by-pick updates, including video/audio interviews & much more!
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Click here to view complete Day 1 coverage, including interviews with Leon Draisaitl and Craig MacTavish.

 The Edmonton Oilers are slated to select in the fourth round (91st overall, 111th overall), fifth round (130th overall), sixth round (153rd overall) and seventh round (183rd overall). Check back for regular updates. 

DAY 1 CONTENT:

  ◾ THE PANEL | Draft Day 1 Wrap

◾ VIDEO: General Manager Craig MacTavish

◾ VIDEO: Leon Draisaitl 1-on-1

◾ VIDEO: Leon Draisaitl Media Scrum

◾ ARTICLE: Draisaitl adds to Oilers talented youthful core

◾ PRESS RELEASE: Oilers select Draisaitl 3rd overall

◾ BLOGS: Inside the Oilers Blog

◾ AUDIO: Leon Draisaitl Post-Draft Media Scrum

◾ AUDIO: Craig MacTavish Post-Draft Media Scrum

DAY 2 CONTENT:

 ◾ IN FOCUS | Tom Gazzola summarizes draft weekend in Philadelphia

◾ Oilers head amateur scout Stu MacGregor

◾91st Overall - William Lagesson -  Profile

◾111th Overall - Zachary Nagelvoort -  Profile

◾130th Overall - Liam Coughlin

◾153rd Overall - Tyler Vesel -  Profile

◾183rd Overall - Keven Bouchard -  Profile |  Watch Interview

◾Oil Kings' Brett Pollock drafted 45th overall by Dallas  Read Blog |  Watch Interview

◾Oil Kings' Edgars Kulda drafted in Round 7 by Phoenix  Watch Interview

DAY 2 SELECTIONS:

ROUND 4 - 91st overall - William Lagesson, D, Frolunda Jr.

WILLIAM LAGESSON

European Skater  

FROLUNDA JR.

Final Rank:  18 Midterm Rank:  40 

Position:  DEFENCE

 Shoots:  LEFT 

Height:  6' 2"

 Weight:  194 

Born:  FEBRUARY 22, 1996

 Hometown:  GOTHENBURG, SWE.

Lagesson is a 6-foot-2, 196-pound defenceman who played in the Swedish Junior league for Frolunda Jr. In 44 games this season, Lagesson scored 20 points (8-12-20) and had 30 penalty minutes.

At the Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament in 2013, Lagesson had two points (1-1-2) in four games for the Sweden Under-18 team.

NHL Central Scouting ranks Lagesson as the 18th European skater.

◾ William Lagesson Player Profile

ROUND 4 - 111th overall - Zachary Nagelvoort, G, University of Michigan

ZACHARY NAGELVOORT

North America Goaltender

UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN

Final Rank:  20 Midterm Rank:  21 

Position:  GOALTENDER

 Catches:  LEFT 

Height:  6' 2"

 Weight:  190 

Born:  JANUARY 30, 1994

 Hometown:  RIDGEWOOD, NJ, USA

 The freshman netminder posted a 2.20 GAA and .929 save percentage as a freshman with the Wolverines. He holds the University of Michigan school record for most saves in a game (63 vs. Penn State on March 20, 2014). 

NHL Central Scouting ranks Nagelvoort as the 20th best North American goalie. He is 6-foot-2, 190 pounds.

◾ Zachary Nagelvoort Player Profile

ROUND 5 - 130th overall - Liam Coughlin, C/LW, Vernon

LIAM COUGHLIN

North America Skater

VERNON VIPERS (BCHL)

Final Rank:  N/A Midterm Rank:  N/A 

Position:  CENTRE/LEFT WING

 Shoots:  LEFT 

Height:  6' 3"

 Weight:  185 

Born:  SEPTEMBER 19, 1994

 Hometown:  SOUTH BOSTON, MA, USA

 Coughlin played 53 games for the Vernon Vipers in the BCHL this season, recording 45 points (18-27-45) and 70 penalty minutes. 

 The South Boston native is committed to Boston University. He scored 51 points (27-24-51) at Catholic Memorial High School in the 2012-13 season. 

ROUND 6 - 130th overall - Tyler Vesel, C, Omaha

TYLER VESEL

North American Skater  

FROLUNDA JR.

Final Rank:  188 Midterm Rank:  NR 

Position:  CENTRE

 Shoots:  RIGHT 

Height:  5' 11"

 Weight:  163 

Born:  APRIL 14, 1994

 Hometown:  DULUTH, MN, USA

The Edmonton Oilers have used the 153rd overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft to select Tyler Vesel from Omaha in the USHL. The 5-foot-11, 180-pound centre is ranked 188th amongst North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting. 

 Vesel put up impressive numbers in his first USHL season, scoring 71 points (33-38-71) in 49 games. His 71 points were third best in the league and second on the team.

◾ Tyler Vesel Player Profile

ROUND 7 - 183rd overall - Keven Bouchard, G, Val d'Or

KEVEN BOUCHARD

North American Goaltender  

VAL D'OR

Final Rank:  10 Midterm Rank:  10 

Position:  GOALTENDER

 Catches:  LEFT 

Height:  6' 2"

 Weight:  205 

Born:  APRIL 19, 1996

 Hometown:  ALMA, QC, CAN

The Edmonton Oilers used their final selection in the 2014 NHL Draft (183rd overall) to take their second goalie of the day. The Oilers chose Val d’Or Foreurs netminder Keven Bouchard. 

 Bouchard had a record of 17-6-1 with the QMJHL champions and posted a 2.95 GAA and a .887 save percentage.

◾ Keven Bouchard Player Profile
Draisaitl adds to Oilers talented youthful core

The Edmonton Oilers added much needed size and skill at the centre position by selecting Leon Draisaitl with the third overall pick
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MORE ON DRAISAITL

 OILERS DRAFT SITE

Oilers Draft Site

 PROSPECT PROFILE

Leon Draisaitl

 VIDEOS

Draisaitl 1-on-1 with Tom Gazzola

Draisaitl Media Scrum

Draisaitl Interview after selection

Oilers Select Leon Draisaitl

Draisaitl at the Prospects Clinic

Stauffer interviews Draisaitl Wednesday

Bob Stauffer interviews Draisaitl at the Scouting Combine

Draisaitl Player Profile Video

Draisaitl at CHL Top Prospects Game

“I think the sky is the limit."

That’s what Edmonton Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish had to say about his newest acquisition shortly after the organization made Leon Draisaitl the third overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft.

All signs pointed to Draisaitl for the Oilers. As recently as yesterday, the team need of a centre and added size was a topic of discussion for MacTavish and the Oilers. Draisaitl, at 6-foot-2 and 213 pounds, brings size, skill and drive to the club.

“It’s pretty hard not to like anything about his game,” MacTavish said. “He’s a guy that very freely picks, out of the first, second and third options, the best option on the rush. He’s very reliable with the puck, he seldom turns the puck over. As much as he’s not that much taller than some of the other centremen that we were comparing him against, he’s a guy that is quite a bit more powerful at this stage of his career. He protects the puck and is a real offensive zone player. We’ve got a lot of skill, we’re in need of somebody down low that’s capable of sustaining that play.”

Adding a player like Draisaitl was seen as a must for MacTavish. The Oilers finished the 2013-14 season with a record of 15-30-5 against the Western Conference and recorded just eight wins against the Pacific Division (8-17-4). MacTavish knew if the organization were to fix that they would have to add size up the middle in order to compete with those teams with bigger centres and bigger players.

“We all know how difficult big centres are to obtain,” the general manager said. “You’re going to have to draft big centres to get them because they’re very hard to come by. Leon really fits that build for us. We play in a very difficult conference, a very difficult division and we feel Leon’s skill set fits in incredibly well for us in Edmonton. There will be a lineup of wingers that will be ready to play with Leon when he gets to Edmonton.”

Photo by Getty Images.

Even though Draisaitl knew the team had interest in him, the German-born forward didn’t know his name would be called until it happened. It was a moment he will never forget.

“I think this year was really unpredictable,” Draisaitl said. “No one really knew what was going on from the players’ perspective. I had really good meetings with them and knew they were interested but you didn’t know what was going on with the trades and all that stuff but right now, wearing that jersey is phenomenal.”

Draisaitl is eager to join his new teammates, already chomping at the bit to get to training camp. He joins a growing list of young, talented players. Whether or not he can make the roster and make the leap into the NHL right away remains to be seen.

“I think it comes down to training camp and how I’m doing there,” he said. “It comes down to me. I think I’m a good fit for the young team and I’m just really, really excited.”

MacTavish says the Oilers won’t rush Draisaitl into a situation he isn’t ready for. If that means the second-line centre role takes a back seat to his development, so be it. But as the third overall pick in the draft, the 18-year-old will get every opportunity to earn it and he wants to earn it.

“I think I’m going to have to do my job and earn my spot if I want to play in that league and on that team,” he said. “I think they’re moving forward. They’ve made some good trades like for David Perron and I think the guys are getting older and more mature and this is just awesome right now.”

“We want to make sure that if we do put young kids in our lineup that they do have the chance to have success and that will be a big factor, along with how he adapts to the NHL game at training camp,” MacTavish said. “One of the things I liked was the commitment he showed, in the conversations that we’ve had, to coming to Edmonton very quickly. We’ve got our development orientation camp next week and then he’s going to stay in Edmonton and train and get ready for training camp. He’s obviously a guy that’s got a ton of ability and a ton of drive.”

Draisaitl has the confidence in his abilities that seems to forecast immediate impact.

“I think I’m a strong forward,” he said. “I am big, strong, strong on the puck, I’m good at protecting the puck and I like to score goals. At the same time, I think I’m a good two-way forward and I do my defensive job as well.”

Draisaitl has been compared to Anze Kopitar and Joe Thornton, which bodes well for the Oilers if he reaches that potential. The one thing that is for certain is that the Oilers have added another player to their already young and talented core, which includes the likes of Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov and Justin Schultz.

“They have a really talented young group there and they really want to be good,” Draisaitl said. “Their players are young but they are almost already stars in the league. To join them is great.”

Thinking of that core group and all of the different combinations that the club can toy with moving forward has the general manager salivating.

MacTavish said, “There are a lot of good combinations when you add a player of this calibre to our organization so we’re real happy to have Leon.”
BLOG: Dallas Eakins on adding Draisaitl
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Edmonton Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins was familiar with Leon Draisaitl before the club made him the third overall pick in this year’s draft.

“I already spent time with him at the interview at the combine and we had dinner with him this week and got a good feel for the kid,” Eakins said Saturday on 630 CHED. “We were excited that he was sitting there when we were picking. It’s a need for our team for the future, a centre of his size and of his skill set. We’ve filled a hole in our organization and hopefully he will be able to play very soon.”

The Oilers hope the big, skilled centre is ready to make the jump to the NHL sooner rather than later. But Eakins says the team won’t rush his graduation if he’s not ready. Eakins himself refuses to place high expectations on the rookie.

“I have no expectations and I think it is a dangerous thing to put any expectations on the kid. He’ll come into our development camp, which is more of an orientation. He’ll come in and get to know the other players. he on-ice stuff isn’t that important. It’s more to get them up and going with their summer training. Then we’ll see where he is in training camp. This is a very young player and we don’t want to rush him, we don’t want to put the weight of the market or high expectations on him. We want to just see where he’s at when he does get playing against NHL players.”
BLOG: MacGregor on adding Draisaitl

Saturday, 28.06.2014 / 4:08 PM
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The Edmonton Oilers were more than pleased with the way the first two picks fell in the first round of this year’s draft. With Aaron Ekblad and Sam Reinhart off the board to Florida and Buffalo, the Oilers were given the opportunity to draft just what they needed. The club selected Leon Draisaitl third overall, adding size and skill to their centre lineup.

“Very excited,” Oilers Head Scout Stu MacGregor said after the draft concluded in Philadelphia. “I think he helps fill a need. He gives us an opportunity to have a strong centreman with some size that can play ahead of or behind Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, whichever way it works. We’ll give him that opportunity but also have to tell you he’s still a junior-age player who may need time and we’ll just give him that time for him to become the prospect we hope he can be.”

MacGregor added, “I think once he gets the opportunity to develop and mature he’ll be a very good fit for our organization.
BLOG: Oilers add two goalies

Saturday, 28.06.2014 / 3:39 PM

By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 
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The Edmonton Oilers scouting department felt they needed to add some goalie prospects to the mix and so the club took a pair on day two of this year’s draft: Zachary Nagelvoort and Keven Bouchard.

Nagelvoort, taken in the fourth round (111th overall), just finished a solid freshman year at the University of Michigan where he posted a 2.20 GAA and .929 save percentage.

“He was a little bit of a late developer coming out of the North American Hockey League,” Oilers Head Scout Stu MacGregor said. “He’s a goaltender who had a tremendous freshman year. I think he had an almost .930 save percentage. They were a middle-of-the-road team but he got them in the playoffs. We look at him as a goaltender that will continue to advance with good training and initiative.”

Bouchard, taken 183rd overall, was the backup goaltender for Val d’Or in the QMJHL, which made it difficult to fully scout him. But MacGregor says he likes what he saw in the limited action.

“We had a bit of an eye on him from the previous year. I just happened to be at a game one night where he did play and he did get a period at the Memorial Cup and I saw that. He’s a guy with potential. You want to look at kids that have potential. If you saw him there he’s very fit, very strong and he’s wiling to put in the work to get better.”

MacGregor says the scouts were the ones to convince Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish to pull the trigger on the goalies.

“I had to fight with him to draft a goaltender. We just needed to add something. These guys have some potential we feel and if we can do it right and they can develop well we feel we have an opportunity to have some more depth.”
BLOG: Lagesson brings competitive edge 

The Edmonton Oilers chose Swedish defenceman William Lagesson with the 91st overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft on Saturday. The 6-foot-2 blueliner was chosen for his good defensive skills and his competitive edge, which really interested Oilers Head Scout Stu MacGregor.

“Competitive defenceman, good size,” MacGregor said. “I think the biggest thing about him is one-on-one he’s a warrior. He makes a good first pass, has some hockey sense and I just can’t emphasize how much he wants to battle.”
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Oilers select Keven Bouchard with final pick 

The Edmonton Oilers used their final selection in the 2014 NHL Draft (183rd overall) to take their second goalie of the day. The Oilers chose Vald’Or Foreurs netminder Keven Bouchard.

Bouchard had a record of 17-6-1 with the QMJHL champions and posted a 2.95 GAA and a .887 save percentage.
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BLOG: Three more Oil Kings drafted 

Dysin Mayo, Brandon Baddock and Aaron Irving join Brett Pollock as members of the Edmonton Oil Kings to be selected on day two of the 2014 NHL Draft.

The Arizona Coyotes took Mayo with the 133rd overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft. Baddock and Irving went with back-to-back picks (Baddock at 161 to New Jersey and Irving to Nashville at 162).

Mayo, the 82nd-ranked North American skater, had 35 points this season (7-28-35) and added 15 (3-12-15) in the WHL playoffs.

Baddock scored 17 points (6-11-17) in 56 games this season.

Irving is the 90th-ranked North American skater by NHL Central Scouting. The defenceman played in 63 games this season and scored 30 points (9-21-30).

 Oil Kings prospect Alec Dillon was also drafted. The goalie went 150th overall to the Los Angeles Kings. He played last season with the Victoria Grizzlies of the BCHL and posted a GAA of 2.88 and save percentage of .911.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Oilers select Tyler Vesel 

The Edmonton Oilers have used the 153rd overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft to select Tyler Vesel from Omaha in the USHL. The 5-foot-11, 180-pound centre is ranked 188th amongst North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Vesel put up impressive numbers in his first USHL season, scoring 71 points (33-38-71) in 49 games. His 71 points were third best in the league and second on the team.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Oilers select Liam Coughlin  

The Edmonton Oilers have selected 6-foot-2, 190-pound forward Liam Coughlin with the 130th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft.

Coughlin played 53 games for the Vernon Vipers in the BCHL this season, recording 45 points (18-27-45) and 70 penalty minutes.

The South Boston native is committed to Boston University. He scored 51 points (27-24-51) at Catholic Memorial High School in the 2012-13 season.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Oilers select Zachary Nagelvoort 

The Edmonton Oilers add a goalie to the mix with the 111th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft by selecting Zachary Nagelvoort from the University of Michigan.

The freshman netminder posted a 2.20 GAA and .929 save percentage as a freshman with the Wolverines. He holds the University of Michigan school record for most saves in a game (63 vs. Penn State on March 20, 2014).

NHL Central Scouting ranks Nagelvoort as the 20th best North American goalie. He is 6-foot-2, 190 pounds.
BLOG: Oilers select William Lagesson 91st overall 

The Edmonton Oilers have selected Swedish defenceman William Lagesson with the 91st overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft.

Lagesson is a 6-foot-2, 196-pound defenceman who played in the Swedish Junior league for Frolunda Jr. In 44 games this season, Lagesson scored 20 points (8-12-20) and had 30 penalty minutes.

At the Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament in 2013, Lagesson had two points (1-1-2) in four games for the Sweden Under-18 team.

NHL Central Scouting ranks Lagesson as the 18th European skater.
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BLOG: Pollock is first Oil King drafted 

The Dallas Stars make Brett Pollock the first Edmonton Oil Kings player off the board in the 2014 NHL Draft by selecting him in the second round, 45th overall.

Ranked 34th amongst North American skaters, the winger is coming off a breakout year for the Oil Kings. He became an offensive weapon for the Memorial Cup champions, scoring 55 (25-30-55) in 71 games.

“I don’t really think you put words to it," Pollock said. "The run we had, winning the Memorial Cup, being here today and being selected by Dallas is a surreal feeling. Not a lot of guys get to experience that and I can’t really put it into words today.”

In the WHL playoffs, Pollock helped finish off Medicine Hat in the conference finals with 7 points (5-2-7) in five games, including six in the final two.

Pollock, 18, is a 6-foot-2, 182 pound Sherwood Park, AB native.

Other Oil King draft-eligible players include Edgars Kulda, Aaron Irving, Ashton Sautner, Tyler Robertson and Brandon Baddock.
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BLOG: MacTavish on adding a big centre 

Adding size up the middle of the ice was something the Edmonton Oilers knew they had to do to become more competitive against the bigger centres and teams in their division and conference. At 6-foot-2, 213 pounds (and still growing), Leon Draisaitl was the pick for the Oilers at third overall.

Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish spoke with TSN following the pick and talked about what Draisaitl brings.

“We all know how difficult big centres are to obtain,” MacTavish said. “You’re going to have to draft big centres to get them because they’re very hard to come by. Leon really fits that build for us. We play in a very difficult conference, a very difficult division and we feel Leon’s skill set fits in incredibly well for us in Edmonton. There will be a lineup of wingers that will be ready to play with Leon when he gets to Edmonton.”
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BLOG: Dallas Eakins ‘hat-blocks’ Draisaitl 

Some fans might have noticed that the Edmonton Oilers first round draft pick wasn’t wearing his new hat like the rest of the draftees. Leon Draisaitl put the jersey on but a certain member of the Oilers coaching staff didn’t allow him to take the hat. Head Coach Dallas Eakins played defence and blocked Draisaitl from putting on his new lid.

“He told me he is not going to give me the hat because he doesn’t want my mom to be mad at my hair,” Draisaitl said with a laugh.

Hat-hair crisis avoided.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Draisaitl on Oilers moving forward 

The newest Edmonton Oilers centre Leon Draisaitl has done his research on the team that made him the third overall pick in the 2014 draft. Draisaitl says he’s eager to earn a spot and join a team that already boasts young and talented players, such as Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov and Justin Schultz.

Draisaitl also says that he thinks the Oilers are moving in the right direction as they have brought in players through trades like David Perron and their young stars continue to mature.

“I think I’m going to have to do my job and earn my spot if I want to play in that league and on that team,” Draisaitl said. “I think they’re moving forward. They’ve made some good trades like for Perron and I think the guys are getting older and more mature and this is just awesome right now.”

On the possibility of playing with Hall, Draisaitl had nothing but good things to say:

“He’s probably the fastest skater in the league and he’s an exciting player to watch. He’s a star in the league. It might be a good fit but you never know. It’s up to the coaches to put a line together and I can only do my job.”
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Draisaitl on if he’s NHL-ready 

The Edmonton Oilers made Leon Draisaitl the third overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft tonight. Having his size (6-foot-2, 213 pounds) and his skill (105 points this season), Draisaitl could make an immediate jump to the NHL from the Prince Albert Raiders in the WHL.

Earlier today, Oilers Head Scout Stu MacGregor said he felt any of the top four prospects have an “outstanding chance to play” this season. Draisaitl says he feels like he has some things to work on but should be ready after the summer.

“I think I have to work on some stuff but that’s what I’m going to do this summer and I think I’m ready next year,” he said.
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BLOG: Draisaitl knew Oilers were interested 

It was expected that the Edmonton Oilers were interested in Leon Draisaitl. The day before the draft, Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish spoke of the team’s need of a centre and how size was also a factor. Draisaitl fits that description and the Oilers made him the third overall pick in this year’s draft.

Draisaitl didn’t know for sure if he would hear his name called when the Oilers took the stage in Philadelphia, but he had an idea that they liked him.

“I think this year was really unpredictable," Draisaitl said. "No one really knew what was going on from the players’ perspective. I had really good meetings with them and knew they were interested but you didn’t know what was going on with the trades and all that stuff but right now, wearing that jersey is phenomenal.”
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BLOG: Immediate help or future impact? 

The Edmonton Oilers will have a decision to make when it’s their turn to submit their selection with the third overall pick in tonight’s draft. A question that has come up in the scouting meetings has been whether or not the Oilers rank immediate help above future impact or vice versa.

“That’s an interesting question and something we’ve been throwing around a lot over the last year,” Oilers Head Scout Stu MacGregor said. “Positional need, a desire to have a player that can make an impact today or who will be the best player in five years.”

MacGregor says the scouts always lean towards future projections over the short-term value of a player.

“Obviously longterm for a scout, you’re projecting five years ahead,” he said. “Management may look at things a little realistically on a shorter term basis. We do need to make some strides. Hopefully those strides forward will come from the group that’s already there and a coaching staff that’s solidified in working with that group and a comfort that the players believe in the direction we’re going on the team. Adding something that can help immediately would be a great benefit but it’s like anything, you’re judged longterm and what type of success you’ll have. One good year may buy you a few more years of employment but if you can get through those development years, probably five great years on an on-going basis probably buys you 15-20 years of employment. It’s an interesting process but scouts project longterm.”

The Oilers are in position to take one of the draft’s top four prospects: Aaron Ekblad, Sam Bennett, Sam Reinhart or Leon Draisaitl. MacGregor said he thinks all four of them have the ability to make the jump to the NHL right away.

“I really believe all four have an excellent chance. I don’t think there is any varying degree of difference in their opportunity. Opportunity will have to present itself with the team that they’re with and their development plan and there’s a lot of factors that come with that. But I would expect that all four of them have an outstanding chance to play.”
PHILADELPHIA - Holding the third pick overall, the Oilers can't definitely say who they are going to take at the 2014 NHL Draft but even if they could, MacTavish said that there's still a lot to decide before they step up to the stage on Friday night.

THURSDAY'S VIDEOS

◾ RAW | MacTavish Media Avail

◾ WATCH | Top Prospects Clinic Feature

◾ RAW | Draisaitl

◾ RAW | Dal Colle

◾ RAW | Bennett

"There’s six pending scenarios that we could be presented with in terms of packages of players. Couple of players we’re going to have to decide between. We’re still content to do our homework in terms of character assessment. It’s very unusual that we’re down to the last 24 hours before the draft and not completely sure which way we’ll go in terms of certain scenarios. That tells you that these players are very equally rated."

The one defenceman at the top of the draft class is Aaron Ekblad, though he's expected to go first overall. The other top players are all centres, which suits MacTavish just fine.

"A lot has been said about our need on defence, which is clear. But it doesn’t trump our need at centre. An argument could be made that centre is our most needed position. Someone who’s got some size and who can play some big minutes in that division and that conference.

"We’ve got more defence coming and more depth on defence. I think it’s an open question on what our greatest need is."
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BLOG: MacT on Oilers free agency needs 

PHILADELPHIA - Oilers GM Craig MacTavish is hoping to find a good bargain in this year's crop of free agents.

"There are a couple still available," he started.

"Who are the Grabovski’s of this year that Washington picked up last year. They paid less for a guy like Grabovski and added a good element to their team. Those are some of the guys we’re going to be trying to find as this period and process goes on."

Grabovski, who was bought out by the Maple Leafs last summer, had 13 goals and 35 points in 58 games for the Capitals. He was on a one-year, $3 million deal.

MacTavish hoped to snag one of those value-type players for his blueline.

"There are a few of those (who are) puck-moving defencemen, I think. And Nikitin certainly fits into that category (as a puck-moving defenceman)."

MacTavish was pretty clear on what the team is looking for.

"We need one more defenceman, ideally, and possibly a forward or two."
BLOG: MacT talks about Nikitin 

PHILADELPHIA - Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish talked about the acquisition and signing of defenceman Nikita Nikitin, which occurred on Wednesday.

“It’s not a revelation that UFAs are expensive," said MacTavish, who signed Nikitin to a two-year deal at $4.5 million per year. "We felt that we very much needed to upgrade our defence. I’ve been talking about that for a long time. We had a great need at that position and we had an opportunity to land a defenceman that we think will fit very nicely into our top four. He’s a very versatile defenceman. The term was attractive to both the player and us. It buys time for us to develop our young defencemen appropriately, whether that’s sending them back to junior if they’re not ready or putting them in the American Hockey League.

"It made sense on a lot of fronts to pay the price that we paid and we look forward to getting the player in here at training camp."

MacTavish was asked if the interview process that is now in place — where teams can contact free-agents-to-be a handful of days before free agency hits on July 1 — is driving up the price. He said it did not.

"The price was always exorbitant. The mistakes that we’ve made — and a lot of teams have made in the past, in this regard — is undervalue what the price is going to be to land the player. Ultimately, you want the player and we were in a pretty enviable position to pay the price. It gives us a little bit of protection as we proceed in this UFA market, knowing that we have a piece which helps us achieve our fundamental objective."
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: What separates Demko 

PHILADELPHIA - Boston College goaltender Thatcher Demko is above the rest in many minds. He is NHL Central Scouting’s top-ranked North American goalie and will possibly be the first of his position off the board when the draft gets underway in Philadelphia.

Demko says it is his love of the game and his will to win that separates him from the pack of draft-eligible netminders.

“I think just my will to win,” Demko said. “I work really hard off the ice to make sure I’m getting myself prepared to play. Definitely in the off-season too, I am making sure that I’m getting better for next year so when I do get back to the next season I will be ready to go. I think I just love the game more than most guys do and I want to be in the NHL.”

Demko, 18, is a native of San Diego, CA. He finished his freshman year at Boston College with a 2.24 goals against average and .919 save percentage.
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BLOG: Ritchie on becoming a top power forward:  

PHILADELPHIA - There is no denying the potential of Peterborough Petes forward Nick Ritchie. With size on his side, Ritchie hopes to one day become one of the better power forwards in the NHL. He looks up to players like Boston’s Milan Lucic and Dallas’ Jamie Benn.

For him to become like one of those two, Ritchie will have to “bring it every night.”

“I think those two guys are pretty good players in the NHL,” Ritchie said. “They’re big and they bring it every night. I think for me, if I bring it every night, I can be one of those guys.”

Consistency is reportedly an issue with Ritchie. But the power forward who scored 74 points (39-35-74) this season believes that will get better with maturity.

“I think as I get older and more mature that will come. I will just keep working hard in the gym. I think once I get it I will be alright.”
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BLOG: Top prospects take their minds off the draft 

Some of the top draft prospects gathered at Scanlon Ice Rink in Philadelphia this morning for the Top Prospects Clinic. They skated with local youth hockey players and participated in drills with the children.

MULTIMEDIA

◾ WATCH | Top Prospects Clinic Feature

◾ RAW | Draisaitl

◾ RAW | Dal Colle

◾ RAW | Bennett

“It’s awesome,” Prince Albert centre Leon Draisaitl said. “Seeing those kids enjoy themselves and play hockey. That’s the best thing in the world. They love being out there. They obviously have a passion for it and that’s the ultimate and that’s awesome.”

Now that the pre-draft process is winding down and the days have turned to hours in anticipation of tomorrow night’s draft, the prospects’ nerves are building. Being able to lace up the skates and leave it all off the ice was a welcomed break for the players.

“A lot of the focus is on tomorrow and obviously that’s still up in the air for all of us right now,” Oshawa Generals forward Michael Dal Colle said. “But being able to skate with these kids has been a great experience and what they’ve got going on here is awesome.”

“It was awesome,” Kingston’s Sam Bennett said. “Anytime I can lace on the skates it’s going to be a good day. I’ve had so much fun out here with these kids and I think it’s great for these kids to get out here. I’m having fun, I can see the smiles on these kids and it looks like they’re have a great time.”

Draisaitl added, “It’s always nice to be on the ice. There is no better feeling than being on the ice. The nerves are coming and I’m already a little bit nervous to be honest but it’s not too bad. I think tomorrow will be pretty nerve-racking for sure.”
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BLOG: Reinhart focused on next season, not draft 

PHILADELPHIA - There are numerous questions regarding whether highly-regarded prospect Sam Reinhart goes first overall or slips as far as fourth but the centre with a high hockey IQ isn't letting that get to him at all.

"The draft is just a one-day thing. It's just where you're at right now. The bigger goal is trying to make an impact as soon as next season."

Reinhart was asked if he can play in the NHL next year.

“I’m confident in that right now," he said. "Right now, that’s all that counts. My focus isn’t all on the draft itself. Making an impact as soon as next year when training camp starts, wherever that may be. I’m going in with the mindset that I’m ready to play next year.”
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BLOG: Draisaitl hasn't met with Oilers yet 

PHILADELPHIA - Leon Draisaitl was supposed to meet with the Oilers several weeks ago, but those plans got cancelled. Both sides plan to make up for that in short order now that all parties are here in Philadelhia.

“I’m going to meet with them in the next couple of days, whenever that’s going to be. I’m looking forward to it," said Draisaitl.

The German centre talked about the possibility of being selected third overall by Edmonton.

“It would be amazing for me. The Oilers, they’ve had so many unbelievable stars: Gretzky, Messier, those guys. Wearing the same jersey as they did would be awesome."

The 6'2" pivot talked further about the current edition of the team and the excitement of being a teammate with them.

“They’re stars in the League. Hall, Eberle, Nugent-Hopkins they’re all stars. It would be exciting to be a part of that team."
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BLOG: Spezza called Bennett 

When Sam Bennett failed to complete a pull up at the NHL Scouting Combine, he didn’t know that it would be a huge deal. NHL Central Scouting’s top-ranked North American skater then had to read about it and watch reports on it on television in the following days.

What helped Bennett deal with the media and fan scrutiny was a phone call from an established NHL player. Ottawa Senators centre Jason Spezza sought out Bennett’s number and delivered some career advice.

“Jason Spezza gave me a call right after he saw it,” Bennett said. “He said he saw the articles in the paper and he was like, wow I’ve got to call this kid. He got my number, he gave me a call and I had a really good talk with him. He just talked about how you’re going to go through bad publicity throughout your entire hockey career. He’s been through it and he just really helped me deal with that and it was a great learning experience.”

It doesn’t appear as though Bennett’s lack of a pull up at the Combine will affect his draft stock. He is expected to be a top-four pick.
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BLOG: Draisaitl's actual height and weight 

PHILADELPHIA - In order to put an end to some debate out there, centre Leon Draisaitl was asked what his height and weight end were measured as at the Combine in Toronto last month. He said he was measured as 6’2” and weighed in at 209 pounds.

Of course, size for Draisaitl was never an issue as many feel the big forward is the most ready of the consensus top three selections up front largely due to his size. For the record, Draisaitl feels he is ready to step in next year after putting in the work this summer.

“I think I have some work to do for sure but I’m going to be working really hard over the summer and I think I’ll be ready,” said Draisaitl.

 FULL STORY ›  

|

EMAIL

|

|

MORE SHARE › 

|

PRINT ›

POSTED ON Wednesday, 25.06.2014 / 4:52 PM

By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Bennett on his visit to Edmonton 

Top draft prospect Sam Bennett took a visit to Edmonton not too long ago to visit with the Oilers organization. They had dinner and Bennett was given a tour of the rink and the offices.

“Edmonton is cool,” Bennett said. “I went there and saw the Oilers offices and then I went to Rexall Place and saw the dressing room, saw the rink and I had a great time in Edmonton. I met a bunch of great people. The management there is awesome so it was very cool to go there and meet those guys.”
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 BLOG: Ekblad sees Oilers as a fit 

With all of the pre-draft speculation and rumours swirling around, Aaron Ekblad’s head must be spinning. But the top-rated defenceman has developed a great way of dealing with all of the talk.

“With how much rumours that have been going around about what Florida is going to do, what is everyone going to do, it’s easy to get caught up in it but it’s a lot easier to take a step back and not worry about it,” Ekblad said. “It’s out of your control. You just have to wait and rely on how well you’ve shown yourself this year. That’s kind of where I’m at. I’m excited and I’m anxious about it but I don’t want to worry about it too much.”

The Oilers are sitting at third overall in the first round of the draft. It is not expected that Ekblad will be around when they make their selection. But they’ve done their homework on the superb prospect and after meeting with the organization, Ekblad is sold that the Oilers would be a fit.

“I love the rink that they have right now, I love that there is going to be a new one, the dressing room and some of the players that they have. It’s all great,” he said. “They have a great organization, a great owner and a great coaching staff. I met just about every one of the Oilers staff members, even away from the rink. If I end up there then that’s awesome and I’d make the best of it. I think I’d fit in to their defensive core pretty well. Whatever happens happens and I’m excited to go anywhere and I’m ready to play anywhere.”
BLOG: Howson says Oilers comfortable at three 

The Edmonton Oilers currently hold the third overall pick in the draft. Sr. Vice President of Hockey Operations Scott Howson told Oilers Now’s Bob Stauffer on Wednesday that the team is comfortable remaining in that spot, but wouldn’t rule out movement.

“I think we’re pretty comfortable with where we’re at,” Howson said. “Obviously you never close the door on anything. Getting up to the one position would be beneficial but our needs are really defence and centre is just as important as defence. We were just talking today about how hard it is to get centres now. Once they become established in the NHL they don’t become available. We’re comfortable with where we’re at. I think this is a good draft, we’re in a good spot and no matter what happens on Friday we are going to get a good player.”
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BLOG: Oilers looking to add another NHL defenceman 

The Edmonton Oilers acquired the rights to defenceman Nikita Nikitin from the Columbus Blue Jackets. The acquisition gives them a “quality NHL defenceman” in the words of Oilers Sr. Vice President of Hockey Operations Scott Howson.

Howson told Oilers Colour Analyst Bob Stauffer on Wednesday that the team won’t stop with Nikitin. They want to help bridge the gap as the Oilers have several very talented youngsters on the blue line that could use some more time to develop. Now that Nikitin is in the mix, Howson says the team will look to add one more.

“We figured we had four legitimate NHL defencemen going into camp in Andrew Ference, Justin Schultz, Jeff Petry and Martin Marincin,” Howson said. “Martin still has a little bit to prove because he only did it for half a season and we’ve seen lots of players have initial success and take a fall back. There’s no doubt he’s going to be an NHL player, whether he’s ready to continue what he accomplished last year remains to be seen and we’ll see that in camp. We’re going to try to get another NHL defenceman. Nikita gives us five, if you include Marincin, and we’ll try to get another one, that’s six. Then if the kids are ready, that’s the great thing about the NHL. If a young player is ready to play and he shows he is ready to play then teams make room for him. That’s just the way the league works.”

As for what the Oilers are looking for in their next addition, Howson says they’re looking at all of the options.

“I think we’re open to anything. We want a good player and Nikita is a good player. We’re targeting three or four other good players. Some are more defensive oriented, some are sort of all around guys so there is no specific criteria they have to meet, we just want a good NHL player.”
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BLOG: Nikitin to play top four role in Edmonton 

Not many people would know Nikita Nikitin better than Oilers Sr. Vice President of Hockey Operations Scott Howson. He was the general manager of the Columbus Blue Jackets when they acquired Niktin in a trade with the St. Louis Blues in 2011. Now the two will be reunited as the Oilers have traded for Nikitin’s rights.

When Nikitin first got to Columbus, he played a big role on the team. But with the Blue Jackets defence getting better and better his role was reduced.

“We needed some size and he came in and played really well, the time I was in Columbus,” Howson told Oilers Colour Analyst Bob Stauffer. “He can play the right side, he’s a big body and he’s got a great shot. His play has fallen off a little bit. I think his role fell off a little bit in Columbus because they have a pretty strong defence.

“His role was certainly reduced. We just saw this as an opportunity to add a quality NHL defenceman to our group.”

Now Nikitin will be given an opportunity to move back up a depth chart, this time in Edmonton.

“I see him playing in a top-four role,” Howson said. “He’ll play a little bit of power play, probably second unit. He’s got a great shot and he’ll kill penalties. He can play really anywhere in your 1-6 spots. We’ll probably use him in 1-4, or he’ll be given that opportunity initially. There’s no concern on my part but he still has to do it.”
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BLOG: Oilers acquire rights to Nikitin 

MULTIMEDIA 

◾ Oilers TV Panel talks about the trade and this week's draft

◾ Bob Stauffer interviews Howson on Oilers Now

The Edmonton Oilers have acquired the rights to defenceman Nikita Nikitin from the Columbus Blue Jackets in exchange for a 5th round selection in the 2014 NHL Draft.

Nikitin, 28, has spent four seasons in the NHL with the St. Louis Blues and Columbus Blue Jackets. His best point production came in the 2011-12 season, when he posted 32 (7-25-32) in 54 games with Columbus after being acquired in a trade from St. Louis.

His is a 6-foot-4, 223 pounder from Omsk, Russia and was the 136th overall pick in the 2004 NHL Entry Draft.
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BLOG: Smith joins 'Canes as Assistant Coach 

Former Oilers Assistant Coach Steve Smith has agreed to terms with the Carolina Hurricanes to join the organization in the same capacity. Smith had served as assistant coach for the Oilers for the past four seasons.

He joins former Oilers Assistant General Manager Ricky Olczyk, who was hired by the Canes this month.
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BLOG: Nurse and Chase invited to Canada’s summer development camp 

41 players have been invited to Canada’s national junior team summer development camp and two Oilers prospects are among the chosen ones. The two are Darnell Nurse, the seventh overall pick last year, and forward Greg Chase (7th round, 188th overall last year).

Nurse is coming off a season with his best point production as the defenceman scored 50 (13-37-50) in 64 games with Sault Ste. Marie in the OHL. Nurse made his pro hockey debut with the Oklahoma City Barons at the end of the regular season.

Chase posted 85 points (35-50-85) with the Calgary Hitmen in the WHL this season. He too joined Nurse with the Barons and scored a goal in his first professional game.

Some top NHL Draft prospects are on the camp roster as well. The expected number one overall pick Aaron Ekblad is joined by fellow top defencemen Haydn Fleury, Roland McKeown and Travis Sanheim.

Sam Bennett, Sam Reinhart, Michael Dal Colle, Robby Fabbri, Brendan Perlini, Brayden Point, Nick Ritchie and Jake Virtanen round out the list of forwards who made the camp roster who are potential first round picks this year.

Edmonton Oil Kings forward Curtis Lazar is also invited to the camp.

◾Press Release

◾Camp Roster

 FULL STORY ›  

|

EMAIL

|

|

MORE SHARE › 

|

PRINT ›

POSTED ON Tuesday, 17.06.2014 / 5:46 PM

By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: MacTavish on team needs 

Edmonton Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish spoke with Oilers Colour Analyst Bob Stauffer on Oilers Now this afternoon and discussed what he sees are some of the team’s needs heading into the off-season.

MacTavish says he could see the team adding four or five new additions for next season.

“I’ve talked a bit about a puck-moving defenceman, they’re very difficult to find,” MacTavish said. “Certainly, there are a few available at various levels. We need that, in our organization’s estimation. I think that we could use a guy that’s a real, solid shut-down defender that has that bite. I know we have some guys who really fit that bill on the horizon but we don’t want to be forced to bring our young defencemen into a situation that they’re currently not capable of handling and excelling in. We’ve talked about that a lot, giving the players time to mature and develop physically and mentally so that when they do step into the NHL they’re ready to have success. We need some experience up front. We need some guys that can help round out our top three lines and that’s what we’re basically looking to do.”

MacTavish said the team will be looking to bring in the pieces to allow players like Boyd Gordon and Matt Hendricks to slide down the lineup, while adding more offence to the top three lines.

“I think that’s the model that we’re ultimately trying to piece together where we have a fourth line that would have lots of defensive zone starts and be able to play against anybody and then have three lines that are able to have success offensively.”
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BLOG: MacTavish on Ramsay hiring 

Edmonton Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish was on Oilers Now this afternoon to discuss the upcoming draft, free agency and the state of the team. MacTavish commented on the Oilers recent hiring of long-time NHL coach Craig Ramsay as Assistant Coach.

“He’s a guy that I really think that’s going to add an element to our coaching staff,” MacTavish told Bob Stauffer. “He’s going to bring a new perspective. In my discussions with Craig, he’s a very cerebral guy about the game. He’s got a wealth of experience. He’s put a lot of thought in the game and how it should be played. He’s got a good balance on teaching the game, how much the players are capable of taking in and comprehending at one time and what’s realistic, how you present the information to the players, a good balance of enjoying yourself in the dressing room and the intense pressures that the players have today, especially in our market.

“I think he’s going to lend a real fresh perspective there. He’s a guy who Dallas is going to charge with helping out our power play and I think that’s going to help. He’s got a ton of experience and we welcome that perspective that he’s going to bring and I think he’s going to have a significant impact. Having said that, we need to do a good job of bringing in some personnel that has the ability to have much greater success.”
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BLOG: MacTavish talks off-season trades and UFA market 

The Edmonton Oilers will be looking to add some pieces to supplement their youthful core this season. Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish will be the director behind all of those moves and was on Oilers Now with Bob Stauffer this afternoon to discuss those topics.

Looking ahead to potential trades, the Oilers may be more willing to take on salary to off-set some of the assets they would have to part with to add a player. He said, “that’s a scenario I think has some attractiveness to us.”

MacTavish also says that in addition to trades the Oilers will be involved in the free agency market. Although you don’t want to rely on free agency, there are some players available who could help fill holes in the lineup.

“The UFA market is a fickle market. Statistically 80% of the transactions in the UFA market are poor transactions. But it’s a good way to augment your lineup if we can add the right pieces. We’re really in a position where we’re looking for secondary pieces and we’re pretty comfortable with our primary pieces up front. We’re looking to add support to our primary pieces that are currently in place.”

Don’t expect the Oilers just to be comfortable with the middle-tier free agents. They will make calls on the top guys as well, even just to do their homework.

“We’ll be chasing some of the higher end guys too. To what extent remains to be seen but we’ll be in those discussions.”
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BLOG: Oilers agree to terms with Iiro Pakarinen 

The Edmonton Oilers have agreed to terms with forward Iiro Pakarinen to a two-year entry level contract.

Pakarinen, 22, was drafted by the Florida Panthers in the seventh round, 184th overall, in 2011. He had his best season of his career this year, scoring 20 goals and adding 10 assists in 60 games with HIFK Helsinki.

He is a 6-foot-1, 194-pound winger who also represented Finland at the 2014 World Hockey Championship. He played for Finland twice at the World Junior Championships (2010 & 2011).
BLOG: Nicholson brings a “fresh look” 

The addition of Bob Nicholson to the Oilers Entertainment Group’s executive core brings with it a fresh look and new ideas to the business side of things.

“I think the first thing is that I have a fresh look,” Nicholson said. “There’s a lot of things that have gone very well in this organization. I’m not coming in here to rip things apart. I’m going to come in, observe and tinker with things to try to make them better. I really want to make sure we connect all of the departments and everything together and if you’ve got a real strong foundation… then that vision becomes a lot easier to achieve.”

In his first few months on the job, Nicholson will be looking to get a feel for the organization as he looks to build on the new sports and entertainment company’s vision.

“My first few months will be looking at the overall organization and hopefully be given ideas of communications, how the departments work and how we tie in business today and future business all together.”

Nicholson’s ‘fresh look’ was highly coveted. President and COO of OEG Patrick LaForge says, “he’s the best free agent in the business.”
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BLOG: Nicholson’s role in Hockey Operations 

Long-time Hockey Canada President and CEO Bob Nicholson was announced as Vice-Chairman of the Oilers Entertainment Group on Friday.

Nicholson has a hearty resume in the hockey world and a 14-year relationship with Edmonton Oilers President of Hockey Operations Kevin Lowe, who will also serve as Vice Chairman of OEG.

Lowe answered a question at the press conference pertaining to Nicholson’s role with hockey decisions. Lowe said he has great respect and a great relationship with Nicholson and that the new addition to the executive team is “As passionate in fixing the Oilers as we are.”

The team will be welcoming Nicholson’s input and help in decision making in that department.

Lowe says Nicholson sat in on the Oilers pro scout meetings and he, “will be as involved as much as we can get him and I know that will be a massive addition to our organization.”
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BLOG: Structure of OEG 

The Katz Group launched the Oilers Entertainment Group, which is a new sports and entertainment company that will manage the Katz Group’s “growing family of sports and entertainment assets.”

The corporate structure announced today includes Daryl Katz serving as Chairmen, with Kevin Lowe and Bob Nicholson serving in the role of Vice-Chairmen. Patrick LaForge becomes the President and COO.

Nicholson’s responsibilities will include fulfilling OEG’s “exciting vision” and growing the business. Lowe will continue to oversee hockey operations for the Oilers but will assist Nicholson in his role. LaForge will work with Lowe and Nicholson while being responsible for OEG’s business operations.
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BLOG: Nicholson brings experience to Oilers Entertainment Group 

Newly launched sports and entertainment company, Oilers Entertainment Group, will have a solid leadership core that includes newly-appointed Bob Nicholson.

Nicholson, who recently retired as President and CEO of Hockey Canada, will assume the role of Vice-Chairman of OEG.

"Bob Nicholson is an exceptional talent with a world-class reputation and deep relationships across the hockey world, from junior player development to world-scale events and large corporate sponsors," said Daryl Katz in a press release. "He has been an innovator in driving new sport-based revenue models and we feel very fortunate he has chosen to move to Edmonton and become part of our team as we build a leading Canadian sports and entertainment company."

Nicholson brings a wealth of experience to OEG, serving as President and CEO of Hockey Canada since 1998 and Senior Vice President of the Canadian Hockey Association for the previous six years.

With Hockey Canada, Nicholson oversaw all operations from competitions that Canada participates in internationally. Under his watch, Canada has won 76 medals, with 44 of those being gold medals.

Stay tuned for more coverage today.
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BLOG: Major announcement made Friday 

The Katz Group made a major announcement on Friday morning at the Westin Downtown in Edmonton.

Bob Nicholson, the long-time President and CEO of Hockey Canada, has been named as Vice-Chairman of Oilers Entertainment Group (OEG). OEG is a new sports and entertainment company that will manage the Katz Group’s “growing family of sports and entertainment assets.”

Oilers President of Hockey Operations Kevin Lowe has also been named Vice-Chairman of OEG. Oilers President and COO Patrick LaForge will assume the same title with OEG and will “be responsible for the group’s business operations.

Lowe will maintain a “leadership role with the organization’s Hockey Operations.”

Click here for full release
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BLOG: Oilers agree to terms with Steve Pinizzotto 

The Edmonton Oilers announced they have agreed to terms with centre Steve Pinizzotto on a one-year contract.

Pinizzotto, 30, appeared in six games with the Oilers last season, recording two assists and 15 penalty minutes. He posted his first career National Hockey League point and first multi-point game (2A) on April 12th against the Vancouver Canucks.

The 6’1”, 200-pound centre split the 2013-14 season between the American Hockey League’s San Antonio Rampage and Oklahoma City Barons, posting 25 points (12G, 13A) and 183 penalty minutes in 51 games.

A native of Mississauga, Ontario, Pinizzotto has appeared in 18 career National Hockey League games with the Vancouver Canucks and Edmonton Oilers.
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BLOG: Ramsay on helping Edmonton become competitive 

AUDIO:

◾ Craig Button on Oilers Now

◾ Craig Ramsay

◾ Dallas Eakins on Oilers Now

 The Edmonton Oilers are hoping to utilize the young talent they’ve got on their roster to end a playoff drought that’s lasted since 2006. With that, they’ve also added an experienced Assistant Coach in Craig Ramssay. 

Ramsay commented on coming to Edmonton and helping the team become competitive again in a phone interview shortly following the announcement.

“We all know there’s been tough times. But they’ve developed some nice hockey players and some good kids. They had a great feeling about where they were as an organization and they believed that there’s a good, strong future. I’ve had to rebuild a few places and it’s a challenge, it’s hard and you’ve got to keep a strong mental attitude, you’ve got to stay positive, you’ve got to keep convincing the kids that they’re going to be successful and that it might not happen tomorrow. It doesn’t happen because you just suddenly want it. It happens because you’re committed to it.

“I know Dallas (Eakins) is committed. He was a committed player, he’s a committed coach and Kevin (Lowe) and Craig MacTavish are good, solid people and that’s the thing that really turned me on to this position.”
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BLOG: Eakins made promise to players 

At the close of a difficult season for the Edmonton Oilers, Head Coach Dallas Eakins spoke to the players and made a promise to do everything in his power to improve the team. That includes a challenge to the players, while Eakins looks to improve himself and the staff around him.

The Oilers announced the hiring of the experienced Craig Ramsay as Assistant Coach on Tuesday.

“I really felt it was a necessity,” Eakins said on Oilers Now. “The one thing that I spoke to the players at the end of the season was I challenged them to find a way to come into this season to be better. How could they improve, how could they make the people next to them better, how could they make our organization better and I stood in front of them and told them that I will not leave any stone unturned this summer improving myself. If I thought there could be improvements to the staff or the way we would do things, I would do that. I’m upholding my end of the bargain. I think this will help our group.”
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BLOG: Ramsay is an experienced, yet new-aged coach 

Craig Ramsay has been around the NHL block. After a long playing career with the Buffalo Sabres, Ramsay broke into the coaching ranks following retirement. He has made stops in seven cities in either an assistant, associate or head coaching capacity.

His next stop is Edmonton, where he was named as the team’s new assistant coach on Tuesday.

Even after a long career, Ramsay still brings a new-age approach to the game. It is one of the many reasons the Oilers wanted to bring him in.

“I think that’s why he’s so well-respected,” Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins said. “He’s up-to-date, he’s a sought after coach and when we got into the talks, the thing that really struck me with him was how aggressive he likes to see the game played. That is something that we want to take another step at. It fits right in with my philosophy and the way we’re going. A lot of times when you pick up a much older coach, it’s that same-old defensive way of playing and that’s not the case with Craig. Craig wants to play an extremely aggressive game, an exciting game and if you’re watching the NHL playoffs that’s what is going on now.”

In addition to his up-to-date philosophies, it is also his teaching abilities that are expected to make an impact in Edmonton.

“His teaching abilities are incredible,” Eakins said. “That’s something that with our group that we greatly need. His dealings with the players are very personal, a lot of one-on-one interaction which I think is extremely important. It turned into an easy decision with the other candidates that were out there.”
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Eakins on staff 

With the Edmonton Oilers announcing the hiring of Craig Ramsay as Assistant Coach on Tuesday, there will also be some shuffling of the previous staff. Kelly Buchberger’s transition into player personnel was announced along with the press release.

Head Coach Dallas Eakins was on Oilers Now with Bob Stauffer shortly following the announcement and provided an update on where the staff stands with Ramsay on board.

“Those are tough decisions,” Eakins said. “Not only for myself in trying to improve our team by adding somebody experienced like Craig Ramsay but it’s decisions too by Craig (MacTavish) and by Kelly. I believe I’m not speaking out of turn, that this is something that Kelly had been looking at before. It’s never an easy thing but when changes are made it turns into opportunity with new jobs and I believe that’s how Kelly is looking at this.”

Eakins also said that Steve Smith is someone who may be shifting roles.

"Steve is an excellent coach and he is somebody that we’re in discussions with now with a new role and it's something that he’s going to have to consider.”
Oilers hire Craig Ramsay as Assistant Coach 

The Edmonton Oilers have announced the hiring of Craig Ramsay as an Assistant Coach. Kelly Buchberger will transition to a new role in player personnel.

 Ramsay is a former player, drafted in the second round in 1971 by the Buffalo Sabres. He played 14 seasons in the NHL (1971-1985), all with the Sabres. He appeared in 776 consecutive games (1973-1983), which is the fourth longest consecutive games streak in NHL history.

 He won the Frank J. Selke Trophy in 1985.

 In 1987, Ramsay became an assistant on the Sabres staff and later served as interim head coach. He also served in a role as the team’s director of player personnel and assistant general manager.

 After breaking into coaching with Buffalo, Ramsay moved on to stops with the Florida Panthers, Ottawa Senators, Philadelphia Flyers, Tampa Bay Lightning, Boston Bruins, Atlanta Thrashers and back to the Florida Panthers.

 He has been a head coach with the Sabres (interim), the Flyers, and most recently with the Thrashers in 2010-11. 

 Ramsay has nearly 40 years of NHL experience as a player and coach.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Ference to march in Edmonton Pride Parade 

Captain Andrew Ference will make history on Saturday as he becomes the first Oiler to participate in the city’s pride parade.

Ference will be marching in the parade alongside Camp fYerfly (Canada’s only national leadership retreat for sexual and gender minority youth), representing the ‘You Can Play’ team. The purpose of ‘You Can Play’ is to eradicate homophobia in sports. Ference has been a major advocate for the YCP campaign, which lainched in March of 2012 and officially partnered with the NHL and NHLPA in April of 2013.

“You Can Play has fundamentally changed the way the NHL players think and act,” Ference told Global News.

“We understand the important role we can play in ending discrimination within sports and society…When we work, play and live together without discrimination it makes our entire community stronger and more productive.”

The parade begins at noon, follows 102nd Ave and marches past City Hall. More celebrations will be held at Winston Churchill Square.

Since his return to his hometown team last summer, Ference has been very active in the community, from his green initiatives teaming up with Mayor Don Iveson, to his own personal composting, to spearheading a local drop-in fitness initiative called November Project, which he brought with him from Boston.

Jenny Scrivens, wife of Oilers goalie Ben Scrivens, will also be participating in the parade.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Sam Reinhart remains top dog on Button’s list 

There were not many changes to TSN Director of Scouting Craig Button’s ‘Craig’s List’ this week. Button posts his rankings of the top draft-eligible players.

Once again, Kootenay centre Sam Reinhart tops the rankings for the seventh time. Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad takes second while Kingston centre Sam Bennett and Prince Albert centre Leon Draisaitl round out the top four. The top four have remained the same from Button’s previous list.

Button had a couple of players shoot up his list from the previous rankings as Calgary Hitmen defenceman Travis Sanheim moved from 23 to eighth overall. Russian centre Vladislav Kamenev moved from 25 to 12.

The Oilers currently hold the third overall pick in the first round.

Click here to see Button's full list
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BLOG: Barons agree to terms with Ford 

The Oklahoma City Barons have agreed to terms with forward Matthew Ford on a one-year American Hockey League contract for the 2014-15 season, the team announced today.

“I loved everything about Oklahoma City, starting with the organization,” Ford said of his time with the team during the 2013-14 season. “It’s really a first-class operation from the coaches, players, and a big part of that, is the fan support.”

Ford, 29, played in 73 games for the Barons last season and registered 47 points with 25 goals and 22 assists. He was fourth on the team in total points and led Oklahoma City in goals (25), games played (73) and power-play goals (12). Ford also tied for the team lead in multi-goal games with three two-goal outings on the year.

“We’re going to have a lot of second-year guys that will help us get back to how we were playing in the second half of this past season,” Ford said. “We started peaking around playoff time last year, and we’ll have some pieces to put together down the road, but I like the group we have. This organization likes to win, and we want to make the playoffs.”

Ford has spent the time in the AHL in each of his six professional seasons with Oklahoma City, Hartford, Lake Erie, Hershey, Adirondack and Springfield. He was drafted in the eighth round (256th overall) by the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2004 NHL Entry Draft. Ford played four years (2005-08) at the University of Wisconsin, where the Badgers won the 2006 NCAA Championship.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Draisaitl motivated to inspire other Germans 

Top draft prospect Leon Draisaitl came to North America to play for the Prince Albert Raiders because he wanted to play hockey where it would best help his development. With the goal of making the NHL in mind, Draisaitl left Germany in pursuit of his dreams. 

That doesn’t mean he has forgotten where he’s come from. Draisaitl is hoping to one day be the type of German player who inspires younger children in his home country to take up hockey.

“German players don’t come along very often,” he said. “We just don’t have the best development. I don’t like saying it. I’m proud to be German but I think it’s important for German hockey to have (good German players) so kids have guys to look up to. I want to be that same type of guy that maybe makes younger guys in Germany play hockey because I’m proud to be German and I want to make the country proud and make as many kids play hockey as possible.”

Draisaitl skated for Germany at the 2014 IIHF World Championships earlier this month in Minsk, Belarus.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Top of draft is not set in stone 

The media and public has made a lot about the group known as the ‘Fantastic Four’ which heads into the draft as the so-called top tier players. That list includes defenceman Aaron Ekblad, along with centres Sam Bennett, Sam Reinhart and Leon Draisaitl. However, Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr says some of that has to do with media hype and things could change depending on team needs.

“There’s a lot of hype there,” Marr said. “The NHL scouts and teams aren’t going to tell you what they really think. But that’s why they play the games and that’s why we see what happens there. There’s nothing to say that one of the Europeans couldn’t slide up in there or Michael Dal Colle couldn’t slide up in there. But I know to try and predict the order is an exercise in futility. At the top end there they’re going to get good players, it’ll just be what that team is looking for in a player.”
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Dan Marr on importance of the Combine 

The Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr was in attendance at the Combine and provided his thoughts on why this week is so important to NHL clubs as they move closer towards the draft.

“A lot of teams have been working on their lists all year long,” Marr said. “Some teams have had the opportunity to meet the players but a lot of times they haven’t. Certainly the general manager hasn’t or the assistant general manager so this gives them an opportunity where all of the kids, we can bring them in one spot. They can go around, the general managers have heard about these players and now they get a chance to meet with them and the scouts get a chance to know them a little better. If they have some questions that they didn’t really want to grill them on during the season about their play then now is the point in time they can bring that up with them there.”

Marr also mentioned the importance in the medical evaluations and fitness results as well as how each individual player responds to instructions or motivation.

“For the most part they’ve done their lists here. They might use this here to tweak things a little bit because they didn’t know how to differentiate some players as they work their way down their lists. And it certainly helps those that are at the top end there, the teams where they can identify this is the guy we’re going to key in on.”
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Bennett sees himself as NHL-ready 

Sam Bennett is a consensus top-five pick and the number one North American skater in Central Scouting’s rankings. He is one of the younger prospects at the top, as he turns 18 on June 20. That isn’t stopping Bennett from being confident in his ability to make an NHL roster out of camp this year.

“I do feel like I’ll be ready come training camp and I’m going to work really hard in the gym this summer and on the ice and do whatever it takes to be ready for the NHL next year,” Bennett said.

Bennett also says that was a reoccurring topic in his interviews with teams at the combine.

“I was asked by a bunch of teams if I thought I was ready and my answer every time was I think I’m ready to play next year.”
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Hickey a big Oilers fan 

Leduc, AB native and Spruce Grove Saint defenceman Brandon Hickey has an Oilers connection.

“I grew up watching them,” Hickey said. “I’ve watched a lot of hockey of the Edmonton Oilers. Growing up, it was my dad’s favourite team and he passed that passion on to me. In our basement we have a little hockey rink with the Oilers logo in the middle. It’s pretty neat to even just talk to them here.”

Hickey is the 63rd-ranked North American skater by Central Scouting. He is just under 6-foot-2 and just over 175 pounds. He had a 22-point season (4-18-22 in 49 games) for Spruce Grove this year.
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By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers 

BLOG: Kapanen’s close call 

As the son of a player, draft prospect Kasperi Kapanen grew up around NHL rinks. Naturally, this lifestyle led to some very interesting stories.

His father Sami Kapanen would have him around after practice and the young Kapanen would go out on the ice. At the Scouting Combine, Kasperi told one of the more interesting, and potentially dangerous, stories he has from his childhood.

“I remember a story where I was actually on the ice when I was around three or four with my dad after practice and I think it was Bates Battaglia who was taking slap shots on the boards and he wasn’t looking up at all,” said Kapanen. “I was skating right in the way and I didn’t have a helmet on, or I did but it still wouldn’t have helped that much, so I think he shot it three or four inches above my head so my dad kind of got mad at him a little bit but there’s a lot of stories.”

Battaglia and Sami Kapanen played together on the Carolina Hurricanes from 1997-2003.
Oilers select Draisaitl 3rd overall in the 2014 NHL Draft

Friday, 27.06.2014 / 9:36 PM / 2014 NHL Entry Draft 
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MORE ON DRAISAITL

 OILERS DRAFT SITE

Oilers Draft Site

 PROSPECT PROFILE

Leon Draisaitl

 VIDEOS

Draisaitl 1-on-1 with Tom Gazzola

Draisaitl Media Scrum

Draisaitl Interview after selection

Oilers Select Leon Draisaitl

Draisaitl at the Prospects Clinic

Stauffer interviews Draisaitl Wednesday

Bob Stauffer interviews Draisaitl at the Scouting Combine

Draisaitl Player Profile Video

Draisaitl at CHL Top Prospects Game

The Edmonton Oilers announced today, they have selected centre Leon Draisaitl, in the 1st round (3rd overall) of the 2014 NHL Draft.

◾ DRAISAITL QUOTES & MORE: Inside the Oilers Blog

Draisaitl, 18, has spent the past two seasons with the Prince Albert Raiders of the Western Hockey League, recording 163 points (59G, 104A) and 46 penalty minutes in 128 games.

◾ RELATED: Oilers GM MacTavish speaks to the media after Draft Day 1 

In 2013-14 he appeared in 64 games, posting a career high in both goals and assists (38-67-105), while recording 24 penalty minutes. In four playoff games, he tallied three points (1G, 2A) and four penalty minutes. Draisaitl also finished tied for fourth in WHL scoring with 105 points and ranked third in assists (67). He also participated in the 2014 Canadian Hockey League Top Prospects Game.

The Cologne, Germany native has represented his country several times internationally, most recently at the 2014 World Hockey Championship, recording four points (1G, 3A) in seven games.

The 6’1”, 209-pound Draisaitl has represented Germany twice at the World Junior Hockey Championship (2013, 2014), as well as two appearances at the Under-18 World Junior Hockey Championship (2012, 2013) and was a member of Team Germany at the 2012 Under-17 World Hockey Challenge.

Draisaitl’s father Peter, was a Czech-born, German professional hockey player who participated in numerous international tournaments for Germany as a member of their men’s national team, including the 1988, 1992 and 1998 Olympic Winter Games. He also has coached professionally in both Germany and the Czech Republic.
Edmonton Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish says there are “six scenarios” the team is prepared for when they are on the clock with the third overall pick in the first round of Friday night’s draft. Should the Oilers not trade out of that spot, they will have a decision to make based on the two players already taken ahead of them. This means the Oilers are still undecided on what player they will pick when it is their turn.

“The teams ahead of us will have something to say about who falls to us,” MacTavish said at his pre-draft chat with the media in Philadelphia, PA. “I think the scenarios are becoming more and more clear. There are six pending scenarios I think we can be presented with in terms of packages of players. There are a couple of players we’re going to have to decide between. We still continue to do our homework in terms of the character and the assessment with people who know these players well. I think it’s probably unusual that we’re down to the last 24 hours before the draft and we’re still not completely sure on which way we’ll go in certain scenarios. I think that tells you that these players are very equally rated.”

At three, the Oilers are expected to have a choice between at least two out of the draft’s three top centre prospects: Sam Bennett, Sam Reinhart and Leon Draisaitl. With much improved depth and blueline talent in the Oilers system, the organization feels their needs have shifted toward adding help up the middle.

“A lot has been said about our need at defence, which is clear, but it doesn’t trump our need at centre,” MacTavish said. “An argument could be made that centre is our most needed position to find somebody who’s got that size and can play big minutes in that division and that conference. I think that is open to debate on what our biggest need is right now. We’ve got more defence coming and more depth at defence but I think it’s an open question on what our greatest need is.”

With top defenceman Aaron Ekblad presumably off the board at three, the Oilers will more than likely look to address an equal, if not greater, need by adding a top centre. Knowing that, the Oilers are still undecided on just which one, per MacTavish. Regardless of who is available and who eventually gets selected by the Oilers, the management can sleep well at night knowing it’s going to be a good player.

“It’s still a very subjective question on who we should take. In that respect, it’s pretty easy to keep the cards close to your vest. I’ve said this before, we’re very comfortable in the position we’re in knowing that we’re going to get somebody that addresses a significant need for our club, whether it’s a centreman or a defenceman.”

Should they go the centre route, size is something MacTavish pointed out as a factor towards making that decision. Adding size up front is key to the Oilers becoming more competitive in the division and conference. While size won’t be the absolute deciding factor, it does come into play.

“Size is a factor certainly but our drafting philosophy is to draft the player that is going to have the greatest impact over time on his NHL team,” MacTavish said. “If everything else is equal in that regard, in that assessment then we’ll default to the bigger player. It’s no secret that we play in a very difficult division, a difficult conference and we’re going to need some size to compete.”

If the Oilers were drafting solely on size, it would appear that Draisaitl would be the front runner. Straight from the prospect’s mouth in Philadelphia, the German-born centre is now 6-foot-2 and closing in on 215 pounds. Based on his body type, he could continue to grow. But as MacTavish said, size isn’t the only trait the Oilers will look at. Each top centre prospect could provide something special to the Oilers lineup. Whether that is Draisaitl’s size and offensive skills, Reinhart’s hockey intelligence and playmaking ability or Bennett’s competitive nature and two-way prowess.

 For the Oilers, it will come down to who projects to impact the roster the most over time. The hope, according to MacTavish, would also be that this year's pick could jump in the lineup right away. Although, MacTavish says the team won’t force the young player into a situation he is not ready for.

 With the third overall pick in hand, MacTavish has the opportunity to add a key piece to the future of the Oilers. The only question that remains is, “which piece will it be?”
Florida Panthers Make Five Selections on Day Two of NHL Draft

Cats Pick Four Forwards, One Goalie 

Saturday, 06.28.2014 / 2:18 PM / News 
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On day two of the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA, the Florida Panthers drafted five players: four forwards and one goaltender. Selections include C/RW Jayce Hawryluk (2nd round, 32nd overall), RW Juho Lammikko (3rd round, 65th overall), RW Joe Wegwerth (4th round, 92nd overall), LW Miguel Fidler (6th round, 143rd overall) and G Hugo Fagerblom (7th round, 182nd overall).

The Panthers acquired a third round pick from the New York Islanders in exchange for Florida’s third round pick in the 2015 NHL Draft. With this, they selected Lammikko 65th overall.

Hawryluk, 18, has spent the last two seasons with the Brandon Wheat Kings of the Western Hockey League. Last season he played in 59 games posting 64 points (24-40-64) with 44 PIM. The Roblin, Manitoba native helped Canada win a gold medal at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial and was a part of his country’s bronze medal winning team at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship.

Lammikko, 18, played last season in the Finnish Liiga scoring one point (0-1-1) in 20games. He also played in 37 games for the Assat Under-20 team posting 42 points (17-25-42) and 32 PIM.

Wegwerth, 18, played with the USA Under-18 team in the USHL last season scoring six points (3-3-6) in 52 games played, to go with 123 PIM. He will spend next season in the USHL and has committed to play collegiate hockey at the University of Notre Dame in the future.

Fidler, 18, spent the 2013-14 season playing for Edina (MN) High School scoring 41 points (16-25-41) in 25 games with 24 PIM. He is expected to join the USHL’s Lincoln Stars next season and to play collegiate hockey at Ohio State University in 2015-16.

Fagerblom, 18, spent the 2013-14 season with Frolunda Under-18 in the Swedish Under-18 Junior League. In eight games played, Fagerblom posted a 2.24 GAA, one shutout and a .916 Save Percentage.

Ekblad is the One

Florida Panthers use the first overall selection in the 2014 NHL Draft to select D Aaron Ekblad

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 10:13 PM / News 
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After months of speculation, the Florida Panthers took defenseman Aaron Ekblad with the first overall pick in the 2014 NHL Draft. The Panthers decided to keep the first overall selection after fielding trade offers from teams around the league over the past few weeks. While Panthers general manager said the team received some ‘intriguing’ offers, there was evidently nothing impressive enough to convince the team to part ways with the top pick. 

Ekblad comes into the league with a sterling amateur resume and is talked about as the most NHL-ready player in the draft. The blueliner believes that he can jump into the NHL and make an impact right away.

“I am confident that I can step into the league next year,” said Ekblad. “I think that is what the Florida Panthers see in me.”

The Director of NHL’s Central Scouting, Dan Marr agrees with Ekblad’s assessment of his immediate NHL prospects.

"He is a building block for any team," Marr told USA Today. "He's smart and solid when it comes to defending, and the offensive side of his game continues to develop.”

"He is the best defenseman available and would be projected to vie for an NHL job a lot sooner than most."

Ekblad’s polish is partially a product of his joining the Ontario Hockey League a year before most of his peers. In 2011, the Windsor, ON native became the first defenseman ever to be granted ‘exceptional player’ status which allowed him join the OHL at just 15-years-old. The 6’4” blueliner enjoyed three successful seasons with the Barrie Colts, including his 2013-14 season in which he captained his team, led all OHL defensemen in goals scored with 23, and was named the OHL’s Most Outstanding Defenseman. 

Ekblad is also experienced at the international level as he played for Canada at the 2014 World Junior Championship and captained the Canadians to a gold medal at the 2013 U-18 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament. 

After taking the pick, Panthers general manager Dale Tallon admitted that some teams came close with the trade offers but ultimately there were no deals strong enough to convince the team to give up the top pick. 

“There were a couple of teams, beyond ten to twenty that really came close,” said Tallon. “It was an interesting evening and morning but we felt that it wasn’t quite the deal that we needed.”

Tallon also stated that Ekblad’s character and maturity for his age were huge factors in the decision. 

“I think the character is impeccable. He is so mature for his age and he fits in with what we have.”

The pick at the top of the draft was the first time that the Panthers selected with the first overall pick since they selected defenseman Ed Jovanovski first at the 1994 draft. Jovanovski, an 18-year veteran, has played 1,128 games in the pros and is in his second stint with the Panthers. 

Ekblad will take the ice for the first time in a Panthers uniform at the Florida Panthers July 7-11 Development Camp. He will be joined by fellow youngsters in the Panthers system including the players the Panthers select in rounds 2-7 which will take place tomorrow starting at 10:00 a.m.

Florida Panthers Select D Aaron Ekblad with No. 1 Overall Pick in 2014 NHL Draft
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Florida Panthers Executive Vice President and General Manager Dale Tallon announced today that with the No. 1 overall pick in the 2014 National Hockey League Draft the team selected D Aaron Ekblad from the Barrie Colts of the Ontario Hockey League (OHL).

“We are thrilled to have selected Aaron with the No. 1 pick,” said Tallon. “He is a strong, smart and physically mature defenseman who skates well and can play at both ends of the ice. Aaron is another building block for our team and we are confident that he will fit well with our young nucleus of talented players that includes Aleksander Barkov, Nick Bjugstad, Jonathan Huberdeau and Erik Gudbranson. We look forward to his continued growth and contributions to our team and the South Florida community.”

Ekblad, 18, was named the OHL’s most outstanding defenseman during the 2013-2014 season, ranking first among the league’s blueliners with 23 goals and tied for fifth with 53 points (23-20-53). The 6-foot-3, 213-pouind defenseman became just the third player (in their 18-year-old birth year) to claim the honor in the past 20 years, following Ryan Ellis (selected 11th overall by Nashville in 2009) and Bryan Berard (selected 1st overall by Ottawa in 1995). He also served as Barrie’s team captain.

 The Belle River, Ontario, native played a top-four role as a 17-year-old for Team Canada at the 2014 World Junior Championship, registering two points (1-1-2) in seven games. On the international level, Ekblad captained Team Canada to the 2013 Under-18 Ivan Hlinka Memorial gold medal. He also served as captain of Team Ontario at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

 Ekblad was granted exceptional player status by Hockey Canada to be eligible for the 2011 OHL Priority Selection as a 15-year-old. He was just the second player in OHL history to be given exceptional player status, following John Tavares in 2005. In his rookie season with Barrie, he recorded (10-19-29) in 63 games, earning OHL Rookie of the Year honors.

 Home to the Florida Panthers Hockey Club and internationally recognized concerts and events, the Broward County-owned BB&T Center is one of the top ranked venues of its kind in the world. Florida Panthers Social Media is powered by Ford - follow us on Twitter and Facebook.

Florida at the Center of the Action

On the eve of the draft, FloridaPanthers.com takes a look at the options 

Thursday, 06.26.2014 / 5:40 PM / News 
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In the two and a half months since the Florida Panthers won the NHL Draft Lottery in Toronto, the suspense surrounding the number one pick has ramped up considerably. With the draft just around the corner, that suspense will soon be lifted, and no matter what happens in Philadelphia on Friday, the first round of the draft is sure to be thrilling for the Florida Panthers and their fans. With that in mind, let’s do some last minute speculating and look at some of the ways Friday evening might play out for the Cats.

The biggest question heading into the draft is, will the Panthers trade the number one pick? Secondary to that is, if they do trade the pick, which team will they trade with and who will they get in return? If they do not trade the pick, who will they choose with the first overall selection?  Finally, will the team be involved in any other trades that do not involve the first pick?

If the Panthers do not find a suitable trade partner for the first pick, they will likely select from the trio of prospects at the top of Central Scouting’s rankings of North American skaters.  These prospects include defenseman Aaron Ekblad and forwards Sam Bennett and Sam Reinhart. Ekblad has the potential to start right away on the blue line and has the potential to develop into a top-pair defenseman while Bennett and Reinhart both possess game breaking offensive abilities. Unlike some drafts in recent memory, this year’s draft features no consensus number one pick. This does not mean there is not exciting talent to be had at the top of the draft, it just means that no one player has separated himself from the pack. Ekblad, Bennett and Reinhart are joined by forwards Leon Draisaitl and Michael Dal Colle as the five players that could all conceivably be taken at number one.

If the Panthers decide to go the trade route, they could strike a deal that keeps them selecting in the top-third of the first round. Panthers general manager Dale Tallon has made it clear that if they do trade the pick, they expect their trade partner’s first round pick in return, along with additional assets. The most likely trade scenario for the number one pick would involve the Panthers receiving a first rounder in the top-eight, and some combination of established NHL players and prospects. A pick, a player and a prospect is the classic package for any high picks and it will likely take an enticing version of the above to convince the Panthers to part with the first overall selection.  

Sticking to just the teams possessing picks in the draft’s first eight slots, the Panthers’ potential trade partners include: Buffalo, Edmonton, Calgary, NY Islanders, Vancouver, Carolina and Toronto. If the Panthers do deal the first overall pick, the team on the other end will probably be one of these seven, but the beauty of the draft is, anything can happen. That is what makes things so exciting. The Panthers could receive a can’t-pass-up trade offer from a team lower in the first round, or maybe there is a three team trade that takes place? Who knows?

Another thing to keep an eye on is the potential for trades taking place that do not involve the number one overall pick. The draft is a rare instance when all the GMs, scouts and top player personnel from every team get together in the same room (or arena in this case). With all the major players together, deals are bound to be made and the shape of the NHL landscape is bound to be shifted. Even if the Panthers do decide to use the top pick, the team could be involved in deals for picks in later rounds or in deals that do not involve draft picks at all.

 "We are going to have a sleepless night tonight," said Tallon. "The staff is all going to sit on it, ponder it and think about it, and if we take the pick, we are excited about that as well."

For example, in 2000, the Panthers made a blockbuster draft day deal with the Islanders, acquiring Roberto Luongo and Olli Jokinen in exchange for Oleg Kvasha and Mark Parrish. The deal did not involve any draft picks but it was a monumental exchange for each franchise and it stands today as a prime example of the kinds of trades that could potentially take place on draft night.

There will be a lot to keep track of at the 2014 NHL Draft with plenty of, quite literally, moving pieces. With the number one pick in the draft, the Cats will be firmly at the center of the action and whether they trade the pick or not, once the dust settles, there will certainly be some new, exciting faces heading to South Florida.

 "Everyone said that this draft wasn't that strong," said Tallon, "But I disagree, I think it's a very good draft."

Ten Panthers Storylines to Look Forward to For Next Season
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With the release of the 2014-15 Florida Panthers schedule there are a lot of games to get excited about. Here are ten storylines to keep an eye on during the upcoming NHL season.

1. Crashing the Lightning's Party

The Cats will begin their 21st NHL season up the road in Tampa Bay on October 9, where they will take on the Lightning in what will be the season opener for both Sunshine State teams. The Cats will look to take back the Governors Cup, which will be contested over four meetings. If Jonathan Drouin makes the Lightning’s opening night roster, this will be the first matchup between the 2013 third overall pick (Drouin) and second overall pick (Florida’s Aleksander Barkov).  

Gerard Gallant Brings Change and Experience to the Florida Panthers

Monday, 06.23.2014 / 3:45 PM / News 
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At the outset of his team’s offseason coaching search, Florida Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon made it clear that he was looking for a proven leader with significant NHL experience who would be capable of taking a young, talented roster to the next level.  He saw each of those characteristics and abilities in Gerard Gallant.

The Panthers officially announced the hiring of Gallant, who spent the last two seasons as an assistant coach with the Montreal Canadiens, at a press conference at BB&T Center on Monday morning.

“Impeccable character, excellent integrity, unbelievable passion for the game and just an all-around good guy and a pleasure to be with,” were the words Tallon used to describe Florida’s new coach.

A veteran of 673 NHL regular season and playoff games over an 11-year playing career who has spent parts of nine NHL seasons behind the bench as a head or assistant coach, the affable Gallant (nicknamed “Turk”) is a man who immediately commands the respect of his players.

“We have great young players in our organization,” said Tallon. “We have a lot of young players that need this type of coach.”

 “You know things can turn in a hurry,” said Gallant, of the Panthers’ prospects for success next season.  “That is what we plan on doing [in Florida].”

In attendance at Monday’s press conference was one of the Panthers’ young stars, forward Jonathan Huberdeau.  Gallant coached Huberdeau for three years (2009-2012) during his time as head coach of the Saint John Sea Dogs of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL).

“Jonathan is a great kid,” said Gallant, in reference to the 2012 Calder Trophy winner. “We work well together. It’s going to be fun.” Huberdeau echoed that sentiment, noting Gallant “was a great coach for me.”

Panthers fans should look forward to seeing an exciting, up-tempo style of hockey played by Gallant’s squad. As the new coach remarked:  “I’d like to see our team score some goals and be an offensive hockey club.”

The Gallant Files

A True Power Forward

A left winger who spent his prime with the Detroit Red Wings, Gallant played like a prototypical NHL power forward, despite standing 5’10” and 185 pounds. His skill and gritty, two-way style of play helped wear down opponents and open up the ice for him and his linemates.

From 1986-87 to 1989-90, Gallant notched four consecutive seasons of at least 30 goals, 70 points and 200 penalty minutes, becoming the first player in NHL history to accomplish that feat. It has not since been repeated. In the 1988-89 season, Gallant recorded career highs in both goals (39) and points (93), to go along with 230 penalty minutes, and was named to the NHL Second All-Star Team.  

Over the course of his 11-year NHL career, the Red Wings’ sixth round selection in the 1981 NHL Entry Draft suited up for 615 regular season games for Detroit (1984-1993) and Tampa Bay (1993-1995), registering 480 points (211-269-480) while amassing 1,674 penalty minutes.

Behind the Bench in the Q: From Sea Dogs to Cats

On April 24, 2009, Gallant was named head coach of the Saint John Sea Dogs in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL). During his three seasons with the New Brunswick, Canada based Sea Dogs, Gallant’s squads embodied his aggressive, up-tempo coaching approach.  Under his leadership, Saint John set a QMHJL record, becoming the first team ever to have three consecutive 100-point seasons. The team reached the QMJHL final in each of those seasons, twice winning the title. In 2010-2011, the Sea Dogs became the first team from Atlantic Canada to win the Memorial Cup, awarded to the CHL champion.  Over his three seasons in Saint John, Gallant’s team amassed a dominant record of 161-34-9.

In 2009-10 and 2010-11, Gallant won both QMJHL and CHL Coach of the Year Honors.  In being named CHL Coach of the Year, Gallant joined a fraternity that includes two men who each would go on to win the Jack Adams Award as the NHL’s top coach: Alain Vigneault (Hull Olympiques/Vancouver Canucks) and Ken Hitchcock (Kamloops Blazers/St. Louis Blues).

Gallant’s Sea Dogs were led on the ice by a young left-winger from Saint-Jerome, Quebec named Jonathan Huberdeau.  Huberdeau thrived in Gallant’s system, putting up 105 points in 67 games in the 2010-2011 Memorial Cup winning season, and 72 points in just 37 games in 2011-12.  The Panthers’ third overall pick in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Huberdeau would make the jump to the NHL prior to the 2012-13 season, and win the Calder Trophy as the NHL’s top rookie.   

Montreal Canadiens

After his third 100-point season with the Sea Dogs, Gallant accepted an offer to join the Montreal Canadiens as an assistant coach on June 15, 2012 after the team failed to make the playoffs in the 2011-12 season.  Working as part of head coach Michel Therrien’s staff, Gallant helped guide the Canadiens to a division title and second seed in the Eastern Conference in 2012-13, as the team posted a mark of 29-14-15. Relying on a cast of young players including Alexander Galchenyuk, Brendan Gallagher and PK Subban, the Canadiens would hit the 100-point mark in the 2013-14 season and advance all the way to the Eastern Conference Final.  

In addition to the Canadiens, Gallant spent parts of five seasons with the Columbus Blue Jackets as assistant coach (2001-03) and head coach (2004-06), as well as two seasons as an assistant coach of the New York Islanders.

The Gallant signing kicks off a busy week for Florida as the team holds the number one overall selection in Friday’s NHL Draft.

Get To Know The 10 Players LA Kings Selected In The 2014 NHL Draft
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 29th - Adrian Kempe: LW, SWE

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Adrian Kempe 

 "It’s real fun. I’m excited to be here. It’s a great team, L.A. I saw some games of theirs in the playoffs. It’s a really good team, a really good organization, so I’m really excited" 

On what type of player he is:

 "I think I’m a big, strong player, a good skater. I think that’s my biggest strength – I’m a really good skater, so that’s what I’m going to bring to the LA Kings."

 50th - Roland Mckeown: D, CAN

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Roland Mckeown  

McKeown, on the NHL players he compares himself to:

 John Moore, New York Rangers. I think he’s a player I play like, an up and coming defenseman. Good skating, good passing ability. Little things like that that make a difference in the game is where I kind of peg myself.

60th - Alex Lintuniemi: D, FIN

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Alex Lintuniemi

 Position: D

 Shoots: R

 DOB: 9/23/95

 Height: 6’3

 Weight: 227

90th - Michael Amadio: C, CAN

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Michael Amadio

120th - Steven Johnson: D, USA

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Steven Johnson

150th - Alec Dillon: G, CAN

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Alec Dillon

"He’s big. He’s six-four or five. Athletic. I guess you use the word raw. I think there’s a lot of potential, but he’s got a lot of work to do as well. He’s a realy intelligent kid, can do all the work. But we just really feel like he’s got a lot of good tools, but there’s a lot that both Kim and those guys can do with him. He’s just sort of a blank slate, if you want to say it. So that’s wort of where we see it." - KINGS AMATEUR SCOUT – WESTERN CANADA, BRENT MCEWEN

 157th - Jake Marchment: C, CAN

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Jake Marchment

 "He’s got to work on his feet. He plays on an Olympic ice suface in Belleville, and it kind of exposes that his feet are not anywhere near an NHL level right now. But his compete level is at the highest level you can possible get. He plays hard. He’s in the right position all the time."

180th - Matthew Mistele: LW, CAN

LA Kings Insider: Introducing Matthew Mistele

 209th - Spencer Watson: RW, CAN

Kings Make 10 Total Selections At The 2014 NHL Draft
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LOS ANGELES – The Los Angeles Kings made 10 total selections – including nine today in rounds two through seven – at the 2014 NHL Draft hosted by Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. The 10 selections tied St. Louis for the most selections in the draft.

The Kings opened Day two of the draft by trading center Linden Vey to Vancouver for the 50th overall selection in the second round, and with that pick the Kings drafted defenseman Roland McKeown from Kingston of the Ontario Hockey League. The 6-0, 195-pound McKeown is an 18-year-old (born on January 20, 1996), and a native of Listowel, Ontario. McKeown, who ranked 27th among North American Skaters by NHL Central Scouting in its final rankings, finished the 2013-14 regular season with 43 points (11-32=43) in 62 regular season games for Kingston and also had a team-high plus-38 rating. He added an additional four points (1-3=4), eight penalty minutes and a plus-6 rating in seven playoffs games with the Frotenacs. An OHL All-Rookie First Team selection in 2012-13, McKeown led all first year blue-liners with 29 points (7-22=29) in 61 regular season games that season. He’s also a two-time gold medalist internationally, winning with Team Canada at the 2013 Under-18 World Junior Championships (7 GP, 0-1=1, 2 PIM) and the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial (5 GP, 0-1=1, 6 PIM). He served as captain for Canada at the 2013 Under-18 World Junior Championships.

Vey, who made his NHL debut with the Kings during the 2013-14 season, collected five points (0-5=5) and no penalty minutes in 18 regular season games with the Kings. He was originally selected by LA in the fourth round (96th overall) at the 2009 NHL Draft.

The Kings next selected defenseman Alex Lintuniemi from Ottawa of the OHL in the second round (60th overall). Lintuniemi, a 6-2, 187-pound 18-year old (born on September 23, 1995) who calls Helsinki, Finland his home, collected 21 points (4-17=21) and 26 penalty minutes in 68 regular season games with the 67’s this past season. In 2012-13, he played in Finland for both Jockerit Junior (38 GP, 4-10=14, 76 PIM; Finland-Jr.) and Kiekko-Vantaa (11 GP, 1-2=3, 6 PIM; Finland-2). He captained the Jockerit Junior team. Also in 2012-13, he represented Finland at the World Junior Under-18 Championships (7 GP, 0-2=2, 8 PIM), the Ivan Hlinka Memorial (4 GP, 0-1=1, 4 PIM) and he also suited up for Finland’s Under 18 Junior team (12 GP, 1-2=3, 6 PIM).

In the third round, the Kings selected center Michael Amadio with the 90th overall pick. Amadio, a 6-1, 190-pounder from Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, collected 38 points (12-26=38) and 14 penalty minutes in 64 regular season games with the North Bay Battalion of the OHL. The 18-year-old (born on May 13, 1996) added another nine points (4-5=9) and two penalty minutes in 22 postseason games this past season.

The Kings selected defenseman Steven Johnson of Excelsior, Minnesota in the fourth round (120th overall). The 6-0, 185-pound blue-liner – who turned 20 years-old yesterday (born on June 27, 1994) – recorded 31 points (5-26=31) and six penalty minutes in 56 regular season games with Omaha of the USHL this past season. He added another two points (0-2=2) in four playoff games for the Lancers, and he also represented Team USA at the World Junior A Challenge, a tournament hosted annually by Hockey Canada, the Canadian Junior Hockey League and the International Ice Hockey Federation. Johnson and Team USA won the gold medal at last year’s tournament, with Johnson collecting two points (0-2=2) and six penalty minutes in four games of action.

The Kings next selected goalie Alec Dillon in the fifth round (150th overall). Dillon, a 6-5, 168-pound 18-year-old (born on May 5, 1996) from Nanaimo, British Columbia had a final ranking of 13th by Central Scouting among North American Goaltenders. In 33 regular season games with Victoria of the BCHL last season, he posted a 2.76 goals-against average and a .910 save-percentage. He also had a 2.56 goal-against average and a .908 save-percentage in nine playoff games with the Grizzlies.

The Kings made two selections in the sixth round, first drafting center Jake Marchment with the 157th overall selection. Marchment, a 6-3, 201-pound 19-year-old (born May 20, 1995) from Ajax, Ontario recorded 32 points (10-22=32) and 53 penalty minutes in 57 regular season games with the Belleville Bulls of the OHL. Marchment joins his uncle Bryan Marchment, who was selected 16th overall by Winnipeg in the 1987 NHL Draft and played 926 career NHL regular season games as a defenseman with Calgary, Chicago, Colorado, Edmonton, Hartford, San Jose, Tampa Bay, Toronto and Winnipeg.

Next the Kings drafted left wing Matt Mistele with the 180th overall selection. Mistele, a 6-2, 183-pound 18-year-old (born October 17, 1995) from Whitby, Ontario finished with 37 points (18-19=37) and 59 penalty minutes in 55 regular season games with Plymouth of the OHL. He also had two points (0-2=2) in five playoff games with the Whalers this past season.

The Kings finished off the 2014 NHL Draft by making the final two selections of the draft in the seventh round. They drafted right wing Spencer Watson from Kingston of the OHL with the 209th overall selection, and defenseman Jacob Middleton from Ottawa of the OHL with the 210th overall selection.

Watson, a 5-10, 155-pound 18-year-old (born on April 25, 1996) from London, Ontario, tallied 68 points (33-35=68) in 65 regular season games this past season, and he was the leading scorer at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial, compiling 10 points (4-6=10) in five games – including three assists in Canada’s 4-0 win over the U.S. in the gold medal game. At the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, he finished third among Team Ontario players with seven points (5-2=7) in five games. He also added five points (1-4=5) and no penalty minutes in seven postseason games with the Frontenacs. Also noteworthy, Watson is two minutes older than his twin brother Matthew Watson, a defenseman on the Kingston blue line.

Middleton, a 6-3, 194-pound 18-year-old blue-liner (born January 2, 1996) from Wainwright, Alberta collected 23 points (2-21=23) and 64 penalty minutes in 65 regular season games with the 67’s, and at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, he appeared in five games while skating on the same team with newly drafted Kings Roland McKeown and Spencer Watson (5 GP, 1-1=2, 16 PIM).

The Kings opened the 2014 NHL Draft on Friday night by selecting forward Adrian Kempe in the first round (29th overall). Kempe, a 6-1, 178-pound prospect who will turn 18 in September (born on September 13, 1996), posted 19 points (3-16=19) in 20 regular season games and was an assistant captain with MODO’s Under-20 team before joining the club’s senior team in the Swedish Hockey League where he posted 11 points (5-6=11) in 45 regular season contests. He also participated in the playoffs for MODO (2 GP, 0-1=1, 0 PIM; SHL), MODO Junior-20 (5 GP, 1-1=2, 6 PIM; SuperElit) and MODO Junior-18 (4 GP, 5-3=8, 6 PIM; Jr.-18 Allsvenskan), and he played internationally for Sweden at the World Junior Under-18 Championships (7 GP, 1-6=7 ,16 PIM) and on the Swedish Under-18 International Junior team (16 GP, 7-8=15, 26 PIM). Kempe was born in Kramfors, Sweden and now calls Ornskoldsvik, Sweden his home.

To view the Kings all-time draft selections (LAKings.com/alltimedraft) visit LAKings.com.

Kings Select Adrian Kempe In Round One Of The 2014 NHL Draft

The Kings Enter Day Two Of The Draft With Eight More Potential Selections
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LOS ANGELES – The 2014 Stanley Cup Champion Los Angeles Kings selected forward Adrian Kempe in the first round (29th overall) on day one of the 2014 NHL Draft, held at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Kempe, a 6-1, 178-pound prospect who will turn 18 on September 13, posted 19 points (3-16=19) in 20 games and was an assistant captain with MODO’s under-20 team before joining the club’s senior team in the Swedish Hockey League where he posted 11 points (5-6=11) in 45 contests. The newest member of the Kings organization was born in Kramfors, Sweden and now calls Ornskoldsvik, Sweden his home.

Director of European Scouting, Goran Stubb, on Kempe:

"He's a big, strong, bullish forward who can play center or wing. He likes to drive hard for the net, using his strength and skating to his advantage. He plays the body and is aggressive when forechecking. He has a good defensive game for a player with his offensive skills; mobile, solid and strong. He's a power forward, strong along the boards with smooth hands and is a very speedy skater. He's a solid two-way forward."

Kempe, joins his older brother Mario as members of the family who have been drafted by the NHL. Mario Kempe was selected in the fifth-round (122nd overall) of the 2007 NHL Draft by Philadelphia. Mario has spent the past five seasons playing in Sweden, most recently alongside Adrian with MODO in Sweden’s top league.

On the International stage, Kempe was a member of Sweden’s gold-medal winning team at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, where he averaged a goal per game (5-0=5) including a second-period tally in the team’s 7-5 win over Russia in the final. At the 2014 Under-18 World Championship, Kempe finished third on the team with seven points (1-6=7) in seven games as Sweden placed fourth, falling 3-1 to Canada in the bronze-medal game. He also tallied three points (2-1=3) in four games at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial.

Kempe, who plays for the same MODO hockey program that’s produced NHL stars like newly elected Hockey Hall of Famer Peter Forsberg, was ranked sixth among European skaters entering the draft.

Marian Gaborik And The Kings Agree To Terms On A New Seven-Year Deal

Gaborik’s league-leading 14 playoffs goals and clutch playoff performances helped lead the Kings to their second Stanley Cup championship in three season
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LOS ANGELES – The Los Angeles Kings – the 2014 Stanley Cup Champions – have signed pending unrestricted free agent Marian Gaborik to a new seven-year deal, Kings President/General Manager Dean Lombardi announced today.

Gaborik tallied a league-leading 14 goals during the 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs for the Kings, who captured their second Stanley Cup championship in three seasons. Gaborik’s 14 goals were one shy of the Kings single playoff year franchise record set in 1993 by Wayne Gretzky. Additionally, the 32-year-old native of Trencin, Slovakia, ranked fourth in Stanley Cup Playoffs scoring (22 points), tied for second in Stanley Cup Playoffs power-play goals (3), and tied for third in Stanley Cup Playoffs power-play points (8) while appearing in all 26 Kings postseason games.

The 2014 Stanley Cup championship was the first career championship for Gaborik, who rebounded from an injury plagued regular season with a postseason full of clutch performances.

According to Elias Sports Bureau, Gaborik joins Claude Lemieux (Colorado, 1996-97) as the only players in NHL history to score more goals in the playoffs than the regular season (minimum 10 regular season goals). Gaborik had 11 goals in 41 regular season games – including five goals in 19 regular season games with the Kings – after he was acquired by the Kings from the Columbus Blue Jackets on March 5 (trade details below).

Gaborik collected three goals and five points in the Kings seven-game First Round series win over San Jose, and he led all players with six goals and 10 points in the Kings seven-game Second Round series victory vs. Anaheim. In that series, he scored both the tying and winning goals in Game 1, becoming the first player in Stanley Cup Playoffs history to post the tying goal in the final 10 seconds of regulation and then the winning goal in overtime of that same contest.

Gaborik added another three goals and four points in the Kings seven-game series win over Chicago in the Western Conference Finals, and his goal late in the third period of Game 7 forced overtime. Teammate Alec Martinez scored the series-clinching goal in overtime, allowing Gaborik and the Kings to advance to the Stanley Cup Final.

And just like he did in the Western Conference Finals, Gaborik twice scored game-tying third period goals vs. the New York Rangers – in Game 2 and in Game 5 of the Stanley Cup Final – with both goals leading to overtime victories for the Kings. Gaborik finished his first-ever Stanley Cup Final with two goals and three points.

In addition to his time with the Kings, the 6-1, 204-pound Gaborik has also played for the Blue Jackets, Rangers and Minnesota Wild during his 14-year NHL career. In 810 career regular season games he has collected 347 goals (ranks 13th among active players), 704 points (347-357=704), 414 penalty minutes and a plus-minus rating of plus-96. In 80 career NHL playoff games he has 57 points including 32 goals.

Gaborik was an NHL All-Star in 2012, 2008 and 2003 (named All-Star MVP in 2012) and he was named an NHL Second Team All-Star at the conclusion of the 2011-12 season. He has scored at least 40 NHL goals on three occasions and he has scored at least 30 NHL goals four other times.

On the International stage, Gaborik has skated for his native Slovakia in both the 2010 Winter Olympics (finished fourth) and the 2006 Winter Olympics (finished fifth) totaling 12 points (7-5=12) in 13 career games.

The Kings first acquired Gaborik in exchange for forward Matt Frattin, a second round draft selection in the 2014 or 2015 NHL Draft (at Anaheim’s option) and a third round draft selection in the 2014 NHL Draft on March 5. The second-round pick in 2014 or 2015 going to Columbus was previously acquired by the Kings in the Jonathan Bernier deal with Toronto (June 23, 2013).

Tenay Talk: NHL Draft
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As the NHL’s 2013-14 season progressed, it was only natural to view each team's point totals in regards to not only playoff possibilities but also in terms of draft position.

With draft order based on reversing the standings, teams like the Sabres, Oilers and Islanders – barring major second-half turnarounds – looked to be in the running for the top picks. Once the season ended, the official order of the draft was finalized and the first pick goes to….the Florida Panthers as the 52nd NHL Draft takes place later this week -- June 27-28 -- at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Like every year, the age old question for every team's front office is: Do we select the best player available or do we pick based on need, looking at selections to fill specific roster weaknesses?

While the class of 2014 is not considered to be particularly strong, the following players have headed mock drafts and scouting reports as the top prospects:

The early favorite to go first overall is forward Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice, in his third full WHL season. The 18-year-old Vancouver native is not only offensively skilled, but has great bloodlines. Father Paul played in more than 700 NHL games; brother Max is currently in the Calgary Flames system; and brother Griffin plays defense for the Edmonton Oil Kings and was signed by the New York Islanders.

Scouts love Reinhart's hockey sense, his strong on-ice vision, his solid two-way play and his ability to anticipate. Adding to his already impressive list of accomplishments is that Hockey Canada named Reinhart as just one of two players from his draft class to be invited to the World Junior Championship selection camp.

Another top prospect from the WHL is center Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders. Draisaitl has the opportunity to be the highest draft selection from his native Germany (previous high being Marcel Goc by San Jose, 20th overall in 2001). Draisaitl has shown dramatic improvement in his offensive game this season and while his scoring has improved, he is most noted for his playmaking ability. Draisaitl played for Germany at the 2014 U20 WJC in Sweden.

The top defensive prospect is Aaron Ekblad, a 17-year-old from the OHL's Barrie Colts. Looking at Ekblad's size (6-4, 217 lbs.), his mobility is very impressive. While Ekblad is expected to contribute both offensively and defensively, NHL teams have not chosen defensemen with high picks in recent years but he may be the exception.

As the result of trades, several teams may move up, down or out of draft order. For example, the New Jersey Devils will forfeit their first round pick due to salary cap circumvention when they signed Ilya Kovalchuk. The Devils had the choice and decided to keep first round picks in 2011, 2012 and 2013 drafts.

The Ottawa Senators’ first round pick goes to the Anaheim Ducks as a result of the July 2013 trade that sent Bobby Ryan to the Sens for two players and this pick.

By the way, the Kings’ second rounder goes to Buffalo as a result of the April 2013 deal where the Sabres sent Robyn Regehr to LA. Buffalo also traded for the Minnesota Wild's second rounder. One more note on Buffalo stockpiling picks: the Sabres could receive the New York Islanders first round pick from the recent Thomas Vanek trade. If the pick is in the top 10 in 2014, the Islanders can choose to give it up in 2014 or 2015. If the pick is outside the top 10, then this remains a 2014 Sabres choice.

And one final note involving the Kings. LA could end up with Toronto's second round pick. The Kings acquired the choice in the June 2013 trade that sent Jonathan Bernier to Toronto. The Leafs have the choice of giving up their second rounder in either 2014 or 2015.

The Kings are currently slated to pick 29th overall on Friday. The last time the Kings made a selection in the first-round after winning the Stanley Cup they grabbed Tanner Pearson 30th overall. Pearson played in 25 regular season games this year and 24 more postseason contests.

LAKingsInsider.com’s Jon Rosen will be in Philly as will Kings Vision. Check back often for interviews and reports. Follow the Kings Communications Department on Twitter @LAKingsPR.

Wild Adds Seven On Day 2 Of NHL Draft
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The Minnesota Wild added seven players to their prospect stable Saturday during the second and final day of the 2014 National Hockey League Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Without a second round pick, which was traded to the Buffalo Sabres in exchange for Matt Moulson at this year’s trade deadline, Minnesota waited about an hour into day two, selecting defenseman Louis Belpedio from the United States National Team Development Program with the 20th selection of the third round, pick number 80 overall.

Originally scheduled to pick one slot earlier, the Wild traded back one spot with the Tampa Bay Lightning and picked up a seventh round pick in next year’s draft for the trouble.
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A teammate of Wild first round selection Alex Tuch with Team USA, Belpedio is a smaller defenseman in the mold of current defenseman Jared Spurgeon. At 5-10, and 193 pounds, Belpedio is a right-handed shot who grew up a Chicago Blackhawks fan from Skokie, Ill.

“I’m a Chicago kid, so there’s a little bit of a rivalry there, but I’ve switched to the other side already,” Belpedio said.

Belpedio scored seven goals and added 13 assists in 53 games with the Under-18 team last season. As a U-17 two seasons ago, Belpedio had a goal and 11 assists in 56 games. He said he models his game after his favorite player, Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Kris Letang.

“I try to play in all three zones,” Belpedio said. “I try to jump in the play when I can, be aggressive, use my body when I can and skate.”

Belpedio will begin his collegiate career this fall at the University of Miami (Ohio).

In Round four, the Wild selected goaltender Kaapo Kahkonen.

Like current Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom, Kahkonen is a native of Helsinki, Finland. At 6-foot-1 and 200 pounds, Kahkonen is a lefty glove that played in 38 games with the Junior Blues in Finland’s SM-Liiga last season. Scouting reports note Kahkonen is a mobile goaltender that isn’t afraid to leave his crease to play the puck. He is the fourth rated European goaltender according to NHL’s Central Scouting and said his favorite Finnish goaltender is Dallas Stars net minder Kari Lehtonen.

“I’m calm and play a butterfly style,” Kahkonen said. “But I try to fight for pucks and help my teammates.”

Minnesota selected back-to-back defensemen in the middle rounds, picking Tanner Faith with the 19th selection in round five, 139 overall and Pontus Sjalin with their first of three picks in round six, No. 160 overall.

Faith, a 6-foot-3 right-handed shot from Terrace, British Columbia, just completed his second season with Kootenay of the Western Hockey League. A shoulder injury limited Faith to only 10 games in 2013-14, but with injury concerns now behind him, the Wild chose to buy low on a prospect many feel would have gone higher in the draft had he been healthy this season. Already blessed with NHL size, Faith skates well and is a solid puck-mover.

With Sjalin, the Wild selected a lefty shot that skates well and can chip in offensively. A 6-feet and 170-pound native of Sweden, Sjalin scored nine points in 31 games with three different Ostersunds IK teams last season.

Minnesota wrapped up the draft with three straight centers, picking Chase Lang 167th, Reid Duke two picks later at 169 and Pavel Jenys with their final pick, No. 199 overall.

Lang and Duke both play in the Western Hockey League, with Lang playing for the Calgary Hitmen and Duke with the Lethbridge Hurricanes.

At 6-foot-1 and 176 pounds, Lang scored 10 goals and 25 points in 68 games with the Hitmen last season. He plays a gritty game as well, racking up 52 penalty minutes.

Duke could be a steal in the sixth round. Ranked 137th by Central Scouting, Duke was ranked 65th on their midterm ratings and could have been a second or third round pick as recently as six months ago.

At 6-feet and 190 pounds, Duke finished third on the Hurricanes with 40 points and was tied for the team lead with seven power play goals.

Jenys is the 21st ranked European skater in Central Scouting’s final rankings and scored 13 goals and 19 points in 26 games with Brno Jr. in the Czech Republic.

Jenys is a gritty, character forward with a big-time shot and a winning pedigree — he’s won five consecutive national championships at different levels while growing up in the Czech Republic.
That's A Wrap: 2014 Draft Day 2

Saturday, 06.28.2014 / 4:00 PM

By Mike Doyle - Managing Editor / View From the Lighthouse  

 Print 

 E-mail 

 The Wild picked up seven prospects on Day 2 of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in rounds 2 through 7. The Lighthouse was on location at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia and made a few observations:

Trades! Trades!! TRADES!!!

Coming into the weekend, trade talk seemed to dwarf prospect talk—especially if your team was picking in the bottom half of the first round like the Wild. If you’re a fan of bartering, you’re probably disappointed on the weekend.

The Wild made a single move on Day 2, dropping back a single spot—from 79 to 80. The Lighthouse was getting ready to snap some photos for the Wild.com gallery when Tampa Bay Lightning GM Steve Yzerman approached the Wild table and GM Chuck Fletcher. Minnesota inched back a single spot for Tampa’s seventh-round pick in 2015.
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No Trade Clause 

In order to make a trade you need a dance partner. The Wild made it well known that it was in the market to acquire a second-round pick this year. After the Draft, Fletcher said the club had its sights set on four projected second-rounders. The Wild found a partner, but the prospects were swooped up with four-straight picks and the deal was off.

Fletcher said after that the trade would’ve involved the club’s second-round selection next year so instead of “kicking the can down the road” the team retained its pick next season. Sometimes the best trade is the one you don’t make #analysis.

What’s In A Name

If we graded prospects purely on names—and not things like talent, speed, size and grit—the Wild could argue it had the best Draft class of the year. Alex Tuch, Tanner Faith, Chase Lang and Reid Duke are all Grade-A hockey names. We really like the K-literation of Kaapo Kahkonen. Louis Belpedio rolls off the tongue and sounds like a 15th century Italian explorer. We don’t know a whole lot about Pontus Sjalin, outside that Pontus is a solid first name. If the Lighthouse were running a draft team, we’d have grabbed Hayden Hawkey before the Habs.

I’m Not Sjalin A Thing 

The Wild had three sixth round picks and used the first on a virtually unknown defenseman, Sjalin. Wild European scout, Ricard Persson, is from the same hometown as the blueliner, Östersunds, Sweden. Sjalin plays in the third division, so he’s not well known. However, the Wild knew another team had the prospect on their board, so it selected him 160th overall. Flahr said he’s an intelligent player and a smooth skater. 

Rapid Fire 

One of our favorite things about Day 2 of the Draft is the rapid succession of selections by teams. No “thanks for having us Philly” or “congrats on the Cup win L.A.” The pomp and circumstance of the first round is thrown out the window for brevity.

Philly fans must’ve liked the rapid fire too, because the first sign of stalling, the crowd began to boo—it was 10:28 a.m. Nashville was on the clock and emcee Jim Gregory, who runs a tight ship, called out the Preds for taking its sweet time. Midway through the booing, Gregory announced there was a trade in progress, as the Predators sent its pick to San Jose. Aside from the boos, there was only one delay in a speedy Day 2, when Chicago’s draft table microphone went out. Yep, you guessed it, the Philly faithful booed.

Bruuuuuce

When Bruce Springsteen comes to town, it must be awfully confusing for people who are not fans of the Boss’s music. It’s probably a low number, though, because Springsteen has a 53 banner, the number of Philadelphia sellouts, hanging from the rafters. Up next at 48: The Piano Man, Billy Joel.

Classy Calgary 

A touching gesture from the Calgary Flames today. Tom Webster, a longtime scout who is retiring this year, named the club’s final pick. While the draft floor gave him a standing ovation, Webster was misty-eyed as he announced the pick.

Drama After the Draft 

People throughout the United States have acquired World Cup fever. It has spilled into the hockey world as well. After the Draft, Brazil and Chile went into penalty kicks in their elimination matchup. Two camps, one emanating from below the bleachers and NHL organizations watching in team suites above the arena level, were watching the game. Making things more compelling: the organizations watching from the suite level viewing the game on a slight delay, so there was a three-second echo of “ooohs” or cheers. The media level got into the act, watching on laptops, but our delay was about a minute behind, so the “ooohs” were decidedly muted and less dramatic.
Wild Selects Belpedio After Third-Round Trade
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 The Wild made the third round a little more interesting at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia.

Slated to pick no. 79 overall, the Wild traded its pick to Tampa Bay for the no. 80 pick and a seventh round pick in 2015.

Picking just one spot later, the Wild selected defenseman Louis Belpedio from the U.S. National Development Program — its second pick from the program so far this draft (yes, making it two-for-two). Last season the 5-foot-10, 193-pound blueliner tallied 23 points in 61 games played with seven goals and 16 assists. He also registered 44 PIM and a plus-14 rating. The Skokie, Illinois native is a Miami of Ohio commit.
Round 1 Round-Up
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The first round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft is in the books here at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. As we look forward to (a long) Day 2 tomorrow, rounds two through seven, let’s first look at a couple of highlights from the first round:

Philly Boos 

Not a shocker: Philadelphia fans booed NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman tonight, a lot. When Bettman was giving his introduction speech, Philly fans in attendance gave him a solid three minutes of boos. It was tough to hear what Bettman was saying from our spot on the riser, as the fans behind us were extra boisterous.

An example of their verbosity and creativity, when Florida was onstage to announce its pick, Aaron Ekblad, team General Manager Dale Tallon paused momentarily for dramatic effect. During the ever-so-brief pause, I heard Philly fans yell: Johnny Manziel, no one cares, and your mom. I don’t think any of those people are draft eligible, but it’s just a pleasure to be at the Draft in Philly.

I could tell you about a trade…
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The first time Philly fans stopped booing Bettman was for the announcement of the first trade of the draft. However, the commish threw a bit of a curveball, instead of going with his traditional, “We have a trade to announce,” he gave a little teaser, “I could tell you about a trade.” Great way to muzzle the Philly faithful, who were quiet for a nanosecond because Bettman announced that the trade involved the city’s arch nemesis, Pittsburgh Penguins…

Draft Day Deals

Coming into this weekend, trade speculation was flying around the League like snowballs at Santa Claus in the City of Brotherly Love. Both Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher and Assistant GM Brent Flahr hinted that there would be major movement. However, things were pretty quiet at the Draft with only one move involving current players. The Nashville Predators acquired James Neal from Pittsburgh in exchange for forwards Patric Hornqvist and Nick Spaling.

Of course earlier in the day, the Anaheim Ducks made a big splash by picking up Ryan Kesler from the Vancouver Canucks. The Ducks sent center Nick Bonino, defenseman Luca Sbisa and Anaheim’s first round (No. 24, Jared McCann) and third round (85 overall) picks. Anaheim acquired Vancouver’s third-round pick in 2015.

Tuch Rule 

All week, the Wild brain trust hinted at trading the Wild’s pick to move down the board. However, the club couldn’t pass on its 18th pick, Alex Tuch, who played with the United States National Team Development Program last season. The Baldwinsville, N.Y. native has prototypical power-forward size at 6-foot-3, 218-pounds. He’s set to begin his freshman season at Boston College in the fall, joining another Wild prospect, Adam Gilmour.

Central Scouting had Tuch ranked as the 12th-best North American Prospect and top ranked American skater. However, teammates at the US U-18 Team, Dylan Larkin and Sonny Milano, who were ranked lower than Tuch, were drafted ahead of the power forward. That allowed the Wild to stay at 18 and pick up Tuch.

“I know everyone says we can’t believe he fell to us, but we really can’t believe he fell to us,” Fletcher joked after the Draft.

The YouTube vids for Tuch are pretty slim pickings, but the Lighthouse did find this cool feature on the youngster from CNYHomepage.com.

According to WildTV’s Dusty Peterson, Tuch said that he had about 100 people in attendance. The Wild.com photo gallery captured pretty tender moment: his mom’s reaction to her son’s name being called by the Wild. It’s our favorite shot of the night.

Sights and Stanley 

The Draft is a great fan experience because there are a number of activities fans can take part in. For the Lighthouse, checking out hardware has become an annual Draft event. The Stanley Cup was in the house tonight, and fans wrapped around the concourse to take a photo with the chalice. The NHL’s individual awards were also on display going on a bender in Las Vegas for the NHL Awards. No word on how much the Hart Trophy dropped at the blackjack table, but we hear that dude likes to party.

More Cheese Please 

The Draft media meal was Philly Cheesesteaks for anyone interested in that type of stuff, because, of course it was. That brings the Lighthouse’s Cheesesteak count to three on the week. Hopefully we fit into our trousers tomorrow
Wild Selects Tuch With First-Round Pick
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After being taken 18th overall Friday by the Minnesota Wild, forward Alex Tuch said he was relieved, if not a little surprised. 

 It wasn’t as though Tuch wasn’t prepared to be selected in the top-20 overall — many mock drafts had him pegged somewhere in the top-15 picks. It was more the destination and the Wild, who Tuch said remained relatively quiet about their interest.

“They stood back in the shadows a little bit,” Tuch said. “I was kind of surprised that they picked me but really happy they picked me because it’s such a great organization with a good winning culture and a lot of great players.”
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Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher said he was surprised to find Tuch still available at 18, and with a number of potential trades presenting themselves as the pick drew closer, Fletcher said Tuch’s combination of size and skill was simply too much to pass up.

“We truly couldn’t believe he was there,” Fletcher said. “There were some tempting offers to move back, but Alex has that rare combination of size and skill. This guy can skate, he’s big and strong, can shoot the puck and he’s going to be a handful for people to defend against.”

Tuch, the top-ranked American skater available in the draft, is a big, right-shot winger that profiles as a power forward at the NHL level.

 At 6-foot-3 and 213 pounds, Tuch uses his size well by playing a gritty, physical game around the net. Asked to compare his game to a current NHLer, Tuch said he models himself after Anaheim Ducks center Ryan Kesler and St. Louis Blues captain and Minnesota native David Backes.

“I’m a big, strong power forward, very versatile, highly skilled, heavy shot,” Tuch said. “I use my body, but I also play in three ends of the ice.” 

 “He's a big strong winger with quality hands and an NHL shot. We feel that he has tremendous upside,” Wild Assistant General Manager Brent Flahr said. “We are very excited to add a potential power forward to our group of prospects.”

A native of Baldwinsville, N.Y., Tuch was tied for the team lead with seven game-winning goals last season and was a plus-35. He was third on the team with 64 points, including 29 goals, in 61 games. 

 Tuch helped lead Team USA to a gold medal in the 2014 Under-18 World Championships and also won a bronze medal in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge in 2013. He was also on the U.S. team that finished first at the 2012 Four Nations Tournament.

 "He's always been a big body and has skated well, but I think he's just starting to realize how big and strong he is," USNTDP U-18 coach Danton Cole told NHL.com "He imposes his will on the game sometimes, and that's a good compliment.”

A meat-and-potatoes-type player, Tuch is not an elite skater but moves extremely well for his size. He’s also a high-character player with a high hockey IQ.

 Tuch will begin his college career this fall at Boston College, where he will be a teammate of Wild draft pick Adam Gilmour, a fourth round selection by Minnesota in 2012.

“It’s really been my dream school since I watched them win the national title back in 2001,” Tuch said. “Everything fit; the coaching, the school, everything.” 
Power Forward Tuch Continues To Grow Into His Game
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Right wing Alex Tuch of the United States National Team Development Program Under-18 team was in high demand at the 2014 NHL Scouting Combine.

Tuch is the top-rated American-born skater on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, and No. 12 among all skaters.

The 6-foot-3, 213-pound right-handed shot had interviews with all 30 NHL teams at the Combine. He comes off a season that saw him round out his game over the second half.

"He's always been a big body and has skated well, but I think he's just starting to realize how big and strong he is," USNTDP U-18 coach Danton Cole said. "He imposes his will on the game sometimes, and that's a good compliment. If he makes it to the second round of the draft, a lot of [NHL] people made a mistake because I feel Alex is a legit first-round candidate."

Tuch is a prototypical power-forward. He skates surprisingly well for a big man and had 29 goals, 64 points and 70 penalty minutes in 61 games. He finished tied for second with eight power-play goals and was tied for first with seven game-winners.
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A big moment for Tuch, who is committed to Boston College for next season, was his performance at the Five Nations Tournament in February, when he had two goals and four points in his team's four-game sweep to the title.

"That tournament win in Russia [Five Nations] shows how far we were as a team," Tuch said. "Personally I've matured as a player in all aspects of my game. I've been consistent."

Tuch credits Cole's coaching for much of his success.

"A lot of credit must go to Danton because he stuck by me and always encouraged and boosted my confidence," he said. "I've always had a level head, but the confidence I gained this year really helped my game."

Tuch played on one of the most productive lines in the history of the U-18 team, with center Jack Eichel and left wing Sonny Milano. Milano, who was second on the team with 86 points (29 goals, 57 assists) is No. 16 on Central Scouting's list, while Eichel, who had team-highs of 38 goals and 87 points, is a candidate to be the first player picked at the 2015 draft.

"Alex is a big body and that's something you can't teach," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen said. "He's got some grit to his game and is good around the net, is physical. If you're looking for a skilled guy with magic hands you choose Milano; if you're looking for a power forward it's Tuch, so it's a matter of team needs at that slot."

Milano said he enjoyed his time with Tuch on the top unit this season.

"We complemented each other so well," Milano said. "I'm more of a skilled type of player. Tuch added the size and strength and Eichel had the speed; we all complemented each other's game. It worked out really well and it was a great line."
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Andy Baggot has been on the Wisconsin State Journal sports staff since 1978, when he was thrilled to be hired to take prep scores over the telephone. Now a columnist and the beat writer for the UW men’s hockey team, Baggot also covers the UW athletic department. A Tomah High School graduate, he's been fortunate enough to attend two Olympics, three Rose Bowls, one Super Bowl and four NCAA championship games.

Jack Dougherty is well aware of the legacy that awaits him. In fact, it’s what drew him to the University of Wisconsin men’s hockey program.

Dougherty knows UW has a reputation for attracting and developing NHL-caliber defensemen. He hopes to have his name on that list soon.

A significant step in that process should come Friday when the NHL Entry Draft is held in Philadelphia. Dougherty, part of the 11-member freshman class for the Badgers next season, will be on hand for the two-day event at the Wells Fargo Center expecting to be chosen late in the first round or early in the second.

That would put Dougherty, who turned 18 in May, in some exclusive company. Since 2003, the Badgers have had nine defensemen selected in the first two rounds of the draft — four in the first, five in the second — and eight have reached the NHL.

That track record loomed large when Dougherty, from Cottage Grove, Minnesota, signed with UW. He originally committed to Ohio State but changed course when Mark Osiecki, a former Badgers assistant who tutored defensemen, was surprisingly fired as coach of the Buckeyes in 2013.

“It was huge,” Dougherty said of the reputation at UW. “You look around the NHL and there’s a lot of Badgers defensemen.”

All four first-round selections — Ryan Suter in 2003, Ryan McDonagh and Brendan Smith in 2007 and Jake Gardiner in 2008 — have become mainstays with Minnesota, the New York Rangers, Detroit and Toronto, respectively.

Of those taken in the second round, Jamie McBain (2006) and Justin Schultz (’08) are regulars in Buffalo and Edmonton, respectively. Cody Goloubef (2008) and Jake McCabe (’12) are vying for steady roles in Columbus and Buffalo, respectively.

The lone outlier was Nigel Williams, who played one game with the Badgers in 2006-07 before leaving to play Major Junior in Canada. He eventually played 166 minor-league games but never reached the NHL.

Dougherty, who played last season with the U.S. National Team Developmental Program in Ann Arbor, Michigan, isn’t as physically sturdy as McDonagh or McCabe at this stage. Nor is Dougherty, listed at 6-foot-1 and 186 pounds, an electrifying skater as is Gardiner.

But Dougherty has a lot going for him. Scouts say he sees the ice exceptionally well, is an elite passer, has an assertive presence on defense and plays with a confident edge.

Osiecki, a former Badgers and NHL defenseman who recruited almost all of those top blue-liners while at UW from 2004 to ’10, was asked how Dougherty compared to that group. Osiecki said Dougherty was “probably the closest to Justin’s game.’’

That’s high praise. Schultz was a first-team All-American in 2011 and ’12 who twice led NCAA defensemen in goals and points.

“He seems to be a blend of a bunch of guys,” UW coach Mike Eaves said of Dougherty. “His vision with the puck, his mobility (and) his shot — he can do a lot of things back there.

“People have asked, ‘What’s going to be the key to his success?’ Well, that’s going to be his ability to adapt to the speed and strength of the college game. But he definitely has a package of skills that you don’t teach.”

Dougherty is among several prospects with UW ties who expect to be selected in the seven-round draft.

Two other incoming freshmen — centers Adam Rockwood and Matt Ustaski — are candidates. So are defenseman Matt Berkovitz and winger Shamus Malone, who will play another season of juniors before coming to Madison in 2015-16. Also eligible for selection are UW sophomore center Morgan Zulinick and junior defenseman Kevin Schulze.

Another incoming freshman, center Cameron Hughes, is projected to be a first-round selection in the 2015 draft.

Dougherty was among those invited to take part in the NHL draft combine in May. In addition to a series of physical tests, he met with officials from several clubs about their wants and needs.

“I think a lot of the teams at the end of the first round like me,” Dougherty said, “but I’ll go where I go.”

Opinions on Dougherty vary. While McKeen’s has him No. 22 (Pittsburgh) and the Hockey News has him No. 25 (Boston), Red Line Report has Dougherty ranked at No. 33 (second round) and noted scout Craig Button has him at No. 81 (third round).

“The draft is pretty cool, but it doesn’t mean anything,” Dougherty said. “You still have to work hard and make the team. It just gives you a team to work toward making.”

Dougherty and most of his fellow freshmen are in Madison working out with their new UW teammates under the watchful eye of Jim Snider, the strength and conditioning coach.

The Badgers lost three of their top six defensemen from a season ago, so there are lots of minutes available to someone such as Dougherty, who is known as a take-charge guy.

“I like that,” he said.

Read more: http://host.madison.com/sports/college/hockey/badgers-hockey-incoming-freshman-jack-dougherty-could-be-selected-in/article_7bbdabf4-6170-5564-9b47-5c782f5d7822.html#ixzz35txBTjTK
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Edmonton Oilers GM still has lots of work to do to rebuild team

Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish speaks at an end-of-the-season press conference in the National Hockey League team’s head office on April 15, 2014.

Photograph by: Ryan Jackson Ryan Jackson , Edmonton Journal

EDMONTON — After watching the Los Angeles Kings celebrate a second Stanley Cup championship in the last three years, it’s painfully obvious how far away the Edmonton Oilers are from a party like that.

Just making the playoffs would be cause for much dancing here, which Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish certainly knows because he was the coach of the last Edmonton team to play a post-season game more than 2,900 days ago.

There is no magic bullet for MacTavish. He will continue the rebuilding effort with the third overall pick in Friday’s NHL entry draft at Philadelphia, barring an unlikely trade up to No. 1. It’ll be the fourth time in the last five years they’ve selected in the top three.

There’s a slim chance MacTavish could move the No. 3 pick for immediate help — probably on the blue-line — if defenceman Aaron Ekblad and big centre Leon Draisaitl are gone, but he would want a mid-first-round pick back to make sure he has a pick in the top 15.

The Oilers do not have a second- or third-round pick. They gave up their second-rounder in the David Perron trade with the St. Louis Blues last July and their third to get goalie Ben Scrivens from the Los Angeles Kings in January.

Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Jordan Eberle and Justin Schultz are off-limits for any trade, but the longest-serving Oiler, centre Sam Gagner, is probably in play. He has two years left on his contract at $5 million a season.

MacTavish is fully aware of the NHL holes he has to fill: another puck-rushing defenceman; a third-pairing, tough-nosed blue-liner who can kill penalties; a big centre for the second or third line; and at least one or two third-liners with some offensive juice.

For now, he’s trying to improve the Oilers’ lot in life in the draft by maybe getting a player — Ekblad or centres Draisaitl, Sam Bennett or Sam Reinhart — who can play immediately.

Here’s what MacTavish had to say on a variety of topics pre-draft:

Q: After watching the Kings, do you realize how far away you are from being in that company? Is that a fair question?

A: Sure, because L.A.’s in our division. This thing will turn quickly, but we need something to trigger it. Hopefully, we can add some depth in a much, more productive way than we did this year when we play those teams. I don’t feel any different now than when we went through California in the regular season. That was tough.

Q: We keep hearing the free-agent crop is pretty weak, so there will be lots of trades at the draft. What are the chances something gets done in Philadelphia for immediate help?

A: Teams always hope they can work a deal, but you have to really work to find a good fit. Last year, we talked for well over a month before trading for Perron, different pieces and so forth. For us, it’s a bit painful because there’s some guys I won’t give up and those are the guys (Hall, Nugent-Hopkins, Eberle and Schultz) everybody wants. We won’t trade those guys. So you have your draft choice (in play).”

Q: About that No. 3 pick? You’re not of a mind to give it up, are you? What about moving up to No. 1?

A: There will be some interesting discussions. I’m not sure where that’s all going to go. This year, you certainly don’t know who’s going to be the best player. Nobody’s clearly ahead of the others. There’s arrogance if you think that’s the case. There’s going to be a positional bias with teams. It’ll be a positional determination for any team in the top four or maybe five. Our need is defencemen and centremen, but not necessarily in that order. We’ll get one of those needs satisfied at this draft.”

Q: Is it still your feeling that the Florida Panthers want to trade the No. 1 pick (to get immediate help)?

A: I’m not so sure. They definitely will if they get what they want. The rumour is the guy they want isn’t in the top four.

Q: What about Gagner? He’s been an Oiler since 2007 and a solid No. 2 centre for most of his time here. Are you trading him? He has two years left at a $4.8-million salary-cap hit ($5-million salary each of the next two seasons) and his no-trade clause doesn’t kick in until July 1.

A: He’s in the same category as everybody else. We’re all trying to improve our teams and our performance.

Q: Sam hasn’t asked for a trade like Ottawa Senators centre Jason Spezza, has he? Spezza wants a change of scenery with one year left on his contract.

A: No. Sam’s of really good character. He’s coming off a disappointing season from our perspective and his perspective, but I’m certainly not discounting the effect of the slash to the face and the broken jaw at the start. He missed training camp and a month of the season. He came back quickly. We were in such a poor state that he really felt the need to come back and turn things around. He had a hard time recovering from it, which is understandable. We fully expect he’ll have a bounce-back year. Players normally do. He had such a good lockout year.

Q: Don’t you have to trade solid pieces of your team to get help in other areas? Can you get that in the unrestricted free-agent (UFA) marketplace?

A: We need somebody who’ll go north-south with the puck from the back end. We need defence that can move the puck better. That’s a priority, but there’s not much of that in the UFA market. Historically, a big percentage of those signings in the UFA season are poor anyway. You’re often better sticking with your own guys, guys you know. You have to do your homework with free agency. Hopefully, we make some good decisions. We are going to target some people. We’d like a third-pairing defenceman who can block shots and kill penalties. A Mark Fraser-type guy.

Q: Do you need a first-pairing defenceman, through a trade or free-agent signing, who can play with Schultz? Like a left-handed Dan Girardi? That would be ideal right? Or a Brent Seabrook?

A: I can’t mention any names. I think Justin has enough game. He’s not too needy out there.

Q: From the outside, it looks like you have good top-six forwards and excellent character guys like Matt Hendricks and Boyd Gordon, who were maybe playing a little higher up in the batting order than they should have been. Could you use some third-line guys with some offensive touch?

A: Yup. That’s fair. Much like Chicago’s got where they have three lines of offensive guys and a fourth line that can play against anybody. That’s what we’d really like to do. We need (Anton) Lander to step up and (Mark) Arcobello, or add a free-agent forward or two who can compete for those jobs. Maybe somebody who could come in and be a good fit with Yak (Nail Yakupov on the third line). We have the first line (Hall, Nugent-Hopkins and Eberle). If we can draft a guy at centre who can play, then we’d have that guy, Perron and Sam or some form of that.

Q: Can the player you draft play in the league next year?

A: Yeah, I’d say so. But the player will determine that. We’re in way better shape now than we were before in terms of forcing guys in. The first overall picks always play. I think the last one who didn’t was Mike Modano (who went back to junior with the Prince Albert Raiders in 1988; but defenceman Chris Phillips actually returned to the WHL, too, in 1996).

Q: You have the third pick and then don’t pick again until No. 91 (first pick in Round 4). Is it paramount you get a second- or third-round selection somehow for your scouts and to add another higher-rated kid to the organization?

A: I’d be surprised if I get one. If you can’t get it at the trade deadline, you can’t get it closer to the draft. The value of draft choices at the trade deadline is at the bottom. At the draft, the value is high.

Q: But you could trade an established player?

A: Like who?

Q: Well, everybody keeps mentioning Sam Gagner?

A: I don’t know.

Q: What are the odds you’ll make a trade at the draft? 50-50?

A: I can’t put a percentage on it. Probably not that high.

Q: You mentioned the Perron trade where you gave up Magnus Paajarvi and your second-round pick this June?

A: That’s painful. The second-round pick turned out to be a lot higher than I thought it would be (No. 33 overall). There will be somebody there I really like.

Q: Having your scouts sit that long at the draft between picks after watching players all winter is tough though, isn’t it?

A: At least we have a goalie (Ben Scrivens for the third-round pick) and a decent right-winger (David Perron for the second-rounder). It’s painful not having them, believe me. This is how you get better, by drafting and developing.

Q: Would you like to get a goaltender in this draft? The cupboard is still pretty bare in the organization, isn’t it?

A: Yeah, we’d like to get another goalie. The cupboard is fuller than it was. (Former Edmonton Oil King Laurent) Brossoit is probably a couple of years away. He’ll hopefully have a solid year in the American League next season (as a backup). We’ve signed Ty Rimmer and he can play in the East Coast League. I like Ty. We also have (Frans) Tuohimaa, who we signed, (and Tyler Bunz). They’ll all be competing.

Q: The idea of going out to sign an older free-agent European goalie is probably over now, right, because you have Scrivens and Viktor Fasth?

A: Yeah. We did try for (Chicago Blackhawks backup Antti) Raanta last year, but generally those older Europeans or guys who’ve had success at the KHL level want one-way contracts. It’s unlikely we’d do that, given we’re happy with Ben and Fasth.

Q: You’ve got the good kids in Hall, Nugent-Hopkins and Co., but there’s a void of mentorship in the 27-28-year-old group to give the kids help if they’re having a bad night, to take some heat off them, isn’t there? Don’t you have to fill that hole?

A: It depends on the cost, though. Older players who can come in and buy our young guys some time to develop without the type of pressure and scrutiny they’re under is ideal. But I think we can get a couple through a trade or through free agency. We can hopefully augment what we have and be more competitive.

Q: You do miss the leadership of a second-tier group though, don’t you? Not, the guys over 30? Like Ryan Smyth last year and Andrew Ference and others.

A: I thought Smytty did a great job last year. He was exceptional for us in that regard. Ference (35) was really good, Hendricks (33) made a big difference. Gordon (30) was a quiet leader as well.

Q: Are you sold on all your young guys in the minors or who had looks with you last year? They’re not going anywhere in trades are they? Like (Martin) Marincin or (Oscar) Klefbom or any of your other young defencemen?

A: Every organization values its prospects higher, normally, than other teams because you know them well. Marincin had a really good year with us and we’re optimistic about him. Klefbom played very well at the end, but we’ll see if he’s ready or needs more time in the American League. This upcoming camp is very important for players like (David) Musil and (Martin) Gernat, who played in Oklahoma City last year. They have to show improvement. I suspect Musil will come into camp with a real determined effort to compete for a job, whereas last year he was just feeling his way. Gernat has to come to camp with a better mentality and put in work on his body. He has to make a step. If guys like Musil and Gernat don’t make steps, then you start to get concerned that they won’t do what they have to do to be players.

Q: What about 2013 first-round draft pick Darnell Nurse? If he doesn’t make the Oilers, he has to go back to junior for another year, right?

A: Yeah. He was close last year. He’s over 200 pounds now. We’ll see him at our orientation camp (early July at Jasper) and hope to get him here working out for the rest of July. Get him indoctrinated into the system. He’ll be very close.
zzzz
The Class of 2014
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PHILADELPHIA – The Canadiens are leaving the City of Brotherly Love with six new prospects to groom into future NHLers.

After waiting nearly three hours on Friday night to call on Russian-born forward Nikita Scherbak from the Saskatoon Blades with the 26th overall selection at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, the Canadiens decided to trade up on Saturday morning in Round 3. Swapping picks No. 87 and 177 to the Arizona Coyotes for No. 73 overall, Canadiens director of amateur scouting Trevor Timmins opted to beef up the team’s depth chart by drafting 6-foot-4, 205-pound defenseman, Brett Lernout in the third round.

Nikita Scherbak highlights  

“We made that trade to move up because we wanted to make sure we had the chance to draft Brett,” explained Timmins of the hulking blue-liner, who had 22 points and a plus-7 differential in 72 games in 2013-14, while leading the Broncos with 103 PIMs including 11 fighting majors. “I looked at the teams drafting in front of us and thought there was a good chance he wouldn’t be there if we had stayed.”

Jumping from 80th at the midterm rankings to 52nd among all North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting at the end of the season, Lernout turned heads at the NHL Combine in early June by dominating a few of the fitness tests. Finishing first in a pair of jumping tests – vertical leg power with and without pause – he also tied for second among all prospects by completing 12 pull-ups. Described as “big, tough and nasty” by Central Scouting’s B.J. MacDonald, it’s no surprise Lernout lists Chris Pronger as one of his biggest hockey influences.

“He’s a big, strong, strapping defenseman,” added Timmins. “He’s tough as nails and has a heavy shot. We wanted to add some size on defense and he was a good fit.”

Lernout didn’t make the trip to Philadelphia to hear his name called in person, but the Winnipeg native will be in Brossard, ready to put his big body and intermediate-level French to use at the team’s summer development camp in July.

In Round 5, Timmins added even more depth to the back end of the depth chart, calling on 6-foot-2 Western Canadian rearguard Nikolas Koberstein from the Alberta Junior Hockey League’s Olds Grizzlys. Another frequent penalty box guest, the Barrhead, AB native racked up 153 PIMs in 55 games with the Grizzlys in 2013-14. Ranked 205th by Central Scouting at the end of the season, the big blue-liner was an off-the-board pick for Timmins and his staff at No. 125 overall.

“Koberstein was a guy we went under the radar with. We spent some time with him after the season and I think this guy has good upside and long-range projection,” shared Timmins, adding that Koberstein will head back to Olds to serve as the team’s captain next year before attending the University of Alaska-Fairbanks in 2015-16. “He’s a good kid with tons of character, but he’s a good hockey player, too.”

The Canadiens selected Sherbrooke Phoenix forward, Daniel Audette, with the 147th pick at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.  

With their second fifth-round pick of the day, the Canadiens went for a player with strong family ties to the organization, drafting Daniel Audette with the 147th overall pick. The son of former Hab and current Canadiens scout Donald Audette has spent the last two years starring for the Sherbrooke Phoenix in the QMJHL. Audette had 76 points in 68 games in 2013-14, leading the Phoenix in scoring with 32 more points than the team’s second-leading scorer. The Blainville, QC native finished 15th overall in the QMJHL scoring race, one spot behind fellow Habs prospect, Charles Hudon, earning his spot with the Canadiens through merit, not bloodlines.

“We took Donald right out of the equation in all our draft meetings. Any discussions we had, we asked Donald to leave the room,” shared Timmins, who also had the elder Audette watch the second day of the draft from the stands with Daniel to ensure an unbiased selection.

“At the press conference on Thursday I said we wanted to get bigger, stronger and faster, but at the same time, if there’s a player that’s undersized there and he’s a good hockey player, it’s tough to pass. That’s the situation here with Daniel,” continued Timmins, likening the 5-foot-9 forward to a fellow fifth-round pick the Canadiens made in 2010. “Similar to Brendan Gallagher in his draft year, you simply can’t go by a player with that much ability. He was pretty emotional when he came to the table and he said we wouldn’t regret it. He’s an undersized player, but he’s thick. He’s got that tenacity and grit that it takes for an undersized player to succeed.”

With the team’s second-last pick in 2014, the Habs opted to shore up the future of the Canadiens’ crease by calling on USHL Goaltender of the Year, Hayden Hawkey at No.177 overall. Posting All-Star numbers in his rookie season with the Omaha Lancers, Hawkey led the league with a .926 save percentage and became the first USHL netminder since 2002 to finish with a sub-2.00 goals-against average. Hawkey has committed to playing at Providence College in the NCAA following his USHL career.

Rounding out the Canadiens’ Draft Class of 2014, Timmins looked to the Ontario Junior Hockey League, selecting 6-foot forward Jake Evans from the St. Mike’s Buzzers. In his second full OJHL season, Evans recorded nearly an assist-per-game, finishing with 63 points – including 47 helpers – in 49 games.

Despite having fewer early picks in 2014 than he had at his disposal in 2013, Timmins made the most of his six turns at the mic. Adding skill, and offensive hockey sense in Scherbak, grit and power in Lernout and Koberstein, playmaking and tenacity in Audette and Evans and some solid backstopping in Hawkey, the team’s director of amateur scouting was happy with his staff’s haul in Philadelphia.

“It’s going to take a few years before we know how we did at this year’s draft, as it always does, but we’re happy with the guys we got,” he said. “They’re guys we targeted and we still have guys left on the list that we wanted to draft.”

While the six players drafted by the team in 2014 have already made the first step in their NHL hockey journeys by hearing their names called by the Canadiens on Friday and Saturday, their long road to the league begins for real when development camp kicks off in Brossard in early July.

Shauna Denis is a writer for canadiens.com.
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PHILADELPHIA – Donald Audette was in Philadelphia on official team business, but the 2014 NHL Entry Draft was also personal for the former Habs forward.

While he was attending the draft as a member of the Canadiens’ scouting staff where he scours Quebec and the Maritimes looking for teenage talent, Audette wasn’t seated at his usual spot around the team’s table on the second day of the weekend. Instead, he was watching from the stands at Wells Fargo Center, supporting his son, Daniel, who was selected by the Habs with the 147th-overall pick in Round 5.

“My dad spent the draft with me. It was a special day for me so I was really happy he was able to be there,” shared Daniel, who led the QMJHL’s Sherbrooke Phoenix with 78 points in 2013-14. “He told me to enjoy the moment. He was drafted late in his year, too, and he told me it was still one of the best days of his life. It’s the same for me today.”

Daniel Audette 

Happy to watch the action from the audience instead of the draft floor for his son’s big day, the elder Audette admits it was more difficult sitting through his son’s draft than his own, when he was selected in the ninth round by Buffalo in 1989.

“Since we weren’t picking until 87th today, [director of amateur scouting] Trevor [Timmins] told me to go see Daniel and spend the morning with him,” explained Audette, who had texted his son earlier on Saturday to wish him luck. “I saw him starting to get nervous and I thought it was important to be there to support him. Family is family.”

Despite Audette’s link to the organization, his spot on the Canadiens’ draft list came as a result of his on-ice performance, not his last name. Finishing first on the Phoenix and 15th in the QMJHL’s scoring race, Audette ended the season ranked 75th by NHL Central Scouting.

“Every time we talked about Daniel at draft meetings, I left the room,” mentioned Audette, who played 14 seasons in the NHL, including three with the Canadiens. “Today is his day. Throughout his career, he’s earned accolades on his own merit and this is another one of those cases. He earned this.”

While joining the family business may come with added pressure, growing up in his father’s shadow for the past 18 years has helped the younger Audette learn to carve out his own name in the hockey world.

“He grew up fighting through adversity. He was always ‘Donald Audette’s son’. Now he’s making a name for himself. He moved through the ranks himself and he got himself where he is today,” added the proud papa. “Pressure is nothing new for him. Yesterday he told me, ‘Dad, don’t get involved’ and we’re all professional enough to not let that happen. We’ll see what the future has in store now.”

Just hearing his name called at the draft made it a special afternoon for Daniel, but the fact that the voice at the end of the microphone was coming from the Canadiens’ table made it even more memorable for the Blainville, QC native.

“I’ve lived in Montreal my whole life. The Canadiens have been my favorite team since I was a little kid. This is really special for me,” admitted Audette, who added that he hopes to pattern his game after Colorado’s Matt Duchene. “He’s fast and he can create things offensively. That’s sort of my style, too. I’m a fast skater and I like to take my time with the puck. I’m more of a playmaker than a goal scorer, but I can put the puck in the net, too.”

Now that he’s officially part of an NHL organization, Audette is ready to start proving the Canadiens right as soon as possible. He has the skill to take the next step but he also has a solid role model on his speed dial ready to offer up advice whenever he needs it.

“My dad has talked about it with me a lot. He tells me all the time about the sacrifices he had to make to get to the NHL.” explained Audette. “He’s helped me a lot. Now I know what to expect.”

Shauna Denis is a writer for canadiens.com. 

Welcome aboard, Nikita!
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PHILADELPHIA – Nikita Scherbak made a major life change a year ago when he left Moscow for Saskatoon, and he’s about to experience an even bigger one after becoming the Canadiens’ first round pick in 2014.

“This is crazy. I’m so nervous,” admitted the 18-year-old Scherbak just moments after hearing Canadiens’ director of amateur scouting Trevor Timmins call his name at Wells Fargo Center. “It’s just positive emotions for me and for my family. Montreal has great fans. It’s a great club with great history. I’m in Saskatoon and I watch NHL games and my God, Montreal is crazy. It’s unbelievable.”

Ranked 15th among all North American skaters by NHL central scouting prior to the draft, the standout winger is coming off an incredible debut campaign in the WHL, having earned team Rookie of the Year and MVP honors after posting 50 assists and 75 points in 68 games with the Saskatoon Blades.

2014 26th overall pick, Nikita Scherbak.  

“He’s fast, he’s talented, he has a good stride, good vision and he’s a good playmaker. For some reason, he was still available at No. 26 and we jumped on the opportunity,” explained Habs GM Marc Bergevin, who was working the phones and the draft floor throughout the first round looking for potential trading partners in case one of the first 25 teams to step up to the podium snapped up the Russian winger first.

“He’s a guy with a big personality and confidence. Montreal is a different market and from what we’ve seen from him so far, we get the impression he’ll be able to handle that,” added Bergevin. “We also have a good group of Russian players who can help him out in Alexei Emelin and Andrei Markov. We know he’ll be surrounded by good people.”

Watching the 18-year-old forward hold court with the Montreal media minutes after pulling on a Habs sweater for the first time on Friday, it’s hard to believe that just one year ago he was still living in his native Russia, unable to form even basic sentences in English. Based on his on-ice results and ability to work a crowd in two different languages, it seems Scherbak managed to expedite his North American learning curve.

“It was hard for me when I came to Canada because I didn’t speak English – just easy words like cat, dog, eat, sleep,” he admitted with a grin. “The first month I was here, I couldn’t speak with the guys in the locker room. I would just show them but I couldn’t understand anyone. It was a hard first month or two. I tried talking in the locker room and the guys helped me a lot with my English. Maybe now I can do the same with French.”

Prospects arriving at the NHL Entry Draft carrying a Russian passport have a tendency to spook some general managers, but Bergevin isn’t worried about eventually seeing his first round pick bolt for the KHL.

“He has a desire to play in the NHL. You see that by him choosing to come over to play in the WHL in Saskatoon in North America. He could have stayed in Russia and been more comfortable there,” mentioned Bergevin of Scherbak’s move to the Prairies. “His dream is to play in the NHL. There’s always a risk, but I met with him yesterday and so did Trevor. His charm and personality are both positives.”

Sherbak hit his stride almost immediately in Saskatoon, and if the shifty winger wants to start acclimating to another new hockey home in the near future, he’ll have an opportunity to put the wheels in motion in Brossard this July.

“He’ll take part in our development camp next week, then he’ll be at training camp and then we’ll see. That will be up to him,” stressed Bergevin. “For now, we’re leaving him in the hands of [director of player development] Martin Lapointe and [player development coach] Patrice Brisebois and they’ll make sure he’s on the right track. He has a good frame, but he can still put a little more meat on there.”

While he’s officially listed as 6-foot 2, 174 pounds after missing the NHL Scouting Combine due to administrative issues, the affable winger insists the bulking up process has already begun.

“I’m 6-foot-2, 190 [pounds] now, but I haven’t eaten in two days. I’m so nervous,” he joked. “I’ve just been eating my fingers!”

Still in awe of his life-changing evening in Philadelphia, it may take a while for Scherbak to come down from his Draft Day high. Already trending on Twitter across Canada within minutes of making his first TV appearance as a member of the Canadiens, he’s about to learn what life as a Hab is really like.

Good thing he’s always been a quick study.

Shauna Denis is a writer for canadiens.com. 
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Thursday, 26.06.2014 / 6:14 PM / News 

NHL.com

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

PHILADELPHIA – Hundreds of teenage hockey players have arrived in Philadelphia for what could turn into a life-changing moment in their lives, but the prospects aren’t the only ones looking forward to Draft Day.

 After closing out the 2013-14 campaign with 100 points for the first time since 2008 before making a run to the Eastern Conference finals this spring, the Canadiens will have to wait an hour or two after the opening remarks before Marc Bergevin finally gets his chance to step up to the podium on Friday night.

 While he likely won’t be leaving Philadelphia with a blue-chip prospect like he did when he plucked Alex Galchenyuk out of the crowd third overall in 2012, the Habs’ GM has no problem waiting his turn. He actually wouldn’t mind waiting even longer next year. 

“For me, with the exception of this year with New Jersey, the best place to be drafting is No.30 because it means you won the Cup,” stressed Bergevin, who drafted 6-foot-6 forward Michael McCarron with the 25th-overall pick in 2013. “We’re drafting 26th, but if you want to make the playoffs and make a run, that’s the price you pay. There are still lots of good players who go late in the first and early in the second.”

Having picked up a few of those in 2013 with three second-round selections, Bergevin will have fewer opportunities to steal some first-round calibre players deeper in the order this time around. Last year, the Canadiens had six picks in the Top 90. This year, they’ll only be adding their second prospect of the weekend to the depth chart by that point. 

“We value every pick and a lot of homework goes into each and every one of them,” explained director of amateur scouting, Trevor Timmins, on the eve of his 12th year at the helm of the Canadiens’ draft table. “We’ll hope we get what we call ‘helps’ from the teams in front of us and hopefully there are players we have [ranked] higher than other teams and they fall to a position where we’d be excited at No. 26 to pick that prospect. You sit there and cross your fingers and think positively about the player you want to get.”

Picking 26th, 87th, 117th, 125th, 147th, 177th, and 207th may seem like the Habs will have their work cut out for them looking for diamonds in the rough, but Timmins has made a career of mining late-round draft day gems. 

“There are always surprises. We drafted P.K. Subban in the second round [in 2007] and now you look back in hindsight today and he should have been a Top 10 pick,” mentioned Timmins, who also helped the Habs land an undersized and under-valued Brendan Gallagher in the fifth round in 2010, in addition to Sergei Kostitsyn (seventh round, 2005), Mark Streit (ninth round, 2005) and Jaroslav Halak (ninth round, 2004). “There will probably be surprises like that in this year’s draft.”

While Bergevin and Timmins insist they’ll be sticking with their usual “best player available” policy in 2014, both admit there are a few key intangibles they’ll have on their radar when they’re looking to strike gold at the Wells Fargo Center.

“Since Marc Bergevin came on board and took over the leadership, we’ve really emphasized character and compete,” explained Timmins. “We want players who are hard to play against. [Size] is part of the equation, but we’re not going to overlook an undersized player who we feel has a good chance to succeed. If that was our way, we would have missed out on Gallagher. But it’s part of the equation and we’re always trying to get bigger, stronger and faster.”

Counting 12 players on the current roster who were drafted by the organization, including All-Stars in Andrei Markov and Carey Price, and a Norris Trophy winner in Subban, the Canadiens have had one of the best draft day success rates among all NHL teams in recent history. Since 2003, the team’s draft picks have combined to play nearly 6,100 NHL games. 

“What we do is project, and that’s the most difficult part,” admitted Timmins. “We’re dealing with players who are 17 or 18 years old. That’s where experience comes in and we have a very experienced scouting staff. We do our best. Sometimes you’re going to strike out and sometimes you’re going to hit a homerun. You just want to have a good batting average.”

Unless Bergevin makes a move on Friday night, Timmins will be stepping up to the plate with the 26th-overall pick, looking to swing for the fences once again.

Shauna Denis is a writer for canadiens.com.
Locked in
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MONTREAL – The guessing game is over. Andrei Markov will be happily donning the bleu-blanc-rouge for the next three years. 

 During a conference call from Florida where he’s spending a hard-earned offseason, the All-Star defenseman commented on his freshly-inked, three-year pact. 

“I never doubted I’d be back with the Canadiens. I knew before last season ended that I wanted to stay in Montreal. I’m happy we came to an agreement and I’m excited about next season,” said the veteran blue-liner, who has played all 765 of his career NHL games with the Habs. 

 When Markov hits the ice for the 2014-15 season-opener at the Air Canada Centre on October 8, it will mark his 14th season with the Canadiens, making him the longest-serving player on the current roster. 

“It’s special to spend that much time with the same team. That doesn’t happen often. I’m happy to be part of this organization. I want to thank the team for giving me a chance to stay here for this long,” mentioned Markov, who was the 162nd-overall pick at the 1998 Amateur Draft. 

 The 35-year-old had a standout 2013-14 campaign, recording 43 points, including 21 on the power play – his biggest point haul since the 2008-09 season after seeing his 2010-11 and 2011-12 seasons both cut short with injuries. 

“The Canadiens organization has helped me put my health problems behind me,” underlined Markov, who missed just one game last season. “Right now, I’m healthy and I’m really excited to start next season. I’m working hard to make sure I’m in even better shape than I was last year.” 

Having already earned his Canadian citizenship a few summers ago, the Russian rearguard is feeling more at ease than ever in Montreal, the only NHL hockey home he’s ever known. 

“I feel comfortable here. These are the best fans in the world. I want to stay with the Montreal Canadiens until the end of my career,” mentioned Markov, who will be 38 when his current contract comes to a close. 

 While Voskresensk will always be where he’s from, Markov admits Montreal has a special place in his heart after spending the last decade-and-a-half in the city – and with the possibility of spending nearly half his life in Quebec by the time his three-year deal is up.

“I could talk about Montreal for hours. Every time you jump on the ice is special. It’s an incredible feeling having so many fans behind you, supporting you,” shared Markov, who has been acting as an unofficial mentor to fellow countryman Alexei Emelin in the Habs’ dressing room. 

“I think we have a good team here. We have a lot of young players who can get better at different things. We have to look forward. Our last two seasons were good,” he added.

 With Markov patrolling the back end until 2017, the next three seasons should be as well. 

Vincent Cauchy is a writer for canadiens.com. Translated by Shauna Denis.
Predators Select Seven at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft

Four forwards and three defensemen join Nashville 
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PHILADELPHIA – The Nashville Predators made seven selections at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, taking four forwards and three defensemen. In addition to acquiring seven players through the draft, the Preds added proven goal scorer James Neal through a trade with the Pittsburgh Penguins.

“Trading for James Neal and adding dynamic forwards such as Kevin Fiala and Vladislav Kamenev early in the 2014 Draft allow us to continue re-shaping our roster and provide us with a more offensive philosophy and approach going into the 2014-15 season and beyond,” David Poile said. “Neal is a proven goal-scorer who brings size, speed and skill to our lineup. Fiala may be the top game-breaker in this year’s draft while Kamenev is a big, talented center that all teams covet. We also added to our defensive depth with one of the top U.S. prospects in Jack Dougherty, and ended up a global draft, selecting players from six different countries.”

On Friday night, Nashville selected forward Kevin Fiala with their first pick, 11th overall, in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft. A Switzerland native who split the 2013-14 between HV71’s junior and Swedish Hockey League teams, Fiala is known as a dynamic offensive forward with game-breaking potential. He also participated in the 2014 IIHF World Championship with Team Switzerland, a teammate of current Pred Roman Josi.

“We’re really excited to have gotten Fiala last night,” Predators Chief Amateur Scout Jeff Kealty said. “Going into the Draft, he’s the player that we thought we had a chance to get to and he’s a player that we were targeting. He’s a high end offensive player with great skills and he’s very creative with the puck. He can score, set-up and he’s extremely competitive. He has all the ingredients to thrive as a dynamic offensive player for us down the road.”

Nashville used its second selection in the 2014 Entry Draft (42nd overall) to select two-way versatile forward Vladislav Kamanev. The Orsk, Russia, native displays great defensive awareness and is a strong physical presence. Kamenev split the 2013-14 season between Magnitogorsk in Russia’s junior league - scoring four goals and 10 points in 15 games - and Metallurg Magnitogorsk of the Kontinental Hockey League. Playing under former NHL coach Mike Keenan, Kamenev scored one goal in 16 games with the eventual KHL champions. He finished in the top five in tournament scoring at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge, posting seven points (1g-6a) in five games as Russia captured the silver medal. As captain of Team Russia at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship, Kamenev shared the team-lead with seven points (2g-5a) in five games.

“Vladislav is a good, big, powerful forward who has very good skills,” Nashville European Scout Martin Bakula said. “He is very good in tight situations where he uses his body and his long reach to hold off opponents. He’s got a very good set of skills to create scoring chances, a very good shot and he’s an offensive threat every time he’s on the ice.”

The Predators traded their 46th pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft to San Jose in exchange for the 51st pick in this year’s Draft and the Sharks’ fourth round pick in 2015.

The Preds took their first defenseman of the Draft, American-born Jack Dougherty, with their second pick in the second round (51st overall). The Cottage Grove, Minnesota, native played with the Under-18 US National Team Development Program in 2013-14 scoring six goals and adding 16 assists in 55 games. He also helped the United States win gold at the Under-18 World Junior Championships this past year scoring two goals and two assists in seven games. Dougherty is a big body- defenseman with a strong all-around game and skating ability. Dougherty is slated to attend the University of Wisconsin in September 2014 and looks to be the next in a long line of impact defenders for the Badgers.

“Jack is a good-sized good-skating defenseman,” Preds North American Amateur Scout David Westby said. “He makes a good first pass to get out of his own end and he’ll jump into the play and carry it if he has to. In terms of defending he’s hard to play against, he’s got some fight to his game. He reminds me a little bit of Matt Niskanen. He’s a good athlete on skates and a solid hockey player.”

The Predators traded their 72nd and 102nd picks in this year’s Draft to San Jose in exchange for the 62nd selection in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

Nashville selected their first player from the Canadian Major Junior Hockey League, selecting Kelowna Rockets’ forward Justin Kirkland with the second pick of the third round (62nd overall). The Camrose, Alberta native recorded 48 points in 68 games with Kelowna, one of the best teams in the Western Hockey League this season. Scouts have described Kirkland as a raw talent with limitless potential, a true value pick at 62. Before being drafted by Kelowna, Kirkland skated for the Notre Dame Midget Program in Saskatchewan, joining the likes of Vincent Lecavalier and Brad Richards who also played for the elite program. Kirkland has a unique mix of size and skill, and has been compared to the likes of Carolina Hurricanes forward Erik Cole and former Kelowna Rocket /current Dallas Stars captain Jamie Benn.

“Justin is a big power forward,” Nashville North American Amateur Scout Glen Sanders said. “He played wing last year and was kind of a late bloomer. He came from playing AA hockey in Alberta so he had a bit of a slow start, but I think going forward we’ve got ourselves a very skilled goal-scorer type forward. The coaching staff did a great job in Kelowna. He was an unknown to them and sky-rocketed through the year.”

With the 112th pick, the Predators returned to Sweden with the selection of winger Viktor Arvidsson from Skellefteå AIK. The right winger has already competed for four years in Europe’s top professional league, the Swedish Hockey League (SHL). He put up a career high 40 points (16g-24a) in the 2013-14 season with Skelleftea. Arvidsson also helped Sweden earn the silver medal at the 2013 U-20 World Junior Championship in Russia, scoring four goals in six games (4g-1a-5pts). He has good speed, impressive creativity and bolsters a deadly wrist shot. He is known to be a high-effort, high-intensity player who has the potential to become an impact scorer in the NHL.

“He’s as tenacious as they come,” Preds European Scout Lucas Bergman said. “He’s always got his finger on the trigger and goes into hard areas. He’s an energetic offensive player. Playing against men this year proved he can handle bigger bodies and he was over a point per game in the playoffs. He’s proven that size is not going to be an issue. That’s why were so excited to get him.”

With their fifth round pick, 132nd overall, Nashville took its second defenseman of the Draft, Joonas Lyytinen of Espoo, Finland. Lyytinen recently split time playing with KalPa’s Under-20 junior team, as well as KalPa’s professional team in Liiga, Finland’s top professional league. He put up nine points in 30 league games with KalPa’s top team while recording 24 points in 24 games with KalPa’s junior team during the 2013-14 season. Lyytinen has competed internationally for Finland in four tournaments, most recently as a member of the Under-18 World Junior Championship team.

“He was a great junior player and spent the last half of the season with the men’s team in KalPa and played the exact same way he played in juniors,” Preds European Scout Janne Kekalainen said. “He made a splash right away and is really good with the puck. He can pass, he can skate with the puck and his transition game is awesome. In a lot of ways he reminds me of Roman Josi. He’s a very intelligent player with the puck and an active and competitive defender.”

The Preds rounded out their selections in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft picking a third defenseman, Aaron Irving, in the sixth round with the 162nd overall pick. The Edmonton, Alberta, native spent his past two seasons playing for his hometown Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League. Irving put up 30 points (9g-21a) in 63 games for the Oil Kings in 2013-14 and helped them win their first Memorial Cup in franchise history. Irving is a two-way defenseman with good size and strength. He describes his style of play as more of a stay-home defenseman who chips in offensively when needed. Irving has been quoted as saying his favorite NHL defenseman is current Predators captain Shea Weber.

“Irving is a really intelligent kid and has sneaky toughness,” Sanders said. “He didn’t get as much ice-time as he would have liked going down the stretch because they [Edmonton Oil Kings] were making a Memorial Cup run and the 20-year-olds took his spot but he’ll log a lot of ice-time going forward for them. His best attribute is his skating with the puck; he loves to take the puck up ice and has great vision. He makes a nice, hard first pass. He’s an all-around solid defenseman; he’s got everything we want.”

For more quotes and comments from the Predators Hockey Operations staff regarding players chosen in this weekend’s draft, visit Predators Draft Central at nashvillepredators.com.

The Nashville Predators’ top prospects, including several of this year’s picks, are expected to participate in the club’s 2014 Development Camp, officially opening on Sunday, July 6 at Bridgestone Arena. The 2014 Development Camp will end on Saturday, July 12 when the prospects participate in an intrasquad scrimmage. The scrimmage, which will be open to the public, will be one of the highlights of the Preds summer Open House. The Open House, which coincides with the first day that single-game tickets will be on sale, will also include games, an equipment sale and more.

The complete list of Nashville’s 2014 draft selections follows:

Round

Overall No.

Name

Pos.

Team

1

11

Kevin Fiala

F

HV 71 (SHL)

2

42

Vladislav Kamenev

F

Magnitogorsk 2 (Russia Jr.)

2

51

Jack Dougherty

D

USNTDP (USHL)

3

62

Justin Kirkland

F

Kelowna Rockets (WHL)

4

112

Viktor Arvidsson

F

Skellefteå AIK (SHL)

5

132

Joonas Lyytinen

D

KalPa (Liiga)

6

162

Aaron Irving

D

Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

Aaron Irving Named Nashville’s Final Selection of 2014 Entry Draft

Preds pick Edmonton Oil King in sixth round
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Aaron Irving

Birthplace: Edmonton, Alberta

Date of Birth: March 3, 1996

Current Team: Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

Position: Defense

Height: 6-1

Weight: 185

With their seventh and final pick of the draft (sixth round, 162nd overall) the Predators selected Canadian defenseman Aaron Irving. The Edmonton native spent his past two seasons playing for his hometown Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League. Irving put up 30 points (9g-21a) in 63 games for the Oil Kings in 2013-14 and helped them win their first Memorial Cup in franchise history. Irving is a two-way defenseman with good size and strength. He describes his style of play as more of a stay-home defenseman who chips in offensively when needed. Irving has been quoted as saying his favorite NHL defenseman is current Predators captain Shea Weber.
Nashville Fifth Round Selection is Joonas Lyytinen

Preds return to defense with 132nd overall pick
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Joonas Lyytinen

Birthplace: Espoo, Finland

Date of Birth: April 4, 1995

Current Team: KalPa (Liiga)

Position: Defense

Height: 6-0

Weight: 154

With their fifth round pick (132nd overall) the Predators selected defenseman Joonas Lyytinen. The Finnish-born Lyytinen recently split time playing with KalPa’s Under-20 junior team, as well as KalPa’s professional team in Liiga, Finland’s top professional league. He put up nine points in 30 league games with KalPa’s top team while recording 24 points in 24 games with KalPa’s junior team during the 2013-14 season. Lyytinen has competed internationally for Finland in four tournaments, most recently as a member of the Under-18 World Junior Championship team.
Preds Pick Arvidsson in Fourth Round

Arvidsson a teammate of Filip Forsberg on Sweden’s 2013 World Junior Championship silver medal squad
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Viktor Arvidsson

Birthplace: Kusmark, Sweden

Date of Birth: April 8, 1993

Current Team: Skellefteå AIK (Swedish Hockey League)

Position: Right Wing

Height: 5-9

Weight: 165

With the Predators fourth-round pick (112th overall) they selected 21-year-old Swede, Viktor Arvidsson. The right winger has already competed for four years in Europe’s top professional league, the Swedish Hockey League (SHL). He put up a career high 40 points (16g-24a) in the 2013-14 season with Skelleftea. Arvidsson also helped Sweden earn the silver medal at the 2013 U-20 World Junior Championship in Russia, scoring four goals in six games (4g-1a-5pts). He has good speed, impressive creativity and bolsters a deadly wrist shot. He is known to be a high-effort, high-intensity player who has the potential to become an impact scorer in the NHL.

Scout’s Comments:

“He’s a good skater who is fairly quick and finds a way to get himself open. He plays with enthusiasm and energy. Should he be drafted? Yes…definitely worthy of being drafted.” – Craig Button, TSN
Justin Kirkland Picked in Third Round by Preds

Kirkland, a left wing, recorded 48 points in 68 games with the Kelowna Rockets this season
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The Preds traded up to take Justin Kirkland with the 62nd overall pick, giving San Jose the 72nd and 102nd overall picks in this year’s Draft in return.

Justin Kirkland

Birthplace: Camrose, Alberta

Date of Birth: August 2, 1996

Current Team: Kelowna Rockets, WHL

Position: Left Wing

Height: 6-2

Weight: 175 pounds

With the second pick in the third round (62nd overall) the Predators selected Kelowna Rockets forward Justin Kirkland. The Camrose, Alberta native recorded 48 points in 68 games with Kelowna, one of the best teams in the Western Hockey League this season. Scouts have described Kirkland as a raw talent with limitless potential, a true value pick at 62. Before being drafted by Kelowna, Kirkland skated for the Notre Dame Midget Program in Saskatchewan, joining the likes of Vincent Lecavalier and Brad Richards who also played for the elite program. Kirkland has a unique mix of size and skill, and has been compared to the likes of Carolina Hurricanes forward Erik Cole and former Kelowna Rocket /current Dallas Stars captain Jamie Benn.
Preds Select Two in Second Round

With the 42nd and 51st picks, the Preds selected Vladislav Kamenev and Jack Dougherty
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Vladislav Kamanev

Birthplace: Orsk, RUS

Date of Birth: August 12, 1996

Current Team: MAGNITOGORSK 2 (Russia Jr.)

Position: Left Wing

Height: 6-2

Weight: 203 pounds

Nashville used its second selection in the 2014 Entry Draft (42nd overall) to select two-way versatile forward Vladislav Kamanev. The Orsk, Russia, native displays great defensive awareness and is a strong physical presence. Kamenev split the 2013-14 season between Magnitogorsk in Russia’s junior league - scoring four goals and 10 points in 15 games - and Metallurg Magnitogorsk of the Kontinental Hockey League. Playing under former NHL coach Mike Keenan, Kamenev scored one goal in 16 games with the eventual KHL champions. He finished in the top five in tournament scoring at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge, posting seven points (1g-6a) in five games as Russia captured the silver medal. As captain of Team Russia at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship, Kamenev shared the team-lead with seven points (2g-5a) in five games. He lists Pavel Datsyuk of the Detroit Red Wings and Nicklas Backstrom of the Washington Capitals as his favorite NHL players.

Scout’s Comments:

“He’s creative and physical. He handles the puck very well and makes several great passes through traffic." - NHL Central Scouting’s Chris Edwards

Originally slated to make an additional second round pick at No. 46, the Preds traded the 46th overall pick to the San Jose Sharks for the 51st pick this year and the Sharks’ fourth round pick in 2015.

Jack Dougherty

Birthplace: Cottage Grove, Minnesota

Date of Birth: May 25, 1996

Current Team: US National Team Development Program (USHL)

Position: Defense

Height: 6-1

Weight: 186 pounds

With their second pick in the second round (51st overall) the Predators drafted American-born defenseman Jack Dougherty. The Cottage Grove, Minnesota, native played with the Under-18 US National Team Development Program in 2013-14 scoring six goals and adding 16 assists in 55 games. He also helped the United States win gold at the Under-18 World Junior Championships this past year scoring two goals and two assists in seven games. Dougherty is a big body- defenseman with a strong all-around game and skating ability. Dougherty is slated to attend the University of Wisconsin in September 2014 and looks to be the next in a long line of impact defenders for the Badgers.

Scout’s Comments:

"Even as a high school player, he was a smart two-way player and proved to be very responsible. He's also tough and can play the powerplay and work the point well.” – NHL Central Scouting’s Greg Rajanen
What They’re Saying About James Neal
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After the first-round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft concluded in Philadelphia Friday night, General Manager David Poile and Head Coach Peter Laviolette spoke about the Predators draft day trade for former Pittsburgh Penguin James Neal.

General Manager David Poile

On what adding James Neal means to the team moving forward…

With Peter Laviolette coaching our team, we’re going to be playing a different style. I think are moving in the right direction to get ourselves back in the playoffs and back competing for the Stanley Cup.

On Neal’s ability to perform with a top center …

He’s got what we’re looking for. He’s got the speed, he’s got the shot, he scores goals, he produces and gets points.

 Head Coach Peter Laviolette

On Neal’s effect on the team…

I think David said it best, we got a top-flight player, and somebody who can play in a top-three position and really contribute on a power play. I think his release is excellent and to grab a guy like that who can put the puck in the net is really beneficial for our team.

On his conversation with James Neal…

I think there is always a little bit of shock when a player gets traded and there is a change in organizations. I have seen a lot of him and know what he is capable of doing on the ice, so we’re excited in Nashville to get a player like that.

On Neal’s history with elite centers…

I think we have some good players on our team and young players. Calle Jarnkrok, and Mike Fisher is a terrific player, Colin Wilson, Kevin Fiala, who we drafted today, and I think that when we get to training camp we will sort that out. We’re still looking at our lineup, and I think that if you just isolate it today, it’s an addition to our team as a top line left wing.
Nashville Predators Select Kevin Fiala with the 11th Pick in the 2014 Entry Draft
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PHILADELPHIA – With the 11th selection in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, the Nashville Predators selected forward Kevin Fiala on Friday night at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. A Switzerland native who split the 2013-14 between HV71’s junior and Swedish Hockey League teams, Fiala is known as a dynamic offensive forward with game-breaking potential.

A respectable and shifty skater with quick legs and explosive acceleration, Fiala owns a slick skill-set with soft hands, good stick handling and brilliant puck-control. In addition to his wealthy arsenal of shooting tools which, combined with his creativity and finishing abilities, makes him the player you turn to if you need a goal, he has a quickness and agility that lets him avoid getting hit or held back along the boards.

Fiala, (7/22/96), was a finalist for the 2014 SHL Rookie of the Year Award after tying for the lead in points among all under-18 players in Sweden’s highest league with 11 (3g-8a) in 17 games for HV71. The 5-10, 180-pound winger started the 2013-14 season with the HV71 junior squad, ranking among the league leaders in goals (10), assists (15) and points (25) in 27 games before his January promotion. Fiala spent his first season in Sweden in 2012-13 with the Malmo organization, posting 10 points (6g-4a) in nine games at the under-18 level and 28 points (9g-19a) in 33 games at the junior level.

“It was an easy decision to move to Sweden and play there,” Fiala said. “I thought I could improve my game and I have improved there in my two years. Everyone believed in me and I played on the A-team [HV71] right after the Under-20 World Championship.”

Internationally, the St. Gallen, Switzerland native represented his homeland at the World Junior Championship in Sweden, the Under-18 World Championship in Finland and the World Championship in Belarus in 2014, becoming just the third player ever to participate in all three tournaments in the same year (Andrei Kostitsyn and Vadim Karagan, Belarus in 2003). Fiala led the Swiss in points at both the under-18 tournament (4g-5a-9pts, 5gp), being named was named one of the nation’s three best players in the process, and World Juniors (1g-4a-5pts, 5gp) as the team’s youngest member. At 17, he was the youngest member of Switzerland’s entry at the World Championship by three years, posting three assists and a team-best +3 rating playing alongside Predators defenseman Roman Josi and forward Simon Moser.

Rounds 2-7 of the Entry Draft continue Sunday morning at 9 a.m. CT with the Predators holding seven more selections: Nos. 42 and 46 (second round), No. 72 (third round), Nos. 102 and 112 (fourth round), No. 132 (fifth round) and No. 162 (sixth round).

WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT KEVIN FIALA:

Director of European Scouting, Goran Stubb: "He impressed with his explosive skating, great puck-handling skills and overall quickness and speed. He has great offensive instincts and is full of surprises in the offensive zone. He just needs a bit more muscle and strength and some work in his defensive zone."

Red Line Report’s Kyle Woodlief: “The one true high-end prospect who did more than just solidify his ranking was super-slick Swiss puck wizard Kevin Fiala. He had been hanging around the mid-to-late teens area of our list much of the season, primarily because of his middling size. But in Finland (at the Under-18 World Championship) he once again reminded us of just how dynamic he can be, and we're now inclined to overlook the size issue and push him up near Top 10 status.”

TSN Director of Scouting Craig Button: “Fiala's skills are very good but when you combine them with excellent determination, you get a player who can make a difference. He plays where it matters.”

ESPN Insider’s Corey Pronman: “The next great Swiss prospect, Fiala really started to turn heads from about December on. He had a strong World Junior Championship and under-18 World Championship, started playing top-six minutes in the SHL, putting up a ton of points in the process. In terms of points per game, he had the second-highest rate in the SHL among under-18 players in modern history, behind Peter Forsberg. He can make highlight-reel plays with the puck, and he's also a really good passer with great hockey IQ, and doesn't seem to turn the puck over. On the power play, Fiala is the kind of player you want controlling the puck and starting the puck movement.”

KEVIN FIALA FAST FACTS:

• On Twitter @KevinFiala22

• His father, Jan, played briefly in the lower Swiss leagues and is a long-time junior coach in Switzerland.

• He speaks four languages: Czech, English, German and some Swedish.
2014 NHL Draft Prospects Profiles: Kevin Fiala

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 8:30 PM / Features 

By Matthew Bontorin 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

Kevin Fiala

Birthplace: St. Gallen, Switzerland

Date of Birth/Age: July 22, 1996 (17)

Current Team: HV 71, (Swedish Hockey League)

Position: Center

Height: 5-10

Weight: 178 pounds

With the 11th overall pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft the Nashville Predators selected Swiss- born forward Kevin Fiala. 

Fiala was the fastest rising prospects entering the draft. After starting the year with a second-round projection, Fiala soared up rankings and ended the year ranked in the top three for European skaters by nearly all scouting services. 

Standing 5-10 and 178 pounds, Fiala is one of the smaller players in this year’s class, but that hasn’t stopped the 17-year-old from putting up big numbers in Sweden’s top professional leagues.  

The gritty center, who models his game after Sidney Crosby, says he isn’t afraid to play against anyone, and his numbers back it up. Fiala has produced nearly a point per game with HV-71’s junior team, as well as HV-71’s Swedish elite league team. 

Aside from his stellar professional league campaign, Fiala represented his homeland at the World Junior Championship in Sweden, the Under-18 World Championship in Finland and the World Championship in Belarus in 2014. He became just the third player ever to participate in all three tournaments in the same year (Andrei Kostitsyn and Vadim Karagan, Belarus in 2003). Fiala led the Swiss in points at both the under-18 tournament (4g-5a-9pts, 5gp), being named one of the nation’s three best players in the process, and World Juniors (1g-4a-5pts, 5gp) as the team’s youngest member. At 17, he was the youngest member of Switzerland’s entry at the World Championship by three years, posting three assists and a team-best +3 rating playing alongside Predators defenseman Roman Josi and forward Simon Moser.

Fiala’s skills in the offensive zone are elite. He is a smooth skater that doesn’t get slowed down by checks. His stick-handling and passing skills are exceptional, and can find the back of the net from any angle with his quick and accurate wrist shot. Fiala is also known to play with a chip on his shoulder. His size doesn’t deter him from crashing the net and getting under his opponents skin. 

Fiala is the fourth Swiss player to be drafted by the Predators in franchise history. (Roman Josi, Martin Hohner, Timo Helbling). This will also be the third time in the last four years that the Predators have used their top pick on a European-born player. 

Scout’s Comments:

"He impressed me with his explosive skating, great puck-handling skills and overall quickness and speed. He has great offensive instincts and is full of surprises in the offensive zone. He just needs a bit more muscle and strength and some work in his defensive zone." Goran Stubb, Director of European Scouting
2014 NHL Draft Prospects Profiles: William Nylander 
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William Nylander

 Birthplace: Calgary, Alberta, Canada 

Date of Birth/Age: May 1, 1996 (18)

Current Team: MODO (Swedish Hockey League)

Position: Center/ Right Wing

Height: 5-11

Weight: 181 pounds

One of the top European players in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft is Swedish forward William Nylander. Described by most scouts as the most talented player in the draft, Nylander is an offensive weapon with blinding speeding, smooth hands and a great shot. 

 Nylander is the son of former NHL and Swedish national-team player Michael Nylander. Born in Calgary, in the midst of his father’s career with the Flames, Nylander grew up playing minor hockey in various parts of North America. Instead of pursuing a major junior or college career in Canada or the United States Nylander chose to return to Sweden in 2011 when his father retired from the NHL. 

 In 2012, Nylander spent time with the Swedish team Södertälje, competing with three of their junior teams at various levels of competition. He also won a silver medal that year with Sweden at the Under-18 World Junior Championship in Russia scoring two goals (2g-1a-3pts) in five games. 

 The following year, Nylander made the jump to the Swedish Elite League with MODO, and recorded seven points in 22 games as a 17-year-old. He returned to the Under-18 World Junior Championship in 2014. Despite a disappointing fourth place finish for the Swedes, Nylander was selected as the best forward in the tournament, leading all players in assists and points (6g-10a-16pts).

 Nylander’s style of play has drawn comparisons to Carolina Hurricanes forward Jeff Skinner. At the age of 22, Skinner is already a two-time 30-goal scorer for the Hurricanes. 

 Nylander is signed to play with MODO again next season. Despite his possible delayed debut in the NHL the experience of playing in the top professional league in Sweden should allow him to make a smooth transition into the NHL. 

Scout’s Comments:

“William exudes confidence when he plays. Exceptional poise with the puck and is always looking to make threatening plays in the offensive zone. Excellent skater who is very difficult to check because of his agility and because he is always changing pace. Can make pinpoint passes in traffic and if you are his line mate, best be ready, as he will provide opportunities. Top line type player.”- Craig Button, TSN Director of Scouting
Recapping the Devils' 2014 Draft

Toughness and grit were served with Devils' picks in Philadelphia
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Devils Director of Scouting David Conte recaps the Devils' 2014 Draft

 Two-way ability and toughness were two of the items on the Devils' shopping list at the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia.

 After opening the weekend by selecting center John Quenneville 30th overall, New Jersey added defenseman Josh Jacobs, who hopes someday to be compared to Brent Seabrook, and right wing Connor Chatham, whose personal blueprint is Blues' captain David Backes.

 In the fifth round, the Devils claimed 6-2 defenseman Ryan Rehill, then landed Joey Dudek, a center with an NFL family pedigree. With its final pick, New Jersey added size and toughness in the form of Brandon Baddock, a 6-3 left wing who hoisted the Memorial Cup last season. 

Click the links below for a closer look at each member of this year's draft class:

•1st round, 30th overall: John Quenneville, C

•2nd round, 41st overall: Josh Jacobs, D

•3rd round, 71st overall: Connor Chatham, RW

•5th round, 131st overall: Ryan Rehill, D

•6th round, 152nd overall: Joey Dudek, C

•6th round, 161st overall: Brandon Baddock, LW

Including Quenneville's selection, New Jersey has selected 33 players in the first round all-time, including 20 forwards, 10 defensemen (last time, Adam Larsson, 4th/2011) and three goaltenders (last time, Ari Ahonen, 27th/1999)

 The club has drafted a forward with four of its last five first-round selections: Stefan Matteau (2012), Jacob Josefson (2009) and Mattias Tedenby (2008). Defenseman Adam Larsson (2011) was the exception (First-round picks in 2010 and 2013 were traded).

 New Jersey has selected a forward with 13 of its 19 picks since 2011 and with ten of its 13 choices since 2012. Both Reid Boucher (4th round, 2011) and Stefan Matteau (1st round, 2012) have already made their NHL debut with the Devils.

 The Devils have now chosen a defenseman in the second round in five of the past six Drafts. Previous picks include:

 2009 – Eric Gelinas, 54th overall choice - He posted 7g-22a-29pts in 60 games in 2013-14, which was the third-highest total (tie, Jacob Trouba, Winnipeg & Olli Maatta, Pittsburgh) among rookie blueliners behind Boston’s Torey Krug (14g-26a-40pts) and Anaheim’s Hampus Lindholm (6g-24a-30pts).

 2010 – Jon Merrill, 38th overall choice – Recorded 2g-9a-11pts in 52 games during his first NHL season in 2013-14.

 2012 – Damon Severson, 60th overall choice – Finished sixth (tie) among WHL defensemen with 15g-46a-61pts and was named to the league’s West Second All-Star Team in 2013-14. He also led Kelowna with 4g-14a-18pts in 14 games overall during the post-season.

 2013 – Steven Santini – 42nd overall choice – Posted 3g-8a-11pts in 35 games and was named to the All-Hockey East Rookie Team in his freshman season with Boston College. Also scored 1g in five games with Team USA at the World Junior Championships.
Devils select skilled Dudek in sixth round 
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 The Devils used the first of two sixth-round picks to take center Joey Dudek 152nd overall at the 2014 NHL Draft.

For Dudek, athleticism runs in the family: his father Joe played for the Denver Broncos and was Sports Illustrated’s pick to win the 1985 Heisman Trophy after breaking Walter Payton’s NCAA record for career touchdowns.

Dudek skated in high school last season, posting nine goals, 35 assists for Kimball Union Academy (N.H.). KUA went 26-6-5, claiming their second NEPSAC Small School Championship in three years.

The Derry, N.H., native, who converted to center from wing two years ago, is slated to play in Dubuque (USHL) next season. He has committed to Boston College for 2015-16.

Devils Director of Scouting David Conte: 

 "He has a significant ways to go, but he has a very high skill level as-is. … He does have pure, natural talent which deviates a little bit from the physical presence that dominated the early part of our draft. … No better program than Boston College."
Devils add toughness with selection of Baddock

Physical winger coming off Memorial Cup win with Edmonton (WHL)
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 The Devils’ selected left wing Brandon Baddock with their sixth and final pick, 161st overall, at the 2014 NHL Draft. 

 Baddock (6-3, 200 lbs.) celebrated a Memorial Cup win with Edmonton (WHL) last season, collecting 128 penalty minutes to go with six goals and 11 assists in 56 games. 

Devils Director of Scouting David Conte: 

 "A big, strong tough guy that’s evolving. Played on a Memorial Cup champion and got minimal ice time because he was on a team that laden with so much pure talent and older players. His future’s yet ahead of him. He has a willingness and a dimension that when you need it, it’s impossible to find."
Kamloops' Rehill taken in fifth round

Defenseman brings 6-2, 210-lb. frame to blue line
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 The Devils selected defenseman Ryan Rehill with their fifth-round pick, 131st overall, at the 2014 NHL Draft.

 A native of Golden, B.C., Rehill put up four goals, 16 assists for 20 points in 72 games last season with Kamloops (WHL). The 6-2, 210-lb. blueliner was ranked 76th among North American skaters.

Devils Director of Scouting David Conte:

 "He’s a big, strong, tough defenseman, in-your-face, very difficult to play against. There’s players in the League like [Boston’s] Adam McQuaid that are somewhat similar profiles. … He has the willingness and he has the size and he has the grit. He needs to improve the skillset in order to use that toughness, but we look forward to having that presence."
Devils add forward size in third round with Chatham
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 With their third-round pick, 71st overall, at the 2014 NHL Draft, the Devils’ added 6-2 right wing Connor Chatham (Plymouth, OHL). A power forward, Chatham says his rugged, two-way style is best compared to St. Louis’ captain David Backes. 

Devils’ Director of Scouting, David Conte:

“He made great improvement; his productivity was all in the second half [of the season], which lends us to believe it should be significantly better next year. He lends a physical presence, he’s got speed. He’s a big prototypical winger, where, if you ask the general manager, "What do you want to draft?", they’re going to tell me: a big winger. Well, that’s Connor Chatham."

More on Chatham:

• He started the 2013-14 season with a goal in his second career Ontario Hockey League contest and finished his rookie season with 31 points (13g-18a) in 54 games.

• He grew up cheering for Brett Hull and the St. Louis Blues and aims to model his game after current Blues’ captain David Backes.

• Chatham recalls his most memorable hockey moment as winning the gold medal at the 2011 Under-17 Four Nations Tournament against the host Russians. He also won a silver medal with Team USA at the 2012 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, registering a goal and assist in five games.

• He played one campaign with the U.S. Under-17 team in Ann Arbor, Michigan, tallying 20 points (7g-13a) in 55 games in 2011-12 before joining the Omaha Lancers of the United States Hockey League the following season. In 2012-13, Chatham ranked fourth on the Lancers with 35 points (18g-17a) in 63 games.

• Chatham began his hockey career with the Southern Illinois Icehawks, where he played six years. He also played two seasons with both the Afton Americans and St. Louis AAA Blues.

• He shared second in the bench press at the 2014 NHL Scouting Combine, completing 18 reps.
Jacobs selected in second round

Two-way defenseman looking to fill mold of Chicago's Brent Seabrook
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 On Day 2 of the 2014 Draft, the Devils added defenseman Josh Jacobs (Indiana, USHL) in the second round. The 41st overall selection, Jacobs hopes to continue his development as a two-way rearguard in the mold of Chicago’s Brent Seabrook. 

Devils’ Director of Scouting, David Conte:

 "He’s big and strong – there’s absolutely no flaws in his game. He’s a right shot defenseman, which everyone covets and we’re starting to have a little bit in abundance, which is a good thing. Solid character, good student. The sky’s the limit for him."

 More on Jacobs: 

• He compiled 23 points (5g-18a) and a plus-36 rating (fifth in the United States Hockey League) in 2013-14 to help Indiana win the Clark Cup as USHL champions. Under the direction of head coach Jeff Brown, a 13-year NHL veteran, Indiana captured the title one season after a last-place finish.

• Jacobs, who grew up approximately 30 miles north of Detroit in Shelby Township, has committed to Michigan State University for the fall of 2014.

• He won a gold medal with Team USA at the 2013 World Junior A Challenge and also served as an assistant captain for the U.S. at the 2012 Youth Olympic Games, where he recorded three assists in six contests.

• Another NHLer that Jacobs looks up to is former Indiana Ice defenseman and current Boston Bruin Torey Krug: “I look up to Torey Krug a lot. I’ve gotten a couple chances to talk to Torey, he just has a lot of great things to say and good advice for me.” Other notable Indiana graduates are Carolina Hurricanes defenseman John-Michael Liles and Detroit Red Wings forward Justin Abdelkader.

• He played minor hockey with the Belle Tire organization in Detroit, posting 28 points (9g-19a) in 2010-11 as the team captured the Midwest Elite Hockey League title. In 2011-12, Jacobs joined the Honeybaked under-16 team, totaling 17 points (3g-14a) in 24 games.

NHL Central Scouting’s Greg Rajanen:

 "Josh is a solid two-way defender and is still growing into his body. He moves well in all directions and handles the puck well. He can one-time the puck with good pace on his shot and is good at stick defending.”
Devils take Quenneville in first round

Two-way center models game after Dallas' Jamie Benn
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 The Devils selected center John Quenneville with their first-round pick, 30th overall, at the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia on Friday. Get to know the newest member of the team!

Devils Director of Scouting David Conte:

 "We're quite satisfied we got a very complete player that's scratching the surface of his potential in John Quenneville. He plays in a very hockey-oriented town in Brandon, Manitoba, with an excellent tutelage with [Wheat Kings' head coach] Kelly McCrimmon, and a great history of players before him. We're optimistic that his development will be both positive and useful to the Devils." 

Player Profile

In 2013-14, Quenneville finished third on the Brandon Wheat Kings with 25 goals and ranked fourth with 58 points. In the Western Hockey League playoffs, he posted a team-leading 13 points (5g-8a) in nine games, including nine points in the club’s first-round sweep of the Regina Pats.

• Quenneville comes from a hockey-rich family. His older brother, Peter, was selected 195th overall by the Columbus Blue Jackets in the 2013 NHL Draft and his younger brother, David, made his WHL debut this season with the Medicine Hat Tigers. His uncle by marriage is current Boston Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk and his second cousin is former NHL player and current Chicago Blackhawks head coach Joel Quenneville.

• He was part of Team Canada’s bronze-medal winning team at the 2014 Under-18 World Championship and represented Team Pacific at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge. Quenneville also won gold with Team Alberta at the 2011 Western Canada Under-16 Challenge Cup, registering three assists in a 10-4 win over Manitoba in the gold medal game.

• He models his two-way game after Dallas Stars forward Jamie Benn.

NHL.com Analysis

The Devils could use a consistent point-producer in their system and the 6-foot, 182-pound second cousin to Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville fits the bill. He had a tremendous second half of the season and finished with 25 goals, 58 points in 61 games. He has a pro makeup and tremendous work ethic, two traits required of a player performing for Devils GM Lou Lamoriello.

NHL Central Scouting’s David Gregory:

"He has the pro makeup and is a hard-worker. He makes good plays very quickly and is good at moving the puck. I'd like to see more consistency from him, but I like the way he finds open spaces and his ability to make any kind of pass.”
Devils' 2014 Draft notes
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The Devils have six picks, including the 30th choice in the first round, in the 2014 NHL Draft, which begins tonight at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Devils Draft Choices

A breakdown of each of the Devils' draft picks, including those that were acquired/traded:

◾Round 1 - 30th overall (acquired via 3/6/14 NHL decision-not eligible to be traded)

◾Round 2 - 41st overall

◾Round 3 - 71st overall

◾Round 4 - 101st overall (traded to Winnipeg, 2/13/13)

◾Round 5 - 131st overall

◾Round 6 - 152nd overall (acquired from Florida, 9/28/13)

◾Round 6 - 161st overall

◾Round 7 - 191st overall (traded to Phoenix, 4/3/13)

First Round Notes

◾New Jersey has selected 32 players in the first round all-time, including 19 forwards (last time, Stefan Matteau, 29th/2012), 10 defensemen (last time, Adam Larsson, 4th/2011) and three goaltenders (last time, Ari Ahonen, 27th/1999)

◾The club has drafted a forward with three of its last four first-round selections: Stefan Matteau (2012), Jacob Josefson (2009) and Mattias Tedenby (2008). Defenseman Adam Larsson (2011) was the exception. (First-round picks in 2010 and 2013 were traded)

30th Overall Pick

◾The Devils have drafted a player with the 30th overall selection once previously. At the 2006 Entry Draft in Vancouver, the Devils traded the 25th overall pick to Carolina for the 30th and 77th (previously acquired from Vancouver) overall selections. New Jersey selected defenseman Matt Corrente with the 30th choice.

◾Previous 30th overall selections include: Tanner Pearson (2012, Los Angeles), former Devil David Steckel (2001, Los Angeles), and seven-time NHL All-Star defenseman Sandis Ozolinsh (2nd round, 1991, San Jose).

Instant Impact

New Jersey’s last two first round selections, Stefan Matteau (2012) and Adam Larsson (2011), have each made their NHL debut in the season-opener of the year they were drafted. Matteau made his debut January 19, 2013 at the New York Islanders.  At 18 years, 10 months &  29 days, he became the eighth-youngest player in Devils' history. Larsson appeared in the October 8, 2011 opener vs. Philadelphia, and at  18 years, 10 months & 26 days was the seventh-youngest player in franchise history.

Forward Thinking

New Jersey has selected a forward with 12 of its 18 picks in the previous three Entry Drafts and with nine of its 12 choices over the last two. Reid Boucher (4th round, 2011) and Stefan Matteau (1st round, 2012) have already made their NHL debut with the Devils.

Getting Defensive in Round Two

The Devils have chosen a defenseman in the second round in four of the past five Drafts:

◾2009 - Eric Gelinas, 54th overall choice -  He posted 7g-22a-29pts in 60 games in 2013-14, which was the third-highest total (tie, Jacob Trouba, Winnipeg & Olli Maatta, Pittsburgh) among rookie blueliners behind Boston's Torey Krug (14g-26a-40pts) and Anaheim's Hampus Lindholm (6g-24a-30pts).

◾2010 - Jon Merrill, 38th overall choice - Recorded 2g-9a-11pts in 52 games during his first NHL season in 2013-14.

◾2012 - Damon Severson, 60th overall choice - Finished sixth (tie) among WHL defensemen with 15g-46a-61pts and was named to the league's West Second All-Star Team in 2013-14. He also led Kelowna with 4g-14a-18pts in 14 games overall during the post-season.

◾2013 - Steven Santini - 42nd overall choice - Posted 3g-8a-11pts in 35 games and was named to the All-Hockey East Rookie Team in his freshman season with Boston College. Also scored 1g in five games with Team USA at the World Junior Championships.
Isles Pick Goalies, College Players at Draft

The Islanders wrap up NHL Draft with five picks on second day. 
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Linus Soderstrom makes a save for Djurgarden

The New York Islanders drafted in twos on the second day of the NHL Draft, rounding our a pair of goaltenders and a pair of college players with a member of the famed Sutter family with their five picks Saturday.

“The goal is to finish the draft with players we have confidence in becoming big parts of our organization,” Islanders Director of Player Development Trent Klatt said. “We are going to pump this lineup full of skill, smarts and the ability to play the game."

One day after addressing their depth on the wing with Machael Dal Colle and Josh Ho-Sang, the Islanders bolstered their crease with two European goaltenders, taking Ilya Sorokin 78th overall and Linus Soderstrom with the 95th pick. (The team traded the 65th overall pick to the Florida Panthers for their third round pick in 2015).

Sorokin played 27 games for Metallurg Novokuznetsk in the Kontinental Hockey League last season, posting a 2.90 goals against average and a .911 save percentage.

Soderstrom, the third-ranked European goalie by Central Scouting, put up a 2.61 goals against average and a .915 save percentage in his first season with Djurgarden’s junior team in the SuperElit League. The Stockholm, Sweden native is 6’4” 194 pounds and is light in his crease, limiting rebound opportunities. Islanders goaltending coach Mike Dunham said Soderstrom has “a calmness about his game that shows he plays under control.”

The Islanders dipped into the college ranks in the fourth and sixth rounds, drafting Quinnipiac University defenseman Devon Toews (108th overall) and Ferris State University forward Kyle Schempp (155th overall). Toews and Schempp are both 20-year-old freshmen, who were thrilled after being selected by the Islanders.

“It’s an unbelievable feeling,” Schempp said. “It’s something I’ll always remember and cherish.”

Devon Toews skating for the Quinnipiac University Bobcats 

Toews (no relation to Chicago’s Jonathan Toews) is an offensive defenseman, who scored 17 points (1G, 16A) in 37 games for the Quinnipiac Bobcats last season and 45 points (10G, 35A) in 48 games for the Surrey Eagles of the British Columbia Hockey League the year before. The Abbotsford, BC, native and former BCHL defenseman of the year, was ecstatic when he found out he was drafted by the team just two hours south on the I-95.

“It was my last chance at the draft this year and I had a good interview with the Islanders,” Toews said. “I’m happy I get to go to a team that’s close to my school. It’s a good organization.”

Schempp, a native of Saginaw, MI, scored 25 points (10G, 15A) in 43 games this season for the Ferris State Bulldogs, which included two games at the NCAA Division 1 Tournament.

“He’s a highly-skilled player,” Klatt said. “When we get to the later rounds in the draft… these guys have to have something that is almost exceptional. This kid’s hockey sense is there and that’s why we picked him.”

Lukas Sutter was the Islanders final pick in the draft, taken 200th overall after the Islanders sent the 185th pick to the Tampa Bay Lightning for the 200th pick and the Lightning's seventh-round pick in 2015. The 6’0, 209-pound center re-entered the draft after being selected by the Winnipeg Jets in the second round in 2012. Sutter’s father, Rich, played 874 NHL games with seven teams over his 17-year career.

“He’s an agitator, a guy that has some abrasiveness to him,” Klatt said. “He’s the type of guy that is going to win games for you in the playoffs. He goes to the dirty areas;,wins face offs and is an all-around player.”

Klatt reiterated his enthusiasm with the Islanders picks at the draft. In total, the team made seven picks and three trades, but more importantly, got “their” guys and addressed the positions that needed attention.

That’s a pair of wins on draft day.

Islanders Select Five on Day Two

Two Forwards, One Defenseman and Two Goalies selected in rounds 3-7
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The New York Islanders selected five players on Day Two of the National Hockey League Draft in Philadelphia. The club’s picks in rounds three through seven included goaltenders Ilya Sorokin and Linus Soderstrom, defenseman Devon Toews, forwards Kyle Schempp and Lukas Sutter.

The Islanders opened the second day with six picks, but traded the 65th overall selection to the Florida Panthers in exchange for Florida’s third-round pick in 2015. With their next two selections, the Islanders chose a pair of 18-year-old European goaltenders in Sorokin and Soderstrom.

Sorokin, the Islanders’ third-round (78th overall) pick, played 27 games in goal for Novokuznetsk Metallurg of the Kontinental Hockey League in 2013-14. The 6’2, 167-pound goaltender posted a 2.90 goals-against average and a 0.911 save percentage in Russia’s top league.

Soderstrom, selected with the fifth pick of the fourth round (95th overall), appeared in 23 games with Djurgarden’s under-20 club in Sweden’s SuperElit league this past season. A 6’4, 187-pound netminder, Soderstrom posted a 2.61 goals-against average and 0.915 save percentage. The Stockholm native was Sweden’s starting goaltender at both the 2014 Under-18 World Junior Championships and the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

The Islanders’ third and fourth picks on Day Two were a pair of 20-year-old college hockey players in Toews and Schempp.

Toews, chosen in the fourth round (108th overall), scored 17 points (one goal, 16 assists) in 37 games last season as a freshman at Quinnipiac University. A 5’11, 175-pound defenseman, Toewes spent the previous two seasons with the Surrey Eagles of the British Columbia Hockey League (Junior A). The Aldergrove, BC, native led Surrey to the BCHL Championship in 2012-13 and was named the BCHL’s Best Defenseman, earning a spot on the league’s First All-Star Team.

Schempp, the Islanders’ sixth round selection (155th overall), scored 25 points (10 goals, 15 assists) in 43 games as a freshman at Ferris State University this past season. Prior to his collegiate career, the 6’0, 178-pound center played for the Sioux Falls Stampede of the United States Hockey League and the Traverse City North Stars of the North American Hockey League. Schempp was born in Saginaw, Michigan.

In the seventh round, the Islanders traded the 185th overall pick to the Tampa Bay Lightning in exchange for the 200th overall pick and Tampa Bay’s seventh round selection in 2015.

The Islanders’ final pick of the 2014 draft, Sutter, came in the seventh round, 200th overall. A forward from St. Louis, MI, Sutter scored 23 points (10 goals, 13 assists) with the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League this past season. Sutter’s father, Rich, played 874 NHL games with seven teams over his 17-year career.

Islanders' Dal Colle gets special call after selection

Islanders captain John Tavares immediately welcomed Michael Dal Colle to the team
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As if being selected with the fifth pick of the 2014 NHL Draft by the New York Islanders wasn't exciting enough, Oshawa Generals left wing Michael Dal Colle had one other reason to crack a huge smile Friday at Wells Fargo Center.

The special moment came minutes after Islanders general manager Garth Snow announced Dal Colle as the team's first draft pick and came courtesy of captain John Tavares.

"It was literally two minutes after I was picked when Tavares called," Dal Colle said. "He was the first call and welcomed me to the New York Islanders. He said the organization is happy to have me aboard.

"It was really pretty cool."

Tavares, taken by the Islanders with the first pick in 2009, spent four seasons with Oshawa, totaling totaled 183 goals and 383 points in 223 regular-season games. Dal Colle has 54 goals and 143 points in 130 regular-season games and most likely will spend one more season with the Generals before turning pro.

He was asked if playing with Tavares is something he would relish.

"That would be unreal," Dal Colle said. "I know what he did in Oshawa. He was one of the best players to ever lace up the skates for the Generals. Skating beside him would be something special."

Dal Colle's role model is his older brother, Jonluca, who has autism. His hero is mother Wendy, who seven years ago was diagnosed with breast cancer but has been cancer-free since 2009.

"I haven't called [Jonluca] yet but I definitely will, for sure at some point," Dal Colle said while making his media tour following his selection. "He's going to hopefully be the first one to wear a No. 71 Islanders jersey."

Islanders Draft Party A Success

Popular picks and family fun made the Islanders draft party a night to remember
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Fans watch the draft at the Islanders Draft Party 

The crowd at Nassau Coliseum erupted in cheers as General Manager Garth Snow selected Michael Dal Colle with the fifth-overall pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. While the thousands of diehard Islanders fans were separated by two states and 130 miles, they watched the draft unfold live, via live stream, at the team’s annual Draft Party.

Dal Colle could not see the Coliseum’s reaction to his pick, but the 18-year-old was embraced by the Islanders faithful.

Dal Colle turned 18 years old a week before the draft. The winger showed elite skill with the Ontario Hockey League’s Oshawa Generals, finishing last season with 39 goals and 95 points in 67 games. The budding power forward added eight goals and 20 points in 12 playoff games last season. Islanders fan Ryan Dennison hopes Dal Colle brings a scoring touch to the Islanders lineup soon.

"I think it was a pick we really needed," Dennison said. "He's a good player, but he's going to have to prove himself, and I think he'll get a few games to do that."

Dal Colle becomes the second Islanders first-round draft pick out of Oshawa in the past five seasons. The Islanders drafted defenseman Calvin de Haan out of Oshawa in the first round in 2009. Additionally, captain John Tavares played parts of four seasons with Oshawa before finishing a stellar junior career with the London Knights and becoming the first-overall pick in the 2009 draft. At the 2014 Draft Party, Vincent Skelden noted the relationship between the Generals and the Islanders.

"We have a history with Oshawa, and we'll see how it works out," Skelden said. "He seems like a tough kid, but you never know. With draft picks, you never know."

While the crowd at the Coliseum dwindled, the Islanders kept the party going in Philadelphia by sending the 35th and 57th picks to the Tampa Bay Lightning for the 28th pick. With a second pick in the first round, the Islanders took forward Josh Ho-Sang of the Windsor Spitfires, also of the OHL. A crafty player, Ho-Sang scored 32 goals and finished with 85 points in 67 games with Windsor last season.

The draft party attracted Islanders fans from all over New York State. Mike Cassidy, who drove from Albany specifically for the draft party knew what type of player he wanted to see slip on and Islanders sweater on the stage in Philadelphia.

Matt Martin sits in the dunk tank at the Islanders Draft Party. 

While the Islanders ultimately took two forwards in the first round, Cassidy still enjoyed touring the Islanders locker room and watching the draft with fellow Islanders fans. Fans came for the camaraderie, but also for the family-friendly atmosphere. Brothers Charlie and Chris Mauceri, attending the event for a third consecutive year, brought more family to the 2014 Draft Party. Cousins James and Anthony Mauceri, sons of Chris and Charlie, enjoyed sliding down the inflatable Islanders slide, jumping around in the Islanders moon bounce and riding the Ferris wheel. Fans also enjoyed viewing exhibits of Islanders gear presented by the Hockey Hall of Fame.

Several Islanders players made appearances throughout the night, including de Haan, Eric Boutlon, Ryan Strome, Anders Lee and Matt Martin. At one point in the night, Martin sat in the dunk booth. April Carey watched as fans tried to hit the bullseye and send Martin into the water. With all the fanfare going on and the excitement of the Islanders making the fifth overall selection, the players interacting with the fans truly made the event memorable.

Islanders Trade Up For Ho-Sang

General Manager Garth Snow traded into the first round to draft the highly-skilled winger
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The New York Islanders made a splash at the end of the first round of the 2014 NHL Draft, seizing an opportunity to lock up highly-skilled winger Joshua Ho-Sang with the 28th overall pick.

Ho-Sang, a native of Toronto, Ontario, scored 85 points (32 goals, 53 assists) in 67 games with the Windsor Spitfires this past season, his second OHL campaign.

“It feels absolutely amazing (to be an Islander),” a beaming Ho-Sang said. “According to everyone else they are taking a chance on me and I am really grateful that they’re doing that and I’m going to give them everything I have.”

The Islanders traded both of the team’s second-round picks (35th and 57th overall) to the Tampa Bay Lightning in exchange for the 28th overall selection.

General Manager Garth Snow said Ho-Sang was a player the team had targeted and didn’t shy away from the opportunity to land their guy.

“We didn’t want to take a chance,” Snow said. “It was similar to the Brock Nelson situation. We said we had this currency, the extra picks, so let’s use them and get the player we identified. We didn’t want to wake up tomorrow and have any regrets, so we went for it.”

Ho-Sang was labeled as “outspoken” leading up to the draft, which may have been the reason why the supremely talented winger fell to the final three picks of the first round. Ho-Sang was preparing for a potential return on Saturday with the hopes of hearing his name in the second round. He was elated when he was taken by the Islanders and a management group that believes so highly in him.

As the General Manager and leader of the Islanders push to return to the playoffs this upcoming season, Snow did not mince words when standing up for one of the brightest young prospects now in the organization when asked about how Ho-Sang had been criticized. In two interviews, Snow gave blunt comments describing the promise he sees in the young winger and his excitement to have Ho-Sang leaving the building in an Islanders jersey.

“It’s amazing the fact that they traded two seconds away to pick me,” Ho-Sang said. “That just shows that they believe in me and that’s all I really need, a team that believes in me. I’ll give them everything that I have and push until I can’t breathe. I want to give them (the Islanders organization) everything I have because you know it’s not just about you, it’s about your family and the Islanders, after today, have become my family.”

Dal Colle Adds Depth, Character

The Islanders addressed their wing depth and drafted a high-character guy in Michael Dal Colle.
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Trying to sit still in the seats at Wells Fargo Center four picks into the 2014 NHL Draft, Michael Dal Colle had a feeling he was moments away from becoming a New York Islander.

As the Islanders management took the stage, Dal Colle turned to his father, Gus, and quietly disclosed his gut feeling, adding that he wanted to wind up on Long Island with fellow Oshawa Generals alumni John Tavares and Calvin de Haan.

“I kind of had a gut feeling I would go here if I were available and it worked out great,” Dal Colle said shortly after his prediction came to fruition. Fitted in a new, Islanders-blue uniform with his name freshly minted on the back, he added, “It’s amazing, a dream come true. They are a very young team, up and coming. I’ll add to a good young, core group of guys.”

Most fans and pundits agreed that the standout winger, who was the Ontario Hockey League’s fifth-leading scorer, 

 would be snatched up – if available – by the Islanders. Dal Colle scored 95 points (39 goals, 56 assists) in 67 games with the Generals and added 20 points (eight goals, 12 assists) in 12 playoff games, the highest total of any player who didn’t qualify for the finals.

“Drafting a player of Michael’s caliber is another building block in what is an important offseason for the organization,” Islanders General Manager Garth Snow said. “We’re excited to see him develop into another key piece of our core. Michael has top-end offensive skill, paired with two-way instincts and hockey sense, which are assets we are thrilled to add to the Islanders.”

My whole family is what drives me every day. I am definitely a family-oriented guy everything I do in hockey is for them. - Michael Dal Colle

Dal Colle was slotted as the fifth-highest North American skater by central scouting and was the top-rated winger in the draft. The Islanders prospect pool is deep with defensemen (Griffin Reinhart, Ryan Pulock, Ville Pokka) and centers (Ryan Strome, Brock Nelson), but the team had not drafted a winger since John Persson in the fifth round of the 2011 draft.

“The one weakness, prospect-wise, positionally that we needed to address was on the wing,” Snow said. He later traded for another first-round pick and selected winger Josh Ho-Sang with the 28th overall pick.

Dal Colle played center throughout minor hockey in Ontario before switching to the wing with the Generals. His father said that his son thinks like a center, which is what makes him an effective two-way player on the wing.

“He’s a very intelligent player,” The senior Dal Colle said. “He sees the ice exceptionally well. He’s got great playmaking skills and can finish. I think he’ll be a very good compliment going forward with the Islanders.”

While Dal Colle is a standout player on the ice, he’s also a standup person off of it. He’s a family-oriented guy, whose maturity and perspective are shaped by an autistic brother and a brave mother who battled and beat breast cancer. He cites them as his biggest role model and his biggest hero.

“My whole family is what drives me every day,” Dal Colle said. “I am definitely a family-oriented guy. Everything I do in hockey is for them.”

Snow and Head Coach Jack Capuano constantly covet “high-character guys” and have found one in Dal Colle.

“Michael is a wonderful kid,” his father said. “He’s never given us any problems, he’s very respectful, he takes a lot of responsibility, he’s faced a lot of adversity and he has a lot of character. I think he’ll make the Islanders proud.”

Michael was joined by 35 friends and family and had one of the largest receptions at the draft. He looked calm, poised and collected during his first NHL media scrum, but said he was overwhelmed with emotion when he heard his name called on the draft floor.

Even with astute intuition, it’s hard to prepare for a life-changing moment like being drafted to the NHL.

Islanders Select Ho-Sang 28th Overall

Ontario-born forward scored 85 points last season in OHL
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The New York Islanders have selected Josh Ho-Sang with the 28th overall pick in the 2014 National Hockey League Draft. The Islanders acquired the, pick moments before it was announced, in a trade with the Tampa Bay Lightening in exchange for the 35th and 57th picks in the draft. Islanders General Manager Garth Snow announced the selection Friday at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Ho-Sang, a native of Toronto, Ontario, scored 85 points (32 goals, 53 assists) in 67 games with the Windsor Spitfires this past season, his second Ontario Hockey League campaign. The 5’11, 175-pound forward added three points (one goal, two assists) in four OHL playoff games last season.

In 2012-13, Ho-Sang scored 44 points (14 goals, 30 assists) in 63 games as a rookie with Windsor.

On the international stage, he played for Team Canada-Ontario at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, scoring five points (two goals, three assists) in five games. Ho-Sang scored 79 points (31-48—79) in 30 games with the Toronto Marlboros of the Greater Toronto Hockey League in 2011-12, forming a dynamic duo with 2015 draft eligible forward Connor McDavid.

Islanders Select Dal Colle 5th Overall 

Ontario-born forward scored 95 points last season in OHL
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The New York Islanders have selected Michael Dal Colle with the fifth overall pick in the 2014 National Hockey League Draft. Islanders General Manager Garth Snow announced the pick Friday at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Dal Colle, a native of Richmond Hill, Ontario, scored 95 points (39 goals, 56 assists) in 67 games with the Oshawa Generals this past season, his second Ontario Hockey League campaign. The 6’1, 182-pound winger added 20 points (eight goals, 12 assists) in 12 OHL playoff games last season and was named to the OHL Second All-Star Team.

“Drafting a player of Michael’s caliber is another building block in what is an important offseason for the organization,” Snow said. “We’re excited to see him develop into another key piece of our core. Michael has top-end offensive skill, paired with two-way instincts and hockey sense, which are assets we are thrilled to add to the Islanders.”

In 2012-13, Dal Colle was named to the OHL First All-Rookie Team after collecting 48 points (15 goals, 33 assists) in 63 games with Oshawa.

On the international stage, he won gold with Team Canada at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament and played for Canada-Ontario at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge.

This pick marked the seventh time the Islanders have selected fifth overall at the NHL Draft. Other fifth-overall selections include Ryan Strome (2011), Nino Niederreiter (2010), Raffi Torres (2000), Tim Connolly (1999), Eric Brewer (1997) and Darius Kasparaitis (1992).

Islanders Top 50 Draft Prospects: 2-1

NewYorkIslanders.com breaks down The Hockey News' top 50 prospects ahead of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft
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By Cory Wright 

 E-mail 

A fan holds up The Hockey News' 2009 Draft Preview featuring future Islanders captain John Tavares on the cover. 

 Click picture for full Draft Flashback gallery. 

 Round 1: 5th overall

 Round 2: 35th overall

 Round 2: 57th overall (from MTL)

 Round 3: 65th overall

 Round 3: 78th overall (from PHI)

 Round 4: 95th overall

 Round 4: 108th overall (from PHI)

 Round 6: 155th overall

 Round 7: 185th overall

2013 New York Islanders Draft Picks

 Ryan Pulock (1st round, 15th overall)

 Eamon McAdam (3rd round, 70th overall) 

 Taylor Cammarata (3rd round, 76th overall)

 Stephon Williams (4th round, 106th overall)

 Victor Crus Rydberg (5th round, 136th overall)

 Alan Quine (6th round, 166th overall)

 Kyle Burroughs (7th round, 196th overall)

 50-48: DeAngelo, Smith, Mayo

 47-45: Kahkonen, Englund, Nedeljkovic

44-42: MacInnis, Soderstrom, Point

 41-39: Cornel, Donato, Pettersson

38-36: Glover, Lemieux, Quenneville

35-33: Masin, Goldobin, Pollock

32-30: MacLeod, Schmaltz, Bleackley

29-27: Kempe, Demko, Ho-Sang

26:24: McKeown, Dougherty, Milano

23-21: Pastrnak, Barbashev, Sanheim

 20-18: Fabbri, Vrana, Scherbak 

 17-15: Tuch, Honka, McCann

14-12: Larkin, Fiala, Perlini

 11-9: Virtanen, Kapanen, Ritchie

 8-7: Fleury, Ehlers

6-5: Nylander, Dal Colle

 4-3: Draisaitl, Reinhart 

The NHL is awaiting the debut of Aaron Ekblad as much as Ekblad is awaiting his NHL debut. Scouts have deemed the 6’4” 216 lbs. defenseman as NHL ready and he should make the jump next season. Ekblad is physically imposing and can put the puck in the net, leading all OHL defensemen with 23 goals last season. The reigning OHL Defenseman of the Year was granted exceptional status under the league’s “John Tavares Rule” to play as a 15-year-old. Ekblad has outgrown the OHL and could also be drafted first overall. 

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 6'4" Born 2/7/1996 

Wt. 216 Hometown Belle River, ON 

2. Aaron Ekblad

 Barrie Colts - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Barrie 58 23 30 53 91 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Ekblad is a hulking defender who has shown for many years why he was given exceptional status in the OHL. He's big, strong, aggressive and can play any type of game that's dictated. He won't run the top of the umbrella on the PP in the NHL, but his shot will be utilized in some fashion. Very good edges and mobility for such a big man.  

Sam Bennett is described as one of the most versatile players in the draft, with perhaps the biggest competitive edge. The Kingston Frontenacs center plays with a huge heart, outworking opponents in all three zones. Bennett also has an offensive flair scoring 91 points (36G, 55A) in 57 games, including a mammoth 25-game point streak (17G, 29A) from November to late January.

Pos. LW Shoots L 

Ht. 6'0" Born 6/20/1996 

Wt. 181 Hometown Richmond Hill, ON 

1. Sam Bennett

 Kingston Frontenacs - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Kingston 57 36 55 91 118 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

Bennett is at the top of many lists for a variety of reasons. His biggest asset is his versatility. He's an all-purpose player that has a heart as big as a lion, skill to match anyone in this draft and hockey sense that allows him to be successful in any scenario and any situation. Anyone would be rated higher if they were 6'4", but don't worry about this kid because of his size. 

Leon Draisaitl is the co-scoring leader of this year’s draft class, posting 105 points (38G, 67A) for the Prince Albert Raiders of the WHL. The German-born center has the size (6’1” 209 pounds) and playmaking ability to immediately step into the NHL. Draisaitl is a star in the Western League and on the international stage, scoring a point-per-game (12 points in 12 games) for Team Germany in two World Junior Championships. 

Pos. C Shoots L 

Ht. 6'1" Born 10/27/1995 

Wt. 209 Hometown Cologne, Ger. 

4. Leon Draisaitl 

 Prince Albert Raiders - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Prince Albert 64 38 67 105 24 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Draisaitl generates offense on his own with maybe the best backhand sauce pass around in the past few years. He has options available to him anywhere on the rink. He isn't the fleetest of foot, but his ability to think the game makes him a very good player. He's going to make plays and appear more of a playmaker but don't be fooled, he can score too.  

Sam Reinhart is the other co-scoring leader of the draft class, scoring 36 goals and 69 assists en route to a 105-point season. Reinhart – the younger brother of Isles prospect Griffin Reinhart – improved his stats in each of his three seasons in the WHL and can play both ends of the ice. The Kootenay Ice center has won U-18 gold, Ivan Hlinka gold, U-18 bronze and was named the WHL player of the year. Reinhart has the potential to go first overall.

Pos. C Shoots R 

Ht. 6'0" Born 11/6/1995 

Wt. 185 Hometown North Vancouver, BC 

3. Sam Reinhart

 Kootenay Ice - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Kootenay 60 36 69 105 11 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

If you want to play the game with Sam Reinhart, you had better be two steps ahead of the play and ready because this guy is always a step ahead of everyone else. His hockey sense and offensive game is heads-and-shoulders above the average player at the age of 18. He doesn't move like Michael Grabner, but he doesn't need too. He's just flat out an offensive generator. Put some speed and a couple shooters with this guy and watch out.

William Nylander, son of former NHLer Michael Nylander, is one of the most skilled and dynamic players in this year’s draft. Trent Klatt describes his game as courageous, while scouts laud his speed and skill set. Nylander scored seven points in 22 games for Modo in the Swedish Hockey League, but was dynamite against his own age group. Nylander lit up the World Under-18’s with 16 points (6G, 10A) in seven games. 

Pos. C Shoots R 

Ht. 5'11" Born 5/1/1996 

Wt. 169 Hometown Calgary, AB 

6. William Nylander

 Sodertalje - Allsvenskan

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Modo 22 1 6 7 6 

Rogle/Sodertalje 35 15 12 27 16 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Nylander is an absolutely electric player. He loves to wind it up before racing through the neutral zone, attacking with great speed and agility. Even though he loves to shoot, he has great vision and playmaking skills. He's courageous and naturally gifted. In time, Nylander should make an easy transition to the NHL.  

Michael Dal Colle had a breakout season for the Oshawa Generals, scoring 95 points (39G, 56A) in 67 games, doubling the production from his rookie year. Dal Colle isn’t known for having a mean streak, but the lanky forward is 6’2” with room to grow into his body. The Richmond Hill, ON, native was the sixth leading scorer in the OHL, and was the leading playoff scorer amongst teams that didn’t qualify for the final. 

Pos. RW Shoots R 

Ht. 6'0" Born 7/23/1996 

Wt. 180 Hometown Richmond Hill, ON 

5 Michael Dal Colle

 Oshawa Generals - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Oshawa 67 39 56 95 34 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

Dal Colle has an absolutely terrific wrist shot and snapper that allows him to score from anywhere. He appears at times to be a pure goal scorer, but he can also make plays. He has a very soft set of hands that allow him to pass the puck extremely well, but he's big, strong and loves traffic in front of the net. Dal Colle may not have the same ability to make guys around him better that Draisaitl or Reinhart have, but he's a terrific player in his own right.

Detroit native Dylan Larkin finished his second season with the US National Team Development Program just shy of a point-per-game, with 56 points (31G, 25A) in 60 games. He’s won two medals for Team USA, a bronze at the U-17 World Hockey Challenge and gold at the U-18 World Championships. Larkin will head to the University of Michigan next season. 

Pos. LW Shoots L 

Ht. 6'1" Born 7/30/1996 

Wt. 190 Hometown Detroit, MH 

14. Dylan Larkin

 US NTDP - USHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

US NTDP 26 17 9 26 24 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Larkin is a talented hockey player coming out of Ann Arbor and the USNTDP program. He's a very versatile forward who plays a responsible game and is a terrific skater. Larkin's greatest asset is his speed, but that shouldn't discount any other skill he has. He plays the game with a team-first attitude and leadership qualities.  

Switzerland-native Kevin Fiala spent the past two seasons developing his game in Sweden. Fiala played 17 games for HV71’s main squad and posted 11 points (3G, 8A). The 5’10”, 180-pound winger finished second in team playoff scoring with six points (1G, 5A) in eight games. Fiala also nearly scored a point-per-game (10G, 15A) in 27 games for HV71’s junior squad.

Pos. LW Shoots L 

Ht. 5'10" Born 7/22/1996 

Wt. 180 Hometown Uzwil, Swi. 

13. Kevin Fiala

 HV71 - SHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

HV71 17 3 8 11 10 

HV71 (Jr.) 27 10 15 25 40 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Fiala is a very good, all-around solid player. He's not the biggest kid in stature but don't bet against him in any situation. Hands, skill and smarts galore. This kid is blessed with the ability to make anyone around him better and all of his teammates should always be ready for the puck.  

Born in Guildford, England, Brendan Perlini played his youth hockey in Europe before arriving in North America at age 11. Perlini played for the Niagara Ice Dogs this past season and began the year notching 30 points in his first 15 games. His goal-scoring touch could also be seen on the international stage, tallying three goals for Canada while earning a Bronze Medal at the 2014 U-18 World Junior Championship. 

Pos. LW Shoots L 

Ht. 6'2" Born 4/27/1996 

Wt. 205 Hometown Guildford, Eng. 

12. Brendan Perlini

 Niagara IceDogs - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Niagara 58 34 37 71 36 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Perlini is a power forward that is a terrific skater. He can shoot the puck in stride and plays really hard for a big man. He's more of a north/south player, but his speed causes major concerns for a defenseman in one-on-one situations. Perlini has good hockey sense, good hands and a very good shot. His skills make him an interesting choice.

Western New York native Alex Tuch has a big body and a heavy shot, both attractive attributes at the NHL level. The 6’3” 213-pound Baldwinsville, NY, product is hard to miss on the ice and is turning heads after an offensive breakout. Tuch tripled his point production in a third of the games during his second year with the US NTDP. Tuch is committed to Boston College with linemate and Long Island native Sonny Milano. 

Pos. RW Shoots R 

Ht. 6'3" Born 5/10/1996 

Wt. 213 Hometown Baldwinsville, NY 

17. Alex Tuch

 US NTDP - USHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

US NTDP 25 13 19 32 36 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Tuch is a big, power forward who does a lot of work that doesn't end up on the score sheet. Don't get the wrong impression, this kid can play the game. He's just not the type of player you will see carrying the puck through the neutral zone with speed, nor will he perform any spinorama's to avoid contact. North/south guy, with guts, passion and desire.  

Julius Honka unleashed his offensive game after coming to the WHL from SM-Liiga in Finland. The Swift Current Broncos defenseman scored 56 points (16G, 40A) in his rookie season, quadrupling his goal totals last year in Finland. Honka won a gold medal at the World Juniors while playing a supporting role on Team Finland.

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 5'10" Born 12/3/1996 

Wt. 180 Hometown Jyvaskyla, Fin. 

16. Julius Honka

 Swift Current Broncos - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Swift Current 62 16 40 56 52 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Honka made the transition to North America quite easily this year. He's an offensive-minded defender that really sees the ice well. He can break the puck out with speed and plays a very smooth transition game. Honka's a power-play guy that seems calms the play down in the offensive zone.  

Pos. C Shoots L 

Ht. 6'0" Born 5/31/1996 

Wt. 179 Hometown Stratford, ON 

15. Jared McCann

 Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Sault Ste. Marie 64 27 35 62 51 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 McCann is a terrific all-purpose forward. Like many of his fellow peers this year he's blessed with an all-around game. He doesn't specifically excel in any one area, but he makes up for it with versatility and inspired two-way play. He's smart and and efficient in the offensive zone.

Robby Fabbri played a key role in the Guelph Storm’s OHL championship this season, scoring 28 points (13G, 15A) in 16 playoff games after potting 87 points (45G, 42A) in 58 regular season games. To put Fabbri’s ascent in perspective, the Mississauga, ON, native scored more goals this season than total points in 2012-13. The center’s game is anchored by speed and skill and he’s not easily intimidated despite his size (5’10” 170 pounds). 

Pos. C Shoots L 

Ht. 5'10" Born 1/22/1996 

Wt. 170 Hometown Mississauga, ON 

20. Robby Fabbri

 Guelph Storm - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Guelph 58 45 42 87 55 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Fabbri is a smaller offensive weapon that has numerous assets to his game. Throughout this past season, he continued to improve his game and is the type of player that makes everyone around him better. Vision and hands are very good.  

Jakub Vrana’s international play stood out this season, as the Czech winger led the U-18 tournament with eight goals in seven games, en route to a silver medal. Vrana played in the World Juniors as a 17-year-old and spent half of 2013-14 playing in the Swedish Hockey League. The 5’11”, 185lbs. winger was a point-per-game player in the junior ranks, notching 57 points (34G, 23A) in 56 games over two seasons.

Pos. RW Shoots L 

Ht. 5'11" Born 2/28/1996 

Wt. 185 Hometown Praha, Cze. 

19. Jakub Vrana

 Linkoping - SHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Linkoping 24 2 1 3 2 

Linkoping (Jr.) 24 14 11 25 26 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Vrana's a power-forward winger that has an extremely accurate shot and a quick release. He likes traffic, doesn't mind confrontation and while he is primarily a scorer, don't discount his ability to make plays. He doesn't get rid of the puck ever just for the sake of it. He's diligent, purposeful and effective.  

Nikita Scherbak had a sensational rookie season in the WHL, leading all rookies in goals (28), assists (50) and points (78). Only Halifax Mooseheads rookie Nikolaj Ehlers had more points than Scherbak among first-year players. Scherbak is primarily a playmaker and will compliment a goal scorer if the Blades can bring one into the fold. The Moscow native led his team in scoring by 35 points. 

Pos. RW Shoots L 

Ht. 6'1" Born 12/30/1996 

Wt. 175 Hometown Moscow, Rus. 

18. Nikita Scherbak

 Saskatoon Blades - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Saskatoon 54 26 43 69 28 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Scherbak is a highly-skilled offensive weapon, a smooth, dynamic skater that sees the ice extremely well. He likes to carry the puck and always knows what to do with it when the time comes to distribute it. This is a guy that fills a top-six spot on the wing fairly easily.

David Pastrnak played in the Allsvenskan as a 17-year-old, putting his 6’0”, 167-pound frame up against full-grown men. His season was cut short, but he posted 24 points (8G, 16A) in 36 games, nearly the same total as his year in Sweden’s junior ranks. Pastrnak played for the Czech Republic at the World Juniors, where he scored a goal and two assists. Scouts laud his vision, speed and hockey sense. 

Pos. LW Shoots R 

Ht. 6'0" Born 5/25/1996 

Wt. 167 Hometown Havirov, Cze. 

23. David Pastrnak

 Sodertalje - Allsvenskan

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Sodertalje 36 8 16 24 24 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Pastrnak is a neat player that has big-time skill too. He's not a bull by any stretch, but he's quick, agile and has the ability to make players around him better. His vision is good and his hockey sense is exceptional. Pastrnak is more of a playmaker than goal scorer and will compliment a scoring line.  

Ivan Barbashev lit up the QMJHL in his second season, scoring 68 points (25G, 43A) in 48 games. Barbashev finished one point shy of the team lead, despite playing 16 fewer games, but factor in Barbashev’s 10 points (4G, 6A) in six playoff games and he becomes the team’s leading scorer. The Moscow native won a bronze medal at the World Juniors and plays a gritty, North-American style game.

Pos. LW Shoots L 

Ht. 6'0" Born 12/14/1995 

Wt. 180 Hometown Moscow, Rus. 

22. Ivan Barbashev

 Moncton Wildcats - QMJHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Moncton 55 25 43 68 27 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Barbashev is a highly-skilled Russian that brings a complete game to the table. He's not afraid of traffic or hard work and he's more than willing to play in his own end as well as trying to score. He's a complete player that already plays a North-American game.  

Travis Sanheim scored 29 points (5G, 24A) his rookie season with the Calgary Hitmen and his six assists led all Canadian defensemen at the U-18 tournament. The long, lanky blueliner uses his 6’3” 181 lbs. frame to score rather than to punish opponents physically, but there is room to grow into his body. Sanheim is known for making a good outlet pass and handling the puck well. 

Pos. D Shoots L 

Ht. 6'3" Born 3/29/1996 

Wt. 181 Hometown Elkhorn, MB 

21. Travis Sanheim

 Calgary Hitmen - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Calgary 67 5 24 29 14 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Sanheim really progressed this year, but turned into a big-time prospect this spring at the U-18's in Finland. He's big, mobile and strong, has good movement with the puck and doesn't look out of place running a PP.  He's a two-way defender, but waiting to see his offensive upside.

Roland McKeown set new career highs in his second season on the Kingston blueline, scoring 43 points (11G, 32A) in 62 games. McKeown joins the play like teammates, but some scouts laud his positioning and think of him more as a defensive defenseman. Either way, McKeown’s all-around game is attracting attention. 

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 6'1" Born 1/20/1996 

Wt. 195 Hometown Listowel, ON 

26. Roland McKeown

 Kingston Frontenacs - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Kingston 62 11 32 43 61 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 McKeown is a very versatile rear guard who displays a unique ability to activate and get involved offensively with the puck. He's a very smooth skater with a physical edge to his game when he gets pushed. He's mart with the puck too, knows when to make that tape-to-tape pass as well as get it off the glass. More of a two-way guy, but don't be surprised if points come from him down the road.  

Jack Dougherty adjusted well to the USHL in his rookie season, scoring 12 points (4G, 8A) in 23 games for the U.S. National Team Development Program. Dougherty also chipped in four points (2G, 2A) during Team USA’s gold-medal run at the U-18 Tournament. The 6’1”, 186-pound defenseman is slated to play for the University of Wisconsin next season. 

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 6'1" Born 5/25/1995 

Wt. 186 Hometown Cottage Grove, MN 

25. Jack Dougherty

 USNTDP - USHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

US NTDP 23 4 8 12 34 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Dougherty brings a solid, no frills approach to the game and is the kind of guy coaches drool over. He's a big-time minute muncher that does everything well. He doesn't have that one exceptional trait outside of the fact that he's so versatile that he can - and most  likely will - play every scenario asked. He's a guy that you may not notice, but at the end of the day plays over 25 minutes.  

Massapequa native Sonny Milano adds some local flavor to the 2014 Draft, as the Long Island product had a standout season with the US National Team Development Program. Milano scored 39 points (14G, 25A) in 25 games, nearly doubling his output in a third of the games from the previous year. Milano has fantastic hands and can create offense individually. He’s set to join Boston College next season after graduating from the NTDP. 

Pos. LW Shoots L 

Ht. 6'0" Born 5/12/1996 

Wt. 183 Hometown Massapequa, NY 

24. Sonny Milano

 USNTDP - USHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

US NTDP 25 14 25 39 21 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Milano is simply so skilled he can do many things with a puck most others can't. One can only imagine how much time this kid spends with a stick in his hand. He's creative on the ice, slippery and as dynamic as anyone in this draft.

Adrian Kempe gained valuable experience playing for Modo in the Swedish Hockey League. The 6’1” 187-pound, 17-year-old played against men this past season, scoring 11 points (5G, 6A) in 45 games. Kempe earned the callup after scoring 19 points (3G, 16A) in 20 games for the junior squad and was a point-per-game player for Team Sweden at the U-17 and U-18 tournaments. 

Pos. C Shoots L 

Ht. 6'1" Born 9/13/1996 

Wt. 187 Hometown Kramfors, Swe 

29. Adrian Kempe

 Modo - SHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Modo 45 5 6 11 12 

Modo Jr. 20 3 16 19 32 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Kempe is a hard-working, two-way winger. This kid can really shoot the puck. He's a classic Swedish player with skill and a great stride as he looks almost effortless on the ice. Kempe doesn't have that North American edge to his game, but if his skill continues as it seems he may just score his way into the NHL.  

Thatcher Demko took command of the crease in his freshman year at Boston College. The San Diego, CA, native went 16-5-3 with a 2.24 GAA and a .919 SV% in his inaugural NCAA season. Demko backstopped Boston College to the Frozen Four and sits atop Central Scouting’s list of North American goaltenders. He is undefeated at the U-17 and U-18 tournaments and is a likely candidate to start for Team USA at next year’s World Juniors.

Pos. G Catches L 

Ht. 6'3" Born 12/8/1995 

Wt. 192 Hometown San Diego, CA 

28. Thatcher Demko

 Boston College - Hockey East

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP W-L-T GAA SV% 

Boston College 55 16-5-3 2.24 .919 

Mike Dunham, Islanders Goaltending Coach

 Demko is a good-sized goalie who plays a solid butterfly style. He has good lateral movement and covers a lot of net when he is in the butterfly position. Demko has quick legs and feet.  

Josh Ho-Sang took tremendous strides this season, doubling his offensive output in his second year with the Windsor Spitfires. Ho-Sang led the Spitfires with 85 points (32G, 53A) in 67 games, up from 44 points (14G, 30A) in his rookie year. The Thornhill, ON, native has lightning speed, puckhandling ability and a finishing touch. 

Pos. RW Shoots R 

Ht. 5'11" Born 1/22/1996 

Wt. 175 Hometown Thornhill, ON 

27. Josh Ho-Sang

 Windsor Spitfires - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Windsor 67 32 53 85 44 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Is there anyone in this draft that's better at stick handling in a phone booth than this kid? So skilled one wonders how Ho-Sang doesn't score each time he's on the ice. He is agile, smooth and dynamic with the puck.

After two seasons with the US National Team Development Program in Ann Arbor, MI, Johnathan MacLeod is headed back to his home state of Massachusetts next season. On the international stage, MacLeod won a Gold Medal with Team USA at the U-18 World Junior Championships, totaling three points (one goal, two assists) in seven games. 

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 6'2" Born 6/2/1996 

Wt. 200 Hometown Dracut, MS 

32. Johnathan MacLeod

 USNTDP - USHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

USNTDP 19 1 4 5 36 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 MacLeod's a defensive defenseman that has an imposing presence on the blueline. He's decent with the puck from a skill standpoint and showed he can score a bit as well. Best asset is his ability to play the body as his opponents enter the zone and is a physically imposing player.  

Nick Schmaltz is headed to the University of North Dakota next season and will train at one of the nation’s best college hockey programs. Schmaltz led the USHL’s Green Bay Gamblers in 2013-14 with 63 points (18G, 45A) in 55 games. Internationally, Schmaltz led Team USA to a silver medal at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Tournament with nine points (5G, 4A) in five games.

Pos. RW Shoots R 

Ht. 5'11" Born 2/23/1996 

Wt. 172 Hometown Verona, WI 

31. Nick Schmaltz

 Green Bay Gamblers - USHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Green Bay 55 18 45 63 16 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Schmaltz is a terrific, skilled player that makes plays when you think he has run out of room, time and space. He needs to find a bit more urgency in his game to be even more effective, but he's a small-area player who is not afraid of traffic.  

Conner Bleackley is the emotional and statistical leader of the Red Deer Rebels. Bleackley is an 18-year-old captain, as well as the team’s leading scorer, with 68 points (29G, 39A) in 71 games. The High River, AB native plays with grit, tenacity and was used in all situations for Team Canada at the U- 18 tournament. Bleackley’s size is not an issue either, as he stands 6’0”, 194 lbs. 

Pos. C Shoots R 

Ht. 6'0" Born 2/7/1996 

Wt. 194 Hometown High River, AB 

30. Conner Bleackley

 Red Deer Rebels - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Red Deer 71 29 39 68 48 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

Bleackley is a very responsible two-way center. He has many characteristics of an NHL player, but doesn't possess anything offensively that makes one think he's going to be a huge point producer going forward. He still has good hockey sense and can play the game. The type of player each team needs.

Czech defenseman Dominik Masin (pronounced mah-SHEEN) excelled at the U-18 World Championships, helping his country to a silver medal, the Czechs' first medal in that tournament since winning bronze in 2006. On the club side, Masin led defensemen in scoring on the U-20 Slavia Praha squad with 21 points (2G, 19 A) in 39 games. 

Pos. D Shoots L 

Ht. 6'2" Born 2/1/1996 

Wt. 189 Hometown Mestec Kralova, CZE 

35. Dominik Masin

 Slavia Praha - 

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Slavia Praha 39 2 19 21 102 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Masin is a very versatile player. He's steady, smooth and efficient, but not a flashy guy by any means. Skates well, reads the play well and makes good decisions with the puck. He likely will not score a lot, but will give any team some quality minutes of reliable play.  

Russian winger Nikolay Goldobin arrived in North America two seasons ago and has posted two solid OHL campaigns with the Sarnia Sting. This past season, the Moscow native led Sarnia with 94 points (38G, 56A) in 67 games. The previous year, Goldobin finished first amongst all OHL rookies with 30 goals and 68 points.

Pos. RW Shoots L 

Ht. 5'11" Born 10/7/1995 

Wt. 178 Hometown Moscow, RUS 

34. Nikolay Goldobin

 Sarnia Sting - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Sarnia 67 38 56 94 21 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Goldobin loves to play the game east and west and would fit in really well with a team that plays a puck-possession game. Thinks the game well and is better skating alongside teammates that can play the game without the puck. Playmaker by nature, but don’t discount his scoring ability.  

Brett Pollock’s hockey sense propelled him to a 55-point (25G, 30A) sophomore campaign after posting just four points in his WHL rookie season. During Edmonton’s run to the WHL Title, Pollock’s PPG improved as he tallied 19 points (11G, 8A) in 20 games to finish fourth in playoff scoring on the Oil Kings. A teammate of Isles’ prospect Griffin Reinhart, Pollock took home Canadian Junior Hockey’s top prize, the Memorial Cup, in May. 

Pos. C Shoots L 

Ht. 6'2" Born 3/16/1996 

Wt. 182 Hometown Sherwood Park, AB 

33. Brett Pollock

 Edmonton Oil Kings - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Edmonton 71 25 30 55 36 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Pollock has really come along way this year. He's a power forward with skill and pretty good speed. A big, strong kid that’s not afraid to go to the front of the net.  Really good release and above-average shot.

Jack Glover is slated to lace up at the University of Minnesota next season after playing two years for the US National Team Development Program. The 6’3, 190-pound defenseman finished second on the team, amongst blueliners, with 28 points (2G, 26A) in 59 games this past season. Glover also helped Team USA win gold at the 2014 U-18 World Junior Championships in Finland by contributing four points in seven games. 

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 6'3" Born 5/17/1996 

Wt. 190 Hometown Garden Valley, MN 

38. Jack Glover

 US NTDP - USHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

US NTDP 59 2 26 28 30 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Glover is a big, powerful defender that has the ability to produce as well as defend. Very good skater and smart with the puck. Tough to beat him with the puck in the corners because he has a reach you can’t teach.  

Second-year OHL winger Brendan Lemieux improved drastically on his point totals from his rookie season with the Barrie Colts. After tallying 14 points in 2012-13, Lemieux notched 53 points (27G, 26A) in 65 games as a sophomore. Brendan has a championship pedigree, as his father is Claude Lemieux, a four-time Stanley Cup winner and 1995 Conn Smythe winner.

Pos. LW Shoots L 

Ht. 6'0" Born 3/15/1996 

Wt. 206 Hometown Denver, CO 

37. Brendan Lemieux

 Barrie Colts - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Barrie 65 27 26 53 145 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Brendan has many of the same characteristics of his father (Claude Lemieux) when he played the game. He's a guy you love to have on your team and hate to play against. He has an edgy, in your face style, but don’t discount his ability to play the game. Depth player.  

John Quenneville’s 58 points (25G, 33A) in 61 games this season six points shy of the Brandon Wheat Kings team lead. Quenneville, the cousin of Chicago Blackhawks Head Coach Joe Quenneville, took his performance to another level during the playoffs, as he led Brandon with 13 points (5G, 8A) in nine games. Along with Islanders prospect Ryan Pulock, Quenneville and the Wheat Kings fell in the second round to the eventual Memorial Cup Champions, the Edmonton Oil Kings. 

Pos. C Shoots L 

Ht. 6'0" Born 4/16/1996 

Wt. 182 Hometown Sherwood Park, AB 

36. John Quenneville

 Brandon Wheat Kings - WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Brandon 61 25 33 58 71 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Quenneville is an all-purpose style of player; a meat-and-potato guy with very good instincts around the net. He's a depth type of player with very good habits that can make plays offensively, but will more likely end up on the score sheet scoring the goal rather than setting it up.

Peterborough, ON, native Eric Cornel impressed scouts this season, playing for his hometown Petes. Cornel broke out offensively, scoring 62 points (25G, 37A) in 68 games on a line with fellow 2014 draft prospect Nick Ritchie. When Cornel is on his game, scouts say he’s unstoppable, evidenced by a six-game point streak (7G, 8A) in January. 

Pos. C Shoots R 

Ht. 6'1" Born 4/11/1996 

Wt. 186 Hometown Peterborough, ON 

41. Eric Cornel

 Peterborough Petes - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Peterborough 68 25 37 62 25 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 A skilled, right-handed pivot that sees the ice extremely well. Cornel has shown the ability to be a playmaker, which allows him to make players around him better. He’s fast, agile and well balanced on his skates. His game grew throughout the year as he became more comfortable.  

Center Ryan Donato dominated New England high school prep hockey this past season, leading the Dexter School of Brookline, MA, with 78 points (37G, 41A) in 30 games. Renowned for his slick hands, Donato also played four games for the US National Team Development Program, potting one goal. He is headed to Harvard in 2015 to play for his father, Ted Donato, the former New York Islander and current Harvard Head Coach.

Pos. C Shoots R 

Ht. 6'0" Born 4/9/1996 

Wt. 176 Hometown Scituate, Mass 

40. Ryan Donato

 Dexter - USHS

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Dexter 30 37 41 78 N/A 

Cape Cod (Mid.) 9 8 9 17 33 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Ryan has more of a nose to score than his father (Ted Donato), but looks very similar on the ice. He makes guys look very silly in prep school and with some maturation should be able to carry that over to higher levels. He has a really good release and is able to place his shot very well.  

Skelleftea, Sweden native Marcus Pettersson has played for his hometown team for the past four seasons. Last season after tallying 18 points (4G, 14A) for Skelleftea's junior team, the 6’3, 161-pound defenseman earned the call to play 10 games for the senior club, finishing with a plus-two rating. He also made his International Team debut, participating in the U-18 World Junior Championships. 

Pos. D Shoots L 

Ht. 6'3" Born 5/8/1996 

Wt. 161 Hometown Skelleftea, SWE 

39. Marcus Pettersson

 Skelleftea - SuperElit

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Skelleftea Jr. 38 4 14 18 38 

Skelleftea (SHL) 10 0 0 0 0 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 His hockey IQ and instincts are decent. He’s very tall, lanky and shy at times, yet typically makes the right play and has a lot of room for growth. You don’t notice him a lot, but when you pay attention you realize his hockey sense is pretty good. Like many Swedish defenders, he has very good skills and is very good on his skates.

Ryan MacInnis debuted in the OHL this past season, scoring 37 points (16G, 21A) for the Kitchener Rangers after playing one year in the USHL. MacInnis is 6’3”, an attractive attribute for a center, but weighs a lean 183 pounds. Scouts praise his two-way game and cite his enthusiasm to hustle back and help in the defensive end. The St. Louis, MO, native is the son of Hockey Hall of Famer Al MacInnis. 

Pos. C Shoots L 

Ht. 6'3" Born 2/14/1996 

Wt. 183 Hometown St. Louis, MO 

44. Ryan MacInnis

 Kitchener Rangers - OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Kitchener 66 16 21 37 18 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Big, tall, rangy left-handed shot. MacInnis does everything well and plays a solid two-way game. He has a lot of tools that are very good.  

Photo: Elin Littorin  

Linus Soderstrom continued his ascent up the Djurgarden ranks, appearing in 23 games in 2013-14. The Stockholm, Swe., native posted a respectable 2.61 goals against average and a .915 save percentage, but scouts see his size as an upside. Soderstrom is 6’4”, 194 pounds, is light in his crease and can get around the net.

Pos. G Catches L 

Ht. 6'4" Born 8/23/1996 

Wt. 194 Hometown Stockholm, SWE 

43. Linus Soderstrom

 Djurgarden, Allsvenskan

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP GAA SV% 

Djurgarden (Jr.) 23 2.61 .915 

Mike Dunham, Islanders Goaltending Coach

 Another big Swedish kid who gets himself square to the shooters and follows pucks into his body well, limiting rebounds. Has a calmness about his game that shows he plays under control.  

Brayden Point scored a career high 91 points (36G, 55A) in 72 games during his sophomore season for the Moose Jaw Warriors. Point shattered his previous highs (24G, 33A) and was the 13th leading scorer in the Western League and second among players on non-playoff teams. Point stands 5’9”, 160lbs., which is a concern for some scouts, but smaller players are playing a bigger role in the NHL in recent seasons.  

Pos. C Shoots R 

Ht. 5'9" Born 4/13/1996 

Wt. 160 Hometown Calgary, AB 

42. Brayden Point

 Moose Jaw Warriors, WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A Pts. PIM 

Moose Jaw 72 36 55 91 53 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Point is a smaller, skilled center-man that really understands the game well.  He is a heady player with vision, hands and above-average hockey sense.  Has the ability to utilize his teammates on the ice as options to create chances.  Shows the ability to make players around him better.

Kaapo Kahkonen’s size – 6’2” 201 pounds – and technical ability make him an appealing prospect in scout’s eyes. The Helsinki, FIN native entered the season as a high-profile goalie prospect, but saw his numbers take a dip in 2013-14. He posted a .912 save percentage in 38 games for the U20 Espoo Blues in Jr. A SM-Liiga. Kahkonen went 9-2 in the playoffs for the Blues en route to the SM-Liiga Jr. A Championship. 

Pos. G Catches L 

Ht. 6'2" Born 8/16/1996 

Wt. 201 Hometown Helsinki, FIN 

47. Kaapo Kahkonen

 U20 Espoo Blues - SM-Liiga

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP GAA SV%  

U20 Espoo 38 N/A .912  

Mike Dunham, Islanders Goaltending Coach

 Kahkonen plays butterfly with good size and good technical ability. Able to stay big as he moves around the crease.  

At 6’3”, 189-pounds, Andreas Englund brings size to the blueline. The Stockholm, Swe., native utilizes his frame and is a prototypical shutdown defenseman.  Englund, 18, advanced rapidly through the Swedish ranks over the past two seasons and currently skates for Djurgarden in Allsvenskan. When Englund fills out his tall frame, he’ll impose his will in the back end and in the corners.

Pos. D Shoots L 

Ht. 6'3" Born 1/21/1996 

Wt. 189 Hometown Stockholm, SWE 

46. Andreas Englund

 Djurgarden, Allsvenskan

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A P PIM 

Djurgarden 19 1 1 2 14 

Djurgarden (Jr.) 33 5 5 10 26 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Left-handed shooting defenseman who plays a more North American style of game than you normally sees from the Swedes. Hockey sense, desire and passion are fantastic with this guy. He does little things, plays the body and almost has that unsung hero type of game to him.  

Alex Nedeljkovic was rock solid for the Plymouth Whalers this season, improving his save percentage despite the Whalers dropping 30 points in the OHL standings. Nedeljkovic supplied quality goaltending and guided the Whalers to the postseason.  Scouts rave about his natural athletic ability and how the Parma, OH, native never gives up on a play. Nedeljkovic led the US to gold at the U18 tournament where he posted a 1.84 goals against average. 

Pos. G Catches L 

Ht. 6'0" Born 1/1/1996 

Wt. 183 Hometown Parma, OH 

45. Alex Nedeljkovic

 Plymouth Whalers, OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP W-L-T GAA SV% 

Plymouth 61 26-27-7 2.88 .925 

Mike Dunham, Islanders Goaltending Coach

 Plays more of a hybrid style where his first instinct is to wait for the shot before deciding to stand up or go to the butterfly. His crease movement is strong so he is in position to make saves and does a real good job of controlling rebounds.

Anthony DeAngelo had a stand-out season with Sarnia, leading all OHL defensemen with 71 points (15G, 56A) in 51 games. The Sewell, NJ, native set career highs in all offensive categories during his third OHL season, despite playing 11 fewer games than in 2012-13. DeAngelo’s 15 goals were third among OHL blueliners and his 56 helpers led all defensemen. DeAngelo recorded at least one point in 42-of-51 games this past season. 

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 5'10" Born 10/24/1995 

Wt. 175 Hometown Sewell, NJ 

50. Anthony DeAngelo

 Sarnia Sting, OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News

2013-14 GP G A P PIM 

Sarnia 51 15 56 71 90 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Still needs to mature both on and off the ice, but once that happens he has all the talent in the world to be a quality player in the NHL.   

It took three years for 6’6”, 210-pound winger Hunter Smith to draw the attention of NHL scouts, but a breakout 2013-14 campaign has elevated his draft profile. Smith worked his way off the Generals fourth line by scoring 40 points (16G, 24A) in 64 games and added 11 points (three goals, 8A) in 12 playoff games. While his size is his biggest attribute, adding a polished offensive game would make the big man a big deal.

Pos. RW Shoots R 

Ht. 6'6" Born 9/11/1995 

Wt. 210 Hometown Windsor, ON 

49. Hunter Smith

 Oshawa Generals, OHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A P PIM 

Oshawa 64 16 24 40 100 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 He has gone from off the radar to on everyone’s list in the matter of a season.  He produces offensively, he’s tough and he has that lunch-bucket attitude. You have to love the long shot, sleeper or late-bloomer type.  

Dysin Mayo enters the draft fresh off a Memorial Cup victory with the Edmonton Oil Kings and a career year in the WHL. The Victoria, BC native established career highs in goals (seven), assists (28) and points (35) in his sophomore season with the Oil Kings. Mayo was the Oil Kings highest-scoring defenseman in the playoffs with 15 points (three goals, 12A) in 21 games and is regarded as a solid two-way player. 

Pos. D Shoots R 

Ht. 6'1" Born 8/17/1996 

Wt. 181 Hometown Victoria, BC 

48. Dysin Mayo

 Edmonton Oil Kings, WHL

*Rankings as per The Hockey News 

2013-14 GP G A P PIM 

Edmonton 63 7 28 35 50 

Trent Klatt, Islanders Player Development

 Slick-skating, offensive defenseman. Good speed and mind for the game. Will activate and join the rush when needed and likes to get involved. He’s going to produce more from a playmaking perspective than as an actual scorer. He’s so good controlling the play - he’s the type of guy that’s always around the puck.

Rangers Announce Prospect Development Camp Roster

June 29, 02:55 PM EDT  53 Comments  

Share this

New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the team will hold the 2014 Prospect Development Camp from Monday, June 30 – Friday, July 4, at Madison Square Garden Training Center. The camp will bring together several of the team’s top prospects, including Anthony Duclair, Brady Skjei, Mackenzie Skapski, Pavel Buchnevich, and Adam Tambellini.

             Duclair, 18, registered 50 goals and 49 assists for 99 points, along with 56 penalty minutes in 59 games with the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL) this past season. Duclair established QMJHL career-highs in goals, assists, points, power play goals (15), shorthanded goals (three), and game-winning goals (seven). He also ranked third in the league in goals, sixth in the league in points, seventh in the league in power play goals, and tied for seventh in the league in game-winning goals.

             The Pointe-Claire, Quebec native registered at least one point in 45 of 59 regular season games and posted 30 multi-point efforts this past season. Duclair posted a career-high, eight-game goal streak from December 20 vs. Shawinigan to January 10 vs. Rimouski (nine goals over the span), and was also named the Central Hockey League’s (CHL) Player of The Week for consecutive weeks (January 20 – 26 and January 27 – February 2.

             Duclair was selected by the Rangers in the third round, 80th overall, in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

             Skjei, 20, registered six goals and eight assists for 14 points, along with 30 penalty minutes in 40 games with the University of Minnesota of the Big Ten this past season. He established career-highs in games played, goals, assists, points, and penalty minutes while helping Minnesota advance to the National Championship Game. Skjei tied for second among defensemen on the team in goals and ranked third among defensemen on the team in points.

             The Lakeville, Minnesota native was selected by the Rangers in the first round, 28th overall, in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

             Skapski, 20, posted a 28-20-4 record, along with a 2.70 GAA, a .916 SV%, and one shutout in 53 appearances with the Kootenay Ice of the Western Hockey League (WHL) this past season. The 6-3, 191-pounder registered career-bests in GAA and SV%, and ranked sixth in the WHL in SV%, tied for seventh in wins, and finished 10th in GAA. He also posted a career-high, 10-game winning streak from January 12 to February 11, recording a 1.80 GAA and a .940 SV% over the span.

             The Abbotsford, British Columbia native was selected by the Rangers in the sixth round, 170th overall, in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

             Buchnevich, 19, split this past season between Severstal Cherepovets of the Kontinental Hockey League (KHL) and Almaz Cherepovets of the Junior Hockey League (MHL) in Russia. He registered seven goals and 11 assists for 18 points, along with 12 penalty minutes in 40 games with Severstal. Buchnevich also ranked third on Severstal in assists, fourth on the team in points, and tied for sixth on the team in goals.

             The 6-1, 176-pounder recorded two goals and five assists for seven points, along with 18 penalty minutes and a plus-three rating in seven contests while helping Russia capture the Bronze Medal at the 2014 World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden. Buchnevich tied for the team lead in assists and tied for second on the team in points in the tournament.

             The Cherepovets, Russia native was selected by the Rangers in the third round, 75th overall, in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

             Tambellini, 19, split the season between the University of North Dakota of the National Collegiate Hockey Conference (NCHC) and the Calgary Hitmen of the Western Hockey League (WHL). The 6-2, 179-pounder registered 17 goals and 22 assists for 39 points, along with 10 penalty minutes in 31 games with Calgary. He ranked fifth on the team in goals and seventh on the team in points, and also notched a point in 21 of 31 games with the Hitmen.

             In the playoffs, Tambellini recorded five goals and four assists for nine points, along with two penalty minutes and a plus-five rating in six games. The forward led Calgary in goals, tied for the team lead in points and plus/minus rating, and tied for fourth on the team in assists in the playoffs.

             The Port Moody, British Columbia native was selected by the Rangers in the third round, 65th overall, in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

Here is the full roster:

• Calle Anderson -- D

• Justin Baker -- D

• Travis Brown -- D

• Mat Bodie -- D

• Pavel Buchnevich -- RW

• Luke Curadi -- D

• Troy Donnay -- D

• Kevin Duane -- RW

• Anthony Duclair -- LW

• Steven Fogarty -- C/ RW

• Spiro Goulakis -- D

• Ryan Haggerty -- RW

• Brandon Halverson -- G

• Keegan Iverson -- RW

• Michael Kantor -- RW

• Nickolas Latta -- C

• Vinni Lettieri -- C

• Ryan Mantha -- D

• Chris McCarthy -- LW

• Bryan Moore -- LW

• Vojtech Mozik -- D

• Tyler Nanne -- D

• Matt Neal -- C/RW

• Eric Neiley -- F

• Richard Nejezchleb -- LW

• Logan Nelson -- RW

• Josh Nicholls -- RW

• Sam Noreau -- D

• Matt O'Connor - G

• Kevin Rooney -- C

• Mackenzie Skapski -- G

• Brady Skjei -- D

• Michael St. Croix -- C

• Colin Stevens -- G

• Adam Tambellini -- C

• Daniel Walcott -- D

• Petr Zamorksy - D
Rangers Make Seven Selections in 2014 NHL Draft

Blueshirts draft two forwards, three defensemen, and two goalies

Sunday, 06.29.2014 / 8:25 AM / News 

New York Rangers

 Print 

 E-mail 

New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather, along with Director of Player Personnel, Gordie Clark, oversaw the club’s activity in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft on Friday, June 27 and Saturday, June 28 at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The team, which held seven picks in the draft, selected two forwards, three defensemen, and two goalies.

The Rangers made all seven of their selections on Saturday, starting with goaltender Brandon Halverson in the second round (59th overall). Halverson appeared in 19 games with the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the Ontario Hockey League (OHL) this past season, posting a 12-6-1 record, along with a 2.96 GAA, a .904 SV%, and two shutouts as a rookie. The Traverse City, Michigan native recorded a shutout in his OHL debut on October 5 at Belleville, stopping all 32 shots he faced. Halverson also posted a personal four-game winning streak from March 1 vs. Kitchener to March 16 vs. London, registering a 1.75 GAA, a .947 SV%, and one shutout over the span.

With the third round pick the Blueshirts acquired yesterday from Vancouver (85th overall), the team selected right wing Keegan Iverson. The St. Louis Park, Minnesota native established career-highs in games played (67), goals (22), assists (20), points (42), and plus/minus rating (plus-16) with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League (WHL) this past season. Iverson tallied a four-game goal streak from October 19 at Tri-City to October 25 at Kitchener (four goals over the span), and tied a single-game career-high with three points (one goal, two assists) on February 7 at Tri-City. He also registered four goals and four assists for eight points, along with 12 penalty minutes in 21 playoff games.

The Rangers’ traded their own third round pick (89th overall) to Washington in exchange for two picks in the fourth round (104th overall and 118th overall). With the first of the two fourth round selections, New York drafted defenseman Ryan Mantha. The Clarkson, Michigan native split this past season between the Sioux City Musketeers and the Indiana Ice of the United States Hockey League (USHL), registering a total of three goals and 12 assists for 15 points, along with 71 penalty minutes and a plus-11 rating in 53 games. Mantha added three assists in 10 playoff games with Indiana.

The Blueshirts selected goaltender Igor Shesterkin with the 118th overall pick. Shesterkin split this past season between MHK Spartak of the Junior Hockey League (MHL) and Spartak Moskva of the Kontinental Hockey League (KHL). In 23 appearances with MHK Spartak, the Moscow, Russia native posted a 14-5-4 record, along with a 1.42 GAA, a .947 SV%, and five shutouts. Shesterkin also registered a 12-7 record in 19 playoff games, along with a 1.75 GAA, a .937 SV%, and four shutouts to help MHK Spartak win the MHL Championship.

New York traded its own fourth-round pick (119th overall) to Tampa Bay in exchange for two picks in the fifth round (140th overall and 142nd overall). With their three fifth round picks, the Rangers selected left wing Richard Nejezchleb (122nd overall), defenseman Daniel Walcott (140th overall), and defenseman Tyler Nanne (142nd overall).

Nejezchleb established career-highs in games played (66), goals (32), assists (25), and points (57) with the Brandon Wheat Kings of the Western Hockey League (WHL) this past season. The Prague, Czech Republic native led the team in goals and ranked fifth on the team in points. Nejezchleb added nine points (five goals, four assists) in nine playoff games.

Walcott registered 10 goals and 29 assists for 39 points, along with 71 penalty minutes and a plus-15 rating with the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL) this past season. In his first season in the league, the Ile Perrot, Quebec native ranked second among team defensemen in goals, assists, and points. In 19 playoff games, Walcott tallied four goals and six assists for 10 points, along with 18 penalty minutes. He led all defensemen on Blainville-Boisbriand in goals and points, and ranked second among team defensemen in assists in postseason action.

Nanne tallied seven goals and 20 assists for 27 points, along with 41 penalty minutes in 25 games with Edina High School in Minnesota. The Edina, Minnesota native also added five goals and six assists for 11 points in five playoff games. Nanne tied for the team lead in goals and ranked second on the team in points in postseason play.
Rangers Acquire Third Round Pick in 2014 Draft

Blueshirts trade Derek Dorsett to Vancouver

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 4:02 PM / News 

New York Rangers

 Print 
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New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has acquired a third round pick (the 85th overall selection) in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft from Vancouver in exchange for forward Derek Dorsett.

The Rangers now have five picks in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft: one in the second round (59th overall), two in the third round (85th overall and 89th overall), one in the fourth round (119th overall), and one in the fifth round (122nd overall). 

Dorsett, 27, registered four goals and four assists for eight points, along with 128 penalty minutes in 51 games this past season. The Kindersley, Saskatchewan native was originally acquired from Columbus with Derick Brassard, John Moore, and a sixth round pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in exchange for Marian Gaborik, Blake Parlett, and Steven Delisle on April 3, 2013.
Dominic Moore Captures Bill Masterton Trophy

Tuesday, 06.24.2014 / 7:55 PM / News 
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New York Rangers forward Dominic Moore has been named the recipient of the 2013-14 Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy. The Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy is an annual award under the trusteeship of the Professional Hockey Writers' Association and is given to the player who “best exemplifies the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship, and dedication to hockey.”

The Thornhill, Ontario native, who missed the entire 2012-13 season, established the Katie Moore Foundation in 2013. The foundation’s mission is to help energize medical science looking for paths to safety and healing, and to provide more direction, advocacy, and community for patients and families battling rare cancers. The foundation bears the name of Moore’s wife, who passed away on January 7, 2013 after battling a rare liver disease.

Moore, 33, registered six goals and 12 assists for 18 points, along with 18 penalty minutes in 73 games with the Rangers this past season. He established a career-high, and tied for third on the team, in shorthanded points (three), and also won 354 of 648 faceoffs (54.6%) during the season. Moore tied a single-game career-high by recording two goals, including the game-winning goal, on January 4 at Toronto. He tallied the first shorthanded assist of his career on January 19 vs. Washington, and established a single-game career-high with two shorthanded points (one goal, one assist) on March 5 vs. Toronto. The Rangers forward tallied three points (one goal, two assists) and won 10 of 15 faceoffs (66.7%) during the Stadium Series on January 26 at New Jersey and January 29 at the NY Islanders. Moore registered his 200th career NHL point with an assist on March 9 vs. Detroit and skated in his 600th career NHL game on April 5 vs. Ottawa.

In 25 games during the 2014 Playoffs, the 6-0, 192-pounder registered three goals and five assists for eight points, along with 24 penalty minutes. Moore established playoff career-highs in games played, game-winning goals (two) and shots on goal (28). He led the team in faceoff win percentage (54.5%; 175-for-321), and tied for second on the team – and tied for sixth in the NHL – in game-winning goals in the playoffs. Moore tied a single-game playoff career-high with two assists in Game 1 of the Eastern Conference Finals on May 17 at Montreal. He tallied the only goal in Game 6 of the Eastern Conference Finals on May 29 vs. Montreal to help the Rangers advance to the Stanley Cup Final.

Moore is the fifth Ranger to receive the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy since it was first awarded following the 1967-68 season, joining Jean Ratelle (1970-71), Rod Gilbert (1975-76), Anders Hedberg (1984-85), and Adam Graves (2000-01). The Montreal Canadiens are the only organization other than the Rangers to have five recipients of the trophy.
Statement from Brad Richards and Glen Sather
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The following are statements from Brad Richards and Glen Sather:

Brad Richards:

“Tough last few days ... I loved being a Ranger and living in New York and playing at MSG in front of great fans. I've met many new friends, excellent teammates and staff and I have memories that I will cherish for a lifetime. Glen Sather, the management and owner, Mr. Dolan, are all class acts. I want to thank them for letting me be a part of New York life and the Rangers family. With this decision finalized, I can now look forward to starting the next chapter in my career.”

Glen Sather:

"We would like to thank Brad for everything he has done for our team on and off the ice during his time here. This was an extremely difficult decision to make because of how much respect I have for him. Brad's leadership and guidance for our young players was invaluable to the organization. We are grateful to have had the professionalism and experience he brought as an example for our team to follow. Brad has been a very good player for us and an even better person. We wish him all the best in his future endeavors.”
Rangers Agree to Terms With Free Agent Defenseman Petr Zamorsky

Wednesday, 06.11.2014 / 3:02 PM / News 
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New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has agreed to terms with free agent defenseman Petr Zamorsky.

Zamorsky, 21, registered seven goals and 11 assists for 18 points, along with 80 penalty minutes, in 44 games this past season with HC Zlin in the Czech Extraliga. The 6-0, 190-pounder was named as the best defenseman in the league during the regular season. Zamorsky established career-highs in assists and points during the season. He was tied for first among defensemen on the club in goals, and ranked second among defensemen on the club in assists and points.

In 14 playoff games this past season, Zamorsky recorded four goals and five assists for nine points, along with a plus-eight rating while helping HC Zlin win the Czech Extraliga Championship. He established playoff career-highs in goals, assists, and points during the playoffs. Zamorsky led all defensemen in the league in points and tied for first among all skaters in the league in plus/minus rating in the playoffs. 

Internationally, Zamorsky has represented the Czech Republic in numerous tournaments, including most recently at the 2014 World Championship in Minsk, Belarus, where he recorded three assists in 10 games. The Zlin, Czech Republic native ranked second among defensemen on the team in assists and tied for second among defensemen on the team in points in the tournament.
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DAY 2

5:50 PM: Senators GM Bryan Murray gives his take on draft weekend and trade talks at the conclusion of the 2014 NHL Draft. Take a look...

Senators GM Bryan Murray offered his update after the 2014 NHL Draft. Here's what he had to say...

On Day 2:

Well we had picks so the scouts were happy and I think somebody even shook my hand at the end so obviously having an opportunity to pick a player is what they're all about. They tell me we picked a couple of kids and Pierre can tell you more about that obviously.

On the approach to July 1 with Spezza in the mix:

I don't think there's anything else I can do as far as approach is concerned. I call the teams or took calls from the teams that were interested and we talked about the return, the type of deal we want to make, and in a couple cases there was real interest and it went away. I don't know if it was because of the draft — the day of the draft picks are very valuable — whether that was part of it or something different. We will continue to talk over the course of time and I'm sure people that miss out at July 1 may come knocking but we'll have to come and see.

On if this deal has been more difficult than past ones:

I don't know why it would be more difficult, he's got a year left on his contract. If we can find a good package, something that is somewhat comparable. I've said all along we won't get full value, I know that. Jason is an 80-90 point guy and you don't get that kind of return in any kind of trade in this league today. I'm hoping we get something fair for the organization so we can put a player on the ice and maybe get a prospect or two and go from there. I don't think it gets any more difficult. What happened is, I'm sure, disappointing for him and disappointing for me because I'd like to accommodate him if I could. He does have a year left on his contract and, if that's the case, we'll have a pretty good player for next year.

On if he expects teams interested in Paul Stastny to be more interested as of July 1:

I have no idea about that honestly. I kept hearing that Kesler was the big fish out there and people were going to come out there. I talked to four or five teams that I don't think were very involved in a Kesler deal but things never materialized. 

On the difficulty of adding a first rounder on draft weekend:

On draft day it certainly is. In July, August, September the attitudes are quite different. When you get to today you can't get a fifth-round pick let alone a first-round pick unless you're giving up quite a bit. I think going forward there will be discussion. I believe this is a quality player in the NHL so if we can do something we'll do something, whether it be a pick or, from my point of view, I'd like a couple of players I can put on the ice.

On Nashville's comments about wanting a first line centre:

David talked to me and we couldn't go there. I told Rick Curran (Spezza's agent) today that I had a deal sitting there if I wanted to do it but he was on the list of no-go's.

On if there could be a deal with Nashville with a change to the list:

Not now, they've done their James Neal trade so that has gone away and Anaheim has done away with Kesler. The field narrows a little bit but they might have to have a little change in approach as well as I do.

On if Nashville is ruled out because of the return:

I think it's always the return, maybe David and I will have another conversation later on, we talked today but he didn't indicate anything about a trade because of the Neal trade. He may come back to me.

On Tim Murray's first draft in Buffalo:

He's pretty cool, he's a no-nonsense type of guy as you know. It looked to me just watching and talking to a few people like they were organized, they knew what they wanted, they went about doing it. There's no question in my mind that Tim is an outstanding evaluator and that team will turn around quickly.

On if the trade market was blocked by the draft and free agency converging:

I don't know that's the case, if you want to make a trade you go make a trade. Everything is kind of compact this year. In two days it's July 1 and we have to get ready if we want to get ready to spend more money and so it may well be. It seemed to me there were a lot of phone calls, a lot of talk, people interested but nothing really happened. I had to make one trade at the end, a seventh round pick for the sixth next year just to say I did something. That was my accomplishment but we got an outstanding player my scouts told me so that's really good.

On his outlook towards July 1:

We need four forwards right now. That's not including Jason. I was hoping that Jason would give us one but we need a couple of other forwards. We need two left wingers, we need a centre if Jason's not here. There are a couple of spots open on the hockey club.

On Michalek's status:

I talked to him, they're going to come back July 1. I talked to Allan (Walsh) today, they're very fair and I think they'll come back and at least talk. If we can accommodate them we will and if not they will be gone.

On the players with contracts that expire next season:

Don Meehan said, "are you spending any money with me?" and I said I'll have to wait for July 1 for that to happen. We have to get on our horse there too with three or four guys and try to get some term with them if we possibly can.

On how Spezza effects July 1:

I don't know, that's the problem. That's part of your decision is what can you spend and where does it fit and what do you get in return for a certain player. If you don't know that it's harder.

5:45 PM: Sens assistant GM Pierre Dorion and the team's scouting staff breaks down the Senators' selections at the 2014 NHL Draft. Take a look...

Pierre Dorion on the Sens' selections: 

On Andreas Englund:

Yesterday we were talking about a Spezza deal and we were trying to get a late first rounder and this is the guy we would have taken. For us we feel we left this draft with a first round pick in Andreas Englund. I said it on the radio, I've been scouting for 20 years and I don't think we'll bring a higher character person into our organization. He brings a physical presence, I think his skills are underrated, I think the fans are going to love him once he plays for us whether it's in two, three, four years. I think we have someone who's really going to help our organization down the road.

On his style of play:

Every game that we saw him, especially in the second half, we saw someone that we thought had the qualities to be a matchup guy, play against the other teams top lines. Last year we drafted a kid by the name of Tobias Lindberg, we talked to him, they were on the same team and Tobias told us, "I hate practicing against this guy every day." That says something about this guy's character, we got an asset here that's really going to help us very soon. He's physically very strong, he can even get stronger. We say we want to bring character people into the organization, well, this guy is at the top of the list for us.

On the size of the draft class:

Bryan always tells me, "Pierre, I want to look up at them, I don't want to look down on them." Over the past seven years we've taken some smaller skill guys but for us getting character, getting drive, getting competitiveness, I think we've got that in most of our picks this year. The last guy is a highly skilled guy and maybe it was an eye-opener for him because he was ranked fairly high. For the most part the whole draft we were very happy with what we got.

Vaclav Burda on Andreas Englund:

Lewis Mongelluzzo on Miles Gendron:

Bob Janecyk on Shane Eiserman:

Justin Murray on Kelly Summers:

Trent Mann on Francis Perron:

2:25 PM: Francis Perron talks about being selected by the Senators with the 190th pick. 

1:17 PM: The Sens have selected Francis Perron of the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies with the 190th pick in the draft.

1:15 PM: The Sens have selected Kelly Summers of the Carleton Place Canadians with the 189th pick in the draft. 

1:10 PM: The Sens have acquired the 189th pick in the draft from the Winnipeg Jets in exchange for a sixth-round pick in 2015. 

12:30 PM: Shane Eiserman talks about being selected by the Senators with the 100th pick. 

12:10 PM: Here's Sens regional scout Bob Janecyk on the selection of Shane Eiserman:

Shane is a big, strong power forward. A kid who works and competes. A terrific individual when we interviewed him. He knows what he is — a hard-nosed player.

On Eiserman's playing future:

He played in the USHL with Dubuque and he will be going the college route.

11:45 AM: The Senators have selected forward Shane Eiserman out of Dubuque in the USHL with their 100th selection.

11:30 AM: Here's Miles Gendron speaking with the media in Philadelphia. 

11:20 AM: Here's Sens regional scout Bob Janecyk on the selection of Miles Gendron:

We're really excited about the upside and potential of this kid. He's playing in prep school, he's young, he's raw. He's an elite skater with terrific hands and vision as an offensive, puck moving defenceman. 

On Gendron's playing future:

He's going to Penticton (BCHL) for a year and then he'll be going to the University of Connecticut to start in university.

11:15 AM: The Sens have selected defenceman Miles Gendron of The Rivers School with their second selection at 70 overall. 

10:55 AM: Here's Andreas Englund meeting the media for the first time in Philadelphia. 

On being drafted by the Sens:

It feels great, I've heard a lot about it as a younger guy. In Djurgardens where I play, a lot of guys have been drafted by the Ottawa Senators so I've heard a lot about it and it feels good to be a part of it.

On the Djurgardens-Sens connection:

It's exciting to have a lot of guys from Stockholm and Djurgardens. I think it's exciting.

On Sens he knows:

Mika Zibanejad was from Djurgardens. Also Tobias Lindberg was a '95 coming up so there's a couple of players.

On what the other Swedes have told him about Ottawa:

They told me it's a great development camp in the summer and it is a great organization that helps a player develop.

On if he knows theSens' other Swedish defencemen:

Not personally, no. 

On his game as a defenceman:

I would describe myself as a physical player, a tough player, a hard-working defenceman with good in-box play.

On NHLers he'd compare himself to:

I've looked up to Matthias Ohlund when he played. I think he's a great player.

On his style of play:

I'm pretty defensively minded, I try to make simple plays and be physical.

On his playing future:

I'll be playing senior hopefully in Sweden with Djurgardens.

On if he'll be at the Sens' Development Camp:

For sure.

10:40 AM: Here's Sens assistant GM Pierre Dorion on the team's 40th overall selection, Andreas Englund:

Well, we're extremely happy to draft a guy like Andreas. For us he's someone we feel that's going to play in our top-four down the road. He's a defensive defenceman, he's hard, he's character, he matches up, he's huge, he plays big. He's just a guy that plays a North American type of game. We're just excited to have him and bring in a guy like that who's big, who skates, who brings all those attributes to the ice.

On Englund's 2014-15 future:

Next year he's going to play for Djurgarden on their men's team and from there we'll see what happens the following year. He's someone that he's physically pretty strong already and he's going to get stronger but he's someone down the road that's going to challenge to play on our team in two to three years... We really had our eye on this player and we're really excited to draft this player. 

10:30 AM: The Senators have selected defenceman Andreas Englund out of Djurgarden in Sweden.

9:15 AM: The Sens table is set for Day 2 of the 2014 Draft. The team picks at 40, 70, 100 and 190.

11:00 PM: Here's what Sens GM Bryan Murray had to say about the Jason Spezza trade talks and the first round of the NHL Draft.

On trade talks:

There were conversations. People had suggested they might do certain things and at the end of the day there was no real legitimate, "we'll do this."

On getting value:

I've said all along that the way it's going to work is we're going to get some value for a really good hockey player. It certainly hasn't been out there at this point in time.

On if he thought the Kesler trade would spark things:

No, I really like Jason Spezza so I thought he might be the first guy that people would be calling on but the bottom line was four or five teams called, three hung in and suggested they were very interested but when we got to today there were no callbacks. I suspect they had made up their mind that they would pick because I was asking for a pick in the trade or they just felt they were okay the way they were... It wasn't high but I was asking for a pick.

On what happens next:

What happen to players signed to contracts? I suspect there will be further conversations. This was not a deadline by any means. We don't start hockey until mid-September, we have a number of things that could happen. It's a matter of having conversations with the right people. If it happens, it happens and if it doesn't we have a really good player.

On if the draft passing alters the desired return:

A first round pick was part of a package. As I said, it wasn't an early first round pick that I was talking about. It doesn't change. We know we have to get return for a quality player and unfortunately it didn't happen today.

On if something could happen this weekend:

You should get it out there. If managers want to make a trade I will talk to them.

On if the deal may take longer:

I have no idea, the odds certainly appear that way. A couple of the teams I was talking seriously to didn't come with a presentation for the most part. I talked to a number of general managers that, as I said, initially called and talked and it just didn't go anywhere. 

On if it's frustrating to not pick in round one:

It's not so bad for me but for the guys that work in the field obviously it's very frustrating. You make decisions, we needed a player last year and we thought Bobby Ryan. We'd make that trade again, we think he's a quality goal scorer that will be very important for our club this year. We had to bite the bullet today for what we hope we'll achieve with a good player.

9:30 PM: Want to know what takes place at rink level over the course of the NHL Draft? Sens TV is using GoPro cameras at the team's table to give you the closest look possible over the next 24 hours.

6:00 PM: We were on the draft floor to give you a look at what's taking place. 

The podium is ready, the tables are set up and the people making it all happen are finding their seats on the floor of the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia where the 2014 NHL Draft will take place over June 27 and 28. 

Friday proved to be a busy day in the NHL so we'll see what the next 24 hours have in store for the Ottawa Senators. 

Be sure to follow along with Inside the Senate's Draft to stay on top of all the news.
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Sens Assistant GM Randy Lee met with the media on Thursday to talk about the team's upcoming development camp, the Binghamton Senators and the development of notable prospects. 

Here's what he had to say...

On who fans can expect at development camp:

Curtis Lazar, Mark Stone, Cody Ceci, Andrew Hammond, some young guys that we've signed this year — Max McCormick, Ryan Dzingel, Garrett Thompson. It's going to be a really good group.

On Stone getting a full development camp:

Last year he was hurt and he couldn't participate in the camp so he lost that and it cut into his training. He knows this is a huge summer for him this year because there's an opportunity to make our team. He wants to do the best he can to make our team.

On what they want from Lazar at camp:

Don't think too far ahead, we just want him to be the best player he can be and fight for that spot. He's coming in to earn a spot and he thinks he can do it. That's the mindset we want, we want guys coming in here thinking they can make our team. 

On the excitement to see Lazar with the Sens:

I'm very excited because I saw him a lot, I've interacted with this player on a weekly basis, he's a great young man. There's also a lot of other people out there. There's Mike Hoffman on the cusp, there's Shane Prince who wants to do it, Matt Puempel wants to do it, Mark Stone wants to do it. Organizationally it's great for us because we've got lots of depth and competition. 

On Da Costa:

I think I can understand the player because he did go through waivers. We thought when he had such a great training camp that he wouldn't clear waivers at the beginning of the year but teams have their 23 men and they're usually full coming out of camp so I think that hurt him. He had to make a determination of, "Am I going to make it or not?" We think he's very close to being an NHL player but he needed a team to step up and take a one-way deal. That didn't happen so he took his other option. 

On players in Binghamton who opened eyes during their playoffs:

I thought a lot of young guys had good playoffs. Jean-Gabriel Pageau, Mark Stone, Mark Borowiecki all had really good playoffs. Some veteran defencemen we brought in did a really good job in Patrick Mullen and Alex Grant. Andrew Hammond established himself as a number one AHL goaltender. He did a really good job. You saw when he came up here he played some games and he took his game to the next level.

On changes to development camp from years past:

We've got a lot of new things, we're taking it to the next level. At the end of each development camp we poll our players and ask what do you need? What do you want to see better? What improvements do you need? We want to give them opportunities they can't get in their home training and I think we've done a really good job of that. There are some interesting things we've got coming this year.

On if he thinks this will be the development camp to-date:

I challenged my staff the other day. We do a really good job with this camp but it's like a golfer when you're shooting 68, it's hard to get better. We have to push ourselves to be better every year and I think they're doing that. They had some really neat ideas.

On Lazar's future positionally:

I think for us the best fit is a winger because he's so competitive. If you watch this player he plays the game right. It's very simple to say but he plays the game right and he's mature beyond his years. He's going to be a really interesting guy for us in camp. You're going to see him in development camp, you're going to see him in the rookie tournament and then he'll come to main camp and then the chips will fall.

On how players coming into development camp handle the pressure:

I think what happens is they get motivated because they see the talent. They know that if they take the foot off the gas other guys are going to take their jobs. That's the motivation they have because we have a lot of talent, especially up front.

On the effect of media pressure after good seasons for prospects:

Pressure is good. Bryan challenged us to get guys who can play and elevate their game in the playoffs. If they can't handle pressure we want to know that. We saw the way Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Mark Stone and these guys played in the playoffs in Binghamton. They elevated their game.

You can see Randy Lee's full availability here courtesy of Sens TV.
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The Philadelphia Flyers have sent qualifying offers to the following players: Jason Akeson, Erik Gustafsson, Brandon Manning & Tye McGinn, according to general manager Ron Hextall.

Akeson, 23 (6/3/1990), appeared in all seven games for the Flyers-Rangers series in the First Round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs, posting two goals and three points. He also appeared in 70 games for the Phantoms this past year, he’s recorded 24 goals and 40 assists for 64 points. The goals and points are a career high, and he’s one assist away from tying that career high. This season marks the third consecutive year that Akeson has led the Phantoms in scoring.

Gustafsson, 25 (12/15/1988), appeared in 31 regular season games for the Flyers this past season, recording 10 points (2g-8a) and added one goal in two Stanley Cup Playoff games. Over parts of four seasons with the Flyers, Gustafsson recorded 23 points (6g-17a) in 91 regular season games.

Manning, 23 (6/4/1990), led the Phantoms defense in scoring with 23 assists and 31 points in 73 games, while also tying for the team lead with 231 penalty minutes. Also in his third full season with the Phantoms, Manning has appeared in 10 regular season games with the Flyers over parts of two seasons, recording two assists.  He signed with the Flyers as a free agent on Nov. 23, 2010.

McGinn, 23 (7/29/1990) appeared in 18 games this past season with the Flyers, posting four goals and five points. Over the last two seasons, he has recorded seven goals and 10 points in 36 regular season games with Philadelphia.
Greenberg: What the draft picks have in common

Hextall accomplishes goal of competitiveness in his first NHL Draft as GM

Sunday, 06.29.2014 / 3:28 PM / News 
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FTV: HEAR FROM THE PICKS

1st ROUND: Travis Sanheim 1 on 1  l  Sanheim meets the Philly Media  l  Sanheim selected by Hextall

2nd ROUND: Nicolas Aube-Kubel 1 on 1  l  Aube-Kubel meets the Philly Media  l  About Aube-Kubel

3rd ROUND: Mark Friedman 1 on 1  l  Friedman meets the Philly Media  l  About Friedman

 ROUNDS 5, 6 & 7: Meet Lindblom, Fazleev & Pettersson

Even if Ron Hextall didn’t draft any more distant relatives of his on Saturday, a former sixth-round draft choice turned NHL general manager essentially is a blood brother of every longshot.

“You look at the history of the draft, the kids who don’t play are the ones not hungry to play,” said the Flyers general manager at the end of the draft on Saturday. “That doesn’t always [show] in physical play, but in the will to win.

“This is one of my things that I’m banging on the table. ‘Guys, we have to hit in the late rounds. We have some recent [longer shots] who have a good chance, but we gotta continue.

FLYERS MANAGEMENT ON THE DRAFT

WATCH HERE ON FLYERS-TV

 WATCH: Hextall on why he chose each prospect

 WATCH: Hextall on the future of each pick

 WATCH: Dir. of Scouting Chris Pryor on talent 

WATCH: Holmgren proud of Philly/Flyers fans

WATCH: Hextall talks about why he picked Sanheim

“The gap between the best team in the league and the worst team is not very big. What I have stressed to our scouts is that the will to win is huge and the importance of (evaluating that by) turning over every stone.”

In 1982, Jerry Melnyk, the Flyers’ Western Scout lifted up a rock that was as hard as the head of a wild Brandon Wheat King goaltender. “What I liked about Ron Hextall was what everyone else didn’t,” recalled the late Melnyk while the rookie goaltender was taking the Flyers to within one game of the 1987 Stanley Cup. “They thought he was crazy but, to me, this was a kid who didn’t lose easy.”

That’s the way the Flyers looked on Saturday at their seventh pick, Swedish defenseman Jesper Pettersson, who had gone undrafted in 2012 and 2013.

“At the world (juniors) I saw a Swedish kid paying well and hitting hard, really feisty, and I said to one of our guys, ‘He’s a pretty good player,’ recalled Hextall. “He said, ‘Yeah we have been saying that for three years and through two drafts.’

“[Pettersson] is gritty, hard nosed, honest. He’s 5-9, but has a wide body and we like him. We are intrigued by all our picks or we wouldn’t have picked them.”

Every choice had a different story. After a good showing in the under-17 tournament a year ago, fifth rounder Oskar Lindblom was projected to go as high as the second round. The Flyers are taking a shot that a bad year was just a bad year. Sixth round choice Radel Fazleev, a Calgary Hitmen teammate of first round choice Travis Sanheim, was hurt past of last season and didn’t receive quite the exposure to get him drafted higher.

Right wing Nicolas Aube-Kubel, the second round choice, is quick, competitive and, the Flyers believe, a year away from blossoming offensive. No. 3 defenseman Mark Friedman is a little undersized but has mobility and some skill.

If two of these guys ever play for the Flyers, then they will have proven to have had an exceptional 2014 draft. And if they did, it was because somebody at the drafting table swung from the heels, as Melnyk did in 1969 about a diabetic named Bobby Clarke after every team in the league passed him over at least once.

Two years ago, a part-time scout named John Riley, who now works for the Flyers in player development, loved Shayne Gostisbehere, never mind his Kimmo Timonen size. Gostisbehere, who led Union College to the NCAA title, is likely to get the Flyers off a late-round schneid that practically goes back to 2001, when they took Patrick Sharp in the third round.

Leading into Saturday, all the organization had to show on its roster for the last 86 picks from the second round on was Zac Rinaldo, a No. 6 in 2008. The only other one of the 86 even in the NHL is Boston’s Dennis Seidenberg, whom the Flyers selected in a fifth round.

Of course, from 2002 until 2011, the Flyers traded away all but three second-rounders. The Flyers also signed the undrafted Matt Read and Michael Raffl, so they haven’t gone stone cold in turning over these stones, just perhaps need to be reminded by the new GM as to what exactly they are looking for under there.

“We kind of rely on individual [scouts] in the late rounds,” said Director of Scouting Chris Pryor. “We want our scouts to step up and be exited about somebody.

“You don’t get the coverage on guys that you do in earlier rounds. Maybe it’s one guy you can grab onto, maybe because of speed or size or competitiveness.

“Our guys work hard so we try to listen to them and run with it. Of course, to get young players, you need to have picks. The more you have, the better chance of hitting. I think we’re going to start accumulating picks. That’s what Paul has started and Hexy has the same philosophy.”

As both the team president and the general manager once were sixth rounders, at heart, they prioritize heart.
Flyers Select Lindblom, Fazleev and Pettersson in Rounds 5-7

Flyers draft European-born players in late rounds to complete 2014 Draft Class
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After taking defensemen with two of their first three picks, the Flyers shifted focus on their next two, going with a Swedish-born winger and Russian center, who like First Round pick Travis Sanheim, played for the Calgary Hitmen in the Western Hockey League.

 They ended the 2014 Draft Class by taking their third defenseman, who also hails from Sweden. Below is a brief bio of each Flyers prospect...

NICOLAS AUBE-KUBEL (2ND ROUND - 48TH OVERALL)

DAY TWO

 READ: Get to know forward Nicolas Aube-Kubel

 WATCH: Aube-Kubel meets the Philly media

 WATCH: Aube-Kubel 1 on 1 interview

WATCH: Fourth Round Pick -- Mark Friedman 1 on 1

 READ: Get to know defenseman Mark Friedman

DAY ONE

  READ: Greenberg - Why was Sanheim 17th?

  READ: Sanheim's journey lands him in Philadelphia as a Flyer

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim gets picked 17th overall by Ron Hextall

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim 1-on-1 interview after selection

  WATCH: Ron Hextall talks about why he picked Sanheim

WATCH: Sanheim meets the Philly media for the first time

 READ: Full Press Release on Travis Sanheim

5th Round (138th overall)

Oskar Lindblom, LW, Brynas Jr. (Sweden) 

6-0, 185 lbs

Born August 15, 1996 in Gävle, Sweden (age 17)

Ranked 23rd among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting… posted 33 points (13G, 20A) in 43 games for the Brynas second division team in 2013-14 before going on to score six goals and add an assist in seven playoff games… also appeared in four games for Brynas in the Swedish Hockey League.

6th Round (168th overall)

Radel Fazleev, C, Calgary (WHL)

5-11, 174 lbs

Born January 7, 1996 in Kazan, Russia (age 18)

Posted 25 points (5G, 20A) in 38 games as a rookie with Calgary, playing with Flyers first-round pick Travis Sanheim… also contributed seven points (3G, 4A) in six playoff games… represented Russia at the Under-18 World Junior Championships.

7th Round (198th overall)

Jesper Pettersson, D, Linkoping (Sweden)

5-8, 180 lbs

Born July 16, 1994 in Stockholm, Sweden (age 19)

Has played the last two seasons in the Swedish Hockey League with Linkoping, appearing in a total of 62 games… represented Sweden at the 2014 World Junior Championships, winning a silver medal.
Flyers select defenseman Mark Friedman 86th overall
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NICOLAS AUBE-KUBEL (2ND ROUND - 48TH OVERALL)

DAY TWO

 WATCH: Director of Scouting Chris Pryor on each pick's talent

 READ: Get to know forward Nicolas Aube-Kubel

 WATCH: Aube-Kubel meets the Philly media

 WATCH: Aube-Kubel 1 on 1 interview

WATCH: Fourth Round Pick -- Mark Friedman 1 on 1

 READ: Get to know defenseman Mark Friedman

DAY ONE

  READ: Greenberg - Why was Sanheim 17th?

  READ: Sanheim's journey lands him in Philadelphia as a Flyer

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim gets picked 17th overall by Ron Hextall

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim 1-on-1 interview after selection

  WATCH: Ron Hextall talks about why he picked Sanheim

WATCH: Sanheim meets the Philly media for the first time

 READ: Full Press Release on Travis Sanheim

After selecting a forward in the second round, the Flyers moved back to their defensive mindset, selecting blueliner Mark Friedman with the 86th pick.

Friedman just concluded his second season with the Waterloo Black Hawks of the USHL. 

 He played a total of 51 games for the Black Hawks this past season, accumulating 10 goals and 30 assists.

Next year, the defenseman will move on to play NCAA hockey for Bowling Green.

Originally, Friedman was scheduled to begin his time with Bowling Green during the 2013-2014 year, but after a bit of a class credit related mix up, he played one more season with Waterloo.

Friedman attributes that extra year of junior hockey to his development as a player.

“I think I’ve become a more two way player,” Friedman said. “Before, I just relied more on my offense, and now I can really rely on my defense. I hope to bring a two way game.”

Overall, Friedman is described as an offensive defenseman and compares his style of play to that of Chicago Blackhawk Johnny Oduya.

“I’m a scoring defenseman,” said Friedman. “I like to join the rush, but I can also play defense so I know I can rely on all aspects of my game. Hopefully that’ll get me to where I want to be.”
Flyers select forward Nicolas Aube-Kubel 48th overall
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NICOLAS AUBE-KUBEL (2ND ROUND - 48TH OVERALL)

DAY TWO

 WATCH: Aube-Kubel meets the Philly media

 WATCH: Aube-Kubel 1 on 1 interview

WATCH: Fourth Round Pick -- Mark Friedman 1 on 1

 READ: Get to know defenseman Mark Friedman

DAY ONE

  READ: Greenberg - Why was Sanheim 17th?

  READ: Sanheim's journey lands him in Philadelphia as a Flyer

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim gets picked 17th overall by Ron Hextall

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim 1-on-1 interview after selection

  WATCH: Ron Hextall talks about why he picked Sanheim

WATCH: Sanheim meets the Philly media for the first time

 READ: Full Press Release on Travis Sanheim

The Flyers kicked off day two of this year’s draft with the selection of forward Nicolas Aube-Kubel, the 48th overall pick.

A native of Alberta, Aube-Kubel spent the last two season playing for Val-d’Or Foreurs of the QMJHL. This past season alone, the winger tallied 22 goals and 31 assists in 65 games. He finished sixth overall on the team in points.

The Flyers Second Round selection helped his team capture the President’s Trophy and QMJHL Championship to earn a berth in the prestigious 2014 Memorial Cup Tournament.

“The playoffs with my team and the Memorial Cup helped me to be well for the draft, and I think I did well especially during the Memorial Cup,” the winger said.

The 5-foot-11 forward is described as a versatile player who is not only speedy, but also has a strong defensive skill set.

“I got good speed, good skate ability,” said Aube-Kubel at the podium as he met with Philadelphia and Canadian reporters. “I’ve got good hockey sense offensively. I can be a two way player too.”

With this pick, the Flyers have high hopes of strengthening their future offensive game.

 NEWS & NOTES

• The Foreuers selected Aube-Kubel with the seventh overall selection in the 2012 QMJHL draft. In 2012-13, he tallied 27 points (10-17—27) in 64 games as a 16-year-old rookie with the club.

• In 2011-12, Aube-Kubel helped College Antoine-Girouard Gaulois to the best record in the Quebec Midget AAA league, posting 24 points (11-13—24) in 41 games before adding 16 points (7-9—16) in 11 playoff games. His opponents that season included Jonathan Drouin (drafted third overall by Tampa Bay in 2013) and Daniel Audette (No. 75-ranked North American skater).

 NICOLAS FAVORITES (Prior to Draft)

NHL team: Edmonton Oilers

NHL player: Jonathan Toews

Shootout move: “Datsyuk for sure!”

Video game: NHL

Movie: Step Brothers

TV show: Dexter

Actress: Megan Fox

Musician: Eminem

Website: NHL.com

Sport (other than hockey): Golf, Tennis

Athlete (non-hockey): Roger Federer
Greenberg: Why Sanheim at 17

Flyers columnist looks at why Travis Sanheim jumped up to 17th overall
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Travis Sanheim has good jump. He shot up from 167th to 53rd in the Central Scouting in just half a Western League season. And not even Drew Doughty could ever say that.

Now, can Sanheim eventually go blueline to blueline at the same speed with which all 30 teams -- shrugging mostly at the sight of the first three months of his initial Western Canada League season -- suddenly got in line to interview him at the scouting combine?

Time will tell, but the first telltale sign that the Flyers hit a sleeper Friday night with the 17th pick came in a phone call after they chose the lean, not yet mean (14 penalty minutes), defenseman from the Calgary Hitmen.

“We made our pick and got a call right away [from a team wanting] our guy for two picks,” said Ron Hextall.

MORE ON TRAVIS SANHEIM

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim gets picked 17th overall by Ron Hextall

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim 1-on-1 interview after selection

WATCH: Sanheim meets the Philly media for the first time

 READ: Full Press Release on Travis Sanheim

This was as interesting as it was validating. Almost until the Flyers chose the stringbean with the rankings of a jumping bean, Hextall had entertained trying to turn one pick into two.

“We didn’t think Travis would slide very far though,” said Hextall. So the Flyers took Sanheim, all 181 pounds of him, with the expectation of it turning that into 200.

When you chose in the middle of the first round, you don’t just take the next best player, but the guy who has the most growth potential. If this draft took place, say next December, not even the top four picks that seemed to separate themselves from the rest of the first round would be guaranteed to go that high again. Central Scouting did not agree with the Flyers about Sam Morin a year ago. It probably would agree with them now.

The rankings are fluid. Thanks to a good showing at the World Junior Championships, boy were they fluid in Sanheim’s case. And there was enough fluidity fast developing in Sanheim’s game this season for the Flyers to believe he has potential to someday play on the top four of a good NHL blueline.

“He is a really good skater, a kid with range, who moves the puck well,” said Hextall.

He is not ready for the NHL. (Director of Player Development) Kjell Samuelsson might get a place in Calgary because he is going to be out there all year. It’s time for Travis to take the next step, work harder, eat right, develop his body, develop mentally.

“We interview a lot of kids. The first thing you are looking for is does he have a beard, is he full developed. There might be this much upside instead of this much. And we took the player with the most upside.”

“This kid just rose and rose.”
Sanheim's journey lands him in Philadelphia

A glimpse of how Sanheim's journey from high in the rankings to becoming a Flyer
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MORE ON (D) TRAVIS SANHEIM

GREENBERG: WHY AT #17?  l  FLYERS FOCUS IS CLEARLY ON DEFENSE

 WATCH: HEXTALL PICKS SANHEIM  l  SANHEIM 1-on-1 INTERVIEW

Merely three days ago, Ron Hextall voiced his draft opinions to the media. The GM explained that in his mind, defensemen are the most valuable players in the game, which is a theory the Flyers stuck with when selecting Travis Sanheim with the 17th overall pick in this year’s draft.

“He’s got a lot of up slide, and he’s a real good skater,” said Hextall of the defenseman. “He’s a big kid and he’s got great range, and he moves the puck well.“

The 6-foot-3 defenseman from Manitoba played 67 regular season games and six playoff games this past season, his rookie year with the Calgary Hitmen of the WHL. In total, he tallied six goals and 25 assists during the 2013-2014 run.

He continued to impress after finishing with a plus-25 rating in the regular season and a plus-five rating in the playoffs, demonstrating his skills as a productive blue-liner.

MORE ON TRAVIS SANHEIM

 WATCH: Sanheim meets the Philly media & explains his game

 WATCH: Sanheim explains his connection to Ron Hextall

WATCH: GM Ron Hextall talks about selecting Travis Sanheim

 READ: Full Press Release on Travis Sanheim

“I’m a two-way guy,” said Sanhiem when describing his game. “Pretty good skater who sees the ice really well, makes a pretty good first pass, but has the ability to jump up and rush offensively.”

In addition to playing for the Hitmen, Sanheim was also a member of the U-18 Canada World Championship team. The defenseman tallied three points and was said to be a standout on the team, ultimately earning the bronze medal in seven games.

“It’s been a crazy few months,” explained Sanheim. “I had a good second half of the year, and I was really happy to be selected to Team Canada.”

While this past year has been one filled with success for the 18 year old, his dream of being drafted was not always a reality.

Last year, Sanheim’s main focus was to make the Hitmen’s lineup. With his improvement throughout the year, not only did he accomplish that feat, but he also began to fly up the draft board over the past few months. Once listed as 167th among North American skaters, the defenseman quickly moved up to the 53rd spot by the time he was drafted.

Sanheim attributed this rise to his level of play for Team Canada, believing the tournament is where his draft stock ultimately rose.

The blue-liner’s vast improvement did not go unnoticed by the league. Sanheim had meetings with all 30 teams prior to the start of the draft, and met with Philadelphia and Hextall for an additional interview yesterday.

“Again, his path is one of those that is very intriguing,” Hextall said. “You get a kid that young and that immature and all of a sudden he skyrockets up the charts, and that was one of the things that made our decision for us.”

Hextall believes this pick will help propel the Flyers to success in the future.

“I’ve got a mental picture of the team in three or four years,” said the GM, “and I get really excited.”
Sanheim pick continues Flyers' focus on defense
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MORE ON (D) TRAVIS SANHEIM

GREENBERG: WHY AT #17?  l  SANHEIM'S JOURNEY TO PHILADELPHIA

 WATCH: HEXTALL PICKS SANHEIM  l  SANHEIM 1-on-1 INTERVIEW

PHILADELPHIA -- Travis Sanheim got his first taste of how loud Philadelphia Flyers fans can be Friday night, and he liked what he heard.

After the "Let's go Flyers!" chants had subsided, Flyers general manager Ron Hextall called Sanheim's name as the No. 17 pick at the 2014 NHL Draft, held at Wells Fargo Center for the first time.

"Being in the building today, the fans were crazy and you can see the passion. So I know it's a hockey city, and I'm lucky to be here," Sanheim said. "Leading up to the Philadelphia pick, when the fans started going nuts and you could feel the passion in the building and I was starting to shake, I wasn't sure I was going to be able to stand if they picked me. It's a great feeling."

The Flyers have made a concerted effort to bolster their defense corps with their top picks the past two drafts. They selected Samuel Morin in the first round and Robert Hagg in the second round in 2013.

Sanheim is the ninth defenseman drafted by Philadelphia in the past three years.

"We've got a real good young group of defensemen now. We have a real good young group of forwards on our big team," Hextall said. "If you look at our guys, it's a young group up there. So these guys are going to join these young forwards in two, three, four years. You've got a mental picture in your mind of our team in three or four years, and I get excited. I get really excited."

WATCH: TRAVIS SANHEIM MEETS THE PHILLY MEDIA

 PART 1: Being Selected & His Style

 PART 2: Explains his connected to Ron Hextall 

There were reports in the hours before the draft that the Flyers were discussing a trade with the Florida Panthers to move up to the No. 1 pick, presumably to take defenseman Aaron Ekblad, whom the Panthers ended up selecting.

"We tried a number of things," Hextall said, calling reports that the deal broke down due to the Flyers' refusal to part with forward Wayne Simmonds "false."

Sanheim, 6-foot-3, 181 pounds, was rated No. 53 by NHL Central Scouting among North American skaters eligible for the draft. The Flyers took notice of Sanheim during the latter part of his rookie season with the Calgary Hitmen of the Western Hockey League. He also was highly noticeable playing for Canada at the 2014 IIHF World Under-18 Championship, when he had six assists.

"We really liked him. In the second half of the year, the kid just rose and rose and rose," said Hextall, who is from Brandon, Manitoba, about an hour from Sanheim's hometown of Elkhorn, Manitoba. "And if you look at him, he's a young boy. There's a lot of upside. He's going to fill out and get a lot bigger."

Sanheim finished with five goals and 24 assists and was plus-25 in 67 games for Calgary as a rookie. Those numbers and his solid international play helped him jump up from No. 167 in Central Scouting's midterm rankings.

Sanheim will continue his development in juniors next season.

"I can tell you [Flyers player development coach] Kjell Samuelsson, he might as well get a place out in Calgary this year; he's going to be out there a lot," Hextall said. "And so it's now time for Travis to take the next step and work hard and eat right and develop his body and develop himself mentally and become a more impact player in the Western League. There's a growth period here. He's a long ways from playing in the NHL."

Sanheim wasn't sure he was going to be selected in the first round, but he had an inkling following an interview with Flyers personnel Thursday that Philadelphia was going to select him.

"I had a feeling it was going to be first round," said Sanheim, whose mother's stepbrother is related to Hextall. "My Under-18s were kind of where my stock rose, and that was after Central Scouting came out with their rankings. I had a feeling I was going higher than where they had me ranked."

Sanheim compared his game to that of St. Louis Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester.

"He's a pretty good skater and he sees the ice well, and that's a guy I model my game after," he said.

The Flyers have five picks during the final six rounds of the draft on Saturday (10 a.m. ET; NHLN-US, NHLN-CA).
Flyers select (D) Travis Sanheim 17th overall

6-3, 189-lb defenseman from the WHL's Calgary Hitmen joins the Flyers organization
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The Philadelphia Flyers on Friday selected 6-3, 189-lb defenseman Travis Sanheim of the Western Hockey League’s Calgary Hitmen with the 17th overall selection in the first round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, held at the Wells Fargo Center.

Sanheim, 18 (3-29-1996), recently completed his first season with the Hitmen, where he recorded five goals and 24 assists for 29 points in 67 regular season games, along with 14 PIM and a plus-25 rating. He also posted six assists in seven games for Team Canada at the 2014 World Junior Championships.

MORE ON TRAVIS SANHEIM

 READ: Jay Greenberg on why Sanheim jumped to #17 

  WATCH: Travis Sanheim gets picked 17th overall by Ron Hextall

 WATCH: Travis Sanheim 1-on-1 interview after selection

WATCH: Hextall talks about why he drafted Sanheim

 WATCH: Sanheim meets the Philly media for the first time 

WATCH: Sanheim explains the Hextall connection

 READ: Full Press Release on Travis Sanheim  

Sanheim’s hometown of Elkhorn, Manitoba is just 65 miles west of Brandon, Manitoba, the hometown of Flyers GM Ron Hextall, who made the selection. 

 Sanheim’s draft stock rose steadily throughout his rookie season with the Hitmen – he was ranked 167th among North American skaters in January’s midterm Central Scouting rankings, and rocketed to 53rd in the bureau’s final rankings released in early April before continuing to impress during the WHL playoffs and then the NHL Scouting Combine in late May.

The Flyers currently hold five selections in the remaining six rounds of the NHL Draft, which will get underway at 10 AM on Saturday at the Wells Fargo Center. 

 It’s accompanied by the NHL Draft Fan Fest at XFinity Live! next to the Wells Fargo Center. Saturday’s rounds will also be televised on the NHL Network. Follow the 2014 NHL Draft and Fan Fest in Philadelphia at PhiladelphiaFlyers.com/NHLDraft.

2014-15 Flyers full and partial season ticket packages are on sale now. Call 215-218-PUCK or visit PhiladelphiaFlyers.com for ticket package information.
Greenberg: Building goes beyond the first round

Flyers columnist looks at the importance of the Second and Later Rounds in the Draft
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The Stanley Cup champion Kings had 11 former first round picks on their playoff team and the runner-up Rangers had nine. 

Building, either with your own high choices, or recent ones acquired in trades, wins for you, but that said, do the math. If you are lucky enough every year -- and no one ever is -- to nail your No.1 pick but just hit that one, it will take 19 seasons to put together enough skaters and a goalie to win a Cup. That means you had better either draft a bunch of eternal Teemu Selannes, make some selective, smart, and non cap choking, free-agent buys, or better idea yet, hit on some later drafts.

The Kings top six playoff scorers once were first-rounders (only three of which, by the way, they drafted themselves). But were they top-heavy enough in scoring stars to win without Jonathan Quick, Tyler Toffoli, Jake Muzzin, Dwight King, Slava Voynov and Jarret Stoll, all of whom they drafted from the second round on?

MORE ON THE FLYERS & DRAFT WEEK

  WATCH: Prospects explore Philadelphia

  READ: Jay Greenberg on what the Flyers need to do at the Draft

   WATCH: Hextall on possibly drafting a goaltender?

   WATCH: Hextall on possibly trading up in the First Round

   READ: Jay Greenberg on what the Flyers need to do at the Draft 

This season’s other semifinalists, Chicago and Montreal, had only five and six first-rounders respectively. The Blackhawks’ Duncan Keith, Brandon Saad and Corey Crawford were second round choices and Nick Hjalmarsson a No. 4. Montreal’s P.K. Subban was a No. 2, Tomas Plekanec a No. 3 and David Desharnais wasn’t drafted at all, more evidence that you want to build a contender, you had better hit some longshots.

Have the Flyers, who had eight first rounders on their playoff roster (only two of whom, Claude Giroux and Sean Couturier) they drafted themselves -- been sleeping through too many sleepers? Since taking Patrick Sharp in the third round in 2001, all they have to show on their roster for 86 picks from the second round on is Zac Rinaldo, a No. 6 in 2008. The only other one of the 86 even in the league is Boston’s Dennis Seidenberg, whom the Flyers took in a fifth round.

To be fair, the Flyers found Matt Read and Michael Raffl as undrafted free agents and have a 2012 third-round pick, Shayne Gostisbehere, who should be a contributing regular within a year. You also can’t blame these slim pickings entirely on the scouts, either. From 2002 until 2011, the Flyers traded away all but three second-round picks (plus No. 1 picks in 2009 and 2010 for Chris Pronger.

The Flyers have picked, signed, and traded effectively to produce a promising group of forwards. But they also have had to spend money on free agents to band-aid a fairly expensive defense that still doesn’t have a No. 1 guy to replace Pronger. So Ron Hextall’s scouts have to resume finding some historic finds like Jimmy Watson (third round) Paul Holmgren (sixth), Pelle Lindbergh (third), Ron Hextall (sixth), Rick Tocchet (sixth), and Gordie Murphy (ninth).

Of course, there weren’t 30 teams when the Oilers took Mark Messier in the third round and Glenn Anderson in the fourth round of the same draft. You wait longer for your turn now, plus all levels of hockey are much more extensively combed by scouts. What you may think are your secrets are somebody else’s secrets, too.

That said, David Krejci and Milan Lucic were second rounders, Joe Pavelski and Jamie Benn were picked in the fifth, and Marty St. Louis and Chris Kunitz weren’t drafted at all. All those players were in the top 30 of NHL scorers this season. The Red Wings built a dynasty selecting Slava Kozlov 45th, Pavel Datsyuk 171st, Henrik Zetterberg 210th and Thomas Holmstrom 257th. Doug Gilmour (seventh round), Luc Robitaille (ninth) Jari Kurri (fourth) are all in the Hall of Fame.

And, so is the most iconic second-round pick in the history of the game, Bobby Clarke.

One glance at this year’s picked-over list of unrestricted free agents on July 1 is all that is needed to be reminded that drafting, more than ever, is the way to build your team. Teams willingness to lock up their home-grown emerging stars on long contracts puts fewer premium players on the open market every year, why the Flyers knew they had to take their best shot at Shea Weber last summer, and having failed to get him, are resigned to the fact that to get another Pronger, they probably are going to have to draft one.

Some kids sitting in the stands with his parents at Wells Fargo Center on Saturday, their smiles dissipating by the round, will end up growing an inch, putting on 15-20 pounds, or developing some hands over the next 2-3 years.

The teams that guesses best on a few of these guys will be at a big advantage.
Takeaway: The Pens Use Free Agency to Further Makeover
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General manager Jim Rutherford continued to give the Penguins roster a makeover during the opening day of NHL free agency on Tuesday.

The Penguins lost a number of players from last season’s roster. Forwards Jussi Jokinen (Florida), Tanner Glass (NY Rangers) and Joe Vitale (Arizona) and defensemen Brooks Orpik (Washington), Matt Niskanen (Washington) and Deryk Engelland (Calgary) all signed with other teams.

The Penguins, however, were not idle during the signing period. They inked four players to contracts with the signings of defensemen Christian Ehrhoff and Taylor Chorney, forward Blake Comeau and goaltender Thomas Greiss. Pittsburgh also re-signed forwards Marcel Goc and Nick Drazenovic.

Let’s take a look at how today’s events affect the Penguins now and in the future.

DEFENSE

What was lost:

The Penguins' defensive corps will look vastly different than it has in years past. Mostly because of the loss of Brooks Orpik. The 33-year-old defenseman was the longest tenured Penguin and a vocal leader in the locker room. He’s been a physical presence on the blue line for the past 10-plus years.

Pittsburgh also lost steady D-man Matt Niskanen, who cashed in hard with $40.25 million over seven years from the Capitals, and pugilist Deryk Engelland, who also got a hefty pay raise at $2.9 million per year from the Flames.

In all, the Penguins lost nearly half of their defensive unit, but with Pittsburgh against the salary cap and those players signing lucrative contracts, it is hard to imagine a scenario where they could have been re-signed. A parting of ways was inevitable.

What was gained:

The Penguins got the steal of free agency with the acquisition of defenseman Christian Ehrhoff right at the noon bell. The 31-year-old defenseman (he turns 32 next week) signed a 10-year, $40-million contract with the Buffalo Sabres just three years ago. But on Monday the Sabres utilized a compliance buyout of Ehrhoff’s contract to avoid future cap recapture penalties, and he became an unrestricted free agent. That means Buffalo will be paying Ehrhoff $12 million over the next 14 years, according to Mike Brehm of USA Today.

The Sabres’ loss was the Penguins’ gain. With money being less of a concern, Ehrhoff told TSN that his primary desire in free agency was landing on a team that would compete for a Stanley Cup. Enter Pittsburgh. The Penguins signed Ehrhoff to a modest 1-year, $4-million contract.

Ehrhoff is certainly a tremendous fit with the up-tempo style that new head coach Mike Johnston wants the Penguins to play, with his skating ability and good breakout play. The veteran leader was an alternate captain in Buffalo.

Current state:

The Penguins defense consists of Ehrhoff, Paul Martin, Kris Letang, Rob Scuderi and Robert Bortuzzo. The status of Olli Maatta and Derrick Pouliot for the start of the 2014-15 season is unknown after they each had shoulder surgery in May and were given projected recovery times of 4-6 months. There will also be competition expected from prospects Simon Despres, Scott Harrington, Brian Dumoulin and Chorney to crack the lineup.

FORWARDS

What was lost:

Four days after trading James Neal, the Penguins lost Evgeni Malkin’s other winger when Jokinen signed with the Florida Panthers. There was no way the Penguins could match Florida’s four-year, $16-million deal. Pittsburgh also lost two members of their bottom-six group with the departures of Glass and Vitale.

What was gained:

The Penguins signed Blake Comeau for a nice price of $700,000. Comeau is a strong, physical player that will add some edge to the team’s bottom-six.

Current state:

The Penguins’ top-six currently has a hole to be filled. Right now the team has Chris Kunitz, Sidney Crosby, Pascal Dupuis, Patric Hornqvist and Evgeni Malkin. Rutherford said that the team may still fill that void in free agency or wait until after the start of the season. He cited Beau Bennett and Nick Spaling as possible fits. There also could be some intrigue from first-round pick Kasperi Kapanen. He is close to making the leap to the NHL after playing against professional players in Finland. Although the Penguins believe he is still a year away, he could make things interesting in training camp.

The Penguins' bottom-six has undergone the most drastic changes. If the team re-signs restricted free agents Brandon Sutter and Spaling then they’ll have Sutter, Comeau, Spaling, Goc and Craig Adams under contract. The final opening will be filled either by Bennett, someone already in the system or via another free agent signing.

GOALTENDING

What was lost:

Though the Penguins played all of last year without the services of Tomas Vokoun, he is now officially an unrestricted free agent and no longer property of the Penguins.

What was gained:

The Penguins added Greiss, who put up decent numbers last year in Arizona with a 10-8-5 record, 2.29 goals-against average, .920 save percentage and two shutouts. He’s also a two-time Olympian.

Current state:

Rutherford made it clear that goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury is the team’s No. 1 netminder. But the signing of Greiss adds depth at the position in the organization. Greiss and Jeff Zatkoff will begin battling in training camp for the right to be Fleury’s backup.

FUTURE

The Penguins still have a few positions on the roster to fill and $8.3 million to play with, according to Cap Geek. They’ll have to be frugal with that money.

There is an opening in the top-six, though the team doesn’t feel rushed to fill that spot. They may enter the season and see how things play out before addressing the void. And seeing as they will have until the trade deadline in March to do so, there's certainly plenty of time.

“I’m not sure we have to get a top-six forward at this time,” Rutherford said. “We don’t necessarily have to have our team all set for a playoff run in September. We will watch this over the first half of the season.

“If something comes along and we can figure it out cap-wise we’ll take a look at it. I’m not going to get anxious about it at this point.”

Although Rutherford did say that forward Nikolai Kulemin, whose name had been floated as a possibility to fill that role primarily because of his connection to Malkin (they share the same hometown and played together for years in Russia), is a long shot.

“There’s always a chance, but it would take someone getting very, very creative to figure out how that contract fits into our cap,” Rutherford said.

Instead, the team will likely hope to re-sign Sutter and Spaling and add a few players that fit the kind of team the Penguins are trying to assemble, while remaining within the confines of the salary cap.

Penguins Select Local Product Sam Lafferty with their Fourth Round Draft Pick
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The Pittsburgh Penguins selected a local product when they chose forward Sam Lafferty with their fourth-round (113th overall) pick at the 2014 NHL Draft.

Lafferty is a native of Hollidaysburg, Pa., which is located near Altoona. He played youth hockey for the Altoona Trackers of the Pittsburgh Amateur Hockey League (PAHL) and grew up rooting for the Penguins. Lafferty played high school prep hockey the past three seasons with Deerfield Academy in Massachusetts.

The 6-foot, 175-pound Lafferty played in 25 games this past season with Deerfield Academy, notching 21 goals, 34 assists and 55 points. He will spend the 2014-15 season with Tri-City in the United State Hockey League (USHL) before heading to Brown University in 2015-16.

Anthony Angello 

The Penguins chose another player that will go the college route, forward Anthony Angello, in the fifth round (145th overall) with the selection they received from the Anaheim Ducks in exchange for Ben Lovejoy. Angello is committed to play college hockey at Cornell.

Angello, a 6-foot-4, 190-pound forward, played for Omaha in the USHL in 2013-14, scoring 11 goals, 10 assists and 21 points in 58 games. The 18-year-old native of Albany, New York was the No. 114-ranked North American skater by NHL Central Scouting.

In the sixth round (173rd overall) the Penguins took forward Jaden Lindo of the Owen Sound Attack of the Ontario Hockey League (OHL). The 6-foot-1, 202-pound forward played in 40 games this past year, totaling nine goals, nine assists and 18 points.

A native of Brampton, Ontario, Lindo was ranked as the 116th-overall skater by International Scouting Services and 154th overall among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting – although that service had him ranked 96th at midseason before he suffered a knee injury.

In two years with the Attack, Lindo has 14 goals, 26 assists and 40 points in 103 games.

With their final selection, the Penguins chose defenseman Jeff Taylor from Union College in the seventh round (203rd overall).

A 6-foot, 183-pound blueliner, Taylor helped Union College win the 2014 NCAA national championship, registering 16 points (3G-13A) and a plus-20 in 41 games. Taylor was named to the ECAC All-Rookie Team.

An 18-year-old native of Clifton, New York, Taylor played for the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the USHL in ’12-13, notching 27 points (5G-22A) in 57 regular-season games and five helpers in 11 postseason contests.

The Penguins chose five players throughout the two-day draft, including forward Kasperi Kapanen, with the 22nd-overall selection in the first round. Kapanen, the son of long-time NHL player Sami Kapanen, was the No. 1-rated European skater by NHL Central Scouting.

Meet Pittsburgh's 2014 NHL Draft Class
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Four of Pittsburgh’s five total selections at the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia were forwards – and that wasn’t a coincidence.

“Coming in, our priority was to solidify our depth up front if we could,” said Penguins co-director of amateur scouting Randy Sexton. “And we feel very, very good about the way we did that.”

Despite the changes to the Penguins’ hockey operations department that have taken place since last season ended, Sexton said new general manager Jim Rutherford gave the scouting staff full authority to make whatever selections they deemed fit. They just had to maintain an emphasis on taking forwards wherever possible, if possible.

“Our draft list was quite established and Jim said ‘Look, we’ll leave it to you guys, we don’t want to make a lot of changes,’” Sexton explained. “Where we could, we wanted to make sure we took a forward unless there was a significant gap in talent level between a forward and another skater. So we did that. But we accomplished what we set out to do, so everybody is obviously delighted.”

The Penguins were especially thrilled with their first choice of the draft, where they selected skilled Finnish forward Kasperi Kapanen in the opening round (22nd overall) on Friday night.

“We were thrilled when he finally got there,” Sexton laughed. “We were a little anxious for him to get there. We were delighted that he got to us.”

Sexton believes that Kapanen could be ready to play in the NHL as early as next year. And while the other guys may be a bit further off, Sexton said, “They certainly fit the mold of what we’re trying to do with our depth up front.”

Sexton said adding an element of toughness and physicality was “absolutely” something the Penguins were looking to add with these kids, particularly the three forwards taken on Day 2 of the draft in Sam Lafferty, Anthony Angello and Jaden Lindo – as they’ve all got size and play hard and heavy on pucks.

“When you look at the way the last teams that have won the Cup (are built), LA is big along the wall, they’re big down the middle,” Sexton said. “Kids like Angello and Lindo and Lafferty have got good size, those are guys that are going to be able to play in the NHL game the way it’s currently being played.”

Here’s a quick look at each selection, coupled with a few words from the prospects we spoke with and a scouting report from Sexton.

Name: Kasperi Kapanen 

Selection: First Round (22nd Overall)

Position: F

Height: 5-11

Weight: 180

Amateur Team: KalPa (Finnish Elite League)

Notes: Kapanen, 17, was the No. 1-rated European skater by NHL Central Registry after finishing with seven goals, seven assists and 14 points in 47 games for KalPa in Finland’s top professional league. Kapanen is the son of longtime NHL player Sami Kapanen, who had 458 career points in 831 NHL regular-season games. The two Kapanens were teammates this year with Kalpa. Penguins general manager Jim Rutherford actually drafted Kasperi’s dad, Sami, in the fourth round (87th overall) in the 1995 NHL Draft when he was the GM of the Hartford Whalers. Kapanen was ranked as the 10th-overall prospect by The Hockey News; 13th-overall by International Scouting Services; and 18th-overall by McKeen's Hockey.

Kapanen on his strengths and weaknesses: "I think skating is the biggest strength for me, and just playing with the puck. Passing, shooting, goal scoring, I think those are the ones that stick out for me. I think defensively, I have to be better if I want to play in the National Hockey League someday. It’s a league for men; it’s the best league in the world. So I’ve got to prepare myself and we’ll see what happens."

Sexton’s Take: "Our first pick, Kasperi Kapanen, I think is maybe a year away from playing in Pittsburgh. I think he’ll give our team a good shot in a year. He needs another year to continue to get stronger and round out his game, but I think a year from now he’ll have a chance. He’s a terrific young player who’s got size, speed, skill and plays the game the right way. So we’re obviously excited about him."

Name: Sam Lafferty

Selection: Fourth Round (113th overall)

Position: C/LW

Height: 6-0

Weight: 187

Amateur Team: Deerfield Academy (HS)

Notes: Lafferty is a local product, as he grew up in Hollidaysburg, PA - about an hour and 45 minutes outside of Pittsburgh. He played youth hockey for the Altoona Trackers of the Pittsburgh Amateur Hockey League (PAHL) and grew up rooting for the Penguins. "It’s a dream come true," Lafferty said of being drafted by Pittsburgh. "I’ve been a Penguins fan my whole life and watched them growing up. It’s just – I can’t even describe it. It’s an amazing feeling. They called me and told me the news and I was pretty ecstatic. I was just at home watching with my family and we all went pretty crazy." Lafferty played high school prep hockey the past three seasons with Deerfield Academy in Massachusetts. The 6-foot, 175-pound Lafferty played in 25 games this past season with Deerfield Academy, notching 21 goals, 34 assists and 55 points. He will spend the 2014-15 season with Tri-City in the United State Hockey League (USHL) before heading to Brown University in 2015-16.

Lafferty on the Penguin he tries to emulate: "Growing up in Pittsburgh, I think everybody is a huge Sidney Crosby fan. He’s definitely someone I really look up to and admire. But I’d say someone I try and model my game after on the team now is a guy like Brandon Sutter. Just kind of a good, complete, two-way player who's responsible but also very skilled. He’s someone that I look up to as well."

Sexton’s Take: "Sam Lafferty brings speed and skill and tenacity on pucks. He’s going to college, so he’s a few years away."

Name: Anthony Angello

Selection: Fifth Round (145th overall)

Position: C

Height: 6-4

Weight: 190

Amateur Team: Omaha (USHL)

Notes: Angello, a 6-foot-4, 190-pound forward, played for Omaha in the USHL in 2013-14, scoring 11 goals, 10 assists and 21 points in 58 games.  The 18-year-old native of Albany, New York was the No. 114-ranked North American skater by NHL Central Scouting. He has committed to playing college hockey at Cornell University.

Angello on the kind of player he is: "I’m a big power forward that plays the physical role. Wins his 1-on-1 battles, grinds at the netfront, is able to work in the corners. I finish all my hits. I don’t like to play selfish, but whenever I get the opportunity to score, I like to shoot and get the puck in the net. I’d definitely say my big role is a physical-presence type of guy, where the defense are skating down and they look over their shoulder and say 'oh no, there comes Angello, he’s going to put me through the wall.' (I try to) make sure my size doesn’t go to waste, because if you’re a 6-4 forward and you’re playing soft and don’t like to be hit, it’s not good. I take pride in using my body and being able to win 1-on-1 battles and get the puck from the corner to the D or win battles in front of the net to score. It’s a huge advantage."

Sexton’s Take: "Anthony Angello has really good size, good skill and is hard and heavy on pucks."

Name: Jaden Lindo

Selection: Sixth Round (173rd overall)

Position: RW

Height: 6-1

Weight: 201

Amateur Team: Owen Sound (OHL)

Notes: Lindo spent last season with the Owen Sound Attack of the Ontario Hockey League (OHL). The 6-foot-1, 202-pound forward played in 40 games this past year, totaling nine goals, nine assists and 18 points. A native of Brampton, Ontario, Lindo was ranked as the 116th-overall skater by International Scouting Services and 154th overall among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting – although that service had him ranked 96th at midseason before he suffered a knee injury. In two years with the Attack, Lindo has 14 goals, 26 assists and 40 points in 103 games.

Lindo on who he's modeled his game after: "I like Wayne Simmonds and Joel Ward. I think my style of game is pretty similar to theirs. I try to model my game to theirs. They’re both strong, physical players. I’m a big, strong winger. I like to use my size and strength to my advantage. I’m physical. I like to separate men off the puck and create room for my teammates."

Sexton’s Take: "Jaden Lindo is big, good along the wall, heavy on pucks, strong, good on the forecheck. Played for Owen Sound in the Canadian Hockey League. They play a very similar NHL style. He’s very good along the wall, very good on pucks, great low game. He’ll chip in with some offense, very reliable defensively."

Name: Jeff Taylor

Selection: Seventh Round (203rd overall)

Position: D

Height: 6-0

Weight: 180

Amateur Team: Union College

Notes: A 6-foot, 183-pound blueliner, Taylor helped Union College win the 2014 NCAA national championship, registering 16 points (3G-13A) and a plus-20 in 41 games. Taylor was named to the ECAC All-Rookie Team. An 18-year-old native of Clifton, New York, Taylor played for the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the USHL in ’12-13, notching 27 points (5G-22A) in 57 regular-season games and five helpers in 11 postseason contests.

Sexton’s Take: "Our last pick, Jeff Taylor, is smallish but a very mobile, puck-moving defenseman. So the fact that we could get him in the seventh round, we’re delighted."

Pens Get Their Guy in Skilled Winger Kapanen
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When NHL commissioner Gary Bettman announced that the Penguins were on the clock preparing to make the 22nd-overall pick at the 2014 NHL Draft on Friday evening, the Flyers faithful that had packed Wells Fargo Center booed their hated rival. 

They booed, and booed, and continued to boo even as Pittsburgh’s selection, Finnish forward Kasperi Kapanen, took the stage and donned his new black and gold jersey. 

And while that certainly could have been intimidating, it didn’t faze Kapanen in the least. That’s because he considers himself a Philadelphian, having spent much of his childhood in the city while his father Sami, an NHL veteran of 831 games, played here from 2002-08.

“I lived here for six years. I consider this my home, so it’s really an honor to be drafted in Philly,” Kapanen said. “It’s kind of a twist going to Pittsburgh, but that’s not a problem. They’ve got a great franchise and I’m really happy to go there.

“I thought (the fans) were going to boo me so bad, but luckily it wasn’t that bad. I survived,” he smiled.

And despite his ties to Philly and the Flyers, Kapanen couldn’t be more thrilled to be drafted by the Penguins.

“You just know that the world’s best players are playing there,” Kapanen said. “Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, they’ve been playing really well these past five years. I’m just really stoked to be there.”

Ready for another twist? Penguins general manager Jim Rutherford actually drafted Kasperi’s father Sami, in the fourth round (87th overall) in the 1995 NHL Draft when he was the GM of the Hartford Whalers.

Rutherford was thrilled to see that the younger Kapanen was still available when it was the Penguins’ turn to pick, as Pittsburgh had him rated much higher on their draft board. Kapanen was listed as No. 1 on NHL Central Scouting’s final ranking of European skaters for this year’s draft.

“We had him rated seventh (overall) on our list, and it’s exciting for me because I drafted his dad,” Rutherford smiled. “I don’t know how often that happens, that you draft a dad and his son.”

And in yet another twist, Kapanen, 17, has actually been playing alongside his 40-year-old father for the past two seasons, with KalPa of the Finnish Elite League.

“It was a dream come true, for me and for him,” Kapanen said. “I mean, he’s been my influence in everything. He’s been my coach, my trainer, my fan, my dad all at the same time. So that’s special and I’m really excited that I got to play with him.”

Kapanen describes himself as being more of a finesse player than his father, while Rutherford added that Kasperi is bigger and stronger than Sami. 

“I think skating is my biggest strength, and just playing with the puck,” Kapanen said. “Passing, shooting, goal scoring, I think those are the ones that stick out for me. I think defensively, I have to be better if I want to play in the National Hockey League someday. It’s a league for men; it’s the best league in the world. So I’ve got to prepare myself and we’ll see what happens.”

What works in Kapanen’s favor is that he’s already been playing alongside men in the Finnish Elite League. He made history in Finland last year when he made his debut in Liiga, Finland's top professional league, as a 16-year-old and skated in 13 games. He then played all of the 2013-14 season with KalPa, totaling seven goals and 47 points in 47 games. 

“I think when you play in the men’s league, you have to bring your A game every game or else you’re going to get benched and you’re not going to play well,” Kapanen said. “So you’ve always got to be ready, prepare, you can’t just kind of show up and kind of give 80 percent. It’s not enough. You always have to go 100 percent and that’s it. I think I matured because of that.”

Rutherford believes that he has.

“He’s a great skater. He’s already played with men,” Rutherford said. “So his development has moved along a little more than other players. So this is a really good pick for us.”

While Kapanen wouldn’t rule out playing another season in Finland, he was clear that his goal is to take that black and gold jersey onto the ice. 

“Well of course, I’m going to try and take a spot on the roster,” he said. “I mean, it’s the wrong mentality if you think that you can’t do it. It’s what I’m going to try to do.”

Analysis: A Look at the Pens Hornqvist/Spaling-Neal Trade
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WHAT HAPPENED

General manager Jim Rutherford pulled the trigger on his first trade at the helm of the Penguins organization. Pittsburgh acquired forwards Patric Hornqvist and Nick Spaling from the Nashville Predators in exchange for forward James Neal.

HOW THE DEAL CAME TOGETHER

The Penguins and Predators have been talking for about a week on this deal. Many other options were discussed, including a deal including more pieces. The two sides decided to make the deal prior to the start of the draft.

“We talked to about 15 teams, those calls were mostly initiated by them. I had a few offers to consider,” Rutherford said. “(Talks with Nashville) had been going on for about a week. We talked about a few other things, making it bigger. We got here tonight and met before the draft and decided we were going to do it.”

WHAT THE PENGUINS RECEIVED

Patric Hornqvist – The talented winger is a four-time 20-goal scorer who posted a career-high 30 goals in the 2009-10 season. Hornqvist, 27, plays with grit and isn’t afraid to get his hands dirty. He has a finishers touch and should thrive in a top-6 role playing with a star center like Sidney Crosby or Evgeni Malkin.

“Hornqvist plays at the net, goes to the net, works the corners,” Rutherford said. “We like Hornqvist a lot. We think he’s a complete player, an all-around player, a player that plays with an edge. He’ll be good in the playoffs.”

Nick Spaling – The rugged forward will add grit and battle to the Penguins’ bottom-6 forwards. Spaling, 25, is versatile, can play all three forward positions, and plays the game with a ton of heart. His acquisition also adds some depth to the Penguins’ forward position.

“Character, good dressing room guy,” Rutherford said. “It gives us more balance in our forwards. It’s something I talked about when I got the job, I wanted to get more balance 1-12.

“He’s also a player that can play all three forward positions. So if one of our centers gets hurt he can just slide in there, very versatile player. I think he’s very important to this deal.”

Cap space – The Penguins will save nearly $800k in salary with Hornqvist ($4.25 million) as opposed to Neal ($5 million). That extra space gives the Penguins some flexibility as the free agent period approaches. And Rutherford said he plans on utilizing that extra cash to possibly find a winger to replace Neal for Malkin.

“By doing this, we have a better chance of doing something on July 1st that may be suitable to ‘Geno,’ too,” Rutherford said. “The deal we made helps with our cap space. I’m not going to call out any names (of free agents), but we think we’ll get somebody to fit on his line.”

(Note: Spaling will be a restricted free agent, but whatever his salary ends up being it will likely be offset by current Penguins players entering the free agent pool. The Penguins consider the cap swap of this deal as a straight up between Hornqvist-Neal).

WHAT THE PENGUINS GAVE UP

James Neal – Neal, 26, is a six-time 20-goal scorer and topped out at 40 goals in the 2011-12 season. He’s still an elite talent, but the last two seasons he’s missed several games due to injury and suspension. Neal is a hard talent to part with, but to collect pieces of value you have to give up pieces of value.

“We were just trying to change the mix of our team and get a little different type of player,” Rutherford said.

BOTTOM LINE

The Penguins identified the types of players that want on their team, the type of players that have grit and character, the type of players that will help them win in the playoffs. Hornqvist plays with an edge, but still has a valuable scoring touch. While Spaling with strengthen the depth and added heart to the lineup.

“These guys play the game hard. They play with an edge,” Rutherford said. “They’re great team guys that we have in our room. Some of the things we talked about, we have two players like that.”

Kapanen Set to Write New Chapter in Family's Legacy 

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 9:25 PM / Features 

By Adam Kimelman  - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor 

 Comment 

 Print 

 E-mail 

On a certain level most children grow up idolizing their parents and would want to follow in the footsteps of their mom or dad when it comes to finding a career.

Sometimes that career is being a doctor, a teacher or an electrician. In the case of Kasperi Kapanen, it's playing hockey.

Most hockey fans in North America know about the Howes, the Hextalls and the Sutters; in professional hockey in Finland, the Kapanen name is just as big.

"It's a big thing," Kasperi said. "It's a burden to carry that name, but I like it."

Kasperi made hockey history in Finland last season when he made his debut in Liiga, Finland's top professional league, as a 16-year-old. In 13 games with KalPa he had four goals, and he also got into four playoff games.

Now 17, he played all season with KalPa in 2013-14, totaling seven goals and 14 points in 47 games. He's No. 1 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of European skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"He plays a mature two-way game," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb said. "He has great offensive instincts, including an explosive, surprising shot. His moves are also surprising and very quick. He makes a lot of trouble for opponents. Skating, mobility and physical strength all are very good for a 17-year-old. He has the tools to become very good."

Helping groom him into a top prospect the past two seasons has been one of his teammates -- his father Sami Kapanen, 40.

"It was extremely fun," Sami said of playing with his son. "It was a great year to be on the same team. It was something that we were dreaming of in the past years. I was hoping that I could keep playing and have that opportunity to play on the same team with my son. We got to fulfill that dream the season before … this year was an extra plus because we got the whole season on the same team."

Though KalPa finished last in the 14-team league, Sami saw his time playing with Kasperi as the perfect way to end his professional career. He announced his retirement when the season ended.

"I think on a personal level that has to be one of the most memorable moments," Sami said of playing with Kasperi. "The first game, the chance to play on the same line, scoring goals in the same game; those kinds of things, it's really hard to put into words and describe to people how you feel, how proud you are in those moments when you get to play with your own son."

It was an up-and-down season for Kasperi. A shoulder injury kept him from Finland's run to the gold medal at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, he didn't produce offensively as much as he hoped with KalPa, and then he had two points in five games as Finland was eliminated in the quarterfinals of the World Under-18 Championship on home soil.

However, the time he got to have with his father was a highlight.

"It was special," Kasperi said. "Just to see him in the locker room, just being there was a big thing for me and probably a bigger thing for him. Playing with him, it was a little bit weird at first. But now that I think about it, it was really a good experience and a dream come true for both of us."

Kasperi said watching his father helped him understand the competitiveness it takes to make it at the professional level. The biggest lesson, though, was remembering that playing hockey for a living is a lot of fun.

"Just enjoy the game," Kasperi said. "I know how to do everything else. That's one thing you have to remember to do, enjoy the game. I love to play hockey and that's what I'm best at doing. That's one thing I'll never forget."

He also learned to manage the expectations that come with having the name Kapanen on the back of your jersey.

Hannu Kapanen, the family patriarch, spent nine seasons in Finland's top league; in 300 games he had 141 goals, 321 points and 420 penalty minutes. He also represented Finland at the 1976 Innsbruck Olympics, the 1976 Canada Cup and the 1976 World Championship.

"He was a smart, crafty, skilled player with a bit of an edge too," said Columbus Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen, who grew up in Finland. "He was a national team-caliber player earlier and a star in the elite league. My hometown Kuopio and [Kapanen's hometown] Joensuu had a big rivalry, and Hannu was the best player in those games."

After retiring, Hannu coached in Finland at the professional and junior level; the highlight came when he led Finland to the gold medal on home soil at the 1998 World Junior Championship.

By then, Hannu's son Sami had started his professional career. Sami Kapanen was selected by the Hartford Whalers in the fourth round (No. 87) of the 1995 NHL Draft. He was 22 when he made his NHL debut in the 1995-96 season and already had five seasons of Liiga experience, as well as an Olympic bronze medal from the 1994 Albertville Games and a gold medal from the 1995 World Championship.

"He had character and was an intense competitor," said Kekalainen, who was a teammate of Sami's with KalPa in 1991-92, Sami's second Liiga season.

Sami went on to play 831 NHL games with the Whalers, Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia Flyers, totaling 189 goals and 458 points. He had five 20-goal seasons and helped the Hurricanes reach the 2002 Stanley Cup Final. He also played for Finland at the 1998 and 2002 Olympics.

He succeeded in raising the stature of the Kapanen name, but it wasn't always easy.

"I think it's hard," Sami said. "It's something that people don't realize. The next generation, they have probably some advantages of having the information from the older generation, the feedback and the understanding of the game. Maybe they get some opportunities or they get to see some of the things other people don't get to see behind the scenes. But it's also high expectations. You're scrutinized, people looking into you and what you're doing a lot more closely than other kids. At a young age, the last name has weight. It's not always easy. The expectations can be heavy.

"If you can handle it I think it makes you stronger. … You know what it's like to play under that pressure and handle the expectations of other people. It can be good, but it's a hard learning process and sometimes not always that much fun."

In 2008 Sami returned to Finland to play for KalPa, the team he purchased in 2003. He retired after two seasons, but returned in 2011; a bonus was two seasons in the lineup with his son.

Kasperi has seen and heard much about his father's career, and also heard tales from his grandfather's playing days.

"Back in the day I think hockey was a bit different," Kasperi said of stories from Hannu. "You hear stories of guys smoking cigars between games. It's rough, but it's pretty funny to hear."

Kasperi has the chance now to write his own stories. It starts this summer, where he and Sami are spending the summer in the southern New Jersey suburbs of Philadelphia working out. It's an area he considers home; he was six when Sami was traded to the Flyers in 2003 and 12 when the family returned to Finland.

"I have my best memories from there," Kasperi said.

Kasperi has two years left on his contract with KalPa and would like to fulfill it, but said right now his aim is to bring the Kapanen name back to North America.

"Maybe someday I'll come back to the Finnish league and make a name for myself there," he said. "Now I'm starting to focus on the NHL and making myself a career there."

Penguins Select Forward Kasperi Kapanen with the 22nd-Overall Selection of the 2014 NHL Draft
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The Pittsburgh Penguins selected forward Kasperi Kapanen from Kalpa of the Finnish Elite League with the 22nd-overall selection of the first round.

Kapanen, 17, was the No. 1-rated European skater by NHL Central Scouting after finishing with seven goals, seven assists and 14 points in 47 games for Kalpa in Finland’s top professional league.

Kapanen is the son of long-time NHL player Sami Kapanen, who had 458 career points in 831 NHL regular-season games. The two Kapanens were teammates this year with Kalpa.

Penguins general manager Jim Rutherford drafted Kasperi’s dad, Sami, in the fourth round (87th overall) in the 1995 NHL Draft when he was the GM of the Hartford Whalers.

Kapanen was ranked as the 10th-overall prospect by The Hockey News; 13th-overall by International Scouting Services; and 18th-overall by McKeen's Hockey.

The 5-foot-11, 180-pound Kapanen has starred internationally many times for Finland, scoring five goals at the 2013 World Under-18 Championships, including the game-winning marker in the bronze-medal game.

At the 2013 World Under-17 Challenge, Kapanen led Finland in scoring with nine points (3G-6A).

Kapanen was selected to play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship, but he was unable to suit up due to injury.

Kasperi Kapanen’s grandfather, Hannu Kapanen, was a forward for five seasons with Jokerit and HIFK of the Finnish Elite League, and also played for Finland at the 1976 Canada Cup and 1976 Olympics.

Sharks Bank On Labanc As Late-Round Steal
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Sharks Banking On Labanc Being Late-Round Steal

The atmosphere at the NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center was tense.

On the floor, tables of NHL team executives sat huddled, vigorously debating the merits of 18-year-old hockey players, and which of the young men to invest in the futures of.

In the stands, the tension was supplied by the boisterous Philadelphia crowd, which used the event as a forum to shout their feelings, seemingly enthralled with tossing sage advice around like manhole covers and sharing the latest witticism to sprout into their minds with anybody within banshee-yelling distance.

Among the sounds to emanate from the Wells Fargo Center crowd.

Towards an Edmonton Oilers-affiliated table: “Trade. We’ll (Flyers) trade you (Braydon) Coburn for the third overall pick. Or for your email password.”

At NBC analyst Pierre McGuire, who is follicly challenged – AKA: bald. “Pierre! Love your hair!”

At the confluence of these eclectic surroundings, Kevin Labanc of the Ontario Hockey League’s Barrie Colts sat nearly anonymously in the stands with his family, dressed in all their finery, waiting for hours spread across two days for his name to be called.

About what was going through his mind before the Sharks finally selected him with the team’s final draft pick, 171st overall in the sixth round.

“Just a lot of things,” said Labanc. “Like who’s going to pick me. Because you just don’t know. When I heard them say the Barrie Colts, I was just so excited (I knew). I was one of the happiest kids alive, I’d say.”

The uneasiness of his Draft weekend now in his rearview mirror, things don’t necessarily get any easier for Labanc moving forward. For him ever to wear a Sharks sweater in a single NHL game will require him to overcome odds, as only a handful – or fewer – of sixth-round Draft picks per year ever go on to enjoy successful NHL careers.

“He hounds pucks,” says Todd Miller, one of Labanc’s coaches with the Barrie Colts. “He’s one that’s always on pucks. He’s always in puck battles; he’s hungry."

“This year, he played on a team like our team that was a bit older, so there wasn’t as much power-play time. But, he’s going to be counted on big this year. I think you’re going to see his totals nearly double this year. Plus, he’s more of a late kind of bloomer, which is good for San Jose. I think he was a great pick at where he got picked. I think he can get there (NHL).”

Although probability rates may be against him, the fact that Labanc was taken by the Sharks may significantly enhance his chances of becoming a quality NHLer. GM Doug Wilson’s staff has one of the NHL’s best track-records in unearthing hidden gems from the Draft’s later rounds.

On the 2013-14 roster alone, Joe Pavelski, Tommy Wingels, Justin Braun and Jason Demers were taken at the same time, or later than Labanc. On earlier San Jose rosters, Ryane Clowe and Evgeni Nabokov also were taken later than Labanc.

“There’s so many obstacles you have to overcome,” says Labanc. But I’m competitive. Moving forward, it’ll be about whatever I can do for the team.”

Sharks Draft Pick Sadowy’s Unbreakable Spirit
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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.

Those words, originally immortalized by Charles Dickens in “A Tale of Two Cities”, might be the best way to describe this past season for 2014 Sharks third-round draft pick Dylan Sadowy.

On the one hand, the 6-foot-1, net-crashing forward enjoyed a breakout campaign with the Ontario Hockey League’s Saginaw Spirit. He improved from scoring a team-low two goals in 2012-13 and being left out of Central Scouting’s Draft rankings prior to the season to scoring a team-leading 27 goals and wearing a Sharks sweater on Draft Day.

On the other hand, as much as the success of the past season should’ve made the last nine months the most enjoyable months of Sadowy’s life, his success came in the wake of extreme tragedy.

Terry Trafford, Sadowy’s close friend and junior teammate in Saginaw, went missing last February, only to be found dead a week later. Authorities deemed Trafford’s death a probable suicide; a final result of a terrible series of events which details are still shrouded in mystery.

“Him and Dylan were close friends,” says Spirit head coach Greg Gilbert of the relationship between Trafford and the Sharks’ 2014 third-round selection.

“Dylan’s a pretty stoic young man, and he’s got a good sense of humor. But, he was maybe a little quiet for a while after something like that happened. It was tough for him. It’s something you have to live with, you have to learn from it and you have to move on.

“Motivation was something that Dylan took from something like that that’s tragic, and he tried to use it in a positive direction for himself. This is something a mature young man would do.”

Looking at the bigger picture of life, the significance of athletic competition occasionally overshadows realities more integral to a person’s well-being than the final score. Although this almost makes it seem crass to relate the unnecessary loss of a 20-year-old kid who also played hockey to the goal-scoring binge his close friend and teammate went on following his passing, the fact is that the Sharks’ draftee did enjoy one heck of a season in the midst of what could’ve been emotionally crippling circumstances.

And although on-ice success seems to be a minor consolation prize for Sadowy in terms of a season where he forever lost one of his closest friends, it’s hard not to recognize the tangible effect that his on-ice success this year will have on Sadowy's life.

Because for a kid left off of Central Scouting’s Draft list last summer who seemed to be a longshot to be drafted, Sadowy’s fearless nature that allowed him to confront harsh realities off the ice and score the greasiest of net-front goals on the ice was something that may be what forever spawned his career, and a life, as a pro hockey player.

“He always told me I’d do it,” says Sadowy of his fallen teammate. “Right now, I know he’d be proud of me.”

Rourke Chartier Facts
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As a prospect, Rourke Chartier is most often described as “elusive” and “silky smooth.”

And at 5-foot-11, 180 pounds, Chartier has to be elusive and silky smooth to be effective against larger opponents.

Although his small stature has some in the hockey world believing that he is a long shot to translate this skill set to the NHL, his speed and finesse are so dynamic that it hardly seems a risk for the Sharks to take him 149th overall, in the fifth round.

Because for a player taken that deep in the Draft, Chartier just smells of being the type of player who could be a top-six forward in the NHL, which would leave many other teams wondering how they let Chartier get away, themselves.

1.He makes opposing defenses and goalies miss. A lot. He might not have the pure pedigree of Sharks first-round Draft pick Nikolay Goldobin, but Chartier is in many ways cut from the same mold.

2.Is highly disciplined. In fact, he only had eight penalty minutes in 72 games played this past season, in a league – the Western Hockey League – that has the reputation of the roughest junior league around. So, if Chartier maintained his discipline in that environment, it’s hard to imagine him changing his ways as me moves up to higher levels.

3.He is used to playing in a winning environment. His junior team, the Western Hockey League’s Kelowna (British Columbia) Rockets, have been a dominant force since Chartier arrived in their lineup. Not just “kind of” dominant. The Rockets went 57-11-0-4 this past season. So, “really dominant.”

4.His father, Marc Chartier, also played in the Western Hockey League. He laced up the skates with the Saskatoon Blades from 1977-80, before playing for Canada’s national team later in the 1980s.

5.Was born and raised in Saskatoon, which is the province of Saskatchewan’s largest city. Perhaps Chartier’s native Saskatoon’s most lasting NHL Draft legacy (to date) came in 1983. That year, the owners of the financially-troubled St. Louis Blues attempted to shut the team down and move it to Saskatoon. Although the NHL intervened and prevented this from happening, the dispute continued during the 1983 Draft, where the Blues “didn’t show up”, becoming the only team ever to decline the right to participate in the NHL Draft.

Kevin Labanc Facts
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Sometimes, later-round Draft picks are seen as longshots to make the NHL.

Ryane Clowe and Tommy Wingels (6th round). Joe Pavelski, Justin Braun and Jason Demers (7th round). Evgeni Nabokov (9th round).

The Sharks have unearthed gems from the later round before.

This year’s candidate to be the next late-round steal is forward Kevin Labanc, a New York City native who seems to embody a blue-collar approach to the game.

Being that Labanc is only a 5-foot-11, 185-pound forward and considers his style to be of the blue-collar variety, perhaps the best comparison for him is to Ryan Callahan. Callahan displayed similar characteristics as Labanc does when he emerged from the Draft’s later rounds to become a quality NHL player, so there’s no reason to believe Labanc can’t follow in Callahan’s footsteps.

And perhaps it’s just a coincidence, but Labanc says that his favorite player growing up was Ryan Callahan.

Labanc brings more than just a meat-and-potatoes approach to the game. He also carries an underrated set of hands.

1.Originally a member of the U.S. National Team Development Program, Labanc seemed destined to play collegiate hockey. However, he instead elected to play Canadian junior hockey for the Ontario Hockey League’s Barrie Colts, where he was a teammate of 2014’s first overall selection, Aaron Ekblad.

2.Shortly after being drafted by the Sharks, Labanc bluntly explained that the reason he chose to play in the Ontario Hockey League was because he thinks it is a “better league” than the NCAA.

3.Another reason that choosing to play for Barrie has benefited Labanc is that his coach there is Dale Hawerchuk, a Hockey Hall of Famer former goal-scoring star who was drafted first overall by the Winnipeg Jets in 1981. Bottom line is that Labanc’s development is currently in the hands of a coach who knows exactly what it is he’ll have to do to develop into an NHL player.

4.Labanc was born in the New York City borough of Staten Island, and played hockey as a teenager for the New Jersey Rockets junior team, which are based out of the New Jersey Devils practice facility connected to the Prudential Center.

5.Although the New Jersey Rockets are not a major junior hockey team, they have produced a handful of notable NHL players. Both Jeremy Roenick and current Washington Capitals defenseman John Carlson are former Rockets.

Alexis Vanier Facts
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There’s a saying: “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”

However, in the case of 2014 Sharks fourth-round Draft pick Alexis Vanier, it might as well be: “The bigger they are, the harder they hit.”

Really. This guy destroys people. He’s only 18, but this defenseman is built like a man-child, and seems to revel in using his brute strength to bully smaller opponents.

A Quebec native, Vanier’s command of the English language is still a bit spotty. However, he is perfectly capable of getting his message across, although his track-record suggests that the only message he ever tries to send opponents is: “Get ready for pain.” Or: “Préparez-vous pour la douleur” in his native language.

1.At 6-foot-5, 225 pounds, Vanier is a hulking, physical, stay-at-home defenseman in every sense of the words. However, Vanier uses his muscle to do more than just physically punish his opponents; he also uses it to pound the puck, having improved from scoring 0 goals in 2012-13 to 15 this past season.

2.Had his 2013-14 season curtailed by a shoulder injury, which was operated on in April. Vanier just started skating again last week, and is expected to be fully healthy when the season starts this coming fall.

3.Plays for the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League’s Baie-Comeau Drakkar, whose French team name – Drakkar – roughly translates to the singular “Viking ship” in English.

4.Baie-Comeau is one of the most remote outposts in Quebec-based junior hockey. It is a nine hour drive northeast from Montreal, along the St. Lawrence River. Or to look at it another way, winter temperatures in Baie-Comeau “average” in the neighborhood of zero degrees Fahrenheit, with wind chills that can get as low as -40 to -50 degrees.

5.In a moment of humorous candor, Vanier was asked by reporters what he thought of his own skating, following his selection. Vanier’s reply: “It’s good.” The next immediate question he faced was what he felt he most needed to improve upon. His answer: “My skating.” Certainly a very honest answer, but an answer that is a sneak peek into Vanier’s not seeing “good” as good enough. He wants to be better.

Dylan Sadowy Facts
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A year ago, Dylan Sadowy wasn’t even ranked by Central Scouting.

Since then, he transformed himself from a fourth-line player in junior hockey to one of the Ontario Hockey League’s elite goal scorers.

It’s this goal-scoring ability, in addition to the manner that Sadowy proved that he’s capable of such rapid improvement, that led to him bursting onto the NHL radar and being taken 81st overall in the third round by the Sharks in the 2014 NHL Draft.

1.Is considered a player that a year ago was not much of a prospect, who skyrocketed into the spotlight by exploding for 27 goals playing for the Ontario Hockey League’s Saginaw (Michigan) Spirit this past season. Sadowy’s breakout season in Saginaw came after a near-disastrous rookie junior season in 2012-13, when he only scored two goals in 61 games.

2.In the addition to improving his offensive numbers, Sadowy also tremendously improved his all-around game this past season, boosting his plus/minus rating from -13 to +14 in one season.

3.Sadowy’s breakout season with Saginaw came in the midst of tragedy, as members of the Spirit had to suffer the agony of having teammate Terry Trafford going missing, only to turn up dead at the age of 20 as a result of what’s believed to be a suicide. On his Draft day, Sadowy spoke glowingly of his friendship with Trafford, whose spirit he feels is with him every day.

4.Another major ingredient that contributed to the rise in Sadowy’s Draft stock was that he tested extremely well at the NHL Combine in May, finishing in the top 10 in virtually every strength test.

5.Sadowy’s coach with Saginaw is former NHL player Greg Gilbert, who during his own playing career was the only player to ever win the Stanley Cup with both the New York Islanders (1983) and the New York Rangers (1994).

Hulking Vanier Slips to Sharks
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PHILADELPHIA -- At 6-foot-4 and 215 pounds, defenseman Alexis Vanier of the Baie-Comeau Drakkar is one of the biggest players selected at the 2014 NHL Draft.

He's also fairly skilled; he had 15 goals and 21 assists in 61 games in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and earned good reviews for his physical play and big shot from the point.

However, a torn labrum in his left shoulder ended his season in March, and he had surgery in April. Because of that, he slipped to No. 112 in NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of North American skaters after being No. 82 in the midterm.

But it could work out for the San Jose Sharks, who selected him in the fourth round (No. 102). In a Pacific Division filled with big, strong, skilled centers, having a plus-size defenseman to match up with them is something the Sharks certainly could use.

Vanier said he's getting healthy and began skating last week, with the expectation of being ready to play again by the end of September. And once he's healthy, there likely won't be any lingering issues.

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

Alex Schoenborn Facts
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Alex Schoenborn may be a few seasons away from playing in the NHL.

But, the Sharks third-round pick (72nd overall) already plays a prototypical, in-your-face style sort of hockey that is so commonplace in the Pacific Division.

And it’s that style, combined with a scoring touch that saw him score 18 goals playing junior hockey last season, that seemingly has him primed to one day don a black and teal sweater as a legitimate power forward in San Jose.

1.Is a gritty winger, who isn’t afraid to drop the gloves. Has played for the Western Hockey League’s Portland Winterhawks the last two seasons, where he teamed with Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones to win the WHL championship and reach the Memorial Cup in 2012-13.

2.Has often said that he models his style after veteran NHL forward Scott Hartnell.

3.Schoenborn’s coach the past two seasons in Portland was Mike Johnston, who was recently replaced Dan Bylsma as head coach of the Pittsburgh Penguins.

4.His hometown is Minot, North Dakota, and its nickname is “Magic City.” Tim Jackman of the Calgary Flames is the only NHL player to ever come from Minot, whose most famous native is actor Josh Duhamel.

5.Was born on December 12, 1995. That day, the Sharks got a strong goaltending performance from Chris Terreri, and used goals from Tom Pederson and Ray Sheppard to skate to a 2-1 win over the Ottawa Senators.

Noah Rod Facts
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By Dan Marrazza  - Staff WriterSeven picks after taking Julius Bergman with the 46th overall pick, the Sharks used their second second-round selection to make scrappy winger Noah Rod the team’s third straight European draft selection.

Currently playing professionally in Switzerland, Rod is a bit of a Swiss Army Knife, too, in that he is versatile and can do a little bit of everything.

Here’s more on Rod’s background.

1.Some project him as a bottom-six forward at the NHL level, due to his biggest assets being his hardworking nature, his ability to assimilate himself into almost any role or forward position and because of his excellent penalty-killing skills. However, although he doesn’t have the most natural offensive touch around the net, his foot speed should allow him to consistently generate chances. Much of how he fits in at the NHL level may depend on how he can learn to turn those chances into goals. Bottom-line, though, is that is a fairly safe pick in that he should be able to fill some role at the NHL level.

2.Graduated to Switzerland’s top professional league late last season, and is expected to play at that level for Genève-Servette – based in Geneva – next season. His Genève-Servette team’s mascots are a pair of eagles named Calvin and Calvina, who are named after John Calvin, who played a major role in leading the Protestant Reformation in Geneva in the 16th century.

3.His father, Jean-Luc Rod, played professional hockey in Switzerland from 1982-1995. Jean-Luc Rod also represented Switzerland at the 1984 World Junior Championships, where he went up against future NHL players John MacLean, Kirk Muller and Russ Courtnall.

4.Was born on June 7, 1996, which was during the Stanley Cup Final that concluded with Mike Ricci and the Colorado Avalanche sweeping the Florida Panthers.

5.Is the first 53rd overall Draft selection in Sharks history. Despite the 53rd slot not necessarily sounding exclusive, it is the same slot that Nicklas Lidstrom was taken with by the Detroit Red Wings in 1989.

Julius Bergman Facts
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Originally scheduled to pick 51st overall in the second round, the Sharks dealt their 51st pick and a 2015 fourth-rounder to the Nashville Predators in exchange for the 46th overall draft pick.

With the 46th pick, the Sharks selected Swedish-born defenseman Julius Bergman, who is expected to play in Sweden’s top professional league, the Elitserien, next season.

Here are some other important things to know about Bergman.

1.Is a large, but not overly physical blueliner who excels at playing a simple style of defense. This includes a preference to make low-risk plays, where he makes quality breakout passes and relies on strong stick work to break up opposing offenses. Fits the mold of fellow Swede Jonathan Ericsson of the Detroit Red Wings, and Henrik Tallinder of the Buffalo Sabres.

2.His selection at 46th overall came just after two fellow Swedish-born defensemen were taken in an eight-pick span: Anaheim selected Marcus Petersson 38th overall and Ottawa took Andreas Englund 40th overall. Together, Bergman, Petersson and Englund are expected to anchor Sweden’s defense corps at the World Junior Championships in Toronto and Montreal next December.

3.Is slated to play next season for the Frolunda Indians of the Swedish Elite League, after having played for Frolunda’s junior team most of last season. Current NHL players who are Frolunda graduates include Henrik Lundqvist, Daniel Alfredsson and Johnny Oduya.

4.Bergman’s Frolunda team is based in Gothenberg, Sweden – the country’s second-largest city, behind Stockholm – and its name origin is that Frolunda is a neighborhood of Gothenberg. It is similar to the Dodgers having once been called the Brooklyn Dodgers, despite having played in New York City.

5.Was born on November 2, 1995, which is the same week that “Ace Ventura: When Nature Calls” was premiered in movie theatres.

Goldobin Possesses a 'Golden' Skill Set
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Perhaps the most compelling aspect of Nikolay Goldobin as the Sharks first selection in the 2014 NHL Draft is the flair and pizzazz that results in a high percentage of his goals being of the highlight-reel variety.

In other words, Goldobin often makes opposing defensemen and goalies make look silly. Really silly.

A self-proclaimed Pavel Datsyuk fan since childhood, another asset that Goldobin brings to the table is the ability to maintain his composure with the puck and outfox defenses who, on most nights, outsize him by a significant margin.

However, being 6-foot, 185 pounds doesn’t stop Goldobin from sneaking past larger opponents, as he did in the Canadian Hockey League’s Top Prospects Game last January.

Goldobin doesn’t only have the guts to regularly venture into traffic to generate offense. He also has the pure foot speed to blow through other teams.

Quite simply, Goldobin displays the package of skills that make him someone who has to be watched by defenses at all times when he is on the ice.

Although Goldobin admits that he wants to get bigger and stronger, and that he is committed to becoming a better all-around player, it might be no exaggeration to say that Goldobin’s dynamism may only be rivaled by Tomas Hertl among younger players in the Sharks organization.

Really, not an exaggeration.

SAN JOSE - With the 27th overall selection in the 2014 NHL Draft, San Jose Sharks (@SanJoseSharks) General Manager Doug Wilson and Director of Scouting Tim Burke selected right wing Nikolay Goldobin (goal-DOBIN).

San Jose acquired the 27th and 62nd overall picks from Chicago in exchange for the 20th and 179th overall selections, meaning the team will make four selections in the top-62 and holds five picks in the first three rounds.

Goldobin, 18, spent last season with Sarnia of the Ontario Hockey League (OHL), where he led his team in scoring, recording 94 points (38-56=94) and 21 penalty minutes in 67 games. His 94 points ranked seventh in the OHL, and he recorded at least a point in 22 consecutive games from Nov. 14, 2013 to Jan. 11, 2014. Goldobin recorded 43 points during the streak (21-22=43), including three four-point performances.

"His strengths are his offensive ability," said Burke. "It kept coming back to this guy. He has a lot of offensive ability, scoring, playmaking."

The six-foot, 185-pound native of Moscow, Russia, scored a goal and an assist and was named Team Cherry's Player of the Game at the 2014 CHL Top Prospects Game. He also added an assist in two games for the Russian Selects at the 2013-14 Junior Super Series.

Goldobin led all OHL rookies in both goals (30) and points (68) in 68 games during his first season in North America in 2012-13. He tallied an assist in four playoff games with Sarnia and was the runner-up for the OHL Rookie of the Year award while earning OHL All-Rookie Second Team honors.

In 2011-12, he tallied 22 points (13-9=22) in 50 games for Chekhov of Russia's Junior Hockey League (MHL) and represented his country at the 2012 Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament, collecting three points (1-2=3) in four games.

Goldobin was ranked 24th among North American Skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

The Sharks hold six selections on Day Two of the 2014 NHL Draft, which will resume tomorrow at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, PA. Currently the Sharks have picks in the second (51st and 53rd overall), third (62nd and 81st overall), fifth (149th overall) and sixth rounds (171st overall).

Nikolay Goldobin Facts
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With the 27th pick in the NHL Draft, the Sharks selected Nikolay Goldobin as the team’s first selection.

The obvious upside of Goldobin is that his pure offensive ability, which is illustrated by the fact that he racked up 94 points (38g, 56a) in just 69 games playing for the Ontario Hockey League’s Sarnia Sting last season.

1.He is only the fourth Russian-born player that the Sharks have ever drafted in the first round, and first since 1996 when the team took Andrei Zyuzin second overall. Viktor Kozlov (6th overall/1993) and Andrei Nazarov (10th overall/1992) are the other Russians that the Sharks have taken in the first round.

2.Despite his Russian heritage, Goldobin plays junior hockey in Canada for the Ontario Hockey League’s Sarnia Sting. Goldobin left his native country to play Canadian junior hockey at the urging of his agent, former Shark Igor Larionov, who himself jumped to the NHL shortly after the end of the Cold War as one of the first Russian players in NHL history.

3.When he made the move to Canada, Goldobin did not speak a word of English. His decision to leave the comforts of his home country for the sake of playing in a league that is closer to the style played in the NHL is something that Sharks general manager Doug Wilson cites as a major factor in the team’s selection of him.

4.Was born on Saturday, October 7, 1995 in Moscow. That same day, the Sharks opened their 1995-96 season schedule by losing, 4-3, to the Chicago Blackhawks. Shean Donovan, Sandis Ozolinsh and Marcus Ragnarsson scored San Jose’s goals that day

5.Goldobin joins Mike Morris as the only player the Sharks have ever drafted 27th overall. Although Morris didn't pan out at the NHL level, John Carlson (2008/Washington) and Scott Gomez (1998/New Jersey) are examples of how the 27th overall pick can produce NHL players that can be franchise building blocks.

Sharks Hire Niklas Sundstrom as European Scout

Team Also Augments Other Existing Roles Within the Hockey Operations Department

Friday, 06.27.2014 / 10:00 AM / News 
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SAN JOSE – San Jose Sharks (@SanJoseSharks) General Manager Doug Wilson announced today that the club has hired former Sharks forward Niklas Sundstrom as a European Scout.

He will work in conjunction with fellow European Scout Shin Larsson.

Sundstrom spent parts of four seasons (1999-2003) with San Jose, ranking in the top-40 among franchise leaders in several categories, including: points (137, 24th), goals (33, 38th), assists (104, 20th) and games played (281, 30th). He helped San Jose reach the playoffs in three of those four seasons, compiling 12 points (1-11=12) in 30 playoff games with the Sharks.

Often playing alongside current Sharks Development Coach Mike Ricci and Scott Thornton, the trio combined to be one of the most effective and popular lines in franchise history.

“One of Nicky’s strongest assets has always been his hockey sense, which is off the charts,” said Wilson. “We are excited to add Nicky’s insight and abilities to our talented scouting group and welcome him back to the Sharks family.”

Along with his scouting duties, Sundstrom’s responsibilities will include an emphasis on European player development and transition.

The Ornskoldsvik, Sweden, native spent ten seasons in the National Hockey League with Montreal, San Jose and the New York Rangers, amassing 349 points (117 goals, 232 assists) and 256 penalty minutes in 750 career NHL games. Sundstrom was originally drafted eighth overall in the 1993 NHL Entry Draft by the New York Rangers. He spent the last seven seasons of his playing career in the Swedish Hockey League with MODO, retiring after the 2012-13 campaign.

Additionally, Wilson announced several augmentations to roles held by current hockey department staff members, allowing for more of an emphasis on the development and mentoring of players.

•Development Coach Mike Ricci’s role of aiding in the development and skills of the team’s forwards will be expanded to work with players throughout the organization’s depth chart. Ricci enjoyed a 16-year NHL career, notching 605 points (243 goals, 362 assists) and 979 penalty minutes in 1,099 games with Philadelphia, Quebec/Colorado, San Jose and Phoenix. He also added 66 points (23 goals, 43 assists) in 110 Stanley Cup Playoff games and won a Stanley Cup with Colorado in 1996.

•Scout Bryan Marchment will handle a similar role with the organization’s defensemen. Marchment played in 926 NHL games over 17 seasons with Winnipeg, Chicago, Hartford, Edmonton, Tampa Bay, San Jose, Colorado, Toronto and Calgary and posted 182 points (40 goals, 142 assists) and 2,307 penalty minutes.

•Scout Dirk Graham will continue to aid in the organization’s player development process with an emphasis on leadership and character development. Graham, 1991 Selke Trophy winner, played 12 NHL seasons and 772 games, primarily with Chicago and scored at least 20 goals six times, helping Chicago reach the 1992 Stanley Cup Final while serving as the team's captain from 1989-95.

•As previously announced, Larry Robinson, who served as an associate coach for the last two seasons, was named Associate Coach and Director of Player Development, and will continue to assist on Head Coach Todd McLellan’s coaching staff, as well as aid in the development of Sharks players and prospects.

•Goaltending Development Coach Corey Schwab will continue to work with all goaltenders in the Sharks organization from the NHL, AHL, ECHL, college, and Canadian and United States junior leagues. A veteran of 147 regular season games with New Jersey, Tampa Bay, Vancouver and Toronto over his eight-year NHL career, Schwab was a member of the 2003 Stanley Cup Champion New Jersey Devils as well as the 1995 Calder Cup Champion Albany River Rats.

“We have always felt that drafting and developing players is the heart and soul of our organization,” said Wilson. “I am extremely pleased with the group that we have assembled to lead our development efforts. The character and accomplishments of the individuals working with our young players speak for themselves, and many of these leaders have a history within the Sharks family.”

Lastly, John Ferguson, who most recently served as the team’s director of pro scouting, has left the organization for a position with the Boston Bruins.

“This is a great opportunity for John,” said Wilson. “We want to thank ‘Fergie’ for all of his hard work over the past six seasons and wish him the best.”

San Jose Sharks forward Matt Nieto recently wrapped up his first season in the NHL. The rookie finished the year recording 29 points (12 goals, 17 assists) in 73 games. It was a dream come true for the California native when he was drafted by San Jose in Round 2 (47th overall) of the 2011 NHL Draft. Nieto reflects back on his draft experience:

Q: Prior to the draft, how were you feeling going into it? Did you have any expectations?

A: Going into the draft, I was hearing from my agent and just seeing things online that I would be around in the first couple of rounds, so I was expecting to go where I did or around there at least. Overall, it was a crazy time of the year, going to the Combine and doing all of the interviews and everything else, but I couldn't be happier with San Jose taking me.

Q: How did it feel when you heard your name called?

A: It was unbelievable. It's hard to really describe it. I'm sitting there waiting and it’s all pretty nerve racking. You really don't know which team is going to pick you. Throughout the process you met with a bunch of teams, so you just don't know. When San Jose traded up and picked me, it was definitely special. It was great getting to meet the entire Sharks staff including the scouts and Doug Wilson. It was all in the moment and I just soaked it all in. Everything was special to me.

Q: What was it like being picked by a California team?

A: It made it that much better. I'd been living away from California since I was 14. So the fact that I was taken by a California team and now I'm playing in California is pretty cool.

Q: What was your interaction with your family when you got picked?

A: At the draft I had my mom, dad and a couple of friends with me. They were all really happy for me. It was one of those times where all their sacrifices and all my hard work finally paid off. I gave them a hug and we celebrated the rest of the night.

Q: What was the rest of your day and weekend like?

A: The rest of the day I spent with my parents and agent. That night we went out to a nice dinner to celebrate. Once I got back home, I enjoyed the week hanging out a lot with family and friends. I ended up having a draft party, which was really cool.

Q: Looking back at it all and now that you've played a season with the Sharks, how would you describe your whole experience leading up to it?

A: I think the timing was perfect. Everything sort of worked out in my favor. I wasn't really expecting to be on the team this past year, but I had a good training camp and I was able to make the team. I can't say that if another team had drafted me that I would have played a season in the NHL yet, so like I said, everything just worked out really well.

Q: What advice would you give the current draft class?

A: Just remember the draft is just one day. Just because you are drafted, doesn't guarantee that you are going to play in the NHL. You just have to work that much harder once you are drafted to reach that main goal, to play in the NHL.

Winning the Stanley Cup is the ultimate goal for every National Hockey League player, but being selected in the NHL Draft is the first dream that comes true en route to that unforgettable achievement. Such a selection is a tremendous honor, and it’s the first sign that a player has a chance to make it to the greatest hockey league in the world.

But the Draft has not always been the main way that players arrived on the scene. In fact, the original draft that was held in 1963, then called the “NHL Amateur Draft,” held the position that today’s free agency holds in one sense: it produced some NHL players, but was not the primary method of procuring the future stars of the world’s fastest game.

For instance, if the San Jose Sharks were in business back in the 1960’s as one of the “Original Six,” the media guide would not have had the following phrase next to Logan Couture’s name: “Selected by San Jose in the NHL Draft (1st round, 9th overall).” Instead, the more likely phrase would have been, “Product of San Jose Sharks organization.”

Now, even though one could use that phrase about many current Sharks, it had a slightly different meaning back in those halcyon years. By the mid-1940’s, NHL clubs were directly subsidizing what are now called “major junior” teams, and had either outright ownership or working agreements with affiliated American Hockey League clubs, and that gave them exclusive playing rights for the players who played on these teams and who had signed a “C-Form” commitment. Once a player signed such a form, he became an apprentice in the trade of professional hockey, and his entire existence was in the control of the NHL team that had signed him.

Transporting a modern player into that era, a young Logan Couture would have likely signed a C-Form after being watched as a bantam and perhaps a midget by Sharks super-scouts. The Sharks would have subsidized a team in, say, the Ontario Hockey League, and Logan would have automatically become property of that club. Invited to an NHL training camp, he would have likely progressed through a team’s system, first to the American Hockey League, and then to the Sharks.

As is the case today, the rare exception would jump directly to the NHL, and that’s essentially how it all happened for one of the greatest players of all time, Bobby Orr. Signed to a commitment by scout Wren Blair and the Boston Bruins when he was just 14 years of age, Orr played junior hockey with the Oshawa Generals, the Bruins-subsidized organization in the OHL. Then, at 18, in 1966-67, he cracked the Bruins roster, and the rest was history.

While this system certainly vacuumed up most of the burgeoning young talent and provided them a competitive place to play, there were always those who developed later or whom the scouts missed. The NHL Amateur Draft was developed as a way to distribute those talented players around the League.

So it was on a quiet summer day in 1963, at a non-public event at the Queen Elizabeth Hotel in Montreal, that the first NHL Amateur Draft was conducted. The first player ever selected was Garry Monahan, a winger who wound up playing in 748 NHL games for Montreal, Detroit, Los Angeles, Vancouver, and Toronto.

After the 1969-70 season, the last vestiges of this system slipped into the modern format of what is now the NHL Draft, which today is a hugely public event that is conducted with much pomp and circumstance over two days, including prime national television coverage. It is in this system that the San Jose Sharks will select their future stars, and in which they possess three picks in the top 60.

The Sharks will select 20th this year, based on their ending position in the standings. Over the course of their history, they have selected with the 20th pick only once. It was 2001, at what is now known as the BB&T Center in Sunrise, Florida, and the Sharks stepped to the podium to select center Marcel Goc.

Goc, of course, would have a memorable first run in the NHL during the 2004 Stanley Cup playoffs. After spending a full season in the AHL with the Cleveland Barons, he found himself in the lineup for his first NHL game of any kind in Game 5 of the first round against St. Louis, and he picked up an assist on the series-winning goal by Mark Smith. Then, in round two against Colorado, he scored his first-ever NHL goal of any kind in Game 6, on a play that turned out to be the series-winning goal.

Brent Burns at the 2003 NHL Entry Draft in Nashville, TN. (getty images)

Some other notable 20th-overall selections in the history of the NHL Draft include Larry Robinson (Montreal, 1971), Brian Sutter (St. Louis, 1976), Michel Goulet (Quebec, 1979), Martin Brodeur (New Jersey, 1990), Scott Parker (Colorado, 1998), Brent Burns (Minnesota, 2003), Travis Zajac (New Jersey, 2004), and Michael Del Zotto (N.Y. Rangers, 2008).

Who could the Sharks get with the 51st and 53rd selections? Historically speaking, here are a few names for you: Butch Goring (LA, 51st, 1969), Nicklas Lidstrom (DET, 53rd, 1989), Patrick Elias (NJ, 51st, 1994), David Booth (FLA, 53rd, 2004), Mason Raymond (VAN, 51st, 2005), and Derek Stepan (NYR, 51st, 2008), to name a few.

But in every draft, there is always the hidden gem who turns up, and these players are prime examples of that in Sharks history: Marcus Ragnarsson (99th, 1992), Alexander Korolyuk (141st, 1994), Evgeni Nabokov (219th, 1994), Vesa Toskala (90th, 1995), Miikka Kiprusoff (116th, 1995), Matt Bradley (102nd, 1996), Mark Smith (219th, 1997), Mikael Samuelsson (145th, 1998), Douglas Murray (241st, 1999), Ryane Clowe (175th, 2001), Joe Pavelski (205th, 2003), Alex Stalock (112th, 2005), Justin Braun (201st, 2007), Tommy Wingels (177th, 2008), and Jason Demers (186th, 2008).

Beyond that, there are the free agent players who are also scouted, signed, and developed alongside all those who had the “head start” of being selected in the draft. An outstanding example is Andrew Desjardins, who played in the OHL for four years and was neither drafted, nor signed immediately, by an NHL team. His path to the League went through Laredo, Texas (CHL), Phoenix, Arizona (ECHL), and Worcester, Massachusetts (AHL), before getting to the NHL here in San Jose for the first time in 2010.

As is the case with all of the draftees, past and present, “Desi” has worked his way up through the system, and has earned the right to be identified as the earlier players used to be: “Product of the San Jose Sharks organization.”

It is a designation that all home-grown Sharks players have the right to be proud of, and it is a tribute to the dedication and professionalism of these players, and that of the staff that discovered them, that deserves to be celebrated this week. Whether they’re drafted, acquired in trades, or signed as free agents, they all become products of the organization that developed them.

Make sure that you pay close attention to each and every selection that is made at this week’s draft. You’ll be reviewing some household names of the future, and some Stanley Cup champions in years to come. But on Friday and Saturday, you’ll also see the first dream of young players coming true, with the chance to achieve the ultimate goal.

See you at Stanley’s on Friday at Sharks Ice at San Jose, for the NHL Draft Viewing Party, presented by Coors Light. For more information on that event, click here.
Blues Sign Lehtera to 2-Year Contract

Lehtera has been a top producer in the Kontinental Hockey League
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ST. LOUIS – St. Louis Blues President of Hockey Operations and General Manager Doug Armstrong announced today the club has signed forward Jori Lehtera to a two-year contract.

“We are excited to bring Jori to the NHL during the prime of his career,” said Armstrong. “His top-level skill has not only allowed him to be one of the KHL’s top point producers over the past few seasons, but enabled him to excel against the world’s best players at both the 2014 Olympics and numerous other World Championships.”

Lehtera, 26, has been in the Blues’ system since 2008, when he was drafted by the club in the third round (65th overall) of the NHL Draft.

Last season, Lehtera served as an assistant captain with Sibir Novosibirsk of the Kontinental Hockey League (KHL), leading the club with 44 points (12 goals, 32 assists) in 48 regular season games. In addition, he tied for the team lead with six points (six assists) in 10 postseason appearances.

The 6-foot-2, 210-pound forward has spent the majority professional career in Europe, including three seasons with Tappara (2007-10) of Finland’s top professional league (Liiga), as well as the past four seasons in the KHL, between Lokomotiv Yaroslavl and Novosibirsk.

In 2008-09, he made a brief stint with the Blues’ then American Hockey League (AHL) affiliate, the Peoria Rivermen, tallying one assist in seven regular season games, and a goal and an assist in seven playoff games.

In 2009-10, his third professional season, Lehtera led all Liiga players with 69 points and 50 assists, earning the League’s Lasse Oksanen Award (best player in the regular season), as well as Liiga All-Star Team honors.

The Helsinki, Finland native then moved on to the KHL in 2010-11, where he logged 37 points (16 goals, 21 assists) in 53 games in his lone season with Yaroslavl, helping the club reach the league’s Conference Finals. Since joining Novosibirsk in 2011-12, Lehtera has gone on to appear in back-to-back KHL All-Star Games in 2012-13 and 2013-14, leading his team in points during both campaigns.

Internationally, Lehtera has represented Finland multiple times during his career, including twice this past season. First, at the 2014 Winter Olympics, he posted four points (one goal, three assists) in six games, earning a bronze medal. Then, at the 2014 World Championships, Lehtera served as an assistant captain, leading the club with 12 points (three goals, nine assists) in 10 games, en route to capturing a silver medal.

Stastny Returns Home to St. Louis

The Blues signed the free agent center to a new four-year contract
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 STASTNY A BLUE

The Blues grabbed their top target on the first day of free agency, signing center Paul Stastny to a four-year contract (Getty Images). 
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ST. LOUIS -- Unrestricted free agent center Paul Stastny was one of the big fish on the open market Tuesday.

Stastny, 28, was the St. Louis Blues' top target and they landed the former Colorado Avalanche center, signing him to a four-year contract.

Stastny, the son of Peter Stastny, a member of the Hockey Hall of Fame, is from St. Louis. Peter finished his career in St. Louis, playing the final two seasons (1993-95). Paul's brother Yan also played for the Blues (2007-10).

Paul Stastny has played eight seasons in the NHL, 538 games, all with the Avalanche. He had 60 points (25 goals) in 71 games last season and has 458 points in his career, with 18 points in 22 games in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

"It's a tough decision, [but] I was in a good position," Stastny said. "I think I had teams interested, good teams interested, and obviously the odds are always one of those teams in the end, you almost have to take a step back and take all the emotions out of it and try to realize what's best for me hockey-wise. Not just next year, but two or three or four years down the road. My family and my fiancée talked that by going to St. Louis, it would probably be the best hockey decision for me."

The Blues have David Backes and Stastny as their top-two centers to compete in the deep Western Conference, which has several contenders with elite players at that position. But Blues general manager Doug Armstrong, after also signing center and 2008 third-round pick Jori Lehtera to a two-year contract, said he can envision Backes moving back to his natural position at right wing.

"I see a scenario where Paul plays with [Alexander] Steen and Backes," Armstrong said. "That gives us quite a bit of strength on the wing, [and] the size with Backes. And then you have [Patrik] Berglund with [Vladimir] Sobotka and maybe [T.J.] Oshie as another line. Lehtera has a history with [Vladimir] Tarasenko from the KHL.

"We're not your normally defined first, second, third line. We're more of a group of nine forwards and I think our group of nine forwards is stronger [Tuesday] than it was [Monday]."

The Blues made Stastny a priority and aggressively pursued their target.

"I was certainly hoping that we were going to get into the final grouping," Armstrong said. "I was a little bit nervous [Tuesday] morning when Dallas made their acquisition and what our Plan B would be. We never got to there, but Paul was certainly someone that we had focused on. The five-day window of opportunity allowed us to speak to him, and then as the week progressed and there was no news that he had signed (with Colorado), we thought he was getting closer to the market, and we felt that if he [did], we'd be a very good fit for him.

"Obviously a lot of has been made of this is his home where he grew up. When you're a competitor like Paul and a free agent, you're looking for a chance to go where your team has a chance at success also. I felt we provided a lot for him on the ice."

The fact the Blues were one of the most aggressive teams and made Stastny their top priority may have simplified the decision to leave Colorado, where Stastny not only attended the University of Denver but spent his entire NHL career.

"It's almost like you're a college recruit," Stastny said. "Those first couple teams that go after you obviously have the most interest, and then obviously once other teams find out, other teams are interested and those teams come in later.

"[The Blues] were one of those early teams, and there was quite a few of those teams. Obviously that plays a big factor because you don't want to go somewhere where they come in late. I think you want a place where you're wanted. I think the Blues really showed that."

It made it an easier selling point to agent Matt Keator, who described the Blues' interest as very aggressive.

"His first choice was to be in Colorado," Keator said. "Colorado was great to deal with, but we just couldn't match up on a deal that made sense for both sides. When we turned our attention to the open market, it just more and more seemed St. Louis was the best fit and made the most sense. It's obviously his hometown.

"Because it's his hometown and because it's a Cup-contending team, Paul took a lot less money and a lot less term that he could have on the open market to sign there. He knows the Blues are committed to being a Cup-contender and he's excited to be there."

Stastny said a selling point to him was the Blues' defensemen, featuring Alex Pietrangelo, Jay Bouwmeester, Kevin Shattenkirk, Carl Gunnarsson, Barret Jackman, Jordan Leopold and Ian Cole. Playing with puck-moving defensemen fits Stastny's style.

Barbashev Finding His Way

The Moscow native is adjusting to the North American game in the QMJHL
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 BARBASHEV A BLUE

The Blues selected Ivan Barbashev, a projected first round pick, in the second round (No. 33 overall) at the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia (Getty Images). 
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Forward Ivan Barbashev never felt out of place or intimidated as the youngest member of the Russian National Junior Team at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Sweden.

"I looked at it as my dream come true to play for my country, and wanted to use the experience to learn more and help my team win a medal," Barbashev told NHL.com.

Barbashev would help Russia win the bronze medal playing a third-line role, producing one goal, two points, a plus-1 rating and 12 shots on a line with Edmonton Oilers 2013 third-round draft pick Bogdan Yakimov. He didn't play much on the power play but did get plenty of opportunities on the penalty kill.

It was a role with which Barbashev wasn't accustomed, but he did his part nonetheless. He's now proving to be just as valuable as a member of the Moncton Wildcats in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. In two seasons, the 6-foot-1, 185-pound left-handed shot has 43 goals and 130 points in 116 games.

"Coach told me I need to play much better in the defensive zone because I was on the third line," Barbashev said.

He's adjusted quickly. As a rookie in 2012-13, Barbashev played wing at the outset, but was ultimately shifted to center and adapted well. Scouts appreciate his compete level, hockey sense and defensive-zone coverage, an uncommon trait in some young Russian players daring to give the North American game a shot.

"It was really important to me, because I want to play in the NHL," Barbashev said. "I was thinking about moving to Canada three years ago. I talked to my father (Dmitri) and agent (J.P. Barry) because, in Canada, that's my style of hockey. The physical game and stuff like that; that's why we moved to Canada."

There's little doubt Barbashev will be one of the first players from the QMJHL selected at the 2014 NHL Draft in June. He and Nikolaj Ehlers of the Halifax Mooseheads are considered to be the top two players from the league eligible for the draft this year.

"Last year was really hard for me [during the adjustment]," Barbashev said. "I really didn't know the language for the first three months. But this season I'm feeling much more comfortable. I learned a lot from last year on and off the ice. I know I need to keep working hard every day in practice."

Born in Moscow, Barbashev this season has 25 goals and 68 points in 48 games as an alternate captain for Moncton, including 22 multiple-point efforts. He also has a 46-percent efficiency on faceoffs, winning 443 draws, but is bothered by his minus-11 rating. He produced three goals and 12 points in eight games in the month of January and eight goals and 18 points in 10 February games.

As a rookie in 2012-13, Barbashev connected for 18 goals and 62 points with a plus-9 rating in 68 games.

He is No. 12 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America. Ehlers, who has 43 goals and 91 points in 57 games for Halifax, is No. 22 on Central Scouting's midterm report.

"Ivan is a strong skater; he reaches top speed quickly and is a very good playmaker with quick hands," Central Scouting Director Dan Marr said. "He's not afraid to mix it up, competes one-on-one and battles for pucks. He can be a game breaker."

Barbashev was the No. 1 pick by the Wildcats in the 2012 CHL import draft. He was inserted on the top line alongside Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice and Michael Dal Colle of the Oshawa Generals for Team Cherry at the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary in January and had one assist.

"He's a tough kid; will play and give it his best," Central Scouting's Chris Bordeleau said. "He's a good skater."

It's interesting to note that Barbashev sat out five games with a lower-body injury in October, but struck for seven goals and 13 points in his first seven games back.

"I do think I can still improve in the defensive zone," Barbashev said. "I always have a minus in every game, and I don't know why. Coach [Darren Rumble] told me I need to work more in the defensive zone. I'm trying to do that and it's something I learned a lot at the World Juniors."

In addition to his participation in the 2014 WJC, Barbashev played for Russia at the 2013 Under-18 WJC, and had three goals and nine points in seven games.

Blues Select Fabbri with No. 21 Pick
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PHILADELPHIA – The St. Louis Blues have selected forward Robby Fabbri with the 21st overall pick in the first round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

Fabbri, 18, dressed in 58 regular season games with the Ontario Hockey League’s (OHL) Guelph Storm last season, ranking second on the club with 87 points, including 45 goals and 42 assists.

In addition, Fabbri helped the Storm capture the OHL Championship, posting 28 points, including a team-leading 13 goals, in 16 postseason games en route to earning the 99 Award as the league’s Playoff MVP.

Overall, the 5-foot-10, 165-pound center has spent the past two seasons with Guelph, totaling 120 points (55 goals, 65 assists) and 93 penalty minutes in 117 career regular season games.

The Mississauga, Ontario native was ranked 21st overall by NHL Central Scouting.
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Admirals' season ends with 5-2 loss at St. John's
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The Norfolk Admirals' Jesse Blacker spoils a scoring chance by the St. John's Ice Caps' Adam Lowry in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )</span>Norfolk's Kevin Gagne, No. 5, absorbs a hit from St. John's Zach Redmond in Game 6 of their Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Josh Manson and the St. John's Ice Caps' Patrice Cormier chase the puck in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semfinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram)</span>

The Norfolk Admirals' Jesse Blacker spoils a scoring chance by the St. John's Ice Caps' Adam Lowry in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Keith Gosse | The Telegram )&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 3 photos: The Norfolk Admirals' Jesse Blacker spoils a scoring chance by the St. John's Ice Caps' Adam Lowry in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland. (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )
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By Robin Short


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 17, 2014


ST. JOHN'S, Newfoundland

The St. John’s IceCaps scored a pair of goals in the opening five minutes of the third period, and that was enough to hand the Norfolk Admirals their exit from the AHL playoffs.

The IceCaps, behind a full house of 6,287 at Mile One Centre, stopped the Admirals 5-2, taking the best-of-seven Eastern Conference semifinal in six games.

It was a good run for the Admirals, who squeaked into the playoffs as the eighth seed following a late-season run and pulled an upset on top-seeded Manchester n the first round.

John Gibson was the key cog in that series, providing the Admirals with outstanding goaltending, while Sami Vatanen logged ample minutes as the leader on the blueline.

And then they were gone, recalled to the parent Anaheim Ducks for their NHL playoff series with the Los Angeles Kings.

“That’s part of the gig here in the American league,” said Admirals coach Trent Yawney, still looking to move past the second round of the playoffs in seven years coaching Norfolk teams, “but when you lose good players, it’s tough.

“Some other guys did great jobs, and I’m proud of the guys we had left here. But it makes things a little tougher for some guys being put in roles maybe they’re not comfortable with.”

Andrew Gordon and Ben Chiarot scored goals less than five minutes into the third to spark St. John’s.

However, Yawney prefers to look back on the second 20 minutes, when his team took all four of the period’s penalties, as the game’s key moment.

The IceCaps outscored the Admirals 2-1 in the middle frame for a 3-2 lead heading into the final period.

“Any time that happens,” said Yawney, “in any game, it’s difficult, especially when you’re a team that doesn’t score a lot of goals.”

Jerome Samson, red-hot Eric O’Dell and Kyle MacKinnon, with the game-winner at 17:03 of the second, also scored for St. John’s.

Andre Petersson, who had a solid postseason with three goals, and veteran Steve Eminger replied for the Admirals.

After O’Dell scored mid-way through the second period – his seventh goal of the playoffs, and sixth in four games – for a 2-1 St. John’s lead, Eminger tied it when his soft shot from the faceoff circle surprised IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson.

However, MacKinnon restored the one-goal lead for the IceCaps with 2:57 left in the second, banging home a rebound past Brad Thiessen, who finished the night with 34 saves.

Then Gordon and Chiarot scored within 41 seconds of each other to open the third, and that was the game.

“Obviously, I’m very proud of our team,” said Yawney. “We were thrown a lot of curveballs this year and most recently in the playoffs. The guys who finished the year here, I’m very proud of them.”
Admirals hope returning Stefan Noesen lights a fire
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St. John's vs. Admirals, 7:15 p.m. at Scope

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 12, 2014


NORFOLK

Glen and Jamie Noesen are visiting from their home in Plano, Texas, at the invitation of son Stefan. He had an early Mother's Day gift for Jamie.

The Admirals winger stepped onto the ice Saturday night at Scope for Game 3 of the AHL Eastern Conference semifinals. He looked tentative until, late in the opening period, he had the puck 40 feet from the goal.

Noesen pirouetted and snapped a shot that St. Johns' goalie Michael Hutchinson rejected. Admirals winger Max Friberg sent the rebound into the net to tie the score 1-1 in a game Norfolk lost 5-3 to fall behind 2-1 in the best-of-seven series. Games 4 and 5 are tonight and Tuesday at Scope.

The key to the play was the pirouette.

"It's a new knee, in a sense," said Noesen, who played for the first time since tearing ligaments in his left knee in a practice after the second game of the season. That was in October, and it was clear Saturday night that he was tentative his first few shifts.

Then instinct took over.

"It just comes to you," he said. "You have to read and react to situations, and the only thing I could think of was to get the puck to the net, and obviously a forehand shot is a lot better than a backhand shot."

The knee was forgotten.

When Norfolk coach Trent Yawney speaks of "bonus hockey," he's talking about the playoffs.

But Saturday was even more of a bonus for Noesen, a frequently despondent 21-year-old while he hobbled around Scope for seven months with a goal of getting back on the ice in time to play this spring.

His emotions rose with each rehabilitative step, then fell each time the Admirals lost and seemed destined to miss the playoffs.

The season seemed lost for Noesen, a former first-round pick by Ottawa who was sent to Anaheim with Jakob Silfverberg and a draft choice for Bobby Ryan.

But after he skated well on Friday, all restrictions were lifted.

"He was impressive," Yawney said. "I thought for a young player who hadn't played the whole year to come into a situation like that and handle himself the way he did, I was impressed with the way he navigated himself around the ice."

Getting Noesen into more games depends on the Admirals playing better than they did in the third period Saturday, when they surrendered goals by St. John's Josh Morrissey, Ben Chiarot, Jerome Samson and Adam Lowry.

They were answered only by the first playoff goal by Norfolk defenseman Josh Manson.

The Morrissey goal was key. It came only 39 seconds into the third period and tied the game 2-2 after the Admirals, following a stumbling start in which they were outshot 14-6, had played well for 25 minutes.

"We started winning puck battles," said St. John's coach Keith McCambridge, who was not happy with the IceCaps' play after they took a 1-0 lead midway through the opening period. "I thought Norfolk was outplaying us, and then after we got that goal in the third period, we were able to focus more winning puck battles."

The Admirals were losing those same battles.

"We're spending too much time in our zone," Yawney said. "We have to play better and we will be better - in all areas."

Norfolk struggles to score, so getting three goals Saturday would have been a positive sign. "Three is usually enough for us," Yawney said.

They weren't because goalie Brad Thiessen had to deal with a thicket of screeners on shots by Morrissey and Chiarot.

"You have to look above, look below - whatever it takes to find it," said Thiessen, who was playing after backing up John Gibson in Norfolk's first six playoff games.

Gibson was in Los Angeles Saturday night, in net for the parent Anaheim Ducks in a 2-0 victory over the Kings in his first NHL playoff game. At 20 years, 330 days, he became the youngest goalie in NHL history to shut out an opponent in his playoff debut.

Devante Smith-Pelly, now playing with the Ducks' top line after scoring 27 goals for the Admirals, had the game-winner.

Back in Norfolk, the difficulty of the third period Saturday lingered on Sunday.

"Playoff hockey, bottom line: We can sit here and talk about tactics all we want, but you earn the right to be a good player in the playoffs," Yawney said. "A lot of players' careers are defined by how they play in the playoffs. It's a lot more about individuals and teams and details than it is about X's and O's.

"You're not defined about what you do in the regular season, you're defined by what you do in the playoffs. You earn that right, though."
Admirals top St. John's in OT, stay alive in playoffs
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The Admirals swarm around Andre Petersson after he scored the game-winning goal in overtime at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Admirals' Max Friberg celebrates his first-period goal against St. John's at Scope in Norfolk on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Amdirals' Zack Stortini, left, gets an assist as Max Friberg scores in the first period against St. John's goalie Michael Hutchinson at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>St. John's goalie Michael Hutchinson blocks a shot by the Admirals' Josh Manson at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>St. John's Blair Riley, left, pushes the puck away from the Admirals' Nic Kerdiles at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Shea Theodore of the Admirals celebrates his third-period goal against the St. John's IceCaps at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Shea Theodore of the Admirals celebrates his third-period goal against St. John's at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>St. John's players celebrate Eric O'Dell's third-period goal that tied the game and sent it into overtime at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014.<span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen watches as St. John's players celebrate the third-period goal by Eric O'Dell, right, that tied the game and sent it into overtime at Scope in Norfolk on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Admirals' Andre Petersson raises his stick after scoring the game-winning goal to beat St. John's in overtime at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

The Admirals swarm around Andre Petersson after he scored the game-winning goal in overtime at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 10 photos: The Admirals swarm around Andre Petersson after he scored the game-winning goal in overtime at Scope on Tuesday, May 13, 2014. (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)
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Friday at St. John’s, 6 p.m.

Radio 1650 AM, 1490 AM 

Related

•St. John's routs Admirals 5-1, takes 3-1 series lead - May. 13

•Admirals fall 5-3 to St. John's, trail 2-1 in series - May. 11

•Admirals lose to St. John's; series tied 1-1 - May. 8

•Admirals beat St. John's 3-1 in Game 1 of semifinals - May. 7

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent
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NORFOLK

Andre Petersson’s first goal didn’t count.

His second Tuesday counted enough to keep the Admirals playing hockey for at least another game.

Petersson wound up and fired from the blue line with 13:50 played in overtime, and his shot beat St. John’s goalie Michael Hutchinson and the IceCaps 3-2 in Game 5 of the AHL Eastern Conference semifinals at Scope.

“I just tried to get it through to the net,” said Petersson, whose goal came on the Admirals’ fifth power play of the night. “There were at least four or five guys in front of the net. I was lucky there, because they’re a very good team at blocking shots.”

The puck somehow got through that human thicket and Hutchinson never saw it.

Petersson’s shot was the 14th for the Admirals in the overtime period, set up when Eric O’Dell scored for St. John’s to forge a 2-2 tie.

Norfolk dominated play in the overtime and missed an empty net twice on close-in shots.

“They’re a pretty resilient group,” Norfolk coach Trent Yawney said. “It’s been like this all year. They’ve answered the challenge.”

Petersson’s apparent first goal, at 16:01 of the opening period, was waved off because the Admirals were on a line change and had too many men on the ice. Petersson believes he might have been the extra man.

Still, the waved-off goal set up one that counted by Max Friberg, who made a strong play at both ends.

With Zach Stortini serving the penalty that negated Petersson’s goal, Friberg tipped away a St. John’s shot, and the puck skittered out to the neutral zone, where Stortini had just stepped out of the penalty box after serving his time. He gathered it up, saw Friberg open and passed.

Friberg took it down the ice and shot from the right wing. Hutchinson stopped the puck, but it went into the air and over his head, falling behind him and sliding over the goal line. The play tied the score 1-1 after O’Dell had scored the first of his two goals Tuesday in fashioning an early 1-0 IceCaps lead.

It was a night when the Admirals accented youth, opening the game with four rookies against St. John’s veterans. Veteran Admirals defenseman Garnet Exelby was in street clothes after a Game 4 injury. Another veteran, Nolan Yonkman, was a healthy scratch for the first time this season.

“We had a lot more guys pulling tonight than maybe we have in the past,” said Yawney. “It’s no different if you’re a veteran or a young guy, if you’re not playing up to your ability we’re going to change the lineup. I thought Yonks didn’t have his best game (Monday) night and we wanted to make that change.”

Shea Theodore, 18 and just finishing a season with Seattle of the junior Western Hockey League, stepped in on defense and made it pay off seconds into the final period. He took a puck off the left wall and skated in slowly while St. John’s defenders packed the area in front of their goal, sending only Will O’Neill to thwart the attack.

Theodore spun O’Neill around with a fake, then accelerated across the front of the net, picking up enough speed to get to a shooting lane before the defensive gaggle could react. He backhanded a shot past Hutchinson to give the Admirals a 2-1 lead with 19:12 left in regulation.

“I think I had one or two similar goals to that in junior,” said Theodore. “I think instincts maybe sneaked in a little bit and I just got one past his blocker side. I think when I first got here, I would have panicked and shot the puck. I finally held it this time and a lane opened up.”

Such is the value of, now, seven games of professional experience.

His instinct was honed in a 22-goal, 79-point season with Seattle – torrid numbers for a defenseman.

After struggling while losing three games of this series after winning Game 1, Norfolk righted its ship and heads back to St. John’s.

The key: “We needed to play as hard as they were playing,” Yawney said. “They were playing harder and longer.”

Until Tuesday.
St. John's routs Admirals 5-1, takes 3-1 series lead
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Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen stops a shot by St. John's Andrew Gordon as Norfolk's Steve Eminger lends defensive help during Game 4 of their Eastern Conference semifinal series May 12, 2014, at Scope.<span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Admirals' Andre Petersson knocks St. John's Kael Mouillierat to the ice as they battle for control of the puck during Game 4 of their AHL Eastern Conference semifinal series May 12, 2014, at Scope.<span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>A shot by St. John's right winger Jerome Samson beats Admirals goaltender Brad Thiessen into the upper right corner of the net during Game 4 of the AHL Eastern Conference semifinal May 12, 2014, at Scope.<span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>St. John's Jason Jaffray beats Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen for the IceCaps' second goal during their 5-1 victory in the AHL Eastern Conference semifinal May 12, 2014, at Scope. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>St. John's Carl Klingberg of the Icecaps celebrates his first-period goal at Scope on Monday, May 12, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Admirals winger Max Friberg, right, gets tangled up with St. John's J.C. Lipon in the first period at Scope on Monday, May 12, 2014. <span class='credit'> (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen stops a shot by St. John's Andrew Gordon as Norfolk's Steve Eminger lends defensive help during Game 4 of their Eastern Conference semifinal series May 12, 2014, at Scope. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 6 photos: Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen stops a shot by St. John's Andrew Gordon as Norfolk's Steve Eminger lends defensive help during Game 4 of their Eastern Conference semifinal series May 12, 2014, at Scope. (Steve Earley | The Virginian-Pilot)
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Game 5  St. John's vs. Admirals, 7:15 p.m. at Scope

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 13, 2014


NORFOLK

If the Norfolk Admirals play tonight as they did Monday, the rest of their season can be measured in hours.

Carl Klingberg and Jason Jaffray scored in the first period for St. John’s and the rout was on in Game 4 of the AHL Eastern Conference semifinals. The IceCaps won 5-1 and claimed a 3-1 lead over Norfolk in their best-of-seven series.

The IceCaps added goals from Jerome Samson and Eric O’Dell in the second period and O’Dell again in the third in moving into position to win the series tonight and advance to the Eastern finals against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton or Providence.

“A lot of teams have come back from 3-1 deficits and have this playoff year,” Admiral coach Trent Yawney insisted. “They can be a part of that group, or they can be part of the group that says they’ve had enough. We’ll see (tonight). But I’m not giving up.”

It has became clear that St. John’s left Newfoundland with a plan – to become squatters in the blue-painted area in front of the Admirals’ goal.

Klingberg set up shop in front of the net, screening goalie Brad Thiessen, and tipped in a shot from the blue line by Josh Morrissey for a 1-0 lead with only 4:11 played in the opening period. The play – screening the goalie, shooting from the outside – replicated a ploy that earned St. John’s two goals in Game 3.

“We’re just not blocking enough shots,” Yawney said. “The bottom line is that they blocked more shots than we did.

“When they’ve got people standing in front of the net, and we’re not filling shooting lanes, we’re not doing a good enough job.”

Crowding Thiessen also earned Jaffray’s goal, which came on a power play. He also tipped in a shot by Morrissey, with 14:39 played.

That goal was the IceCaps’ fourth with a man advantage in the past three games. The Admirals’s penalty-killing unit was the AHL’s best in the regular season, but it has struggled during the playoffs.

“There’s only so much you can do, especially on special teams,” said defenseman Nolan Yonkman. “The old days of hacking and whacking are done. They (officials) will call it, and you’ll be down another man. So you’ve got to move body position, and they’re doing a good job of being in front and getting a stick on top.

“That’s something we’ve got to do (especially on the power play, on which Norfolk is only 2 for 27 in the playoffs, 0 for 5 on Monday). We’ve got to get in (goalie Michael Hutchinson’s) eyes and getting sticks on pucks.”

Samson scored from the right faceoff circle to make it 3-1. O’Dell’s first goal came when he nudged the puck through a seven-player pileup in the crease that included Thiessen. O’Dell’s second goal came when he rebounded Jaffrey’s rejected shot.

Once the Admirals fell behind early, the rest of the night was spent in futile chase.

“We just couldn’t recover,” said Yonkman. “Special teams were a factor again early on, and that’s disappointing. It’s off the stick and it’s in. That’s just disappointing.

“We’ve got to get some goals, and we’ve got to handle it quickly.”

Hutchinson gave up only a second-period score by Norfolk’s Andre Petersson from among the Admrials’ 29 shots.

Yawney insisted Game 5 tonight will not be a walkover.

“We still haven’t played our best hockey yet, so we have another opportunity to do that,” he said. “We’ve played in spurts, but overall down the stretch here, I don’t think we’ve played our best.”

The question is if they’ll play their last.

Note: Admirals owner Ken Young said he intends to sign an option offer from the Anaheim Ducks for a third season of affiliation.
Ex-Admirals goalie Crawford silencing doubters
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Chicago Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford blocks a shot during the first period in Game 4 of a first-round NHL playoff series against the St. Louis Blues in Chicago on Wednesday, April 23, 2014.<span class='credit'> (Nam Y. Huh | The Associated Press)</span>

Chicago Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford blocks a shot during the first period in Game 4 of a first-round NHL playoff series against the St. Louis Blues in Chicago on Wednesday, April 23, 2014. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Nam Y. Huh | The Associated Press)&lt;/span&gt;

Chicago Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford blocks a shot during the first period in Game 4 of a first-round NHL playoff series against the St. Louis Blues in Chicago on Wednesday, April 23, 2014. (Nam Y. Huh | The Associated Press)
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CHICAGO

Corey Crawford started every playoff game when the Chicago Blackhawks won the Stanley Cup last year. Detroit had Jimmy Howard in goal, Jonathan Quick was in net for Los Angeles, Boston had Tuukka Rask – Crawford beat ’em all.

Chicago’s unassuming goaltender still had his doubters when this season began.

Not so much right now.

Crawford is among the NHL’s playoff leaders with a .931 save percentage and 1.97 goals-against average, leading the Blackhawks to the Western Conference finals for the fourth time in six seasons. The breakout postseason comes after he set career highs for games and starts while going 32-16-10 during the regular season.

“It’s another step closer to our ultimate goal and we’re pretty excited about that right now,” said Crawford, who played in 108 games for the Norfolk Admirals from 2005-07. “Resilient bunch and we never give up or get down, never get too high. That was a pretty good finish for this one.”

With Chicago locked in a tight series with improving Minnesota, Crawford stepped up at a pivotal moment.

He had 27 saves in Game 5, helping the Blackhawks rally for a 2-1 win and a 3-2 series lead. Then he made 34 more stops in Tuesday’s 2-1 win at Minnesota, keeping his team in the game until Patrick Kane scored the series-clinching goal in overtime.

“He was big,” Kane said. “I’m sure he wasn’t happiest with us with how we were playing in front of him. But he did what he does. He’s a great goaltender, and we feel he’s the best in the league for that reason.”

It was the Wild’s only home loss of the playoffs, but Crawford didn’t sound all that impressed.

“I rate it a as a win,” he said. “That’s the only thing that counts.”

Crawford was a spectator when the Blackhawks won the Stanley Cup in 2010, beating Philadelphia in six games. He took over as Chicago’s starting goaltender the following season and posted a career-high 33 wins.

Crawford took his lumps when the Blackhawks lost in the first round of the NHL playoffs in 2011 and 2012. He put those years of difficult lessons to good use a year ago, when he went 16-7 with a .932 save percentage and an NHL-best 1.84 GAA in Chicago’s run to the title.

Now he’s back for more. Next is a rematch with the Kings, who lost to the Blackhawks in the conference finals last year, or a showdown with Anaheim, the West’s top seed. Los Angeles beat the Ducks 2-1 on Wednesday night to send the series to Game 7 tonight.

“Every round gets harder,” said the 29-year-old Crawford, who received a $36 million, six-year contract extension after last year’s title.

“Two really strong teams that are playing right now, we’re going to have to face one of them. Have to get some rest and prepare to work harder for our opportunities.”
John Gibson dazzles for Ducks in NHL playoff debut
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Anaheim right winger Teemu Selanne congratulates Ducks goalie John Gibson after Game 4 of their Western Conference semifinal series against Los Angeles. The Ducks won 2-0.<span class='credit'> (Mark J. Terrill | The Associated Press)</span>

Anaheim right winger Teemu Selanne congratulates Ducks goalie John Gibson after Game 4 of their Western Conference semifinal series against Los Angeles. The Ducks won 2-0. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Mark J. Terrill | The Associated Press)&lt;/span&gt;

Anaheim right winger Teemu Selanne congratulates Ducks goalie John Gibson after Game 4 of their Western Conference semifinal series against Los Angeles. The Ducks won 2-0. (Mark J. Terrill | The Associated Press)
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LOS ANGELES

A few minutes after John Gibson finished his NHL playoff debut by shutting out a vaunted postseason power, the Anaheim Ducks' rookie goalie barely seemed to register a pulse, let alone any visible excitement.

The Ducks were plenty excited for him after another surprising twist in their playoff run left them even with the Kings.

A day after his callup from the Norfolk Admirals, Gibson made 28 saves, captain Ryan Getzlaf had a goal and an assist, and Anaheim evened its second-round postseason series with a 2-0 victory over Los Angeles in Game 4 on Saturday night.

Devante Smith-Pelly, another former Admiral, also scored in the first period and Corey Perry had two assists for the top-seeded Ducks, who bounced back from two series-opening losses at home with consecutive victories at Staples Center. Anaheim regained momentum with a dynamic performance from a calm, collected 20-year-old goalie who was stopping pucks in Newfoundland three days earlier.

"I think there's always nerves, but you've always got to learn to control them," said Gibson, widely considered the best goaltending prospect in hockey. "After the first five minutes, I settled down."

If Gibson actually had any nerves, nobody noticed them while he became the youngest goalie in NHL history to record a shutout in his playoff debut. He had won four of six AHL playoff games for the Admirals before joining the Ducks.

Game 5 is Monday night in Anaheim.

Anaheim started its third goalie in three games with the dramatic entrance of Gibson, who made 39 saves in the Admirals' 2-1 loss Wednesday night at St. John's -- more than 4,400 miles east of Los Angeles. He coolly backstopped the Ducks even while the final 40 minutes were largely dominated by the Kings.

"He just goes about his business," said Smith-Pelly, Gibson's teammate for much of the AHL season. "I've watched him all year. You would think there would be some nerves, but there were none. It was just like any other game. He's one of the more laid-back guys around."

Gibson, from Pittsburgh, made his NHL debut with three victories late in the regular season, and he got the Game 4 start from coach Bruce Boudreau in place of veteran Jonas Hiller, who started the first two games against Los Angeles and finished Game 3 after Frederik Andersen injured his right leg.

"As soon as we called him up, I thought about it," Boudreau said. "He's been playing, and he gives us the best chance to win."

The visitor has dominated the series between teams separated by 30 miles on the I-5 freeway, and Anaheim ramped up its defense downtown to even the series — even with a revolving door in both creases in Game 4.

Jonathan Quick allowed two goals in the first period for the Kings before getting replaced by rookie Martin Jones, who faced just three shots.

After a dismal first period by Los Angeles, Jones replaced the Conn Smythe Trophy-winning Quick in coach Darryl Sutter's apparent attempt to wake up the Kings, who then held the Ducks without a shot in the second period.

"The thought process was that we had given up two goals," Sutter said. "We should have done it sooner. They were scared to shoot (at Jones)."

After losing twice at home to open the series, the Ducks took control of both games at Staples Center with first-period goals.

Smith-Pelly, who replaced injured Matt Beleskey on Anaheim's top line, pushed past Drew Doughty into the Kings' zone and converted a pass from Perry for his third goal of his first NHL playoff run.

Getzlaf had the second assist, and he got his own goal on a power play 2:43 later on his 29th birthday. The Anaheim captain threw the puck into Quick's crease from behind the net, and it banked off the Kings and in for Getzlaf's team-leading fourth goal of the postseason.

"We certainly have to do more in the offensive zone," said Kings center Anze Kopitar, whose points streak ended at 10 games. "We could barely generate anything on that first power play, and it kind of set us back. They score the two goals, and second and third (periods) we were in their zone, but we've just got to make it tougher on them."

Anaheim had never played a shot-free period in its playoff history, and Los Angeles had never held a playoff opponent without a shot for a full period until the second. The Ducks played more than 25½ minutes without a shot until a power play created by Kopitar's double minor for high-sticking Andrew Cogliano early in the third.

Gibson made several big saves in the final minutes, stopping Kopitar, Jake Muzzin and Tyler Toffoli during one spectacular sequence.
Admirals fall 5-3 to St. John's, trail 2-1 in series
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Norfolk's Josh Manson, left, falls to the ice after getting hung up with St. John's Blair Riley in the second period Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>A pileup occurs in front of the Admirals net after Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen stopped a St. John's shot in the third period Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Admirals teammates and fans behind the glass celebrate with Jesse Blacker after Blacker scored against St. John's for the second Admirals goal Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Steve Eminger, left, deflects a pass by St. John's Patrice Cormier late in the second period Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Kevin Gagne leads a breakaway as St. John's defenders Blair Riley (25) and Patrice Cormier (28) give chase in the third period Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Max Friberg celebrates with fans behind the glass after he scored a first-period goal against the St. John's IceCaps in their AHL playoff game Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen deflects a shot by St. John's Kael Mouillierat late in the first period of their AHL playoff game Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Nolan Yonkman, left, and William Karlsson, middle, battle St. John's John Albert during the first period of their AHL playoff game Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Norfolk's Josh Manson, left, falls to the ice after getting hung up with St. John's Blair Riley in the second period Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 8 photos: Norfolk's Josh Manson, left, falls to the ice after getting hung up with St. John's Blair Riley in the second period Saturday, May 10, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)

View all 8 photos | Buy Pilot photos
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Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 11, 2014


NORFOLK

The lead was there, fashioned in unaccustomed fashion by two first-period Admiral goals.

Thirty-nine seconds into the final period, it was gone, victim of a shot from the blue line by St. John’s Josh Morrisey.

The Admirals scrambled, they rallied but they fell short in Game 3 of the AHL Eastern Conference playoff semifinals Saturday at Scope.

St. John’s got third-period goals from Morrisey, Ben Chiarot, Jerome Samson and Adam Lowry on Saturday to earn a 5-3 win and take a 2-1 lead in the series.

Game 4 is Monday at Scope.

“You give up a goal in the first minute of the third period with a 2-1 lead, that’s not a recipe for success,” Admiral coach Trent Yawney said.

Neither is losing your top goalie to the NHL after two games into the semifinals. John Gibson, who led the Admirals this far into the playoffs, started for Anaheim on Saturday. After playing Tuesday and Wednesday in Newfoundland, he was in net in Game 4 of the NHL Western Conference semifinals at Los Angeles.

But Yawney would cast no blame on Admiral goalie Brad Thiessen, who was victimized by four of the five goals, but saw few of them en route from stick to net.

Morrisey’s goal was scored behind two screening teammates, who also engaged two Norfolk defenders.

“It’s the difference between regular season and playoff hockey,” said Thiessen. “Pucks and bodies are going to the net with more regularity, and it’s my job to try and fight through them and find pucks. I wasn’t able to do that.”

St. John’s took a 3-2 lead on Chiarot’s goal, also scored from long range.

“I was trying to box out the player in front of me, and the shot went through my legs,” said defenseman Josh Manson. “I don’t think he saw it.”

Manson atoned for his transgression only 47 seconds later when he scored from the right faceoff circle over St. John’s goalie Michael Hutchinson, who was on his back at the time. The IceCaps Zach Redmond pushed Norfolk’s Matt Bailey into Hutchinson, knocking him down and clearing the way for Manson’s shot.

“I looked at the net and the goalie was laying down, and I thought, ‘I gotta shoot this one,’ ” said Manson, who scored for the first time in the playoffs.

That tie was shortlived,

Samson scored on a broken play, just as he scored many other times at Scope when he played for Charlotte.

Lowry’s goal came with eight seconds to play into an empty net.

The 2-1 Norfolk lead going into the final period was forged with goals by Max Friberg and Jesse Blacker, scored within 1:42 of each other in the first period. To that point, the Admirals, who have struggled offensively all season, had been outshot 14-6.

Thiessen, a playoff veteran with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton for four seasons, but the backup since coming to Norfolk in November, was thrust into the net when John Gibson was recalled by Anaheim following the injury of goalie Frederik Andersen.

Gibson was 4-2 in in the playoffs with a 1.45 goals-against average and a 0.955 saves percentage when he was called up.

Norfolk’s power play continued to sputter, to a point where one in the second period spent more time in the defensive zone than on attacking ice. Chiefly, that was because the Admirals decided – wrongly – that fancy passes were the way to beat St. John’s penalty killers.

As a result, the power play was killed without a shot.

The Admirals are 2 for 22 in the power play during the playoffs.

“We didn’t generate anything,” Yawney said.

And they get another chance on Monday.
Net loss? Maybe not for the Admirals.
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Norfolk Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen pulls the puck away from the Hershey Bears' Dane Byers during their game Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. <span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The' N. Pham)</span>

Norfolk Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen pulls the puck away from the Hershey Bears' Dane Byers during their game Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(The' N. Pham | The' N. Pham)&lt;/span&gt;

Norfolk Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen pulls the puck away from the Hershey Bears' Dane Byers during their game Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. (The' N. Pham | The' N. Pham)

View full-size photo | Buy Pilot photos

Saturday

St. John’s at Norfolk, 8 p.m. Radio: 1490 AM, 1650 AM  

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 10, 2014


Around midnight Thursday, Trent Yawney was in Virginia Beach watching Anaheim goalie Frederik Andersen limp off the ice midway through the third period of a playoff game.

His immediate thought about John Gibson and Saturday night's playoff game against St. John's?

"See ya," the Norfolk coach said Friday as his team prepared for Game 3 of the best-of-seven AHL Eastern Conference semifinal.

Admirals backup goalie Brad Thiessen awoke Friday to messages from friends who saw Andersen's injury.

"They said something had happened," Thiessen said. "I was made aware of it pretty quickly this morning."

He was soon practicing with the Admirals while Gibson was jetting to the West Coast. Officially, the Ducks are assessing Andersen's situation. Unofficially, at least until the Admirals' 8 p.m. start at Scope, Thiessen is their goalie while Gibson backs up Anaheim's Jonas Hiller.

"But you know what?" Yawney added, "I've said it before and I'll say it again: We wouldn't be having this discussion if it wasn't for Brad Thiessen."

When Gibson went to Anaheim for the NHL regular season's final three weeks, Thiessen went 6-1-1 and helped Norfolk secure a playoff berth. When Gibson returned, he was 4-2 in six playoff games with a 1.45 goals-against average and a 0.955 saves percentage.

Gibson's two playoff losses were 2-0 at Manchester and 2-1 Wednesday at St. John's, which evened the series 1-1. He's turned back 81 of 84 shots against St. John's.

"He has the numbers he has in the playoffs for a reason," St. Johns's coach Keith McCambridge said.

But the St. John's veterans know Thiessen and his reputation for late-season and playoff heroics in four seasons with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

"It's not like we're sitting here holding our breath with Brad Thiessen," Yawney said. "John Gibson wouldn't have had the opportunity to play in those (playoff) games without Brad Thiessen, either. And this is his time of year."

Thiessen watched goalie Jeff Zatkoff lead Wilkes-Barre/Scranton into the playoffs last season, then give up 12 goals in the first four periods of a semifinal series against Providence. Thiessen rode to the rescue.

"This isn't the first time," Thiessen said of coming off the bench, this time after sitting for three weeks. "But this is different. Gibby didn't give up 12 goals in four periods."

Instead, Gibson has stood out and the Admirals have scored just enough goals to win four games.

"It's been fun watching the intensity and how the guys have played so far," Thiessen said. "When you look at the last six games and how they've put their bodies on the line and worked hard to be in this position, you have to look forward to the opportunity to get in there and try to help them. Now it's my turn, and I'm excited."

The Admirals' skaters acknowledge a responsibility for helping their goalie. With only 11 goals in six games, they understand Gibson's role in their success.

"We've got to get to the paint, as they say in basketball, and jam home those ugly goals," said Chris Wagner, who has done so twice during the playoffs. "And we didn't do a great job of helping Gibby in Game 2," when he faced 41 shots at St. John's after facing 43 in Game 1.

Added John Kurtz, who scored the winning goal in Game 1: "We know Brad is a great goaltender and a great pro, and we have to lay our bodies on the line to block shots for him."

Notes: Emerson Etem, who scored 24 regular-season goals for the Admirals, was on the way back after playing two games of the Ducks' playoff series with Los Angeles. But he could end up turning right back around, depending on injuries to Anaheim's Matt Beleskey and Mathieu Perreault. They were being evaluated Friday.... Admirals winger Antoine Laganiere is out for the playoffs with a broken wrist, suffered in Game 4 against Manchester.... How far off the beaten path is St. John's? Admirals center William Karlsson got there from Sweden faster than the Admirals did from Norfolk on Monday.
Admirals lose to St. John's; series tied 1-1
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St. John's Kael Mouillierat (21) and Eric O'Dell (14) try to gain control of the puck and keep it away from Norfolk's Garnet Exelby (6) and William Karlsson (22) on Wednesday, May 7, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. <span class='credit'> (Rhonda Hayward | The Telegram )</span>Norfolk's Shea Theodore battles for the puck with Patrice Cormier of St. John's during the first period Wednesday, May 7, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. <span class='credit'> (Rhonda Hayward | The Telegram )</span>

St. John's Kael Mouillierat (21) and Eric O'Dell (14) try to gain control of the puck and keep it away from Norfolk's Garnet Exelby (6) and William Karlsson (22) on Wednesday, May 7, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Rhonda Hayward | The Telegram )&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 2 photos: St. John's Kael Mouillierat (21) and Eric O'Dell (14) try to gain control of the puck and keep it away from Norfolk's Garnet Exelby (6) and William Karlsson (22) on Wednesday, May 7, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. (Rhonda Hayward | The Telegram )

View second photo | Buy Pilot photos

next

AT SCOPE

 Game 3  Saturday, 8 p.m.

Game 4  Monday, 7:15 p.m.

Game 5  Tuesday, 7:15 p.m.

AT ST. JOHN'S

 *Game 6  May 16, 6 p.m.

*Game 7  May 17, 6 p.m.

 * - if necessary

By Robin Short


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 8, 2014


ST. JOHN'S, Newfoundland, Canada

The St. John's IceCaps scored a pair of rare power-play goals against red-hot goaltender John Gibson to register a 2-1 victory and draw even with the Norfolk Admirals in their American Hockey League playoff series Wednesday night.

The best-of-seven Eastern Conference semifinal is tied at a game apiece as the series shifts to Norfolk for Games 3, 4 and 5 Saturday, Monday and Tuesday at Scope.

The Admirals opened the series with a 3-1 win Tuesday night.

"It came down to special teams, and we missed a couple of assignments, and there was a turnover and they made us pay," Admirals coach Trent Yawney said.

"I thought for the most part we hung in there, and had our chances and their goalie made a couple of big saves."

The IceCaps came into the game 2 for 24 on the power play, but goals by rookie Josh Morrissey and Jason Jaffray with the man advantage improved that woeful percentage.

Following a scoreless first period, Morrissey scored his first professional goal at 2:48 of the second.

Just less than three minutes later, with the Admirals' Matt Bailey serving four minutes for high sticking, Norfolk defenseman Nolan Yonkman threw the puck up the middle where it got intercepted by Jaffray, who turned and fired, surprising Gibson.

Chris Wagner provided the impetus for a thrilling finish, drawing the Admirals to within one goal by scoring on a power play with 9:55 left in regulation.

Norfolk has struggled on the power play, too, entering Wednesday's game with one goal in 12 chances.

IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson stopped 32 pucks, and Gibson was busy again, facing 41 St. John's shots.

On Tuesday night, Gibson turned aside 42 shots - not that Yawney is buying into those shot totals.

"Whoever is counting the shots needs to get their eyes checked," he deadpanned. "That said, you always want to cut down the number of shots against. But I thought a lot of the shots came from the outside."

Through Norfolk's six games in the playoffs, Gibson has yet to let in more than two goals per game.

"He's definitely a good player," said Yawney of his goalie, the game's second star Wednesday night following a first-star performance Tuesday. "But I think our guys have done a great job blocking shots and keeping away second chances.

"That said, the times they have had good scoring chances, he's made some stellar saves. That's the way he's been the whole year. We've had to rely on our goaltending a lot, and he's been there when we needed him."
Admirals beat St. John's 3-1 in Game 1 of semifinals
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St. John's Ice Caps player John Albert (16) and Norfolk Admiral Josh Manson (38) chase the puck during the first period Tuesday, May 6, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. <span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )</span>St. John's Ice Caps player Adam Lowry(47) and Norfolk Admiral Steve Eminger (19) fight for the puck near Admirals goaltender John Gibson during the first period Tuesday, May 6, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )</span>St. John's Ice Caps player Kael Mouillierat (21) and Norfolk Admiral Matt Bailey(15) are tangled up during the first period Tuesday, May 6, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )</span>The puck bounces across the ice as players scramble Tuesday, May 6, 2014 at St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )</span>St. John's Ice Caps player Patrice Cormier (28) goes after the puck on a scoring chance as Norfolk Admirals Garnet Exelby (6) and Josh Manson (38) tries to clear it away from goaltender John Gibson during the second period Tuesday, May 6, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. <span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )</span>

St. John's Ice Caps player John Albert (16) and Norfolk Admiral Josh Manson (38) chase the puck during the first period Tuesday, May 6, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Keith Gosse | The Telegram )&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 5 photos: St. John's Ice Caps player John Albert (16) and Norfolk Admiral Josh Manson (38) chase the puck during the first period Tuesday, May 6, 2014 in St. John's, Newfoundland, Canada. (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )

View all 5 photos | Buy Pilot photos

tonight

Norfolk at St. John's, 6 p.m. Radio 1650 AM, 1490 AM 

Poll

What's your prediction for Norfolk's second-round playoff series? 

 Admirals win in 4 or 5 games 

 Admirals win in 6 or 7 games 

 St. John's wins in 4 or 5 games 

 St. John's wins in 6 or 7 games 

View results | Vote in more polls
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By Robin Short


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 7, 2014


ST. JOHN'S, Newfoundland

After stoning the Manchester Monarchs in the opening round of the American Hockey League playoffs, the John Gibson Show hit the road to Canada's northeast Tuesday and the Admirals goalie played a starring role, stopping 42 shots in a 3-1 win over the St. John's IceCaps.

The win, before a Mile One Centre sellout crowd of 6,287, gives Norfolk a 1-0 lead in the best-of-seven Eastern Conference semifinal. Game 2 is at 6 p.m. EDT tonight.

Gibson isn't merely hot. He's searing, like an acetylene torch.

The former world junior gold medalist and world championship bronze medalist for the United States is now 4-1 in the playoffs, with a brilliant 1.34 goals against average and an even more ridiculous .955 save percentage.

"I'm just playing my game right now," said the Pittsburgh product, 20, in perfect "Aw, shucks" form. "The team is clearing out screens in front of me.

"You have to be on top of your game in the playoffs, and I'm just trying to play the best I can play."

He's succeeding.

After Norfolk grabbed a 1-0 first-period lead, St. John's pushed hard in the second, but Gibson was there to stop all 18 shots he faced.

Nic Kerdiles scored twice for the Admirals, including one into an empty net. John Kurtz netted the game-winner. Andrew Gordon had the lone IceCaps' goal.

A miscommunication between Hutchinson and IceCaps defenseman Zach Redmond resulted in Kerdiles's first goal of the game in the first period. The puck was cleared into the St. John's zone, and stopped by Hutchinson.

However, the St. John's goalie and Redmond got their signals crossed and the result was a turnover, with Kerdiles connecting for his second goal of the playoffs.

Following a scoreless second period, Gordon got the IceCaps' on the scoreboard, deflecting a Josh Morrissey shot past Gibson one second after Norfolk's Chris Wagner left the penalty box.

However, Kurtz got the game-winner 3:40 after Gordon tied the game, when he banged in a loose puck in the crease after some hard work by Zack Stortini created a turnover in the IceCaps' zone.

The rest was up to Gibson.

"I thought we had decent traffic (in front of Gibson), but he made the saves," IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said. "He (Gibson) has the numbers he has in the playoffs for a reason."

"He played great tonight... he's played great all playoffs," St. John's defenseman Will O'Neill said. "He's a good goalie. Second and third opportunities (on rebounds) are how we're going to beat him."

As a franchise, dating back to the days when the Admirals won the 2012 Calder Cup, Norfolk is now 14-1 in its last 15 post-season games.

That includes a 3-1 series win over the top-ranked Monarchs in the first round of the playoffs last week.

"We can't be thinking about any streaks like that," Gibson said. "Our primary focus is winning our next game, and then the one after that."

Admirals look for quick strike as Round 2 starts tonight
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The Admirals celebrate their 3-2 win over Manchester on Friday, May 2, 2014, at Scope. <span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Nic Kerdiles celebrates after giving the Admirals a 1-0 lead over Manchester in the first period on May 2, 2014, at Scope.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Dave Steckel, middle, clears the puck away from Manchester's Jordan Weal in the closing seconds of the third period of the Admirals' 3-2 win Friday, May 2, 2014 at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Manchester's Michael Mersch gets a look against Admirals goalie John Gibson, but couldn't capitalize in the second period on Wednesday, April 30, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

The Admirals celebrate their 3-2 win over Manchester on Friday, May 2, 2014, at Scope. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 4 photos: The Admirals celebrate their 3-2 win over Manchester on Friday, May 2, 2014, at Scope. (Jason Hirschfeld | For The Virginian-Pilot)

View all 4 photos | Buy Pilot photos

Admirals vs. St. John’s

AHL Eastern Conference semifinal, best-of-seven

 Game 1 Tuesday at St. John’s, 6 p.m. (EDT) 

 Radio 1650 AM, 1490 AM 

Rest of the schedule 

At St. John’s 

• Wednesday, 6 p.m. 

At Scope 

• Saturday, 8 p.m. 

• Monday, 7:15 p.m. 

• Tuesday, 7:15 p.m.* 

At St. John’s 

• May 16, 6 p.m.* 

• May 17, 6 p.m.* 

 (* – if necessary) 

cold country 

Thanks to country music concerts scheduled later this week in St. John’s, the Admirals and IceCaps have to rush to get in the first two games of the series. They will have played two games before the rest of the AHL even gets started. 

thanks, grads

On the Norfolk side of the equation, Scope is hosting Norfolk State’s graduation on Saturday, so Game 3 will get a late start (8 p.m.) while the arena is transformed for hockey. The next two games also would be at Scope, Monday and, if necessary, Tuesday. 

about the teams

The IceCaps 

 Like Admirals goalie John Gibson, the IceCaps’ Michael Hutchinson gave up just six goals in four first-round playoff games. And like Gibson, Hutchinson had three NHL games (2-1 for Winnipeg; Gibson was 3-0 for Anaheim). St. John’s winger Andrew Gordon is a Calder Cup veteran, having been on two winners with Hershey. He had a hat trick in the IceCaps’ 4-1 clincher Friday against Albany. Defenseman Zach Redmond had four assists in that series. 

The Admirals  

 After leading the AHL during the regular season, Norfolk killed off 15 Manchester penalties during the first round. The Admirals helped that by largely staying out of the box, earning only 39 minutes – and only one major penalty – during the series. Max Sauve scored the winning goals in Games 3 and 4 after not playing in Game 1. He was the only Norfolk player with more than one goal against Manchester. Sami Vatanen had three assists. 

Poll

What's your prediction for Norfolk's second-round playoff series? 

 Admirals win in 4 or 5 games 

 Admirals win in 6 or 7 games 

 St. John's wins in 4 or 5 games 

 St. John's wins in 6 or 7 games 

View results | Vote in more polls

.

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 6, 2014


NORFOLK

In the minutes after sunrise Monday, as he was about to board a hastily arranged charter for St.John's, Newfoundland, Trent Yawney's glass was half full.

"I think it's good," he said of the Norfolk Admirals starting the second round of the AHL Eastern Conference semifinals tonight, only four days after finishing off top-seeded Manchester in the first round.

"You don't want to wait too long to play, and if you're going to win (the series), you've got to win at the other guys' rink - at least one game," Yawney said. "Besides, I think too much is made of stuff like" short preparation time.

Translation: After playing one of its best games of the season, beating Manchester 3-2 on Friday, Norfolk would like to strike fast in far eastern Canada.

Yawney said he liked the way his guys played against Manchester, whose up-tempo style he likened to that of St. John's.

""We played to our identity through most of the series," he said. "We'll have to do that against St. John's."

That identity is defense first, with stout goaltending, and scoring off rebounds at the net. Two of Norfolk's three goals Friday followed that script.

The teams will have played two second-round games - Game 2 is Wednesday at St. John's - before the rest of the AHL gets started. Game 3 of the best-of-seven series is 8 p.m. Saturday at Scope - a late start designed to allow time to transition the building from Norfolk State's graduation earlier in the day.

The following two games also are at Scope - Monday and, if necessary, Tuesday.

The start of the St. John's series was rushed to the front burner because Mile One Centre is hosting country music concerts Thursday through Saturday.

The IceCaps finished off Albany in four games of the best-of-five first round. Though St. John's and Norfolk haven't met this season, the IceCaps play the kind of game that has frustrated the Admirals: a fast-breaking offense that forces the action.

"We've watched enough of them here in the past couple of days to get a pretty good handle on what they're doing and how they play," Yawney said. "Our players are aware of the dynamics they possess."

And how to play keep away to thwart those dynamics.

"If we get into an open-ice game, that could run us into trouble," said defenseman Nolan Yonkman. "We've got to be responsible with the puck. What opens up their offense, opens up their run-and-gun style, is not being responsible with the puck, turning it over between the blue lines."

Norfolk got an offensive boost Monday with word that center William Karlsson will rejoin the Admirals after a week trying out for Sweden's team that will compete in the World Championships.

Karlsson had nine points in nine regular-season games with Norfolk after finishing play in Sweden's elite league playoffs. He scored the winning goal in Game 2 in Manchester, the game that turned the series into Norfolk's favor. The Admirals went on to win Games 3 and 4 in Scope while Karlsson was in Europe.

"He's a welcome addition," Yawney said.

That welcome is particularly felt after Anaheim recalled Rickard Rakell on Saturday.

"He changes our team a little bit," Yawney said of Karlsson. "He's a high-end prospect for the organization, and for him to get to play in this type of competition is very good for him and for the organization."

Karlsson joined a cadre of newcomers who made a decisive impact in getting Norfolk into the playoffs by helping forge a 6-2-1 record over the final three weeks.

"We've learned that one little mistake, the puck swings the other way and (the other team) gets a really good scoring chance," said Nic Kerdiles, who scored the first of Norfolk's three goals in Friday's win.

Kerdiles played out his second college season at Wisconsin before joining the Admirals.

"We've got a lot of veterans on this team, and they've taught me how important it is to keep things simple and to be a professional," he said. "They made it easier for us to just go on the ice and do our thing. They really helped us make a transition here."

Newcomers such as Karlsson, Kerdiles, Josh Manson and Rado Illo "have been pretty impressive," Yawney said. "The learning curve at this time of year is very steep, and they keep getting better and better and better."

For all of the accent on youth, the real playoff emphasis so far has been on goalie John Gibson, who is 3-1 with a 1.42 goals-against average, second to Toronto's Drew MacIntyre.

Just behind them is St. John's Michael Hutchinson, with a 1.51 GAA.

"He's made some big saves," Yawney said of Gibson. "I've said this all along: You're not going to have any kind of success in the playoffs, regardless of how many goals you score, if you don't have goaltending."

MLive

Michigan 

Menu

Set Weather  

Search

Search 

Account

Sign In 

Facebook

Google

AOL

Twitter

Subscribe 

60

comments

Red Wings defense prospect Adam Almquist might play in Sweden rather than return to Grand Rapids

Adam-Almquist-9-16-13.jpg

Adam Almquist scored two goals in his first preseason game for the Red Wings last season against Pittsburgh. (AP file photo)
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His future with the Detroit Red Wings in doubt due to the organization's bevy of defense prospects, Adam Almquist indicated he might return to Sweden rather than play another season in the AHL with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Almquist told Swedish newspaper Expressen that he is considering returning to his native country and rejoining his former club, HV-71.

"Everyone wants to play in the NHL," Almquist told Expressen. "I have played two seasons in the AHL now and it is not the goal to play there again. It's not a bad league at all, but I feel I want (to) take new steps."

Almquist, 23, is a restricted free agent. The Red Wings can retain his NHL rights by tendering him a qualifying offer, but if he rejects it he would be free to play in Europe.

Almquist doesn't appear to have a future with the Red Wings, who are well-stocked with young defensemen (the list includes Xavier Ouellet, Alexey Marchenko, Ryan Sproul, Mattias Backman and Nick Jensen).

If Almquist re-signs with the Red Wings he would need to clear waivers to be assigned to Grand Rapids.

"HV is always an option," Almquist said. "But that said, I do not know where I will play next season. We'll see."

Almquist ranked third in the AHL with 49 assists (along with four goals) in 73 games. He has 14 goals and 70 assists in 144 career AHL games. He helped the Griffins win the Calder Cup championship in 2013 but appeared in only one playoff game this year due to an injury.

Almquist had one goal in two games with the Red Wings this season.

He is a good skater, moves the puck well and is particularly effective on the power play. But his size (5-11,178) is a concern.

Almquist was the Red Wings' final pick in the 2009 entry draft (210th overall in the seventh round). He played three seasons with HV-71 before coming to North America.
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DETROIT – When the Detroit Red Wings' front office and scouts gather Monday for their annual pro scouting meetings, they'll spend a lot of time discussing the merits of Matt Niskanen.

One of the Red Wings' primary needs is a right-handed shooting top-four (or top pair) defenseman who can boost the power play. Niskanen, coming off his best season with the Pittsburgh Penguins, likely is at the top of their wish list.

Niskanen is young (27), mobile, moves the puck and can quarterback the power play. If he hits the market on July 1 he'll be the most sought-after defenseman in a thin free-agent class.

General manager Ken Holland, assistant GM Ryan Martin, senior vice president Jimmy Devellano, coach Mike Babcock, Grand Rapids Griffins coach Jeff Blashill and the organization's pro scouts will go over every potential free agent and trade possibility from Monday through Wednesday.

The Red Wings will have ample salary-cap space; they're roughly $20 million under the projected ceiling of $71 million (before signing restricted free agents Tomas Tatar, Riley Sheahan and Danny DeKeyser). How aggressively will they pursue Niskanen? Will they opt to focus on lower-cost, shorter-term alternatives while waiting for some of the young defensemen in their system to reach the NHL?

M-Live readers have many questions about Niskanen.

Q. If Niskanen hits the market, rumors are circulating he will get $7 million-plus per year on a long-term deal. He is the No. 1 UFA defenseman, so I can definitely see a seven-year, $50 million deal for him. On the one hand I am pretty sure he is not worth 40 percent more than (Niklas) Kronwall and I am pretty sure he will not live up to this contract. On the other hand we will have money under the cap and he will definitely fill a void. If you had a chance to sign Niskanen to a seven-year, $50 million contract, what would you do? And where do you think Ken Holland is on that?

--V Palmer

A. I wouldn't give him that much, and I don't think the Red Wings would either. That's a higher cap hit than Henrik Zetterberg ($6.03 million) and close to Pavel Datsyuk ($7.5 million).

Two years ago they made a big push to sign Ryan Suter, increasing their offer to 13 years for $88 million ($6.77 million cap hit) before he signed with the Minnesota Wild (for 13 years and $98 million).

They viewed Suter as the next-best thing to Nicklas Lidstrom. Niskanen isn't in Suter's class, so I don't think the Red Wings will go all-out in their pursuit.

Q. What do you think the odds are that Holland will spend the (probably) big money to go after Niskanen? There's no guarantee Pittsburgh will let him walk, but assuming they do, does Holland go for broke to lure him to Detroit? Is he even worth the big money he'll likely get, whether from Pittsburgh, Detroit or another suitor? He's 27 and had a fantastic year, but aside from his sophomore year in Dallas he hasn't put up numbers close to what he did this season. Is that a sign of him hitting his prime and gaining consistency or is this a contract year balloon on his production that could see him bringing a team down with a large and unearned contract? (like David Clarkson in Toronto).

-- incognito23

A. He made $2.5 million this season and is sure to get more than double that on his next deal. Would the Red Wings be willing to go as high as $6 million a season, if that's what it takes? Who knows?

You bring up good points about Niskanen being a gamble; he doesn't have the proven track record that Suter had in 2012. Was this just a one-year production spike (10 goals, 46 points, plus-33) due mostly to Kris Letang's lengthy absence after his stroke? On the flip side, maybe Niskanen showed what he can do as the main man on the blue line when thrust into that role.

Q. We need to add a true goal-scorer and a right-handed blueliner. It may be difficult to sign (Niskanen) and add any top free agent forwards after re-signing our (restricted free agents). How likely are we to see Matt Niskanen in a Red Wings jersey next season? Say we do sign Niskanen, what free agent forwards would be within our budget post-Niskanen and RFAs signing?

--Anonymous

A. My guess is someone else will spend more to get Niskanen – if he even leaves Pittsburgh.

If the Red Wings sign Niskanen they should still have enough cap space – even after inking their RFAs – to get a top-six winger. But just because you have money to spend doesn't mean you should spend it. If there's not a good deal to be had in free agency, keep the cap room for a possible trade during the season or next summer's free-agent class.

Q. If Matt Niskanen is retained by Pittsburgh (or signs elsewhere) what do you think Plan C is on a right-handed defenseman -- another free agent (Dan Boyle as a two-year stop gap) or internal (Ryan Sproul, Alexey Marchenko, Nick Jensen, etc.)?

--Robert

A. I don't expect Sproul, Marchenko or Jensen to be promoted next season. I believe Xavier Ouellet, a left-handed shooter, is closer to making the NHL. But they still need a veteran top-four guy. It could be Boyle, if the term (two years) and price is right. He's 37 but would still help the power play. Other right-handed free-agent options include Marek Zidlicky, Anton Stralman, Derek Morris and Tom Gilbert.

While getting a righty would be ideal, if there's a better option who's a lefty, I'd expect them to go that route. Options include Andrei Markov (free agent) and possibly Alexander Edler, if Vancouver looks to trade him.

Q. I would have to imagine Matt Niskanen is the top free agent choice, but when it comes to the wingers is it possible they bring in Mike Cammalleri? He is a point per game playoff player -- though it's been a couple years – that (Johan) Franzen hasn't been for the last four postseasons. Plus if you give Cammalleri a true No. 1 center like Datsyuk or (Zetterberg) he could potentially be a 70-point player. Also do you believe they leave (Petr) Mrazek in Grand Rapids another year or is it time for a promotion?

--Alex

A. Cammalleri can score, but his size (5-9, 190) and durability (hasn't played more than 67 games in any of the past four non-lockout seasons) raise concerns. He turns 32 on Sunday, has a career minus-59 rating and won't come cheap. If the Red Wings feel they must sign a winger, he's an option. But they might prefer seeking a trade, if not this summer then at mid-season.

I think they'll keep Mrazek in Grand Rapids for another season. Whatever they choose, they need to sign a veteran goalie, either to back-up Jimmy Howard or to play in Grand Rapids.

Q. Do you think Sheahan, Tatar and DeKeyser get bridge deals or long-term contracts? Also, what do you think of Anton Stralman? Right-handed, two-way, 27-year-old Swedish defenseman who is playing a top-four role for the Rangers and will be much cheaper than others on the market? Who are the most likely trade partners with the Wings? Winnipeg sticks out to me, but who else?

--Dan

A. I think those three restricted free agents will get bridge contracts.

Stralman would be a viable lower-cost option, more affordable than Niskanen and much younger than Boyle and Morris. Stralman probably has more offensive upside than he's shown with the Rangers.

I would look for underachieving teams like San Jose, Vancouver, St. Louis, Pittsburgh and Washington to be more apt to shake things up and become potential trade partners.

Q. Do you think the Red Wings might make a pitch to sign Matt Moulson? He's not huge but he does the dirty work in front of the net. Or would they be interested in trading for PA Parenteau?

--Ryan

A. Moulson's stock dropped a little in the playoffs, when he had just one goal and three points in 10 games. He's a three-time 30-goal scorer but has little postseason experience (16 games). I wouldn't take a chance signing him to a lucrative long-term deal. Jussi Jokinen might be a better alternative. Or maybe giving Tomas Jurco more minutes and promoting Teemu Pulkkinen at some point during the season would be a more feasible option.

Parenteau's right-handed shot and scoring ability would be useful. But at what cost?

Thanks for the questions. I'll continue answering more next week.

Nosek ready to ‘get a shot’ at NHL

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Saturday, June 14, 2014, 6:17 p.m. under Miscellaneous


Tomas Nosek

Tomas Nosek (Credit: hcpce.cz)

The Detroit Red Wings don’t have a second-round pick in the NHL draft later this month because of the David Legwand trade, but the signing of Tomas Nosek should help lessen some of that sting.

The Red Wings inked the 21-year-old center/winger out of Pardubice of the Czech ExtraLiga, where he recently completed a breakthrough campaign with 19 goals and 25 assists for 44 points in 52 games.

Nosek, who was an unrestricted free agent after being passed over four straight times in the NHL draft, ranked ninth in ExtraLiga scoring and was courted a half-dozen other NHL teams. The Red Wings project him as a solid two-way NHL forward.

“He’s versatile, he can play center, wing, top six, bottom six, whatever the need is,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer. “He kills penalties, takes faceoffs, plays on the power play. He’s a guy who fits in with teammates on all lines and that’s exciting.”

The 6-foot-2 201-pounder battled a variety of injuries over the years that prevented him from catching the eye of scouts, although he did captain the 2012 Czech Republic entry at the IIHF world junior championship — with Fischer as his assistant coach.

Fischer said Detroit’s Finnish scout, Ari Vuori, and Czech scout, Vladimir Havluj, took note of Nosek’s rapid development over the past year and a half and made sure to keep a close eye on him this season. His point total skyrocketed from 14 to 44 as he seized a prime-time role with Pardubice.

“He led his team in every situation, from PK to PP, five-on-five,” Fischer said. “He’s strong on the puck, he’s a very good playmaker, very smart. He’s good defensively and he doesn’t cheat or cut corners. He’s a distributor of the puck, he can hold onto it down low, but he can also make good plays in traffic. Puck skills are very good.”

Fischer said Nosek will need to continue working on his skating and shot release to have success at the NHL level, in addition to overcoming the usual obstacles of transitioning from Europe to North America. But Nosek’s projection is that of a player in high demand in the NHL these days.

“I hope he’s going to be a strong two-way center that can play against top opposition and handle the big forwards on other teams and take faceoffs in key moments and help on the PP,” Fischer said.

What really impressed the Red Wings was Nosek’s strong play at the international level. Although he was one of the Czech Republic’s final cuts for its IIHF world championship squad, he did play exhibition games on the national team at Christmastime and again in the spring. 

His mature, two-way play and ability to handle the pace at that level are indications Nosek will be in the mix for whatever forward jobs are available at training camp in the fall.

“He’s certainly going to get an opportunity — he’s going to be in the mix depending on what the next couple of weeks and free agency bring,” Fischer said. “How he adjusts on the smaller ice, the speed going both ways … that’s to be determined. But I do expect and I really believe he’s going to come in ready and get a shot. We’ll see what the coaching staff and Mike Babcock think.”

ARTICLE TAGS: Tomas Nosek

3 Comments


Brono says:


 Saturday, June 14, 2014 at 10:06 pm


That’s some high praise for fish


Patrick says:


 Sunday, June 15, 2014 at 2:44 am


Fischer gives praise to pretty much every prospect. I do like how he powered through adversity (injuries).


admin says:


 Sunday, June 15, 2014 at 12:34 pm


To say Fischer simply heaps praise on every prospect is inaccurate. In fact, Fischer is quite open about both strengths and weaknesses of prospects. On many occasions over the past few years, he has called out prospects needing to step up certain aspects of their games. His job is to help the organization’s prospects develop, and he can’t do that without being able to identify their weaknesses.

By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on June 13, 2014 at 10:01 PM, updated June 13, 2014 at 10:07 PM 
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DETROIT – Tomas Nosek was a late-blooming Czech forward who slipped through the cracks at the 2011 NHL entry draft.

The Detroit Red Wings had their sights set on him three years ago, and their European scouts continued to monitor his progress.

Pleased with his development in the Czech league, the Red Wings are on the verge of signing the free-agent Nosek to a two-year entry-level contract.

The 6-foot-2, 205-pound center/left wing (left-handed shooter) will compete for a roster spot in training camp. If he doesn't earn it, he'll play for the Grand Rapids Griffins. He turns 22 on Sept. 1.

Red Wings assistant general manager Ryan Martin said 6-8 NHL teams were pursuing Nosek, who had 19 goals and 44 points in 52 games for HC Pardubice in the Czech league.

Red Wings European scouts Vladimir Havluj and Ari Vouri are high on Nosek. Jiri Fischer, Detroit's director of player development, said, "I'm really excited about him."

Nosek played on the 2012 Czech World Junior team that Fischer helped coach as an assistant.

"He's a very smart two-way center who can play the wing," Fischer said. "He's very responsible defensively, makes good plays. He's more of a playmaker than a natural finisher. He just gets better every year."

Fischer said Nosek was Pardubice's best player.

"He'll have to get stronger, work on his skating," Fischer said. "He is a hard worker."

Nosek's agent, Ales Volek, also represents Red Wings forward Tomas Jurco. Volek liked how Grand Rapids Griffins coach Jeff Blashill helped develop Jurco, which aided the Red Wings in their efforts to land Nosek.

The Red Wings are hoping Nosek can attend development camp next month in Traverse City to get acclimated to the organization.
Draft: Defense talent drops off after Aaron Ekblad

Kyle Woodlief, USA TODAY Sports 5:42 p.m. EDT June 11, 2014

aaron ekblad 6-11 draft

(Photo: Terry Wilson Photography)
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This year's thin blue-line crop features just one top-end talent, followed by one very safe pick and a bunch of raw talents with the dreaded P word: potential.

It's quite possible that Aaron Ekblad might be the first player off the board in a couple of weeks. The intrigue comes in which teams might trade up to be in a position to grab him.

Ekblad is both physically and mentally ready to join the NHL right away with his large frame and the poise that comes with being granted "exceptional status" to join the Ontario Hockey League at age 15. He already has three full years in at the OHL level, and is used to being the center of media attention, so handling his draft status should be no problem. With his mix of size, toughness, defensive acumen, and puck skills, Ekblad can impact games at both ends of the ice, and contributes in just about every aspect.

At Red Line Report, we believe Haydn Fleury is about as safe a pick as there is in this draft, and some team drafting in the back half of the top 10 will be happy to land him. He's a big, sturdy kid who shows good four-way mobility and makes quick decisions and crisp outlet passes. Fleury has strong defensive awareness and, while not a masher, uses his size liberally to separate his check from the puck and staple forwards to the boards down low. The only question comes in just how much he will contribute at the offensive end; his creativity is nothing special, but he has a hard, low point shot that should allow him to contribute as part of a second power-play unit.

MORE: Top 10 forwards

After those two, the waters get muddied. Jack Glover occupies the next spot on Red Line's list. Opinion is divided on Glover, but much like Fleury, we like his combination of size, four-way mobility and defensive awareness. While he appears to have the skating and passing tools to be an offensive contributor, Glover doesn't have an attacking mindset, so he doesn't often join the rush or force the action at the offensive end.

Next up is the huge and rapidly improving Markus Pettersson, the tall Swede who has been playing on the blue line for only two years. At 6-4 and 168 pounds, Pettersson needs to pack on about 30 pounds of muscle, but is already a surprisingly nimble skater despite his Bambi legs, and as a former center he naturally has terrific puck skills and offensive instincts. He made very good strides in his defensive game this season and has a heavy shot, plus fine vision and distribution skills, that are an asset on the power play. Pettersson is obviously as raw as it gets, but there's substantial upside.

Red Line Report's top 10 defensemen

Rank Name Ht., Wt. Shoots Birthdate 2013-14 Team Projected Round 

1 Aaron Ekblad 6-4, 217 Right Feb. 7, 1996 Barrie First 

2 Haydn Fleury 6-3, 204 Left July 8, 1996 Red Deer First 

3 Jack Glover 6-3, 185 Right March 17, 1996 U.S. NTDP U-18 First/second 

4 Markus Pettersson 6-4, 168 Left May 8, 1996 Skelleftea First/second 

5 Travis Sanheim 6-3, 190 Left March 29, 1996 Calgary First/second 

6 Julius Honka 5-10, 178 Right Dec. 3, 1995 Swift Current First/second 

7 Anthony DeAngelo 5-11, 167 Right Oct. 24, 1995 Sarnia First/second 

8 Roland McKeown 6-1, 186 Right Jan. 20, 1996 Kingston First/second 

9 Jack Dougherty 6-2, 185 Right May 25, 1996 U.S. NTDP U-18 First/second 

10 Aaron Irving 6-1, 190 Right March 3, 1996 Edmonton Second 

Red Line's biggest sleeper, and fastest late riser on our list, is Travis Sanheim. He was a complete non-entity as recently as December, but his game and confidence shot through the roof in the season's second half, and we became big believers. Sanheim has great footwork, speed, and agility for a 6-3, 190-pounder, and he uses his wheels to push the attack aggressively, moving up on the rush and joining the play regularly. For a kid who rarely handled the puck in the first half, the transformation has been startling, and we watched him go end-to-end a few times at the World U-18 Championships in April.

Julius Honka came over from Finland to play in the WHL this year, and instantly became the best power play quarterback out west. He's a terrific offensive talent with speed, great vision, and a heavy point shot who combines flash with a quietly steady defensive game. His size (5-10, 178) is the only issue that likely holds him out of the top 15 in this year's draft. But Honka is an aggressive battler who will go into the corners with much bigger opponents and step up to deliver big hits.

MORE: Expect wheeling and dealing at draft

Coming in at No. 7 on Red Line's list is perhaps the most controversial player in the draft. Anthony DeAngelo is very clearly the most highly skilled defenseman in the draft. He's an elite, world class talent with phenomenal puckhandling ability. He loves to take the puck end-to-end, and does so with ease with great acceleration. Flashy and exciting, he pulls people out of their seats with his electric dashes. DeAngelo already makes pro style passes - crisp and with touch. He excels at breaking the trap with tremendous stretch passes through the neutral zone, and shows excellent vision at the offensive end. However, he's smallish at 5-11, 167 pounds, and his attitude in the room and on the ice has been a problem for teammates, coaches and league officials, leading to several suspensions.

At No. 8 is Roland McKeown, one of the safest bets to become a steady and dependable NHL rearguard. McKeown is the best pure skater among all the defensemen in this year's crop with exquisite edging, light and nimble footwork, balance and great acceleration out of his cuts. He sees the ice well and makes accurate outlets, and also makes good decisions with the puck, showing an advanced, mature game. But he's also vexing in that he doesn't use his athletic gifts to join the play or become any sort of force on the offensive end, and being first into the corners against forecheckers is not his forté. McKeown is a few years away from the NHL as he needs to bulk up his 6-1, 186 frame.

jack dougherty 6-11

Jack Dougherty is one of two defensemen on the U.S. National Team Development Program that could go in the first two rounds.(Photo: Tom Sorensen)

Similar in style to McKeown is Jack Dougherty, a lean, agile defender who moves the puck quickly and always gets it to the right spots. Dougherty is a smooth, efficient skater with a fluid stride and has the puck skills and vision to become an offensive playmaker. Defensively, he has a long reach and maintains excellent gap control, angling puck carriers to the outside and keeping his head on a swivel around the net.

And rounding out Red Line's list of the top defenders is darkhorse candidate Aaron Irving. He's a strong two-way defender who showed outstanding reads and offensive instincts in the first half, but inexplicably backed off late in the season to concentrate on a defensive shutdown role, helping his Edmonton club win the Memorial Cup along the way. Irvin is a strong on-ice communicator who isn't afraid to assert himself, and makes crisp decisions and passes.

SLEEPERS

By Red Line's definition, a sleeper is a guy who probably won't get selected that high, but has a chance to develop into one of the better players at his position in the draft. Using that as our criteria, we would select Miles Gendron and Jake Walman as Red Line's blue line sleepers.

There are striking similarities in these two: Both are converted forwards who have been playing on the blue line for a short time. Both are explosive skaters with tremendous offensive upside. And both played at lower levels of competition, making their ultimate development more of a long-term projection.

Gendron played at Rivers School, which is not even a powerhouse among New England prep schools. He is still a fish out of water in his own end, but when he has the puck on his stick, watch out! He accelerates and goes end-to-end faster than anyone in this class not named DeAngelo. Regarding his defensive game, which is clearly a work in progress after only one year, we like to put it this way: He's like a male driver who refuses to ask for directions — hopelessly lost, but making great time!

Walman played Tier II hockey in Toronto and is rather slightly built at 6-1, 170 pounds, but still plays a physical game with a nasty edge and competes hard in the battle areas. His puckhandling confidence is impressive, and he's dynamic swinging out of his own end and accelerating through the neutral zone. He shows great vision and patience, always skating with his head up looking to make plays, and usually makes very good decisions in puck movement. He has the speed to take the puck end-to-end, and is also terrific quarterbacking the power play. Very much an under-appreciated hidden gem.

Red Line Report Chief Scout Kyle Woodlief will be providing position-by-position analysis of the top prospects leading up to the NHL entry draft in Philadelphia on June 27-28. Last week he covered the forwards, this week he's taking a look at the defensemen, and will finish up with the goalies next week. Red Line Report will also provide a mock draft and a complete overview of the draft a week before the entry draft. Red Line also produces a full service draft guide that can be purchased by fans and media on-line at: www.redlinereport.com, or over the phone at (518) 523-4289.
Mike Heika joins us at 2 p.m. Tuesday, but ask your questions now and he will have them when he arrives. Thanks for your readership!

by SportsDay Live Chat  June 9 at 4:58 PM

Howdy Folks, time to get some hockey talk in.

by Mike Heika  2:58 PM yesterday

Hey Mike, what's your prediction for the Calder Cup? Can the Texas Stars go the distance?

by Reginald  2:59 PM yesterday

I think they can. They have been all over the place in the first two games, but they have tremendous speed, are great at the counterattack, and I think they can figure out St. John's. Texas has battled challenges throughout the playoffs, and I think they have the depth scoring to survive a real war here. It could take seven games, but I think they win it.

by Mike Heika  3:00 PM yesterday

Haven't been paying much attention to the leadup to the Draft. Who are some prospects to pay attention to and what are the possibilities for the Stars?

by DK  3:01 PM yesterday

It's sort of a wide open field at 14. In fact, there are some who believe you can toss a blanket over a group from about 12 to 30. We'll see. There are a ton of left wings available, and the Stars have a need for left wings in the organization, so I would concentrate on that group right now. As for top names, Aaron Ekblad and Sam Reinhart are the top two to watch. There is also talk that Florida might be willing to trade the first overall pick, so that makes things interesting.

by Mike Heika  3:03 PM yesterday

What do you think will be the biggest move the Stars make this offseason?

by DK  3:03 PM yesterday

I do believe they will find a No. 2 center, and there are some good ones who could be available if Jason Spezza and Joe Thornton are put on the trade market or Brad Richards or Mike Richards are bought out and become free agents.

by Mike Heika  3:05 PM yesterday

What is the team's feeling on Kari? Do they still think he can get them to the promised land or that notion starting to fade?

by Mr. Rabbit  3:05 PM yesterday

They want to challenge him to be better. He simply has not had much experience in pressure games, and that Game 6 meltdown left a lot to be desired. I think they want him to learn from that and challenge himself to get better. I do believe they will support him with better back-up goaltending next season.

by Mike Heika  3:06 PM yesterday

With the success of the Texas Stars, what NHL teams are looking at Willie Desjardins as head coach? Also, are the Dallas Stars planning to trade prospects for a high-caliber veteran, or are they planning to trade some dead weight contracts such as Gonchar and Cole?

by starry-eyed  3:06 PM yesterday

I think Desjardins will definitely get interviews. Teams are being patient right now while he is in the finals. That said, teams also want to move forward, and this might not be the year for Desjardins to move up. I know Jim Nill is ready to allow teams to talk to Desjardins once the playoffs are over, and then it's just a matter of finding the right team that wants to grow with him. It should be an interesting process.

by Mike Heika  3:09 PM yesterday

Mike...With the Texas Stars doing well this year, which young Stars player/prospect do you see as trade bait this year?

by Sniper777  3:09 PM yesterday

I think the improvement of Brett Ritchie makes Alex Chiasson a possible candidate. I think one of the defensemen _ Dillon, Nemeth, Oleksiak, Jokipakka _ could be in the mix. I think Jim Nill is open to a lot of options to get the right player. I don't think he'll be moving Ritchie, Klingberg or Jack Campbell right now.

by Mike Heika  3:11 PM yesterday

Greetings Mike. It appears that the NY Strangers are not going to do so well in the Cup Finals. Oh well. So on to something important. Have we heard any word on Rich Peverly's recovery? I know that he wants to come back...but how far have they pushed him in training to see if he is done or is he awarded the 2014-2015 Masterson?

by Mike_W  3:12 PM yesterday

I need to touch base with him, but I know he wants to return. It's going to be an arduous process, because he has to prove to them the risk of another collapse is almost none. That said, players have played with irregular heartbeats before (including Doug Zmolek for the Stars and LA), so it can be done. I will say it's going to be a very thorough process for Peverley to get back on the ice with the Stars again.

by Mike Heika  3:14 PM yesterday

As much as we have ridiculed Niuewy for his tenure as Stars GM, should the Texas Stars win the Calder Cup this year, I think he deserves some recognition for it since he did help build the farm system while working with a very tight budget during his tenure as GM.

by scf211  3:14 PM yesterday

Agreed. Les Jackson and Scott White have done most of the work in building the Texas Stars, but Joe did push for a new drafting philosophy (bigger, faster players) and brought Willie Desjardins into the organization, so he does deserve a lot of credit.

by Mike Heika  3:15 PM yesterday

What prospects are the closest to seeing time for the Stars next season?

by Chris  3:15 PM yesterday

I think Nemeth made a huge step in the NHL playoffs, and I would be surprised if he's not on the roster to start next season. I think Curtiz McKenzie is proving to be a quick study as an older player. The big question mark is whether John Klingberg will come in strong after surgery. I know the Stars are looking for him to make a big step as a right-handed defenseman with skill. There is a big need for his game right now.

by Mike Heika  3:18 PM yesterday

if there was one blockbuster move you would make this off season, who would it be for (realistically available players only!)??

by mike  3:18 PM yesterday

I think Jason Spezza is the guy who is a good fit for the team. Dependable scorer, solid faceoff guy, good leader. I'm not sure what it would take, but I think he's a guy who could be a perfect fit if he wants to come here and stay here. If Ryan Kesler is available, I also think the Stars would be interested, but I do wonder if a trade between Dallas and Vancouver would have complications because of the ire between the two owners.

by Mike Heika  3:21 PM yesterday

Any chance Cole, Gonchar, or Horcoff get traded?

by Sniper  3:22 PM yesterday

I think there is a chance Gonchar gets dealt. I think teams in the East would like to try to revive his game, and I think the Stars would eat some salary to make that happen. I believe they like both Cole and Horcoff and want to keep at least a couple of veterans around. Horcoff was solid in the playoffs and his actual salary is $3 million for next season. Cole costs $4 million, but the Stars believe he will be better next season.

by Mike Heika  3:24 PM yesterday

Cole and the Big Rig 2 Buffalo 4 Myers

by noomMJJ  3:24 PM yesterday

It's an interesting thought. The only hold-up would be Myers' contract _ cap hit of $5.5 million for five more years. I think they still believe in Oleksiak's upside, and believe the financial risk on him is lower than on Myers.

by Mike Heika  3:26 PM yesterday

Curtis McKenzie has had a great rookie season in the AHL but he seems to be losing some steam here lately. Do you think the length of the season (now 93 games for him) has caught up to him after playing typically 40 games or so per season in college? Do you give him much of a chance to make the big club this fall?

by DrewL  3:26 PM yesterday

I do think he has worn down, especially with the physical game he plays in front of the net. I do believe he's in contention, but the line for one of the bottom six jobs is getting deep. There seem a lot of guys who would like a chance to help the NHL team next season. I would have had McKenzie at the front of that line before the playoffs, but now he's in the middle. And what do you do with guys like Dowling and Hedden and Jeffrey and Mueller and Morin and Ranford, let alone Faksa and Ritchie and Stransky and Glennie?

by Mike Heika  3:31 PM yesterday

Has the club's perception of Radek Faksa changed at all with his solid AHL playoff performance after coming out of juniors?

by DrewL  3:31 PM yesterday

I think the confidence is growing, but they still would like to take it slowly with him.

by Mike Heika  3:31 PM yesterday

Of the many centers whose names have been bandied about as being available this summer, which one would you identify as the best fit for the Stars' #2 center position? Which one might be the most likely acquisition candidate?

by DrewL  3:31 PM yesterday

I like Spezza and Kesler. I think they will check the price tag on Stastny. There's a chance they could try to ride Cody Eakin and hope that next summer produces a better (younger) option.

by Mike Heika  3:33 PM yesterday

If the Rangers elect to buy out the final four years of LW Rick Nash's contract this summer, do the Stars have any interest in signing him as a UFA? They could use a scoring LW behind Jamie Benn, no?

by DrewL  3:33 PM yesterday

They definitely could use help there, but I wonder if he would fit into a speed lineup.

by Mike Heika  3:35 PM yesterday

Will the Stars find a permanent linemate for Benn and Seguin next year? Who do you think has the best chance to solidify themselves on that line?

by Jason  3:35 PM yesterday

I don't think that's an issue. Coaches like to juggle things around, so I think Benn and Seguin will end up playing with a lot of right wings over the years. Dave Tippett loved to create pairs and then tweak the pairs with different kinds of wingers, and I could see Lindy Ruff doing the same thing.

by Mike Heika  3:36 PM yesterday

Mike, how closely do you see the Stars' internal budget gets to the Cap next season? Beyond?

by Jim   3:36 PM yesterday

I don't think cash is a problem for this team, but I don't see them spending money they don't need to spend. They have a lot of cost certainty because of their young players on young contracts, so I could see them sitting $6 million to $8 million below the cap for several years while they continue to work young players into the lineup. They have reasonable upper level contracts on Benn, Seguin, Goligoski and Daley, so they could add a big money deal and remain pretty comfortably under the cap.

by Mike Heika  3:39 PM yesterday

Do you think that Sergei Gonchar still has value as a mentor to Val Nichushkin for one more season, or would that not play a significant role in the decision to deal him or keep him around for the last year of his contract?

by DrewL  3:39 PM yesterday

I think they need to fill his position on defense with a better player, personally, and I think that trumps his off-ice impact. He has been a great pro, but they either need to be able to scratch him some nights or they need him to be better on a consistent basis. I personally think they will find a way to move him, but we'll wait and see.

by Mike Heika  3:40 PM yesterday

Hey Mike, what kind of internal rumblings are you hearing about who's staying and who's going? Any surprises with a buyout?

by Shane  3:40 PM yesterday

I don't think Jim Nill sees the need for a buyout. I think they can move Sergei Gonchar by eating some of his salary, and they want to keep Erik Cole and Shawn Horcoff. I guess they could buy out Aaron Rome just to create more room for a young defenseman.

by Mike Heika  3:41 PM yesterday

Do the Stars trade up, trade down or stand pat at #14 in the first round of the draft? Based on Jim Nill's history and style, as well as the Stars' organizational needs, what type of player are the Stars most likely to take in that spot? Any guesses on who that player might be?

by DrewL  3:41 PM yesterday

I wouldn't be surprised by a trade. If the Stars really like someone, they could jump up four or five spots. If they want to add a pick, they could slide back. I think Jim Nill's style defies categorization. He traded for Tyler Seguin, Sergei Gonchar and Shawn Horcoff last summer. He drafted Val Nichushkin and Jason Dickinson in the first round. I think he trusts his scouts, values talent and isn't afraid of a challenge. I really think he could go in any direction on both trades and draft.

by Mike Heika  3:45 PM yesterday

With your Glennie article in mind, which of the prospects down in Austin have altered their standing the most (for better or for worse) by this calder cup run? I have to admit, I've totally been won over by Faksa, and what a relief that is. Also, how do you think Oleksiak has looked? I think he's been either the best or most average D depending on the game or shift. Very frustrating for a guy who should be knocking on the door.
I definitely think Glennie is in that group. He also becomes more of an immediate discussion point about the NHL because he is 23, and they have to make a decision on him soon. I think Faksa and Stransky have helped themselves in the AHL playoffs. I think Nemeth helped himself in the NHL playoffs. I think the jury still is out on Oleksiak and Jack Campbell. Both had the chance to knock down the door in the playoffs, and (for different reasons) both have yet to do that.

by Mike Heika  3:47 PM yesterday

Rank the likelihood of our #2C next season: Stasny, Legwand, M. Richards, B. Richards, Eakin, Spezza, Bolland, mystery player.

by Thom  3:47 PM yesterday

Just because I'm a chicken, I'd go with Eakin first, then Spezza, Kesler, Stastny, Legwand. I guess the question would be at what price either Richards would be. If they are a bargain, that might elevate them. That goes the same for the trade guys. Jim Nill will go with Eakin before he'll give up too much in a trade or free agency.

by Mike Heika  3:50 PM yesterday

Mike - I know that you previously stated that the Stars wouldn't pursue a trade for Evander Kane because of the winger depth the roster currently possesses, but would they consider making this move by transitioning him back to Center? He previously played center when he was with the Vancouver Giants in the WHL and given the success Seguin had with his transition, isn't this something they should at least look at? Thanks

by George  3:50 PM yesterday

It's certainly something to think about, and his speed is a good fit for the Stars. There are some who also would consider moving Benn back to center if you found a really good winger, although I am not in that camp. It's something to discuss, but I still think it would be a longshot when there are a lot of centers out there already.

by Mike Heika  3:51 PM yesterday

Scott Glennie........ NHL Prospect or AHL Lifer?

by Sniper  3:51 PM yesterday

It changes game to game. After watching what Antoine Roussel and Ryan Garbutt have done, I think Glennie will eventually make it as a depth player in the NHL.

by Mike Heika  3:52 PM yesterday

Do you think Ritchie has a legit shot at making the big club next season?

by Stars Expert72  3:52 PM yesterday

It depends on trades and free agency. I think they would love him to get another year in the AHL if that's possible and then call him up if he is head and shoulders above the minor-league level.

by Mike Heika  3:53 PM yesterday

What would it take to get joe Thornton in a Stars jersey?

by John  3:53 PM yesterday

It doesn't sound like he wants to leave, and he has a lot of control. We'll have to keep watching.

by Mike Heika  3:54 PM yesterday

Hey mike, first of all I'm a big fan of your work! What do you think the odds are that the Stars will find a true #1 defenseman ? I hear Mike Greene from the caps could be an option. Your thoughts ?

by Dallasfan   3:54 PM yesterday

There are a lot of options out there, and I think they should study them all. I like Mike Green if he doesn't cost too much in trade. I will say that the rush to get a No. 1 isn't as intense now with how Goligoski-Daley played in the playoffs and the potential for John Klingberg to step in next season.

by Mike Heika  3:56 PM yesterday

Brendan Ranford has had a nice season for Texas and an even better playoffs so far. Are the Stars interested in signing him to a deal along the lines of the deal that Justin Dowling recently signed (two year, two-way)? The kid can really skate and make plays.

by DrewL  3:56 PM yesterday

I think they are definitely studying a lot of options. The AHL free agents should have some levearge because of the trip to the AHL Final, so then it becomes a matter of cost and negotiation. We'll see.

by Mike Heika  3:58 PM yesterday

Any updates on assistant coach James Patrick's legal situation regarding the domestic assault charges? Any chance that he doesn't return next season as a result?

by DrewL  3:58 PM yesterday

No updates. I have been given no indication that they will change his contract. He has another year remaining.

by Mike Heika  3:59 PM yesterday

Hi Milke, do you see the Stars acquiring a #1 defenseman right-handed shot ?

by Mr. Bee  3:59 PM yesterday

Too early to tell. I do think they want right-handed defensemen.

by Mike Heika  3:59 PM yesterday

Your comment about "ire" between Vancouver and Dallas ownership is fascinating. Could you give us more details? I thought the entire league dislikes the Vancouver organization?

by jc  3:59 PM yesterday

Tom Gaglardi was part of an ownership group trying to buy the Canucks with the Aquilini family several years back. He was pushed out of the group before the sale was completed and eventually sued the Aquilini's. It was a protracted case and much bad blood was created.

by Mike Heika  4:01 PM yesterday

IS Mike a LOCK 4 next weeks HOF announcement?

by John Munro  4:01 PM yesterday

I would guess so, but nothing is a LOCK in this world. I will patiently await the announcement. :)

by Mike Heika  4:02 PM yesterday

Do you expect the Stars to wrap up new deals with pending RFAs Dillon, Eakin and Roussel pretty quickly after the Stanley Cup Final is over? Any hiccups there at all?

by DrewL  4:02 PM yesterday

I see no hiccups. I think once a few RFA contracts are signed and the market is set leaguewide, the dominoes will start to fall.

by Mike Heika  4:03 PM yesterday

Lindy Ruff healthy-scratched Erik Cole for the most important games of the Stars' season in the playoffs. Why would they be intent on keeping him around if they have so many other, lower-cost RWs who need to play and likely can produce at least as well?

by DrewL  4:03 PM yesterday

I didn't say it was right or logical, it's just what I think they will do.

by Mike Heika  4:04 PM yesterday

WHO Picked Campbell? Joe or Bernhart

by celinastarsfan  4:04 PM yesterday

Technically both, but I believe Tim Bernhardt made the pick.

by Mike Heika  4:04 PM yesterday

Who is likely to be the backup to Kari next season, assuming we dont re-sign Thomas? Nilstorp? Campbell? Or a free agent like Bryz, Emery, etc.?

by Michael  4:04 PM yesterday

I'm guessing it is a mystery man. I would like it to be a young-ish back-up. I would probably pursue Chad Johnson out of Boston, who can become a UFA, but there are several young options.

by Mike Heika  4:05 PM yesterday

Have you heard/ know what Val's off season plans are ?

by abbot  4:06 PM yesterday

They told him to take some time off and charge his batteries. I'm not sure where he's doing that. He appears to be a very motivated individual, so I would think he will also be working hard at improving himself physically (he did that last summer with his own trainer).

by Mike Heika  4:07 PM yesterday

Hi Mike! Do you think they will Nihlstorp a shot at the backup role next year? He has done very well in the AHL playoffs.

by Kay  4:07 PM yesterday

I don't think so, but we'll have to wait and see.

by Mike Heika  4:07 PM yesterday

I know you want to see the Stars bring in another young goaltender to compete with Campbell/Nilstorp for the back-up position, but is there any shot they give someone like Jonas Hiller a look, given he can't find a starting position somewhere else in the league? Wouldn't be the cheapest option but would solidify the position as a strength w/ quality depth

by George  4:07 PM yesterday

Anything is possible. They clearly wanted to try to the Thomas experiment, so they are open to that veteran path. My belief is that a veteran will typically fear random starts as a back-up, because they are opportunities to make himself look bad at the end of his career. Youngsters, meanwhile, will embrace starts because they are opportunities to further his career. That doesn't hold true for every goalie, but my anecdotal history says it happens a lot.

by Mike Heika  4:10 PM yesterday

TOM's son OWNS the TXStars

by celinastarsfan  4:10 PM yesterday

It is owned by a trust created for the Hicks children by Tom Sr.. Tom Jr. is the managing partner of that trust.

by Mike Heika  4:11 PM yesterday

OK, that's enough for today. Maybe we can do another one right before the draft. It's been fun.

by Mike Heika  4:11 PM yesterday
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A wise GM once said, “More mistakes are made on trade deadline day than the other 364 days combined.”

The rationale behind Brian Burke’s claim is teams in quest of the Stanley Cup grossly overpay to get a player for one month, plus whatever might happen in the playoffs.

It’s an easy claim to make because 15 teams that qualify for the playoffs won’t go home with the Stanley Cup. But does that mean they made a mistake on trade deadline day? Hardly.

More often than not, the team that goes on to win the Stanley Cup can, in part, look back to an important move made on trade deadline day as a contributing factor in reaching the pinnacle of success.

That will be the case again this year.

Trade deadline acquisition Marian Gaborik will probably be the league’s leading playoff goal scorer if the Kings go on to win the Stanley Cup.

If the New York Rangers rally from a 2-0 deficit to win, Martin St-Louis will surely be a key player in the surge. He’s the team’s top scoring forward.

Neither of those acquisitions were mistakes, regardless of who wins or loses.

So it’s not true trade deadline day is rife with mistakes? It might make sense at face value because we know eight teams lose in the first round of the playoffs every year and it’s an easy thing to say that those who made trade deadline deals erred because of the early exit.

Here’s a look back, with the benefit of hindsight, at the teams who were Cup contenders on trade deadline day and what they did. I don’t see a lot of mistakes.

Anaheim – The Ducks made a mistake in not acquiring a proven playoff producer (such as Mike Cammalleri) to diversify the scoring. That might have been the difference in a close seven-game series loss to Los Angeles. Anaheim has a deep system of prospects and four picks in the first two rounds of the 2014 draft that it was reluctant to part with. In two separate deals, the Ducks effectively traded Dustin Penner for Stephane Robidas.

St. Louis – The Blues took a chance acquiring Ryan Miller and Steve Ott from Buffalo for two players, a prospect and draft picks. The first round exit to Chicago makes this look like an easy mistake, but I give the team credit for trying to solidify what it thought was its biggest weakness.

Boston – The Bruins added a third-pair defenseman in Andrej Meszaros for just a third round pick. Certainly not a mistake in a second-round playoff exit.

Detroit – The Red Wings added experience in David Legwand from Nashville in exchange for prospect Calle Jarnkrok and a draft pick. Detroit had a tough first round match-up with Boston.

Pittsburgh – The Penguins picked up bottom six forwards Lee Stempniak and Marcel Goc for two third-round picks and a fifth-rounder.

Tampa Bay – The Lightning did the best they could with an unhappy St-Louis. They parlayed him into pending UFA Ryan Callahan and a pair of high draft picks. Tampa Bay then got swept in Round 1, but the deal positions the team a lot better for the future.

Minnesota – The Wild, realizing they’re well positioned to start making a move immediately, picked up Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick from Buffalo for Torrey Mitchell and a couple second round picks. Minny upset Colorado in the first round, then lost in six games to Chicago. I don’t think they would undo that deal if they could.

Chicago – No significant deals on trade deadline day. The Blackhawks lost to a loaded Kings team in the third round.

San Jose – No significant deals on trade deadline day. The Sharks went up 3-0 against the Kings and failed in four attempts to knock them out in the first round.

Colorado – The Avs for some reason picked up fringe goalie Reto Berra from Calgary for a second round pick. OK, mistake there.

Montreal – Thomas Vanek maybe didn’t have the offensive splash the Canadiens hoped he would (11 goals and 25 points in 35 regular season and playoff games), but he was a contributor on a journey that lasted three rounds. Montreal gave up a mid-range prospect and a second round pick in that deal. Hardly a mistake.

Los Angeles – Gaborik from Columbus for Matt Frattin and a couple of draft picks.

New York Rangers – GM Glen Sather gave up a lot to get St-Louis, but that generated a trip to the Cup final. Sather also picked up depth defenseman Raphael Diaz for a fifth-round pick.

So I don’t buy into Burke’s “mistake” theory about trade deadline day. A more accurate credo was coined by Lord Tennyson back in the 19th century: ‘Tis better to have traded and lost, than never to have traded at all.

Brian Costello is The Hockey News’s senior editor and a regular contributor to the thn.com Post-To-Post blog. For more great profiles, news and views from the world of hockey, subscribe to The Hockey News magazine. Follow Brian Costello on Twitter at @BCostelloTHN

CULLEN: AT THE 2014 NHL SCOUTING COMBINE

Last weekend, I was at the NHL Scouting Combine, an event which NHL prospects are put through the paces doing exercises and interviewing with teams, though it's debatable how much value is gained through this process. 

Here are some observations:

- One of the bigger stories to come out of the event was that Sam Bennett, the Kingston Frontenacs centre considered to be one of the top prospects, couldn't do a pull-up. A little surprising. Most of the guys I watched were around a half dozen, though some did more and, obviously, some did less. To his credit, Bennett didn't appear fazed by his goose-egg. "Games aren't won or lost based on pull-ups," he said afterwards. Also, in The Hockey News Future Watch issue, published months before, a scout was raving about Bennett's strength on the ice, so this probably isn't a reason for concern.

This also goes to a larger question about whether these tests have any relevance for a player's NHL future. If there isn't some correlation with future success as a hockey player, what is the point? They might as well write a paper discussing theoretical physics, macroeconomics or something similarly correlated to hockey-playing success. 

This is the part where I annually plead for some kind on-ice testing to be part of the NHL Combine process. Nothing subtitutes for what a player does while competing in their actual sport, but knowing a player's skating speed, for instance, could inform decisions more than how many times they can bench press 150 pounds.

Consider the NFL Combine, for example. There are all kinds of flaws with 40-yard dash as a measure for a player's football ability, not least of all because players rarely run 40 yards on a given play, but it has become a measure that affects a prospect's value. A cornerback who locks down receivers in college isn't going to have the same success in the NFL if he runs a 4.7 40, or a running back who runs a 4.7 40 is going to get caught a whole lot more than a guy who runs a 4.2 and player value is adjusted based on that knowledge. It's not always right (Cleveland Browns cornerback Joe Haden has infamously performed at a high level despite a subpar 40 time), but we're talking about odds and probability.

Even with all the flaws in the 40-yard dash time, the uniformity of the test offers some value to teams because there isn't a circumstance in which a team prefers a slower player (you know, fast guys can always slow down if need be; it doesn't worth the other way).

Former Colts GM Bill Polian, at the Sloan Sports Analytics Conference a couple of years ago, talked about how the Colts, when seeking a new middle linebacker, had set parameters for how quick the player needed to be in order to fulfill the demands that their defensive scheme required. For the Colts, that meant a linebacker that could run a 4.76 40-yard dash. Wouldn't it be worthwhile to know whether that kid who is dominating a lower level of hockey is doing so because he plays at NHL speed?

The long-standing argument against having on-ice testing for NHL prospects as part of the Combine process is that players have their seasons end at different times. A prospect in Minnesota high school might finish in early March, compared to players in the Memorial Cup, which finished in late May. That's obviously a sizeable gap, but I submit that any teenager considered to be an NHL prospect would have access to ice somewhere in order to continue training. It's not like these guys pack up their equipment at the end of the season and bring it out again in September. Those days are long gone.

Moving on...

- There is such a variance in body type from one player to the next, such is the nature of 17-year-olds. Some still look like kids and others might as well be full-grown men (or close to it). One of the latter is top prospect Aaron Ekblad, who goes 6-foot-4, 216 pounds. He carries himself with the confidence of someone who expects to be a top pick and, while he's sure to get stronger as he matures, it's easy enough to see that Ekblad could handle himself on an NHL blueline next season.

One of the challenges scouts face, when it comes to evaluating players with superior physical stature, is trying to determine how much of their relative success in junior is due to playing against smaller, weaker players, something that won't happen nearly as much in the NHL, a proverbial man's league. It's completely fair to have those concerns about Ekblad, but he can play. Ekblad scored 23 goals last season; Ryan Murphy (12th overall to Carolina in 2011) is the only first-round defenceman in the past 10 drafts (2004-2013) to score more goals in his draft year.

- By contrast, Vladimir Tkachev has a tiny frame -- listed at 5-foot-9, 141 pounds -- and surely wouldn't have great physical testing numbers, yet after joining Moncton of the QMJHL late in the year, he put up 17 goals and 39 points in 26 (regular season plus playoff) games. How much should teams care about his physical stature and fitness as an 18-year-old? At past Combines, I recall seeing the likes of Toni Rajala or Mike Reilly, who both looked way too small to be pro hockey players. 

Rajala was nearly a point-per-game scorer in the AHL (61 points in 63 regular season plus playoff games) before heading to Sweden this past season, where he scored 30 points in 37 games. Reilly isn't big, but he has grown since and was an All-American as a sophomore at the University of Minnesota last season. Not every player will fill out ideally for pro hockey, but some of them fill out at 19 and 20 instead of 17.

- If Ekblad, as the top defence prospect, looks NHL-ready, the second-ranked defenceman, Haydn Fleury, doesn't look too far behind, physically. He's not as imposing as Ekblad, but Fleury was listed at 6-foot-3, 201 pounds, enough size that it wouldn't necessarily prevent him from playing in the NHL next season. There may be a whole host of other reasons not to play an 18-year-old defenceman, but Fleury has the build of a solid defenceman.

- Headed to Boston College in the fall, Sonny Milano probably drew more attention for his stick and puck tricks than anything else he did at the Combine. He was the second-leading scorer on the U.S. Under-18 Team, witt 39 points in 25 games, behind only 2015 top prospect Jack Eichel.

- One of the most fascinating prospects in this year's draft is Josh Ho-Sang, a very talented forward who played for Windsor in the OHL. Universally, Ho-Sang is described as a talented hockey player -- no one disputes his skill -- but, there's always a "but". In interviews, Ho-Sang is described as engaging and intelligent, an independent thinker.. Uh-oh. NHL teams (and pro sports teams in general) are not known for their acceptance of independent thinkers; they tend to prefer the players that follow the script.

I recall, a couple of years ago, again at the Sloan Conference, former NBA head coach Jeff Van Gundy talking about how, as a coach, he wasn't seeking well-rounded individuals. He wanted players who were obsessed with basketball. My impression is that NHL teams have similar ideals -- hockey comes first, everything else can be a distant second, third, fourth in the pecking order. 

So, there may be some teams that don't want to deal with Ho-Sang and it could cost him spots in the draft as a result, but there will be teams that recognize that the vast majority of 18-year-olds have a lot of growing up to do and they might not want to let Ho-Sang's talent pass just because he talks a different game than others.

A stats note on Ho-Sang: he scored 61 points (23 G, 38 A) at even-strength, tying Nikolaj Ehlers (30 G, 31 A) , not far behind late-birthday prospects Nikolay Goldobin (28 G, 37 A) and Sam Reinhart (22 G, 41 A) for even-strength scoring among first-year draft-eligible CHL forwards.

Another Combine note for Ho-Sang: he's not big (5-foot-11, 175 pounds), but is very fit. He did more pull-ups than any other prospect, rattling off 13, the first 10 or so with easy fluidity. No idea if that makes him a better or worse prospect.

- Leon Draisaitl is a big-bodied (6-foot-2, 204 pounds) that would be easy enough to project into an NHL lineup next season. In addition to having the frame, Draisaitl came across as mature and thoughtful in interviews. 

- There is an interesting group of second-generation NHL hopefuls. The most notable of which is Sam Reinhart, whose father Paul played 648 NHL games after he was drafted 12th overall in 1979, and has brothers Griffin Reinhart and Max Reinhart already in the prospect pipeline. That NHL exposure may help explain why Reinhart doesn't appear fazed at all by the attention.

Some others: 

Kasperi Kapanen (father Sami played 831 NHL games), William Nylander (father Michael played 920 NHL games), Ryan MacInnis (father Al played 1416 NHL games), Dominic Turgeon (father Pierre played 1294 NHL games), Brendan Lemieux (father Claude played 1215 NHL games), Daniel Audette (father Donald played 735 NHL games), Ryan Donato (father Ted played 796 NHL games), Josh Wesley (father Glen played 1457 NHL games), Ryan Mantha (uncle Moe played 656 NHL games) and Luc Snuggerud (uncle Dave played 265 NHL games).

- Oshawa Generals winger Hunter Smith, nephew of "Motor City Smitty" Brad Smith, is a tall one. He's 6-foot-6 and will need time to fill out, but he emerged as a prospect this year scoring 40 points in 64 games for Oshawa. That's not amazing production, but he had two points in 45 OHL games previously, so it's progress and teams are always intrigued by the big guys.

It's easy to see the appeal of players like Nick Ritchie, Brendan Perlini and Alex Tuch; they have huge frames and while it's one thing to be a refrigerator on skates, it's another to be able to put up numbers like those players and have the size that won't present questions about whether they can handle the physical play at the next level. The challenge for player evaluators is not to overvalue that size.

- While there haven't been any in-depth combine analytics, to my knowledge, going back over past results, there do seem to be some pretty good prospects finishing near the top of the VO2 Max test duration. Last year, the top 10 included the likes of Mirco Mueller, Chris Bigras, Rasmus Ristolainen, Samuel Morin, Bo Horvat, Sean Monahan and Anthony Mantha. The year before, it was Hampus Lindholm, Ryan Murray, Henrik Samuelsson, Tom Wilson and Nail Yakupov. In 2011, Adam Larsson, Brandon Saad, Dougie Hamilton and Jamie Oleksiak were among the leaders.

This year, the leader was Clark Bishop, a centre for Cape Breton, but some other top prospects fit in the Top 10, including Sonny Milano, Sam Reinhart and Hunter Smith.

What does all this mean? Maybe nothing. We don't know because we don't see the Bottom 10 (or all the results) so that we can find out of if there is any real correlation between having a good VO2 Max test and having an NHL career.

Some other notable showings in the Combine exercises:

- William Nylander had the best Anaerobic Fitness, both Peak Power Output and Mean Power Output on the Wingate Cycle Test. Tkachev fared well on the Mean Power Output, perhaps in part because the calculation is based on the participant's weight.

- Robby Fabbri (6.1%) had the lowest body-fat percentage. Sonny Milano and Nikolaj Ehlers were other top prospects in the Top 10.

- Shane Gersich, who plays for the U.S. National Under-18 Team, has springs. He had the best scores in standing long jump and all the vertical jumps, his top vertical jump was 36 inches.

- Alex Peters, a 6-foot-4 defenceman for Plymouth, had the strongest grip strength, in both hands. Aaron Ekblad was among the Top 10 in both too.

Scott Cullen can be reached at Scott.Cullen@bellmedia.ca and followed on Twitter at http://twitter.com/tsnscottcullen. For more, check out TSN Fantasy on Facebook.

2014 NHL Combine Results - Top 10 in Each Test

Mean Power Output   

Pos. Name Watts/KG 

1 WILLIAM NYLANDER 11.6 

2 KASPERI KAPANEN 11.3 

3 JAYCE HAWRYLUK 11.3 

4 NICK SCHMALTZ 11.1 

5 ONDREJ KASE 11.1 

6 BLAKE SIEBENALER 11.0 

7 DYLAN SADOWY 11.0 

8 SHANE GERSICH 11.0 

9 MILES GENDRON 10.9 

10 RYAN MACINNIS 10.9 

Fatigue Index   

Pos. Name Total 

1 CHRISTIAN DVORAK 37.3 

2 ALEX NEDELJKOVIC 39.6 

3 MATHESON IACOPELLI 40.8 

4 VILLE HUSSO 40.9 

5 JULIEN NANTEL 40.9 

6 SONNY MILANO 42.9 

7 ROLAND MCKEOWN 43.4 

8 MATTHEW MISTELE 43.6 

9 DYLAN SADOWY 44.0 

10 JACK GLOVER 44.4 

VO2MAX   

Pos. Name ML/KG/Min 

1 MICHAEL BUNTING 67.4 

2 DARBY LLEWELLYN 65.8 

3 DYLAN SADOWY 64.0 

4 ALEX SCHOENBORN 63.2 

5 JOSH WESLEY 62.5 

6 BRAYDEN POINT 62.4 

7 MARCUS PETTERSSON 62.2 

8 DYLAN LARKIN 61.9 

9 BRANDON HICKEY 61.9 

10 BRYCEN MARTIN 61.6 

Hand-Eye Test   

Pos. Name Total 

1 SHANE GERSICH 12.3 

2 NELSON NOGIER 14.2 

3 NICOLAS AUBE-KUBEL 14.4 

4 WILLIAM NYLANDER 14.7 

5 REID DUKE 14.9 

6 BRANDON HICKEY 14.9 

7 FRANCIS PERRON 14.9 

8 DOMINIK MASIN 15.1 

9 JONAS JOHANSSON 15.3 

10 STEVEN SPINNER 15.5 

Standing Long Jump   

Pos. Name Inches 

1 SHANE GERSICH 118.0 

2 BRANDON HICKEY 115.0 

3 MATHESON IACOPELLI 114.5 

4 BRETT LERNOUT 113.0 

5 WARREN FOEGELE 113.0 

6 JONAS JOHANSSON 113.0 

7 CONNER BLEACKLEY 112.0 

8 ADRIAN KEMPE 111.5 

9 JAYCE HAWRYLUK 111.0 

10 BRANDON HALVERSON 110.0 

Vertek Vert Jump   

Pos. Name Inches 

1 SHANE GERSICH 35.5 

2 LUC SNUGGERUD 33.0 

3 CONNOR CHATHAM 32.5 

4 BRETT LERNOUT 31.5 

5 MILES GENDRON 31.5 

6 STEVEN SPINNER 31.0 

7 ALEXANDER PETERS 30.5 

8 BRENDAN PERLINI 30.0 

9 WARREN FOEGELE 29.5 

10 JARED MCCANN 29.5 

Leg Power Average   

Pos. Name Watts 

1 BRETT LERNOUT 2037 

2 CONNOR CHATHAM 1974 

3 NICHOLAS RITCHIE 1764 

4 ALEXANDER PETERS 1754 

5 BRENDAN PERLINI 1730 

6 AARON EKBLAD 1723 

7 ALEX TUCH 1695 

8 RYAN MANTHA 1692 

9 JACOB MIDDLETON 1690 

10 BLAKE SIEBENALER 1680 

Leg Peak Power   

Pos. Name Watts 

1 CONNOR CHATHAM 7508 

2 BRETT LERNOUT 6936 

3 SHANE GERSICH 6884 

4 ALEXANDER PETERS 6824 

5 LUC SNUGGERUD 6740 

6 BRENDAN PERLINI 6724 

7 STEVEN SPINNER 6579 

8 BLAKE SIEBENALER 6515 

9 NICHOLAS RITCHIE 6470 

10 MILES GENDRON 6470 

4 Jump Mat   

Pos. Name Seconds 

1 JOHN QUENNEVILLE 0.23 

2 BRENDAN LEMIEUX 0.25 

3 MILES GENDRON 0.26 

4 CHASE DE LEO 0.27 

5 MICHAEL DAL COLLE 0.27 

6 JONAS JOHANSSON 0.28 

7 MATHESON IACOPELLI 0.31 

8 JAYCE HAWRYLUK 0.31 

9 JOSHUA JACOBS 0.31 

10 ALEXANDER PETERS 0.32 

Bench Press   

Pos. Name 150 LBS Reps 

1 JULIEN PELLETIER 19 

2 SHANE EISERMAN 18 

3 CONNOR CHATHAM 18 

4 JADEN LINDO 17 

5 BRETT LERNOUT 17 

6 ALEX TUCH 17 

7 JACOB MIDDLETON 15 

8 ADAM OLLAS MATTSSON 15 

9 BRENDAN LEMIEUX 14 

10 JAYCE HAWRYLUK 14 

Pull-Ups   

Pos. Name Total 

1 JOSHUA HO-SANG 13 

2 BRETT LERNOUT 12 

3 JAYCE HAWRYLUK 12 

4 ALEXANDER PETERS 12 

5 DAVID PASTRNAK 12 

6 ANTHONY DEANGELO 11 

7 CHASE DE LEO 11 

8 MATHESON IACOPELLI 11 

9 SONNY MILANO 11 

10 FRANCIS PERRON 11 

Left Hex Agility   

Pos. Name Seconds 

1 RYAN DONATO 3.00 

2 RYAN COLLINS 3.01 

3 DYLAN SADOWY 3.04 

4 TRAVIS SANHEIM 3.04 

5 JACK GLOVER 3.23 

6 CHASE DE LEO 3.25 

7 ERIC CORNEL 3.32 

8 SONNY MILANO 3.36 

9 AUSTIN POGANSKI 3.36 

10 NICK SCHMALTZ 3.37 

Right Hex Agility   

Pos. Name Seconds 

1 HAYDN FLEURY 3.00 

2 REID DUKE 3.21 

3 KASPERI KAPANEN 3.23 

4 SAM REINHART 3.23 

5 BRYCEN MARTIN 3.31 

6 OLIVIER LEBLANC 3.35 

7 CHASE DE LEO 3.36 

8 DANIEL AUDETTE 3.36 

9 BRENDAN LEMIEUX 3.38 

10 ANTHONY DEANGELO 3.39 

via NHL.com
Top Prospects

Aaron Ekblad, Defenseman

Graig Abel/Getty Images  

When looking at players who can contribute immediately, you have to believe Aaron Ekblad is a top option.

The defenseman has good size at over 6'3" with the instincts to always be in good position around the puck. He is also a quality scorer from the back line. These are things that could make him the top overall pick of the 2014 draft. 

Ekblad already has the support from a number of scouts, according to Terry Koshan of the Toronto Sun:

Additionally, the young player is looking forward to playing as soon as possible, as he explained to TSN 1050 Toronto:

With loads of talent and the confidence to go with it, Ekblad could end up being a valuable pick this summer.

Samuel Bennett, Center

Those who watched Samuel Bennett compete have to come away impressed. He has tremendous offensive skill that allows him to be a consistent scorer and distributor, helping out any team he plays for.

With his speed and quickness, he has the upside of being one of the top point scorers in the NHL. He already showed he can dominate the Ontario Hockey League with 91 points in 57 games.

Unfortunately, the combine did not go quite according to plan. While he does have decent endurance, the lack of upper-body strength was quite noticeable when he failed to complete a single pullup. 

Bennett does not think this will be a big issue, telling Mike G. Morreale of NHL.com, "My upper body isn't really my strong suit. I was disappointed in myself; I always want to do the best I can in every test but I guess ultimately games aren't won or lost if you can do a pull-up in the gym. So I'm not too worried about it."

There are obviously more important things to judge a hockey player on than his ability in a gym, but there might end up being concerns about his ability to hold up physically at the highest level of the sport.

At the very least, you can expect him to need some time to add weight before being able to contribute in the NHL.

Sam Reinhart, Center

Graig Abel/Getty Images  

Few players in this draft project to be as much of an offensive force as Sam Reinhart. As soon as he steps onto the ice for an NHL team, he will contribute as an assist machine.

The WHL star has great vision with impressive passing ability that will allow him to create plenty of opportunities for teammates.

He has also already proved himself at a high level, competing in training camp with the Canadian national team. Dave Tippett, coach of the Phoenix Coyotes and Team Canada, explained that Reinhart impressed in this situation, via Stephen Whyno of The Canadian Press (h/t The Vancouver Sun):

“ 

He didn’t look out of place. He carried himself like a pro player. He picked up the things we were trying to do in the drills very well. The biggest thing you could tell — and it’s probably a little bit because of his upbringing — he wasn’t intimidated by the situation at all and just jumped in there and played.

”

Reinhart also looked comfortable in the dreaded bike test at the combine:

The center might not be among the strongest players in the draft, but he is solid enough to hold his own and should be able to succeed at the next level.

Follow Rob Goldberg on Twitter for the latest breaking news and analysis.
Johan Alm leave AIK - ready for Nashville

 Skellefteå AIK's back has signed a two-year contract with the NHL club the Nashville Predators. 

The blog can reveal that 22-year-old Johan Alm will leave SHL and Skellefteå AIK for games in the NHL and the Nashville Predators.

The contract, which extends over two seasons and is a rookie contracts were signed, two days ago.

- It is damn fun, a boyhood dream come true, says a happy Johan Alm, who had bids from a dozen NHL clubs.

- But Nashville felt completely right. I've gotten real good contact with the club, from their general manager to coach.

Has it been a benefit to you is odraftad and could choose between different bids and clubs?

- It's hard to say, and I have not thought much about just that, but my focus has been to find a club that felt right for me, and Nashville, I received quite right vibes, says John, whose goal for next season is clear.

- It is of course to take a seat directly in the team. But I know it's tough and I'm prepared for anything.

Johan comes from a great season with Skelleftea AIK where he from start to finish has been one of the team's top defenders. In addition, he was making his national team debut in the autumn of 2013.

However, injuries disrupted his progress during the season.

- But it feels much better now. That's also why I include declined the World Cup, so I'll be able to feel completely fresh for next season, says John.

How does it feel to leave AIK?

- It is of course sad and as I said before, this has been a really difficult decision to make. But I feel ready to try the NHL and they want the play as high up as possible.
The clock’s ticking on outspoken Russian forward Daniil Zharkov, the Edmonton Oilers’ third-round pick in 2012 who boasted he wanted to be better than Nail Yakupov, Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins after the Oilers took him 91st overall.

 The Oilers only have until June 1 to decide whether to sign the now 20-year-old winger who played junior in Belleville and is a long way from being an NHLer, never mind as good as the top six Oiler forwards, or throw him back into the NHL draft June 27-28 in Philadelphia. He hasn’t progressed statistically since that draft day and decided to go to the KHL last year after telling one and all at the draft he wanted no part of playing in Russia. He had just five points in 49 games for Nizhny Novgorod Torpedo, after opting not to return to the Belleville Bulls for a third season.

 The 6’3″, 210-pound Zharkov was an interesting selection and a treat for the media looking for a good quote wo years ago from the Bulls–a big body, who could skate, with pretty nice hands. He originally said he’d like to wind up a better pick than his countryman Yakupov. “I can’t say anything bad about him. He is my friend. I just want to beat him,” said Zharkov, before expanding his focus to include RNH and Hall.

 Zharkov had 23 goals his draft year in 50 games, 15 of those in the first 17 games for the OHL Bulls. On a team crying for size, Zharkov seemed a very, good pick but his junior game didn’t elevate last season (43 points, only five more than the year he was drafted) and he opted to go to the KHL and play against men rather than another year of junior, where ex Oiler coach George Burnett calls home.

 He didn’t help his cause for a contract with his work in the KHL.

 Maybe the Oilers have already made their call on Zharkov, throwing him back into the draft pool rather than sign him to a three-year entry-level deal—NHL teams have two years to sign junior players. They’re not saying what their plans are. But, his size is still intriguing in an organization that needs some. Chances are, Zharkov will get drafted by somebody else if the Oilers throw him back into the draft in Philly.It wouldn’t be the first time the Oilers didn’t sign a drafted player and he was picked by somebody else. In 2000, they took Matthew Lombardi with the 215th pick. He went back into the pool and Calgary took him at 90th in 2002.

 ***

The Oilers will be holding their development camp which gathers their draft picks and undrafted invitees in early July in Jasper this time around. It’s usually at Millennium Place but they’re taking the show on the road. The Oilers also had the tail-end of their main training camp in Jasper a few years back and drew big crowds for the practices.

***

The Oilers ontheir twitter feed say their 2013 second-round pick forward Marco Roy has been traded from Blainville Boisbriand Armada in the Q to the Quebec Remparts, hosts of the 2015 Memorial Cup.

**With Philip Larsen reportedly signing in the KHL, too (Anton Belov and Denis Grebeshkov preceded him), that’s three of the top eight Oiler defenceman on their depth chart going into training camp last fall. When the Oilers traded Shawn Horcoff and his healthy contract to Dallas last summer, the payback was  taking Larsen’s $1.15 million, one-way salary. I thought it  might work out; I liked his talent-level.

Even if he was hurt and sick this past season, I thought he could be a No. 7 D-man next season because of his versatility. He  can  really skate, he can be a second-unit pointman on the powerplay with a hard shot, and he makes a good first pass, but defensively he was in tough because he was slight. That said, he also was able to fill in as a fourth-line winger with his skating ability, always a good thing for a coach if injuries crop up.

But the Oilers weren’t crazy about qualifying him at his $1.15 million to keep his NHL rights. The Oilers are almost surely looking at Pittsburgh free-agent Deryk Engelland,  hoping to sign him in July. He’s tough and he can play wing too.

Larsen probably made the right call to return to Europe after playing several years in Sweden. Maybe he gets a chance with another team down the road. He’s only 24 years old. 
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OHL Draft Picks Needing to be Signed by June 1st 

NHL teams have until June 1st to sign their draft picks from 2012. If they are not signed, they will either a) re-enter the draft or b) become free agents (depending on their date of birth).

 Here are the OHL players who remain unsigned.

Jarrod Maidens - Owen Sound Attack/Ottawa Sentaors

 A 3rd rounder by Ottawa in 2012, Maidens has yet to return to the ice after suffering a nasty concussion in his draft year. He's made a few attempts but has encountered setbacks each time. Having not played a game in over two years, the Sens will most definitely let his rights expire. Maidens will re-enter the draft but will not be selected or looked at by an NHL team until he gets back on the ice. At this point, it would (sadly) appear that his promising hockey career is over.

Brady Vail - Windsor Spitfires/Montreal Canadiens

 Despite putting up a pretty good year statistically, and earning a few looks at the AHL level the past two years, it appears that the Canadiens still seem unsure as to whether they'll sign Vail (their 4th rounder in 2012). While Vail did have a solid year, he hasn't exactly grown to become the dominant two-way center that Montreal envisioned he'd become. Are they thinking that he might be a bit of a tweener? Doesn't possess the pure skill necessary to be a top 6 player, but hasn't grown a lot as a player away from the puck and doesn't profile as a dominant checking player either?

Gemel Smith - London Knights/Dallas Stars

 A big acquisition by London this year, Smith was a pretty big disappointment for the Knights and ended up being relegated to the 4th line by the end of the Memorial Cup. While he's quick and elusive, Smith doesn't have elite size or skill. His energy level and two-way game also regressed, and his ability to play through traffic never really matured. At this point, I'd consider him a long shot to be signed by Dallas.

SIGNED BY DALLAS 

Michael Clarke - Peterborough Petes/Colorado Avalanche

 Drafted with the expectation that he'd develop into a rugged, two way center with scoring ability. But that never came to fruition. Clarke continued to struggle with consistency and his game didn't progress enough in the areas it needed to (skating, board play, defensive awareness). Highly doubt he's signed. However, he will make a great overager for a Peterborough team that could make some noise in the East next year.

Clark Seymour - Peterborough Petes/Pittsburgh Penguins

 It's already been stated that he won't be offered a contract by Pittsburgh, which will make the Petes' alternate captain and overager a free agent. Seymour turned himself into a pretty useful stay at home defenseman at the OHL level, but just isn't at the level where you'd consider him a serious NHL prospect. Seems like a pretty good bet for a CIS spot next year.

Cody Payne - Saginaw Spirit/Dallas Stars

 Drafted by Boston, but traded to Dallas, Payne had a good year statistically for Saginaw. He finished second on the team in goals with 26. However, his physical game and energy level regressed this year and Dallas has already stated that he won't be offered a contract. Payne will re-enter the draft and I doubt he'll be re-selected. He'll return to the OHL as an overager and will look to find a balance between scoring and playing a power forward game.

Jesse Graham - Saginaw Spirit/New York Islanders

 Graham had a pretty good year in 2014, setting career highs in nearly every statistical category. He also (apparently) played quite well for Bridgeport in a brief stint at the end of the year. While undersized, his exceptional skating ability and strong play with the puck still make him an intriguing prospect. He's the only player on this list that I suspect may still get an NHL contract. However, the Isles do have a lot of depth at the position currently so they may not see a fit in their organization for him. Could be a good candidate to earn an AHL deal next year instead of returning to the OHL for an overage year.

SIGNED BY NYI 

Joseph Blandisi - Barrie Colts/Colorado Avalanche

 Blandisi is a hard worker and a valuable OHL player. He has enough skill and determination to make it as a character/energy player at the next level. But I'd still be surprised if Colorado signed him at this point. Blandisi would then re-enter the draft and should he not be taken, will return to Barrie for his overage year.

Gianluca Curcuruto - Plymouth Whalers/Columbus Blue Jackets 

 After a really strong (bounce back) year in 2013, Curcuruto regressed in 2014 and did not have a strong season. The Whalers' struggled at times defensively (luckily they had Nedeljkovic) and Curcuruto was right in the thick of that. He's a player who currently lacks an identity. He's never really developed into an elite defensive player, but can lack the confidence in his offensive game that would make him an elite puck mover. Columbus has already stated that he will not be signed, so he'll re-enter the draft.

  *Of note, Oilers 3rd rounder Daniil Zharkov, and Devils 6th rounder Artur Gavrus (both former OHL'ers) do not have to be signed because they are considered "defected players."

Brady Vail will re-enter the NHL Entry Draft

June 1, 2014  |   Filed under: NHL Entry Draft,OHL,Prospects,Transactions  |   Posted by: Mitch Brown 
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The June 1st 5pm ET deadline has passed and fourth round pick, Brady Vail, went unsigned. Vail, the 94th pick in 2012, will re-enter the NHL Entry Draft.

The Palm City, Florida native enjoyed his best season in the OHL this past year. Vail continued to be one of the OHL’s best two-way players, while adding a serious offensive component to his game. Vail co-lead the Windsor Spitfires in goal-scoring with 32 goals and was second in team points with 83. What makes Vail’s season even more impressive was the fact that he spent much of his time on a shutdown line, typically playing with Ben Johnson and a revolving door of right wingers. Vail was the Spitfires’ best forward and arguably their best player. Here’s a seven minute highlight reel of his season.

Vail also showed quite well in his two stints with the Hamilton Bulldogs. Following the highly disappointing 2012-2013 season, Vail joined the ‘Dogs, where he scored his first pro goal and added three assists in a solid 12-game stint. This past year, Vail played just five games, mostly on the fourth line, where he was decent again. It’s a small sample size, but he appeared ready to solidify a spot on the ‘Dogs rather mediocre forward core.

Of course, there are flaws. Other than his defensive game, nothing particularly stands out. He’s a good skater, with a good shot, and good playmaking ability. Despite having a decently-sized frame, Vail doesn’t consistently use it and rarely plays with intensity. He doesn’t appear to have much more upside than a fourth line centre. There’s also rumblings about a lack of conditioning. Vail struggled in the second half of the 2012-2013 season and reportedly came to Canadiens training camp out of shape, leading to his early departure.

It comes as a surprise to me, as well as many Habs fans, that Vail went unsigned. I expect Vail to get selected. As mentioned, he had a tremendous season and has played good enough at the pro level.

The passing of the deadline also means that Erik Nystrom will no longer be Canadiens property. Nystrom, the Canadiens 6th round pick in 2012, was just okay with the ‘Dogs earlier this year. As soon as he started to contribute, he left the team and joined Medvescak Zagreb of the KHL. He posted just one assist in 20 games. Nystrom has a contract with the SHL’s Djurgården next season. 

Meanwhile, Dalton Thrower received a contract. The aggressive two-way defenceman enjoyed a strong bounce-back season. You can read more about his season and the signing here.

Other notables who went unsigned:

Logan Nelson – Buffalo Sabres (133th, 2012)

Coda Gordon – Calgary Flames (165th, 2012)

Travis Brown – Chicago Blackhawks (149th, 2012)

Gianluca Curcuruto – Columbus Blue Jackets (182nd, 2012)

Mike Winther – Dallas Stars (54th, 2012)

Daniil Zharkov – Edmonton Oilers (91st, 2012)

Erik Gustafsson – Edmonton Oilers (93rd, 2012)

Francis Beauvillier – Florida Panthers (174th, 2012)

Daniel Gunnarsson – Minnesota Wild (128th, 2012)

Francois Brassard - Ottawa Senators (166th, 2012)

Jarrod Maidens – Ottawa Senators (82nd, 2012)

Lukas Sutter – Winnipeg Jets (39th, 2012)

Wild doesn't tender contract to draft pick Daniel Gunnarsson
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The Wild has opted not to tender a contract offer to 2012 fifth-round pick Daniel Gunnarsson. The team informed the defenseman's camp of the decision before today's deadline to sign 2012 non-collegiate draft picks.

Gunnarsson signed to play the next two years in Farjestads in Sweden, and even though the Wild could have signed Gunnarsson and assigned him there rather than Iowa, the team would have had to spend two years of signing bonus on a player that planned to play in another league. Obviously, the Wild would want him to develop here under its control rather than another team.

I have written that Gunnarsson could re-enter the draft if unsigned. He actually will become a free agent because he slid through two drafts undrafted before the Wild selected him a few years ago. The Wild will continue to monitor him and could always come back to him at a later date if he remains unsigned by an NHL team.

Personally, I also don't feel signing Gunnarsson was nearly as pressing as it would have been a few years ago when the Wild severely lacked defensemen. It has signed minute-muncher Ryan Suter, has seen Jared Spurgeon and Marco Scandella continue to emerge, has a 20-year-old future stud in Jonas Brodin, has Matt Dumba and Gustav Olofsson turning pro next season and won the Christian Folin college free-agent sweepstakes.

Enjoy your Sunday.

Wild coach Mike Yeo agrees to three-year contract extension

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild coaching, Wild off-season news  Updated: May 31, 2014 - 5:59 PM   
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Mike Yeo has agreed to a three-year contract extension to continue coaching the Wild. His contract was set to expire June 30.

“Very well-deserved,” first-line left wing Zach Parise, who led the Wild in playoff scoring, said during a phone interview. “I think he did a really good job – [the entire coaching staff] all did a really good job – down the stretch for us, especially in the playoffs. I mean, we were really prepared. We knew exactly what to expect. We exploited weaknesses. It’s a big chess game, the playoffs. I think they did a really good job making adjustments on the fly. It was real impressive.”

You can hear more from Parise in Sunday's paper. Here's a preview.

Here is the link to my story in Saturday's paper.

"I am very excited to continue to coach the Minnesota Wild and pursue a Stanley Cup for the State of Hockey,” Yeo said in a press release. “Our fan support has been amazing and it went to a new level during the playoffs this season. We are all motivated to reward them.”

“Mike has done a very good job the last three seasons as our Head Coach and we look forward to his leadership going forward,” said GM Chuck Fletcher in the press release.

The Wild will hold a news conference Thursday because Yeo, Fletcher, assistant GM Brent Flahr and a few Wild executives traveled to Exuma, Bahamas, to conduct budgetary meetings at owner Craig Leipold's home.

This is the precursor to organizational meetings that will occur June 9. That’s when the coaches, front office personnel and pro scouts meet to evaluate the past season and prepare for the next season. There, the Wild will discuss which of its unrestricted free agents it should try to re-sign (I still believe defenseman Clayton Stoner and forward Cody McCormick are the likeliest), which unrestricted free agents it is interested in pursuing, which players on the trade market it may be interested in pursuing and which of its players it should dangle on the trade market.

Yeo coached the Wild to the postseason in two of three years. He is 104-82-26 (.552 points percentage) in three years. The Wild ranks 10th in the NHL in wins since the start of the 2012-13 season and is one of 11 teams to advance to the Stanley Cup Playoffs the last two seasons.

In other news, if the Wild doesn’t sign 2012 fifth-round pick Daniel Gunnarsson by Sunday, the Wild loses the big defenseman's rights and he can reenter the NHL draft. He has already re-signed to play Farjestads the next two seasons, so even if he signs, he will likely remain there. The Wild hasn't talked with his reps since Friday. In the old days, teams would own the rights for all European draft picks for 10 years. Not anymore. It’s two just like North American non-collegiates. Of the 2012 draft picks, Matt Dumba and Raphael Bussieres are signed, John Draeger (Michigan State), Adam Gilmour (Boston College) and Louis Nanne (RPI) are in college and Christoph Bertschy is considered a defected player (there’s no Swiss/NHL agreement right now, so like Russia, teams keep their rights beyond the normal two years).

Erik Haula's jaw broken by Evgeni Malkin
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Afternoon from South Minneapolis, where I'm actually on the set of a pilot being shot co-starring Wild fan and Super Troopers actor Erik Stolhanske. If you want to read about the project, check out this post. There are currently six Vikings here shooting a scene as I punch my iPhone. 

Some Wild news: Center Erik Haula, who left the day after the playoffs to represent Finland in the world championships, broke his jaw in the gold-medal game against Russia when he was cross-checked in the face by superstar Evgeni Malkin. No penalty was called. Haula sustained a nondisplaced fracture that will not require surgery. The injury will take three to four weeks to heal, the Wild says. 

The Finns ended up losing to the Russians to earn silver.  

I talked to Haula's agent, Jay Grossman, earlier today and he says the good news is Haula's injury could have been worse. He is currently flying back to Minnesota. 

In other news, GM Chuck Fletcher, who is in Toronto at the draft combine, and coach Mike Yeo, who was scheduled to return today from a fishing trip, were expected to have a phone conversation to continue negotiations toward a new contract. Yeo's contract is set to expire June 30. 

Stanley Cup Final schedule
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STANLEY CUP FINAL TO START WEDNESDAY, JUNE 4

       NEW YORK (May 28, 2014) – The National Hockey League today announced

 the schedule for the 2014 Stanley Cup Final, which will begin Wednesday,

 June 4. The venues, starting times and broadcast information will be

 released as soon as they are determined.

       Details on Media Day in advance of the 2014 Stanley Cup Final also

 will be announced at a later date.

                       2014 STANLEY CUP FINAL SCHEDULE

         Game    Date

         Game 1  Wednesday, June 4

         Game 2  Saturday, June 7

         Game 3  Monday, June 9

         Game 4  Wednesday, June 11

         Game 5* Friday, June 13

         Game 6* Monday, June 16

         Game 7* Wednesday, June 18

         * if necessary

Mostly quiet in Wildland, but updates on Mike Yeo, Daniel Gunnarsson, etc.
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Hope you had a great Memorial Day Weekend. Miss me?

It feels like a month since the Wild was eliminated and it’s been two weeks. Just figured I’d hop on here to give you an update. Basically, all is quiet right now as much of the staff has headed to Toronto for the NHL draft combine.

GM Chuck Fletcher has mainly been continuing his exit meetings with players and staff and working on staff contracts for scouts and trainers. The Wild is in the midst of a ton of stats and analytics prep for its June 9 organizational meetings.

That’s when the coaches, front office personnel and pro scouts meet to evaluate the past season and prepare for the next season. There, the Wild will discuss which of its unrestricted free agents it should try to re-sign (I still believe defenseman Clayton Stoner and forward Cody McCormick are the likeliest), which unrestricted free agents it is interested in pursuing, which players on the trade market it may be interested in pursuing and which of its players it should dangle on the trade market.

The draft is June 27-28 in Philadelphia, and the draft is typically the second-most active trading period in the NHL (behind the in-season trade deadline). It usually triggers offseason transactions in the NHL, and Fletcher has a history of trades at or surrounding the draft, whether it’s swapping draft picks (like 2009 when he dropped four spots to acquire three picks that became Nick Leddy, Matt Hackett and Erik Haula), acquiring players like Kyle Brodziak and Nino Niederreiter (for Cal Clutterbuck), discarding players like Justin Falk or making blockbusters like the Brent Burns for Devin Setoguchi, Charlie Coyle and a first trade (Zack Phillips).

But until after those June 9 meetings, I don’t anticipate much (if any) Wild player news.

So what else is up?

-- OH, Mike Yeo’s contract status. Early last week, Yeo and Fletcher met regarding his contract situation. Yeo (and the rest of the coaching staff) has a contract that expires June 30. Yeo, whose last contract paid him approximately $600,000 in the final year of his deal, is likely looking to double his salary. After the initial meeting, Yeo left for a fishing trip and is scheduled to return Wednesday. The two sides weren’t expected to talk during his trip, so talks should continue once he returns. Like I reported May 15-17, this was bound to take a little time. When Yeo took the job right out of Houston in 2011, there was basically no negotiation. He has since guided the Wild into the playoffs in two consecutive years of a three-year deal and guided the Wild into the second round of the playoffs for the first time since 2003. So, this contract would require an actual negotiation, and frankly, that’s the position the Wild put itself in by not giving Yeo a one-year contract extension last summer. Yeo has the leverage right now, especially since Fletcher made clear in his end-of-the-year presser that “Mike’s the coach of our team.” Not bad for a coach that was in danger of losing his job a couple times this past season. My guess is he eventually signs a three-year, maybe bonus-laden extension worth roughly $1 million per. Until Yeo’s contract is complete, the rest of the coaches have to wait for their situations to be cleared up. Again, contracts don’t expire until June 30, so without permission, they’re not talking to other teams.

-- 2012 non-collegiate draft picks must be signed by Sunday. This affects the Wild with only one player. If the Wild doesn’t sign 2012 fifth-round pick Daniel Gunnarsson by then, the Wild loses his rights and he can reenter the NHL draft. As of now, it doesn’t look like the big defenseman’s too motivated to play in the NHL. He has already re-signed to play in Sweden next season. In the old days, teams would own the rights for all European draft picks for 10 years. Not anymore. It’s two just like North American non-collegiates. Of the 2012 draft picks, Matt Dumba and Raphael Bussieres are signed, John Draeger (Michigan State), Adam Gilmour (Boston College) and Louis Nanne (RPI) are in college and Christoph Bertschy is considered a defected player (there’s no Swiss/NHL agreement right now, so like Russia, teams keep their rights beyond the normal two years).

-- Haula won silver with Finland at the world championships. Zack Mitchell, a free-agent signee earlier this year, lost in the Memorial Cup championship to Edmonton with his Guelph Storm. Mitchell and fellow free-agent pickup Brady Brassart are expected to turn pro with Iowa next season. Same thing with Kurtis Gabriel and Gustav Olofsson. Dumba will be there, too, if he doesn’t make the Wild. Christian Folin has the inside track to make the Wild, especially if Nate Prosser isn’t re-signed or the Wild doesn’t acquire another defenseman. If he doesn’t make the Wild, he too would be Iowa bound. My guess is of the restricted free agents and unrestricted free agents with Iowa, the only player the Wild would be interested in re-signing for sure is goalie John Curry. But those decisions will also be made the week of June 9. The RFA’s down there are Tyler Cuma, Josh Caron and Kris Foucault and the half-dozen UFA’s include guys like Steve Kampfer, Carson McMillan and Kyle Medvec. So yes, this could be the end of the line for Cuma. My gut says the Wild don’t tender the 2008 first-round pick a qualifying offer.

-- The Wild was supposed to pick 20th in the first round, but because the Devils now pick 30th and the Rangers drop because they’re in the conference finals, the Wild will now choose 18th (barring a trade to move up or down).

-- Not done yet, but it’s looking more and more like the Wild will have a brand-new ginormous scoreboard in place by next season. There may be other Xcel Energy Center renovations, too. I’ll tell you what: the locker-room area could use a bit of a makeover. It’s outdated. The Wild doesn’t really even have a movie-theater-like video room that so many teams have or a true practice-only shooting area (like a batting cage) that many teams have.

-- Development camp is July 7-13 July 9-14. The prospects tournament in Traverse City starts Sept. 12. Training camp is expected to start Sept. 18. The exhibition schedule should come out later next month. I believe the Wild plays home-and-homes with Pittsburgh, St. Louis and Winnipeg.

-- Registration opens today for the Wild’s Learn to Play Program (5-8 years old). Here’s the link.

-- Dream come true Stanley Cup Final appears in the NHL’s future – New York Rangers vs. Los Angeles Kings. Marian Gaborik, whom I promise you will re-sign with the Kings (so stop asking me about going after him), leads all playoff scorers with 10 goals. He’s five wins from a Cup.

So is Benoit Pouliot!

Wild GM Chuck Fletcher looks ahead to a busy offseason

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: May 16, 2014 - 4:59 PM    

47 

comments

print

Share23      Share via Email  

Wild GM Chuck Fletcher held his end-of-the-year availability today, and I got him alone after on a few other subjects. We also got a smattering of players.

Here are the Fletcher highlights:

-- Fletcher made it abundantly clear that Mike Yeo is the coach of this team. Fletcher and Yeo will meet in the next couple days to iron out his contract.

-- Besides the entire coaching staff, the entire medical training staff, equipment staff, members of the scouting staff and front office also are in the last year of their deals. Fletcher explained that since this was his fifth year, he kept everybody in the last year of their deals for consistency so after the year he could evaluate everybody and everything. He did say that after he re-signs Yeo, the two will have a conversation about everybody and there could be some “tweaks.” One person who is staying? Brent Flahr, the Wild’s assistant GM, who ran the draft table the past four drafts. He has agreed to a new multi-year extension.

-- Fletcher told me as of now, he is not planning to use his last amnesty buyout. As I’ve told you before, I don’t even really see a candidate. Some have said Kyle Brodziak, who has a year left on his contract at $2.83 million. Unless there’s some major cap issue, amnestying Brodziak is unlikely because he can simply be traded around the draft or after July 1 if Fletcher so determines. Remember, even last year, nobody was interested in Devin Setoguchi at the draft. Suddenly, after teams missed out on some players after free agency began, Fletcher started to get calls for Setoguchi and ended up trading him to Winnipeg for a second. And, the Wild’s not using its compliance buyout on Mikko Koivu.

-- Speaking of Koivu and the fact he has four years left on his contract at $6.75 million cap hits per, I asked Fletcher about him today. He had one goal and six assists in the playoffs after being so good down the stretch of the regular season.

“Contracts are contracts, and that creates expectations. I get that,” Fletcher said. “He’s not a prolific goal scorer, so he’s never going to make everybody happy, but he can still make plays, was outstanding defensively, played hard minutes and won big draws.

“You look at Granlund and Haula, they’re a couple small guys who can scoot, but we need a big guy that can shut down Jonathan Toews, Anze Kopitar, Ryan Getzlaf, Jamie Benn. Mikko, Granny, Haulzy, that’s pretty good balance with two smaller guys who can scoot and a big guy.”

I asked Fletcher if Koivu’s role needs to change then and he said, “It’s an open book. Mike [Yeo] did a good job this year establishing that things are fluid and that he’ll adjust and react by matchups or situations or who’s going well. We want to get three lines that can all contribute with a versatile fourth line. We want to be a two power-play unit, three-penalty kill unit team. Mikko is a big part of that.”

-- On June 9, the Wild will hold its organizational meetings where the staff really starts to tackle next year’s roster. The restricted free agents that need to be re-signed this summer are Nino Niederreiter, Justin Fontaine, Darcy Kuemper and Jason Zucker. He has told all his unrestricted free agents (Ilya Bryzgalov, Matt Moulson, Cody McCormick, Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser, Dany Heatley, etc.) that he’ll be in touch after these meetings. My guess said the Wild would be interested in re-signing Stoner and maybe McCormick and Prosser, who are valuable in their roles. I do see Christian Folin taking over Prosser’s role though. McCormick was real good down the stretch for the Wild and personally I think Stoner is a no-brainer, but Fletcher said there’s no rush and he wants to evaluate everything and especially cap space. Because Jonas Brodin, Erik Haula and Niederreiter hit some bonuses, the Wild will hit an overage penalty again next season, so the Wild’s cap ceiling will actually be less than most other teams. The ceiling is projected at $69-70 million.

-- After the staff, the next priority is tackling the goalie situation. Basically, Fletcher said, “Stay tuned.” As I’ve said often, until the Wild figures out the situations to Niklas Backstrom (he not only had abdominal surgery, but he also had hip surgery recently) and Josh Harding (MS), it can’t just re-sign Bryzgalov (helped get 17 of 20 points in a 10-start stretch late) or another goalie.

Asked his plan, Fletcher said, “I wish I could sit here and tell you we had the answer right now. The doctors will play a part in this, the salary cap will play a part in this and we’ll try to make the best decisions we can.

“There’s a realistic chance we need to have three goaltenders next year.”

Fletcher said he has no reason to believe Backstrom won’t be healthy by training camp. As for Harding, who didn’t play since Dec. 31, Fletcher said, “As difficult as it is for us, it’s more difficult for him. He’s got a real battle ahead of him, and he’s handled it the best he can. I’ve been told that there’s a very reasonable chance that he’ll be healthy and be able to play next year. You never know. It’s a vicious illness. We’ll deal with it day to day and we’ll go from there.

“Josh is a young guy and he showed this year that despite what he’s battling, he can play at a high level. We’ll go through this summer. We’ll see how things progress and training camp will be training camp.”

-- Next summer, Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle, Jonas Brodin, Erik Haula and Marco Scandella are set to become restricted free agents.

Later this summer, after the Wild tackles the unrestricted free-agent market, Fletcher may look to extend some of next summer’s restricted free agents in advance. He would love to stagger the terms so their contracts no longer expire at the same time.

“You better have an eye on three to five years down the road,” Fletcher said. “Cap space is not malleable. Once you use it, it’s gone. We have to make sure we preserve enough of it to keep the kids we want to keep, and I think that’ll have a major impact in what we do this summer.”

What’s that mean? It could affect going after Thomas Vanek or others. Plus, some of these kids look like they’ll develop into top-6 forwards.

“A lot of young players stepped up and showed they can handle the big stage,” Fletcher said.

Plus, the Wild has so many kids not even here yet, like Zucker, Matt Dumba, Gustov Olofsson, Tyler Graovac, Kurtis Gabriel, etc.

If the Wild doesn’t acquire a so-called finisher externally, Fletcher said, “We think we have some kids that can finish that area already here.” Fletcher noted that these kids are 21 or 22 and typically there’s a statistical upswing when until you’re 24 or 25, so for instance, the ceiling for guys like Niederreiter should be more than 14 goals and Coyle more than 12.

All the kids, from Niederreiter to Coyle to Mikael Granlund, said their goal is to get better this offseason.

-- Not shockingly, Coyle downplayed the fact he played with two separated shoulders. One happened in Game 4 in the first round, one happened in Game 3 this round. He said all players played banged-up and would do what he did.

Fletcher said guys like Koivu were banged up and Moulson had an oblique and groin injury that hampered him all postseason, but he didn’t want to make any excuses.

Similarly, I talked to Jason Pominville. He had two goals and was second on the team with nine points. He didn’t want to use the excuse that he was banged up.

“Everyone’s banged up,” Pominville said. “If I’m playing, I’m fine to go, I’m not going to use any of those excuses. But it’s always tough. If you lose a game and you miss a chance or two, you always wonder, ‘Could I have been the difference tonight?’ I would have liked to have had one or two more goals here or there.”

Pominville is very excited about the prospects of this team because of the major strides the youngsters made this season.

--Fletcher is excited by the step the Wild took this year and the culture created.

In his five years, “We’ve been able to bring in certain types of players. Talent’s very important, but we put an emphasis on character. We have a group of players that play hard. Our best players, our highest-paid players have a top-end work ethic. They want to win. They are not selfish, and that set the tone for our group.”

But Fletcher said the Wild’s in the toughest division in the league and it’s such a fine line between not only making the playoffs but advancing through.

“We’re kidding ourselves if we think we’re just going to show up and make the playoffs and pick up where we left off,” he said. In other words, it’ll take a lot of hard work again next season just to get in, and then once in, anything can happen.

Obviously, it's the offseason. Other than the eventual re-signing of Yeo and staff news, there won't be a ton of news until the middle of next month. So don't be surprised if things quiet down, meaning I'll be taking some time to decompress, too.

As always, follow me on Twitter at @russostrib. I'll also be filling in for Paul Allen on KFAN Tuesday and Wednesday, so I'm sure I'll have some hockey guests on there.

Like I said the other day, I hope you enjoyed the Star Tribune coverage of the Wild this season. Talk to you in September (kidding).

Mike Yeo on end of Wild's season: "I’m still a little bit bitter"
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Mike Yeo had his end-of-the-year presser this afternoon here at Xcel Energy Center. It came on the day the Wild could have been prepping for Game 7 in Chicago had it beaten the Blackhawks on Tuesday.

“There’s a lot of what-ifs and there’s a bit of an empty feeling that there was more hanging there for us,” said Yeo, who admitted he’s still “bitter” because he wishes there was a hockey game tonight. “But what I want [the players] to take out of it is the belief that we can beat anybody. We have an end result in mind here, and that’s to win the Stanley Cup. And we’ve been building toward that and we should believe that’s an attainable goal for us.”

Hello from the arena’s press room, where I’m wrapping up from the day.

I wrote about Yeo’s presser in Friday’s newspaper and Michael Rand was here producing a video, so you’ll get to hear from Yeo himself on www.startribune.com/wild.

On Friday, GM Chuck Fletcher will hold his end-of-the-year availability, so we’ll have a chance to pepper him with questions about next year’s roster, his thoughts on this season and next and maybe find out some injury information. The players were getting physicals today, so Yeo didn’t want to divulge anything yet.

Yeo, who will begin decompressing next week by going fishing (his second passion), will meet with Fletcher next week regarding a new contract. Don’t be surprised if it takes a few days at least.

Unlike three years ago when Yeo was promoted from the franchise’s Houston farm team, this contract will require actual negotiations as opposed to Yeo’s first contract when he was handed a three-year term and salary on par with rookie coaches.

Kinda like when I walked into my first sports editor’s office (the great Fred Turner) when I got my first pro beat – the Florida Panthers – and he told me my salary and I said, “thank you very much” and walked out.

Like I said, I wrote a lot of Yeo’s comments in Friday’s paper, but he is happy with the strides the Wild has made but feels incomplete because the Wild didn’t reach its ultimate goal, one he believes was completely attainable this year.

Yeo feels he has grown as a coach, and along with the leadership group of Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter, created an identity of defensive structure and being a hard team to play against.

He joked that he’s shocked he hasn’t gone until the ice (which is still out at the arena) and broken the “darn” partition that caused the bad bounce.

“You heard that and you knew that the puck was going to be changing direction, and especially where it hit, it’s a good chance that when it does it’s coming out toward the front of the net,” he said. “I’ve watched it too many times over and over again.”

He doesn’t  blame any Wild player on the ice, saying the players were getting into a puck support mindset because they figured it would be a rimaround to the left around the glass. They weren’t in a defensive posture, and by the time it popped out, there was very little reaction time beyond Suter doing his job and tying up Peter Regin.

Unfortunately, of all players to be coming, it was Patrick Kane, the biggest big-game moment player in the NHL. Nobody scores bigger playoff goals than that guy.

Still, Yeo knows the Wild didn’t lose because of a bad bounce. They lost because they didn’t capitalize on countless opportunities in Games 5 and 6, and that again will be the goal of this offseason. Players must work to improve individually, but Fletcher may have to continue to look externally for so-called finishers and Yeo said he and his staff will continue to “take a hard look at our game” to see areas the team can improve.

Yeo admitted expectations have risen and one area he wants the team to improve is its killer instincts. That means staying away from the ups and downs that so describe this team and in games going for the throat when it has the lead.

Why? Because the Wild, even though it’s in the toughest division in the NHL, wants home-ice advantage in the playoffs next year. Yeo thanked the fans for bringing it this postseason, saying they brought a new meaning to home-ice advantage, and that’s why it’s important for the Wild to achieve that in next year’s postseason.

Yeo said he’s not taking anything away from Chicago because in the end, the Wild didn’t win and the Blackhawks deserved to and “are very worthy of moving on,” that they know how to find ways to win even in games they are outplayed.

But he said what’s so hard is he believes the Wild could have won this series and moved on to bigger and better things.

“We could have [won the Cup] this year. That’s the hard part for me. I know it’s hard, but we could have,” Yeo said. “We were playing great hockey night in night out, consistent hockey. Never perfect, but it never is. We’re playing the best teams in the league.

“I believe that we’ve taken some real steps toward that goal, but I’m also realistic that it’s really hard. It’s really hard. We should look forward to that challenge. That’s what makes it so great. That’s why one team’s left standing at the end of the year, and they’re happy and everybody else is trying to get that way.”

Talk to you Friday.

Charlie Coyle was playing with two separated shoulders
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Mike Yeo alluded to it last night, but in the coming days when the Wild has its end-of-the-year access, we're going to find out the rigors that some players were playing under.

One I can tell you for sure after digging a little today:

Charlie Coyle was playing with both a separated left shoulder and right shoulder, sources say. It was very noticeable to me in Chicago that he was playing hurt in Game 5, and last night, it was very apparent he was having trouble catching passes and stick-handling.

A few times, he went to the bench and grimaced visibly, so much so that I mentioned it on Twitter. Says everything about the talented kid, don't you think?

Yeo said after the game, "The way that our young kids performed, I’m very proud of them. ... You’ve got guys that are getting needles to numb the pain. They’re battling through an incredible amount so what you see out there is only scratching the surface of the way they’re paying the price, physically, mentally emotionally, like I said it’s hard to win."

We'll find out many others I'm sure, but Nate Prosser was also playing with a broken finger since the first round. As I've mentioned, I'm pretty sure we'll find out Jason Pominville was hurt, too.

Erik Haula tweeted that he is heading to Minsk to represent Finland in the world championships. Haula is the only Wild player participating, I'm told.

As for Yeo, there have been no conversations yet about a new contract, sources say, but GM Chuck Fletcher is expected to talk to him soon. Unless something goofy happens, I'd think after some negotiations, Yeo signs a multi-year extension soon.

I'll will be in studio with Barreiro from 5:30-6:30 tonight on KFAN.

Wild's season comes to an abrupt, stunning end thanks to a fluky bounce
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The sound of that stanchion may reverberate inside the heads of every Wild player, coach, front-office person, Wild employee, arena worker and fan for a long time.

The second I heard that hideous clank, I took a big gulp because I knew something abnormal was about to happen, and that it did.

What a brutal way to end a hockey game and certainly a season for the Wild.

The Wild earned a lot of respect around the league for how it performed this postseason. Tonight, the Wild outplayed the Blackhawks but just couldn’t finish and fell because of it, 2-1, in overtime thanks to yet another Patrick Kane big moment.

“It hurts to lose, and we really believe that we were capable of doing more than just winning this game tonight,” coach Mike Yeo said.

So many glorious Wild chances left on the ice will haunt the Wild this offseason, whether it would be shots Corey Crawford saved (about time he gets the respect he deserves league-wide) or shots that hit the post (Mikael Granlund) or shots that were swung at and missed (Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville) or shots that were blocked with wide-open nets in front (Justin Fontaine and Mikko Koivu).

That just left a bad feeling about how this one may end, and it sure ended with some bad puck luck.

Brent Seabrook dumped the puck and stepped onto the bench (he didn’t even get a plus on the goal), it hit a stanchion behind Ilya Bryzgalov and bounced in front.

Ryan Suter tied up Peter Regin and the two overskated the puck, but Kane, who got loose of Matt Cooke on his backcheck, drove and roofed a backhander.

The arena turned eerily silent. The guys in the GM’s booth just stared at the ice for what felt like an eternity. The players and coaches on the bench were in shock before finally hopping the boards for the always-classy handshake line. The fans, who were so loud throughout and stood for large portions of this game, gave the Wild a loud ovation as it dawned on them this would be the last they see of the Wild until September.

“We got lucky on the bounce there, but we didn’t get lucky with the way he scored it,” defenseman Duncan Keith said. “That’s a skilled player.”

That’s for sure, and the playoffs are often when Kane shines. The 25-year-old, who scored the Cup-clinching goal in Philly in 2010, has four playoff overtime winners, 11 playoff winning goals and 35 playoff goals.

Zach Parise said what every teammate felt after the game -- that a playoff series and season shouldn’t end like that.

The Wild’s lack of finish though is the real reason why the Wild didn’t win this game. I think that we’re going to find out that a lot of players were playing with significant injuries. Pominville has to be hurt. I know for a fact Charlie Coyle’s playing hurt because I’ve seen him wrapped in the upper body. We know Ryan Suter’s hurt. Mikko Koivu, since ankle surgery, really slowed and had one point this series. Nate Prosser had been playing with a broken finger since Game 5 of the first round.

And so on, and so on.

“We lost,” Yeo said. “You never sit here and nobody’s feeling good when you lose. ... What could we have done? I don’t know. It’s hard to even think about that right now. Young players improved. I believe that our veterans had a huge part to do with that. The character that our leaders have, I believe that we’ve created a culture here, an identity and an attitude and they should be proud of that, but it never ends. They just have to keep working ... and build on it.

“The way that our young kids performed, I’m very proud of them. ... You’ve got guys that are getting needles to numb the pain. They’re battling through an incredible amount so what you see out there is only scratching the surface of the way they’re paying the price, physically, mentally emotionally, like I said it’s hard to win. Sometimes a bounce when things are that even comes into play.”

Life goes on, and like I said, the Wild earned respect this postseason run and especially this series. It’s not like the defending champs walked all over them. In fact, it was often quite the opposite. The Wild outskated and outchanced the Hawks for good chunks of most every game just like it outplayed the Avalanche for the majority of the first round.

“They are a tough team to play against, especially in this building,” Kane said. “We saw that in the first round against a really good Colorado team that plays similar to us offensively. You can’t get too frustrated. They have a great record here at home and they really feed off the energy of the crowd. I don’t know what it is against this team, but we never really seem to play our best.  It’s exciting to say you didn’t play your best and still won a series in the second round of Stanley Cup Playoffs.”

I’ll write more in the coming days about what’s next because it’s so hard to break it down this close after the series and this late at night.

Don’t stanchions stink???

As I was riding up the elevator after postgame access, I don’t know why, but this little story on stanchions and a quote from former assistant GM Tom Lynn popped in my head from the 2007 playoffs against Anaheim. Since, the NHL has made every team get this type of glass and stanchion system.

-- First issue: Re-signing Yeo and his coaching staff. I would think that would be a priority now after they were left dangling all season long. All they did was help save the season in January when Parise, Koivu, Josh Harding and Jared Spurgeon went down all at the same time, all they did was navigate through a crazy goaltender carousel thanks to the defensive structure that helped make the playoffs and frustrated Colorado and Chicago to no end, all they did was help guide the Wild to the final-eight.

I know the leaders on this team believe in Yeo and want him back.

“I think he did a great job,” Suter said. “There were times where the wheels could’ve come off and he kept it together. He was always level-headed. I think he did a great job and I think we’re going to have a bright future with him.”

Parise said, “I think they all did a good job. We were prepared. We made adjustments when we needed to make adjustments. We switched lines when we needed to switch lines. I thought they did a good job.”

On how much the Wild grew through the playoffs, he said, “A bunch. I think when you go through the playoffs, when you go through the first round like we did, when you go through the second round like we did, you're bound to become closer as a team and a unit. I think we did that. We grew. I think the players got better just in this playoff run.”

How much did this playoff run do to change people's perception of the Wild? Parise said, “What's most important is how we feel internally. Those guys are the champs, and we felt we were right there with them. I think for us, we feel like we were just as good as anybody. We raised the expectations. I think we showed we were capable of going even farther than we did.”

Added Erik Haula, who came of age this series, “We have a great group here. I hope people realize that.”

On a side note, I cannot even convey how many members of the Blackhawks media came up to me the past few days asking, “Is Yeo always like this?”

“Like what,” I’d say?

“Accommodating, … patient, … respectful, … even-keeled, … funny … good to deal with.”

He definitely earned a lot of respect from the media, that’s for sure.

-- Second issue: Chuck Fletcher will have to figure out the goaltending situation. Darcy Kuemper is a restricted free agent who will likely warrant a one-way contract. Josh Harding has a year left on a one-way contract. Niklas Backstrom has two years left on a one-way contract.

The Wild can’t re-sign Ilya Bryzgalov or another goalie until Fletcher tackles this because there’s no way the Wild can have three or four guys on a one-way contract on a 23-man roster.

Bryzgalov, by the way, did everything he could do the past two games.

“It’s tough to lose. We played hard. We gave it all,” Bryzgalov said. “At the end of the day, when you’re not getting the result you are seeking and wish, it’s disappointing.”

On his time in Minnesota, Bryzgalov said, “Great. I’ve been so happy here. I wish we can accomplish more. It is what it is. My personal experience was probably the best team I’ve played (for), best organization I’ve been [in].”

Yeo on Bryz: “I’m really proud of him, what he brought to our group. You know we all heard stories about Bryz and all I can say is this guy was an unbelievable teammate and came into some really tough situations and he was incredibly bought in to our team. So yeah definitely a tough one the way it ended, but he should be very proud of what he did.”

-- Third issue: Best way to spend the money this offseason, and this is an issue that won’t be an issue until July 1. Basically, the Wild brass just needs to decompress, go to Exuma, sit at Craig Leipold’s beachfront pad and decide how to best spend its money.

Does it go out and give another lucrative long-term deal to a 30-something veteran like Thomas Vanek or does it spend money elsewhere. Remember, the kids grew bigtime. They will continue to grow – the Granlunds, Coyles, Ninos, Haulas, Fontaines, etc. Jason Zucker’s still in the mix. These guys will all warrant raises on their next contracts and in a salary-cap world, Fletcher better make sure he can afford these guys.

More on that in the coming days.

Obviously, some guys will likely move on – Dany Heatley, who has been a great guy to cover the past three years, Matt Moulson (I can’t see the Wild re-signing him unless it’s very clear whatever lower-body injury he had is really what rendered him ineffective in the playoffs), Mike Rupp (another great guy), maybe Prosser (another great guy, but I think Christian Folin takes his spot) and maybe Clayton Stoner and Cody McCormick, although I could see the Wild being interested in re-signing both.

Like I said, more in the coming days. The Wild, as of now, hasn’t announced when it’s end-of-the-year access will be. The wound was too fresh, the hurt too painful after the game for the team to figure that stuff out.

Obviously, it stinks that the season has come to an end. It was a fun little postseason ride and I think it’s clear the future is bright, especially when you look at the way some of these kids stepped up when it most mattered.

Hope you enjoyed the Star Tribune’s team coverage throughout the regular season and postseason. Lots of hard-working people beyond me make this thing churn.

Believe it or not, the 2014-15 season will be my 20th year covering the NHL and 10th covering the Wild. Time flies when you’re having fun.

Mike Yeo on Game 6: Wild's survival instincts stronger than its killer instinct
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The Wild and Chicago Blackhawks play Game 6 tonight at Xcel Energy Center (8 p.m., CNBC).

A Wild win, and Game 7 at 7 p.m. Thursday in Chicago. A Blackhawks win, and they advance to play the winner of Anaheim-Los Angeles (Ducks are up 3-2). According to the Elias Sports Bureau, the Wild's looking to become the first NHL team to force consecutive Game 7s in one postseason without series lead since the 1987 Isles.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North tonight at 7:20.

The Wild has rallied from 0-2 deficits in each of the past two series only to lose Game 5. Last round, it forced a Game 7 and eventually eliminated Colorado.

“Our survival instincts have been much stronger than our killer instincts,” coach Mike Yeo said this morning. “Certainly it will be tested again tonight.”

Nobody can question Chicago’s killer instincts. The Blackhawks never want to take their chances in Game 7.

According to the Chicago Sun Times’ Mark Potash, they are 7-0 in Game 6 clinchers, including a 5-0 mark on the road.

In Game 6 against Colorado, Zach Parise had two goals and two assists.

“Just knowing that we’ve been here,” Parise said. “I think there’s a lot of similarities between the two series. The games that we’ve lost we feel like we may not have played great, but we’ve had a chance to win. I’m sure they’re saying the same things about the games here. We’ve played pretty well throughout and that was the same as last series. I think we feel good about it because we’re still pretty confident in here.”

The Wild is 5-0 at home this postseason, outscoring Chicago and Colorado 16-5, including 4-0 and 4-2 against the Blackhawks.

In the seven Game 6 clinchers according to Potash, Kane has seven goals, 12 points and is plus-6. Toews has five goals, 11 points and is plus-5.

Don't expect a big motivational speeck from Joel Quenneville tonight: "I'm not a very frilly guy with the motivational speeches. I might have tried one of those motivational speeches, and I probably blew it."

Two lineup changes for the Wild tonight:

Keith Ballard will replace Nate Prosser after missing Game 5 following the Brandon Bollig hit from behind. Darcy Kuemper will back up Ilya Bryzgalov instead of John Curry.

As for the Hawks:

Ryan Suter missed the morning skate because he had a dentist appointment, according to Yeo.

“Scheduled cleaning,” Yeo said, smiling. “So that’s why he was not there.”

Frankly, I don’t think he was kidding.

On Kuemper backing up, Yeo said, “It’s been kind of coming about for the last couple days. It’s tough between Hards and Johnny Curry and Kuemps, obviously we make sure that Bryz gets what he needs every morning, and we don’t have a ton of quality practice time right now, so when you have three guys pretty much sharing one net, it’s kind of difficult for any of those guys to get the workload that he needs. But he had a real good practice yesterday, he felt really good, so this has been coming for a couple days and happy to have him back.

Matt Moulson skated during today’s skate but won’t play. He has a lower-body injury, but like I said yesterday, who do you put him in for?

“He's close,” Yeo said. “I think it was important for him to have a good skate today and hopefully we can take care of business and make a decision based on the next game. Obviously we've got to take care of tonight, first.”

On tonight’s must-win, Yeo said, “I'm excited. I would say that there's pressure on both teams, and if you don't embrace that, then there's something wrong. You don't coach or you don't play to play an exhibition game or Game 23 of the regular season. You do all that stuff to get yourself to this point. These are the games you dream of and, with that, we all have got to find a way to be at our best tonight and embrace that challenge. It's going to be a great one. They're going to play really well and, with that, we should make sure that we go all-in with our game. We can't play with any fear. We have to make sure that we're not afraid of anything, that we might lose. The only thing that should be entering our thought process is what's a possibility of being gained.”

Ballard is excited to be back.

“I feel fine. I felt fine for a couple days. I think we were being fairly cautious that night. By the time I got done seeing the doctors, it was in the third period. We were trying to be pretty smart about it. There was no chance that I would play if I had symptoms. I'd been through that before, been down that road a couple times, and the more you kind of learn about these things and the more information that's coming out, the long-term effects, they're not worth it to put yourself in that situation.”

On the awareness of concussions, Ballard said, “They've become more strict over the years and more aware of the effects of playing after without seeing a doctor and making sure there's no symptoms. They're doing their job.

“I think sometimes, you don't know how you're feeling unless you've been through it a couple times and understand the symptoms. You think, ‘ah, I don't have a headache, but I don't feel right. I'm a little bit out of it. I'm more irritable’ or whatever. There's so many different symptoms, and I've had over the years a couple concussions. I've become more aware of how I'm feeling and understanding what goes along with it.

“It's not an injury that you necessarily are in a lot of pain or anything. You get some headaches here and there. They can all vary, too. It's just more of when you know the long-term effects. I've got little kids at home. I don't want to be putting myself in a position where in 10 years I can't remember their names and can't get through a day functioning normally, so that's the scary part of these things.”

On Bollig’s two-game suspension, “I don't really care that much about it. I don't think it was a good hit, but I also understand the circumstances. It's a big game, and he's trying to generate some energy. I don't think it was a smart hit, but I don't think it was some of the worst things we see out there sometimes. I think sometimes the energy of the game, the emotion and the type of player -- everybody has those players -- they're out there and trying to generate some momentum and be physical, and it was just maybe a little bit over the line.

Asked if he heard from Bollig, Ballard said, “No. Too much gets made of the whole 'did he text you? … I honestly don't care. That's what happens, right? I've hit guys, and they've been injured. I don't think it was an overly malicious kind of hit. It was probably a dumb play, but that stuff doesn't really matter to me.”

The Portland Winterhawks blew a 2-0 series lead and lost in Game 7 to Edmonton last night, meaning no Memorial Cup for Matt Dumba.

He led the WHL in plus-minus with a plus-18 and led WHL defensemen with eight goals and was tied for second among defensemen with 18 points.

Today’s the three-year anniversary of Derek Boogaard’s death in his downtown Minneapolis apartment. Keep the big guy’s family in your thoughts.

Here we go again: Another do or die for the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: May 12, 2014 - 6:02 PM    
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It’s déjà vu.

Two Mondays ago, the Wild faced the old sports’ do-or-die, must-win situation when it hosted the Colorado Avalanche in Game 6 down 3-2 in the best-of-seven Western Conference quarterfinals series.

Zach Parise scored two goals and two assists in the Wild’s win to force Game 7, and you know the rest.

Tuesday night, at an overstuffed Xcel Energy Center, the Wild will face the same scenario against the Chicago Blackhawks.

Win, force a Game 7 at 7 p.m. Thursday at the United Center. Lose, seeya in September.

The Wild had an optional practice in St. Paul today and of the players we saw, guys like Mikko Koivu and Ryan Suter and of course Mike Yeo, spirits were good and the demeanor was confident, especially since Game 6 will come at home, where the Wild is 5-0 and has outscored Colorado and Chicago 16-5.

Of course, the Blackhawks don’t want to take their chances in a Game 7. The Blackhawks are 11-2 in clinching games in the Jonathan Toews/Patrick Kane era, an era that has had a modicum of success.

Not much going on news-wise:

Chicago’s Andrew Shaw will miss his fifth game this series.

Matt Moulson and Keith Ballard skated today for the Wild.

Asked if either could play Tuesday, coach Mike Yeo said, “I wouldn’t be surprised, no, so like I said, we’ll see how the skate goes out here today and obviously, we’ll use that as a determination as to whether these guys are available for tomorrow.”

I’d be surprised if Moulson played simply because -- who comes out? Won’t be any of the top-6 forwards. I wouldn’t think it would be for Justin Fontaine. I can’t imagine it’d be for Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick, to me, has been very good.

And Ballard, I haven’t spoken to him, but his head hit the glass fairly hard in Game 4.

Here’s some quotes from today.

Mike Yeo on home ice: “There’s no question that we fed off our fans. We’ve asked our players to step their games up as the playoffs have gone on and it seems like our fans have bought right into that too, because every game seems to somehow get a little bit louder, a little bit more emotion in the building. So, I’m expecting a lot of the same tomorrow. I’m expecting our group to feed off it again, but at the same time, I think that we’ve been able to understand that we can’t just expect things to go the same way when we’re coming home. We went out and we’ve made it that way. We’ve pushed the issue. We’ve forced the issue. We’ve played aggressive and we’ve played, and that’s what we need to make sure we’re ready to do tomorrow.”

Ryan Suter was peppered with questions today. He was real good, which you can read in Tuesday’s paper.

But here’s some good color:

On the Wild always making life difficult on itself: “I think we like the challenge. We always seem to make things harder than it needs to be. I don’t know if that’s a good thing to do, but it seems throughout the year that’s kind of been the way we’ve gone about it making things harder. We’d be up three of four goals, then let the other team back in it. That’s how it’s been, that’s how it is now and tomorrow is do or die.

On how banged up players are: “I think it’s mental. Every single guy in that locker room every single guy in their locker room has issues right now. But it’s a mental thing and you have to overcome that if you want to win, that’s why it’s the hardest trophy to win in the world.”

I asked if how bad his “issue” (from his collision with Marian Hossa in Game 3): “They’re alright.”

Unspoken rule to play through injuries in the playoffs: “You hear stories about the guys that have won before and the things that they go through. I think that’s why it is so hard. That’s why it’s so fun to be a part of because you know the reward at the end.”

On home ice, Suter had a funny line: “The atmosphere. The building has been electric. The fans have been unbelievable. I’m sure they’re having a good time with the late starts (smiles). Everything, it’s been a lot of fun for us. We’re driving to the rink and you see the excitement outside the rink, and we just build off that.”

You tired? “It’s mental. I’m sure when it’s all done, time for some rest. It’s mental. I’m excited. I want to win. Everyone in that locker room, we keep pushing each other. There’s no time to be tired right now.”

Of course, we circled back around to what’s wrong with him.

Colleague Chip Scoggins asked him if his shoulder is screwed up. “My shoulder’s not,” Suter said.

So of course, I chimed in, “Elbow?”

“I’m feeling great (laughing),” Suter said, before looking at PR guy Aaron Sickman for the all-clear that he could leave the front of the backdrop.

Was a funny back and forth.

Similarly, I basically asked Mikko Koivu is his ankle is still an issue: “No, it took obviously a lot longer than I thought when we talked about it, but now it’s been good.”

OK, that’s it for me. I came right to the arena from the airport and would love to get home. Talk to ya after the morning skates Tuesday. I’ll probably be on KFAN in the morning at some point.

Wild returns home on the brink of elimination to the defending champs
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The Wild’s backs are against the proverbial wall yet again.

The Wild, which has still yet to lead either playoff series (well, other than Nino Niederreiter’s OT winner that gave the Wild a 4-3 series win over Colorado last round; but you know what I mean), lost 2-1 tonight to the Blackhawks to return to Minnesota down 3-2 in this best-of-seven second round.

The Wild is 5-0 at home, having outscored Colorado and Chicago 16-5. Game 6 is Tuesday night at 8 p.m. (CNBC).

The Wild had control of this game tonight after one period, carrying a 1-0 lead into the second on Erik Haula’s awesome end-to-end goal and making the restless Blackhawks fans squirm as it resembled the hard-working, stingy team that won Games 3 and 4 in Minnesota.

But the Blackhawks came out a different team in the second and suddenly forced the Wild into turnovers, several long shifts in its own zone and very few offensive chances. The Wild couldn’t win any battles, couldn’t skate, was soft on pucks, etc.

Nino Niederreiter said the Wild got loose in its game and lost its focus. Zach Parise said the Wild stopped skating and moving its feet. Kyle Brodziak let slip some of its desperation level.

You can read the gamer for most the details, but coach Mike Yeo said, “We got a little bit soft in our game. I don’t know if we had the mentality that we were going to try to sit on our lead or what. I didn’t feel that we were pressuring, I didn’t feel that we were finishing checks, I didn’t feel that we were competing on loose pucks and moving our feet like we were in the first period.

“It’s not [the] gameplan. The players don’t want to do that. We just fell into the trap of trying to hang on to something that we want to have happen (being up 3-2 in the series and advancing to the conference finals) and we fell victim to it.”

If not for Ilya Bryzgalov, the Wild would have been trailing going into the third. Instead, he held it to 1-1 after Bryan Bickell deflected Patrick Kane’s shot on a power play. It was the third time in the series that Chicago scored with Jonas Brodin in the bin.

The third period, the Wild’s fourth line came out with a real good shift to try to get some momentum back. Brodziak stole two pucks and set up a Cody McCormick chance, but Corey Crawford made one of his 27 saves.

Then, at 4:33 in, Jonathan Toews scored the go-ahead goal. It came at the end of a 52-second shift, one in which Marian Hossa made a great move in the corner to evade Mikael Granlund. Hossa, who has nine points in five games this series and 15 in 10 playoff games against the Wild, then skated away from Ryan Suter, who was beaten to a loose puck earlier in the shift.

Suter went to the front of the net. Hossa passed to Patrick Sharp, who fired. The rebound popped in the air. Suter gloved it into the slot, but Hossa put it back on net and Toews, who had no trouble getting free of Granlund, scored by putting the rebound off Nate Prosser’s stick and in.

Heck of a shift by the captain.

Wild captain Mikko Koivu wasn’t as noticeable. He had no shots, two giveaways and lost 17 of 29 faceoffs (59 percent). He has seven shots in five games during the series.

Jason Pominville also had a tough night. I don’t know if he’s hurt or what, but he has been banged around a few times this series and just looked slow and tired. He had two shots but lost some glaring board battles and puck battles, especially in the third period.

Parise had four shots, some turnovers.

I see a big topic on Twitter after the game was the Wild’s alignment in the final minute of the period.

Yeo pulled Ilya Bryzgalov with more than two minutes to go in the game, so Koivu, Parise, Pominville, Granlund, Suter and Brodin were gassed and went to the bench for a line change. Yeo had already used his timeout, so his next set was Brodziak, Charlie Coyle, Niederreiter, Dany Heatley, Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon.

Obviously, it’s tough to stomach when you lose a one-goal game and your best players are on the bench.

Yeo explained Brodziak was out there because they needed a right-shot center on his strong side (Haula lost 5 of 8 draws) and Koivu and Granlund were tired. Coyle and Niederreiter are obviously big bodies.

On Heatley, he said, “He’s a guy that scored goals and he’s one of our leading scorers in the playoffs and he’s a great net-front presence, so … you’ve got to make sure you have fresh bodies on. That’s what happens when you pull the goalie with two minutes to go.”

(Of course, when Paul Stastny scored with 13 seconds left in Game 1, that was at the end of all six guys being on the ice for all three minutes with the net empty; lots of stoppages in there, to be fair).

I get the Brodziak explanation, but I'd still prefer Haula somewhere on the ice somehow. Of course, Wild may not even be in this series without Heatley to Brodziak to Niederreiter. So, whatever, the last alignment is not why the Wild lost.

Yeo tried to scramble lines in the second to give the Wild a boost. Most notably, he flipped Coyle and a struggling Pominville. A few times he reunited Parise-Koivu-Coyle, and that led to some good shifts. But the momentum never carried.

“We weren't generating anything and more on that, I didn't feel we were generating any momentum,” Yeo said. “It's not like we were generating chances. More so, we just weren't getting any kind of sustained pressure, any kind of zone time.”

On the loss, Yeo said, “Obviously when you lose, you're frustrated, you're mad. But I think there's been enough in this series where we should feel confident still. That said, we also recognize that we'd better be ready.”

Chicago Sun-Times beat writer Mark Lazerus tweeted that the Blackhawks have not lost a playoff game after a series has been tied 2-2 in the Toews/Kane era. They’re now 13-0 in Games 5 and 6 in such series.

Toews said, “We know it’s going to take our best game and we know we haven’t played it yet, so it’s perfect timing.”

More Toews: “I think as a group we always recognize when we don’t bring the right effort. I don’t think we were flat by any means, but slowly as the game went on we found ways to play better as a five-man unit. Once one line would go out there and generate a good shift and get us some energy, the next line would follow it right up. That’s when we’re an effective team. We got that more in the second. That’s the way we want to play and the way we’ve been looking to play the last few games.”

You can read the Wild gamer for some more Wild quotes, but the Wild was in this position before and rallied to win. It must do so again, and we know, the Wild has been dominant at home. We’ll see if it can at least force a Game 7 Thursday here in Chicago.

“Same situation as last series. That’s it,” Haula said. “Just like last series, we just have to forget about it and go home and get it.”

Haula, on his goal where he blew by Patrick Kane and Duncan Keith and scored on his own rebound, by the way: “Once I got past the blue line I was just thinking quick shot. And then I got the rebound and got a lucky bounce to get it in. He made a great save and the puck just went up in the air.’’

Here’s some postgame Blackhawks quotes compiled by our stringer, Blake Schuster (@schustee19)

Hossa

·      (Toews)

o   He’s unbelievable. That’s why he’s a superstar. He’s a greta leader on and off the ice and he finds a way to score big goals. Tonight was a great example, he goes hard to the net and we had the puck there and then put it in the net.

·      (more shots on goal this game, what changed in 2P?)

o    We just talking about, they do such a great job blocking shots, and it’s really hard to get A-plus chances on this team. So from the corner, just put the puck on the goalie’s feet and go for rebounds. A good example on the second goal.

§   

o   The crowd was frustrated, we were frustrated. We knew after the first one we just came to dressing room, we just had to relax, come back. We knew how we need to play, so we need to just take a deep breath, relax and play hard. I think in the second and third, we were better, and everybody’s happy after the game.

Regin

·       

·      I thought it went all right. I was a little nervous before the game but I tried to focus on the positive things. I’ve been rested and tried to be excited instead of being too nervous about having not played in a while. I tried to think positive and just go out and play pretty much.

·       

o   Talk about the play the drew the penalty

·      Duncs made a good play back in the middle to me. I was kind of expecting it actually, such a good player. I knew he saw me. Once I got it, you kind of just go by and see a couple guys coming at me. You just go by instinct and try to get by them.

·       

·       

o   Getting that penalty, emblematic of effort you want?

·      Overall, I thought we got the net more, shot more pucks at the net. I tried to get to the net. I tried to get by the guys but I think everybody across the board tried to get the puck to the net more than we did in the previous games.

Corey Crawford

·           (on Toews)

·                      “An amazing goal. They play hard defensively, they box out pretty good. We need to get pucks and bodies to the net and score on rebounds or screen shots. Battle in front of the net, and that’s what Jon did. 

·      A great goal right there.

                “He’s done it a bunch of times, so many you tend to forget a little bit. He’s definitely relentless, and scores in so many different ways he’s hard to stop.

Talk to you after Monday’s Wild availability in Minnesota.

Wild looks to end home-away disparity tonight in Game 5 at Chicago
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Afternoon from the United Center press room.

Game 5 of the Wild-Blackhawks series is tonight at 8 on CNBC. Series is tied 2-2.

Just like Game 7 against Colorado on the road, the Wild’s locker-room configuration was completely different than Games 1 and 2 in Chicago. To try to change the vibe, every player was in a different stall.

“Switched it up,” laughed Zach Parise. “All of us went to our old stalls that we thought we were in, but they changed it up again. Try to reverse the luck again.”

Huge game tonight. If the Wild can go up 3-2, it’ll have the chance to close out the series at home in front of its raucous crowd. The Wild is 5-0 at home, having outscored opponents 16-5. On the road, the Wild is 1-5 and has been outscored 26-17.

By the way, in the second round, the team that has scored first is 18-0. First goal is big and the Wild would love to take the Blackhawks barn out of tonight’s game early.

“This is a great test and a great opportunity for us to prove that we’re ready to take another step,” Wild coach Mike Yeo said. “I don’t want to sit here and just say, ‘It’s great, we got ourselves back in this series,’ and then take another step back tonight. This is a real challenge this game. I said this yesterday, we’re not just here because we want to make a series of it. We believe we can win this series and obviously this game would give us a better chance of making that happen.”

At home, the Wild has averaged 3.2 goals per game, has allowed 1 goal a game, has allowed 19.2 shots per game, has a .211 power-play percentage and a .937 penalty-kill percentage. On the road, it has scored 2.83 goals per game, allowed 4.33 goals per game, allowed 26.8 shots per game, has a .067 power-play percentage and .789 penalty-kill percentage.

Two different teams home and away. That must change tonight.

On his team’s confidence, Yeo said, “We were confident coming into this series and we’re confident right now. At the same time, we’re cautious. We still know who we’re playing against and what they’re capable of, and I think we all recognize the importance of this hockey game. We know that we have to win a game in this building and we prefer to try to do it tonight.”

No lineup changes for the Wild tonight other than Nate Prosser sliding back in for injured Keith Ballard. Prosser had a solid Round 1 but had a couple tough moments in Games 1 and 2 before being scratched in Games 3 and 4.

“You don’t go through a playoff like we have without anybody having a couple tough moments, so we’re expecting [Prosser] to come in and do what he’s done over and over for us; just be a real strong steady presence on the back end,” Yeo said.

The Blackhawks have altered two lines from the start of Game 4:

The lines at least to start the game:

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Kris Versteeg

Patrick Sharp-Michael Handzus-Marian Hossa (8 points in 4 games this series and 14 in 9 playoff games against the Wild in 2 years)

Brandon Saad-Marcus Kruger-Patrick Kane

Joakim Nordstrom-Peter Regin-Ben Smith

Regin is making his playoff season debut because Brandon Bollig is suspended two games for hit from behind on Ballard. He’s big and fast and can be a threat.

“I’m going to try to just be myself and play the way I know I can,” Regin said. “I think I can bring some speed to the game. That’s kind of my thing, that I can skate. So I’m going to try to skate as much as I can and try to be in the right positions and hopefully good things will happen.” 

Versteeg comes back after being a healthy scratch and gets on the top line as opposed to the fourth.

On Versteeg, coach Q said, “We’re looking for more directness in his game, more pace. We were ready to start him at the beginning of the series and he was sick. We want to get him up to speed where he’s contributing with the puck, without the puck, influencing both ways, and have more speed in his game.”

“I bring skill and maybe tenaciousness on the puck,” Versteeg said. “That’s just the way I’ve always played, is an offensive style and try to be good in my own zone. I don’t know. Just try to bring an all-around game that I’ve always been able to do.”

It did look from the skate that Michal Rozsival, a nightmare in Game 4, will be scratched for Sheldon Brookbank, but Joel Quenneville wasn’t committal on that.

On the Wild, Quenneville was asked if the Wild was better than even he thought: “Thought down the stretch, arguably the top team in the league, and how they beat Colorado was comparable to the way they played. They’re hard to play against; they check well, have some team speed and they’ve got more skill in their lineup than we saw last year. It’s a better team. I’m going to say par to what we thought they’d be; not an easy game, not an easy opponent.”

Wild youngsters soaring this postseason; El Nino on kissing Bryz; Bollig suspended
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Afternoon from the friendly sky, where I’m taking a quick hop over to Chicago for Game 5 between the Wild and Chicago Blackhawks on Sunday (8 p.m., CNBC, KFAN).

The Wild and Blackhawks mostly had the day off. The Wild had an optional but a good amount of players were around. The Blackhawks made coach Joel Quenneville, Marcus Kruger and Michal Handzus available, so slim pickings.

Coach Q said Andrew Shaw (lower body) is unlikely to play Game 5.

Similarly, coach Mike Yeo said Keith Ballard (upper body) and Matt Moulson (lower body) didn’t made the trip to Chicago. Ballard, two games after returning from two months off with a groin injury, was hit from behind by Blackhawks forward Brandon Bollig, who got away with a head shot in my opinion on Zach Parise in the final regular-season meeting.

The NHL’s Department of Player Safety got him this time, suspending him for two games. Not sure if that helps the Wild or not. 

Yeo said that Nate Prosser will likely slide back into the lineup. The other option is Jon Blum, who played well down the stretch for the Wild when Clayton Stoner and Ballard were both out at the same time.

The Wild improved to 5-0 at home with last night’s 4-2 victory to even up the series. It has outscored opponents 16-5 at home, holding Colorado and Chicago to an average of 19.6 shots per game. The Blackhawks are 5-0 at home, having outscored opponents 20-7.

The Wild is 1-5 on the road, having been outscored 26-17. As we learned last round against the Avs, even though the Wild held a third-period lead and nearly won Game 5, it took its foot off the gas and lost. That put the pressure back on Minnesota, and the Wild had to win Game 6 at home and Game 7 on the road in order to advance to its first second round in 11 years.

By winning two games at home, the Wild has turned the momentum in the series. The players and coach Mike Yeo know that can easily change with a road loss on Sunday night. On the other hand, if the Wild can sneak out a big ‘W’ at the United Center against a Blackhawks team that is clearly frustrated right now, the Wild will put itself in position to win the series at home Tuesday in front of its raucous crowd in an arena where it has been dominant all postseason.

“Thinking back to Games 1 and 2, I said at that time, it’s not like we were that far off,” Yeo said. “We knew we could play a little bit better and I think we’ve picked our game up since then. Certainly when you look back to those two games, there were parts of it that were going well and then it was a big mistake that came back at us. I think we’ve cut down on our mistakes the last couple games and we have to make sure that we bring that in there. But with that, there’s been sort of a little bit more of an aggressive mindset in how we executed the last couple games and that’s allowed us to get on the attack a little bit more. It’s a fine line. We have to make sure that we’re playing smart, but we can’t be playing safe. We’ve got to take that attitude into their building.”

Big game, to say the least, which is why Yeo spent the afternoon reminding his team not to let its guard down. It’ll be a challenge, but the Wild has to somehow figure out a way to carry the same type of game it has played all playoffs long at home and carry it into the Windy City.

“It’s a huge game,” Dany Heatley said of Sunday. “But I don’t feel the vibe in here that we’re too confident or over-cocky right now. We know they’re a very good team, they play well in their rink. We’ll be prepared for that.”

The Wild continues to get tremendous play from its youngsters. From the Wild game notes, the five youngest forwards -- Wild rookies Erik Haula (23) and Justin Fontaine (26), playoff rookies Nino Niederreiter (21) and Mikael Granlund (22), and sophomore Charlie Coyle (22) – have combined for 13 goals (Granlund, 4), 27 points (Coyle/Granlund, 7), 81 hits (Niederreiter, 31) and 27 blocked shots (Granlund/Haula, 10).

“They’ve been great,” Heatley said. “Obviously a huge reason why we’re here. They've been great for us all year. Whatever role they’ve played, they’ve done a great job. Awesome to see the success there having in the playoffs. They’re all real good kids, they work really hard, and it’s been a lot of fun to be around them.

“I think everyone needs to step it up to win games in the playoffs. I thought towards the end of the year those guys got better as did our whole team. We went into the playoffs playing pretty well and those guys have taken it to another level.”

We always talk about the youngsters, but we rarely include Jared Spurgeon because he has been around for four years. But he is 24 and he has been dynamite since the first couple games of the playoffs. Look at the skill plays he made last night, having his head up to make the stretch pass to Coyle for the Niederreiter winner, the settling of Mikko Koivu’s pass and the patience to score the power-play goal.

“I think as we’ve asked our team to get better, he’s taken his game to another level,” Yeo said. “This is a guy that we have so much respect for as a coaching staff. Not just the way that he executes, the poise that he has, his ability to create offense with his execution, but he’s a very good defender. He’s got a great stick, he’s very smart, he’s a great skater and he’s sneaky strong. He’s a huge part of our team but again to see where his game is at right now obviously offensively this time of year especially playing against a team like this, you need some offense from your defensemen, you need to create some offense from secondary guys whether that’s from your defense or whether that’s from third or fourth line guys. If you’re going to have any success, guys like that are usually stepping up.”

And then there’s Niederreiter, who is coming of age this postseason.

It seemed to start in Game 6 last round.

“I remember that game that even his first period was sort of OK, but then something just flipped,” Yeo said. “He flipped a switch there, and it was just an opportunity for us to say OK, there it is, that's the blueprint for what we need night after night. It's been a work in progress, but certainly that game, for me, was one where obviously, he played a great game, had all of the heroics of the Game 7, but for me, a lot of that started in Game 6.”

In Game 7, on Spurgeon’s tying goal that he set up, Niederreiter gave Spurgeon a kiss on the helmet. Last night, after Ilya Bryzgalov made back-to-back huge saves in the third to rob Jeremy Morin and keep the lead at 4-2, Niederreiter similarly pecked Bryzgalov on the helmet.

Photo courtesy of Star Tribune photographer Carlos Gonzalez

“Yeah, that was such a big save. I was just so happy,” Niederreiter said, smiling. “It happened so quickly. Just being thankful I guess. I did that to Spurg when he scored the tying goal in Game 7. It’s silly but you appreciate stuff like that.”

The Wild leads the NHL with 16 goal scorers this postseason. Quite amazing for a team that lacked scoring depth during the regular season.

"Are you saying that we didn't see it during the year?" Yeo said, laughing, when I asked in probably a bewildered tone. "I feel like we're all improving. Everything's kind of cyclical, there's no question, but everybody's going out, everybody's contributing in the same way, but they're all doing it in their own way, too. The roles have been identified, guys have really bought into them, but just the team game, I think we've been very strong in that regard. Like we've asked of our guys, we've gotten better as a team, and that's what we want to keep doing here."

Talk to you after the morning skates Sunday. Enjoy your weekend.

Blackhawks showing signs of frustration as Wild even series with terrific effort

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: May 10, 2014 - 1:03 AM   
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Brand new series.

Just like the first round, the Wild has rallied from an 0-2 deficit to even the best-of-seven series with the Chicago Blackhawks at 2 wins apiece following tonight’s dominant 4-2 victory.

Game 5 is at the United Center on Sunday night (8 p.m., CNBC).

Justin Fontaine, Jason Pominville, Nino Niederreiter (second playoff GWG, tying Wes Walz for first in Wild history) and Jared Spurgeon scored the goals and Ilya Bryzgalov made 18 saves, including a huge stop on Patrick Sharp’s second-period breakaway to preserve a 3-2 lead (came right after Mikael Granlund had a goal disallowed because the ref blew the play dead prior to puck entering the net) and a huge stop in the third on Jeremy Morin to preserve a 4-2 lead.

The pressure is on the Blackhawks now. Obviously things change by the series heading back to Chicago, but they cannot feel good about what’s transpired in this series. The Wild is frustrating the Blackhawks to no end defensively. For the fourth consecutive game, the Blackhawks registered 22 or fewer shots.

“I think it’s reflecting of our intensity,” Jonathan Toews, who was shut down in Minnesota largely by Mikko Koivu’s line and Ryan Suter. “They worked for their chances. They worked for everything they got. We have to do the same. I don’t really know how to explain it, we have to be better. It’s frustrating to not get a win the last two games on the road. Could have put ourselves in a great spot had we played the way we need to play to try and get a win these last two games. But we didn’t. This series is long from over. That’s the good news. We have a chance to redeem ourselves and be better than we have been.”

Added Duncan Keith: We played them during the regular season and it was different games than last year. We have a lot of respect for these guys; we know they’re a good team.”

Matt Cooke made an immediate impact. He had five hits, three blocked shots, were causing Blackhawks players to dodge checks left and right and stole a puck from Michal Rozsival to set up Fontaine’s first career goal for the first goal of the game.

“You never know the way it's going to go or how it's going to play out, but I felt like I had a lot of jump,” he said. “I should have fresh legs. I've got to go out there and lead the way and hopefully my energy is contagious and I felt like we were ready to go before the drop of the puck.

“I wanted to make sure when I got the opportunity to play again, I didn't want to be a guy on the perimeter that wasn't able to go help my team. They helped me a lot, so I wanted to go out and return the favor.”

Added Niederreiter, “He’s such a physical guy. I don’t know how many hits he had tonight, but I feel he had five-plus hits and that shows the kind of player he is. He’s playing very hard down low and he’s a guy that is definitely frustrating to play against.”

Added Charlie Coyle, “We love the way he plays here. He gives us a boatload of energy out there and he gets the guys going no matter what he does. He's always hitting, playing physical and that's what we need. He knows how to play to our strengths and it feeds into us.”

The Wild did lose Keith Ballard to head injury. He was boarded by Brandon Bollig and left clearly dazed. Ballard was only two games back from missing almost two months with a groin injury. He has had his season devastated by injuries this year with a concussion and broken ribs and a groin.

If Ballard is out, which I’d suspect he will be, Nate Prosser will probably slide back into that spot instead of Jon Blum.

Wild players know they have to figure out a way to bottle up this pace and this stinginess and bring it to Chicago. The good news is the Wild played a pretty decent Game 1 there and even though its game wasn’t up to par in Game 2, the Wild could very easily have won either game. So it knows it can play in Chicago, and it won there this season.

“We have to play smart, not give them any freebies,” said Zach Parise, who is second in the NHL with both 10 assists and 14 points. “Just play pretty stingy like we have been in our rink.

“We’re always making them come through five guys. That gets them frustrated. We’re working hard. We’re making it tough. We’re just playing a good defensive game and that is in turn letting us have the puck more.”

Most amazing about tonight is how different tonight’s pace was to Game 3.

“It seemed like it was a little more open, a little more in-zone play, especially for us,” Parise said. “Some more cycles, some more puck possession time in zone. Not as much choppy neutral-zone play as there was last game.”

In the third period, Parise actually stood up Patrick Kane at the blue line. Not something you see everyday – 1) Parise crushing somebody; 2) Kane getting smoked. He’s so good at being slippery.

“That doesn't happen often,” Parise said. “He's a hard guy to hit. I think I guessed right.”

So many good performances on the ice. Spurgeon had a goal and assist. Marco Scandella again was great. The young kids like Erik Haula, Niederreiter, Fontaine, Mikael Granlund, Coyle were very good. Koivu was stellar defensively against Toews.

Here’s Yeo, courtesy of Rachel Blount:

YEO

The atmosphere in the building tonite was amazing.

(Cooke) he’s a playoff performer. He’s brought in here obviously to do a lot of things and help you get to the playoffs. But the experience he has, the way that first goal was created, that’s what we’re looking for. We want him to finish checks, we want him to play an honest, hard game, and he’s got the ability to make plays, the ability to be a hard guy to play against defensively, but also to help you create some stuff offensively too.

(first goal, how set up) we need everyone doing that. We’re playing a great team, a team that plays with a lot of structure. Even in the first period, breaking up a lot of plays off the rush, a lot of entries that are broken up, and they’re scary because they turn things back so quickly. So when it’s not there, you have to be willing to get in on the forecheck, and you have to be strong on the forecheck because it’s a good team. You can do the right things, but if you’re not following up with a good forecheck, then they’re going to break it right out and come right back at you again. You gotta be strong in a lot of areas. For the most part we saw that tonite.

(nino goal) It was big. There was a lot of responses tonight. There was a great response by Bryz, too. There was a possibility of a momentum swing. We think we go up by 2 goals, then all of a sudden, they have a breakaway and he makes a huge save on the breakaway. He made another huge save in the third period, so I thought that was a great response from him. I felt we were playing very well. We got a 1-0 lead. It’s tough to give up a goal in the last minute of any period, that’s always tough for a team. I liked the way we came out, the focus we had the way we started the second period. You grab the lead and then it doesn’t take long and they tie it up. But we stuck with it, that’s the key for us.

(team growing) it’s a step but the next one’s bigger. That’s the key. We’re not here to just try to make a series of it. We know we’re playing a great team. We know we’re playing a team that won the stanley cup last year. They know the grind, they know how hard it is, and they’ve been through it. This is an extremely skilled team, but that said, we think we have a really good team. We’re playing because we think that we can win. We know it’s hard and we know the hardest is still yet to come, but we’re taking steps.

(gaining confidence) It goes back to what we’ve seen from this group over and over again, just as far as when you’re faced with some adversity, when our backs are up against the wall, this group comes out fighting. I point to our leadership. For me, most of all, I really like the way we played the game. We have to play smart but we haven’t been playing safe. We’re getting on the attack. That was an exciting game, it was going back and forth, it was high paced, there were a lot of scoring chances. If we keep playing like that, we’re giving ourselves a chance, but that’s all we can focus on right now. We played a good game tonight, but we have to know that going into that next one that we have to play even better.

(showed team film this morning, making plays) For us, we won the last game. We’re gonna look at some things we did well and we need to keep doing and look at some things we can do better. That changes from game to game, as the series goes on. Hopefully you start to get to know the other team a little bit better, but it changes from game to game. It’s just a real challenge for us now to put this game aside. Listed, the last series we played a great game 4, our 2nd game at home, maybe the best game we played in the series. Then we follow up with a loss in Colorado. We have to be careful how we handle this. It was great we won the game, I’m real happy about that, I’m real happy to be even in the series. But we know there’s a lot of work ahead of us still.

Ballard—I don’t have an update for you, I’ll have a better one for you tomorrow

(parise hit on kane) We want to be a physical team, and we’re kind of asking everyone to play a certain way. And when you see skilled guys blocking shots and finishing checks, and your leaders doing it, obviously it has an impact on the rest of the team.

(lot of changing line combos in third period) I had no idea what I was doing. What was happening is we were having trouble catching up because we had some guys that were getting caught on long shifts and we had some other guys that were coming on. So yeah, it was sort of just trying to have the freshest guys on the ice.

(still played well despite changing line combos) We talked at the start of the year that we wanted to make more changes through the course of the year so we’d be able to be more used to it when the situation called for it. But mostly we have a way we’re supposed to play as  a team, where every guy goes out there and whether you’re a 1st line guy or a 4th line guy there shouldn’t be a big difference as far as what the intentions are. Obviously that helps chemistry wise when we’re going out there like that.

(bryz, how impt to have 2 good games) Important for him and important for our team. I said after game 2

he needed to get a win, we needed to get a win for him. What I like about Bryz  right now is he’s just part of the team. He’s doing everything he can for his teammates. After the last game I’m reading his quotes and all he does is praise his teammates, all he does is talk about what a great job they’re doing in front of him. For us that makes us want to play harder for him. Getting that win for him was big for his confidence, I think he showed it tonight. And then get a 2nd one. Like everybody, like our team, we have to make sure that we can’t get too satisfied on this. It was a big win for us, but the next one’s gonna be harder.

(is the key to come out hard in first period at Chicago?) The first 2 games there was a lot of things we were doing that were similar to what we’ve been doing at home, but it’s just making that one big mistake. What we’ve been trying to do and what we’ve been trying to build on is to build on the things that we’re doing well but limit the mistakes you’re making. Our guys have been doing a good job. What we’re trying to do through this entire playoff series and through the whole playoffs so far is we’re trying to get better every game. You don’t always do that by making nicer plays. You do that by making the best plays you can make, but also getting rid of the worst plays and you bring your game up that way.

That’s it for me. Wild has noon availability, and then I’ll have to hustle for my flight. So not sure when I’ll blog, but for real-time updates, follow me at Twitter at @russostrib.

Matt Cooke returns to the Wild's lineup tonight

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: May 9, 2014 - 1:51 PM    
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Wild and Blackhawks, Game 4, tonight at 8:30, Xcel Energy Center

It’s been a couple long off-days, which is why coach Mike Yeo even began his presser today by joking that there’s nothing new from yesterday.

Good afternoon from the press room, where every cubicle if full of “hard-working” beat writers. I’ll be on KFAN at 5:55 p.m. with Dan Barreiro.

Matt Cooke’s long-anticipated return from a seven-game suspension tonight. He’ll skate on the left side of Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine.

“I’ve been ready to go since I haven’t been able to play, so the time is finally here and I just want to go out and battle with my teammates,” Cooke said. “I’ve got a lot of praise for the guys in this room. They’ve done a great job, battling with adversity, up in games, down in games, tough travel. They’ve done a great job and I’m just thankful that I get a chance to go out and play with them again.”

Yesterday, coach Mike Yeo said he would talk to Cooke to see where his head’s at. Will he be nipping at the bud to send somebody into outer space or will he be tentative?

Cue Cookie: “I don’t think it’s tentative. I trust the process that I’ve been through. I feel like I can go out there and continue to play the way I did the last three years, and if I do that then I’m going to bring energy for our team. I’m going to help out on the PK and hopefully help our team win.”

He did have this gem: “Obviously, I don’t want to see anyone get hurt and neither does anyone else, but you also don’t want this to be a figure-skating contest out there. It’s something I’ve tried to pride myself on, especially here over the last three years that you can play physical without being at risk.”

On playing with the two rooks, Cooke said, “Two kids that can skate really fast and really well. Erik’s done a great job. He’s been put in the situation to play against top lines and part of that’s his speed, competitive level and the third part of that is probably goes unnoticed his skill. We should look to go out and look to spend time in the offensive zone and that’s what’s most important for our line.

“Both kids were scorers in college. Not always do you get the opportunity to play that role in the pros. It’s the best players in the world. The fact that they’re in a checking role but able to chip in offensively is a key component to our win last game.”

Haula, on playing with Cooke: “I’ve played with him a few times. I like playing with him. He brings passion and grit and physicality and all those little things that are tough to do – he brings those. I enjoy having him on my side.”

As was reported yesterday, the Blackhawks will mix up all four lines tonight to try to spread the wealth, get more spark from each line and some more offensive chances. The Wild has held the high-powered Blackhawks attack to 22 or fewer shots in the first three games of the series.

“They’re a fast team. They defend well. They play their system well,” Patrick Sharp said. “Playoff hockey, it’s tough to get to the net. It’s tough to get scoring chances so. Minnesota’s always been a team with great discipline.”

I’d expect the Blackhawks to be much more aggressive from the outset tonight than they were in Game 3.

“I don’t know if we were laying back,” Sharp said. “You’ve got to give them credit for playing well. They make it tough to do some of the things we want to do but tonight’s a new night. Game 4, huge game. We want to come in and play Blackhawks hockey and hopefully come out of here with a win.”

Added Wild killer Bryan Bickell, “I think it’s probably going to be the best game of our series. I know a couple games have been questionable, especially the last game. We don’t want to be tied going back home. We need to get our momentum back, get our mojo back and just put in a full 60 minutes.”

Again, if the Penguins beat the Rangers tonight, the Wild will play a normal evening game Sunday in Chicago. If the Rangers win, the Wild and Blackhawks will likely get the short shrift again and play another late 8:30 p.m.-like game.

That’s it. Darcy Kuemper strangely didn’t take the ice today, and Yeo allegedly didn’t know if there had been a setback. Josh Harding did skate again with the Wild and even Niklas Backstrom was around climbing stairs as part of his rehab.

“I’m having trouble keeping up with all our goalies,” joked Yeo. “How many did we have on the ice today? Three. I looked out early [with the black aces] and there was a goalie I had never seen before.”

Later!

Matt Moulson injured, and why do Wild teammates call Mikael Granlund, "Bruuuuuuce"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: May 8, 2014 - 2:04 PM   
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Well, my speculation was correct that Matt Moulson will be the guy out when Matt Cooke returns Friday night in Game 4 from a seven-game suspension.

But the reason, Wild coach Mike Yeo says, is because Moulson has been battling through a lower-body injury for some time. Moulson didn’t practice Thursday and will be kept off the ice for a few days “at least,” said Yeo, and the hope is the team can get him back later in this series.

No other lineup changes are expected from the Wild. Same lines as Tuesday, except for Cooke sliding into his old third-line spot next to Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine. Keith Ballard looks like he’ll play a second game in a row and Nate Prosser will be scratched.

The Wild trails 1-2 in its series against Chicago. Last year against the Hawks, the Wild won Game 3, lost Game 4 at home and was promptly lost the series in five. The Wild knows the importance of Friday night's 8:30 game. The time for Game 5 will be determined after Friday's Rangers-Penguins game. If the Pens win, the Wild and Hawks are expected to play in the early evening Sunday. If the Rangers win, the Wild and Hawks may get another 8:30 p.m. start.

Wild defenseman Ryan Suter is fine. He said Marian Hossa landed on his arm weird and it just started burning. He was very worried (said it was scary), but he obviously returned to play almost 10 minutes in the third, sprung the 3-on-2 that led to the Zach Parise to Jason Pominville to Mikael Granlund tic-tac-boom goal and assisted on Parise’s power-play goal when Parise lifted his stick to signal to Suter that he had net-front position.

“Everyone played better in the third,” said Suter.

On the importance of tomorrow’s game, coach Mike Yeo said, “We’ve given ourselves a chance to even the series up and to go back to Chicago and hopefully put a little bit of pressure on those guys. We know that they recognize the importance of the game as do we. With that, our mindset I think more than anything else is, we know that there is another level to our game that we can get to. We’re still focused on that. Obviously happy that we won the last game, but we’re determined to get better in the series and in this next game. We’re going to come out with a real purpose in how we play. We have to stay strong defensively, but I know that there is another level that we can get to with the puck and how we execute, in particular from coming out of our D zone and through the neutral zone. And I really think that we can still do a better job of putting some more pressure on their goalie, not only shots and getting them through, but the amount of times we have guys around the net and traffic around the net.”

As for Chicago, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Andrew Shaw (lower body) won’t make the trip. Coach Q – the ultimate line shuffler – came up with four brand new ones today.

Bickell-Toews-Smith

Saad-Kruger-Kane

Sharp-Handzus-Hossa

Bollig-Nordstrom-Morin

"We're looking for balance and maybe all lines, a little more threat to score on all the lines,” Quenneville said.

Hometown kid Nick Leddy, scratched in Game 3, will be back for Game 4.

On scratching players, Q said, “Sometimes it gets their attention. It’s never personal. It’s hey, let’s go. We’re trying to find ways to get the most of each and every individual. That’s kind of where we’re at in that situation.”

Said Leddy, the Wild 2009 first-round pick who had played 296 straight games for Chicago before being scratched, “I think any competitor would get ticked at that. Like I said, I don’t think I was playing the way that coaches wanted and it was a coaching decision. I’ve got to be better.”

I’m doing a story for Friday on what to expect in Game 4. Despite the fact the hockey world always blames the Wild for games when the neutral zone is cobweb-like, it was very clear Game 3’s tone was set by Chicago. The Blackhawks, after seeing Games 3 and 4 against Colorado, came up with a gameplan to sit back early and try to weather a furious storm and take the crowd out of it. Then it suddenly became a chess match until the first goal was scored thankfully early in the third.

“Of course we’re going to be blamed for that. I mean, it’s the high-flying Hawks. Of course, it’s going to be us,” Parise said, sarcastically. “Show me a team in the NHL that doesn’t play a trap and I’ll call you a liar because every single team does it. Whoever does it the best, then they get called a defensive team. I don’t agree with that. Every single team plays a trap.

“Last game, the ice was bouncy. There wasn’t a lot of flat plays through the neutral zone and I think both sides were somewhat getting frustrated because you couldn’t get it through clean. So then all of sudden you just try to stretch pass and chip it in and skate. They did the same thing to us that we did to them. It wasn’t like we were playing an 0-5 [defensive system] all game.”

Also, Dusty Peterson, the Wild’s videographer, produced another cool postgame Game 3 celebration video for wild.com the other day. Here's the link.

At the end of the video, when Granlund walked into the room, teammates started calling him, “Bruuuuuuce.”

I got a hundred tweets yesterday asking why. Slowly but surely, I figured it out. Basically, pretty much every player has a “stupid, random” nickname, one player told me. This player suggested I may want to talk to Parise for the “Bruce” genesis with a little friendly head-up as to what I should probably ask.

As it turns out, well worth it.

Players call Parise, “Brinks,” as in “Brinks” $$$ trucks. Mike Rupp brought it to the Wild from New Jersey, where Parise and Rupp were teammates.

“One day we’re sitting at breakfast and I was walking away and Granny called me, ‘Springs,’” Parise said, laughing. “I’m like, ‘What did you call me?’ He goes, ‘Springs.’ I go, ‘What is that?’ He goes, ‘Isn’t that what everyone calls you?’ I go, ‘No, no, they call me Brinks.’ He goes, ‘Oh, I thought it was Springs, like Bruce Springsteen’ [because I played in New Jersey],” Parise said, hysterically laughing.

“That’s how nicknames get started. We started calling him Bruce. He does not look like a Bruce at all, so that’s what makes it better.”

MINNESOTA WILD, MINNESOTA HOCKEY, CCM, TOTAL HOCKEY AND CHARLIE COYLE LAUNCH LITTLE WILD LEARN TO PLAY PROGRAM

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild, Minnesota Hockey, CCM, Total Hockey along with Wild forward Charlie Coyle today announced the Little Wild Learn to Play program, a new initiative designed to introduce the game of ice hockey by overcoming affordability barriers that typically limit involvement at the beginner level in an effort to increase participation in youth hockey and grow the game.

     The inaugural program will kick off in September, when nearly 500 youth will have the opportunity to participate at one of eight arenas across the State of Hockey, with plans to grow and expand it each year. Each participant will be outfitted with gear from head-to-toe and receive four hours of professional on-ice instruction for $100. The program will also promote the importance of regular exercise, team work, and developing leadership skills all while having fun experiencing the game of hockey.

     “It’s our mission to continue creating a greater State of Hockey, so today we are thrilled to be launching the Little Wild Learn to Play program,” said Minnesota Wild Chief Operating Officer Matt Majka. “We are truly thankful to our partners Minnesota Hockey, CCM and Total Hockey who have not only made this program possible, but will help us take it to the next level.”

     Registration for Little Wild Learn to Play will begin on May 27 on Wild.com on a first-come, first-served basis for children age five to eight. The program is open to those who have not already participated in Mite Level hockey programs. Children with any previous hockey league or program experience are not eligible to participate in the program.

     The program will include professional instruction by licensed USA Hockey and Minnesota Hockey instructors. Wild forward Charlie Coyle will participate as a guest instructor at select sessions. Each participant will receive co-branded Little Wild and CCM equipment including skates, hockey bags, jerseys, helmets, gloves, pants, pads, socks and sticks. The cost of the program includes all equipment and four hours of on-ice instruction. If not enrolled in the program, the Little Wild equipment will still be available through CCM at Total Hockey locations for $200.

     “I’m excited to be a part of the Little Wild program,” Coyle said. “I have great childhood memories from playing the game and it’s obviously had a really positive influence on my life. I want to do whatever I can to share this great sport with others, especially kids, and continue growing the game.”

     “Minnesota Hockey is very much looking forward to the first-ever Little Wild Learn to Play program,” said Glen Andresen, Executive Director of Minnesota Hockey. “This program will help extend our efforts to introduce more families to the great game of hockey around the state, who want to give the sport a try at an extremely low cost. This will have a huge impact on growing the game and supporting our local community-based associations. We are so thankful for the support of the Minnesota Wild, CCM, Total Hockey and Charlie Coyle.”

     “We're excited to partner with the Wild, Minnesota Hockey and Total Hockey on this outstanding program,” said Reebok-CCM Hockey trade marketing executive Bob Fallen. "We're involved in ‘Little NHL’ programs in other U.S. cities which have enjoyed great success in welcoming families to the sport of ice hockey. Seeing these young players take to the ice for the first time in our gear is a real thrill.”

     “No sport can match the benefits that hockey provides our youth in terms of fitness, character, discipline and teamwork. We appreciate the opportunity to give back to our local Minnesota communities by providing wider access to this great game,” said Michael Benoit, President and CEO of Total Hockey.

 Little Wild Learn to Play Locations and Times available at

 http://www.wild.com/littlewild

Wild offday: Matt Cooke speaks
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Wild winger Matt Cooke, who is expected to rejoin the lineup for Friday's Game 4 against Chicago, spoke to the media at Xcel Energy Center on Wednesday for the first time since beginning his seven-day suspension. Cooke was punished for a knee-to-knee hit on Colorado defenseman Tyson Barrie in Game 3 of the Wild's first-round series against the Avalanche.

Coach Mike Yeo said he expects Cooke to play in Game 4, but has not made any decisions about who will come out of the lineup or who Cooke's linemates will be. Cooke, whose suspension was the sixth of his career, said it was tough to watch the games from the stands. He expressed gratitude to his teammates for advancing to the second round, allowing him to jump back into the playoffs, and said he has been skating daily to stay ready.

Cooke would not address questions about why he chose not to appeal the suspension. He said he understands some people are going to believe he still is a dirty player, but he seemed resigned to that fact.

"People are entitled to their opinions,'' he said. "Everyone's going to have them. It's not my job to go out and change people's opinions. My job is to go out and play the way I can and be successful helping my teammates win. All I can do is go out and play the way I play, build the stats I've built over the last three years within my game, and the rest will take care of itself.''

Cooke spoke frequently about the work he put in over the past few years to remake his game. He said he is "in a good spot'' in terms of his commitment and ability to play a physical style without undue risk. As for whether the Barrie hit and suspension will make him gun-shy, he said it will be in his head, but he believes in his efforts to alter his approach and feels confident that will keep him on track.

In addition to his physical presence, Cooke thinks the Wild can benefit from his ability to communicate with teammates during the game, helping the team to maintain an even keel, and his playoff experience. He's also eager to help on the penalty kill.

Yeo said Cooke will play a specific role for the Wild as a strong-checking forward who is difficult to play against. He urged Cooke to play with confidence and said he would talk to him to make sure he does not feel hesitant.

"The last several years, he's been able to play the physical type of game, but play it honest and hard without going over the line,'' Yeo said. "That's what we're going to need from him again.''

Yeo also said something that should quell the concerns about Ryan Suter's health. Suter appeared to injure his left shoulder or arm in a collision with Marian Hossa in Tuesday's Game 3, but he returned to the game. Wednesday, Yeo noted that although some players came to the rink for treatment on the off day, Suter was not among them.

That's all the news from a relatively quiet Xcel today. Russo will return tomorrow.

--Rachel Blount

Four-goal third period by the Wild makes it a series with Chicago

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: May 7, 2014 - 12:30 AM   
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In the first two periods Tuesday night, the goal light on the 7th Street end zone got a workout, but only because it was broken.

But the Wild, after cracking in Chicago, didn’t crack in this patient, make the neutral zone look like I-94 at rush hour, hockey game. Nothing was happening in the first two periods. Nada.

But then, out of nowhere, thanks in large part to its young talent, the Wild broke through with speed and skill during a four-goal third period to take a 4-0 Game 3 win over the Blackhawks.

Ilya Bryzgalov silenced his critics for a few days by making 19 saves for his first shutout in almost eight years to the day – May 7, 2006. It was the second Wild playoff shutout in history (Darcy Kuemper in Game 3 vs. Colorado last round).

“Today was a tremendous team effort,” Bryzgalov said. “We played nice hockey. We tried to avoid big mistakes, tried to not let them play where they play best.”

With two off-days, the Blackhawks flew home to Chicago and will return Thursday afternoon. The Wild has Wednesday off, will then practice Thursday before Game 4 Friday at the X. Remember, the Wild won Game 3 against the Blackhawks in the first round last year but lost Game 4 and then the series in five games.

The goals/tidbits:

1. Erik Haula arguably should have been awarded a penalty shot in the first period when Duncan Keith hooked his right wrist on a shorthanded breakaway. Haula lost the puck, but he created a chance for himself again to open the third. In a 0-0 game, Erik Haula crossed a neutral-zone pass to Justin Fontaine (Matt Moulson first intercepted it), then flew into the offensive zone. When Fontaine made a flip pass, Haula flew by Patrick Kane and caught the alley-oop and buried it. It was an awesome pass, especially when one considers it was his first career playoff point. Haula, who won 5 of 9 faceoffs, has four points in his past five games.

2. Less than three minutes later, Ryan Suter hit Zach Parise at the blue line for a 3-on-2. A tic-tac-toe later, Jason Pominville fed Mikael Granlund. Granlund skated right and scored a sweet back-hander from the slot just inside the upper part of the right post.

3. Parise scored his first goal of the series to cap a multi-goal night on the power play. It snapped a 24 for 24 Blackhawks PK against the Wild in the past two playoffs. Parise pretty coolly raised his stick to let Suter see he had position for a redirection. Suter flipped the puck in, Parise deflected it off the post and then buried it. Pominville got his second assist of the game, too.

4. The “Future” – or as some Wild fans tweeted me, the “Present,” scored an empty-net goal. Nino Niederreiter, who was awesome again tonight, took Charlie Coyle’s pass, then made a sweet move to get into the offensive zone and then unselfishly passed to Granlund for the 4-0 lead.

5. Suter looked to get hurt late in the second when he was taken down by Marian Hossa. Suter skated slowly to the bench and down the runway not moving his left arm. Maybe it was a stinger because much to the relief of the fans, he came out to start the third. Coach Mike Yeo said it was nothing. Marco Scandella took Suter’s spot briefly and Keith Ballard, who played well in his first action in almost two months, moved up to take Scandella’s spot. Ballard logged 11:26 of ice time.

6. The Wild’s seven goals in this series have come in the third period.

7. From Wild PR, since 2003, the Blackhawks have been held to 22 or fewer shots in a playoff game just 7 times – 3 of those 7 times coming in this series 

Hard game to watch for 40 minutes, but like I said, the Wild stayed with it. The Blackhawks did their best to make the neutral zone a cobweb as the two strong defensive teams waited for the other to break.

The Blackhawks did first.

“When you can get a shutout against that team, it’s good,” Parise said. “It felt like a lot of neutral-zone play, a lot of bouncing pucks. It was tough to really sustain a lot of end-zone time.”

“We were playing against a really good team,” Granlund said. “It was a tough-checking game. Neither ream doesn’t get a lot of chances, a lot of room. That’s playoff hockey. You need to be able to play that.”

Check out the gamer for the full story, and of course all the coverage on startribune.com/wild.

The Wild has Wednesday off. Coach Mike Yeo is available, as is Matt Cooke, who will be returning for Game 4. For who? My gut says Matt Moulson, who had an assist tonight, one shot and only play 9 ½ minutes. He is playing in what will be Cooke’s spot on the Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine line, and the Dany Heatley-Kyle Brodziak-Cody McCormick line has been good.

I am off Wednesday. I need a day to do errands and decompress and sleep, so Rachel Blount will be covering the Cooke and Yeo press availabilities. Follow Rachel on Twitter at @blountstrib.

Here is some of Mike Yeo’s presser, courtesy of Rachel:

We just stayed strong. That was a challenge, they were playing really well. We were playing really well too, that was as tight a checking game as there's been, that I've been a part of. Neither team was getting a lot of shots, neither team was getting a lot of scoring opportunities. Both teams were playing incredibly disciplined and strong on their checking game. We just stayed strong. It was a challenge. You're down 2-0, you know you've got to win. But to stay strong with our game, to stay focused on the process, and obviously it's been a big part of the series one way or the other, both teams have defended really well. You look to capitalize, you look to attack when you get a chance and that’s what we did on our first goal and likewise on our second.

(regarding the team's response)

I just kind of expect it, that’s the leadership we have. The adversity thorough the course of the game, it might not be visible, but we knew we had to win this game. You can't fall down 3-0 against that team. You're 0-0, the outcome is not as clear as you want it to be at that time, but the leadership of our guys to continue to push forward, to continue to stay strong, for a guy like zach and pommer to make the plays they made, but mikko, as far as I'm concerned, we kind of got him going, in the matchups, he was outstanding too. The big guys definitely came through tonight.

(about the young players)

We talked about this last round. If we had young guys and we're trying to hide them on the 4th line or something, these guys played prominent roles. And we need these guys to be really good, and they're learning on the fly. This whole experience through these entire playoffs, we're growing right now. This game is another opportunity for us to grow and so is the next one. Now we've got a couple days, that's good, that we can sit around tomorrow and enjoy the day off. We know we've got another really big challenge. We're not sitting here patting ourselves on the back. We're still not leading the series, they are, so our goal is to come back and even it up.

(suter) I'm not surprised (he came back in). From what I heard it was really nothing. This guy, he's a pretty tough individual.

Ballard returns tonight, plus Wild tweaking some lines; Live chat at 3 p.m. 
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Game 3 of the Western Conference semifinals. Tonight, Blackhawks and Wild, at 8. The game can be heard on KFAN and seen nationally on CNBC with Dave Strader and Brian Engblom wearing the mics.

Good afternoon from the X, where I’ll be for the rest of the day.

I’ll be hosting a live chat today at 3 p.m. on www.startribune.com/wild. Be there, pretty please. No questions on Thomas Vanek, Mikko Koivu’s captaincy, Jason Zucker, Mike Yeo’s coaching future or outdoor games (I did report today the Wild may host a stadium series game next season at Target Field; Wild wants Chicago to be the opponent; the NHL is pushing Dallas).

Just kidding on the above. You can ask anything. (I just might not answer it!!!)

I’ll be on KFAN at some point after 5:30 p.m. today and on Fox Sports North at 7:20 p.m.

First, the news:

1. Two revamped Wild lines tonight: Nino Niederreiter-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle and Matt Moulson-Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine. Niederreiter, excited to be at home for the first time since his Game 7 OT winner last round (give him a hand), called his line the “Big Man’s Line.” Moulson has had some chemistry with Fontaine in Long Island in March, but let’s be honest, the Wild is trying to find this guy a fit. He has had a poor postseason, has one goal and has slowed down his lines. More on that below.

2. Nate Prosser, who turned the puck over on the first goal in Game 2 and lost Patrick Kane on the fourth goal in Game 1, is scratched. Keith Ballard is getting in for the first time since straining his groin March 17. Why Ballard over Jon Blum? More on that below.

3. Darcy Kuemper took the ice with black aces Jake Dowell and Carson McMillan before the Wild’s morning skate. It was his first time on the ice since his Game 7 head injury. He’s been exercising the past few days, so this was the next step to hopefully taking the ice with his teammates again. Ilya Bryzgalov starts tonight with John Curry as the backup. Josh Harding continues to take part in the morning skates.

4. No Andrew Shaw tonight. He didn’t make the trip for Chicago after getting hurt in Game 1 on a check from Clayton Stoner. Defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson will play tonight, but he cannot talk, coach Joel Quenneville said, since blocked Jonas Brodin’s shot in the throat in Game 2.

The Wild lost Games 1 and 2. Tonight’s not a must-win, … but it’s a must-win and everybody knows it. Win tonight, and just like the first round, the Wild’s right back in the series. Lose tonight, and the inevitable is almost certainly around the corner.

The Wild has lost to Chicago in six of seven playoff games the past two years. The Wild’s big guns haven’t produced and have been on the ice for a ton of goals against in those seven games.

Coach Mike Yeo pulled out of his holster something today that a few ink-stained wretches couldn’t get him to admit yesterday:

“For us, it's the mental hurdle,” Yeo said of the difference between playing Colorado and Chicago. “The first two games, I don't think we were completely on top of our game. We did a lot of good things and were right there with them. Scoring chances coming through two games were very even, we had a small edge in shots for. We had a pretty small edge in shot attempts for, which is a big difference from last year. As far as I'm concerned, we've leveled the playing field here, but we have to take the next step. We have to push past being close or even to them. We have to make sure that we get ahead of them. I believe that we can.

“It's a great test. It's a great team, but we've got a pretty darn good team ourselves. We just have to prove it now.”

That is the thing. The Blackhawks are the champs. They know how to play in these tight games and almost have this mystique that they’ll eventually remove your heart if you don’t take advantage of your opportunities. Let’s be honest: Both Games 1 and 2 were hanging right there for the Wild to win. It couldn’t score despite some golden looks. And then, the Blackhawks struck.

Tonight, I’d expect the Wild comes out with similar energy and offensive-zone pressure as it did in Games 3 and 4 against Colorado. The Blackhawks certainly haven’t seen Minnesota’s best game yet. The problem is I don’t think Minnesota has seen Chicago’s either.

The Blackhawks have lost eight straight playoff series initial road games, so we’ll see tonight if the Wild can make that nine. Remember, the Wild won Game 3 at home last year down 0-2 on a Matt Cullen to Jason Zucker overtime goal. On the ice for that goal interestingly enough: Zucker, Cullen, Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Justin Falk, Tom Gilbert and Josh Harding. None of the six will be in tonight’s lineup.

Thanks to the Star Tribune’s Jim Foster for that tidbit.

As Chip Scoggins wrote in today’s Strib, this series doesn’t even feel like a playoff series because none of that feistiness and energy that made last series so compelling has existed.

I think Chicago makes it tough because the Hawks just play hockey machine-like, plus agitator/motor mouth Shaw is hurt and Brandon Bollig was scratched in Game 2.

But the Wild will be looking for more energy and physicality tonight. Yeo showed several clips to his players of times they could have blown up or at least checked Blackhawks defensemen and peeled off, maybe because of the lack of energy this series after playing a long series last round.

This is one reason why Ballard gets in over Blum, Yeo said.

“Blum played well for us, but it was a pretty small sample size,” Yeo said. “[Ballard’s] been out for a little while, but this is a guy that’s a very big part of our team. Looking at last game, looking at some of the things that we’ve seen, we had a lot of opportunities to get the puck on the blue line and he’s a guy that can move across the line with his head up and maybe get some of those pucks through. But his skating ability is a big part of it too. Plus he brings a competitive edge, which is important against a team that wants to hang on to the puck. So you need a physical presence along with that skating ability to help you separate and alleviate some of that defensive zone time that you’re faced with.”

I think the 25 blocked shots for Chicago was a big reason Ballard plays, which Yeo indicated. Ballard is one of the Wild’s best at sliding across the blue line to get pucks through.

However, this will be tough. He has missed almost two months and now has to jump into the second round of the playoffs. He missed the last 14 games of the regular season and the first nine games of the playoffs.

“It’s been a couple months,” the former Gopher said. “But I’m excited to play, I’m excited to get back in. I’ve been feeling good for the last week and a half or so. A lot of rehab. I had to get strength back in my leg and get feeling good.”

He’ll play on the right side of Clayton Stoner.

“The game’s picked up a considerable amount since the last time I played,” Ballard said. “I think the biggest thing is not try to do too much, especially early. Whether it’s stuff like short shifts, making easy plays, getting yourself into the game a bit. But at the same time, you want to make an impact. You don’t want to come in and just be a passenger and try to just get through the game. It’s a fine line.”

Last change should help Yeo tonight, but the Blackhawks aren’t the Avs. In the home games last round, Ryan Suter was able to play 92 percent of the shifts against Nathan MacKinnon. Same thing with getting Haula’s line out against the Avs’ top line. The Blackhawks have more depth line to line

“It’s going to be a factor for sure,” Yeo said. “But at the same time, this is a deep team. We’ll be looking for matchups but at the same time some of it might be a personnel matchup, some of it might be a zone matchup as well, an opportunity to get guys into an offensive zone faceoff or certain guys into a defensive zone faceoff. If we’re going to beat these guys then we’re going to need everybody to be able to play and

 every line ready to go out and win the battle against the guys that they’re facing. So we’ll be paying attention to it but at the same time we will not let their moves dictate how we go about our business.”

On the home crowd, which was unreal last round, Yeo said. “The crowd is going to be awesome. I know that. It’s was unbelievably loud last series and I expect a lot of the same excitement, but we have to help provide some of that. We’ve got to bring some jam into this game right from the start. We’ve got to make sure that we’re finishing checks, that we’re creating momentum, that we’re playing in the offensive zone, that we’re shooting pucks, we’re doing things to make this thing erupt.”

On the Niederreiter-Koivu-Coyle line, Yeo said, “I would love to see that line spend a lot of time in the offensive zone. Those are three guys who are strong on the puck, three guys that can get around the net. It should be a tough line to play against. That's part of it. If they're on top of the game, they should bring momentum to our team.”

Moulson is costing himself millions in free agency with this postseason. Just not skating well, not producing and hurting his line. My gut says this could be his last chance tonight. Barring an injury, somebody’s going to have to come out for Matt Cooke in Game 4. Well, it’s quite coincidental that Moulson slides into Cooke’s spot tonight next to Haula and Fontaine.

This morning, I asked Yeo for the 15th time about Moulson. For the first time, he actually kinda sorta answered the question by addressing Moulson personally.

On Moulson and Fontaine, “They've had chemistry together before. The speed of Haula in the middle of the ice, I think should help those two guys. Hopefully just even mentally for [Moulson] to have the opportunity to just relax and play the game, just concentrate on going out yourself and the things you need to do.

“Fonzie's a guy that can make plays, both off the rush and in the offensive zone, and they've had chemistry before, so hopefully they create some of that.”

On tonight’s game, Yeo admitted, “This game is huge. We know that. This is going to be a tough test. It's a great team and they understand the importance of it, too, but I obviously think we're going to play a very good game tonight and we've got to find a way to get a win here. Find a way to get a win tonight and the series starts to take a different turn.”

Here’s some Zach Parise

On good start: This league is a lot easier when you’re playing with the lead. It’s tough to come from behind all the time. We’ve had some pretty good starts in this building. That’s the plan. But it doesn’t always go the way you want it to. Even if we don’t get a good start or the first goal, I think it’s important for us to not stray away from what we’re trying to accomplish, what we’re trying to do and how we’re trying to play. But I expect us tonight to have a lot of energy and come out with a good start.

What do you have to better: I thought we had a pretty good first game. we did come back and tie it up. But the second game, for whatever reason, our puck movement wasn’t good, we didn’t support each other up the ice and we turned the puck over a lot inside the blue line, which allowed them to make that quick stretch pass and catch us on some odd-man rushes. When we’re playing well, when we’re playing fast, we’re managing the puck a lot better. Against these guys, you have to make sure you do. Otherwise you’re not going to touch it the whole night

Here’s some Ryan Suter:

Suter

On Ballard: Brings a physical element and he’s a good skater. He can get it out of trouble.

I thought we’ve played well. We need to be better for sure, but I think we have that confidence knowing that we’re coming home and we have to get that next one.

Home ice: we play with a little extra confidence, a little extra jam. And that’s how you have to win playoff games. I think in the first couple games, we’ve gotten away from playing that physical style, playoff-type game. we just need to get back to the basics and not turn pucks over.

Last change: It definitely makes a difference. There’s a lot of good players on their team. I think it will be a good thing for us and hopefully we can use that to our advantage.

Getting pucks through vs. Hawks: They’re a great shot-blocking team. It’s seems like they’re always in the lane. I think if we can change the angle, maybe use the back wall, get pucks behind them, they might not come out so aggressive. It’s really important to try to get that puck through.

Crawford: We’ve had chances. He’s a great goalie. He’s solid back there.

JOEL QUENNEVILLE

Challenges with Hjalmarsson not being able to communicate on the ice: “Obviously you like to talk to the goalie playing it, your partner, whether he’s got an out or you’re the out, sometimes that can be beneficial. We always want to say communicate on the bench, make sure we’re talking as well. But I think we’re familiar with a lot, and he’s a lot familiar with the players around him and changes as well and make sure we’re sharp on the bench. so that’s something, we’ll see. He’s pretty aware of how to play the game, and those types of situations. Maybe he’s got to adapt a little bit, but for the most part, we expect him not to change too much.”

On the first 10 minutes tonight being important: Tough building. It’s going to be loud, it’s going to be a lot of excitement in here. Let’s make sure that we come being proactive the best we can, try to weather that first 10 minutes, just be on their heels. Let’s try and be initiating as much as you can. Let’s be prepared to play smart right off the bat, let’s bring a real intense first 10 minutes knowing we have to play the perfect road game, not just the start, but throughout the game.

 On Nick Leddy again being in his doghouse (46 seconds last third period): Pace. I think the guys that we always say we’re looking for more, but we’re always looking at guys that are not getting as much as you want, or much ice time, we’re looking for things — everything’s quicker, everything faster, everything more assertive. Whoeever we’re talking about, that’s kind of what we’re getting to, or getting into.

 Harder to shut down top two lines without last change: We’ll see. I’m sure that line matching is going to be something we’ll  have to keep an eye on as we go along here. How we either change or adapt, we’re comfortable with it. But I still think we want to play four lines and get everyone in the game early and see how it evolves. They changed their lines in the first couple of games in the Colorado series, and we’ll see how it works out tonight.

 On them blocking so many shots: I think everybody’s got a different opinion on blocking shots. You’re taking away primary options by being in the shooting lanes and all of a sudden they have to have their second and third looks, which isn’t as enticing. And I think being there and willing there, it’s the best line of defense and the best way to defend. I think that’s what makes him such a good defender when we’re talking about be it Hammer or shot-blockers. You’re denying them what they really want to do and you’re willing to take one for the team. It’s an important art, it’s an important part of how you defend. Whether you’re getting your stick on it, whether it goes in the crowd off it, or you’re just denying them the shooting lanes sometimes. You don’t even get credit for some of the shot blocks because you’re denying them the lane.

Wild happy to be home, looking to rebound Tuesday 
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Update: I'll be hosting a live chat today at 3 p.m. at www.startribune.com/wild. Please join in.

Ginormous Game 3 to say the least if you’re the Wild.

The Wild will be looking for some Xcel Energy Center electricity Tuesday night when the Wild returns home with another 2-0 series deficit, this time to the Chicago Blackhawks. Last round, the Wild put forth two outstanding efforts to even the series going back to Denver.

Of course, it eventually won that series to advance to the second round.

Monday, the Wild had the day off after coach Mike Yeo felt like the team was running on fumes for parts of Game 2 in Chicago. Remember, the Wild played last Wednesday in Denver, won in overtime, flew to Chicago and arrived about 5 a.m. Thursday. It played Game 1 vs. the Hawks on Friday, then had to play an afternoon game Sunday.

So it makes sense, but the Wild better find the energy quick and the hope is the team refueled today.

A few guys did skate today, but mostly the extras and regulars Charlie Coyle, Dany Heatley and Clayton Stoner were around the rink getting treatment, working out, working on sticks, etc. The coaches were all in the back trying to make the necessary tactical adjustments.

Ilya Bryzgalov is expected to get the Game 3 start. John Curry and Josh Harding were two of the guys who did skate today.

For Chicago, Andrew Shaw did not make the trip for Game 3. The Hawks will fly back to Chicago after the game and return for Game 4 Friday (8:30 p.m. game, by the way), so coach Joel Quenneville said Shaw is a possibility for the second part of the Hawks’ trip.

Because I’m running on fumes and haven’t been home since last Tuesday, here’s some cut and paste quotes. I’ll also be on KFAN at 5:15 p.m., on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Tuesday and on Fox Sports North’s pregame show around 7:10 p.m. Tuesday.

YEO:

Any lineup changes? “I’ll update more on our lineup tomorrow. Obviously, we’ll look at whatever we have to do going forward. We’ve spent a lot of time discussing things, but we’re not finalized with anything yet.”

Adjustments? “I feel last game, it looked like maybe a lack of energy caused some things tactically where we weren’t sharp enough. Puck support, in particular for me, and just sort of the spacing between our players, whether it’s in our checking game or whether it’s when we have the puck. Again, a little more jump, a little more in our step and the difference between three feet is big.”

How much is it mental that Chicago has beaten the Wild in six of seven playoff games? “Maybe. That’s part of it and we have to overcome that for sure. I think we played these guys better in the regular season. Is aid after last night that I felt like these last two games were different from last year. I spent a lot of time looking at and going over my notes from last year and looking at stats, and I think that, statistically, it shows that it’s been different. I don’t feel like we’ve played our two best games by any means, but I look at puck possession this year compared to last year and I see a big difference. Scoring chance wise, same thing. Where I felt we were outplayed last year, I feel like these have been pretty even games. Like I said, a play or two here or there and we could easily be coming home with a split and feeling much better about ourselves. But that said, it’s still a great team. Can’t forget about the fact that they built a lot of momentum in their last series playing against a very, very good St. Louis team, winning four straight against them. I think they’ve come into our series with a lot of momentum, a lot of confidence and we have to try and stop that.”

On one power play last game: “We’ve got to draw more power plays for sure. Usually you do that when you’re moving your feet, when you’re playing with speed. It can be off the rush, but it can also be in the offensive zone where we’re moving our feet, we’re forcing somebody to hook, we’re forcing somebody to hold. Again, I don’t think that we had enough of that. I don’t think we saw a lot of guys carrying pucks last night, skating, taking open ice. For whatever reason, we seemed to have our feet planted. Hopefully the energy part of it – that’s all it is. Hopefully the confidence of coming back home and just sort of the mentality of let’s go make the play, that’ll be what we’re looking for.”

How good is Chicago defensively? “I will never hide from that fact. I’ll give those guys a ton of credit. You look at what they’ve done the last four years. Night in and night out, this is a team that can hurt you in the way they play offensively, they can hurt you in how they can capitalize on their opportunities, but this is a team that’s not easy to play against. This is a team that checks very well. It’s a team that has good depth. They can put out different guys against different lines and different pairings against different lines, and they’re very consistent in their checking game. Especially I think a large part of that is the way they skate. They play a fast game in how they play without the puck, in the same way that they play a fast game with the puck. So you’ve got to be ready to make quick plays, you’ve got to be ready to make fast decisions.

On all his slumping players: “I think the more pressure starts to build on a player, the more they start to think about that stuff, they start to get themselves in a bit of a deeper hole. We’ve talked about it almost like quicksand a little bit, the more you struggle, the deeper you get. That’s why it’s really important to make sure that you’re focused on the game, make sure that you’re focused on your play. What are the things that you’re doing when you’re successful? What are the things that you are doing to create scoring chance, to give yourself the best chance to capitalize on an opportunity like that? And I think that’s what’s critical, not only for individuals as far as wanting to score a goal, but for our team as far as wanting to win a game too. We have to stay focused on the little things. We have to stay focused on our process and trust that result will be there at the end for you.”

Being 3-0 at home: “I think we’ve played these guys well in our building. I think we’ve played well in our building all year. I think that our fans have something to do with it. It’s going to be really loud and we feed off that, and certainly it’s more of a challenge for the opposition. I think that they do have more experience dealing with that. I do think that this is a very good team and a very good road team, but there’s no reason we shouldn’t be confident. It’s going to be a hard game. We know that. We recognize that. Like I said, this is a great opponent. They’ve had the success that they’ve had for a reason, and they’ve had it against different teams. So, our focus has to be on ourselves. Our focus has to be on tomorrow, getting excited for that game and not looking past anything from that.”

On Moulson’s game slipping besides the offense:  “For me, hopefully, that’s the challenge for all players. That’s the challenge for the team. When things haven’t gone well, and this is something hopefully we can draw upon from last series, is we had times where things didn’t go our way and things we’re difficult, but the ability to come back to the rink and just put everything in the garbage and just get reset and refocused on the next game, that’s the only challenge. That’s the only thing that matters. To me, whether you’ve had success or whether you haven’t had success, what’s in the past has to be in the past, and the only thing that I want is for guys to be excited to play that game tomorrow.”

CHARLIE COYLE

0-2 deficit: We’ve been here before. Right now we just have to focus on the next one. That’s all we have to do. We said that last series too and we came out and got a win here and everything went well the next game. We’ve got to come out and prove that and play well.

Why the low-energy level: I don’t know. You get so high up after that Game 7 win and you feel great. You go to Chicago and I don’t know if we just kind of went through the motions or why after that such a high. You lose that game and all of a sudden it feels like it’s the end of the world again. We’ve got to get back to staying on that even-keel and not getting too high or too low. As of right now, we’ve got to put those games behind us.

On the lack of feistiness: We definitely haven’t shown what we’re capable of. We haven’t been on our game. We haven’t had that grittiness that we brought last series. I think being at home right now is good for us and usually brings out the best in us, being here and playing here.

Ttough team to be feisty against with no Shaw, Bollig: I think the last two games we’ve kind of just got caught playing their way. We need to get back to playing our game and doing what we do best. When we play our game and we’re on, we play good. Sometimes during the game some things don’t go your way, you kind of change up what you’re doing right. I think we did that the last two games.

On Corey Crawford: Yeah, he’s playing well. He’s a good goalie. We just have to find ways to get more pucks at the net. Two shots in the first. We can’t wait until the second and third to start firing pucks and take away his eyes and get traffic. We’ve got to start from the beginning so it’s a full 60. We’ve got to use every minute to our advantage. We have to fire pucks at him because he’s a good goalie.

On rebounding: There’s nothing to save it for now. It’s end of the year, playoff time. We need to get our energy up. We know we still have it. We’ve just got to go out and prove it and show it. We have to the team to do it. We’ve done it before. We did it last series when things weren’t going our way and we changed things around.

Mental: Yeah, that can wear on you, I think. You know you’re going against a good team. You can go back to last year and say, ‘Oh, these guys beat us’ but it’s a new year. We’ve got put that behind us. I think everyone is comfortable with our group compared to last year. We like where we’re at. We like our team, we like our guys we have in this locker room. We should go out and prove our game and bring it to them. That’s all we’ve got to do.

CLAYTON STONER

“I think this home crowd is going to help us. We've always played good at home, for the most part, throughout the season, and I think we can use that to our advantage and try to take the momentum back.”

Different to coming back against Chicago compared to Colorado?

“I don't see a lot of difference. If we stay with our structure and pick our intensity up, make some better plays and finish our scoring chances, I feel like we can take the series over. There's a lot of belief in this room after coming back against Colorado and they're a good team, too. They finished No. 1 in the division, so they're a good team.

Day off to energize or bigger problems?

“Definitely the day off's gonna help. We did look a little bit tired in the game and I think a lot of it is just re-charging the batteries a little bit. But, at the same time, it's just re-setting the mind and just trying to take this one game at a time, kind of like we did last series, use the home crowd to our advantage and play the way we can.”

Mental having lost six of seven in playoffs.

“I don't feel that there's any mental block with this team. The last two games, I felt we could win both games and we're not that far off. It's not like they're killing us out there. They're capitalizing on their chances and we're not. I think the belief in the room is very strong. As much as we respect them, I don't think that we think they're a better team.”

Chicago's shot blockers:

“They do a real good job of fronting and blocking shots. Their 'D' stand in front of the net and they're not afraid to stop as many pucks as the goalie does, it feels like. I think we're gonna have to get more traffic to the net and put a little more onus on the defensemen to get that puck through and get a rebound there for the forwards to bang in.”

Feel different from last year?

“It's a different group. A different feel going into playoffs. A different feel in the first round. There's a lot of belief in here. I think we're a good team, I know we're a good team, and we're going up against a good team, but at the same time, we believe that we can make a run at the Cup. We have a lot of depth this year we didn't have last year. We have more experience in the lineup. Just a whole different group and a different feel all season.”

DANY HEATLEY

“you don’t want to be down 0-2 again. But we’re excited to come back home. We play well in this building. Exciting to get going.”

“every series, every team as you go through this playoff year it’s going to get tougher. Chicago’s a great team, defending champions. But I think in both those games we felt we were in both of them. We could have had a chance to win both of them. Having said that there’s a lot of things that we’ve got to do better and we know that.”

“I think we feel comfortable here. We’re excited. This is a real loud building gin the playoffs. I know the fans, the town’s excited to watch tomorrow. And we’ve played well here all year. It’s important to be good in your rink and we have and we’ve got to continue to do that this playoffs.”

Lost 6 of 7 vs. them: “first of all I think this year and last year are completely different. I think we have a different group in here. You guys can run whatever numbers you want but I think we believe we can beat this team and it starts tomorrow.”

Wild in familar spot, down 2-0 to Chicago. But this has different feel than Colorado series
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The Wild trailed 2-0 against Colorado last round, too. This 2-0 series to the Chicago Blackhawks has a different feel though.

Against the Avs, the Wild had the puck 65 percent of the time. Against the Avs, the Wild forced turnovers galore and often put together sustained pressure and suffocating forechecks. Against the Avs, the Wild scored 22 goals (3.1 a game) and 14 in four games in Denver (3.5 a game).

In Friday’s Game 1, 5-2, loss to Chicago, the Wild missed the net 18 times and maddeningly couldn’t score timely goals when it was controlling play. In Sunday’s 4-1 loss to Chicago, the Wild had 25 shots blocked … and maddeningly couldn’t score timely goals when it was controlling play.

The Wild got off to a terrible start, being outshot 7-2 in the first, behind responding to some necessary line juggling in the second. But, as is its MO, the Wild couldn’t score, was the victim of a suspect hooking penalty on Justin Fontaine and that’s all it took for Brandon Saad to make it 2-0 two seconds after the Blackhawks power play expired.

Like I said, this series has a different feel. First of all, the Wild’s playing against the defending champs, a team experienced in the playoffs, not the newbie Avs. Second of all, the Wild’s playing against likely Norris winner Duncan Keith, Brent Seabrook, Johnny Oduya and Niklas Hjalmarsson, four solid, experienced, mobile defensemen, not the newbie Avs who could be exposed easily.

The Wild seemed flat in several areas, and coach Mike Yeo concurred afterward, saying the seven-game series caught up to Minnesota in Sunday’s afternoon game. That’s why I felt Game 1 was integral to win. Against the more rested team when you’re the team coming off a long, draining, emotional series, it usually catches up to the tired team later in the next round.

So Yeo will give the Wild Monday off and pray to the Hockey Gods that his running-on-fumes players, especially his big guns who were all missing in action Sunday, refuel.

“To me, one thing that was clear right from the start and I’m surprised we didn’t see more of it last game, but I thought we didn’t have the legs tonight and that was a big factor,” Yeo said. “You could see it in our puck support. You could see it when we get a puck and we weren’t taking two, three strides before we made a play. We were making a lot of stationary plays, wide stance.”

Zach Parise was minus-3 today and is now minus-10 in seven playoff games against Chicago dating to last year. Mikko Koivu was minus-2 and is now minus-9 dating to last year against Chicago. Koivu slowed long enough on the backcheck of Marian Hossa’s breakaway that Jonathan Toews, who had hooked Koivu at the blue line, was free to score the game’s first goal after Ilya Bryzgalov made a great save on Hossa’s initial shot.

Yeo gave Koivu a pass at least publicly. He blamed Nate Prosser for not getting the puck deep and turning it over and he blamed Clayton Stoner for being unaware that Hossa was cherry-picking behind him.

“The first goal is a breakdown,” Yeo said. “It’s not on Mikko because he’s joining and supporting a play. It happens. But we turned the puck over and we weren’t counting numbers. And then unfortunately there were a couple other breakdowns along the way. That one wasn’t on Mikko. There were

 three other plays before that.”

One major, major issue is Matt Moulson. Yeo can’t find a foot for the slow-footed forward who seems to be decelerating any line he’s on. Moulson’s a forechecker, but his puck support was poor today like many and he’s not getting to the net enough.

Asked about Moulson, Yeo said, “We were mixing up a lot of things trying to get guys going. We’re

 going back home and us as a staff will make sure that we do what we have to do as far as not just standing pat. But at the same time, we do have to have a bit of a short memory here. This is a good team we

 played. You can’t let them get in your head. They found a way to win two games, well, you know what we have to do our job now. Let’s go win our two games at home. We can’t get caught in two big of a picture

 here because we’re right where we were last series. And I know that we’re playing a different eam but the last team that we played was pretty good. Next game only thought, only challenge.”

Remember, when the Wild trailed 2-0 to Colorado, it returned home and Yeo made a couple changes, putting in Dany Heatley and Justin Fontaine for Kyle Brodziak and Stephane Veilleux.

With Matt Cooke suspended until Game 4, the only extra besides Mike Rupp (who is likely not an option because of his skating) is Veilleux, so my guess is Yeo gives Moulson another chance to make an impact and if he doesn’t, Cooke gets in for Moulson in Game 4. But this is a serious issue right now. Moulson’s turning pucks over and has been completely ineffective all postseason.

“You can’t let yourself get frustrated,” he said. “You have to play your game, and for me, that’s getting around the net and putting in those dirty goals. You just have to tell yourself to keep working and try to raise it up another level.”

What was so frustrating about the two games in Chicago is the Wild did play well for stretches. But every time it got chances, it couldn’t score and then the Blackhawks would come down and somebody like its white whale, Bryan Bickell, scored. Bickell scored another back-breaker today and has six goals in seven playoff games against the Wild. This guy was awful during the regular season, but it’s become his MO: Every time the calendar turns from regular season to playoffs, he earned his regular-season salary.

The Wild? Its big guns are no-shows (when Justin Fontaine, Erik Haula, Nino Niederreiter and Cody McCormick are your best forwards, you’re in trouble) and the Wild aggravatingly misses empty-nets like there’s no tomorrow. If the Wild could have scored on one of those 18 missed nets or three posts in Game 1, it’s a different game (see Mikael Granlund). Today, Haula and Dany Heatley missed empty nets.

““We weren't that far off,” Yeo said. “Even though, again I know we can play better. We weren't that far off. That game was hanging for us. It's a 1-0 game, and we got a couple empty nets. We can't find a way to put it in. I didn't agree with the call to put them up 2-0. Then you're chasing, and it's hard when you're chasing. We've been chasing for three games now. One of these games we've got to find a way to grab a lead and play with it.

“We know we have to be ready to go when we get home. We have to make sure we get the rest that we need. We have to make sure we do what we have to do. Last series, I thought we did a great job staying positive. Despite the fact that we were down 2-0, we still believed we could win. That to me is the No. 1 thing. When I look at these last two games, I know we can be better, but we're not that far off. We're a play or two each game away from being at least with a split right now. I think there's positives in that. The fact that we've been a good home team. That should bring confidence. I know our fans are going to be jacked up. It's going to be a loud building, it's going to be exciting. We look forward to that opportunity.”

Yeo made clear that even though the players have Monday off, the coaching staff will be working trying to make tactical changes and other adjustments. He made clear that Bryzgalov is the guy in net with Darcy Kuemper hurt and Josh Harding not an option right now.

“We’re not going to sit around waiting for another option,” Yeo said. “This is the guy. So let’s quit even talking about it right now. We shouldn’t even be talking about who’s backing up. This is the guy for us right

 now. We have to find a way as a team, not just one guy. It’s on him, for sure, but it’s on our group too. It’s on our staff. It’s everybody to find a way to get a win.”

Here’s some other postgame quotes:

CHARLIE COYLE

On Hawks defense: “No, there’s not much room. We knew that coming into here. They’re a tight, defensive team. But we’ve got to get ways to get pucks in behind them and just go to work in their end and just wear them down. We didn’t do enough of that tonight.”

Down 0-2 for second series in a row: “Same mindset. I think we have to put that in our heads that we can still come back, we’ve done it before, and that’s it. We’ve got to put these games behind us. It’s not going to do any good to worry about them now. So just think ahead and we’ve got to win that next one.”

MIKKO KOIVU

“We’ve got to find another notch to win one game and then come back in this series. They’re doing the little things better than us and we have to dins that.”

On being down 0-2, “We have to make it feel like that. We proved that last series, but that doesn’t matter anymore. Game 3’s a huge game. That’s the biggest game of the year for us.”

On the big guns not scoring: “We recognize we have to create more to be a better team. I thought we did that in the second and the third. We have to find another notch to create, but then to score goals too. It’s not easy. That’s a tough team defensively and their goaltender is playing very well right now. We have to find it. We have to be better around their net and find those pucks.”

ZACH PARISE

On Blackhawks defense: “They’re good. They play a good system, they’re mobile D, they block a lot of shots, they’re so good with the puck ,they make good plays and they spring their forwards, and I think we can probably do a better job against them, making them work more.”

Locke room atmosphere: “I’m disappointed that we’re here down 2-0, frustrated. But tonight we understand that we didn’t play nearly well enough to win. I think that’s what we’re upset about, not so much being down 2-0. That’s not fun either, but the way we played tonight wasn’t good enough, and definitely not good enough to beat the Blackhawks.”

Will rest help? “I think it will help. I do think we were a little slow and not as aggressive. I feel like we weren’t moving our feet as well as in previous games. I don’t know why that was, whether we were slow or we just weren’t handling the puck well – sometimes that makes you look slow. I think a day off will help.”

Silver lining going home: “We do feel good there, we’ve played well there and shown we can win there. Bottom line we know we have to play better than this.”

Feel personal pressure for one point in the series? “It’s a team game. We’re down. We should all feel pressure that we’re down 2-0. That’s all.”

Disappointing that you didn’t’ play best game and still had chance to win? “There was still the opportunity. Tonight we didn’t play nearly as well as we need to, and there was still the opportunity, being down 2-1 and having some looks. We’re still down 2-0 in the series.”

TOEWS ON SAAD: "I keep telling him every night he's a monster with that puck. When he's on his game, he keeps his feet moving through traffic and he's slippery. For his size and power, he's able to somehow get around guys and keep the puck on his stick. He's making some great plays. I think when he plays like that, he's opening up room for everyone else. I think that's why he's had so many helpers, so far, but it's nice to see him get on the board. To see one go in is a good feeling for anybody."

SAAD: "You want to take advantage of home ice. It's good to get these two here under our belt and then try to steal one at Minnesota."

You’ll hear plenty from Bryan Bickell in Monday’s paper. Our stringer, Blake Schuster, wrote a good story on him.

COACH Q

BICKELL ON THE TOP LINE: His play all year long was ordinary until the end of the year when he was trending, looking like he was going to play in the playoffs. In the playoffs (last year) we gave him a lot more responsibility and he just seemed to grab it. Got more and more quality and quantity of ice time in big games. He earned it, deserved it, got rewarded I the summer and now he’s playing exactly the same way. We’re happy with the contribution we’re getting from him but I thought he and that line had a special game today.”

2-0 SERIES LEAD: “They’re going to be excited to go home, crowd will be as loud as any building in the league. They’ll have enthusiasm playing in front of their crowd. We want to make sure we go in there, try to get a reasonable start and put ourselves in the game. There are no easy games, no easy series. Never get ahead of yourselves, particularly in the playoffs.”

On Nick Leddy getting benched in the third: “Coach’s decision.”

OK, that’s it for me. Wild has Monday off, meaning we’ll get three players via conference call and coach Mike Yeo in the afternoon. Good day.

Wild looks to rebound Sunday in Game 2
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UPDATED

Afternoon from the United Center, where the Blackhawks had an off-ice workout and the Wild practiced. The Wild wanted to rectify some things from a Game 1 loss, and it took the ice because there's no morning skate prior to Sunday’s 2 p.m. game on NBC.

The Wild looks like it will make one lineup change Sunday. Justin Fontaine will be back in and reunited on the young checking line with Nino Niederreiter and Erik Haula. Dany Heatley, Kyle Brodziak and Cody McCormick are also reunited. Stephane Veilleux looks like he will sit.

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Andrew Shaw, who got hit hard by Clayton Stoner in last night’s 5-2 Wild loss, is questionable with a lower-body injury. Q says Shaw’s injury isn’t considered long-term. Also, Quenneville said Kris Versteeg was pulled after warmups last night because he was sick.

As I guessed on last night's blog, Yeo was doing some postgame coaching after last night's 5-2 loss and he wasn't nearly as upset with the team's game as he portrayed. He just knows the Blackhawks will be better in Game 2 and he also recalls that the Wild has twice shown in his tenure that when it plays well enough to win in Game 1 and doesn't, it doesn't play well in Game 2 (last year vs. Chicago and last round vs. Colorado).

"Spirits were good," Zach Parise said of the team's mindset. "We have to be better, and we know they’re going to be a lot better. We were in a good mood today. We know we have to make some corrections. That’s the way it goes. I thought we played a good game, really I did. Like I said, they’re an opportunistic team with their chances. They have guys who can score, but all in all I thought we played a pretty good game."

The  Blackhawks feel they can play much better than they did in Game 1. Johnny Oduya said the Blackhawks “got away with one” and it won’t happen again in this series. The Wild pinned Chicago in its end all second period (17-3 shot count plus another 11 shots that missed the mark) and the start of the third. In the third, the Wild rallied back from a 2-0 deficit on goals by Stoner and Kyle Brodziak.

“I think they just outworked us, that’s just the bottom line,” Oduya said. “Hockey’s very simple like that sometimes. You try to complicate things with systems and plays and a bunch of different things. But we talked about it today, too, the passion and fire has got to be there, and the urgency. I think they had a little bit more of that. Obviously, when you’re down a couple goals you’re stepping on the pedal a little bit more, probably. We sat back too much, we can’t do that.”

Added Coach Q: “Our pace wasn’t very quick. Turned pucks over in the middle of the ice, thought in our neutral zone we have to be better. We have to get more involved in the attack, get more support from the back end and come more in groups of five.”

Regardless, star forward Patrick Kane scored an extraordinary goal 1:26 after Brodziak’s tying goal.

It’s the type of goal only Kane can score. I still think Ilya Bryzgalov needs to better cover the short-side (he said today he made a mistake and felt Kane would cut back to the middle), but man, Kane pitchforks a puck in the only place he could at a tight ankle.

“I mean, we saw it a few times this morning, and it’s just amazing to see that goal,” defenseman Brent Seabrook said. “Not too many players can do that, and Kaner’s done that, we were laughing a little bit about Kaner. That’s a beautiful goal and would be a highlight of probably any one of our careers, but Kaner’s done that probably 10 times. So it’s old hat for him.”

Added Jonathan Toews: “He’s always making plays like that. For us, it’s not something that that’s surprising.”

The Wild wants to figure out a way to get one win out of here to put the pressure on Chicago coming into Minnesota for two. The Blackhawks have won 15 of their past 17 postseason home games dating to 2013, including five straight.

Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford has won five in a row. He has a 1.98 goals-against average and .935 save percentage in seven playoff games this year.

In Bryzgalov’s past five starts dating to the regular season, he is 1-4 with a 4.96 goals-against average and .819 save percentage. He has been pulled twice despite the Wild allowing 24 or fewer shots in four of those starts.

"I feel pretty good that he’s going to play well tomorrow to be honest with you," said Yeo. "I looked at that game closely again looking at that area and I'm not too sure what he could’ve done on too many of those goals that went in. He’s excited for the game tomorrow and he’s putting pressure on himself, but the bottom line is I want everyone to remember that game, to feel that game, but to come back with a little bit more."

No status change on Darcy Kuemper. He's not in Chicago.

Yeo said he talked to Jason Pominville and Matt Moulson, who each have one playoff goal, today:

"That for me was maybe Pommer’s best game that he’s played in the playoffs last game. I had him involved in seven scoring chances himself. There’s a couple one-timers, a couple shots that are a little bit off and quite often you see that with players that are pressing. You try to be a little too precise with your shot. I would like to see him build off that game and hopefully the way that he played, he should know that if he continues to do that, he’ll get rewarded. I talked to Mouls too. Mouls is another guy for sure with getting traded here and the idea that we’re counting on him for offense, similarly I think when you start to press and you start to feel that, you have to make sure that you’re able to push that aside and focus on the things that you need to do in order to make it happen. I felt like he got away from that. Just having the chance to talk to him today and hearing some of the things that he said, I think he’ll be ready to go tomorrow."

A whole lot more in Sunday's paper. Souhan weighed in on No. 26 and 29, I think, while I wrote about Bryzgalov, the adjustments needed in Game 2 (like hitting the net and being better on special teams, etc).

I’ll be on KARE-11 at some time after 1 p.m. Sunday.

Mike Yeo unhappy with team's Game 1 performance
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Last year, the Wild played well enough to win Game 1 in Chicago, lost in overtime and got smoked in Game 2.

I don’t think the Wild was nearly as bad as coach Mike Yeo portrayed tonight. I think he was doing a bit of postgame coaching because if the Wild actually thinks it played well and still lost 5-2, where does it go from here? It better fix its game for a Game 2 response. It’s kind of like his Game 5 reaction last round when the Wild was the victim of some questionable officiating and he bit his tongue. If the Wild actually thought it was cheated (sorry, Todd McLellan term), where does it go in Games 6 and 7?

The Wild lost this game for four reasons:

1. Jonas Brodin is a high-sticking madman suddenly, was in the bin twice tonight and the Hawks made Minnesota pay both times.

2. Its lack of finish in a one-sided second period (despite outshooting Chicago 17-3 and missing another 11 shots, including one hit pipe), the Wild watched Chicago turn its one-goal lead into a two.

3. Lost the special teams battle 2-nothing.

4. Patrick Kane is scary good.

The first two periods, it was a rumor Kane was even in the building. The third period, he decided to surface right after Clayton Stoner and Kyle Brodziak turned a 2-0 deficit into a 2-2 tie.

With the Madhouse on Madison eerily silent, Kane scored the eventual winning goal 1:26 after Brodziak’s tying goal (8:22 into the third) on a terrific play, then shot. Dangles through neutral zone, walks into the zone, cuts to his right on the backhand, turns toward the net and around Brodin and roofs a backhander because Ilya Bryzgalov wasn’t covering the short-side.

After the goal, Kane apparently yelled, "Showtime."

Kane then scored again with 3:13 left and Bryan Bickell an empty-netter, so the lopsided score isn't indicative of what actually happened on the ice.

Yeo said, “We had some good moments, but we're not happy with our game tonight. I felt that we didn't have everybody at the level we needed to be at, so we'll rectify that.”

Asked about Brodin and his poor play, Yeo said a handful of guys were below average at best. He didn’t know if that was because of the quick turnaround or because they didn’t get reset and refocused and adjusted for a new series.

“Obviously, it was a very winnable game for us,” Yeo said. “It didn’t have the feel of a game that we were going to win for sure. But to get yourself in that opportunity, you know, you’re starting to come on five-on-five, we were pretty good for a lot of points there, for a lot of periods of the game. But you’ve got to buckle down in those key moments and those key situations. We’ve been stronger than that lately, but this is nothing to hang our hat on. It’s about the next challenge in front of you.”

On Stoner, who was a physical menace and knocked Andrew Shaw out of the game with a lower-body injury, Yeo said, “I thought he was a difference maker and this is the way he's played all playoffs for us.”

On Bryz, Yeo said he didn’t have a problem with his game (and right now he has no choice to talk him up): “Obviously this a talented team that can capitalize and don't need 30 opportunities to put five in the net so we have to limit those quality opportunities.”

Bryzgalov gave up four goals on 21 shots.

Jason Pominville again can’t seem to find his game. Missing nets galore, although he set up a couple nice chances tonight.

In the first, the Wild had a chance to take a 1-0 lead when Nate Prosser connected with Zach Parise with a home-run pass near the far blue line. But on the shorthanded breakaway, Blackhawks speedy defenseman Nick Leddy, the 2009 Wild first-round pick, hustled back and impeded Parise’s shot with a swinging stick check.

That proved gigantic because 20 seconds later, Bickell, a Wild killer in last year’s playoffs, tipped Brent Seabrook’s shot past Bryzgalov for a 1-0 Blackhawks lead.

The Wild caught a break with 2:44 left in the period when Brandon Bollig appeared to make it 2-0 off a goalmouth scramble. But referee Dan O’Halloran ruled that he blew his whistle to stop play prior to the puck crossing the line.

The Wild had a chance to tie early in the second period, but Mikael Granlund, with no goalie in front of him, redirected a pass off the crossbar. It was the third time in the game the Wild hit iron. Heatley and Matt Moulson did the same in the first. Granlund missed some golden chances.

Here are some more quotes (transcribed by our stringer, Blake Schuster (@schustee19):

Kane

Backhander

·      It was a good play by Sharp to throw it over to my side. I had some time and space so I tried to cut through the middle. It was one of those plays where I was about to drop it to (Sharp) but I saw both defensemen kind of go to him so I just tried to get in on the backhand and made a good shot and it went in. It’s a good feeling.

·      It’s not like I looked up and saw him go down. I wish I could say that, but it’s not the way it happened

Sharp

On Kane’s backhander

·      The thing I like about Kaner the best is the big stages, he always seems to put one in, whether he's back home in Buffalo in a big game, time and time again in the playoffs he scores goals and it seems like he wants that puck all the time. So, big goal, big third period for Kaner."

On getting outshot in five of seven playoff games so far:

·      "You've got to give them credit as well. They're a good team and in the second round of playoffs, every team is going to be relentless and they're going to keep coming at you. So, they made their push. It's 2-2 in the third period. It's anybody's game. But what I liked the best was the way we responded once it was tied. I thought we played pretty good hockey down the stretch in the third, and that's something to learn going forward in the series. Minnesota's a great team. They're going to make it tough on us. It's going to be a heck of a series."

Brodziak

28 minutes, three shots allowed and two goals

·      “A kick in the teeth is a little extreme. We've talked about it all along. There's going to be highs and lows. We did some good things. There's a lot of areas we can be better in, but it's a long series. We feel that if we're doing the right things over the length of a series, that's when we see the results we want.”

Bickell

What's changed on PP from Blues series?

·       I  don’t think a lot. We just need to get through high shots and capitalize on our second opportunities I think. we were making a couple too many passes. Seeing Shaw go down … he’s a big net front for our first unit. Ben stepped up and had an opportunity to be on it.

Brodin

·       

PENALTIES

·       

·      Two unlucky high sticks there, I don't  know. I need to keep the stick on the ice there.

·       

·      It's not very fun to sit in the box.

Stoner

Goal

·       Honestly, I don’t even know how it went in.

Crawford

·      (do you hear when the crowd chants your name)

·      Yeah, I could hear it.

·       

·      (you cool with it)

Yeah. It’s way better than booing me, if that’s what you’re saying. (smiles)

Blackhawks have availability at 12:30, Wild practices at 2 Saturday. Talk to ya after.
Josh Harding, Ilya Bryzgalov, John Curry all on the ice in Chicago 
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Wild and Blackhawks, Game 1, tonight, United Center. The game is on NBC Sports Network, but Fox Sports North will have an hour pregame show and a postgame show.

Afternoon from the Windy City, where the Wild plays its first second-round game in 11 years tonight. The Wild is 1-6 all-time in Game 1s (five overtimes), having lost six Game 1s in a row since its first one.

Ilya Bryzgalov with John Curry serving as backup vs. Corey Crawford.

Josh Harding, who actually began practicing again with the Wild in Chicago earlier this month, was on the ice in gear today for the first time with the big club in a few weeks. Darcy Kuemper is in an undisclosed location with an undisclosed upper-body injury “getting checked out,” coach Mike Yeo said.

On Harding skating, Yeo said, “Just more than anything else, let's just get him on the ice. This is an extreme longshot to think he would have a chance to play in this series. Get him on the ice and get him back to being part of the group and helping out a little bit with practice. Obviously this time of year, the goalie playing a lot of games isn't going to see a lot of time in practice. It's nice to have three goalies.

“For me I'm not even considering it right now. If there's an absolute emergency or there's a desperate situation we find ourselves in we'll be prepared for that. We're not getting him on the ice to get ready to play a game, let's put it that way.”

Yeah, and Matt Duchene wasn’t going to play in the last series, coach Patrick Roy said. He played the final two games. Last year, Harding didn’t start for two months and then had to start Game 1 of the playoffs. So, stranger things have happened. My gut says at some point in this series, Harding rappels down from the rafters – so to speak.

Curry will back up tonight. He said he has to be ready for anything. In Game 7, he was watching from a suite. When he saw Kuemper get hurt, he immediately went down to the locker room and suited up. He was on the bench as Bryzgalov’s backup when Nino Niederreiter scored, so 30 minutes or so after watching the game in a suit, Curry was on the ice celebrating and in a handshake line.

Go figure.

“Very cool,” Curry said of being part of it. “Earlier in the game, I was talking to Mike Rupp about Kuemps [and how good he was doing] and he said, ‘It’s amazing how quick things change for a goalie.’ A period, later, I’m dressed on the bench.”

I talked to Ryan Suter about the conversation he had with Kuemper in the second and third periods the other night before he left the game. Remember, Duchene knocked Kuemper down and his head hit Suter in the leg.

I’ll have more on this in tomorrow’s paper.

A taste: “Right away in the second period, I thought he was hurt. I asked him, ‘You alright?’ And he didn’t say anything so I said, ‘Well, you’re not coming out. You’re fine, you’re tough, you’re playing. I probably shouldn’t have said that,” Suter said, laughing.

Charlie Coyle has 15 stitches going from the right side of his lip down to the chin courtesy of Suter’s deflected shot in Game 7.  Basically, Suter was an absolute menace the other night to his teammates!!! (Well, except for the defensive play of the Wild’s season to almost certainly save a goal shortly before Niederreiter’s winner).

“I can’t even smile,” he said, … smiling.

He can talk (with a bit of a lisp), can eat, can drink. If he got one on the left side, it would look like a Fu Manchu.

“It was a freak accident. Luckily it tipped. I couldn’t imagine getting it straight on,” Coyle said. “Most [stitches] I’ve ever had. Well worth it. No teeth, thank God. I’m totally engaged now.”

What else?

No lineup changes for the Wild, I don’t think. Dany Heatley is on the first power-play unit tonight.

Yeo: “For me, this is the most Dany Heatley that we've seen all year. There's been parts - there was a stretch in the middle part of the year where we lost some guys. We really put him in a situation to take advantage of and he did. Then the trade deadline, there were different things that happened that pushed him down. He's just handled things so well all year. It's been real impressive to watch. I've had experience with older players and they find themselves out of the lineup, and I can honestly say that I've never worked with someone who has handled it the way he has as far as No. 1 not being a distraction and making sure he's supportive for his teammates but more importantly making sure he stays on top of things and works and is ready for this opportunity. He's moving real well right now, he's a guy with experience, he's a guy who plays strong on the puck, obviously has a chance to create some offense when he's out there.”

What was the toughest part of being scratched?

“Watching,” Heatley said. “The three hours of the game is the worst part of the day. You come to the rink and can do your work, be around the guys, still kinda go through the afternoon routine and not coming at four or five o'clock to the rink is the toughest part.”

I’ve got funny stuff from Kyle Brodziak on his celebration on the Niederreiter goal. Basically, he was the only one in the arena who knew the puck was in and starting jumping up and down. You can hear him screaming on the video.

His buddies made fun of his “vertical.”

More on that in tomorrow’s paper.

I’ll be on Barreiro at 3:15 and Comcast Chicago TV at 5.

If you didn't see the postgame locker room celebration produced by the Wild from Game 7, check this link

Also,

Talk later.

Bryzgalov to start Game 1 of the Wild-Blackhawks series
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Good evening back in the Twin Cities. Late blog I know, but a long travel day, followed by late Wild availability because of our long travel day, followed by a lot of writing for the paper.

Basically, just like the Wild had to accelerate its prep for the Blackhawks today, I had to accelerate an abbreviated series preview into the paper.

One day is not a lot of time to prepare for either the team or the stinkin’ ink-stained wretch.

Since it’s so late and our coverage is about to hit startribune.com/wild anyway, I’m just going to leave this blog to bare essentials.

1. I have received lots of questions from Wild fans whom they should follow from the Blackhawks media on Twitter. First, please follow our awesome correspondent, Blake Schuster, who will cover the Hawks for us when the series is in Chicago. His Twitter handle is @schustee19. The Blackhawks’ beat-writing crew may be the best and definitely the coolest peeps in the NHL. Follow, @TramyersCSN, @ChrisKuc, @MarkLazerus and @BrianHedger.

2. No update, predictably, from Mike Yeo on goalie Darcy Kuemper. The only thing we know is Ilya Bryzgalov is expected to start Game 1 with John Curry backing him up. Lots more on this in Friday’s paper.

3. Game 7 was the highest-rated telecast ever on Fox Sports North. The Wild’s midweek matchup against the Avalanche generated a 16.4 household rating in the Minneapolis – St. Paul DMA, according to Nielsen Media Research. The previous record, a 15.3 rating, was logged in August of 2010 by the Minnesota Twins (vs. White Sox). In the Minneapolis – St. Paul market, 17,280 households represent one rating point. That means over 283,390 households tuned in for the playoff series finale. The game received a 32 share, signifying 32 percent of the viewing audience in the Twins Cities watched the game. During OT, the telecast reached its peak viewing audience with a 18.3 rating and 49 share, indicating that nearly half of Twin Cities households were tuned in.

4. Single-game tickets for Games 3, 4 and 6 go on sale Saturday at 10 a.m. Tickets range from $49 to $146.

5. Smattering of Mike Yeo quotes from today’s availability:

Mike Yeo

What did the Avalanche series win do to the Wild’s confidence? “Certainly we learned a lot. We've got a lot of young guys on our team, we've got a lot of young players that are playing in critical positions in our lineup, but I think as much as anything, whether it's guys that haven't had a lot of experience in the playoffs or just us as a group not having a lot of experience in the playoffs, just learning the grind, learning what it takes to go through that mentally, the challenge that you face every day and as much as anything having the confidence of your teammates, knowing that we can fight through adversity and keep battling and keep pushing forward. Certainly we're going to face a lot of similar challenges and we're going to have to feel confident that we'll be ready to handle them.”

What did last year’s series loss to Chicago teach you guys? “Well, it taught us some things, that's for sure. It taught us the level. I remember parts of the (games) last year, where I felt like we were great. We had a great start and all of a sudden we lose the game 5-1, because they have an awful lot of skill over there, they're confident in their game, they stay composed, they stay with it, and then all of a sudden you make a mistake and they capitalize on it. Definitely a real good challenge. We get to move on. We're excited about that and now we get to move on and we have the great challenge for facing the defending Stanley Cup champions."

How much better is your secondary scoring? “We feel that we're deeper than last year. That was one thing we talked about going into the playoffs. I do believe that not having (Pominville) available last year, we didn't have (Heatley) available last year, we lost (Stoner) in his first shift, he had a great series in Round 1 (this year) ... I thought he was very physical and real hard on, especially some of their skill players. But it's a new challenge. This is a team that will challenge you throughout your lineup because of their depth, because of the strength they have from top to bottom. Their top guys are going to challenge your top guys and their depth guys are going to challenge your depth. It's a great challenge and one that we should really look forward to."

Challenge of the goaltending situation? “Ironically, it's not that much of a challenge to be honest with you. I even heard a couple of our players joking about it right now, because it's been an ongoing ... not just this year but it's something we've had to deal with the last couple years. And I give our players a great deal of credit for how they've dealt with it. For one, we've got great depth. Chuck did a great job at the trade deadline, picking up (Bryzgalov) and he's done a great job for us. Obviously we've had, whether it's (Backstrom), (Harding) or (Kuemper), all four of these guys have done a great job at some point during the season for us. But again, I think an awful lot of credit has to go to the guys and the way they play the game in front of them. So, those guys have done the job but our team has played a game in front of them that has given them a chance to be successful too, and that game hasn't changed. It hasn't changed from one goal to the next, and that's where I feel that we've matured a little bit as a team. We're a little more comfortable in our own skin, where we can play against Colorado, we can play against Chicago and there shouldn't be a lot of changes to our game either. We should go out and try to put our best game on the table and be confident with that.”

Does it stink not to get to enjoy first-round win more? "I don't mind that to be honest with you, especially kind of with their youth, with their inexperience. Certainly one thing that we have to guard against is just the high of last game and just making sure we don't have a drop in focus and just sort of the battle and will that we have to bring to the game. I think that if there was a few days in between, I would be a little more concerned, and I'm still concerned about it, but it will still be a good challenge for us to see how we come out (Friday), but I really don't mind to be honest with you."

On Matt Cooke’s return in Game 4: “This is a guy that we really value, because of what he can add in the playoffs. His physicality, I think, could be a factor in this series. His ability to get in on the forecheck and as far as finishing checks and disrupting and just sort of the awareness the other team has when he's on the ice. But probably more importantly than that is just his experience in these situations, his ability to help our young players, his ability to help on the penalty kill as a checking forward, so we'll try to keep him involved here."

Talk Friday!

Nino the OT hero as the Wild moves on to meet Chicago in 2nd round; Kuemper injured
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Nino Niederreiter’s in big, big trouble now.

One game after Mike Yeo said he watched Niederreiter take his game to another level, Niederreiter raised that bar to new heights by scoring his first two career playoff goals and assisting on another ginormous goal to lift the Wild to a 5-4 overtime victory over the Colorado Avalanche and hoist his team into the second round for the first time in 11 years.

The Wild now advances to play the defending Cup champ Chicago Blackhawks in the conference semifinals. They beat the Wild in five games last year and are playing great hockey right now. But the Wild is a different team right now and had the edge during the season series.

Date                         TIME (CT)        Chicago vs. Minnesota        Networks (Games 4-7 TV announced later)

 Friday, May 2               8:30 p.m.        Minnesota at Chicago                NBCSN, TSN, RDS 

 Sunday, May 4              2 p.m.               Minnesota at Chicago                NBC, TSN, RDS 

 Tuesday, May 6            8 p.m.               Chicago at Minnesota                CNBC, TSN, RDS2       

 Friday, May 9               TBD                Chicago at Minnesota                TSN 

 *Sunday, May 11         TBD                Minnesota at Chicago                TSN 

 *Tuesday, May 13        TBD                Chicago at Minnesota                TSN         

 *Thursday, May 15       TBD                Minnesota at Chicago                TSN   

Niederreiter, the fifth overall pick in the 2010 draft, was acquired last June from the Islanders for Cal Clutterbuck.

On the first day of training camp way back in September, Yeo said the first thing he noticed about Niederreiter was his “silly hard shot.” Tonight, Niederreiter let the hockey world see that weapon.

Four times tonight the Wild rallied from a one-goal deficit (they finally figured out to go high on Varlamov; same could be said for most goalies, and Crawford in Chicago, by the way). Once, less than four minutes after Paul Stastny made it 3-2 2:55 into the third, Niederreiter ripped one over Semyon Varlamov’s blocker. In overtime, Dany Heatley sprung Kyle Brodziak and Niederreiter on a 2-on-1. Brodziak fed Niederreiter coming into the zone and he sailed one over Varlamov’s shoulder.

The thing was in and out so quick off the back bar, even Niederreiter wasn’t sure it was in. Brodziak sure did. He began jumping up and down screaming. The bench exploded onto the ice, the coaches and trainers were in elation on the bench. After the game, so many happy players in the locker room, including congratulating owner Craig Leipold and GM Chuck Fletcher.

After Erik Johnson made it 4-3 with 8:44 left, Niederreiter also set up Jared Spurgeon’s game-tying, overtime-forcing snipe with 2:27 left.

What a victory. The Wild never led til that final Niederreiter shot, it overcame a goal that probably should have been wiped out to open the game when Jamie McGinn was on top of Darcy Kuemper, it overcame a rollercoaster of emotions all game long. And it controlled play most the game. The Avs went through long stretches without chances, but as we have learned all series, it doesn’t take much for Colorado to bury one.

“I’m incredibly proud of our guys right now,” Yeo said. “This game in a lot of ways reflected the series, just continually having to battle, and battle back and deal with adversity and keep pushing forward. Obviously very proud.”

The Wild is the first team in NHL history to score four tying goals and win a Game 7, according to the Elias Sports Bureau. 

So many unsung heroes tonight.

Heatley, scratched in Games 1 and 2, scored a tying goal and had two assists. Outstanding.

Brodziak, a goat in Game 1 and scratched in Game 3, was elevated back up to the third line with Niederreiter and Heatley, provided great play all night and had three assists.

The biggest question coming out of this game is Kuemper’s health.

In the second period tonight, Matt Duchene collided with Kuemper behind the net. Kuemper fell and his head hit Ryan Suter’s knee. He looked shaken up but stayed in the game. The Stastny and Johnson goals probably should have been stopped. With 8:13 left, Suter went over to Kuemper to talk to him. He skated to the bench, talked to Yeo and Ilya Bryzgalov stood up and finally entered the game after athletic therapist Don Fuller pulled Kuemper.

Kuemper missed the final seven regular-season games and couldn’t start Games 1 and 2 of this series with a concussion. I think he had a relapse and Bryzgalov will likely start Game 1 of the Chicago series (John Curry served as backup in overtime).

The Wild did an extraordinary job protecting Bryzgalov. He didn’t have to make a single save the final 8:13 of regulation and only one in overtime, a “series-saving save,” Suter called it, when he stopped Stastny’s snipe with his shoulder.

From Elias: 

The winning goaltender for Minnesota in its Game 7 victory at Colorado was Ilya Bryzgalov, who faced only one shot on goal after he relieved injured starter Darcy Kuemper with 8:13 remaining in the third period. The only other seventh game in NHL playoff history in which the winning goaltender did not start the game was Edmonton's 7-4 victory in the decisive game of the 1984 Smythe Division Final against Calgary. Grant Fuhr recorded the win for the Oilers after replacing starter Andy Moog, who allowed three goals in the first 26 minutes of the game.

-----

Suter also made a series-saving save perhaps when he dropped to his belly shortly before Niederreiter’s winner to stop Gabriel Landeskog’s 2-on-1 pass to Stastny alone in the slot.

Yeo didn’t have an update on Kuemper postgame. He said Kuemper wanted to keep going, keep battling, but it was clear he couldn’t any longer.

“If only we had any experience dealing with this,” Yeo said sarcastically. Zach Parise jokingly called the goalie carousel and a “never-ending circus.”

Yeo said, “We’re fortunate we got good depth in that position and it shouldn’t change anything for us.”

Yeo talked a lot postgame about the growth and maturity of his players and he’s starting to “feel the soul” of his team. Parise said the same stuff postgame, about how this is why he came to Minnesota, and how we’re seeing the growth of the Granlunds and Coyles and Ninos and Haulas and Brodins and Scandellas right in front of our eyes.

Just a roller coaster of a series and a roller coaster of a game. Mikko Koivu, Heatley and Niederreiter all scored their first goal of the series.

The Blackhawks will be quite the challenge. They’re playing better than they’ve played all year, they’re not just skilled, but they compete so hard and they just rallied against St. Louis after being down 2-0 in the first-round series.

“We’ve got more confidence [than when we played them in last year’s playoffs, we’ve got more momentum,” Yeo said.

But there will be challenges. Chicago is rested and the series opens Friday, meaning the Wild coaches are in the air right now preparing. Oh, yes, that’s right. The Wild, for a 2-day trip to Denver, packed for 5 days, you know, just in case the team had to immediately go to Chicago. A certain beat writer did the same.

The Wild’s on the way to the Windy City right this moment. It has Thursday off and will be on the ice at the United Center on Friday morning for the first time.

The Wild will have to enjoy the day, then reset and refocus, Yeo said.

For more quotes, read the gamer and my Twitter account. I’ve got to get some shut-eye. Flying to Minnesota in the morning, then onto Chicago. No practice Thursday. I’ll talk to you at some point, but as you can imagine, I’ll have to accelerate a series preview into Friday’s paper, so I’ll be in and out of communication with you.

I’ll be on KFAN at 9 a.m.

Here's some quotes courtesy of Avs PR.

AVALANCHE PLAYERS

Colorado G Semyon Varlamov

On Minnesota’s Win: “It’s not easy to win against a good team, like I said. I mean, I think they played well against us the whole series.”

On The Season: “I think we started the season really well and I think we just kept doing well all season long. We won the division, you know, that’s a big deal for us, but nobody wants to lose in the First Round. I think the whole organization and coaching staff and the guys did a great job.”

Colorado C Paul Stastny

On The Highs And Lows Going Into Overtime: “When you get excited about goals, I don’t think it is really over. They ended up scoring a couple of goals elbow in, post in. They were just unbelievable shots. You’ve got to tip your hats off to them. The goalie had no chance. I think we kept battling back, and then they would battle back throughout all seven games. I think going into overtime was a coin toss. They capitalized on their chance.”

Colorado C Matt Duchene

On If Minnesota Had More Jump: “No, not at all. It was a back and forth game and very evenly played. I thought we came out really well in the third period. I think we are going to have to learn here and see what we can take away from this. At the end of the game like that when we need to clamp it down, we’ve got to execute even better with the puck and without it, we have to be sharp. You don’t let your heart race too much and you have to stay in control and get it done. It’s too bad we couldn’t get it done, but we were right there. We got the lead, I think, pretty much all game. Their only lead was the one that wins the game. It’s disappointing.”

On The Organization Taking Huge Steps: “Absolutely. We should be very proud of ourselves. That’s a good hockey team over there. They are going to play every team tough, no matter who they are playing against. I know Chicago (Blackhawks) are going to have their hands full with them. They have some veteran guys and won some big games. We are young. It’s tough to win with the little experience we have. It was a great one to help us go forward.”

MINNESOTA PLAYERS

Minnesota RW Nino Niederreiter

On Getting The Winning Goal: “I mean, obviously it feels great. It still feels kind of unreal but at the end of the day, we got the win, we got the result we wanted.”

On Building On His Confidence From Game 6: “I felt great. I mean, obviously I had a chance to play some minutes that night. There was not many penalties going on so it kind of helped my game and I just had to refocus and I knew there was going to be another big one tonight.”

Minnesota D Ryan Suter

On The Team’s Resiliency Tonight: “The guys did great. You know, we stuck with it. It would have been easy to cash it in, throw in the towel, but this group did something special tonight. Whenever our backs are against the wall, we’ve come out swinging and that’s a good character to have.”

On Moving On To The Next Round: “Yeah head to Chicago and refocus. I mean, we haven’t done anything. We’ve won the series, which was a battle. You know, they’re a very good team, Colorado was. They got a lot of power, a lot of firepower, great coach, great goaltender so it was a big challenge and it took seven games and overtime and we stuck with it and it says a lot about our group.”

Minnesota LW Matt Moulson

On The Team’s Performance Tonight: “We had to battle for every inch and obviously, they’re a great team and they kept coming. Sometimes you get a bounce here or there and you know, Nino had a great shot, wasn’t sure if it was in, but it was a heck of a shot.”

On The Team’s Resiliency: “I think we’ve showed that down the stretch. You know, getting into the playoffs we had some big games down a goal going into the third and we knew we had to win and I think our game plan was to stick to our game no matter what happens and try to stay even-keeled mentally and I think this whole team did a great job of that tonight.”

AVALANCHE HEAD COACH PATRICK ROY

On What He Said To The Team After The Game: “I haven’t talked to them yet, but—I don’t go in dressing rooms after games, but I guess I have mixed feelings.  There is a side of me that is very disappointed because I thought that we could have won that game.  But, there is a side of me that is very proud of our players.  I love the way we were all year.  We compete, and tonight was another good example of how our guys have been playing. I don’t have enough words to say how proud I am of our players.”

On If There Is A Silver Lining To Losing Game 7: “Yeah, but it’s a process and it’s a learning process.  At the end, unfortunately injuries were a factor—losing a guy like (Colorado D Tyson) Barrie and a guy like (Colorado C John) Mitchell would have probably made the difference for us and (Colorado C Matt Duchene) Dutchy coming late, but these are not the excuses we want to use.  A team is a team and we played like this all year.  We always found a way to go through adversity in a great way, and we got beat by a team that played really well, a team that was well coached and a team that probably deserved to win as much as we did.”

On The Players Saying They Weren’t Happy With A Moral Victory To The Season: “Absolutely (that’s what you want to hear from your players)—all year we were never satisfied, and certainly we are not going to start tonight.  It was a great experience this year.  It was fun for me to be part of it, and one thing we are all proud of is to see the Avs back on top.  I think that should motivate us to have another good year next year and prepare ourselves really well over the summer.  Seeing our fans be excited about the team makes me so happy, and to see our fans coming back to the building—it was electric out there.  It was fun to be part of it, and I didn’t want to see it ending—that’s how fun it was.  I had goose bumps when I see them at the start of the game, at the start of overtime, start of the third period.  I just want to say thanks to them, thanks for making it fun—they’re a big part of it, and so are the players.  Like I said, the players gave everything they have, and it’s a great season for us.  It’s hard to talk like this right now because everyone knows how much I love to win, but at the same time we have to admit that was a heck of a year.”

On If It Says More About Minnesota Or Colorado That Minnesota Tied It After Colorado Scored First On The First Four Goals: “It was a mix of both.  When you learn how to win—when you have more experience in the playoffs, then you start to know how to win those big games and on those two goals our neutral zone forecheck had been good all night long, and then we started making some mistakes here and there and they took advantage of it.  This is a team that went through that last year with Chicago—they got beat four straight by Chicago or five, I can’t remember.  It’s a learning process and I think next year in the playoffs our guys might be a little more calm in those situations and react differently.”

Also from Elias: Niederreiter is the third player in NHL history whose first two postseason goals came in the seventh game of one playoff series. The other players to do that were the Penguins' Jiri Hrdina in 1991 against New Jersey and the Devils' Adam Henrique in 2012 versus Florida. Hrdina and Henrique, like Niederreiter, also scored the winning goal in that Game 7, with Henrique doing so in double-overtime.

Wild-Avalanche part of trio of Game 7s tonight; Stephane Veilleux playing
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UPDATED BOTTOM

Good day from the Pepsi Center. I'll be on KFAN at 4:55 p.m. CT and on KARE-11 at 6:20 p.m. CT.

Tonight is the final night of the first round with three Game 7s -- the fifth time in NHL history and the first time since April 22, 2003, that three or more Game 7s will be contested on the same day. On that day, some guy named Andrew Brunette beat some guy named Patrick Roy to advance some team named the Wild to the second round.

Flyers-Rangers, Wild-Avalanche, Kings-Sharks tonight.

The opening round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs now has yielded three or more Game 7s in four consecutive postseasons:

 2014: 3, TBD

 2013: 3, Home Teams: 1-2

 2012: 3, Home Teams: 1-2

 2011: 4, Home Teams: 3-1

 * Since 2003-04, there have been a total of 22 Game 7s in the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Home teams are 10-12 in those contests.

 * According to the Elias Sports Bureau, home teams are 90-59 (.604) all-time in Game 7s contested in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

 * Elias also says that the team that scores first in a Game 7 holds a 111-38 (.745) all-time record.

 * Thirty-seven of the 149 all-time Game 7s have required overtime. Home teams are 19-18 (.514) in those contests.

The Wild will make one lineup change tonight. Stephane Veilleux will play for Justin Fontaine, who was on the ice for the Game 5 overtime winner and had a tough Game 6.

Why Veilleux?

Cue Mike Yeo: "Speed, speed on the forecheck, speed to pressure, veteran, penalty kill and bring some jam into the game."

Asked if he'll have to dial down the guy they call, "Tornado," Yeo said, "He’s wound up for exhibition games, so we’ll have to keep an eye on that for sure."

The Wild's penalty kill was exposed last game by the return of Matt Duchene. The Wild didn't play nearly big enough or fast enough in Game 5 here, so the thought is to change it up. Veilleux adds energy, speed and has even scored a couple goals since the Olympics.

He'll start the game on the fourth line with Kyle Brodziak and Cody McCormick.

"I don’t know if I’ll be able to nap," Veilleux said. "It'll be important to control the emotions in a good, positive way. Be there for my teammates in whatever situation there needs to be. Pretty excited. Tonight it’s all about the team, all about the win."

Yeo will likely start with Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle; Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville (good line early in the season); Matt Moulson-Erik Haula-Dany Heatley. I am worried about the speed on the wings, but Moulson and Pominville haven't played well together and Heatley has played well the past three games. If the Wild wins tonight, I bet you Heatley will be a big part of it. I just have this feeling.

Expect Yeo to do a lot of line juggling tonight. Like Game 6, he'll see who's going and judge how the game is unfolding and maybe change things up based on matchups and feel.

"I’m comfortable with either [Koivu or Granlund]," Parise saud. "Had [good chemistry with Mikko]. Had some chemistry with Granlund and Pominville. To me it doesn’t matter. We could start the game one way and second shift it could be changed. [Yeo] did a good job [last game]. Good feel for the bench. You can tell when some guys are going or some guys are looking good together and he made good in-game adjustments."

The Wild made a bunch of different changes to change up the bad Denver vibes.

"Subtle changes," Yeo said, before adding with a laugh. "OK, pretty much everything."

They changed their flight time yesterday, changed the way they practiced, the team meal time changed and instead of going into the restaurant, they got a private room, the bus times were changed today from 12:30 and 12:45 to 12:27 and 12:47 and every player's locker stall is different.

"Some superstitious guys in here," Parise said.

They didn't sacrifice a live chicken ... that I know of.

Yeo brought the whole team here, including Josh Harding, scratch Mike Rupp and suspended Matt Cooke. Rupp and Cooke have combined to play in 13 Game 7s, so perhaps they can talk to some teammates and help lighten the mood.

The Avs are making one change, too. Joey Hishon, the 17th pick in the 2010 draft, will be back in the lineup and center the third line with Max Talbot and Jamie McGinn. Brad Malone comes out and Marc-Andre Cliche goes to the fourth line. The Avs don't have a point from their third or fourth line at even-strength, so this deepens them because Hishon has skills and Matt Duchene now centers the second line with Ryan O'Reilly and P.A. Parenteau.

I'll be doing a notebook lead tomorrow on Ryan Suter's pregame routine of playing football with assistant equipment trainer Matt Benz.

Wild's ready for Wednesday's big Game 7 against Colorado
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Good evening from Denver, where I am AGAIN!

I’m going to go out on a limb and call Wednesday’s playoff game a must-win.

Do or die. Win or go home. And any other sports cliché you can think of.

Game 7, oh the drama. This has been a sensational series between the Wild and Colorado Avalanche and finally, one more victory for either team, and the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks await in the second round.

I’m hearing the series could start Friday night followed by a Sunday afternoon game, so expect a quick turnaround if the Wild is victorious.

Today, down at the Pepsi Center, the Wild had an optional practice. About 15 or 16 guys got on the ice and the rest worked out off of it.

The Avs and the Wild are making their first Game 7 appearances since the Wild beat the Avs in the 2003 first round on Andrew Brunette’s OT winner. That was the 13th and final Game 7 (and game) of Patrick Roy’s goaltending career. Roy’s 13 Game 7s as a player is tied with Scott Stevens for the most ever.

Wednesday night, Roy and Mike Yeo will make their Game 7 debuts. Yeo has coached three Game 7s as a Pittsburgh Penguins assistant (2-1). In the 2009 second round, the Penguins beat Semyon Varlamov, then of the Washington Capitals. In the Stanley Cup Finals against Detroit, Max Talbot, also now with Colorado, scored two goals and the winner in Game 7 for the Cup champion Penguins.

Yeo was also 2-0 as the Houston Aeros’ coach in Game 7s. He also won a Turner Cup in a Game 7 playing in the now-defunct International Hockey League.

“The first thing is just making sure you really embrace the situation,” Yeo said. “What I want is similar to what I feel is going on in Minnesota right now. There’s a lot of excitement building. You could feel it in the rink, you could see it with our fans, you could hear it in the building, just around the city. It’s a good feeling and we want to keep this going. But we also recognize that there’s a tough challenge ahead. You can’t get caught looking ahead, you can’t get caught thinking about what happens if you win this game because we know for us there’s a way we have to go about it. We have to make sure we’re prepared and ready for that.”

Not a lot of Wild players have played in Game 7s. Zach Parise has played in two and Jason Pominville, Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick one each (I’m not including the scratched players; Matt Cooke and Mike Rupp have combined for 13). In fact, only Parise, Pominville, Heatley and Ryan Suter have played past the first round. But as Parise said last night, Parise and Suter didn’t sign in Minnesota to play first-round games.

“You have to experience it, and that’s good,” Yeo said. “We’ve got a lot of young players, we’ve got a lot of guys who we’re trying to develop and grow. We want to have years of success, not a year of success. So get that experience, to go through these things is an important time for our organization. We faced a Game 7 last game, too. That’s one thing for our players to draw upon. You could see there were parts of our game where it was affecting us and you could see there were other parts of the game where our players really rose to the challenge. That third period in particular for me was pretty impressive from our group the way things had gone in the game to come out and dictate and to come out and really play that third period with authority. We would like to see the same thing tomorrow.”

The Avs have been a one-trick pony at home. The top line has killed Minnesota, especially Nathan MacKinnon, who is tied with Parise for tops in the NHL scoring race with 10 points. All 10 points have come in three home games. The third and fourth lines for Colorado don’t have a single point at even-strength.

But Matt Duchene returned in Monday’s 6 loss and will play on the second line Wednesday.

“We have to look at a couple things there for sure,” Yeo said of what Duchene does to the Avs’ power play. “I think that they did a good job spreading us out a little bit, I think that they did a good job creating a little more zone time. Certainly this is a very skilled player and every time he gets the puck in a situation like that, we’re going to be up for a challenge. It’s going to be a good test. And no question that in a Game 7 in a situation like tomorrow, if we can play a very disciplined game, the fewer penalties you can take in a situation like that, obviously you’re giving yourself a much better chance.”

The Wild got some great efforts Monday besides the obvious – Parise. For instance, Nino Niederreiter played his best game in a long time and he said today that it was important for all players to give a little more and be at their best in such a must-win. He says the same thing goes for Wednesday.

Yeo on Nino: “I saw him take his game to another level. It’s a guy like that that we need to play big and we need a guy like that to play big in tomorrow’s game. Kind of the way that they defend in situations and defend in defensive zone coverage, a guy like that, the way that he’s able to move, the way that he’s able to control the puck and tight turns and hang on to it gives us the chance to spend more time in the offensive zone and open up some guys. I thought I saw a lot more of that in his game. I thought I saw him play a physical game, too, just finishing checks and being hard on the forecheck. We’ll be looking for a lot of the same tomorrow.”

Last year, the Wild won a must-win game during Game 48 of the shortened season to face Chicago in the first round. Now, a must-win game in Game 89 to face Chicago in the second round.

“It’s the most meaningful games you’ll ever play,” goalie Darcy Kuemper said. “To be part of it is a lot of fun. You could feel the desperation and intensity on the ice [in Game 6].”

Talk to you after the morning skates, and I’ll be on KARE-11 at 6:20 p.m. Wednesday.

Here’s a couple good lines today:

CAREER GAME 7 PLAYER, GOALTENDER AND COACHING STATISTICS

 Colorado        GP      W-L     G       A       Pts.

 John Mitchell   2       2-0     0       0       0

 Cory Sarich     3       2-1     0       0       0

 Maxime Talbot   4       2-2     2       0       2

 Alex Tanguay    8       4-4     3       4       7

        GP      Mins    W-L     GAA     SO      Sv%

 S. Varlamov     3       140     1-2     2.99    0       .857

 J.S. Giguere    1       60      0-1     3.00    0       .880

Semyon Varlamov

Date    Score   Dec.    Shots

 4/28/10 MTL 2 at WSH 1  Loss    16

 5/13/09 PIT 6 at WSH 2  Loss    18

 4/28/09 NYR 1 at WSH 2  Win     15

J.S. Giguere

Date    Score   Dec.    Shots

 6/9/03  ANA 0 at N.J. 3 Loss    25

Colorado Head Coach

Patrick Roy (---)

Minnesota       GP      W-L     G       A       Pts.

 Keith Ballard   1       1-0     0       0       0

 Matt Cooke      7       3-4     2       0       2

 Dany Heatley    1       1-0     0       0       0

 Cody McCormick  1       0-1     0       0       0

 Zach Parise     2       1-1     0       1       1

 Jason Pominville        1       0-1     0       0       0

 Mike Rupp       6       3-3     1       2       3

        GP      Mins    W-L     GAA     SO      Sv%

 Ilya Bryzgalov  2       120     1-1     3.01    1       .917

Date    Score   Dec.    Shots

 4/27/10 DET 6 at PHX 1  Loss    50

 5/3/06  ANA 3 at CGY 0  Win     22

Minnesota Head Coach

Mike Yeo (---)

 COLORADO, MINNESOTA RECORDS IN GAME 7

Colorado Avalanche* (6-6)

4/22/03, Western Conference QF vs. Minnesota (MIN 3 at COL 2, OT)

 5/31/02, Western Conference Final vs. Detroit (COL 0 at DET 7)

 5/15/02, Western Conference SF vs. San Jose (S.J. 0 at COL 1)

 4/29/02, Western Conference QF vs. Los Angeles (L.A. 0 at COL 4)

 6/9/01, Stanley Cup Final (N.J. 1 at COL 3)

 5/9/01, Western Conference SF vs. Los Angeles (L.A. 1 at COL 5)

 5/27/00, Western Conference Final vs. Dallas (COL 2 at DAL 3)

 6/4/99, Western Conference Final vs. Dallas (COL 1 at DAL 4)

 5/4/98, Western Conference QF vs. Edmonton (EDM 4 at COL 0)

 5/2/87, Adams Division Final vs. Montreal (QUE 3 at MTL 5)

 5/2/85, Adams Division Final vs. Montreal (QUE 3 at MTL 2, OT)

 4/25/82, Adams Division Final vs. Boston (QUE 2 at BOS 1)

* franchise moved from Quebec to Colorado in 1995-96

Minnesota Wild (2-0)

5/8/03, Western Conference SF vs. Vancouver (MIN 4 at VAN 2)

 4/22/03, Western Conference QF vs. Colorado (MIN 3 at COL 2, OT)

And ... back to Denver for the Wild, where Game 7 awaits
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Game 7. Wednesday night. 8:30. Denver.

Nothing better than a Game 7 and the Wild will play in its first since 2003 after beating the Colorado Avalanche, 5-2, tonight in front of a raucous crowd at the X.

The Wild is 2-0 all-time in Game 7’s. In 2003, the Wild rallied from two 3-1 deficits to beat Colorado and Vancouver in Games 7s. The one in Colorado ended Patrick Roy’s goaltending career. Wednesday, the Wild will try to end the coach’s season.

“We fought all year to be in that position if there was a Game 7,” said Roy, who coached the team that won the Central “It's in our building, in front of our fans. I think it's going to be exciting. It's great for our team. It's going to be a great experience. We're not happy to lose tonight but I thought both teams played really well, and it was a great hockey game. That game could have gone either way.”

The men with the letters on their chest – Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Ryan Suter – helped lead the Wild to a big Game 6 win.

Parise scored the winning goal with 6:29 left as part of a career-high four-point (two goals) night. That's also a Wild playoff record. He has points in all six games of the series and leads the Wild with 10. Koivu had two assists and was sensational on the winning goal, winning two board battles, pressuring Jan Hejda into a turnover and shooting the puck that Parise deflected.

“I knew we had someone in front of the net, I didn’t know it was Zach, so I just threw it in from the point,” Koivu said.

Koivu also won 17 of 28 faceoffs. And Suter recovered from a bigtime boo-boo by having two assists in a solid 26 minutes, 41 seconds.

The Wild got early goals by Parise (fastest playoff goal in Wild history 49 seconds in) and Mikael Granlund for a 2-0 lead. But with a chance to make it 3-0 on a 67-second 5-on-3, Suter shanked a shot and Ryan O’Reilly hit Paul Stastny for a shorthanded breakaway goal.

“I kind of fluffed that shot, and it ends up in our net,” Suter said.

The Avs tied the game on an early second-period power play, and that made for a tense rest of the second and third period.

But with the fans in the lower bowl standing the entire third, Parise scored the winner. And, for a change, Jason Pominville and Marco Scandella scored empty-netters. Remember, in the two overtime losses in Denver, the Wild failed to score with the net empty and it came back to bite them both times (a lot more on that in the game story on startribune.com/wild).

“There was a lot on the line for us, I thought for the most part we played a pretty solid game and dictated a lot,” Parise said.

When the game turned in the second, Mike Yeo shortened his bench and scrambled his lines. In the third, he reunited the Parise-Koivu-Charlie Coyle line. I wish I could go back to Twitter to see how many fans have to eat their words after Koivu and Parise teamed for the winner.

“I wanted to get Mikko and Zach together,” Yeo said. “The season was on the line for us and kind of the way the game was going, both of those guys were leading the charge up front, and for me, their determination, their kind of get-after-it attitude, I wanted those guys going out together, and I thought that everybody else did a real good job of it too.  We didn’t have enough of a spark, and we can’t just ask them to change mentally, we got to do something on our part to help them along.”

Most impressive about tonight is how the Wild did recover from that shortie.

“We have an opportunity to go up 3-0 and they score a shorthanded goal,” Yeo said. “It gave them an awful lot of life, and eventually we started to get a little bit of fear in our game, not necessarily afraid of them, just afraid of what we were losing, and with that we weren’t dictating, we weren’t on our toes, and we were kind of letting them come at us, so for me it was a shift mentally that we had to recognize that what we have to do here is win a period, and if we win a period at home, we give ourselves a chance to go play in a game 7, so seize the opportunity.”

On Game 7, Yeo said, “We have to be excited about this opportunity and go in there and play our best game of the series.  We are going there with a real purpose in how we play that game. And so it’s going to be fun. The way we played the third period was really big for me.  I looked at the overtime losses we had and when something happened in the game that shifted the momentum we were able to get it back.  And certainly having the intermission helped with that.  The other team is going to have a push, that’s a skilled group, they are going to make some plays, there is going to be a point in the game where they come at you and for me, this is kind of the one game in particular where we did a good job pushing back.  We said not tonight.”

The home team has won all six games in the series.

“You’d like to think the road team has a chance to win a game. The only thing that matters is we get ready to play our best game of the series,” Yeo said.

Yeo didn’t let matchups dictate tonight. He had no problem getting anybody out against Nathan MacKinnon, Gabriel Landeskog and Stastny. Landeskog and MacKinnon were each minus-3.

“It's all or nothing now,” said Matt Duchene, who returned from a knee injury tonight. “Win or go home. I think it's a great opportunity for a lot of us in here, a great experience. It's been a homer series so far. I think our home fans are going to be outstanding, and we can't wait to get back in front of them.”

Said Roy (I didn’t fact-check this yet), “In my Game 7, I might be wrong on a few numbers here, I think on the road I'm 0-6 and at home I'm probably 7-1, something like this. It is tough to win on the road Game 7, it is tough. When the home team is playing solid hockey, the fans, it's tough to win Game 7 on the road. I'd rather have it at home.”

The Wild practices in Denver on Tuesday afternoon. Talk to you afterward.

Wild motivated to force Game 7 vs. Avs
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Good afternoon from the X, where I will be hosting a live chat on www.startribune.com/wild at 3 p.m. CT. Please join.

I will also be on KFAN at 5:30 p.m. and 6:45 p.m. and on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

The Wild must beat Colorado tonight or its season is over. It’s very clear the Wild is loose.

Even coach Mike Yeo jokingly came to the podium after today’s morning skate with a piece of paper. It was an inside joke to the gathered local media.

“Pulled that trick out once,” joked Yeo, a reference to how after March’s home loss to Detroit. After that game, Yeo brought a yellow piece of paper to the podium with a bunch of funny math written on it so he could preemptively demonstrate to the blood-thirsty press that the skidding Wild wasn’t that bad off and this wasn’t like last year’s late slide, that “this is a different team.”

The Wild won the next night in Detroit and then went on a tear after back-to-back losses to Vancouver and St. Louis.

Last year, the Wild won a must-win season finale in Denver in order to continue its season into the playoffs against the Chicago Blackhawks. The Wild wants nothing more than to get this series back to another must-win game in Denver on Wednesday … so it can continue its season in the second round against the Chicago Blackhawks.

Could the stars be aligning for a kinda sorta repeat of last year’s scenario?

We’ll know tonight. For the Wild to give itself that opportunity, it must win Game 6 to force a Game 7.

The Wild cannot expect tonight’s game to feel like Games 3 and 4. I’m not saying the Wild won’t win, but I expect the Wild won’t dominate every iota like it did in two homes games week. Like this entire series, I expect a dogfight and Darcy Kuemper better be sharp.

As usual, low-scoring games benefit the Wild. The Wild has lost 5-4, 4-2 and 4-3 games in Denver and won 1-0 and 2-1 games in Minnesota.

No lineup changes for the Wild tonight. Mikael Granlund will replace Charlie Coyle on the top power play.

Matt Duchene (knee) will meet with Colorado’s team doctor this afternoon, take part in warmups if cleared and returned for the first time since late March if he feels good.

ON tonight’s game, Yeo said, “We’re excited. You’ve got to sit around and wait again ‘til a later (8 p.m.) start here, but these are the games you get up for. Knowing what’s at stake, knowing that our season’s on the line, having a chance to go out and play in front of our crowd with the opportunity to push it to Game 7, as a competitor you have to love those challenges.”

Yeo said, “We’re going to go all-in to this game and throw our best effort out. … I have lots of confidence in this group.”

On the Wild staff, the Wild has Yeo and Rick Wilson, who have coached on Stanley Cup-winning teams. It has Darryl Sydor, who won two Cups as players. It has Darby Hendrickson and Andrew Brunette, who were part of six straight elimination victories in 2003 for the Wild against Colorado and Vancouver.

Yeo says the Wild has a lot of “resources” and he asked those guys the past few days to talk to not just young players, but the veterans about their experiences.

“I purposely asked those guys to take the time to talk to a lot of guys this morning because of that experience,” Yeo said. “Just even a reminder. … We have a lot of people that have reached the end and reached the pinnacle and been at the highs of those moments, but in order to come through in those moments, you’ve had to go through some other parts like we’re facing right now.”

I’m doing a story on the renewed coach’s challenge debate in the NHL going into this offseason. In this series along, the Avs were called offside before an empty-net goal (onside), Jonas Brodin flipped a puck into the crowd (ruled deflection) and the Avs scored a game-tying goal in an OT win despite what should have been an offside call.

“I’ll probably be in favor of it. I’ve got a flag in my pocket right now,” Yeo joked.

If you saw my story in yesterday’s paper, so would Patrick Roy.

Zach Parise on tonight’s game: “We know it’s a lose-you’re-done scenario. We had a good skate this morning. We need to be a lot better tonight [than we were in Game 5], sharper in different areas. … We were loose and excited and ready to play. We’re confident here. We want to extend the series.”

Jason Pominville, the Wild’s regular-season leading goal scorer with 30, has no goals and three assists in the series. Asked if he feels the pressure to score, Pominville said, “Not at all. I don’t want to add any pressure to do anything more. I don’t want to go out of my way to start cheating and looking for offense. You can bring a lot of different things to the team when you’re on the ice aside from scoring. Obviously, you’d like to score. I would like to get on board. But I can’t start cheating and creating something that maybe isn’t there by not sticking to the plan or system.”

Wild given 'dose of reality,' looks to respond in must-win Game 6
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Good afternoon from the X, where my eyes are heavy from an early-morning flight. I have a couple stories to write, so here’s a quick blog with mostly cut and paste quotes and a big apology for not putting a lot more thought into this blog. I just have a ton of work to do and it’s late.

By the way, I’ll be on Rosen’s Sports Sunday tonight on WCCO around 10:30, on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Monday, probably on with Barreiro later in the day and I’ll be hosting a live chat on startribune.com/wild at 3 p.m.

Please join and come armed with some good questions.

Taking the cue from its coach following Saturday’s 4-3 overtime loss, there was no whining about officiating or bad bounces or anything like that today.

Wild players are focused on playing better in a must-win Game 6 on Monday night (8 p.m. puck drop).

“It would be very easy for us to sit here and say we deserve better, whether that’s in the game or in the series,” coach Mike Yeo said. “But that’s a useless feeling to us right now. For me looking back at last game, a play here or a call here or a bounce here, whatever it is, regardless I feel that we still played a game that allowed a bounce or something like that to be the difference in the game. We dropped back a little bit in our level and we have to make sure we bring it up again [Monday].”

The Wild had a very optional practice today, but the players showed for meetings, video and treatment. For the Avalanche, dynamic center Matt Duchene skated today and is a question mark for Monday. If he plays, coach Patrick Roy said Duchene would start the game on the fourth line.

Yeo felt the Wild “started to believe that we were going really good and we got caught looking a little far down the road and they gave us a bit of a dose of reality last game. That’s a good team. I mean they brought it last game. They raised their level, there’s no question. But I think as their level went up, I think ours went down a little bit. So we’ve got to make sure that we crank it back up.”

What’s he mean? “Just a drop in our urgency level in a lot of areas,” Yeo said. “Whether it’s one on one battles or, it’s a fine line to be in your position or to be close to your position. It’s a fine line between being there and almost being there. So when I see our game, it’s not like we were really far off. There’s just another level to our urgency that wasn’t quite there that we have to make sure we bring.”

Yeo also said, “We didn't play big enough last game. I hope that we're ready to bring it tomorrow.”

On the officiating, obviously, there was the missed offside and some calls and non-calls where the Wild seemed to get the short shrift. I emailed Director of Officiating Steve Walkom and I haven’t heard back from him yet, but this isn’t like other sports where maybe the league issues a statement the next day if mistakes were made.

Yeo on the officiating (only because he was asked): “Yeah, better left alone. I don’t want to dwell on last game. Obviously, there was things that went on in the game last game, but I don’t think it does me any good, I don’t think it does our group any good, to dwell on that, to focus on that. I’m sure we’ll have a little talk with the supervisor in the morning, but to me I’m just ready to move on. I want to play the game [Monday].  I’m excited for the game. And I think our fans are going to really bring it. It’s going to be loud. It’s going to be exciting. It’s the ‘hard’ that makes it great.”

Lost in the shuffle last night were the quality games of Kyle Brodziak and Dany Heatley. Brodziak was scratched in Game 3 after a tough Game 1 and 2. Heatley was scratched in Games 1 and 2. Brodziak scored a goal last night, Heatley assisted on two.

Yeo: “Both guys handled things the way that they needed to, and this is what you’re looking for, contributions from guys throughout the lineup. So to see those guys go out and play the way that they did, for sure that’s great. And for me, since Heater has come back into the lineup, every game he’s continually gotten better, and I think that’s a real positive for us. This guy has got experience this time of year, knows the grind, knows what it takes to make sure that you’re prepared, and this is a guy who’s out on the ice right now, making sure that he’s ready to go for tomorrow’s game again. So likewise with Brodzy, I thought that line gave us some real good minutes, and we’ll need them again tomorrow.”

And here’s the laziest move of em all. Here’s Colorado’s quotes today from correspondent Michael Kelly.

PARENTEAU

(Roy talked with you after Game 4) That’s a talk I needed to have with him. It’s tough when you come back from injuries like that. It was nice to talk to him. He told me he was believing in me. It was good to have that chat for sure.

(were you playing tentative) Yeah, I was a little more tentative for sure with my knee and stuff. At the end of the day it was coming down to competing more and to play with an edge a little more. It’s playoff time and I think I did that last night and it made a big difference in my game.

(your line was better) We skated more, we competed more. In Minny it was tough because we couldn’t generate much offensively. Yesterday it was nice to see our line skate, make some plays and go to the net harder.

(Got some goals on Kuemper) I don’t think we tested him much in Minny. He had it pretty easy. We made life a little harder on him. We have to keep doing that. We’ve got to bring this energy, this confidence we had at home we have to bring to Minnesota tomorrow night. It’s a big challenge for us but we’re looking forward to it.

(can close it out) It’s exciting. At the end of the day that’s the main goal, to beat them four games and we have a chance to do it on the road. We’re going to try to bring the same energy.

(how much has the team grown from last trip to Minny) We’ve learned from those two games in Minny. No one was proud of what happened or felt good after those two games. That’s a feeling we don’t want to live again.

ROY

(latest on Duchene) The tough part right now is he hadn’t a chance to have a full practice with us. He had a morning skate yesterday, today it’s more shooting, more for the goalies. Tomorrow he’s going to have another morning skate and we’ll see. We’ll see how it goes. He seems to react well to the treatment, he looks good but like I said before we’re going to be patient and tomorrow we’ll see how he feels after the morning skate and we’ll make a decision after that.

(Tanguay) It’s exactly how it was supposed to be. They said four months, he’s doing well but he’s not ready for contact. Same thing with Dutchy, the fact that he hasn’t been in contact sometimes slow down the process.

(tough for Dutchy to jump in at this stage of playoffs) You can’t jump in and play the same way you were before you got hurt. Slowly start on the fourth line, power play and then you’re going to see it, you’re going to smell it he’s ready for more minutes.

(he’ll want to play) On this one it’s not my decision and it’s not his decision. It’s our team doctors’ and trainers. Matt and Scotty will let me know when they think is the right moment. They’re the ones that are going to make the decision.

(up 3-2 factor into your decision) It is. We said all along we’re going to be smart with him. He’s a talented player, he’s a great hockey player. He wants to play. If it’s up to him he’d be in the lineup tomorrow but it’s not the way it works here.

(difference from Game 4 to 5) A lot of things were different. We had a better forecheck and every forcheck we finished our checks. That was very important. We also protected the pucks better offensively, which meant we were better with our one-on-one battles. Defensively we did a good job. We tracked better and positioning were better. Two goals they scored we had broken sticks. I thought we competed well.

(ever want to tell player to go back to bench for a new stick) No. It’s still better if you’re there. I would have loved to have Granlund go to the bench in Game 4 but he blocked two of them with a broken stick. When you get the puck don’t be afraid to ice the puck. Even if you can’t change and you’re tired it’s better having five players with sticks than having one without a stick. We had a couple of chances to ice the puck and we could not doing it.

(Special teams) We were not necessarily happy with our power play in Minny but yesterday I was. I thought it was very positive. I thought we had some threat, some chances. I thought we moved the puck better, we brought the puck to areas where we wanted to be. I think we’re close to getting a goal. Hopefully it’ll be tomorrow in Minny. We’re doing a lot of good things. They scored a power play goal, Suter was the first one, tipped and it went in. Second one, Pominville took a shot, it hit the partition, came back in front of the net, Coyle open net. You look at ours, empty net. Both teams are playing really well shorthanded. Both teams are doing a good job killing penalties. Then I look further in other series. You look at Chicago who has tremendous amount of skills before last game they had only two power play goals. To score goals you need breaks and you need to be in the right place. Yesterday was much better.

(played top forwards a lot early) It was important for us to have the momentum. That’s what we wanted. I thought we had a good start, we had a penalty and they got the momentum back. When that happened you want to get it back. You’re at home.

(Duchene will start on fourth line) If he does play that’s the plan.

(Game 6) I’m not going to guarantee any results but we know how it’s going to be over there. We know how their fans are going to react, we know how they’re going to play, there’s not going to be any surprise. If they beat us they beat us. We’ll be ready for that. We’re going to have to play exactly how we did yesterday.

We scored four on their goalie yesterday. He came in midway in the second period in Game 2, he played really well and then we could not score in Game 3 and it started to get into our head. Now scoring four goals yesterday we started to have better looks and we start to know we can beat this guy, which is very positive going there. It’s a big difference in Game 6.

(Parenteau) I had a good conversation with P.A. after Game 4. Confidence comes with how hard you’re going to work. If you work hard confidence is going to get there. You can go to Wal-Mart and you can’t buy confidence in the business of hockey because they don’t sell confidence at Wal-Mart. If you move your feet, and if he’s moving like he did yesterday, he’s a smart hockey player, he has a high IQ and he’s capable of having an IQ by playing a faster pace. That was a really good game for him. That line was very good yesterday. O’Reilly, McGinn and Parenteau had good puck possession. They had really good chances.

(team’s ability to come back in final minutes) There’s a lot of confidence. We’ve been in a lot of situations where we pulled the goalie and we’re confident we can score there. That gives hope. It reminds me of ’93 when we started going into overtime. You win one game, then you win a second one and a third one and fourth one and fifth one. All of sudden you’re playing the last eight-10 minutes of the third period and all you hope is you get to overtime because you know you’re going to win there. It’s the same thing for us. We knew if we could kill the penalty we would have a good look at some shots and a good chance to score a goal to tie the game. We almost scored in Game 4 and we did in Game 1.

(MacKinnon) What’s impressive capable playing him over 21 minutes or 22 minutes. There’s not too many 18 year olds that you’re capable of putting on the ice that many minutes in a playoff game, especially in crunch time. Earlier in the season I was afraid to put him in the end of periods. Now I want him there. He’s playing so well right now.

O’REILLY

(why does this team keep scoring late goals) We’ve always been a resilient team. We have that belief in ourselves we can score goals at key times. When we know that, on the bench there’s no panic. We had good energy, we felt we were going to give us a chance to come back, sure enough we did. Going into OT with that momentum was a big reason we won.

(your line) Our energy was a bit better. We still maintained the right positioning and we worked together a bit better. We’re trying to win games before but couldn’t get anything going. Last night we were more consistent in our system and we got pucks deep and we were consistent on our forecheck. When we can do that that’s when we generate scoring chances.

(Duchene might play) If he is back it’s a huge addition for us. He’s been one of our best players all year and for me he helps create offense playing together on a line. He brings so much to the table it makes it difficult for them.

(confidence for Game 6) I think we have a lot of confidence but we’ve left (Game 5) behind and we’re in preparation mode. It’s not going to get any easier.

(mood on bench when Varly pulled) We’re confident. We’ve always been smart in that time. We know we have two minutes or a minute and a half where we don’t need to force plays. We can stay calm, work the puck on the perimeter and wait for them to get out of position and then we attack. We don’t need to rush. We have that calmness that anyone on the ice can make a good play when it’s needed. We trust each other.

MacKinnon

It's still exciting, it was a big goal for the team. It was very exciting to share with the guys, on the ice seeing their faces after we scored that goal. but we want to kind of forget about it and move on for tomorrow night. We definitely need that win.

They played very well against us (in Minny). We need to do a better job of generating offense. we've been a very good road team all year so I don't think we should be discouraged after a couple bad road games. It's going to be a tough task for us. They're going to come out hard and be very desperate. Their season's on the line. For us, we have to have the same mentality.

(Saturday first time outshot them)

That gives us a lot of confidence. We had a slow start again in terms of shots. The first half of the first period I think we had two shots, so we have to generate more early. We found our legs and generated some more opportunities, but we definitely need more than 12 shots like we did (Game 4). 

(in position to clinch)

It'll feel a little different tomorrow at the morning skate, maybe a little quieter. It's tough to say. It's business time tomorrow and we have to be ready to go.

(on Duchene)

we need him. Plain and simple we can't replace a guy like that. he'sone of our best players, our top scorer. It makes a difference every time he plays. If not, hopefully we can win for him and then he'll be ready to go in Round 2.                                     

Wild must move past crushing Game 5 overtime loss to Colorado
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The Wild must move on. Must-win Game 6 Monday night at 8 at the X.

That’s why Mike Yeo absolutely took the right tack in his postgame presser after the Wild’s back-breaking 4-3 overtime loss tonight in Game 5 of the Western Conference quarterfinals.

Nathan MacKinnon, held to no points and three shots in Games 3 and 4, capped another 3-point night by becoming the second-youngest player in NHL history (18 years, 237 days) to score a playoff OT winner (Don Gallinger was 17 years, 339 days when he scored an OT winner for Boston on March 21, 1943 against Montreal.) He now has 10 points in three home games.

The Wild coach could have come in screaming and yelling about Paul Stastny looking offside (eerily for the second time this season against the Wild on a Colorado goal), this time leading to P.A. Parenteau’s tying goal with 1:14 left to force overtime.

Picture courtesy of John Moulson on Twitter (@johncanref)

He could have pointed out how Gabriel Landeskog, after holding Mikko Koivu’s stick for an eternity, jumped on Koivu’s back and began swinging away and somehow the faster, more skilled Avs get the benefit of yet another 4-on-4 in the series and score to make it 2-1 in the second.

He could have pointed out how Brad Meier watched every moment of Cody McLeod charging to the Wild bench to hit Matt Moulson from behind without the puck late in the second and somehow the ref gives the Avs a power play after Charlie Coyle goes in to defend Moulson (Coyle and McLeod were battling in the zone moments before, and maybe Meier felt he should have called Coyle, who was no doubt the more aggressive of the two, there).

And Yeo could have complained how Coyle was held by Landeskog before the tying goal in the neutral zone. That kept Coyle from getting to a loose puck and maybe an empty-netter (although, to be fair, the Wild was given a gift of a power play with 4:33 left when Landeskog snow-showered Darcy Kuemper and Minnesota failed to make it 4-2).

But Yeo, knowing that the Wild better erase its mind and focus on Monday, did none of that. His skin was red. His eyes looked fiery, but he walked the tight-rope well.

“To sit here and dwell on [the missed offside], I don’t think it’s going to do us any good,” Yeo said. “Obviously, frustrating, obviously disappointing, but bottom line is it’s not going to do us any good.

Yeo continued, “We know what’s ahead of us here. We knew coming in that we’re playing a team that won the division, a team that is an extremely skilled group. Never once did we think things were going to be easy. So the task at hand now is pretty simple. We go and play the same way we did at home [in Games 3 and 4].”

On the dubious officiating, Yeo said, “I would say that we’re due for, I’ll say, I don’t want to say luck, but we’re due for some stuff here to go our way a little bit. I’m not going to dwell on what could have been’s. This is playoff hockey. You get highs and you get lows and it’s how you deal with it. Hey, listen, we’ve got an opportunity to go home in front of our crowd and win a hockey game to push to a Game 7.”

Home teams are 17-3 now in the Western Conference playoffs and the Wild knows it must not only win Game 6, but if it’s going to win this series, it better break that trend.

It certainly looked like the Wild was on its way when Zach Parise and Kyle Brodziak scored 1:51 apart early in the third period to give Minnesota a 3-2 lead.

Parise was bottled up pretty good before, but Pominville fed him for a beauty of a shot and Parise’s first goal of the series. Soon after, the Wild’s fourth line put forth a suffocating forecheck. Jan Hejda, dead tired, coughed up the puck to Jared Spurgeon and moments later Brodziak, who had a tough Games 1 and 2 and was scratched because of it in Game 3, scored. Dany Heatley picked up his second assist of the night (he assisted on Matt Moulson’s first goal of the series in the second).

But then, the tying goal. Just like Game 1, Patrick Roy pulled Semyon Varlamov early, this time inside less than 2 ½ left, and for the third time in the series, the Wild couldn’t find an empty-netter. That cost them with the Parenteau tying goal.

“It was offside and they missed a call and it's a damn shame,” bristled Ryan Suter.

Added Zach Parise, “The play, just the way it developed, something about it didn’t feel right. It felt like they had too much of a step on the play. But I didn’t know that for sure until we came in here and somebody said it.”

How does the Wild respond to such a crushing loss? “Same way we did last time,” Parise said. “At home, we said we had to win one here. It wasn’t this one, so it’s got to be Game 7. It’s another one it felt like we had a chance to win it. It just didn’t happen.”

The questionable offside call was a bang-bang play. Linesman Pierre Racicot, a veteran and considered one of the best linesmen (several Cup Finals), had MacKinnon right on top of him and got bent, so it was a very difficult call.

“You can’t point fingers,” Brodziak said. “That’s part of the game. There’s going to be breaks that you get, that you don’t get. That’s the way hockey goes. Keep playing hard. Try not to worry about little things. If you’re focusing on the right things, usually at the end of the day these things even up.”

In overtime, Moulson had 3 great chances to score his first shift. He couldn't. It just didn't feel right after that - just like game 1 last year when Zucker hit the post and game 1 this year when Pominville hit the post. The Wild gave up the losing goal soon after in both. 

It was a fun hockey game to watch (well, like all these late starts, it's almost impossible to watch the third because you're punching the keyboard) and Colorado's top line had a lot more offensive zone time and MacKinnon again made the Wild pay. 

Here’s Patrick Roy’s postgame quotes:

On If It Is Hard To Believe That Nathan MacKinnon Is Only 18 Years Old: “I don’t think we need to check, we knew when we drafted him what kind of player we were drafting, and he had a solid game again tonight.  Their line moved the puck well, and that was a big goal for us, big goal.  The save of the night was by (Colorado D Nick) Holden—he made a really good save on that (Minnesota LW Matt Moulson’s shot in overtime) before we got the puck back and went on the other end.”

On The Whirlwind Of Emotions After Scoring Another Late Goal To Force Overtime And Winning It In OT: “It was hard to remain calm after the call.  But, I looked at the clock and thought we’d have two minutes and 30 some seconds and we had to kill that one—that was a huge kill.  Penalty killing was, without a doubt, outstanding for us tonight.  Guys sacrificed their body, blocked shots—I was very happy with them.  They gave us a chance to win this game.”

On If Tonight Reminded Him Of Game 1 In The Series: “No, I liked our game—I thought we played a good game.  We made a few adjustments and I thought our guys reacted well to them.  I thought we were sharp early on getting the puck out of our zone.  I thought offensively we had a few good chances.  Our power play moved the puck well as well, we finally had some chances—I think we’re going in the right direction.  I thought it was very positive.”

On If The Avalanche Can Carry The Momentum From Tonight Into Game 6: “We had two looks in games over there.  We know what’s going to happen over there, we just have to play like we did tonight.  If we play that way, I really believe that it’s going to be a good game.  I can say one thing, our fans had a heck of a show tonight, and hopefully they’re going to give another one over there as well.  It’s a team that is playing very well, but I was extremely happy to see how resilient we were again tonight—down a goal, we never panicked, we stayed calm, waited for our opportunity and it happened.”

Roy said there is a chance Matt Duchene plays Game 6.

Here are some Colorado quotes, courtesy of correspondent Michael Kelly:

MACKINNON

(on goal) Pauly forced the puck down in their end, Landy got it on the half-wall and I was screaming for it. Definitely a good play by him. Little saucer pass to my blade and I found the top corner.

(tying goal) That was all Pauly. He made the whole play happen.

(pulling goalie again) We believed, even when we got that penalty with four minutes left. Usually you get a warning for that. It was important for us to believe and stay confident. We stuck with the game plan.

(how do you keep doing it) We don’t want to be on this emotional rollercoaster. We wanted to hold that 2-1 lead the whole third period. It’s cool to comeback but we want to hold that lead.

PARENTEAU

(on MacKinnon) The kid’s special. The sky’s the limit for this kid. I know it’s cliché to say but it’s pretty impressive to see. They tried to shut him down all night, they tried to shut him down in Minny and he got a huge goal for us. On our second goal he made an unbelievable play. This is the kid we want on our side.

(your goal) It’s a great feeling. I knew Pauly likes to put those pucks in front of the net. He’s a pretty good passer so I just came in. I knew he was going to make a play and it was right on my tape. We’ll take it, it’s a huge goal for our team. After they scored two bang-bang goals it kind of deflated us but we stuck with it and it’s the sign of a team that wants to win.

(doing it again) It’s a resilient group. It’s a group that doesn’t give up. We’re pretty confident. When it happens a couple of times you know you can do it. We have the skills and the patience to do it.

STASTNY

(on tying goal) I knew when I shot it both their D were on the outside so I just threw it in front soft. P.A., the game he played all night was unbelievable and he was just at the right spot and was rewarded. We just rolled with it. We get that momentum and we know we’re going to win.

You’re not going to win 1-0, 2-1. Sometimes you do but you know they’re going to keep coming. We had a big kill with four minutes left and Patty pulls the goalie.

(MacKinnon) That one he just backed the D off. He could have taken it himself, but he drops it and Benny shoots it and Holdy tips it. In overtime Landy and Willy make a good play.

LANDESKOG

We’ve had our backs against the wall numerous times. When you do it once, you do it twice and three and four times it’s like teams, they start shaking a little bit, they get nervous once they’re up a goal. It’s almost mental. We believe in ourselves more when we’re down a goal. It’s exciting to be a part of. It’s not something we want to make a habit of doing.

That’s it for me. Early flight. I’ll talk to you after Sunday’s Wild availability. I’ll also be on Rosen’s Sports Sunday on, well, Sunday night on WCCO.

Pivotal Game 5 tonight for the Wild and Avalanche in Denver

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 26, 2014 - 5:02 PM   
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UPDATE

With the series tied at 2-2, Game 5 of the Western Conference quarters tonight will be a swing game.

Somebody, whether that be the Wild or the Avalanche, will be facing elimination Monday night in St. Paul during an 8 p.m. Game 6.

Avs coach Patrick Roy shrewdly put on a show at his presser yesterday. With the Avalanche returning home after losing two games in Minnesota, he deflected all the attention onto himself and almost made the presser sound like an end-of-the-season presser. He talked about how it’s a process going from 29th to winning the Cup and how proud he is of what his team has accomplished this season.

Today, it back to business as usual as both teams look for a key win tonight.

Matt Duchene is clearly getting closer to a return, very possibly in this series. Roy said he won’t play tonight, but Duchene, the Avs’ talented youngster and leading scorer who has been out since late March with a Grade 2 MCL sprain, practiced for the first time with teammates this morning. He skated normal line rushes with Ryan O’Reilly and Jamie McGinn.

Roy said the Avs only lineup decision will be Joey Hishon or Paul Carey tonight on the fourth line.

No lineup changes for the Wild.

So far, this has been a homer series. Avs win Games 1 and 2 in Denver, Wild Games 3 and 4 in St. Paul.

The Wild dominated Games 3 and 4 yet only won 1-0 and 2-1. So it’ll be interesting to see if the Wild, clearly with renewed confidence, brings the same personality tonight. The Avs are obviously going to get the benefit of matchups on their home ice and a jolt from the home crowd. Can the Wild match that and play the same way it did in Minnesota?

“We’re making them come through five guys when they have the puck. That’s pretty tough to do,” Zach Parise said. “The key is we have to do the same thing on the road as we did at home.”

Avs captain Gabriel Landeskog said Colorado was “taken aback” by the Wild’s play in Game 3.

“It was a wakeup call that they want this just as badly as we do,” Landeskog said.

After the Game 4 loss, Max Talbot told Landeskog almost every series he has ever played in was 2-2 at some point.

“That made me bounce back right away,” Landeskog said. “No one said it was going to be easy.”

Landeskog said the Avs were chasing too much in Minnesota and with the home-ice matchups, they believe they’ll have the puck more and be able to control the game better.

“We missed the fans here,” he said. “We realize why people talk about home ice advantage. Fortunately, we feed off the crowd so much. As an opposing team , I wouldn’t say it puts you back on your heels, but certainly you feel the energy against you.”

Western Conference home teams are 16-2 I the playoffs.

“I think we’re a different team than we were in Game 1,” Parise said. “We know we have to win one in here if we want to win the series. Hopefully it will be tonight. Hopefully we can break that trend tonight and get a win in here. “

I chatted with Patrick Bordeleau this morning, the former Wild draft pick that was cut loose on June 1, 2006, by the previous regime. Bordeleau said he has a lot of motivation facing the Wild even though that regime is long gone.

By the way, Bordeleau took a big run at Jared Spurgeon in Game 4 and kneed him. No call and certainly looking like a response after Matt Cooke ended Tyson Barrie’s series and a lot longer with a knee.

“I would have to think that they’re taking a pretty close at that,” Yeo said. “We have a player that was suspended for seven games. The very big difference is our player wasn’t hurt from it, but I would have to think both the referees and the people watching from afar are keeping a close eye on it.”

Wild hits the road; updated Avalanche quotes
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UPDATE: Left wing Matt Cooke has decided not to appeal his 7-game suspension. He doesn't want any more distractions for the Wild in the playoffs. 

The Wild had a very optional practice this morning and flew to Denver, where it plays Game 5 of the Western Conference quarterfinals Saturday night at 8:30 p.m.

So, we know Game 6 at the X will be an elimination game Monday night. The only question is whether it will be Minnesota with its back against the wall or Colorado.

The road team hasn’t won a game in this series yet. If the Wild wants to advance to the second round, it will need to change that.

“Obviously the next game is going to be a big one,” coach Mike Yeo said. “The team that wins that is going to be a little more in the driver’s seat here, so they have two games at home and we’re going to have to win a game in their building. I would certainly like to make that be the next game.”

Yeo said it’s important the Wild doesn’t hang its hat on its two home victories.

“Our start next game will be very important. We’re not going to have our crowd there to build off,” Yeo said. “I’m confident with our group that it’ll be ready to dictate and play the same type of game.”

The Wild has outshot the Avs 143-94 in the series and 78-34 in St. Paul, but it has lost two games in Denver in two games that looked very different than the type of hockey played at home. The Wild needs to figure out a way to bottle up its defensive game and bring it to Denver.

Obviously, two big differences is Erik Haula will be centering the third line and Darcy Kuemper will be starting in goal. Kuemper leads the NHL with a 0.40 goals-against average and .979 save percentage and is one of five goalies in the expansion era (post 1967) that has given up one goal in his first two career playoff starts. The second, by the way, was Wild goalie coach Bob Mason in 1987 against my Islanders.

“We’re on the road, there’s matchups that we would like to get, and there’s going to be matchups that we won’t be able to get,” Yeo said.

Yeo repeated that he has no problem playing the lines centered by Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund or Haula against any line.

“Those guys at different points of the season have played against the best centermen in the league and have done the job,” Yeo said. “I really believe regardless of who we’re playing, we can have anybody go out in that situation if our team’s playing a certain way because we don’t play the game as a one-man unit.”

He said the Wild can’t assume the next game will start the same way as at home. It’s up to the Wild to “make it happen,” not expect that it’ll be able to pick up right where it left off.

“We have to expect a hard push from them,” Yeo said. “We’re still playing the team that won the division. I look every day and the NHL’s announcing award winners, and everyday there’s a Colorado Avalanche player that’s part of those nominees (So far -- O’Reilly, Lady Byng; MacKinnon, Calder; Varlamov, Vezina). It helps remind us that we’re playing a very skilled group.”

The Wild’s penalty kill will have to continue to be great. It is a league-best 14 for 15 (one empty-net goal on the PK) at 93.3 percent. This is against the league’s fifth-best power play in the regular season, and the Wild was the NHL’s 27th-ranked penalty kill.

Mike Rupp, who won’t play Saturday, and suspended Matt Cooke aren’t going on the trip. No word yet if Cooke has decided to appeal. I’ll update when there’s definitive word. Again, he can’t play during an appeals process anyway.

Follow our correspondent, Michael Kelly, on Twitter at @berge19. He said Matt Duchene skated today, but Patrick Roy said he’s not going to play Game 5.

Update:

Here are some quotes from the Avalanche side, supplied by Michael Kelly in Denver:

Patrick Roy, on what the Avs offense needs to do after a terrible outing in Minnesota: "We also played a little different. we didn't have the same jump, we didn't come with speed, we didn't get pucks deep and things like that. They made us look slow and kept us to the outside. They did a good job of doing those things to slow us down and certainly they can get their matchups right in their arena."

On getting experience for younger players: "It's the first playoffs for a lot of us. Maybe the first couple games in the Pepsi Center, you're playing with excitement and you're excited and you're just going out there and feeding off the crowd. Once you get on the road you realize they want this just as bad as we do. It's certainly not easy to win on the road. You have to kind of keep the same game as you do at home and play the same way and that's certainly not easy. They certainly make it tough on us and they keep us to the outside. We have to learn, to find a way. I think the positive for us is even though with how many shots we had, it's still a one-goal game and we're still in it right until the end. I guess that's a positive."

Paul Stastny on what the Avs learned in Minnesota: "No matter who you’re playing everyone wants to win the same way. You have to compete and you have to be hungry as you can. Just because a team’s down 2-0 doesn’t mean they’re going to sit back, they’re going to give it their all. Maybe that first game they came at us hard and the second game we feel a little better, but still we have to create more offensively. We need more puck possession. On the bright side, it’s 2-2. Last night it was a little disappointing but today we regrouped, forget about yesterday get it back to home ice and it’s a best of 3."

Erik Johnson on fixing the offense: "As D, we haven’t been as clean in our exits from the D zone. We have to have more poise as a group. When we’re playing well and having success we’re getting the forwards the pucks in stride. We’ve been a little too stagnant, maybe a little too unsure to make the right play. We’re looking a little too long for the perfect play. As D we have do a better job of making our forwards’ lives a little bit easier in transition. When they get the puck with speed their so dangerous so as a group we have to be better with that.

"Clearly we were outplayed in Game 3; Game 4 was a little bit better. The only thing that’s disappointing is you look at how great Varly has played and you wish you could have popped a few more goals by Kuemper. As a group we’ve been resilient all year, we haven’t let anything let us down. That’s not going to change. We’ve had no fear all season long and there’s no reason for us to have it now."

Roy on the lack of scoring: "It’s not just shots on net, it’s scoring chances. You can finish a game with 50 shots on net but if you end up the night with six scoring chances are you better off? You’re sometimes counting on bad goals to win a game. Bad goals happen but they don’t happen every night. What we’re looking more from us is generate more scoring chances. It was like 14-8 puck poession. They spent 14 minutes in our end we spent eight in the other end. Clearly that’s not enough. Normally you’re around 11 or 12, it’s pretty balanced. It’s clear they dominated us.

"When we put our plan together for the playoffs it’s not to go 16-0. How many teams have done that? None? I’m surprised to hear that. I thought there were a hundred teams. The 2-2 doesn’t bother me one bit. It’s how we’re going to bounce back is what I want to see tomorrow."

Varlamov: "I don't want to talk about myself, how I play, how I'm feeling. I can tell about the team. Play solid hockey, right now playing very well. We just need to keep going, continue to fight. It's not going to be easy to beat Minnesota. We knew that before the series that it was going to be a tough series. Continue to play well and fight."

After two big home wins over the Avs, the Wild now must win on the road
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Nobody has won on the road in this series. The Wild knows that if it wants to advance to the second round and play the winner of Chicago-St. Louis, it must win one in Denver.

After the way the Wild played at home these past two games – the latest being tonight’s 2-1 victory in Game 4 to even the series, you know the Wild’s feeling confident heading back to Denver for Game 5 on Saturday night (8:30 p.m. CT).

And you know the young Avs are feeling the pressure now.

If you watched the 125 minutes, 8 seconds of hockey played in Games 3 and 4, you know the Wild played two of the most dominating 1-0 and 2-1 games ever played.

There was barely a minute of these two games that the Wild didn’t dictate or at least control. The Wild almost always had the puck. The Wild almost always won the battle or got to the loose puck first or spent time in Semyon Varlamov’s end.

The Avs wasted two dominating performances by Varlamov.

“You just have to keep shooting and getting traffic and making it tough on him,” Zach Parise said. “I like our chances if we’re throwing 35, 40 on him a night. We’ll get a few by him.”

Monday, Varly stopped 45 of 46, beaten on the last shot of the game by Mikael Granlund. Tonight, the Avs were outshot 32-12, 14-3 in the first period. Between Ryan O’Reilly’s goal with 6:35 left in the second on Colorado’s seventh shot of the game, the Avs went the next 14 minutes without a shot.

The 12 shots against were a franchise-record by the Wild in the playoffs.

Jared Spurgeon scored his first career playoff goal. Charlie Coyle, with his pops in the crowd, scored his third goal of the series, first career power-play playoff goal and first career winning goal in the playoffs. And Darcy Kuemper only had to make 11 saves for his second career playoff win. His biggest came in the final minute with the Avs on a 6-on-4 power play (extra attacker, Jonas Brodin in the box).

He denied O’Relly from point-blank range.

Most my gamer centers around the play of Granlund, who assisted on Spurgeon’s goal, drew three power plays, won 8 of 12 faceoffs and blocked three Erik Johnson shots in the final minute of the game, including one without his stick and one with four seconds left to even up the series 2-2.

"He’s one of those guys you want to have on your side," said buddy Erik Haula.

It says everything about the respect level that coach Mike Yeo has in Granlund that three nights ago, he’s scoring a highlight-reel goal in OT and tonight Yeo has him on the PK with a minute left to win a game.

This isn’t your garden-variety, smallish, perimeter playmaker. He doesn’t shy from physicality, traffic, the front of the net or oncoming shots from sharp-shooters.  

Great job by all the penalty killers in the end. First group was Haula-Mikko Koivu-Ryan Suter-Spurgeon; Second group was Granlund-Parise-Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser.

You’ve got to love the job Nino Niederreiter-Haula-Justin Fontaine did tonight. They were solid, especially Haula on the 4 for 4 PK that is now 13 for 14 in the series. Parise now has five assists in the series.

The Wild dominated this game so much, Patrick Roy broke up his top two lines by the end of the first.

Please read the game story on www.startribune.com/wild for more details and quotes, but (most quotes courtesy of Rachel Blount because I had to run back upstairs after working the Wild room and write) …

Yeo on the incredible crowd, who stood for a lot of this game and made noise with sustained energy throughout: “Obviously we’ve had some exciting games since I’ve been here in this building, but I’ve never heard anything like that tonight. That was fun.”

On Granlund’s blocks at the end: “This is sort of the attitude our whole group has. Everybody’s committed to playing a certain way. When you go out and you do that, then a different guy has that opportunity. A guy like that has an opportunity to create a great goal last game, but being out in a penalty killing situation like he was at the end of the game and knowing how important that is and knowing what his teammates need from him, that’s what we've seen from everybody. We want to get better as the playoffs go along. When you’re playing games like that and you get used to playing in moments like that when the game’s on the line and you have to execute or you have to make a play or you have to defend, whatever the situation calls for, and you have to do it when the stakes are that high, those are growing moments for your team and that’s what we have to look at. We saw a lot of that late in the season to help us get ready for the playoffs. And obviously it’s a new level now, so to continue to go out and do that hopefully these are growing moments.”

Yeo on the home games: “We were able to play a more complete game the last couple games. You can’t get rattled and that’s the tricky part right now when the stakes are so high. To be able to stay in the moment, to focus on our game and execute, the good part for me is that our habits, the structure in our game is so consistent from game to game to game that as long as we fall back on that we should be able to do that at that time.

On the Avs, Yeo said, “We still have an awful lot of respect. That’s still a very skilled group over there. It’s not a team that won the division by accident. This is a team that they’ve got a lot of very creative players and a lot of very skilled players. Whether its penalty kill or taking care of the puck or defending we have to make sure we respect that.

“We should feel good about tonight. We're 2-2 in the series, to be in this situation after being down 2-0 that’s obviously a really good thing, but at the same time we have to make sure that we continue to have that focus. The next challenge is the big one. We find ourselves now in a best of 3 and we like the way we're playing, but we can’t hang our hat on what we've done. Gotta make sure we're ready to go out and continue to take the fight to them.

“I feel like we're a better team in game 4 than we were in game 1. That’s the goal, we have to continue to get better.”

Patrick Roy:

“The way I’ve been all year, I’ve been very positive and I’m gonna continue to be today. I’m looking more at how our goaltender played, again very solid. I’m thinking that offensively, it's gonna come. I think our guys know that they gotta be better offensively, there’s no doubt about it.”

(young players nervous?) “It could be, but think about it, one power-play goal and we could have won game 3. Tonight one power play we might be still on the ice. When we get the type of performance we got from our goaltender, there’s no reason to not believe in ourself. Coming back home, we’re gonna have our fans. Offensively we're gonna need more from some of our forwards and they’re gonna have to chip in and be more involved.

“I honestly think the strategy is good. We just need to be involved. We just need to make those plays. Hey, it’s possible if you put a puck on net you're going to receive a body check, and you're gonna have to take those hits. And offensively we have enough talent to find ways to generate more chances and more shots on net than what we had today. In the start of the second period, Ii thought we had 2-3 good shots that missed the net. And these shots need to hit the net. Just look at O'reillys goal. It was in the middle of the net, went through the legs.

“These are the type of shots, we have to hit the net. We have to force their goalie to make the saves. And then our confidence is gonna come back. The thing I'll say is our execution is not quite there. We seem to rush on plays, we're not [being] patient with the puck and these are the things we're gonna have to do a little bit better.”

Duchene come to the rescue? “He won’t play game 5 for sure.”

Talk to you after Friday's availability and before my flight to Denver.

Matt Cooke makes statement regarding 7-game suspension
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Matt Cooke, suspended seven games for injuring Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie with a knee-on-knee hit Monday night, addressed the media this afternoon.

Cooke didn’t field questions but made an unwritten statement.

“First and foremost, I want to say that I’m disappointed and sorry that Tyson Barrie can’t play for the Colorado Avalanche tonight. I wish that he could. Unfortunately, it was not my intent to collide with him knee-on-knee. It was my intent to finish my check. Playoffs are a hard and physical time and it’s my job to be physical. I’ve led my team in hits in all three games and it’s an intense time. I’ve led my team this year in hits and in this series.

“Since March 20, 2011 (the elbow to Ryan McDonagh that resulted in a 17-game suspension), I’ve been a changed player. I’ve approached the game differently, I think differently about the game. That The stats that I’ve collected over those three seasons prove that I’m a changed player and the plays that I make and the plays that I don’t make prove to that point as well. At the end of the day, this situation was not my intent.”

Cooke has until tomorrow night to decide if he will appeal his suspension to NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman. Cooke didn’t respond when I asked if he would.

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said this morning, “It doesn’t matter the number of games [Cooke received]. It doesn’t replace Tyson Barrie. We want to see Tyson on the ice tonight.”

Zach Parise wouldn’t discuss his opinion of Cooke’s suspension length nor the perceived inconsistency in the league’s decision-making process when it comes to suspensions (i.e. Bryan Bickell leading with his knee on Vladimir Sobotka last weekend and getting nothing):

“I don’t know what they look for. It’s not fair for me to comment on it, but I have got my opinion.”

On Cooke, Parise said, “You’ve got to know when he’s on the ice because he finishes his hits. So when you’re playing against him, if you’ve got your head down, he’s going to come after you and try and hit you. He’s one of those players where you just got to know where he is.”

Coach Mike Yeo is excited to finally drop the puck on Game 4 at an absurdly late 8:30 local time.

“It’s amazing a couple days between games in the playoffs feels like a week. Good day off, good practice yesterday, and now I can’t wait to hurry up and wait ‘til 8:30 tonight,” he joked.

As you know because you READ TODAY’S COVERAGE, Nino Niederreiter will take Cooke’s spot on the left side of the Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine line. Also, Kyle Brodziak, scratched Monday, will center Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Semyon Varlamov. Kuemper made 22 saves in his first career shutout in his first career playoff start Monday.

“Honestly, I don’t think it would even matter who would be in net for them,” Roy said. “I think we had only four scoring chances all night long. They played really well. I mean, they tracked really well, they came back hard in the middle of the ice. They played with great urgency. I mean, they had a solid game. I have to give it to them. I don’t want to take anything from [Kuemper], but at the same time, I thought he had an easy game and I’m sure Bryzgalov could have done the exact same thing.”

On Cooke’s sentence, Yeo said, “We always definitely respect and accept what the decision is from the league, and with that, it’s just real important that we all put it behind us.”

On if Cooke will continue to provide a leadership role on team (he can practice and travel and be around all team functions, and he did skate today with the team), Yeo said, “For me, I’m focused on the game tonight, so to sit here and say that I spent the morning trying to make a plan for Matt Cooke, I haven’t. We’re playing Colorado tonight and I’m focused on the guys that are in the lineup. There will be time for some of those decisions.”

Matt Cooke suspended seven games by the NHL
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Matt Cooke’s 100th career playoff game was his last for awhile.

The NHL threw the book at Cooke on Wednesday by suspending the Wild’s physical winger seven games for his knee-on-knee-hit that injured Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie’s left knee in Monday’s playoff game.

If the term of the suspension is not fully served during the 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs, the remaining games will be served at the beginning of the 2014-15 regular season.

It is the second-longest suspension in NHL history for kneeing. Bryan Marchment, who made kneeing an artform, got eight games in 1998 for kneeing Kevin Dineen in the regular season.

Here is the NHL video explanation

In the video, the NHL explains that Cooke was leading with his left knee and "After Barrie releases the puck, Cooke continues in this posture, further extends his knee and makes contact with Barrie's left knee. The play is entirely in front of Cooke from the moment he steps on the ice and begins striding toward Barrie well before impact is made."

The video continues, "Seeing Cooke coming at him, Barrie takes evasive action and moves to his right in an attempt to avoid contact. While this evasive action might have worsened the extent of the injury, it should have been entirely predictable to Cooke that Barrie would attempt to avoid contact."

Cooke, who met with league officials Wednesday afternoon with Wild GM Chuck Fletcher, has the right to appeal the suspension to Commissioner Gary Bettman within 48 hours. If the ruling is upheld, Cooke would then have the right to appeal to a neutral arbitrator within seven days. If he appeals, Cooke cannot play until the appeal is heard and ruled upon.

Barrie is expected to miss four to six weeks.

Even though Cooke had mostly kept it clean the past three years, there is no doubt Cooke’s history of past on-ice transgressions played a giant role in the severity of the suspension.

In the video, it says, "The distance traveled with an extended knee, the further extension of the knee to ensure contact, the force of the impact and the resulting injury to an opponent merit supplemental discipline. These factors, combined with Cooke’s history, warrant a more significant penalty than the most recent suspensions that have been imposed for kneeing."

(Chris Porter got four games, James Neal five, but he kneed a guy in the head)

Cooke had previously been suspended five times for a total of 20 regular-season games and seven playoff games and fined four other times. He had not been suspended since March 2011. In that incident, Cooke, then a Pittsburgh Penguin, elbowed the Rangers’ Ryan McDonagh and was suspended the final 10 regular-season games and the first round of the playoffs, which lasted seven games.

“Everybody’s well-informed about who he is and what he does, it speaks for itself,” Avalanche defenseman Erik Johnson said this afternoon. “There’s no place for that in the game. Look at the guy he hit, one of our top D, he’s going to be out for the foreseeable future. I don’t even know if there’s a place for [Cooke] in this game. It’s disgusting what he’s done to guys’ careers.”

Cooke’s most notoriously known for his head-shot on the Bruins’ Marc Savard in March 2010. Cooke wasn’t penalized or suspended, but the elbow led to the league cracking down harder on head shots. Savard returned in the 2010 playoffs, but he was limited to 25 games in 2010-11 after suffering another concussion and hasn’t played since.

On and off the ice, Cooke has worked to try to alter his agitating, hard-nosed style since the McDonagh eye-opener. Cooke knew if he didn’t clean up his act, he would be out of the league. So he worked with coaches on the ice and watched video off the ice.

He hasn’t had a major penalty since the McDonagh hit and has cut down his penalty minutes dramatically.

Until the Barrie incident, there were several examples during his first season with the Wild that he was a reformed player.

Cooke had a solid regular season for the Wild, but he was taking his game to a new level in the playoffs. He had an assist in three games, was a big part of the Wild’s 10 for 11 penalty kill and was tied for third in the NHL with 18 hits.

“The way he plays, he gives confidence to the whole team,” Wild captain Mikko Koivu said. “We’re going to support him whatever happens. Now it’s a chance for somebody else to come into the lineup and do that job for us … in a different way. Obviously you can’t find another Matt Cooke. … We’ll miss him, but at the same time, he’s going to support us, we’ll support him and we’ll move on.”

Coach Mike Yeo has also raved all season about Cooke’s leadership.

“He’s a great player, great guy to have in the room,” center Erik Haula said. “He’s our physical presence out on the ice. We’re just going to have to replace that. Of course, he’ll be missed.”

Koivu said he hasn’t seen the Barrie incident, but “everything happens fast. We’ve seen those hits before. We will see them in the future. No one’s trying to do that, but it’s hockey. It happens very fast and you’re trying to be physical.”

On Thursday, I'll be on KFAN at some time in the morning on P.A.'s show (9:55 a.m. subject to change), on SiriusXM NHL Network Radio Sirius 207 XM 211 at 3:20 p.m., on NHL Network's NHL Live (arena cam) at 5:35 p.m. and on KFAN with Barreiro at 5:55 p.m.

Niederreiter takes Cooke's spot on checking line; Cooke suspension length coming
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Wild veteran left Matt Cooke and GM Chuck Fletcher were in New York today for an in-person hearing stemming from Cooke’s knee-on-knee hit on Colorado’s Tyson Barrie on Monday.

Cooke faces a significant suspension, one that is expected to be announced later today (I'll blog later when ruling is out). Remember, Cooke can appeal any suspension to Commissioner Gary Bettman and any suspension six games or more to a neutral arbitrator. He cannot play during any appeals process.

So at the very minimum, we shouldn’t expect to see Cooke again in the first round. Want to hear my thoughts on Cooke and other interesting things? Last night, I did another edition of Denver Post Avs beat writer Adrian Dater’s Podcast, “Hockey Talk.” Fox 9’s Dawn Mitchell also joins! We talk about a number of interesting things, I think. Here’s the link!!! It’s about an hour. Last week’s one is also on iTunes. (free).

Good day from the X, the site of Game 4 Thursday night at 8:30 p.m. CT. The NHL has announced that Game 5 will be at 7:30 p.m. MT/8:30 p.m. CT on Saturday from the Pepsi Center in Denver.

With Cooke suspended, youngster Nino Niederreiter will take Cooke’s spot on the left side of the shutdown line with rookies Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine on Thursday. Haula, Fontaine and Cooke were largely credited for helping slow the Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Nathan MacKinnon line in Monday’s 1-0 OT win.

Fontaine and Haula were quick to say it was a team effort of five-man units, good gaps and large portions of the game played in the offensive zone. That must continue.

If you remember, in almost identical circumstances, the Wild returned to Minnesota to play Game 3 last year against the Blackhawks. In almost identical circumstances, the Wild needed an overtime win (Jason Zucker’s heroics off Matt Cullen’s setup) to beat Chicago in a game the Wild dominated. Sound familiar?

The Wild then came out in Game 4, started well, didn’t score, went 0 for 6 on the power play and lost 3-0 to the Blackhawks. That set the stage for a Game 5 blowout.

You know that Colorado will come out a desperate team in Game 4 because it knows a victory means it can close the series at home Saturday. The Wild must exceed that desperation Thursday to even up the series.

With Cooke coming out of the lineup, Kyle Brodziak enters back in the fray. Scratched in Game 3, Brodziak will center the fourth line with Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick.

Here’s some of coach Mike Yeo’s thoughts from today:

On putting Niederreiter on that third line: "Yeah, obviously like I said yesterday there's some things we discussed, different scenarios we could have tried. Probably looking at the way Haulzie and Fonzie played, trying to keep that intact. Adding a guy who can be strong on the puck, whose responsible defensively and can play a strong two-way game and that was important to us. Obviously a good challenge for three young kids."

Concerned about youth? “Listen, they're a big part of our team. We have confidence in those guys so we're not going to try to hide anybody out here. Obviously if we feel it's not working, I'm comfortable with any line. I'm comfortable with any of our centermen. If that's their assignment they'll take care of it and if we put somebody else on the task they'll have to take care of it too”

Evaluate Niederreiter’s year: “I think it's been very good. It would be easy to sit here and say he started off one way and finished another. It's the time of year where the hockey has improved and the pace of play has improved. What I really appreciate about him is we've been able to insert him into different roles. We've put him in a scoring role, we've put him in a checking role and he's always sort of adapted. To me, that's the sign of a good player. That's the sign of a guy who's going to have a good career. He's not pigeon-holed. For a player like that, big strong, physical guy he has skill. I feel really good about how he's developed and I think it's been a good first year for him here.”

Urgency needed Thursday: “Well, there better be. It’s not like we’re ahead in the series here. We’re down and I think we recognize that they’re going to come in with a real strong effort next game. i think that they recognize the importance of the next game, let’s not kid ourselves, and I think we should too. We would love the opportunity to go back to Colorado with some momentum, we’d love the opportunity to go back to Colorado and hopefully they’re feeling a bit of pressure. I think that game is going to be an important one.”

Last year proof of that?: “That’s part of it. Let’s not kid ourselves, we know it’s a swing game, for sure. I look closely at that game last year, we had a real good start and then the game kind of got away from us. I think what’s important is, we understand the result we want to have but there’s a way we have to do it and there’s a way we have to play the game. We have to make sure we’re ready for that.”

Built up momentum in Game 3, does Cooke let air out of the balloon?: “It’s up to us to make sure that doesn’t happen. We started the game really well, we built momentum and they started to come on as the game went on. I thought we were actually tight starting overtime. Getting that goal was big for us because it felt like that was the first sign of us starting  to fear that maybe something was getting away from us. I think getting that goal was huge, for me momentum it’s always there, it’s always something that you feel but at the same time, it’s always something you have to establish and keep or establish. So, going into next game, I think both teams will recognize the importance of the start. I know they’re going to come out hard and obviously our guys are going to have to too. We’re going to have to be ready to, not only come out hard, but sharp. If they’re going to pressure harder, we have to move the puck a little bit better, if they;re going to play more physical, we’re going to have to be ready to take hits to make plays, whatever the case is, at the same time, we’re gotta make sure that we’re ready to dictate and not just sit there see what they’re going to bring.” 

Brodziak, what do you want?: “You know, the same things that we always want from him. Obviously penalty killing will be important and sort of a defensive-minded presence on the ice but a guy who’s going to be play the game hard both ends of the ice and a guy who’s going to be strong on the puck. That’s really not a big change for him, and I’m confident he’ll come in and play well.”

Heatley, and how well he played: “I was real happy to see the way that he came in. I give real credit to him the way that he’s handled himself since being out. For a veteran guy like that and the success that he’s had, to not start in our lineup, he handled it with a great deal of professionalism. But more importantly he made sure that he was ready. The fact that he’s been around, that he understands that there’s going to be changes for injury or performance. He made sure that he was ready, and obviously if he keeps going the way he’s at, it’s a great thing for us and he’ll continue to get more opportunities.”

Who initiates physical play now without Cooke?: “I think that typically we’re not a team that one looks to one guy and sees how he’s playing and then we all react to it. We had the opportunity before Game 3 where I met with every player and just kind of figured out where they’re at mentally, and they sat there and told me what they were going to bring. We have an attitude as a group that we all play sort of the same way of how we play without the puck, how we play with the puck and again, whether that’s finishing a check or how you play in your own zone, or how that’s how you execute with the puck, we try to all be on the same page. So I would expect the same tomorrow.”

On Thursday, I'll be on KFAN at some time in the morning on P.A.'s show (9:55 a.m. subject to change), on SiriusXM NHL Network Radio Sirius 207 XM 211 at 3:20 p.m., on NHL Network's NHL Live (arena cam) at 5:35 p.m. and on KFAN with Barreiro at 5:55 p.m.

Joey Hishon, the 2010 first-round pick by the Avs, has been recalled and will make his NHL debut on Colorado's fourth line and the power play. Ryan Wilson replaced Barrie on the blue line.

Matt Cooke to appear at NHL headquarters Wednesday afternoon
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Wild veteran left wing Matt Cooke will have an in-person hearing Wednesday at 12:30 p.m. ET at NHL headquarters in New York for his knee-on-knee hit that injured Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie in Game 3 of the Western Conference quarterfinals.

Barrie sustained an injury to his left medial collateral ligament and is expected to miss four to six weeks, Avs coach Patrick Roy said.

Cooke, who is unavailable for comment until later this week, faces a suspension that can exceed five games (criteria of in-person hearing). Any suspension can be appealed to Commissioner Gary Bettman after the fact. If Cooke is suspended six or more games, he has the right to appeal Bettman’s ruling to a neutral arbitrator.

Cooke, who was assessed a two-minute minor for kneeing, is expected to be represented by agent Pat Morris, an NHLPA representative and Wild GM Chuck Fletcher. The hearing will in front of former defenseman Stephane Quintal, who has taken Brendan Shanahan’s role on an interim basis since the discipline czar (so to speak) left for Toronto. Deputy Commissioner Bill Daly is also part of the process.

Quintal and Roy, by the way, were teammates in Montreal briefly.

Since players don’t receive salaries in the playoffs, Cooke can only be fined, but he won’t lose salary that would come with a regular-season suspension.

It'll be interesting to see the eventual video explanation from the NHL because it's hard to see the difference between Cooke's knee and many in this NHL video showing the difference between suspension-worthy knees, non-suspension worthy knees and those worthy of just a fine. Chicago's Bryan Bickell had a similar knee against St. Louis' Vladimir Sobotka in Game 2 of that playoff series. But Bickell's name isn't Matt Cooke and Sobotka didn't suffer a serious injury.

Today was a day off for both teams, so subject to NHL media regulations for two days in between games, both the Wild and Avs made Mike Yeo and Roy available only.

At the very minimum, Cooke won’t play again in the first round. Yeo discussed this likelihood, how his suspension will affect the team and things did get testy when a Denver Post columnist tried to turn Yeo’s words upside down like the coach told Cooke to target Avs players.

From the start of this series, Yeo and Roy have made it clear that the gameplan is to finish checks on opposing top players. Before the series even started, Roy himself said the Avs had to make life difficult on players like Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund and to make sure that if they’re going to play big minutes, the minutes better be hard minutes.

Yeo’s reaction on the Cooke in-person hearing: “Yeah, obviously things you don’t want to have happen. I think we all want to play good, physical, intense hockey. At the same time, I know that they want to do the same to us. Neither side wants to see anyone get hurt. Obviously on our part, we don’t want to see one of our players get suspended. Obviously not going to be sitting here and saying we’re in a great mood about any of that.”

How does it affect lineup? “Today’s a day off for players and the rest of the coaches. Obviously I’ve already started to think about that, but we’ll have a chance to get together in the morning and discuss it further.”

There are likely three options if one assumes Yeo’s not fiddling with Zach Parise-Granlund-Jason Pominville (I’ll bet my life on that one) and Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle.

Cooke-Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine did an admirable job shutting down Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Nathan MacKinnon on Monday. They went from 13 combined points in Games 1 and 2 to no points and seven shots in Game 3.

Haula and Fontaine will obviously stay, so the options would be Nino Niederreiter, Stephane Veilleux or Kyle Brodziak.

Veilleux could probably slide in seamlessly because he’s a left wing and let’s be honest, that’s his role. But my guess is Niederreiter goes there. Niederreiter has played third line for parts of this season, has the size and Yeo has talked a lot the second half about Niederreiter’s solid defensive wherewithal. Also, Yeo has said a few times recently that Niederreiter is much better on the left side than the right.

If Niederreiter moves up, either Veilleux would slide into the fourth line or Brodziak would. If that were the case, McCormick would likely move to wing with Dany Heatley, who played well Monday.

Yeo on how much Cooke meant to this team- “He’s an important player to our team, there’s no question. There’s a reason he was brought here and physicality is only a very small part of it really. It’s his leadership. It’s his experience. It’s his role as a penalty killer and a checking forward. So, certainly it’s a loss to our lineup. We’ve been a team that has been able to overcome injuries at different points of the season and at different positions. When you look at some of the guys that we have that are either on a fourth line, or even out of the lineup for that matter, these are guys that have played not only third line but even higher, second or even first-line roles at different situations during the year. So we have guys that we know are capable of coming in and filling that void, and obviously that’s going to be an important thing for our team to get adjusted to quickly.”

Was this the risk in signing Cooke? Like I told you on last night's blog, I can provide countless examples every game where Cooke has shown he's a different player than yesteryear. He normally errs on the side of caution whenever somebody's in a vulnerable position, doesn't have the puck or has a chance to be blown up. The stats and his off-ice video work have shown he has reformed (no major penalties since 2011, and ...

But let’s be honest, it was obvious that if Cooke ever crossed the line, the league would take his history (six previous suspensions) into count. So, again, was this the risk in signing Cooke?

“I don’t really want to get into that,” Yeo said. “Obviously, listen, I had the experience of working with Cookie when I was in Pittsburgh and there was a history before he came to Pittsburgh. And he was a real important part of our team, a real good person on and off the ice and helped our team win a championship. So, for me, I was looking at what he did then. I looked at, Chuck obviously as well, looked at the way that he’s been able to change his game since a couple of the things that happened, and that was kind of our focus.”

Does Cooke represent the league well? Yeo: “I’m not going to get into that. Listen, you’re asking me to sit here and criticize my player. I’m not going to do that. I don’t want to get into a whole laundry list of things trying to defend him. This is a situation that happened in the game last night and I believe the league is going to handle this. They always do and they’ve obviously looked at it very carefully.”

Cooke’s absence pretty big on that third line? Yeo: “First off, like I said, he was part of that matchup line. But I do believe that we have other guys that are capable of filling that void. Again, this is a tough loss for us, but I know that’s a tough loss for them and I’m sure they’re not going to sit around and feel sorry for themselves. They’re going to try to find guys that can fill the void, and that’s been a team that’s been able to overcome injuries this year, and we’ve been a team that’s been able to overcome injuries, and that’s part of what the playoffs is about, dealing with different types of adversities that come your way. So that’s the challenge.

“These are things that we’ll discuss. I thought that Fontaine was a nice complement to that line so I don’t expect to make any changes there, and obviously part of the reason that Haulzy was there was his speed. So you can expect to see that line stay the same. But where we go from there, I’m not exactly sure yet, and certainly we have a few ideas, but we’ll hammer that out a little bit more in the morning.”

Do your skill guys need to be more on guard?

Yeo: “Well, this is playoffs. They’ve said it themselves that they’re trying to target certain guys, and likewise we’re trying to target certain guys as far as playing physical, but no one wants to see anybody get hurt. That’s not their intention to hurt us. That’s not our intention to hurt them. But this is a fast, physical game, and you look around the league at playoff hockey, it’s hard-hitting. So I think that players are always aware of that. I know that our guys are always aware that a Cody McLeod or a Patrick Bordeleau is trying to get them every time they’re on the ice, and they’re ready for that, and likewise we have to make sure that we’re ready to play a hard, physical game as well.”

Denver Post columnist: So you wanted Cooke to target specific guys? Yeo: “Don’t get into this, alright? I know where you want to spin this. But listen, I want our players when somebody is in front of them to finish their check. That’s hockey. So if you think that I’m saying, ‘Go take him out.’ No, you’re wrong. There’s a lot more respect in this game than that and we have a lot more respect for the game than that. So what we say to our guys is if you have an opportunity to finish your check, finish your check. And that’s the same thing that I’m sure that they’re saying there, too.

What’s Cooke been like in the locker room? Yeo: "I would say that he’s been great for us. I’m not sure that he’s got a charging or a major or boarding penalty this year, I’m not sure. But more importantly he’s been an important leader to our group. We’ve got a lot of young kids on this team, and I think he’s done a real good job helping these kids become pros and helping these guys ride the ups and downs of the season. Certainly, in playoff time, if you look at the adversity that we faced in Game 1 and how things went in Game 2,  he was a guy that helped us regroup and get reset and refocused for this past game."

The unfortunate part of today is it was mostly a follow on the Cooke-Barrie incident, not Mikael Granlund’s overtime thrilling goal or Darcy Kuemper’s shutout. Kuemper will obviously start Game 4. Ryan Wilson will replace Barrie in Colorado’s lineup. More on that in Wednesday’s Star Tribune.

From Elias: Mikael Granlund's first NHL playoff goal earned the Wild a 1-0 overtime victory in Game 3 of its series against the Avalanche. Granlund is only the fifth NHL player in the last 75 years to score his first career playoff goal in a 1-0 overtime game. The others were Andrei Zyuzin (1998), Ruslan Fedotenko (2002), Niko Dimitrakos (2004) and Ryan O'Reilly (2010).

From Elias: Darcy Kuemper, making the first playoff start of his NHL career, recorded 22 saves in his 1-0 overtime victory against the Avalanche on Monday night. Kuemper is only the second goaltender in NHL history to post a 1-0 overtime win in his first postseason start. The first was the Red Wings' Normie Smith, whose first playoff start came in what is still the longest playoff game in NHL history, Detroit's 1-0 victory over the Montreal Maroons on March 24, 1936, which Smith won when Mud Bruneteau scored at the 16:30 mark of the sixth overtime period.

Here is a transcript of Roy from today (courtesy of colleague Rachel Blount):

 --Regarding the Wild playing so well at home last night:

 This conference is so good. Looking at one stat today, 0-11 on the road. Is that a surprise? No. This is how this conference is. You have to work hard to be part of the playoffs. You had to win big games. It was not an easy ride to be part of the playoffs. Every team had to be good at home, every team had to win big games along the way, every team had to bring their game to another level. That’s what (the Wild) did yesterday. They had great urgency. All the series right now are 2-1 for the team who started at home except for San Jose who plays the third game tonight.

--On the Granlund goal:

 He made a super play on that goal. We don’t try to be overphysical with him. We didn’t get beat by a bad goal. We got beat by an outstanding play. He made a terrific play in the corner and even better to the front of the net. We have 2 guys in front of the net. He went through these guys. He deserves credit for that, for the quality of his play.

--Regarding the power play, particularly in Barrie's absence:

 I'm not saying were gonna change a lot of things, but there's options. PA could go back to the point. The player we called up today, Joey Hishon, he's been playing really well on the power play in the minors, he's a guy that could also step in on the power play.

I think we're gonna simplify our power play. That's the first thing. We need to put more pucks on net, that’s the thing we haven’t done. We have to put pucks on net, have a bit more screen and we'll see what happens. This is how Suter scored his goal in Game 1, a wrister that deflected on us and went in the back of the net. Sometimes it doesn’t have to be pretty. It's put pucks on net and compete in front of the net. I thought yesterday our 5 on 5 game, this is what we didn’t do as well. We didn’t go to the net as much, working on rebounds and putting some shots on net. Our shots just didn’t get through and we're gonna have to do that.

Minny's playing well on the penalty killing. They're doing a good job putting some pressure on us. You see they're sending their two D into the corner, putting a lot of pressure on us. For some reason right now we just couldn’t find the opening, and create some scoring chances, and when we do have some chances, their goalies I thought made some good saves. Sometimes, it's just one power play and then things start clicking and that puts pressure on the other team. Jamie had a real good chance in the second period, if you score on that one after the Cooke penalty, I think that could have made them more on their heels. And that’s what were gonna have to do. For some reason when we’re skating, they're getting on their heels. Yesterday we didn’t skate as well and they responded well.

 --Ryan Wilson will take Barrie's spot in the lineup.

 He's capable of being physical, finishing his checks. He's strong in front of the net, competing to protect the front of net. Obviously this is not the year he wanted to have. He's struggled with an injury. It’s a good opportunity for him now to take advantage of it.

--He wants to see how Hishon handles the pace of practice tomorrow. If he's satisfied that Hishon can make good decisions on the power play under pressure, he could play.

Wild outplay Colorado from start to finish, rewarded with shutout
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After regulation, Mike Yeo went in the back with his coaches and jokingly asked, “Are we psychotic to put ourselves through this?”

Despite completely outplaying the Colorado Avalanche for 60 minutes, despite having the puck for nearly 70 percent of the time according to extraskater.com, the Wild found itself in a 0-0 stalemate with rock-solid goalie Semyon Varlamov and the Colorado Avalanche.

But on the Wild’s 46th shot, Mikael Granlund scored one of the prettiest goals of the Wild season and certainly the largest when he circled the net, won a board battle with Jan Hedja, spun away, drove the net, dove and scored while falling 5:08 into OT.

The 1-0 victory cut the Avs’ series lead to 2-1, ginormous when one considers that only three teams in NHL history have rallied from 3-0 to win a series.

“We were playing really good,” Granlund said. “We were creating chances, so we knew eventually we were going to get rewarded. We just need to keep playing like that. That’s the key for us.”

Granlund, who keeps on taking a licking but keeps on getting right back up, showed his courage all night by taking big hits and driving to the dirty areas with cuts to the net. He was finally rewarded, and so was the Wild for outplaying the Avs and shutting down Colorado’s talented first line of Gabriel Landeskog, Paul Stastny and Nathan MacKinnon. The three forwards, who combined for 13 points in Games 1 and 2, had seven shots tonight.

Obviously the newly-assembled shutdown line of Matt Cooke (see below blog though and Rachel Blount’s article in Tuesday’s paper), Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine deserve a large amount of credit, but so do the Wild’s defensemen, who were so good tonight, and the Wild’s offensive attack, which forced the Avs to defend most the night from their own end.

“There were a lot of things tonight that felt similar in Game 1 even,” coach Mike Yeo said of the game the Wild also outplayed Colorado but coughed up. “For a couple games, we’ve shown if we’re playing our game and we stay strong with that, then good things will happen.”

Tonight had a bad feel though only because how many times do you see a team dominate, not be able to beat a goalie and then, boom?

“You see it so many times where teams get chance after chance after chance and then a fluky one goes in against you, but luckily that wasn’t the case tonight,” said Granlund’s linemate, Zach Parise, who had an assist on Granlund’s first career playoff goal and seven shots. “We managed to keep it away.”

One big reason is Darcy Kuemper, in his first career playoff start, didn’t allow it to happen. He made 22 saves for the Wild’s first-ever playoff shutout.

For awhile, this game reminded me of that Toronto game in October where the Wild thoroughly dominated, Kuemper saw no action in his first start of the season and wound up getting pulled after allowing I think three goals on seven shots in like 32 minutes.

But Kuemper was a different goalie back then and all had nothing but one start in Iowa before being airlifted in to the pressure cooker that is Toronto.

“He’s in a different place now than that,” Yeo said. “The difference is when we put him into this game tonight, we knew he was ready.”

“That’s a very skilled team over there,” Yeo said of the Avs. “We know they’re going to get some chances, some shots, and to get that kind of goaltending tonight was huge.”

Granlund loved that the Wild didn’t emotionally cave tonight under the frustration of not scoring. It did take three penalties in the second, but the penalty kill was outstanding.

On Granlund, Yeo said, “The last couple of games, the result has caused a lot of talk about the skill of their players, and rightfully so. They’ve made plays. But we’ve got good players, too.”

On Granlund’s goal, Yeo said, “The goal he scored was an amazing play, but his all-around game was very much the way he’s played for us all year. He’s had a couple of other plays earlier it the game where he was able to beat a guy down low and he was very aggressive to the net, and eventually he got rewarded.”

On getting back up after getting targeted, Yeo said, “This is not a timid guy. From what I’ve seen, generally when teams try to get physical with him he elevates his game. This is a guy that’s used to being a target, to being the center of attention since h was a young kid. Guys like that quite often find times in big moments to make big plays.

“To me I look at that play and first off you’ve got a player who’s very skilled, but it’s a strength play. It’s wining a battle, it’s his ability to get separation. …”

I’ll probably write more about Granlund Tuesday for Wednesday. I got a lot of extra stuff after the game and few funny things from guys like Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville, who gave Granlund the puck before the OT winner.

Granlund’s reaction was awesome. For a guy with head issues, he hopped to his feet and headed for the glass to jump into.

“I was hugging on the bench,” Yeo said. “I didn’t see the celebration. Let’s not kid ourselves, this was a huge win for us. Not only to get the win, but the way we played our game, we know that next game’s going to be even bigger and a tougher test, and we’re going to have to be real good, but there’s no question that we needed this one tonight.”

On the crowd, Yeo said, “It was a fun game. I thought the crowd was rocking. I expect a lot of the same for Game. 4. The playoff hockey, there’s nothing like it – the intensity, the emotion.”

Tuesday, the Wild and, I’m assuming, the Avs are off. Yeo will be available in the afternoon. Abiding by league rules when there are two days between games, no Wild players are expected to be available.

I worked postgame to gather extras. So I’ll be back after Yeo’s availability. I doubt Cooke will be available (again, read the below blog). My guess is Yeo goes with a Nino Niederreiter-Haula-Fontaine line, or maybe Kyle Brodziak or Stephane Veilleux draws back in to play on that line.

That’s it. Read Team Strib on www.startribune.com/wild (Rachel, myself, Chip Scoggins, Jim Souhan, pics by Carlos Gonzalez and Jeff Wheeler and a video produced by Shari Gross).

Matt Cooke faces suspension, offered in-person hearing with NHL

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: April 21, 2014 - 11:41 PM   
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Wild left wing Matt Cooke will likely not play again in this first-round matchup with the Colorado Avalanche.

The veteran left wing, who signed a three-year contract with the Wild last July, has been offered an in-person hearing with the NHL's Department of Player Safety after a knee-on-knee hit tonight that injured Colorado Avalanche defenseman Tyson Barrie.

That allows the NHL to issue a suspension that exceeds five games if it so wishes. Cooke can decline the invitation and have a phone hearing.

Barrie, the dynamic free-wheeler who led Colorado blue-liners with 13 goals in the regular season, is expected to miss four to six weeks with an injury to his left medial collateral ligament, Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said.

Cooke was assessed a two-minute minor for kneeing 2:02 into the second period of tonight's 1-0 overtime win over the Avs. Barrie, in pain, got up and said, "I'm done," according to TSN analyst Ray Ferraro, who was broadcasting between the benches.

The Wild killed off Cooke's penalty -- the first of three second-period minors -- before Mikael Granlund broke a scoreless tie in OT with his first career playoff goal.

“A knee on Tyson Barrie, without a doubt, that’s the play of the game,’’ Roy said after the game. “We lost our best offensive defenseman, and I think it could have been a five-minute major. Plus, I think that would have broken (the Wild’s) momentum.

“I’m sure the league will make the right call. We’re very confident they will make the right call.’’

Cooke was unavailable for comment. Cooke, who has suspended six times for a total of 25 games, has not been suspended since March 2011. He is not considered a repeat offender by NHL standards, but it's very clear with some of the kneeings this season and in this postseason, the Matt Cooke factor is in full effect.

Cooke has worked hard behind the scenes to "clean up his act" through video work and other means. Here's a feature I wrote on Cooke back in September. He has shown all season a tendency to err on the side of caution anytime there's a chance for a potential close call. He was having a terrific series to this point, and tonight he led the Wild with six of its 33 hits.

The incident in question is below. (Barrie is a great guy, by the way. He used to be a member of the Coral Springs Coyotes at Incredible Ice when he was a kid. I covered his dad, Len Barrie, on the Florida Panthers, and after the season, I used to watch playoff hockey with Barrie, then-Panthers play-by-play guy Jeff Rimer and an 11-year-old kid named, ... Tyson Barrie. I interviewed Barrie for awhile Saturday and was actually planning on writing a story on him for Wednesday's paper. That story likely won't see the light of day now.

Darcy Kuemper starts Game 3 vs. Avalanche, and other Wild lineup changes

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 21, 2014 - 2:02 PM   
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Today from 12-12:30 p.m., Mike Rand and I will broadcast live from the X to get you ready for Game 3. Here’s the link to click:

http://www.startribune.com/video/175907151.html

I’ll also be on KFAN at 4:30 p.m. and on Fox Sports North at 5:10 p.m. and during the first intermission tonight.

The Wild was in the driver’s seat, up 4-2 in Game 1 until with less than 13 minutes left, Kyle Brodziak burps up a puck to Ryan O’Reilly, Jamie McGinn scores and the rest of the night was pandemonium. The Wild, 5-10 all-time at home in the playoffs, went from potentially being up 1-0 in the series to now being in a 2-0 hole with Game 3 tonight (6 p.m.) at the X.

For the first time in his Wild career, Brodziak will be a healthy scratch tonight. Justin Fontaine and Dany Heatley draw in, Stephane Veilleux and Brodziak come out.

Darcy Kuemper will make his first career playoff start and fourth playoff appearance against Semyon Varlamov. It’s Kuemper’s first start since a concussion and first start since March 27 in St. Louis. Before the injury, the second-half savior won once in his final eight starts, allowing three or more goals in six of those games. He stopped all 14 shots he saw in relief of Ilya Bryzgalov in Game 2, but starting in the playoffs is a different mentality than just getting thrown in. He’s got all day to think and … not freak out.

No lineup changes for the Avs.

Coach Mike Yeo didn’t divulge the lines tonight and did no line rushes in the skate, but the one line we know is Matt Cooke-Erik Haula-Fontaine.

Good morning from the X.

Why’s Brodziak out? Yeo said, “You’re down 2-0 in a series, quite often that happens, you’re going to make some changes. That’s where we’re at.”

Why’s Brodziak out when you’ve been reluctant to pull him all season? “With the trade deadline and picking up [Cody McCormick] and then realizing he’s available in the center position, Haulzy, the way that he’s been able to show that he can move up, this is not just on Brodzy. It’s also about other guys.”

As you know, Yeo will rarely if ever criticize one of his players publicly, so, “Brodzy, did they tell you why you’re out?”

“I think it’s pretty obvious,” Brodziak said. “I haven’t been playing the best of my capability. It’s a pretty big game tonight, so that’s about it.”

That’s got to make it all the harder? “It’s tough. Obviously you want to be in and helping the team, especially in a big game like that. I just have to try to reestablish my game and find it for the chance I get back in there.”

That turnover was costly, right? How’d you get past it? “It was a tough play for sure. Obviously a mistake at a costly time. To be honest, I felt like I regrouped fairly well after that for the rest of the game. I know we were on for the last two goals, but they were kind of tough plays in front that’s part of the game. And stuff like that happens. But I felt emotionally like I was OK after that. Sometimes in the past maybe I could have just completely became unraveled. But I thought I held it together alright. But then last game wasn’t my best game and emotions probably got the best of me.”

On Heatley playing, he’s excited. Yeo wouldn’t say if Heatley’s on the second line or the fourth (Matt Moulson hasn’t played well, so it wouldn’t shock me if Heatley did get to that second line, but we’ll see tonight). Yeo said, “[Heatley’s] played well against these guys this year. Veteran presence, a guy who’s got a lot of experience in the playoffs. We’re adding a guy who … has more playoff points than anybody on our team. It’s not an incredibly difficult situation there.

“This is a guy that’s been just an unbelievable pro. He’s used this time, he’s worked, he’s had a great attitude for his teammates. I’m excited. I’m really hoping that he comes in and has a great game, obviously for our team. But the way that he’s handled this, I’m cheering for him too.”

Yeo on Cooke-Haula-Fontaine: “Their top line has done a lot of damage for them, but it’s not like their third or fourth lines are getting eaten up either. You need everybody. We’re going to need our top line going and be strong in their roles, we’re going to need our third and fourth lines going and be strong in their roles. That’s playoff hockey.”

On Fontaine, Yeo says, “he’s positionally sound, he’s surprisingly competitive, strong on the puck. As much as anything else, it’s his composure, it’s his ability to make plays on the wall.”

Fontaine is excited to make his NHL playoff debut.

On whether being at home will help him get better matchups, Yeo said, “Listen their top line is playing really well. And we’ve talked about this an awful lot and I get it. But I’m focused on our team and I’m confident with our guys against anybody. We’ve got some great players in our own right. They’re feeling good and it’s up to us to take that away from them.”

So Yeo said there could be personnel matchups, there might be situational matchups, but “I’ve got no problem throwing out a Mikko or a Granny at any time in any point of the game against those guys. I’m not going to let matchups dictate this game. I want our guys focused on ourselves. When we do that, we’re a tough team to play against.”

Yeo is going with the same D, meaning Jon Blum is scratched. When a reporter asked about why no Blum for Clayton Stoner, Yeo said Stoner has played well. “I have no problem with his game at all.”

The Moulson-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line hasn’t produced. We’ll see if Yeo tinkers with them tonight. He says they’ve had a “score every touch mentality. They’re getting the puck, and just ‘I’m going to turn this one particular play into a goal,’ which quite often means you’re not  moving your feet, you’re forcing plays, you’re making some high risk plays or hope plays, which leads to more backcheck.”

Yeo said he met with the team yesterday and each player individually, which is not uncommon, to get them “reset, refocused and reenergized.”

The Wild is hoping for a loud rink that can rival Pepsi Center, which was electric. The Wild’s home crowd is known as one of the quietest in the NHL.

“The excitement, I’m hoping the building is rocking and I think that it will be,” Yeo said. “You come into the building in the playoffs and there’s a different feel. There’s an electricity, there’s a vibe that everybody seems to be picking up on. So I think that’s going to be there. I think our crowd’s going to be great tonight.”

Wild likely to make changes, but Mike Yeo not tipping hand yet
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Wild gathered at the X this afternoon for video work and a meeting, and then a handful of players went on the ice for a little practice.

Wild returns home Monday night (6 p.m. CT) with the goal of trying to get back into this series with the Colorado Avalanche. The Avs are 12-0 all-time when they’re up 2-0 in a series, … so they’re due.

Coach Mike Yeo wasn’t tipping his hand as far as lineup changes (Justin Fontaine, Dany Heatley and Jon Blum having been the scratches; Wild is 0-3 since Blum came out of the lineup for banged-up Clayton Stoner) or the starting goaltender. Let’s be honest: Darcy Kuemper is likely going to make his first career playoff start after stopping all 14 shots in relief of Ilya Bryzgalov in Saturday’s Game 2 defeat in Denver.

It was his first action since leaving the morning skate March 31. Matt Cooke accidentally let the cat out of the bag today with reporters: Kuemper suffered a concussion in practice – perhaps March 30 in Phoenix, which could explain why I never saw him get hurt (my flight to L.A. was right as the Wild hit the ice the day after its win at Phoenix).

Bryzgalov has allowed 16 goals in the past four starts and was pulled in two of them.

“If I do get the start, I'm really excited,” Kuemper said. “It's a big game for the team and I'm going to do my part and I’m sure everyone else is going to do their part to try to come up with a win.”

If the Wild’s going to get back in this series, it must neutralize the Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Nathan MacKinnon line. The trio combined for 10 points last night.

From the NHL’s morning PR email:

MacKinnon collected three assists in his postseason debut in Game 1. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, his seven points (1-6—7) match an NHL record for points in the first two games of a playoff career, tying Odie Cleghorn (MTL: 1919) and Barry Pederson (BOS: 1982).

  * MacKinnon also became the third 18-year-old in Stanley Cup Playoffs history to post a four-point game, joining Pierre Turgeon (BUF: April 10, 1988) and Trevor Linden (VAN: April 9, 1989). The record for points by an 18-year-old in one postseason is 13, set by Jaromir Jagr in 1991 (PIT: 3-10—13 in 24 GP).

  * At 18 years, 228 days, MacKinnon became the youngest player in Avalanche/Nordiques history to score a playoff goal, doing so in highlight-reel fashion. He also became the sixth-youngest player since 1979 to record a goal in the Stanley Cup Playoffs: 

YOUNGEST PLAYERS TO SCORE IN POSTSEASON, SINCE 1979

 1. Jordan Staal, PIT – 18 years, 213 days

 2. Brian Bellows, MIN – 18 years, 217 days

 3. Pierre Turgeon, BUF – 18 years, 222 days

 4. Patrick Marleau, SJ – 18 years, 224 days

 5. Martin Lapointe, DET – 18 years, 227 days

 6. Nathan MacKinnon, COL – 18 years, 228 days

  * Stastny now has 3-4—7 through the first two games of the series. He had 3-5—8 in 15 career postseason appearances entering 2013-14.

  * At 21 years, 147 days, Landeskog became the youngest player in Avalanche/Nordiques history to record a multi-goal playoff game. Alex Tanguay (21 years, 200 days) previously held the mark, posting 2-1—3, including the game-winning goal, in the Avalanche’s Game 7 victory over the Devils in the 2001 Stanley Cup Final.

For the first time in this series, Yeo will have last change because the team’s coming home.

One would think the Wild will assemble a third line of Matt Cooke-Erik Haula-Nino Niederreiter and give them the task of going up against Colorado’s top line.

Yeo made clear though that he believes that when the Wild’s playing its game, any line and any center can go against the Avs’ top line.

But, Yeo said, the Wild hasn’t been on top of its game.

The Wild must be better with the puck. Players are turning pucks over, and the Avs are exploding out of the zone, which puts Wild defenders on its heels. As Ryan Suter, no forward likes to skate backwards, but the Wild spent the second period skating backward Saturday.

“We’ve got to get more aggressive in our mentality because there’s too much gap, and we’re giving them too much ice,” Yeo said. “We have to do a better job of making sure they’re coming through tight layers.”

On MacKinnon, Yeo said, “He’s playing really well right now, we’ve played against some other great players this year too and we’ve done the job against them. It’s just a matter of resetting and getting back to our game. Getting home, I think, will give us that opportunity.

I wonder if the Wild tried to stick Haula on MacKinnon like a glove. He’s the only Wild forward who can maybe keep up with the speedster. Cooke said, “Obviously I want that [Colorado top line] matchup for me and for my line and for our team. It’s tough when you’re on the road. We’re going to get the last change and if that’s the way that coach wants to go, then I’ll be ready.”

Koivu, who was caught flat-footed on the first three goals Saturday, said, “We recognize the challenge. We’re excited to be home. We’re excited for tomorrow’s game. We know we need to play better. As a team, there’s things we need to do better. We recognize that and that’s our goal.

“We just have to take advantage of coming home and playing in front of our fans and in our building.”

Avs are landing about now. They didn’t practice. Patrick Roy did say Matt Duchene is on the trip and will begin skating Monday. Talk to you Monday. I’ll be on KFAN at 9:15 a.m. and on Fox Sports North before and during Game 3.

newer

Wild returns to St. Paul reeling, down 2-0 to Colorado Avalanche

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: April 20, 2014 - 8:44 AM    
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The Wild may rue the day it coughed up Game 1. You only get so many kicks at the can when you outplay a better opponent, have them on the ropes and hand them the game.

Tonight’s Game 2 recipe against the Avs: good start by the Wild, massive defensive and neutral-zone breakdowns, another dominant night by Colorado’s first line and Darcy Kuemper’s first playoff appearance.

Ilya Bryzgalov was chased after allowing three goals on 14 shots through 31:59. Hardly all his fault. He was playing behind an exposed defense and coach Mike Yeo tried to change the momentum of the game. But Kuemper came in, stopped all 14 shots he saw and will almost certainly start Monday’s Game 3 after tonight’s 4-2 loss to the Avs.

Nathan MacKinnon, the 18-year-old star, scored his first career playoff goal and had three assists one game after having three assists in his playoff debut. He is the fourth player in NHL history with 3-plus points in each of his first two career playoff games (Odie Cleghorn, Newsy Lalonde, Bobby Smith).

MacKinnon’s seven points ties the NHL record for most points in the first two playoff games of an NHL career: Odie Cleghorn in 1918-19 and Barry Pederson with Boston in 1981-82. He is the second-youngest player to record four points in a playoff game at 18 years, 230 days…Pierre Turgeon was 18 years, 226 days when he had four points on April 10, 1988 vs. Boston. He is the third 18-year old in NHL history to record a four-point game in the postseason (Turgeon twice in 1988 and Trevor Linden in 1989).

“Obviously I still feel like a kid,” he said. “I’m only 18 still and I’m not trying to grow up too fast. I’m trying to enjoy this. I’m not the only young guy on the team.”

Paul Stastny, one game after scoring the tying goal with 13.4 seconds left and the OT winner, scored an empty-net goal and three assists and Gabriel Landeskog, the youngest captain in the NHL at age 21, scored two goals. So, 10 points by the top line.

MacKinnon and Stastny each have seven points in the series and Landeskog three goals – three giant reasons why the Wild flew home to Minnesota tonight down 2 games to none in this best-of-seven series. The Avalanche was a league-best 26-11-4 on the road this season. Teams that go up 2-0 in a best-of-seven playoff series hold an all-time record of 287-45 (86.4%).

Charlie Coyle gave the Wild a 1-0 lead 4:18 in with his second goal of the series. But 2:02 later, MacKinnon scored his first career playoff goal after a tremendous flash of speed. He took Stastny’s pass at center-ice and erupted like few other NHLers can.

Jared Spurgeon, who had a poor night, and Nate Prosser were put on their heels in a gigantic way, and once MacKinnon did a crossover and cut to his right, Spurgeon got tangled, toppled over and MacKinnon let loose a howitzer past Bryzgalov’s blocker.

In the second period, Jonas Brodin committed an offensive-zone turnover and Mikko Koivu got caught flat-footed in the neutral zone. With Brodin and Ryan Suter backing up as MacKinnon flew, MacKinnon dropped a pass to Landeskog for the snipe over Bryzgalov’s glove.

Landeskog’s second goal also came after Koivu was caught standing still in the neutral zone. MacKinnon flew past both times.

MacKinnon flew into the Wild end and wheeled easily around Spurgeon to create a 3-on-1 down low. Paul Stastny made a behind-the back pass to Landeskog, who buried his third goal of the series into an open net.

“Our forwards have to stop skating backward in the neutral zone,” Zach Parise said. “We get flat-footed, you try to jump at them and they go right around us. We have to stop doing that.”

Mikko Koivu was caught flat-footed in the neutral zone on Landeskog's two goals and Ole'ed in the neutral zone on MacKinnon's goal. Parise was late on the backcheck on both of Landeskog's goals. 

The Avalanche barely had the puck and barely got a sniff of the offensive zone in the first 10 minutes, but that turned in the last half. The Avalanche began to pressure, force some icings, won some draws and Bryzgalov responded with a number of clutch saves late to keep the Wild in the game.

But things imploded in the second. Bryzgalov has now allowed 16 goals in four games.

Remember, Avs coach Patrick Roy made clear before the series started that the Avs have “a lot of info” on Bryzgalov. Avs goalie coach Francois Allaire was Bryzgalov’s goalie coach once upon a time in Anaheim, and Avs backup Jean-Sebastien Giguere was the Ducks’ No. 1 at the time. First goal, blocker side. Second goal, upstairs again glove side.

Here’s the Bryzgalov Q and A postgame:

(What did you see from them and their top line) I don’t know what to say. What do you mean?

(Their top line scored 3 against you. What did you see from them?) They score goals on the rush ...

(Will you feel ready if they come back to you at some point?) All I can is practice and wait. I don’t know.

(You shared a quick moment with Kuemper in locker room. What did you tell him?) I just tell him great job.

(Concerned about your game?) What exactly do you mean?

(You’ve had some tough games here lately. Concern you at all) Not really. Not really.

Kuemper said, “Obviously for me to go in, something had to go wrong. Obviously we’d have to be down or a situation like that. But I was ready. That’s why I was back in the lineup because if they needed me, I was ready to go.”

(any rust?) “No, I’ve gotten a lot of practice time lately. The rust is gone and I feel on top of my game.”

(Just expect to start Monday) “Yeah, I’ll have to wait and hear but I hope so. This is playoff hockey. You want to play. I felt good so have to carry that over into the next game.”

Add about 15 seconds of pause before Bryz answered after each question and you'll imagine how fun that back and forth was. We may have seen the last of him. 

The Wild flipped struggling Spurgeon and Brodin on the first and second pairs. Brodin is so overmatched this season. His turnover led to the second goal and he's getting tossed around like a rag doll. MacKinnon springs away from him en route to Game 1 winner and just look at how he was outmuscled by MacKinnon on the empty-netter.

On Spurgeon, Yeo wouldn’t dissect him but said, “He’s a guy who’s bounced back continually. If he wasn’t at his best tonight, I’m confident he will be next game. That’s the kind of character he is, the kind of player he is. This is not about one guy. It’s about our team.”

 In the second period, Nino Niederreiter and Matt Moulson switched lines. In the third, Yeo reunited the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line and a Moulson-Koivu-Coyle line.

But the Wild better figure out a way to slow the Avs down in the neutral zone, defend better, or this thing will end soon.

Koivu, Suter and Parise, whom Yeo talked to on the bench after the game (Yeo said the message was between the coach and his captains), all said they’re skating backwards too much, getting caught flat-footed, etc. The defensemen struggled, but Yeo said that’s because they’re making a lot of mistakes in front of them.

Yeo said it’s on the coaches to figure out a way to neutralize Colorado’s top line.

How does the Wild rebound?

“Part of it is being at home,” Yeo said. “Making things a little bit more uncomfortable for them. Part of it is being at home, getting matchups, we’ll be looking to get. And part of it is we still can be better in our game. We’ve been able to shut down really good players all year long. For me, I think you see we’re backing up a little bit too much as far as I’m concerned. I think we’re allowing them to build speed, so we’ve got to a better job with that.

“Part of it is being better in our system, being tighter in our system, being a little bit more in their face when they touch the puck. We’re giving time and space. We want to make sure we’re taking it away. Part of it is also angles. I think we got caught flat footed. That’s usually something we do a better job of.”

Again, how does the Wild rebound?

“You’ve got to get the next one,” Suter said. “That has to be the mindset. You can’t get frustrated. We didn’t play the way we were capable. They played well. They played really well. We can be better.”

Yeo said, “We should get excited about that opportunity to play in front of our fans. Our building is going to be rocking. They did what they were supposed to do. We’ve got to go take care of our business.”

Wild's building will be rocking all right. "SHOOOOOT!"  

Discouraging two games in Denver. Again a reminder how the Avs catapulted past the Wild from a young talent standpoint by stinking for a few years. They're doing this without Matt Duchene. I'm not sure how the Wild catches up. By signing another 30-something free agent? The Wild's certainly proved it's not big enough or fast enough or skilled enough. 

That's it. Very, very early flight so I can get back for availability. Talk to you Sunday.

Wild aims to even up first-round series with Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 19, 2014 - 2:12 PM   
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The Wild will be looking to even up this best-of-7 series tonight with the Colorado Avalanche.

“There’s a big difference between 1-1 and 2-0,” Avs captain Gabriel Landeskog said astutely this morning. “And our road play has been good all year,” so … the Wild better do its darnedest to try to even this thing up tonight.

Said Bloomington native Erik Johnson, “We know how tough that building is to play in (the X), so we want to wrap up home-ice [advantage] tonight.”

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy expects the Wild to play well and hard.

“It’s only a game. That’s all we have earned so far,” Roy said. “I expect Minny to be ready for us and give a good push, especially the start of the game. I think the start of the game will be very important for us. We’re going to have to play our best hockey in order to beat these guys.”

No lineup changes for Colorado, Roy said. He also said he expects Matt Duchene to be out for the series. The star center isn’t even skating yet. Similarly, third-line center John Mitchell (concussion) isn’t even riding the bike yet, Roy said.

For the Wild, Darcy Kuemper said the rust is off and he will back up Ilya Bryzgalov tonight. Bryzgalov wasn’t bad the other night, but he certainly was sloppy and he has given up 13 goals in the past three games. With Kuemper back, there’s suddenly some insurance if Bryzgalov falters.

Kuemper said the injury he had occurred a few days before the March 31 morning skate in L.A. and it just progressively worse. That’s why he had to leave the skate early. He joked that it was a “body” injury when I asked if it was upper, mid or lower.

As of now, looks like the same Wild lineup because Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, suspended Mike Rupp and Keith Ballard got bagged after the optional pregame skate with John Curry.

Couple storylines tonight:

-- There were two 4-on-4’s in Game 1. Colorado benefited from one with a goal and does benefit by them because it’s faster and more skilled than the Wild.

The Wild also believes it got the short end of both of them.

“We don’t want to get in there. But you take enough cross-checks in the back, and it is tough. I think it’s a tactic that they’re trying to deploy. No question, when they’re down, of course they want to play 4-on-4 and open up a little bit more ice. We want to play hard between the whistles. Hopefully the people that are calling the game are aware of that and judging it the right way.”

In other words, Yeo hopes the new set of refs tonight is aware of what the Avs are trying to do. If this is a tactic by Colorado, it’s a smart one because the Avs know it’s natural that officials don’t want to put one team down a man after a scrum, so they often take two.

“We’re going to keep playing in your face hockey and as this goes on, we have to make sure we keep getting harder,” Yeo said. “We want to do it between the whistles. If they cross-check us, we don’t have to do anything back. We can look them in the eye and hopefully there comes a point where we can start getting on the power play.”

Roy said, “We certainly don’t mind the 4-on-4, that’s for sure. We like our speed.” But he added, “We try to get away from the scrums. It’s not a good thing for the game of hockey. I know it’s a good for players to show that they’re in the game. But we rather focus on playing a hard game.”

Speaking of playing a hard game, the Avs did a great job making life difficult on Jonas Brodin and Mikael Granlund especially the other night. They’re two of the Wild’s more diminutive, non-physical players.

Roy brought up how Landeskog’s check on Brodin led to the game’s first goal in Game 1.

“We want to finish our checks. Yes, there’s no doubt about it,” Roy said. “We don’t try to get him out of the ice (injured), but we want to finish our check. I think it’s fair and I think it’s the way the game should be played. And if these guys play big minutes, we want them to play big minutes. The more tired they’re going to be, I think it benefits of us.”

Yeo agrees.

“Physicality is a part of it. This is what makes this game great as far as I’m concerned. This time of year especially, you see guys who quite often don’t play a physical game … doing it. Part of being tough and part of being a winner is being able to take a hit to make a play.”

So Yeo says not only does the Wild have to do that to Colorado’s top players, Brodin and Granlund must do a better job protecting themselves. For instance, how often do you ever see Ryan Suter get blown up? It doesn’t happen.

On puck retrievals, Brodin must do a better job, Yeo said, “not only so you’re not getting run through the boards and running the risk of getting hurt, but also because that’s the right play to give you a chance to execute. If you’re not protecting the puck and not protecting yourself, it’s probably going to lead to a turnover.”

And, that’s what happened before Landeskog’s goal the other night.

Brodin said, “We knew it’s going to be a tough series. They come out hard. It’s their home rink, too. But I think we stood up good to it. You have to see which line you’re playing against. You have to read it. Sometimes you have to protect yourself, sometimes you have to take a hit to make a play.”

I also talked to Granlund and you can hear from him in tomorrow’s paper.

Erik Johnson said the Avs weren’t targeted those two guys specifically. He said it’s the playoffs and you want to set a physical tone and “in the regular season, we’re not exactly known as the most physical team.”

In the playoffs, you finish checks hard “because you want players on both teams to feel it the next day.”

Yeo said the Wild must do a better job being engaged and stronger in battles. He noted how on three of Colorado’s goals the other night, the Wild had guys on the ice.

“We have to be stronger in those situations,” Yeo said (see Kyle Brodziak on the fourth and fifth goals).

The Wild’s PK went 4 for 4 the other night against one of the NHL’s most lethal power plays.

“I have to give them credit,” Roy said. “They play well. They play a low box. We have to take more shots from up top. That’s something we’ll consider. They block a lot of shots, they had great stick. I mean, they’re well-coached. Positioning is really good. We’ll have to maybe do it a little more the hard way,” as in get shots through and jump on rebounds.

Huge game tonight that can determine this series. Teams that go up 2-0 in a best-of-seven Stanley Cup Playoffs series hold an all-time series record of 287-45 (86.4%).

Talk to ya tonight. I can’t even convey how hellacious my deadline is for 8:30 p.m. games, especially on a Saturday night, so don’t expect a ton of tweeting in the third period.

Wild looking to put Game 1 meltdown in rearview mirror

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 18, 2014 - 5:04 PM   
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Friday’s practice was all about taking the good things from Thursday’s 5-4 Game 1 overtime loss to Colorado and repairing the bad things.

Since I’m a cynical beat writer, let’s focus on the bad things.

1. Managing the puck better

2. Being better in the defensive zone by pressuring more aggressively and cutting off the Avs’ cycle.

3. Being more physical.

4. Uh, managing the puck better.

On points 1 and 4, the only obvious lineup shuffle for Saturday’s Game 2 is third-line center Kyle Brodziak, who was minus-3, and fourth-line center Erik Haula switched spots in practice. Haula will start Saturday’s game between Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter, while Brodziak is expected to be between Stephane Veilleux and Cody McCormick.

The Wild could have put Thursday’s game away umpteen different ways – scoring on that power play up 4-2, Mikael Granlund shooting the puck on that one clear as day opportunity, if Erik Johnson didn’t race down Haula’s empty-net try, Jared Spurgeon getting the puck out before Paul Stastny’s tying goal, Jason Pominville’s shot not hitting the post in OT.

“The mistakes that we made were some big ones,” said Spurgeon.

Let’s be honest, though, it’s a game of mistakes but the Wild has Thursday’s game in its hip pocket if Brodziak doesn’t turn over the puck to Ryan O’Reilly before Jamie McGinn cut it to 4-3.

“The third goal was tough for sure,” Brodziak said. “I double-clutched myself and it ended up in the back of the net and was the turning point in the game. You just have to move on. It’s never fun when that happens. The most important thing for everybody and myself is how we respond, how we bounce back. That’s the focus for today.”

Haula scored his first career playoff goal Thursday and played well, but one big reason coach Mike Yeo will put him on the third line is his speed should match up better against Colorado’s speed than Brodziak (particularly Nathan MacKinnon; as I said before the series, I feel is the only Wild player that can track MacKinnon, maybe the fastest player in the NHL, stride for stride). MacKinnon, 18, became the second-youngest player in NHL history to have three points (all assists) in his playoff debut (Pierre Turgeon, 1988).

The Wild’s challenge?

Put this game before them?

“You’re going to face adversity in the playoffs,” Yeo said. “We want to get on a run here and any team that’s going to have any kind of success in the playoffs , you’re going to face adversity.”

Yeo said today’s practice was proof of a loose group.

“I think it would be a lot worse if we were dominated in the game, if we felt like we were badly outplayed. It’s frustrating that we let a game get away from us. But if we won that game, there are no guarantees either. It’s one game. There’s enough positives to take from that game where we should feel good about ourselves. The best part for me is that was a winnable game for us, but I know that we can be better.”

Yeo didn’t like the Wild’s response after Brodziak’s gaffe.

“We’re still leading,” he said. “We have to have a mentality that every play is the difference in a hockey game. I thought we got tight after that. Normally with a one-goal lead, we’re very confident, we’re very strong in our game.”

In the D zone, Yeo said, “I think we had too much respect for them, personally. I look at situations where we’re in D zone and we’re on our heels. Normally we’re on our toes, we’re jumping, we’re pressuring. We always talk about our structure, but it doesn’t mean anything if we’re giving time and space to great players. … I know we can pressure the puck harder, I know that we can take straight lines and go through guys harder,

“We can be more physical on them. There’s no question about that. I don’t believe we made things hard enough on them physical.”

Yeo said also that Jonas Brodin probably should be a little more aware so he’s not peeling himself off the glass every shift. OK, I’m saying that. Not him.

But Yeo said there are times the defensemen go back to retrieve pucks that it doesn’t benefit anybody to go back and get run. Sometimes you’re better off protecting the puck, protecting yourself and waiting for support.

Haula on playing the third line, “I’m just excited to play the game. I don’t worry about where I play. I’m just trying to bring the same kind of effort every night. Whatever the task, whatever the role, I’ll take that challenge. They have a lot of good players. It’s not one line.”

Parise said they worked on some tactical things that needed to be cleaned up today and “upping our intensity level and playing more playoff-style hockey. We did it OK, but not well enough.”

On being more aggressive in the D zone, Parise said, “You’ve got to be careful with skilled guys. You don’t want to overcommit yourself. We can do a better job of stopping the cycle earlier and being a little more physical and pinning them rather than letting them cycle and cycle.”

Parise said life goes on after a loss like Thursday. “You think about it the rest of the night. You don’t have a choice. You’ve got to come in today with a clear mind ready to learn and ready to see how we can be better. Playoffs are never going to go the way you want them to go. The quicker you can move on, not only from losses but wins, too, the better off you’ll be.”

Mikko Koivu also said it was tough to sleep after Thursday’s game, but “it helps when you get out there and get a little sweat. We went through the things that happened last night and now we just have to learn from that and prepare ourselves for Game 2. We did a lot of good things, too. We can’t forget that. We have to be a little sharper.

“It’s not easy. That’ hockey. If it were easy, you’re in the wrong spot. Now it’s all about tomorrow. And we feel pretty good about ourselves and our game. We have to fix the little things.”

Ilya Bryzgalov has allowed 13 goals the past three games. The Wild’s not pinning last night on him, but he has got to be better, too.

Of the loss, Haula said, “Basically, it came down to inches,” referring to Johnson running down his empty-netter attempt and swiping it inches from the goal line.

“I tried to get some elevation so it wouldn’t go for icing and we can get a change. Suddenly, I’m looking and it might go in. Then it doesn’t’ go in, net’s off, scrum going on and I don’t know what the heck’s going on. I think the ref’s made a terrible call there.”

Yeo said the Wild also plans to talk to the series supervisor of officials (Don van Massenhoven) Saturday to try to get a ruling on a few things they were upset about, like Brodziak and Cooke being bowled over by Barrie before Stastny’s winner, why Koivu’s net off the moorings wasn’t a penalty vs. Johnson knocking the net off, why that faceoff was outside the zone as opposed to inside when Johnson started the whole thing and the scrum, in the Wild’s eyes, was at the top of the circle.

Regardless, the Wild gave this game away and it knows it.

“They got goals coming directly off our stick,” Yeo said. “We had the hockey game on our stick last game.”

A big storyline last night was Patrick Roy pulling Semyon Varlamov with 3:01 left. He has done this a few times this year and said today he did this a lot in junior, including in the second period.

Earlier this season, the Avs pulled off the same thing against New Jersey (tied game, won it in overtime). He tried same thing this season against Boston, although it didn’t work and neither team scored.

Roy said every morning skate for the past month the Avs have practiced 6-on-5’s.

He's done it a few times throughout the year, with some success. He pulled Varly with about 2:30 left in New Jersey on Feb. 4, down 1-0 and they tied it and won in OT. Not sure what the time of the goal was.

 He pulled him against Boston down 2-0 with five minutes left but they didn't score. Neither did the Bruins. 

“As a goalie I would love to see my coach doing that,” Roy said. “You want to see the team tying. It doesn’t matter if it happens at 3 minutes or 2 minutes or one minute. It’s just a feeling. I know one day it might bite us, but it’s a longterm thing. If you do it 10 times and you score four goals, it’s 40 percent. It’s pretty big. If you give up one goal, what the heck, let’s keep doing it. I think it gives us momentum, it also forces them to defend. We keep it in their end, they get tired. The longer it lasts the tougher it is for them to make the right plays.

“I never look at statistics. I think sometimes just go with a feeling. If guys have been on the ice for a long time we think it’s a good time. The matchup. I’m looking at this more than anything else. If you have the momentum I’m not afraid to do it early, even if it can backfire.”

By matchup, he means the guys on the ice. He said he considered it with four minutes last night because the Wild had Nate Prosser and Clayton Stoner (third pair) on the ice.

Johnson said he didn’t realize the net was empty until one of the officials told him (that was very nice by the official).

“I didn't realize it until O'Reilly said something when we were out there,” Stastny said. “I looked up and Factor said, 'We're pulling the goalie.' I thought ‘I better win this draw.’”

Most amazing about pulling the goalie with 3:01 left? The six guys on the ice were out there for the final three minutes of the game (obviously there were rests like TV timeouts and the scrum after Johnson’s save on Haula).

“But you know what, they’re standing still,” Roy said. “They had to move side to side because we were up and down. It’s like being on a power play. If you go on a power play you could be out there a minute or minute as a half. If you move the puck well it’s not as demanding than if you have to defend.”

You’ve got to love this guy. Roy does it his way.

Wild gives away Game 1 to the Colorado Avalanche

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: April 18, 2014 - 9:03 AM   
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REVISED

13.4 seconds!

The Wild was 13.4 seconds away from being up 1-0 in this series against Colorado.

Instead, the Wild gave up the tying goal to Paul Stastny with 13.4 left, then another to Stastny in overtime to find itself trailing 1-0 in the series this morning.

Just a brutal loss when you consider the Wild rallied from a 1-0 deficit, recovered from giving up a tying goal in the second and carried a 4-2 lead into the third.

The Wild, as Zach Parise said, was in the driver’s seat. But then, after the Wild killed off a fourth Colorado power play, Jamie McGinn scored nine seconds later.

Why? Kyle Brodziak, under no pressure, coughed up the puck. Brodziak, a minus-3, was the player who had given the Wild a 4-2 lead, scoring 2:04 after Erik Haula scored the go-ahead goal in a well-played, three-goal period by the Wild. Brodziak's goal came off a great forecheck by Nino Niederreiter and Matt Cooke -- the type of forecheck that turned the game around in the second. Haula came off great speed and individual effort.

There were so many “little things” that cost the Wild. Turnovers galore, the biggest coming in the waning seconds when Jared Spurgeon failed to get the puck out. About 20 seconds later, Stastny tied it.

In overtime, Jason Pominville hit the pipe. Remember, in Game 1 last year in Chicago, Jason Zucker hit the post prior to the Blackhawks winning that game. Chicago went on to win the series in five games.

On Colorado’s winning goal, the Wild got pinned in the zone dead tired. Then, not only did they fail to clear a few times, it lost a few board battles. Gabriel Landeskog popped it up top, Tyson Barrie sped away from Pominville, Nathan MacKinnon wheeled away from Jonas Brodin. and after Cooke accidentally tripped up Max Talbot before he slid into Brodziak to take all three out,

I just watched this play again. Barrie skated in the slot after making the pass, undercut Cooke, knocks him to the ice, and then also bowls over Brodziak. No call by either ref on undeniable interference. This happens just as MacKinnon fed a wide-open Stastny for the winner through Ilya Bryzgalov’s wickets.

Ugly.

Ugly because the Wild had so much control of this contest and survived a first period in which Colorado did its best to set a physical tone, especially against Mikael Granlund and Brodin.

The Wild adjusted well in the second, got its forecheck going and seemed to take control.

Even in the third, I never thought the Wild was in prevent mode. It continued to attack. It had 11 shos in the period. But there’s no doubt after Brodziak’s cough-up, the Wild was on its heels, especially in the D zone.

The shame of this game is in the third period, you saw how fast and aggressive and absolutely skilled the Avs forwards were. It would have been gigantic if the Wild could have pulled out this victory.

Now, suddenly, there’s all this doubt. Yeo believes the Wild can pressure more aggressively defensively, and boy, the Wild better because the Avs, especially guys like MacKinnon (three assists in the 18-year-old's playoff debut) showed how much they can roast you with time and space.

Couple other notable things in the game:

-- Bryzgalov gave up five goals on 31 shots. He was hung out to dry at times, and Yeo said this can't be pinned on him. Of course, Yeo's got no other options in net, so he better stand up for his goalie and pray he gets back into the net feeling confident.

--Granlund passing up a shot in the third period after a terrific Pominville setup by forcing a pass with the net empty. Unacceptable.

-- The Wild’s inability to score an empty-net goal despite Patrick Roy making the gutsy move to pull Semyon Varlamov with 3:01 left down by one. Erik Haula came oh-so close when he flipped a puck from the defensive blue line the length of the ice. But Erik Johnson raced it down and pulled it back from within a few inches of a 5-3 Wild lead.

His momentum knocked the net off the moorings AFTER he saved it, so the Wild wouldn’t be awarded a goal there. Since he didn’t deliberately do it, there is no penalty or awarded goal when Cooke had a shot at an empty-net. The whistle had blown. Yes, Mikko Koivu got a delay of game penalty earlier in the game, but the refs ruled that one was deliberate.

The refs also put the faceoff in the neutral zone rather than inside much to the chagrin of the Wild. The belief is it’s because the defensemen just into the fray after Colorado went after Cooke for shooting the puck at Johnson.

The Wild was still upset it didn’t get an explanation on either decision, but again, it sounds like both were the right calls. And the faceoff position made no difference in the game’s outcome.

The Wild better regroup Friday in practice. Talk afterward. I'll be on KFAN at 4:30 p.m.

News and notes from Wild-Avs morning skates; A statistical look at Wild-Avs series

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 17, 2014 - 2:39 PM   
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UPDATED

Happy Game Day everybody! Wild and Avs tonight at 8:30 p.m. CT.

I will be hosting a live Wild-Avalanche/NHL chat on startribune.com today at 3 p.m. CT. Please join. I'll also be on Fox Sports North during tonight's pregame show and first intermission.

I'll also be on KFAN today, Friday and Monday at 4:30 p.m. CT.

John Mitchell is indeed out tonight for Colorado, as are Matt Duchene and Cory Sarich.

John Curry will back up Ilya Bryzgalov. Darcy Kuemper is getting closer to backing up, but with only two practices under his belt, coach Mike Yeo said the Wild's not comfortable yet putting him in uniform.

I had a great chat this morning with Jean-Sebastien Giguere, Colorado's now backup who may be leaning toward retirement after this season. He talked about his days with Bryzgalov, who was Giguere's backup in Anaheim, and also looked back to the 2003 Western Conference Finals. I'll write some of that in Friday's paper.

"You never have a boring day with Bryz around," Giguere said.

Avs coach Patrick Roy reminded us that Avs goalie coach Francois Allaire was also Bryzgalov's goalie coach in Anaheim, so "we have a lot of info on him."

Wild fans will probably get an appreciation in this series about just how good Nathan MacKinnon will be, is already and how lightning fast he is.

Obviously, the Wild will want Ryan Suter out against MacKinnon, but I think Yeo will also feel very comfortable with his two most mobile defensemen, Jonas Brodin and Marco Scandella, out there against him, too. I asked Yeo if the Wild may go with a coaching strategy of yesteryear and assign a player also to shadown MacKinnon (although the only one probably capable is speedy Erik Haula), but Yeo indicated it'll be a five-man unit thing.

"He’s a very dynamic player," Yeo said. "They have a number of them. We have to be careful that we’re not just keying on one guy, but this is a guy that you have to be incredibly impressed with his rookie season. His speed, the way he’s able to generate it so quickly – it doesn’t take much, there’s a loose puck and he’s jumping on it and his first couple strides are so explosive that you have to limit those opportunities. Once he does build that speed, then you have to make sure you’re containing it. We do feel good about the mobility of our defensive group. That’ll be a good challenge for them as far as them testing us with the one-on-one play."

MacKinnon was a playoff star in juniors, and he's ultra-confident. I'll write more about him later in the series. I gathered a lot of yarn on him today. I also chatted with Bloomington's Erik Johnson about his transformation into a No. 1 defenseman, and I'll write him later in the series.

On Semyon Varlamov, who won 41 games and will be a Vezina finalist, Yeo said, "We’ve done a scouting report. We’ve watched a lot of video. This is a great goalie. He’s very athletic, great side-to-side. The one thing I believe with any great goalie is the quicker you shoot the puck, the better off you are. He does a very good job of coming out and closing angles and making himself big in the net. The quicker you get the puck off your stick, the more net there is to shoot. We have to have a strong focus of making sure we’re putting a lot of traffic in front of him, making it difficult for him to come out and be aggressive on those shots."

Other little notes, Christian Folin returned to BU Massachusetts-Lowell (had a brain cramp, sorry) to finish some schooling and pack up his life. He'll be back next week for practice with a handful of Iowa players who should be coming up Tuesday just to practice.

If you missed today's coverage, I suggest picking up a newspaper, but here are some links:

--Today's MUST READ: Ilya Bryzgalov can be goofy, eccentric, standoffish. But he's a fascinating person and goalie. Here's a decent look into his personality as the Wild's playoff hopes ride on his shoulders.

--The Wild notebook. Patrick Roy says the Avs must check Ryan Suter every chance they get. Also, Mikael Granlund set to make his playoff debut tonight.

--The Avs notebook by freelancer Michael Kelly (@berge19). Hotshot rookie Nathan MacKinnon is set to make his playoff debut, and Jan Hejda is ready to play.

--Chip Scoggins' column on how the Wild's got a shot against Colorado.

--My scouting report into the Wild and its projected lineup

--My scouting report into the Avalanche and its projected lineup

Also, below is a deeper look at the Wild-Avs series with some cool stats and tidbits

WILD VS. AVALANCHE

The series, the players, the history

Season series: Avalanche won 4-0-1, outscoring the Wild 15-10.

All-time series: Wild 37-32-10. The Avalanche has outscored Minnesota 218-198. Since March 5, 2006, the Wild is 32-14-6 against Colorado and 13-3-3 in its past 19 in Denver.

All-time playoff meetings: 1-1. 2003 Western Conference quarterfinals, Wild won 4-3, outscored by Colorado 17-16; 2008 Western Conference quarterfinals, Avalanche won 4-2, outscoring Minnesota 17-12.

Wild leading scorers vs. Avalanche this season: Zach Parise 2 goals, 5 points in 5 games; Dany Heatley 1 goal, 4 points in 5 games; Jason Pominville 1 goal, 4 points in 5 games; Mikael Granlund 1 goal, 3 points in 2 games.

Avalanche leading scorers vs. Wild this season: Gabriel Landeskog 3 goals, 6 points in 5 games; John Mitchell 1 goal, 6 points in 5 games; Nathan MacKinnon 3 goals, 5 points in 5 games; Max Talbot 3 goals, 4 points in 5 games; Ryan O’Reilly 3 goals, 4 points in 5 games.

Wild goaltending vs. Avalanche this season: Josh Harding 1-1-1 with a 1.58 goals-against average.

Avalanche goaltending vs. Wild this season: Semyon Varlamov 3-0-1 with a 2.16 goals-against average.

Wild leading scorers all-time vs. Avalanche: Mikko Koivu 15 goals, 38 points in 49 games; Dany Heatley 8 goals, 29 points in 29 games; Kyle Brodziak 7 goals, 21 points in 42 games; Ryan Suter 1 goal, 20 points in 38 games.

Wild goaltending all-time vs. Avalanche: Ilya Bryzgalov 7-4-4 with a 2.31 goals-against average; Darcy Kuemper 0-0 with a 6.66 goals-against average.

Avalanche leading scorers all-time vs. Wild: Paul Stastny 10 goals, 29 points in 46 games; Matt Duchene 5 goals, 15 points in 26 games; Gabriel Landeskog 6 goals, 14 points in 15 games.

Avalanche all-time goaltending vs. Wild: Semyon Varlamov 7-4-1 with a 2.13 goals-against average; Jean-Sebastien Giguere 11-12-5 with a 2.34 goals-against average.

Wild all-time playoff leading scorers: Dany Heatley 15 goals, 57 points in 66 games; Zach Parise 22 goals, 44 points in 66 games; Matt Cooke 13 goals, 33 points in 97 games; Jason Pominville 12 goals, 28 points in 47 games; Ryan Suter 4 goals, 13 points in 44 games.

Wild all-time playoff goaltending: Ilya Bryzgalov 17-19 with a 2.81 goals-against average and .908 save percentage; Kuemper 0-0 with a 3.29 goals-against average and .879 save percentage.

Avalanche all-time playoff leading scorers: Max Talbot 18 goals, 39 points in 77 games; Paul Stastny three goals, eight points in 15 games.

Avalanche all-time playoff goaltending: Semyon Varlamov 10-9 with a 2.49 goals-against average and .915 save percentage; Jean-Sebastien Giguere 33-17 with a 2.08 goals-against average and .925 save percentage.

No. 2 Colorado Avalanche vs. No. 7 Minnesota Wild

Records: 52-22-8; 43-27-12

Home: 26-11-4; 26-10-5

Away: 26-11-4; 17-17-7

Season-series: 4-0-1; 1-3-1

Goals For: 245 (2.99, 4th in NHL); 199 (2.43, 24th)

Goals Against: 216 (2.63, 14th); 198 (2.42, 7th)

Shots For: 29.5 (20th); 26.6 (29th)

Shots Against 32.7 (25th); 27.7 (5th)

Power play: 19.8 (5th); 17.9 (16th)

Penalty kill: 80.7 (24th); 78.8 (27th)

Leaders:

Goals: Colorado – Ryan O’Reilly 28, Gabriel Landeskog 26; Wild – Jason Pominville 30, Zach Parise 29

Assists: Colorado – *Matt Duchene 47, Landeskog and Nathan MacKinnon 39; Wild – Mikko Koivu 43, Ryan Suter 35

Points: Duchene 70, Landeskog 65; Wild – Pominville 60, Parise 56

Power-play goals: Colorado – O’Reilly 9; Wild -- Parise 14

Time on ice: Colorado – Erik Johnson 23:00; Wild – Suter 29:24

Starting goalies:

Colorado: Semyon Varlamov – 41-14-6, 2.41 goals-against average, .927 save percentage, 2 shutouts

Wild: Ilya Bryzgalov – 7-1-3, 2.12 goals-against average, 911 save percentage, 3 shutouts

* Duchene has a sprained knee and may miss the start of the series; Mitchell is questionable with a concussion; Alex Tanguay, out for the series, isn’t included.

Mikael Granlund excited to make NHL playoff debut against Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 16, 2014 - 6:21 PM    
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Finally, Game 1 is right around the corner between the Wild and Colorado Avalanche.

“The season ends, the playoffs begin, and it’s just a new feeling when you come to the rink,” coach Mike Yeo said today after the Wild skated at Magness Arena on the University of Denver campus. “We all feel it. We’re excited it’s upon us.”

Good early evening from beautiful Denver, where the weather’s nicer than Minnesota.

A reminder, I plan to hold a live Wild-Avs/NHL chat on startribune.com/wild at 3 p.m. CT Thursday. Please join in. Your employers and teachers give you permission (actually, to be safe, you better confirm that).

Wild second-line center Mikael Granlund will return to the lineup Thursday night and make his NHL playoff debut. The former Finnish Elite League champ with HIFK said it’s going to feel amazing.

The rest of the lineup is identical to what the lines and D pairs were on yesterday’s blog. Darcy Kuemper practiced for a second consecutive day, but Yeo said the Wild won’t decide until Thursday if Kuemper or John Curry will back up Ilya Bryzgalov.

The scratches will be Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, suspended Mike Rupp and John Blum. Keith Ballard practiced for a second day in a row and he’ll miss the game with a groin injury. Josh Harding is said to be fine, but since he’s not ready to play, he didn’t travel.

For Colorado, banged-up defenseman Jan Hejda practiced today and is expected to play.

I wrote a big, interesting story on Bryzgalov in Thursday’s Star Tribune, so definitely give that a read. I’ll also be doing a notebook on minute-muncher Ryan Suter, whom Patrick Roy said will be targeted in the series for physicality. That’s not something unexpected and in fact Yeo said the Avs’ defensemen, especially their banged-up ones (Tyson Barrie and Hejda), should expect the same from the Wild.

More on that in the paper.

From our stringer Michael Kelly (@berge19 on Twitter), he attended Avalanche Executive VP Joe Sakic’s presser today, and he passed along some comments:

SAKIC

(experience a factor in playoffs?) It depends on what type of team you have and also expectations. This is a team that expects a lot from themselves. We have some guys who are going to learn on the fly when it comes to first-time playoff experience, but I'm a big believer that if you play the right way and don't cheat out there, then you can have success. You can get that experience while winning. That's the best way to get that experience. The way the teamhas reacted all year, expecting more and playing with that consistency, is going to do them well in the playoffs. 

(what does it take to win?) At the end of the day, it's a grind and the team that outlasts the rest of them is going to win. You're going to have adverse times in the playoffs. The biggest thing is stick to what you know, stick to your game plan, stay resilient, battle for one another. As long as you stay on that same path, whether it's going great or you had a terrible game the night before, you got to wake up the next morning and there's a new game coming up and it's probably a game that's more important than the previous game. Stay even keel and forgetting what happened the night before and just getting ready and focus on the next one.

(what does he expect in playoffs?) You don't know how different players will handle it, but this is going to be a great experience for them. You can gain that experience and win hockey games at the same time. We know we have a tough opponent in Minnesota. just like us, they played unbelievable hockey down the stretch and they're playing their best hockey at the right time as well. It's going to be a great series.  

 Lastly,

 MINNESOTA WILD TO HOST PRE-GAME PARTIES OUTSIDE GATE 2 OF

 XCEL ENERGY CENTER PRIOR TO GAMES 3 AND 4

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild will hold a pre-game party outside Gate 2 of Xcel Energy Center prior to Games 3 and 4 on Monday, April 21, and Thursday, April 24.

     The pre-game party for Game 3 will begin at 4 p.m., with gametime at 6 p.m. For Game 4, the festitivies will run from 5-8 p.m., leading up to the 8:30 p.m. gametime. All fans at each game will receive a Wild playoff towel. In addition, 2003 Game 6 playoff hero Richard Park will be doing Let’s Play Hockey prior to Game 3, and Jim Dowd will do Let’s Play Hockey for Game 4.

 Game 3 Pre-Game Party (4-5:30 p.m.)

 Music from Five Man Advantage

 Live broadcast from 100.3 FM KFAN’s Dan Barriero (3-6 p.m.)

 Appearance by FOX Sports North Girls

 Hockey Lodge booth (beginning at noon)

 Photo Booth

 Wild Plinko

 Face Painters

 $3 beer specials courtesy of Budweiser

 Concessions

 NHL Alumni autographs (Players TBD, 4:30-5:30 p.m.)

 Game 4 Pre-Game Party (5-8 p.m.)

 Live Music (DJ)

 100.3 FM KFAN Live Broadcast (6:30-8 p.m.)

 Appearance by FOX Sports North Girls

 Hockey Lodge booth (beginning at noon)

 Photo Booth

 Wild Plinko

 Face Painters

 $3 beer specials courtesy of Budweiser

 Concessions

 NHL Alumni autographs (Players TBD, 6-7:30 p.m.)

Granlund, Brodziak expected to play in Game 1 of Wild-Avs series Thursday

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 15, 2014 - 5:18 PM   
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The Wild, which hops on a charter Wednesday morning aimed for Denver, held an up-tempo practice here at the X on Tuesday in preparation for Game 1 of its first-round series with the Avalanche on Thursday.

If you’re on Twitter (and all the cool people are), you can follow our stringer, Michael Kelly, at @berge19, throughout the first round for Avs practice and game updates in Denver. For real-time Wild news, follow me at @russostrib.

Wild center Mikael Granlund had another real good practice today, said he felt “real good” afterward and coach Mike Yeo wasn’t playing it coy afterward.

“Obviously we want to get him in the lineup,” Yeo said.

So barring a setback at Wednesday’s practice in Denver, Granlund will return to the lineup. Kyle Brodziak is also good to go for Thursday, while injured goalie Darcy Kuemper and defenseman Keith Ballard also practiced. Ballard won’t be ready by Thursday, and since this was Kuemper’s first practice with the big group, John Curry may back up Ilya Bryzgalov on Thursday. But we’ll see.

“We’re all hopeful that that’s never called upon,” Yeo said of using his backup, before letting out a laugh. “Crazier things have happened. We saw Game 1 last year (Niklas Backstrom getting hurt in warmups).”

Josh Harding practiced with the group before the main Wild group today.

So far, so good regarding unforeseen injuries. As I was reminded on Twitter, between Backstrom’s injury in warmups last year and Nick Schultz’s appendicitis right before Game 1 of the 2008 Avs series, the Wild should be ready for anything.

Wild lines in practice today:

FORWARD LINES

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

 Matt Moulson-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

 Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

 Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Cody McCormick

DEFENSE PAIRINGS

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

 Marco Scandella-Jonas Brodin

 Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser

GOALTENDERS

 Ilya Bryzgalov

Darcy Kuemper

 John Curry

Extra forwards: Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, Jake Dowell, Mike Rupp (suspended)

Extra defensemen: Jon Blum, Keith Ballard.

Avs lines from their practice today in Denver:

FORWARD LINES

Ryan O’Reilly-Nathan MacKinnon-P.A. Parenteau 

Gabriel Landeskog-Paul Stastny-Jamie McGinn

Max Talbot-Marc-Andre Cliché-Cody McLeod

Patrick Bordeleau-Brad Malone-Paul Carey

DEFENSE PAIRS

Nick Holden-Erik Johnson

Tyson Barrie-Nate Guenin

Andre Benoit-Stefan Elliott

GOALIES

Semyon Varlamov

J-S Giguere

Reto Berra

Coach Patrick Roy (still weird to write that) said he expects Jan Hejda to play Game 1, so if so, he’d slide likely back onto the Johnson pair and Elliott would likely come out of the lineup. Holden would likely go to Barrie’s pair and Guenin to Benoit’s pair.

Coach Roy (still weird to write that) indicated Duchene won’t be ready to play early in the series and that third-line center John Mitchell (concussion) is feeling better and should return at some point in the series. Alex Tanguay is done for the year.

These are significant injuries for Colorado. For a change, the Wild pretty much enters the playoffs with all its pieces.

(So far, no rumors of another Peter Forsberg comeback and Joe Sakic is still wearing a suit).

By the way, five of the six defensemen for Colorado listed above will be making their playoff debuts (four if Hejda plays). Hejda and Benoit have combined for eight playoff games. Seven of Colorado’s 12 forwards listed above have never played a playoff game.

So, this is one area where the Wild may have the intangible edge.

“I think it’ll help a lot,” Suter said. “Whenever you do something, the more you do it, the more comfortable you feel, just like driving your car or riding a bike. The more you do it, the better you get at it.”

As you can see above, Heatley, who has more playoff points than any Wild player (57 in 66 games), enters as an anticipated scratch.

Also, I got the lines dead-on the other day. Fontaine enters as the 13th forward. Remember, if he doesn’t play three games in the playoffs, he can become an unrestricted free agent as opposed to a restricted free agent. But, most essential is Yeo goes with the lineup he feels he has the best chance to win with, and he’s clearly picked for now the 12 forwards.

That fourth line will be used to bring momentum, that third line will be used to not only shut down, but also to help dictate from the physicality department.

Stoner’s back in for the same reason. Blum has played well, but so far, Prosser stays in on that right side of the third pair.

OK, I better get writing for the paper. Lots of preview stuff will be in the paper the next few days, and obviously, please check out Tuesday’s paper. Also, coming Thursday, a real good look at Ilya Bryzgalov. I’ve gathered a lot of good yarn. Now I just need to write it well. So, with WISH me luck. (see what I mean)

Talk to you after practice Wednesday from Denver.

Lately,

MINNESOTA WILD TO HOLD SHAVEOFF, PRESENTED BY

BIC FLEX 4 SHAVER, THIS WEDNESDAY, APRIL 16, TO KICK OFF

 BEARD-A-THON EFFORTS

    SAINT PAUL, Minn. – In celebration of the great tradition of the playoff beard, the Minnesota Wild is kicking off the Minnesota Wild Beard‑a‑Thon® to benefit the Minnesota Wild Foundation and build excitement for the upcoming Stanley Cup Playoffs. This Wednesday, April 16, celebrities and one lucky Wild fan will gather at Xcel Energy Center to clean off the stubble on some notable local faces and raise money for a great cause. Fans of Wild hockey and facial hair are invited to drop by for a free lunch, a chance to win playoff tickets and revel in the shaving merriment. Fans who make a donation of $10 or more will receive an official Minnesota Wild “Fear the Beard” t-shirt (quantities limited). The Shaveoff is presented by Bic Flex 4 Shaver.

    One lucky fan will also win an autographed Wild jersey and the chance to join the celebrities for a shave as part of the “Shaveoff Sweepstakes.” To enter, fans tweet a photo showing their Wild playoff spirit to @mnwild, using the hashtag #itsplayoffseason. The contest runs now through 4:59 p.m. on Tuesday, April 15. Official Rules are available at http://www.wild.com/shaveoff.

Minnesota Wild Beard-a-thon®

11:30 a.m. – 1 p.m. – Wednesday, April 16

Gate 1 – Xcel Energy Center

199 W. Kellogg Blvd. – Saint Paul, MN 55102

Celebrities participating:

-  Wes Walz, Minnesota Wild

-  Dave Schwartz, KARE 11

-  Chris Hawkey, KFAN 100.3

-  Paul Fletcher, Cities 97

Info:

- Donate $10 or more to receive an official Minnesota Wild “Fear the Beard” t-shirt (quantities limited)

- Free lunch (hot dog, chips, soda) for the first 250 fans

- Register-to-win tickets for the first Wild home playoff game

- Watch celebrities get clean shaven by the barbers from St. Paul’s legendary Heimie's Haberdashery

Links to today's Star Tribune Wild-Avs coverage AND a fun Russo-Dater Podcast

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: April 15, 2014 - 10:55 AM   
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UPDATED FROM PRACTICE:

FORWARD LINES

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

 Matt Moulson-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

 Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

 Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Cody McCormick

DEFENSE PAIRINGS

 Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

 Marco Scandella-Jonas Brodin

 Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser

GOALTENDERS

Ilya Bryzgalov

Darcy Kuemper

 John Curry

Extra forwards: Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine, Jake Dowell

Extra defensemen: Jon Blum, Keith Ballard.

Injuries: Kuemper (upper body), Ballard (groin) and G Josh Harding (MS) are day-to-day. LW Mike Rupp is suspended for Games 1-3. G Niklas Backstrom (abdominal surgery) and LW Jason Zucker (quad) are out.

The Wild practices at 10:30 a.m. today, so I'll be back later with a fresher, newer blog. But, here's some morning/afternoon reading AND listening for you.

Today's Star Tribune coverage (click the links):

Wild finishes strong after desert summit conducted by leaders Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter

A year later (thanks to Dustin Brown), Jason Pominville gives Wild an added playoff weapon

Very funny notebook lead thanks to good sport/good guy Mark Parrish. Six years later, Parrish is on Wild payroll no more + more Mikael Granlund/Erik Haula talk and the Wild changing its travel schedule so it can practice in the high altitude of Denver tomorrow.

NHL playoff capsules, by Kent Youngblood

And, my predictions (scrutinize away because I may have tossed in a crazy upset or two). As for my Wild prediction, I can 100 percent see the Wild winning this series, but I had to go with my head and eyes at least in the prediction department. I think it'll be a long, intense series, but it just seems to be Semyon Varlamov's year and these Colorado forwards are as deep as any team in the NHL (especially if the Avs get Matt Duchene back at some point). BUT, at some point, somebody's got to get to these Colorado defensemen. They're young and inexperienced and are bound to crack, especially with Tyson Barrie and Jan Hejda banged up. But, nobody's made it happen yet. Maybe the Wild can if its players get pucks deep and go to work on the forecheck. The Avs will try to make this an end-to-end series, a rush-for-rush series, and if the Wild get lured into that, I promise you, it won't be on the winning end).

LASTLY, this was a fun thing to do, but last night I did a podcast with the Denver Post's Adrian Dater. Here is the link to his site, and then you hit a subsequent link I think to get to iTunes (it's free). We break down the series, but also talk about Twitter, our industry, accountability as beat writers and some cool behind-the-scenes stories throughout the years. It's an hour or so, but if you get time, it's probably worth a listen.

Follow Adrian throughout the series on Twitter at @adater.

A reminder, I'll be doing a live chat on startribune.com Thursday (GAME DAY!!!) at 3 p.m. CT from the Pepsi Center in Denver.

 LOCAL BROADCAST SCHEDULE ANNOUNCED FOR MINNESOTA WILD’S FIRST-ROUND SERIES VERSUS COLORADO AVALANCHE

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild, along with FOX Sports North and FM 100.3 KFAN, today announced the local broadcast schedule for the First Round of the 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs, as the Wild takes on the Colorado Avalanche.

     FOX Sports North will broadcast the first four games, including a full hour pre-game show, as well as a 30-minute post-game show. All four games will also be available on FOX Sports Wisconsin. The broadcast schedule for Games 5, 6 and 7 is still TBA.

     KFAN will broadcast Wild Fanline following each playoff game. There will also be live, 90-minute pre-game shows for Game 1 (Sak’s Sports Bar in Vadnais Heights), Game 2 (Jimmy’s Food and Drink in Vadnais Heights) and Game 4 (Wild pre-game party, outside Gate 2 of Xcel Energy Center). Dan Barriero will be live from the Game 3 pre-game party from 3-6 p.m. Pre-game shows are to be determined for Games 5, 6 and 7. KFAN will also air a 30-minute “Wild Weekly” each Wednesday at 7 p.m. throughout the playoffs. Paul Allen will do his 9 to noon show in the Wild penalty box for Game 3.

     A limited number of single-game tickets remain for each of the three home games in the First Round, and can be purchased at the Xcel Energy Center Box Office and TicketMaster. The Wild will host a pre-game party outside Gate 2 of Xcel Energy Center for both Game 3 and Game 4. The Game 3 party will begin at 4 p.m., while the Game 4 party will start at 5 p.m.

 Round 1 Stanley Cup Playoffs Local Broadcast Schedule (all times central)

 Game 1 – Thur., 4/17, Minnesota at Colorado, 8:30 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 2 – Sat., 4/19, Minnesota at Colorado, 8:30 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 3 – Mon., 4/21, Colorado at Minnesota, 6:00 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 4 – Thur., 4/24, Colorado at Minnesota, 8:30 p.m. – FOX Sports North, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 5 – Sat., 4/26, Minnesota at Colorado, TBA (if necessary) – TBA, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 6 – Mon., 4/28, Colorado at Minnesota, TBA (if necessary) – TBA, FM 100.3 KFAN

 Game 7 – Wed., 4/30, Minnesota at Colorado, TBA (if necessary) – TBA, FM 100.3 KFAN

Wild turns page on regular season and looks toward playoffs vs. Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: April 13, 2014 - 11:46 PM   
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I’m going to do my best to look ahead to the playoffs because that’s exactly what the Wild did during tonight’s 7-3 regular-season ending loss to the Nashville Predators.

I’ve been warning on here and on the radio the last few days that I expected tonight’s game would be like a glorified exhibition game and that’s exactly what it was. Wild players were in do-not-get-hurt mode. They dodged checks, dodged blocking shots, and from that standpoint, mission accomplished, coach Mike Yeo said, because the team got out of it healthy.

May sound like an excuse, but it’s reality. Yeo said the Wild will reset, start from scratch after a 6-1-1 end to the season and really begin prepping Tuesday in practice.

The one highlight was Jason Pominville having his second 3-point night in three games and becoming the third Wild player in history to hit the 30-goal mark. He also hit the 60-point mark. Marian Gaborik and Brian Rolston scored at least 30 eight times with the Wild.

Rookie Erik Haula scored a goal and an assist for his first career multi-point game and had seven points in seven games since replacing Mikael Granlund as second-line center. The Wild has Monday off, and the expectation is Granlund will ramp it up with the rest of the team Tuesday and Wednesday and get into more battle drills as the Wild prepares for Game 1 of the playoffs Thursday in Denver.

If Granlund can play, Yeo made it clear that Granlund will reassume his No. 2 center spot.

“I think that Haulzy deserves an awful lot of credit for what he’s done, there’s no question,” Yeo said. “But when it comes to Granny, we’ll see how practice goes this week, but we are talking about a guy who led our team when Mikko [Koivu] went down playing against No. 1 D pairings and No. 1 centermen. You look at what he did in the Olympics playing against the best players in the world, … this is a pretty good player. So it’s great what Haulzy’s done, and we haven’t made any decisions yet, but we’re getting a pretty good player back if Granny’s able to come into our lineup.”

Said Haula: “[Granlund] deserves it. He’s had a great season. He’s played well with Pommer all year long. I jump in when he gets hurt. When he’s healthy he’s going to come back and take that spot on that line, I’m sure. I’m ok with that. Whatever the role, I’m ok with it.”

A reader brought up an idea on Twitter that somebody in the hockey industry mentioned to me in the press box tonight: It’s clear Yeo understandably wants to have a Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak shutdown line in the playoffs. Maybe an option is to put Haula on right wing at that line. This way he can take draws on his strong side instead of Brodziak at times and also it creates more of a scoring threat for that line and he would get more minutes than he would as fourth-line center. In addition, it seems like Cooke (by the way, he was in playoff form tonight getting under Shea Weber and Rich Clune’s skin) and Haula have had chemistry for a lot of the second half when they’re on the ice together, particularly shorthanded.

Then, you go with a fourth line of Cody McCormick centering Stephane Veilleux or Justin Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter. If there are times Yeo wants elevate Niederreiter’s role, he has got that option.

As for the Avs, Matt Duchene is still working his way back from a sprained MCL. Defenseman Jan Hejda injured his hand tonight and Tyson Barrie got hurt in San Jose. They’re day-to-day. Patrick Roy also announced tonight that John Mitchell has a concussion. That’s a big loss. He plays the Wild well and is their second-line center.

“This is a good team, a really good team,” Yeo said of the Avs. “Winning their division the way that they’ve gone from start to finish, this is a team that we have to have a lot of respect for. Skill level, very dynamic, very creative, so defensively it’s going to be a challenge for us. With that, they’re an in-your-face team and how we execute is going to be very important, too.”

The Wild can’t get into a run-and-gun game against them.

“We can’t play that type of style against them, there’s no question,” Yeo said. “It’s not one element. This is a very good hockey team and there’s not a lot of areas where you can look at them and say they’re really weak there. They’ve defended well this year, they’ve been very creative and skilled, especially with their forward group. And obviously they’ve had the goaltending, so we’re going to have to be ready to be sharp in all areas of our game.”

“I feel like against them, we have to keep the puck going forward,” said Zach Parise. “That’s where they struggle. When we didn’t do well against them, we tried to do a lot of cross-ice passes and they broke up a lot of plays in the neutral zone. When we did well against them in spurts, we just kept putting pucks behind them and making them turn. That’s when we got a lot of odd man rushes against them.”

I wrote an abbreviated advance on the series in Monday’s paper, so check that out on startribune.com/wild. Also, there’s the game story on Ilya Bryzgalov’s concerning game tonight. Yeo wasn’t concerned, saying, “You look at tonight, and we were brutal in front of him. It’s got to be a team effort. Bryz has done a fantastic job since he’s been here and his teammates have done a fantastic job in front of him to give him that opportunity. That’s the mentality we have to have. It’s got to be top to bottom because [the Avs] have too many weapons over there.”

That’s it for me.

Monday is off. I’ll be on KFAN in studio from 9-9:35 a.m., then I’ll start pounding the keyboard. Lots of playoff coverage coming up in the Star Tribune. I’ll also be on a Podcast tomorrow night at some point on the Denver Post’s site, I believe, with Avs beat writer Adrian Dater.

I’m planning a live online chat Thursday at 3 p.m. CT.

Hawryluk removes doubts with strong Combine tests

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 9:01 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Brandon Wheat Kings forward Jayce Hawryluk used the fitness testing at the NHL Scouting Combine on Saturday to show any NHL scouts or general managers he was fully healthy.

Hawryluk showed upper- and lower-body strength during his stops at each of the 11 stations.

The fitness testing came two months after he had a serious health scare. After scoring a hat trick in a Western Hockey League playoff game against the Regina Pats on March 26, Hawryluk collapsed in the locker room. He was hospitalized, and the collapse was blamed on dehydration. Hawryluk returned for the next game and didn't have another health issue.
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"I'm better than ever," Hawryluk, No. 37 in NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, said earlier this week. "Everything is fine. I went through tests and it's all good. It was a scary situation with the dehydration. The doctors told me it was overexertion and dehydration, which caused my light-headedness. There was no heart problem and all my medical reports are good."

He showed he was good Saturday, finishing in the top 10 in a number of events. He completed 12 pull-ups, second to Windsor Spitfires forward Joshua Ho-Sang, who had 13. Hawryluk did 14 repetitions on the 150-pound bench press, tied for ninth. He also showed how strong his legs were with a 111.0-inch standing long jump, the ninth farthest.

Hawryluk wasn't the only impressive top prospect. Sonny Milano, a forward with the United States National Team Development Program under-18 team, lasted 14:00 on the VO2 Max bike test, tied for the second-longest of any player, and completed 11 pull-ups. Milano is ranked No. 16 by Central Scouting.

Barrie Colts defenseman Aaron Ekblad, No. 2 on Central Scouting's final North American skater rankings, showed impressive grip strength among other traits. He tested at 143 pounds (seventh) with his right hand, 147 pounds (fifth) with his left. He completed 13 reps on the bench press.

The top two European skaters showed their leg power in the Wingate Cycle Ergometer bike test. Sodertalje right wing William Nylander, a Swedish forward ranked No. 2 by Central Scouting, had the highest peak power output; No. 1-ranked right wing Kasperi Kapanen of KalPa in Finland was fourth.

Other category leaders were Clark Bishop, a center with the Cape Breton Screaming Eagles in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, who led all players by lasting 15:03 on the VO2 Max test; USNTDP forward Shane Gersich went the farthest in the long jump at 118.0 inches and the highest in the vertical leap at 35.0 inches; and Cape Breton left wing Julien Pelletier did 19 reps on the bench press, one more than Plymouth Whalers right wing Connor Chatham and left wing Shane Eiserman of the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League.

Plymouth defenseman Alexander Peters is the one player you wouldn't want to shake hands with. He had the No. 2 grip strength in his right hand at 170 pounds and No. 1 with his left at 163 pounds. Gatineau Olympiques left wing Vaclav Karabacek was first in right-hand grip strength at 199 pounds.
Ekblad: I'm ready to play in NHL next season
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TORONTO -- Barrie Colts defenseman Aaron Ekblad doesn't consider himself to be arrogant, but he's confident that he's ready to make the jump to the NHL next season.

"That's the way I believe in myself," he said. "I wouldn't say I'm cocky but I'm confident and I believe that if I work hard and do all the little things, pay attention to details, I can be in that League next year."
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Ranked second by NHL Central Scouting on its final list of the top North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, Ekblad has reason to be confident. In 58 games this season, the 6-foot-3, 213-pounder led all Ontario Hockey League defensemen with 23 goals and tied for fifth with 53 points. He also had one goal and one assist in seven games with Canada at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

"He's smart and an excellent all-around skater for his size," Director of NHL Central Scouting Dan Marr said. "He handles and distributes the puck well in all zones, passes with authority and possesses an accurate shot from the point."

NHL teams certainly have noticed, which is why he's a candidate to be the first defenseman taken with the top pick since the St. Louis Blues picked Erik Johnson No. 1 in 2006.

Ekblad had 16 interviews, and one question he was asked in all of them was if he thought he was NHL-ready. He had the same answer every time.

"One hundred percent [ready]," he said. "Every team asks. It's a pretty mandatory question. If you believe in yourself, it's going to portray to them that you're willing to do it and put in the time."

To cement his dreams, he plans on going full force with his summer training.

"It's going to be a long month of working out and getting stronger," he said. "Hopefully get some ice time in. Be ready for that post-draft training camp or rookie camp."

Portland center De Leo happy with Combine tests

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 6:23 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Center Chase De Leo of the Portland Winterhawks didn't have much time to prepare for the 2014 NHL Scouting Combine after his season came to an end May 12.

But De Leo ripped through the fitness portion of Combine in good time on Saturday at The International Centre.

"All the hard work is over, there's nothing you can change now and I'm happy with the way everything went," De Leo said. "I had a lot of fun with it. Obviously it's a once-in-a-lifetime experience; I was told to enjoy it and have fun."

His best test was the pull-up station.

"I've had a pull-up bar in my room since I was little, so I'm glad they added that one," De Leo said.

De Leo acknowledged that his favorite part of the combine came immediately after he realized he successfully completed the VO2 Max bike test

"I was just dreading that test since I got the invite," he said. "I think it went well and I think all the other guys did well too, but I'm glad it's over. I didn't have a lot of practice time; just came in and pushed until I couldn't push anymore."

He said he enjoyed the motivation provided by the personnel at York University while on the bikes.

"They ask you at the start if you want to get fired up or work by yourself, but I told the guy to definitely get me going," he said. "He kind of screamed in my ear and [I] couldn't help but scream with him too. I think it really got your adrenaline going with everyone watching. It helped, for sure."

De Leo took his game to a new level in 2013-14 in the Western Hockey League. The native of La Mirada, Calif., was a ninth-round pick (No. 192) of the Winterhawks in the 2010 WHL Bantam Draft after scoring 27 goals and 83 points in 28 games for the L.A. Selects Bantam AAA team that advanced to the national championship.

"One of the big reasons I picked Portland was the good coaching staff and the variety of players they have on the roster," De Leo said. "Having an opportunity to practice with and against guys like Ryan Johansen (Columbus Blue Jackets, No. 4, 2010), Nino Niederreiter (New York Islanders, No. 5, 2010) and Sven Baertschi (Calgary Flames, No. 13, 2011) in my first year was an incredible experience."

Ranked No. 36 on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 draft, De Leo had 39 goals and 81 points in 72 regular-season games. He had 10 goals, 19 points and a plus-17 rating in 21 playoff games for the Winterhawks.

De Leo was asked when he expects to be drafted when the event is held June 27-28 at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

"You can't look that far into it; it confuses you more," De Leo said. "Whatever happens, happens. I'm just going to enjoy it. Now that I look back [on the NHL Combine], I have no regrets and did everything I felt necessary."

Draisaitl hopes to help develop hockey in Germany

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 5:34 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Prince Albert Raiders center Leon Draisaitl certainly would love to hear his name called first at the 2014 NHL Draft.

But for the native of Cologne, Germany, being the highest-drafted German-born player in NHL history is just as important.

"I'd be extremely proud and honored," Draisaitl said. "We've had some high picks. To be considered as maybe the highest-drafted German player ever would be a huge honor."

Right now that honor belongs to Pittsburgh Penguins forward Marcel Goc, who was selected by the San Jose Sharks with the 20th pick of the 2001 draft.

Draisaitl is No. 4 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of North American skaters for the 2014 draft. He was fourth in the Western Hockey League with 105 points in 64 games. He also had six points in six games for Germany at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship and four points in seven games for Germany at the IIHF World Championship.

"He's the best prospect I've seen from this draft class at protecting and handling the puck," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald said. "He's very Jaromir Jagr-esque. He protects the puck, makes those button hooks and hits guys coming in late. He'll hold onto that puck until he sees the right play to make. He has a great wrist shot and good snap shot and can surprise a lot of goalies with it."

Draisaitl had 18 interviews during the early part of the NHL Scouting Combine and hopes that these meetings, combined with his performance in fitness testing on Saturday and his play during the season, gives teams the full scope of his talent.

"They need to know what kind of guy you are," he said. "And I think it's really important for them to know what kind of guy I am and how I work off the ice. That's a really important part of it. It's not only about the ice. That's something that's really important as well."

Wherever he ends up, Draisaitl wants to do for the next generation of German players what players like Goc, Marco Sturm, Christian Ehrhoff and Jochen Hecht did for him.

"German players don't come along very often," he said. "We just don't have the best development. I don't like saying it because I'm proud to be German, but it's important for German hockey to have a guy like Christian and other guys like Goc, so little kids have guys to look up to. I want to be the same type of guy. I want to be a guy that maybe makes younger guys in Germany play hockey. I'm proud to be German and I want to make the country proud and make as many kids play hockey as possible."

---

Flames 'looking for hockey players' with first pick

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 2:31 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- The Calgary Flames are putting together a list of the players they might select when they announce the fourth overall selection in the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on June 27.

Properly ranking those players, however, remains a challenge.

"It would be easy to say whoever is there at four we'll take at No. 4, but our group is bigger," Flames director of amateur scouting Tod Button said. "We have six, seven, eight guys and we're still sorting that out and this is part of the process."

Making the job harder for scouts is the unique skill sets some of the top prospects bring. Samuel Bennett, Sam Reinhart and Leon Draisaitl all are centers, but each brings something different to the table.

You've got three really good centers, but they're all different style centers," Button said. "So I think you're trying to sort out the styles as much as anything to figure out how to close that gap. If you had three like-minded or three with similar playing styles then it's a little easier, you just do it. But they're different style players so it's a little more to sort out. It's exciting. It's not easy and it's not supposed to be easy. But it's fun to do. It's a fun process to go through."

This is Button's 17th season with the Flames, but the first draft in Calgary for president of hockey operations Brian Burke and general manager Brad Treliving. Button said the change in leadership would not change his duties or how he judges players.

"We're looking for hockey players," he said. "Our criteria hasn't changed. Hockey players are hockey players. I think every team has probably the same basic criteria. How you define them and how you separate them, that might be different. When you talk about the fourth overall pick, or the 34th pick, we're looking for hockey players.

"All things being equal you want a bigger guy, you want a more truculent guy. [Burke and Treliving] haven't come in and said, 'Do anything any different.' They want hockey players. Brad, he joined us a little bit later but he was there for our meetings and he said the same thing, 'Let's get some hockey players.' Size is a factor in building our team but it's not going to be a factor in picking the best players."

Last year, the Flames selected center Sean Monahan from the Ottawa 67s of the Ontario Hockey League with the sixth pick. He had 22 goals and 34 points in 75 games as a rookie. However, the Flames aren't expecting that to happen again with their first pick this year.

"He earned that spot," Button said of Monahan. "It was not given to him. We were more than ready to send him back to Ottawa, but he earned that spot. We want the guy who will play in the NHL the longest and be the best players, not who's there the quickest."

Prospect Virtanen enjoys fun interview with Flames

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 12:18 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Forward Jake Virtanen of the Western Hockey League's Calgary Hitmen couldn't go through the fitness portion of the NHL Scouting Combine after having surgery two weeks ago on his right shoulder. But that didn't stop him from having a few memorable moments during his week here. Among those were an interesting interview with the Calgary Flames.

Virtanen knows a number of Flames front-office staffers since the Flames and the Hitmen share facilities at Scotiabank Saddledome.

"It was pretty fun," Virtanen said. "I know a lot of the guys in there. They watched me play all year. They're always right there. I talk to them during the year if I see them in the hallways."

Despite the familiarity, Virtanen still dressed like he was going to a job interview; that meant wearing his finest suit and tie.

Virtanen's attire elicited an interesting question from Flames president of hockey operations Brian Burke: how exactly did Virtanen tie his tie with one good arm?

"I had to tell him it was one-handed," Virtanen said. "I was able to do it. ... It was a tough question. I didn't want to tell him if it was my mom [who tied it]. It was funny."

The other scouts in the room agreed Virtanen could give some helpful tips to Burke, who has become known through his career for leaving his tie loosened or untied altogether.

"All the guys were chipping him," Virtanen said. "They were telling him I could tell him how to tie his."

Devils' Conte sees value in unpredictable draft

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 12:01 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- The 2014 NHL Draft might be impossible to predict, but that doesn't necessarily mean scouts thirsting for new blood in their farm systems aren't chomping at the bit.

Take for instance New Jersey Devils veteran director of scouting David Conte, who has been projecting prospects for the organization for the past 30 years.

"I think there are some very unique and special players who will have long successful careers coming out of this draft class," Conte said. "I'm excited. Because there's not a consensus pick, there is a chance of getting players that you greatly value at a reduced price compared to years where there is a consensus."

The Devils own the No. 30 pick in the draft. The organization was originally told it would have to forfeit first-round picks in 2011, 2012, 2013 or 2014 for attempting to circumvent the salary cap when it signed Ilya Kovalchuk to a 17-year deal in 2010. The NHL rescinded its decision in March, thus allowing New Jersey to keep a first-round pick this year. The team was given the last choice in the first round and was told it cannot trade that pick.

"My job is to pick the best player I can pick in the slot we have," Conte said.

Conte acknowledged that choosing the best player available in the draft, even in the early rounds, might be more challenging than in previous years.

"Who someone thinks is No. 1 might be No. 10 on the appraisal of what those attributes are going to be and what those needs would be for that team," Conte said. "Normally, it's always the best player but I think it's a little more complex this year than others."

The Devils have certainly stockpiled their prospect cupboard with high-caliber performers in recent years. Defensemen Eric Gelinas (2009, No. 54 overall) and Jon Merrill (2010, No. 38) played key roles this past season. Forwards Stefan Matteau (2012, No. 29) and Reid Boucher (2011, No. 99) and defensemen Steve Santini (2013, No. 42) and Damon Severson (2012, No. 60) are also progressing nicely.

"There are absolutely very good players in this draft," Conte said. "But there's very good players in similar values in several different ways so I think to establish a value consensus is an absolute impossibility."

Conte is very impressed with the international players eligible this year, including Kasperi Kapanen of KalPa in Finland and William Nylander of Modo in Sweden. The forwards are ranked Nos. 1 and 2, respectively, on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top international skaters eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft. They are also both the sons of longtime NHL players.

"How could you not like these players?" asked Conte. "With those hockey bloodlines, they're extremely talented. I actually played against Kapanen's grandfather, which really dates me and upsets me. I also played with his great uncle."

Lightning excited to have two first-round picks

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 11:46 AM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- The Tampa Bay Lightning are one of two teams, along with the Anaheim Ducks, currently holding two first-round picks in the 2014 NHL Draft. That's a pretty nice place to be, according to Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray.

It's always a good year to have two first-round picks," he told NHL.com. "If you look at any draft, there's always 45 to 55 [players], depending on the year ... that become regular NHL players. It's our job to make sure we find at least two of those guys in the first round."

The Lightning have their pick at No. 19 and will also have either the 28th or 29th pick, depending on how the New York Rangers fare in the Stanley Cup Final. The Lightning acquired the pick from New York in the Martin St. Louis trade.

Murray sees the strength of this year's draft at forward, specifically on the wings.

"I think there are probably more wingers than there are centers or [defensemen]," he said. "And I'd say it is a little light on goaltending. Probably the No. 1 position is wingers. Lots of wingers. ... We think the quality is there. It's not all first-line players, top-three defensemen, franchise goalkeepers. There's some good players that will be contributors to NHL teams, in our opinion."

Picking those players has been more difficult this season due to the narrow talent gaps between the top prospects.

"I think there are more guys that are similar to each other than a lot of years," he said. "It's a little bit difficult. It tends to come down to team preferences. Everybody has certain attributes they want their players to have. They place a little more emphasis on one of those attributes than the other. That's often why you can get a guy you really like because one team values size more than another team who values speed over another team that values talent.

"Our talented guy, your big guy is there and somebody else's fast guy is there. We all get the guy we want and five years from now we'll see who was the right guy and who wasn't quite up to the challenge."

---

Blues' MacInnis excited to watch son at Combine

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 11:30 AM
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TORONTO -- Al MacInnis, a Hall-of-Fame player who now serves as senior advisor to the general manager for the St. Louis Blues, was keeping a close eye on the prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft as they made their way through the testing floor at Toronto International Centre on Saturday.

But he followed one prospect a bit closer than others: his son Ryan, a center with the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League. MacInnis is No. 20 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of the top North American skaters for the 2014 Draft.

"It's a good process to go through," Al MacInnis told NHL.com. "Obviously he knows a lot of these kids. He had a pretty good idea coming in here what to expect. He's been working at it. ... It's an exciting week for the boys."

It hasn't been completely easy. The Blues had Ryan on their interview list. When the younger MacInnis arrived for his face-to-face with the Blues, dad left the room.

"Any time we've discussed my son or had him in an interview, I left the room," he said. "I don't want to make him feel nervous thinking he's going to say the wrong thing all the time. And when our scouting staff is out watching him and they want to discuss Ryan, I want them to feel comfortable too. Not that they wouldn't give an honest opinion, but I think it's a little unfair. I leave the room and they discuss and we move on. I feel better doing that as well."

For Al, the NHL Scouting Combine and the draft next month at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia will be the culmination of watching his son grow from a first-timer on skates into an NHL draft pick.

"Any time you put your son on skates at age 4 or 5, they start going through the youth hockey, you see the passion and love they have for the game," he said. "Ryan was a guy like I'm sure all of these kids, he didn't sit around the sofa watching cartoons, he was always outside sitckhandling, shooting pucks.

"He got to a certain age and we put a sport court down in our backyard in St. Louis [and] he took full advantage of it. He always wants to be on the ice. Even during the offseason he'd want to shoot pucks. I can see the passion in him for the game of hockey. When you have that, that's why these kids are here today."

---

Stars' McDonnell looking forward to new chapter

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 11:01 AM
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TORONTO -- The 2014 NHL Draft signals the start of a new era in the life of Dallas Stars director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell.

McDonnell spent a decade aiding Detroit Red Wings general manager Ken Holland at the draft table. This year, he will be sharing his insight with Stars GM Jim Nill, who hired him in July 2013.

The timing is impeccable too, as the 2014 Draft class poses a unique challenge.

"This is the toughest draft to gauge that I've ever been involved in," McDonnell told NHL.com. "Guys that maybe are tenth on your list, could go No. 30 or vice versa. It's not a big gap, like some years where it drops off. It's pretty close all the way through and I think it's just going to sort itself out at the draft table once teams start taking different players. You just hope something you have falls to you."

McDonnell went on record to say that defenseman Aaron Ekblad, No. 2 on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 Draft, is probably the top defenseman available. The veteran scout is a big believer in building from the goal line out and top defensemen are hard to come by in any draft.

Last year with the Red Wings, McDonnell had right wing Valeri Nichushkin ranked third on his wish list. The Red Wings didn't select until No. 20 last year and, wouldn't you know it, the Stars ultimately tabbed the Russian-born standout with the No. 10 choice. The general consensus among scouts was that Nichushkin slipped that far in the draft because of the possibility of him returning to the Kontinental Hockey League.

"I remember sitting at the Red Wings draft table last year and [Holland] turning to me and saying, 'Do you think Dallas is going to take [Nichushkin]?' I said, 'If it's not Nichushkin I'd be shocked.' So they took him and it was a great pick.

"Everyone knew the 'Russian Factor' was the reason he fell to No. 10 but you have to do your homework and if they're already playing over here that's one thing, and if he doesn't you need to do the research. Dallas did their homework and got Val and it has certainly worked out."

McDonnell said the 2014 NHL Scouting Combine once again provided a great opportunity to learn more about the top prospects, particularly during the interview stage.

"It's important to find out if they can at least put a sentence together," McDonnell said with a grin. "Seriously though, I know they can do that. We're just sizing the player up when he comes to our door for the interview; shake hands with him and you immediately get an idea who you might be dealing with. There were actually a couple of real surprises for me. I'm not going to name names but I thought they looked small on the ice and when they came to the door I thought, 'Wow, this kid is way bigger than I thought he was.'"

---

Kimball Union's Bird kicks off Combine workouts

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 10:42 AM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Forward Tyler Bird is used to working hard in the gym at Kimball Union Academy in New Hampshire. But he rarely attracts an audience during his workouts.

It was a far different vibe Saturday when he entered the testing room at Toronto International Centre for the fitness testing portion of the NHL Scouting Combine.

"Nobody's looking at you when you're at school," Bird told NHL.com. "You've got guys from 30 NHL teams watching [at the Combine]. It's a little bit more pressure."

Bird was the first player to go through the testing Saturday. That can be intimidating for some, but the 6-foot-2, 202-pound right wing didn't have a problem with it.

"Good to get it out of the way first," he said. "Everybody is looking at you to see what you do first; I kind of like that. I kind of like being first. It wasn't bad."

Ranked No. 117 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, Bird had 33 goals and 60 points in 37 games at Kimball Union. He'll play at Brown University next season.

He said the test he had the most difficulty with was the VO2 Max bike test, mostly because it was a new experience for him.

"The VO2 was pretty tough," he said. "Mouth gets pretty dry. First time doing it, so that was pretty tough. I tried doing as many bike sprints as I could for the Wingate [bike test], but that was my first time [on the VO2]. It was pretty tough. I'm still a little out of breath from it."

Among those watching Bird was St. Lawrence University defenseman Gavin Bayreuther, who was the first player to enter the testing room. Bayreuther did not take part in any testing at the Combine; he has a broken scaphoid bone in his left wrist and will have surgery next week.

"I got hit [in February] ... and I thought it was just a sprain and it would get better but it never did," he said. "I went for X-rays last week and I get surgery on Wednesday."

He said his estimated recovery time is 3-4 months.

A 6-1, 175-pound left-shot defenseman, Bayreuther had nine goals and 36 points in 38 games as a freshman at St. Lawrence. He climbed 67 spots on Central Scouting's final rankings to No. 48 from No. 115 on the midterm list.

Bayruether was disappointed not to be able to showcase himself for the scouts. But after watching Bird and a few other players go through the testing, he didn't feel all that bad.

"From this side it looks a little intimidating," he said. "I trained hard all spring to get to this point. I practiced these and thought I was ready. Oh well."

---

DeAngelo hopes to show he's learned from mistakes

Saturday, 05.31.2014 / 10:23 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Sarnia Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo knew the 2014 NHL Scouting Combine was going to be his chance to set the record straight.

Considered by many to be one of the more dynamic point-producing defensemen available in the 2014 NHL Draft, DeAngelo found himself making headlines for all the wrong reasons this season when he was twice suspended for violating the Ontario Hockey League's harassment, abuse and diversity policy.

"At the Combine, I had a chance to tell everyone the type of person I am because I think there might have been some misconceptions out there," DeAngelo said. "I just tried to be honest with every team [during the interview stage] and talked to them and let them get to know me. It was great getting some tips on the hockey side of things; a lot of good people were trying to help."

DeAngelo, No. 14 on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 Draft, received an eight-game suspension in February after making "a most inappropriate statement to a teammate" in a Jan. 31 match against the Guelph Storm.

NHL Network analyst Craig Button, a former director of scouting with the Dallas Stars and general manager with the Calgary Flames, doesn't believe the suspensions will keep DeAngelo from being selected near the top of the draft. He had 15 goals, 56 points and led all defenseman in the OHL with 71 points in 51 regular-season games in 2013-14.

"You have to look at what the player is capable of doing and I think he's the best offensive defenseman in the draft," Button said. "I was fortunate enough to be around Sergei Zubov [in Dallas] for a lot of years and he reminds me of Zubov. He can make confident, dynamic plays."

Button acknowledged that he would have expected teams to question DeAngelo about the suspensions.

"We're talking about young people and one thing about young people, and old people, we all make mistakes," Button said. "It doesn't mean that it's a mistake you're going to repeat again or that it excuses the mistake, but you need to learn from the mistake and I think Anthony will learn from this.

"You just want to be satisfied with his response. What happened, how did he learn from it and how did he feel about being suspended."

Upon his return to the lineup following his second suspension, DeAngelo had two goals, one assist and a plus-3 rating to help the Sting snap an 11-game losing streak with a 6-1 win against the Ottawa 67's on Feb. 22.

"Some teams wanted to see how I would react to certain questions and I was expecting that but whatever they asked I was just going to answer honestly to what I believe," DeAngelo said. "Hopefully it went over well. I guess we'll find out soon enough."

The Sewell, N.J., native will find out at the 2014 Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on June 27-28. He's looking forward to the big day and anticipates having between 100-150 friends and family members in attendance.

"If you're going to remove every single player who's ever made a mistake, you're not going to be left with a lot of players," Button said. "Anthony's experience could be a good lesson for other people with regard to what's tolerable in our society and sport. What was once pushed aside or glossed over is no longer the case. I think not only will Anthony learn from his mistake but others can too. I think that's a positive."

---

Functional Movement Screen test a hit with prospects

Friday, 05.30.2014 / 6:26 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- The newest element incorporated into the NHL Scouting Combine, the Functional Movement Screen, introduced last year, was again a big hit with the top prospects.

The exam requires players to perform seven specific joint tests that ultimately could reveal imbalances and symmetry deficiencies in movements of the body.

"All players were screened through the various movements and the results are available for the NHL strength coaches, some of which observed the players going through the screening," Director of NHL Central Scouting Dan Marr said. "The screening was also videotaped and is available for strength coaches to utilize in team draft preparation and for training programs if that team drafts the player."

Each movement in the seven tests is scored on a scale of 0-3, meaning that the highest possible total score is 21. According to research provided by NHL Central Scouting, a score of less than 14 might indicate a 75 percent likelihood of a future muscular or joint injury.

Roni Jamnik, an associate professor at York University in Toronto, was one of the individuals administering the screening, which was held Thursday at the Westin Bristol Place.

"It takes about 15 minutes to complete and I refer to it as a screen and not a test, where we're looking at the body alignment by having the athletes do common movements that challenge the body," Jamnik said. "These screenings could bring out some symmetric deficiencies that could be problematic down the road."

Ontario Hockey League defensemen Anthony DeAngelo of the Sarnia Sting and Alexander Peters of the Plymouth Whalers considered one segment of the screening as the toughest.

"A couple of guys, including myself, struggled with balancing on one side while extending the other side," Peters said. "A lot of the movements were a bit different and some, if you're not very flexible, could be challenging. But everybody went through it pretty quickly."

DeAngelo also acknowledged that balancing on one side was a struggle.

"I did some of the stuff before, but there were a couple of things I never saw," DeAngelo said. "It was a lot of balance and core strength stuff. There was one test where you had to lift your same side arm and leg at the same time while keeping the other side on the ground; that was kind of tough.

"There were trainers watching to see if you were off-balance or need more core strength. I think it's a positive test to take."

Marr said the FMS screening is ideally done before a player has his medical exam. All players at the Combine underwent medical examinations on Friday.

"A majority of NHL teams utilize FMS in some form and the NFL has been performing this screening as part of the medical process for their combine for a number of years," Marr said. "This is something you ideally want to do prior to the medical examinations so that the FMS results can be screened and provided to the doctors before the player is examined."

FMS scores are indicators that if an athlete continues on his current training path without correction, then he's at higher risk of injury. Strength coaches can use the FMS scores to establish corrective exercises for the athlete to achieve mechanically sound movement patterns. FMS also creates a "functional baseline" to mark progress and can be used as part of a "return to play" protocol for injured players.

Follow Mike Morreale on Twitter at: @mikemorrealeNHL

Top-ranked Kapanen puts tough season behind him

Friday, 05.30.2014 / 5:07 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Kasperi Kapanen is happy to be the top player in NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of European prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft.

That was about the only thing that went well for the Finnish forward this season.

Kapanen had seven goals and 14 points in 47 games with KalPa in Liiga, Finland's top professional league. KalPa won 15 of its 60 games, finished last in the league and scored 101 goals.

Kapanen missed a month of action with an injury to the AC joint in his right shoulder. It caused him to miss Finland gold medal at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. At the IIHF World Under-18 Championship in April, he had one goal and one assist in five games. Host Finland finished sixth, their tournament ending with a 10-0 loss to Sweden in the quarterfinals.

"It was such a rough season for us," Kapanen told NHL.com. "I'm just really looking forward to next season and be really good there. Just forgetting about last season."

He's at the NHL Scouting Combine, where he's met with 26 teams. All have asked him about the hits and many misses from his season.

"Pretty much the same questions from everyone," he said. "I enjoyed it. It was a good experience."

He has one more good experience to look forward to, and that's the draft, which will be held at a place he's very familiar with: Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

Kapanen was born in Kuopio, Finland, but was 6 years old when his father, Sami Kapanen, was traded from the Carolina Hurricanes to the Philadelphia Flyers. Kasperi spent the next six years of his life living in southern New Jersey and has many friends in the area.

He'll be returning to that region after the Combine and spend his summer living with his father and starting his workout program before the draft.

"I have my best memories from there," Kapanen said of the Philadelphia region. "I lived in the States for 12 years; I've only lived six in Finland. I consider it home. I'm just going to try to see my friends a lot. My family is going to come over for the draft, which is going to be remarkable. Just a great experience. I'm trying to soak everything in. I was pretty lucky that [the draft] is in Philly now. Some things are meant to be and that's one of them."

---

MacLellan embraces top role for Capitals at Combine

Friday, 05.30.2014 / 2:09 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- In his role as assistant general manager of the Washington Capitals for the previous seven seasons, Brian MacLellan was part of the club's annual amateur scouting meetings and draft preparation, but it wasn't one of his main jobs.

Now that he's become the Capitals' general manager, he's gone from observer to the final authority.

"You have more responsibility to accept than [in] the previous position," MacLellan told NHL.com. "I think we have a good staff so I think the transition should be pretty smooth. It should work out well."

MacLellan was promoted from assistant GM to the top spot May 26, replacing George McPhee. In his previous role, his main duty was overseeing the professional scouting staff. Now, though, he has to take a more active role in amateur scouting.

"I've been around the meetings all the time, just the participation has been more from an observer's point of view rather than a participant," MacLellan said. "I know the system and process that we have and we'll just carry on the same way we have."

How much will that process change with someone new at the head of the table?

"They might be slightly different," MacLellan said. "He [McPhee] looked at players a certain way. I have a certain way. Me and Ross [Mahoney, director of amateur scouting] will come to a consensus opinion on what we're looking for."

---

Dumba's legacy helps Red Deer's Fleury at Combine

Friday, 05.30.2014 / 11:44 AM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- Red Deer Rebels defenseman Haydn Fleury feels pretty comfortable this week at the NHL Scouting Combine. He has a former teammate to thank for that.

Fleury, No. 9 on NHL Central Scouting's final ranking of North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft, and No. 2 among defensemen, learned a lot from Matt Dumba, a first-round pick by the Minnesota Wild (No. 7) in 2012.

He just tells me not to listen to all the outside influences," Fleury told NHL.com. "There's going to be a lot of critics during a year like this. Just play your game and showcase yourself as much as you can."

Dumba and Fleury were teammates in the 2011-12 and 2012-13 seasons, and kept in touch after Dumba started the season with the Wild and then was traded to the Portland Winterhawks prior to returning to the Western Hockey League.

While they were together, Fleury said he watched closely as Dumba developed into a top-flight prospect.

"You can learn a lot of valuable things just by watching how he conducts himself around the rink and in public," Fleury said.

The 6-foot-2, 202-pound Fleury had eight goals, 46 points and a team-best plus-15 rating in 70 games. He also was named the best defenseman at the 2014 International Ice Hockey Federation World Under-18 Championship where he had one assist in seven games to help Canada win the bronze medal.

"He's got good, strong mobility, great vision and has a knack for making that first good outlet pass," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald said. "He's composed and calm with the puck and has an ability of knowing when to join the rush at the right moments."

Fleury said he'll meet with more than 20 teams by the time the interview portion of the combine ends. His personality, as well as his skills on the ice, should make him a high pick when the draft is held June 27-28 at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

"Just go to the rink ready to work hard every day, that was the big thing," Fleury said he learned from Dumba. "If you keep working hard you'll develop more, your ranking will go up throughout the year. At end of the day it only takes one team to like you."

---

Bike tests loom for 2014 NHL Draft hopefuls

Friday, 05.30.2014 / 11:42 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / Combing the 2014 NHL Combine
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TORONTO -- The words "bike test" are enough to make any top draft prospect uneasy in the hours leading up to the fitness portion of the NHL Scouting Combine.

The bike tests are daunting but important for any of the prospects looking to make an impression on NHL scouts and general managers. The heart starts beating faster the moment technicians duct tape the players' feet to the pedals in preparation for those two infamous tests -- the Wingate Cycle Ergometer and VO2 Max.

All 11 fitness tests will be conducted on Saturday at the Toronto International Centre beginning 7:30 a.m. ET, with the final group due to start about 5:30 p.m.

"All players must be medically cleared by the NHL Combine medical staff in order to participate in the physical testing," Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr told NHL.com. "Any player that is not 100-percent able to perform an upper- or lower-body test will be classed as injury or medically exempt depending on the circumstances.

"Every year there are instances where players have declined the Combine invitation, been medically ruled unable to test or have declined to test, but those instances vary and are rare."

Already six prospects have been medically exempt from participating in the fitness segment of the Combine this year: Forwards Keegan Iverson (Portland, WHL), Alexis Pepin (Gatineau, QMJHL) and Jake Virtanen (Calgary, WHL), and defensemen Gavin Bayreuther (St. Lawrence, ECAC), Nelson Nogier (Saskatoon, WHL) and Alexis Vanier (Baie-Comeau, QMJHL).

Of the two tests, most players say the VO2 Max, which measures the endurance capability of a player's heart, lungs and muscles, is the most grueling of all two.

However, the Wingate Ergometer peak power output test, which measures the explosiveness of a skater and could provide critical information in learning how quickly a player might be able to begin a transition up ice, isn't too far behind on the intimidation scale.

At the 2013 Combine Sean Monahan lasted 14:00 on the VO2 Max test, the eighth-longest of any prospect. He went on to be picked by the Calgary Flames with the sixth pick of the 2013 draft.

Monahan played for the Ottawa 67s of the Ontario Hockey League last season, and one of his teammates was defenseman Jacob Middleton. Middleton is No. 172 on NHL Central Scouting's final list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"I spoke to Monahan a lot; he plays in Calgary now and I text him for suggestions," Middleton said. "I also have spoken to Zach Nastasiuk, a second-round pick [in 2013] of the Detroit Red Wings. I played with Zach when I was in Owen Sound and before the trade to Ottawa. Both of them have been great with helping me.

"It's all about giving it everything you got."

Defenseman Ryan Murray, chosen by the Columbus Blue Jackets with the second pick of the 2012 draft, placed second in the VO2 Max test with a time of 13:32.

"During the VO2, at around the eight-minute mark, you're trying to keep up with the RPM's and going absolutely full out and you're breathing through the tube and it's a little different because they're plugging your nose," Murray said at the time. "You're trying to get air and going so long, you completely max your body out."

Sounds like fun, eh?

Monahan's peak power output on the Wingate Ergometer test measured 12.6 watts per kilogram of body weight, which was 3.2 short of last year's leader Rimouski Oceanic defenseman Samuel Morin, who went on to be the 11th pick of the 2013 draft by the Philadelphia Flyers.

"I think the Wingate bike test was the harder of the two tests," Monahan said last year. "It's quick and just 30 seconds and there's a lot of resistance and you have to keep the pace up but I did the best I could.

"I realize [the Combine] is a process to get to the next level and I wanted to be a pro and I wanted to play in the NHL so I think going through the Combine was a good experience for me."

Marr said he's accustomed to seeing groups of general managers and scouts huddled in front of the bike tests.

"I think anyone going into the [Combine bike tests] wants to look as good as they can," Marr said. "There's some pride in it and it does help them with their training to let them know this is where you need to be if you want to play in the NHL. You could look at it from another angle too. If you test poorly at the Combine and test very good at the team's training camp, well, then they can say that you put in a heck of a summer with regard to your progression … that could be a benefit too."

The 2014 Combine also will incorporate three new tests for the top prospects. Replacing push-ups, the push-pull station and seated medicine ball throw at this year's event will be overhand pull-ups, single leg squats and a pro agility test.

---

Blues provide Lindstrom with a second chance

10 hours ago  •  By Jeremy Rutherford jrutherford@post-dispatch.com 314-444-7135
The Blues are hoping that Joakim Lindstrom’s second crack at the NHL will produce better results.

The club signed the Swedish-born Lindstrom, a left winger, to a one-year contract Wednesday. It is a one-way deal, which means he’s expected to play on the NHL roster in 2014-15, for $700,000.

Lindstrom, 30, was a second-round pick of Columbus in 2002 who played in parts of five seasons with the Blue Jackets, Phoenix and Colorado before returning to Europe. He joined Skelleftea of the Swedish Elite League, where he’s played the past four seasons.

“He’s a player that’s been to North America, gone back and really reinvented his game,” Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. “He came over probably too young and went back (to Sweden). He wants to come back (to the NHL). I know there were a few teams that were trying to get him to come back to North America.”

A 6-foot, 203-pound winger who has a lefthanded shot, Lindstrom has been a point-producing player in Sweden.

This season, he tied for the lead for playoff points in the SEL after placing second in the scoring race during the regular season. His six goals and 18 points in 14 postseason games led him to the league’s MVP award. He had 23 goals and 63 points in 55 regular-season games.

The past two seasons Lindstrom was an assistant captain with Skelleftea, which won the SEL championship (Le Mat Trophy) in both years.

Lindstrom also proved himself at the International Ice Hockey Federation (IIHF) World Championships this year. He helped Sweden to a bronze medal, posting five goals and 11 points in nine games, despite missing one game with a groin injury.

“So he’s got some offensive ability,” Armstrong said. “I think we’re a team that can provide him with an opportunity and he certainly adds to our skill and our depth. Again, I don’t want to oversell, but it’s a player that has some skill and we’ll see how he can fit into our lineup.”

It remains to be seen whether Lindstrom can find his way into the Blues’ group of top-six forwards. Alexander Steen, David Backes, T.J. Oshie and Vladmir Tarasenko all are under contract in 2014-15, and the team controls the rights of restricted free-agents Vladimir Sobotka and Jaden Schwartz.

But at the least, Lindstrom provides the Blues with depth at the skilled positions.

In 97 NHL games before heading back to Europe, he registered 15 goals and 33 points with a plus-minus rating of minus-18. His career highs were in 2008-09 with Phoenix, where he managed nine goals and 20 points in 44 games.

There were two factors that perhaps helped the Blues land Lindstrom: he played for coach Ken Hitchcock in Columbus from 2006-08. He is also friends with Steen, a fellow Swede.

“He and Alex Steen have a very good relationship,” Armstrong said.

On Wednesday, Steen tweeted: “Super excited for the opportunity to play with one of my best friends! Welcome to St. Louis (Joakim Lindstrom).”

The Blues have signed Swedish left winger Joakim Lindstrom to a one-year, one-way contract that will pay him $700,000 in 2014-15.

Lindstrom, 30, was a second-round pick of Columbus in 2002 who played parts of three seasons with the Blue Jackets and bounced around with three other NHL clubs before returning to Europe.

He joined Skelleftea of the Swedish Elite League, where he's played the past four seasons, winning back-to-back championships the last two years.

"He's a player that's been to North America, gone back and really reinvented his game," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "He came over probably too young and went back (to Sweden). He wants to come back (to the NHL). I know there were a few teams that were trying to get him to come back to North America."

There were two factors that perhaps helped the Blues land Lindstrom: he played for head coach Ken Hitchcock in Columbus and he is friends with forward Alexander Steen, a fellow Swede.

"He and Alex Steen have a very good relationship," Armstrong said.

Lindstrom is 6-foot, 203 pounds and shoots left-handed. He has been a point-producing player in Sweden, but it's questionable whether he will fit in as a top-six forward in his return to the NHL.

Lindstrom led the SEL in points in this season's playoffs after placing second in the regular season. His six goals and 18 points in 14 games led him to the league's postseason MVP award. He scored 23 goals and had 63 points in 55 regular-season games.

Playing for Sweden at the 2014 World Championships, Lindstrom posted five goals and 11 points in nine games, despite missing one game with a groin injury.

"So he's got some offensive ability," Armstrong said. "I think we're a team that can provide him with an opportunity and he certainly adds to our skill and our depth. Again, I don't want to oversell, but it's a player that has some skill and we'll see how he can fit into our lineup."

Hockey Guy: Blues must compete for scoring help

The Blues are looking for offensive help. But so are two Central Division rivals, Nashville and Dallas.

New Predators coach Peter Laviolette is an offensive-minded coach. He doesn't want to cobble together an offense with a bunch of 35-point forwards, as predecessor Barry Trotz often did.

Stars GM Jim Nill is in the market for a strong No. 2 center to play behind Tyler Seguin and balance up the attack.

And that is exactly what the Blues need, too. A real offensive center to play between Vladimir Tarasenko and Jaden Schwartz could do wonders for the Note at even strength and bolster a power-play that became unplugged against the Blackhawks.

The Blues could also add another goal-scoring winger because, well, a team can never had too many of those. European veteran Joakim Lindstrom was an interesting addition for training camp, but he would be a supporting cast contributor at best.

These teams are looking at some of the very same players:

Jason Spezza, C, Senators: He has year left on his deal in Ottawa. Rather than extend Spezza at huge dollars, Senators GM Bryan Murray may decide to move him for younger players. Spezza turns 31 this summer. He scored 23 goals in 75 games last season while earning a dreadful minus-26 rating. But he appears to be a great fit for the Blues on several fronts. He has scored 34 goals three times in his career and could flourish with better linemates in a new setting. His salary is moderate ($4 million) for next season and the Blues can take his $7 million cap hit. If he plays well, GM Doug Armstrong could offer him big money. If he doesn't play well, he could walk away as he did with Ryan Miller.

Paul Stastny, C, Avalanche: He seems eager to stay in Colorado. His agent, yesteryear Blues scout Matt Keator, has been in communication with Joe Sakic and Co. But Stastny figures to command top dollar as an unrestricted free agent in a depleted marketplace and the Avalanche also has to re-up forward Ryan O'Reilly -- a restricted free agent also coming off a peak season. Stastny scored 25 goals last season and he has topped 70 points three times in his career. He scored five goals and added five assists in seven playoff games this spring. He is an excellent No. 2 center who earned $6.6 million per season on his last deal and can expect to top that this summer.

Tomas Vanek, W, Canadiens: He, too, will cash in after earning $50 million over the last seven seasons. The Islanders offered him similar money on a new deal, but Vanek, 30, opted to explore unrestricted free agent. He went to the Canadiens as a rental player before the trade deadline and boosted his stock with a strong showing for Montreal. The winning bidder will have to agree to pay Vanek well into the twilight of his career.

Brayden Schenn, C-W, Flyers: Once upon a time the Kings drafted him fifth overall. Back then he was supposed to become an elite offensive forward. That hasn't happened, but he did reach the 20-goal level during his third season in Philadelphia. Should the Flyers opt to move this restricted free agent for salary cap reasons, the Blues could make a play. We're guessing he could become a 60-point center with Tarasenko and Schwartz.

James Neal, W, Penguins: He has been hugely productive when both he and Evgeni Malkin are healthy. But Pittsburgh could see lots of change after another playoff slot. Neal has another four years and $20 million on his deal. The Penguins have salary cap issues with key defensemen Matt Niskanen and Brooks Orpik reaching unrestricted free agency and Brandon Sutter becoming a restricted free agent.

Evander Kane, W, Jets: He could become a tremendous weapon, especially in the playoffs. He can skate, he can bang around and he can play with edge. He has hit the 30-goal mark once in his career and he routinely ranks among the league leaders in shots on goal. But the mercurial Kane can also give coaches headaches, as he did again this season in Winnipeg. Change could be good for both him and the also-ran Jets.

Ryan Kesler, C, Canucks: If new Vancouver GM Jim Benning is sincere about making changes, Kesler will be his best trade piece. He is the Canucks' version of David Backes. As such, he figures to have more value for teams that don't already have a Backes on their roster. Kesler once scored 41 goal in a season, but he is really a gritty 20- to 25-goal scorer who makes opponents miserable. Imagine how much better he could make, say, Anaheim -- a franchise with some interesting young forwards to offer.

Matt Moulson, W, Wild: He also committed to exploring unrestricted free agency this summer. So the Islanders traded him to Buffalo and Sabres later moved him to Minnesota. He was a three-time 30-goal in New York, but he had lots of help from elite center John Tavares. He scored just 17 goals in 64 games for Buffalo and Minnesota this season. After making $9.4 million over three years in his previous deal, he could really get overpaid on his next contract.

Mikhail Grabovksi, C, Capitals: He is a skate-and-shoot center who could be an ideal fit on the third forward line and second power-play unit for an elite team. He took a pay cut to play in Washington last season (just $3 million, after averaging $5.5 million per season in Toronto) and he could go to the KHL is bigger NHL doesn't materialize. Nashville could be the ideal fit with Laviolette looking to add speed and finishing skills to his undermanned front lines.

Jussi Jokinen, W, Penguins: He is a former 30-goal scorer who became an unrestricted free agent after scoring seven playoff goals -- despite playing with a right hand injury. Jokinen is a supporting cast player, but he his skill and extensive postseason experience would be welcome on any contender.

Hockey Guy: Blues add supplemental scoring
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Joakim Lindstrom was a low-risk signing. Maybe he can add some scoring, maybe not.

Adding European forward Joakim Lindstrom as a free agent was a classic low-risk move for Blues general manager Doug Armstrong.

The Columbus Blue Jackets drafted him in the second record and saw great promise in him. During a two-season span for the AHL's Syracuse Crunch, he scored 47 goals in 99 games. 

He never played his way off the fringe in the NHL, though. He peaked with nine goals and 11 assists in 44 games for the Phoenix Coyotes. His stint with the Colorado Avalanche was far less productive.

But he became a dominant scorer back in the Swedish Elite League. He 137 points in 129 games returning home to play.

He scored 18 points in 14 playoff games and won the Peter Forsberg Trophy as the league's best forward.

Lindstrom, 30. played well against a lot of NHL players at the World Championships  -- scoring 11 points in nine games -- and earned multiple offers to return to North America.

The Blues got him at a minimal price, $700,000 on a one-year, one-way trial offer. Can Lindstrom play a more robust game during this NHL tour?

Or is he better off overseas, like former Blues draft picks Jori Lehtera?

Best case scenario: He works his way into a regular role on one of the top three Blues line, giving coach Ken Hitchcock some depth to play with and Armstrong some flexibility to make other moves.

Worst case scenario: Lindstrom fails to keep up with the NHL pace, falls into a fringe role and returns to Europe. As they say. nothing ventured, something gained.

It has to be better than adding another faded Dallas Star, right?

He could be a handy guy on shootouts, as this video demonstrates.

Hockey Guy: Halak cashes in, Miller remains in limboJaroslav Halak's most difficult season had a happy ending. After bouncing from the Blues to the Sabres and Capitals, he signed a four-year, $18 million contract with Islanders.

This appears to be a great match. Halak, 29, is still in his athletic prime. After successful stints in Montreal and St. Louis, he was due to get a nice long-term deal and lifetime financial security.

But starting goaltending jobs are precious in the NHL. Several teams, including the Blues, seem ready to give younger netminders their shot.

Not many contending teams are looking to upgrade in goal -- and Halak wouldn't qualify as an upgrade for most of the better squads in the league.

The Islanders haven't been a prime NHL destination, but the franchise's move to Brooklyn and its potential sale to more competent ownership are two positives. The franchise has a talented nucleus and the willingness to spend generously to add talent.

Those are two very big positives.

So Halak was understandably excited about his new opportunity. The Islanders acquired his rights from the Capitals and signed him to a new deal before he reached unrestricted free agency.

"I think it's a perfect fit,'' Halak told Newsday from his home in Bratislava, Slovakia. "They have a good group of young guys who are only going to get better.''

The Islanders are counting on him to provide stability at that position. Right now stability sounds good to Halak.

"It was a crazy year,'' he said. "Now I know I'm in a good situation, they've got a good team and they've got a great building, the Barclays Center, to be their home next year. Right now, I'm very happy.''

GM Garth Snow, himself a former goaltender, may bring back 900-year Evgeni Nabokov as Jaroslav's back-up. But he is counting on Halak to settle into the lead role and stay there for a while.

Here are some other rumblings on the goaltender front:

The Penguins haven't hired a new general manager yet. Assistant Lightning GM Julien BriseBois is one of the leading candidates there. Among the big decisions waiting to be made: Should the franchise deal playoff failure Marc-Andre Fleury's and start over in goal? If the answer is "yes", then Ryan Miller could make sense for Pittsburgh.

Other possible fits for Miller include Colorado, where coach Patrick Roy may want a take-charge personality in goal, and San Jose, which could satisfy Miller's desire to move West for the benefit of his actress wife Noureen DeWulf.

Antti Niemi could exit the Sharks are part of a major overhaul. Niemi won a Stanley Cup in Chicago, but he hasn't been a difference maker in San Jose. When journeyman Alex Stalock took playing time from him this spring, that left many experts wondering about Niemi's future. But ESPN's Pierre LeBrun reports that the Sharks are looking to get younger, not older.

Should Pittsburgh put Fleury on the trade block, the Sharks or Flames could make a play on him -- despite the Calgary front office's earlier proclamations of support for reclamation project Karri Ramo.

Unrestricted free agent Jonas Hiller is the odd man out in Anaheim, where European import Frederik Andersen and elite prospect John Gibson are prepared to take over. Hiller, 32, could draw some NHL offers for back-up roles or he could return to Europe. "At the end, it’s a business, and there are business decisions," Hiller told reporters after the season. "It’s part of being a professional athlete. It’s not like everyone can play, especially at the goalie position. There is always somebody who has to sit on the bench. Fortunately, it wasn’t me too often over the last few years, but this time it was me. At the end, all I can do is be there for the team if I was needed, and I think I did a good job of that. Things change, and at the same time, if I get a chance to play somewhere else, I’m excited to have a new challenge and be in a new environment. I’m looking forward to that."

Destined Hall of Famer Martin Brodeur is leaning toward playing again. He doesn't rule out re-signing with the Devils, but he wasn't happy as a back-up last season. Presumably the Devils will look elsewhere for a back-up and make a long-term commitment to Cory Schneider in goal. Does any team see Brodeur as a starter? Is he willing to go elsewhere as a back-up?

Tim Thomas didn't do much to boost his stock while playing for Team USA at the World Championships. Thomas, 40, is an unrestricted free agent. He played most of last season in Florida before moving to Dallas in a trade deadline move. He earned a base salary of $2.5 million. It will be interesting to see which direction the Stars go for a back-up for playoff disappointment Kari Lehtonen. Prospect Cristopher Nilstorp has starred in the AHL playoffs.

Blues seek more strength, tenacity on blue line

Opening his offseason training program, Alex Pietrangelo took to the parking lot of the Blues’ practice facility last week to perform the dreaded Farmer’s Walk. With 100-pound barbells in each hand, the defenseman carried the weights 50 feet round-trip and repeated it six times.

After the first day, Pietrangelo’s hands had major callouses, captured in a picture tweeted by team strength coach Nelson Ayotte.

“My least favorite exercise so far,” Pietrangelo said, chuckling. “It’s supposed to help develop grip strength, but it ended up tearing my hands apart. And my forearms, I couldn’t even grab my plate for dinner. I sent Nelson a text message and told him ‘I’m not too happy with you now. I can’t really feel my hands.’”

The side effects of the exercise are numbing, as Pietrangelo playfully made clear, but after a numbing first-round playoff loss to Chicago, the message this offseason should be more clear: The defense needs to get stronger and meaner and if not within the organization, then outside help may be needed.

The unit has received high praise for its puck-moving ability, but the postseason proved once again that the Blues are still lacking a physical presence in front of their goaltender. Starting in Game 4, the Blackhawks scored their last 12 goals of the series within 17 feet of the net.

“As a (defensive) core, it’s definitely a topic of conversation ... we know that we can be a little bit harder to play against,” Pietrangelo said. “You can’t expect certain guys on our ‘D’ to go out there and bang and crash every game because it’s just not our game. But when we sit back and analyze our game, it’s certainly one of the things that I can get better at — being more difficult to play against. Not necessarily going out of the way to make a physical play, but if I have to use my body to shield the puck or move someone out of the way, I'm more capable of doing that.

"That's where the summer comes into play, knowing that I've reached that point of strength off the ice, you feel more confident when you get on the ice that you're capable of doing it. We’ve got to be able to find a balance between that and being able to keep the puck-moving ability that we have. We like the make-up of our defense, but we do think we can be a little bit harder to play against.”

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock acknowledged the lack of physicality on the back end by replying to the inquiry, “I know what you’re saying.” But he stressed that the solution isn’t having the team’s young defensemen bulk up or finding others to come in and clear the crease.

“I look at ‘Petro’ from when I first came here, he’s so much stronger than he was two years ago and it’s the same with ‘Shatty,’” Hitchcock said, referencing Kevin Shattenkirk. “I think their conditioning level along with the maturity of the physical side of things is going to make them better players. They’re going to be able sustain a higher level of play, being able to handle the rigors of the season.

“(But) it’s not just in getting stronger or getting more physical. It’s playing better and better as you move along. You reach a certain stage in your career where the whole thing starts to fit together. We think both Petro and Shatty are reaching that stage, but they’re still awfully young players for defensemen in the National Hockey League. A lot of people say the age is around 26-27, and they’re not there yet.”

Pietrangelo, at 24 a year younger than Shattenkirk, said: “I’m not using age as an excuse, but we feel like we’re finally getting into our prime here. As you get older, you mature on the ice and off the ice and you’re able to learn from what you did. I know it’s been a couple of years now that we keep saying that, and we’re at a point where we can’t keep using that as an excuse, but it’s certainly a process.

“I remember Nelson said to me three years ago, ‘You’re going to start feeling better after three years and when you get into that fourth year, that’s when you’re really going to see the program take it to the next level.’ I know a lot of the guys — Shatty and (Ian Cole) — are feeling the same way.”

While Blues fans may believe that a trade or a free-agent signing will be necessary to bolster the blue line, Hitchcock is focused this summer on re-tooling how the club uses its current personnel. Every defenseman except Carlo Colaiacovo is under contract for 2014-15.

For the second consecutive postseason, the Blues were forced to over-rely on Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester in many key situations because the second pairing struggled. Barret Jackman was a minus-5 in the series, playing alongside Shattenkirk, a minus-1.

“For us to get better, we have to look at changing the way we play our players, not changing players,” Hitchcock said. “We have to get more people doing more things to help us get to the next level. That means within this group, we have to find a way to free up ‘Petro’ and ‘Bouw’ more. It’s not going to mean less ice time for them, but it’s going to mean the spots we put them on the ice might be more advantageous to us offensively.

“It means that rather than just use that pair exclusively for playing against the other team’s top players, other people are going to have to take on that responsibility. We can’t keep playing the players with the same rotation and expect a better result.”

But until training camp, improving those results will be up to individuals like Pietrangelo, who admitted that when a particular car pulled around the Blues’ parking lot last week, he exaggerated the volume of his grunting while finishing the Farmer’s Walk.

“Hitch drove by and I made it sound like I was lifting 400 pounds,” Pietrangelo joked. “He gave me a little jab and said I wasn’t working that hard. So it’s some good motivation for me.”

Ryan Miller will not return to St. Louis, but his longtime goaltending coach is headed here. The Blues hired Jim Corsi on Tuesday to fill their vacant position.

Corsi, 59, spent 16 seasons in Buffalo — the last 11 years with Miller — before the Sabres fired him in April. When the Blues fired Corey Hirsch earlier this month, and were considering re-signing Miller, Corsi’s name surfaced as a replacement, potentially leading to a reunion.

The Blues announced a week ago their decision to let Miller become a free agent this summer, but that didn’t stop them from signing Corsi. The club agreed to a two-year contract with the veteran coach, who is also known as the inventor of the “Corsi Rating” system.

“We’re two separate people,” Corsi said. “Ryan has been a great success and his future is his future. Over the years, you make relationships. The nature of my job is to make sure the St. Louis Blues are going to have the top tandem in the NHL. That’s my plan. Everything else is really beyond my control.”

Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said last week that the Blues were in no hurry to hire a goaltending coach but wanted to have the position filled by the NHL draft in late June.

It’s believed the club was also interested in Nashville goalie coach Mitch Korn, whose 15-year tenure with the Predators is uncertain following the firing of head coach Barry Trotz. Korn, though, remains under contract and was not permitted to speak with the Blues during their search.

The Blues were perhaps prepared to wait out Korn’s contract situation, but on Tuesday, the Washington Capitals hired Trotz as their new head coach, and it’s expected that Korn could follow him to the nation’s capital.

The Blues moved forward with Corsi, who like Korn had what the team was seeking with nearly two decades of experience.

In Buffalo, Corsi worked with two goaltenders who won a combined three Vezina Trophies during their time together: Dominik Hasek in 1999 and 2001 (the last of his six career Vezinas) and Miller in 2010.

“He’s worked with different styles of goaltenders,” Armstrong said. “He tries to see what the strengths of the goaltender are and build a game around that instead of ‘one size fits all.’ Obviously he worked with Dominik Hasek, who was unorthodox but was a great goaltender, and then he worked with Miller, a very technically strong goalie. So, he’s worked with a lot of different types of goaltenders and made them very good.”

Said Corsi: “Over the years, I’ve been fortunate enough to have worked with some great goaltenders. As I’ve often said, I get this palette of colors and these young goaltenders come through and it’s wonderful to see them have their own colorful careers in front of me.”

With the Blues, Corsi will be working with Brian Elliott and prospect Jake Allen. He has never crossed paths with either goalie but is eager to join forces.

“What we’ll try to do is make sure that they can understand the game better and better, and they can understand their strengths and build upon them,” Corsi said. “Jake and Brian, the one thing that I’ve noticed from afar, they embrace challenges and they have terrific curiosity in the work that they do. I’m hoping I’ll be able to fill their thirst and allow them to grow as they want to grow without missing a step.”

Armstrong believes that Corsi’s presence will be beneficial.

“Having someone with 17 years experience and coaching Vezina goaltenders, that’s a good calming influence,” he said.

Having Miller in the fold was never a stipulation to Corsi coming, Armstrong added.

“He’s a goaltending coach on his own merit,” Armstrong said. “Obviously he had great success with Miller and that’s a friendship that’s going to last forever. But I don’t think Miller was going to retire when Jim did, or Jim was going to retire when Miller does. It’s more coincidence than anything.”

Along with the arrival of the goaltending coach is the assumption that he will bring his “Corsi Rating,” an analytics system that compares the shots directed at the opposition’s net to the attempts taken on the team’s own net in five-on-five situations.

“I’ll leave that up to the coaches,” Corsi said. “It’s something that I like to use and it’s just a bit of information that helps to paint a better picture of what activities are going on out there. But as far as applying it to the Blues, I’m the goalie coach. We have a fine staff, I’m sure they have a large plan and we’ll see where everything fits in.”

The long, winding road for Jaroslav Halak finally reached a permanent destination.

The former Blues' netminder agreed to a four-year, $18 million contract with the New York Islanders on Thursday afternoon. The annual average value (AAV) of the deal is $4.5 million.

The Islanders mark the third NHL team for Halak since leaving the Blues in a trade that brought Ryan Miller to St. Louis on Feb. 28.

Halak was part of the package the club shipped to Buffalo, but his stay with the Sabres was a short one. Four days later, he was traded to Washington, along with a third-round pick in 2015, in exchange for goalie Michal Neuvirth and defenseman Rostislav Klesla.

In 12 games with the Capitals, Halak was 5-4-3 with a 2.31 goals-against average and a .930 save-percentage.

The Caps missed the playoffs, and after the season, Haloak was on the move again, dealt to the Islanders for a fourth-round pick in 2014.

The Isles made the trade with the intention of re-signing Halak and they got that done on Thursday.

Halak, 28, played 159 games with the Blues over four seasons. He was 83-47-19 with a 2.23 GAA and a .916 save percentage. He left as the franchise's all-time leader in shutouts with 20.

Bernie: Blues goalies set, now goals are needed

Blues GM Doug Armstrong took a big gamble in acquiring goaltender Ryan Miller late in the regular season, only to see the trade turn into a bust.

But there’s no second-guessing in this corner. When you’re in charge and firmly believe that your team has a legitimate opportunity to make a deep postseason run, it’s no time to be scared.

The book on the Miller trade was officially closed earlier this week when the Blues re-signed veteran goaltender Brian Elliott to a three-year contract to work in tandem with promising young goalie Jake Allen.

Armstrong was smart to avoid compounding his miscalculation on Miller by wastefully shoveling more money into the net. The last two times the Blues tried to solve their recurring goaltending problem they made splashy, noisy moves. They acquired Jaroslav Halak in 2010, gave him a hefty three-year contract, then gave up on the moody and aloof Jaro by including him in the deal for the moody and aloof Miller on March 1.

According to CapGeek, the Blues spent a total of $8.25 million on goaltending this season, only to get dumped by Chicago in the first round of the Stanley Cup playoffs. Trying to cure a chronic weakness with grandiose trades and big contracts wasn’t working. So why not try something different? That’s where Allen comes in.

In the 2008 NHL entry draft the Blues used the 34th overall selection to take Allen. They’ve patiently and carefully fostered Allen’s development, and now it’s time to give him a chance. It’s a sensible move for a financially challenged franchise.

I’m an Allen fan, and I appreciated how he handled himself when making 13 starts for the Blues in the lockout-shortened 2013 season. But even though Allen was named best goaltender in the AHL this season, I’m not convinced he’s what the Blues need for postseason success.

For starters, there’s the experience factor; Allen is 23. But there’s also Allen’s curious postseason history. He’s had the same pattern of performance in his three junior-hockey seasons and two minor-league (AHL) seasons: a strong regular-season save percentage followed by a mediocre postseason save percentage.

That may be nothing more than small-sample randomness or a case of his team being overwhelmed by a superior opponent. But the pattern does exist. Allen will have a chance to prove that it's meaningless. Really, that's his assignment: proving himself. 

Elliott has done outstanding work as a time-share goaltender in St. Louis, so it’s logical to pair him with Allen. The Blues will pay their goaltenders $3.3 million next season, so they’re already ahead in the payroll game.

Accordingly, Armstrong has more payroll flexibility to take on the Blues’ most serious issue. A flaw that has turned a superb regular-season team into a postseason fraud.

Of course, I’m talking about the Blues’ inability to score goals when it really matters, during the Stanley Cup playoffs.

The Blues’ postseason save percentage over the past two seasons (combined) was .904. That’s below average, yes. It wasn’t what the Blues hoped for, but the ensuing mob criticism was disproportionate.

Chicago won the Stanley Cup last season and is making another run at it this year. And the Blackhawks have a .911 postseason save percentage over the past two years, not much better than the Blues’ .904.

A lack of goal-scoring punch led to the Blues’ early knockouts. They averaged only 2.0 goals a game over the last two postseasons — the lowest among NHL teams that competed in at least 10 playoff games over that time.

The Blues’ average of 2.0 goals is well below the overall NHL postseason average (2.62) and Western Conference average (2.58) during the last two tournaments. Moreover, the Blues averaged only 1.5 goals in their eight postseason losses. And that’s especially notable considering that six of their eight losses came by one goal.

Armstrong has to take action. The forward lines require more of an investment. The Blues can’t continue pouring more money into the defense and the goaltending and expect to see a jump in their postseason scoring rate.

After lavishing big contract extensions on Alex Pietrangelo, Jay Bouwmeester and Kevin Shattenkirk, the Blues ranked No. 2 in the NHL this season for most payroll dollars spent on defensemen. The total amount of salary spent on Blues’ forwards was way down on the list.

Sometimes you really do get what you pay for. The Blackhawks spend less money on their defensemen than the Blues, instead opting to allocate more payroll dollars on their forwards.

This will be a critical offseason for Armstrong.

The Blues have only eight forwards under contract for 2014-2015. Armstrong will have to make calls on his restricted free-agent forwards, Jaden Schwartz, Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Sobotka. The Blues’ list of unrestricted free-agent forwards includes Steve Ott, Brenden Morrow and Derek Roy.

That’s only part of it; the Blues need more than that. A lot more. Be it via trade or free agency, the Blues must go outside the organization to find an impact scorer.

Yes, scorers are hard to find. They’re expensive. Armstrong’s search for goal scoring will probably be costly and frustrating. But the Blues can’t afford to stand pat. If the Blues can’t find a way to pump in more postseason goals, they’ll get booted early again in 2015.

Armstrong didn’t hesitate to make the risky move for Miller, so we know he isn’t afraid to gamble. But Armstrong cannot continue to ignore his team’s most troubling weakness. It’s way past time for the GM to make a bold move for a scorer.

Dump the Dallas retirement players. Dump Berglund. Sobotka and Schwartz are no-brainers. Army's proven to be a shrewd man... He saw what we saw now ACT

Reply ·  · May 25 at 2:39pm

.

Bernie Bauer ·  Top Commenter · President at Craft Brewers' Consultants

Halak signs with Islanders. Ryan, "The Upgrade" Miller is still without a job.

Reply ·  · May 22 at 1:58pm

Tom Oris ·  Top Commenter · Burr Ridge, Illinois

Halak got $18 million over four years but free agency is more than a month away, thus NOBODY can sign Miller right now except the Blues. 

Reply ·  · 1 · May 22 at 6:58pm

.

.

Tom Oris ·  Top Commenter · Burr Ridge, Illinois

Bernie is simply wrong. There are 30 teams in the NHL, the Blues were 7th in the NHL in team scoring. 7th with 248 goals. Pittsburgh and San Jose had 249 goals, Colorado 250 goals. This doesn't validate his claim about the Blues lack of scoring. Not at all! Additionally, when you look at goal differential, the Blues were tied for SECOND! Ironically, a team with more goals scored and the best differential in hockey was Boston, who was bounced in the second round! 

 Yes, the Blues gave up some of that goal scoring in Stewart, thus I do also believe the Blues should look to improve in scoring, but to say Armstrong has been neglectful in addressing the situation is simply wrong! 

Reply ·  · May 22 at 12:28pm

Dave Kinslowe ·  Top Commenter · Real Estate Broker/Salesperson at Self-Employed

Regular season stats have little to do with playoff stats.

Reply ·  · 1 · May 23 at 7:54am

.

Tom Adrahtas ·  Top Commenter · North Central College

Sorry Tom, the Blues scoring in the last few playoffs has been awful. Exactly who are the Blues scorers? I mean real, legit goal scorers? In the reg season, the Blues had balanced scoring. Steen started out looking like he'd become a legit goal scorer. But after the concussion, he reverted back to career form. The Blues need 2 legit threats added to the line up to vie for a Cup. 

Reply ·  · May 26 at 7:51am

.

.

Karl Stahnke · SIUE

There is no question that goal tending has been the major problem. All you have to do is watch the way Lundqvist and Quick are playing, and you can see why Elliott and Miller have been the weakest links the last two years. It is not that hard to understand. Bernie, you mention that the Blues have lost several one goal games the last two years. That is due mainly to poor goal tending and mental mistakes. 

 On the scoring issue, Tarasenko was the reason the Blues improved from 10 goals to 14 goals in a six game series. The other factor was that Hitchcock over used his key players foolishly towards the end of the regular season, thus getting most of them injured, which also impacted the scoring. The Blues have historically made that mistake, even when their playoff appearance has been determined. If they Blues can add a center and improve the team, fine, but until the Blues change their approach in some other areas, we will continue to be disappointed. 

Reply ·  · May 22 at 9:39am

.

Keith Stephens ·  Top Commenter

Same thing I said after they were eliminated. They are still a legit scorer short. I was torched told I was wrong, its all about goal-tending, by other commentors. I guess we'll be wrong together.

Reply ·  · May 22 at 9:21am

.

Anthony Longo ·  Top Commenter · Works at Kreiling Roofing

Trading is not the way to go. I know there is talk of Spezza, but he will cost a fortune. Blues burned some assets on the Miller trade, can't do that again. The only way to go is through free agency, and being aggressive.

 Blues have to be buyers at center. Statsny is obviously on every list, and he is going to cost a good amount of cap. There are other options out there that wouldn't be home runs, but better than what the Blues are rolling with now. Olli Jokinen, David Legwand, Dave Bolland, or Mikhail Grabovski are all ones to look at. No clue if any of them are looking to resign with their teams, but at least there are a few UFAs available.

Reply ·  · May 22 at 8:49am

.

Don Menendez ·  Top Commenter

Schwartz and Sobotka, sign to deals, the rest can go. Tarasenko will be even better next year. Hopes are high for Jaskin. Steen needed to show up in the playoffs and did not. The power play got outsmarted by the hawks not playing a box defense and keeping pressure on the points. Whomever is in charge of the power play needs to get some creativity. 

Reply ·  · 1 · May 22 at 7:14am

Jeffrie Robinson ·  Top Commenter · President at Advanced Title Group, Inc.

Agreed, those 2 are no brainers. If Berglund is still somehow on this team next year, its going to be tough justifying paying for tickets. 

Reply ·  · 2 · May 22 at 7:38am

.

.

Asheesh Ray

look, aside from 1 period of game 6, the games were close and competitive. if you want to blame the power play, the seeds of destruction were really sown in the weeks leading up to the playoffs; losing tarasenko, backes, oshie, steen, and berglund crippled the team down the stretch, clearly affected offensive production (the team scored 5 goals in the last 6 games) and likely affected power play timing/chemistry. oshie said he came back too soon from the rupp hit, and backes probably did as well. the series of drubbings to end the regular season likely took a toll on the defense, and made miller's regular season stats uglier than they should have been, but the team ranked 6th overall in goals scored per game and 8th overall on the power play at 19.8%, so let's not get histrionic about the offense. if there's a blue chip scorer to be had at a reasonable price, great, but rolling with the same guys that led the league for most of the year and a more seasoned tarasenko and schwartz isn't a bad plan either.

Reply ·  · May 22 at 6:30am

.

Dave Kinslowe ·  Top Commenter · Real Estate Broker/Salesperson at Self-Employed

Hitch likes a defensive game and the Blues have overspent on D. And still the Chicago forwards came unchecked across the blueline and set up shop in front of our net. Our "offensive minded" D-men did not contribute enough scoring help to overcome the soft D. If we are lucky we might snag one quality center with what Tom has to spend- people act like the salary cap is some kind of free money we just have to spend.

 The rest of it is going to be on the existing crew and they need to "not get injured" next year and spend the summer learning how to hit the net- not shin guards, chest protectors, and the glass. You guys aren't getting paid millions for your golf game- give it a rest. And please develop some power play schemes that aren't a total embarrassment.

Reply ·  · 3 · May 22 at 6:01am

.

M.a. Harris ·  Top Commenter

There's not a single reason to sign any of the unrestricted free agent forwards. Those 3 players should be replaced with call-ups from the minor league team. Yes, you lose experience but that didn't account for much this season. 

 I've said previously that I wonder about Armstrong's and the Blues management talent evaluation skills. It is difficult to understand how they arrived at goal tending being the biggest need when the facts were obvious in the 2011/2012 and 2012/2013 playoffs; the Blues were not big enough and did not possess the scoring needed to defeat the elite Western Conference teams. 

 Getting scoring help is going to be nearly impossible. We don't have good trade chips (Perron and Stewart have departed for ....?). 

Reply ·  · May 22 at 5:54am

.

Randy Wright ·  Top Commenter

I think this assessment is spot on. But I also agree that finding a scorer like that is not easy. If we can bolster our scoring a little from outside somehow, and let our young guys develop a bit more, that looks like the way to go. I don't think we should start trading away assets, or if we do it should be very carefully and not for a short term fix. It will be interesting to see what Army does.

Reply ·  · May 22 at 5:54am

.

Jim Carlton ·  Top Commenter · CBC

I don't understand the infatuation with Stasny. yes i know he's from St. L and he is an excellent player BUT he's not god why would the Av's not resign him or if they don't then why wold they let him come here. I agree he's the type of player we could use but he's not the only player out there

Reply ·  · May 22 at 5:08am

.

Robert Coates

If what you suggest was possible I would agree. I just don't think anybody lets great goal scorers get away, unless they are a head case or have some other issue. The young guys are becoming better scorers each year. Just keep the right young guys and stay the course.

Reply ·  · May 22 at 4:36am

.

Bill Morrow ·  Top Commenter · University of Missouri

Easier said than done. Schwartz and Sobotka need to be back, and the core Steen, Backes, and Oshie need to play better in the playoffs. Tarasenko is exciting, and Jaskin figures to be with the team full time next year. So, without just buying someone, who do you dangle as trade bait? It's not like we have a lot of depth at forward.

Reply ·  · 1 · May 22 at 4:16am

.

Shawn Conoyer · Works at United States Air Force

Paul Stastny FTW

Reply ·  · May 22 at 4:05am

.

Jeremy Zharkov ·  Top Commenter · St. Louis

Playoff hockey is tough. The Blues are not. Until they can compete physically, it doesn't matter what they do

Reply ·  · 2 · May 22 at 3:50am

Anthony Longo ·  Top Commenter · Works at Kreiling Roofing

Hawks are the least physical team left in the playoffs, bar none. But they are looking to go back-to-back. They win because they finish chances when it matters. Has nothing to do with being physical.

 Blues are overly physical. They outhit every team they come up against, except maybe the Kings. The Blues geared their team to play the physical game, and neglected to add necessary skill/finishing. That's why they have been knocked out early 3 years in a row.

 Until they address the finishing, they will always be out early.

Reply ·  · 2 · May 22 at 8:54am

.

.

Ed Krueger ·  Top Commenter · Artist at Retired

The Black Hawks Toews, Kane & Hossa are better than the top 3 Blues forewords & The Kings are better also. I don't know who the free agents are. Thanks Bernie...

Over his three seasons in St. Louis, Brian Elliott has fought a reputation — even within the Blues’ organization — of being no more than an above-average backup goaltender.

Perhaps one day history will prove that to be so.

But after taking a pass on Ryan Miller and re-signing Elliott to a three-year, $7.5 million contract extension Monday, the Blues are for the first time in the 29-year-old’s time here giving him control of whether he’s worthy of more than spot duty.

Jaroslav Halak and his four-year, $15 million contract are gone and Miller is headed to free agency. Yes Jake Allen is the Blues’ goaltender of the future, and may even be ready to assume that No. 1 role next season. But with Allen still unproven over the course of a full schedule, the club will be counting on Elliott to perform as a capable starter.

“I think they’re really saying this is a way more fair fight than being with Jaro and his contract situation, being a highly paid guy,” Elliott said. “And obviously bringing in Miller, they gave up a lot of assets to bring him in ... that forces you to go with them basically. Even if I played well and got a shutout, it wasn’t like I was playing the next game.

“Now I think if you play well and earn an opportunity, you’ll get an opportunity. Having the commitment from them really shows that. It shows that they believe in me. I feel like I have been getting better my three years in St. Louis and I just want to continue that upward trend. I’m saying, ‘Why can’t I be getting better?’”

It’s not lost on most fans why Elliott’s reputation as a second-tier talent has been cast.

A ninth-round draft pick of Ottawa in 2003, he flamed out with the Senators and in 2011 was dealt to Colorado, where his struggles continued in a brief stay with the Avalanche. At age 26, his playing days in the NHL might have been numbered.

But the following offseason, Elliott and the Blues agreed to a one-year, $600,000 contract, which was structured as a two-way deal, allowing the club to send him to the American Hockey League and only be on the hook for a minor-league salary.

Elliott never gave the Blues a reason to hook him, going 23-10-4 with an NHL-best 1.56 goals-against average and .940 save-percentage.

Save for a trying stretch during the 2012-13 season, in which Elliott was a healthy scratch for 11 games, his overall numbers in St. Louis have been solid.

In 93 games with the organization, Elliott has a record of 55-24-7 with a 1.86 goals-against average, a .927 save-percentage and 16 shutouts, which ranks second behind Halak for the franchise record.

“He got here as an unknown, but when you look at his save percentage and his goals-against average and his win-loss record — that’s our industry, we’re in the win-loss industry — his numbers are very good,” Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. “You look at his record a year ago, he solidified our group — he and Allen — and they got us in the playoffs. His numbers are reflective of a player we have trust in.”

But while the Blues may say that today, it’s not necessarily what they have shown Elliott, leaning heavily on Halak and later acquiring Miller. So although it might have seemed like Elliott needed the Blues, the pending unrestricted free agent was ready to move on if a more attractive situation wasn’t available in St. Louis.

Recently, Armstrong reached out to Elliott’s camp to notify him that the club may part ways with Miller and provide that situation.

“It was kind of talks back and forth a little bit, if I even wanted to come back if that’s what they came to a decision on,” Elliott said. “I said I wanted an opportunity to start and I wanted to benefit from every opportunity that I earn and keep playing if you’re winning. They made their decision and things kind of came together pretty quickly.”

Elliott isn’t discounting the readiness of Allen, but he’s glad that his career will continue with the Blues.

“Obviously Jake had a really good year in the AHL,” Elliott said. “I played with him last year and in training camps and I really like him. I think us pushing each other back and forth — however it may spread out between us — it’s a good opportunity to play.

“I’ve had a lot of success in St. Louis. The fans, the city has been really good to myself and my family. It’s hard to leave a team where you have that kind of success and the friendships I’ve made ... and the opportunity to start a lot of games for a good team. When there’s been the opportunity there, I’ve kind of been the guy to fight for it and really earn that.”

The Blues have always known that. But now in Elliott’s eyes, they’re doing more than just taking notice.

“Brian Elliott has done everything that has been asked of him,” Armstrong said. “He’s been here a long time and he’s played big games for us. I think one of the things that Brian has in his favor right now is familiarity with his team. His teammates enjoy working with him because he’s an ultimate competitor and he works hard every day in practice and he comes ready to play. Brian wanted the chance to compete for the No. 1 job and he has that now.”

After a costly gamble that Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said he’d take again, the club is saying goodbye to goaltender Ryan Miller after just 25 games.

The Blues announced the signing of Brian Elliott on Monday to a three-year, $7.5 million contract extension, signaling the end of Miller’s time here. The club had already advertised the arrival of prospect Jake Allen on a full-time basis in 2014-15.

“Brian will team up next year with Jake Allen to provide our goaltending tandem,” Armstrong said. “We’re looking forward to those two guys competing and performing well.”

This is a decisive turn of events considering the size of the package the Blues sent to Buffalo to acquire Miller and that the club made “overtures” to re-sign the pending unrestricted free agent beyond the 2013-14 season.

On Feb. 28, the Blues sent the Sabres goalie Jaroslav Halak, forward Chris Stewart, prospect William Carrier, a first-round pick in 2015 and a third-round pick in 2016 in exchange for Miller and forward Steve Ott.

The move was well-endorsed around the NHL, but the movie played out much differently from the script.

Miller posted a record of 10-8-1 with a 2.47 goals-against average and a .903 save percentage in 19 regular-season games, followed by a 2-4 mark with a 2.70 GAA and .897 save percentage in six playoff games, as the Blues were ousted by Chicago in the first round.

“We certainly gave up quite a bit to get Ryan,” Armstrong said. “We felt as an organization that might be a piece that could push us deep and get us into the Stanley Cup and win us a Stanley Cup — that’s why the trade was made. It didn’t work out that way, obviously.

“If they work, you’re hailed as a genius and if they don’t work, you’re a dummy. We took a swing ... and at the end of the day, we didn’t accomplish as an organization what we needed to.”

The Blues did express interest in re-signing Miller before the playoffs, discussions that the goalie acknowledged but labeled not “very serious.”

It’s believed that specific contract figures were never discussed, but the club was under the assumption that Miller, who will be 34 on July 17, would be seeking $5 million a season, if not more.

“I’m not going to get into the details of what I have and haven’t discussed,” Armstrong said. “I had a meeting with Ryan at the end of the year and told him I’d get in touch with him. I talked to him last week and (told Miller) we’ve gone this direction.”

The decision not to re-sign Miller was based on a combination of his performance and projected contract, but Armstrong said the fact that the Blues would have been required to provide Buffalo with more draft pick compensation played a role.

If the Blues had re-signed Miller before the NHL draft in June, they would have also owed the Sabres their first-round pick (No. 24 overall) this summer. In exchange, the team would have received the Sabres’ second- and third-round picks.

“That would have been basically moving back a full round in the draft ... and we just felt at this time, it was better for us to go with Elliott and go with Jake Allen,” Armstrong said.

The Blues could have waited until after the draft to re-sign Miller, but that would have prevented them from knowing what options they could afford at other positions entering free agency.

“The Blues were unwilling to wait until July to sign Ryan,” said Mike Liut, the former Blues netminder who is Miller’s agent. “St. Louis initially made overtures to sign Ryan, but were not confident that they could get this done prior to July and in the meantime need to address other concerns.”

With Elliott and Allen locked up for the 2014-15 season for a combined $3.3 million, the Blues should have some flexibility to spend more on offense in free agency.

“We have to make good, strong, calculated business decisions on July 1 and if we can improve our team on that date, we will,” Armstrong said. “But it’s going to have to be on the feeling that it’s something that improves us for the term of the contract and not something that we do and we’re looking to get out of the contract in two months.”

In the meantime, the Blues have answered their goaltending question.

Armstrong admitted the position will be a “larger unknown” than it has been in the past three years, but he’s confident in Elliott, 29, and Allen, 23.

“I think Jake has proven now with his play in the American Hockey League, he’s ready to compete,” Armstrong said. “Brian Elliott, when I talked to him at the end of the season, his desire was to go to an organization where he could compete as a No. 1 goaltender and now we provide him with that.

“That’s a good tandem for us and it’s going to be really good competition. I think our organization, we have our greatest success when we have competition internal.”

It’s a competition that will no longer include Miller, but Armstrong insisted Monday he’d do it all over again the same way.

“Of course I would,” he said. “Hindsight is 20-20, but at the time, I felt comfortable with the deal. At the end of the day we didn’t get where we wanted to as an organization, so it certainly was a lot to give up ...”

The Blues could trade Miller’s negotiating rights before the draft, but then would have to give Buffalo their first-round pick this summer.

If the club dealt his rights after making its first selection, the 2016 third-round pick that was sent to the Sabres would then become a second-round pick.

How will history remember the Ryan Miller Era with the Blues?

He came and went in a blur. Miller joins a long list of Blues goaltenders who arrived amid much fanfare and then failed to meet expectations.

He became a short-timer here, joining the likes of Jim "The Net Detective" Carey and Tom Barrasso in franchise lore. He didn't last as long as former Stanley Cup winners Grant Fuhr or Chris Osgood, but the bottom-line failure was the same.

Blues general manager Doug Armstrong acquired Miller with forward Steve Ott from the Buffalo Sabres before the trade deadline, hoping he would offer an upgrade over the injury-plagued and accident-prone Jaroslav Halak.

This was a bold and costly move and it didn't come close to working. The Blues sent Halak, a first-round pick in 2015, winger Chris Stewart, forward prospect William Carrier and a third-round pick in 2016 to Buffalo for Miller and Ott.

Miller struggled in the final weeks of the regular season, going 1-5 with a 3.11 goals-against average in six April starts. He failed to make a difference in the playoffs, posting a 2.70 GAA and a .897 save percentage against the Blackhawks.

The Blues bowed out of the playoffs in six games and Miller's tenure ended on a sour note.

"We took a calculated gamble on bringing in Ryan and we didn't have the success we needed as an organization," Armstrong said during a conference call with reporters.

"We gave up a lot to get Ryan and at the end of day we didn't accomplish as an organization what we needed to."

So the front office decided to turn that page. First Armstrong announced that he was counting on top goaltending prospect Jake Allen to play a key role next season.

After contract talks with Miller's camp didn't get far, Armstrong re-signed pending unrestricted free agent Brian Elliott. He rewarded the reliable veteran with a three-year deal worth an average of $2.5 million per season.

Miller will depart to the highest bidder as an unrestricted free agent. Perhaps he will find a team willing to pay him $5 million or $6 million per year on a long-term deal. (The Pittsburgh Penguins come quickly to mind.)

Armstrong gave Miller is chance to justify a big contract here and Ryan failed to merit such a commitment.

Throwing big money at Miller to justify the trade would have been a stupid gamble. This low-revenue franchise must get real value for every payroll dollar spent.

It can't double down on a bad investment. The New York Rangers and Philadelphia Flyers have done that for years, but this market can't bear such misadventure.

The Blues will presumably use the considerable savings in goal to add more offense.

Re-upping Miller before the NHL Draft would have also increased the trade price the Blues paid. The conditional third-round pick could have become a 2014 first-round pick according to the trade conditions.

"That would have been basically moving back a full round in the draft," Armstrong told reporters. "We just felt at this time, it was better for us to go with Ellliott and Jake Allen."

Allen step ups after a stellar year in the American Hockey League. He was 33-16-3 with a 2.03 goals-against average and .928 save percentage for the Chicago Wolves.

Elliott will provide ample protection, given his sterling record as a tag-team goaltender here. "Brian Elliott wanted chance to compete for number one job," Armstrong told reporters. "He has that now."

Elliott embraced the challenge the new deal brings.

"I wouldn't have stayed in the Lou if I didn't believe in this team or the guys on it," he said via Twitter. "I want to win and this team will."

The Blues have made a decision regarding their goaltending situation, signing goaltender Brian Elliott to a contract extension and moving on from Ryan Miller.

The club and Elliott, who would have become an unrestricted free agent in June, have agreed to a three-year deal worth $7.5 million.

The Blues' goalies for the 2014-15 season are now in place, with Elliott and prospect Jake Allen set to share the responsibilities, squeezing out Miller after a high-profile stint last season.

"Brian will team up next year with Jake Allen to provide our goaltending tandem," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "We're looking forward to those two guys competing and performing well."

Miller, who was acquired Feb. 28 in a trade from Buffalo, was 10-8-1 with a 2.47 goals-against average and a .903 save-percentage in 19 regular-season games. He went 2-4 with a 2.70 GAA and an .897 save-percentage in six playoff games, as the Blues bowed out to Chicago in the first round.

"At the trade deadline, we took a calculated gamble of bringing in Ryan and we didn't have the success that we needed as an organization ... certainly not all reflective on Ryan," Armstrong said. "It's a team game and as an organization we are responsible. 

"But it was additional payments necessary to Buffalo if we signed Ryan. That would have been basically moving back a full round in the draft ... and we just felt at this time, it was better for us to go with Elliott and Jake Allen."

In the deal that brought Miller and Steve Ott to St. Louis, the Blues sent Chris Stewart, Jaroslav Halak, prospect William Carrier, a first-round pick in 2015 and a third-round pick in 2016 to Buffalo.

There were other conditions in the trade as well. If the Blues had advanced to the Western Conference finals, or re-signed Miller prior to the NHL draft in June, the Blues would then have had to give Buffalo their 2014 first-round pick in exchange for the Sabres second- and third-round picks.

So now the Blues will hold onto their first-round selection (No. 24 overall) in this year's draft. But still, the club gave up a lot to get Miller and Ott for only 25 games.

"We gave up quite a bit to get Ryan and we felt as an organization that might be a piece that could push us deep and get us into the Stanley Cup and win us a Stanley Cup," Armstrong said. "That's why the trade was made. It didn't work out that way, obviously.

"I think this job is about second guessing. That's the industry that I've chosen to be in, and that's the job responsibility that I have. You talk internally to your group and you move forward. If they work, you're hailed as a genius and if they don't work, you're a dummy.

"We took a swing, we looked at all the information and we gave up a lot to get Ryan Miller, and at the end of the day, we didn't accomplish as an organization what we needed to."

Armstrong insisted, though, he would make the move all over again.

"Of course I would," he said.

The Blues had intentions of re-signing Miller, who is wrapping up a five-year, $31.25 million contract and will become an unrestricted free agent in June, when they made the trade.

The club made its desire known to Miller, who will turn 34 on July 17, prior to the playoffs. He labeled the talks as not "very serious," but said after the first-round loss that he'd like to return.

“I definitely like St. Louis ... like the guys, like the team," he said. "But we’ll see what they feel about the playoffs.”

Armstrong met with Miller last week and informed him of the Blues' decision. He wouldn't disclose whether there were any prior contract talks that failed to take off, leading to club's decision to stick with Elliott and Allen.

"I'm not going to get into the details of what I have and haven't discussed," Armstrong said. "I had a meeting with Ryan at the end of the year and told him I'd get in touch with him. I talked to him last week and (told Miller) we've gone this direction and we're excited about the tandem we have."

After finding Elliott in free agency in 2011, signing him to a one-year, two-way contract worth $600,000, the Blues have inked him to his third deal with the club.

Elliott paid immediate dividends in 2011-12, posting a record of 23-10-4 and leading the NHL with a 1.56 goals-against average and a .940 save-percentage. Along with Halak, the two won the Jennings Trophy for the fewest goals against in the league, and Elliott signed a new two-year, $3.6 million extension.

Elliott struggled in 2012-13, however, watching 11 games as a healthy scratch and needing a conditioning assignment in the American Hockey League. But he closed the regular season solid, finishing 14-8-1 with a 2.28 GAA and a .907 save-percentage, and stayed in the net for the team's playoff series against LA.

The Blues leaned heavily on a leaner Halak at the start of the 2013-14 season, but Elliott made the most of his 31 games. He was 18-6-2 with a 1.96 GAA and a .922 save-percentage in the regular season with four shutouts. His 16 shutouts ranks second in franchise history behind Halak.

But with the club considered as a strong Stanley Cup contenders, the Blues acquired Miller near the trade deadline and put Elliott on the backburner. He made only six appearances in the final 23 regular season games and did not play in the postseason.

“I’m not naïve,” Elliott said after the season, “and I understand why I was sitting. It was a move that they made and they kind of had to go with it.”

The Blues are now making another move, however, and they're going with Elliott.

"He got here as an unknown, and when you look at his save percentage and his goals-against average and his win-loss record — that's our industry, we're in the win-loss industry — and his numbers are very good," Armstrong said. "Brian Elliott has done everything that has been asked of him. ...His numbers are reflective of a player we have trust in."

Jake Allen is turning the tassel to the other side of his goaltending mask.

With the elimination of Allen’s Chicago Wolves from the American Hockey League playoffs last week, the goalie has officially graduated to the NHL. He has played 15 games in the league — all on a call-up basis — but beginning next season he’ll be on a one-way contract and Blues general manager Doug Armstrong has already declared Allen “is going to be here.”

“I’ve worked hard and had some bumps and bruises, but I think I proved myself this year,” said Allen, a second-round pick in 2008. “I know I’m ready for that next step. I know it’s going to be a challenge. I’m really looking forward to (training camp in) September.”

With Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott both in the final years of the contracts entering the 2013-14 season, Allen was destined for his fourth season in the AHL. He made it a productive one, winning the league’s goaltender of the year award.

In a career-high 52 games, Allen’s 33 wins, 2.03 goals-against average, .928 save percentage and seven shutouts were tops in the league this season. The Wolves were swept by Toronto in the second round of the playoffs, a sub-par series for Allen, but he undoubtedly left his mark over the course of the season.

“He was the best goalie in the league as far as I was concerned,” Chicago coach John Anderson said. “He made all the (saves) you’re supposed to and then he also made some good ones that kept us in games. Without him, it could have been really ugly. He kept us together while we were trying to find ourselves as a team. He played well for us.”

It’s been more than a year since Allen came up during the 2012-13 season, when the Blues were in desperate need of quality goaltending, and produced nine wins to help them earn the No. 4 seed in Western Conference.

“It seems like it’s been a while,” Allen said. “I’m really just looking forward to getting that chance again. I just want to put that Blues jersey back on.”

In the meantime, Allen said that he’s learned a few more lessons that will help him in the NHL, one of which was dealing with a heavy workload.

“I played him so much this year,” Anderson said. “I asked him, ‘Do you want some time off here and there?’ He would very seldom say yes, he wanted to get back on the ice.”

Before this season, Allen’s previous high in games played was 47 with Peoria in 2010-11.

“It was huge for me, just to get some more experience under my belt and try to fine-tune everything as best as I could,” Allen said. “It doesn’t matter if you’re a goalie, a forward or a defenseman — it doesn’t matter — when you’re young, it’s getting the experience to get that much more comfortable.”

Another lesson was overcoming the daunting mental challenges of the position.

“The fact that you’re never out of a game,” Allen said. “I’ve seen games this year we’ve been down 3-1, 4-1 and found a way to come back and win the game. Like everyone says, it’s a game of inches and you have to do whatever you have to do to the job done. I enjoyed myself and I think that mental side of my game really stepped up.

“I think if I didn’t have these four years in the American League, I definitely wouldn’t be the goalie I am today.”

Allen struggled in this year’s AHL playoffs. He finished 3-6 with a 3.29 GAA and .879 save percetage after the Wolves were swept by the Marlies.

“We lost four straight and to say one player’s to blame when you lose four straight, that’s crazy,” Anderson said. “I think if you asked Jake, he’d say he probably could have played better. But I could say that about 18 other guys on our team, too.”

Said Allen: “I know it’s cliche, but it didn’t work in our favor and unfortunately that’s the way the cookie crumbled. It didn’t end the way we wanted it to, but what can you do?”

Allen would have liked the fun to continue, but now he’s graduating to the NHL.

He’ll share the net in St. Louis, but at this point, with whom remains the question. It could be unrestricted free agents Ryan Miller or Elliott, or it could be someone from outside the organization.

“I haven’t thought of it too much right now,” Allen said. “But whoever is there next year, I’ll be fortunate to learn from and pick up some good things. If it’s ‘Ells,’ if it’s Miller, that’s out of my hands. But whoever the partner is, I’m looking forward to it.”

Regardless of who it is, and a decision is expected soon, Armstrong said the other goaltender will have to “hold Jake Allen out.”

“It definitely gives you a little bit of a confidence boost,” Allen said. “But it doesn’t matter if I’m starting or backing up, you’re always going to be ready.”

Anderson believes that Allen is now ready.

“The Blues have done a good job,” Anderson said. “They’ve been real patient with him. They didn’t throw him right into the fire. They had him in the minors three years and this year was good for him. You’ve got to give Jake credit it, too, because he has worked at it ... to the point now where I believe he’s an NHL goalie.”

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

It's been a busy six months of Blues forward T.J. Oshie. He starred for Team USA in a memorable shootout performance at the Olympics in February, and along with his fiancee, Lauren Cosgrove, welcomed a baby girl, Lyla Grace, into the world in March. Recently, he sat down for "Five Questions" with the Post-Dispatch to talk about those life-changing events: 

After the Blues' season ended, you said that you wouldn't watch the NHL playoffs. Have you stayed true to that, and is that because there was so much disappointment with the first-round loss to Chicago? 

Oshie: "It's awful. It's hard not to get mad when you think about it just because of where we were and how good we were doing ... and how we let it slip away from us. When we got to the point where one team was going to break, the fact that we couldn't step on the gas, for a competitive guy like myself, it was really frustrating. Who knows? Maybe this is the final lesson we needed to really get our core group to step in the right direction. It's been a couple of years now where we've been learning lessons and taking steps and I think this was that heart-dropping loss that gets you back to your foundation and what you need to do to excel."

What is the first item on your to-do list – something that you can't do during the NHL season – once the Blues' season wraps up? 

Oshie: "Well this time, it was really do nothing. It was nice to just relax and lay on the couch with my little girl ... her and Lauren. There was one day when we were in Seattle (Washington), I don't think we got out of bed until 6 p.m. It was like the best day I ever had. I don't even think we were watching anything ... well, maybe I was watching golf. It was awesome."

In February, you made four of six shootout attempts at the Olympics to lift the U.S. to a 3-2 victory over Russia. Have you been able to reflect on or comprehend your performance and how big of moment it was here in the U.S? 

Oshie: "Yeah, I think it's great for hockey and it's great for the fanbase. I think it was a really cool game to watch. But it still stings walking away with no medal, not having the gold medal. I'm really blessed for the support I've gotten, and the things I've been able to do because of (the Olympics). If you could take that away and give me the gold medal, I'd take that instead. But watching the reaction from fans (on video replays) gives me chills every time. I've watched it three or four times by myself because I don't want people to think that I'm trying to pump my own tires ... but it's really cool because it made me more excited to see the reactions than it did to actual score the final goal." 

You got engaged shortly before leaving for the Olympics. How did you propose to Lauren? 

Oshie: "I had a couple of different ways that I was going to do it. I really wanted to use our dog Charlie because before Lyla, Charlie was like Lauren's child. She loves him more than anything. Every morning he comes in and lays on us. I was going to tie the ring to his collar and have him lay down, but it didn't work ... he wasn't cooperating that morning. I wanted to do it before I left for Sochi, so I just did it in our kitchen. I think I might have made her mad. I told her to put a different ring I bought her on her ring finger. She said, 'No that (finger) is for a wedding ring' and she kind of walked off. I said, 'Like this one!' She kind of paused and turned around. She was silent. I had to ask her a couple of times because she wasn't say anything." 

There's a rumor that you're going to be taking up residence in St. Louis year-round. If so, what do you like about St. Louis and what would you tell someone who's never been here about the city? 

Oshie: "Yeah, I'm going to be here pretty much the whole summer. I have a house here now that I bought last August. I'll be kind of in and out, but this will be home base. This is a great city and you can see why people don't leave. You get that Midwest attitude, you get nice weather, nice golf courses, which is big for me. And great restaurants. I don't know what else you could ask for."

Why does it seem like Hitchcock gets a free pass from management and media? I understand that our big minute players need to step up but each year it has felt like Hitch has failed to make adjustments to the game plan when the other team turns the tables?

by Nick  May 15 at 2:05 PM

I'd like to know how many people feel that Hitchcock gets a free pass. I don't want to act like this is unheard of ... because I've heard this complaint from a few people ... but I'm just curious. Everyone, including and especially Hitchcock, should be held accountable for what's happened with the Blues in the playoff the past two years. Have there been coaching-related issues that led to the postseason exits? Yes. Going away from the CPR line in the 2013 playoffs I thought was questionable. Was it the reason the Blues lost? No. There were issues, I'm sure, that we don't have time to elaborate on. But to me the bottom line was that players, including top players, didn't execute. You can say that's the coach's fault, but it doesn't matter who's behind the bench when a player misses the net by 10 feet. So in conclusion, Hitchcock shouldn't be taken off the hook and perhaps that happens a bit because he's a likeable guy and well-respected coach. But there's a lot more blame to go around in my mind.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:09 PM

Why is it that Jaskin has a spot to lose on the roster? He has not shown he is ready when given the opportunity and it does not seem like Hitch trusts him.

by Daniel  May 15 at 2:09 PM

Armstrong is the one who said that Jaskin has a "spot to lose." This is an honest curiosity: I am interested in the psychology of such a statement. Is it better to tell a player heading into the offseason that he has a spot to lose? Does that make him work harder in the summer? Or is it better to keep him thinking and perhaps working even harder? I honestly don't know. I think the bottom line is that a guy like Jaskin is going to work hard either way. Perhaps Armstrong's support gives him even more confidence. As far as Hitchcock not trusting him, we have to keep in mind that Hitchcock was coaching a high-stakes situation with a player who doesn't have a lot of experience. Jaskin was given opportunities and didn't make the most of them, but he's still a player who's learning and growing. Now we just wait until training camp and see what he looks like when he comes back.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:13 PM

Curtis joseph open to coming is as goaltending coach???

by bluesfan1  May 15 at 2:14 PM

I read a story recently in which Joseph said that he'd be interested in being a goalie coach someday. I haven't heard about any dots connecting the Blues and Joseph. Seems like he'd be a good fit, but again, I've heard nothing on this front.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:15 PM

do you see kirk Mueller helping out dreadful powerplay? I can't see it getting worse

by bluesfan1  May 15 at 2:15 PM

Blues fans sure hope so. I spoke with Muller about this and he said that he would need to come in and watch video and assess the situation. Muller scored quite a few power-play goals in his career, but his teams in Carolina weren't great on the man-advantage. In his three years, the Hurricanes were 24th, 27th and 20th in the league. Of course, it's apples and oranges when you're talking about different personnel. Too early to tell what he'll be able to do with the Blues, but they are counting on him to offer his experience.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:17 PM

So, when are UFA's free to start talking with hockey clubs?

by IHABTom  May 15 at 2:18 PM

Pending free agents can obviously be talking with their current teams now. Under the new collective-bargaining agreement, there is now a window that UFAs can start talking to other clubs before the free agency period actually begins and that is June 25 this year.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:19 PM

Also, do you have a release date for your Blues book you talked about during the season?

by Jason M  May 15 at 2:21 PM

I received the design pages in the mail this week. I'm in the final editing stages now and, if I'm not mistaken, we're looking at a publish date of October. I'll keep you posted.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:22 PM

Thanks for doing these chats JR. How do you see the Blues shaping the roster next season: Big trade or Big Free Agent signing?

by Jason M  May 15 at 2:22 PM

I think Armstrong will explore the trade market prior to free agency. I believe where there's smoke, there is fire regarding the Jason Spezza rumors. He could be a good addition to this club and I think he's a player that Armstrong has been long and hard at. If there's a match there with Ottawa, that could be a possibility. If Armstrong can't swing a deal, then free agency is an option. But everybody knows, teams pay way too much in free agency and that hasn't been the Blues' MO.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:24 PM

Do you see any scenario in which the Blues welcome Tony Hrkac back into the organization in some capacity?

by Junior  May 15 at 2:26 PM

Ding, ding, ding ... winner of the "I didn't anticipate this question today" award. I don't even know what the Hrkac Circus is doing these days. I do have a good story about him that will be in my book. It has to do with his choice of beverages in the afternoon on the night he scored four goals in a playoff game. How's that for a tease?

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:29 PM

quite a few people don't believe backes should be a #1 center. he is havoc maker in front of the net with a good wrist shot but not a play maker. do you see the blues bringing in someone to play center on line 1 or 2

by bleedblue  May 15 at 2:29 PM

That's a real possibility. I think the Blues acknowledged that this season moving Backes to the wing at times. Certainly Backes can handle being in the middle on the top line, but is it ideal? I think it would serve everyone better if the Blues had a No. 1 center, more of a skilled guy, and could use Backes in a more effective manner.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:31 PM

When Hitch's option was picked up, was another added for 15-16?

by Daniel  May 15 at 2:31 PM

No. The only year on his contract is the 2014-15 season. That's one angle that wasn't addressed much when the option was picked up. I've mentioned that the Blues still have great confidence in Hitchcock, but you can't ignore the fact that no other years were added to the deal. I think that was the case because all parties want to see where this thing goes in '14-15.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:33 PM

Would Patrick Berglund and Ty Rattie be enough to get Jason Spezza from Ottawa?

by Art Vandelay  May 15 at 2:33 PM

I don't like to get into the speculation of individual players, but obviously for anyone paying attention, those are the names who have been mentioned in Ottawa. Again, I'm not going to get into whether that will "be enough" but if Spezza has asked for a trade and there are only a limited number of teams that are willing to make that type of deal, then I don't think the Senators have a whole lot of leverage. We'll see.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:36 PM

would spezza be a #1 center? sure he would be a very good #2 but we all know our team is full of depth but lacking at #1 line type players

by bleedblue  May 15 at 2:38 PM

Spezza might not be one of the top No. 1 centers in the league, but he's obviously more of an offensively skilled center than the Blues have currently.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:39 PM

Why can Minnesota put 2 rookies and a 21 yr old with limited experience as a checking line against the opponents top line but Hitch has to use our 2 top lines against the other teams top lines. (both rookies are small and have only been offensive threats in their collegiate careers)

by Dave  May 15 at 2:41 PM

I'm not sure another coach would have done anything differently matchup-wise against the Blackhawks. Remember, Toews and Kane (along with several of the other top players) were practically silent in the first two games of the series, before the Blues lost Backes. That forced the Blues to change things up, along with the fact that the series switched to United Center, where the Hawks got the last line change.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:43 PM

Do you think Shattenkirk is our top trade chip for the offseason?

by Garth Butcher  May 15 at 2:43 PM

Did Shattenkirk have a great playoff? No. Could they decide to trade him? Yes. Do I think they will? No.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:44 PM

Hi Jeremy. Glad to read you had a good time at the Lake. Sorry the fishing wasn't better. You spend a lot more time with the players, coaches, and management than we do. How are they looking at the past season? For example, one perspective is: The first half was great. We had some injuries. We'll make some tweaks. A different perspective: One and done two years in a row. This model of selecting players and allocating ice time is a failed model. Thanks in advance.

by Jim  May 15 at 2:45 PM

I think both perspectives are valid. The bottom line is the job didn't get done. Some fans were ready to shake things up after last year's playoff loss to the Kings. I've mentioned that I was one to give it a little more time. But after seeing what happened this year, I think most would be in favor of a different look. I'm not saying an overhaul. But you definitely need an upgrade in skill to be able to compete with the teams that still remain in the playoffs.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:47 PM

Here's a question that concerns no trades or FA. How do they keep track of everyone's time on ice?

by Mike sec 311  May 15 at 2:47 PM

There are off-ice officials in the press box who watch the guys going on and off the ice. I've sat next to different crews around the league. You can here them saying "25 is on, 57 is off," etc.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:49 PM

At a national level, what hockey writers would you recommend everyone follow?

by Pitbull's Agent  May 15 at 2:50 PM

A few off the top of my head: Pierre LeBrun, Craig Custance, James Mirtle, Ken Campbell, Elliott Friedman, Eric Duhatschek.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:51 PM

So from my understanding, if Jori Lehtera ever wants to play in the NHL it would have to be for the Blues. Can we use his rights as a trade bargaining chip? Or is that just a wasted draft pick?

by Jack  May 15 at 2:53 PM

The Blues own his NHL rights. It's moot right now because he's not shown any interest in playing in the NHL. So it's really not a trade chip unless teams around the league know he has interest in coming over.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:54 PM

Putting injuries aside, if Miller is back with the note, what would the starts be for himself and Allen? 60 and 22?

by Trey  May 15 at 2:54 PM

Seems like a good guestimate, but if I were a betting man, I would take the "over" on 22 regarding Allen. Slightly over.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:55 PM

After reading Dan O'Neill's article about Elliot, what is your opinion of how he is being treated?

by Dan edited by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:56 PM

Here's the link to O'Neill's article for those who haven't read it: 

Elliott unsure of his future with Blues : Sports

stltoday.com

Goaltender has 1.86 GAA, .927 save percentage and 16 shutouts over three seasons in St. Louis.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 2:57 PM

As far as how the Blues are treating Elliott, I don't think they've done anything to "mistreat" him. You could consider it a slight to make the trade for Miller when Elliott was playing well, but I don't think there's a GM in the league who would have bypassed a chance at Miller because they had Elliott in the fold. I do understand that Elliott probably deserves a better chance than he's received. But it's a business relationship: when the Blues have needed Elliott, they have put him in the lineup and he's played well. I don't think he can complain. He's a goalie who had some rough times prior to coming here. It's not like he's a first-round pick who came in with a big contract and expected to get 60 games a year. He's done what the Blues have asked and it's their prerogative to upgrade the position when they deem it necessary.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:01 PM

ok I may be dreaming but... I'd love to see the Blues go after Gaborik in the offseason and either sign Statsny or trade for Spezza (maybe both). Man imagine a line of Gaborkik/Spezza/Tarasenko.... don't pinch me I like this dream

by Micah edited by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:01 PM

Micah, time to get up buddy. Micah! Micah!

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:02 PM

The Blues' farm team, the Chicago Wolves, are about to be shown the door in the AHL playoffs. What do you think of the performance of Jake Allen in this AHL playoff series as Toronto has gotten off to 3 goal leads in 2 of the games. Is the Wolves' defense to blame or has Allen left something to be desired in this years' AHL playoffs?

I haven't been able to watch the games, but I plan to write a story about Allen in the near future. Hopefully while reporting that story, I can get you those answers.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:03 PM

Is Schwartz more likely to get a 2-3 year deal or a 7-8 year one?

by Daniel  May 15 at 3:03 PM

It depends what kind of money he's looking for. I wrote recently that I think the Blues would be comfortable giving him a long-term deal for good/reasonable financial terms.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:04 PM

Any chance Stastny comes home to StL next year?

by Grant Fuhr's Beard  May 15 at 3:04 PM

To play or visit? My answer is the same as its been in recent weeks. I think Stastny wants to play in Denver. If he's not in their plans, then there's a chance.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:05 PM

Any chance a Top 4 D man gets moved this offseason?

by Jason M  May 15 at 3:07 PM

I want to say "No." But I wouldn't rule out a defenseman under contract next year being moved. I'm not trying to set off alarms about the top guys, and this isn't based on any specific conversations. I just feel that the Blues would like to change up the ingredients a bit in their top six.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:08 PM

How exactly do you get into the Sub Zero bar next to the tunnel?

by Crenny  May 15 at 3:09 PM

It's easy ...

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:09 PM

Bring a check ...

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:09 PM

For $10,000...

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:10 PM

JR - thanks again for the chats. One Blues prospect that I've heard little about recently is Sam Kurker. He played one full season at BU and left early in his 2nd season for the USHL. Seems like he's really flamed out in terms of point production. Do you ever hear comments about these guys?

by dubbs  May 15 at 3:10 PM

I catch bits and pieces about the prospects, but other than what you mentioned about Kurker (the transfer), his name has not popped up much in Blues' circles.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:11 PM

Any update on Polak's injury from the World Championships?

by Daniel  May 15 at 3:12 PM

Nothing more than what I've read, that Polak suffered a shoulder injury and he's out for the rest of the tournament. I plan to speak with Armstrong soon and perhaps he will have more information.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:13 PM

Hey JR: Have you talked to Armstrong about his draft plans for the summer? Is there anything he's looking to beef up in the farm system? I feel like we're on a similar route to what the Canucks went with, make the finals, lose, all our first rounders are gone and then we get too old and then we have very limited youngsters.

by Scott L  May 15 at 3:13 PM

I have not. I usually sit down with him in early June, a few weeks before the draft. His comments always run in a series of articles about the Blues' draft plans.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:14 PM

JR do you think that Muller might be able to get Hitch to rethink his offensive strategy? In watching the remaining teams that are in the playoff's they all do a good job of mixing up either going back to the point or cycling the puck. The Blues relied way too much on getting it back to the point (in my opinion) and funneling shots to the goal.

by STCBluesFan23  May 15 at 3:14 PM

Yes, there's a chance. Hitchcock has great respect for Muller, saying he'll be a great addition. If Muller sees something he thinks could help, I would guess that Hitchcock will be open to the idea. But I've also written that Hitchcock, while very open to adjustments, isn't going to change the philosophies that have made him so successful in his career.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:17 PM

My problem in watching the last 2 yrs of Hitch's team is the lack of discipline: meaning I have never,ever seen a team have so many off-sides, add in that they to often dump the puck while the other players are standing still. The point is; they head man the puck less then any team I have ever watched thus creating off-sides and too often an ineffective chase. How does that happen with all their knowledge and video?

by Dave  May 15 at 3:17 PM

I don't notice as much offsides as I do "too many men" penalties. Perhaps it happens all over the league, but it seems to happen with the Blues too often.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:18 PM

Hi JR, As I watch Chicago, LA and other teams who build through the draft just like the Blues did in the mid 2000's, we've watched these teams progress, develop their leadership core and add players to complement their core. After 3 successive failures in the playoffs that are very similar, is it time to question not only the team leadership, but the ways players are evaluated? (I.e Ben Bishop for example.) I think this is Army's biggest summer since he took over, I sense a change in on-ice team leadership coming.

by TheBowTieGuy  May 15 at 3:18 PM

I don't disagree with your observation, however, it's been different groups of management and scouts evaluating the talent. In fact, the Blues' VP of hockey operations, Dave Taylor, was the GM in LA when they drafted Kopitar, Quick, Brown, etc. So it's hard to say that the Blues continue to miss the boat on their evaluations year after year.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:21 PM

I see they talk about players having so many hits. What is the difference between a hit and a check.

by C J  May 15 at 3:23 PM

I'd have to call on an off-ice official who judges this every night, but what I'm lead to believe is a check is body contact and the intent to take an opposing player out of the player, while a hit is contact that forces an opposing player to give up possession.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:24 PM

What, if anything would it mean to the Blues if TJ Oshie gets the NHL 15 cover?

by Daniel  May 15 at 3:25 PM

Just added publicity that doesn't hurt ... but doesn't do much else.

by jrutherford  May 15 at 3:26 PM

Thanks for the questions today. I know Blues fans don't want to hear about this, but we should see some good series in both the West and East. Chat with you soon.

New Blues assistant coach Kirk Muller was unemployed less than 10 days. After being fired as head coach of the Carolina Hurricanes on May 5, the Blues added him to their staff on Tuesday.

Muller, 48, might not have been what the Hurricanes wanted after three seasons at the helm. He had a record of 80-80-27 and his teams missed the playoffs in each of the three years. But Muller is exactly what the Blues wanted: a former player with a winning background in the NHL.

Selected by New Jersey as the No. 2 overall pick in 1984, Muller was a six-time all-star and five-time 30-goal scorer in a 19-year career that included six teams. The center finished with 959 points (357 goals, 602 assists) and scored the Stanley Cup-clinching goal for Montreal in 1993.

“We are excited to add Kirk to our staff,” Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said in a statement. “He was a Stanley Cup-winning player, and as a coach, has shown excellent communication skills and the ability to relate to both young and veteran players.”

The Blues relieved assistant coaches Gary Agnew and Corey Hirsch of their duties on May 7 and Armstrong quickly reached out to Muller, who finished his playing career in Dallas when Armstrong was the GM and Ken Hitchcock was the head coach.

“Once I talked to Doug, I really didn’t pursue anything else,” Muller said. “I’m familiar with them from the Dallas days. I just know that they’re hardworking guys and the team really patterns off their work habits. I love the style and the type of team they’ve put together.”

Muller was as an assistant coach in Montreal from 2006-11 before becoming head coach of the Milwaukee Admirals of the American Hockey League in ‘11-12. He took his first head coaching job in the NHL with Carolina, but after three seasons, he was fired by newly named Hurricanes GM Ron Francis.

Muller said that he’s looking forward to now working for Hitchcock.

“A big reason I came was my respect for him,” Muller said. “He’s such a great coach. I always said when I was in Dallas, one thing he does is he prepares his teams well. So that’s going to be a lot of fun.”
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Last year, Val d’Or’s rookie GM Alexandre Rouleau promoted veteran Mario Durocher to head coach of the Foreurs.

The 30-year-old knew what he was getting. He had played for him.

The Quebec league champs, who have showed some resilience this week in front of hot goaltender Antoine Bibeau, are a Friday semifinal win over Edmonton from playing for the Memorial Cup against Guelph Sunday at Budweiser Gardens.

“I was new to this business and Mario took good care of me,” said Rouleau. “Even though we have a new relationship, he’s been awesome to me. I feel like we’re partners in this good adventure and not like I’m his boss with him working under me.”

Rouleau played for the Canadian world junior team at Halifax in 2003. Durocher was an assistant coach there, assisting the young d-man with English.

While they were there, Rouleau was traded from Val d’Or, his team for four years, to the then-Memorial Cup host Quebec Remparts.

“Even though Quebec was in the Cup, I was disappointed to leave my friends and family,” Rouleau said. “I’ve been through some tough scenarios with Mario.”

In this championship season, the bond has grown. This is Durocher’s sixth different Quebec league team.

“When you’re a coach, you like to always have someone who’s behind you in the organization,” said Durocher, who led Victoriaville to the Cup final at Guelph in 2002.

Rouleau said on that first day they were together after the change, Durocher told him whatever happens down the road, he knows it’s about hockey and performance.

“He’s mature enough to know job security is not a big thing in the Q,” Rouleau said. “He said he is 100% support(ing) me. . . .

“I have to keep myself surrounded with good hockey people like Mario. It’s not a one-man show in Val d’Or.”

At times, it appears like it with Bibeau stopping pucks.

But Val d’Or has survived with their top defenceman Guillaume Gelinas, a likely game-time decision to play Friday with his knee contusion. He practised Thursday, didn’t finish.

If he can’t play, Durocher will have to squeeze everything out of the remaining players, who earned the extra day of rest with their double-overtime triumph against Edmonton Tuesday night.

This is a special week for two former world junior friends re-united in tiny Val d’Or. Rouleau was part of the 2001 Foreurs team that won the league title and has watched that old excitement rekindled.

“Back then, we won the (President’s Cup) on the road in Bathurst and got back to the airport the same night, too, just like in Baie-Comeau this year,” Rouleau said. “I feel the love has not changed. At 3 a.m., six-, seven-, eight-year-olds there to see the players, it was awesome.”

It’s an unforgettable one, fuelled at the top by an unlikely partnership.
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This is a tournament that’s screaming for colour and sizzle, any kind of colour and sizzle, whether it’s player or team related.

That commodity has been in short supply in the 2014 version of the Memorial Cup.

With the hometown London Knights flaming out before the beer in the tent got cold, the event lost its biggest attraction.

Thank God for Val d’Or.

They may not have the same cache that the Knights have in London, but there’s something about the team from the Valley of Gold that has allowed them to bring some of their shine to this Memorial Cup.

Val d’Or is a mining community of about 32,000 in northwestern Quebec, about 520 kilometres from Montreal.

The Foreurs made the trek here as underdogs, much as they’ve been all season. They’ve turned into the tough little canine that looks easy to subdue but somehow always manages to sink its teeth into someone.

The playoffs are often about being able to survive and the Foreurs have survived.

They refused to be eliminated in their Quebec Major Junior Hockey League playoffs. The Foreurs trailed Halifax 3-2 in their best-of-seven series and came back to win.

They went down 3-2 to Baie-Comeau in the league final. They scored two goals in the final four minutes of Game 7 to advance. The winner came from Anthony Mantha with 58 seconds left.

“At the beginning of the year no one was seeing us win,” Foreurs defenceman Guillaume Gelinas said. “Even in the semifinal in the Q and the final. No one trusts our team but ourselves, we were confident we could win and that’s what we can do.

“We got some players that can change the game. We got Mantha who can score two goals in the last minute if he wants. We’re never going to let down. We’re always going to go all the way and give everything we can. We are never going to give up.”

That describes what this team is all about.

The first night of the tournament it looked as if the Foreurs were going to get blown out of the rink by the Knights.

Some 51 saves later Antoine Bibeau had stolen a 1-0 win.

The Foreurs then got blown out by the Guelph Storm.

In Game 3, they gave up two goals in the first nine minutes to the Edmonton Oil Kings. They were outshot and outplayed.

A lot of other teams would have packed their bags.

Not the Foreurs. They came back forcing overtime with a late goal and then won it in double overtime, getting better the longer they played.

“We’ve won 68 games, you win a championship and then you win the playoffs with two Game 7s, I think we deserve to be here,” Foreurs’ coach Mario Durocher said. “I am really proud of my players. They showed a lot of character all year long. No one believed in us.”

In the semifinal game, the Oil Kings were all over the Foreurs. They led 3-1 and outshot Val d’Or badly but when they gave up a late goal in the period, the Oil Kings had to play the rest of the game with their heart in their throats.

A stake to the heart might have been the only way to get rid of Val d’Or, because they just wouldn’t die.

With 36 seconds left in the game, Val d’Or ties it 3-3.

Win or lose Val d’Or has provided the show.

They’ve been a delight to cover and watch play. They are a young team that often looks as if it is about to fall apart, but they get a big goal, a big save or the other guys hit a post allowing the Foreurs to stay in the game.

This tournament has no Nathan MacKinnon and Seth Jones squaring off to become the National Hockey League’s first pick over all. It has no potential powerhouse confrontations because the Guelph Storm looks in complete control of the tournament.

But it isn’t always the team that wins that makes the tournament better.

Thank God for the Val d’Or Foreurs.
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It's T-shirt time

The Guelph Storm destroyed the mood at the Memorial Cup.

Now it’s up to them to rebuild it.

With the host Knights done, Cup organizers will put a lot of effort into ensuring the House of Green at Budweiser Gardens becomes a Storm-y Sea of Crimson at Sunday’s final.

Based on the few who hung around to see the conclusion of Tuesday’s double-overtime Val d’Or-Edmonton tilt, there won’t be a lot of hope to fill the joint for Friday’s semifinal.

“Hopefully, we’re the de facto home team with Guelph fans coming down,” Storm head coach Scott Walker said. “Maybe people coming from London will cheer for us too. We’ll see, but it’s still exciting for the (city of Guelph) that we’re in it.”

It will be hard for Knights fans to swallow their pride and root for the team that ended their season — twice.

Kelly plans on meeting with Cup chair Trevor Whiffen, the Knights governor, and checking with the Hunters to see what can be done to get more tickets into the hands of Storm supporters.

“With all due respect to the London fans who bought all these packages, now without their home team in it, I’m sure a lot of them are prepared to move their final game,” Kelly said, “and I’m sure there’s a lot of people from Guelph prepared to pay for it.”

They probably won’t have to pay a premium. This isn’t exactly the 2005 powerhouse host Knights against Sidney Crosby and the Rimouski Oceanic.

Unfortunately, when the home team goes out on the Wednesday, it takes a little bit of the wind out of the sails and changes the dynamic of the building,” Kelly said. “If we can put a little bit of wind back in, we’re fully open to trying. We had 5,000 people come to most games this year and I bet there’s a couple of thousand who would love the opportunity to come to this final. It’s just a matter of co-ordinating it, getting the word out, and how many tickets are available.”

The end of this Cup might be salvaged based on Guelph being only an 75-minute drive away.

“We’d like nothing more to become the unofficial host team over the weekend and fill the beer tents and create that festive atmosphere that’s so important to this event,” Kelly said. “The organizers here have done such a superb job, there’s been no stone unturned and we’re certainly hoping those London fans will be Ontario fans for that final game.”
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There are no other options after this latest Memorial Cup flop.

The London Knights organization is in for an intense summer of soul-searching.

The Hunters are ticked off.

They believe their hockey team should show progress, growth and results. But in these three straight trips to the Cup, their best chance to win was their first.

“We lost one in overtime (in 2012 at Shawinigan) and instead of getting closer to winning it, we got further away,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “We’ll sit down and we’ll review what we have to do to get our hockey club better.

“We’re unhappy with what happened. We’re unhappy at losing three Memorial Cups and unhappy it was in our building.”

You can rest assured the coach and GM won’t be resigning their posts.

But in recent years, the Hunters have expanded their inner circle, trusted more people and allowed fledgling hockey minds to offer input into the operations of their club.

They brought in Danny Dupont from Quebec and called ex-NHL goalie Jeff Hackett to help, but it didn’t result in wins.

The buck stops, though, with the two men at the top.

“We still make the decisions on what goes on, Dale and myself, and we’re responsible for what does happen,” Mark Hunter said. “The losses, what happened here, Dale and I are responsible.

“You’ve got to win some games. We were 0-3 here. We should’ve played better.”

Hunter is shell-shocked the offence only mustered four goals in three games. He said the goaltending should’ve been better and the defence could’ve been more sharp.

He thought his team looked more in sync against Guelph during the playoffs, when they were decimated from injury and suspension, than they did fighting for their season Wednesday.

“But you can look at it a lot of different ways,” he said. “Who thought we’d come out and not score a goal against Val d’Or?”

The team’s big guns were silent when needed most.

Max Domi had two assists, Bo Horvat was shut out and Nikita Zadorov, a world junior all-star, was minus-2 here.

The big question now is what will their NHL teams make of their performance? You’re only as good as your last game.

Domi’s Coyotes are always a wild card, Horvat’s Canucks have new management and Zadorov’s Sabres are in full-blown rebuild.

“That kind of stuff is out of my hands,” Mark Hunter said. “I don’t try to stick my nose into other people’s hockey teams. All I know is they’re good players and that decision will be made in training camp and exhibition games as to what will happen to them.”

Mark Hunter couldn’t do anything about losing Olli Maatta in the fall but his big trade deadline acquisition Gemel Smith didn’t become a reliable scorer here.

The team refused to trade young stars for additional help. The Storm made the deal of the season, for Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert, and they’ll be playing in Sunday’s final.

“Were there a lot of moves to be made out there (this year)? Not really,” Hunter said. “It’s like the (Plymouth star Ryan) Hartman boy. He wanted to go play in the American league (after the OHL playoffs). We have no control over that. You still have to win with your core players that you’ve been with for three years. They run the ship, they deserved it, and to not give them the ball to run with, is crazy.

“Now the next generation of kids will come in here and get ’er going. The Marners, Dvoraks, McCarrons, we’ll see if they can get it done.”

Mark Hunter sticks by the players. He refuses to define them by their 4-8 record in the last three Cups.

“For three years, they won 150 games,” he said. “You have to keep it in perspective. We lost these three games and could’ve, would’ve, should’ve. But we earned our way to two Memorial Cups. That was a goal of ours from the start.

“Our goal now is to regroup, get back and, hopefully, win a Memorial Cup.”

The Storm are clearly the best team left. The Knights have much work in store.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

London Knights become second host team to ever go without a win at Memorial Cup 81


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, May 22, 2014 10:55:39 EDT AM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

Memorial Cup 2014

Related Stories

Memorial Cup schedule

5 Players to watch

Follow the 2014 Memorial Cup players

The theme of this London hockey season season was supposed to be celebration.

Playing in three straight Memorial Cups is a massive achievement. Holding it at Budweiser Gardens twice in nine years is an honour not bestowed upon many cities.

But puff-out-the-chest time has taken a giant punch to the belly.

The Knights are done, the second Cup host to be booted from its own tournament without a single win after an embarrassing 7-2 loss to the OHL champion Guelph Storm before 8,863 Wednesday night.

They're out of it, joining the 2003 Quebec Remparts in infamy with an 0-3 record in their own backyard.

This is the only franchise in modern Cup history, which begins in 1972, to go to three events in a row and not reach the mountain top.

The Storm, who ushered out London from the playoffs in the second round, did a number on them again.

If any team has looked the part of the powerhouse Knights heroes of 2005, it is Guelph. The Storm are one Sunday afternoon win away from their perfect Cup.

And London?

This is the most disappointing of their four trips to this big stage.

This one, they didn't earn. They took the back-door route.

The London offence, which scored 316 goals in the regular season, never really got it together after a 34-day layoff.

There was no repeat magic from past years from Bo Horvat and Max Domi, of whom much was expected.

Anthony Stolarz started, but Jake Patterson finished. Neither was able to win a final the way Adam Dennis did, or even reach one, like Michael Houser in 2012.

Beneath the giddy anticipation of another Cup go, the entire season was turbulent.

Right from the start, the signs were ominous.

Star defenceman Olli Maatta went to Pittsburgh training camp and never came back. Max Domi was suspended in his first period back from Phoenix.

Nikita Zadorov started in the NHL, starred at the world junior tournament for Russia, then led a back end here that never got to spend enough time on the ice together.

Goalie Anthony Stolarz missed time with his massive leg cut and a strange suspension for whacking Windsor's Josh Ho-Sang. Overagers Zach Bell (broken leg) and Brady Austin (mono) missed the important second-round series against Guelph and the Knights were undermanned.

This was no year to suffer hardship and tough breaks.

The OHL's Western Conference, particularly the Midwest Division, was historically hard.

Guelph, Erie and London ended up 1-2-3 in the standings, all with over 100 points.

The Knights captured two OHL titles in 2012 and '13. Finishing first overall helped their cause.

The Knights won 20 of their final 23 games but couldn't claw their way out of the fourth seed.

That forced them into a collision course with Scott Walker's Guelph crew.

The Storm are a special group, the OHL's highest-scoring team in 15 years.

They haven't struggled to score all year. They appear, right now, to be the junior hockey team of destiny – like Halifax last year and Shawinigan two years ago.

The Knights are linked to all three of them. They couldn't beat any of them when it counted most.

This Cup will carry on, of course.

But now, without the Knights.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

THIRD TIME NO CHARM

The London Knights are the fifth team since 1972 to play in three straight Memorial Cups (2012-14). The other four have won at least one title during their streak.

London Knights (2012-14). Lost in 2012 final in OT.

Kelowna Rockets (2003-05). Won in 2004 at home.

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (1991-93). Won in 1993 at home.

Peterborough Petes (1978-80). Won in 1979.

New Westminster Bruins (1975-78, four straight). Won in 1977 and '78.

Chris Tierney has four years worth of wonderful London hockey moments. 

None of them will be related to this last week.

“This will always be a bad memory,” the Knights captain said after the Memorial Cup hosts checked out of the tournament with an 0-3 record and a painful 7-2 loss to unbeaten rival Guelph before 8,863 Wednesday night at Budweiser Gardens. “None of the the Memorial Cups were really successful. Yeah, we won two OHL championships but we didn't really accomplish our goal.”

Every kid who plays major junior hockey dreams of being on this big stage once.

But for three teams every year, this event ends in bitterness.

For the Knights, it has happened over and over again.

"Just didn't get it done, but we wanted to get it done,” London head coach Dale Hunter said of a high-scoring offence that managed a meagre four goals in three games. “There's a lot of battle in them. It's one of those things that you get beat by a team that's very good.

“I've been on both sides of it in my career.”

Lately, he has only seen the down side of it.

This three-year run, so special in franchise history, has lost its lustre with repeated failures against the best of competition.

“You're losing a Memorial Cup at home and you can't even get a win,” Domi said. “There's nothing really glorious about that. It sucks. But three straight years of being in the Cup is pretty special. London can say that. Every year's been different and I love every single guy I played with.

“This is the best place to play in junior hockey.”

Domi, Bo Horvat and the eight 20-goal scorers didn't produce. Goalie Anthony Stolarz was yanked in his last two games.

The Knights never led once in this Cup and fell behind early again. Against Guelph these days, that's a death sentence.

“It's been tough,” said Londoner Brett Welychka, who ended the Knights' forwards' six-period scoring drought. “It's a short tournament and we didn't get the start we wanted.”

They will live in infamy with the 2003 Quebec Remparts as the host team who couldn't bag a win. This one, on home ice, will hurt for a long time.

They refuse, though, to be embarrassed by it.

“If people want to complain about us losing three in a row, we went to the end of May every time (the last three years),” Welychka said. “We've been playing a lot longer than a lot of other kids. There are a lot of people on their couch right now and I was fortunate to play in three Memorial Cups.

“Other than winning, I can't ask for more.”

Looking back, they will rue their rusty-stick 1-0 loss to Val d'Or in their opener. It was the first time in four tries they didn't win their first Cup game.

“I thought if we were to win a game, we'd get the ball rolling and get the town going,” graduating defenceman Alex Basso said. “Sometimes, it doesn't happen. I guess it wasn't our week. I don't have any regrets losing three games.”

But there were some lessons learned.

“You have to be a team every second, play like a team and help each other,” star d-man Nikita Zadorov said. “First of all, you have to believe in yourself and trust yourself.”

That got harder to do as the week went on. They will never really have an answer for why the offence went south.

“We had posts and goalmouth scrambles and we didn't have any puck luck – we didn't score enough,” Tierney said. “We built for this year a number of years now. This was a lot of guys' third crack at it.

“To not even win a game, it's devastating.”

They have become the poster boys for how difficult this event is to win. This chance must be seized.

“I know they're pretty beat up about losing,” Guelph captain Matt Finn said. “They played hard. I know they weren't at the level they would've been if they had played the competitive hockey the three others teams had been.”

Everyone wants to be the champion and we got the job done. They've had great years in the past and this year, they were in the toughest division in the OHL, probably the CHL.

“Hockey's a funky game.”

And often unforgiving.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

GAME GLANCE

Storm 7, Knights 2

Guelph goals: Scott Kosmachuk (3), Tyler Bertuzzi (2), Jason Dickinson, Marc Stevens

London goals: Brett Welychka, Josh Anderson

The London Knights are no strangers to disappointment.

Until the brothers Hunter took over in 2000, the Knights went through so many dry years, it felt like the Gobi Desert was located at the London Ice House.

Chalk up 2014 as one of their most disappointing years ever.

Recent years have been kind to the franchise. They’ve won Ontario Hockey League championships, West Division titles and a Memorial Cup.

And 2014 was hardly a year to turn one’s nose up at. The Knights finished with 49 wins and 103 points, third best in the OHL.

For most it would be considered a great year.

But the Knights aren’t most teams.

This year was supposed to provide more, so much more.

It’s much like planning a party for a year, ordering all the food, drink and entertainment; sending out thousands of invitations and then having the host get sick.

The host was not healthy.

“This team was built for this year,” said Knights’ coach Dale Hunter. “We didn’t get done what we wanted to get done.”

The Knights crashed out of the Memorial Cup tournament Wednesday night after a 7-2 loss to the Guelph Storm. They became only the second host team in Memorial Cup history to go 0-3 at home and be eliminated.

The Knights were in their third Memorial Cup tournament in succession. From when they were awarded this event a year ago, the expectations were enormous.

Those expectations didn’t only come from the media or the fans; they came from within the Knights organization as well.

“We thought for sure we would have a better chance of winning it this year,” said Knights’ forward Josh Anderson. “Again we didn’t get the bounces we wanted. It’s too bad it had to end this way.”

The Knights didn’t bid for the event just because they enjoyed holding it in 2005. They bid for the event because they wanted to win it

It would be the culmination of a three-year run with the first two visits to the Memorial Cup a bonus.

“We wanted to come out here and win a tournament, We wanted to have the Memorial Cup championship and I thought our organization really deserved one after the work we had put in over three years. It’s too bad.”

A win was supposed to be the ultimate vindication for the Knights, a response to the majority of teams who felt London didn’t deserve to hold the tournament again so soon after holding it before.

But while everything went the Knights’ way in 2005 when they won everything, almost nothing worked for the Knights in 2014.

It began with the loss of Olli Maatta to the Pittsburgh Penguins. No one would recognize what a leadership vacuum that would create, a vacuum never filled.

It ended with Wednesday’s embarrassment. There was no doubt who deserved to move on.

Between those dates, Mark and Dale Hunter did what they could to make the team better and they did. They remade their defence and made a trade for Gemel Smith. When it came to the real tough sledding, the pressure-filled games, it didn’t come to fruition when they wanted it to . . . during the playoffs and the Memorial Cup.

Yes, the Knights were stricken with injuries especially in the second half of the season and the playoffs. They were hurt by suspensions.

They crashed out of the playoffs and spent almost 40 days practicing.

When they finally got to play for real, it was safe to say that they didn’t catch any breaks in this tournament.

But it’s just as safe to say they did nothing to help themselves either. Too many missed chances, too many undisciplined penalties and too many players who had failure to launch when the time came to lift off.

Full credit goes to the Guelph Storm, Val d’Or and Edmonton. They came up clutch when they had to.

The Storm wanted badly to eliminate the Knights and they did it twice this year.

They delivered the goods.

This disappointment shouldn’t be a reflection on what the Knights’ organization has done nor should it be a reflection on how the tournament has been put together and what it’s meant for the city.

It’s been first class.

But in the end the Hunters hate losing, they hate having their organization shown as being mortal especially on national television.

It doesn’t happen often but they are going to have to live with what happened in this tournament. They are a team with four Memorial Cup tournament appearances and only one win.

And this loss was the worse of them all because it happened in their backyard and at their own party.

London Knights' defence has been their bright spot 38
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London Knight defenceman Nikita Zadorov stands in disbelief after the Guelph Storm's second goal of game six of the Memorial Cup between the London Knights and the Guelph Storm. DEREK RUTTAN/London Free Press/QMI Agency
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Back in the fall, there were a lot of legitimate questions about the London Knights' defence.

They have answered them here. The blue line has been one of the Knights' bright spots at this Memorial Cup.

“It's been a concern this year for everyone except for us,” veteran Dakota Mermis said. “We know the kind of character those guys are. The d-corps, as a unit, is pretty close. We hang out together a lot and they're some of my best friends, obviously. We go to battle every night. Zach Bell worked hard to get back from his (broken leg) and with everything (Brady Austin) has been through, we definitely owe a lot to those guys.”

Mermis and Alex Basso were the only Knights to score goals in the first two games. Goalie Anthony Stolarz believes this Cup highlights what the back end could've done in the Guelph playoff series.

“This is one of the first times in a while we've had six healthy D who were able to throw out there,” he said. “Throughout the course of the year, we had injuries. They have been tremendous here. They've blocked shots, kept guys to the outside, and as a goalie, have made my job and (Jake Patterson's) easier.”

Would the Knights defence be better if Olli Maatta came back from Pittsburgh? Would the numbers be more impressive if Nikita Zadorov, who started with the Buffalo Sabres, played a full season in London?

Of course.

But when this Cup ends, those rearguards can hold their heads high.

Val d'Or building for future 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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Back in the fall, a lot of people were telling Val d'Or GM Alexandre Rouleau he should trade goal-machine Anthony Mantha to a contender.

“I felt like I had a lot of pressure, even from journalists and media,” said the 30-year-old former Pittsburgh prospect, now in his second season steering the Foreurs. “They said it could be good for your organization to trade him and (now-injured defenceman Guillaume) Gelinas. You could hit the jackpot and start rebuilding.”

Instead, they went after Charlottetown's star goalie Antoine Bibeau, surrendering top draft picks to take their shot.

“Our thinking was more about our young guys will learn if we win something,” Rouleau said. “We have 17- and 18-year-olds on the second line and the experience they're getting is priceless. They will bring something next year to the table that you cannot get from trading players.

“We're happy with our decision.”

The Quebec league champs will play in Friday's Memorial Cup semifinal.

The Guelph Storm are already in Sunday's final. They pulled off the OHL's blockbuster of the season, moving a player and nine draft picks to Windsor for Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert.

They wouldn't be in the position they are now without them.

“As ex-players in the room, we all understand when trade deadline goes by and your team doesn't make a trade or makes a small one, you get that little, 'Oh, well, we did something but we were just trying to make the playoffs or win a round',” Guelph co-owner and head coach Scott Walker said. “When you make a trade like we did, you get guys sitting there saying, 'Oh, man, we just brought in Mark Messier.' For us, we brought in two of the better players that were in our league.

“It's a big deal and surely, it helped our group, not just on the ice, but off it. It's great for our organization (not just now, but) five years down the road.”

London and Edmonton didn't stick out their necks quite the same way.

These are big-market organizations who build to be a 50-win team every season.

They didn't get in this position by making knee-jerk decisions.

The Knights, knowing they would play in a third straight Cup at home, refused to move their franchise young guns for a player like Rychel, who has been a post-season stud. They tried to patch up their defence and plucked high-scoring Gemel Smith from Owen Sound.

The Oil Kings, in their second Cup trip in three years, made similar adjustments, bringing in productive forward Reid Petryk and d-man Blake Orban.

Val d'Or is one of the smaller Canadian Hockey League communities. Guelph is trying to battle for position annually with London, Kitchener and Windsor.

To run with the big boys, there's a price to be paid and risks to be weighed.

“I didn't want to send away any of our young guys,” Rouleau said. “The new ownership in Val d'Or has been there for two years. I wanted a decent team for the next few years and that's why I was really careful with our young players.”

They want to get back again here soon. Same with Guelph.

It isn't easy with heavyweights like London, Kitchener, Quebec and Edmonton always looming.

But in sports, if you're not going for it, you're rebuilding.

“We look at the London Knights as the staple for junior hockey, at least for us in Ontario,” Walker said. “They're the way teams should be built, the way organizations should be run. They're the standard. We're just trying to get to some sort of similarity.”

This Cup will help.

Ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
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When the Edmonton Oil Kings defeated the London Knights Sunday night 5-2 in a Memorial Cup game, the usual statistics were available.

The Oil Kings outshot the Knights 37-35.

But did you know that the Oil Kings made 513 pass attempts to 447 for the Knights, completing 49 per cent to 43 per cent and that the Oil Kings had possession of the puck 54 per cent of the time to London’s 47 per cent?

More importantly the Oil Kings had possession of the puck 45 per cent to 35 per cent in the offensive zone.

In that game Knights’ forward Josh Anderson had the fastest average speed of 17 kilometres an hour but only skated 2.47 kilometres compared to teammate Bo Horvat who’s average speed was 15.24 but skated more than five kilometers.

By the way, Oil Kings Griffin Reinhart attempted 58 passes and completed 31.

Welcome to the world of super statistics or analytics.

It is the complete breakdown of statistics for teams and individuals in the game. Hockey is a neophyte to the technology that some sports have been using for years.

As expected, there are supporters and dissenters when it comes to contemplating the effectiveness or use of the technology.

But soccer, rugby, basketball have been using this type of technology for years and chances are that in looking for an edge, any edge, teams will be embracing it.

PowerScout Hockey is in London for the Memorial Cup breaking down the numbers for Sportsnet and is also putting together a demo package for the Canadian Hockey League.

Three high-resolution cameras track, tag and map every player and puck location 10 times a second, allowing every moment and event in the game to be analyzed.

PowerScout can even generate heat maps showing player movement whenever he is on the ice.

“Hockey offers unique challenges that other sports don’t have,” said Marc Appleby, president of the company. “You have live substitution. You deal with about 500 different player changes, in terms of live tracking. Then there’s puck tracking. The puck is moving very quickly with lots of sticks and digital noise. But we solved all those problems.”

Appleby says they provide teams with “gobs and gobs of statistics.” What coaches are looking for and what they do with them, is up to individuals.

“We offer team reports where they can identify for instance the metrics that are important for a player’s role and position,” Appleby said. “What you want out of a first-line centre is different than what you want out of a fourth-line winger or third pairing on defence.”

It also allows a coach to evaluate whether he’s getting what he wants out of a player or not.

Appleby says it also offers players a road map to what they need to do to achieve peak performance as well as giving them a comparison point in relation to other players that will motivate players to surpass their competition.

All this is done with three cameras in the rafters that takes 20 minutes to set up and can be carried in a “briefcase.”

“Hockey was the last bastion no one wanted to tackle,” Appleby said. “Now they can start evaluating players in different ways.”

Teams competing in Memorial Cup were built to win 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, May 21, 2014 3:16:46 EDT PM  
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Back in the fall, a lot of people were telling Val d'Or GM Alexandre Rouleau he should trade goal-machine Anthony Mantha to a contender.

“I felt like I had a lot of pressure, even from journalists and media,” said the 30-year-old former Pittsburgh prospect, now in his second season steering the Foreurs. “They said it could be good for your organization to trade him and (now-injured defenceman Guillaume) Gelinas. You could hit the jackpot and start rebuilding.”

Instead, they went after Charlottetown's star goalie Antoine Bibeau, surrendering top draft picks to take their shot.

“Our thinking was more about our young guys will learn if we win something,” Rouleau said. “We have 17- and 18-year-olds on the second line and the experience they're getting is priceless. They will bring something next year to the table that you cannot get from trading players.

“We're happy with our decision.”

The Quebec league champs will play in Friday's Memorial Cup semifinal.

The Guelph Storm are already in Sunday's final. They pulled off the OHL's blockbuster of the season, moving a player and nine draft picks to Windsor for Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert.

They wouldn't be in the position they are now without them.

“As ex-players in the room, we all understand when trade deadline goes by and your team doesn't make a trade or makes a small one, you get that little, 'Oh, well, we did something but we were just trying to make the playoffs or win a round',” Guelph co-owner and head coach Scott Walker said. “When you make a trade like we did, you get guys sitting there saying, 'Oh, man, we just brought in Mark Messier.' For us, we brought in two of the better players that were in our league.

“It's a big deal and surely, it helped our group, not just on the ice, but off it. It's great for our organization (not just now, but) five years down the road.”

London and Edmonton didn't stick out their necks quite the same way.

These are big-market organizations who build to be a 50-win team every season.

They didn't get in this position by making knee-jerk decisions.

The Knights, knowing they would play in a third straight Cup at home, refused to move their franchise young guns for a player like Rychel, who has been a post-season stud. They tried to patch up their defence and plucked high-scoring Gemel Smith from Owen Sound.

The Oil Kings, in their second Cup trip in three years, made similar adjustments, bringing in productive forward Reid Petryk and d-man Blake Orban.

Val d'Or is one of the smaller Canadian Hockey League communities. Guelph is trying to battle for position annually with London, Kitchener and Windsor.

To run with the big boys, there's a price to be paid and risks to be weighed.

“I didn't want to send away any of our young guys,” Rouleau said. “The new ownership in Val d'Or has been there for two years. I wanted a decent team for the next few years and that's why I was really careful with our young players.”

They want to get back again here soon. Same with Guelph.

It isn't easy with heavyweights like London, Kitchener, Quebec and Edmonton always looming.

But in sports, if you're not going for it, you're rebuilding.

“We look at the London Knights as the staple for junior hockey, at least for us in Ontario,” Walker said. “They're the way teams should be built, the way organizations should be run. They're the standard. We're just trying to get to some sort of similarity.”

This Cup will help.

Ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
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Guelph Storm forward Kerby Rychel, right, tucks the puck into the corner of the net as Val d'Or Foreurs goaltender Antoine Bibeau dives across in an attempt to save the puck during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Monday May 19, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)

Guelph Storm forward Kerby Rychel, right, tucks the puck into the corner of the net as Val d'Or Foreurs goaltender Antoine Bibeau dives across in an attempt to save the puck during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Monday May 19, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Knights' Cup dream dashed

The Guelph Storm have attained one of their goals. They’ve made Sunday’s Memorial Cup final with one game to spare.

With a place in the final already guaranteed, one would think Game 3 would be just a schedule-filler for the Storm, affecting their motivation as they cruise over 60 minutes taking it easy in an effort to avoid injuries.

That being the case, it would be an advantage to their opponent.

The opponent, though, is the London Knights. The Storm will have no trouble finding motivation or desire to play to their best.

The Storm are 2-0 and the Knights 0-2. A loss eliminates the Knights.

In some cases an 0-2 team wouldn’t generate much interest in terms of busting your butt to beat them. But despite the Knights dismal performance so far this tournament, the Storm recognize the potential dangers in giving the Knights any wiggle room at all.

The Storm have already dumped on London’s party once and probably have no issue dumping on it again.

“We have another chance to knock off London and we want to take that chance,” Storm’s Jason Dickinson said.

“They have a hard working team. They could come back and meet us in the final if they really find their stride and start working the way they can. They can be there and make a run for it.”

It’s hard to imagine the Knights continuing to play as poorly as they have in this tournament, especially offensively.

The Knights are getting enough shots to win games but have only scored two goals. Eventually the puck will start going in. The Storm would prefer the Knights go home before that happens.

While the Canadian Hockey League may not be enthused about the idea of a home team not making it past the round-robin portion of the event, getting rid of a team that has an obvious home-rink advantage would cheer up the other three teams considerably.

“They will be playing desperate hockey,” said Storm’s Zack Mitchell of the Knights. “We expect them to figure out their game here. If we give them too much time we could see them in the final. We have a lot of respect for them.

While London crowds aren’t particularly boisterous or whacky, they can occasionally work their way out of a stupor in a situation when their team is tied or leading in a game. It does give the Knights an adrenaline surge.

Aside from the obvious hockey reasons why it would be a good thing for all the other teams here if the Knights were eliminated, there’s the revenge factor. The Knights have it because they were eliminated by the Storm in the playoffs.

The Storm has the revenge factor because they’ve had to put up with the Knights getting the better of them for a number of years.

Given all that the Knights have done to Western Conference teams the last three years, Matt Finn says he has absolutely no problem playing the role of villain two times this year.

“We’ve played them 11 times,” Finn said. “It’s going to be a battle. This city doesn’t like us too much especially after we knocked them out of the playoffs. We don’t want to let them back in.”

Finn said eliminating the Knights would be “pretty cool.”

“We’ve taken a lot of beatings from the London Knights and to be able to knock them out in the playoffs was great for us,” he said. “To knock them out of the playoffs was great . . . to have the chance to knock them out of the Memorial Cup while hosting is something we want to do because of the history.”

Some of this might be considered bulletin board material if there was anything new to it.

But it’s hardly shocking that the Storm would enjoy eliminating the Knights from the Memorial Cup.

It’s the smart thing to do.

Beardless Foreurs win in overtime 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, May 21, 2014 8:19:20 EDT AM  
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  Edmonton Oil Kings celebrate the first goal of the game against the Val-d'Or Foreurs during first period Memorial Cup action in London, Ont. on Tuesday May 20, 2014. DEREK RUTTAN/London Free Press/QMI Agency
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No team at the Memorial Cup needs a breather more than the Val d'Or Foreurs.

They had to dip into double-overtime to do it, but they earned two more days of rest and a berth in Friday's semifinal.

Tiny centre Anthony Richard scored on a breakaway 1:15 into the second extra session to give the Quebec league champs a comeback 4-3 victory over the Edmonton Oil Kings before what started as a crowd of 8,745 Tuesday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“I wanted to go five-hole (on Edmonton goalie Tristan Jarry),” the 17-year-old said. “It's huge for us. We played (the) last two series (in the Quebec league playoffs) in seven games and we need some rest.”

Playing without injured star defenceman Guillaume Gelinas, the Foreurs rode another standout performance by goalie Antoine Bibeau (47 saves) and crawled out of an early two-goal hole.

After Henrik Samuelsson gave Edmonton a third-period lead, Val d'Or captain Sam Henley forced overtime with 4:11 left in regulation.

Following a poor outing against Guelph, the veteran leader urged his mates to shave off their playoff beards.

It worked.

“It's a decision we took (Monday) night,” said Val d'Or scoring star Anthony Mantha, who was held goal-less once more. “Maybe for a new start. It's nothing big. It could be (a superstition) depending who looks at it, but I think it's just a new start for our team.”

Gelinas, injured by Guelph winger Chadd Bauman's third-period knee hit Monday, dressed for pre-game warmup, but didn't do much moving around.

He was scratched.

“It's a knee contusion right now,” Val d'Or assistant coach Marco Pietroniro said. “He left the game (Monday) on crutches so he doesn't put pressure on his leg. Time will tell (when he can play). We're not

going to jeopardize his heath for a hockey game. It's not do-or-die right now. We're going to be putting his health first.

“Our medical staff is doing its best so we can have him in the lineup (as soon as possible).”

This win buys him some time to recover.

"It's not a big injury," Bibeau said. "Just to get an extra day off for him, it's pretty good. We have more of a chance to see him in the next game."

Bauman, given a major penalty and game misconduct on the play, awaits word on whether or not he is eligible to play in Wednesday's all-OHL game against the London Knights. A decision is expected to be rendered ahead of the game.

Bibeau, the Leafs prospect turned aside Edmonton's Edgars Kulda, who scored twice against London Sunday, on a first-period penalty shot to keep Val d'Or in it.

It was the third penalty shot awarded at this Cup. No one has scored.

Bibeau, the 20-year-old Victoriaville native, is 2-for-2. He also stopped London centre Bo Horvat in the opening game.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Dale Hunter said he never once worried the London Knights wouldn’t have enough offence in crunch time this season.

“In all the years (of Hunter ownership), this has been our highest-scoring (team with 316 regular season goals),” the Memorial Cup host’s coach said. “More goals than even the last two years (as OHL champions). It’s hockey. Every team goes through this (drought) thing and you have to keep working and good things will happen.”

Hunter won’t fault the effort, though the Knights have been off to a historically bad goal-scoring start in their third straight Cup, this time on home ice.

They only have two goals, no forward has scored, they missed two penalty shots and they’re 0-for-8 on the power play.

“I think we’re going to come out hard and we’ll get a couple more goals than we’ve been getting,” London veteran Josh Anderson said. “Everybody’s expecting us to score and we’ve got one game now to compete.”

The Knights emphasized shooting, of course, and special teams in practice Tuesday ahead of Wednesday’s fate-deciding tilt with Guelph.

London captain Chris Tierney said the Knights have to keep moving their feet to draw penalties and, against a club like the Storm, stay out of the penalty box as much as possible.

“We’d like to get more power plays and sometimes, they don’t get called,” Tierney said. “We’ve been doing well on the kill so far and now it’s time to get our power play going. When that gets clicking, it gives us more confidence.”

The Knights have looked out of sync at times and it gets worse the longer a team presses for a goal.

“We had a team meeting (Monday) and (the theme) was just ‘Play together,’ ” Anderson said. “We didn’t want to be in this situation, but we’re here now and it’s a must-win. It’s different (from past Cups). We never started the Cup with a loss, we always started with a first-game win, so it’s a change.”

The scoring chances, Hunter believes, are there. The finish, though, is in the hands of hope.

“We’re not doubting ourselves at all,” leading point-getter Max Domi said. “We’re pretty confident it’s going to happen. Goal-scoring’s a lot of fun. A lot of it is luck. It’s confidence. When you lose that a little bit, it takes a toll on a team for sure.”

In a lot of ways, Dale Hunter agrees with the percentages. If they can shuffle off this scoring slump, the Knights feel like they’re right back in it.

“You keep getting scoring chances, they will go,” he said. “It’s not like we’re getting outplayed. We’re getting our scoring chances. We know (the Guelph) players and it’s a matter of execution. They’ve been offensive all year, they’re the highest-scoring team and we have to play good defence.”

The past two Cups, the Knights have lost their final game 2-1. They were one goal short.

That can’t happen again, can it?

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

If there is one player that really need to shoot more, that is without placing too much pressure on him, is Mitch Marner. So many times he was in much better position to shoot but selected to pass to a team mate with worse angles to shoot from. He has so much talent out there. " Go Knights Go "

London Knights need Rupert brother to step up at Memorial Cup 5


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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London Knights forwards and twin brothers Ryan Rupert, left, and Matt Rupert, right. (QMI Agency file photo)

London Knights forwards and twin brothers Ryan Rupert, left, and Matt Rupert, right. (QMI Agency file photo)
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Two years ago, the Rupert twins arrived in Shawinigan, immediately annoyed future NHLer Jonathan Huberdeau and, because of their antics, were dubbed “Les Enfants Terrible”.

They were hard to miss on the ice and colourful off it in that first of three Memorial Cups. They went fishing in Trois-Rivieres and, along with Austin Watson, sported “Hanson Brothers” T-shirts, a shout-out to their effective line.

At this home Cup in London, the 19-year-olds from Grand Bend have not enjoyed the same kind of impact so far and started the tournament split up.

Ryan, the Leafs pick who scored the Knights’ lone goal in the 2012 final, has been frustrated about the officiating and his missed penalty shot attempt against Edmonton.

“The first year in Quebec, we were young and we didn’t know what to expect at our first Memorial Cup,” Matt said. “We were playing hard. Last year (in Saskatoon) was tough for me. I had a broken ankle (to come back from). This year, we’re trying to play the best game we can without taking penalties and costing our team.

“We’re just trying to play within the rules.”

Last fall, the pair who expressed concern their rabble-rousing ways were being too harshly punished by OHL refs, appear to be a reformed pair. They have moved further away from the edgy game that first made them so popular.

“First year, we weren’t leaned on for points as much,” Matt said. “It’s changed a bit. That year, we were third-liners trying to be agitators and draw the first power play for our team. This year, it’s a little bit different. We’re not trying to take away that part of the game, but we’re not focused on it.

“We’re still trying to get guys off their game but score some goals and win the hockey game (Wednesday against Guelph).”

The Knights can’t afford anything less from them now.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

London Knights face tough battle against Guelph Storm in Memorial Cup 7


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, May 20, 2014 10:26:55 EDT PM  

London Knights fans celebrate after defenceman Alex Basso scores a goal during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game against the Edmonton Oil Kings at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Sunday May 18, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)

London Knights fans celebrate after defenceman Alex Basso scores a goal during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game against the Edmonton Oil Kings at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Sunday May 18, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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After five days of searching,­ the London Knights have finally found the reason for their missing offence.

“We saved the goals for Guelph,” ­forward Matt Rupert said with an impish grin.

“Guelph averaged five goals a game so we’re going to have to score, too (at least considerably more than their one-a-game Memorial Cup ­average).

“We’re going to try to come out this game and kick their butts.”

The Knights know what will happen if they get knocked on theirs again by the OHL champs Wednesday night at Budweiser Gardens. They’ll suffer the embarrassment of bowing out as the second Cup host team to finish 0-3.

Then, this tournament will lose a lot of energy.

Then, this team’s three-year ­legacy of winning won’t be so fondly ­remembered.

Then, they’ll set themselves up for the horror of watching the Storm, after shovelling dirt on them twice in a month, hoist the Cup Sunday in their own building.

“Salt in the wounds,” said London defenceman Zach Bell, who didn’t return from a broken leg to go home early. “I’m not satisfied just being here any more. I want to win. Everyone came to London for that reason and there’s no excuses against Guelph.

“They’re a great team. They played great all year. But we’ve got a full team and we’re healthy.”

This is a chance for Bell, Brady Austin, Christian Dvorak and Anthony Stolarz, who Dale Hunter indicated would start in net, to finally face the Storm after having to watch the painful second-round playoff series.

“When they beat us, I never want to feel that again,” Bell said. “They took it to us a couple of times during the regular season. They beat us in the playoffs and that’s something nobody’s forgotten.”

The Knights were the two-time defending OHL champs before the Storm, the highest-scoring OHL team in 15 years, kicked them to the curb.

It’s been difficult to swallow their pride while watching Guelph’s incredible rise.

“You never want to give up the title,” said London captain Chris Tierney. “When you get another crack at a team — that doesn’t come around that often — and we’ve got to make the most of this one.

“Of course, they want to knock us out but we want to prove we’re just as good as them, if not better. We owe them one.”

The Knights, with two days off, didn’t sit around lamenting their goal drought the entire time at their hotel.

London head coach Dale Hunter told them Monday to beat the cabin fever, take a mental break for a spell and return for Tuesday’s practice ready to fill the net.

The Ruperts went home to watch TV at Dale’s house. Max Domi hung out at the Welychka’s pool.

“For most of us, we just wanted us to clear our heads and go home, talk to some new people and see some new faces,” Bell said. “We’ve been struggling a little bit. Stuff we’ve been great at all year, we come to a tournament like this and run into a hot goalie. Those little things we were doing, you have to get back to.”

The Knights don’t look like they’re having any fun here. That couldn’t be further from the truth, according to Domi.

“The Cup doesn’t get old,” he said. “Having fun is the main key. We have a pumped up crowd and we have to make sure they get their money’s worth. Put the hockey aside, when you’re spending every day and night with your buddies, it means a lot. It’s the best thing in the world to be part of a hockey team.”

Other than, of course, a team winning and scoring and already in the Cup final — like the Storm.

The Knights aren’t that. But they could be the ones to tumble Guelph off its high horse and get this event galloping at full speed.

They’ve beat the Storm before. Why not once more when it counts the most?

“It’s time to stop talking about how much experience we have and start bringing it to the table,” Tierney said. “Leaders come to play. We’ve got to show we can play in these big situations and we have before.”

And if it doesn’t work out, then at least show the country how well you can score.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

LAST CALL?

(The Knights will play to save their season Wednesday against the OHL champion Guelph Storm, a team that beat them seven of 11 meetings this year. Here's the blow-by-blow).

Playoffs (second round)

April 11: Storm, 5-4 at Guelph. Kosmachuk's late second-period goal stood up.

April 10: Storm, 6-3 at London. Domi and Smith missed penalty shots.

April 8: Storm, 4-2 at London. Fabbri took over.

April 6: Knights, 7-2 at Guelph. Tierney posted five-point game.

April 4: Storm, 6-4 at Guelph. Auger's late winner fueled by puck hitting linesman.

Regular season

Jan. 10: Storm, 5-3 at Guelph. First game after OHL trade deadline.

Dec. 13: Knights, 5-2 at London. Knight jumped out to 3-0 lead.

Nov. 7: Knights, 6-5 (OT) at London. Mermis ended it.

Oct. 27: Storm, 7-4 at Guelph. Craievich scored two of his six goals this season.

Oct. 5: Knights, 7-2 at London. Knights chased Nichols after two periods.

Sept. 29: Storm, 6-3 at Guelph. Home side struck for hree goals in four minutes in third.
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  Guelph Storm forwards Jason Dickinson and Scott Kosmachuk chase down a loose puck deflected by Val d'Or Foreurs goaltender Antoine Bibeau during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Monday May 19, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER The London Free Press / QMI AGENCY
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No team in the Ontario Hockey League could shut down the Guelph Storm’s offence this season.

Not much has changed at the Memorial Cup.

The Canadian Hockey League’s goal-scoring machine torched Val d’Or star goalie Antoine Bibeau for six in two periods, chasing the Leafs pick to the bench while booking a berth in Sunday’s Cup final with a 6-3 victory before 8,796 Monday night at Budweiser Gardens.

For good measure, they held Anthony Mantha and the Foreurs’ potent top line in check. Chadd Bauman, kicked out in the third for a kneeing major, sent Val d’Or star defenceman Guillaume Gelinas to the dressing room favouring his left knee.

Guelph last reached the final 16 years ago when George Burnett’s team lost in overtime to the Portland Winterhawks in Spokane. The Storm have never won the title but the city’s Jacques Martin-coached 1986 Platers, which later moved to Owen Sound, beat Hull in the final at Portland.

Guelph locked up first place in the round-robin portion of the schedule, but it’s not done yet.

The Storm can ensure a much quieter championship final if they end the host London Knights’ season — again — on Wednesday

The Storm also knocked the Knights out of the second round of the playoffs. The way they’re playing, they have a real good chance to celebrate a championship on their Midwest Division rival’s home ice.

They didn’t waste much time overwhelming the Foreurs.

The Storm stuck for three goals 5:50 into the game, forcing Val d’Or head coach to burn his timeout in an effort the regroup.

Bibeau, who stopped all 51 shots he faced Friday against London, surrendered three on Guelph’s first seven shots.

Kerby Rychel finished off a pretty passing play for his third of the tournament in the game’s first minute. Linemate Zack Mitchell’s heavy blow found its mark and Jason Dickinson finished off a strong individual effort with a sneaky low shot.

“We go over stuff like (where to shoot on a goalie),” said Guelph defenceman Nick Ebert, who came over from Windsor with Rychel in the OHL’s blockbuster deal. “There’s different things we can do with each team. There’s just some small things we do, but most importantly, we want to play our game.

“We like to keep it loose and when the game time comes, we turn it up to another level.”

The Storm scored three more in the second period and had 36 shots through two, which was enough for Bibeau.

The Foreurs will play Western league champion Edmonton on Tuesday for a berth in Friday’s semifinal. But it’s clear the Quebec league’s three-year run as Cup champions is in peril.

That danger may have started the moment Rychel arrived in Guelph and was immediately placed on a line with Robby Fabbri and Zack Mitchell.

Their entire line scored a goal.

Durocher, with last change, chose to keep Mantha’s line away from the high-flying trio. It didn’t work.

Guelph’s top defensive pairing of captain Matt Finn and Ebert played a large role in that. Ebert came into the OHL intent on winning a Memorial Cup with the Spitfires, who bid to hold this year’s Cup.

Instead, he is one win away in a Storm uniform.

“When there’s a big trade like that, there’s going to be pressure no matter what,” the Los Angeles Kings draft pick said, “but you’ve just got to handle it. Coming in, Kerby and I had to be big pieces of this team. I think we’ve been big pieces so far and in order to win here, we’re going to have to be the same.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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  London Knights forward Ryan Rupert takes an unsuccessful penalty shot on Edmonton Oil Kings goaltender Tristan Jarry after being tripped on a breakaway during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Sunday May 18, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER The London Free Press / QMI AGENCY
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Staring at a third straight crushing Memorial Cup disappointment, a few London Knights are finally appealing to a higher puck power.

“Sometimes, this happens. It’s like a black (cloud),” defenceman Nikita Zadorov said. “Hockey gods see that and it’s going to be better (Wednesday in their do-or-die game against Guelph). It’s coming and that’s a team we know. Hockey is a crazy sport, especially in junior. Sometimes, things can change in a second.”

For the sake of the city’s enthusiasm toward this event, it better. So far, the host’s biggest contribution has been padding goalie stats.

“I think we’re helping them,” Zadorov said of Val d’Or’s Antoine Bibeau and Edmonton’s Tristan Jarry. “We’ve had like 10 open nets the last two games. We have to score.”

The Knights are on the cusp of a historically awful offensive Cup. They have two goals — both by defencemen — on 91 shots and missed two penalty shots.

In fact, they had just seven goals in their last four biggest home games of the season — all losses.

The only team they have beaten at the last two events is another host, Saskatoon, twice a year ago.

Head coach Dale Hunter gave them a day off the ice Monday.

The last thing he wants is them dwelling on their desperate position.

“You go through this sometimes where the puck isn’t friendly to you,” he said. “You don’t get a lucky bounce. We’re all around the net and it doesn’t hit the goalie and go in or off the D and go in.

“We haven’t had the breaks. Hopefully, it changes.”

Brett Welychka said the eight penalties against Edmonton ended up a major problem. We probably have to cut that in half to win a game,” the veteran forward said.

Post-Oil Kings defeat, Ryan Rupert lashed out at the ultra-tight officiating, much the same way he did early in the OHL season in the fall.

Zadorov agreed. “The boarding penalty to me, it was a bad call,” he said. “I got a penalty because I’m 6-foot-5.”

Bo Horvat, the Knights’ faceoff king, spent too much time on the ice, especially early in the game, trying to win possession of the puck.

“It’s tough to kill all those penalties and it takes a lot of energy out of your team,” he said. “We weren’t very disciplined, but that’s all in the past now.”

The team that scored 316 goals this season must find a way to get one of their eight 20-goal forwards on the scoreboard.

A year ago, Horvat and Max Domi hooked up for one of the most gorgeous goals in Cup history. This year, that finishing flair is not there.

“It’s tough when you’re off for (34 days before the Cup) to have that creativity,” the Vancouver first rounder said. “You have to keep things simple and get pucks on the net. It’s a little bit different. But we feel like next game will be our best.”

If it isn’t, this three-Cup era will end with a whimper.

They want to avoid becoming aligned with the 2003 Quebec Remparts, the only host team to go 0-3.

Above all, they have to prove to themselves they can score again on this big stage.

“You have to leave it all out there,” Horvat said. “Your season can be over. We have great leaders. We’ve been trying to get everyone going and I think we all have to step up our game, and we can.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Guelph Storm emerge as team to beat at Memorial Cup after easy win over Edmonton Oil Kings 
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  Guelph Storm goaltender Justin Nichols makes a save as Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman Ashton Sautner tries to deflect the shot during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Saturday May 17, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER The London Free Press / QMI AGENCY
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Here are the certifiable facts after Day 2 of the 2014 Memorial Cup.

The Guelph Storm are the team to beat in the tournament.

After Sunday when the London Knights and the Edmonton Oil Kings play, one of those two teams will be on life support.

The good news if you're the Knights? It appears if you shoot the puck against the Oil Kings, you will score.

Mind you, after the rather less than impressive shooting performance by the Knights in a 1-0 loss to Val d’Or in Game 1, in order for the home team to score, they have to hit the net. But given the surprisingly shaky performance of Oil Kings keeper Tristan Jarry, things don’t look as bleak as they did after Friday.

The Storm defeated the Oil Kings 5-2 Saturday afternoon.

London is quite familiar with the Storm considering the Royal City side whacked the Knights in the OHL Western Conference semifinal.

They didn’t know very much about the team from the Western Hockey League though, their opponent Sunday at 7 p.m.

They got a pretty good luck on Saturday.

“We know they are big and can skate,” said Knights’ Gemel Smith. “But it’s more about what we have to do to get better.”

No doubt that’s Job 1 for the Knights. But it doesn’t hurt one’s confidence to know the other guys have issues as well.

It is always difficult to compare teams. Were the Storm better than the Oil Kings? Where does that put the Westerners when compared to the Knights?

Before the tournament began, some believed that the Oil Kings and Storm were the two best teams in the tournament.

After watching the game Saturday, the 5-2 score was an accurate reflection of how the game was played. The Oil Kings did not generate a ton of chances even though they had more shots. They managed to swamp the Storm early in the second period with two quick goals, the first a horrendous shortside goal given up by Storm goalie Justin Nichols.

But beyond that the Storm always looked like the better team.

As the game wore on, the Storm got stronger while the Oil Kings declined -- not a good sign for them since they have to play the Knights tomorrow. The Knights had Saturday off.

After playing a tough seven-game final out west and travelling here, how much juice do they have left?

That will be key because in order for them to be effective, especially against the Knights, they have to play physically. Early in the game when the Oil Kings and Storm went hit-for-hit in a wild start, there wasn’t much room for either side to do much offensively.

When the hitting stopped the Storm found more room to operate.

But hitting and grinding takes a lot of energy.

With the Knights Memorial Cup life on the line Sunday, in front of what should be a loud crowd (as loud as a London crowd gets anyway), the Knights will look to hit and cycle.

Their legs wear the exhaustion of one game in almost 40 days so they should have plenty of jump.

“And I think that it didn’t take long for us to get rid of the rust,” said Knights’ Max Domi. “When you are used to playing so many games, it doesn’t take a lot of time off to lose that edge, but I think we’ll definitely be better.”

So whether it’s just wishful thinking or not on the part of the Knights, the scale in Game 2 against the WHL champs appears weighed in the Knights’ favour.

But as the Knights found out Friday night when they fired 51 shots at Antoine Bibeau of Val d’Or and lost, the only thing at the end of the night that needs to be weighed in your favour is the scoreboard.

Val d’Or Foreurs goaltender Antoine Bibeau stops 51 shots in 1-0 shutout 12
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Storm reign supreme

Oil Kings too much for Knights

The London Knights ended their fairy tale 2005 Memorial Cup with a shutout win over Sidney Crosby’s Rimouski Oceanic.

This time, it opens with a hair-pulling goose egg against Antoine Bibeau.

The Val-d’Or goaltending hero and Maple Leafs prospect stopped 51 shots, including a Bo Horvat third-period penalty shot, to lead the exhausted Quebec league champion Foreurs to a 1-0 squeaker over the Cup hosts before 8,663 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

It was London’s first Cup loss on home ice after a perfect run nine years ago. It was the first time in four tournament appearances Dale Hunter’s team dropped its opening game.

It’s also the first Cup shutout since Owen Sound’s Jordan Binnington against Kootenay in the 2001 event at Mississauga.

“He stoned us,” Horvat, the Vancouver first-rounder, said. “He kept them in the game at times. We had at least 10 missed nets, too, so we could’ve had 60 shots. We shouldn’t be missing the net on prime opportunities like that.

“They capitalized on their one chance they had and we couldn’t bear down.”

Penalty shots at this tournament are rare.

But Horvat, playing in his third straight Cup, had an attempt last year in Saskatoon against the host Blades in a tiebreaker. He scored on Andrey Makarov and the Knights rolled to a blowout win.

“It was a critical moment and I’m kind of kicking myself for not scoring,” he said. “The goalie made a great save on me. I maybe didn’t fake him as much as I would’ve liked to that time. He read it pretty well.”

It was Bibeau’s second-best save of the game. In the first, he was caught napping and nearly surrendered a goal on a nearly 200-foot clearing attempt by London defenceman Nikita Zadorov off a draw.

“I wasn’t ready,” the 20-year-old in-season trade pickup from Charlottetown said with a grin.

“I looked at the faceoff and the puck didn’t drop yet. I started looking (at the video board) and then the crowd started getting really loud so I thought it was (about a) replay,” Bibeau said.

“I didn’t notice it was a five-second (delay) and that’s why. I saw the puck last second and it was an easy save with my stick, but a key save.”

The Foreurs just tried to hang on after Red Wings first-rounder Anthony Mantha scored his 82nd goal in 82 games this season. The 6-foot-5 forward broke free in the first period and got the puck over the outstretched pad of 6-foot-6 Knights goalie Anthony Stolarz.

“It managed to pass through,” said Mantha, who produced in front of Detroit head coach Mike Babcock. “Stolarz played an amazing game — only one goal (on 28 shots) is a great performance by him, but this was the Bibeau of the whole year.

“He was just himself. I couldn’t count on two hands the times he has played like that.”

Still, neither team believed it would stand up as the winner.

But the Knights, rusty offensively after a 34-day layoff, couldn’t bury one. Their big scoring stars — Horvat, Max Domi and 40-goal man Chris Tierney — missed some great chances.

They weren’t able to give their home crowd something to really get loud about and then feed off that momentum swing.

Stolarz thought the Horvat penalty shot would turn the game.

“You look at Bo, he’s a tremendous talent,” the Flyers second-rounder said, “and any time you can get him one-on-one with a goalie, he’s usually going to score. But their goalie was on.

“He stole it for them.”

Bibeau stared down Bo. Now, his Foreurs get two days rest.

The Knights, who scored 316 goals in the OHL this year, will seek a Cup goal against Edmonton next.

When London lost star defenceman Olli Maatta to Pittsburgh in the fall, they lost their Finnish presence.

And in this one, they lacked their usual finish.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Foreurs 1, Knights 0

Val d’Or goals: Anthony Mantha

Shutout by Antoine Bibeau (51 saves)

--- --- ---

Foreurs 1, Knights 0

Free Press 3 Stars

1. Antonie Bibeau, Foreurs. Perfect.

2. Anthony Mantha, Foreurs. Lone goals.

3. Anthony Stolarz, Knights. Just one allowed.

Few memorable moments or on-ice flash, so far 


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, May 20, 2014 10:16:20 EDT AM  
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  Val-d'Or Foreurs defence man Guillaume Gelinas attempts to block a shot by London Knights forward Max Domi on Foreurs goaltender Antoine Bibeau during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Friday May 16, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER The London Free Press / QMI AGENCY
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If the 2014 Memorial Cup tournament was Mexican food, it would be the mild variety.

It’s been as colourful as dirty dishwater, at least on the ice.

Away from the frozen stuff, the tournament has been a buzz of activity with plenty to keep revelers reveling.

If you are looking for action you’ll have to find it on the street and in the beer tent.

But do not despair. The tournament still has six days to go, giving it enough time for something memorable to happen (he said with his fingers crossed and hopeful look on his face).

The lack of on-ice flash and dash is due to the lack of flash and dash from the home side.

There couldn’t have been a less memorable start to the Memorial Cup for the London Knights than what’s transpired over the first two games.

They’ve scored two goals, lost both games and play the Guelph Storm Wednesday for the right to remain in the tournament.

The good thing about Memorial Cup tournaments is if you wait long enough, something is bound to happen (he said with his fingers crossed and hopeful look still on his face).

Here’s the Knights’ take on how they played.

“The effort is there. They are giving it all they got. Sometimes the hockey gods aren’t kind to you. We haven’t had a real break on the net. You keep working good things will happen,” coach Dale Hunter said Monday.

You won’t catch Hunter publicly calling out his team, his players or their effort.

If his team gets blown out 8-2 you’ll get “that’s hockey.”

If you ask about why some of his top players haven’t performed like top players and you’ll get “it’s a team game. You win or lose as a team.”

If you ask about why some of his top players haven’t performed like top players, you’ll get “it’s a team game. You win or lose as a team.”

Hunter is right about the Fortuna, the Goddess of Luck, having deserted his team in the first two games, especially in Game 1 against Val d’Or.

But luck favours the bold and the Knights haven’t yet been bold.

They’ve had two penalty shots and missed both. They haven’t played with the kind of swagger a home team in a Memorial Cup should play with and as a result, the home-ice advantage has evaporated.

Be bold and make something happen because right now the Knights have nothing to lose.

The question is do the Knights have the offensive guns to make it happen at this level? Aside from Max Domi, is there a pure sniper on the team?

It’s a tough question to ask, considering the Knights scored 316 goals in the regular season.

But in 10 Memorial Cup games going back to 2012 in Shawinigan, the Knights have averaged 2.7 goals a game. Take away two games when they scored a total of 11 goals and their goal-scoring average is two goals a game.

Hardly Nathan MacKinnonesque.

To win a Memorial Cup, players need to step up.

Antoine Bibeau stepped up for Val d’Or even though his team didn’t play well against the Knights. Kerby Rychel did it for the Storm. Edgars Kulda put it all together for the Edmonton Oil Kings.

Bibeau had some help from the posts. Rychel scored a goal that went off his body and off a goaltender. Kulda saw one of his two goals Sunday dragged in by Knights goalie Anthony Stolarz.

Who on the Knights is doing the heavy slogging during this time of desperation?

Next question, please.

Dame Fortuna shone on those guys because they not only played well but also made things happen.

So far the Knights have been a lot like the tournament: colourless and lacking spice.

The tournament will likely heat up and add some colour.

Can the same be said about the Knights?

--- --- ---

GOALIE CHOICE UP IN AIR

Dale Hunter joked he would reveal his starting goalie on Wednesday night “at 5:30” – an hour and a half before a season-saving game against the Guelph Storm.

Anthony Stolarz was pulled after three goals on 30 shots through two periods against Edmonton. Jake Patterson finished up with 11 saves on 13 shots, and neither has any idea who will get the important call.

Stolarz has now played 100 minutes in the last 7½ weeks.

Patterson stood tall against the Storm in the second round of the playoffs, but still lost four out of five games.

Hunter said he would tell the starting goalie on Tuesday, likely after practice.

“They were good,” Hunter said. “It was just some bad breaks. A puck hit (Stolarz on the third Edmonton goal) and went through, hit the post and went in. Hopefully, it changes.”

Ryan Pyette

Bibeau focused on present, now 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, May 20, 2014 7:56:41 EDT AM  

Antoine Bibeau narrowly missed a save by looking at the scoreboard replay, a mistake he vows he won’t repeat. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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After a 200-foot shot nearly cost him a Memorial Cup-opening shutout against London, Antoine Bibeau promises he will never again be caught looking up at a scoreboard replay during a game.

“You learn from those things,” the 20-year-old Val d’Or Foreurs goaltender said with a grin. “We were just laughing about that.”

The Toronto sixth-rounder, who finds himself toiling in Leaf country this week, isn’t about to find his thoughts wandering to what it would be like one day to don the blue-and-white just down the highway.

“I’m not thinking about that,” the six-foot-two, 210-pounder said. “I’m thinking about the task I have to do on the ice and just trying to do my best every day. I was just happy to be drafted. It’s the dream of every hockey player and after that, you have to work hard to get a contract.

“I’m working every day to improve to the next step.”

The Quebec league champs acquired Bibeau from Charlottetown for three high draft picks, including a first-rounder. Early in the season, many people thought Foreurs GM Alex Rouleau might even move top-scoring forward Anthony Mantha to trigger a rebuild.

“The (Bibeau acquisition) sent a clear message that we believe in the group here,” Val d’Or goaltending coach Maxime Ouellet, the former Philadelphia first-rounder, said. “He’s been consistent and he’s really been in the zone right now.

“We knew what kind of goalie we were getting at Christmas time. Last year, he was able to become a No. 1 goalie and that’s where he really took a step. We ended up playing Charlottetown in the playoffs last year and saw what a good goalie he was. It was a really tight series.”

Bibeau grew up in Victoriaville and was a big fan of the local junior team, the Tigres, which won the 2002 Quebec league title and lost to Kootenay in the Memorial Cup final at Guelph.

“I was a little boy (eight years old) and was on the ice when they won the President’s Cup,” he said, “It’s funny because Mario (Durocher, current Val d’Or bench boss) was the coach there at that time.”

Lately, Durocher sends a simple message to his Foreurs defenders: clear the rebounds.

“Bibeau will make the first save,” he said. “I have no doubt about that.”

In that first game against the Knights, he stopped a penalty shot and foiled super rookie Mitch Marner on the back end of a two-on-one rush. Those weren’t the most memorable.

“Probably the save from 200 feet,” he joked. “That was a key save, I think. All those saves, it was just a snowball.”

And it’s up to him and the Leafs to keep it rolling toward Toronto.

Ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

RECAP: Val d'Or Foreurs vs. Guelph Storm in Memorial Cup matchup 0


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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Guelph Storm players celebrate a goal by line mate Tyler Bertuzzi, right, during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game against the Edmonton Oil Kings at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Saturday May 17, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER The London Free Press / QMI AGENCY
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Twelve years ago in Guelph, Mario Durocher's Victoriaville Tigres took the terrible Memorial Cup route.

The Quebec league champs played the tiebreaker, semifinal and championship games in three consecutive days and ran out of the gas in the final against the Kootenay Ice.

“We took too much time to get our first win (in Guelph),” Durocher, now the head coach of the Val d'Or Foreurs, said at the Cup in London this week. “It was the third game, the last five minutes of the third period, and we took the long run. (Here) I told the guys that first win is the key thing.”

This time, they got it in a hurry over host London on the back of a 51-save shutout by Maple Leafs prospect Antoine Bibeau. On Monday night, they play the Guelph Storm for control of first place in the Cup round robin.

The Foreurs have last change and Durocher is considering matching up his best line of 82-goal man Anthony Mantha, Louik Marcotte and captain Sam Henley against Guelph's top-notch Kerby Rychel-Robby Fabbri-Zack Mitchell trio. He let them play against Jonathan Drouin's line in the seven-game Quebec semifinal win over the 2013 Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads.

“It's our choice and it doesn't matter because we have (Colorado prospect) Henley in the middle (as) a big, two-way centre,” Durocher said. “Guelph has size and are physical (but) if it's a fair body check, it's no big deal. We're not scared. We're not going to be intimidated by anybody.

“The only thing is we're here to play hockey and win hockey games.”

If the now re-energized Foreurs win again, they will avoid running the Cup gauntlet the way Victoriaville did. Unlike 2002 in Guelph, there is a day off between the semifinal and final – a tweak made after the '05 tourney here in London.

It is known as the “Doris Labonte rule” in Quebec in honour of the former Rimouski Oceanic coach, whose team was wiped out by the powerhouse and rested London Knights in that Cup final. But Durocher planted those seeds three years earlier.

“I called the three (CHL) commissioners at that time and I said you should give at least a day off before the final to give every team a chance to win,” Durocher said. “Kootenay was waiting since Wednesday for us. (Four years) later, they made that change and it's smart. That day of rest is so important in major junior. Two-in-two in a tournament are tough games to win, just because of the rest (factor).”

So should this weekend's no-game Saturday be rechristened the Labonte-Durocher rule?

“It was probably Sid (Rimouski star Sidney Crosby in '05) that made the change,” the coach joked. “He has more power than us, for sure. We're just behind the bench, that's all.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

In a word, it was unacceptable.

The London Knights effort in their second game of the 2014 Memorial Cup tournament was so far below the level of championship junior hockey that it was almost embarrassing.

The Edmonton Oil Kings defeated the Knights 5-2 Sunday, running their record to 1-1 with the Knights dropping to 0-2.

Let’s not let the uninspired, lethargic, strangely muted effort by the home town team take away from what the Oil Kings did.

The Western Hockey League champs played 24 hours earlier against a very good Guelph Storm side giving them a tough battle after coming off a tough seven-game WHL championship series.

The Oil Kings had every right to claim fatigue.

Instead, the Oil Kings made the big plays when needed and showed the kind of discipline that’s necessary to win tournament games.

There has been discussion about Knights’ injuries and the time off the team had to endure after being eliminated from the playoffs by the Guelph Storm.

Those are legitimate excuses.

But they aren’t legitimate excuses for some of the things the Knights did or didn’t do on Sunday.

In fact, the Knights played a better game in a 1-0 loss against Val d’Or in their opening game of the tournament.

The Oil Kings did what they had to do to win.

The Knights didn’t do anything they needed to do to win.

The Knights needed to come out and hit. They needed to work their cycle in the Kings’ end. They needed to force the Kings to work hard.

But effort is needed to pull that off and the Knights’ simply didn’t have it.

There was no home ice advantage because the team’s lack of energy translated into a somnambulant crowd.

Aside from Nikita Zadorov early on, Max Domi and a few others, there was a power outage on the part of the Knights. When Zadorov laid his big body on someone, the building actually woke up and it gave his teammates a boost. But it takes more than one.

And what has happened with the Knights discipline?

The Knights have up eight power plays. Three of those penalties came after the play. Dakota Mermis threw a punch at an Oil King player as the first period came to an end and referee Sean Reid standing three feet away.

With the Knights down 4-2, and finally showing some life with a little more than three minutes left in the game, Michael McCarron nailed an Oil King with a right hand again within smelling distance of the referee.

Whatever little energy that had accumulated dissipated quicker than the fans leaving the building.

“We took way too many penalties,” said Domi. “In order to win this tournament, a short tournament . . . when you are undisciplined like that, good teams capitalize. We can’t afford to be taking penalties like that.

“You can’t win games sitting in the penalty box.”

You also can’t win games playing soft hockey. Too many times the Knights allowed the Oil Kings to clear the zone easily. Too many times the Knights weren’t hard enough on the puck whether shooting it in the offensive zone or clearing it out of their own zone.

Edgars Kulda’s second goal, the third of the game for Edmonton late in the second period that restored their two-goal lead less than two minutes after the Knights’ scored, would have made a lovely what-not-to-do video. The Knights couldn’t clear the puck or the Oil King player and Stolarz looked like he was trying to catch a fish without a fishing pole.

It was ugly to the bone.

Domi used the word “desperate” several times after the game, as in the need to play desperate hockey against the Guelph Storm.

Like everything the Knights did against Edmonton, it came too late.

Desperate should have been the order of the day Sunday and it was nowhere in sight.

London waited 96 minutes and 12 seconds for the Knights to score a goal at this Memorial Cup.

They had less than two minutes to celebrate it.

After defencceman Alex Basso finally cracked the goose egg in the second period, Edmonton's Latvian winger Edgars Kulda scored on a bank shot from behind the goal line to restore a two-goal Oil Kings lead and push the winless Cup hosts to the brink of elimination in a 5-2 decision before 8,863 Sunday night at Budweiser Gardens.

The Knights need to beat the OHL champion Guelph Storm, who knocked them out of the playoffs, on Wednesday night to stay alive.

The 2003 Quebec Remparts are the only host team to finish 0-3 at their own Cup.

“It kinda sucked they scored right after and ruined our momentum,” Basso, the fifth-year blueliner said. “A shot below the goal line and it trickled in a little bit. It's just about putting the puck in the net right now. There's so much skill on our team. It's not like we didn't have scoring chances.”

They missed a penalty shot attempt for the second time in two games. Edmonton's Tristan Jarry closed the five-hole on Ryan Rupert in the first period.

The Knights, a team that had eight 20-goal scorers, has zero goals from its forwards so far. It doesn't have a power-play marker, either.

The Oil Kings went 1-for-8 with the man advantage.

“We took too many penalties early and it got us out of the game a little bit,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “It tires out your best players because they have to kill penalties, especially in the first. It took us out of the game, basically, at that point.

“No one wants to be 0-2 but it's not over and we have another game. We have to go from there.”

Hunter pulled starting goalie Anthony Stolarz after two periods and three goals on 30 shots. Jake Patterson stopped 11 of 13 shots in the third.

No one knows yet who is going in net against Guelph.

“Coaches just do it to change the momentum of the game and get the kids refocused,” Hunter said. “It was just to get back going.”

The Knights shuffled their lines and re-visited their offence after being shut out on 51 shots by Val d'Or's Antoine Bibeau in Friday's opener.

They only scored twice on 40 shots on Jarry.

“We have to step up with offence from the forwards (against Guelph),” Ryan Rupert said. “We have to pull up our socks and put some in the net. We're leaving the goalies out to dry.”

The Knights' frustration boiled over and a late comeback attempt was snuffed out when Montreal first-rounder Michael McCarron slugged Edmonton's Mitch Moroz late in the third period.

“Some of those penalties after the whistle, you can't be taking,” Basso said, “ especially at that time of the game when it's five minutes left and down two goals.”

Ryan Rupert, who also hit a crossbar in the second, lashed out at the officiating. The three-Cup veteran called it “embarassing”.

“This is the Memorial Cup – it's a bit ridiculous,” the Leafs prospect said. “You look at Nik's (Nikita Zadorov's boarding) call. That was a horses--- call. It was body to body and he put his back and rode him off. That ref should be ashamed of himself.

“We know what the reffing is in this tournament, it's pretty uptight. Personally, I think they should put their whistles away and let us play hockey but that's the way the game's going.”

Kulda joked about the Edmonton power play being “a little bit not so good so far”. But their performance in front of big opposition crowds this post-season, has been outstanding.

“I hope it'll get going when we need it the most,” he said. “It gets me a little more fired up to make the home crowd more silent. It makes me go harder when people cheer against me.”

The Western league is cheering, too.

This was its first Cup win in five tries in London. The Oil Kings snapped a Cup four-game losing streak dating back to 2012 in Shawinigan and avenged a 4-1 loss there to the Knights.

They're in the playoff round like Val d'Or and Guelph, who has a chance to go straight to the final with a win over the Foreurs Monday.

The Knights, though, are in emergency mode.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Guelph Storm cruise to victory over Edmonton Oil Kings in Memorial Cup matchup 0
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  Guelph Storm goaltender Justin Nichols makes a save as Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman Ashton Sautner tries to deflect the shot during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Saturday May 17, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER The London Free Press / QMI AGENCY
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Knights' Cup dream dashed

Kerby Rychel, son of ex-NHLer Warren, got the Guelph Storm going.

Brock McGinn, with his two NHL-playing brothers in the building, gave the OHL champs the lead.

Then, Tyler Bertuzzi – whose uncle is big Todd – stuck the dagger in the Edmonton Oil Kings, scoring twice in the third for a 5-2 win in both teams' Memorial Cup kick-off before 8,824 Saturday at Budweiser Gardens.

Three familiar hockey names accounted for all five Storm goals. Some good genes trumped first-game jitters.

“It was kind of funny,” Rychel, the Columbus first-rounder, quipped. “We were joking on the bench that the left wingers were doing everything.”

Rychel grew up around two Memorial Cup-winning teams with Windsor in 2009-10. His dad, still GM of the Spitfires, traded him to Guelph this season as part of a rebuild.

“It's not only our team (with big-league blood), but other teams, too,” Rychel said. “(Max) Domi on London. (Henrik) Samuelsson (Edmonton's son of Ulf scored his team's first goal). The list goes on. They (a hockey-playing dad, uncle or brothers) have been through it and they can teach you a lot of things.”

Like how to react on the bigger stage..

“I've always said it helps in the sense those guys, early on in their lives, get the hockey sense quicker because they're watching it so much when their relatives play and they're around it,” Guelph head coach Scott Walker said. “They see the training, the little things it takes to win games.”

The Storm trio may play on the same side of the ice, but they all have unique personalities.

“Brock is very quiet,” Walker said. “(Bertuzzi) is fun-loving and he loves to be out there banging and being in everyone's face. (Rychel) is just a very intense person.

“They're all very different but they're all very similar in they want to go straight ahead and do whatever it takes to win.”

Rychel, the OHL's leading playoff scorer, got the Storm on the board with 4.2 seconds in the first. After Edmonton blitzed Guelph goalie Justin Nichols for two goals in 27 seconds early in the second period, Rychel scored again when a bad clearing attempt by Montreal Canadiens' Lars Eller's younger brother Mads hit him in the pants, deflected off Edmonton goalie Tristan Jarry, and in.

“Fortunately, we got a lucky bounce to get one right back there,” Walker said. “I liked the resilience of our bench (when Edmonton jumped ahead). There was no panic. It was calm.

“No one was slamming doors or breaking sticks.”

The guys on the left side took over.

McGinn wired a bullet past Jarry to regain the lead.

Brock was 11 when he watched brother Jamie, now a Colorado Avalanche forward, score three goals for Ottawa at the 2005 Cup in this building. Brian Kilrea's underdog 67's bowed out in the semifinal at the hands of Sidney Crosby and the Rimouski Oceanic.

“I came here (from Fergus) to watch him with my parents and grandparents and Ottawa did a great job,” Brock, now 20-years-old, said. “He played against guys like Crosby and (Corey) Perry and I think he led the rookies in tournament scoring.

“So it was good for him.”

Now, it's his turn. Brock McGinn also saw brother Tye, Philadelphia Flyers property who never got his Cup shot with Gatineau in the Quebec league, through the glass during warmup.

“I haven't seen his face in a while,” Brock, a Carolina second-rounder, said with a grin. “It was a good feeling when they were watching. I haven't had many chances for them to see me play live.”

Bertuzzi, a rough-and-tumble Red Wings draft pick, beat Jarry on two well-placed shots to help the Canadian Hockey League's top-scoring team pull away.

“The 4-2 goal was a bit of a backbreaker goal,” Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal said. “Special teams really let us down and we're going to have to figure it out pretty quick here.”

The games are getting huge in a hurry. This will be the first time in three years that all four teams don't start with 1-1 records.

The winless Oil Kings and host London Knights play Sunday night to avoid falling to 0-2 quickly.

The Storm and Val d'Or meet Monday with an automatic berth in the Cup semifinal on the line.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

GAME GLANCE

Guelph Storm take on Edmonton Oil Kings on Day 2 of Memorial Cup in London 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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MEMORIAL CUP SATURDAY 

At Budweiser Gardens

Saturday: Guelph Storm (OHL champs) vs. Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL champs), 4 p.m.

Sunday: Knights (host) vs. Edmonton, 7 p.m.

Monday: Guelph vs. Val d'Or (QMJHL champs)

La Belle Response: Every Memorial Cup, someone asks Knights head coach Dale Hunter about the possibility of an NHL return to Quebec City. The former Nordiques' forward's answer has never wavered. “I would say it would be awesome,” he said. “When I played there seven years, the fans were awesome. They deserve (an NHL team) and hopefully, they do get one back there.”

Short trip: The London accommodations – at least in proximity to the arena – have already made this a better Cup for the Edmonton Oil Kings, the first team to go home two years ago in Shawinigan. Back then, the Oil Kings, like the Knights, had to stay in Trois-Rivieres and make a daily half-hour commute to the smallish host city.“We don't have to leave a day early to get to the rink (in London),” Edmonton head coach Derek Laxdal quipped. “It's a better experience for our players to be in this environment. Everyone's talking Memorial Cup and we have that extra half-hour going to the rink and that extra half-hour to get prepared. It sets up better for us.”

Another Poudrier: London's Max Domi called the overtime loss to Shawinigan in the Cup final two years ago “an empty spot in our hearts”. For Val d'Or forward Pierre-Maxime Poudrier, it was a proud family moment. His older brother Loik was a hard-working Cataractes veteran. “It was amazing when (Anton) Zlobin scored,” the 20-year-old Poudrier said. “I was on the ice after the game and so happy for my brother.” Now, it's his turn. “It's amazing to be in London,” he said. “My brother told me play my game and not try to do too much.” Loik now plays in Switzerland. Zlobin, the overtime hero, plays with ex-London captain Scott Harrington on the American league's Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

A little help from friends: Val d'Or coach Mario Durocher wasn't surprised former Acadie-Bathurst coach Danny Dupont, now with the Knights, worked his Quebec league contacts to get the scoop on how to combat the Foreurs. “I respect what he's doing,” Durocher said. “He got hired by London to do all the strategy after they lost out early. They did that (two years ago) in Shawinigan when Dupont was there, too. He has a good relationship with Eric (Veilleux, coach of the league runner-up Baie-Comeau Drakkar).” At the same time, the QMJHL wants to win its fourth Cup in a row. “We want to protect our league,” Durocher said, “but I did this one year, too. I worked with Marc Habscheid (who was coaching Kelowna) at the world juniors (in 2003). No one from my league called me but Marc was asking me for information here and there.” Habscheid's Rockets, on home ice in 2004, won the Cup.
London Knights Mitch Marner sporting decal to support player who suffered stroke 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, May 17, 2014 4:34:34 EDT PM  
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Storm reign supreme

Oil Kings too much for Knights

Riley Dunda's battle to recover from a stroke has reached the Memorial Cup ice in London.

Knights first-year sensation Mitch Marner is wearing a special decal on the back of his helmet, which reads “RD- 72”, in support of his best friend's 18-year-old brother.

The decal features Dunda's initials and the number he wore with the Ontario Junior Hockey League's Hamilton Red Wings this past season. Two weeks ago, he collapsed at his Grimbsy home while watching TSN and suffered a rare carotid dissection.

“The hockey world's behind him and he's a strong kid,” said the 17-year-old Marner, who matched ex-Knight Corey Perry's 59 points as an OHL rookie this year. “I think he's going to pull through. He's getting better now and he's in my thoughts. I'm really rooting for him and I think he's going to make it.”

Marner played with Riley's younger brother Liam with the Don Mills midget Flyers last season. Liam just finished his first season as a Plymouth Whalers winger.

“I feel like Liam and I grew up together and we're kind of like brothers,” Marner said. “His family is practically my family now. I could live at their house and still feel like I'm at home.

“We hung out a lot and I'm just always there for him.”

Personal tributes of this nature from players require asking special permission of the Canadian Hockey League.

“(London equipment manager Chris Maton) asked for me and I really appreciate that,” Marner said. “It means a lot to me and it's just special.”

Scoreless London Knights looking to bounce back against Edmonton Oil Kings 15


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, May 17, 2014 4:00:33 EDT PM  

London Knights forward Mitch Marner goes airborne while getting a shot away on Val-d'Or Foreurs goaltender Antoine Bibeau as Foreurs defenceman Ryan Graves tries to stop him during their 2014 Memorial Cup round robin hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Friday May 16, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER The London Free Press / QMI AGENCY
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Storm reign supreme

Oil Kings too much for Knights

The London Knights had eight forwards with at least 20 goals this season.

It's time for those guys to start putting the puck in the back of the net.

“(Anthony Mantha) is Val d'Or's best player, he did his job, he scored a goal,” Knights forward Josh Anderson, one of London's high-scoring seven, said in the wake of Friday's Memorial Cup-opening loss to the Foreurs. “Our best players have to score goals and we didn't.”

Bo Horvat was stopped by hot goalie Antoine Bibeau on a penalty shot. Max Domi missed the net a lot. Chris Tierney, who scored 40 times this year, was denied, too.

The emphasis in Saturday's workout was on shooting to score and a nod to the power play, which went 0-for-4.

“Comes down to it, we should have buried,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “(We had) breakaways. Tierney's in. Bo's in. Max had the goalie down and out. You've got to bury them chances.

“You only get so many of those in a game.”

The Knights have to shake that snakebitten feeling in a hurry. Despite 316 regular-season goals, there have been some periods of offensive concern this year.

“You get over 50 shots in a game and don't score a goal, you look at that and say, 'Wow, that goalie played a heck of a game,” Domi, the Phoenix first-rounder, said. “It was our first game in a month but there's no excuses. We've got to be better as a team and we should be fine. Missing the net by an inch or two is a huge difference. If those go in, we've got a different hockey game.

“We addressed it and we've got to capitalize more.”

The Knights have to shake their recent Cup history of struggling to score when the spotlight is brightest.

They only scored once in the semifinal loss to Portland last year and once in the final against Shawinigan two years ago.

“You can't win any games with no goals,” said rookie Mitch Marner, who worked the point on the power play. “We've got to get going here.”

Dale Hunter didn't anticipate any lineup changes in Sunday's game against Edmonton, who will be facing the always-treacherous second game in two days.

“The one thing we didn't do is we didn't score,” Hunter said. “(London goalie Anthony) Stolarz did his job. The forwards and defence have to do a better job. It's a big game and we have to win.

“The kids know it.”

Val d'Or head coach Mario Durocher felt his team denied the Knights a lot of rebounds and second chances.

But Hunter pointed at the breakaways as proof the Knights broke through the Foreurs defence.

“When you give up breakaways, it's not healthy,” he said. “We gave up a breakaway to Mantha in the third period. That's not healthy. I wasn't happy with it. They gave us chances and we just didn't bury them.

“You tell them 'hit the net'. Get more rubber at the net. You've got a chance for more screens and tips.”

The Knights can't afford to let another goalie get in their head. They are now 0-4 in their last three Cups against Quebec league teams.

“It's not the first time (Bibeau) has done this,” Hunter said. “You go back against Baie-Comeau (in the league final), they had 46, 47 shots (each game). That was a good (draft) pick by Toronto. He's been doing it and it's a credit to the young man.”

It caused Adam Dennis, London's 2005 goaltending hero, to reflect on his first Cup game as he left the rink Friday night.

That was in 2004, with Guelph, in Kelowna. The Storm dominated the shots but couldn't beat the host Rockets' Kelly Guard in an identical 1-0 loss.

The Storm never got the offence cooking out west. They only scored three goals and finished 0-3 at that tournament.

The Knights hope that's not where they're heading.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

RECAP: Val d'Or Foreurs vs. London Knights 4
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MEMORIAL CUP TODAY

Game 1: London Knights (host) vs. Val d'Or Foreurs (QMJHL champion)

Friday, 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

The matchup: It's the well-rested vs. the weary. The Knights haven't played in 34 days. The Foreurs won Game 7 of the Quebec league final Tuesday night. The Cup hosts will have to shake off the rust while Val d'Or has to keep riding the high of their big win over Baie-Comeau. London, 4-0 at the 2005 Cup at home, puts that undefeated Budweiser Gardens streak on the line with a big chunk of those famous champs paying close attention.

Who to watch (London): Everybody, really. The Knights expect to have a strong first period, even after their long layoff. They've had good news in recent days with the return of Zach Bell (broken leg), Brady Austin (mono) and Christian Dvorak (knee). Head coach Dale Hunter said Max Domi, who injured his shoulder in the second-round series loss to Guelph, is “ready to rock 'n roll.” Then, he should be able to soar to the top of scoring charts this week; Val d'Or: Goalie Antoine Bibeau, the Maple Leafs prospect, was a rock in the Foreurs net down the stretch. They brought in the 20-year-old Victoriaville native from Charlottetown before the trade deadline for three draft picks, including a first rounder. He turned out worth that price.

Twin time?: Dale Hunter even shuffles lines during a month layoff. He rolled out all kinds of combos in practices the past few weeks. One of the more interesting switches was the splitting of brothers Matt and Ryan Rupert. Will he go through with it, even though the twins have been dynamite together in past Cups? “It could be for one shift, you don't know,” said Hunter, their billet dad. “They might start together, huh? I mix my lines up, right?” Ryan Rupert won't be surprised if it happens. “When Matt was out in December, me, (Chris) Tierney and (Max) Domi lit it up points-wise, and then there were times Matt was with (Josh Anderson) and Bo (Horvat). Who knows what the lines will be? We have depth through all four.”

Canadien ties: Val d'Or star scorer Anthony Mantha, who has 81 goals in 81 games, is the grandson of Andre Pronovost, who joined the Montreal Canadiens in 1956 en route to four straight Stanley Cups. “He lives in Shawinigan now but we do talk a lot and he always waits for me after games (when the Foreurs play games near his home),” Mantha, the Detroit first-rounder and Canadian world junior standout, said. “His tips are great and he knows what he's talking about. He's passionate about it. You're a hockey player one day, you're a hockey player forever.”

Cup of four: The Knights have eight players about to take part in their third straight Memorial Cup. They have one – Gemel Smith – who played in the one before that streak. The veteran forward was a speedy rookie in 2011 when the Owen Sound Attack took part in a bitter tournament at Mississauga. Star Joey Hishon, who played his first NHL game for Colorado in the playoffs this spring, was knocked out early with a concussion and the Attack were the first team out. “We've got lots of experience in our room,” Ryan Rupert said. “You look at (Smith). A lot of us are getting another chance. We know what to expect and the rest of the guys can watch and feed off what we do.”

Warm welcome: The Foreurs returned as Quebec league champs from Baie-Comeau at 3 a.m. Wednesday morning. There were 1,000 people – in a city of 30,000 – waiting for them at the airport. “Everyone was screaming and cheering for us and that was a great feeling,” Val d'Or defenceman Guillaume Gelinas said. “There wasn't a lot of sleep that night. But we have to focus on this tournament. We don't want to come here and just be happy to be here. We came to win.”

Gelinas said he fell asleep Wednesday night in London around 9 p.m. “I think we have to forget about (sleep) and think about the end,” head coach Mario Durocher said, “and get some sleep then.”

No need to worry . . . yet 14


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, May 17, 2014 12:45:40 EDT AM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

Memorial Cup 2014

More Coverage

Memorial Cup schedule

Your guide to the Memorial Cup

5 Players to watch

Follow the 2014 Memorial Cup players

Related Stories

Oil Kings too much for Knights

There is neither need for panic for the London Knights nor need for celebration for the Val-d’Or Foreurs

This 2014 Memorial Cup will not be won or lost in one game.

The bottom line to Game 1 in the 2014 Memorial Cup tournament Friday between the Knights and Foreurs was simple.

Antoine Bibeau, the magic man between the pipes for the Foreurs, stole the game. He made 51 saves in a 1-0 win over the Knights.

That’s great for the Foreurs and problematic for the Knights. There’s not much wiggle room left for the host side.

But there is still plenty of mystery and intrigue to this tournament, a journey of exploration in what promises to be a Memorial Cup with enough twists and turns to satisfy the most ardent hockey fan.

There is one fact on which most would agree. If there is a favourite in the tournament, it’s the Guelph Storm.

Much else remains open to conjecture.

What isn’t any longer is the level of Knights preparedness after almost 40 days without playing a real game.

Aside from the result, the Knights and their coaching staff had to be happy with the effort.

The lingering fear was the team returning to the ice would be completely flat, lacking cohesion and competitive edge.

That didn’t happen.

The team that returned to the ice was simply a team that couldn’t shoot straight. It was a team that fired 51 shots on net but missed another dozen from prime scoring positions.

It is the bogey an that has been the Knights’ travelling partner the last three times they have been to a Memorial Cup tournament.

They don’t score enough goals. Their shooting has been horrendous.

It was impossible to believe that Friday’s game could have ended 1-0.

Some of that was layoff rust, but most was an inability to cash in on scoring chances.

There was also a static energy level. While there were times when the Knights managed to control the boards with their cycle, it wasn’t consistent enough to create the kind of pressure the Knights needed.

As for the team from La Belle Province, there is always great anticipation in seeing what the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League brings to the table.

What the Foreurs bring to this Memorial Cup was highlighted before the first period against the Knights was over.

It is Anthony Mantha.

Danger lurks in either relying on or mistakenly believing that one player can mean the success or failure of any team game.

But when Mantha threw his big frame into the Knights zone, muscling past a defenceman and swinging the puck into the net past Knights’ goalie Anthony Stolarz, he put his stamp on the tournament. It was his 82nd goal in 82 games. Later in the period, he wired a shot off the post.

The Foreurs move the puck, find the open player and create space, but it’s Mantha who can strike with the suddenness of a mamba.

The Knights must get better offensively. But to borrow a time-worn expression, there would be greater concern if the Foreurs had shut down the Knights; if they’d created open chance after open chance against the Knights’ defence; if the Knights looked hopeless and ill-prepared.

Yes, there is room for improvement, but this team’s true destiny will come with its game Sunday against Edmonton.

Everything is still there to play for . . . at least for now.

Edmonton Oil Kings forward Mads Eller plays a different game than his brother 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, May 16, 2014 9:41:39 EDT PM  
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Storm reign supreme

After watching brother Lars help knock off the big, bad Boston Bruins, Mads Eller was asked how he would react if poor sport Milan Lucic threatened to “kill” him during a post-series handshake.

“I would probably laugh about it,” said the 18-year-old Edmonton Oil Kings forward, whose Memorial Cup starts Saturday against the OHL champion Guelph Storm. “That’s what I would do.”

Not many would share that approach. Lucic didn’t look like he was joking after the Montreal Canadiens knocked them off in Game 7.

“He’s a scary guy, for sure,” Mads said.

Danish hockey, already proud of the brothers Eller, would have something to celebrate if both Mads and Lars both win their end-of-season championships.

“With him being in the Stanley Cup (semifinal) and us at the Memorial Cup, we’ve been talking about that a little bit now,” Mads said. “My parents watch Lars’ game, then my game, so they’re staying up all night (watching at home).”

If you follow the Habs and expect left winger Mads Eller to be a mini-version of his brother, there will be disappointment.

“He’s really good with the puck and a playmaker,” the 6-foot-1, 196-pound Mads said. “I’m more a speedy, physical guy.”

He stopped following in Lars’ footsteps when he moved to Edmonton after two years with the Frolunda club in Sweden.

“Sweden, I felt like I didn’t get anywhere,” Mads said. “It was for my brother but not for me. I have a different style of game. I talked to my brother, agent and dad (Olaf) and we agreed I had to get into the junior leagues over here.

“So far, it’s been the best choice I ever made.”

Now, he’s in London and getting ready for friendly bets with Oil Kings mate Henrik Samuelsson, whose infamous dad Ulf is an assistant coach in the Big Apple.

The Canadiens and Rangers begin their Eastern Conference final Saturday.

“I was in Montreal when they played against Boston and experienced how crazy it is,” Mads said.

He’s bracing himself for a mini-version of that craziness in London.​

Guelph Storm's Kerby Rychel looks to make his mark on Memorial Cup 6


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, May 16, 2014 9:40:00 EDT PM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Memorial Cup 2014

Related Stories

Storm reign supreme

Oil Kings too much for Knights

This Memorial Cup will be Kerby Rychel’s big-tournament mulligan.

The Guelph Storm’s OHL final hero was held scoreless in seven games for Canada at the world junior tournament in Malmo, Sweden this year.

He bounced back to lead the league playoffs in points. He expects to produce here in London, starting with his team’s tilt with the Edmonton Oil Kings Saturday afternoon.

“I’m real confident in my ability,” the 19-year-old Columbus first rounder said. “The world juniors was tough but I don’t really count it as a disappointment. I wasn’t put in a position to succeed, you can say.

“I think I’m going to have a good tournament. I’m not worried about that.”

Rychel knows, given the historic London-Windsor rivalry, the symbolism of an ex-Spitfires captain hoisting the Cup on Budweiser Gardens ice next Sunday. The Knights out-bid the Spits, who were weighed down by illegal recruiting sanctions, for the right to hold this event.

As a result, Rychel was traded at mid-season from his hometown Spits by his GM dad Warren in a blockbuster deal with the Storm.

“It’s something I definitely thought about,” Rychel said. “I played a lot of games in here. Sometimes the fans say stuff but I don’t think they’re going to boo me or anything. We beat them this year, which was a good feeling. Hopefully, we can beat them again and raise the Cup in London.

“That would be something special I would never forget.”

Rychel attended games during the 2005 Cup in London. He watched his dad’s team win back-to-back Cups in 2009 and ’10, with morning skates five years ago in Rimouski.

“Kind of driving on the bus to the rink here brought back memories of when I would go with my dad (in Rimouski) five years ago,” he said. “It’s cool and surreal to have my chance to finally play.”

He sees parallels with his current Guelph team and the Windsor clubs he grew up around.

“Those teams were really tight-knit and we have that here,” he said. “The Windsor teams had all-stars — Taylor Hall, Ryan Ellis, Cam Fowler. I don’t think we have that guy. We just have a lot of good players.”

Rychel plays with two of them — NHL first-round draft prospect Robby Fabbri, the OHL playoff MVP, and overager Zack Mitchell.

They have been on a line since his arrival in Guelph.

“There were signs of good things at the start,” he said, “and hopefully, we keep going on all cylinders.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

London Knights ready for third straight MasterCard Memorial Cup appearance 6
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London Knights captain Chris Tierney shows off the host team's jersey for their opening game at the Memorial Cup at Budweiser Gardens, Friday night vs. Quebec league champions Val d'Or Foreurs. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)  

It’s called the Memorial Cup, right?

When it’s done next Sunday, you want to look back at the whole thing with a sense of pride.

London and the Knights did it in 2005.

That tournament remains the greatest sports achievement in this city’s history.

But there’s room for another. There’s always space for another inspirational performance.

The players who were part of that ’05 team want some company.

This current crop of Knights, eight of them starting their third straight Cup Friday night at Budweiser Gardens, are still searching for that ultimate experience.

“You remember some fun parts (of the last two tournaments in Saskatoon and Shawinigan),” said Knights captain Chris Tierney. “But ultimately, you look at it as a failure, basically, because you didn’t achieve your goal.

“This is the third time for us and you want to be the team remembered for winning one Cup and two OHL championships — not the one losing three Cups.

“That’s something we’re going to look forward to.”

The Knights want some mouthwash for those twin end-of-season 2-1 losses to the host Cataractes in 2012 and Portland Winterhawks last year. That’s the root of the anticipation for this Cup, which naysayers said came too soon after just a nine-year gap.

But the Knights don’t take this opportunity for granted.

“It’s an achievement (to play in it),” said head coach Dale Hunter. “It’s tough to get here. There’s good teams you have to go through and every team here’s been through it. It’s special to play here.

“A lot of guys didn’t get that chance. I didn’t and Mark (brother and Knights GM Mark Hunter) never did.”

Guelph coach Scott Walker tried to pass off the Knights as the tournament favourite, but his Storm have to wear that hat.

He is right, though, that the Knights can’t be counted out as undeserving hosts. They have too much history and experience — and now, a full lineup of healthy and conditioned players.

“You learn it’s a short tournament and if you make a mistake, you can’t dwell on it because it goes by too fast,” Tierney said. “We get our home dressing room, we’re familiar with where to go and where to eat. Hopefully, the third time’s a charm.”

They have something else they didn’t the past two trips.

The home crowd.

“You know they’ll be with you and they’ll be the seventh man on the ice,” forward Ryan Rupert said. “Other than that, you approach it the same. You’re on national television — why not get pumped up and have a positive feel?”

If they play the way they can, it will get infectious in a hurry.

--- --- ---

WHAT'S WITH THE JERSEY?

•Military-themed; host team wears for opening game; Knights captain Chris Tierney is wearing one at left.

•Salutes Cup’s origin as a wartime memorial.

•Crest on this year’s edition a replica of 1883 infantry helmet plate.

•An original helmet plate is on display at Royal Canadian Regiment Museum at Wolseley Barracks.

•Jerseys auctioned online at auction.chl.ca; bids close May 26 at 7 p.m.; proceeds go to Legion programs.

London Knights netminder Anthonly Stolarz ready for Memorial Cup after 49-day layoff 6
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Anthony Stolarz has staggering numbers in his year and a half with the London Knights.

He has a combined 54-12-3-2 record with a 2.44 goals against average and .924 save percentage in the regular season and it’s nearly identical stuff in the playoffs.

But this is when he must put his stamp on his time in London.

Despite those impressive numbers, he cannot be mentioned in the same breath as Knights goaltending greats Michael Houser, Adam Dennis, Gene Chiarello and Pat Riggin unless he is a success in this Memorial Cup from start to finish. Making some big saves after a 49-day layoff is that first step to legendary status.

“I’m ready for this,” the 6-foot-6 Philadelphia second rounder said after head coach Dale Hunter handed him Friday’s opening start against the Val d’Or Foreurs, “and it’s going to be fun.”

It wasn’t quite so joyous when he ran out of gas last spring and watched Jake Patterson finish up the OHL final and the Cup in Saskatoon.

He vowed to return this year in prime condition.

It wasn’t so much a barrel of laughs when he missed a month and a half with his 55-stitch leg laceration or served what amounted to a six-game suspension for conking Windsor’s Josh Ho-Sang in the back of the head in the playoffs.

He asked for another chance at this Cup.

“All the waiting was worth it,” the 20-year-old from Jackson, N.J., said. “I bring just experience this time. Last year, I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t know what was going on. This year, with it being in London, it’s going to be a lot nicer with the fans behind us.

“They’re going to be loud and cheer us on to go out there and block shots and play hard.”

The fans will be behind Stolarz this week as long as they believe he is a superior option to Jake Patterson, who did about as much as a goalie could against Guelph in the second round and was also strong in practice.

“It was a tough decision, but (Stolarz) is the guy,” Dale Hunter said. “He was solid for us before he got hurt and in the playoffs. Suspension and injury put him back — but a good three, four weeks of practice has honed his game.

“I’m happy with (Patterson), but (Stolarz) is our guy. Both kids want to play, but coaches have to make a decision.”

Hunter made it, in part, because of all those impressive statistics that are so difficult to ignore. But as many games as he has delivered, it’s hard to forget the Knights essentially ended up in fourth place in the OHL’s Western Conference this season because of a home loss to Peterborough in his return from the leg cut. It was hard to shake the feeling the Knights, overall as a team, played better in front of Patterson this year than they did Stolarz.

“We had to lean on both and both have come up big for us,” captain Chris Tierney said.

Stolarz spent too much sacrifice and effort carving out a hockey career to lack belief. He worked hard for goalie coach Bill Dark and listened well to guest coach Jeff Hackett, the Londoner and former NHLer who went to the 1987 Memorial Cup with Oshawa.

“It was nice to have a fresh perspective and it helped Jake and I get prepared,” Stolarz said. “When I was off, I had the Rogers TV package and I was skimming through the OHL and NHL games. You see what teams do and, for me, you watch goalies like Steve Mason of the Flyers you can style your game after.”

Right now, he doesn’t have to be anybody but himself.

But he has to play well — and win.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

'Once-in-a-lifetime' for London Knights rookie Christian Dvorak 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, May 15, 2014 7:50:49 EDT PM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

Memorial Cup 2014

Related Stories

Memorial Cup schedule

Host Knights ‘built for’ this opportunity

Your guide to the Memorial Cup

Recap: Memorial Cup arrives

5 Players to watch

Follow the 2014 Memorial Cup players

After tearing up his knee five months ago, Christian Dvorak's goal was to be healthy enough to take part in the NHL draft combine May 26-31.

Right now, the London Knights rookie centre is poised to play in the Memorial Cup opener against Val d'Or Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“I don't really show that much emotion,” the 18-year-old from Frankfort, Ill., said, “but it's really exciting. It's a once-in-a-lifetime to play in a Memorial Cup in London and I can't wait.”

Dvorak was medically cleared on Tuesday and then the Knights received the thumbs-up from his parents, who will be here to watch their son play.

“We cleared things up and I feel good out there (during practice),” the NHL Central Scouting Bureau's 71st ranked North American skater. “The goal (was the combine) but luckily, I'm good enough to play.”

Dvorak had his doubts after falling awkwardly on an innocent-looking play Dec. 14 in Erie. He had six goals and 14 points in 33 games to that point.

“The day I got injured, I didn't really want to think (he wouldn't be back),” he said. “I felt my knee pop and knew it wasn't good. It gave out on me. But luckily, it healed well, I worked hard and got rewarded for it.”

When he couldn't skate, he worked on his upper body and gained 10 pounds of muscle. He wants to show off that new strength early in this Cup.

“I'm hoping first shift, maybe I can get a hit in and get into the flow of the game,” Dvorak said. “I stayed involved with the team as much as possible and I'm looking forward to this.”

He made it back when it didn't appear possible. Throw in a healthy Max Domi and the return of defencemen Brady Austin and Zach Bell, head coach Dale Hunter finally has some options.

“He's worked his tail off,” Dale Hunter said of Dvorak. “He stays out after practice and he wanted to come back and play. It was a freak accident, a rut, and he's a determined kid.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

London Knight Nikita Zadorov feeling more confident for his second Memorial Cup appearance 2
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When London Knight Nikita Zadorov participated in last year’s Memorial Cup, he was an inexperienced, almost shy Russian who was working on his English.

That didn’t stop him from being one of the most engaging, quotable players on the team.

A year later, Zadorov is just as engaging, just as quotable, but he’s no longer the shy Russian youngster just looking to do his job. The massive defender is now a dominant player, flushed with experience gained at last year’s Memorial Cup and by spending time with the Buffalo Sabres in the National Hockey League.

Zadorov and his Knights open the Memorial Cup tournament Friday against Val-d’Or Foreurs. It will be their first competitive game in 34 days since their elimination from the Ontario Hockey League playoffs by the Guelph Storm.

Zadorov was at the centre of that elimination. With the Knights hurting on the blueline, the Storm went after the Knights defensive leader, forcing him to work every time he was on the ice. And Zadorov spent a lot of time on the ice.

Kill the head and the body goes, and that’s what happened to the Knights defensive unit.

It was yet another learning experience for Zadorov..

It’s all working to make him better prepared for Memorial Cup No. 2.

“It’s different this year,” Zadorov said. “Last year was my first year. Now I’m kind of the old guy. But it’s still going to be hard tournament, still going to be hard games. I just have to play hard like I played last year.”

His talent on the ice aside, what the Knights need on the blueline in a pressure-filled junior tournament is leadership. The only defenceman other than Zadorov with Memorial Cup tournament experience is Dakota Mermis.

As a first-year player who was battling a language barrier and culture shock, it was difficult to feel like a leader in Saskatoon last year. After a year replete with new experiences, Zadorov has no problem wearing the leader’s mantle now.

“I feel more like a leader,” he said. “When I came, I was a shutdown (defender). I was just the third pair defensive pair. Now I’m a top four, play a lot more and have a lot of ice time. When I came I didn’t play a lot of offence. Now I play a lot more.

“I’ve played at a different level in the NHL and I feel like I should do the best for my team.”

Confidence is not something lacking in Zadorov. He believes in his abilities. His stint in the NHL has only made him more confident in what he can do.

“The NHL is the biggest level in the world,” he said. “I know how to play there and it’s helped me a lot. It’s more easy to play here right now.”

How confident is he? In Game 1, Zadorov will be facing the Foreurs’ Anthony Mantha, a young man who tore it up during the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League season and playoffs. Mantha had 57 goals and 120 points in 57 games, along with 24 goals in 24 games in the playoffs.

Zadorov has played against Mantha in the world junior tournament and top prospects’ games.

He was asked what he had to do to shut Mantha down. Zadorov responded to the affect that it wasn’t like playing “against Sidney Crosby.”

Yeah, you’ve got to love the big guy.

Zadorov says after a tough three weeks getting ready, his legs are “feeling awesome.”

“The first period will be real important,” he said. “The first shot, first shift the first save for Stolie (goaltender Anthony Stolarz.)”

Not surprisingly, all the pressure hasn’t done a thing to rattle Zadorov.

“It’s going to be good, going to be fun,” he said.

QMJHL champion Val d’Or Foreurs have Mantha and so much more 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, May 15, 2014 12:33:39 EDT PM  

Anthony Mantha is the Foreurs’ biggest weapon and came through in Game 7 of the QMJHL final to send Val d’Or to a third Memorial Cup. (QMI Agency)
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The Guelph Storm won the OHL title on Kerby Rychel’s last-minute goal against North Bay.

The Edmonton Oil Kings pulled off a rousing Game 7 road win in noisy Portland for the Western league crown.

The Val d’Or Foreurs?

They did a little bit of both to cap the Canadian Hockey League playoffs and set the field at the 96th Memorial Cup in London.

Anthony Mantha, the Quebec league’s top scorer this season, buried the Game 7 and President’s Cup winner with just 52 seconds left in regulation at Baie-Comeau Tuesday night.

Val d’Or gave up three third-period goals, including the tying goal with 1:59 left in the third.

They didn’t blink.

Having Mantha, the big Detroit first-rounder from Longueuil, doesn’t hurt.

The 6-foot-5 Canadian world junior standout scored 24 goals. That included six in the final series against Baie-Comeau, the league’s top team and best defensive squad.

He had eight multi-goal playoff games. The 57-goal winger had 120 points in the regular season — second only to Erie’s Connor Brown (128).

He’s obviously the Foreurs’ biggest weapon.

But there is more there to which head coach Mario Durocher can turn in times of need.

Louick Marcotte, a 20-year-old winger, posted 42 goals and 100 points this season. Mantha (38 points), Marcotte (12 goals, 37 points) and Guillaume Gelinas (11 goals, 34 points) finished 2-3-4 in postseason scoring behind Halifax’s Jonathan Drouin this spring.

Gelinas, a veteran defenceman, had 23 goals and 92 points from the blue-line this year. That more than doubled his previous career best.

He also holds the record for points in a season playoff by a Foreurs defenceman. The previous best was by current Pittsburgh rearguard Kris Letang, who had 31 in 2007.

Val d’Or was the only Quebec team to crack the 300-goal mark this season.

They leaned on their big three gunners, but also had seven players with at least 20 goals.

Samuel Henley, a Val d’Or native, scored a career-high 30 times in his fifth QMJHL campaign. Defenceman Randy Gazzola, an over-age defenceman originally from Thorold, provided 16 goals and 74 points from the back end — second in the league behind Gelinas.

Maple Leafs draft pick Antoine Bibeau backstopped the Foreurs to all 16 playoff wins. He had a 2.80 goals against average and .913 save percentage in the process.

He surrendered only five goals in a first-round sweep of Acadie-Bathurst and held the fort in a tough six-game set against Drummondville.

He knocked off Montreal prospect Zach Fucale and the defending Memorial Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads on the road in Game 7 in Round 3, then got the best of Baie-Comeau’s Philippe Cadorette in this final.

The Foreurs have been through some relentless travel in this playoffs, but have still found a way to come out on top.

Durocher and Baie-Comeau coach Eric Veilleux, the former bench boss of the 2012 Cup champion Shawinigan Cataractes, engaged in some tremendous exchanges throughout a heated series.

The Val d’Or skipper was fined $1,000 for being critical of the officials after Game 4 and Foreurs fans raised money to help pay it.

Durocher is no newcomer to major junior hockey. He led the Victoriaville Tigres to the Cup final 12 years ago at Guelph, where they lost to the Kootenay Ice in the championship game.

He coached the Canadian world junior team in 2004, losing to the United States in the gold-medal game in Finland.

Now he’s tasked with keeping the Quebec league’s Cup win streak alive for a fourth year.

IT’S MINER TIME

THIRD TIME CHARM? - This is the third Cup trip for the Foreurs. They’re hungry for their first title. The franchise lost the final in overtime to Red Deer in 2001 at Regina and didn’t make it out of the round-robin in 1998 at Spokane. Their starting goaltender in ’98? Roberto Luongo.

POWERING UP - To win it all, they need their power play to click. The Foreurs led Quebec with 28.6% success in the regular season. In the postseason, that number dipped to 18.3%.

La Belle Province - The Foreurs are the first Quebec-based team to win their namesake league since Drummondville in 2009. The last four champs have been Maritimes-based teams (Halifax last year, Saint John in 2012 and ‘13, Moncton in 2010).

Host London Knights ‘built for’ this opportunity 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, May 15, 2014 12:37:04 EDT PM  

Anthony Stolarz of the London Knights is an American starting goalie in the OHL.
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'Once-in-a-lifetime' for Knights rookie Dvorak

This is the last stand for a grand group of London Knights.

Eight of them, including the Rupert twins, captain Chris Tierney and big winger Josh Anderson, will take part in their third straight Memorial Cup tournament, this time on home ice at Budweiser Gardens.

“This is the year we built for,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “With the character guys we have and all the good players, we went twice to the Cup (in 2012 and ’13).

“The whole time, we were building for this year and after (this Cup), we’re going to lose a lot of them. It’s going to be the end (of an era).”

This tournament will end up defining this staggering three-year run.

The Knights won two OHL titles, nine straight playoff series and collected 49 or more regular season victories three straight years. They became the first junior team with three NHL first-round picks in the same draft (Bo Horvat, Max Domi, Nikita Zadorov last June) and keep churning out large numbers to the pros and international hockey.

They forced the Hunters to go for it two years ago — even after Dale left to coach the Washington Capitals to within a game of the Eastern Conference final — and lost in overtime to Shawinigan in the Cup final. They made it to Saskatoon last May by the skin of their teeth, needing Bo Horvat’s last-second goal in Game 7 of the OHL final after rallying from a 3-1 deficit to Barrie in the series.

“You don’t know (when it’s going to be your time),” Dale Hunter said. “You look at (2011 Cup champion) Saint John. They won when their group was younger. Then (when they were the favourites in 2012), they didn’t win.

“You don’t know what’s going to happen.”

This is London’s fourth Cup appearance in nine years. This is their first back-door entry as host team.

For the previous two seasons, they created a lot of breaks for themselves and pounced on others by finishing first atop the OHL.

This year, they ran into a series of roadblocks.

They went over 100 points for the third straight year, but that was only good enough for third in their own Midwest Division behind powerful Guelph and Erie and fourth seed in the Western Conference playoffs.

Olli Maatta was supposed to be London’s top defenceman, forming a world-class pairing with big Russian Zadorov. But nearly two months into the season, the Knights didn’t know if either was coming back.

Maatta, at 19 years old, made the Pittsburgh Penguins and ended up on Finland’s Olympic bronze-medal team. Zadorov was returned by Buffalo and matured into one of junior hockey’s elite players.

London GM Mark Hunter patched up the team’s blue-line by bringing in three over-age defencemen, Alex Basso, Brady Austin and Zach Bell. Only Basso was healthy enough to play in the second-round playoff series defeat to Guelph.

Philadelphia second rounder Anthony Stolarz was supposed to take over the lion’s share of the goaltending duties, but he ended up playing in fewer games than Jake Patterson because of world juniors, a 55-stitch leg cut from a skate and a suspension that was reduced from eight games to six so he would be eligible for this Cup.

During the playoffs, star forwards Horvat and Domi alternated between sick and hurt. Domi comes into the Cup off a shoulder injury suffered against the Storm.

“It’s an achievement in itself to play in three straight Memorial Cups,” said Horvat, a Vancouver first rounder. “A lot of players don’t get to play in one. It’s a great experience. But we don’t want to go 0-for-3. We have this chance to finally win one in front of our fans.”

They are as close to healthy as they have been since the playoffs. They have waited, studied film and worked hard during their 34-day break to catch up to speed on the intensity of these Cup games.

They brought in former Shawinigan assistant Danny Dupont to help prepare them, got former NHL goalie Jeff Hackett to chip in his thoughts on puck stopping, scouted the other championship series and tinkered with line combinations and defensive pairings.

This was always going to be the year.

It wasn’t supposed to turn out the way it did, but it can still end in grand fashion.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

- - -

WHY THE KNIGHTS CAN WIN THE CUP

Experience. Who has more than these guys? They know how this tournament works and it would be a shock if they were overcome by nerves. They’ll have nearly a full roster and a big crowd watching their backs. That should give them a boost.

Redemption. This team isn’t going to need manufactured hunger. All they have to do is replay Anton Zlobin’s overtime winner in Shawinigan or Ty Rattie’s third-period goal for Portland in the semifinal last year at Saskatoon. That should be enough motivation to win a puck battle or block another shot.

The odds. History dictates if you go to three Memorial Cups in a row, you’re going to win at least one. Kelowna (2003-05) did. Sault Ste. Marie (1991-93) did. Peterborough (1978-80) too. The Knights won’t stomach going 0-for-3.

OHL champion Guelph Storm ‘right up there’ with the best 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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Many expected Guelph Storm goalie Justin Nichols to be a weakness this season. “Every day, he came to the rink, every GM and scout in this league talked to me and asked if our goaltending is good enough. Well, he was good enough,” coach Scott Walker said.
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This is not a run-of-the-mill OHL champion team.

The Guelph Storm are really something special.

“These players can really etch themselves in history,” head coach Scott Walker said after the league’s highest-scoring team in 15 years rolled through the playoffs with a 16-4 record.

“There’s not too many teams that are that good. Some people will say wins or goals or forwards with so many points. These guys are right up there and will probably go down statistically as one of the best teams around in a long time.

“It was fun to watch. I had the best seat in the house all year and this was one of the most entertaining teams.”

The Storm, back in the Memorial Cup for the first time in 10 years, faced a lot of early doubters.

Not many thought Justin Nichols, who arrived from Sault Ste. Marie at the start of the season, was the answer in net.

“I don’t know how that guy did it,” Walker said. “Every day, he came to the rink, every GM and scout in this league talked to me and asked if our goaltending is good enough. Well, he was good enough.”

The normally tough Midwest Division was an absolute bear this year. The league’s top three teams — Guelph, Erie, London — were in it and all finished with over 100 points.

Many experts wondered if the Storm could run that near-impossible gauntlet.

They could.

“You had three teams with over 100 points, but when this team believed and skated and played, they were tough to stop this year,” Walker said.

They won the regular season title and knocked out the Knights and Otters in five playoff games each. They never fell behind in any of their four postseason series.

“People wondered if our style was good, too much up-tempo and can we play defence,” Walker said. “There’s a lot of great styles but my players, they’re great hockey players. If people wanted to fight, play hard and check, we could do that. Our guys didn’t mind that and our highest-skilled players were some of our hardest hitters.

“If teams want to play an up-tempo, high-skilled game, we had guys who loved that way too.”

They also made the biggest trade splash by acquiring veterans Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert from Windsor for a player and nine draft picks in December.

Rychel, a Columbus first rounder, scored the OHL playoff title-clinching goal with 26.3 seconds left in regulation of Game 5 against North Bay last Friday and led the club in playoff scoring. Ebert was a standout on the blue-line.

“They didn’t have to be the superstars but they came and chipped in,” Walker said. “Could we have done it without them? Probably not, but they became part of the culture laid here by (captain) Matt Finn, Scott Kosmachuk, Jason Dickinson, Brock McGinn and the rest of the veterans.

“Those guys (Rychel and Ebert) wanted to be part of that here.”

And in a pinch, there’s all that offence.

The Storm averaged five goals a game in the regular season, then kept pace in the playoffs. Robby Fabbri, the NHL draft eligible everyone will be watching, was named postseason MVP playing mostly with Rychel and overager Zach Mitchell.

“They’ve got strong 1A and 1B lines,” said Windsor GM Warren Rychel, a Guelph hockey dad this month. “Just like all the strong London and Windsor teams that won the Cup.”

Now all the Storm has to do to stand with those teams is win it all.

They’re more than capable.

REASONS NOT TO SLEEP ON THE STORM

They know this rink. They went 0-3 on Budweiser Gardens ice in the regular season, but won both second-round meetings there, holding the Knights to five goals.

They’re so deep up front. It’s no wonder they scored 340 times this year. One of their unlikely playoff heroes was Detroit-drafted pest Tyler Bertuzzi. He chipped in 10 goals and 17 points while annoying everyone on the opposing team.

They’ve got a lot of NHL savvy. Coaches Scott Walker, Bill Stewart and Todd Harvey all spent considerable time in the big leagues. Stewart, now running Guelph’s defence, guided the controversial Barrie Colts to the 2000 Memorial Cup. This is his first trip back.

WHL champion Edmonton Oil Kings always rise to the challenge 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, May 15, 2014 12:31:26 EDT PM  

Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman Griffin Reinhart made a big impact after he came back from the NHL.
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No way a team recovers from this, right?

The Edmonton Oil Kings blew a three-goal, third-period lead in Game 6 of the Western Hockey League final at home Sunday night.

They had to get on a plane and play Game 7 in front of 10,000 people Monday in Portland, Ore., where they promptly surrendered the opening goal.

And still, they found a way to win.

This unsinkable Oil King outfit clearly doesn’t discourage easily.

London Knights GM Mark Hunter saw a resilient, hard-working crew when he went out West to Edmonton to scout the series last week.

He was impressed with their willingness to dig in against the highly skilled Winterhawks, who they faced in the final round three straight seasons.

This London trip is Edmonton’s second kick at the Memorial Cup. They went to Shawinigan in 2012, too.

The Oil Kings were the first team booted out of that tourney. They were doused by the hosts 6-1 in the tiebreaker game.

Eight players — Griffin Reinhart, Henrik Samuelsson, goalie Tristan Jarry, Curtis Lazar, Ashton Sautner, Cole Benson, Mitch Moroz and Cody Corbett — remain from that club.

The coach, Derek Laxdal, is still in place.

GM Randy Hansch, in his first year at the helm after former boss Bob Green stepped up to the parent Oilers, oversaw a league record-tying third straight 50-win, 100-plus-points season.

“I was fortunate, there was a good template in place, a solid coaching staff and a lot of credit goes to the players,” he told the Edmonton Sun. “Getting Griffin Reinhart back on defence was a big plus for us.

“Getting Curtis Lazar back was big, too.”

Reinhart, son of ex-NHLer Paul, is the team’s captain and was the fourth overall pick of the New York Islanders two years ago.

Lazar, an Ottawa first-rounder, scored 41 goals in 58 games this season. He added nine goals in these playoffs, including a massive Game 7 shortie in Portland, to give him 26 postseason tallies over the last three seasons.

Henrik Samuelsson, son of ex-NHLer Ulf, led the team in scoring with 35 goals and 90 points this year. The 20-year-old is a Phoenix first-rounder, just like London forward Max Domi.

Jarry, a Pittsburgh second-rounder, wasn’t the main man in net two years ago. The crease belonged to Laurent Brossoit then. But he made up for lost time this season.

The 19-year-old played in 63 regular season games, winning 44 of them, and posted a 2.24 goals against average and .914 save percentage. In the playoffs, he went 16-5 with even better numbers — 2.19 GAA and .925 save percentage.

This is a battle-tested group.

Not even the host Knights, who are in the Cup for a third straight year, can match Edmonton’s 46 playoff wins since 2012.

They got 35 goals from Oilers second-rounder Moroz, 30 more from Latvian Edgars Kulda and 25 from sophomore centre Brett Pollock, who also scored 11 times in the playoffs.

The Oil Kings had to offer every ounce of themselves to get to London.

Now that they’re here, don’t count them out.

WHY THEY MIGHT BE KINGS

Size doesn’t matter - Edmonton plays in an NHL rink, the home of the Oilers. The just won a championship in front of 10,000-plus in Portland. Budweiser Gardens shouldn’t be too big for them.

This is a do-over - The Oil Kings were the first team to leave in Shawinigan two years ago. They would love to be the last team standing this time.

Family pride on line - This could last Cup call for the Reinhart clan. Dad Paul, a Kitchener Ranger from 1975-79, didn’t make it. Edmonton captain Griffin lost in the tiebreaker at Shawinigan. Brothers Max and Sam were part of the Kootenay Ice team that lost in the semis in 2011 at Mississauga. Sam, a top prospect, could be in the NHL next year. This hangs on Griffin’s shoulders again.

5 Players to watch at Mastercard Memorial Cup 
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MAX DOMI

 KNIGHTS

Forget about his plus-minus last year in Saskatoon. He made the play of the tournament with his between-the-legs saucer pass to set up a Bo Horvat goal against Portland. Will his injured shoulder allow him to duplicate such magic? We shall see.

ROBBY FABBRI

 STORM

He's the top NHL prospect here. He also followed Horvat's lead by being named the OHL playoff MVP before becoming property of a big-league club. He scored 13 goals and 28 points in 16 postseason games -and he missed nearly the entire first round with a head injury.

ANTHONY MANTHA

 FOREURS

You remember how he filled the net at the world juniors? Well, he buried 24 playoff goals this spring and the last one -- in the final minute of Game 7 Tuesday -- delivered the Presidents Cup on the road in Baie-Comeau. He's the most prolific scorer in London this week.

TRISTAN JARRY

 OIL KINGS

He'll come in the highest drafted goalie in the tournament (44th overall by Pittsburgh last year). He's a big reason Edmonton is wearing the Western league crown. The 'Dub' hasn't won a Cup since Spokane busted the thing in 2008 at Kitchener and Jarry will have to be centre stage to change that.

MITCH MARNER

 KNIGHTS

He's been practising on a line with Gemel Smith and Brett Welychka so head coach Dale Hunter is intending the youngster to score. The Knights future is bright with their super-rookie leading the way. He was their best player in their final playoff game and he'll open a lot more eyes with a standout performance here.
Spits’ roster remains a work in progress 

Windsor Spitfires head coach Bob Boughner announces a Breakfast with the Spits fundraiser in support of the Windsor-Essex 2013 International Children's Games in 2012. (DAX MELMER/The Windsor Star)
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Fans at Monday’s town hall meeting for Windsor Spitfires’ season ticket holders learned quickly that there’s still a lot of shaping to be done to the club’s roster before the season kicks off in September.

General manager Warren Rychel and head coach Bob Boughner fielded questions for more than 30 minutes from a crowd of about 150 at the Collavino Hall at the WFCU Centre.

“The questions were good,” Boughner said afterwards.

Rychel said the club will jump back into the European Import Draft in July to add a player with Swedish centre Jacob de la Rose, who has signed with the Montreal Canadiens, not expected to report to Windsor next season.

“No, (Montreal general manager) Marc Bergevin said he’ll either be in Montreal or (with the AHL) Hamilton Bulldogs,” Rychel said. “He’s a big kid, he’s played with men and he’s ready. There’s nothing for him to prove in junior hockey.”

With Nikita Yazkov still on the roster, the Spitfires can use the 34th overall pick in the import draft, but rules do not allow a team to move up in the draft through trade.

While Montreal may have eliminated one roster prospect, it could be opening the door for another to return.

Centre Brady Vail, who was a fourth-round pick by the Canadiens in 2012, has less than a month to sign. Forward Ben Johnson, who was drafted by the New Jersey Devils in the third round of the 2012 NHL Draft, also has not signed.

“There’s a chance Johnson and Vail are back,” Boughner said. “It’s one of the reasons, at the trade deadline, that we were careful not to trade them.”

Rychel also threw former Erie first-round pick Chris Marchese into the overage equation. He has been sidelined a season and a half by concussion problems and shoulder surgery.

“He’ll be at camp,” Boughner said.

At the back end, rookie first-round pick Logan Stanley and fifth-round pick Blake Coffey, who are both defenceman, heard Boughner talk about the club’s youth on defence.

Trevor Murphy, who was also on hand Monday and said he is skating after a broken leg, enters his fourth season along with Adam Bateman enter their fourth season. However, Patrick Sanvido, Graeme Brown, Andrew Burns, Liam Murray and Anthony Kotsovos have two years or less league experience.

“It’s young (on defence) and that might be one area we have to look at,” said Boughner, who said that could come through a free agent, the import draft or a trade.

With 19 players that saw action with the team last year, not counting overagers, eligible to return, the club has also opted not to hold a prospects camp. Instead, the team will gather near Oshawa in early June for fitness testing.

“We’ve got a pretty young team,” Rychel said. “We don’t need a rookie camp. We know who the guys are that are going to challenge for a spot next year.”

jparker@windsorstar.com or Twitter @winstarparker
Miles Gendron '14 Named Jack Carlton Award Winner

4/23/2014

Miles Gendron ’14 was named the 2014 recipient of the Jack Carlton Award, given annually to the best senior boys’ hockey player in Eastern Massachusetts by the Boston Bruins. This honor comes on the heels of a senior season in which Miles captained the Red Wings to the ISL Eberhart Championship and Sportsmanship Award, garnering MVP honors in the process.

A converted forward, Miles anchored the blue line for Rivers and head coach Shawn McEachern this past year and will continue to play defense in college at UConn. He scored six goals with 14 assists during the 2013-14 season, bringing his career totals to 28 goals and 48 assists for 76 points.

Miles received the award on April 12 during the first period intermission, sharing the ice with Bruins’ General Manager Peter Chiarelli and the girls’ recipient, Lexie Laing of Noble & Greenough School.

Miles is the second Rivers hockey player to earn the award, following in the footsteps of Jillian Dempsey ’09 who won the award in 2009.  
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THE LATEST NEWS 

 Sean Lafortune ranks the top OHL skaters for the NHL Draft 

 Created: Wednesday, 21 May 2014 14:52 

As the Ontario Hockey League season draws to a close and with the Memorial Cup days away, the scouting season has drawn to a close for a significant amount of draft eligible players.

While Robby Fabbri is taking a lead role in the Guelph Storm's run for a Memorial Cup Championship, every other high end skater has seen their season come to an end. While Fabbri has the ability to slightly raise or lower his draft stock based on his performance over the next two weeks, his resume is well known at this point.

With that in mind, I'm happy to release my final look at the NHL Draft from an Ontario perspective. As Director of Scouting for TheScout.ca and area scout for McKeeens Hockey, I've had the unique opportunity to see these players upwards of 5 years, dating back to their bantam seasons in the GTHL, OMHA, OEMHL et all. While some players, such as Michael Dal Colle and Aaron Ekblad have always sat atop of the age group, others have stepped up and established themselves as legitimate draft prospects. This time last year, Jake Walman was skating with the Midget Toronto Jr. Canadiens, this year he’s the top prospect from the OJHL and expected to be a second or third round selection come June. Each player certainly has their own unique development curve, which is what makes the NHL Draft such an interesting date

The following is a list of the top 40 players in Ontario, covering the Ontario Hockey

League, Ontario Junior A Hockey League, CCHL and Ontario Prep School leagues.

Notes 

-These are not scouting reports, far from it, just a look at the draft eligible players with thoughts and background on those players

-Limited viewings on both Chandler Yakimowicz and Charley Graaskamp make them difficult to rank, thus they have been omitted. 

-Rankings are based on the past 5 years of viewings, with significant weight being given to this year

-Re-entry players such as Hunter Smith have been omitted

1. Sam Bennett - Left Centre - Kingston Frontenacs – 6’0” - 178

A smart, competitive pivot who impacts the game in multiple ways. His rise from the 9th Overall pick in the 2012 OHL Draft to the top prospect available has been a memorable one, given that at the time there were multiple players rated ahead of him. Once in Kingston, he was given all the opportunities to grab the top centre position and did so, forming instant chemistry with Spencer Watson and Henri Ikonan. As the months moved on, Bennett got better and better, becoming the Frontenacs top offensive option at just 16. Today, Bennett is one of the top offensive players in Ontario, blending sublime skill and a high competitive nature. A possession player who operates effectively in traffic, he flashes elite in close puck skills and one on one elusiveness. He takes direct routes to the net, drawing in opposition defenders before firing off a soft pass to a teammate or snapping off a sharp wrist shot. While he needs to continue to get stronger and add more mass to his frame, he has the ability to be an offensive leader and future captain at the next level.

2. Aaron Ekbald – Right Defence – Barrie Colts – 6’4” - 216

The second ‘exceptional status’ skater in Ontario, following in the footsteps of New York Islanders captain John Tavares. In his third season in the Ontario Hockey League, Ekbald continues to show the tools, and more importantly, the progression that makes him one of the top prospects available for the 2014 NHL Draft. A mean, suffocating defender who thrives when down low, Ekbald has always had the pedigree of a defender who can play significant minutes while limiting chances, but the concerns have always been centered around his mobility and offensive upside. While I still have concerns about his mobility, his pivots and footwork when the play goes down low along the boards and quick transitions need work, his offensive game has taken the next step. More of a leader from the blueline on the powerplay, he has shown more poise and control. He now waits that extra second for plays to develop, no longer rushing delivery and firing the puck into a lane filled with defenders. The long term offensive upside is still in question, as he will be a defence first defender at the next level; however the total package is what intrigues. Despite my ranking of him, I wouldn't be surprised to see him selected first by the Florida Panthers, assuming that they still own the first overall selection in a month.

3. Michael Dal Colle – Left Wing – Oshawa Generals – 6’2” - 182

For years, Michael Dal Colle was the best player in his age group. Skating with the Vaughan Kings, Dal Colle entered his minor midget year as the top prospect in the 96 age group. In his OHL Draft year in Vaughan, he didn't have a significant amount of help around him; he struggled with his consistency and mobility, which is why he fell to 7th overall and the Oshawa Generals. While At the time, it was felt that Dal Colle would need some time to adjust to the pace of the league, he started the season with on the Generals top line with Boone Jenner and Tyler Biggs and never looked back. He was more agile and mobile then in his minor midget season, and was extremely consistent throughout the season. This year, teamed with Scott Laughton, he's been simply outstanding and was a chief reason for the Generals surprising season. A driven winger who operates effectively in traffic, Dal Colle is a pure finisher who possesses an elite shot and poise and control in finishing areas. Is not overly physical, yet doesn't shy away from contact, bouncing off defenders to put himself into prime scoring areas. A winger who projects as a scorer who operates effectively with a pure set up pivot. At this point, Dal Colle is a slam dunk top 6 selection for June's draft

4. Nicholas Ritchie - Left Wing - Peterborough Petes – 6’2” - 226 

From the first time you lay eyes on Nick Ritchie, the potential is evident. He has always been considered one of the top skaters in his draft class, given the combination of size, mobility and puck skills that he possesses. Ritchie is the type of player that teams run to, a big, agile skater with strength and finishing sense, he's a player who has come a long way, but also one that has yet to truly scratch the surface to his long term potential. An elite shot, he’s less of a pure dangler and more of a finisher. When forced to do things himself, he struggles generating offense and gets caught in possession, yet when teamed with a pivot with soft hands and excellent vision, Ritchie can thrive. With a healthy season now behind him and the offensive growth that we needed to see, he is expected to be a top 10 selection this year, and when it’s all said and done, he could very well be the top player in this draft class, he has that type of potential.

5. Robby Fabbri - Left Center - Guelph Storm – 5’10” - 170

It’s been fun to watch Robby Fabbri grow as a player over the course of the past few years. A graduate of the Mississauga Rebels program and OHL Cup Champion, he’s always been a player whose high end compete level and willingness to do what it takes to win makes him stand out. While we always appreciated that aspect of his game, there have always been concerns about his size and strength, as well as how much growth is in his game long term. Last year with the Storm, he had a successful rookie year, showing good instincts, mobility and offensive tools. This year he’s been, in a word, outstanding. He started the season as the Storm’s third line centre, but to his credit, he continued to outperform older players and by the start of 2014, he was the top centre on the best team in the league. Not bad for a draft eligible skater. By the end of the season, he was the team’s top offensive performer and won the Wayne Gretzky trophy as the league’s top playoff performer. As I've mentioned on twitter for weeks, he's reminding me more and more of a 2010 Jeff Skinner, not necessarily based on his skillset, but more so on his rise and upswing. An agile skater, Fabbri brings high end intelligence and compete level. His offensive toolset have grown significantly this year, now more cool and composed in possession. Despite his smaller frame, he takes direct routes to the net, outworks opposition defenders for loose pucks and offers some of the best intelligence in the draft. While it may is surprising to see him ranked this high, the outstanding second half is hard to ignore. By no means should anyone react to the past 4 weeks and bump him up 5-10 spots, but for those of us who felt he was a top 15-20 skater to start the year, the proof is most definitely there. Will range widely based on multiple factors, but hard to imagine him around in the second half of the 1st round.

6. Joshua Ho-Sang - Right Center - Windsor Spitfires – 5’11” -175

There's no doubt about it, Joshua Ho-Sang is one of the most individually talented players in the Ontario Hockey League, let alone one of the highest skilled players in the draft. Dating back to his days with the Toronto Marlboros with Sam Bennett, Connor McDavid and Jaden Lindo, he's been counted on to be a leader offensively. Last year in Windsor was a bit of a struggle for him (as it is for most 16 year olds), he has the tools, yet he failed to properly use them. He showed off elite offensive ability and an incredible pace in possession, forcing defenders to back off and yield positive ice. However he becomes somewhat predictable and failed to integrate his teammates and use his impressive passing skills, which stymied a lot of the offensive that he brought to the table. While that sill can be the case this year, he’s certainly grown, showing more poise, control and vision then we have seen at any point in his career. He’s maturing on the ice, using his tools more cerebrally, breaking down plays and making smarter decision in possession. In the past he would draw players in and attempt to walk around them with his elite one on one moves, now he makes a quick decision to fire off a laser tape to tape pass to an open man. He opens ice for teammates due to his possession skills. He still has moments that makes you scratch your head, sometimes falling back into the 'I can do it myself' attitude, however the growth and maturing that his game has shown this year make you wonder just how good he can become. He’s risky, he's got some boom/bust elements to his game, yet in a draft that has so many questions on skaters to begin with, it makes a lot of sense to simply target the most skilled skater in the draft and mold him within your organization once you have him, that’s what strong development teams do, (see Detroit) draft skill and develop internally.

7. Brendan Perlini - Left Wing - Niagara Ice Dogs – 6’3” - 205

The development that Brendan Perlini has shown in the past 14-16 months has been fun to watch. A graduate of the Detroit Belle Tire program, I've always been a big supporter of Perlini, even when he was struggling to find himself with the Barrie Colts. He has always had the tools, but struggled to pull those tools together in limited minutes in Barrie. After a trade deadline move, the IceDogs picked up Perlini and slid him in a spot beside Brett Ritchie and Ryan Strome, and the rest, as they say, is history. Fast forward to the Ivan Hlinka summer camp, and it looked like Perlini was set to take the next step offensively. He was stronger and more confident, he didn’t rush delivery, and he allowed his footwork and long, dynamic skating stride to create space against the best that Canada had to offer. It was a surprise to all of us that he was among the final cuts; however it acted as a jumping off point for his season. He's been an offensive juggernaut for the IceDogs this season, teaming with Toronto Maple Leafs prospect Carter Verhage to lead the IceDogs offensively. Perlini's tool set is what truly inspires, as I think he’s a player who has yet to really touch his long term potential. An agile winger who possesses excellent four way mobility, he can be either a possession player or a finisher, as he possesses soft hands and some deceptive one on one moves. He will never be confused with a pure set up man, however he can surprise with some sublime skill. The two big issues moving forward with Perlini are tied to his consistency and willingness to play a more aggressive, physical brand of hockey. As he physically matures and adds more size and strength to his frame, you hope that he improves that aspect of his game, because he has the physical attributes to be effective down low. He must strive to add more intensity and aggressiveness; it will make him a much more complete player. Looking long term, you don't often see skaters with the tools that he possesses, which is what makes him a potential top 10 selection come June.

8. Jared McCann – Left Center - Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds – 6’0” - 179

A smart two way pivot with a good competitive nature, Jared McCann has made the most seamless transition to the league as any draft eligible prospect. Slotted into the Greyhounds top 6 core right off the bat, he’s been counted on to be one of the team’s top scorers for the past two years, and thus far has fared well in that role. Heading into the season, I was extremely high on McCann, given how much his game grew last year, and for the most part he has met my high expectations of him. A cerebral pivot who integrates those around him into the attack, he is equal parts finisher and set up man, mainly due to his high end shot, one that may just be the best in the province among draft eligible skaters. A good skater, he works his edges well and maintains his speed in pivots and turns. He has room to grow with some of his footwork and agility, specifically when in possession; however it’s hardly an issue. One thing that will cause second thoughts among NHL personnel will be his consistency. While most high end scorers have some inconsistencies, McCann struggled with bringing the same energy from game to game, which is something that can be tracked back to his bantam days with the Elgin Middlesex Chiefs. At this point it’s hard to argue with the results, and there are a lot of safe aspects to his game, so don't be shocked to see him within the second half of the first round unless a team truly fell in love with him this year.

9. Ryan MacInnis – Left Center - Kitchener Rangers – 6’3” - 183

Ryan MacInnis is one of the most interesting skaters in the NHL Draft, at least from an Ontario perspective. A raw tools skater who just completed his first season in with the Rangers, MacInnis has always been a player who is less about what he is now and more so about the player that he may one day become. The definition of a projectable player with the size, offensive instincts and developing two way game that NHL scouts drool over, MacInnis had an up and down season, starting out strong before fading down the stretch, which isn't uncommon for players playing their first full time season in the OHL. Possesses quick hands and surprisingly good in close puck skills, his top offensive weapon is an elite snap shot, one that rockets off his stick thanks to a quick, deceptive release. He shows good poise and control in high percentage scoring areas, waits out goalies and finds ways to get the puck on net. Could be more aggressive and physical, play a more assertive style of game, as he can be passive when the opportunity presents itself to make a true physical impact. That should come as his strength fills in. Skating is the biggest issue at this point, as his startups are somewhat slushy and he fails to generate significant separation speed from a gangly stride. Adding more strength, length and frequency will be a difference maker for him. I’m not sure if he ever will be a high end skater, but there are some areas for improvement. The biggest question for MacInnis heading into the draft is how much stock does an NHL team put on his potential? Do they view him as a true top end offensive player? What type of development do they see from him? As is the case with many long term projects, opinions vary, however it’s not out of the question that you should see him drafted in the 1st round of the 2014 NHL Draft.

10. Nikolay Goldobin - Left Wing - Sarnia Sting – 6’0” - 178

One of the best pure talents in Ontario, let alone of the draft eligible skaters, Nikolay Goldobin has been an interesting player to watch the past two seasons. A silky smooth winger who entered the league via the import draft, Goldobin led the Sarnia Sting offensively last year, playing with a high pace in possession and showing off some of the best in tight puck skills in the OHL. A slick puckhandler who has a high poise and control in possession. Patient in the offensive zone, he waits out plays, drawing in defenders before using his strong vision to find an open man. More of a distributor versus pure finisher, he can finish plays, yet lacks some zip on an average shot. Adding strength and mass, which is a significant development need for him, should aid that aspect of his game. He doesn't always play with equal passion on the defensive side of the puck, presents a ‘laissez-faire’ attitude, doesn't go full out and commit to his defensive assignments. Will also need to show more willingness to play in traffic and take more direct routes to the net, as it will add another dimension to his game. Expected to head back to Sarnia next year, there is every reason to expect Goldobin to be a legitimate top 30 prospect for the 2014 NHL Draft. Like most prospect, he has his issues, however it’s hard to deny the offensive tool set that he possesses.

11. Roland McKeown – Right Defence – Kingston Frontenacs – 6’1” - 195

The undisputed leader of the Kingston Frontenacs defence corp, McKeown has already become a big time minute eater for the Frontenacs. Drafted second overall in the 2012 OHL Draft, McKeown blends poise and control with excellent agility, mobility and athleticism in possession. An equal part rusher and puck mover, McKeown can aid the breakout by simply skating the puck out of danger and gaining the neutral zone or reading the play and making a smooth, clean outlet. Has ample experience running the powerplay, as he has been the top option for the Frontenacs almost since the day that he signed his education package with the team. Walks the line well, head up, creating passing lanes and finding passing options. At times can push things a bit too much, doesn't always make the most cerebral decision in the offensive zone and can be guilty of some blatant turnovers in the neutral zone. Still a work in progress defensively, loses his position, gets caught following and leaves his team vulnerable to attacks. Lacks intensity to his game, is somewhat passive in defensive zone situations and struggles to win battles. Will need to be much tougher to play against if he wishes to continue his level of development. He struggled in the second half of the season, however is a player who has the ability to be a smart puck mover who can play significant minutes a night in a team’s top four. At this point he must be considered a fringe first round draft pick.

12. Anthony DeAngelo – Right Defence – Sarnia Sting – 5’11” - 175

The absolute definition of a high risk, high reward draft pick. Drafted out of Cedar Rapids of the USHL as a 15 year old, the last skater to complete a full season in the league as an underage player, DeAngelo may just be the best pure offensive defenceman in the entire draft. When he's on his game, he brings a dynamic element to the ice. Be it on the powerplay, in the neutral zone or jump starting the powerplay, DeAngelo can be lethal. An exceptional offensive defender with game breaking tools, he reads the game intuitively, breaking down his options and displaying an ability to strike at a moment’s notice. Exceptionally quick and agile, he is a pure possession defender, moving the puck effortlessly into the neutral zone and easily gaining the offensive blue line. As good as he is offensively, DeAngelo's defensive games leaves much to be desired. He lacks intensity and focus in the defensive zone, loosing position, chasing pucks and failing to impact the game in a positive manner defensively. Takes aggressive risks, fails to acknowledge opposition skaters gaining positioning on him and lacks the strength to maintain that positioning when he does have it. Adding more strength and mass to his undersized frame will be an immediate need, as he lacks the ability to assert himself in puck battles. Also lacks discipline, which has been an issue for much of his OHL career. Gets frustrated, allows his emotions to get the best of him and allows those frustrations to impact his game. Truthfully, I’m not nearly as high on him as most of my peers given his skill set, and it would not be shocking at all to see him go much higher than the late first, early second projection that I currently have him at. As mentioned at the start, a true high risk, high reward prospect.

13. Eric Cornel – Right Wing – Peterborough Petes – 6’2” - 186

Cornel is a prime example of why you need to have a long term vision of players, be it the OHL Draft or NHL Draft. The fourth overall selection of the Petes in the 2012 OHL Draft, Cornel came to the team with high expectations. Dubbed the future down the middle, he was expected to take a top 9 and perhaps even a top 6 role with the Petes right off the bat. However that didn't happen, and as his rookie year came to a close, there were a lot of people suggesting that the selection was a poor one. In August, Cornel looked much stronger and more engaged at the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Camp in August, and much like Brendan Perlini, Cornel looked to have taken the next step. This season has been a much more successful one for Cornel, establishing himself as a top 6 skater with the Petes and showing off all the tools that made him so attractive in 2012. The key to his season was the Petes trade for Hunter Garlent, as it allowed Cornel to slide over to the wing, where he is much more effective. An extremely smart player, Cornel combines strong agility and elusiveness with a well sized frame. An effective north to south skater, he moves well in possession, showing an ability to go wide and use his long stride to his advantage. Lacks some explosiveness in parts, but moves very well given his size. Moves well in traffic, using his body to protect the puck as he finds open ice. Possesses a strong shot, can pull the puck in close and fire off a hard, accurate snap shot with a fairly deceptive release point. Has shown a selective willingness to play an active, physical game, but his lanky upper body limits his effectiveness. Doesn't always play with intensity, fails to inject himself down low or take hard, direct routes to the net. He has improved in that aspect of his game, but more growth is needed. The hope is that as he ads strength and mass to his slight frame, he should show more aggressiveness and intensity. The attractive aspect of his game is his potential. Hardly a finished product, Cornel possesses all the tools that you look for in a top 9 forward at the next level, but still has some ways to go. Expected to be a solid option in the second round.

14. Jake Walman – Left Defence – Toronto Jr. Canadiens – 6’1” - 170 

Easily the most interesting draft eligible player in the province of Ontario, Jake Walman's progression this season has been something not often seen. Undrafted in his OHL Draft year as a member of the North York Rangers while playing forward, a position he had only been playing for a year and a half, Walman returned to his natural defence position last year in Midget, playing a fairly standard year. He made the Toronto Jr. Canadiens Tier 2 squad this year and right away looked to be a different player. Still agile and athletic, but much bigger, stronger and more effective. He stood out all year, but made waves at the Junior A World Championship skating for Team Canada East, grabbing eyes and establishing himself as a potential top 90 skater for the NHL Draft. Since then, Walman has turned down multiple OHL teams and committed to Providence for 2015, all while developing all aspects of his game. A dimensional skater, Walman has excellent edgework and natural athleticism with clean footwork and pivots. His first steps are explosive, however his best asset may just be his lateral agility, which is a key to his elusiveness. Pushes the pace of play in possession, he gains the offensive blueline with ease. Works the powerplay, using his footwork to walk the line, displaying excellent poise and control. Not afraid to either fire off a crisp one timer or to simply make an astute touch pass. His positioning continues to be a work in progress, yet improved as the year moved forward. He takes risks, constantly pushing the play, but shows a basic understanding of his role. As he matures, he should realize that less is more and that simplifying his game will allow him to become more effective. More time should allow him to grow in multiple aspects of his game. Drafted in the most recent OHL Draft by the Peterborough Petes, the expectations are that he will join Providence in September and play a depth role with the Friars initially. The extra time to develop within the NCAA system may be more attractive to some teams given how raw many aspects of Walman's game currently are. That said, if the right team drafts him, don't be shocked to see a contract extended and he be assigned to the Petes. Either way, he projects as a top 4 defender at the next level, one who can run a powerplay while playing sufficient defence.

15. Brent Moran – Goaltender – Niagara Ice Dogs – 6’4” - 186

When looking at the definition of a 'projectable' goaltender, Brent Moran may just be that prototype. A big, agile goaltender with untapped potential, Moran has everything that you look for in a potential starting goaltender at the next level. Starting the season as a backup to overage incumbent Chris Festarini, Moran saw more and more as starts as the season moved forward, going neck and neck with Festarini until the overage goaltender walked off the team in January over a dispute over playing time. Since then, Moran has seen the lion share of the work for a young and developing IceDogs squad. From January to game 7 of the North Bay series, Moran has made impressive gains in his consistency, displaying more poise and focus in high leverage situations, allowing plays to come to him. He still can over anticipate, getting drawn out from the centre of the net and overplaying pucks, however those situations are happening less and less. Despite his large frame, his mobility is actually an asset, as he moves freely laterally, both in and out of his butterfly. Quick natural reactions, he allows his reflexes to take over and doesn’t simply rely on his technical ability. An fair puck mover, he understand his playmaking limitations and doesn’t attempt to overplay the puck. Rebound control is adequate, manages shots effectively yet does offer up some strong secondary chances from time to time. Biggest development area to this point may just be his reliance on his butterfly. He often drops down at the first sign of a shot, displaying a lack of patience and can offer up some prime net space above the shoulders if he bites in a fake too early. Learning to be more patient, standing on his feet and allowing plays to develop should eliminate those issues. At this point, his development path is eerily similar to that of Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds graduate Matt Murray, and there are multiple reasons to believe that he has shown enough in the second half to be a strong option for a team looking for a potential NHL goaltender in the second round of the NHL Draft.

16. Blake Siebenaler – Right Defence – Niagara Ice Dogs – 6’1” - 192

Completing his first year with the IceDogs, Siebenaler may just be the most improved player from start to finish this season. Left Indiana of the USHL to join the IceDogs as after being selected in the 15th round of the 2012 OHL Draft, which was more of a statement to his interest in the NCAA program then his actual talent level. Initially a depth defender, Siebenaler found success early and by November had established himself within the top 4 defensive rotation. At his best in possession, Siebenaler has elite level speed that allows him to easily skate the puck out of trouble, be it into open ice or into the neutral zone. Startups are impressive, picks up speed effortlessly and shows a secondary level of speed that is second to none. Pivots and footwork are clean, his agility and natural athleticism sets himself out from most within the draft class. Uses his speed to outwit and outskate opposition forwards. Decisions are still somewhat raw, as can make a smart, cerebral decision in possession, yet does get let down by his play selection. His decision making improved significantly this year, however at times he fails to recognize the safe play and attempts to do too much by himself. Will need to realize that less can indeed be more. Competes well enough, shows a willingness to inject himself into physical battles and although he doesn't always win those battles, the work ethic is there. While he still has a lot of growing to do, the improvement this year has been impressive, which make you wonder just how good he may become, not just in a year, but in 3-4. At this point is a lock for the second round of the NHL Draft given his offensive toolset and impressive long term upside.

17. Brendan Lemieux – Left Wing – Barrie Colts – 6’0” - 206

The son of former NHL Stanley Cup Champion Claude, Brendan's path to the OHL is a unique one. Born in Denver, he spent a significant amount of time in the California hockey scene, skating with various local programs before moving to Ontario and joining the Toronto Red Wings program. He committed to North Dakota in the middle of his minor midget season and eventually gained a roster spot in Green Bay of the USHL. After a few months in the program, Lemieux made a change of direction and opted to sign with the Barrie Colts, the team that owned his CHL rights. In his first season, Lemieux witnessed moderate success. Joining a team that was in the midst of a run to the OHL finals, he saw limited ice but did display enough to earn a spot on the Canadian Ivan Hlinka selection camp, which was a bit of a surprise at the time. That said, he took the invitation and was without doubt one of the top skaters at the camp, earning a spot on the eventual tournament champions. Lemieux took that experience and brought it to Barrie this year, where he has established himself as a key forward within the Colts system. A high compete level winger with finishing abilities, Lemieux is strong on the puck, flashing some impressive bursts of skill, despite the fact that he does not possess elite hands. Can suffer from bouts of tunnel vision, which combines with his impatience, makes him force plays in the offensive zone. Most effective in and around the goal, showing more poise and a drive to finish plays. Competes well in traffic, using this thick frame to protect the puck in possession, shielding it from opposition skaters as he drives the net. Willingness to do what it takes to win, be it deliver a borderline hit or drop down to block a shot. Does need to reel in a very fiery nature, often crosses the line and puts his teammates in position to kill unnecessary penalties, needs to work on picking his spots more effectively. An adequate skater, he moves well in traffic as well as laterally, however will need to work on adding more explosiveness to his game. Startups and north to south mobility is simply average, and he lacks an elite level of separation speed. Looking at where Lemieux was last year, it would be hard to imagine that he would be a lock for the top 60 of the NHL Draft, however he certainly has taken steps in the right direction. There are elements of his game that he needs to continue to work on, but the overall package and development over the last 12 months has been impressive.

18. Nick Magyar – Right Wing – Kitchener Rangers – 6’2” - 194

One of the best rookies in the OHL this year, Magyar was one of the preverbal 'silver linings' for the Kitchener Rangers. A rare OHL skater who graduated from the Cleveland Barons program, Magyar made waves as a hardworking, competitive winger who can finish plays. A tireless worker who thrives on the fore-check, Magyar is quite tenacious down low, using his size and aggressiveness to win battles and gain positive puck possession. Also a fearless fore checker, he is more than willing to act as a torpedo and inject himself into the play. Good finishing skills, he delays delivery and shows patience in high potential scoring areas. Puck protection is effective, he shields the puck well and takes hard, direct routes to the net, be it in possession or driving for rebounds. A grinder, he’s the type of player that you need to keep a constant eye on. While he has shown some improvement, he must strive to continue to work on his agility and footwork. Lacks explosiveness and a high pace in possession, his skating stride has some decent length to it however he lacks frequency, which leaves him vulnerable to opposition skaters when attempting to gain the offensive zone. Working on his footwork and agility as well, adding a more explosive element to his game, will be a key for him. Admittedly, I’m probably higher on him them than most, as I see him having the ability to be a solid top nine skater at the NHL level, however I still feel that it wouldn’t be out of the realm of possibility that he is selected in the second half of the second round.

19.Warren Foegele – Left Wing – St. Andrews Prep School – 6’1” - 182

A late bloomer in every sense of the word, both his game and his physical size has grown leaps and bounds in the past 24 months. A onetime Markham Waxer who currently skates with St. Andrews Prep school and is a 2015 New Hampshire commit. A smooth, methodical player who thinks the game well, Foegele displays good poise and control in possession. Is driven by a clean and effortless skating stride, brings a good pace to his game and is at his best in possession. Persistent and driven, he excels at working along the boards, winning battles and working the puck into open ice. He takes direct routes to the net, both in and out of possession. Has added 4-6 inches to his frame in the past year, which has helped him add strength and mass. Hands are soft, he shows good control in possession and displays an ability to create offense from the half board as well as when driving the net. Sticks with plays, doesn't quit, pushes himself in puck recovery. Could be more poised and controlled in possession, can operate with a 'bull in a china shop' mentality, rushing plays and forcing things. While it’s out of his control, there are some questions about his level of competition, which has made comparisons somewhat difficult. That said, it’s hard to argue the growth that his game has shown this year, and the growth that is yet to come. Has all the tools, but will need more the then most given his limited schedule and lack of showings against higher end competition. Was drafted by the Kingston Frontenacs in the OHL Draft this past year; however it would be a surprise to see him take that route. Should gain serious consideration for the second round of the NHL Draft and should see some quality time with New Hampshire next year.

20. Alex Nedeljkovic - Goalie - Plymouth Whalers – 6’0” - 184

One of the most accomplished goaltenders in the OHL despite the fact that he just turned 18 years old, Nedeljkovic's rise to the top of the OHL has been impressive. A Cleveland native drafted out of the Belle Tire program in the 2012 OHL Draft, Nedlejkovic initially wasn't expected to gain a roster spot in his rookie year, however his outstanding play, combined with backup Riley Corbin's struggles, saw Nedelikavic leapfrog Corbin and become one of the youngest goaltender in the OHL early last year. While he had his struggles early (one game in Belleville that yours truly was present for as an example), he showed maturity and composure beyond his years, which is a significant benefit given his position. As last year played out and Matt Mahalak had hiccups, Nedeljokvic continued to see more and more opportunities, and come playoff time, he was starting for a team that saw itself as a legitimate OHL Championship contender. This year there have been struggles, players graduating and a young defence in front of him, but Nedeljkovic continues to display all the tools that made him one of the top goaltenders in the league. A cool, poised goaltender who never looks overwhelmed by his situation, his best asset may just be his competitive nature. Never quits on pucks, competes, gets himself in the way of key secondary shots and looks to be engaged and focus at all times. Agile and mobile within the crease, he moves very well laterally, both on his feet and when in the butterfly. Very strong positionally, he keeps his shoulders and feet square to shooters, getting to the top of the crease and playing his angles aggressively. To this point the biggest detractor against him is his size and net coverage. While its odd to suggest that a 6'0” goaltender's development need is his size, most goaltenders at the next level measure in at over 6'2" or above, which seems to be the way the position is going. He does offer up some prime shooting areas when he’s in the butterfly, but at the end of the day he makes the saves, which is what truly matters. Can he do that at the NHL level is the question that will need to be asked.

21. Spencer Watson – Right Wing – Kingston Frontenacs – 5’10” - 170

One of the most interesting players in the draft, as he has a lot of the tools that you look for in a potential top prospect at the next level, but has had some significant issues prop up in the past few months. A London native who grew up within the Jr. Knights program, Watson does the one thing that is extremely hard to do at the next level, score. An elite finisher, despite the fact that he is younger than many of his peers, he has already established himself as one of the best pure goal scorers in the league. Teaming with fellow draft eligible skater Sam Bennett, Watson has already scored 56 goals in his short OHL career. Not only can he finish at the OHL level, he also has a history of impacting the game at the international level, as he has played lead roles on both the Canada Ivan Hlinka entry last summer (where he was one of the team’s top skaters) and the Team Ontario entry at the 2013 World U17 Challenge. A shooter with poise and control in high percentage scoring areas, he can finish in tight or in the high slot, utilizing an elite snap shot. Despite his smaller frame, he is quite efficient at finding soft spots in coverage. Not an elite skater but does show some good mobility and four way agility. Possesses a good top speed, his skating stride is more comfortable versus explosive, A good possession player, doesn't shy away from the physical game, will operate in traffic and flash some decent in close puck skills. Does struggle at times with his vision and distribution skills. Fails to assess the play, will get caught in possession and be guilty of some obvious puck handling errors. Will also need to continue to maximize his strength potential, as he has a somewhat smaller frame, and some concerns are present regarding his ability to play his style over the course of a full season, as he has struggled to maintain his level of play in the second half of the season two years in a row. At this point Watson isn't the first round selection that he was viewed as by some in August (that was always fairly high to me), but there is no reason to suggest that he can't slip into the mid to late second round or perhaps the early third. He projects as a finisher, a player who can add secondary scoring at the next level, but has a long way to go.

22. Alex Peters – Left Defence – Plymouth Whalers – 6’3” - 207

A pure shutdown defender in all sense of the word, Peters established himself early this year as the go to defender for the Whalers. With the graduation of Connor Carrick, Colin MacDonald, Austin Levi at all, Peters took a leadership role on the Whalers blue line, used in both powerplay and penalty kill situations. The former Huron Perth Lakers skater whose brother Justin is in the Carolina Hurricanes system, Peters has developed himself into a smart, safe, minute eating defender who thrives when the play collapses down low. Understands his size advantages and plays to them, Peters injects himself physically in puck battles, using his strength to eliminate defenders from puck battles while also establishing inside positioning in front of the net and boxing out for his goaltenders. A decent skater with improving north to south speed, he does have decent agility, but can struggle with skaters with strong outside speed. Can get caught in transition, vulnerable when forced to make quick movements down low. Not overly offensive but understand his offensive limitations and plays to them, makes safe outlets and reads of the play, playing a strategic offensive style. Will never be confused with a pure puck mover, yet has been used effectively as a trigger man due to his hard, accurate shot. Has the potential to be a shutdown defender at the next level, and should be a lock to be selected in the 30-50 range of the 2014 NHL draft.

23. Aaron Haydon – Right Defence – Niagara Ice Dogs – 6’3” - 197

A steadying presence on the IceDogs blueline, Haydon has established himself as one of the top defenders on a young but intriguing Niagara defence core. Playing a shutdown, physical style, Haydon struggled a bit last year, which is the expectation for any rookie defender, however has taken his game to a new level this year. Plays with more of a take charge attitude, playing harder minutes and making opposition skater pay a physical price. A smothering defensive defender, he is most effective down low and along the boards, using his thick frame to stifle the rush and eliminate any opportunity to generate offense. Hits with a purpose, injects himself and can be a predator at the blue line. At his best when playing a simplified offensive game, limiting turnovers and focusing on making the safe, secure outlet. Still can be caught in possession at times, hands are somewhat stiff, lacks the ability to stretch the ice. When he does attempt to make pure offensive plays, he can struggle with this game reading abilities and make a poor decision. Also can be forced to make a poor read under an aggressive forecheck, needs to develop more poise and control in possession. Skating is average, possesses a shuffling style, and doesn’t maximize his lower body strength. Adding more depth and frequency to a somewhat truncated skating style will be a key. Assessments has been varied on him thus far, as he has multiple aspects of his game that attracts, however he still has a long way to go to round out his game. He could be a second round selection, however is more realistic to expect him to fall in that 60-90 slot.

24. Michael Bunting – Left Wing – Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds – 5’11” - 174

A fabulous 'never give up' story, Bunting took the OHL by storm this year, showing strong offensive tools and instincts. A late 95 born skater who was twice passed over in his draft years, Bunting grabbed the Greyhounds attention after winning a GTHL Championship with the 2013 Don Mills Flyers. Selected in the 9th round after being added to the draft list, Bunting came into camp and earned a roster spot. After some early struggles, he grabbed hold of a spot in the Greyhounds top six core and never looked back. A smart, intuitive forward who shows excellent instincts and offensive awareness. Anticipates the game well, reads the play and adjusts. A slick puck mover with understated pucks skills, assertive in possession, can either pull the puck back and fire off a crisp tape to tape pass or simply pull the puck in tight and show off some strong one on one elusiveness. A good skater with room to improve in parts, effective when moving north to south, plays with a good pace and keeps his feet moving both in and out of possession. Will need to continue to work on improving his edgework and startups, adding a more explosive element to his skating while adding that key secondary level of separation speed. Hard working without the puck, tracks back hard, competes for positive positioning and is attentive without the puck, supporting his defence. Doesn't always inject a physical component, however is not physically intimidated, willing to take a hit to make a play or operate in traffic. Adding more strength and mass may allow him to be more active in the dirty pockets of the ice. With late birthdate prospects, the expectations are that they should be a little ahead of his peers with regards to his skills and results, yet in Bunting's case it’s the progression that intrigues. Moving from Midget hockey into a top 6 forward role at the OHL level turns your head and makes you wonder just how good he can get. While there are always varying levels of thoughts on prospects the deeper down you go on lists, Bunting is a player that has is worthy of a mid-round selection, most likely in that 3rd round slot.

25. Darby Llewellyn – Left Wing – Kitchener Rangers – 6’1” - 176

Llewellyn is another Rangers prospect who will be counted upon to be a key part of the teams rebuild moving forward. A well sized, competitive winger who shows good poise and maturity in high potential scoring areas, Llewllyn is a graduate of the HoneyBaked program who had a tough start to his rookie year, but made some significant gains in the second half of his sophomore season. A competitive winger with a high compete level and work ethic, he plays the game with intensity, thriving when the game moves to the harder pockets of the ice. Well sized and strong, he wins his fair share of puck battles and is effective at generating offence below the opposition redline. More of a triggerman versus a pure playmaker, he uses his poise in high percentage scoring areas to finish plays. Takes hard routes to the net, willing to battle for positive net positioning in order to bang in rebounds. Good hand eye coordination, masterful at redirecting shots from the point. Does have good hands in tight spots but yet to show himself as a pure possession player, can be caught when challenged, failing to make quick reads or show improved one on one elusiveness. More of a puck pusher versus a true dangler. Will need to continue to work on his agility and mobility. Is a fair skater for his size, utilizing a fairly long and powerful stride, however his startups are somewhat slushy and inactive, which can leave him behind the play. Lacks explosiveness and lateral agility, which limits his effectiveness when attempting to gain the oppositions blue line. Projects as a bottom six winger who can add depth to a team’s forward core, should be a mid-round draft selection based on his growth this season with the Rangers.

26. Dylan Sadoway - Left Wing – Saginaw Spirit – 6’0” - 183

A work ethic player who gets by on earning every inch of ice he gets. A graduate of the Vaughan Kings program, a team that had both Michael Dal Colle and Sarnia Sting 1st round pick Nikita Korostolev, who was playing a year up. Taken higher than most teams had him rated in the 2012 OHL Draft, yet has proven the Spirit's confidence in him, as he has become one of the teams most consistent two way players. Adding scoring in the team’s top 6 forward core, Sadoway has been the Spirit's most improved skater this year, adding goals to a team that struggled to finish plays all year. Focused and controlled in possession, he is more of a finisher then a pure playmaker. Works hard to gain positive positioning in the net area, outworks opposition defenders to tip in shots and bang home rebounds. Doesn't have a high skill set, gets what he gets out of sheer work ethic and a willingness to pay a physical price. Plays a smart, effective two way style, tracks back in support of his defenders and takes up strong positions without the puck. Does struggle a bit with his skating, he moves well generally speaking, however gets let down by his poor startups and lack of explosiveness. Doesn't produce a high possession speed, which leads to him getting forced to surrender possession and dump the puck into the offensive zone. Will need to continue to add strength and mass to a somewhat undersized frame, as he may not be able to continue to play this style at the next level with his current level of strength. Projects as a depth forward at the next level, one who can chip in the odd goal and add some competiveness to a lineup. I’m probably a bit less enthused about Sadoway then most of my peers, as I fear that his style may not translate as well as others with a higher pure skill level, but I don't doubt that he will be a mid-round selection.

27. Kyle Jenkins – Left Defence – Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds – 6’0” - 166

A poised, controlled defender who plays a safe yet calculated game. A graduate of the Mississauga Rebels program where he won an OHL Cup Championship with draft eligible teammates Robby Fabbri and Michael Prapavessis. Spent a year with the Oakville Blades as a 16 year old where he led the team in defensive scoring before moving into the OHL and the Greyhounds for his OHL Draft year. Plays a two way game, hardly flashy yet does provide some impressive puck skills. Has the ability to make quick, intuitive assessments, reading the play and displaying an ability to either stretch the ice or make a safe and secure outlet. Patient, waits for plays to develop, does not forcing things. An effective, steady skater who moves well in all four directions, lacks a bit of explosiveness yet compensates with clean footwork and fluid transitions. Doesn't play a hard, physical style, allows plays to develop and uses his positioning and strong stick work to eliminate passing lanes and angle skaters into safe pockets of the zone. Could be more intense in puck battles, but that may come with improved strength. Has all the tools that you look for in a defender at the next level, given his combination of positional play, intelligence and natural poise. Have a feeling that I see more in him than most, but would not be surprised at all to see Jenkins move into the top 60 of the draft. That said, a mid-round selection is probably a more realistic projection for him at this point.

28. Michael Prapavessis - Left Defenceman - Toronto Lakeshore (OJHL) – 6’1” - 175

A graduate of the Mississauga Rebels program, Prapavessis has come a significant way in a short time period. In his time with the Lakeshore Patriots of the OJHL, his game has come a significant way. A defender who kept things simple in Minor Midget, he is more poised and controlled, pushing the play and stretching the ice. He’s developed himself into a power play distributor, one who can read the play and make smart, cerebral assessments in quick time periods. Walks the line, works to get into open passing lanes and either distribute a quick feed or fire off a hard, accurate slapshot. Still has some room to grow with his positional play, can struggle with his defensive reads and get pulled out of position, however does possess a good stick and ample wingspan, which makes it easy for him to angle defenders into soft portions of the ice. Committed to RPI and recently saw his CHL rights acquired by the London Knights, Prapavessis has multiple options at his disposal. That said, expect him to wait until the NHL draft is over to determine his route of choice, as the NHL team that selects him will want to have a say in his future. Projects as a depth defender at the next level, one who has some room to grow in the defensive zone, but has some real potential moving forward. Expected to be selected in the mid to late rounds, however given his development over the past two years, he certainly will be an attractive option.

29. Brandon Halverson - Goalie - Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds – 6’4” - 176

A big, positional goaltender that plays a calm and posed style. Drafted out of the Little Caesars organization and played his midget hockey with the Oakland Grizzlies U18 team. A projectable frame and cool, calm demeanor, Halverson has all the tools that you look for in a goaltender at the next level. Plays the game at the top of the crease, getting his large frame square to shooters and eliminating shooting angles. Isn't fazed by traffic, uses his size and height to gain sightlines on pucks. Can drop down into his butterfly fairly quickly but has the size to make up for it. Keeps his shoulders upright and back at a 90 degree angle, taking away upper net space. Does have good reaction, however relies more on his positioning and technique to make saves. Hard to beat down low, extends his legs and takes away the lower portion of the net. Can be slow to react, specifically when attempting to move laterally in the butterfly. Can become susceptible to secondary shots and backdoor opportunities. Will need to continue to develop his agility, both at a standstill and while down low. Saw limited, sheltered minutes behind Pittsburgh Penguins prospect Matt Murray this year, but is expected to take hold of the starters job this upcoming season for the Greyhounds, seeing increased playing time for a team that is attempting to push for a Western Conference championship. Has the ability to be an NHL goaltender, but will need more seasoning. Should be a mid-round selection for the upcoming NHL Draft.

30. Jacob Middleton - Defenceman - Ottawa 67s – 6’3” - 200

At this time last year, Jacob Middleton was considered a lock for a top 60 selection for the 2014 NHL Draft. A defender who split time between the Owen Sound Attack and Ottawa 67s last year, Middleton was expected to take the next step this year and capitalize on his high pedigree and interesting long term potential. All did not go according to plan. Middleton struggled mightily in the first half this year. The pace of play and speed of the game was still too much for him, as he struggled with his footwork and transitions. Leading a young and inexperienced defence core took a bit of a toll on him, he looked to be pressing, attempting to do too much on both sides of the puck. I’ll say this, since January, Middleton has been much improved. He plays a much simpler game, allowing things to come to him and focusing on making the safe, simple outlet versus attempting to play over his head. Perhaps we expected a bit too much out of him, perhaps he was expecting too much out of himself, but the tools that we all saw in him are still there, he may just need a bit more time. At this point, it’s not expected that Middleton will be a top half of the draft player. His footwork and agility just are not at that level, and his development hasn't gone as expected. That said, there is no reason not to take a chance on him in the bottom half of the draft, given that he still has a lot of the qualities that you look for in a physical, shut down defender. If he plays the way he did in the past few months next year and improved on his overall mobility, he has a chance to skate at the next level.

31. Christian Dvorak - Left Wing –London Knights – 6’0” - 178

A sneaky, cerebral winger who forgo a commitment to Wisconsin to suit up for the Knights in his NHL Draft season. Showed some strong initial tools before succumbing to a knee injury that took him out for a significant chunk of the season. Now cleared to play in the Memorial Cup, however if he plays, and how much he plays, is still very much in doubt. In the small pocket of games that he did play this year, he displayed interesting offensive awareness. A fluid skater who still needs to add some strength and mass to his frame, he possesses some shifty skill and in close puck skills. Can suffer from a bit of tunnel vision at times but was improving his reads and assessments in every viewing. To this point he is a compete wild card, as scouts have not had time to assess the seriousness of the knee injury and the limited views that they have had of him. They should have had files on him from his time in the USHL, and may be able to see him a bit in the Memorial Cup, but those sample sizes are either extremely small or outdated, and really cannot be used to give a true assessment. I’m admittedly shy on him just because I didn't get a great read on his ability this year, and odds are that he goes ahead of my personal ranking, but it’s hard to take a fair guess what his draft stock is right now. Don't doubt that he will be selected however, as the skill, ability and upside are all there.

32. Michael Amadio – Right Center - North Bay Battalion – 6’1” – 190 

A smooth, calculated pivot has made a strong case for himself over the past 24 months. Last year in Brampton, Amadio started off slowly but came on in the playoffs, he had earned himself some extra responsibilities. This year, he continued to move up the Battalion's depth charts, eventually leapfrogging Blake Clarke and seeing significant time within the team’s top 6 forward core. A cerebral puck carrier with poise and control in possession, Amadio has displayed an ability to quickly break down plays, reading the ice and assessing. Can fire off a lethal strike or make a soft tape to take pass. A bigger bodied pivot, he doesn't always inject physicality, but doesn't shy away from it either. Will take the puck into dirty pockets of the ice, using his frame to protect the puck while attempting to get into prime scoring areas. He has some concerns, he lacks explosiveness and first step quickness and needs to improve his defensive zone focus and commitment, but he's on a steady incline, one that has allowed him to become one a skater that should garner interest. Big personal question is what role can he play at the next level? He's a bit of a tweener right now, will have to continue to show more improvement away from the puck, but he’s worthy of a selection.

33. Connor Chatham -Right Wing - Plymouth Whalers – 6’2” - 222

Chatham had an up and down debut season in the Ontario Hockey League. A big, agile winger who skated previously with the Omaha Lancers of the USHL, displayed two different sides of his game this year. At times, he was an energetic forward who combined mobility, aggression and puck skills to play a key role in the Whalers top 6 core. At other times, he looked somewhat lethargic, struggling to get going and not looking as engaged as he had in the past. While that’s not uncommon for OHL rookies, it is a bit of a red flag for me, as Chatham is a late birth 95, which obviously is not your typical rookie. That said, Chatham does have some interesting tools at his disposal. As previously mentioned, he has two very important aspects to his game, both size and speed. His powerful lower body and quick, darting style allows him to move fluidly in all directions. When engaged, he can wreak havoc on defenders, injecting himself into the forecheck like a torpedo, buzzing around and creating turnovers. He has good hands given his size, however does struggle with his one on one elusiveness and vision, which probably make him more of a dump and chase style player at the next level. At this point most of my peers project Chatham as a second round pick, but some concerns about his consistency and long tern role have me a little more shy then others. While I appreciate it’s hard to come upon a player who has the size and overall mobility that he has, I’m not sure his skill set is more desirable versus other skaters in the same general area. Fully expect him to be selected well ahead of my ranking, but still need to rank him based on my own personal opinion

34. Matt Mistele - Left Wing - Plymouth Whalers – 6’2’ - 190

One of the more frustrating plays to watch this year. Not in the fact that you where disappointed in his tools, but because you knew he was capable of much more. A powerful forward who has scored in every situation he has been in up to this year, Mistele struggled mightily this year. He looked slower and stiffer then he did in the past, and struggled with his energy levels at times. He has an interesting tool set, a big, powerful winger who possesses a strong shot and willingness to play in traffic and battle down low. Adding in the offensive tools, the finishing ability and quick, dynamic shot release, he is a player that has attracted eyes over the course of the past few years. With players such as Vince Trocheck, Tom Wilson, Stefan Noesen et all graduating to the next level, the question that needs to be asked is was Mistele's success based on the players around him, or was he left fending for himself and didn't have enough support around him this year? It’s an interesting question that teams will have to ask themselves. While his resume is good enough that he certainly should get looks in the 4th round range, the question is how much value to do put in the two previous years versus this year.

35. Jake Evans - Right Center - St. Michael's Buzzers (OJHL) – 6’0” - 172

Evans joins the long list of OHL Champion Mississauga Rebels skaters who are expected to be selected in June. A smart, two way pivot who shows impressive puck skills, Evans has chosen to take a different route then his peers, as he has committed to Notre Dame University and skating in the OJHL versus playing with the Kitchener Rangers, who have his CHL rights. Has a winning perigee, as previously mentioned he won an OHL cup with the Rebels, but also was a key factor in the St. Michaels Buzzers run to a Buckland Cup Championship last year. A cerebral pivot with good game reading abilities, Evans has sharp offensive instincts. A playmaker that makes smart assessments in possession, he breaks down plays quickly and finds outlets with ease. Poised in possession, can pull the puck back and draw in defenders, allowing for passing lanes to open up, thus giving him more options. Also plays on the point on the powerplay, not due to his high end shot, but more so due to his distributing abilities. Struggled with consistency this year, wasn't great at the World Jr. A challenge, a tournament that should have been a coming out party for him. He doesn't always takes direct routes to the net, opts for the path of least resistance, be it out of a sense of self-preservation or a lack of confidence in his strength. A big key for him moving forward will to add more strength and mass to an under developed frame. A player who you can take your time with, his NCAA commitment should allow teams to take a more long term view on him then others on this list, which is a positive. Projects as a depth centre at the next level, one who can play a smart, effective two way game while adding secondary scoring.

36. Matthew Mancina – Goaltender - Guelph Storm – 6’2” - 178

A goaltender that you need multiple years of viewings to appreciate the player that he is, as well as the long term potential that he possesses. Playing backup behind Justin Nichols this year, Mancina has played limited minutes, coming in for Nichols to give him a rest against lesser teams (outside of a pocket in December when he earned the CHL goalie of the week honours). Mancina is your prototypical butterfly goaltender who relies on positioning and technique to make saves versus pure athletic ability. A cool and focused goaltender, he’s already had some international experience, starting for the 2013 Ontario U17 program in their 4th place finish. Not a pure reflex goaltender, he struggles at times when his technique fails him, which isn't that uncommon for goaltenders of his age group. Still fairly raw and untested, he’s the type of goaltender that you look back on and look and ask ‘why did you pass on him earlier in the draft’. At no point do I expect him to be selected in the top half of the draft, he is unproven versus other goaltenders in the OHL and other parts of the word, but his ability, size and poise under pressure all make him a viable candidate to be selected in the depth rounds and developed within your organization, not unlike former Guelph goaltender Garrett Sparks, who was drafted as a backup at 17 only to turn into the best goaltender in the OHL at 19 and perhaps, an eventual NHL starter.

37. Blake Clarke - Left Wing - Saginaw Spirit – 6’1” - 196

12 months ago, many of my peers felt that Blake Clarke was among the best players in the OHL among the 96 age group. While I won't suggest that I disagreed with them, I had him 9th in the province on my personal pre-season list, and at no point did I feel he would fall out of the top 60 of the draft, let alone to the be a player that may not be drafted at all. In his rookie season in Brampton, the St. Louis native impressed with his work ethic, individual puck skills and effectiveness against older competition. This year, we didn't see that from him, in fact, it could be argued that Clarke had one of the more uninspiring draft years in recent memory. He lacked any jump or compete to his game, he was a player that truly failed to capture our imagination. His skating seemed to have regressed a bit, and the awareness and possession skills were not as prevalent as they were in his rookie season. Even a trade from North Bay to Saginaw didn't really get him going. Players have taken steps back only to recapture the skills in future years, but there are some serious questions as to what Clarke is, and what he will be at the next level. The skills are there, there is no doubt in anyone’s mind that Clarke has the ability to return to the player that we saw in his initial season in Brampton, but an NHL team can't simply ignore the lackadaisical play that we witnessed this season. You can't forget what he has done in the past, which is why he should be a late round 'flyer', but he’s such a wildcard that it’s hard to invest anything more than that in him.

38. Kelly Summers - Right Defenceman - Carleton Place Canadians (CCHL) – 6’2 - 195

One of the most 'out of nowhere' prospects in the draft, Summers has put himself on the radar this year given his improved second half, leading the Canadians to the RBC Cup while developing multiple aspects of this game. A graduate of the Ottawa Valley Titans program who was drafted by the Oshawa Generals, Summers made a very early commitment to Clarkson, and despite opportunities to head to Oshawa, he has kept to that commitment. A safe, simple defender who logs significant time for Carlton's place backend. Not an aggressive physical defender but one who is effective at limiting time and space, managing his gaps effectively and limiting opportunities for high percentage scoring chances, Summers can positively impact the game at both ends of the rink. Makes safe outlets, limits mistakes and keeps things simple. Won't wow you with his ability to stretch the ice, but a player who you can trust in any situation. Best offensive attribute is his hard, accurate one timer. Will need to continue to work on his footwork and agility, specifically his first step quickness and lateral agility, as he can get caught in transition. Limited views will keep him lower on my list then he may deserve. Only had the opportunity to see him live on 3 occasions this year, thus it’s hard for me to invest a higher ranking in him. That said, given his rate of improvement this year, plus the fact that he is headed to the NCAA, which gives teams an extra 2 years to make a decision on him, don't be shocked to see him selected in the 3rd or 4th round, as there has been a lot of talk about him in recent months.

39. Stephen Desrocher - Left Defence - Oshawa Generals – 6’4” – 187 

A bit of an NHL Draft sleeper given that he did not see prime minutes on one of the top teams in the East, Desrocher is one of those players that sneaks up on you the more you see him. A player who continued to get better with every viewing, he has impressed with his ability to play an honest, throwback style while displaying some interesting long term offensive upside. At this point he keeps it simple, making the clean outlet, limiting mistakes. He does make the odd poor read, but also will surprise with a flash of skill with an impressive stretch pass or some quick hands in tight. It’s not obvious, but it’s there. An example of an 'investment' player, a skater that you draft and bring into your organization and work with, given the obvious skill set that he possesses. Should take a much more active role with the Generals defence core next year as they initiate a youth movement. To this point it wouldn't surprise me if Desrochuer isn't selected, he’s more raw then a finished product, but he’s shown enough growth this year to make him worthy of a late round pick. He’s the type of player that could make a scout look like a genius if he hits on the long term potential.

40. Brandon Prophet – Left Defence – Saginaw Spirit – 6’2” – 202 

Prophet jumped onto the scene quickly last year, establishing himself as one of the top options for the Saginaw defence core, one that was in need of an injection of youth at the time. Heading into this year, the expectation was that Prophet would take that next step in his development while leading the Spirits defence. While that may have been the plan, Prophet didn't have the start of the season that anyone expected, and failed to meet expectations as the season ended. Prophet's fall was one of the issues that many second year players face, attempting to do everything. In their rookie year, they keep things simple and can see results. When they attempt to push the pace and do too much, it hurts them. Prophet's game is a simple one, play hard, tough minutes down low while acting as a trigger man on the powerplay. When he attempts to be a puck rusher or stretch the ice, he makes mistakes. His decision making this year was hit and miss. He made poor reads, aggressively pinched when he should opt to track back. He's an average skater, misses explosiveness and first step quickness but gets by well enough. Needs to elongate his stride, capitalizing on his lower body strength. Pivots and transitions are issues, as he gets caught often by skaters with strong outside speed. At this point, it’s hard to read what Prophet will become. He has the tools to be a depth defender at the next level, but needs to elevate his decision making while working on his agility, footwork and explosiveness. Keeping things simple, limiting his turnovers, simplifying things offensively and committing to being a tough stay at home defender with some powerplay potential should be the goal He's shown enough to be a late round pick given his size, strength and potential, but at this point, he’s a project.
Wheeling and dealing likely on NHL draft day

Kevin Allen, USA TODAY Sports 11:26 a.m. EDT May 21, 2014
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The NHL draft floor could feel as much like an auction house as a drafting venue when teams gather in Philadelphia for the annual event in late June.

"Some teams are going to be looking to move some salaries, and I just have a feeling there could be a lot of moves," Dallas Stars general manager Jim Nill said.

Adding further spice to the event is that Florida Panthers general manager Dale Tallon isn't ruling out trading the No. 1 draft pick.

"I've already had a few guys kicking tires," Tallon said. "We are going to get more calls."

Tallon said he isn't ruling out anything, including taking a player at No. 1, accepting a deal to move back in the draft or packaging his No. 1 and other assets in an effort to acquire a top player.

"When I look at my team, I would like to add a couple of top-notch veteran (defenders)," Tallon said.

While Tallon is considering his options, the Ottawa Senators will be looking at their trade possibilities for center Jason Spezza and the Toronto Maple Leafs could be listening to offers for defenseman Dion Phaneuf.

Depending upon who gets the Vancouver Canucks' general manager job, defenseman Alex Edler could be moved. The Buffalo Sabres considered trading defenseman Christian Ehrhoff last spring, and he could still be dealt this summer.

WOODLIEF: Latest draft preview column

With Ron Francis taking over for Jim Rutherford as general manager of the Carolina Hurricanes, the roster could be in for a shakeup. Goalie Cam Ward is the most logical choice to move, but it's never easy to trade a well-paid goalie.

Would they consider trading Eric Staal? To do that, Francis would want a staggering return.

The intriguing aspect of the draft is that the top prospect list only includes one defenseman, Aaron Ekblad, an Ontario Hockey League standout.

Everybody in the hockey world knows the Edmonton Oilers need a star defenseman to mix with their good collection of star forwards. The problem is they are picking third, and Ekblad is ranked first or second on most teams' lists.

It's highly likely they would at least inquire about Tallon's pick. The Oilers have Nail Yakupov, 2012's No. 1 overall draft pick who has had ups and downs in Edmonton. Would they consider moving him in a multiplayer or draft-pick swap?

The Sabres, picking at No. 2, the Oilers or the Calgary Flames, at No. 4, could move down or up in the draft.

"This draft does set up where I could make the statement that we may see more movement in the top end of the draft than maybe we have seen in the last few years," Flames general manager Brad Treliving said.

MORE: Panthers win lottery

The centers that everybody likes include Sam Bennett (Kingston, Ontario Hockey League), Sam Reinhart (Kootenay, Western Hockey League) and Leon Draisaitl (Prince Albert, WHL). Draisaitl is German and Reinhart is the son of former NHL player Paul Reinhart.

"I think this draft is a lot deeper than people give it credit for," Tallon said.

Wingers Michael Dal Colle (Oshawa, OHL) and Jake Virtanen (Calgary, WHL) also are high on every team's list.

"I think there is probably a consensus on the top five, but I think there might be 30 different lists of what order," Treliving said.

Treliving's boss, Brian Burke, has a long history of making big splashes on draft days. He secured the Sedin twins through draft-day trades when he was in Vancouver and also maneuvered on draft day to land Chris Pronger for the Hartford Whalers.

All Treliving knows for sure is that he is likely to pick early in the draft, even if he does make a move.

"We are not moving young assets, whether they are picks or players, for short-term relief," Treliving said. "We are going to make sure we are thinking long term."

MORE: Blues to let Miller go to free agency

Craig Button, a draft expert for Canadian network TSN, said he's hearing plenty of chatter about possible trades on draft day.

"It's really hard to get good players now unless you make a big trade and draft picks are a part of it," said Button, a former NHL general manager. "Plus, teams are looking to get a lot better as quickly as possible."

If Tallon keeps the pick, he will have to decide whether to take Ekblad or one of the forwards. He has high-quality young forwards in Jonathan Huberdeau, Aleksander Barkov and Nick Bjugstad. He also has 12 prospects on defense who are taller than 6-2. However, none matches Ekblad's caliber.

Tallon is excited about what might happen for his team on draft day, even though he says he has no idea which direction he is heading.

"After two tough years, winning this lottery has given our whole organization a boost," Tallon said. "Finally, some good things are going to happen for us."
2014 Memorial Cup: Knights’ Yakimowicz drawing some attention from NHL scouts

By Jason Menard 

 May 20th, 2014 

Share this story

C.J. Yakimowicz - London Knights

Photo: London Knights forward and 2014 prospect C.J. Yakimowicz’s first OHL game was the Knights outdoor game on December 29th, 2013 at Detroit’s Comerica Park (courtesy of Aaron Bell/CHL Images)

C.J. Yakimowicz may have started the year off the radar, but a mid-season decision to join the OHL’s London Knights has found him squarely on the NHL Draft radar and he’s looking forward to making a big impression.

At 6’2 and 210 pounds, Yakimowicz has prototypical power-forward size and was a welcome addition to the Knights’ roster at Christmas. Joining the hosts of the 2014 MasterCard Memorial Cup and getting a guaranteed spot in the tournament was a big carrot, but leaving home was a new experience.

“It was very hard. Either way, I was going to have to leave my family for the first time so it was a tough decision,” explained Yakimowicz, who said he had spent the previous seven years playing at home in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. “But honestly, I just talked with people and thinking about it myself — I thought really hard about what would be best for me and I really and truly believe that this was the right decision.

“It was pretty tough, but my parents were very supportive. They said whatever you want to do, we’re going to back you, so it was an easy decision in that sense. And my billet parents are great, so it’s been a good fit.”

It was a decision that now sees him ranked 153rd amongst North American skaters for the 2014 NHL Draft.

“I was playing U-18 triple-A, which is pretty good in the States. I had a good year at the beginning of the year, so I started to get some offers from teams,” he said. “I got some interest from some NCAA teams. And then I started hearing from OHL teams and I felt my game fit better in the OHL style of game, so I decided to come here.”

In addition to fitting the OHL style, Yakimowicz said he believes that the OHL is the best way to achieve his dream of playing in the NHL.

“I mean, just look at the amount of players who come from the OHL to the NHL,” he said. “I think it’s the highest number out of any league. I think it’s very true when people say it’s the most direct way.”

Going from off the radar to being ranked would seem to be a cause for celebration, but Yakimowicz said he wasn’t focused on Central Scouting.

“I didn’t even know [when it was the day] that the final rankings came out,” he said. “I was in class and one of the kids in our school pulled it up and said that I was on there. I’m more focused and worried on the series than the draft.”

Yakimowicz said he grew up a Wilkes-Barre fan, but extended his interest to the parent club when a certain ‘kid’ came to Pittsburgh.

“I was a Wilkes-Barre fan, but once [Sidney] Crosby came into play, he was my favourite player and still is,” he said, adding that while he’s a fan of Crosby’s game, he sees more of himself in a certain Bruins’ bruiser. “I like Milan Lucic. I’d like to try and play like him, but it’s very difficult.”

It’s that style that got him some interest from the OHL and it’s one he’s going to continue to play, though he expects to be able to show some of his offensive talents in the future.

“I’m going to come here and that’s what they told me to do, just play how they saw me. I’m not going to try and change it,” he said. “Obviously I want to get up there and chip in some goals here and there, but I think my main goal is to be a force out there, hit, grind.”

C.J. stands for Chandler James, but Yakimowicz prefers going by his initials. And the opportunity to see his name on a Memorial Cup roster played a significant role in his decision as to where to play.

“The Memorial Cup was a pretty big factor,” he said. “But even just London being London is also a huge factor.”

With the draft fast approaching, Yakimowicz said he’s well aware of what he needs to do.

“I’ve got to try to work on my hands a lot,” he said, after scoring three goals and adding four assists in 33 OHL regular-season games. “That’s what I really need to improve and that’s what I’m going to try to bear down on.”

Follow Jason Menard's Memorial Cup coverage for HF via @JayCMenard

Prince Albert Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl put the puck past a veteran NHL goaltender on Tuesday. 

Representing Germany at the 2014 IIHF World Championships in Minsk, Belarus, Draisaitl scored his first goal of the tournament in his team’s final game, finishing the event with four points in seven games.   

With Germany eliminated from the next round, Draisaitl tallied an assist in the team’s final game on Tuesday before beating Dallas Stars backstop Tim Thomas en route to a 4-3 loss at the hands of the United States. 

Representing Germany at the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championship in Malmo, Sweden earlier this year, Draisaitl tallied two goals and four assists in six games.

A native of Cologne, Draisaitl finished his sophomore WHL campaign this season as the first Raider since Steve Kelly in 1996 to hit the 100-point plateau, scoring 38 goals and 67 assists. 

As the youngest player on Team Germany’s roster, Draisaitl was one of four 18-year-olds in the event, joining Slovakia’s Martin Reway, Italy’s Joachim Ramoser and Canada’s Nathan Mackinnion. 

As Draisaitl heads to Toronto to participate in the annual NHL Draft Combine next week, the Raiders began sales of 2014-2015 season tickets on Tuesday. 

The early bird deadline for tickets is set for May 30, after which the price of season tickets will be increased. 

In addition to great savings compared to walk up ticket prices, season ticket holder benefits include the Never Waste A Ticket Program, discounts at the Raiders store, first right to special events at the Art Hauser Centre and first right to Raiders playoff tickets.

For more information on Raiders season ticket packages, contact the team’s office at 306-764-5348. 
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LONDON, ONT. - It’s last-chance shopping for NHL scouts at the Memorial Cup.

For only a handful of players, it’s the perfect place to prove you’re a winner and improve you’re draft position.

Players like Edgars Kulda of the Edmonton Oil Kings.

“Here’s a player who is trying to get drafted and he’s put himself on centre stage,” said Oil Kings coach Derek Laxdal.

“He just has to put the icing on the cake here at the Memorial Cup.”

There are others.

Like Brett Pollock, Dysin Mayo and Aaron Irving.

Usually the focus at the Memorial Cup is on a top-end talent. But perhaps you’ve noticed. There’s a severe shortage of those guys this year.

It’s not like last year in Saskatoon, where Nathan MacKinnon, Seth Jones and Jonathan Drouin were all on display. Or like 2009 and ‘10, when the scouts in Rimouski and Brandon got to examine Taylor Hall winning back-to-back Memorial Cups and back-to-back MVP honours. Jonathon Huberdeau was another recent case. And, of course, Sidney Crosby was on display in his draft year.

The highest-ranked draft eligible skater by Central Scouting in this Memorial Cup is Guelph Storm centre Robert Fabbri, ranked 21st overall among North American skaters. Oil Kings LW Pollock is ranked 34th, RW Nicolas Aube-Kubel of Val-d’Or 40th and LW Christian Dvorak of London 71st.

Kulda, who didn’t even get picked in his draft year, is now ranked 145th among North American skaters at the end of the regular season. But he’s been terrific in the playoffs and was WHL Player of the Week coming into the Memorial Cup.

Defencemen Dysin Mayo and Aaron Irving are ranked 82nd and 90th in North America.

“I think it’s a great opportunity to elevate your draft status for some of our draft-age players we have here and even a 19-year-old like Eddie Kulda,” said Laxdal.

“It’s a chance to make an impression in front of some of the general managers coming in for this event, GMs who haven’t seen you play during the regular season and the playoffs. It’s a chance for some of the scouts who have been following you to say ‘Hey, watch this player’ and ‘What do you think?’

“We want to make sure our draft-eligible players aren’t trying to do too much. But the stage is certainly a carrot we have to dangle at our draft-aged players.”

Kulda’s stock has done nothing but rise the deeper the Oil Kings have gone into the playoffs.

“It’s a good stage for me, but it’s not something I want to be thinking about at this time. It’s another opportunity to play the best you can and help your team winning,” is how he phrased it Thursday.

Pollock started the season not on a lot of scouting lists and now has a chance to be a late first-round draft choice with what he’s done in the regular season (25-30-55) and playoffs (11-8-19).

While his numbers suffered somewhat going against Matt Dumba and Derrick Pouliot in the Portland series, his first three rounds were exceptional.

“You couldn’t ask for it to be any better. Being here on my draft year is a pretty good experience,” said the Sherwood Park product.

“At the start of the year I wasn’t really on the radar. That was kind of disappointing. But I knew what I wanted to do and I didn’t really worry about that too much. I just stuck with what I do and had some success and I guess some people started to notice,” said Pollock.

“It’s pretty special. It’s a big year for me and it’s good exposure,” said Mayo.

“I think I’ve come pretty far this year. I got off to a slow start there. But I started to work my way up to the top four,” he said of the defensive pairings.

“I started to play bigger minutes. I got some power-play time there in the playoffs. I kind of took on a much bigger role and added much more offensively,” added the Scholastic Player of the Year, who had 96% in Grade 11 at Salisbury Comp. in Sherwood Park.

“That dropped a bit this year but it was because I started taking chemistry and physics,” he laughed.

Irving bottom lined it for everybody.

“It’s a tremendous opportunity for all the draft eligible players to showcase what they can. It’s pretty important not to forget now that we’re here, what got us here. Obviously with team success comes individual success.”

terry.jones@sunmedia.ca

Follow me on twitter.com/sunterryjones

Texas Stars coach expects Grand Rapids Griffins to extend series to seven games

starscelebrate.JPG

The Texas Stars left Van Andel Arena with a 3-2 playoff series lead against Grand Rapids with an overtime goal on Friday. The series resumes tonight in Austin, Texas. (Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com)
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2014 CALDER CUP PLAYOFFSTexas Stars coach expects Grand Rapids Griffins to extend series to seven games

Overtime loss leaves Griffins with Texas-sized challenge the rest of the playoffs

Live updates tonight: Griffins have one more home game to gain series edge before trip to Texas

How pivotal is Game 5 for Griffins? 10 storylines to consider with last home game in the series tonight

Viral hockey video update: Jordin Tootoo surprises Lowell boy by signing hockey stick

All Stories | 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins need two wins in Texas to keep their hockey season alive, and Stars coach Willie Desjardins actually expects the Griffins to get one of them Sunday.

“They’re not coming in there to just show up,” he said. “It’ll be a real tough game and we expect (a Game) seven because they’re just going to play so hard.”

The No. 1-seed Stars lead the Western Conference semifinals 3-2, with Games 6 and 7 scheduled for Sunday and Monday at Cedar Park Center in Austin, Texas.

The Griffins return to Texas after a roller coaster ride at Van Andel Arena. They arrived home trailing the series 2-0, won twice and then had a heart-breaker in Game 5 on Friday, losing in overtime 3-2 on a goal by Chris Mueller.

Desjardins’ team won the game and now need just one win to advance, but he was wary because of the way the Griffins played.

“They’re feeling better about themselves and they’re starting to play good, so it’s going to be tough,” he said.

WESTERN CONFERENCE SEMIFINALS 

No. 1 Texas vs. No. 4 Grand Rapids

Game 1 –Texas 5, Grand Rapids 2 

 Game 2 – Texas 4, Grand Rapids 0 

 Game 3 – Grand Rapids 5, Texas 2

 Game 4 – Grand Rapids 3, Texas 2

 Game 5 – Texas 3, Grand Rapids 2 (OT)

 May 18 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8 p.m.

 * May 19 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8:30 p.m.

 *- if necessary
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Willie Desjardins

Indirectly, Griffins coach Jeff Blashill agreed.

“I thought that (Game 5) was the best game we played in the series, and I think we’re just starting to find our game and I think we’re going to be real good on Sunday,” he said.

Not that there is much choice.

“Confidence is really high, even higher right now,” said Tomas Jurco, who has a team-high five goals in the playoffs for the Griffins. “We know we are a better team and we know we can win this.”

Game 5 marked the first time the Griffins outshot the Stars in the series, with a 40-29 advantage. The Griffins also continued to enjoy productive second periods, where nine of their 12 goals have come. They scored twice in the second period in Game 5, bouncing back from a 2-0 deficit in the first.

The Stars, who beat the Griffins 5-2 and 4-0 in the first two games at home, have not lost back-to-back games at home since Feb. 2-4. The Griffins, meanwhile, are 2-0 in elimination games under Blashill. 

The winner of the series will face No. 3-seed Toronto in the Western Conference finals. The Marlies completed a sweep of No. 2 Chicago on Friday.

In AHL history, the team that wins Game 5 of a 2-2 series has gone on to clinch the series 80.8 percent of the time.
GRAND RAPIDS, MI – A momentous opportunity slipped away from the Grand Rapids Griffins on Friday, leaving the team with a challenge as big as Texas beginning Sunday.

Texas’ Chris Mueller scored on a shot inside the right circle 3:18 into overtime to give the Stars a 3-2 win before 8,057 at Van Andel Arena to put the Griffins in the hole in the AHL's Western Conference semifinals.

With the Griffins trailing the series 3-2 and needing two wins in Texas, Griffins goalie Petr Mrazek didn’t mince words.

“I know we’re down 3-2 but it’s not over yet. We’re going to win both games,” he said. 

Asked about it again, he added: “We have to. That’s all that matters, right? We’re playing for wins. They have three but we’re going to get two more.”

Game 6 will be played 8 p.m. (EDT) Sunday in Austin, Texas. If necessary, Game 7 will be 8:30 p.m. Monday. 

The Stars, the No. 1 seed in the West, have not lost consecutive games at the Cedar Park Center since Feb. 2-4. 

MORE:  See how the game played out during our live blog

It was the first overtime playoff game at Van Andel Arena since April 22, 2009 when the Griffins lost 4-3 to Hamilton in Game 4 of the divisional semifinals.

The Griffins appeared to be caught on a line change on the goal by Mueller, a former Griffin who played two games in Grand Rapids in 2007-08.

“I think we did a little," Stars coach Willie Desjardins said of the offensive advantage, "but they did a number of times during the game on us, too,”“Funny game, hockey. I thought they outplayed us tonight, but we got the win. We’ll take that.”

Kevin Henderson got the assist, along with Derek Meech, another former Griffin.

The loss fcame after the Griffins rallied from a 2-0 deficit in the first period.

“I was pleased with how we played pretty much throughout the whole game,” Griffins coach Jeff Blashill said. “Maybe not the second half of the first period, but overall I was real happy with the process. Unfortunately, we needed one more goal and we weren’t able to score.”

Blashill said the team won’t look at winning two games in Texas. He said the focus will be on winning Sunday.

“That’s the first thing we look at,” he said. “How do we deal with it? It’s 3-2. You don’t win series at 3-2. You win it by winning four. Let’s go win Sunday.”

It was a productive first period for the Stars, who had not scored in opening period in the previous two games. Mike Hedden scored on a power play 6:36 into the game, with David McIntyre off for holding, and Brendan Ranford made it 2-0 a minute later on a backhand that eluded Mrazek. The scores came on Texas’ fourth and fifth shots of the game.

The Griffins, who failed to mount much attack on two power plays in the second period, had the third pay off. 

Tomas Jurco’s hard shot from outside the right circle rebounded to Mitch Callahan, who put it past Jack Campbell with league MVP Travis Morin in the box on the second of two penalties against him in the period.

The Griffins tied it on Teemu Pulkkinen’s hard slap shot from the right side, coming off a nice cross-ice pass from Cory Emmerton with just two minutes left in the period.

The Stars lost goalie Jack Campbell in the closing seconds of the third period. He made a save and then went down, face first. He tried to stretch but was relieved by Cristopher Nilstorp. 

Campbell’s availability Sunday is uncertain. The Stars have alternated goalies throughout the series.

NOTES

 The Griffins fly out Saturday for Texas … The Griffins are now 11-9 in overtime playoff games … Xavier Ouellett was stopped on a penalty shot with 4:44 left in the second … Tomas Jurco's assist on Callahan’s second-period goal gives him 21 career playoff points, tying him for seventh on the franchise list. 

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.

Texas Stars 3 (OT) at Grand Rapids Griffins 2 - Status: Final OT

 Friday, May 16, 2014 - Van Andel Arena

Texas 2 0 0 1 - 3

 Grand Rapids 0 2 0 0 - 2

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins have fought back from a 2-0 deficit to tie Texas in the best-of-seven Western Conference semifinal series. Game 5 is 7 tonight at Van Andel Arena. 

Here are 10 storylines to watch:

• Pivotal Game 5. The Griffins have one more game at home in this series against the No. 1-seed Stars , and they either will head back to Austin, Texas with two opportunities to win one game, or in search of two wins on the road to survive.

Yeah, pivotal sounds about right.

•Tomas Jurco’s availability. Just a day after coach Jeff Blashill extolled the virtues of Jurco, the right winger left after the first period in Game 4 on Wednesday and didn’t return with an upper body injury. He did not participate in a team-optional practice Thursday – in which many players were absent – and is considered a game-time decision. 

Jurco missed two weeks in March with the Red Wings with a broken rib. 

• What to fix. Blashill, asked after Game 4 where he wanted to see improvement, said:

“We have to break out of our end much better than we have … We have guys who are more capable of making more plays. We got to make sure we make the plays that are there, balanced against not turning the puck over.” 

WESTERN CONFERENCE SEMIFINALS 

No. 1 Texas vs. No. 4 Grand Rapids

Game 1 –Texas 5, Grand Rapids 2 

 Game 2 – Texas 4, Grand Rapids 0 

 Game 3 – Grand Rapids 5, Texas 2

 Game 4 – Grand Rapids 3, Texas 2

 May 16 – Texas at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 * May 18 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8 p.m.

 * May 19 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8:30 p.m.

• Shot totals. During the regular season, the Stars put on more shots (36.5) and had the second most goals (3.6) in the league. The shots have continued. They have averaged 36.1 in four games with 43 more shots overall (145-102). The Griffins’ defense and goalie Petr Mrazek have allowed 13 goals, but just two each the past two games. 

• Travis Morin. The Stars’ center and league MVP has been held without a goal on nine shots following a 32-goal season (32-56-88). He does have six assists and a plus-minus rating of plus-4. He had three shots in Game 4. 

• Andrej Nestrasil’s play. The third-year forward developed nicely in the second half of the season for the Griffins, and that trend has continued in the playoffs. He is third on the team in points (4-2-6) and filled in admirably after Jurco went out in Game 4. He switched to wing on the first line with Riley Sheahan and Mitch Callahan and chipped in a goal.

• Jordin Tootoo. The veteran forward played in Game 4, his first game since he suffered a lower body injury in the first game of the playoffs against Abbotsford on April 25. He looked rusty, took a big hit in the third period and his effectiveness for Game 5 is unknown. Besides his toughness, he does provide versatility that Blashill likes by playing either wing.

• What are the odds?  In 125 all-time seven-game AH series that have been tied 2-2, the Game 5 winner has won the series 101 times, or 80.8 percent.

For Griffins-specific, they have been at 2-2 four times previously in a best-of-seven and won three, most recently last season in Western Conference finals against Oklahoma City. They won in seven games.

• Attendance. The Griffins have averaged just over 6,000 in four playoff games, including 5,089 for Wednesday’s Game 4. Team officials this morning said 6,100 tickets had already been sold. 

• What’s up elsewhere. In the other Western Conference semifinal, No. 3-seed Toronto has a surprising 3-0 lead over No. 2 Chicago. Game 4 in that series is tonight in Toronto. Game 5 is also scheduled in Toronto, on Saturday. The final two games, if necessary, would be in Chicago.

In the Eastern Conference, St. John’s has a 3-2 lead over Norfolk, with Game 6 tonight at St. John’s, and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton has a 2-1 lead over Providence. Those two meet tonight in Providence.
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Griffins overcome adversity with loss of Tomas Jurco to even series with Texas

1 / 32

Grand Rapids Griffins center Andrej Nestrasil scores during the second period in game 4 of the Western Conference Semifinals against the Texas Stars at Van Andel Arena in Grand Rapids, Mich., Wednesday, May 14, 2014. The Griffins beat the Stars 3-2. (Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com)
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2014 CALDER CUP PLAYOFFSTexas Stars coach expects Grand Rapids Griffins to extend series to seven games

Overtime loss leaves Griffins with Texas-sized challenge the rest of the playoffs

Live updates tonight: Griffins have one more home game to gain series edge before trip to Texas

How pivotal is Game 5 for Griffins? 10 storylines to consider with last home game in the series tonight

Viral hockey video update: Jordin Tootoo surprises Lowell boy by signing hockey stick
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins gained momentum and faced adversity against Texas on Wednesday, pulling even in the AHL Western Conference semifinal series, but losing Tomas Jurco in the process.

The Griffins scored three unanswered goals in the second period, but also played without their high-scoring forward, who went out with an upper body injury in the 3-2 win. Jurco, who leads the team with five goals in the playoffs, had a hat trick in Game 3 on Tuesday.

Without him, Andrej Nestrasil stepped onto the top line with center Riley Sheahan and Mitch Callahan and chipped in the Griffins' last goal of the second period. 

MORE: See a recap how the game unfolded in our live blog

Jeff Hoggan and David McIntyre also scored as the Griffins won their second in a row at home to even the series at 2-2 against the top-seeded Stars.

Game 5 will be 7 p.m. Friday at Van Andel Arena.

The Griffins will welcome the extra day before Game 5 to give Jurco a chance to heal. He started and played the first period, but didn't come out for the second.

"I have no idea on the status. I'll let you know when I know," coach Jeff Blashill said, noting the team has an optional practice Thursday and it's uncertain if Jurco will participate. 

But he was impressed with how the team adjusted.

"When you lose a guy who is a really good player, you can either melt or be real resilient," Blashill said. "That's not to say they didn't have a lot of real good chances, but Petr Mrazek was great."

The Stars, who never trailed in Texas in the first two games, took their first lead in Grand Rapids, scoring on the first shot of the second period by Dustin Jeffrey. It came on the power play, an extension of a late first-period roughing call on Hoggan.

The Griffins then scored three in a row, starting with Hoggan, who tied it on a power play. He collected a rebound off Cory Emmerton's shot and put it past goalie Cristopher Nilstorp, who shutout the Griffins in Game 2 but didn't start in Game 3.

The go-ahead goal came at 9:24 from McIntyre, who batted in a close-in shot that received a lengthy review before being confirmed. Nestrasil scored his fourth goal of the playoffs, second behind Jurco, on an assist from Callahan with six minutes left. 

The Stars closed to 3-2 with six minutes left in the third on a goal by former Griffin Derek Meech.

Hoggan was impressed with how the Griffins played the past two games, after losing twice and getting outscored 9-2 in Texas.

"This was a good character check for us," Hoggan said. "They took it to us down in Texas, and we made some adjustment trying to slow them down because you can see how fast they are.

"We just have to keep the pedal down and keep pushing."

NOTES

 Forward Jordin Tootoo played for the first time since Game 1 against Abbotsford ... Landon Ferraro went through warmups but did not play. He thought he would be ready to play Friday ... Games 6 and 7 are scheduled in Austin, Texas on May 18-19.

OVERTIME

Stars 3, Griffins 2

Chris Mueller blasted a slap shot from the middle of the left circle that screamed past goalie Petr Mrazek to give the Stars the win in pivotal Game 5.

The goal came 3:18 into the extra period.

Game 6 will be palyed in Texas on Sunday.

THIRD PERIOD

Griffins 2, Stars 2

Both teams went from all-out to conservative as the period wound down in the period to set up the first overtime game in the series.

The Griffins outshot the Stars 16-11.

The Stars lost goalie Jack Campbell in the final seconds of the period. After a shot by Cory Emmerton, he appeared to be untouchded as he went down, face first. After five minutes of trying to stretch out his lower body, he came out in favor of Cristopher Nilstorp, who appeared in three games already in the series.

SECOND PERIOD

Griffins 2, Stars 2

The Griffins bounced back with a strong second half to the second period, scoring twice to even it. They had three power play opportunities, and finally capitalized on the third as Mitch Callahan tipped in Tomas Jurco's hard shot from the right point. It was Callahan's first goal of the playoffs.

The Griffins tied it with two minutes left in the period. Teemu Pulkkinen took a long cross-ice pass from Cory Emmerton and his slap shot blew past goalie Jack Campbell. 

Two of the Stars' penalties went against league MVP Travis Morin.

FIRST PERIOD

Stars 2, Griffins 0

Texas got off to a strong start, scoring twice and dominating play in the opening period. The Stars scored seven minutes into the period, a power play goal by Mike Hedden, who tipped in a shot from the point with David McIntyre in the box.

A minute later, Brendan Ranford scored on a backhand. It was Ranford's fifth goal of the series.

The Griffins had not allowed the Stars a first-period goal in the previous two home games.

PREGAME

 GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins head to Austin, Texas on Saturday with comfort and confidence or desperation and anxiety based on what happens tonight in Game 5 against Texas.

With the Western Conference semifinal series tied 2-2, the No. 4 Griffins host the No. 1 Stars at 7 tonight at Van Andel Arena in their final home game of the series. No matter what happens in Game 5, the Griffins play Game 6 on Sunday night in Austin, Texas.

What position they’ll be in will be determined tonight, and we’ll be following it live. Check back and join us just before the puck drops around 7 p.m. for updates, analysis, opinion and whatever else happens during the game. 

Also, refresh the page after each period for a summary of what happened.

The home teams have won each game. The Griffins, after being outscored 9-2 on the road to start the series, have come to Van Andel Arena and produced 5-2 and 3-2 wins on consecutive nights earlier this week.

WESTERN CONFERENCE SEMIFINALS 

No. 1 Texas vs. No. 4 Grand Rapids

Game 1 –Texas 5, Grand Rapids 2 

 Game 2 – Texas 4, Grand Rapids 0 

 Game 3 – Grand Rapids 5, Texas 2

 Game 4 – Grand Rapids 3, Texas 2

 May 16 – Texas at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 * May 18 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8 p.m.

 * May 19 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8:30 p.m.

You can get up to speed by reading some of the stories to the right, and add some knowledge by checking out the links below:
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Griffins, who received playoff spark from Gustav Nyquist last season, now turn to Tomas Jurco

Grand Rapids Griffins v. Texas Stars game 3

Tomas Jurco had a hat trick, including two goals in the first period, to provide the Griffins with a much-needed scoring lift against Texas in Game 3 of the Western Conference semifinals. (Lauren Petracca | MLive.com)
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Tomas Jurco's season has included many firsts, but his newest role may be the most important to the Grand Rapids Griffins' postseason run.

The second-year right winger had a hat trick Tuesday to propel the Griffins to a 5-2 win against Texas and close the Western Conference semifinal series 2-1 heading into Game 4 tonight at Van Andel Arena.

The timing couldn't have better for the Griffins, who desperately needed the win, and for Jurco, who is asked to take on a different role than a year ago when he followed in the scoring shadow of Gustav Nyquist as he gained traction in the AHL. 

This postseason, he looks like the new version of Nyquist. There are playoff parallels between the two, who share similar puck-handling and scoring skills.

MORE: Photo gallery from Game 3

Last season, Nyquist re-joined the Griffins after the Red Wings' playoff run and, joined by the return of Joakim Andersson, jump-started the playoff drive through the conference finals en route to the Calder Cup Trophy. 

Nyquist, the Griffins regular-season scoring leader before recalled to Detroit, had seven points (2-5-7) in 10 playoff games.

Jurco, meanwhile, re-joined the Griffins along with Riley Sheahan after the Red Wings were eliminated in the first round. The 21-year-old has quickly adjusted. He has six points (5-1-6) in five games, missing the first two games in the opening round, and scored the first two goals early into Game 3 – something the Griffins desperately needed after two slow starts. 

Likewise, he was the Griffins scoring leader at the time of his call-up in February.

So, a season that has seen Jurco make his NHL debut, play for Slovakia in the Winter Olympics and then appear in the Stanley Cup playoffs, has evolved into one more first as the Griffins' veteran scoring leader in the playoffs.

Red Wings Penguins Hockey(1).JPG

Tomas Jurco had eight goals and 15 points in 36 games with the Red Wings this season.

AP

Coach Jeff Blashill saw it coming upon his return April 27.

"When Jurco came back, we talked about this as an opportunity to be the go-to guy, which he hasn't been since he was in juniors," Blashill said. "Last year, the first half of the season he survived, then in the second half he was real good but he wasn't the go-to guy.

"In Detroit, he wasn't the go-to guy. Outside of the beginning of this year and now, he hasn't had the opportunity to be that. We needed him to be one of the go-to guys, and I think he's done a great job with it." 

Blashill's plural usage refers in part to right wing Teemu Pulkkinen. Similar to the storyline a year ago between Nyquist and Jurco, Jurco's presence takes pressure off Pulkkinen, who is in his first full year in the AHL and has held his own with a team high eight points (3-5-8).

Jurco has paired with Sheahan, his center in Detroit, and Mitch Callahan for a top line that has produced some grit. The 6-foot-1, 200-pound Jurco mixed it up in the closing seconds of Game 3 with his first AHL fight, a brief scrum with Texas tough guy Curtis McKenzie.

"I'm trying to work hard and add some physicality to our line," he said. "I think we play pretty good as a line. We are getting better after each game. So, hopefully, next game will be even better than (Tuesday)."

The last time Jurco had the scoring spotlight in a playoff series was in juniors with Saint John in 2011-12. He had 29 points (13-16-29) in 16 postseason games in the QMJHL.

The role is just the latest opportunity to an eventful season so far.

"Last year, I was a rookie and I wasn't a go-to guy but, obviously there were other guys ..." Jurco said. "This year, Blashill told me I had to be the go-to guy. And since I came down from Detroit, I'm trying to play hard and finish checks and get some points and, obviously, get some goals and get the team going."

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Tomas Jurco came into Game 3 of the Western Conference semifinals like the rest of the Grand Rapids Griffins - in need of goals and in search of a victory facing a 2-0 deficit against Texas.

He left Tuesday with three goals, a fist fight and even the best summation of the 5-2 victory:

"This was a huge step for us because being down 3-0 or 2-1, that's a big difference," Jurco said.

The second-year forward scored three times in the first two periods, helping the Griffins to a much-needed fast start and a bigger Game 3 win before 4,293 at Van Andel Arena.

The Griffins, who were outscored 9-2 in the first two games, tied that output in the first period on Jurco’s first two goals. His third came as part of a three-goal second that broke the game open, 5-0.

MORE:  See how the game unfolded during out live blog

Texas, the No. 1 seed, leads the series 2-1, with the next two games in Grand Rapids on Wednesday and Friday, both at 7 p.m. The final two games, if necessary, will be played back in Austin, Texas.

"It's doesn't matter what happens because you need four wins and we have to try and get another one (Wednesday)," said Teemu Pulkkinen, who had a goal and two assists.

The Stars didn’t go quietly. They scored twice in the final period to spoil a strong first two periods from Petr Mrazek, and continued their series-long domination on shots. 

 They outshot the Griffins 37-22. They came in with a 73-55 advantage.

"Momentum is a funny thing," coach Jeff Blashill said. "It can shift the game one way or the other. And when we scored, we gained more momentum."

Blashill added:

"I will also say, when games go 5-0, weird stuff happens," he said. "My focus to our guys was on the way we played the first two periods." 

Jurco, who came into the game with three points (2-1-3) in four games, gave the Griffins the strong start. After being outscored 4-1 in the first period – and 8-2 over two – the Griffins jumped out to a 2-0 lead.

Jurco scored on a wrap-around from in back of the net seven minutes in, and then took a great cross-ice feed from Riley Sheahan to score again, this time on a power play, with six minutes left.

"I just played my game and luckily they went in," said Jurco, who had a hat trick in the season's 15th against Rockford. "Sometime it doesn't go in ... I actually could have scored a couple other goals, but they just didn't go in."

The Griffins scored three times on eight shots in the second. Andrej Nestasil and Teemu Pulkkinen also scored before Jurco put his third shot in net.

"I thought the first goal was a big deal for us because we hadn't had the lead in the series before that," Blashill said. "After we scored, it seems like we relaxed and played the way we are capable."

In the third, the Stars got goals from Mike Hedden and Brendan Ranford. It was Ranford’s fourth goal in the series. 

In the closing seconds, Jurco was part of a group that became tangled next to the Griffins net. He ended up squaring off with Curtis McKenzie that fired up the crowd and put a sharper edge to the series heading into Game 4.

"He kind of tried to push, punch me away and that made me mad and we just grabbed each other," said Jurco, who got in a couple swings.

NOTES:

 Petr Mrazek, with his start in goal Tuesday, became the franchise’s all-time leader in games played by a goalie. Jimmy Howard played in 30. His 31 have come in a row, dating back to last year's title run ... The crowd of 4,293 was the smallest of the playoffs at home for the Griffins, but still was an increase of 57 percent from Game 3 last year (2,738 against Toronto).

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Texas Stars scored more goals in two games against Grand Rapid than Abbotsford did in an entire series, one reason why the Griffins should be concerned head of Game 3 of the Western Conference semifinals.

The Stars, the No. 1 seed in the conference and unbeaten in five playoff games, scored five and four goals in Austin, Texas to jump out to a 2-0 lead in the best-of-seven series. 

The Griffins host Game 3 at 7 p.m. Tuesday at Van Andel Arena in the unaccustomed position of dealing with an offensive beating. During the season, they allowed the second fewest goals per game (2.46), and held Abbotsford to eight goals in four games in the opening round.

“I think, they had us on our heels both games,” said coach Jeff Blashill. “They did that by getting pucks behind us, forechecking us hard and creating a lot of turnovers. We seemed to be playing uphill and they were playing downhill in both games.”

Poor starts contributed to it. The Griffins allowed three first-period goals in a 5-2 loss on May 8 and three in the first two periods in a 4-0 loss on May 10.

“We’re a team that manages the puck and we had too many early turnovers against them,” forward Mitch Callahan said. “And they’re a very quick transition team and so we have to do a better job to maintain puck possession.”

WESTERN CONFERENCE SEMIFINALS 

No. 1 Texas vs. No. 4 Grand Rapids

Game 1 –Texas 5, Grand Rapids 2 

 Game 2 – Texas 4, Grand Rapids 0 

 May 13 – Texas at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 May 14 – Texas at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 * May 16 – Texas at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 * May 18 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8 p.m.

 * May 19 – Grand Rapids at Texas, 8:30 p.m.

It is the first time under Blashill the team has been down 2-0 in the playoffs, but not the first time they have lost consecutive playoff games. That happened against Oklahoma City and Syracuse in the final two rounds last year when the Griffins won the Calder Cup Trophy.

Texas, with the second highest scoring team (3.61) has gotten seven of its nine goals from three players. Brendan Ranford has three, including two in Game 2, and two each from Justin Dowling (both Game 2) and Dustin Jeffrey (both Game 1).

League MVP Travis Morin has been held without a goal but has four assists.

“They skated better than us,” defenseman Nathan Paetsch said. “I think we can skate a lot better than we did. I think we were hesitant and we sat back because they were skating and coming at us. We can’t change our game for their style so we have to do a better job of that.”

Blashill won’t change goaltenders. Petr Mrazek will start, he said.

“Petr’s playing,” Blashill said. “We’ve given up way too many big-time chances. It certainly hasn’t been Petr’s fault as all.

Texas put up 36 and 37 shots, respectively, in the first two games, with 30 coming in two periods in each. 

The Griffins are unsure about the availability of Teemu Pulkkinen, the team’s leading scorer during the regular season as well as in the first-round against Abbotsford. He was injured in the first period of Game 2, but finished with what Blashill said was a lower body injury. 

Pulkkinen did not practice Monday.

Jeff Hoggan also missed practice. He was excused to be with his wife, who early this morning delivered the couple’s third child – and third boy – in Quinn Maximus. Blashill expects him to be back for Tuesday’s game.

Forward Jordin Tootoo is questionable. He hasn’t played since the opener of the playoffs. He practiced Monday. But defenseman Adam Almquist is not as close. He hasn’t practiced since hurt in the second game of the Abbotsford series.

AUSTIN, Texas – The Grand Rapids Griffins will have to hope coming home will cure their ills so far in the Western Conference semifinals.

Texas scored twice in the second period and goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp stopped all 30 shots to lead the No. 1-seeded Stars to a 4-0 victory over the Griffins at Cedar Park Center.

Texas leads 2-0 in the best-of-seven series that moves to Grand Rapids for Game 3 on Tuesday.

The shutout was the first suffered by the Griffins in the postseason since the first game of their 2013 run to the Calder Cup, when Houston’s Darcy Kuemper made 36 saves in a 3-0 win April 26. Grand Rapids took the best-of-five series by winning three of the next four contests. 

The Stars, who won the series opener 5-2 on Thursday, scored in the final minute of the first period on a goal by Brendan Randford.

The lead grew to 3-0 with two goals in the second period, both scored by Justin Dowling. 

They capped the scoring with just over nine minutes left in the third on Ranford ‘s second goal.

The Stars put 37 shots on goalie Petr Mrazek. 

The Griffins are 0-4 all time in best-of-seven series when trailing two games to none, including 0-3 as AHL member.

The loss marked just the third time in 30 playoff games under Jeff Blashill that Grand Rapids lost consecutive games. 

Grand Rapids Griffins 0 at Texas Stars 4 - Status: Final

 Saturday, May 10, 2014 - Cedar Park Center

Grand Rapids 0 0 0 - 0

 Texas 1 2 1 - 4
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Griffins hope history repeats after 5-2 loss on road in conference semifinals

14139197422_bba6f733f2_z.jpg

Grand Rapids Griffins goal Petr Mrazek spreads out on the ice to stop a shot from the Texas Stars in his team's 5-2 loss on Thurday, May 8, in the AHL Western Conference semifinals. (Christina Shapiro/Texas Stars)
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CEDAR PARK, Texas – After their last road loss by three goals during the playoffs, the Grand Rapids Griffins ripped off a franchise-record seven straight postseason wins on foreign ice. The defending Calder Cup champs will now try to duplicate that rebound after the Texas Stars exploded for five goals over the game’s first 30:02 en route to a 5-2 victory in Game 1 of the Western Conference Semifinals on Thursday at the Cedar Park Center.

 Texas will host Game 2 at 8 p.m. EDT Saturday before the series shifts to Van Andel Arena for Games 3 and 4 next Tuesday and Wednesday.

 The Stars got their modest but raucous home crowd into the game early by scoring on their second and third shots in the opening four minutes. Sprung on a breakaway by a pass from AHL MVP Travis Morin, Brendan Ranford swooped in on Petr Mrazek and deked before patiently lifting a backhand into the top of the net at 3:19.

 Just 13 seconds later, Dustin Jeffrey put another backhand between Mrazek and the right post from the slot, giving the Stars a 2-0 lead and prompting Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill to call his timeout. The two Texas tallies were the fastest in the franchise’s playoff history.

 It didn’t take long for Grand Rapids to respond, as Cory Emmerton cut the margin to one with an acrobatic power play goal at the 4:42 mark. Nathan Paetsch collected a centering pass from Landon Ferraro between the circles and quickly passed to the slashing Emmerton, who went airborne after contact with goalie Jack Campbell but managed to get his stick on the puck and slip it inside the left post while falling to the ice.

 Eventually outshot 15-7 during the opening 20 minutes, the Griffins appeared that they would weather the storm with minimal damage until the Stars’ lethal power play connected with 1:09 remaining, as former Griffin Mike Hedden stood on the doorstep to tip home Jyrki Jokipakka’s point shot to make it 3-1 Texas. 

 Grand Rapids, which hadn’t trailed by more than a single goal during its seven-game road winning streak in the playoffs, had nevertheless come from behind to win each of its last three road playoff games, dating to Game 6 of the Calder Cup Finals.

 That resilience was displayed 4:20 into the second period, when Tomas Jurco took a pass from Ryan Sproul at the Griffins’ line, maneuvered up the right side, cut to the high slot between three defenders and ripped a shot under the crossbar. But it took the Stars only 1:21 to reestablish their two-goal advantage on another breakaway, with AHL rookie of the year Curtis McKenzie taking a shot that bounced off Mrazek’s blocker, over his shoulder, onto his back and into the net.

 Texas notched a second power play tally at 10:02 to push its lead to 5-2, as Jeffrey darted around Mattias Backman and down the slot before stuffing the puck past Mrazek. It marked the Griffins’ first three-goal deficit on the road during the postseason since a 4-1 loss to Oklahoma City in Game 3 of the 2013 Western Conference Finals, as well as the first time in his 29 playoff games with Grand Rapids that Mrazek personally allowed more than four goals.

 In a stark contrast to the seven combined goals over the first half of the contest, the remainder of the game transpired without a red light, despite Mrazek heading to the bench in favor of an extra attacker with more than four minutes left in regulation.

 Texas, which out-gunned Grand Rapids 36-25 on the night, finished 2-for-5 on the power play, and the Griffins went 1-for-2. Mrazek made 31 saves in defeat while Campbell stopped 23 to improve his playoff record to 2-0.

 Notes: The Griffins are 3-7 all time in best-of-seven series when dropping Game 1, including 0-3 when losing the series opener on the road. The last time they rallied from a 1-0 deficit to win a seven-game series was against Manitoba in the 2006 North Division Finals, although they did win the best-of-five conference quarterfinals last spring after dropping Game 1 at Houston.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Jordin Tootoo wants to make his final games with the Detroit organization memorable and not just to the Grand Rapids Griffins, but other teams watching from the NHL.

But first, he has to get back on the ice.

The veteran forward hasn’t played with the Griffins since April 26 and Game 1 of the Western Conference quarterfinals at Abbotsford, when he was injured on the last shift of the game. His injury was undisclosed other than upper body.

He’s not expected to be in the lineup Thursday, either, when the Griffins are at Texas to begin the conference semifinals, coach Jeff Blashill said. 

Blashill said it is unknown when Tootoo will return. He did not practice Monday before the team departed for Austin, Texas.

It is important for the 31-year-old Tootoo to play, and it’s not just for the Griffins. It’s for his future because he still thinks he can play in the NHL.

“It’s something I have to look deep down inside and really ask myself the hard, tough questions,” Tootoo said. “And I know I’m right there. But there are thousands of hockey players that want to take my position as well.

“I’m here to try and get myself back into the NHL. Maybe toward the end of my career I’ll help groom the young guys, but right now I’m here for myself to get back.”

That’s unlikely to be in Detroit.

Ken Holland, Red Wings general manager, may use the team’s one cap compliance buyout on Tootoo’s contract, worth $1.9 million, and make him a free agent. 

He has been with the Red Wings since he signed as free agent in 2012 after eight seasons in Nashville.

“Toots has done everything we could have asked of him in the AHL,” Holland said in an MLive story April 29. “He hasn’t complained. He’s been a good foot solider. I don’t know if we’re going to buy him out, but I don’t think it’s fair to Toots and from the business standpoint, we don’t want Toots in the American Hockey League.”

After two months mostly inactive in Detroit, Tootoo was sent to the Griffins in early November. Except for two brief returns, he has been in Grand Rapids the remainder of the season, continuing his intimidating reputation on the ice. He had 18 points (6-12-18) and 104 penalty minutes in 51 games.

He is uncertain when he will return, but it won’t be in the first two games against the No. 1-seeded Stars.

“This is the time of the year when guys want to play hockey, and it’s the most exciting time of the year,” he said. “When you’re unable to play, it’s frustrating. Obviously, I want to be with the guys but at the same time, I don’t want to be out there without being healthy.”

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at
By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on May 04, 2014 at 7:00 PM, updated May 04, 2014 at 7:26 PM GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins will face No. 1 seed Texas in the Western Conference semifinals beginning on the road Thursday.

The seven-game series (2-3-2 format) pits the defending Calder Cup champs in the Griffins against this year’s conference champs in the Stars, owners of a league-best 106 points in the regular season. 

Texas will host Games 1 and 2 on Thursday and Saturday. The Griffins host the middle three games, at Van Andel Arena, on May 13, 14 and 16. 

Games 6 and 7 would be May 17-18 in Texas.

The teams played four times during the regular season with the Griffins winning three of four. They swept both meetings at Van Andel Arena (5-4 on Nov. 29, and 5-1 on Nov. 30) and earned a split in Texas (6-4 loss on Jan. 24, and 4-1 win on Jan. 25). 

It is the first playoff meeting between the two. 

Grand Rapids owns a record of 13-8-1-2 during the all-time regular season series, including 7-3-0-2 at home and 6-5-1-0 on the road.

Ticket information

Tickets for Games 3, 4 and 5 at Van Andel Arena will go on sale at 10 a.m. Monday and can be purchased at The Zone at Van Andel Arena and all Star Tickets locations, by phone at 800-585-3737,or through griffinshockey.com/buytickets. 

All ticket prices will reflect a $1 increase over the first round. 

All home playoff games will feature $2 beers and $2 hot dogs from 6-8 p.m., while supplies last.

In the conference quarterfinals, Texas swept No. 8 Oklahoma City and No. 4 Grand Rapids eliminated No. 5 Abbotsford in five games.

The Grand Rapids-Texas series was decided Sunday following Chicago’s victory against Rochester in the final game of that series

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins not only avoided a final Game 5 in the first round of the playoffs, they earned a Saturday off.

The Griffins, who arrived home against Abbotsford with a 2-0 lead, finished off the Heat in Game 4 on Friday, scoring three times in the third period en route to a 5-3 victory. Jeff Hoggan had two goals.

MORE:  See photo gallery from Game 4

The win puts the defending Calder Cup champs into the Western Conference semifinals against either No. 1 Texas or No. 3 Toronto, depending on the outcome of the No. 2 Chicago-No. 7 Rochester series, which is tied 2-2. They play Game 5 at 4 p.m. Sunday.

Either way, the Griffins will start on the road, likely either Thursday at Texas or Wednesday at Toronto.

Last year, the Griffins played 24 out of a possible 26 playoff games. Unlike last year against Houston, they didn’t need five games to finish off a first-round opponent.

“Yeah, we made it hard on ourselves last year so this is much better,” said Hoggan. “We get an off day to relax and rest.”

“It nice,” said Riley Sheahan, who came directly from Detroit after the Red Wings were eliminated April 26, to Grand Rapids the following day. “We got a day off tomorrow. We’ll rest, regroup and then we’ll have a big series ahead of us.”

The Griffins have played every Saturday but one since the end of the December. That was April 12 while in between games at Charlotte. 

The time off should also help heal injuries to defensemen Adam Almquist and forward Jordin Tootoo. Almquist was hurt in Game 1 and Tootoo was a scratch the past two games.

Teemu Pulkkinen, who led the team in scoring during the regular season (31-28-59), did the same in the first round with five points (2-3-5). He had a goal and assist in Game 4. Hoggan (3-1-4) and Andrej Nestrasil (2-2-4) each had four points.

In goal, Petr Mrazek started all four games and has started 28 in a row dating back to last season. He had a 1.72 goals against average and .936 save percentage.

Coach Jeff Blashill said the team will have a short practice Sunday and then prepare for the second round.

“I think you also have to stay in a competitive mind-set, and that’s an important part of it as well,” he said.
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'Heart and soul' of Griffins enjoys big second period as Grand Rapids eliminates Abbotsford

1 / 49

Grand Rapids Griffins forwards Riley Sheahan (19) Teemu Pulkkinen (6) and Mitch Callahan (15) celebrate a Griffins goal during game four of the Western Conference Quarterfinals against the Abbotsford Heat at Van Andel Arena in Grand Rapids, Mich., Friday, May 2, 2014. The Griffins beat Abbotsford 5-3. (Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com)

Andrew Kuhn
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2014 CALDER CUP PLAYOFFSTexas Stars coach expects Grand Rapids Griffins to extend series to seven games

Overtime loss leaves Griffins with Texas-sized challenge the rest of the playoffs

Live updates tonight: Griffins have one more home game to gain series edge before trip to Texas

How pivotal is Game 5 for Griffins? 10 storylines to consider with last home game in the series tonight

Viral hockey video update: Jordin Tootoo surprises Lowell boy by signing hockey stick
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI - Jeff Hoggan, who had an unfortunate penalty call contribute to a Grand Rapids Griffins loss late in Game 3, had a much more successful second period Friday.

The team captain scored twice, part of a three-goal second period, to give the Griffins a 5-3 win to clinch the Western Conference quarterfinal series against Abbotsford.

Teemu Pulkkinen added a goal and assist as the No. 4 seeded Griffins scored twice on power plays to eliminate No. 5 Heat before 7,641 at Van Andel Arena.

 RELATED: Recap how the game unfolded in our live blog

With the win, the defending Calder Cup champs advance to the conference semifinals. The time and team is still to be determined. As of now, No. 1 Texas, which eliminated Oklahoma City 3-0, is the likely opponent on the road on Thursday. One series is still ongoing: No. 2 Chicago against No. 7 Rochester. They play Game 5 on Sunday.

The Griffins’ three-goal second period turned around what was a sluggish first period and provided a bit of vindication for Hoggan, who slightly clipped the face of Markus Granlund for a high stick in the closing minute of Game 3 on Wednesday. Granlund scored seconds later in a 2-1 Heat victory.

This time it was different. The Griffins trailed 1-0 before Pulkkinen tied it with a power-play goal at 7:26 into the second. Just over two minutes later, Pulkkinen quickly capitalized on a Heat turnover, sending a pass to David McIntyre, who then found Hoggan open for a clear shot past Joni Ortio and a 2-1 lead.

After the Heat tied it on a hard shot by Kane Lafranchise, Hoggan scored again to put the Griffins ahead for good. He skated in and tipped in a shot in front off a shot from the side by Cory Emmerton with 34 seconds left in the period.

"What a job by Jeff Hoggan," coach Jeff Blashill said. "He's just the heart and soul leader. He's been a huge reason for success the past two years."

Hoggan didn't just contribute on the ice. Others said he helped fire up the team in between the first and second periods.

"We just said we had to pick it up," Hoggan said. "We knew it wasn't our best period and we got a lot of poise in here and have been in these situations. Just quietly said let's go. Coach came in, we addressed a few things and got back to work."

The Griffins, after being outshot 9-8 in the first, had an 18-6 shot advantage in the second.

"The second period, we really changed momentum and it went our way," Blashill said. "That first shift of the second period with (Riley) Sheahan, (Tomas) Jurco and (Mitch) Callahan really started to change momentum and the rest of the guys followed suit."

Abbotsford coach Troy Ward thought Hoggan's second goal was the defining play.

"They carried the play in the second period," he said. "The good news was it was tied 2-2 near the end of the period and we made a boo-boo late in the second and that was the turning point in the game. 

"Had we gone into the locker rooms 2-2, they’re even with us and they’re nervous because we win a lot of road games." 

In the third, the Griffins went up 4-2 on a power play goal from Sheahan, but the Heat matched it less than a minute later on a goal by Granlund moments after Ryan Sproul went to the box.

Hoggan nearly had a third goal in the closing seconds with an empty net. He was thwarted near the net, but Landon Ferraro finished it up with a goal on a sharp angle with 13 seconds left.

NOTES

 The crowd of 7,641 was announced as the ninth most in team history, taking in 61 games. Triston Grant, who played in two playoff games, was a scratch. Instead, Trevor Parkes played and provided some early first-period energy. Mrazek started his 28th consecutive playoff game, two shy of Jimmy Howard’s career mark for overall playoff game.

GRAND RAPIDS – The Grand Rapids Griffins and Abbotsford Heat meet 7 tonight at Van Andel Arena for Game 4 of the best-of-five Western Conference quarterfinal series in the Calder Cup playoffs.

Here are 10 things items to know going into the game:

• 1. The Griffins didn’t make it easy en route to the Calder Cup Trophy last season, and they have started the trend again this playoff season. A year ago, they played 24 out of a possible 26 playoff games and, on Wednesday, failed to close out Abbotsford at home in Game 3 in a 2-1 loss. They try again tonight. For reference, last year the Griffins needed five games to close out Houston in the first round.

• 2. The loss in Game 3 was tough for the Griffins, who yielded the game-winning goal with just over a minute left in the third after a high-sticking call against captain Jeff Hoggan. Coach Jeff Blashill said there won’t be any carry over.

“We just re-focus and put it behind us,” he said. “One thing our team has been real good at – during the regular season and two years in the playoffs – is putting things behind us,” he said. “Really having a what’s next mentality. And what’s next is a game Friday night.”

• 3. Along those lines, give the Heat props. They had a nice bounce-back game. They were embarrassed at home in Game 2 on Saturday in a 7-2 loss. They were outshot 46-17 and goalie Joni Ortio was pulled in the second period after five goals. Ortio, a rookie, stopped 34 of 35 shots in Game 3. The only goal came on a power play.

• 4. The whistle continues to blow on both teams. There have been 44 infractions (25 for Abbotsford) and 131 penalty minutes. The stats follow the regular season trends – the Griffins averaged the second-most penalty minutes (12.43) and the Heat were third (12.71).

• 5. Defenseman Chad Billins haunted his former team in Game 3. The second-year pro from Ferris State, who was an all-star on the Griffins’ title team last season, fed Markus Granlund with a long pass that led to the game-winning goal with 1:02 left. Billins has assisted on two of the Heat’s five goals. During the regular season, he had 41 points (10-31-41) in 65 games.

andrejnestrasil.jpg

Andrej Nestrasil

• 6. Andrej Nestrasil had two impressive games and was bottled up in the third. The Griffins center had four points in the first two games, with two goals and an assist in Game 2, along with seven shots overall. He got off just one shot in the last game. It ended a five-game point streak, including the final three games of the regular season.

• 7. As for player updates for the Griffins, Blashill said Petr Mrazek will start in goal, and defenseman Adam Almquist and forward Jordin Tootoo will again be out with injuries..

• 8. It’s worth watching the puck closely in Game 4. Blashill noted after Wednesday’s game that the ice “was a little bit muddy.” That, he added, “made it tough to skate and tough to handle the puck.”

• 9. The Griffins had sold 6,000 tickets for the game as of early Friday. That will easily surpass the crowd of 4,190 that saw the second home game of last year’s first-round series that was also on a Friday.

• 10.  What's up elsewhere in the Western Conference? Here is how the other three series are playing out:

No. 1 Texas eliminated No. 8 Oklahoma City, 3-0

 No. 2 Chicago leads No. 7 Rochester, 2-1 (at Chicago tonight)

 No. 3 Toronto eliminated No. 6 Milwaukee, 3-0

The seven-game conference semifinals (2-3-2 format) will likely begin Wednesday. Teams are reseeded after each round, and the Griffins are the No. 4 seed and the Heat are No. 5.

Mlive.com

Michigan 

Menu

Set Weather  

Search

Search 

Account

Sign In 

Facebook

Google

AOL

Twitter

Subscribe  

26

comments

Riley Sheahan, Tomas Jurco and Mitch Callahan work well for Griffins in first game together 

ark_grand rapids griffins v(11).JPG

Tomas Jurco played his first game with the Griffins since Feb. 22. (Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com)
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2014 CALDER CUP PLAYOFFSTexas Stars coach expects Grand Rapids Griffins to extend series to seven games

Overtime loss leaves Griffins with Texas-sized challenge the rest of the playoffs

Live updates tonight: Griffins have one more home game to gain series edge before trip to Texas

How pivotal is Game 5 for Griffins? 10 storylines to consider with last home game in the series tonight

Viral hockey video update: Jordin Tootoo surprises Lowell boy by signing hockey stick
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins’ new top line of Riley Sheahan, Tomas Jurco and Mitch Callahan meshed well in their first game together Wednesday.

The three, assembled on Monday, accounted for the lone Griffins’ goal in a 2-1 loss against Abbotsford in Game 3 of the Western Conference quarterfinals.

Sheahan and Jurco played their first game in Grand Rapids since Feb. 22. They had been with Detroit until the Red Wings were eliminated April 26 by Boston.

Callahan was playing his first game since April 2 when he was struck in the mouth by a puck.

The trio accounted for 10 of the Griffins’ 35 shots.

Coach Jeff Blashill was pleased with the quick transition of Sheahan and Jurco.

“I thought both of them played really well,” he said. “I thought they stopped on the puck, played hard, created chances. The puck went in on the power play and I thought a couple of other times it was just one side or the other (when it didn’t).”

With 2:33 left in the first period, all three were on the power play when Sheahan corralled the puck in traffic in front of the net and quckly flipped a pass to Jurco on the right side. He snapped a quick shot past goalie Joni Ortio.

CALDER CUP PLAYOFFS

WESTERN CONFERENCE QUARTERFINALS

No. 4 Grand Rapids Griffins 

 vs. No. 5 Abbotsford Heat

Game 1 – Grand Rapids 3, Abbotsford 2 (2OT)

 Game 2 – Grand Rapids 7, Abbotsford 2

 Game 3 – Abbotsford 2, Grand Rapids 1

 Friday, May 2 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *Saturday, May 3 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *- if necessary.

callahanback.jpg

Mitch Callahan

Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com

MORE: Bookmark and follow Griffins throughout the playoffs

Callahan was added with an assist between periods.

It has been a busy year for Jurco, who began the season with the Griffins, played for Slovakia in the Winter Olympics and then had 15 points (8-7-15) in 36 games with the Red Wings.

Jurco and Sheahan played on the same line together in Detroit, which made the transition easier back to Grand Rapids.

“I was pretty confident out there,” said Jurco, who had 13 goals in 32 regular-season games with the Griffins. “Playing with Sheahan and Calle helped me a lot. We had a great first couple shifts and that helped a lot.”

Callahan, meanwhile, missed the final six games of the regular season and the first two of the playoffs after a gruesome injury when he was hit directly in the mouth on a slap shot while camped in front of the net. 

He wore a face cage to protect a fractured jaw. He picked up a pair of minor penalties, one each in the first and second periods.

Blashill, who was pleased with Callahan’s play, said the winger’s comfort level seemed to improve as the game progressed. 

“In the third period, he was way more of what Mitch Callahan is normally,” Blashill said. “He was winning a ton of puck battles and handled the puck much better and created a lot of offense.”

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on April 30, 2014 at 10:19 PM, updated May 01, 2014 at 7:10 AM
GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins went from a sweep to a return trip to Van Andel Arena in one period Wednesday.

Abbotsford scored early and late in the third period, the last coming with 1:02 left for a 2-1 victory in Game 3 of the Western Conference quarterfinals before 7,193 at Van Andel Arena.

The power play goal by Markus Granlund came 18 seconds after Jeff Hoggan was called for a high stick in front of the bench.

With the loss, Grand Rapid still leads the series 2-1 with Game 4 at 7 p.m. Friday at Van Andel. If necessary, Game 5 will be Saturday, also at Van Andel Arena.

It was a stunning finish for the Griffins, who were on the verge of their first playoff sweep since 2003 against Chicago. 

MORE: See how the game unfolded in our live blog

“Any time you lose it stings,” said Hoggan. “You got to get past it. Come back to work. Do some things at practice (Thursday) and keep pushing,”

On the high stick, Hoggan said, “I was protecting the puck, went to hit him and got knocked off balance and he got knocked forward and came up and clipped him.”

Coach Jeff Blashill said the Griffins “have to do a better job on the penalty kill in that situation.”

Moments after the penalty, Granlund was able to break free on a long pass from Chad Billins that got past goalie Petr Mrazek. Heat goalie Joni Ortio was also credited with an assist.

“He got good speed and threw it at the net,” Mrazek said. “It went top shelf and it just happens in a game.”

“It was a great pass from Billins and I just shot it and it went in.,” said Grunlund. “We came in and got the first one. We need two more.”

Blashill thought the Griffins ‘ best period was the first.

“In the second period I thought we just lost momentum,” he said. “In two ways: I thought on our penalty kill, we weren’t as sharp … and then we started turning way too many pucks over in the neutral zone.”

It nearly set up for a Cinderella finish for the Griffins as Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco, who both just rejoined the Griffins from Detroit, teamed for the opening goal that stood until the third period.

Jurco, a second-year forward who had 13 goals during the regular season in Grand Rapids, benefited from a nice pass in front of the net from Sheahan during a power play with 2:33 left in the first period.

Sheahan had the puck in traffic in front just outside the crease and found Jurco to his right, whose one-timer shot past the short side of Ortio.

The Heat tied it six minutes into the third period. Defenseman Chris Been’s slap shot from outside the left circle whizzed through traffic and past Mrazek.

The Griffins, after a 14-7 shot advantage in the first period, ended with a 35-24 advantage.

NOTES:

 The attendance of 7,193 was the largest crowd for a Griffins playoff opener since 1998 … Forward Jordin Tootoo, who was hurt in Game 1, was a scratch … The Griffins placed a plaque on the east side goal judge box in honor of Harold “Doc” Pierce, who died April 1 after a long battle with cancer. He had filled the role since the Griffins’ inaugural season in 1996.

By  Brendan Savage | bsavage@mlive.com   
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DETROIT – Jonas Gustavsson and the Detroit Red Wings have been a good match for two seasons.

Before long, they'll begin talking about keeping that relationship intact.

Barring an offer from another team to be their No. 1 goaltender, Gustavsson wants to return for another season – and perhaps many more – with the Red Wings, who want to retain the unrestricted free agent as their backup behind Jimmy Howard.

They just have to reach an agreement.

"It's been really fun, a great group of guys and I see a lot of potential here so yeah, I can see it," Gustavsson said Tuesday after the Red Wings cleaned out their lockers following a first-round playoff loss to the Boston Bruins.

"I like it here. If they want me, at that point we would talk about what they want, terms and all that. But like I said, I like it here. I could absolutely see myself playing here for 10-15 more years because I had a lot of fun and as I said, a great group and a really good organization."

After spending the first three seasons of his NHL career in Toronto, Gustavsson signed a two-year deal in 2012 to be Howard's backup.

He batted injuries during both years in Detroit but proved to be a valuable commodity this season when Howard was sidelined with a bruised hand, sore knee and a couple of bouts with the flu.

After getting off to an 8-0-1 start, Gustavsson finished with a 16-5-4 record, 2.63 goals-against average and .907 save percentage in 27 appearances.

But he also battled injuries to his groin (three times), neck and shoulder, causing him to miss a total of 23 games.

Mike Babcock on Red Wings offseason

Veteran coach says conditioning is a key for players who battled injuries

"It's been a lot of injuries," said Gustavsson, 29. "You don't want to have those for yourself and for your team. You want to be out there to be able to be part of the team every day, every day of the season so of course that sets me back. That's obviously something I'm going to keep working on, to prevent injuries like that.

"I felt like I found a way that was working for me at the end of the season so hopefully I can build on that. The groin felt really good for the second part of the season for the most part so that's something I'm going to keep working on.

"That's something I need for myself, too, because I want to be playing at a high level for a long time and I want to try to take the next step and that's part of taking the next step."

Gustavsson finished the season between the pipes after Howard came down with the flu shortly before Game 4 of the playoff series with the Bruins.

He didn't learn he'd be replacing Howard until shortly before the opening faceoff of a 3-2 overtime loss in Game 4 – his NHL playoff debut, by the way – and he was also in net for the decisive 4-2 loss in Game 5.

Gustavsson had a 2.71 GAA and .917 save percentage in the playoffs.

Gustavsson said he didn't know when negotiations with the Red Wings would begin and he doesn't have a problem serving as Howard's backup if he can't land a job as another team's No. 1 netminder.

"Obviously I think every athlete wants to be as good as they can be and reach as high as they can," he said. "But that being said, it's not like I can go out on the open market and demand a starting role somewhere because there are a lot of good goalies and you gotta compete to get to that point.

"I'm just going to try to go where I can feel like I can take that next step. It could be here and if so, that's great. And if nothing happens here then you look at other stuff."

The Red Wings other options for Howard's backup are to sign an unrestricted free agent or promote Petr Mrazek from Grand Rapids, where he led the Griffins to the Calder Cup last year and has them leading the Abbotsford Heat 2-0 in their first-round AHL series.

Mrazek played well during nine appearances with the Red Wings this season, posting a 2-4 record, 1.74 GAA, .927 save percentage and two shutouts.

But the Red Wings would prefer to have Mrazek spend another year in Grand Rapids before promoting him to the NHL fulltime.

"We believe we got a 60-game No. 1 goalie" in Howard, said general manager Ken Holland. "Is Petr Mrazek, as a 22-year-old, better off playing 15-18 games in the NHL or is he better off playing 65 games in the AHL for one more year? 

"That's the internal conversation we got to have."

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins host Abbotsford tonight in Game 3 of the Western Conference quarterfinals of the Calder Cup.

Game time is 7 p.m. at Van Andel Arena.

Here are 10 facts to sound impressive around the coffee maker today or in the concession line tonight:

• 1. The Griffins lead the best-of-five series 2-0 and could clinch with a win. That would be odd. Last year, they went to no less than one game shy of the playoff maximum to win each series. If that trend is to continue, they are also home for games four and five, on Friday and Saturday, respectively.

• 2. Attendance. The presale ticket sale total at 9 this morning was at 6,122. That should make it close to reach the most since 7,144 in 2001 against the Cleveland Lumberjacks in the IHL playoffs. It could surpass it, too. The next highest opener was 8,751 against Cincinnati in 1998, also in the IHL.

• 3. Petr Mrazek will start in goal, coach Jeff Blashill said. That’s no surprise since Mrazek started all 24 playoff games last season, and was in goal for the first two wins of the series at Abbotsford – 2-1 in double-overtime and 7-2 in Game 2.

“He’s played so good that he’s going to roll,” Blashill said. “We have great confidence in Tommy (McCollum) for sure, but Petr’s earned the right to play again on Wednesday.”

• 4. The Griffins get back two former players in Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco, both of whom were with the Red Wings until they were eliminated Saturday. The two, with the Griffins most of the first part of the season, had been in Detroit since Feb. 22. They are expected to play on a line together.

• 5. Jurco raised eyebrows upon his return to Grand Rapids on Monday. He said he was unsure if he would rejoin the Griffins for the AHL playoffs, or prepare to play for Slovakia in the IIHF Hockey World Championships. Slobakia’s first game is May 9. 

“It was a little confusing for me because there was a chance I could go to World Championships for Team Slovakia, so I didn’t know if at first if I would come here,” he said. “Right now I’m here and I’m all focused to be here.”

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill weighed in by saying, “My understanding is he will be with us for the remainder of the playoffs.”

Jurco played for Slovakia in the Sochi 2014 Olympics.

• 6. Mitch Callahan will play his first game since being hit in the mouth with a puck on April 2. The third-year forward was playing well before he was hurt with 11 points (5-6-11) his previous eight games. 

• 7. Defenseman Adam Almquist will not play, Blashill said, with a lower body injury that occurred in Game 1. Gleason Fournier was activated for Game 2 in his spot, but the Griffins will have back Xavier Ouellet following a one-game stint with Detroit. Almquist will be missed. He was third in the league in assists with 49. He was knocked over and crashed into the board. You can see it at the end of this video:

• 8. Abbotsford defenseman Chad Billins is well known around here. He played on Ferris State’s team that played in the 2012 Frozen Four finals, and then was with the Griffins last season in the Calder Cup championship run. He has a one-year AHL contract, and signed with the Calgary organization in the offseason. He had 42 points (10-32-42) in 65 regular-season games with Abbotsford, and made his NHL debut this season with three assists in 10 games with the Flames.

Against the Griffins, Billins had an assist and a plus-2 rating in three regular season games, and one assist and a minus-3 in the two playoff games so far. 

• 9. Abbotsford’s most dangerous player, center Max Reinhart, remains a threat. He had a power-play goal and an assist in the Heat’s two goals on Saturday. He was quiet in the opener, missing on four shots. He was 12th in the league in scoring with 63 points (21-42-63).

• 10. If the Griffins win the series, it will be the second consecutive year they have been the final opponent for a franchise. The Heat expect to relocate after years of financial bleeding following revenue guarantees from the city of Abbotsford. Glen Falls, N.Y. is one consideration. 

Last year, the Griffins eliminated Houston in the first round in its final game. The team then relocated to Iowa.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Grand Rapids Griffins forward Mitch Callahan, who has been sidelined since he was stuck in the mouth by a puck April 2 in a gory injury posted throughout social media, has been cleared by his doctor to return for Wednesday’s playoff game.

The third-year forward, who was hit in front of the goal by friendly fire on a slap shot by teammate Ryan Sproul, is expected to be paired with Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco, both of whom arrived Monday following Detroit’s elimination from the NHL playoffs.

The Griffins host Abbotsford at 7 p.m. Wednesday at Van Andel Arena with a 2-0 lead in the best-of-five Western Conference quarterfinal series. Games four and five will be played in Grand Rapids on Friday and Saturday, as necessary.

Callahan, who had not missed a game before the injury, suffered a fractured jaw, lost at least 10 teeth and underwent oral surgery the day after the accident. In the locker room after it happened, Callahan posted a gory selfie on Twitter than has since been retweeted more than 7,300 times.

callahanselfie.jpg

Mitch Callahan's bloody selfie he posted on Twitter after he was struck in the mouth April 2. 

Since the injury, Callahan has missed eight games, including the final six in the regular season. He was still fourth in scoring with 44 points (26-18-44).

He has long targeted April 30 to return and resumed practicing with the team April 21. He did not accompany the team when they departed April 23 for Abbotsford, but instead worked with Jiri Fischer and Mike Knuble in Detroit and Grand Rapids to help get back in playing shape. 

He has practiced with a protective cage over his face without a chin strap to avoid undue pressure on his jaw. 

Callahan said he would rather not use the protective measure.

“I’d prefer not to,” he said of wearing the cage. “That’s the kind of guy I am. I kind of like just wearing a visor. But it’s in my best interest to wear the cage, and I want to be healthy and not worry about getting hurt again, so that’s going to be a good, positive thing.”

The 22-year-old winger could be a valuable addition to the Griffins. His production doubled this season from 20 points (11-9-20) a year ago and he even made his NHL debut with the Red Wings in a game March 25. 

Callahan’s improvement really began in the playoffs, when he had 11 points (6-5-11) in 24 games, including five in the Calder Cup finals against Syracuse.

It is also an important time for the 6-foot, 190-pound Callahan to play well personally. This is the final year of his three-year entry level contract after he was Detroit’s sixth pick in the 2009 draft. 

“Not only are you trying out for the Red Wings but also for 29 other teams watching you game in and game out,” he said. “Whatever happens, happens. If things don’t go the way as planned with Detroit, then hopefully I can go somewhere else. But my ultimate goal is to stay in this organization.”
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Red Wings' Ken Holland considering using final compliance buyout on forward Jordin Tootoo

Jordin-Tootoo-4-29-14.JPG

Jordin Tootoo (left) played 53 games over the past two seasons for the Detroit Red Wings. (AP File Photo)
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have one cap compliance buyout remaining and general manager Ken Holland said Tuesday he might use it on forward Jordin Tootoo.

Holland said he has spoken to Tootoo’s agent, Kevin Epp, about the possibility.

If the Red Wings aren’t able to trade Tootoo, they can buy out the final year of his contract, worth $1.9 million, and not suffer any cap penalties. Tootoo would receive two-thirds of the value of the deal (about $1.27 million) spread out over the next two seasons.

It would be good for Tootoo, who would become a free agent.

“Toots doesn’t want to be in the American League. We don’t want him to be in the American Hockey League,” Holland said. “I think at the end of the day, there was a little bit of interest in Toots prior to the trade deadline.”

Tootoo was assigned to the Grand Rapids Griffins in mid-November after clearing waivers. He played 51 games for the Griffins, picking up six goals and 12 assists.

“Toots has done everything we could have asked of him in the AHL,” Holland said. “He hasn’t complained. He’s been a good foot solider. I don’t know if we’re going to buy him out, but I don’t think it’s fair to Toots and from the business standpoint, we don’t want Toots in the American Hockey League. So I got to figure out a way to get Jordin Tootoo back to the National Hockey League.”

Holland dismissed the possibility of using the buyout on Johan Franzen.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Luke Glendening once thought being 23 years old was working out pretty well, but that was kid stuff.

The East Grand Rapids High School graduate turned 25 Monday, and celebrated his birthday with family members at home with his hockey season completed.

If presents were memories, he had a lot to open.

Since April 28, 2013, he …

• Played on a Calder Cup champion team with the Griffins

•Was cited in June by Red Wings coach Mike Babcock as a future NHL player. “Glendening jumps right at me for sure,” Babcock said in June. “He does everything right, he competes real hard and he will challenge for a job in the National Hockey League in not too long.”

• Was called up to the Red Wings after two games in Grand Rapids to start the 2012-13 season. He made his NHL debut Oct. 12 against Boston

• Played at Comerica Park with Grand Rapids against the Toronto Marlies on Dec. 30. It proved to be his last game this season with the Griffins. He scored two goals.

• Played at Michigan Stadium with the Red Wings two days later at the Winter Classic, returning to the college where he played in the Big Chill at the Big House against Michigan State in 2010.

• Signed a three-year contract extension with the Red Wings for almost $1.9 million on April 6, and then scored his first NHL goal against Montreal

That’s a lot to blow out on one cake.
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Glendening tangles with Boston Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk in Game 2 of a first-round NHL hockey playoff series on April 20.

AP photo

“I probably would have laughed,” he said if told all of the above would happen over the course of one year. “A few years ago, I didn’t even know if I would play professional hockey at all. It was a dream but I didn’t know it would be a reality.

“So to be in the position I’m in, and to have the opportunities I’ve had, I’m just so thankful and so blessed. It’s been a huge blessing, that’s for sure.”

Glendening’s 23rd year was pretty good, too, as he went from University of Michigan to undrafted signee of the Grand Rapids Griffins and started the 2012-13 season with Toledo of the ECHL.

Turns out, that was just the warm-up shift for 24. 

The best moment of the past year?

“There were a lot of them, but there was one, when I even said to my mom, “I finally feel like I can play here,” was when I got to play in the Big House at the Winter Classic. 

“I was sent down just before and I was thinking I was so close, yet so far from playing in that game. Then, to get that opportunity and be in that starting lineup was pretty special.”

Glendening finished the season playing 51 games in Detroit with seven points (1-6-7), a minus-8 on plus-minus rating and 22 penalty minutes. He also scored a goal in Game 4 of the playoffs. 

He had 12 points (5-7-12) in 18 games with the Griffins. 

Glendening said he’s not about to rest. He is one of those “don’t look back in the mirror” players, who believe success comes with hard work, followed by, well, more hard work.

“I have a lot to do,” he said. “I’m not in any position to think I rest by any stretch. I need to get better, improve my faceoffs, my skill level and that’s what my offseason is all about.”

Unlike teammates Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco, who rejoined the Griffins on Monday, Glendening could not return. He played he played in one game above the AHL restrictive limit of 50. He would have to go through waivers to be sent down, something the Red Wings aren’t about to try.

Instead, he plans to be at as many games as possible at Van Andel Arena to follow the Griffins. And like he has done before, he will probably be found with friends, sitting and watching somewhere in the stands.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins are playing so well right now, the return Monday of Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco may actually be a test to team chemistry.

The Griffins lead Abbotsford 2-0 in the best-of-five first round series, with the remaining three games at home, beginning with Game 3 at 7 p.m. Wednesday.

Both players took part in an optional hour-long workout Monday, just two days removed from being a part of the Red Wings’ quick exit from the playoffs in a five-game loss to Boston.

They must now switch gears and go from disappointment in Detroit to rolling in Grand Rapids. The Griffins won in Abbotsford 3-2 in double overtime on Friday and then 7-2 on Saturday.

Coach Jeff Blashill expects them to play well on the ice, but it’s off the ice that may determine success. Neither is a locker room problem, but they have been in Detroit since Feb. 22. So some timely integration on both sides is needed. 

“There’s real plusses in that they are two players who have, since they left us, improved I’m sure to a greater degree,” Blashill coach. “They can really help us.

“But chemistry is a huge part of success, and they’re going to have to adapt back down here quick and our players are going to have to adapt back to them quick. That will be the biggest challenge we’ll face.”

Sheahan said the biggest challenge will be, “Being in a whole new locker room setting and little bit of a new system.”

He also said there is a comfort level in Grand Rapids since so many players spent time with the Red Wings this season. 

CALDER CUP PLAYOFFS

WESTERN CONFERENCE QUARTERFINALS

No. 4 Grand Rapids Griffins 

 vs. No. 5 Abbotsford Heat

Game 1 – Grand Rapids 3, Abbotsford 2 (2OT)

 Game 2 – Grand Rapids 7, Abbotsford 2.

 Wednesday, April 30 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *Friday, May 2 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *Saturday, May 3 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *- if necessary.

“It is tough,” he said, “But it is comfortable in this locker room because I know so many of the guys and it’s a great team to be playing for and it’s a great thing to look forward to.”

Sheahan had 24 points (9-15-24) in 42 games with the Red Wings in the regular season, and Jurco was in 36 games with 15 points (8-7-15). Neither had a point in the playoffs against Boston.

Last year, the Griffins used the return of Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson in the middle of the Western Conference finals to springboard them to the franchise’s first Calder Cup Trophy. 

Jurco hopes he and Sheahan can repeat the process.

“Last year it helped a lot when Gus and Andy came down,” he said. “I think that’s what they expect here. But the Griffins are rolling right now, so hopefully me and Sheahan can be helpful.”

Sheahan and Jurco may be joined on a line by Mitch Callahan, who has been sidelined since April 2 after he was struck in the mouth by a puck. Callahan, who skated Monday, was fourth on the team in scoring with 44 points (26-18-44) during the regular season.

Before joining the Red Wings for good in late February, Sheahan and Jurco were effective in Grand Rapids. Sheahan, a center in his third season, had 18 points (10-8-18) in 31 games, and Jurco, a second-year right winger, had 32 points (13-19-32) in 32 games and was the leading scorer at the time of his departure.

Player movements have been especially common this year with the Griffins. But unlike the regular season, Blashill said arrivals during the playoffs also come with a risk.

“You have no room for error,” he said. “During the regular season, there are times were you get guys down and you think it will help you and find there are a couple games were there’s an adjustment period before they can help you. We don’t have that time now. They need to come in and play great right away.”

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on April 27, 2014 at 9:15 AM, updated April 27, 2014 at 2:42 PM GRAND RAPIDS, MI - Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco, who experienced disappointment in the Detroit Red Wings' first-round playoff elimination in Boston on Saturday, will go to a different atmosphere with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Sheahan and Jurco, who have two-way contracts, are expected at the Griffins' practice Monday in preparation for Wednesday’s home playoff game against Abbotsford, said Ryan Martin, the Red Wings assistant general manager. The Griffins lead Abbotsford 2-0 in the best-of-five first-round series in the Calder Cup playoffs, winning both on the road Friday and Saturday.

Defenseman Xavier Ouellet, who was recalled by Detroit on April 24 and made his NHL playoff debut Saturday, will also return to Grand Rapids where he has spent most of the season.

Sheahan, the Red Wings' top draft pick in 2010, played 31 games with the Griffins, collecting 18 points (10-8-18) before recalled for good on Feb. 22. The center had 24 points (9-15-24) in 42 games with the Red Wings in the regular season, but none in the five-game first round against Boston.

Jurco, meanwhile, was in 32 games and had 32 points (13-19-32) with Grand Rapids. His final recall was also Feb. 22. In Detroit, he played in 36 games, missing time with a rib injury, and had 15 points (8-7-15). The right winger also had no points in the playoffs, playing in three games.

Their arrival will be similar - albeit earlier - to last season when Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson rejoined the Griffins after the Red Wings were eliminated by Chicago in the conference semifinals. The two arrived during the Western Conference finals against Oklahoma City and, along with another addition in then-rookie prospect Danny DeKeyser, helped propel Grand Rapids to its first Calder Cup Trophy.

ABBOTSFORD, British Columbia – The Grand Rapids Griffins scored six unanswered goals to rally from an early deficit and claim a 7-2 win over the Abbotsford Heat on Saturday in Game 2 of the Western Conference Quarterfinals at the Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Centre.

 Andrej Nestrasil, Teemu Pulkkinen and Ryan Sproul each registered three points as the Griffins enjoyed one of the most dominant road performances in their playoff history. Their 46 shots set a franchise record for a road playoff game (45, 4/28/06 at Toronto), while their 17 shots allowed were one more than their postseason road mark.

 Now holding a commanding 2-0 lead in the best-of-five series, the Griffins will have as many as three chances to close it out on home ice, beginning on Wednesday when they’ll host the Heat in a 7 p.m. start at Van Andel Arena.

 The first 17 minutes of a wide-open first period featured more goals than last night’s double-overtime marathon, as the Heat twice took leads only to see the Griffins quickly answer.

 Emile Poirier opened the scoring at 7:40 by putting a juicy rebound past Petr Mrazek from the left side, before Trevor Parkes, making his Calder Cup playoff debut, jammed home a nifty drop pass by Mattias Janmark at the top of the crease at 10:13.

 The Heat used a fortunate bounce to go back on top during a power play at the 15:32 mark, as Max Reinhart’s centering feed from the right of the net caromed off the skate of Brennan Evans in the slot and past Mrazek. Undaunted, Grand Rapids responded only 35 seconds later when Sproul’s blast from the top of the left circle glanced off Nestrasil before falling across the line.

 Just when it looked like the dust had settled before the intermission’s horn, Cory Emmerton’s great individual effort resulted in a late shorthanded goal and a 3-2 Griffins lead through 20 minutes. Emmerton stole the puck in the neutral zone, kept a step on a defender as he bore in on Joni Ortio and chipped the puck over the netminder while falling to the ice with just 36 seconds left on the clock.

 Grand Rapids’ 21-7 shot advantage during the first frame set a franchise playoff record for most shots in a road period (20, 4/24/06 at Toronto, 1st) and tied the record for shots in any period (21, 4/27/07 vs. Manitoba, 3rd).

 British Columbia native Jeff Hoggan celebrated his homecoming by pushing the Griffins’ lead to 4-2 early in the second period, snapping a shot over Ortio’s glove off a feed from Pulkkinen at 2:02.

 Nestrasil’s second goal of the game at 11:19, from a sharp angle at the bottom of the left circle, marked the fourth unanswered tally for the visitors and the end of the night for Ortio, who was replaced by rookie Doug Carr.

 Andreas Athanasiou was awarded a penalty shot at the 14:18 mark when his breakaway on Carr was impeded by Kane Lafranchise and Markus Granlund, but he could not get a shot off on his attempt and the Griffins skated to the locker room with a 5-2 lead and a 35-11 cushion in shots.

 Sproul, the hero of Friday’s double-overtime win, scored the Griffins’ first power play goal of the postseason when his shot from the point slipped beneath Carr’s arm 6:42 into the final period, and Pulkkinen cashed in on another opportunity courtesy of his patented one-timer from atop the left circle with 7:51 remaining. 

 Mrazek, making his 26th consecutive playoff start for the Griffins, finished with 15 saves on the night. Ortio sustained the loss by allowing five goals on 30 shots, while Carr ceded two goals on 16 shots in relief.

 Notes: The Griffins extended a franchise playoff record with their seventh consecutive road victory, dating to Game 4 of the 2013 Western Conference Finals in Oklahoma City…This is the sixth best-of-five series in Griffins playoff history and the third in which they’ve held a 2-0 lead. They defeated Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in four games during the 2003 Western Conference Quarterfinals and lost the final three games to Orlando in their first-ever playoff appearance in the 1997 IHL Eastern Conference Quarterfinals. 

 Grand Rapids Griffins 7 at Abbotsford Heat 2 - Status: Final

 Saturday, April 26, 2014 - Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Centre

Grand Rapids 3 2 2 - 7

 Abbotsford 2 0 0 - 2

ABBOTSFORD, British Columbia – The Grand Rapids Griffins, who never played overtime in their Calder Cup championship run of a year ago, more than made up for it Friday.

The Griffins rode a historic 55-save performance by Petr Mrazek to a 2-1 double overtime win against the Abbotsford Heat in Game 1 of the Western Conference quarterfinal series.

 Ryan Sproul ended the marathon at 19:26 of the fifth period when his long shot from the right boards deflected past goalie and fellow AHL All-Rookie Team member Joni Ortio, ending the third-longest game in franchise history and giving the Griffins the upper hand in their best-of-five series.

 Grand Rapids, which owns an all-time playoff series record of 8-2 when winning Game 1, will look to sweep the B.C. portion of this series on Saturday when the Heat host Game 2 in a 10 p.m. EDT start at the Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Centre. 

Game 3 is set for 7 p.m. Wednesday at Van Andel Arena. 

 Mrazek’s 55 stops were the most ever for a Griffins goalie, eclipsing 54-save efforts by both Mike Fountain and Pokey Reddick in playoff games versus Orlando back in the team’s IHL days. 

His teammate on the AHL Second All-Star Team, defenseman Adam Almquist, was much less fortunate on this night, though, as he suffered an apparent lower body injury early in the opening period when he was leveled from behind in the right corner by an unpenalized Max Reinhart long after the whistle had blown on an offside play. Almquist eventually was assisted off the ice and did not return to the game.

 The Heat struck soon after at the 11:44 mark. Mrazek, making his 25th straight playoff start dating to the beginning of the 2013 playoffs, made a pair of terrific point-blank saves before Brett Olson found a rebound on the left side and quickly popped the puck into a wide-open net.

 That goal held up until the latter half of the third period, as Grand Rapids withstood Abbotsford’s 15-4 shot advantage during the middle frame to keep its deficit at a single goal.

 Two of the newest Griffins teamed up to produce the tying goal with 7:23 left in regulation.Mattias Backman took a slick centering pass from Andreas Athanasiou in the high slot and hesitated with a toe drag before ripping a shot into the left corner of the net.

 Grand Rapids, which had seen 30 consecutive postseason games – including its entire championship run – decided in regulation time, proceeded to overtime for the first time in the playoffs since a 4-3 loss to Hamilton in Game 4 of the North Division Semifinals on April 22, 2009.

 The Griffins managed to survive the first overtime despite being outshot 13-5, capping off a scoreless 60-minute span in which the Heat enjoyed an incredible but fruitless 35-12 shot advantage.

 Grand Rapids rebounded in the second overtime, building a 13-8 shot cushion that culminated in Sproul’s game-winner. With an elapsed time of 99:26, the game was one second longer than the Griffins’ first-ever playoff overtime game (April 21, 1997) and shorter than only a pair of triple-overtime contests.

 Ortio’s 39 saves earned him third star honors. The Heat went 0-for-6 on the power play while the Griffins were scoreless in four opportunities.

 Notes: The Griffins set a franchise playoff record with their sixth consecutive road victory, dating to Game 4 of the 2013 Western Conference Finals in Oklahoma City…The end time of 2:01 a.m. EDT was the latest ever for a Grand Rapids game…All time during the playoffs, the Griffins improved to 4-0 in games decided in double overtime and 6-1 in road games that extend past regulation.

Chicago Wolves 4 (OT) at Rochester Americans 3 - Status: Final OT

 Friday, April 25, 2014 - Blue Cross Arena

Chicago 1 0 2 1 - 4

 Rochester 2 1 0 0 - 3

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Jeff Blashill, whose name has popped up the past year as a possible NHL coaching candidate, said he has no plans to leave the Grand Rapids Griffins after this season.

The coach, who in his first year led the Griffins to the franchise’s first Calder Cup Trophy, is in the second year of a three-year contract with the Detroit organization.

When asked if he expects to be back next season, Blashill replied, “Absolutely.”

The organization would like to keep him past next season, but that will be a challenge if the Griffins continue their current pace. They finished the regular season one point shy of a second consecutive Midwest Division title. They open the playoffs tonight at Abbotsford.

“We, meaning (general manager) Ken Holland, myself and the organization, think he is one of the best, if not the best, coach in the AHL,” said Ryan Martin, the Red Wings assistant general manager. “He has a bright future in the NHL. He just needs some time, the right opportunity and the right fit.”

Red Wings coach Mike Babcock, who has been with the team since 2005-06, signed a contract extension in 2010 that runs through 2014-15.

Likewise, Martin does not expect the 40-year-old Blashill to leave, although it remains to be seen what interest level he attracts if the Griffins again go deep in the playoffs.

A year ago, there was talk the Dallas Stars were interested in him, primarily because their new general manager was Jim Nill, a longtime former assistant GM with the Red Wings. Blashill said he never spoke with the Dallas organization.

Blashill had been a quick study, spending just one season at Western Michigan and as an assistant with the Red Wings under Babcock before he landed the Griffins job.

For this postseason, Blashill said he won’t address any coaching rumors.

“My focus 100 percent is on winning Friday night’s game and win a tough series against Abbotsford,” he said. “And any rumors, I tend not to respond to them because they’re unfounded. 

“My other focus is on that I have a year left on my contract with Detroit, and my job is to develop Detroit Red Wings and win for the Grand Rapids Griffins. Those are the two things I’m focusing on.”

The Griffins play the first two games of the five-game series in Abbotsford before returning home to Van Andel Arena on Wednesday, April 30. Games four and five would also be at home May 2-3, as necessary.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI - Regular-season leaders for the Grand Rapids Griffins, who open the Calder Cup playoffs Friday. 

Games:

 Adam Almquist, 73

 Ryan Sproul, 72

 Teemu Pulkkinen 71

Goals:

 Teemu Pulkkinen, 31

 Mitch Callahan, 26

 Cory Emmerton, Andrej Nestrasil, 16

Points:

 Teemu Pulkkinen, 59 (31-28)

 Adam Almquist, 53 (4-49)

 Cory Emmerton, 46 (16-30)

Plus-minus:

 Mitch Callahan, 23

 Teemu Pulkkinen, Nathan Paetsch 18

Penalty minutes:

 Brennan Evans, 111

 Jordin Tootoo, 104

 Triston Grant, 103
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Petr Mrazek

Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com

GOALIES

Wins:

 Tom McCollum, 24

 Petr Mrazek, 22

Goals Against Average:

 Petr Mrazek, 2.10

 Tom McCollum, 2.30

Save percentage:

 Petr Mrazek, .924

 Tom McCollum .922 

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press.

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins and Abbotsford Heat will meet for the first time in the playoffs when they open their American Hockey League Western Conference quarterfinal series in British Columbia on Friday. 

But that doesn't mean there is a lack of familiarity between the two teams.

Grand Rapids and Abbotsford always meet four times during the regular season, with the Griffins winning three of four this year.

And one of the Heat's main contributors on defense this year, Chad Billins, was a key contributor in Grand Rapids' run to its first Calder Cup trophy last year.

Billins, who had 37 points in the regular season and 14 more during the playoffs for the Griffins, signed with the Calgary Flames, Abbotsford's parent club, on a two-way deal after that run. 

The former Ferris State Bulldog was assigned to the Heat at the start of the AHL season. He has scored 10 goals and assisted on 31 more for 41 points in leading the Heat to 43 wins and 94 points and the fifth seed in the Western Conference.

“Chad is one of the best defenseman in the league,” Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill said. “We knew that a year ago, and I know that now. We think highly of Chad as a person and player. We have great respect for Chad, and take that into account in scouting reports.”

A scouting report that shows that the Heat have more weapons than just Billins.

Abbotsford has two players who finished in the top 20 in scoring this year in centers Max Reinhart and Ben Street, who finished 12th and 15th with 63 and 60 points, respectively.

The Griffins had just one player crack the list as Teemu Pulkkinen ended with 59 points, good for 16th. 

“They have a full compliment of players with Calgary being eliminated from (the NHL playoffs),” Blashill said. “They are well coached and do a good job in the middle of the ice and don't give up easy opportunities. We have to be patient, go with what's given and win the battle of the middle of the ice.” 

The Heat also head into the playoffs as one of the two hottest teams in the AHL, going 8-1-0-1 in their final 10 games on the season. The Texas Stars, the top team in the AHL this year, also went 8-1-0-1 down the stretch.

On the flip side, the Griffins struggled down the stretch, going 5-4-0-1, including losing their last two games of the year to the Lake Erie Monsters. 

Those losses to Lake Erie prevented Grand Rapids winning its second straight Midwest Division title and securing the second seed in the Western Conference. That went to the Chicago Wolves. 

“I think the morale of the team is still strong,” Griffins goalie Tom McCollum said. “Obviously, we are not pleased with how things shook out over the weekend, but at the same time, we know we are a good team, and if we go out and play like we should, we can do some damage in then playoffs.” 

As for the prospects of having to go against a former teammate and friend who is trying to advance while ending the Griffins repeat hopes, McCollum says it will be difficult. 

“But once you drop the puck, we know what he is there to do - the same thing we are," McCollum said. 

Blashill is ready to get things started, especially how his team ended its season.

“The way I look at, both teams are 0-0 now,” Blashill said. “Both teams are going into Friday night trying to win first game, and then both teams are trying to get to three wins the fastest.”

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins have tried politely to provide answers about comparisons between last year’s Calder Cup championship team and this year’s team. 

But, really, the only common thread is success.

A year ago, the Griffins were purging a three-year playoff drought as they grinded through the playoffs – playing 24 out of a possible 26 games – to unexpectedly win the franchise’s first AHL championship.

This year, the Griffins led the Midwest Division until the final day of the season, spent most of the season among the top three in the Western Conference, and won’t be a surprise or overlooked by anyone.

The Griffins (46-23-2-5) open their title defense against Abbotsford in the first round of a best-of-five Western Conference series beginning 10 p.m. Friday.

CALDER CUP PLAYOFFS

WESTERN CONFERENCE QUARTERFINALS

No. 4 Grand Rapids Griffins 

 vs. No. 5 Abbotsford Heat

Friday, April 25 – Grand Rapids at Abbotsford, 10 p.m.

 Saturday, April 26 – Grand Rapids at Abbotsford, 10 p.m.

 Wednesday, April 30 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *Friday, May 2 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *Saturday, May 3 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *- if necessary.

“This year we have to crank it up right away because everyone’s going to want to knock us out,” said captain Jeff Hoggan.

The biggest difference is player movement. A year ago, the Griffins had no notable transactions until early January because of the NHL lockout, and then the biggest loss was an anticipated one in defenseman Brendan Smith’s move to the Red Wings.

In the playoffs, Gustav Nyquist, Joakim Andersson and Danny DeKeyser joined the Griffins after the Red Wings were eliminated and helped push Grand Rapids to wins in the final two rounds. 

This year, constant injuries in Detroit made for a revolving door with 11 members of the Griffins making their NHL debuts. If the Red Wings are eliminated, the Griffins could see the return of Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco, both with two-way contracts. Touted prospect Anthony Manta could also get in the mix following the completion of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League playoffs.

The biggest advantage the Griffins have is experience. Eleven current players played for the team in last year’s playoff run.

“I think you draw upon all of your experiences,” coach Jeff Blashill said. “One of those is the emotional roller coaster than we went through a year ago. I don’t know if that’s an advantage, because, no matter the experience or how you’ve been playing, it’s how you execute on Friday that matters the most.”

The most consistent – and regularly available – player has been Teemu Pulkkinen, who led the Griffins with 31 goals and 59 points during the regular season. A year ago, the right winger from Finland got into 14 playoff games before the arrival of the Detroit players put him on the bench.

Pulkkinen said the experience on and off the ice will help this playoff run.

“It was great to see it,” he said. “It was fast and it was physical and I expect it to be the same this year.”

The Griffins also hope to get back Mitch Callahan for the first home game of the series Wednesday. The third-year pro, fourth on the team with 44 points (26-18-44), has been sidelined since April 2 when he was struck in the mouth by a puck. 

Callahan, who resumed practice Monday but did not accompany the team to Abbotsford, expects the Griffins to play better than last weekend when they lost twice and lost a shot at a second consecutive divisional crown.

“I think our team has to have more of a workhorse mentality,” he said. “Our label is as a team is hard working and good defensively. When we do that and don’t try to be too cute, we’re effective.”

As for the goalies, Blashill would not say how he plans to use Petr Mrazek and Tom McCollum, who each have had extended starts this season. A year ago, Mrazek started every playoff game. 

“We’ll make that decision as we move forward,” Blashill said. “We didn’t make a conscious decision to start Petr every game last year. He just did a good job of winning the games … We think we have great depth in net and that’s a great thing to have.”

Here are the other playoff matchups:

DETROIT – Rookie defenseman Xavier Ouellet knows what the Detroit Red Wings' plan of attack is for Game 4 of their Stanley Cup playoff series with the Boston Bruins.

Now the question is, will he get to help implement it?

Ouellet was recalled from the Grand Rapids Griffins today and practiced with the Red Wings on the eve of Game 4 against the Bruins at Joe Louis Arena. But whether he plays or returns to Grand Rapids for the start of the AHL playoffs hasn't been determined.

The Red Wings haven't shared their plans with Ouellet.

"Actually no," he said. "I got a call, they just asked me to be there at practice today so that's what I did."

Coach Mike Babcock didn't address Ouellet's situation during his press briefing Wednesday.

Niklas Kronwall didn't practice because his girlfriend is expecting a child so it's possible Ouellet was called up to give the Red Wings a full defensive corps for practice.

Or, he could on the verge of making his NHL playoff debut, perhaps replacing Brian Lashoff in Thursday's lineup.

The Griffins open defense of the Calder Cup on the road Friday night against the Abbotsford Heat. The players left today for Abbotsford, which is near Vancouver, and the coaches are slated to leave Thursday.

If the Red Wings don't send Ouellet back to Grand Rapids tonight or Thursday, he's likely to be in the lineup against the Bruins.

Either way, he was excited simply to be on the Joe Louis Arena ice Wednesday. 

"It always feels good, every  

Xavier Ouellet skates in practice with Red Wings

It's unlikely, however, the rookie defenseman will play in Game 4

"It was pretty good. It was a short and sweet practice. Guys worked hard and we got things done."

Ouellet played in four regular-season games with the Red Wings so he's no stranger to their systems. That made stepping into practice on such short notice a bit easier.

"For sure," he said. "All the players know me. It's not new anymore. It's still really impressive but for sure it helps."

Ouellet has watched two of the Red Wings three playoff games vs. the Bruins, who lead the best-of-7 series 2-1. He missed one because the Griffins were playing the same night.

So what does he think the Red Wings have to do in Game 4 to even the series heading back to Boston for Game 5 Saturday?

"I think guys have to all play together and execute the system and structure, little details like that," he said. "All the guys are working hard so couple things to fix in that system game and I think everything's gonna be fine."

And what if he manages to get the call to actually play against the Bruins?

"I try not to think about it," Ouellet said. "For sure I'll be really excited. It's going to be amazing adventure for me, experience. I'm ready for it. I just try not to think about it."

If Ouellet is called upon to suit up against the Bruins, forward Gustav Nyquist is confident he'll be up to the challenge.

Ouellet just needs to treat it like any other game.

"There's a lot of emotions," Nyquist said. "You get hyped up. Sometimes that can get to you. My first game there was a lot of energy flying around. I maybe tried to do too much but he's going to find a way to settle down, I'm sure.

"He's such a good D man. He's shown he can play at this level for sure. He's been great when he's been up. He's a guy who is pretty calm and confident in himself. I'm sure he'll do great if he plays."

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins, with few mistakes this season, made a significant one in the final weekend of the regular season.

The Griffins, who led the AHL’s Midwest Division since Nov. 3, fell to second place behind Chicago with two losses to Lake Erie to close the season. That meant no division title, a fourth seed in the conference and a long trip to Abbotsford to start their defense of the Calder Cup Trophy beginning Friday.

“It means no banner hanging (for the division title) for the start of next season,” said captain Jeff Hoggan. “But there are other banners we’re after.”

CALDER CUP PLAYOFFS

No. 4 Grand Rapids Griffins vs. No. 5 Abbotsford Heat

Friday, April 25 – Grand Rapids at Abbotsford, 10 p.m.

 Saturday, April 26 – Grand Rapids at Abbotsford, 10 p.m.

 Wednesday, April 30 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *Friday, May 2 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

 *Saturday, May 3 – Abbotsford at Grand Rapids, 7 p.m.

*- if necessary.

The Griffins (46-23-2-5, 99 points), the No. 4 seed in the Western Conference, will play the first two games of a best-of-five series against No. 5 Abbotsford, (43-25-5-3, 94 points), at 10 p.m. Friday and Saturday. They leave Grand Rapids Wednesday. 

The Griffins closed the regular season 5-4-0-1 in their final 10 games, while Chicago went 6-2-0-2 to take the division title away.

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill still feels like the team is prepared for a playoff run.

“Through the course of the season, you’re going to have weekends that don’t go your way,” he said. “The way we looked at it, and the way we set the tone for the team, is we had 99 points for the season, which is more than last year (when they won the division).

“We feel our rankings … all are extremely high so we feel like we’re going into the playoffs as one of the better teams. Now, that doesn’t make it easier.”

The Griffins finished the regular season among the league leaders in a number of categories, including eighth in goals scored (3.13) and second in goals allowed (2.46). In special teams, their power play was tied for seventh (20.2 percent) and penalty kill fifth (85.6 percent).

“We have to crank up our intensity now,” Hoggan said. “I think the last few games of the regular season, we knew we were in the playoffs, and we wanted to win, but our competitive nature was just not there. I think last year when we played Houston, we got a wake-up call in the first game. This year we have to crank it up right away because everyone’s going to want to knock us out.”
CLEVELAND — Grand Rapids didn’t go down easily in its final regular season game, but a Lake Erie Monsters shootout shot that bounced off Tom McCollum’s back into the net ended the Griffins’ hopes for the Midwest Division title in a 4-3 shootout loss Saturday at Quicken Loans Arena.

The Griffins (46-23-2-5) fell behind twice in the back-and-forth matchup before forcing an overtime period and eventually a shootout. J.T. Wyman scored on McCollum in the third round, and Adam Almquist responded with Grand Rapids’ only marker of the shootout, a fast snap from up the middle.

In the fourth round, McCollum made the initial save on Brett Clark’s attempt, but the puck hit the crossbar and rebounded off McCollum’s back into the net for the game-winning goal. McCollum finished the game with 37 saves in the loss, while Calvin Pickard stopped 35 of 38 shots.

Next up for the Griffins is the fifth-seeded Abbotsford Heat in the best-of-five Western Conference quarterfinals. Fourth-seeded Grand Rapids will begin its defense of the Calder Cup at 10 p.m. EDT on April 25 at the Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Centre.

The opening frame of Saturday's match was scoreless, despite opportunistic scoring chances on both sides of the ice. During the Griffins’ second of two first-period power plays, Landon Ferraro had a pair of chances from the doorstep and point-blank range, but Pickard used acrobatic goaltending to keep the puck out of the net. At 7:35, Mike Sgarbossa found himself one-on-one with McCollum, but his shot banged off the pipes and the game remained 0-0.

At 5:18 of the second period, the deadlock was broken when Michael Heard snapped a wrist shot above McCollum’s glove on a two-on-one rush.

Soon after, Andreas Athanasiou scored his first professional goal in only his second professional game at 6:27. Teemu Pulkkinen found Almquist in the slot, and Almquist quickly passed to Athanasiou at the left post for the tying goal.

Athanasiou helped strike again just 53 seconds later. He rushed Pickard’s net and fought through the scrum for a shot, but the puck popped free to Andrej Nestrasil at the top of the crease. Nestrasil’s shot rolled along the goal line and made it just inside the net before rolling out. The play wasn’t initially ruled a goal, but the referees awarded Nestrasil his 15th goal of the campaign after a lengthy review.

Adding to an assist from Friday’s game, Athanasiou has racked up three points with the Griffins.

Lake Erie (32-33-1-10) knotted the game again with 1:11 left in the second period. From behind the net, Troy Bourke fed a rushing David van der Gulik for the tap-in. 

Bourke redirected Daniel Maggio’s shot to put the Monsters on top 3:57 into the third period, but Ryan Sproul pulled the game back within reach with a tying tally at 6:46. From the blue line, Sproul sent a wrister into the top left corner of the net during four-on-four play.

The Griffins had a slight 3-2 edge in shots in the overtime period. 

The Griffins will visit the Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Centre on Friday and Saturday before returning to Van Andel Arena on Wednesday, April 30 for the first of as many as three straight home games. 

The complete schedule is as follows:

 2014 Calder Cup Playoffs - Western Conference Quarterfinals - Best-of-Five

 Game 1 Fri., April 25 GRIFFINS at Heat 10 p.m.

 Game 2 Sat., April 26 GRIFFINS at Heat 10 p.m.

 Game 3 Wed., April 30 Heat at GRIFFINS 7 p.m. (Home Game A)

 *Game 4 Fri., May 2 Heat at GRIFFINS 7 p.m. (Game B)

 *Game 5 Sat., May 3 Heat at GRIFFINS 7 p.m. (Game C)

By  Jeff Chaney | grsports@mlive.com   
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Mitch Callahan is back with the Grand Rapids Griffins - and finally talking. 

The veteran center took a puck to the mouth on a slap shot from defenseman, and roommate, Ryan Sproul in a 6-1 victory over Iowa on April 2. 

It was an injury so severe that he was escorted off with a towel over his head after leaving a pool of blood and 10 of his teeth on the ice. Two days later he needed surgery to repair of broken jaw and deal with all the dislodged teeth.

“That was the worst injury, total, in my whole life,” Callahan said after the Griffins 4-2 loss to the Lake Erie Monsters Friday. “I've never broken a bone, ever, growing up. I don't wish that upon anybody after what I went through. That was the worst injury, yeah.”

Callahan posted a selfie of himself on Twitter minutes after the injury that drew the horrified interest of thousands on the social media world, as well as the ire of his coach, Jeff Blashill, for posting the photo while his team was still playing Iowa.

“If I would have known how serious my injury was, I don't think I would have tweeted that out,” Callahan said. “I didn't know my jaw was broken, I just thought I needed a few stitches and I was going back out there. That (the tweet) just kind of took off, and it was really odd.”

Blashill later backed off his criticism of Callahan.

 It was a serious injury that required major surgery and recovery time.

“Two weeks of being wired shut,” said Callahan, who was the Griffins' second-leading scorer at the time of the injury. “Eating has been a real challenge, especially now because my teeth are still really sensitive and I can't chew any food. But it is getting better, and I have found a way to eat and get around it.”

As for a return date to the ice?

“We are pushing for me to be back by game three of the first round,” Callahan said. “That is what we are aiming for right now

“This won't change how I play, definitely not,” Callahan said. “I just think it was a freak accident. I was just falling down when the puck was coming, so the way it happened, it was just a freak thing. That's just hockey. I don't think I will ever change the way I play.”

By  Jeff Chaney | grsports@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on April 18, 2014 at 11:05 AM, updated April 18, 2014 at 11:07 PM 
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 GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins could have clinched their second straight American Hockey League's Midwest Division title in front of the last home crowd of the regular season Friday night.

Instead, after losing 4-2 to Lake Erie at the Van Andel Arena, they'll try to win it in front of Cleveland fans in Saturday's rematch. The Griffins and Chicago, which beat Rockford 5-3 Friday, are tied atop the Midwest standings with 98 points and one game left to play.

“We would have liked to win tonight, for sure,” Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill said. “It would have been good to win for the fans in the last regular season home game. But If we end up clinching (the Midwest title), we've done that through the course of the season. I don't think we've backed into it. It started in game one.”

Chicago will host Milwaukee Saturday. If the squads remain tied, the Griffins hold the first tiebreaker in regulation or overtime wins at 46-44.

Grand Rapids probably would have clinched the Midwest earlier in the month if it wasn't for the lack of offensive consistency – a problem that came up again Friday.

Since beating Iowa 6-1 on April 2, the Griffins haven't scored more than two goals in a game. 

“I think we started pretty good, it was like the game we have to play,” Grand Rapids right wing Teemu Pulkkinen said. “Then that second period wasn't very good. And the third (period), that isn't the way we want to play.”

Grand Rapids came out and took control in the first period, outshooting the Monsters 10-1. The Griffins couldn't carry the offensive attack into the second period and Lake Erie went up 1-0 just under five minutes to play in the period.

“We want to win hockey games, for sure,” Blashill said. “I thought there were times we executed tonight, and there were times we didn't execute. We are just going to have to execute better.”

After falling behind 2-0, the Griffins finally started executing, scoring a pair of goals in just over two minutes to tie the game at 2-2.

Scoring for Grand Rapids were Andrej Nestrasill and Pulkkinen, which gave the large home crowd hope that there might by a Midwest clinching party at Van Andel Arena.

But the Monsters scored two late goals to earn the win. 

“We have to score more goals,” Blashill said. “But I see guys getting chances, and I think those pucks are going to start going in. We just need to hit the net a little bit more. 

“Our power play is the biggest difference in the amount we have scored in previous games, and the amount we have scored recently. We have to get our power play back going. That is the number one thing from an offensive standpoint that we have to be better at.”

For Pulkkinen, it's time all phases of the game get better. He knows that will have to happen in the Griffins are to defend the Calder Cup championship.

“Playoffs are coming and we have to play better,” Pulkkinen said. “The last five or six games, we haven't played like we can play. Everybody has to come and play better, that's the way it goes. 

“It's hard to say (what's the problem). We just have to work harder and go to the net. That's an easy way to score goals, go to the net.” 

Lake Erie Monsters 4 at Grand Rapids Griffins 2 - Status: Final

 Friday, April 18, 2014 - Van Andel Arena

Lake Erie 0 1 3 - 4

 Grand Rapids 0 0 2 - 2

Admirals' season ends with 5-2 loss at St. John's
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The Norfolk Admirals' Jesse Blacker spoils a scoring chance by the St. John's Ice Caps' Adam Lowry in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )</span>Norfolk's Kevin Gagne, No. 5, absorbs a hit from St. John's Zach Redmond in Game 6 of their Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Josh Manson and the St. John's Ice Caps' Patrice Cormier chase the puck in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semfinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland.<span class='credit'> (Keith Gosse | The Telegram)</span>

The Norfolk Admirals' Jesse Blacker spoils a scoring chance by the St. John's Ice Caps' Adam Lowry in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Keith Gosse | The Telegram )&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 3 photos: The Norfolk Admirals' Jesse Blacker spoils a scoring chance by the St. John's Ice Caps' Adam Lowry in the first period of Game 6 of their AHL Eastern Conference semifinal series Friday, May 16, 2014, in St. John's, Newfoundland. (Keith Gosse | The Telegram )
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By Robin Short


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© May 17, 2014


ST. JOHN'S, Newfoundland

The St. John’s IceCaps scored a pair of goals in the opening five minutes of the third period, and that was enough to hand the Norfolk Admirals their exit from the AHL playoffs.

The IceCaps, behind a full house of 6,287 at Mile One Centre, stopped the Admirals 5-2, taking the best-of-seven Eastern Conference semifinal in six games.

It was a good run for the Admirals, who squeaked into the playoffs as the eighth seed following a late-season run and pulled an upset on top-seeded Manchester n the first round.

John Gibson was the key cog in that series, providing the Admirals with outstanding goaltending, while Sami Vatanen logged ample minutes as the leader on the blueline.

And then they were gone, recalled to the parent Anaheim Ducks for their NHL playoff series with the Los Angeles Kings.

“That’s part of the gig here in the American league,” said Admirals coach Trent Yawney, still looking to move past the second round of the playoffs in seven years coaching Norfolk teams, “but when you lose good players, it’s tough.

“Some other guys did great jobs, and I’m proud of the guys we had left here. But it makes things a little tougher for some guys being put in roles maybe they’re not comfortable with.”

Andrew Gordon and Ben Chiarot scored goals less than five minutes into the third to spark St. John’s.

However, Yawney prefers to look back on the second 20 minutes, when his team took all four of the period’s penalties, as the game’s key moment.

The IceCaps outscored the Admirals 2-1 in the middle frame for a 3-2 lead heading into the final period.

“Any time that happens,” said Yawney, “in any game, it’s difficult, especially when you’re a team that doesn’t score a lot of goals.”

Jerome Samson, red-hot Eric O’Dell and Kyle MacKinnon, with the game-winner at 17:03 of the second, also scored for St. John’s.

Andre Petersson, who had a solid postseason with three goals, and veteran Steve Eminger replied for the Admirals.

After O’Dell scored mid-way through the second period – his seventh goal of the playoffs, and sixth in four games – for a 2-1 St. John’s lead, Eminger tied it when his soft shot from the faceoff circle surprised IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson.

However, MacKinnon restored the one-goal lead for the IceCaps with 2:57 left in the second, banging home a rebound past Brad Thiessen, who finished the night with 34 saves.

Then Gordon and Chiarot scored within 41 seconds of each other to open the third, and that was the game.

“Obviously, I’m very proud of our team,” said Yawney. “We were thrown a lot of curveballs this year and most recently in the playoffs. The guys who finished the year here, I’m very proud of them.”

Another first-round exit for the Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


May 2, 2014  

Milwaukee suffered its third straight loss in the first round of the playoffs, and was swept for the second time. The Admirals are just 1-9 the last three seasons in the postseason.

Milwaukee was seeded sixth against third-seeded Toronto and never led in the series. The team suffered 6-2 and 5-2 losses at home before the season came to an end Thursday as a result of a 2-0 loss in Canada. It was the seventh straight road loss in the playoffs for the Admirals.

The team was just 1 for 15 (6.7%) on the power play and 6 for 23 (73.9%) on the penalty kill against the Marlies. 
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Marlies 5, Admirals 2: Milwaukee drops Game 2, trails Toronto, 2-0, in the series

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 26, 2014  

After another loss to Toronto, it's going to take a historical comeback for Milwaukee's season to continue beyond the Western Conference quarterfinals.

The third-seeded Marlies scored three power-play goals to defeat the sixth-seeded Admirals, 5-2, Saturday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center to take a 2-0 series lead.

Milwaukee has tried 14 times but has never rallied from a 2-0 deficit in the playoffs, and if the Admirals do it, they're going to have to win the next three games in Toronto beginning at 6 p.m. Thursday.

"It'll be great then if we're the first team, that would be awesome," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "Why not? You just look back to last year. We won three in a row to get into the playoffs by one point.

"This one's done. We play on Thursday and when the puck drops, we'll play hard and see where we sit at the end of the night."

Milwaukee cut Toronto's lead to 2-1 on Calle Jarnkrok's goal with 19 minutes 7 seconds left in the game. Filip Forsberg was near the wall when he slid a short pass to Jarnkrok at the top of the right circle, and he immediately fired a shot past goalie Drew MacIntyre.

"It came early (in the period), too," Jarnkrok said. "That's what we were hoping for."

With 17:03 to go, Milwaukee had its best chance to tie the score thanks to a 4-minute high sticking penalty on Toronto's Dylan Yeo.

But the Admirals managed just two shots on goal and finished the game 0 for 6 on the man advantage.

"We didn't generate anything," Evason said. "Definite turning point. Our power play the entire game - the entire series so far - has been very average."

To make matters worse, 12 seconds after Toronto killed off the long power play, the Marlies went on a 2-minute 5-on-3 power play.

Milwaukee survived that one, and then shortly after that, the team killed off another 1:17 of a 5-on-3 power play.

But Toronto was still on the man advantage when Brandon Kozun scored for a 3-1 lead with 8:29 remaining.

"For the most part, we thought we were competing, battling, blocking shots and 'Maz' (goalie Marek Mazanec) was great," Evason said. "We should've gained momentum from (killing off the 5 on 3s), but having said that, you're so expended afterward it's tough. You have to rally again and build it up. A lot of our key guys who were killing penalties were on the PP. So maybe that had a factor in it as well."

The Marlies got another power-play goal from Korbinian Holzer with 2:39 left before Bryan Rodney scored to trim the margin to 4-2 with 1:16 remaining. But moments later, Jerry D'Amigo gave Toronto the three-goal lead with an empty-net goal.

"We just took too many penalties," Jarnkrok said. "It's hard to win a game when you're in the penalty box all the time."

Toronto held a 1-0 lead after the first period despite Milwaukee getting nine of the first 12 shots on goal.

Kozun was credited with the goal, but it looked like his low shot from the left circle not only deflected off the stick of teammate Trevor Smith, who was a few few feet in front of him, the puck then went between the legs of Milwaukee's Joonas Jarvinen as he was next to Smith and in front of Mazanec with 1:09 left.

Toronto made it 2-0 on a 5-on-3 power-play goal by Sam Carrick with 11:53 left in the second period. 
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Friday leftovers: Admirals commit too many penalties

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 26, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 6-2 loss to Toronto in Game 1 of the Western Conference Quarterfinal series. Game 2 is at 7 tonight at the Bradley Center.

* Milwaukee was called for seven penalties in the game, including three for high sticking. "We talked about composure and discipline," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We definitely have to stay out of the penalty box. We were careless with our stick. We thought our stick detail, pretty much all night, wasn't good. And consequently we took some trips and high sticks, uncharacteristic penalties for us. Our stick detail has to be better. It's easy to hold your composure when you're up. When you're down, it's difficult. We talked about that before the game, our composure has to be great, regardless of positive or negative situations."

* Milwaukee has been outscored, 12-2, in its last two games after a season-high five-game winning streak. This is the first time the Admirals have lost consecutive games since a five-game losing streak from Feb. 16-26.

* The team is 2-10 in its last 12 playoff games.

* The Admirals have not won a series after losing Game 1 since 2004. And they have never won a series (0-14) when trailing 2-0.
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Marlies 6, Admirals 2: Milwaukee's comeback bid doesn't last too long

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 25, 2014  

Listen to Dean Evason's press conference

Well that didn't last long.

Milwaukee's hope for a comeback lasted all of 68 seconds, as that's how long it took Toronto to answer the Admirals' first goal Friday in the Marlies' 6-2 victory at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Third-seeded Toronto leads the best-of-five Western Conference quarterfinal series, 1-0, with Game 2 at 7 p.m. Saturday in Milwaukee. The last time the Admirals won a playoff series after losing the first game was in 2004, and that was seven games.

Milwaukee coach Dean Evason was asked what the biggest adjustment needs to be for his team.

"Our start," he said. "We thought we were very tentative at the start. We thought we didn't have our legs in the beginning of the hockey game. We thought they skated and took the game to us. We have to start better."

Sixth-seeded Milwaukee, which won 16 of its previous 22 games and 10 of its last 12 at home, cut Toronto's lead to 2-1 on Patrick Cehlin's goal with 2:13 left in the second quarter.

"We felt real good, felt that things were going in the right direction," Evason said. "No question, we gained the momentum and then all of a sudden it shifts right away back. For sure it was the turning point."

Calle Jarnkrok was at the right wall in front of his bench when he slid the puck to Cehlin, who had beat Korbinian Holzer through the slot to send a short shot past goalie Drew MacIntyre into the top right of the net.

"When you score a goal, you want the momentum after that," Cehlin said. "It was bad to give them a goal right away."

Toronto made it 3-1 with 1:05 left in the period on a goal by T.J. Brennan that nearly deflected off of Milwaukee's Bryan Rodney as he was standing in the slot. Brennan, the AHL's defenseman of the year, stopped the puck just a foot in front of the blue line when he fired a shot that goalie Marek Mazanec had a hard time seeing.

"I just wanted to get it to the net," Brennan said.

It took only 46 seconds into the final period for Toronto to take a 4-1 lead on another shot from Brennan, and this one was deflected in.

Brennan's shot from the right side was deflected in by Jerry D'Amigo as he was standing near the goal line about five feet from the right post.

"Jerry did a great job of getting a stick on it and it ended up going in," Brennan said. "I just wanted to get something deep and we ended up getting a stick on it."

Filip Forsberg's power-play goal cut the deficit to 4-2 with 17:51 remaining, but Milwaukee allowed two empty-net goals to lose to Toronto for just the fifth time in regulation in 23 games all-time.

Mazanec, who had won his previous four games by allowing a total of four goals, finished with 22 saves.

MacIntyre, who was second in the league with 29 wins this season, totaled 28 saves.

"We need to get some goals where their goaltender doesn't see the puck," Evason said. "I think three of them 'Maz' had no idea the shots were taken. They were in front of our net and that's exactly what we have to do."

Roster news: Mike Liambas missed his sixth straight game with an injury and Joonas Rask was a healthy scratch. 
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Game preview: Toronto Marlies at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 25, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Toronto at Milwaukee first-round playoff games at 7 tonight and 7 p.m. Saturday:

TORONTO (45-25-2-4)

Against Milwaukee: 0-2

Standings: 1stin the North (11 points ahead of Rochester)

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 11th (20-15-1-2)

Special teams: PP 9th (19.9%), PK 11th (83.2%)

Scoring leader: T.J. Brennan - 72 points in 76 games (25 g 47 a)

Other notes: Third-seeded Toronto is 5-5 in its last 10 games but has won three of its last four. ... The Marlies have lost 11 games in regulation when they have scored first. Only three teams in the AHL have more; Milwaukee has five losses in regulation. ... Goalie Drew MacIntyre, who played for the Admirals in 2008-'09, is second in the AHL with 29 wins this season. T.J. Brennan was voted the AHL's defenseman of the year. His 25 goals are the most from a defenseman since 2000 and his 72 points are the highest since 2006. Brennan also leads the league with 42 points on the power play this year. Spencer Abbott is second in the league with 52 assists and sixth with 69 points.

MILWAUKEE (39-24-6-7)

Against Toronto: 2-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest; (9 points behind first-place Chicago)

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 5th (24-9-3-2)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.5%), PK 7th (83.8%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 50 points in 75 games (20 g 30 a)

Other notes: Sixth-seeded Milwaukee is 16-5-0-1 in its last 22 games. ... Goalie Marek Mazanec has won his last four games by allowing one goal each time. He has won nine of his last 12 starts after a 2-6-2 stretch. ... The Admirals have won 10 of their last 12 home games, but they haven't won the first two home games of a playoff series since 2009. ... The team is 15-4-1-2 all-time against Toronto. ... Milwaukee is a combined 1-6 the last two seasons in the playoffs.
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Admirals hope winning ways at home continue vs Marlies

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 25, 2014  

To start at home or end there, that is the question some higher seeded teams face in the American Hockey League playoffs.

Because of the distance between Toronto and Milwaukee and to ease the travel, the third-seeded Marlies got to choose the format for their first-round matchup with the sixth-seeded Admirals.

Instead of hosting the first two games and then heading to Milwaukee for Game 3 (and 5 and 6, if necessary), North Division champion Toronto elected to come here for the first two games at 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday.

"We'd probably do the same," said Milwaukee coach Dean Evason, whose team finished third in the Midwest Division. "The thought process is you look for the split here and then you've got three at home. I think most teams would do it. I don't know what stats say, but unfortunately we haven't been in that position to make that call."

The AHL went to a best-of-five format for the first round in 2011-'12, and higher-seeded Abbotsford decided to open the first two games in Milwaukee. The Heat won, 6-2 and 4-2, en route to a sweep of the Admirals.

The same thing happened last season, but Milwaukee was able to split its first two home games with Texas. The Stars, however, won the next two games in Texas to give the Admirals a 1-6 record in the postseason the last two seasons.

Milwaukee has won 10 of its last 12 games at the BMO Harris Bradley Center this season and only four teams have more points at home than the Admirals' 53. But the team hasn't won the first two home games of a playoff series since 2009.

Toronto, which also has 53 points at home, ranks 11th on the road with 43 points and a 20-15-1-2 record.

"For us, it's not about, 'oh we need to get one at home or two at home,'" said Milwaukee's Austin Watson, who has five goals and one assist in his last five games. "We need to win three games in the series. Whether two of them come here at home or one to start, we're just focusing on getting the 'W.'"

Milwaukee has gotten plenty of 'Ws' against Toronto, as the team holds a 15-4-1-2 all-time record against the Marlies.

The Admirals won at Toronto, 5-1, on March 22, after a 3-2 victory in Milwaukee on Jan. 21. But Toronto's Drew MacIntyre did not play in either game.

The goalie, who was with Milwaukee in 2008-'09, is second in the AHL with 29 wins and fourth with 2,867 minutes played this season.

"We have really got to bear down if we're going to have success scoring goals against him," Evason said.

Toronto also features Spencer Abbott, who is second in the league with 52 assists and sixth with 69 points.

And T.J. Brennan was voted the AHL's defenseman of the year. His 25 goals are the most from a defenseman since 2000 and his 72 points are the highest since 2006. Brennan also leads the league with 42 points on the power play this year.

"He's a hell of a player," said Milwaukee's Anthony Bitetto, who lead all Milwaukee defensemen with 11 goals. "He's definitely a guy we'll keep our eye on out there. He's a big part of that team and I look forward to playing against him."

But even if Milwaukee were to win both home games, only two of the 16 playoff teams have fewer points on the road than the Admirals' 38.

Milwaukee was on the road Saturday and suffered a regular season-ending 6-0 loss to Chicago that halted the Admirals' season-high five-game winning streak.

"You want to forget about it, but it's also a little bit of a reality check for us," Watson said. "We came into that game really hot. So it was nice for us to kind of come back to earth and realize we need to keep doing those things we were doing well to win every game." 
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Tidbits from Admirals Media Day

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 23, 2014  

It was Media Day at the BMO Harris Bradley Center this morning, as the Admirals prepare for Toronto in their first-round playoff series that begins here Friday (and Saturday).

Enforcer Mike Liambas, who is second in the AHL with 267 penalty minutes, has been practicing this week after missing the last five games with an injury.

"There is a possibility of having him available to us on Friday," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said.

However, Scott Valentine was not practicing. His upper-body injury was reaggravated over the weekend and he'll likely sit out the series.

"'Val' will not be available to us, at least toward the start of the playoffs," Evason said. "After that we'll see how his development comes."

I asked Evason to discuss the similarities on special teams, as Milwaukee ranks seventh on the penalty kill (83.8) and 14th on the power play (17.5), while Toronto is ninth on the PP (19.9) and 11th on the PK (83.2).

"Both are very good, obviously," Evason said. "I think our special teams are close. Any playoff series, special teams are key. Discipline is key. It's easier to stay disciplined, it's easier to stay composed when things are going well. The challenge for us is if we have adverse situations, we stay the same way. We conduct ourselves the same way. Our group's been pretty good about being level-keeled in every different situation and we don't expect anything less for the playoffs."

One of the reasons Milwaukee is in the playoffs for the 12th year in a row is an eight-game point streak (including six wins) to open the season.

But more important was a 16-5-0-1 record in the final 22 games.

I asked Francis Wathier, who joined Milwaukee March 8 after several years with Texas, what stood out about the Admirals' play down the stretch.

"What I saw is we find a way every game to be in the game, first of all," Wathier said. "And then to win. Our goalies have been tremendous. Our defensemen have been very great and our forwards are putting the puck in the net."

So all that's left is to keep those playoff beards going.

"I'm trying," Anthony Bitetto said. "It's growing pretty well. I think once we clinched a couple of guys started. I started. Hopefully it's really long like Santa Claus or something." 
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How the Admirals' schedule against the Marlies was decided

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 21, 2014  

For those wondering why the first two games of Milwaukee's playoff series with Toronto are at home even though the Marlies are seeded higher ... according to the AHL, when a 2-3 format is used because of distance between teams, the higher seed has the option of playing the first two games or the last three at home.

So, sixth-seeded Milwaukee will host third-seeded Toronto at 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday at the Bradley Center.

Game 3 will be Thursday at 6 p.m. in Toronto. Games 4 and 5, if necessary, will be at 2 p.m. May 3 and 4.

Milwaukee is 15-4-1-2 all-time against Toronto, including a 5-1 victory at Toronto March 22 and a 3-2 victory over the visiting Marlies Jan. 21.
Flames ready to heat up rivalry

Team official expects Calgary affiliate to be aligned to face Albany

By Pete Dougherty
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Calgary Flames general manager Brad Treliving, center, and Glens Falls Mayor Jack Diamond hold up the AHL Adirondack Flames jersey during a press conference to announce the team will be calling the Glens Falls Civic Center it's new home on Friday May 16, 2014 in Glens Falls, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00026913A

Calgary Flames general manager Brad Treliving, center, and Glens Falls Mayor Jack Diamond hold up the AHL Adirondack Flames jersey during a press conference to announce the team will be calling the Glens Falls Civic Center it's new home on Friday May 16, 2014 in Glens Falls, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) | Buy this photo 

Calgary Flames general manager Brad Treliving, left, speaks at a press conference to announce the Adirondack Flames of the AHL will be calling the Glens Falls Civic Center it's new home on Friday May 16, 2014 in Glens Falls, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00026913A

Fans react as Calgary Flames general manager Brad Treliving speaks at a press conference to announce the Adirondack Flames of the AHL will be calling the Glens Falls Civic Center it's new home on Friday May 16, 2014 in Glens Falls, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00026913A

Fans and media fill the Heritage Hall during a press conference to announce the Adirondack Flames of the AHL will be calling the Glens Falls Civic Center it's new home on Friday May 16, 2014 in Glens Falls, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00026913A

The Calgary Flames AHL affiliate Adirondack Flames will be calling the Glens Falls Civic Center its new home on Friday May 16, 2014 in Glens Falls, N.Y. (Michael P. Farrell/Times Union) Photo: Michael P. Farrell / 00026913A
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Glens Falls

By nickname alone, the Devils and Flames already should be a red-hot hockey rivalry, but geography has prevented that.

Now, with Friday's introduction of the Adirondack Flames to the American Hockey League, the Albany Devils have a new adversary for next season.

The Calgary Flames, who like the New Jersey Devils own their own AHL franchise, officially opened business at Glens Falls Civic Center.

Thanks in part to a $5 million buyout by the British Columbia city of Abbotsford, Calgary has moved its AHL operation 3,000 miles to the East, where a community eager to keep pro hockey was awarded with a franchise.

The Flames replace the Adirondack Phantoms, who moved to Allentown, Pa., after five years in the Civic Center.

Team officials didn't want to divulge details on scheduling or conference alignments, leaving that to the AHL, but new Adirondack president Brian Petrovek said, "We'll be playing Albany."

Petrovek, who recently resigned after 14 years as managing owner/CEO of the Portland Pirates, is a former executive director of the Utica Devils. He also negotiated with Times Union Center officials four years ago about moving the Pirates to Albany before securing an improved lease in Portland.

He knows the Capital Region and the rivalry's significance. The Albany and Glens Falls arenas are 52 miles apart.

"That's the whole idea of geographic proximity," Petrovek said following a news conference in the Civic Center's Heritage Hall. "It's great for the players, and great for the fans. They can go back and forth."

Petrovek was brought on board by Brad Treliving, hired only last month as Calgary's general manager. Treliving had been assistant general manager of the Phoenix Coyotes, who have had a working agreement with the Pirates since 2010.

"This league is built around development of players, and everything you can do to enhance that helps," Treliving said. "Being close where you can keep people on buses, where you can get as much practice time as you can, is a significant factor."

Flames officials wouldn't reveal contract terms, saying that it is "multiyear," but Glens Falls Mayor Jack Diamond has told news outlets that it is for three years with a two-year option.

The relocation from Abbotsford, 560 miles west of Calgary, to an arena nearly 2,500 miles away seems to contradict the wishes of many NHL Western Conference teams. There has been a movement among those clubs to try to create a core of Western-based AHL franchises.

"That concept has been talked about for years, and it still hasn't taken place," Treliving said. "We have to worry about the here and now, and Glens Falls fits perfectly for us. If, in the future, there is a Western option that makes sense for us, that's something that we would look at."

City and county officials are trying to secure additional funding for improvements for the 35-year-old Civic Center.

"We're going to do $675,000 of technology upgrades this year," Diamond said. "We're going to start to focus a little more on the player-development aspect going forward."

The Adirondack region had been without pro hockey for four years and without an AHL franchise for 10 before the Phantoms arrived in 2009.

It was made clear from the beginning that the Civic Center would serve only as a temporary home for the Phantoms while a new arena in the Lehigh Valley area of Pennsylvania was built.

"The fans here have shown they deserve the American League," said Dave Strader, an NBC hockey announcer and Queensbury resident who began his broadcasting career with the Adirondack Red Wings. "They like the idea that these guys that they're seeing, they might see on the 'Center Ice' package tomorrow, playing for their NHL teams. Detroit established that with the Adirondack team, and maybe that's what spoiled this fan base for 20 years. I admire the persistence of the fans that have said, 'We want the American League,' and here they are. They've got it again."

Devils hope playoff berth is something to build on

Coach, players express sense of pride after best season in 15 years

By Pete Dougherty

Published 8:17 pm, Saturday, May 3, 2014 
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Progress for the Albany Devils came in the form of their first American Hockey League playoff berth in four seasons.

The next step is to win a series, something New Jersey's AHL affiliate hasn't done since 1998, but that isn't always easy in the minor leagues.

Rosters often are transient at this level. The players who competed Friday night in the Devils' playoff-ending 4-1 loss to the St. John's IceCaps will never be in the same locker room again.

At least not all of them. Many of them could be back as the Devils try to build on what they accomplished this season.

Eleven players on the current roster are signed for next season. Another dozen are restricted free agents, a status that usually results in a player staying put.

"Coming in next year," said assistant captain Tim Sestito, among those under contract for 2014-15, "hopefully we use this as motivation — I'm sure everybody will — to get better and have more success in the playoffs."

Among the A-Devils' four unrestricted free agents are captain Rod Pelley and assistant captain Mike Sislo, whose 23 goals were a team high.

Rick Kowalsky, the Devils' head coach all four years in Albany, had a simple message to his team after its three-games-to-one series loss to the IceCaps.

" 'Now you know. Now you know what it takes to get in,' " Kowalsky said he told his team. "Never mind what it takes to play in playoff hockey. I talked about us growing as a group each game. I told them to make sure they take time to reflect on what we've been through here, and grow from it."

The Devils finished the regular season with 93 points, their highest total since the 1998-99 River Rats compiled 100 in an 80-game season. (The AHL now plays 76 games.)

A season-ending five-game winning streak moved Albany from the brink of elimination to a No. 5 seed in the Eastern Conference.

"This team individually and as a group did a lot of good things," Kowalsky said. "Ninety-three points is a big number. We had to do it under pressure, which we haven't been able to do in the past. When all the dust settles, there's a lot of us in this organization that have a lot to be proud of and to hang our heads high."

The Devils should have the core of their team back.

Joe Whitney, Albany's scoring leader the past three seasons, is under contract. All of the players on the team's talented and deep group of defensemen are signed or are restricted free agents, although a few are likely to play next year in the NHL.

In goal, Keith Kinkaid also is a restricted free agent. Next season may be his opportunity to stay in New Jersey as Cory Schneider's backup if Martin Brodeur retires or signs with another team.

"It will take a little bit of time to be able to look back," Sestito said shortly after Friday night's loss, "but it was a great group of guys. We realized right from the beginning, we had great chemistry. Nothing against teams from the past, but this was a really fun team to be a part of.

"We got contributions from all parts of the lineup, from young guys to the older. We went on a great run through the year, and to get in the playoffs was a pretty big achievement, especially for not being there for a while. Given some time, guys will look back and have some pride for the season we put on."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Looking to next year

Contract status for next season for key members of the Albany Devils:

Signed for next season: F Graham Black, F Reid Boucher, D Seth Helgeson, D Raman Hrabarenka, F Stefan Matteau, D Reece Scarlett, F Tim Sestito, D Damon Severson, G Scott Wedgewood, F Joe Whitney, F Darcy Zajac

Restricted free agents: F Riley Boychuk, D Brandon Burlon, G Maxime Clermont, D Eric Gelinas, G Keith Kinkaid, D Adam Larsson, F Harri Pesonen, F Mattias Tedenby, F Scott Timmins, D Alexander Urbom, F David Wohlberg, F Harry Young

Unrestricted free agents: F Mike Hoeffel, F Cam Janssen, F Rod Pelley, F Mike Sislo

Source: CapGeek.com

Gordon takes out Devils

St. John's player scores three goals to eliminate Albany from playoffs

Staff reports
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Members of the St. John's IceCaps celebrate a goal on Friday in Game 4 of their opening-round AHL playoff series. The goal was scored by Andrew Gordan about five minutes into the first period. (Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram)

Members of the St. John's IceCaps celebrate a goal on Friday in Game 4 of their opening-round AHL playoff series. The goal was scored by Andrew Gordan about five minutes into the first period. (Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram) 

Andrew Gordan, left, scores a goal about five minutes into the first period for St. John's in Game 4 of the opening-round AHL playoff series against the Albany Devils. (Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram)
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Andrew Gordon is a name notorious in Albany River Rats playoff history, and Friday night he helped put an end to the Albany Devils' postseason run.

Gordon scored a natural hat trick as the St. John's IceCaps defeated the Devils 4-1 at Mile One Centre in St. John's, Newfoundland. The victory clinched the best-of-five opening-round American Hockey League playoff series for the IceCaps, 3-1.

It was four years ago that Gordon, playing for Hershey, had five goals and three assists in a four-game sweep of the River Rats, the predecessor to the Devils.

"They elevated their play," said Devils coach Rick Kowalsky. "It was one of those nights where they seemed to want the puck and get the puck more than we did."

The New Jersey Devils' AHL affiliate has not won a playoff series since 1998, when the Rats swept Hamilton in the quarterfinals. It was only the second time in 14 years that the Devils have even qualified for postseason.

Gordon, who had been held to one point in the first three games, scored at even strength, short-handed and on a power play.

"I can't really put my finger on what went different," Devils center Tim Sestito said. "They found ways to get pucks in the net. Little things squeaked through and found their way in.

"It's a tough way to go out, but their big-game players put some goals on the board. We just didn't have enough answers."

For the fourth straight game, the IceCaps scored first as Gordon got the only goal of the first period. Linemate Jason Jaffray pried the puck loose from under Devils goaltender Keith Kinkaid, and Gordon was at the crease to knock it home.

Gordon scored shorthanded at 7:58 of the second, but defenseman Jon Merrill got Albany on the board 79 seconds later.

"Responding with the goal was big after they went up 2-0," Kowalsky said, "but the third one was a bit of a back-breaker."

Merrill was in the penalty box — for the fourth time in two games — when Gordon slapped a rebound out of mid-air to make it 4-1.

"It was in Keith's chest and he's just about ready to swallow it up," Kowalsky said, "and they bat it out of the way."

St. John's got its third goal of the second period 2:45 before the horn, establishing the only three-goal margin for either team in the series.

The Devils outshot the IceCaps 40-33 for the game, but in the third period — when it might have been expected to go into a defensive shell — St. John's held a 14-11 edge in attempts on goal.

Defenseman Eric Gelinas, after assisting on Merrill's goal, suffered a lower-body injury on the play and missed the second half of the game. Albany was forced to finish with five defensemen.

"It's unfortunate," Kowalsky said, "but it wasn't why we lost."

ICECAPS 4, DEVILS 1

Albany 0 1 0 — 1

St. John's 1 3 0 — 4

Devils have no margin for error

Albany faces possible elimination in Game 4 of series vs. St. John's

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 11:01 am, Friday, May 2, 2014 
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A lot will happen quickly in the next two days to determine the length of the Albany Devils' postseason run.

In a 27-hour span beginning Friday night, the Devils are scheduled to play the St. John's IceCaps in the final two games of their opening-round American Hockey League playoff series.

Win both games at St. John's, Newfoundland, and the Devils will extend their first postseason march in four years at least into mid-May. A loss Friday or Saturday will send the Devils home.

"Everyone knows our situation," Devils captain Rod Pelley said Thursday. "There's not really much that can be said."

After a 1-0 loss Wednesday night in St. John's, the Devils trail the best-of-five series 2-1.

The New Jersey Devils' AHL affiliate hasn't won a playoff series since 1998, when the Albany River Rats swept the Hamilton Bulldogs in the quarterfinals.

"We're all aware of what's on the line," forward Mike Sislo said. "We're going to come out moving our feet, ready to go, a backs-against-the-wall mentality."

The Devils participated Thursday in a short practice that included defenseman Dan Kelly, who has missed the past two games because of an upper-body injury. He already has been ruled out of Friday night's game.

Coach Rick Kowalsky said he did not anticipate any lineup changes from Game 3.

"Everybody's in pretty good spirits," Kowalsky said. "There was pretty good jump in practice. Being on the road, it's a good thing that everybody's together."

Both Albany losses in the series have been by one goal, and St. John's has scored first in all three games.

The Devils were 31-8-1-5 in the regular season when scoring first. They were 22-5-0-2 when leading after the first period.

"I don't know if it changes anything," Kowalsky said. "We certainly play well when we get the first goal. I like the way we've played without scoring the first goal. It would be beneficial and be a boost for us to get that first one to get us into the game. We've had success all year when we've gotten that first goal."

Another stat worth noting: Albany has only one even-strength goal in three games. While that speaks well of their power play — 4-for-15 in the series — the Devils have been outshot 99-84 and are developing a pass-first mentality, against Kowalsky's wishes.

"One of the biggest things is executing on our opportunities," Pelley said. "They're a good team. They skate hard here. Saying that, it is a little frustrating when you do have chances — odd-man rushes, rebounds, things like that — and you want to capitalize on those."

The Devils, especially Wednesday night, have gotten strong performances from goaltender Keith Kinkaid and their penalty-killing unit.

Kinkaid, who stopped 35 shots in Game 3, has a .949 save percentage. Albany has killed off 14 of 15 short-handed situations, including all six on Wednesday.

The answers to whether those statistics will hold up for the rest of the series should arrive quickly. An Albany victory Friday would force a deciding game on Saturday night.

"If you look at our two losses, they certainly could have gone the other way," Kowalsky said. "That doesn't mean anything now, but we certainly feel we can beat this team."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils playoff schedule

St. John's vs. Albany

(St. John's leads 2-1)

Game 1: St. John's, 2-1

Game 2: Albany, 4-2

Game 3: St. John's, 1-0

Friday: at St. John's, 6 p.m.

Saturday: at St. John's*, 6 p.m.

(All times Eastern; * — if necessary)

Game 5: WBS 3, Providence 2 5/17

May 17th, 2014

2 Comments

After the first four games of the series were filled with wild momentum swings and a couple of controversial calls, this one was more what you’ve come to expect from playoff hockey. A tight, closely contested game that could easily have gone either way.

I contend it went the way of the WBS Penguins because of a couple of plays that sometimes get overlooked — a puck battle on the wall that Jayson Megna won and a couple of shots Brian Gibbons blocked.

Let’s tackle this one in chronological order.

After suffering a potentially crushing loss the night before, the Penguins fell behind 1-0 tonight when Craig Cunningham tipped in a Ryan Spooner shot from the right faceoff circle on a power play in the first period.

The Penguins responded with two goals in a two-minute span later in the period. Harry Zolnierczyk flew up the right wing, worked a little give-and-go play with Spencer Machacek and redirected the return pass past Malcolm Subban at 16:29.  Josh Archibald slammed in the rebound of a Brian Dumoulin power-play point shot at 18:16.

Providence outshot the Penguins 14-5 in the second period and tied the score 2-2 when Tyler Randell grabbed a loose puck in front and steered it around lunging goalie Peter Mannino at 12:47.

Mannino came up huge in the third period, stopping a pair of great shorthanded scoring chances by Matt Lindblad, including a breakaway with 8:12 left. Then came the Megna play.

Providence rimmed a puck out of its defensive zone and Megna stopped it on the right wall. He tried to wait for teammates to come through the neutral zone with speed, but he was tied up by a Providence defender. Megna won that critical puck battle and headed up the right wing.

Realizing he hadn’t had much luck finishing the last two games, he instead sent a pass to the far post. Anton Zlobin swiped it past Subban with 5:40 left to give the Penguins the lead for good. The goal boosts Zlobin’s growing reputation as a clutch scorer. He has the GWG in three of the team’s six playoff wins.

Moving ahead to further action due to time constraints, the P-Bruins pulled Subban with 1:07 left and were looking for a last-minute tying goal for the second straight night.

Spooner got it on a one-timer from the right circle with 0.6 seconds left the night before. This time, he wound up for a one-timer from roughly the same spot with 17 seconds left, but the pass wasn’t as true, and he fanned.

From there, Gibbons stepped up, blocking two shots in the final 10 seconds of the game. I thought his comments afterward were particularly interesting.

“I don’t think I’ve played great the past two days. That was an opportunity to try to show I’m all in. I want to win just as bad as the rest of the guys. I was happy coach put me out there.”

With that, the Penguins have a 3-2 lead in the series and can close it out Monday at home. After what happened between these two teams last year, I would bet the old hockey cliche about the fourth win being the hardest to get will be broken out a few times before then.

Two notes before I go.

First, on personnel. Playing on back-to-back days after consecutive overtime games, coach John Hynes made three changes. He said he wanted to give the lineup a little different look and get some fresh legs in there. Archibald, Mike Carman and Spencer Machacek were in for Dominik Uher, Bobby Farnham and Nick Drazenovic. Archibald and Machacek were particularly effective.

Second, a programming update. There is a vending machine in the lobby of my hotel that serves hot pizza, popcorn chicken and fries. I’m going to try it because, hey, how many times do you get a chance to eat hot food from a vending machine? It’s like something from the future. So if you’re up in an hour or so (at about midnight), check out my Twitter feed (@CVBombulie). I will be live tweeting this once-in-a-lifetime experience.

Bye for now,

jb
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The Fall of Ray Shero 5/17

May 17th, 2014

2 Comments

First things first. Comments on something I’ve actually had some first-hand experience with. With Ray Shero being fired yesterday and Dan Bylsma twisting in the wind, what kind of candidates would Jason Botterill and John Hynes be for the GM and head coach jobs in Pittsburgh?

I’ve had nothing but positive experiences with Botterill. He will be a GM in the NHL soon, whether it’s in Pittsburgh or elsewhere, because he has a particular set of skills that few people in hockey have. He played in the NHL and he has an MBA from Michigan. Let that sink in for a second. He understands the business side of the modern NHL better than anyone you can think of. What we don’t know is what kind of talent evaluator he is. That’s obviously an important aspect of the job, especially considering his inability to find forwards in the draft is one reason Shero was sacked.

Hynes will also be in the NHL someday soon, whether it’s in Pittsburgh or elsewhere. WBS has advanced to the second round of the Calder Cup playoffs in each of his four years as head coach and the team has had the best defense in the league two of those years. He promotes a disciplined, systematic game and seems to interact well with young players and veterans alike. He’s not humorless or unlikeable, but he runs a pretty tight ship. Two questions that I can’t answer: How would he deal with superstar NHL players? Is he too closely tied to the Shero regime to represent true change?

To move on to the big picture, it’s easy to understand why Pittsburgh ownership wanted to make a change. The team with two of the best players in the world has a .500 record (27-27) in playoff games over the last five years.

What’s harder to understand is exactly what ownership wants the new GM to do that Shero didn’t. If you haven’t read Dejan Kovacevic’s interview with Mario Lemieux and Ron Burkle from yesterday, do it now. Then break down the criticisms of Shero that were revealed in that conversation.

– The Penguins lack grit and character.

After watching the last three games of the Rangers series, anyone might come to that conclusion, but what does it actually mean? The Penguins used 22 players in the playoffs. I’d say at least seven of them — Orpik, Adams, Bortuzzo, Goc, Glass, Vitale and Scuderi — specialize in grit and character. Rob Scuderi is the king of grit and character. He didn’t have a good playoffs. Jussi Jokinen is not known for grit or character. He scored seven goals in 13 postseason games.

You know who didn’t play with grit and character in the playoffs? Sidney Crosby and James Neal. You put them on the trade block and you could get a big bucketful of gritty character players in return. Do you want to do that? Of course not.

Frankly, this criticism of the Penguins organization comes up every couple of years. It leads to a draft where three of your first four picks are Ryan Stone, Dan Carcillo and Paul Bissonnette. Then the criticism goes away.

Let’s face it. Pittsburgh isn’t going to win another Stanley Cup unless its best players are its best players. Crosby and Evgeni Malkin have to lead the way. The roster must be constructed to put them in the best position to do so.

Maybe that means adding players with grit and character. Billy Guerin and Gary Roberts had grit and character and they were the perfect catalysts for Crosby and Malkin. Maybe it means adding a different type of player. I think grit and character are just buzzwords.

– The Penguins lacked young legs and kept good young players down on the farm.

The Shero/Bylsma regime did have that reputation, but how many examples can you really name? Yes, they could have replaced Craig Adams and Tanner Glass with Zach Sill and Adam Payerl this season. That would have improved the young legs quotient, but would it have made the difference in the Rangers series? I’m skeptical.

The most commonly mentioned name in this category is Simon Despres, and it’s easy to see where that came from. He’s 6-4, 225 with all the physical tools in the world but he hasn’t found a niche in the NHL lineup. Except carving out a spot for him isn’t as easy as it sounds. Do you not sign Paul Martin or not trade for Matt Niskanen? Maybe you could say signing Scuderi was a mistake, especially given the term, but that’s 20-20 hindsight. At this time last year, plenty of people thought he was exactly what the Penguins needed.

– Shero didn’t draft any good forwards.

Can’t poke holes in this one. The record of drafting forwards is abysmal. The depth of prospects on defense is not exaggerated. It’s real. The theory was always that it’s easy to move a defense prospect for a forward prospects since defense prospects are more scarce. That may be true, but it hasn’t happened. So what you’re left with is four or five outstanding D prospects and virtually no outstanding forward prospects.

– Shero let good players get away.

Shero traded away Mark Letestu for a fourth-round pick that became Matia Marcantuoni and Ben Lovejoy for a fifth-round pick in June’s draft. He lost Brian Strait, Dustin Jeffrey and Nick Johnson on waivers. Those aren’t proud moments that Shero will tout on his resume, but they’re not crippling mistakes either.

If you really want to hit this charge hard, you have to go all the way back to 2006. That’s when Shero’s office was either unwilling or unable to sign Matt Moulson when he came out of Cornell.

– Shero went to bat for Bylsma last year at this time and it turned out to be the wrong decision.

Can’t poke holes in this one either. Bylsma is a likeable guy and a very good coach, but the results are what they are. The team needs a change.

And really, that’s the point of this whole discussion. None of the sins Shero committed are cardinal and his positive contributions were significant. Contrary to what internet critics would have you believe, Bylsma is not a mouth-breathing moron. But the assumption of Pittsburgh’s ownership is that the next GM and coach will do a better job of putting Crosby and Malkin in a position to succeed than Shero and Bylsma did.

I’m not sure that’s true, and some of the comments in the sit-down with Kovacevic ring hollow, but at the end of the day, I think ownership did the right thing here. Crosby and Malkin won’t be in their prime forever. Can’t waste years holding on to the status quo and hoping things get better.

Bye for now,

jb
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Game 4: Providence 3, WBS 2 (OT) 5/16

May 16th, 2014

1 Comment

The Providence Bruins got one goal from Ryan Spooner at the final horn in regulation and another from Cory Kane 6:31 into overtime and beat the WBS Penguins 3-2 tonight to tie the Eastern Conference semifinals at two games apiece.

The Penguins weren’t happy about either goal.

Let’s start with Spooner’s buzzer beater.

Trailing 2-1 on Conor Sheary’s goal early in the third period, the P-Bruins took a penalty with 2:37 left, so they didn’t have much time to mount a 6-on-5 charge to try to tie the game. Alexander Khokhlachev won a defensive-zone faceoff with 35 seconds left, and the Bruins raced up the ice, goalie Malcolm Subban finally coming off for an extra attacker.

For most of the end-of-regulation flurry, Providence’s was running its offense through Joe Morrow at the left point. As the clock ticked down, Morrow got a puck across to Spooner at the right dot, and his one-timer hit the back of the net at the buzzer.

If the replay system is working like it’s supposed to, this is not a terribly controversial call. A time stamp is burned into the video. Either the puck went in before 0.0 or it didn’t. Referees Tom Chmielewski and Graham Skilliter ruled it went in with 0.6 seconds left.

I asked coach John Hynes after the game if the replay worked the way it’s supposed to.

“They said it did,” Hynes said, but he sounded skeptical. So I asked him if he was skeptical.

“It was a quick review,” he said.

So there’s the controversy on Providence goal No. 2. On goal No. 3, it was a more classic confrontation between a goalie and ref.

Craig Cunningham brought a puck to the left post from behind the net. He and Kane whacked at it until it crossed the goal line.

Mannino contended, in a very animated fashion, that the whistle should have blown. Here’s what he said about it.

“I had the puck on my skate by the post. Usually that’s a dead puck. He had, like, three whacks at it. Kind of pushed me into the net and the puck went over with it. Hard play by them. Refs gave them the goal and the rest is history.”

Hynes was a little more succinct.

“The whistle should have been blown and it wasn’t,” he said.

From my perspective in the press box, this is one of those calls that could have gone either way. Sometimes the ref blows a quick whistle. Sometimes he doesn’t. It’s a 50-50 situation. If you want to argue that the Penguins got a bad break on the play, I’d agree. If you want to contend they got completely screwed by an awful call, I wouldn’t go that far.

The P-Bruins had to rebound from a potentially crippling loss in Game 3, blowing a three-goal lead in the third period and losing in doubel overtime. They accomplished that. Now the Penguins have to rebound from losing a game that came down to a matter of tenths of a second and a referee’s judgment call. We’ll see how they do in less than 24 hours.

Before the late controversy, the story of the game was Subban. He was shaky in the first period, but the P-Bruins allowed only five shots and a took a 1-0 lead on a Seth Griffith goal at 3:11. He was awesome in the second period, stopping 17 shots, but the Penguins tied the score on a Reid McNeill shot from the left point after Harry Zolnierczyk and Chuck Kobasew won a puck down low.

On most nights, a two-minute stretch early in the third period would have been the most dramatic part of the game by far. At 2:45, after the Penguins were called for covering a puck in the crease, Peter Mannino stopped Nick Johnson on a penalty shot. At 4:01, Sheary kept the puck himself on a 2-on-1 with Anton Zlobin and patiently beat Subban with a shot. Sheary has been a revelation in these playoffs.

On the personnel side, Brian Gibbons was indeed in the lineup, taking the place of Spencer Machacek. He made some plays, but his timing looked a little bit off. Also, Scott Harrington returned from missing one game with an injury.

Check back tomorrow afternoon for some thoughts on the events in Pittsburgh today, which might have been the headline of this blog post had this game not gone off the rails.

Bye for now,

jb
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Nerf, Gibbons, Wheeling Call-Ups, Etc. 5/15

May 15th, 2014

12 Comments

Your Providence fun fact of the day. There’s a big Hasbro office building right across the street from the Dunkin’ Donuts Center, but I don’t think you can just walk in and buy a Nerf ball right off the assembly line. They have a factory near Springfield, Mass. and one in Ireland and a bunch of places they sub-contract with in China.

Now, down to business.

– As you might expect on the day between a double overtime game and a set of back-to-back games, the Penguins had an optional practice today. Twelve players on the ice, including defensemen Philip Samuelsson (lower body) and Scott Harrington (lower body), who are working their way back from injuries. No Andrew Ebbett (upper body), so I wouldn’t expect him this weekend.

– As of early this afternoon, Brian Gibbons was en route to Providence. He missed some games in the Columbus series with an injury, but coach John Hynes said Pittsburgh wouldn’t have assigned him to WBS if he weren’t healthy. He did say, however, that the coaching staff wants to sit down and talk to Gibbons before writing his name on the lineup card for Game 4. More on that online and in the paper tomorrow.

– Derrick Pouliot is also believed to be en route to Providence, but I don’t have confirmation on that. If he’s healthy and up to speed, it wouldn’t shock me to see him in the Game 4 or 5 lineup, especially if Harrington is still out.

– Tom Kuhnhackl, Peter Merth and Dustin Stevenson are on their way up from Wheeling to join the black aces now that the Nailers have been ousted from the Kelly Cup playoffs. Hynes said there would have been a couple more guys called up, but they’re not healthy.

– Hotel rooms are a bit scarce in Providence this weekend because of graduations. The Penguins therefore, had to stay at one hotel Tuesday and Wednesday nights and then move to another hotel, within walking distance, for the rest of the trip. I happened to be sitting in my car, parked at a meter on the street, while the exodus was going on. I absolutely can’t stand this cliche when editors use it in a headline, but in this case, all I could think of while they walked by was March of the Penguins.

– People have been asking me about Hynes as far as a replacement for Dan Bylsma, should one be needed. I’ll give my take. Hynes is absolutely ready to be a head coach in the NHL. His teams are well prepared and well drilled. He seems to be able to communicate effectively with both young players and veterans. Is the right fit in Pittsburgh? That’s a harder question to answer. If the Penguins want a coach who will run shorter, more fun practices and video sessions, he isn’t their guy. If they want a team that plays a well-structured game and doesn’t give up many scoring chances, he’s perfect.

– People have also asked me where Gibbons fits into the lineup, should he be dressed tomorrow. The only thing I’d say is that he should play with Jayson Megna. Those two have chemistry. Beyond that, Hynes has been shaking up his line combinations pretty regularly in the playoffs. I don’t expect that to change too much.

Bye for now,

jb
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Game 3: WBS 5, Providence 4 (2OT) 5/14

May 14th, 2014

8 Comments

Three games in and this has already been one hell of a series.

In Game 1, you have a Providence blowout. In Game 2, you had a Penguins blowout. In Game 3, you had both. Then Simon Despres scored 6:32 into overtime to give the Penguins a 5-4 win and a 2-1 lead in the series. Game 4 is Friday.

First, some detail on the overtime winner.

Brendan Mikkelson took a shot from the left wing. The rebound caromed over to Despres near the right half-wall. Goalie Niklas Svedberg was slow to react to the change in direction — Was he held up? Did he not know where the puck was? I’m not sure — and Despres shot into an essentially empty cage. Despres said the puck was rolling, so all he did was whip it toward the net and hope for a bounce. He got one.

The WBS Penguins have played five multiple overtime games in team history. Despres has won two of them, also scored in the second overtime in Game 5 of a second-round series with St. John’s two years ago. The other winning goal scorers in the multiple OT games were Alexandre Mathieu vs. Hershey in 2011, Colby Armstrong vs. Binghamton in 2005 and Alexandre Giroux for Hershey in 2007.

Coach John Hynes said something interesting about Despres’ penchant for scoring double OT goals. He said he’s the kind of defenseman who wants to make a big play. Sometimes that gets him into trouble and sometimes it works out exactly as he planned.

There were tons of other twists and turns in overtime — a Tom Kostopoulos slashing call, an Adam Payerl shorthanded breakaway that Svedberg stopped — but the major momentum swings happened in regulation.

Chuck Kobasew scored to give the Penguins a 1-0 lead. Because that’s what he does. He has at least one goal in 14 of his 19 games in a WBS uniform. Remarkable.

Then the first major momentum swing. A roughing call behind the play on Harrison Ruopp and a Seth Griffith power-play goal to tie it. Then former Penguins defenseman Joe Morrow picked up a rebound, danced up the left wing and got a backhand shot past Peter Mannino. Great individual effort.

Intermission didn’t slow the P-Bruins. Blake Parlett scored from the blue line 15 seconds into the third and Alexander Khokhlachev tipped in a Mike Moore shot from the point 51 seconds later. It was 4-1 Providence and Hynes said the Penguins were skating in mud.

Unexpectedly, the momentum swung dramatically in favor of the Penguins after defenseman Chris Casto was called for tripping at 7:31 of the third period.

Tom Kostopoulos tipped in a Mikkelson shot six seconds into the power play. Despres scored on a shot from the right point past a Zach Sill screen at 12:10. Brian Dumoulin bulled his way down the right wing and sent a centering pass to the front of the net, where Conor Sheary lifted it over Svedberg to tie the score 4-4 at 14:09.

A stunning comeback and a great game for the speedy Sheary, who had a goal and two assists.

Michael Cignoli and I talked on the most recent Penguins Pit podcast about whether momentum can carry over in a series from game to game. We agreed that it’s pretty rare, but this might end up being one of those cases. Blow a three-goal lead with 13 minutes left and lose in double overtime? It will take remarkable mental toughness for Providence to come back from that.

Two personnel notes before I go. Ruopp was in the game for Scott Harrington, who is day to day with a lower-body injury. Also, Hynes said he’ll be able to say if the organization plans to send Brian Gibbons down tomorrow. So stay tuned for that.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 5/14

May 14th, 2014

1 Comment

Greetings, everyone. It’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

In this special mid-week edition, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you ready for Games 3, 4 and 5 of the Eastern Conference semifinal series between the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Providence Bruins, the first of which is tonight in Providence. They recap Games 1 and 2 of the series, which the teams split, and talk about the personnel changes that will affect the Penguins. They also have a conversation about playoff momentum and highlight the key storylines as the series shifts to Rhode Island.

Their guest this week is forward Jayson Megna, who was sent down by the Pittsburgh Penguins before the series started. Megna talks about his time in the NHL and getting the chance to slot back into a top-six role for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton as the playoffs continue.

There’s a lot more hockey analysis and discussion inside, so click the player or link below to listen. There won’t be a podcast this Friday, as Jonathan will be in Providence covering the games, so stay tuned for an announcement on when the show will return to the airwaves.

PenguinsPit051414
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Practice report 5/13

May 13th, 2014

2 Comments

The news of the day came after WBS Penguins practice ended at Coal Street this morning, with Providence’s Bobby Robins being suspended for three games for leaving the penalty box during a dust-up in Game 2 Saturday night.

Robins didn’t leave the penalty box to join an altercation, per se, in that he didn’t start throwing punches or anything – no one did – but there was an altercation of some sort going on and he left the penalty box and was involved with it. I guess that equals three games.

Also, Jared Knight had his 10-minute misconduct upgraded to a game misconduct. There’s no immediate suspension there, but if he accumulates game misconducts, there could be one down the line.

The loss of Robins is a blow for the P-Bruins. Not a devastating blow, but he’s an effective player. He’s not one of these heavyweights who plays three shifts and fights on two of them. He is a strong physical forechecker and shift disturber.

I think the penalty is a little harsh for what he actually did. I don’t know. I guess leaving the penalty bench to join an altercation is leaving the penalty bench to join an altercation.

Meanwhile, the Penguins practiced for about an hour, mostly working on special teams, and boarded a bus bound for Providence.

No further updates on Andrew Ebbett and Philip Samuelsson, so consider them questionable for tomorrow.

Derrick Pouliot, whose Portland Winterhawks were eliminated in Game 7 of the Western Hockey League finals last night, is expected to join the Penguins later this week, coach John Hynes said. They’ll have to assess where he is physically after a long playoff run in the WHL, but if he checks out, I expect Pouliot to come right in and play on the power play. That’s the kind of player he is.

More fun computer training today, so that’s it for now. I’ll check in tomorrow from Providence.

Bye for now,

jb
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Practice report 5/12

May 12th, 2014

7 Comments

Just a basic practice report today, as I’m headed to an exciting training session this afternoon to learn how to use our new computer system.

An optional practice for the WBS Penguins, but a well-attended one. Assistant coach Alain Nasreddine was running things, but head coach John Hynes was out there too. Twenty-one players, by my count, including Philip Samuelsson in regular uniform instead of the red, no-contact jersey.

That’s pretty much the extent of the injury update, which is what you expect at this time of year. Hynes said both Samuelsson (lower body) and center Andrew Ebbett (upper body) are questionable for Game 3 at Providence on Wednesday night.

Meanwhile, on the West Coast, Portland plays Edmonton in Game 7 of the Western Hockey League finals tonight. If Edmonton wins, Hynes said the plan is for defenseman Derrick Pouliot to report to WBS.

I also asked Hynes if the plan is for Brian Gibbons to report to WBS should Pittsburgh lose Game 7 against the Rangers. He said he and management hadn’t discussed that yet. I can see why. Not a topic they probably want to talk about in Pittsburgh right now.

I don’t expect there will be any suspensions coming out of the third period of Game 2 Saturday night. I saw Bobby Robins left the penalty box after being led there by an official and there are reports Jared Knight left the bench, but they didn’t really join an altercation after that. Like, they were milling around, but no punches were thrown or anything. All Hynes said was that he expects the league will review the situation because that’s what they do in the playoffs.

Online and in the paper tomorrow, look for a discussion of the role momentum has played in the series so far and a look at Jayson Megna’s transition from NHL to AHL and right wing to center. There have been 11 goals scored so far in the first two games of the series, and six of them came in two, short, three-goal outbursts, one for each team. I’d say the team that manages in-game momentum better is going to win the series.

Bye for now,

jb
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Game 2: WBS 6, Providence 1 5/10

May 10th, 2014

4 Comments

After Game 1 of the Eastern Conference semifinals last night, I asked WBS Penguins coach John Hynes if he thought it would be easy or hard to fix the problems that led to a 4-0 loss to the Providence Bruins. Here’s what he said.

“We have to make a few decisions of how we want to play certain situations, but it’s not really hard. You just have to make sure you’re ready to go.”

The Penguins were ready to go tonight.

In a complete reversal of fortune from the night before, the Penguins blew out Providence 6-1 to tie the series at a game apiece. Game 3 is Wednesday in Providence.

Anton Zlobin, making his return after missing more than a week with an upper-body injury, had two goals and an assist. Brian Dumoulin had a goal and two assists and leads all AHL defensemen in playoff scoring with eight points in six games. Tom Kostopoulos, Chuck Kobasew, Simon Despres and Brendan Mikkelson had two-point nights.

This might sound weird, because the Penguins broke the game open with three goals in the final 4:02 of the second period, but I thought the key to their victory tonight was their performance in the first period. They got pucks deep, established a forecheck, buzzed around the Providence net and killed a few penalties. The game was scoreless, but the Penguins had to be confident in the way they were playing.

In the second period, the teams first traded goals. Conor Sheary cleaned up the juicy rebound of a Spencer Machacek shot from the right wing for his first pro goal. Justin Florek finished a clever spinning backhand pass from ex-Penguins winger Nick Johnson.

Then the Penguins used a quick-strike avalanche of offense to take control.

It started when a blocked Dumoulin shot from the right point bounced around the left faceoff circle until Nick Drazenovic settled it down and Zlobin whipped it past unsuspecting goalie Niklas Svedberg at 15:58.

The Penguins then tacked on two power-play goals. A rebound of a Mikkelson shot from the right point kicked all the way out to Zlobin at the left faceoff dot for a goal at 16:44. Kobasew tipped in a waist-high Despres wrister with 52.1 seconds to go. It was 4-1 and that was basically that.

Svedberg was pulled after giving up a bad-angle power-play goal to Kostopoulos early in the third. Svedberg is an interesting character. He’s a really talented goalie, capable of long stretches of flawless play, but he’s also a little bit flighty. He’ll go on some puck-handling adventures and his body language in the crease is odd. He’s good, but I think he provides a little more excitement than most coaches want from their goalie.

Malcom Subban came on in relief and got beat cleanly by a Dumoulin shot from the slot on the only shot he faced. During a dust-up early in the third, he skated out to the blue line and seemed to be challenging Peter Mannino to a fight. Mannino stayed in his crease and chuckled.

There were a bunch of flare-ups like that in the third period. Bobby Robins went after Mikkelson at one point. There were 118 penalty minutes handed out in the period, but curiously, no fighting majors. Ramps up the bad blood once the series shifts to Providence, I guess.

On the personnel side, just the one lineup change for the Penguins — Zlobin in for Carter Rowney — and a little bit of line juggling. At the start, Zlobin played with Drazenovic and Machacek and Jayson Megna centered Sheary and Kobasew as Andrew Ebbett remains out with an upper-body injury.

The Penguins are scheduled to have tomorrow off, then return to practice Monday. Expect the next blog update then, unless it turns into an optional, then expect it Tuesday.

Bye for now,

jb
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Game 1: Providence 4, WBS 0 5/9

May 9th, 2014

0 Comments

Here’s a quote from coach John Hynes from after Monday’s practice.

“Going into a series, you’ve got to understand what the strengths of a particular team are. We had a lot of respect for Providence, but early in that series, they took it to us on the power play, took it to us on the forecheck, and those are things we have to make sure we’re prepared for.”

Put that one in the message-not-received file.

Providence took a 1-0 lead in the first two minutes, scored on three consecutive shots in a 56-second span later in the first period and cruised to a 4-0 victory in Game 1 of the Eastern Conference semifinals tonight. Game 2 is tomorrow at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Here’s a quick breakdown of the four Providence goals in the first 8:03.

After a turnover on the breakout, Matt Lindblad collected a puck at the left half-wall and threw it to the far post, where a driving Alexander Khokhlachev knocked it in.

After a Scott Harrington holding call, Khokhlachev made a pass from the right-wing corner to Craig Cunningham at the bottom of the left circle on the power play.

After a bad pinch, Nick Johnson collected a puck in the left-wing corner and passed to a driving Andrew Cherniwchan at the far post for a goal.

Then Khokhlachev kept it himself on a two-on-one break and scored from the left wing to make it 4-0. Ballgame.

As you can see, from a Penguins perspective, the problems weren’t concentrated in one area. They did a whole bunch of things wrong for about half a period.

From a Providence perspective, these guys are on a roll. Going back to Game 5 against Springfield, they’ve scored nine straight goals. One particular takeaway is the Lindblad-Khokhlachev-Griffith line. They looked dangerous, especially Khokhlachev, who has emerged as a game-breaking offensive player.

The funny thing about it is that Binghamton had a few game-breaking offensive players too. Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Stephane Da Costa come to mind. The Penguins held the B-Sens to a total of three goals over the final six periods plus of a first-round series. Then one week later, in the very same building, Providence is scoring four goals in nine minutes on them.

Why? What was the difference? Beats me. It’s a funny game.

A couple of personnel notes. Andrew Ebbett did not play due to an upper-body injury. Spencer Machacek was back in the lineup after a two-game stint as a veteran scratch and Jayson Megna slotted into the vacant top-six center spot between Harry Zolnierczyk and Adam Payerl. Nick Drazenovic moved up with Conor Sheary and Chuck Kobasew. Anton Zlobin (upper body) did not play.

I suspect you’ll see a bunch of new line combinations, if not a slew of personnel changes, before Game 2 tomorrow.

Bye for now,

jb

Penguins Pit 5/9

May 9th, 2014

2 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Providence Bruins are set to begin their Eastern Conference semifinal series tonight, and hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli spend this week’s episode breaking down the best-of-seven series. They also take a look back at the Penguins’ opening-round victory against the Binghamton Senators, examining what went right and what went wrong.

Their guest this week is Penguins captain Tom Kostopoulos, who offers his insights on the upcoming series and the roles the Penguins’ veterans and rookies were playing in the first round, among other topics. There’s a lot more analysis and discussion inside too, including Jonathan’s and Michael’s predictions for the series, so click the player or link below to tune in.

As a programming note, this episode of the podcast was recorded on Wednesday night, so the commentary on players reflects the teams’ rosters at that particular time. The next episode of Penguins Pit will be available to download here Wednesday, before Game 3.

PenguinsPit050914
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Then again, aren’t we all? 5/8

May 8th, 2014

4 Comments

You know that system that the NFL has for describing injuries? If you’re a fantasy football player or gambler, you’re probably familiar with how it works. Probable means a guy is almost definitely going to play. Questionable means he’ll probably play but he might not. Doubtful means there’s very little chance he plays. Out means he’s out.

WBS Penguins coach John Hynes seems to use a similar system, albeit with very different terminology. It goes something like this. Maintenance Day = Probable. Day to Day = Questionable. Week to Week = Doubtful. Out = Out.

With that as backdrop, Andrew Ebbett (upper body) didn’t practice today and was more or less downgraded from Maintenance Day to Day to Day. It’s not altogether shocking. Ebbett has been covered with ice after games lately. But it’s obviously a pretty big deal, since the Ebbett-Kobasew combo has been one of the most dangerous in the league.

If Ebbett can’t go, it seems obvious to me that Spencer Machacek, who sat the last two games of the Binghamton series as the veteran scratch, would be in the lineup. The question, however, would be who moves up as a top-six center. I asked Hynes about his plans after practice. There are tons of options. He could dress Mike Carman and bump Carter Rowney or Zach Sill up a line. He could move Jayson Megna, Adam Payerl or even Kobasew to the middle. His answer made me think Ebbett probably plays tomorrow.

“That’s something I think we’ll discuss a little bit. I didn’t want to spend too much time on it because we’re not necessarily planning on him being out, but it is something this afternoon that we’ll talk about. If it comes to that, we’ll make sure we’re ready.”

Elsewhere on the injury front, Anton Zlobin shed the red, Russian Penguins no-contact jersey and was in regular uniform for practice today. Hynes said he should be good to go tomorrow. Philip Samuelsson skated in a red jersey and looked like he was getting around pretty well. Hynes said he’s out for this weekend, but he would be re-evaluated next week.

The Penguins were working on special teams pretty much the whole time I was watching practice today, so I don’t have any good answers for who plays with whom given the roster changes that have or might happen. For Game 4 against Binghamton, it went something like this up front:

Sheary-Ebbett-Kobasew

 Zolnierczyk-Drazenovic-Kostopoulos

 Uher-Rowney-Payerl

 Farnham-Sill-Rust

Megna for Rust is a pretty easy swap, but after that, it gets more interesting. If Zlobin and PL3 are in, who is out?

I have a feeling this isn’t the last of the personnel juggling we’ll see in this series, largely because Pittsburgh and Boston are two of the eight teams still playing in the NHL. Boston, for instance, called up scorer Matt Fraser and sent down power forward Justin Florek in his place today.

Florek is a 6-4 guy with skill, no slouch by any stretch of the imagination, but I think the swap is a small net loss for the P-Bruins. That’s just because I think pretty highly of Matt Fraser. Maybe it’s because he was undrafted or maybe because he played his first two AHL seasons in the Western Conference, but Fraser seems to kind of fly under the radar. He scores a ton of goals, 90 in 179 AHL games over the last three seasons. Those are practically Kobasew-style numbers.

So, a trivia question. As far as I can tell, only two players have scored a total of at least 80 goals in the AHL over the last three seasons. Fraser is one. The other is a former Pittsburgh Penguin. Name him. (For the answer, check out the Penguins Pit podcast tomorrow.)

As always, check online or in the paper tomorrow for my prediction for the series. I started working on it already and it’s not your average prediction column. I got a little esoteric with this one. Hope you get a kick out of it.

Bye for now,

jb
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The Best Defense 5/7

May 7th, 2014

5 Comments

I was on another assignment this morning, so there won’t be a full-fledged blog update until after tomorrow’s practice, but I had a couple preview notes for the Providence series that I wanted to share.

– Based on regular-season stats, the Penguins come into this playoff series with a better defense and a worse offense than their opponents. (WBS: 206 GF-185 GA. PRO: 233 GF-210 GA)

Know how many consecutive WBS playoff series that sentence could apply to? Ten. Every single playoff opponent the Penguins have had in the last five years has scored more goals and allowed more goals than the Penguins did in the regular season.

It’s not hard to get a handle on why that’s the case. In recent years, the Penguins have focused on defense in the draft and, probably more importantly, John Hynes is a coach who demands responsible two-way play.

It’s a 180-degree turnaround from the early days of the WBS franchise, incidentally. From 2000-05, the Penguins played 10 playoff series. They came in with a better offense and a worse defense in nine of those 10 series.

– This is probably the most veteran team the Penguins have ever had in the playoffs. Their captain, No. 1 goalie and top two scorers are 30 or older. That’s obviously never happened before. Last year, you had captain Joey Mormina, Derek Nesbitt and Warren Peters. In 2007-08, it was captain Alain Nasreddine and Dennis Bonvie. In 2005-06, it was Bonvie and Chris Kelleher. Those were important players, but they didn’t match the total impact of Tom Kostopoulos, Peter Mannino, Chuck Kobasew and Andrew Ebbett this year. More on the impact of the 30-somethings — and the contributions rookies have made — online and in the paper tomorrow.

– With the news this week that Abbotsford is moving to Glens Falls when Adirondack moves to Allentown next year, realignment is in the spotlight. How the hell is the league going to align this collection of aberrant geography?

Canada (3): Toronto, Hamilton, Thunder Bay or Wherever The Ice Caps End Up

 New England (7): Manchester, Providence, Worcester, Portland, Springfield, Hartford, Bridgeport

 New York (6): Albany, Adirondack, Binghamton, Syracuse, Rochester, Utica

 Pennsylvania (3): Penguins, Hershey, Lehigh Valley

 Southeast (2): Norfolk, Charlotte

 Midwest (6): Lake Erie, Chicago, Grand Rapids, Milwaukee, Rockford, Iowa

 Southwest (3): Oklahoma City, Texas, San Antonio

I know some people like to play around with this stuff on the back of a napkin. Throw your suggestions in the comments if you’d like.

Bye for now,

jb
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Guess the Little Leaguer 5/6

May 6th, 2014

8 Comments

I overheard a conversation after practice today about some of the WBS Penguins attending the RailRiders game tonight against the Indianapolis Fighting Gregory Polancos. It got me thinking. If a Penguins player were asked to throw out the first pitch, who would get the nod? Hockey players sometimes look shaky in situations like that because they’re not accustomed to baseball’s throwing motion. In years past, it probably would have been Robert Bortuzzo, who was a good ballplayer in his youth. But who from this year’s team?

As it turns out, the answer is very clear. One player on the active WBS roster played for Canada in the 2000 Little League World Series in Williamsport. I found a picture on the Internet. Guess who it is. (I’ll put the answer in the comments later tonight, after you’ve had a chance to guess.).

Can you believe this is the same person?

canada2          hz

Anyway, just a few notes from today as the build-up to the Providence series is generally as quiet as the build-up to the Binghamton series was.

– Anton Zlobin did some skating in a red no-contact jersey. Coach John Hynes said he’s making progress in his return from an upper-body injury. It made me wonder what happens to Conor Sheary. I think the kid may have played well enough in the last two games of the Binghamton series to stay in the lineup even when Zlobin returns. What do you think?

– Andrew Ebbett didn’t practice. Hynes said he was fine. In modern hockey lingo, they call it a maintenance day.

– I also wonder if Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond might be a good lineup addition for the Providence series. He could be effective punishing opposing D on the forecheck, which often proves critical in a seven-game series, and he could handle business if Bobby Robins becomes a factor. In games against the Penguins last year, Robins fought Philip Samuelsson, Alex Grant and Adam Payerl. No offense to those three guys, but Leblond is probably better equipped to handle those type of confrontations.

– The Penguins will continue the promotion where they give out a free ticket for kids 14 and under with each paid adult. Whatever they did to get bodies in the building for the first round against Binghamton, it worked pretty well. First off, the crowds were loud. Second, here are AHL average attendance leaders from the first round.

GRAND RAPIDS 7,417 

ALBANY 7,299 

MANCHESTER 7,224 

PENGUINS 6,614 

ST. JOHN’S 6,287 

– I’ve been reading some opinions from the New York-Pittsburgh series that say that fatigue is no excuse for the Rangers. I couldn’t disagree more. I think those opinions are coming from people who haven’t watched as many three-in-threes as people like us who follow the AHL have. A team playing the back end of a five-in-seven is going to have less jump than a team that’s not. That’s fact. It’s not an insurmountable disadvantage, but it’s definitely a disadvantage. I’m not trying to rain on the parade of Pittsburgh fans who are excited about the defense the Penguins have played the last two games. It was impressive. All I’m saying is it will be a lot harder to shut down the rested Rangers in Game 5 than it was in the previous two games.

– Online and in the paper tomorrow, check out a story on the Penguins’ Brown boys, Harry Zolnierczyk and Bobby Farnham, who will return to their old college town this series. They’re both colorful characters, fun to write about.

Bye for now,

jb
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Providence preparations 5/5

May 5th, 2014

5 Comments

Some notes from practice today as the WBS Penguins begin a week of preparation for a second-round series against Providence:

– Start with a quick injury update. Anton Zlobin did not practice today, but coach John Hynes said it’s likely he plays against Providence. Philip Samuelsson is off crutches and is getting around well. Hynes said there’s a chance Samuelsson could return against the P-Bruins, but the Penguins aren’t counting on it. Also, Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers (lower body) has been ruled out for the rest of the postseason. Peter Mannino, Matt Murray and Eric Hartzell all practiced with the main group today.

– After losing the first two games of a second-round series at home, the ECHL’S Wheeling Nailers are in Greenville, S.C., for games Tuesday, Thursday and Friday. Hynes said he had not yet talked to management about whether WBS would be sending anyone down to get some postseason experience and help out the Nailers a little bit. Because they haven’t been practicing with the main group, I’d say the most likely candidates, should management want to take that route, are amateur tryouts Scott Wilson, Josh Archibald and Bryan Rust.

– Hynes was asked about the decision to sit Mike Carman for the last two games of the Binghamton series, even though he had a goal and an assist in Game 2. I wanted to share his answer because it’s probably pretty applicable every time Hynes scratches a veteran player in the postseason.

“When we make the lineup decisions, any guy that we’ve sat out brings a certain element to our team. As you continue to move on in the series, sometimes you look at the skill sets of different guys and you want to have a variety in your lineup. Michael came in and did a great job and played real well. He almost helped us win a game. We feel real comfortable with him being in the lineup. But he’s a certain type of player and has a certain skill set. Sometimes they’re tough decisions to make, but you want to try to round out your roster where you have quality depth and some different elements to your team, particularly as a series goes on.”

– I tried to get all the talk about last year’s Providence series out of the way today, since frankly, it’s not actually going to have a lot of bearing on the upcoming matchup. Of the 23 players Providence used in the series last year, eight remain. For the Penguins, it’s seven of 24, and that number is a little bit skewed. Dominik Uher played one game in the series last year, Bobby Farnham played three and Samuelsson is hurt. So what you’re really talking about as Penguins hold-overs from that series are Brian Dumoulin, Reid McNeill, Zach Sill and Adam Payerl. Online and in the paper tomorrow, they’ll share what that series taught them about playoff hockey.

– When looking back on that series, I was surprised by a stat. I knew the series turned in a lot of respects once Brad Thiessen replaced Jeff Zatkoff in net, but I forgot just how stark and instantaneous that change was. Zatkoff allowed 12 goals in about 80 minutes, a 9.07 GAA. Thiessen allowed four in 342 minutes, a 0.70 GAA.

– With most of those look-back questions out of the way, we can break down the upcoming series in a more in-depth fashion the rest of the week.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS vs. Providence

May 3rd, 2014

5 Comments

In an unlikely turn of events, the WBS Penguins will have home-ice advantage in the second round of the Calder Cup playoffs. Here, see for yourself.

Friday, May 9: at Penguins, 7:05

 Saturday, May 10: at Penguins, 7:05

 Wednesday, May 14: at Providence, 7:05

 Friday, May 16: at Providence, 7:05

 Saturday, May 17: at Providence, 7:05*

 Monday, May 19: at Penguins, 7:05*

 Wednesday, May 21: at Penguins, 7:05*

 *-if necessary

Second-round pairings were finalized after a pretty wild Game 5 between Providence and Springfield tonight. Neither starting goalie — Providence’s Malcolm Subban or Springfield’s Mike McKenna — made it out of the first period. Former Penguins captain Ryan Craig scored twice as Springfield took a 3-1 lead. Seth Griffith had two goals as the P-Bruins scored three unanswered to take the lead for good. That was all in the first period.

When the dust settled, former Penguins defenseman Joe Morrow had a goal and two assists and seventh-seeded Providence had a 6-3 win. That means all three division winners — first-seeded Manchester, second-seeded Springfield and third-seeded Binghamton — were ousted in the first round. It also means the Penguins are the second-highest seed remaining, which means they get home ice in the conference semifinals. Fourth-seeded St. John’s meets eighth-seeded Norfolk in the other semifinal.

As you can see from the schedule, there will be plenty of time to break down the series this week, but I’m pretty sure I know what one of the storylines will be. Revenge. In the same round last season against Providence, the Penguins became the third team in AHL history to win a best-of-seven series after losing the first three games.

Bye for now,

jb
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Game 4: WBS 5, Binghamton 1 5/2

May 2nd, 2014

8 Comments

There’s two ways to approach this one — sentimental or practical.

If I were to write a sentimental lead, it would read something like this.

WILKES-BARRE TWP. — With less than 30 seconds left in Friday’s game, winger Bobby Farnham dropped to a knee to get in front of a blast of a Cody Ceci slap shot from the left point. Farnham got up hobbling the tell-tale hobble of a player who just blocked a shot in the playoffs.

Did Farnham’s play have much of an impact on the outcome of the game? Not at all. The Penguins were up four goals at that point and had already basically punched their ticket to the second round.

Was it symbolic? Absolutely. The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins used a gritty effort to earn a 5-1 win at the Mohegan Sun Arena, closing out the Binghamton Senators in four games in a best-of-five first-round series.

It was a dramatic turnaround for a Penguins team that finished four points behind Binghamton in the race for the East Division title, getting thumped 6-2 in a crucial matchup during the final weekend of the regular season.

If I were to write a practical lead, it would be more like this.

WILKES-BARRE TWP. — They don’t have a parade for teams that advance to the second round of the Calder Cup playoffs.

So the Binghamton Senators decided to throw one of their own for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Friday night.

A parade to the penalty box.

Binghamton was called for six straight penalties in a 13-minute span through the first period and into the second and the Penguins scored two power-play goals to propel themselves to a 5-1 victory at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Both approaches are accurate. The Penguins did play a very solid game. They deserved the win, no question. But the fact that there was a long stretch of the game where every call went against the B-Sens didn’t help their cause.

If you break down the calls individually, it’s hard to fault Jamie Koharski and Mark Lemelin too much. There were two over-the-glass delay of game calls and a high-stick in there, which are usually automatic. But six straight penalties on one team is rare. To say it didn’t shape the course of the game would be foolish.

The Penguins scored on two of the power plays. Chuck Kobasew’s one-timer from the left circle off a cross-ice pass from Andrew Ebbett went in and out of the net so fast that it required video review. Brian Dumoulin scored on a slap shot from the top of the left circle on a 5-on-3 in the second.

Given all the penalties they had to kill, the B-Sens probably had to be somewhat pleased they were only down 2-0 at that point. The Penguins, however, scored twice in final 11 minutes of the second period to put the game away.

Dominik Uher scored on a seemingly harmless wrister from the right half-wall and Ebbett scored on a breakaway after Kobasew swatted a puck away from defenseman Chris Wideman.

The B-Sens kept up the pressure in the third, getting a Shane Prince goal on the power play, but they never really threatened. Harry Zolnierczyk iced it with an empty netter with 2:07 left.

As many people have reminded me, I picked Binghamton to win the series. Now is the part where I admit I was wrong. The Penguins did a much better job defending Binghamton’s quick, dangerous forwards than I thought they would. They did so by playing sound, rugged playoff hockey. It’s different than regular-season hockey. I should have taken that into account.

Two quick personnel notes before I go. Coach John Hynes said Anton Zlobin is day to day with an upper body injury, and his availability for round two depends on when it starts. ATO Bryan Rust was in for Zlobin tonight. I thought Mike Carman would get that nod, but he didn’t. Hynes said Carman is healthy. Going with Rust was just a coach’s decision.

Now a look ahead. Springfield plays Providence in a first-round Game 5 tomorrow. If Springfield wins, the Penguins get St. John’s in the second round and open on the road. If Providence wins, the Penguins get the P-Bruins and have home-ice advantage. Check out the blog tomorrow night for an update on that front.

Bye for now,

jb
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Playoff wins list 5/2

May 2nd, 2014

3 Comments

How about a pre-game chart today? As per NDMike’s request, the playoff win-loss record for every team in the AHL since 2000, ranked in order of wins. If a town had two different teams (i.e. the St. John’s Maple Leafs and St. John’s Ice Caps), I just grouped them together.

 W-L 

PENGUINS 93-80 

HERSHEY 79-56 

CHICAGO 74-49 

HAMILTON 73-56 

PROVIDENCE 60-57 

MANITOBA 57-52 

HOUSTON 56-54 

MILWAUKEE 55-53 

HARTFORD 53-55 

GRAND RAPIDS 44-40 

NORFOLK 37-36 

PHILADELPHIA 36-33 

SYRACUSE 35-32 

ROCHESTER 35-42 

PORTLAND 34-44 

MANCHESTER 33-48 

TORONTO 32-30 

WORCESTER 28-36 

BINGHAMTON 27-24 

BRIDGEPORT 25-31 

TEXAS 23-19 

OKLAHOMA CITY 20-20 

ST JOHNS 16-23 

SAINT JOHN 15-7 

CINCINNATI 12-16 

LOWELL 12-20 

ABBOTSFORD 11-13 

ALBANY 11-17 

CHARLOTTE 10-11 

SPRINGFIELD 10-13 

IOWA 9-10 

ROCKFORD 7-13 

SAN ANTONIO 7-13 

CLEVELAND 4-5 

KENTUCKY 4-8 

QUEBEC 4-11 

LAKE ERIE 3-4 

PEORIA 3-12 

OMAHA 2-4 

UTAH 2-5 

LOUISVILLE 1-3 
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Penguins Pit 5/2

May 2nd, 2014

Comments Off

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

In this episode, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli switch things up a bit while previewing tonight’s Game 4 of the Eastern Conference quarterfinal series between the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Binghamton Senators. The episode features postgame reactions from Penguins coach John Hynes, goalie Peter Mannino and forwards Conor Sheary and Chuck Kobasew that were recorded following the team’s 3-2 win over Binghamton in Game 3 on Wednesday night. In addition to those four interviews, Jonathan and Michael reflect on the overtime win in Game 3 and look ahead to what the Penguins need to do to close out the best-of-five series at home this evening. There’s a lot more hockey analysis and discussion inside too, so click the link or player below to listen.

PenguinsPit050214
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Game 3: WBS 3, Binghamton 2 (OT) 4/30

April 30th, 2014

12 Comments

We sometimes engage in hyperbole in the playoffs when we talk about how critical a particular save was, but I think it’s safe to play this one up.

Peter Mannino made a stop in overtime tonight that pretty much saved the series for the WBS Penguins.

About six minutes into the third straight overtime games between the teams, a puck eluded Chuck Kobasew on the right half-wall in the defensive zone. Binghamton picked it up and advanced it toward the net. The puck bpunced directly onto the stick of Wacey Hamilton at the left post. He had about three-quarters of a net to shoot at. Mannino lunged to his right, threw up his stick and somehow knocked the shot away.

Less than a minute later, at the other end of the ice, amateur tryout Conor Sheary, playing in his first pro playoff game, looped back around the right point and wristed a puck on net. Kobasew tipped it past goalie Andrew Hammond and inside the left post and the Penguins had a 3-2 win. They can close out the series in Game 4 Friday night at home.

Having Sheary in the lineup was an unusual move by coach John Hynes, but it obviously turned out to be the right one. Sheary is probably the least heralded of the WBS ATOs, but he’s quick and he plays a mature game.

When Anton Zlobin took a boarding hit from Mark Borowiecki in the first period and left the game, Sheary found himself on a line with Chuck Kobasew and Andrew Ebbett and their billions of games of pro experience. It turned out to be a pretty good combo.

Hynes said he didn’t have an update on Zlobin’s condition after the game. My guess is upper body, day to day, but that’s just a guess.

Beyond the critical sequence in overtime, special teams played a big role in the game again, but not exactly in a traditional way, at least not early. In the first period, the Penguins scored on a 5-on-3 and Binghamton answered with a shorthanded goal 21 seconds later.

Nick Drazenovic, back in the lineup after sitting out Game 2 as the veteran scratch, scored on a knee-drop one-timer from the bottom of the right circle off a cross-ice feed from Kobasew. On the next shift, Binghamton’s penalty killers took down Simon Despres at the blue line and took off on a two-on-one. Corey Cowick kept it himself and scored from the right wing.

In the traditional way special teams affect a playoff game, neither team scored a 5-on-4 power-play goal. I think the Penguins would take that any day, given how dangerous Binghamton’s power play is.

With the score tied 1-1, the Penguins killed two penalties, one late in the first and one early in the second, then eventually took a 2-1 lead on an Adam Payerl even-strength goal late in the second.

At the end of a messy shift that saw Binghamton shoot wide on an odd-man rush, Payerl muscled a puck out of the D zone at the left point. Rowney picked it up, drove up the right wing and left a drop pass for Payerl, who picked a corner from the top of the right circle.

I thought the Penguins outplayed Binghamton pretty significantly in the third period. They outshot the B-Sens 10-7 and outchanced them by a much larger margin. Credit to Hammond, who held his ground and kept his team in position to take advantage of a break.

It came at 10:38 of the third period. Darren Kramer, skating up the left wing, tried to get a puck to the net, but it deflected off a defenseman’s skate directly to Jim O’Brien on the right wing, who was coming late into the zone. He scored to tie it at 2-2, setting up the overtime theatrics.

I called Mannino’s stop a series saver, and I don’t think that’s an exaggeration. If that puck goes in, the Penguins have to win Game 4 at home Friday and Game 5 at Binghamton on Monday. That’s a big ask.

Binghamton’s not done by any means. If they find a way to win Friday, they’ll know they’re heading to the friendly confines of the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena for Game 5. It’s a slightly less steep climb than the Penguins would have faced.

Penguins have an optional practice scheduled for tomorrow, so expect the next full-fledged blog update after Game 4. Until then …

Bye for now,

jb

Penguins Pit 4/30

April 30th, 2014

Comments Off

Greetings, everyone.

It’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit. In this special mid-week episode, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you prepared for Game 3 of the Eastern Conference quarterfinal series between the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Binghamton Senators, which is scheduled for tonight at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Jonathan and Michael take a look back at Games 1 and 2 of the series, which is tied 1-1, and examine the major storylines heading into a pivotal Game 3. Their guest this week is Penguins center Zach Sill, who discusses everything from playoff attendance and the Penguins’ penalty kill to what it’s like to have to size up former teammate Alex Grant for a hit.

Jonathan and Michael also talk about the AHL’s video replay system, and how that played a major role in the outcome of Game 1.

There’s a lot more hockey analysis and discussion inside, too, so click the player below or link to listen. And regardless of the outcome of tonight’s game, Jonathan and Michael will be back with another episode on Friday morning to preview that evening’s Game 4.

PenguinsPit043014
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All Quiet 4/29

April 29th, 2014

6 Comments

WBS Penguins practice has been very quiet the last couple of days at the Toyota Sportsplex. Not in a playoff-shroud-of-secrecy way. More in a nothing-really-happening fashion. I apologize if these aren’t the most exciting news items in the world. Just to make it more interesting, one of them is completely made up.

– Spencer Machacek will be the veteran scratch for Game 3 tomorrow. It sucks for him, of course, because he hasn’t done anything to deserve a seat in the press box, but rules are rules. One of the six veterans has to be scratched.

– You’ve got a little bit of injury news coming out of Binghamton. Jim O’Brien is potentially returning after being out about six weeks. For the Penguins, nothing to report. I’m sure there are guys playing through pain, because that’s what hockey players do at this time of year, but every regular you’d expect to be at practice today was there.

– Conor Sheary has been practicing with the main group for a while now. Makes me wonder if he’s going to get into a game at some point this week.

– Donald Sterling, Johnny Manziel, Paul Simon and Edie Brickell will drop the ceremonial first puck before Game 3, but instead of a puck, it’s going to be a copy of the E.T. Atari cartridge.

– The Penguins were working on special teams the whole time I was taking notes today, which makes sense. They’re 0 for 8 on the power play so far in the series while Binghamton is 3 for 7. It’s not unusual for the Penguins to spend a big chunk of a practice working on special teams. They do it all the time. But it’s a critical part of the game at this time of year.

–  The stories I’m working on for the paper and online tomorrow are more interesting than this blog post, I promise. Had a cool conversation with Peter Mannino about goaltending in the playoffs. Plus there’s a new episode of Penguins Pit being released tomorrow. Be on the lookout for that.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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Mixed Feelings 4/28

April 28th, 2014

Comments Off

You know how I wrote the other night about the mixed feelings a road team has after it wins Game 1 of a playoff series then loses Game 2? I thought coach John Hynes summed up that mood in three short sentences after practice today at Coal Street.

“We’d like the results to be better. We like where the results are. Our game’s in a good spot, but it’s got to get better.”

It sounds like doubletalk, but it’s really not. It’s exactly where the Penguins are right now. They shored up some of the things that plagued them in four regular-season trips to Binghamton (like their starts) and they still need to shore up some other things (like the PK).

After those first two games looked nothing like the previous four at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena, it’s probably best to just throw the regular-season stats out the window at this point. But if you don’t want to, consider that Binghamton scored a grand total of six goals in four games at the Mohegan Sun Arena this season. Perhaps the B-Sens need to prove they can score on the road against the Penguins, just like the Penguins had to prove they could defend on the road against Binghamton.

– Game 3 Wednesday night will tell the story, of course. Since the AHL went back to five-game series in the first round in 2012, five series have been tied 1-1. The winner of Game 3 has won four of those five series.

– Tomorrow online and in the paper, I’ll have a story about one of the popular league-wide topics of conversation at this time of year: First-round attendance. It’s never good. My story doesn’t break any new ground in terms of analysis, but it gives an overview of the obstacles teams face and the ways they try to overcome them.

– One decision Hynes will have to make as the series shifts to Wilkes-Barre Twp. is whether he wants to get particular matchups against Binghamton’s top threats (the Mark Stone-Stephane Da Costa pairing, for example) all the time or just in specific situations. What would you do?

Get the pairing of 6-foot-4 Simon Despres and 6-foot-4 Reid McNeill out against them? Make them deal with the quick, annoying combo of Harry Zolnierczyk and Zach Sill? Make them worry about defending and put the Zlobin-Ebbett-Kobasew combination out against them? Force them to play down low in the D zone because that’s where the Payerl-Carman-Kostopoulos line spent a lot of its time in Game 2? Maybe you just roll all four lines and three D pairs until key situations pop up. Tons of options.

– Another decision Hynes has to make is with the veteran scratch. What would you do there? Spencer Machacek sat in Game 1 and Nick Drazenovic was out in Game 2.

I can’t imagine you’d throw Ebbett, Kostopoulos or Brendan Mikkelson into scratch consideration, given the key roles they’re playing. Drazenovic made more of an impact in Game 1 than Machacek did in Game 2, so it sounds like an easy decision, but Machacek had two really good scoring chances early in overtime that could have easily turned into the winning goal. Scratch Machacek and you might be sitting a guy who is on the verge of an offensive breakout. Again, tough decisions.

– Feel free to hit the comments if you want to give your take on any of the above topics. In the meantime, look for a special playoff edition of the Penguins Pit podcast previewing Games 3 and 4. It should be out Wednesday morning, if not sooner, and will probably include a chat with Zach Sill.

Bye for now,

jb
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Game 2: Binghamton 4, WBS 3 (OT) 4/26

April 26th, 2014

2 Comments

There was a big pile of stats to pick through after Game 1 of this series last night, but with the benefit of hindsight, one sticks out. The Penguins went 0 for 6 on the power play in that game while Binghamton went 1 for 4. It seemed to me that the Penguins were playing with special teams fire.

Turns out they were.

People might talk about the defensive-zone turnover that led to Mark Stone’s tying goal in the third period or the handful of unfinished chances the Penguins had in overtime before Stephane Da Costa ended it at 11:07, but the difference in this one was special teams.

Against the trend that had developed in the previous five games between these two teams in this building this season, the Penguins were taking it to Binghamton pretty good early in the game tonight. If they kept that momentum going, they were in good position to, against all odds, take the first two games of this series on the road. But Binghamton went 2 for 3 on the power play and the Penguins went 0 for 2 and that was your ballgame.

Here are the details.

Through two periods, the Penguins did everything they needed to do to win the game. They established a forecheck, got better goaltending than Binghamton did and even got a little lucky.

Chuck Kobasew camped out in the slot and tipped in a Brian Dumoulin shot to make it 1-0 less than five minutes in. Mike Carman took a pass from Adam Payerl on the end wall and centered to Tom Kostopoulos for a one-timer at the right dot to make it 2-1 at 11:03 of the first.

Luck came into play early in the second period. Kostopoulos rimmed a puck around the right boards, and it took a bad hop off the kickboard in the corner to Carman. Goalie Andrew Hammond never saw the bad hop. He had his head completely turned, looking for the puck in the left-wing corner, when Carman stepped out of the right-wing corner and scored into a basically empty net to make it 3-1. One of the weirder goals you’ll ever see.

Sounds like the Penguins were dominating, right? They were getting the better of the play at even strength, that’s for sure. But Binghamton stayed in the game thanks to its excellent power play.

After a retaliatory Adam Payerl tripping minor, a blocked shot just barely eluded the stick of a diving Andrew Ebbett and slid to Chris Wideman at the center point for a goal that made it 1-1 in the first period. After a slashing call on Zach Sill, Da Costa scored  on the rebound of a Mark Stone shot off the end boards to make it 3-2.

That left Binghamton in pretty decent position heading into the third. When Stone forced a turnover on the left half-wall and quickly turned it into a slap shot goal, well, that’s what the B-Sens do. It was tied 3-3 heading into overtime.

The Penguins had at least three juicy chances to win in overtime, a Carter Rowney shot from the slot that went high and wide and a couple of scrambles in front that Spencer Machacek was involved in, but just the midpoint of the OT, a backhand Stone shot from the left wing bounced out to Da Costa at the right circle. He waited for a shooting lane to develop and picked a corner.

So what you’re left with is the old combination of “If you would have told us we’d be tied 1-1 coming home, we’d have taken it” and “We missed an opportunity to take control here” that you always get when a road team wins Game 1 and loses Game 2 of a playoff series. You’ll get that until the narrative changes after Game 3 Wednesday night in Wilkes-Barre Township.

Wrapping up a couple of personnel notes before I go.

Machacek was in and Nick Drazenovic was the veteran scratch. Carman was in for Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond. Carman seemed to have some chemistry on a line with Payerl and Kostopoulos, so maybe that combo stays together for a little while. For Binghamton, Matt Puempel and Ryan Dzingel were out with injuries, replaced by Corey Cowick and Darren Kramer.

Expect the next blog update after Monday’s practice. Bye for now,

jb
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Game 1: WBS 3, Binghamton 2 (OT) 4/25

April 25th, 2014

6 Comments

Talking to Anton Zlobin after he scored 8:40 into overtime to give the WBS Penguins a 3-2 win over the Binghamton Senators in Game 1 of their best-of-five first-round playoff series tonight, he mentioned an overtime goal he scored in juniors a couple of years ago.

It rang a bell, but just faintly, so I looked it up. Zlobin didn’t just score some goal in juniors two years ago. He scored a gigantic goal. Here’s the Canadian Press recap from 2012:

SHAWINIGAN, Que. – The long wait is over for the Shawinigan Cataractes.

Anton Zlobin scored 17:51 into overtime Sunday, and the Cataractes were crowned MasterCard Memorial Cup champion for the first time in franchise history after a 2-1 victory over the London Knights.

The Cataractes are only founding franchise still intact from when the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League was formed in 1969, but had never claimed the nation’s top junior hockey prize.

When Zlobin, an undrafted winger who was a scoring star in the tournament, took a pass from captain Michael Bournival in the right circle and fired it past Michael Houser to win the game, a explosion of noise burst from the jam-packed seats at the Bionest Centre.

”It was an amazing night,” the 19-year-old Zlobin said. ”The most important night in my life.”

Zlobin had also scored in the second period to tie the game after Ryan Rupert had put London ahead in the first.

After he scored the winner, Zlobin leapt in the air and joined his teammates in rushing toward goaltender Gabriel Girard, whose heroics in a 34-save performance kept the Cataractes alive through nearly four periods in which London had the better of the play most of the time.

”He played the best game of his life,” said forward Michael Chaput, who was named most valuable player of the tournament with 12 points in six games. ”Without him, we wouldn’t have won this championship.”

As it turns out, Zlobin was the overtime secret weapon.

The play started after a neutral zone faceoff. Binghamton won it, but Zlobin and linemate Chuck Kobasew pursued defenseman Mark Borowiecki as he backpedaled with the puck, forcing a turnover. Zlobin raced toward the left half-wall to recover the loose puck. Kobasew screened off the other Binghamton defender, allowing Zlobin to walk pretty much unmolested to the slot.

He didn’t miss from there.

– The game made it to Zlobin’s goal thanks to a pair of controversial calls by referee T.J. Luxmore.

With the score tied 2-2 at 4:44 of the third period, Carter Rowney apparently scored on the rebound of a Brendan Mikkelson shot. Luxmore ruled Kobasew made incidental contact with goalie Andrew Hammond on the play.

Then, at 2:36 of overtime, Luxmore waved off an apparent Shane Prince goal when he ruled Prince kicked in a centering pass as he skated to the left post. Video replay proved inconclusive — I guess the shot wasn’t wide enough to see whether Prince used a distinct kicking motion or not — and the call on the ice stood.

From my vantage point, it looked like both should have been good goals. If Kobasew made contact with Hammond, it was slight at best. The puck looked to go in off Prince’s lower body, but it’s a stretch to say he kicked it in.

– Coming into tonight’s game, I thought the outcome hinged on the first 10 minutes. If the Penguins ended up on their heels, like they did the last three times they visited this building, they’d be done. I thought the first goal would be crucial. Turns out it really wasn’t.

Cody Ceci scored on a power-play blast from the right point at 6:06. It didn’t start an avalanche of momentum in favor of the B-Sens. It didn’t send the Penguins reeling. It was just a goal.

The Penguins tied it 1-1 at 12:23 of the second period when Harry Zolnierczyk scored in his first pro playoff game. Brian Dumoulin took a pass from Tom Kostopoulos at the left point, ventured up the wing and sent a deflected centering pass into the crease. Zolnierczyk finished it off.

Less than three minutes later, Jean-Gabriel Pageau ran a little give-and-go play with Patrick Mullen at the right point and scored on a shot through traffic to give Binghamton a 2-1 lead. Again, no big momentum swing. Again, it was just a goal.

With 2:03 left in the second, the Penguins forced Binghamton into some chaos in the neutral zone as they tried to bring the puck up the ice on the power play. Andrew Ebbett beat Stephane Da Costa to a loose puck near the left faceoff dot and scored on a shorthanded slap shot.

– All told, I’d say the game was pretty even all the way through regulation tonight. There were times Binghamton had an edge and times the Penguins had an edge. Considering how the Penguins had fared on their three previous trips to this building, that had to feel like a win. Then when they unleashed their secret weapon in overtime, it really felt like a win.

– Some stats, facts and figures. From the Penguins: WBS has won eight straight playoff games against Binghamton, six of them by a 3-2 score. From Mike O’Brien: Very similar circumstances for the game winner in Game 1 against Binghamton this year and last year. Last year, it was Chad Kolarik at 8:18 of OT for a 3-2 win. From the AHL league office: Road teams are 5-0 in overtime so far in the playoffs. From the box score: The Penguins went 0 for 6 on the power play including 1:51 of five-on-three time late in the second and into the third. Binghamton, meanwhile, was 1 for 4. Not easy to win playoff games that way, but the Penguins did.

–  A couple of quick personnel notes. Spencer Machacek was the veteran scratch. The bottom six were a little different than the other day in practice. Rowney was in on the third line with Adam Payerl and Dominik Uher. Zach Sill centered the fourth line while Mike Carman was scratched. Those are just rough estimates, mind you. There were different line combinations all night. For Binghamton, Matt Puempel was in and out of the game after taking an awkward hit from Sill in the second period. Hard to guess what his status will be going forward.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit, Playoff Edition 4/25

April 25th, 2014

8 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means tonight is the night that the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Binghamton Senators will begin their best-of-five series in the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals. It also means it’s time for another edition of the Penguins Pit podcast.

This week, in a special Calder Cup playoff installment of the podcast, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli welcome two guests to break down the series between the Penguins and Senators. For a Penguins perspective, center Nick Drazenovic talks about how the team has prepared for the series. Then, in a Penguins Pit first, Bob Howard of the Binghamton-based Power Play Post Show, an Internet radio show focusing on the American Hockey League, joins the discussion and talks about all things Senators.

Together, they look at the series from a slew of angles — from Binghamton’s offense vs. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s defense to which team has the upper hand in coaching — and offer their predictions. There’s a lot more inside too, so click the player or link below to listen.

As a programming note, look for the next edition of Penguins Pit to debut Wednesday, before Game 3. If the series goes to a fourth game, there will also be another podcast here next Friday.

PenguinsPit042514

 Penguins Pit 04/25/14 Hide Player | Play in Popup | Download
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Playoff Eve 4/24

April 24th, 2014

Comments Off

On the eve of the playoff opener between the WBS Penguins and Binghamton Senators, there aren’t many words left to write about this series.

This week, I’ve looked at goalie Peter Mannino as he heads into the playoffs, the matchup between the defensive mind of coach John Hynes and the potent offense of the Binghamton Senators, the Penguins’ struggles at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena and the impact emotional leader Tom Kostopoulos could make on the series.

Tomorrow, in the paper and online, I’ll have a story about center Andrew Ebbett’s experiences in Binghamton early in his career and how they relate to what the Penguins are going through heading into this series. I’ll also make my prediction. Then, finally, it will be time to drop the puck.

In a nutshell, here’s how I see the series going.

The Penguins have a lot of advantages on paper. They have tons of NHL experience. They’re much bigger, on average, than Binghamton. They have a sound defensive structure and a goalie who has been on top of his game late in the season.

But in order for any of that to matter, the Penguins must be smart with the puck, especially early in games. If they avoid turnovers and take a lead, they can wear down the B-Sens. If they play messy early in games, the quick, opportunistic B-Sens will bury them, just like they have in the team’s last three trips to the BCVMA.

No personnel changes with the main practice group this morning at Coal Street. The lines and D pairs from yesterday’s blog post seem pretty much intact. Rookie Matt Murray will indeed back up Mannino. Conor Sheary has been the amateur tryout filling the last forward spot with the main group. ATOs Matia Marcantuoni, Jean-Sebastien Dea and Clark Seymour have headed home for the summer.

In closing, I figured  Q-and-A session with Hynes would be a good way to wrap up this week of previews, so here it is.

Q: How has the week of practice gone?

JH: We feel good about it. It’s been short and concise. Just a couple of key points we want to focus on ourselves and focus on Binghamton. That was one of the big things we wanted to do is make sure we kept it short, focused and light, in the sense that we’re ready to play and it wasn’t a long work week.

Q: Binghamton finished four points ahead of you in the standings and won decisively in the last couple of meetings in their building. That’s probably enough to make you the underdogs going into the series. Is that something you use as motivation or doesn’t it matter to you?

JH: Doesn’t matter. Once you get in, there are no bad teams in the playoffs and everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. It’s not about the regular season or coming into the playoffs. It’s more making sure we’re ready to go on Friday.

Q: You haven’t got off to good starts in many of your meetings with Binghamton this season. How can you work on something like that in practice?

JH: The way we can work on the starts is that there are certain decisions that we made in the starts of the games that have either caused them to get momentum or goals to happen. That’s part of the teaching process of the week. Both teams will be ready to go. The circumstance takes care of that. It’s Game 1 of the playoffs, so you know both teams are going to be amped up and ready to go. We just have to make sure we have controlled emotion and are ready to play.

Q: Harry Zolnierczyk, Nick Drazenovic and Tom Kostopoulos are practicing together this week. That’s a combination that was successful in the regular season, then for whatever reason – injuries, call-ups, veteran scratches, etc. – got broken up. When you get to the playoffs, do you like to go back to those old familiar combination when you can?

JH: For sure. In the regular season, a lot of times you see lines click for a while and then it goes dry for a little bit. You want to make sure you take note of that. There have been times in games where we have put that line together at different points. You definitely keep your eye on different combos throughout the year and know that going into a series, this is how we may start. Like everything, it also may change after the first five minutes.

Q: It looks to me like both teams are pretty balanced and pretty deep up front with two scoring lines and two checking lines. It doesn’t look like the kind of series where one coach will be bending over backwards to get one particular matchup every time he can. Do you see it that way?

JH: Both teams are pretty deep. All four lines can play. It’s just situations. The matchups won’t be huge, but there are situations where they may have one of their best offensive lines out and have last change against one of our lines you wouldn’t perceive in that situation. But you have to have confidence in all four of your lines. You have to make sure that when they’re out there, they know who they’re playing against and manage their games accordingly.

Bye for now,

jb
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Lineups taking shape 4/23

April 23rd, 2014

2 Comments

Between today’s practice at Coal Street and this from the Binghamton Press & Sun-Bulletin from earlier this week, lineups for Game 1 of the playoff series between the WBS Penguins and Binghamton Senators are starting to take shape. Here’s what they look like.

WBS

 Zlobin-Ebbett-Kobasew

 Zolnierczyk-Drazenovic-Kostopoulos

 Uher-Sill-Payerl

 Leblond-Carman-Farnham

Despres-McNeill

 Harrington-Mikkelson

 Dumoulin-Goers

Mannino-Murray

BINGHAMTON

 Puempel-Da Costa-Stone

 Prince-Pageau-Robinson

 Dziurzynski-D. Grant-Schneider

 Hamilton-Dzingel-Thompson

Borowiecki-Mullen

 Claesson-A. Grant

 Sdao-Ceci

Hammond-Greenham

Some notes

– Spencer Machacek would slot into the top six if he’s not the veteran scratch.

– Tom, Nick & Harry look to be back together.

– Carter Rowney could slot into the bottom six, probably on the third line, if coach John Hynes decides to go that route.

– Ebbett practiced today after having yesterday off for maintenance.

– McNeill got rid of the red, no-contact jersey today and is scheduled to play Friday.

– Goers is the underdog who worked his way into the top six D. A good story.

– Chris Wideman and Jim O’Brien would be significant additions for Binghamton if they’re healthy.

– I’d guess Corey Cowick works his way into the top 12 forwards. He’s been a pretty solid bottom six forward for Binghamton for a couple years now.

– After the way the last meeting between these teams went, it surprises me to see Pageau and Stone on different lines.

– No real ringers this year for either team. The closest thing would be Ceci (49 games up and 27 down) or Kobasew (33 up and 12 down).

I talked to Kobasew for a little while after practice today about the 2004 Calgary team he played for and how a captain can lead his team at this time of year. Jarome Iginla certainly did with that club. I’m going to try to fold that topic into a discussion of Tom Kostopoulos and the Penguins. It should make for a decent read, I hope. I’m also working on my prediction for the Pens-Sens series and a playoff edition of the Penguins Pit podcast, among other things. Check that stuff out in the newspaper, website and blog over the next couple days.

Bye for now,

jb

Playoff trip to Providence a homecoming for some WBS Penguins players

 May 13. 2014 10:50PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up Next…

Game 3 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals (Series tied 1-1)

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Providence Bruins

Tonight at 7:05 p.m. at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center in Providence, R.I.

Players to watch:

Providence — Former Penguin Nick Johnson has been stellar with his puck handling and setting up teammates. He has clearly elevated his game in this round.

Penguins — In one game, Anton Zlobin has three points as he continues to produce in the pressure-packed postseason.

More 
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For some of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, playing the next three games in Providence, Rhode Island, isn’t really a road trip.

It’s more like a homecoming.

The New England city is close to where several of the Penguin players grew up or went to school. With the series shifting to the Bruins’ home turf for the next three games, it means the stands will have plenty of family and friends rooting for their favorite Penguins as well.

“It’s still a road trip for us, but it will be nice to see my family,” said rookie Conor Sheary, who grew up in nearby Melrose, Massachusetts. “That will make it more welcoming than other road games.”

Head coach John Hynes hails from the town of Warwick, which is just outside of Providence. He said anytime a player can have family and friends in the stands while on the road, it makes for a supportive environment in an opponent’s arena.

“It does feel less like a road trip when you’re going back to a place that’s close to where you’re from,” Hynes said. “We have a lot of guys from the New England area and some of the kids from the Eastern side of Canada have their families come down. It’s nice that we’ll be there for a few days to enjoy it.”

Winger Bobby Farnham went to college in Providence and briefly played for the Bruins in 2011-12. He also grew up in North Andover, Massachusetts — a little over an hour away, so going back to Rhode Island is truly a homecoming.

“It’s great for myself and my family because these are the games that everyone can really get to,” Farnham said. “Providence is a spot I love going back to.”

But in the playoffs, homecomings take a backseat to winning. That’s why the trip to New England isn’t a big deal to veteran Chuck Kobasew, who who spent four seasons playing with the Boston Bruins and a year at Boston College early in his career.

“I don’t really care where we’re going,” Kobasew said. “We’re going there for three games, three games that will be a good test. It’s going to be a battle.”

Notes

• Derrick Pouliot’s junior team was eliminated from the playoffs and he is expected to join the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins later this week, according to Hynes. One obvious place where Pouliot will step in is on the power play.

“When he gets into the lineup, that’s a position you want to put him in,” Hynes said. “He’s a power play guy.”

• Speaking of the power play, D Brian Dumoulin is leading all AHL defensemen in postseason scoring. A lot of his points have come during the man advantage, but Hynes said that shouldn’t overshadow his work during even strength.

“Brian’s done a nice job on the power play and five-on-five. His game is complete and when he’s playing to his potential, he should be able to produce offense,” Hynes said.

WBS Penguins goalie Mannino rebounds to win after allowing four goals in Game 1

 May 12. 2014 11:20PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

WBS Penguins goalie Peter Mannino blocks a shot on goal in the first period of Game 1 of the Eastern Conference semifinals against the Providence Bruins on Friday.

More 
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When Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goaltender Peter Mannino gave up four first-period goals to the Providence Bruins in Game 1 on Friday night, head coach John Hynes never thought about pulling his netminder.

While Mannino has had stellar numbers for just about all of his regular season and playoff starts, Hynes has seen Mannino in a similar situation as Game 1, and he’s seen how the veteran goaltender responds.

“He doesn’t let the circumstances control his mindset or play,” Hynes said. “He’s been through those scenarios before and he just doesn’t get flustered.”

After Providence scoured four times in the first period of Game 1, Mannino has allowed just one goal in five periods since, including a Game 2 win. He had a similar response in the regular season in Binghamton on April 18, when the Senators scored five goals in the first 16 minutes and then Mannino held them off the board the rest of the way.

Needless to say, he also stymied the Binghamton offense in the first round a few days after the April 18 contest.

Mannino, 30, said there are a few keys behind keeping his cool.

“You know you’re not always going to have a one- or two-goal game at this level. You just have to keep every goal against in perspective, improve on what happened and move on,” he said.

Still, when Mannino does give up a goal, he will make mental notes of the situation so he knows what to look for later in the game.

“I definitely look for habits. You replay it and move on,” he said. “We have to learn from our pasts and, in the playoffs, you better learn pretty quickly because you’re ultimate goal is to be as perfect as you can.”

Notes

• The Penguins scored five times on Providence goaltender Niklas Svedberg and gave him an early exit in Game 2. Does that mean Svedberg might be rattled for Game 3? Not hardly, according to Mannino.

“He’s an extremely good goalie and I don’t think he’ll be rattled at all,” Mannino said. “I’m sure he’s very confident and I expect a big game from him, so we have to be ready for that.”

• Game 2 ended with nine misconducts in the third period and plenty of rough stuff. Still, that might not be enough to compel Hynes to dress tough guy Pierre-Luc Letoruneau-Leblond.

“That’s playoff hockey and it was emotional,” Hynes said. “Pierre is given the same consideration as everyone else that wasn’t in the lineup, and we’ll put together a group that we feel gives us the best chance to win.”

• As far as potential new faces, Hynes said D Derrick Pouliot, who is currently in the postseason with his junior team, the Portland Winterhawks, could join the Penguins if his playoff run ends. As far as Brian Gibbons coming down if Pittsburgh is eliminated, Hynes said that hasn’t been discussed.

• D Philip Samuelsson and C Andrew Ebbett are questionable for Wednesday’s game. Powered by four second period goals, the Penguins dominate Bruins in Game 2

 May 10. 2014 11:07PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton left wing Conor Sheary, right, reacts after scoring on Providence goalie Niklas Svedberg in Game 2 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton left wing Conor Sheary, right, reacts after scoring on Providence goalie Niklas Svedberg in Game 2 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.Wilkes-Barre/Scranton left wing Conor Sheary, right, reacts after scoring on Providence goalie Niklas Svedberg in Game 2 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton left wing Conor Sheary, right, reacts after scoring on Providence goalie Niklas Svedberg in Game 2 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton left wing Bobby Farnham, left, collides with Providence goalie Niklas Svedberg behind the net in Game 2 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Township on Saturday night.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. — A day after just about everything went wrong for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins in Game 1, a lot went right in their Game 2 rematch against the Providence Bruins on Saturday.

Reeling from a shutout loss on Friday, the Penguins stormed back to score four goals in the second period and beat the Bruins 6-1 to even up the Eastern Conference Semifinals 1-1. The series now shifts to Providence for the next three games.

Anton Zlobin led the way with a pair of goals and an assist as the Penguins scored five times on Providence goaltender Niklas Svedberg, who shut them out the night before.

“Tonight was a more complete effort,” Penguins coach John Hynes said. “We had that combination of hard work ethic and attention to detail, and that’s important against a real quality team.”

After an uneventful first period on the scoreboard, the Penguins lit things up in the second. Rookie Conor Sheary started it off when he put home a rebound in front six minutes in.

After Providence tied it up with a power play goal at the halfway point, the Penguins offense took over. Zlobin’s wrister from the left circle allowed the Penguins to regain the lead, 2-1, and the Bruins grew frustrated.

Thirty seconds after Zlobin’s goal, Providence defenseman David Warsofsky was whistled for holding, and it took the Penguins only 27 seconds to connect.

This time it was Zlobin again, who put home a rebound from the same spot as his first goal while using a Bruins’ defender as cover.

It was quite a return for Zlobin, who missed Friday’s game along with the final game of the Binghamton series with an injury.

“It was good to see him come in,” Hynes said. “That’s what we expect from him, and if you’re going to continue to win games you need guys like that to produce.”

With a 3-1 lead, Chuck Kobasew gave the Penguins a three-goal lead with another power-play tally. This one came off a deflection from a Simon Despres point shot to make it 4-1 to close out the period.

The Penguins outshot the Bruins 17-7 and the four goals were the highest total in a period this postseason for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

With the Bruins off their game, the Penguins earned more power play opportunities in the third and Tom Kostopoulos took advantage, connected on a shot from the corner to make it 5-1. The goal was the Penguins third man-advantage tally of the game and knocked Svedberg out of the game.

On the flip side, the Penguins penalty kill was 7-for-8 against the Providence power play.

“Special teams this time of year is important, particularly with the Providence power play,” Hynes said. “Our power play was hard on pucks, shot the puck and established more of a threat.”

Brian Dumoulin shot on the wide side beat backup Malcolm Subban for a 6-1 lead in the last half of the period, and after that things got chippy as nine misconducts were handed out in the waning minutes.

NOTES

• G Eric Hartzell, D Philip Samuelsson (injury), C Mike Carman, RW Carter Rowney, D Nick D’Agostino, D Harrison Ruopp, C Andrew Ebbett (injury), RW Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, RW Bryan Rust, RW Josh Archibald and LW Scott Wilson were scratched for the Penguins.

• Kobasew now has four goals in six playoff games, and 16 of 23 games including the regular season.

• Sheary’s goal was the first of his pro career.

• Brian Dumoulin had a three-point night and has eight points in the postseason, moving him into a four-way tie for the AHL scoring lead. Kobasew also has eight points.

***

Penguins 6, Providence 1 

Game 2, Eastern Conference Semifinals

(Series tied 1-1)

Providence`0`1`0`—`1

Penguins`0`4`2`—`6

Goaltenders

Providence – Niklas Svedberg 3-3 (18 saves – 23 shots); Malcolm Subban – 4:26 of the third period, (1-2); Penguins – Peter Mannino 4-2 (23-24)

Starters

Providence – G Niklas Svedberg, D David Warsofsky, D Zach Trotman, LW Craig Cunningham, C Ryan Spooner, RW Justin Florek; Penguins – G Peter Mannino, D Reid McNeill, D Simon Despres, LW Bobby Farnham, C Zach Sill, RW Dominik Uher

Three Stars

1. WBS, Anton Zlobin (two goals, assist) 2. WBS, Tom Kostopoulos (goal, assist) 3. WBS, Simon Despres (two assists)

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Brian Dumoulin building another productive playoff run

 May 07. 2014 11:52PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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During last year’s postseason, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman Brian Dumouliin registered eight points in 15 games, good enough for sixth overall among blueliners.

Guess what?

Dumoulin is at it again.

Through four games in the first round of this year’s playoffs, Dumoulin has already totaled five points, which is the second-highest total among AHL defensemen.

The second-year blueliner’s success doesn’t surprise. Penguins head coach John Hynes said Dumoulin has a track record of stepping up in playoff games dating back to his college days.

“Things are clicking for him and he’s plugged in,” Hynes said. “It’s that combination that makes him very productive.”

Dumoulin is quick to point out that his postseason success has little to do with himself and is more the result of the play of his teammates. When things are going well for the Penguins, individual players benefit as well, he said.

“With the playoffs, everyone rises and with team success comes individual success,” Dumoulin said. “Sure, I’ve been getting some bounces and shooting the puck more, but as a team we’ve done well and that’s helped me.”

With their second round series against the Providence Bruins kicking off this Friday, the Penguins are hoping Dumoulin can replicate the success he had during last year’s playoff matchup against the same opponent.

Dumoulin scored five points, including a game-winning goal that came during a three-point night in last year’s postseason series against Providence. That was when the Penguins dropped the first three games and came back to clinch with four straight wins.

Dumoulin cautioned, however, that last year’s matchup has nothing to do with today.

“It’s good to be confident from that, but now it’s a whole different series,” he said. “We have different teams and it’s important to not get too high and just play the game that got you here.”

Still, the Penguins wouldn’t mind if that game meant more points from their blueliner. Even Dumoulin admitted that success in the playoffs can help build a career.

“Everybody says it’s important to just get in the playoffs and after that anything can happen,” he said. “The more playoff experience you can get now, it will only help you later in your career.”

NOTES

- Coming into the postseason as the sixth seed in the Eastern Conference, it didn’t seem likely that the Penguins would have home ice advantage if they made it to the second round. But after the top three seeds lost in the first round, the Penguins find themselves with home ice against Providence. “Going into the playoffs we weren’t sure,” Hynes said. “It’s odd a little bit, that all three of the top seeds have been knocked out, but it shows you the depth of the conference. It’s an extremely competitive field.”

- With an assist in Friday’s game against Binghamton, Tom Kostopoulos tied the Penguin’s all-time mark for assists in the playoffs, set by defenseman Alex Goligoski (29). Kostopoulos stands as the Penguins’ all-time leader with 41 playoff points.

Pens’ Machacek hopes success vs. Providence keeps him in lineup

 May 06. 2014 11:07PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins winger Spencer Machacek, front right, has scored five goals against the Providence Bruins this season.
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If there’s anything about the regular season that matters in the playoffs, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton forward Spencer Machacek has the numbers on his side.

Machacek sat out three of the four games against Binghamton in the opening round as the veteran scratch. Coming into the Providence series, which begins this Friday at home, Machacek’s success against the Bruins this season may make an already difficult decision for Penguins coach John Hynes ever harder.

Before Machacek was traded to the Penguins late in the regular season, he played against Providence seven times as a member of the Springfield Falcons. During those seven games, Machacek posted five goals and six points.

And just for good measure, the only time he faced the Bruins as a Penguin, Machacek recorded two of his team’s three goals in a 4-3 loss.

Add it all up, Machacek averaged a goal per game against the Bruins during the regular season. Is it enough to keep him safe from the dreaded veteran scratch scenario?

“It’s always a factor,” Hynes said about a player’s previous success against an opponent. “But it’s not the end-all factor. The veteran scratch is always tough because Spencer can help us win a game on any night. It’s never easy to sit those guys out.”

Machacek agrees. He said the regular season success is nice, but when it comes to the veteran scratch during the playoffs, it’s all about one thing: dressing the lineup that gives you the best chance to win.

“Coach has been really straight-forward with us about it, and it’s worked,” Machacek said. “I don’t think the regular season success carries over to the playoffs. You have to be confident in yourself no matter who you’re playing.”

Notes

• C Andrew Ebbett didn’t practice on Tuesday. Hynes said he had a “maintenance day.”

• Anton Zlobin practiced with the red “no contact” jersey and is making progress in his recovery from an upper-body injury, Hynes said.

• Once again the Penguins will offer kids the chance to come to a game for free during the Providence series. Children 14 and under can receive one free ticket with each purchase of an adult ticket for the same game. A limited number of these tickets will be available for each game on a first-come, first-served basis. Puck drop for both games at Mohegan Sun Arena at Casey Plaza is 7:05 p.m.

Tickets are on sale now at the Penguins ticket office, the Mohegan Sun Arena box office or by calling the Penguins front office at 570-208-7367.

Kobasew’s OT goal gives Pens 3-2 win

Penguins lead best-of-five series against Binghamton 2-1

 April 30. 2014 11:06PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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The Penguins' Chuck Kobasew and Adam Payerl celebrate a goal during Wednesday night's game at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

The Penguins' Adam Payerl comes around the net to shoot.

The Penguins' Harry Zolnierczyk tries to get back a loose puck during Wednesday's game.

The Pens celebrate an early goal during Wednesday's game.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – Seven minutes into the overtime period against the Binghamton Senators, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goaltender Peter Mannino saved the game when he stopped a shot at the doorstep.

Seconds later, Chuck Kobasew won it.

Kobasew’s goal at 7:32 gave the Penguins a 3-2 overtime win and a 2-1 series lead over Binghamton in Game 3 of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals.

The sequence began when a Binghamton shot was partially blocked by defenseman Reid McNeill and bounced over to Senators’ forward Wacey Hamilton, who was alone at the corner of the crease. Hamilton quickly tried to tip the puck into the open net, but Mannino slid over just in time to stop it with his stick.

“They’re opportunistic,” Mannino said. “I just came across as hard as I can, got a stick out there and made a save.”

The big stop by Mannino generated momentum the other way as rookie Conor Sheary, who was playing in his first pro playoff game, gained the puck along the wall high in the Binghamton end. Sheary took a shot that was tipped by Kobasew down low and past Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond for the win.

“I saw Chuck had his stick out to the side so I threw it to the net and he made a great tip on it,” Sheary said.

Before the overtime period, the Penguins gained the lead twice in regulation and came up big on the penalty kill, stopping the Senators on two power play chances.

Both teams exchanged a pair of special teams goals quickly in the first period for a 1-1 tie. The Penguins started it off with a 5-on-3 power play goal by Nick Drazenovic at 7:32. Binghamton answered 21 seconds later when Corey Cowick finished off a two-on-one rush for a shorthanded tally.

The Penguins controlled the play for most of the second period, maintaining the puck in the Binghamton end for long stretches. The hard work paid off late when Carter Rowney skated across the blueline and dished a pass to Adam Payerl, who sent a long wrister into the top corner for a 2-1 lead.

During a frantic third period, the Senators managed to tie things up when Jim O’Brien snuck in behind Kobasew to put home a pass at the corner to make it 2-2.

The Penguins generated several scoring chances in response, highlighted by an Andrew Ebbett shot from point blank range in front. Binghamton goaltender Hammond kicked the rebound to the side where Sheary was stationed. Sheary promptly took the shot and Hammond made a last-second save with his leg to avert the attack and force overtime for the third straight game.

“(Overtime) seems to be the norm,” said head coach John Hynes. “It’s a credit to both teams. They come to play and keep pushing until the end.”

While Kobasew’s goal won it, Hynes also credited Mannino’s save for starting the play.

“If he doesn’t make it, the game’s over,” Hynes said. “They don’t need a lot of opportunities to score.”

While the overtime win was certainly a big momentum boost for the Penguins, who now have the opportunity to close out the series with a win in Game 4 this Friday at home, they aren’t going to dwell on it for long.

“Park it. It’s in the past now and we’re thinking Game 4,” Mannino said. “Simple as that.”

NOTES

- G Eric Hartzell, G Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, D Philip Samuelsson (injury), C Mike Carman, RW Spencer Machacek (veteran scratch), D Nick D’Agostino, D Harrison Ruopp, RW Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, RW Josh Archibald, RW Bryan Rust and LW Scott Wilson were scratched for the Penguins.

- - Conor Sheary replaced Carman in the lineup on Wednesday. It was Sheary’s first pro playoff game.

- Anton Zlobin left the game after being hit into the boards in the first period. Hynes didn’t have an update on his condition.

Penguins 3, Binghamton 2, OT

Game 3

Easter Conference Quarterfinals

( WBS leads series 2-1)

Binghamton `1` 0` 1` 0` — 2

Penguins `1` 1` 0` 1` — 3

Penguins look to take series lead at home

 April 29. 2014 10:30PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Binghamton defenseman Chris Wideman tries to block Penguins winger Harry Zolnierczyk during a game in January when the teams met in Wilkes-Barre Twp. Tonight, the teams are back in the area as they play Game 3 of the Eastern Conference quarterfinals at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Up next…

Game 3 of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals

Binghamton Senators (1-1) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Players to watch: The Senators offense has been fine, so it really boils down to the play of netminder Andrew Hammond. He’s been up and down against the Penguins this season.

Penguins - Harry Zolnierczyk is enjoying his first postseason as a pro and he has already notched a goal. The speedy, physical winger’s game is perfect for the intensity of the postseason.

Binghamton -

More 
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During the regular season, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins were winless in four games against the Senators in Binghamton.

At home, the Penguins didn’t lose in regulation versus the Senators and were 3-0-1-0.

So does that success at home replicate into wins as the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals matchup shifts back to Wilkes-Barre for the next two games?

Not hardly.

Head coach John Hynes said the postseason has a way of rendering regular season records meaningless.

“What was done in the regular season at either building doesn’t really matter,” Hynes said after Tuesday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex. “You feel comfortable at home, but it doesn’t mean it’s going to give you the best chance to win the game.”

The first two games of the series back up Hynes’ remarks.

Despite not winning in Binghamton during the regular season, the Penguins earned a series split in the first two games with an overtime win in Game 2.

With Games 3 and 4 in Wilkes-Barre, the Penguins will enjoy the advantages of having the last line change and the support of a raucous home crowd, but beyond that they still need to play a solid game against formidable Binghamton team.

“It doesn’t matter what building you’re in, it’s still a hockey game out there,” said center Zach Sill.

Hynes did add that having the last line change helps because it’s less hassle for the players. And the home crowd is big as well, he said, because a team counts on that support in crucial situations.

“You have the environment, but you still need to play your game and do all the things you need to do to win,” Hynes said. “It boils down to the team that plays the best in that next game, wins.”

NOTES

- Hynes said Spencer Machacek will be the veteran scratch for Game 3. Machacek sat out Game 1 while Nick Drazenovic was the veteran scratch for Game 2.

- The Penguins are offering kids a great opportunity to see some playoff hockey for Games 3 and 4. Children 14 and under can receive one free ticket for either game with each purchase of an adult ticket for that same game. Tickets for Games 3 and 4 (marked A and B for playoff ticket package holders) are on sale now at the Penguins Ticket Office, the Mohegan Sun Arena Box Office or by calling the Penguins front office at 570-208-7367.

Small ice not a big concern

 April 24. 2014 11:37PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Playoff schedule for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins first round matchup against the Binghamton Senators:

Game 1 - Tonight, in Binghamton at 7:05 p.m.

Game 2 - Saturday, April 26 in Binghamton at 7:05 p.m.

Game 3 - Wednesday, April 30 in Wilkes-Barre at 7:05 p.m.

Game 4 - Friday, May 2 in Wilkes-Barre at 7:05 p.m. (if necessary)

Game 5 - Monday, May 5 in Binghamton at 7:05 p.m. (if necessary)
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For many of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, playing on the smaller ice surface in Binghamton is nothing new. As players came up through the junior ranks, many played on rinks that were on the smaller side.

When Peter Mannino played in the United States Hockey League 11 years ago with the Tri-City Storm, his team played on a rink so small they used to call it “the bathtub.”

The rink was the Sioux City Municipal Auditorium in South Dakota, and Mannino swears it was smaller than Binghamton’s.

“A shot from the blueline felt like it came from the top of the circles,” Mannino said of the Sioux City ice. “Right away everything was on top of you.”

In 2009 when Dominik Uher came over from the Czech Republic to play in the Western Hockey League, he got a taste of the small ice surface right away.

“We used to play on the old Moose Jaw rink. It was very tiny,” he said. “There were a couple of rinks with small ice surfaces in the WHL.”

Even in the Ontario Hockey League small ice was present at the Jack Gatecliff Arena in southern Ontario. That rink was 10 feet shorter than the average AHL ice surface.

“It was a bit of an adjustment playing on that small ice,” said Adam Payerl, who played at the Gatecliff Arena several times in juniors. “You had a lot less time.”

So playing on Binghamton’s short ice is not something the Penguins’ players haven’t dealt with before at some point in their careers. That’s why they’re not using it as an excuse for the four losses they suffered there during the regular season, and they’re certainly not ready to say the short ice gives the Senators an advantage.

“It’s not the ice surface that’s made the difference,” said head coach John Hynes. “We’re not worried about the size of the rink. We just have to play better.”

While Binghamton’s small ice may not be a concern, the Senators have enjoyed a home ice advantage over the Penguins. During the regular season the Senators outscored the Penguins 20-11 in Binghamton, winning all four contests. Back in Wilkes-Barre, the Penguins beat the Senators three times and suffered an overtime loss in the fourth contest.

Even over the last five years the Broome County Arena has given the Penguins fits. They are 7-14-0-1 on the road against the Senators.

But there is a bright spot. When the two teams met in the opening round of last year’s postseason, the Penguins beat the Senators twice at home to win the series in three games.

“We want to show we can beat them at home. It doesn’t matter how big or small the ice is, the most important thing is getting to our game,” said winger Bobby Farnham. “The size of the ice, it doesn’t faze us.”

NOTES

- The Penguins wrapped up their fourth practice of the week on Thursday. “We’ve kept things short and concise - light, so they’re ready to play,” said head coach John Hynes. “We feel good about our week.”

- Hynes said after Thursday’s practice that he has decided on who the veteran scratch will be for tonight, but he declined to say who it was because he had yet to discuss the matter with the team.

- Barry Goers will dress as the sixth defenseman tonight.

- Hynes has chosen Matt Murray as his backup goaltender for tonight over Eric Hartzell. “Eric’s had a lot of American League experience and he’s around the team,” Hynes said. “In the backup position we have two quality players that can play. It’s a chance to get Murray a little bit more in and around the team and we feel like if he had to play he can help us.”

Senators’ Grant ready to face old team

 April 23. 2014 11:28PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Alex Grant (20) used to be a mainstay on the Penguins blueline, but he'll be suiting up against them for Binghamton in their upcoming playoff series.
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Facing a former team is nothing new to Binghamton defenseman Alex Grant.

He’s already done it twice this year.

The former Wilkes-Barre/Scranton defenseman, who was traded in the offseason for Harry Zolnierczyk, faced the Penguins four times as a member of the Norfolk Admirals and twice after he was traded to the Senators. And with Binghamton, Grant faced his former Admiral teammates four times as well.

And he’s not done yet.

Grant will be squaring off against his former Penguin teammates when Binghamton takes on Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the first round of the AHL playoffs this weekend.

He admits it will be a little different this time around.

“The playoffs are more intense and there’s a lot on the line,” Grant said. “Although the first time I played against Wilkes-Barre it was pretty weird because there were some familiar faces. It was definitely weird facing them with Binghamton, being on a different team in the same division.”

So does that mean Grant will have second thoughts when it comes to laying a hit on a former Penguin teammate?

Not hardly.

“In this league, you’re going to face your friends at some point. As long as you hit clean, it’s not a big deal,” he said. “If there’s a clean hit to be made, I’ll take it.”

Grant was drafted by Pittsburgh in the fourth round of the 2007 draft. He spent his first four seasons as a pro with the organization and in 2011-12 posted career highs for goals (10) and points (37, which he matched this season). Overall Grant appeared in 125 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, but he said all that experience really doesn’t give him an advantage when it comes to facing his former team in the playoffs.

“With both teams, you have two coaches who are great minds behind the bench. There’s nothing that I know about the Penguins that you can’t see on video,” he said. “In Wilkes-Barre they pay a lot of attention to detail, and as a young player that’s what you need. I can’t think of a better place to have started my pro career.”

This season has been an eventful one for Grant. He spent the first half with Norfolk and earned his first NHL call-up, appearing in two games with Anaheim and scoring two goals.

After he was traded to Binghamton in March, he became teammates with a former rival in David Dziurzynski. During a rookie tournament in 2010, a hit from Dziurzynski resulted in Grant missing most of that season with a broken wrist.

The pair fought each other twice over the next two seasons, and now that they are teammates Grant said the bad blood is history.

“It’s water under the bridge now. It was what it was when we played each other,” Grant said. “When I was in the (Binghamton) room for the first time, it was a little different. But now the only time it gets talked about is when we joke about it.”

Today, the conversation focuses more on the Penguins and Grant’s chance to face his former team in the postseason. One thing that Grant does expect from his old team is a squad that will be determined to avenge a 5-4 loss they suffered to Binghamton in the last week of the season.

“They’re going to be that much more hungry in this series and we know they’ll never quit,” he said.

Mannino not thinking too far ahead

 April 23. 2014 7:46AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

false

1 / 2

StartStop(3)

Defenseman Barry Goers volunteered his time last summer to travel to Guatemala for a week to teach children English, math, good nutrition and healthy living. It was an experience that Goers said was both rewarding and eye-opening, and he wants to keep helping.

Goers is spearheading a fundraising campaign to fund an education program by Project Genesis, with a goal of building a school in the village where he stayed.

“You read about third world countries and the environment there, but it’s a whole other experience when you go there and see it,” Goers said. “It’s very humbling and makes you appreciate things like clean water and other things we take for granted.”

Goers has enlisted the help of the Penguins to seek donations for the school project. The Penguins Booster Club has already made a generous donation to get things started, and Goers has set up a GoFundMe page so fans can donate.

“I want to raise more awareness for this program, which is why I started the fundraiser,” Goers said. “I want to see where it goes, maybe even go back there and volunteer again and do this again next season.”

To make a donation, visit www.gofundme.com/80t3eg.
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Last season Peter Mannino was injured while he watched his Manchester Monarchs head into the playoffs. The year before with the Portland Pirates, Mannino’s squad narrowly missed a postseason berth at the end of the regular season.

It’s been four years since the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goaltender has played in the postseason, and with head coach John Hynes already anointing him the starter for the Binghamton series, Mannino is ready to backstop his team to a long playoff run.

Game 1 is 7:05 p.m. Friday at Binghamton.

“This is why we play. We play for championships and we have a chance to do that now,” Mannino said after Tuesday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex.

The last time Mannino played in the Calder Cup playoffs was in 2010 as a member of the Chicago Wolves. He started 12 games as the Wolves made it into the second round and lost in five games to Texas.

After stringing together 13 starts at the end of the regular season and allowing two goals or less, Mannino enters the Binghamton series facing the team that snapped that streak last Friday. In his only start against the Senators this season, Mannino allowed five goals in half of the game before settling down as the Penguins mounted a third-period comeback that came up short by one goal.

Still, Mannino isn’t approaching the Binghamton series as a chance to redeem himself.

“I actually felt really good in that game,” he said. “We’re not happy we lost and gave up a lot, but that type of game is going to happen. My focus right now is Game 1, and nothing past that.”

Hynes reaffirmed on Monday that Mannino is the undisputed starter for the Penguins, with either Eric Hartzell or Matt Murray serving as his backup.

But like his approach to the series, Mannino isn’t taking the news too far.

“You know you’re playing the first game. In the playoffs, anything can happen,” he said. “I’m very fortunate to be back here and get the start for Game 1, and that’s all I’m looking at right now.”

NOTES

- Andrew Ebbett didn’t practice on Tuesday and had a “maintenance day,” according to Hynes.

- D Reid McNeill practiced for the second day with the red “no contact” jersey and is expected to be back for the Binghamton series.

- As far as line combinations, defense pairings and a backup goaltender, Hynes said those decision won’t be made until the end of the week.

Murray in the Pens goaltedning mix

 April 21. 2014 11:35PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins netminder Matt Murray came into his first start as a pro Saturday just trying to make an impression.

The rookie goaltender admitted he wasn’t really thinking about trying to force his way into the team’s playoff plans.

But he did.

After Monday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex, head coach John Hynes said Peter Mannino will be the starter during the team’s opening round series against Binghamton. The injured Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers is out for the series, if not the rest of the postseason, leaving the Penguins with two rookies - Eric Hartzell and Murray, to backup Mannino.

With a full week of practice in store, Hynes will have plenty of time to pick a backup. But he stressed that this week’s practices aren’t necessarily an audition for the job.

“It’s not really a competition,” he said. “It’s more depending on what we feel is the best situation.”

Hynes was pleased with Murray’s performance in last Saturday’s 2-0 loss in Utica. In his first start as a pro, the 19-year-old stopped 23-of-25 shots.

“He played well. He looked composed in there,” Hynes said. “He’s a big, athletic goalie and we liked what we saw from him.”

The 6-5, 171-pound Murray was Pittsburgh’s third round pick in the 2012 draft and he wrapped up his third season of juniors before joining Wilkes-Barre/Scranton last week. He recorded 32 wins with Sault Ste. Marie in the OHL, posting a 2.57 goals against average and a .921 save percentage.

Murray said there were some differences he noticed right away with the pro game - faster pace, harder shots and bigger players, but he felt comfortable in net.

“I was just trying to make an impression, and that goes hand-in-hand with going into the future and what I might see in terms of playing time.”

And now that Murray is in the mix to be Mannino’s backup in the postseason, he’ll continue to work on that impression this week in practice.

“I’m pretty humbled by that,” Murray said when told he is in the running to be Mannino’s backup. “I know I’m one of the youngest guys here. Practices are my games right now. I want to show the coaching staff and my teammates what I can do, and hopefully they’ll have confidence in me if I were to play a game in the playoffs.”

NOTES

- Chris Conner completed his two-game conditioning stint with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and was recalled by Pittsburgh on Monday.

- Deslauriers and Hartzell were named the winners of the AHL”s Harry “Hap” Holmes Memorial Award, presented to the goaltenders with at least 25 games played on the team which allows the fewest regular season goals. Hynes said the Penguins’ defense and Mannino, who appeared in 18 games, should also get credit for the award. “You have to have goaltending to get that, but when you look at a team’s commitment to defense to have the goals and shots down, it’s a credit to the whole team,” Hynes said.

- Hynes said injured defenseman Philip Samuelsson won’t return for the Binghamton series.

Penguins anxious for the playoff grind

 April 19. 2014 11:30PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Wingers Tom Kostopoulos (29) and Spencer Machacek (17) are both AHL veterans whom the Penguins will be counting on in the upcoming Calder Cup playoffs.
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Harry Zolnierczyk is about to do something he’s never done as a pro: play in the postseason.

After spending last season with Norfolk and the two prior years with Adirondack, Zolnierczyk never got to experience the thrill of a playoff game.

He really never got to know what it’s like to push just to make the postseason.

“In Adirondack, we were out for a while. We knew it,” Zolnierczyk said. “It’s tough knowing you’re not really playing for anything anymore. You lose that excitement, that interest, when you know it’s over.”

But Zolnierczyk isn’t the only Penguins who will be erasing a playoff drought this year. Team captain Tom Kostopoulos, who has 15 pro seasons and 630 NHL games under his belt, will be making his first playoff appearance since 2009 when he was a member of the Montreal Canadiens.

In his career, Kostopoulos appeared in 16 NHL playoff games and 57 AHL postseason contests, including 51 with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

After a five-year absence, he’s glad to be back.

“I’m really excited. Enough of this regular season,” Kostopoulos said. “I’m ready to get going. It’s the most exciting time of the year and I’m looking forward to going into it with this team we have here.”

Still, the Penguins do have plenty of players with significant postseason experience. Spencer Machacek has been to the AHL postseason three times with three teams, most recently with Springfield last year.

One thing he’s learned from the experience is just how hard of a grind the postseason is.

And that’s a good thing.

“It’s so hard-nosed that even your skilled players are throwing big hits,” Machacek said. “It’s a fun grind and you want to go through it. I won the championship in juniors and I still remember the satisfaction of winning it all.”

Barry Goers also brings a lot of playoff experience to the Penguins, just not in the AHL. Goers made the postseason all three years he played with Las Vegas in the ECHL and last year appeared in the Central Hockey League playoffs with Denver.

In 2012 with Las Vegas, Goers’ team lost in the finals, while his first year in the AHL with Lake Erie his team was eliminated from contention with a loss in the last regular season game.

“Having been in the postseason in the ECHL and CHL, I’ve really learned what playoff hockey at the professional level is all about,” Goers said. “The work ethic, the grind and the willpower it takes to win those crucial games.”

It’s those elements that make not only getting into the playoffs, but winning as well so important to a player’s career.

Zolnierczyk said he discussed that element with teammate Chuck Kobasew as the pair drove back from Pittsburgh two weeks ago.

“It’s such a huge thing for your career. It’s what everyone cares about,” Zolnierczyk said. “You can have a great regular season, but to have success in the playoffs speaks volumes.”

Penguins 3, P-Bruins 2: Zlobin’s late goal pushes Providence to brink of elimination 

May 17, 2014 10:55 PM 
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The Providence Journal/Glenn Osmundson 

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s Josh Archibald slides the puck under P-Bruins defenseman Chris Casto and past goalie Malcolm Subban during the first period Saturday night. 
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Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

PROVIDENCE — There were no late heroics for the Providence Bruins this time.

Anton Zlobin’s goal with 5:40 left gave the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins a 3-2 win over the P-Bruins in Game Five of their second round Calder Cup series on Saturday night at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center.

The Penguins lead the series three games to two and can finish off Providence — which rallied late and took Game Four in overtime on Friday — with a victory on Monday night in Pennsylvania.

On the winning goal, Jayson Megna took the puck to the net and Zlobin beat Providence goalie Malcolm Subban on the rebound.

“It was a situation where we won a puck battle. We had two guys with good speed going to the net, and the guys made a nice play,” said Penguins’ coach John Hynes.

Providence coach Bruce Cassidy said his team — missing injured regulars Zach Trotman and Justin Florek — played well in a losing effort.

“You’ve got to give their goalie credit. He made some big saves on (a short-handed breakaway by Matt) Lindblad and then they got a goal. It was a really good hockey game that could have gone either way. We can’t hang our heads about it. We’ve got to regroup for Monday.”

Pens’ goalie Peter Mannino finished with 31 saves and got some help in the final minute as his teammates blocked three shots to preserve a one-goal lead.

The P-Bruins face an uphill climb with the final two games on the road, but Cassidy noted that his team has had success at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton this season.

“We’ve played there four times this year and we’ve won three of them. We don’t doubt that our guys believe. It’s just a matter of will we be able to get it done. They’re a good hockey club. They’ll be smelling blood, I’m sure, on Monday. We’ve got to make sure we match their intensity early and keep our urgency level up for a full 60 minutes,” he said.

Providence defenseman Joe Morrow was run into the boards by Harry Zolnierczyk late in the game and needed help getting off the ice.

“He got hit a little bit late. It wasn’t a head shot or anything like that. I think it caught him a little unawares and he hit the boards funny,” Cassidy said.

“We’ll evaluate him tomorrow. He’s another guy that will be questionable going forward. I was just talking to him. He’s not out of it by any means. I think he just hurt his neck a little bit.”

Providence started strong and opened the scoring on Craig Cunningham’s goal at 12:47 while Mike Carman was in the box for tripping.

Using the same play that produced the tying goal with 0.6 seconds left on Friday, Alex Khokhlachev passed to Seth Griffith, who fed Spooner at the top of the circle to the left of Mannino. Spooner’s shot was tipped in by Cunningham.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton responded on Zolnierczyk’s goal at 16:29. The former Brown University captain worked a give-and-go with Spencer Machecek, one of three fresh forwards inserted into the lineup by Hynes. Zolnierczyk tipped the puck past Subban from close range to tie the game.

Referee Tom Chmielewski whistled Griffith of the P-Bruins for interference at 18:11 and the Pens took the lead just five seconds later on Josh Archibald’s first playoff goal. The former Nebraska-Omaha star connected from close range to give the Pens a 2-1 lead. Assists went to Brian Dumoulin and Sheary.

After calling just four penalties on Friday night, Chmielewski and Graham Skilliter whistled five infractions in the first period on Saturday.

Providence started strong in the second period, but Wilkes-Barre/Scranton took over after the first few minutes. The Pens strung together three or four shifts in a row where they held the puck in the P-Bruins’ end and buzzed around Subban.

But the P-Bruins wrestled the momentum back late in the period and tied the game on Randell’s goal at 15:44. Randell, who was inserted into the lineup after Bobby Robins was suspended, corralled a loose puck to Mannino’s left, maneuvered around the Pens’ goalie, and slipped the puck into the net.
Lucic blasts Canadiens for revealing handshake line comment 
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AP/Charles Krupa 

Boston's Milan Lucic tangles with Montreal's Brendan Gallagher during Game Two of the Eastern Conference semifinals. 
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Associated Press 

BOSTON — The traditional post-series handshake between the Boston Bruins and Montreal Canadiens wasn’t the symbol of sportsmanship the NHL might be looking for.

How do you feel about the comments made by the Bruins' Milan Lucic in the postgame handshake line? (115 votes)

He's a sore loser

No problem with it, but that stuff should stay on the ice

View results

Bruins forward Milan Lucic said something to anger Montreal’s Dale Weise and Alexei Emelin after the Canadiens beat the Bruins in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference semifinals. Although no one involved in the exchange would reveal exactly Lucic said, according to reports he threatened to retaliate against them next season.

And he isn’t sorry for saying it.

“What’s said on the ice stays on the ice, and unfortunately that code is broken,” Lucic told reporters at the TD Garden on Friday. “It’s unfortunate that it blows up to what it is now. I’m not the first guy to do it; I’m not the last guy to do it. I’m not sorry that I did it. I’m a guy that plays on emotion, and this is a game of emotions. Sometimes you make decisions out of emotion that might not be the best ones. That’s what it is.”

The Bruins finished the regular season with the NHL’s best record, but their quest for a third trip to the Stanley Cup finals in four seasons ended on Wednesday night with a 3-1 loss to Montreal. After the game, the teams went through what appeared to be the standard postgame handshake line.

But Lucic’s comments still rankled in Montreal’s locker room afterward, when Weise said, “(The Bruins) had couple guys — sorry, just one — that couldn’t put it behind them and be a good loser. Milan Lucic had a few things to say to a couple guys.”

The Canadiens have since moved on to the conference finals against the New York Rangers. The Bruins spent Friday emptying their lockers, and Lucic wasn’t backing down a bit.

“I didn’t make the NHL because I accepted losing, or I accepted failure, and I think that’s what’s gotten me to this point and made me the player that I am,” he said. “Like I said, I’m not the first guy to do it, and I’m sure I won’t be the last.”

Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli also had trouble accepting the loss, saying he still believes he has a roster that can add a championship to its 2011 Stanley Cup title. There won’t be a major roster overhaul this summer, he said.

“This is a very good team,” he said. “There’s some tweaks here and there but it’s a very good team; strong down the middle, strong in the nets, good character, good core.”

Reciting the team’s accomplishments— Presidents’ Trophy, five-game victory over the Detroit Red Wings, and a close series against Montreal — Chiarelli said he would try not to overreact to the disappointing end to the season.

“It’s emotional, and it’s my job to be unemotional about it,” he said. “We’re not going to make too many changes to this team. But there will be some changes.”

Lucic, who is signed through the 2015-16 season, will remain, along with centers Patrice Bergeron and David Krejci and defensemen Zdeno Chara, Dougie Hamilton and Torey Krug. Jarome Iginla and Shawn Thornton are the team’s top unrestricted free agents.

“If you look at the guys, most of the guys are still going to be with us next year,” Bergeron said. “And I think we have a great group of guys, a great core and we have the experience that you need in playoffs. And I think this year hopefully makes us eager to do it next year.”
Mark Divver: Some final thoughts on a lost series 

Claude Julien on Bruins' Game 7 loss

The Bruins coach gave his assessment of his team's performance in a Game 7 loss to the Montreal Canadiens. (Video by Matt Pepin)
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BOSTON — They tried to be too fancy, they didn’t get enough pucks to the net, they didn’t take advantage of their opportunities — and they had a lot of them.

That’s my quick analysis of what went wrong for the Boston Bruins in losing to the Montreal Canadiens in seven games.

For most of the series, the Bruins didn’t play like the group that finished first overall in the NHL this season. There were only fleeting glimpses of the team that went 15-1 with an overtime loss in March.

Finesse isn’t Boston’s game. The Bruins didn’t score enough dirty goals like the one that Jarome Iginla got late in the second period of Game Seven. Torey Krug found a lane to the net and Iginla was able to get his stick on the puck in front of Carey Price. Nothing fancy.

They had no puck luck, hitting the post or crossbar at least a dozen times, including twice in the last 10 minutes in Game Seven.

Big-name players such as David Krejci and Brad Marchand didn’t produce. Jordan Caron and rookies Justin Florek and Matt Fraser each had a goal in the playoffs, while Krejci and Marchand had zero.

And, of course, the Bruins let the Habs get under their skin. The Bruins said they wouldn’t let it happen, but it did. Again. Some things never change.

Now, some final words on a series that had everything:

∎You have to tip your chapeau to Montreal. No one outside of themselves and their fanatical followers believed in them. The Canadiens played their game to perfection and cashed in when they had chances.

∎What a player, what a personality P.K. Subban is. He talks the talk and he walks the walk. He is great for the game.

∎In previewing the series a couple of weeks ago (full disclosure: I picked the Bruins in six), I opined that Michel Therrien was not the equal of Claude Julien. I have a much higher opinion of Therrien today. He did a masterful job of making the right lineup changes and pressing the right buttons, such as when he called out Max Pacioretty, who responded by scoring some clutch goals.

∎Maybe a healthy Dennis Seidenberg would have tilted the series Boston’s way. Matt Bartkowski and Kevan Miller did a fine job during the regular season, but the Bruins really missed the big German in the postseason.

∎For the second year in a row, Zdeno Chara’s play declined as the playoffs wore on. There were reports on Thursday that he played with a broken finger.

∎The Bruins fourth line, which has been a difference-maker at times over the past few seasons, was decisively outplayed by Montreal’s fourth line. The Habs’ Dale Weise chipped in the critical first goal of Game Seven and Danny Briere scored a goal and an assist. Expect changes next season. Shawn Thornton turns 37 this summer and will be an unrestricted free agent as of July 1. After all he’s meant to the team, it would be too bad if his final significant act as a Bruin was squirting Subban with water.

∎Since Marchand scored 11 goals and 19 points in 25 postseason games in 2011, the Bruins have been willing to put up with the nonsense that is a part of his game. It’s a different story when you put up a goose egg. You have to wonder if maybe he’s worn out his welcome.

∎I’m not for a second suggesting that the refereeing had anything to do with the Bruins losing the series. But a couple of the calls in Game Seven were, ah, curious. If instant replay could be used to check a call, the first-period goalie interference penalty on Marchand might have been reversed. And, sorry, but the call on Marchand for snowing Carey Price shouldn’t be made in the seventh game of a Stanley Cup series.

∎Don’t get me wrong, this was a stinging defeat for the Bruins and their fans. But I remember the series that Ken Dryden stole in 1971 and the “Too Many Men” series in 1979 as being worse. Maybe that’s just me.

∎The great Michael Farber — the pride of the Moses Brown School — has the definitive story on “Too Many Men” in the May 12 issue of Sports Illustrated. It’s worth reading whether you lived through that series or not.

∎Gerry Cheevers would shake the hand of the opposing goalie and then bolt to the dressing room after a Stanley Cup series. Billy Smith usually didn’t shake anyone’s hand. Now the post-series handshake has become almost a sacred rite. It hasn’t always been this way.

∎The Bruins championship window is still wide open. Core players like Patrice Bergeron, Tuukka Rask, Krejci, Loui Eriksson, Milan Lucic and Carl Soderberg are in their prime. Youngsters such as Dougie Hamilton, Reilly Smith and Krug will be a year older. There will be changes before next season, you can count on that, but the Bruins should be in the hunt again.

∎I’m thinking that Weise might toss and turn just a bit on the night before Montreal’s first game against the Bruins next season.

∎Regarding Lucic, as Vince Lombardi said, “Show me a good loser and I’ll show you a loser.” Pretty sure Joe McGrath said that, too.
Jim Donaldson: It’s clear the better team won 
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BOSTON — It had to be the Habs.

Dammit.

Bad enough to lose Game Seven in the Garden.

But to Montreal?

That’s not heartbreaking. That’s not frustrating. It’s infuriating. It’s maddening.

But, say what you want about the Habs, you can’t say they didn’t deserve to win.

Boston’s longtime nemesis, the team that Bruins fans love to hate, did it again.

They’ve sent the bumbling Bruins, who played one of the worst first periods in a seventh game in the history of playoff hockey, home for the summer.

It’s time for the underachieving B’s, who couldn’t put this series away after leading, three games to two, to put away the hockey sticks and pick up the golf clubs.

Don’t feel sorry for the Bruins.

Lose game seven at home and you deserve to be done.

The better team won, no question.

The Bruins were better during the regular season, racking up more points than any team in the NHL, and 17 points more than Montreal.

But the Canadiens were better when it mattered most, in the playoffs.

They won two out of three in Montreal. More importantly, they won two of four in Boston.

As bad as the Bruins were in the first period Wednesday night — and they were horrendous — they still had a chance to pull this one out.

Or, at least to pull even, even after falling behind, 2-0, midway through the second period.

There was reason for optimism when, with 2:02 to go in period number two, Boston finally scored on Montreal’s Olympic gold medal-winning goalie, Carey Price.

With the Bruins on the power play, Jerome Iginla redirected a shot by Torey Krug that slipped past Price.

That left them 22 minutes to score at least one goal and send the game into overtime.

Instead, the only goal scored in the final period was by the Canadiens .

It came off the stick of Daniel Briere, on the power play, and, fittingly, it went in off the skate of Boston’s captain, defenseman Zdeno Chara, with 2:53 left in what would be the season for the beaten Bruins.

Brier also assisted on Montreal’s first goal, sliding a sharp pass from the left boards to Dale Weise, alone in front of a gaping net, just 2:18 after the opening faceoff.

The way the Bruins played giveaway in the first period, it’s amazing the Canadiens didn’t pull away.

“That’s why we lost,” Milan Lucic said. “I can’t elaborate more on it — that’s why we lost.”

“That goal definitely took the energy out of us,” said Patrice Bergeron.

“That’s not the start we were looking for,” Chara said.

The same could be said about the end of this ultimately disappointing Bruins season.

“It’s disappointing,” said Chara, “especially after the season we had. Our goals were much higher than finishing in the second round.”

Disappointing but, given the way they played in losing the last two games, not surprising.

“I don’t think we can say that we were playing our best hockey in this series,” Chara said.

It would be hard to find a Boston fan who’d argue with that statement.

“We expected to go all the way this year,” said Brad Marchand. “It’s hard to put into words. It’s very disappointing. It’s — we expected a lot more.”

A lot more was expected from Marchand, who didn’t score a goal in the playoffs.

“It’s tough,” he said. “A lot of mixed emotions. It’s very disappointing to lose any round, but in a situation like this, when you have such a good team — we finished first in the league . . . You’re never satisfied in the playoffs unless you go all the way. You need to play your best hockey of the season in playoff time and we didn’t do that.”

Instead, the Bruins played some of their worst hockey of the season against their archrival.

“You always try to get better as the series goes on,” Boston goaltender Tuukka Rask said. “I don’t think this was the case for us. Defensively, I think the last two games we made some uncharacteristic mistakes, and that ended up costing us the series.

“It’s frustrating, but, at the end of the day, I don’t think we deserved to win.”

He was right about that.

“It’s unfortunate, the way it has to end,” Lucic said. “There were high expectations. We felt like we had a good enough team to win and we didn’t.

“It’s frustrating. We let our fans down. We got ourselves up 3-2 in the series and were unable to get the job done. It’s going to be tough to swallow this one and deal with it for the rest of the summer.”
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O`Dell and Gordon shine in series-clincher over Admirals

© Keith Gosse 

Patrice Cormier of the St. John`s IceCaps gets tangled up with Norfolk Admirals defenceman Josh Manson while in pursuit of the puck Friday night in Calder Cup playoff action at Mile One Centre.

By Robin Short

Telegram Sports Editor

Andrew Gordon plotted the course, and Eric O’Dell steered the ship past the Admirals as the St. John’s IceCaps punched their ticket to the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference final Friday night with a 5-2 win over Norfolk before a jam-packed house at Mile One Centre.

It’s the second trip to the conference final in three years for the IceCaps, who defeated the Admirals in six games in the best-of-seven second-round Calder Cup playoff series.

The IceCaps now await the winner of the other conference semifinal between the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Providence Bruins.

The IceCaps will have home ice in that series, meaning the first two games will be played in St. John’s beginning next Saturday.

Gordon and O’Dell both had a goal and an assist for the IceCaps, with both scoring at critical times in the contest.

O’Dell netted his seventh goal of the playoffs – and sixth in the past four games – at 10:21 of the second period to stake St. John’s to a 2-1 lead.

After Kyle MacKinnon scored what would be the game-winner at 17:03 of the second, Gordon gave St. John’s a two-goal lead early in the third, tallying his sixth of the post season 3:27 in.

Gordon came up big when it mattered, as captain Jason Jaffray was scratched from the lineup because of injury after taking the pre-game warmup.

“I thought Andrew Gordon really took a step forward, really stepped up with regards to leadership,” coach Keith McCambridge said. “He’s been a strong leader for us all season long, but really was a good, strong calming voice on the bench for some of the players.

“He knows how to play in big games like this and he’s shown that all season long, especially in these playoffs.”

As for O’Dell, he’s been doing the heavy lifting for the IceCaps in the post season, with seven goals and an assist in 10 games. He’s showing exactly why the Winnipeg Jets suited him up for 30 National Hockey League games this season, where he tallied up three goals and seven points.

“To be honest, I’m feeling so comfortable out there,” he said. “My confidence is so high, and I know I have to play well, play my game if our team wants to move forward in the playoffs.

“I feel like I’m doing good right now. I just have to keep it going.”

The loss ended a good run for the Admirals, who squeaked into the playoffs as the eighth seed following a late-season run and pulled an upset on the No. 1 seed Manchester Monarchs in the first round.

Goaltender John Gibson was the key cog in that series, providing the Admirals with outstanding goaltending, while Sami Vatanen logged ample minutes as the leader on the blueline.

And then they were gone, recalled to the parent Anaheim Ducks for their Stanley Cup playoff series with the Los Angeles Kings.

“That’s part of the gig here in the American league,” said Admirals coach Trent Yawney, still looking to move past the second round of the playoffs in seven years coaching Norfolk teams, “but when you lose good players, it’s tough.

“Some other guys did great jobs, and I’m proud of the guys we had left here. But it makes things a little tougher for some guys being put in roles maybe they’re not comfortable with.”

Jerome Samson and Ben Chiarot also scored for the winners. Andre Petersson and Steve Eminger replied.

It was the IceCaps opening the scoring in the first period, just as they’ve done in nine of 10 playoff games this spring, when Adam Lowry streaked down the left wing and unloaded a hard shot on Norfolk goaltender Brad Thiessen.

Thiessen, however, gave up a big rebound, and Samson was Johnny on the spot to bang in the rebound for his third goal in the post season.

That lead lasted only 1:44, when Petersson wired a shot over Michael Hutchinson’s glove with the IceCaps’ Will O’Neill in the penalty box for holding.

Hutchinson kept the IceCaps in the game through the opening 20 minutes, making several big saves, including one off Emerson Etem, who was sprung loose on a partial breakaway.

His best save of the period, however, came late in the frame when he zipped across his crease to make a big-time glove save off Petersson, who unloaded from the faceoff circle.

O’Dell continued his torrid play in the second period, scoring at the 10:21 mark as the IceCaps enjoyed a five-on-three power play after Eminger fired the puck over the boards with the IceCaps already enjoying the man advantage.

But the never-say-die Admirals responded with Eminger’s marker.

MacKinnon picked the right time for his first on the year and the game-winner after a nice move by Brenden Kichton at the blueline started the play which finished with MacKinnon banging in the rebound.

It was a much improved period of play for St. John’s, which doubled Norfolk 14-7 on the shot clock.

It was all St. John’s in the third period, with Gordon getting things going, fooling Thiessen from a tough angle for his sixth goal of the playoffs. Then Chiarot put the nail in the Admirals’ coffin, tallying his third goal of the post season 41 seconds later.

O’Dell was game’s first star, while Hutchinson took second-star honours with a 26-save night. The third star went to Chiarot, who also had a goal and an assist and finished plus-three.
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© — Photo by Steve Earley/The Virginia-Pilot 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Kael Mouillierat (left) is dumped by the Norfolk Admirals’ Andre Petersson in Game 4 of the team’s American Hockey League Eastern Conference semifinal series Tuesday in Norfolk, Va. Mouillierat, a 20-goal scorer in the regular season, has lit the lamp just once in nine playoff games.

Should IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge tinker with his lines ahead of tonight’s Game 6 vs. Admirals?

No surprise Thursday morning that Keith McCambridge wasn’t commenting on the possibility of lineup changes for his St. John’s IceCaps in tonight’s Game 6 of their American Hockey League playoff series with the Norfolk Admirals.

It’s the time of year when the Cone of Silence is lowered and locked shut, when there’s barely a whisper of injuries and the like, as if anyone really, truly cares.

But what odds, we’ll play the game. And part of that game is observation and speculation. So here goes.

The IceCaps probably played their worst game of the Calder Cup playoffs Tuesday night, a 3-2 overtime loss to the Admirals in Norfolk. If it wasn’t for Eric O’Dell, playing the type of hockey — five goals in three games — that allows him to carry an entire team on his shoulders, that one wouldn’t have even reached OT.

Michael Hutchinson was good, but not great, although he made up for a mediocre showing through 60 minutes with an outstanding 13 minutes and change in the extra session, until Andre Petersson netted the game-winner, a power play tally, on the Admirals’ 14th shot of the period.

The rest of the IceCaps were okay, although defenceman Ben Chiarot was very active and is probably, along with just-out-of-junior-hockey Josh Morrissey, the IceCaps’ best defenceman so far in the playoffs.

But there was something missing Tuesday, although McCambridge chooses to fluff it off as too many icings and too many offsides, stuff that didn’t allow either team to get into a flow.

Maybe, but there’s more.

continued from page A1

Granted, the IceCaps are still leading this Eastern Conference semifinal 3-2, with the next two games at home at Mile One Centre, beginning tonight at 7:30 and tomorrow night, heaven forbid, if needed.

Thing is, just when the IceCaps had the Admirals on the ropes, just when Norfolk was stumbling, St. John’s couldn’t get the KO.

One point McCambridge will acknowledge is the fact the IceCaps need John Albert and Kael Mouillierat to get it going.

Both have only one goal through nine playoff games entering tonight’s contest, and they were scored in the first round vs the Albany Devils.

Mouillierat was the IceCaps’ leading scorer for much of the year, finishing with 53 points in 60 games. Albert, who got nine games in with the Winnipeg Jets this season, had 28 goals in 63 AHL games.

At least Albert is showing signs of breaking out, with a whack of shots on goal, just as Carl Klingberg was before he registered a two-point night (goal and an assist) in Game 4 Monday. Same cannot be said for Mouillierat.

“You definitely need your best players to be key contributors for your team this time of year,” said coach McCambridge, in the usual ultraconservative fashion. “There have been other areas in which those players have been strong, but I’ve always talked about the fact that they’ve been able to generate some chances, and I’m confident those players will continue to generate chances and hopefully be rewarded for it.”

But you can’t sit either one of those players. That’s a no-brainer.

However, just as McCambridge mixed things up a little in Games 3 and 4, switching Mouillierat and Jason Jaffray, he might want to ponder more tweaking tonight.

That particular move worked out nicely as the ever-dependable Jaffray — who missed practise Thursday morning for “maintenance”, whatever that means (we think it translates to: he needs a break) — helped O’Dell and Klingberg emerge from their mini-slump. In an effort to get Mouillierat and Albert back on track, McCambridge returned Jaffray to the wing with Albert and Andrew Gordon, while Mouillierat returned to his post on O’Dell’s left side, hoping some of the latter’s magic will rub off.

Norfolk coach Trent Yawney looked like a genius Tuesday night, benching veteran defenceman Nolan Yonkman, he of the nearly 700 American league games, for Shea Theodore, he of six AHL games before Tuesday.

Theodore, 18 and a junior with the Seattle Thunderbirds this season, scored 48 seconds into the third period to give Norfolk a 2-1 lead.

So if McCambridge elected to make his own change, who sits?

Yes, we know J.C. Lipon’s a rookie, but he’s yet to score and maybe needs to be reminded he’s best when running around like a Tasmanian Devil, but in control.

Neither Kyle MacKinnon, Patrice Cormier or Blair Riley have a goal, but they’re playing way too well in a defensive role to mess with.

Rather, it says here we might see McCambridge slip Julian Melchiori into the lineup. He’s healthy now, after missing the final three regular season games and all of the playoffs.

Not that Melchiori is going to ring up the numbers, but he’s a big, puck-moving defenceman who was second on the team in plus-minus and played a game for the Jets, who regard him a prospect.

But who comes out? There’s Lipon, which would give McCambridge seven D-men and 11 forwards. Or maybe Brenden Kichton, who was a minus-one in two out of the three games in Norfolk. Kichton might be showing signs of slowing down in his first pro season.

Or how about Zach Redmond? Granted, the numbers do not support that theory, not when Redmond has six assists in nine games and is plus-five.

It’s just that Redmond has, well, had his moments.

Then again, maybe McCambridge opts for the status quo. That lineup did, after all, produce a combined 10 goals in the first two games in Norfolk.

“We were able to take two out of three games on the road, which is good,” reminds McCambridge, “and now we have an opportunity to get ourselves for where we need to be for Game 6.”

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. 

He can be reached by email at rshort@thetelegram.com. 

Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort

IceCaps advance

Robin Robin ShortPublished on May 16, 2014
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St. John’s defeats Norfolk Admirals to reach AHL Eastern conference final

Andrew Gordon and Ben Chiarot, two of the St. John’s IceCaps’ better performers in these 2014 Calder Cup playoffs, scored goals less than five minutes into the third period Friday night to spark the IceCaps to a 5-2 win over the Norfolk Admirals and punch their ticket to the American Hockey League’s Eastern Conference final.

The IceCaps took the best-of-seven conference semifinal 4-2 in front of a packed house at Mile One Centre, and now await the winner of the other conference semifinal between the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Providence Bruins.

The IceCaps will have home ice in that series, meaning the first two games will be played in St. John’s.

The Pens were leading that series 2-1 entering last night’s game in Providence.

Red-hot Eric O’Dell, Jerome Samson and Kyle MacKinnon also scored for the IceCaps, and Michael Hutchinson made 26 saves.

Andre Petersson and Steve Eminger had the Norfolk goals.

It was the IceCaps opening the scoring in the first period, just as they’ve done in nine of 10 playoff games this spring, when Adam Lowry streaked down the left wing and unloaded a hard shot on Norfolk goaltender Brad Thiessen.

Thiessen, however, gave up a big rebound, and Samson was Johnny on the spot to bang in the rebound for his third goal in the post season.

That lead lasted only 1:44, when Petersson wired a shot over Hutchinson’s glove with the IceCaps’ Will O’Neill in the penalty box for holding.

Hutchinson kept the IceCaps in the game through the opening 20 minutes, making several big saves, including one off Emerson Etem, who was sprung loose on a partial breakaway.

His best save of the period, however, came late in the frame when he zipped across his crease to make a big-time glove save off Petersson, who unloaded from the faceoff circle.

O’Dell continued his torrid play in the second period, scoring his seventh goal of the playoffs – and sixth in the past four games – at the 10:21 mark as the IceCaps enjoyed a five-on-three power play after Eminger fired the puck over the boards with the IceCaps already enjoying the man advantage.

But the never-say-die Admirals, the eighth seed entering the Calder Cup playoffs who upset top-ranked Manchester Monarchs, responded with Eminger’s marker.

But MacKinnon picked the right time for his first on the year and the game-winner after a nice move by Brenden Kichton at the blueline started the play which finished with MacKinnon’s banging in the rebound.

It was a much improved period of play for St. John’s, which doubled Norfolk 14-7 on the shot clock.

It was all St. John’s in the third period, with Gordon getting things going at 3:27, fooling Thiessen from a tough angle for his fifth goal of the playoffs. 

Then Chiarot put the nail in the Admirals’ coffin, tallying his third goal of the post season 41 seconds later.

O’Dell was game’s first star, while Hutchinson took second-star honours. The third star went to Chiarot

In praise (sort of)of P.K., and why the Habs seem to crave respect

John John BrownePublished on May 16, 2014

Share 0 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

COLUMN

Pernell Karl Subban (P.K. to his friends) is a pain in the arse. He smiles a lot, but he’s an assassin on the ice.

And he’s much more than that.

He’s also egotistical, full of bluster, cocky, a showboat, naggingly childish and a diver.

For heaven’s sake, he cried to the referee like a baby when Shawn Thornton offered him a drink of water to quench his thirst.

His team is comprised of munchkins. Timbits. Smurfs. Vienna sausages. Lilliputians. A bunch of Archaea microbes.

They’re really small!

Unfortunately, they are also very fast and certainly rose to the occasion by playing their system brilliantly against my favourite team.

Team Hobbit managed to defeat the Presidents’ Trophy-winning Boston Bruins in a second-round playoff series between the best rivals in sports. They did so by winning Game 7 comfortably. Boston’s effort in the deciding was surprisingly lame, but give Montreal full credit.

The Bruins’ frustration seemed to grow over the seven-game series. They too often shot wide, hit the post/crossbar or had their shots blocked by Canadiens’ defence that admirably played over their heads.

There’s blood on my fingers as I type this, but Subban, along with Carey Price, was a big part of the series win.

It’s also fair to say:

• Subban outplayed Zdeno Chara. Despite a great regular season, Chara looked every bit of his 37 years against the Habs.

• Carey Price outplayed Tuukka Rask. Rask wasn’t bad; he just didn’t make the big save when needed. And, looking back, most of the pucks that got by Price were deflections.

• Overall, the Habs, to a man, outplayed the Bruins.

What I can’t understand is the Montreal players basically begging for respect from Boston the entire series. The Bruins don’t give a damn if they ever get respect from the Habs or anyone else.

Milan Lucic, who recently released anti-bullying book, made that clear. Sportsmanship is overrated. Disrespecting the sacred handshake line by saying something rude is a big deal. Putting someone out for the remainder of the season with a deliberate vicious kneeing penalty gets you seven games in the NHL. Let’s keep things in perspective.

Let’s face it, the teams (and their fans) hate each other, but the Bruins don’t mind showing it. It’s never going to change.

In any case, the scary thought is that Montreal could win another Stanley Cup.

Though not the best defensive defenceman in the league, and no matter what you think of his style, Subban’s the most exciting player in the NHL right now.

Most importantly, however, Subban is an honest-to-goodness impact player when it counts. They are few and far between. His skating skills are remarkable and he scares the heck out of me — as a Bruins’ fan — when he winds up for a slap shot inside the blue line.

And what’s worse is that, off the ice, he appears to be one heck of a guy with a great sense of humor.

Look at the way he handled the controversy over those idiots who posted racist tweets about him. He could have milked that for all it’s worth but he didn’t.

That’s what won me over. The way he handled that ugliness was a glimpse into this guy’s real character. He showed intelligence and class. He knew that the Boston Bruins organization and their real fans have nothing to do with racism.

We’re Habophobic, if anything.

Subban, to his credit, also came up with what I thought was the best quote of the entire series when he said before Game 7: “I can’t wait for the crowd, the noise, the energy in the building. I can’t wait to take that all away from them.”

Don’t tell me the Bruins’ players weren’t squeezing their sticks after reading that quote.

I desperately wanted Subban to eat those words, but they proved to be prophetic.

In any case, when P.K.’s playing days are over, I predict he’ll have a whole new career as a hockey color commentator because he’s actually likable and has a real presence on the TV screen which will translate well to most viewers. He may have taken a step in that direction when he literally kissed up to Pierre McGuire of NBC Sports at the post-game interview.

Regardless of Subban’s future, these are dark days for Bruins’ fans, who felt their team was a genuine Stanley Cup contender this season.

I don’t know what it is about the Canadiens’ ability — with few exceptions — to beat Boston even when the Bruins finish higher in the standings. It has to be some kind of a Habs’ curse.

Proof the curse continues came Wednesday night after the game.

My hamster “Marshie” (named after Brad Marchand) … sniff, well, to quote Socrates, “his hour of departure arrived.”

Coincidence?

I don’t think so.

jbrowne@thetelegram.com

Taking stock of the kid corps
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Kosmachuk leads crop of  Jets’ prospects who could join IceCaps next year

They’ll get shots at making the parent Winnipeg Jets at the big club’s training camp in the fall, but most of the youngsters on the St. John’s IceCaps’ roster during these American Hockey League Calder Cup playoffs can reasonably expected to be back with the IceCaps in the fall.

Adam Lowry, JC Lipon and Brenden Kichton, who all have played every game for the IceCaps this post-season, will be entering the second years of their NHL entry-level contracts (ELCs) in 2014-15. So will be defencemen Julian Melchiori, who hasn’t yet seen action in the playoffs because of injury, but looks like he will be available, if needed, for Friday’s Game 6 of the IceCaps’ Eastern Conference semifinal against the Norfolk Admirals.

© — Photo by The Canadian Press 

Winnipeg Jets prospect Scott Kosmahuck, seen here during a pre-season game, turned 20 in January and he’s already signed by the Jets, meaning he’s ready to turn pro later this year, likely with the IceCaps. 

St. John’s leads the best-of-seven series 3-2 heading in to that contest at Mile One Centre. On Thursday, the IceCaps and Admirals shared a charter flight back to St. John’s from Norfolk, Va., where the Admirals extended the series with a 3-2 overtime win Tuesday night.

Forwards Austen Brassard and Ryan Olsen, along with goalie Jussi Olkinuora, have been among the extra bodies for St. John’s in the playoffs and also fall into the likely-to-return category. So does netminder Connor Hellebuyck, who hasn’t officially been on the IceCaps’ roster, but was around the team before joining the United States entry at the world hockey championship, being played in Belarus. 

Brassard and Olkinuora have finished the first years of their initial pro deals, while Hellebuyck and Olsen — who have just wound up their college and major junior careers, respectively — will see their ELCs kick in next season.

But they are not the only ones still involved in post-season action — or who are at least close to it — pegged to play for the IceCaps in 2014-15.

If you’re following the 2014 Memorial Cup, beginning Friday night in London, Ont., you should take note of right-winger Scott Kosmachuk of the Ontario Hockey League champion Guelph Storm, the lone Jets’ prospect competing in the Canadian major junior championship tournament.

Kosmachuk turned 20 in January and he’s already signed by the Jets, meaning he’s ready to turn pro later this year, likely with the IceCaps. 

See KOSMACHUK, page C2

Winnipeg’s third-round draft pick from 2012, Kosmachuk put up impressive numbers in Guelph this season, with 49 goals (second-most in the OHL) 101 points (third-highest in the league) and a plus-52 rating (tied for third overall) in 68 regular-season games, In 20 playoff games, the six-foot, 189-pound Toronto native added 10 goals and 18 assists for 28 points, third-best in the league.

The Storm begin their Memorial Cup schedule Saturday night against the Western Hockey League champion Edmonton Oil Kings.

Notes: The Jets have a number of other players signed to entry-level contracts, but who will not be age-eligible to play in the AHL next season. They include smooth-skating defenceman Josh Morrissey, who has suited up regularly for the IceCaps in these playoffs; teenage goaltender Eric Comrie, who is on the IceCaps’ playoff roster; Western Hockey League forward Axel Blomqvist, signed as an undrafted free agent; and forward Nic Petan, who played for Canada at the most recent world junior championship and finished second in WHL scoring this season … Petan came close to playing in the Memorial Cup, but his Portland Winterhawks were knocked off by the Oil Kings in a seven-game WHL final … There is a slight IceCaps connection on the Oil Kings, in that Edmonton’s lineup includes left-winger Edgars Kulda, younger brother of former St. John’s defenceman Arturs Kulda, who played in the Russian-based Kontinental Hockey League this season … 

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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Tampa Bay goalie prospect Andrei Vasilevskiy denied 39 shots to push Russia past the United States 6-1 on Monday at the World Championships in Minsk, Russia.

Vasilevskiy put on his best show in the second period, when he made several spectacular stops during a United States power play.

"Played a very solid game. Was always under control and made the saves look easy especially during the second period when Team USA had many quality chances,'' emailed Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois, who is at the tournament.

Vasilevskiy recently signed his entry level contract with the Lightning and could play for the Syracuse Crunch next year.

Sons of ex-NHL stars expected to be among first draft picks 
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17-year-old Kasperi Kapanen is widely expected to be selected in the first round of next summer’s NHL Entry Draft.

17-year-old Kasperi Kapanen is widely expected to be selected in the first round of next summer’s NHL Entry Draft.

  .

Kasperi Kapanen is widely expected to be selected in the first round of next summer's NHL Entry Draft, the 17-year-old Finn being ranked as the top European prospect on the webpage of the NHL. Kapanen, who plays for the Kuopio-based KalPa, is followed by Sweden's William Nylander on the list of draft prospects.

Both youngsters are ice hockey players in the second generation: The father of Kasperi, Sami Kapanen, played over 800 games in the NHL as did Michael Nylander, the father of William.

"It's exciting because both lads have played in the same line with their fathers this season. William played for Rögle before his transfer to MoDo last autumn," adds Göran Stubb, the director of the European Central Scouting Centre.

In addition, Ville Husso of HIFK Helsinki is ranked as the top puck-stopper prospect in Europe and Juho Lammikko of Porin Ässät the 14th most sought-after outfield skater. "Lammikko is a player suited for North America, a hard worker. He played for Ässät a few games in the league this season," describes Stubb.

Meanwhile, Julius Honka is ranked 11th on the list of North American draft prospects, the young Finn already playing across the pond. "This is not a peak year for Europe, but neither for North America. Four to six Europeans may go in the first round. I'd be very surprised if Kapanen didn't go in the first round," Stubb said.

For the scouts and fans alike, the IIHF World Under-18 Championship held in Imatra and Lappeenranta later this month may present the last chance to witness the prodigies in action. "230 scouts will be there," reveals Stubb.

Heikki Miettinen – HS

 Aleksi Teivainen – HT
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Badgers hockey: Ten recruits are ready to make an impression
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Brothers Keegan, left, and Jason Ford played together at Waunakee High School.
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Andy Baggot

Andy Baggot has been on the Wisconsin State Journal sports staff since 1978, when he was thrilled to be hired to take prep scores over the telephone. Now a columnist and the beat writer for the UW men’s hockey team, Baggot also covers the UW athletic department. A Tomah High School graduate, he's been fortunate enough to attend two Olympics, three Rose Bowls, one Super Bowl and four NCAA championship games.

The latest recruiting class for the University of Wisconsin men’s hockey team, seemingly finalized Thursday, is unique on a couple of fronts.

It includes a set of brothers, which is a first for the program in nearly a quarter century.

It also includes a 17-year-old wunderkind, one of the youngest prospects in the Mike Eaves coaching era.

The 10-member class — six forwards, three defensemen and one goaltender — came together this week when four prospects signed National Letters of Intent during the spring signing period that began earlier this month.

Barring an unforeseen departure between now and next season — nine seniors have left along with two NHL-bound underclassmen — this class of rookies will join 15 returnees for 2014-15.

The latest additions are winger Jason Ford (Dubuque, U.S. Hockey League), center Cameron Hughes (Spruce Grove, Alberta Junior Hockey League), winger Cullen Hurley (Muskegon, USHL) and center Adam Rockwood (Coquitlam, British Columbia Hockey League).

They join the six newcomers who signed in November: Defenseman Jack Dougherty (U.S. National Team Development Program), Keegan Ford (Dubuque, USHL), goaltender Gabe Grunwald (New York, Eastern Hockey League), defenseman Jake Linhart (Green Bay, USHL), center Matt Ustaski (Langley, BCHL) and winger Ryan Wagner (NTDP).

The Fords are from Waunakee and their father, Pat, was a standout center for the Badgers from 1984 to ’88 before he served as a UW assistant coach under Jeff Sauer from 1998 to 2002.

The Fords are the 15th family to have two or more siblings play for the Badgers. The most recent set of brothers to come to UW at the same time was Mark and Mike Strobel in 1991.

Jason, who turns 20 in June, originally committed to Bemidji State, but he said the desire to play closer to home alongside his younger brother was too much to pass up.

“It’s a dream to grow up in the Madison area and see your dad coached (at UW) and your brother’s going there,” Jason said. “It’s pretty special, I think.”

Eaves said Jason Ford, who had 103 points in 27 games with Waunakee in 2012, brings a versatile skill set and a great understanding of the game.

“He will be a significant player for us,” Eaves said of Ford in a release.

Keegan, who turns 18 next month, said he plans to room with his brother at UW, just as they’ve done in Dubuque.

“To know that I’m going to play four more years with him at Wisconsin means a lot to both of us,” Keegan said. “It’s pretty exciting. Not many people get to say that they played with their brother all the way growing up and then college, too.”

A key piece to the class is Hughes, who thought about another season of juniors before deciding recently that he would sign with UW for next season. He would have returned to Spruce Grove had winger Nic Kerdiles come back to the Badgers for his junior year, but Kerdiles opted to join junior defenseman Jake McCabe in turning pro.

Hughes turns 18 on Oct. 9. Three UW freshmen recruited during the Eaves Era came in younger: McCabe turned 18 Oct. 12; defenseman Frankie Simonelli on Oct. 29 and defenseman Cody Goloubef on Nov. 30.

“A very dynamic young player,” Eaves said of Hughes.

Red Line Report, an independent international scouting service, has Hughes ranked 17th on its list of top prospects for the 2015 NHL Entry Draft.

Hughes, listed at 5-foot-11 and 160 pounds, helped lead Spruce Grove to the AJHL title and a berth in the Western Canada Cup, which will be held Saturday through May 4 in Dauphin, Manitoba.

Hughes, who has 74 points (22 goals, 52 assists) in 70 games, could go head-to-head with Rockwood, who had 17-75-92 in 72 games to help guide Coquitlam to the BCHL title.

Spruce Grove coach Jason McKee describes Hughes, who grew up in Edmonton, as a “200-foot player” with a “high hockey IQ” and “incredible vision.”

According to Eaves, Rockwood will remind many of Mark Zengerle, who ended his UW career last month as one of the top-10 assist men in program history.

“Very skilled player, very intelligent player,” Eaves said of Rockwood.

Hurley, from Eagan, Minn., spent the past two seasons in the USHL with Muskegon after emerging as a point-a-game player at Academy of Holy Angels High School.

Read more: http://host.madison.com/sports/college/hockey/badgers-hockey-ten-recruits-are-ready-to-make-an-impression/article_ae12e663-63b5-53eb-997a-0ed583f63631.html#ixzz324CQNUrq
Badgers men's hockey: Adam Rockwood's NHL stock rising fast

May 16, 2014 7:49 am  •  By Andy Baggot | Wisconsin State Journal

One of the fast-rising stocks in the upcoming NHL Entry Draft appears to be center Adam Rockwood, a University of Wisconsin men’s hockey prospect.

The latest issue of Red Line Report, an independent international scouting service, had some glowing insights on Rockwood, a center from Coquitlam, British Columbia who has signed to play for the Badgers in 2014-15.

RLR moved Rockwood up 61 places on its individual rankings to No. 155, which translates to just outside the fifth round for the draft, set for June 27 and 28 in Philadelphia.

The huge bump came after Rockwood, listed at 5-foot-9 and 175 pounds, helped Coquitlam to the British Columbia Hockey League playoff title and a berth in the Western Canada Cup.

“Easily the most explosive undersized skater in Tier II hockey this season out west,’’ RLR analyzed, “Rockwood finished the BCHL regular season fifth in scoring (74 points) and first in assists with an astounding 61. He then contributed another 20 points (16 assists) in the BCHL playoffs. Speed allows Rockwood to create separation from opposing defenders, then he uses great vision to distribute with incredibly crisp feeds off the rush, catching teammates on the tape in stride.’’

Other UW recruits in the latest RLR rankings include defenseman Jack Dougherty (signed for next season) at No. 34; defenseman Matt Berkovitz (projected for 2015-16) at No. 102; center Matt Ustaski (signed for next season) at No. 210; and winger Seamus Malone (projected for 2015-16) at 221.

Dougherty, who was invited to the NHL draft combined May 26 to 31 in Toronto, is right on the fringe of the first round.

RLR also weighed in on prospects invited to take part in the U.S. National Team Developmental Program evaluation camp in late March. The NTDP uses the get-together to make up its under-17 squad for 2014-15.

Two UW commitments – wingers Trent Frederic and Dominick Mersch – were among those taking part.

On Frederic: “Good-sized budding power winger was a bit inconsistent. … His high points were excellent when he got involved in the forecheck and created havoc in the corners. Showed good finish in front and drove hard to the net. Has to be more consistent in his effort, but the sky is the limit with his tool set.’’

On Mersch, whose brother Michael just finished his senior season at UW: “… hasn’t hit his growth spurt yet. Skating isn’t bad, but lacks the skill set and shot of his big brother. Does play his (butt) off every shift and is physical beyond his size.’’

Read more: http://host.madison.com/sports/blog/badgers-men-s-hockey-adam-rockwood-s-nhl-stock-rising/article_7daaa716-dcf8-11e3-bf7e-001a4bcf887a.html#ixzz322is5JwX

Top NHL draft prospects tough to sort out

Kyle Woodlief, special for USA TODAY Sports 8:42 p.m. EDT April 25, 2014
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Here at Red Line Report, we pride ourselves on being decisive - making some tough calls on the rankings and sticking to our guns, even when we know our opinions will be at odds with the consensus. It's our belief that, as a rule of thumb, waffling back and forth is not an attractive quality in a talent scout.

But this year, the top end of the draft has us flummoxed. One day we go to a playoff game and fall in love with Sam Bennett (OK, so we do that every time we see him). The next day, our heart races over Nikolaj Ehlers. Two days after that, we're all googly-eyed over Michael Dal Colle. And then we get the report from out west that our Calgary-based scout has gone completely loopy over Sam Reinhart's ridiculous performance.

It's like the old carnival game of spin-the-wheel: Round and round she goes, and where she stops nobody knows.

Honestly, we can never remember a year when we have flip-flopped this much over the order of the top five from month-to-month.

LOTTERY: Panthers win top pick

Yes, Reinhart was absurd in leading the Kootenay first-round upset of Calgary with 17 points in six games. But wow, how good were both Bennett and Nick Ritchie in Game 7 of the Kingston-Peterborough series?

Below is Red Line's top 10 for April. We've used a pencil this month instead of indelible ink. Check back with us next month because this race might be heading down the backstretch, but it's far from over.

In fact, check back with us tomorrow and our opinion might have changed.

RED LINE REPORT's TOP 10 PROSPECTS

No. Player POS HT, WT Shoot Date of birth Team 

1 Sam Bennett C 6-0, 178 Left June 20, 1996 Kingston 

2 Sam Reinhart C 6-1, 182 Right Nov. 6, 1995 Kootenay 

3 Aaron Ekblad D 6-4, 217 Right Feb. 7, 1996 Barrie 

4 Leon Draisaitl C 6-1, 209 Left Oct. 27, 1995 Prince Albert 

5 Michael Dal Colle LW 6-2, 171 Left June 20, 1996 Oshawa 

6 Nikolaj Ehlers LW 5-11, 176 Left Feb. 13, 1996 Halifax 

7 Jake Virtanen LW 6-1, 208 Right Aug. 17, 1996 Calgary 

8 Nick Ritchie LW 6-3, 232 Left Dec. 5, 1995 Peterborough 

9 Robby Fabbri C 5-10, 165 Right Jan. 22, 1996 Guelph 

10 Haydn Fleury D 6-3, 204 Left July 8, 1996 Red Deer 

RISING

Nikolaj Ehlers: Just a brilliant skater who plays the game and makes plays at a higher tempo than anyone else. Has been phenomenal the last two months.

Jayce Hawryluk: Fierce competitor keyed Brandon's first-round upset with 10 points in four games. Quietly outstanding all season and we're surprised how little prospect love he gets.

Dylan Gambrell: Got lost early on amid a sea of draft-eligibles in Dubuque, but suddenly he's the one rising to the top.

Nick Wolff: One of the few true heavyweight enforcers this year, and he also has pretty good puckhandling skills and hockey sense.

Michael Bunting: Long injury layoff put him on the back burner, but came back with a vengeance in the playoffs. Really soft hands.

Dysin Mayo: Coaches trusted young defenseman with top minutes down the stretch, and he produced regularly on offense while cleaning up own zone positioning.

FALLING

Nick Schmaltz: For all his wonderful skills, we just can't abide his soft, lazy game and entitled attitude.

Tyson Baillie: Has shown flashes of high-end talent over the course of the last two campaigns. But he is three full seasons into his junior career and seems to have plateaued.

News and notes from around the scouting community

One nugget that jumps out at Red Line in this year's draft is just how underwhelming the stable of defensive prospects is on the whole.

But one small oddity is that the province of Alberta - and in particular the short corridor connecting the rival cities of Edmonton and Calgary - is flush with top candidates. Calgary's duo of Travis Sanheim and Ben Thomas, along with Edmonton's tandem of Aaron Irving and Dysin Mayo, all seem undervalued to us. And nestled almost exactly halfway between those two burghs you'll find Red Deer — home to Haydn Fleury, the best of the WHL's blue-line prospects.

MORE: Top Americans in the draft

Surprisingly, Sanheim, Thomas and Irving are all in their first major junior season. And if you consider that Mayo spent all of last season on the bench, all four of them are well behind in the development curve, so their potential upsides are difficult to ignore.

-Kelowna power forward Justin Kirkland justified Red Line's faith in him as one of the draft's real up-and-comers with his performance in a tough six-game first-round series against Tri-City. He was a two-way force, posting 2-2-4 totals while never getting outhustled or beaten to loose pucks. 

Kirkland showed great hands around the net, hit everything in sight, and logged important minutes on both special teams units. He's a coach's dream who leaves everything on the ice each shift.

-While his club was unceremoniously stormed from the OHL playoffs by a far superior Guelph team, Plymouth stud goalie Alex Nedeljkovic did everything he could to keep his outmatched team in the series through three games before succumbing in five. Game 3 was a tour de force for the Parma, Ohio, native, who made a scintillating 52 saves in backstopping a 2-1 Whalers win. 

While Guelph rebounded to pound Plymouth in the final two games, not much blame can be laid at Nedeljkovic's doorstep. The silver lining to the early playoff exit is Nedeljkovic was named as one of two outside additions to the U.S. National U-18 team for the World Championships in Finland. He has a 2.01 goals-against average there so far.

While he could be considered the best goalie in this draft, there is some buzz about him dropping because he's perceived as a "small" goalie, since he's not at least the requisite 6-2. Nedeljkovic is officially measured at 6-0, but many feel he must have been on his tip-toes to break the 6-0 mark. Still, his poise, athleticism and battle level under duress has drawn us to him and we feel he's either at, or very near the top of this year's goaltending heap.

-Recently, Red Line made it a point to head to Dubuque to view a weekend series between the Fighting Saints and Indiana. Heading in we were expecting Karson Kuhlman and Shane Eiserman to be Dubuque's marquee draft eligibles. Or perhaps even little scoring machine Seamus Malone. Wrong!

Turns out that the real gem on the top line was center Dylan Gambrell. Solidly built at 5-11, 190 pounds, the Denver recruit displayed a full 200-foot game and an ability to create with the puck on his stick. He has very good speed and a willingness to come back deep to support his defense. And on this weekend, he was the proverbial straw that stirred the drink.

-RLR followed the long line of NHL scouts to Langley last month to see what the fuss was about, and came away suitably impressed with humongous, late-blooming center Matt Ustaski. Just finishing off his second full season with the Rivermen, he doubled his point totals from a year ago and potted 29 regular-season goals with some of the softest hands in the BCHL, then added another seven in 12 playoff contests.

He wins an astounding percentage of his faceoffs (he was apparently over 80% for the season), and creates multiple scoring opportunities each night. Ustaski lives in the slot (since nobody can budge his massive 6-6, 225-pound physique) where he can release his potent wrist shot and create rebounds.

Unfortunately, Ustaski is a bit of a gentle giant as he lacks any kind of physical intensity to his game, and he's already in his third and final year of draft eligibility. He'll be turning 20 next month and has never played above the Tier II ranks, so we'd have to characterize him as an intriguing long shot at this point. Still, it is rare to see a kid that size whose game is predicated on skill and soft hands. Ustaski is off to Wisconsin in the fall.

Who helped, hurt cause at under-18 tournament

8:35 PM, May 17, 2014   |  

USA Today

by Kyle Woodlief, special for USA TODAY Sports

The recently concluded World Under-18 Championships contained very few real surprises, either positive or negative, compared with recent years. For the most part, the tourney provided us with confirmation of what we had been seeing all season, and did not result in many major changes to our rankings.

But for Red Line Report's money, the host Finns supplied what little drama the tourney managed with regard to top prospects. Specifically, it was big winger Juho Lammikko who really got our attention, with his strong showing propelling him from his previous fourth-round status on our list to a near second-round grade.

Our man in Finland reports that he was lacking focus during the Jr. A playoffs, but playing on a line with underaged stud Mikko Rantanen in Lappeenranta seemed to bring the best out of him. He improved his conditioning and leg strength during the season and is now quite a bit faster than early in the year.

The one true high-end prospect who did more than just solidify his ranking was super-slick Swiss puck wizard Kevin Fiala. He had been hanging around the mid-to-late teens area of our list much of the season, primarily because of his middling size. But in Finland he once again reminded us of just how dynamic he can be, and we're now inclined to overlook the size issue and push him up near top 10 status.

On the other side of the ledger, Kasperi Kapanen was underwhelming at the U-18s and has been a source of hot debate for Red Line all season.

All the Finnish scouts around the NHL have been mad at us for keeping Kapanen down around the end of the first round all year, with some venting their anger in the form of derogatory insults directed our way. Many insist he is a top 10 prospect in this year's draft. Frankly, even our own man in Finland has been a strong advocate of moving him well up our draft list.

But even Kapanen's most ardent supporters would have to admit that he was a consistent underachiever at the World U-18s, where he didn't have a single good game.

Some might overlook his performance here and feel that he has proved himself over the course of the season. But from RLR's perspective, we saw the same thing we've seen from him for two seasons now, at least on the international stage: excellent skating and skill level, but very little actual impact on the game.

RISING

Juho Lammikko (Ã?ssat Pori): Nobody helped themselves more at the World U-18s. Played a very hard game and was dangerous every shift.

Brett Pollock (Edmonton): Continues to push our perception of what his offensive ceiling might be at the next level. Has been an extremely consistent producer all season despite playing most often in a limited checking role.

Radel Fazleev (Calgary): Came back from his extended layoff due to a broken wrist looking like a different player. Hard on the puck and responsible all over the ice.

Brendan Lemieux (Barrie): Constantly irritating, prickly demeanour combined with his clutch scoring at crunch time, wide body, and heavy shot give him the look of a safe, sure bet pro.

Julien Pelletier (Cape Breton): We liked him more each time we saw him this season, and our final impression from the playoff series against Gatineau has really stuck with us.

FALLING

Aaron Irving (Edmonton): Has been a favorite of ours, but his offensive play really slowed over the final two months and playoffs - just the opposite of what we were anticipating.

Nikolay Goldobin (Sarnia): He has the super hands/skills going for him, but the questions about his work ethic and willingness to remain in North America long-term are beginning to chip away at his draft stock.

News and notes from around the scouting community

We'd like to devote some space to highlighting some of our favorite sleepers from places/leagues/teams that are off the beaten path a bit, starting with some Tier II players we've campaigned for in the past. Each of the following players have once again forced their way into our thoughts with their play down the stretch:

Defenseman Jake Walman of the Toronto Junior A Canadiens is one of the tougher calls in this year's draft, for several reasons.

He's a converted center who is playing at a lower competition level, so NHL scouts will really have to project how far his defensive game can progress over the next four to five years.

There is, however, no problem seeing his extraordinary skating ability and offensive upside from the blue line. His effortless stride and exceptional speed and acceleration make him outstanding in the quick transition game. Add to that a great hockey IQ and feel for the game, and there could be something special in the making. His upper-body strength will have to improve, but the raw talent Walman possesses is unmistakeable.

-Adam Rockwood recently carried his hometown Coquitlam Express to a bit of a surprise BCHL Championship. In the Finals, the Express swept the heavily favored Vernon Vipers, with Rockwood scoring the winning goal shorthanded with just under five minutes left in Game 4.

Red Line still doesn't understand how he was left off of the Canada West World Junior A Challenge Team as he was best the player for us hands down at their evaluation camp. The extreme late bloomer and University of Wisconsin commit will likely never hit 6-0, but considering he was 5-3 during his first year of Midget, we think further growth in other areas of his game might be expected. Now that he is a more respectable 5-10 he's still getting used to the fact that he doesn't have to run away from contact anymore.

Easily the most explosive undersized skater in Tier II hockey this season out west, Rockwood finished the BCHL regular season fifth in league scoring (74 points) and first in assists with an astounding 61. He then contributed another 20 points (16 assists) in the BCHL playoffs. Speed allows Rockwood to create separation from opposing defenders, then he uses great vision to distribute with incredibly crisp feeds off the rush, catching teammates on the tape in stride.

-Every year there are draft-eligible Europeans who are playing in professional leagues against older men. Because their contracts with these clubs are independent of the NHL, these players are eligible to be selected. Which brings us to the curious case of Nathan Walker, an Australian playing for the Hershey Bears of the American Hockey League.

Walker has been ranked for the NHL draft by Red Line each of the past two years, but never selected. He played with the USHL Youngstown Phantoms last year, and earned a camp invite from the Washington Capitals, and subsequently an AHL contract. Since his contract isn't binding to the Capitals, Walker is draft eligible again, and we hear he has been scouted heavily.

Since this now becomes his third year in RLR's rankings, we can hardly refer to him as a sleeper, but let's just say he would be an unconventional pick.
.
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Combing all corners of the country and the blogosphere for your junior hockey headlines ...

WHL

Edmonton assistant coach Sean Brown on how big the junior hockey business has become since his playing days two decades ago: "I remember going to NHL camp and you’d get a T-shirt and shorts and a stick and some gloves and you were like, ‘Wow! This is exciting.’ Now you see kids and they have their own (stick) patterns and I'm like, 'Wow.' " (Yahoo! Sports)

(The Eh Game)

Edmonton front-liners Curtis Lazar, Mitchell Moroz, Griffin Reinhart and Henrik Samuelsson have some experience with the Memorial Cup. Conversely, no Guelph Storm player has competed in it. (Sportsnet)

Saturday's Memorial Cup buzz phrase: "performance on demand." If only I had $10 for every time Owen Sound coach Mark Reeds said it in 2011. (Edmonton Journal)

Might Edmonton's Mads Eller be making a push to get drafted as a re-entry player? Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal on the 18-year-old Dane: "He's got amazing power and sometimes he's got to rein himself in a bit, but he's really taken a step." (Edmonton Journal)

Reinhart does the modest middle child thing when it comes to being the only one of three sons who's stayed back on the blueline: "I know Max and Sam are pretty good still. In fact, they were both probably better than me back in the day." (Waterloo Record)

Would Prince Albert Raiders standout Leon Draisaitl be a good fit for the Edmonton Oil Kings with their No. 3 overall NHL pick? Not if you read the Jeff Skinner Rankings. (Cult of Hockey)

Why Red Deer's Hadyn Fleury is a guy you should know before the draft. (The Cannon)

OHL

Guelph coach Scott Walker is making London the favourite, so bet the rent money on the Storm? Meantime, Walker has been at a London Memorial Cup before as a fan back in 2005, when he was an active NHLer: "I thought I was just coming down to watch a hockey game. When you can't park four blocks within the arena, 'It was whoa, this is a little bigger than just a hockey game.' " (CTV London, Guelph Mercury)

Today's should-read from Tony Saxon: how Storm assistant coach Bill Stewart has lived down his association with the Dave Frost-tainted Barrie Colts: "The key to anybody is to learn from your mistakes, and when you learn from your mistakes, you become a better person and that's what I think I am today." (Guelph Mercury)

It's not time for London Knights fans to panic, writes Morris Dalla Costa. Ask again around 10 p.m. ET on Sunday. (London Free Press)

London GM and co-owner Mark Hunter is all about finding new ways to make people "addicted" to major junior hockey, hipster-ish fans be damned. (Le Soleil)

Barrie's Brendan Lemieux loves to run with his father Claude's legacy. (In Lou We Trust)

QMJHL

Sunaya Sapurji captures a night where Toronto Maple Leafs pick Antoine Bibeau was unbeaten in Val-d'Or's net. (Yahoo! Canada Sports, NHL.com)

Winning the opener took the weight of the world off Val-d'Or's shoulders, says coach Mario Durocher. (L'Echo Abitibien)

New York Rangers-drafted defenceman Ryan Graves agonized over his choice to accept a trade from Charlottetown to Val-d'Or. (Charlottetown Guardian)

Missed this Friday, but Mario Pouliot is the new coach of the Acadie-Bathurst Titan. (TVA Sports)

Neate Sager is a writer for Yahoo! Canada Sports. Follow him on Twitter @neatebuzzthenet.
Eller brothers chase major hockey trophies in Stanley Cup playoffs, Memorial Cup

By Donna Spencer, The Canadian PressMay 17, 2014

LONDON, Ont. - The Eller brothers are playing for the biggest trophies in their respective hockey leagues.

Lars Eller is a Montreal Canadiens centre in the NHL's Eastern Conference final versus the New York Rangers. The winner of the series advances to the Stanley Cup final.

Younger brother Mads is an Edmonton Oil Kings left-winger trying to win a Memorial Cup in London, Ont.

Both experienced thrilling Game 7 wins in the last week — Lars against the Bruins in Boston in a conference semifinal and Mads in Portland, Ore., against the Winterhawks for the Western Hockey League championship.

"Him being in the Stanley Cup playoffs and us being here at the Memorial Cup, we've been talking about that a little bit," Mads says.

The Habs were the last Canadian team to win a Stanley Cup in 1993 and the only Canadian team to reach the NHL playoffs this season. Lars is in the eye of a hockey storm in Montreal.

"He talked about how exciting it was, especially beating the Bruins, the huge rivalry there," Mads says. "I was there three years ago when they played against Boston and experienced how crazy it is there around the city. It's absolutely amazing."

Lars, 25, and Mads, 18, are from Rodovre, Denmark. Their father Olaf is the coach of the national junior men's hockey team. 

Lars, six foot two and 215 pounds, was a first-round draft pick of the St. Louis Blues, who traded him to Montreal in 2010.

Mads is undrafted and it took time for him to adjust to the North American game in his rookie WHL season.

The six-foot-one 196-pound winger had eight goals and 15 assists in 54 regular-season games. Mads stepped up his contributions in the post-season with 12 points in 21 games, including a goal and an assist in the 4-2 win over Portland in Game 7.

"He's taken a lot of strides," Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal says. "Before Christmas he was finding himself out of the lineup and then he went to the world juniors for Denmark and played very well.

"The growth of his game, the energy, I don't think you ever see that kid take a shift off. He's got amazing power and sometimes he's got to rein himself in a bit, but he's really taken a step.

"He's been huge for us in the playoffs, scored a big goal for us in Game 7 and he's a big part of our penalty kill."

The Danes earned promotion this past December to the 2014 world junior championship in Toronto and Montreal starting Dec. 26.

Mads was coached by Olaf in the Division 1 tournament and contributed a goal and four assists — as well as 44 penalty minutes — in five games.

Habs fans won't get a chance to see the younger Eller in person, however, as Denmark plays its pool games in Toronto. But Mads is enthusiastic about the prospect of experiencing the tournament in Canada again.

The world junior championship fills NHL buildings and draws record television ratings in Canada. Mads discovered that as a 16-year-old forward in the 2012 world junior tournament in Edmonton and Calgary.

"It was absolutely crazy, so many people and media," Mads said. "Me and (Oliver) Bjorkstrand from the Portland Winterhawks, we experienced in Edmonton and Calgary how big the world juniors are over here.

"We told the guys about the experience and how it is. It's something every guy on the team wanted to experience. That gave us a little motivation, that it would be in Montreal and Toronto, the next world junior championship."

Montreal opens its series with New York on Saturday afternoon just prior to the Oil Kings facing the Guelph Storm in the first game of the MasterCard Memorial Cup.

Oil Kings assistant captain Henrik Samuelsson happens to be the son of former NHL player and Rangers assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson.

"It is really fun having Henrik's dad there with the Rangers and Lars with Montreal," Mads says. "It's funny."

Henrik is a first-round draft pick of the Phoenix Coyotes and Edmonton's leading playoff producer with eight goals and 15 assists in 21 games.

Neither Oil King has watched many Canadiens or Rangers games in the post-season because of time conflicts or partial overlaps with their WHL playoff games.

"I love watching it, but it's been a little hard because we've been playing too," Samuelsson says. "It's always fun watching playoff hockey and having family members be a part of it. It's extra special."
Scouting Combine expected to draw 119 prospects

Thursday, 05.15.2014 / 9:00 AM / 2014 NHL Draft - Philadelphia - June 27-28, 2014

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

Many of the top players on NHL Central Scouting's final list of North American and international prospects eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft will be front and center when the NHL Scouting Combine takes center stage later this month in Toronto.

Dan Marr, the director of NHL Central Scouting, is anticipating the attendance of 119 players, including 101 North Americans, at the Combine from May 26-31.

2014 NHL COMBINE

 Full list of 2014 NHL Combine invites

There are 18 international prospects, including two goalies, expected to attend. All NHL teams will have the opportunity to sit down for interviews with the invited prospects from May 26 through May 30. The medical examinations of each player will take place May 30 and the fitness portion, headed by Dr. Norman Gledhill and his York University Fitness staff in Toronto, will be held May 31 at Toronto International Centre.

Unlike previous seasons, the player invitation process was revised to enable NHL clubs an opportunity to participate.

"It's a change from past practice of invites being solely based on Central Scouting's final rankings," Marr said. "Research has shown over the last decade that an average of 78 invites to the Combine were selected in the top 100 at the NHL Draft.

"For the 2014 Combine, a two-stage process was adopted. In the initial stage, the top 75 players on Central Scouting's Players to Watch List were invited [at an earlier date] and the final stage involved the NHL clubs voting in the remaining 45 players. The number of invites increased this year."

Central Scouting provided NHL.com the list of invites to the Scouting Combine. The Combine consists of three elements (team interviews, medical examinations, physical testing) and players participate in all segments.

Among the players invited are forwards Samuel Bennett of the Kingston Frontenacs in the Ontario Hockey League and Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice in the Western Hockey League, defenseman Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts in the OHL and goalie Thatcher Demko of Boston College.

Additionally, included in the mix of top international players prepared to fly to North America to participate are forwards William Nylander of Modo in Sweden and Kasperi Kapanen of Kalpa in Finland.

---
2014 NHL Combine invites

Thursday, 05.15.2014 / 9:00 AM / 2014 NHL Draft - Philadelphia - June 27-28, 2014

Region Rank First Name Last Name Team League Pos Height Weight 

ITL 9 SEBASTIAN AHO SKELLEFTEA SWEDEN D 5' 9.25" 165 

NA 68 MICHAEL AMADIO NORTH BAY OHL C 6' 1.0" 190 

NA 40 NICOLAS AUBE-KUBEL VAL-D'OR QMJHL RW 5' 11.0" 187 

NA 75 DANIEL AUDETTE SHERBROOKE QMJHL C 5' 8.0" 175 

NA 18 IVAN BARBASHEV MONCTON QMJHL C/LW 6' 0.0" 180 

NA 48 GAVIN BAYREUTHER ST. LAWRENCE ECAC D 6' 0.5" 195 

NA 1 SAMUEL BENNETT KINGSTON OHL C 6' 0.25" 178 

NA 117 TYLER BIRD KIMBALL UNION HIGH-NH RW 6' 1.5" 200 

NA 104 CLARK BISHOP CAPE BRETON QMJHL C 5' 11.5" 182 

NA 35 CONNER BLEACKLEY RED DEER WHL C 6' 0.25" 192 

NA 49 MICHAEL BUNTING SAULT STE. MARIE OHL LW 5' 11.0" 174 

NA 46 CONNOR CHATHAM PLYMOUTH OHL RW 6' 2.0" 222 

NA 134 BLAKE CLARKE SAGINAW OHL LW 6' 1.0" 196 

NA 57 RYAN COLLINS USA U-18 USHL D 6' 5.0" 202 

NA 25 ERIC CORNEL PETERBOROUGH OHL C 6' 1.5" 186 

NA 5 MICHAEL DAL COLLE OSHAWA OHL LW 6' 1.5" 182 

NA 36 CHASE DE LEO PORTLAND WHL C 5' 9.0" 178 

NA 14 ANTHONY DEANGELO SARNIA OHL D 5' 10.5" 175 

NA 1 THATCHER DEMKO BOSTON COLLEGE H-EAST G 6' 3.75" 192 

NA 58 RYAN DONATO DEXTER SCHOOL HIGH-MA C 6' 0.25" 174 

NA 30 JACK DOUGHERTY USA U-18 USHL D 6' 1.0" 186 

NA 4 LEON DRAISAITL PRINCE ALBERT WHL C 6' 1.5" 204 

NA 137 REID DUKE LETHBRIDGE WHL C 5' 11.5" 189 

NA 71 CHRISTIAN DVORAK LONDON OHL LW 6' 0.25" 178 

NA 13 NIKOLAJ EHLERS HALIFAX QMJHL LW 5' 11.0" 162 

NA 45 SHANE EISERMAN DUBUQUE USHL C/LW 6' 1.5" 200 

NA 2 AARON EKBLAD BARRIE OHL D 6' 3.5" 216 

NA 21 ROBERT FABBRI GUELPH OHL C 5' 10.25" 170 

ITL 3 KEVIN FIALA HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. LW 5' 10.0" 180 

NA 9 HAYDN FLEURY RED DEER WHL D 6' 2.5" 203 

NA 66 WARREN FOEGELE ST. ANDREWS HIGH-ON LW 6' 0.75" 178 

NA 91 RYAN FOSS WINDSOR OHL C/LW 6' 3.0" 183 

NA 29 REID GARDINER PRINCE ALBERT WHL C/RW 5' 10.5" 183 

NA 74 MILES GENDRON RIVERS ACADEMY HIGH-MA D 6' 1.5" 181 

NA 132 SHANE GERSICH USA U-18 USHL C/LW 5' 11.0" 175 

NA 38 JACK GLOVER USA U-18 USHL D 6' 3.25" 190 

NA 24 NIKOLAY GOLDOBIN SARNIA OHL RW 5' 11.75" 178 

NA 6 BRANDON HALVERSON SAULT STE. MARIE OHL G 6' 3.5" 176 

NA 37 JAYCE HAWRYLUK BRANDON WHL C 5' 10.25" 190 

NA 54 AARON HAYDON NIAGARA OHL D 6' 2.5" 197 

NA 63 BRANDON HICKEY SPRUCE GROVE AJHL D 6' 1.5" 177 

NA 22 JOSHUA HO-SANG WINDSOR OHL C/RW 5' 11.0" 175 

NA 11 JULIUS HONKA SWIFT CURRENT WHL D 5' 10.75" 180 

ITL 1 VILLE HUSSO HIFK FINLAND G 6' 3.0" 205 

NA 98 MATHESON IACOPELLI MUSKEGON USHL RW 6' 1.5" 192 

NA 90 AARON IRVING EDMONTON WHL D 6' 0.5" 185 

NA 85 KEEGAN IVERSON PORTLAND WHL C/RW 6' 0.75" 219 

NA 43 JOSHUA JACOBS INDIANA USHL D 6' 1.75" 193 

ITL 2 JONAS JOHANSSON BRYNAS JR. SWEDEN-JR. G 6' 3.75" 198 

ITL 12 EMIL JOHANSSON HV 71 JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 5' 11.75" 194 

ITL 4 KAAPO KAHKONEN BLUES JR. FINLAND-JR. G 6' 1.5" 209 

ITL 13 VLADISLAV KAMENEV MAGNITOGORSK 2 RUSSIA-JR. LW 6' 2.0" 203 

ITL 1 KASPERI KAPANEN KALPA FINLAND RW 6' 0.0" 181 

NA 41 VACLAV KARABACEK GATINEAU QMJHL RW 5' 11.75" 196 

ITL 11 ANTON KARLSSON FROLUNDA JR. SWEDEN-JR. RW 6' 1.25" 187 

ITL 8 ONDREJ KASE CHOMUTOV CZREP RW 6' 0.0" 165 

ITL 6 ADRIAN KEMPE MODO SWEDEN LW 6' 1.5" 187 

ITL 14 JUHO LAMMIKKO ASSAT JR. FINLAND-JR. RW 6' 2.5" 189 

NA 17 DYLAN LARKIN USA U-18 USHL C 6' 0.75" 190 

NA 126 OLIVIER LEBLANC SAINT JOHN QMJHL D 5' 11.5" 157 

NA 28 BRENDAN LEMIEUX BARRIE OHL LW 6' 0.25" 206 

NA 52 BRETT LERNOUT SWIFT CURRENT WHL D 6' 4.0" 206 

NA 154 JADEN LINDO OWEN SOUND OHL RW 6' 1.0" 201 

NA 64 DARBY LLEWELLYN KITCHENER OHL LW 6' 0.5" 176 

NA 20 RYAN MACINNIS KITCHENER OHL C 6' 3.25" 183 

NA 44 JOHNATHAN MACLEOD USA U-18 USHL D 6' 1.5" 200 

NA 32 NICHOLAS MAGYAR KITCHENER OHL RW 6' 1.75" 194 

NA 149 RYAN MANTHA INDIANA USHL D 6' 4.5" 225 

NA 26 BRYCEN MARTIN SWIFT CURRENT WHL D 6' 1.75" 195 

ITL 10 DOMINIK MASIN SLAVIA JR. CZREP-JR. D 6' 2.0" 189 

NA 10 JARED MCCANN SAULT STE. MARIE OHL C 6' 0.25" 179 

NA 2 MASON MCDONALD CHARLOTTETOWN QMJHL G 6' 4.0" 178 

NA 27 ROLAND MCKEOWN KINGSTON OHL D 6' 0.75" 195 

NA 172 JACOB MIDDLETON OTTAWA OHL D 6' 2.75" 200 

NA 16 SONNY MILANO USA U-18 USHL LW 5' 11.5" 183 

NA 7 EDWIN MINNEY USA U-18 USHL G 6' 4.25" 191 

NA 88 MATTHEW MISTELE PLYMOUTH OHL LW 6' 1.5" 190 

NA 3 BRENT MORAN NIAGARA OHL G 6' 3.5" 186 

NA 51 JULIEN NANTEL ROUYN-NORANDA QMJHL C/LW 6' 0.0" 193 

NA 4 ALEX NEDELJKOVIC PLYMOUTH OHL G 5' 11.75" 190 

NA 93 NELSON NOGIER SASKATOON WHL D 6' 2.25" 191 

ITL 2 WILLIAM NYLANDER MODO SWEDEN C/RW 5' 11.0" 169 

ITL 15 ADAM OLLAS MATTSSON DJURGARDEN JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 4.0" 209 

ITL 5 DAVID PASTRNAK SODERTALJE SWEDEN-2 RW 6' 0.0" 167 

NA 62 JULIEN PELLETIER CAPE BRETON QMJHL LW 5' 11.0" 177 

NA 110 ALEXIS PEPIN GATINEAU QMJHL LW 6' 2.5" 218 

NA 8 BRENDAN PERLINI NIAGARA OHL LW 6' 2.75" 205 

NA 70 FRANCIS PERRON ROUYN-NORANDA QMJHL LW 5' 11.5" 166 

NA 8 THOMAS (CHASE) PERRY WENATCHEE NAHL G 6' 2.5" 189 

NA 56 ALEXANDER PETERS PLYMOUTH OHL D 6' 3.25" 207 

ITL 7 MARCUS PETTERSSON SKELLEFTEA JR. SWEDEN-JR. D 6' 4.0" 167 

NA 100 AUSTIN POGANSKI TRI-CITY USHL RW 6' 1.25" 198 

NA 31 BRAYDEN POINT MOOSE JAW WHL C 5' 9.75" 160 

NA 34 BRETT POLLOCK EDMONTON WHL LW 6' 2.0" 182 

NA 23 JOHN QUENNEVILLE BRANDON WHL C 6' 0.5" 182 

NA 3 SAM REINHART KOOTENAY WHL C 6' 0.75" 185 

NA 7 NICHOLAS RITCHIE PETERBOROUGH OHL LW 6' 2.25" 226 

NA 33 DYLAN SADOWY SAGINAW OHL LW 5' 11.75" 183 

NA 53 TRAVIS SANHEIM CALGARY WHL D 6' 3.0" 181 

NA 15 NIKITA SCHERBAK SASKATOON WHL RW 6' 1.0" 175 

NA 19 NICK SCHMALTZ GREEN BAY USHL C 5' 11.5" 172 

NA 78 ALEX SCHOENBORN PORTLAND WHL RW 6' 0.5" 196 

NA 55 BLAKE SIEBENALER NIAGARA OHL D 6' 0.5" 192 

NA 81 MITCHEL SLATTERY HILL-MURRAY HIGH-MN LW 5' 11.5" 185 

NA 39 HUNTER SMITH OSHAWA OHL RW 6' 6.5" 208 

NA 42 LUC SNUGGERUD EDEN PRAIRIE HIGH-MN D 6' 0.25" 180 

NA 96 STEVEN SPINNER EDEN PRAIRIE HIGH-MN RW 5' 11.5" 196 

NA 79 BEAU STARRETT SOUTH SHORE USPHL PRE. C/LW 6' 4.75" 197 

NA 86 BEN THOMAS CALGARY WHL D 6' 1.0" 190 

NA 60 VLADIMIR TKACHEV MONCTON QMJHL LW 5' 9.0" 141 

NA 12 ALEX TUCH USA U-18 USHL RW 6' 3.5" 213 

NA 97 DOMINIC TURGEON PORTLAND WHL C 6' 1.75" 198 

NA 112 ALEXIS VANIER BAIE-COMEAU QMJHL D 6' 4.5" 215 

NA 6 JAKE VIRTANEN CALGARY WHL RW 6' 0.75" 208 

ITL 4 JAKUB VRANA LINKOPING SWEDEN LW/RW 5' 11.0" 185 

NA 47 JAKE WALMAN TORONTO JC OJHL D 6' 0.5" 170 

NA 59 SPENCER WATSON KINGSTON OHL RW 5' 9.75" 170 

NA 111 JOSH WESLEY PLYMOUTH OHL D 6' 2.5" 194 

NA 11 BLAKE WEYRICK USA U-18 USHL G 6' 3.0" 203 

Phantoms Forwards Prepare for NHL Draft
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J.J. Piccinich and Maxim Letunov each played all 60 games for the Phantoms this season and finished second and third on the team in scoring. (photos by Rob Bindler)

Letunov and Piccinich hope to fulfill NHL dream in June

By Matt Stathopoulos

With the NHL draft quickly approaching, a couple of Phantoms have been staying busy this offseason in hopes of hearing their names called at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia on June 27th or the 28th.

Maxim Letunov and JJ Piccinich of the Youngstown Phantoms, this past season, were both named to the NHL Central Scouting final rankings for North American skaters back in April. Letunov was ranked at 87th overall, while Piccinich was penciled in at 135th overall on the same list.

“I was home for a little bit during my spring break from school but even while I was there, I was lifting and skating,” Piccinich said. “Since being back here I’ve continued doing that. It’s nice to see the guys again and skate with them three or four times a week.”

Heading into the off-season, Letunov is committed to off-ice work as part of his preparation in the weeks leading up to the draft.

“With the season being over, it’s time for off-ice training and I’ve been doing that a lot lately,” said Letunov. “I’ve been trying to gain some weight and more muscle strength. A couple of teammates and I have been skating four times a week as well. We usually skate first and then workout after.”

Both players finished in the top three for most points on the team. Piccinich was second behind Kyle Connor with 58 points (27g, 31a) and led the League in power play goals with 13.

“With a good year, you hope that it can propel you into a better result at the draft,” Piccinich said. “But in the end I’m not too focused on that. Whatever happens, happens.”

Letunov finished the season with 43 points (19g, 24a), which was good enough to place him right behind Piccinich at number three on the team. Fourteen of those points came in the final 18 games of his rookie season in the USHL.

“Obviously it’s the USHL, the best development league in the country,” said Letunov. “I feel much better about myself now than at the beginning of this past season. I’m looking forward to next season as well, and the success I’ve had so far makes me more confident for the draft.”

Earlier this month, Piccinich officially signed his letter of intent to play at Boston University in the Hockey East conference of the NCAA, next season.

“I’m extremely excited to play there,” Piccinich said. “It’s sad that I won’t be back here but again, BU is a great program with a tradition of success. I think they’ll really help me develop into the player that I want to be. They give every opportunity to play in the NHL, so hopefully I can go along with that.”

Letunov is also committed to BU, but still has a remaining year of high school and is expected to be back with the Phantoms in the fall.

“Well hopefully I’ll get picked in the draft,” Letunov said with a few laughs. “But this season will be very important, maybe more than this past year. If I do get drafted, the team will look to see where I’m at and if I’ll be ready in a couple of years, or a year. I’m trying not to think about the pressure though and just focus on playing my game. That’s how it will be next season too.”

The first round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft is scheduled for June 27th, while the remaining rounds will be the following day on the 28th.

USHL stats - J.J. Piccinich

USHL stats - Maxim Letunov

Headquartered in Chicago, Illinois, the USHL celebrates its 12th season as the nation's only Tier I junior hockey league in 2013-14.  A record 32 players were chosen in the 2013 NHL Draft and more than 300 players on team rosters last season have committed to NCAA Division I schools, further establishing the USHL as the world’s foremost producer of junior hockey talent.  For more information, visit us on the web at www.USHL.com or visit the League’s social media platforms, including Facebook (www.facebook.com/ushlhockey), twitter (www.twitter.com/ushl), and YouTube (www.youtube.com/ushlinteractive).  Fans can also watch USHL action all season long, live or on-demand via FASTHockey (ushl.fasthockey.com).
Battalion's Amadio invited to NHL Scouting Combine 
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Battalion forward Michael Amadio has been invited to the NHL Scouting Combine.  PHOTO BY LISA CANCADE-HACKETT. 

North Bay Battalion centre Michael Amadio will be among the 119 players invited to the NHL Draft Combine taking place from May 26th to 31st in Toronto.  

Amadio comes in to the the event rated 68th by NHL Central Scouting for North American Skaters.  

In 2013-14, the Sault Ste. Marie native recorded 12 goals and 26 assists totalling 38 points in 64 regular season games.  He followed up with 4 goals and 5 assists in 22 playoff games for the Troops in their trek to the OHL final. 

The NHL Draft combine was expanded this spring to 119 players from only 75 in the past.

The combine consists of 3 elements (team interviews, medical examinations, physical testing) and players participate in all segments.    

Other notable invitees include former Battalion forward Blake Clarke, who started the year as a 1st round draft prospect but has slipped all the way to 134th in Central Scouting Rankings.

Clarke was sent to the Saginaw Spirit during the Christmas Holidays in exchange for forward Zach Bratina.

Also, Ryan Mantha of the USHL's Indiana Ice received an invitation to the combine. 

The 149th ranked 6'4", 225 pound defenceman is the son of former North Bay Centennials assistant coach and Sturgeon Falls native Bob Mantha.  

Oshawa Generals goaltender and North Bay native Kenny Appleby was not on the invite list but he's still expected to be taken in the later rounds of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft which takes place in late June in Philadelphia.  

It's the play, not the players, on display at this Memorial Cup 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, May 14, 2014 2:39:52 EDT PM  
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Memorial Cup 2014

There is no Sidney Crosby this time around.

The chance to see a generational talent at the Memorial Cup in London crashed after Connor McDavid and the Erie Otters were knocked out by Guelph this spring.

There won't be a hyped-up NHL draft prospect like Sam Reinhart on the Budweiser Gardens ice (though his older brother Griffin is the Western league champion Edmonton Oil Kings' main man).

It would be a stretch to call this the no-name Cup, but there isn't the same buzz in hockey circles there was in Saskatoon last year when Nathan MacKinnon, Seth Jones and Jonathan Drouin dominated the headlines.

"We've got four of the top-rated teams in Canada and that's more important to me than individual star power," Knights governor and Cup chair Trevor Whiffen said. "

There are a ton of highly-talented hockey players and the usual assortment of high NHL draft picks and world junior skaters spread out among London, Guelph, Val d'Or and Edmonton.

But who's that marquee guy?

Max Domi, perhaps. Bo Horvat, maybe.

Goal-scoring machine Anthony Mantha?

When Windsor won their back-to-back Cups in 2009 and '10, the folks of Rimouski and Brandon got to eyeball Taylor Hall.

The Knights, in their third straight Cup, are savvy enough to know the buzz in London will build the better they play and the more they win.

As hosts, they will have to generate the electricity early.

“I know what it was like in Saskatoon and that was a blast,” London defenceman Dakota Mermis said. “I fully expect it to be eight times better here in London playing on home ice in front of our home fans again after a long break. We're all eager to get out there (Friday vs. Val d'Or) and we're eager to see how the fans react.”

The 1,200 or so who went to the Knights' charity intra-squad game last Friday was nice, but it doesn't exactly inspire Cup pandemonium.

When the tournament was here in 2005, there was built-in excitement all year as the Knights rolled to a start of 29-0-2 and barely lost the entire season.

Add that to no NHL to watch and the arrival of the teenaged phenom Crosby, the Cup was whipped into a frenzy and enjoyed record television ratings.

We'll do great," Whiffen said. "Junior hockey fans will watch the games as they always do. There's lots of reasons to feel good about the team coming here."

Back then, the phone lines at the Western Fair District Sports Centre were jammed for two weeks with hockey fans curious if No. 87 was going to be taking a few twirls at the Cup's practice facility.

This time, the Knights lost some momentum by bowing out in the second round to Guelph.

"The players are excited about competing for a championship," Whiffen said. "Guelph is a good team. We knew going in, two of Guelph, London and Erie were going to be beat out.

"We happened to be one of the unfortunates, but we're playing for the national championship now and that's what matters most."

Organizers expect to sell every ticket.

"The rink won't get any bigger," Whiffen said. "All you can do is maximize the attendance."

There will be some more tickets available when the Canadian Hockey League gets some returned from the supporters of centres like Portland and Baie-Comeau.

“It should be (packed) and I hope it's a great (atmosphere),” London defenceman Nikita Zadorov said. “We probably have the best fans in the world. It's going to be busy all tournament and everything's going to be crazy.

“I think London's been waiting for this for so long.”

All it needs is a jolt by the Knights on Friday to kick-start the Cup.

Prendergast and MacGregor’s record is decidedly mixed (save for the Eberle pick in MacG’s case)

The Hockey News, hockey’s most venerable publication, is taking a hard  but clean run at the amateur scouting department of the Edmonton Oilers.

This group of scouts has been led by Stu MacGregor, who has in the past had a large faction of supporters in Edmonton led by Lowetide blogger Allan Mitchell.  Mitchell famously and affectionately dubbed MacGregor as “The Magnificent Bastard.”

MacGregor’s reputation for magnificence was made with the very first draft pick he made as head man in Edmonton’s amateur scouting department in the 2008 draft: Jordan Eberle.

Excellent, excellent, excellent pick (even if today Eberle is bizarrely the first named mentioned by many fans, bloggers and writers who seek to “improve” the Oilers through a trade — but that’s another story for another post).

The Hockey News took a look at how many post-second round draft picks each NHL team selected in the entry draft who played at least 50 NHL games. In this way, The Hockey News ranked how effective each scouting department has been at unearthing gems.

The Oilers finished 21st overall, and not one of their late round “gems” — Teemu Hartikainen, Linus Omark, Danny Syvret and Liam Reddox — is still with the team.

Edmonton’s lack of a reliable supporting cast was partly blamed on the drafting of MacGregor and his predecessor, Kevin Prendergast. “Edmonton doesn’t have a single late round player it picked after the second round. Theo Peckham was the best of the bunch, but defensive miscues and a lack of foot speed led to his departure.”

Let’s take a closer look at MacGregor’s work.

2008: One hit, four misses

Eberle is the only useful player the Oilers got out of the 2008 draft, with Johan Motin, Philippe Cornet and Jordan Bendfeld not coming close. Hartikainen looked like he might be a player, but the organization gave up on him, evidently favouring a new signing like Ryan Hamilton in that roster spot, a questionable decision. Hartikainen left for the KHL last summer. He’s now Toronto Maple Leafs property, sent over when the Oilers picked up the new Peckham, Mark Fraser.

2009: Two question marks, five misses

First and second round picks Magnus Paajarvi and Anton Lander were both rushed into the Oilers line-up and have struggled. Paajarvi was dealt for a useful winger in David Perron, while Lander finally got a full year in in the American Hockey league this winter and thrived at that level. None of the other five players drafted, Troy Hesketh, Cameron Abney, Kyle Bigos, Toni Rajala or Olivier Roy are on track to be NHLers.

2010: Two hits, two question marks, seven question marks, two misses

Taylor Hall was the right pick over Tyler Seguin at first overall. Martin Marincin, taken in the second round, shows every sign of being a decent-to-good NHLer. But fellow second rounders Tyler Pitlick and Curtis Hamilton have been slow to develop, and no one else from this draft, save for Brandon Davidson, looks to have any real shot at 50 NHL games.

2011 One hit, seven question marks,one miss

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins would go No. 1 or No. 2 after Gabriel Landeskog in a re-draft. RNH was a solid pick. Oscar Klefbom is a promising prospect and David Musil showed solid, tough defensive play in the AHL playoffs. Travis Ewanyk, Dillon Simpson, Frans Tuohimaa and Martin Gernat are all still question marks, while promising Tobias Rieder was traded for struggling minor leaguer Kale Kessy (clarification: at no fault of MacGregor) and Samu Perhonen has also struggled.

2012: Seven question marks

In a redraft Nail Yakupov would likely go behind Alex Galchenyuk and almost certainly behind Jacob Trouba, maybe others as well. Yak has shown some skill and flash, but remains a question mark. How much of that is due to his handling in the NHL is an open issue.

Mitch Moroz and Jujhair Khaira are big, physical players who show promise. If one or both make it to the NHL in the next few years, MacGregor’s rep will rise, at least if all his first rounders pan out, too.

2013: Ten question marks

There’s already grumbling that the Oilers should have drafted Rasmus Ristolainen or Valeri Nichushkin, and not Darnell Nurse. But Nurse had a good year in major junior, he’s got all kinds of hockey tools, plus aggression, and there’s no shame in a team taking its time to develop a prospect. If the Oilers are hammered after just one year because others have made it to the NHL faster than Nurse, that’s blind foolishness.

The Oilers have inked massive centre Bogdan Yakimov to a pro contract. Big and aggressive late rounders Greg Chase and Ben Betker also look like they might be players. But it’s too early to tell with any of these players.

Is MacGregor really such a magnificent bastard?

So MacGregor has a mixed record and it’s too early to tell how well he’s done. His reputation rests on the development of eight or nine prospects. But his record from 2008, 2009 and 2010 isn’t great, save for the Eberle pick.

It’s safe to say he’s yet to prove he’s any kind of draft whiz.

P.S. Here’s the latest comment from Mitchell on MacGregor: “I like his drafting style: Risk averse, embracing Russia and Sweden, and even a few beloved Finns thrown in. Lots of CHL kids, lots of skill… I’ll give him a “B” so far, with the understanding that it could improve or decline as we move along.

"Once-in-a-lifetime" for London Knights rookie Christian Dvorak 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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After tearing up his knee five months ago, Christian Dvorak's goal was to be healthy enough to take part in the NHL draft combine May 26-31.

Right now, the London Knights rookie centre is poised to play in the Memorial Cup opener against Val d'Or Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“I don't really show that much emotion,” the 18-year-old from Frankfort, Ill., said, “but it's really exciting. It's a once-in-a-lifetime to play in a Memorial Cup in London and I can't wait.”

Dvorak was medically cleared on Tuesday and then the Knights received the thumbs-up from his parents, who will be here to watch their son play.

“We cleared things up and I feel good out there (during practice),” the NHL Central Scouting Bureau's 71st ranked North American skater. “The goal (was the combine) but luckily, I'm good enough to play.”

Dvorak had his doubts after falling awkwardly on an innocent-looking play Dec. 14 in Erie. He had six goals and 14 points in 33 games to that point.

“The day I got injured, I didn't really want to think (he wouldn't be back),” he said. “I felt my knee pop and knew it wasn't good. It gave out on me. But luckily, it healed well, I worked hard and got rewarded for it.”

When he couldn't skate, he worked on his upper body and gained 10 pounds of muscle. He wants to show off that new strength early in this Cup.

“I'm hoping first shift, maybe I can get a hit in and get into the flow of the game,” Dvorak said. “I stayed involved with the team as much as possible and I'm looking forward to this.”

He made it back when it didn't appear possible. Throw in a healthy Max Domi and the return of defencemen Brady Austin and Zach Bell, head coach Dale Hunter finally has some options.

“He's worked his tail off,” Dale Hunter said of Dvorak. “He stays out after practice and he wanted to come back and play. It was a freak accident, a rut, and he's a determined kid.”

2014 NHL Mock Draft: 1st Round Predictions for Vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton

 1

  by  Kolby Solinsky - BC Local News

posted May 13, 2014 at 5:00 PM— updated May 13, 2014 at 8:05 PM

*Originally published on White Cover Magazine...

1. Aaron Ekblad (Florida Panthers)

Think of Florida's choice like you thought of the Houston Texans' choice a week ago...

Maybe taking a defensive player at No. 1 isn't the sexiest pick or the most typical – it's been eight years since Erik Johnson was taken first overall by St. Louis, the last d-man to top the podium – but, in this case, it's obvious.

Florida will be getting a great pick regardless, or at the very least a deserving pick. Sam Reinhart and Sam Bennett are both fine players, but Ekblad is the man right now. He's the best player in this draft right now, much like Jadeveon Clowney was the best pick in last Thursday's NFL Draft.

2. Sam Bennett (Buffalo Sabres)

Simply put, Bennett is the most explosive player in this year's presumed Top Three, with the third to follow below. He models his game after his idol and his current GM in Kingston, Maple Leaf legend Doug Gilmour, and he's as ferocious as Killer around the net and with the puck.

Bennett's got high-speed talent and a yeoman's work ethic that will serve him and the Sabres for a long time at the NHL level.

3. Sam Reinhart (Edmonton Oilers)

If the Oil can't trade up to grab Ekblad, this is the pick they'll make and it's the pick they probably rather wouldn't make. But, really, what choice do they have?

Reinhart is the best player left at this spot. There's nothing wrong with him, but he's the same guy they've been taking since Bush was in the White House – Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Taylor Hall, Nail Yakupov, Jordan Eberle, and Magnus Paajarvi are all forwards hatched from the same egg. Reinhart is a very, very good forward... but Edmonton has enough of those and they haven't done anything with them yet.

They took a step in the right direction last year, picking up d-man Darnell Nurse at No. 7. But boy did they screw it up 12 months before that, choosing Yakupov over Ryan Murray. If they hadn't botched that one, they could take Reinhart or Bennett or Dal Colle (or anyone) this year, and all would be fine.

4. Michael Dal Colle (Calgary Flames)

No way Brian Burke bites on Leon Draisaitl, who most have ranked fourth overall but who's a little too much like the struggling Sven Baertschi for Cowtown's taste. (And yeah, I know Burke isn't technically the GM, but come on... of course he's making this decision.)

Dal Colle is the winger Sean Monahan needs, and he's another big, fast body for a rapidly improving, extremely young southern Alberta team that needs the fire to match their nickname.

5. William Nylander (New York Islanders)

Don't know why. I just feel it...

The Islanders are the NHL's odd ball thinkers. The only time they've done the obvious thing was when they picked John Tavares first overall in 2009. They took Rick DiPietro with the No. 1 pick nearly a decade earlier, which was also obvious, but they undid that when they signed him to a ludicrous 15-year deal in 2006.

Nylander is the most talked-about European player in this draft (Draisaitl and Ehlers played their junior hockey in Canada) and I bet Long Island takes a flyer on him.

He would bring a different, one-way touch to an Islander offence built around Tavares and Kyle Okposo.

6. Nikolaj Ehlers (Vancouver Canucks)

Talent spews out of his Danish fingers, and he'd be the third Dane to get a whale jersey – after Jannik Hansen and former first rounder Nicklas Jensen.

But Ehlers has a lot more upside than both and his past season with Halifax – 104 points and 49 goals in 60-plus games – will be too much for the Canucks' new management (TBA) to pass on.

7. Leon Draisaitl (Carolina Hurricanes)

From Prince Albert to Raleigh... it's hard to know which city gets less media attention.

Draisaitl could provide balance to a Hurricanes team that relies almost solely on the Staal brothers – Eric and Jordan – and a semi-conscious Alex Semin. He's one of the most talented players in the draft, but his performance in the World Juniors took the shine out of some scouts' smiles. If Draisaitl drops out of the top four, he could Plinko down to the Canes at seventh.

*But, seriously, should we be holding him accountable for his World Juniors? He plays for Germany, y'all.

8. Nick Ritchie (Toronto Maple Leafs)

The physically dominant power forward is a perfect fit for any team in this list, but Toronto will love him.

They have the sizzle with Phil Kessel and JVR. But they need Ritchie's gristle. Then they'll have a steak.

(Glad I didn't waste more than one line on that metaphor?)

9. Jake Virtanen (Winnipeg Jets)

Bryan Little, Blake Wheeler, and now Jake Virtanen.

The Jets have finished their third year in the league, which means the Honeymoon is over for the franchise – both in its relationship with its players and the city of Winnipeg.

Virtanen will join the aforementioned right-handed power forwards (well, in the case of Little, just a forward) and the Jets will add some insurance for when one or more of Andrew Ladd, Evander Kane, Little or Wheeler inevitably bail on this ongoing, everlasting rebuild in Canada's heartland.

10. Haydn Fleury (Anaheim Ducks, from Ottawa Senators)

They've got the forwards, and their premier offensive guys – Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf – are still on the good side of 30.

Adding Fleury is adding a damn big d-man who can skate, shoot, and hit. There's probably no better player for a team in this first round than Fleury is for Anaheim.

11. Kasperi Kapanen (Nashville Predators)

Top 10 talent from Sami Kapanen's kid. But his first-five potential is hurt by both Nylander and Ehlers – the better-known, probably better European skaters – and he'll slip out of the dime because of it.

He's not what Winnipeg needs and he's not what Anaheim needs, but Nashville could use someone who knows where the net is. Mike Fisher, you can put the Globe down now.

12. Brendan Perlini (Phoenix Coyotes)

He barrels down at the net with incredible speed – much like Dal Colle – and he has a wicked shot. Not sure if Perlini's a guy you can build an offence around, but he'll certainly help.

13. Jared McCann (Washington Capitals)

A little like Perlini, or at least like what Perlini brings. He'll add some stability to a woefully, perennially inconsistent Washington Capitals offence.

They'd probably like a defenceman, but this isn't the draft to reach for one.

McCann's points aren't as high as the guys at the top of this list (just 62 points in 64 games with Sault Ste. Marie last year) but he's certainly worth the 13th selection.

Kuzma: Stud goalie Gibson a Canuck could-have-been

Vancouver opted for Jensen in the 2011 draft and the goalie went 10 picks later to the Ducks

By Ben Kuzma, The Province May 13, 2014  
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Kuzma: Stud goalie Gibson a Canuck could-have-been

Anaheim Ducks goalie John Gibson is just the second goalie in NHL history to post shutouts in regular-season and post-season debuts. In his first NHL start, he made 18 saves in a 3-0 win over the Canucks on April 7.

Photograph by: Harry How , Getty Images

“I had a couple of interviews with them (Canucks). I don’t think they wanted to show too much or too little interest, but I’d say there was some interest there.”

— John Gibson in a Province interview prior to 2011 draft.

There always seems to be a crease conundrum in Vancouver. Two veterans too good to share one crease. One raw rookie assuming the starter’s role this season and a new teammate too green to meet technical expectations of goaltending coach Rollie Melanson.

Whether it was the circus-like atmosphere that saw the Canucks trade Cory Schneider and Roberto Luongo in a span of just over eight months — or the sobering reality that Swedish stoppers Eddie Lack, Jacob Markstrom and Joacim Eriksson now serve as the first three crease kings in franchise royalty — goaltending has gone from strength to scrutiny. And, really, would we have it any other way here?

While Lack continues to rehab from a groin strain after starting 19-consecutive games following the Olympic break and Eriksson is at the world championship with Sweden, you have to wonder how things would have played out if the Canucks landed the stopper they sought in John Gibson at the 2011 NHL draft.

It’s not so much that the Canucks, who needed to get bigger and better up front, opted for winger Nicklas Jensen with the 29th overall pick before Gibson was taken 10 picks later by the Anaheim Ducks. It’s that they sent the 60th pick to Minnesota in exchange for the 71st and 101st selections. The Canucks then selected QMJHL goalie David Honzik at No. 71 based largely on his 6-foot-3 frame and raw potential. They chose poorly. Honzik struggled and was never offered an entry-level contract. We all know what became of Gibson.

Fresh off a 39-save performance Monday in a 4-3 win over the Los Angeles Kings to give the Ducks a 3-2 lead in the best-of-seven Western Conference semifinal, the rookie Gibson is now 5-0 in the regular season and playoffs with a stunning 1.40 goals-against average and .955 saves percentage. His tracking of pucks, post-to-post movements and body control are superb.

From fourth on the franchise depth chart to the stopper of the present and the future, Gibson has already made history. At 20 years, 330 days, the Pittsburgh native became the youngest goalie to post a shutout in his NHL playoff debut. And he’s the second goalie in league history to post shutouts in regular-season and post-season debuts. The other was Tiny Thompson in the 1928-29 season.

Even at the 2011 draft, the 6-foot-3 Gibson seemed mature beyond his years as the top-ranked North American goalie and a product of the U.S. national development team program. However, instead of attending Michigan he went to Kitchener of the OHL where he played great and remained humble.

“I’m tall and athletic and just think I’m calm and poised,” Gibson said at the 2011 draft. “I really think it helps me out and I never get too high or too low. Whenever you have the size, you had better make the most of it.

I’ve watched (Marc-Andre) Fleury a lot and a lot of video on Carey Price because I kind of think I play a similar style. I can learn from him and incorporate it into my game.”

At that draft, Gibson had already won world under-18 gold and would then win world junior gold. In his first NHL start, he made 18 saves in a 3-0 win over the Canucks on April 7 at Rogers Arena as a replacement for the injured Frederik Andersen. Gibson became the youngest goalie to record a shutout in his NHL debut since Darren Puppa in the 1985-86 season.

“He’s just so quiet for a big body,” Hockey Night in Canada analyst and former NHL goalie Kelly Hrudey said Tuesday. “He certainly isn’t overwhelmed mentally and that certainly shows through. He’s a guy who remains relaxed and is enjoying the moment. Who wouldn’t when you’re 20 years old?”

Of course, goalie draft hindsight is always perfect. Los Angeles took Chris Gibson 49th overall and he re-entered the draft and was taken by Toronto. Samu Perhonen went 62nd to Edmonton and was wasn’t signed either. Only Magnus Hellberg, 38th to Nashville, ranks as a prospect still with his original system.

Following their run to Game 7 of the 2011 Stanley Cup final, the Canucks could have dealt the vastly improved Schneider for a top-six forward and found Luongo a backup in free agency but held on to the Jennings Trophy winning tandem. But there was a lack of organization depth behind Lack, whom they signed as a free agent in 2010.

“We wanted a big forward who could skate (Jensen) and that got us out of the Gibson picture and he got taken before and we went to our next big kid (Honzik),” former Canucks general manager Mike Gillis said at the time. “We thought he (Honzik) would be there and we got an extra pick for it.”

And, as they say, the rest is history. Some good. Some not so good.

Flames banking on burgeoning German power forward giving them a boost in the truculent department

Calgary brings in David Wolf of the Hamburg Freezers

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary Herald May 12, 2014  
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Flames banking on burgeoning German power forward giving them a boost in the truculent department

David Wolf comes to the Flames from the Hamburg Freezers of Germany’s top pro league.

Photograph by: Stuart Franklin , Bongarts/Getty Images

His role models are rabble-rousing wingers Milan Lucic and Wayne Simmonds.

His on-ice temperament is decidedly owly.

Check out his Deutsche Eishockey Liga-leading penalty-minute total (152 in 48 dates for the Hamburg Freezers). Note his seven-game suspension in last month’s playoffs for slugging six teeth from a rival’s head.

And whatever blanks remain, YouTube can fill in.

David Wolf isn’t German for truculent — that, according to Google’s translators, would be ‘aufsässig’ and ‘trotzig.’ But the forward fits the bill for the Flames, more determined than ever to get crabbier and beefier.

Monday, the Flames announced a one-year (two-way) deal for Wolf, six foot three and 225 pounds.

“I’m a big guy,” Wolf, who’d also been courted by the Montreal Canadiens and the Nashville Predators, said from Germany. “I’m a power forward. I like to hit guys. I like to get under people’s skin. But I can also score goals and make some plays. When asked to fight for a teammate, of course, I fight, too. I’m pretty much an all-around guy, who helps out.”

The Flames’ new general manager does admire Wolf’s assets.

“He fits the development map that we want to go down,” Brad Treliving said. “He brings some attitude to the game. But for a lot of those guys coming over here, it’s always, ‘How is it going to translate?’ His game, as opposed to the more typical European player, is maybe . . . more suited to the North American small-rink game.”

The signing itself had been terrific news for Wolf — and, it seems, for everyone he knows. Within an hour of the news release, he fielded 25 phone calls and received nearly 40 text messages.

“A really exciting day for me,” said the 24-year-old. “I’m really pumped up right now. Everyone’s saying congratulations. Calgary is a hockey town and I’d love to play in the (National Hockey League). To play in the Show for a Canadian team? That’s the best thing that can happen.

“I’m excited to learn and see everything. It’s not pressure, it’s a good thing.”

The pact carries an average annual value of $925,000 — with a base salary of $775,000 in the NHL, $70,000 in the American Hockey League. That the contract is for only one year does not concern Wolf, who says he is ready to stick in Calgary.

“That’s why I come,” he said. “I want to make the jump right away. I’m not the youngest guy anymore. I did a really good job in Germany. Now I’m taking the opportunity to go to North America to make the jump. I’m not an 18 year old any more. I’m not a 19 year old. I’m (nearly) 25. I played a really good role in Germany. It’s going to be a different role in North America.

“When I come in September, my point is to make the team right away, of course.”

By Wolf’s own estimation, he’d been a “grinder guy” in his early years. But, upgrading his skill set, he generated 111 points in 143 appearances over three seasons for Hamburg — including 40 in 48 last winter.

“Every year I’m scoring goals,” he said. “I played on . . . the top line the last two or three years. I’m a guy who can hit, who can skate. I have physical play. I like to have battles in corners and win them and get (the puck) to our guys.”
Wolf plans to attend the Flames’ development camp in the summer.

It won’t be his first.

Two years ago, after an invitation from Brian Burke, he participated in the Toronto Maple Leafs’ summer camp.

“I think I surprised some people,” said Wolf, who got into a scrap there. “I think they were, ‘Ah, this Europe guy.’ But I showed them that not every European is (timid). I think they were surprised from that moment on. That was my only chance to show them, ‘I’m here, too.’ That’s why I did that.”

His father, Manfred (Mannix) Wolf, is actually from the Toronto area. Pops, too, was a player — a two-time Olympian (1984, 1988) and a member of Germany’s Hockey Hall of Fame.

He is confident about his son’s attempt to crack the NHL.

“I talk to him about everything,” Wolf said. “He’s not worried about me. He said, ‘Boy, you’re going to make it. You’re a winner. It doesn’t matter where you go.’ ”

New Flames GM down to business

Treliving’s first priority is moving family to Calgary

By Kristen Odland, Calgary Herald May 8, 2014  
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New Flames GM down to business

New Flames GM Brad Treliving has a laundry list of things to do as he starts his second week on the job. His top priority is relocating the family to Calgary.

Photograph by: Stuart Gradon , Calgary Herald

Technically, this is Brad Treliving’s second week on the job.

According to the new Calgary Flames general manager, the real work began on Monday morning.

In addition to arranging to move his wife Julie and their daughters Ryann, 11, and Reese, 7, after 19 years in Phoenix, he has had a lengthy to-do list since arriving on scene — his first time working in a Canadian market and in Canada, period, after spending the past seven as the assistant general manager of the Phoenix Coyotes.

One of his first orders of business was the relocation of their American Hockey League affiliate Abbotsford Heat to Glens Falls, N.Y., a deal that was in the works for weeks but finalized on Monday.

“I’ve been there many times,” said Treliving on Wednesday, relaxing in his office which is just down the hall from Brian Burke’s at the Saddledome. “They’ve had a team there for a long time so I’d scout them lots. It’s a really nice area. You hear a lot of people from New York that go up there. There’s a lot of people that spend their summers there. A getaway for the people from the city … a long hockey history.”

The new GM is scheduled to make a trip out there soon to evaluate the Glens Falls Civic Center and whether improvements are needed.

However, in general, he approves the move which is more logical and sustainable geographically.

Treliving compares the situation to the Coyotes and their farm team which moved from San Antonio, Texas, to Portland, Maine, before the 2011-12 season.

San Antonio is about a 75 minute flight away from Phoenix, stationing them close to the NHL parent club but far away from AHL competition.

“Convenient for getting players back and forth there. Really inconvenient for the players,” Treliving said. “The league, for the most part, is in the Northeast.

“We were going from Phoenix all the way to the East Coast. But it was a better development situation. Less time on the road, more practice time, less travel, everything they’re doing is by bus so they’re home in their beds most nights.

“In Abbotsford, it’s convenient to bring a guy. But the development model is not great.”

As for his philosophy on the AHL model itself, he believes it’s crucial for any NHL team.

Which means he doesn’t plan on filling their farm team with players that don’t have a future in Calgary.

“Specifically, looking at our situation where we’re going and building and growing,” he said. “The No. 1 objective for your American Hockey League team is to develop your players. I think winning and having success plays a key role in that. You want your people in positive, successful environments. But we put development ahead of everything. You have to earn your way along. But my philosophy in the American League is you have to put your young players down there and have them in key roles and you have to give them opportunities to have success. A lot of times, they’re going to stub their toe early.”

And, most times, young players underestimate the expectations at the AHL level.

They all think, ‘I’ll do a flyby in the American League,’ ” Treliving said. “ ‘A cup of coffee. Put in a little bit of time.’ It’s a hard league. There are a lot of veteran players that have wives and kids and that’s how they feed their family. It’s a huge step for any first-year player. Finding a way to be a good player in that league is really hard and it’s a great development landscape for them.

“But we want our kids going down there and play key roles … that’s how you get better.”

Troy Ward, the head coach of the Heat since 2011-12, is also due for a contract extension. On a recent visit to Abbotsford, Treliving met with Ward and his coaching staff as well as players.

“We’re going to talk,” he said. “I don’t know Troy. I’ve never worked with him. I think he’s a really good coach, just judging by how his teams play. But we’re going to have those (contract) discussions.

“As much as it’s ‘What do I think of Troy?’ he’s probably doing a little digging on me. We’re going to talk and I’m going to let him know what my philosophies are and how I like things done. The short answer? We’ll see. But I preface that by saying that Troy has done a really good job. He has a reputation in the hockey community as a hard-working, knowledgeable guy. So, we’ll see.”

In the next few weeks, Treliving is planning to meet with Flames head coach Bob Hartley.

Another priority will be talking with unrestricted free agents such as Michael Cammalleri, Chris Butler, Chris Breen, Kevin Westgarth and Joey MacDonald and the Flames’ restricted free agents (T.J. Galiardi, Paul Byron, Joe Colborne, Lance Bouma, Chad Billins, and Mark Cundari). There’s the hiring of an assistant general manager to replace John Weisbrod who was fired with Jay Feaster in December.

The next most pressing issue is preparing for the 2014 National Hockey League Draft in Philadelphia June 27-28. Treliving is scheduled to meet with the Flames’ amateur scouts in Toronto next week.

“This is a critical stage in getting ready for Philadelphia,” he said. “The rest of those things we’ll get to in due time.”

Heat’s history ends on losing note

Flames farm club knocked out of AHL playoffs

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary Herald May 2, 2014  
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The Abbotsford Heat is officially history.

For the season. Forever.

With the Calgary Flames’ working relationship with the B.C. city severed after five years — and with Glens Falls, N.Y., serving as front-runner for their next American Hockey League outpost — the Heat put in its final night of toil Friday.

“I’ve been coaching almost 30 years,” said Abbotsford skipper Troy Ward, “and that’s probably the classiest group of people I’ve ever been around in my life.”

The Heat fell 5-3 to the Grand Rapids Griffins at Van Andel Arena, which means the Calder Cup champs take the best-of-five opening-round series 3-1.

“It was a special moment — there’s no more Heat,” Ward said. “It was a pleasure to play there. You always take the good from it. There was a good group of Heat fans that grew through the years that supported us really well. They didn’t support us in huge numbers … but people will be at our building (Saturday) night when we get home probably. That’s how well they treated us.

“It was a shared relationship. I thought we gave them good hockey, entertaining hockey.”

Despite its youth — and an-ever changing lineup — the Heat completed the regular-season with a solid 43-25-8 record.

“I was proud of them — proud to coach them,” said Ward. “The guys gave a great effort and that’s what I told them (post-game). I told them I thought they represented the organization really well. And I thought the organization represented them really well. We’re lucky — Calgary takes really good care of us.

“We had two different seasons. We had a season with one veteran and a bunch of kids. Then we had some veterans drop down from Calgary and we put them into the mix. I thought they were first class. They worked hard. Our job is develop hockey players. We moved guys up. We moved guys down. We brought new guys in.”

Scoring for the Heat were Shane O’Brien, Kane Lafranchise, Markus Granlund. Jeff Hoggan scored twice for the Griffins, who also got goals from Teemu Pulkkinen, Riley Sheahan, Landon Ferraro.

Goalie Joni Ortio — whose club was outshot 36-27 in front of a crowd of 7,641 — was saddled with the loss.

“A good hockey game,” said Ward. “We had chances to blow it wide open and we missed some open nets. They got their goals when they needed it. We played well. We played hard. I don’t have any real issues — we just gave up some untimely goals.

“It was a good year. Just disappointing it had to come to an end.”

And while the hockey is done, off-ice shakeups never seem to end.

One Vancouver media outlet included Ward among 10 potential candidates for the Canucks’ coaching vacancy.

“It’s obviously some people speculating,” said Ward. “Is it the direction I want to go in as a man? Yeah. For sure. But right now I’m a Heat guy, a Flames guy, and that’s where I live and work.”

INSIDE THE Q: Moose, Drakkar, Oceanic, Voltigeurs should advance

April 3, 2014 - 4:55pm By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter | INSIDE THE Q
The level of competition in this year’s post-season is about to get a whole lot tougher.

The first round of the Q playoffs featured five sweeps and two other series that only lasted five game. There was only one best-of-seven that went six games and none went the distance. That tells you everything you need to know about how many mismatches there were.

But the second round is a brand new story. Every team that is still standing is good enough to challenge for the league title so we’ll be treated to some excellent competition.

Here are my predictions, with each team’s position in the regular season standings in parentheses:

Baie-Comeau (1) versus Rouyn-Noranda (10): There will be plenty of hitting in this series.

Most people are familiar with the rugged style the Drakkar like to play and the Huskies added some big bodies at the trade deadline to help their physical play. The Huskies also play on the smallest ice surface in the league so those close quarters will create even more body contact.

Because of that, I wouldn’t be surprised to see some injuries before this series is done and both teams are already a little banged up on the blue-line. Star defenceman Dillon Fournier isn’t available for Rouyn-Noranda after having season-ending shoulder surgery and the Drakkar took a big hit when Alexis Vanier went down in the first round. He is also gone for the year.

The Drakkar have better overall depth on the back end and play exceptional team defence, which is why I see them making it out of this round.

Prediction: Baie-Comeau in five

Halifax (2) versus Gatineau (8): The Mooseheads haven’t faced an opponent this evenly matched in two years. With all due respect to the Baie-Comeau team that met Halifax in last year’s final, Gatineau is closer to the Mooseheads’ level than anyone was in 2013.

Both teams are extremely well coached and have their share of firepower. The defences on both sides are also better than people realize. The edge for Halifax could be in goal, where Zach Fucale will go head-to-head with Robert Steeves. While Steeves is a solid veteran, Fucale is an all-star with a proven playoff resume.

I am always loath to bet against the Olympiques because they have an unmatched knack for rising to the occasion at playoff time, but experience and the star power of Fucale and forward Jonathan Drouin should give the Mooseheads the slight edge they’ll need.

Prediction: Halifax in seven

Val-d’Or (3) versus Drummondville (6): This series is extremely tight as well.

The Foreurs really heated up down the stretch and have a deadly power play, led by league MVP Anthony Mantha and first-team all-star defencemen Randy Gazzola and Guillaume Gelinas.

But the Voltigeurs made some shrewd deadline deals and I’ve liked them as a dark horse ever since. This is a team that quietly finished four points behind Val-d’Or in the overall standing and has won 10 of its past 11 games.

Prediction: Drummondville in seven.

Rimouski (4) versus Blainville-Boisbriand (5): For the first half of the season, it looked like the Armada would run away with first place overall. But a strange late-season slump dropped them to fifth overall at the worst possible time.

The Oceanic, on the other hand, have been lights out the past couple of months, winning 20 of their past 21 games. Ryan Tesink is suspended for the first four games of the series and fellow Armada forwards Danick Martel and Christopher Clapperton are injured, so they face an uphill battle.

Prediction: Rimouski in five.

INSIDE THE Q: Draft buzz already heating up

May 8, 2014 - 7:48pm By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter | INSIDE THE Q

I realize we’re right in the middle of the QMJHL final and the Memorial Cup hasn’t even started, but draft season is also upon us.

With the release of the league’s Central scouting list earlier this week and the fact 16 of the Q’s 18 teams are already done for the year, the level of draft related activity is rapidly gaining momentum. It may even surprise you to learn the draft is barely more than three weeks away. It will be held May 31 in Sherbrooke, Que.

Generating more than its usual share of attention is the top end of the order. Unlike most years, there is no clear No. 1 prospect. The league’s scouting service identified forward Pascal Laberge as the No. 1 player, but general managers and scouts I’ve talked to said the actual list of candidates runs up to five deep.

The second- and third-ranked players — defenceman Samuel Girard and forward Pierre-Luc Dubois — are both from Quebec and will get consideration for first overall, but scouts also run hot and cold on them. Some feel they are clearly worthy of inclusion in that conversation, while others prefer the kids ranked right behind them.

The next two players in that mix happen to be from the same Nova Scotia major midget team, the Newbridge Academy Gladiators. Fourth-ranked Evan Fitzgerald is part of the No. 1 discussion because he is the highest-rated goalie and many believe he is the only player at that position in this year’s class with franchise potential. Someone who is desperate to solidify that area of their depth chart might make an aggressive move to grab him.

Others believe Gladiators defenceman Luke Green is the most athletically gifted player in the draft and the best pure skater. There are numerous league insiders who are adamant he has the highest ceiling of any player available and I have every reason to believe he is a legitimate candidate to go first.

Which brings us to the team that actually holds the No. 1 pick, the Saint John Sea Dogs. Recently named Sea Dogs GM Darrell Young tells me he and his scouts are still considering three players for that selection. They might not even reach a consensus until draft weekend.

At the same time, Young is well known to be a wheeler-dealer. I would very much expect him to be listening to offers to trade down, especially since he and his staff are still open-minded about who their favourite prospect is.

That doesn’t mean Young is actively trying to move down for anything less than full market value because picking first is a position of control you don’t relinquish without the right incentive. But he is a master of asset management who knows someone else in the top end of the order might have a clear favourite. You can be sure Young will squeeze something out of that kind of trading partner if the right situation presents itself.

You may also recall how much movement there usually is at the top end of every draft. Several first-round picks have already changed hands and I would bet good money the final order will change many more times by the time the picks are actually announced.

It is for precisely that reason the draft is surging onto our radars and it’s also why it provides such a unique form of fan interest. General managers are talking daily now and those high picks are always part of their conversations. That kind of player and asset movement is sometimes even more exciting than the on-ice action for hardcore followers of the league, and this year’s draft has the potential to yield its share of high-end drama.

INSIDE THE Q: Soak up Drouin’s brilliance

April 24, 2014 - 5:58pm By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter | INSIDE THE Q 
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Halifax Mooseheads’ Jonathan Drouin handles the puck against the Val-d'Or Foreurs during their QMJHL playoff hockey game in Halifax on April 19. (ADRIEN VECZAN / Staff)

Halifax Mooseheads’ Jonathan Drouin handles the puck against the Val-d'Or Foreurs during their QMJHL playoff hockey game in Halifax on April 19. (ADRIEN VECZAN / Staff) 
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When the whirlwind of the playoffs is in full force, it can be hard sometimes to step back and take stock of what you’re witnessing.

So before this year’s post-season gets away from us, it might be a worthwhile exercise to put what Jonathan Drouin is doing in perspective.

For starters, he’s running away with the league playoff scoring race, ringing up an incredible 37 points in 13 games so far. That is 12 points ahead of the next most productive player, Val-d’Or Foreurs winger Louick Marcotte. Going back to the regular season, Drouin has at least one point in his past 25 games, a streak that has netted him an amazing 74 points.

But as I was informed by unofficial team historian Brett Locke of herdhistory.com, Drouin’s five points in Wednesday’s 5-4 win over the Foreurs also helped him set a bushel of new league and franchise records. I don’t have room to list them all but here are the highlights.

Drouin’s impressive breakaway goal set a new Q record for career game-winning goals (10), his first assist set a new team road mark for assists (18) for a single playoffs, his second assist established a league record for most assists in a career (52) and he broke his own team standard for playoff points, eclipsing the 35 he compiled in 17 games last year. He will surely add to that total.

And while not a record, let this sink in for a moment — Drouin’s 98 career playoff points tie him with Mario Lemieux for second place on the league’s all-time list. Lemieux hit that milestone in 44 games and Drouin matched it in 47. Jacques Locas Jr. is in first place with 153 points in 73 games so he will not be caught.

Those numbers are, of course, just a small sample of Drouin’s achievements during his remarkable junior career. There are his 242 career regular season points in 128 games, as well as his QMJHL and CHL regular season MVP awards from last year.

But less measurable is how he actually accumulates those stats and honours. His stickhandling and playmaking abilities are generational, so much so that I feel comfortable saying he is the most skilled player with the puck I have seen during my 15 years covering the league. And, yes, I was on the QMJHL beat when Sidney Crosby played for the Rimouski Oceanic between 2003 and 2005.

I say that in the context of Crosby being a more complete all-around player at the same age and a more improved version of himself roughly a decade later in the NHL. But go through your memory bank of Drouin highlights or browse his YouTube clips if you need a reminder. Heck, one of his shifts last year was so ridiculous TSN did an entire feature on it. You may say I’m crazy to rank his puck skills as a junior ahead of Crosby, but the video evidence alone is pretty compelling.

People in Halifax were spoiled enough to watch Nathan MacKinnon for two years but they got a bonus this season when the Tampa Bay Lightning unexpectedly sent Drouin back for a third tour. It was one more opportunity to soak up his genius.

But that will end soon. There’s a chance Saturday’s game against the Foreurs will be his last at the Metro Centre. If the Mooseheads lose their next two games, their playoff run will be over.

Granted, if Drouin keeps loading the team on his back like he has all post-season, there’s a good chance the Mooseheads will stay alive. But you never know how things will play out, so my advice is to catch him while you still can because it might be a very long time before you see a player like him again, if ever.

LA Kings' Top 25 Under 25: #18 - Nikolai Prokhorkin

By langluy  @langluy  on Aug 26 2013, 8:33a  16  
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Number 18 on our list is the Kings' international man of mystery.
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It's been quite a year for Nikolai Prokhorkin. First, he was labelled a top prospect for the 2012 draft. Although he fell to the end of the fourth round, he was picked up by the Kings, and then impressed at development camp that summer. (Here is Niesy's excellently comprehensive post-draft profile on Prokhorkin.) The team promptly signed him to a three-year entry-level deal, with the expectation that he would suit up as a Manchester Monarch to start the 2012-13 season. If he didn't make the Monarchs out of training camp, there was always the OHL, where the London Knights held his rights before trading them to the Barrie Colts. Then, things got weird.

Prokhorkin's KHL team, CSKA Moscow, declared that they had previously signed the young forward to a three-year contract expiring in 2015, rendering his NHL contract (and all of his North American playing rights) void. And then he...disappeared? The Mayor reported that Prokhorkin had gone into hiding, failing to report to CSKA or even to respond to their communications. As you can imagine, the KHL was super cool and did not make a big deal about that or anything.

Just kidding! Both CSKA Moscow and the KHL started publicly denigrating the Kings and the NHL, as the Kings assigned Prokhorkin to Manchester anyway. Prokhorkin surfaced in Manchester in time for training camp (in news broken, as I recall, by the Monarchs' Instagram account...), and went on to play eight AHL games while the NHL-KHL dispute played out. There was a grievance hearing in October, vague Hammurabi-esque threats from KHL President Alexander Medvedev, and then finally, on November 14th, the KHL announced that the NHL had refused to register Prokhorkin's contract with the Kings.

Niesy wrote about what happened after that: namely, that Prokhorkin went back to Russia and then disappeared for another month, before returning with CSKA's farm team in the VHL (the KHL's AHL), THK Tver. He spent the rest of the 2012-13 season bouncing between the VHL and the KHL, registering a fairly disappointing season likely derailed by the new cold war he almost started. Like I said, Nikolai Prokhorkin: international man of mystery.

Rank DOB Nationality Draft Vote total 

18 17/09/1993 RUS 121 (4th round) 74 

(Regarding the vote total: please remember that there were 10 voters, ranking from 25 to 1. Thus, the maximum possible vote total was 250.)

 Regular Season     Playoffs     

Season Team League GP G A P PIM GP G A P PIM 

2010-11 CSKA Moscow

 KHL 6 0 0 0 0 -- -- -- -- -- 

2010-11 Krasnaya Armiya Moscow

 MHL 46 23 17 40 42 16 3

 5

 8

 10

2011-12 CSKA Moscow KHL 15 1 1 2 4 4 0

 1

 1

 2

2011-12 Krasnaya Armiya Moscow MHL 15 9 17 26 47 16 2

 9

 11

 14

2012-13 Manchester Monarchs

 AHL 8 0 1 1 6 -- -- -- -- -- 

2012-13 CSKA Moscow KHL 14 2 1 3 10 9 3 1

 4

 0

2012-13 THK Tver

 VHL 5 2 2 4 4 6 -- --

 --

 --

In terms of actual hockey playing, it's not hard to see why Prokhorkin was projected to go in the second or third round in the 2012 draft. He lit up the MHL (the primarily Russian junior hockey league) almost at a ppg pace in 2010-11, helping lead the Red Army to the Kharlamov Cup. His 2011-12 season was shortened by injuries, but he dominated again at the MHL level, and was starting to perform in the KHL with very limited ice time.

The scouting reports on Prokhorkin all read similarly, in that he is not considered a "typical" speedy, smooth-skating Russian forward. In fact, the poorly-translated-by-Google Russian reports that I have seen cast him as a North American-style forward, using words like "tough" and "grit", which we know are Dean Lombardi's favourites (and which, not coincidentally, probably was the major deciding factor in drafting Prokhorkin over similarly-rated Russian compatriot Anton Slepyshev, now an Oilers prospect). Prokhorkin apparently has the instinct to play a hard-nosed physical game, although at 6'2", 190 lbs, he will need to bulk up a bit before hitting the NHL.

Also frequently praised are Prokhorkin's vision and puck-handling, which you can observe & admire in the highlight video included in Niesy's profile of Prokhorkin, linked above. The only time I've actually seen Prokhorkin play is during the Canada-Russia challenge, where I thought he did fairly well. He's got good hands, and he's a great passer, although he was less tenacious on the forecheck than I might have expected based on what I'd heard and read. Still, quite a bit of that "ability to finish" really just reflects experience and familiarity with the North American game, and that will come with time.

At the time he was drafted, Prokhorkin was a great get in the fourth round, but it's difficult to get a grasp on his progress since then. He barely got started in the AHL before he went back to Russia, and then he seemed to be doing okay in the VHL (4 points in 5 games), but he played limited minutes in a bottom-six role with CSKA in the KHL. Did his poor KHL numbers mainly reflect his low ice time, or a genuine struggle to perform? Did his increased production in the playoffs signify that he was playing better, or was it just a statistical fluke? Who knows? (Well, probably somebody who watches the KHL. But I don't. Sorry!)

What we do know is that it's kind of rough that Prokhorkin essentially lost a fairly critical year in his development as a young hockey player. Given that he'll be with CSKA Moscow until 2015 (or unless he's traded), however, he does have plenty of time to re-establish himself with the team, earn more playing time, and work on strengthening himself and his game before he joins the Kings organisation.

If I were ranking Prokhorkin's 2012-13 season, I would give him a DNC and advise Kings fans to wait and see what happens next year before we start to draw any conclusions about the trajectory of his career. He had the skills and the work ethic to stand out at the junior level, and it's clear he has the desire to play in the NHL some day, so I'm going to give him the benefit of the doubt and hope that he bounces back shortly. I know we've said this a lot about these first few guys in the Top 25 Under 25, but if Prokhorkin reaches his projected status as a top-six winger, it would be excellent value for a low fourth-round pick.

Prokhorkin the best of a thin crop of center prospects playing in the KHL

By Alessandro Seren Rosso 

 April 30th, 2014 

Share this story

Patrick Bjorkstrand - Team Denmark

Photo: Medvescak Zagreb forward Patrick Bjorkstrand, shown here competing for Denmark at the 2013 World Championship, could be looking to follow his brother Oliver to North America after a solid 2013-14 season in the KHL (courtesy of JONATHAN NACKSTRAND/AFP/Getty Images)

The infamous "Russian Factor" is taking its toll on the sheer number of drafted prospects playing in Russia as nowadays, the NHL franchises are scared to draft directly from Russia, causing many top prospects to decide to cross the pond earlier and play some seasons in the Canadian major junior system in order to improve their chances of being chosen at the NHL Draft.

That being said, Russia has struggled in producing consistent talent at the center position, with most of the first- or second-line centers on the KHL teams being either veterans or import players. Moreover, Marko Dano decided to finish the season within the Columbus Blue Jackets organization, removing another center prospect from this ranking.

In recent years, Russia managed to fix one of their perennial problems, developing a good number of high-level goalkeepers, including Sergei Bobrovsky, Semyon Varlamov, Anton Khudobin at the NHL level; Andrei Vasilevsky in the KHL; and several goalkeepers who played very well at the different WJC tournaments including Igor Bobkov and Andrei Makarov. Russia also has developed the usual good number of wingers, but has struggled with the center and defense positions. Perhaps this is one of the main reasons Team Russia always manages to ice a very powerful team on paper at big tournaments like the Olympic Games without managing to deliver good performances.

There is still some good center talent competing in Russia, however, with six of those players being featured in this ranking of drafted and undrafted Russian centers playing in the KHL.

Top 3 drafted centers

Nikolai Prokhorkin, CSKA Moscow

 Drafted in the fourth round, 121st overall, in 2012 by the Los Angeles Kings

Equally capable of playing center or wing, Prokhorkin had a spectacular season in the KHL, scoring 19 goals and 37 points in 52 regular season games. But more than the raw figure given by points, the most promising aspect of Prokhorkin’s season has been the fact that he could lead a good team like CSKA populated by many veteran players (including Alexander Radulov, Alexei Morozov, Igor Grigorenko, and many others) while also receiving consideration for the national team, where he was one of the last cuts from the 2014 World Championship squad. Prokhorkin has obviously progressed since his first taste of North American play with the Manchester Monarchs of the AHL, so it will be interesting to see how he will fare in his second attempt. Prokhorkin has declared more than once that he is interested in attempting to again compete for a spot in the NHL, but he still has one year left on his current contract with CSKA.

Bogdan Yakimov, Neftekhimik Nizhnekamsk

 Drafted in the third round, 83rd overall, in 2013 by the Edmonton Oilers

Yakimov is a large center with an NHL body who probably lacks the offensive upside to be a true top prospect. He had a good showing at the most recent WJC, where he was an alternate captain for Team Russia and finished the tournament with one goal and one assist while helping the team to return home with a bronze medal. In this WJC, Yakimov's qualities and weak points were pretty much equally showcased: he demonstrated that he can be a physical player with a good set of hands, but lacks the foot speed and creativity to land a top-six role in the NHL. In any case, Yakimov is a hard working kind of player who is willing to spend some time in the AHL to develop his game, which should top out in a checking line role. In spite of having some holes in his game, Yakimov’s body and good hands could still allow him to become a solid NHL player.

Artur Gavrus, Dinamo Minsk

 Drafted in the sixth round, 120th overall, in 2012 by the New Jersey Devils

Gavrus was drafted by the Devils after a good season with the Owen Sound Attack of the OHL, and this season decided to sign a one-year deal with Dinamo Minsk of the KHL. His season wasn’t too good, as he managed to score just one goal during the season while adding just three helpers. But the season has been a disaster since the start for the whole team, which missed the playoffs once again. On the bright side, Gavrus was the top scorer and one of the top forwards at the recent WJC Div. 1A tournament, where Belarus finished in third place. Gavrus scored five goals and 11 points in the six games of the tournament. His one-year deal is set to end soon, so it is yet to be seen where Gavrus will play next season.

Top 3 undrafted centers

Fyodor Malykhin, Avtomobilits Yekaterinburg

 Born 1990

The 23-year-old from Yekaterinburg had a spectacular season with Avtomobilist, scoring 22 goals and as many assists in 54 games and bringing his team to the KHL playoffs for the first time. Malykhin supposedly even gained some attention from North American teams, and he was certainly one of the more interesting players from the KHL season's midpoint. Malykhin is a technically gifted center with soft hands and excellent puck skills. He has played almost his entire career in Yekaterinburg, a part of a couple of seasons in Chelyabinsk when he was younger, but never played for Team Russia at the junior level. Malykhin did play a handful of games with Team Russia this season without shining too much, and his lack of experience is certainly something he would probably need to fix before thinking about playing in North America.

Alexander Kadeikin, Atlant Mytischi

 Born 1993

Alexander Kadeikin is a large center whose size is definitely appealing to North American scouts (6’5”, 216 lbs). He had a very good season with Atlant, scoring 8 goals and 23 points in 54 regular season games, very solid numbers for a 20-year-old player, and good enough to be his team’s top scorer. Kadeikin’s strong points, other than his size, include a good passing game, solid finishing abilities and good skating. He spent the season on a line that likely was one of the tallest in the entire hockey world since, along with Kadeikin, it was comprised of former NHL players Evgeny Artyukhin (6’5”) and Alexei Mikhnov (6’5”).

Patrick Bjorkstrand, Medvescak Zagreb

 Born 1992

Oliver Bjorkstrand’s older brother, Patrick, moved from Mora of the Swedish Allsvenskan to Medvescak Zagreb of the KHL this summer. The move paid off as Bjorkstrand had a good debut season in Croatia, scoring four goals and 13 points in 54 regular season games and earning a new contract for next season. Bjorkstrand is a playmaking center with good vision and puck skills and is a very interesting player for the future.

Follow Alessandro Seren Rosso on Twitter via @AlexSerenRosso
Pellerin out, Thompson in as Sound Tigers coach

Michael Fornabaio
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Scott Pellerin of the Los Angeles Kings poses for his official headshot for the 2010-2011 season on September 17 , 2010 at the Toyota Sports Center in El Segundo, California. Photo: Noah Graham, Noah Graham/NHLI/Getty Images / via Getty Images (Photo by Noah Graham/NHLI
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Scott Pellerin is out as coach of the Bridgeport Soundtigers hockey team and Brent Thompson will return as the coach. Photo: Noah Graham, Noah Graham/NHLI/Getty Images / via Getty Images (Photo by Noah Graham/NHLI

Soundtigers Head Coach Scott Pellerin chats with plays on bench during a match against the Hershey Bears AHL game in Bridgeport, Conn.. Photo: Mike Ross / Connecticut Post Freelance
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Foran's Paul Mirmina slings the ball to the goal for a point, during boys lacrosse action against Jonathan Law in Milford, Conn. on Thursday May 8, 2014. Unable to block Mirmina in time at right is Law's Chris Mercaldo.

After slow start, Foran lacrosse cruises past rival Law

Danbury's Justin Warren, left, moves around Bunnell's Trevor Ross in the high school boys lacrosse game between Danbury and Bunnell at Danbury High School in Danbury, Conn. Thursday, May 8, 2014.

Danbury scores 7 unanswered to top Bunnell

Westhill athletic director Mike King

Westhill's Mike King to become Trumbull athletic director

Given an ever-changing cast of characters in 2013-14, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers finished 29th overall in the AHL. Coach Scott Pellerin took the fall for it, and former coach Brent Thompson will return to Bridgeport. 

The New York Islanders announced the switch on Friday, reversing their 2012 move to make Thompson an NHL assistant coach after one year as the Sound Tigers' head coach.

"It's a great opportunity and a challenge to continue to work with the Islanders organization and develop young guys," Thompson said. "Along with development comes winning. Those pieces go hand in hand. Hopefully it's Step 1 in making a little bit of a change in the culture of the last couple of years."

Assistant coaches Eric Boguniecki and Doug Holewa remain with the Sound Tigers. 

A request through a spokesman to reach Islanders general manager Garth Snow was unsuccessful. 

This was Pellerin's first head-coaching job after six years with Manchester as an assistant. 

"The relationships you make within the organization, with players, it's something I'm very proud of," Pellerin said, "(and of) the work ethic and style of play my team played, and (that the team) showed up every night. I'm very happy with that part of my tenure there in Bridgeport." 

Pellerin had Bridgeport over .500 in 2012-13 before the end of the NHL lockout took away several top players. 

He had an even less experienced group this year. There was endless turnover, hung out to dry with no AHL veterans in over half the team's games, with contributing players sent up to the NHL as well as down to the ECHL for playoff eligibility, with 42 different players seeing action just from March 12 on.

Bridgeport got back to .500 in February, but after most of its top players were called up, the team won two of its last 21. 

As much as half the lineup on any given night could be made up of players on amateur tryouts.

Pellerin's two-year record was 60-72-9-11. Still, players like Ryan Strome, Brock Nelson, Calvin de Haan and others moved up over the past two years and had an impact with the Islanders. 

"We had a lot of turnover the two years I was there. A lot of guys were able to reach their goals with regard to making it to the NHL," Pellerin said. "That was something that was mandated down to my staff, to make sure we develop. We did our job."

Thompson comes back after two NHL seasons with "mixed feelings ... but when the opportunity arises to run a team and be involved in a great organization, you've got to take it." 

Thompson, a former pro defenseman -- which should have value next season, when several rookie defensemen join the Sound Tigers -- came to Bridgeport in 2011 after winning the ECHL's Kelly Cup with the Alaska Aces. 

Another set of young Sound Tigers were floundering at the end of December 2011. 

They won 20 of the next 24 and finished with a 41-26-3-6 record and the franchise's first division title in 12 years, bolstered by several players Thompson plucked out of the ECHL's Western Conference. 

With a lineup heavy on rookie prospects, that team was shut out at home in the first two games of the playoffs. 

Some of those ECHL call-ups went back into the lineup for Game 3 in Hartford, but Bridgeport lost on a power-play goal in overtime to complete the sweep. 

Thompson received a three-game AHL suspension for abuse of officials after Game 3. He served it during the NHL lockout the following season.
At 32, Sound Tigers' Johnson gets his big-league shot

Michael Fornabaio
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Buffalo Sabres left winger John Scott (32) lands a punch to the side of the head on New York Islanders right winger Justin Johnson (49) during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Buffalo, N.Y., Sunday April 13, 2014. (AP Photo/Gary Wiepert) Photo: Gary Wiepert, Associated Press / Associated Press

Buffalo Sabres left winger John Scott (32) lands a punch to the side of the head on New York Islanders right winger Justin Johnson (49) during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Buffalo, N.Y., Sunday April 13, 2014. (AP Photo/Gary Wiepert) Photo: Gary Wiepert, Associated Press 

Buffalo Sabres left winger John Scott (32) gestures to New York Islanders right winger Justin Johnson (49) after he was knocked down during a fight during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Buffalo, N.Y., Sunday, April 13, 2014. New York won 4-3 in a shootout. (AP Photo/Adam Wiepert) Photo: Adam Wiepert, Associated Press / Associated Press

NEWARK, NJ - APRIL 11: Justin Johnson #49 of the New York Islanders skates in his first NHL game against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on April 11, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey. Photo: Bruce Bennett, Getty Images / 2014 Getty Images

NEWARK, NJ - APRIL 11: Justin Johnson #49 of the New York Islanders skates in his first NHL game against Anton Volchenkov #28 of the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on April 11, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey. Photo: Bruce Bennett, Getty Images / 2014 Getty Images

.

 . 

Buffalo Sabres left winger John Scott (32) lands a punch to the side of the head on New York Islanders right winger Justin Johnson (49) during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Buffalo, N.Y., Sunday April 13, 2014. (AP Photo/Gary Wiepert)  

Buffalo Sabres left winger John Scott (32) gestures to New York Islanders right winger Justin Johnson (49) after he was knocked down during a fight during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Buffalo, N.Y., Sunday, April 13, 2014. New York won 4-3 in a shootout. (AP Photo/Adam Wiepert)  

NEWARK, NJ - APRIL 11: Justin Johnson #49 of the New York Islanders skates in his first NHL game against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on April 11, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey.  

NEWARK, NJ - APRIL 11: Justin Johnson #49 of the New York Islanders skates in his first NHL game against Anton Volchenkov #28 of the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on April 11, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey.  

.

 . 

 0  

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Foran's Paul Mirmina slings the ball to the goal for a point, during boys lacrosse action against Jonathan Law in Milford, Conn. on Thursday May 8, 2014. Unable to block Mirmina in time at right is Law's Chris Mercaldo.

After slow start, Foran lacrosse cruises past rival Law

Danbury's Justin Warren, left, moves around Bunnell's Trevor Ross in the high school boys lacrosse game between Danbury and Bunnell at Danbury High School in Danbury, Conn. Thursday, May 8, 2014.

Danbury scores 7 unanswered to top Bunnell

Westhill athletic director Mike King

Westhill's Mike King to become Trumbull athletic director

BRIDGEPORT -- The night Justin Johnson made his NHL debut, Scott Pellerin, his coach for three of the past four years, talked about what a thrill it was to give him the news that morning. 

The other side of that conversation? 

"You're in shock, really," Johnson said Monday as the Bridgeport Sound Tigers broke up for the season. 

"It's finally going to happen for you. You're overwhelmed. You're overflowing at the same time."

While the rest of the Sound Tigers went to Albany on April 11 for a late-season road game, Johnson, less than four weeks away from his 33rd birthday, went to New Jersey to join the New York Islanders. 

"He's a guy who's worked hard all his life," said rookie defenseman Scott Mayfield, Johnson's Bridgeport roommate, who'd made his own NHL debut a week earlier. "He started at the bottom and got to the top at 32 years old, got two games."

Johnson played at Alaska Anchorage, played four years in the ECHL, then finally cracked the AHL at age 29, playing with Manchester for three seasons. His assistant coach there for the first two years was Pellerin.

The Sound Tigers signed Johnson last summer. He received an NHL contract on March 3. And then he got the call to the Prudential Center, playing right wing on a line with Brett Gallant and Mike Halmo, two teammates most of the year in Bridgeport.

"I go out for warmup, and there's Jaromir Jagr, Patrik Elias, Martin Brodeur: We're going to do this for real," Johnson said. "Exhibition games were exciting, but we're going to get to do this in real games that matter, something I've dedicated my whole life to, and at 32, I felt very blessed, and fortunate."

Two days later in Buffalo, Johnson, 6-foot-1, 220 pounds, fought John Scott, the Sabres' 6-8, 259-pound heavyweight. A big left hand floored the big guy. 

"It was great for him, for all of us to get that opportunity (in the NHL)," Mayfield said. "I was really happy for him, proud. He had a great weekend, and that fight just capped it off."

Johnson's debut came three days after that of Gallant, who, though eight years younger, similarly fought his way out of obscurity to get his shot. 

The two tough guys became good friends with lots of mutual respect. After Gallant's debut, which Johnson attended, Johnson said it took a lot of "blood, sweat and tears" for Gallant to get there. 

He echoed those words for himself, thought about the work he'd put in to improve all aspects of his game and merit the chance. 

"You think about all the people who helped you out," Johnson said, "who hyped you up even when you didn't believe the hype."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

It's a wrap: Putting a bow on Sound Tigers season

Michael Fornabaio
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Foran's Paul Mirmina slings the ball to the goal for a point, during boys lacrosse action against Jonathan Law in Milford, Conn. on Thursday May 8, 2014. Unable to block Mirmina in time at right is Law's Chris Mercaldo.

After slow start, Foran lacrosse cruises past rival Law

Danbury's Justin Warren, left, moves around Bunnell's Trevor Ross in the high school boys lacrosse game between Danbury and Bunnell at Danbury High School in Danbury, Conn. Thursday, May 8, 2014.

Danbury scores 7 unanswered to top Bunnell

Westhill athletic director Mike King

Westhill's Mike King to become Trumbull athletic director

BRIDGEPORT -- The usual conversations on days like Monday in the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' dressing room are good wishes for the summer, memories of the season past, looking forward to getting back together in September.

"It was nice to meet you" isn't tossed around so often on break-up day, but teammates who just met a week or three ago don't have a ton of shared memories or guarantees of a common future.

The challenge all year for the Sound Tigers was to translate a young and ever-changing roster into a successful team. They stayed competitive, but it wasn't easy, and they didn't win much at the end.

"It's been a tough season," said John Persson, who was here for most of it but also made his NHL debut. "It started off very tough. We finally got some wins together, and then that team got shattered with those guys going up."

After the March 5 NHL trade deadline, seven players went up to the Islanders, joining two -- leading scorer Ryan Strome, who posted a remarkable 49 points in 37 games for Bridgeport, and Anders Lee -- who'd gone up soon before.

It was a litany of numbers. The team used 65 players, second-most in the AHL since at least 1997. Of those, 42 played after the March 12 AHL trade deadline.

Unusual around here, several were sent at the same time to Stockton (ECHL) to bolster that team for a playoff run, further depleting Bridgeport's roster. The departed were mostly replaced by 12 different players on amateur tryouts.

"You can't let your game slip, but you want to help the younger guys," said defenseman Joe Finley, who'd played on teams with a lot more veterans but was one of the more-experienced players here. "You do a lot of different things, just in that leadership role."

That left the Sound Tigers to struggle to the end, winning two of their last 21 games and finishing 29th overall. A one-win October, with a young team adjusting to the pro game, had put them in a deep hole for playoff contention, anyway.

In an organization that has always stressed development, though, those assorted call-ups are a big part of the story. Of the 30 players who finished the year on Long Island, 15 spent significant time in Bridgeport the past two years. Some, like Calvin de Haan and Brock Nelson, were playing key roles by the end of the year.

"I'm proud of all of them," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "That's our job. Our job's to develop the young prospects ... and make them assets for the New York Islanders and get opportunities for them.

"Those guys came from all different backgrounds," he added. "To have that group come together and work together, not only play games for the Islanders but have an important impact on their team, it's something I'm very proud of and my staff's very proud of."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Contract status

SIGNED: Scott Mayfield, Andrey Pedan, Ryan Pulock, Jason Clark, Mike Halmo, John Persson, Alan Quine, Johan Sundstrom, Scooter Vaughan

RESTRICTED FREE AGENTS: Kevin Poulin, Marc Cantin, Matt Donovan, Aaron Ness, Joey Diamond, Brett Gallant, Matt Mangene

UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS: Kenny Reiter, Joe Finley, Chris Bruton, Justin Johnson, Chris Langkow, Philippe Trudeau, Dmitriy Antipin, Brant Harris, Josh Holmstrom

UNSIGNED DRAFT PICKS: Kyle Burroughs, Victor Crus Rydberg, Jesse Graham

DRAFT-ELIGIBLE: Justin Hickman

Sound Tigers' season comes to end with shutout loss

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:32 am, Sunday, April 20, 2014 

 0  

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Foran's Paul Mirmina slings the ball to the goal for a point, during boys lacrosse action against Jonathan Law in Milford, Conn. on Thursday May 8, 2014. Unable to block Mirmina in time at right is Law's Chris Mercaldo.

After slow start, Foran lacrosse cruises past rival Law

Danbury's Justin Warren, left, moves around Bunnell's Trevor Ross in the high school boys lacrosse game between Danbury and Bunnell at Danbury High School in Danbury, Conn. Thursday, May 8, 2014.

Danbury scores 7 unanswered to top Bunnell

Westhill athletic director Mike King

Westhill's Mike King to become Trumbull athletic director

HARTFORD -- After 76 games, 65 players and 11 shutout losses, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' season ended Saturday with a 2-0 loss to Hartford at the XL Center.

Over 40 of those players skated in the last quarter of the season, and that's when six of the shutouts came, too. The last quarter -- really the last 21 games, to take it to March 1 -- was marked by a carousel of roster turnover. 

A lot of that turnover brought in young players fresh out of college or junior hockey. And some of them did all right. 

"If you look at the back end, the young defensemen we have, they've done a great job for their age, their experience," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "For guys to come in and play D at this level, it takes a lot of time."

Bridgeport finished the year with Jesse Graham, Kyle Burroughs and Ryan Pulock, all draft picks of the New York Islanders and all making their pro debuts on defense before their 20th birthday -- in Burroughs' case, before his 19th. 

Pellerin liked their positional play, and he liked that they showed off their offensive instincts as well.

Pulock is already signed to an NHL contract, but Burroughs and Graham were two of the 12 players Bridgeport signed to amateur-tryout contracts toward the end of the season. 

As many as 10 played at a time as the team was depleted by call-ups to the Islanders (who generally were effective up there) and reassignments to the ECHL's Stockton Thunder to bolster that team for the playoffs. 

The lack of experience at both ends of the ice was costly: From March 1 on, Bridgeport went 2-16-1-2. It finished 28-40-2-6, 29th overall in the 30-team AHL. It scored 30 goals in those 21 games and allowed 69.

Still, in 10 of those 16 regulation losses, Bridgeport was within two goals. That included Saturday, when Dov Grumet-Morris' 23 saves made Ryan Bourque's early power-play deflection stand up until T.J. Hensick's empty-netter. 

"I thought the first two periods we had a lot of broken plays," Pellerin said. "We didn't sustain zone time, get odd-man rushes. We had some better opportunities in the third period. ... There were a couple of rebounds we weren't able to jump on. We just weren't able to score."

Kevin Poulin stopped 36 of 37 shots for Bridgeport, which will have exit meetings for most players on Monday, though a few were headed out earlier, including Matt Donovan, joining Team USA for the World Championship in Belarus next month. 

Donovan will be one of at least three former Sound Tigers there: Colin McDonald of Wethersfield and Brock Nelson have also been named to the team. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. KEVIN POULIN, BRIDGEPORT: Not much more he could've done than 36 saves. 

2. DOV GRUMET-MORRIS, HARTFORD: Shut out Bridgeport on 23 saves. 

3. RYAN BOURQUE, HARTFORD: Scored the first goal. 

UNSUNG HERO: Scott Mayfield led the team with 71 games. 

UP NEXT: Six months of summer. 

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

BRIDGEPORT 0 0 0--0

HARTFORD 1 0 1--2

Sound Tigers rally, end winless streak at 12 games

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:41 am, Saturday, April 19, 2014 
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Foran's Paul Mirmina slings the ball to the goal for a point, during boys lacrosse action against Jonathan Law in Milford, Conn. on Thursday May 8, 2014. Unable to block Mirmina in time at right is Law's Chris Mercaldo.

After slow start, Foran lacrosse cruises past rival Law

Danbury's Justin Warren, left, moves around Bunnell's Trevor Ross in the high school boys lacrosse game between Danbury and Bunnell at Danbury High School in Danbury, Conn. Thursday, May 8, 2014.

Danbury scores 7 unanswered to top Bunnell

Westhill athletic director Mike King

Westhill's Mike King to become Trumbull athletic director

Ending an endless winless streak just in time, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers erased a late two-goal deficit to beat Adirondack 3-2 in overtime Friday at the Glens Falls (N.Y.) Civic Center. 

Johan Sundstrom scored at the left post with 1:37 left in overtime to complete a comeback from 2-0 down with under 13 minutes to go. 

"The first couple of periods, we couldn't find that level of execution we needed to," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. 

"Our habits, I thought we were doing a good job and weren't being rewarded for our hard work. I told the guys they had to go out and get it done, and they responded with a solid third period ... and overtime."

John Persson intercepted a pass in the Phantoms zone in overtime, passed up a shot and tried to feed Sundstrom for a shot. That failed, but Persson got it back and got it to Scott Mayfield at the point, who tried to hit Jesse Graham at the back door. That didn't work, either, but Graham went around the net to set up the winner. 

Bridgeport's last win was March 16 at home, also against Adirondack. It had been winless in 12, setting a team record, and winless in eight on the road since Feb. 28. 

The 13th season finale is Saturday night at Hartford. 

Kevin Poulin made 24 saves, ending his personal seven-game winless streak. 

The Phantoms led 2-0 on goals by Brandon Alderson and Derek Whitmore (power play). 

Bridgeport came back with Scooter Vaughan's short-handed goal on the rush (Josh Holmstrom got his first pro point) and by Mike Halmo on the power play with 6:16 left (Ryan Pulock got his first assist as a pro). Aaron Ness assisted on both. 

Attendance was 5,586 for the Phantoms' last home game after five seasons as a temporary tenant in Glens Falls. The team is moving to Allentown, Pa., next year, a move planned since the team left Philadelphia in 2009. 

Glens Falls is seeking a new franchise, and Calgary -- whose farm team will be evicted from Abbotsford, British Columbia, at the end of the season -- has reportedly looked into the city. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

BRIDGEPORT 0 0 2 1--3

ADIRONDACK 1 1 0 0--2

Change in Manchester: Wednesday notes (updated)

Posted on May 7, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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For six years, Mark Morris and Scott Pellerin developed players for the Los Angeles Kings, helping them win a Stanley Cup. Pellerin came here two years ago, and the Monarchs won a division title this year. 

And right now they’re both out of a job. The Monarchs and Kings announced Morris won’t be back next year after eight years, two division titles and a pretty solid record. 

(The way that statement’s worded, it reads as if Lombardi thinks Morris wouldn’t be around long if he were back. So hopefully that means bigger and better to come.) 

Morris was only the Monarchs’ third coach in a history that began at the same time as Bridgeport’s. Jim Hughes was the second, for one year. The one before, who had four successful regular seasons but was fired after a lack of playoff success, was one Bruce Boudreau, who won a Calder Cup the following season. 

TEAM Old New 

BPT Scott Pellerin (5/2)  Brent Thompson (5/2)  

MCR Mark Morris (5/7) — 

Not adding to the chart, Portland coach Ray Edwards will also serve as the team’s general manager. 

……

Two second-period goals let St. John’s beat John Gibson (39 more saves) and the Admirals to even that series at 1 going to Virginia. Michael Hutchinson had 32 saves of his own and an assist for the IceCaps. 

Edit: Stockton’s on the board. Joel Broda scored first, but the Thunder came back to win big.

The IIHF compiled announced (if not yet official) rosters for the Worlds, so former Bridgeport and New Haven players listed include: USA: Matt Donovan, Brock Nelson, Colin McDonald. SWE: Anders Nilsson. FIN: Mikko Koskinen. SVK: Tomas Marcinko (good to see him back after that nasty Olympics injury). LAT: Herberts Vasiljevs. CAN: Alex Burrows (cough). 

A tip of cap to another former Beast of New Haven, Marek Malik, even if his darned shootout tally (and people’s reactions to it, like, um, writing about it nine years later on his retirement) secured that we’d never get rid of that abominable bonus round. 

And Fun With Google Translate… though not that kind.

If we win a game in the second round: Thursday notes

Posted on May 1, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio


Print

“Now we’re all in love with Jaroslav Halak.”*

Last season’s Islanders free agency haul, in total, now sums to two months of negotiation with a potential No. 1 goalie. They acquired Halak’s rights from Washington for the fourth-rounder they got from Chicago for Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Peter Regin. Halak’s an unrestricted free agent on July 1 if the Isles can’t lock him up. (They could wheel him again, of course, if the deal’s not coming.) 

Toronto became the second AHL team into the second round with a 2-0 win tonight over Milwaukee, finishing off a three-game sweep. Trevor Smith had an assist while knocking out former Bridgeport teammate Scott Ford. Chicago took a 2-1 lead over Rochester with a 4-0 win tonight and can finish that Friday. Adam Cracknell, back from the Blues, had two goals on seven shots and an assist. 

Five of the six remaining series go Friday night, all of them Game 4s. That could leave Providence at Springfield, Game 5, to stand alone Saturday night. Or there could be four winner-take-all games Saturday night with two more to come. 

*-The DGB/Bloge Salming Puck Daddy 2010 Habs eulogy video (whose suitability for work may depend on your workplace) took up semipermanent residency in my head four years ago. Halak’s name inevitably brings that line to mind. “Party in the streets and try not to die” has also been useful.

Moving on: Wednesday notes

Posted on April 30, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio


Print

Kevin Schultz linked up a story from Sweden on Anders Nilsson. Nilsson’s quoted in the story as saying he doesn’t want to play another year in the AHL. Interesting tack after a year that admittedly had some ups and downs here. Granted, the first two years were marked by injuries and health issues at times, but with all that resolved, he posted a .901 save percentage in 29 games here and a 2.81 GAA. (Kevin Poulin, in comparison, had a 2.65 and a .910 in 15 games with a slightly experienced defense and a college team of forwards. Though, to split up Nilsson’s season, when he went up after Evgeni Nabokov was hurt the first time, he had a 3.57 GAA and .880 save percentage. After that, he had a 2.39 and a .914.) 

Anyway, if this is it: Been swell. One pretty good season under Sudsie Maharaj, then an ankle injury, then last year’s dietary debacle, and then this year. We’ll see where he turns up. That said, reads like he’ll be playing the World Championship for Sweden. A few (former?) teammates could be waiting for him in late May. 

In the Calder Cup playoffs, the conference champs are on the brink (and still on the road). Max Sauve scored after 74:51 of scoreless hockey, and Norfolk can eliminate Manchester on Friday night. The Monarchs outshot Norfolk 15-1 in the second, but John Gibson shut the door; the Admirals had a 14-4 edge in the third, but J.S. Berube stopped all 14. 

Only one puck beat Keith Kinkaid tonight in Newfoundland, but Kael Mouillierat’s goal was enough to beat the Devils 1-0. The IceCaps are up 2-1 in their series, as are the WBS Penguins after Chuck Kobasew’s deflection won Game 3 at home over Binghamton. All three games in that series have needed extra time. (None of the three has needed more than 11:07 of extra time.) 

Abbotsford stayed alive, literally, as a franchise, with a 2-1 win at Grand Rapids on a Markus Granlund goal with 62 seconds left. The Griffins still lead the series 2-1. A report that the Heat will resurface in Glens Falls was termed premature, Diana C. Nearhos reports. 

Oklahoma City, also trying to stay alive, erased a two-goal deficit. But Texas scored on a five-on-three midway through the third to break the tie, and the Stars became the first team to move on with a 4-2 win. 

Chris Lee and Magnitogorsk (and Mike Keenan) won the KHL’s Gagarin Cup over David Ullstrom and Lev Praha. Meanwhile, ERC Ingolstadt won the DEL with an obscure local angle: Defenseman Michel Periard, then Florida Panthers property, took part in the very first Sound Tigers training camp almost 13 years ago. 

And RIP, Bob Hoskins.

Squared away: Saturday notes

Posted on April 27, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio


Print

Notes from the stats update: Scooter Vaughan scored three short-handed goals, which led AHL rookies (as well as, um, defensemen, though that’s obviously bookkeeping; he was playing forward). Appears he’s the first Bridgeport rookie to score three short-handed goals. (Frans Nielsen did it in 2006-07, but he had too much European experience to be considered an AHL rookie.)

Also, Matt Donovan takes over the team plus/minus record, which had stood for 11 years. After this year’s plus-11, Donovan is plus-37 in three years and an ATO; Ray Schultz was plus-28 (plus-21, still the single-season record, then plus-7). On the flip side, Alan Quine’s minus-24 is second-lowest in team history to Masi Marjamaki’s sophomore-year minus-27. 

…..

So much for making hay. Manchester blew a two-goal lead, and Norfolk evened the series with a 3-2 win on William Karlsson’s goal with 8:43 to go. The remaining two or three games of the series are in Virginia. 

Overtime again in the Southern Tier, and it’s even up: Stephane DaCosta won it in the right circle 11:07 into overtime, and Binghamton beat Wilkes-Barre to square that series. Mark Stone had four points for the Sens. 

Springfield takes a 2-1 series lead back to Game 4 in Providence after a 3-2 win at home. Dana Tyrell’s short-handed goal proved to be the game-winner after Matt Lindblad scored six-on-four on the same Michael Chaput slashing minor. And though former future Sound Tiger Brenden Kichton scored two goals for St. John’s, Albany evened up that series going to the Rock with a 4-2 win. Almost 14,600 people in two games in Albany. That might be the most amazing thing of the playoffs. Good on them, team and fans. 

Rochester held on this time to even its series against Chicago in the Series Between Teams Bridgeport Hasn’t Seen Since 2002 And May Not Really Still Exist. (Some, uh, unusual circumstances early in that one. Kevin used the #becauseitsthecup hashtag and meant it.) 

Abbotsford and Grand Rapids traded goals for most of the first period. Bet they were wondering where all that was last night. But Grand Rapids broke a tie in the last minute of the first and appear at this instant to be rolling to a big win (Edit: 7-2 qualifies). The Griffins would go home with a chance to wrap up the series. The Marlies have that chance for sure: Trevor Smith had two assists, and ex-Monarch Brandon Kozun had three points in the Marlies’ 5-2 win at Rochester, again with help from an empty-netter. Toronto goes home with a 2-0 lead. 

Edit: And…

OKC and Texas are in OT at this writing. Edit: As of this writing, it’s over: Brendan Ranford scores at 15:04 of OT to give the Stars a 2-0 series lead and a trip home to wrap it up. MVP Travis Morin tied it twice for the Stars, including one in the final minute, a five-on-four goal (even strength, because it was four-on-four with Jack Campbell pulled). The Barons are still awaiting the injured Mark Arcobello. 

……

Eight years ago Saturday night, Marjamaki scored in overtime to win Game 5 at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. Back in those days, the first round was a best-of-7. That’s the last time Bridgeport has held a lead in a playoff series, eight years later. Eight years ago nowish, I filled the gas tank and got on the road home. I don’t remember much of it (or what came soon before) (or what came after) directly because of that annoying bump on the head in the early morning hours, eight years ago Sunday. Annual request for you to buckle up. And take care of your head.

Wrapper’s delight: Quotes, contracts, notes, etc.

Posted on April 22, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio


Print

Been a while since I’d seen the barn without the ice in and nothing else going on, just the bare floor. Know I’ve never seen that when they’d just played a road game 36 hours earlier. 

A few guys were on their way home, as we said, Saturday night and Sunday. A few more hit the road early Monday (Chris Bruton was about to start a drive of over 40 hours, for one.) The players’ exit meetings with the coaches, Eric Cairns, the trainers and the strength-and-conditioning staff were done more or less by 1 p.m. 

So it ends. We’ll be around, of course. Lots of alumni watching to do in the playoffs, at the World Championship and, of course, in Stockton. 

……

Sorry for the tardiness. Made more work for myself last night, then was stunned it didn’t get done. But you hopefully saw the wrap package in the paper today (or if not…), or maybe you saw the apologetic tweet from the blog-n-stories Twitter feed @bstsoundinoff. Or maybe you were busy watching the NHL playoffs, and if so, I can’t blame you, ’cause come on, Mikael Granlund. You can watch that over and over and over, like Brian Williams and Lester Holt doing “Rapper’s Delight.”

……

Glanced over the schedule for something today and noticed something funny (not the ha-ha kind, either). They obviously struggled out of the gate and even into November, which finished up with the 8-6 loss at Albany. That was Game 19. Bridgeport had 10 regulation losses (5-10-1-3, with two shootout wins). 

They won the next four as Ryan Strome went into overdrive and the defense settled down a bit. They sputtered through the rest of December after Strome went up and into the new year. At the midpoint, Bridgeport had 20 regulation losses (13-20-1-4, with three shootout wins). 

Then Strome came back, and then Matt Donovan, and the gang was (mostly) here for the Olympic break, and they played well if unsustainably. Then the gang was broken up irreparably and got the opposite kind of results that you wouldn’t think would be sustainable. 

Bridgeport finished with 40 regulation losses (28-40-2-6). I hate to say they’re who we thought they were, but hey, why not call back. 

……

The only team to finish with a worse record than Bridgeport this year had its own problems: homeless Portland. 

To bring the year full-circle, Brayden Irwin, who was in camp here, went through a series of moves this year before establishing himself in Rochester. 

A bit from Saturday’s Stockton-Ontario game: Former Sound Tiger Jeremy Yablonski, now with Ontario, was suspended for the rest of the series for kicking a Thunder player, Scott Linesburgh reports. Interesting if only because he only got a boarding minor on that play, then went on to score the Reign’s third goal. (Seven of the eight goals in that game were scored by former Sound Tigers, six of them by guys who were here this season.) The Thunder are up 2-0 in the series; Game 3 is in Ontario tonight. 

RIP, Hurricane Carter. 

……

Here’s what I’ve got for contract status. Corrections gladly welcomed. 

As of March 23, 29 NHL contracts next year (0 G, 11 D, 18 F), including Pulock (who doesn’t count if sent to junior). Numbers in parentheses for signed players are years remaining on the contract; those without numbers are signed only through next season. All signed players are NHL deals unless noted. Lots of help, as you can surely expect, from CapGeek and other sources.

BST

 SIGNED: Scott Mayfield (2), Andrey Pedan (2), Ryan Pulock (3), Jason Clark, Mike Halmo, Kirill Kabanov, John Persson, Alan Quine (2), Johan Sundstrom, Scooter Vaughan (AHL)

GROUP 2 FREE AGENTS: Kevin Poulin, Marc Cantin, Matt Donovan, Aaron Ness, Joey Diamond, Brett Gallant, Matt Mangene

GROUP 3 FREE AGENTS: Kenny Reiter, Joe Finley (by a day), Chris Bruton, Justin Johnson

AHL FREE AGENTS: Parker Milner, Mike Cornell, Sean Escobedo, Mike Keenan, Adam Brace, Mathieu Gagnon, Chris Langkow, Jeremy Langlois, Nick Larson, Ben Rosen, Nicolas Tremblay, Riley Wetmore, Philippe Trudeau, Josh Holmstrom, Brant Harris, Dmitriy Antipin

UNSIGNED DRAFT PICKS: Kyle Burroughs, Jesse Graham, Victor Crus Rydberg

ELIGIBLE FOR NHL DRAFT: Justin Hickman

NYI

 SIGNED: Matt Carkner, Kevin Czuczman, Travis Hamonic (6), Thomas Hickey, Adam Pelech (3), Griffin Reinhart (3), Brian Strait (2), Lubomir Visnovsky, Josh Bailey (4), Eric Boulton, Cal Clutterbuck (3), Sebastian Collberg (3), Michael Grabner (2), Matt Martin (2), Colin McDonald, Brock Nelson, Frans Nielsen (2), Kyle Okposo (2), Ryan Strome (2), John Tavares (4)

GROUP 2 FREE AGENTS: Anders Nilsson, Calvin de Haan, Casey Cizikas, Anders Lee

GROUP 3 FREE AGENTS: Evgeni Nabokov, Radek Martinek

Group 2 players are restricted free agents if given a qualifying offer. The other free agents are all unrestricted. 

……

To wrap up, the annual quote dump. Missed a few guys, and sorry not to catch them at the right times, but here’s where we were. 

Should be a separate on Justin Johnson in the paper in the near future, possibly Wednesday, just because we’d never caught up about his NHL debut. 

(And just a note that the introductory questions/comments aren’t verbatim; some paraphrased, some just the general tone of what we were talking about)

Chris Bruton

Tough year, two injuries:

 I felt like I was swimming against the current all year, with the injuries, not playing at 100 percent, getting better, just trying to find my game. 

How do you approach a summer after a year like this?

 I have to get away from the game, for sure. Mentally, I’ve got to take a lot of lessons from this year. I’ve got to get more patient with injuries, not get too high or too low. 

Victor Crus Rydberg

It was a good experience. I learned a lot. It was a good group here as a team. 

The difference, stepping up here

 I think on the ice, it’s more physical, faster. You have to keep your head up at all times. The biggest difference is life outside the ice. There’s good leadership, good guys. 

I’m going home, flying home (Monday) night, have a week off or two, then start working out, make ready for next year.

See you at summer camp? I got my ticket yesterday. 

Kyle Burroughs

Biggest thing to take back

 Just the way to conduct myself, being a pro, everything on and off the ice. Taking things away from guys like Fins (Joe Finley), Nesser (Aaron Ness).

What do you work on next year?

 Just making decisions quicker. Obviously working on my speed, and I can always be bigger. Moving up in the pro ranks, that’s something all the way as you go, guys get bigger and stronger.”

There were a lot of younger guys here… Able to help each other? 

 It was good, because we were all learning together, part of the team together. We worked hard every game. I don’t think we were out of any game. The veteran guys as well led the way for us. A lot of guys got a good opportunity. … We want to be a successful program.

Scooter Vaughan

So what’ll you remember from this year?

 That little streak we were on (in February), that was nice. We had a lot of guys in and out. We stayed positive.

A season to get established up here for you… 

It was definitely a step in the right direction. … I started the year in the ECHL, then got the call up here. From the call-up, you want to establish yourself, that they can trust you. I think I did that on my end. I’m excited to be back next year.

Brant Harris

So this time up here…

It’s definitely something that I’ll look back on and focus on the things I need to get better at. The game’s a lot different from college. I’ve got to continue to develop my own game.

That was a nice little posse that met you in Hartford after Saturday’s game.

 It was definitely fun to play in front of all my friends coming down from UConn. It was definitely nice having fans in the building.

Jesse Graham

How was it different from what you’ve seen before?

 Just the pace of play is a bit faster, for sure. You’ve got to be a little more solid defensively … The game’s easier in some ways because you have better players on your team. 

Have the Islanders talked to you about next year?

 Not as of yet. … Hopefully I’ll be back.

Philippe Trudeau

How was it getting a chance up here?

 It was a good experience. It didn’t start as I wanted it to. … 

Yeah, tough first game; not a lot of help. You got a few more chances in there…

I appreciated that, more chances to prove myself. …. It’s a level higher here. I can see easily here what I have to work on. Maybe in junior, I didn’t think they affected my game. Here, the play’s faster … it’s easier to find what I have to work on.

Ryan Pulock

What did you get out of the little time here?

 I’m really happy I got to have this opportunity. It’s going to help my development a lot to be able to come up and see what it takes to take the next step.

Any moments stand out this week? 

 I wouldn’t really say many moments, just the whole experience of playing at this level, playing against bigger, stronger men, seeing the skill level here, getting to see what it takes. It’s a whole new game. I’m really happy to get to came and go from there.

What’s next? 

 Obviously I want to have a good summer, begin to get bigger, stronger. … I want that shot at making the Islanders, and if that’s not the case, I’m hoping to play here in Bridgeport. That’ll really help me moving forward.

Kenny Reiter

Tough finish to the season, I’d imagine: What do you take out of the season?

 You’ve got to draw on the positives. The positives were 9-10 guys getting an opportunity to play in the NHL. Looking at it from a development standpoint, we really accomplished our goals there.

 Results, we didn’t get the results we wanted. There were a lot of new guys.

How about personally; what stands out about this year?

 It was good to get my first win. I think after that happened, I was pretty confident with my game. Obviously, I would’ve liked a better record, better numbers. I felt for the most part I played pretty well, developed even more. I wish I would’ve played more toward the end. 

Plans for the summer?

 My contract’s up; I’d like to be back here. Last year I signed y first NHL contract. The fire’s still there to look at possibly having the opportunity to do that again. For me, this summer, I’m going to be focused a lot on working on my game. I’ll be training with my brother (Kevin, goalie coach for the USNTDP). I’ll spend a lot of time up there (in Ann Arbor) and immerse myself in goaltending.

Chris Langkow

You got a chance to come back up and establish yourself here…

It was obviously a great experience this year. I learned a lot. I got to play a big role on the team, which was something I enjoyed. I’ll try not to take that for granted.

There were so many ins and outs, a lot of guys hopping into different roles. 

 There was a lot of change, for sure. “It put me in situations I wouldn’t be in. I kind of had to adjust. … Just playing the penalty kill, that defensive role, all the little things you’re learning; you’re bringing that attention to detail and improving every day.”

Dmitriy Antipin

What do you take out of your time here?

 I pretty much take every second of it. It was a great opportunity for me. I feel that I learned. I had a chance to be here. It was an honor for me to be a part of this team, this organization. It was an awesome experience. It’s probably the best months of my life.

What was the biggest difference from what you were used to?

 Just mostly skating. Speed, skating, making sure you’re able to keep up with the guys, making sure you’re athletic enough to compete.

What are you doing this summer?

 I’ll be outside Boston this summer, playing in a summer league in Foxboro. In Walpole, I’ll have ice there every day. 

Mike Keenan

(Keenan’s out for the year after knee surgery; he expects to be ready for the new season)

 What stands out about this year? 

 Having my first full pro year, the length of the season. It’s a lot longer than the college season, obviously. Getting used to that, I’ll understand that better. Just being able every day, bring the same preparation every day, and learning from that, to keep improving.”

Aaron Ness

What do you take out of this year? 

 Obviously it wasn’t what we wanted, what we went into it thinking it’d be. … We’ve all learned a lot. For me, I think, every year is more experiences with everything, learning things on the ice, off the ice. As long as you grow every year, that’s the key, and I think I did a little bit again. I’m excited for next year. 

Joey Diamond

With the injuries, the ups and downs, what was this year like?

 It’s just kind of a roller-coaster ride, a lot of ups and downs. It was a good experience, but a lot of ups and downs.

 I’ll definitely take some time off and get away from the game a little bit, but it’s definitely a summer of hard work. … (but after a full year), kind of knowing what to expect. It’s exciting.

John Persson

(After talking about the team’s ups and downs, which ran in the wrap story)

 For me, going up was a huge pump. I got to see what to expect up there.. But overall, it was a tough season.

You just try to be positive on a day-to-day basis with the new guys, to stick to what we believe in, our structure. 

Johan Sundstrom

It’s a second year. A lot of turnover and changes, new guys. That happens. For me, it was a good year, mostly mentally. Getting through everything I had, with some injuries, sickness, I did good. I played a few games up in the NHL, came down here, finished it off with two games. It was a season you can look back and say you learned a lot.

So what’d you learn?

 Living day by day. Don’t take anything for granted. As soon as a game’s over, review it for a few minutes, and you have to be able to shut it down and don’t look back. 

Scott Mayfield

Year 1: 

 My goal was to play in every game, and I was around, I was in the lineup, which is something I wanted to do. That gave me confidence.

On the positive side of the carousel: 

 It was nice to be meeting people. I kind of made some friends I wasn’t expecting to.

The NHL stint showed him:

 I need to kind of get bigger. That’s going to be a focal point, addiing a few pounds and making sure my skating’s still there. You need quicker decisions. Guys are on you a lot quicker.

Joe Finley

Getting back after surgery

 It was good to be back, for me. You never want to finish the season on the shelf. I was able to come back and play a key role. For me, again, I was just happy to be healthy. … I’m looking forward to a good offseason.

Scott Pellerin

At the end of the day, it’s us not reaching our team goals; it’s unacceptable, no matter what type of adversity you’re going through. You have to emerge. You have to have that focus as we move forward and continue that development program.

You want to create that winning culture. You have to have the right leadership, the right consistency in your approach. You have to want it every day. That’s what we’re working toward.

Any really memorable points in the season?

 I really haven’t had a chance to break it down like that. At the beginning, the promise at the beginning, and how we didn’t get off to the start we wanted.

 We got to the middle part, and the younger guys started to get it. We started to put a consistent record together. 

Then through the last phase, dealing with injuries, guys going up, with that huge turnover in our roster. To try to have that consistency, that work ethic, that attitude we had to have to be competitive. Our compete level was very high. We just didn’t get the results we were looking for.

Lots of guys went up and did well — any of them stick out to you?

 Part 1 of that response made the wrap story

 J.J. played his first NHL game. Gally. I think Stromer played his game. A guy like Anders Lee came in highly touted but had to refine his game, find his identity. He not only played that style here, but he played the same style in the NHL. 

Mike Halmo, going through a tough first pro season, (46) games, to a guy who took his game to a whole other level. I’ve never seen anybody go from an exit meeting to training game to where he ended up, I’ve never seen so much progress. I’m so proud of his achievement. 

A guy like Perss, coming in, battling to find his identity, to compete, to get a chance to play in the NHL, jumping out of a limo at 7:15 and playing that night. Sundstrom, dealing with the adversity of his season, getting a change to get back to his game and compete at a high level and get a chance to play in the NHL. 

Scotty, I think he played the most games for us, for a rookie, coming in, being consistent, working on his habits, growing as a leader, going up and understanding the kinds of things he needs to play in the NHL, and he’s hungry.

And other guys went up — Nilsson, de Haan

 They got an opportunity. Cal, two tough years with injuries, and going up and playing, playing his game. … He got his confidence, and he was really impressive.

27.04.2014, 15:00 • Sokolniki Arena • MHL • Kharlamov Cup Game 6 

Shaun Nicolaides 

JHC Spartak Moscow – Krasnaya Armiya Moscow 

1:2

final/OT (0:0, 0:1, 1:0, 0:1)

Last 20

All

Goals

Important
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76:32  

Goal for Krasnaya Armiya! Unbelievable! Just after the powerplay expired they get that all important goal to force this series into a deciding seventh game! Artem Blazhievskiy has a monstrous slapper from the point deflected in by ARTEM PROKHOROV to at last leave Shesterkin helpless, it's 2-1! Assists- Dmitry Ogurtsov and Artem Blazhievskiy 

45:38  

Goal for JHC Spartak! Wow, what a simply stunning goal! ARKHIP NEKOLENKO bursts down the left flank, beats his defender with a brilliant move to send himself one on one and he wonderfully gets the better of the goalkeeper to even this game up, it's 1-1! 

38:16  

Goal for Krasnaya Armiya! Just as the game becomes a four on four the visitors strike! Clever combination play is finished off by IVAN SILAEV who wrists the puck beyond the goalkeeper from the top of the crease, it's 1-0! Assists- Artem Blazhievskiy

March 21, 2014 

Anas & Bayreuther Share League’s Rookie-of-the-Year

 ALBANY, N.Y. -- ECAC Hockey today announced that Sam Anas, Quinnipiac and Gavin Bayreuther, St. Lawrence have been named the 2013-14 Men’s Co-Rookie of the Year Award winners as selected by the league’s coaches.

 Anas had a productive year in league play for the Bobcats totaling nine goals and 16 assists for 25 points. He was named the HCA National Rookie of the Month and ECAC Hockey Rookie of the Month in November. He was the only first-year player in ECAC Hockey to earn three Rookie of the Week (10/29, 11/5 and 11/26) awards. Anas is one of three players in ECAC Hockey, and 23 in the nation, with 40 or more points for the year. He currently leads all freshmen in the nation in goals (19) and points (40). Anas registered a point in 16 of the 22 league contests and recorded the most points on the road (16) among all ECAC Hockey freshmen, leading all ECAC Hockey freshmen with six game-winning goals.

 Anas becomes the third Quinnipiac player since 2005-06 when the Bobcats joined ECAC Hockey to win the award.

 A solid two-way player, Bayreuther is tied for first nationally in defenseman scoring with 36 points and ranks second among all of Division I blueliners nationally in points per game (0.99). He was tied for third in league scoring (26 points) and led all top defenseman in scoring in conference action (1.18ppg). His 21 assists ranked second in the league. The Canaan, New Hampshire native scored at least one point in every weekend series throughout the season. He scored in 16 of 22 league games on the year. He led all rookies in the nation overall with 22 power-play points.

 Bayreuther is the second freshman in Saints hockey history to earn all league honors in his rookie season by being named to the second team
NHL Prospect Hot List: Tri-City’s Austin Poganski
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  Austin-Poganski
 

Major junior playoffs are in full swing now, while the NCAA has its field of 16 for the Frozen Four tourney in Philadelphia. As we wait for more college games to be played, there were numerous signings, from free agent Greg Carey to Chicago to draft picks such as Josh Archibald (Pittsburgh) and Gustav Olofsson (Minnesota) leaving school early to join the pro ranks. Let’s look at some of the other names we’re excited to see in the NHL one day.

Austin Poganski, RW – Tri-City Storm (USHL)

The Green Bay Gamblers finally kept Poganski off the scoreboard off the weekend, but it had been a solid run for the United States League rookie, who had 12 points in his previous eight games. On a struggling team, Poganski has been streaky but improving in the second half and scouts like that he has been more assertive as the campaign has worn on. A big fan of Pittsburgh’s Evgeni Malkin, Poganski is quite adept at getting in deep offensively.

“I see the ice pretty well,” he said. “I like to pass more than shoot and my strongest asset is going into the corners and playing strong.”

Committed to the University of North Dakota, Poganski is psyched about the chance to wear the green of the Grand Forks boys next season.

“I played for the Jr. Sioux when I was growing up and ever since then I’ve liked North Dakota,” he said. “I was lucky enough to tour there a couple times and I felt that was the best place for me. My goal is to play there as a true freshman.”

To do so, the right winger will have some work to do, especially after jumping from St. Cloud Cathedral of the Minnesota high school circuit to Tri-City this year.

“You can always improve on strength and speed,” Poganski said. “So that’s what I work on.”

With his frame and new mindset on the ice, it’s only a matter of time before Poganski will be an impact player in college – and beyond. Draft eligible in 2014.

Roland McKeown, D – Kingston Frontenacs (OHL)

The Fronts have a dangerous first-round opponent in Nick Ritchie’s Peterborough, but McKeown put the Petes in a hole with his Game 2 overtime goal. The smooth offensive defenseman skates well, has good size and puts up numbers from the blueline. Draft eligible in 2014.

Brian Pinho, C – Indiana Ice (USHL)

The former prep schooler has been on a serious tear for the Ice, a team dominating the competition in the USHL. The Providence College commit has five goals (including a natural hat trick) in his past two games and 10 points in his past five outings. Drafted 174th overall by Washington in 2013.

Dysin Mayo, D – Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

Like McKeown, Mayo is an offensively-inclined defenseman with pretty good size. He’s bringing that offense early in Edmonton’s series against Prince Albert, where his four points through two games ranks second among ‘Dub’ D-men. Draft eligible in 2014.

Connor Hellebuyck, G – UMass-Lowell River Hawks (Hockey East)

The River Hawks went all the way to the Frozen Four semifinal last season with Hellebuyck getting the final start and this season he’s been just as good. The big netminder has Lowell back in the national spotlight after turning in two shutouts at the Hockey East tournament, earning him MVP honors for the second year in a row. Drafted 130th overall by Winnipeg in 2012.

Jake McCabe, D – University of Wisconsin Badgers (Big Ten)

McCabe showed off his leadership skills as captain of Team USA’s gold medal WJC squad in 2013 and he’s also been great for the Badgers as a two-way defenseman. The junior was named to the first All-Big Ten team on the strength of a career-high 23 points in 31 games. Drafted 44th overall by Buffalo in 2012.

Nick Sorensen, RW – Quebec Remparts (QMJHL)

Sorensen already has a silver medal from his duty with the Swedes at this year’s world juniors and now he’s helping the Remparts early in the post-season. The likeable right winger brings a lot of offensive skill to the table and hung five points on Rouyn-Noranda in a Game 2 victory. Drafted 45th overall by Anaheim in 2013.

Zac Larraza, LW – University of Denver Pioneers (NCHC)

The Pioneers were a bit of a Cinderella story at the first NCHC tournament, but they won the whole thing thanks in part to Larraza. The big crash-and-banger popped in a key goal and an early helper to propel Denver past Miami, earning a spot in the Frozen Four field in the process. Drafted 196th overall by Phoenix in 2011.

Oskar Lindblom, LW – Brynas (Swe.)

Some scouts aren’t sure what to think of Lindblom, but right now the burgeoning power forward is putting his best skate forward with four goals and five points in his first two playoff games with the Brynas under-20 squad. Great down low, he leads the league in post-season scoring early on. Draft eligible in 2014.

Arkhip Nekolenko, LW – Spartak (Rus.)

Though he’s known for his wrist shot, Nekolenko has been a great playmaker in the Russian junior circuit’s playoffs thanks to his offensive instincts. The big winger has been a point-per gamer for Spartak with a goal and six helpers in seven games as the team preps for the Western semifinal. Draft eligible in 2014.

Poganski photo courtesy of the Tri-City Storm
Oil Kings gain new life with comeback win

Edmonton wipes out 2-0 deficit to clip Winterhawks

By Chris O'Leary, Edmonton Journal May 6, 2014  
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Oil Kings gain new life with comeback win

Mitch Moroz of the Oil Kings can’t jam the puck past goalie Corbin Boes in the first period during Game 3 of the Western Hockey League final between the Edmonton Oil Kings and the Portland Winterhawks at Rexall Place in Edmonton.

Photograph by: Shaughn Butts , Edmonton Journal

EDMONTON – Three and a half minutes into the game that would make or break the Edmonton Oil Kings, it looked like the broken record was about to start spinning again. 

Down two games in their series against the Portland Winterhawks and now down two goals in Game 3, Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal looked down his bench and made a decision to not call a timeout. 

“I just wanted to make sure that I didn’t want to waste a timeout at that time in the game,” he said. 

“I wanted to let these guys, I hate to say it, sink or swim. 

“They swam.” 

It was the last goal that Tristan Jarry (35 saves) allowed and it set in motion a season-saving comeback win for the Oil Kings, who triumphed 3-2 push the Western Hockey League final to at least five games. 

Henrik Samuelsson scored first for the Oil Kings and was followed up by a sensational gritty breakaway goal by Luke Bertolucci in the second period. Latvian winger Edgars Kulda netted the game winner at 13:13 of the third, making a modest crowd of 6,799 at Rexall Place sound like they were twice as big as they were. 

The Oil Kings’ third consecutive poor start to the game could have been enough to do them in, but they didn’t give up. Chase De Leo beat Jarry first and Matthew Dumba fired a shot from the slot past him 52 seconds later to make it a 2-0 Portland edge at 3:30. Laxdal didn’t call a timeout and his players found a way to play through the threat of falling behind 3-0 in the series. 

After Samuelsson scored on the power play at 4:11 of the second, Bertolucci struck seven minutes later. Chasing a Portland turnover at centre, the 19-year-old was thrown to the ice by a trailing Dumba. Bertolucci popped back up, kept going and lost Portland goalie Corbin Boes (35 saves) on his backhand. It was the type of goal that could change a series. 

“We’re resilient,” Bertolucci said. “We’ve had a lot of adversity in the last few days, obviously, going down, but we knew we were coming back to our barn and we needed to refocus and re-energize and we did just that.” 

“Puts another coat of armour on our hockey club and that’s something we’re going to have to have,” Laxdal said of the win. 

“I thought we had some great leadership from our big players tonight. I thought Mitch (Moroz) really sucked it up after the first (period).” 

“He got better and really found his game. (Samuelsson) has been our best forward in the playoff series. We need to continue to have that. Curtis (Lazar) is just starting to get that smile, it’s getting bigger and bigger and with that will come more energy, more intensity, more confidence.” 

Watching the Oil Kings hang their heads in moments through Games 1 and 2, the confidence factor was a huge one for them on Tuesday night. For the first time in this series, the Oil Kings looked like the team that stormed its way through the Eastern Conference, running up a 12-2 record. They looked like the team that has gone toe-to-toe with the Winterhawks the last two years in the final. They were competitive. Most important, they won Game 3, which will send a breath of life into them ahead of Wednesday night’s Game 4 at Rexall Place (7 p.m., Shaw TV, TSN 1260).

There really wasn’t any panic on the bench,” Laxdal said. “We knew that we had a lot of game left. We had almost 57 minutes of hockey left so we just talked about it: Chip away at it, let’s get that 2-1 goal. 

“We battled through the first period, had a huge power play goal in the second. Luke’s goal was very inspirational. From that point on, we knew we had a chance to win it. We wanted to keep it at two (goals allowed) after we got the first two. 

“I’m not even going to talk about getting by the first five minutes (Wednesday) night, because you know, what’s going to happen?” 

Kulda’s game winner was a relief for the Oil Kings on two fronts. Samuelsson had what would have been the go-ahead goal disallowed at 12:02 of the second period. The officials ruled he’d kicked the puck in. 

While the fans at Rexall were loud, they fell well short of Portland’s turnouts of 10,947 and 10,645 in the first two games. 

“I thought (the fans) gave us a lot of energy even when the score was 2-0,” Laxdal said. “We could hear them chanting, trying to get the boys going. 

“I’d love to see about 10, 15,000 here (Wednesday) night.” 

With this, Bertolucci nodded in agreement. “(They can) give us that little extra push over the hump.”

MacKinnon: Oil Kings give themselves a shot at another WHL final classic

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton Journal May 6, 2014  
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MacKinnon: Oil Kings give themselves a shot at another WHL final classic

Curtis Lazar of the Oil Kings tries to grab the puck from Derrick Pouliot of Portland in the first period. Game three of the Western Hockey League final between the Edmonton Oil Kings and the Portland Winterhawks at Rexall Place in Edmonton.

Photograph by: Shaughn Butts , Edmonton Journal

EDMONTON - Series on.

Even if, early on in Game 3 Tuesday night, it sure looked like series over.

Still, the Oil Kings clawed their way back into the WHL best-of-seven final series Tuesday night the old-fashioned way — they worked for it, scraped for it, dug in their heels for it and got it done.

Edmonton ground out a 3-2 victory despite falling behind early for the third straight game in a series they now trail 2-1. They’re also now 9-0 at home these playoffs, but this victory was not a gimme, far from it.

Game 4 goes tonight at 7 p.m. at Rexall Place, which was noisy Tuesday night, but not really close to the noise level generated in Portland’s Moda Center as the Winterhawks grabbed a 2-0 series lead on the weekend.

If the idea was to match the crowd in Portland decibel for decibel — and it was — that noble idea fizzled almost immediately with a so-so crowd of 6,799 on hand. As they had done in Games 1 and 2, the Winterhawks took an early 2-0 lead, scoring twice on their first three shots, all by the 3:30 mark of the first period.

The old ‘make-some-noise’ exhortation lost a fair amount of oomph after first Chase De Leo, then Mathew Dumba buried goals behind Oil Kings goalie Tristan Jarry.

The dubious early pattern of giving up quick goals on stoppable shots couldn’t have done much for Jarry, who had played well, sometimes brilliantly in the first two games. He just gave up untimely goals, never a strategy for success.

His teammates did their best to bail him out, grinding away, taking the game to the Winterhawks, gradually exerting their will on a must-win game.

Samuelsson, Edmonton’s best forward in the series, cut the lead in half on an Oil Kings power play at 4:11 of the second period, finishing off a three-way passing play with linemates Curtis Lazar and Mitch Moroz.

But Luke Bertolucci personified perseverance on his game-tying goal at 12:06 of the second period.

Sent away on a breakaway, he was rudely shoved to the ice by Dumba just at the Portland blue line. Undeterred, Bertolucci bounced up, legs flailing, regained his balance, scooted in alone on goalie Corbin Boes, deked to the backhand and tucked the puck behind the Portland goalie on the forehand.

Tie game. Bedlam at Rexall Place. Or as much bedlam as a middling crowd could muster.

Bertolucci’s goal, his sixth of the playoffs, was a statement sort of goal, a ‘this-is-what-we’re-made-of’ sort of goal, a ‘we’re-not-done-yet’ goal. It clearly energized the entire Oil Kings bench.

“I came on the ice after (defenceman Blake) Orban came off from (serving a penalty). I tried to beat Dumba and he kind of pushed me from behind. To be honest, I thought he was going to beat me there I didn’t know where he was.

“I saw that I had some room and I just went in and I didn’t even think about it.”

Sure. Bertolucci wouldn’t be the first player to ‘black out,’ as they say while on a breakaway. Nifty move, nonetheless. And a season-saver for the Oil Kings, it’s safe to say.

That goal came after a huge penalty kill,” said Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal. “Luke jumped onto the ice, I thought it was a great individual effort.

“I’m not sure if they should have called a penalty on that play or not, an interference call. That’s twice now in this series that Dumba has done that, so it’s something I’ll try and clarify with the league.

“But his individual effort was outstanding, inspirational. It really set the tone for the rest of the game.”

Late in the third period, there was Bertolucci again, burrowing along the boards to effect a crucial defensive zone clear to relieve some Portland pressure with less than five minutes remaining in the game.

If Bertolucci’s goal brought the noise from a Rexall Place crowd, the apparent go-ahead goal by Samuelsson at 12:06 produced even more noise, but only briefly.

The goal, the result of a goalmouth scramble, was disallowed following a lengthy pause for video review. The ruling was the veteran Oil Kings winger had kicked the puck into the net.

In the end, it was Edmonton’s big guns who elevated their games to get their team back into this series. Jarry settled down after those two early scores and made 37 saves in all, including a cluster of them in the final minute when Portland pulled Boes for an extra attacker.

Samuelsson, Edmonton’s best forward all series, was outstanding, start to finish.

And with the game on the line, it was Lazar, quiet early in this series, who played more like the 200-foot player he normally is, setting up Samuelsson for the first goal.

It was Moroz, a frustrated man both games in Portland, setting up Edgars Kulda for the game-winner at 13:13 of the third period, a tip-in from the lip of the crease that sealed the game and gave the Oil Kings life.

The hope is, as playoff series go, it will be a long one.

Win or lose, either way, it would be a shame for the third straight WHL final series go-round between Portland and Edmonton to be a swift, one-sided affair.

After Edmonton’s seven-game victory in 2012 and Portland’s six-game reply in 2013, this WHL trilogy deserves more lengthy treatment. Now that outcome has a chance.

Portland Winterhawks lead early but lose 3-2 to Edmonton Oil Kings
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The Edmonton Oil Kings Edgars Kulda (23) is stopped by the Portland Winterhawks goalie Corbin Boes (30) during Game 3 second period action of the WHL Final at Rexall Place, in Edmonton Alta., on Tuesday May 6, 2014. David Bloom/Edmonton Sun/QMI Agency
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EDMONTON, Alberta — The Portland Winterhawks said they were expecting a big push from the Edmonton Oil Kings.

It came on Tuesday. The Oil Kings withstood another Winterhawks fast start, stayed with the game plan and came up with a 3-2 win in front of 6,799 fans at Rexall Place.

In their first home game of the best-of-seven Western Hockey League championship, Edmonton won battles in the neutral zone, put shots on Hawks goaltender Corbin Boes and, at the other end, Tristan Jarry shook off his third shaky start of the series and found the swagger that had been missing in Portland's home wins in the first two meetings.

The Hawks were quick from the start. For the third time in three games, Portland led by at least two goals inside the first four minutes.

Chase De Leo gathered a rebound, spun and ripped the puck past Jarry at 2:38. Less than a minute later, Mathew Dumba jumped into a rush, creating a 3-on-2 opportunity, and scored on a wrist shot.

"The thoughts on the game was kind of '˜here we go again' in the first five minutes," said Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal. But this time, he didn't call a timeout. Instead, he let "the kids just settle in and play."

Edmonton's big push came in the second period, when Henrik Samuelsson banged in a power-play goal and Luke Bertolucci scored just after the Oil Kings killed a Portland power play.

"They settled the game down after we got those two quick goals," Hawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. "And in particular in the second period, they carried some momentum. They kept coming."

Bertolucci's goal was a stinger. Portland had just killed a power play when Bertolucci came off the bench. He got behind the Hawks' defense and even after he was knocked down to his knees by Dumba, he recovered to get the shot past Boes.

"We answered the bell when we needed to," Bertolucci said.

Samuelsson looked like he'd scored again just more than a minute later, but it was disallowed after a review showed he kicked the puck into the net off the heel of the left skate blade.

But the tide had turned. Edmonton's Edgars Kulda scored the game-winner at 13 minutes, 30 seconds in the third period, pushing the Oil Kings' home record in the playoffs to 9-0.

"We had a really hot start, and then I think that kind of slowed down in the second," De Leo said. "We knew coming into this game it's hard to play in Edmonton. I think that we need to look at this for a little bit right now and then move on and play again tomorrow."

EDMONTON - Three’s company — or three’s a crowd.

Just before the playoffs started we looked at the similarities and differences between the three-consecutive Edmonton Oil Kings as they prepared for the WHL Final 3.0 rubber series with the Portland Winterhawks.

But what about the ’Hawks?

“Pretty similar, even with different guys,” said Oil Kings play-by-play man Corey Graham. “I don’t find them a lot different, just some of the names on the back.”

While this is three-straight against Edmonton, don’t forget that this is the ’Hawks fourth-straight WHL finals, this could be the deepest of Portland’s last trio of teams.

“They might be,” said Graham. “They can roll three lines real easy and they’ve used the fourth more than they have the last two years, so they probably are a little deeper up front.

“But they’ve all been pretty deep. Up front, it doesn’t seem to matter who it is. They graduate first-round picks and they’re fine, they just add new guys. And they continue to turn over those American players.”

In the 1.0 series that the Oil Kings won, Nic Petan and Brendan Leipsic were fourth-liners. Dominic Turgeon, born in Colorado when father Pierre played for the Avalanche, barely played last year and looks like the one to take the offensive lead for the 2014-14 Winter-birds.

“There are no easy matches there. They can play a physical game and open things up for the Petans and the Leipsics. Leipsic obviously made a difference.

“Their transition is still scary.”

YOU CAN’T DO THAT

Before Game 3, associate coach Steve Hamilton said this: “I don’t think the first goal is as critical as everyone makes it sound. It’s that follow-up goal that seems to kill you, when you give one up right after a first one.”

Basically, the story of the series so far.

But one similarity among the Oil Kings team — despite this this season having the most turnover — is chemistry.

“I think our guys realize the gravity of the situation,” said Hamilton. “They understand the circumstance. By nature these guys are pretty tight.

We do have a lot of character in that room.”

BIG, BIGGER BIGGEST

On Griffin Reinhart playing the best hockey of an already strong junior career, Hamilton said, “I 100% agree with that.

“He’s been a presence on our back end since he got here and it’s been great to see who he’s become” both on and off the ice, said Hamilton. “When the pressure’s on you don’t shy away from it, you embrace it. And that’s always been a strength of his.

“Just (to see) that evolution of his game. He’s that much bigger and stronger and better.”

GRADUATION ANNOUNCEMENT

A day-oner with the revived Oil Kings franchise from being the first public/media relations guy to director of business ops, Jordi Weidman, will be joining the likes of Reinhart as well as graduating 20-year-olds Cody Corbett, Reid Petryk and Riley Kieser enjoying their last run with the team and the western Hockey League.

The Spruce Grover — with two young sons — will be around home more often as the director of communications for the Parkland school region.

HOME AWAY FROM HOME

Team De Champlain was visible at Rexall Place on Tuesday as friends and relatives cme to cheer Sherwood Park native Adam De Champlain in his Portland Winterhawks colours. Also watching, from the pressbox were a couple of local products that hope to be next-wave ’Hawks, including 1998-born Skyler MacKenzie (also Sherwood Park), ’97-born Justin Greer (Edmonton). Layne Viveiros (’95, St. Albert) was on the Portland blueline.

When his teammates were all clicking in unison, running their way to the WHL’s Eastern Conference championship the last few weeks, Henrik Samuelsson was in a hockey no-man’s land. Now, with the Edmonton Oil Kings trailing the Portland Winterhawks 2-0 in the WHL final, Samuelsson has his game going, but is still on his own.

The Oil Kings’ centre scored 68 goals over the last two years in Edmonton, but had just two goals in 14 playoff games this year. Just about one of the only good things to come out of the weekend set of games in Portland for the Oil Kings was that Samuelsson has managed to get his game on track. He’s doubled his playoff scoring, sticking a goal in each game so far, including his team’s only marker on the power play. He’s also been a physical presence and for the most part — save for a double-spearing minor at the end of Game 1 — has avoided reactionary plays that would land him in the penalty box.

The hope for tonight’s Game 3 (7 p.m. at Rexall Place and on Shaw TV and TSN 1260) is that his linemates and teammates follow suit.

“He’s taken a step up in his game. I thought he was our best forward in Game 2,” Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal said of Samuelsson.

“We need some of our other top forwards to step up tonight. Obviously Reid Petryk’s only got five or six points in the playoffs and he needs to take a step tonight, Mitch Moroz doesn’t have a point in the last six games, so he needs to take a step and even Curtis Lazar. He’s the heartbeat of our hockey club. He needs to match the intensity of Henrik Samuelsson. These players know that; we’re not calling them out, they know what they have to do and we’re going to have to have everybody on board tonight.”

Samuelsson would have liked to have contributed more earlier in the playoffs, but he’s happy to be finally be getting into his game now.

“I feel like I’m playing a little better,” he said. “I haven’t played my best hockey throughout these playoffs but it’s good that I’m playing better now when it matters the most. Hopefully some of the other guys can step it up a little bit and I can step it up too.”

Down a pair of games to a powerful Winterhawks team, Laxdal and Samuelsson said that a good first period is the crucial component to avoiding falling behind 0-3 in this series.

“We’ve had pretty slow starts throughout this series. If we have a quick start and play hard through the first 20 minutes, I think we’ll have a good chance tonight,” Samuelsson said.

“It has to be that band of brothers approach,” Laxdal said. “It’s not going to be one player. It’s not going to be Tristan Jarry, it’s not going to be Henrik Samuelsson.

“It has to be 20 guys believing in the same direction tonight and that was the message in the meeting this morning: We have to make sure we step up. We’re not going to win the game in the first minute, we’re not going to lose the game in the first minute. Go out and play and get your feet wet.

“Don’t just dip your toes in. Jump right in.”

Winterhawks hope to maintain momentum in series

Portland set for Games 3, 4 at Edmonton

Portland Winterhawks Paul Bittner (7) has scored three goals in the first two games against Edmonton. He was named the WHL player of the week. (Steve Dipaola/For The Columbian) 

By Paul Danzer, Columbian community sports reporter 
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Two games into the Western Hockey League championship series, the Portland Winterhawks have shown no signs of slowing down.

Winners of 42 of 45 games since early January, the Winterhawks own a 2-0 lead over the Edmonton Oil Kings as the best-of-7 series resumes with games today and Wednesday at Rexall Place in Edmonton.

Portland outscored Edmonton 8-3 in winning the first two games at the Moda Center. But before the teams shared a plane to Alberta late Sunday, both coaches said the games are closer than the scores indicate.

“We know how close the series is as far as the play on the ice in the first two games,” Portland coach Mike Johnston said. “We know how hard it is to play in Edmonton.

“We’ve been really focused this playoff on ‘Hey, let’s not look ahead. Let’s not get carried away with what’s happened behind us. Let’s just focus on our next game.’ ”

That game comes at 6 p.m. PDT today.

Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal said after Game 2 that his team competed much better on Sunday then it did in Saturday’s 5-2 loss. He also liked the energy his team played with in the third period Sunday, when the Oil Kings had more of the territorial advantage though they only managed to put one puck behind Hawks goalie Corbin Boes.

“We finally started to get pucks in deep, we started to get pucks on net, we played with a sense of urgency,” Laxdal said. “We have to be on our toes, we can’t be on our heels. When we’re on our toes we’re effective.”

The Winterhawks knocked the Oil Kings backward quickly in the first two games of the series by scoring inside of the first three minutes and leading 3-0 after the first period of Game 1 and 2-0 after the first period of Game 2.

“Early in the game (on Sunday) I really liked our speed. I liked how we came at Edmonton,” Johnston said. “I thought we gave them some trouble in certain areas. So that’s how we have to play up there (in Edmonton).”

The Oil Kings, like the Hawks, have won all of their home games in this playoff season. They have outscored visitors 36-12 in eight home playoff games this season.

To turn the confidence meter in their direction, they will be looking to start fast both Tuesday and Wednesday.

Johnston said power plays — Portland was one for nine, Edmonton one for seven in the first two games — is one area both teams will be looking to improve.

“Our penalty kill’s done a good job. Their penalty kill’s done a good job,” the Portland coach said. “So we’ve got to make some adjustments for both teams on the power play. Those are key areas of the game. They’re momentum swings.”

Notes

• Winterhawks forward Paul Bittner, who scored three goals in the first two games, was named Monday as WHL player of the week.

• Television for the remaining games in the series will be tape-delayed and follow Mariners baseball games on Root Sports.

• Game 2 was the first time in Portland’s 16 playoff games this season that defenseman Derrick Pouliot did not register a point. The Pittsburgh Penguins prospect has four goals and 24 assists in the playoffs. Brendan Leipsic, who was suspended for Game 1 but scored a goal in Game 2, has had a point in each of the 15 playoff games he has participated in this season. He has 13 goals and 16 assists in the playoffs.

• Oliver Bjorkstrand (15 goals, 15 assists) leads all WHL scorers with 30 points in the 2014 playoffs.

Undisciplined Oil Kings fall 5-2 to Portland Winterhawks in WHL final series opener

By Chris O'Leary, Edmonton Journal May 4, 2014  
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Undisciplined Oil Kings fall 5-2 to Portland Winterhawks in WHL final series opener

The Edmonton Oil Kings crease is crowded during Game 1 of the Western Hockey League final playoff series at Portland, Ore., on Saturday, May 3, 2014. The Oil Kings lost the opener 5-2.

Photograph by: Drew Vattiat , The Oregonian

PORTLAND, 0re. — It’s always unnerving to see what you’ve come to rely on be upended. 

Never in the Edmonton Oil Kings’ playoff run did the team look more human than it did in its 5-2 loss to the Portland Winterhawks on Saturday night. The team that heroically ran up a 12-2 postseason record en route to the their third consecutive meeting with Portland in the Western Hockey League final was for the majority of Game 1 Superman sans cape. 

They started the game 0-3 on the power play, then gave up three unanswered goals in the first period, including a pair in 57 seconds late in the opening frame. Three of the five goals were of the trickling, stoppable variety that goaltender Tristan Jarry — the runner-up for WHL goalie of the year — will lament as he wills the clock forward to Sunday’s 6 p.m. MT start of Game 2. 

The Oil Kings were undisciplined, undoing a comeback bid that was sparked off of a pair of goals in the first 2:20 of the second period and ultimately marred by a Matt Dumba four-on-three goal that made it a 4-2 game. 

The blame can’t fall solely on special teams, or Jarry (31 saves) finally having a human moment or three in these playoffs. Where the Oil Kings faltered, the Winterhawks, as they’ve done for the last four years they’ve made the league final, pounced and capitalized. 

Led by a pair of goals from forward Paul Bittner and a 31-save effort from 20-year-old goalie Corbin Boes, Portland was too strong on Saturday night, their building too loud and their firepower too much. Keegan Iverson and Chase De Leo rounded out Portland’s offence. 

“They had a couple of rebounds on me that I wanted back in the first and a couple in the third,” Jarry said. “In the second period I was trying to battle hard and give our team a chance. They did their best they could by getting me a couple of goals and I was trying to give it back to them.” 

“We had some play in the first period that we didn’t mind but when we made a mistake they capitalized,” Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal said. 

“We got it back to 3-2 and got a little bit away from our game. I thought the emotions got to us a little bit and they scored a big power play goal to go up 4-2. 

“Game 1 to them, so be it. We move on to Game 2 (Sunday).” 

The Oil Kings have sampled defeat in the playoffs this year, dropping a game to Medicine Hat in the third round and Brandon in the second, but Saturday’s loss marked the first time that they’ve trailed in a series in 2014. Adversity is a part of the journey, any player or coach will say, and the Oil Kings have their first serious dose of it in front of them now. 

“We knew it wasn’t going to be easy and we weren’t expecting to come in and win every game, it’s just not going to happen,” Oil Kings captain Griffin Reinhart said.

We have to have a short term memory here. It’s not our first loss in the playoffs. You want to get that first (win in a series) but it’s going to be a good series. There are two good teams here for a reason.” 

Off of arguably their worst period of the playoffs, the Oil Kings came out in the second and jumped back into the game. Brett Pollock scored falling down on a wrist shot 20 seconds into play and the Oil Kings appeared to get a little help on their second goal. 

Defenceman Blake Orban looked to pull the puck back across the blue line as he threw it in front of the net, but the play wasn’t whistled down. Henrik Samuelsson was there for the rebound, banging just his third goal of the playoffs past Boes at 2:20. 

A frenetic second period ensued, highlighted by a four-on-four session that saw Jarry grab the Superman cape and show a burst of what he’d done for most of this season. At one point, the goalie made three impossible-looking saves with Portland at point-blank range. The four-on-four gave way to a Portland power play at 19:23 when Pollock took a slashing penalty and that’s where Dumba struck, breaking the seal on the power play in the game for both sides. 

Jarry didn’t remember the details of what went into his highlight reel work to that point. 

“I’m not sure, but the guys did a great job (helping),” he said. “I know Ashton (Sautner) was standing behind me and he took one in the chest. The guys really helped me out.”

With a night’s rest behind them, the Oil Kings will try to even the series up on Sunday night. Spotting Portland three goals all but sealed Edmonton’s fate in Game 1. Falling behind 2-0 to them in this series could be devastating. 

“I thought (Jarry) gave us a chance to compete,” Laxdal said. 

“We had some missed assignments and we made some mistakes that we uncharacteristically made but you’ve got to give Portland credit for putting us in that pressure situation to force us into those mistakes. 

“We’ll learn from it. They’re a good hockey club and our goal now is to try and get that split.”

OILERS EXECS PRESENT: Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish, president of hockey operations Kevin Lowe and director of amateur free agent scouting Bob Green were in attendance at Saturday’s game.

Victoria's Dysin Mayo in a zone for underdog Oil Kings

Cleve Dheensaw / Times Colonist  
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Oil Kings defenceman Dysin Mayo has been ranked 82nd among North American skaters for next monthÕs NHL draft.   Photograph By BRUCE STOTESBURY, Times Colonist 

A steady but sure approach has carried defenceman Dysin Mayo of Victoria to a second consecutive Western Hockey League final with the Edmonton Oil Kings and a ranking for the 2014 NHL draft.

“I’m not the loudest person. I play a two-way game but take care of my zone first,” said the emerging Juan de Fuca minor hockey product.

“I’m developing in all my areas and gaining more confidence.”

So much so that the six-foot-one Mayo is rated 82nd among North American skaters for this summer’s NHL draft.

“I would like to get drafted, but nothing is guaranteed in this game,” said the former Spencer Middle School student, by phone from Edmonton.

“I just put that in the back of my mind for now while the playoffs are on.”

Mayo and his Oil Kings, down 2-0 to the Portland Winterhawks, will be looking to climb back into the WHL final as the series now swings to the Alberta capital for Game 3 tonight and Game 4 on Wednesday. The games are on Shaw TV.

The talent-laden Winterhawks defeated the Victoria Royals in the Western Conference semifinals en route to the league final.

“They [Winterhawks] are small and fast, and we have to limit our mistakes,” said Mayo.

“We have to come out hard at home.”

This is the third straight season in which the Oil Kings and Winterhawks have met in the WHL final. Mayo, a rookie last year when Portland defeated Edmonton, is one of the key cogs for the Oil Kings as they look to rally. The Islander, solid in his own end, is also a factor in the offensive zone with three goals and 11 points in 16 playoff games this spring after recording seven goals and 35 points in 63 regular-season games.

Next season, Mayo will more fully take on a leadership role with the Oil Kings.

“I learned a lot from the older guys when I first got to Edmonton,” he said.

“I’m looking forward to becoming more of a leader myself as my career progresses … more by example than anything else.”

Growing up, Mayo used to attend Victoria Salmon Kings ECHL games but said he can’t specifically remember Derek Laxdal coaching the Idaho Steelheads. Laxdal has now coached the Oil Kings to great success in the WHL.

“[Laxdal] is great systems-wise,” said Mayo, of what makes the Oil Kings click.

Mayo will return to the Island for off-season training this summer and to await the NHL draft.

cdheensaw@timescolonist.com

© Copyright Times Colonist

- See more at: http://www.timescolonist.com/sports/victoria-s-dysin-mayo-in-a-zone-for-underdog-oil-kings-1.1022568#sthash.2dRC6UtB.dpuf

BEAVERTON, ORE. - There was nothing dumb about The Dumba Deal for the Portland Winterhawks.

It’ll go down as one of the damnedest deals in junior hockey history.

Damned if it isn’t the No. 1 reason the Winterhawks evolved into a team to get back to a fourth consecutive WHL Final. And damned if it isn’t the No. 1 reason the Edmonton Oil Kings will be the underdogs for the best-of-seven series which opens here Saturday night.

Matt Dumba was the missing link.

The Winterhawks had lost Seth Jones and Tyler Wotherspoon off their defence from their WHL championship team last year.

Dumba showed up in Portland from the Minnesota Wild via Team Canada at the World Junior in Malmo, Sweden, and played his first game as a Winterhawk on Jan. 17.

The Winterhawks defeated Moose Jaw 8-2 that night. And the winning hasn’t stopped since.

The defenceman has 12 points in 14 playoff games and leads the WHL with a plus-20 rating through the post season. Combined with his regular season, Dumba is now a plus 51 with 36 points in 40 games.

In his time with the team, Dumba has only lost three games.

Three.

One in the regular season.

Two in the playoffs.

“It’s been pretty crazy. I think my record is 45-3,” said Dumba at the Winterhawks well hidden practice facility here Thursday.

“It’s just been awesome being here. The development for me has been huge.

“I didn’t like the idea when it was first presented to me. Like any young guy, the NHL is where you want to be and where you want to stay. I was kind of bitter.

“But looking back on it, it was the right decision. And I can see now that Minnesota had my best interests in mind in making this decision. To see my game develop the way it has, it’s been pretty cool. I’m pretty happy with the way whole situation worked out.”

Most hockey fans are aware of the rule that allows a junior-eligible player to play nine games in the NHL before being returned to his junior team.

Dumba had played his 10th, 11th, 12th and 13th with Minnesota, which had selected him sixth overall in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. That meant the Wild was on the hook for the first year of the Calgary product’s pro contract.

When you have to pay a player, that means he’s one year closer to free agency. Nobody does it. But Minnesota did. Which meant that Mathew Dumba made $925,000 this year, while everybody else was getting meal money.

Dumba spent a lot of games as a healthy scratch and was only on the ice for an average of 12:26 when he did play. So they made him available for Team Canada at the World Junior. Where he got ill.

Minnesota decided he’d be better off back in junior. But they didn’t really think he’d be that much better off back in Red Deer where the Rebels would end up missing the playoffs. Portland, on the other hand, had a good chance to go at least three rounds in the playoffs and, with Dumba, maybe all the way back to the Memorial Cup.

Red Deer GM Brent Sutter figured he’d be better off turning Dumba into assets to build his team anyway.

“We went back and forth on options. Brent was adement he had to get a player,” said Portland coach and GM Mike Johnston.

“We sent him Presten Kopeck, who he’ll have for another two years, plus some picks,” he said of what turned out to be three second-round selections in the bantam draft over the next two years.

“We lacked depth and needed a player who could play a lot of minutes on defence. Dumba is a skill player who also plays a physical game. So we went ahead and did the deal. It was a fair deal both ways,” added Johnston.

“I wanted to come to a place where I was going to win,” said Dumba.

“I think that was a big thing for everyone. I think everybody wanted me to come to a team which was a contender and could go far into the playoffs. I think Minnesota wanted me to play in big games and bigger playoff games.”

It’s looking better and better every day.

“It would be a great way to end my year and my junior career, to win a WHL championship and go to the Memorial Cup,” said Dumba.

Getting a championship ring is always a good thing.

Follow me on Twitter.com/sunterryjones

terry.jones@sunmedia.ca

The majority of the talk leading into Game 1 of tonight’s WHL final has focused on the Edmonton Oil Kings and Portland Winterhawks meeting for the third time in as many years. And while your attention might gravitate toward the names you’ve read about and followed over the last three years — Curtis Lazar, Griffin Reinhart, Mitch Moroz, etc. — there’s a score of fresh-faced players in this series, getting their first taste of championship-level junior hockey.

Through a combination of arriving in the past year or sitting out as scratches in years past, or serving as backups, there are 14 Oil Kings who will get their first taste of the finals when the puck drops tonight at 8 p.m. MT in Portland.

Oil Kings centre Brett Pollock played in 40 games last year, but sat out the playoffs as a 16-year-old. After sitting shoulder-to-shoulder with media last year in the finals, watching his team lose in six games to the Winterhawks, Pollock began to grow up as a player this season. A key to the Oil Kings’ run through the Eastern Conference this year (17 points in 14 games), he’s ready to try to bring Edmonton its second WHL title in three years.

“It’s amazing,” he said of being able to contribute this year. “We started off kind of rough and a lot of teams and people across the league didn’t think we’d be the team that we were last year. But we’ve earned this and we’ve worked very hard all year. It’s an amazing feeling being here, and we’re definitely looking forward to having the rivalry again.”

Going into this year’s playoffs, 21-year-old centre Riley Kieser had all of six playoff games to his name. A point-a-game player in this year’s postseason, he said there will still be some nerves for him when this series finally gets going.

“It’s a big time of the year but I think as soon as you get that first shift underway you kind of settle down and get into that normal role and a normal game,” he said.

Having joined the Oil Kings in a July trade last year, Kieser said he knew he had a good shot at ending his junior career on a high note.

“They have a great history and they were coming off two 50-win seasons so the guys know how to win,” he said. “Coming in here I knew that they have a good record in the postseason, so it was a good shot at coming in and making a successful transition.”

While Kieser is an elder on the team in terms of age and mileage in the WHL, he and Pollock have listened to the likes of Reinhart, Lazar and Moroz this week on how to handle the pressure of playing on an elevated stage for the first time.

“It’s kind of a whirlwind experience,” Pollock said of the advice he’s been given. “There are a lot of ups and downs and you have to control your emotions. There’s going to be adversity and you’ll have to fight through it.”

Winterhawks take 2-0 series lead over Edmonton

Portland attacks fast and holds off power plays

Portland Winterhawks goalie Corbin Boes deflects a shot vs. the Edmonton Oil Kings. (Steve Dipaola for The Columbian) 

By Paul Danzer, Columbian community sports reporter 
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PORTLAND — The Portland Winterhawks got the jump on the Edmonton Oil Kings for the second consecutive game, scoring twice in the first 3:14 of Game 2 of the Western Hockey League championship series.

That early push and another strong game from goalie Corbin Boes has Portland up 2-0 in the best-of-7 championship series — and two wins away from a second consecutive league title.

Chase De Leo and Brendan Leipsic scored the early goals, Paul Bittner scored for the second night in a row, and the Winterhawks held off the Oil Kings in the third period for a 3-1 win in front of 10,646 fans on Sunday at the Moda Center.

Edmonton is going home for Games 3 and 4 on Tuesday and Wednesday knowing it needs four wins in five games to emerge as champions.

First on the Oil Kings' to-do list will be playing well from the start of Game 3.

"Portland's a heck of a hockey club. They've got some high octane offense, and if you want to turn pucks over and play a track meet game, they're going to make you pay," Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal said. "We turned the puck over early in the game."

Portland's energy and puck pursuit created turnovers in the offensive zone that De Leo and Leipsic made count.

De Leo scored from the high slot just 2:12 into the game after Oliver Bjorkstrand intercepted a pass and dropped the puck to De Leo. With Taylor Leier driving to the front of the net, De Leo took a wrist shot that eluded Edmonton goalie Tristan Jarry.

A minute later it was 2-0. Leipsic — who was suspended for Saturday's Game 1 — scored after Matt Dumba hustled to a loose puck after his shot was blocked. Dumba's short pass found Leipsic with time and space to beat the Edmonton goalie.

"We got behind the eight ball there early, and you can't play catch-up hockey against a team like Portland," Edmonton forward Curtis Lazar said.

When Bittner scored off the rush 4:32 into the second period with a shot that deflected off an Edmonton defender, Portland led 3-0. Jarry, who made 29 saves, denied Leier in close and a Leipsic breakaway to keep the margin 3-0.

But the Winterhawks seemed in control of the game until two penalties late gave Edmonton a five-on-three power play for the final 56 seconds of the second period.

"I thought tonight the big swing in the game might have been that five-on-three kill at the end of the second period, because if you can escape that, then it just gives your team some momentum," Portland coach Mike Johnston said.

The Hawks did kill off that Edmonton power play. It was not until Henrik Samuelsson scored a power-play goal with 6:32 left in the game that the Oil Kings got a puck past Boes.

Perhaps the best of Boes' 28 saves Sunday came on a point-blank chance for Tyler Robertson with 12:20 left in the game.

"Our defensemen are doing a great job of boxing out, and we're really limiting their rush opportunities," Boes said. "The forwards are doing a great job on the back-check. It's evident if you're watching the game from my perspective (that) those rush chances are killed by the blue line and it's just a lot of outside shots for me that help build my confidence throughout the game."

Edmonton played with more desperation and had more of the more territorial play in the third period. Still, the Oil Kings managed only eight shots on goal in the final 20 minutes.

"I thought our first two periods were really good," Leipsic said. "I thought our forecheck was good. The third period I thought we could have managed the puck a little bit better, getting it deep and going after them instead of sitting back a little bit. But they came with a good push."

WHL Playoffs: Winterhawks dismantle Oil Kings to grab 2-0 lead

By Rob Soria

HometownHockey.ca

  Oil Drop

WHL Playoffs: Winterhawks dismantle Oil Kings to grab 2-0 lead 

For the second consecutive night, the Portland Winterhawks used some shaky goaltending from Edmonton Oil Kings starter Tristan Jarry to jump out to an early lead and cruise to a rather comfortable 3-1 victory and grab a commanding 2-0 series lead over their Eastern Conference rivals. Portland's Brendan Leipsic was at his agitating best on Sunday night, scoring a goal and picking up an assist after missing the series opener due to suspension, 

PHOTO CREDIT - WHL.ca 

Edmonton - May 4, 2014 - After treating fans to pair of wonderful WHL Championship Finals in both 2012 and 2013, hockey fans across the Western Hockey League were hoping the Edmonton Oil Kings and Portland Winterhawks would make it three for three in 2014. 

 However, if the opening two games of this year’s matchup are any indication of what we should expect, it looks as though Edmonton could have their work cut out for them 


For the second consecutive night, the Winterhawks used some iffy goaltending from Oil Kings starter Tristan Jarry to jump out to an early lead and cruise to a rather comfortable 3-1 victory and grab a commanding 2-0 series lead over their Eastern Conference rivals. 

 Forward Brendan Leipsic was at his agitating best on Sunday night, scoring a goal and picking up an assist after missing the series opener due to suspension, while netminder Corbin Boes was solid in between the pipes in earning his fifth consecutive post-season win. 


It took Edmonton exactly 2:12 to find themselves behind the eight-ball, as Chase De Leo’s long ranged blast found its way through Jarry and set the tone for the opening ten minutes of play. Portland would make it two goals in just over a minute when Leipsic finished off a beautiful passing play for his thirteenth of the post-season into a yawning cage and just like that, the Oil Kings were down a pair and Derek Laxdal was using his timeout all of 3:14 after the drop of the puck to refocus his troops. 

 Unfortunately the early period goals would continue in the second, as Paul Bittner would notch his third of the finals in just over four periods when his harmless looking shot deflected off defenceman Dysin Mayo before finding its way up and over a down and out Jarry to make it 3-0 at the 4:32 mark. Coming back from a three goals down is tough to do against your run-of-the-mill squad, never mind the Western Hockey League’s highest scoring outfit. 

 Just as he did during the second frame on Saturday night, Jarry bounced back from a shaky start and made a number of quality stops to keep his team within striking distance, including a highlight reel glove save that kept Bittner from making it four goals in five periods for the suddenly red-hot Winterhawks forward. Edmonton had a golden opportunity to get on the board late in the frame with a two-man-advantage but once again generated next to nothing on the power play and went into the intermission down three. 

 Henrik Samuelsson would break Boes shutout bid with a late third period power play marker, his second of the series and fourth of the playoffs, to make it 3-1 but it was far too little and much too late for the visitors. While the Oil Kings have yet to lose on home ice during the post-season, the chances of knocking off the defending champs in four out of five, when they have lost just three times in their last forty-five, doesn’t seem likely. 

 However, that is predicament this team now finds themselves in and if they plan on returning to the Memorial Cup in 2014, that is exactly what they will have to do. To make matters worse, the quartet of Curtis Lazar, Mitch Moroz, Brett Pollock and even Samuelsson have been virtually invisible during both the flow of play and on the scoresheet. Perhaps a change of scenery will help swing momentum in the Oil Kings favour because at the moment, this has been men against boys and it hasn’t even been close. 

 If there was ever a time this team needed their fans to come out in droves and pick them up, this would be it and hopefully they hold up their end of the bargain come Tuesday and Wednesday night over at Rexall Place. Not only do these kids deserve the support but they could really use the help in trying to jump start their side in what has truly been a disastrous start to the 2014 WHL Final. 

No short cuts for Lazar

Senators prospect praised for focus work ethic

By Ken Warren, OTTAWA CITIZEN May 2, 2014  
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No short cuts for Lazar

Edmonton Oil Kings Curtis Lazar celebrates his goal on the Medicine Hat Tigers during second period WHL playoff action on April 20, 2014, in Edmonton.

Photograph by: Greg Southam , Edmonton Journal

There are no short cuts, no idle shifts, nothing left to chance in Curtis Lazar’s steadfast approach to eventually landing himself a spot on the Ottawa Senators roster.

The way Lazar sees it, the road to the big leagues includes doing all the necessary work with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League.

“What I wanted to do this year was check off enough things at the junior level,” Lazar says, in a telephone interview leading up to the start of the WHL final Saturday against the Portland Winterhawks. “I want to be part of the cornerstone of a team that wins the WHL title, and then, hopefully winning the Memorial Cup. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

Lazar’s passion has been mixed with a thorough understanding of the process which leads to becoming a professional.

Week after week during the WHL season, the Senators’ 17th overall selection at last June’s NHL draft, dutifully went through the formal email exchange process Senators management conducts with prospects. He explained, in precise terms, the areas he wanted to improve and the strides he would take to make himself as complete and well-rounded as possible.

And then, he went out and did it on the ice.

Lazar, who turned 19 in February, earned the trust of Canadian coach Brent Sutter at the world junior championships, elevating himself from a role player to front-line status at centre, right wing and left wing on the global stage. He helped carry Edmonton to an outstanding regular season and an impressive run through the WHL playoffs, en route to a third straight championship final featuring Edmonton and Portland.

“He’s the most detailed, the most comprehensive of the all the (prospects) we have,” says Senators assistant general manager Randy Lee, describing Lazar’s approach to making himself better. “He’s the most receptive (to feedback) in terms of understanding what it takes. He’s always challenging himself.”

That helps explain why Senators general manager Bryan Murray, in his otherwise depression-filled post-mortem on the disappointing season, suggested that Lazar “looks like a ready made NHLer.”

It’s not all about flash. While Lazar’s point totals are impressive (41 goals and 35 assists in 58 regular season games, along with seven goals and 10 assists in 14 playoff games), scoring is only part of the story.

It’s the the willingness to battle opponents’ best in the corners and in front of the net and to sacrifice some offence by shutting down top scorers with sound defence that has him on track to a promising NHL career.

“It’s pretty easy to cheat on offence, but in the long run, it’s not beneficial to yourself and teammates,” he says with surprising maturity. “When I went through a slump during my draft year (2012-13), I saw the game differently. And that set me up well to go to the next level. You’ve got to earn the coach’s trust. I know how to play.”

What he plays, according to Lee, is a “playoff style game.”

Lazar, 6-0 and 200 pounds, hasn’t been skating in a bubble. He realizes that change is inevitable for a Senators team that failed to make the playoffs and he’s using Murray’s words as motivation to push himself to be part of the new-look Senators next season, recognizing that “it’s a big summer for me.”

It could be tricky fall decision for the Senators, too. Considering that Lazar has another year of junior eligibility, he must be assigned back to Edmonton if he’s not on an NHL roster. In the Senators perfect world, they would like to have the option to send him to Binghamton of the AHL if he’s not quite ready for the NHL.

But for now, though, Lazar’s focus is on finishing out his junior season — and perhaps his junior career — in style.

Lazar was barely 16 when he made his debut with Edmonton in 2010-11, playing in four playoff games while the team was swept by a Red Deer squad led by Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. “I was that little kid, you know, baby-faced, wide-eyed and thrown into the action,” he told the Edmonton Journal.

Since, his junior hockey resumé has been filled with highlights.

He already owns a WHL title, part of the 2011-12 Oil squad which defeated Portland. Now in his fourth WHL playoff run, he owns franchise playoff records for the most games (60) and most goals (25).

Again, though, it’s not all about the numbers.

Most star juniors don’t grasp how difficult it is to jump into either the NHL or American Hockey League and most prospects are “one-dimensional” and are “humbled” when they make their first leap into professional hockey, according to Lee. Lazar , however, has a healthy head start on all that, relishing the idea of being responsible at all times, in all areas.

“It’s rare that (juniors) understand how important it is and he plays right,” Lee said. “He embraced that. He finishes checks. He goes after top players. He really likes that role. He’s flexible. He could play a number of different roles (in the NHL). He thinks big picture.”

A big picture with no shortcuts.

Portland versus Edmonton, round three in the Western Hockey League championship series, began on Saturday at sold-out Moda Center, and it picked up where last year's finals left off — with the Winterhawks winning. 

Paul Bittner scored twice and Mathew Dumba scored with a rocket of a shot on the power play for the key goal as the Winterhawks beat the Oil Kings 5-2. 

Leading 1-0 in the best-of-seven series, the Winterhawks can go two up on the Oil Kings in Game 2, 5 p.m. Sunday at Moda Center. If Game 1 was any indication, the Winterhawks looked primed to repeat as WHL champs. 

Playing without suspended Brendan Leipsic, who returns for Game 2, the Winterhawks scored three times in the first period and fought off three Edmonton power plays in the first 11 minutes to take the early advantage. 

"That was the start we wanted," said captain Taylor Leier, who moved to Leipsic's spot on the first line alongside Nic Petan and Bittner for the game. 

Keegan Iverson collected a rebound and shot the puck past Edmonton goalie Tristan Jarry 2:50 into the game. Then, late in the period, Bittner scored his first goal, going high on Jarry and getting a lucky bounce off the crossbar after a drop pass by Derrick Pouliot. And, Chase De Leo, after Portland pressured Jarry, scored a point-blank goal that stood up after review. 

The Winterhawks would never relinquish the lead, although things got tense in the second period. Edmonton came out with intensity and potted two goals in the first 2:20 of the period. Brett Pollock scored his 11th goal of the playoffs after an Alex Schoenborn turnover just 20 seconds in and, two minutes later, Henrik Samuelsson scored off a rebound — despite a replay showing that Edmonton defenseman Blake Orban allowed the puck to exit the offensive zone on the possession, which would have disallowed the goal. 

Still, it was 3-2 and a hockey match after Portland's fast start. 

"I think our team is used to those momentum shifts," said Mike Johnston, Portland general manager and coach. "I don't want to have to take a timeout there to break it. So, I felt the bench was OK. We'd made a couple mistakes, but we've been through it before." 

The Winterhawks turned the game back in their favor. Bittner almost scored again, but his shot slipped through the crease behind Jarry and bounced off the far post. Then came one of the more memorable goal-mouth scrambles, as the teams skated 4 on 4. 

With Dumba, Pouliot, Petan and Leier on the ice, the Winterhawks pressured Jarry relentlessly, and the goalie lost his stick. Edmonton defenseman Griffin Reinhart had to make a save with his stomach. It was something to behold. 

"Oh my goodness, I can't believe we didn't score four times," Leier says. "I could have scored, 'Dumbs' could have scored, Nic could have scored. It was ridiculous. The one Dumbs pulled off the goal line and Reinhart saved it with his belly, I had my hands in the air." 

Dumba's account: "We got a good shift going there. We had a lot of pressure. we had so many chances. Their players made some really good plays. Griffin was playing as a goaltender, 'Leiersy' put one just over the cage." 

Moments later, Pollock got whistled for slashing and, playing 4 on 3, the Winterhawks capitalized as Dumba rocketed a shot past Jarry on a well-executed play. 

"The power-play goal was very important," Johnston said. "They got us back on our heels for a portion of time (in the period). I thought we neutralized that. We had a phenomenal shift and didn't score and then to come out of (the period) with a goal, as opposed to not scoring on that (phenomenal) shift and heading into the dressing room ... (you'd be) back and reeling a little bit." 

Bittner took a pass from Petan and scored his second goal in the third period, as the puck bounced off Jarry and into the net, icing the game before the raucous crowd of 10,947. It was his first multi-goal playoff game, coming at a good time with his linemate, Leipsic, not playing. 

"I'd like that (crease shot) in the second back," he said. But, "it was nice. Obviously a little bit of a confidence booster. Two good plays by my teammates." 

Said Petan: "Very timely game to step up and shoot the puck and get (goals) in there. It doesn't matter how it went in. He played really well." 

Added Leier: "For a young guy in the playoffs, you can get a little shellshocked or be nervous. But, he did really well." 

With Leipsic back on the first line, Leier will rejoin De Leo and Oliver Bjorkstrand on the second line. Johnston opted not break up the Dominic Turgeon-Schoenborn-Iverson line for the game. 

It makes Portland one player better when Leipsic returns, although the Oil Kings want to focus on their own game in Game 2, coach Derek Laxdal said. 

"We lost 35 battles to our 15 wins," he said, of equal opportunities to win the puck. "That was the difference in the game. Can't worry about it now. Gotta hit the reset button for (Game 2)." 

While Portland had the key power-play goal, Edmonton went 0 for 4 with the man advantage, and also failed to score in the final three minutes with Jarry pulled for an extra attacker. Portland led the WHL in power play at better than 27 percent, while Edmonton languished at 17th at less than 20 percent and it's only marginally improved in the playoffs. 

"Your power play has to answer the bell at the important times of the game, especially early on," Laxdal said. "They got a loud crowd here, and you want to try to take the crowd out of it early and score early on the power play. We had some good looks, we just didn't bury it. And, you have to take what they give you. They made a couple adjustments (on the penalty kill) that we didn't pick up on, on ice. You gotta make it happen. It's an important time of year for the power play to score; we gotta make sure it's scoring (in Game 2)."
After slow start, Oil Kings shut down Winterhawks, win 3-2
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The tally has risen to 7-0, Portland outscoring Edmonton in the first period of three Western Hockey League championship series games. 

But the Winterhawks let a two-goal first-period lead slip away Tuesday at Rexall Place, as the the host Oil Kings rallied to win 3-2 in Game 3 on Edgars Kulda's third-period goal. 

Edmonton goalie Tristan Jarry, who has given up the seven first-period Portland goals, shut out the Winterhawks for the final 56:30 of Tuesday's game, after quick first-period goals by Chase De Leo (2:38) and Matthew Dumba (3:30) on two of the first three shots. 

Jarry stopped 15 shots in the final period, including Dumba from point-blank range as Portland scrambled to tie with an extra attacker in the final 1:21. 

Portland still leads the best-of-seven series 2-1 heading into Game 4, 6 p.m. PT at Rexall Place. A Game 5 will be played Friday night at Moda Center. 

Edmonton, which outshot Portland 38-37 and also had a goal disallowed in Game 3, now has some hope in the series. 

"I give Edmonton credit for how they responded" to the early deficit, said Mike Johnston, Portland general manager and coach. "They settled the game down. 

"It's not that we took a step back. They took a step forward." 

Said De Leo: "It's hard to play in Edmonton." 

Edmonton coach Derex Laxdal's team has allowed five of its seven first-period goals in the first 3 1/2 minutes. He opted not to call a timeout after Dumba made it 2-0. 

"Let the guys sink or swim," he said, about his thinking. "They swam. They took the onus on being down 2-0 and didn't give up. There wasn't any panic on the bench. We had a lot of game left." 

Said Kulda: "We started to compete much harder, and take the game over." 

Henrik Samuelsson scored on the power play at 4:11 of the second period, and then Luke Bertolucci tied it 2-2 at 11:04. Later, a goal was disallowed, which would have put Edmonton ahead. 

Instead, the Oil Kings, who had settled the game down with their structure and defense, went ahead 3-2 at 13:13 of the third period, when Mitch Moroz held the puck in the offensive zone, carried the puck toward the side of Portland goalie Corbin Boes and fed Kulda for the game-winning tally. 

"Mitch did everything, I just put my stick on it," Kulda, a native of Riga, Latvia. 

The Oil Kings killed three Portland power play attempts in the third period and have killed all eight Portland power plays in the past two games. "I liked the looks we had (on power plays)," Johnston said. "We just didn't convert." 

Jarry sealed the game with his late play, finishing with 35 saves and, again, holding the Hawks scoreless in the final 56:30. 

"We had a lot of chances," De Leo said. 

"We bent a lot, we didn't break," Laxdal said. "Tristan was outstanding." 

Portland lost its fourth game since Jan. 11, all on the road — and has a 42-4 record since then. 

Edmonton moved to 9-0 at home in the playoffs. 

"We're resilient," Bertolucci said. "We knew we were coming back to our barn. We had to refocus and reenergize."
Good start, defense guide Winterhawks to 2-0 series lead
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The Portland Winterhawks need two more wins in the next five Western Hockey League championship series games to return to the Memorial Cup. 

The Hawks scored quickly again — Chase De Leo and Brendan Leipsic in the first 3:14 of the game — and beat Edmonton 3-1 in Game 2 Sunday before 10,645 at Moda Center. 

Goalie Corbin Boes made 28 saves in improving to 6-0 in the WHL playoffs, helped by the Portland defensemen and forwards in limiting quality Edmonton scoring chances for the second consecutive game. 

The Oil Kings played well to stay close in the final 56:46 of the game, but one or two goals scored won't be beating the WHL's highest scoring team very often. 

Game 3 will be 6 p.m. PT Tuesday at Edmonton's Rexall Place and Game 4 is there at 6 p.m. Wednesday. 

"I'm confident going into Tuesday that we'll have a big game," Edmonton defenseman Griffin Reinhart said. 

"We know how close this series is, as far as play on the ice," said Mike Johnston, Portland general manager and coach. 

The four-time Western Conference champ Hawks scored 2:50 into Game 1, and De Leo scored at 2:12 of Game 2, followed by Leipsic at 3:14 against goalie Tristan Jarry. 

Paul Bittner added his third goal of the series in the second period, before Edmonton broke up Boes' shutout attempt with Henrik Samuelsson's third-period, power-play goal. 

Johnston said he liked how the Hawks used their speed game and puck movement "and came at Edmonton" in the first two periods, and backchecked and boxed out Oil Kings from Boes and blocked shots on defense. 

"Those rush chances are killed by the blue line, and (D-men) are forcing outside shots," Boes said. 

Johnston didn't like the third period, but the Hawks held on. 

"We could have managed the puck better," said Leipsic, who returned to the lineup after a one-game suspension. 

"We had good push at the end, but we chased the game around," Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal said. "We had offensive zone time, but we weren't willing to shoot the puck to generate opportunities. 

"They really capitalized on loose pucks and bounces. We have to play a perfect structured game." 

Added star forward Curtis Lazar, who has been neutralized through two games: "You can't play catch-up hockey against a team like Portland. They'll make you pay. ... Their defensemen do a good job of boxing us out. It's up to us to get to the dirty areas." 

Laxdal talked about the Oil Kings adding "another level to our game" — likely starting with offense. Portland has outscored Edmonton 8-3 in the first two games (and one Oil King goal should have been disallowed because of offsides), outshot the Eastern Conference champs and limited the Oil Kings to 1 of 8 on the power play — including holding on a 5-on-3 opportunity in Game 2.
Oil Kings haven't lost hope

Created on Sunday, 04 May 2014 10:10. | Written by Corey Buchanan. | Print 

Share 

1 Comment 

by: COURTESY OF JOHN LARIVIER - Edmonton goalie Tristian Jarry can't stop Adam de Champlain's shot from point-blank range during Saturday night's first game of the WHL championship series at Moda Center.
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Faltering 5-2 at the sticks of the Portland Winterhawks in Game 1 of the Western Hockey League finals at Moda Center, the Edmonton Oil Kings were frustrated Saturday night, but confident. 

“We made some mistakes that were uncharacteristic,” Edmonton coach Derek Lazdal said. 

However, Lazdal indicated that his team is poised to steal Game 2 on Sunday. 

“We’ll learn from it," he said. "Our goal right now is to get that split (Sunday) night." 

Lazdal credited the Winterhawks' myriad of successful attackers, including left wing Paul Bittner, who scored two goals, and center Nicolas Petan, who dished out three assists. 

“They’ve got three lines that can come at you pretty hard, and they’ve got a lot of skill. We have to pick up our game a little to match their intensity,” Lazdal said. 

In looking only at the scoreboard, it would appear that the Winterhawks' opportunistic attack befuddled Oil Kings goalie Tristan Jarry in his first WHL championship series start. 

Jarry, who was 12-2 and gave up only 1.86 goals per game during the first three rounds of the playoffs, allowed five Portland shots to zip past him on Saturday. 

The Winterhawks struck Jarry early, delivering three goals within the first period, all but sealing a 1-0 series advantage. 

However, Lazdal doesn’t blame Jarry for the Oil Kings rough start. 

“We gave up three goals on some simple breakdowns in our structure,” he said. 

In the second period, Jarry found his groove, snagging acrobatic saves as well as sure-handed ones, allowing the Oil Kings to cut the deficit to 3-2. 

Lazdal described his goalie’s effort as “outstanding” in the second period. “He made some big saves for us," Lazdal said. "Our guys have to play a little bit bigger in front of him.” 

With 15 shot attempts, the Winterhawks had their most prolific of the game output in the second period, but scored just one goal. 

“In the second period, I was just trying to battle hard and give our team a chance,” Jarry said. 

But in the third period, Lazdal said his club went astray. 

“We got undisciplined," he said. 

Edmonton was charged with four penalties in the third period and didn’t convert when it had opportunities to narrow the deficit. The Oil Kings lost the period 1-0 despite slapping 12 shots at Portland goalie Corbin Boes, whereas just eight were directed at Jarry. 

Lazdal said he believes a few calls didn’t go Edmonton’s way. 

“I’m not going to go down that road on some of the calls, but we took some bad penalties," he said, "penalties we thought could maybe go in the other direction.” 

Edmonton was called for 10 penalties, compared to seven on the Winterhawks. 

“For us, we have to have that discipline for 60 minutes.” 

Jarry said he is confident his defenders will regroup for and provide him the protection he needs. 

“The guys are behind me 100 percent," Jarry said. "They’re going to do the best they can to help me, and I’m going to do the best for them.” 

Though Edmonton gave up three more goals than Portland, the Oil Kings allowed only three more shots attempts. 

“We got some good looks, but we just didn’t burry them,” Lazdal said. 

For a team that was 12-2 in the playoffs, without trailing in a series, Edmonton is in unfamiliar territory. 

“It’s not our first loss in the playoffs, but it’s upsetting. You want to get that first win,” defenseman Griffin Reinhart said. 

However, Lazdal said the Oil Kings will not let the loss linger. 

“We can’t worry about it now. We must hit the reset button for (Sunday),” he said. 

In tune with Lazdal’s mantra, Jarry said he hopes to put his performance in the rear view mirror. 

“This one has to go behind me," Jarry said. "(Sunday) is a new day. The sun always comes up, so I’ll be ready to go.”
Park presence huge on Oil Kings 


By Shane Jones, Sherwood Park News 
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With the Edmonton Oilers being eliminated from playoff contention in what truly felt like last October, many hockey fans have been focused on yet another superb run by the Western Hockey League’s Edmonton Oil Kings.

Sherwood Park in particular has had reason to adopt the Oil Kings, as the team has numerous ties to the town.

Not only do the Oil Kings have five Sherwood Park natives on their roster, the majority of those who aren’t from town billet in the community, and the ones still in high school go to Salisbury Composite. It is an arrangement that has been in place since the Oil Kings franchise returned to the WHL for the 2007-2008 season.

The Oil Kings used their first ever draft pick on a Sherwood Park player — current Buffalo Sabre Mark Pysyk — and the connection has remained strong ever since.

The Oil Kings have become strong as well.

Edmonton captured its third consecutive Eastern Conference championship this season and will take on the Portland Winterhawks in the WHL championships, beginning on Friday, May 2 in Portland.

It is the third time in a row that the two teams have met to contest for the WHL crown and the right to continue on to the Memorial Cup, with Edmonton winning in 2012 and the Winterhawks coming away with the title in 2013.

Local hockey fans are naturally cheering for the Sherwood Park players on the Oil Kings, which include forwards Brett Pollock, Riley Kieser and Tyler Robertson, as well as defenceman Ben Carroll and backup goalie Tyler Santos.

However, with so many of the other players residing in the Park as well, the whole team has been adopted, particularly those who have gone to — or are currently attending — school at Sal.

“The teachers and the administration are very supportive of the players and what they are trying to achieve right now,” said Sharon Sereda, Sal teacher, phys ed coordinator and educational advisor to the Oil Kings.

“I think the students at the school, at least those that are into hockey, are very happy for the boys and happy to see them being so successful. The buzz has been getting bigger the farther they have gone.

“I think the school takes some pride in their accomplishments.”

The Oil Kings boys were all in school this week before leaving for Portland on Wednesday to prepare for the finals.

Sereda said she still marvels at just how much effort the Oil Kings players put into their school work with everything else going on in their hockey lives.

“I have gained a lot of respect for these young men,” she said.

“It is a very challenging feat for them to go to school and do their academics plus playing hockey and being on the road so much. They work really hard and are disciplined and motivated. They know they have to do the course work and we have study halls to catch them up. We let them write their exams and get their assignments in when they can. It’s amazing. I take my hat off to them.

“They do what they are asked and fulfill their requirements despite having what amounts to another job.”

Sereda said that while it does require a bit of extra work to accommodate the Oil Kings players, Sal remains a proud working partner of the team.

“We’ve embraced it,” she said. “This is the seventh year now, I believe.

“It seems like everybody welcomes these boys and has the utmost respect for them. Everything is very positive.”

Sereda herself takes in as many games as she can and plans to be at Rexall Place for Game 3 and 4 of the series in Edmonton next Tuesday and Wednesday.

“I’ve seen a lot of their hockey games and their growth,” she said. “I’m very proud of all of them. It’s been something watching them mature and grow as young men and as professional athletes. I’m hoping all of their dreams come true.”

One player on the team who is certainly having a dream season is Pollock.

The 6’2” forward has been playing on the top line with Ottawa Senators draft pick Curtis Lazar and has been a great fit with him — not all that surprising perhaps considering Lazar billets with the Pollocks in the Park.

Pollock was ranked 71st in NHL Central Scouting’s mid-season rankings for this summer’s Entry Draft, but rocketed up to 34th for the final ratings list in April. He has been a terror for the Oil Kings in the playoffs with 10 post-season goals and a league-leading five game winners.

By contrast, the Oil Kings have three players who list Edmonton as their hometown to the five from the Park.

Keeping with the team’s Park connections, Oil Kings assistant coach Steve Hamilton has a long association with the Park as a former Sherwood Park Crusaders captain and coach and fellow assistant Sean Brown moved to the Park when he was with the NHL’s Edmonton Oilers and stayed, at one time even being part of the Crusaders ownership group.

For the record, there are also two Park players on the playoff roster of the Portland Winterhawks in forwards Adam De Champlain and Skyler McKenzie.

De Champlain has been a mainstay with the Hawks all season, while McKenzie joined the team for some WHL exposure after playing this season for the Sherwood Park Midget AAA J. Ennis Kings.

shane.jones@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/Realshanejones
Lots of games, lots of memories for Hawks
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Many players poised to move on as epic season winds down 

by: TRIBUNE PHOTO: JONATHAN HOUSE - Brendan Leipsic fires a shot against Kelowna in the Western Hockey League Western Conference finals.
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Brendan Leipsic chatted with some young Portland Winterhawks teammates this week, and gave one clear message: Enjoy the Western Hockey League finals, once again against the Edmonton Oil Kings. It's not easy to reach the WHL finals — even though the Hawks will be making their fourth consecutive appearance. And, enjoy your time in the WHL, since it will eventually end — as it likely will for several Winterhawks, Leipsic included, after the season. 

"I told the younger guys, 'It's going to be over sooner than you think,'" he says. "Don't take this for granted. 

"Brad Ross told me the same thing, sitting in the locker room at age 17: 'Cherish these moments.' ... I've been fortunate to go to four finals. I've loved my time here in Portland." 

Leipsic, fellow four-year Winterhawk Derrick Pouliot, Taylor Leier and Mathew Dumba will probably be playing pro hockey next year, and the Winterhawks will part with three overage players. Four years ... it seems like just yesterday that the 16-year-old Leipsic impressed his teammates with his fiery and tough style, despite not being the biggest forward on the ice. Leipsic teamed with Taylor Peters and Riley Boychuk often on the Hawks' third, checking line in 2010-11, the first season that a Mike Johnston-coached team made the WHL finals. 

The 2011 finals didn't go well, as Portland won the first game and then got beat four times by Kootenay. But, it was memorable. Little did Leipsic — and Pouliot — know that it would be the start of such an epic roll. 

"We were a young team. Me and Derrick were only 16," says Leipsic, a Nashville Predators' signee who was suspended by the league for Saturday's Game 1 after a spearing penalty against Kelowna. "Our top players were only 18 — Nino (Niederreiter) and (Ryan) Johansen — with (17-year-old Ty) Rattie playing a big part, too. We were happy to be there, but we wanted to win. Getting a learning experience like that can only make you better." 

Pouliot, who has signed with the Pittsburgh Penguins, remembers his rookie year well. He took regular shifts as a 16-year-old, highly touted defenseman. The WHL finals came after the Hawks beat Spokane for the Western Conference title, and "we didn't know what to expect; not many guys on our team did, really," he says. "It was a good experience. Tough to lose, but Kootenay just outplayed us. Obviously, you can learn from any series, especially that one. Maybe the team wasn't as focused as it should have been." 

Pouliot says he was nervous going into the Kootenay series, as a regular D-man with the likes of Troy Rutkowski, Tyler Wotherspoon, Taylor Aronson and Joe Morrow; Brett Ponich sat out the series, injured. "Playing against 19- and 20-year-olds as a 16-year-old is a challenge, physically and mentally," he says. "I've had three years now to mature, you get used to the league. I'm a lot different player now." 

It was a focused Portland team the next two seasons. The Hawks, with Johansen, Niederreiter, Rattie and other stars, forced a Game 7 with Edmonton in 2012, but the Oil Kings whipped them on Edmonton's ice. 

Leipsic and Pouliot have the same memories: Portland's players were tired, Edmonton scored early and the Hawks just couldn't muster anything. The season ended with a thud. 

"But it worked out the next year," Pouliot says. The Hawks dropped a devastating Game 5 at Portland, Leipsic notes. They wanted desperately to clinch the title on home ice, so WHL Commissioner Ron Robison would have to present the Ed Chynoweth championship trophy to them in front of upset Portland fans in the same season that Robinson suspended Johnston for improper player benefits. 

But the Hawks ended the Oil Kings' season on the road. Later, the Hawks, led by Rattie and a more mature Pouliot and others, would make the Memorial Cup final, only to lose to Halifax. 

Lots of games, lots of memories for Leipsic and Pouliot, the only full-time players who will play in their fourth consecutive WHL final (reserve defenseman Josh Hanson has been on the team for four years, as well, and Nic Petan saw some playoff action in 2011 as a 15-year-old player). 

"Josh is a great guy, a great teammate," Pouliot says. "Maybe his ice time has not been what he has wanted (this year), but he's always positive in the room. A good leader on the team. A good team guy." 

Leipsic says he bonded with Petan in 2011 — "I did know Nic a little bit (from training camp). We talked and kept in touch" — and the friendship has only gotten stronger as the two have lit up WHL foes the past couple of seasons. 

"He's one of my best buddies on the team," Leipsic says, "and it's a big part of the reason we have so much success." 

Leipsic and Pouliot talk proudly about how they have contributed to the Winterhawks' terrific four-year run, which has included a 16-4 record in Western Conference finals games and a chance at returning to the Memorial Cup. They both heap praise on Johnston, who has been the leader of the hockey side of the organization. 

"He really knows his stuff," Pouliot says. "He's been around the game quite some time. He doesn't make too many mistakes." 

Johnston and the Hawks staff have helped develop players really well, Leipsic adds. "I came here to get drafted and sign a (pro) contract, and that's the way it goes here," he says. "We've had 20 or so guys get drafted. It's been a factory here. It's a dream come true when it happens." 

The Winterhawks have played the equivalent of a WHL season in playoff games since 2011 — 83 games, including five in the 2013 Memorial Cup. 

"You wear down during the season, for sure," Pouliot says. "It's been four long years for us. But you do a lot more to recover at the end of the year, making sure you're well-rested and everything like that." 

Edmonton will be playing in its third consecutive WHL finals. Not too shabby for coach Derek Laxdal and stars such as Curtis Lazar and Griffin Reinhart, but one short of the Hawks. 

"They know how to win," Leipsic says. "Just like us."
Familiar faces, sort of, in WHL final
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Winterhawks know Edmonton's stars going into rematch 
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The rubber puck is about to drop on the rubber match of the Portland-Edmonton rivalry. 

The Winterhawks and Oil Kings are in the Western Hockey League championship series for the third year in a row, with opening games Saturday and Sunday at Moda Center. 

Between their playoff and regular-season meetings, the Hawks and Oil Kings have met 16 times since the start of the 2011-12 season. Edmonton won the WHL title in seven games in 2012; Portland took the crown in six games last season. 

Yet, the Portland players and general manager/coach Mike Johnston don’t put much stock in the previous meetings. Teams change every year, and although the Oil Kings know full well about Derrick Pouliot, Nic Petan, Brendan Leipsic and Taylor Leier and other Portland stars, and the Winterhawks all about Edmonton’s Henrik Samuelsson, Curtis Lazar and Griffin Reinhart, some unfamiliarity still reigns. 

The teams have played only once this season. Edmonton won 5-4 in a shootout at home on Dec. 6. 

“We had a good game up in Edmonton,” Johnston says. 

Portland captain Leier says the Oil Kings “have quite a bit different team than last year, with a lot of new guys. We are really familiar with their stars, but we’re going to have to do some video work on their team.” 

The Oil Kings had another stellar year under coach Derek Laxdal. They went 50-19-2-1 (103 points, tied with Calgary for first place in the East). They scored 290 goals and gave up 179. 

Like Portland, the Oil Kings have been strong in the playoffs, beating Prince Alberta 4-0, Brandon 4-1 and Medicine Hat 4-1. 

Portland (54-13-2-3, 113 points) also is 12-2 in the postseason. The Winterhawks’ epic 3 1/2-month record, including the playoff games, is 40-3. 

Samuelsson, son of former NHLer Ulf, led the Oil Kings with 35 goals and 60 assists for 95 points during the regular season. Lazar had 41-35-76. 

Brett Pollock (10-7-17) and Lazar (7-10-17) lead Edmonton in playoff points. 

Goalie Tristan Jarry had very good regular-season numbers (44-14-2-1, .914 save percentage, 2.24 goals against) and has been even better in the playoffs (12-2, .929, 1.86). 

Like Samuelsson and Lazar, Mitchell Moroz also returns to his third championship series against Portland. And 6-4, 200-pound defenseman Reinhart, who missed last year’s series with an injury, could make e a big difference for the Oil Kings. He was the No. 4 overall pick, by the New York Islanders, in the 2012 NHL draft. 

“He’s at the level of Pouliot or (Mathew) Dumba,” Johnston says. “A big, physical defenseman who moves the puck well. Plays a lot of minutes. We’ll expect him to go against our top line, and other matchups. He’s such a smart player, he won’t be intimidated by our speed.” 

Petan, Leier, Pouliot and Dumba played with Reinhart and Lazar on Canada’s world junior team this year. 

“He’s a really nice guy, a big player,” Petan says, of Reinhart. “Long reach, really good shot.” 

Adds Leier: “He’ll be the shutdown guy for them. We know what he’s about.” 

Petan says the Winterhawks feel confident that their forwards can still create and score, even going against Reinhart and his mates. 

“We don’t feel like there is a matchup with our forwards, because of our depth of forwards,” Petan says. 

The Hawks’ speed, puck movement and power play have been stellar throughout the playoffs. 

With Reinhart, Samuelsson and Lazar, the Oil Kings possess some star power, though, and Johnston likes some of Edmonton’s younger players, too. 

Lazar plays a physical power forward position and has speed, while Samuelsson makes plays and has a hard shot. 

“Lazar is their top player, for sure,” Petan says. 

In the 2012 WHL finals, Edmonton dominated Game 7 on home ice. Portland had home-ice advantage last year, but ended up securing the title at Edmonton in Game 6. 

Home-ice advantage, which belongs to the Hawks again this year, could be pivotal. 

“It’s going to be a really good series,” Leier says. “They’re a really good team. We have a lot of guys who could potentially be NHL players. So do they. ... We’ll try to get the first couple games at home and put them on their heels. Moda Center is going to go crazy.” 

The Winterhawks claimed their fourth consecutive Western Conference title last week, downing Kelowna 4-1. The Hawks have gone 16-4 in those four West finals. 

Pouliot and Leipsic have been full-time players on each West title team. Reserve defenseman Josh Hanson also has been part of those teams, and Petan played some playoff games as a 15-year-old player in 2011. Four players with four West titles — “that’s amazing,” Johnston says. 

“It’s kind of an expectation to win in this organization,” Petan says. “We know we’re going to have a chance each year. Hopefully we can make another run at (the WHL title and Memorial Cup). We knew we were going to be here, and we’re excited to play Edmonton. Third time seeing them. It’s going to be fun.” 

Leier says the Portland veterans who won the 2013 WHL title and lost in the Memorial Cup finale talked all season about returning to the tournament. With the addition of Dumba, the Hawks have been virtually unbeatable — with losses only to Seattle, Victoria and Kelowna since Jan. 11 — and they stand four wins away from returning to the Memorial Cup, May 16 to 25 in London, Ontario. 

“It’s been incredible,” Leier says. “Our team chemistry is amazing, and Mike has coached us in the right way. Our coaches have coached us well — there’s no complacency in our game. We almost expect it of ourselves (to win titles), and that’s a good thing. We strive to be the best we can be. The coaches don’t give us any room to slack.” 

The Hawks put away Kelowna with a 7-3 road victory last weekend. But Leipsic received a five-minute major penalty for spearing and game misconduct, which left him facing potential discipline by the WHL, based on his previous suspension this season. 

Says Johnston: “I didn’t think the action (at Kelowna) looked all that bad, when I saw it live and on video.” 

Petan returned from being injured in the final Victoria playoff game to star against Kelowna, scoring a hat trick in Game 4 and earning series MVP honors. He snapped out of an early funk in the series. “Once you have one good game, your confidence grows and our team’s confidence grows,” he says. 

That also was the case with veteran netminder Corbin Boes, who replaced starter Brendan Burke in Game 2 and saved all 15 shots he saw as the Hawks rallied to win, and then backstopped the next three victories. 

So, does Boes get the call against Edmonton? 

“I haven’t made any decision as far as lineup,” Johnston says. “Brendan Burke has been our starter all year. He’s played great for us. I was happy the way (Boes) came in. He looked really comfortable, and it was my feeling to give him another game. But I’m confident in Brendan Burke that he’s a top-end goaltender in our league.” 

Boes says he’ll be ready to start or back up Burke. 

“I’ve been trying to make things simple,” Boes says. “It worked out for me. I’m trying to stay composed and in the moment.”
Winterhawks claim fourth consecutive WHL West title
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Portland will have home-ice advantage in league final 

For the fourth year in a row, the Portland Winterhawks are Western Hockey League Western Conference champions. 

The Hawks beat the Kelowna Rockets 7-3 Friday night at Kelowna to win the West finals 4 games to 1. 

Portland will play for the league title, with home-ice advantage. 

Edmonton, which leads Medicine Hat 3-1, can clinch the East crown with a victory Saturday night at home. 

The Winterhawks advanced with four consecutive wins, after dropping their series opener 5-4 at Kelowna. 

The Game 5 victory came thanks to a couple of scoring surges. Portland tallied the first three goals, then ripped off four unanswered goals after the Rockets had closed to within 3-2 in the second period. 

Brendan Leipsic scored two goals on Friday, Oliver Bjorkstrand had three assists, Taylor Leier had a goal and two assists, Nic Petan and Derrick Pouliot each had two assists, and Keegan Iverson, Chase De Leo and Dominic Turgeon each had a goal and an assist in a balanced, full display of Winterhawks offense. 

Corbin Boes picked up the win, making 35 saves, as the Hawks outshot the Rockets 41-38. 

Only three other WHL teams have reached four straight conference championship series: the Flin Flon Bombers in 1968-71, the Edmonton Oil Kings in 1969-72 and the New Westminster Bruins in 1975-78. 

Pouliot, who played in a team-record 78th WHL playoff game on Friday, has had at least one point in all 14 of Portland's postseason games this season. So has Leipsic. 

Turgeon gave the Hawks a 1-0 lead at 13:12 of the first period. Leipsic's power-play goal at 15:45 boosted the Portland lead to 2-0, and Leier scored on a power play 24 seconds into the second period for a 3-0 edge. 

Kelowna answered with two power-play goals to get within 3-2 midway through the middle stanza. 

Portland defenseman Mathew Dumba scored 59 seconds into the final period, though, and Leipsic struck again on a power play at 2:58 for a 5-2 lead. 

Then it was De Leo scoring at 6:33 and Iverson finding the net at 8:22. 

Kelowna scored the game's final goal at 11:27 of the third period.
Winterhawks rush to 5-1 victory
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Kelowna starts well, but Portland finishes strong to take 3-1 lead in WHL West finals 

The Portland Winterhawks have lost three games since Jan. 11. 

Kelowna needs to beat the Hawks three consecutive times to win the Western Hockey League Western Conference championship. 

Things look good for the Winterhawks, who used Nic Petan's hat trick, their power play, a short-handed goal, goaltender Corbin Boes' strong play and their speed assault to down the Rockets 5-1 Wednesday before 9,744 fans at Moda Center. 

Portland took a 3-1 series lead into Game 5, 7 p.m. Friday at Prospera Place in Kelowna, British Columbia. 

The Winterhawks are 39-3 since Jan. 11 — perhaps the greatest multi-month streak of play in franchise history. The Hawks know Kelowna will play desperate hockey on Friday to try to stay alive. But, judging by how Portland has handled the Rockets during much of the best-of-seven series, the Hawks have a great shot at advancing to their fourth consecutive WHL finals. 

"It's going to be tough. They're not going to back down," said Petan, whose hat trick included a nifty, between-the-legs backhand shot that went off a Kelowna stick and past goalie Jordon Cooke. "It's going to be the hardest game of the series, by far. We're looking forward to the challenge." 

A Game 6 would be 2 p.m. Sunday at Memorial Coliseum. Clearly, Portland would like to end the series on Friday to get some rest and prepare for the WHL finals, especially with Edmonton leading Medicine Hat 3-1 in the Eastern Conference and the likely finals opponent for the third consecutive season. 

Mike Johnston, Portland general manager and coach, expects Kelowna's best effort in Game 5. 

"They play really well at home," he said. "We know what to expect up there. We're a good road team. It'll be another battle." 

The Rockets blew a 3-1 lead with less than three minutes left in regulation in Game 3, and lost when Taylor Leier beat the outstanding Cooke. But the team with the WHL's best regular-season record came out hot in Game 4, dominating play for the first 20 minutes. 

The 20-year-old Boes, however, turned away several early scoring chances, which included a Justin Kirkland breakaway shot. The Rockets got one puck past him, as Nick Merkley took the rebound from Rourke Chartier's shot and beat the veteran netminder. 

Boes bounced back, and he knew the Hawks would bounce back, too, after they were outhustled and outplayed and outshot (18 to 11) in the first period. 

Portland escaped with a 1-1 tie when Petan scored the first of three Portland power-play goals at 18:48 of the opening frame. 

Portland virtually doubled the Rockets in shots in Games 2 and 3, ripping off 118, and Boes' first-period play Wednesday was very important. 

"Anytime you make a big save early, it gets you right into it," he said. "The crowd's into it. adrenaline's going for myself, personally. 

"We expected a push from them. They definitely came out hard, fired a lot of pucks on net. We knew after the first we were fortunate to be tied 1-1." 

Said Johnston: "It was one of our weaker periods. Corbin came up with some big saves. We looked scrambly at times. We knew we'd get our legs under us." 

The Hawks were great in the second period, displaying their overwhelming speed and execution. Petan scored on Cooke high on the power play halfway through the period, putting Portland ahead 2-1. With Adam Rossignol in the penalty box a little more than a minute later, Oliver Bjorkstrand chipped the puck past a Kelowna player, carried the puck into Kelowna territory on the breakaway and beat Cooke with the backhand for the shorthanded goal to make the lead 3-1. 

It was Bjorkstrand's 15th goal in 13 playoff games, to go with 50 goals in 69 regular-season games. 

"Last-second decision," Bjorkstrand said, of his backhand shot. "But backhand was in my mind, for sure." 

Petan finished his hat trick at 16:53 on the power play, gaining control of the puck, spinning and flipping it between his legs. He said it was supposed to be a pass to either Brendan Leipsic or Taylor Leier, but it went off Chartier's stick and past Cooke. Highlight-reel play, for sure. 

Overall, "awesome feeling to put the puck in the net," the playmaking center said. "I came in with a shooting mentality." 

Paul Bittner's third-period, empty-net goal finished the scoring. 

Kelowna played the Hawks even in the third period, but Portland firmly had the game in control, wearing down the Rockets — mentally as much as physically. 

"I don't think (it's surprising)," Petan said. "Our report coming in was to wear them down. Keep going. Same things we do to every team. We knew they were a little bit deeper, forwards-wise, and you see that. But, with our strength and conditioning, I think we're second to none." 

Said Johnston: "The playoffs are about that, about individuals wearing down, or teams. I thought at certain moments we've really taken over the play. I give them credit for how they came out (in Game 4); they had the jump and it looked like we were slow. We have to start better in games." 

The Winterhawks are seeking their fourth consecutive, convincing Western Conference championship, following up victories against Spokane (4-2, 2011), Tri-City (4-0, 2012) and Kamloops (4-1, 2013) in other West finals. 

Edmonton beat Portland 5-4 in a shootout on Dec. 6 in their only meeting this season — before the Hawks acquired defenseman Mathew Dumba and well before the Winterhawks became virtually an unbeatable team, losing only three games on the road, at Seattle, Victoria and Kelowna, in a 3 1/2-month span.
Incredible rally gives Winterhawks OT win, series lead
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by: TRIBUNE PHOTO: JONATHAN HOUSE - Oliver Bjorkstrand celebrates a goal as the Portland Winterhawks rally for a Game 3 victory at home Tuesday night against the Kelowna Rockets.
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Speed, shots on goal and extra-attacker hockey spelled doom for Kelowna on Tuesday, as the Portland Winterhawks somewhat miraculously rallied from two goals down in regulation to tie and then defeat the Rockets 4-3 in overtime on Taylor Leier's spin and wrist shot that beat hot goalie Jordon Cooke. 

The Winterhawks, only moments away from being down 2-1 in the Western Hockey League Western Conference finals, enter Wednesday's Game 4, 7 p.m. at Moda Center, leading 2-1 after what could be deemed a crushing loss for the visiting Rockets. 

Portland outshot Kelowna 65-33 — nearly doubling the Rockets' shot output for the second consecutive game — and used late man-advantage goals by Oliver Bjorkstrand and Brendan Leipsic to snatch victory from the clutches of defeat. 

Portland carried momentum into overtime, goalie Corbin Boes came up big with saves and Leier scored with 10 minutes left in the extra period. 

"This time of year, a loss is a loss," Kelowna coach Ryan Huska said. "You have to turn the page in a hurry. We're here, we have to try to get our split (in Portland). We have that opportunity." 

But, after Portland's territorial domination of the past two games, how do the Rockets turn around the momentum? Huska's short answer for his players: Hit the Hawks, slow them in the neutral zone and move their feet to create chances in the offensive zone. 

"We know they're going to come hard (Wednesday). They don't want to go down 3-1," said Bjorkstrand, who had two more goals, giving him 14 in the WHL playoffs. "We're going to come back hard, too, in our barn." 

The 20-year-old Cooke was phenomenal, giving the Rockets the chance to snare back home-ice advantage in the best-of-seven series. 

Kelowna started fast in the first five minutes, establishing a forecheck and going ahead 1-0 on Riley Stadel's goal. But Portland began to take over the game, although the Rockets stymied them on a 5-on-3 power play — Mathew Dumba hitting the first of many posts for the Hawks. The opportunities kept coming in the second period — Chase De Leo hitting the crossbar — until Bjorkstrand worked hard for a rebound and scored in 4-on-4 hockey at 6:26. 

But, only 13 seconds later during 4-on-4, Kelowna defenseman Colten Martin beat Boes and the Rockets regained the lead. 

Leipsic led Portland's speed assault, getting some breakaway chances, but he couldn't capitalize. The Hawks peppered Cooke the rest of the second period and the entire third as the Rockets reeled. At one point, Cooke made a save with his head/mask on a Leipsic shot. 

Portland got a power play, but then Leipsic picked up a goalie interference penalty. With 5:50 left in 4-on-4 hockey, Kelowna seemingly settled the game with a goal by Ryan Olsen. 

"Not the way the third period was going did we feel secure," Huska said. 

Indeed, the Winterhawks kept up their spirits. 

"I liked the way our players handled it," coach/general manager Mike Johnston said. "Players on the bench knew we were getting our chances. We had to stick with it. Once the first one fell, the crowd was so into the game, they gave us a big boost." 

The Hawks drew a penalty, pulled Boes for a 6-on-4 and Bjorkstrand scored with 2:59 left to draw Portland within 3-2. 

Then, with Boes pulled again, Leipsic continued his personal assault on the Kelowna defense, took an end-board rebound and beat Cookie at a tough angle for the tying score with 1:18 remaining. 

It seemed remarkable that Portland could tie the score, despite dominating territorially. Cooke was fantastic.
"We've been in this situation a couple times, a goalie gets hot like that," Leipsic said. "We're a veteran team. We stuck with it. At 3-1, most teams would have let the winds out of their sails. We knew we'd get our chance. We waited it out. Oliver scored a big goal. I was lucky enough to get it off the boards and tie it up." 

The Hawks kept the pressure on Cooke in the final minute, and then got chances in overtime. But, Boes, the tarter ahead of Brendan Burke because of Boes' Game 2 backup duty in Portland's win, stopped Nick Merkley and then Marek Trvdon on a point-blank rebound and an angle shot. 

Then came Leier's goal. 

"I saw the (Kelowna) forward lost his stick, so I got (the puck) up top and tried to pull the puck around and get it on net," Leier said. "I saw (Chase) De Leo raise his hands, and I went crazy. That was pretty cool." 

Officials reviewed the goal, making sure it didn't get deflected in from a high stick. It didn't, and Portland players celebrated their big win. 

Huska later exited a down Kelowna locker room and gave praise to Cooke, who had 61 saves (and 109 in the past two games). 

"Jordon was great. If we would have won this game, it would have been a steal on Jordon's part," Huska said. "He kept us in it for as long as he could. Unfortunately, we weren't able to hold them off toward the end of the third period." 

Added Boes: "That was one of the best performances I've ever seen by a goaltender. Kudos to him. We'll definitely take the win." 

The Hawks realize they dealt a big blow to the Rockets, and Portland wants to continue the momentum on Wednesday. 

Said Johnston: "I thought we had great speed tonight. We carried our speed well and backed up their defense. We played with energy. Our puck movement from defense was good. Our puck movement was really quick. ... And, we're a team that likes to get a lot of shots. It's sort of a staple of how we play." 

"A series like this is all about adjustments," Leipsic said. "They'll make theirs. We'll make ours. We can still do things better." 

The Rockets have to find some way to slow the Hawks and prevent the large number of shots on goal. 

Said Huska: "There's a few things we have to do better. One is making sure we're finishing more of our hits. They're getting a little too much time in our own zone. Through the neutral zone, we have to do a better job with our angles, so they're not able to build so much speed. We'd like our defensemen to stand up more than they are, but a lot of that is due to our forwards not doing their job properly."
Got the power
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Special team often gives Winterhawks a big advantage 

by: COURTESY OF BRYAN HEIM - Taylor Leier, Portland Winterhawks forward and captain, celebrates his power-play goal in the final game of the Victoria playoff series last week with home fans.
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The Portland fans cheer as an opposing player goes to the penalty box, and out on the ice skate five Winterhawks: Derrick Pouliot, Nic Petan, Taylor Leier, Oliver Bjorkstrand and Brendan Leipsic. 

It’s a great time for all — except the other team, of course. 

“We just have fun with it,” says Leipsic, of the Hawks’ lethal power-play unit. “We always have a big smile on our face when we go out there for the power plays. We enjoy playing with each other. ... We have a level of calmness. We’re a confident unit. We expect to go out there every shift and score a goal.” 

Combined with the second unit of Chase De Leo, Keegan Iverson, Paul Bittner, Garrett Haar and Mathew Dumba, the Hawks have been tearing apart opposing penalty killers for a long time — scoring at an exceptional 30-percent clip since mid-January. 

Now, the Western Hockey League’s top “PP” hopes to better the league’s top “PK” in the Western Conference finals, when the Winterhawks face off against the Kelowna Rockets in an anticipated epic clash. Game 1 is Friday and Game 2 is Saturday in Kelowna. Games 3 and 4 are Tuesday and Wednesday at Moda Center. 

• • • 

Special teams usually factor into such hockey showdowns. Portland led the WHL with a 27.5-percent power play during the regular season, and Kelowna led the league with an 86.2-percent penalty kill. 

In the playoffs, Kelowna has the WHL’s top marks of 35-percent PP and 90.2-percent PK, while Portland’s numbers have dipped slightly (24.6 and 80 percent). 

It doesn’t matter, from Portland’s perspective, what the stats say. The only concern: Will Petan be able to play or be effective, because of an injury — head and/or neck — sustained in a hit and skirmish with Victoria’s Ryan Gagnon in the previous series? 

With their first-unit five guys leading the way, the Hawks have been stupendous on the power play during their 36-2 run, which started in mid-January. According to team broadcaster Todd Vrooman, the Hawks have a 29.8-percent power play during the 36-2 streak — with at least one man-advantage goal in 28 of 38 games, more than one such goal in 18 games and four PP goals scored in three games. 

“Our power play has been absolutely electric,” says Leier, the team captain. “All of us are really engaged and focused, and our attention to detail is really good. We’re around 30 percent, which is like out of control.” 

The Hawks also have been good about drawing power-play opportunities with their hard work, aggressiveness, speed and skill. They had 334 power plays during the regular season, three shy of WHL leader Edmonton, and a league-leading 92 PP goals. 

• • • 

Typically, Pouliot and Petan man the point, with Bjorkstrand on their left and Leipsic on their right and Leier patrolling the slot. It’s a versatile group, the biggest difference between the power play now and in the past. Sometimes the unit works “low,” because the four opposing players defend Pouliot and Petan, sometimes they work “high” because the defense focuses on Bjorkstrand, Leier and Leipsic. 

“Whatever’s open — you’ve got to take what they give you,” Leier says. 

The quick and crisp passing, the intelligence, the grit, the rifle shots, the rebounds, the ability of Pouliot and Petan to keep the puck in the zone, the breakout up the ice ... a lot of things make Portland lethal on the power play. 

Mike Johnston, general manager and coach, likes to keep the first five out there for one minute, at least, before going with the second five. 

The goal would be to have overwhelming puck possession in the offensive zone, rip off several shots and tire the 

defense. 

“You can make it look good with a lot of passes, but if you don’t get shots on the net, you can’t score,” says Bjorkstrand, who had a team-leading 17 power-play goals in 69 regular-season games, many with his precise one-timer, and 50 overall. “We try to make plays with our set plays, and we try to change it up to confuse them.” 

Leier says the Hawks have 20 to 24 power-play plays, all of which the guys “have mastered. We know what each other is going to do based on what the defense does.” 

Says Johnston: “We have more versatility; we have more things we can do at different times. We can switch it up. The other day (against Victoria) we ran a play that was totally different, but it was the same setup, we just picked a different option to start the game and it worked. It doesn’t always work like that.” 

by: TRIBUNE PHOTO: JAIME VALDEZ - Veteran defenseman Derrick Pouliot, a mainstay on the Portland Winterhawks potent power-play first unit, looks to pass in a first-round playoff game against Vancouver.
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• • • 

The Hawks’ power play “wasn’t very good” in early November. Johnston consulted with a friend, Detroit Red Wings assistant coach Tom Renney. 

“I came back with a sort of combination of things we were going to do, and we worked on it for probably two weeks straight,” Johnston says. “From that point on, we just kept building new options, new looks. Built and built and built, and we pick certain things that we think will work against certain teams.” 

And, just think: The Hawks feature an NHL first-round, No. 7 pick (Dumba) on the second unit — and future No. 4 overall pick Seth Jones played on the second unit last year. 

Leier laughs at the thought, and Pouliot says, “If we hadn’t had that (first) unit together all year, (Dumba would) probably be out there. When the power play works that well, it’s tough to split guys up.” 

Dumba, however, does join the top power-play unit when it’s a 4-on-3 or 5-on-3 advantage. He has a booming shot, and against only three defenders there is more space for him to send some rubber toward the goalie. 

• • • 

The current team’s 27.5-percent power-play rate isn’t the highest of the Johnston era (since 2008-09), however. 

The 2011-12 team that lost to Edmonton in the WHL finals had a 29.4-percent power play. It was led by first-unit players Ty Rattie, Sven Bartschi, Brad Ross, Joe Morrow and Troy Rutkowski. 

Last year’s power-play rate was 23.4 percent, led by Rattie, Petan, Leipsic, Rutkowski and Pouliot. 

And this season’s power-play numbers pale in comparison to the 1982-83 Portland team that won the Memorial Cup on home ice. Then again, that was a different era — the ‘82-’83 team, for goodness sakes, scored 495 goals and gave up 387, or 49 more than Portland scored this season (338), the WHL’s highest total since the 1997-98 Hawks. 

The 1982-83 power-play first unit featured future NHL stars Cam Neely and Ray Ferraro, 160-point player Ken Yaremchuk, 82-goal scorer Randy Heath and 100-point defenseman Brad Duggan. Longtime Hawks radio announcer Dean Vrooman fondly recalls that group’s precision — 35 percent. 

And there were other good Portland power-play units: 

In 1988-89, Dennis Holland set the franchise record with 40 PP goals and Portland had a 28.9-percent rate with Holland, Troy Mick, Terry Black, Chad Biafore and James “Hamish” Black. 

The 1997-98 Cup winners, who had a 27.2-percent power play, featured future NHL stars Marian Hossa, Brenden Morrow and Andrew Ference, 

terrific playmaker Todd Robinson and offensive defenseman Kevin Haupt. 

The 1993-94 team had a 27.1-percent power play with Brandon Smith and Jason McBain at the points and Colin Foley, Layne Roland, Lonny Bohonos, Adam Deadmarsh, Jason Wiemer and Scott Nichol equally manning low positions. 

The Hawks of 1982-83, 1993-94 and this year led the WHL in power-play percentage. 

Told of the ‘82-’83 team churning at 35 percent, Leipsic smiled and said: “That’s something you shoot for, but nowadays penalty-killing units are so good and goalies a lot better, I’m not sure that’s totally realistic. But you never know, you could get hot at the right time. Anytime you’re hovering around the high 20s or even 30s, you’re doing something right.” 

On the other end of the spectrum, the 2007-08 Portland team had an 11.3-percent power play. 

Leipsic says just to pressure Kelowna early with the power play will be important in the West finals, even if the Winterhawks don’t capitalize with goals. 

Johnston says it’s a key to always get one more power-play goal than the opponent. 

“That could be the determining factor in the game,” he says. 

Adds Leier: “Against Kelowna, special teams are going to be huge. I’m predicting the refs are going to try to keep it even as possible (with penalties), unless a team acts like idiots. So, whoever scores on the power play ... that could be the turning point of the game, and could determine who wins.”
Goalie prospect Johansson could be big catch at draft
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No player on the ice is under more pressure than the goalie. And every masked man has a different way of escaping that pressure.

Some read books. Others spend time sacked out in front of the television.

Top goaltending prospect Jonas Johansson picks up his fly rod and finds a nice stream.

"I like fishing a lot, fly fishing," Johansson told NHL.com. "Back where I'm from we go up into the Swedish mountains every summer and fish one week. I look forward to that week every year."

Johansson said he's caught trout and grayling during his trips into the mountains. The bigger catch could come in June, when some NHL team reels in the 6-foot-3.75, 196-pound goaltender at the 2014 NHL Draft. NHL Central Scouting gave Johansson a B rating in its preliminary ranking of players to watch from Sweden.

 Jonas Johansson had a 2.23 GAA and .931 save percentage in four games when Sweden finished fifth at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship. (Photo: Getty Images)

"Jonas Johansson has improved a lot during the last two seasons," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com. "He's a solid, reliable goalkeeper, one of the most improved goalies in Sweden, quick reactions, reads the game very well."

Johansson started last season with Brynas' under-18 team but earned a promotion to the under-20 team. In 29 games there, he had a 2.91 goals-against average and an .899 save percentage. He had a 2.23 GAA and .931 save percentage in four games when Sweden finished fifth at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

He has a 1.48 GAA and .941 save percentage in two games this season with Brynas' under-20 team. He earned a brief call-up to Brynas' team in the Swedish Hockey League but didn't get into a game.

Johansson this summer traveled to Lake Placid, N.Y., for a junior evaluation camp, the first step in trying to make Sweden's team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. He played one game, allowing four goals on seven shots in 35 minutes against Canada.

Though those numbers aren't particularly strong, Sweden coach Rikard Gronborg said he was impressed.

"He's a big goalie," Gronborg said. "[He's] a very determined goalie. I think during the last year just watching him that year develop into a really solid goalie. … He really competes, really wants to be a goaltender. He decided he wants to be goaltender and he made a commitment to it. With his size together with the competitiveness and athleticism, I think it makes him a pretty good package."

PROSPECTS

DeAngelo followed unique path to Sarnia

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

 Sarnia Sting defenseman Anthony DeAngelo has blossomed into one of the top offensive defensemen in the Ontario Hockey League and one of the top prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft. READ MORE › Nick Schmaltz following in brother's footsteps

NHL Draft prospects top U.S. World Junior A roster

DeLeo hoping to be Winterhawks' next success story
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Johansson said he enjoyed the experience in Lake Placid and would love to represent his country at home for the World Juniors.

"It's just fantastic," he said. "It's a huge experience for me just to play with these guys. … I've just seen them on TV before. It’s a huge experience for me."

Making the WJC team would give him a chance to follow in the footsteps of one of his goaltending favorites, Jacob Markstrom of the Florida Panthers.

Like Johansson, Markstrom is a product of the Brynas hockey club. He won a silver medal and a bronze medal at the World Juniors in 2009 and 2010.

"I like Jacob Markstrom," Johansson said. "He comes from my team back in Sweden. I look up to him lots. I think he plays the perfect goalie game. He doesn't sit down too much. He just plays more athletic also."

Though Johansson isn't as big as Markstrom (6-foot-6, 196), Johansson counts his size among his assets.

"I'm a big goalie," he said. "I cover a lot of area in the net and try to never give up on a puck ... more butterfly [style]. You can cover a lot of the net without much work. Just sit there and cover."

Johansson said he hasn't put much thought into the 2014 draft. Swedish goalies have been popular in recent seasons (at least one has been taken in the first three rounds every year but one since 2006) but he knows there's a lot of work to do.

"I haven't looked that far yet," he said. "It would be of course great to be just named in that scene at the draft [but] it's nothing I concentrate a lot on."
May 06, 2014

Brown is OHL's best

43b2bcde353b4db59f562bf3a38c2043-43b2bcde353b4db59f562bf3a38c2043-0.CPT635Erie Otters forward Connor Brown was named league MVP today.

The Toronto Maple Leafs prospect had 128 points in 68 games including 45 goals and 83 assists as the Otters finished third in the OHL's western conference (though the team's 106 points was second best in the league).

More than 80 ballots were cast and Brown picked up 321 points from voters. Oshawa's Scott Laughton was second with 120 points while Kingston's Sam Bennett was third with 68 points.

My ballot had Scott Laugton, Brown and Slater Koekkoek.

I put more emphasis on what a guy means to a team, rather than points accumulated. In my view, while Brown is a deserving player, take him off the Otters and they are still a top five team.

Take Laughton away and I don't see Oshawa winning the east.

As for Koekkoek, we all saw what happened to Windsor when he got injured. The club went from a potential playoff spoiler to quick elimination. Koekkoek was also +44 on a fifth place team, not to mention that he didn't jump ship at the trade deadline, but instead stayed put to help the Spits make a run.
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Rangers notes

A couple of odds and ends for your Tuesday pleasure.

In case you missed it, ex-Rangers forward Ben Thomson was named OHL player of the week.

The overager winger is doing what he does best for the North Bay Battalion - chipping in offensively and being a physical force.

Stats from Game 2 of the OHL final (now knotted 1-1 with the Guelph Storm) had Thomson setting up the game tying and winning goal. In the Game 1 loss, he had one of two goals.

Game 3 goes tonight in the Bay.

***

Eight teams remain in the AHL playoffs and there are a few local connections.

Steve Spott's Toronto Marlies face the Chicago Wolves in one of the west semis. The Marlies swept Milwaukee in the quarters.

Former Ranger Jerry D'Amigo leads the club in playoffs scoring with six points in three games while Josh Leivo is a point per game player.

Radek Faksa's Texas Stars are in the other west semi against Grand Rapids. No post-season points for the Czech forward in three games so far.

St. John's takes on Norfolk in the east semis. Former Rangers blueliner Steve Eminger has an assist over four games for the Admirals. Goalie John Gibson is 3-1 with a 1.42 goals against average.

And Tyler Randell is pointless over three playoff games for the Providence Bruins, who take on the Wilkes-Barre Scranton Penguins in the other east semi.

***

The first part of the USHL draft ran last night. Second part goes today.

Rangers goaltending prospect Jack Lafontaine (3rd round, 2014) was the first pick in the eighth round by the Fargo Force.

***

In non-Rangers news Kitchener's Milt Schmidt finds solace in Habs-Bruins series as he recovers from a pair of heart attacks.
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May 05, 2014

Sweet 16

Some of the countrys' top 16 year old hockey players will be in Kitchener later this week for the Gold Cup.

About 150 top OHL draft picks and free agents will take part in the two-day tournament at the Aud on Thursday and Friday.

Games run both days from 9 a.m. until 10 p.m.

And there will be some faces worth checking out, including four of the top five draft picks in this year's OHL draft. First overall pick Jakob Chychrun will not take part due to an injury.

Some players of note:

Team Alliance: D Nicolas Hague (Kitchener Jr. Rangers), D Connor Hall (Cambridge Hawks, Rangers 3rd Rnd pick), D Logan Stanley (Waterloo Wolves), F Chase Campbell (Waterloo Wolves), F Zach Magwood (Cambridge Hawks).

Team GTHL Blue: G Julian Sime (Rangers 11th Rnd pick), Mike McLeod (fifth overall pick in OHL draft).

Team GTHL Red: G Jack Lafontaine (Rangers 3rd Rnd pick), F Adam Mascherin (Rangers 1st Rnd pick, second overall in OHL draft), F Travis Barron (third overall pick in OHL draft).

Team NOHA: F Raphael Lecours (Rangers 9th Rnd pick).

Team OMHA White: D Sean Allen (Rangers 3rd Rnd pick), F Connor Bunnaman (Rangers 2nd Rnd pick).

Team OMHA Black: F Brandon Saigeon (fourth overall pick in OHL draft).

Tickets are $10 a day or $30 for the entire event, $5 and $15 for kids 12 and under and seniors.

More info, including full rosters and schedules, here.
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April 24, 2014

Prospect party

The Kitchener Rangers annual prospect camp runs Friday to Sunday.

Scroll down a few blogs to find out the where and whens of the event.

As for those attending?

Goalies: Julian Sime, Jack LaFontaine, Matt Galajda, Jonah Capriotti

Defencemen: Doug Blaisdell, Scott Pedersen, Derek Topatigh, Connor Hall, Sean Allen, Cal Walker, Greg MacPherson, Matt Bernard, Quinn Wichers, Tristan Liggett, Zack Dybowski and Dede Cato

Forwards: Mason Kohn, Mike Davies, Jacob Cascagnette, Mark Bzowey, Adam Mascherin, Connor Bunnaman, Raphael Lecours, Alex Friesen, Jordan Caskenette, Mitch Rooney, Nathan Hudgin, Kosta Likourezos, Anthony Salemi, Matt MacKay, Ryan George, Jeremy McFarlane, John Nay, Austin Gaboury, Jack Kilgour, Eamon Hilliard, Ryan Valentini, Troy Lajeunesse, Jordan Hoekstra.
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April 23, 2014

Justin Azevedo - wow

Ex-Ranger Justin Azevedo caps a 3-2 win for LEV Praha against Metallurg in Game 3 of the best-of-seven KHL final yesterday.

Watch his work at 37 seconds.
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Back up and running

That was an interesting two days.

The service that hosts our blogs was down after being hacked by computer geniuses (I'd say nerds, but want to be on their good side in case they're reading).

Long and short of it - we're live once again.

And just in time to pass along some Rangers news.

The Blueshirts are about to make a million dollar upgrade to the Aud. A new scoreboard at centre ice and a secondary screen up in the blues are in the mix.

The club is waiting for engineers to give the green light before ordering the four-sided video board.

Get all the details, including cost, features and why the team was forced to make the move, here.

In other news, GM Murray Hiebert and coach Troy Smith are both entering their final year of their current deals with the Rangers.

There has been no off-season extension on their contracts, not that it was expected. But such things do happen, so I thought I'd clarify for those wondering.

Also, the Rangers rookie camp runs Friday to Sunday. More than 35 draft picks and free agents invitees will be attending.

Friday at Activa:

3-4 p.m. - Practice Team Blue

4-5 p.m. - Practice Team White

Saturday at the Aud:

10 a.m. to noon - Blue/White game

7:30 p.m. to 9:30 p.m. - Blue/White game

Sunday at the Aud:

9 a.m.-10:30 a.m. Blue/White game

Posted at 09:36 AM  | Permalink | Comments (1) 

  Reblog (0)   

April 17, 2014

Getting your five cents worth

Thought I'd pass along a three-part Q & A with Paul Fixter put together by Ben Leeson up in the Big Nickel.

It's got some length, so peruse at your leisure over the Easter weekend whilst packing chocolate easter eggs in your gob.

Give Fixter - a former Rangers assistant GM and associate coach - some credit. He didn't hold much back on the Sudbury Wolves' disappointing season.

The candor is refreshing to see.

Happy reading.

Part 1, part 2 and part 3.
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April 16, 2014

Cup connections

90b52b50a956408f8646c75e182e4471-90b52b50a956408f8646c75e182e4471-0.CPT635There is no shortage of local ties to this year's NHL playoffs.

Scan the rosters of the clubs and you'll find 15 former Kitchener Rangers and a handful of players from Waterloo Region in the mix for Lord Stanley's Mug.

It's quite an impressive haul.

Three of them - Geoff Ward, Greg Campbell, and Mike Richards - have already tasted victory once and are going for their second championship ring.

Several others, such as Kitchener's Tanner Pearson (in photo) are hoping to hoist the Cup for the first time.

Playoff action begins tonight.
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April 15, 2014

Ex-Rangers set to clash

Sterk_ Josh (19)One former Ranger is guaranteed a spot in the OHL final.

Ex-Blueshirts Ben Thomson (North Bay) and Josh Sterk (Oshawa) face off in the east championship beginning Friday in the 'Shwa.

Both guys were traded this past season - Sterk just before the opener and Thomson in late November. And both have flourished away from the Aud and enjoyed career years this past season.

I've interviewed both players for years but haven't obviously talked to them in months. And it was interesting to get their perspective now that they've joined new clubs.

Listen, they loved their time in Kitchener but they have grown to appreciate their new hockey lives as well.

For Thomson, what stood out was his need to break out of the "grinder" role and prove that he could score as well. He potted 24 goals in 43 games for the Battalion.

For Sterk, he wanted to prove that he was more than the third line player. He responded by more than doubling last year's point total.

Now, they're in the conference final.

Funny enough, Thomson was a mentor of sorts to Sterk while in Kitchener.
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April 14, 2014

The OHL 10

Alright, back and feeling fresh after a nice week off.

And looky here, the OHL conference finals are set.

I have to admit that when the Kitchener Rangers' season ended, I was excited for the break. Now, a month or so into the off-season and I'd love me some playoff hockey at the Aud.

It wasn't meant to be this year. So on to 10 thoughts on the league that is the OHL.

1. Lots of talk coming out of London about how injuries did the Knights in against the Guelph Storm. Maybe it's just me, but from an outsider's point of view, the Storm pretty much had their way with the Knights. Let's give the club some credit for the five game series win.

2. Speaking of the Storm, GM Mike Kelly has to be the OHL's executive of the year. He adds key players withouth disrupting chemistry, actually trades an offensive threat (Hunter Garlent) and recoups most of the high picks he had to use to obtain players. A great job by the front office this season.

3. Fitting that the top two teams (points-wise) are in the west final. Nice to see two of the top three east clubs in the conference championship as well.

4. OHL MVP ballots went out a week ago or so. My three choices were Scott Laughton, Connor Brown and Slater Koekkoek.

5. I think the for all the kudos the Soo got this year for its great season and first round playoff win that there also needs to be some accountability in the franchise for the complete collapse against Erie in the west semis. Not saying I expected them to beat the Otters, but come one, a sweep? Not when you have one of the top goalies in the OHL. Reminds me a bit of how the Rangers didn't capitalize when they had John Gibson between the pipes.

6. Chris Tierney is showing in the playoffs why he was the right choice for captain of the Knights. All that debate and worrying about offending elite players when the natural selection was made in the end.

7. Maybe Oshawa hasn't exactly had the toughest path to the final. But hey, two four-game sweeps deserves a bit of attention.

8. Looking to see the future in Kitchener? Rookie camp runs Apr. 25-27 at the Aud.

9. The OHL made overtures of wanting to improve the way it dealt with players in the wake of Terry Trafford's death. It wasn't the right time to roll out new policy/programs when the news broke. Now, a month later, it'd be nice to hear what the league has planned and/or is working on.

10. Barrie is out, but Zach Hall was clutch all post-season - two short handed goals and three game winners in nine games. Can't ask much more than that.
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April 08, 2014

Kubalik joins Czech League

Kitchener Rangers at Soo Greyhounds March 1 2014 8

Kitchener Rangers import forward Dominik Kubalik has reportedly signed a two-year deal with HC Plzen of the Czech Extraliga.

The Czech native came to the Rangers in a trade with the Sudbury Wolves for centre Radek Faksa at the deadline this past January.

Kubalik, 18, had five goals and one assist in 23 games for the Rangers.

GM Murray Hiebert has yet to hear from Kubalik's agent but added that the winger made overtures of remaining in Europe to play hockey after the OHL season was done.

That means the Rangers can now use their coveted fourth overall selection in the upcoming Canadian Hockey League import draft.

Kitchener also has Russian defenceman Dmitrii Sergeev on its roster for next season.
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Rangers all over draft rankings

112213NewRangers1

Four Kitchener Rangers made the NHL's central scouting bureau's list of potential picks in this year's draft among North American skaters.

Forward Ryan MacInnis is ranked 20th, Nick Magyar 32nd, Darby Llewellyn 64th and defenceman Frank Hora is 176th.

Blueliners Dylan Di Perna and Dmitrii Sergeev have been on and off the list all season and have been getting attention from scouts. So too has forward Brandon Robinson.

It's certainly shaping up to be a busy draft day.

Listowel's Roland McKeown (Kingston Frontenacs) is 27th on the list and Waterloo native Kyle Wood (North Bay Battalion) is 191st.

Meanwhile, former Rangers' goalie John Gibson (ANA) made his NHL debut last night in style by blanking the Vancouver Canucks 3-0.

No big surprise for local fans who have watched the former netminder dominate the OHL for two years. 
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April 07, 2014

Mascherin adds instant offence

Masscherin_ Adam0011Talk about getting a jolt up front.

The Kitchener Rangers believe they have added an "OHL ready" player in second overall selection Adam Mascherin.

The Maple native certainly has an impressive resume.

A total of 71 goals in 66 games proves the 15-year-old isn't shy around the net. And he's had practise - shooting some 500 pucks a day in the off-season in his driveway. The barrage has almost put a hole through one wall of his house.

Here's the haul of Rangers selected in Saturday's draft:

(Round, Name, Position, Team, HT, WT)

1. Adam Mascherin, C, Vaughan Kings, 5-9, 197

2. Connor Bunnaman, C, Guelph Gryphons, 6-0, 196

3. Sean Allen, D, Guelph Gryphons, 6-1, 182

3. Jack Lafontaine, G, Don Mills Flyers, 6-0, 180

3. Connor Hall, D, Cambridge Hawks, 6-2, 178

5. Griffin Luce, D, Salisbury Prep, 6-2, 200

7. Mitchell Rooney, LW, Hamilton Jr. Bulldogs, 6-2, 203

8. Adam Fox, D, Long Island Gulls, 5-9, 153

9. Raphael Lecours, LW, Kapuskasing Flyers, 6-3, 205

10. Jordan Caskenette, LW, Grey Bruce Highlanders, 5-11, 155

11. Julian Sime, G, Mississauga Senators, 5-7, 197

12. Ryan George, LW, Kitchener Jr. Rangers, 5-8, 153

13. Tom Novak, C, St. Thomas Academy, 5-11, 178

14. Matthew MacKay, LW, Sault Ste. Marie Thunder, 6-0, 174

15. Jonah Capriotti, G, Hamilton Jr. Bulldogs, 5-9, 166

Of note, 13 local players were also selected. Among the group were seven Waterloo Wolves. Towering defenceman Logan Stanley led the pack going 12th overall to the Windsor Spitfires.
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April 05, 2014

Mascherin is the man

Mascherin-001

The Kitchener Rangers have added some scoring punch to their lineup by selecting Adam Mascherin with the second overall pick in today's OHL draft.

"It's a huge honour to be part of such a special organization," he said. "Hopefully I can make the team."

The centre potted 71 goals and 66 assists in 66 games for the Vaughan Kings this past season and will immediately step in to boost a struggling Rangers' offence that finished second worst in goals scored in the OHL's western conference this past season.

At 5-foot-9 and 197 pounds, the 15-year-old isn't the biggest player but he uses his compact frame to his advantage.

Here is what the OHL's central scouting has to say about the lad, who hails from Maple, ON:

"Adam is one of the purest goalscorers that I have seen in a number of years. He shoots the puck better than most junior-aged players do now. It has velocity, accuracy and he gets it off from all over the ice. Adam is a powerful skater that has great jump and reaches top speed quickly. He always seems to find the open ice and his teammates do a good job of getting him the puck. He has separated himself from the rest of the forwards in this draft. Adam is a player that will score a lot of goals."

The Sarnia Sting chose consensus No. 1 prospect D Jakob Chychrun with the first overall selection leaving the Rangers with the chance to grab the top forward in the draft.

The Rangers also have picks 31, 41, 42, 56, 82, 122, 142, 162, 182, 202, 222, 242, 262 and 282 in today's draft. They do not have selections in rounds four or six.
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April 04, 2014

Sarnia chooses Chychrun

Rm_Chychrun05

The Sarnia Sting have selected defenceman Jakob Chychrun with the first overall pick in the 2014 Ontario Hockey League draft.

The draft doesn't actually start until tomorrow at 9 a.m. but the league has set up a tradition where it announces the first pick early.

So that means the Kitchener Rangers, who own the second overall selection, get the best of the rest. The team will not announce its pick until tomorrow according to GM Murray Hiebert.

Chychrun was pegged to go first pretty much all year.

The Toronto Jr. Canadiens blueliner missed the OHL Cup with a shoulder injury but it isn't believed to be serious.

Here's what the OHL Central Scouting Bureau has to say about this year's top dog:

"There isn't anything that Jakob doesn't do well. He plays any style of game you want; finesse, physical or a combination. He has an absolute cannon for a shot and has great footwork that allows him to move on the offensive blueline to find an open lane to the net. Jakob had no trouble this year playing at the World Under-17 Championships and at the end was one of Ontario’s best defencemen. He is a powerful skater that reaches top speed quickly." 

Hiebert has said that he will be targeting offence in the draft, at least early on.

That means forwards Adam Mascherin, Mike McLeod and Max Jones will be in the mix.

Stay tuned.

Posted at 11:32 AM  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

  Reblog (0)   

April 03, 2014

Season highlight # 1

Fan appreciation0040

1. Trade frenzy

You knew it was going to happen.

GM Murray Hiebert needed to put his stamp on the Kitchener Rangers and the club needed reshaping after being gutted by Steve Spott.

And Hiebert didn't disappoint, making nine trades this past season.

There were some winners and losers in the mix. But, as a package, there is no doubt that the Rangers have added youth, potential upside and desperately needed picks all necessary to craft a winning roster in the years to come.

For that, it is the top highlight in an otherwise forgettable season.

A recap:

To Kitchener: 3rd round pick (2014), 6th (2015)

To Oshawa: F Josh Sterk

Skinny: Sterk had a career year and averaged a point per game through the first 41 tilts. Yes, he only had 22 points as a sophomore but he was getting third line minutes and little to no time on the power play. Signs pointed to an increase with more ice-time. Oshawa still in playoffs.

Win, loss, push: Loss 

To Kitchener: 4th (2015), 9th (2014)

To Niagara: F Eric Ming

Skinny: Kitchener had four overage players and needed to shed one at the time. Ming had never eclipsed 30 points so two picks is a nice return. But Ming had a career high 33 goals and led the IceDogs in playoff scoring. His leadership and versatility was sorely missed in Kitchener.

Win, loss, push: Push 

To Kitchener: G Jordan DeKort

To Windsor: 6th (2015)

Skinny: Anytime you can flip a mid pick for an 18-year-old goalie with upside you do it. DeKort is still a work in progress but has shown flashes of brilliance and may yet round into a permanent starter.

Win, loss, push: Win

To Kitchener: 15th (2014)

To Sudbury: G Jack Moylan

Skinny: Despite owning the best numbers of the four Rangers’ goalies this season, Moylan didn’t fit into the long term plan in Kitchener. Sinking more than two years of time and money into his development for a small return hurts. But getting something was a bonus.

Win, loss, push: Win

To Kitchener: F Paxton Leroux

To London: 5th (2015)

Skinny: The tough guy played just a period and change before exiting to have season ending shoulder surgery. Giving up a fifth round pick is a steep price for an OA regardless of the number of games played.

Win, loss, push: Loss

To Kitchener: D Dylan Di Perna, 2nd (2015)

To Kingston: D Evan McEneny

Skinny: McEneny can return for one more year while Di Perna could be back for three. Toss in the second round pick and this one was good for the Rangers.

Win, loss, push: Win

To Kitchener: F Brandon Robinson

To North Bay: F Ben Thomson, 4th (2017)

Skinny: This is a case of a trade that worked out well for both teams. Thomson joined a team trying to surprise and make a run in the east in his last year in the OHL. Kitchener gets two more years out of Robinson.

Win, loss, push: Win 

To Kitchener: F Dominik Kabulik, 2nd (2014), 2nd (2016)

To Sudbury: F Radek Faksa

Skinny: The Rangers pick up an import with potential and one who can stick around for another season as well as two big draft picks. That’s a great return for Faksa, who bowed out in the first round of the playoffs with the Wolves. He was gone next year anyway, so the time to trade was now.

Win, loss, push: Win

To Kitchener: G Hayden Lavigne

To Belleville: 15th (2014), 5th (conditional, 2016)

Skinny: A deep pick on the off chance that Lavigne - who is comitted to NCAA - may come to the Aud. A small price to pay for a position that is hard to fill.

Win, loss, push: Win
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April 02, 2014

Season highlight # 2

011014Rangers5

2. Magyar makes mark

A rookie winning the team scoring title is nothing to scoff at.

And in many ways, Nick Magyar is symbolic of where the Kitchener Rangers hope the team is headed.

It was a rebuilding year at the Aud and the freshman forward was one of the more consistent players on the squad all season.

His 46 points in 66 games was best among the Rangers and the first time a rookie had won the team title since Derek Roy.

The 17-year-old Ohio native was a steal for the Blueshirts, who selected him with their 12th pick in the 2012 draft. He showed good chemistry with fellow rookie Ryan MacInnis on a line that will no doubt be a staple on East Avenue for years to come.

It was a hard season for fans. No playoffs. Few wins. But the beginnings of what could be were on display and, in time, the young group has the potential to blossom.

And Magyar will be right in the middle of it.
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April 01, 2014

Lazarev's stock rising

31MAR14LeoLazarevA0187Waterloo Siskins goalie Leo Lazarev got his wish last week when the Russian was declared eligible for Saturday's OHL draft.

The 16-year-old made a bold move by relocating to Canada with his family in order to pursue his pro hockey dream.

Non North-American goalies are not allowed to be drafted in this year's import draft so the netminder moved to Waterloo and became a resident. His agent Igor Larionov got the good word last week and Lazarev is now expected to go in the first three rounds.

At just 16, he has led the Siskins to the Cherrey Cup (they currently lead Stratford 2-1) and has been, according to coach Chris Lazary, the best goalie in the league.

His stock only rises the further he takes the Siskins on the road to the Sutherland Cup.

Lazarev is eager to get to the OHL and will play anywhere but said if he had his druthers that he'd love to play for the Rangers.

***

Former Rangers centre Radek Faksa has been called up by the Texas Stars, Dallas' farm team in the American Hockey League.

***

Surprised to see that Nick Magyar was omitted from the OHL's rookie of the year nominations.

The Kitchener Rangers winger led the team in scoring and was fourth among freshmen in the OHL points race with 46 points in 66 games.

More surprising is that Kingston's Lawson Crouse, who had 27 points, received a nomination.

Others included Travis Konecny (Ottawa), Mitch Marner (London), Andrew Mangiapone (Barrie), Blake Speers (Soo) and defenceman Travis Dermott (Erie).

Speers also finished with fewer points than Magyar, among forwards nominated.

***

Former Ranger Eric Ming is up for overager of the year.

He'll battle Cameron Brace (Belleville), Dane Fox (Erie), Tyler Gaudet (Soo), Barclay Goodrow (North Bay and Zack Mitchell (Guelph).

An impressive lot.

The Rangers got a fourth and ninth round pick for Ming, who had a career high 32 goals this past season with the Niagara IceDogs.
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Season highlight # 3

Rangers-Knights0146

3. Six-pack of wins

They didn't win many games but a sextet of clashes stands out for the Kitchener Rangers.

And it's the kind of collection that fits into the drive-the-fans-crazy category because it's proof that the Blueshirts could compete when everything was going right.

Sept. 29 - 5-3 over Oshawa. Curtis Meighan game-winning goal.

Oct. 14 - 3-2 OT against London. Evan McEneny game-winning goal.

Nov. 17 - 6-3 doubling of the Soo. Ryan MacInnis game-winning goal.

Nov. 30 - 5-3 versus Barrie. Radek Faksa game-winning goal.

Dec. 28 - 6-2 over Erie. Mike Davies game-winning goal.

Feb. 17 - 6-3 against Erie. Darby Llewellyn game-winning goal.

When you only win 22 games and don't make the playoffs you derive pleasure from defeating the best clubs.

And these were the top giants Kitchener knocked off. All of them have moved on to the second round of the post-season.
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March 31, 2014

Stanley leads pack

032714HockeyPlayer1

Waterloo Wolves defenceman Logan Stanley - all 6-foot-6 of him - stands at the front of an impressive group of local players set for Saturday's OHL draft.

It' s unlikely he'll land with the hometown Kitchener Rangers. He won't go second overall and will likely be snapped up before the Blueshirts pick in the second round.

But there are plenty of Waterloo Region kids who could find their way on to the Rangers' roster in later rounds.

At least two mock drafts have the Rangers selecting Vaughan Kings centre Adam Mascherin with their second overall pick.
March 31, 2014

Season highlight # 4

18OCT13 Rangers 126

4. Kingston comeback, sort of

The season was still young and this is back when the Kitchener Rangers weren't out of the picture by any means.

But the club had hit hard times.

The Rangers were losers of seven straight games and coming off an ugly 7-0 pasting to the Peterborough Petes and morale was low.

A fresh start in Kingston seemed like the perfect tonic but it got off to a rough start. The Fronts scored on their first shot on goal and had a 4-1 lead after the first period.

It appeared that another blowout was in the making.

But the Rangers rebounded with four consecutive goals to take the lead late in the third period before Kingstont tied it up.

The match went to a shootout and the clubs sent 16 skaters to the saw-off. Only Kingston's Roland McKeown - of Listowel - scored.

Kitchener lost 6-5 in the shootout but gained a point to stop the bleeding.

More importantly, the comeback lit a spark with the club and the lads went on to win three of their next four games.

Remember, this was back in November when playoff hopes were still very much alive. As we know, the post-season didn't work out but I'm not sure I ever saw the Rangers happier after a loss than after this tilt at the K-Rock Centre.
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Season highlight # 5

102513Rangers25. Llewellyn's hat trick

It was one of the earlier big wins for the young Kitchener Rangers.

And sophomore Darby Llewellyn was front and centre.

The 17-year-old potted his first OHL hat trick in a 5-3 win against the Barrie Colts, at the Molson Centre to boot back on Nov. 30.

Even better than the hattie was the big picture for Llewellyn. The three-goal performance was a small example of the huge leap he took for the Rangers.

The dual citizen showed the most improvement of any Ranger this past season going from seven goals as a rookie to 25 in his second campaign.

And while things slowed down int the second half - three goals in his last 19 games - Llewellyn's overall performance boosted his stock for this year's NHL draft.
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Season highlight # 6

6. Back-to-back breakaways

The Kitchener Rangers didn't score too many goals this past season.

But the game tying and winning goal from the Feb. 20th clash against Windsor were two real beauties.

First up was Dominik Kubalik, who stole the puck at the Rangers' blueline before storming in and roofing one past Spits' keeper Dalen Kuchmey.

Matia Marcantuoni followed when he picked up an errant Windsor pass and slipped a backhand through Kuchmey's legs to cap the 4-3 win.

The two markers begin at 2:24 in the video.
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Stolarz sticks Ho-Sang

A suspension is brewing down the highway.

London goalie Anthony Stolarz will no doubt be hearing from OHL commish David Branch after giving Windsor's Josh Ho-Sang a love tap on the back of the head with his paddle in last nigh's 10-2 thrashing.

Take a look for yourself.

London leads the series 3-0.

UPDATE: Stolarz got an eight-game suspension Wednesday afternoon.
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Season highlight # 7

122013Rangers67. Iafrate helps out

It was the biggest offensive night of Max Iafrate's career.

The burly blueliner picked up four assists in Kitchener's 5-3 win against Saginaw on Dec. 6.

Only three Rangers collected four points in a game this year - the other two were Justin Bailey and Nick Magyar.

With Ryan Murphy and Frank Corrado leaving to graduation, someone needed to step up in the back end.

And Iafrate more than delivered. He kept his tough, punishing game but added an offensive element that many believed was there, but had yet to really see.

Iafrate went from eight points two years back to 30 this past season, despite missing 11 games.

The Rangers went 0-7 when the fourth-year defenceman missed a seven-game stretch with an injury late in the season. That should give you a taste of what he meant to the club.

It bodes well for Kitchener moving forward. If Iafrate - currently with the AHL's Lake Erie Monsters - returns for an OA year, the team will have an impact player on the blueline.
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March 25, 2014

The goal? More goals

092713Rangers2

The Kitchener Rangers didn't see too many scenes like the one above this past season. At least not enough to get into the post-season.

The club potted 200 markers total. That was good for second worst in the OHL's western conference.

The team needs to up that amount if it wants to progress in the manner management is expecting.

So how does it happen? Well, it might not be too far fetched to see the Rangers pot 300 or more goals next season.

Sounds crazy, I know. But take a look at the numbers.

The look of the team may change a bit by puck drop in September, but for the sake of working with what we know, let's keep it to current rostered players.

As mentioned, the Rangers scored 200 goals, they lose 25 next season with the departure of Radek Faksa, Ben Thomson, Evan McEnny, Eric Ming and Ben Fanelli.

That's 125 goals to make up to hit 300.

I'm not saying it will happen, but here's how it could (player, goals from last season and projection for the next campaign).

First, the biggies.

Justin Bailey, 25 to 35: He's an elite guy in the making with a knack for the net. Natural progression, ice-time and linemates suggest he could see a 10-goal increase.

Ryan MacInnis, 16 to 25: A potential first or second round pick in this year's NHL draft is going to be expected to score more. He has shown flashes and a nine goal increase as a sophomore isn't unrealistic.

Matia Marcantuoni, 15 to 25: Expecting the overager (if he returns) to set a career high in goals may be asking a bit much. But he has the speed and skill to do it. And as an OA, it's his year to shine. Consider he more than doubled his goal total year over year this past season despite playing fewer games.

Brandon Robinson, 7 to 25: This is the X-factor. He scored three goals in 25 games for the Rangers but injuries disrupted his season. He had 15 and 17 respectively in each season with Brampton/North Bay before arriving at the Aud. It's there, things just have to break right.

The next tier.

Brent Pedersen, 18 to 25: Pedersen is becoming a good power forward. He has improved his goal total every year in the league and his fourth should be no different. Seven more ginos isn't asking a lot.

Nick Magyar, 20 to 25: Let's not put too much pressure on the Rangers' leading goal scorer from this past season. Yes, he has the skill to do more, but a 25-goal campaign would be pretty sweet for a guy who also likes to dish the puck.

Darby Llewellyn, 25 to 25: Another no pressure situation. Llewellyn's torrid pace slowed in the second half and I think Rangers fans would be more than happy with another 25-goal season. Anything more would be a bonus.

Dominik Kubalik, 18 to 20: He's already practically there. He had 17 as a rookie and 18 last year. Two more? No problem.

Curtis Meighan, 11 to 20: This is based purely on the Ming/Thomson model, both of whom set career highs in goal scoring during their OA year (33 and 27). Meighan's confidence surged this season and the results showed. Onward and upward.

Mason Kohn 9 to 15: He was one of the hottest Rangers to end the season. He's still very young and undersized but plays big. Ice-time may be an issue but he's the kind of guy who would find a way to bag 15.

Max Iafrate 8 to 15: He's coming off his best year and will be a steady force during his OA season (again, assuming he doesn't sign a free agent deal and move on). He gets PP time and has a lumbering shot. He more than tripled his point total this year with increased ice time.

Second overall draft pick 0 to 15: The Rangers are going to get a stud with their first round draft pick. Whoever it is, will be an impact rookie. Pencil in 15 for said lad.

The rest.

Mike Davies 5 to 10: The first round draft pick will be looking to rebound after a quiet year offensively. Skill is there for a small increase.

Logan Schmidt, 2 to 8: Gets PP time, collected 23 assists. If a few of those don't get tipped in, he'll see more goals.

Frank Hora 1 to 5: Like Schmidt, I don't think it's outrageous to expect a modest uptick in goals.

Scott Teskey and Jimmy Soper, 4 to 8 (combined): They're role players but doubling their totals second time around with the Rangers is doable.

Dylan Di Perna, Dmitrii Sergeev, Doug Blaisdell, 4 to 10 (combined): Nothing against these guys but not everyone is going to go on a scoring spree. And somebody has to play defence. Still, small improvements should be expected.

Do the math and that's 311 goals, which would have ranked fourth best in the west this year.

Is it going to happen? Probably not. But I think it's a good measuring stick of a best-case scenario.

At the very least, it provides a flash of the potential of the group moving ahead.

Things may not be so dour next season after all.
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Season highlight # 8

092013Rangers2

8. Home opener

Ah, the good ol' first game.

It's a great time of the year. So much hope. The entire season ahead. Anything is possible.

And what a treat it was for fans.

The first glimpse of the young crew was so promising.

The team doubled Saginaw 4-2. Darby Llewellyn potted a pair while Justin Bailey and Matia Marcantuoni added singles.

The offence was rolling and fired 56 shots on Spirit goalie Jake Paterson.

But it wasn't just the sheer number of shots that impressed. It was how they came about.

The game was wide open.There were drop passes, skillful stickwork and creativity oozed.

Sadly, it didn't last.

But for one night, it appeared as though the Rangers were going to be a surprise team in the western conference.
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March 24, 2014

Season highlight #9

031414RangersFarewell4

9. Positive attitude

Ok, ok I know.

I feel a little greasy for even typing it.

Yes, this isn't Peewee hockey. And positive attitude has about as much stock as "participation ribbon."

But hear me out.

This was a bad season. Historically bad. Worst in 20 years (and I'm sure the Rangers are sick of me pointing that out). But it's the truth.

There were some beatdowns this past season. Serious beatdowns. There were some really deflating losses. There were too many "wins in the bank" that turned into confusing defeats. The team lost its last 11 games for crying out loud.

Some squads might have mounted a mutiny on the coaching staff. Some might have checked out and given up. Some players might have nudged their agents to do the ol' "my guy would be open to a trade, just sayin" approach.

Instead, from all accounts - personal viewing, talking to staff and players (several times) - this team stuck together through it all.

And in the year they had, that's saying something.

It bodes well for next year when almost everyone can come back. It also says something about the coaching staff and management, which some fans have ripped.

Look, I realize this reeks of homerism a bit. But there is merit to the no-quit attitude the club showed.

That being said, while the warm and fuzzy feelings toward unity is great, next season it needs to start producing victories. Full stop.

As for reasons the personalities jived? A big one is the guy in the photo as well as the other vets on the club.
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March 22, 2014

Looking ahead

29JUL13HiebertA0109

Rm_Chychrun04It's time to turn the page on the 2013-14 season.

That's the message coming from the Kitchener Rangers.

It was a disappointing season in a lot of ways (not making the playoffs). In other ways, it worked out well (developing players).

But general manager Murray Hiebert is ready and eager to take the next step as a franchise.

The needs? More scoring first and foremost.

Part of the solution to that exists in the natural progression of players in the OHL. The young guns will get stronger, faster and wiser with a year under their belt and should produce more next season.

Hiebert likes his core and said he wants to grow with the group he has. But that doesn't mean he won't make a few additions if needed.

One major boost will be from the OHL draft.

The Kitchener Rangers have the second overall pick and the leading candidates to go one-two overall appear to be defenceman Jakob Chychrun (right) and scoring forward Adam Mascherin.

The Sarnia Sting have the first pick and are expected to take Chychrun.

Kitchener has five picks in the first three rounds in a solid draft. Not much separates picks 15 to 50 according to one independent scout. And the selection is heavy on good goalies for the first time in years.

I'd be surprised if Kitchener didn't take a netminder at some point

With so many roster spots locked up and so many prospects already signed the Rangers also have the luxury in the draft of taking chances on kids wiht high upside but who are one to two years away from joining the league.

It makes for a interesting draft day on April 5.
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March 21, 2014

Season highlight # 10

021414Rangers3

It's time for my annual top ten season highlights for the Kitchener Rangers.

And this year, it's no easy task.

Finding 10 defining moments in a year where the club won just 22 games and didn't make the playoffs was challenging.

But, I think I've got 10 that make sense. So here we go.

10. Rookies showcased

One thing you can't accuse the Rangers of doing is burying their prospects.

There was no shortening the bench this season that's for sure. And if there was a year to give the freshmen class a chance to learn on the job - in all situations - this was it.

Check out the list of first-year players who saw ice-time this season: Nick Magyar, Ryan MacInnis, Mason Kohn (in photo), Frank Hora, Mike Davies, Dmitrii Sergeev, Logan Schmidt, Doug Blaisdell, Matt Greenfield, Jimmy Soper, Jacob  Cascagnette, James Mense-Dietrich and Mark Bzowey.

Insane.

But hey, at least the team got a better sense of their capabilities moving forward. And that's a huge plus for a rebuilding franchise that is looking to take a big step next season.

You can't underestimate the development curve in the OHL. Simply put, it takes time to learn how to play in the league.

The Rangers are hoping this season's trial by fire will mean big gains for the budding sophomores.
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March 19, 2014

Iafrate's blast noticed

There was little love for the Kitchener Rangers from skippers across the league.

Just one nod in the annual coaches poll, which recognizes 60 players in each conference.

Defenceman Max Iafrate's blast was honoured as the second hardest shot in the OHL's western conference.

Guelph's Nick Ebert beat him while Darnell Nurse of the Soo was third.

I'd expect to see more Rangers on the list next year.
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Playoff predictions

PalazzeseTime to fill out your bracket.

No, not the March Madness one. I'm talking first round OHL playoffs.

The Kitchener Rangers may be out but there are tons of local connections and interesting story lines to follow.

The obvious is to jump on the Sudbury Wolves bandwagon. It is ex-Ranger heavy with coach Paul Fixter, goalie Frank Palazzese and forwards Radek Faksa and Matt Schmalz.

There's Ben Thomson up in North Bay, Josh Sterk east in Oshawa, Eric Ming (who is off ot Queen's University next season) down in Niagara and Evan McEneny with the Fronts.

The only upset I have in the first round is Sudbury over Barrie in seven.

Too one-sided in the west, so that means Guelph, Erie, London and the Soo are moving on. Can't see Oshawa, Kingston or North Bay losing either.

Round 2? That's where it gets interesting.

My pre-season prediction was a London-Kingston final. Not sure that's going to pan out, but I won't flip flop now.

Posted at 09:11 AM  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

  Reblog (0)   

March 18, 2014

From the vault

Hi_j0139(2)

Check out this gem I dug up from the Record archives.

After selecting Brian Bellows first overall in the 1980 OHL draft, the forward told the paper:

"Really, I'm not too enthusiastic about going to Kitchener. I just don't think that going to a bottom-place team is the best thing. Usually it takes a couple of years to get out of the losing trend.

"I've also heard that the organization isn't that well, but maybe if I find out more, it will be different. I could end up liking it there, but as of now, I'm just not keen on it."

Two years later, Bellows led the Rangers to their first Memorial Cup victory.

***

Kitchener has five picks in the first three rounds of this year's OHL draft.

A first, second and three thirds - Oshawa's pick (from Josh Sterk deal), Sudbury's pick (from Radek Faksa deal) and their own (which returned to Kitchener from the Soo when Zachary Aston-Reese never signed with the club).
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March 17, 2014

MVP: Justin Bailey

Rangers-Sting0127

Captain Ben Fanelli was a triple winner at the Kitchener Rangers’ annual awards banquet.

The 21-year-old defenceman ended his tenure with the Blueshirts by taking the community service, most popular player and best defensive ability trophies in the ballroom at Bingemans Monday night.

Fanelli has been a mainstay throughout Waterloo Region with his Head Strong: Fanelli 4 Brain Injury Awareness campaign and other team endeavours. The Oakville native also logged a ton of minutes as half of the club’s top defensive pairing and appeared in 63 games.

Sophomore winger Justin Bailey was named the team’s most valuable player.

The Buffalo Sabres second round draft pick had his season cut short due to an upper body injury but still finished with 25 goals and 18 assists in 54 games, good for second in team scoring.

First-year forward Nick Magyar — who led the club with 46 points — shared the rookie of the year honour with teammate Ryan MacInnis. The pair played the bulk of the season on the Rangers’ most effective line. MacInnis finished the season with 16 goals and 21 assists and is expected to go late in the first round or early in the second round in this year’s NHL draft.

Magyar also received the Jim Reilly Trophy as scoring champion.

Winger Darby Llewellyn double dipped during his breakthrough season, taking the Three-Star Award and most improved player. Llewellyn potted seven goals as a rookie but had 25 this past season.

Veteran Curtis Meighan was the only Ranger to play all 68 games this season and had just 16 penalty minutes in that span. For his efforts, the centre was named most gentlemanly player and grabbed the Jim McGeachie Memorial Trophy for outstanding team effort.

Kitchener native Logan Schmidt was the most improved Kitchener Minor Hockey Association grad while fellow blueliner Max Iafrate was named best offensive defenceman. Iafrate had a career-best eight goals and 22 assists in 57 games.

***

For comparison, my awards were:

MVP: Curtis Meighan

Top blueliner: Max Iafrate

Most improved: Darby Llewellyn

Top goalie: Jordan DeKort/Matt Greenfield

Top rookie: Nick Magyar
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Veterans called up

Kitchener Rangers forward Matia Marcantuoni has been called up to Wilkes-Barre Scranton of the American Hockey League.

The Pittsburgh Penguins draft pick is on an entry level contract with the Pens and will join the team's farm club later this week.

Defenceman Max Iafrate is also AHL-bound. He has been invited to workout with the Lake Erie Monsters (Colorado Avalanche). Iafrate has not been drafted and is a free agent invitee.

Meanwhile, forward Justin Bailey's shoulder injury continues to heal slowly.
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March 14, 2014

Windsor 3, Kitchener 2 (SO)

An exciting comeback for Kitchener last night fell short in a 7-6 shootout loss.

Only in Sarnia can that happen and then all THREE stars go to Sting players. What a farce.

We're moving on here.

Windsor arrives at the Aud tonight for the final game of the season. Kitchener is 1-2 against the Spits this season and riding a season worst 10-game losing streak.

The Spits aren't going anywhere. They will finish fifth in the west.

As of now, the Rangers have the second overall pick in the OHL draft and fourth pick in the CHL import draft.

Sarnia has the first overall selection locked up. Kitchener can get the second or third, depending how the point totals break down with Belleville, who are currently two points up on the Rangers.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Curtis Meighan-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Ryan MacInnis-Darby Llewellyn

Dominik Kubalik-Matia Marcantuoni-Max Iafrate

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (9-22-0-1).

Windsor:

Ben Johnson-Brady Vail-Ryan Foss

Steven Janes-Remy Giftopoulos-Josh Ho-Sang

Ryan Moore-Sam Povorozniouk-Cristiano DiGiacinto

Brody Milne-Chris Cobham-Nikita Yazkov

Graeme Brown-Eric Diodati

Pat Sanvido-Adam Bateman

Anthony Kotsovos-Cameron Hughes

Alex Fotinos (21-10-1-0).

Game summary

Puck points:

- Mentioned it in a Tweet and I'll say it again. I'll be surprised if forward Nick Magyar isn't a captain one day for the Rangers. He just seems to have the right mix of skill, confidence and smarts.

- Interesting to see Iafrate up front. He delivered a check in the first, rocking Spits d-man Adam Bateman. That hard hitting element has been missing from Rangers forwards this season and will need to be addressed moving forward.

- This game kind of summed up the Kitchener Rangers season. Poised to win, looking good for flashes and then it all comes apart. Symptoms of a young team but boy it would have been nice to send the fans home with a win tonight.

- That's 11 straight losses for the Rangers to end the season. They haven't won at home since Feb. 17.

- Notice (to regulars) I didn't Tweet about Matt Greenfield's shutout bid. He deserved better tonight.

- I'm told by GM Murray Hiebert that none of the team's NHL draft picks have been asked to go to AHL teams (as of Friday).

- The coaching staff sure deserves a break. Must have been a lot of grey hairs this season.

- Heard lots of players are going to work on power skating in the off-season. It can only help.

- The Rangers officially now have the second overall pick in the OHL and fourth overall pick in CHL import draft.

- For those wondering, the blog will live on in the off-season. I'll have news, reflections and other tidbits along the way. Before you know it, it'll be August and training camp will be here.

JB's final top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Mason Kohn, Dmitrii Sergeev

March 13, 2014

Remembering Terry Trafford

DSC_6171

Guelph won its eighth contest against the Kitchener Rangers last night.

They swept the season series, set a new franchise record for points in a season (105) and the Rangers lost their ninth straight game.

But there was more going on at the Sleeman Centre.

Former Saginaw Spirit centre Terry Trafford was on the minds of players, fans and hockey folks.

The 20-year-old was found dead in his truck Tuesday after being sent home by the Spirit for disciplinary reasons. Foul play is not suspected.

By all accounts, he was a happy guy who loved to make people laugh. And that makes the turn of events that much harder to deal with.

Rangers centre Matia Marcantuoni and Guelph captain Matt Finn both knew Trafford well. Both played alongside him. And both, like many, are trying to make sense of the tragedy.

Marcantuoni added "T.T" and "No. 16" to his stick last night. He promised to play an inspired game and finished with two assists.

The Storm held a moment of silence for the Toronto native before the game. I'd expect the Rangers will do the same thing Friday during the final game of the season at the Aud.

Kitchener is off to Sarnia tonight.
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March 12, 2014

Guelph 7, Kitchener 3

What the heck is going on out there?

An hour shovelling the driveway is a phrase I shouldn't have to type at this time of the year. At least the roadie was just to Guelph and not up north. The past two years, the season has wrapped up in the Soo.

So Guelph goes for the season sweep tonight. The Storm has never swept an eight-game series against the Rangers.

But neither has Kitchener. The Rangers were 7-1  against their Royal City foes two years back, 6-1-0-1 in 2007-08 and 5-1-2 in 2002-03.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Curtis Meighan-Nick Magyar

Mason Kohn-Ryan MacInnis-Brandon Robinson

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Max Iafrate

Dmitrii Sergeev-Dylan Di Perna

Matt Greenfield (9-21-0-1) starts.

Guelph:

Kerby Rychel-Robby Fabbri-Zack Mitchell

Brock McGinn-Jason Dickinson-Scott Kosmachuk

Ryan Horvat-Stephen Pierog-Justin Auger

Chadd Bauman-Pius Suter-Adam Craievich

Matt Finn-Garrett McFadden

Nick Ebert-Zac Leslie

Ben Harpur-Phil Baltisberger

Matt Mancina (16-5-1-1) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Max Iafrate returned after missing seven games with an upper body injury.

- Guelph goalie Matt Mancina gets his first start against the Rangers in eight games this season.

- I think this is going to be a busy summer at the Aud with lots of off-season moves. So many players under contract, so few positions. Lots of high draft picks coming as well, even in the CHL import draft.

- Matt Greenfield deserved better tonight. Team defence was not at its best. But that's not to discredit Guelph who are an awesome side that makes some big time plays.

- Jimmy Soper scored his first OHL goal in game No. 48. He's been getting chances of late and finally broke the goose egg.

- Guelph set a single season points record (105) with the win. Amazingly, Erie can still catch them for top spot in the OHL.

- What a year to be in the midwest. Guelph and Erie have hit the 100 point mark and London is at 99.

- The Storm has outscored Kitchener 46-14 in eight games this year. That is not a typo.

- I really miss Guelph GM Mike Kelly's hand slaps to the desk in the pressbox in frustration. The architect hasn't had much to be upset over this season, that's for sure.

- Rangers' winger Brandon Robinson left the game in the first period with an upper body injury and did not return.

- How did the Storm celebrate the win? By playing Carly Rae Jepsen's "Call Me Maybe" in the dressing room.

JB's top three Rangers: Dominik Kubalik, Matia Marcantuoni, Jimmy Soper
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Fanelli's farewell

18SEP13RangersA0570

It's that time of year.

Three games to go for the Kitchener Rangers and when you peer down the roster one name sticks out: Ben Fanelli.

The captain is the only player who can't return next year. His five year OHL career ends Friday, fittingly at the Aud.

Perhaps no other Ranger has captured the hearts of fans like the Oakville native.

From prospect to brutal brain injury to his comeback and now as captain. It has been an eventful ride for the defenceman in a Rangers' uniform.

It will be an emotional week for Fanelli. One he'll share with fans, teammates and his family.
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March 10, 2014

Season standouts

122013Rangers6Three games to go until the Kitchener Rangers wrap up their season.

Last week, I selected my team MVP and in keeping with the theme, it's time to dish out some other awards - rookie of the year, biggest surprise, most improved player, top goalie and top defenceman.

Rookie of the year: Nick Magyar

With 15 first year players on the roster this season, this was easily the award with the most competition.

The winner was a bit of a no-brainer. Magyar is tied for the team lead in scoring with 43 points and will likely become the first rookie since Derek Roy to win the Rangers' scoring title, assuming Justin Bailey (upper body) doesn't return.

The Ohio native sits fourth in OHL rookie scoring and has been one of the most consistent players on the roster all season.

He's expected to go anywhere from the second to fourth round in the upcoming NHL draft and will be a key piece in next season's offence.

Honourable mentions: Frank Hora, Ryan MacInnis

Biggest surprise: Logan Schmidt

I'm not sure anyone, except maybe Schmidt himself, figured the free agent signee would be a regular and the second leading scorer among Rangers' blueliners this season.

And while he looks a tad fatigued of late - entirely understandable given the minutes he's logged - the puck moving defenceman is no doubt the nicest surprise from the first-year lot.

He has found a home on the power play and has made the transition from Jr. B to the OHL with relative ease.

Honourable mentions: Frank Hora, Darby Llewellyn

Most improved player: Darby Llewellyn

The Michigan native went from a seven goal rookie campaing to 24 this season. He's just one marker away from tying team leader Justin Bailey.

Llewellyn has also increased his point total from 13 to 35 and because of it, is pegged to go in this year's NHL draft.

The 17-year-old has tailed off down the stretch - he has two goals in his past 16 games - but that happens to younger players. Had he kept up the pace, he would be in the team MVP discussion.

Nonetheless, he is a big piece up front moving forward.

Honourable mentions: Curtis Meighan, Max Iafrate

Top goalie: Jordan DeKort and Matt Greenfield

Hey, it's tough to pick one goalie in a year where both have split netminding duties.

The duo has flip flopped starts for about half the season which makes it hard to pick one over the other.

Besides, they have had similar performances by looking unbeatable at times to showing that there is a lot of improvement to be had.

Honestly, I'm not sure the issue of next year's starter has been resolved at this point. My guess is that the job goes to whoever starts the season off the hottest. Until then, we may see more shared duty in the crease.

Top defenceman: Max Iafrate

He brings toughness, grit and an offensive touch.

Iafrate's 29 points was a career high and led all Rangers' blueliners.

He has been a reliable d-man in a year that has seen a lot of new faces in the back end. 

The Rangers are 0-7 since he left the lineup with an upper body injury. And I think that really underscores his impact on the club.

Iafrate is set to return next season as an overage player.

Honourable mentions: Ben Fanelli, Frank Hora

March 08, 2014

Erie 7, Kitchener 3

It's the last big road trip for the Rangers tonight, at least for this season.

Kitchener is looking to rebound from an ugly 10-5 loss to London last night. The reward? A date with Erie, the third best team in the OHL.

But the Rangers have handled the Otters well this season going 2-3 in the season series. The last time these two teams clashed (Feb. 17), the Blueshirts won 6-3.

And while Kitchener is out of the running for the post-season, Erie is jockeying for position with the Guelph Storm and London Knights atop the western conference.

So, there is something to play for. Positioning for the Otters. Spoiler for the Rangers.

Forward Justin Bailey leads the Rangers with five points against Erie this season but remains out with an upper body injury.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Curtis Meighan-Nick Magyar

Brandon Robinson-Ryan MacInnis-Mason Kohn

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (9-20-0-1) starts.

Erie:

Dane Fox-Connor McDavid-Connor Brown

Michael Curtis-Dylan Strome-Andrew Burakovsky

Jake Evans-Brendan Gaunce-Joel Wigle

Quentin Maksimovich-Pat Murphy-Nick Betz

Cory Genovese-Adam Pelech

Kurtis MacDermid-Spencer Abraham

Travis Dermott-Troy Donnay

Oscar Dansk (28-9-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Interesting to see GM Murray Hiebert and scout Rob Hunter at the game in Erie. The Otters are going to have eight overage players next year and be in a bit of transition. Though, they will still have some major talent in Connor McDavid and Dylan Strome.

- Rangers' forward Darby Llewellyn went down hard after taking a hit from Erie's Jake Evans midway through the second period. He was attended to by trainer Dan Lebold but skated off the ice on his own. He missed the rest of the period but returned for the third.

- Kitchener's fourth line of Mike Davies, Jimmy Soper and Scott Teskey got caught in a big mismatch against the McDavid line throughout the match. Still, Soper, who is the only regular yet to score this season, had three scoring chances but couldn't convert.

- After going eight games without a goal, Ryan MacInnis has scored in back-to-back contests.

- Erie goalie Oscar Dansk was yanked mid-second period after allowing identical goals to MacInnis and Nick Magyar - snapshots from just to his right.

- Matt Greenfield allowed five goals for the second straight night and, for the second consecutive night, made some eye popping saves despite the loss.

- The Rangers had just 10 shots in the final two periods.

- Kitchener has lost its past eight games.

JB's top three Rangers: Brandon Robinson, Ryan MacInnis, Frank Hora
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March 07, 2014

London 10, Kitchener 5

So the math finally caught up with the Kitchener Rangers.

Plymouth's 4-3 win against Niagara last night put the final nail in the playoff coffin for the Blueshirts, who are now officially eliminated from post-season contention.

I guess you can look at it two ways. First, the team underachieved and didn't make the playoffs. But second, at least they were playing meaningful games until five games to go in the season.

So what's the reward? How about a date with the London Knights, who are not on cruise control but instead fighting hard for wins to snatch the third seed in the west, currently held by Erie.

The Rangers have a chance to play spoiler in how the standings shake down since they host London tonight and are off to Erie (a game that is sold out) tomorrow.

We'll have lots of time to break down what worked and what didn't in the season that was as well as get a grasp of what is available with the high pick the Rangers will inherit in the OHL draft.

For now, let's get through the remaining five games.

Kitchener:

Brent Pedersen-Curtis Meighan-Nick Magyar

Brandon Robinson-Ryan MacInnis-Mason Kohn

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Jordan DeKort (10-18-2-0) starts.

London:

Max Domi-Chris Tierney-Josh Anderson

Matt Rupert-Ryan Rupert-Mitch Marner

Gemel Smith-Michael McCarron-Chandler Yakimowicz

Tait Seguin-Owen MacDonald-Josh Defarias

Brady Austin-Zach Bell

Nikita Zadorov-Brett Welychka

Tim Bender-Aiden Jamieson

Anthony Stolarz (22-5-1-1) starts

Puck points:

- London forward Bo Horvat is out with a lower body injury suffered in Thursday's game against the Soo.

- I wonder if anyone has had a harder four-game series than the one Kitchener is riding right now - Guelph, London, Erie and then Guelph.

- Waterloo Siskins defenceman Josh Defarias was called up for Friday's tilt and played forward for the Knights.

- Ryan MacInnis' first period PP marker was his first goal in the past nine games.

- Rangers' goalie Jordan DeKort was yanked in the second after allowing five goals on 15 shots. Matt Greenfield gave up five goals on 25 shots.

- London erupted for six second period goals. Gemel Smith continues his ownage of the Rangers. He has 12 points in eight games vs. Kitchener, including four points Friday.

- Ben Fanelli was called for a double minor high sticking on Max Domi and the Knights took advantage by scoring two PP goals. Domi went down hard but stayed out for the power play.

- A contrast of two clubs tonight - one in rebuilding mode, the other at the top of its game.

- The playoff watch turns to the OHL pick watch. Kitchener can get anywhere from the first to the fourth overall pick in the upcoming draft. But it looks as though it will either be the second or third as Sarnia has the first one all but locked up.

- Brent Pedersen scores two for Kitchener for his first multi-goal game of the season.

JB's top three Rangers: Brent Pedersen, Curtis Meighan, Dylan Di Perna
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March 06, 2014

The OHL 10

Now that I'm back in the saddle, let's resurrect the OHL 10.

1. The playoff hopes of the Kitchener Rangers - while slim - remain alive thanks to the Erie Otters, who pounded the Plymouth Whalers 11-2 last night. The Pod needs just one point to clinch that final post-season spot in the west and take on the Niagara IceDogs tonight.

2. How about the playoff race in the east? One point separates Niagara, Ottawa and Missisauga for the last two post-season berths. Nothing against the Fish, but I'd like to see the 67's and Poochies sneak in.

3. There has been lots of chatter about the need for the Rangers to find a goalie for next year. But consider this - the tandem of Jordan DeKort and Matt Greenfield (who flip flop starts) has allowed 2.3 goals per game over the last 13 contests. Before that, the Rangers were giving up 4.32 markers per game. And the current stretch incluces a six-game Rangers' losing streak.

4. OHL award time. My vote for league MVP goes to (in order) Oshawa's Scott Laugton, Erie's Connor Brown and Sam Bennett of Kingston. Rookie of the year is London's Mitch Marner. Top goalie Matt Murray of the Soo.

5. The toughest call is the league's best defenceman. Hard to overlook Nikita Zadorov's impact since returning to London but he only has 31 games under his belt. The Soo's Darnell Nurse has been a force, Matt Finn is a stud in Guelph and Anthony DeAngelo (SAR) and Jesse Graham (SAG) are turning in surprising seasons. But my nod goes to Slatter Koekkoek in Windsor.

6. Already looking ahead to next year's Rangers? Well, everyone can return except captain Ben Fanelli. But it's going to be a serious fight for jobs when you consider that Jacob Cascagnette, Ty Learn, James Mense-Dietrich, Scott Pedersen, Kegan Blasby and Mark Bzowey are all under contract. Add to that a first, second and two third round picks in this year's draft and three top prospects currently 0n the U.S. U-17 squad who could come to the Aud and it's getting crowded.

7. Not too many Rangers among league leaders this year but Darby Llewellyn is tied for third in shootout conversion. He's 3-for-4. Ex-Ranger, and Waterloo native, Zach Lorentz has the most shootout goals at 10-for-14.

8. It doesn't sit right that the Soo could get the second seed in the west despite being up to 10 points back of teams behind them in the conference standings. I'll continue to reiterate that the OHL needs to implement a 1-through-16 seeding, regardless of conference, for the playoffs.

9. Lots of talk about Tank Nation for the Rangers. And it's really moot, not that I see anyone on the team or in management ever subscribing to that theory. Kitchener's chances of getting the first overall selection are about as good as the team cracking the post-season.

10. Lower seeded clubs that may pull off a first round playoff upset - Peterborough in the east, Saginaw in the west.
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March 05, 2014

The Greener side

Rangers2

It was a win-lose scenario for the Kitchener Rangers Tuesday night.

The lads lost 2-0 to the Guelph Storm for the - ugh - seventh time this season. Talk about having the Rangers' number.

On the positive side, goalie Matt Greenfield turned in a gem, allowing just one goal on 51 shots. This, after giving up seven to the Storm the last time the two clubs met.

And in a year that is shaping up to be the worst in two decades, you take pleasure in small things. For the Rangers, of late, that means some solid goaltending by Greenfield and cohort Jordan DeKort.

Since the Feb. 4 blowout to Guelph (a 10-4 loss), the duo has settled down in between the pipes and allowed more than three goals just twice in 13 games.

It's scoring that has been the issue recently, not goaltending. And that's one good sign moving forward.
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March 04, 2014

Guelph 2, Kitchener 0

Oh dear, another date with the Guelph Storm.

Though I guess if there was ever a time to break the slump, tonight's game would be it.

Consider that the Storm is 6-0 against the Rangers this year. The last time they played Kitchener it was a 10-4 drubbing. If all that isn't motivation to stick it to the OHL's best team, I don't know what is.

The Storm is sitting at Gretzky (99 points) in the standings and looking to pass the century mark tonight.

Kitchener hasn't come within three goals of Guelph in any game this season and is mired in a five-game losing skid.

Forward Nick Magyar returns from a two-game absence because of the flu.

Rangers:

Mason Kohn-Ryan MacInnis-Nick Magyar

Brandon Robinson-Curtis Meighan-Brent Pedersen

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mike Davies-Jimmy Soper-Scott Teskey

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (9-18-0-1) starts.

Guelph:

Kerby Rychel-Robby Fabbri-Zack Mitchell

Brock McGinn-Jason Dickinson-Scott Kosmachuk

Ryan Horvat-Stephen Pierog-Justin Auger

Chadd Bauman-Pius Suter-Adam Craievich

Ben Harpur-Phil Baltisberger

Nick Ebert-Zac Leslie

Matt Finn-Steven Trojanovic

Justin Nichols (33-6-1-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- Nothing against curling, which I think is a fine sport. But showing the Brier pre-game at the Aud doesn't exactly pump up the crowd. There are kids crawling all over seats, just looking for something to get them going and all they have is the soft tones of Vic Rauter's voice.

- Guelph's Zac Leslie skated around the Storm net in the final seconds of warm-up to be the last guy off the ice. I remember when the Rangers would never let that happen. If memory serves, it was Ryan Murphy who would hang around to be last for home games all the while giving the stink eye to the foes down at the other end of the rink. Where has that swagger gone?

- Kitchener will likely know if they are still alive in the playoffs by Friday's game. Plymouth needs one point to clinch the final post-season spot and plays tomorrow and Thursday.

- A nice rebound for goalie Matt Greenfield. He allowed seven goals in the last game against Guelph (a 10-4 loss) but made 49 saves tonight while giving up just one goal.

- Some great energy by Mason Kohn around the Guelph net. A few extra whacks that got the Storm brewing.

- A sparse crowd at the Aud tonight. Didn't stop a few fans from the "Let's Go Rangers" chants.

- Tons of scouts at this one. Brandon Robinson's name came up quite a bit.

- Dylan Di Perna delivered a nasty, but clean, hit only to be jumped by Stephen Pierog for a follow-up fight. Unfortunate as it was a good bodycheck.

- Justin Nichols has shut out the Rangers three times this season.

- Guelph has the chance to sweep the eight-game season series next Wednesday at the Sleeman Centre. You can bet Kitchener will be up for that one.

- Zack Mitchell, goal, assist and three-year contract with the Minny Wild. A good day.

JB's top three Rangers: Matt Greenfield, Doug Blaisdell, Matia Marcantuoni
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March 03, 2014

A case for Curtis Meighan

DSC_9650

If you missed the weekend that was in Rangersland I have your back.

Two games, two losses and the chances of hitting the post-season are dwindling fast.

And with the end of the regular season in sight - there are six games to go - it got me thinking of the annual team awards.

I'll take my stab at some of them this week.

First up is MVP, and I can guarantee you that my pick is not obvious. I'm making a case for role player Curtis Meighan.

Yes, that is correct. But hear me out.

First, one could argue that no one deserves the MVP award in a year that sees the club miss the playoffs or miraculously squeak into the last spot in the dying days of the schedule.

But that's no fun and I doubt the Rangers share that logic.

So, if I had my way it would go to Meighan. It's not a sexy choice. But consider the facts.

There is no clear cut choice offensively for the Rangers this season. It doesn't look - in part due to injuries - that anyone is going to crack the 50-point barrier. Heck, only two guys may finish the season with more than 40 points.

Had Justin Bailey not gotten hurt and finished the year with 30 goals and 50 points, he'd be well in the discussion. But at this point, a timetable for his return is unknown.

With no elite offensive weapon, that just means we look to the back end, right? There have been some pleasant surprises, especially rookies Frank Hora and Logan Schmidt. Dmitrii Sergeev has developed nicely of late and Max Iafrate is having a career year.

But that breakthrough shutdown d-man isn't there, at least for MVP honours. And it's just as indecisive in net where neither Matt Greenfield or Jordan DeKort have established themselves as the team's No. 1 goalie.

So we have to dig deeper for MVP. On to Meighan.

* He's the only player on the Rangers (out of 36) who has played every game this season.

* In a year where the Rangers have allowed the second most goals against in the west, he remains a plus player and has been one for almost the entire season. He's one of only two on the team on the right side of that equation. The other is Sergeev, who has played 19 fewer games.

* He has set career highs in goals (10), assists (22) and points (32). That has him fifth in team scoring but only 11 back of Bailey, who leads the squad.

* He's probably the only centre on the team who has played with every winger. He's been the pivot on every line, even the fourth, and never complains about it.

* He's one of, if not the, best faceoff man on the team.

* He is a key penalty killer and one of the best shot blockers.

* He keeps his emotions in check and is never a liability on the ice. And, from all accounts, he's a positive influence in the locker room.

* He's one of only a few Rangers who has increased his point total in the second half of the season as the team fights for a playoff spot.

So, there you have it. To me, Meighan is the man.

Honourable mentions: Justin Bailey, Nick Magyar, Max Iafrate
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March 01, 2014

Sault Ste. Marie 2, Kitchener 1

It's bitterly cold outside and the music inside the Essar Centre is hair band heavy three hours before puck drop.

Two signs you know you're in the Soo.

And it's all good. Part of the charm of the north.

Kitchener looks to snap a four game losing skid and remain relevant in the chase for the final playoff spot. The Rangers lost 5-2 last night in Saginaw but were missing forwards Justin Bailey and Nick Magyar and blueliner Max Iafrate. The trio is out tonight as well.

The Soo is unbeaten in the past two and comfortably in second in the OHL's western conference. The 'Hounds are 2-1 vs. the Rangers this season, so far.

Rangers' coach Troy Smith is shaking up the wings a bit tonight.

Kitchener:

Darby Llewellyn-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Mason Kohn-Ryan MacInnis-Brandon Robinson

Brent Pedersen-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mark Bzowey-Jimmy Soper-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Jordan DeKort (10-17-2-0) starts.

Soo:

Sergey Tolchinsky-Jared McCann-Andrew Fritsch

Jean Dupuy-David Miller-Dylan Corson

Patrick Watling-Tyler Gaudet-Bryan Moore

Jorgen Karterud-Charley Graaskamp-Blake Speers

Darnell Nurse-Alex Gubranson

Kyle Jenkins-Tyler Ganly

Tyler Hore-Colton White

Brandon Halverson (8-6-0-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

 - A strong first few shifts by the Rangers fizzles into a four shot period. Some great puck movement on their first PP but no shots on net.

- Surprised not to see Marcantuoni or Robinson out on the PP in the first period. Both have been playing well of late.

- Mentioned this yesterday but Robinson has really upped his play. And I'll add another to that list in defenceman Dmitrii Sergeev. He is playing his way into a regular gig after doing a steady rotation of healthy scratch nights.

- Weird seeing the Guelph Storm here tonight watching the game. The Storm face the 'Hounds Sunday.

- Rangers centre Jimmy Soper sported the full cage tonight. Doesn't sound serious, just a pain in his face.

- The team is really missing Bailey and Magyar's offence (25 and 17 goals). That's about a quarter of the team's goals this season out of the lineup. And it showed tonight.

- Plymouth beat Windsor 5-0 tonight. So that means there is now a 10 point gap between the Whalers and Rangers. Plymouth's magic number to clinch is now 1.5.

- Should the Rangers lose to Guelph on Tuesday they will still be alive and could tie Plymouth if they run the table and the Whalers lose the rest of the way. It's the OHL, strange things happen.

JB's top three Rangers: Brent Pedersen, Jordan DeKort, Dmitrii Sergeev
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February 28, 2014

Saginaw 5, Kitchener 2

Gotta say it's pretty surreal to be going from the Olympic Stadium in Sochi to the Dow Event Center in Saginaw in a span of two days.

But alas, 'tis the life of a reporter.

Don't get me wrong. I'm loving every minute of it. I may just be a bit aloof (more than usual) in the weekend stint that sees the Rangers hit Saginaw tonight and the Soo tomorrow, as I'm still on Russian time.

But sleep is overrated anyway.

So on to the game.

No Justin Bailey, Nick Magyar or Max Iafrate for this one. Rookie Mark Bzowey (Oakville Blades, OJHL) gets another call up to show his stuff.

Kitchener is 3-0 against the Spirit this year and has outscored its foes 14-6 in that trio of games.

But Saginaw is riding a two game winning steak while the Rangers have lost three straight.

With that in mind, here's how the Rangers line up:

Brandon Robinson-Curtis Meighan-Scott Teskey

Brent Pedersen-Ryan MacInnis-Mason Kohn

Darby Llewellyn-Matia Marcantuoni-Dominik Kubalik

Mark Bzowey-Jimmy Soper-Mike Davies

Ben Fanelli-Frank Hora

Doug Blaisdell-Dylan Di Perna

Dmitrii Sergeev-Logan Schmidt

Matt Greenfield (9-17-0-1) starts.

Saginaw:

Eric Locke-Mitch Stephens-Cody Payne

Blake Clarke-Mike Holmes-Jeremiah Addison

Nick  Moutrey-Justin Kea-Dylan Sadowy

Luke Cairns-Andrey Alexeev-Jimmy Lodge

Jacob Ringuette-Justin Sefton

Brandon Prophet-Jesse Graham

Sean Callaghan-Ryan Orban

Jake Paterson (21-16-2-0) starts.

Game summary

Puck points:

- No Justin Bailey (upper body) who is in Buffalo getting looked at by the Sabres' doctors. Nick Magyar also sits this one out with the flu and is being tested for mono while Max Iafrate (upper body) also remains on the sidelines.

- Plymouth picks up a point for a SO loss and now has eight points on the Rangers for the last playoff spot. Magic number - Rangers losses/Whalers wins - is now 3.5 for Plymouth to clinch.

- Saginaw's fourth goal appeared to be an own goal by the Rangers but credit went to Dylan Sadowy.

- A great game for Spirit goalie Jake Paterson, who made 36 saves. He has been in the spotlight of late for his inconsistent play but was stellar tonight.

- Two tough goals against tonight - one 15 seconds in, the second with 1.5 to go in the second period.

- More than 5,000 at the Dow Center and they were loud. Most noise I've ever heard here and nice to see.

- Is it just me or should the Spirit be way better than their record (30-26-4-1)? With guys like Kea, Locke, Payne, Moutrey, Alexeev, Sadowy, Kontos and Lodge, they should higher than sixth and be better than four games over .500. Makes me wonder if they'll be a playoff sleeper.

- Put Brandon Robinson as one player to watch as a most improved candidate next year. He seems to be getting better each game after missing 20 with a shoulder injury.

JB's top three Rangers: Mason Kohn, Curtis Meighan, Logan Schmidt
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February 26, 2014

Up hill battle

Things just got a bit more difficult for the Kitchener Rangers.

Last night's 4-2 to loss to the Plymouth Whalers pretty much means it's going to take a win-every-game/Whalers lose-every game scenario, or one kinda like it, for the Rangers to make the playoffs.

The double up on Tuesday put the Whale seven up with eight games to go. Plymouth needs a combo of five wins and/or Rangers' losses to make it 23 consecutive years to the post-season.

It's a tall order for Kitch, especially since the club has games left against Erie, London, Guelph (twice) and the Soo, among others.

The numbers aren't pretty. Chances of making the post-season for Kitchener are 0.9, while Plymouth's are 99.1 per cent according to this site.

Kitchener is likely out of the Jakob Chychrun sweepstakes too. The highly-touted defenceman is expected to go first overall in the OHL draft. Unless the prospect pulls an implied "I won't play in Sarnia," he'll probably be suiting up for the Sting next year.

But that's just fine. I'm a big proponent against the Tank Nation philosophy. Go out trying to win. And hey, it ain't over just yet, so let's see how it all shakes out.

The challenge continues Friday in Saginaw.
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February 24, 2014

Ottawa 4, Kitchener 2

Seriously, what gives with the 67's?

Up year, down year, it doesn't matter, they own the Kitchener Rangers.

Consider the record in the past five years between the two clubs - the Rangers are 1-5-2-2 vs. the capital city crew.

Yesterday, it was a 4-2 doubling up. And like the Rangers, the 67's too are in a transition year. They're currently tied for second last in the east.

I guess when a team has your number, they have your number.

Onward the team goes. Nine games remain. The playoff gap remains five points on the Plymouth Whalers, who were idle Sunday.

The magic number is now seven - Rangers losses and/or Whalers wins - to miss the post-season.

Huge game on Tuesday. I guess they're all huge from here on out, but it's Plymouth in town.

A loss probably means playoff hopes are over, especially when you consider that Kitchener has a deadly four-pack coming up that sees the club play Erie, London and Guelph twice.

Good news? Frank Hora potted his first goal in the OHL. And winger Brandon Robinson also picked up a point after returning recently from a six week stint on the injury reserve. Darby Llewellyn's chase for 30 goals took a step forward when he bagged his 24th.

See you from the rink soon.
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February 21, 2014

Owen Sound 3, Kitchener 1

It's never an easy win with those Attack.

Check out these stats - Owen Sound is 2-2 at the Aud. But those two losses were in OT and a shootout. That's one team who doesn't mind coming to the Rangers' barn, that's for sure.

Even last year, the Attack went 1-2 at the Aud, again picking up losses in OT and a shootout.

So let's just get right down to it. The magic number is now eight. That's Rangers losses and/or Plymouth wins. Hit that and there is no post-season dance.

Still a 10-pack of games to play though, so that's the bright side. And it's three very winnable games ahead in Ottawa on Sunday, Plymouth Tuesday and Saginaw Friday.

And how about defenceman Dmitii Sergeev? One point in his first 35 games, four in his past four games. Maybe the Olympics in his home country has inspired him?
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Kitchener 4, Windsor 3

A great story out of Windsor for Jordan DeKort.

The Kitchener Rangers netminder was gutted on his initial return to the WFCU Centre after being dealt by the Spits to the Blueshirts.

Everyone wants to beat their old team.

And, in that early December clash, Kitchener sat tied 1-1 but gave up the winning goal 12 seconds away from overtime.

This time, DeKort got to leave his former home with a 4-3 win.  Dominik Kubalik (back from a charley horss injury) and Matia Marcantuoni scored the game tying and go-ahead goal to move the club three points back of Plymouth for the final west playoff slot.

Both teams have 11 games left. This one is coming down to the wire. Plymouth has Sarnia tonight (league's worst team) while the Rangers host Owen Sound.

Thursday's game also saw the return of forward Brandon Robinson who missed the past six weeks with a shoulder injury while Brent Pedersen was back after missing a game with the flu.
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February 18, 2014

DeKort claims CHL honours

021414Rangers1

Kitchener Rangers goalie Jordan DeKort was named CHL goalie of the week.

DeKort went 1-0-1-0 with a shutout and a GAA of 0.97. He tossed in a save percentage of .964 in that span.

Funny what happens when you get great goaltending - you win games. And because of the hot crease, among other things, the Rangers remain in the hunt for a playoff spot.

The 18-year-old came over to Kitchener from Windsor earlier this season. His strong play of late has helped his overall number improve to 3.75 GAA and .885 save percentage.
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Brady Austin was a giant kid.

The first few years he spent on the ice with a hockey stick in his hands, he was naturally dominant.

“When I was younger, I was playing with kids half my size,” the London Knights' overage defenceman said, “so it was pretty easy to do whatever you wanted, especially playing in (tiny) Bobcaygeon because it wasn't that competitive hockey when I was young.”

Austin's father Steve, a hockey man with an intense passion for the sport, was one of his first coaches. He knew the game wouldn't always be so simple for his talented son.

“He taught me to always try my hardest,” Brady said, “and always put everything into it.”

The first thing Belleville GM and coach George Burnett said after trading the 6-foot-4, 225-pound Austin to London last fall (for power forward Remi Elie) was how the Knights were getting a hard-working player who went about his business – on the ice and in the weight room – in a professional manner.

The Knights needed a guy of that ilk, especially after losing training fanatic Olli Maatta to the NHL's Pittsburgh Penguins.

Austin's blue-collar approach and excellent conditioning is believed to be a factor in how he has made such a remarkable recovery from the mononucleosis that robbed him of the chance to play in the second-round series loss to Guelph.

Austin expects to perform in the Memorial Cup at the same level he did while logging big minutes for Knights from January through March.

“I don't think (he surprised himself),” the 20-year-old Buffalo Sabres draft pick said. “I worked hard this year and played a lot of games and we practise all the time, right? It wasn't too hard to come back. I was pretty lucky that I got rid of it in such a short time. It was a rough couple of days but it was easy to get back in the swing of things.

“It also helped to take part in these hard skates that we've got right into in practice.”

Austin started feeling lousy as the first-round sweep of the Spitfires shifted to Windsor for Games 3 and 4. He racked up a plus-3 rating in the third game, then scored and had two points in the clincher.

“Then, we did the tests and it came back with mono,” he said. “I was pi--ed off. I was pretty upset but it is what it is. There's nothing you can do about it.”

It gave him a chance to spend some final days with his dad, who passed away last month of cancer.

“My family and I found it was a blessing in disguise,” Brady said. “I was home for two weeks and able to spend time with him. It was really nice.”

The Knights, following the Game 5 loss in Guelph, showed up for Steve's visitation.

“It was awesome,” Brady said. “I couldn't believe the support. My mom and my brothers were shocked, as well.”

Austin sees the Cup as another chance to honour his father's memory. He wore No. 57 this season as a tribute to his dad's year of birth (1957).

“I've been playing the past two years basically for him,” Brady said, “and obviously, I've been doing it for my family as well. He meant a lot to me, he was always at my games, he taught me to skate and everything like that.

“I really want to do it for him.”

Steve's illness weighed on Brady, but he learned to put those thoughts aside at the rink. In his fifth and final OHL season, he had a career-best nine goals, 33 points and plus-49 in 67 games.

“It was always in the back of your mind, but when it comes down to the game, you've got to focus on that,” he said, “and now, ever since I've been back that first day of practice (for the Cup), it's all I can think about is starting this tournament.

“It's starting to get pretty close and it's pretty exciting.”

Austin will get his big chance. Zach Bell (broken leg), Max Domi (shoulder) and Christian Dvorak (knee) are participating in practices at the moment.

“We'll have to wait and see,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “They're skating. It's steady improvement.”

The Knights have shuffled their lines in practice (separating the Rupert twins) and are working towards their intrasquad game Friday night at Budweiser Gardens. Former Knights captain Steve Sanza, plus a few older university players, will help fill out the two rosters.

“That game is important for us because we haven't played,” Hunter said. “We're treating it as close to a real game as we can. As soon as we get down to it here, we'll get the lines together for the (Cup) matchups we want. We're doing battle drills trying to imitate game situations but it's a little bit harder because you're teammates and you don't want to hit him that hard.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Ex-Knight Seth Griffith sniper exacts revenge for Cup heartbreak 4
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This past weekend, Seth Griffith scored twice in 98 seconds to help the Providence Bruins win the fifth and deciding game of their American Hockey League playoff series at Springfield.

The former London Knights sniper couldn’t help but feel like he exacted a small measure of revenge.

The Indians are Columbus’s farm team and one of their prominent forwards is ex-­Shawinigan centre Michael Chaput, who was the 2012 Memorial Cup MVP when his Cataractes beat the Knights in overtime in the final.

“It was one of the first things that ran through my mind,” Griffith said Monday.

Now, he and the Baby Bruins are gearing up for a second-round Calder Cup matchup starting Friday against Pittsburgh’s farm team, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. He will face off against his old London captain Scott Harrington and former Knights Reid McNeill and Tom Kostopoulos.

“Me and Harry are really close buddies and it’s going to be weird playing against them in a playoff series,” said Griffith, a 21-year-old Wallaceburg native. “We went through that kind of battle for three, four years there in London. We have to put our friendship aside for a little bit.

“We can joke about it after, but we both want to win.”

They both know advancing means missing the chance to come back and root for the Knights during the Cup May 16-25 in London.

“We both looked forward to watching it,” Griffith said, “but we want our seasons to continue. We’re always going to miss London. After our games, sometimes me and (Bruins mate Jared Knight) will check the Knights scores and see how they’re doing. We text (London captain Chris) Tierney and see what’s going on.

“Actually, Tierney texted me the other day to congratulate me on the series win the other day.”

Does London’s all-time Cup leading scorer (nine points in nine games) have any advice for the newbie Knights on board this year?

“You can’t let the nerves get the best of you,” he said. “The first year in Shawinigan, we were really confident in our team, but I think the nerves were there. They (the Cataractes) had a really loud crowd there and you’ve got to relax and play the game to the best of your abilities.”

Griffith followed a strong rookie pro season (fifth among first-year players with 20 goals and 50 points in 69 games) with six points in his first playoff round. He plays on a line with former Windsor Spitfire Alex Khoklachev and good two-way guy Matt Lindblad.

“I was fortunate in the OHL to play on really good teams and have good coaches,” he said.

“And I have that playoff and Cup experience under my belt,” Griffith added. ‘Some of the other guys might not have that as much.”

Griffith sat out a bit back in the fall, but once the right winger started shooting, he was off and running. He registered a team-high five shots in the Game 5 win over Springfield.

“I wasn’t one of those guys called up at the end of last season because we went to the Memorial Cup,” he said. “It was a bit of an adjustment this year and the coaches wanted me to get used to it. As the season went on, they got more confident in me and I got more confident, too.

“It’s the same as the OHL in your first year. You tend to try to pass a little more, you don’t want to be that unselfish rookie, and then, you start shooting more.”

He scored four goals in a March 9 game against Adirondack. He continues to earn more ice time from head coach Bruce Cassidy.

“He’s different from Mark and Dale (Hunter), obviously,” Griffith said, “but he’s helped me a lot (like they did), too. It’s really big up here now to play along the boards and in the defensive zone. Those are the things I was maybe able to get away with in London a little bit. He’s helped me a lot to improve my two-way game.”

The Boston brass will be watching. Last year, Providence blew a 3-0 lead to Wilkes-Barre in a second-round series, losing the final four games.

“That’s going to be motivation for a lot of the guys who were here last year,” Griffith said.

Probably much the same feeling as a group of guys looking for glory at their third straight Memorial Cup.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
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The road to the Cup . . .

A look at teams vying to join the the host London Knights

at the 2014 Memorial Cup May 16-25

OHL - Guelph vs. North Bay

Best-of-seven league final tied 1-1

Game 3: Tuesday, 7 p.m., at North Bay

Game 4: Wednesday, 7 p.m., at N.B.

WHL - Portland vs. Edmonton

Winterhawks lead best-of-seven league final 2-0

Game 3: Tuesday, 9 p.m. EDT, at Edmonton

Game 4: Wednesday, 9 p.m., at Edmonton

QMJHL -

Baie-Comeau vs. Val d’Or

Best-of-seven league final tied 1-1

Game 3: Tuesday, 7:30 p.m., at Val d’Or

Game 4: Wednesday, 7:30 p.m., at Val d’Or

- - -

It's Knights vs. Knights this Friday

The Memorial Cup hosts, who haven’t played since April 11, will hold an intrasquad game Friday at 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

Admission will be free but fans will be asked for a donation to support the Children’s Health Foundation.

“It’ll be a tune-up for us because we haven’t played in a while,” said London GM Mark Hunter, who heads to Edmonton Tuesday to scout the Western Hockey League final.

The team has yet to decide if injured star Max Domi will play.

One side is expected to wear throwback sweaters with the old “L” and Knights head on the crest.

London Knights' Max Domi getting back to full strength 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, May 1, 2014 8:52:40 EDT PM  
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Max Domi is skating with the London Knights.

He’s not hammering home the puck, though.

The Memorial Cup hosts have asked their top point-getter to hold off on the heavy duty shooting until his shoulder, injured against Guelph, is back to full strength.

“He’s getting better every day,” Knights head coach Dale Hunter said. “He’s not shooting 100% but we’re being cautious. He’s skating with the whole team (albeit while wearing a non-contact sweater).”

The Knights obviously need a healthy Domi to have enough scoring to compete with three major junior league champion teams in the tournament starting May 16. The club is throwing around the idea of an intrasquad game next week and it remains to be seen if they would allow the 19-year-old Phoenix first rounder to participate.

“He’s a top-end guy,” Dale Hunter said, “and you need your best players to play (in the Cup).”

The Knights already have defencemen Brady Austin, who is cleared to take part in the Cup, and Zach Bell working their way back from extended absences. Christian Dvorak, who suffered a knee injury midway through the season, is back on the ice skating but a long shot to play again this year.

Rookie defenceman Aiden Jamieson missed practice Thursday with the flu.

“You always worry about a little rust (after a month off),” Dale Hunter said, “but this is a big tournament and you prepare for it like anything else. We’re doing five-on-five drills and competing against each other. We’re trying to imitate game situations.”

The Knights have called on former NHL goalie Jeff Hackett, a London native, to help out with Anthony Stolarz and Jake Patterson during practice. He and London goalie coach Bill Dark have worked together in the past.

“We’re trying to help these kids out because it’s a long time (between games),” Dale Hunter said. “Jeff’s going to bring in different things for the goalies. (Dark) has his drills, just like I have mine, but I bring in (Tim) Turk and Moose (Danny Dupont) so it’s not the same thing that many days in a row.

“The players get bored. It’s the same drills all year and you need some different guys because it gets them thinking more.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

London Knight Zach Bell hoping to be ready for Memorial Cup 9
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Shortly after breaking his leg in Windsor in the first round of the playoffs, Zach Bell received an unexpected phone call.

David Branch, the OHL commissioner and Canadian Hockey League president, wanted to check up on him.

“When I answered the phone,” the London Knights overage defenceman recalled, “he just kind of said, 'Hey Zach,' and made a sarcastic joke. I kind of laughed about it.

“Then, he said, 'Oh, it's Dave Branch (calling)', and then I laughed real hard (at that joke). When I realized who it was, it was really cool.

“It kind of blew me away.”

Back in late March, Bell looked like he was done for the year.

The league, based in part on his injury, issued a controversial 15-game suspension to Windsor star centre Josh Ho-Sang for the push from behind that led to his awkward fall near the boards.

“It was a weird accident,” Bell, the 21-year-old from Brampton, said.

Branch also told Bell he was looking forward to meeting him in London at the Memorial Cup, which begins May 16 at Budweiser Gardens. The veteran rearguard still believes that handshake could happen with him as a participant, not just as a bystander in a protective boot.

The 6-foot-2, 233-pounder took part in Knights practice Thursday, though still in a very limited role.

“It's been five weeks and now, I've got the go-ahead to start pushing it a little bit,” he said, “so hopefully, I can make that push and play in the Cup.”

The five-game, second-round loss to Guelph underscored the importance of Bell, and back-in-business Brady Austin, to the London blue line.

The Knights called on every big-time contact they could think of, including the Tampa Bay Lightning, to help Bell, a fifth-year OHLer, get a chance to realize his Cup dream.

“We did everything we could,” Bell said, “and I tried to be as patient as I could. They (the Knights) were very pro-active. That's a perk of playing here. There's a lot of connections in that room. They've got some big dogs like Mark (GM Mark Hunter) who can make some big calls. They figured out what Tampa did with (Steve) Stamkos and we kind of took the same protocol.”

In a real twist, the team Bell refused to play for this season – the North Bay Battalion – are in the league final with the Storm.

Bell started playing for Brampton in 2010, the year after the Troops' last trip to the championship series.

“I'm really happy for them,” he said. “They deserve it. They work real hard and play a hard game. There's maybe a couple of people I'm not happy for, but I'm not going to say who they are.

“I played with those guys for four years. I'm ecstatic for them and I hope they do well. It's too bad it couldn't happen when I was there, but good for them and best of luck in the OHL finals.”

Right now, it's difficult to judge who faces the greater odds in playing at the Cup – Bell or his old club.

“This could be the climax of my hockey career, whether I go to school next year or play pro,” he said. “It means so much to me to be here and I know (the Knights) put a lot into me and they really want me to play. I've got a lot of people I don't want to disappoint, but I want to do this for myself, as well. This is a big stage, it's good exposure and it doesn't look too bad on me if I battle hard (to get back).

“I want to make it back for the guys in the room and the organization, too.”

Bell, who is little more than a month removed from having two screws put in his leg, isn't worried about doing long-term damage in this spirited comeback try.

“Dougie (Knights trainer Doug Stacey) wouldn't put me at risk,” he said. “It's not like life or death where if something does happen, I won't ever be able to play again. I'm not pushing it that much. There's a little bit of risk, but you can walk across the street and there's a little bit of risk there, too. I can get hit by a bus tomorrow.”

The Knights' goal is to do some steamrolling of their own at the Cup.

“I think the guys are taking a look at the '05 team and just seeing how special that really was,” Bell said. “A lot of these guys are hungry for it. They've played in the Cup two years in a row and haven't got the taste of what it feels like to be the Cup champs.

“Everyone's got their eyes on that final goal and coming to work every day, it isn't the best time when you're getting bag skated, but everyone can see the light at the end of the tunnel.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress​

London Knights still dealing with injuries during hiatus before Memorial Cup 
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The London Knights finished the OHL playoffs a banged-up and shorthanded crew.

Well, the hits continue to pile up.

Though encouraged by Brady Austin's return from mononucleosis and Zach Bell's inspired comeback attempt from a broken leg, the Memorial Cup hosts worked out Monday minus stars Max Domi and Nikita Zadorov, who are both nursing injuries at the moment.

Domi, who the team said was in Toronto for a “maintenance day”, is clearly still being affected by shoulder woes that hampered his effectiveness in the five-game, second-round loss to the Guelph Storm.

“He's been skating but he's not body contact yet,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “We're giving him lots of rest.”

Zadorov, who the Knights need in this Cup to replicate his world junior performance with Russia, required stitches after getting cut during a drill in a Sunday practice.

“A skate came up and cut him under the jersey,” Dale Hunter said. “We don't want him to get infected. He's going to skate (Tuesday).”

It's not a serious injury by any means, but it's one less day of complete on-ice preparation the Knights have before playing in a tournament that is already incredibly difficult to win.

They have dealt with a revolving roster all season – from Olli Maatta sticking in the NHL last fall, the training camp and world junior exodus, Anthony Stolarz's 55-stitch leg cut and (ultimately six-game playoff) suspension, two overage defencemen going down at the worst possible time and rookie centre Christian Dvorak's season-ending knee injury.

“It's been one of those years where some flukey stuff has happened that way,” Dale Hunter said. “Freak things happen and you see it happen in the National Hockey League, too. You see it everywhere. A guy takes a slap shot in the face, that sort of thing. You never expect those types of things, but they happen.”

The Knights are slogging away in practice without knowing who they will play in their third straight Cup.

But it's become clear the faces will almost certainly be familiar.

This tournament could become London's Revenge Games.

Guelph will be the overwhelming favourite in the OHL final against the North Bay Battalion, which begins on Thursday at the Sleeman Centre. Dale Hunter plans to attend games in that series.

Out west, the Portland Winterhawks will face the Edmonton Oil Kings for the third straight time in the league final. The Hawks have made it to four straight Western championships and knocked out the Knights last year in Saskatoon.

The Oil Kings lost to London in Shawinigan in 2012.

The defending Memorial Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads are still alive in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League hunt. So are the powerful Baie-Comeau Drakkar, whose head coach Eric Veilleux led Shawinigan to a Cup final victory over the Knights two years ago.

“Maybe their teams were built for this year, too, like us,” Dale Hunter said, “and their kids got there earlier because they developed that much quicker. We've been in it, they've been it, and you get to know their tendencies.

“Everything changes with (new) players but tendencies (remain).”

London GM Mark Hunter is expected to head to Edmonton for part of the Oil Kings-Winterhawks final.

Veilleux's former Shawinigan assistant Danny Dupont has been in London working out the Knights in the same manner as the Cataractes ahead of their long pre-Cup layoff.

“Both Shawinigan and Saskatoon had a lot of jump coming into the Cup,” London forward Josh Anderson said. “Shawinigan came out hard every night and they had a lot of energy even having to play four games in five nights. We're going to be ready and come out hard and have a lot more legs than we did in the third periods of the OHL playoffs (this year).”

The most important thing, though, is to get healthy in time.

That hasn't been easy for the Knights all season.

Ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress​

London Knights head coach Dale Hunter not thinking beyond Memorial Cup 
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Dale Hunter wasn't lamenting the uncertain direction of his old team, the Washington Capitals, on Monday.

Instead, he was looking out for some old buddies.

“George (former Caps' GM George McPhee) and Adam (fired head coach Adam Oates) are friends of mine,” the London Knights head coach said. “It's too bad what happened and I feel for them. George is the one who brought me in there (to coach in 2011-12) because we're friends, but he'll get a job and Adam will get one somewhere else in the league because they're good hockey men.”

The Caps' best playoff run in the past five years occurred in Dale Hunter's brief tenure. He upset Boston and took them to within a victory of the Eastern Conference final.

Would he be interested in grabbing the reins again? Or is his interest in staying with the Knights and finally leading Team Canada at the world junior tournament one day soon?

“Right now, I'm coaching the London Knights,” he said. “That's what I do. I'm just trying to focus on this tournament (the Memorial Cup) coming up. As a team, management, coaching, that's all we're looking at right now.

“We're in-season right now. We don't look at anything else until we've played our last game.”

Hunter did, though, take time out to congratulate Mike Vellucci, the former Plymouth GM and assistant coach who left the Whalers Monday to become Ron Francis' assistant GM with the Carolina Hurricanes.

“It's well-deserved, he's been in the (OHL) a long time,” Hunter said. “When you're going against Vellucci as a coach, you know their team is well-prepared and ready to play every night. As a GM, he always had good teams and brought in great players.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Toronto Maple Leaf Nazem Kadri skates with London Knights to prepare for world hockey championship 35
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Nazem Kadri will head to the world hockey championships in Belarus in a couple of weeks knowing he's going to miss a heck of a party back home in London.

“That's the worst part about going is I'm going to miss the opportunity to come to the Memorial Cup,” the Toronto Maple Leafs centre and ex-Knight said. “I was planning on coming to all the games and being pretty involved but I guess I have to take care of business first.”

The 23-year-old hit the ice with his old club Monday for the first time since the Leafs missed the playoffs. He's using this week with the bag-skating Knights to get himself ready to help Canada chase a gold medal in Minsk May 9-25 (the Canadians first head to Switzerland for some tune-up work).

“I don't know if it's so much me helping (the Knights) as them helping me,” he said. “I'm trying to get back into rhythm. I'm exciting for London. I'm a (Knights) alumnus and I've been in the distance watching and cheering them on. They would've liked a better ending to the playoffs this year but I think the this rest is going to do them well.”

Kadri played in the 2008 Cup final in his second OHL season with the host Kitchener Rangers, who lost to the Spokane Chiefs – the last time a Western league team won the tournament. He was then traded to the Knights for his final two seasons.

“Obviously with the crowd behind you, that's what makes (a home Cup) special and unfortunately, we lost,” he said. “That was a bit of a consolation for us is they (the Chiefs) ended up breaking the trophy after winning it.

“I'm glad it was them (who broke it), not us.”

Kadri was a young teenager when he attended games at the 2005 Cup in London.

“I remember watching Sid (Sidney Crosby) with Rimouski and that dream team the Knights had,” he said, “so I have a lot of fond memories and that's why it's so special for me the Memorial Cup was here.”

This past season, Crosby called Kadri “a joke” after the two had run-ins during a Pittsburgh-Toronto game. That made major headlines in Leaf land.

“Toronto's a bigger city, but playing here in London definitely prepared me for it,” he said. “I always thought London was a smaller-scale of what Toronto is and that's a big-market team, with a big fan base, that loves to take care of their players.”

He would like to see that work by Knights GM Mark Hunter rewarded with an NHL job some day. Hunter, for his part, says he has not been approached by a team with a vacancy.

“I think Mark's teamed up with Hockey Canada already and that's the first stepl” Kadri said. “I think he's a great GM and he's done some spectacular things for this organization and I think he's going to be one of the guys called on.”

If London doesn’t find a way to raise its game, the team is in peril of finishing 0-3 with an early Cup exit 22


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, April 29, 2014 4:44:01 EDT PM  

London Knight Brett Welychka tries to console goaltender Jake Patterson at the end of their second-round series defeat to the Storm Friday in Guelph. (DEREK RUTTAN, The London Free Press)

London Knight Brett Welychka tries to console goaltender Jake Patterson at the end of their second-round series defeat to the Storm Friday in Guelph. (DEREK RUTTAN, The London Free Press)

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

Memorial Cup 2014

Finishing fourth in the OHL’s Western Conference was a bad omen for the London Knights this season.

Wait until they see what kind of Pandora’s Box losing in the second playoff round has in store for them.

The Knights’ failure to knock off Guelph means one of the Storm and Erie Otters, who clash in the conference final, will be favoured to win the league championship and show up for the Memorial Cup in London May 16-25.

That’s bad news for the Knights.

Both Guelph and Erie are confident they can win on Budweiser Gardens ice. Neither believes they are an inferior team to London.

Add either the Storm or Otters to the juggernauts that will arrive from the Quebec and Western leagues and the Knights’ path to redemption becomes much more unsteady.

This is shaping up to be a Cup where wins will come at a premium and if London doesn’t find a way to raise its game from what it showed against the Storm, they will be in peril of finishing 0-3 with an early Cup exit.

The Knights believe they will be a different team when the tournament rolls around.

“We battled adversity throughout the playoffs,” London forward Max Domi said. “Sometimes, it goes your way and sometimes, it doesn’t. Every guy in that room showed a lot of character. We had forwards playing D, guys playing sick and hurt, and guys who haven’t played much, playing a lot.”

The previous two years, the Knights finished first overall and enjoyed favourable matchups and home-ice advantage throughout the playoffs. They didn’t have to deal with much of the injury, illness and suspension that haunted them this time around.

No one worries about depth more than Mark and Dale Hunter. No one tries to protect against bad things happening the way they do.

They lost Olli Maatta to the NHL, then tried to patch up the blue-line with overage defencemen Alex Basso, Brady Austin and Zach Bell.

Only Basso was healthy enough to play against Guelph.

Hunter should have added another defenceman at the trade deadline, but he couldn’t strike a deal. Then he hoped to outscore teams with the trade for Owen Sound top gunner Gemel Smith.

The Knights were forced to move back Brett Welychka, which reduced the team’s power up front. They put rookie defenceman Aiden Jamieson in a trial-by-fire position and he even played more minutes than import Tim Bender.

Dakota Mermis emerged as a warrior on the back end in a losing effort. Nikita Zadorov and Basso played a ton too, but the extra ice took its toll against up-tempo pressure from Guelph.

“We’re not those kinds of people (to make excuses),” Domi said. “All you can do is battle and we did our best. We have faith in whatever group we might have and we believe whoever’s out there will get the job done.”

The Knights played their best hockey this season when the forwards were free to roam the offensive zone. When Bell and Austin went down, they had to expend a lot of energy helping clear the puck from the defensive end.

They tried to out-hit the Storm, but it’s tough to sustain an edge with a short bench without surrendering disciplined.

“We wanted to stay out of the box,” London captain Chris Tierney said. “There were a lot of penalties (the first four games) and it takes away time from playing 5-on-5 and trying to create opportunities. It’s not like we gave up a lot of goals but we’re wasting time away from trying to score goals, and that gave them momentum.”

The Knights, on a five-week break, will struggle to muster any momentum at the Cup.

They were dealt a rough hand when they finished fourth this season.

There’s a good chance they will rue a second-round exit too.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

FIVE BIG QUESTIONS FOR THE KNIGHTS

1. Who’s in net for the Knights on May 16?

Even if the league brass wipes out the final two games of Anthony Stolarz’s suspension, Jake Patterson has made a case for the starting gig when London opens the Memorial Cup against the Quebec league champ. “It’s too early for that, Dale (head coach Hunter) and I haven’t discussed anything like that yet,” London GM Mark Hunter said. The Knights appreciated Patterson’s work. “He was our best player in this series,” forward Max Domi said. Both goalies will have a long layoff before that first game. Patterson, though, won’t be nearly as rusty.

2. Will Brady Austin and Zach Bell be back?

The Knights are optimistic they will have Brady Austin on their blue-line during the Cup tournament. With mono and the passing of his father Steve, the veteran defender has been through a lot lately. His availability all depends, ultimately, on the size of his spleen and how he feels in five weeks. Bell is determined to return but a broken fibula is no easy recovery. He’s a long shot.

3. How good is Mitch Marner?

Normally a 16-year-old player has little impact in the Memorial Cup. But after what you saw in the elimination game against Guelph, how can you bet against him? He’s a special kid who knows what he’s doing on the ice and, when you have that confidence, age means little. The Knights-Storm games were played similar to Cup speed and he was dominant at times. There’s no doubt the Hunters will use him appropriately in the tournament.

4. Will the long rest help London?

Never forget what ex-Saint John coach Gerard Gallant said in Shawinigan two years ago at the end of the Sea Dogs’ historic three-year run. This much August-May hockey is hard on anyone, even junior players with unmatchable energy. The Knights are in the same spot as the Sea Dogs were back then, with a core group that had gone through multiple long seasons, in addition to international assignments. Domi, Bo Horvat, and Nikita Zadorov, with some needed time off, should come out gangbusters at the Cup.

5. Will winning the Cup redeem the Knights?

Not in everyone’s eyes, of course. But it will in London after two years of tournament heartbreak. They’re going through the back door, so they will never be on par with the 2005 Knights, but this group has never pretended to try. Still, there’s some added pressure attached to the second round loss to Guelph. If London doesn’t win it all now, this season has to be regarded as a rather massive failure.

I'm amazed the Knights still want to play in the memorial cup They were lucky to beat Windsor on a few lucky bounces and were completely blown out by Guelph.Even though I still believe they will have a respectable showing a the cup. Winning it all is another thing. Not a chance.
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HowieNormus  • 23 days ago   

This seems like an easier path than playing Erie and the winner of the east after that.

The playoffs are a war of attrition. This year London got their injuries / suspensions early in the playoffs. The teams remaining may be about to get a taste, and the survivors will be going into the Mem Cup tired and bruised.

London will be refreshed and refocused. This will likely be their best chance to win it all.
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The Knights should bring in a few more Americans, maybe a couple of guys from Germany, I here these guys really know how to play the game.
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Keeta2 > CanHockeyFan  • 23 days ago   

You need to shut up about the Americans and the overseas kids. There are 16 Canadian kids on the Knights roaster. If the rest are made up of out of country kids, so what. Are you jealous that they give talented kids from other countries, that can help us win, a chance? Give it a rest already!!!
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Avatar

CanHockeyFan > Keeta2  • 23 days ago   

Hey don't be rude, pretty simple, we do not need McCaron, Murmiss, Stolarz and Bender, these should all be Canadian kids, to boot the Knights drafting two Americans in their first picks this year is garbage. Looks good on the Knights trying to win with a bunch of American bums. Fans need to challenge the Knights commitment to Canadian Hockey, its a joke.
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Avatar

Keeta2 > CanHockeyFan  • 22 days ago   

You have a real problem buddy.
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Avatar

HowieNormus  • 23 days ago   

Teenaged entertainment.

Let's keep things in perspective. There are far more serious things to worry about in this world.
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Avatar

moneek77 > HowieNormus  • 22 days ago   

Same said about commenting
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Avatar

0111000  • 23 days ago   

Good job Knights for never giving up! You played sick, injured and with a short bench and still did very well. Can't wait to watch you win the cup at home when you're all healthy!!! GO KNIGHTS!!!
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Avatar

RocketGal  • 23 days ago   

I saw a lot of diving an faking and over-reacting. Man up, boys!
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Travis > RocketGal  • 23 days ago   

Despite acting this way Guelph still managed to win the series. Perhaps they will get away with it during the Erie series too.
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Keeta2 > Travis  • 23 days ago   

They are going to beat the crap out of each other. We will see who is left standing.
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Avatar

moneek77 > Keeta2  • 22 days ago   

I would love to watch this series. We never get to see the Erie games and not sure who carries Guelph
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IP Freely > moneek77  • 22 days ago   

Rogers carries Guelph, but the crews are entirely voluntary (which shows when you watch the broadcast).

I'm not sure if you can get the Guelph Rogers channel around London though. I know they can pick it up at some of the sports bars with really good sports feeds, but I doubt you could convince them to put on a non-London junior hockey game! LOL!

You can also listen on the radio, both home and away games, online at 1460 CJOY.

Erie has no television coverage at all and their radio coverage is terrible (when it works).

The OHL also has a pay-per-broadcast site if you want to watch online (it's $9 per playoff game). The site is linked from the OHL home page, it is called Neulion.

I might watch a game or two online just to see how the two teams stack up against each other. I haven't had enough hockey yet this year! LOL!
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Avatar

Jerard  • 23 days ago   

History is going to repeat itself.......so long Knights......there is nothing that your owners can do about the outcome of the Memorial Cup....London Knights will not be part of the equation......"I WILL EAT MY WORDS IF THE MC TURNS OUT OTHERWISE."
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Avatar

Keeta2 > Jerard  • 23 days ago   

Only time will tell. As a long time Knights fan, I will keep the faith and love them anyway. They are after all just kids.
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Avatar

Owen Green  • 23 days ago   

This team isn't deep enough to be in a conversation with Halifax/Portland/Edmonton. The best bet is to 'shock' Erie/Guelph then hope for the best in other matchups. Wait for the public to turn on the Knights when they watch an inferior product having paid the highest ticket prices in history.
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Avatar

IP Freely > Owen Green  • 22 days ago   

Can't bee too high-priced if they sold out even before the hosting was even confirmed! And even then they had to hold a 'lottery' to decide who would be allowed to buy tickets (after season ticket holders)... And there is still a waiting list.

Also, Portland AND Edmonton won't be there, only one team from each league is allowed to complete - except for the hosting league. This years Haifax team is nothing like their team last year, London way outscored & earned more points than Halifax during the regular season this year. The Drakkar will probably represent the QMJHL at the Cup this year.
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Avatar

moneek77 > Owen Green  • 22 days ago   

They charged the same prices last year at the Memorial Cup with more than half the building empty. London will pack the arena and Tents with no complaints and everyone will have a good time....it is not all about who wins. We are celebrating CHL at it's finest! Congrats will go to the winner! Go Knights Go!
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Avatar

Keeta2 > Owen Green  • 23 days ago   

Why would true fans turn on our team? You don't think prices are high in TO? They charge what the market will bear. We are Canadians, we bitch, then we pay....
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Avatar

joey  • 23 days ago   

Lol what a joke. Lots of character are you kidding.. you guys sucked. Stolarz aintvthat great buy with patty in net good luck winning a game 

3 △  ▽   

•

Share › 

Avatar

Keeta2 > joey  • 23 days ago   

You really don't have any idea what you are talking about there buddy.

Goalie has played in clutch situations for Knights 6
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WINDSOR - Dakota Mermis doesn’t understand all the nail-biting in London over Knights goalie Anthony Stolarz’s eight-game suspension.

The veteran defenceman believes the Memorial Cup host’s quest for a third straight OHL title hasn’t been derailed at all.

“It’s kind of comical that everyone’s freaking out,” the 20-year-old from Illinois said. “We all know Jake Patterson is a good goalie and we’re excited to see him perform.

“He doesn’t get enough credit for how good a goalie he is and how well he plays under pressure, too.”

Everyone is familiar with Patterson’s resume by now.

He has never grabbed London’s No. 1 job in his three-year career, but he has often ended up in that position at crucial times. He won the last three games of the OHL final last spring and kept the Knights winning when Stolarz was at the world juniors and out six weeks with a nasty leg cut.

“He’s got nothing to prove to us,” London captain Chris Tierney said. “We can rely on him. It seems like he always comes up big in those big games. He always makes big saves at key times.”

Patterson carried a 3-0 playoff record into Game 4 of the Western Conference quarterfinal series in Windsor Thursday night.

He made two early saves on dangerous Spitfires Brady Vail and Ben Johnson, then kept them off the board during a lengthy 5-on-3 penalty kill.

“We all know what kind of kid Patty is and how hard he works for us,” Mermis said. “He makes a lot of sacrifices for the (defence) and the forwards, so anything we can do to help him and get the win for him, that’s what we’re going to do.”

The Knights have played well in front of the 19-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native this season. They feel comfortable with him between the pipes.

“Just like last year in the playoffs, we went through different goalies (when Stolarz ran out of gas),” Tierney said. “We’re confident in Patty. We ran with him this year and played well with him. I think all the guys are confident in front of him and we’re ready to go.”

Patterson is one of the best puck-handling goaltenders in junior hockey. The decimated Spitfires aren’t forechecking much, but that quality will be much appreciated down the road.

“Any time your goalie can move the puck, it’s huge for the defence,” Mermis said. “Moving forward, it’s important to have a goalie who can help the D out and even make the stretch passes up to the forwards. He has the ability to do that, and again, it’s funny how under-rated he is.

“He doesn’t get enough credit.”

Mermis lives in the same billet house as Stolarz, the 6-foot-6 Philadelphia second rounder. He absolutely wished his teammate wasn’t suspended for his high-stick hack at Windsor forward Josh Ho-Sang in the first period of Game 3. But he doesn’t see the sky falling with Patterson in the blue paint.

“All you can do is tie your skates back up,” Mermis said, “and go out and keep winning.”

The U.S. world junior goalie has had remaining two games of an eight-game suspension lifted, allowing him to play in the Memorial Cup 31
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Anthony Stolarz is free to play in the Memorial Cup.

The Ontario Hockey League will waive the remaining two games of the London goaltender’s eight-game suspension for one-handing Windsor forward Josh Ho-Sang in the back of the head with his stick in the third game of the Knights’ opening-round sweep over the Spitfires.

The Philadelphia Flyers prospect had one-quarter of his ban remaining when the Knights were ousted last Friday in five games by the Guelph Storm. But the league said at the time his suspension was issued that his participation in the Cup would be reviewed if his penalty wasn’t served in its entirety “prior to the commencement (of the tournament).”

“It’s nice to have some depth at goaltender,” London GM Mark Hunter said before leaving for Finland to scout the world under-18 hockey championships this week.

Back then, Stolarz issued a statement apologizing for the play and said “in no way did I intend to injure my opponent”.

In his absence, Jake Patterson went 2-4 with a 3.99 goals against average and .897 save percentage in six playoff games.

The Knights have a month to decide which goalie will get the start in the opening game of the Cup on May 16 against the Quebec league champion.

Stolarz, the 6-foot-6 U.S. world junior goalie, has played in just eight games (three in the playoffs) since suffering the 55-stitch cut on the back of his left leg on Jan. 17 against Saginaw.

OHL PLAYOFFS: Storm 5 Knights 4; Guelph wins Western Conference semifinal 4-1

Storm put London in competitive hibernation for a month 22
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GUELPH - Grab a comfy chair, London. Lean it up against the back door.

The next Knights game is 34 days from now in the Memorial Cup opener.

It’s sit-and-wait time after a second-round knockout to the top-ranked Guelph Storm, who won 5-4 to take the series in five games before 5,007 Friday night at the Sleeman Centre.

“It sucks and it’s a tough pill to swallow,” said London forward Max Domi, who played the last three games with a shoulder injury. “It’s probably the worst feeling ever. But the real thing starts in about a month and we’re going to take that time to remember how this feels and use it as motivation when the Cup finally comes around.”

The Knights played the entire series short-staffed and didn’t catch many breaks until the opening minute of the third period of Game 5.

Dakota Mermis got his skate in front of a puck near the goal line in a scramble. Video review appeared to show the puck crossed the line, but it didn’t count.

The Knights, who remained down just a goal, couldn’t squeeze out the equalizer.

Their dream of a third straight OHL playoff title is over.

This is London’s first postseason ouster in the league since 2011 against Owen Sound.

“It would’ve been special to three-peat, but Guelph and Erie won 52 games. They’re good teams,” GM Mark Hunter said. “We had a couple of calls we didn’t like in the third and fourth game in our building. It went in our net when it was a questionable call, so it was like a double whammy.”

The Knights finally scored on a Matt Rupert penalty shot (their third try in two games) to take a 3-2 lead in the second period. But the Storm got goals on deflections of Brett Welychka’s stick and Alex Basso’s body.

Guelph also got a power-play goal set up by a blatant pick after Basso went to the box on a weak interference call.

“But that was the best reffed game we had,” Mark Hunter said. “Kudos to Sean Reid and Kendrick Nicholson. I don’t think they fell for some of the diving. It’s too bad. That game should’ve went to overtime. It was exciting. That’s what our league’s about and we should bottle that stuff.”

Knights like Bo Horvat and Domi had never before lost a playoff series. They are now 9-for-10 in their OHL careers.

“That’s a tough, tough team with the people they had out of their lineup,” Guelph head coach Scott Walker said. “We talked about it — you have a chance to do something no one else has been able to do in three-plus years. We all know there’s turnover and the Knights don’t have the same players, but it’s extremely challenging because they know how to win and we didn’t.

“We’re starting to learn on the fly. We don’t have anything to brag about and they still do.”

Would it have been a different series with both teams at full strength?

Matt Rupert thinks so.

“You get (missing d-men) Zach Bell and Brady Austin in there, those are two big bodies that would’ve been knocking guys around out there,” he said. “They had a lot of goals in front. Every time we scored, they bounced back. It’s frustrating losing in the second round, but we did pretty good with missing the guys we did.

“Hopefully, we get them back in the Memorial Cup.”

That could happen. Guelph is the favourite now and will face Erie next.

“The only people who aren’t happy are the East,” Walker said, “because now, they have to win the whole thing to go (to London next month).”

And the Knights?

They’re heading as a team to the visitation for Steve Austin, Brady’s late father.

They will regroup after that and start working towards the Cup.

They are the third straight host to fall early.

“But I don’t think anyone can say anything because we did well against Guelph, a highly rated team,” Rupert said. “I think we’ll do a helluva job in the Cup.”

Austin, battling mono, is the most likely to be back. Bell is a longshot and Anthony Stolarz needs the two games left on his suspension overturned.

Right now, the Knights rest . . . and wait.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Storm 5, Knights 4

Guelph wins best-of-seven OHL Western Conference semifinal 4-1

Guelph goals: Jason Dickinson, Zack Mitchell, Tyler Bertuzzi, Robby Fabbri, Scott Kosmachuk

London goals: Josh Anderson (2), Mitch Marner, Matt Rupert

Next: The Storm play the Erie Otters in the Western Conference final. The Knights wait for the Memorial Cup.

Storm come out hard and hold off London to take the Western Conference semifinal in five games 
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GUELPH - The puck bounced in off Brett Welychka’s stick.

Then, another Guelph Storm goal went off Alex Basso after he tried a sliding stop.

The London Knights didn’t just have to battle injury, illness and suspension in this star-crossed OHL Western Conference semifinal.

They were haunted by the bounces, too.

Sometimes, the deck is stacked against you.

There are those games where all you can do is shrug your shoulders, and try to soldier on.

The Storm handed London its first playoff series defeat in three years with a 5-4 victory in Game 5 Friday night at the Sleeman Centre.

They opened the scoring on Jason Dickinson’s first goal of the series.

He went to the net and steered home the rebound of Scott Kosmachuk’s blast.

It was clear they didn’t want to hear any whispers of Barrie, the Colts having blown a 3-1 OHL final lead against the Knights last May.

“We mentioned it a couple of times (in the last 24 hours),” London captain Chris Tierney said. “A lot of our guys know what it takes.”

The Knights were tentative early, almost waiting to see what shape the game would take.

Rookie Mitch Marner, who only knows that Barrie comeback from folklore, wasn’t ready to call it a day — or 34 — until the puck drops on the Memorial Cup.

The slick 16-year-old scored on a breakaway, then set up a Josh Anderson jam job. He sparked a dormant offence that managed only five goals in two games at home. The Knights, badly outshot in the first period, left for the dressing room, almost miraculously, tied.

Then they watched Matt Rupert draw London’s third penalty shot in the past two games. He scored his first goal of the series, giving his team a rare lead.

It didn’t last long.

There was the untimely Welychka bounce, followed by a Guelph goal scored off a hard-to-miss pick on a power play granted on a lousy interference call against Basso.

The Knights tied it, but then Basso’s bad luck struck again.

You can overcome a lot of things to win a hockey series.

Not often do you have to face a little bit of everything.

“Even with everything that’s happened, there are no excuses,” Tierney said. “Sometimes, it happens in playoff runs. Guys get sick, suspensions, injuries. Stuff happens. There’s nothing you can do about it. All you can do is play with what you have and play with who’s available. You can’t say, ‘what if he was there’ or ‘what if this happened?’”

The Knights, at least, felt prepared for this struggle after a similar regular season. They did enough to finish high up in the standings, but ended up in fourth in the tough Western Conference.

“We’ve had guys come and go all year,” Tierney said. “We had guys come back from NHL camps and world juniors. It’s been one of those years where we haven’t had a full lineup for too long but we’re used to that and I think we’re comfortable playing short a couple of guys.”

If, of course, you can be comfortable at all in that situation.

A minute into the third, London defenceman Dakota Mermis got his skate on a puck near the goal line in a scramble. There was a lengthy video review that went in the Knights’ favour. No goal.

After all this, it must feel at least a little satisfying to get one break.

Rychel son could avenge loss for dad’s team 3
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GUELPH - Warren Rychel stood beside the Guelph bus Thursday night at Budweiser Gardens, congratulating members of the winning Storm.

The Windsor GM was in full hockey dad mode, rooting for a Western Conference semi­final series victory over the London Knights, the team that has handed his Spitfires eight consecutive playoff game losses.

He was there to support son and Storm forward Kerby, who has been surrounded by the Memorial Cup since he was a kid, but is now in his best position to win it himself.

“That’s every player’s goal in junior and it’s going to be my last year (in the OHL),” Kerby, the 19-year-old Columbus first-rounder said. “We’ve got a lot of good players here in Guelph and a lot of depth.”

He’s not the same level of go-to guy when he was Windsor’s star sniper. But he has been a big part of Guelph’s success against the Knights — he and linemate Robby Fabbri took over the third period of a pivotal Game 3 win in London.

“At the start, when I was traded here, it was a little bit of an adjustment but I’m pretty used to it now,” Kerby said. “You’re always moving and always involved in the game (with Guelph’s up-tempo style). I still put (personal) expectations on myself (to score), but I just want to keep winning.”

As a kid, Kerby took in some games at the 2005 tournament in London when the Knights won it all on home ice. He also helped celebrate Windsor’s back-to-back Cup titles in 2009-10, historic teams put together by his father.

He ended up, after Barrie’s controversial selection of the young forward in the 2010 OHL draft, being dealt to the Cup host Mississauga St. Michael’s Majors in his rookie year.

But he was traded home to Windsor at mid-season, missing a chance to win it all.

This year, the Spitfires bid to hold the Cup, promising a team with Kerby as the centrepiece, but lost that right to London.

Instead, Rychel became part of a blockbuster deal, along with defenceman Nick Ebert, to Guelph — a move the Knights couldn’t make because they didn’t have enough draft picks and weren’t willing to move their exceptional young talent.

“We (Windsor) didn’t really have a lot of assets to make many trades with the sanctions (the Spits were slapped by the league for illegal player recruitment),” Kerby said. “Management (led by Warren) chose to go in the other direction and it was a big trade for the organization.”

From afar, he watched his old team and friends in Windsor dismantled by London in Round 1.

“I paid attention to all the series,” he said, “but it was a tough one for Windsor going in after losing their best two D-men. They were pretty thin back there.”

The Spitfires were swept, but they helped take a bite out of the Knights roster before they moved on to face Kerby Rychel and the Storm.

London goalie Anthony Stolarz was suspended eight games and defenceman Zach Bell broke his leg in the final game.

Rychel’s dream now is to get to London, and raise the Cup. “It’s the best and biggest rink in the league,” he said. “You always get up to play there.”

London Knights lose back-to-back home games against Guelph Storm 123
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Their backs are against the wall once more.

But this time, it feels different.

If there is any London Knights magic left, it is being buried under a new wave of calamaties that keep washing them right to the brink.

The two-time defending OHL champions are staring at a month-long slumber before their home Memorial Cup after falling 6-3 to Guelph and now 3-1 down in the OHL Western Conference semifinal before 8,961 Thursday night at Budweiser Gardens.

The Knights lost back-to-back games on home ice. That's the kiss of death in the playoffs.

“We can't lose (two) at home,” sombre Josh Anderson said. “(We get) one win in Guelph and tied the series up. We wanted to come out big and win these next two games. Unfortunately, we didn't and we've got to come back the way we did last year against Barrie.”

Yes, it's down to that. They need to repeat one of the greatest comebacks in junior hockey history, two rounds early against the league's best team who looks less vulnerable every time out.

The Knights scored five goals in these home defeats, two of those when it really didn't mean anything.

That's never enough.

They missed two penalty shots.

Who ever gets two chances like that in one game?

Max Domi, who is injured and fighting through it, couldn't make a backhand attempt work. Gemel Smith tried one late, too.

No dice.

“We expect to score, but unfortunately, we couldn't do it,” Smith, the veteran trade deadline addition, said. “Things didn't go our way and there's only two things we can do. Get bitter or get better.

“We'll be better and hopefully, have a good one (in Game 5).”

The Knights allowed five goals before Jake Patterson got the hook.

The stopper has done more in the last week than anyone expected. But the Knights have only managed a single win.

Defenceman Alex Basso, one of London's three double-shifting defencemen, blocked a shot on a Guelph power play in the opening minute of the third.

He went down in pain. Inspiring stuff, eh?

Storm forward Zack Mitchell pounced on the rebound and jammed it in for a two-goal cushion.

Then, Mitchell scored shorthanded. The Knights' castle walls crumbled.

“It's disappointing,” Anderson said. “We didn't come out with the jump we wanted to. We didn't have enough shots. We've got to come out harder (Friday). It's do-or-die for us.

“We've won in Guelph before. It's definitely going to be tough, but we're used to it.”

They have soldiered on through injury, illness, suspension, bad breaks and tough calls this spring.

They never faced this – all at once, anyway – in the two previous glory years.

This is new and frustrating for London.

And Guelph?

It's more than they ever hoped for.

“It's really hard to come in here to London and win once,” giant Storm forward Justin Auger said. “They fill it up with 9,000 fans every night. It's crazy. We're extremely satisfied with two wins here but we've got to come back (Friday) and be even better.”

The Knights have to pick themselves up and play again without any rest and little time for adjustments. They need to win at the Sleeman Centre, the Max Domi House of Boos, to survive.

“Game 4 is always the hardest,” Auger said. “We have to compete the way we have the past two games.”

Guelph is getting the breaks right now. But they have earned their prime position.

“Especially with our team, we get the quick lead and we start to roll,” said star scorer Scott Kosmachuk, who buried the game's first two goals. “London, they're chippy at the net and hard on you and block everything and it's tough to get (to the front of the net). But once you do, it's rewarding.”​

Imagine how knocking them off could feel.

The team that has won nine straight playoff series is back to last gasp time.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

GAME GLANCE

(Guelph leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference semifinal 3-1)

Storm 6, Knights 3

Guelph goals: Scott Kosmachuk (2), Zack Mitchell (2), Ben Harpur, Robby Fabbri

London goals: Dakota Mermis, Gemel Smith, CJ Yakimowicz

Next: Game 5 is Friday night, 7:30 p.m. at Sleeman Centre.

Storm come out hard and hold off London to take the Western Conference semifinal in five games 
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GUELPH - The puck bounced in off Brett Welychka’s stick.

Then, another Guelph Storm goal went off Alex Basso after he tried a sliding stop.

The London Knights didn’t just have to battle injury, illness and suspension in this star-crossed OHL Western Conference semifinal.

They were haunted by the bounces, too.

Sometimes, the deck is stacked against you.

There are those games where all you can do is shrug your shoulders, and try to soldier on.

The Storm handed London its first playoff series defeat in three years with a 5-4 victory in Game 5 Friday night at the Sleeman Centre.

They opened the scoring on Jason Dickinson’s first goal of the series.

He went to the net and steered home the rebound of Scott Kosmachuk’s blast.

It was clear they didn’t want to hear any whispers of Barrie, the Colts having blown a 3-1 OHL final lead against the Knights last May.

“We mentioned it a couple of times (in the last 24 hours),” London captain Chris Tierney said. “A lot of our guys know what it takes.”

The Knights were tentative early, almost waiting to see what shape the game would take.

Rookie Mitch Marner, who only knows that Barrie comeback from folklore, wasn’t ready to call it a day — or 34 — until the puck drops on the Memorial Cup.

The slick 16-year-old scored on a breakaway, then set up a Josh Anderson jam job. He sparked a dormant offence that managed only five goals in two games at home. The Knights, badly outshot in the first period, left for the dressing room, almost miraculously, tied.

Then they watched Matt Rupert draw London’s third penalty shot in the past two games. He scored his first goal of the series, giving his team a rare lead.

It didn’t last long.

There was the untimely Welychka bounce, followed by a Guelph goal scored off a hard-to-miss pick on a power play granted on a lousy interference call against Basso.

The Knights tied it, but then Basso’s bad luck struck again.

You can overcome a lot of things to win a hockey series.

Not often do you have to face a little bit of everything.

“Even with everything that’s happened, there are no excuses,” Tierney said. “Sometimes, it happens in playoff runs. Guys get sick, suspensions, injuries. Stuff happens. There’s nothing you can do about it. All you can do is play with what you have and play with who’s available. You can’t say, ‘what if he was there’ or ‘what if this happened?’”

The Knights, at least, felt prepared for this struggle after a similar regular season. They did enough to finish high up in the standings, but ended up in fourth in the tough Western Conference.

“We’ve had guys come and go all year,” Tierney said. “We had guys come back from NHL camps and world juniors. It’s been one of those years where we haven’t had a full lineup for too long but we’re used to that and I think we’re comfortable playing short a couple of guys.”

If, of course, you can be comfortable at all in that situation.

A minute into the third, London defenceman Dakota Mermis got his skate on a puck near the goal line in a scramble. There was a lengthy video review that went in the Knights’ favour. No goal.

After all this, it must feel at least a little satisfying to get one break.

London Knights forward Ryan Rupert plans to buy himself some new wheels 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, April 10, 2014 11:05:28 EDT PM  

Knights forward Ryan Rupert. (Free Press file photo)

Knights forward Ryan Rupert. (Free Press file photo)
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What’s the first thing so many young hockey players do after signing their first NHL contract?

Buy a new vehicle.

For London Knights forward Ryan Rupert, that will be more necessity than a gift to himself.

The newly signed Toronto Maple Leafs prospect has been zipping around for years with his twin brother Matt in a 2002 Volkswagen Jetta that is finally starting to show its age.

“She’s got 376 (376,000 kms) on her,” the feisty 19-year-old from Grand Bend said. “It’s the end of the line for it so hopefully, we’re looking at something here.”

It will be tough to say goodbye to the trusty, old car.

“She runs forever,” Ryan said. “A month ago, we blew the (transmission) on it and it was $1,800 to fix that.”

He’s checking out something a little bigger these days. “Preferably a truck, but we’ll see,” he said.

The Ruperts have never been afraid to rack up the mileage in pursuit of their hockey dreams. Last summer they commuted from the Bend to London and Chatham throughout the week to work out.

“Everyone knows how far we had to drive to practice and the miles we put on in this sport,” Ryan said. “It’s exciting for me and my family. I don’t think they (his parents) missed too many games here in London and moving on, I’m sure they will be supportive there.”

Rupert, a life-long Leafs fan, hoped to get a contract from the team since he was drafted in the sixth round two years ago. A reliable playoff performer, he passed the 20-goal mark for the first time in his four-year OHL career this season.

“It came a little later than I suspected, but it’s finally done with and I’ve got to just work harder in the playoffs,” he said.

Ryan and Matt skated with the Leafs last fall. There is a chance they will play on different teams next year.

Matt, a potential Knights over-ager, is still after a pro contract.

“It’s going to be different saying ‘I’ for once, but he’s a huge part of my success and I know he’ll get the chance one day,” Ryan said. “It just might come later rather than sooner, but he’s going to have to work hard for it.”​

Series-leading Guelph Storm have found way to win against London Knights 16


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, April 9, 2014 10:01:50 EDT PM  

London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson covers up the puck as Knights defenceman Alex Basso and Guelph Storm forward Justin Auger move in during game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semi-finals at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph, Ontario on Friday April 4, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency)

London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson covers up the puck as Knights defenceman Alex Basso and Guelph Storm forward Justin Auger move in during game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semi-finals at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph, Ontario on Friday April 4, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency)
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The London Knights have held high-flying Guelph to a goal below their five-a-game average.

They have outscored the Storm 7-3 on the power play and three Guelph big guns — 100-point man Scott Kosmachuk, Jason Dickinson and Kerby Rychel — have combined for just two goals.

London goalie Jake Patterson is standing on his head and Knights coach Dale Hunter believes the teams’ “ideal scoring chances” are nearly even through three games.

So shouldn’t the Memorial Cup hosts really somehow be up 2-1 instead of down in this OHL Western Conference semifinal and facing pretty much a must-win Game 4 Thursday night at Budweiser Gardens?

Well, no.

The numbers are skewed because of London’s blowout win in Game 2. The Storm, who haven’t lost back-to-back outings since October, have found a way to win twice late in games.

“They got that (third-period) power play and scored on it (to tie it),” London forward Bo Horvat said. “It’s tough to handle but there are no excuses. We have to finish (games) right till the end.

“I thought we kind of let up a little bit there and it backfired on us.”

Horvat didn’t mention the two top defencemen out of the lineup, the goalie suspended, the flu that put part of this team on their heels or the “upper-body” injury to Max Domi.

Domi took warmup Tuesday, then opted to play. He went minus-2 and was held without a point for the first time this postseason.

The Knights ended up lamenting one of their biggest strengths in this series — their power play, which went 1-for-6, the only goal on it coming early in a 5-on-3 advantage.

“We had a lot of power plays and only cashed in on one,” London captain Chris Tierney said. “They (the Storm) did a good job clogging it up in the middle and we missed the net on a couple of shots.”

“We have our ups and downs,” Horvat said, “and it wasn’t one of our best games on the power play.”

Guelph saw it as a breakthrough for them.

“They scored a lot of power-play goals on us the past couple of games and we focused on that,” Robby Fabbri said. “We wanted to work even harder on the penalty kill than we normally do and I think it paid off.”

The Mississauga native played for Dale Hunter’s gold-medal Canadian under-18 team at the Hlinka tournament last summer. He didn’t score there, but has three goals in this series.

He has the ability to find the holes, London overage defenceman Alex Basso observed. He and Kerby Rychel took over Game 3 down the stretch.

“(The Storm) were shooting a lot more,” Dale Hunter said, “but our kids know what to do.

“They have good players and we have good players too.”

Right now, the Knights are asking an awful lot out of a handful of defencemen. They are getting good enough goaltending to win more than one game.

“Hopefully, Jake keeps his play up,” Tierney said. “He’s playing awesome.”

The pressure falls squarely on the London offence.

This is a core group who has played a ton of high-stakes hockey the last three years. They need to convert some of that knowledge into results here.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

HELP?

London captain Chris Tierney is having a productive series against the Guelph Storm. By the end of it, a few big Knights names will have to join him if the Knights are to advance.

Chris Tierney: 3 goals, 8 points

Max Domi: 2 goals, 3 points

Bo Horvat: 1 goal, 3 points

Ryan Rupert: 2 goals

Matt Rupert: 2 assists

Gemel Smith: 2 assists

Erie Otters, who finished 3 points ahead of the London Knights, sweep their way through playoffs 11


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, April 9, 2014 11:50:29 EDT AM  

Guelph Storm defenceman Phil Baltisberger tries to clear London Knight Michael McCarron from in front of his net during OHL action in in London, Ont. on Tuesday April 8, 2014. (DEREK RUTTAN/The London Free Press/QMI Agency)

Guelph Storm defenceman Phil Baltisberger tries to clear London Knight Michael McCarron from in front of his net during OHL action in in London, Ont. on Tuesday April 8, 2014. (DEREK RUTTAN/The London Free Press/QMI Agency)
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Now, we're all getting a real good look at why third place in the OHL's Western Conference was so critical this season.

The London Knights finished in fourth and are now trailing 2-1 in an epic second-round struggle with the league champion Guelph Storm heading into Thursday's Game 4 at Budweiser Gardens.

The Erie Otters, who ended up three points ahead of the Knights in the standings, swept aside West Division champ Sault Ste. Marie Tuesday night and limited the Greyhounds to three goals in four games.

Ex-Knight Dane Fox and his Erie friends will get somewhere in the neighbourhood of nine days rest while waiting for the winner of the London-Guelph battle royale in the conference final.

Would the shorthanded Knights, who finished three points back of Erie, have given the broom treatment to the Sault the way the Otters did? Who knows, but the way Jake Patterson has performed in the first three games against the Storm, it's unlikely the 'Hounds would've filled the net on him.

London, who won 20 of its final 23 regular-season games, grabbed third place from the Otters with a highlighted 5-3 come-from-behind victory in Erie Feb. 26.

But they gave it right back in a pedestrian 3-1 home loss to the Peterborough Petes on March 2. They never again tracked down the Otters, who won their final eight games.

The Knights knew, at the time, that Petes loss was a costly one.

Looking at the predicament they're in now, it clearly still stings.

London Knights defeated 4-2 by Guelph Storm in Game 3 of Western Conference semifinal 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, April 8, 2014 11:19:42 EDT PM  

London Knights defenceman Nikita Zadorov is tripped by Storm forward Scott Kosmachuk during the first period of Game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semifinal at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)

London Knights defenceman Nikita Zadorov is tripped by Storm forward Scott Kosmachuk during the first period of Game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semifinal at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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The London Knights couldn’t beat the Halifax Mooseheads or Portland Winterhawks at the Memorial Cup last year in Saskatoon.

This series against Guelph is a good gauge to see what they’ve learned from those bitter defeats.

So far, they’re back in a hole, down 2-1 in the series to their division rivals after a 4-2 defeat Tuesday at Budweiser Gardens.

The Storm’s up-tempo style is similar to the two Cup finalists plan of attack in their magnificent runs last season.

“Guelph is a fast team and when we pressure them, they get the puck really quick,” London forward Josh Anderson said. “They like when we turn it over and have those odd-man rushes where their D jumps up. From the first game, we learned our mistakes and to stay back and not turn it over.

“If we keep being simple, we should be fine.”

It’s clear the Scott Walker-coached Storm learned from their Game 2 errors, too.

They picked their spots a little bit better and didn’t go for broke when they fell behind early again. They kept putting on the heat in Game 2 and the 7-2 loss that cost them home-ice advantage in this much-anticipated OHL Western Conference semifinal.

The Knights want to keep playing physical and having the forwards take on a lion’s share of the responsibility on both sides of the puck.

“Our team has been doing a really good job at getting back and helping out the D,” Anderson said.

“We don’t have our top two D right now (injured Zach Bell and ill Brady Austin). We’ve got to do that and help them.”

That physicality led to the Knights’ first goal in Game 3 Tuesday night at Budweiser Gardens. London defenceman Alex Basso nailed Guelph leading scorer Scott Kosmachuk with a beautiful open-ice hit and the Knights went down the ice and scored.

Guelph’s tying goal, in the second period, was the result of London being unable to clear the puck in the face of tremendous pressure.

That’s how the Storm operate.

“The team’s been playing really well, helping out (Jake) Patterson,” Anderson said. “The more goals we get, the more confidence we build and it builds momentum whenever we score. The more we do, the better off we’ll be.”

Chris Tierney is having a productive playoff on the heels of a 40-goal season. He scored on a 5-on-3 to put the Knights ahead in the third before Guelph’s Robby Fabbri ran wild.

The sophomore scorer tied it with the man advantage midway through the period, then put the Storm up two minutes later.

“I didn’t know (Tierney) was going to be as big a goal scorer coming into this year,” Anderson said, “but he’s improved his shot a lot. He’s been working on it in practice. We need a lot more goals from him.

“He’s turning into a goal scorer to go with his passing skills.”

This was London’s first game on home ice in 17 days. The Storm, meanwhile, got a real good look inside the building they hope to be in six weeks from now at the Cup tournament.

Guelph has to make it there through the front door as league champs. The Knights hope they can go that route themselves.

The Storm took part in the process to bid for the Cup last year, but then elected against it, leaving London, Barrie and Windsor to duke it out in the boardroom.

“It becomes tough to compete (to be Cup host),” Guelph coach and co-owner Scott Walker said. “We have 4,600 (seats) basically. London has a great facility, as we do, just smaller. It’s tough. Ultimately, the game has to be played and sometimes, you have to earn your right and we have to do it the hard way.

“I’m sure London wants to win and play into the Memorial Cup. I don’t think it changes whether you want to win or not. I don’t think the Hunters are (resting on their laurels). I can assure you they will be trying to win at all costs and it would be the same if we were hosting.”

The third game of this series featured the best goaltending for each team so far.

Guelph’s Justin Nichols was better after being yanked Sunday and Patterson made some big save.

“The more shots we get, the better chance we’ll have,” Anderson said. “Nichols is a good goalie and that’s a good defence there.”

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Storm 4, Knights 2

Guelph leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference semifinal 2-1)

Guelph goals: Robby Fabbri (2), Phil Baltisberger (2)

London goals: Bo Horvat, Chris Tierney

Next: Game 4 is Thursday, 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

Loyalty no issue for new London Knight 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, April 8, 2014 9:39:42 EDT PM  

London Knights

London Knights

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

Most teenaged hockey stars from Michigan encounter a tough choice between the OHL and U.S. college hockey.

London Knights second rounder Ben Gleason, cousin of Maple Leafs defenceman Tim Gleason, faced his own dilemma at the NHL’s Winter Classic at Michigan Stadium on New Year’s Day.

“I’m a (Detroit Red) Wings fan, of course,” the 16-year-old d-man said with a grin, “and when Tim got traded (from Carolina to the Leafs) on Winter Classic Day, we didn’t know what to do.”

So they went with the flow.

“We were wearing our Wings jerseys, then took them off and started cheering for the Leafs,” he said. “

When we heard Tim’s name on the (score) board, everyone kind of looked at us and knew in a second the Gleasons were at the Winter Classic.

“It was great.”

So was seeing his name go up on the computer screen to London, 36th overall, during the OHL’s Internet draft on Saturday.

He was one of three Detroit Honeybaked players, including big first-round forward Max Jones, picked by the Knights.

Gleason, Jones, goalie Emanuel Vella and fifth-rounder Drake Rymsha were at the London-Guelph playoff game Tuesday night at Budweiser Gardens.

Gleason is on board. He’s planning on reporting to training camp and follow in the footsteps of cousin Tim, a four-year Windsor Spitfire rearguard.

“I work out with him every single day of the summer for about three hours and I skate with him every other day,” said Ben, from Brandon Township, about 50 minutes from Detroit. “He teaches me everything. Tim’s been a huge part of my life.”

The chances of watching his cousin in the NHL playoffs this spring, though, are pretty slim.

He better keep that Wings sweater close at hand.

Final rankings released

The NHL Central Scouting Bureau ranked former Junior Knight Jared McCann, the Soo Greyhounds standout, 10th overall among North American skaters in their latest pre-draft list.

London native Spencer Watson (Kingston) was 59th, injured Knights forward Christian Dvorak was 71st and teammate CJ Yakimowicz was 153rd.

Dalla Costa: Winning culture alive and well 


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Monday, April 7, 2014 10:15:37 EDT PM  

Guelph Storm forward Zack Mitchell is knocked down as he tries but fails to score on London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson during game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semifinal at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph, Ontario on Friday April 4, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)

Guelph Storm forward Zack Mitchell is knocked down as he tries but fails to score on London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson during game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semifinal at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph, Ontario on Friday April 4, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Two games done and no one is any closer to figuring out who is going to win the Ontario Hockey League’s showcase series.

What we do know is no matter how bleak things may be for the London Knights, how much of a hole they may be in, they have been programmed to never go quietly into that dark night.

The Knights-Guelph Storm Western Conference semifinal was much anticipated and the first two games have shown that the anticipation was worth it.

While the best-of-seven series is tied 1-1, it’s the Knights who should be thrilled with the way things have gone. They should be thrilled because their performance in this series so far augurs well, win or lose this series, for the future.

There is one thing we’ve all come to recognize with the Knights. No matter what is guaranteed them — in this case it’s a Memorial Cup berth — Mark and Dale Hunter and the people involved with the on-ice product hate to lose.

Since their Memorial Cup win, the Knights have made the tournament two times, with No. 3 coming this May at home.

That’s a lot of winning and regardless of the turnover in players, the culture remains. That winning culture is handed down to new players by players who have been there. It’s noticeable the moment they come into the dressing room. The culture is in their surroundings in the pictures hung in the room, the banners in the Gardens rafters and hardware in the trophy case.

Not all those championships were earned under optimum conditions. It’s rare winning a title doesn’t include more than one incidence of adversity.

Even the 2005 Memorial Cup winning team had its challenges. Those Knights were one of the best junior hockey teams ever, but if they were vulnerable at any position, it was on defence where they used four defenceman as it got later in the season. One of them, Bryan Rodney, was hurt and couldn’t come back until later in the playoffs. The Knights, for the most part, went with Danny Syvret, Marc Methot and Dan Girardi. Yeah, they were good but it took quite an effort to get into the Memorial Cup through the front door.

This year’s version of the Knights has, and is, going through trials and tribulations.

They lost their No. 1 goaltender to an eight-game suspension and two of their key blue-liners to illness and injury — all just before a series that was going to be difficult to win at full strength.

In the first game the Knights went down 4-0 by the two-minute mark of the second period and many got the feeling disaster was imminent.

No one would have argued if the Knights decided it was over. But by the 11-minute mark of the third, the game was tied.

While the Knights lost Game 1, the confidence boost the comeback gave them carried through to Game 2, in which it was Knights from start to finish.

The last almost 100 minutes of hockey has to invigorate the Knights and worry the Storm. This is a short-handed Knights team that looks anything but under stress. Even down 4-0 they never lost their cool.

It was clearly a case of been there, done that. It’s amazing when you hang around players who have won, how that experience seems to permeate others who haven’t.

The Knights are 1-for-3 in Memorial Cup appearances and that’s disappointing to them.

What isn’t disappointing is the level of competitiveness that this team has brought, for the most part, every night. It allows them to overcome such things as suspensions, injuries and illness.

Will it be enough?

Who knows, but simply being able to ask the question of this team tells you that anything is possible.

If it isn’t possible now, it will be later.

Ho-Sang gets 15 games for Bell hit 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Monday, April 7, 2014 7:46:33 EDT PM  
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The Windsor Spitfires will be without their leading scorer for the first 15 games of the 2014-15 regular season.

The Ontario Hockey League suspended forward Josh Ho-Sang for the hit that resulted in London defenceman Zach Bell’s broken right leg in Game 4 of the first-round series. The league explained its decision was based on a “push from behind knocking (Bell) off balance into the boards” and the fact there was a “serious leg injury on the play.”

Ho-Sang’s suspension is nearly double what the league gave Knights goalie Anthony Stolarz (eight games) for one-handing him in the head with his stick in Game 3 of the series.

Bell, a 21-year-old overager, plans to make the effort to come back in time to play in the Memorial Cup May 16-25 at Budweiser Gardens. The tournament is in six weeks and rehabilitation for a broken fibula can range from six to 10 weeks.

Knights win in Guelph, tie series at 1 34


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Sunday, April 6, 2014 10:45:48 EDT PM  
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GUELPH - The shorthanded London Knights are suffering from illness, injury and suspension.

But this does not look like a team willing to accept the fate of recent Memorial Cup hosts ejected early from the playoffs and forced to sit a month or more.

Instead, the two-time defending OHL champs wrestled away home-ice advantage in their Western Conference semifinal with Guelph by pasting the league's top team 7-2 in Game 2 before 4,713 Sunday night at the Sleeman Centre.

“We have a lot of experience – we have more than Guelph so it's easier for us to play in the playoffs,” London's double-shifting defenceman Nikita Zadorov said. “Every guy in this room is going to fight for every puck.”

The big Russian, after playing half the game, found the second wind to start a third-period shorthanded rush and stuck the dagger in the Storm, who never get beat like this at home these days. This was London's first victory in five visits this season.

“I think I have a lot of energy,” the Buffalo Sabres first-rounder said with a grin. “It's not hard for me. I love to play hockey. I feel great, especially after this big win on the road.”

There have been some big ones for the Knights in enemy rinks over the past three years.

This one, considering the circumstances, ranked right up on the top shelf.

They chased Guelph starting goalie Justin Nichols in the second, then kept pouring it on his replacement Matt Mancina.

They turned around an ugly special teams performance in their Game 1 loss with four power-play goals and a perfect 6-for-6 killing penalties.

Captain Chris Tierney, dissatisfied with his offensive creativity in the opener, piled up five points in the blowout.

“You don't want to go down 0-2 to the highest-scoring team in the league,” London defender Dakota Mermis said. “This was an important win. We looked at it almost like a must-win and now, we're in a pretty good position going home.”

Now, the suddenly befuddled Storm have to figure out a way to win at Budweiser Gardens in this series.

They went 0-for-3 there in the regular season.

They might have some more problems coming their way if Mark Hunter's initial observations are correct.

The London GM, without the benefit of a replay, wasn't happy with Guelph leading scorer Scott Kosmachuk's second-period head check on London rookie Mitch Marner.

Marner, who put the Knights ahead two minutes into the game on a breakaway, left the game briefly, but stayed in the lineup.

“(Kosmachuk on) Marner wasn’t a good hit at all,” Hunter said. “It’s like the (eight-game suspension to London goalie Anthony) Stolarz thing. You don’t see it until the next day (on video) and it’s not a good thing.

“It didn’t look good live and looked like a head shot.”

The Knights won, but of course, they may pay a price for it.

Max Domi, tripped by Guelph agitator Tyler Bertuzzi in the third, struggled to get off the ice and needed treatment from trainer Doug Stacey. The Knights call him day-to-day with an “upper body injury”.

They did, though, breathe a collective sigh of relief that Mermis, who had to be helped off after blocking a shot with his knee, was able to return and finish up.

“It was pretty painful,” he said. “My whole leg kind of went dead and I knew there was no point getting up and trying to skate, because I was going nowhere.

“But it’ll take quite a bit to hold me out.”

Zadorov wasn’t worried for his friend.

“He just got a little bruise,” he said. “If you’re a hockey player, it happens every day.”

After a win like this, the pain doesn’t feel so bad.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

(Best-of-seven OHL Western Conference semifinal tied 1-1)

Knights 7, Storm 2

London goals: Chris Tierney (2), Mitch Marner, Ryan Rupert, Josh Anderson, Nikita Zadorov, Brett Welychka

Guelph goals: Tyler Bertuzzi, Pius Suter

Next: Game 3 is Tuesday night, 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

London Knights pick American Max Jones in first round of OHL draft 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Sunday, April 6, 2014 7:29:07 EDT PM  
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One of the London Knights’ best recruiting tools to attract their new first-round pick Max Jones came inadvertently from the Plymouth Whalers.

“Last year, my brother Mitch (a current Plymouth defenceman) was hurt and took videos of (Budweiser Gardens during a Knights-Whalers game) and he would send them to me,” Max, the 16-year-old Detroit Honeybaked forward from Michigan, said by phone after being selected 18th overall Saturday morning. “It was just unbelievable. I didn’t think he was at an (OHL) game. I thought he was at a Maple Leafs game or something.”

The 6-foot-2, 190-pounder is committed to the United States national team development program in Ann Arbor, Mich., but wants to visit London, too.

London GM Mark Hunter’s philosophy has always been simple: get those talented kids on the fence to one Knights game, then see how they feel about things.

“We have (playoff games) Tuesday and Thursday against Guelph so hopefully we can have him look around,” Hunter said. “He’s a big strong winger who can skate, shoot, hit, really play the game the hard way.

“I expect him to come sometime. Maybe in one, two years. . . . As long as we see him in a London Knights sweater at some time.”

Jones’ dad Brad, a former University of Michigan standout, played 148 NHL games with Winnipeg, Los Angeles and Philadelphia. Max’s best friend is Mississauga Steelheads defenceman Sean Day, who was granted exceptional status and early entry into the league this past season.

“Right when I heard my name called, a smile went up on my face,” Max said. “It’s great to be selected by such a great organization. You can’t go wrong.”

Jones is the third American player to be picked in the first round by the Knights in the Hunter era (Phil McRae in 2006 and Tommy Mannino in ‘03).

His selection, along with midget d-man teammate Ben Gleason in the second round, represents a growing trend by London to pick players that may not be in their lineup for the next year or two.

There’s also a risk if and when they do show up, it could be a one-season-and-done situation.

“We want an impact player,” London director of scouting Hofford said, “but let’s face it, kids in their first year of junior hockey rarely make an impact. There’s a few that can. My personal thinking is the majority of these guys, especially if you’re in the 15-20 hole (in the first round), you’re probably not going to get a guy that’s going to step in like that.”

“If a kid’s at the (U.S.) program, he can develop there and come in and make an impact next year,” Hofford said. “These are kids who are NHL first-round draft picks.”

The Knights, who had Jones rated fourth overall on their list, will wait for them, if necessary.

“For the next couple of years, I’m going to develop as much as possible,” Jones said, “so I can come into London, hopefully, if that’s going to be my decision so I can make a huge impact on the team.”

He is confident in his on-ice abilities.

“I don’t like to lose,” Jones said. “Every time I go in a corner, I want to make sure I don’t only come out with the puck but leave the defender on the ice and make sure he doesn’t get back up . . . .”

That’s a hard-nosed attitude. This is another in a long line of Knights picks from a family that knows the game.

“My father’s been everything to me,” Jones said. “Ever since I was a little kid, he put me in hockey and I’ve never regretted the decision. He told me, ‘Listen, this isn’t my decision (to go to the OHL or stay in the U.S.) to make or your mom’s decision.’ This is yours and whatever you want to do, I’m going to stand right alongside with you and there’s no wrong decision.”

Jones scored nine goals and had 21 points in 25 games this season. The question now is when he’ll start putting up numbers as a member of the Knights.

Ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

LOCAL PICKS

2. Sault Ste. Marie: (37) Joseph Raaymakers, G, Chatham, 6-foot, 179 pounds; 3. (50) Saginaw: Keaton Middleton, D, Stratford, Huron-Perth, 6-foot-5, 207 pounds; 4. (65) Sudbury: Brady Pataki, F, Wallaceburg, Chatham, 6-foot-1, 221 pounds; 4. (66) Niagara: Jack Wieringa, D, Woodstock, Huron-Perth, 6-foot-1, 188 pounds; 5. (82) Kitchener: Griffin Luce, D, St. Thomas, Salisbury Prep, 6-foot-2, 200 pounds; 7. (125) Mississauga: Brendan Harrogate, F, Chatham, 5-foot-11, 172 pounds; 8. (141) Sarnia: Franco Sproviero, D, Sarnia, Lambton, 5-foot-8, 151 pounds; 8. (145) Barrie: Justin Murray, D, London, 5-foot-10, 173 pounds; 9. (167) Plymouth: Dane Johnstone, F, St. Thomas, Elgin-Middlesex, 5-foot-10, 174 pounds; 9. (174) North Bay: Jamie Huber, F, Goderich, Wingham, 5-foot-9, 160 pounds; 10. (191) Sudbury: Carson Moniz, D, London, Elgin-Middlesex, 5-foot-10, 171 pounds; 11. (206) Niagara: Dawson Cook, F, St. Thomas, Lambton, 6-foot-2, 195 pounds; 12 (239) Erie: Holdyn Lansink, F, Clinton, Huron-Perth, 5-foot-11, 171 pounds; 13. (241) Sarnia: Kaden Fulcher, G, Brigden, Lambton, 6-foot, 154 pounds; 15 (285) Windsor: Anthony Hurtubise, G, Sarnia, Chatham, 6-foot, 166 pounds; 15. (289) Peterborough: Connor Hill, F, London, 6-foot, 191 pounds; 15. (294) North Bay: Carter McCormick, D, St. Thomas, Elgin-Middlesex, 5-foot-11, 166 pounds; 15. (299) Erie: Noah Tooke, D, London, 5-foot-11, 185 pounds.

KNIGHTS PICKS

1. (18) Max Jones, F, Farmington Hills, Mich., Detroit Honeybaked, 6-foot-2, 190 pounds; 2. (36) Ben Gleason, D, Ortonville, Mich., Honeybaked, 5-foot-11, 157 pounds; 3. (47) Emanuel Vella, G, Toronto, Junior Canadiens, 6-foot-3, 179 pounds; 3. (54) Eric Henderson, F, Kingsville, Sun County Panthers, 6-foot-2, 170 pounds; 3. (58) Tyler Nother, D, Orangeville, Halton, 6-foot-3, 172 pounds; 5. (83) Drake Rymsha, F, Huntington Woods, Mich., Toronto Jr. Canadiens, 5-foot-10, 170 pounds; 5. (95) Jacob Buch, F, Stoney Creek, Hamilton Bulldogs, 5-foot-10, 162 pounds; 5. (98) Dakota Miskolczi, F, Fort Erie, Niagara Falls, 6 foot, 155 pounds; 6. (110) Nicolas Mattinen, D, Orleans, Eastern Ontario, 6-foot-3, 230 pounds; 6. (118) David Melaragni, D, Philadelphia, Team Comcast, 6 foot, 180 pounds; 7. (123) Nicholas Stuckless, F, Orangeville, Halton, 5-foot-11, 157 pounds; 7. (138) Michael Latorella, G, Macomb, Mich., Honeybaked, 6-foot-1, 185 pounds; 8. (158) Zac Vukosa, F, Mississauga, Brampton, 6-foot-1, 156 pounds; 10. (198) Patrick McCabe, F, St. Catharines, Niagara Falls, 6-foot-1, 185 pounds; 11. (218) James Sanchez, F, Northbrook, Ill., Chicago Young Americans, 6-foot-2, 185 pounds; 12. (238) David McKinnon, D, Ancaster, Halton, 6-foot-3, 181 pounds; 13. (258) Graham Dynes, G, Aurora, Markham Majors, 6-foot-5, 177 pounds; 14. (278) Nick Criminisi, D, Carlisle, PEAC, 6-foot-4, 190 pounds; 15. (284) Cal Horvat, F, Rodney, Elgin-Middlesex, 5-foot-10, 172 pounds.

London Knights comeback crashes to a halt in Game 1 of OHL playoffs 
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  Guelph Storm forward Jason Dickinson, right, gets caught up with London Knights defenceman Dakota Mermis during game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semi-finals at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph, Ontario on Friday April 4, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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GUELPH - The comeback was incredible.

The eventual defeat?

A real pain in the butt.

The London Knights dug themselves out of a four-goal hole, only to watch their effort crumble when a clearing attempt hit a linesman in the backside.

The puck stayed in, Guelph pounced and big Justin Auger gave the Storm first blood with his goal with 2:06 left to hand the Knights a bitter 6-4 loss in the OHL Western Conference semifinal opener before 4,978 Friday night at Sleeman Centre.

“The problem with this high glass is they (the linesmen) can't jump out of the way anymore,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “Back in the old days, you could climb up and get the (heck) out of the way but now you can't.

“We'd like to see him get out of the way.”

Did the Storm feel like they got a break there?

“There's a lot of things that could've happened,” Guelph coach Scott Walker said. “They (the Knights) had about six minutes of 5-on-3 (in the second period).”

It wasn't that many, but he made his point. The Storm managed to avoid what would've been an awful collapse.

Guelph went up 4-0 thanks to two shorthanded goals in a 50-second span in the first period. They chipped in a pair of power play markers to take control.

The Knights' special teams nearly came apart at the seams.

But they regrouped, showed their two-time defending championship mettle and tied it with two goals in the third, only to settle for a bad-tasting loss in a building they are now 0-for-4 in this season.

“We dug ourselves a hole to start out with and you can't have two shorthanded goals (like that),” said London forward Max Domi, who led the charge back with a pair himself. “It's tough to come from behind. We're not happy about the loss but it shows a lot of character to come back like that. We're going to carry that over and focus on Game 2 (Sunday night).”

The Knights surrendered four shorthanded goals all regular season. They have now given up four on the power play in five playoff games.

It's not being sharp,” Domi said. “We can't afford that against a team like that, especially in their own building. That stuff happens and we're going to learn from it.”

They need to correct that in a hurry.

They can't allow Guelph any more early-game gifts. They already have a shorthanded roster.

“They (the Knights) did a great job coming back, but I was proud of our guys,” Storm coach Scott Walker said. “Our guys could've folded just as easy as they could've when they went down four, but they didn't.

“Hey, that's two good teams working hard.”

They're also, according to Mark Hunter, perfecting their acting skills.

“There was a lot of diving out there – both sides,” he said. “It puts the refs in a bad position. It's something we all have to be aware of. It's too good of hockey to have diving out there.

“They (the refs) have to call them.”

Does Walker agree?

“There are lots of things that go on between the plays and whistles that could be called,” he said, “but it is what it is.”

Jake Patterson gave the Knights enough big saves to come back. He made a couple of glove beauties, including robbing Pius Suter on a 2-on-0 with Jason Dickinson.

“He was our best player and we left him hanging out to dry on those two (shorties),” Domi said. “We told him we'd be better for him next game and we know he'll be the same way.”

The Knights have to take advantage of every break they can muster against the top-ranked team in the league.

They got one to start their rally in the third when Guelph overage centre Ryan Horvat refused to touch the puck on a delayed penalty call. Domi roared down the ice, brought the Knights within one, then Michael McCarron tied it on a pretty passing play.

“There was a little miscommunication there,” Walker said with a grin. “You want him to skate as hard as he can down the ice and touch it. You want him to take his time, but hey, those things happen.”

In this kind of series, expect anything.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

GAME GLANCE

(Guelph leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference semifinal 1-0)

Storm 6, Knights 4

Guelph goals: Pius Suter, Robby Fabbri, Matt Finn, Scott Kosmachuk, Justin Auger, Kerby Rychel

London goals: Max Domi (2), Ryan Rupert, Michael McCarron

Next: Game 2 is Sunday night, 7 p.m. at Sleeman Centre.

Young players are being pushed into big roles in the depleted Knights ranks 7


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, April 4, 2014 11:09:03 EDT PM  
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  Guelph Storm forward Pius Suter scores a shorthanded wrap-around goal while under pressure from London Knights forward Chris Tierney after catching Knights goaltender Jake Patterson too far out of his net during game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semi-finals at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph, Ontario on Friday April 4, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency

Guelph Storm forward Pius Suter scores a shorthanded wrap-around goal while under pressure from London Knights forward Chris Tierney after catching Knights goaltender Jake Patterson too far out of his net during game 1 of the OHL Western Conference semi-finals at the Sleeman Centre in Guelph, Ontario on Friday April 4, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency 
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GUELPH - All week, the London Knights said they needed some of their younger players to step up against Guelph.

Star rookie Mitch Marner was one of them.

With Brett Welychka needed to transform into a top-four defenceman, the 16-year-old forward had to essentially take his spot on an effective line with Michael McCarron and Gemel Smith.

The Knights believe he can handle the assignment.

“It’s a good opportunity for him and he’s been good in the minutes he’s played this year,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “It’s an opportunity to show his stuff. When you’re missing guys, you hope you have enough depth.

“We’ve got lots of (good) players and that helps.”

The Knights appreciated the offence Marner gave them during the season.

Now they need that flair against the league’s No. 1 team.

“We already have a little bit of chemistry because we played together when Brett dropped back before,” the Knights 2013 first rounder said. “Playing this year with (Chris) Tierney and Max (Domi) for a little bit helped me out a lot.

“These are the times you want to play a lot and make the most of it. You want to show you can play on a top line and shut down their forwards, score some goals and get some points, too.”

McCarron and Smith didn’t feel like they had to say much to Marner during preparation this week.

“I think he’s going to fit in very well,” McCarron, the Canadiens’ first rounder said. “He kind of plays a little bit like Welychka. I don’t think there’s going to be any confusion on the ice.

“I expect us to be as big a force as we were in the first round (against Windsor). We’ve got to be big and play hard every shift.”

The Knights are going to be dogged all series by the manpower they have missing.

“It’s something you get over,” McCarron said. “We didn’t spend much time talking about it. We have guys who are going to do well. There’s no time to dwell on it. We’ve got Guelph on the other side ready to kill us so you have to be ready.”

That said, McCarron expects the Knights to turn it into a physical series. They want to lead that part of the game, even with big bodies Zach Bell and Brady Austin sidelined.

“We want to put as much pressure as we can on their defence,” he said. “We need to let them feel it every time we chip the puck in. They’ve got to know we’re there.”

At the same time, the Knights can’t afford to take penalties.

“That was a big talking point we had in the first round,” McCarron said. “This team, they’re very skilled, just like us, and they can put the puck in the net on the power play. We have to limit their opportunities.”

Max Domi, in fact, called it a day ahead of time. He has played at the Sleeman Centre many times and knows what to expect.

“They (the Storm) feed off that atmosphere,” he said. “It’s a hostile building. We can’t let them get on those (goal-scoring) runs. If you get behind the eight-ball, everything snow balls and then you’re in trouble.

“Then you’re in the second and down a few goals and that’s not what you want to happen.”

That’s exactly what happened in Game 1 Friday night.

The Knights were buried by their own special teams. They gave up two shorthanded goals on their first power play and two man-advantage goals to Guelph on their first three attempts.

London never trailed in the Windsor series. They fell behind early in this one.

It was an uncharacteristic start for the Knights.

They only gave up four shorthanded goals the entire regular season, then two in 50 seconds midway through the first.

The Knights had no answer defensively in three earlier visits to Guelph.

Nothing changed in trip No. 4.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

(Guelph leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference semifinal 1-0)

Storm 6, Knights 4

Guelph goals: Pius Suter, Robby Fabbri, Matt Finn, Scott Kosmachuk, Justin Auger, Kerby Rychel

London goals: Max Domi (2), Ryan Rupert, Michael McCarron

Next: Game 2 is Sunday night, 7 p.m. at Sleeman Centre.

Five things that have to happen for the London Knights to knock off the Guelph Storm in their OHL Western Conference semifinal series 10
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London Knights forward Christ Tierney, left, shoots the puck past goaltender Anthony Stolarz during a team hockey practice at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Thursday April 3, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)

London Knights forward Christ Tierney, left, shoots the puck past goaltender Anthony Stolarz during a team hockey practice at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Thursday April 3, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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FAST FIVE

(Five things that have to happen for the London Knights to knock off the Guelph Storm in their OHL Western Conference semifinal series, which starts Friday night, 7:30 p.m. at the Sleeman Centre).

Win a road game.

The Knights have won nine straight playoff series since 2012. All of them started at Budweiser Gardens. They don't have that same luxury against top-seeded Guelph. The Knights went 0-for-3 there at the Sleeman Centre in the regular season. They'll have to steal one at some point. The earlier, the better.

Get a lead.

The Knights steamrolled the Windsor Spitfires in Round 1 largely on their first-period dominance. They outscored the Spits a combined 11-0 in the first 20 minutes of their sweep. In their three losses at Guelph this year, London has held a lead for a grand total of 1:55. They need to make the Storm chase them, especially in their own rink.

Better goaltending.

No one is asking London's Jake Patterson to be the reincarnation of Michael Houser, Adam Dennis and Steve Mason. All he has to do is be better than Guelph's 18-year-old starter Justin Nichols over the next two weeks. The 19-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native knows how to win and when to make the big saves. That's what you need against the league's best offence.

Disciplined hockey.

This series is going to be more emotional than the Windsor one. The Knights can't afford to take as many penalties as they did against the Spitfires. In fact, they better draw more power plays than the Storm get over the course of this matchup. No offence was better than London's down the stretch and this is no time to go cold. It goes without saying the Knights can't afford anyone else getting suspended.

MVP Zadorov.

London D Nikita Zadorov has to be the best player in the series. It's as simple as that. If he's not on his game, the Knights are in big trouble with Zach Bell and Brady Austin sidelined. There won't be as much heat on Brett Welychka to fill in on the back end if Zadorov and the rest of the natural defencemen do their job.

London Knights' Mitch Marner top rookie runner-up 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, April 4, 2014 8:44:28 EDT PM  
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If last year’s Ontario Hockey League draft was done again, Mitch Marner would’ve been picked a lot higher than 19th overall.

This week, the London Knights star-to-be was selected runner-up to former Elgin-Middlesex Chief Travis Konecny (Ottawa) in rookie of the year voting by most of those GMs who passed over him.

Some clubs feared Marner, if he didn’t land in a desirable location, would head to a U.S. college. But there are options built into the rules to protect teams whose top picks refuse to show up.

The bottom line is if some teams let a franchise player slide, Knights GM Mark Hunter probably won’t.

“Everyone (except sanctions-stricken Windsor) could’ve drafted Marner,” said London director of scouting Lindsay Hofford, who has been preparing for the 2014 draft, which begins Saturday morning and sees the Knights pick 18th overall. “It’s after the fact (the Knights are accused of cooking the draft). The guy was not rated high, either, It’s not like we were snagging the top guy in the draft.

“Trust me, I talked to teams about him that told me, ‘Oh, yeah, I had him in the second round’. School was an option for him and there’s risk involved, but you’ve got to do your homework and we took him because the risk was worth the reward.”

Marner was listed as five-foot-7 and 130 pounds before the draft. He also played for a less-than-stellar midget team in Don Mills so he didn’t get the same exposure at the OHL Cup players on more powerful clubs did.

“He grew quite a bit and I knew the mother and his brother were taller,” said Hofford, an ex-Knights head coach. “You get to know the families and that’s important because you find out the character and living habits of the kids.

“Mitch played on a weaker team but I knew he was in that (top) class.”

The Knights have contended for the Memorial Cup the last three seasons. Remarkably, they could have 17 selections over 15 rounds this year.

“A lot of organizations going into the draft (after three winning seasons) might have lost all their picks or not recouped them,” Hofford said. “They might have 10 picks. The fact we have as many as we do means someone else has (five) less on average. Mark (Hunter) is always looking at the big picture. Once we win, he’s like, ‘What about next year? What can we do to get better?’ Dale wants talented players. He’s not going to be happy coaching a bunch of duds, either.”

London needs all hands on deck — and those hands better be healthy — to beat top-ranked Guelph 2


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, April 3, 2014 7:28:57 EDT PM  

London Knights defence coach Jeff Paul lines up a shot on goaltender Anthony Stolarz during a team practice at Budweiser Gardens on Thursday. The Knights open their OHL Western Conference best-of-seven semifinal series against the Guelph Storm in Guelph on Friday. (CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press)

London Knights defence coach Jeff Paul lines up a shot on goaltender Anthony Stolarz during a team practice at Budweiser Gardens on Thursday. The Knights open their OHL Western Conference best-of-seven semifinal series against the Guelph Storm in Guelph on Friday. (CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press)
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Max Domi had been feeling under the weather. Bo Horvat, too.

In the wake of over-age defenceman Brady Austin’s mononucleosis diagnosis, both London Knights star forwards missed practices this week heading into Friday’s OHL Western Conference semifinal opener in Guelph.

Domi returned to the ice Thursday and declared himself ready to go. London head coach Dale Hunter said Horvat has been fighting a cold and will play against the Storm.

“It’s nothing major,” he said.

For London hockey fans seeking positive news, there you go.

The Knights know they‘re going to need all available hands on deck to subdue the league’s top-ranked team. The healthier those hands happen to be, the better.

“Adversity, you’ve got to take it for what it is,” said Domi, the Knights’ nominee for the league’s most outstanding player. “Guelph doesn’t like to spend much time in their own end and they live off the rush. You have to counter their attacks and I love that stuff.

“We have the depth to handle the situations we’ve been handed in this series, whether it’s (Jake Patterson) in net or (Brett) Welychka and (rookie Aiden) Jamieson playing D for (injured) Zach Bell and Brady. We’re ready for this challenge.”

The league’s top two offences will be shooting against a couple of goaltenders with Michael Houser-sized chips on their shoulders.

The Knights believe Jake Patterson is one of the most under-rated junior goaltenders in the business. Dale Hunter pointed to his 15-2 record late in the season.

“Like he did when (now suspended goalie Anthony) Stolarz cut his leg, he came in and got lots of wins for us,” Hunter said. “He did a heck of a job. He’s 19, a veteran, and he’s been through the pressure of playing last year (in the OHL final) and in the Memorial Cup.

“He’s got experience and he’s a battler.”

Guelph goalie Justin Nichols won 35 games this year. He wasn’t among the league nominees for top puck-stopper.

“I think he got snubbed there,” Storm forward Kerby Rychel said. “We have tons of confidence in him.”

Nichols has grown used to flying under the radar.

“I knew when I was brought in (after being a backup in Sault Ste. Marie), people said I didn’t have the experience they expected a team like Guelph to bring in,” the 18-year-old St. Catharines native said, “but I was confident in myself and I think my coaches and teammates believe in me and it’s worked out very well.”

Patterson was given a Bronx cheer by London fans in his last home appearance. Nichols said his naysayers never expressed themselves in such a public forum.

“I haven’t been booed at home and hopefully, that will never happen,” he said. “London is very pro-like and they expect a lot of their players. Guelph does, too, but they’re going to back us a lot because they’re excited about this season. They’ve been very supportive.”

The Knights’ advantage to having Patterson in net is he is an excellent handler of the puck. He knows the bounces in London and is familiar with the Sleeman Centre, too.

“I like playing the puck so it’s not a big deal for me,” he said, “and any time I can help the D out, I’ll come out and play it. Guelph will try a lot of down-low plays, cross-crease passes, one-times and they’re going to forechecking hard.

“I’ve got to be reading the play and I’m confident our defence will step up their game. We’ll get the job done.”

Both teams believe their goaltending can swing this series. Scott Walker said he has had to answer questions all year about his guys in net, even while Nichols was racking up goalie of the month honours.

It’s something Patterson has faced since he arrived in London.

“I’m not even sure where the questions are coming from on Jake, anyway,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said. “He won the last three games of the league championship last year, played in the Memorial Cup semifinal and won a whack of games this year. The questions on him are non-starters for me.

“Next question.”

All the answers start coming Friday night.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

FAST FIVE

(Five things that have to happen for the London Knights to knock off the Guelph Storm in their OHL Western Conference semifinal series, which starts Friday night, 7:30 p.m. at the Sleeman Centre).

1. Win a road game

The Knights have won nine straight playoff series since 2012. All of them started at Budweiser Gardens. They don’t have that same luxury against top-seeded Guelph. The Knights went 0-for-3 there at the Sleeman Centre in the regular season. They’ll have to steal one at some point. The earlier, the better.

2. Get a lead

The Knights steamrolled the Windsor Spitfires in Round 1 largely on their first-period dominance. They outscored the Spits a combined 11-0 in the first 20 minutes of their sweep. In their three losses at Guelph this year, London has held a lead for a grand total of 1:55. They need to make the Storm chase them, especially in their own rink.

3. Better goaltending

No one is asking London’s Jake Patterson to be the reincarnation of Michael Houser, Adam Dennis and Steve Mason. All he has to do is be better than Guelph’s 18-year-old starter Justin Nichols over the next two weeks. The 19-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native knows how to win and when to make the big saves. That’s what you need against the league’s best offence.

4. Disciplined hockey

This series is going to be more emotional than the Windsor one. The Knights can’t afford to take as many penalties as they did against the Spitfires. In fact, they better draw more power plays than the Storm get over the course of this matchup. No offence was better than London’s down the stretch and this is no time to go cold. It goes without saying the Knights can’t afford anyone else getting suspended.

5. MVP Zadorov

London D Nikita Zadorov has to be the best player in the series. It’s as simple as that. If he’s not on his game, the Knights are in big trouble with Zach Bell and Brady Austin sidelined. There won’t be as much heat on Brett Welychka to fill in on the back end if Zadorov and the rest of the natural defencemen do their job.

Tough series expected between London Knights and Guelph Storm 
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London Knights head coach Dale Hunter shoots the puck past backup goaltender Riley Brown during a practice at Budweiser Gardens on Thursday. The Knights kick off their best-of-seven OHL Western Conference semifinal series against the Guelph Storm in Guelph on Friday. (CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press) 
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Kerby Rychel knows exactly how this London-Guelph second round series could turn out.

Five years ago, the Guelph Storm veteran forward was a young fan in Windsor, watching his GM dad Warren's Spitfires take out the London Knights in a five-game, all-overtime Western conference final.

“That was crazy,” the Columbus first-rounder said. So many good players in that one – Taylor Hall, Nazem Kadri, John Tavares and Ryan Ellis. It could've went either way.”

Those were two teams built to win the Memorial Cup – just like London and Guelph this time around.

“It's going to be tight,” Rychel said. “They've won the last two years and know what it takes. We're the top seed. I know London wants to go through the front door to the Cup and we want to knock them off.

“It's going to be a lot of fun.”

It could be high scoring, too. But that doesn't mean there won't be quality goaltending.

Both Jake Patterson of the Knights and Guelph's Justin Nichols have big-save potential.

“It's the two best offences so you have to expect there will be a lot of chances on both sides,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said. “It's going to come down to who's making the big saves at the right time.”

That's something Patterson did in London's series-clinching Game 4 win in Windsor last week. He slammed the door when it absolutely needed to be shut.

“If you're nervous or thinking too much about (the magnitude of this series), it's going to affect your game,” the 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie said. “I'm going to approach it like I did in Windsor and any other game, and hopefully, it'll work out for me.”

The team sandwiched in between London and Guelph in the standings this season was Erie. Shortly after the trade deadline in January, Nichols shut out the Otters 1-0 in their own building.

A month later, Patterson went to Pennsylvania and spotted Erie a 3-0 lead. He didn't allow another goal and the Knights rallied to win.

Guelph, London and Erie have been the toughest rinks in the OHL for an opposing team to win this year.

“That was one of my favourite games this season,” Nichols said of his shutout. “It showed if the team needs me to make the saves and only score that one goal, I can do that job. I didn't expect to be on a contending team like this. Just after Christmas break, I found a groove and that's when I saw this was going to be my team going forward. ​Those big games, I never had before and now I know how those work and how to manage your emotions.”

Patterson went through that last year.

“They're both solid goaltenders,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “It's a tough position but they know what to do.”

- - -

FAST FIVE

(Five things that have to happen for the London Knights to knock off the Guelph Storm in their OHL Western Conference semifinal series, which starts Friday night, 7:30 p.m. at the Sleeman Centre).

1. Win a road game

The Knights have won nine straight playoff series since 2012. All of them started at Budweiser Gardens. They don’t have that same luxury against top-seeded Guelph. The Knights went 0-for-3 there at the Sleeman Centre in the regular season. They’ll have to steal one at some point. The earlier, the better.

2. Get a lead

The Knights steamrolled the Windsor Spitfires in Round 1 largely on their first-period dominance. They outscored the Spits a combined 11-0 in the first 20 minutes of their sweep. In their three losses at Guelph this year, London has held a lead for a grand total of 1:55. They need to make the Storm chase them, especially in their own rink.

3. Better goaltending

No one is asking London’s Jake Patterson to be the reincarnation of Michael Houser, Adam Dennis and Steve Mason. All he has to do is be better than Guelph’s 18-year-old starter Justin Nichols over the next two weeks. The 19-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native knows how to win and when to make the big saves. That’s what you need against the league’s best offence.

4. Disciplined hockey

This series is going to be more emotional than the Windsor one. The Knights can’t afford to take as many penalties as they did against the Spitfires. In fact, they better draw more power plays than the Storm get over the course of this matchup. No offence was better than London’s down the stretch and this is no time to go cold. It goes without saying the Knights can’t afford anyone else getting suspended.

5. MVP Zadorov

London D Nikita Zadorov has to be the best player in the series. It’s as simple as that. If he’s not on his game, the Knights are in big trouble with Zach Bell and Brady Austin sidelined. There won’t be as much heat on Brett Welychka to fill in on the back end if Zadorov and the rest of the natural defencemen do their job.
Only damper on London Knights and Guelph Storm series are the injuries, illnesses and suspensions 
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The London Knights and Guelph Storm are about to engage in an OHL final-calibre playoff series – two rounds ahead of schedule.

If the clash lives up to its billing, it will be the greatest example of why the league should follow Quebec's lead and switch to a playoff format that seeds teams 1 through 16 rather than a conference setup.

“Absolutely, it drives me crazy,” Guelph co-owner and head coach Scott Walker said. “I love playing the London Knights and I think the players, organizations and fans will benefit but there's going to be one heck of a team out in Round 2.

“I'm not saying this like there should be this great change but if you think about it, there's two teams with over 100 points, two ranked in the Canadian Hockey League's top 10 basically all year out of 60 teams, and they're playing in the second round.”

Guelph ended London's two-year reign as OHL regular season champions this spring. They were first and third in the overall standings and in the buzzsaw of a Midwest Division. Erie, second overall in the league, started their Western Conference semifinal on the road against the West Division champ Soo Greyhounds – who finished 11 points behind the Otters.

“That is just the way it is,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “It's the rules we play by and it happens sometimes.”

This is the junior hockey version of the NHL's Smythe Division in the 1980s. The Edmonton Oilers and Calgary Flames routinely met for the de facto Stanley Cup final in the second round.

“The fans are going to get a great treat,” Walker said. “I don't know if the 1-16 format is better or worse. You look at our division – us, Erie and London all over 100 points. That doesn't happen all the time and I don't think people understand how hard that was on the players and coaching staff. You're playing these teams a lot more and you almost wonder how each team got 100 when they're in the same division.”

One of the most impressive parts of the Storm's regular-season title is how they managed to hold off surging Erie and London down the stretch. The Knights finished with 20 wins in their final 23 games and couldn't move up in the standings.

London is already in the Memorial Cup, but there's a feeling around the team like that same kind of desperation hockey is starting on Friday.

“Any time you can end someone's season, especially a good team like Guelph that has a chance to win the Memorial Cup, it's a big deal,” London defenceman Dakota Mermis said. “We're looking forward to this series.”

The only damper is the suspensions, injuries and illness that has robbed the teams of their regular rosters. The Knights will play without goalie Anthony Stolarz and defencemen Zach Bell and Brady Austin while the Storm won't have suspended sniper Brock McGinn until a potential seventh game.

Robby Fabbri is working his way back into the Guelph lineup after being injured by a head check against Plymouth in the opening round.

“There's no question everyone expects this to be a great series,” Walker said. “This is what playing at the next level is like. Every game is hard. No one (else in the league) feels sorry for Guelph and London that we're playing now, I can tell you that much.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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If there's any moment in the next week where Brett Welychka feels some self-doubt about becoming a defenceman again, all he has to do is look over at the guy running the Guelph bench.

Scott Walker understands.

“I was a defenceman my entire career until I got called up to the National league,” the Storm head coach said. “The (Vancouver Canucks) played me on right wing against the Edmonton Oilers in my first game. It was a learning experience all the way through my career. You play 15 years of right wing but you probably played 15 years at defence as a kid and I was comfortable there, but you do what you have to do.”

The London Knights, without goalie Anthony Stolarz and defencemen Zach Bell and Brady Austin, are in break-the-glass emergency mode. They trust Welychka on the point and are willing to sacrifice some offensive punch up front to try to contain the OHL's best offence in the last 15 years.

The 20-year-old Londoner, who has been through this switch a handful of times before in his career, has gained not only the respect of his teammates, but his upcoming opponents, too.

“It shows a lot of character by him stepping back there,” Guelph forward and Columbus first rounder Kerby Rychel said. “He's a versatile player and he's done it before. Personally, I don't really think I could do it.”

Welychka's back-end composure is shaping up to be a major factor heading in this series. The Storm will have to test him at every opportunity, especially in the first two games at home with last change.

“It's harder (to make a position switch) as you go up levels in the game,” Walker said, “but we're different in junior because we don't all have the luxury of farm teams and calling guys up that are probably ready to jump into a playoff series.

“We have players that could drop back, too. Would they be as good as (Storm captain) Matt Finn or (London's Nikita) Zadorov? Probably not, but they're good enough to get the job done.”

London head coach Dale Hunter said the Knights aren't going to necessarily drop into a trapping style simply to make up for their losses on the blue line.

“We're going to play our game and Guelph is going to play theirs,” he said. “They're a forechecking team and they're not going to change.”

The tinkering, Walker believes, will come on the fly against a Hunter-coached club.

“It'll be different every game,” he said. “You have to coach the system you want to play but you're not going to make adjustments, you're not to be around long. It's not like we say we're playing the London Knights – this is what we're going to do. There's so much more that comes into it.”

London swept Windsor in the first round largely because it outscored the Spitfires a combined 11-0 in the first period. In three regular-season games at Guelph this year, the Knights led for a grand total of 1:55 – after an early goal by Welychka.

Most of the time, they were chasing the Storm, who have transformed into a dynamic club under Walker.

“I'm sure everyone in the NHL that I was around probably wouldn't think this was the style I would coach,” the 40-year-old said with a laugh, “but I was an offensive guy in junior and the American league. I love that part of the game. If you play an up-tempo game, you keep all your players interested and they're happy to come to the rink.

“It's an entertainment business, too. I'm not going to turn on the TV and watch a trapping game at the NHL level but I may turn it on to watch two teams getting after it who are responsible defensively but trying to score a lot of goals.”

The Storm have been the OHL's most consistent team all season. They averaged five goals a game throughout the year.

But no one outscored the Knights down the stretch.

That carried over into their first round series victory over Windsor and it must continue against Guelph.

“We're going to keep finding ways (to create offence),” Zadorov said.

If they can fight fire with fire, they will take a lot of heat off Welychka's big switch.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
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Zach Bell's broken leg was bad enough.

Now, Brady Austin has mononucleosis.

In one week, the London Knights have lost a starting goalie (suspended Anthony Stolarz) and one of the Ontario Hockey League's best and most experienced defensive pairs.

This is not the kind of news you want heading into a second-round playoff series against the Guelph Storm, the league's highest-scoring team in the last 15 years.

“No, not really, I haven't (seen anything like this),” London head coach Dale Hunter said, “but it's part of the game. Everyone goes through injuries and suspensions. You have to accept it and move on. “Look at (Jonathan) Toews and (Patrick) Kane are out for Chicago. It's more ice time for other guys and someone else has to step up.”

No team in junior hockey has the depth to replace two fifth-year defencemen who went a combined plus-80 while playing against the opposition's top forward lines.

The plan right now is to transform versatile Brett Welychka into a blue-liner again and plug rookie star Mitch Marner into his forward spot. The 20-year-old Londoner has been down this road before.

“We're lucky,” London GM Mark Hunter said, “that we have a kid with the character of a Brett Welychka to go back there and do this for us in this situation.”

Dakota Mermis, one of the Knights' defenceman still standing, has a lot of faith in Welychka's ability to succeed against the Storm, who are going to try to forecheck London's back end into the ground all series.

“He's exactly what the Hunters usually have – one guy who can do anything,” Mermis said. “Any time he steps back on D, he does well and he's comfortable back there. It'll be nice to have a little help from him on the back end.

“As a group, we're ready to keep going, step up and fill the absence of those guys.”

Nikita Zadorov said he is willing to take on additional minutes. He believes the Knights haven't wavered in their desire to get to the Memorial Cup through the front door as OHL champions.

“Maybe Dakota and I have to play more against Guelph, but we have to keep going and play our game,” the Buffalo first-rounder and Russian world junior standout said. “It's going to be hard to play against these (Storm) forwards. They chase the puck, they go hard and they have skill.

“We need (Bell and Austin) so much, but sometimes this happens. We have young guys who can step up and play.”

Youngsters Aiden Jamieson, Cam Garrow and Matt Doty, along with London Nationals forward Tristen Elie, are practising with London at the moment.

But the Knights find themselves in the same position they were the past two years – trying to win an OHL championship with less than three overagers. GM Mark Hunter looked at acquiring another top defenceman at the trade deadline in January, but was unable to consummate a deal.

“Who thought (then) we would have two defenceman down,” he said. “There's no sense bringing in a veteran D-man who's just average. So, then what are you going to do? We have to develop someone and can't run with all 19- and 20-year-olds.

“We couldn't bring in more overagers. Zach Bell and Brady Austin have done a lot for our hockey team. I have no complaints about them.”

The Knights couldn't afford to pry Kerby Rychel and d-man Nick Ebert out of Windsor. The Spitfires moved them to Guelph in a blockbuster deal.

“I didn't have the draft picks to do it,” Mark Hunter said.

Right now, the Knights are leaning on their vast playoff experience heading into the series against Guelph. That's one thing they have that the Storm don't.

“If we can steal one or two on the road right off the bat with a depleted roster, that would be huge for us and a confidence-booster coming home,” Mermis said. “The advantage we have over other teams is that experience factor. We've been there before and a lot of us have been there twice.”

The Knights feel like they have been in even greater dire straits than this, down 3-1 in the OHL final to Barrie last spring.

“We had to battle back,” Dale Hunter said. “We just go play our game. Guelph won the league this year. They set the bar and us, Erie and the Soo are battling to (beat) them.”

If they can knock off the Storm now, this will be an accomplishment like almost no other.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
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The Memorial Cup tournament is seven weeks away.

The London Knights are doing everything in their power to give injured defenceman Zach Bell a chance to play in it, including calling the Tampa Bay Lightning and Hockey Canada for some help.

The Bolts famously tried to get star forward Steve Stamkos back on the ice in time for the Olympics this year after the former Sarnia Sting scorer suffered a broken right tibia from crashing into the net last fall.

Bell has two screws in the bone of his broken right fibula after being pushed from behind into the boards by Windsor centre Josh Ho-Sang last Thursday.

“We called (Tampa) just to get ideas to try to speed up the process,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “We want to try anything possible to get him back because he deserves a chance to play in the Memorial Cup. That’s what he came here for, that’s why he’s been so good the last 20 games, and I feel bad for this whole situation. There’s always some kind of hope.”

The buck, of course, stops with London orthopaedic surgeon Bob Giffin at the Fowler Kennedy sports medicine clinic.

“We’ve been looking, but we’re going to listen to (Giffin),” Mark Hunter said. “He’s our guy and it’s up to him. If he says an idea is stupid, we’re going with him. But we’re trying. All I know is Zach will give his best effort to come back and play.”

The Knights received bad news Tuesday on Bell’s blue line partner Brady Austin, who has been diagnosed with mononucleosis. They have no time line at the moment.

“(With mono) you don’t know,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “It’s at least three weeks but you have to see how it develops.

“It’s wait-and-see, the way it is (with Bell).”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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Owen MacDonald played minor hockey in Guelph.

“I always followed the Storm and the Kitchener Rangers growing up,” the 17-year-old London Knights forward from Elora said. “We got both teams on TV and I went to a lot of Friday night games in Guelph and watched some of their players grow there.

“When I was a kid, a couple of the Storm players would come to our school to visit.”

MacDonald talked to a lot of them. There was one star defenceman he never got to meet.

“I always remember watching (Drew) Doughty play there,” he said. “He always dominated, so it was pretty cool to see.”

On Friday night, MacDonald and the Knights open their OHL Western Conference semifinal series in Guelph at the familiar Sleeman Centre.

The Storm ripped the regular season title away from London, who ended up third behind them in the Midwest Division. This is the first time since 2011 that London will start a playoff round on the road.

It’s the league’s highest scoring team in 15 years – Guelph – against second-best. The Knights had eight 20-goal scorers and the Storm had five men with at least 30.

It’s the first head-to-head coaching matchup between Dale Hunter and Scott Walker, who is into the second round for the first time in his four years at the Guelph helm.

But that said, the Knights and Storm faithful know each other well.

This is the sixth time in the last 10 years they have faced off in the post-season.

In six regular-season meetings this year, the home team won every time.

“They’re a great team,” London captain Chris Tierney, “but I think we’re going to be ready for them. It’s tough to go in there and play two games in their barn but it’s something you’ve got to do if you’re going to win an OHL championship.

“You’ve got to win big games on the road so we’re going to have to do that at some point. I think our guys are looking forward to it.”

Both teams are lugging in some roster baggage.

The Knights will play the entire series without suspended Anthony Stolarz and shutdown defenceman Zach Bell, who had surgery on Friday to repair his broken right fibula.

The bury defender had two screws inserted and is out indefinitely.

Guelph is without 43-goal sniper Brock McGinn, the member of the hockey-playing Fergus clan who goaded Max Domi into a four-game suspension in the fall. He’s serving an eight-gamer for a head check in the Plymouth series and will only be available if the series goes the distance.

Robby Fabbri, the talented 45-goal Storm gunner, missed the final four games of the Whalers set after taking a head check from Yannick Rathgeb, who was suspended 10 games.

These aren’t the Dave Barr-moulded Guelph teams of old.

Under Walker, they like to pressure the puck and create offence. They’re unlikely to sit in a 1-3-1 trap.

The Knights defence will be under siege for the next two weeks and how they react could tell the tale.

With all the shooters on the ice, London’s Jake Patterson and Guelph’s Justin Nichols both need to make big saves.

The older Patterson has more experience under this kind of heat, but Nichols, the first-year Storm starter, had a standout season.

The Knights stopper is 3-2-0-1 in his career against Guelph and shut out the Storm in their own building last year.

This series is all about protecting home ice.

Six years ago in the first round, Doughty, the London native, decimated the Knights at the then-John Labatt Centre.

He scored an overtime winner in Game 1 and controlled the play. The Storm won all three games in London.

That 2008 series is the only one in the Knights’ last 15 playoff rounds where they appeared outclassed. No one in Hunter-land wants a repeat.

“I don’t remember that one,” MacDonald, the ex-Storm supporter, said with a grin. “I was pretty young.”

He’ll remember this one forever.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
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No team looked better in the first round of the OHL playoffs than the London Knights.

But nobody paid a bigger price in doing it.

The two-time defending OHL champs buried the Windsor Spitfires in the minimum four games but lost starting goalie Anthony Stolarz to an eight-game suspension and sturdy defenceman Zach Bell, who underwent surgery for a broken fibula in his right leg on Friday.

This was a sour sweep.

“It hasn’t been too great for us the last few games, but there’s nothing we can do about it,” London veteran forward Bo Horvat said. “We have to deal with what we’ve got and move forward.

“It’s always a little different when you’re losing some guys in a series, but to go four straight and get some extra rest before the next round, it’s going to be key for us.”

London’s next round is against the Guelph Storm, the regular season champion and the league’s highest-scoring team in 15 years.

It goes without saying the Knights would be better equipped for the difficult task if they could dress the goaltender with the OHL’s best save percentage (.926) and a 21-year-old defender who went plus-27 in his last 18 games, including the Windsor series.

But Guelph has taken their lumps in an opening round set against Plymouth too.

Brock McGinn, the 43-goal scorer, is serving an eight-game suspension for a head check in Game 3 against the Whalers. Fellow forward Robby Fabbri, who scored 45 times this year, is on the mend after being injured in the first game of the series.

London head coach Dale Hunter has a week to decide if he will use versatile Brett Welychka as an emergency defenceman again. The Knights continued faith in goalie Jake Patterson was rewarded again when he delivered a 34-save performance to close out the Spits Thursday night.

“I felt pretty good,” the 19-year-old Patterson said. “If you go into a playoff game and get all worked up and nervous, it’s going to affect your play. I prepared like it was any other game and it worked out.”

Patterson tweaked his knee on Windsor’s second goal early in the third period, but he finished strong. On Friday, he didn’t feel any worse for the wear.

“I’m glad we get the extra rest before Round 2,” he said.

It’s up to him to guide the Memorial Cup hosts through the next series. He saved their season last year in the OHL final so he’s seen this kind of pressure.

No other goalie left in this post-season has his wealth of experience.

“I didn’t think too much about that,” said Patterson, unbeaten in four career playoff decisions. “All you can do is go out there and play. The guys in front of me have really helped and scored the goals we’ve needed to win.”

The Spitfires were a shell of a team and the Knights didn’t give them a sliver of hope.

London outscored Windsor 26-9 in four games, 11-0 in the first period. The Knights only surrendered four even-strength goals. Windsor’s swift Ben Johnson, with four goals, was the only consistent threat.

“We know (Windsor’s high-scoring centre Josh) Ho-Sang likes to do it all himself,” said Ryan Rupert, who was in on three London shorthanded goals in the 10-2 Game 3 win, “and we tried to take advantage of that.”

The Knights have now won 36 playoff games in the past three springs. Players like Horvat and Max Domi are 9-0 in career post-season series. Nikita Zadorov is playing like the best junior defenceman in the world.

They don’t intend to go quietly through the back door to a third straight Memorial Cup, even though they will be facing the biggest challenge to date.

“In the playoffs, you have to find a way,” Knights captain Chris Tierney said. “We’ve been through different goalies before and you have to overcome injuries to win. It’s tough seeing Zach (Bell) go down like that because he’s a huge part of our team and a guy everyone really likes in the room.

“You want to win for him. We know it’s not going to be easy, we’re going to have to win a game on the road to do it and we think we have a team that can do it.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

MEMORIAL CUP UPDATE

On Monday at 10 a.m. tickets go on sale for three major events that will be part of the Memorial Cup festivities in May.

•The opening gala is Thursday, May 15 at the London Convention Centre featuring a surprise guest speaker, a three-course dinner, music by It’s a String Thing and formal introductions of players on the four competing teams. Tickets are $100 per person with individual and tables of 10 available. Doors open at 5:30 p.m.

•The tournament’s golf tournament will take place Thursday, May 22 at FireRock and The Oaks Golf Club with celebrity participants, food and prizes. There will also be a light breakfast, followed by a dinner/late luncheon. Tickets are $250 per player with shotgun tee offs at 8:30 a.m. (The Oaks) and 9 a.m. (FireRock).

•The Canadian Hockey League awards are Saturday, May 24 at the Grand Theatre. There will be an autograph session at 1 p.m. and the awards will be handed out at 2:30 p.m. Tickets are $35 (general) and $20 (student/child).

For information and to purchase tickets, go online to www.mastercardmemorialcup.ca, call 519-681-0800 ext. 1 or visit the OMAC Mortgages London Knights Box Office in person inside Jack Astor’s Gate #4 of Budweiser Gardens beginning

Already without their No. 1 goalie, Knights finish off Spitfires but lose defenceman Zach Bell to a broken leg 26
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WINDSOR - Zach Bell has a broken leg.

Add that misery on top of goalie Anthony Stolarz’s suspension and this was truly a sour four-game sweep for the ages.

The London Knights rolled into the second-round with a 4-3 win to knock out the Windsor Spitfires Thursday night before 3,701 at WFCU Centre. But they’re heading there, more than likely against top-seeded league champ Guelph, short-handed next week.

“You feel bad for the kid,” frustrated London head coach Dale Hunter said. “He gets a chance to play in the playoffs and Memorial Cup and unfortunately, a dangerous play cost him that chance.”

Windsor forward Josh Ho-Sang, the target of Stolarz’s ire on Tuesday, shoved Bell toward the boards in the second period and the burly Knights rearguard landed awkwardly with disastrous results.

“It was a dangerous hit,” Dale Hunter said. “It was that push from behind five feet from the boards. That’s how he broke his leg. You lose a guy like Bell. He’s tough, a leader, top shut-down guy. It’s one of those hits that’s dangerous and people get hurt when you shove a guy in there like that.”

Ho-Sang was issued a two-minute minor penalty for holding.

Even the Spitfires felt terrible about Bell’s injury.

“He went in awkwardly and with the series over, you never want to see a guy hurt himself,” Windsor head coach Bob Boughner said. “I think it was more the way he went in than the hit itself. It’s basically the same (cross-check London defenceman Dakota) Mermis did on (Spitfires forward Nikita) Yazkov.

“I feel for them. He (Bell) is an important player and a tough competitor.”

It could’ve been worse.

Jake Patterson, London’s main man in net now, tweaked his knee on a divot in the ice on Windsor’s second goal early in the third period. He writhed on the ice in pain, stayed in to complete the game and made 34 saves.

London Nationals goalie Justin Tugwell served as backup.

“I probably looked pretty stupid out there,” 19-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native Patterson said. “I had to battle through it and thought I had a strong finish. With (Stolarz) suspended, I had to stick in there even if it was worse than it was and help the team out.

“It’s tough playing the first game on the road, but the boys got me pumped up. I really wanted to sweep Windsor and get a couple of extra days off.”

The Knights players sure need it after the jolt he gave them when he went down.

“That was pretty scary,” said Bo Horvat, the OHL’s reigning playoff MVP whose series clincher was his fourth goal and eighth point in a tremendous postseason start. “He hung in there, got the win and played well.

“He’s a good goalie.”

Not everyone in London shares the same opinion. Patterson, despite his playoff success last year, has his share of doubters.

“I don’t really care what people say,” Patterson said. “I just have to play to my ability and all those people will stop talking.”

The Knights racked up their third straight first-round sweep and outscored the Spitfires, who haven’t won a playoff game in three years, 26-9 in the romp.

London got goals from 15 different players in this series. Ryan Rupert, Chris Tierney and Gemel Smith were standouts.

After a week of suspensions, injuries, a line brawl, fines, a flying beer and verbal jousting by both clubs, the Knights will get some rest.

The Hunters still consider Boughner and Spitfires GM Warren Rychel friends.

“The battle is between the players on the ice,” Dale Hunter said.

They all shook hands and Boughner sent the Knights good wishes moving forward.

“We’ve got a lot of respect for the Hunters,” he said. “It sucks to lose to them four straight. It’s tough to see them with no Stolarz and Bell next round, but they’re in the Memorial Cup and you wish them luck. We talk a lot away from the arena and they’re guys we sort of leaned on early on when we bought this team.”

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Knights 4, Spitfires 3

London wins best-of-seven OHL Western Conference quarterfinal 4-0

London goals: Brady Austin, Gemel Smith, Max Domi, Bo Horvat

Windsor goals: Ben Johnson, Sam Povorozniouk, Ryan Foss

Windsor Spitfires goalie explains ditching team mid-game 13
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Dalen Kuchmey walked out on the OHL's Windsor Spitfires this week. (QMI Agency)
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OHL goalie abandons team amid blowout

An OHL goalie who gave himself the hook during a critical playoff game before leaving a Windsor arena mid-game says this season “ruined” hockey for him.

In an incident that made national headlines Wednesday, Spitfires’ No. 2 goalie Dalen Kuchmey ditched his gear and ditched his team all before the start of the third period, driving away from the arena amid a 10-2 thrashing from the London Knights during the third game of an opening-round OHL series.

"He left the ice and the rink before the (second) period was over,” Spitfires head coach Bob Boughner confirmed to the Canadian Press following the game. “He quit on our team and he quit on his teammates."

The “quitter” spoke up later in the day, explaining to a local paper why he did what he did.

“They embarrassed me in front of my fans (Tuesday), especially in the playoffs,” Kuchmey told the Windsor Star. “He (Boughner) could have put Fotinos in to let the bleeding stop. He knows I wasn’t having a good game and could have recognized it.”

But Fotinos, the club’s normal No. 1 netminder, was ill on the bench, according to his coach, who said he asked Fotinos if he could play when the score was 4-0.

"He said, 'if you need me, great, but I don't feel good at all,’ the Spitfires coach explained to reporters after the game.

Boughner said he has reached out to his embattled goalie.

“I thank the staff for finally recognizing me, but this season was not fun for me,” Kuchmey said. “It’s not what I dreamed of or thought it would be.

“I didn’t have a good experience. I’ve been thinking about this for a month and not getting pulled (Tuesday) triggered it.”

Game 4 of the series goes Thursday night in Windsor, likely without Kuchmey.

The Knights currently hold a 3-0 series lead.

Crime and punishment 7
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One swing of the stick, out for eight

Commit the crime and you do the time.

It’s the one constant in the Ontario Hockey League judicial standard operating procedure.

Embarrass the league, embarrass the game and you’ll get the book thrown at you.

On Wednesday the OHL threw the book at London Knights goalie Anthony Stolarz, suspending him for eight games for hitting Windsor Spitfire Joshua Ho-Sang in the head with his stick.

Like all quasi-judicial processes the sentence is open to argument: too much, too little, just right.

It could have been three. It could have been five. It could have been eight. It could have been 10.

It is what it is.

Stolarz hit Ho Sang in the head after the forward poked him trying to get the puck. Stolarz got up and swung his stick and connected with the back of Ho Sang’s head.

The official was standing five feet away. How Stolarz got away with only a two-minute high sticking penalty is astonishing.

Even with only a two-minute penalty the OHL rightfully suspended the goaltender. They had no choice.

It’s consistent with what the OHL has done over the past few years and it continues to send the same message to players: You can’t put other players in danger. You have to be in control of your emotions.

Even in a game where emotions are through the roof, where the game is played at high speed, where you often take shots from other players and feel the urge to retaliate, you can’t do it any longer unless you want to get slammed.

To be fair to Stolarz, he is not the kind of kid that does what he did on Tuesday. It was an aberration for him.

If you look at the replay there’s no doubt he intended to whack Ho Sang but he certainly didn’t mean to hit him in the head. It looked as if he lost control of the slash. It would be shocking if he meant to hit him in the head.

But that makes no difference. The intention was there. He didn’t control his actions or his stick and now he’s going to pay and so is his team.

The OHL wants the teams and players to understand that.

It’s been a tough year for Stolarz. First his awful leg injury and now the suspension at a time when the Knights need him most. The Knights are on the cusp of moving on in the OHL playoffs and likely meeting their most serious challengers, the Guelph Storm.

There will be a tendency to panic of course. But these Knights aren’t prone to panicking, even when Stolarz was out for an extended time during the regular season.

Yes it’s different now. There are no second chances in the playoffs.

But the Knights went on a terrific run when Jake Patterson had to take over for Stolarz because of injury.

His teammates responded and now they have a chance to respond yet again in a much more difficult situation.

If the Knights survive it will be a true testament to their championship pedigree.

London Knights goaltender Anthony Stolarz handed eight-game suspension 99
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Stolarz to get busy very quickly

Quest to be go-to goalie

Stolarz leads OHL for goaltending

Staying in the netscape

Stolarz at sterling best

Stolarz in good spirits after bad cut

Injured Stolarz, Knights embrace Kevlar socks

Stolarz on verge of final step

Stolarz nets playoff audition

Crime and punishment

Memorial Cup going back to Quebec

Welcome to one of the most costly 10-2 wins in hockey history.

The London Knights blew out the Windsor Spitfires Tuesday night, then suffered a jarring gut shot to their hopes for a third straight Ontario Hockey League title. Starting goalie Anthony Stolarz was slapped Wedneseday with a stunning eight-game suspension for a one-handed hack to the back of forward Josh Ho-Sang’s helmet Tuesday.

“We’re convinced the player (Stolarz) did not mean to injure but his actions clearly could have,” OHL vice-president Ted Baker said. “Those types of actions, especially with the stick and contact with the head, will not be tolerated. It was illegal use of the stick and most inappropriate.

“It’s probably fortunate it did not connect to the back of the neck as opposed to the helmet.”

Ho-Sang wasn’t injured on the play, but that doesn’t matter.

Stolarz, who has allowed just six goals in London’s three playoff wins, will miss the chance to eliminate the Spitfires Thursday night in Windsor. If they finish it off, the Philadelphia prospect will sit at least the entire second round against what promises to be a top-flight opponent, perhaps even regular-season champion Guelph.

If the Memorial Cup host Knights are eliminated before Stolarz’s sentence is served, the OHL will review the suspension to determine his tournament status.

“I apologize for my actions on Tuesday night,” Stolarz said in a statement.

“It’s an unfortunate situation and in no way did I intend to injure my opponent, Joshua Ho-Sang,” Stolarz said.

The Knights and Spitfires engaged in a line brawl Saturday night at Budweiser Gardens. Every London player knew, before Game 3, they would have to keep their cool to avoid this kind of disaster.

Stolarz took a swing at Ho-Sang after he was jabbed by the forward’s stick in the crease.

Windsor head coach Bob Boughner called it “a vicious, one-arm roundabout swing” and compared it to Marty McSorley’s beaning of fellow enforcer Donald Brashear in the NHL 14 years ago.

He said he hoped the league would review it, and it did.

“It was a retribution for the actions of an opponent, however slight that might have been,” Baker said. “In Anthony’s mind, he felt it was important enough to take a swipe at an opponent. I think we (as a league) have been very diligent when it comes to contact with the head, be it shoulder, elbow or stick.”

This was one of the latest in a long list of those kinds of messages.

The league believes Stolarz should have been issued a match penalty for his actions. Instead, he was issued a two-minute minor for high sticking. Ho-Sang was also penalized.

“The referee, in his estimation, caught the tail end of the incident. He didn’t have the full scope of what he subsequently saw — and what we saw — on video.

“We could not sit idly by considering the nature of the incident.”

The combination of stick-and-head prevented the league from reducing the stiffness of the penalty, which often happens during the playoffs.

“We don’t look at that as much when we see contact with the head,” Baker said. “It’s very serious at any time, regular season or playoffs. We can’t be trying to mitigate the level of suspension when there’s clear contact to the head.”

Stolarz, a 20-year-old from New Jersey, went 25-5-1-1 for the Knights this year with the OHL’s second best goals against average (2.52) and highest save percentage (.926).

London will turn to 19-year-old backup Jake Patterson, who was 22-9-0-3 with a 3.15 GAA and .897 save percentage.

Patterson won the last three games of the 2013 OHL final against Barrie and served as the No. 1 goalie when Stolarz was at the world juniors and sat out six weeks with a cut on the back of his left leg.

It’s up to him now to back stop the Knights to a series win over Windsor, and beyond.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

London pounds the Spitfires for a third straight game and can end their suffering in Windsor on Thursday 
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WINDSOR - The London Knights are steamrolling the Windsor Spitfires.

The two-time defending OHL champs hit double digits with 10 goal scorers, three of them who connected while killing penalties.

The short-handed Spits watched their starter Dalen Kuchmey pull himself shortly after the Knights' eighth goal and leave the rink before the end of the second period in a 10-2 London romp before a sombre 3,764 Tuesday night at the WFCU Centre.

Is there any small part of Ryan Rupert's heart that feels for his downtrodden rivals?

"Not really," the Knights veteran said. "We just keep at it. We're a team and if we felt sorry for them, it might come back to haunt us."

So there's only one thing left to do Thursday in Game 4.

"Just keep pounding on them," he said.

The Knights have outscored the Spitfires 22-6 and have yet to trail. They rolled into the Rose City expecting adversity to overcome and found little resistance.

"After that brawl in London, we thought it would be pretty hostile here," Rupert said, "but warmup was pretty dead. We noticed that too, and it worked to our advantage. They (the Spits) didn't have home crowd (edge) and it was just like any other game."

Before London whaled away on them, the Spitfires received more bad news from the league.

Feisty forward Cristiano DiGiacinto was suspended five games for his Game 2 attack on London's Gemel Smith. The OHL called his behaviour "bullying actions" in trying to start a fight. The teams were also fined $1,000.

If Windsor coach Bob Boughner gets his way, that won't be the last of the discipline that will be handed down in this series.

He expects the league to take a look at London goalie Anthony Stolarz's high-stick on Josh Ho- Sang, after the Windsor forward poked at him in the crease.

"For me, I think it was a vicious one-arm roundabout swing," Boughner said. "I know they compared the DiGiacinto (antics) to the Bertuzzi-Moore incident and I compare this to a McSorley- Brashear incident (where Marty McSorley clubbed Donald Brashear in the head with his stick 14 years ago).

"What's the difference? You take a one-hand swing at a man's head and get a two-minute penalty and hopefully, the league looks into that. There should be further discipline in my mind. We'll see what happens."

The Spitfires were handed the game's first six power plays and ended up down 4-0 after one period. London's Bo Horvat and Chris Tierney scored on shorthanded breakaways and defence-m an Nikita Zadorov added another on a stirring individual effort in the second.

Windsor had only yielded three short-handed goals all season. The Knights matched that in less than half a game.

Ryan Rupert assisted on all three shorties. Those man-up goals had to add to Kuchmey's frustration. Boughner couldn't answer for why his goalie packed up early.

"You're going to have to ask him," he said. "He left the ice, left the rink before the period was over. He quit on our team, quit on his teammates and we had a backup goalie (Alex Fotinos) who has been sick all day. I asked him (after the first) if he would be OK to go in if I had to pull (Kuchmey) at some point (and he said) 'If you need me, great, but I don't feel good at all.'"

The Spits, who bid for the Memorial Cup this year, haven't won a playoff game in three seasons. They are 0-7 against London in their two appearances.

This, though, has to feel like rock bottom.

"I haven't talked to (Kuchmey)," Boughner said. "I probably won't. Once you quit on our team, I really concentrate on the guys that want to be here."

The Knights have won 11 straight first-round games. They're closing in on their third straight opening-round sweep.

"They (the Spits) are going to be better (in Game 4)," London GM Mark Hunter warned.

But Rupert and Co. are looking to put Windsor out of their misery -- the sooner, the better.

- - -

GAME GLANCE

Knights 10, Spitfires 2

London leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference quarterfinal 3-0

London goals: Michael McCarron, Bo Horvat, Mitch Marner, Chris Tierney, Zach Bell, Nikita Zadorov, Ryan Rupert, Josh Anderson, Matt Rupert, CJ Yakimowicz

Windsor goals: Ben Johnson, Josh Ho-Sang

Next: Game 4 is Thursday, 7:05 p.m. in Windsor

Dalla Costa: The codebook continues to lean in favour of pugilists 22


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 
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Lightning owner wants commissioner's resignation

The Ontario Hockey League gets it right more often than it gets things wrong.

This time around, it got it wrong.

The OHL suspended Windsor Spitfires’ Cristiano DiGiacinto for five games for his sneak attack on London Knights forward Gemel Smith in Game 2 of their best-of-seven quarterfinal in London on Saturday.

With the Spitfires getting their butt handed to them for a second time, DiGiacinto wanted to engage Smith in a fight because one can only surmise that’s what hockey players losing big time like to do.

With the game well in hand and nothing to be gained by such stupidity, Smith refused to fight. How smart is that? Plenty smart.

One would think that hockey, especially the OHL, has sent a clear enough message. We will allow you to fight (writers note: unfortunately), but only if you have a willing partner. It’s the ridiculous code hockey lives by. In order to prove yourself tough, you have to fight when challenged.

In the ultimate affront to hockey manhood, DiGiacinto jumped an unwilling partner (he must have missed that part in the codebook) and landed a few punches before Knights’ Mike McCarron stepped in to prevent DiGiacinto from continuing to hammer away. Everyone got into it at that point.

So here’s the OHL, trying to sell its league to my skilled son. We are watching the playoff game when DiGiancinto pulls his act. I would be somewhat upset at the cowardly attack by one player against another. I would be even more gobsmacked after finding out the league felt that an incident, which almost precipitated a full-out brawl and could have had even more serious repercussions without McCarron’s intervention, was only worth a five-game sentence.

I might consider sending my skilled kid elsewhere, where he might be a little more protected by a league valuing his skills over a masher.

More troubling in some ways is the reaction by Spitfires coach Bob Boughner. I haven’t seen anywhere where Boughner has said anything to the effect that jumping players is not something, as an organization, the Spitfires are proud of.

He did say he felt the problem occurred because McCarron refused to fight Spitfires tough guy Ty Bilcke. The DiGiacinto-Smith situation grew from that.

“At that point, it’s two guys who looked like they were ready to go and then at the last minute, there’s no gloves dropped on the (Knights) part,” Boughner said of McCarron-Bilcke.

London was pounding the Spitfires on the scoreboard because they have more skill and more talent. So according to Boughner, the fights happened because the Knights didn’t want to fight. Can you imagine that?

London is going on to the next round of the playoffs, has a Memorial Cup tournament to look forward to, was leading big in the game and looking to go up 2-0 in the series.

How smart is not fighting? Plenty smart.

Which brings us back to the OHL. Considering the game was out of hand when DiGiacinto jumped Smith, the admission by Boughner that Bilcke wanted to fight McCarron but was turned down, the lack of contrition shown by the Spitfires and the league’s own policy about bullying, five games is a slap on the wrist.

It just encourages more of the same stupidity.

Knights’ Bell chimes in on need to keep heads 19
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London Knights defenceman Zach Bell fires the puck along the boards as he practises with his OHL team at Budweiser Gardens on Monday. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Now the London Knights head to the lions den in Windsor.

It’s time, Zach Bell believes, to stay cool.

“I think the guys have to keep their composure,” the 21-year-old veteran defenceman said. “If the games are going to get crazy, then obviously, we’ll have to deal with it. But first and foremost, we’re looking to win hockey games. We’re not looking to win fights. We got up a couple of goals (Saturday) and then that stuff happened.

“We’re going to look to put the puck in the net first.”

Most of the two-time defending OHL champion Knights have played in Windsor many times. But clearly, they don’t know what to expect in Game 3 on Tuesday night.

The stakes have changed after a line brawl and some now-infamous beer tossing in London’s 6-3 win Saturday night to get a 2-0 leg up on the Spitfires.

All three Knights handed game misconducts in the brawling — Bell, Brett Welychka and Michael McCarron — will be available after the team bought back their penalties from the league.

“It’s going to be an emotional game,” Bell said. “Third game (on the road), it’s always a tough one in a series, but hopefully the guys can keep the work boots on and keep playing good hockey . . .”

The Spits will keep trying to knock the Knights off their game — Chapter and Verse One in the 26-point underdog’s playbook.

They might be able to win a game if London turns undisciplined or gets rattled by their hostile surroundings.

“You’ve got to be ready to keep your mouth shut,” Bell said. “There are vocal fans in any rink you go to but Windsor, in particular, the fans get pretty into it. It’s a great place to play. It makes you get ready for the game when you know the fans are going to be into it.

“It’s going to be a good, playoff atmosphere.”

Bell, who spent four years in Brampton, enjoyed his first slice of the London-Windsor rivalry in the opening two games. He joked when he got hit with a Bud Light in the penalty box after the brawl, there was about a half a beer left. But “I wouldn’t dare (take a sip),” he cracked. “Mark (GM Mark Hunter) would’ve killed me. It didn’t even cross my mind.”

He earned a ton of praise from his GM, and a lot of other veteran hockey onlookers, for holding off delivering a knockout punch to vulnerable Windsor defenceman Patrick Sanvido during their fight Saturday night.

“Things happen pretty quick but when a fight’s over, it’s over,” said the 6-foot-2, 233-pounder, who started this season grappling with much older men as a member of the ECHL’s Ontario (Calif.) Reign. “I’m not one when a guy has a jersey over his head or if he’s down – and I’ve done it before – I’m usually going to stop. I’ve got a lot of respect for guys. If you’re going to drop the gloves, then I’ve got enough respect for you to not punch you when you’re down.”

At the same time, he was pretty impressed with the way the Knights went about their business after Windsor’s Cristiano DiGiacinto went after Gemel Smith in the second period.

“I think everyone on our team did pretty well in our fights so I’m happy with it,” Bell said. “Hopefully, going forward, we can (subtract) that kind of stuff out of the game and worry about getting the third win of the series here.”

Bell, of course, will remain a big factor. After a slow start with the Knights, he is plus-23 in his past 16 games, including playoffs.

“As a shutdown d-man, it’s something I kind of take pride in,” he said. “It’s my job. I’m not looking at points too much. I’m looking at my plus-minus and I thank the team for that. I was on the ice for a lot of goals (the past month) and thankfully, the forwards have played good defence so I wasn’t on for too many against. Down the stretch, I noticed I was playing better hockey and blocking more shots, had a lot better stick and was skating better.

“I’ll give myself a little credit, but ultimately, the team helped me a lot.”

He is wearing custom shot blockers in his skates, which has been a familiar theme in his OHL career.

“I’ve worn these for five years,” he said. “I’ve been hurtin’ for them. I’m a huge fan. You barely feel them and when you take a shot off them, you don’t feel anything. They’re wicked.

“They work like a charm. I don’t know how people go without them. Unless you get it off the toe cap, that doesn’t tickle, but you take it off the boot and you don’t feel a thing.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

KNIGHTWATCH

London leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference quarterfinal 2-0

Game 3: Tuesday, 7:05 p.m. at Windsor

Game 4: Thursday, 7:05 p.m. at Windsor

Memorial Cup tickets: The Knights are selling single seat and standing room packages for the tournament May 16-25 at Budweiser Gardens. Each package includes one ticket to all eight games, plus tie-breaker if necessary. Upper level packages are $632 and lower level are $712. Tickets for individual games will go on sale closer to the Cup.

Sucker’ shot denounced by Knights GM 
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"I can tell you that I am upset by what happened and I can guarantee you it won’t happen again." -- Knights GM Mark Hunter
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The London Knights aren’t worried about the Windsor Spitfires trying to start fights the rest of this emotional first-round playoff series.

They’re more concerned, though, with how the Spits are instigating the tussles.

London GM Mark Hunter cautioned about the way Windsor forward Cristiano DiGiacinto went after Gemel Smith in the lead-up to Saturday’s Game 2 line brawl that saw five players ejected in the middle of the second period.

“The guy (DiGiacinto) came from behind (to go after Smith) and it didn’t look good on TV at all,” Mark Hunter said. “That’s a thing of the past. You can’t jump guys. Someone could get hurt. It could be the (Todd) Bertuzzi thing (that ruined Steve Moore’s NHL career 10 years ago) where someone falls, you sucker a guy and something bad happens.

“I’m glad no one got hurt. That’s the main thing.”

The Knights and Spitfires are expected to buy back the game misconducts, avoiding suspensions. London lost Brett Welychka and Zach Bell to secondary fights in the same stoppage and Michael McCarron to a third-man-in call.

Windsor head coach Bob Boughner chalked up the scraps to a lot of jarring and chirping back and forth. Four minutes before the on-ice fisticuffs, McCarron refused to fight Spitfires tough guy Ty Bilcke. He felt the DiGiacinto-Smith situation was similar.

“At that point, it’s two guys who looked like they were ready to go and then at the last minute, there’s no gloves dropped on the (Knights’) part,” Boughner said. “I told my players to play hard, be ready and compete. We really called them on the carpet about our compete (level) in Game 1 and I thought I saw that (Saturday).

“That’s tough playoff hockey. We stuck together as a team and we can draw positives from that.”

The Knights are heading into enemy territory for Game 3 Tuesday. There’s no predicting what the atmosphere is going to be like at the WFCU Centre.

Hunter didn’t appreciate how one female Windsor supporter struck London defenceman Zach Bell with a beer can in the aftermath of the brawl.

“Especially in our own building,” Hunter quipped. “Whoever does that, it’s ridiculous and they must’ve been drinking. It’s not right. It’s embarrassing.”

The fan was removed from the rink and fined for trespassing by London police. She is banned from the building.

Bell drew praise from Hunter for not throwing a knockout punch at Windsor defenceman Patrick Sanvido during the brawl.

“Zach showed some character right there,” Mark Hunter said. “Some guys would’ve hit him there. (OHL vice-president) Ted Baker should give Zach a call and say, Thanks a lot’. It could’ve been worse. Credit to Zach. He had someone vulnerable and could’ve hurt him.”

Now, the Knights head to Windsor looking for a stranglehold.

“Crazy Windsor fans, huh?,” London d-man Nikita Zadorov quipped of the beer incident. “I think it’s kind of funny. It’s OK. I think London fans are going to get them back in the next game.”

Zadorov damaged the Spitfires’ hopes with a dominant performance. He became the first London defenceman with four points in a game since Steve Tarasuk in the 2009-10 season and missed a shorthanded breakaway that would’ve given him a hat trick.

Despite an early Windsor push, the Knights led 3-0 again after 20 minutes.

“We redeemed ourselves and the first (Zadorov) goal, it’s just a bad bounce, we killed off the penalty and it hit our guy’s skate and went right to him,” Boughner said. “London needs a lot less chances to score than we do.”
London Knights beat Windsor Spitfires 6-3 in Game 2 of OHL playoff series 
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There was one line brawl, a flying can of Bud Light and police involvement.

This London-Windsor OHL playoff battle has officially reverted to its old-school origins.

The Knights took care of business at home with a 6-3 victory and 2-0 series lead before 8,933 Saturday night at Budweiser Gardens.

Now, they'll have to buy back game misconducts to Brett Welychka and Zach Bell for engaging in second fights in the same second-period stoppage and another to Michael McCarron. The Montreal first-rounder was kicked out for being third man in during the wild melee sparked when he stepped in for linemate Gemel Smith, who was jumped by Spitfires rookie forward Cristiano DiGiacinto.

“The guy (DiGiacinto) came from behind (to go after Smith) and it didn't look good on TV at all,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “That's a thing of the past. You can't jump guys. Someone could get hurt. It could be the (Todd) Bertuzzi thing (on Steve Moore a decade ago) where someone falls, you sucker a guy and something bad happens and we're all in trouble.

“I'm glad no one got hurt. That's the main thing.”

Windsor head coach Bob Boughner said the scraps were a product of a lot of jarring and chirping back and forth. Four minutes before the on-ice fisticuffs, McCarron refused to fight Spitfires tough guy Ty Bilcke.

“At that point, it's two guys who looked like they were ready to go and then at the last minute, there's no gloves dropped on the (Knights') part,” Boughner said. “I told my players to play hard, be ready and compete. We really called them on the carpert about our compete (level) in Game 1 and I thought I saw that (Saturday).

“That's tough playoff hockey. We stuck together as a team and we can draw positives from that.”

In the aftermath of the fights, one female Spitfires supporter threw a beer can into the Knights penalty box that struck Bell, an overager defenceman, along with an attendant.

The fan was removed from the rink and fined for trespassing.

“This is not acceptable in our building, whether it be throwing (a beer can) on the ice or at another fan,” Gardens director of operations Gary Turrell said. “The person is now banned from the building. Any time they come back and we find them in here, they'll get charged with trespassing and that's all we can do.”

Mark Hunter had harsh words for the act, too.

“Whoever does that, it's ridiculous and they must've been drinking,” he said. “It's not right. It's embarassing.”

London defenceman Nikita Zadorov, who scored twice and was in on the Knights' first four goals, had a comical view of the situation.

“Crazy Windsor fans, huh?,” he quipped. “I think it's kind of funny. It's OK. I think London fans are going to get them back in the next game (Tuesday) in Windsor.”

The flying can came right after Bell show restraint and held off throwing a knockout punch at Windsor d-man Patrick Sanvido, who was ejected along with rookie Andrew Burns.

“Zach showed some character right there,” Mark Hunter said. “Some guys would've hit him there. (OHL vice-president) Ted Baker should give Zach a call and say, 'thanks a lot'. It could've been worse. Credit to Zach. He had someone vulnerable and could've hurt him.”

Zadorov damaged the Spitfires' hopes with a dominant performance. He became the first London defenceman with four points in a game since Steve Tarasuk in the 2009-10 season and missed a shorthanded breakaway that would've given him a hat trick.

“Next time,” he said with a grin. “I'm going to say thanks to my partners and (Chris) Tierney for the great passes. “I'm going to try to play every game like that and be a leader.”

If he continues, the Spits are in a world of hurt.

“He's an impact player,” Mark Hunter said. “and he's if he's not the best defenceman in the league, he's one of them, anyway.”

Despite an early Windsor push, the Knights led 3-0 again after 20 minutes.

“We redeemed ourselves and the first (Zadorov) goal, it's just a bad bounce, we killed off the penalty and it hit our guy's skate and went right to him,” Boughner said. “London needs a lot less chances to score than we do,” Boughner said. “We've gotten better after Game 1 and we have to trump that to make it a series.”

Right now, this series has the same emotion of Knights-Spitfires tils of long ago.

GAME GLANCE

(London leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference quarterfinal 2-0)

Knights 6, Spitfires 3

London goals: Nikita Zadorov (2), Max Domi, Chris Tierney, Brett Welychka, Bo Horvat

Windsor goals: Brady Vail, Nikita Yazkov, Ben Johnson

Next: Game 3 is Tuesday, 7:05 p.m. at the WFCU Centre.

Michael McCarron gets the London Knights rolling to a rout of the Windsor Spitfires in the series opener 
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Michael McCarron scored in his first OHL game.

Then the big fella went through a massive 18-game drought that had many wondering if he would become an offensive threat in major junior hockey.

The London Knights coaches gave the Montreal Canadiens first rounder some sage advice.

“When I first got here, the staff told me to watch Andy (Josh Anderson),” said McCarron, who buried the Knights’ first goal of the 2014 playoffs in a 6-1 romp over the Windsor Spitfires before 8,901 Friday at Budweiser Gardens. “He was how I was in his first year. They said just watch him and play like him. He’s a force out there now and he’s a great leader.”

McCarron watched, learned and never lost faith in himself. He looks like a different player, finishing his rookie season with 14 goals, most of them during the stretch drive on a line with Brett Welychka and Gemel Smith.

“I just kept working hard and battled through everything,” the 19-year-old from Macomb, Mich., said. “I tried to get my leg speed up and that’s why I think it was a successful second half. My legs were under me, I feel like I have a lot of confidence and hopefully it showed.”

He pointed to that first goal as a sign there’s more to come.

“I had a little bit of poise there and went around the (Windsor) D,” the 6-foot-6 centre said. “The beginning of the year, I probably would’ve shot that right away and wouldn’t have known how much time I had.

“Now I’ve got the timing down and it’s nice to get that first one out of the way. I’m not going to have a monkey on my back all playoffs.”

While he’s coming into his own as a power forward, Anderson is evolving into a complete player.

He set up London captain Chris Tierney with a nifty backhand pass, then capped the scoring in the third period by redirecting a Tierney pass with the back of his blade.

Anderson has worked on his backhand for years, trying to turn it into a weapon.

“Any time you can use your backhand, it’s hard for the goalie to read,” the Columbus prospect said, “so I take my time (in practice and the offseason) to do it. I want to work on my weaknesses. I’ve been in this league for three years now and I know my role: go and (force) turnovers, hit people, draw penalties. McCarron and I are the same type of players — big bodies, physical, who can put pucks in the net.”

They’re tough to handle these days for anyone, let alone a decimated Windsor back end.

In what’s usually a feel out first game in a series, the Knights exposed the Spitfires defence, forechecked their youthful blue line incessantly and handily won the special teams battle.

“We didn’t want to give them any chance of beating us,” Anderson said. “We wanted to prove a point and we’ll go into (Game 2 Saturday) with the same mentality. Hopefully, we’ll start the same way.”

The Knights scored three early goals and they never lost a game in regulation this season when they led after the first period.

They are now 26-0-1-3 when up after 20 minutes.

The Spitfires don’t have the firepower to run and gun with the Knights. They need to score first and try to protect leads.

If Brady Vail’s line can play Bo Horvat and the Ruperts to a stalemate, then the rest of the Windsor forwards have to figure out how to out-shine London’s other lines.

At first glance, that didn’t happen.

“That’s what makes us such a great line,” McCarron said. I feel like we (him, Smith and Welychka) could be a first line on any other team in this league. We can play against anyone and when we go against a team’s third line, we’re going to be better than them.”

The only goal Windsor scored, early in the third period, was short-handed.

To beat the Knights, they’re going to have to find a way to carry the play at even strength and limit London’s depth.

That might have been easier to do earlier this season. But with guys like McCarron finding their stride, it’s certainly not anymore.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress 

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Knights 6, Spitfires 1

Series: London leads best-of-seven OHL Western Conference quarterfinal 1-0

London goals: Michael McCarron, Gemel Smith, Chris Tierney, Bo Horvat, Owen MacDonald, Josh Anderson

Windsor goal: Ben Johnson

Next: Game 2 is Saturday, 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

Knights’ Gemel Smith says his talented current teammates remind him of his OHL champion Owen Sound mates of 2011 2
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Gemel Smith played for the last team to beat the London Knights in a playoff series.

That was the 2011 OHL champion Owen Sound Attack.

They had Joey Hishon and Garrett Wilson up front and Jesse Blacker on the point. Back then, they needed six bitter first-round games to knock off a Knights crew featuring a good chunk of the players that form the core of this soon-to-be three-time Memorial Cup team.

Smith, now a Knight, has noticed something remarkable about his new mates. This group reminds him a lot of that old Attack team that would’ve challenged for the Cup in Mississauga if not for some unfortunate injuries during the tournament.

“We’re exactly how we were in Owen Sound that year,” said Smith, a rookie then. “That team worked hard and all the guys here work hard. You look here and (with stars Bo Horvat and Max Domi), they work hard every game and all our team feeds off them and we hope for the best.

“I know they didn’t get that Memorial Cup win (the first two times) and I’m going to try to help them as much as I can.”

Michael McCarron and Smith, two examples of the Knights incredible offensive depth, scored the first two goals of a 6-1 win in Game 1 of their playoff series against the Windsor Spitfires Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

The third member of the line, Brett Welychka, is a noted Spitfires killer. It became apparent about a month ago this trio would be a major factor in the push toward another OHL title.

“My first year in Owen Sound, our third line was probably our best line all playoffs,” Smith said. “That was Andrew Shaw, Michael Halmo (who have played in the NHL) and Cameron Brace (who just finished his overage season in Belleville). It just shows you need those types of players if the other lines are getting shut down or other teams are focused on them.

“Hopefully, we can go out there and steer the bus.”

In the previous two seasons, the Knights have swept through the postseason first rounds.

They broomed aside these Spitfires in 2012 and knocked the Saginaw Spirit out in a hurry last year.

Smith doesn’t believe there’s much benefit to doing that.

The year his Attack beat the Knights in six, they also survived a seven-game league final against Misssissauga.

“I think that’s all in your head,” Smith said. “To me, it doesn’t matter if you finish early and sweep a team in four or have to go through a hard Game 7. You can end up being too rested or not rested enough, it depends on how your team responds.

“Obviously, we’re going to try to get a win whenever we can . . . we know any team in the league can win a game, so you can’t overlook them. You just put the pedal to the metal and go as hard as you can.”

London GM Mark Hunter looked at a lot of veteran players ahead of the OHL trade deadline. Part of the reason he ended up making a deal for Smith was his early experience of being a winner at this level.

“I think it’s pretty special,” the 19-year-old Dallas draft pick said. “I learned a lot from that (run in 2011) and it made me a better player today. It made me realize how hard you have to work (to win) and I’m glad I got that opportunity.”

There is no question these Knights are unique from the past two championship editions.

Scott Harrington, last year’s captain, was more of a mature, business-like leader. So was current Montreal Canadien Jarred Tinordi in 2012.

Chris Tierney, the current ‘C’ wearer, is more of a jokester in the room. He displayed that in the debate over playoff hair.

“There were some guys with mullets and some with faux hawks and a couple of shaved heads,” he said. “We’re letting the guys do what they want. We didn’t really do anything the last two years and this stuff is just for fun.”

They watched the Chicago Blackhawks go with the flow and win a Stanley Cup last year.

“Most of the guys who can are doing a playoff beard,” Tierney said. “I don’t know how much (rookie Mitch) Marner is going to get done by the end of the playoffs, but come Memorial Cup time, hopefully, we’ll see some big beards.

“There are a couple of guys who want to keep it clean cut and it’s up to them. There needs to be some looseness in the room at some points but other times, you need to know how to tighten it up.

“I think a good balance is key.”

Opinion: First round OHL playoff predictions 2
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While the Sarnia Sting may be out of the playoffs this year, true OHL fans know that the action that is taking place just a short drive away is worth tuning in to.

The OHL's Western Conference playoffs feature – for the first time in league history – three 100+ point teams out of the same division, as well as three teams that are featured inside the CHL's Top 10 Rankings.

While the West is certainly out to prove they are the best, the Eastern Conference has no shortage of story lines either.

With playoff action kicking off on Thursday night, here are my predictions for how the OHL's opening round of the playoffs will play out.

Western Conference:

1.Guelph vs 8. Plymouth

Result: Guelph (4-0)

The Storm are just too much for the Whalers.

Plymouth usually has a strong team but this year they have struggled mightily, limping into the playoffs with just 63 points on the year.

Not to mention they get rewarded for making the playoffs by facing off against the country's number two ranked team.

Guelph owned Plymouth this year with a 3-0-0-1 record against them with the only loss being in the shootout.

In the playoffs, when shootouts are gone, depth wins games. And the Storm have that.

2. Sault Ste. Marie vs 7. Owen Sound.

Result: Soo (4-1)

When the Hounds and Saginaw squared off in the last game of the regular season, Sault Ste. Marie controlled their own fate.

A win and they got the Spirit in the 1st round. A loss and they got Owen Sound.

I feel that the Hounds match up better with the Attack than they would have against Saginaw, so it probably worked out in favour of Sault Ste. Marie.

The Soo swept the season series 2-0 over Owen Sound this year and appear to be a little bit deeper and have more high end talent than the Attack can handle.

However the Hounds have laid goose eggs at times this season, so Owen Sound should be able to steal a game.

3. Erie vs 6. Saginaw

Result: Erie (4-0)

This may be as much, if not a more lopsided match up than Guelph vs. Plymouth.

The Erie Otters are flying high right and and with Connor McDavid, Andre Burakovsky, Dane Fox, and Connor Brown clicking on all cylinders, well, lets just say the Spirit have their work cut out for them.

Saginaw is a fragile team right now with all they've dealt with recently, but Erie won't let that stop them from going after them on the ice.

And when you consider that the goaltending tandem of Oscar Dansk and Devin Williams playing the way that they have, there is a very good chance that Saginaw may be held scoreless.

4. London vs 5. Windsor

Result: London (4-2)

The Knights have the better team on paper (by far) and should win this series, but Bob Boughner will have his Spitfires ready to play.

London has turned things up over the course of the season and is rolling into the playoffs with a chance to do some real damage.

Windsor won't go down without a fight though, so expect this match up to be a very, very physical one that may take its toll on the victor.

Eastern Conference:

1. Oshawa vs 8. Mississauga

Result: Oshawa (4-1)

The two GTA rivals saw the Generals win the season series 3-1 this year, giving them the obvious advantage.

Oshawa is also consistently in the conversation for being in the CHL's Top 10, having been tabbed an honourable mention this past week.

Scott Laughton is carrying the Generals but the play of the whole team is undeniably good.

However, the East is a little bit more open than the West so it is likely that Mississauga goalie Spencer Martin will steal his team a game or two.

2. North Bay vs 7. Niagara

Result: North Bay (4-2)

Another example of how wide open the Eastern Conference is, North Bay and Niagara split their season series with three wins apiece this year.

The Battalion rolled into the playoffs on a six game winning streak to end the year and have come together quite nicely over the course of the season.

But if there were a team that could embody the “pesky” title in the playoffs, Niagara would be it.

A team led by Carter Verheaghe and Brendan Perlini is certainly not one to write off.

However the Battalion are too deep and in playoff form and will end up in the 2nd round.

3. Kingston vs 6. Peterborough

Result: Kingston (4-3)

This is the one series in the entire first round that I see going the distance.

One thing I noticed about the Petes this year was that they didn't give up, and with a talented group of forwards they can take games away from teams.

However the firepower that the Frontenacs brings is impressive and should be enough to put them over the edge.

4. Barrie vs 5. Sudbury

Result: Sudbury (4-2)

I know that the Wolves are struggling right now and haven't looked right since the deadline.

But when you look down their line up it is hard to bet against them in the playoffs.

They have a good combination of skill and grit, and I'm not as sold on the Barrie Colts as many are.

While Aaron Ekblad and Andreas Athanasiou have proven to be game changers this year, I think Sudbury finds their game when it matters most and pulls the lone upset of the first round.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
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The Ontario Hockey League is ready, once again, to crown its king.

It's playoff time.

But are you willing to wager against reigning royalty?

Have you seen enough this year to dismiss the London Knights, the two-time defending league champs?

Are you tired of watching Bo Horvat and Max Domi, a perfect eight-for-eight in career playoff series, on their way to a third straight Memorial Cup, this time on home ice?

Will you bet the farm against the Hunters?

The Knights believe everyone else is waiting for them to fall on their face this spring.

“That, right there, is enough motivation,” said Domi, London's leading scorer for a second straight year. “Every team obviously wants to win a championship and when they want you to lose, it fuels you and gets you going.

“(Every other team) is going to do everything they can to beat us and it's nothing new. We're used to it. We've got make sure we come to the rink prepared every day.”

The Knights have already received a spoonful of what it feels like to tumble off the mountain top.

They are the fourth seed in the Western Conference largely because this season was like no other in OHL history. Three teams in the Midwest Division – Guelph, Erie and London – all surpassed the 100-point mark.

The Knights finished the schedule with 20 wins in their final 23 games and couldn't shoot past the high-scoring Storm or the revamped Otters in the standings.

It sets up a much more treacherous playoff path. It means a team or two worthy of a Cup berth won't even make the third round this year.

Guelph was the most consistent team all season. The Otters, with top-scoring Connor Brown, Dane Fox and wunderkind Connor McDavid, are a pleasure to watch. The Oshawa Generals and Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds were two of the most surprising clubs.

But the Knights have those intangibles that can never be taken for granted.

They are winners and they know what it means to play until late May.

“There's nothing like a (secret formula) to win an OHL championship,” Domi said. “It's watching how the older guys handle stuff. It's about leaving it all on the ice. This is the time in the season we play for and we know we're going to do whatever it takes to win here.

“We're looking forward to that challenge again.”

London lost its No. 1 defenceman, Olli Maatta, to the Pittsburgh Penguins last fall. The 19-year-old Finn ended up winning an Olympic bronze medal in Sochi. The Knights brought in overagers Alex Basso, Brady Austin and Zach Bell to bolster the blue line and didn't pick a captain until 40-goal man Chris Tierney earned the honour in the third week of January.

Guelph, meanwhile, made the biggest splash on the trade market, adding Windsor sniper Kerby Rychel and veteran defenceman Nick Ebert.

Erie GM Sherry Bassin, with a once-in-a-lifetime kid in McDavid, bolstered his roster, too.

Now, it's up to coaching, chemistry and the will to win to take over.

“You see a whole group grow as a team throughout the year and it's pretty cool to watch,” Domi said. “Your team can change a lot in a season with new people coming in and the way guys handle those changes, it speaks volumes about what hockey's all about, and for me, what the London Knights are all about.

“We embrace it. It's part of why we're so successful.”

There's no predicting what's going to be the glue that forms an unbreakable bond.

It could be a hot goalie refusing to lose. It could be a fourth line with an unexpected contribution.

It might be an overtime goal, a road win, a stirring comeback, a perfect game plan, or plain-old belief.

There's a team in Saginaw playing for the memory of lost teammate Terry Trafford. There's excitement in Peterborough about being back in the playoffs.

There's North Bay, a division champ in its triumphant return, Kingston's young guns and a Barrie team that recalls the anguish of Game 7 in London.

And, of course, there's still the Knights.

“Last year, everyone was asking, 'Is this Knights team the same as (2011-12),” Domi said. “It wasn't. It was a different group completely. Same thing this year. We have different strengths and weaknesses.”

It's the same story, just a different tune.

Now, we find out who will be playing right until the end.

WESTERN CONFERENCE 

Guelph Storm (1) vs. Plymouth Whalers (8)

Head-to-head: The Storm (52 wins,108 points) beat the Whalers (28 wins, 63 points) 3 of 4 meetings this year.

The matchup: Guelph's 340 goals (5 per game) most since Barrie (343) in 1998-99 . . . League champion Storm won 1st division title since '99 . . . Plymouth has qualified for the playoffs 23 straight seasons . . . The Whalers played in a league-high 14 shootouts this year, winning 7 of them . . . The Storm have 7 players with more points than Plymouth's leading scorer Zach Lorentz, who finished with 54 . . . Guelph F Scott Kosmachuk (Winnipeg) was one of three OHLers with 100 points.

Big names: Ex-Windsor F Kerby Rychel (Columbus) had 18 goals, 51 points in 31 Guelph games . . . Storm G Justin Nichols stuck it to doubters with 2.85 GAA and .918 save %. . . . The Whalers need G Alex Nedeljkovic (2.88, .925) to be MVP of the series . . . Plymouth's Mike Vellucci is the league's reigning executive and coach of the year.

Prediction: Storm in 4.

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds (2) vs. Owen Sound Attack (7)

Head-to-head: The Hounds (44 wins, 95 points) went 2-0 vs Owen Sound (31 wins, 70 points) this year.

The matchup: Rematch of last year's first round, which the Attack won in 6 . . . Owen Sound was the league's most penalized team (1,142 PIMs), the Hounds finished with the second-fewest sin bin minutes (780) . . . The Soo had the best penalty kill in the league (84.8 %). The Attack were 17th (74.5 %) so special teams will loom large . . . The Greyhounds only lost five home games in regulation this year. The Attack's Bayshore complex has some of the most lively boards in junior hockey.

Big names: Soo D Darnell Nurse (Edmonton) needs to be a post-season star. So does veteran G Matt Murray (Pittsburgh), who had 6 shutouts this year . . . 'Hounds F Jared McCann only appeared in one playoff game vs. the Attack last season because of concussion). He'll be looking to make up for lost time . . . Owen Sound F Kyle Platzer (Edmonton) had 13 goals in 27 games since mid-season trade from London . . . Attack overage F Kurtis Gabriel (Minnesota) steams into playoffs on a 10-game point streak. He plays with considerable edge, too.

Prediction: Hounds in 6

Erie Otters (3) vs. Saginaw Spirit (6)

Head-to-head: The Otters (52 wins, 106 points) won 3 of 4 from Saginaw (33 wins, 71 points) this season.

The matchup: Erie is hungry after missing the playoffs the past two seasons. The Spirit are playing for the memory of teammate Terry Trafford, whose death last week sent shockwaves throughout the hockey world . . . The Otters were the OHL's most stingy team (170 goals against) in front of G Oscar Dansk (Columbus) and Saginaw native Devin Williams. Saginaw G Jake Paterson (Detroit) is a two-time Canadian world junior . . . Erie comes in to playoffs on an eight-game roll . . . The Otters have the league's top power play (30.7 %). The Spirit are 10th in penalty killing (79.9 %).

Big names: Erie boasts the league's top point-getter Connon Brown (Leafs, 128 points), best goal scorer Dane Fox (Vancouver, 64 goals) and most dynamic player Connor McDavid (99 points) . . . Former Belleville standout Brendan Gaunce (Vancouver) has 21 goals, 46 points in 43 games with Erie . . . Spirit attack led by three overagers Kristoff Kontos, Eric Locke, D Justin Sefton (67 combined goals) . . . Saginaw F Justin Kea (Buffalo) is a tough assignment for any defenceman.

Prediction: Otters in 5.

London Knights (4) vs. Windsor Spitfires (5)

Head-to-head: The Knights (49 wins, 103 points) won 5 of 6 from Windsor (37 wins, 77 points).

The matchup: Two-time defending OHL champion London hasn't lost a playoff series in two years and swept its previous two first round series. The Spitfires haven't won a playoff game since 2011 . . . The Memorial Cup host Knights led the OHL with 19 shorthanded goals (beware of Chris Tierney and Max Domi) but the Spits surrendered a league-low three shorties . . . London has eight 20-goal scorers, including the playoff-savvy Rupert twins Matt (33 goals) and Leafs pick Ryan (21) . . . Decimated at the back end, the Spitfires have used forwards on the point to replace lost seasons of captain Slater Koekkoek (shoulder) and Trevor Murphy (broken leg) . . . Windsor's leading men Josh Ho-Sang and Brady Vail (Montreal) each scored 32 goals this season.

Big names: The Knights have 4 NHL first rounders (Domi, Bo Horvat, Nikita Zadorov, Michael McCarron). It would've been 5 if D Olli Maatta (Pittsburgh/Finnish Olympic bronze medal) returned this season . . . Dale and Mark Hunter won't allow London to coast its way to the Memorial Cup tournament . . . London G Anthony Stolarz (Philadelphia) is 4-1 with a 2.21 GAA and .931 save % since horrific 55-stitch cut Jan. 17 . . . Windsor's Alex Fotinos/Dalen Kuchmey tandem will be busy . . . Keep your eye on this guy: London rookie F Mitch Marner.

Prediction: Knights in 4.

EASTERN CONFERENCE 

Oshawa Generals (1) vs. Mississauga Steelheads (8)

Head-to-head: The Gennies (42 wins, 90 points) were the class of the East this season. Missy (24 wins, 54 points) squeaked in playoffs on final weekend. Oshawa won 3 of 4 meetings.

The matchup: Oshawa has 7 players with 40-plus points. The Steelheads finished with one (F Bryson Cianfrone, 44) and traded their lone 20-goal man (Dylan Smoskowitz) to the Generals . . . Mississauga won a league-worst six road games. Their odds of winning at GM Centre are slim . . . This was supposed to be a rebuilding season in Oshawa. Coach DJ Smith and his players convinced GM Jeff Twohey otherwise . . . The Generals' power play scored 40 more times than the Steelheads.

Big names: Canadian world junior captain Scott Laughton (Philadelphia, 40 goals) and Michael Dal Colle (39 goals) drive Oshawa's offence . . . Missy's exceptional D Sean Day (6-10-16, minus-35) will appear in playoffs as a rookie, something 15-year-olds John Tavares and Connor McDavid never did . . . Steelheads G Spencer Martin shut out Oshawa in first meeting this season. He led the OHL in minutes played . . . Gens G Daniel Altshuller has a 78-47-3-5 career regular-season record and 6-6-1 in the playoffs.

Prediction: Generals in 4.

North Bay Battalion (2) vs. Niagara IceDogs (7)

Head-to-head: The Troops (38 wins, 82 points) tied the 2009-10 Ottawa 67's as the division winner with the fewest points over the past seven years. They split six games with the IceDogs (24 wins, 57 points).

The matchup: Niagara actually outscored North Bay this season by three goals . . . The Battalion ripped the Central division title away from Sudbury with six straight wins down the stretch . . . North Bay made history with a division crown in its first season back in the league since 1994 . . . This has been a virtuoso performance by Niagara GM/coach Marty Williamson in the last season at ancient Jack Gatecliff Arena. The 'Dogs took a bite out of most top teams this season.

Big names: Top Troop Barclay Goodrow (127 career goals) has scored consistently in Stan Butler's defensive-minded system . . . Ex-Ranger Ben Thomson buried 24 goals in 43 games after trade from Kitchener . . . Another old Ranger, Eric Ming, scored 32 goals in 49 Niagara games . . . The IceDogs need top young guns Carter Verhaeghe (Leafs, 82 points) and Brendan Perlini (34 goals) to fill the net again . . . Niagara G Brett Moran, 17, has to outplay North Bay's Jake Smith (2.52 GAA, .904 save %) in net.

Prediction: Battalion in 6.

Kingston Frontenacs (3) vs. Peterborough Petes (6)

Head-to-head: The Fronts (39 wins, 84 points) won 5 of 6, but the Petes (32 wins, 70 points) took the most recent meeting in overtime two weeks ago.

The matchup: Kingston was one of four OHL teams to surpass 300 goals. The Petes were on an early pace to give up 300 before tightening up under Jody Hull . . . Proud Peterborough, back in the post-season for the first time in four years, hs a grand total of one playoff game win since their league title in 2006 . . . The Frontenacs haven't survived the first round since 1998. Something's gotta give . . . It's a battle of overagers in net between Petes' Andrew D'Agostini and Kingston's Matt Mahalak (Carolina). Neither has a career playoff victory.

Big names: Top NHL prospect Sam Bennett has 36 goals and 118 penalty minutes. Petes counterpart Nick Ritchie scored 39 times and has 136 PIMs . . . The Petes have been a different team since the arrival of Hunter Garlent from Guelph. The forward has 12 goals, 30 points in 25 games . . . Bennett, Spencer Watson and Darcy Greenaway gave Kingston 3 30-goal men. Ryan Kujawinski (New Jersey) has 23 goals in 45 games . . . Petes F Eric Cornel ramped up from 4 goals as a rookie to 25 this season.

Prediction: Peterborough in 7.

Barrie Colts (4) vs. Sudbury Wolves (5)

Head-to-head: Both teams finished with 77 points. The Colts had 4 more wins (37). The Wolves won 5 of 8 meetings.

The matchup: Barrie still has a healthy nucleus from the team that lost Game 7 of the OHL final in London last spring. They'll be on a mission to get back . . . Sudbury might have won the Central if they were better than 3-8 in the shootout . . . Barrie is the only playoff team that didn't win a single game in overtime this year . . . Sudbury G Franky Palazzese (2.97, .916) is the face of the series. If he shines, the Colts are in trouble. Barrie's two goalies – Mackenzie Blackwood and Daniel Gibl – are in their first playoffs.

Big names: Speedy Colts F Andreas Athanasiou (Detroit) had a sterling season with 49 goals and 95 points. He knows what it takes to win . . . So does Sudbury captain Kevin Raine. He was Athanasiou's teammate on the 2012 league champion London Knights . . . Barrie's likely NHL first overall pick Aaron Ekblad led OHL defencemen with 23 goals. Sudbury's Trevor Carrick (Carolina), who arrived from Mississauga, was second with 22. No one else had more than 16 . . . Barrie F Brendan Lemieux, like father Claude, is annoying to play against . . . Sudbury F Radek Faksa (Dallas) has 5 goals in 29 Sudbury games. He had 16 in 30 games with low-scoring Kitchener this year.

Prediction: Sudbury in 7.

SCORING LEADERS

(Final standings)

Player/Team

Goals

Assists

Points

Connor Brown, Erie 45 83 128 

Dane Fox, Erie 64 43 107 

Scott Kosmachuk, Gue 48 52 100 

Connor McDavid, Erie 28 71 99 

Andreas Athanasiou, Bar 49 46 95 

Michael Dal Colle, Osh 39 56 95 

Nikolay Goldobin, Sar 38 56 94 

Max Domi, Ldn 34 59 93 

Sam Bennett, Kgn 36 55 91 

Sergey Tolchinsky, SSM 31 60 91 

Kerby Rychel, Gue 34 56 90 

Nicholas Baptiste, Sby 45 44 89 

Chris Tierney, Ldn 40 49 89 

Robby Fabbri, Gue 45 42 87 

Andre Burakovsky, Erie 41 46 87 

Scott Laughton, Osh 40 47 87 

Brock McGinn, Gue 43 42 85 

Josh Ho-Sang, Wsr 32 53 85 

Brady Vail, Wsr 32 51 83 

Zach Mitchell, Gue 31 52 83 

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Momentum carrying Knights to first round 14


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Sunday, March 16, 2014 8:45:30 EDT PM  

London Knight captain Scott Harrington battles with Windsor Spitfire Nick Ebert in the third period of their OHL hockey game in London, Ontario on Friday, January 18, 2012. (DEREK RUTTAN, The London Free Press)
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London Knights

Three years ago, it looked like the London Knights and Windsor Spitfires were on a collision course for the 2014 OHL Western Conference final.

The two heavyweights were loaded up with young hockey talent and aimed at another Memorial Cup shot this spring.

“We both had a lot of 1994-born players,” said London sniper Matt Rupert, now one of those 19-year-old veterans. “We all knew each other from minor hockey and it should be a lot of fun playing them now.

“The playoffs are the best time of the year and we’ll come out rolling.”

This meeting of rivals, though, is happening a little earlier than forecast and under much different circumstances than expected.

London will be the heavy favourite when they face the Spitfires in the first round starting Friday at Budweiser Gardens.

The Knights have won the last two OHL titles, then trumped a Windsor bid for the right to a third straight Memorial Cup appearance, as hosts in May.

They finished, incredibly, in fourth place in the conference with 49 wins and 103 points after a schedule-ending 7-5 loss in Sault Ste. Marie on Sunday afternoon, without Max Domi, Bo Horvat and half-dozen other regulars.

They were 26 points better than the Spitfires, who missed the playoffs last season and were punished heavily for running afoul of the league’s recruiting rules.

Windsor ended up trading two of its best players — Kerby Rychel, son of GM Warren, and defenceman Nick Ebert — to Guelph. But they had enough left over to finish fifth on the difficult West side.

“London-Windsor was probably the biggest rivalry we had when I played and it’s holding true a decade later,” Knights assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “They’re right down the highway. They have some rabid fans and so do we. We match up pretty well against each other.

“Whenever you run up against well-coached teams, it’s a battle,’’ he said. ‘‘They have good scouting to be able to trade away the guys they did and have others come fill those roles and get in a good playoff spot.”

The Knights swept away Windsor in the first round two years ago.

This time, London comes in having won 20 of their final 23 regular season games, a tremendous finishing kick that lifted them no higher in the standings.

“It was one of those up-and-down years, but when you look back, it was solid,” Hunter said. “We played well and peaked at the right time. It was a different year for sure — not knowing who was coming back, world juniors and injuries, but there’s nothing to complain about.”

The Spitfires have faced a series of gut punches to their team roster the last month. They don’t have their top two defencemen, captain Slater Koekkoek (shoulder) and Trevor Murphy, who broke his leg against London, and have been using trusted forwards like Brady Vail and Remy Giftopoulos as fill-ins on the back end.

“I think we match up good,” Matt Rupert said. “With their top two d-men out, they’ll be a little weak on the back end so we’re going to have to get on the forecheck against them.

“We’ve done well against them (five wins in six games) already this year.”

The Knights finished the second-highest scoring team in the league and they spread it around.

“We know their coaching staff very well and they know ours,” Hunter said. “These teams get up to play each other. You never want to lose (to Windsor).”

London forward Brett Welychka, a noted Spitfire-killer, suffered a minor injury against the Greyhounds. “It’s nothing serious and he’ll be OK,” Hunter said.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

Knights vs. Spits

Best-of-seven OHL Western Conference quarterfinal

Game 1: Friday, 7:30 p.m. at London

Game 2: Saturday, 7 p.m. at London

Game 3: March 25, 7:05 p.m. at Windsor

Game 4: March 27: 7:05 p.m. at Windsor

*Game 5: March 28, 7:30 p.m. at London

*Game 6: March 31, 7:05 p.m. at Windsor

*Game 7: April 1, 7 p.m. at London

Razzle-dazzle rookie has turned himself into the future face of the franchise 5


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, March 18, 2014 9:09:53 EDT PM  
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London Knights

Corey Perry had 59 points in his London Knights rookie season 12 years ago.

Mitch Marner matched him with five points in the team’s final two games on the Saginaw-Sault Ste. Marie road trip.

That’s pretty good company.

“I’m very happy,” the 16-year-old from Thornhill said. “It was a season of growth for me and I’m happy I stayed healthy and I’m still fully energetic and ready to go for playoff time.

“No energy has been lost.”

Marner emphasized the fact he has a full tank, especially for those who wonder if the 5-foot-10, 164-pounder will still provide his signature brand of razzle-dazzle during the post-season grind.

He scored at nearly a point-per-game pace, even with limited ice time and power-play opportunities, and finished second in OHL rookie scoring behind his old pal Travis Konecny of the non-playoff Ottawa 67’s.

He didn’t have the same responsibility as Konecny, the top pick of last year’s draft, but felt like he was under a microscope.

“Coming into London, the first-rounders are obviously big names,” he said. “There’s Chris (Tierney), Max (Domi) and Bo (Horvat). Those are three guys who are hard to live up to.”

The Knights’ first rounder before him, goalie Liam Herbst, was injured and never played in his rookie season. Now he’s in Ottawa with Konecny.

There was added pressure on Marner to make big strides in his first year. He turned himself into the future face of the franchise.

“I think there was a little bit of doubt about me coming in, but you don’t listen to those people,” said Marner, the 19th overall pick out of Don Mills, who scared off some OHL teams with some NCAA buzz. “I think the Hunters really believed in me and that’s why they picked me. You’ve got to show what you’ve got.

“People who try to take you down, you use that as fuel. You want to prove everyone wrong who never believed in you. I came in this year and wanted to help out as much as I can.”

He turned himself into an indispensable player. The veterans respect his talent, his astonishing skill level and his ability to adjust on the fly.

“I learned how to keep your mind prepared and focused for all the games,” he said, “and how to keep your body healthy and intact the whole season. I did that just by watching the older guys and the coaches are always helping you out too. Everyone in the room can help – all you’ve got to do is ask.”

The closest the Knights have been to a playoff game the past month was in their big win to temporarily leap-frog Erie on Feb. 26. Marner enjoyed every second of it.

“The excitement and the speed was unreal,” he said. “You’ve got to stay controlled, and when there’s a mistake made, take advantage of it. This won’t be my first (junior) playoff game. Playing with the Buzz (the St. Michael’s Buzzers in Tier II) last year all the way through the playoffs, it helped out a lot and I learned a lot off those guys and the coaching staf, too.

“I’m just waiting for Friday (Game 1 against Windsor at Budweiser Gardens). It’s exciting.”

It’s a chance to see if there will be more favourable comparisons with Perry.

In the Anaheim Ducks forward’s first post-season go-round in London, he had two goals and 5 points in 12 games for an upstart Knights team.

This crew Marner is with is more established with huge expectations.

The kid is being used in fourth line duty alongside Owen MacDonald, who has seven goals in the second half of the season, and bruising C.J. Yakimowicz. Marner’s set-up of MacDonald in Saginaw Saturday is a Knights’ goal of the year candidate.

He wants the line to have the same impact as last year’s Remi Elie-Kyle Platzer-Paxton Leroux trio.

“Our role is to get some energy for the guys and we want to go out there with a goal in mind, to try to score and get a point,” Marner said, “But we we want to maintain our defensive end and not panic.”

At the moment, he has opposition defenceman worried about what he’s going to do next.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

NASHVILLE -- The Nashville Predators wanted experience and a proven winner as their new head coach, and general manager David Poile believes that's what they got in hiring Peter Laviolette -- just the second coach in the franchise's history.

Laviolette has won nine of the 14 post-season series he has coached with the Islanders, Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia Flyers. He also won the Stanley Cup in 2006 with Carolina and coached the Flyers to the Stanley Cup finals in 2010. The Predators announced Tuesday they signed him to a multi-year contract.

"We've taken a big leap in the right direction getting our team back on the path, and that path is toward the playoffs," Poile said at a news conference.

The Predators reached the Western Conference semifinals in 2011 and 2012 but missed the playoffs the past two seasons.

Laviolette will take over in Nashville once he finishes coaching the United States at the 2014 World Championship. He said in a statement he loves the Predators' nucleus starting with defenceman Shea Weber and goaltender Pekka Rinne.

"My challenge will be to impart a system that enables our young forwards to thrive and reach their offensive potential," Laviolette said. "Being a perennial Stanley Cup contender requires buy-in, passion and commitment from every player on the roster. I can't wait to get to Nashville and get started on our journey."

Poile said he's known Laviolette for years through USA Hockey. Also general manager of the 2014 U.S. Olympic team, Poile named Laviolette one of that team's three coaches. He also interviewed Laviolette for the Predators' job along with a couple others he did not name originally planning to hire his new coach in June.

Openings in Florida, Carolina, Washington and Vancouver prompted Poile to move quicker to avoid losing Laviolette. Poile said he was very comfortable hiring Laviolette.

"Basically in some form, I was interviewing him all year long," Poile said.

Laviolette has been a head coach over 12 seasons starting with the New York Islanders between 2001 and 2003, Carolina from 2003-09 and Philadelphia from 2009 until October. He has 389 wins and 866 career points and six playoff berths, winning nine series.

He helped the Islanders end a seven-year post-season drought with back-to-back berths in 2002 and 2003, and the Flyers lost the cup to Chicago in six games in 2010.

Laviolette is considered an offensive-minded coach with his teams finishing in the Top 10 in six of his eight full seasons and not lower than 13th in goals scored. That helps fill a major need for the Predators who scored only 216 goals this season when they finished three points out of the final Western Conference playoff berth.

Poile said he wanted a coach with a different style of play, and Laviolette's teams play more up-tempo and are more offensive oriented. That's what Poile wants out of the Predators.

The general manager said they've been working to improve their forwards, including trading Martin Erat in March 2013 for Filip Forsberg and David Legwand to Detroit this March for Calle Jarnkrok. Forward also is likely to be the position the Predators draft with the 11th pick overall in June.

Young forwards already on the roster will get a second chance with Laviolette. Mix that with what Poile believes is one of the best defences in the NHL, and he expects the Predators to be back in the playoffs next year.

"With his system and different ideas if you will, I think offensively we have a chance to be a lot better under his leadership," Poile said.

Forward Matt Cullen helped Laviolette win the Stanley Cup in Carolina and is looking forward to playing for him again.

"He's a great fit for our team and what we need going forward," Cullen said on a conference call. "And I just think a lot of Peter as a coach. He's a good person, and he just has that real ability to bring out the best in all of his players."

The Predators also hired Kevin McCarthy as an assistant coach. He joins assistant coaches Phil Housley and Lane Lambert. They worked with Barry Trotz, the only other coach for this franchise who the Predators announced April 14 that he would not return.
5 Predators prospects with best chance at NHL

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 11:27 p.m. CDT May 4, 2014

Jarnkrok

(Photo: Sanford Myers / File / The Tennessean)
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The Milwaukee Admirals' season is over. The top minor-league affiliate of the Predators was swept out of the Calder Cup playoffs in three games by the Toronto Marlies.

The Admirals never seemed to have had much of a chance. They were outscored 11-4 in Games 1 and 2 at home and lost Game 3 of the best-of-five series 2-0.

There are some players from the American Hockey League affiliate who will get at least a look from the Predators going into next season.

Some might even make the team. These are the most likely candidates:

Calle Jarnkrok.

The 22-year-old Swedish forward, acquired in the David Legwand trade, showed consistency and maturity while posting nine points in 12 games with the Predators. He was sent to Milwaukee for the AHL playoffs, where he had two points in three games. Depending on what the Predators do in free agency, Jarnkrok could hold down a top-six role next year.

RELATED: Jarnkrok has fast NHL start

watson

Austin Watson(Photo: Sanford Myers / File / The Tennessean)

Austin Watson. The 22-year-old center finished the postseason with zero points and a minus-3 rating in three games. The Predators have been waiting for the 2010 first-round pick to show that he is NHL-ready because they'd like him to anchor a middle position next season. So far, 10 players picked behind Watson in 2010 have played more NHL games than his six.

Sanford Myers / File / The Tennessean

Center Filip Forsberg(Photo: Sanford Myers Sanford Myers / The Tennessean)

Filip Forsberg.The 19-year-old Swede had two points in the three playoff games. The Predators have piled high expectations on Forsberg, a 2012 first-round pick of the Capitals, and no doubt will give him a shot to stay in the NHL next season. Whether he has to go back to Milwaukee to develop more maturity is another story.

RELATED: Forsberg still finding his game

sissons

Forward Colton Sissons(Photo: Mark Zaleski / File / AP)

Colton Sissons. The 20-year-old forward also had a poor playoff series, garnering a minus-3 rating in the three games. Nashville sees him as a Mike Fisher-type two-way center, and the three playoff games shouldn't hurt Sissons' standing within the organization. The former Kelowna Rockets captain had one goal and three assists in 17 games with the Predators this season.

Sanford Myers / File / The Tennessean

Goalie Marek Mazanec(Photo: Sanford Myers Sanford Myers / The Tennessean)

Marek Mazanec. The 22-year-old goaltender, who was the NHL rookie of the month for November, did not exactly excel for the Admirals in the postseason. He ended up with a 3.03 goals-against average and .898 save percentage, taking the loss in all three games. That said, if the Predators can't come to terms with Carter Hutton this offseason, don't be surprised if Mazanec gets a look in training camp.

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 and on Twitter @joshuacooper.
Predators need blueliner Seth Jones to develop quickly

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 2:37 p.m. CDT May 1, 2014
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Story Highlights

Defenseman Seth Jones posted six goals, 19 assists and a minus-23 rating in 77 games this season.

Jones was the fourth overall pick of the 2013 NHL entry draft.

History shows that, in general, defensemen tend to develop slower than forwards in the NHL.
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As the Predators went their separate ways for the offseason a couple of weeks ago, defenseman Seth Jones was asked what he needed to do before next season.

"A little more training, get bigger, stronger and better all-around," he said.

It's true. Jones stands 6-foot-4, but weighs only 205 pounds. Most blueliners his height tend to be closer to 230.

Yet after a rookie season when he posted six goals, 19 assists and a minus-23 rating in 77 games, the 19-year-old Jones will face greater expectations than bulking up for Year 2. His quick development — at a position where players tend to grow and learn the NHL at a slower rate — is paramount to Nashville's success in 2014-15.

So how fast can Jones develop? There is some guide with the history of defensemen drafted in the top five since 2005 — Jones was the No. 4 overall pick in 2013 – but overall it's a difficult position to predict success.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, the team's first round draft pick, during Predators Development Camp at Centennial Sportsplex on Tuesday, July 9, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, the team's first round draft pick, during Predators Development Camp at Centennial Sportsplex on Tuesday, July 9, 2013.  (Photo: Sanford Myers / The Tennessean)
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Defenseman Seth Jones stands with officials from the Nashville Predators after they made him the fourth overall pick of the NHL draft on June 30 in Newark, N.J.

Seth Jones talks to the media after signing with the Nashville Predators at Centennial Sportsplex on Wednesday, July 10, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, the team's first round draft pick, signs autographs for fans after his first on-ice session at Predators Development Camp at Centennial Sportsplex on Tuesday, July 9, 2013.

A fan photographs Seth Jones during the Nashville Predators development camp at the Centennial Sportsplex on Wednesday, July 10, 2013.

Defenseman Seth Jones carries the puck during a drill at training camp at Centennial Sportsplex on Thursday, Sept. 5, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones during the third period of an NHL preseason hockey game against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Thursday, Sept. 19, 2013, in Tampa, Fla.

Nashville Predators' Seth Jones (3) was paired with Shea Weber (6) against the Minnesota Wild during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2013.

Phoenix Coyotes right wing Shane Doan gets under the stick of Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Thursday, April 10, 2014.

Predators defenseman Seth Jones scores on Senators goalie Robin Lehner in overtime on March 10, 2014. The Predators defeated the Senators 4-3 in overtime at the Canadian Tire Centre.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones gets his stick up on Columbus Blue Jackets center Artem Anisimov and would be called for hooking during the second period at Bridgestone Arena on Saturday, March 8, 2014.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, left, and forward David Legwand attend the groundbreaking on the new Nashville Predators/Metro Nashville rink project at The Global Mall at the Crossings on Wednesday, Oct. 9, 2013 in Antioch.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones and goalie Carter Hutton combine to make the save on a Dallas Stars shot at Bridgestone Arena on Monday, Jan. 20, 2014.

Nashville Predators' Seth Jones looks on during the first period of a game against the New Jersey Devils on Sunday, Nov. 10, 2013, in Newark, N.J.

Linesman Brian Murphy carries a catfish off the ice as Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones looks on during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Monday, Dec. 30, 2013.

Predators defenseman Seth Jones skates the puck into the offensive zone in the first period Tuesday against the Chicago Blackhawks at Bridgestone Arena on Tuesday, Dec. 17, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones tries to bring the puck into the Carolina Hurricanes zone during the third period at Bridgestone Arena on Thursday, Dec. 5, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, left, celebrates his first NHL goal on the power play against the New York Islanders during the second period at Bridgestone Arena on Saturday, Oct. 12, 2013.

Nashville Predators' Seth Jones against the Minnesota Wild during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, the team's first round draft pick, during Predators Development Camp at Centennial Sportsplex on Tuesday, July 9, 2013.

Defenseman Seth Jones stands with officials from the Nashville Predators after they made him the fourth overall pick of the NHL draft on June 30 in Newark, N.J.

Seth Jones talks to the media after signing with the Nashville Predators at Centennial Sportsplex on Wednesday, July 10, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, the team's first round draft pick, signs autographs for fans after his first on-ice session at Predators Development Camp at Centennial Sportsplex on Tuesday, July 9, 2013.

A fan photographs Seth Jones during the Nashville Predators development camp at the Centennial Sportsplex on Wednesday, July 10, 2013.

Defenseman Seth Jones carries the puck during a drill at training camp at Centennial Sportsplex on Thursday, Sept. 5, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones during the third period of an NHL preseason hockey game against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Thursday, Sept. 19, 2013, in Tampa, Fla.

Nashville Predators' Seth Jones (3) was paired with Shea Weber (6) against the Minnesota Wild during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2013.

Phoenix Coyotes right wing Shane Doan gets under the stick of Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Thursday, April 10, 2014.

Predators defenseman Seth Jones scores on Senators goalie Robin Lehner in overtime on March 10, 2014. The Predators defeated the Senators 4-3 in overtime at the Canadian Tire Centre.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones gets his stick up on Columbus Blue Jackets center Artem Anisimov and would be called for hooking during the second period at Bridgestone Arena on Saturday, March 8, 2014.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, left, and forward David Legwand attend the groundbreaking on the new Nashville Predators/Metro Nashville rink project at The Global Mall at the Crossings on Wednesday, Oct. 9, 2013 in Antioch.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones and goalie Carter Hutton combine to make the save on a Dallas Stars shot at Bridgestone Arena on Monday, Jan. 20, 2014.

Nashville Predators' Seth Jones looks on during the first period of a game against the New Jersey Devils on Sunday, Nov. 10, 2013, in Newark, N.J.

Linesman Brian Murphy carries a catfish off the ice as Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones looks on during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Monday, Dec. 30, 2013.

Predators defenseman Seth Jones skates the puck into the offensive zone in the first period Tuesday against the Chicago Blackhawks at Bridgestone Arena on Tuesday, Dec. 17, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones tries to bring the puck into the Carolina Hurricanes zone during the third period at Bridgestone Arena on Thursday, Dec. 5, 2013.

Nashville Predators defenseman Seth Jones, left, celebrates his first NHL goal on the power play against the New York Islanders during the second period at Bridgestone Arena on Saturday, Oct. 12, 2013.

Nashville Predators' Seth Jones against the Minnesota Wild during the first period at Bridgestone Arena on Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2013.

Next Slide

Erik Johnson was the No. 1 overall pick in 2006 — two spots ahead of future superstar center Jonathan Toews — and only recently turned into a viable top-two defenseman at age 26. This season with Colorado he matched his career-high with 39 points while averaging 23 minutes per game.

Thomas Hickey, the No. 4 pick in 2007, was plucked off waivers from the Kings by the Islanders and didn't make his NHL debut until last season. This season he played 82 games and notched 22 points.

Victor Hedman, the No. 2 pick in 2009, turned into a legitimate No. 1 defenseman this season with the Lightning. He tallied 55 points — shattering his previous career-high by 29 — and garnered some Norris Trophy attention.

PREVIOUSLY: Are Predators right about Shea Weber's worth?

PREVIOUSLY: Predators captain Shea Weber a Norris Trophy finalist

PREVIOUSLY: Predators GM expects greatness from defense next season

There are exceptions to the defensemen-develop-slower rule, of course.

Drew Doughty, the No. 2 pick in 2008, had 59 points in his second season with the Kings and was a Canadian Olympian. Alex Pietrangelo was the No. 4 pick in 2008 and by 2010-11 he was averaging 22 minutes per game, picking up a plus-18 rating and 43 points with the Blues.

Jones was considered a prodigy when drafted, one of the best amateur defensemen since Doughty. But one reason he fell to the Predators was a fear that he would turn into the next Johnson, while someone picked behind him would turn into the next Toews.

Still, this season Jones showed several flashes of being an elite blueliner. There was his toe-drag move to beat the Canadiens in October, and playing first-pairing minutes with Shea Weber when Roman Josi was out with a concussion.

Does this all mean Jones and the Predators will see results as early as next season? It sounds like he has at least learned what it takes to play well at the NHL level, which is a good sign.

"Consistency. You have to bring it every night and bring your 'A' game every night for the team," Jones said. "I played with Shea Weber, who does bring it every night for the team and does what he can to help the team win. That's something I learned."

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 and on Twitter @joshuacooper.
Predators expect great things from defense next season

John Glennon, jglennon@tennessean.com 9:25 p.m. CDT April 18, 2014

Seth Jones

(Photo: Sanford Myers/The Tennessean)

Story Highlights

GM David Poile on next season: "Our defense will be the best defense we've ever had in Nashville."

This season the Predators were 23rd in the NHL in goals against and 25th in penalty-kill success.

Predators blueliners did combine for 51 goals, 117 assists and 168 points this season.
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When he announced Barry Trotz's firing and wrapped up a disappointing season, general manager David Poile also offered some optimistic statements about the future of the Predators.

He noted the number of younger players on the roster and looked forward to the return of a top-notch Pekka Rinne. And then Poile — a man not known to deal in hyperbole — delivered this impressive prediction:

"Our defense will be the best defense we've ever had in Nashville," he said. "This defense has the potential to be as good as any defense in the National Hockey League."

That's no small statement, considering some of the defensive corps the Predators have had in the past, and considering that this group had its share of struggles during the past season.

There's little doubt the current pool of defensemen has plenty of potential, considering that it's led by arguably the game's best blueliner — Shea Weber — and that it features five players drafted in the first or second round.

But even given that impressive pedigree, the defensive corps will have to make significant strides to live up to Poile's prediction.

JOSH COOPER: Shea Weber deserves the Norris Trophy 

After all, the Predators did finish 23rd in the league in goals against last season (2.84 per game) and were 25th in penalty-kill success (80.2 percent).

Will restricted free agent defenseman Michael Del Zotto be back with the Predators next season? Josh Cooper / The Tennessean

The seven defensemen that finished the season on the roster — Weber, Roman Josi, Mattias Ekholm, Ryan Ellis, Victor Bartley, Seth Jones and Michael Del Zotto — combined for a minus-29 in games with Nashville.

While blueliners are obviously not completely responsible for all those numbers, they certainly have to take some of the blame.

On the other side of the rink, however, the defensemen did show strong offensive pop, combining for 51 goals, 117 assists and 168 points.
I don't know about (best in franchise history next year), but it's definitely a good defensive group," Josi said. "We've got a lot of young guys and we have a great leader in Shea, who's probably the best player in the world."

In looking back over the team's history, there are probably five blueline groups that really stand out. Just for the sake of comparison, here's a look at three and the kind of numbers they put up:

2011-12: This corp featured Weber, Ryan Suter, Kevin Klein, Josi and Francis Bouillon as regulars, with Ellis, Jonathon Blum and Hal Gill also pitching in. The defensemen helped Nashville finish 10th in goals against and 10th in penalty killing. They combined for 47 goals, 128 assists and 172 points, while mustering a combined plus-24 rating for a team that reached the second round of the playoffs.

2010-11: Mainstays were Weber, Suter, Klein, Bouillon, Cody Franson and Shane O'Brien, with Alexander Sulzer and Blum also contributing. Those defensemen helped the Predators finish third in goals against and fifth in penalty-killing. They combined for 37 goals, 128 assists and 165 points, while producing a combined plus-47 rating on a team that also reached the second round of the playoffs.

2006-07: The top six for most of this season were Kimmo Timonen, Marek Zidlicky, Suter, Weber, Dan Hamhuis and Greg Zanon, with lesser contributions from Vitaly Vishnevski and Mikko Lehtonen. Thanks in part to that group, Nashville finished eighth in goals against and third in the penalty-kill. The blueliners accounted for 53 goals, 130 assists and 183 points, while producing a combined plus-79 rating on a team that won 51 regular-season games.

Is it reasonable to expect the current crop of defensemen to top the contributions from those groups next year? This bunch certainly has plenty of offensive potential.

Weber (56 points) and Josi (40) are both coming off career-best years for points, and they represent one of the game's best pairings. Ellis (27) began to show flashes of his first-round talent in the latter part of the season, and Jones piled up 25 points as a rookie.

PREVIOUSLY: Predators might need new goaltending coach

PREVIOUSLY: David Climer: Barry Trotz was fall guy for Predators

Del Zotto, like Jones and Ellis a former first-round pick, clearly has offensive skills as well, but assuming the restricted free agent returns, he'll have to make a better impression on the new coaching staff.

It's on the defensive side of the rink where this group still needs to make strides, as it suffered from too many breakdowns and missed assignments. Even during the strong season-ending run of 9-2-1, the Predators were still surrendering nearly three goals per game.

Another year of experience and maturity will no doubt help the younger blueliners like Ellis, Ekholm, Jones and Bartley, all of whom have only played one full NHL season. The probable return of assistant coach Phil Housley also bodes well for the young defensive corps, as the players responded well last season to the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame defenseman.

"I like the group we have going ahead," Bartley said. "We're all young back there and we're all mobile. There's six or seven great defensemen out there and it creates competition because you're not sure who's going to (play). I think we're just going to keep getting better."

Reach John Glennon at 615-259-8262 and on Twitter @glennonsports.
Predators prospect Filip Forsberg still finding his game

Josh Cooper , jcooper2@tennessean.com 11:52 a.m. CDT April 27, 2014
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Story Highlights

Filip Forsberg posted 12 points in seven games for Team Sweden in the world juniors.

He notched 34 points in 48 games with the American Hockey League's Milwaukee Admirals.

In 13 games with the Predators this season he had 5 points (1 goal, 4 assists).
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There has always been an odd blend of youth and maturity with Filip Forsberg.

A first-round pick in 2012 — selected by Washington and acquired via trade by Nashville in 2013 — Forsberg looks like he just finished high school, which he did last summer. But a high level of maturity is evident in the way the Milwaukee Admirals forward talks and the way he approaches hockey.

"He's a goofball, but when it comes down to being a pro he's what we like to call a 'true pro,' " Admirals goaltender and road roommate Scott Darling said. "Lights out at 11 p.m., always at the rink ready to go, stays late working on his stick."

It's obvious that the 19-year-old Forsberg is still in maturation mode, despite the expectation level that he will turn into a strong offensive player for the Predators. He has a great wrist shot, but feels he needs to work on other elements of his game.

Next Slide

Forsberg dominated the world junior championships with Team Sweden, picking up 12 points in seven games against players under the age of 20. But he notched just 34 points in 48 games playing against men in the American Hockey League with the Admirals. In 13 games with the Predators this season, he had one goal and four assists.

"People forget he's 19 years old and think he should be an NHL guy right away," Admirals coach Dean Evason said. "It takes time, and we've seen him progress in the time he has been here."

The Predators hoped Forsberg, who was acquired last year from the Capitals in exchange for Martin Erat, could provide some answers on offense this season. Instead, he saw his ice time wane.

PREVIOUSLY: Draft expert: Predators need 'real, meaningful' forwards

PREVIOUSLY: Predators forward Colin Wilson looks for fresh start

Nashville decided it was best for him to play both at the world juniors and in Milwaukee so he could be put in offensive situations more frequently. The Predators have had trouble developing offensively-minded forwards, and didn't want Forsberg to be yet another cautionary tale.

"Filip has come a long way. He has had a busy year, and he has been all over the place — Nashville and then here and then world juniors then back," Evason said. "He's had a developmental year."

So far, Forsberg believes he has gotten better at understanding the professional game in North America. He has less time and space on rinks here — which are smaller — than he did in Europe. So he has to make plays at a quicker pace than on ice surfaces at home in Sweden.

PREVIOUSLY: Predators will pick 11th in NHL draft

"Growing up playing 18-19 years on big ice surface and now playing better players than you're used to playing and on a smaller ice surface, it takes more time," Forsberg said. "But I feel way more comfortable."

Forsberg also said he wants to get quicker and work on his skating. One of the important elements of playing on the smaller surface is being able to unleash bursts of speed.

"The game is really fast right now," he said. "That's something I really can improve. … If I become faster I think that will help out a lot for me."

PREVIOUSLY: Predators GM expects great things from defense next season

Still, there is that special skill for Forsberg — his wrist shot.

"It's a very deceptive shot," Darling said. "He has such a quick release and can shoot it from multiple stances, or having his hands or stick in different positions. It's definitely not my favorite shot in practice."

And if Forsberg can hone his other skills, he can always find a way to score goals with that shot — something the Predators desperately need at forward.

"He has scored a lot of different ways, but obviously his shot is something that is a huge asset to him," Evason said. "If he continues to shoot the puck like that he's going to have an opportunity to score goals."

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 and on Twitter @joshuacooper.
Sunday, April 20, 2014

Zach Boychuk captures AHL goal-scoring title in Checkers final game of the season

Having been mathematically eliminated from playoff contention the night before, the Charlotte Checkers lacked any kind of spark in Rockford on Saturday night on their way to a 7-3 loss in the final game of the regular season. 

Although he didn't score in the game, Checkers forward Zach Boychuk was able to lock up the Willie Marshall Award, given annually to the AHL's top goal-scorer. 

Boychuk captured the title with 36 goals in 69 games for Charlotte. He also finished second in the league with 74 points and was named a Second Team AHL All-Star at left wing. The 24-year old native of Airdrie, Alta., also recorded one goal and three assists in 11 NHL games with Carolina this season. 

Texas Stars Colton Sceviour and Travis Morin tied for second in the league with 32 goals each.

The 36 goals were 13 more than Boychuk had ever scored in a season and set a new franchise record for the Checkers.

Victor Rask, Ryan Murphy and Brody Sutter took care of the scoring for the Checkers on Saturday. In a reoccurring theme as of late, the Checkers had trouble staying out of the box, and ultimately allowed a franchise-record five power-play goals en route to the loss.

John Muse, who made 30 saves, dropped to 1-6-0 in the month of April.

After one period of play the game was tied, 2-2, thanks to goals by Rask and Murphy. However early in the second period, Rockford scored twice on a double minor for high sticking committed by Phil Di Giuseppe. 

Less than a minute into the third, Rockford took a three-goal lead and later added two more power-play tallies. Sutter scored with roughly seven minutes to play in the game, but its fate had long-since been decided. 

Notes: This April (1-6-0) goes down as the worst month in Checkers history in terms of percentage of possible points earned (14.3). November was the second-worst at 18.2 percent (2-9-0), while March (12-4-0) was the second-best (75.0). … Sutter’s goal was his 50th professional point. … Boychuk led the Checkers with six shots, while Murphy and Aaron Palushaj each had five. … Forward Sergey Tolchinsky (no shots, minus-1) and defenseman Dennis Robertson (three shots, even) each made their professional debuts. … Matt Marquardt, Jared Staal and Mark Flood were healthy scratches. … Philippe Cornet, Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injuries.

Posted by Seth Lakso   at 12:18 PM  0 comments     

Saturday, April 19, 2014

Charlotte Checkers eliminated from playoff contention 

 Blame it on a four-point month of November. Blame it on losing Justin Peters to the NHL early in the season. Blame it on a difficult schedule down the stretch.

 Which ever reason you choose, the final result is the same: The 2014 Charlotte Checkers will not be playing in this year's playoffs. A 5-1 loss to the Admirals in Milwaukee on Friday, combined with Oklahoma City earning a point in its game with Iowa, sealed Charlotte's fate with one regular season game remaining.

 A 12-4-0 mark in the month of March catapulted the Checkers back into playoff contention, but a 1-4-0 showing in April was their final undoing.

 Ryan Murphy scored the lone goal for the Checkers with 11 seconds left in the second period to make it 4-1 and John Muse stopped 29 of 34 shots.

 Although the final result of today's game with Rockford will have no playoff implications, there's still a few good reasons to watch.

 With 36 goals this season, Checkers forward Zach Boychuk is four ahead of Texas' Travis Morin for tops in the AHL. A goal would all but lock up that scoring title.

 There's also the strong possibility that rookies like Sergey Tolchinsky, Phil Di Giuseppe and Dennis Robertson will all see extended time on the ice after spending time as healthy scratches as the team tried to make its way into the top eight in the Western Conference.

Notes: The Checkers were a perfect 13-for-13 on the penalty kill against Milwaukee this season, including a 2-for-2 effort in this game. … Muse has played in each of the Checkers’ last 10 games, including nine starts. …  Matt Marquardt played his 400th professional game … Palushaj and Terry led the Checkers with five shots on goal apiece. … Zach Boychuk and Victor Rask finished with plus-1 ratings. … Phil Di Giuseppe, Sergey Tolchinsky and Dennis Robertson were healthy scratches. … Philippe Cornet, Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game with injuries.

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/#storylink=cpy
Canes fire Kirk Muller; new GM Ron Francis plans ‘open search’ for new coach

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, May. 05, 2014
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Coach Kirk Muller, who had one year remaining on his contract, was absent from Monday’s press conference, where GM Ron Francis made it clear the dismissal was not a condemnation of the job done by Muller and his staff. In his three seasons, he finished 80-80-27. 
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 Francis starts search for new Canes coach

 DeCock: Francis, new on Hurricanes job, wastes no time making changes

Get the latest Canes news, photos and scores

Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog

More NHL news

More information 

N&O sports columnist Luke DeCock assesses the Carolina Hurricanes’ head coaches since moving to North Carolina in 1997.

Paul Maurice, 1995-2003, 268-291-145

Maurice was a young lad of 30 when he moved here along with the Hartford Whalers, but he’d already been a head coach for two seasons. Perennially listed among the first coaches likely to be fired before each season in the national media, he took the Hurricanes to the playoffs in 1999 and 2001 before their unlikely and catalyzing run to the Stanley Cup finals in 2002. After the team finished dead last in 2002-03, Maurice was on a short leash, and he ran out of slack in December 2003.

Peter Laviolette, 2003-08, 167-130-30

Laviolette, who successfully revitalized the moribund New York Islanders during a brief stint there, dramatically changed the culture of the Hurricanes going into the lockout that wiped out the 2004-05 season and foresaw the changes to the game coming out of it. His strategic vision and motivational skills were essential to the Hurricanes’ Stanley Cup victory in 2006, but he was unable to get the Hurricanes into the playoffs over the next two seasons and was fired in December 2008.

Paul Maurice, 2008-11, 116-100-30

The Hurricanes brought back Maurice, who had an unsuccessful run with the Toronto Maple Leafs in the interim, to try and salvage something from the remainder of the team that won the Cup. He infused stability and tweaked the foundation left behind by Laviolette, sparking a late-season surge that led all the way to the Eastern Conference finals. That glory was fleeting, and Maurice’s next two teams both missed the playoffs.

Kirk Muller, 2011-14, 80-80-27

One of the game’s most respected leaders as a player and a rising star among NHL assistant coaches, Muller was in his first season as a minor-league head coach when the Hurricanes sought him out in November 2011, going outside the organization to replace Maurice. The Hurricanes missed the playoffs in all three seasons Muller was in charge, although only one was a full season. Muller was fired Monday by new general manager Ron Francis, who said he wanted a “fresh start” for the franchise.

RALEIGH A week after being named the Carolina Hurricanes’ new general manager, Ron Francis is looking for a new coach.

Francis made his first major decision Monday, announcing head coach Kirk Muller and assistant coaches John MacLean and Dave Lewis had been fired. Goaltending coach Greg Stefan was reassigned to the pro scouting staff.

“I just felt at this point going forward we needed a fresh start,” Francis said during an afternoon press conference at PNC Arena.

Assistant coach Rod Brind’Amour will remain a part of the coaching staff, Francis said. Brind’Amour, the captain on the Canes’ 2006 Stanley Cup champions, could be a candidate for the head coaching job.

“I haven’t really talked to him to see if that’s something he’d have an interest in or not,” Francis said. “But if he wanted his name on the list we’d certainly take a look at him.”

While Francis mentioned no names, others who possibly could be considered are New York Rangers assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson, 50, who played with Francis in the early 1990s on Pittsburgh Penguins Stanley Cup winning teams; former Florida Panthers coach Kevin Dineen, who was a player and captain for the Hurricanes; and former Nashville Predators coach Barry Trotz.

“It’s an open search,” Francis said. “I don’t have anyone in mind. I have a few names I put on a list, and we’ll go forward looking to see who is the best fit for our team.

Looking for ‘a teacher’

“The biggest thing I’m looking for is a guy who’s a teacher. In today’s game you have to be able to communicate extremely well. You have to have strong leadership qualities. You have to able to manage people and the different personalities in that locker room.”

Muller, who had one year remaining on his contract, had no NHL head coaching experience when he was hired Nov. 28, 2011, to replace the fired Paul Maurice. He coached 187 games in his three seasons, finishing 80-80-27 as the Canes failed to reach the Stanley Cup playoffs each season.

For Muller, 48, this was his only full season with the team. The 2012-2013 season was shortened to 48 games because of the NHL lockout.

“In fairness to Kirk and his staff, it wasn’t your typical first three years as head coach,” Francis said. “He’s a really good person and the whole staff are really good people. We had a good conversation today ... and I told him this is the direction I felt we had to go in.”

Francis was promoted to executive vice president and general manager last week as Jim Rutherford stepped down as general manager after 20 years. Asked about Muller last week, Francis said he would wait on a decision, noting he had conducted exit interviews with the Canes players, then attended the Under-18 World Championship in Finland.

Francis met with Muller early Monday morning. At the press conference, he made it clear the dismissal was not a condemnation of the job done by Muller and his staff.

“This in no way, shape or form takes the players off the hook,” said Francis, who said all facets of the organization are being analyzed. “They still have to be accountable for their actions and how they played. … There has to be a lot of responsibility on their shoulders to turn this thing around.

“Just because we’re changing the coaches doesn’t mean everything is status quo in the locker room. We do need to evaluate that, and if there’s changes we need to make to make us better we’ll do that.”

Canes defenseman Justin Faulk said he was sorry to see Muller fired but not completely shocked given the disappointing season and failure to reach the playoffs.

“Obviously it's not something you want to see happen,” Faulk said in an interview. “Obviously when things do not go well with the team, you know it can happen. When you don't finish well, things change. You have seen a couple of other teams have their coaches relieved of their duties.

“It will be interesting to see who Ron (Francis) hires. As he said, it will be a fresh start for everyone.”

Playoffs drought

Carolina has not made the playoffs since 2009, when itthey reached the NHL’s Eastern Conference finals. The Canes finished seventh in the eight-team Metropolitan Division this season, and with 83 points were 10 points out of playoff position. 

The Canes had trouble scoring goals. They had trouble with the power play. They had a mediocre home record.

“We all have to take a certain amount of responsibility for it,” Faulk said. “The consistency of the team this season was not what we wanted. It's not just the coaches’ fault and not just the players’ fault. Both sides share that responsibility.”

Francis said in talking to the players he never received “any indications there was friction between Kirk and the players.” Faulk agreed, saying there was some “butting of heads” from time to time but nothing unusual with a hockey team.

“I think things were all right,” he said of the coach-to-player relationship.

Canes owner Peter Karmanos Jr. said last week that he did not blame Muller and the coaching staff for the 36-35-11 finish this season, saying injuries to goalies Anton Khudobin and Cam Ward were major factors.

Karmanos insisted Francis would make the decision on Muller, and Francis said during last week’s press conference, “I am my own man.”

Muller could not be reached Monday for comment.

At his end-of-the-season press conference last month, Muller said he had met with Rutherford and Francis after the season to discuss “what went right and wrong.”

During player interviews earlier that week, Ward was asked if it was tough for Muller to “get his message across” to the players. Ward replied, “For me, obviously ... yeah, I’m going to avoid that one.”

Dineen, 50, was fired by the Panthers early in the 2013-2014 season but led Canada’s women’s national team to the Olympic gold medal in the 2014 Sochi Winter Games.

Bringing back Laviolette?

It is not known if the Canes may have some interest in former coach Peter Laviolette, who led Carolina to the 2006 Cup. Laviolette was fired early in this season by the Philadelphia Flyers.

“This is not something you take lightly,” Francis said of the coaching change. “As I said, they’re good people. I think (Muller) is going to learn and go on and be a real good coach in this league. 

“You want to analyze everything. … I think you take the information that’s there, you analyze it and you get sort of a gut feeling on what you need to do and you act on it. I just felt this was the right move.”

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/05/05/4888297/canes-dismiss-muller-as-coach.html#storylink=cpy
DeCock: Francis, new on Hurricanes job, wastes no time making changes

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist
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Posted: Monday, May. 05, 2014
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RALEIGH Before making his first major decision as general manager of the Carolina Hurricanes – his first decision of any kind – Ron Francis thought about it for a week.

He talked to confidants throughout the game. He considered what the players had to say in their exit interviews. He weighed the arguments in defense of head coach Kirk Muller. And Francis decided what he wanted, more than anything, was a fresh start.

Some novice general managers slide into the job slowly. Francis dove off the highest platform. A mere week after he accepted the role, Francis fired Muller – disregarding owner Peter Karmanos’ televised endorsement of Muller’s performance while firing a warning shot across the bow of any player who somehow saw vindication in outlasting the coach.

“At the end of the day, this in no way, shape or form takes players off the hook,” Francis said Monday, wearing a Hurricanes Alumni golf shirt.

The core group of players Muller was given when he arrived has now managed to get three coaches fired: Peter Laviolette in the fall of 2008, Paul Maurice in the fall of 2011, Muller in the spring of 2014. Some members of that group – Tim Gleason, Chad LaRose, Tuomo Ruutu – are already gone. Joni Pitkanen may never play again. Eric Staal and Cam Ward remain.

Muller was dealt a bad hand. He played it the best he could. There was some on-the-job learning in his first NHL head-coaching job, to be sure, but he arrived in the middle of one season and waited through a lockout to start the next. Given his first full training camp last fall, his best players never fully bought into the program. And at the end of that season, a change in general managers wiped out whatever cushion he and his staff might normally have been given.

“It’s taken a long time to walk through this,” Francis said. “It’s not something you look at lightly or take lightly. They’re good people. He’s going to learn and go on to be a real good coach in this league. You want to analyze everything and look at all kinds of possibilities: ‘Do I make little tweaks? Do I change something here or there? Is it going to work? Is it not going to work?’ At the end of the day I felt it was the right move.” 

There are echoes here of Laviolette’s time with the New York Islanders, when he was fired despite leading the woebegone franchise to back-to-back playoff berths. Then- general manager Mike Milbury was alarmed by player feedback in exit interviews. Four years later, Laviolette led the Hurricanes to the Stanley Cup.

Even Francis was sympathetic toward Muller’s plight.

“I think he’s going to learn from this experience and I think he’ll get another job and he’ll do very well,” Francis said.

On that note, Francis made it clear changing the coach is not the end of the changes he foresees but merely the beginning, and if there’s anything to be learned from Francis’ handling of the Muller situation it’s that he’s willing to consider any and all of his options.

“Coming into this job, it’s a fresh start, and I think I have to look at everything – including the players in the locker room, absolutely,” Francis said.

For the players whose public support for Muller was tepid at best – or, in the case of Ward, nearly mutinous – the coach’s departure could be a pyrrhic victory. Changing coaches may have been Francis’ first big move as general manager, but he certainly made it seem Monday like it was unlikely to be his last. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/05/05/4888995/decock-francis-new-on-hurricanes.html#storylink=cpy
Canes GM Ron Francis takes on new challenge

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Saturday, May. 03, 2014
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The Carolina Hurricanes incoming General Manager, Ron Francis, smiles after team owner Peter Karmanos and outgoing General Manager Jim Rutherford announce a management change at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on April 28, 2014. It was announced the Rutherford was stepping down as General Manager and Francis was replacing him.
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RON FRANCIS

• Born: March 1, 1963, in Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario (age 51).

• Family: Wife, Mary Lou; daughter, Kaitlyn; sons, Michael and Connor.

• Playing career: Drafted fourth overall by Hartford Whalers in 1981. Played 23 seasons in NHL with Whalers, Pittsburgh Penguins, Carolina Hurricanes and Toronto Maple Leafs. Won Stanley Cup in 1991 and 1992. Four-time NHL All-Star. Won Selke Trophy (best defensive forward) once, King Clancy Trophy (community service) once and Lady Byng Trophy (sportsmanship and gentlemanly conduct) three times. Ranks fourth all-time in points (1,798) and second in assists (1,249) behind only Wayne Gretzky. Hartford/Carolina record-holder for games played, goals, assists and points. Hurricanes retired his No. 10 jersey in 2006. Inducted into Hockey Hall of Fame in 2007 and North Carolina Sports Hall of Fame in 2013.

• Management career: Joined Hurricanes’ front office as director of player development in 2006. Promoted to assistant general manager in 2007. Became assistant coach in 2008. Returned to front office as director of hockey operations in 2011. Promoted to vice president of hockey operations in 2012. Promoted to general manager Monday.

A different breed of GM

A look at the general managers of the past 10 Stanley Cup champions:

Chicago Blackhawks 2010, 2013

Stan Bowman, vice president and general manager

Bowman, 40, earned finance and computer applications degrees from the University of Notre Dame. Never played professionally.

Los Angeles Kings 2012

Dean Lombardi, president and general manager

Lombardi, 56, played college hockey at University of New Haven. Earned law degree at Tulane and was former player agent.

Boston Bruins 2011

Peter Chiarelli, general manager

Chiarelli, 49, played college hockey at Harvard and earned law degree at University of Ottawa. A former agent, he joined the Bruins in 2006.

Pittsburgh Penguins 2009

Ray Shero, executive vice president and general manager

Shero, 51, played college hockey at St. Lawrence University. Drafted by the Kings, he never played in NHL. Was assistant GM in Ottawa, Nashville.

Detroit Red Wings 2008, 2002

Ken Holland, executive vice president and general manager

Holland, 58, is a former goalie who played four NHL games. A former scout and assistant GM, he became the Wings’ GM in 1997 and has three Cup titles.

Anaheim Ducks 2007

Brian Burke, general manager

Burke, 58, was the Ducks’ GM in 2007, leaving the club in 2008. He played hockey at Providence and in AHL before going to Harvard Law School.

Carolina Hurricanes 2006

Jim Rutherford, president and general manager

Rutherford, 65, was an NHL goalie for 13 seasons. Taking over as GM of the Hartford Whalers in 1994, he resigned last week after 20 years in the position.

Tampa Bay Lightning 2004

Jay Feaster, general manager

Feaster, 51, earned a law degree from Georgetown. The Lightning GM for six years, he later served as GM for the Calgary Flames.

Ron Francis had a Hall of Fame playing career in the National Hockey League, twice winning the Stanley Cup.

But can he do it as general manager of the Carolina Hurricanes?

“The job has become more complex, no question, to when I came in,” said Jim Rutherford, who stepped down last week after 20 years as the Canes’ GM. 

Francis isn’t the only NHL general manager with a place in the Hockey Hall of Fame. Steve Yzerman of the Tampa Bay Lightning won three Stanley Cup rings with the Detroit Red Wings.

There are other general managers who had distinguished playing careers, such as Bob Murray of the Anaheim Ducks and Doug Wilson of the San Jose Sharks. 

But take a look at the teams that have won Stanley Cups in the 2000s. More and more, Cup-winning general managers are well-educated businessmen who played their hockey at the college level or in the minor leagues, if at all.

Dean Lombardi, president and general manager of the Los Angeles Kings, has a law degree from Tulane. Peter Chiarelli of the Boston Bruins played for Harvard and went to law school at the University of Ottawa.

Stan Bowman of the Chicago Blackhawks and Ray Shero of the Pittsburgh Penguins are the sons of Hall of Fame coaches – Scotty Bowman and the late Fred Shero. Bowman, 40, is a Notre Dame graduate, earning degrees in finance and computer applications. Shero, 51, went to St. Lawrence University and was drafted by the Kings but never played in the NHL.

Since 1999, only one team won the Stanley Cup whose GM played more than four games in the NHL – the Canes. Rutherford, a former goalie, played parts of 13 seasons before becoming a general manager in 1994.

“It’s a big job,” Rutherford said. “When you’re working within a (salary) cap system, even with a budget team, it’s a big job. But Ronnie (Francis) is well-prepared for it.”

Work ethic

A year after retiring as a player in the fall of 2005, Francis began working in the Canes’ front office. He was director of hockey operations, served as associate head coach and was vice president of hockey operations before being named executive vice president and general manager on Monday.

“I think because of his work ethic, the roles he played on the team in management and the experience he has gained, he will do a terrific job,” said Rick Curran, a longtime player agent who represents several Canes including Eric and Jordan Staal, Jeff Skinner and Cam Ward. “Former players like Ron may not have a formal business education but they’re astute people who were leaders on their hockey clubs, had success in their careers and recognize where that success came from.

“They certainly would not be a general manager if they did not have good business acumen and a good education of the business side. And Ron Francis learned from one of the best in the business in Jim Rutherford.”

It has been some education, Francis said.

“I remember when I started upstairs, Jim said, ‘There’s always something happening every day and you never know what it’s going to be,’” Francis said. “That’s been an accurate statement. I don’t know if you’re ever ready for this job. One thing I’ve learned is there are no easy decisions. There are a lot of tough decisions.”

Francis, 51, was a smart, fast-thinking center in a career that began with the Hartford Whalers. He won two Cups with the Penguins and then wound up with the Hurricanes in 1998. His instincts on the ice were good and he played with a game-to-game focus and intensity he wants to see from his team.

Measuring success

Canes owner Peter Karmanos Jr. noted he recently was at a charity golf tournament with Francis and ticked off Francis’ hockey accomplishments. He said he paused when he read Francis was fourth in NHL career points behind only Wayne Gretzky, Mark Messier and Gordie Howe.

“I said, ‘Geez, Ron, I didn’t know you were that good,’” Karmanos said. “But he was. And it’s that kind of unassuming leadership and will to win that will make him an outstanding general manager. You’ll be able to measure his success by the way the team plays on the ice.”

Asked how he defines success, Karmanos smiled and said, “If he wins the Stanley Cup right off the bat, he’s very successful. And if he doesn’t, he’s not.”

That was said in jest but the truth is general managers are measured by their ability to put together teams, not past glory as individuals on the ice.

Bob Gainey played on five Stanley Cup winners with the Montreal Canadiens, going into the Hockey Hall of Fame in 1992. In 1999, he was general manager of the Dallas Stars when they were Cup champions.

But the Blackhawks’ Bowman is a better example of the latter-day general manager. Joining the team in 2001 as special assistant to general manager Mike Smith, he handled budgets, set up player evaluation programs, worked his way up and was named GM in 2009.

Bowman makes extensive use of advanced statistics, but not just the Corsi or Fenwick hockey analytics so fashionable among hockey people. The Blackhawks have their own evaluation system and as Bowman told the Chicago Sun-Times, “There’s an art to it.”

Whatever the method, it has worked. The Blackhawks won the Cup in 2010. Bowman reshaped the team because of salary-cap issues and it won again in 2013.

Key decisions

The Hurricanes use hockey analytics in making decisions, Rutherford said, as most NHL teams do. But Francis will again have to use his on-the-job training, his many hockey contacts and his instincts in the weeks and months ahead.

Francis needs to decide whether to shake up the coaching staff. He also must choose which players to retain. Forward Manny Malhotra and defenseman Ron Hainsey will be unrestricted free agents on July 1. Forward Jiri Tlusty is a restricted free agent.

“I think when you have a general manager who was a former player, they have a good feel for what you’re trying to accomplish on the behalf of your player,” said Curran, whose firm represents Tlusty and Malhotra. 

There could be trades to consider. The 2014 NHL Entry Draft requires preparation. There’s rookie camp. And always the budget.

“There’s always a million things going through your head as a manager,” Rutherford said.

Early this past season, Ward was injured during a road game against the Minnesota Wild, just 11 days after goalie Anton Khudobin was lost to an ankle injury. Skinner also left the game with an injury. Francis soon was seen with cell phones stuck in each ear, scrambling to make personnel moves.

But while the job is complex and things can be hectic at times, Francis appears to have a simple creed as general manager.

“I want players who put the logo on the front of the jersey ahead of the name on the back,” he said.

That’s always a good starting point. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/05/03/4884995/canes-gm-ron-francis-takes-on.html#storylink=cpy
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RALEIGH It wasn’t anything Eric Staal said Tuesday, as he autopsied the Carolina Hurricanes’ failure for the fifth straight time as captain, that touched on the real problem. It was something he said Thursday night, after a heartless, soulless loss to the Washington Capitals that encapsulated every complaint fans have about this team.

“Whether people think that or not, I’m out there competing as hard as I can,” Staal said.

So there are no secrets here. Staal is aware the fans aren’t happy with what they perceive as a lack of effort and leadership, correctly or incorrectly, and he acknowledged Tuesday there’s work to be done to rebuild that relationship.

“For me, personally, I’m just as frustrated with what’s gone on here, this year and the lockout year,” Staal said. “The pressure’s on, but I enjoy that. I think anytime you start winning and get back in the win column, which I think we can do, it will all be forgotten.”

There’s no getting around it: just like the Hurricanes aren’t getting it done, Staal isn’t getting it done. He carries a salary-cap hit of $8.25 million, tied for fifth in the NHL. That’s superstar money, Sidney Crosby and Alex Ovechkin money. At this point in his career, it’s clear Staal is a good player, a very talented one, but not a superstar.

He’s not alone. Staal, his brother Jordan and Alex Semin were paid $22.25 million this season and combined for 58 goals, still better value than the $6.6 million Cam Ward was paid for a 3.06 goals-against average and .898 save percentage.

If the Hurricanes decide to move Staal, they’ll get something for him. There are too many teams in the NHL that would like to have a player like that, or exchange their own similarly restless star for another – the Ottawa Senators are having a familiar debate right now over Jason Spezza.

But Staal and the Hurricanes have come too far down this road together to part ways now. It’s not time to give up yet, even if fans would accept his departure. (It could be worse: Ward’s exit would be downright celebrated at this point.)

There are factors that are out of Staal’s control and will continue to be out of his control: Who his linemates are and how they perform. The coaching staff. The style of play. The unrealistic expectations created by his contract. But there are many factors he does control, and it’s imperative he grasps the opportunity he has this summer to make the most of them.

He has to come back this fall in the best shape of his life, beyond anything he has approached in his career. If that means getting out of Thunder Bay to work with Gary Roberts or someone like that, so be it. With no knee injury to worry about this summer, he must leave no doubt about his physical condition.

And he has to embrace exerting the same effort at both ends of the ice. It’s no coincidence he played some of his best offensive hockey in recent years shortly after Kirk Muller took over with Staal mired in the worst slump of his career. Muller told him not to worry about offense, just go out and set an example by working hard. That has to be the mantra going forward.

Staal may be right: Get the team to the postseason and the fans will be back on his side. The only way to find out is if he does everything in his power to make it happen. And that starts this summer, both physically and mentally. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/04/15/4843662/decock-eric-staal-has-to-get-fans.html#storylink=cpy
NHL Prospect Hot List: Washington’s Andre Burakovsky
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  Andre-Burakovsky
 

Playoffs in the junior leagues are in full stride, while developments at the world under-18s have been intriguing to say the least. Team USA lost its first game to the Swiss before rebounding, while the Czechs are flying high and Canada is doing just enough to stay up top. Here’s a look at some of the top NHL prospects playing around the world right now.

Andre Burakovsky, LW – Erie Otters (OHL)

With 10 goals and 13 points through 12 playoff games, it goes without saying that Burakovsky is doing well for Erie, but you really have to see him live to appreciate the magic of the winger. Burakovsky loves to control the puck and uses his slick hands to weave through traffic, where a lethal wrister can then be employed to finish off the play. Considering he played against men last year in Sweden, it’s probably no wonder he is flourishing against players his own age now.

“Of course it was a little harder back home,” he said. “It’s older guys that know what they’re doing so you have to be really smart. Here it’s more physical; you have to keep your head up all the time and go a bit faster. And the hockey over here fits me better; I like the smaller ice.”

Though the Otters find themselves in the teeth of a devastating beast known as the Guelph Storm, Burakovsky has been great all year for Erie, despite being unsure about coming over in the first place. The fact world junior teammate Oscar Dansk was already on the squad helped the transition.

“It’s been great to have him here, he has supported me a lot,” Burakovsky said. “It was hard in the beginning when I came over – new guys, new language, new country. It’s great to have someone to speak Swedish to, not just English all the time.”

Will the dazzling winger be back in Erie for an encore? It’s tough to say right now: He’s obviously an advanced player and because he was drafted out of Europe, he does not have to return to major junior if he doesn’t make the NHL next season – he could go to the American League. The Washington prospect has kept in touch with the Capitals, but nothing is set in stone yet.

“They just wanted me to focus on these playoffs,” he said. “I’m pretty close to getting a chance; we’ll see what happens.”

Drafted 23rd overall by Washington in 2013.

Kevin Fiala, LW – HV 71 (Swe.)

One of Switzerland’s best players at the under-18s so far, Fiala is dynamic in the offensive zone and has put up six points in the team’s first three games. “Lots of similarities to Willie Nylander,” said one NHL scout. “High-end skill, top-end creativity and anticipation.”

Draft eligible in 2014.

Dominik Masin, D – Slavia Praha (Cze.)

Masin is getting a lot of buzz on a Czech team featuring bigger names Jakub Vrana and David Pastrnak thanks to his play at the under-18s. The captain of the squad – which surprisingly sat first place in Group B through four games – has been effective on the blueline and can play a variety of roles. Draft eligible in 2014.

Tyler Bertuzzi, LW – Guelph Storm (OHL)

Guelph has battered Erie thanks to a wrecking crew of talent up front, including Bertuzzi, who is making his presence known through dogged forechecking and grit. Todd Bertuzzi’s nephew has 14 points through 10 games. Drafted 58th overall by Detroit in 2013.

Five more Guelph forwards to watch: Kerby Rychel (Columbus), Scott Kosmachuk (Winnipeg), Jason Dickinson (Dallas), Robby Fabbri (2014 draft), Brock McGinn (Carolina)

Mason McDonald, G – Charlottetown Islanders (QMJHL)

He lost a shootout to Russia, but McDonald has still been solid for Canada at the under-18s, giving up just one even-strength goal in three appearances. “Big southpaw – quick, good glove,” said one NHL scout. “Down on his knees a lot. Has a lot of good attributes and his issues are correctable.”

Draft eligible in 2014.

Jake Virtanen, LW – Calgary Hitmen (WHL)

One of Canada’s most effective forwards early on at the under-18s, Virtanen brings a great blend of skill and physicality. His versatility will help him at the next level. “He can play on a lot of lines,” said one NHL scout. “He’s strong, skates like hell and he competes.”

Draft eligible in 2014.

Louis Belpedio, D – U.S. NTDP (USHL)

Team USA’s captain at the under-18s, Belpedio is a toolsy, two-way defenseman who can play in a lot of situations. The Miami University commit has good hockey sense and is a right-handed shot, which is coveted by many NHL teams. Draft eligible in 2014.

Tyler Sheehy, RW – Waterloo Black Hawks (USHL)

The University of Minnesota commit was a point-per-gamer during the regular season and has seven points in three playoff games. Waterloo takes on Sioux City in the conference final. “Smallish player with a nose for the net,” said one scout. “Has an incredible knack for getting the puck in traffic, kinda like a Jason Pominville. The puck seems to follow him around.”

Draft eligible in 2014.

Frederik Gauthier, C – Toronto Marlies (AHL)

Just signed out of Rimouski in the Quebec League, Gauthier is a big, two-way pivot who was remarkably consistent in the faceoff circle during the playoffs, winning 56 percent of his draws and doing almost as well during losses as he did during victories. Drafted 21st overall by Toronto in 2013.

Curtis Lazar, C – Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL)

The Western League player of the week showed just how valuable he can be at the world juniors, where he was Canada’s best forward. Now he’s hitting his stride in the playoffs for the Oil Kings, where he has five points in his past three games. Drafted 17th overall by Ottawa in 2014.

What are you missing at the world under-18s?
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  Milano
 

While most hockey fans are tuned in to the Stanley Cup playoffs, some of the best draft-eligible players are showing off their skills to legions of scouts at the world under-18s in Finland. The semifinal matches have been set for Saturday, with Canada taking on the Czech Republic and Team USA facing Sweden. Here’s a little catch-up on the action so far.

Willie Nylander is on fire: Sweden beat archrival Finland 10-0 in the quarterfinal in Finland, which is as bad a beatdown as I can ever think of between two countries that are usually well-matched. Willie Nylander, who will most likely be the first European taken in the draft this summer, had four points in the demolition and leads the tournament with 15 points in just five games. He’s a highlight-reel winger and the son of ex-NHLer Michael Nylander.

Jack Eichel continues to impress: The Boston University commit will challenge Connor McDavid for No. 1 overall in 2015 and is leading the Americans in scoring with eight points through five games. He’s a dominating center who has flanked 2014 prospects Sonny Milano and Alex Tuch this year with the U.S. National Team Development Program and that trio leads the Americans in Finland, too.

Travis Konecny saved Canada: The Canucks faced off against those pesky Swiss in the quarterfinal and thanks to fast-rising 2014 prospect Kevin Fiala, the game went to overtime. That’s when Konecny saved Canada’s tournament with the winning goal. The gritty and talented center was the first overall pick in last year’s OHL draft and currently stars for the Ottawa 67′s. He’s draft eligible in 2015 and looks like a top-15 pick, since he’s a bit undersized. But if he continues to play the way he has, he could easily sneak into the top-10 of a loaded class.

Defenseman Travis Sanheim of the Calgary Hitmen has also been clutch, chipping in five assists in as many games. One of the those helpers got Canada on the board against Switzerland, while a second led to Konecny’s winner. Sanheim has been blazing up the draft charts lately and it will be interesting to see how high the 6-foot-3 mobile blueliner ends up going in June.

The Czechs are actually good: Notice how I haven’t mentioned Russia yet? That’s because they bombed out of the tournament in the quarters to the rival Czechs. The Russians actually had a penalty shot early in overtime, but couldn’t convert. That left the door open for the speedy and sharpshooting Jakub Vrana to win it for the Czechs minutes later. Vrana is one of several 2014 prospects having an excellent run for the Czechs, with Vaclav Karabacek, David Pastrnak and Dominik Masin joining him. Pavel Zacha, a top-10 prospect for 2015, is also playing very well.
Heat extinguished by Griffins in Game 4

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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In one fell swoop, the Grand Rapids Griffins ended the Abbotsford Heat's season and officially closed the book on the franchise's five-year run in Abbotsford.

The host Griffins fended off a third-period comeback by the Heat en route to a 5-3 victory on Friday at Van Andel Arena, thus sealing a 3-1 triumph in the best-of-five first-round playoff series.

Grand Rapids captain Jeff Hoggan had a huge night – the Hope native scored twice and assisted on Landon Ferraro's empty-netter which sealed the deal with 13 seconds remaining.

The Heat, meanwhile, got goals from Shane O'Brien, Kane Lafranchise and Markus Granlund, two assists from Max Reinhart, and a solid 31-save outing from goalie Joni Ortio in what turned out to be the last game in team history.

"It was kind of a unique night, in terms of the end of an era," acknowledged Troy Ward, who was a part of four of the franchise's five seasons – one as an assistant coach under Jim Playfair, and the last three as head coach. "It's something where all our players will look back and say, 'Remember when.'

"The community was a great place, and I think the players would echo that . . . We had a lot of good people who grew to be part of the Heat family."

The Heat won't be back next season, the City of Abbotsford having already shelled out $5.5 million to terminate the last five years of a 10-year supply fee agreement with the NHL parent Calgary Flames. Local taxpayers will also end up covering an estimated $7.2 million in operating deficits accrued by the American Hockey League club between 2009 and 2014.

Where they'll go next isn't finalized yet, but reports out of Glens Falls, N.Y. suggest that the Flames' prospects should start perusing the rental market in that upstate New York city.

"It's kind of crazy thinking that I'll be somewhere else next year," mused defenceman Chris Breen, who arrived in Abbotsford during the final weeks of the team's inaugural 2009-10 season and departs as the franchise's all-time games played leader.

"I've got a lot of good roots in Abbotsford . . . I've grown from a young guy into an legitimate professional hockey player. I've met some unbelievable people along the way, and I want to say thank you to the city."

On Friday, the Heat put together a solid first period, and grabbed a 1-0 lead when O'Brien's bomb from the point found its way through a crowd and past Griffins goalie Petr Mrazek at the 14:21 mark.

Grand Rapids had Abbotsford under siege in the middle frame, though, out-shooting the Heat 18-6 and putting a trio of pucks behind Ortio.

Teemu Pulkkinen drew the Griffins even when he hammered home a one-timer on the power play, and Hoggan gave them the lead just over two minutes later, taking advantage of an O'Brien turnover in the defensive zone.

Lafranchise levelled the score 2-2 with his first career AHL goal at the 13:16 mark, and it was a pretty one. From his spot at the left point, he cut to the net to accept a nifty backdoor pass from Reinhart, and finished with a lovely deke around Mrazek.

But with just 34 seconds remaining in the period, Hoggan restored the Griffins' lead, driving to the net to shovel in the rebound off Cory Emmerton's initial shot.

The Heat had rallied from a one-goal third-period deficit in Wednesday's series-extending victory, but pulling off the feat two games in a row against the defending Calder Cup champs wasn't to be.

Riley Sheahan popped in a rebound on the power play at the 4:51 mark to extend the Griffins' lead to two, but less than a minute later, Granlund picked the top corner on Mrazek during a Heat man-advantage.

Abbotsford kept pressing, and generated their best chance to equalize during another shorthanded situation. An errant Grand Rapids pass appeared to spring Reinhart on a breakaway, but Mrazek came charging out to just inside his own blue line and knocked the puck away before Reinhart could get to it. Granlund kept the puck in the offensive zone, but couldn't get a clean look at the empty net before Mrazek got back to his crease.

Ferraro ended any remaining suspense in the waning seconds, hitting the empty net off yet another terrific hustle play by Hoggan, who was rightfully named the game's first star.

"We had a good enough game, in a lot of ways, to beat them tonight," Ward said. "We just didn't cash in on our opportunities, and that was disappointing. It was just the littlest things that swung the series.

"It was a close series, closer than it looked. I liked a lot of the things we did."

There's no shame in losing to the defending champion Griffins, who got an infusion of talent last weekend after their NHL parent club, the Detroit Red Wings, were eliminated from the Stanley Cup playoffs by the Boston Bruins.

"They have a very solid team – there's a reason they won last year," Breen said. "They play very well structurally, just like us.

"I think everybody believed we could come back and take the series (after falling behind 2-0). But when you dig yourself a hole like that, it's really tough to climb out.

"Obviously it's never easy to get beat out. And you know what, we'll obviously go through a little mourning period. But right now, it's about enjoying the last couple hours you have with the guys."
Stayin' alive: Granlund's late goal lifts Heat past Griffins in Game 3

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat kept their season – and franchise – alive with a dramatic 2-1 road win over the Grand Rapids Griffins on Wednesday evening.

The Heat came in trailing 2-0 in the best-of-five series, but staged a third-period rally to force a Game 4 on Friday at Grand Rapids' Van Andel Arena.

The Griffins, the defending Calder Cup champions, hadn't lost in regulation all season when leading after two periods, and they carried a 1-0 cushion into the final frame on Wednesday.

But Corey Locke tipped in Chris Breen's point shot early in the period to tie it up, and Markus Granlund scored a highlight-reel goal on the power play with 1:02 remaining to lift the Heat to victory.

"We talked with each other that we had to keep pushing, and goals were coming," Granlund told The News, explaining his team's mentality heading into the do-or-die third period.

"We've got to keep pushing on Friday."

A hour before game time on Wednesday, media reports out of Glens Falls, N.Y. indicated that an agreement to move the Heat to that city was imminent.

The City of Abbotsford had announced on April 15 that they would pay $5.5 million to the Calgary Flames to buy out the last five years of a 10-year supply fee contract for their AHL affiliate to play in Abbotsford, and Glens Falls has been rumoured as the most likely destination for the team.

The Heat have insisted that the franchise's future isn't a distraction, but in any event, they dropped their first two games of the playoffs at home – 2-1 in double-OT last Friday, and 7-2 on Saturday.

In Game 3, the Griffins picked up where they left off, out-shooting the Heat 14-7 in the opening frame. But Abby goalie Joni Ortio kept his team in it, most notably, stoning Cory Emmerton on a shorthanded breakaway.

But late in the frame, the hosts broke the ice.

With Max Reinhart banished to the penalty box for an offensive-zone tripping penalty, Riley Sheahan collected the rebound off Mattias Backman's point shot and slipped a slick feed to Tomas Jurco, who rifled a glove-side shot past Ortio from point-blank range.

Both Sheahan and Jurco had rejoined the Griffins on Sunday, reassigned by the NHL parent Detroit Red Wings after they were eliminated from the Stanley Cup playoffs by the Boston Bruins.

The Heat gained some traction in the second period, out-shooting the Griffins 10-6, but weren't able to get anything past Griffins goalie Petr Mrazek, who has been outstanding throughout the series.

They finally broke through at 5:52 of the third, when Breen hammered a slap shot that Locke redirected past Mrazek. Breen initially got credit for the goal, but a scoring change was made post-game.

The Heat caught a break when Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan took a high-sticking penalty in the neutral zone with 1:20 to go in regulation.

Granlund took advantage with a terrific individual effort on the ensuing power play. Chad Billins fed the puck ahead to the Heat's rookie phenom, and he split the defence while absorbing a slash, and still managed to lift a backhander past Mrazek against the grain.

"It was a great pass by Billins, and I had a breakaway," Granlund said. "Great goal and great win."

Game 4 goes Friday, and Game 5 (if necessary) would be Saturday, also in Grand Rapids (4 p.m. Pacific time both nights).

Griffins push Heat to brink of elimination with dominant 7-2 victory
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by Dan Kinvig and Victoria Gill

Abbotsford News

If this was the last time that Abbotsford hockey fans will see the Heat play on home ice, it was an ignominious finale.

The Grand Rapids Griffins thumped the Heat 7-2 at Abbotsford Centre on Saturday night in Game 2 of their best-of-five first-round playoff series.

The Detroit Red Wings affiliate out-shot the hosts 46-17, chased Abby starting goalie Joni Ortio just past the midway point of the second period, and boasted a 10-3 edge in power plays.

The Heat, who dominated much of Friday's series opener only to lose 2-1 in double-overtime, now find themselves down two games to none.

They face a tough path to extend their season – the next three games are at Grand Rapids' home rink, Van Andel Arena, and the defending Calder Cup champions have a chance to complete the sweep in Game 3 on Wednesday (4 p.m. Pacific time).

"On Friday, we played a great team game," Heat head coach Troy Ward analyzed. "On Saturday, we played a poor individual game.

"We knew we'd have adversity in this series, and instead of sticking to the team plan, we became individuals."

The game ended in contentious fashion, as Grand Rapids defenceman Brennan Evans drilled Heat forward Josh Jooris into the boards at the final buzzer, sparking a melee with Evans and Abby captain Dean Arsene in the middle of it.

Ward, meanwhile, was hot under the collar on the bench, exchanging pleasantries with his Grand Rapids counterpart Jeff Blashill and others.

The Heat coach said his quarrel wasn't with Blashill, but with an individual on the Griffins bench whom he described as "a video/statistician guy."

"He was looking at our bench like we caused the problem, when Evans just about took Jooris's head off," said Ward, adding that the same staffer had words with the Heat bench at the end of a regular season game between the two teams in January in Abbotsford. "When you're a video/statistician guy sitting on the bench all night, you have no right to challenge our team.

"Jeff Blashill's a classy guy. I have all the respect in the world for him. He just tried to come down and defuse the situation between the two of us."

Afterward, with a lengthy players-only meeting ongoing, the Heat cancelled their post-game press conferences.

Ward spoke with The News on Sunday and said it wasn't his directive, terming it "disappointing."

"There's no hiding in this business," he said. "There should have been an interview process."

The Griffins carried the play from the outset on Saturday, out-shooting Abbotsford 21-7 in the first period, but the Heat held the lead on two occasions.

Rookie winger Emile Poirier, who was initially set to be a healthy scratch but was a late addition to the lineup with Corban Knight feeling under the weather, opened the scoring at 7:40 of the opening frame.

Max Reinhart's initial shot was saved by Grand Rapids goalie Petr Mrazek, but the quick rebound shot by Poirier was too much for the Griffins netminder to handle.

The visitors tied the game at the 10:13 mark, as Mattias Janmark found Trevor Parkes who deflected the puck by Ortio just after a Griffins power play expired.

Reinhart restored the Heat lead on a lucky bounce, as his centring pass for Ben Hanowski during a man advantage banked in off Evans's skate.

But just over half a minute later, Andrej Nestrasil tipped in a one-timer by Game 1 OT hero Ryan Sproul to tie the score once again.

And with 36 seconds remaining in the opening frame, the Griffins took their first lead via a shorthanded marker, as Cory Emmerton got past the Heat defenders and chipped the puck past Ortio.

"Even though (the final score) was 7-2, I thought it was lost in the first period," Ward said. "We weren't emotionally attached . . . we just didn't compete. We scored goals and we gave up goals, basically, the next shift."

Hoggan doubled the lead early in the second period, beating Ortio glove side with a wrist shot.

Nestrasil ended Ortio's night, snapping a bad-angle shot that fooled the Abby goalie at 11:19 of the second. Ortio gave way to Doug Carr after stopping 25 of 30 shots.

Shortly after entering the game, Carr faced a penalty shot by Andreas Athanasiou, but the young Grand Rapids forward whiffed on his shot.

The Griffins were granted five power-play chances in the third, and Sproul and Teemu Pulkkinen scored with the man advantage to seal the deal.

“We just concentrated on shooting pucks, like that last goal we got in overtime (on Friday),” said Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan. “Everyone was a bit fatigued so we wanted to come out early and put them on their heels. Pucks just started going in and they lost a little bit of their fire. We just never let up.”

“The series is not over,” asserted Nestrasil, whose two goals and an assist earned him first star honours. “It’s 2-0 and it’s never over until three."

Ward echoed those sentiments, despite the fact the Griffins figure to be an even tougher foe in Game 3 with reinforcements from their NHL parent club. Forwards Tomas Jurco and Riley Sheahan, defenceman Xavier Ouellet and goalie Jake Paterson were assigned to Grand Rapids after the Detroit Red Wings were eliminated from the Stanley Cup playoffs by the Boston Bruins on Saturday.

"This excites me even more," Ward said. "I want to play their best. I want to see where we stand.

"It's not going to be an easy task, but we're not that fearful of it.

"It's like I always say: How to you eat an elephant? One bite at a time."

– with files from Alex Joehl

Mrazek's 55 saves, Sproul's goal lift Griffins past Heat in double-OT

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 26, 2014 12:00 AM 

Updated: April 26, 2014 10:43 AM     

The longest game in Abbotsford Heat history ended in heartbreak for the hosts.

Ryan Sproul's shot from the right point found its way through a crowd and past Heat goalie Joni Ortio with 33.4 seconds left in the second overtime, as the Grand Rapids Griffins claimed a 2-1 victory in Game 1 of their best-of-five first-round playoff series.

The Heat probably deserved a better fate – they out-shot the Griffins 56-41 and comprehensively dominated the second and third periods, and the first OT session.

But Grand Rapids goalie Petr Mrazek was utterly phenomenal, making 55 saves – many of the spectacular variety – en route to first star honours.

After nearly 100 minutes of gruelling action, the two teams face a quick turnaround, as Game 2 goes at 7 p.m. Saturday at Abbotsford Centre.

"In the end, it was tough for us to get scored on," Heat forward Sven Baertschi said. "But . . . I think we showed tonight that we should win this series."

Sproul, for his part, suggested he was almost relieved to see the puck go in after a long night of hockey.

“I was assuming it was going to the third overtime,” he said. “I just threw the puck on net and getting ready to go for a change.

“I’m glad it went in.”

Sproul's goal brought to an end a wildly entertaining night of hockey, witnessed by 2,420 fans at Abbotsford Centre.

Heat forward Brett Olson opened the scoring at 11:44 of the first period, chipping the puck over Mrazek on a goalmouth scramble. Baertschi had the initial shot, a one-timer from the slot off a slick feed from Corban Knight, and he had a crack at the rebound before Olson cleaned up the loose puck at the left side of the cage.

The goaltending duel was fantastic all night long, and the two 'tenders did some of their best work in the second period.

On a Griffins power play, Andreas Athanasiou was sent in alone down the left wing and attempted to lift a backhander inside the far post, but Ortio stoned him with a sprawling glove save.

Not long thereafter, during a man advantage for the Heat, Mrazek answered Ortio's acrobatics with some of his own. Abby forward Blair Jones absolutely destroyed Griffins defenceman Brennan Evans with a huge hit on the forecheck and shovelled the puck to Ben Street, who cut across the top of the crease and tried to tuck the puck around Mrazek, but he extended his right pad for a highlight-reel stop.

The Griffins afforded the Heat two five-on-three power plays in the second period, including one which lasted a minute a 48 seconds. But the hosts were unable to expand the lead on those occasions, which they would come to rue as the night wore on.

"You can't really always determine whether your team's going to score, but you can determine that there's got to be some momentum out of that, some shots, and some really good looks," said Abby head coach Troy Ward, whose squad finished 0-for-6 with the man advantage.

"That was my disappointment in both five-on-threes. I didn't think we were real crisp there, and I didn't think we generated any momentum out of it. I thought it was actually more deflating for our hockey team than it was a pick-me-up."

The Heat's power-play failures allowed the Griffins to hang around, and they tied it up at 12:37 of the third. Defenceman Mattias Backman jumped into the rush to take a feed from Athanasiou, then undressed Emile Poirier – the Heat's 19-year-old right winger playing just his third game as a pro – with a toe-drag before picking the top corner over Ortio's blocker.

The Heat had yet another power-play chance with 3:02 left in regulation when Griffins forward Jordin Tootoo was whistled in the neutral zone for tripping, and they generated a great look just as the penalty expired.

Chad Billins slipped a feed to Markus Granlund, who got to the front of the net unmolested, but Mrazek snared his rising backhander with his glove for a game-saving stop.

In the first overtime, the most memorable action was sparked by a collision between Baertschi and Mrazek. With the Heat's Swiss sniper chasing down a lead pass on the left wing, Mrazek came charging way out of his net in an effort to break up the play.

He got to the puck a split second before Baertschi, who slammed on the breaks, but the Griffins goalie still took the worst of the fender-bender. The puck squirted to Olson in the neutral zone, but he had to wait for Baertschi to untangle himself from Mrazek and get on-side before trying a shot at the empty net. Grand Rapids D-man Nick Jensen dropped to one knee to block his long wrister, though.

Mrazek was attended to by a trainer, but he stayed in.

The Griffins started to get more traction in the second OT, forcing the Heat to ice the puck and regroup in the defensive zone with regularity.

With a third OT seeming like a certainty, Sproul finally broke the deadlock.

"Obviously we had plenty of really good looks," Ward mused afterward. "We didn't score . . . and obviously their goalie had quite the night.

"We anticipated this series that it could be the two goalies stealing the show. You would anticipate Game 1 would be everything it was. Obviously Orts didn't see anywhere near the quality shots Mrazek did, but he made the big saves.

"That's why you win in the playoffs – you get those unbelievable performances, and it only takes one person. (Mrazek) was the right guy tonight for them."

Baertschi said the Heat need to take better advantage of Mrazek's aggressive tendencies.

"He challenges you really hard – he comes out of the net and takes away a lot of space," Baertschi said. "I think for us, what we have to do is make sure that we can fake him out – make him move, make sure he goes down and moves side to side. I think we can beat him that way.

"I thought there were a few chances we had tonight where we could have been a little more patient and wait a second before we shot. In the end, it's just a learning process for us. We don't play him that often during the season, and it's good to get to know him in that game, especially when you play five periods."

Olson said nutrition, rest and having short-term memories with regards to Friday's frustrating result will be key as the Heat try to regroup for Saturday's Game 2.

"It's playoff hockey, and sometimes that's the way the bounce goes," he said. "But we're still back at our own rink, and we've got a game tomorrow and that's the biggest thing – quick turnaround, forget about it, and get back out there and get to work."

ICE CHIPS:

• In the franchise's previous 21 playoff games, the Heat had gone to OT just once – and it happened to be in their most recent post-season tilt. On May 9, 2012, Mike Zigomanis of the Toronto Marlies scored on Abby goalie Danny Taylor at 9:02 of the extra frame to give his team a 3-2 victory and a 4-1 win in their second-round series.

• The Heat and Marlies both lost key offensive-minded defencemen due to injury in the first period – Abby's Derek Smith and Grand Rapids' Adam Almquist both made early exits.

Ward had no immediate update on Smith's status afterward.

"Based on him not finishing the game, it's obviously not likely he'll play again tomorrow," he said.

Heat news and notes: Poirier prospering, Reinhart on the rise

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 24, 2014 3:00 PM 

Updated: April 24, 2014 4:00 PM     

For so many young hockey players, the leap from the junior ranks to the pros is a yawning chasm.

Emile Poirier made it look like a mere bunny-hop.

Selected by the Calgary Flames in the first round (22nd overall) of last spring's NHL entry draft, Poirier joined the Abbotsford Heat last week at the completion of his junior season with the Gatineau Olympiques of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

After watching from the press box as the Heat beat the San Antonio Rampage 3-1 last Thursday, he got into the lineup on Friday and authored a memorable debut, scoring his first pro goal as Abbotsford won a rematch with the Rampage 3-0.

For an encore, he racked up a goal and two assists on Saturday en route to first star honours as the Heat edged the Texas Stars 4-3.

Asked whether he was surprised at generating so much offence right off the bat, the 19-year-old winger indicated it was a little from Column A, a little from Column B.

"I'll say no, but I was ready for it, I think," he said. "They gave me a chance to play the first game with Ben Street and Max Reinhart, and the second game with Markus Granlund (and Reinhart). They helped me out a lot."

"It was good to see a game before I played," he added. "Then they put me in on Friday, and I just played my game."

Poirier, who boasts good size (6'1", 200 pounds), terrific foot speed and soft hands to go with, is coming off a monster season with Gatineau – he racked up 43 goals and 44 assists, along with 129 penalty minutes, in 63 games.

Pro hockey, he insisted, isn't as easy as he made it look.

"I just got good bounces and good passes on the tape," he said. "The speed, I think, and execution is way better than in junior. Those are the two biggest things."

As much as his physical tools, Heat head coach Troy Ward said he's impressed with Poirier's mental approach to the game.

"He doesn't get too high, he doesn't get too low," he said. "He just plays to his strengths, and that's just the way he is.

"We noticed it last summer at development camp, after he was drafted. He's just a pretty calm individual who goes about his business every day and enjoys the game."

Ward said Poirier will factor into the Heat's first-round playoff series vs. the Grand Rapids Griffins, which begins with Friday and Saturday home games (7 p.m. both nights, Abbotsford Centre).

"I know it's going to be way harder than those two (regular season) games," Poirier said. "So I'm going to prepare all week at practice and play my game – keep it simple."

REINHART HITS HIS STRIDE

While Poirier's dazzling debut draws rave reviews, and deservedly so, Max Reinhart's season-long breakthrough shouldn't be overlooked. The sophomore pro has been easily the Heat's most improved performer.

Reinhart struggled as a rookie in 2012-13, mustering pedestrian offensive numbers (seven goals and 14 assists in 67 games) to go with an unsightly -26 rating, fourth-worst in the entire league.

This season, he looked like a new man, racking up 21 goals and 42 assists for 63 points in 66 games, setting a new Heat record for points in a single season in the process.

(At this point, let's pause and appreciate the previous record authored by Krys Kolanos. The veteran winger registered 30 goals and 31 assists for 61 points in 2011-12, but he did it in just 47 games. Phenomenal production.)

Reflecting on his points record, Reinhart gave a great deal of credit to his teammates. That's classy, and also fair – he was surrounded by more dynamic offensive talent this season.

But it doesn't give proper credit to the fact that Reinhart himself was more effective.

"It's confidence and experience," he analyzed. "Playing with good players all year, it helps you get your confidence when you give a guy the puck and he goes down and does all the work and scores. And on a nightly basis, I was able to be more consistent this year."

Ward believes the biggest difference for Reinhart this season was a more mature mental approach.

"For him last year . . . his workmanship towards the day as a professional athlete was an extension of major junior," he said. "This year, he kind of came into his own as a man – more mature, simpler, spent a lot of time and energy on things he can control.

"And the second thing that happened to him is, he got a taste of the NHL again. And I think he knew in his mind that he could play there, but he did not get upset when other players . . . got chances and he didn't. He said, 'I'm OK with that. I'm down here, I'm going to improve my game, and I'm going to become the best Max Reinhart I can become.'

"I just think he became more comfortable in his own skin as a pro. I think he figured out how to get his time and space, and there were subtle things he figured out about his own game in terms of getting time and space, and that's enabled him to play at a higher level."

REGULAR SEASON RECORD

As they head into the playoffs, the Heat close the book on the most successful regular season in franchise history.

Abbotsford established a new team record with 43 wins, eclipsing the 42 they earned in 2011-12, Ward's first season on the job.

"We set out to make this a good program three years ago for players to develop holistically," Ward said. "And because we're getting good athletes and really good people, we were able to take it another step this year.

"Over the course of time, we've been able to improve our product on the ice. We've been able to continue to grow as an organization (despite) some trouble times above us and had some troubled times in town, and we've just stayed the focus."

Heat-Griffins playoff preview: Billins excited to take on former team

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 23, 2014 4:00 PM 
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The Abbotsford Heat's first-round playoff match-up with the Grand Rapids Griffins is guaranteed to be a stiff test, and nobody understands that better than Chad Billins.

Last season, Billins was a key cog for the Griffins during their march to the Calder Cup, emblematic of the American Hockey League championship.

The high-scoring defenceman departed the Detroit Red Wings organization over the summer, lured by a two-way NHL/AHL contract from the Calgary Flames, and as of Friday – when the Heat host Game 1 of the best-of-five series against the Griffins (7 p.m., Abbotsford Centre) – he'll be aiming to send his old Grand Rapids buddies to an early summer vacation.

"It'll be a fun series," Billins predicted with a grin following Tuesday's practice. "Obviously there's a lot of guys I played with last year still there . . . and of all the teams we could be matched up with, to play the team you won with last year is pretty crazy. It's exciting.

"But it's still going to be a game, and we've got to get ready to beat them."

The Griffins have become one of the AHL's most admired organizations in recent years – in addition to their Calder Cup success in 2013, they're also renowned for cranking out quality players for the NHL parent Red Wings.

There are currently eight players from last year's Grand Rapids championship team – forwards Gustav Nyquist, Tomas Tatar, Luke Glendening, Tomas Jurco, Riley Sheahan and Joakim Andersson, and defencemen Danny DeKeyser and Brian Lashoff – on the Detroit roster as they clash with the Boston Bruins in the first round of the NHL playoffs.

Billins said that Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill (the AHL's coach of the year for 2013-14) and his staff deserve a great deal of credit, and noted that Red Wings' much-lauded organizational culture trickles down to Grand Rapids.

"It starts in Detroit with the big guys who come to work every day – leaders you can look up to," he said. "Guys always talk about (Niklas) Kronwall, (Pavel) Datsyuk and (Henrik) Zetterberg and how hard they work, and it transfers right down through the organization. Guys realize that you've got to work hard every day."

Billins and head coach Troy Ward both expect it to be a fast-paced series, with both teams proficient at putting the puck in the net – Grand Rapids was eighth in the AHL with 238 goals during the regular season, while the Heat (237) were right behind them in ninth.

"We've got to move the puck well and capitalize on our opportunities," Billins said. "It should be a pretty fast-paced game – they definitely have some speed up front, and we do too."

GOALIE MATCH-UP WILL BE A BEAUTY

The importance of goaltending in the playoffs can't be understated, and the clash between the Heat's Joni Ortio and his Griffins counterpart Petr Mrazek will be fascinating.

Last season, his first as a pro, Mrazek played every minute during Grand Rapids' playoff run. The 22-year-old from the Czech Republic has been even better this season, posting a 22-9-1 record, a 2.10 goals against average (second-best in the AHL) and a .924 save percentage (third) en route to AHL second team all-star honours.

Ortio, a 23-year-old Finn, staged a breakthrough in his first full season in North America, going 27-8-0 with a 2.33 goals against average (sixth) and a .926 save percentage (second) en route to the Heat team MVP award and AHL all-rookie honours.

Both Mrazek (2-4-0, 1.74 GAA, .927 SV%) and Ortio (4-4-0, 2.51 GAA, .891 SV%) also tasted NHL action this season.

"They're both calm and cool, they don't get rattled too easily, they both can be aggressive," Ward said. "And they're very, very successful goalies. Obviously Mrazek has last spring under his belt."

Asked how essential a deep playoff run is to Ortio's development, Ward suggested it's a plus, but not the be-all, end-all.

"It is a feather in your cap, for sure," he said. "But it doesn't mean it's the final step, nor does it mean it'll make or break whether he plays in the NHL.

"Ortio has two years of high-level European post-season going for him – it just wasn't underneath the framework of our house. I think he has as much experience the last couple years as a guy a little further down the road. It's just a little different."

GRIFFINS TO WATCH

• RW Teemu Pulkkinen – The 22-year-old Finn, drafted in the fourth round by the Red Wings in 2010, excelled in his first season in North America, leading the Griffins in scoring (31-28-59 in 71 games) and earning AHL all-rookie honours.

• D Adam Almquist – Yet another potential late-round Scandinavian gem mined by the Red Wings, the 23-year-old Swede was drafted in the seventh round in 2009. He was an AHL second team all-star this season after finishing third in points (4-49-53 in 73 games) and first in assists among AHL defencemen.

• LW Jeff Hoggan – The 36-year-old Hope native, who captains the Griffins, is known for his gritty two-way game and has the ability to chip in offensively (14-17-31 in 59 games). The undrafted journeyman has carved out an impressive career in pro hockey, highlighted by 107 NHL games with the St. Louis Blues, Boston Bruins and Phoenix Coyotes.

• RW Landon Ferraro – The son of former NHLer and current broadcaster Ray Ferraro was a second-round selection by the Wings in 2009. He made his NHL debut this season, suiting up for four games with Detroit, and posted 15-16-31 in 70 games with Grand Rapids.

HEAD-TO-HEAD THIS SEASON

• Jan. 17: Heat 0 at Griffins 3 – Abbotsford out-shoots Grand Rapids 35-32, but backup goalie Tom McCollum posts a 35-save shutout.

• Jan. 18: Heat 3 at Griffins 2 – Max Reinhart pots a goal and two assists, Markus Granlund scores the game-winner, and Joni Ortio stops 31 of 33 shots as the Heat split the weekend series.

• Feb. 28: Griffins 4 at Heat 3 (SO) – The Heat, with a roster decimated by injuries and recalls, send the game to overtime on Reinhart's goal with 3:53 left in regulation, but the Griffins prevail in the shootout with defenceman Gleason Fournier notching the winner.

• March 1: Griffins 5 at Heat 2 – Abby jumps out to a 2-0 lead on a pair of goals by Reinhart in the first period, prompting Blashill to remove McCollum in favour of Mrazek. Grand Rapids dominates from there, out-shooting the Heat 33-14 over the final 40 minutes and scoring five unanswered goals.

SPECIAL TEAMS

Power play: Abbotsford 21.9% (fourth in AHL); Grand Rapids 20.2% (seventh)

Penalty kill: Grand Rapids 85.7% (fifth); Abbotsford 79.4% (27th)

RECENT FORM

The Heat (43-25-8, 94 points) are coming in red-hot, having posted an 8-1-1 record in their past 10 games to clinch fifth place in the Western Conference.

The Griffins (46-23-7, 99 points), meanwhile, stubbed their collective toes down the stretch, going a pedestrian 5-4-1 in their last 10 games – including losses in three of their final four games. That enabled the Chicago Wolves to overtake them on the last day of the regular season to claim the Midwest Division title, and the Griffins slid from the No. 2 seed in the Western Conference to No. 4.

SERIES SCHEDULE

Game 1: Friday, April 25, Abbotsford Centre, 7 p.m.

Game 2: Saturday, April 26, Abbotsford Centre, 7 p.m.

Game 3: Wednesday, April 30, Van Andel Arena, 4 p.m.

*Game 4: Friday, May 2, Van Andel Arena, 4 p.m.

*Game 5: Saturday, May 3, Van Andel Arena, 4 p.m.

(All times Pacific, * = if necessary)

Poirier potent as Heat finish regular season with team-record 43rd win

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 19, 2014 9:00 PM 
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The final edition of the Abbotsford Heat also happens to be the best.

The Heat responded to Tuesday's announcement that they'll be moving out of town at season's end by going undefeated on a three-games-in-three-nights road trip to wrap up the regular season.

They capped the road swing with a 4-3 victory over the Texas Stars on Saturday, marking their team-record 43rd victory of the campaign. The previous record of 42 wins had been set in 2011-12.

The line of Emile Poirier, Markus Granlund and Max Reinhart led the way for the Heat (43-25-8, 94 points), combining for three goals in the first period. Granlund got the first two, with assists going to his linemates, and Poirier – in just his second game as a pro – notched the third.

But the Stars boast the AHL's second-best offence, and they rallied to knot the score 3-3 on second-period strikes by Taylor Vause and Matej Stransky and AHL rookie of the year Curtis McKenzie's goal at 5:44 of the third.

Just over four minutes after McKenzie's equalizer, though, Heat centre Corey Locke restored the Abby lead, and the Heat hung on from there.

Texas out-shot Abbotsford 40-26, but goalie Joni Ortio came up with 37 saves for his 27th victory of the season. That total is good for fourth-most in the league, and the AHL all-rookie selection also finished second in save percentage (.926) and sixth in goals against average (2.33).

Poirier, a first-round pick by the Calgary Flames in last year's NHL entry draft, earned first star honours in just his second game as a pro. He'd scored a goal in his debut the previous evening vs. the San Antonio Rampage, and for an encore, he notched three points (one goal, two assists) vs. the Stars (48-18-10, 106 points), who came into Saturday's game having already locked up the best record in the entire AHL.

Reinhart, with two assists, moved past Krys Kolanos to set a new team record for most points in a single season. Reinhart finished with 21 goals and 42 assists for 63 points in 66 games. Kolanos, in 2011-12, had set the previous mark with 30 goals and 31 assists in just 47 games.

With the victory, the Heat clinched fifth place in the Western Conference, and they'll face the defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins, the No. 4 seed, in the first round of the playoffs.

The schedule for the best-of-five series is as follows.

Game 1: Friday, April 25, Abbotsford Centre, 7 p.m.

Game 2: Saturday, April 26, Abbotsford Centre, 7 p.m.

Game 3: Wednesday, April 30, Van Andel Arena, 4 p.m.

*Game 4: Friday, May 2, Van Andel Arena, 4 p.m.

*Game 5: Saturday, May 3, Van Andel Arena, 4 p.m.

(All times Pacific, * = if necessary)

Youngsters Poirier and Carr star as Heat blank Rampage 3-0

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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Memorable performances from Max Reinhart, Emile Poirier and Doug Carr highlighted the Abbotsford Heat's 3-0 victory over the San Antonio Rampage on Friday evening.

Reinhart notched a goal and two assists to tie Krys Kolanos's team record of 61 points in a single season, Poirier scored in his pro debut, and goalie Carr picked up his first AHL victory via a 27-save shutout.

The Heat (42-25-8, 92 points) also made a bit of history as a group, tying a franchise record set in 2011-12 with their 42nd victory. They have a chance to break the record on Saturday, when they wrap up their regular season schedule at the Texas Stars (5 p.m. Pacific time).

Rookie defenceman Zach Davies got Abbotsford on the board with a power-play marker at 3:07 of the first period, with Reinhart and Brett Kulak picking up the assists.

Poirier, a first-round draft choice by the Calgary Flames in 2013, ensured his first game as a pro would be one to remember as he converted a feed from Reinhart on a two-on-one break later in the frame.

Reinhart supplied some insurance at the 12-minute mark of the third, beating San Antonio goalie Scott Clemmensen with a wrist shot from the slot, off a pass from Ben Hanowski.

The Heat, coming off a 3-1 win over the Rampage on Thursday, are 5-0-1 in their last six games.

Gostisbehere makes pro debut

Print  

April 18, 2014 11:00 pm  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(0) Comments

Union College's presence was obvious from the start. During the national anthem, the hockey team in the stands called out "U" as its student section usually does - at "O!, say can U see".

Now-former Union standout Shayne Gostisbehere was making his professional debut with the Phantoms and his teammates made the 42-mile trip up the Northway to cheer him on.

"They were up there," Gostisbehere said with a smile. "It was pretty special to share this experience with my teammates."

There was another special moment when the PA announcer congratulated the Dutchmen on their national championship during a promotional timeout. The crowd gave a standing ovation and Gostisbehere skating a small circle, saluting the fans.

"It was awesome," he said. "Especially when the crowd went nuts when they announced that we won, that was a good experience and I'll never forget that."

As far as the actual game, Gostisbehere said he felt "alright out there, a little sluggish." He noted that the game is definitely faster and stronger than college, but he certainly had no visible issues keeping up.

"Some little things I would do in college wouldn't work, per se, but I just adjusted and played my game."

Head coach Terry Murray liked what he saw out of Gostisbehere.

"The Ghost shows a lot of high-end skill, very mobile a lot of agility and vision on the ice," he said. "He's not only a double-option, he's a triple-option playmaker and that's pretty special when you have that kind of player."

Gostisbehere blamed himself for Bridgeport's first goal, a shorthanded goal in the third period. "I lost my guy who initially passed backdoor but I lost my guy," he said. That guy was Scooter Vaughan, who scored the goal.

That didn't stop Murray from putting Gostisbehere out for the start of the overtime, however.

"I liked his game," the coach said. "When you're getting into overtime, you got four-on-four hockey, lot's of open ice. There's an opportunity for him to do the things he does well with the puck and that's make plays, carry the puck, be creative.

"I love that kind of player and I think he's going to make good offensive plays for the team."

Murray said the only thing Gostisbehere needs is more experience at the professional level.

"It's just going to be experience

Kowalsky on St. John’s: ‘They were the better team tonight’

Posted on May 2, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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It took the Albany Devils four years to get to the playoffs, and only eight days to exit them. Things happen fast in postseason.

The Devils’ first playoff appearance in their four seasons in Albany ended tonight with a 4-1 loss to the St. John’s IceCaps at St. John’s, Newfoundland. The IceCaps won the best-of-five series — there are Devils fans, in hindsight, wishing it was best-of-seven — three games to one.

Game 4 was the least competitive of the series. Even though the Devils held a 40-33 shots-on-goal advantage, the IceCaps scored first for the fourth time in the series and added three second-period goals to establish the only three-goal margin of the series.

“They were the better team tonight,” Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. “We made some mistakes. They were just better in a lot of areas. We were never able to counter.”

After shutting down the IceCaps’ top line for the first three games, the Devils were victimized by the trio of left wing Jason Jaffray, center John Albert and right wing Andrew Gordon. They accounted for all four goals, including three by Gordon, who collected his second career Calder Cup hat trick.

“It wasn’t a case this series at all of them dominating in so many areas where we’ve seen them dominate during the year, one being off the rush,” Kowalsky said. “They had us hemmed in a couple of times tonight, and so we were on the other side. It’s playoff hockey, and they were able to score the first goal in each of the four games, but the result of that was more coincidence than anything else.”

The Devils’ lone bright spot was Jon Merrill’s second-period goal that made it 2-1, but they gave that back — with Merrill in the penalty box — on Gordon’s power-play goal, which completed his hat trick.

“I liked our attitude and the feeling on the bench after we got that goal from Jonny to make it 2-1,” center Tim Sestito said. “We made a pretty good push. We had chances all series long. We just couldn’t finish. In the end, that’s what doomed us.”

Kowalsky on Devils: ‘We didn’t put enough shots on net’

Posted on April 30, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer


Print

The shot differential was alarming, especially in the first two periods. The St. John’s IceCaps, en route to their 1-0 victory over the Albany Devils tonight in Game 3 of the teams’ American Hockey League playoff series, outshot their visitors 17-6 in the first period, 30-14 through two periods and 36-24 for the game.

That may have been a bit deceptive, Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said after the game.

“We knew they were going to put pucks at the net and really simplify their game,” he said. “They had pretty good energy, but it wasn’t knock-your-socks-off like we thought it was going to be. I wasn’t concerned with the 16 or 18 shots in the first period. Keith was playing solid, and a lot of them were on the power play.

“I was more concerned with the six that we got. Especially the first couple of shifts, we were in their end and had opportunities to put pucks on net and just passed up on them and decided to make a pass, which ended up resulting in a loss of possession. That was my biggest concern. That was the biggest difference in the game. We didn’t put enough pucks on net, especially early, and make this guy (St. John’s goaltender Michael Hutchinson) have to make saves and control his rebounds. That’s where we had our success in Game 2, and when we did do that, it translated into chances.”

Albany goalie Keith Kinkaid, who made several spectacular saves among his 35 for the game, said the Devils anticipated the IceCaps’ early jump.

“They were excited to be at home, first home playoff game for them,” Kinkaid said. “We needed to come out strong. We weathered the storm pretty well. They got out to a lead, and we just couldn’t capitalize.”

St. John’s got the game’s only goal with 2:10 to play in the first period. A Darcy Zajac pass at the IceCaps blue line was intercepted by Zach Redmond, who rifled a pass to Kael Mouillierat for a breakaway. The Devils were changing defensemen at the time, and Mouillierat was able to split the blue-liners.

“It was a turnover and a bad line change,” Kowalsky said.

The Devils had the same lineup as Game 2, meaning the Alexander Urbom played for Dan Kelly, who has an upper-body injury. Rookie defenseman Jon Merrill, who has not played well in the series, took three minor penalties, so there could be some changes for Game 4 on Friday night.

The team will practice Thursday in St. John’s.

Categories: AHL, Albany Devils, Bulletin

Devils hope home-ice edge carries into playoffs

Posted on April 24, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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ALBANY — Home ice hasn’t always been a haven for the Albany Devils, but the Times Union Center was a valuable asset this season as they charged into the American Hockey League playoffs for the first time in four years.

The Devils were 24-7-2-1 in downtown Albany, which is where their best-of-5 opening-round Calder Cup playoff series against the St. John’s IceCaps begins Friday night.

“It’s important that we take advantage of it,” coach Rick Kowalsky said today after practice. “Sometimes starting at home can be a disadvantage, too, especially with guys with not a lot of playoff experience.

“We talked about keeping it simple and getting that nervous energy. We’ve played well here all year, so that certainly is an advantage, but it’s important to get settled into our game as quickly as possible.”

The Devils ranked 28th among 30 AHL teams at home last season (14-16-0-8), 19th the year before (18-13-4-3) and last in 2010-11, their first season in Albany (15-22-0-3). Perhaps not surprisingly, they didn’t make the playoffs in any of those three years.

Including four winless “home” games in Atlantic City, the Devils (24-9-3-2) was seventh this season in home attendance. St. John’s (23-10-2-3) ranked ninth . The IceCaps have home-ice advantage in this series. Games 3, 4 and 5 next week will be played at Mile One Centre in St. John’s, where the IceCaps have sold out every home game in their three-year history.

Notes: Forwards Chris McKelvie and Mike Hoeffel, both nursing lower-body injuries, have been cleared to play, meaning the Devils will have 17 forwards, 10 defensemen and 2 goaltenders available. D Joe Faust was released from his ATO earlier this week. Only 18 skaters and 2 goalies can dress. … Because of the expanded roster, the Devils had six players who aren’t likely to dress skate in a separate practice session today. “You’re looking at almost six lines and 10 D,” Kowalsky said. “That’s a lot of bodies, and it chews up the ice pretty quick. You want to make sure that the guys that are playing and guys that are potentially playing for the next game are getting the most out of practice.”

Gordon takes out Devils

St. John's player scores three goals to eliminate Albany from playoffs

Staff reports

Published 10:53 pm, Friday, May 2, 2014 
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Members of the St. John's IceCaps celebrate a goal on Friday in Game 4 of their opening-round AHL playoff series. The goal was scored by Andrew Gordan about five minutes into the first period. (Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram)
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Andrew Gordan, left, scores a goal about five minutes into the first period for St. John's in Game 4 of the opening-round AHL playoff series against the Albany Devils. (Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram)
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Andrew Gordon is a name notorious in Albany River Rats playoff history, and Friday night he helped put an end to the Albany Devils' postseason run.

Gordon scored a natural hat trick as the St. John's IceCaps defeated the Devils 4-1 at Mile One Centre in St. John's, Newfoundland. The victory clinched the best-of-five opening-round American Hockey League playoff series for the IceCaps, 3-1.

It was four years ago that Gordon, playing for Hershey, had five goals and three assists in a four-game sweep of the River Rats, the predecessor to the Devils.

"They elevated their play," said Devils coach Rick Kowalsky. "It was one of those nights where they seemed to want the puck and get the puck more than we did."

The New Jersey Devils' AHL affiliate has not won a playoff series since 1998, when the Rats swept Hamilton in the quarterfinals. It was only the second time in 14 years that the Devils have even qualified for postseason.

Gordon, who had been held to one point in the first three games, scored at even strength, short-handed and on a power play.

"I can't really put my finger on what went different," Devils center Tim Sestito said. "They found ways to get pucks in the net. Little things squeaked through and found their way in.

"It's a tough way to go out, but their big-game players put some goals on the board. We just didn't have enough answers."

For the fourth straight game, the IceCaps scored first as Gordon got the only goal of the first period. Linemate Jason Jaffray pried the puck loose from under Devils goaltender Keith Kinkaid, and Gordon was at the crease to knock it home.

Gordon scored shorthanded at 7:58 of the second, but defenseman Jon Merrill got Albany on the board 79 seconds later.

"Responding with the goal was big after they went up 2-0," Kowalsky said, "but the third one was a bit of a back-breaker."

Merrill was in the penalty box — for the fourth time in two games — when Gordon slapped a rebound out of mid-air to make it 4-1.

"It was in Keith's chest and he's just about ready to swallow it up," Kowalsky said, "and they bat it out of the way."

St. John's got its third goal of the second period 2:45 before the horn, establishing the only three-goal margin for either team in the series.

The Devils outshot the IceCaps 40-33 for the game, but in the third period — when it might have been expected to go into a defensive shell — St. John's held a 14-11 edge in attempts on goal.

Defenseman Eric Gelinas, after assisting on Merrill's goal, suffered a lower-body injury on the play and missed the second half of the game. Albany was forced to finish with five defensemen.

"It's unfortunate," Kowalsky said, "but it wasn't why we lost."

ICECAPS 4, DEVILS 1

Albany 0 1 0 — 1

St. John's 1 3 0 — 4

Devils have no margin for error

Albany faces possible elimination in Game 4 of series vs. St. John's

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 11:01 am, Friday, May 2, 2014 
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Albany Devil Rod Pelley handles the puck during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks Photo: Eric Jenks / Eric Jenks 2012
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A lot will happen quickly in the next two days to determine the length of the Albany Devils' postseason run.

In a 27-hour span beginning Friday night, the Devils are scheduled to play the St. John's IceCaps in the final two games of their opening-round American Hockey League playoff series.

Win both games at St. John's, Newfoundland, and the Devils will extend their first postseason march in four years at least into mid-May. A loss Friday or Saturday will send the Devils home.

"Everyone knows our situation," Devils captain Rod Pelley said Thursday. "There's not really much that can be said."

After a 1-0 loss Wednesday night in St. John's, the Devils trail the best-of-five series 2-1.

The New Jersey Devils' AHL affiliate hasn't won a playoff series since 1998, when the Albany River Rats swept the Hamilton Bulldogs in the quarterfinals.

"We're all aware of what's on the line," forward Mike Sislo said. "We're going to come out moving our feet, ready to go, a backs-against-the-wall mentality."

The Devils participated Thursday in a short practice that included defenseman Dan Kelly, who has missed the past two games because of an upper-body injury. He already has been ruled out of Friday night's game.

Coach Rick Kowalsky said he did not anticipate any lineup changes from Game 3.

"Everybody's in pretty good spirits," Kowalsky said. "There was pretty good jump in practice. Being on the road, it's a good thing that everybody's together."

Both Albany losses in the series have been by one goal, and St. John's has scored first in all three games.

The Devils were 31-8-1-5 in the regular season when scoring first. They were 22-5-0-2 when leading after the first period.

"I don't know if it changes anything," Kowalsky said. "We certainly play well when we get the first goal. I like the way we've played without scoring the first goal. It would be beneficial and be a boost for us to get that first one to get us into the game. We've had success all year when we've gotten that first goal."

Another stat worth noting: Albany has only one even-strength goal in three games. While that speaks well of their power play — 4-for-15 in the series — the Devils have been outshot 99-84 and are developing a pass-first mentality, against Kowalsky's wishes.

"One of the biggest things is executing on our opportunities," Pelley said. "They're a good team. They skate hard here. Saying that, it is a little frustrating when you do have chances — odd-man rushes, rebounds, things like that — and you want to capitalize on those."

The Devils, especially Wednesday night, have gotten strong performances from goaltender Keith Kinkaid and their penalty-killing unit.

Kinkaid, who stopped 35 shots in Game 3, has a .949 save percentage. Albany has killed off 14 of 15 short-handed situations, including all six on Wednesday.

The answers to whether those statistics will hold up for the rest of the series should arrive quickly. An Albany victory Friday would force a deciding game on Saturday night.

"If you look at our two losses, they certainly could have gone the other way," Kowalsky said. "That doesn't mean anything now, but we certainly feel we can beat this team."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils playoff schedule

St. John's vs. Albany

(St. John's leads 2-1)

Game 1: St. John's, 2-1

Game 2: Albany, 4-2

Game 3: St. John's, 1-0

Friday: at St. John's, 6 p.m.

Saturday: at St. John's*, 6 p.m.

(All times Eastern; * — if necessary)

Albany gets beat despite Kinkaid

Goalie has strong effort, but Devils' offense can't break through for score

Staff reports
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Great goaltending can enable a hockey team to steal a playoff victory, especially on the road, and Keith Kinkaid gave the Albany Devils that type of performance Wednesday night.

Yet it still wasn't enough to overcome the St. John's IceCaps in the teams' American Hockey League opening-round series.

Kael Mouillierat beat Kinkaid with 2:10 remaining in the first period, and that goal held up for a 1-0 IceCaps' victory over the Devils at the Mile One Centre in St. John's, Newfoundland.

The IceCaps, who lead 2-1 in the best-of-five set, can close out the Devils with a victory Friday night, also at St. John's.

Kinkaid made 35 saves and didn't have much of a chance on the goal, which came on a breakaway off an Albany turnover.

"He was outstanding," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "He made big save after big save. A lot of it was fighting through traffic. He had good rebound control. He did everything he could to give us a chance to win that game."

When they weren't killing penalties, the Devils struggled to generate offense against St. John's goalie Michael Hutchinson, who made 24 saves for the first shutout in the series.

Albany was shorthanded six times, including three minor penalties against rookie defenseman Jon Merrill. Although the Devils successfully killed off all of them, it took them out of their offensive flow.

"I didn't think we had great legs early, and that (penalty-killing) certainly contributes to it a bit when there are guys sitting," said Kowalsky, whose team has killed off 14 of 15 shorthanded situations in the series. "It was frustrating. You've got to live with it. You've got to find a way to fight through."

St. John's, playing for the first time in the series at home, came out energized by the crowd of 6,287, the team's 123rd consecutive sellout.

The IceCaps outshot the Devils 17-6 in the first period. Moments before the goal, Kinkaid thwarted Eric O'Dell's breakaway chance with a poke-check.

"It's easier to get into the game with a few shots right away," said Kinkaid, who has a .949 save percentage in the playoffs. "I felt pretty good the whole game and in control of myself. I just tried to give the boys a chance to win."

Kinkaid didn't win because of a play that started at the IceCaps' blue line. Darcy Zajac tried to make lateral pass that Zach Redmond intercepted.

The Devils were trying to change defensemen, allowing Redmond to shoot a puck ahead to Mouillierat, who scored on a backhand.

"He made a move at the end and snuck it through me," Kinkaid said.

"It was not a great line change," Kowalsky said, "and not a great decision (by Zajac) to move the puck."

Albany had scoring chances, including a shorthanded breakaway by Chris McKelvie, a 2-on-1 chance for Zajac, and a shot by Joe Whitney in the waning seconds that hit the crossbar.

"It's (a matter of) taking advantage of their opportunities," Kowalsky said. "We certainly had enough chances to win one game.

"We've got to regroup here, get rested up, and come up with better legs and more energy and put more pucks at the net. When those chances come, you've got to make them count."

Quest resumes 1,650 miles from home

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:33 pm, Tuesday, April 29, 2014 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

 Latest News  .

WWII veterans head for D.C. on Honor Flight  

Two rescued after jump from bridge into Normans Kill  

Albany Memorial center treats incontinence, pelvic problems  

Nicholas Martin, director, 75  
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When the Albany Devils last played at St. John's 171/2 months ago, Jeff Frazee was the winning goaltender, and Bobby Butler scored the game-winning goal.

Both long since have left the Devils. Only nine players who dressed for that Nov. 17, 2012, game, a 5-3 Albany victory, are likely to suit up for the Devils on Wednesday night as their playoff series against the IceCaps resumes at Mile One Centre.

The unfamiliarity doesn't seem to faze the Devils, tied 1-1 with the balance of the best-of-5 series scheduled 1,650 miles from home.

"We knew going into this that we were going to have at least one there," Devils center Tim Sestito said. "A two-out-of-three, we're going to be up there and settled in. I don't think anybody's worried about it."

The Devils held a short practice Tuesday at Knickerbacker Recreational Facility in Lansingburgh before flying by charter to Newfoundland.

Players who haven't experienced the 6,287-seat arena, which has been sold out for every game in the IceCaps' three-year AHL existence, seemed enthused about the opportunity.

"Those are fun games to play," rookie forward Reid Boucher said. "It was fun this weekend when we had good crowds. Those are games you want to be in, with the fans heckling you."

"I don't see it as being intimidating," said Sestito, who played both games of Albany's road trip there last season. "Guys like playing in front of crowds. If people are booing or yelling at you, you're doing your job. I personally feed off it, and I think a lot of other guys do, too."

As the visiting team, the Devils won't have last say on line changes during stoppages in play, although Rick Kowalsky doesn't match lines as much as some coaches.

"The key to playing in that building is, when they get momentum, doing something to get it back," Kowalsky said. "We know about the sellouts. It's not as big as this building (Times Union Center), but it's a good crowd, and they're into the game.

"They're going to want to come out early and try and grab the momentum. Not only at the start but during the game. When they do have that momentum, we have to do a good job of getting it back and have it in our favor."

Though the teams did not meet in the regular season — thus the long gap between Devils' excursions to St. John's — the teams have learned quickly about their opponents' tendencies through two playoff games.

"They don't allow you to generate much in the offensive zone," St. John's coach Keith McCambridge said of the Devils. "It's high-intensity hockey."

"They like to activate their D (defensemen) a lot," Albany goaltender Keith Kinkaid said of the IceCaps, "and we did a good job of shutting them down for the most part. They run a few plays that we adjusted to. We've got to be ready for anything they throw at us."

Devils' rookies playing key roles so far

Boucher, Matteau succeed up front for Albany in series

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:07 pm, Monday, April 28, 2014 
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Albany Devils' #14 Reid Boucher during Saturday 's game against the Providence Bruins at the Times Union Center April 12, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026293B
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Most hockey coaches would prefer to rely on veterans in a playoff series, but it doesn't work that way in the minor leagues.

Even in postseason, the American Hockey League is a developmental ground, so some rookies are bound to play key roles.

The Albany Devils hope that their kiddie corps will follow the lead of the established players as their opening-round matchup against the St. John's IceCaps shifts to Newfoundland for the remaining games.

Left wings Reid Boucher and Stefan Matteau, who combined for 35 regular-season goals, each scored in Saturday night's 4-2 victory, which squared the best-of-five series at a game apiece.

"Some of the guys maybe (showed) a little bit of nerves," coach Rick Kowalsky said after practice Monday at Times Union Center. "Boucher has elevated his game, as has Matteau."

While the rookie forwards are gifted with the puck, the playoffs are more about physical play.

Tim Sestito, a ninth-year pro who has experienced playoff games at the ECHL, AHL and NHL levels, was hitting any dark blue uniform he could find in the opening two games.

"They came out banging, and so did we," Matteau said. "You had guys like Sestito and (defenseman) Dan Kelly throwing the body. It was pretty cool to see, pretty cool to be a part of."

"We challenged Matteau a little bit after Game 1," Kowalsky said of his 6-foot-2, 220-pound 20-year-old. "We wanted him to be more of a big-body presence, and he certainly did that and then came up big with a goal.

" 'Bouche' finished the season strong and has just carried that in. He's a game-breaker. You can tell every shift he wants to make something happen."

Boucher, who is 20 but looks to be in his early teens, had 62 goals last season in the Ontario Hockey League. He played 23 NHL games earlier in the season, which may have helped prepare him for what he saw when the puck was dropped Friday night.

"The first game was pretty intense," Boucher said. "It was a very physical game. Everybody was going all out, sacrificing their bodies."

Albany dropped the opener 2-1 on a goal with 23.1 seconds left but hopes to ride momentum from Saturday into Game 3, which is Wednesday night.

"There aren't many chances get to play a team back-to-back, let alone three, possibly five times," Sestito said. "The more you hit somebody, hopefully it wears them down by the third period or the third game and maybe puts that thought in their head that they're going to get hit and cause a turnover."

Defensemen Seth Helgeson and Jon Merrill also are rookies trying to make the adjustment to playoff hockey.

Merrill, 22, has the experience of 52 NHL games this season. Helgeson, 23, and second-year pro Corbin McPherson comprise a tandem that usually gets matched against the opposing team's top-scoring line.

"Helgeson plays a lot of minutes for us," Kowalsky said. "He's maybe been almost a little too aggressive at times wanting to finish his checks and take away time and space. You can't be too aggressive on them because they can make you pay, but for the most part, other than a little bit of nerves here and there, guys certainly rose to the challenge."

Devils hit a fork in the road

If they win two of three they advance; lose two and postseason is over

By Pete Dougherty
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Albany Devils' #14 Reid Boucher, right, celebrates his goal against St. John's IceCaps during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A
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Looking for any edge they can find, the Albany Devils may want to rely on this fact: Home teams are 5-12 so far in the American Hockey League playoffs.

The Devils, who split a pair of weekend home games with the St. John's IceCaps, finish their best-of-5 opening-round series on the road.

"Going out there, we've got the momentum right now," said center Kelly Zajac, who set up two power-play goals in Albany's 4-2 victory Saturday night. "The guys are feeling good."

The Devils will need to win two of three in Newfoundland, beginning Wednesday night, to advance to the next round.

Then again, the Mile One Centre in St. John's isn't your typical AHL arena. The IceCaps have sold out every game — 114 regular season, eight playoffs — in their three-year existence.

"We enjoy our home ice," St. John's coach Keith McCambridge said. "We feel our fans really get involved in the game."

Attendance at every game is 6,287.

"The fans are the best in the league," IceCaps defenseman Brenden Kichton said. "It's sold out, and it's a raucous crowd there. We're excited to play in front of them."

St. John's returned to its home base, 1,650 miles northeast of Albany, on Sunday. The Devils took the day off and will practice Monday and Tuesday morning before making the trip there.

Unlike last week, when teams that hadn't met in the regular season scrambled to learn all they could about each other, this week will be used to tweak.

Asked after Saturday's game if he felt the teams had developed some comtempt for one another, McCambridge responded, "Yes."

Prodded to elaborate, he said, "We're always tweaking and adjusting, on the bench, in between periods to make sure we stay ahead of the curve or any kind of adjustment we feel that maybe give us an edge, but that's always a consistent all season long.

Playing two spirited games in two days is enough to trump a season's worth of scouting reports.

"You start to know their strength and a little bit their weakness," said Devils forward Mattias Tedenby, who contributed a goal and an assist Saturday. "It's a little easier to play now. (In Game 1) you don't know what to expect because you haven't played them. Now we're in the middle of it, we know how they play, and they know how we play."

The IceCaps will be focused on staying out of the penalty box. The Devils have an AHL-high four power-play goals in 11 opportunities, nine of which came in Game 2.

"It's really hard to get any kind of rhythm when there are so many special teams involved in the game," McCambridge said.

From the Albany side, the most notable stat is that three of the four St. John's goals in the series have been scored by defensemen.

"It's an accepted standard around here, our D-men jumping in," said Kichton, who scored both St. John's goals Saturday. "That's what we've got to do to win hockey games. We need offense from the back end."

The Devils saw that on tape before the series. Now they have evidence of it.

"It starts Monday in practice again," Zajac said. "We'll get right to it."

Critical win for Albany

Victory in Game 2 sends the Devils on road even with St. John's in opening-round series

By Pete Dougherty
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St. John's IceCaps' #42 Josh Lunden left, looks on as Albany Devils's goalie Keith Kincaid makes a save during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

St. John's IceCaps' #42 Josh Lunden left, looks on as Albany Devils's goalie Keith Kincaid makes a save during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 

Albany Devils' #18 Stefan Matteau, center, scores against St. John's IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson, right, during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. At left is Devil's # 21 Mattias Tedenby. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

Albany Devils' #12 Tim Sestito, left, and St. John's IceCaps' #24 Zach Redmond during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. ( John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

Albany Devils' #14 Reid Boucher, center, during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. ( John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

Albany Devils celebrates Stefan Timmins' goal against St. John's IceCaps late in the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

Albany Devils' #14 Reid Boucher, right, celebrates his goal against St. John's IceCaps during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

St. John's IceCaps celebrate Brendon Kichton's goal against the Albany Devils during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

Albany Devils' #17 Scott Timmins, right, has his shot blocked by St. John's IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

Albany Devils' #2 Seth Helgeson during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. ( John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A

Albany Devils' fans cheer during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series against the St. John's IceCaps at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. ( John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A
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No one used the time-worn phrase "must win," but the Albany Devils made their American Hockey League playoff path a little easier Saturday night.

Capitalizing on nine power-play opportunities, the Devils cashed in three times and took a 4-2 victory from the St. John's IceCaps in the teams' opening-round Calder Cup series.

The victory, played in front of an Albany AHL-record crowd of 8,026 at Times Union Center, evened the best-of-five set 1-1. The remainder of the series will be played at St. John's.

"Going into that building and having to win all three would definitely be pretty tough," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We said before, you can't sit here and talk about a must win. We talked about individually and as a team trying to be better than we were last night. I felt we grew as a team just in that short 60 minutes."

The teams won't meet again until Wednesday night in what essentially is a best-of-three series. St. John's earned home-ice advantage by having a better regular-season record than Albany.

"It's a five-game series here, as everybody says, and we were able to get the one game in here," said IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge, whose team won the series opener Friday night, 2-1. "We would have really liked to get this game. We'll have a chance to refocus here and get ourselves back in the right direction for Wednesday."

Stefan Matteau, Mattias Tedenby and Scott Timmins scored Albany's final three goals, all on the power play. Keith Kinkaid made 30 saves for his first professional playoff victory.

Kelly Zajac had two primary assists, winning faceoffs that directly resulted in goals.

"Any time you win a faceoff, it's huge," Zajac said, "and obviously we got a couple of goals off them. It was a solid 60 minutes. It was kind of a weird game with all the penalties going on, but it was nice to get the win."

Tedenby scored the game-winning goal in the second period. Zajac won a draw outside the St. John's blue line and went in 2-on-1 with Tedenby, whose shot from in close beat IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson.

"Of course it's not (a must win)," Tedenby said, "but it is important to have one win at home before going to St. John's. We know it's a tough building, but if we play the same way we did today, we have a great chance to beat them over there."

The only issue for Albany was getting its special-teams players enough rest. There were 14 minor penalties called in the game, all resulting in power plays for one team or the other.

"Our guys were really tired there at the end of the second," Kowalsky said. "You get concerned going into the third. Some of those guys — Timmins, (Mike) Sislo, some of the D — you're going to need them to defend and hang on to that lead."

"Both teams had a chance to get their scoring chances 5-on-5," McCambridge said. "We would have liked not to be on the short end of the penalties for a good majority of the night. We've got to make sure we realize where we are in the game and try to keep it 5-on-5."

St. John's got two goals from defenseman Brenden Kichton, one on a power play. Kichton gave the IceCaps a 1-0 lead for the second straight game at 10:10, but Reid Boucher scored Albany's only even-strength goal 59 seconds later.

"A lot of different guys stepped up," Sislo said. "It was a good team win."

Big crowd sees Albany's win

Promotion helps to put more than 8,000 in the seats

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:22 pm, Saturday, April 26, 2014 
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Albany Devils' fans cheer during the second game of a best-of-5 American Hockey League playoff series against the St. John's IceCaps at the Times Union Center Saturday April 26, 2014, in Albany, NY. ( John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026569A
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St. John's may be the king of American Hockey League sellouts, but the IceCaps won't outdraw the Albany Devils in their opening-round American Hockey League playoff series.

The Devils, thanks to some creative marketing, drew 14,598 for their two weekend home games, including an Albany playoff-record 8,026 Saturday night at Times Union Center.

"For a lot of guys in here, this is the first playoff we've experienced," Devils forward Mike Sislo said. "It's nice to be able to give the fans playoff experience as well."

The Devils had not qualified for the playoffs in their previous three seasons in Albany. The home attendance record for a playoff game came in the 1995 Calder Cup Finals, when the River Rats attracted 7,985 for a game against the Fredericton Canadiens.

The IceCaps have sold out all 122 of their home games since joining the AHL three years ago. Their 6,287 attendance figure is an automatic at each game.

"We've been fortunate to have sellouts every single night since our very first game when we came in here with the IceCaps," St. John's coach Keith McCambridge said, "but I thought the atmosphere in here was really loud for this building."

The Devils offered free tickets to season-ticket holders who renewed for next year and also sold reduced-price upper-deck seats, which usually are covered by curtains.

The top five crowds in Albany's AHL playoff history, including 17 years of the River Rats:

8,026: 2014 first-round Game 2 vs. St. John's.

7,985: 1995 finals Game 1 vs. Fredericton.

7,481: 1995 semifinals Game 2 vs. Providence.

6,744: 1995 quarterfinals Game 2 vs. Adirondack.

6,572: 2014 first round Game 1 vs. St. John's.

Devils tweak lineup

The Devils inserted two new players into their lineup.

Defenseman Alexander Urbom made his playoff debut, replacing Dan Kelly. Forward Chris McKelvie also played as David Wohlberg, who skated in warmups, was a healthy scratch.

"Energy and grit with McKelvie," coach Rick Kowalsky said in explaining the changes. "Dan Kelly (was) sore, could potentially have played, but it might have been a risk factor where he would have had to leave in-game. We decided, with our depth, to insert Urbom."

Devils stunned in opener

St. John's breaks tie with 23.1 seconds left to steal Game 1

By Pete Dougherty

Published 12:16 am, Saturday, April 26, 2014 
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Devils' Joe Whitney, right, controls the puck as IceCaps' Kris Fredheim, center, defends during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Joe Whitney, right, controls the puck as IceCaps' Kris Fredheim, center, defends during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) | Buy this photo 

Devils' Scott Timmins, left, guides the puck during their first-round playoff hockey game against the IceCaps on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Joe Whitney, center, drives for the net as IceCaps' Kris Fredheim, right, defends during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Stefan Matteau, center, controls the puck during their first-round playoff hockey game against the IceCaps on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Stefan Matteau, left, goes for the puck as IceCaps' Brenden Kichton defends during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

The fans cheer as Devils' Tim Sestito, right, comes off the boards after a check to IceCaps' Ben Chiarot during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

An official separates Devils' Tim Sestito, right, and IceCaps' Blair Riley when tempers flare during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Scott Timmins, left, loses the puck to IceCaps' Zach Redmond during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Scott Timmins, center, and IceCaps' Josh Morrissey, left, battle for the puck during their first-round playoff hockey game on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Darcy Zajac, center, comes out with the puck during their first-round playoff hockey game against the IceCaps on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A

Devils' Kelly Zajac, center, works the puck toward the net during their first-round playoff hockey game against the IceCaps on Friday, April 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00026568A
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Once the playoffs begin, the accelerator is pressed. Everything speeds up. The end can come faster than expected.

Just as they were anticipating overtime Friday night, the Albany Devils got stung. Their first American Hockey League appearance in four years may be in critical condition.

Ben Chiarot's shot knuckled past Albany goaltender Keith Kinkaid with 23.1 seconds remaining and gave the St. John's IceCaps a 2-1 victory over the Devils in the teams' playoff opener at Times Union Center.

"We were preparing for overtime," St. John's coach Keith McCambridge said. "We were fortunate to get that goal with such little amount left on the clock."

A crowd announced at 6,572, the largest attendance for an AHL playoff game in Albany since Game 1 of the 1995 Calder Cup finals (7,985), was stunned, as were the Devils.

There won't be much recovery time. The teams meet here again Saturday night before heading to Newfoundland next week for the rest of the best-of-5 opening-round series.

"It's demoralizing," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said, "but if we go to overtime and lose, that's going to hurt, too. This being our first playoff game, it's good that we get right back at it."

Kinkaid lost his stick on the play that resulted in the winning goal. Chiarot got the puck along the blue line from fellow defenseman Zach Redmond and quickly released a shot from the right point.

"I tried to get it on net," Chiarot said. "It was a knuckleball. It was moving around on the goalie and got a lucky bounce off his pad."

Jason Jaffray brought the puck into the Devils' zone and shot toward Kinkaid. 

"It was a loose rebound that laid there in front of Keith," Kowalsky said, "and when everybody went to the net, he lost his stick. I don't know that he ever really recovered."

Kinkaid: "It was just a routine dump-in, and the puck jumped a little. I didn't corral it enough. I tried to jump out, and the stick got hit out of my hands. It was a play I should have had."

Eric O'Dell opened the scoring for St. John's 4:29 into the game. Jerome Samson, a three-year member of the Albany River Rats, stole the puck behind the net and fed O'Dell for a 1-0 lead.

Joe Whitney, who led the Devils in scoring the past three seasons, tied the game on a power play at 2:13 of the second. St. John's held a 32-26 edge in shots.

"For the most part our guys were dialed in," Kowalsky said. "We were focused. We certainly got better as the game went on, period after period, and that's a good sign."

The IceCaps have home-ice advantage in the series because they finished six points ahead of the Devils in the regular season, but the format called for St. John's to start on the road.

"When you start on the road like this in a 2-3 format," McCambridge said, "you want to at least try and get a split out of the building in order to maintain home-ice advantage. We were fortunate to be able to do that. Our thought process is a short-term memory. We've got to make sure we come back and have even more than we brought tonight."

Playing their first playoff series since 2010, when they were based in Lowell, the Devils face the prospect of having to win three straight on the road if they don't win Saturday.

"We just have to worry about ourselves," captain Rod Pelley said. "It's a short series, and we've got to focus on winning Game 2. All it comes down to is going to St. John's with the series tied at 1."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils playoff schedule

St. John's vs. Albany

(St. John's leads series, 1-0)

Friday: St. John's, 2-1

Saturday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Wednesday: at St. John's, 6 p.m.

Friday, May 2: at St. John's*, 6 p.m.

Saturday, May 3: at St. John's*, 6 p.m. 

(All times Eastern; * — if necessary)

ICECAPS 2, DEVILS 1 

St. John's 1 0 1 — 2

Albany 0 1 0 — 1
Devils face playoff decisions

With expanded roster, coach to decide who goes against St. John's

By Pete Dougherty

Published 8:48 pm, Thursday, April 24, 2014 
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Coaches for the Albany Devils and St. John's IceCaps have had to work overtime this week to get their teams ready for an opening-round American Hockey League playoff clash.

Not only did the teams not see each other during the regular season, but both rosters also are stuffed with extra players, courtesy of their NHL affiliates.

The Devils will have 29 players available Friday night for Game 1, with the additions of Tim Sestito, Mike Sislo, Eric Gelinas, Jon Merrill and Adam Larsson from New Jersey.

"I've never been on a team this deep," said Devils center Scott Timmins, who played the previous three seasons in the Florida Panthers organization. "Getting Larsson back, Merrill and Gelinas back on the back end, that's a pretty deep blue line that we have."

The IceCaps, whose parent club in Winnipeg also missed the NHL playoffs, recently got Kael Mouillierat, Carl Klingberg, Eric O'Dell, Patrice Cormier, Zach Redmond and Ben Chiarot back from the Jets. They have 29 players, including four goalies, on the roster.

Only 18 skaters and two goalies can dress, leaving coaches Rick Kowalsky of Albany and Keith McCambridge of St. John's with some tough decisions on which players to leave out.

"This time of year those are good decisions to have to make," McCambridge said. "We all know in the American League you never really know what your lineup is going to be hour to hour. Unfortunately, our parent club didn't play the playoffs. But those decisions are decisions that are part of the job, (and) they're good problems to have."

Forwards Chris McKelvie and Mike Hoeffel, who were nursing lower-body injuries, have been cleared to play, meaning the Devils could have almost six lines of forwards available.

There also are 10 Albany defensemen, meaning a player such as Alexander Urbom, who played in 20 NHL games earlier this season, is a potential healthy scratch for some games in this best-of-5 matchup.

"This is a short series," said Kowalsky, in his fourth season behind Albany's bench. "If we need to make changes, they need to be ready.

"It may be a result of a right-hand/left-hand shot, it may be a need on a power play, it may be a toughness thing, it may be a speed thing. In a short series, you've got to do everything you can to win the next game."

Because of the travel distance involved, the Devils get the first two games at Times Union Center, even though the IceCaps earned home-ice advantage by finishing six points higher in the Eastern Conference standings. The final three games are next week in St. John's, where the IceCaps have sold out every game for three consecutive seasons.

The Devils are making their first postseason appearance in their four years in Albany. It's only the second time in 14 years that the Devils' AHL club has qualified for the playoffs.

"It's a revamped feeling in our (locker) room," Timmins said. "Guys are starting to slowly believe that we've got something good here, and we can be pretty scary in the playoffs."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils playoff schedule

St. John's vs. Albany (Best-of-5)

Friday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Saturday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Wednesday: at St. John's, 6 p.m.

Friday, May 2: at St. John's*, 6 p.m.

Saturday, May 3: at St. John's*, 6 p.m. 

(All times Eastern; * — if necessary)

Devils vs. IceCaps matchup

Forwards: St. John's has two high-scoring lines, which include three wingers among the AHL's top 25 scorers. Albany can match the IceCaps' speed but not their size. The Devils have relied on balance, especially after second-half slides by first-line players Joe Whitney and Scott Timmins. Edge: IceCaps

Defense: The IceCaps have puck-moving, offense-minded blue-liners, led by Brenden Kichton, fifth among league defenseman in scoring, and Ben Chiarot, fifth with a plus-29 rating. With Eric Gelinas, Jon Merrill and Adam Larsson back from New Jersey, the Devils have depth and size — seven d-men 6-foot-3 or taller. Edge: Devils

Goaltending: Likely St. John's starter Michael Hutchinson (17-5-1, 2.30 GAA), who played in Providence the previous three seasons, worked his way from the ECHL to the NHL this year. Keith Kinkaid (24-13-5, 2.29) of Albany has waited three years for this playoff opportunity. Edge: Even

Special teams: St. John's ranked 13th on the power play, ninth in penalty-killing among 30 AHL teams. Albany was 21st on the PP, 14th on the PK. Edge: IceCaps

Intangibles: The Devils had an impressive 24-7-2-1 regular-season record at Times Union Center. The IceCaps weren't far behind (23-10-2-3). St. John's has never played a home game in three years at Mile One Centre (capacity 6,287) that wasn't sold out and has home-ice advantage for the series. Edge: Even
Samson is still going strong

Former River Rat plays for Albany Devils' foe in first-round matchup

By Pete Dougherty

Published 7:20 pm, Wednesday, April 23, 2014 
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The jersey number remains 17. The right-hand shot with a quick release is as potent as ever.

All that has changed is the uniform.

Jerome Samson, who scored 80 goals in the final three seasons of the Albany River Rats, returns to Times Union Center on Friday night as a member of the St. John's IceCaps.

Samson barely had turned 20 when he began his professional career in Albany. Undrafted out of suburban Montreal, he quickly compiled numbers that served notice throughout the American Hockey League.

A 20-goal scorer in six of his seven pro seasons, Samson, 26, will lead the IceCaps into town for a best-of-five AHL playoff series against the Albany Devils.

"Overall," Samson said, "I'm the same guy that I was back in the day."

Back in the day began in 2007, with a three-season run that put Samson in the top 10 among River Rats for career goals (eighth), points (tied for eighth with Steve Sullivan), shots (fourth), power-play goals (third) and game-winning goals (tied for seventh).

"I have great memories," he said. "It's where I started my pro career. It's the first team I had a shot with. I had personal good years, and we played in the playoffs two out of three years."

The Rats moved to Charlotte, N.C., after the 2009-10 season, and Samson played three seasons with the Checkers before signing with the Winnipeg Jets organization during the summer.

"He's been everything that his resume had on it when we were looking at bringing him into the organization," St. John's coach Keith McCambridge said. "He's been a solid two-way player for us. Sometimes when you look at players with Jerome's goal totals and points, there might be a deficiency as far as the defensive side of the puck. That hasn't been the case with Jerome. He's been a nice piece to have in the organization for depth."

Since leaving Albany, Samson has played in 46 NHL games (two goals, seven assists), a total he had hoped to increase when he signed with the Jets.

He ended up spending the entire season in St. John's, finishing third on the team in scoring. Samson's 27 goals is his highest total since he scored 37 in his final season as a Rat.

"I've matured as a player," he said. "I'm in my seventh year now. When I first was in Albany, it was my first few years of professional hockey. I was 21 at the time. I'm older, but my game on the ice hasn't changed a lot.

"In this league I'm known as a guy who put up good numbers offensively. That's one side of my game that I keep working on, but you don't want to be known just as an offensive guy but an all-around player. This year I've been doing pretty good. My numbers are good offensively, but I'm still on the plus side (+6)."

It will be hard for some Albany fans to see Samson wearing an opposing uniform, but he did play three times at Times Union Center in his first season with the Checkers. He had two goals, an assist and 12 shots on goal.

"He's a dangerous scorer at this level, for sure," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said.

Longtime Albany fans already know.

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils playoff schedule

St. John's vs. Albany

(best-of-five)

Friday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Saturday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Wednesday: at St. John's, 6 p.m.

Friday, May 2: at St. John's*, 6 p.m.

Saturday, May 3: at St. John's*, 6 p.m. 

(All times Eastern; * — if necessary)
Pelley keeps team's harmony in tune

Coaches and players credit captain for his locker room leadership

By Pete Dougherty

Published 8:33 pm, Tuesday, April 22, 2014 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

 Latest News  .

PHOTOS: Albany Pine Bush named Important Bird Area  

WWII veterans head for D.C. on Honor Flight  

Two rescued after jump from bridge into Normans Kill  

Albany Memorial center treats incontinence, pelvic problems  

Albany

In their game of follow the leader, the Albany Devils seem to have found the right person at the head of the line.

Rod Pelley was a veteran of 256 NHL games when the New Jersey Devils signed him as a free agent this past July, but the role they had in mind was different. The organization wanted him to provide leadership for a young core of American Hockey League players in Albany.

"Coming in here," A-Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said, "there was no question he was going to be the captain of this team."

It was a team that had not made the playoffs in their three previous seasons in Albany, but that all changed. The Devils were among the top eight of the Eastern Conference virtually all year and begin a playoff series Friday night at Times Union Center against St. John's as a No. 5 seed.

While skill and team speed played a role, coaches and players credit Pelley for keeping harmony in the locker room.

"He's not the most vocal guy in the room," Kowalsky said, "but he's a guy that when he speaks, guys listen. The biggest thing is that he cares, and he cares all the time. Whether it's a guy having a tough time off the ice, a tough time on the ice, a guy that needs to be called out at times, whether it's a group or a player, he's been able to do that."

"He speaks up when he needs to," said center Kelly Zajac, in his second pro season out of Union College. "But most of the time he just shows it. You can see it on the ice with him. He works his butt off, and he's always finishing checks, doing the little things, and he's really consistent."

In 74 games this season, Pelley has 13 goals and seven assists, modest scoring totals — tied for 12th on the team — but that's not his role.

As forward Scott Timmins said, "When Rod Pelley's your fourth-line center, that's a pretty good sign (of the team's depth)."

Pelley, 29, has been a grinder. At 5-foot-11, 200 pounds, he is a tenacious checker and reliable face-off man who has wisdom acquired in eight pro seasons.

"Throughout the years I paid attention to a lot of the older guys I played with," Pelley said. "There are different styles from everyone. The one thing that really stood out to me was what you preach and what you talk about in the room, you've got to go out there and back it up. It means nothing if you don't come to work and show up for practice every day and lead that way.

"You try to pick your spots when you're addressing the team. If you're talking too much, that can almost be a negative thing. It's like a strategy. You just be yourself, and that's the approach I've taken."

Given the Devils' recent history — they have made the AHL playoffs in only two of the past 14 seasons — the locker room potentially could be a fragile place. They had four-game losing streaks three times this season. In the past five weeks alone, the Devils had three separate three-game skids.

Each time, Albany survived with its playoff spot intact. The Devils finished the season on a five-game winning streak to gain the fifth seed.

"There have been a few times where I went to go in (to the locker room) and the door has been closed, and that's what you want to see," Kowalsky said. "As a coach, I can only say so much sometimes. Sometimes it's got to come from within that room. When a guy like him is speaking, those guys in there really respect him as a player, as a captain and as a person. It resonates."

Kowalsky and Pelley both were quick to note that there are other leaders within the room, led by veterans Tim Sestito, Chris McKelvie, Cam Janssen, Dan Kelly and Mike Sislo.

"The leaders are there as the voice," Pelley said, "but it's the guys in the room who are doing it every day. It's an easy job from my end. There's not much I've changed. It's the group that has done the job." 

Although the roster contains numerous high draft choices, the Devils could dress as many as nine rookies in the playoffs.

It has been the task of an undrafted player out of Kitimat, British Columbia, and Ohio State to get them to mesh.

"He's done a good job of keeping guys together away from the rink," Kowalsky said, "whether it's setting up dinners or paintball or go-karts or whatever. There's been efforts to do that in the past, but it hasn't a lot of times been followed through.

"That's been a big reason, regardless of who was here, that everybody's felt a part of it. When you've got a captain like that, it's a lot easier for your support staff to follow that."
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Hide the razors, start the playoffs

Length of postseason run to determine how bushy the beards will be

By Pete Dougherty
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Let the playoff beards begin.

The Albany Devils took part in a light off-ice workout Monday in preparation for their American Hockey League playoff opener Friday at Times Union Center.

Step 1 was to hide the razors.

"I might have gotten a two-day jump on it," said Devils captain Rod Pelley, whose face sported more than just a 5 o'clock shadow.

Growth of facial hair will be one of a number of new situations the Devils face with their first playoff opportunity in four seasons in Albany. It's the second AHL postseason berth for the New Jersey Devils organization in the past 14 years.

Only six Albany players have playoff experience at the pro level (NHL, AHL, ECHL), a mere 59 games combined. Their first-round opponent, the St. John's IceCaps, have players with a combined 259 postseason games, 209 in the AHL.

"Guys coming from college and junior have playoff experience," said center Tim Sestito, whose 18 games of postseason experience (12 ECHL) is tops among the Devils. "Everybody knows what it takes and that the game's going to be faster and mistakes get magnified."

Pelley added: "I don't worry about the experience thing too much. If anything, it could be a positive to let some of these guys loose and bring their game to new level."

What is more unusual is that these teams did not see each other during the regular season. The IceCaps, whose home in Newfoundland is 1,650 miles northeast of Albany, are the only Eastern Conference team the Devils did not face.

"It's going to be weird that first game," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "It only takes players one game to realize what type of player a guy is. We talk about it as coaches, but in game players see it, they think it, they live it."

St. John's coach Keith McCambridge, whose team clinched its playoff berth with five games remaining, said the IceCaps had been preparing for four potential opponents until the bracket was settled Saturday night.

"With the ability to pre-scout and grab information, and a chance for a full week of practice before Game 1, it gives us the opportunity to prep," he said. "It's definitely a different scenario than what you usually see in the first round with regards to how many times you play a team."

The IceCaps finished the regular season with 258 goals, third-most in the AHL. Their second-leading scorer with 56 points is Jerome Samson, who scored 80 goals over three seasons with the Albany River Rats.

Despite holding the home-ice advantage in the best-of-five series, St. John's must open with back-to-back games on the road. The IceCaps played road games in New England over the weekend and will remain in the area before heading to Albany on Thursday.

"It's the American Hockey League," McCambridge said. "There's travel involved there. If that's the way it needs to be played, that's the way it needs to be played."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils playoff schedule

St. John's vs. Albany

(best-of-five)

Friday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Saturday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Wednesday, April 30: at St. John's, 6 p.m.

Friday, May 2: at St. John's*, 6 p.m.

Saturday, May 3: at St. John's*, 6 p.m. 

(All times Eastern; * — if necessary)
Many gave Devils big lift

Several players emerged during drive to playoffs

By Pete Dougherty
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Among hockey's many time-tested sayings is that a victory in October counts the same as in April, a truth that likely helped the Albany Devils gain their first American Hockey League playoff berth in four seasons.

The Devils were 18-12-2-6 — a pedestrian winning percentage of .474 — in the second half of the regular season, but they had enough equity built from the first half to hold a position among the top eight teams in the Eastern Conference.

As a No. 5 seed, Albany meets the fourth-seeded St. John's IceCaps in a best-of-5 opening-round series beginning Friday night at Times Union Center. The second half may not have been quite as productive, but, as we did at the midpoint of the seasons, we have broken down those last three months:

Most valuable player

(First half: Joe Whitney)

Whitney led the Devils in scoring for a third straight season, but he had only 16 of his 53 points in the second half.

The player who emerged as the team's biggest offensive threat down the stretch was third-year right wing Mike Sislo, who posted career highs of 23 goals and 18 assists despite missing 13 games to NHL call-ups.

Difference maker

(First half: Kelly Zajac)

Zajac, who emerged as the team's second-leading scorer in what officially is his rookie season (he played only 14 AHL games last year because of injuries and a stint in the ECHL), would be a solid choice again.

In the interest of changing things up, the selection here is second-year winger Harri Pesonen Despite not finding the net in his first 19 games, Pesonen finished with 15 goals, was sixth on the team with 36 points and posted a plus-13 rating.

Top newcomer

(First half: Stefan Matteau)

Matteau finished with a solid rookie season (13-13—26, +6), but he had point in only four of his last 22 games.

Reid Boucher had 22 goals and a team-high 0.39 goals per game despite spending seven weeks with New Jersey. Honorable mention to Seth Helgeson, the only Devil to skate in the first 75 games (he was given a night off in the season finale) and a true shut-down defenseman.

Unsung hero

(First half: Rod Pelley)

As captain, Pelley retained a large influence in the locker room as the Devils flirted with falling out of the playoff race.

Again, looking for new blood, fourth-year defenseman Dan Kelly more than doubled his previous career high for points, posted a plus-14 rating and has been part of the Devils' core leadership group.

Room for improvement

(First half: David Wohlberg, Corbin McPherson)

McPherson may have been the most-improved player in the second half and had a team-best plus-16 rating. Wohlberg played the final 28 games and was more consistent, but he will have to battle to make the playoff lineup. The major disappointment of the second half has been defenseman Alexander Urbom, who played 20 games for the Washington Capitals earlier this season but has struggled since the Devils reacquired him Jan. 8.

Second-half highlight

(First half: Back-to-back victories over division leaders Manchester and Springfield)

The easy choice would be the sweep of a three-game homestand on the penultimate weekend of the season.

Narrowing it to one game, the vote goes to a 2-1 home victory over Binghamton on March 19. The Devils scored twice in the final 7:06 to get a critical victory.
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Devils playoff schedule

ST. JOHN'S vs. ALBANY

(best-of-5)

Friday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Saturday: at Albany, 7 p.m.

Wednesday, April 30: at St. John's, 6 p.m.

Friday, May 2: at St. John's*, 6 p.m.

Saturday, May 3: at St. John's*, 6 p.m. 

(All times Eastern; * — if necessary)
Teenage kings

USA golden at U18 once again

27.04.2014

  Back 

Team USA is back on top of the U18 world and adds another gold to a growing legend of junior hockey dominance. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – The United States’ National Under-18 Team will add an eighth U18 World Championship to its trophy cabinet, as the Americans blew past the Czech Republic on their way to a gold medal victory at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship.

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

Click here for post-game video

The gold medal adds more luster to a development system that has grown into a dominant force at this tournament. Since finishing seventh, eighth, and sixth at the first three U18 Worlds, the United States has won a medal in all but one of the last 13 IIHF U18 World Championships, including an incredible five gold medals in the last six tournaments. 

“We were able to get a quick start right away and get up 3-0,” said captain Louis Belpedio. “A lot of emotions, two years together and to hear that final horn at the end is obviously exciting and I’m glad I was able to do it with the guys on this team.” 

For the Czechs, they can hold their heads high despite losing the chance to cap an amazing and unprecedented success in the 2014 tournament with a miracle upset. They will finish with silver, the first time the team has ever finished so high in this tournament.  

Czech goaltender Vitek Vanecek was tested almost immediately at the outset of the game with a breakaway shot by Ryan Hitchcock. Vanecek made the save on that chance, but soon after a shot from the blue line by defenceman Jack Dougherty found the back of the net for the U.S.’s first goal of the game.

Then at 13:05 Austen Matthews jumped on a rebound in front of the Czech net to go up 2-0. Then before the Czechs could catch a breath they were down three goals, when less than a minute later during another scramble in front of their net the puck came to Frank Milano for the 3-0 score.

Czech coach Jakub Peter called a timeout to try and calm his team down, and with 33 seconds left the Czechs got on the board when Jiri Smejkal mopped up on a shot from Radek Vesely following a two-on-one rush. 

Early in the second period a giveaway in the neutral zone by the Czechs sent the puck down to their own zone. Frank Milano got to it first and made a no-look backhand pass in front of the net to an oncoming Dylan Larkin for the 4-1 lead, and then Matthews scored his second of the game, assisted by Brandon Fortunato. 

A shot from near the blue line that found its way through allowed the Czechs to cut the lead down to three goals with 6:40 left in the second period, courtesy of semi-final overtime hero David Kase. 

But the Americans, who have built a reputation at the U18 tournament as a tough defensive team, shut down the Czech Republic offence all the way to the final whistle.

Milano finished with a goal and two assists, earning him the Best Player nod for Team USA.

“Feels great, probably the best feeling ever in my life,” said Milano. “We lost to Switzerland in the first game and that was kind of a wakeup call for us, and we knew that every team was going to bring its A-game so we need to do so as well, and now we got a gold medal. I plan on spending the rest of my life with this gold around my neck (laughs).”

The victory was especially sweet for forward Jack Eichel, who after missing out on a gold medal in the loss to Canada last year got his second U18 gold in three years in his last season of eligibility.  

“It’s hard to put in words right now, but it’s the best feeling ever,” said Eichel. “We’ve gone through so much stuff in the last two years and it’s all for this tournament, to win and cap it off in this tournament is the best thing ever.”

For the entire team and the USA program, it is another feather in the cap for a country that is a true dynasty at the junior hockey level. 

ADAM STEISS
Canada wins U18 bronze

Crouse's first tourney goal is game winner

27.04.2014
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Canada finishes with a medal for the third straight year at the 2014 U18 Worlds. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – Canada is the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship bronze medallist, coming back from a tough loss in the semi-final against the Czech Republic to defeat Sweden 3-1.

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

Click here for post-game video

Lawson Crouse had the game-winning goal in the second period, and Mason McDonald stood up in net the rest of the way to deny Tre Kronor a medal with a 38-save performance. 

For the Swedes their tournament ended as it began, with a 3-1 loss to the Canadians in a game that played out similarly to their opening tilt back on 17 April. 

Crouse, who had not had a great tournament up to that point with zero points and a -2 rating, chose a good time to get his first goal of the U18s, firing a great shot from the left circle straight past Soderstrom’s glove and into the top corner. 

“It was good to get out there and grab a goal,” said Crouse. “I’ve been working hard all tournament and it finally paid off, I’m happy for that and it was a great experience being over here in Finland.”

It was a rough battle for bronze, as four game misconducts were handed out. Sweden came into the third period down by a goal, and things didn’t look good when Kevin Elgestal was handed a five-minute major and thrown out of the game for a check to the head to Canada forward Clark Bishop. 

The Swedes killed off the major, but then as both teams played four-on-four hockey Travis Konecny blasted a slapshot from the high slot into the top left corner to give Canada the insurance goal with 4:48 remaining. 

“Coach talked to us we needed to let go of that game and to have a short memory,” said Travis Konecny. “It’s not the medal we wanted to bring home but we can still be proud of how we played.”

The game started similarly to the previous tilt between the Canadians and Swedes in the preliminary round, with end to end action and big hits from both teams.

Sweden’s aggressive initially paid off midway through the first when a clearing attempt by the Canadians was intercepted in front by Henrik Tornqvist ,who fired it home with a wristshot. 

Canada equalized with just under three minutes to go thanks to a power play goal from Brendan Perlini. An shot attempt from the point by Jake Virtanen was blocked in front of the net, and Perlini gained possession, turned and shot the puck past Soderstrom. The period ended with a big scrum between the teams and two ten-minute misconducts handed out to defencemen Rasmus Andersson and Joseph Hicketts.

Following Crouse’s goal Sweden, which had racked up an impressive 31 goals in six games at the tournament, was not able to dial up any more offence and the bronze went to Canada, which earned its third straight U18 medal and sixth overall.

“I thought we bounced back well from yesterday, it was a tough way to go out,” said team captain Roland McKeown. “It’s definitely great to leave here with some hardware, we’ve been here 25-plus days and now that we’ve won the bronze medal we can leave with our heads high and be proud of ourselves.” 

ADAM STEISS

Czechs win a wild one

U18: Canada comeback falls short in OT

26.04.2014

  Back 

The Czechs will have their best-ever finish at a U18 Worlds. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – The Czech Republic advances to the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship gold medal game for the first time ever, thanks to a 4-3 overtime win over Canada. 

David Kase was the overtime hero for the Czechs, stealing the puck from Matt Barzal in the Canadian zone and lofting it past goaltender Mason McDonald and into the net for the winning goal. 

"I read the play of the defenceman and was able to anticipate where he was going to go with the puck," said Kase. "Luckily I got the puck and saw the goalie go down so I chipped it over and it went in."

"I saw the puck go in, unbelievable feeling and the biggest goal of my life."

It looked like a comeback win was in the works for the Canadians as the defending U18 world champions came into the third period down 3-1. An early goal got them back into the game, coming at 14:58 with a shot from the point from defenceman Joseph Hicketts. 

Barzal then took the puck in to the Czech zone and threw it on net with a backhand shot. But goaltender Vitek Vanecek struggled to corral it, which allowed Audette to get in front of the net and force it through to tie the game up with less than eight minutes to go.

In the overtime period Czech forward David Pastrnak had a great chance to end it but was stopped point blank by goaltender Mason McDonald. Pastrnak then took a penalty for tripping and spent two nervous minutes in the box. 

"I wanted to kill myself then," said Pastrnak. "But I believed in the guys and they did a great job not giving anything up and I have to give a big thank you to them."

Kase redeemed him with the OT goal minutes later to send the Czechs into the final, where they will face the United States for gold.

"They played an excellent game," said Canada head coach Kevin Dineen. "They have some highly skilled players and it was a good matchup. I was disappointed for the players given how hard they played in the final thirty minutes, they put a lot of sweat into that and it's a hard outcome."

The Czechs jumped on the Canadians early with a goal 1:15 into the game. Czech leading scorer Jakub Vrana took a shot from near the boards, and Canada’s goaltender Mason Mcdonald gave up a big rebound right onto stick of Michael Spacek. 

Spacek nearly had another in the second as his shot from the high slot rang off the crossbar. But the Czechs still went up 2-0 a few minutes later, after Canadian goaltender Mason McDonald let in a tough goal scored by Vrana from a seemingly harmless shot from the outside edge of the left circle near the boards. 

Then at the seven-minute mark the Czechs won the puck battle in the neutral zone, and Radek Vesely got the puck into the Canadian zone. The forward got a shot off on McDonald who gave him back the rebound, allowing Vesely to make a cross-crease pass to an open Jiri Smejfal on the other side of the net giving the Czechs a commanding 3-0 lead going into the second intermission. 

The third goal galvanized the Canadians into cutting the lead to 3-1 on the power play just over thirty seconds later. On a three-on-one John Quenneville, Daniel Audette, and Matt Barzal combined for a nice passing play that ended in the back of the net from Barzal’s stick. Canada nearly had another off a scrum in front of the net late in the frame but couldn’t get the puck to cross the goal line. 

But despite playing a great game, Barzal's one mistake in overtime was a killer, and the difference between Canada playing for bronze instead of defending its gold medal. As for the Czech Republic, win or lose tomorrow the country can be proud that a group of relative unknowns managed to go further at this U18 World Championship than any Czech team has before. 

"Before we got here we said that this was going to be the most important ten days of our lives," said Czech head coach Jakub Petr. "These guys were mentioning big players that played for our country before in this tournament, but none of them ever played in a final. It's been the greatest experience of my coaching career and the best experience of my life."

“It was our goal to get a medal,” said a grinning Kase after the game. “Now we’ve made it all the way to the final, so we might as well win the whole thing.”

ADAM STEISS

USA goes for gold

U18: New year, same script as Americans defeat Swedes

26.04.2014
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Look familiar? The United States eliminated Sweden from gold medal contention and will go to its sixth straight U18 gold medal game. Photo: Richard Wolowicz, HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – In a clash between arguably the world’s top two youth development programs, the United States ended Sweden’s gold medal hopes for the fifth straight year, winning the IIHF U18 World Championship semi-final game 4-1. 

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

“They were hungrier around the net, they took their shots and were able to score while we weren’t able to,” said team captain Gustaf Franzen. “We had a lot of power plays which we didn’t convert, unfortunately for us but that’s hockey.” 

Sweden, the top scoring team going into the game, got on the board first 2:39 into the opening period. A shot from the point by William Nylander was stopped by Alexander Nedeljkovic, but the U.S. goaltender gave up a big rebound  to Gustaf Franzen in the slot for the game’s first goal. 

Tre Kronor's only lead of the game lasted for all of 32 seconds. Sweden turned the puck over trying to get into the USA zone, and on the ensuing rush Kyle Connor was able to pass the puck off to Auston Matthews before being taken out by the Swedish defence. Matthews made no mistake and tied the game up with a low wristshot. 

Both goaltenders settled down after giving up the first two goals and played well through the rest of the period, punctuated with a great save by Nedeljkovic on Adrian Kempe a two-on-one. 

The USA got the game winner just under eight minutes into the second period. Ryan Hitchcock pounced on a rebound coughed up by Linus Soderstrom following a shot from Noah Hanifin to go up 2-1.

Then in the third a great forechecking effort by Dylan Larkin and Ryan Hitchcock gave the U.S. the insurance goal. Both players chased the puck into the Swedish zone and overpowered the lone Swedish defender, allowing Larkin to get in front of the net and score. Jack Eichel scored on the empty netter to seal the win. 

“They scored one goal but I feel we were all over them the entire game,” said USA captain Louis Belpedio. “(Larkin’s) goal was huge for us, he’s a guy who comes up big in games like this.”

The semi-final victory means that Team USA will make its sixth straight trip to the U18 gold medal game. The Americans have won more gold medals nthan any country in the 15-year history of this tournament with seven. Sunday night will tell if either Canada or the Czech Republic will be able to stop them from getting their eighth. 

“We’re gonna stick to our game plan like we did today,” said Belpedio. “Whoever it is we’re going to bring it to them and hopefully win that gold.”

ADAM STEISS

Semi-finals set to begin

U18: Sweden needs to exorcise U.S. demons

26.04.2014
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Can either Sweden or the Czech Republic put a stop on a North American rematch in the gold medal game? Photos: Jana Chytilova, Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – It’s semi-final time at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship. A traditional, though recently one-sided, U18 rivalry gets a new chapter as Sweden takes on USA, and defending champions Canada face a surprising Czech Republic team that returns to the medal round for the first time in eight years.

For Sweden, Team USA has been a major obstacle at the U18s. In the 15-year history of the tournament, the Americans have beaten the Swedes in the playoff round six times. The most painful losses for the Swedes came in the 2010-2012 years, when the U.S. beat them 3-1, 4-3 in overtime, and 7-0… all in the gold medal game.  

Nevertheless the Swedes are coming into the semis as the tournament’s top scoring team, averaging six goals a game. Leading the charge is forward William Nylander, a player whose draft stock is sure to rise following his performance at this tournament. In five games at the U18s Nylander has put up six points and nine assists to lead the scoring table. 

Nylander and second-leading scorer Axel Holmstrom will be the focus for the Americans going into the game. Stopping the opposition’s top players has been the calling card for Team USA, which prides itself on playing strong from the net-out. 

“Our goal is always to play tighter and make things tougher for the other team,” said head coach Danton Cole. “We’re in the medal round now and the games get tougher. Hopefully we’ll be ready to battle.”

In the other semi-final we have defending champs Canada in a surprise matchup against the Czech Republic. The Czechs have been perennial underachievers in this tournament since winning bronze in 2006. But there’s just something different about this team, which has proven scorers like Jakub Vrana that have carried the load on offence, while at the back end goaltender Vitek Vanecek has been consistent in not giving up anything easy to the opposition. 

As for Canada? Look no further than the defence, beginning with netminder Mason McDonald who has a tournament-best 1.71 GAA. Unlike last year’s tournament that turned into the Connor McDavid show, there is no one scorer for Canada that the team has relied on. As of right now, Jake Virtanen is the leading point getter on the team with three goals and two assists, good for just 19th overall.

But with the scoring depth that the Canadians have (17 players have registered at least one point at the 2014 U18s), it could cause problems for the Czechss who struggled in a 3-0 shutout loss to a team with another deep roster, the USA, in the preliminary round. 

But that’s why they play the games, and this year’s tournament in particular has seen its fair share of surprise results. Sweden-USA kicks off at 15:00 EET, with Canada-Czech Republic following up at 19:00. 

ADAM STEISS

Danes kaput

German OT win sends Denmark to Division I

26.04.2014

  Back 

Imatra Arena Imatra Finland

Germany avoided relegation by defeating Denmark two games in a row. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Germany came back from a 2-0 deficit to beat Denmark in overtime in the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship relegation round. The Danes will be relegated to Division I after losing the series two games to none. 

It was a tough loss to take for Denmark, which played arguably its best game of the tournament, going up by two goals in the first period. Markus and Kristian Jensen set up Christian Mieritz at 4:41, and eight minutes later Jeppen Korsgaard scored on the power play. 

But the Danish attack sputtered and German goaltender Florian Proske only had to face five shots on net in the next two periods. At the other end of the ice Lillie Thomas was able to keep Germany off the scoreboard until midway through the third period. The Germans roared back into the game thanks to goals from captain Andreas Eder and Lukas Koziol, who tied the game with just under five minutes to go in the game.

Then in the extra period it was forward Jakob Mayenschein who sent Denmark to the 2015 Division I Worlds, scoring just under four minutes in keeping the Germans in the top division for next year.

ADAM STEISS 
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 The fairytale season of Syracuse Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis crashed back to reality Tuesday night.

Gudlevskis nearly single-handedly extended the Lightning's season under improbable circumstances, but Max Pacioretty power-play goal with 42.6 seconds left gave host Montreal a 4-3 win over the Lighting and a sweep of their first-round NHL playoff series.

Gudlevskis came on in relief of Tampa Bay starter Anders Lindback during the second period. Gudlevskis went on to stop the first 16 shots he saw while Tampa Bay fought back from a 3-1 deficit.

Former Syracuse forward Tyler Johnson tied the game at the 6:31 mark of the third, with assists going to two other ex-Crunch players, J.T. Brown and Cedric Paquette.

But Paquette was called for tripping at the 17:49 mark of the third, and Pacioretty cashed in on the game-winner.

Gudlevskis, who made his debut with the Lightning at the end of the regular season, became the first goalie in history to play in the ECHL, AHL, NHL and Olympics in one season.

Tampa's early exit means there will be no need to recall any Crunch players to work as "Black Aces'' with the Lightning. These extra players are typically brought up as a reward and to practice with the regular NHL players.

Syracuse head coach Rob Zettler and his staff were also expected to join the Lightning if it had forced a Game 5.

Contact Lindsay Kramer anytime: Email | Twitter | 315-470-2151
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch owner Howard Dolgon's NHL aspirations will have to wait.

Dolgon said the mystery money man behind a possible bid for the New York Islanders has reconsidered and said he's 99 percent sure he will not fund a purchase offer at this time.

As recently as Friday, Dolgon said the investor, whom he would not identify, was very interested in starting the process. But Tuesday, Dolgon said the investor reassessed his work and family health issues and decided he could not fully commit now.

"It's just the timing,'' Dolgon said. "I said, 'You wanted me to bring you an opportunity. I did. I totally understand the timing is not right.' The guy with the money is the one who is going to decide if the timing is not right. Who knows what happened? He did say to me, 'If I'm going to do something, I'm going to be in 100 percent. Right now, I don't think I can do that.'''

Dolgon would have been an investor in the group, and likely would have been involved in running the team in some manner. Dolgon said his friend left open the possibility of pursuing other NHL opportunities.

"He made it very clear that it's something he's still interested in, whether it's this situation or something else that comes up,'' Dolgon said.

In another development on Tuesday night, ESPN.com reported that another potential Islanders bidder, Philadelphia-based hedge fund manager Andrew Barroway, is interested in including Dolgon in his group.

 Reached by phone on Tuesday night, Dolgon said he does not know Barroway and has never spoken with him.

"Certainly I'm reachable, if he'd like to reach me,'' Dolgon said.

Contact Lindsay Kramer anytime: Email | Twitter | 315-470-2151
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch head coach Rob Zettler and his staff are expected to return intact to run the team in 2014-15, according to Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois.

The Crunch missed the playoffs this season, which was Zettler's first full year as a pro head coach. But BriseBois expressed satisfaction with the job done by Zettler. He said as far as he's concerned, Zettler will be back next year.

"I thought he did a really good job,'' BriseBois said. "I know the results are not what anybody expected. The team was always well-prepared. A lot of teaching was going on this season, and we'll be better this year because of it.''

BriseBois said assistant Trent Cull and goalie coach David Alexander will also be brought back unless they decide to leave for an opportunity elsewhere.

Zettler said he was most proud of the development of young prospects this season, such as rookie forward Cedric Paquette. He said he was also pleased with the coaching staff he helped to assemble.

When asked what he'd like to do over, Zettler said he should have created more competition in practices earlier in the season. Zettler said he thought there were times the Crunch lacked some of that intensity in games.

"I guess you are your own worst critic,'' Zettler said. "When you don't make the playoffs, you look back and think of what you could have done better during the hard times.''

Zettler, Cull and Alexander are going to Montreal for Game 4 of the Canadiens-Lightning series Tuesday, which Montreal leads 3-0. If Tampa Bay sends the series back to Tampa Bay, it's expected those three coaches will make the trip as well. 

In that scenario, the Crunch coaches would work with the "Black Aces'' who might be recalled from Syracuse. Black Aces is the nickname for players brought up from AHL teams whose seasons are over to work as a practice squad for parent teams still in the postseason. 

BriseBois said he should start getting an idea within the next few days which of the Crunch's free agents will be let go and which will be pursued. Those decisions set the stage for the open market free agency, which begins July 1.

"Every season there's adversity. Every season, there's obstacles. When you have success, you overcome those things,'' BriseBois said. "We're going to try to build the best team we can in the off-season. We will all have learned from this adversity and come back stronger next year. Of that, I have no doubt.'' 

Contact Lindsay Kramer anytime: Email | Twitter | 315-470-2151
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Syracuse, N.Y. — The sun was shining in Syracuse Crunch land on the morning of Nov. 10.

The Crunch had just finished a two-game sweep in Norfolk to improve its mark to 9-3-1, good enough for first place in the East Division.

The line of rookie Nikita Kucherov (12-10 through 13 games), Vladdy Namestnikov (6-12) and J.T. Brown (4-6) had no peer in the AHL. The winning carryover from Syracuse's Eastern Conference title in 2012-13 looked like it might spark the Crunch toward another championship run.

Then the clouds moved in, as they so often do in Syracuse at that time of the year.

By the time the New Year's Eve ball dropped, so had the Crunch. And it never got back up for the rest of the season. The Crunch missed the playoffs with a record of 31-32-4-9.

Here's why.

The forwards

Brown was recalled to Tampa Bay on Nov. 12 after Steven Stamkos broke his leg. Kucherov went up Nov. 24. Much to their credit, they both played well enough to earn permanent jobs with the Lightning.

Namestnikov broke his hand on Nov. 22, costing him about six weeks. 

Bye-bye top line.

In the 18 games from Nov. 10 thru Dec. 31, Syracuse went 4-11-3. It was a tailspin from which the team never recovered.

The problem up front was that even with Kucherov, Namestnikov and Brown meeting their expectations as elite players, the team was still two forwards shy of a solid top-6. Brett Connolly (21-36) also legitimately fell into that group, but he was very streaky and understandably struggled under defensive attention opponents gave him as the team's only finisher.

That reduced the Crunch to a team of pluggers. Rookie grinder Cedric Paquette (20-24) was a pleasant surprise, captain Mike Angelidis (12-21) set a typically reliable tone and free agent addition Evan Rankin (16-14) was a gutsy supporting scorer but was also slowed by injuries.

"We just didn't get the chemistry we needed to find a way to win games,'' Angelidis said.

The frustrating part about this problem was that it was predictable even before the first puck drop of the season. The Crunch needed a season free of injuries and callups to maintain a dangerous offense through the year, conditions that rarely exist through a full AHL schedule.

Once the losses hit, the Lightning's inability to secure another veteran AHL finisher on the free agent market last summer was painfully highligthed. Tampa Bay eventually signed free agents Jon DiSalvatore and Yanni Gourde during the season and traded for Jonathan Marchessault, but by then those moves were irrelevant.

Syracuse's average of 2.61 goals scored per game ranked 23rd in the AHL. The Crunch was also a tentative-shooting bunch — its average of 28.78 shots per contests ranked 22nd.

"To have success offensively, you have to be getting to the hard areas consistently. I don't think we were getting to those hard areas enough to have success consistently,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler.

"We couldn't score. We just didn't have enough offense,'' said Tampa Bay assistant GM Julien BriseBois. "It's hard on your confidence when you're scrambling so much to come back.''

It was a stress that would cause fractures throughout the rest of the team all season long.

The defense

BriseBois said the plan at the start of the season was to build the Crunch's defense around some combination of four of the following five players: Matt Taormina, Joey Mormina, J.P. Cote, Dmitry Korobov and Andrej Sustr. Sustr then made the Lightning out of training camp.

OK, so Taormina, Mormina, Cote and Korobov looked like a good foundation.

Not quite.

Mormina, signed as a free agent last summer, seemed to take awhile to get used to his new surroundings and was limited by injuries to 56 games. 

Cote was one of the team's pleasant surprises of the season, playing so well that he earned an NHL deal with Tampa Bay. He spent 19 games up top. When he came back down, he suffered a knee injury.

Sustr, too, came back to Syracuse and suffered a collarbone/shoulder injury that cost him six weeks.

Korobov earned a promotion to Tampa Bay but at times seemed to regress with the Crunch.

Overall, the Crunch played with four of those key group of five blueliners together just 17 times this season.

"It's unbelievable. Those guys are the heart and soul of this team,'' Angelidis said of the vets.

"You look back at the season, they planned a lineup,'' Cote said. "It's hard to predict these things. I don't think it's giving excuses to say we were hit by injuries, hit by callups.''

The personnel losses forced Zettler to dump too many minutes on blueliners not ready for those roles, including Nikita Nesterov, Charles Landry, Artem Sergeev and ECHL callup Jordan Henry.

Overall, the Crunch finished tied for 21st in goals allowed per game, at 3.05.

"The opportunities we gave up were really good opportunities, kind of Grade A chances, which hurt you,'' Zettler said.

The goaltending

At the start of the season this looked to be the strength of the team, with puck-stopping duties in the capable hands of proven AHL veterans Riku Helenius and Cedrick Desjardins.

That unraveled quickly, which in part at least had an upside for Tampa Bay.

Rookie Kristers Gudlevskis was slated for a full season with Florida of the ECHL, but he played so well he earned a full-time recall to the Crunch in early December.

That promise rested on a see-saw, however, as is often the case with rookie goalies. Gudlevskis was 2-4-1, 3.22, .895 in December and 4-4-1, 2.89, .888 in January.

Helenius started the season OK, going 2-1, 2.35, .903 in October. But once it became clear Gudlevskis was taking his spot on the Crunch, he unraveled. He refused a demotion to Florida of the ECHL, then agreed to one, then bolted the Everblades.

Tampa Bay essentially fired him for breach of contract, although the Lightning has not revealed the grounds for the termination. The NHLPA is appealing the termination, in part on the grounds that Helenius was hurt.

Desjardins, meanwhile, at first maintained his No. 1 status when Gudlevskis initially came up, but near the end of the season the Lightning made clear that the rookie was taking over as the starter. Desjardins' final numbers — 9-18-4, 2.81. ,900 — reflected a season in flux.

"I'm sure it was a frustrating season for Cedrick. But that's the way the cookie crumbled this year,'' BriseBois said.

And, ultimately, those pieces couldn't be put back together in a shape that remotely resembled the original plan.

"I think it's a tough year. We went through ups and downs,'' Angelidis said. "I think this team struggled to get out of the slump. We couldn't get out. Overall, there's a lot to be learned from this year.

"Losing is unacceptable. You have to be consistent all year. A season is very short. Your career goes by quick. You don't realize it until it's over. You want to succeed every year.''
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Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch

The Syracuse Crunch were out-matched by the Rochester Americans, falling 5-1 Friday night at the Blue Cross Arena.

 The loss drops the club's overall record to 30-32-4-9 and brings the eight-game season series against the I-90 rivals to 4-4-0-0 draw.

 Crunch netminder Cedrick Desjardins allowed five goals on 24 shots. Rochester goaltender Andrey Makarov stopped 22 of 23 shots.

Syracuse allowed one-power play goal on three power-play chances and was unable to convert on their one power-play opportunity.

 Rochester scored the first of three opening-frame goals 7:44 into the period. Tim Schaller one-timed a feed from Colton Gillies past Desjardins from the left circle to go up 1-0. Brayden Irwin earned the secondary assist.

Rochester doubled its lead when Luke Adam capitalized on a turnover behind the Crunch net for an unassisted score with 11:04 to play in the period. 

The Amerks converted on their first power-play chance of the game to go up 3-0 at the 12:42 mark when Irwin potted his own rebound, assisted by Phil Varone and Chad Ruhwedel.

 Nick Deslauriers extended Rochester's lead to 4-0 when he flipped a Kevin Sundher feed past Desjardins 2:49 into the second period. Kevin Porter also registered an assist on the goal.

 Jonathan Marchessault put the Crunch on the board 3:32 into the final frame. After a successful five-on-three penalty kill from the Crunch, Marchessault beat Makarov for his team-leading 22nd goal of the season. Brett Connolly was credited with the lone assist.

 Rochester went up 5-1 on a redirection from Varone with 4:32 to play. Johan Larsson and former Syracuse Crunch forward Alex Hutchings earned assists.

 The Crunch will conclude its 2013-14 season Saturday in Hamilton.

 Notes - With Mike Angelidis out of the lineup because of illness, rookie defenseman Luke Witkowski became the only player to appear in every Crunch game this season...

After receiving an elbowing major and fighting penalty in the second period Witkowski's penalty minute season total surpassed 204...Witkowski leads the team while Angelidis is the next closest player with 157...

With his goal tonight Marchessault has seven points (5-2) in his last six games

Boxscore | AHL standings
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Syracuse, N.Y. — A 30-minute conversation with a main investor in a potential bid for the New York Islanders on Friday has left Syracuse Crunch owner Howard Dolgon more optimistic than ever that the mystery money man is ready to pursue a deal.

Dolgon said the investor, whom he would not identify, could decide as soon as this weekend whether to publicly emerge as an ownership candidate and take the next steps from there.

Dolgon said Friday was the most engaged the possible investor has been in the process.

"Today was the most optimistic I've been,'' Dolgon said Friday night. "It's the lengthiest conversation on the topic he and I have had. My feeling is that after this conversation is that he's going to want to go forward to it.''

Dolgon, too, would be an investor in the group and if successful would likely be involved in running the team.

Dolgon has said several times that he will never give up control of the Crunch, and he maintains any possible involvement with this NHL deal would not change that.

He also said there is nothing in the AHL bylaws that precludes the owner of a team in that league from being involved in the ownership or operation of an NHL team that is different from the affiliate's parent club.

So far, the most prominent name publicly revealed in a possible purchase of the Islanders has been Philadelphia hedge fund manager Andrew Barroway.

Chris Botta of the SportsBusiness Daily also reports that Islanders owner Charles Wang could have at least two more potential owners interested, as well.

Dolgon said he told his investor his first step would be to make his interest public and then present his financial credentials to NHL commissioner Gary Bettman for a preliminary vetting.

"He didn't seem fazed, I can tell you that,'' Dolgon said about the ensuing publicity.

Dolgon said he also suggested to the investor that he be able to show a worth of at least $500 million to $700 million, for starters.

"His answer was, 'That's not a problem,''' Dolgon said. "I have to believe him. He's got nothing to gain (by lying). He's not putting his name out there now. He's not looking for publicity for himself.''

Dolgon said if Bettman approves of the investor's involvement, the next step would be to approach Wang to discuss details of a possible sale. Dolgon said his investor is not interested in a scenario where Wang remains part of a new ownership group.

"He would do this on his own. He hasn't asked for anybody else (as a major investor),'' Dolgon said. "We don't know what the deal is until you get to the second level. If that moves forward, then we'll see if we can make a deal.''

Dolgon dropped only the slightest of hints about the investor, saying he is in his 50s and has attended a Crunch game.

"He's a real good guy, down to earth, not pretentious, a great hockey fan,'' Dolgon said.

 "He knows the game very well.''

Dolgon talks about Islanders with Brent Axe
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 Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch veteran forwards Mike Angelidis and P.C. Labrie have a long-standing relationship that allows them to lapse into hockey nostalgia at the drop of a puck.

After practice Thursday they were asked about their first season as teammates, with Norfolk in 2010-11. They easily re-lived an early game together, when both played well in a contest against Springfield.

They were linemates and immediately fast friends.

"We belonged together right away, fit well, clicked right away,'' Labrie said.

"He was a huge human, a beast,'' Angelidis recalled of his first impressions of the 6-foot-3, 234-pound Labrie. "You could tell he was going to be a great guy. He's everything you wanted as a teammate. He was my kind of person. He knew when to play hard and when to have fun.''

The duo was the backbone of an Admirals team that won the Calder Cup in 2011-12. Angelidis was captain of the Crunch team that reached the Calder Finals last year, and although Labrie spent much of the season with Tampa Bay he also stuck around in Syracuse long enough to help set a winning tone here.

They've made a lot of memories like the one they so easily recounted on Thursday.

Soon, that may be all they have left.

After four seasons together in the Lightning organization, the best friends will both be unrestricted free agents this summer. Decisions about their futures are several weeks off, but it's possible the Lightning will let one or both go.

That's particularly true of Labrie, 27, who played on a one-way deal that paid him $625,000 this season. He disappointed both in Tampa Bay and Syracuse, going point-less in 13 games with the Lightning and producing just two goals and four assists in 36 games with the Crunch.

"I'm going to play hockey somewhere,'' Labrie said. "If they give me an opportunity to come back, for sure I want to come back. There's going to be a lot of big decisions for them.''

Angeldis, 28, might be the more likely candidate to return, especially if Tampa Bay wants a veteran example-setter for what should be another young team. The Lightning and Angelidis started talking about a 2013-14 deal by the time last season ended but Angelidis said there's been no such talk about a 2014-15 pact yet.

"I think change is good in certain situations,'' Angelidis said. "Sometimes the grass isn't always greener on the other side, either. My goal is to play in the NHL. I feel like I'm getting better every year. I feel I'm a late bloomer. It's my job to turn people's heads.''

But there's a timetable for that. Angelidis points out that each of his last three hockey stops — Owen Sound in the OHL, then Albany, then the Tampa Bay organization — has lasted precisely four seasons.

Hockey goes by quick. One minute you start, the next you're 4-5 years in,'' he said. "You have to enjoy it.

"It's sad. You make good friends, Everyone goes on, does their own thing. Wherever you go, you wish them the best. You keep in touch.''

Angelidis and Labrie expect that to be the case with their friendship, regardless of how the transition game impacts their hockey relationship.

"He's a part of the family,'' Angelidis said. "He's a good friend. I'd do anything for him and I know he'd do the same for me.''
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What a difference a year makes. 

A season after being two wins away from winning the Calder Cup, the Syracuse Crunch will sit out the 2014 version of Calder Cup Playoffs. This is the ninth time in the 20 year history of the franchise they will not participate in the postseason. 

The 20th anniversary season of the Crunch was filled with some great moments, including the comeback win over Utica,visits from popular Crunch players of the past like Reggie Savage and Karl Goehring, 

That said, the 2013-'14 season seems like one most Crunch fans would rather let slip by without much reflection. 

So now the question is what can be done by Tampa Bay Lighting management to address it to make sure the 2014-'15 season is a happier one for Crunch fans on the ice?

The Crunch will continue to market themselves well and make the game day atmosphere at the War Memorial fun. 

A game at the Carrier Dome next season between the Crunch and Utica Comets is all but a done deal and will be a something to look forward to. 

But what about the product in the ice?

In a recent podcast conversation, Crunch owner Howard Dolgon told me that Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois was very upset about the product on the ice in Syracuse this year and intends to fix it. 

Cedrick Desjardins, Mike Angelidis, P.C. Labrie, Jon DiSalvatore, Eric Neilson, and Evan Rankin are among the prominent unrestricted free agents on the roster.

The Crunch will wrap up the regular season with games this weekend in Rochester and Hamilton. 

With that in mind, look ahead to next year and tell us what you want to see from the 2014-'15 Syracuse Crunch. 

What changes can be made to ensure the product on the ice improves next year?

What players do you want to see back in Syracuse? 

What about the coaching staff? Would you like to see Rob Zettler and Trent Cull return as head coach and assistant coach? 

Leave your take in the comments section or contact me at the info below and let us know, Crunch fans. 

Brent Axe

 baxe@syracuse.com

or post a comment below

Find me on Twitter @BrentAxeMedia
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch coach Rob Zettler called forward Eric Neilson into his office on Thursday afternoon.

Several of the team's other veterans were already there, like Joey Mormina, P.C. Labrie, Mike Angeldis and Jon DiSalvatore.

Zettler started out with a serious face and a grave tone.

"I got a phone call from the league...,'' he intoned.

Neilson's mind raced. Was somebody suspended? It couldn't be him. He's out for the rest of the season recovering from hip surgery.

Syracuse Crunch Visits Dr. King School

Syracuse Crunch player Eric Neilson meets with a group of 4th graders at Dr. Martin Luther King Elementary School to talk about the importance of nutrition. These classes will participate in a nutrition poster contest and the winners will have a breakfast with Eric and receive other prizes. Video by David Lassman | dlassman@syracuse.com

Then Zettler cracked. The phone call was to inform him that Neilson had been selected as the AHL's Yanick DuprÃ© Memorial Award as the 2013-14 IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year in honor of his charity and community work.

And then, as Neilson describes it, there was lots of smiles, hugs and handshakes.

In other words, Neilson was back in his element again. Those are the emotions he's drawn out of Crunch fans for two seasons and backers in other cities for several years before that. Overall, Neilson is a six-team recipient of his team's man of the year award, on five different AHL teams.

"You put other people first before yourself,'' Neilson said. "Everybody has bad days. You push through that stuff. I've never had a bad day at the rink.''

The award has been presented annually since 1998 to an AHL player for his outstanding contributions to his local community and charitable organizations. The Yanick Duprè Memorial Award winner is selected by the AHL and representatives from IOA and American Specialty from among 30 individual team Man of the Year honorees. 

Neilson's efforts this year were highlighted by his creation of the "Breakfast with a Champion" program, designing, developing and executing his initiative designed to teach elementary school students the importance of nutrition and healthy eating. 

Neilson was involved in every step of the program's planning process, from pitching it to local schools to shopping for groceries to supplying students with tickets to Crunch games as rewards for their participation.

Neilson's commitment to children was also seen in his work with as the primary speaker in the Crunch's anti-bullying program, and as the team's main spokesman for Upstate University Hospital including their "safe kids" public service initiative about concussion prevention.

He dedicated time to issues such as men's and women's health causes also, generating awareness for breast cancer and heading up the team's winning "Mustache Movember" team for prostate cancer research.

"It's definitely an honor. You don't do stuff like this to win awards,'' Neilson said. "You do it because you get satisfaction out of helping somebody. Everybody has things that make them happy. What brings me joy is getting out and helping the community.''

Neilson is an unrestricted free agent after this season. He said he and Tampa Bay have had preliminary talks about a new deal that would return him to the Crunch.

And, to the chance to spread more cheer in Syracuse.

"I just want to keep getting better as a person and a hockey player,'' he said. "It's fulfillment every day when I have a chance to talk to kids. I keep doing it because it makes me happy and makes other people happy.''
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 Syracuse, N.Y. — The Syracuse Crunch lingered on stage as long as it could one last time on Wednesday, but ultimately the curtain crashed down in the War Memorial the same way it had so many times before.

The Crunch fell to the Adirondack Phantoms 5-4 in a shootout in its final home game of the season. The Phantoms won the entertaining, nine-round tie-breaker 5-4.

Since the defending Eastern Conference champion Crunch isn't going to this season's playoffs, Wednesday was the team's last contest on home ice until the start of the 2014-15 season.

But at least Syracuse goes away as all good shows do, leaving the fans wanting more.

In a pair of coming attractions, rookie forward Joel Vermin potted his first AHL goal in the loss and fellow newcomer Adam Erne racked up his first pro goal.

Vermin, who recently joined the team from playing in his native Switzerland, will likely skate for the Crunch next season. Erne, four days away from his 19th birthday, can play for Tampa Bay in the NHL next season but would still be too young to skate for the Crunch until his junior season is over.

Either way, the pair's brief trial with Syracuse gives them a hint of what to work on and some confidence to carry over into the off-season.

"I'm really getting where I'm aiming for. I see how the game is working here. I can make a little adjustment for the fitness, for everything,'' Vermin said.

"You realize how strong the guys are, how hard they work,'' Erne said. "Every step you take in hockey going up, it's tough to learn.''

The Phantoms won the shootout when Ben Holmstrom beat Syracuse goalie Cedrick Desjardins in the top of the ninth round and then Adirondack netminder Tony Capobianco denied Vermin in the bottom of that round to end the drama.

Brett Connolly, Evan Rankin, Vermin and Erne all tallied in regulation for Syracuse. 

The Phantoms evened the game at 4-4 with 6:55 left in the third when defenseman Robert Hagg's blast from the left point eluded goalie Desjardins for a power play score.

The Crunch erased a one-goal deficit and inched ahead 4-3 on goals by Rankin and Connolly just 56 seconds apart in the third.

Rankin snapped the 3-3 knot with 10:44 remaining on a great individual effort. His initial effort from the right side was denied by Capobianco, but Rankin dug out the rebound and put it home from a sharp angle.

Connolly tied the game with 11:40 left. He showed quick hands by controlling a pass from teammate Jonathan Marchessault from the left side, and batted in a bid from the right.

The teams swapped goals in the second period, a transaction that left Adirondack in front 3-2 after 40 minutes.

Adirondack's Tom Serratore snapped the 2-2 deadlock with 12:44 remaining. A centering pass from the right wing by Kevin Goumas eluded Desjardins, and Serratore lunged from outside the crease to push it in.

Erne pulled the Crunch even at the 3:25 mark. Rankin's quick pass sprung him on a mini-break, and Erne solved Capobianco with a backhand. 

"It's really nice to finally get that out of the way,'' Erne said of his initial score. "It's a special thing.''

Capobianco came on in relief of Adirondack starter Carsen Chubak to start the second. Chubak stopped 13 of 14 Syracuse shots in the first.

Holmstrom sent Adirondack into the first intermission with a 2-1 lead after scoring with 13.7 seconds left in the opening period. Oliver Lauridsen ripped a shot from the left point that Desjardins seemed to have smothered, but the puck fluttered loose. Holmstrom was first to reach it for the cue-in.

The Phantoms' Rob Bordson knotted the game at 1-1 with 11:06 left. The veteran made a beautiful move, driving deep down the left wing and drawing Desjardins to the near post. Bordson then pulled the puck back and nudged it in far side.

That erased a Crunch lead that came courtesy of Vermin 2:07 earlier. An errant Phantoms pass ticked off the stick of defenseman Steve Deslisle in the Adirondack end, and Vermin pounced on it in the left circle before cleanly whistling home his goal.

"I just kind of sniffed it. I went for a shot,'' Vermin said. "It would be better if we could have won, but a goal is a goal.''

The Crunch concludes its season with games at Rochester on Friday and at Hamilton on Saturday.
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 Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch winger Brett Connolly has played three different roles in his three pro seasons.

When will he get a shot at a full-time job as a top-six NHL forward?

Connolly has passed the point where he wastes time guessing about answers to that question any more, but he's anchored to one certainty.

Earning that sort of spot, and then keeping it, will never be easy.

"There's going to be bumps in the road,'' Connolly said after practice Tuesday. "It's going to happen until the end of my career. I know that.''

The degree to which those challenges make him better will likely go a long ways toward determining the answer to that crucial career question.

Looking at the maturity of Connolly's game, it's easy to forget that he still doesn't turn 22 until next month.

At age 19 he spent a full season in the NHL with Tampa Bay, although he saw minutes in very limited roles.

Last year, the Lightning asked him to go down to the Crunch and help carry a team for an entire season. Connolly responded with 31 goals and 32 assists for a Syracuse squad that reached the Calder Cup finals.

This year, Connolly slipped into the part of a veteran on a much younger team, one who would be the primary scoring threat targeted by opposing defenses. 

It could have been a tough sell, because Connolly was one of Tampa Bay's best players in preseason. But apart from some inconsistency, Connolly has responded like a pro with 20 goals and 35 assists in 63 games. He also earned 11 games in Tampa Bay.

"I understand their logic behind keeping me here. I think for me, the player I am right now, compared to the player I was when I came into training camp, it's not even close. It's night and day,'' Connolly said. "Tampa has made it clear for the young guys that development is first. It's a process for everyone. It's what we all signed up for. It's how it's going to be. You better get used to it.''

But some dues are paid more quickly than others. The Lightning is well-stocked with skilled players up front, such as Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat, J.T. Brown and Nikita Kucherov.

Syracuse forward Vladdy Namestnikov is at the front of the line, too. And these days Connolly is skating along side the newest group of prospects in Crunch practice, players such as Adam Erne, Joel Vermin and Henri Ikonen.

And superstar prospect Jonathan Drouin, Tampa Bay's first-round pick in 2013 who played this season in juniors, is almost certain to lock down a forward spot for the Lightning in 2014.

Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said Connolly was just a victim of circumstance this season. Tampa Bay was just overloaded with wingers, BriseBois said, and other times the Lightning needed the services of a center like Namestnikov.

"Probably for a number of reasons he didn't get a lot of chances at NHL action the second half of the year,'' BriseBois said. "He's still working at his game, which I like.''

Much of that improvement has come when the other team has had the puck, according to Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

Connolly has suffered through scoring droughts this season unthinkable for someone with his skills and experience. He was goal-less for Syracuse's first 10 games of the season. From January 24 through March 8, he hit the back of the net once in 19 games.

"In terms of production, it was kind of up and down. Streaky,'' Connolly said. "Last year, I was really consistent. Sometimes it just goes like that.''

Zettler said part of those slumps were a product of Connolly not putting in enough effort defensively to get possession and cook up scoring chances.

"What we need him to do more is be in a position to get the puck back,'' Zettler said. "He's a great kid who works really hard. He's still a prospect and he still has a very good chance of being in the NHL. He just ran into a team (Tampa Bay) that's filled with those guys.''

Much like those shots off the post that eventually start going into the net, Connolly envisions persistence eventually swaying his career arc.

"If you're doing the right things, a little hockey karma, it will even itself out at the end,'' he said. "For me, I think being patient is key. I feel I still have a lot to learn. I believe my time will come, hopefully sooner rather than later. Once they need me, I'll be the guy.''
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Syracuse Crunch forward Geoff Walker hasn't had a lot to celebrate this season, but a stint with the Florida Everblades of the ECHL is getting him back on track again.

Photo courtesy of Scott Thomas

Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch forward Geoff Walker went down to Florida of the ECHL because there were no more minutes for him here.

That hasn't been an issue at the lower level, and he's making the most of his opportunity.

Walker was named ECHL Player of the Week for his most recent string of games with the Everblades.

Walker scored four goals, added two assists and was a plus-4 as the Everblades went 3-0-0 last week.

 The 26-year-old had an assist in a 3-2 shootout win against Reading on Wednesday, notched a hat trick, including the game-winning goal, in a 3-2 victory over the Royals on Friday and picked up two points (1g-1a) in a 6-1 win against Greenville on Saturday.

 Walker has tallied nine points (6g-3a) in six games with Florida this season and added eight points (6g-2a) in 43 games with Syracuse.
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Rookie forward Joel Vermin can navigate a rink pretty quickly, but his first few games in a Syracuse Crunch jersey this season have taught him he really needs to find another gear.

Vermin wears his concerns on his sleeve. When he joined the Crunch two weeks ago after he finished the season in his native Switzerland, he took No. 92.

It's the highest number ever worn by a Crunch player, and it also represents his birth year of 1992. That makes Vermin all of 22 years old, a status that puts worry lines on his youthful face when he looks around the Crunch locker room and sees the talents of players even younger than himself.

"There's already guys coming up that are four years younger than me,'' he recently fretted.

So the 5-foot-10 Vermin attacks the issue the only way he knows how - with energy. It's an approach that Tampa Bay hopes will lift him from a status as an overlooked prospect not taken until the seventh round of the 2013 draft into another one of the organization's motor players.

Unlike some European players who first play major junior in North America before joining the pro game, Vermin is jumping into the AHL on the rush. European rinks are much bigger than the North American version, and the Crunch's cramped quarters necessitate even quicker decisions and instincts.

After Vermin's first two games with Syracuse, Crunch coach Rob Zettler showed him video clips where he was just too slow to react with the puck and bigger opponents were on him in a blink.

"He just has to get used to that pace. People are going to get on him in a hurry,'' Zettler said. "You can tell yourself you're ready for it, but until you feel it, you're not used to it.''

After one practice last week, Zettler gathered Vermin and a couple other rookies for a drill where he fed them puck after puck to battle over amongst themselves.

"The game is a lot quicker. That's the part I have to work on,'' Vermin said. "It's got to get in my head so that I do it automatically.''

At the same time that he tries to veer over into the express lane of learning, the newcomer also knows there's a time and place to pull back.

Two seasons ago, he posted 13 goals and 22 assists in 47 games for Bern of the Swiss

 -A league. That helped earn him the tap on the shoulder from Tampa Bay in the draft.

But this season, in part because of pressing too hard to do even better, Vermin fell off to six goals and 12 assists in 49 contests for Bern.

"The whole team was doing not so good. It was kind of up and down the whole year. But I've learned a lot,'' he said. "The biggest thing is if you want it too bad, it's not going to work,'' he said. "At some point, you have to stay a little relaxed. You want to play every day, you want to play your best.''

For Vermin, the quickest way to do that was to make the decision to leave his homeland behind and get a first-hand look at how much more he has to pick up over here.

"I still think the earlier you come, you get more used to it,'' he said. "You learn more about the life. The biggest thing a couple of (teammates) taught me is life is going on so quick, don't waste your time. I'm getting comfortable now, getting better and better every day.''
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Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch

The Syracuse Crunch were shut out by the Albany Devils 4-0 on Sunday at the Times Union Center in Albany. 

The loss drops the Crunch to 30-31-4-8 on the season and gives the Devils a 4-2-0-0 win in the season series against Syracuse. 

Crunch netminder Charles Lavigne allowed four goals on 20 shots in his professional debut while Albany goaltender Scott Wedgewood turned aside all 20 shots faced. 

Syracuse failed to convert on four power-play chances and allowed Albany to score on two of eight man-advantage opportunities. 

After a scoreless opening frame the Devils struck four times in the second period. 

Albany's Reid Boucher converted on a power-play breakaway at the 12:08 mark to put the Devils ahead 1-0. Assists went to Reece Scarlett and Harri Pesonen. 

A give-and-go between Boucher and Pesonen led to Boucher's second goal of the game at 15:24 into the second period. 

Less than a minute later the Devils went ahead 3-0. Lavigne had made an initial save but the puck trickled behind him and Chris McKelvie tapped it over the goal line for his ninth goal of the season. Pesonen picked up this third assist of the night on the play. 

The Devils scored their second power-play goal of the game when Scarlett's shot from the left point made it past Lavigne. Assists went to Joe Whitney and Boucher. 

The Syracuse Crunch will conclude its 2013-14 home schedule on Wednesday when it hosts the Adirondack Phantoms. 

Notes: This is just the second time in the past 11 games the Crunch has failed to score on the power play...Albany netminder Scott Wedgewood also shut out the Crunch 3-0 in Albany on March 16...Evan Rankin returned to the Crunch lineup tonight after missing the previous three games.
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch forward Valddy Namestnikov departed his locker room on Saturday night with a gruesome cut under his left eye.

He got it courtesy of a sucker punch by Toronto's Brad Staubitz in the second period of his team's game against the Toronto Marlies.

Namestnikov left the game just long enough to get nine stitches, then came back in the third period. 

"I wasn't dead, so I got the stitches and went out there,'' Namestnikov said.

The attitude carried over to the Crunch as a whole.

Syracuse bit back against a chippy Marlies squad that seemed intent on simply flexing its muscles by taking a 6-3 decision over Toronto.

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler was unhappy with the tone set by the North Division champion Marlies, who rested several starters against a Crunch team not going to the postseason.

"I was surprised at the way they played. We weren't looking to play a game like that,'' Zettler said.

"We played a good game. I think they embarrassed themselves,'' said Crunch forward Brett Connolly. "The chippiness is fine. It's just the cheap shots. It's not in the game any more.''

Syracuse broke out with three first-period goals to put the game away early. 

 Jonathan Marchessault scored twice for the Crunch and Mike Angelidis, Philippe Paradis, Yanni Gourde and Connoly each tallied once. Connolly tossed in three assists as well.

Syracuse goalie Cedric Desjardins made 33 saves.

Toronto's tactics bottomed out at the 13:42 mark of the second. After a scrum behind the Marlies net, Toronto's Korbinian Holzer fought Gourde and Namestnikov tangled with Toronto defenseman Zach Yuen.

As skill players, Gourde and Namestnikov were caught out of their respective lanes. Still, both seemed OK until Namestnikov turned around and was walloped by Marlies heavyweight Brad Staubitz.

"It happened so fast. I just turned around and didn't have time to protect myself,'' Namestnikov said.

"I thought it was a complete cheap shot, and totally uncalled for and unfair,'' Zettler said.

Angelidis was not on the ice for the play but skated out to get an explanation for the penalties. He got sidetracked when he started screaming at the Marlies bench.

"It was almost too much going on there,'' he said. "Emotion ran so high on both teams. It triggers that kind of stuff.''

Meanwhile, referee Chris Brown tossed Toronto coach Steve Spott for abuse of officials, although it's not clear what Spott did. He had a long walk to think about it, however. Because the visiting locker room entrance is across the rink from its bench, Spott had to saunter across the width of the ice to reach the door.

Via word delivered by a messenger, Spott refused to come out of the coach's office after the game to answer a reporter's questions.

"He wanted to get control of it,'' Zettler said of Brown's ejection of Spott. "That was his way of controlling it.''

The Crunch knocked Toronto starting goalie Garrett Sparks out with two goals on 11 shots in the first 12 minutes, 33 seconds of the opening period. Angelidis started the party just a minute into the contest on a power-play goal, knocking in a rebound from the left side.

Paradis doubled the edge with 7:27 remaining. He took a pass from Jon DiSalvatore and wristed a beauty of a bid from the slot past Sparks, ending the goalie's night.

Relief goalie Christopher Gibson fared no better. Gourde solved him for a 6-on-3 power-play goal from the right side with 1:22 left in the first, slamming home a pass from DiSalvatore.

"It's too bad we didn't do this earlier (in the season),'' Connolly said of the offense as a whole. "But we're playing some really good hockey of late.''

Sam Carrick answered for Toronto at the 3:29 mark of the second when he capitalized on a turnover by Syracuse defenseman Dmitry Korobov and knocked a rebound past Desjardins to cut the deficit to 3-1.

Marchessault took over from there. He caught a break at the 10:25 mark when Gibson misplayed the biscuit behind the Marlies net. The puck rolled out front, and Marchessault easily cued it in from there.

Marchessault made his own luck with a shorty at the 12:38 mark. He broke in all alone on Gibson, and the goalie denied his original bid. But Marchessault stayed with the play and knocked in his own rebound for a 5-1 Crunch cushion.

Marlies defenseman T.J. Brennan sliced the deficit to three goals heading into the second intermission when he whipped a shot from the right point past Desjardins with 41.1 seconds left.

The Crunch visits Albany at 5 p.m. Sunday.
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 Syracuse, N.Y. — The Syracuse Crunch handed out its annual team player awards before its game against Toronto on Saturday night at the War Memorial.

They were:

Bryant & Stratton "Smart Player" of the Year: Cedric Paquette

 Columbia College "Go for Greater" Player of the Year: Mike Angelidis

 Davis-Ulmer "Crunch Protector" Player of the Year: Eric Neilson

 Eastern Shore Associates "Most Improved" Player of the Year: Luke Witkowski

 Ephesus "Brightest Player"/Rookie of the Year Award: Cedric Paquette

 Gannon Pest Control "Pest of the Year" Award: Luke Witkowski

 NBT Bank "Plus/Minus Player of the Year" Award: J.P. Cote

 NYCM Insurance "Insurance Player of the Year" Award: Brett Connolly

 Lamacchia Power Forward of the Year: Mike Angelidis

 Change of Pace Wing of the Year: Brett Connolly

 IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year: Eric Neilson

 Defenseman of the Year: Dmitry Korobov

 RE/MAX MVP Award: Vladislav Namestnikov and Cedric Paquette
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Syracuse Crunch rookie forward Henri Ikonen made his AHL debut against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday.
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Syracuse, N.Y. — The Syracuse Crunch again tripped over a familiar shortcoming on Friday night.

The Crunch lost to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton 3-2 in a shootout as all four of its tie-breaker shooters were denied by Pens goalie Tomas Vokoun.

Anton Ziobin and Spencer Machacek beat Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins to give Wilkes-Barre/Scranton a 2-0 decision in the shootout. Vokoun denied Syracuse's Brett Connolly, Henri Ikonen, Jonathan Marchessault and Adam Erne.

Syracuse has now failed on its last 22 straight shootout attempts.

"It's all a skill set, being able to score'' Marchessault said. "When you get out there, you need to prove yourself. You have 20 other guys who want to go. You have to be more clutch.

"The stats are against us. With the guys we have right now, there's no way we should be 0-for-22.''

Vladdy Namestnikov and Jon DiSalvatore scored twice in regulation for the Crunch and Chuck Kobasew potted both Penguins goals in the first 60 minutes. All four goals came on the power play.

Desjardins made 29 saves while Vokoun stopped 23 in his first game on a conditioning assignment for the Pens. He is recovering from a blood clot that has cost him all season.

"I wouldn't mind winning in regulation,'' Vokoun said of Friday's extra workload. "I played one game in almost 11 months. Any time I'm out there playing, I'm happy. When you don't play games, hockey is not fun.''

Rookie forward Henri Ikonen, signed earlier this week, made his Crunch debut. Ikonen said he was nervous for about the first 10 minutes of the game but burned it off with energetic play at even strength and on the power play and penalty kill.

"It was nice for the coach (Rob Zettler) to get me in the game. I hope I can keep doing that,'' said Ikonen, a native of Finland. "It's a little faster at the AHL level. But it's not that big a difference.''

Kobasew notched his second goal for the only tally of the middle period. As the Penguins skated a man up, he batted a rebound from the left side of the crease past Desjardins to tie the game at 2-2 with 12:32 remaining.

All three goals in the first period were scored on the power play as the teams took turns carving out a swath to the penalty box.

DiSalvatore had the last laugh with 3:51 left in the period, zipping through the slot and tipping in a shot by teammate Jonathan Marchessault for a 2-1 Syracuse lead.

Namestnikov tied the game with 11:42 remaining in the opening period. His hard bid from the right circle, just the second shot of the game by Syracuse, found space between Vokoun's legs.

Kobasew got the Pens out of the blocks at the 4:46 mark. His shot from the left circle beat Desjardins' low glove side.

The Crunch played without rookie center Cedric Paquette, who got his first NHL recall from Tampa Bay earlier in the day. Paquette had played in all 70 of the Crunch's games, leaving forward Mike Angelidis and defenseman Luke Witkowski as the only players to dress for every one of Syracuse's contests this season.

Both Paquette and Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis made their NHL debuts for the Lightning on Friday night against Columbus. Paquette recorded an assist for his first NHL point while Gudlevskis picked up his first NHL win.

Syracuse hosts Toronto at 7 p.m. Saturday. It will be fan appreciation night, with the Crunch giving away team pictures. Syracuse will also present its year-end player awards.
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 Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse rookie forward Cedric Paquette, arguably the team's most valuable player this season, has been reward for his effort.

Paquette was recall on Friday for his first shot in the NHL. Paquette had played in all 70 Crunch games, but that streak will end tonight when Wilkes-Barre/Scranton visits the Crunch.

Paquette, 20, has posted 20 goals and 44 points to go along with 153 penalty minutes. He leads all Crunch skaters in goals and ranks tied for first on the team with two shorthanded tallies.

Paquette ranks fourth in the AHL among rookies for penalty minutes. The 6-foot, 203-pound center has recorded four goals and three assists over his past six games with the Crunch.

Paquette will wear No. 54 in Tampa Bay.
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Former Syracuse Crunch netminder Riku Helenius was plagued by a shoulder injury for much of this season, a condition that will be one of the focal points of a challenge to Tampa Bay's termination of his contract.

Jay Grossman, Helenius' agent, broadly painted the issue to include those terms on Wednesday night. Grossman said there are many more details involved in the case, which he declined to discuss.

The National Hockey League Players Association recently interviewed Helenius for several hours to get his side of the story. It is the NHLPA that decided to file the grievance and that will argue the case before an arbitrator at a date to be determined.

The Lightning terminated Helenius' one-way, $650,000 pact in February, with Helenius still owed about $160,000. Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois has refused to comment on the issue.

According to the terms of the Collective Bargaining Agreement, teams cannot terminate the contracts of players who are injured at the time.

"He had shoulder issues at various times over the course of the season,'' Grossman said. "To simply boil it down to one issue like that would be misleading.''

Grossman said he, BriseBois and Tampa Bay General Manager Steve Yzerman have had an "open dialogue'' about resolving the issue before it reached the grievance stage. Grossman said it's possible an accord could be reached before a hearing is needed. Grievances sometimes take years before they are heard.

"These things are a process that plays out over time,'' Grossman said. "They don't often get resolved in the blink of an eye.''

Grossman said Helenius has returned to his native Finland and hopes to play in Europe next season.

"From a separate view, he's hoping to get on with his career. Right now, it looks positive he'll pursue his career in Europe next year,'' Grossman said. "Obviously, he's disappointed in the outcome of the situation. At the same time, he's looking to move on with his life and his career.''
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When your team needs to dig out a loose puck, this four-legged friend is the guy you want in the lineup.

Especially when that loose puck is buried in a snowbank.

An Ottawa family's golden retriever mix has developed the knack of tracking down lost hockey pucks from snow banks. Inn the last five years Corona has retrieved nearly 800 pucks.

"At first we were thinking, is he going after a mouse or something? And turns out it's a puck," owner Isabelle Beaudoin told CBC News out of Ottawa.

Corona can now track down about a puck per minute.

Big tap of the sticks to that.

Contact Lindsay Kramer anytime: Email | Twitter | 315-470-2151
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NHLPA appeals Tampa Bay's termination of Syracuse Crunch goalie Riku Helenius' contract
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Tampa Bay terminated the contract of former Syracuse Crunch goalie Riku Helenius in February, and now an arbitrator will decide whether he's owed the remainder of his salary. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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Syracuse, N.Y. - The National Hockey League Players Association has filed a grievance of the Tampa Bay Lightning's termination of the contract of former Syracuse Crunch goalie Riku Helenius.

Jonathan Weatherdon, director of communications for the NHLPA, confirmed the move in an email on Wednesday night. He did not provide any other information.

The Lightning terminated Helenius' one-way, $650,000 NHL deal in February because of breach of contract. The organization did not specify the reason for the decision. The release cost Helenius about $160,000.

Neither Helenius nor his agent, Jay Grossman, could be reached for comment Wednesday night. In an earlier interview, Grossman did not reveal the nature of the dispute.

Grossman did say in cases like this it's up to the NHLPA to decide whether to file a grievance. It's unclear whether Grossman and Tampa Bay tried to work out a deal that would have resolved the dispute short of this step.

Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois would not comment on the matter Wednesday night.

The case will now go to an arbitrator who is hired jointly by the NHL and the players association. In some instances, cases have taken years to work their way through this process.

Helenius was a first-round pick by Tampa Bay in the 2006 draft. He skated for Norfolk in 2008-09 and 2009-10 before going overseas to play in Sweden and then his native Finland.

The Lightning lured him back before the the 2012-13 season with a two-year deal that included the one-way provision this year.

Helenius was 17-14, .900, 2.57 for the Crunch last year, a season that was marred by tragedy when his mother died after a long illness. 

Helenius started this season 2-3, 3.43, .875 for the Crunch before he lost his spot when rookie Kristers Gudlevskis was promoted from Florida.

Helenius initially balked at an assignment to Florida of the ECHL, as was his contractual right. He then agreed to the demotion but left the Everblades late last month, a move that led to a breach of contract suspension.

Helenius ended that suspension by agreeing to return to Florida, but that was a technicality. Florida moved on without him, Syracuse didn't need him anymore and he sat idle while BriseBois tried to place him somewhere.

"We were hoping for a different outcome. I'm sure he was as well,'' BriseBois said of bringing back Helenius last year. "I don't think it was a mistake to bring him over. You'll never find out if you don't try.''

Helenius addressed his situation in this interview in January.
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch rookie goalie Kristers Gudlevskis is returning to Tampa Bay.

Gudlevskis was recalled this afternoon to help replace the injured Ben Bishop. Gudlevskis practiced with the Crunch on Wednesday morning.

Bishop was injured against Toronto on Tuesday and is not expected to play again in the regular season.

Gudlevskis was promoted to the Lightning earlier this year but did not play, dressing as a backup Feb. 8 against the Red Wings.

If Gudlevskis gets minutes in Tampa Bay, it's believed he'll be the first goalie ever to play in the ECHL, AHL, NHL and the Olympics in the same season.

Gudlevskis is 18-11-4 with a 2.68 goals-against and a .901 save percentage for the Crunch this year. He ranks tied for second in the AHL for shutouts with five. 

The move leaves Cedrick Desjardins as the starter in net for Syracuse. Zettler said the team is still looking for a backup goalie, and that Allen York or Eric Levine are possibilities there.
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 Syracuse, N.Y. - As the Tampa Bay Lightning continues to collect potential pieces for the Syracuse Crunch's roster in 2014-15, skill and speed up front continue to be high priorities.

Size, not so much yet.

Yanni Gourde and Jonathan Marchessault are each 5-foot-9. Joel Vermin and Henri Iknonen are listed at 5-11, but both are slight.

What's needed is someone with a big brother mentality, and the size and energy to back it up.

That's Dalton Smith over there in the corner, eagerly waving his hand.

With a younger sister and three younger brothers, the 21-year-old Smith has real-world experience. As a budding hockey grinder, he also has the backbone to provide support on the ice.

The 6-foot-2, 218-pound Smith joined the Crunch in a mid-season trade from the Columbus organization and already has established himself as someone who will be on the prowl for his teammates. In a game against Rochester on April 2, for instance, the Amerks' Colton Gillies ran over Syracuse's Vladdy Namestnikov. 

Smith, on the bench at the time, got all riled up over that one. So he told Syracuse head coach Rob Zettler that he was, um, ready. The next time Smith crossed paths with Gillies, gloves flew.

"That comes with being a big brother. It's a good way to support the team, show the guys, hey, I'm here for you,'' Smith said.

Smith, a second-round pick by Columbus in 2010, picked up a lot of his grit through family ties. His father, Derrick Smith, played 537 NHL games with Philadelphia, Minnesota and Dallas.

P9260218.JPG

Former NHL forward Derrick Smith with his son, current Syracuse Crunch forward Dalton.

Submitted photo

  His uncles are Keith and Wayne Primeau, two long-time NHL grinders. Smith grew up hanging around his father's NHL buddies and then played for dad when Derrick coached his youth teams. 

"My dad told me before I could walk, I had a hockey stick, (was) crawling around, hitting the ball around,'' Dalton said. "That's why it's so cool seeing kids in the locker room (now), thinking that was me. I knew what it was like being the kid in the room. It's just good memories.''

Dalton had a good resource because dad, although a bit of a smaller version than his son, was also a checking-like forward.

"He's always been on me to finish all my checks. Once I got bigger, it was almost a fun part,'' Dalton said.
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Former NHL players Keith Primeau, left, and Wayne Primeau, right, with nephew Dalton Smith, who now plays for the Syracuse Crunch.
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"It (playing physical) is hard sometimes. There's always going to be someone bigger and stronger. There's always going to be that challenge. If you beat up or hit someone who is bigger than you, it's a good feeling. You know you are going to get it but you want to be the last guy standing at the end of the night.''

Smith, who is under contract through next season, has two goals, one helper and 35 PIM in 13 games for Syracuse. Derrick stressed to his son that points will come with the development of his game, but hard work and effort should be constants regardless of the scoresheet.

Derrick said the best wisdom he passed on Dalton is to never take no for an answer.

"Never believe anybody who tells you you're not good enough,'' Derrick said. "Keep working hard and good things will happen. I know he's still got a little bit more work ahead of him. But the toughness and grit, he has now. I always said I wanted him to be a hard to play against player.''

Thanks to a combination of work and heritage, Dalton knows that comes down to an ongoing mixture of conditioning and smarts.

"You obviously have to be in good shape to endure that through the course of the season,'' he said. "Taking care of your body is one of the things you need. You have to be smart. Don't put yourself in vulnerable positions. You have to always be thinking.''
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Syracuse, N.Y. — When rookie forward Henri Ikonen takes the ice for his debut in a Syracuse Crunch jersey this weekend, it will be the first time many of the team's fans will have seen him play.

But Crunch backers who have a memory that extends back to even last year have a vague frame of reference - former Syracuse forward Ondrej Palat.

That's a huge measuring stick. Palat was as fundamentally sound a player as you'll find in the AHL and is now an NHL rookie of the year candidate in Tampa Bay.

But both Ikonen and Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois see similarities.

Ikonen is 5-foot-11, 184 pounds, roughly the same size as Palat. Both Palat (Czech Republic) and Ikonen (Finland) left their homelands to play major junior hockey in Canada. Both were originally overlooked in their first draft years before eventually getting grabbed late by Tampa Bay in a subsequent draft (Palat seventh round in 2011, Ikonen sixth in 2013).

Most importantly, both have the game sense that propels such low-rated prospects to careers much better than projected.

"He (Palat) came here, broke out, now he's playing in the NHL. I know the round you get picked in doesn't matter when you get here. All you can do is your best on the ice,'' Ikonen said Monday.

"I think he's ready to compete at this level,'' BriseBois said. "He's a smart, competitive player. He's good at using his body to make plays, whether they be offensive or defensive.''

Ikonen signed his entry level contract on Sunday, a deal that starts next season. He will play the remainder of this season on a tryout deal.

Ikonen played with the confidence to justify the low risk the Lightning took in drafting him by starring for Kingston of the OHL this season, posting 25 goals and 45 assists in just 54 games.

Ikonen said he left his homeland two seasons ago to get experience playing on the smaller rinks of North America. That could make him a perfect fit on the Crunch's mini-sized surface.

"I consider myself a good skater, like to battle, go to the net,'' Ikonen said. "That's probably my biggest asset.''

Syracuse didn't have any practice on Monday, but that was no obstacle for Ikonen. He skated in the War Memorial on his own.

"Our season (Kingston's playoffs) ended pretty sadly. It's good to get a couple more games here, get used to pro hockey,'' he said. "Get used to next season, that's the main purpose of being here now, see what it's like to play here. I think it (his adjustment) is going to happen pretty quickly.''

syracuse.com

Menu

Set Weather  

Search

Search 

Account

Sign In 

Facebook

Google

AOL

Twitter

Subscribe  

11

comments

Goalie Cedrick Desjardins ending his Syracuse Crunch career in an unusual role -- as a backup

2014-2-21-ss -Crunch_11.JPG

The number of pucks left for goalie Cedrick Desjardins to save in a Syracuse Crunch jersey are dwindling to a precious few. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch netminder Cedrick Desjardins remembers a time not that long ago when goalies earned their minutes by playing well.

"Usually you battle for your ice time. It's my opinion'' Desjardins said after practice Tuesday. "A lot of different coaches and organizations think another way. I had to play every game like it was my last one. That's how you become a playoff goalie. When you have a big game coming up, you have to be ready for it.''

A quaint notion, and perhaps a logical one at that.

Unfortunately for Desjardins, that thinking now no longer applies to the Crunch.

A disappointing, non-playoff season is ending with Desjardins, 28, slotted as a backup for the first time in his career. Wins and losses are a distant second in importance to taking stock of next season.

Desjardins, who will be an unrestricted free agent this summer, got only four starts in March and has none in April. This month he's seen only relief minutes in place of rookie Kristers Gudlevskis against Rochester on April 2. Gudlevskis has started seven straight games.

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said the organization has made a decision to give Gudlevskis a constant diet of minutes to judge how he fares under the workload. The results have been mixed as Gudlevskis has alternated between promising and allowing pillow-soft goals.

Gudlevskis was 5-2-2, 2.29, .920 in March but fatigue has been evident this month. In April he's 2-1. 4.12, .818.

"He's been performing well,'' Zettler said. "The team has been getting points with him in the net. We want to see how he can do. Overall, I've been happy with his play.''

Desjardins is 7-17-2, 2.79, .902 this season.

"I was consistent through the year,'' Desjardins said. "We had a young team, a young defense. Some nights were more frustrating than others. I played my best games, we still couldn't find a way to win.''

The whimper with which Desjardins is ending this season is a contrast to the storm he created last year. He was acquired in a mid-season trade and delivered Syracuse to the the promised land of the Calder Cup finals.

He pitched three postseason shutouts and his 40-save win over Grand Rapids in Game 5 of the finals with the Crunch's season on the line ranks as one of the greatest clutch goaltending efforts in team history.

That now seems like so long ago, both for Desjardins and the Crunch.

"They made a decision. I have to live with it. It's not fun to be on the bench,'' Desjardins said. "It's a challenge. I'm a guy who loves a challenge. You have to be a pro, help the young guys. 

"He (Gudlevskis) is a good goalie, with a lot of skill, works hard. He's learning through the year to be consistent. I was like that a little bit (when he was younger), all over the place, a lot of energy.''

And how will Desjardins' quiet end to the season impact his value on the marketplace? Like everything else right now, that's an uncertainty.

"I don't know,'' he said. "It's too early.''
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The Richard Canning Trophy is presented to the AHL's Eastern Conference playoff champion. The Syracuse Crunch earned it last year but won't get a chance to compete for it this season.
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Syracuse, N.Y. — The inevitable became official on Saturday night — the Richard Canning Trophy is leaving town.

That's the hardware presented to the AHL's Eastern Conference playoff champion. The Syracuse Crunch won it in 2013, but will not get a chance to defend it this spring.

Syracuse rallied for one of its greatest wins in franchise history against Utica on Saturday night, scoring three times in the final 1 minute, 39 seconds to force overtime and then winning on Brett Connolly's overtime goal.

But Norfolk, nesting in the eighth and final slot with 81 points, and Hershey, with 80 points, also both won. The teams meet two more times this season, ensuring that at least one of them will hit the 82-point mark. 

The Crunch, with six games left, has 69 points. The most it can top out at is 81. So bye-bye Canning, which leaves having meekly slipped through the Crunch's hands instead of getting yanked away.

Syracuse has been out of legitimate contention for several weeks, the victim of underachievement, prospect growing pains, injuries here and in Tampa Bay and a roster that was too thin in the first half of the season to withstand such upheaval.

This is the first time in the four-year regime of Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman and assistant general manager Julien BriseBois that the Lightning's AHL affiliate has failed to make the postseason.

Tampa Bay has been in 2014-15 mode for Syracuse since the trade deadline. It acquired two players from the Columbus organization, forwards Dalton Smith and Jonathan Marchessault, who remain under contract through next year.

Tampa Bay signed free agent forward Yanni Gourde from San Jose, locking him up as part of the organization's future and plopping him into the Crunch lineup. Veteran forward Geoff Walker was sent to Florida of the ECHL to clear up minutes for prospects such as Joel Vermin and Adam Erne. Rookie goalie Kristers Gudlevskis has been put in heavy rotation, even when his play dictates he doesn't deserve quite that many minutes.

Understandable moves, all. But for the few veterans who were a part of Norfolk's Calder Cup team two seasons ago and Syracuse's runner-up team last year, the transition from dominance to rebuilding has been a challenge.

"It was frustrating, for sure,'' said forward Eric Neilson. "But you look at the bigger picture. Look at the guys who have gone up to play in Tampa.

"We want to win. We're winners. Any time you don't win and are not in the playoffs, it stings a little bit. But you keep moving forward.''
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 The friendly back-and-forth rivalry between Syracuse Crunch owner Howard Dolgon and Utica Comets president Robert Esche added another chapter Saturday when Esche accused Dolgon of not fully paying off a bet.

The issue stems from Utica's 2-1 win over Syracuse on Feb. 21. According to a press release supposedly approved by both teams, the losing team's boss - Esche or Dolgon - was supposed to wear the opponent's jersey in the rival arena.

Dolgon finally pulled on a Comets jersey on Friday, but it was in the War Memorial, not Utica's arena. And while he permitted photographic evidence of the moment to be captured, he refused to unfold his arms to show the Utica logo.

Esche said he did not consider that gesture sufficient.

"Well, in Utica we pay off our bets,'' Esche said between periods of Saturday's Crunch-Comets game. "I understand his embarrassment. It's OK.''

Friday, Dolgon dismissed any notion that his payoff was lacking and said terms were put into the bet that he did not first see or approve.

In a text Saturday night, after the Crunch rallied for a 6-5 overtime win, Dolgon said:

"Tell Esche wager was to put on jersey not wear it proudly. Enjoy the trip back to Utica for an exciting Saturday night. Not!''

Esche.JPG

Utica Comets president Robert Esche

Courtesy of the Utica Comets

Esche, a former NHL goalie, said he will talk to his pal about eventually meeting all the wager's stipulations.

"Eventually. I think I'll wait until the season's over,'' he said. "I'm sure we'll be able to resolve this.''

Dolgon has often lauded the job Esche has done in Utica and said he deserves the AHL's executive of the year award. Esche isn't sure how to take that praise now.

"He hasn't paid off his bet,'' Esche said. "I don't know if you can take him at face value.''
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 Syracuse, N.Y. - Syracuse Crunch forward Jonathan Marchessault raced from the Onondaga County War Memorial on Saturday night to be with his wife, Alexandra, who was about to be induced to give birth to their first child.

It's going to be a son, and boy oh boy will Marchessault have quite the opening tale to spin for him.

Marchessault scored two late short-handed goals 15 seconds apart and Brett Connolly cashed in the game-winner in overtime as the Crunch posted one of the most improbable wins in their history with 6-5 win over Utica in the War Memorial.

The Crunch tied the game with three goals in the final 1:39 of regulation, all with goalie Kristers Gudlevskis pulled for an extra skater.

After his team killed off the remainder of a penalty in overtime, Connolly ripped a shot from the right side past Comets goalie Joacim Eriksson for the game-winner.

"I haven't been a part of a game like that in a long time,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "I don't know if I've ever seen it. It was fun tonight.''

With the Comets up 5-2, Syracuse's Vladdy Namestnikov cut the deficit to two goals at the 18:21 mark. Marchessault scored his first shorty 31 seconds later.

"Five-four. You never know what happens,'' Marchessault said.

Then, with 52.4 seconds left, Marchessault knotted the game with his second dramatic goal. Crunch captain Mike Angelidis won a draw in the left circle of the Comets end, and nudged the puck over to Cedric Paquette.

Paquette dropped a pass to Marchessault on the left point, and he wired home a shot to make it 5-5.

"We showed some character tonight. Stuff like that doesn't happen every year. Obviously, we were desperate,'' Marchessault said.

Connolly's winner came as Zettler went with the unusual strategy of using three forwards in the 4-on-4 format.

"We were in a no-lose situation. I just thought we'd put the heat on, going three forwards,'' Zettler said.

"I thought he (messed) up when he was calling the lines,'' Connolly said.

Connolly was playing on the right side, in the role of defenseman, when the puck jumped over teammate Yanni Gourde's stick.

Connolly raced up to drill home the winner 5-hole. To further underscore the unlikelihood of the comeback, entering the game Eriksson had surrendered three goals on 90 total shots in three games against the Crunch this year. 

"For the fans that stayed with us through the year, they got what they deserved,'' Connolly said.

Gourde and Philippe Paradis also scored in regulation for the Crunch. Gudlevskis made 20 saves.

Alex Friesen potted a pair for the Comets, both coming in the second to wipe out a 2-1 Crunch lead and spark a run of four straight Utica goals.
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 Syracuse Crunch rookie defenseman Luke Witkowski came out of four years of college hockey at Western Michigan last year with exactly zero fights on his scorecard.

That's usually how it goes for everyone at that level, where fighting is not allowed and severely dealt with.

But now that he's free to drop the mitts, Witkowski is quickly making up for lost time.

Witkowski had his ninth and perhaps most memorable bout of the season Saturday against Binghamton, and it burnished his reputation at the expense of Binghamton's Darren Kramer.

Witkowski dropped Kramer with a powerful overhand right that could be felt in the creaky rafters of the War Memorial.

"I am getting more comfortable with fights, but it was a lucky punch,'' Witkowski said.

The trouble started with 1:05 left in the first. Crunch captain Mike Angelidis was getting double-teamed by the Sens' Fredrik Claesson and Chris Wideman. Witkowski, off to the side of the skirmish, yanked out Kramer.

"I wear my heart on my sleeve, and I try to stand up for the boys,'' Witkowski said. 

The 6-foot-2, 210-pound Witkowski immediately sent Kramer reeling with a quick right. Kramer buckled to the ice, as the crowd oohed and ahhed, and then tried to get up. Witkowski, in the display of courtesy mandate by such pugilistic endeavors, gave him a free restart.

Witkowski said Kramer said something as he got back up, but wouldn't reveal the dialogue. The two then grappled a bit longer without much damage either way. 

It didn't matter. Witkowski, who opened eyes by rag-dolling two Adirondack players at once in a game March 23, had left another calling card.

"I'm not going to be looking for fights every night,'' he said. "I think I have enough hockey skills to play the game.''
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 Whether you love or hate shootouts, getting better at them this season is a skill that's eluded the Syracuse Crunch this season.

The Binghamton Senators were the latest to add to the Crunch's woes in that department Saturday. defeating the Crunch 4-3 in a shootout Saturday night in the War Memorial.

The Sens won the tie-breaker, 1-0. Binghamton's Cole Schneider scored in the first round of the drill, and goalie Andrew Hammond stopped Syracuse shooters Jonathan Marchessault, Brett Connolly, Yanni Gourde, Cedric Paquette and Vladdy Namestnikov.

The Crunch is now 3-7 in shootouts this season. Its last shootout loss, to Hamilton on March 15, Syracuse was stopped on all nine of its shootout tries.

"That's a skill, in pro hockey, you need to win to get points. It (slumps) happen. You have to have some luck to it,'' Connolly said. 

"It just hasn't been going our way this year,'' said Namestnikov, who is 0-for-5 on shootout attempts this season. "Some teams get lucky bounces. We're not getting them. You go in thinking you are going to do one thing and you change your mind. It doesn't work out.''

Jonathan Marchessault, Nikita Nesterov and Geoff Walker scored in regulation for the Crunch. Goalie Kristers Gudlevskis denied 25 Binghamton bids.

Binghamtom's Alex Grant tied the game with 5:14 left in the third, on a long blast from the left point that rustled through traffic out front and past Gudlevskis.

That answered a power-play score by Walker at the 9:32 mark that temporarily boosted Syracuse to a 3-2 lead.

The goal was Walker's second in as many games after a long layoff because of a neck injury. Walker said he took a shot of cortisone a couple weeks ago to help ease the pain.

"It was a pretty big needle. I could feel it going in,'' he said. "It made a world of difference.''

Walker capped a pretty tic-tac-toe series by the Crunch when he took a cross-crease pass from Yanni Gorde and powered a shot from the left side of the crease past Hammond.

It was the type of man-up net crashing that earned Walker a free-agent deal from the Lightning last off-season. But injuries have limited the power forward to six goals in 43 games.

"It's been really tough. My neck was nagging forever. It wouldn't get better,'' Walker said. "There's some games left here. If I can keep going like I have, maybe I can show them I can do what I was brought in here to do.''

The teams traded markers in the second period, with Jean-Gabriel Pageau's power-play score with 41.1 seconds remaining tying the score at 2. Pageau knocked in a bid just a blink before the net came off its moorings, and after a review the score was allowed to stand.

Nesterov nudged Syracuse in front 2-1 with a power-play goal of his own at the 14:39 mark of the second. Mike Angelidis won a faceoff in the left dot of the Senators end, drawing it back to Connolly on the left point.

Connolly slid the puck over to Nesterov on the right point, and the rookie blueliner wired home his fourth goal of the season.

Marchessault evened the game at the 18:13 mark right after Syracuse finished killing a cross-checking penalty on Luke Witkowski.

Witkowski bounded out of the box to join the middle of a 3-on-1 rush, with Connolly on the left and Marchessault on the right. Connolly dished to Marchessault, who roofed a beauty of a bid from the right circle.

The Senators' Derek Grant broke the ice at the 9:13 mark. He fired a hard shot at Gudlevskis from along the left goal like extended. The netminder seemed to have the puck smothered, but it worked loose and motored across the goal line.

- Dogs and their people were the big winners on Pucks for Paws night
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 Syracuse, N.Y. - The Syracuse Crunch's coming attractions kept rolling on Friday night, and the early reviews for next season remain positive.

The Crunch capped a night of rallies by scoring three unanswered goals in the third period to claim a 6-4 win over Adirondack in the War Memorial.

Syracuse three late-season additions to the roster - forwards Dalton Smith, Yanni Gourde and Jonathan Marchessault, who all remain under contract for next year - all took starring rolls in the effort that erased a 4-3 Phantoms lead.

Smith potted the goal that tied the game at 4-4, Gourde set up the winning score with a gorgeous pass to Max Parent and Marchessault tallied an insurance goal on a late breakaway.

"We (the newcomers) talked a little bit of trying to go out there, have fun,'' said Gourde, who was recently signed as a free agent. "Let's have some fun at the end of the year. It's always fun to put a good impression (on fans). They know you for next year.''

Cedric Paquette, arguably Syracuse's MVP this season, scored twice as the Crunch erased deficits of 2-0, 3-1 and 4-3.

Smith, a power forward, knotted the game at 4 at the 3:35 mark of the third by doing what he does best. He worked for space behind the Phantoms net, then dished out front to Marchessault. 

Marchessault banged a bid off the left leg of Adirondack goalie Cal Heeter, and Smith hammered home a rebound from the right side.

"I'm just trying to make a good first impression, play consistent,'' said Smith, acquired in a trade from the Columbus organization. "I know my game and my role. I just try to get it simple as possible. Tonight, I went to the net. The puck kind of found me. I was lucky to put it in.''

Gourde helped Parent snap the tie at the 9:16 mark. Surveying the scene from the right side of a 2-on-1, he saucered a pass to Parent in the middle. Parent deftly tipped it past Heeter.

"Skilled guys make those plays through tight spaces. That's why they get points,'' Syracuse coach Rob Zettler said of Gourde.

"It's our job,'' Gourde said of the connection with Parent. "We work on that every day.''

Marchessault, acquired in the trade along with Smith, crafted the capper with 5:57 remaining. He took a long flip from teammate Brett Connolly and solved Heeter 5-hole.

"It was just a great defensive play by Connolly,'' Marchessault said. "We had a late change. I just sneaked back there. I went with my hockey instinct there.''

Syracuse forward Evan Rankin was a scratch Friday because he was ill, according to Zettler.

Defensemen Andrej Sustr (shoulder/collarbone) and J.P. Cote (knee) returned to the lineup after recovering from their respective ailments.

Former Syracuse Crunch star Reggie Savage will be a guest star at the War Memorial when Binghamton visits Saturday. The game will also be "Pucks for Paws'' night, where fans can bring their dogs to the game.
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 Syracuse, N.Y. - Syracuse Crunch enforcer Eric Neilson is done for the season, and his career with the team might be over.

Neilson will have surgery to correct a hip ailment that's been gnawing at him all season. He's tried to push through it for the most part, but eventually the wear and tear became too much. He has not played since March 21 against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

"It was not going to go away,'' said Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. "It was just going to get worse. The sooner we can get to it, the better.''

BriseBois said recovery time for the surgery will be a few months. Once Neilson is ready to start rehab, the question then becomes for whom he'll try to return.

Neilson has been wildly popular in his two seasons with Syracuse, by far the player who jumps deepest into community work and fan engagement. He walks around with sunshine in his pocket and takes it as a personal affront when he comes across anyone who lacks a smile.

But Neilson, 29, will be an unrestricted free agent this off-season. BriseBois was non-committal when asked if Neilson will be brought back.

"I think we're going to find out in the summer time,'' he said.

Neilson has one goal, two assists and 100 PIM for the Crunch this season. Last year, he was 1-0, 135 in 39 games for Syracuse. He was also a heart and soul player for the Calder Cup champion Norfolk Admirals two seasons ago.

"He'll still be around the room, be able to help us that way,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "We'll miss him.''

Zettler said there are still enough players left on the team to clean up the trouble that Neilson used to regulate himself.

"I think we're fine,'' Zettler said. "Dalton (Smith) does a good job. It hasn't really been an issue. Guys have risen to the occasion when they've had to.''

- In other news Thursday, Zettler said defenseman Andrej Sustr, who has been out since Feb. 21 with a shoulder/collarbone injury, should return to action Friday against Adirondack.

Because of that, Syracuse returned defenseman Jordan Henry to Florida of the ECHL.

Zettler said defenseman Joey Mormina (concussion) remains out this weekend. P.C. Labrie, Tanner Richard (concussion) and J.P. Cote (knee) will be game-time decisions, Zettler said.
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Even in its dreary conclusion to the season, the Syracuse Crunch still has the human highlight reel known as Vladdy Namestnikov.

Wednesday, that was enough to stir up the type of dramatic win that's been in short supply this season.

Namestnikov wove his magic to set up defenseman Artem Sergeev for a short-handed goal with 2 minutes, 32 seconds left in regulation to rally the Crunch to a 3-2 win over St. John's in the War Memorial.

Namestnikov made one of the best plays of the season, forcing a turnover, racing down the rink and setting up Sergeev with a near-blind pass for an easy goal.

"I thought that was an unreal play by Vladdy,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "It was fun to watch.''

The Crunch buried two in the final 20 minutes to crawl back for the win against a hot IceCaps team that had been 32-1-0-1 when leading after two. Syracuse was 2-25-1-1 in that same situation.

Syracuse's Mike Angelidis started the late turnaround with a power-play marker. Brett Connolly also scored for Syracuse, and goalie Kristers Gudlevskis made 26 saves.

The Crunch capper was set up when defenseman Dmitry Korobov was called for a high-sticking double-minor at the 14:04 mark of the third and the game tied at 2-2.

On the penalty kill, Namestnikov reached to poke away the puck in the Crunch end and then controlled the biscuit.

"I saw an opening, and took off,'' Namestnikov said.

Namestnikov turned on the jets to back off a St. John's defender down the right wing. When he reached the right circle, he cut hard toward the slot.

With the defense so focused on Namestnikov, Sergeev jumped into the play under the radar.

"I took a look. I saw someone coming,'' Namestnikov said of his teammate.

Namestnikov couldn't tell who was trailing him, and he said he thought it was Connolly. Even though Namestnikov didn't have a clear view of his passing lane, he put the puck in reverse and slithered it to Sergeev on the right side.

"I was surprised Vladdy passed it to me. He pretty much was on a breakaway,'' Sergeev said.

IceCaps netminder Tyler Beskorowany was playing Namestnikov to the middle, and Sergeev had plenty of time to target an open right side.

"Other teams don't expect plays like that,'' Namestnikov said. "That's why it works.''

Gudlevskis preserved a tie earlier in the period with a highlights contribution of his own on a breakaway by IceCaps forward Carl Klingberg. Klingberg tried to go 5-hole first, but Gudlevskis shut that down.

Klingberg veered off to the right for a rebound, but the goalie recovered in time to swat that away too.

"That was huge,'' Zettler said. "That got our bench going, too.

Angelidis knotted the game with a power-play marker at the 2:43 mark of the third.

Teammate Cedric Paquette tested Beskorowany from the right goal line extended. Beskorowany flung out his left leg to stone the bid, but Angelidis pounced on the juicy rebound in the right side of the crease.

Connolly sliced the Crunch's deficit in half with the only score of the second period 32 seconds into the stanza.

The score was a textbook combination of grinders and a finisher doing their jobs. Crunch pluggers Angelidis and Dalton Smith won the puck on the forecheck, with Angelidis tipping it over to Smith along the end boards.

Smith then pivoted and saw Connolly breaking in from the left side. Smith tapped the puck out to Connolly, and Connolly flipped it past Beskorowany to bring the Crunch within 2-1.

"We need to do that. We can't be the flashiest team,'' Angelidis said. "It's always nice to get a greasy bounce like that.''

The IceCaps needed just seven shots in the first period to take a 2-0 lead.

Gudlevskis gave up a soft goal to open up the scoring with 15:46 left. John Albert circled around Syracuse defenseman Nikita Nesterov in the right circle and veered hard to the net.

Albert then spat out what looked like a harmless bid, but it somehow found its way between the goalie and the right post.

Ben Chiarot doubled St. John's lead at the 16:23 mark. With the teams skating 4-on-4, teammate Andrew Gordon worked the puck out of the left corner to Chiarot in the near left circle. Chiarot went down to one knee in one-timing a hard laser into the back of the net.

Crunch forward Geoff Walker, who had been out with a neck injury, returned to the lineup for the first time since Feb. 15. He was not expected to play and did not take warmups, but was called to pinch hit when forward Philippe Paradis hurt himself when he stepped on a puck in the pregame drills.

"Sometimes it's not a bad thing,'' Zettler said of Walker's last-minute call. "You don't even have time to think.''

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   
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on March 25, 2014 at 1:24 PM, updated March 25, 2014 at 1:25 PM 
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 Bodies are starting to heal for the Syracuse Crunch, but it's unlikely that any of the missing injured players will be able to return in time for Wednesday's game against visiting St. John's.

Here's the update from Tuesday's practice, according to Crunch coach Rob Zettler:

Defenseman Joey Mormina: He practiced for the first time since suffering what's believed to be a concussion against Hershey on Feb. 22. Since he's been out so long, he's still a ways off.

Defenseman Andrej Sustr: Continued to practice in his recovery from a shoulder/collarbone injury suffered Feb. 21 vs. Utica. Up in the air for Wednesday, but maybe looking good for this weekend.

Forward Tanner Richard: Suffered what appears to be a concussion against Binghamton on March 9. Skated in a red jersey on Tuesday. Likely out Wednesday, day-to-day after that.

Defenseman J.P. Cote: Re-injured a knee injury against Hershey March 14. Skated in a red jersey Tuesday. Doubtful for Wednesday, up in the air after that.

Forward Geoff Walker: Out since Feb. 15 with a neck injury. Skated Tuesday. Status still up in the air.

Forward P.C. Labrie: Aggravated upper-body injury in fight against Hamilton's Nick Tarnasky on March 15. Did limited skating after practice Tuesday. Out for Wednesday. Possible for this weekend.

"It's up and down every day,'' Labrie said of the ailment. "Some better days, some bad days.''

Forward Eric Neilson: Ailment unknown. Did not skate Tuesday, but has an examination. Won't play Wednesday, then reassessed after that.
Playoffs: Noah Rod in the third line

By Christian Maillard . Updated on 01.04.2014

On the occasion of the semi-finals, there will be no change in the alignment of the Eagles for the third match against the Lions in Zurich.
Chris McSorley hesitated to launch Timothy Kast, came with his license B La Chaux-de-Fonds, in the hot semi-finals play-off bath. But the coach of Ge / Servette finally abandoned. As a matter of Regulation (he could not bring on the ice more than two B licenses older than 23 years), the Canadian preferred to leave Noah Rod in his third line, between Cody Almond and Juraj Simek to preserve Pascal Caminada (replacing goalie) and Lionel Girardin (B license Martigny) in his group.

As was the case during the first two acts, coach Vernets did not make any changes before the third face to Zurich Lions. Side Zurich, coach Marc Crawford made ​​some bypasses in its lines of attack. The meeting will begin at 20 am 15 will be led by MM. Stéphane Rochette and Tobias Wehrli.

Noah Rod - The hard-nosed teenager 
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 With its turned Penalty in the 5th game of the playoff quarterfinals against Lugano Noah Rod has the Geneva-Servette HC secured their ticket for the semi-finals. The 17-year-old striker was not the first time his cold-bloodedness. 

This link opens the video in a new window. Playing: Video "Interview with Noah Rod Hockey".

 Video "Hockey: Interview with Noah Rod" play.

 Interview with Noah Rod (French) 

 1:20 minutes of sport live on 21.03.2014 

Results

 Overview playoff quarterfinals

Nine shooters were on Thursday evening already failed in the penalty shootout between Geneva and Lugano, before Noah Rod got the chance to make the last penalty for the decision. While in all other nerves had failed, the 17-year-old kept the pressure in impressive fashion stood and turned extremely cold blood.

Our thanks to McSorley

"I told myself that I must remain calm. And I knew that I can turn penalty shots, "Rod said after his big moment. At the same time he addressed his thanks to Coach Chris McSorley: "It is fantastic that the coach gives me in this important situation the chance to shoot a penalty. This shows that he has great confidence in me. "

Audio "Noah Rod shoots Geneva in the semi-finals (Radio SRF 3, Morning Bulletin, 3/21/2014)" play. 

Audio "Noah Rod shoots Geneva in the semi-finals (Radio SRF 3, Morning Bulletin, 3/21/2014)" Open in external player. 

Audio 

Noah Rod shoots Geneva in the semi-finals (Radio SRF 3, Morning Bulletin, 3/21/2014)

 2:12 min 

Geneva home right thanks Rod

This trust Rod has earned. A few weeks ago, he joined in the last qualifying match away at the Rapperswil-Jona Lakers in a penalty shoot also as the last shooter and put his callousness for the first time demonstrated. With his goal he Geneva not only secured the victory, at the same time he saved his team home advantage for the quarter-final series against Lugano.

Big praise from Lombardi

In his debut season in the first team Rod stood 33 times in use, scoring 6 points scorer. At the latest with his winner against Lugano he's definitely arrived in Geneva team. For his performance receives the U18 International because even a great praise from the Canadian top scorer Matthew Lombardi: "We knew that he is a great talent. But the fact that he has transformed this last penalty, is just incredible. "
Sensational victory against U.S. junior

published: Thursday, April 17, 2014 / 18:20 clock

Important step towards relegation. (Icon)

 Important step towards relegation. (Icon)

The Swiss U18 ice hockey recorded the highest opener in the U18 World Championships in Finland. Against world champion United States resulted in a 4-2 victory in Lappeenranta.

The 17 - and 18-year-old talent in the United States are especially encouraged in a national youth development center in Ann Harbor, which impressively reflected in the results at U18 World Championships. In the last ten championships at this level, the Americans stood on the podium every time and were six times world champion. In this respect, the victory of Switzerland as a small sensation is to be considered. The team of Manuele Celio turned the game with three goals in the final third.  For all results from 1:2 to 4:2 recorded - not surprisingly - the top-storm line with Kevin Fiala, Albert Malgin and Noah Rod responsible. Engaged in the NLB at the GCK Lions Denis Malgin, the son of former NLB Topskorers Albert Malgin, scored the goals to 3:2 (57) and 4:2 (60./ins empty housing), the 2-2 (41) reüssierte Kevin Fiala. Last regarded as super talent and has good chances to be taken in the coming NHL Draft in the first round.  Due to this unexpected victory made ​​the Swiss an important step towards relegation. New not three, but four of the five teams in each group qualify for the finals. On Saturday it gets to Switzerland to do with hosts Finland.
Sweat, talent and a semi-final for Ge / Servette!

By Gregory Surdez . Updated 3/21/2014

This is a junior seventeen who offered the fourth decisive point on penalties against Lugano. Noah thank you Rod!

1/13  Last penalty: Rod gets in the Lugano's keeper Merziklins in Game 5 of the quarter-finals play-off of the Swiss Championship Ice Hockey National League LNA, Servette Geneva between HC and HC Lugano, Thursday 20 March 2014 was the Vernets skating rink.
Sweat, tears, talent. Whether to retain an image of this fifth duel between Ge / Servette and Lugano, it would probably be this masterful shot on goal from a 17 year old kid who turns into a skating rink gentle madness. Welcome to the play-off, a world apart. A world where all boldness are allowed. A world in which Ge / Servette kingdom, he was built for the tough battles. A world that has discovered a little prince. His name? Rod Noah.

Thursday night, the Vernets sold will therefore expected session penalties to explode definitively and celebrate as it should be the qualification of the Eagles. But it was complicated ...

The fifth act will undoubtedly been the most bitter. Back to the wall, led 3-1 in the series, Lugano came to Geneva with the energy of the condemned. To play his all, he changed his routine and lines. No movement on the eve of the game this time, but a plane trip the same day. Upheaval also in alignment with tenure in goal Elvis Merzlikins and return Ilkka Heikkinen defense.
Noah Rod: "I'd like to face Fribourg Gottéron final!"

By Christian Maillard . Updated 3/21/2014

The only penalty scored in the penalty shoot-purpose writer, young Servettien 17 years continues to grow with the Eagles.

Hero of the fifth act of this quarter-final play-off, Noah Rod capsized on Thursday evening, the Vernets in a gentle madness succeeding the only shot on goal in a meeting where he was, nerves. And this 17 year old kid proved once will not hurt it was armored like a wily old NHL. "He's crazy!" Is also exclaimed Tobias Stephan, another hero of the night, about the young Servettien which continues to grow with the Eagles.

Noah Rod, you had ever been in this situation in the last game of the regular season in Rapperswil, who offered the advantage of ice Ge / Servette. And this time, it shot on goal propels your team in the semifinals. And you did not tremble once again. What is your secret?

- I think it is important not to put any pressure in this kind of situation, if you lose a little of your means. The goal is to breathe on the bench and go in saying "I will do everything to make and if I do not succeed there will be someone else." In the team, the guys were all behind me and it was really cool.

However, the last time you did not expect to shoot this time, we imagine that it was different. You hoped Chris McSorley calls you or you are wrong? - Chris told me at the end of the extension, "If I send you, it is in the air in the corner." And here. I knew Merziklins to have played against him in junior. And Sébastien Beaulieu, goalkeeping coach, had blown me before the game that he had to move and shoot in the air. That's what I did ...

And see the rink that explodes once you have given the victory to GSHC, it is, one imagines, unforgettable sensations for a kid of 17 years ... - This is indeed beautiful, something I keep all my life in a corner of my head. And I'm glad we semifinal.

And there he has a preference at the opponent? - Although Zurich is a large piece, I think with our team, if we play like we can do it, we can beat them. As I started playing hockey in Freiburg, I still know many people there, I would like to confront Fribourg Gottéron final!

When one is 17 years old and also carefree, one has the impression that nothing can happen to you, you think, necessarily, that champion. No? - I have it in a corner of my head, of course. It is a dream that can come true because we know that with this team we can get this trophy. But before that, we will focus on each part.

And how do you not pack you? - The guys on the team help me to stay on good ground. My father (Jean-Luc, a former player), me also repeat every day. Indeed, the team, everyone-help as a small family.

You pinch the morning to make sure you're not dreaming? - It's amazing what I saw. But no, I do not pinch me. I'll just continue working.

Canadians eliminate Swiss

Canada-Czech Republic, USA-Sweden semi-finals set

24.04.2014

  Back 

Canada will have the chance to earn a third straight U18 medal. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Defending U18 World Champions Canada are still alive after edging Switzerland 3-2 in the last quarter-final game of the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship. 

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

Down 2-1 in the third period, the Swiss looked to be cooked with just over four minutes to go, but on a power play the team’s top scorer Kevin Fiala got the puck wide open on the side fo the net and fired it home to tie the game up. 

But with just thirty seconds remaining on the clock, Travis Konecny put the dagger into the hearts of the Swiss with his third goal of the tournament.

"I just kind of read the play, I saw (Travis Sanheim) make a great play to beat the guy and make a great pass, it was a great play by him to get it over to me," said Konecny.

The key for the Canadians going into the game was to shut down the Swiss scoring duo of Fiala and Denis Malgin, who together combined for 14 points in four games. Neither player was able to register a point, that is until Fiala’s tying goal late in the third made the boys in red sweat a bit. 

"I feel they battled hard, they went on the ice to win the game," said Swiss coach Manuele Celio. "At this level, one little mistake on the backcheck in the second goal and a bad line change on the third and that's the game, but I'm proud of how the guys fought today."

Switzerland last defeated Canada in 2010, and was looking to post another upset in the 2014 tournament after beating the United States in its opening game.

In the first period Switzerland’s Dominik Diem took advantage of a screened Mason Mcdonald, firing a shot from the right circle into the far side of the net to put the Swiss up 1-0 over the favoured Canadians. 

Canada answered back with two and a half minutes to go in the frame, the goal scored by Jake Virtanen on the power play, assisted by Travis Sanheim. 

Swiss goaltender Gauthier Descloux did well in keeping puck out of the net early in second despite pressure from the Canadians. But his teammates were unable to return the favour, and Canada went up by a goal midway through the second when the puck came to John Quenneville sitting in front of the net after a failed wraparound attempt by Jayce Hawryluk. 

So after surviving the Swiss scare Canada advances, but both the players and the coach feel that the team has yet to play a complete game. 

"They work hard for 60 minutes and play the trap well which is tough to go against," said defenceman Haydn Fleury. "I think tonight was a little bit of a setback, I think we'll get back to work tomorrow and hit our stride in the semis."

"Their game has really evolved," said Canada head coach Kevin Dineen of the Swiss. "They are extremely well-coached and they have a really good development program, for a small country they are producing some really good hockey players. We were outplayed for a lot of that game and I have to give the Swiss credit, we are very fortunate to be able to move on."

Canada now heads to the semi-finals for the fourth straight year and will face the Czech Republic. 

"We just caught their overtime period, and they'll be carrying over a lot of the momentum from their game agaisnt Russia," said Fleury. "We'll need to be ready for that."

USA and Sweden will play in the other semi, both games are scheduled for Saturday in Lappeenranta.  

ADAM STEISS
Czechs in the medal dance

U18: Beat Russians in OT, Sweden smokes Finns

24.04.2014
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The Czechs are headed for the medal round and their best result in eight years. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – The Czechs and Russians played out a thrilling quarter-final game at the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship, ending with a goal from Jakub Vrana in overtime to put  the Czechs in the medal round for the first time since 2006. 

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

Vrana scored the game winner five minutes into the extra frame. Russia had a golden chance to win early in overtime when Yevgeniv Svechnikov was given a penalty shot, but with the game on his stick the Russian forward was unable to convert and his shot sailed just inches wide of the net. 

Minutes later Vrana, who has been a puck magnet so far at the 2014 U18s with five goals in four games in the preliminary round, found himself in perfect position to bury the rebound after a shot by Filip Pyrochta, sending his team to the semi-finals. 

Czech goalie Vitek Vanecek earned the Best Player nod for the Czechs with a 25-save effort. Vrana opened the scoring with a goal late in the first period. Russian replied in the second on the power play, the score coming from forward Yegor Korshkov. 

The two teams traded goals in the third period, an early Czech score by Dominik Kase was answered eight minutes later by Kirill Pilipenko. 

The Czechs will now play in the semi-final round for the first time since 2006 where they ended up beating Canada 4-1 to win the bronze medal. 

Sweden – Finland 10-0 (3-0, 2-0, 5-0)

LAPPEENRANTA – Finland’s U18 campaign crashed out in the quarter-final game as Sweden pumped their Nordic rivals for ten goals to advance to the semi-finals. 

William Lagesson, Axel Holmstrom, and William Nylander each had two goals for the Swedes, who are firing on all cylinders now having registered an astounding 25 goals in its last three games. 

An defensive breakdown by the host Finns gave Sweden the early lead, and was allowed to take the puck from the boards right into the slot area and roof it home for the game’s first goal.

A penalty to Finland’s Antti Kauppinen for interference gave Sweden the 2-0 lead, coming on a shot from Kim Rosdahl set up by Henrik Tornqvist and Jakub Forsbacka Karlsson. 

Finnish goaltender Kaapo Kahkonen then gave up a soft goal to William Lagesson, who shot the puck from the far corner of the Finnish zone near the blue line beside the boards. Despite little traffic in front Kahkonen couldn’t corral the puck and the Swedes pushed the lead to 3-0. 

The Finns continued to struggle to rein in the Swedish forwards in the second period, as William Ladesson added to the lead early in the second with a shot from the left circle. Kahkonen was then chased from the net as yet another Swedish player, Marcus Pettersson, was allowed to walk into the high slot area and fire a goal without being challenged at all by the Finnish defence. 

Things continued to go downhill for the Finns, who after a promising start will now end their home tournament without a medal. 

ADAM STEISS

USA rolls past Slovaks

U18: Eichel gets three points in 6-2 win

24.04.2014
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Team USA is back in the hunt for gold. Photo: RIchard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – Matched up against Slovakia in the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship quarter-finals, the United States cruised to a 6-2 victory and advanced to the semi-final round. 

“They (the players) should feel good, we’re in the medal round now,” said head coach Danton Cole. “Now things get tougher though.”

Click here for scores, stats and photos

Slovakia did itself no favours in the opening minutes of the game, giving up a goal less than a minute in and then another on a two-man advantage. 

The first goal came 54 seconds into the game when Slovak defenceman Mario Grman turned the puck over behind his net to Alex Tuch, who found forward Jack Eichel in front of the net. The Americans struck again two and a half minutes later, as Grman and Marco Halama sat in the box and watched as a point shot from John Macleod found its way to the back of the net. 

“It’s definitely high right now,” said Eichel when asked about Team USA’s confidence level. “Our coaches do a great job preparing us for the games and I think that we’ve trained so hard for two years and we know what we have to do.”

After having a goal called off midway through the period, U.S. forward Anders Bjork got on the board with a shot from the slot area set up by Eichel. In fact the American offence was so dominant on the puck possession side that the Slovaks mustered just four shots on net.

Slovakia managed to get on the board in the third period thanks to a goal from Kristian Fertelak. But the Americans were quick to dispel any thought of a Slovak comeback, with a goal from John Macleod two minutes later to put the U.S. up 5-1. 

Eichel, the one leftover player from last year’s silver medal-winning team, finished with a goal and two helpers, earning the Best Player award for the States. For him, a gold medal at the U18 is unfinished business, and 2014 the last chance to earn one. 

“I’m definitely keen on getting one, I’ve been through a few of these tournaments and haven’t  gotten the outcome I wanted in all of them,” he said. “If I’m going to do it with one group it’s gonna be with this group, we’ve all sacrificed and went through so much adversity these past two years so it means a lot for us to win this.”

Germany – Denmark  3-2 (1-1, 1-1, 1-0)

Germany squeaked out a 3-2 win in the first game of the relegation round best-of-three series against Denmark. Stefan Loibl had the game winning goal in the third period. 

Down 2-1 in the second, the Germans came back with a power play score from captain Andreas Eder. The teams went into the second intermission tied 2-2, and Loible scored with 8:40 left, assisted by Manuel Wiedere and Emil Qaas.

Game No. 2 of the relegation round takes place on Friday.

ADAM STEISS

Vovchenko out for tournament

Russian suspended for check from behind

24.04.2014
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Imatra Arena Imatra Finland

Vovchenko is out for the rest of the U18 tournament. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – The IIHF Disciplinary Panel has issued a three-game suspension to Russian forward Danil Vovchenko for a check from behind during Russia’s preliminary round game against Canada. Vovchenko will miss the rest of the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship. 

The incident occurred during the final preliminary round game between the two teams on 22 April. At 12:27 of the first period Canada player Brayden Point was playing the puck close to the front of the boards with his back facing the open ice. He was approximately 1.5 meters away from the boards when Vovchenko pushed him directly in the lower back with force causing Point to crash violently into the boards head-first. 

Point was able to skate off the ice on his own power but did not return to the game, while Vovchenko was assessed a five-minute major and twenty minute game misconduct on the play. 

Upon reviewing the play the Panel determined that Vovchenko made no attempt to play the puck or to avoid the check, but chose to check Point from behind into the boards. It was further determined that Vovcheko’s action was violent and dangerous to the safety of the player, caused injury and was avoidable.

Therefore the Panel has issued a three-game suspension to Vovchenko, meaning he will miss the rest of the tournament. 

ADAM STEISS

Chips off the old block

Kapanen, Nylander want to follow dads’ NHL trail

24.04.2014
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Sami Kapanen (top left) and Michael Nylander (top right) are passing the torch to a new generation of hockey stars in sons Kasperi and William. Photos: Jana Chytilova, Matthew Manor, Jukka Rautio, Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – For Michael Nylander and Sami Kapanen, whose sons will face off at the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship quarter-final game between Finland and Sweden, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. 

With Kasperi Kapanen and William Nylander headlining the European player rankings for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, Thursday’s game could be the last chance for one of the players to make a big impression on the over 230 scouts that are in Lappeenranta and Imatra for the U18s. 

Nylander has been on fire lately, registering 11 points in the four games of the preliminary round, including nine in the last two games. Kapanen has been quieter with just a goal and an assist despite leading his team with 15 shots on net. 

"They both have great tools and excellent offensive instincts," said NHL European scouting director Goran Stubb on the league website. "Kapanen [6-foot, 180 pounds] is a bit taller than Nylander [5-11, 169] and perhaps more mature as a player, but there is a very small difference between the two." 

Both players were born in 1996 when their fathers were still in the NHL. Nylander was born in Calgary where his father played for the Flames, Kapanen in Finland but moved to Hartford almost immediately, the former home of the Whalers who drafted Sami in the fourth round in 1991. 

For Kasperi, his road to hockey was a short one. “It runs in the blood, when I was one or two years old I got a stick and started whacking at anything on the floor,” he said. 

“Kasperi has loved hockey since he could walk, he would play with anybody who would be willing, grandparents, family friends, or whoever would come to the house,” said Sami. “I remember coming home after late games, and in the morning Kasperi would be at my bed wanting to play hockey before I had to leave for practice.” 

No surprise, given that the Kapanens, like the Koivus and Ruutus, are among Finnish hockey’s first families. When Kasperi stepped onto the ice in his first game for KalPa Kuopio, it marked the third generation of his family to play in Finland’s top league. His grandfather Hannu, Sami’s father, had both coaching and playing stints with Jokerit Helsinki and HIFK among others. He also coached the Finnish team at the U20 World Championship in 1998 and 2000. 

Funny enough Kasperi’s first pro game came against SaiPa Lappeenranta, the home team at the U18 Worlds’ main venue. Sami wasn’t able to join him that first game due to an injury, but recalls watching him step on the ice. 

“I was nervous in the back of my mind, hoping that he would do well and not get hurt, but once he started playing I knew he would be fine,” he said. 

Not long after, father and son played their first game together. 

“It’s honestly hard to put into words playing with Kasperi at the highest level of Finnish hockey,” said Sami. “It’s special but when the game starts the play takes over and that’s all you think about.” 

Kapanen had an up and down season prior to the U18 tournament. While he got to play with KalPa for the whole year, he was all set to participate in the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship before a shoulder injury sidelined him just a week before the start of the tournament, forcing him to return home and watch the national team win gold from his couch. 

“It was unfortunate, I’ve gotten over it but it still stings a bit when I think about it, but you can’t do anything. I was really happy for them though,” said Kapanen. 

Looking ahead to the summer if all goes to plan Kasperi will be picked in the first round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia. It’s a fitting location considering that his father finished his NHL career with the Flyers. 

“It will be pretty special to be in Philadelphia for the draft,” said Sami. “I haven’t been to an NHL draft before so it will be exciting to see.” 

Kasperi’s experiences at the top level of Finnish hockey have taught him a few things, and he feels he really benefitted from his move to the senior team. 

“I think I’m a bit more mature on and off the ice, you really got to be strict with sleeping and eating and all that healthy stuff, it’s a long season and you got to be in tip top shape for every game. 

For a teenager playing against men at the top level of a physical sport, Kapanen doesn’t seem too afraid of taking on the agitator role. 

“There are stronger guys there so you got to be tough, I’m kind of loud I like to talk a lot, sometimes it gets me into trouble (laughs), I mean who wants a 16 year old chirping them? It gets them off their game though.” 

Kapanen went back to his junior team at the end of the season and helped them win the bronze medal, scoring a gorgeous game winning goal. In overtime, he gained possession of the puck after a great backchecking effort, before deking out seemingly the entire team and finishing off by firing the puck into the net from between his legs (Click here for the video). 

“At first I didn’t know what I did, I can remember up to the point I got to the D-man then I kind of blacked out (laughs), but I talked to my dad after the game, he had a big smile on his face.” 

“He’s at least a step ahead of what I was at that age on a lot of things,” said Sami. “He’s got hustle, he’s stronger, faster, taller.” 

Faster? Surely the former two-time NHL All-Star Fastest Skater could still win in a race? 

“Not anymore,” said Sami. 

As for Nylander, he is right on track to an NHL career that seemed predestined given the example set by his father. Michael Nylander built a reputation in the NHL as a great playmaker, something that his son is doing all over again, particularly at the U18s where he has been all over the ice and seemingly involved in every Swedish goal. 

“He was the one who put me on skates for the first time, and I watched him play all the time on television, I was never too far from the hockey world,” said William. “I remember standing in the elevator with Mario Lemieux one time, I said hi to him and will always remember that. I also met a lot of the guys who my dad played with like Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom.” 

“It’s a pretty special feeling, not many players get to experience that, to have someone so close who’s had so much NHL experience, I sort of follow him around and look at his routine and how he goes about doing things and try to put it into my routine as well.” 

Talking to Michael, you get the sense that William is mature beyond his years, and has the right temperament to be a successful professional athlete. 

“He’s the older brother in the household and when I was playing on the road he helped to handle things at home and taking care of his siblings. He’s very easy going and his maturity level is high and it’s translated well to hockey.” 

“He has high expectations of himself, he’s not happy after most games,” said Michael. “But he’s done well at every level.” 

In what might have been a serious blow for the Swedish U18 offence, growing up William flirted with the idea of playing goalie, but Dad subtly turned him off of that road. 

“When he was younger he was really into being a goalie, I just kept shooting hard at him inside the basement to stop that (laughs),” said Michael. 

William got the chance to play with his dad for Sodertalje when both players joined the team for the 2012/2013 season. 

“It was really fun, practising at the same time and sitting across from each other in the dressing room, it was really cool to play with him or to be on the bench watching and seeing his development from so close and taking his step from junior hockey to [second-tier senior league] Allsvenskan.” 

“He’s more laid-back,” said William. “But once the game starts he’s all about it and an hour or so after the game he goes over everything that happened, sometimes he gives you advice and other times he’ll give you crap (laughs).” 

Whatever happens in this tournament, it is clear that both Sami and Michael Nylander raised some quality hockey players. Both fathers will be on hand to watch their sons play against each other on Thursday afternoon, and regardless of the result, the future looks bright for Kasperi and William. 

Finland plays Sweden in the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship quarter-final game at 17:00 EET. 

ADAM STEISS

USA rounding into form

U18: Quarter-final matchups determined
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The Americans have won three in a row and will face Slovakia in the quarter-finals. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – Playing before a sellout crowd, Team Finland and Team USA put on a show that ended on the stick of Jack Eichel with a minute left in the game, giving the 4-3 win and the No.1 seed to the Americans. 

“I thought everyone was playing hard from start to finish,” said USA captain Louis Belpedio. “We scored some good goals today including a big one at the end and come out with the win. They work hard and we were able to match that.” 

Following a four-goal second period the Finnish and American offences played to a standstill in the third, neither team able to get ahead until late in the period. 

With a minute and four seconds remaining on the clock, Jack Eichel got the puck at the goal line to the left of Finnish goaltender Kaapo Kahkonen and fired a shot from a near impossible angle that went straight into the top corner for the game-winning goal. 

“We had a scouting report on (Kahkonen) before the game and we wanted to get a lot of shots on him and make him work,” said Eichel. “End of the shift I’m kind of low and Milano makes a good pass to me, didn’t really have a lot of options but I was in a spot where we said was a good place to shoot.”

The teams traded goals in the first period, the first scored by Miro Keskitalo of Finland, assisted by Juho Lammikko and Manu Honkanen. Team USA’s Noah Hanifin replied with an unassisted goal coming on the power play with just four seconds left. 

The teams turned things up in the second, starting when Anders Bjork gave USA its first lead of the game 19 seconds into the frame. 

The Finns responded as Keskotalo made a great up-ice pass to Aleksi Saarela, who split the two U.S. defenders and cut across the face of the net, toppling over goaltender Alexander Nedeljkovic but still managing to get his stick on the puck to push it home. 

Joel Kirivanta then briefly gave the lead back to Finland with a tough angle shot from the left circle by beat Nedeljkovic on the far side.  But Kyle Connor tied things up with just a second remaining to go into the second intermission tied 3-3.  

With the win USA has now come back from an opening game loss to Switzerland and won three straight to take the top seed in Group B. They will play Slovakia in the quarter-final round on Thursday. 

Joel Kirivanta then briefly gave the lead back to Finland with a tough angle shot from the left circle by beat Nedeljkovic on the far side.  But Kyle Connor tied things up with just a second remaining to go into the second intermission tied 3-3.  

With the win USA has now come back from an opening game loss to Switzerland and won three straight to take the top seed in Group B. They will play Slovakia in the quarter-final round on Thursday. 

Sweden – Germany 9-3 (0-3, 1-4, 2-2)

IMATRA – Sweden finished off the preliminary round with a 9-3 blowout of Germany. The Swedes will head to the quarter-finals as the second seed in Group B and will play Finland on Thursday. 

Sebastian Aho scored two goals and won the Best Player award for Sweden. Axel Holmstrom opened the scoring for the Swedes in the first period, and Oskar Lindblom, Gustav Forsling, Rasmus Andersson, Henrik Tornqvist, William Nylander, and William Lagesson also found the back of the net for the Swedes. 

Nylander finished with a goal and three assists, giving him four points to add to his tournament-leading total. Through the preliminary round Nylander has registered 11 points in just four games. 

Here are the quarter-final matchups, all games to be played on Thursday. 

USA – Slovakia 

Czech Republic – Russia 

Sweden – Finland 

Canada – Switzerland 

ADAM STEISS

Canadians top Group A

U18: Fall to Russia in shootout, Czechs down Swiss
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Canada will face Switzerland or USA in the quarter-finals after locking up the top seed in Group A. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Russia pushed it to a shootout and won 3-2, but Canada will get the No. 1 seed in Group A at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship.

Needing a regulation win to get the top seed, Russia tied the game early in the third period thanks to a great individual scoring effort by forward Ivan Nikolishin. 

But on a breakout by the Canadians Jared McCann sent Matt Barzal flying down the middle to the Russian net, giving the lead back to Canada with 12 minutes remaining. 

Russia couldn't have asked for a better opportunity to tie the game when Canada captain Roland McKeown was sent off for hooking with exactly two minutes left. And with 35 seconds left the Russians converted as Vladislav Komenev scored off the rebound after a point shot from Kirill Pilipenko. 

Pilipenko scored the game winning goal in the shootout and no Canadians were able to score, giving Russia the win.

“It was hard, they are a really good team and we had to play our best to get the win,” said Nikolishin. “It’s a game that you may only get to play once in your life, a rivalry that goes back years between two of the best national team programs in the world, so it’s pretty nice to get a win against them.”

The extra point Russia earned gives it seven and for now the second seed overall in Group A. Canada gets the top seed in Group A and will face Switzerland or the United States on Thursday after going undefeated in the preliminary round. 

“I thought we played well today, it was a good game for us, obviously it didn’t end the way we wanted to but we showed that we can do what they do,” said Canada forward Travis Konecny. 

“It’s pretty easy, the guys were stoked going into the game” said Konecny when asked how easy it is to get up for a game against Russia. “It’s fun and it’s a good rivalry.”

Russia went down a man early on when Danil Vovchenko drove Brayden Point hard into the boards head-first at 7:23. Vovchenko was sent off with a 20-minute game misconduct, but Russia managed to kill off the major and the teams went into the first intermission scoreless.

The biggest question mark for the Russians going into the game had to be in net, as neither Alexander Trushkov or Maxim Tretiak has been able to cement his claim on the starting job so far in the tournament.

Tretiak got the nod for this game, but after a good first period the grandson of Vladislav Tretiak let in a soft goal early in the second as forward Travis Konecny scored with a wristshot from the left circle to Tretiak’s short side.

Curiously enough, Russian head coach Pavel Byulin went with Trushkov for the shootout, a move that ended up looking smart as no Canadians were able to find the back of the net. 

“We’re just playing for each other,” said Nikolishin. “We know that if someone’s playing bad the other guys will help him, we’re just a good team in that even if we might not have many stars we are always battling and competing, and I don’t think any team will want to face us in the playoffs.”

Czech Republic – Switzerland 4-2 (0-0, 1-0, 3-2)

LAPPEENRANTA – The Czech Republic finished the preliminary round with a 4-2 victory over Switzerland. Pavel Zacha scored two goals in the third period including the game winner. 

Zacha’s first goal put the Czechs up 2-0 early in the third period. Swiss forward Noah Rod gave his team a chance to equalize by cutting the lead back down to a goal a few minutes later, but Zacha replied soon after with his second goal of the game and third of the tournament. 

Kevin Fiala made things interesting once more for the Swiss, scoring with just under eight minutes left in the game. But with the extra attacker out for the final two minutes Jiri Smejkal scored the empty net goal to seal the game for the Czech Republic. 

Jakub Vrana continued his hot streak, scoring his fifth goal of the tournament in the second period to put the Czechs up 1-0. 

The win means the Czechs have eight points in four games of the preliminary round, and will finish in either second or third place depending on the result of the USA-Finland game. With six points Switzerland holds the fourth seed but could move up if USA loses in regulation. 

ADAM STEISS
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William Nylander scored five points, more than doubling his total at the 2014 U18s. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Swedish forward William Nylander, who previously had just two assists despite being one of the highest-rated players going into the tournament, turned up his game against the Slovaks with a hat trick and two helpers in a 6-2 win. 

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

The loss means the Slovaks will have to face the top seeded team in Group B in Thursday’s quarter-final round. 

Sweden got on the board first, scoring with four seconds left on a powerplay, the goal coming courtesy of Gustav Forsling with an assist from Nylander. Early in the second period Nylander got open in front of net and fired a shot through Slovak goaltender Matej Tomek’s five hole for his second point of the night. 

The Slovaks responded just over a minute later as Christian Jaros’ shot from the blue line found its way home. But the team fell into penalty trouble soon after, and with a two-man advantage Nylander collected his second goal.  

With 3:48 left in the period Sweden extended its lead to three goals, the score coming from a shot by Axel Holmstrom arriving late off a Swedish rush. Then following the second intermission Sweden’s Henrik Tornqvist put the nail in the coffin on any Slovak comeback hopes with a shorthanded goal early in the third period, and Tre Kronor cruised the rest of the way with Nylander getting his third with just under five minutes to go.

Sweden (1W-1OTW-1L) has five points in the preliminary round, with a game against Germany remaining. Slovakia, with four points, will get the fourth seed in Group A. 

Switzerland – Denmark 3-2 (0-0, 2-1, 1-1)

LAPEENRANTA – Switzerland managed to put away a determined Danish team seeking to avoid a winless preliminary round at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship, scoring the go-ahead goal late in the third to win 3-2. 

Forward Noah Rod had the game-winning goal and defenceman Roger Karrer notched two points in the victory. Denmark goaltender Thomas Lilie won the Best Player award for his team with a 43-save effort in the loss. 

Denmark finished the preliminary round with a 0W-4L record and will face Germany in the relegation series, set to begin on Thursday 24 April. 

The Swiss are sitting currently at No. 2 in Group B, but with one game left to play against the Czech Republic. 

ADAM STEISS

Czechs hand hosts first loss
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Jakub Vrana (center) has five points in three games at the U18 World CHampionship. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – Finland came back twice in the third period to tie the game, but ended up falling to the Czech Republic 4-3 in the shootout. Jakub Vrana had two goals including the game winner. 

The result adds more uncertainty to an already volatile Group B, with the top three teams separated by one point with one more preliminary round game remaining for each. 

Throughout the game the Finns had trouble dealing with an aggressive Czech team that forced the tournament hosts into committing costly turnovers. 

“We talked to each other about it before the game, that we needed to go aggressively to the net and do a lot of forechecking,” said Vrana. “I think we did a good job in the end, though we stopped playing as hard in the third and we gave up a few unlucky goals.”

Finland came out of the second intermission down 2-1 but was not ready to concede defeat to the Czechs. 

A great passing play by the Finns early on ended with an even better pad save by Czech goaltender Vitek Vanecek on Joel Kirivanta. But a turnover behind the Czech net gave Finland the tying goal, as forward Mikko Rantanen won the battle for the puck against two Czech defenders and got it in front to Juho Lammikko waiting in the slot.

But the Finns didn’t make it easy on themselves, committing yet another turnover in their own zone. This time a poor passing attempt by defenceman Sebastian Moberg was blocked by Vaclav Karabacek, who had a clear route to the net and made no mistake on the shot to put his team back up by a goal with under four minutes left in the game.

With two minutes left to go Finland's Sebastian Aho made a great effort to get inside the Czech zone and pass the puck down to Antti Kalapudas behind the net, who served up to defenceman Sami Niku waiting in front of the net for the tying goal with just over a minute left in the game.

A slashing penalty on Aho with two seconds left in the third put the Czechs on a man advantage to start overtime, but neither team was able to find the back of the net and the game went to a shootout. There Vrana beat Kahkonen high glove side, and David Pastrnak followed up with a similar shot while Vanecek shut down both Finnish shooters.

“I can’t do what (Vrana) does because I don’t have a shot like him (laughs),” said Pastrnak. “I saw the goalie was pretty tight in the net so I tried to shoot high and it went in and we got the two points.”

Finland came into its third preliminary round with a perfect record, while the Czechs have had an up and down tournament but played much better than in their second game against the USA. 

The Finns broke the ice at 16:01 of the second period when Kalapudas came down the right wing and fired a shot that beat Vitek Vanecek low. But following the goal the Finns got sloppy and made mistakes in their own end that allowed the Czechs to jump ahead. First David Kase broke up a breakout attempt by the Finns in the middle of the ice, and the puck came to Czech top scorer Vrana, who went to the net and shot past the glove of Kahkonen to tie the game. 

Then just 37 seconds later a shot from the point by forward Jiri Smejkal found its way to the back to the net to put the Czechs up by a goal before the Finns could blink. 

Despite his team’s shaky play on defence, Finland head coach Rauli Umara commended his players for its resilience in the third period, coming back twice from a goal down to tie the game and force overtime.

“The Czechs played better today, they skated well and made nices passes,” said Umara. “But the third period was good for us, the two comebacks showed character.”

Despite the loss the Finns do get a point out of the game, and now sit atop Group B with seven points. But their hold on top seed is tenous at best, with a game coming up against No.2 USA tomorrow. The Czechs, who are shaping up to be a dangerous team at this championship, will face Switzerland. 

“Everybody likes each other here and we got a good group this year,” said Pastrnak, playing in his second U18 tournament. “If we keep playing together as a group we have a big chance to get a gold.”

Russia – Germany 5-2 (3-2, 0-0, 2-0)

Russia put away Germany with two goals in the last period in its third game of the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship preliminary round. 

Yevgeni Svechnikov had two goals and an assist, and Ivan Nikolishin’s three points earned him the Best Player nod for the Russians. 

Russia jumped out to a two-goal lead early in the third period, only to see the Germans come back thanks to two goals coming off a pair of two-man advantages. 

A late power play goal from Kiril Pilipenko gave Russia the one-goal lead with four minutes left in the first period. Then Russia put the game away in the third with goals from Svechnikov and Nikolishin coming within three minutes of each other. 

With the win Russia has six points and will play Canada in its preliminary round finale. A win in regulation time will give the Russians the top seed and the right to face the fourth-seeded team in Group B. Germany, winless in three, could be destined for the preliminary round barring some help from Slovakia and a upset of the Swedes.

ADAM STEISS  
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Brendan Perlini scored his first two international IIHF goals for Team Canada. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Canada has moved closer to securing the top seed in Group A at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship with a 2-1 win over Slovakia. Forward Brendan Perlini had both goals for the Canadians. 

Clike here for scores, stats, and photos

Tied 1-1 early in the third period, Slovakia had an opportunity to get ahead when Jayce Hawryluk was called for a roughing penalty, but couldn’t convert despite a couple of great chances. 

Canada then scored the go-ahead goal with 6:37 left to play, when Perlini roofed a shot home from the left circle past Slovak goaltender Adam Huska’s glove.

“It felt good to get on the board today,” said Perlini. “It was a good win by the guys and a real test for us and we showed that we could play.”

This year’s edition of the Slovak U18 national team, which opened the tournament with a near-upset of Russia, has been a different animal from the one that finished in ninth place last year and was playing in Division I Group A the year before that.

No one told the Canadians, though, who have never lost a game to Slovakia at the U18 level but found themselves down by a goal in the first period. Slovak Mario Grman was whistled for a roughing penalty, but moments after the ensuing faceoff forward Juraj Mily pounced on a neutral zone turnover by the Canadians and took off for the net, beating goaltender Mason McDonald with a nice triple forehand deke to give the underdog Slovaks a 1-0 lead. 

The Slovak defence did a great job in keeping Canada on the outside and matching their physical play with some big hits whenever the Canadians took the puck into the Slovak zone. But with seven second left in the second period Canada equalized with a power play goal by Perlini, who got the puck from a centering shot from Haydn Fleury, turned in front of the net and threw it home.

“Slovakia is a hard working team, they bring it every game and we knew we had to do the same,” said Canada’s team captain Roland McKeown. “We’re starting to come together now and really build that puck possession game, we just need to keep our intensity level high and keep moving forward.”

Canada (3W-0L) will get another big test on Tuesday with its final preliminary round game coming against rivals Russia. 

Despite the loss Slovakia holds four points and looks safe to advance to the playoff round as bottom-ranked Germany has yet to win a game. They will finish off the preliminary round against Sweden on Monday. 

“I’m very happy with our team,” said Slovak defenceman Christian Jaros. “We are playing together and we must skate well and play aggressive to be successful.”

USA – Denmark 7-0 (1-0, 2-0, 4-0)

LAPPEENRANTA – The United States dominated from start to finish, outshooting Denmark 59-8 and scoring seven goals in a 7-0 victory.

Forward Jack Eichel had two goals and an assist, and Jared Fiegl scored a goal and won the Best Player award for the States. All in all 12 American players recorded at least one point in the blowout. 

The loss means that Denmark (0W-3L) would need to beat Switzerland and get some help from the Czech Republic in order to have a chance at avoiding the relegation round. The United States have six points in three games and sit at No. 2 in Group B, with a game against the top-ranked host team Finland on Tuesday. 

ADAM STEISS
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Imatra Arena Imatra Finland

Russia came close to pulling off a remarkable comeback but couldn't beat the Swedes in the shootout. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Sweden survived a furious third period rally by the Russians to win in overtime at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship. Adrian Kempe had the game-winning shootout goal as the Swedes gained their first victory of the tournament. 

“We shouldn’t drop a three-goal lead in an international tournament like this,” said Swedish forward William Nylander. “There’s too many points on the line. We started well but we let them back in.”

Early in the third period Russia cut the lead to 3-1 thanks to a goal from Danil Vovchenko, and with just under 11 minutes left Alexei Sleptsov got the loose puck in front of the net to trim Sweden’s lead down to one.

Then two minutes later Sweden took a penalty for too many players on the ice, and on the man advantage Vladislav Kamenev scored on a one-timer to tie the game up and put the momentum entirely on the Russian side. 

With 4:56 to go Sweden’s Axel Holmstrom drew a boarding penalty, but the Russians were unable to capitalize on the power play and the teams went to overtime. 

In the shootout goaltender Linus Soderstrom stopped both Russian attempts, while Adrian Kempe scored with a forehand deke and William Nylander finished off the Russians with a backhand shot to give Sweden its first win of the tournament.

As in the first game Sweden had some trouble with discipline, but lucky for them so did the Russians. At 14:31 a stoppage in play near the Russian net led to a few clashes between Swedish and Russian players. The referees were able to restore order and handed out a few roughing penalties to calm things down. 

Oscar Lindblom scored the game’s first goal, on a wristshot coming from the high slot area and assisted by Nylander. Russia’s inability to stay out of the box cost the team another goal when Sweden’s Gustav Forsling fired a blast from the point on the power play with just over five minutes left to go. 

Though the opportunities were few and far between for the Russians to get back into the game, the few chances they did have were good ones. Severstal Cherepovets forward Danil Vovchenko missed twice on breakaways in the first and second periods, the first one sailing wide and the second stopped by Linus Soderstrom’s pad.

Sweden went up 3-0 with another power play marker from Lindblom, coming on a point shot from Forsling that he deflected past Russian goaltender Alexander Trushkov. 

The goal prompted a goalie change as Trushkov was pulled in favour of Maxim Tretiak. The grandson of Soviet goaltending legend Vladislav Tretiak came in and performed well in keeping the window open for his teammates to mount the comeback. 

But Tretiak couldn’t deny Sweden in the shootout and Russia now has three points in two games at the U18s, with a game against Germany next. Sweden will play Slovakia on Monday. 

Finland – Switzerland 2-1 (1-1, 0-0, 1-0)

LAPPEENRANTA – Not a bad start for the hosts. Finland is undefeated so far in the preliminary round of the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship after edging Switzerland 2-1.

Sebastian Aho’s third period goal stood up as the game-winner. Kaapo Kahkonen stopped 24 of 25 shots from the Swiss, and defenceman Jarkko Parikka earned the Best Player nod for the Finns. 

Juho Lammikko got the crowd at Lappeenranta Arena into the game early with a breakaway that the Finnish forward finished with a backhand to the roof of the net for the game’s first goal. But five minutes later Swiss forward Denis Malgin equalized with his third goal of the tournament. 

Finland managed to keep the game level despite running into penalty trouble late in the second when Joel Kirivanta earned a ten minute game misconduct for a check to the head and Miro Keskitalo was called for slashing. 

Then midway through the third period Waltteri Hopponen and Jere Rouhiainen set up Aho for the game winner, and Kahkonen stopped seven shots to seal the team’s second win of the preliminary round. 

Finland (2W-0L) will put its 2-game win streak to the test against the Czech Republic (1W-1L) on Monday, while Switzerland (1W-1L) has an easier match against Denmark (0W-2L). 

ADAM STEISS
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U18: Goaltender Nedeljkovic perfect in second game
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Alexander Nedeljkovic and the U.S. defence were in fine form in Saturday's U18 preliminary round game against the Czech Republic. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – After falling 4-2 to Switzerland in the opening game, the United States got back on track with a 3-0 win over the Czech Republic. Goaltender Alexander Nedeljkovic earned the shutout with a 24-save effort. 

Click here for scores, stats and photos

The win was a big one for the Americans, who needed points after the Czechs won handily against Denmark on Friday. 

“We started off slow in the tournament, but that would be the game to lose if you’re going to lose one,” said team captain Louis Belpedio. “We played our game and it was a good team game all around. Today (Nedeljkovic) really made a name for himself.”

Auston Matthews scored the game’s first goal on a four-on-four eight minutes into the first period. Following a shaky opener where he gave up four goals to the Swiss on twenty shots, Nedeljkovic came back and played with confidence throughout the game, making some key stops including a beautiful paddle save on a Czech player with a minute and a half left in the second period to keep the score at 3-0. 

“I think I was a bit more relaxed than yesterday, it was my first big IIHF game so I was a bit nervous but got it out of the way and came back strong,” said Nedeljkovic, who yesterday won the Ontario Hockey League’s Goaltender of the Year award.

“Anytime you got good defencemen in front of you it makes the job easier, and when you’re not seeing any shots from the slot and just from the boards it is much easier.”

The USA stayed firmly in control of the play through the third period, giving up just five shots on net to the Czech Republic. 

The only real Czech opportunity came on a breakaway chance by David Kase early in the third period, but Nedeljkovic came up big yet again and kept the scoresheet clean for the Americans. 

“I think we were a little sharper today,” said head coach Danton Cole. “Defensively we were tighter but it was a heck of a game.”

USA will get a day off before playing winless Denmark, as will the Czechs who play Finland on Monday. 

Canada – Germany 5-2 (1-0, 1-2, 3-0)

IMATRA – Three unanswered goals in the third period allowed Canada to put away a pesky German team 5-2 in its second game of the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship preliminary round. 

German captain Andreas Eder erased an early one-goal lead by Canada with a score midway through the second period. Just over a minute later Conner Bleackley scored his first goal of the tournament to put Canada back up by two, but only for a couple of minutes until forward Maximillian Kammerer tied the game at 2-2.

But four and a half minutes into the final frame Ryan Gropp scored the go-ahead goal, and Canada added two more in the next five minutes courtesy of forwards Travis Konecny and Jared McCann. 

Canada (2W-0L) has a date with Slovakia (1W-0L) on Easter Sunday, while Germany (0W-2L) will face Russia (1OTW-0L) on Monday.

ADAM STEISS

No surprises on Day 2

U18: Slovaks defeat Germany, Czechs smash Danes
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The Czechs' win sets up a big game against the United States tomorrow. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA/IMATRA – Following Switzerland’s opening game upset of the USA yesterday at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship, there were no shockers on Good Friday as Slovakia defeated Germany 4-1 and the Czech Republic rolled over Denmark 9-2.

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

Germany – Slovakia 1-4 (1-1, 0-1, 0-2)

Slovakia shut the Germans down after giving up an early goal in the first period to start its 2014 U18 campaign with a win. 

Manuel Wiederer had the game’s lone goal for Germany, coming 34 seconds into the opening frame. Germany was able to hold onto the lead until just under three minutes left in the period, when Juraj Mily knotted up the score at 1-1 with an unassisted goal. 

After Radovan Bondra put his team up by a goal in the second, the Slovaks pulled away in the third period courtesy of a score from Matej Palocko and an empty netter from Kristian Fertelak. Goaltender Matej Tomek stopped 23 shots and Slovak defenceman Erik Cernak was selected as the game’s Best Player for Slovakia. 

Slovakia’s win over Germany gives it some breathing space going forward should the teams end up at the bottom of the Group A standings, however the Slovaks suprisingly sit atop the group with four points in two games, after nearly upsetting Russia in a 3-2 OT loss. They will have a day off before playing Canada on Easter Sunday. 

Germany meanwhile won’t have much time to rest, playing the Canadians on Saturday afternoon in Imatra. 

Czech Republic – Denmark 9-2 (4-0, 3-0, 2-2)

The Czechs made short work of U18 top division newcomers Denmark in their opening game of the tournament, potting nine goals en route to a 9-2 victory. 

Vaclav Karabacek had two goals and four points to earn his team’s Best Player award, and Jakub Vrana scored the game’s first goal and finished with two scores and an assist. In total seven Czech players found the back of the net. 

Denmark has had a rough go so far in its 2014 campaign, having given up 15 goals while potting just three. The team was without forward Kristian Jensen, who was serving his match penalty for a check to the head committed against a Finnish player in the team's opening game. Jensen will be out for the rest of the preliminary round after receiving an additional two-game suspension from the IIHF Disciplinary Panel. 

The Czechs will draw a tougher opponent tomorrow when they face the 2014 silver-medallists United States, who are surprisingly without a win so far after dropping their opening game 4-2 against Switzerland. Denmark will play the U.S. on Sunday. 

ADAM STEISS

Danish player suspended

Jensen to miss two more games

18.04.2014
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Kristian Jensen (left) will miss the rest of the preliminary round. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – The IIHF Disciplinary Panel has issued a suspension to Denmark U18 national team player Kristian Jensen for his check to the head on Finland’s Eetu Sopanen. Jensen, who received a match penalty in the game and thus missed today’s game against the Czech Republic, will be suspended for an additional two games at the IIHF U18 World Championship. 

The infraction occurred at 14:17 in the second period. With the score 5-1 in favour of Finland Sopanen was battling for the puck along the boards with a Danish player when Jensen skated hard towards Sopanen and delivered a hit with his elbow and forearm directly to the neck and jaw. Sopanen was injured on the play and had to be carried off the ice on a stretcher. 

The Panel determined that Jensen skated into the play with no intention of playing the puck and risked the safety of his opponent. Therefore it was decided that an additional two-game suspension would be added to the match penalty already given to Jensen. He will miss Denmark’s final two preliminary round games against the USA and Switzerland.   
Sweden falls to Canada

U18: Virtanen gets two, Finns roll over Danes

17.04.2014

  Back 

Sweden had a tough finish to its 2013 campaign and has now dropped three games in a row going back to last year. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Defending U18 champion Canada began its title defence with a 3-1 win over Sweden in Group B action at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship. Forward Jake Virtanen scored the game’s first two goals and Matt Barzal added a third in the victory. 

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

"For us playing on different teams all year and then going into this tournament we know that we have to come together quick," said Virtanen. "Sweden is one of the main contenders in the tournament and all the guys knew that and we were able to come together and play well as a team."

Armed with a 2-1 lead and a power play going into the third period, Canada seemed to have all the momentum on its side. Sweden managed to kill the penalty, but later on gave up the insurance goal thanks to a neutral zone interception by Barzal, who skated down the wing and cut towards the net to beat goaltender Linus Soderstrom with a deke between his legs. 

The game started out pretty chippy as both sides sought to get under each other’s skin in the first period. Three roughing penalties were handed out and Canada’s Daniel Audette drew a game misconduct penalty for checking from behind. 

Sweden fell behind 1-0 after giving up the opening to Virtanen in the high slot area for a wristshot right into the top left corner past Soderstrom’s glove. 

Virtanen then made it 2-0 on the powerplay with a soft but accurate wristshot that beat Soderstrom again on the glove side. 

"We hadn't yet played a game with our full group and the Swedes played very aggressive, but I like how our guys were able to maintain their discipline," said head coach Kevin Dineen.

Sweden got on the board with 9:03 to go in the second period, scoring just seconds into a man advantage after Daniel Audette was sent to the box for slashing. Defenceman Gustav Forsling got his stick on a hard shot from the point by Daniel Muzito Bagenda, deflecting it just enough to slip past Canadian goalie Mason McDonald to cut the lead to 2-1. 

But the usually disciplined Swedes weren’t able to get back in the game, and late in the period a checking from behind penalty and game misconduct to forward Adrian Kempe hurt any chance to mount a comeback. 

"We really didn't come out to play in the first period and in this kind of game that's just unnaceptable," said Swedish captain Gustaf Franzen.

Canada will have its second game against Germany on Saturday, while Sweden will have another tough matchup coming up against Russia. 

Denmark – Finland 1-6 (0-3, 1-2, 0-1)

2014 IIHF U18 World Championship hosts Finland got their gold medal campaign started on the right foot, easily dispatching newly-promoted Denmark 6-1.

Playing in his second U18 tournament, Finnish forward Mikko Rantanen scored a hat trick and earned Best Player honours as the Finns outshot the Danes 41-11. 

Sebastian Moberg, Sebastian Aho, and Kasperi Kapanen rounde out the scoring for Finland, which will be looking to keep the momentum going as it hopes to improve on last year’s bronze medal finish. Forward Jeppe Korsgaard had the lone goal for Denmark. 

Aho opened the scoring 4:21 into the opening period, followed by Rantanen who potted his first to within a minute of each other. Denmark cut the lead to 3-1 early in the second but couldn’t muster and more offence as the Finns rolled to a 6-1 win. 

Denmark will not have much time to rest as it will play against the Czech Republic tomorrow afternoon. On Saturday Finland will take on Switzerland, which earlier in the day upset the United States 4-2.

ADAM STEISS

Swiss stunner

U18: USA downed 4-2, Russia edges Slovaks in OT

17.04.2014
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Rock-solid defence and an opportunistic offence won the day for the Swiss. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – Switzerland got the party started in a big way at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship, posting its first-ever defeat of the United States in a men’s U18 tournament with a 4-2 win in the opening game. 

Switzerland – USA 4-2 (1-2, 0-0, 3-0)

Click here for scores, stats and photos

The Swiss won the game thanks to some great defensive play and timely counter attacks from their top line. Denis Malgin had three points, including the game-winning goal in the third period and an empty netter, while linemate Kevin Fiala had a goal and an assist to help put away the Americans.

“We told the guys to stay patient and keep them on the outside and away from the slot, that we would get our chances,” said Swiss head coach Manuel Celio. “Players sacrificed, blocked shots, hockey’s pretty simple if you do those things but you still have to do them.”

Down 2-1 in the third period, Fiala tied the game up early with a goal coming off a two-on-one. Malgin took the puck into the USA zone and made a cross-ice pass to Fiala for the 2-2 score 46 seconds into the period. 

The Swiss were then able to matchup up physically with the U.S. and kept the crease clean around their own net. The game winner came with less than five minutes to go when Fiala shot the puck at USA goaltender Alexander Nedeljkovic, who was unable to cover up the rebound before Malgin stole the puck away and roofed it home. 

“We had to play defence first and focus on the counters,” said Malgin. “It’s great to get this win and we feel very satisfied with how we played.”

Things didn’t look so good for the Swiss early on as the Americans went right to work in the first period, looking dominant in the opening minutes and scoring five minutes in on a power play goal from defenceman Jack Dougherty, coming after Swiss forward Noah Rod checked Dougherty’s defensive partner Jack Glover in the head and took a ten minute misconduct penalty.

“We were pretty nervous in the beginning and they dominated us,” said Fiala. “But we came into the game and tried to keep the puck away from the net and we didn’t give up on the play. We played pretty good as a team and that’s how we won and we just need to keep this going.”

But after weathering US pressure for the first half of the period the Swiss caught a break when a shot from Julien Privet was coughed up by Nedeljkovic in front of the net and right to forward Damien Riat for the tying goal. 

Team USA went back up by a goal with five minutes left courtesy of Kyle Connor, but the well dried up after that as Switzerland closed ranks around its net and frustrated the American offence the rest of the way. 

“They played a good hockey game, they defended well worked really hard and were opportunistic, that’s a blueprint for winning any game.” said USA head coach Danton Cole. 

Both teams get a day off before resuming action on Saturday. USA will face the Czech Republic while the Swiss take on the host nation Finland. 

Russia – Slovakia 3-2 OT (1-1, 1-1, 0-0, 1-0)

IMATRA – Russia survived a scare from the underdog Slovaks in its opening game of the IIHF U18 World Championship, coming through in overtime 3-2. Kirill Pilipenko had the game-winner just 22 seconds into the extra frame. 

Russian forward Yevgeniy Svechnikov scored his team’s first goal of the tournament, assisted by Ivan Nikolishin and Nikita Lyamin and coming just over 15 minutes into the opening period.

Slovakia equalized with less than a minute to go in the frame with a goal coming from defenceman Patrik Maier on the power play. The Slovaks then ran into penalty trouble through most of the second period, taking four consecutive trips to the box but managing to come out ahead after forward Kristian Pospisil scored a short-handed goal. But the Russians equalized while still on the same power play thanks to Pilipenko’s first goal late in the frame. 

Going into overtime Slovakia was again short-handed as team captain Erik Cernak was whistled for a dely of game penalty with less than two minutes to go in the third. Then Pilipenko’s early OT winner gave Russia the win to open its 2014 U18 campaign. 

Russia has a big matchup coming up on Saturday against Sweden. Slovakia will be in in tough against defending champions Canada. 

 ADAM STEISS

Young and restless

U18s set to kick off in Finland
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Thursday afternoon will see the start of the "World Juniors Lite": The IIHF U18 World Championship. Photos: Francois Laplante, Matthew Murnaghan / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – After breaking in the Olympic arenas in Sochi, the IIHF U18 World Championship heads north to Finland for its 2014 edition. 

With the tournament set to begin on Thursday, 10 teams filled with many NHL draft hopefuls are making the final tuneup for a medal run in the south-eastern Finnish towns of Lappeenranta and Imatra. With the amount of talented players coming up through the national development programs of the world's top hockey nations, the tournament has been pickin up steam as an international showcase for the sport's future stars. 

The defending champions? Team Canada, which last year foreshadowed the double Olympic triumph of the country’s men’s and women’s senior teams by edging the United States 3-2 in the U18 gold medal game at the Bolshoi Arena. 

The Canadians will go into the 2015 tournament with a few fresh faces needing to replace the scoring production that came from last season’s tournament MVP Connor McDavid. 

One candidate expected to pick up the slack is forward Brayden Point of the Western Hockey League’s Moose Jaw Warriors. Point has already gotten onto the scoresheet in Finland, notching three goals and two assists in exhibition games against Denmark and the host Finns. 

"He goes to the hard places," said head coach Kevin Dineen, who recently guided the Canadian women's team to Olympic gold in Sochi. "He earns everything he gets."

One team that will see an unusually high amount of turnover in its roster will be 2013 silver medallists USA. Forward Jack Eichel is the lone returnee from last year’s squad. 

But that’s not to say this country can be taken lightly. The U.S. enters the tournament having captured a record 10-consecutive medals, including back-to-back golds in 2005-06 and four-straight gold medals from 2009-12; three silver medals (2004, 2007, 2013); and one bronze medal (2008). Team USA's seven gold medals are the most of any country in the history of the U18 Worlds, due in large part to a highly centralized development system.  

“I think we played well in exhibition, we’re pretty used to each other since we play together most of the season,” said Eichel. “I like our team a lot this year, we got two good goaltenders, seven good defenceman and a great group of forwards.”

2013 bronze medallists Finland gave both North American teams a run for their money last season, defeating the United States 2-1 in the preliminary round before falling 3-1 to Canada in the semi-final. 

The Finns have in their offensive arsenal forward Kasperi Kapanen, a rising star for the national team who has been an impact player since he helped the team win gold at the 2012 Youth Olympic Winter Games. Kapanen is currently the highest-rated European skater in the Central Scouting Bureau's pre-draft ranking. 

“I think we have good guys here this year too and we feel very confident,” says Kapanen, who missed out on a gold medal this year after having to pull out of Finland’s World Junior team with a shoulder injury.

“There’s a lot of pressure playing in Finland for the national team,” he added. “But I just try to take that crowd and use it as sort of a sixth man on the ice and try to do the best that we can.”

Russia, which finished in fourth place last season after losing to Finland in the bronze medal game, will ice a strong team as usual, led by players with impressive hockey pedigrees. 

Ivan Nikolishin, a strong two-way forward and one of the top players in this year’s team, is the son of former NHLer Andrei Nikolishin. He spent this past season playing for Krasnaya Armia Moscow, the junior team of CSKA Moscow in the MHL. Playing in a league with players up to five years older than him, the then-17-year-old managed to accumulate 11 goals and 23 points in 53 games, and now plays in Canada for the Everett Silvertips. Among the netminders backstopping the Russian team will be Maxim Tretiak, grandson of Vladislav Tretiak, who just so happens to be one of the most famous goaltenders in the history of the game.

Sweden, which up until last year were perennial silver medallists, fell to fifth place in Sochi after losing 4-0 in the quarter-final to its nemesis the United States. Prior to 2013 the Swedes had lost three straight times to Team USA in the gold-medal game.

Tre Kronor will look to get back to the medal round with a cast that includes Oscar Lindblom, a strong two-way player who had four points in four games at the Ivan Hlinka tournament in the summer and last year earned the Top Forward award in the junior Allsvenskan league. William Nylander, son of former NHLer Michael Nylander, is a highly skilled forward that will be counted on to put pucks in the net, something he did just twice in last year’s U18s. 

Switzerland finished behind the Swedes last year, and will ice a team that includes Kevin Fiala, a pure scoring forward who notched five points (1G+4A) in this year’s World Junior Championship. Another forward, Denis Malgin, returns for his second U18, but the lack of scoring depth leaves question marks as to whether the Swiss can improve on their sixth-place finish. 

The tournament dark horse? Probably the Czech Republic, a team that won bronze in 2002, 2004, and 2006 but has otherwise struggled at this level of play, especially since being relegated in 2007. After making it back to the top division in 2009, this hockey nation has never finished better than sixth place. It will be looking to turn things around this year with a crop of youngsters headed by David Pastrnak and Jakub Vrana. Pastrnak is a speedy offensive weapon and a gifted scorer, and both him and Vrana have international experience at the U20 level. 

Denmark is the newcomer to the top division this year, and is aiming on staying there. However the team will go into the tournament missing its star forward as Nikolaj Ehlers is in the middle of the playoff season with Halifax Mooseheads. Ehlers, the son of former national team player Heinz Ehlers, led the team in scoring in the 2014 Division I Group A tournament with 11 points in five games. 

Chances are the battle to avoid relegation will go down to the Danes and Germany. Slovakia, which finished in 9th place last season, could also be in the mix. 

The tournament will take place from April 17-24, and features ten teams divided into two groups. The United States is grouped with Finland, Switzerland, the Czech Republic, and Denmark, and will open the tournament against the Swiss. Group B will feature defending champions Canada, Germany, Slovakia, Sweden, and Russia. Imatra will host the first preliminary round game of Group B when Russia faces Slovakia. 

Click here for schedule
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New coach for Canadian U18

After women’s hockey gold in Sochi, Dineen takes new challenge
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Most recently Kevin Dineen led Canada’s women’s national team to Olympic gold in Sochi 2014. Photo: Jeff Vinnick / HHOF-IIHF Images

CALGARY – Hockey Canada, in partnership with the Canadian Hockey League (CHL), announced that Kevin Dineen will be the head coach of Canada’s National Men’s U18 Team for the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship, April 17-27 in Lappeenranta and Imatra, Finland.

Hockey Canada also announced that Trevor Letowski, head coach of the OHL’s Sarnia Sting, and Gord Murphy will work with Dineen as assistant coaches. 

Kevin Dineen, 50, was most recently head coach of Canada’s National Women’s Team, winning a gold medal at the 2014 Olympic Winter Games in Sochi, Russia. Prior to working with Team Canada, he was head coach of the NHL’s Florida Panthers for parts of three seasons (2011-13), winning the franchise’s first-ever Southeast Division title in 2011-12. He was also head coach of the AHL’s Portland Pirates for six seasons (2005-11), winning the AHL’s coach of the year award in 2005-06. As a player, Dineen represented Canada on six occasions, winning silver medals at the IIHF World Championship in both 1985 and 1989, and winning the Canada Cup in 1987. He also represented Canada at the world championship in 1987 and 1993, and at the 1984 Olympic Winter Games. He played 19 NHL seasons from 1984-2003 with Hartford, Philadelphia, Carolina, Ottawa and Columbus. 

Trevor Letowski, 36, will serve on a Team Canada coaching staff for the first time. He has spent the past four seasons on the coaching staff of the OHL’s Sarnia Sting, spending three seasons as an assistant coach (2010-13) before taking over as head coach prior to the 2013-14 season. As a player, Letowski represented Canada twice in international competition; he won a gold medal with Canada’s National Junior Team at the 1997 IIHF World Junior Championship, and finished fourth at the 2000 IIHF World Championship. He appeared in 616 games over 13 NHL seasons with Phoenix, Vancouver, Columbus and Carolina. 

Gord Murphy, 46, will serve on a Team Canada coaching staff for the first time. He served as an assistant coach with the NHL’s Florida Panthers for parts of three seasons (2010-13) after spending eight years (2002-10) in the same role with the NHL’s Columbus Blue Jackets. As a player, Murphy made one appearance with Team Canada, finishing sixth at the 1998 IIHF World Championship. He played 14 NHL seasons from 1988-2002 with Philadelphia, Boston, Florida and Atlanta.

“Representing Canada at any level is a great honour and a tremendous challenge,” said Dineen. “I am excited to work with Trevor and Gord, and assemble a team that will make Canada proud at the world championship.”

Canada’s coaching staff, along with Ryan Jankowski, Hockey Canada’s head scout of the men’s Program of Excellence, will help select Canada’s roster for the 2014 IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship from players whose CHL teams either missed the playoffs or are no longer competing in the playoffs. 

Hockey Canada’s Program of Excellence, including the under-18 program, is overseen by a management group comprised of Joël Bouchard (Blainville-Boisbriand, QMJHL), Sean Burke (Phoenix, NHL), Bruce Hamilton (Kelowna, WHL) and Mark Hunter (London, OHL). This group works directly with Hockey Canada vice-president of hockey operations and national teams Brad Pascall and senior director of hockey operations and national teams Scott Salmond to oversee operations of the under-17, under-18 and under-20 programs.

The Program of Excellence policy committee, comprised of Hockey Canada president and CEO Bob Nicholson, Hockey Canada chief operating officer Scott Smith, OHL commissioner and CHL president David Branch, QMJHL commissioner Gilles Courteau, WHL commissioner Ron Robison, and Hockey Canada officers Joe Drago and Michaël Brind’Amour sets the direction of the program.

Canada is a three-time gold medallist at the IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship, winning in 2003, 2008 and 2013. 

The 2014 IIHF Hockey U18 World Championship opens for Canada on April 17 when it faces Sweden. Canada will also face Germany, Slovakia and Russia in the preliminary round.

TSN/RDS, the official broadcasters of Hockey Canada, will broadcast Canada’s final preliminary round game against Russia on April 22, as well as both semi-finals on April 26 and both medal games on April 27.

– with files from Hockey Canada 

Like father, like son

Russian forward Ivan Nikolishin makes his mark

08.08.2013
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Ivan Nikolishin is one of the most noticeable players on this year’s Russian U18 national team. Photo: Andreas Robanser

PIESTANY, Slovakia – For those who may fondly remember the dependable two-way play of long-time pro and former Russian national team player and NHLer Andrei Nikolishin, it should come as no surprise that his son Ivan Nikolishin is the player Russian U18 national team coach Pavel Baulin has been turning to whenever anything of great importance has needed to be taken care of in the first three games of the 2013 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

With two assists and a +1 rating in the three preliminary-round games, Nikolishin has been instrumental in helping Russia earn its way to its semi-final match against Canada on the strength of a 2-1 victory over Slovakia and a convincing 7-3 victory over Finland.

Still, that stat line doesn’t come close to fairly representing his overall contributions to the team. Just about every time Russia has been on the power play, Nikolishin has been on the ice making life miserable for opposing defences.

When Russia has been shorthanded, Nikolishin has been on the ice disarming opponent power plays. If the team has found itself in any number of altercations, he has likely been in the middle of them. You talk about key face-offs? You’ve likely seen him in the face-off circle.

You notice some tempers flaring and players trash-talking? You’ve likely seen Nikolishin hanging around in the scrum. In fact, in Russia’s victory over Finland, he practically found himself tangled up with a player right on Finland’s bench during a line change only to then take a shot a few seconds later that went into and then out of the opposition net so quickly that neither the goal judge nor the on-ice officials had noticed it went in.

Yep, that’s just a shift like any other for Nikolishin.

Now surely, representing Russia at any international ice hockey event is no small feat for anyone. This achievement seems even more daunting when you take the size of the country and its love for the sport into account, but the national jersey is all that more difficult to find your way into when you’re born in another country, much less the United States of America.

This is nonetheless exactly where the young forward was born, namely right in the State of Connecticut on 12th April 1996, an event that transpired due to his father Andrei having played professionally for the Hartford Whalers at that time. Ivan Nikolishin would end up spending the bulk of his first seven years of life in the USA, including a stint in the greater Washington DC metropolitan area before moving to Russia at the age of seven after having completed the first grade.

Ever since then, Nikolishin has been living and playing in Russia. He spent this past season playing for Krasnaya Armia Moscow, the junior team of CSKA Moscow in the MHL, a league in which he played against young men up to five years his senior. There he managed to accumulate 11 goals and 23 points in 53 games.

“It was a tough year. The coach didn’t let us play very much considering how young I and the guys in my line were. He didn’t or couldn’t invest his trust in us. We did finally get to play some more towards the end of the season and this afforded me some important experience,” the 17-year-old said.

That experience has proven vital in moving up the ranks to the point of now representing his country at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

Through the years though, the ties to North America have never dissipated.

“I’m still in the States almost every year and I will be there again soon. In fact, I would very much like to play in the CHL and will be attending training camp with the WHL’s Everett Silvertips this fall,” he said.

This might lead one to wonder if Nikolishin actually had any special feelings or emotions about lacing up his skates against Team USA and the group of players they’re featuring here in Piestany.

“To be honest, there are no particular emotions about playing against the USA worth mentioning. It’s a team – a good team – but a team like every other and I want to beat them like everyone else. I want to beat every team we play. I might have seen some of their players along the way somewhere, but I don’t know anybody by name, much less personally. It’s a team full of opponents that we have to beat if we want the gold in this tournament.”

Like many players whose fathers enjoyed pro careers, a lot of his father’s game can be seen in his own. Nikolishin is a responsible two-way forward who can deke out opponents in a telephone booth just as well as he can back-check relentlessly. He plays very well all over the ice, especially along the boards, and displays strong puck protection skills. He is able to stand up against physical pressure and find his teammates on the ice with pinpoint accurate passes.

Much of his game is very complete, even if unspectacular, but his playing style isn’t the only thing being influenced by his father.

“He’s like my agent. He has a big influence. When it comes to me and my immediate future, he feels my best route would be to take a shot at playing in the WHL. He feels that if I don’t do it now, then I may never do it and then I may one day look back and wonder what could have been,” he said.

“Now I can go over there and give it my all. If things don’t work out as hoped, I can always come back and continue my development in the MHL. The decision makers have let me know that I’d be welcome back with open arms.”

As any good agent would, the elder Nikolishin is watching his youngest son and client right here in Piestany, keeping a watchful eye on his boy’s progress. He’s headed down for the back leg of the tournament and he’s not alone either.

“I’d like to give a ‘Happy Birthday’ shout out to my younger sister, who herself plays tennis, as well as my older brother back home who is also in the MHL. My father, mother and sister are actually here at the tournament, so I’ll be seeing them shortly. I’m sure they’ll have a few comments in tow about what they saw on the ice in our last game.”

Nikolishin is one of eight players on this Russian entry to the Ivan Hlinka Tournament who have options to head over to North America to play in the CHL this upcoming season. Many of them, like Nikolishin, have confirmed that they’re planning on making use of that option and they’d not be the first. A number of extremely talented Russian-born players have been making use of this option in recent years including no less than recent highly ranked NHL draft picks Nail Yakupov and Mikhail Grigorenko.

For many, this trend is somewhat confusing in light of the growth of the KHL game in Russia and the continual expansion of the league into the heart of Europe. This curiosity is compounded by a name as big as Ilya Kovalchuk leaving North America and a huge contract right in his prime in order to head home and play in the KHL.

The young Nikolishin has seen life on both sides of the Atlantic, knowing very well what’s required of pros at the top level in North America and in Russia. It’s a perspective few players of his age can possibly have in such an intimate capacity. But this isn’t much of a concern for him in the here and now.

“For real, I don’t really think about the current international climate and the challenges that the NHL and KHL present to each other, much less where is better to play. I have to think about what’s best for my development as a complete player in the future and right now, at this moment, I’m thinking solely about how I can help my team win here at this tournament. That’s all I’m really giving any thought to at the moment.”

With that of focus, and a game that is eerily similar to the one that once led his father to a career as a Russian national team player and NHLer, it’s little wonder his coach has been leaning on him to deliver and lead the way for Russia in any and all situations throughout this tournament.

Spectators shouldn’t expect any less when Russia faces off against Canada in the semi-finals in Piestany on Friday.

CHAPIN LANDVOGT

Participants:

Group A in Breclav (CZE): Czech Republic, Canada, Sweden, Switzerland

Group B in Piestany (SVK): Slovakia, Finland, Russia, USA

Schedule & Scores:

Monday, 5 August 2013

In Piestany (14:00): Finland vs. USA 3-2 OT

In Breclav (15:30): Switzerland vs. Sweden 3-2

In Piestany (17:30): Slovakia vs. Russia 1-2

In Breclav (19:00): Czech Republic vs. Canada 0-4

Tuesday, 6 August 2013

In Piestany (14:00): USA vs. Russia 4-2

In Breclav (15:30): Sweden vs. Canada 4-3

In Piestany (17:30): Slovakia vs. Finland 1-5

In Breclav (19:00): Czech Republic vs. Switzerland 4-3 SO

Wednesday, 7 August 2013

In Piestany (14:00): Russia vs. Finland 7-3

In Breclav (15:30): Canada vs. Switzerland 4-3 SO

In Piestany (17:30): Slovakia vs. USA 2-5

In Breclav (19:00): Czech Republic vs. Sweden 5-2

Friday, 9 August 2013

7th-place game in Piestany (14:00): Sweden vs. Slovakia

5th-place game in Breclav (15:30): Finland vs. Switzerland

Semi-final in Piestany (17:30): Canada vs. Russia

Semi-final in Breclav (19:00): USA vs. Czech Republic

Saturday, 10 August 2013

Bronze medal game

Gold medal game

Venues/times TBD.

Confidence and a magical minute

Long-time Czech goalie Milan Hnilicka now U18 national team GM

07.08.2013

  Back 

Czech GM and former national team goalie Milan Hnilicka, together with former teammate and captain Robert Reichel, watches his team defeat Switzerland coming back from a 3-0 deficit. Photo: Andreas Robanser

BRECLAV, Czech Republic – There will be no shortage of international tournament experience in the host’s locker room. Having represented Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic for nearly two decades, Milan Hnilicka is a valuable source of information for all players on the Czech U18 team currently active at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Cup.

After an upbeat performance season that saw the hosts post a memorable victory over Russia and finishing fourth last year, the General Manager duties this year were passed over to Milan Hnilicka.

By accepting that position, the former goalkeeper continued his close ties to the red-and-white jersey of the Czech Republic. Having already represented his country in several junior tournaments, he first got his name in the books when he participated in the 1990 IIHF U18 European Championship in Sweden. It turned out to be start of a bright international career in which he was an undisputed selection between the pipes of the men’s national team until the 2008 IIHF World Championship.

The spell has been well decorated as well with Olympic gold in 1998 as the absolute highlight. Other than that the list is long and colourful with three World Championship gold medals and 12 medals in total. On top of that he was named Best Goalkeeper at the 2001 IIHF World Championship.

After Hnilicka hung up his skates in 2009, it didn’t take long before he was approached for an off-ice job. He led BK Mlada Boleslav as Sports Manager for two seasons before the national team appealed to him once again. Last year he managed the U17 selections and now he is active in Breclav where the best Czech players born in 1996 and 1997 are presenting themselves to the world.

“Tournaments like these are extremely important for these young lads,” Hnilicka told IIHF.com. “They provide a tremendous experience that these players do not get during regular-season play. They will also play against very good opposition with teams like Canada and Sweden.”

Asked about his time representing the U18 national team, Hnilicka fondly remembered those days: “It’s a long time ago, but I do still have good memories about that time. We played in front of a full house here and were successful. It was an emotional few days for sure.”

When the time allows for it, Hnilicka doesn’t mind picking up the occasional conversation with the players to share experiences.

“Of course I’ve been with the national team for quite some time so I can pass some lessons,” he said. “One thing is that I’ve always felt pride whenever I put on the national team jersey. Over here you are not just representing your country but you also play in a tournament named after Ivan Hlinka, a person who means a lot for Czech hockey and is still very respected.”

Milan Hnilicka makes a save in the quarter-final game between the Czech Republic and Sweden at the 2008 IIHF World Championship. Photo: Matthew Manor / HHOF-IIHF Images

Although Breclav has been excellent hosts since 2002 (apart from 2007 to 2009 when they didn’t host), Canada was not to hand out any presents in their tournament opening game against the Czech Republic. The 4-0 defeat, however, did not demoralise Hnilicka.

“Canada is a really good team. We started quite well but were unlucky to concede two late goals in the first period. In total we lost by three power-play goals and a penalty shot.”

That result and the Swiss victory over Sweden on the opening day meant that yesterday’s game between the Czech Republic and Switzerland was already vital to keep up any medal hopes for Hnilicka’s team.

“To some the Swiss result comes as a surprise but not to me,” the GM acknowledged. “During the past 10 years, Switzerland has been really improving which shows in international results. They can no longer be underestimated.”

Heading into the crucial game, the game plan remains unchanged.

“We want to play our own system and do not adapt to our opponents. We like to play an active, attractive game and don’t want to sit back and play counter-attack hockey. Against Canada we were pushed back but I’m confident we can be successful.”

Less than fourteen minutes played in the game against Switzerland even the confident General Manager must have been feeling at unease in the stands. Still boosted by their victory on Day 1, Switzerland hit the ice with full momentum and took a 3-0 lead to stun the home crowd.

First Noele Trisconi found himself at the right spot to fire home a rebound before Damien Rat doubled the lead at 13:41. Paralyzed by that goal, the Czechs immediately suffered another blow when Denis Malgin set up Kevin Fiala in the slot, who rifled the puck into the top corner just 15 seconds later.

Czech coach Jakub Petr was forced to call for a time-out and a goaltender change. Having been on both ends of such a goaltending change himself throughout his career, Hnilicka knows the effect such a move can have on a team.

The stoppage of play had the Czechs back on their feet and they cut the deficit back to two when Jakub Vrana opened the scoring for the home team midway through the game and the crowd was getting behind the team. Goalie Vit Vanecek, who was brought in for Jan Pechek, made the necessary saves and the momentum started to shift.

Nevertheless, Switzerland seemed to be in control in taking their second victory until a minute of magic in Breclav occurred. With the clock having signalled the final minute of the game and the Czechs being short-handed after a delay-of-game penalty, Pavel Jenys watched a wrist shot end up in the net to set a frantic finish to the game.

Jakub Petr decided to pull his goaltender to even up the number of skaters on the ice in an all-or-nothing effort. The Swiss became nervous. With the puck in their own zone they failed to clear the puck and Filip Pyrochta scored the Czechs’ second shorthanded goal wristing home the equalizer with 23 seconds left in regulation time; 3-3.

Overtime had both teams play cautious and penalty shots had to decide about the winner. Jakub Vrana scored on the first Czech effort and for the first time in the game Switzerland was trailing. It was a deficit they didn’t recover from. The Swiss failed on two penalty shots of their own before Vaclav Karabacek scored via the goal post.

The Czechs stuck to their game plan and it paid off. They are still in a position to play for a medal but in order to do that they will have to beat Sweden today, while Switzerland will have to recover mentally from this loss before facing Canada.

To make it worse for the Swiss, Canada will also need points from this game to make the semi-finals since they surprisingly lost to Sweden, 4-3, in a physical contest on Tuesday.

Jared McCann gave Canada the lead early on, but Sweden came back strong with three unanswered goals. Robin Kovacs equalised quickly for Tre Kronor after which Kevin Elgestål extended the lead. Sam Bennett and William Nylander exchanged early third-period goals before an unlucky turn of events saw Jake Virtanen crash into Swedish netminder Jesper Eriksson. The goaltender was taken off the ice on a stretcher and eventually brought to hospital.

Spencer Watson brought Canada back to 4-3 with a power-play goal on Linus Söderström, who took over in net for Sweden. It was all Canada was going to get, also because any hopes of a late comeback where thwarted when Brendan Lemieux received a major penalty for kneeing late in the game.

Switzerland now leads the group with 4 points, followed by Sweden and Canada with three points a piece. Although ranked fourth and last, the Czechs are anything but out with the two points earned against the Swiss. A regulation-time win over Sweden would see them qualify for the semi-finals.

Finland impressed the crowd in Piestany in Group B. The team outclassed Slovakia and convincingly posted their second victory of the tournament defeating the home side 5-1.

The other game in the group saw Team USA beat Russia by a score of 4-2. The Russians had their fair share of chances but were denied by a brilliant Alex Nedeljkovic in the U.S. net. The game MVP turned away 32 saves for the Americans who now sit in second place behind Finland.

JOERI LOONEN

Participants:

Group A in Breclav (CZE): Czech Republic, Canada, Sweden, Switzerland

Group B in Piestany (SVK): Slovakia, Finland, Russia, USA

Schedule & Scores:

Monday, 5 August 2013

In Piestany (14:00): Finland vs. USA 3-2 OT

In Breclav (15:30): Switzerland vs. Sweden 3-2

In Piestany (17:30): Slovakia vs. Russia 1-2

In Breclav (19:00): Czech Republic vs. Canada 0-4

Tuesday, 6 August 2013

In Piestany (14:00): USA vs. Russia 4-2

In Breclav (15:30): Sweden vs. Canada 4-3

In Piestany (17:30): Slovakia vs. Finland 1-5

In Breclav (19:00): Czech Republic vs. Switzerland 4-3 SO

Wednesday, 7 August 2013

In Piestany (14:00): Russia vs. Finland

In Breclav (15:30): Canada vs. Switzerland

In Piestany (17:30): Slovakia vs. USA

In Breclav (19:00): Czech Republic vs. Sweden

Friday, 9 August 2013

7th-place game

5th-place game

Semi-final 1

Semi-final 2

Venues/times TBD.

Saturday, 10 August 2013

Bronze medal game

Gold medal game

Venues/times TBD.

Kostopoulos, Samuelsson, Murray, etc. 4/21
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0 Comments

Some notes from WBS Penguins practice today at Coal Street:

– Technically an optional skate today, with Alain Nasreddine running the show, but very well attended. The only healthy skaters I didn’t see out there were Chuck Kobasew, Andrew Ebbett and Nick Drazenovic.

– Tom Kostopoulos was one of the first players on the ice and one of the last ones off. For some players, you might see this as a motivational ploy. Like, if the 35-year-old captain can be on the ice for an optional, you can too. That’s not the case with Kostopoulos. I think he was out there just because he really likes to be out there.I’ll probably form this into an actual story at some point this week, but for now, let me just say this. I don’t know when Kostopoulos plans on retiring. He said he and his wife have been talking about it lately. I do know that if he does hang them up sometime soon, it will be because he thinks that’s what’s best for his family, not because his game — or his love for the game — have deteriorated.

– Coach John Hynes said Philip Samuelsson and Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers have been ruled out of the Binghamton series due to lower-body injuries. Not having Samuelsson will be a blow, especially since the Penguins have their hands full defending a potent Binghamton offense, but it’s not unexpected. He was still on crutches as of late last week.

– Reid McNeill, who missed last weekend with a lower-body injury, practiced in a red, no-contact jersey. I think the plan is for him to be ready to go by Friday, but that depends on how this week of practice goes, of course.

– Hynes also said that there’s a chance Matt Murray, who stopped 23-of-25 shots in a 2-0 loss to Utica in his pro debut Sunday, will back up Peter Mannino on Friday in Binghamton. That would be a vote of confidence in the 19-year-old.

– Chris Conner was recalled from his two-game conditioning assignment today. He didn’t make much of an impact over the weekend, but he looked healthy, which is the primary point of such an assignment, I guess.

– The combination of the veteran scratch situation, a few injuries and some personnel moves have prevented the Penguins from putting together consistent line combinations or D pairs in the last few weeks. The Harrington-Mikkelson pair has been together most of the time. The Ebbett-Kobasew connection has been pretty constant too. Other than that, not even the Tom, Nick and Harry Line has been together all that much. Hynes said he planned to map out a plan for his lineup later Monday. I’m sure the picture will clear up later in the week.

Bye for now,

jb
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Back to Bingo 4/19

April 19th, 2014

7 Comments

The WBS Penguins lost 2-0 to the Utica Comets on Saturday night, and that, coupled with a win by Albany and a loss by Providence, leaves the Penguins in the six hole in the Eastern Conference. That means they’ll face Binghamton in the first round of the playoffs.Here’s the schedule:

Friday, April 25: Penguins at Binghamton, 7:05

 Saturday, April 26: Penguins at Binghamton, 7:05

 Wednesday, April 30: Binghamton at Penguins, 7:05

 Friday, May 2: Binghamton at Penguins, 7:05*

 Monday, May 5: Penguins at Binghamton, 7:05*

 *-if necessary

As we talked about quite a bit last night after the Penguins lost 5-4 at Binghamton in a showdown for the East Division title, the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena has been a house of horrors for the Penguins this season. They’re 0-3-1 there and have been outscored 20-9. (I’m stubbornly not counting that shootout “goal” as a goal.)

After the game, John Hynes said playoffs are a different story than the regular season, and that the Penguins have won in the building in the playoffs before, so he wasn’t dreading another trip to Binghamton if the seeds worked out that way. Judging by the lineup he dressed Saturday night in Utica, he wasn’t just whistling past the graveyard. He meant it.

Ten regulars got the night off. Six amateur tryouts were in, including 19-year-old starting goalie Matt Murray.

The Penguins actually played a pretty solid, structured game and Murray looked good, but they couldn’t put anything together in the offensive zone, even when they went on the 5-on-3 power play a couple of times. Peter Andersson scored on a screened slap shot from the left point past a screen in the first period and Pascal Pelletier scored after a nifty passing play on the power play in the third.

Albany beat Springfield soundly 5-2 to move into fifth and Providence lost 2-0 to Worcester to stay in seventh. That sets the Eastern Conference matchups as Manchester-Norfolk, Springfield-Providence, Binghamton-WBS and St. John’s-Albany.

There will be plenty of time to break down the Pens and Sens this week. In the meantime, I’d love to hear your thoughts in the comments about these two questions.

1. Would you have rested your regulars like the Penguins did tonight?

2. In the playoffs, would you rather travel 1,800 miles to a building you’re 1-1 in or travel 80 miles to a building you’re 0-3-1 in?

Bye for now,

jb
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St. John’s eliminates added travel time by staying State-side until first-round series vs. Albany Devils starts

It’s a road trip bridging the regular and post-seasons.    

Rather than come home for a few days before beginning their first-round Calder Cup playoff series against the Albany Devils, the St. John’s IceCaps will forego any back and forth by plane this week.

St. John's IceCaps

“We’ve been beat up so bad this year with our travel, with delays and missed connections, that we decided it wasn’t worth the possibility of it happening now with us going home and travelling back here again,” said IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge.

McCambridge was speaking Sunday, the day after his team wound up its 2013-14 American Hockey League regular-season schedule with 5-4 win over the Portland Pirates in Saco, Me.

Their best-of-five opening-round series begins with games Friday and Saturday nights in Albany, but the IceCaps didn’t travel directly to the New York State capital from southern Maine on Sunday, instead heading to Providence, R.I., where the team will practise over the next couple of days.

“We’re going to break it up, staying in Providence for the first half of the week, then moving to Albany,” said McCambridge. “The reason is that we know from spending as much time on the road as we do, that staying in one place for an extended period means things can get stale pretty quickly.

“That’s something we want to avoid.”

Interestingly, the Devils are one of three Eastern Conference teams the IceCaps did not play in the regular season, the Norfolk Admirals and Adirondack Phantoms being the others. In their first three years in the AHL, the IceCaps have had a regular-season schedule that had them not facing two or three teams in the conference, the non-opponents being selected on sort of a rotating basis. This season, it happened that Albany had a turn in that rotation.

A week or so ago, that didn’t seem to be much of a concern for St. John’s (46-23-7), which was pretty much a lock as the fourth playoff seed in the conference, meaning it would face the fifth seed in the first round. Just 10 days ago, the Devils were a longshot to finish fifth in the conference. The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, Binghamton Senators and Providence Bruins were far more likely opponents for the IceCaps..

But the Devils won their last five games, while the Penguins and P-Bruins stumbled a bit down the stretch. Meanwhile, Binghamton, even though it had fewer points than St. John’s, wound up as the third seed by finishing first in the East Division. (The division winners in each conference earn the top three seeds for the playoffs; the IceCaps finished second to Manchester in the Atlantic Division).

“For the last while, Albany was always one of the four on our list as a potential opponent,” said McCambridge, “To be honest though, the order we were considering, in terms of who would we would most likely face (in the first round), was 1. Wilkes-Barre, 2. Binghamton, 3. Providence and then Albany.

“But the scenario worked out that that with Albany winning Saturday and everyone else losing, we would play the Devils.”

While their first-round matchup might be a mild surprise and a feature less-than-familiar foe, the IceCaps will be well-prepared for Albany, according to McCambridge.

“We have all the information we need,” he said. “We have video and we had scouting staff watching all the teams we could potentially play, including Albany. So we’re ready for them.”

And there can be some information carry-over from the 2012-13 season, when the Devils, coached by Rick Kowalksy, and IceCaps squared off four times.

“It’s the same coaching staff as last year, so there obviously will be some similarities in the way they play this season,” said McCambridge. “But we’re breaking down the video already and we also see some differences in the way they played last season.”

What McCambridge and his assistants have also learned is that the Devils (40-23-8) will be a tough opponent, especially with the presence of players like forwards Stefan Matteau and Mattias Tedenby, and defencemen Adam Larsson and Jon Merrill, who all spent considerable time with the parent New Jersey Devils, but will be available for the AHL post-season since New Jersey didn’t make it to the NHL playoffs.

Then there is the swift and skilled Joe Whitney, Albany’s two-time leading scorer, and a strong goaltending duo in Keith Kincaid (2.29 goals-against average) and Scott Wedgewood (2.39 GAA).

“I see a Albany as a team with a lot of speed up front and I see Albany as a team with big, strong defencemen on the back end,” said McCambridge.

“Everybody I’ve talked to says this is an excellent team. 

“That’s not a surprise. You look at our conference, 1 to 8, even 1 to 9, with Hershey not making it (into the playoffs), there have been a lot of top-end teams. From everything we’ve been told, and from what we’ve learned in our preparation so far, Albany is definitely one of them.”

Games 1 and 2 are at the Times Union Centre in Albany Friday, April 25 and Saturday, April 26, with 8:30 p.m. NT start times. The IceCaps have home-ice advantage in the series and will utilize it on the back end, with Games 3, 4 and 5 — the latter two if necessary — at Mile One Centre in St. John’s on Wednesday, April 30; Friday, May 2 and Saturday, May 3.

Games at Mile One will begin at 7:30 p.m. NT.

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Record breaking season for IceCaps, players

The real measure of the campaign will be whatever success they achieve in the upcoming Calder Cup playoffs, but there’s no doubting that  the St. John’s IceCaps had a very good 2013-14 American Hockey League regular season.

The IceCaps (46-23-7) set team records for regular-season wins (46), points (99) and points/winning percentage (.651). As well, there were numerous individual standards that were set, beginning with team captain Jason Jaffray’s 59 points.

Heres’ a list of some of the records that were set in St. John’s just-completed 76-game regular-season schedule (old records are in brackets):

Team

Wins: 46 (43, 2011-12)

Points: 99 (95, 2011-12)

Fewest regulation losses: 23 (25, 2011-12)

Fewest overall losses: 30 (33, 2011-12)

Home record: 23-10-5 (20-15-3, 2011-12)

Goals scored: 258 (240, 2011-12)

Goals against: 207 (216, 2011-12)

Penalty minutes: 1,318 (1,241, 2012-13)

Team shooting percentage: 10.5% (9.6%, 2011-12)

Penalty-killing: 83.5% success rate (82.8%, 2011-12)

Individual

Points: Jason Jaffray, 59 (Eric O’Dell, 55, 2012-13)

Assists: Jaffray, 41 (Jaffray. 33, 2012-13)

Power-play goals: Jerome Samson, 11 (O’Dell, 10, 2012-13)

Shorthanded goals: John Albert, 6 (led AHL) (Jaffray, 3, 2011-12)

Penalty minutes: JC Lipon, 136 (Garth Murray, 112, 2011-12)

Plus-minus: Ben Chiarot, +29 (Arturs Kulda, +18, 2011-12)

Shots: Samson, 214 (Ben Maxwell, 173, 2012-13)

Rookie

Points: Brenden Kichton, 48 (Carl Klingberg, 37, 2011-12)

Assists: Kichton, 38 (Zach Redmond, 23, 2011-12)

Defencemen

Points: Kichton, 48 (Paul Postma, 44, 2011-12)

Assists: Kichton, 38 (Jason DeSantis, 32, 2011-12)

A few other statistical notes: 

• The IceCaps had five players (Albert, Samson, Andrew Gordon, Klingberg and Kael Mouillierat) with 20 or more goals this season. Only the league-leading Texas Stars, with a half-dozen 20-goal scorers, had more. 

• Along with the Abbotsford Heat and Binghamton Senators, the IceCaps had nine players (Jaffray, Samson, Gordon, Mouillierat, Albert, Klingberg, O’Dell, Kichton and Lipon) with 40 or more points. It would have been 10 had Kyle MacKinnon had one more point.

• Had he appeared in one more game, goaltender Michael Hutchinson’s 2.30 goals-against average and .923 save percentage would have been new IceCaps record. However, 25 appearances is the official cutoff and Hutchinson played in 24.

bmcc@thetelegram.com

IceCaps close out regular season by edging Pirates

Brendan McCarthyPublished on April 20, 2014
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Lunden scores twice for St. John's

St. John’s IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge and his staff look like they could be facing some tough lineup decisions in advance of their first-round American Hockey League playoff series against the Albany Devils (see accompanying story).

 Forward Josh Lunden may very well have contributed to those difficult deliberations Saturday by scoring two third-period goals, including the game-winner, as the IceCaps edged the Portland Pirates 5-4 in their final game of the 2013-14 AHL season.

IceCaps logo

Lunden had missed much of the season with a concussion, but returned to action eight weeks ago and registered six goals in his last 13 games, and three in the last two, including Friday’s 6-0 shutout of the Worcester Sharks.

Jerome Samson added a goal and two assists on Saturday for the IceCaps (46-23-7) who finished the season with team records for wins and points (99).

Kael Mouillierat, with his 20th of the season, and John Albert, with his team-leading 28th, also had goals for St. John’s. They also each chipped in with an assist.

Brandon Yip scored twice for the Pirates (24-39-13) who finished in last place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference and out the playoffs.

Yip’s second goal, at 13:38 of the third period, came on a penalty shot after the Pirates’ forward was hauled down on a break. That tied the game at 4-4, but Lunden put the IceCaps back in front for good just 36 seconds later.

Brandon Gormley and Tobias Reider scored to give Portland a 2-0 lead through 20 minutes, but Mouillierat and Albert tallied in the middle frame to draw St. John’s even.

Yip scored a shorthanded marker — the 16th St. John’s has surrendered this season —  later in the middle frame, but Lunden’s third-period tallies proved to be the difference.

IceCaps’ goalie Michael Hutchinson made 27 saves for the win, while Louis Domingue had 31 stops for the Pirates.

Saturday’s game was played at the MHG IceCenter, the Pirates’ practice facility in Saco, Me., just south of Portland. Because of a dispute (since resolved) with the operators of the Cumberland County Civic Centre in Portland, the Pirates had played their home games this season at the Colisée in Lewiston, Me., but that facility was unavailable Saturday because it had been booked for a circus.

An announced crowd of 550 took in Saturday’s game at the IceCenter, whose seating consists of bleachers at either end of the ice.

 Notes

Players not dressed for the IceCaps Saturday included forwards Ryan Schnell, Adam Lowry, Brandon MacLean and Austen Brassard; defencemen Ben Chiarot, Julian Melchiori and Cody Lampl; and goalie Eric Comrie… St. John’s team captain Jason Jaffray fled all IceCaps with 59 points this season, a new club record... Five St. John’s players scored 20 or more goals in 2013-14. They are Albert (28), Samson (27), Andrew Gordon (23), Carl Klingberg (22) and Mouillierat (20) … After struggling on the power-play for a number of games, the IceCaps scored man-advantage goals in their final three games, including one by Samson Saturday … St. John’s thought it might have had a second PP marker against the Pirates, but what would have been teenage defenceman Josh Morrissey’s first pro goal was waved off in the third period because of incidental contact with Pirates’ netminder Domingue … The Molson Canadian three stars Saturday: 1. Lunden 2. Yip 3. Gormley… Brian Rogers’ choice as the Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Samson …

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Playoff scenarios for the Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 19, 2014  

The previous two seasons, Milwaukee clinched a playoff berth on the final day of the season.

It's the final day of the season today, but since the Admirals have already qualified for their 12th straight postseason, all that is left to be determined is their seeding and their first-round opponent.

Milwaukee is currently seeded sixth, one point behind Abbotsford. The only way the Admirals will be fifth is if they win at Chicago tonight and the Heat lose at Texas. And oh yeah, both results have to be in regulation. If not, Abbotsford is No. 5 and Milwaukee is No. 6.

If Milwaukee is No. 6, the team's first-round opponent will be No. 3 Toronto.

If the Admirals move up to No. 5, they will face either Grand Rapids or Chicago. The Griffins and Wolves are tied for first place in the division. There are six ways Grand Rapids can be seeded second and three ways Chicago will be seeded No. 2.

If you think that's complicated, there are over 50 different scenarios to determine the final four seeds in the Eastern Conference. 
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Admirals 5, Checkers 1: Team wraps up great season at home

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 18, 2014  

The BMO Harris Bradley Center was full of points for the Milwaukee Admirals this year, as they won their final home game of the regular season, 5-1, over Charlotte on Friday.

Milwaukee failed to get at least one point in just nine of its 38 games at the Bradley Center, as the team finished with a 24-9-3-2 record there after winning 10 of its final 12 home games.

Only two teams in the American Hockey League have more home points than the Admirals' 53.

"Teams that have had success, have success at home," Evason said. "And then if you can keep it around .500 on the road, you've set yourself up. ... We enjoy playing here. We've got great fans. Tonight was a wonderful crowd, loud. Your home record is certainly important for sure to have a real good regular season."

Home or away, Milwaukee has been playing well of late.

The team not only won a season-high fifth game in a row, outscoring the competition by a score of 19-4, the Admirals are 16-4-0-1 in their last 21 games heading into their final regular-season contest Saturday at Chicago.

Milwaukee will either be seeded fifth or sixth in the playoffs, as the team is one point behind Abbotsford for the No. 5 seed.

Filip Forsberg finished with a goal and an assist, Calle Jarnkrok, who missed Milwaukee's last 13 games because of his call-up to Nashville, added two assists and goalie Marek Mazanec won for the sixth time in his last seven starts.

Mazanec finished with 29 saves and has allowed one goal in every game of his four-game winning streak.

"He's competing," Evason said. "He's fresh, a lot like our group. They've continued to develop and learn throughout the season, and get better. 'Maz' is hopefully peaking at the right time going into the playoffs."

Milwaukee scored three times in the second period to take a 4-0 lead, capped by one of the more impressive goals of the year by an Admiral.

Taylor Beck took a pass from Bryan Rodney in front of his team's bench in the neutral zone. He skated along the wall and then used several dekes in front of the only Checker back, Rasmus Rissanen, in the right circle before the puck slid through the defenseman's legs.

Beck got it and was all alone to fire a shot from the slot past goalie John Muse, who entered the game with a 2-0 record and 1.50 goals-against average against Milwaukee.

"I had a lot of speed," Beck said. "Rodney gave me the puck at the right time and I made a good move to get around him and was fortunate enough to put it in.

"We always seem to play good, especially weekend games when we get good crowds. Ever since I've been here, I think we've had good home records. So that's definitely something we take pride in. I know our road record has room for improvement, but we love playing here for sure."

Charlotte, which allowed a total of five goals in the first three games against Milwaukee and got a rare win in regulation at the Bradley Center Dec. 27, got its only goal from Ryan Murphy with just 10.8 seconds left in the second.

But Anthony Bitetto got the goal back with 13:56 left in the third for his 11th goal of the season, which is six more than any other defensemen on the team.

LOOKING AHEAD: Milwaukee's is assured of at least two more home playoff games, but the team announced Friday its first home game next season is Friday, Oct. 10. The opponent and rest of the schedule will be announced in the summer. 
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Game preview: Charlotte Checkers at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 18, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Charlotte at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

CHARLOTTE (37-34-1-2)

Against Milwaukee: 2-1

Standings: 4thin the West

Streak: L 1

Away rank: 18th (18-16-0-2)

Special teams: PP 3rd (22.3%), PK 22nd (80.6%)

Scoring leader: Zach Boychuk - 72 points in 67 games (36 g 36 a)

Other notes: Charlotte's only game at the Bradley Center this season resulted in a 3-2 victory on Dec. 27. The Checkers have allowed a total of only five goals in the series. Goalie John Muse is 2-0 with a 1.50 goals-against average. ... Charlotte has one win in its last five games and has lost its last three games on the road by a total score of 12-6.

MILWAUKEE (38-23-6-7)

Against Charlotte: 1-2

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest; 6th in the Western Conference (1 point behind Abbotsford)

Streak: W 4

Home rank: 4th (23-9-3-2)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.8%), PK 9th (83.5%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 49 points in 73 games (19 g 30 a)

Other notes: Scott Darling is the only Admirals' goalie to have faced Charlotte this season. He's 1-0 with a 0.83 goals-against average. ... Milwaukee is trying to win its season-high fifth straight game. The team won the last four by a combined score of 14-3. ... The Admirals are 9-2 in their last 11 home games, and this is their final one of the regular season. The season ends tomorrow at Chicago.
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Dean Evason talks about Nashville Predators job

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 16, 2014  

I got a chance to talk to Milwaukee coach Dean Evason after practice this morning for an upcoming story, and asked him about the vacant coaching position in Nashville after Barry Trotz was let go.

Naturally, the second-year coach of the Admirals would love the chance to replace him.

"We're all here in the minors trying to get to the highest level, and the highest level is the NHL," Evason said. "Any job that's available, any coach in the American Hockey League would like a shot at it."

I also asked the coach if anything has been set up yet.

"I don't know what their process is," Evason said. "Clearly they know I'm interested in the job, we communicate a lot. But nothing formal has been talked about or set up." 
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Admirals 4, Wolves 1: Austin Watson's hat trick the difference

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 12, 2014  

Austin Watson's first goal led to almost 2,000 teddy bears getting tossed on the ice. His second was the winner and his third led to a few hats thrown onto the rink, as Milwaukee defeated Chicago, 4-1, in front of 9,688 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

It was the first hat trick by an Admiral since Juuso Puustinen did it Jan. 25 of last season, and it gave Milwaukee a 5-1 record in its last six games.

"Obviously it was exciting," Watson said. "It was a pretty cool second period for myself. I just ended up in the right place at the right time."

Milwaukee had seven shots in the second period and Watson scored on three of them - all on the power play - in a span of 9:54 to move the Admirals within five points of second-place Chicago in the Midwest Division.

Milwaukee, which clinched a playoff berth on Friday, is tied with Abbotsford for fifth in the Western Conference standings but the Heat has four games left compared to three for the Admirals.

"We've talked to the group, all year basically, about just taking one game at a time," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We've had that philosophy; that's what we do. And we'll continue to do that and see where we sit at the end of the year."

Chicago lost for the first time in regulation against Milwaukee this season (7-1-1-2) and the Admirals caught a break when the Wolves used goalie Matt Climie instead of Jake Allen.

Climie is now 1-2 against Milwaukee; Allen, who is 6-0-2 against the Admirals, leads the AHL with 31 wins, a 2.07 goals-against average and a .927 save percentage.

Milwaukee goalie Marek Mazanec made 28 saves to win his third straight game for the first time since winning his first five games of the season.

"It's not just me, it's about our team," Mazanec said.

But the night belonged to Watson, who hadn't scored more than one goal in a game this season.

"It was a really good night," Evason said. "Great shots, obviously. Good looks on the PP. He's around the puck. He could've probably had four or five, so 'Watty's' been a very versatile guy for us."

Watson's first two goals were similar in nature.

Each time, Vinny Saponari passed the puck to Patrick Cehlin at the left goal line. Cehlin sent the puck to Watson at the right side of the crease and he lifted it over the left leg of Climie.

Watson's first came with 11:10 left in the second, giving his team a 1-0 lead and allowing fans to toss 1,195 bears on the ice to be donated to needy children.

After a shorthanded goal by Chicago's Christian Hanson with 4:19 remaining, Watson did it again for a 2-1 lead with 3:43 to go.

"The third one was kind of lucky, but it was nice to get," Watson said.

Watson made it 3-1 with 2:16 left thanks to a Chicago turnover.

Taylor Chorney received a pass deep in his own zone and tried to clear the puck with his team on the penalty kill. Watson was skating toward Chorney for the puck when he blocked Chorney's pass.

"I just tried to get in the way of it," Watson said.

Watson retrieved the puck in the slot, Climie used his stick to tap the puck slightly to his right, but the center regained control and lifted it past the goalie.

Milwaukee, which took a bus after the game to Iowa for a 5 p.m. game Sunday, took a 4-1 lead when Miikka Salomaki scored from the right circle after the puck bounced to him off the skate of Chorney in the slot. 
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Game preview: Chicago Wolves at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 12, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Chicago at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

CHICAGO (41-20-5-5)

Against Milwaukee: 7-0-1-2

Standings: 2ndin the Midwest (4 points behind Grand Rapids)

Streak: 2-0-0-2

Away rank: 11th (18-12-2-3)

Special teams: PP 30th (12.7%), PK 5th (85.1%)

Scoring leader: Alexandre Bolduc - 34 points in 54 games (15 g 19 a)

Other notes: Goalie Jake Allen is 6-0-2 against Milwaukee with a 1.69 goals-against average. But four of Chicago's top six scorers (and seven of the top 11) are not on the roster. The Wolves host the Admirals next Saturday. ... Chicago is 6-1-0-3 in its last 10 games.

MILWAUKEE (36-23-6-7)

Against Chicago: 3-4-2-1

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (7 points behind Chicago); 6th in the Western Conference (2 points behind Abbotsford and 7 points ahead of Rochester)

Streak: W 2

Home rank: 5th (22-9-3-2)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.3%), PK 11th (83.3%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 47 points in 71 games (18 g 29 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee clinched its 12th straight playoff berth Friday with a 4-1 win at Rockford. Filip Forsberg had two goals and Taylor Beck had two assists. ... Against Chicago, Milwaukee is 0 for 17 on the power play in the last four games. This is the first home game against the Wolves since Feb. 9. The Admirals have won just one of the five games at the Bradley Center. ... Milwaukee has won four of its last five games, with the loss a 4-1 defeat at Chicago last Saturday. ... Goalie Marek Mazanec has finished with 26 saves and one goal allowed in each of his last two games. He has not won three straight games since starting the season 5-0. ... Milwaukee is 8-2 in its last 10 home games. Its only other home game in the regular season is Friday against Charlotte. ... Singer Gavin DeGraw will perform after tonight's game.
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Admirals 3, IceHogs 1: Colton Sissons scores in his return; Corbin Bernsen takes a spill

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 8, 2014  

It wasn't in the script for Corbin Bernsen - aka Roger Dorn from Major League - to hit his head on the ice during his appearance to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the movie Tuesday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

The Admirals weren't planning on having to stop five power plays in about a 12-minute span, only to watch Rockford score its only goal shortly thereafter, either.

But Colton Sissons, in his first game since being reassigned from Nashville, got the goal back late in the final period to secure Milwaukee's 3-1 victory.

And then Bernsen, who was bleeding as he walked off the ice in the second intermission, showed the crowd a bandaid that covered a couple of stitches on the back of his head when he was shown on the scoreboard late in Milwaukee's eighth victory in its last 10 home games.

"I've seen the movie Major League many, many times," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "There were rumors coming into our office that he fell. Thankfully he's OK."

Milwaukee is fine, too, as the team could clinch its AHL-record 12th straight trip to the playoffs as soon as Friday, when the Admirals travel to Rockford. Milwaukee has won its last four games against the IceHogs.

But, oh, those penalties.

Milwaukee held a 2-0 lead when it was called for too many men on the ice with 10:10 left in the second period.

Miikka Salomaki was then whistled for interference, followed by a high-sticking penalty on Joonas Jarvinen. Exactly 2 minutes after that, Anthony Bitetto was called for holding, and Bryan Rodney's slashing penalty came with 21.2 seconds left in the period.

Rockford failed to score on 32 seconds of a 5-on-3 power play, and Milwaukee killed off the final 1:28 of Rodney's penalty in the third period without allowing a shot by the IceHogs.

But Rockford trimmed Milwaukee's lead to 2-1 when Mark McNeill deflected a shot past goalie Marek Mazanec with 16:56 remaining.

"A lot of times that happens," Evason said. "You're extending so much energy. Once you get through those kills, it's like, 'whoa! Thank goodness we got through them.' And then you have, not even a let down, I mean, (Jonathan) Diaby never even had his stick. It was slashed out of his hands in the neutral zone - a similar call to Rodney's - but it is what it is. We thought we held our composure for the most part. Some of the penalties certainly are our responsibility. But it was a tough game for the penalty kill and they came through."

Sissons, who missed Milwaukee's last 12 games while in Nashville, scored his team-high 25th goal with one on the power play for a 3-1 lead with 6:14 to go.

"It felt like we were kind of hanging on there for a long time," Sissons said. "We obviously had some calls we didn't exactly like, but we also took some silly penalties. It's tough. It wears you down, mentally and physically. We were hanging on there and we needed a goal to separate ourselves a little bit."

Mathieu Tousignant's goal gave Milwaukee a 1-0 lead with 1:56 left in the first and it was 2-0 with 13:49 left in the second after a goal by Bryan Rodney. 
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Game preview: Rockford IceHogs at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 8, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Rockford at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

ROCKFORD (33-28-5-4)

Against Milwaukee: 4-5-0-1

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (6 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: L 2

Away rank: 27th (11-19-4-2)

Special teams: PP 11th (18.9%), PK 30th (72.0%)

Scoring leader: Adam Clendening - 56 points in 69 games (12 g 44 a)

Other notes: Rockford is one point behind Rochester for the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference. ... The IceHogs host Milwaukee on Friday. Jason LaBarbera is 3-1-1 against the Admirals but Kent Simpson is 1-4. ... Rockford is winless in its last eight road games (0-6-1-1) by allowing at least four goals each time.

MILWAUKEE(34-23-6-7)

Against Rockford: 6-2-2-0

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (9 points behind Chicago); 6th in the Western Conference (4 points behind Abbotsford and 4 points ahead of Oklahoma City)

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 7th (21-9-3-2)

Special teams: PP 17th (17.2%), PK 13th (82.8%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 46 points in 69 games (18 g 28 a)

Other notes: Abbotsford is off, so Milwaukee can gain two points on the fifth-place Heat in the playoff standings. ... Milwaukee has won the last three games against Rockford by scoring a total of 20 goals. The Admirals are 4-1 at home against the IceHogs. Vinny Saponari, Colton Sissons and Miikka Salomaki each have five goals in the series, and goalie Marek Mazanec is 5-2. ... Sissons was returned from Nashville yesterday and will play in his first game with Milwaukee since March 8 when he scored two goals for the second straight game. Both games were against Rockford. Sissons has missed the last 12 Admirals' games. ... The Admirals have won seven of their last nine home games. ... Milwaukee is hoping to avoid back-to-back losses for the first time since a five-game winless streak from Feb. 16-26.
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Colton Sissons returns to the Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 7, 2014  

Colton Sissons was reassigned from Nashville to Milwaukee this afternoon, and the Admirals also signed Mikko Vainonen to an amateur tryout contract.

Sissons was recalled by Nashville for the second time March 10 and scored his first NHL goal March 27 against Buffalo. During his second stint, he played in 13 games and had one goal and two assists. Sissons made his NHL debut Jan. 28 and had an assist in his first four games with the team.

He has 41 points, including a team-high 24 goals, in Milwaukee.

Vainonen recently finished his second season with Kingston of the OHL. The defenseman totaled four goals and 14 assists in 57 games. 
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Friday leftovers: Admirals beat Iowa, again

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 5, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 4-1 victory over Iowa last night ...

LOSS PERHAPS EXPECTED: Here's what Iowa coach Kurt Kleinendorst had to say when asked about Milwaukee's 7-2 record against his team this season.

"Every year there's a couple of teams that you just match up well against or maybe you don't match up well against," he said. "They've got a good system in place. They work you low, and they've got a high forward and they've been optimistic. They find a way to put the puck in the back of the net.

"We just don't match up well against them. I mean, they should beat us at the end of the day. We've got eight (amateur and professional tryout contracts) in our lineup. We've done that maybe four or five times. They should beat us."

JARVINEN RETURNS: Joonas Jarvinen was back on the ice after missing the previous 13 games with an injury.

"Jarvinen was good, real good," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We thought he was one of our best defensemen. Strong, did all the right things to get himself into great shape. Credit to Jason Nordby, our strength and fitness guy. He got him in game shape without playing games."

STANDINGS UPDATE: Milwaukee remained two points behind No. 5 Abbotsford in the Western Conference standings, and the Admirals are ahead of Rockford and Charlotte by six points.

CHICAGO PREVIEW: The Wolves, who host Milwaukee at 7 tonight, are 6-0-1-2 against the Admirals. They suffered a 1-0 shootout loss on Tuesday, and also play Milwaukee the following two Saturdays (April 12th is here). Each game has been decided by one goal, and Milwaukee has won two of the last three meetings (all in Chicago). Goalie Jake Allen is 5-0-2 against Milwaukee with a 1.79 goals-against average. A loss would give Chicago a three-game winless streak for the first time since Nov. 22-27.
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Admirals 4, Wild 1: Taylor Beck picks up first two-goal game

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 4, 2014  

No wonder Milwaukee is ahead of Rockford and Iowa in the Midwest Division standings.

The third-place Admirals once again beat the last-place Wild, 4-1, Friday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center to improve to 7-2 against that team.

Not only is that Milwaukee's most victories against any opponent, add the six wins against the fourth-place IceHogs and 38.2% of the Admirals' 34 victories are against the two Midwest rivals.

"We knew they didn't have their full lineup," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "They outworked us for a lot of that hockey game and we were very fortunate to come away with that win. They lack experience (because of several amateur and professional tryout contracts), which is probably why we were able to get away with that. But we didn't like our game at all."

There will be a chance to address that, as three of Milwaukee's final seven games are against Iowa and Rockford, including one more at the Wild, as the team seeks its AHL-best 12th straight trip to the playoffs.

"(Saturday) night we play at Chicago, and that's our focus now," Evason said. "It really is. We don't sit back and go, 'we've got these points in the bank.' Because clearly if we do, if we have an effort like we did tonight, we'll be fortunate to come out with two (points)."

Goalie Scott Darling once again caused Iowa fits, as he made 23 saves to improve to 3-0 against the Wild after shutting the team out the first two games.

"The guys played great tonight," Darling said. "I didn't have to do too much. I had one hard save in the second period, but other than that, pretty basic shots from the outside. The guys boxed out and no second chances. I gave up too many rebounds but they didn't even get any chances on them, so the guys played great."

Taylor Beck also contributed by finishing with his first two-goal game of the year to lead Milwaukee to its 11th victory in its last 15 games.

The score was 2-1 when Beck assisted on Filip Forsberg's power-play goal with just 16.3 seconds left in the second period.

Beck had the puck at the right circle, raised his stick high and slid the puck through the slot to an open Forsberg in the left circle. He quickly sent it past Iowa goalie Johan Gustafsson with 18 seconds left on the power play.

"We work on that quite a bit, and that's the first time I think that it's worked out," Beck said. "I just had to put it somewhere in his wheelhouse, and he can put it in the net."

Beck made it 4-1 with his second goal with 15:54 remaining in the third period.

Iowa, which has the fewest points in the conference and has just one victory in its last nine tries, showed its frustration the rest of the way.

Brad Winchester received roughing, cross-checking and unsportsmanlike conduct penalties for trying to fight Mathieu Tousignant with 11-plus minutes left.

Tyler Cuma picked up a cross-checking infraction by sending Miikka Salomaki into the Minnesota net 3 minutes later.

And with 1:09 to go, Curt Gogol was whistled for instigating, fighting and a game-misconduct for going after Tousignant.

"Tousy's great," Evason said. "He just plays the game. The reason they're mad is he went in and tried to finish his check, or finished his check, and that's what you want. You want your guy to play the same way from minute one to the end of the hockey game. And that's what Tousy does. You can't fault the guy. You want him to pull up and not hit a guy? That's not right. It obviously pissed them off. But that's the way he plays his game. We like that."
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Game preview: Iowa Wild at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


April 4, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Iowa at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

IOWA (26-32-6-4)

Against Milwaukee: 2-4-1-1

Standings: 5th in the Midwest

Streak: L 2

Away rank: 16th (15-12-3-3)

Special teams: PP 18th (17.1%), PK 27th (79.2%)

Scoring leader: Brad Winchester - 36 points in 70 games (19 g 17 a)

Other notes: Iowa has the fewest points in the Western Conference and has just one victory in its last eight games. ... The Wild has not scored more than three goals against Milwaukee. The team is 2-2 on the road against the Admirals.

MILWAUKEE(33-22-6-7)

Against Iowa: 6-2

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (8 points behind Chicago); 6th in the Western Conference (2 points behind Abbotsford)

Streak: W 1

Home rank: 9th (20-9-3-2)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.3%), PK 12th (82.8%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 46 points in 67 games (18 g 28 a)

Other notes: The Admirals have lost two of the last three games against Iowa after winning the first five. Salomaki and Bryan Rodney each have eight points in the eight games. Scott Darling is 2-0 against the Wild with both being shutouts. ... Milwaukee is 10-3-0-1 since a five-game winless streak. The team is 3-1 in its last four games. ... Patrick Cehlin has two goals and 11 assists in his last 12 games. Austin Watson has 12 points, including eight assists, in his last 14 outings. In Mark Van Guilder's last eight games, he has four goals and two assists.
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Griffins 3, Admirals 1: Milwaukee loses fourth straight to Grand Rapids

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 30, 2014  

At least referee David Banfield apologized - twice.

His quick whistle wiped out a rebound goal by Miikka Salomaki and proved costly in Milwaukee's 3-1 loss to Grand Rapids Sunday in front of 8,090 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Ryan Sproul's goal broke a 1-1 tie late in the third period, as Milwaukee lost for just the fourth time in its last 13 games.

Milwaukee, which has more losses to Grand Rapids (seven) than any other team it has faced, thought it took a 1-0 lead with 12:06 left in the first.

Patrick Cehlin fired a shot that slowly trickled between the legs of goalie Petr Mrazek. Banfield thought the puck was covered and blew the whistle just as Salomaki swooped in behind Mrazek to swat the puck in.

The replay showed Bansfield say he was sorry to one of the players before he skated to explain the play to Milwaukee coach Dean Evason.

"He just said that he thought the goaltender had it," Evason said. "He just said sorry. He messed up. It happens."

Midwest Division-leading Grand Rapids, which has the most road points (48) in the AHL, took a 2-1 lead with 3:32 left in the third.

With Milwaukee's Joe Piskula and the Griffins' Teemu Pulkkinen standing in front of Admirals' goalie Marek Mazanec, Sproul scored on a shot from the right wing.

"It was a big screen in front and I just kind of blasted it at the net," Sproul said. "It went low blocker."

Pulkkinen then added his second goal of the game on an empty-netter with 37.9 seconds to go.

It was the fourth straight win against the Admirals for Grand Rapids, playing its third game in as many days, including a late-night bus trip to Milwaukee.

"They play a smart game," Evason said. "They control the puck and got pucks deep on us. We anticipated probably they'd be a little more fatigued than they looked, but that's why they won the league last year."

Grand Rapids took a 1-0 lead on a power-play goal by Pulkkinen with 12:36 left in the second.

Milwaukee became much more aggressive with about 16 minutes left in the third, and Filip Forsberg scored with 10:39 remaining as a result.

"We felt we didn't get enough chances in the first two periods," Forsberg said. "We were just trying to get the speed going. We know they have some pretty slow defensemen who are a pretty big size. So we needed to use our feet. I think we did that in the third to create some chances. It was unlucky we couldn't score more than one goal though."

Mrazek had a say in the matter, as he finished with 26 saves to improve to 21-6-1. He is 5-1 against Milwaukee and entered the game with a league-best 2.08 goals-against average.

"He's a great goalie," Evason said. "I didn't think we were going to get anything by him. We had some good looks."

Player updates: Vinny Saponari, who missed the last two periods on Friday, did not play because of his upper body injury. He's third on the team with 15 goals. ... Braden Pimm, who signed an amateur tryout contract on Friday, made his debut. He did not get a point or a shot. 
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Game preview: Grand Rapids Griffins at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 30, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Grand Rapids at Milwaukee game at 5 tonight:

GRAND RAPIDS (42-20-2-4)

Against Milwaukee: 6-3

Standings: 1st in the Midwest (4 points ahead of Chicago)

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 1st (21-9-2-2)

Special teams: PP 6th (21.3%), PK 5th (85.4%)

Scoring leader: Teemu Pulkkinen - 53 points in 63 games (28 g 25 a)

Other notes: Grand Rapids has won the last three games against Milwaukee by a total score of 9-3. Pulkkinen has five goals and four assists in the nine games and goalie Petr Mrazek is 4-1 with a 1.17 goals-against average. ... Only two teams in the AHL (Manchester, Texas) have more points than the Griffins, who have already clinched a playoff berth. ... Grand Rapids not only has the most points in the league on the road (46), it averages 3.4 goals per game away from home. ... This is the Griffins third game in three days. They beat visiting Rockford, 4-1, last night.

MILWAUKEE(32-21-6-7)

Against Grand Rapids: 3-4-0-2

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (9 points behind Chicago); 6th in the Western Conference (4 points behind Abbotsford)

Streak: 3-0-0-1

Home rank: 7th (20-8-3-2)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.6%), PK 13th (82.6%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 46 points in 65 games (18 g 28 a)

Other notes: The Admirals have won nine of their last 12 games, including three straight at home thanks to a total of 14 goals. ... Milwaukee has scored at least one goal in 13 of the last 14 periods. The team also has at least three goals in six of the last seven games. ... Mark Van Guilder was recalled by Nashville yesterday and will make his NHL debut tonight after playing in 304 games for the Admirals. The center has 14 goals (which already has equaled his career high) and 14 assists in 66 games this season. ... The Admirals signed left wing Tommy Veilleux to an amateur tryout contract. He was a sixth-round draft pick by the Predators last year. ... Fans can bring their dog to the game for $2.
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Admirals' Mark Van Guilder headed to Nashville

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 29, 2014  

It has not been made official yet, but word on Twitter is that Mark Van Guilder has been recalled by Nashville.

The center from Roseville, Minn., could make his NHL debut Sunday after playing in 307 games for the Admirals.

Van Guilder has 14 goals (which already has equaled his career high) and 14 assists in 66 games this season. 
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Friday leftovers: Admirals' special teams a key

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 29, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 4-3 victory over Lake Erie Friday ...

SPECIAL TEAMS CONTRIBUTE: Lake Erie held a 2-1 lead after the first period and it could have been worse had the Monsters scored on two power plays.

Lake Erie finished 0 for 4 on its power play, and Milwaukee converted one of its four chances.

"The penalty kill was real good," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "It was obviously sound in the first period. It held us in the hockey game. ... Our power play was real good. We had so many opportunities, so many chances, we just didn't bury them. Both generated momentum and energy for us."

WATSON BACK TO SCORING: Austin Watson's seven-game point streak was stopped Wednesday in a victory at Rochester, but he scored a goal and added an assist against Lake Erie.

In his last eight games, Watson has three goals and eight assists.

He credits the switch from the center position to right wing.

"I don't think it's anything real different," Watson said. "Obviously it's not center, but I think the move to a wing happened at a time when I talking to the coaches about getting my feet moving and playing with a little better pace. When I moved to the wing, I was able to transfer that in my game. And it's been working out."

STAY THERE: After Patrick Cehlin broke his stick with time running out in the second period, he skated toward the bench.

"I saw (Taylor) Beck was sitting ready to jump in, but I saw (another) stick there too," Cehlin said. "So I took it."

Good thing he did, because he scored with just 0.7 of a second left in the second period for a 3-2 lead.

AROUND THE RINK: Milwaukee has scored at least one goal in 13 of the last 14 periods. The team also has at least three goals in six of the last seven games. ... Abbotsford won last night, so the Admirals remain two points behind the Heat for the fifth spot in the Western Conference playoff race. ... Milwaukee hosts Grand Rapids on Sunday. Tonight, the Griffins host Rockford after suffering a 5-4 loss to the IceHogs in Illinois on Friday.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page

Post a Comment

.Comments (0) 

Permalink | Email This Blog .

Bounces, breaks, go Admirals way

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 28, 2014  

Some of the most overused cliches' in sports are teams needing the "bounces" or "breaks" to go their way. It's all about "timing," too.

All three actually went Milwaukee's way Friday in a 4-3 victory over Lake Erie at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"There's a lot of nights where we said we didn't," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We got breaks, we got bounces and we took advantage of everything."

A funny bounce led to Austin Watson's goal and Patrick Cehlin's goal with just 0.7 seconds left in the second period after he broke his stick helped the Admirals win for the ninth time in the last 12 games.

"We're sound," Evason said. "We're defensively playing the game the right way. Everyone's buying in. Our line combinations work, the group, they don't care who's out of the lineup and up in Nashville. They just play the game. It's a good mix and we certainly have to keep going."

Milwaukee, winners of six of its last seven home games, took a 3-2 lead just before time expired in the second.

After Cehlin split his stick in half with a shot from the slot, the right wing skated to the bench to grab another one. The next thing he knew, the puck was headed his way at the right wall, so he immediately shot and earned his 12th point in his last 10 contests.

"I really didn't know how much time was left," Cehlin said. "I saw a stick (on the bench), took it and just took a whack at it. I was very shocked it went in."

With 9:33 left in the second, Watson's goal tied the score at 2-2.

Scott Valentine was at the right wing when he slid the puck around the board.

Naturally goalie Sami Aittokallio turned to his right to follow the puck slide behind his net to the left corner. Only he didn't see it take a funny bounce off the back wall and slide toward the front of the crease.

Watson did, and he alertly tapped it in as reigning AHL player of the week Aittokallio was still facing the left corner.

"I guess I was just looking that way," Watson said. "When it went behind the net, I was actually going to jump around to the other side, too. And at the last second, I saw it come out. If I don't put that one in, I'd be kicking myself."

Watson also assisted on Taylor Beck's goal from the slot on a shot past the left side of Aittokallio for a 4-2 lead with 12:28 remaining in the third.

Lake Erie got within one on a goal by Andrew Agozzino with 7:16 remaining, but goalie Marek Mazanec made six saves the rest of the way to improve to 5-2 in his last seven games.

In the first period, Vinny Saponari scored with 2:10 to go to tie the score at 1-1. He suffered an upper body injury, however, and did not return after the first intermission.

"We took him out of the game because we thought if we did, he'd have a chance go play on Sunday (at home against Grand Rapids)," Evason said. "There's some nights you push through, but in this situation we decided to shut him down for the night and hopefully have him for Sunday.

AGNEW HONORED: Milwaukee trainer Doug Agnew was honored before the game for partaking in his 2,000th game with the team. He missed just two games in his 25-year career. 
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Game preview: Lake Erie Monsters at Milwaukee Admirals 

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 28, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Lake Erie at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

LAKE ERIE (28-28-0-8)

Against Milwaukee: 2-1

Standings: Fourth in the North (1 point behind Utica)

Streak: 3-0-0-2

Away rank: 29th (10-16-0-5)

Special teams: PP 18th (16.3%), PK 16th (82.5%)

Scoring leader: Mark Olver- 40 points in 53 games (13 g 27 a)

Other notes: Bridgeport is the only AHL team with fewer points on the road than Lake Erie, which averages 3.4 goals allowed per game away from home. ... Despite a five-game point streak, the team still has the fourth fewest points in the conference. ... Lake Erie opened a seven-game road trip with a 6-5 shootout loss at Chicago on Wednesday. ... The Monsters have scored 15 times against Milwaukee this season. Joey Hishon has four of the goals.

MILWAUKEE(31-21-6-7)

Against Lake Erie: 1-2

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (9 points behind Chicago); 6th in the Western Conference (2 points behind Abbotsford)

Streak: 2-0-0-1

Home rank: 10th (19-8-3-2)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.5%), PK 17th (82.4%)

Scoring leader: Miikka Salomaki - 45 points in 64 games (19 g 26 a)

Other notes: Since a five-game winless streak, Milwaukee has won eight of its last 11 games and gained 17 of a possible 22 points. Salomaki has led the way with 11 points in the 11 games, including seven goals. Patrick Cehlin also has 11 points, including 10 assists, despite appearing in just nine of the games. Austin Watson contributed 10 points, including seven assists. ... Scott Darling is Milwaukee's only goalie to face the Monsters; he has a 4.60 goals-against average in the series. ... The Admirals are 5-1 in their last six home games. ... Prior to the game, Milwaukee will honor athletic trainer Doug Agnew on his 2,000th game. He has been with the team since 1989. ... The first 5,000 fans will receive a Magnus Hellberg bobblehead.
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Filip Forsberg returns to Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 25, 2014  

After being called up to Nashville on an emergency basis on Sunday, Filip Forsberg has been sent back to Milwaukee.

The forward appeared in 10 shifts and finished with two penalty minutes in the Predators' victory at Chicago on Sunday.

In his last seven games with Milwaukee, Forsberg has seven assists and two goals.
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Admirals gain ground over the weekend

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 24, 2014  

So how was your weekend?

For the Admirals, gaining three out of a possible six points on the road improved their standing in the Western Conference playoff chase.

Before its three-game weekend, Milwaukee was tied for sixth in the conference with Rochester, five points behind No. 6 Abbotsford.

After a 4-2 loss to Hamilton, a 5-1 win over Toronto and a 4-3 shootout loss to Utica, the Admirals are in sole possession of sixth, two points ahead of No. 7 Rockford. They are now four points behind the Heat, and Milwaukee has played two fewer games than Abbotsford.

Not including overtime yesterday, Milwaukee has scored a goal in the last eight periods.

The team got three points apiece from Austin Watson (one goal, two assists) and Patrick Cehlin (0-3), and six others had two-point weekends.

Goalie Scott Darling made 56 saves the last two games for a 1.93 goals-against average.

Milwaukee did allow two power-play goals in the Hamilton and Utica games, and the Admirals were a combined 2 for 12 on their power plays in the three games.

Milwaukee wraps up the four-game trip Wednesday at Rochester. The team then has six home games and five road games left to end the regular season.

.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2zWisK1s8 

Follow us: @JournalSentinel on Twitter

Admirals net playoff spot with a win over Hershey
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With 27 seconds left in the third period, Norfolk Admirals fans celebrate Max Friberg's empty-net goal Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. With a 3-1 win over the Bears, the Admirals advanced to the playoffs.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Steve Eminger, right, celebrates with teammate Max Friberg after Friberg's empty-net goal with 27 seconds left in their game Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. With a 3-1 win over the Hershey Bears, the Admirals advanced to the playoffs.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The' N. Pham)</span>Norfolk Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen goes after the puck with assistance from Emerson Etem (16), while the Hershey Bears' Matt Watkins closes in during the third period Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. With a 3-1 win over the Bears, the Admirals advanced to the playoffs.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Mark Fistric (25) and the Hershey Bears' Kris Newbury collide in the third period during their game Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. With a 3-1 win over the Bears, the Admirals advanced to the playoffs.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk Admirals players and Hershey Bears players battle for the puck in the third period during their game Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. With a 3-1 win over the Bears, the Admirals advanced to the playoffs.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen takes the puck away from the Hershey Bears' Dane Byers during their Friday night game, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' William Karlsson goes after the puck after the Hershey Bears' Dustin Gazley lost his stick during their Friday night game, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Kevin Gagne, right, drives away from the Hershey Bears' Brandon Segal during their Friday night game, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen defends as the Hershey Bears' Matt Watkins approaches the crease during their Friday night game, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. Thiessen was successfully defended the play. <span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Max Friberg tries to push the puck past the Hershey Bears' Nate Schmidt during their Friday night game, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>The Norfolk Admirals' Garnet Exelby shoots the puck toward the Hershey Bears' goal during their Friday night game, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

With 27 seconds left in the third period, Norfolk Admirals fans celebrate Max Friberg's empty-net goal Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. With a 3-1 win over the Bears, the Admirals advanced to the playoffs. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 11 photos: With 27 seconds left in the third period, Norfolk Admirals fans celebrate Max Friberg's empty-net goal Friday, April 18, 2014, at Scope in Norfolk. With a 3-1 win over the Bears, the Admirals advanced to the playoffs. (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)

View all 11 photos | Buy Pilot photos

what it means

Norfolk has secured the No. 8 spot but could move up to sixth depending on the results of Saturday's games.  

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© April 19, 2014


NORFOLK

Too often in their AHL history, the Norfolk Admirals have gone into the season’s last games with one eye on the opponent and another where help was needed to get them into the playoffs.

Not this time.

The Admirals did what they had to do Friday at Scope, getting goals from Emerson Etem, Dave Steckel and Max Friberg in a 3-1 win over Hershey that earned Norfolk a spot in the playoffs.

Norfolk completed a two-game sweep of the Bears in a series between the teams competing for the AHL Eastern Conference’s final available playoff spot.

After raising their sticks to salute a sellout crowd of 8,701 – many of whom were on their feet returning the salute – most Admirals embarked on a nine-hour bus ride to Binghamton. With a win and some help, Norfolk could move as high as the sixth seed. But all that matters to the Admirals is that they’re in.

“Some of the older guys will stay home,” coach Trent Yawney said, the added with a laugh, “we’ve only got one bus.”

Among those guys is goalie Brad Thiessen, who played his seventh consecutive game since rookie John Gibson joined the parent Anaheim Ducks. Thiessen won his fourth in a row by turning back 21 of 22 shots, including two in the opening period at point-blank range by Dane Byers and Dustin Gazley, and one in the third period from a similar spot by Jeff Taffe.

Thiessen surrendered only Tyson Strachan’s second-period goal.

“This time of year, you don’t think about being tired,” said Thiessen.

Still, he acknowledged enjoying the prospect of a Saturday night off in Norfolk, rather than a bus ride to Binghamton.

Besides their goalie, the Admirals received help from some precocious youth to get into the playoffs.

Etem’s goal came on a backhanded pass from William Karlsson, who was playing in Sweden three weeks ago, to give the Admirals a 1-0 lead. Steckel scored on a pass from Nic Kerdiles, fresh from the University of Wisconsin.

Friberg scored into an empty net after he took a puck from Karlsson.

“The veterans, when (the youngsters) came in, told them that we were in the playoff hunt and we needed their best,” Steckel said. “They’ve come in and played significant roles for us.”

Kerdiles earned his fourth point in only his fifth professional game late in the second period. From the corner, he spied Steckel slipping up on the net behind the Hershey defense.

Kerdiles threaded a pass past Strachan to Steckel, whose first shot was thwarted by goalie Philipp Grubauer. But the puck was loose for Steckel to pop it over Grubauer’s leg for the goal.

Karlsson’s two assists give him eight points in as many games.

“I’m proud of them,” Yawney said. “The whole team … has bought in quickly and we’ve been demanding. They have to play hard hockey with some hard chips at the end of the year and they’ve found ways to get points.”

Enough, this time, to earn a playoff spot without help.

“Anytime you make the playoffs it feels good,” Steckel said. “When you get rewarded by winning the last two games in a homestand makes it ever more special.”

Admirals one win from playoffs after beating Hershey
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The Norfolk Admirals' Max Friberg works around Hershey Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer to score Wednesday, April 16, 2014 at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Norfolk's Nolan Yonkman rushes back to fend off Hershey's Jeff Taffe as Admirals goalie Brad Thiessen defends the shot Wednesday, April 16, 2014 at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>Hershey Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer reaches for the puck in the first period Wednesday, April 16, 2014 at Scope in Norfolk.<span class='credit'> (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

The Norfolk Admirals' Max Friberg works around Hershey Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer to score Wednesday, April 16, 2014 at Scope in Norfolk. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 3 photos: The Norfolk Admirals' Max Friberg works around Hershey Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer to score Wednesday, April 16, 2014 at Scope in Norfolk. (The' N. Pham | The Virginian-Pilot)

View all 3 photos | Buy Pilot photos

By Paul Eldert


The Virginian-Pilot

© April 17, 2014


NORFOLK

The Norfolk Admirals’ parent organization, the Anaheim Ducks, started their postseason run at 10 p.m. Wednesday.

On this side of the coast, at 9:50 p.m., the Admirals moved within 60 minutes of a postseason berth of their own.

Behind two goals from its power play, Norfolk took advantage of timely breaks and sloppy play from the Hershey Bears in earning a 5-3 victory at Scope.

“I guess we did something good to get some of those lucky plays to go in,” left wing Max Friberg said. “We’ll take it, but we work hard, and we shouldn’t have to apologize for anything.

“We work hard enough to deserve that luck.”

With the victory, the Admirals can clinch the eighth and final spot in the Eastern Conference playoffs with another one over Hershey on Friday night at Scope.

The Admirals struck first 6:40 into the opening period when Josh Manson smacked the puck off the boards. The ricochet caught the back right leg of Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer and sneaked in for a 1-0 Norfolk lead. Nic Kerdiles and Chris Wagner assisted on the play.

Hershey’s Chandler Stephenson evened it minutes later, wristing a shot from the top of the right circle past Admirals net-minder Brad Thiessen.

The Bears took a 2-1 lead at the 15:06 mark of the first period following some miscues by the Admirals. As Norfolk killed a penalty, Zack Sortini and Antoine Laganiere collided with each other deep in the Hershey zone. With a 5-on-3 rush, Michael Latta found himself in front of Thiessen and beat him for a score.

The Admirals’ power play, ranked 23rd in the AHL, responded shortly thereafter. Following a Hershey boarding penalty at 18:37, Norfolk tied it 15 seconds later when Emerson Etem redirected William Karlsson’s shot with his jersey just in front the net. Officials reviewed the goal, and it was upheld.

“It was just a lucky bounce,” Etem said of the goal. “My goal is just to stay net-front, and when you are in net-front presence, sometimes they go off of you.”

Norfolk wasn’t done scoring in the frantic opening period. Matt Bailey was able to flip the puck past Grubauer to make it 3-2 with 11.8 seconds left. Kerdiles and Wagner got their second assists of the period on the play.

The Admirals caught a break in the second period, and their power play capitalized. Following a Hershey penalty at 7:13, the Norfolk power play added insurance 45 seconds later when Friberg crossed up Grubauer and scored. The play was set up when Bears captain Dane Byers was injured while blocking a shot from the stick of Andre Petersson and became immobile. The Bears initially took control of the puck, but turned it over deep in Admirals territory, where Etem found Friberg for the 4-2 lead.

Byers was escorted to the locker room following the goal and did return.

Hershey cut into the lead when Nicolas Deschamps beat Theissen top shelf at the 6:22 mark of the third.

But William Karlsson’s empty-netter provided the final margin, sending the crowd of 4,525 into a frenzy in part because it meant free wings due to a local promotion, but also because the team now controls its playoff destiny. After the final horn, a scrum broke out between Norfolk’s Mark Fistric and Hershey’s Ryan Stoa, indicating the Bears will be ready to fight on Friday night.

“It’s not over yet,” Admirals coach Trent Yawney said. “They’re a real good team. They’ll be real strong on Friday, so we have to be ready for it.”

Paul Eldert, 757-446-2366, paul.eldert@pilotonline.com

Twitter @pauleldert

Admirals hope to clinch playoffs before finale
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down the stretch

Tonight  Hershey at Norfolk, 7:15 p.m.

Friday  Hershey at Norfolk, 7:30 p.m.

Saturday  Norfolk at Binghamton, 7 p.m.; Adirondack at Hershey, 7 p.m.

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© April 16, 2014


NORFOLK

The date has lingered there on the calendar since the AHL schedule came out in August: April 19 - Norfolk at Binghamton. Final game of the regular season.

The Admirals' goal has been to make that game meaningless. But with three games left, it remains possible that the team's playoff future will be settled at the other end of a long bus ride to New York.

"We tried very hard to get it changed," said Bob Ferguson, Norfolk's liaison with the NHL parent club, Anaheim.

"It's going to be hard to win," said Joe Gregory, the team's general manager.

That's because it will be played just hours - and 440 bus-ridden miles - after the Admirals play Hershey at Scope.

"It's going to be a tough game, but it is what it is," said Norfolk coach Trent Yawney, who also understands that the goal set in August can be met by beating Hershey tonight and again Friday at Scope.

Win both games in regulation, and the Admirals will make the AHL playoffs. Yawney could make Ferguson, Gregory and announcer Pete Michaud the Admirals' first line for all the game in Binghamton would matter.

Hershey and Norfolk are tied for eighth in the AHL East with 86 points, but the Bears own the tiebreaker with 31 regulation and overtime wins to the Admirals' 28. It's probably going to take 90 points to make the playoffs.

"It's an unusual year," said Hershey coach Mike Haviland, who replaced Yawney as Admirals' coach in 2005, and who was Yawney's assistant with Norfolk last season. "Ordinarily, 90 points would put you fifth or so in the conference. The parity we've seen this year has been really strong."

For most of the season, nine of the East's 15 teams have scrambled for the eight playoff spots.

The Admirals have been as high as third and as low as ninth in the conference. Hershey struggled all season before righting the ship about four weeks ago.

The AHL teams' parent clubs may end up playing a role. Washington, the Bears' affiliate, is out of the NHL playoffs and is sending players to Hershey for the playoff push.

Defenseman Julien Brouilette, center Peter Le Blanc and, if he clear waivers, defenseman Tyson Strachan figure to be with Hershey this week.

Anaheim advanced to the NHL Western Conference playoffs as the No. 1 seed. The Ducks clinched that Saturday when Devante Smith-Pelly - the Admirals' leading scorer with 27 goals - scored in a shootout against Los Angeles. He also had a goal earlier in the game, and defenseman Sami Vatanen, who helped the Admirals in two fairly lengthy stints earlier in the season, had an assist.

Goalie John Gibson, winner of 21 games with Norfolk, has won all three of his starts since joining the Ducks.

In his stead, Brad Thiessen has performed nobly. He won two of three games last weekend and beat Portland on Sunday after the Pirates tied the score 2-2 with six seconds to play. Thiessen thwarted six Pirates in a 3-2 shootout win, finishing 185 minutes of tense hockey in 46 hours that included two bus rides.

Thiessen has a history of late-season and playoff heroics.

"This time of year, the games just mean more, so you don't get as tired," he said. "It's in your mind."

It's going to have to stay there, because indications are that Gibson is staying in the NHL. So are the other former Admirals, save for John Kurtz, who got a one-game callup and was sent back Monday.

"I guess we've had two teams," Yawney said. "One got us to this point. The other is going to have to get us the rest of the way.

The "other team" included six skaters in the weekend games who were in college or junior hockey three weeks ago. Among them were defensemen Jaycob Megna, Shea Theodore and Josh Manson.

"They've done well," said Thiessen. "Some of the veteran guys (Nolan Yonkman, Garnet Exelby and Steve Eminger) have had to play a little more, but they've all played well."

Yawney isn't complaining about the Admirals' plight, pointing to their primary purpose: keeping Anaheim supplied with talent. Still, he wants to win here, too.

So does Haviland, who finds the situation this week bittersweet going against one of his former players in Norfolk, assistant coach Marty Wilford, plus Yawney.

"I've coached a lot of games in (Scope), and I have a lot of friends there," he said. "I would rather we were playing somebody else besides Yawns and Marty Wilford. But it's business."

OKC Barons: Texas will provide Barons with a formidable challenge in first-round playoff series

The Stars are the No.1 seed out of the Western Conference — and they also have the best record in the 30-team American Hockey League.
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The Barons face a daunting challenge in a first-round playoff series against the Texas Stars, who posted the best record in the American Hockey League.
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Oklahoma City, though, is not a typical No. 8 seed.

After the NHL regular season ended last weekend, the Edmonton Oilers reassigned team captain Anton Lander, plus Will Acton, Tyler Pitlick, Steve Pinizzotto and Oscar Kelfbom to Oklahoma City.

“If we had continuity the whole year, our record would be a lot stronger,” said coach Todd Nelson, whose team finished the regular season with a 36-29-11 mark. “Just getting into the playoffs was an outstanding achievement for this team. With all the guys back, we’re stronger than we’ve been at any point this season.”

Led by Travis Morin, the AHL Most Valuable Player who led the league in scoring, the Stars were the hottest team the final month of the regular season. Texas was on a 12-0-1 roll before it lost the regular-season finale Saturday night. The Stars sat some of their top players during a loss to Abbotsford.

In contrast, Oklahoma City underwent 152 roster transactions. Defenseman Taylor Fedun is one of only five players that appeared in more than 60 games for the Barons.

“They were consistently at the top of the league all season, but we’ve been a different team the past two months,” Fedun said. “We’re even stronger now that we’ve got some key pieces back. I think we’re a team to be reckoned with.”

A couple of players pointed out the Los Angeles Kings a couple of years ago won the Stanley Cup as a No. 8 seed.

“You can’t really look too much at the seeds. It’s all about who clicks at the right time,” said Barons forward Steve Pinizzotto. “This team has been playing well for a couple of months. Having a really good goalie like we have is huge.”

Richard Bachman didn’t notch dazzling stats. But the goaltender has started nearly every game during a 20-7-5 season-ending run to qualify for the playoffs for the fourth consecutive year.

“There’s no doubt they’re been the best team in the league,” Barons general manager Bill Scott of Texas, which finished with a league-best 48-18-10 record. “They’re a very deep team at all positions and have strong goaltending. But our record is not indicative of where we’re at right now as a team.

“I think we’re coming on at the right time. We’re gaining confidence. We’ve always had some great games with them.”

Last season, the Barons were a lower seed and reached the Western Conference finals for the second straight year. They reached the conference finals by beating the higher-seeded Stars in the second round.

“Getting some guys back, hopefully, we can get on a little bit of a run and have a fun postseason,” said Oklahoma City defenseman Brad Hunt. “After what happened last year I’m sure they’ll be motivated.”

Both teams might get some reinforcements at some point during the series.

Mark Arcobello, the Barons’ all-time scorer, might play later in the series after being sidelined the past dozen games with a sprained shoulder. Nelson said that Arcobello had not been through contact drills as of Friday, however.

Two of the Texas Stars top players — Colton Seviour (63 points in 54 games) and Chris Mueller (57 points in 60 games) — currently are with Dallas, which trails its NHL playoff series 2-0 with the Anaheim Ducks. If Dallas is eliminated, Seviour and Mueller could re-join the Triple-A team.

The Barons will host Game 1 Wednesday and Game 2 Saturday before the best-of-5 series shifts to Cedar Park, Texas, next week. Winning at home will be essential for Oklahoma City.

“They’re a tremendous hockey team, but I think we have a group that can make some noise,” Nelson said. “They know what kind of team we have. We’ve had some success against them. It should be a fun series.”
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(Breaking down the Barons/Stars series)

•Head-to-head: Stars won series 8-4. Three games went to OT, two won by Texas.

•Offense: The Stars are second in the American Hockey League with 271 goals. Oklahoma City is sixth (236 goals).

•Defense: Texas is among the league leaders. OKC allowed a league-high 2,523 shots.

•Special Teams: Two of the top power plays. Texas leads the AHL (25.2 percent). OKC is fourth. The Stars, though, also are third in penalty kill (86.3 percent). The Barons are 29th (78.5 percent).

•Top scorers: Barons — Roman Horak (55 points); Anton Lander (52 points); Brad Hunt (50); Matthew Ford (47). Stars — Travis Morin (87 points, 55 assists); Curtis McKenzie (64 points); x-Colton Sceviour (64 points); Mike Hedden (55 points).

Goalies: Barons—Richard Bachman (26-19-8, 2.99 GAA, .908 saves percentage); Stars —Christopher Nilstorp (27-12-7, 2.45 GAA, .918 saves percentage.)

x-currently with Dallas Stars

Oklahoma City Barons: Young players get plenty of ice time in 3-2 shootout win over Iowa

Having clinched a playoff berth Friday night, coach Todd Nelson rested many of his top players Saturday night. Several kids who recently completed college or junior hockey got significant ice time in a 3-2 shootout win over Iowa in front of 4,837 fans at the Cox Convention Center.
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Barons fans got an early glimpse of some young players who could be playing in Oklahoma City next season.

Having clinched a playoff berth Friday night, coach Todd Nelson rested many of his top players Saturday night. Several kids who recently completed college or junior hockey got significant ice time in a 3-2 shootout win over Iowa in front of 4,837 fans at the Cox Convention Center.

“Because of the pressure we’ve been under to try to make the playoffs it was good to get these guys into a game,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “This helps us evaluate them and we can give them some tips on different things they may need to work during the offseason.”

Five young players that played in Saturday’s game are under AHL or NHL contracts for next season, which means there’s a decent chance they could be playing for the Barons in 2013-14.

In his pro debut, 20-year-old Canadian Joshua Winquist scored the game-winner. Winquist was the third Baron to score in the shootout after veterans Jack Combs and C.J. Stretch had scored earlier in the shootout.

“I was pretty nervous going into the game,” Winquist said. “It was really cool they put me out there for the shootout. Being from there in Edmonton all my buddies are diehard Oilers fans. They’ll get a big kick out of this. It’s very exciting for me heading into the summer.”

Goaltender Frans Tuohimaa, under an NHL two-way contract, made his professional debut. A 22-year-old rookie from Finland, Tuohimaa notched 38 saves in his North America debut.

“Once he got settled in, Frans played a very strong game,” Nelson said. “There were times he really got tested. We had some big penalty kills in the second period when Frans made some big saves.”

Two kids were involved in the Barons goal with 12:17 left that tied the game 1-1.

Jordan Oesterle, a 21-year-old defenseman from Dearborn Heights, Mich., scored his first pro goal on an assist from Austin Fyten and Jujhar Khaira, a 19-year-old center from Canada.

“Tonight was a game we got stronger as the game went on,” Nelson said. “That’s natural. They probably were a little nervous early, but we were pretty strong in the third period. Like usual, we find a way to win it late. That’s been the way it’s been for us lately.”

After Iowa went up 2-1 with 7:03 left, Barons veteran Curtis Hamilton tied it 2-2 with 4:12 remaining. One of the assists was supplied by Kellen Jones.

Kellen and his 23-year-old twin brother, Connor, have played in five games with the Barons after completing their college careers at Quinnipiac, a private school in Hamden, Conn., that plays Division I hockey.

“The guys always joke you can’t have one of us without the other,” Kellen said. “It’s great playing with your twin brother, your best friend. To be able to make our pro debuts here in Oklahoma City has been a great experience.”

Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Steve MacIntyre is captain for a day

Since the Barons clinched a playoff berth on Friday night, most of their top players sat out a 3-2 shootout win over Iowa in the regular-season finale Saturday night at the Cox Center.
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Since the Barons clinched a playoff berth on Friday night, most of their top players sat out a 3-2 shootout win over Iowa in the regular-season finale Saturday night at the Cox Center.

Steve MacIntyre, the 33-year-old veteran tough man, served as the Barons team captain in the finale. C.J. Stretch and Curtis Hamilton were the assistant captains.

ARCOBELLO, PITLICK UPDATES

Barons’ all-time franchise scoring leader Mark Arcobello has compiled 28 points and has scored in all 15 games since he was reassigned to Oklahoma City on Feb. 2, but Arcobello has sat out the past 12 games with a shoulder injury.

Coach Todd Nelson said Tyler Pitlick will miss the Texas series with an undisclosed injury

“The best-case scenario for Arco is he returns some time during this first-round series,” Nelson said. “Those are two guys you’d love to have but with the guys Edmonton sent down we’ll have a lot of options.”

SITTING OUT THE FINALE

Healthy scratches for the Barons on Saturday night included: Anton Lander, Roman Horak, Matthew Ford, Steve Pinizzotto and Will Acton.

Healthy scratch defensemen included: Taylor Fedun, Brandon Davidson, Oscar Klefbom and Brad Hunt, a second-team AHL All-Star, who set the Barons’ record for points by a defenseman (50).

ROOKIE CATCHING FIRE

Barons Rookie of the Year Andrew Miller has scored at least one point in 10 of the past 14 games. Miller is making his pro debut after playing for years at Yale where he scored 156 points in 141 college games. Miller has scored 34 points in 52 games with the Barons.

UP NEXT

The Barons host Game 1 (Wednesday) and Game 2 (Saturday) in a best-of-five series against the Texas Stars. The series shifts to Cedar Park, Texas, next week with Game 3 (April 30) followed by if-necessary games May 2-3.

OIL SPILLS

Second-year pro Austin Fyten, who was in the Texas Stars’ system last season, scored his seventh goal of the season Friday night. It was his third goal in three games. … Dan Ruhl won a Volkwagon Beetle, the 27th vehicle the Barons have given away the past two seasons.

OKC Barons clinch playoff berth, beat Iowa in overtime
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Before the overtime period began Friday night, Oklahoma City Barons coach Todd Nelson informed the players on the bench they had clinched a playoff berth.

In a dramatic turn of events, the Barons rallied for a 4-3 overtime win over the Iowa Wild in front of 4,344 fans at the Cox Convention Center.

The other two teams fighting the Barons for the Western Conference’s No. 8 seed both lost about the same time Oklahoma City forced overtime.

“The run we got on late in the season was very dramatic,” Nelson said. “We’ve scored late goals to get games to overtime or score a game-winner late. They could make a movie about this late-season run because it was pretty incredible.”

The Barons compiled a 19-7-5 record the final three months of the season to advance to the American Hockey League playoffs for the fourth consecutive season.

Oklahoma City entered the weekend with a two-point lead over Rockford and Charlotte, who both lost. The IceHogs lost 5-3 to Chicago, the Checkers lost 5-1 at Milwaukee.

“It’s unbelievable,” said Roman Horak, who tied the game with 2:01 left in regulation, clinching a playoff berth. “We’re all extremely happy right now.”

Named the fan favorite during pregame ceremonies, C.J. Stretch scored the game-winner three minutes into overtime.

“It’s been a long season. There’s been a lot of ups and downs,” said team captain Anton Lander, named the team’s MVP. “When we lost 9-3 to Charlotte on Jan. 24 on the road, after that we came together and started playing hard for each other, finding ways to win games.”

Oklahoma City will play the top-seeded Texas Stars in a best-of-five, first-round series. Games 1 and 2 will be at the Cox Convention Center on Wednesday and Saturday, April 26.

“A few months ago it didn’t look good,” Nelson said. “We knew we had to go on a run. We did it at the right time. We did the same thing last year. It’s a weird year. Normally 81 (standings) points isn’t enough. I’m just really happy we clinched tonight.”

The Barons shook off a slow start Friday, getting outshot 10-3 in the early going, by producing two goals late in the first period for a 2-0 lead. Lander had a key assist on both goals.

Iowa, last in the Western Conference, rallied for a 3-2 lead when Tyler Gravoac scored three points, including the key assist on Kurtis Gabriel’s goal with 4:52 left in regulation.

Nelson said it was nerve wracking but apropos that the Barons used some late-game magic to send the game to overtime to clinch a playoff berth.

“Even the last play of the game when (defenseman) Oscar Klefbom blew a wheel, it got a little scary there with four seconds left,” Nelson said “All we had to do was get tied through regulation.

“This team has made things dramatic all year but they’ve really hung in there and played hard for on another. It’s a tribute to all those guys in that locker room.”

Anton Lander named OKC Barons' MVP
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During pregame ceremonies on Friday night, general manager Bill Scott announced the Barons’ annual fan appreciation awards: 2013-14 team MVP—Anton Lander; Rookie of the Year—Andrew Miller; Offensive Player of the Year—Lander; Defensive Player of the Year—Brad Hunt; Fan favorite—C.J. Stretch.

“It’s an honor but I couldn’t do it without my teammates and coaches, so a big thanks to all of them,” Lander said. “I’m very happy and very proud of this team that we kept fighting to get into the playoffs.”

PLAYOFF SCHEDULE

The Barons, the No. 8 seed in the AHL’s Western Conference, will host the top-seeded Texas Stars in Games 1 and 2 of the playoffs on Wednesday (7 p.m.) and Saturday, April 26, an 8 p.m. start.

The Stars will host all remaining games of the best-of-five series the following week with games scheduled April 30, May 2 and May 3 at the Cedar Park Center depending on how long the series lasts.

KIDS WILL PLAY SATURDAY

Backup goaltender Frans Touhimaa is one of three players who will make their pro debuts Saturday night now that the Barons have clinched a playoff berth.

“It’s pretty amazing that Frans will be our ninth goalie this season,” said coach Todd Nelson. “We’re a pretty tired hockey team. This will give us a chance to rest some guys.”

Winger Joshua Winquist and defenseman Graeme Craig also will make their pro debuts. Youngsters like Greg Chase, Jodran Oesterle and the Jones twins, Connor and Kellen, also will play.

“It’s a chance for them to get experience and have fun,” Nelson said. “This can boost their confidence going into the off-season. It’s also a chance to see what they can do and give them a chance to show us something.”

UP NEXT

The Barons close out the regular season Saturday night at 7 at the Cox Convention Centera gainst Iowa. The team is giving away a VW Bug. It will be the 27th vehicle the Barons have given away over the past two seasons worth a combined $820,000.

OIL SPILLS

The Barons have 16 wins when they outshoot opponents, 18 when the opponent has more shots. … Defenseman Brandon Davidson provided a crowd-pleasing fight with Iowa forward Kurtis Gabriel in the second period.

OKC Barons: It's a do or die weekend for the Oklahoma City Barons

The Barons can clinch the No. 8 seed in the Western Conference with three standings points when they host the Iowa Wild on Friday and Saturday nights at the Cox Convention Center. Games begin at 7.
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The American Hockey League playoffs officially begin next week. For for the Oklahoma City Barons, the playoffs begin this weekend.

The Barons can clinch the No. 8 seed in the Western Conference with three standings points when they host the Iowa Wild on Friday and Saturday nights at the Cox Convention Center.

“We talked around Christmas that we’d have to play well the rest of the season to make the playoffs,” said Barons defenseman Brad Hunt. “We gained confidence as the season went on.

“We’re hoping to continue that momentum into the playoffs, but we’re not in, yet. We have to win (these last two games). We still have work to do.”

With two games left in the regular season, the Barons have 79 standings points. They need one win and one non-regulation loss to clinch a playoff berth.

Charlotte (77) and Rockford (77) also have two games scheduled this weekend, including a head-to-head meeting in a regular-season finale Saturday night in Rockford.

“We’re in a very good spot right now,” said Oklahoma City defenseman Taylor Fedun. “The last two months, we’ve had our backs to the wall but have responded well. It’s put us in a good position. We don’t have to do any scoreboard watching. We just need to take care of business.”

OKC was a long shot at mid-season, but it has gone 20-9-5 the past three months to have a shot at making the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season under coach Todd Nelson.

The Barons have undergone 152 roster transactions, but they currently have a playoff-quality roster after Edmonton reassigned team captain Anton Lander, forward Tyler Pitlick and three other players to Oklahoma City after the NHL regular season ended last weekend.

Darnell Nurse, Edmonton’s No. 1 pick last season, has joined the Barons after completing his junior career.

“We’re still in the driver’s seat, which is what you want,” said goaltender Richard Bachman. “It’s under our control. It starts with getting a win Friday night.”

The Barons might get another All-Star reinforcement if they reach the playoffs. Mark Arcobello, the franchise’s all-time scoring leader, has been sidelined the past 11 games with a shoulder injury that didn’t require surgery.

Arcobello, who has scored in every game since he was reassigned to Oklahoma City (28 points in 15 games) on Feb. 2, isn’t expected to play this weekend. He might return next week if the Barons make the playoffs.

The Iowa Wild, Minnesota’s Triple-A affiliate, is last in the West. The lowest scoring team in the AHL doesn’t have a skater listed among the league’s top 100 scorers.

“It’s up to us to get it done,” Nelson said. “It won’t be easy. Iowa will want to play spoiler. We’ve seen that many times where teams out of the playoffs play loose, especially their final few games. We just have to play our game.”

•Scouting report: OKC is in eighth in the American Hockey League Western Conference, two standings points in front of Rockford and Charlotte for the final playoff berth with two games left in the regular season. Iowa has been eliminated from playoff contention...Roman Horak (53 points) leads the Barons in scoring. Brad Hunt (50 points) owns the team record for points by a defenseman. Team captain Anton Lander (49 points in 44 games)... The Wild, Minnesota’s Triple-A affiliate, is led by Brad Winchester (36 points). He is not ranked among the AHL’s top 100 scorers...Iowa’s top goalie is Johan Gustafsson (12-19-4 with a 2.99 goals against average and .903 saves percentage).

OKC Barons can't stop Texas Stars
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The Barons’ game with the Texas Stars had an underlying subplot Wednesday night at the Cox Convention Center.

Having already clinched the No. 1 seed in the Western Conference, the Stars showed a crowd of 3,067 why they haven’t lost a game in regulation in more than a month by beating the Barons 2-1.

Photo - 

If the Barons make the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season, they will play the Stars in a best-of-five first-round series that would begin next week with Games 1 and 2 in Oklahoma City.

“We talked about this,” said 29-year-old veteran Matthew Ford. “Our goal is to make the playoffs, and we knew this could be a potential matchup. We still have to get in, but we wanted to set a tempo tonight. We didn’t do that and they didn’t even have their ‘A’ team.”

With two games left in the regular season, the Barons are the current No. 8 seed, two points in front of Charlotte and Rockford. Oklahoma City still controls its playoff destiny and hosts the Iowa Wild on Friday and Saturday.

“We picked a heck of a time to lay an egg,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “I thought that was one of the worst games we’ve played in a long time. Bachs (goalie Richard Bachman) was one of the few guys that played well or it could have been a lot worse.”

The Barons have a revamped roster after Edmonton reassigned team captain Anton Lander, forward Tyler Pitlick and three other players to Oklahoma City after the NHL regular season ended last weekend.

Even though they sat AHL scoring leader Travis Morin and a couple of their other top players, the Stars continued their late-season dominance.

“They outworked us, which is a tough pill to swallow,” Nelson said. “We’ve been having success outworking teams, but we definitely didn’t work hard enough tonight to deserve a win.”

The Stars have compiled an AHL-best 106 standings points and are 12-0-1 the past month. Their last regulation loss was March 12.

“Tonight was not the message we wanted to send to them,” Bachman said. “We pretty much wasted the first period. For some reason we were on our heels a little bit.”

Texas outshot the Barons 31-25, including 11-2 in the first period. The Stars went up 1-0 less than two minutes left in the game on Toby Peterson’s goal.

The Barons tied it 1-1 on Steve Pinizzotto’s power-play goal midway through the second period, but the Stars answered with a goal from Kevin Henderson with just 32 seconds left in the second period.

Neither team scored in the third period.

“We’re still in good shape but we can’t take anything for granted,” Lander said. “We have to play good these past two games to make we get in.”

The Stars won the season series with the Barons 8-4, including going 3-2-1 in the six games played at the Cox Convention Center.

“I’m sure they wanted to beat us to try and get into our heads a little, but we have to win some games to get a chance to play them in the playoffs,” said defenseman Brad Hunt. “They know they’re already the No. 1 seed. We have to get in.”

OKC Barons: Barons still control playoff destiny

If Oklahoma City secures at least three standings points (one win and one non-regulation loss) in two home games Friday and Saturday against the Iowa Wild, the Barons will qualify for the playoffs for the fourth consecutive year.

 by Michael Baldwin   Published: April 16, 2014  

Advertisement

Despite a 2-1 loss to the Texas Stars, the Barons still control their playoff destiny.

If Oklahoma City secures at least three standings points (one win and one non-regulation loss) in two home games Friday and Saturday against the Iowa Wild, the Barons will qualify for the playoffs for the fourth consecutive year.

With two games left in the regular season, the Barons (79 points) currently own the No. 8 seed in the Western Conference.

Charlotte (77) and Rockford (77) also have two games scheduled this weekend, including a head-to-head meeting in a regular-season finale Saturday night in Rockford.

LATE-SEASON REINFORCEMENTS

In a season in which the Barons have undergone 152 total transactions, the latest moves should boost the playoff roster if they get in.

Last weekend after the NHL regular season ended, Edmonton, the Barons’parent team, reassigned team captain Anton Lander in addition to Will Acton, Tyler Pitlick, Steve Pinizzotto and Oscar Kelfbom to Oklahoma City after the NHL regular season ended last weekend. All would be eligible for the playoffs.

LINE SHUFFLING

Due to late-season roster changes, coach Todd Nelson has tried to find good line combinations.

The top line featured team scoring leader Roman Horak, Lander and Pitlick. The No. 2 line matched Curtis Hamilton, Jack Combs and Acton.

The third line included: C.J. Stretch, Andrew Miller and Austin Fyten. The fourth line was veteran Matthew Ford and 23-year-old twins Connor and Kellen Jones, who recently completed their college careers.

“We’re probably going to have to make some changes,” Nelson said. “After a game like that you can’t really keep things status quo. We’ll have to make necessary changes and hopefully it will improve our club.”

NURSE MAKES OKC DEBUT

Defenseman Darnell Nurse, the Edmonton Oilers’ No. 1 pick last season, the No. 7 overall selection, made his home debut Wednesday night.

Nurse, 19, has spent the past three seasons with Sault Ste. Marie in the Ontario Hockey League. After scoring 50 points in his final junior season, Nurse logged one assist in his Barons debut, two road games last weekend in Abbotsford.

OIL SPILLS…

Steve Pinizzotto scored the Barons lone goal but was given a game misconduct in the third period for abuse of officials...If the Barons advance to the playoffs they would host Games 1 & 2 next week in a best-of-5 series that would continue the following week with Games 3, 4 & 5 (if necessary) in Texas.

OKC Barons: Steve Pinizzotto hopes words of wisdom help Barons in crunch time

Oklahoma City hosts the Texas Stars at 7 p.m. Wednesday at the Cox Center. Any standings points will help the Barons move closer to a fourth consecutive playoff berth.
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Five years ago, American Hockey League veteran Bryan Helmer provided playoff tips for Steve Pinizzotto. Nowadays, it’s Pinizzotto who’s passing along those words of wisdom to Oklahoma City Barons teammates.
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“That first year Ryan Helmer was our captain and gave a speech I’ll always remember,” said Pinizzotto who was with the powerhouse Hershey Bears at the time. “He had been a pro 15 years and had made it to the finals only once. He told us you have to enjoy the moment. That’s what I’m trying to pass along to these guys.”

The Barons can move a step closer to clinching a fourth consecutive AHL playoff berth Wednesday night when they host the probable top-seeded Texas Stars at 7 inside the Cox Convention Center. The Barons currently sit in the eighth and final Western Conference playoff spot, although Rockford and Charlotte are just two standings points behind.

Game against Iowa, the worst team in the Western Conference, are 7 p.m. Friday and Saturday at the Cox Center. By the end of this week’s games, the Barons will know their playoff fate. Pinizzotto hopes the things he says to teammates will have an impact now that it’s crunch time.

“It’s huge for our young guys to be around a guy like Pinner,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He knows what it takes, what you have to go through to win a championship. That experience is invaluable.”

Pinizzotto appeared in 42 of 43 playoffs games with Hershey when it won back-to-back Calder Cup championships in 2009 and 2010. Including the playoffs, he has 193 points in 387 AHL games.

“You can see it in his game,” said Barons teammate Brad Hunt, who has set the franchise record for points by a defenseman. “He likes to hit, he likes to do the dirty work. You have to break through the brick wall to get to the other side. He knows what it takes to break through that brick wall.”

It’s been a whirlwind season for Pinizzotto.

Last season, the Mississauga, Ontario, Canada, product finally realized his dream of playing in the NHL, getting a chance with the Vancouver Canucks. This season, he wasn’t even getting ice time with the San Antonio Rampage, the affiliate of the Florida Panthers.

A trade to Oklahoma City proved to be the break he needed. And it led to a six-game promotion to Edmonton, the Barons’ parent team.

“Growing up, every single coach I had always told me I could play in the NHL,” Pinizzotto said. “I had a terrible string of bad luck. I was finally going to make it at age 27 and then I had a shoulder injury.”

Pinizzotto is a grinder, best known for finishing checks. He brings a physical element to a skilled team.

“Late in your career you don’t expect to get that tap on the shoulder to go up,” Nelson said of Pinizzotto’s promotion to the Oilers. “This was a fresh start for Pinner, and he made the most of it. He played well up there. They liked the way he played. It’s a new lease on life for him.”

Pinizzotto said it was frustrating while waiting for an opportunity to play in the NHL.

“Hockey is a business you can’t control. Even if you’re playing well, the openings aren’t always there,” Pinizzotto said. “In San Antonio, it looked like a dead-end road... but in the end it worked out for the best.

“I’ve played on a couple of championship teams. When a team is bonding like this team has the past few months, buying into the system, you start winning games. That’s what’s happening here.”

Pinizzotto turns 30 next week. His immediate focus is to help the Barons — who have three 19-year-olds on the roster — clinch a playoff berth and try to make a run in the postseason. Oklahoma City has reached the Western Conference championship round the last two seasons.

“I feel I belong up there full-time,” Pinizzotto said of the NHL. “You have to catch a break. I think those games up there, I think, I showed I belong. I think I turned some heads. I’ll try to carry that into next year.”

OKC Barons: Barons win in shootout, move closer to playoff berth

The Edmonton Oilers returned 126 points worth of manpower to their American Hockey League affiliate — defenseman Oscar Klefbom and forwards Tyler Pitlick, Steve Pinizotto, Will Acton and team captain Anton Lander.
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ABBOTSFORD, British Columbia, Canada — The Barons offered a triple dose of good news to Oklahoma City hockey fans on Sunday.

First, the Edmonton Oilers returned 126 points worth of manpower to their American Hockey League affiliate — defenseman Oscar Klefbom and forwards Tyler Pitlick, Steve Pinizotto, Will Acton and team captain Anton Lander.

Second, Lander scored the deciding goal as Oklahoma City came back to beat the Abbotsford Heat 5-4 in a shootout at the Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Center.

And third, the Barons moved into sole possession of the last playoff berth in the Western Conference after fellow contenders Rockford and Charlotte lost.

The Barons (34-28-11) wrapped up their regular-season road schedule Sunday, coming back from a 3-1 deficit against an Abbotsford team that has already wrapped up a playoff berth. The Barons enter the final three home games this week — Wednesday vs. top-seeded Texas and Friday and Saturday vs. last-place Iowa — with a two-standings points lead over Rockford and Charlotte.

Oklahoma City has 79 points. The IceHogs and Checkers have 77 points with two games left, including a head-to-head matchup Saturday in Rockford.

The return of Klefbom, Pitlick, Pinizotto, Acton and Lander accounted for four regulation points and a fighting major Sunday before 5,065 fans. Klefbom, Pinizotto, Acton and Lander each had an assist, and Acton dropped the mitts with Abbotsford’s Blair Jones with 12:51 left in the game and the score 3-3.

Max Reinhart gave the Heat (40-25-9) a 4-3 lead with 11:33 left in the game while on the power play. But Acton and newcomer Darnell Nurse assisted on Curtis Hamilton’s even-strength score about nine minutes later.

The Barons outscored Abbotsford 2-1 in the best-of-5 shootout, with C.J. Stretch and Lander beating goaltender Doug Carr. The Barons’ Richard Bachman allowed a Jones goal, but the next three shooters failed to crack the Oklahoma City netminder.

OKC Barons continue trip at Abbotsford

 by Michael Baldwin   Published: April 12, 2014  
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Barons at Abbotsford

•When: 3 p.m. Sunday

•Where: Abbotsford Entertainment Sports Center, Abbotsford, British, Columbia.

•Radio: KXXY 96.1 FM

•Scouting report: With four games left in the regular season, the Barons were tied with Charlotte for the eighth and final playoff spot heading into Saturday’s AHL games. … Rochester was in seventh, one point ahead of OKC and Charlotte. Rockford and Utica are two points back. Only two of the five will make the playoffs. … Abbotsford is fifth and has clinched a playoff berth. The Heat leads the season series 5-2, including a 3-0 edge at home. … Roman Horak (52 points) returned last weekend after missing seven games. Horak scored three points in a Barons win last Sunday and had two assists in a 3-2 loss at Abbotsford on Friday night. … Brad Hunt leads the Barons in assists (38) and has set a single-season franchise scoring record for defensemen (49 points). … Goaltender Richard Bachman is 24-18-8 with a 2.99 goals-against average and .908 save percentage. … Abbotsford’s top two scorers, Max Reinhart (57 points) and Ben Street (56), have had success against OKC. Reinhart has scored nine points in five games against the Barons, Street eight points in seven games. … The Heat’s Joni Ortio (25-8-2 with a 2.35 GAA, .924 save percentage) is one of the AHL’s top goaltenders

Barons at Abbotsford •When: 3 p.m. Sunday •Where: Abbotsford Entertainment Sports Center, Abbotsford, British, Columbia. •Radio: KXXY 96.1 FM •Scouting report: With four games left in the regular season, the Barons were tied with Charlotte for the eighth and final playoff spot heading into Saturday’s AHL games. … Rochester was in seventh, one point ahead of OKC and Charlotte. Rockford and Utica are two points back. Only two of the five will make the playoffs. … Abbotsford is fifth and has clinched a playoff berth. The Heat leads the season series 5-2, including a 3-0 edge at home. … Roman Horak (52 points) returned last weekend after missing seven games.

OKC Barons' Brad Hunt named second-team AHL All-Star
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Oklahoma City Barons defenseman Brad Hunt was named a second-team American Hockey League All-Star on Thursday.

Hunt, 25, recently set the Barons’ franchise record for points in a season by a blue-liner. Hunt (49 points) also owns the team record for assists (38) by a defenseman.

A 5-foot-9, 175-pounder from Ridge Meadow, B.C., Hunt recently surpassed the records Justin Schultz established last season when he was named AHL Defenseman of the Year.

Hunt ranks fourth in the league in scoring among defensemen. Many of his points have come on a power-play unit that ranks second in the AHL.

“He has an absolute bomb from the point,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He’s also a glue guy, someone who plays well under pressure. He’s a calming influence. He’s a guy we rely on to settle the game down.”

OKC Barons: Oklahoma City's power play on fire

The Barons scored three power-play goals in their 6-4 win over Charlotte on Sunday afternoon at the Cox Center.
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The Barons scored three power-play goals in a 6-4 win over Charlotte Sunday afternoon at the Cox Convention Center.

Oklahoma City has scored at least one power play goal in seven consecutive games. The past month, the Barons’ power play has scored at a sizzling 28.1 percent clip.

“Our power play has been clicking pretty good, which is what we’ll need,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “With the team we have right now, when it’s five-on-five, we’ll have to throw a lot of volume of shots on net to generate goals.”

HORAK PROVIDES A BOOST

Sidelined six games with an undisclosed injury, Roman Horak, returned for a pivotal weekend series with Charlotte. In Sunday’s win he scored three points, including his 21st goal.

“It’s always tough when you have to sit and watch games,” Horak said. “With some guys up in Edmonton and guys like Arco (Mark Arcobello) injured I felt I needed to get out there.

“(The injury) is better, but as a player who knows, there’s still something a little different. I’m dealing with it and trying to help the team as much as I can.”

HUNT BREAKS SCHULTZ’S RECORD

Defenseman Brad Hunt notched an assist in Sunday’s game to break Justin Schultz’s franchise record for points by a blue-liner. Hunt has 49 points. He also 38 assists, another franchise record.

“(Schultz) did it half as many games,” Hunt said. “He is such an excellent hockey player. To pass somebody like that is pretty cool, but it would mean a lot more if we made the playoffs.”

HOME DOMINANCE

The Barons have won four consecutive home games to match their longest home streak of the season.

Since mid-January, the Barons are 12-2-1 at home. Both regulation losses were against defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids.

“It’s comforting to know we’ll have our final three games at home,” Nelson said, “but this will have to continue for us to get into the playoffs.”

UP NEXT

The Barons play their final two road games of the regular season next weekend (Friday and Sunday) at Abbottsford, a team that’s essentially clinched a playoff berth. Game times are 9 p.m. Friday and 3 p.m. Sunday.

“We have to go in with the mindset that we’re going to get four more points,” Hunt said. “We can’t rely on other teams to do things for us. We need to win games so we won’t need any help.”

Oklahoma City closes the regular season with three home games April 16 (first-place Texas), and April 18-19 (last-place Iowa).

OKC Barons: Barons complete huge sweep over Charlotte

Oklahoma City moved into playoff position with Sunday’s win — but now it has to maintain the momentum with five games left in the regular season.

 by Michael Baldwin   Published: April 6, 2014  

Advertisement

The Oklahoma City Barons qualifying for the American Hockey League playoffs appeared to be a long shot two months ago. Now, they are above the playoff cutoff line following a 6-4 win over Charlotte on Sunday afternoon at the Cox Convention Center.

By sweeping a two-game weekend series against the Checkers, Oklahoma City is in seventh place in the Western Conference with two weeks left in the regular season.

If the AHL playoffs started Monday, the Barons would be in the postseason for the fourth consecutive year under coach Todd Nelson. Oklahoma City has been Western Conference finalists the past two seasons.

“This was huge to get both of these wins, but it will probably still come down to the wire,” Nelson said. “We’ve put ourselves in a good position, but we still have work to do.”

With five games remaining in the regular season the Barons have clawed all the way back to seventh place in the conference. Oklahoma City (33-27-11) next plays Friday and Sunday at Abbottsford (39-25-7), which is fifth in the conference.

OKC has 77 standings points, but Rochester has 76. Charlotte and Rockford both have 75. Only two of the four will qualify.

“All the work we did this weekend doesn’t mean anything if we don’t go to Abbottsford next weekend and play well,” Nelson said. “This by no means is even close to being over.”

Charlotte (36-33-3) led 1-0 after one period, but the Barons opened the second period with a 5-on-3 power-play.

Matthew Ford scored his 23rd goal of the season to tie the game. Thirty-one seconds later, Andrew Miller lit the lamp to swing the momentum.

“We had the same thing happen in Charlotte, but we came out and didn’t score on the (5-on-3),” said Barons defenseman Brad Hunt. “We knew we could put them on their heels if we scored at least one to tie it. Scoring two was huge.”

The Barons continued to fire away. OKC scored four goals in the second period off a franchise-record 27 shots.

Roman Horak, who returned Saturday night after missing six games to injury, had assists on the first two goals and then scored his 21st goal for a 3-1 cushion.

Taylor Fedun added another power play goal late in the period to make it 4-1, but the Checkers got one goal back just before intermission. Charlotte scored a power-play goal early in the third period and tied it with 9:00 left on Justin Shugg’s goal.

“It’s funny how the game works sometimes,” Nelson said. “We turned the puck over and they scored, which swayed the game their direction. If we had gotten out of the second up 4-1 it would have probably been different, but give them credit. They were playing their third game in three days and kept battling back.”

Despite outshooting the Checkers 42-24, the game was still tied heading into the final minute.

Curtis Hamilton scored with 34 seconds left off a perfectly timed 2-on-1 pass from Fedun. Brandon Davidson scored an empty-net goal with 12 seconds left to ice it.

“To get a 4-1 lead against the type of team Charlotte has was awesome,” Hunt said. “Then after we gave the lead away, we came back and showed a lot of character to battle back and get a huge victory. We need to keep rolling, hopefully right into the playoffs

OKC Barons: Richard Bachman records shutout, Barons close in on playoff spot
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Barons goaltender Richard Bachman couldn’t have picked a better time to post his second shutout of the season.

In a showdown of two teams trying to earn one of the final Western Conference playoff berths, Bachman stopped all 31 shots to lead the Barons to a 1-0 win over Charlotte on Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.

With the win, the Barons officially have climbed to the playoff cutoff line, although six more games are left in the regular season to determine whether they qualify for the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season.

“This is a very huge win for us which sets the stage for an even bigger game (on Sunday),” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “For Richard to get a shutout against a great offensive team like they have is pretty remarkable.”

At press time, the Barons were tied with Charlotte and Rockford for the eighth and final playoff spot in the West. Rochester, riding a three-game winning streak, is in seventh, one point in front of the trio tied at eighth.

C.J. Stretch scored the game’s only goal early in the second period. Stretch scored the power-play goal after he paused then faked a shot to beat Checkers goalie John Muse.

“I haven’t had much success shooting straight on a goalie, so I tried to get a better angle,” Stretch said. “(Matthew) Ford set a good screen for me. I decided to fake a shot and then slide the puck in.”

Nelson had a good view from the Barons’ bench.

“I was yelling, ‘Shoot, shoot!’” Nelson said. “Stretchy had good poise. It obviously was a huge goal for us, not just because it ended up being the only goal, but it helped everyone relax.”

In a rematch of a first-round playoff series from last season, Charlotte has 17 players that played in that series while the Barons had only four players in Saturday’s game that played in Game 5 a year ago.

“This team is totally different than the team we had six weeks ago,” Nelson said. “With the new group we have, this is how we have to play to win games. Our guys worked really hard, which can compensate for system mistakes.”

Starting 24 of the past 26 games, Bachman has faced a league-high 1,520 shots this season and recorded a league-high 1,383 saves.

“You always get a little nervous at the end, but Bachs stood on his head the last two minutes of the game,” Stretch said. “They have such a great offensive team. For him to shut them out was huge.”

Bachman improved to 23-17-8. His other shutout was three months ago in a win over the Texas Stars.

Five of Bachman’s 31 saves came in the final two minutes after Charlotte pulled Muse for an extra skater.

“It’s the quickest but also the longest three minutes you can ever imagine,” Bachman said. “We did a good job getting pucks out when we needed to. You knew they’d be coming hard. They put a lot of shots on net, but our D did a good job to allow me to see the shot, which is huge.”

OKC Barons notebook: C.J. Stretch scores back-to-back game-winners
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With his mother in town from California, forward C.J. Stretch scored the game’s only goal in the Barons’ 1-0 win over Charlotte on Saturday night at the Cox Convention Center.

It was the second consecutive game-winning goal for Stretch, who was the seventh and final skater Wednesday night in Oklahoma City’s 5-4 shootout win over Hamilton.

“I can’t take the credit for game-winner in the shootout. Bachs (goalie Richard Bachman) made some huge saves for us in the shootout and again tonight,” Stretch said.

HUNT TIES SCHULTZ’S RECORD

Defenseman Brad Hunt notched an assist in Saturday’s win, his 48th point of the season which ties Hunt with Justin Schultz for the Barons’ franchise record for points by a blue-liner. Hunt’s 37 assists already is a Barons defenseman record.

HORAK RETURNS, ARCOBELLO STILL OUT

All-time franchise scoring leader Mark Arcobello missed his seventh consecutive game with an undisclosed injury, but Roman Horak returned after missing the previous six games.

TWINS MAKE PRO DEBUTS

Kellen Jones and Connor Jones, 23-year-old twins from Montrose, British Columbia, just completed their college careers at Quinnipiac University. Both made their pro debuts on Saturday. The Jones twins helped lead the Bobcats to the Frozen Four last year when Quinnipiac lost to Yale in the 2013 national title game.

A SUNDAY MATINEE

The Barons and Checkers meet again Sunday at 4 p.m. at the Cox Center. After the game, fans can skate with Barons coaches and players.

“Getting this win was huge to get two (standings) points, but now that it’s over you have to forget about it and move on to the next one,” Bachman said. “We have to come ready because you know they’ll be hungry.”

OIL SPILLS

The Barons the past week have added eight players on amateur tryouts or reassignments from the college or junior ranks. In addition to the Jones twins, defenseman Jordan Oesterle made his pro debut Saturday night. … One recent roster addition waiting to make his pro debut is 21-year-old right winger Mitch Holmberg, who scored 118 points, including 62 goals, in 72 games with Spokane in the WHL.

Plymouth Whalers' Alex Nedeljkovic Named OHL Goaltender of the Year
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Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic .

Rena Laverty

Toronto, ON – The Ontario Hockey League today announced that Alex Nedeljkovic of the Plymouth Whalers is the 2013-14 recipient of the OHL’s Goaltender of the Year award.

Nedeljkovic becomes the first Whalers’ goaltender to win the award after starting 61 games this season posting a 26-27-0-7 record with one shutout victory while facing the second most shots in the OHL. He made 2,042 saves which was second most in the league and still posted the second best save percentage with a mark of .925, while his goals-against-average of 2.88 ranked eighth among OHL netminders.

“To receive this award is an incredible honor,” said Nedeljkovic. “There were many other goaltenders in league this year that also had great seasons. Credit must be given to all of my teammates that helped me to achieve this award. Game in and game out they would do their best to help make my job easier, and I would try my best to do the same for them. This award recognizes what a goalie has accomplished throughout the season, but it is also a symbol of what the entire team did over the course of the season to be as good as they possibly could defensively.”

“It doesn’t surprise me at all that Alex is receiving this award,” said Whalers President, Governor, GM and Head Coach Mike Vellucci. “I thought he was by far the best goaltender in our league this season and was certainly our team MVP."

Eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft, Nedeljkovic is listed fourth among North American goaltenders by NHL Central Scouting. He is also just the third goaltender to win the award in their 18-year-old birth year following Brian Finley of the Barrie Colts in 1999, and Craig Hillier of the Ottawa 67’s in 1996, both selected in the first round of the NHL Draft that same season. 

“It doesn’t surprise me at all that Alex is receiving this award,” said Whalers President, Governor, GM and Head Coach Mike Vellucci. “I thought he was by far the best goaltender in our league this season and was certainly our team MVP in both the regular season and playoffs. We had such a young team this year and needed the stability in goal that Alex provided, and without him I don’t think we would have kept our playoff streak alive of 23 straight years.”
Six Plymouth Whalers Named to Final 2014 NHL Central Scouting Rankings
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Plymouth defenseman Alex Peters
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Six Plymouth Whalers are listed in the Final National Hockey League Central Scouting Rankings for the upcoming 2014 NHL Draft, held in late June in Philadelphia.

Right wing Connor Chatham is 46th overall, followed by defenseman Alex Peters (56th), left wing Matt Mistele (88th), defenseman Josh Wesley (111th) and defenseman Yannick Rathgeb (129th). 

Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic continues to be on scouts' radar and is fourth overall among North American goaltenders.

Click here for Central Scouting's Rankings for North American Skaters.

Click here for Central Scouting's Rankings for North American Goaltenders.

Nedeljkovic has been selected to Team USA's roster for the upcoming National Under-18 Team that will compete at the 2014 International Ice Hockey Federation Men's Under-18 World Championship from April 17-27, in Lappeenranta, Finland.

Click here for details of the tournament and Team USA's roster.

IT WAS A VERY GOOD YEAR FOR THE WHALERS' CARTER SANDLAK:  On the other end of the Whalers' roster, Carter Sandlak came to Plymouth last summer looking to sign an NHL-contract.

Mission accomplished, as Tim Smith of the Plymouth Observer and Eccentric writes:

Not every Ontario Hockey League player gets his name called at the podium during the NHL draft weekend.

Sometimes, players have to pay their dues and wait for a break.

The latter certainly applied to Carter Sandlak, who in 2013-14 was an overage player who made the most of his fifth season in the Ontario Hockey League — his only year with the Plymouth Whalers.

Sandlak sparked the Whalers’ offense with 24 goals and 24 assists in 61 games, helping the team make the OHL playoffs for the league-record 23rd season in a row.

Along the way, the 20-year-old Sandlak caught the attention of Carolina Hurricanes scouts and was signed as a free agent by the NHL team.

“I don’t know if I was frustrated, but it just was a ‘When’s it going to happen?’ kind of thing,” Sandlak said. “I knew it was going to be a big year.
Plymouth Whalers Draft for Skill and Offense in 2014 OHL Priority Selection
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Plymouth Whalers scouts at work during the 2014 OHL Priority Selection.

Pete Krupsky

PLYMOUTH - The Plymouth Whalers dedicated their selections in the 2014 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selection on April 5 to the late Pat Peake, Sr., a long-time Whalers scout who passed away last summer.

Follow the 2014 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selection here.

The Whalers went for offense with their first choice (seventh) overall, when they selected skilled center William Bitten from the Ottawa Jr. 67's. 

Bitten scored 36 goals with 42 assists for 78 points in 29 games for the Jr. 67's and then added five goals with five assists for 10 points in six games in the OHL Cup Tournament.

Bitten was named Minor Hockey Player of the Year for the Ontario East Minor Hockey League.

Central Scouting gives this assessment of Bitten: 

"William is an undersized, skilled center that doesn't play like he's 5'8". He is very tenacious and is not afraid to get into the dirty areas of the ice to get the puck or to defend. He is a very smart player with a high hockey IQ. The puck follows him around the ice and he always seems to be in the right spot to grab the loose puck and go with it. William has very good one-on-one moves that have left some defenders looking silly. He is used in every situation by his coaches and does a good job in all of them." 

Plymouth selected in the second round at 27th overall and took right wing Nicholas Caamano from the Hamilton Jr. Bulldogs.

Caamano scored 22 goals with 22 assists for 44 points in 40 games last season.

Central Scouting has this assessment of Caamano:

"Nicholas has made huge strides forward this season in all aspects of his game. He is playing with a lot more confidence with the puck and is trying to do more things than he did at the beginning of the season. He is carrying the puck more, attcking with speed and being more creative. Nicholas has a nice, long fluid stride and plays the game at a high tempo with the ability to make plays at full speed. He is not afraid to take on a defender one-on-one." 

Plymouth GM/Head Coach Mike Vellucci spoke to George Sipple of the Detroit Free Press about Bitten and Caamano:

Whalers manager/coach Mike Vellucci isn’t worried about Bitten being undersized.

“I think he plays way bigger than he is, and I think he has that chip on his shoulder that will prove it doesn’t matter how big you are — if you can play, you can play,” said Vellucci, who expects Bitten to step in next season and be a top six forward. “(Caamano is) Another good skill player who plays with grit and passion."

See the rest of the story.

See the rest of the Whalers draft recap here.
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Pirates season finale moved from Lewiston to Saco 

After a scheduling standoff with the Kora Shrine Circus, the team opts to play it out at the 400-seat MHG Ice Centre in Saco.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

The final Portland Pirates game of a most unusual American Hockey League season will be played neither in Lewiston nor Portland but at the MHG Ice Centre in Saco, the team’s practice facility. The game is scheduled for Saturday at 7 p.m.

click image to enlarge

Portland’s Lucas Lessio, left, and Brendan Shinnimin celebrate at The Androscoggin Bank Colisee, but the overall season was not one to relish. 
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The 61st annual Kora Shrine Circus will present two shows Friday and three on Saturday at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

The Pirates already had moved other games in order to accommodate the circus, but as late as Monday were planning to wrap up their regular season on Saturday night in Lewiston.

Instead, anyone with tickets to Saturday’s game against St. John’s can receive a full refund at their point of purchase. Season ticket holders can receive a refund or a credit to the 2014-15 season by calling the Pirates office at 828-4665.

Seating in Saco will limit the crowd to 400. The Pirates will charge $10 a seat, but no tickets will be sold the day of the game. The team will donate all ticket proceeds to the Barbara Bush Children’s Hospital.

“We’d like to thank both the American Hockey League and St. John’s for being so accommodating with this unexpected change in venue,” said Brad Church, the team’s chief operating officer, in a prepared statement. “While we are disappointed that our time in Lewiston will be cut short, we are glad that we can use this opportunity to give to a great cause in the Barbara Bush Children’s Hospital.”

The decision to move the game from Lewiston to Saco was made late Tuesday morning.

The conflict between the circus and the Pirates, who have yet to win in eight April games and are last in the AHL in both points and attendance, arose after lease negotiations broke down between the team and trustees of the Cumberland County Civic Center. The Pirates chose to play their entire home season in Lewiston instead of returning to Portland in mid-to-late January, following a Civic Center refurbishment.

In other Pirates news, the team’s NHL parent club, the Phoenix Coyotes, sent four players to Maine for Wednesday’s game in Lewiston against Albany: defensemen Connor Murphy and Brandon Gormley, goaltender Mark Visentin and forward Tyler Gaudet.

The Coyotes, soon to be renamed the Arizona Coyotes, lost seven of their final eight games to miss the playoffs by two points.

Murphy, Gormley and Visentin all played for the Pirates earlier this season. Gaudet, who recently turned 21, spent this season with Sault St. Marie of the Ontario Hockey League.

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH
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Trotz out as coach of Predators

Former Portland Pirates coach Barry Trotz is out after 15 seasons in Nashville.

The Associated Press 

NASHVILLE, Tenn. — General manager David Poile hopes he sent the strongest message possible by making the first coaching change in Nashville’s history: missing the playoffs is not acceptable for the Predators.
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Barry Trotz took the Nashville Predators to the postseason seven times in an eight-year span, but failed to lead the small-market team into the playoffs the last two seasons. 

The Associated Press 
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STAFF PHOTO BY GORDON CHIBROSKI -- Thursday, October 24, 1996 -- Barry Trotz, Portland Pirates' coach, and assistant coach Paul Gardner, listen to Marc Potvin's concerns during a game at the CCCC. 
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Poile announced Monday that Barry Trotz, the NHL’s longest tenured head coach with one team, would not be back for a 16th season after the Predators missed the postseason for a second straight year. A few hours later, Poile said at a news conference a few hours later that won’t get it done.

“This is a wakeup call for everybody in our organization,” Poile said. “It’s a wakeup call for me. ‘Get out of your comfort zone.’ It’s going to be different here. There’s going to be a new coach in charge. ... It’s going to be a difference voice and it’s going to be a different direction. And hopefully ... the foundation Barry’s presented here for the next coach will take us to a higher level.”

Trotz’s contract expires June 30, and the Predators offered him a job in their hockey operations department. The two-time Jack Adams finalist made it clear in a very emotional news conference before Poile spoke that he appreciated the offer but wants to keep coaching.

“I love Nashville, but now I’m going to have to beat you,” Trotz said with a smile.

Poile hired Trotz away from the Pirates in August 1997 when the Predators were gearing up for the expansion franchise’s debut season in 1998-99, and Poile credited Trotz with laying the foundation and establishing the culture that has helped make the Predators successful.

Trotz was the first coach of the Pirates when the franchise moved from Baltimore for the 1993-94 season. Portland won its only Calder Cup that season, then reached the finals two years later. Trotz had a regular-season record of 158-109-42-11 in four seasons with Portland.

Trotz said he had not been contacted by any other teams when he spoke to reporters, but Poile said he will let the coach out of his contract instantly for another coaching job. Predators’ captain Shea Weber said the only NHL coach he’s ever played for won’t be out of a job long.

“His resume speaks for itself,” Weber said.

Still, missing the playoffs for consecutive seasons for the first time since 2001-02 and 2002-03 was too much for a franchise that needs to reach the postseason to sell tickets and generate crucial revenue.

“We didn’t win this year, we didn’t win last year,” Trotz said. “There’s no excuse. I expect us to be in the playoffs, the Nashville Predators expect us to be in the playoffs. We didn’t make it this year, so I’m good with it.”

Trotz coached 1,196 games with Nashville, second only to Greg Popovich of the NBA’s San Antonio Spurs for longest active coaching tenure in the four major sports. He is the only NHL coach to take his team to the playoffs in seven of eight seasons between 2003-04 and 2011-12, which included two conference semifinals. He was 19-31 in the postseason.

Nashville spent more than $36 million on five free agents last July. Goalie Carter Hutton did post 20 wins in Rinne’s absence, but the rest of the spending spree didn’t produce the offense they wanted. With Rinne’s hip keeping him sidelined, they finished 10th in the West going 38-32-12 with 88 points.

“In the end, it’s our fault he got fired,” said forward Patric Hornqvist, “and obviously that’s a huge responsibility for us and we have to be better next year.”
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Pirates go down, but with a fight 

Manchester blanks Portland in a feisty AHL game.

By Allen Lessels 

 Special to the Telegram

MANCHESTER, N.H. — Different goalie, same result, with a feisty twist.

SUNDAY’S GAME

WHO: Norfolk Admirals at Pirates

WHERE: Androscoggin Bank Colisee, Lewiston

WHEN: 4 p.m.

This time Manchester’s J.F. Berube was in net, and he stopped 23 shots to lead the Monarchs to a 4-0 fight-filled win Saturday night at Verizon Wireless Arena.

Manchester goalie Patrik Bartosak made 29 saves in a 5-0 win over Portland in Lewiston on Wednesday.

“It wasn’t even close tonight,” said Portland Coach Ray Edwards. “They were by far the better team. We were slow. They were fast. We were chasing them all night, taking penalties. We weren’t close tonight.”

The Monarchs scored three power-play goals on seven chances and improved to 47-19-2-6 to clinch first place in the American Hockey League’s Atlantic Division. The Pirates lost their seventh straight, fell to 24-38-3-8, and lost to Manchester for the fourth time since March 29 and the third time in a week.

“We’ve been struggling, and where we’re at in the standings and you’re coming down to the last few games and things don’t go your way, it’s a lot of frustration that boils over,” said Brett Hextall, one of several Pirates who fought.

“Not to mention it’s a team we’ve played 12 times (this season) and three times in the last week. You play a team that much and you find a way to hate each other.”

The Pirates were called for 68 minutes in penalties, Manchester for 67. Portland’s Darian Dziurzynski fought three times, twice with Scott Sabourin.

Linden Vey scored a pair of power-play goals for the Monarchs and defenseman Vincent LoVerde assisted on his team’s first three goals.

The Monarchs took advantage of a five-on-three power play and a fortunate bounce to score the only goal of the first period.

Vey took a shot from out front, and the puck deflected off a Portland defender, popped into the air and dropped behind goalie Louis Domingue into the net 7:22 into the game.

The Pirates were down two skaters after Mark Louis went off for tripping and Brandon Yip was called for slashing 20 seconds later. Vey scored his second power-play goal at 9:11 of the second period for a 2-0 lead.

Jordan Weal continued to haunt the Pirates, scoring off a pass from LoVerde to make it 3-0 with 3:19 left in the middle period. Weal had a hat trick last Saturday against the Pirates. Two of those goals came in the final two minutes of regulation after the Monarchs pulled their goalie for an extra attacker. Manchester won in overtime, 4-3.

The Monarchs ran it to 4-0 on Brayden McNabb’s power-play goal with 6:26 left.

Domingue finished with 35 saves.

The Pirates play Norfolk at 4 p.m. Sunday in Lewiston and close out the season with home games Tuesday against Albany and Saturday against St. John’s.

The Monarchs are concerned about the status of Brian O’Neill, who injured his leg during a third-period fight with Hextall. O’Neill has 26 goals and 21 assists for 47 points, tied for second on the team in scoring.

April 12 

Possible Pacific Division of AHL doesn’t bother Pirates 

Portland’s affiliation agreement with Phoenix runs two more years.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

The idea of a Pacific Division of the American Hockey League is not a new one, and no cause for concern to the Portland Pirates, according to Brad Church, the team’s new chief operating officer.

“It’s something that has been talked about for years,” said Church, who played for five AHL teams during a 13-year professional career that included a brief stint with the NHL’s Washington Capitals. “Those Western teams have always grumbled about getting their affiliates closer to them and, to date, there really hasn’t been much traction behind it.”

A report from Fox Sports in Arizona indicated the AHL may realign with a Pacific Division as early as the 2015-16 season and would include affiliates of Los Angeles, Anaheim, Phoenix, San Jose, Calgary and Vancouver.

“I don’t know what prompted that story,” said Jason Chaimovitch, the AHL’s vice president of communications. “It’s nothing new and nothing is imminent but it is something that’s been coming up.”

The Pirates are finishing up the third season of a five-year affiliation with Phoenix. In the past decade, the Pirates have also been affiliated with Washington, Anaheim and Buffalo.

“Our current relationship with Phoenix is very, very good,” Church said. “We’re communicating all the time. We’re very happy with the way things have gone.”

The distance between Portland and Phoenix – 2,748 miles – can make travel difficult and costly for players and front-office personnel to go back and forth between Maine and Arizona. Two Western NHL teams own their AHL affiliates based in New England – Los Angeles (Manchester, N.H.) and San Jose (Worcester, Mass.).

Other NHL clubs who own AHL franchises: Minnesota (Iowa), Calgary (Abbotsford, B.C.), New Jersey (Albany, N.Y.), New York Islanders (Bridgeport, Conn.), New York Rangers (Hartford), Edmonton (Oklahoma City), Vancouver (Utica, N.Y.), Buffalo (Rochester, N.Y.), Winnipeg (St. John’s, N.B.) Toronto (Toronto) and Pittsburgh (Wilkes-Barre, Pa.).

Even with ownership, those franchises could not relocate without approval from the AHL board of governors.

“It’s not as simple as waving a wand and saying, ‘We’re going to put six franchises out on the West Coast,’” Chaimovitch said. “If that’s the direction those (NHL) teams want to go, as a league, we’re at a stage of trying to figure out what the process is. So it’s early discussions. Nothing is imminent.”

The Pirates, who have played all their home games this season in Lewiston because of a since-resolved contract dispute with the Cumberland County Civic Center, entered the weekend in last place among the 30 AHL teams, with the lowest attendance. Over the previous decade, the Pirates tended to be in the middle of the pack in attendance.

Church said he expects attendance to rebound next season when the team returns to a refurbished Civic Center.

“We’re in a good place, with the (refurbished) building downtown and the practice and training facility in Saco,” he said. “We’re a top destination for any NHL club to house their prospects.”

Phoenix entered the weekend two points behind Dallas in the race for the eighth and final playoff berth in the NHL’s Western Conference.

“This is not a new topic,” Church said, “and absolutely no concern of ours at this point.”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH

April 11 

Falcons continue dominance of Pirates 

Springfield takes a 5-2 decision as the AHL season winds down.

By Fran Sypek 

 Special to the Press Herald

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. — With nothing left to play for but pride in the waning nights of the American Hockey League’s regular season, the Portland Pirates showed they still have plenty of that.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates at Manchester Monarchs

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

Especially goaltender Louis Domingue.

Domingue stopped two penalty shots, both during the second period, but the Pirates still dropped a 5-2 decision to the Springfield Falcons.

Again, inconsistent play and the mistakes that have plagued the Pirates (24-37-3-8) all season turned the tide in favor of the Falcons.

But down 3-2 in the third period, Andy Miele nearly tied the game with 7:23 remaining, breaking in alone but being frustrated by a right pad save by a sprawling goaltender Anton Forsberg.

“Going into the third period, I thought we had three or four good opportunities to tie the game up,” Portland Coach Ray Edwards said.

“Our execution just wasn’t there.”

Late goals by Carter Camper and Dana Tyrell, the latter an empty-netter in the waning moments, iced the game for the Falcons, who actually were outshot, 29-28.

The evening got off to a bad start for Portland, giving up a goal just 11 seconds after the opening faceoff to defenseman Cody Goloubef.

Portland seemed to take control after the ominous beginning, getting the equalizer on an unassisted effort by Ethan Werek and taking the lead when Tim Kennedy deflected a Werek blast during a power play.

Momentum quickly shifted during the second period, however, despite those two big saves by Domingue, who within a four-minute span blocked efforts by Paul Thompson and Marko Dano following penalty-shot calls that seemed questionable.

“He made some big saves all night and kept us in the game,” Edwards said of Domingue, who finished with 23 saves.

But not enough as the Falcons took control, scoring the only two goals of the second period to take a 3-2 lead.

The goals, by Dano and Patrick McNeill, came on the power play.

McNeill broke a 2-2 deadlock when he one-timed a pass from Camper past Domingue with 1:21 remaining in the second period. Dano, a 19-year-old rookie from Slovakia, connected at 6:15 after being set up by Jean-Francois Jacques.

“We took some bad penalties in the second period,” Edwards said. “We lost our composure.”

And, of course, another game.

The Pirates, who are out of playoff contention, have lost their last six games (0-5-1-0). They finished 1-5 against the Falcons (45-21-1-5), the Columbus Blue Jackets’ top affiliate and the AHL’s Northeast Division champions.

Springfield outscored Portland 26-13 in the six meetings and heads into the playoffs as a solid contender.

Still, Edwards found reason for optimism as the season winds down without any postseason possibilities.

“These guys will never quit – they’re good kids,” he said. “They played hard but somehow we just found a way to lose tonight.

“They’re working hard. You’ve got to have pride and do the right things.”

April 10 

Pirates lose to Monarchs again 

Manchester wins 5-0 to improve to 8-3 against Portland this season.

By Paul Betit 

 Special to the Press Herald

LEWISTON — The Manchester Monarchs continued their dominance over the Portland Pirates Wednesday night.

UP NEXT

WHO: Portland Pirates at Springfield Falcons

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: MassMutual Center

The Monarchs, the AHL’s top team, rolled to a 5-0 win over the Pirates before fewer than 1,000 people at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

Manchester is 8-3 against Portland this season.

The two teams will play once more, Saturday night at Manchester, N.H.

“I was happy after two periods,” Pirates Coach Ray Edwards said. “In the third period, we just got outcompeted.”

The Monarchs, 46-19-2-6, held a 2-0 lead after two periods.

“We were playing fast and playing hard and getting a lot of chances,” Edwards said. “We had numerous scoring chances, but their goalie was good. We had 20 scoring chances so give credit to their goaltender.”

Goalie Patrik Bartozak stopped 29 shots for his first shutout as a pro in his fourth game with the Monarchs. Bartozak recently completed his third junior season with Red Deer of the Western Hockey League.

The Pirates, who have lost five straight, remain mired in last place in the Atlantic Division with a 24-36-3-8 record.

“It’s frustrating for our older players,” Edwards said. “It’s a difficult situation, and it’s hard on them. They’re trying to get motivated to play every shift, every game, and it’s been a tough year for them.”

Right wing Steve Quailer opened the scoring when he converted defenseman Andrew Bodnarchuk’s pass from the left side into his fourth goal of the season with less than two minutes left in the first period.

Andy Miele, the Pirates’ leading scorer, appeared to tie the score in the closing seconds of the first period, but the goal was disallowed when the referees rule he batted the puck in with a high stick.

Less than two minutes into the second period, rookie forward Michael Mersch, playing in his fourth AHL game after finishing his college career at Wisconsin, made it 2-0 when his shot from the left circle went in off goalie Louis Domingue’s pads for his first pro goal.

The Pirates thought they scored with two minutes left in the second period, but following a review by the referees it was determined that the puck never went in the net.

“There’s eight or nine different players (in the lineup) so the chemistry isn’t great,” Edwards said, “ but we’re trying to focus and competing and working hard, and we did that well during the first two periods.”

The Pirates were shut out at home for the first time since Jan. 28, 2012. They have not won at home since March 2.

The Monarchs scored three goals in the third period.

Brian O’Neil scored his team-high 26th goal of the season less than a minute into the third. Mersch notched his second goal with fewer than three minutes left and Scott Sabourin put in his 11th goal during the final minute.

April 6 

Arrgh times in Lewiston for the Portland Pirates 

On and off the ice, the team seemed lost in 2013-14.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — For the second time in three seasons, and only the sixth time in the 21-year history of the franchise, the Portland Pirates failed to qualify for the American Hockey League playoffs.

click image to enlarge

It would be a reach to say the 2013-14 season has been anything less than disastrous for the Portland Pirates, notwithstanding the efforts of players like left wing Darian Dziurzynski, shown vying for a puck against the Hershey Bears at the Colisee. 

Photos by John Ewing/Staff Photographer 
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The next generation of Pirates fans, which includes 2-year-old Westin Hart, should have an easier time following the team once it’s back at the Cumberland County Civic Center. Little Westin Prue, 2, the son of a family friend, did make many trips to Lewiston with Andrew Hart, but the South Portland family is glad they won’t have to travel as far next winter. 

Select images available for purchase in the

Maine Today Photo Store

Not that anybody was surprised.

Consider the backdrop for this season:

• Renovations forced the team from the Cumberland County Civic Center.

• Broken-down lease negotiations led to abandoning Portland entirely.

• Team officials opted to relocate in Lewiston.

• Attendance plummeted to the lowest in the league.

• Goalies coach Mike Minard was fired and subsequently arrested for allegedly soliciting sex from a 13-year-old.

Add it all up, and no wonder the Pirates are one step out of the AHL basement, having won only 10 games in 34 home dates at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

“That doesn’t feel good,” said Coach Ray Edwards of the team’s recent elimination from the playoff race. “We’re proud people. We’d like to win more games. It just hasn’t happened.”

A significant part of the job, Edwards said, is player development. Eleven players who suited up for the Pirates this winter also spent time in the National Hockey League: Andy Miele, Lucas Lessio, Chris Brown, Brandon Gormley, Brandon Yip, Brandon McMillan, Jordan Szwarz, Tim Kennedy, Connor Murphy, Chris Summers and Mark Visentin.

“I know it’s hard for everyone here,” Edwards said. “Believe me, we’re embarrassed by our record. We’re embarrassed by our home record. We want to win more. But if those guys can go up and play well for (the parent Phoenix Coyotes) and (we) give them an opportunity to succeed up there, then part of our job is getting done.

“The rest of it is we’ve got to win more games. And that falls on me, simply.”

Winning back the more than 2,000 extra fans per game who showed up in Portland but declined the trip to Lewiston will be a major challenge heading into next season, the first of a five-year lease extension between the team and Civic Center.

“I don’t know if ‘win back’ is the right word,” said Brad Church, the former Pirate hired in late February as chief operating officer, a role that includes community relations. “We’re not looking in the rearview mirror. We’re very excited about the Civic Center. We’re excited about getting back to downtown Portland. We’re exciting about re-engaging with the community.”

Only time will tell whether the community is excited about re-engaging with the Pirates, but early indications appear promising. Bill Fyler of Kezar Falls had been a season-ticket holder for the four years prior to this one. He has yet to make the 90-minute drive to Lewiston for a game.

“I’m not done with them,” he said. “I was a little bit disappointed that they went to Lewiston and offered cheaper tickets to the Lewiston fans than I was paying in Portland. That felt like a slap in the face.”

Even so, Fyler recently made a two-year commitment to four season tickets. His wife Susan and their children, Dylan, 16, and B.J., 12, also enjoy watching hockey.

“My family and I love the players,” he said. “I don’t especially love the management. I think that was a great change with the (majority) owner (Ron Cain) putting Brad Church as the face of management instead of Brian (Petrovek). That’s going to be a big help.”

Petrovek, whose new role with the team is president of business development, was the team’s lead negotiator during the often contentious talks with trustees of the Cumberland County Civic Center.

Fyler also believes the team will be more receptive to input from season-ticket holders, something that was promised in the past, he said, but not delivered.

April 5 

Another untimely collapse for Portland Pirates 

Portland loses a late two-goal lead and then the game in OT.

By Allen Lessels 

 Special to the Telegram 

MANCHESTER, N.H. — The Portland Pirates came up a couple minutes short of knocking off the Eastern Conference-leading Manchester Monarchs on Saturday afternoon at the Verizon Wireless Arena.

Instead, Monarch Sean Backman came down the right wing and blasted a shot that beat goaltender Louis Domingue high to the stick side with 1:11 left in overtime to give his team a 4-3 victory.

The Pirates were on the wrong side of a wild comeback: Manchester needed a pair of extra-attacker goals by Jordan Weal in the final 1:43 of regulation to erase Portland’s 3-1 lead.

“You’ve got a two-goal lead with two minutes left, you’ve got to find a way to finish the game,” said Portland Coach Ray Edwards.

“But that’s been our problem this year and that’s why we are where we are.”

The Pirates have just one win in their last seven games, have a record of 24-34-3-8 and are trying to hold off the Adirondack Phantoms to avoid having the worst mark in the American Hockey League.

The Monarchs also clinched the VIP Cup that goes to the winner of the season series between the teams. They have won seven of the 10 games so far.

Portland plays at Providence at 3:05 p.m. Sunday. The Pirates then face the Monarchs again on Wednesday night in Lewiston in a game that was originally scheduled to be the season-ender on April 20.

Regulation on Saturday was a game of dueling hat tricks.

Lucas Lessio scored all three of his goals in the second period, staking the Pirates to a 3-1 lead.

Weal had a second-period goal and the two late ones. He cut the Portland lead to 3-2 from out front at 18:17 of the third period and tied it with a power-play goal with 31 seconds left in regulation.

Portland’s Brandon Yip had been called for boarding and high-sticking with 41 seconds to go.

“You can’t take that penalty,” Edwards said. “It’s a bad penalty. It puts them in a good situation.”

Weal shot from near the right faceoff circle and the puck deflected off the skate of Portland defenseman Sam Klassen and past Domingue, who played well and made 23 saves.

Lessio finished off a nice bit of power-play passing to beat Manchester goalie Patrik Bartosak just 27 seconds into the second period.

Weal took advantage of a Pirates turnover in their own end to get that one back at 4:05 of the period.

The next goal was all Lessio. He got out of the penalty box, skated deep into the Portland end to get the puck and then raced up the right side. He turned a defender inside out and got in alone on Bartosak and tucked the puck behind him.

Lessio completed his hat trick with a shot just under the crossbar from straight on as he headed to the net at 13:22. Left wing Darian Dziurzynski set that one up with a pass from the right boards.

Lessio was in no mood to celebrate his first career hat trick.

“You always enjoy scoring, but at the end of the day, winning is first,” he said.

“For 58 minutes, I thought we dictated the game and controlled it.”

But it was not long enough.

In-game report: Binghamton Senators end regular season with a victory

Posted on April 19, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators defeated the Norfolk Admirals, 4-2, to conclude the 2013-14 regular season on Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens (44-24-3-5, 96 points) ties the 2012-13 team for the third most points in franchise history. With 275 goals scored this season in 76 games, only the 2004-05 team scored more (276 in 80 games).

Andre Petersson, who was traded from the B-Sens to the Admirals in March, cut Binghamton’s lead to 3-1 with 10:42 remaining in the third period. The Admirals made it 3-2 with 1:59 to go.

Buddy Robinson scored an empty-netter.

SECOND PERIOD: It was an uneventful second period as the Binghamton Senators retained their 3-0 lead over the Norfolk Admirals.

The B-Sens lead in shots, 21-19.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators were fired up from their East Division-clinching victory on Friday and took a 3-0 lead over the Norfolk Admirals into the locker room after 20 minutes on Saturday.

Binghamton scored three times in a 136-second span midway through the first period to take control.

The B-Sens took a 1-0 lead 7:34 into the period on a goal by Buddy Robinson. Shane Prince had the puck at the point, paused to let his teammates get into the zone, and then fired a shot toward the net which Robinson tipped past goalie Igor Bobkov.

Matt Puempel then scored his team-leading 30th goal of the season 30 seconds later, scoring off a rebound from a shot by Cody Ceci. Ryan Dzingel then scored his second goal of the season with 10:10 left in the period to make it a three-goal lead.

PREGAME: Scott Greenham received the start in goal for Binghamton with Chris Driedger as the backup. Scratches includes goalies Andrew Hammond and Nathan Lawson; defensemen Mark Borowiecki, Chris Wideman, Danny New, Alex Grant, and Tyler Eckford; and forwards Cole Schneider, Mark Stone, Jim O’Brien, Darren Kramer, Jean-Gabriel Pageau, Ludwig Karlsson and Derek Grant.

Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Garrett Thompson

Shane Prince-Ryan Dzingel-Buddy Robinson

Vincent Dunn-Danny Hobbs-David Dziurzynski

Wacey Hamilton-Jakub Culek-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Ben Blood-Cody Ceci

Michael Sdao-Patrick Mullen

Fredrik Claesson-Troy Rutkowski

B-Sens awards

Bob Carr Community Service Award: John Palmiter

Hans Petersen Memorial Fan Appreciation Award: Roger Neel

Top Defenseman: Fredrik Claesson

Top Defensive Forward: Jean-Gabriel Pageau

Top Star of the Year (most three-star honors during season): Mike Hoffman

Seventh Man Award: Andrew Hammond

Man of the Year: Corey Cowick

Rookie of the Year: Matt Puempel

Most Valuable Player: Stephane Da Costa

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Norfolk Admirals
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In-game report: Binghamton Senators defeat Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins to clinch division title

Posted on April 18, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators jumped to a 5-0 lead and held off a Wilkes-Barre/Scranton rally to win the East Division on Friday night. The B-Sens won 5-4.

Binghamton clinches the No. 3 seed in the Eastern Conference and will have home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs.

SECOND PERIOD: The B-Sens jumped to a 5-0 lead but the Penguins rallied back a little and trail 5-2 after 40 minutes on Friday.

The B-Sens made it 3-0 with a power-play goal 18 seconds into the second period after some nifty passing. Cole Schneider sent a pass from the left point boards to Mark Stone in the slot. Stone quickly slid the pass to his left to Pageau for the one-timer past Mannino.

David Dziurzynski finished off a 3-on-1 with 15:14 left in the second to give the B-Sens a 4-0 lead. Derek Grant had a nice centering feed on the goal.

Pageau finished off the hat trick 6:26 into the second, with Stone getting his third assist of the night.

Adam Payerl and the Penguins cut the lead to 5-1 with 13:14 left and then Bobby Farnham added a shorthanded goal seven minutes later to make it a three-goal game.

FIRST PERIOD: Shane Prince and Jean-Gabriel Pageau each scored and Andrew Hammond stopped 10 shots as the Binghamton Senators led Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 2-0, after 20 minutes on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens lead in shots, 12-10.

The B-Sens jumped to the quick lead 2:49 into the game. Buddy Robinson cycled the puck into the left corner of the offensive zone to Ryan Dzingel, who quickly fired a pass to the slot for Prince. The second-year pro beat Peter Mannino between the legs on a low shot.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau gave the B-Sens a 2-0 lead with 2:42 remaining in the first. Matt Puempel centered a pass to Mark Stone streaking through the slot, but Stone bobbled the puck. He settled it and sent a backhanded pass to Pageau in the high slot for the one-timer.

PREGAME: The Binghamton Senators and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins enter Friday night tied for first place in the East Division with exact 42-24-3-5 records. The B-Sens can clinch home-ice in the first round, the division title and the No. 3 seed in the Eastern Conference with a victory. … B-Sens scratches include goalies Chris Driedger, Nathan Lawson; defensemen Troy Rutkowski, Mark Borowiecki, Danny New, Ben Blood,  and Tyler Eckford; and forwards Danny Hobbs, Garrett Thompson, Jim O’Brien, Stephane Da Costa, Vincent Dunn, Jakub Culek and Ludwig Karlsson.

Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Ryan Dzingel-Buddy Robinson

David Dziurzynski-Derek Grant-Cole Schneider

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Alex Grant-Fredrik Claesson

Cody Ceci-Chris Wideman

Michael Sdao-Patrick Mullen

  Tagged Binghamton Senators, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins
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Marlies beat Binghamton 5-4 in overtime

Posted on April 16, 2014 by mverderame


The Toronto Marlies beat the Binghamton Senators 5-4 in overtime on Wednesday night at Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Marlies defenseman T.J. Brennan beat B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond with a backhand shot from the slot at 2:50 of overtime, giving him a team-high 25th goal on the season.

With the overtime loss, Binghamton earned an important point that vaults it atop the American Hockey League’s East Division. With two games left in the regular season, the B-Sens and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins are tied with 92 points, but Binghamton holds the tiebreaker.

For most of the night, it seemed even one point would be hard to come by. Coming into the third period, Binghamton trailed 3-2 before getting goals from David Dziurzynski and Wacey Hamilton. Toronto tied the score at 4 with 7:07 remaining in regulation.

SECOND PERIOD

With two periods complete, the Toronto Marlies lead the Binghamton Senators 3-2 on Wednesday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Coming into the period with a 1-0 lead, Toronto saw the advantage vanish at the 2:31 mark when Buddy Robinson bested Marlies goaltender Drew MacIntyre with a wrist shot from the slot. For Robinson, it was a sign of things to come.

However, Toronto would take command due to some weak play by B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond. At 10:05 of the period, Hammond could not corral a loose puck, allowing Toronto forward Jerred Smithson to poke it off Hammond and into the net.

Only two minutes and 19 seconds later, Sam Carrick fired a seemingly harmless shot from the right wing. The puck snuck under the left pad of Hammond, giving the Marlies a 3-1 lead. Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo picked up the secondary assist.

Robinson then cut the lead in half for Binghamton, netting his second of the game on a goalmouth scramble. For Robinson, the goal is his 13th of the season. Assists went to Corey Cowick and Patrick Mullen.

FIRST PERIOD

After 20 minutes, the Toronto Marlies are leading the Binghamton Senators 1-0 on Wednesday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Stuart Percy has the only goal of the contest, striking at 9:35 on the power play after B-Sens forward Shane Prince was whistled for a hooking minor. Percy was able to beat Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond from the slot. The assists went to Peter Holland and T.J. Brennan.

Hammond played very well otherwise, stopping 10 shots.

The B-Sens failed to generate much offense, routinely being beat to loose pucks and into the corners. It showed in the shots total, which only reached seven against Toronto goaltender Drew MacIntyre.

Binghamton currently trails the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins by one point for the East Division lead. Both teams will have two games remaining after Wednesday.

Forwards

Matt Puempel-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Mark Stone

Cole Schneider-Derek Grant-David Dziurzunski

Shane Prince-Ryan Dzingel-Buddy Robinson

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensemen

Chris Wideman-Cody Ceci

Fredrik Cleasson-Alex Grant

Ben Blood-Patrick Mullen

    | | |  

Binghamton Senators sign two Ottawa draft picks to ATO contracts

Posted on April 15, 2014 by mweinste


GATINEAU, CANADA – MARCH 14: Vincent Dunn #53 of the Gatineau Olympiques skates against the Sherbrooke Phoenix during the QMJHL game on March 14, 2014 at Robert Guertin Arena in Gatineau, Quebec, Canada. (Photo by Francois Laplante/FreestylePhoto/Getty Images)

A day after Mark Stone, Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Cody Ceci re-joined the Binghamton Senators, two more players arrived on Tuesday.

The B-Sens signed forward Vincent Dunn and goaltender Chris Driedger to amateur tryouts.

Dunn, 18, joins Binghamton following his third season in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Playing for his hometown Gatineau Olympiques, the 5-foot-11, 188 pound forward totaled 31 goals and 51 points in 50 games while adding 156 penalty minutes. Dunn, Ottawa’s fifth-round pick in the 2013 draft, notched nine points (3 goals, 6 assists) in nine playoff games.

GATINEAU, CANADA – MARCH 14: Vincent Dunn #53 of the Gatineau Olympiques scores his second-period goal against Gabriel Parent #39 of the Sherbrooke Phoenix during the QMJHL game on March 14, 2014 at Robert Guertin Arena in Gatineau, Quebec, Canada. (Photo by Francois Laplante/FreestylePhoto/Getty Images)

Dunn will wear number 25 with Binghamton.

The Talent Analysis from hockeysfuture.com says: 

“A pest on the ice, Dunn makes his mark by getting under the skin of his opponents. Only average sized, that doesn’t stop him from finishing his checks and battling hard against the wall. Perhaps even more frustrating for the opposition is that he has some ability to hurt them on the score sheet, as well. Though his offensive stats come more from his hard-nosed play rather than dynamic scoring talent, it doesn’t matter how pretty a goal is on the scoreboard.”

Driedger, 19, comes to Binghamton following four seasons in the Western Hockey League.  In 50 regular-season games with the Calgary Hitmen, the 6-3, 200 pound netminder compiled a record of 28-14-7 with a 2.64 goals-against average and a 0.918 save percentage.  Driedger, who was selected as Ottawa’s first third-round draft choice during the 2012 draft, went 94-46-15 in 170 regular-season WHL contests over his four seasons.

CALGARY, AB – MARCH 15: Chris Driedger #33 of the Calgary Hitmen makes a toe save against the Kootenay Ice during a WHL game at Scotiabank Saddledome on March 15, 2014 in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. (Photo by Derek Leung/Getty Images)

Following Calgary being eliminated from the WHL playoffs on March 29, Driedger signed an amateur tryout with Binghamton’s East Coast Hockey League affiliate, the Elmira Jackals.  In four games with Elmira this year, Driedger went 1-2-0 with a 3.92 goals-against average and a 0.893 save percentage.

Driedger will wear number 31 with Binghamton.

Binghamton ends the regular season with three straight home games.  First the B-Sens welcome Toronto and Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo on Wednesday before ending against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Norfolk on Friday and Saturday, respectively.
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Binghamton falls 2-1 in Wilkes-Barre, fails to clinch playoffs

Posted on April 12, 2014 by mverderame


The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defeated the Binghamton Senators 2-1 on Saturday night in front of an announced crowd of 8,096 at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

With the loss, the B-Sens fall two points behind the Penguins in the American Hockey League’s East Division. Binghamton also failed to earn even one point, which would have clinched a second-straight playoff berth.

Tied going into the third period, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton scored the eventual game-winner on an odd-man rush. Nick Drazenovic rushed down the ice with Scott Harrington flanked to his left against only B-Sens defenseman Ben Blood, who slid to stop a centering pass. Blood ended up sliding too far, with Drazenovic stopping and lacing a pass to Harrington who buried his fifth goal of the year at 8:14.

Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond was excellent throughout the night, stopping a multitude of quality chances. However, his record drops to 24-17-3.

The B-Sens are in action on Sunday afternoon against the Hershey Bears at the Giant Center.

SECOND PERIOD

With two periods complete, the Binghamton Senators are tied 1-1 with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Saturday night at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton tied the contest while shorthanded, scoring with 15.7 seconds left in the second period. Carter Rowney was able to poke the puck past goaltender Andrew Hammond, his second goal of the season.

The first-period goal at 19:13 by rookie Ryan Dzingel has been the only tally for the B-Sens, assisted by Shane Prince.

The second period passed without much action in the way of golden chances. Cole Schneider had the best opportunity, receiving a pass in the slot with the net practically vacant after Penguins goaltender Peter Mannino found himself out of position. Somehow, Schneider missed.

The winner of this game is ahead in the East Division race. If the B-Sens get the game into overtime, they clinch a playoff spot.

FIRST PERIOD

After 20 minutes, the Binghamton Senators are leading the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 1-0 at the Mohegan Sun Arena on Saturday night.

Despite being outplayed for virtually the entire frame, Binghamton took the lead into the dressing room thanks to a pair of rookies. Following a hard forecheck by Garrett Thompson, the B-Sens forced chaos in front of Penguins goaltender Peter Mannino before Ryan Dzingel punched home a rebound.

For Dzingel, the goal is his first in professional hockey. Shane Prince picked up the lone assist, his 23rd of the season.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton dominated the period, but was not able to beat a determined Andrew Hammond. Hammond faced consistent pressure from in close, but stood tall to make eight saves.

The tensest time for Binghamton came with just more than seven minute gone by, when Alex Grant and Wacey Hamilton committing minor penalties 20 seconds apart. The Penguins came close a bevy of times on the 5-on-3 chance, but could not beat Hammond and the penalty-killing trio of Fredrik Claesson, Chris Wideman and Derek Grant.

Forwards

Cole Schneider-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Matt Puempel-Ryan Dzingel-Shane Prince

Garrett Thompson-Danny Hobbs-Buddy Robinson

Defensemen

Fredrik Claesson-Alex Grant

Michael Sdao-Chris Wideman

Patrick Mullen-Ben Blood
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In-game report: Binghamton Senators beat Hershey Bears

Posted on April 11, 2014 by mweinste


Binghamton’s Matt Puempel scores the third goal for the Senators as Hershey™ goalie David Leggio looks on during Friday night’�™s game at Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena. Credit: Kristopher Radder

Derek Grant scored with 1:21 left in overtime to lift the Binghamton Senators to a 5-4 victory over Hershey on Friday.

Hershey took a 4-3 lead with 16:02 remaining in regulation. Ryan Stoa carried the puck to the back of the net and tried to squeeze it between the post and Lawson. Casey Wellman scored off the rebound.

Binghamton stormed right back 28 seconds later and tied the score at 4 on David Dziurzynski’s 11th goal of the season. Derek Grant took a shot from the point and Dziurzynski tipped it in midair past Leggio. Following the goal, Andrew Hammond replaced Nathan Lawson in the B-Sens’ net.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators scored twice to take a two-goal lead but then allowed two late goals to the Hershey Bears as the teams skate into the locker room tied at 3 after 40 minutes.

Nate Schmidt tied the score 1:09 into the second period for the Bears. Schmidt stole the puck from a B-Sens defenseman in the neutral zone, skated into the offensive zone and blasted a slapshot past Lawson from the left circle.

The Binghamton Senators got a couple fortunate bounces as they took a 2-1 lead 11:35 into the second period. Sdao sent a low shot to the front of the net and it bounced off two Hershey defenders and into the goal for his sixth of the season.

Puempel then made it a two-goal game 45 seconds later, swatting in a rebound from the left post after shots by Ryan Dzingel and Shane Prince. It was Puempel’s 29th goal of the season – one behind team leader Mike Hoffman.

Dane Byers cut Binghamton’s lead to 3-2 with 4:41 left in the second, sneaking a wrist shot from the point past traffic in front of the net and through Lawson’s pads.

Michael Latta tied the score at 3 two minutes later for Hershey. Ryan Potulny redirected David Kolomatis’s shot from the point in the right circle, and Latta then redirected it again in the slot to beat Lawson.

FIRST PERIOD: Chris Wideman scored his ninth goal of the season late in the first period as the Binghamton Senators took a 1-0 lead over the Hershey Bears into the locker room after 20 minutes on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens scored with 2:17 left in the first period following a great pass by Garrett Thompson. Danny Hobbs had the puck in the offensive zone and sent a pass to Thompson in the right corner. Thompson then found Wideman streaking toward the net from the point. Wideman held onto the puck as he drew goalie David Leggio out of position and then from behind the goaline banked the puck off Leggio’s stick and into the net.

Hershey led Binghamton in shots, 17-9, and had the only power-play opportunity of the period when Hobbs was called for hooking.

Goaltender Nathan Lawson made a big save on a 2-on-1 midway through the period and has 12 saves.

PREGAME: B-Sens captain Mark Borowiecki was out for the second straight game after leaving Saturday’s 6-3 loss to Norfolk. The other scratches were goalie Scott Greenham, forwards Jim O’Brien, Stephane Da Costa, Jakub Culek; and defensemen Danny New, Troy Rutkowski and Tyler Eckford.

Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Ryan Dzingel-Shane Prince

Cole Schneider-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Garrett Thompson-Danny Hobbs-Buddy Robinson

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Ben Blood-Patrick Mullen

Michael Sdao-Chris Wideman

Fredrik Claesson-Alex Grant
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Eric Gryba, Mika Zibanejad flashing potential

Posted on April 10, 2014 by mverderame


The Ottawa Senators have officially been eliminated from playoff contention. Still, there are plenty of bright spots within the roster.

Seeing his first extended National Hockey League action, former first round pick Mika Zibanejad has 32 points (16 goals, 16 assists) in 68 games, showing he can be a vital cog going forward.

Defenseman Eric Gryba has also shown plenty of potential throughout 2013-14. Gryba, known as a stay-at-home defenseman for the Binghamton Senators during his time in the Southern Tier, has a +11 rating with Ottawa. Considering the Senators have allowed 32 more goals than it has scored, that is a nice number.

Let’s take a look at how other former B-Sens are fairing around the globe:

 League Games G A P +/- PIM 

Erik Karlsson, Ottawa NHL 79 20 52 72 -15 36 

Jason Spezza, Ottawa NHL 72 22 43 65 -24 44 

Mika Zibanejad, Ottawa NHL 68 16 16 32 -16 18 

Andre Benoit, Colorado NHL 76 7 21 28 4 24 

Rob Klinkhammer, Phoenix NHL 70 11 9 20 6 17 

Zack Smith, Ottawa NHL 79 13 9 22 -9 109 

Jakob Silfverberg, Anaheim NHL 50 10 13 23 4 12 

Patrick Wiercioch, Ottawa NHL 50 4 18 22 1 18 

Colin Greening, Ottawa NHL 73 6 11 17 -15 39 

Jared Cowen, Ottawa NHL 68 6 9 15 0 45 

Erik Condra, Ottawa NHL 73 6 10 16 0 26 

Eric Gryba, Ottawa NHL 54 2 9 11 11 64 

Cody Ceci, Ottawa NHL 46 3 5 8 -6 14 

Mike Hoffman, Ottawa NHL 22 2 2 4 -3 2 

Brandon Bochenski, Barys Astana KHL 54 28 30 58 17 55 

Hugh Jessiman, Medvescak KHL 37 8 3 11 1 72 

Craig Schira, HPK Ham. SM-liga 54 9 16 25 3 16 

Kaspars Daugavins, Geneve Swiss-A 44 18 26 44 22 24 

Geoff Kinrade, Bern Swiss-A 48 6 17 23 13 57 

Ryan Keller, Zurich Swiss-A 37 11 10 21 6 18 

Corey Locke, Abbotsford AHL 62 8 37 45 -2 24 

Bobby Butler, San Antonio AHL 64 21 24 45 -2 12 

Cody Bass, Springfield AHL 54 8 10 18 5 124 

Dustin Gazley, Hershey AHL 36 8 7 15 1 18 

Goalies

 League Games W L OT GAA Save % 

Ben Bishop, Tampa Bay NHL 63 37 14 7 2.23 .924 

Robin Lehner, Ottawa NHL 34 10 15 6 3.18 .911 

Mike McKenna, Springfield AHL 33 21 8 1 2.45 .915 

    | | |  

Binghamton Senators’ Mike Hoffman makes AHL All-Star First Team

Posted on April 10, 2014 by mweinste


Mike Hoffman of the Ottawa Senators takes a shot on goal during the third period against the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden on April 5, 2014 in New York City. Credit: Getty Images

Mike Hoffman was arguably the most dominant player for most of the American Hockey League season and was rewarded for that by being placed on the AHL All-Star First Team.

He is the first Binghamton Senators skater to make the first team since center Corey Locke in 2010-11. Locke also won the league’s MVP award.

Hoffman, who is currently on re-call with Ottawa in the National Hockey League, has 67 points (30 goals, 37 assists) in just 51 games with the B-Sens and was second in the AHL in scoring when he was re-called on Feb. 24 for the second time this season.

Despite missing the last 17 games with Binghamton, Hoffman still ranks sixth in the AHL in points, fourth in goals and third in power-play points (35). He leads Binghamton in goals, points, power-play assists, power-play points, game-winning goals (4) and shots (189).

Hoffman has two goals and two assists in 19 games with Ottawa on his latest recall. He had played every game until being scratched in Tuesday’s 4-1 victory over the Islanders. He likely will not join the B-Sens when the season ends because he would have to pass through waivers, meaning any team could pick him up.

Here are the Binghamton players who made First- or Second-team AHL selections:

Whalers

1981-82: First team, Norm Barnes (defense) and Bob Sullivan (left wing). Second team, Ken Holland (goalie).

 1982-83: First team, Ross Yates (center).

1984-85: First  team, Richie Dunn (defense), Paul Gardner (center). Second team, Mike Siltala (right wing).

1985-86: First team, Paul Fenton (left wing). Second team, Jack Brownschidle (defense).

1986-87: First team, Brad Shaw (defense). Second team, Peter Sidorkiewicz (goalie).

1987-88: First team, Shaw, Tom Martin (left wing).

Rangers

1990-91: Second team, Mark Laforest (goalie), Jeff Bloemberg (defense).

1992-93: First team, Corey Hirsch (goalie), Don Biggs (center). Second team, Per Djoos (defense).

1995-96: First team, Barry Richter (defense), Peter Ferraro (left wing).

B-Sens

2002-03: Second team, Brian Pothier (defense).

2003-04: First team, Denis Hamel (left wing).

2004-05: First team, Jason Spezza (center). Second team, Pothier.

2007-08: First team, Lawrence Nycholat (defense).

2010-11: First team, Corey Locke (center). Second team, Andre Benoit (defense).

2011-12: Second team, Ben Bishop* (goalie).

*-Played three games with B-Sens and 38 games with Peoria.
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Binghamton Senators’ leading goal scorer Matt Puempel not on AHL Rookie Team

Posted on April 9, 2014 by mweinste


Matt Puempel of the Ottawa Senators skates during an exhibition game against the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre on September 26, 2013. (Photo by Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)

With injuries and recalls always taking their toll on minor league teams, the Binghamton Senators have been fortunate to have one consistent scorer in the lineup all season.

Forward Matt Puempel is the active leader for the B-Sens in goals (28) and power-play goals (15), but was not among the six selections for the American Hockey League All-Rookie Team when it was announced on Wednesday.

While Puempel is not a huge snub considering the talented players who made it, he still posted a quality rookie season worthy of consideration (which I’m sure he got). Puempel is tied for ninth among rookies in points (46), third in goals (28), fifth in shots (172) and first in power-play goals (15).  He is also third overall in power-play goals.

Puempel has been hot lately as Binghamton closes the regular season without four of their top eight scorers. The 21-year-old has six goals and six assists in his past 10 games, registering a point in all but one. The longest stretch he has gone without a goal this season has been six games.

Puempel was likely hurt by his plus/minus rating (minus-9) in consideration for the All-Rookie Team. All three forwards had more points as well.

The AHL First and Second All-Star Teams will be announced Thursday. Binghamton’s Mike Hoffman, currently on re-call with Ottawa, has a good chance of making the team.

Here is a look at the AHL All-Rookie Team:

Goaltender - Joni Ortio, Abbotsford Heat (34gp, 24-8-0, 2.37gaa, .924vs%, 2so)

Defenseman - Brenden Kichton, St. John’s IceCaps (71gp, 10+35=45pts., +5, 3 GWG)

Defenseman - Ryan Sproul, Grand Rapids Griffins (70gp, 10+21=31pts., 4 PPG, 2 GWG)

Forward - Curtis McKenzie, Texas Stars (70gp, 22+38=60pts., 9 PPG, 4 GWG)

Forward - Teemu Pulkkinen, Grand Rapids Griffins (67gp, 30+25=55pts., +18, 9 PPG, 2 GWG)

Forward - Ryan Strome, Bridgeport Sound Tigers (37gp, 13+36=49pts., +16, 21 PP pts.
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Johnson City’s Jerry D’Amigo still fighting for playing time with Toronto Maple Leafs

Posted on April 9, 2014 by mweinste


Toronto Maple Leafs right wing Jerry D’Amigo looks for an open man to pas to against the Tampa Bay Lightning during the first period at Tampa Bay Times Forum on Tuesday. Credit: Kim Klement-USA TODAY Sports

It took a seven-game losing streak for the Toronto Maple Leafs to give Johnson City native Jerry D’Amigo another crack at the National Hockey League, but D’Amigo has not had much of a chance to make an impact.

The 23-year-old forward has played in three of Toronto’s five games since being re-called on March 29, registering an assist and averaging about eight minutes of icetime. The Maple Leafs were officially eliminated from playoff contention last night after a 3-0 loss to Tampa Bay.

D’Amigo has a goal and two assists with a minus-1 rating in 22 games with the Maple Leafs this season. He played 19 games with Toronto between Dec. 5 and Jan. 12, including the Winter Classic in Detroit on New Year’s Day, during his first NHL stint.

Toronto inserted D’Amigo into the lineup immediately after his recall two weeks ago in a 4-2 loss to Detroit, then sat him in a 3-2 win over Calgary on April 1. He then registered an assist in Toronto’s 4-3 overtime victory against Boston last week, but was benched again in a 4-2 loss to Winnipeg last Thursday.

A fourth-year pro after playing one season at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, D’Amigo has 30 points (19 goals, 11 assists) in 46 games with the Toronto Marlies of the American Hockey League. He will likely be back with the Marlies for the AHL playoffs. Toronto clinched the North Division and will likely be the No. 3 seed in the Western Conference.

D’Amigo may make a homecoming this season as the Marlies visit Binghamton on April 16, which is after the NHL season ends. He is a restricted free agent after the end of the season, but it’s hard to see Toronto not retaining his rights by making him a qualifying offer.
Binghamton tops Penguins 6-2, tied for East Division lead

Posted on April 6, 2014 by mverderame


On Sunday afternoon, the Binghamton Senators defeated the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 6-2 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Andrew Hammond earned his 23rd win of the season in net for the B-Sens, stopping 29 shots. He had plenty of help from his offense, which netted a half-dozen in an effort to salvage the weekend after losing both Friday and Saturday’s games.

Matt Puempel scored twice, and David Dziurzynski, Wacey Hamilton, Cole Schneider and Garrett Thompson scoring a goal each. For Thompson, it was his first American Hockey League goal.

Spencer Machacek netted both tallies for the Penguins, who watched their two-point lead in the East Division disappear, now tied with Binghamton. The B-Sens technically are in the lead and thus the current third seed in the Eastern Conference playoff race, by virtue of playing one less game.

The two teams will see each other two more times before the season is out, squaring off in Wilkes-Barre next Sunday and then on Friday, April 18, in the penultimate game of the season.

SECOND PERIOD

The Binghamton Senators are leading the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 6-2 after the second period on Sunday afternoon at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Matt Puempel has two goals, with Cole Schneider, David Dziurzynski, Garrett Thompson and Wacey Hamilton each chipping in with one. Defensemen Alex Grant and Patrick Mullen each have a trio of assists.

Coming into the second period with a 5-1 lead, Binghamton extended at 4:58 on a power play marker by Puempel. The play was set up with precise passing, with Alex Grant finding Schneider in the slot before he pushed the puck to Puempel. Puempel rifled a high wrist shot, besting Penguins goalie Eric Hartzell.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton closed the gap to four at the 8:24 mark, when Spencer Machacek tallied his second of the afternoon, giving him 18 on the season.

Andrew Hammond has been solid in net for the B-Sens, amassing 21 saves.

FIRST PERIOD

The Binghamton Senators are leading the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 5-1 after the first period on Sunday afternoon at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Binghamton came out flying, scoring three goals in the first 7:56 of the game. Matt Puempel scored his 27th of the season at 3:49, slamming home a rebound off an Patrick Mullen shot.

Only 1 minute and 12 seconds later, David Dziurzynski tossed a centering piece from the right corner which Wilkes-Barre/Scranton goaltender Eric Hartzell knocked down. However, Hartzell could not control and knocked it into his net, giving Binghamton a 2-0 lead.

At 7:56, the B-Sens stretched their lead to three on a give-and-go between Wacey Hamilton and Corey Cowick. Hamilton hit Cowick with a pass on the left side, who circled wide to draw Hartzell out before sweeping a pass behind the goaltender to Hamilton, who scored into an empty net.

The Penguins would strike back at 9:45 on the power play, with Spencer Machacek pushing a rebound past B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond.

However, Binghamton would respond at 14:04, with newcomer Garrett Thompson scored his first American Hockey League goal. Thompson held the puck in the left corner before firing on an unsuspecting Hartzell. The puck bounced off Hartzell’s right leg and into the net.

At 17:12, Cole Schneider notched his 20th of the campaign for a 5-1 lead, redirecting a pass from Alex Grant. The secondary assist went to Mullen, his third helper of the game.

Forwards

Matt Puempel-Ryan Dzingel-Shane Prince

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Cole Schneider-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Garrett Thompson-Danny Hobbs-Buddy Robinson

Defense

Fredrik Claesson-Alex Grant

Patrick Mullen-Ben Blood

Michael Sdao-Chris Wideman
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In-game report: Binghamton Senators lose to Norfolk Admirals

Posted on April 5, 2014 by mweinste


The Norfolk Admirals scored twice in the final half of the third period and went on to defeat the Binghamton Senators, 6-3, on Saturday.

The B-Sens fall into second place in the American Hockey League East Division, two points behind the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Steve Eminger gave Norfolk a 4-3 lead with 6:42 remaining. After receiving a pass from Andre Petersson at the top of the right circle, Eminger flung a wrist shot toward the net that sneaked through traffic and over Lawson’s glove for the goal.

Norfolk went ahead, 5-3, 80 seconds later. Garnet Exelby’s shot from the point was blocked and went right to Dave Steckel, who scored from the right circle.

Etem added his third goal of the night with 57 seconds remaining on an empty net.

SECOND PERIOD: The B-Sens tied the score with 15 seconds left in the second period and head into the locker room tied at 3 with the Norfolk Admirals after 40 minutes on Saturday.

The B-Sens cut the lead in half 1:01 into the second period on Derek Grant’s third goal in two games. Chris Wideman stopped a Norfolk clear at the point and then sent a wrist shot toward the net. Grant deflected it from waist-high in the slot past Brad Thiessen for the goal.

Norfolk regained the two-goal lead 66 seconds later on a goal by Antoine Laganiere, who skated the puck around the back of the B-Sens net, cut in front to the left of Lawson and then snuck the puck between the post and Lawson’s pads for the goal. Lawson appeared to not be expecting the shot.

Binghamton stormed right back on a goal by Patrick Mullen. Cole Schneider started with the puck in the neutral zone and passed it to Buddy Robinson entering the offensive zone. Robinson then poked it ahead to a streaking Mullen, who broke free on goal and beat Thiessen from the slot with 15:08 left in the second.

The B-Sens tied the score with 14.9 seconds left in the second period on a power-play goal by Chris WIdeman. Mullen pinched in deep along the boards and flung the puck to the net. Wideman, standing to the left of the net, settled the puck and slapped it into the net to tie the score at 3.

FIRST PERIOD: Emerson Etem scored twice in the first period and the Norfolk Admirals lead the Binghamton Senators, 1-0, after 20 minutes on Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Norfolk leads in shots, 16-10.

Etem wristed home a rebound from the low slot to give the Admirals a 1-0 lead with 6:59 left in the first period. Goalie Nathan Lawson stopped a slapshot by Matt Bailey, but the puck bounced to Lawson’s right for Etem, who slipped the puck past Lawson’s stretched right leg for the goal.

Etem scored his second of the night with 45 seconds left in the first. William Karlsson and Etem broke down the ice on a 2-on-2. Etem sprinted ahead as Karlsson sent a pretty pass through two B-Sens defenders to Etem, who broke in alone on Lawson and beat him on the backhand to give the Admirals a 2-0 lead.

PREGAME: Goaltender Nathan Lawson made his first start for the B-Sens since March 8, a 6-5 shootout loss to Utica. Andrew Hammond served as backup. … Saturday’s scratches included goalie Scott Greenham; defensemen Danny New, Tyler Eckford, and ; and forwards Jim O’Brien, Stephane Da Costa and Jakub Culek.

Forward lines

Matt Pumpel-Ryan Dzingel-Shane Prince

Buddy Robinson-Derek Grant-Cole Schneider

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Garrett Thompson-Danny Hobbs-David Dziurzynski

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Patrick Mullen

Alex Grant-Fredrik Claesson

Chris Wideman-Mike Sdao
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In-game report: Binghamton Senators at Rochester Americans

Posted on April 4, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators allowed a goal midway through the third period and lost to the Rochester Americans, 4-3, on Friday.

The B-Sens fall into a tie for first place with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins following the Penguins’ 3-0 victory over Bridgeport on Friday. Binghamton has one game in hand.

Kevin Porter gave the Amerks a 4-3 lead 9:41 into the third. Blake Kessel raced down a loose puck at the right side of the B-Sens’ net and centered a pass to Porter at the backdoor for the one-timer.

SECOND PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators rallied from a one-goal deficit twice in the second period and skate into the locker room tied at 3 with the Rochester Americans after two periods.

The B-Sens were the recipients of a lucky bounce as they tied the score at 2 with 13:50 left in the second period. Derek Grant sent a centering feed from the left corner boards and the puck re-directed off Amerks defenseman Mark Pysyk’s skate and into the net.

Varone skated the puck out from the right corner boards and fired a wrist shot past Hammond with 12:06 left in the second as Rochester regained the lead, 3-2.

Derek Grant tied the score 9:36 into the second with a power-play goal. With Binghamton threatening in the Rochester zone, Ryan Dzingel had the puck in the right circle and saw Grant speeding to the net from the left. Dzingel sent a beautiful cross-ice feed to Grant, who poked the puck into the goal. It was Dzingel’s first professional point.

FIRST PERIOD: The Rochester Americans lead the visiting Binghamton Senators, 2-1, after 20 minutes Friday night at the Blue Cross Arena.

The Amerks took a 1-0 lead with 9:15 left in the first period during 4-on-4 play. Amerks center Phil Varone cycled the puck to the point to Mark Pysyk, who then dished it to Nick Crawford in the right circle for the one-timer. B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond got a piece of the low show but it still snuck through his pads.

Rochester got their man back out of the penalty box first and scored a power-play goal 74 seconds later to take a 2-0 lead. Dan Catenacci skated into the B-Sens zone, used Mark Borowiecki as a screen and beat Hammond with a wrist shot.

Shane Prince cut the lead to 2-1 with 4:03 remaining, knocking a rebound past Andrey Makarov. It was the suburban-Rochester native’s 20th goal of the season.

PREGAME: Goaltender Nathan Lawson was back in the lineup for the Binghamton Senators. He was recalled to Ottawa last month and then suffered an injury. LAwson was backing up starting goaltender Andrew Hammond. … Defensemen Troy Rutkowski, Danny New and Tyler Eckford, forwards Stephane Da Costa, Jim O’Brien and Danny Hobbs, and goalie Scott Greenham were among the scratches.

 Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Shane Prince

Cole Schneider-Ryan Dzingel-Buddy Robinson

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Garrett Thompson-Jakub Culek-David Dziurzynski

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Patrick Mullen

Michael Sdao-Chris Wideman

Fredrik Claesson-Alex Grant
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Many former B-Sens gearing up for NHL postseason run

Posted on April 3, 2014 by mverderame


With the National Hockey League season winding down, the Ottawa Senators are on the outside of the playoff picture, with a steep mountain to climb for inclusion.

As of Thursday afternoon, Ottawa is five points out of the final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference with six games remaining. However, there are former Binghamton Senators playing well despite the team’s struggles, such as Erik Karlsson, Jason Spezza and Cody Ceci.

Andre Benoit, former captain of the B-Sens, is going to be participating in the Stanley Cup playoffs for the second consecutive season, this time with the Colorado Avalanche. Jakob Silfverberg will also be in the postseason with the Anaheim Ducks, his third trip with the previous two coming via Ottawa.

Ben Bishop has backstopped the Tampa Bay Lightning to a very successful season, navigating the surprising club to 93 points in the Atlantic Division and a playoff spot. Bishop will be seeing his first action in the playoffs.

 League Games G A P +/- PIM 

Erik Karlsson, Ottawa NHL 76 20 50 70 -18 32 

Jason Spezza, Ottawa NHL 69 19 42 61 -23 44 

Mika Zibanejad, Ottawa NHL 65 14 15 29 -14 18 

Andre Benoit, Colorado NHL 72 6 21 27 2 22 

Rob Klinkhammer, Phoenix NHL 69 11 9 20 6 17 

Zack Smith, Ottawa NHL 76 11 8 19 -9 93 

Jakob Silfverberg, Anaheim NHL 47 8 13 21 3 10 

Patrick Wiercioch, Ottawa NHL 47 4 17 21 1 16 

Colin Greening, Ottawa NHL 73 6 11 17 -15 39 

Jared Cowen, Ottawa NHL 68 6 9 15 0 45 

Erik Condra, Ottawa NHL 70 6 9 15 -1 26 

Eric Gryba, Ottawa NHL 51 2 9 11 12 55 

Cody Ceci, Ottawa NHL 43 3 5 8 -5 14 

Mike Hoffman, Ottawa NHL 20 2 2 4 -2 2 

Brandon Bochenski, Barys Astana KHL 54 28 30 58 17 55 

Hugh Jessiman, Medvescak KHL 37 8 3 11 1 72 

Craig Schira, HPK Ham. SM-liga 54 9 16 25 3 16 

Kaspars Daugavins, Geneve Swiss-A 44 18 26 44 22 24 

Geoff Kinrade, Bern Swiss-A 48 6 17 23 13 57 

Ryan Keller, Zurich Swiss-A 37 11 10 21 6 18 

Corey Locke, Abbotsford AHL 60 8 37 45 -1 24 

Bobby Butler, San Antonio AHL 64 21 24 45 -2 12 

Cody Bass, Springfield AHL 52 7 10 17 7 122 

Dustin Gazley, Hershey AHL 34 8 7 15 0 16 

Goalies

 League Games W L OT GAA Save % 

Ben Bishop, Tampa Bay NHL 60 37 12 7 2.16 .927 

Robin Lehner, Ottawa NHL 33 9 15 6 3.22 .909 

Mike McKenna, Springfield AHL 32 21 8 1 2.32 .919 
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Binghamton Senators put new guys to work right away

Posted on April 3, 2014 by mweinste


Forwards Garrett Thompson and Ryan Dzingel joined the Binghamton Senators after their college seasons ended on Wednesday and both are expected to play important roles this weekend.

Four of Binghamton’s top eight scorers are currently unavailable — Mike Hoffman (30 goals, 37 assists in 51 games), Jean-Gabriel Pageau (17-24 in 44) and Mark Stone (15-23 in 35) are on National Hockey League re-call in Ottawa and Stephane Da Costa (18-40 in 55) is out with a broken nose.

The four players accounted for 80 of the team’s 245 goals (33 percent), which ranks second in the American Hockey League. All but Hoffman are expected to return at some point before the regular season ends.

Thompson is playing on the left wing with center David Dziurzynski and right wingers Danny Hobbs and Jakub Culek. Dzingel is centering a line with Buddy Robinson and Cole Schneider. Both players are on the second power play unit.

Twenty-two skaters were on the ice for practice on Thursday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena. Da Costa, Jim O’Brien and Tyler Eckford were not on the ice for practice. Da Costa and O’Brien were watching from the stands. Goalie Nathan Lawson was on the ice in the so-called “starter’s net” with Andrew Hammond at the opposite end of the rink.

Forward lines at practice

Matt Puempel-Derek Grant-Shane Prince

Buddy Robinson-Ryan Dzingel-Cole Schneider

Garrett Thompson-David Dziurzynski-Danny Hobbs/Jakub Culek

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Power play units

Unit 1

Shane Prince-Matt Puempel-Cole Schneider

Alex Grant-Patrick Mullen

Unit 2

Garrett Thompson-Derek Grant-Buddy Robinson

Ryan Dzingel-Chris Wideman
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Ryan Dzingel and Garrett Thompson join Binghamton Senators

Posted on April 2, 2014 by mweinste


Drew Brevig of Ohio State congratulates teammate Ryan Dzingelon a goal against the Wisconsin Badgers during the first period of the Big Ten Men’s Ice Hockey Championship game on March 22, 2014 at Xcel Energy Center in St Paul, Minnesota. (Photo by Hannah Foslien/Getty Images)

Forwards Ryan Dzingel and Garrett Thompson have signed amateur tryout contracts with the Binghamton Senators.

Dzingel, a 6-feet-0 and 187-pound forward, completed his junior season with Ohio State, compiling a team-leading 22 goals and 46 points in 37 games. He signed an entry-level contract with Ottawa earlier today that will start next season. The 22-year-old native of Wheaton, Ill., has 108 points (45 goals, 63 assists) in 110 career games with the Buckeyes.

Prior to joining Ohio State, Dzingel played two seasons with the Lincoln Stars of the United States Hockey League where he scored 93 points (34 goals, 59 assists) in 90 contests.

Dzingel, a seventh-round (204th overall) pick by Ottawa in 2011, will wear number 21.

From hockeysfuture.com: 

“Dzingel is a play-making, skill forward who sees the ice well and creates opportunities for his teammates. He does not play a physical style but seemed to be much more consistent in his second year of junior hockey. He is an accurate, dangerous shooter and some would like to see him shoot more often. Dzingel is still developing physically and will benefit from the time in college hockey.”

Ferris State’s Garrett Thompson, center, looks to split Boston College’s Patrick Wey, left, and Destry Straight during the first period of the NCAA Frozen Four college hockey tournament final, Saturday, April 7, 2012, in Tampa, Fla. (AP Photo/Mike Carlson)

Thompson signs his amateur tryout with Binghamton one day after signing a one-year entry-level contract with the Ottawa Senators. That deal also begins next season. Thompson completed his collegiate career at Ferris State last week. A native of Traverse City, Mich., Thompson played in 42 games this season, tying for the team lead with 32 points (16-16). In four years with the Bulldogs, the 24-year-old recorded 87 points (42 goals, 45 assists) over 139 games.

Prior to attending Ferris State, the 6-2, 191-pound, winger spent three seasons (2007-08, 2008-09, and 2009-10) with the Traverse City (Mich.) North Stars of the North American Hockey League (NAHL), where he scored 40 goals and added 40 assists in 121 games.

Thompson will wear number 17.

Binghamton returns to the ice this Friday in Rochester for the final game of the eight-game season series against the Amerks. Binghamton hosts Norfolk at 7:05 p.m. Saturday before ending the weekend at home against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Sunday at 3:05 p.m.
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Corey Cowick is the Binghamton Senators’ Man of the Year

Posted on April 2, 2014 by mweinste


Corey Cowick is the Binghamton Senators’ winner of the IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year award for his outstanding contributions to the Binghamton community during the 2013-14 season.

Cowick, a fan favorite since first joining the B-Sens during the 2010-11 season, has always been among the team leaders in volunteering for community appearances. Cowick, a native of Gloucester, Ontario, has participated in a number of community events, worked with mentally and physically disabled children as well as volunteering with local animal shelters.

This season Cowick started his own Relay for Life Team — Cowick’s Fight For A Cure. The initiative raises money for the American Cancer Society and has over $8,000 to date for cancer research. Cowick’s personal pledge for the season was to donate $10 for every successful Binghamton penalty kill at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena. Between his donations and those of local businesses, youth hockey teams and fans, the initiative is expected to raise over $10,000 before the end of the season.

Here is our story from January about Cowick’s Fight for a Cure.

Cowick is one of 30 finalists for the AHL’s Yanick Dupre Memorial Award, honoring the overall IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year. The league award is named after the former Hershey Bears forward and AHL All-Star who died in 1997 following a 16-month battle with leukemia. The winner will be announced by the American Hockey League later this month.

Here are the other winners:

Corban Knight, Abbotsford Heat (1st-time winner)

 Zack FitzGerald, Adirondack Phantoms (2nd)

 Dan Kelly, Albany Devils (1st)

 Chris Bruton, Bridgeport Sound Tigers (1st)

 Matt Marquardt, Charlotte Checkers (1st)

 Michael Davies, Chicago Wolves (1st)

 Tom McCollum, Grand Rapids Griffins (1st)

 Morgan Ellis, Hamilton Bulldogs (1st)

 Ryan Bourque, Hartford Wolf Pack (1st)

 Cameron Schilling, Hershey Bears (1st)

 Jonathon Blum, Iowa Wild (1st)

 Bryan Lerg, Lake Erie Monsters (1st)

 Andrew Campbell, Manchester Monarchs (3rd)

 Mark Van Guilder, Milwaukee Admirals (4th)

 Mat Clark, Norfolk Admirals (2nd)

 Taylor Fedun, Oklahoma City Barons (1st)

 Kyle Hagel, Portland Pirates (4th)

 Mike Moore, Providence Bruins (3rd)

 Matt MacKenzie, Rochester Americans (1st)

 Pat Mullane, Rockford IceHogs (1st)

 Joey Crabb, San Antonio Rampage (1st)

 Andrew Joudrey, Springfield Falcons (2nd)

 Jason Jaffray, St. John’s IceCaps (2nd)

 Eric Neilson, Syracuse Crunch (6th)

 Jack Campbell, Texas Stars (1st)

 Drew MacIntyre, Toronto Marlies (2nd)

 Brandon DeFazio, Utica Comets (3rd)

 Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, W-B/Scranton Penguins (1st)

 Konrad Abeltshauser, Worcester Sharks (1st)
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Ottawa Senators re-call Jean-Gabriel Pageau on emergency basis

Posted on March 31, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators lost a key player in its pursuit of the American Hockey League East Division title Monday as Ottawa re-called forward Jean-Gabriel Pageau on an emergency basis.

Pageau, 21, has appeared in 21 games with Ottawa this season, registering two points (two goals) and 10 penalty minutes. In 43 AHL games this season, Pageau has recorded 17 goals and 24 assists for 41 points.

The Senators host the Carolina Hurricanes tonight at 7:30 p.m. at Canadian Tire Centre.

Binghamton visits Rochester on Friday for a 7:05p.m. game versus the Americans.  The B-Sens return home Saturday in an divisional battle with Norfolk at 7:05 p.m. before hosting Wilke-Barre/Scranton on Sunday at 3:05 p.m.

The B-Sens (40-21-1-5, 86 points) lead the Penguins by two points for first place in the division. Norfolk is in third place, nine points behind Binghamton.

The loss of Pageau comes after center Stephane Da Costa, the team’s active leading scorer with 58 points (18 goals-40 assists), suffered a facial injury after being struck with a high stick on Saturday by Mike Angelidis of Syracuse.
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In-game report: Binghamton Senators defeat Syracuse Crunch

Posted on March 29, 2014 by mweinste


Cole Schneider scored the lone goal int he shootout as the Binghamton Senators won their fourth straight game, defeating the Syracuse Crunch, 4-3,

With Wacey Hamilton sitting in the box for cross checking, the Crunch took a 3-2 lead on a goal by Geoff Walker, who finished a one-timer from Yanni Gourde in the left circle.

Alex Grant tied the score with 5:14 remaining off a slapshot from the left point. Grant got the puck from Matt Puempel, hesitated, and then blasted it past a screened Gudlevskis.

Binghamton outshot Syracuse, 28-27, through the overtime period.

SECOND PERIOD: Jean-Gabriel Pageau’s late power-play goal tied the score as the Binghamton Senators and Syracuse Crunch skated into the locker room tied at 2 after 40 minutes.

Mark Borowiecki took a cross-checking penalty while chasing a forward behind the net in the closing minutes of the second period to set up Syracuse’s go-ahead goal. On the ensuing power play, Nikita Nesterov blasted a high slap shot from the left point past Andrew Hammond to give the Crunch a 2-1 lead with 5:21 left. The shot was deflected by a B-Sens defender.

With Binghamton on the power play with under 2:00 to go in the second, Stephane Da Costa was busted open from a high stick by Mike Angelidis, which drew a four-minute penalty. During the 5-on-3, Pageau tied the score at 2 with 1:19 remaining. Alex Grant’s shot from the point went wide left of the net but it bounced off the boards and to the right of the net for Pageau, who put the puck past Gudlevskis.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators and Syracuse Crunch skated into the locker rooms tied at 1 after 20 minutes on Saturday at the Oncenter War Memorial.

Syracuse leads Binghamton in shots, 11-9.

Derek Grant gave the B-Sens a 1-0 lead on a sharp-angle wrist shot from the left side of the net with 10:47 left in the first period. Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis looked to have made the save as the puck went behind him, but then it trickled into the goal.

Jonathan Marchessault converted a 3-on-1 to tie the score at 1 with 1:47 left in the first. Binghamton players were pinched in the offensive zone trying to convert an expiring power play when the Crunch broke down the ice.

PREGAME: B-Sens coach Luke Richardson kept the lineup the same for the second night in a row. Defensemen Tyler Eckford, Danny New, Ben Blood, and Troy Rutkowski, forward Jim O’Brien, and goaltender Nathan Lawson were the scratches.

Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Shane Prince

Cole Schneider-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

Jakub Culek-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Patrick Mullen-Mark Borowiecki

Alex Grant-Fredrik Claesson

Chris Wideman-Mike Sdao
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Binghamton rallies, beats St. John’s 2-1

Posted on March 28, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators scored two unanswered goals in the third period to beat the St. John’s IceCaps 2-1 on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Trailing 1-0 entering the third, the B-Sens took advantage of a high-sticking call on Jerome Samson, who drew blood on Darren Kramer to result in a double-minor. During the latter half of the man-advantage, Stephane Da Costa weaved into the offensive zone before finding an open Matt Puempel in the slot. Puempel had an open net with St. John’s goaltender Tyler Beskorowany out of position and hammered it home for a 1-1 tie at 7:29 the mark.

Shane Prince scored the eventual game-winner at 10:51, taking a cross-ice feed from Da Costa and slinging it past Beskorowany for his 19th of the season. Puempel picked up the secondary assist, giving his a multi-point night. Da Costa also saw his point streak extend to nine games.

Andrew Hammond was brilliant between the pipes for the B-Sens, stopping 40 shots in earning his 21st win of the season.

SECOND PERIOD

Through two periods, the Binghamton Senators trail the St. John’s IceCaps 1-0 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Friday night.

Jason Jaffray redirected an Andrew Gordon shot on the right side of Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond, sneaking the puck past his pad. For Jaffray, the goal was his 18th of the season, giving him 50 points.

Following the goal, the B-Sens snatched the momentum and got the crowd in full-throat with an incredible display. Following a scramble in front of Hammond which left him out of the net, four B-Sens filled the net and blocked three sure goals.

Seconds later, a fluttering puck ticketed for the net was batted away at the last second by Mark Borowiecki, again bringing the crowd to its feet.

Going into the third period, the IceCaps will be on the power play for the first 43 seconds following a Shane Prince hooking penalty.

FIRST PERIOD

After one period, the Binghamton Senators and St. John’s IceCaps are scoreless at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Friday night.

Both teams have skated well and had a few solid scoring chances, but neither have been able to break through. Andrew Hammond stopped all 14 shots that he faced, the best coming off a Jordan Hill slapshot from the low slot. Hammond tracked the puck through traffic and made a glove save, bringing the crowd to its feet.

Tyler Beskorowany was tested even more, making 17 stops. Beskorowany was actually beaten once, but Darren Kramer’s attempt from in close rang off the bottom of the left post and rebounded harmlessly.

Neither team committed a penalty in the first 20 minutes.

B-Sens forward lines:

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Shane Prince

Cole Schneider-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

Jakub Culek-Derek Grant-David Dziurzinski

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

B-Sens defense:

Mark Borowiecki-Patrick Mullen

Fredrik Claesson-Alex Grant

Michael Sdao-Chris Wideman
What to watch for this weekend: Andrew Hammond returns for Binghamton Senators

Posted on March 27, 2014 by mweinste


Goalie Andrew Hammond was playing his best hockey of the season prior to his emergency recall to Ottawa last week, and will likely get his first game action in almost two weeks on Friday against St. John’s.

Hammond’s record over the past six games (3-3) doesn’t tell the full story as he also sports 2.02 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage. Hammond, 26, struggled at the start of his rookie season but he has improved as his workload increased.

He figured to spell starter Nathan Lawson this season but due to callups and injuries, Hammond has played in 39 games (Lawson has played 28). Hammond has lowered his GAA (2.86) and save percentage (.907) to season bests while improving his record to 20-15-3.

Here are other things to watch for this weekend:

IceCaps look for sweep. The B-Sens have defeated all but two of their opponents this season, and one of those teams is their opposition Friday.

The St. John’s IceCaps hold a 3-0 series lead, winning one of the contests in a shootout, and are one of three teams to shut out the high-scoring B-Sens. Binghamton has struggled against the IceCaps since their inception in 2011, compiling a 2-8-0-1 record. Both wins have come at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Center John Albert has six goals in his past four games for the IceCaps, who are 8-2 in their past 10 contests and currently in the midst of a six-game road trip.

St. John’s (41-21-1-3, 86) are tied for the second-best record in the Eastern Conference but hold the No. 4 seed in the playoff race because they trail Manchester in the Atlantic Division. The B-Sens hold the No. 3 seed as East Division leaders.

Culek looking to make impact. Forward Jakub Culek has been recalled from the Elmira Jackals. Culek, who is scoreless in two games with the B-Sens this season, has 30 points (8-22) in 49 games with the Jackals. Forward Danny Hobbs was re-assigned to Elmira. With three games in three days and only two extra forwards, Culek figures to see some action this weekend.
Bruins 4, Red Wings 1: Fishing in R.I. just days before, Florek sets the pace 

April 20, 2014 07:35 PM 
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AP Photo 

Boston's Justin Florek (57) leads the charge to the bench with teammates Andrej Meszaros (41), Carl Soderberg (34) and Johnny Boychuk after scoring against the Red Wings during the first period of Sunday's Game Two of the first-round playoff series in Boston. 
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By Mark Divver 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

BOSTON — Justin Florek said he got the call from Boston on Monday while fishing for trout in a pond “way out in the middle of the woods past Coventry” in western Rhode Island. With third-line left winger Chris Kelly injured, Florek’s services were needed.

The chance to play in his first Stanley Cup playoff game on Friday was great, but the 23-year-old rookie up from the Providence Bruins experienced an even bigger thrill on Sunday.

Florek’s opportunistic goal at 7:28 of the first period got the Bruins off to a running start on the way to a decisive 4-1 win over the Detroit Red Wings, knotting the series at one game apiece.

For an avid fisherman like Florek, the goal was the equivalent of having a nice fat trout jump out of the water and into the boat.

As the puck trickled into the Detroit zone, goalie Jimmy Howard (25 saves) ventured from his crease and shot it toward the boards to his right. But instead of caroming safely off the boards, the puck hit Detroit defenseman Brendan Smith’s leg. Florek grabbed it at the faceoff dot and quickly rifled it into the empty net.

“I just tried to read him. I saw that he was playing it to his forehand,” said Florek, whose parents, wife and infant daughter were at TD Garden.

“The next thing I knew, the puck was on my stick. In the right spot at the right time, I guess. It got the team going, that was the biggest thing.”

That it did.

“It was great for him. It was also great for the team, to give us that early lead and really get that confidence going, that energy we were looking for,” said coach Claude Julien.

Playing with much more urgency, aggression and crispness than in Friday night’s 1-0 loss, the Bruins were on their way. They doubled their lead 3:07 later on Reilly Smith power-play goal.

The Wings made things very interesting in the second period, dominating play and cutting Boston’s lead to one goal when Luke Glendening scored at 13:20. 

But Boston responded with a Milan Lucic goal at 18:16 to put the Bruins ahead, 3-1. Zdeno Chara tacked on a power-play goal for insurance just 2:27 into the third period.

While the win was critical for Boston as the series heads to Detroit for the next two games, it was also important for the Bruins to get back to their style of game after Friday night’s 1-0 loss.

“Last game, we mentioned that (Detroit was) winning more races. Their battles, their will to get to the puck first and hang on to it was better that ours in Game One,” said Julien, whose team received an excellent, 34-save performance from Tuukka Rask.

“We played better in all areas, from our breakouts with their pressure, to the neutral zone, where we were able to get through that with a little bit more speed today and able to get our forecheck going, like we talked about doing after Game One. We were able to put pucks in areas where we were able to get on them quick or get to the pucks first.”

Special teams also played a key role, as Boston scored twice with the man-advantage and killed all four of Detroit’s power plays.

Detroit coach Mike Babcock acknowledged that Boston was the better team on Sunday.

“They were way better than us. They were engaged. They won the battles. They were quick. We were slow,” Babcock said.

“As poor as we were, in the second period, we got the game to right where we wanted it. It’s 2-1, going to be going into the third. It’s a simple two-on-two cross play (on Lucic’s goal), and we don’t execute. Now we’re down, 3-1, and the game’s over.”

Julien said that the Bruins must bring the same style of game to Joe Louis Arena in Detroit on Tuesday and Thursday nights.

“It’s important for us to really grasp what we did tonight and really bottle that up and know that’s what it’s going to take to beat this team. It’s going to be important for us to have that kind of intensity and that kind of determination,” he said.
Bruins Journal: Wings’ Smith almost bit off more than he can chew 
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AP Photo 

Boston's Zdeno Chara stares at Detroit's Brendan Smith near the end of the first period of Game Two of their playoff series on Sunday. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

BOSTON — The enduring image of Game Two is probably Zdeno Chara laughing in the face of Brendan Smith as the Detroit defenseman attempted to goad the 6-foot-9, 255-pound Bruins captain into throwing a punch at him after the final horn of the second period.

As the crowd roared, Chara and Smith, older brother of Boston’s Reilly Smith, exchanged shoves and taunts before a linesman broke it up. Both received roughing penalties.

Asked about it after the game, Chara said it was “nothing really, it’s just, that’s playoff hockey.”

Reilly Smith of the Bruins questioned the strategy of his brother, who is 6-foot-2 and 200 pounds. “[Chara] wouldn’t be the first guy I’d choose in the NHL to go against. He should probably think twice next time,” Reilly Smith said.

He wasn’t overly concerned for Brendan’s safety.

“That’s the least of my worries right now. I don’t think Chara is too worried. It’s a moot point in the entire series and the whole outcome of the game,” he said.

Special effort

Boston won the special teams battle decisively on Sunday.

The Bruins went 2-for-4 with the man-advantage, and the penalty-kill was a perfect 4-for-4.

“Our power play has been good, as you know. A lot better this year. And the big thing is, can they continue to produce in the playoffs. I know we won in the past without having a power play — L.A. did the same thing [two years ago],” said Boston coach Claude Julien.

“Our penalty kill right now is doing a pretty good job, but when you have both units able to do the job, that helps a lot. Obviously, it was a big difference tonight.”

Miller back in action

Kevan Miller returned to the lineup after missing Game One with the flu, playing 19:52 and making his presence felt with some hard checks.

“He’s a physical guy, he’s a real competitor, and you saw that there tonight, especially in the first five minutes,” said Milan Lucic.

“Millsy, right from the start, he helped set the tone with a couple of big hits,” said Jarome Iginla.

Added Torey Krug: “He’s out there blowing guys up.”

Not their time

While Miller returned, Matt Bartkowski (flu), Dan Paille (concussion) and Chris Kelly (back) did not play.

Corey Potter was a scratch after warmups, when it was decided that Miller was able to play.

Julien said all players will travel with the team to Detroit after practicing at the Garden on Monday morning.

They took the bait

Detroit coach Mike Babcock didn’t sound thrilled over his team’s decision to engage in more after-the-whistle pushing and shoving with the bigger, stronger Bruins than in Game One.

“I just think you’ve got to decide what you want to do. Do you want to play like them or play like us,” Babcock said.

Goalie Jimmy Howard agreed.

“I think we’ve got to stay out of the BS out there and just play whistle to whistle and not worry about getting into scrums or anything like that and proving your manhood out there. Just skate, play our hockey. Get back to playing our game,” he said.

Where’s the consistency?

Asked before the game for his overall impressions of the first round, Babcock had an interesting take on the officiating in the NHL.

“Too many penalties. Same as every year. In the first round of the playoffs, they call too many penalties, too tight. Then you loosen it off until there’s no penalties by the end. It’s the same every year. We say the standard’s the same? OK,” said Babcock, who has won a Stanley Cup (2008) and two gold medals (2010 and 2014) as head coach of Canada’s Olympic team.
Red Wings 1, Bruins 0: Datsyuk’s late goal lifts Detroit in opener 
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AP/Winslow Townson 

Boston goalie Tuuka Rask can only look down as Detroit's Pavel Datsyuk (13) is congratulated by teammate Johan Franzen after Datsyuk scored the game's only goal late in the third period on Friday. 
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Associated Press 

BOSTON — Pavel Datsyuk scored at 16:59 of the third period, moments after Jimmy Howard’s best save of the game, and the Detroit Red Wings beat the top-seeded Boston Bruins 1-0 in the opener of their Eastern Conference playoff series Friday night. 

The Bruins won the Presidents’ Trophy for the best record in the regular season but were locked in a tight game in which neither team had many solid scoring opportunities. 

The winning goal came when Datsyuk carried the puck from the right side to the left in Boston’s zone and put a 30-footer from near the left circle past goalie Tuukka Rask’s left glove. 

Right before Datsyuk’s 37th career playoff goal, Howard made a brilliant save when Jarome Iginla’s shot from the right point was deflected by Milan Lucic in front of the net. But Howard knocked the puck aside with his glove. 

Game 2 of the best-of-seven series, the first playoff matchup between the Original Six teams in 57 years, is set for Sunday night in Boston. 

The opening loss was the Bruins’ first playoff game since they dropped the deciding Game 6 of last season’s Stanley Cup final. They lost 3-2 to the Chicago Blackhawks after allowing the tying and winning goals in the last 76 seconds. 

Datsyuk, who missed 16 games with a knee injury before returning April 4, got his first playoff goal since Game 3 of Detroit’s second-round playoff series against Chicago last year. The Red Wings had a 3-1 lead in that series against the Blackhawks, and then lost three in a row. 

Boston had a decent scoring opportunity in the first minute of the third period when Brad Marchand stole the puck in the Detroit zone and fired a 20-footer from Howard’s right. But the goalie stopped the shot with his pad. 

The Red Wings had a better chance two minutes later when Rask made a save, and then stuck his right pad out to kick aside Darren Helm’s shot on the rebound. 

There were few good scoring opportunities in the first two periods and Boston killed off the only two penalties, boarding against Zdeno Chara at 16:08 of the first and holding against Torey Krug at 15:58 of the second. 

With both teams playing a tight checking game, the shots on goal were even at 16-16 heading into the third period. 

Boston played without four regulars, including defensemen Matt Bartkowski and Kevan Miller, both sidelined with the flu. Center Chris Kelly sat out with a back injury and left wing Daniel Paille had a head injury suffered in a collision in the next-to-last game of the regular season. 

For Detroit, center Henrik Zetterberg has been out since Feb. 8 with a back condition that required surgery and defenseman Jonathan Ericsson hasn’t played since March 14 because of a broken finger.

NOTES: Seven players saw their first playoff action, Detroit’s Luke Glendening, Tomas Jurco, Riley Sheahan and Tomas Tatar, and Boston’s Justin Florek, Corey Potter and Reilly Smith. … Smith became the first Bruin to face his brother in a playoff games since Phil Esposito played against Chicago goalie Tony Esposito in 1975. Brendan Smith plays defense for Detroit. … The Red Wings are in the playoffs for the 23rd straight time. … Detroit was 3-1 against Boston in the regular season.
Mark Divver: Bruins have an edge, but won’t roll over Red Wings 
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Tony Ding/AP 

Patrice Bergeron, left, and Carl Soderberg will play vital roles for the Bruins against the Red Wings in the first round of the Stanley Cup playoffs. Game One is Friday at 7 p.m. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

The Boston Bruins are a better team today than they were when they lost to Chicago in six games last June in a great Stanley Cup final.

You can even make a case that this year’s group has an edge over the team with the historically bad power play that beat Vancouver for the Stanley Cup in 2011.

So, after a season in which Boston went 54-19-9 and finished atop the overall NHL standings for the first time since 1990, it’s no surprise that many puck pundits are picking the Bruins to bring home the franchise’s seventh Stanley Cup.

Let’s not get carried away, though. It’s way too early to “get the duck boats ready!” — as Pawtucket’s own Dave Goucher famously declared at the end of Game Seven in Vancouver three years ago.

For starters, the Bruins have to get past the very dangerous Detroit Red Wings, starting on Friday night at the TD Garden in Boston.

Even though Boston finished first and injury-riddled Detroit came in eighth during the regular season, the series won’t be a cakewalk for the Bruins.

The Wings won three of the four games between the teams this season, as Detroit’s speed and skill gave Boston fits. They have one of the best players in the world in the magnificent Pavel Datsyuk.

But the Wings continue to be hampered by injuries, with Henrik Zetterberg, Jonathan Ericsson, Dan Cleary, Stephen Weiss and Mikael Samuelsson among the missing.

Boston is without Dennis Seidenberg and Adam McQuaid. Dan Paille is questionable for Game One. Several players were sick with the flu this week but you can expect most, if not all, to be ready when the puck is dropped on Friday.

In the end, the prediction here is that Boston will prove to be too strong for the Wings. The Bruins are bigger and more physical, battle-tested with superior goaltending. Boston’s depth should carry them through.

Here are five reasons why the Bruins will beat the Red Wings:

Strength down the middle. In David Krejci, Patrice Bergeron, Carl Soderberg and Gregory Campbell, Boston has as good a group of centers as any team in the NHL.

Krejci has a history of elevating his game in the postseason, while Bergeron is simply the best two-way center in the NHL. The skilled Soderberg has been a revelation in the second half of the season. Campbell, who is as gritty as they come, will do whatever it takes to win, including play with a broken leg.

Detroit’s quartet of Datsyuk, Riley Sheahan, Darren Helm and Luke Glendening has its strengths, but once you get past the magical Datsyuk, Boston has a clear advantage.

Boston also has the top shutdown defenseman in the league in Zdeno Chara, who should be in the running for his second Norris Trophy as the NHL’s top defenseman. Detroit doesn’t have a defender who compares to Chara.

Goaltending. This is an area where Boston appears to have a huge edge.

Tuukka Rask of the Bruins had a career season and is one of the NHL’s elite goaltenders. In 58 games, the Finn posted a 36-15-6 record. His 2.04 goals-against average was fourth in the league and his .930 save percentage was second. His seven shutouts led the league. Rask is in the running for the Vezina Trophy, which is awarded to the NHL’s top goalie.

Detroit’s Jimmy Howard, a former star for the University of Maine, posted a very average 21-19-11 record this season. His 2.66 goals-against average was 33rd in the NHL and his .910 save percentage was 36th. He had two shutouts.

A team needs great goaltending in the playoffs. Rask appears to be much more capable of delivering it than Howard.

Scoring depth. The Bruins have three lines that can score in Milan Lucic-David Krecji-Jarome Iginla, Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith, Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson. The trio of Dan Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton brings energy and a physical presence and is the best fourth line in the NHL.

As a group, Boston’s forwards have an edge on Detroit’s lines of Gustav Nyquist-Pavel Datsyuk-Justin Abdelkader, Johan Franzen-Daniel Helm-Daniel Alfredsson, Tomas Tatar-Riley Sheahan-Tomas Jurco, Drew Miller-Luke Glendening-David Legwand.

Experience. Most of the core group that won the Stanley Cup in 2011 and fell two wins shy last season is still in the Boston dressing room. Many were around for the crushing collapse against Philadelphia in 2010 and the miracle comeback in the third period of Game Seven against Toronto last April. They are battle-hardened.

Detroit has only a handful of holdovers from its 2008 Stanley Cup team. This will be the first taste of playoff pressure for some of the Wings’ youngsters.

Leadership. A significant advantage that the Bruins have over many other teams is the size of its leadership group. Players such as Zdeno Chara, Patrice Bergeron, Chris Kelly and Shawn Thornton are a strong, positive presence in the Bruins’ room. Having Jarome Iginla, hungry to win the first Stanley Cup of his brilliant career, doesn’t hurt, either.

Prediction: The Red Wings will put up a difficult fight, but Boston will prevail in six.
Bruins’ Hamilton living up to the hype 
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Boston coach Claude Julien won't divulge his defensive pairings just yet, but all indications are that Dougie Hamilton, left, will be paired with Zdeno Chara. 
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By BRIAN MacPHERSON 

Journal Sports Writer 

bmacpherson@providencejournal.com 

BOSTON — This is where the Bruins envisioned Dougie Hamilton would be when they drafted him almost three years ago. They envisioned a big, physical, offensive-minded defenseman who had the ability to succeed Zdeno Chara as the Bruins’ best blue-liner after first perhaps playing alongside him for a few years in meaningful games.

This is where Hamilton envisioned himself, too.

“When you think about Bruins D-men, you think about Z,” Hamilton said. “Just after getting drafted, I didn’t know if I was ever going to play with Z or whatever, but to be playing with him now is pretty cool. It’s something that I want to keep doing, and it’s up to me to keep playing well and keep earning that spot. That’s what I want to keep trying to do.”

Boston coach Claude Julien refused to tip his hand about his expected defensive pairings for Game One of his team’s Eastern Conference playoff series against Detroit, which begins Friday at TD Garden. But all indications have been that Hamilton and Chara will make up the Bruins’ top defensive pairing, matching up against a Detroit first line that probably will consist of veteran playmaker Pavel Datsyuk centering youngsters Gustav Nyquist and Justin Abdelkader.

“Defending is so important in the playoffs, and I think that’s an area that Dougie’s really improved and will continue to improve,” Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said earlier this week. “He’s just getting stronger as a man, as a young man. He’s getting more confident with his body and with his strength — and his play with the puck on the offensive side of the blue line has been terrific.”

Hamilton “made big strides from when he got here, the very first time, to today,” Chara said. “He’s improving. He’s learning more and more. That’s a great sign. He’s got to continue to do that, just like everybody else.”

A handful of Bruins were absent from practice at TD Garden on Tuesday, including defensemen Matt Bartkowski, Andrej Meszaros and Kevan Miller — some due to injuries, some due to the flu. Julien declined to specific which players were dealing with injuries and which players were sick.

Even if the full complement of defensemen had been present, however, Hamilton almost certainly would have skated alongside Chara. Even a surprise return by veteran Dennis Seidenberg, who tore ligaments in his knee in late December but skated before practice on Tuesday and isn’t necessarily out for the year after all, might not bump Hamilton from the top pairing with Chara.

It’s a significant investment of responsibility in a 20-year-old player in his second year in the NHL.

“When you come in as a young player, you’re bouncing around, you’re trying to feel what it’s all about,” Chara said. “You can’t be expecting to expect a first-year guy to come in and take on all that responsibility. You have to give those players time to develop. He’s really making good strides to filling out his body, getting strong mentally and being prepared and aware of the situation he’s playing in.”

In some ways, both Chara and Hamilton can look at the upcoming Stanley Cup playoffs as an opportunity for redemption.

A badly beat-up Chara recorded a minus-6 rating in the final three games of the Stanley Cup finals a year ago. He was on the ice for two of the three goals Chicago scored in the decisive Game Six, including the game-tying goal with 76 seconds left.

Hamilton, meanwhile, was watching from the press box, as he did for most of the postseason. He appeared in just seven games, tallying three assists with an even plus-minus rating.

But a combination of his development — he scored seven goals and compiled a plus-22 in 65 games this season, both third-best among Bruins defensemen — and the loss of Seidenberg and Adam McQuaid to injury and Andrew Ference to the Edmonton Oilers via free agency have thrust Hamilton into a more prominent role.

“For me, it’s more responsibility, more opportunity,” he said. “It’s something I wanted to take advantage of. It’s been something I had to get used to, playing with Z at the start, playing against other teams’ top lines. It’s a different game. …

“I want to contribute in the playoffs. I want to play well and help the team. I don’t want to have the same feeling as last year. That’s up to me. That’s in my control.”
Bruins Journal: Trio will probably miss Game One vs. Detroit 
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Matt Bartkowski (pictured), Chris Kelly and Dan Paille haven’t practiced all week. Bartkowski is thought to be recovering from flu-like symptoms. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

Chris Kelly, Dan Paille and Matt Bartkowski haven’t practiced all week, so it appears that they will not be in the lineup on Friday night for Game One.

Kelly, who has a back injury, hasn’t skated since April 8. Paille, who has had a couple of concussions this season, hit his head on the ice against Buffalo last Saturday. Bartkowski is believed to be recovering from the flu, which has run through several members of the team this week.

After missing a couple of days — presumably with the flu — Kevan Miller was back on Thursday.

The Bruins are providing no information on injuries or illnesses this postseason.

Coach Claude Julien did not rule Kelly, Paille or Bartkowski out for Friday.

“I don’t know that it’s official yet. Today was another day where we added another player [Miller]. It’s hard for me to give you my lineup, so guys have continued to improve as they have this week and we’ll go from there,” Julien said.

It appears that Justin Florek will replace Kelly, Jordan Caron will fill in for Paille, and Andrej Meszaros will replace Bartkowski.

Zetterberg skates

Red Wings superstar Henrik Zetterberg skated for 30 minutes without contact in practice on Thursday in Detroit.

Zetterberg, the captain of Sweden’s silver medal-winning Olympic team, scored a goal in his only game in Sochi, but could barely get out of bed the next day because of the pain in his back. He had surgery on Feb. 21 to repair a herniated disc.

There has been speculation that he might be ready to return at some point in the Bruins series, but Zetterberg said the second round would be more likely.

“Time-wise we were shooting for Round Two if everything goes well,” he told detroitredwings.com. “Increase intensity every day and hopefully in a couple days maybe I can do some more battling drills.”

Respect for Wings

Julien said that Detroit coach Mike Babcock is playing the “underdog card” because of his team’s many injuries.

“They’re in the playoffs because they’re a good team, and that’s the respect that you give them,” Julien said. “I think it’s pretty obvious to us that they want to play the underdog card, which is not surprising. We just have to go out there and not care about what they say.

“We’re not letting them fool us with that underdog card and that they don’t have the players. We’ll just go out there and play our game. I know he’s got players, and he’s got players that have done extremely well for him.

“The guy that right now is a question mark for them is Zetterberg, but other than that those young players have done a good job even if the [Dan] Clearys and the [Todd] Bertuzzis are question marks in the lineup. They’ve got a pretty good lineup with a lot of choices. That’s how I look at it.”

Wary of upset

The Bruins have gone seven games in their first round series against Tampa, Washington and Toronto in each of the past three seasons.

“Every first round for us has been a challenge,” said Julien. “I said yesterday I heard about 40 percent of the series are upsets in the first round so it happens to a lot of teams. You have teams that have high expectations; you have teams that have nothing to lose and everything to gain.

“So that certainly makes that first round a challenge in itself. We certainly learned from all those game sevens that we’ve had to go through in the first round that it is important to be on top of your game at the end of the year and not limp in to the playoffs, which I thought we did at times after we solidified our playoff spot.

“It’s a matter of keeping ourselves focused and ready and not have to regain those good habits that you lost in those last two or three games because they didn’t matter.”
Amerks will start playoffs at home; opponent unknown
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The Rochester Americans know with relative certainty that they'll be starting the Calder Cup playoffs on home ice, and with a pair of games next weekend.

They just won't know until Saturday night who they'll play.

Chicago and Grand Rapids both have 98 points as they battle for the Midwest Division banner. The division winner will get the No. 2 seed in the Western Conference and draw the Amerks in the best-of-five first-round series.

The Wolves play at home Saturday night against Milwaukee. The Griffins, 4-2 losers at home to Lake Erie on Friday night, go to Cleveland for a rematch with the Monsters.

If the Wolves and Griffins remain tied after Saturday's games, Grand Rapids wins the Midwest via the most-victories tiebreaker.

Games 1 and 2 are tentatively set for Friday and Saturday, April 25-26, at Blue Cross Arena at the War Memorial. The final three games (however many of which are necessary) will be on the road

Why would the Amerks start at home if they're the seventh seed? For teams not in close proximity, the series format is 2-3. The higher seed has the choice of starting at home, and then playing three on the road. Or, they can start on the road, then come home knowing they will have up to three games in their own rink to clinch.

The Griffins and Wolves reportedly prefer to start on the road. Thus, the Amerks will get prime dates in terms of attendance.

They drew 9,518 for Friday's regular-season home finale, a 5-1 win over Syracuse.

Prices for the first two home games are varied:

The lower bowl and most 200 level seats are priced the same as the regular season: $19, $21 and $23 when bought before game-day. They go up $1 on game day.

But the balcony and the upper 200 end sections will be $7 on Saturday, and then those seats will increase in price by $1 each day. $8 on Sunday, $9 on Monday, etc.

* * * * * * *

From the post-game on Friday:

** Right winger Joel Armia didn't play due to illness and almost certainly won't play in Saturday's finale at Toronto.

Coach Chadd Cassidy said Armia skated Friday morning but didn't feel all that strong afterward, and there was no reason for him to play if he's not 100 percent.

** Defenseman Chad Ruhwedel played quite well in his return from his first career concussion.

He was injured in an April 6 game at Philadelphia while with the Buffalo Sabres. Flyers winger Zac Rinaldo blasted him with a cheap-shot to the head.

Ruhwedel said the headaches were pretty severe right after the hit but "after a couple days the symptoms started to go away."

Other than not having his normal lung capacity, he "felt good" during the game.

Cassidy said he was very impressed with the way Ruhwedel played.

** Defenseman Nick Petrecki made sure to send a message after Crunch defenseman Luke Witkowski delivered an elbow to the head of Amerks winger Dan Catenacci at 18:24 of the second period.

Petrecki fought Witkowski and delivered a couple big shots. He knows part of his job entails physicality, but also a big-brother rolle.

"I kinda of feel responsible for their well-being out there," Petrecki said. "You kind of need that tight-knit feeling."

** Cassidy said that while the coaching staff hasn't decided who will play at Toronto, he said there definitely will be regulars who are rested.

It seems safe to assume Connor Knapp will get to start in goal. Andrey Makarov has won seven straight.
Commentary: Overachieving Rockford IceHogs had no business contending
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IceHogs awards

Man of the Year: Pat Mullane

Leading Scorer: Adam Clendening

Most Improved: Terry Broadhurst

Heavy Hitter: Brandon Mashinter

Unsung Hero: Wade... 
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So, for the fourth straight season, the Rockford IceHogs fall just shy of the playoffs.

Drats! (Insert your own stronger word here if it helps. Yeah, you’ll probably need to).

Fans ought to feel like climbing the netting behind the BMO Harris Bank Center goals in droves.

Aaarrgh!

Frustration doesn’t begin to describe the mood of those emotionally invested in the team. No doubt everyone feels like breaking a hockey stick against the boards or on a crossbar or post.

Minor consolation is that this year it is easier to stomach than last year.

Last year. Oh, man. That team could have won the Calder Cup. Seriously. Carter Hutton in net. The best offense the ’Hogs have ever had. Momentum galore, riding a 22-8-1 hot streak.

No one wanted to play them.

No one got the chance.

Had the ’Hogs made it this season, no one would have feared facing them. Even getting swept, though, would have been better than not being afforded the opportunity to participate.

Where, then, does the blame fall, now that the season ended with Saturday’s 7-3 win at home against Charlotte.

On the team. Squarely. It simply wasn’t consistent enough from Day One.

Analyzing the last four AHL ’Hogs squads, this one above all had no business contending. Last, from here to eternity in penalty kill. Next to last in goals allowed per game. Ending the year on a 10-game road losing streak. The only team without a shutout. And on and on.

The fact the team was in the playoff picture as late as it was is remarkable. Ted Dent, easily, should receive coach of the year consideration.

Who has done more with less?

Go back to the beginning of the season. I wrote that anytime Brandon Pirri and Jeremy Morin both scored in a game, they HAD to win. And that basically was the case.

Then, poof, they were gone.

Really, who else was going to provide the offense? Turns out, the supporting cast came through. The Mark McNeills, Garret Rosses, the Broadhursts, etc., eased concerns there.

But it happened, and not unexpectedly. Pirri, a 2009 second-round draft choice and this year’s AHL All-Star Game MVP, was dealt for third- and fifth-round draft picks. Really?

And Morin gets called up to help a Blackhawks team that already had a playoff berth. And Joakim Nordstrom, too. Good for them, but …

If you want to remember this season for one thing, mark down the injury to Patrick Kane. Only that enabled Chicago to have enough salary cap room to add Morin, Nordstrom and Teuvo Teravainen to the roster.

Read more: http://www.rrstar.com/article/20140419/Sports/140419180#ixzz2zWonDu5y
Spirit Alumni: Florida Panthers rookie Vince Trocheck selected for United States National Team
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Former Saginaw Spirit captain Vince Trocheck scores a goal for the Florida Panthers in a 3-2 loss to the Ottawa Senators. (Wilfredo Lee | AP Photo)
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SAGINAW, MI — Former Saginaw Spirit captain Vince Trocheck has seen a lot of San Antonio and Florida in his first season as a professional.

Now he’ll get to spend some time in Belarus.

Trocheck was one of 15 players named to the United States Men’s National Team that is scheduled to participate in the International Ice Hockey Federation Men’s World Championship from May 9-25 in Minsk, Belarus.

Last year, he won a gold medal with Team USA in the World Junior Hockey Championships in Russia.

In his rookie professional season, the 20-year old Pittsburgh native was among San Antonio’s leading scorers in the American Hockey League with 16 goals and 25 assists in 54 games, and he kept it up after his call-up to the NHL with the Florida Panthers on March 7.

Trocheck scored five goals and had three assists in 20 games with the Panthers. Florida teammates Jimmy Hayes and Drew Shore were also named to the team.

In three and a half seasons with the Spirit, Trocheck scored 94 goals and was the franchise’s all-time leader with 146 assists.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

Four Saginaw Spirit players and one Saginaw native makes final NHL prospect rankings list, Dylan Sadowy moves up to No. 33

Saginaw Spirit face the Erie Otters in Game 5 of the OHL playoffs

Defenseman Travis Dermott of the Erie Otters, left, battles center Dylan Sadowy of the Saginaw Spirit for a loose puck during Game 5 of the OHL playoffs, Thursday, March 27, 2014 at the Dow Event Center. (Tim Goessman | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — Dylan Sadowy put in a lot of hard work last offseason, and he was rewarded with more ice time in his second year in the Ontario Hockey League.

He made the most of that ice time and led the team with 27 goals, after tallying just two as a rookie, which has caught the attention of NHL scouts who ranked the Brampton native as the No. 33 skater prospect in North America heading into the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

Sadowy wasn’t even mentioned in the Central Scouting Service rankings at the beginning of the year, but he’s worked his way into mention as a ‘B’ list or mid-round prospect after he scored 27 goals with nine assists and a plus-14 rating.

The 18-year old is one of four Saginaw Spirit players who earned mention on the pre-draft scouting rankings.

Forward Blake Clarke was ranked No. 134 among North American skaters, while defenseman Brandon Prophet came in at No. 174. Defenseman Daniel De Sousa was ranked No. 204.

Erie goalie Devin Williams, who is a Saginaw native, was ranked No. 15 among North American goalies. Spirit goalie Nikita Serebryakov had been ranked along with him all season, however, he doesn’t appear in the final CSS rankings.

Clarke came over to Saginaw in a trade with North Bay, and he had one goal and eight assists in 33 games with the Spirit. 

Meanwhile, Prophet, 6-foot-2, 200-pounds, has played both OHL season with Saginaw. He was picked by the Spirit in the second round of the 2012 OHL Priority Selection and earned a spot with Team Ontario in the World U-17 Hockey Challenge. He had three goals and eight assists with a plus-5 rating last year, and he finished with two goals and 17 assists with a plus-4 rating last year.

De Sousa had two goals and 11 assists in 39 games with a plus-20 rating after coming to the Spirit in an early-season trade with Belleville.

Williams had a breakout third season with the Otters. He was named Goalie of the Month for the OHL early in the season and finished the regular season at 23-5-1 with a .905 save percentage and 2.57 goals-against average. He took over as the starting goalie in the playoffs and has yet to lose a game in regulation with a .934 save percentage and 1.94 GAA.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

SAGINAW, MI — Jesse Graham is taking his game to the next level.

The Saginaw Spirit defenseman signed an amateur tryout contract with the New York Islanders’ American Hockey League affiliate in Bridgeport, Conn. where he has two assists in two games.

Graham came to Saginaw just after Thanksgiving in a trade with Niagara, where he was captain. He had five goals and 32 assists in 42 games for the Spirit and finished with 11 goals and 43 asssists, which was tied for third in the Ontario Hockey League among defensemen.

He was selected by the Islanders in the sixth round of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, and he scored 20 goals with 132 assists in 265 career OHL games.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

After getting swept in regulation in two games at Norfolk, the Hershey Bears were eliminated from playoff contention and are done for the season.

Hershey lost 5-3 at Norfolk Wednesday night, lost 3-1 at Norfolk Friday night and concluded the regular season Saturday night with a 2-1 win over Adirondack at Giant Center.

Here are the picks for Hershey's final three stars of the week of 2013-14:

1. Nicolas Deschamps. In the two games that mattered at Norfolk, the winger combined for 1-2-3 before getting the season finale off.

2. Joel Rechlicz. The winger generated smiles and cheers by scoring his first goal of the season and garnering some power play time in the season finale.

3. David Leggio. The goalie reached 23 wins by stopping 25 of 26 shots against Adirondack.

Hershey Bears poised for season exit interviews instead of playoffsBy  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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After an off day Sunday, the Hershey Bears won't begin preparing for a first-round playoff series Monday like 16 other AHL teams.

Instead, it will be season exit interview day at Giant Center for the Bears, who finished in ninth place in the Eastern Conference and failed to qualify for the postseason for the first time since 2004-05.

“It's going to be tough,” Bears captain Dane Byers said. “You work all year to get into the playoffs. And when it doesn't happen, it kind of hits home. Maybe it will take a day or two before it sets in with a lot of guys. As an older guy, you want to tell them that before it happens.

“You'd think you would get into the playoffs with 88 points. It just wasn't enough this year.”

Hershey (88 points) finished two points behind No. 8 Norfolk (90), which claimed the conference's final playoff berth. The Bears owned the regulation/overtime wins tiebreaker had the teams finished tied in points.

In retrospect, the final three meetings of the regular season between Hershey and Norfolk – March 16, April 16 and April 18 – determined which team made the postseason.

Norfolk won all three games in regulation. Hershey would have been playoff bound had it earned two of a possible six points out of those three meetings.

“I don't think it's really sunk in for guys yet,” Bears forward Jeff Taffe said. “It gets real when you have to pack your bags up and head home. It's tough. Everybody plays for the postseason and it's not a good feeling.”

The Bears finished with a 7-2-1-1 run in their final 11 games.

“But you lost the two games to the team you were tied with,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said of Norfolk.

The Bears went 0-for-9 on the power play in two losses at Norfolk last week. They finished 1-for-33 (3.0 percent) in their final 10 games.

“I thought we had a good run at the end,” Byers said. “I thought we were going to get in.”

Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said he would defer on commenting about his assessment of the season until Monday.

“There's a good group in that room,” Haviland said. “There's a lot of great men and they showed their character an awful lot. I think some people maybe counted us out around the league early in the midseason there and then we really came on.

“I believe in those guys in that room. We came up short.”

NOTEBOOK

Taffe (21-26-47) led the team in scoring for the second straight season. He also led in goals. Brandon Segal led the team in assists (27) and Byers led in penalty minutes (211).

Texas Stars forward Travis Morin led the AHL in scoring (32-56-88) and Charlotte Checkers forward Zach Boychuk led the league in goals (36).

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goalies Jeff Deslauriers and Eric Hartzell won the Harry “Hap” Holmes Memorial Award. The award is presented to the goalies with at least 25 games played on the team that allows the fewest goals in the regular season. WBS allowed a league-low 185 goals.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A season that began with high expectations for the Hershey Bears ended at the conclusion of the regular season Saturday night at Giant Center.

The Bears, who failed to qualify for the Calder Cup playoffs, beat the Adirondack Phantoms, who also failed to qualify for the playoffs, 2-1 in what was basically an exhibition game.

“It's definitely where you have to be a pro and you've got to take pride in yourself and respect the game itself,” Bears captain Dane Byers said. “I thought we did that tonight.

“It's hard. It's tough, especially when the other team isn't playing for anything. You can't even be a spoiler.”

Now major questions confront the Bears and the parent Washington Capitals, who also failed to make the playoffs.

Will Caps GM George McPhee and head coach Adam Oates return? Will a Hershey-Washington affiliation that began in 2005-06 be renewed?

And what will be the status of Bears head coach Mike Haviland for 2014-15 in the wake of a ninth-place finish in the Eastern Conference for a club that had deep playoff goals at the start of the season?

“I understand it's a tough town,” Haviland said. “I understand that. Right now, I have a contract. Obviously, we'll discuss that.

“Certainly, I'm under contract for next year and we'll see where it goes. I understand the passion and what needs to go on here and we fell a little short.”

Hershey's record of 39-27-5-5, 88 points, would have been good enough to make the playoffs the past two seasons under the conference format. Norfolk claimed the conference's final playoff berth this season with 90 points.

“I would have never thought 88 points you wouldn't get in,” Haviland said. “At any time, I wouldn't have thought that. 

“Overall, it's a disappointment. We didn't make it. There's positive things, but we didn't make it.”

Said forward Jeff Taffe: “It's frustrating and it's embarrassing, and I think everybody has the same feeling around here.”

Eliminated by Friday's loss at Norfolk, the Bears still had to get motivated for a finale that carried no standings stakes.

“Today was just surreal,” Haviland said, “kind of just trying to get through the meetings and trying to pump them up as much as we could to get them to perform tonight in front of the people, our fans.

“I don't think it's really hit me yet. Certainly, I know this franchise and I know it's only my first year here, but even for me I'm not used to being out this early. I don't think it will really hit me until maybe a week or so here.”

RECKER STARS: Popular tough-guy winger Joel Rechlicz returned to the lineup after being scratched in 10 straight games and 19 of 20.

Rechlicz responded with a memorable performance. He scored his first goal of the season and was named No. 1 star of the game.

“It was awesome,” Rechlicz said. “I haven't played in a while. My goal tonight was just to work really hard. I don't really know if my conditioning was there tonight, just because I haven't played in so long. You can't sit there and make excuses.”

Rechlicz, who is scheduled to become an unrestricted free agent this summer, hadn't played since March 23.

“It's been a real tough year for me, but I don't really want to get into any specifics,” Rechlicz said. “I'm going to be a true pro.

“I'm just going to be ready to go next year wherever I end up. I'm going to have a serious summer of training to be ready to rock and roll next year wherever I end up.”

Dave Steckel helped the Hershey Bears win the Calder Cup in 2005-06.

The Norfolk Admirals centerman helped end Hershey's 2013-14 playoff hopes Friday night at Norfolk Scope in Norfolk, Va.

Steckel's goal with 59.8 seconds left in the second period broke a 1-1 tie and stood as the game-winner in a 3-1 Norfolk win that eliminated Hershey from playoff contention.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

It marks the first time since 2004-05 that Hershey failed to qualify for the Calder Cup playoffs. The end of an eight-year playoff run also marks the first time that the Bears failed to make the postseason since their affiliation with the Washington Capitals began in 2005-06. 

The Caps, who failed to qualify for the Stanley Cup playoffs, played a lame duck regular-season finale against Tampa Bay at Verizon Center on Sunday. The Bears will do the same Saturday night when the Adirondack Phantoms visit Giant Center for a game that will spell the end of a 2013-14 season that began with high expectations and concludes with stunning non-playoff disappointment.

The win clinched a playoff berth for Norfolk. The Providence Bruins also clinched with a 2-1 overtime win over the Manchester Monarchs.

Norfolk's Emerson Etem and Hershey's Tyson Strachan traded first-period goals. Norfolk's Max Friberg scored an empty-netter with 27.6 seconds left in the third.

The Bears, handicapped by a power play that continued to be unproductive, went 0-for-4 Friday night and a combined 0-for-9 in back-to-back losses to Norfolk. Hershey has gone 1-for-31 (3.2 percent) in the last nine games.

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer, making his fourth straight start, made 23 saves.

NOTEBOOK

Casey Wellman was sidelined by a minor undisclosed injury. Matt Watkins returned to the lineup after missing two games with an upper body injury.

Chandler Stephenson, who scored a goal in his pro debut Wednesday night, was scratched as Hershey dressed seven defensemen.

Texas Stars forward Travis Morin, who played five games for Hershey spanning 2007-09, was named the winner of the Les Cunningham Award as the AHL's MVP.

The Binghamton Senators beat the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 5-4 to clinch the East Division title.

Hershey went 3-4-0-1 in the season series against Norfolk.

Hershey 1 0 0 - 1

Norfolk 1 1 1 - 3

Welcome to the Hershey Bears mailbag, which provides a look at some of your questions about the AHL's most historic franchise.

You can send questions through email (tleone@pennlive.com) or Twitter (@timleone). Not every question can be included, but they all are appreciated.

This week's mailbag takes a peak at postseason possibilities.

Q: Do we know who the Bears are likely to play if they do make the postseason?

A: Friday night's game against the Norfolk Admirals at Norfolk Scope will have a huge bearing on whether Hershey will make the playoffs or not. The top eight teams in the Eastern Conference make the postseason. The only seeds mathematically possible for the Bears are No. 7 and No. 8, with the higher probability being No. 8. The Manchester Monarchs are locked in as the No. 1 seed and the Springfield Falcons are locked in as the No. 2 seed. Thus, if Hershey finishes eighth it will play Manchester in the best-of-five first round and if it finishes seventh it will play Springfield. Wednesday night's loss at Norfolk eliminated the possibility of Hershey finishing as high as sixth, which would have kept alive a potential Bears-Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins first-round matchup. The Baby Pens are competing with the Binghamton Senators for the East Division title, which will result in the No. 3 seed. No. 3 and No. 6 will play in the first round.

Q: What was the rationale for playing Chandler Stephenson in a game as important as Wednesday night's contest at Norfolk?

A: The 2012 Washington Capitals third-round draft pick (77th overall), who signed an amateur tryout deal with Hershey on Tuesday, had a strong development camp last summer in Washington and followed with a strong junior season for the WHL's Regina Pats (30-59-89). The forward impressed enough in practice Tuesday that the Bears opted to take him on the trip to Virginia while Peter LeBlanc, Nathan Walker and Joel Rechlicz stayed in Hershey. With Matt Watkins injured and Ryan Potulny locked out of the lineup by the veteran roster limit, Bears head coach Mike Haviland plugged in Stephenson for his pro debut. It paid off. Stephenson scored a goal on his first pro shot. 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

To unlock the key to power play success, perhaps the Hershey Bears should review video of their first five games this season against the Norfolk Admirals.

The Bears converted a blazing 24.1 percent of their chances against the club with the AHL's No. 1 penalty kill (87.8 percent) and went 3-1-0-1.

In their last two games against the Admirals, though, Hershey has gone 0-for-12 and lost both in regulation.

The Bears went 0-for-5 Wednesday night in a 5-3 loss at Norfolk Scope that lifted the Admirals to eighth place in the Eastern Conference and dropped Hershey to ninth.

“We had some chances on the power play to score,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Thursday via cell phone from Norfolk, Va. “We've got to bear down.

“But I also think that one of the things we've got to get better at has been our entry. If we can make plays on the entry and then get set up. I think we tried to force it a little too much on the entry instead of just finishing out the way we were supposed to.”

Time is running out for Hershey to snap out of its power play funk. The Bears, who had an eight-game point streak end Wednesday night, have gone 1-for-27 (3.7 percent) in their last eight games.

Realistically, Friday night's rematch at Norfolk shapes up as a must-win situation. Providence (89 points), Norfolk (88) and Hershey (86) are vying for the conference's final two playoff slots.

Norfolk will clinch a playoff berth with a win in regulation, overtime or a shootout. Hershey would move back into eighth, which represents the Eastern Conference's final playoff berth, with a regulation win.

“Your back's against the wall,” Bears captain Dane Byers said. “We knew we had to get at least one game down here, so that's the goal.

“It's Game 75, so guys should know everything and all the systems and what it takes to win. Basically, you just reinforce that just like Coach Haviland has done all year.”

Mathematically, an overtime or shootout loss to Norfolk might keep Hershey alive, but seventh-place Providence (89) would have to lose its final two games in regulation for that to hold. Hershey has a regulation/overtime wins tiebreaker advantage (31-28) locked in that would give it a postseason berth over Providence if the teams finish tied in points.

Providence is scheduled to host Eastern Conference champion Manchester at 7 p.m. Friday. The Hershey-Norfolk game is scheduled for 7:30 p.m., so the Bears will have an idea of how the P-Bruins are doing before their game starts.

“It is a series [against Norfolk],” Haviland said. “That's what we're talking about here, that it's Game 2 of a series.

“When you're in playoffs, if you lose Game 1 it's not the end of the world. So you've got to come back and win Game 2. Spirits are a lot better today than, obviously, they were right after the game last night.”

The Admirals are scheduled to finish the regular season Saturday night at Binghamton, which will involve draining travel, while the Bears finish by hosting Adirondack Saturday night. Providence is scheduled to finish the regular season Saturday night at Worcester.

“We know what's at stake,” Byers said, “and we'll be ready.”

NOTEBOOK

Syracuse Crunch winger Eric Neilson was named the winner of the Yanick Dupre Memorial Award as the AHL's Man of the Year. 

Chicago Wolves goalie Jake Allen was named the winner of the Aldege “Baz” Bastien Memorial Award as the AHL's outstanding goalie. 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears newcomer Caleb Herbert scored a goal on his first pro shot in an April 2 win against the Portland Pirates.

The feat is supposed to be a magical rarity in hockey.

However, in Wednesday night's loss to the Norfolk Admirals at Norfolk Scope, Chandler Stephenson did the same thing in a productive pro debut.

The forward, taking a feed from Cameron Schilling, scored at 8:39 of the first period on Norfolk goalie Brad Thiessen.

“It was obviously a surreal feeling,” Stephenson said Thursday via cell phone from Norfolk, Va. “I just got the puck from Schilling and just tried to put it on the net and saw that one open side and it went in. When it happened, I couldn't really believe it.”

Stephenson, 19, signed an amateur tryout deal with Hershey on Tuesday in the wake of a 30-59-89 season with the WHL's Regina Pats.

The 2012 Washington Capitals third-round draft pick (77th overall) jumped right into Hershey's lineup for a critical playoff-stakes contest. Stephenson played on a line with Dane Byers and Kris Newbury.

“It was a little bit of a surprise being in the lineup,” Stephenson said. “They just told me to kind of get ready and they put me on a veteran line that was easy to get comfortable with right away, because of the kind of players they are. That helped a lot, too, just to have that veteran presence on the line. It was obviously an unreal experience just to take it all in and enjoy the moment.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said an upper body injury that sidelined Matt Watkins for a second straight game and a veteran lineup limit that precluded Ryan Potulny from playing were part of the equation that led to Stephenson playing. 

“Without Watty playing, we didn't want to play the seven D back on the back end,” Haviland said.

“We figured maybe he'd be energy and maybe bring speed and spark to us. The kid played pretty good. He scored a goal, but he played pretty good, too.”

Stephenson's play earned applause on Twitter from injured Bears winger Garrett Mitchell, a former Regina teammate.

“Mitchy's been real good to me,” Stephenson said. “He's like a big brother. He talks to me and helps me out, just making sure things are OK, because he knows what it's like to go through this. He just makes me feel comfortable, as does the whole team. They've all welcomed me very well.”

Junior and college players more typically have a watch, listen and learn experience when they join AHL clubs late in a season. That hasn't been the case with Stephenson and Herbert, who joined the Bears on an amateur tryout deal after his season at Minnesota-Duluth ended.

Dane Byers 13-14

Dane Byers 

HERSHEY BEARS

“They're both really skilled guys,” Byers said. “They're excited. They're both flying around. It's hard to say why their first shots went in, but you're happy for them as an older guy and hope that's one of many for them. Definitely, it's a change of the game. You just try to help them as much as you can.”

Stephenson joined Hershey late in the 2012-13 season, but the 5-11, 200-pounder only practiced with the team before being sent home for the summer. He said that brief experience has helped his transition this year.

Watkins is improving and might be ready to return to the lineup for Friday night's key game at Norfolk.

“He looks pretty good,” Haviland said. “He's getting better every day here, so it looks pretty good.”

If Watkins returns, he might knock Stephenson or Herbert out of the lineup.

“I haven't made that decision yet,” Haviland said. “We'll talk about that more today, make sure Watty is 100 percent. If he is, then we'll make that decision, probably not until tomorrow morning or until tonight.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Fueled by a three-goal run, the Norfolk Admirals claimed a major playoff race leg up on the Hershey Bears Wednesday night.

The Admirals beat the Bears 5-3 at Norfolk Scope in Norfolk, Va., to move into eighth place in the Eastern Conference and drop Hershey to ninth.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Norfolk reduced its magic number to clinch a playoff berth to two points while Hershey's magic number remained at five. The top eight teams in the conference make the playoffs.

Albany (91 points) clinched a playoff berth Wednesday night with a 3-2 shootout win over Portland. That left three teams – Providence (89), Norfolk (88) and Hershey (86) – competing for the conference's final two postseason slots.

As a practical matter, the Bears need to win Friday night's rematch in Norfolk to stay alive in the postseason race. 

They could mathematically stay alive from gaining a standings point by losing in overtime or a shootout, which would result in a Norfolk clinch. But they would have to beat Adirondack in Saturday night's regular-season finale and seventh-place Providence would have to lose its final two games in regulation.

After falling behind 1-0 on a bad-bounce goal by Josh Manson, Hershey responded with first-period goals from Chandler Stephenson, who scored in his pro debut, and Michael Latta to take a 2-1 lead.

But Norfolk followed with first-period goals from Emerson Etem (power play) and Matt Bailey to take a 3-2 lead. Max Friberg's power play goal in the second stretched the lead to 4-2. 

Nicolas Deschamps drew Hershey within 4-3 in the third, but Norfolk's William Karlsson sealed the win with an empty-netter.

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer (27 saves) made his third straight start. It marked the first time he started three in a row since Feb. 9, Feb. 14 and Feb. 15.

NOTEBOOK

The Bears went 0-for-5 on the power play and have gone 1-for-27 (3.7 percent) in their last eight games.

Stephenson, signed to an amateur tryout deal on Tuesday, scored on his first pro shot.

Matt Watkins (upper body) missed his second straight game.

Former Bears captain D.J. Smith was named OHL Coach of the Year. Smith, 36, led Oshawa to its first division title since 1990-91 with a 42-20-0-6 record.

Toronto's T.J. Brennan won the Eddie Shore Award as the AHL's outstanding defenseman. Curtis McKenzie of Texas (outstanding rookie) and Jeff Blashill of Grand Rapids (outstanding coach) also won league honors announced this week.

Hershey 2 0 1 - 3

Norfolk 3 1 1 - 5

For the Washington Capitals, Sunday's game against the Tampa Bay Lightning was the end of a disappointing 2013-14 season.

For Peter LeBlanc, it was a crowning moment in his hockey career.

After 261 AHL games, LeBlanc made his NHL debut for the Caps in a 1-0 shootout loss at Verizon Center in Washington.

“It was unbelievable,” LeBlanc said. “It's something I've thought about for a long time.

“I was very nervous at first in the first period. But once I started sweating and I got into the game, I felt really good.”

The forward got 9:26 in ice time. His father, Jim, and his brother, Kevin, made the trip from Hamilton, Ontario, to watch in person.

“I couldn't believe it,” LeBlanc said of the call that informed him he was being summoned from the Hershey Bears. “I was in shock. Obviously, really excited. Pretty tough to sleep after that news.

“I called them when I found out on Friday night. They were already in bed. Saturday they told me they were making the trip. I wasn't sure if I would be playing or not or what the deal was. I'm glad they took the chance and came down.”

The fourth-year pro participated in an optional team skate on Saturday before Washington's season finale.

“I'm really glad I got to get on the ice before, kind of get used to the ice a little bit and get some of my nerves out,” LeBlanc said. “It didn't help too much because the heart rate was pretty high the next day.”

LeBlanc, 26, said his focus was small picture for the game rather than the big picture of a major personal achievement.

“I was just trying to concentrate on getting near the puck and being in position,” said LeBlanc, who was reassigned to Hershey on Monday.

“The guys were great with me. They all talked with me and just said, 'Enjoy your first one, you'll always remember it.'”

LeBlanc said the Caps gave him a copy of the game sheet, which he gave to his father.

“He's going to take that home,” LeBlanc said, “and make sure it doesn't get wrinkled.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Given Mike Haviland's previous ties with the Norfolk Admirals, the hockey scheduling gods have delivered a high measure of irony for the final week of the 2013-14 regular season.

Hershey Bears head coach Haviland's club is slated to visit the Admirals Wednesday night and Friday night for high-stakes games that will play a fundamental role in determining the Eastern Conference playoff field.

“I'm sure they would say the same thing, but we didn't want to come into this season going the last week of the season to be battling to get in,” Haviland said Tuesday. “Again, I just think it shows you how tough this division and conference is. It is coming down to this.”

The eighth-place Bears (38-25-5-5, 86 points) currently hold the conference's final playoff berth by virtue of a regulation/overtime wins tiebreaker edge (31-28) on ninth-place Norfolk (38-25-3-7, 86 points). As long as the Bears stay even in points with the Ads, that tiebreaker keeps them ahead.

Though it remains the regular season and teams still earn a standings point for being tied through regulation even if they eventually lose in overtime or a shootout, Wednesday night's game almost can be viewed as a Game 5 in a best-of-seven series tied 2-2.

Wednesday night's winner will be in position to clinch a playoff berth Friday night.

“Obviously, we'd like to get that first one no matter what,” Bears forward Jeff Taffe said. “That's what we're going down there for. You never want to be behind an eight-ball. If we don't win that first one, it's going to be a huge game Friday night like it will even if we win.

“We've got to go in there from the standpoint that this is going to be a playoff series. We're going to obviously do everything we can to get that game. But if things don't fall our way and we don't get some bounces that night, there's two games left.”

Hershey's magic number to clinch a playoff berth is five points and Norfolk's is six.

Any combination of Hershey points gained and Norfolk points lost reduces Hershey's magic number. A regulation win Wednesday night would reduce Hershey's magic number to one.

“Coming down the stretch, especially against them, we're playing for our lives to stay in the playoffs,” Bears defenseman Cameron Schilling said. “I think this game is as close to a must-win as you can get.

“Yeah, we have a second game against them. But I think this first game is really important to kind of get the momentum and get a good start off to the weekend.”

Hershey has gone 3-2-0-1 in the season series and 1-1-0-0 in games played at Norfolk Scope. The Bears are riding an eight-game points streak (6-0-1-1) and the Ads are riding a three-game points streak (2-0-1-0).

Remarkably, Hershey has fashioned its streak despite a power play that has gone just 1-for-22 (4.5 percent) in the last seven games. Now Hershey's No. 22 (15.7) power play must face a Norfolk penalty kill ranked No. 1 (87.6) in the AHL.

But the Bears will get a lineup boost from the returns of defensemen Julien Brouillette and Tyson Strachan from the Washington Capitals. Brouillette was reassigned Monday and Strachan was reassigned Tuesday after clearing NHL waivers.

“We've had a good stretch here, but I think they're definitely going to help us in the long run,” Schilling said. “I think it's good vibes for the team to have a couple of reinforcements back, if you want to put it like that. I think it's good for us going into this weekend with such a pivotal weekend to have those guys.”

Hershey is scheduled to close the regular season Saturday night when Adirondack visits Giant Center. Norfolk finishes the regular season at Binghamton Saturday night.

Haviland served as Norfolk's head coach from 2005-07. Last season, he served as Norfolk's associate coach under head coach Trent Yawney.

“We talk probably like once a month, whether it's just a hello or a text just to see how each other's doing,” Haviland said. “But we'll be talking, for sure.

“It will be business when we get down there. He's trying to win; I'm trying to win. That will be it. Still a very good friend of mine.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Tyson Strachan was scheduled to get on the team bus and make the trip to Norfolk, Va., with the Hershey Bears on Tuesday morning.

But the defenseman still has to clear NHL waivers at noon Tuesday before he can formally return to Hershey's lineup after a recall to the Washington Capitals. The expectation is that Strachan will clear.

“He'll get on the bus,” Haviland said. “And if things happen, he'll fly from wherever he's at. He knows that.”

Washington reassigned defenseman Julien Brouillette and forward Peter LeBlanc to Hershey on Monday. It would be a big lift for the Bears to have Strachan back in the lineup along with Brouillette for key games Wednesday night and Friday night at Norfolk.

“They were both big parts of this team,” Haviland said. “Strachs, obviously, wears a letter and Bru, I thought, had a really good year for us. They both did.

“It solidifies your D even more. Our guys have played really well down the stretch here, but it gives you more depth on the back end. It's not like they're new faces. They've been here for a decent amount of the year.”

Patrick Wey's potential return to Hershey is up in the air. The defenseman suffered a head injury while on recall to Washington, and injured players can't be reassigned.

“I think they're monitoring him,” Haviland said.

NOTEBOOK

Hershey signed 2012 Caps third-round (77th overall) draft pick Chandler Stephenson to an amateur tryout deal. The forward, who produced 30-59-89 with Regina (WHL) this season, was scheduled to make the trip to Norfolk. “I liked him in prospects camp,” Haviland said. “He had a real good year this year. He'll make the trip with us. We'll get a look at him down there in practices and morning skate. We'll make an evaluation if we need to use him.”

LeBlanc, Nathan Walker and Joel Rechlicz were not scheduled to make the trip, Haviland said.

Garrett Mitchell, trying to make it back from December shoulder surgery, also wasn't scheduled to make the trip, Haviland said. The Bears, who have three games remaining, close the regular season Saturday when Adirondack visits Giant Center. “I don't know about Saturday,” Haviland said. “I'm not ruling him out, but I don't know. He's been progressing very well, but I don't know if he'll be ready for Saturday.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
For the Hershey Bears, the final week of the regular season is primarily about the Norfolk Admirals.

The two clubs, pushing to make the Eastern Conference playoff bracket, are scheduled to play Wednesday night and Friday night at Norfolk Scope.

Hershey (86 points) and Norfolk (86) are mathematically tied for the conference's last postseason slot. Each team has three games remaining.

Because the Bears currently own the tiebreaker based on an edge in regulation/overtime wins (31-28), Hershey's magic number to clinch a playoff berth is five points and Norfolk's is six. 

Depending on what happens in Norfolk, Saturday's night's regular-season finale, when the Adirondack Phantoms visit Giant Center, could have in-or-out stakes for the Bears.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Deep six. Sixth-place Albany (89) and seventh-place Providence (89) each have two games left. Thus, the eighth-place Bears have a mathematical possibility to climb to as high as sixth place.

2. Twenty-goal club. Jeff Taffe reached the 20-goal mark for Hershey last weekend. Kris Newbury (18), Casey Wellman (18), Brandon Segal (17), Ryan Stoa (16) and Chris Brown (16) also are in the hunt to hit 20.

3. Bench mark. Mike Haviland (38) is two wins from joining Bryan Murray (47), Gary Inness (40), John Paddock (48), Bob Hartley (43), Bruce Boudreau (44), Bob Woods (49) and Mark French (60) as a Hershey head coach who reached the 40-win mark in his first full season with the club.

4. Player awards. The annual team player awards presentation is scheduled for the Adirondack game.

5. Bookends. The Bears opened the regular season with a 4-3 overtime loss to Adirondack at Giant Center on Oct. 5 and will be closing it against the same team.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
With the Washington Capitals’ season over, the NHL club began the process of sending some players back to the Hershey Bears for the final week of the AHL season.

The Caps re-assigned defenseman Julien Brouillette and center Peter LeBlanc to the Bears on Monday, a day after Washington’s season ended with a 1-0 shootout loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning.

The 27-year-old Brouillette played 10 games for the Caps this season, scoring a goal and assisting on another in his first taste of NHL action. In 48 games with Hershey, Brouillette has 10 goals (tops among team defensemen) and 10 assists for 20 points.

The 26-year-old LeBlanc made his NHL debut Sunday against the Lightning. In 65 games with the Bears this season, he has 12 goals and 16 assists.

There was no immediate word on whether defensemen Tyson Strachan or Patrick Wey would be joining Brouillette and LeBlanc back in Hershey. Strachan is subject to clearing NHL waivers before any such AHL reassignment is possible, and was reportedly placed on waivers Monday at noon. If he clears by noon Tuesday, he'll report to the Bears. As for Wey, he missed the final seven games for the Caps after suffering a head injury.

Peter LeBlanc makes NHl debut for Caps

View full size

Center Peter LeBlanc, left, made his NHL debut for the Washington Capitals in Sunday's 1-0 shootout loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning at Verizon Center in Washington. Monday morning, LeBlanc was reassigned to the AHL's Hershey Bears.

AP Photo / Alex Brandon

The Bears currently occupy the eighth and final playoff spot in the AHL’s Eastern Conference standings with three games remaining. Hershey plays in Norfolk, Va., against the Admirals on Wednesday and Friday nights this week, and wraps up the 2013-14 campaign at Giant Center on Saturday vs. the Adirondack Phantoms.

Coach Mike Haviland’s team is tied in points (86) with the Admirals, but the Bears currently hold a tiebreaker edge based on more regulation and overtime wins this season (31-28). The two remaining head-to-head meetings will likely determine which team qualifies for the Calder Cup playoffs.

CONTACT: dsottile@pennlive.com

ON TWITTER: @davesottile
By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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Hockey can deliver a lot of excitement without a lot of scoring.

The Hershey Bears' 1-0 overtime win over the Binghamton Senators Sunday night at Giant Center was a case in point.

Amid high stakes – Hershey is fighting for a playoff berth, Binghamton is fighting for first place in the East Division – tension built through three scoreless periods until a sellout crowd of 10,984 erupted with the payoff of Dane Byers' OT game-winner.

“I thought it was a pretty entertaining game for a nothing-nothing game,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I thought both teams had chances. I thought both goalies were fantastic.”

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer made 41 saves in the shutout. B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond made 38 saves as the teams combined for 80 shots in a high-tempo game.

In 4-on-4 OT, Hershey got a virtual power play when Binghamton forward Derek Grant was forced to play without his stick, which broke.

“This is a great time to play,” Byers said. “That's the message. I'm trying to talk to the guys. We've got a lot of older guys. They're helping the young guys realize this is the time of year you want to play.

“The weather's getting warmer and you're wearing shorts to the rink. You've got to love to come to the rink.”

Hershey and Binghamton averaged a combined 7.3 goals per game in their previous nine meetings. Then Sunday they combined for zero for the first 60 minutes, which last happened in a Hershey game in a 1-0 loss at Adirondack on Jan. 3.

“Everybody is fighting for something, whether it's a call-up or for a job next year,” said Byers, riding a five-game points streak (3-3-6). “Even guys that aren't in the playoffs, they're fighting to for their livelihood. Points aren't easy to come by.”

Hershey, which has played in seven straight games decided by one goal, has fashioned its longest points streak of the season (6-0-1-1) at a critical time.

“I think everybody's kind of stepped their game up to a different level,” Haviland said. “You can't really pinpoint one guy.”

GRUBAUER GOES: Grubauer, who played in Saturday night's shootout loss at Springfield, was tabbed to start in back-to-back games for the first time since Feb. 22-23.

“He played really well last night in Springy,” Haviland said. “Not that Legs [David Leggio] hasn't.

“He was great tonight. He was square. His rebound control was great. He looked like he looked when he first came back from Washington there in that little stretch, which is a good sign for us. But they're both playing well.”

Grubauer (13-11-2), rebounding from a six-game losing streak that came in the wake of a five-game winning streak, has won two of his last three starts.

“I try to keep the score as low as I can,” Grubauer said. “The guys did an amazing job the last couple of games. We shut it down today. We came late from Springfield last night and really battled. A great, great team effort.”

Grubauer came through with his third shutout of the season for Hershey in a no-margin situation where he had to make every save.

“I choose to be a goalie,” Grubauer said. “I like the pressure and I like dealing with it. I think that's fun. I'm looking forward to the next couple of games and I think we can make a great playoff run here.”
The Washington Capitals, who didn't qualify for the Stanley Cup playoffs, finished their 2013-14 season Sunday with a 1-0 shootout loss to the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Now the Hershey Bears, battling for an Eastern Conference playoff berth, are awaiting reassignments from the Caps.

Peter LeBlanc, Patrick Wey, Julien Brouillette and Tyson Strachan are eligible to return to Hershey.

“I have nothing yet,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I would assume we would, but I have no idea yet. I haven't heard anything. We're having a day off tomorrow. It's been a long weekend.”

Hershey defeated the Binghamton Senators 1-0 in overtime Sunday night at Giant Center. All three games during a three-in-three weekend went beyond regulation.

The Bears (86 points) are scheduled to visit the Norfolk Admirals (86) Wednesday night and Friday night for two games with major playoff stakes. 

“They're a tough team,” Haviland said of the Admirals. “They play very similar to all the teams in our division. They're not going to give you a lot. I would imagine there's going to be some low-scoring games. I'm kind of glad we've been in some of these.”

NOTEBOOK

Bears forward Matt Watkins, who suffered an upper body injury Saturday night at Springfield, didn't play against Binghamton. Caleb Herbert, scratched Saturday night, returned to the lineup. “It was just precaution, really,” Haviland said. “It was a really tough decision, obviously.”

Hershey went 5-3-1-1 in the season series against Binghamton.

A crowd of 10,984 lifted Hershey's AHL-leading season attendance to 356,274 (9,629 average). The Bears have one home game remaining.

David Kolomatis, who assisted on Dane Byers' game-winner in overtime, established a career high for points in a season (7-23-30).

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Comebacks have become routine for the Hershey Bears during a successful season-high, five-game road stretch.

Against the Binghamton Senators Friday night at Broome County Veterans Memoral Arena in Binghamton, N.Y., Hershey overcame a two-goal deficit.

But the B-Sens staged their own rally to claim a 5-4 overtime victory that ended Hershey's winning streak at five games.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

After Casey Wellman gave Hershey a 4-3 lead at 3:58 of the third period, Binghamton's David Dziurzynski tied it at 4:26 and Derek Grant won it with a goal 3:39 into OT.

Hershey (83 points) earned a standings point to maintain its hold on eighth place in the Eastern Conference over ninth-place Norfolk (82), which lost 2-1 in overtime at Providence.

Sixth-place Providence (88 points) and seventh-place Albany (85), which beat Bridgeport 2-1, gained ground on the Bears. 

The game was tied 3-3 after a second period in which the teams combined for five goals.

After Hershey's Nate Schmidt tied it 1-1, Michael Sdao and Matt Puempel struck for goals 45 seconds apart to give Binghamton a 3-1 lead.

But Hershey rallied in the final five minutes with goals from Dane Byers and Michael Latta. Chris Wideman scored in the first for Binghamton.

NOTEBOOK

Centerman Chandler Stephenson, a third-round draft pick (77th overall) by the Washington Capitals in 2012, agreed to terms on a three-year, entry-level contract with Washington and is poised to report to Hershey, reported the Leader-Post in Regina, Saskatchewan. Stephenson produced 30-59-89 in 69 games with Regina (WHL) this season. He was teammates with Bears winger Garrett Mitchell in Regina in 2010-11.

With Schmidt's return from a knee injury giving Hershey seven healthy defensemen, Jeff May was released from his tryout contract to return to Las Vegas (ECHL). May played one game for Hershey last Saturday at Worcester.

Schmidt's goal was his first for Hershey since the season-opener against Adirondack.

Iowa Wild forward Jake Dowell was named the winner of the AHL's Fred T. Hunt Memorial Award (sportsmanship, determination and dedication to hockey). Dowell's father, John, died in February from Huntington's disease. It also affects his older brother, Luke. Dowell has been an advocate for a cure for the disease, which most famously claimed the life of folk singer Woody Guthrie.

Kris Newbury extended his points streak to four games (3-4-7) with an assist on Byers' goal. The centerman has produced 3-8-11 in 12 games with Hershey.

Bears goalie David Leggio, who played his 200th AHL game, had his winning streak end at four games.

B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond, who replaced starter Nathan Lawson at 4:26 of the third, earned the win in relief.

Brandon Segal was a healthy scratch despite being cleared to return from an upper body injury.

Ryan Potulny and David Kolomatis each had two assists for Hershey.

Hershey 0 3 1 0 - 4

Binghamton 1 2 1 1 - 5
Welcome to the Hershey Bears mailbag, which provides a look at some of your questions about the AHL's most historic franchise.

You can send questions through email (tleone@pennlive.com) or Twitter (@timleone). Not every question can be included, but they all are appreciated.

This week's mailbag includes a plug for the Hershey Bears Booster Club's "Broomball for Autism" event.

Q: Does Tyson Strachan's recall to the Washington Capitals mean that he is subject to waivers now to come back down?

A: Yes. As a rules matter, the defenseman would have to clear waivers to return to Hershey. As a practical matter, don't be too concerned about it. At this point in the season, it is highly unlikely that another NHL team would claim Strachan.

Q: Fan favorite Joel Rechlicz has a new coach and still no ice time. Why? 

A: The winger has played 24 games and appears headed for his fewest games played for a full season with Hershey. His previous low for a full season with Hershey was 28 games in 2010-11. Rechlicz has been scratched in 14 of the last 15 games, which is not uncommon for tough guys during the stretch run of a season when fighting tends to be de-emphasized. 

Bears head coach Mike Haviland elaborates: “I think he's progressed for sure this year and has played pretty well in the games he's gotten in. We struggled for a little bit there to score some goals at times. You start searching as coaches in what combinations would work. You've also got to remember the depth here. I've talked about that since day one. We have guys, so-called fourth-line guys, that have scored 20-something goals in this league.

“At this time of the year, the games are 2-1 and 3-2 and they're very tight-checking games. I don't think you see a lot of the other stuff go on, really. But I thought he's progressed and been a good teammate. I know it's difficult on him and everybody who sits out. I guess it's just part of the process in being a pro. He's been a good pro. He's been a good locker room guy when he hasn't been in. I know he wants to get in. I know he does.”

Q: What are the details of the Hershey Bears Booster Club's “Broomball for Autism” event?

A: This question is a ringer from me. The event is scheduled for 11 a.m.-2 p.m. on April 19 at Klick Lewis Arena in Annville. The Hershey Bears Booster Club's broomball team and media personalities will play a series of games. There also will be raffles featuring sports memorabilia and prizes from local businesses and national brands. Proceeds from the event go to benefit the Autism Society's Greater Harrisburg Area Chapter. It is a great cause and the Hershey Bears Booster Club does a tremendous job organizing the event. Come out and see Tom “Philadelphia Flynnie” Flynn do his Don Saleski impersonation.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears defenseman Steven Oleksy was with the Washington Capitals in 2012-13 when they made a late-season push to earn a berth in the Stanley Cup playoffs.

A repeat was not in order in 2013-14 for the Caps, who were eliminated from playoff contention Wednesday night.

"To find a way last year, I think a lot of guys believed that they were going to find a way this year," Oleksy said Thursday. "It just shows you how tight that league is throughout.

"There's a lot of emotion involved. You don't want to say you wasted a whole season, but you play your whole season to get to the postseason. That's when all the fun begins. When you look at it that way, it's a big-big letdown for everybody involved."

Oleksy played 28 games for Washington last season and 33 this season before rejoining the Bears. 

Bears centerman Michael Latta played 17 games for Washington this season.

"It's tough for those guys up there, for sure, anytime you get eliminated," Latta said. "The goal is to get in the playoffs. They're probably pretty upset up there. But it's probably better for us. We'll get some good guys down here."

Indeed, when an NHL parent team doesn't make the playoffs, it works to the benefit of the AHL affiliate.

The Bears now won't be subject to potential recalls caused by Stanley Cup playoff attrition. And Patrick Wey, Julien Brouillette and Tyson Strachan, all currently on recall to Washington, will now be in line to return to Hershey when the Caps conclude the regular season on Sunday, if not before.

"We haven't heard anything," Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. "They play tonight [against the Carolina Hurricanes], so I think they'll re-evaluate after tonight."

Since the Hershey-Washington affiliation began in 2005-06, the Caps previously only failed to make the playoffs in 2005-06 and 2006-07. Hershey won the Calder Cup in 2005-06 and went to the Calder Cup Finals in 2006-07.

"It's not a great day for the organization, obviously," Haviland said. "You get down to the last three or four games and they were still in the mix there. I'm sure nobody's happy up there. The coaches up there and everybody, I'm sure they're going, 'We had that game or this game. We could have had points in this one.'

"At that level, everything is about winning and the magnitude is to a different level when you're in the National Hockey League."

The spotlight in Washington now turns to whether GM George McPhee and/or head coach Adam Oates will be retained or terminated. The Caps organization might be headed for fundamental changes.

"I still stay in touch with quite a few of the guys," Oleksy said. "Obviously, they helped me out a lot over the last year. To develop relationships like that, you stay in touch. You don't talk a lot of hockey but a lot of personal stuff. You just see how they're doing and how the families and stuff are doing."

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears winger Garrett Mitchell took more positive strides toward a potential lineup return Wednesday when he participated in the team's optional practice at Giant Center.

Garrett Mitchell 12-13

Garrett Mitchell

HERSHEY BEARS

Mitchell wore a non-contact jersey, but he skated drills, took shots and received passes. It was another encouraging step in what has been a remarkable comeback from shoulder surgery.

“It feels really good,” Mitchell said. “Honestly, I kind of surprise myself. Every day it feels a little bit better. It's just a process every day.

“I'm not going to lie to you. I'm not going to play this weekend. But my goal is that the boys can solidify, in the next two weeks here, a spot in the playoffs. I'm hoping to come in and be able to contribute.”

Mitchell underwent four and a half hours of surgery on his right shoulder on Dec. 12 to repair a torn labrum and a fracture. The procedure typically requires a six-month recovery time, but the 22-year-old is not a typical patient.

Mitchell's arm was in a sling for six weeks after the operation. Since then, he has been zealously working on his rehabilitation in conjunction with Bears team physical therapists Bob Kelly and John Wawrzyniak at Penn State Milton S. Hershey Medical Center.

“It's funny,” Mitchell said. “I know almost all the people in there by name. The cleaning staff, I know everybody. I spent some serious hours in there.

“At the same time, I think it's really helped me out. I was told six months and we're coming up on four here. I feel great. I'm not going to tell you that I'm 100 percent, but I definitely feel really good.”

The Bears have six games remaining in the regular season, which concludes when the Adirondack Phantoms visit Giant Center on April 19.

“For them, the biggest thing is to see me ready, to see that I can contribute,” Mitchell said. “There's no point in me going out and not contributing and having the potential to hurt myself further. I feel great. I'm just hoping that in the near future I can get in a uniform again.”

Might a return before the end of the regular season be possible if the current rate of progress continues?

“I don't know,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I'm getting hopeful every day because we get more and more. He feels real good. We'll see. I don't know. I wish I had an answer there for that one.

“I've got to tell you, he's come a long way. He's really progressed in his rehab. He's a worker. That helps, too, if you're a worker and you work at it.”

Third-year pro Mitchell produced a career-best 15-15-30, with 94 penalty minutes, in 2012-13. Trying to play through his shoulder injury before it was diagnosed, he produced 0-2-2 in 17 games this season.

A return by the fiery and physical Mitchell, named an alternate captain at the start of the season, would provide a major lift for the Bears.

“I think it would be like getting a trade,” Haviland said. “All of a sudden, you get a shot in the arm from a guy who's played, who understands what the battles are and the energy level he plays with and what he means to that team in that room. He's a big part of it.

“I think it would be huge, because for me he's a playoff guy. He can be a real good playoff guy and I think that would be a huge boost for us.”

NOTEBOOK

Reading Royals defenseman Michal Cajkovsky, who is under contract with Hershey this season, was named to the ECHL's All-Rookie Team.

Goalie Joni Ortio (Abbotsford), defensemen Brenden Kichton (St. John's) and Ryan Sproul (Grand Rapids) and forwards Curtis McKenzie (Texas), Teemu Pulkkinen (Grand Rapids) and Ryan Strome (Bridgeport) were named to the AHL's All-Rookie Team.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Riding a five-game winning streak that has lifted them in the Eastern Conference standings, the Hershey Bears got an added boost Wednesday.

Winger Brandon Segal (upper body) and defenseman Nate Schmidt (knee) have been cleared to return to the lineup. Both fully participated in practice at Giant Center.

“I feel like it's been a long time, so I'm really excited to get back on the ice with my teammates and help us get into the playoffs and go from there,” Schmidt said. “It's been a long month, that's for sure.”

There were initial concerns that Schmidt, sidelined the past 11 games, had suffered an ACL tear on a collision with Norfolk's Garnet Exelby on March 8. It turned out to be an MCL sprain and surgery wasn't required.

“When I first got out there and got hurt and got off the ice, I was a little nervous that it was more than it was, just the MCL,” Schmidt said. “It was great that it was just that. When I first got the MRI results back, it kind of gives you a little hope that you're really working towards something. You want to get back as soon as possible.”

Schmidt's return bolsters a defense corps that has lost Tyson Strachan, Julien Brouillette and Patrick Wey on recall to the Washington Capitals.

“He can take some minutes,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “We've also got to watch. He's been out for a little bit, so we've also got to watch how many minutes we do play him.

“He feels great. He's ready to go. It will be good to have him back. He was playing pretty well for us when he got the injury.”

Segal has missed the past four games since getting injured during a two-goal game in a win over Albany on March 28.

“It wasn't that bad,” Segal said. “Just for precautions, we just kept me out for the week. I feel great right now and ready to go.”

The Bears went 4-0-0-0 with Segal, who was leading the team in scoring at the time of his injury, out of the lineup.

“We have the guys in there that are going to get it done,” Segal said. “It doesn't matter who's out. I think everyone's willing to step up their game and make sure we get in the playoffs here.”

Said Schmidt: “Just moving forward, I feel like we're starting to mesh and jell together. We've got some new guys that are starting to fit in nicely with what we're trying to do and I just hope that I can add to that.”

NOTEBOOK

The Bears, coming off a five-night road trip last week and facing a heavy travel three-in-three this week, had an optional practice. Cameron Schilling, Patrick Wellar, Dane Byers, Nicolas Deschamps, Michael Latta, Ryan Stoa, Jeff Taffe, Matt Watkins, Ryan Potulny and Kris Newbury didn't skate. “It was a long week last week and had a good practice yesterday,” Haviland said. “Just kind of gave them the option. If you needed to go out, go out; if not, get a little bike in and we'll go back at it tomorrow.”

If Schmidt hadn't been injured, he likely would have been recalled to the Caps. He has played 29 games for Washington this season. “Things happen for a reason,” Schmidt said. “There's always a plan for everybody.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
A five-game winning streak has kept the Hershey Bears in the thick of the Eastern Conference playoff hunt.

With six games remaining in the 2013-14 regular season, they have regained full control of their own destiny.

The Bears are scheduled to visit the Binghamton Senators Friday night, visit the Springfield Falcons Saturday night and host Binghamton Sunday.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Tough sledding. The Bears have to continue amassing points amid competition that is stiffer than they faced last week. Binghamton (.629 points percentage) and Springfield (.662) are two of the Eastern Conference's top teams. 

2. Alumni watch. Former Bears Patrick McNeill, Andrew Joudrey and Ryan Craig play for Springfield, which is coached by former Bears captain Brad Larsen.

3. Widening net. Much of Hershey's standings focus has been on passing Norfolk (81 points), which it has done. But the eighth-place Bears (82 points) have also moved within a point of seventh-place Albany (83) and have a game in hand.

4. Hello again. Sunday's Binghamton game will be Hershey's first at Giant Center since March 29. The Bears (22-10-1-3 at Giant Center) have achieved their best home victory total since 2009-10, when they won a club-record 34 home games.

5. Club 40. The Bears (37-25-4-4) are closing on the 40-win mark, which they haven't achieved since winning 46 in 2010-11. Hershey won 40-plus games in each of the first six seasons of the affiliation with the Washington Capitals, which began in 2005-06.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
April 15. 2014 11:57PM

Ian Clark's On Hockey: O’Neill’s injury leaves offensive void
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By IAN CLARK

New Hampshire Union Leader 

MANCHESTER -- Saturday's  game between the Manchester Monarchs and Portland Pirates got ugly. The end result was some bad news for the Monarchs.

Manchester found out this week that leading goal scorer Brian O’Neill (26 goals, 21 assists) will be out six to eight weeks with a leg injury. The Monarchs close the regular season Friday at Providence at 7:05 p.m.

“It’s a sizable hole that leaves a void for us. As we come to realize and reckon with that situation, it presents opportunity (for others),” Monarchs head coach Mark Morris said. “I think if we take that approach it will serve us well and concentrate on what we do have as opposed to what we don’t have.”

With Manchester leading 3-0 in the third period, the Pirates appeared to become frustrated and extracurricular activities picked up. Pirate Brett Hextall jumped O’Neill and the two fought. During the brief bout, O’Neill went down to the ice awkwardly, injuring his leg. He left the ice immediately for the locker room.

“It’s maddening to see the ugly side of the game. That was totally unnecessary. It’s a sore spot. It was a needless altercation which resulted in a major injury and no suspension,” Morris said. “It’s something we’re going to have to find a way to overcome.”

The game spiralled from there as Manchester’s Andrew Bodnarchuk dropped Brendan Shinnimin in a fight that left Shinnimin injured on the ice and prompted Pirate Darian Dziurzynksi to challenge the Manchester bench.Scott Sabourin obliged Dziurzynski, earning a measure of revenge for an earlier fight between the pair where Dziurzysnki had landed several punches to Sabourin while Sabourin was on the ice.

In the end, Bodnarchuk, Sabourin and Dziurzynski (who fought three times in the game) all received game misconducts and Bodnarchuk (one game) and Dziurzynski (three games) were suspended.

“These types of situations are unnecessary in the game and need to be addressed because there’s no room in the game for the type of play that went on after the game was out of reach,” Morris said. “It’s our duty as coaches and players to make sure that things like that don’t persist.”

Manchester played the next day in Providence, winning 3-2. The altered lines (accounting for O’Neill’s absence) could be the status quo moving forward. Andy Andreoff took O’Neill’s place on the top line with Sean Backman and Jordan Weal.

“In our last game, Andreoff got moved up there and Nic Dowd moved from a center position on the fourth line to a right wing position with Linden Vey and Mike Mersch,” Morris said. “That was how we tried to plug it up last game and obviously it worked well for us. Time will tell as to how things progress from this point. In the near future that seems to be a logical way to go about it.”

While the O’Neill situation and the potential loss of Bodnarchuk (injury) for Friday is the bad news, the Monarchs do have some good roster news. Captain Andrew Campbell returned to the team from a stint in Los Angeles and NHL veteran Colin Fraser, who has been out a month with an injury, is expected back in action soon.

“Colin Fraser is back in town and we’re hopeful that he’s healthy enough to help us put back together a combination that was an outstanding checking line for us,” Morris said. “He and (Steve) Quailer and (James) Livingston were a real effective grouping. They showed well together.”

The AHL regular season concludes on Saturday and the Monarchs will know their first-round opponent. Manchester has sewn up the Eastern Conference and will have home ice through the conference finals.

Playoff schedules are being ironed out between the Monarchs and their potential opponents (Providence, Hershey, Norfolk and Albany). Early indications are that some of those opponents might have conflicts in their buildings, leading to the possibility for a first-round series to open with Manchester on the road.

Ian Clark covers pro hockey for the New Hampshire Union Leader and Sunday News. His email address is iclark@unionleader.com.

April 17. 2014 10:27PM

P-Bruins in fight to finish
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By IAN CLARK

New Hampshire Union Leader 

The Manchester Monarchs close the regular season tonight at Providence at 7:05 in what could be a playoff preview. 

The Monarchs (48-19-8 for 104 points) have sewn up the best record in the Eastern Conference and will be the No. 1 seed.

The Bruins, meanwhile, are 39-24-11 for 89 points and could finish anywhere as high as fifth place or as low and ninth and out of the playoffs altogether. As of this morning, Providence is in seventh place, Norfolk eighth. The first round of the playoffs pits the No. 1 seed against the No. 8 seed, No. 2 against No. 7, No. 3 against No. 6 and No. 4 against No. 5.

"They'll be scrapping for every point and there is a likelihood we could be facing them," said Monarchs head coach Mark Morris. "We've got to view this as them being the team we get matched up against."

Providence has had several players called up to Boston recently, including Justin Florek, Alex Khokhlachev, Craig Cunningham and Matt Lindblad. 

"They experienced some call-ups to the Bruins, but we know they're close enough that they could add a few faces (coming back down) and improve their roster," Morris said.

As for Manchester's own roster, a former Bruin's status is in doubt. Defenseman Andrew Bodnarchuk has an injury and might not be ready to play. 

Bodnarchuk served his suspension for his game misconduct in Saturday's game against Portland, a game he would have missed anyway due to the injury.

"I'm not sure where things are at with him. He's a big concern as to whether he's going to be ready to go. He's already served his one-game suspension," Morris said. "We'd like him to play, but we'll have to see how much progress he's made over the last few days."

Manchester will have captain Andrew Campbell back after his stint in Los Angeles. NHL veteran Colin Fraser could also be back in the lineup. On the subtractions side of the roster, Linden Vey was called up to L.A. and Brian O'Neill is out six to eight weeks with a leg injury.

The Monarchs' front office is currently sorting out the playoff game dates with the potential opponents. Due to conflicts with other events scheduled at those other rinks, the Monarchs may not have true home ice advantage.

Scheduling issues could lead to scenarios where Manchester is away for the first two games of the best-of-five first round and home for the final three games,or even vice versa. 

"We don't really have any advantage of home ice because of building availabilities," Morris said. "No matter who it is we've got to make sure we're ready to play whether home or on the road."

In either case, the Monarchs will begin the playoffs by the end of next week, at the latest.

iclark@unionleader.com

Pens look to claim division

 April 17. 2014 11:53PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (42-24-3-5, 92 points, 2nd place in the East Division) at Binghamton Senators (42-24-3-5, 92 points, 1st place in the East Division)

Tonight, 7:05 p.m. at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena in Binghamton, NY

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Binghamton - Former Penguins Alex Grant has three assists in two games against his old team.

Penguins - During the 15 games he played with the Penguins to start the season before heading to Pittsburgh, Chris Conner registered six goals and 11 points.

More 
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Forget the fact that there’s two games left in the regular season. For the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, the playoffs have already started.

Tied with Binghamton at 92 points, tonight’s matchup against the Senators could decide who wins the East Division. For the Penguins, it is yet another meaningful game as the regular season draws to a close.

It’s a game that they are approaching the same way they would a postseason contest.

“It’s what you want,” said head coach John Hynes. “You want a meaningful game like this going into the playoffs. There’s something on the line.”

After Thursday’s practice, Hynes finalized some details about what his lineup will look like tonight.

With seven veterans, Hynes can only play five so he will sit Nick Drazenovic and Spencer Machacek. Brian Dumoulin, who has been out with an injury, will return to the lineup, Hynes said, and Peter Mannino will start in net with Eric Hartzell as his backup.

Mannino is anxious for the opportunity.

“Every game here the last four weeks has been so big. You lose one and it becomes even bigger,” he said. “We’re prepared for this. This is basically the playoffs for us.”

In three meeting in Binghamton this season, the Penguins lost twice in regulation and once in a shootout. They’re well aware of just how dangerous the Senators are in their smaller home rink, but the lack of wins there this season doesn’t have the Penguins feeling discouraged about their chances.

“(Binghamton) can carry the momentum pretty easily in that rink,” said Zach Sill. “They always play really well and they always seem to get a lot of shots there. They’re a tough group to beat in that building, but we’ve done it before over the years.”

NOTES

- Hynes acknowledged Binghamton’s success at home and pointed out one element that the Penguins need to watch. “If you look at some of the games there, they seem to score in bunches. That’s something we need to be aware of,” he said.

- With D Brian Dumoulin healthy and D Reid McNeill out this weekend with an injury - along with D Philip Samuelsson still on the shelf, the Penguins have eight healthy defensemen - Dumoulin, Brendan Mikkelson, Scott Harrington, Nick D’Agostino, Harrison Ruopp, Barry Goers, Simon Despres and Clark Seymour.

- The five veterans who will play tonight are Mikkelson, RW Chuck Kobasew, RW Chris Conner, C Andrew Ebbett and RW Tom Kostopoulos.

- Drazenovic leads the Penguins with eight points in six games against the Senators. Since he will sit out as a veteran scratch, Harry Zolnierczyk becomes the team’s active leader with five points in six games against Binghamton.

- Hynes said G Jeff Deslauriers, who had been ruled day-to-day with an injury, will be out a bit longer. As far as his availability for the postseason, Hynes said he will know that by the end of the weekend.

- C Zach Sill said he felt good after his first game back in nearly three months over the weekend. He also got into a fight - something that Sill said wasn’t neccesarily in the plans. “I didn’t really want to, and I told the other guy that in the middle of it,” Sill said. “I was pretty tired, but I don’t think I can reinjure anything by it.”

Sill added that it’s nice to return to the lineup before the playoffs yet still play in meaningful games. “It’s a chance to jump right back into it, beat the rust off before playoffs and get used to the game again,” he said. “You take three months off and you lose a little bit of awareness.”
Penguins welcome back some familiar faces

 April 17. 2014 8:10AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

More 

 Story Tools  PrintPrint | E-MailEMail | SaveSave |    Hear   Generate QR Code QR 

Send to Kindle

Font size:  

Get E-Mail AlertsGet Text Alerts

Throughout the regular season the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins frequently lost their top players due to call-ups to Pittsburgh.

Now, with the playoffs on the horizon, the parent club is giving back.

A few days after goaltender Tomas Vokoun wrapped up his conditioning stint and headed back to Pittsburgh, defenseman Simon Despres and forwards Chuck Kobasew and Harry Zonierczyk returned to Wilkes-Barre. On Wednesday, Chris Conner also came down to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton for a conditioning assignment this weekend.

With two games left in the regular season and the East Division title on the line, the late-season additions are welcome.

“Pittsburgh is really healthy right now and has a lot of depth,” said head coach John Hynes after Wednesday’s practice at the Toyota Sportsplex. “Although there are a lot of changes, it’s a lot of guys that have been here before and know what we’re doing.”

And they’re eager to help.

Conner hasn’t played since Dec. 31, when he suffered an injury while in Pittsburgh. Wednesday was his first full practice, he said, and Friday’s contest in Binghamton will mark his first game action.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Conner said. “I want to play games that mean something and obviously this one does. It’s a good way to start, and it will be nice just to be out there and play a hockey game.”

Despres has spent the last two months in Pittsburgh and fell victim to a numbers game as the parent club had nine healthy defensemen. He said he’s excited to be back in Wilkes-Barre and help the team through the postseason.

If he’s here that long.

During the last two seasons, Despres was recalled by Pittsburgh during their playoff run, so there’s a possibility it could happen again.

“I’ve gotten experience in the NHL playoffs, but right now my focus is on Wilkes-Barre,” Despres said, adding he’s looking forward to playing a lot of minutes.

“Being in and out of the lineup in the NHL is really hard. Not mentally, but when you play every game the timing is there. You lose a bit of that when you don’t play, so being here and playing, my timing will come back and that will help my confidence.”

NOTES

- With Conner back, the Penguins are now two players over the veteran limit. Hynes said Conner will play both games this weekend but no decision has been made yet as to which two veteran players will sit.

- As far as the goaltending situation, Eric Hartzell is back and joined Peter Mannino in practice. Jeff Deslauriers wasn’t on the ice and Hartzell used his stall in the locker room. In addition, 2012 third round pick Matt Murray was signed to an ATO on Tuesday, and Hynes said the young netminder could see time as a backup. As far as Deslauriers, who has been day-to-day with an injury, Hynes expected to know more today regarding his status for the weekend.

- Also signed to ATOs on Tuesday were F Jean-Sebastien Dea and D Clark Seymour.

Pens third period collapse leads to loss

 April 13. 2014 11:28PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

false
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StartStop(1)

Goaltender Tomas Vokoun played the final game of his conditioning stint on Sunday and headed back to Pittsburgh. In two games with the Penguins, Vokoun was 1-1-0 and stopped 41-of-46 shots.

The 37-year-old, who has been sidelined all season after suffering a blood clot in training camp, said he felt much better in net on Sunday than he did when he played his first game on Friday.

“Overall, (the conditioning stint) served it’s purpose and I had a good time,” Vokoun said. “It’s a great atmosphere here.”

Vokoun saw little action for the first half of Sunday’s game as Toronto just managed four shots. While he admitted it would’ve been nice to see more shots as he works his way back into game shape, Vokoun said it was still beneficial just to play a game again.

“I was just glad to be in a game-like atmosphere. I felt much better today,” he said.

Vokoun is a veteran of 15 NHL seasons and 700 games up top, along with 300 wins, and didn’t rule out the possibility that Sunday’s game may have been his last.

“It’s possible,” he said.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – Up 2-0 going into the third period against the Toronto Marlies on Sunday, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins figured they were well on their way to another two points.

Perhaps such a mindset was their demise.

Toronto tied it up with two goals in a 40-second span in the third period, and then won it with 27 seconds left to beat the Penguins 3-2.The loss is just the second defeat in the last eight games for the Penguins, whose East Division lead was cut to one point over Binghamton, which lost to Hershey in overtime.

Head coach John Hynes had a simple explanation for why his team blew a two-goal lead in the third.

“Stopped playing,” he said. “Thought it was going to be easy. It wasn’t. There’s your lead, blown.”

The Penguins controlled most of the game at both ends of the ice. They held the Marlies to just four shots through the first half of the game, and got on the board in the early stages of the first period via an Adam Payerl wrist shot from the slot with the man advantage to make it 1-0.

Tom Kostopoulos made it 2-0 when he banked in an Anton Zlobin pass at the corner of the net less than two minutes into the second period.

“After the second period we thought we were in control of the game,” Kostopoulos said.

While the Penguins seemed to be cruising to their third straight win, the Marlies complicated those plans in a hurry.

At 8:53 of the third period Toronto made it 2-1 when Greg McKegg’s shot deflected under Tomas Vokoun during a power play. Thirty nine seconds later, the Marlies tied it up when Carter Verhaeghe drew the faceoff back to T.J. Brennan, who blasted a one-timer past Vokoun to make it 2-2.

“It was all mental,” Hynes said of the Penguins third period collapse. “When you have a lead and the other team keeps pushing, this is what happens. We took our foot off the gas after 40 minutes and got what we deserved.”

With less than a minute remaining, Toronto’s Kenny Ryan deflected a shot from the slot past Vokoun for the win. Toronto outshot the Penguins 13-5 in the period.

The loss was a missed opportunity for the Penguins to build on their division lead, and a hard lesson to learn heading into the playoffs.

“The only thing we can do right now is learn that we can’t take our foot off the gas,” Kostopoulos said. “Those are two points we’d really like back.”

NOTES

- G Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers (injury), D Philip Samuelsson (injury), D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Cody Sylvester, C Mike Carman, RW Josh Archibald, RW Bryan Rust, LW Conor Sheary and LW Scott Wilson were scratched for the Penguins.

- Chuck Kobasew was recalled by Pittsburgh on Sunday.

- C Zach Sill played in his first game since being injured on Jan. 25.

- Before the game, the Penguins announced their end of the season awards:

Media – Nick Drazenovic

Rookie of the Year – Scott Harrington

Community Service Award – Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond

Most Valuable Defenseman – Philip Samuelsson

Most Improved Player – Reid McNeill

Herb Brooks Memorial Award – Brendan Mikkelson

Fan Favorite – Bobby Farnham

Three Stars Award – Tom Kostopoulos

Most valuable Player – Tom Kostopoulos

Toronto 3 Penguins 2

Toronto`0`0`3` — 3

Penguins`1`1`0`— 2

First Period

Pens gain division lead, clinch playoff spot

 April 12. 2014 11:34PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

The WBS Penguins Carter Rowney battles with Binghamton's Ben Blood for the puck against the boards during Saturday night's game.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – There was a lot on the line for the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins during Saturday’s game against the Binghamton Senators.

Namely, the chance to clinch a playoff spot and gain the East Division lead from the Senators.

They did both.

A third-period goal from Scott Harrington broke a 1-1 tie and stood for a 2-1 win over Binghamton. Peter Mannino stopped 15-of-16 shots for the win and his 14th straight start allowing two goals or less.

The win improves the Penguins to 42-23-3-5 and gives them a two-point lead over Binghamton for first place in the division with three games left. With 92 points, the Penguins are third overall in the Eastern Conference and they clinched a playoff berth for the 12th consecutive year.

“It’s exceptional. That doesn’t just happen, it happens because you have a quality organization that’s really well run,” said head coach John Hynes. “When you have a team that makes the playoffs 12 years in a row, it’s a great tradition.”

On Saturday, the Penguins were looking not only to carry on that playoff tradition but for a little redemption as well against a Binghamton team that beat them 6-2 last Sunday.

The Penguins gained a great opportunity to go up early when they were given a two-man advantage for over a minute-and-a-half in the first period. The power-play unit set up shop in the Binghamton end and sent several shots on net. Brendan Mikkelson hit the crossbar from inside the blueline, and Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond smothered a Nick Drazenovic shot from the corner to end the threat.

It wasn’t until the end of the period when Binghamton got on the board first on a second-chance rebound shot from Ryan Dzingel with 47 seconds left.

Binghamton almost made it 2-0 early in the second when Cole Schneider missed an open net from in close.

After that, the Penguins began to get their chances. Anton Zlobin hit a post at the midway point, but again the only scoring of the period came at the end.

Still, the Penguins felt their effort was far better than the one they produced in last Sunday’s loss.

“We liked the way we played in the first period even though we were down 1-0,” Hynes said. “If you like how you’re playing, you stick with it. You don’t panic.”

While killing off a Binghamton power play with less than a minute remaining, Mikkleson sent a clearing attempt the length of the ice. Hammond stopped the puck but kicked it out to Carter Rowney, who beat everyone down the ice and had plenty of time to roof a shot under the crossbar to even things up at 1-1.

The Penguins held the Senators to only 10 shots through the halfway point of the third period, so with the defense buckling down it was time for the offense to break the tie.

Zlobin’s pass out of the zone to Drazenovic sprung a 2-on-1 with Spencer Machacek. With Binghamton’s Ben Blood the only one back, the Penguins gained the zone and Drazenovic waited for Blood to go down to take away the pass. When he did, Drazenovic shifted a pass behind Blood to Scott Harrington, who was trailing on the play and roofed a shot over Hammond for a 2-1 lead and the win.

“Today was a little bit of a challenge for us coming off how soundly we were beaten last Sunday,” Hynes said. “We played a much more complete game. The biggest thing was our mental toughness. It was a tight game but we stayed with it, came from behind and once we got the lead we managed the game real well.”

NOTES

- G Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers (injury), D Philip Samuelsson (injury), D Brian Dumoulin, C Zach Sill (injury), RW Chuck Kobasew (veteran scratch), C Cody Sylvester, RW Bryan Rust, LW Scott Wilson, RW Matia Marcantuoni and LW Conor Sheary were scratched for the Penguins.

- Dumoulin was injured in Friday’s game in Syracuse and is day-to-day, according to Hynes.

- LW Harry Zolnierczyk was recalled by Pittsburgh on Friday.

- The Penguins wrap up their last three-in-three weekend at home today against Toronto. Faceoff is 4:05 p.m.

* * *

Penguins 2, Binghamton 1 

Binghamton`1`0`0`— `1

Penguins`0`1`1`— `2

First Period

Leblond aims to remain a fixture in the playoffs

While most teams sit their enforcers in the postseason, Pens tough guy likely to get a regular shift

 April 12. 2014 10:22PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins enforcer Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, left, fights Norfolk's Zach Stortini earlier in the season. Leblond is a rarity — a tough guy who gets regular shifts.
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It’s common for teams to use their enforcers for fleeting moments in a game, if at all.

Usually, enforcers get several shifts in the first period to set the tone, maybe a couple more in the second and it’s all bench in the third.

And playoffs? Forget it.

But there are exceptions.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin tough guy Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond has played a regular shift in all 62 games he has played in entering this weekend. He’s been used early, late, with the game on the line and even on the penalty kill.

When it comes to ice time, Leblond doesn’t get the enforcer treatment.

“I’ve never been that guy,” he said. “I’ve always had a regular shift everywhere I’ve been.”

And for good reason. Sure, Leblond may have carved out a career with his fists, but he has refined it by showing he can play all aspects of the game. He forechecks relentlessly, is responsible in the defensive zone, has played the Penguins’ system flawlessly and his physical play often generates momentum that carries over to the other lines.

And then there is Leblond’s reputation as one of the toughest customers in the AHL, evident by his 250 penalty minutes and 20 fighting majors.

But don’t peg Leblond as one dimensional.

“I know I can do more than fighting,” he said. “Skate hard on the forecheck, be reliable on defense and just play hard every night.”

That doesn’t mean Leblond thinks he’s above dropping the gloves, however.

“If you want to come into our building and try to intimidate, I’ll be right there,” he said.

That’s why Leblond has defied the odds a bit, for an enforcer, and has an ample amount of playoff experience throughout his nine-year career. Not only does Leblond have playoff experience in the AHL and ECHL, he also appeared in five postseason games with the New Jersey Devils in 2010.

When Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s playoff run begins later this month, expect Leblond to remain a familiar face in the lineup.

“It will be no different,” said head coach John Hynes. “He’s a real important part of our team and really has an impact on the game. We can count on him at any point in a game and he can play a regular shift all game long.”

But what exactly is it that keeps Leblond playing in the postseason when most enforcers are shut down?

Hynes said it’s his ability to be involved every shift, play physical and execute the system.

Leblond added that the intensity of the playoffs is tailor-made to his style of play, and that’s what makes him a key postseason performer.

“The playoffs are actually easier for me because it’s tougher and harder out there, and that’s my game,” Leblond said. “In the regular season, sometimes you go to hit a guy and they move out of the way. In the playoffs, guys will take that hit to make a play. That’s when I’m at my best and that’s why it’s easier to do my job in the playoffs because it is more physical.”

While Leblond’s two goals and six points are short of his career high of eight goals and 13 points in the AHL, he is on pace to pass his career high in games played - 64. He could do it by playing all three games this weekend.

Still, this isn’t the first time that Leblond has been used regularly during a season. He has surpassed the 60-game mark three times in the AHL and in 2008-09 appeared in 68 games between Lowell and New Jersey in the NHL.

The few seasons when he did miss extended time it was due to injury and not as a healthy scratch.

While Leblond’s play is the main reason why he remains a regular in the lineup, with the Penguins there’s another factor at play.

“It’s earning the coach’s trust,” Leblond said. “Build that trust and let coach know I want more and I can do more than maybe they were expecting when they signed me. Since I got here I’ve been happy with my ice time and where they use me.”

Leblond cautioned that his success is only the direct result of his linemates - Mike Carman and Bobby Farnham, who have combined to give the Penguins a high-energy, physical fourth line. While the momentum generated by the fourth line usually results in a scoring chance by the next line out, Leblond said they still feel they are rewarded for their hard work.

“With Bobby and Mike, we produce a lot of good momentum shifts and the coaches let us know they appreciate that, even though the scoring chance resulting from it comes on the next shift,” Leblond said. “We know our role.”

Leblond came to the Penguins in the summer on an AHL deal and early in the season earned a two-year NHL contract that ensures he will be back next season.

He he will bring more of the same next season when it comes to physical play and intensity.

But that’s next season. Right now Leblond is focused on playing quite a bit of playoff hockey.

“I feel like I can help this team win in the playoffs, and that’s why I’m not even thinking about next season,” he said. “I’m not saving anything for tomorrow when I go on the ice. It’s about showing up every night and going all out.”

Busy debut for Vokoun in Pens’ shootout win

 April 12. 2014 12:51AM

By Lindsay Kramer For The Times Leader 
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SYRACUSE, N.Y. — Veteran goalie Tomas Vokoun came down to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins this week to get some work.

He hardly could have squeezed in more work than he got Friday.

The Syracuse Crunch pushed Vokoun to overtime and then a shootout, but the extra sweat was worth the effort as the Penguins escaped with a 3-2 win at the Onondaga County War Memorial.

Vokoun, on a conditioning stint while recovering from a blood clot that kept him grounded this season, made 23 saves and then denied all four Syracuse shooters in a tiebreaker won by the Penguins 2-0.

“I wouldn’t mind winning in regulation,’’ Vokoun said. “I played one game in almost 11 months. Any time I’m out there playing, I’m happy. When you don’t play games, hockey is not fun.’’

Streaking Chuck Kobasew scored both Wilkes-Barre/Scranton goals in regulation. The Pens fell short of clinching an AHL playoff spot, however, because both Hershey and Norfolk picked up points with overtime losses.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton needs just one more point to punch its postseason ticket. The Penguins host Binghamton today.

Anton Zlobin tallied in the opening round of the shootout while Spencer Machacek clinched the win by beating Crunch netminder Cedrick Desjardins in the top of the fifth.

Vokoun stopped Syracuse shooters Brett Connolly, Henri Ikonen, Jonathan Marchessault and Adam Erne.

“He looked pretty good. He made good saves all three periods. In the shootout, he knew what he was doing, where the guys were going to go,’’ Marchessault said.

“Physically, I feel good,’’ Vokoun said. “Hopefully, all those (health) issues have been addressed and resolved. I didn’t feel great playing-wise, but that’s a whole-other story. You’re not as confident as you would normally be. As the game went on, I felt a little bit better.’’

All four regulation goals were notched on the power play.

Kobasew potted his second goal of the night for the only tally of the middle period. As the Penguins skated a man up, he batted a rebound from the left side of the crease past Desjardins to tie the game at 2 with 12:32 remaining.

Kobasew now has 10 goals in 11 games since Pittsburgh sent him down at the trade deadline.

“I’ve been given a great opportunity by the coaching staff, playing a lot of minutes, a lot of situations. It’s fun,’’ he said. “I looked at it as an opportunity for me to come down and get my game back.’’

Specialty teams took center stage in a first-period that featured three power-play tallies.

Syracuse’s Jon DiSalvatore had the last laugh with 3:51 left in the period, zipping through the slot and tipping in a shot by Marchessault for a 2-1 Syracuse lead.

Vokoun said the power-play parade made it tough to find a rhythm, but game action of any kind is helpful to him now.

“That’s why they (Pittsburgh) sent me to play,’’ Vokoun said. “I could practice all day long for five months. You are never going to get that kind of situation in practice.’’

The Crunch’s Vladdy Namestnikov tied the game with 11:42 remaining in the opening period. His hard bid from the right circle, just the second shot of the game by Syracuse, found space between Vokoun’s legs.

Kobasew got the Pens out of the blocks at the 4:46 mark. His shot from the left circle beat Desjardins’ low glove side.

Penguins 3, Syracuse 2

Penguins`1`1`0`0`1`—`3

Syracuse`2`0`0`0`—`2

Penguins let first place slip away with loss

 April 08. 2014 11:34AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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BINGHAMTON, NY – The last time Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin goaltender Eric Hartzell faced the Senators in Binghamton, he was pulled in the first period after allowing three goals on 13 shots en route to a 6-2 loss on Feb. 14.

After that, the rookie netminder wasn’t the same, allowing four goals in each of his next two starts before being sent to Wheeling.

On Sunday, Hartzell made his first start in more than a month, and it was déjà vu all over again.

Binghamton torched Hartzell for six goals, including five in the first eight minutes of the opening period, to beat the Penguins 6-2. With the loss, the Penguins are now tied with Binghamton for the division lead.

Hartzell admitted to having a case of the nerves in the first period, and the Senators took advantage early when Matt Puempel buried a rebound four minutes in. A minute later David Dziurzynski pushed the puck through traffic to beat Hartzell and make it 2-0. And at 7:56 Wacey Hamilton sent a pass through the crease behind Hartzell that deflected in for a 3-0 lead.

Binghamton’s scoring spree was interrupted by a Spencer Machacek power-play goal – his first of two on the night – to make it 3-1.

After that Binghamton’s Garrett Thompson scored following a Nick D’Agostino turnover behind the net, and then Cole Schneider redirected a shot in front to close out the period 5-1.

“Anytime you give up five in one period it’s a combination of things that didn’t go well,” said head coach John Hynes, adding that the period wasn’t all Hartzell’s fault. “It’s not just one guy. It’s all six out there.”

Down 5-1, Hynes acknowledged that he thought about pulling Hartzell to start the second but decided against the move.

“It can’t always be the goalie being pulled. It was important for Eric to be able to push through this game and battle back,” Hynes said. “He did.”

After allowing a Binghamton power-play goal early in the second, Hartzell kept the Senators off the scoreboard for the rest of the day. Machacek’s second goal of the game made midway through the second period made it 6-2, but Binghamton’s lead was too big to overcome.

Despite the rough start, Hartzell, who was the AHL’s Goaltender of the Month for January, said Sunday’s game wasn’t a step backward.

Now, making his first AHL start in over a month, Hartzell said it was an adjustment playing in an AHL game again.

“That first period for me was probably one of the more nerve-wracking periods of the year,” he said. “To let up five goals in the first period and bounce back and let in one in the final two is a step in the right direction. I was able to settle down and I’m confident in myself that I’ll start having great first periods again.”

The Penguins wrap up the weekend with two wins and four out of a possible six points. With five games left in the season and two of them against Binghamton the hurt of Sunday’s loss won’t last long.

“The division is up for grabs and we knew this was a big game,” Machacek said. “We have (Binghamton) two more times so I think things are in our hands.”

NOTES

- G Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, D Philip Samuelsson (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), D Harrison Ruopp, F Conor Sheary, F Matia Marcantuoni and F Bryan Rust were scratched for the Penguins.

- The Penguins are now 0-3 in Binghamton this season.

* * *

Binghamton 6, Penguins 2

Penguins 1 1 0 — 2

Binghamton 5 1 0 — 6

Vokoun sent to WBS Pens for conditioning

 April 08. 2014 11:20PM

From staff, wire services 
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PITTSBURGH — More than six months after undergoing a procedure to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis, Pittsburgh Penguins goalie Tomas Vokoun will return to professional hockey this weekend when he plays for the team’s American Hockey League affiliate.

The Penguins on Tuesday announced that Vokoun, 37, will be re-assigned to the AHL Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins for a conditioning stint.

The AHL Penguins play Friday, Saturday and Sunday but Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said Vokoun was not scheduled to play in all three — the maximum length for a conditioning assignment.

“We have to see if he can” play in a game, Bylsma said Tuesday after practice at Southpointe.

After being put on blood thinners last fall, Vokoun was cleared to practice in February and has done so regularly but is experiencing soreness. The initial timeframe for a return was 3-6 months.

A 14-year NHL veteran, Vokoun replaced Marc-Andre Fleury in the first round of last year’s playoffs and backstopped the Penguins to the conference final. Rookie Jeff Zatkoff has performed well as Fleury’s backup this season, and Bylsma has said he is comfortable with Zatkoff as Fleury’s backup heading into the playoffs.

Dumoulin showing discipline

Defenseman rarely finds his way to penalty box

 April 05. 2014 10:20PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Defenseman Brian Dumoulin has proven he can avoid the penalty box after earning just one minor in his last 25 games.

Brian Dumoulin isn’t the only Penguins’ defenseman that has displayed a penchant for avoiding penalties. Rookie Nick D’Agostino has only 15 penalty minutes in 42 games going into this weekend, and nine of them were from one game on Nov. 23. Since then, D’Agostino has only been to the box twice during a span of 31 games.

“For a defenseman to be able to do that, it’s pretty good,” head coach John Hynes said. “It’s a sign that he’s in control of himself during those battle situations.”

More 
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Ask Brian Dumoulin what the inside of a penalty box looks like, and he probably wouldn’t be very descriptive.

After all, it’s a place that the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins defenseman rarely sees.

Entering this weekend, Dumoulin has been called for just one penalty in his last 25 games dating back to Dec. 7. And it wasn’t even the result of a lack of discipline, such as hooking or slashing. Dumoulin’s only penalty came on March 28 when he inadvertently shot the puck over the glass in Norfolk to earn a delay of game minor.

The fact that Dumoulin has done a good job of staying out of the box speaks volumes about his discipline and ability to avoid getting caught out of position. The fact that he’s often playing against other team’s top lines makes the feat even more noteworthy.

“It’s impressive,” said Penguins assistant coach Alain Nasreddine, who knows a thing or two about playing defense from his 15-year pro career manning the blueline. “Especially being in the role he’s in, defending against some really good players. It means he moves his feet and plays the right way.”

Playing disciplined and staying out of the box is nothing new for Dumoulin.

Last season as a rookie, Dumoulin totaled just 18 penalty minutes in 73 games — the lowest total among any of his teammates who played at least 40 games. And during his junior season with Boston College, Dumoulin was called for only three minors in 37 games.

Dumoulin can’t explain his low penalty minute totals.

“It’s just how it’s been,” he said. “I really just try to keep good positioning. Usually when you’re out of position is when you’re forced to grab or something like that. But above that, I just want to stay out of the box and stay on the ice.”

And that’s exactly what head coach John Hynes prefers as well from his second-year blueliner. Dumoulin brings more than a disciplined game — he can also produce points.

With the an injury to Philip Samuelsson opening up special teams time among the Penguins defense corps, Hynes said Dumoulin could be next in line for some increased opportunities on the power play.

“He’s done a nice job there, carrying over from last year when he took a huge step running our power play in the playoffs,” Hynes said. “That’s what we expect of him.”

Dumoulin scored two goals and added two assists while on the power play in last season’s playoff run, and this year three of his five goals have come with the man advantage.

With more power play time in store, Dumoulin is ready to show he can do more than defend and stay out of the box.

He can also provide offense.

“I really want to start shooting more and get pucks through,” he said. “In the AHL, it’s really hard to create opportunities because everyone’s so defense-oriented. The more I can shoot, the more opportunities I can give our forwards in front of the net. I’m looking forward to it.”

Dumoulin isn’t necessarily a stranger to the offensive game. He posted six goals and 24 points last season and has 18 points in 47 games this year, including back-to-back two-point nights in January, not long after he returned from his first NHL call-up to Pittsburgh.

After missing all of February and the early part of March with an injury, Dumoulin has returned to form. In his last 10 games before this weekend, Dumoulin has two goals, six points and is a plus-6.

It’s just part of a season that, despite a few rough patches and an injury, Dumoulin is pretty proud of.

“Injuries are going to happen and my play in January (minus-4 in 14 games) wasn’t as consistent as I wanted to be. But I was able to have my NHL debut, which was awesome and now I’m back healthy at a crucial time heading into the playoffs,” he said. “It’s been all good this year.”

Mannino backstops Pens to second straight shutout win

 April 05. 2014 10:20PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins' winger Carter Rowney starts to chase the puck after his shot on goal was blocked as Albany Devils defenseman Corbin McPerson watches after falling to the ice.
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Penguins' center Nick Drazenovic pushes between the Albany Devils Goalie Keith Kinkaid and defenseman Alexander Urbom after making a shot on goal during Saturday's game.

Penguins' winger Carter Rowney starts to chase the puck after his shot on goal was blocked as Albany Devils defenseman Corbin McPerson watches after falling to the ice.

Penguins' winger Spencer Machachek pushes the puck around the backside of the goal as Albany Devils Defenseman Seth Helgeson rides his back and Goalie Keith Kinkaid watches.

More 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – It wasn’t surprising that the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and Albany Devils remained scoreless after three periods in Saturday’s matchup.

It was also no surprise that each team managed relatively mediocre shot totals.

After all, when two teams known for bottling up offenses get together, the scoreboard is likely to be a little bit quiet.

Add in the fact that the Penguins and Devils are battling each other for playoff positioning in the Eastern Conference, and things are going to be downright tight.

“Gutsy and gritty,” said head coach John Hynes.

Nick Drazenovic’s overtime goal broke a scoreless tie and gave the Penguins their fourth straight win, 1-0. Peter Mannino stopped all 25 shots he faced for his second straight shutout and fourth in his last 11 starts.

More importantly, the win coupled with Binghamton’s 6-3 loss to Norfolk moves the Penguins into sole possession of first place in the East Division – two points over the Senators, and third in the conference.

Even better, they face Binghamton today on the road.

But on Saturday it was about facing a tough Albany team that Hynes said the game was a good test for his Penguins.

“We were under duress at times. We bent at times in the game but didn’t break,” he said. “You play against good teams and you’re going to get hemmed in. But we didn’t get into penalty trouble, we defended real well and found a way to have it work out.”

The closest thing to a goal during the first two periods was a Penguins tally that was waived off midway through the first period. It started when Bobby Farnham whipped a shot to the net from the corner. The puck deflected off Albany goaltender Keith Kincaid and in front where it was pushed in by Harry Zolnierczyk. Referee Darcy Burchell immediately signaled no goal, and after a review it was confirmed that Zolnierczyk made a kicking motion to get the puck in the net.

In the second period, Albany did manage to generate some offensive chances and outshot the Penguins 11-5, but Peter Mannino stopped everything that came his way.

The trend of few scoring chances continued through the third period as both teams headed to overtime.

A minute into the extra frame, Drazenovic gained the puck in the low slot after a good forecheck by Tom Kostopoulos and fired on Kincaid. The rebound shot back out to Drazenovic, who backhanded the puck in the for the game-winner.

“It was good to see. You have two real good, experienced players there,” Hynes said.

Mannino ran his shutout streak to 136:05 and has now given up two goals or less in his last 11 starts.

But he won’t get the start today against Binghamton. Hynes said the nod will go to Eric Hartzell, who backed up Mannino on Saturday and hasn’t made a start for the Penguins since Feb. 28.

“We want to have goaltender depth down the stretch. Peter’s played well, but it’s important to get Eric back into an American League game, get him back in game mode and mentally prepared,” Hynes said.

NOTES

- D Philip Samuelsson (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), D Nick D’Agostino, C Adam Payerl, C Josh Archibald, C Matia Marcantuoni and RW Bryan Rust were scratched for the Penguins.

- LW Conor Sheary played his first pro game on Saturday.

- The Penguins are now 4-3 in overtime.

Penguins 1, Albany 0 (OT)

Albany 0 0 0 0 — 0

Penguins 0 0 0 1 — 1

Mannino embraces pressure

 March 29. 2014 10:44PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Through eight starts in March, goaltender Peter Mannino didn't allow more than two goals and recorded a pair of shutouts.
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Through eight starts in March, goaltender Peter Mannino didn't allow more than two goals and recorded a pair of shutouts.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins goaltender has been a steadying force in net after being recalled from Wheeling.

More 
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Peter Mannino has played with a lot of proven NHL goaltenders throughout his career — Ondrej Pavelec, Chris Mason, Kari Lehtonen and Manny Legace to name a few.

But he doesn’t try to be like any of them.

Instead, Mannino just takes bits of pieces of what he’s learned from his former teammates and incorporates it all into his own unique style of goaltending. It’s a formula that has made Mannino successful through six seasons of pro hockey.

“Every goalie is special in their own way and you come to appreciate that,” Mannino said. “But there’s not going to be another (Henrik) Lundqvist or (Dominik) Hasek out there. Anyone who tries to copy them is never going to get there. You have to be your own self.”

The way Mannino has played of late, the only copying going on will come from other players trying to be like him.

Through the month of March, Mannino made eight starts and never allowed more than two goals. He posted two shutouts and held teams to one goal or less five times, posting an astounding 1.12 goals against average and a .949 save percentage.

Sure, there may be hints of Pavelec, Mason and Lehtonen in his game, but the style is all Mannino.

“You have to have a good base and play to what makes you special,” he said. “When you’re in the right scenario, you’re game can really click.”

The hot stretch is a far reversal to what Mannino went through earlier in the season. He signed an AHL contract with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the summer and had two starts in October during which he allowed two goals in each. After one start in November where Mannino allowed five goals on 24 shots, his season took a different turn when he was sent to Wheeling.

The veteran netminder began to question his role in the organization.

“I always wanted to be here, but my mentality was if I’m not going to be a part of this can I go elsewhere?” Mannino said.

Mannino didn’t accept the assignment to Wheeling and was suspended by the organization. A stalemate endured for almost three months until Mannino agreed to report to Wheeling in late January.

While he was out, Mannino continued to practice back home in Michigan and he quickly began to miss the game he loved.

“It was frustrating just knowing you could contribute but you’re not able to,” he said.

As frustrating as the time off was, there may have been a benefit as well, according to head coach John Hynes.

“Sometimes when you get time off, it puts things in perspective. You realize just how much you miss not only the game, but being around the team” Hynes said. “A lot of times, that helps a player when they come back.”

That’s what happened with Mannino, who came back refreshed, energized and motivated to resume a career that he had worked so hard to build over the last six seasons. It was a process that began back in 2008 when Mannino wrapped up his college career with the University of Denver and turned pro with the New York Islanders organization.

And that’s when Mannino got his first exposure of being around goaltenders who had already established pro careers like the one he wanted.

“My first year I played with Yann Danis in Bridgeport and Joey MacDonald in Long Island, and they both had really different styles. Yann was very methodical, very technical, and Joey is a little old school with a tendency to play reactive,” Mannino said. “But the one thing I realized from watching them was you had to be patient. All the others I played with — Pavelec and Mason, their patience was just fascinating.”

And patience is the key to keeping a level head in a position that comes with the pressure of being the last resort when it comes to making the save that can win a game or even keep a season alive.

It’s also a useful attribute for dealing with high expectations and for transforming the pressure of being a goaltender into something beneficial.

“The margin for error with this position is so small and there’s always expectations that you want to meet and surpass in order to get to another level — or even get another year,” Mannino said. “In pro hockey, you’re only as good as your last game. But you quickly find out that you have to approach things even-keel and not just rush right out of the gates.”

Now that Mannino’s season is back on course, he has taken on another kind of pressure — backstopping the Penguins into the playoffs. It’s a time of year when everything is magnified and games are often won or lost based on how well the guy at the end of the ice plays between the pipes.

“That’s why we play goalie — to be the last guy back there to bail your team out. You accept that,” Mannino said. “I embrace it.”

Pens finish off hot March

 March 29. 2014 10:44PM

By Jim Hodges For The Times Leader 

More 
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NORFOLK, Va. – On a night when anything resembling finesse was checked at the door, a long-distance goal by Brendan Mikkelson loomed large.

A short-handed goal by Dominik Uher loomed even larger.

The scores by Mikkelson and Uher and Peter Mannino’s goaltending completed a Penguins’ weekend sweep Saturday with a 2-1 win over Norfolk, the third straight Wilkes-Barre/Scranton victory over a team that had been its nemesis all season until a couple of weeks ago.

The Pens completed a 9-2-0-1 March, with seven of the wins credited to Mannino. He didn’t give up more than two goals in any game during the month.

Uher’s third-period goal, scored shorthanded, turned out to be the game winner. He took a clearing pass from Scott Harrington and just outran Norfolk’s Jesse Blacker to the puck, then beat John Gibson with a shot off the crossbar to make it 2-0.

It was the only shot the Penguins managed for the first 14:06 of the period. They had only 13 all game.

They had opened a 1-0 lead when Mikkelson took a cross-ice pass from Andrew Ebbett and blasted away from the blue line. The puck made its way through a four-player thicket in front of Gibson.

The lead was cut in half when Norfolk’s Devante Smith-Pelly popped a power-play shot over a sprawled out Mannino, who had just thwarted Andre Petterson on a shot from left wing.

It was clear from the outset that the order of the evening was for physical play. Boards were rattled and it took only 54 seconds for officials to issue a warning to Norfolk’s Zach Stortini and the Pens’ Pierre Letourneau-Leblond, both heavyweights, that a reprise of their Friday fisticuffs wasn’t welcomed.

Both got unsportsmanlike conduct calls for doing little more than looking crossly at each other.

At the same time relative lightweight Bobby Farnham decided that he didn’t much like Stortini either and expressed as much. Continued disdain, this time against Norfolk’s Kevin Gagne, more Farnham’s size, earned him a midconduct penalty.

Oh, and there was hockey. Well, some.

Mannino faced 10 shots in the opening period alone, including a long bomb by Nolan Yonkman and a shorter follow-up by Chris Wagner that required a sprawling save.

Mannino also got by with the help of his friends.

A shot by Norfolk’s Petersson was slowed by not stopped and trickled toward the goal line behind Mannino. Defenseman Brian Dumoulin reached back and scraped the puck away just before it reached the goal line to save things.

Mannino’s heroics stretched into the second period when he faced a straight-on blast by Smith-Pelley on a power play in the closing minute. The puck popped up and Mannino swatted it away from danger to again preserve the lead.

He finished the weekend with 43 saves in 45 shots in running his record to 21-15-3 and putting the Penguins closer to clinching a playoff berth.

Archibald makes good first impression

 March 27. 2014 11:43PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Up next…

• Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (36-22-3-5, 80 points, 2nd place in the East Division) at Norfolk Admirals (34-22-2-7, 77 points, 3rd place in the East Division)

• Tonight at 7:30 p.m. at the Scope Arena in Norfolk, Va.

• Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

• Players to watch:

Norfolk — John Gibson or Brad Thiessen — whoever starts in net. Aside from allowing four goals in the last meeting, Gibson and Thiessen have held the Penguins to just six goals in the previous five games.

Penguins — Chuck Kobasew has scored at least once in all five games he played in with the Penguins this season.

More 
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Playing in his first game as a pro Wednesday night, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin rookie Josh Archibald found himself with the puck on his stick and an opportunity to tie the game in the waning minutes not once, but twice.

The first time Archibald, 21, couldn’t pull the trigger initially and then hit the post when he did get the shot off. On the second try, he slammed a one-timer from right in front that was stopped.

Sure, it would’ve been nice if Archibald scored the game-tying goal in his pro debut, but just the fact that he was in the scoring areas to create a chance pleased head coach John Hynes.

“There’s some instincts there,” Hynes said. “When you score 29 goals in any league, you don’t just score them because you have a great shot. You’re usually in the right situations.”

Hynes was referring to Archibald’s recently-completed junior season at the University of Nebraska-Omaha, where he registered 29 goals and 43 points in 37 games, setting a school and career mark for goals in a season. He led his team in points and ranked second in the NCAA in goals, good enough to be named a Hobey Baker Award finalist

Now, Pittsburgh’s 2011 sixth round pick hopes to turn heads as a pro.

Archibald signed an amateur tryout contract with the Penguins last week and quickly found himself skating on a line with proven veterans Tom Kostopoulos and Nick Drazenovic.

He admitted playing with Kostopoulos and Drazenovic helped to make the adjustment to the pro game easier, but he couldn’t help but feel excited for his first game as a Penguin.

“I got the jitters, a little nervous the first couple of shifts,” Archibald said. “The pro game is different — faster pace and bigger guys — but after a bit things kind of slowed down a little.”

Hynes agreed that Archibald got more comfortable as the game went on and that’s when his key attributes — speed and offensive instincts — began to show.

“He’s not afraid to get in on pucks and he had some quality chances in the third period,” Hynes said. “It was a nice first game for him.”

During his three seasons of college hockey, Archibald has used his speed and instincts to improve each year. He had 10 goals in 36 games in his first season of college hockey, and followed it up with 19 goals and 36 points the next year before registering 29 tallies this season.

Archibald did it by applying what he’s been taught.

“Coaches always tell you to go to the hard areas, the front of the net, and good things will happen,” he said.

Hynes said it’s possible that Archibald could get into another game this season, adding the matter will be discussed before a decision is made to dress the rookie this weekend for a pair of crucial games in Norfolk.

In any event, Archibald took the important first step in his first pro game — he impressed the coach.

“We liked what we saw and he made an impact out there,” Hynes said.

Penguins come up short against Bruins

 March 27. 2014 4:07PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Peguins center Andrew Payerl (28) tries to get a shot past Providence goalie Malcolm Sabban (47) as Bruins Joe Morrow (7) defends during Wednesday's game Wednesday.
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Peguins center Andrew Payerl (28) tries to get a shot past Providence goalie Malcolm Sabban (47) as Bruins Joe Morrow (7) defends during Wednesday's game Wednesday.

Providence defender Zach Trotman challenges Penguins left wing Bobby Farnham for the puck during Wednesday's game.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins have scored five goals in their last three games, and there is one common denominator: Chuck Kobasew.

The veteran winger accounted for the lone goal in Wednesday’s 2-1 loss to the Providence Bruins in a game where the Penguins gave a consistent effort and had plenty of chances but came up just short.

The loss is just the second in the last six games for the Penguins, who remain in fifth place in the Eastern Conference, six points behind St. John’s.

In Wednesday’s contest, Providence got on the board the first minutes into the opening period when Craig Cunningham sent a shot into the top corner for a 1-0 lead.

The Penguins picked up the offensive pace in the second period and scored just 17 seconds into the frame when Kobasew punched in an Andrew Ebbett pass while in front of the crease.

The goal was Kobasew’s sixth and he has now scored in all five games he’s played with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. Kobasew has now had a hand in all five Penguin goals over the last three games - he scored four and set up another.

While Kobasew has been hot, head coach John Hynes isn’t concerned about the lack of scoring from the rest of his players.

“We’re not getting shut down. We’ve had good chances to score goals from multiple guys and multiple lines throughout the lineup,” Hynes said. “We like the way we’re playing.”

Despite four power plays in the period and outshooting Providence 12-4, the Penguins couldn’t manage another goal in the second period. The Bruins did regain their lead, however, with a power play tally from Ryan Spooner during the last five minutes.

The Penguins pressed throughout the third period and generated numerous scoring chances. The best came with five minutes left when rookie Josh Archibald, who was playing in his first pro game, gained the puck on his stick while stationed at the corner post.

Archibald couldn’t pull the trigger with an open net, and when he reset and shot, the puck careened off the post.

With 15 seconds left, Archibald had another opportunity to tie. With the extra attacker on the ice, Tom Kostopoulos sent a pass out from behind the net to Archibald in front who slammed a one-timer that Providence goaltender Malcolm Subban smothered at the last second.

“I was in the right spot and the guys got me the puck,” Archibald said. “The goalie must of had my number. We were making some great plays at the end, we just couldn’t get things through him”

Subban stopped 31-of-32 shots on the night in a tight game that is typical this late in the season as teams jockey to make the playoffs.

“They’re all going to be tight with everyone fighting for a playoff spot,” Kobasew said. “(Subban) made some big saves down the stretch, but I thought we controlled the play, especially in the third period. Maybe we deserved better.”

NOTES

- LW Harry Zolnierczyk, C Zach Sill (injury), RW Spencer Machacek, RW Carter Rowney, C Dominik Uher, D Barry Goers, C Matia Marcantuoni, D Alex Boak and LW Conor Sheary were scratched for the Penguins.

- D Philip Samuelsson left the game midway through the second period and didn’t return. Hynes didn’t have an update on his condition after the game.

- G Peter Mannino has yet to allow two goals in any of his last eight starts, dating back to March 1.

***

Providence 2 Penguins 1

Providence` 1` 1` 0` — 2

Penguins` 0` 1` 0` — 1

Fast start and strong finish led Falcons to division title and playoff berth

springfield falcons 20th anniversary logo.JPG
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It's American Hockey League playoff time again for the Springfield Falcons after a regular season in which they set the franchise record for victories (47, going into their last two games of the regular season). 

Their quest for Springfield's first Calder Cup since 1991 begins with home games Friday and Saturday at the MassMutual Center.

These Falcons opened the season with a five-game winning streak in October. By New Year's Eve, their record sparkled at 22-5-1-2.

Ah, but the Falcons were so hot, they just had to cool down.

That happened in January and February, when they went 11-12-0-1. Trouble in the making? Not really, because they still led their division and stood near the top of the Eastern Conference.

Assistant general manager Chris MacFarland of Springfield's parent Columbus Blue Jackets kept a close watch on what was happening with their AHL affiliate.

"Chris is our point man, and he works extremely hard for this team. He wants to make sure that player development and winning go together at this level," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said.

So it was that MacFarland made a slumping Jonathan Marchessault the centerpiece of a trade that brought veteran defenseman Matt Taormina and speedy wing Dana Tyrell to the Falcons.

MacFarland also shored up the team by adding forwards Carter Camper, Paul Thompson and Marko Dano, defensemen Denny Urban and Dallas Jackson, and young goaltender Anton Forsberg.

The new faces certainly helped, joining a team that already had a solid core featuring both veteran and young players. In the March stretch, the Falcons regained their swagger and went 9-3-0-1. In April, they won four of their first five to reach 47 victories. 

Coach Larsen's roster included 10 players who were part of a 2012-13 team that won the Northeast Division and prevailed in a first-round playoff series. That group consisted of forwards Ryan Craig, Andrew Joudrey, Cody Bass, Michael Chaput, Sean Collins, Jake Hansen and Trent Vogelhuber; and defensemen Cody Goloubef, Will Weber and Tim Erixon.

Larsen's roster also included some key veterans who were signed during the summer by Springfield's parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets - defensemen Frederic St. Denis and Patrick McNeill, forwards Jack Skille and Darryl Boyce.

Another key addition, veteran power forward Jean-Francois Jacques, was signed in early October and became a valuable member of the team's leadership corps.

Defenseman Dalton Prout spent most of his time in the NHL, but did play 15 games for the Falcons.

Larsen also had four developing rookies, forwards Lukas Sedlak and Alex Aleardi, and defensemen Austin Madaisky and Thomas Larkin. They became part of the mix as the season progressed.

The goaltending department was all new, starting with the hiring of Manny Legace as a full-time member of the coaching staff. Legace had been an AHL star with the Falcons and a Stanley Cup winner with the Detroit Red Wings over a long career.

The Falcons needed to replace Curtis McElhinney, their 2013 MVP who had been assured of a spot on the Columbus season-opening roster. So, in early July, the Jackets signed Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith, experienced goaltenders who fit well together and had a lot to do with the team's success.

When injuries happened, goaltender Mike Clemente joined the Falcons and played well during his brief stay.

Larsen and his assistants, Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar, did another good job of pulling the roster together and keeping the team on course even when injuries, callups and slumps got in the way.

So now, it's playoff time, and Larsen feels good about his team.

"I like what we represent," he said. "This team has developed a strong identity in how we play. It all has to do with maintaining a high level of compete, and being a team that is hard to play against, a team that plays the same at home and on the road."

Yes, his Falcons are playoff-ready. Drop the puck.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com

With strong leadership in place, Springfield Falcons await final two games
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SPRINGFIELD – Leadership. Never underestimate its value to a hockey team.

Prime example would be the Springfield Falcons, who finish their regular season this weekend with games Friday at Hartford, Saturday at Albany.

The Birds are the second-seed in the Eastern Conference, and awaiting their first American Hockey League playoff game April 25.

"You need that strong locker room, and it can't be under-valued," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said.

"Leadership comes from veteran players who hold themselves and their teammates accountable. They drive the ship. They command respect, and they keep it by playing 

 the game right,"

Larsen said he and assistants Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar are lucky to have seven core players who lead in a variety of ways.

Leadership first comes from team captain Ryan Craig and alternate captains Andrew Joudrey, Cody Bass and Frederic St. Denis. It also AHL veterans Patrick McNeill, Darryl Boyce and Jean-Francois Jacques. They were new to the Falcons this season, but brought years of AHL savvy with them.

"Some of those guys do it quietly, like Freddy St. Denis. The way he plays, and the way he's always ready to play, gets the attention of his teammates," Larsen said.

"Patty McNeill? What a year he's had. He wasn't playing much early in the year, but he worked hard every day, and his game has climbed. He really adds a lot – a team-first guy."

"Cody Bass leads by example. His teammates know that he's willing to sacrifice the body to make plays. Jean-Francois and Boycie? I call them hard and heavy competitors, with good skill on top of it."

"We have the right mix," Jacques said. "We have older players who lead, and younger ones who want to improve and become leaders."

Going into this final weekend of the regular season, Falcons players see their games Friday and Saturday as important warm-ups before the playoffs. They also know that their performances will be evaluated as Larsen goes about the business of setting his 23-man roster.

The Albany Devils will be an especially tough opponent, because they're playing to determine their spot in the Eastern Conference.

"The teams trying to get the 6-7-8 spots, they've basically been playing playoff hockey for weeks now. So we know how tough they can be to play against," Jacques said.

ICE CHIPS: Team awards were presented at last Saturday's home finale. The honors went to St. Denis, winner of the Ross Lowe Most Valuable Player; Goloubef, top defenseman; Cody Bass, True-Grit Award; Michael Chaput, unsung hero; and McNeill, good sportsmanship award ... Defenseman Austin Madaisky rejoined the Falcons Thursday, promoted from Evansville of the ECHL ... Single-game playoff tickets are now on sale at the MassMutual Center box office. Playoff ticket packages can be arranged by calling 739-4625.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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SPRINGFIELD – With 100 points in the bank and their No. 2 playoff seeding wrapped up, should the Springfield Falcons care about the last two road games on their regular-season schedule?

Oh, yes.

"We'll be evaluating players all this week in practice, and over the weekend in those two games," coach Brad Larsen said after Tuesday's practice at the MassMutual Center.

Those evaluations will determine the makeup of Springfield's roster for the American Hockey League Calder Cup playoffs. AHL rules limit postseason rosters to 23 players, and they can be changed only if injuries happen, or players are called to the NHL.

"Yeah, we'll have some decisions to make," Larsen said.

The Falcons play at Hartford on Friday and Albany on Saturday. It's possible that Albany could be Springfield's first-round foe in the playoffs, but that won't be determined until Saturday, which is the last day of the AHL regular season.

"The last two games are important to us," veteran Jean-Francois Jacques said. "Because we want to play well and use them as a good way to tune up for the playoffs."

When setting his playoff roster, Larsen said he will give due consideration to late additions forward Marko Dano, who readily has adapted to Springfield's style of play, and goaltender Anton Forsberg, who went 3-0-0 late in the season.

Forsberg's presence became more important Tuesday, when Springfield's parent Columbus Blue Jackets recalled goaltender Jeremy Smith. Whether Smith still will be with the Jackets when they begin playoff action Wednesday remains to be seen.

THE COLLINS EFFECT: Forward Sean Collins has scored some big goals for the Falcons down the stretch, and that's no surprise to the coaching staff.

"Sean goes about his business quietly, but he's a big body who helps us in all situations, including power plays and penalty kills. He's a great competitor who rarely makes a bad decision out there," Larsen said.

LET'S GO CAMPING: From the start of this season, the Falcons were looking for a skilled center for their power-play unit. They found him when Columbus assistant GM Chris MacFarland acquired Carter Camper from the Boston Bruins organization in early February.

"He's the kind of player who can turn nothing into something, and that's important on the power play. He has the skill to find the tape (on a teammate's stick), and to do it under pressure," Larsen said.

ICE CHIPS: The Falcons will have their first two playoff games on April 25 and 26, both at 7 p.m. It's likely that most of their playoff games will be on weekends ... The rookie Dano has been playing on a line with Jacques and center Michael Chaput. For the 28-year-old Jacques, this season marks a turnaround after a tough season he had in 2012-13, when he was traded from San Antonio to Syracuse and never got untracked.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com

Bruce Landon: From the AHL to NHL, there's no time of the year like the playoffs in hockey
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Staff photo by Michael Beswick - Fans watch warm up before the Falcons take on Hartford Saturday night at the MassMutual Center. 
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First of all I need to congratulate the entire Columbus organization for a wonderful regular season. The Jackets and Falcons both qualified for post season play with Springfield capturing their second straight Division title and the Jackets proved to be a worthy opponent for anyone who stood in their way as they battled for a spot in the playoffs.

This is the fun time of year. It does not matter if you are enjoying it as a fan or as a member of the organization in any capacity, it is what you work hard for all season long. It is the time to be able to enjoy some of the most exciting hockey you will ever want to see. At the time this blog was being written, the Falcons did not know who their first round opponent was going to be and to be truthful it really does not matter. There is such parity with the teams that are going to make the playoffs, that it is impossible to sit back and try and figure out which team we would sooner face. If you look at the tremendous matchups the last few weeks of the regular season and some of the streaks that teams have been on, you just have to be ready knowing that every game will be a battle. 

I hate to bring it up, but I feel it is time. For way too long I heard people say that, if we won, people would show up. Well, we won a Division title last year and advanced to the second round. We are one of the best teams in the entire league this season, won another division title and are on the verge of possibly breaking an all-time Springfield record for most points in the season. It begs the question, "What more do you want?"

 There are no more excuses. We have given you a product that you should be proud of and it is time for you to show you really do care. 

We will have good dates in the first round of the playoffs. Although, at the time this blog was being published, the league would not allow us to announce them. However, rest assured that winning the division title and having building availability assured us of weekend dates. It is time for fans to come out in good numbers to support this team when the postseason arrives. It is the time of the year when we need hockey fans and we can't count on group sales as much as we do in the regular season. It is time to enjoy some exciting playoff hockey and as importantly prove that Springfield is indeed the hockey town that people like to say it is. 

So congratulations again to Brad Larsen, Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar on a terrific coaching job and to all of the players for their commitment and fantastic work ethic all season long. Let the fun begin!

Falcons knock out Hershey Bears 4-3 in regular season finale shootout
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SPRINGFIELD--The Springfield Falcons are still vying for the top seed in the Eastern Conference for the Calder Cup Playoffs and every win counts. 

The Springfield Falcons made Saturday night's 4-3 shootout win over the Hershey Bears count. 

When 60 minutes of regulation and five minutes of sudden death overtime weren't enough to settle a 3-3 tie, Michael Chaput sealed the Falcons' win in the fifth round of a shootout. Chaput became the third Falcon to sneak one past Bears' netminder Philipp Grubauer to cap a 3-2 advantage in bonus hockey for the win.

Don't let the box score fool you: There was no scoring in the third period, but it was far from boring.

In front of a roaring crowd of 5,848 in their final regular season home game, Springfield fought as they're trying to pace the top-seeded Manchester Monarchs. With the win, the Falcons are just two points behind in the race to the postseason with one game in hand and three games left to play. Should they catch up, they'll earn home ice advantage in the first round.

A non-stop nail biter, Hershey came out of the gate like a team looking to punch their ticket to the playoffs, still looking to clinch the seventh seed, but the Falcons weren't going to let that fly in front of their fans. 

The Bears scored first at 7:29 in the first period, but the Falcons had the 2-1 advantage heading into the break thanks to a power play goal by Chaput and another score by Jean-Francois Jacques.

Hershey quickly caught up, scoring two more in the second period with tallies by Jeff Taffe and Kris Newbury for a 3-2 advantage. When both teams had players checked into the sin bin with less than a minute left in the period, Sean Collins netted a 4 on 4 power play goal to tie things up before both teams went to the dressing room. 

Netminder Mike McKenna had to make just 16 saves on 19 shots, thanks to the Falcons' blueliners. Springfield's top three lines all made their marks on Hershey as well, dominating in the attacking zone throughout the game. The Falcons forced Grubauer, who made some unbelievable stops, to make 28 saves on 31 shots.

The Falcons will travel to Bridgeport on Sunday before wrapping up the regular season at Hartford on Friday and New Jersey on Saturday.
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SPRINGFIELD – On the night the Springfield Falcons were awarded the Teddy Oke Trophy, they played like champions who were hungry for the Calder Cup, beating the Portland Pirates 5-2 Friday night at the MassMutual Center.

Carter Camper (16:37) and an empty-netter by Dana Tyrell (18:37) sealed the win.

Falcons netminder Anton Forsberg made 27 saves on 29 shots while Cody Goloubef finished with a goal, assist and plus-3 rating.

"Our motto is (that) our next five (four) games are playoff games for us," Goloubef said. We've got to get into that same rhythm and tempo we're going to have down the stretch."

The Northeast Division champions found themselves in a tight game early despite having Portland's number all season with a 5-0-0-1 mark.

Goloubef scored his seventh goal of the season assisted by Marko Dano and Michael Chaput to put the Falcons on the board first just 11 seconds into the opening frame.

The Pirates responded quickly as Ethan Werek tied things up at 6:25.

Tim Kennedy converted a power-play for Portland giving the Pirates a 2-1 edge heading into the break. The goal was initially awarded to Werek, but he was later credited with the assist instead, along with Joel Hanley. 

Power play goals by Dano (6:15) and Patrick McNeill at (18:39) gave Springfield a 3-2 lead after the second. It was McNeill's 11th of the season, to lead all defenseman on the team.

Paul Thompson and Dano were both awarded penalty shots after being taken down breaking to the net on two separate attempts, but neither were able to capitalize.

The Falcons announced that the first two home games of the Calder Cup Playoffs will kickoff Friday, April 25 and Saturday, April 26. The team's round one opponent is still undetermined.

"There's a bigger trophy to win," Goloubef said of the Teddy Oke. "It's nice to (start the playoffs) in our own building. It's easier on the body, it's easier on the guys and just more fun playing in front of fans here at home."

The Falcons' last home game of the regular season is Saturday against the Hershey Bears at 7 p.m.

By  Garry Brown | Special to The Republican   
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With five games left, the Springfield Falcons still have a chance to finish first in the Eastern Conference of the American Hockey League.

They already have clinched a playoff spot and the Northeast Division title, but finishing first in the conference is a worthy goal, because it means top seed, and home advantage throughout the conference playoffs.

The Manchester Monarchs, a solid team all season long, hold first place with 100 points. They increased their lead over the Falcons to six points with a 5-0 thumping of the Portland Pirates Wednesday night.

Six points down with five to play certainly is a daunting position to be in, but the Falcons do have an advantage - Manchester has only three games left.

"It's good to have games in hand, but you have to win them," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said.

That comment seems to make it mandatory that the Falcons win their final regular-season home games Friday against Portland and Saturday against Hershey.

The Falcons also play Sunday afternoon, at Bridgeport.

Larsen's team has a 21-12-0-3 home record. 

Regarding home-ice advantage in the playoffs, Larsen said, "Home ice is nice, and it can be awesome with the crowd behind you, but you want to have a team that can withstand that on the road, play its game and stick to its system."

His Falcons certainly have done that. Their 23-9-1-2 road record is the best in the 20-year history of the franchise. That includes a seven-game winning streak, which was snapped last Saturday at St. John's.

NO STARS: Despite holding first place in their division all season, the Falcons didn't get a berth on the AHL's first or second all-star teams, announced Thursday.

In a way, that's a tribute to the type of grind-it-out team the Falcons have, with many players carrying the load at various times.

The first all-star team consists of Jake Allen, Chicago, goaltender; T. J. Brennan, Toronto, defense; Adam Clendening, Rockford, defense; Mike Hoffman, Binghamton, left wing; Travis Morin, Texas, center; Colton Sceviour, right wing.

ICE CHIPS: The Teddy Oke Trophy, symbolic of the Northeast Division championship, will be presented to the Falcons prior to Friday's game. Named for a former owner of the Kitchener entry in the Canadian Pro Hockey League, the Oke Trophy goes back to the late 1920s . . . The team Most Valuable Player award will be presented Saturday by the Falcons, along with several other individual honors . . . Also to be honored - "hockey mom of the year," picked through polling sponsored by the Big Y . . . T.J. Tynan, a center from Notre Dame, likely will make his pro debut with the Falcons over the weekend. 

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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For the second straight season, the Springfield Falcons have clinched the Northeast Division in the American Hockey League.

The clinching happened Sunday afternoon, when the Adirondack Phantoms defeated the Albany Devils 4-3. The loss left second-place Albany 11 points behind the Falcons with five games left, meaning they can collect no more than 10 points.

The Northeast title assures the Falcons of home-ice advantage in the first round of the Calder Cup playoffs. The Birds stand second to Manchester in the Eastern Conference, but have a chance to finish first. Division winners get the top three seeds in each conference.

Springfield (44-21-1-5) also has a shot at the franchise record for victories (45), set in 1997-98 and equaled last season.

The Falcons complete their home schedule against Portland on Friday, Hershey Saturday. They close with games Sunday at Bridgeport, April 18 at Hartford and April 19 at Albany.

No playoff dates can be determined until the Falcons know the identity of their first-round opponent.

"Making the playoffs and winning the division again is a tremendous compliment to coach Brad Larsen and his assistants, Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar," said Bruce Landon, director of hockey operations.

"From day one, captain Ryan Craig and the other players were committed to repeating in the division. This definitely was a case of there being no 'I' in team. This team got big performances from a lot of different players, and has great leadership."

The Falcons opened the season with five straight victories. By the end of December, they had a dazzling 22-5-1-3 record – best in the 30-team AHL. They slumped to 11-12-0-1 in January and February, but rebounded to go 9-3-0-1 in March and regain command of the division.

"Chris MacFarland (assistant general manager of Springfield's parent Columbus Blue Jackets) made some nice moves in February and March to enhance our roster. And all season long, the coaching staff did a great job. The players bought into their system right from the start," Landon said.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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Since their season opener way back on Oct. 5, the Springfield Falcons have employed 41 players. That total includes eight who weren't here over the first four months.

In early February, Springfield's parent Columbus Blue Jackets made trades that brought right wing Paul Thompson, center Carter Camper and defenseman Denny Urban to the Falcons.

In March, more new faces - forwards Dana Tyrell and Marko Dano, defensemen Matt Taormina and Dallas Jackson and goaltender Anton Forsberg. 

The Falcons lost some good players in those transactions - among them defenseman Blake Parlett, power forward Spencer Machacek and their leading scorer, Jonathan Marchessault.

On balance, though, the changes certainly have been for the better. After a torrid start, the Falcons slumped to a .500 pace in January and February. In March, with all the new faces in place, the team took off again, posting a 9-3-0-1 record.

Now, with only seven regular season games left, the Springfield club bears down on a playoff berth and its second straight Northeast Division title.

The Falcons left early Thursday morning for a flight to St. John's, Newfoundland, where they'll play Friday and Saturday night with a chance to clinch a playoff spot.

They have won four in a row since losing 5-4 at home to St. John's on March 23. On the road, the Falcons have taken a franchise record six in a row.

Springfield's power play has improved this month, and the presence of Camper has a lot to do with it. In 13 games as a Falcon, he has 12 assists - with eight on the power play.

"Helping out on the power play is something I pride myself on," Camper said. "It's my strength, and with this team, it really helps having Andrew Joudrey in the middle and Ryan Craig at the net."

He was playing with Providence when the Bruins traded him. In the playoffs, the Falcons just might face the P-Bruins.

"It would be cool going against old teammates," he said. "Boston is a first-class organization, but so is Columbus, and it was exciting to come here and be part of a first-place team." 

ICE CHIPS: The trade reunited Camper with former Miami of Ohio teammates Will Weber and Trent Vogelhuber. At Miami, Camper was a finalist twice for the Hobey Baker Award which goes to the top college player . . . Young Falcons defenseman Austin Madaisky has been sent to Evansville of the ECHL for more playing time . . . The Falcons have eight forwards with double-digit goal totals, led by Michael Chaput with 18. Craig ranks second with 17.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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BRIDGEPORT, Conn. -- Adding a couple of players from Europe to an already potent lineup made a tough morning easier for the Springfield Falcons.

Anton Forsberg made 25 saves and took a shutout to the last few minutes. That one Bridgeport Sound Tigers goal made Marko Dano's goal the winner in the Falcons' 3-1 win Tuesday morning at Webster Bank Arena.

For Forsberg, 21, it was a near-perfect first start in North America with spotty ice conditions. Dano's goal was his first over here as well.

The Falcons can clinch a playoff berth Friday with a win at St. John's. Forsberg, who played the season in Sweden, wasn't tested much in the first period but stopped 11 shots in the second to settle in. Only Andrey Pedan's one-timer through traffic with 1:42 remaining got past him.

"He had to make some saves in that middle frame," Springfield coach Brad Larsen said. "I thought he did a really good job for his first game pro. He was pretty poised."

Jake Hansen scored 4:25 into the game after Bridgeport goalie Kevin Poulin gave the puck to Dana Tyrell behind the net.

Dano, 19, scored on a power play from the top of the slot 3:10 later. He had played this year and last year for a KHL team in his hometown of Bratislava, Slovakia.

"(Dano) has done a good job," Larsen said. "He played the last few years in the KHL, and you wonder how he's going to adapt. I've been pleased with his ability to handle the information we've given to him, the structure."

Cody Bass' empty-netter finished off the Sound Tigers, who are 1-10-1-1 in their past 13.

The arena hosted the NCAA East Regional hockey tournament on Friday and Saturday, and the Sound Tigers played Sunday on the NCAA markings, painted over the AHL markings. Arena staff scraped off that top layer, but several rough patches remained.

"The ice conditions, I haven't seen that -- in four years of coaching, 13 years as a player, I haven't seen it that bad before," Larsen said. "I know it wasn't their fault. ... You couldn't handle the puck. You couldn't make a pass."

Andrew Joudrey left in the first period with a groin injury, and Larsen was hopeful everyone else was OK.

Falcons win, 3-1

Springfield 2 0 1--3

 Bridgeport 0 0 1--1
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 SPRINGFIELD - It's magic numbers time for the Springfield Falcons as they attempt to nail down an American Hockey League playoff berth and a division title.

The numbers: four, to clinch an Eastern Conference spot in the playoffs; eight to clinch a second straight Northeast Division crown.

The Falcons hope to lower those numbers Tuesday, when they visit Bridgeport for that franchise's annual 11 a.m. game, designed as a promotion involving school children and their families.

In this game, the Falcons have a chance to become the first in the 20-year history of the franchise to win six straight road games. The record of five, which they tied with a Saturday shootout victory at Adirondack, was set in November-December of 2005 by a team which had Norm Milley as captain.

Altogether, the Falcons have won three in a row and seven of their last 10, a pace which has enabled them to repulse Albany's challenge in the Northeast Division race.

Veteran leadership has been a key to Springfield's 9-3-0-1 record in March. Team captain Ryan Craig, an 11th-year pro, has produced nine goals and 14 points in those 13 March games. Alternate captain Andrew Joudrey, a veteran of two Calder 

 Cup-winning teams in Hershey (2009 and '10), has two goals and eight points over his last six games. 

ICE CHIPS: Because of the early start in Tuesday’s game, coach Brad Larsen had his Falcons travel to Bridgeport late Monday afternoon so they could have a team meal and overnight stay . . . Marko Dano, 19, a first-round selection of Springfield's Columbus Blue Jackets in the 2013 NHL draft, made his North American professional debut Friday at Hartford Wolf Pack and also played Saturday. He's a native of Bratislava, Slovakia . . . Springfield's road work continues Friday and Saturday at St. John's . . . The Falcons won't play at home again until April 11.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com

FALCONS FAST FACTS

Opponent: Bridgeport Sound Tigers

 NHL affiliation: New York Islanders

 When/where: Tuesday, 11 a.m., Webster Bank Arena, Bridgeport, Conn.

 On the air: WHYN radio 560

Quick comments: Falcons have lost three in a row to the Sound Tigers after winning the first three meetings . . . Dana Tyrell has five goals in 11 games since joining the Falcons in a March 5 trade . . . Darryl Boyce had three goals over the weekend in his return from disabled list.
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SPRINGFIELD – Over the first three months of this American Hockey League season, the Springfield Falcons went 6-0 against their longtime rivals, the Hartford Wolf Pack.

The sixth victory in that stretch came Dec. 21, in a shootout. Since then, this season series has taken a U-turn. The Pack have beaten the Falcons four in a row, and Springfield was never in three of them.

Hartford, a going-nowhere team in the Eastern Conference, has outscored the Northeast Division Falcons 20-9 in those four victories. The last may have been Springfield's worst performance – a 6-2 drubbing March 7 in Hartford.

"That's hockey, especially in the AHL," said Cody Bass, a veteran forward who serves as one of the Falcons' alternate captains. "When you play a team that many times, you never know how it's going to go. Now we're looking to get back to winning against them."

The Falcons still have two meetings left with the Pack, a team they play more often than any other. This unusual bit of scheduling is the AHL way of recognizing the fan interest in territorial rivalries.

The Falcons-Wolf Pack series resumes Friday night at Hartford.

"It's an important game for us, just like Wednesday's game was important," Bass said. "Teams that seemingly are out of it are sleepers.They can be very tough to beat at this time of year."

The Falcons handled such a challenge Wednesday night, when they beat the lowly but dangerous Adirondack Phantoms 3-0 behind goaltender Jeremy Smith"s first shutout of the season.

The Birds got goals from Andrew Joudrey, Ryan Craig and Jake Hansen as they opened a seven-point lead on Albany in the Northeast with 10 games left.

Joudrey's goal came on the power play, which has become an important weapon for the Falcons in recent games.

"Yeah, special teams play a huge role, especially at this time of year, and in the playoffs," Bass said. "You're not going to see as many penalties in playoff hockey, so that makes it even more important to have a good power play when the chances do come."

Bass doesn't have a role on the power play, but he and Joudrey serve as key men on the other side of it – the penalty kill.

On Joudrey's goal against Adirondack, one of the power-play assists went to Carter Camper, a smooth center who came early this month in a trade.

"Camp's one of the better passers and players in this league. He knows how to create space and make things happen. He's a great pickup for us," Bass said.

ICE CHIPS: The Falcons play at Adirondack on Saturday. Next week, they’ll play at Bridgeport Tuesday, and at St. John’s Friday and Saturday ... They have only two home games left, April 11 vs. Portland, April 12 vs. Hershey ... Coach Brad Larsen gave the team Thursday off, but many players attended an optional skate at Olympia Ice Center in West Springfield.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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SPRINGFIELD – In what’s been a red-hot stretch for the Springfield Falcons’ offense, no one has been more tuned in than Ryan Craig.

The Springfield captain scored his eighth goal in his last eleven games to help the Falcons to a 3-0 win over Adirondack before 2,653 Wednesday night at the MassMutual Center.

Andrew Joudrey and Jake Hansen also scored for Springfield (40-20-1-5), while Jeremy Smith made 28 saves for his first shutout of the season.

“His games been coming you; could see it getting better,” Springfield coach Brad Larsen of Smith, adding that he played well despite the final score in Sunday’s 5-4 loss to St. John’s.

The win snapped a two-game losing streak for the Falcons, who have scored 32 goals over the last seven games and increased their Northeast Division lead to seven points over idle Albany.

Up 1-0 in the second, Springfield extended its lead when Craig snapped a shot from close in on the right post past Phantoms goalie Cal Heeter (34 saves) at 5:45.

“I don’t feel like I’m doing too much different than before,” said Craig, who has five assists to accompany his eight goals over the last eleven games. “But it’s nice to contribute.” 

Springfield went up 3-0 when Hansen shoved a rebound off Lucas Sedlak’s shot from the right circle past Heeter at 16:09 during the third.

Joudrey’s power-play goal gave the Falcons a 1-0 lead at 10:26 in the opening period. Craig swung a pass from behind the net to Carter Camper on the right boards, who then found a crashing Joudrey in the slot to put Springfield on top.

The Falcons’ penalty kill was five-for-five, including denying Adirondack (25-35-1-4) on a pair of double-minor penalties.

“It takes some guys out of the game, but I thought we did a good job of getting more guys involved,” Larsen said of the hooking and boarding calls against Hansen at 14:47 in the first, and then a high-stick penalty against Joudrey 30 seconds into the second period.

Springfield travels to Hartford Friday at 7 p.m.

NOTES: With goalie Mike McKenna recalled on an emergency basis by NHL parent club Columbus Tuesday, rookie Anton Forsberg dressed as Smith’s backup. Newcomer Marko Dano was a scratch, as was defenseman Ilari Melart, who returned to Springfield from the KHL this week... Larsen said the Falcons would likely look at Dano soon.
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SPRINGFIELD - Veteran defensemen Frederic St. Denis and Ilari Melart rejoined the Springfield Falcons at practice Tuesday as the team readied for an important home game Wednesday night against the Adirondack Phantoms.

St. Denis, an American Hockey League All-Star Game selectee, was returned to the Falcons by their parent Columbus Blue Jackets. Melart came back to the team after playing 15 games with Ugra of the Kontinental League. He played 24 games for the Falcons before leaving for the KHL in mid-December.

The arrival of St. Denis and Melart provides depth after the Falcons lost Tim Erixon, a skilled defenseman who was recalled Monday by Columbus. The Falcons also have lost goaltender Mike McKenna, who went to Columbus Tuesday on emergency recall.

The roster moves come as the Falcons attempt to take a big step toward nailing down the AHL's Northeast Division title. A victory over Adirondack would give the Falcons a seven-point lead over an Albany Devils club that has become a title threat in the Northeast.

The Falcons and Devils each have 11 games left.

"I said some time ago that Albany has one of the toughest teams in our conference, and nothing has changed there," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said.

Regarding the division race, he said, "We just have to take care of business and play our game the way we know how."

The division title is especially important, because the division champions in each conference get the top three playoff seeds. That means home ice advantage.

In practice for Wednesday's game, Larsen stressed the importance of getting a good start. The Falcons didn't do that in their last two games, and lost both of them.

"We can't keep digging holes for ourselves, because most of the time you're not going to be able to overcome that," Larsen said. 

Adirondack sits last in the Eastern Conference, but has been tough on the Falcons. The Birds lead the season series 3-2-0-1, but have outscored Phantoms by only 14-13.

St. Denis will be in the lineup Wednesday, and that's good news for him after he was held out of all 15 of the games Columbus played during his recall.

"I was the eighth D, so that's why I didn't play. But just being there, practicing with the team and going on road trips, that was all pretty cool, and I learned a lot," St. Denis said. 

"Now that I'm back here, I'm ready to help down the stretch. We have a good team, with good depth."

ICE CHIPS: Defenseman Thomas Larkin has been sent to Evansville of the ECHL so he can get more playing time . . . Even with Erixon recalled and Larkin gone, the Falcons have nine in their D brigade . . . McKenna joined the Blue Jackets as a backup for their Tuesday game against Detroit . . . The Falcons will be away for the weekend, playing Friday in Hartford, Saturday in Adirondack.

McNeill had a goal for the Falcons on Sunday. (Michael Beswick / The Republican -- file)
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SPRINGFIELD – One bad period, and one tough penalty made the difference for the Springfield Falcons in a grinding 5-4 loss to the St. John’s IceCaps Sunday afternoon before a roaring crowd of 3,852 at the MassMutual Center.

The bad period for the Birds was the first one, in which the IceCaps took advantage of mistakes to open a 3-0 lead.

From there, the Falcons mounted a furious second-period rally in which they outshot the visitors 18-4 and got goals from defenseman Patrick McNeill and center Michael Chaput. 

For Chaput, it was his team-leading 18th goal.

Still, the IceCaps scored once on those four shots and held a 4-2 lead after two.

In the third, power play scores by McNeill and Ryan Craig brought the Falcons all the way back for a 4-4 tie. Craig’s goal – on a diving, reaching attempt – came at 14:21 of the third period. It was his 33rd power play goal as a Falcons player – the franchise record.

McNeill's two-goal game gives him nine for the season. Springfield's defensemen - some of them no longer with the team - have accounted for 51 goals in the team's 65 games.

After Craig's big power play score, though, there still was enough time for the IceCaps to rally back. They did so with the help of a tough penalty call at the 17:15 mark. That set up a power-play goal by Zach Redmond, whose blast from the left point made it through a screen and into the net at 18:41.

“The first period really hurt, because we made some poor decisions that cost us. But I liked our intensity over the last two periods. We knew we were going against one of the strong teams in our conference, and we showed that we can play with them. That’s a positive we can take from this loss,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said.

St. John’s certainly is tough. This team has won 13 of its last 14, including its last seven road games.

"Yeah, we know they've been on a streak, but in this game we were dictating the intensity over the last two periods. It's just a shame we made those poor decisions in the first period," Larsen said.

The Falcons had a tough weekend with two home losses, but still hold a six-point lead over Albany in the American Hockey League’s Northeast Division with 11 games left.

ICE CHIPS: Center Marko Dano and goaltender Anton Forsberg, both new to the Springfield roster, did not dress for Sunday’s game. Springfield’s parent Columbus Blue Jackets drafted Dano in the first round last June . . . The Falcons now stand 19-6-1-5 in one-goal games . . . St. John's has outscored its foes 60-40 in the first period, and that trend continued against the Falcols. . . They had not played the IceCaps since winning 4-2 at home against them Oct. 31. Springfield visits St. John’s April 4-5 . . . The Falcons have their only Wednesday home game this week, facing Adirondack. They’ll play Friday at Hartford, Saturday at Adirondack.

Binghamton 5, WBS 4 4/18

April 18th, 2014

5 Comments

Don’t let the final score fool you. The WBS Penguins came into the biggest game of the regular season tonight and got torched.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau had a hat trick and Binghamton jumped out to a 5-0 lead in the first 27 minutes of the game, then held on for a 5-4 victory to claim the division title. The Penguins were scrappy and played with guts and all that stuff late, but they were run out of the barn early.

Here’s the stat of the night: The Penguins went 0-3-1 and gave up a total of 20 goals in four games in Binghamton this season. They went 3-0-1 and gave up a total of six goals in four home games against the B-Sens this season.

WBS goalies — the same three guys — had a 4.93 GAA and .821 save percentage at Binghamton this season and a 1.50 GAA and .938 save percentage against Binghamton at home.

There’s no way a few feet of neutral zone — the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena is a little smaller than regulation — can make that much of a difference. But the results are what they are.

Binghamton took a 1-0 lead less than three minutes in when Ryan Dzingel raced into the left-wing corner after a puck and quickly centered to Mark Stone for a goal. It was 2-0 by the end of the first after Pageau scored off a Simon Despres D zone turnover.

The back-breaker was probably Pageau’s goal on a tic-tac-toe passing play on the power play 18 seconds into the second. That made it 3-0, the Penguins started to press, and David Dziurzynski scored on a 3-on-1 to make it 4-0. Pageau tacked on another power-play goal later to make it 5-0.

Adam Payerl stuffed in a puck at the post and Bobby Farnham scored on his own rebound off the end boards after an end-to-end shorthanded rush to make it 5-2 by the end of the second.

The Penguins started trying to spring their wingers, Andrew Ebbett to Chuck Kobasew especially, with long stretch passes in the third period, and it worked twice. Kobasew set up Ebbett with 7:50 left and Kobasew scored with 2:36 to go to make it 5-4.

It’s easy to overlook given the way the game went, but Binghamton goalie Andrew Hammond had a couple of huge saves in the third period — on Barry Goers, Dominik Uher and Mike Carman — to stop the Penguins from getting two points they didn’t deserve.

So now the Penguins know they’ll finish fifth and face St. John’s, sixth and face Binghamton or seventh and face Springfield, depending on tomorrow’s results. WBS is in fifth, one point up on Providence and Albany. WBS is at Utica, Albany hosts Springfield and Providence visits Worcester.

I think the best spot for the Penguins is fifth or seventh. If they have to open the playoffs in this house of horrors, that’ll be some serious adversity to overcome.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 4/18

April 18th, 2014

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

It’s the final Friday of the regular season, and hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli spend much of this week’s episode breaking down what might be the biggest regular-season game in the 15-year history of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. It’s tonight’s road game against the Binghamton Senators, with the East Division championship essentially being decided on the ice.

Their guest this week is Penguins winger Harry Zolnierczyk, who talks about topics ranging from the upcoming Binghamton game and his recent time in the National Hockey League to how the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton coaching staff has changed his game for the better and how he feels heading into his first professional playoff series.

Jonathan and Michael also spend some time talking about Saturday night’s game against Utica, including its role in the Penguins’ hopes of clinching the division, and some possible first-round upsets in the Stanley Cup playoffs. They also discuss Tomas Vokoun’s conditioning stint, the reinforcements arriving for the playoff run — and the impact that has on the Penguins’ veteran situation — and the latest players to join the Penguins on amateur tryout deals. There’s a lot more inside, too, so click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit041814

 Penguins Pit 04/18/14 Hide Player | Play in Popup | Download
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Dumoulin, Drazenovic, Machacek, etc 4/17

April 17th, 2014

3 Comments

Some notes from practice the day before the WBS Penguins play their biggest game of the season at Binghamton:

– Brian Dumoulin, who missed two games last weekend with an upper-body injury suffered Friday in Syracuse, was a full participant in practice today, including work with the first power-play unit. Coach John Hynes said he’ll play tomorrow. With Reid McNeill out for this weekend, that’s a pretty significant development for the Penguins. They can be very comfortable with a top four of Dumoulin, Simon Despres, Brendan Mikkelson and Scott Harrington.

– Hynes said the veteran scratches tomorrow will be Spencer Machacek and Nick Drazenovic. I can give you stats that you could use as ammunition to question those decisions — Drazenovic leads the Penguins in scoring against Binghamton this season with eight points in six games and Machacek has 10 goals in 21 games since coming over from Springfield in a trade — but it’s really a no-win situation. To get them in, you’d have to scratch your captain (Tom Kostopoulos), your only veteran defenseman (Mikkelson), your top playmaking center (Andrew Ebbett) or the guy with 10 goals in 11 games (Chuck Kobasew).

– Peter Mannino, to the surprise of no one, will start in goal. Mannino has only played at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena twice in his career, but he won both games, stopping a total of 56-of-63 shots for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in 2008-09.

– Eric Hartzell will back up Mannino. Hynes said Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers (lower body) is out longer than day to day and may be done for the season. In reference to the comments, I don’t know when Deslauriers suffered the injury. It might have been something he tried to play through until he just couldn’t anymore. Once there is a final decision on his status, I’ll ask him.

– Here’s the division title picture in a nutshell. The Penguins and B-Sens are tied for first with 92 points heading into tomorrow’s showdown. On Saturday, the Penguins visit Utica and the B-Sens host Norfolk. Binghamton holds the first tie-breaker, regulation/overtime wins, 39-38. The second tie-breaker, points in head-to-head games, is tied 8-8. Based on that, the B-Sens can clinch the division title with a win tomorrow. If the Penguins win, they’ll need to either gain at least one point or see Binghamton lose at least one point on Saturday.

– Now here’s the scenario that a dark part of my brain is rooting for. The Penguins win tomorrow to take a two-point lead in the division 94-92 and tie the first tie-breaker 39-39. The Penguins lose in regulation at Utica on Saturday. Binghamton goes into overtime with Norfolk. Knowing a shootout win will do them no good, the B-Sens have to pull their goalie in overtime. Chaos!

– I’ve been thinking about whether tomorrow’s game is the most important regular-season game in franchise history. I think it is. I have four other candidates though. I think the second strongest contender is the 2003 finale. Take a look and tell me what you think.

•2010: The Penguins came into the final weekend of the season with a one-point lead in the race for the final guaranteed playoff spot in their division. They beat Albany 4-3 on Friday to quickly clinch.

•2009: If the Penguins won both their games in the final weekend of the season, they would pass Bridgeport and Hershey to win a division title. They lost 4-3 to Norfolk on Saturday and finished third.

•2008: The Penguins held a one-point lead on Philadelphia in the race for the division title heading into their final two games of the regular season. The Penguins won 4-3 at Albany then lost 3-2 in overtime to Norfolk in Dennis Bonvie’s final regular-season home game. The Phantoms dropped two in a row to Hershey and the Penguins finished first.

•2003: There were five teams in contention for four playoff spots in the conference coming into the last two days of the season. The Penguins tied Norfolk 1-1 on Saturday to clinch a spot, setting up an important finale against Philadelphia on Sunday. The Penguins needed to win to avoid playing all three games of a first-round mini-series on the road at Utah or Milwaukee. The Phantoms needed a win to make the playoffs. Philadelphia’s Dennis Seidenberg scored with the goalie pulled with 31.3 seconds left to tie it 3-3. The Penguins won 4-3 on a Toby Petersen goal in overtime.

More tomorrow from Binghamton. Bye for now,

jb
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Conner, McNeill, Dumoulin, etc. 4/16

April 16th, 2014

3 Comments

Lots of notes from today’s WBS Penguins practice at Coal Street:

– All the guys sent down from Pittsburgh in the last two days — Chris Conner, Simon Despres, Harry Zolnierczyk and Chuck Kobasew — were on the ice for practice. Conner has been skating for a while now, but he said today was his first full practice since breaking his foot March 10.

– Conner’s conditioning stint gives WBS seven veterans, two of which will have to be scratched for each of the team’s games this weekend. Maybe it was because of the veteran situation or maybe it was just the drill that was going on while I was taking notes, but the Penguins basically practiced with four four-man lines. Scratch one per line and you’re good to go, I suppose.

Conner, Ebbett, Kobasew, Zlobin

 Zolnierczyk, Drazenovic, Kostopoulos, Machacek

 Uher, Rowney, Payerl, Wilson

 Leblond, Sill, Carman, Farnham

– Conner’s conditioning stint is scheduled to be for two games this weekend, so this discussion is pretty much moot, but might as well take this opportunity to break down the rules regarding conditioning assignments. If a player is on the long term injury list in the NHL, his AHL conditioning stint may last no longer than six days or three games. If he’s not on LTIR, the stint can last up to 14 days. I don’t know which applies to Conner. I would assume the latter since the salary cap doesn’t apply in the playoffs, but I don’t know that for sure. Like I said, doesn’t matter anyway.

– Based on past experience, the fact that Scott Wilson was practicing with the main group means there’s a good chance he could play this weekend. Four other ATO forwards have played at least one game (Archibald, Rust, Sheary and Marcantuoni). I’d guess Wilson is next.

– Another crop of ATOs signed yesterday — goalie Matt Murray, winger Jean-Sebastien Dea and defenseman Clark Seymour. Given the uncertainty with the Penguins goaltending situation beyond Peter Mannino — i.e. Hartzell struggling, Deslauriers injured — I’d say Murray has the best shot of the three to get in a game this weekend. He had a really good season in the OHL. Seymour is a 6-3, right-handed D who looked good in training camp in the fall. Dea is a 49-goal scorer from the Q.

– The return of Despres is well timed for the WBS D corps, since they’re now dealing with another injury. Reid McNeill has a lower-body injury. He is out for this weekend but is expected back for the playoffs. Brian Dumoulin (upper body) practiced in a red, no-contact jersey today. Philip Samuelsson (lower body) remains out.

–  I’ll have stories on the return of Conner and Despres online and in the paper tomorrow and then something on Mannino in my Friday Morning Faceoff notebook. Also, check out a good chat with Zolnierczyk on the Penguins Pit podcast here on Friday.

Bye for now,

jb
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Toronto 3, WBS 2 4/13

April 13th, 2014

5 Comments

The old third-period collapse shows up at most rinks eventually over the course of the season, and in the case of the WBS Penguins, it waited until the last possible moment to arrive, the final regular-season home game.

Trailing 2-0 with 12 minutes left, the Toronto Marlies rallied for a 3-2 victory over the Penguins.

The Penguins’ record when leading after two periods this season coming into tonight: 25-0-2

It looked like Johnson City, N.Y. native Jerry D’Amigo scored the game winner with 26.6 seconds left, which would have been a neat little coincidence. His goal would have helped his hometown team in the race for the East Division championship. He still helped the Binghamton Senators, but it was with an assist. Kenny Ryan apparently tipped in his shot.

Binghamton lost 1-0 in overtime in Hershey tonight on a Dane Byers goal, so the Penguins still lead the division by one point. They still control their own destiny too. Win their last two games and they’re division champs. But what this collapse did was strip away any margin for error. If they won this one, they might have been able to afford to lose one next weekend. Now they can’t.

For two periods, the Penguins were playing the kind of solid hockey that has put them in good position in the standings in the last six weeks or so. Limiting shots. Establishing a forecheck. Adam Payerl bulled into the offensive zone, used a D man as a screen and scored from the high slot on a power play in the first period. Barry Goers took a puck from Anton Zlobin at the right point, skated up the wing and sent a pass to Tom Kostopoulos at the far post for a goal in the second. The Penguins were outshooting Toronto 19-8.

The collapse began innocently enough — isn’t that usually the case? — with a delay of game minor on Bobby Farnham at 8:30 of the third. Greg McKegg cleaned up a rebound 23 seconds later to make it 2-1.

Less than a  minute after that, T.J. Brennan scored on a blast from the top of the right circle off a faceoff win to make it 2-2.

In the final minute, a Brennan shot took a carom off something in front and landed on D’Amigo’s stick. Ryan tipped in the shot and that’s your ballgame.

Coach John Hynes summed it up like this:

“Stopped playing. We played 40 minutes. We came out in the third and thought it was going to be easy. It wasn’t, and there’s your lead blown.”

Tomas Vokoun wrapped up a two-game conditioning stint, stopping 18-of-21 shots. He looked pretty solid again, moving laterally better than he did Friday night at Syracuse. Hynes said he did not blame Vokoun at all for the events of the third period.

“We thought he played real well. The goals were not his fault. It was broken, busted plays around the net on a couple of them. He’s a real quality guy who was great for our locker room. He came down with a great attitude. Wish him all the best.”

Unless he gets into a playoff game in Pittsburgh, tonight’s game might have been the last of Vokoun’s 19-year pro career. He’s a guy with 700 NHL games, 300 NHL wins, two Olympics and two World Championship gold medals on his resume, so this would be a crappy way to end it. All in all, Vokoun said he was generally pleased with how the stint went.

“I felt much better today than I did the first game, moving-wise and just being comfortable in the net. The result is not what we want, but overall, it served its purpose. I had a good time too. It’s a great atmosphere in this locker room. Overall, it was a good experience.”

Let’s wrap up with some personnel stuff.

Hynes said he didn’t know if the plan was for Chuck Kobasew, who was called up today, to stay up for the duration. He said it would be a lineup decision made in Pittsburgh.

Zach Sill played in his first game since suffering a skate-blade cut to his arm Jan. 25. He got plenty of ice time and even picked up a fighting major, though I’m quite sure he would have avoided that if he could have. He seemed none the worse for wear after the game.

Matia Marcantuoni made his pro debut as the amateur tryout du jour. He didn’t make a major impact or anything, but his skating was good, as advertised.

The next full-fledged blog update will be Tuesday or Wednesday, sooner if news breaks, as it tends to this time of the year.

Bye for now,

jb
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Fun With Stats, Kobasew Edition 4/13

April 13th, 2014

1 Comment

On the occasion of Chuck Kobasew being called back up to Pittsburgh today, here are a couple of charts. The first is goals per game in WBS Penguins history. Kobasew is first by a mile.

 GP G GPG 

CHUCK KOBASEW 11 10 0.91 

KRYS KOLANOS 18 10 0.56 

CHRIS MINARD 110 59 0.54 

STEVE LEACH 4 2 0.50 

JOHN SLANEY 89 42 0.47 

JANNE PESONEN 70 32 0.46 

BILLY TIBBETTS 62 27 0.44 

CHAD KOLARIK 35 15 0.43 

MILAN KRAFT 88 38 0.43 

BRETT STERLING 65 27 0.42 

MARC-ANTOINE POULIOT 33 14 0.42 

The next one is points per game in team history. Kobasew is one of nine with a point per game or better.

 GP G-A PTS PPG 

STEVE LEACH 4 2-3 5 1.25 

JOHN SLANEY 89 42-68 110 1.24 

PATRICK THORESEN 5 1-5 6 1.20 

JANNE PESONEN 72 32-50 80 1.11 

BILLY TIBBETTS 62 27-41 68 1.10 

ROBERT NILSSON 19 6-14 20 1.05 

MILAN KRAFT 88 38-51 89 1.01 

CHUCK KOBASEW 11 10-1 11 1.00 

KRYS KOLANOS 18 10-8 18 1.00 

More later.
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Koltsov’s Goal: The View From the Stands

April 13th, 2014

1 Comment

The 10th anniversary of Konstantin Koltsov’s overtime goal in Game 7 of a 2004 first-round series with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers is less than two weeks away.

One of the most memorable aspects of Koltsov’s goal was the celebration that followed – not on the ice but in the stands.

A massive roar went up because, in a show of dedication perhaps never seen before or since in the AHL, scores of Penguins fans made the 180-mile trip to the Arena at Harbor Yard for the game. Attendance was announced at 4,050, and about 2,500 seats were filled by Penguins fans.

Some of those fans shared their memories of that day this week. Excerpts appeared in the paper and online today. What follows after the jump are their uncut memories.

Read more…
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Biggest Goals in WBS Penguins History 4/13

April 13th, 2014

0 Comments

All season long, I’ve been counting down the 26 greatest goals in WBS Penguins history. It’s been posted online each week, but I thought some might find it useful to see them all here in one place.

So, after the jump, the top 26 goals in Penguins history:

Read more…
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WBS 2, Binghamton 1 4/12

April 12th, 2014

1 Comment

The WBS Penguins clinched a playoff spot for the 12th straight year with a 2-1 win over Binghamton tonight, but I don’t think that was the main motivation in the locker room.

I think the Penguins were more interested in avenging a decisive 6-2 loss to the B-Sens last Sunday and, in the process, taking a two-point lead in the race for the top spot in the East Division with a week left in the season.

It makes sense, if you think about it. The Penguins place a lot of emphasis on keeping their playoff streak alive. They make sure every new player who arrives in town knows about it. But think about the mindset of an athlete. They focus on competition. Getting an X next to your name in the standings is nice in the long run, but know what is nicer right now? Grinding a boot into the neck of one of your biggest rivals, and that’s what the Penguins did tonight, with an emphasis on the grinding.

In last Sunday’s 6-2 drubbing, the Penguins allowed 15 shots in the first period. Tonight, they allowed 16 in the whole game, including just two in the second period. They played a tight, physical game.

That’s not to say they cruised here tonight. They failed to convert on a 5-on-3 power play that lasted 1:40 in the first period and fell behind 1-0 after a turnover caused by miscommunication behind their own net in the final minute of the first period.

They tied the score on a highlight reel goal by Carter Rowney in the last minute of the second. With the Penguins killing a penalty, Brendan Mikkelson sent a long clear out of the defensive zone that became a shot on goal. Andrew Hammond left a rebound for Rowney in the right-wing corner, and Rowney danced to the net, looked for a split-second toward trailer Dominik Uher, who was driving to the left post, faked to the backhand and lifted a forehand shot over the goalie’s glove.

The Penguins took the lead on a Scott Harrington goal at 8:14 of the third. Anton Zlobin forced a turnover with back pressure, creating a 2-on-1 for Nick Drazenovic and Spencer Machacek. Drazenovic pulled up with the puck and found the trailer, Harrington, wide open for the goal.

The race for the East Division title breaks down like this. The Penguins host Toronto tomorrow, visit Binghamton next Friday and close out with a game at Utica next Saturday. Binghamton visits Hershey tomorrow, plays its game in hand at home against Toronto on Wednesday, hosts the Penguins on Friday and closes out with a home game against Norfolk on Saturday.

Might be a little early to start talking in this depth about tie-breakers, but what the hell. Binghamton leads in the first tie-breaker, regulation/overtime wins, 39-38. Hard to imagine a scenario where, over the last week of the season, the Penguins gain an ROW but lose two points when compared to Binghamton, but I guess it’s technically possible. The second tie-breaker is points in the season series between the teams, which is tied 8-8 with one meeting left. Because somebody has to win that game, there’s no way the third tie-breaker will come into play. Sorry to disappoint you goal-differential fans out there.

One personnel note tonight. Coach John Hynes said Brian Dumoulin, who left Friday’s game at Syracuse with an apparent upper-body injury, is day to day. He didn’t play tonight.

I usually plug both the online and print versions of stories, but if you get the chance, check out the print version of my story on the 10th anniversary of Konstantin Koltsov’s goal against Bridgeport. It has more bells and whistles than the online version probably will.

To everyone who sent me their memories from that game, thank you. I used excerpts of your comments in the print version, then put together a compilation of your uncut thoughts for publication here on the blog. I did some editing for punctuation and capitalization and stuff like that. Nothing big. Hope no one minds. It will be posted soon.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, Syracuse 2 (shootout) 4/11

April 11th, 2014

4 Comments

Let’s face it. There isn’t much that can happen in an AHL game that will rattle Tomas Vokoun and Chuck Kobasew, who have played 1,300 NHL games between them.

That fact was on display in a 3-2 shootout win for the WBS Penguins at Syracuse tonight.

Vokoun made 23 saves in regulation and overtime, then stopped all four Crunch attempts in the shootout. He was so calm in the shootout, he actually looked bored.

Kobasew scored the Penguins’ only two goals, both on the power play, to give him 10 in 11 AHL games this season. A remarkable run. To describe how his calm demeanor helped the Penguins requires a little more explanation.

Kobasew scored on the Penguins’ first power play of the game on a shot from the top of the left faceoff circle to make it 1-0. Then the Penguins failed to score on their next four power-play chances while Syracuse cashed in on its only two man-advantages of the game to take a 2-1 lead.

At that point, coach John Hynes said everyone in the building realized each passing power play was a critical chance for the Penguins. That’s a tough spot for a young player to be in, gripping his stick tighter, worrying that failing to score might knock his team out of first place. It wasn’t a tough spot for Kobasew. He coolly backhanded in the rebound of a Brian Dumoulin point shot in the second period to tie the score 2-2.

After the refs went whistle happy in the first two periods, there were no penalties in a grind-it-out third. The Penguins had three great chances to score in overtime — Carter Rowney from Dominik Uher on a 2-on-1, Nick Drazenovic from the slot after a Spencer Machacek steal in the corner and a Scott Harrington shot that hit the post with 10 seconds left — but Cedrick Desjardins stood his ground. Anton Zlobin, in the first round, and Machacek, in the fifth, had the successful shootout attempts for the Penguins.

Aside from being unflappable in the shootout, Vokoun looked very good dealing with traffic and loose pucks in front of the net and when stick handling. After the game, he said he felt good — not feel like he would have felt if he had been playing all year, but good.

“Playing goalie is about not thinking and reacting to stuff. That’s what you don’t have when you don’t play,” Vokoun said. “For me to be able to make a save and then follow up the puck when it goes in the corner and stuff like that, that’s why they sent me. I could practice all day long for five months. You’ve never going to get that situation in a practice.”

The goals he gave up were quick change-of-direction plays on the power play. A cross-ice pass to Vladislav Namestnikov for a low shot inside the post from the right dot and a Jon DiSalvatore redirect of a Jonathan Marchessault centering pass. Not sure you can chalk them up to rust. Probably more because Syracuse is 13 for 35 on the power play in its last nine games.

So the Penguins needed a win and regulation losses by Hershey and Norfolk tonight to clinch a playoff spot for the 12th straight year. They won and Hershey and Norfolk both lost, but neither in regulation. That means the Penguins can clinch a playoff spot by gaining a total of one more point in the standings in their last four games of the regular season. Could happen as soon as tomorrow’s battle for the East Division lead with Binghamton.

Two personnel notes before I go.

Brian Dumoulin left the game in the third period with an apparent upper-body injury after taking a hit into the boards from Dalton Smith. After the game, Hynes said he believed the injury to be “minor.”

Also, Bryan Rust made his pro debut, wearing 36. A Notre Dame grad wearing No. 36 on a black and gold jersey? Start The Bus. He did a good job protecting the puck under pressure a few times, but otherwise had a quite night.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

Pouliot in a Line Brawl 4/11

April 11th, 2014

2 Comments

Another interesting bit of news that I wanted to comment on.

In last night’s WHL playoff game between Portland and Victoria, a bit of a brawl broke out. During the melee, Victoria’s Steven Hodges made a decision that put one of his teammates in a terrible spot.

Penguins prospect Derrick Pouliot was tied up with 5-foot-8 defenseman Joe Hicketts when Hodges skated over and punched Pouliot in the back of the head. Before the punch, Pouliot wasn’t really doing much with Hicketts. After the punch, Pouliot knocked the poor kid out.

Critics talk about The Code and how silly and antiquated it is. I disagree. If Hodges had followed the code, this wouldn’t have gotten as ugly as it did.
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Curry’s Comeback 4/11

April 11th, 2014

4 Comments

John Curry, T.J. Oshie

I’m hesitant to bump the Penguins Pit post — don’t forget to scroll down a bit to listen to it — but this story was too good not to comment on.

Since he left the WBS Penguins as the franchise’s all-time wins leader in 2011, John Curry has traveled a rocky road. After a year in Germany, he’s spent more time in the ECHL than the AHL. He suffered a horrible injury last season as well, tearing his hamstring off the bone. He came into this season as the fifth or sixth goalie on the Minnesota Wild depth chart, and thanks to a series of injuries, slowly climbed his way back to the NHL.

Mike Yeo gave him a chance to start tonight, and Curry was brilliant. Minnesota was outshot 45-15 by St. Louis, but won 4-2. It was a triumphant moment for Curry, playing in front of his hometown team.

“I was obviously very thankful to get the opportunity, no matter how it went,” Curry told the Associated Press. “But just based on my career, I know you don’t get many of these. So it’s good to have success and to play well when you get the chance.”

The Hockey News has a wrap-up of Curry’s night with some video highlights. The Star Tribune chronicles his long road back to the NHL.

Undrafted and undersized, Curry’s story has always been a great underdog tale of determination. Tonight might have been its greatest chapter.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 4/11

April 11th, 2014

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, who can clinch a playoff spot for the 12th consecutive season this weekend. They break down the three-game schedule against Syracuse, Binghamton and Toronto and take a look at the ever-tightening playoff race in the Eastern Conference.

Their guest this week is Pittsburgh Penguins goalie Tomas Vokoun, who is ready to return from a blood clot that has sidelined him for the entire 2013-14 season to date. He’s with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on a conditioning assignment and is expected to play two games this weekend. Vokoun talks about his road to recovery, joining a team in the thick of a playoff race and much more.

There’s a lot more hockey discussion inside, too, including winger Adam Payerl’s first promotion to (and subsequent return from) the National Hockey League, as well as Andrew Ebbett’s pursuit of the team record 15-game point streak.

Click the player or link below to listen.

PenguinsPit041114

 Penguins Pit -- 04/11/14 Hide Player | Play in Popup | Download
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Kostopoulos, Clinching Scenarios, Etc. 4/10

April 10th, 2014

0 Comments

First and foremost, I’d like to thank the fans who responded to my call for memories from 2004 in Bridgeport. You guys told some great stories that will make a great addition to my Sunday feature on Konstantin Koltsov’s overtime goal. Thank you.

Now, some notes from today:

– With the return of Andrew Ebbett from Pittsburgh, the veteran scratch is back in Wilkes-Barre. Coach John Hynes said that for tomorrow’s game at Syracuse, Tom Kostopoulos will take his turn sitting out. It’s the first time Kostopoulos has been the veteran scratch. He said he would prefer to play, of course, but the team’s vets understand the situation and are taking it well.

– The Penguins can clinch a playoff spot tomorrow with a win and a Hershey and Norfolk regulation loss. The situation is complicated by the fact that Norfolk and Hershey play each other twice next weekend, so please don’t ask me to show my work.

– If I give away the awesome stat I dug up today here on the blog, you have to promise to read my Friday Morning Faceoff tomorrow online or in the paper anyway. Here it is. With the addition of Tomas Vokoun, the Penguins have three players with at least 600 games of NHL experience. (Vokoun has 700, Kostopoulos has 630 and Chuck Kobasew had 600). Five NHL teams don’t have three players with 600 career games of NHL experience. Buffalo (Chris Ehrhoff and Henrik Tallinder), Winnipeg (Olli Jokinen and Andrew Ladd), Washington (Jason Chimera and Alexander Ovechkin) and Edmonton (Andrew Ference and Ryan Smyth) have two. Colorado (Cory Sarich) has just one.

– Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers didn’t practice today or yesterday due to a lower-body injury. He’s day to day.

– Adam Payerl has returned from a two-game NHL stint. I thought he showed a physical side to his game and will be a good candidate to be part of a makeover for Pittsburgh’s bottom six if one is undertaken after this season.

– Hynes said the tentative plan is to use one ATO for each of the three games this weekend. Bryan Rust is a strong candidate to get into one of the games. Scott Wilson is a possibility.

Bye for now,

jb
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Calling WBS Road Warriors

April 9th, 2014

1 Comment

We’re approaching the 10th anniversary of Konstantin Koltsov’s overtime winner in Game 7 of the 2004 Calder Cup playoffs in Bridgeport.

One of the most memorable things about that game was the large contingent of Penguins fans who made the trip to Connecticut to watch in person. Were you one of them? I’d like to hear from you.

Send me an email at jbombulie@citizensvoice.com tonight, Thursday or Friday. Include your name, hometown and whatever you remember about that day. Just a couple sentences. I’d like to include a sample of fan memories when the story runs Sunday.

Thanks,

jb
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Vokoun in Wilkes-Barre 4/9

April 9th, 2014

0 Comments

Tomas Vokoun practiced with the WBS Penguins at the Toyota Sportsplex today. He’s been skating since the end of January and practicing in Pittsburgh since the middle of February, but today was a significant step because it wasn’t a three-goalie situation. Eric Hartzell has been assigned to Wheeling and Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers wasn’t on the ice. So Vokoun had his own net for an entire practice for the first time all year. Here’s how he said he felt afterwards:

“I felt good. Soreness, you’re always going to have it. I’m almost 38 years old. That kind of comes with age and wear and tear on the body. Overall, I feel pretty good. Quite honestly, I felt better than I expect I would have felt. Saying that, a game is going to be a totally different ballgame than just doing a practice.”

I also asked Vokoun for his reaction to the news that Kris Letang will play for Pittsburgh tonight 10 weeks after having a stroke. Vokoun is recovering from a blood clot. They’re at least somewhat analogous situations.

“I’m sure the team, especially with what happened to him, they’re as cautious as they can be. I’m 100 percent certain it’s his call to say, ‘Yes, I feel good.’ Even with me, Pittsburgh, they were so great about health No. 1 and everything else, we’ll see and go from there.”

From a WBS perspective, it’s a bit of an odd situation. With five games left, they’re tied with Binghamton for the division lead and haven’t clinched a playoff spot yet, but here comes a goalie who hasn’t played in a game since June 7. Vokoun seemed mindful of that. He said he would take an AHL game as seriously as he would an NHL playoff game and that Ray Shero told him this is what the organization thinks is best.

Coach John Hynes said he expects Vokoun to play two of the team’s three games this weekend. He said he didn’t know which two, but Friday-Sunday seems the most likely scenario. I think he’d rather take a short bus trip to Syracuse to play Friday than try to play a night game Saturday followed by an afternoon game Sunday.

Vokoun, incidentally, has played the second-most NHL games of any player ever assigned to WBS. Miroslav Satan had more than 1,000 when he came down in 2009. Andrew Ference, Michal Rozsival, Steve Leach and Brooks Orpik have all played 700 NHL games too, but they hit that milestone after leaving Wilkes-Barre.

If you’re intrigued by this topic, I updated the Sporcle quiz I made earlier this season about players who have appeared in at least one game for WBS and at least 500 games in the NHL. Here’s a link.

Some other notes from Coal Street today:

– Zach Sill has lost the red no-contact jersey and is taking part in full practices. He remains on schedule to return for the last week of the regular season.

– Hynes said Hartzell was assigned to Wheeling because he needs a chance to play. He wouldn’t have with Vokoun and Peter Mannino in Wilkes-Barre this weekend.

– Andrew Ebbett has been sent down by Pittsburgh. When he arrives, he’ll bring an 11-game AHL assist streak. The team record for points in consecutive games is 15. There are five games left in the regular season.

– Cody Sylvester has been called up from Wheeling. Hynes said the call-up came so WBS could check up on him medically after he had surgery last weekend.

– Yesterday, winger Scott Wilson, who signed with Pittsburgh after finishing up his junior season at UMass-Lowell, signed an amateur tryout with WBS. The only ATO I noticed on the ice at practice today was Bryan Rust.

Bye for now,

jb
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Binghamton 6, WBS 2 4/6

April 6th, 2014

2 Comments

The Binghamton Senators had the puck in the offensive zone a lot in the first period today. They outshot the WBS Penguins 15-8. It’s entirely possible that they would have beat the Penguins soundly even if goalie Eric Hartzell was sharp. But he wasn’t, so we’ll never know.

Binghamton scored five goals on 15 shots in the first period and cruised to a 6-2 win to move into a first-place tie with the Penguins in the East Division.

Hartzell was making his first AHL start since Feb. 14. He has been working hard on getting his game in order, playing in Wheeling and practicing in Wilkes-Barre. He won his last five starts in Wheeling.

He said he was a tick nervous in the first period tonight, playing his first AHL game in a month and a half, and the way I see it, a Binghamton team playing on a Sunday after having lost Friday and Saturday isn’t the ideal opponent for a young goalie who is a little out of sorts.

Here’s how the five goals break down.

•Matt Puempel on the rebound of a Patrick Mullen shot from the right half-wall at 3:49.

•A David Dzurzynski centering pass to the crease that eluded Hartzell and crossed the goal line at 5:01.

•Hartzell came out to challenge Corey Cowick as he skated up the left wing and Cowick centered to Wacey Hamilton for a tap into an empty net at 7:56.

•Binghamton forced a Nick D’Agostino turnover below the goal line and Derrick Thompson banked it in off a skate from the left-wing corner at 14:04.

•Cole Schneider camped out at the top of the crease and softly redirected in an Alex Grant shot-pass on the power play at 17:12.

Hartzell said he viewed the game as a step forward, that he’s working on refurbishing his game. Hynes said there were six guys on the ice having problems in the first period. Spencer Machacek said you’ve got to feel for Hartzell after a period where everything went Binghamton’s way. I don’t know how much of that is good-teammate stuff and how much of it is genuine. Regardless, no one is throwing Hartzell overboard.

Machacek scored a pair of goals for the Penguins. He muscled in a shot from the slot on the power play in the first period to make it 3-1 and scored out of a net-front scrum to make it 6-2 in the second. It might have felt like a game just briefly at 3-1, but not really. This one was over early.

One personnel note before I go. Adam Payerl was called up today and was expected to make his NHL debut tonight. With Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz resting minor injuries, it was a good time to get a look at Payerl and see how his down-low game translates to the NHL.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 1, Albany 0 (OT) 4/5

April 5th, 2014

1 Comment

When a team that has a chance to take over first place this late in the season plays a game that stays scoreless into overtime, it should be a tense situation, right?

One mistake and it’s back to the drawing board in the efforts to overtake the Binghamton Senators for the top spot in the East Division.

If the Penguins were uneasy tonight, they didn’t play like it, no matter how long the game remained scoreless. They looked like a team that has great confidence in its defense and goaltending, and why not?

Peter Mannino recorded back-to-back shutouts for the second time in less than a month and the team has given up a grand total of nine goals in its last 10 games.

Nick Drazenovic netted the game-winner 1:02 into overtime and the Penguins moved into first place by themselves heading into a key showdown in Binghamton tomorrow.

Tom Kostopoulos set up the game-winner on his bobblehead night. He pestered Albany’s Joe Whitney on the forecheck until a puck came loose, then he centered to Drazenovic in the slot. Keith Kinkaid made the initial save on a knee-drop one-time blast, but Drazenovic tracked down the rebound and backhanded it off the fallen goalie and in.

Before the events of overtime, this blog entry was almost canceled tonight due to boredom, but that’s a cheap gimmick.

I mean, there’s a reason these teams play boring games against each other. They’re both committed, first and foremost, to limiting chances against. Without scoring chances, unless a game is extraordinarily physical, it’s going to be pretty boring.

The Penguins got the better of things early, taking the first six shots of the game and nearly taking a 1-0 lead. With 7:21 left in the first, Harry Zolnierczyk directed a Bobby Farnham into the net with his skate. Referee Darcy Burchell immediately waved it off as kicked in and video review confirmed his call.

Albany got the better of the second period, outshooting the Penguins 11-4, but threw nothing at Mannino that he couldn’t handle. When all was said and done, he made 25 saves to record his fourth shutout in his last eight starts.

Mannino won’t try to start three games in three days tomorrow, though. Rookie Eric Hartzell will get the nod instead.

Hartzell hasn’t had an AHL start since a terrible month of February ended, but he’s 5-0-0 for the Wheeling Nailers since March 8 and he’s 2-1-0 with a 1.78 GAA and .935 save percentage against the B-Sens this season. Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers is 0-1-1 with a 3.51 and .868 against Binghamton.

Coach John Hynes said Hartzell was going to get another AHL start eventually this season, and his time is now. He said the 5-0-0 run in Wheeling influenced his decision. It shows that Hartzell has dealt with adversity. He said Hartzell’s numbers against Binghamton were not a factor.

Couple other personnel notes before I go.

UMass-Amherst amateur tryout Conor Sheary made his pro debut, slotting in for Josh Archibald. He looks every bit the 5-8, 175 he’s listed at, but he’s quick and he drew a penalty in the third period. Once he gets some confidence to take on defenders, he could be an exciting player.

Also, Harrison Ruopp got a rare start, drawing in for Nick D’Agostino. Carter Rowney played too, as Adam Payerl was a healthy scratch.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 3, Bridgeport 0 4/4

April 4th, 2014

Comments Off

Having been eliminated from playoff contention earlier this week, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers dressed a very young lineup tonight. Among the 20 players in uniform, seven were amateur tryouts and seven spent some time in the ECHL this season. None had played in the NHL this year. The Penguins, conversely, dressed a lineup that had 1,568 games of career NHL experience in it.

The results, then, were predictable.

Bobby Farnham, Chuck Kobasew and Dominik Uher scored goals and Peter Mannino made 17 saves to improve to 8-2-1 with three shutouts since being called up from Wheeling on Feb. 28.

The Penguins controlled the first period and took a 2-0 lead with a pair of goals in a four-minute span in the middle of the period.

First, a Brendan Mikkelson dump-in eluded goalie Kenny Reiter behind the net, bouncing right to Anton Zlobin. He quickly centered to Farnham for a shot into an empty net before Reiter could recover.

A few minutes later, recent ECHL call-up Jake Newton made a defensive-zone turnover to exactly the wrong person — Kobasew — who buried a shot to make it 2-0.

Later in the period, Kobasew fought Chris Bruton after the Bridgeport forward blew up Penguins defenseman Barry Goers with a hit behind the net. Kobasew has eight goals and two fighting majors in eight games with the Penguins.

Despite his circumstances, having played in the NHL for so long, Kobasew plays really hard every night I’ve seen him. It sets a standard. He also played out of position tonight. With Andrew Ebbett called up to Pittsburgh late in the afternoon, Kobasew switched to center between Spencer Machacek and Harry Zolnierczyk. He said he hadn’t played in the middle in about 10 years, but you’d never know by watching him.

Bridgeport made a push in the second period, outshooting the Penguins 11-9, but that’s when Mannino earned his paycheck. He didn’t flinch, stopping Brant Harris on a breakaway about seven minutes in.

Late in the period, Uher scored on a shorthanded two-on-one break with Zolnierczyk to give the Penguins some breathing room.

The win moves the Penguins into a tie with Binghamton for first place in the East Division, though the B-Sens have one game in hand. I’m really starting to think that the team that wins two of the three remaining meetings between WBS and Binghamton, barring a whole bunch of loser points, will take the division title.

It’s also starting to look like a pretty important battle. Win the division and you get Albany, Providence, Norfolk or Hershey in the first round. Finish second and get a good St. John’s team on the road.

A couple quick ATO notes before I go.

Coach John Hynes said UMass-Lowell winger Scott Wilson is scheduled to arrive in town soon, though he didn’t know exactly when. He also said there’s a chance Notre Dame forward Bryan Rust will get into a game as an ATO. Both Wilson and Rust have signed two-year, entry-level deals with Pittsburgh.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 4/4

April 4th, 2014

Comments Off

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.  This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the weekend slate of games against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, Albany Devils and Binghamton Senators.

The Penguins are getting closer and closer to clinching a playoff spot, though things are very much up in the air in a crowded Eastern Conference playoff race. Jonathan and Michael break down the standings and offer insight on what’s looking more and more like a nine-team race for eight spots. Their guest this week is Penguins winger Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond,  who has the rather unique distinction of playing in the playoffs in four different North American professional leagues. He discusses that, and the Penguins’ turnaround from a dismal February to a brilliant March.

There’s a lot more inside this episode too, including the impact Philip Samuelsson’s injury will have on the Penguins’ defensive depth and the team’s latest roster moves. Be sure to click the link below or the player to listen.

Rust, Wilson, Leblond, etc. 4/2

April 2nd, 2014

Comments Off

– Notre Dame forward Bryan Rust, who signed with Pittsburgh earlier this week, will report to WBS on an amateur tryout contract. He was expected to arrive in town today. Rust strikes me as the kind of prospect who will get into games as an ATO — he’s 21, has four years of NCAA experience and played under coach John Hynes before — but that remains to be seen.

– According to the Lowell Sun, UMass-Lowell junior winger Scott Wilson will turn pro and sign with Pittsburgh as well. A seventh-round pick in the 2011 draft, Wilson emerged on the prospect scene by posting 16 goals and 38 points in each of his first two college seasons. His numbers dipped to seven goals and 19 points this season, but he had two goals and five points in seven playoff games. Wilson is known for his nose for the net. At 6-0, 173, there are questions about how he’ll handle the physicality of the pro game, but that’s nothing unusual for a 21-year-old prospect. No word yet on whether he’ll report to WBS on an ATO, but if he’s healthy, I expect he will.

– Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond was named WBS Penguins AHL Man of the Year today. He and his wife Nicole took a leadership role with the team’s commitment to the Palermo Heart to Heart Foundation and the Beads of Courage program.

– Some coverage notes: In the paper and online tomorrow, I take a look at the drastic turnaround from February to March for the WBS Penguins. Defenseman Brendan Mikkelson, who was minus-8 in February and plus-4 in March, shares his thoughts. In my Friday Morning Faceoff notebook, look for discussion of how the loss of Philip Samuelsson to a lower-body injury affects the rest of the WBS D corps. On Sunday, I’m going to write about how Leblond holds the rare distinction of having played in the playoffs in four different North American pro leagues in his career. That should be a fun little story.

Also on Sunday, the tie-breaker to determine the champion in my season-long Quiz for the Cup trivia competition. Bobby Farnham and Nick D’Agostino tied with seven correct answers out of eight, so I created a special (more difficult) tie-breaker quiz in categories they’d both be familiar with. To see who wins and to learn the correct answers, check out Sunday’s paper. In the meantime, I thought you guys might have some fun with the questions. Here goes:

COLLEGE HOCKEY

 Who was the last goaltender to win the Hobey Baker Award? (Hint: It was in 2001.)

THE IVY LEAGUE

 What Ivy League school has won the most NCAA team championships in all sports with 28? (Hint: 21 in golf, four in swimming, two in fencing and one in ice hockey)

SPORTS FAMILIES

 Which Major League Baseball team has two brothers among its three starting outfielders?

TWO-SPORT ATHLETES

 In 1984, what Hall of Fame baseball player was drafted by the Atlanta Braves and Los Angeles Kings?

THE PARENT CLUB

 What team did the Pittsburgh Penguins beat to win their first Stanley Cup in 1991?

AHL TRIVIA

 What goalie, fresh out of juniors, won a Calder Cup with Sherbrooke in 1985?

RULES

 Is it legal for a goaltender to take a faceoff?

TIE-BREAKER (Price Is Right rules — closest without going over)How many points did Mario Lemieux have in his final season of junior hockey?

Bye for now,

jb
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Samuelsson, Rust, Mannino, etc. 4/1

April 1st, 2014

3 Comments

Lots of notes from WBS Penguins practice today, ranging from serious to fun:

– Coach John Hynes said Philip Samuelsson will miss 4 to 6 weeks with a lower-body injury. He was injured in the second period of last Wednesday’s game against Providence and was making his way around the Coal Street complex today on crutches. It’s a big loss for the Penguins. With 22 points and a plus-17 rating in 64 games, I’d go so far as to say Samuelsson has been the team’s most consistent defenseman this season. Simon Despres, Brian Dumoulin, Brendan Mikkelson, Scott Harrington and Reid McNeill have had games or stretches where they were better than Samuelsson, but they didn’t avoid the peaks and valleys as well as he did. There are three weeks left in the regular season, so a playoff return is theoretically possible for Samuelsson.

– Samuelsson’s plus-17 rating is the best among players currently on the WBS roster. Do you know who’s second? I’ll put the answer in the comments. It’s probably not your first guess.

– Notre Dame senior Bryan Rust signed a two-year NHL deal with the Penguins today. Hynes said the team hasn’t yet determined whether Rust will join WBS on an amateur tryout this spring. A lot of times, teams like to make sure a prospect is healthy before they bring him in on an ATO. You never know what injuries a guy has been playing through, especially when he’s a senior leader and top scorer like Rust was for the Irish. Hynes coached Rust with the U.S. National Team Development Program before he went to Notre Dame. He said he’s a two-way forward in the true sense of the term — he’s responsible in his own end but can make some plays too.

– Hynes said Zach Sill is still on target to return for the final week of the regular season. I wondered if the demotion of Denver Manderson yesterday was due to Sill being on the verge of being back, but not exactly. That indicates to me that Hynes is fine with Adam Payerl or Carter Rowney in the middle for the next two weeks.

– Peter Mannino was named AHL goalie of the month of March today. He’s the second Penguins goalie to win the award in the last three months. Eric Hartzell took it in January. A stat to show Mannino’s impact last month: In February, the Penguins gave up 36 goals in 11 games. In March, they gave up 16 goals in 12 games. More on Mannino tomorrow in the paper and online.

– Tux is in the finals of the AHL Mascot Madness contest. You can vote for him by liking his picture on the league’s Facebook page. At last count, he was losing to some sort of Grand Rapids eagle-lion Island of Dr. Moreau creature. This, obviously, cannot stand.

– The Penguins’ Better Halves (i.e. wives and girlfriends) are holding a fashion show at Canteen 900 in Forty Fort tomorrow night. The Palermo Heart to Herat Foundation website has all the details. In addition to the better halves, I have it on good authority that the team’s rookies, as well as a few of the rowdier and more popular Penguins (Bobby Farnham, Harry Zolnierczyk), will actually be walking the runway.

– I made fun of the Grand Rapids Griffins earlier, but they have an awesome new innovation on the way. They’re delivering tickets via drone. Check out the press release here and don’t miss the video demonstration. For more information, check the comments below this blog post.

Bye for now,

jb
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In Defense of Fighting After Clean Hits 3/31

March 31st, 2014

9 Comments

The headline of this entry was almost “In Defense of Mike Milbury,” but that would have been an open-and-shut case of trolling. It was almost “Everything You Learned on Puck Daddy About Fighting After Clean Hits Is Wrong,” but that would be click-baiting. This isn’t either of those things. It’s a look at why fighting is a perfectly reasonable response to clean hits in pro hockey.

The issue popped up again Sunday night when Pittsburgh defenseman Brooks Orpik knocked Jonathan Toews out of the game with the following hit.

 There could probably be a debate about the legality of the hit, given that Toews is in a defenseless position and Orpik does make some head contact, but that’s not the point here. The hit has generally been deemed clean by the hockey cognoscenti. Let’s assume they’re right.

A clean hit, while perfectly legal, can still be an act of violent aggression.

At its very core, a body check in hockey is designed to separate the puck carrier from the puck. That’s it. In this case, Toews had already moved the puck ahead to a teammate. Orpik couldn’t separate Toews from the puck. The puck was already gone.

So why did Orpik give Toews such a jolt? We can’t know for sure, but there are several commonly accepted reasons for hard hits in hockey, leaving out the idea that some players might just be predatory sociopaths who like to hurt people.

To physically wear down an opponent. To eliminate the opponent from being further involved in the play. To intimidate. To make the opponent think twice the next time he enters the offensive zone.

All of those are acts of violent aggression, especially when they are committed against a team’s top star. All Orpik had to do to prevent Toews from following up on the play was give him a bump into the wall. Anything beyond a bump into the wall is an act of violent aggression.

Can you blame a player’s teammates from getting angry when one of their comrades is a victim of such an act? It’s a natural human reaction. If you say those teammates should just let it go, then you’ve never given the finger or yelled a blue streak at someone who cuts you off in traffic. When a human is aggrieved, he usually gets angry.

How players channel that anger is a topic worthy of scrutiny. They shouldn’t sucker punch someone from behind like Boston’s Shawn Thornton did to Orpik earlier this season. But they should do more than say a few mean words to Orpik, like Marian Hossa did Sunday night. They should try to hold Orpik accountable by encouraging him to fight.

A hockey fight is act of violent aggression that has no direct connection to the score on the scoreboard. So is Orpik’s hit. One is a perfectly reasonable response to the other. They’re more or less the same thing.

This might sound like a prehistoric eye-for-an-eye mentality, but it’s not really. It’s not about revenge. It’s about accountability. Players who deliver violent hits should be held accountable. The basis of all criminal justice is accountability. Without consequences for actions, order breaks down.

Accountability has also been a dominant theme in books, movies and television shows since the beginning of mass media. At the end of the show, the good guy catches the bad guy and holds him accountable, often in a violent way. It sells tickets. It satisfies customers. It’s good for the game.

It’s good for a team too. To succeed in hockey, the individual must make physical sacrifices for the good of the group. He must take a hit to make a play. He must go to the hard areas of the ice. This isn’t true in most other professions. Pro hockey players, therefore, must have a stronger sense of loyalty than the average person who sits in front of a computer for a living.

It reminds me of the speech Jack Nicholson’s character makes in A Few Good Men after his famous “You can’t handle the truth” line. He’s not a good guy by any means, so don’t take this as an endorsement of his overall mentality, and it’s usually folly to compare sports to war, but one sentiment applies here.

“We use words like honor, code, loyalty. We use these words as the backbone of a life spent defending something. You use them as a punchline.”

Hockey players, generally speaking, must believe in honor, code and loyalty to succeed. When you call them Neandethals for sticking up for a teammate, you’re flippantly tossing aside something they hold dear. If you’re OK with that, by all means, continue with your narrative. If you’re not, re-think things a bit.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 2, Norfolk 1 3/29

March 29th, 2014

2 Comments

Chuck Kobasew has been mentioned in quite a few headlines — not to mention an ill-advised Prince lyric — on this blog lately, and deservedly so, but tonight, I think the spotlight belongs to Peter Mannino.

Mannino made 24 saves to help the WBS Penguins to their sixth straight road win, a 2-1 victory over the Norfolk Admirals. Mannino went 3-1 against Norfolk this season, giving up a grand total of four goals in four games. The team’s other goalies went 1-3 and gave up 10 goals in four games.

Mannino improved to 7-2-1 with a 1.05 GAA and .950 save percentage in March.

More than the stats, though, Mannino made a big impact tonight because of the way the game went. After losing a game that was pretty important to their playoff chances the night before, the Admirals came out inspired tonight. They outshot the Penguins 10-4 in the first period and went on the power play twice. Mannino stopped all 10 shots, including a point-blank chance by Chris Wagner about two minutes in.

In the third period, the Admirals outshot the Penguins 11-3 and went on the power play two more times. Devante Smith-Pelly scored on the first of those power plays, but Mannino stopped the other 10 shots he faced, including a glove save on another point-blank Wagner chance about six minutes in.

In other words, Mannino kept his team tied while it found its legs early and protected a lead while the opponent pressed late. Can’t ask for more from a goaltender than that.

Now to Kobasew. He saw his six-game scoring streak end one game shy of Chris Minard’s team record, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t have an eventful night.

He was standing right on top of John Gibson’s crease when Brendan Mikkelson scored to give the Penguins a 1-0 lead in the second period. He also threw around Kevin Gagne in a fight later in the period.

Andrew Ebbett, meanwhile, set up Mikkelson’s goal, giving him an 11-game assist streak. According to my research, that’s a team record, beating the 10-game assist streak Tim Brent had from Dec. 15, 2007 to Jan. 4, 2008.

The game-winning goal, meanwhile, came in the first minute of the third period. With the Penguins killing a penalty, Scott Harrington cleared a puck past Jesse Blacker at the point. Dominik Uher flew down the ice to the loose puck, split two defenders and beat Gibson on a breakaway. A highlight reel goal for Uher, to be sure.

Binghamton, Providence and Hershey kept winning tonight, so the biggest impact the Penguins made in the Eastern Conference playoff race this weekend was opening a gap between themselves and Norfolk. The Penguins are seven points up on the eighth-place Admirals and eight points up on the ninth-place Bears. Norfolk and Hershey both have nine games to play. They’d probably both have to pass the Penguins down the stretch to keep WBS out of the playoffs, which is a longshot.

Only one lineup change tonight: Nick Drazenovic was back in, leaving Spencer Machacek to sit as the veteran scratch. Josh Archibald moved into Machacek’s spot with Ebbett and Kobasew to start. He wasn’t as noticeable as he was in his first two games, which makes sense. This was a playoff-style, fight-for-every-shot division shoving match, not a great environment for a speedy rookie playing in his third pro game to shine.

I tentatively expect the next blog update to come after Tuesday’s practice, so check back then.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 2, Norfolk 1 3/28

March 28th, 2014

2 Comments

I was dreamin’ when I wrote this. Kobasew me if I go too fast.

Chuck Kobasew scored for the sixth straight game — this time, the game winner — as the WBS Penguins beat the Norfolk Admirals 2-1. Kobasew’s streak is the longest in the AHL this season and the longest for the Penguins since Chris Minard set a team record with a seven gamer in 2008.

Beyond that development, pretty much a typical late-season East Division road game tonight for the Penguins. Tight checking. A total of 41 shots. One play here or there makes the difference.

Amateur tryout Josh Archibald used his high-end speed to score his first pro in his second game with the Penguins in the first period. Reid McNeill made a long clearing pass out of his defensive zone along the left wall. Dominik Uher ran it down and centered to Archibald, who had blown past his man down the middle of the ice.

I thought Archibald was actually a little less involved in the offense than he was in his first game Wednesday night, but that’s probably because he was playing on a third line with Uher and Carter Rowney rather than the second line with Nick Drazenovic and Tom Kostopoulos. He still looked really solid.

Kobasew’s goal came in the first minute of the second period. Spencer Machacek forced a turnover with a hit in the neutral zone. Andrew Ebbett flew up the left wing and centered to Kobasew, who was driving to the net. I wrote about this in the newspaper today, but I’ll reiterate here. This isn’t just a Kobasew story. It’s a Kobasew and Ebbett story. Ebbett has set up five of Kobasew’s seven goals since joining the Penguins. Ebbett has a 10-game assist streak going.

Norfolk’s Emerson Etem, an impressive young player, made a nice individual play to tighten the game up later in the second. He picked up a loose puck after a neutral-zone turnover and transitioned quickly, blowing past the Penguins defense up the left wing and slipping a shot inside the right post to make it 2-1.

Since it was a one-goal game, the Penguins penalty killers deserve a whole lot of credit. They killed a 5-on-3 that lasted more than 90 seconds in the first period as well as two minors in the final 10 minutes of the game. The goaltender is often key to penalty-killing efforts, and Peter Mannino made 19 saves in the game. He hasn’t allowed more than two goals in any of his 10 appearances since being called up Feb. 28.

The Penguins have won five straight road games. While several of the teams they’re jockeying with in the Eastern Conference standings — Binghamton, Providence, Hershey — also won tonight, the playoff picture looks better and better as the games played column gets closer to 76.

Here’s an interesting stat from tonight’s game. For a variety of reasons, the Penguins made five lineup changes after a 2-1 loss to Providence. Machacek, Rowney, Uher, Harry Zolnierczyk and Barry Goers were in for Drazenovic, Beau Bennett, Anton Zlobin, Denver Manderson and Philip Samuelsson.

Machacek and Zolnierczyk were back from upper-body injuries.Machacek played with Ebbett and Kobasew. Zolnierczyk was with center Adam Payerl and Tom Kostopoulos. Rowney, called up from Wheeling on Wednesday, centered Uher and Archibald. Goers was in for Philip Samuelsson, who was injured Wednesday. There has been no update on his status.

With Machacek back, a veteran scratch was needed and Drazenovic took his turn. Bennett was back in Pittsburgh after a three-game conditioning stint and scored a goal in a 2-1 win over Columbus. Zlobin and Manderson were healthy scratches.

In closing, I can’t believe I actually wrote that first paragraph.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 3/28

March 28th, 2014

Comments Off

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit. This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for what are arguably the biggest games of the season to date, a pair of road contests against the Norfolk Admirals that have significant implications on the playoff race.

Their guest this week is Penguins winger Josh Archibald,  who made his professional debut in Wednesday night’s home game against the Providence Bruins. Jonathan and Michael talk about Archibald and the Penguins pipeline that has emerged at Nebraska-Omaha, as well as the flurry of roster moves following Evgeni Malkin’s foot injury and Beau Bennett’s conditioning assignment coming to an end.

The Real or Jabroni debate segment also returns this week, and during it Jonathan chimes in on the news that he is one of several local media personalities in the running for the Scranton/Wilkes-Barre RailRiders media bobblehead giveaway. To vote for him, click this link. There’s a lot more hockey and AHL playoff discussion inside the episode too, so click the link below or the player to listen.

PenguinsPit032814
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Providence 2, WBS 1 3/26

March 26th, 2014

2 Comments

The Chuck Kobasew Show continued for the WBS Penguins on Wednesday night, but there weren’t enough co-stars to turn it into points in the standings.

Kobasew scored for the fifth straight game, but Craig Cunningham had a goal and an assist and Malcolm Subban made 31 saves as the Providence Bruins beat the Penguins 2-1.

The Penguins weren’t very good in the first period, and they fell behind 1-0 when old pal Nick Johnson raced into a puck in the left-wing corner and set up Cunningham near the left hash marks at 3:42.

The Penguins were much better in the second and third period, outshooting Providence 25-12. They tied the score 17 seconds into the second period when Andrew Ebbett snagged a puck in the right-wing corner and centered to Kobasew at the far post for a goal.

The Penguins have scored a total of five goals in their last three games. Kobasew has scored four of them and had the primary assist on the other. It’s obviously a great story about Kobasew getting his season back on track after 30 scoreless games in Pittsburgh. I wondered if it was a concern for coach John Hynes that he seems to be the only one scoring lately.

“It’s not necessarily a concern,” Hynes said. “When you look through it, we’ve had a lot of quality scoring chances. They’re not situations where you’re getting shut down and there’s no offense produced. We’ve had some really good chances to score goals from multiple guys throughout the lineup and from multiple lines. It’s really just sticking with it.”

In some ways, the difference in the game was special teams. The Penguins went 0 for 4 on the power play. Providence went 1 for 5, netting the winning goal when Ryan Spooner scored on a wrister from the right faceoff dot late in the second period.

In other ways, the difference was Subban. The Penguins had several scoring chances in the third period, including net-front scrambles with 4:40 left and 30 seconds to go, but couldn’t get another puck past the rookie goaltender.

I think tonight’s game was a good indication of where the Penguins are right now. From Feb. 8-22, when they lost six in a row, they weren’t playing well enough to win most of the time. From March 8-21, when they won five in a row, they were playing so well it was going to be tough to beat them.

Now they’ve settled into the middle ground. When they face playoff teams like Albany and Providence, if they get a couple of big plays, they’ll win. If they don’t, they’ll lose. That sounds a lot like playoff hockey to me.

Anyway, speaking of these third-period scrambles in front of Subban, rookie Josh Archibald was in the middle of both of the big ones. At times he showed some speed, skill and nose for the net. Other times, he looked like a kid playing his first game for a new team. Overall, a perfectly OK debut.

Philip Samuelsson left in the second period with an apparent lower-body injury and did not return. Hynes said he didn’t have an update on his condition after the game.

Beau Bennett’s three-game conditioning assignment concluded tonight as well. He looked decent again. He’s confident with the puck on his stick, as always, taking on defenders one-on-one and making creative passes. He doesn’t seem as strong on his skates as he does when he hasn’t been out for four months, which is to be expected, I guess.

With Bennett expected to go back up, the Penguins recalled rookie Carter Rowney from Wheeling. Rowney has been putting up huge numbers since his last stay in Wilkes-Barre in February. He has six goals and 24 points in his last 17 games for the Nailers.

With the team getting on a bus bound for Norfolk tomorrow, expect the next blog update after Friday’s game against the Admirals.

Bye for now,

jb
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March 25th, 2014
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With Evgeni Malkin out two to three weeks with a foot injury, Jayson Megna was called up to Pittsburgh today. Megna has easily been the most effective first- or second-year forward on the WBS roster this season and he’s been fine during his NHL stints, so his promotion is no big surprise.

What might be a bit of a surprise is who replaced him on a line with center Nick Drazenovic and winger Tom Kostopoulos at practice this morning. Amateur tryout Josh Archibald.

In town since Saturday, Archibald got some one-on-one instruction with the coaches at practice today and the plan is for him to play his first AHL game tomorrow night against Providence. For an idea of what to expect from Archibald, here’s a quote from player development coach Bill Guerin from earlier this season:

“He’s in fantastic shape. He skates real well. Plays real aggressive. He’s a physical player. He’s an aggressive player. He’s an in-your-face kid. Over the last three years, his skill has developed to where he’s one of the top scorers on their team. People will love him. He’s really exciting to watch, really exciting just because of the pace at which he can play.”

The Penguins haven’t drafted/developed many forward prospects in recent years, so if Archibald hits, it would be a pretty big deal for the organization. I’ll tell you this. The fact that he’s getting in a game as an ATO means the Penguins think highly of him. In WBS history, only 19 players have actually appeared in a regular-season or playoff game as an ATO. Ten of those 19 have played in the NHL. Seven of those 10 went on to become NHL regulars — Marc-Andre Fleury, Kris Letang, Mark Letestu, Olli Maatta, Ryan Malone, Joe Vitale and Ryan Whitney.

You can read more on Archibald, including his thoughts on turning pro, online or in the paper tomorrow. Some other notes:

– The Eric Hartzell promotion is another chance for him to spend a week working with goalie development coach Mike Buckley. Hartzell wasn’t on the ice for practice today. Coach John Hynes said the situation will be reevaluated before the weekend.

– Harry Zolnierczyk and Spencer Machacek, both day to day with upper-body injuries, did practice today in regular jerseys, but they didn’t appear to be working with any particular line combinations.

– Beau Bennett practiced on a line with Andrew Ebbett and Chuck Kobasew and showed no ill effects from whatever that third-period deal was Sunday in Atlantic City.

– Hynes said Kobasew is not on the Miroslav Satan plan. Satan played 10 games with WBS at the end of the 2008-09 season, but the plan all along was for him to be called back up for the playoffs when the salary cap no longer applied. Kobasew may very well be called up for the playoffs considering how well he’s playing, but there are no guarantees.

– A quick Providence roster update from the Twitter of Providence Journal hockey guy Mark Divver (@MarkDivver): Former Penguins prospect Joe Morrow is expected to be in the P-Bruins lineup tomorrow. He’s been out since Feb. 4 with a knee injury that was thought to be possibly season ending. So good to see him back. Also, Clarkson ATO Ben Sexton is scheduled to make his pro debut.

Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing Services

Share|

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

Author: 

jbombulie


Categories: 

Uncategorized


Tags: 

WBS 3, Albany 2 (OT) 3/23

March 23rd, 2014

9 Comments

A wild and wholly unexpected finish to a 3-2 overtime win for the WBS Penguins over the Albany Devils today in Atlantic City.

Wild because Brendan Mikkelson scored with 1:04 left in regulation to forge a 2-2 tie and Chuck Kobasew shoved in the game winner 1:22 into overtime. Unexpected because the Penguins were playing the tail end of a three-in-three, against a good defensive team and the momentum was not in their favor.

Let’s pick it up at the start of the third period. The Penguins got off to a pretty good start and took a 1-0 lead on a Kobasew power-play goal in the first. Shots were 5-5 in the second but Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers made a couple of excellent saves to keep it 1-0.

In the first minute of the third period, Adam Larsson scored off an offensive-zone faceoff win to make it 1-1. At 7:16, Darcy Zajac scored on a slap shot from the right wing to give the Devils the lead. Coach John Hynes said neither goal was the result of a grave mistake, but it was enough of an opening for the Devils to walk through.

The tying goal, with 1:04 left, was controversial. Beau Bennett skated up the left wing and lifted a pass to Kobasew to his right as he entered the zone. The Devils argued that the play was offside. Kobasew said it wasn’t, that the black puck was up in his black jersey and it was hard to tell which entered the zone first.

The linesman took Kobasew’s side. He slid a pass over to Mikkelson, who beat Keith Kinkaid to make it 2-2. Mikkelson should have run straight to a roulette wheel. He has good luck in AC. He also scored the tying goal in the third period the last time the Penguins played at Boardwalk Hall on March 1.

Early in overtime, Deslauriers made a save and Scott Harrington picked up the rebound and made an outlet pass to Kobasew, who took off on a two-on-one with Jayson Megna. Kobasew threaded a pass through to Megna, but Kinkaid made the first save. Kobasew jumped on the rebound and hacked at it until it went in at 1:22.

You never know how a guy is going to react when he gets sent down after spending the better part of the last nine years in the NHL. Kobasew has responded by scoring a goal in each of the four games he’s played with WBS. That 30-game pointless stretch may have irreparably harmed his chances of playing any kind of important role in Pittsburgh down the stretch, but the way he’s playing now indicates to me that he’s far from being ready for the retirement home. He’s still very much an NHL player. He’s been outstanding.

One statistical note: Deslauriers won his 20th game, giving him three 20-win seasons in the AHL. He won 22 with WBS in 2006-07 and 26 with Springfield the next year.

One rehab note: Bennett seemed to have some difficulty in the third period. He went into the corner for what looked from the press box to be a routine puck battle. He dropped his stick and glove in pain and skated to the bench. He talked to the trainer, shook it off and returned without missing a shift. Hynes said after the game that Bennett was fine. He played pretty well, both before and after the incident. I don’t know what to make of it exactly.

More after practice Tuesday. Bye for now,

jb
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Bennett, Archibald, Machacek, etc. 3/22

March 22nd, 2014
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For more on tonight’s game, a 2-1 WBS loss to Utica, scroll down a post. This post is more of a news update.

Beau Bennett, in town for a three-game conditioning stint, played his first game in four months tonight. He looked pretty good. He made a backdoor pass to Anton Zlobin at the left post that almost turned into a goal on his first shift. He took a few hits and gave one or two. He got good power on a one-timer in the second period, though it went wide. He reported no problems with his wrist.

Here’s a look at what he said after the game:

Q: How’d it feel to get back out there?

 A: It’s been a long time coming. My legs felt pretty good. I felt like I was keeping up pretty well. Getting your timing back, it’ll come back slowly. Unfortunately, I would have loved for it to come back right away and get the win, but I thought it was a good step forward.”

Q: In a situation like this, do you worry more about getting into game shape than about the injury itself?

 A: I had a lot of time to skate on my own. Two and half months here, bagging every day. My legs feel really good. My wrist held up really good in the game. I just gotta keep improving.

Q: You were involved in some contact your first few shifts. Was that an important test?

 A: Get right back into the game. It’s nice to get hit and give a hit. It was pretty good.

Q: I read that you weren’t sure if your shot would be all right at this point in the process. It looked like you got something on that one-timer in the second period.

 A: It was a great pass by Ebby. I lowered the flex on my stick. That’s kind of why it went to the far side. Getting used to the flex in your stick, you have to learn how to receive passes, give passes. It’s a work in progress, but I’m starting to get used to it.

Q: You played on a line with your old junior teammate Denver Manderson. Had you guys played together before as a pros?

 A: Just a little bit in camp the beginning of last year. He’s a great guy. We got some shifts there in the first period, first and second. Hopefully we see some time in the next two games.

Q: You guys put up amazing numbers together in juniors.

 A: We were very fortunate. It was good timing. He was a vet and took me under his wing the first year and really made it easy for me.

Meanwhile, the Penguins announced today that they’ve signed 2011 sixth-round pick Josh Archibald to an amateur tryout contract. I asked coach John Hynes if Archibald is the type of ATO who could come right into the AHL and play. He said yes.

For a brief thumbnail on Archibald, he’s 5-foot-10, 170-pounder with great speed. He scored 29 goals in 37 games for Nebraska-Omaha this year, finishing second in the country in goal scoring to BC’s Johnny Gaudreau. Two years ago, he played more of a checking role for the U.S. in the World Junior Championships, so I assume his two-way game is on point. He’s a real intriguing prospect.

The Penguins announced another ATO today, undrafted defenseman Alex Boak out of Clarkson. A physical 6-1, 210-pound defender, Boak was in development camp with the Penguins last summer. He had seven goals, 31 points and 324 PIMs in 148 college games.

Finally, a bit of an injury update on Spencer Machacek, who left last night’s game in Syracuse in the second period and did not return. Hynes said Machacek is day to day with an upper-body injury.

Bye for now,

jb

Utica 2, WBS 1 3/22

March 22nd, 2014

Comments Off

Lots of personnel stuff today, so I decided to make that a separate post. It’ll go up shortly.

A five-game winning streak for the WBS Penguins ended with a 2-1 loss to Utica tonight, and after a brief conversation with coach John Hynes, it wasn’t hard to pinpoint what he throught went wrong.

For one thing, he thought the Penguins did a poor job handling Utica’s forecheck. There weren’t many big, glaring turnovers, but you could probably count on one hand the number of times the Penguins cleanly and efficiently exited their own zone, especially early in the game. Some evidence of that: Utica led 7-0 in shots 16 minutes into the game.

For another thing, the Penguins took four minor penalties in the second period and two more in the first six minutes of the third. That was a killer.

Pascal Pelletier finished off a nice spinning backhand pass from Alexandre Grenier in the second period to give Utica a 1-0 lead and end Peter Mannino’s shutout streak at 194:48.

In the third period, the Penguins were called for too many men at 3:54, and just when that power play ended, Mannino was called for tripping when he knocked down Cal O’Reilly while scrambling for a loose puck behind the net. Two seconds after that power play ended, Colin Stuart scored past a Jeremy Welsh screen and that’s your ballgame.

“When the game’s on the line, we take four straight minutes in penalties,” Hynes said.

Chuck Kobasew scored for the Penguins. He has a goal in each of his three games with WBS since being sent down at the NHL trade deadline. Pretty remarkable, really, considering he didn’t score in his last 30 games in Pittsburgh. He took a pass from Andrew Ebbett entering the zone on the power play and sent a shot inside the far post from the right faceoff dot to make it 1-1 in the second.

Another key play kept the Penguins from tying the score less than a minute after Stuart gave the Comets a 2-1 lead. Kellen Lain took a hooking minor to stop Nick Drazenovic from putting in a loose rebound of a Brian Dumoulin shot with goalie Joe Cannata out of position.

It was a good penalty, unlike most of the ones the Penguins took.

All told, the Penguins have played Utica three times this season and have scored exactly once in each meeting. I doubt that’s a coincidence. It’s likely that Utica does something that gives the Penguins matchup problems. I just can’t put my finger on it.

More from Atlantic City tomorrow.

Bye for now,

jb

Two to go: Adirondack liveblog

Posted on April 18, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio


Print

Last call, before we get to tonight: Fake Team Awards voting remains open until 11 tonight. Both awards can still be determined.

The Phantoms wrap up their time in Glens Falls tonight, though there’s a lot to be determined about whether there’ll be someone replacing them next year (a lot to be determined everywhere, as that smoke — smog? — gets thicker.) For Bridgeport, meanwhile, it’s the return of a bunch of guys who helped make things interesting in February. We’ll see exactly how the coaching staff puts the lineup together for the final two games (which are, obviously, final; posted the annual no-playoff-series-win context piece earlier this afternoon). 

We’ll be listening to Bob Rotruck (audio/video) and following the teams, Diana and Bob on Twitter. 

Missing from the league’s playoff primer and clinching scenarios: Bridgeport avoids last overall with a win, an overtime loss or a shootout loss. Bridgeport can finish no higher than 29th overall with an Iowa win, OR with an Iowa overtime loss or shootout loss plus a Bridgeport loss of any sort. (Speaking of that Iowa game, it’s at OKC for Mark Arcobello bobblehead day: We’re totally not-at the wrong game.)

Colin McDonald joins Matt Donovan and Brock Nelson on the U.S. national team going to the Worlds. Neat note in the release: He’ll be putting on the Red, White ‘n’ Blue for the first time. Stockton finished up its playoff roster with the logical add of Alan Quine. (Logical, at least, given what it announced earlier this week and the transactions before it.) Game 1 against Ontario is tonight. 

Travis Morin is the AHL’s Cunningham Award winner as MVP. Michael Davies repeats as the Chicago Wolves’ Dan Snyder Award winner. 

Earth-sized planet in the habitable zone. Wow.

RIP, Gabriel Garcia Marquez.

More in a bit. 

–Poulin vs. Capobianco, from Diana. 

ADIRONDACK from Diana

 F: Straka-Flanagan-Holmstrom

 Serratore-Bordson-Eddy

 Whitmore-Cousins-Alderson

 FitzGerald-Goumas-Brown

 D: Manning-Gostisbehere

 Hagg-Alt

 Lauridsen-Delisle

 G: Capobianco

 Weninger

–The box is here. No Harris, Antipin, Bruton (Johnson’s in), Donovan. Four righty D’s in there. Got to check if that’s a record. Might be. 

–Giving 10 inches, officially, Joey Diamond vs. Oliver Lauridsen. 

Looks like BRIDGEPORT

 F: Halmo-Langkow-Vaughan

 Persson-Sundstrom-Crus Rydberg

 Diamond-Mangene-Hickman

 Gallant (A)-Holmstrom-Johnson

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Finley (A)-Graham

 Burroughs-Pulock

 G: Poulin

 Trudeau

–Poulin plays it along, Whitmore picks it up on the left wing and puts it to the net; Alderson buries it. 1-0 at 4:26. 

–Bob says Diamond’s hurt on a slash from Goumas. After the teams come together, Lauridsen and Gallant get misconducts. 

–Pulock’s first pro shot, finally, is a power-play wrister. It’s not a simple stop for Capobianco, but he holds on. 

–Phantoms up 1-0 after one. Bridgeport’s 0-for-3 on the power play. The Phantoms have 35 seconds remaining on a Halmo roughing minor, their second power play. 

–The tough guys get their chances five minutes into the second. Zack FitzGerald misses from in tight; Capobianco stops Gallant from just inside the left circle. 

–Binghamton leads the Penguins 5-0, so looks like the BSens get the East Division title. 

–Dave Banfield, working this one out the old-school Terry Koharski handbook, hands out more misconducts, another one to Lauridsen and one to Justin Johnson. 

–It’s hard to imagine a softer boarding penalty than the one Johan Sundstrom was hit with against the Phantoms in Philadelphia. But he gets a boarding penalty here, and Whitmore scores on the power play. 2-0 Phantoms at 12:32 of the second. Edit: They’ve announced it as roughing.

–Poulin makes a diving save on Flanagan’s back-door one-timer with Josh Holmstrom in the box for boarding his brother. (Think we saw the Ginand brothers involved in the same thing on the last day of 2010-11.) Halmo got a misconduct, Diana noted, at the same time as the Holmstrom penalty. Fourth consecutive Phantoms power play, but the streak ends with a Hagg hook in the last minute of the second. 

–Phantoms lead 2-0 after two. Bridgeport’ll have 1:14 of power-play time on the other side. 

–Diana says the Glens Falls crowd cheered for the Abbotsford score at intermission. 

–Meanwhile, Aaron Harang has no-hit the Mets through six. 

–After yet another penalty (Mayfield, unsportsmanlike), Finley kicks the puck out, Ness to Josh Holmstrom to Vaughan, and Bridgeport’s on the board with 12:40 to go. Banfield then calls Manning for unsportsmanlike, and Bob notices that Banfield’s getting in the way of a pretty good game. It’s Holmstrom’s first pro point, cutting it to 2-1 Phantoms. 

–Bridgeport doesn’t score on the power play but has a bit of momentum. Persson hit a post just after the power play. 

–Harang’s through seven in Flushing but has thrown over 120 pitches. Meanwhile 8:47 remaining in Glens Falls. 

–Bob was a lot less agitated about the officiating when power plays were 7-4, but they’re 7-6 now with 7:13 left as Eddy goes for a board. 

–Halmo ties it from the right-wing boards with 6:16 left on the power play. It’s 2-2. 

–Pulock gets an assist, his first point as a pro. 

–Ben Holmstrom for a hook for some reason with 3:25 to go. Bridgeport’s seventh power play. 

–Bingo held on for a 5-4 win to take the East Division crown. Capobianco made a couple of good saves through this penalty. 

–Overtime. Bridgeport hasn’t won a game in overtime in 371 days. 

–The nightmare’s over. Sundstrom scores off a turnover with 1:37 to go in OT. Bridgeport 3, Adirondack 2 (OT). The winless streak ends at 12. The road winless streak ends at eight. 

–Norfolk beats Hershey. The Ads are in. The Bears are out. 

–OKC beats Iowa in overtime. Bridgeport, definitely not 30th, can still catch 28th tomorrow. 

–They didn’t have the execution where they needed it the first 40 minutes, Scott Pellerin said. They didn’t give up on it and found it in the third. They got it done in overtime: “tracking, commitment level, puck pursuit.” 

(Should’ve led with this: How’s it going? “Good. No: GREAT.”) 

The young D: “They did well. Tonight’s pace was a little faster than the last couple of games. Adirondack came out really strong. The young guys were pushed out of their comfort zone. They took away a lot of their time on some opportunities, on some breakouts. … I’m proud of the guys. They came into a tough situation, played better, excelled.”

I was asking something about the penalty kill, but he mentioned in there that Dave Banfield came over to the bench and told them that any extracurriculars were going to earn misconducts. “He followed it up,” Pellerin said. 

He mentioned that Joey Diamond wasn’t able to finish the game and was going to be evaluated later tonight and tomorrow. 

We’ll meet them up there to finish the season. Game 76. Hard to believe.

The Drought at 11: annual playoff-winless examination

Posted on April 18, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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Let’s get this annual endless bit of exposition out of the way. It keeps growing, somehow. Used to be like one paragraph. Anyway. 

The Sound Tigers last won a playoff series in 2003. (Game 3 against Manchester was 11 years ago tonight, as it happens, also a Friday.) 

Since then, 25 of the other 29 teams in the league have won at least one. Lake Erie, the Albany Devils, Utica and the new Iowa are the four others who have not won a playoff series since 2003, though (a) all got a later start, like as in “this year” for the Comets; (2) three won playoff series in the Sound Tigers era in earlier incarnations (Iowa won a Cup and reached another final among other wins as the Houston Aeros, Albany won as the Lowell Lock Monsters in 2005, and Utica won as the Worcester IceCats in 2004 (though never as the Peoria Rivermen)); and (iii) Cleveland, Albany and Des Moines all had playoff victories in the meantime by other franchises that have since moved on (Cleveland’s in a preliminary round).

Aside from those four current franchises, only San Antonio and Springfield haven’t won a best-of-7 since Bridgeport beat Hamilton in 2002; San Antonio (2012) and Springfield (2013) both have only one (best-of-5) playoff-series win since then. 

Albany and Springfield will get a chance to change that this year. (Though they could still face each other in the first round.) 

(The Lake Erie franchise has never won in the AHL but, as the Utah Grizzlies, last won in the IHL in 1997. Springfield won the preliminary round in 2003 — the second and decisive game was the night before Bridgeport-Manchester began; I remember stopping on the way up and writing a short — and the first round last year but hasn’t won a best-of-7 since 1997. Adirondack didn’t make the playoffs in Glens Falls, but the league treats the Phantoms as the same franchise as Philadelphia, which last won a round in 2008.)

Aside from the Lock Monsters, Aeros and IceCats, five other defunct/moved-on clubs have also won one since 2003: Iowa, Cincinnati, Manitoba, the Albany River Rats and, in a preliminary round, the Cleveland Barons.

Road to the End: Thursday notes

Posted on April 17, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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This last week with an eliminated team felt different from other seasons’ last weeks, and I think I figured out why yesterday, dumb as it sounds. 

This is the first time Bridgeport will miss the playoffs while finishing the season on the road. The first five times, the season ended at home. But there’s a reason for that: This is just the third time the Sound Tigers’ season will end on the road (2004 at Wilkes-Barre, 2006 also at Hartford)*. 

So with nothing but pride and development on the line, with the ice already melted at their home barn, the Sound Tigers are on the way to their last two games after their last practice of the year. (Said goodbye to Bernie Cassell for the year, for one. Sad times.) Justin Johnson remained out, still not feeling well, Scott Pellerin said; uncertain at that point whether he’d go to Glens Falls. Looked like Johan Sundstrom was in good shape, though; he was on a new Tre Kronor line with Persson and Crus Rydberg (in yellow, naturally). 

Kael Mouillierat video with Brian Rogers on getting back to work with St. John’s. (At least six of the Eastern Conference’s playoff teams will have at least one Sound Tigers alumnus on the roster. Norfolk’s without, as is Providence, though Scott Campbell’s under contract in the ECHL.) David Ullstrom’s Lev Prague team plays for the KHL championship; a feature on them from the IIHF. Scott Radley of the Hamilton Spectator on the further adventures of former Bridgeport goalie Mike Mole. 

Chicago’s Jake Allen won the Bastien Award as the AHL’s best goalie. Edit: And Syracuse’s Eric Neilson is the AHL Man of the Year for community and charity work.

And seen on Twitter, got a kick out of it: Lorde meets the inspirational Royal.

*-They’re 0-1-1 in those two road games, both of which meant nothing for playoff seeding. They’re 8-2 in season finales played at home, including the win in 2002 that clinched first overall and the loss in 2010 that cost them fourth place in the division and forced them to play Hershey instead of Worcester.

Less-than-magic numbers: Late Wednesday notes

Posted on April 16, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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Stockton added Mathieu Gagnon and Andrey Pedan to their roster, leaving one spot open for everybody else. 

Adirondack beat Syracuse in a shootout, relegating Bridgeport to last place in the Northeast Division. (Adam Erne of North Branford scored his first pro goal for the Crunch.) Portland lost in a shootout to Albany (clinching a Devils playoff spot), so Bridgeport’s magic number to avoid last overall is one point. The Pirates finish Saturday against St. John’s in Saco. Bridgeport remains mathematically alive for 28th, but Iowa got a point in a shootout loss to Chicago, so Bridgeport at least needs to make up the three-point difference between the teams. (Former Islander Shane Harper had a goal and an assist and a bonus-round tally and was plus-3 for the Wolves. Actual former Sound Tiger Michael Davies had a goal.) The Wolves’ tweet says it’s John Anderson’s 700th regular-season win as a head coach in all his stops.

Norfolk beat Hershey in the first of those two games, so the Admirals are in the driver’s seat for that last Eastern Conference playoff spot.

Who are these… oh, wait: Wednesday notes

Posted on April 16, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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A different-looking Bridgeport team than we remember. 

Halmo with Langkow and Vaughan. 

Diamond with Holmstrom and Harris. 

Mangene alongside Gallant.

Sundstrom with Antipin and Bruton. 

Donovan. Mayfield. 

It’s almost like a midseason practice. 

Almost. 

“There’s still guys like Hickman, Antipin, Holmstrom, Crus Rydberg, Harris, all the young defensemen,” Scott Pellerin said. “We’re still teaching the identity of the team and the organization. … It’s a little bit of a different approach, but we do have guys who’ve been here before.”

Justin Johnson had a doctor’s appointment, so hopefully we’ll get him on his NHL debut tomorrow. Got a few of the other guys today for tomorrow’s paper. 

Pellerin said Jason Clark’s dealing with an upper-body injury and isn’t likely to skate the rest of the week. 

Our old buddy Pat Pickens gave us the heads up on Twitter: MSG right now is showing the 1986 Patrick Division semifinals between the Rangers and the Flyers. They’re in the first period of Game 3 at the Garden at this moment.

The Port Jeff Ferry terminal is a step closer to moving to the other side of the harbor.

And we had a nice initial response to the Fake Team Awards. If you haven’t voted, please do. 

Categories: Just business, Rampant nostalgia

They belong to the World: off-day notes
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The United States team that’ll seek our first non-Olympic world championship since 1933 will include Matt Donovan and Brock Nelson, USA Hockey announced Tuesday. The tournament’s in Belarus beginning May 9, and Peter Laviolette was named coach of the team earlier in the day. 

The Flyers were busy, signing Andrew MacDonald to a massive contract extension and signing Union’s Shayne Gostisbehere, one of the stars of the NCAA tournament, who could play against Bridgeport on Friday for the Phantoms. (His teammate, Mat Bodie, goes to the Rangers, as Katie Strang reported.)

Speaking of Adirondack, the Phantoms need just a point the rest of the way to ensure a finish ahead of Bridgeport, leaving the Sound Tigers in last place in their division for only the second time (2010-11). Bridgeport could mathematically finish as high as 27th, if it won its last two games and the Phantoms lost out in regulation, and if Iowa gained no more than two points in its last three games. If that fails, Bridgeport has a two-point lead and the tiebreaker over Portland, which sits last overall. 

Speaking of the Pirates, that circus in Lewiston that had rearranged the AHL schedule now has moved Portland’s finale to Saco, as Chris Roy details. 

Up the standings somewhere, Hershey and Norfolk begin their two-game set in Norfolk on Wednesday; they play again Friday. The Bears have a tiebreaker’s lead over the Admirals for the eighth and final playoff spot, as well as the slightly shorter trip for Saturday night’s game (five hours or so to get home vs. Seven and a Darn Half to Binghamton). Both teams are three points behind Albany and Providence, so losing both, even beyond regulation, would be a dangerous proposition. 

I think the Stanley Cup playoffs may start Wednesday, too. 

Here’s the Abbotsford News’ story on the Heat’s departure. 

And Jeff Blashill of Grand Rapids is the AHL’s coach of the year.

Stockton playoff roster/Heat leaving

Posted on April 15, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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The Stockton Thunder, proud affiliate of the New York Islanders and Bridgeport Sound Tigers, announced their playoff roster. It includes some of each. It has 20 players now (including one in reserve), and the Thunder can add three more over the course of the playoffs from its list of also-eligible players. 

And that list of eight eligible players is the eye-catcher. 

Andrey Pedan, Matt Mangene, Joey Diamond, Mike Keenan, Mathieu Gagnon, Shawn Boutin, Jason Clark, Alan Quine

Keenan is injured, unfortunately. Three of the rest of them (unless the Thunder roll enough to allow Keenan’s recovery) may get to play in the playoffs, which, “it’s about development” in its assorted ways, was a main purpose of this whole roster shuffle the past month and a half.

If the transactions of the past 16 hours are any indication of a pecking order, that leaves Mangene and Diamond down the list. If they’re not, that leaves guys like Pedan or Quine out. 

The team announced that Quine and Diamond were sent to Stockton on the morning of St. Patrick’s Day. The day before, Bridgeport beat Adirondack 5-4. Spending the next month helping set up this also-eligible list, Bridgeport hasn’t won another game. 

…..

Meanwhile, that Abbotsford presser? The Heat are in fact gone for parts unknown (or at least unspecified).

Categories: Just business, Stockton

Execution: Adirondack postgame
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For the first time in a while, Scott Pellerin sounded disappointed. Still outmanned, still outgunned, but lamenting a few things that could’ve made a difference. 

“When you get to certain moments in a game,” Pellerin said, “when you have a four-minute power play, a scoring chance in the slot, and miss. You have opportunities to get pucks in deep, and you don’t. … All these little things that happen impact the game. That’s how teams can deflect, can support each other. That’s the way games are won.

“It’s not the systems, it’s not the work ethic, it’s not the compete level,” he added. “It’s execution at certain times. And that’s the way guys are evaluated.”

They’re winless in 12, have won one in 19. Bridgeport finished 17-19-1-1 at home, the first time it has ever been under .500 on home ice in 13 seasons. That ice — maligned for a while, foamed to near death this weekend, brought back to something like life for two nights — is being broken down as we type. Concrete’s already visible where the home net would sit. 

Not quite summertime. Two practices and two games remaining. But it’s close. 

…..

Somebody in 105 yelled “shoot!” at the power play. I don’t think it was Ryan Pulock-specific, but it happened to be when he had the puck, so we enjoyed that up here. Pulock didn’t get a shot on goal. He had two attempts. The second was on that power play and was blocked. The first, I think everyone couldn’t stand to see his stick break on what looked to be a pretty clear shot. Would’ve been interesting. Maybe in Glens Falls. (Story’s on him tomorrow.)

Alan Quine, Andrey Pedan and Mathieu Gagnon are going down to Stockton for the playoffs. Jake Newton’s getting released from his PTO; he’ll see them there, but on the other side, for Ontario. Ryan Walters is also going back to school. 

They’re off tomorrow, so more on Wednesday unless warranted. Please give a look at the Fake Team Awards, posted earlier today, if you haven’t already. 

Abbotsford has a press conference tomorrow. Different stories about what it’s announcing with Calgary, but one report says the city will terminate its contract with the Heat with an uncertain future past that. 

Texas’ Curtis McKenzie is the AHL rookie of the year. 

Ex-Beast of New Haven Tripp Tracy works Colorado-Minnesota, Luke DeCock reports. 

And didn’t get Mayor Bill Finch into the story on the arrival of the Frozen Hockey Classic in December — Union, UConn, Quinnipiac and Sacred Heart, with Yale coming aboard in 2015 — but here’s a statement: “This is great news for Webster Bank Arena and the City of Bridgeport. We look forward to once again playing host to large crowds of college hockey fans in our downtown, while also furthering the City and the Arena’s relationships with my alma mater UConn, as well as Sacred Heart University and Quinnipiac University.”

More Wednesday. Enjoy the eclipse tonight, if we can see it. 

Categories: 'Round the League, Adirondack, College, Just business, Stockton

Welcome to Pulock: Adirondack pregame
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Obviously the whole “Foam” thing was a ruse to get Ryan Pulock a home game. A sop for the fans who suffered all year. (Or something.) 

Pulock arrived in time for this morning’s team picture and will make his pro debut tonight against Adirondack. The AHL return of John Persson follows a flurry-of-transactions day. If you missed it on Twitter, the Isles have sent down Persson, Matt Donovan, Mike Halmo, Johan Sundstrom, Scott Mayfield, Brett Gallant and Justin Johnson. (All but Persson won’t play today.) The Sound Tigers have also released Jesse Root and Guy Leboeuf from their amateur tryouts; they’ve got academic stuff to wrap up. (Stupid smart kids.) ECHL transactions say Matt Mangene and Joey Diamond are on their way back from Stockton. 

So it’s a slightly different Bridgeport roster from yesterday, and with Stockton about to start the playoffs, it could be slightly different again come the rematch Friday up in Glens Falls. 

The AHL/PTO/ATO thing in the lineups will take a hit today because they’re not listed in the Phantoms’ game notes and a large number of them had no transactions this year. (Tommy Serratore, for one, is an ATO in his pro debut.) Online, the opening-day roster players are simply “added,” but you can typically tell a guy’s contract status because it’ll say he was “reassigned by the Islanders to Stockton” or something. Most of Adirondack hasn’t moved. Bridgeport, of the 30 guys listed (including Leboeuf), only three (Reiter, Finley, Bruton) didn’t have a midseason transaction. Edit: Strike that: Reiter was here all year but signed an NHL contract during the season.

(AHL SPC italicized, PTOs bolded, ATOs underlined)

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Vaughan-Langkow-Hickman

Walters-Quine-Harris

 Persson-Crus Rydberg-Bruton

Antipin-Holmstrom-Gagnon

 D: Finley (A)-Burroughs

 Ness (A)-pulock

 Pedan-Graham

 (Newton-scratch)

 G: Trudeau

 Poulin

ADIRONDACK

 F: Straka-Flanagan-Holmstrom (C)

 Brown-Bordson-Noebels

 Whitmore-Cousins-Alderson

 Serratore-Goumas-Eddy

 (Johnston-scratch)

 D: Manning (A)-Lamarche

 Hagg-Alt

 Lauridsen-Delisle

 G: Chubak

 Capobianco

R: Rank. L: Colby, Redding.

Bridgeport was 1-4 in its first five games on Mondays, but it’s 7-2 since. #analysis 

This is the makeup game of “Pucks and Paws,” in which fans were permitted to bring their dogs. (“Bring everyone, bring your dogs, because we’re gonna win.” –John Anderson, what, May 31, 2002?) Apparently at least one person has made sure to use his dog’s ticket, as there’s one set of yipping coming across the rink. 

Let’s try this again, since they’re all back: First Bridgeport game for ref Garrett Rank; interesting story there. Solid veteran linesmen to go with him.

Call For Votes: Fake Team Awards 2014
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(Should really have posted this over the weekend. Including newbie Ryan Pulock, who’s in town, you guys have 65 candidates to sort through. And counting.) 

It’s time once again to vote for our Fake Team Awards. You guys pick the winners of two fake trophies: Fan Favorite (choose your own criteria, ’cause he’s your favorite) and Seventh Player (performance beyond expectations, on which I reserve the right to break a tie but probably won’t).

You can vote in the comments (on this post only) or e-mail it to mfornabaio@ctpost.com. (Tweets won’t count.) Voting is open until 11 p.m. on Friday, April 18, and we’ll “announce” the winners here sometime before the finale Saturday. I’ll compile a Three Stars Award again off the official picks.

Please vote once and only once; these are just for fun. No changing your vote, either, so make it count. I’ll post a reminder or two or seven.

The awards history can be found on last year’s results post (yeah, we could use a few more votes; tell your friends). And if you’re for some reason curious how this all began, the introduction of the idea is here.

Please keep this post’s comments to votes, or at least discussion about votes. Thanks.

Springfield postgame: I mean, come on

Posted on April 13, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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Seriously.

“We had a couple of mistakes on the penalty kill that cost us,” Scott Pellerin said. “It’s going to happen in a game. We had some other opportunities to finish, to get two points; 5.4 seconds away from getting a point? Come on.”

No way: That’s what I said. 

He’s frustrated, and it’s hard to blame him. Not sure we can hammer this point too hard: It’s not a knock on the players here to say this team has been bled dry. They’re playing new roles. They’re playing against players that have more experience than their whole team, and talk about shiny prospects all you’d like, it’s not easy to win in this league without experience*. They’re behind the 8-ball to start. And they’ve hung in. 

They’re adjusting (“the pace of play,” said Justin Hickman, who scored from the slot off a few nice plays to get the puck to him; “the speed of the game. It’s a lot different than junior, the backpressure”). They’re working. Springfield was worried about a letdown after an emotional game Saturday against Hershey, and Super Duper Foam Party left less-than-ideal ice conditions (but kudos to Cliff and staff for just getting it playable), which may’ve helped slow down a really good Falcons team (which may’ve rested a couple of guys, but still). 

That Falcons team picked up its pace in the third, put 17 shots on goal and finally got the last one to go. 

…..

No immediate moves apparent after the game. Stockton’s playoff series doesn’t start until Friday. The Big Club wrapped up tonight with a shootout win in Buffalo that included Justin Johnson’s knockdown of John Scott in his first NHL fight and holy cro. (Freeze Frame Fun at :39.) It seemed to be the talk of both dressing rooms here. There was also Gallant-Konopka and Mayfield-Deslauriers. (Those posted by @IslesEnforcers.) 

Adirondack won, so Bridgeport falls to 29th overall, two points and a tiebreaker ahead of Portland with a game in hand it’ll burn Monday night.

Micheal Haley won’t be playing Saturday against Bridgeport. 

A very neat Jonathan Bombulie piece on the upcoming 10th anniversary of Konstantin Koltsov’s goal in Game 7 of the 2004 playoff series. He was kind enough to ask my recollections, too. (I lean toward the Nasreddine trade as the on-ice turning point of the franchise, myself.) 

And they held a moment of silence before the game for two young people we miss already, Jack Title and Emily Yish. 

*-Hey, why not: Ryan Craig, who drew the penalty that led to and assisted on the winning goal, came into the season with 648 games toward the veteran rule (NHL/AHL). Bridgeport’s 18 skaters came in with a combined 379. And only six skaters had any. And that includes Alan Quine’s three and Andrey Pedan’s eight.

Where are they now: Springfield pregame

Posted on April 13, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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As the Big Club wraps things up today: 

Opening-day Sound Tigers, where they are now:

 NYI: 10

 BST: 7

 STK: 4

 Traded: 3

 Sweden: 1

Players on NHL contracts on each roster now::

 NYI: 30

 BST: 8

 STK: 3

 (Junior: 2/Sweden: 2)

Players on NYI/BST full-season NHL/AHL contracts:

 BST: 10

 STK: 11

So here we are, what would’ve been the home finale but for that foamy mess last night. 

The paint under the ice still bears the scars; the ice has been used for the Youth Hockey Shootout, and we’ll see how it holds up with the bigger kids. One to scratch for Bridgeport; all seven defensemen rushed. Finley, reportedly banged up, is the scratch. Pedan is starting with Burroughs, which I’ll guess means a reunion of Leboeuf and Newton. Reportedly listed with ‘A’s on the lineup card are Langkow and Vaughan.

(AHL SPC italicized, PTOs bold, ATOs underlined)

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Vaughan-Langkow-Harris

Walters-Quine-Hickman

 Bruton-Holmstrom-Crus Rydberg

Antipin-Root-Gagnon

 D: (Finley (A)-scratch)-Burroughs

 Ness (A)-Graham

 Pedan-Leboeuf

Newton

 G: Poulin

 Reiter

SPRINGFIELD

 F: Collins-Camper-Thompson

Jacques-Chaput-Dano

 Craig (C)-Sedlak-Tyrell

Vogelhuber-Tynan-Hansen

 D: St. Denis (A)-Erixon

 Weber-McNeill

 Melart-Jackson

 G: Forsberg

 McKenna

R: Chmielewski. L: Simeon, Wahl.

Ppd. (foam): Saturday POSTPONED
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They had the World’s Largest Foam Party here last night, whatever the heck that is*. It was not advised. Foam leaked through the fibreboard, melted the ice and forced the postponement of Saturday’s game to Monday night at 7. 

Arena staff found the damage when they pulled the boards up, and Cliff Lydiksen and the ice crew have been working on it since 4:30 a.m. Scott Pellerin said the job they did was unreal, that the difference between this morning and now was phenomenal. But the game officials tried it out for about an hour and didn’t think it was safe to even give warmup a try, Pellerin said. 

They’ll continue to work on it, with a game scheduled against Springfield for Sunday at 3 p.m. If that can’t go off, things get dicey: Because of the restrictions on playing four games in five nights, Adirondack wouldn’t have another makeup date available. Maybe a Springfield game could go later in the week. But they’re hopeful they’ll be OK for tomorrow; Charlie Dowd felt they were close tonight. 

Tickets for tonight can be used Monday or can be exchanged for tickets for Sunday’s game. Dowd said the doors will be open Monday as well. 

…..

This would’ve been the first Bridgeport game for ref Garrett Rank; interesting story there. 

Ryan Pulock could be on his way at some point soon after Brandon was knocked out last night. Nothing definitive on that at the moment. 

Stockton, meanwhile, is locked into a date with Ontario (Jake Newton’s team).

Albany from afar, one eye on Newark edition

Posted on April 11, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio


Print

Like a lot of folks I’m sure, will be following the Sound Tigers and Albany while keeping tabs as best as possible on the NHL debut of Justin Johnson, in which he joins a lineup made up largely of guys he knows. 

No Albany as usual for us, so we’ll be following along with Josh on AHL Live. Follow Corey for the Bridgeport side, Pete Dougherty for the media side, and the Devils for their side. Kinkaid vs. Trudeau is the goalie matchup. Believe Poulin’s home from the road again. 

If we had a third eye, we’d have it on the WHL playoffs, where Griffin Reinhart can eliminate Ryan Pulock. Pulock could then join Bridgeport for the last week. But we’ll see, in general. (It’s a little later, anyway.)

Stamford’s Ryan Haggerty was named a second-team All-American, Pete notes. (With the Rangers locked into second, wonder if he gets a sniff at a game in Montreal tomorrow.) Keith Aucoin back up to the NHL, with St. Louis. Jake Dowell wins the AHL’s Hunt Award for dedication to the game, determination and sportsmanship. 

Oh, and in the most foregone conclusion in the history of foregone conclusions, Johnny Gaudreau won the Hobey Baker. He’s reportedly set to sign with Calgary, too. 

More along the way. 

–Josh says scratch Poulin, Newton and Crus Rydberg. 

The box is here. Ness and Finley with the A’s. Jason Clark in his first AHL game since Nov. 11 at… Albany. Game on. 

–Appears to be something like: 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Vaughan-Langkow-Harris

 Walters-Quine-Bruton

 Antipin-Hickman-Holmstrom

 J.Clark-Root-Gagnon

 D: Finley (A)-Burroughs

 Ness (A)-Graham

 Pedan-Leboeuf

 G: Trudeau

 Reiter

–Gallant-Halmo-Johnson, tweets the Islanders’ account. 

–Hickman — anybody wanna start a pool for the first time I call him Jim? — becomes the 400th regular-season Sound Tigers player. He’s No. 64 this year, tied for second league-wide since 1999. 

By the way, lines may be different already. Will have to try to figure out if that’s a shuffle or if someone’s missing.

–To sum up the season: Bridgeport plays a decent little road first period, kills a penalty, gets about a minute away from intermission; the puck goes to the crease, pops up in the air; Quine goes to knock it down and knocks it directly off the noggin of Kelly Zajac and into the net. 1-0 Devils. 

–About 13 minutes into the second. Bridgeport gets its first five-on-three in 10 games, since the three consecutive two-man advantages in the win over Adirondack. 

–Ness and Graham swap sides at the point, and Graham at the left point one-times Ness’ pass past Kinkaid to tie it at 1 at 14:27. Vaughan setting the screen. Graham’s first pro goal. 

–Our old pal Pat Pickens notes on Twitter that Chico Resch is retiring from the Devils’ broadcasts. 

–It’s 1-1 after two in Albany. 

–The league notes that Louis Domingue stopped two penalty shots in a period tonight for Portland. He’s the first AHL goalie to do that since Dec. 10, 2005. That was Wade Dubielewicz in Hershey. 

(Wait, that post’s the origin of the running “(objectionable or inadequate)” gag!)

–Not easy to tell how Kelly Zajac makes it 2-1 Albany at 5:08 of the third. Matteau from behind the net, bounces to Zajac on the right side, somehow in from there. Either way, 2-1 Albany.

–Bill Cain says on Twitter that Zajac knocked it out of midair, waist-high. 

–Albany 2, Bridgeport 1, final. Bob Crawford was quickly on Twitter to note that that eliminates Hartford. Two years in a row with no AHL playoffs for Connecticut. 

–First time in 364 days they’ve allowed an opponent only one power play. 

–Saved it for last on the phone, but let’s lead with it here. Justin Johnson. “To continue to play, and play his role, at 32 years old, I couldn’t be happier,” Pellerin said. “My kids know J.J. a long time, and they’re excited.

“Me, personally, but also as a coach: He’s gotten better. He’s improved his game, his attention to detail, his conditioning level.”

So that was pretty neat. The game, no luck on the goals, the one off the helmet, and he said the second one bounced in off a defender, though he wasn’t sure if that was Trudeau or someone else. 

Otherwise satisfied? “Absolutely. Absolutely,” he said. “I couldn’t have been prouder of the effort, the execution. I thought there were quality plays. … The young players played with poise and confidence. We pressured them. We pushed them almost to the breaking point.”

He thought they outchanced them; I wondered if that meant Kinkaid came up big. “A couple (of saves), yeah,” he said, but there were a few times they hit him, and a few rebounds they couldn’t put away. 

On ATO12, Hickman: “He did very well. He’s a big kid. He skated well. He came exactly as the scouting report said. We put him at the front of the net on the power play. He was on the ice at the end.” He liked his hockey sense. “There were a couple of times he had to get the puck in deep (to get a change). He kept his feet moving and got it in.”

Meanwhile, the Edmonton Oil Kings are up 3-0 late in the second, so Ryan Pulock could be available soon. 

–Edmonton wins 5-1.

JJ to the Show
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The Islanders recalled Justin Johnson this morning. At 32, not far removed from signing his first NHL contract, he should make his NHL debut tonight in Newark. 

Brett Gallant on Tuesday; Justin Johnson on Friday. Two guys who’ve worked hard and fought hard for a shot. And they both get it, three days apart. How’s that for a week? 

Meanwhile, the Sound Tigers have added another ATO: Justin Hickman, captain of the Seattle Thunderbirds, could make his pro debut at Albany. Had 46 points and 154 PIM this year in the WHL.

Round 2: Late Thursday notes
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Brett Gallant vs. George Parros tonight. Did a heck of a job. 

I feel like I could’ve written twice what I wrote on Gallant’s NHL debut (Friday’s paper, would you?). Space allowed what it allowed, so some stuff hit the floor, but one bit I had to share. 

Brett’s dad was awesome to chat with Tuesday night. He was saying that he was a big Islanders fan. Loved Mike Bossy, Denis Potvin. But he’d never been to Nassau Coliseum. 

Monday, he gets the call from Brett. They pack up and get in the car Monday night and drive to the Island, getting there Tuesday morning. He’s finally at the Coliseum. In the stands are a member of the Islanders front office and a Senators broadcaster, and he gets a chance to say hello to them: Bossy and Potvin. 

And that’s before he watches his son make his NHL debut. 

How’s that for a day? 

…..

Johan Sundstrom was injured on a hit from Douglas Murray; the Islanders said he was taken to a hospital in Montreal for observation. So it’d not be surprising to see someone else missing from the morning skate. We’ll see. 

Feels like the first time we’ve heard Arizona mentioned in the “AHL True Western Division” speculation. Interesting to think about. 

…..

Have been thinking about the stat that went into Thursday’s paper for a while, even mentioned the beginnings of it here once: Ryan Strome should lead Bridgeport in scoring with 49 points in just 37 games. There are lots of reasons — not a deep team in scoring; few players here for the long haul who had that kind of scoring potential; he had run away from everyone before he went up the first time, and everyone in hailing distance either had been traded or went up with him the second time — but still kinda crazy. 

How crazy? I spent some time with the IHDB and some old official stats earlier this week, going through old AHL teams, looking for someone who’d led his team with fewer than 37 games. The last one even close was Kip Miller, who had 56 points in 41 games for Grand Rapids in 2001-02 before the Islanders signed him. There are a few players in the 40-50 range going back another decade or so (Andrew Brunette scored 67 points in 43 games for Portland in 1997-98), but then you get to a different, more veteran-dominated era (and one with fewer teams); between 1956 and 1989, only one player led his team in scoring while playing fewer than 50 games. (At least, among those whose team didn’t suspend operations mid-season.) And in going back that far, you’re going back to a 64-game schedule (and the one to do it is AHL Hall of Famer Willie Marshall). 

Further back, records are spottier; even the great Ralph Slate can only break the numbers down so far if a player switched teams in mid-season. In 1945-46, three teams’ leading scorers played for more than one team, but the splits aren’t available. Still, it didn’t seem likely anyone was in the 40s. In 1942-43, Norm Mann scored 76 points combined for Pittsburgh and Cleveland; Cleveland’s next-highest scorer had 47 points. Again, no split available. 

Strome’s 37 games only are eclipsed absolutely in 1941-42, when Norm Burns led New Haven with 59 points in 35 games. But they played 56 overall. Tommy Filmore of Springfield played 37 of 48 in the second year of the IAHL, 1937-38. 

Then you get back to the IAHL’s inaugural season, 1936-37. One Tom Cook played 24 games for Cleveland. The team played 48. Dead half. 

Still, Strome played fewer, proportionally. It’s a crazy year that made some history.

Vaughan re-ups: Thursday notes
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Scooter Vaughan’s PTO was set to expire this weekend. Good news for him and the Sound Tigers: He’ll be here a lot longer than that. 

Vaughan signed an AHL deal for next season, earning his way to a contract with a solid second half of the year, moving from defense to forward, staying in the lineup and becoming a top-pair penalty-killing forward with Chris Langkow. 

Vaughan also re-upped on a third PTO to finish out the season. Not often that happens. 

Victor Crus Rydberg was back on the ice this morning for Bridgeport. 

Awaiting some details, but John Ferguson said he expects to have Julie Chu at the Wonderland of Ice on April 27, 2-5 p.m., for a public event. 

Roy Sommer’s son Marley, on Worcester’s autism awareness night, sang the anthem of the year.

Veteran goalie Drew MacIntyre gets his first NHL start tonight. (Speaking of NHL debuts, aiming for tomorrow’s paper for the promised Brett Gallant story.) 

Via Eric Macramalla (@EricOnSportsLaw), Allan Rourke is a plaintiff in a new concussions lawsuit. I don’t pretend to be an expert lawsuit reader, but it’s a pretty weird read, frankly, as lawsuits go. And others have picked apart some of the issues with it, not that they really affect the meat of the argument. 

And it’s postseason all-stars day; no locals on the AHL first or second team, but Robbie’s son Sam Ftorek is a first-teamer in the ECHL. 

(I love how much people get into these awards. Heavily invested. Rants on Twitter.) 

(Says the guy who still complains that Zach Parise not only wasn’t voted the ’05 rookie of the year, but wasn’t voted to the all-rookie team. I mean, come on.)

Strome all-rookie (Langlois, too)
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Ryan Strome obviously had a remarkable rookie year for Bridgeport, though you had to wonder whether voters planned to focus on that brilliance in a short period of time (crazy stat in tomorrow’s notebook; meanwhile, despite playing just 37 games, Strome’s still sixth among rookie scorers) or would reward those who’d been in the AHL most of the year. 

They went with Strome over some of the other worthy candidates*. He’s the sixth Sound Tiger so honored, and if you trade either Wade Dubielewicz or Nathan Lawson for a left winger, you’ve got a full starting lineup, with Rhett Rakhshani on the right and Chris Campoli and Matt Donovan on the blue line.

Original Islanders draft pick Brenden Kichton was chosen on defense.

Here’s the AHL awards schedule.

The ECHL announced at the same time, so it was a moment before we caught that Jeremy Langlois was chosen all-rookie there. The bulk of that honor was obviously earned before he was a Sound Tiger, playing for Evansville on assignment from Springfield. He does have four points in four Stockton games. 

This morning’s practice — still a lot of systems, with so many new players — was a fairly small number for recent days, 12 forwards, seven D and three goalies. Johan Sundstrom was called back up for Cal Clutterbuck; Aaron Ness is back on the ice. Victor Crus Rydberg was out sick again; Scott Pellerin said the doctor wanted him to rest today and see how things went tomorrow. 

*-FWIW, my vote for that spot was Providence’s Alexander Khokhlachev. League rules for the vote prohibit me from voting for Strome, so I didn’t take much time to debate his worthiness. I don’t think it’s unreasonable.

So Brett Gallant’s an NHLer
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And as someone said afterward, you can never take that away. 

Talked to a few people for a story that will run later on in the week. But some kind of night: Couple of shot attempts, one on goal, three credited hits, 10 shifts for 6:02, one trip to the box on an attempted fight on a false-start faceoff, and one memorable tilt. 

Just hoping to do it justice. 

A 4-1 loss in the second-to-last home finale at the Coliseum, featuring nine guys who’ve played for Bridgeport this year and three more who were there for the lockout last year. “I thought our kids battled,” Jack Capuano said. “The more-skilled team won tonight. They caught our D flat-footed a couple of times.

“The fact is our kids are learning how we need to play. They’re getting their feet wet. I’m proud of the guys as we head into the last three games.”

He liked Scott Mayfield’s game better tonight than Sunday, the way he moved the puck; working on his gaps. 

They lost Cal Clutterbuck to injury in the first period. We’ll see if that affects the Bridgeport roster. Back in Bridgeport tomorrow.

Gallant to The Show
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Brett Gallant’s an NHLer. Fresh off yesterday’s record-setter, Gallant got the call from the Isles today. After 141 AHL games, the last 140 of them here, he could make his NHL debut tomorrow. 

Got to be one of the neater call-ups for this team, a guy who came up that first time, we figured, as much to try to give Tim Wallace his. He’s turned into one of the more respected heavies around, built up his game and become a team leader. 

The Islanders sent Johan Sundstrom back, so Gallant is technically an emergency recall. Bridgeport also sent Ben Rosen back to Stockton. Got his first AHL point in five games here. 

(Speaking of tough guys: yeah.)

Morals to the story: Hershey postgame
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Granted, there are no moral victories at this level, but that may’ve been among the more inspirational 5-4 losses around here. 

Team ATO down 3-0 to the Hershey Bears. Bridgeport hasn’t scored more than two against anyone but Adirondack since February. Bridgeport hasn’t scored more than one against a team still alive in the playoff race since St. John’s, almost a month ago. 

And they take a lead. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t enough. But it wasn’t one of those nights where it all went to pot. 

“We, in my opinion, competed against one of the best-talented teams in the American Hockey League,” Scott Pellerin said. “For them to be in that position, with that talent, it’s hard to understand. Give my guys credit. We competed. We worked. We pushed a team that’s a desperate team, we pushed them right to the end.”

Mistakes? Yep. Ended up in their net. (They thought Kevin Poulin was interfered with on Hershey’s second goal, for what it’s worth.) 

But they got something from just about everyone, whether three points from Andrey Pedan or a drive to the net from call-up Mathieu Gagnon (which earned a little extra congratulations in the celebration from Justin Johnson, whose rush helped set that goal up; “he created that whole situation,” Johnson said), or a couple of fights from Brett Gallant and Scooter Vaughan that they felt turned momentum toward them. 

“We need it from everyone,” Pellerin said. “Everyone has a different part.”

They’re winless in nine, which ties for the second-longest in team history, and they’ve had some awful nights in this stretch of 16 games with just one win. 

But you can’t say they haven’t shown up. They’ve been very competitive with teams like St. John’s and Springfield through this stretch, and now Hershey. No victories, maybe no moral victories, but they’re outgunned, and they’ve made some teams sweat. 

…..

Just gonna cut-n-paste these again: 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Vaughan-Langkow-Harris

 Gallant (A)-Holmstrom-Bruton

Walters-Quine-Crus Rydberg

Gagnon-Root-Johnson

Antipin-scratch

 D: Finley (A)-Burroughs

 Pedan-Newton

Leboeuf-Graham

 G: Poulin

Trudeau

HERSHEY

 F: Byers (C)-Newbury-Watkins

Gazley-Taffe (A)-Herbert

Potulny-Latta-Brown

 Deschamps-Stoa-Wellman

 D: Schilling-Oleksy

(May-scratch)-Kolomatis

Wellar-Genoway

 Flemming

 G: Leggio

 Grubauer

Pedan was glad to get a couple — he had the lone goal Tuesday against Springfield, too — and is trying to make the most of his extra ice time. He’s focusing on his own end, though, he said. “I think I still have some mistakes,” he said; missing that much time to injury cost him, but he feels he’s making progress.

Gallant’s fight was his 66th as a Sound Tiger, one better than Micheal Haley. He and Patrick Wellar took their helmets off but weren’t immediately assessed the unsportsmanlike-conduct minors. They were after the game. 

Don’t believe anyone’s ever been a minus-6 for Bridgeport; Joe Finley was a minus-5 tonight Edit: told that’s not right, that he wasn’t on for the last goal, with help from a ruling that made Hershey’s fourth goal an even-strength goal. The clock ticked after the puck was dropped on the faceoff-violation penalty Brant Harris took (think that’s the first one we’ve seen, no?), so the penalties were running from different times… but weren’t at different times, officially. 

No hint of any new ATOs coming. You’ll never get to 70 that way. Team’s off tomorrow. More as warranted, here or on Twitter.

Who are these guys: Hershey pregame
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Matt Watkins, one of the first guys out for warmup for Hershey, was the captain of the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at the end of last season. 

He played with only three guys dressed for Bridgeport tonight. 

Steve Oleksy only played with three, too, but that’s only because of Chris Langkow, who obviously left and came back. 

With Trudeau backing up and Antipin taking warmup, all 10 ATO players were on the ice for warmup. (As tweeted earlier, Stockton last night had two NHL contracts and four AHL contracts out of 17 who played; Bridgeport had five NHL and three AHL out of 19.) Poulin’s starting in goal, and it looked like Antipin was the odd man out. But one to scratch each way. All seven D rushed for Hershey. 

(For fun: normal: NHL contract; italics: AHL contract; bold: PTO; underlined: ATO)

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Vaughan-Langkow-Harris

 Gallant (A)-Holmstrom-Bruton

Walters-Quine-Crus Rydberg

Gagnon-Root-Johnson

Antipin-scratch

 D: Finley (A)-Burroughs

 Pedan-Newton

Leboeuf-Graham

 G: Poulin

Trudeau

HERSHEY

 F: Byers (C)-Newbury-Watkins

Gazley-Taffe (A)-Herbert

Potulny-Latta-Brown

 Deschamps-Stoa-Wellman

 D: Schilling-Oleksy

(May-scratch)-Kolomatis

Wellar-Genoway

 Flemming

 G: Leggio

 Grubauer

R: McIsaac, T.Koharski. L: Baker, Wahl.

Lots of Terry Koharski lately. Funny how those runs happen.

Even newer: Thursday notes
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So the roster rotation remains on full spin. Missing today: Brock Montpetit, who’s going back to school, and Marc Cantin, going down to Stockton. Cantin had played just six of the past 15 games after his second suspension, and the arrival of Kyle Burroughs gives them another body on the blue line. 

By the way, neglected to do the age-math: Burroughs, if said math was correct, became the youngest Sound Tiger ever on Tuesday. He’s a month and change younger than Alex O’Neil was when he debuted three years ago.

There was another addition (in addition to Jason Clark, back from Stockton as prophesied and indeed with 11 on his lid, though we’ll see if that changes at some point now that his 72 is open again, though they’re hitting the road for a few days here): Josh Holmstrom, UMass Lowell captain, on an amateur tryout. He skated with Clark and Dimitry Antipin. If Holmstrom plays Saturday, he could play against his brother, Ben, the captain of the Adirondack Phantoms. Josh Holmstrom got No. 8. 

Victor Crus Rydberg got his first full practice in. He had the spot Brant Harris had on Tuesday, with Ryan Walters and Alan Quine. Harris took the spot Joel Broda had with Jesse Root and Chris Bruton. 

So that’s nine 10 ATOs, 27 28 forwards here since the AHL trade deadline, and potentially a team-record-tying 62 players used this year, if and when Crus Rydberg and Holmstrom get in. 

Quinnipiac’s Jones boys are off to Oklahoma City, on ATOs for the rest of the year and AHL contracts for next year. 

Quebec City got next year’s Memorial Cup, which could be good news for North Branford’s Adam Erne. 

And Ridgefield’s Chad Krys was one of the first commitments for next year’s incoming class at the US National Team Development Program.

Offday notes
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–Tuesday’s was Justin Johnson’s first fight since the “legal line change” fight with Zack Stortini in Norfolk in early January. 

–Chris Bruton is Bridgeport’s Man of the Year for his community and charity work, and thus is the team’s nominee for the league’s Yanick Dupre Award. Utica nominated Brandon DeFazio, last year’s Bridgeport nominee. Chicago nominated Michael Davies, here briefly a few years ago.

–Mathieu Gagnon, pretty sure of the order there, became the 400th man to play for the Sound Tigers on Tuesday. (I mean he did it on Tuesday, not that there were 400 players on Tuesday. It only feels like there have been 400 players since the trade deadline.) 

–Jason Clark’s coming up from Stockton, as Tuesday’s ECHL transactions foretold. At this writing, he’s got No. 11 on the online roster, a simple assignment of Andrew Clark’s sweater rather than swapping nameplates. 

–News from Bakersfield, sort of: former Sound Tiger Greg Miller had two assists for Oklahoma City; Joel Broda’s back just in time for his bobblehead night. 

–Remember Mike Halmo? Scored his first NHL goal Tuesday. 

–Neglected to mention: Team was off Wednesday. More Thursday.

Philosophy, chemistry, mathematical elimination: Springfield postgame
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Addenda to the Spring Fun 102 workbook: 

Preschool: Count to 60. 

Fifth grade math: 144:57+58:18=?

Ninth grade math: Using CapGeek contract data, an AHL minimum salary of $41,500 ($32,500 for PTOs), this year’s AHL per diem of $67 and a 209-day AHL regular season, estimate what today’s lineup cost. 

Tenth grade history: Discuss the causes and contributing factors to Bridgeport’s recent dearth of playoff appearances. What contributed to the exception? 

Twelfth grade physics: Water freezes at… you know, never mind. 

…..

“You try to put guys in spots to succeed,” Scott Pellerin said. “You’ve got to push some guys to the point where they might fail, but you’ve got to put them back in. I was reading a great article today about the Portland Pirates, Ray Edwards, in a very similar scenario to this. He was talking about … developing and winning and the fine line in between. It’s frustrating, because we all want to win. The people here want to see us win. The organization wants us to win. On the other side, we’ve got to develop.”

He said Eric Boguniecki had said something, that the outcome was one thing, but “we want to work, compete, do all the things you can make a decision on. That’s how you’re going to be evaluated. It’s going to give us the best chance to win.”

There’s no sheltering these kids: “It’s not like you can put them on a line with two established AHL guys,” Pellerin said. “You’re putting them (with guys on) a similar level and try to find a way to get it done.”

It’s a young group, an inexperienced group (and it lost another semiveteran PTO guy in Joel Broda, released back to Bakersfield after the game), right down to three guys playing their first AHL games, two of them their first pro games, and both of those jumping right onto the power play. 

Brant Harris was finishing up at UConn a couple of weeks ago and setting its D-I all-time scoring record. Tuesday, he started on Bridgeport’s top line.

“Coming in (to Storrs), the year before the team had seven wins,” Harris said. “Our class came and had a string of winning seasons. As I left, they’re going to Hockey East. We definitely left the program in a better place.”

Burroughs got a regular shift with Joe Finley, which helped, he said; great communication with the big guy. 

“I’m happy with the way Harris played. He made some good plays with the puck,” Pellerin said. “It’s obviously a big adjustment for him. Burroughs, you could see why he’s a good defenseman. His positioning was good. His decisions were good. He kept the game simple, but he was able to make good first passes.”

Ben Rosen’s first AHL point, the second assist on Andrey Pedan’s goal. The scoreless streak ended at 203:15, third-longest in team history; early in the lockout year they went 215:58 without a goal (and that remains the only time the team has been shut out three games in a row), then went 203:38 without a goal in January of that season. (Just 23 seconds away.) They now have this streak plus the 178:48 within just a couple of weeks. 

Ice was rough. Brad Larsen called it the worst he’s ever seen. Puck was skittering; once, behind the visitors’ net, it appeared to leap about three feet in the air. Larsen said that’s what happened to Joudrey in the first, a groin injury. Not sure what it is about that cut, but the Sound Tigers almost lost two huge-crowd games in three years to it. (Well, it’s another three years before we have to worry about it. East Regional’s in Providence and Albany the next two years.) 

North Branford’s Adam Erne signed his ELC and will finish up in Syracuse. 

And “How I Met Your Mother” ended last night, and I’m closer to the Sepinwall sentiment than the Donna Bowman sentiment. (SPOILER) I thought that ending would’ve been fine at different points in the series, but not now. Though I see where they laid the seeds to justify it along the way this year. (Had a feeling they were telegraphing that ending, but I was hoping it was one last misdirect. Ah well.) (/SPOILER) Bowman wrote a little more earlier on the series as a whole that’s a long read but worth it.

By  Jeff Chaney | grsports@mlive.com   
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 GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Jeff Blashill led the Grand Rapids Griffins to their first Calder Cup championship last year, but instead of resting on his laurels, the coach has guided his team to an even better regular season in the AHL this year.

The accomplishments earned Blashill the Louis A.R. Pieri Memorial Award as the American Hockey League’s outstanding coach for the 2013-14 season. The honor come from fellow coaches and members of the media in each of the league’s 30 cities. The announcement came Tuesday, April 15.

 Blashill's squad has performed even as he has seen a lot of turnover in his roster, including having just four of the top 12 scorers and three of the top 10 playoff producers play significant minutes in Grand Rapids during the year.

“It is a nice honor,” Blashill said. “The one thing that is important to me is that this is a staff of the year, not coach of the year award. I share this with my entire staff. Jim Paek, Spiros Anastas and the rest of the (support) staff has done a wonderful job this year.”

Born in Detroit and raised in Sault Ste. Marie, the 40-year-old Blashill helped the Griffins to a 46-22-2-4 record. Grand Rapids ranks second in the Western Conference and sits only two points from claiming a second straight Midwest Division title with two games left to play.

 Despite all the turnover, the Griffins have posted three separate seven-game winning streaks and have held first place in the Midwest Division since Nov. 3, never losing more than two consecutive games in regulation at any point this season. Grand Rapids ranks seventh in the AHL in offense (3.15 goals per game) and second in defense (2.42).

 Blashill’s influence has had a huge impact on the parent Detroit Red Wings as well, as he’s prepared 10 of his 2013-14 players for their NHL debuts, including nine as members of the Wings. 

All told, 18 members of Blashill’s 2013-14 squad were called up to play a total of 391 NHL games, and 13 players from his Calder Cup championship team logged time in Detroit this season, helping the club extend its playoff streak to 23 consecutive seasons. Former players from the Calder Cup champions scored goals in 15 of Detroit’s 16 games prior to clinching a postseason berth.

 Blashill is the second Griffins head coach to be named AHL Coach of the Year and the third to be named his league’s coach of the year, following the selections of Bruce Cassidy in 2001-02 and Guy Charron for the 1999-2000 International Hockey League season. Each prior winner moved on to the NHL the season after his honor, with Cassidy taking the reins of the Washington Capitals and Charron joining the Anaheim Ducks as an assistant.

“Two things stand out to me, one is the depth of talent that the Red Wings have put into this organization,” Blashill said. “And two, the character of our locker room. Our leaders have continued to hold our players to the standard to which we are used to playing.
By  Jeff Chaney | grsports@mlive.com   
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 GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins could have clinched their second straight American Hockey League's Midwest Division title in front of the last home crowd of the regular season Friday night.

Instead, after losing 4-2 to Lake Erie at the Van Andel Arena, they'll try to win it in front of Cleveland fans in Saturday's rematch. The Griffins and Chicago, which beat Rockford 5-3 Friday, are tied atop the Midwest standings with 98 points and one game left to play.

“We would have liked to win tonight, for sure,” Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill said. “It would have been good to win for the fans in the last regular season home game. But If we end up clinching (the Midwest title), we've done that through the course of the season. I don't think we've backed into it. It started in game one.”

Chicago will host Milwaukee Saturday. If the squads remain tied, the Griffins hold the first tiebreaker in regulation or overtime wins at 46-44.

Grand Rapids probably would have clinched the Midwest earlier in the month if it wasn't for the lack of offensive consistency – a problem that came up again Friday.

Since beating Iowa 6-1 on April 2, the Griffins haven't scored more than two goals in a game. 

“I think we started pretty good, it was like the game we have to play,” Grand Rapids right wing Teemu Pulkkinen said. “Then that second period wasn't very good. And the third (period), that isn't the way we want to play.”

Grand Rapids came out and took control in the first period, outshooting the Monsters 10-1. The Griffins couldn't carry the offensive attack into the second period and Lake Erie went up 1-0 just under five minutes to play in the period.

“We want to win hockey games, for sure,” Blashill said. “I thought there were times we executed tonight, and there were times we didn't execute. We are just going to have to execute better.”

After falling behind 2-0, the Griffins finally started executing, scoring a pair of goals in just over two minutes to tie the game at 2-2.

Scoring for Grand Rapids were Andrej Nestrasill and Pulkkinen, which gave the large home crowd hope that there might by a Midwest clinching party at Van Andel Arena.

But the Monsters scored two late goals to earn the win. 

“We have to score more goals,” Blashill said. “But I see guys getting chances, and I think those pucks are going to start going in. We just need to hit the net a little bit more. 

“Our power play is the biggest difference in the amount we have scored in previous games, and the amount we have scored recently. We have to get our power play back going. That is the number one thing from an offensive standpoint that we have to be better at.”

For Pulkkinen, it's time all phases of the game get better. He knows that will have to happen in the Griffins are to defend the Calder Cup championship.

“Playoffs are coming and we have to play better,” Pulkkinen said. “The last five or six games, we haven't played like we can play. Everybody has to come and play better, that's the way it goes. 

“It's hard to say (what's the problem). We just have to work harder and go to the net. That's an easy way to score goals, go to the net.” 

Lake Erie Monsters 4 at Grand Rapids Griffins 2 - Status: Final

 Friday, April 18, 2014 - Van Andel Arena

Lake Erie 0 1 3 - 4

 Grand Rapids 0 0 2 - 2
By  Jeff Chaney | grsports@mlive.com   
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 GRAND RAPIDS, MI – There is less than a week to go until the American Hockey League playoffs start, and the path the Grand Rapids Griffins will have to take to defend their Calder Cup still isn't defined.

The picture could have become a more clear Thursday if Iowa would have beaten Chicago, which would have secured the second straight Midwest Division title for the Griffins. The Wolves, however, beat Iowa in a shootout, and are now just two points behind Grand Rapids with two games to play.

The Griffins can lockup the Midwest and secure the second seed in the playoffs with a win over the Lake Erie Monsters at Van Andel Arena Friday night. Earlier this week, the organization contracted to have a 36-foot by 28-foot vinyl decal with the slogan "Defend Our Cup" across the front of the arena. It's similar to the sign the Griffins had put on the facility after claiming the Calder Cup.

Whatever the seed, Grand Rapids is ready to take on all comers trying to take their Calder Cup away.

“I don't think it matters who we play,” Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan said. “At this point, the teams that are trying to get in are tough, so we'll have to see what happens. We have prepared during the regular season for this, so we will be ready.”

If Grand Rapids does win Friday and locks up the second seed, it will play Rochester in the AHL Western Conference quarterfinals. The Griffins are 4-0 against Rochester this year, but that doesn't matter to coach Jeff Blashill.

“To be honest, for me, it's not who you play, because whoever you play will be a good team,” Blashill said. “They will have earned their way into the Calder Cup playoffs, and their roster will depend on how healthy they are, and if their parent club is in the Stanley Cup playoffs. From what I learned last year, who you play will be good, they will all be tight series and you need to play great hockey to give your chance to win.” 

That means that Grand Rapids' roster is not totally set because the Detroit Red Wings are in the Stanley Cup playoffs, battling the top-seeded Boston Bruins in the Eastern Conference quarterfinals. 

The Griffins have been dealing with roster moves all season while compiling a 46-22-2 record.

And the same scenario was played out last year in the team's run to its first-ever Calder Cup championship.

“Right now, we have both goalies, four on defense and six on offense that played in the playoffs last year, so that's half the team at least,” Blashill said. “The core has been real important all year long. We have been able to be steady on the rudder and handle ups and downs. The veteran leadership attacks each day and the emotional swings of a long hockey season. I think our veteran leadership can help us in the playoffs.”

Hoggan said knowing the day-to-day grind of the playoffs, and not getting too high or too low, will help

“It is long road. It will be tough, probably tougher this time around. We just need to embrace the grind to another championship," he said.
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ST. LOUIS – Young players have made a tremendous impact for the Detroit Red Wings this season, and there are many more good ones in their system.

The Red Wings were afforded another glimpse of some promising prospects Sunday in their regular season finale.

Goaltender Petr Mrazek made 23 saves for his second shutout in just his eighth career NHL start and Xavier Ouellet and Ryan Sproul made a solid defensive pairing as the Red Wings defeated the St. Louis Blues 3-0 at Scottrade Center.

The game had no bearing on the Red Wings’ playoff positioning. Their spot as the second wild card team in the Eastern Conference was determined Saturday night. They will play the Boston Bruins in the first round, in a series that begins Friday at the TD Garden.

The Red Wings were able to rest some key regulars: forwards Johan Franzen and Daniel Alfredsson, defensemen Niklas Kronwall and Danny DeKeyser and goalie Jimmy Howard.

Detroit won anyway, as Justin Abdelkader scored a pair of goals, both on assists from Pavel Datsyuk, and Riley Sheahan notched his third goal in three games.

“Your 82nd game, it’s nice to win; we look forward to going to Boston,” coach Mike Babcock said. “(The Blues) didn’t have their team (missing eight regulars due to injuries) and we didn’t have chunks of our team, too, so I don’t know if we can evaluate much about the game.”

They can evaluate the kids.

“He’s 6-foot-4, he can skate, he shoots BBs and he’s smart and he moves the puck." -- Mike Babcock

Mrazek wasn’t peppered with shots, but he made several big stops, none more impressive than his sprawling right pad save on Maxim Lapierre during a four-on-one break in the second period. 

“I was thinking he’s going to pass it and he did,” Mrazek said. “I just went there and tried to put my pad high and he just shoot on the ice. That was a lucky save but it counts and then we scored the second (goal).”

Sheahan whipped a wrist shot past Ryan Miller at 16:19 of the second period to put the Red Wings ahead 2-0.

Babcock said he spoke with Howard before the game and decided to give him the day off.

“(Mrazek) was outstanding, but I thought as good as he was stopping the puck he was better with the puck,” Babcock said. “So our D never got hit, our D don’t get run; he executes so well when they put the puck in that we break out so easy they don’t spend time in our zone.”

Mrazek, who earned his first NHL victory in St. Louis on Feb. 7, 2013, plays with moxie.

“That’s how he always is,” Babcock said. “When he comes up (from the Grand Rapids Griffins), he doesn’t think he’s coming up to battle for the backup job, he thinks he should be starting.”

Sproul become the ninth player to make his NHL debut for the Red Wings this season. He logged 18:25, recording three shots, two blocked shots and two hits – including a big one on Derek Roy against the boards.

“It’s not really my style of game, but when I can do it, it definitely fires me up a little bit,” Sproul said.

Sproul, the big right-handed shooter, logged 3:25 on the power play. 

“He’s 6-foot-4, he can skate, he shoots BBs and he’s smart and he moves the puck,” Babcock said. “Ouellet makes the right play each and every time. They’re good.”

Ouellet, more a stay-at-home defender but also a good puck-mover, logged 16:21 and played on the penalty kill. It was his fourth game with the Red Wings this season.

Both will head back to Grand Rapids for the Griffins’ final two regular season games next week and their playoff run.

“Even though it is the end of the year, it’s nice to get that (game) and I’m hoping the best for these guys in the playoffs,” Sproul said.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI -- A 35-save performance by goaltender Tom McCollum helped the Grand Rapids Griffins fend off the Charlotte Checkers, 2-1, on Sunday at The Time Warner Cable Arena.

In their hunt for a playoff berth, Charlotte (37-34-1-2) entered the game tied at 77 points with both the Rockford IceHogs and Oklahoma City Barons for the eighth Western Conference playoff spot. With only two games remaining on their schedule, the Checkers’ loss all but extinguishes their playoff chances. After today’s loss to the Griffins, Rockford has one game in hand, while Oklahoma City has two.

Now two points shy of the century mark, Grand Rapids (46-22-2-4) would clinch the Midwest Division title with a Chicago Wolves regulation loss to the IceHogs tonight.

The Griffins will return to Van Andel Arena for their regular season home finale against the Lake Erie Monsters on Friday, before closing out their 76-game schedule with a rematch against Lake Erie on Saturday. Both games will begin at 7 p.m.

At 13:51 of the first period, Charlotte’s Philippe Cornet scooped up Matthew Corrente’s rebound and swiftly put the puck past McCollum, who was still sprawled on the ice from the initial save, to put the Checkers up 1-0.

The Griffins finally solved Checkers netminder John Muse at 19:21 of the first frame, when Cory Emmerton hammered in a loose puck on the right doorstep for a power play tally to even the score, 1-1. Muse earned shutouts in both of his previous two appearances against Grand Rapids this season, rendering the Griffins scoreless for an impressive 139:21 until Emmerton’s goal.

Trevor Parkes cracked Muse for the game-winner at 11:05 of the second period by flicking Nathan Paetsch’s rebound over the goaltender’s shoulder, giving the Griffins a 2-1 lead.

Deep in the second, Paetsch rifled the puck into Muse’s wide-open cage, but the goal was called off due to goaltender interference by Landon Ferraro. Tangling with Charlotte in front of the net, Ferraro was nudged by Mark Flood and fell on top of Muse just before Paetsch’s shot.

A scoreless third period had its fair share of action, as McCollum turned away all 14 of the Checkers’ shots. The Griffins only managed to toss the puck at Muse five times before he was pulled in the final moments of the game in favor of an extra attacker. A last-minute blasting of the Grand Rapids net nearly saw the Checkers tie the game, but a sturdy McCollum diffused all of Charlotte’s attacks for the victory.

McCollum earned first-star honors with 35 saves, and Muse finished with 25.

Notes: Defenseman Ryan Sproul made his NHL debut with Detroit this afternoon, becoming the 145th Griffins alumnus to play in the NHL. 16 former Griffins were on Detroit’s roster in its 3-0 road victory over the St. Louis Blues. Petr Mrazek earned a 23-save shutout in the Wings’ final regular season game, his second shutout for the club in 11 career NHL games.

 Grand Rapids Griffins 2 at Charlotte Checkers 1 - Status: Final

 Sunday, April 13, 2014 - Time Warner Cable Arena

Grand Rapids 1 1 0 - 2

 Charlotte 1 0 0 - 1
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Ryan-Sproul-Xavier-Ouellet

Young defensemen Ryan Sproul (left) and Xavier Ouellet appear to have a bright future with the Red Wings.

Ansar Khan/MLive

DETROIT -- The Detroit Red Wings have recalled defensemen Xavier Ouellet and Ryan Sproul from the AHL’s Grand Rapids Griffins.

They will be available for Sunday's regular season finale at St. Louis (12:30 p.m., ABC).

Ouellet, 20, has appeared in 68 games with the Griffins this season, picking up four goals, 12 assists and 22 penalty minutes. He appeared in three games with Detroit earlier this season, averaging 13:58 of ice time.

If Sproul plays Sunday he would become the ninth player to make his NHL debut for the Red Wings this season. The right-handed shooting Sproul, 21, has 31 points (10 goals, 21 assists) in 71 games with Grand Rapids this season and was named to the AHL All-Rookie team this week.
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Charlotte Checkers

CHARLOTTE, N.C. — The Charlotte Checkers held the Grand Rapids Griffins scoreless in their hunt for a playoff spot as the Griffins fell 3-0 on Thursday at Time Warner Cable Arena in only the fifth time they have been shutout this season.

The Griffins clinched a playoff spot on March 28, and Saturday’s 2-1 win over the Hamilton Bulldogs assured them of at least a top-four seed and home ice advantage in the upcoming Western Conference Quarterfinals. The Checkers’ win put them in playoff position, but they are still within two points of three other teams in a bubble position in the middle of the Western Conference.

Grand Rapids will have another chance at the Checkers (37-33-1-2) on Sunday at 1:30 p.m. EDT for the fourth and final meeting of the regular season between the two teams.

The opening 20 minutes found the Griffins (45-22-2-4) in a three-goal hole. The first tally was scored at 4:07 after Petr Mrazek made the initial save, but the rebound popped out and over him as Victor Rask put it away.

Brett Sutter doubled the lead at 10:12 when his shot from behind the goal line banked off Mrazek’s back into the net.

At 13:29, David McIntyre sat in the box on a boarding call and Zach Boychuk, the league’s top goal-scorer (36), took advantage of the Checkers’ first power play. Chris Terry sent a pass to Boychuk at Mrazek’s left for the top-shelf marker.

Cory Emmerton had a shorthanded breakaway attempt a few minutes into the second period and Landon Ferraro nearly scored on a backhander in the final minutes, but a 13-save second-period performance by Muse kept the score at 3-0.

The shots were knotted 10-10 in the third period, with the Griffins failing to convert on the only power play chance of the frame. Mrazek stopped 22 of 25 shots in his second-straight loss, while Muse made 30 saves in the shutout.

 Grand Rapids Griffins 0 at Charlotte Checkers 3 - Status: Final

 Thursday, April 10, 2014 - Time Warner Cable Arena

Grand Rapids 0 0 0 - 0

 Charlotte 3 0 0 - 3
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Grand Rapids Griffins defenseman Adam Almquist and goalie Petr Mrazek were named Thursday, April 10, to the AHL All-Star second team.

Almquist is the first Griffins defenseman to make the team since 2005-06 (Bryan Helmer, second team), and Mrazek the first Griffins goalie to be recognized since 2002-03 (Marc Lamothe, first team).

Mrazek, who led the Griffins to a Calder Cup championship as a rookie last season, has made 30 appearances this season and posted a record of 22-7-1 – including separate winning streaks of nine and eight games. 

MORE: Two members of Griffins make all-rookie team

He leads the AHL in both goals-against average (2.03) and save percentage (.927). 

The 22-year-old from the Czech Republic has also played eight games this season with the Red Wings. 

Almquist, in his second season with the Griffins, leads all AHL defensemen with 48 assists and ranks third with 52 points in 69 games for Grand Rapids. He also has a team-best 27 points on the power play. 

Almquist, 23, is part of a Griffins defense that has allowed a Western Conference-low 2.43 goals per game. 

Almquist, from Jonkoping, Sweden, made his NHL debut with the Red Wings this season, recording one goal in two games.

First- and second-team recipients receive a custom-designed crystal award.

The Griffins, who have the second best record in the Western Conference and third best overall, are 45-21-2-4 with four games remaining in the regular season. They play at Charlotte tonight and Sunday.

Here’s a look at the first and second teams:

FIRST TEAM

Goaltender - Jake Allen, Chicago Wolves 

 (49gp, 30-16-3, 2.09gaa, .926sv%, 6so) 

Defense - T.J. Brennan, Toronto Marlies 

 (70gp, 22+44=66pts., 12 PPG, 4 GWG) 

Defense - Adam Clendening, Rockford IceHogs 

 (70gp, 12+44=56pts., +7, 19 PP pts.) 

Left wing - Mike Hoffman, Binghamton Senators 

 (51gp, 30+37=67pts., +11, 12 PPG) 

Center - Travis Morin, Texas Stars 

 (62gp, 31+50=81pts., +13, 10 PPG) 

Right wing - Colton Sceviour, Texas Stars 

 (54gp, 32+31=63pts., +11, 13 PPG, 6 GWG) 

SECOND TEAM 

Goaltender - Petr Mrazek, Grand Rapids Griffins 

 (30gp, 22-7-1, 2.03gaa, .927sv%, 3so) 

Defense - Adam Almquist, Grand Rapids Griffins 

 (69gp, 4+48=52pts., +9, 27 PP pts.) 

Defense - Brad Hunt, Oklahoma City Barons 

 (62gp, 11+38=49pts., +9, 9 PPG) 

Left wing - Zach Boychuk, Charlotte Checkers 

 (65gp, 35+35=70pts., 17 PPG, 4 GWG) 

Center - Andy Miele, Portland Pirates 

 (65gp, 27+42=69pts., 33 PP pts.) 

Right wing - Spencer Abbott, Toronto Marlies 

 (64gp, 17+52=69pts., +10, 9 PPG) 

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI. – Grand Rapids Griffins right wing Teemu Pulkkinen and defenseman Ryan Sproul were named to the AHL all-rookie team Wednesday.

Pulkkinen, 22, leads the Griffins with 55 points and 30 goals in 67 games and, among AHL rookies, he is third in scoring. This season he set a franchise record for goals by a rookie, surpassing the 24 by Justin Abdelkader and Francis Pare in 2008-09.

Pulkkinen, at 5-11, 185 pounds, was Detroit’s fourth choice (111th overall) in the 2010 draft.

Sproul, 21, has 31 points (10-21-31) in 70 games and is second among Griffins defensemen in scoring, and eighth overall on the team. The 6-foot-4, 205-pounder ranks among the team’s leaders with 21 assists (sixth). Sproul’s 10 goals and 31 points are tied for second among all rookie defensemen.

The 6-foot-4, 200-pound Sproul was Detroit's third choice (55th overall) in the 2011 draft.

They comprised two of the six members selected to the team.

The other members of the AHL all-rookie team, as voted by coaches, players and media in each of the league’s 30 member cities, are forwards Curtis McKenzie (Texas) and Ryan Strome (Bridgeport); defenseman Brenden Kichton (St. John’s); and goaltender Joni Ortio (Abbotsford).

The Griffins play in Charlotte on Thursday and Saturday.
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 GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Grand Rapids Griffins forward Mitch Callahan said he didn’t have any grand plan when he posted a wildly popular - and gory - photo of himself on Twitter shortly after he was struck in the mouth by a puck.

Callahan, 22, was hit by roommate Ryan Sproul’s hard slap shot while camped in front of the net in the Griffins’ 6-1 victory against Iowa on April 2. He bent over before quickly escorted off the ice by team trainer John Bernal with a towel wrapped around his face.

He underwent surgery the following day for a fractured jaw and a mouthful of lost teeth.

“I realized it wasn't great when teeth were just falling out of my mouth. And the puddle of blood didn't help either,” Callahan said in an email exchange Monday, April 7, with The Grand Rapids Press/MLive.com. His jaw is wired shut, limiting his speech.

 After he left the ice, Callahan posted the following tweet with photo link (caution, it is graphic):

Asked why he did it, Callahan replied, “I posted it because a lot of people were asking me how I was, so I just decided to throw a pic up.”

MORE:

Mitch Callahan takes puck to the mouth, posts bloody selfie

Mitch Callahan’s gruesome in-game selfie not a locker room issue

"I was hoping I had lost only a few teeth and would get some stitches so I could join the guys and come back for the game."

Mitch Callahan’s fractured jaw came from puck off roommate’s shot

Callahan still isn’t sure how many teeth he lost. He already was missing his front two teeth.

“I believe I lost one for sure up top and about seven or eight on the bottom,” he said.

 As for his initial reaction to the injury, Callahan wrote: "As soon as the puck hit me, my teeth instantly flew out. I was hoping I had lost only a few teeth and would get some stitches so I could join the guys and come back for the game. 

“Our trainer told me I wasn't returning and that it looks to be more serious than I thought. Then it hit me to be a serious injury when I was told I needed surgery.”

The 6-foot, 195-pound Callahan, in his third season with the Griffins, is the team’s third leading scorer with 44 points and second in goals with 26. Before the injury, he was the only member of the Griffins who had played in every game this season.

Since, Callahan said he has begun exercising and hopes to be back in time for the playoffs, which begin the week if April 21, “if not sooner.” He would likely be equipped with a protective face guard with his helmet.

“The pain is one thing but being away from the game is the worst,” he wrote. “I've been overlooking the pain so I can try to take as much care and get back as soon as possible.”

Pete Wallner covers sports for MLive/Grand Rapids Press. Email him at pwallner@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter, Facebook or Google+.
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Luke-Glendening-4-5-14.jpg

Things were looking up for Luke Glendening Saturday before the Red Wings lost in Montreal.

AP Photo

MONTREAL – The final score at the Bell Center wasn't what he was hoping for but Detroit Red Wings rookie Luke Glendening will never forget the events that transpired Saturday.

For starters, he agreed to a three-year contract extension worth almost $1.9 million.

Then, the rookie center helped the Red Wings rally from a three-goal deficit by scoring his first NHL goal before the Canadiens scored twice in the final seven minutes for a 5-3 victory.

Glendening's goal came 36 seconds after Pavel Datsyuk put the Red Wings on the board and it cut the Canadiens' lead to 3-2 with 14:13 to play.

"Obviously, it was exciting at the time," Glendening said. "It was in the middle of a comeback there. You know, the excitement quickly faded.

"We needed those two points and it's frustrating to lose a game like that."

Niklas Kronwall tied it for the Red Wings with 9:16 left but the Canadiens ended Detroit's four-game winning streak when Brian Gionta and Alex Galchenyuk scored less than 3½ minutes apart to give Montreal its seventh victory in the last eight games.

"Coach talks about focusing on details a lot and I think tonight we kind of got away from that," Glendening said. "Whether it was the excitement of the building, the excitement of the game or just kind of the loss of focus, I'm not sure.

"You know, I thought there were too many times when we lost focus and, you know, that cost us in the end."

Glendening's first goal came in his 52nd NHL game. No Red Wings player had ever went longer to start his career without a goal than the East Grand Rapids native.

The previous record, according to Red Wings statistician Greg Innis, was 43 games by Cummy Burton over three seasons from 1955-59.

Teammate Drew Miller had regularly been telling Glendening "tonight's the night" before games recently and Glendening hadn't been shy about discussing the goal slump.

"I think I talk about it more because I want to score," said Glendening, who also has six assists. "I've never been known as a goal-scorer but it's still frustrating when the goal never goes in. I get a lot of Grade A opportunities and to not be able to find the net is frustrating."

The goal is part of what's turned into a season that is well beyond Glendening's expectations.

After being a walk-on at the University of Michigan – where he was the Wolverines captain for his final two years – Glendening signed as a free-agent with the Grand Rapids Griffins and began his pro career last season with the ECHL's Toledo Walleye.

Although he was hoping to see action with the Red Wings at some point this season, he wasn't planning on become a regular in the lineup for a team that's battling for a playoff spot. But injuries gave him an opportunity and Glendening didn't waste it.

"To start in Grand Rapids and see where I go, that was my initial plan," said Glendening, 24. "Like I said, I've been fortunate with the opportunities, whether it's get a game or get some preseason games, everything has been a neat opportunity to learn from and get better.

"(The younger Red Wings) were all given ample opportunity to play and be put in some big spots. I'm sure you'll be reading about other guys' contracts soon."
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Nathan Paetsch scores the game-winner for the Grand Rapids Griffins in the 10th round of a shootout on Saturday, April 5.

Courtesy Steven Wilcox/White Spot Images

 GRAND RAPIDS, MI – It was a game that might frustrate some, but for a team preparing for the AHL playoffs, it was the perfect night of intensity.

All night the Grand Rapids Griffins controlled play over visiting Hamilton, but the Bulldogs, despite being outshot by 14, were able to force the game into overtime after completing regulation tied at 1-1. 

After a scoreless overtime period the teams went to an extended shootout.

In the 10th round, Grand Rapids defenseman Nathan Paetsch was able to get a goal by Hamilton goalie Dustin Tokarski, while Griffins goalie Tom McCollum stopped a shot by Bulldog Morgan Ellis. The stop gave Grand Rapids the 2-1 win in front of an excited crowd at Van Andel Arena Saturday night.

 Paetsch says he felt comfortable as he approached the puck for that shot.

“I think the (pressure) gets less after (each round), because everybody else missed,” Paetsch said. “I had nothing to lose.”

Grand Rapids earned its 45th win of the season and clinched a top four seed and home ice in the Western Conference quarterfinals.

“I don't think a game like this frustrates you,” Paetsch said. “This is good, one-goal games, because that is playoff hockey. We had a lot of those games in the playoffs, where we out-shot teams the same amount as we did tonight, but won those one-goal games.” 

Griffins center Andrej Nestrasil, who scored the game's first goal of the night just over three minutes into the first period, echoed those sentiments.

“I think this was a perfect example of a playoff game,” Nestrasil said. “This is how it goes in the playoffs. That was good preparation, even though they scored and tied it 1-1, we stayed with our game and kept rolling. It doesn't matter if we get two points after 60 minutes, or a shootout.”

The Bulldogs tied the game with just under four minutes into the third period on a goal from Maxime Macenauer, but the Griffins kept their composure and continued peppering the Hamilton goal.

All the way to the end of regulation, when Paetsch had a chance to win it with a nice slap shot as time ran out in regulation.

That's what a coach likes to see in his team, keep playing no matter how frustrating the results are.

“The first thing I look at is how did we play, and I was much happier with how we played,” Grand Rapids coach Jeff Blashill said. “It is more the type of style you have to play to be successful anytime, especially at the end of the year. I thought we did a much better job of doing the things you need to to be successful –putting pressure on the puck and tracking back real hard, allowing our defense to gap real tight."

That's what the Griffins did, even if it didn't result in a lot of goals.

“Obviously, it would be way better if we could win 5-0, but it doesn't happen every night,” Nestrasil said. “These games are going to be there, too, and that's hockey.” 

Hamilton Bulldogs 1 at Grand Rapids Griffins 2 (SO) - Status: Final SO

 Saturday, April 5, 2014 - Van Andel Arena

Hamilton 0 0 1 0 - 1

 Grand Rapids 1 0 0 0 - 2
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MONTREAL – None of the Detroit Red Wings youngsters have taken advantage of the opportunity presented to them this season more than rookie forward Luke Glendening.

But that shouldn't be a surprise.

Glendening has overcome obstacles for years now.

• He was a walk-on at the University of Michigan, where he rose to become team captain as a junior and senior.

• He went undrafted and started last season with Toledo of the ECHL after signing as a free agent with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

• And he wasn't even part of the Red Wings' plans at the start of the season.

Yet Glendening has become an integral part of the Red Wings lineup this season and was rewarded for it Saturday with a three-year contract extension worth almost $1.9 million.

"Obviously it's very exciting," said Glendening, 24. "I'm excited to know I'll be a part of this organization for another three more years. But the timing is a little weird. Obviously we have some huge games coming up so I'm trying to make sure it's not a distraction."

Glendening said the obstacles he's overcome have made him the player he is today.

"I think it's just been part of the journey," said Glendening, who has yet to score his first NHL goal but has been a big part of the Red Wings as a checker and penalty killer. "Every step has been good for me and I've learned a lot every step of the way. I don't think I'd be where I am today without the things I've gone through.

"I'm excited to be here. I think I'd be excited to be here either way. It's a neat opportunity and I've tried to make the most of it."

In 51 games this season, Glendening has six assists and 16 penalty minutes.

Last season, he had 22 goals and 25 assists in 78 games with Toledo and Grand Rapids. In the playoffs, he helped the Griffins win the Calder Cup by leading all rookies in postseason scoring with 16 points. That landed him a one-year contract with the Red Wings.

"He earned himself a contact and now he's set up to be a Red Wing," said coach Mike Babcock. "He just has to keep earning his opportunities. He's been excellent for us. We didn't expect him to be on the team at the start of the year. 

"A lot of guy shave been given opportunities that they normally wouldn't have but now what they've done is they've come here and they've won jobs and I assume they plan on keeping them."

The rash of injuries that have hit the Red Wings this season meant eight players made their NHL debuts with Detroit, some sooner than expected.

Now Glendening, who grew up near Grand Rapids, is fulfilling a childhood dream by playing for the Red Wings. 

"It was always a dream of mine but when you're a kid, it's everyone's dream," he said. "As I moved up further I realized how hard it was going to be and I'm fortunate that some of the opportunities I've been blessed with.

"If you had of told me a couple years ago, probably in the last year, that this would be happening, I would have probably laughed. But to be in this situation, I'm excited."
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MONTREAL – The Detroit Red Wings have signed rookie forward Luke Glendening to a three-year contract extension, the club announced this morning.

The deal has a salary-cap hit of $628,333.

In 51 games this season, the 24-year-old center has six assists and 16 penalty minutes. He split last season between Grand Rapids of the AHL and Toledo of the ECHL.

A Grand Rapids native, Glendening helped the Griffins win the Calder Cup last season, leading all AHL rookies in playoff points with 16 (six goals, 10 assists).

He's a former University of Michigan captain who signed with Grand Rapids as a free agent and earned a one-year deal with the Red Wings last season after making the Wolverines team as a walk-on.

In 78 games with Grand Rapids and Toledo last season, he had 22 goals and 25 assists.

Glendening will earn $610,000 in 2014-15, then $600,000 and $675,000 in each of the following two seasons.

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on April 04, 2014 at 10:11 PM, updated April 04, 2014 at 11:30 PM 

Reddit 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – With five games left in the regular season, the Grand Rapids Griffins are supposed to be preparing for the playoffs, but they aren’t showing it the past two games.

Coach Jeff Blashill wasn’t pleased with the Griffins’ performance in a 6-1 win at home against Iowa on Wednesday, so his reaction to Friday’s 4-1 loss against Hamilton before 10,834 at Van Andel Arena, was predictable.

“I told the guys in between periods,” Blashill said. “This is an everyday business. You can’t afford not to show up every single day. I don’t think we were as mentally detailed as we need to be."

The record is hard to complain about. The Griffins (44-21-2-4) lead the Midwest Division, started the night second in the Western Conference by a single point, and are a win from the best record in the AHL. 

They are one of just three teams that have already qualified for the playoffs.

Still, the performance the past two games, however, was the main topic. Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan answered "no "when asked if the team was playoff-ready.
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Jeff Hoggan

“You don’t want to enter the playoffs playing like this,” he said. “There’s no rah-rah. Each guy has to take it upon themselves to find the right groove and the right mindset so we can take that into the playoffs."

Blashill said a greater attention to detail is needed.

“We’re just not doing the little things,” he said. “You have to get back to the puck better. You have to stop on the puck better. We are just playing too careless right now and you can’t play this way right now and have any chance of success over the long term at all.

"I thought we were lucky it didn’t cost us on Wednesday and tonight it did.”

The second period was the downfall against Hamilton.

The Griffins, after taking a 1-0 lead on a first-period goal by David McIntyre, allowed three in a row in just over seven minutes in the second against the Bulldogs (30-33-1-5), who are out of the playoff picture.

Dumont, Gabriel, scored 55 seconds into the period on a quick wrap-around, followed at 15:24 by Mike Blunden, who got past defenseman Adam Almquist, and capped by Sven Andrighetto’s rocket at 11:49.

All came against Petr Mrazek, equaling his total goals allowed the past three games combined. Mrazek, starting his third game in a row and sixth of seven, took over the AHL lead in goals against at 1.99 after Wednesday’s game.

NOTES

 The teams play again Saturday … The Griffins had their seventh sellout of the season – and third the past four games – to equal the total the past two seasons combined … Griffins goalie Petr Mrazek went against Dustin Tokarski, pitting the past two Calder Cup champion goalies – Mrazek last year with Grand Rapids and Torarski with Norfolk in 2011-12 … Mark Mowers, who had the most points by a Griffins right winger with 81 in 2002-03, was in attendance Friday. He works as a scout for Hamilton.

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on April 03, 2014 at 6:22 PM, updated April 03, 2014 at 8:57 PM 

Reddit 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI – When Grand Rapids Griffins defenseman Ryan Sproul unloaded a slap shot from above the right circle Wednesday, there was little inkling that the routine play would temporarily grab a national spotlight

But that's what happened after the puck mangled Mitch Callahan's face and the third-year Detroit Red Wings prospect posted a bloody in-game selfie to Twitter. The picture spread quickly on social media, and sports websites and radio buzzed about the injury on Thursday.

Callahan was escorted off the ice with a towel wrapped around his face, and once in the locker room, he posted the picture that can be seen in the link below (caution, it is graphic):

The on-ice image of Callahan bent over just outside the goalmouth for a few seconds before blood began to spill onto the ice and play halted was disturbing to Sproul, who lives with Callahan.

“I pretty much almost broke down right there,” Sproul said after practice Thursday. “I was scared for him, and went right over to make sure he was all right because, like I said, he’s one of my best friends.”

Callahan, the Griffins’ third-year forward, had surgery Thursday to repair his fractured jaw. He lost up to 10 teeth, some of which Sproul picked up off the ice, as well.

“I picked up four, but I think there was probably more out there,” he said. “I know he lost nine or 10 … It was definitely tough. I could barely pick them up my hands were shaking so much and in shock of what happened."
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Ryan Sproul

Sproul said Callahan understands that his injury is part of the game and that both are moving on from the first period incident in the Griffins 6-1 win over Iowa. 

"It's just something that can happen in hockey," Sproul said. "He knew that. I know that.

“I think last night after it happened it was tough to throw the puck on net,” he said Thursday. “Hopefully, I get over it real soon...I'm not too worried about it right now.”

On the lighter side, before he headed over to the hospital after the game, Sproul said Callahan contacted him to request his phone charger. He knew the growing popularity of the photo.

“Oh, for sure he did,” Sproul said. “He actually told me to bring his charger over because his phone was blowing up.” 

Sproul said he and fellow roommate, Trevor Parkes, are planning how to help prepare meals for Callahan once he is released from the hospital.

Heat's looming departure won't be a distraction to team: Ward

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 16, 2014 1:00 PM 

Updated: April 16, 2014 1:28 PM     

Could the announcement of the Abbotsford Heat's impending move out of town be a distraction to the team as they prepare for the Calder Cup playoffs?

Head coach Troy Ward didn't bust out a Brooklyn accent, but his thoughts on that notion were decisive: Fuhgeddaboudit.

"The timing of it has no bearing on us," he told The News via cellphone from San Antonio, where the Heat are set to open a three-games-in-three-nights road trip vs. the Rampage on Thursday. "We can't control it . . . Right now, we've got to win hockey games.

"Whatever (Calgary Flames CEO) Ken King and the mayor and all those other people want to do in their world, that's their business," he added.

"I'll have all kinds of thoughts when we're done, but it has no bearing on my life right now."

Given Ward's constant emphasis on sticking with the proper process day-to-day, it's no surprise that he prefers to defer the sentimentality until season's end.

"Whether I know where I'm going to live next year or whether I don't . . . I don't really care," he said. "Otherwise, I wouldn't be a good man to the guys I'm with."

Heat forward Carter Bancks, who joined the team during the latter stages of its inaugural 2009-10 season, said that Tuesday's news caught him off-guard.

"We knew there were talks going on last year about potentially moving, but this was a little bit more of a surprise," he said. "I really enjoyed playing there. It's a great city, and I'm going to miss it, for sure."

Struggles at the box office throughout their time in Abbotsford brought about the Heat's departure, and Bancks acknowledged that from a player's perspective, it would have been nice to play in front of bigger crowds.

"Some days it was a little tough, not seeing a ton of people (in the stands)," he said. "But . . . there were a lot of positives in the situation as well.

"We've had some really loyal fans throughout the years who have come and cheered us on, and we've got to thank all those people in the city of Abbotsford. Everyone treated us really well, and we had a gorgeous facility."

Bancks echoed Ward in noting that the timing of the departure announcement is "nothing we can control," and said that the best way to close the book on the franchise's time in Abbotsford would be to win the Calder Cup.

"We're going to still show up and try and represent Abbotsford and our fans the best way we can," he said. "It would be really cool to have a really good (playoff) run here and end our time in Abbotsford on a high. That would be the ultimate way to go out."

WALTER UNLIKELY TO MOVE WITH FLAMES' AFFILIATE

Ryan Walter, who has served as Heat president since 2011, said that when the team moves at the end of the season, it's unlikely that he'll go with them.

"I think (wife) Jenny and I have to regroup and see what's next on the journey," he told The News on Tuesday. "We're very committed to being here in the Lower Mainland – our kids are here and our grandkids are here.

"Our goal is to fill the building for these playoff games, and we'll go from there."

Walter lauded the hard work of the Heat's front-office staff against long odds, and expressed pride in the team's level of off-ice community involvement in recent years.

"We're in a place where a group of us worked hard to make this work, and it culminated in today, so we're very disappointed," he said.
Top prospect Poirier poised for pro debut

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 16, 2014 12:00 PM 

Updated: April 16, 2014 12:20 PM     

Three more of the Calgary Flames' 2013 draft choices – left winger Emile Poirier and defencemen Keegan Kanzig and Eric Roy – have joined the Abbotsford Heat after their junior seasons ended.

Poirier is on the road with the Heat and could make his pro debut Thursday vs. the San Antonio Rampage, while Kanzig and Roy will practice with the rest of the team's "black aces" in Abbotsford.

Poirier, a first-round selection (22nd overall), is coming off a huge season with the Gatineau Olympiques of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, racking up 43 goals and 44 assists – along with 129 penalty minutes – in 63 games.

"He had his first practice today," head coach Troy Ward said Wednesday from San Antonio, noting that Poirier brings first-rate finishing skills. "We're looking forward to getting him into one of these three games (on the road trip), or two maybe. We'll see how it goes."

Forwards Markus Granlund and Trevor Gillies are also traveling with the Heat after extended injury absences, and Ward expects both players to also get into the lineup at some point this week.

On Monday, the Heat assigned goalie Olivier Roy to their ECHL affiliate, the Alaska Aces, leaving recent signee Doug Carr as the backup to Joni Ortio.

Barons bolster playoff hopes with comeback win over Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 13, 2014 5:00 PM 
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Perched precariously on the playoff bubble, the Oklahoma City Barons came up with a crucial comeback.

Out-shot and out-played by the Abbotsford Heat for much of Sunday afternoon's contest, the Barons battled back from deficits on three occasions en route to a 5-4 shootout victory.

Austin Fyten scored twice, Curtis Hamilton notched the equalizer with 2:07 remaining in regulation, and Anton Lander potted the winner in the shootout as the Edmonton Oilers affiliate prevailed in the Heat's final home game of the regular season.

“It was tough – we were behind the eight ball all night,” said Fyten, who posted the first multi-goal game of his AHL career. “We wanted it and just kept pushing and pushing. We deserved that one.”

With the win, the eighth-place Barons (34-28-11, 79 points) earned a two-point cushion with three regular season games remaining in the race for the final Western Conference playoff berth. They've got the Charlotte Checkers and Rockford IceHogs (both at 77 points) nipping at their heels, along with the Utica Comets (75 points plus one game in hand).

The fifth-place Heat (40-25-8, 88 points), who secured their playoff berth earlier in the week, had plenty to be pleased about in terms of their performance.

After being out-shot decisively in their first three games of the homestand – by a cumulative 111-57 margin – they dominated in the shots-on-goal department on Sunday with a 37-27 edge.

They also savoured milestones from defenceman Brett Kulak and goalie Doug Carr.

Kulak, who recently inked an entry-level contract with the NHL parent Calgary Flames and joined the Heat after his junior season with the WHL's Vancouver Giants wrapped up, notched his first professional goal in the second period.

And Carr, who signed with the Heat last week at the conclusion of his four-year career with the NCAA's UMass Lowell River Hawks, got his first pro start in net and had some fantastic moments – though he might want another crack at Hamilton's tying goal.

"In the end of it, I don't think it was their desperation that really took over the game," Heat forward Brett Olson analyzed. "It's just some things that we kind of allowed to play into, and we let that one slip away."

Olson got the Heat on the board during a power play just past the midway point of the first period. He tracked down Derek Smith's rebound in the slot and lifted a backhander over Barons goalie Richard Bachman for his 17th goal of the season (see photo above).

Fyten drew the Barons even early in the second period when Brad Hunt's point shot banked in off him, but the Heat pulled away in short order on goals by Kulak and Ben Street.

Ben Hanowski set the table for Kulak's milestone goal, wheeling into the slot and drawing the defence before slipping a slick backhand feed to a pinching Kulak. With Bachman out of position, all that was left for him to do was slide it into the wide-open net.

"Hanowski, I didn't know he saw me back there, but he threw a really nice pass – I guess that's why he's been in the NHL for the past month," Kulak said, alluding to the fact that Hanowski was returned to the Heat by the Flames on Saturday.

"He made it really easy for me to just tap it in there. Obviously I can't enjoy it as much as I would have if we won the game, but it's still a special feeling."

A power-play goal by Roman Horak late in the second period and an even-strength marker from Fyten early in the third drew the Barons level at 3-3. But Max Reinhart finished off a pretty tic-tac-toe passing play with Hanowski and Street on the power play to give the Heat the lead once again.

In the dying minutes, Hamilton took a pass from Will Acton on the rush and beat Carr with a wrist shot from the slot to knot the score again.

Overtime settled nothing, though Carr was required to make a tremendous glove save on OKC's Taylor Fedun from point-blank range.

In the shootout, C.J. Stretch and Lander scored for the Barons, while Blair Jones was the only one of the Heat's five shooters to solve Bachman.

"I thought it was a good hockey game – at this time of year, no lead is ever safe," Heat head coach Troy Ward said. "It's almost playoff time . . . and they're scratching for their berth into the playoffs, and we have ours.

"We did some really good things. We played better in a lot of ways."

Ward praised the play of recent returnee Hanowski, who played on the fourth line with Carter Bancks and Josh Jooris, and lauded the trio with an ice cream metaphor.

"They all have an element of 'hard' to them," Ward said. "That (Bancks) line was going old-time Baskin Robbins – you've got to dig it out, it's really hard to get out of there, and you put it in the cone and it breaks all up.

"The rest of the lines are melting over the top of the cone. That's what we've got to figure out here pretty quick – soft serve isn't going to win.

"I'm being honest – we've got some guys who have got to play harder."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat handed out their regular season awards in a pre-game ceremony, and the winners were Joni Ortio (MVP), Chad Billins (top defenceman), Markus Granlund (top rookie), Corban Knight (community man of the year) and Reinhart (fan's choice).

• The Flames wrap up their season at the Vancouver Canucks on Sunday evening. Three players are set to join the Heat post-game – defencemen Billins and Chris Breen, and centre Granlund.

• The Heat finish the regular season with a three-games-in-three-nights road trip: Thursday and Friday at the San Antonio Rampage, and Saturday at the Texas Stars.

• Ward indicated that a trio of Flames 2013 draft choices – LW Emile Poirier (22nd overall), D Keegan Kanzig (67th overall) and D Eric Roy (135th overall) – could soon join the Heat since their junior seasons are over.

"I haven't gotten confirmed on (Poirier's status), but I believe the other two defencemen are due into Abbotsford at some point," he said.

Ortio stands tall as Heat deny Barons 3-2

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 11, 2014 11:00 PM 
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The Oklahoma City Barons spent the bulk of Friday evening in Joni Ortio's grill, but the Abbotsford Heat goalie didn't back down an inch.

Ortio was run over in his crease on two occasions and was peppered with 37 shots by the Barons, who are battling for their playoff lives.

But the Finnish netminder, named to the AHL all-rookie team earlier in the week, made 35 saves – several of the spectacular variety – en route to first star honours in a 3-2 Heat victory at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

“It’s part of the game and I kind of like it,” Ortio said with a chuckle, reflecting on collisions with OKC's Greg Chase in the first period and Connor Jones in the third. “It gets me pumped up when guys bump into me – when I can maybe sneak in a jab or something.

"It was a physical game but I thought we responded pretty well. We were physical and working hard and that’s where it all starts. We didn’t play smart today but we played hard."

Indeed, while the Heat ended up being outshot 37-19 for the game, they got off to a hyper-efficient start offensively, scoring on their first two shots on Barons goalie Richard Bachman.

Brett Olson opened the scoring 1:29 in, via a pretty set-up from Corey Locke. The veteran centre dangled into the Barons zone and threaded a slick pass through to Olson in the goalmouth, and he lifted a backhander over Bachman.

Derek Smith made it 2-0 at the 5:34 mark, gaining the zone and hammering a slap shot past Bachman from the top of the left circle.

“I probably shouldn’t have shot it on net,” Smith said with a wry grin. “But I got lucky and sometimes it’s good to be lucky.”

The Barons got one back on a power play early in the second period, as Matthew Ford tipped C.J. Stretch's shot past Ortio.

Ex-Heat forward Roman Horak picked up the secondary assist on Ford's goal, and he had a golden opportunity to draw his team even on a breakaway shortly thereafter. But Ortio squeezed the pads to stymie his five-hole attempt.

Blair Jones gave the Heat a measure of insurance at 7:32 of the third, taking a drop pass from Ben Street at the hashmarks and picking the bottom corner on Bachman.

Jones's goal proved pivotal, as OKC defenceman Taylor Fedun's point shot banked in off a player in front of the net with 2:22 left in the third period.

The Barons pulled their goalie at that point and spent the balance of the game buzzing in the Heat zone, but Ortio kept them at bay. OKC's Andrew Miller had a great look off a faceoff in the dying seconds, but the Heat keeper kicked out the right pad to deny his one-timer.

“I knew the guy was there, but I didn’t see the shot,” said Ortio. “Thank God he didn’t get it high enough, over my pad. That’s the way it goes – sometimes it goes in, sometimes not. Thankfully tonight was the night it didn’t go in.”

Smith suggested that apart from Ortio's theatrics, the Heat would not have won.

“For the third game in a row we got outplayed so we’re lucky our skilled guys are getting goals when we need them,” said Smith. “We really need to tighten up defensively and stop turning pucks over because we’re putting a lot of pressure on our D and goalies. If we want to continue winning it’s going to have to change.”

The Heat improved to 40-25-7 for 92 points, good for fifth in the Western Conference, while the Barons (33-28-11, 77 points) are clinging to the eighth and final playoff slot. The ninth-place Charlotte Checkers also have 77 points, but Oklahoma City has one game in hand.

Abbotsford and OKC lock horns again on Sunday afternoon (1 p.m., AESC) in the Heat's final home game of the season.

The Heat have won three games in a row and five of their past six, but they've been outshot decisively over the first three games of their current homestand.

Head coach Troy Ward said he's not thrilled with the shots disparity, but said that a good number of the shots the Heat have surrendered of late have come from the perimeter.

"It does give us a simple red flag, that's what I told the team," he said.

"It's got to get corrected, and we've got to take our time to do it. We took some strides to go in that direction (on Friday), and then there were times we didn't. Not consistent, I guess, is the word."

Friday's game marked the pro debut for a pair of 2013 first round draft choices – Barons defenceman Darnell Nurse (seventh overall) and Heat left winger Morgan Klimchuk (28th overall).

Nurse finished -2 for the night with three shots on goal, while Klimchuk failed to register a shot while posting a +1 rating.

"I don't know if Morgan ever really had his legs or really got going," Ward said. "I just took it for what it was. I think he did a good job.

"He didn't get a lot done offensively, but we didn't as a group in general at times. I thought it was a good first game for him. It's one of those games where you've got to clean out everything from your past and start fresh. I was happy for him . . . and he'll only get better."

ICE CHIPS:

• Heat defenceman Brett Kulak, with the secondary assist on Olson's goal, registered his first point as a pro.

• The Edmonton Oilers' brass was out in full force at the AESC on Friday to check in on their AHL affiliate. President of hockey operations Kevin Lowe, general manager Craig MacTavish and head coach Dallas Eakins were part of the contingent. The Oilers play the Vancouver Canucks on Saturday.

Confidence man: Goalie Ortio's poise sparks the Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward has a passion for posture.

After a blowout loss, he might grouse at the post-game press conference that he didn't like the Heat's passive posture – evoking a slouching, back-on-the-heels image. After a victory, he'll often credit an aggressive posture within their team structure.

All of this is to illustrate that when Ward refers to goalie Joni Ortio as the team's backbone, it's mighty high praise.

"Our posture changes when he plays," Ward explained, going back to the well for one of his favourite terms.

"Because [his teammates] have confidence in him, they have confidence in themselves."

Confidence is a hard commodity to quantify, but Ortio's impact on the Heat during the 2013-14 season isn't difficult to detect.

The 22-year-old from Turku, Finland carried the load during Abbotsford's hottest stretch of the season – 13 wins in 14 games beginning in late October and extending through most of November.

Conversely, when the Heat endured an eight-game losing skid in late February/early March which dropped them from first place in the Western Conference to fifth, Ortio was conspicuous by his absence – he was on recall with the NHL parent Calgary Flames.

He returned to the Heat in late March, and it's no coincidence that they've righted the ship of late, winning four of their past five games to clinch a playoff spot.

Add it all up, and Ortio's got a compelling case as the Heat's MVP this season, though the players who took turns carrying the team offensively – Ben Street, Chad Billins, Markus Granlund and Max Reinhart among them – might have an argument.

He added an AHL award to his resumé on Wednesday, as he was voted to the league's all-rookie team.

"It's exciting to be recognized like that, but it doesn't just speak to the way I play – it speaks to the whole group," said Ortio, who's posted a 24-8 record with a .924 save percentage (third-best in the AHL) and a 2.37 goals against average (eighth) this season.

"They've been unbelievable throughout the year, making my job that much easier."

That team-oriented approach has been crucial to Ortio's success this season, according to Ward.

"He's matured, these last couple years, beyond belief," Ward explained. "The guys want to play hard for him because of the way he treats them as a man.

"That, to me, is one of the new intangibles of goaltending – does a team want to compete for him? . . . He might be technically a good goalie, but do these guys want to lay down and block a shot for you?"

Ortio was a sixth-round pick by the Flames in 2009 and was Finland's starting goalie at two World Junior Championships, but his introduction to North American pro hockey was a rocky one. In limited action with the Heat during the 2010-11 and 2011-12 seasons, he posted a 1-5 record, a 3.36 goals against average and an .876 save percentage.

He made huge strides last season, though, playing in his homeland for HIFK Helsinki. He saw action in 54 of the team's 60 regular season games and backstopped the club to the second round of the SM-liiga playoffs, and the workload helped him hone his consistency.

This season, upon returning to Abbotsford, Ortio encountered some early adversity. After watching from the bench as Reto Berra handled the Heat's first four starts of the campaign, he was assigned to the ECHL's Alaska Aces, with rookie keeper Laurent Brossoit coming up to replace him.

The rationale was to get Ortio some game action while affording Brossoit some instructional time with Heat goalie coach Jordan Sigalet, but the demotion was still less than thrilling.

Ortio excelled, though, posting a 1.01 goals against average and a .944 save percentage in four appearances with the Aces. When he and Brossoit switched places again on Oct. 28 and Berra was recalled by the Flames less than a week later, he was ready to wrest the lion's share of the playing time in Abbotsford away from veteran Joey MacDonald.

"I'll be honest – it's not fun [going to the ECHL]," Ortio acknowledged. "But it's something that management thought was best at that given time. Now, reflecting back on it, getting those games in was probably a good thing. Because when I came back up here, I jumped right back into action. It helped just to get the rhythm going."

In February, a knee injury to Flames starter Karri Ramo opened the door for Ortio's first NHL recall. And when Berra was subsequently sent to the Colorado Avalanche at the trade deadline, he made nine starts, fashioning a 4-4 record with a 2.52 goals against average and an .891 save percentage.

"It's a thing that every kid dreams about when you're little," he said. "It's kind of hard to describe, getting that first (NHL) action. It's something you work for all your career, and it finally comes true.

"It was a ton of fun, for sure, and I felt pretty comfortable out there. That's what I've been feeling like all year – that I'm ready to make that step. I kind of proved myself, that I can actually play up there, and that gave me a lot of confidence moving forward."

After Ramo returned to health, the Flames sent Ortio back to Abbotsford, where his presence has "a calming effect" on the team, Ward said.

"We have a lot of systematical rules . . . this you can do, this you can't do," Ward explained. "When Joni gets in there, instead of black and white, it becomes a little bit grey, if that makes sense.

"We feel we can do different things within the system – we have different little liberties about how we play. That wasn't right away, that developed over time. As his confidence grew, our confidence grew."

Heat news and notes: Playoffs clinched, Klimchuk set for debut

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat haven't played since last Saturday, but in the meantime, they've managed to clinch a playoff berth.

The Heat had their ticket punched for them on Tuesday evening, as the Milwaukee Admirals beat the Rockford IceHogs 3-1. The defeat ensured that the IceHogs – on the wrong side of the Western Conference playoff bubble – wouldn't be able to catch fifth-place Abbotsford.

And with that, the Heat are guaranteed to be the only pro hockey team in Western Canada to taste playoff hockey this season. The Vancouver Canucks, Calgary Flames, Edmonton Oilers and Winnipeg Jets are all headed for the golf courses once the NHL regular season wraps up on Sunday.

"We'll have too much press – I'll turn into a hermit," Heat head coach Troy Ward joked.

With five regular season games remaining – including Friday (7 p.m.) and Sunday (1 p.m.) home dates vs. the Oklahoma City Barons – Ward said his focus is on making sure his team is sharp system-wise and ready to roll once the playoffs start.

As it currently stands, the Heat (39-25-7, 85 points) would face the fourth-place Chicago Wolves in the first round, but if Milwaukee (35-23-13, 83 points) catches them for fifth in the conference, they'd play the third-seeded Toronto Marlies.

"We don't look at these games any different than we would have without clinching the spot," goalie Joni Ortio asserted. "Home ice advantage is a bit of a long shot at this point, but we still want to finish fifth at least. We've got to keep building the momentum and working on our game towards playoffs, so we're ready when the puck drops for the first game."

KLIMCHUK POISED FOR DEBUT

Left winger Morgan Klimchuk, a first-round draft choice (28th overall) by the Flames in 2013, was set to play his first pro games last weekend vs. Rockford, but a minor injury delayed that debut.

Ward said he'll suit up on Friday vs. OKC, and he's been skating on a line with Corey Locke and Brett Olson.

The Barons are expected to have a high-profile prospect of their own in the lineup – defenceman Darnell Nurse, who recently joined the squad after his junior season with the OHL's Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds ended. Nurse was the seventh overall pick in last June's draft.

REINFORCEMENTS COMING

The NHL parent Flames wrap up their season on Sunday at the Vancouver Canucks, and four erstwhile Heat players will be staying behind in B.C. afterward

Forwards Markus Granlund and Ben Hanowski and blueliners Chad Billins and Chris Breen will rejoin Abbotsford for their final three-game road trip of the regular season and the subsequent playoff run.

"They'll play on Sunday, and then they'll come out here," Ward confirmed.

Baertschi named AHL player of week after lighting up IceHogs

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 07, 2014 4:00 PM 

Updated: April 07, 2014 4:43 PM     

Sven Baertschi of the Abbotsford Heat has been named the CCM/AHL player of the week.

The 21-year-old left winger from Switzerland collected three goals and four assists, along with a +7 rating, in a pair of weekend victories over the Rockford IceHogs.

In the opener of the two-game set, Baertschi tied a Heat franchise record with five points, notching two goals and three assists in Abbotsford's 6-3 win. In Saturday's rematch, he scored the game-winning goal and added an assist as the Heat prevailed 5-3.

Baertschi has 18 points (eight goals, 10 assists) in his past 12 games for the Heat. He was the Calgary Flames' first-round draft choice (13th overall) in 2011.

Baertschi and the Heat host the their final regular season home games this weekend, taking on the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday (7 p.m.) and Sunday (1 p.m.) at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Big nights from Baertschi, Jones boost Heat past IceHogs

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 05, 2014 11:00 PM 

Updated: April 05, 2014 11:10 PM     

As he hits the home stretch of a trying season, Sven Baertschi suddenly has the Midas touch, but he insists there's no magic to it.

The 21-year-old left winger from Switzerland, coming off a career-high five-point outing in the Abbotsford Heat's 6-3 win over the Rockford IceHogs on Friday, notched another goal and assist on Saturday as the Heat completed a weekend sweep of the IceHogs by a 5-3 count.

Baertschi, one of the Calgary Flames' blue-chip prospects, dealt with bitter disappointment in mid-December when the Flames demoted him to Abbotsford, accompanied by a pointed critique of his two-way play from acting general manager and president of hockey operations Brian Burke.

It took him awhile to find his offensive rhythm upon joining the Heat – he mustered just two goals and two assists over his first 15 AHL games of the season.

Baertschi has been scorching hot of late, though, having racked up eight goals and 10 assists in his past 12 contests.

But pressed after Saturday's game as to whether he's made adjustments or seen his game blossom in any respect, he said it's just been a matter of staying persistent and playing to his strengths.

"I just kept playing the same way I always play and try to create some offence, and lately the puck's been going in," said Baertschi, the Flames' first-round draft choice (13th overall) in 2011. "Even if I pass, there's always something happening.

"Last night, every puck I touched, when I gave it to somebody, it went in right away. . . . I haven't had a game like that in a long time, so it was good to get that.

"For me, it's been a tough year in a lot of ways, but now I've got my confidence back and I feel like I've been playing pretty well lately. The points are just bonuses."

Heat head coach Troy Ward attributed Baertschi's surge to a pair of factors – a shift back to his natural position on the left wing, and being slotted on a line with a right-handed playmaking centre in Corban Knight.

"I think he's had a little bit more time and space, and he's been more comfortable on zone entry (as a left wing)," Ward said, noting that he tried Baertschi on the right wing because he thought he might have better offensive-zone entries there as a left-handed shot.

"When you're a smaller guy and you're agile and you're quick, you want to try to get into the offensive zone unscathed. You don't want to get banged up going in there. It's one thing to battle down low, but your zone entry time you want to be able to play fast. And he's been able to do that with Corban. Corban's a terrific passer, and I think that's helped him the most."

The Heat also got a big game out of Blair Jones, who registered a goal and two assists in his first game back after missing nine games with multiple unspecified injuries.

The veteran forward had great energy all night, and flashed some high-end skill on his first-period goal, making a spin move to the net before tucking the puck between the pads of IceHogs goalie Kent Simpson.

"I was pretty bored here when the team was on the road for a couple weeks," Jones noted with a chuckle. "It's nice to have them back here and to get back into a game was a good feeling."

After managing to salvage a victory on Friday despite being outshot 48-18, the Heat had a far better start on Saturday, carrying the play in the first period and building a 3-0 lead.

Knight, coming off a hat trick the night before, stayed white-hot and opened the scoring with a power-play goal, taking a feed from Max Reinhart (one of his three assists on the night) and snapping a shot past Simpson.

Heat defenceman Derek Smith, playing his 300th career AHL game, made it 2-0 when his wrist shot from the left point found its way in through a screen, and 33 seconds later, Jones's goal ended Simpson's night. He gave way to Jason LaBarbera after allowing three goals on four shots, marking the second straight night the IceHogs made an in-game goalie switch, having gone from LaBarbera to Simpson the night before.

The Heat were well in control, but had to sweat it out down the stretch.

Garret Ross got the IceHogs on the board late in the second period, when his sharp-angle shot went off Smith's stick and past a stunned Heat goalie Joni Ortio.

Baertschi restored the Heat's three-goal lead early in the third when he settled a bouncing puck at the top of the crease and chipped it by LaBarbera, but Rockford defencemen Adam Clendening and Stephen Johns – with his first career AHL goal – scored to cut the deficit to 4-3 midway through the final frame.

The Heat called timeout, and managed to keep the IceHogs at bay long enough for Brett Olson to score an empty-netter with 32 seconds left.

"I wasn't real patient at times tonight, and that was probably the most patient I was," Ward said, reflecting on the timeout. "It was one of those times where I just decided to tell them they're a good group of guys, and this is where you want to be. We could still be up 4-1 and not calling a timeout, but here we are. . . . Let's just relax, enjoy the moment and enjoy the pressure. This is where you find out if you're a good team or an average team."

Ortio stopped 23 of 26 Rockford shots, but he didn't look particularly sharp on any of the IceHogs' goals.

He did have one shining moment late in the second period, denying Rockford's Klas Dahlbeck with a ridiculous sprawling glove stop (pictured above) that Jones termed "one of the best saves I've ever seen."

"Ironically, it's one of those nights where you make that save, but you couldn't get the ones that were going in your glove from a couple hundred miles away," Ward joked. "But that's the way it worked out for Orts."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat (39-25-7, 85 points) sit in fifth place in the Western Conference, and are on the verge of clinching a playoff berth. Rockford (33-28-9, 75 points), meanwhile, slipped to ninth place with the loss, on the wrong side of the playoff bubble.

• Ward wasn't pleased with some of his players' shift lengths during the first two periods, calling it his "biggest concern."

"We've got a group of guys that's not happy if they sometimes go up and down the ice sheet in one particular shift two times," he said. "They've got to try it a third time, and that's where I'm a little bit concerned about our team right now. I think we have to have a little better pace to our game, and more consistency. I thought we got tired at times."

• The towering Johns (6'4", 233 pounds) was playing just his second career AHL game after making his debut Friday. The former second-round draft choice signed a two-year deal earlier this week with the Chicago Blackhawks, the IceHogs' parent club, after four years at Notre Dame of the NCAA.

• Up next for the Heat are games vs. the Oklahoma City Barons on Friday (7 p.m.) and Sunday (1 p.m.) at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre. Those are their final regular season home games of the season.

Knight, Baertschi and Miller combine for six goals as Heat beat IceHogs

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 04, 2014 11:00 PM 

Updated: April 04, 2014 11:20 PM     

On a night where they were outshot by a massive margin, the Abbotsford Heat were fortunate that the line of Corban Knight, Sven Baertschi and Tim Miller found some magic.

The trio combined for all six of the Heat's goals in a 6-3 victory over the Rockford IceHogs at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Knight snapped a 10-game goalless drought in emphatic fashion, notching a hat trick, while Baertschi authored a five-point night (two goals, three assists) and Miller (one goal, two assists) was perhaps the most impactful of the three on a shift-to-shift basis.

Their efficiency allowed the hosts to escape with a deceptively lopsided victory – the IceHogs boasted a 48-18 edge in shots on goal.

The Heat, though, got a typically brilliant 45-save performance out of goalie Joni Ortio, while Rockford didn't get the same level of consistency between the pipes. Starter Jason LaBarbera – who spent some time in the Abbotsford Minor Hockey Association during his youth – got the hook in favour of backup Kent Simpson in the second period after allowing four goals on 12 shots.

"I thought I was back in Wisconsin, driving on I-94," cracked Heat head coach Troy Ward, reflecting on his team's hang-on-for-dear-life posture most of the night. "There were a lot of deer in the headlights. We kind of just watched the game pass us by."

The Heat have traditionally struggled in their first game back at home after a long road trip, and they stayed true to form with a slow start on Friday.

The IceHogs dominated the first 10 minutes of the game, outshooting Abby 12-1, and opened the scoring on a fantastic goal by Mark McNeill. The IceHogs centre, drafted in the first round (18th overall) by the Chicago Blackhawks in 2011, came blazing down the left wing and blew past Heat defenceman Zach Davies before tucking the puck inside the far post behind Ortio.

The hosts found some traction in the latter half of the first period, though, reeling off three quick goals.

Miller, a journeyman right winger who has played for five teams (four AHL, one ECHL) this season alone, drew the hosts even with a great individual effort. He tipped captain Dean Arsene's point shot on net, then whacked his own rebound past LaBarbera.

Knight followed up with goals on back-to-back shifts. His first came on the power play – Max Reinhart's shot was tipped by Baertschi in the slot and again by Knight at the top of the crease on its way to the back of the net.

Just 1:24 later, an IceHogs' defensive-zone turnover led to Knight chipping a point-blank shot by LaBarbera.

Alex Broadhurst got the IceHogs back to within a goal just 49 seconds into the second period. But Knight completed the first hat trick of his pro hockey career on a jam play at the net, and Baertschi made it 5-2 when his shot from in tight banked off a Rockford defender's shin pad.

IceHogs blueliner Adam Clendening scored a power-play goal late in the second period, but despite dominating the third – and pulling their goalie with four minutes left – Rockford would get no closer.

Baertschi, into an empty net with 42 seconds left, rounded out the scoring.

Afterward, Knight said it was "definitely a relief" to snap his goal-scoring drought.

"Both my linemates, Miller and Baertschi, made it pretty easy tonight," he said. "You look at my goals and none of them were really that flashy, so it was just nice to get that off my back and contribute offensively for my team.

"I think both Baertschi and Miller have been playing extremely well lately. Baertschi's been putting up a lot of points and producing offensively. (Miller) is the kind of guy where he just brings his lunch pail and just works hard and gets a lot of pucks back. Tonight it was just kind of clicking for us."

Ward hailed Miller as his team's best player on the night – heady praise for a forward who has bounced around an awful lot this season. The 27-year-old has had stints with the AHL's Chicago Wolves, Springfield Falcons and San Antonio Rampage, and the ECHL's Evansville Icemen.

"It's been a crazy year," acknowledged Miller, whose goal was his first in nine games with the Heat. "It's been great since I've been here – I've been treated first class. Kind of like Chicago (where Miller played from 2010-13). They talk about how you get treated like an NHL team and it's the same here."

The Heat (38-25-7, 83 points) and IceHogs (33-27-9, 75 points) renew hostilities on Saturday (7 p.m., AESC).

ICE CHIPS:

• Collin Valcourt, signed by the Heat last week after his Prince Albert Raiders were eliminated from the WHL playoffs, made his pro debut on the fourth line with Carter Bancks and Garnet Hathaway.

The most memorable play he was involved in was one he would probably rather forget – veteran tough guy Wade Brookbank hammered him with a high hit at the IceHogs' bench in the third period, earning an elbowing penalty.

Ward, who felt Brookbank probably should have had a major penalty on what he termed a "vicious hit", lauded Valcourt's play.

"You've got to give that kid credit – he drew a couple of penalties tonight, he stuck his nose in there," Ward said. "He's obviously a big body, so he makes us a little thicker on the walls, which is important at this time of year. I thought he did a nice job."

• Hathaway, another recent addition to the Heat, came to Valcourt's defence and dropped the gloves with Brookbank, but took a couple hard shots that had him gushing blood from his nose.

It didn't tickle, but it went a long way towards impressing his coach.

"Hathaway didn't back down one iota," Ward enthused. "Even when he was oozing some blood on the ice, he just kept throwing 'em.

"It's not exactly what you think from a kid out of Brown (University). But obviously he's pretty hard-nosed. I thought that was one of the subtle turning points of the game."

• Left winger Morgan Klimchuk, a first-round draft pick by the Calgary Flames in 2013, was also set to play his first pro game, but he sustained a lower-body injury in practice and was unable to go. It's unlikely he'll play Saturday, either.

• Longtime Vancouver Canucks centre Brendan Morrison (pictured below) was in attendance as part of the Heat's Legends of Hockey series of promotions. He signed autographs and dropped the puck during a ceremonial faceoff before the game.

Gostisbehere joins Phantoms 

By Diana C. Nearhos

It's been quite the week for Shayne Gostisbehere. On Saturday, he was plus-seven in Union College's first hockey National Championship. Tuesday, he signed with the Flyers. Thursday, he joined the Phantoms and then planned to go back to Schenectady for the parade. Friday, he will play his first professional game.

"I'm just trying to catch my breath," Gostisbehere said.

At least he didn't have to go back to Philadelphia (where the National Championship was played) to sign the contract before coming back upstate to join the Phantoms. 

The defenseman said he made the decision to leave Union after his junior season with his family, weighing what was best for his development.

Now, he's just "a sponge," trying to learn how to be a professional player. Terry Murray told the 20-year-old just to go out and play his game. Murray said he needs to see what Gostisbehere can do. 

Murray hasn't seen him play but has heard a lot about Gostisbehere. He said almost every conversation he had with management and scouts ended up coming back to Gostisbehere - the prospect Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren called their "ferrari" to Philly beat writers. 

"His reputation is pretty good," Murray said. "He had a tremendous tournament, certainly in the last game he was a dominant player. It's a different level of hockey; you're out there against the big men now. I'm sure he's going to handle himself very well, though."

A week ago, Gostisbehere was playing with Mat Bodie, Union's captain. Now, they're on opposite sides of the opening round of the Stanley Cup playoffs. Bodie signed with the Rangers three days ago. Gostisbehere said they don't have anything on the line yet but he was sure they'd wager something

1 minute ago
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McGinn loaned, VandeVelde recalled, Matczak released, Weninger signed 

By Diana C. Nearhos

A whole mess of transactions were announced Friday morning as the Phantoms prepare for their last ever home game at the Civic Center.

Tye McGinn was returned to the team on loan. Chris VandeVelde, who has been with the Flyers for a few days, was recalled. Mike Matczak was released from his professional tryout contract. Matt Weninger was signed to another amateur tryout contract.

McGinn has been recalled five times this year, playing 18 total games with the Flyers. He is the Phantoms' second-leading scorer with 35 points in 54 games; he's now the leading active scorer as Jason Akeson is still with the Flyers.

VandeVelde has not played since suffering a lower-body injury on March 15, but Terry Murray said two weeks ago that he expected the center to be ready to play this weekend.

The fourth-year professional played 18 games with the Flyers this season and 46 total in the NHL, but has never played in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Matczak was on a PTO and played 34 games with the Phantoms, scoring one goal and three assists. He will rejoin Kalamazoo (ECHL) for its playoff run.

Weninger signed an ATO on Saturday and dressed for Sunday's game against Utica before being released the next day when the Phantoms signed Tony Capobianco. With Carsen Chubak now injured, the Phantoms have signed Weninger to another ATO.

2 hours ago
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Not-even-rookies shine in win 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Three players who aren't even rookies yet shined Wednesday, as the Phantoms beat Syracuse 5-4 in a shootout - the team's third in a row.

Robert Hagg scored his first AHL goal. Tom Serratore scored his first professional goal. Tony Capobianco made his professional debut in goal ... and earned his first win.

Last week, Hagg said he could do more with the puck than he had so far. "That's what I can do with the puck," Hagg said Thursday. "Shoot and score. I want to be more involved in the offensive game. I've been in that for the past few games now and I want to do more of that, not just bring the puck up and pass it to the forwards."

Serratore scored in his first goal in his second game, on the rebound of a shot by Kevin Goumas, another not-even-rookie. 

Capobianco started the second period in place of Carsen Chubak, who left the game with an injury. He said in some ways that was good because it didn't allow him to overthink it.

"I didn't know until a minute before I had to go out and they said 'well, we need a goalie to lead us out there and get in net,' " he said Thursday. "Then the first couple shots were breakaways, too."

He made 24 saves in 27 shots and then allowed four goals in a nine-round shootout. Capobianco can't even remember his last shootout and thought the AHL had three-round shootouts like the NHL and thought he had "lost it for the team" after Syracuse's fourth goal.

He realized he hadn't and held on to win the game for the Phantoms.

April 17, 2014 2:00 pm
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National Champion Gostisbehere signs ATO 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Shayne Gostisbehere, who just won the NCAA National Championship with Union College, has signed an amateur tryout contract with the Phantoms and entry-level contract with the Flyers for next year.

The Flyers' third-round draft pick in 2012 was the top defenseman in the NCAA this season, as a junior.

He was plus-seven in Union's 7-4 championship win over Minnesota. Gostisbehere scored one goal and two assists, including one play late in the third period when he broke up Minnesota's bid on the tying goal and started the play that led to the insurance goal the Dutchmen never needed.

Ghost - yes, a player known as Ghost will be playing on the Phantoms - is not an offensive defenseman, nine goals on the season, but has a rocket of a shot.

Gostisbehere is expected to join the Phantoms Thursday and play Friday and Saturday.

April 15, 2014 2:19 pm
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Phantoms sign Serratore, Capobianco; release Weninger 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms signed two more players to amateur tryout contracts. Tom Serratore, a forward, just finished at the University of Minnesota with a loss in the national championship. Tony Capobianco played two games in goal for Elmira (ECHL) after finishing his season with Canisius College.

Additionally, the Phantoms have released Matt Weninger, who signed an ATO on Sunday, without playing a game.

Serratore scored three goals and four assists in 35 games in his senior season.

Capobianco allowed an average of 2.88 goals per game and had a .913 save percentage in his senior season. In his two games for Elmira, he allowed 5 goals in 36 shots on March 30 and two goals on nine shots in 36:47 on April 2.

April 14, 2014 4:40 pm
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Akeson, Heeter recalled; Weninger signed 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers recalled Jason Akeson and Cal Heeter Saturday night. The Phantoms, left with just one goalie, signed Matt Weninger.

The Phantoms' top three scorers have now been recalled or loaned to other AHL teams - Akeson, Kris Newbury and Tye McGinn. Ben Holmstrom, who Flyers GM Paul Holmgren said Saturday night is not the player you look to for goals, is now the team's leading scorer with 30 points. With five games left and the team out of the playoffs, that's not much of a concern.

Akeson played one NHL game last year. He started on the Flyers' top line in their last game of the season and scored a goal. He has once again been called up for the final, meaningless, game.

Heeter has been recalled twice (technically three times, but two were a day apart without even a game with the Phantoms) in two years. He has only played backup, but may get his first start Sunday. The Flyers' playoff future is set no matter what happens against Carolina Sunday.

Weninger played four years for St. Lawrence University. He finished his senior season having allowed an average of 3.24 goals per game and with a save percentage of .878. The year before, he had a GAA of 2.79 and save percentage of .915.

He and Carsen Chubak will be the Phantoms' two goalies with Danis out for the rest of the year with a knee injury.

Weninger recently completed his senior season for the St. Lawrence Saints posting a 13-16-3 record with a 3.29 goals-against average and an .878 save percentage. His best year came in his junior season when he went 18-16-4, 2.79, .915.

April 12, 2014 10:10 pm
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Game at Bridgeport postponed due to ice conditions 

By Diana C. Nearhos

In the realm of "now I've heard everything," the Phantoms' game at Bridgeport Saturday was postponed due to ice conditions ... as a result of a foam party.

They will make the game up on Monday.

Apparently, there was a concert at the arena on Friday. As part of the show, foam was sprayed into the audience. The soap used damaged the ice.

First the game was delayed while crews tried to repairs holes and bumps in the ice. Eventually, it was just postponed.

The Phantoms play Utica at home on Sunday and then will have to turn around and drive back to Connecticut on Monday.

A game postponed because of ice damage from foam sprayed during a concert ... that's a new one.

April 12, 2014 8:22 am
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Game 70 rewind: Phantoms 4, Devils 3 

The Phantoms won consecutive games for the first time since Jan. 15. They did so in record-breaking fashion.

Carsen Chubak made 50 saves, the most in a regular-season game in Phantoms history - Adirondack or Philadelphia. Jason Akeson recorded a hat trick and broke the Adirondack Phantoms record for scoring in a single season. He has 64 points with six games left.

April 06, 2014 2:15 am
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Josh Holmstrom debuts against older brother 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Ben Holmstrom had never played a game against his younger brother Josh. He said on Thursday that he didn’t know if he should hug Josh or talk trash. Ben chose the former, waiting for Josh after the game and grabbing him in a big hug.

Josh signed a amateur tryout contract with Bridgeport after finishing his career at UMass Lowell, also Ben’s alma mater, on March 29. His pro debut was Saturday against his big brother.

“Tonight was mostly encouragement, but I’m sure if we meet a few more times it will start to deviate toward chirping,” Ben said. “For the first time, I wasn’t going to try to get in his head and mess with him too much.”

The Holmstroms had never played against each other. They lined up against each other for one faceoff, both a little jumpy. Josh said neither one wanted the other to get a leg up, calling it family bonding.

Ben was arguably at his most talkative speaking about his brother. He said it was great to have a front row seat, rather than just getting a text after.

Josh said it was exciting to start his pro career against his brother.

Ben agreed: "It was fun. It was something a little unique to get to be part of his first game.

"I just tried to give him some encouragement, it's always a little nerve-wracking when you're playing your first pro game. He got his feet wet and hopefully he gets his feet wet and starts to trend up."

Josh said Ben had a good balance of brotherly advice but not too much in that way no younger sibling appreciates. "He was big and he was able to give me a couple pointers but at the same time he's letting me do it on my own," Josh said. "He's been awesome."

April 05, 2014 11:21 pm
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Game 69 rewind: Phantoms 4, Sound Tigers 3 (SO) 

On their third try in as many games, the Phantoms finally won a shootout. Nick Cousins scored a game winner on a night of big rookie impact. Petr Straka and Brandon Alderson also scored, as did Tyler Brown
Phantoms' healthy scratches: Noebels, Clarkson, Lamarche. Injuries: Lauridsen, VandeVelde, Gervais, Mathers, Konan, Bourdon

Apr. 5, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms lines: Straka-Flanagan-Akeson, Brown-Bordson-Holmstrom, Whitmore-Cousins-Alderson, FitzGerald-Goumas-Johnston.

Apr. 5, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Delisle, Hagg-Alt, Matczak-Eddy.

Apr. 5, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

So, only change is Johnston in for Noebels at fourth line right wing.

Lauridsen returns to practice

Print Email 

April 04, 2014 5:38 pm  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(0) Comments

Oliver Lauridsen returned to practice for the first time Friday morning.

The defenseman has not played since injuring his knee going into the boards awkwardly, feet-first March 8.

He looked good in morning skate, moving hard laterally, but looked a little hobbled after getting off the ice. 

Murray said they were looking at next weekend for Lauridsen to get some playing time. 

Chris VandeVelde also skated earlier, before the rest of the team, for the first time. Murray said they aiming for two weeks, the final weekend of the season, for him.
Shootout win puts Albany in playoffs

Matteau, Sislo convert as Devils earn their first postseason berth in 4 years

Staff reports
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There was a tinge of irony in the means by which the Albany Devils won Wednesday night to qualify for the American Hockey League playoffs.

The Devils needed a shootout, their Achilles' heel the past two seasons, to emerge with a 3-2 victory over the Portland Pirates at Lewiston, Maine.

Albany was 2-12 in shootouts last season and 4-8 in 2013-14 before winning three straight shootout decisions, including their latest against a team with the league's worst record.

"We finally win (three) in a row here, and now we don't have to play in them anymore," said Devils coach Rick Kowalsky, referring to the fact that shootouts aren't used in the playoffs.

In clinching their first postseason berth in four seasons in Albany, the Devils got shootout goals from Stefan Matteau and Mike Sislo to prevail 2-1 in the penalty-shot competition.

It is only the second time in 14 years that the New Jersey Devils' AHL affiliate has advanced to the playoffs.

"The guys are pretty excited, especially the guys that have been here for a while," Kowalsky said. "Not having clinched before, it certainly was a relief. It was a bit of a tense third period. We played in overtime like we were trying to win it. If we had played like that in the third, we might have been all right."

Albany was squarely on the playoff bubble after losing three in a row April 4-6. The Devils rebounded by winning their last four to make the postseason for the first time since 2010, their final season in Lowell.

The Pirates, who have won only 24 of 75 games this season, didn't make it easy. They took a 1-0 lead 23 seconds into the second period on a goal by Greg Carey.

After the Devils went on top on second-period goals by Reid Boucher and Dan Kelly, Portland forced overtime on Lucas Lessio's power-play goal with 12:41 to play in regulation.

Portland also took the early lead in the shootout after Jordan Szwarz scored in the second round. Matteau got the equalizer in the third round, and Sislo got the game winner in the fourth round, shooting the puck over the shoulder of Pirates goaltender Mark Visentin.

Keith Kinkaid, who made 20 saves in regulation, stopped four of five shootout attempts. Carey had the final opportunity but lost control of the puck on his way to the net.

"It's maybe a bit ironic," Kowalsky said of the positive shootout verdict, "but Keith came up big again, and we had guys to finally shoot the puck instead of making moves." 

The Devils' playoff opponent likely won't be determined until after games Saturday, the final night of the regular season. The possibilities include Springfield, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, Binghamton and Manchester.

Albany still has one regular-season game remaining, Saturday at home against the Springfield Falcons. The Devils, who held on to sixth place in the Eastern Conference, could finish anywhere from fifth to eighth place, meaning that they will open the playoffs on the road in a best-of-five series beginning next week.

Kowalsky said clinching the berth may alter his thinking about Saturday.

"We will sit down and think about this once we digest everything here," he said. "It gives us an opportunity to rest some guys, but with this game getting moved (it originally was scheduled for Friday), it also allows us a day of rest in between. We can get back on the ice Friday."

Albany 3, Pirates 2 (sO)

Albany 0 2 0 0 1—3

Portland 0 2 0 0 0—2

Albany won shootout, 2-1
Flurry of goals has Albany near playoffs

By Buzz Gray

Published 11:40 pm, Sunday, April 13, 2014 
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Timing is everything. Certainly the Albany Devils were reminded of that Sunday night. 

Erupting for four unanswered goals in just six minutes and 10 seconds, they used the timely second-period outburst to cap a successful three-game American Hockey League weekend.

"We put a couple of good shifts together and just kind of sprung loose," Devils forward Reid Bouchard said about the sudden blizzard of goals which carried Albany to a 4-0 victory over the Syracuse Crunch at Times Union Center.

Bouchard scored two of those goals and assisted on another as Albany (38-23-5-8) completed a three-game weekend sweep to collect six points. The Devils now have 89 points, overtaking Providence for sixth place in the race for the final eight playoff berths in the Eastern Conference.

The Bruins also have 89 points but Albany enjoys the tiebreaker advantage in case the teams finish deadlocked. 

"We just have to make sure we're getting points on the teams behind us," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. 

With two games remaining, Albany is three points ahead of both Hershey and Norfolk who have 86 points apiece. But both those teams have a game in hand on the Devils.

"We've got to worry about keeping those two teams behind us," Kowalsky said. "If we move up the ladder, that's a bonus."

Albany's magic number is 3 points. The Devils need to accumulate that many in their next two games and they are guaranteed a playoff berth. The last time an Albany AHL team made the playoffs was four years ago when it was known as the River Rats.

"This weekend was huge for us," Devils winger Harri Pesonen said. "Everybody in the room knew we needed the six points. We couldn't leave any on the table. Personally, I like this time of year. All the teams in this league pretty much have the same skill set. It comes down to will and heart."

Pesonen was a force for all three games. He handed out three assists on Sunday and could have easily had a goal himself. On Saturday, he scored the tying goal in the third period against Providence which eventually led to a shootout win for the Devils.

"When he (Pesonen) skates, he's strong on the puck," Kowalsky said. "We're always trying to get him to shoot more. We want him to north-south. Sometimes he has the tendency to go east-west."

After Bouchard got the goal onslaught going with a pretty breakaway score at 12:02 of the second period, Pesonen set him up for another score with a behind-the-back pass in front of the crease.

Reece Scarlett and Chris McKelvie also scored goals during the splurge to put the game away. During the first 4:05 span of the scoring spree, the Devils scored three goals on three shots.

At the other end, Scott Wedgewood stopped all 20 shots he faced for the Devils' ninth shutout of the season.

DEVILS 4, CRUNCH 0

Syracuse 0 0 0 — 0

Albany 0 4 0 — 4
Albany comes through in the end

Devils trail most of game despite outshooting foe before winning in shootout

By Buzz Gray

Published 10:32 pm, Saturday, April 12, 2014 
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Albany Devils' #14 Reid Boucher during Saturday 's game against the Providence Bruins at the Times Union Center April 12, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026293B

Albany Devils'goalie Keith Kinkaid stops a Providence Bruins shot during Saturday 's game at the Times Union Center April 12, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026293B

Albany Devils' #14 Reid Boucher, right, checks Providence Bruins's #7 Joe Morrow during Saturday 's game at the Times Union Center April 12, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026293B

Albany Devils' #9 Joe Whitney, right, and Providence Bruins goalie Niklas Svedberg during Saturday 's game at the Times Union Center April 12, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026293B

Albany Devils' #25 David Wohlberg takes a shot during Saturday 's game against the Providence Bruins at the Times Union Center April 12, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026293B
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Good things come to those who don't give up. At least that's the way it worked out for the Albany Devils Saturday night.

Trailing most of the game, despite outshooting the Providence Bruins by a healthy margin and creating numerous scoring opportunities, Albany finally tied the American Hockey League game in the third period and then won it in a shootout for a 2-1 verdict.

More important, the Devils (37-23-5-8) grabbed two more crucial points in their drive for a berth in the upcoming playoffs. With three games remaining, Albany tightened its grip on seventh place with 87 points, two behind sixth-place Providence. The top eight teams in the Eastern Conference qualify for the postseason. 

Eighth-place Hershey entered Saturday night's play two points behind Albany while ninth-place Norfolk was three points back.

"It was just a gutsy effort by all the guys," Devils winger Joe Whitney said. "This is like playoff hockey right now."

Whitney's goal in the shootout proved to be the difference for the Devils, who refused to let their earlier frustrations affect them.

"I did a little scouting on him (Providence goalie Niklas Svedberg) before the game to see what his tendencies were," Whitney said. "I've been a little bit snake-bitten lately but I'll take a goal anyway I can get one."

Stefan Matteau scored the other shootout goal for Albany while goaltender Keith Kinkaid stopped four of the five shots he faced in the extra session.

"We were very happy to get the two points, even though it was the hard way," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "I thought we outworked them (Bruins) and deserved the win."

For a long time, it looked like the Devils would have to settle for a bitter loss. It wasn't until three minutes into the third period when Albany finally scored. Devils forward Harri Pesonen, who was a force much of the night, tied the game at 1 when he pounded a rebound into the Providence goal.

"Even when it looked like we weren't going to get one in, we stayed positive," Pesonen said. "(Seth) Helgeson made a good move at the blue line. He gave himself some room and took a shot. The rebound landed right at my feet. I don't think the goalie saw where the puck was so I had a pretty easy shot to put it in."

Meanwhile, Kinkaid not only came up big in the shootout but also produced some clutch saves in the five-minute overtime when the Bruins were on a power play.

He stopped 18 of 19 shots to post his second victory in less than 24 hours. Only a power-play goal by Zach Trotman in the first period beat Kinkaid, who was screened on the play and never saw the puck.

"Every point we earn at this point is huge," Kowalsky said. "I thought we did a lot of really good things tonight."

In the only other game between the teams this season, it was Providence which won in a shootout on March 2.

DEVILS 2, BRUINS 1 (SO)

Providence 1 0 0 0 0—1

Albany 0 0 1 0 1—2

Albany wins shootout, 2-1.
Albany picks up important victory

By Buzz Gray

Published 11:08 pm, Friday, April 11, 2014 
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Kelly Zajac used a soccer move on his first goal and a baseball swing on his second. Neither was particularly pretty. But the Albany Devils' center won't give back either one as they proved to be the difference as the American Hockey League team registered an important victory Friday.

Albany's 2-1 victory over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Times Union Center snapped a three-game losing streak and helped the Devils gain a little ground in their battle for a playoff spot.

Currently in seventh place for the eight playoff spots, Albany (36-23-5-8) moved up to 85 points, two ahead of eighth-place Hershey and three ahead of ninth-place Norfolk. Both Hershey and Norfolk lost in overtime Friday. But both have a game in hand on the Devils.

"I didn't even know it went off my head," Zajac said about the first goal.

Dan Kelly's shot from the left circle was deflected straight up into the air above the crease. When it came down, the puck hit Zajac on the helmet and dropped in behind Bridgeport goalie Philipe Trudeau for a 1-0 Albany lead at 18:52 of the first period.

Zajac's game winner, which snapped a 1-1 time in the third period, came when he swung at the puck in mid air and it glanced off Trudeau's pad and into the net with 14:52 remaining.

"It was an inside pitch," Zajac joked about his 12th goal of the season. "That's what happens when you go to the net. You work for those areas and good things happen."

The Devils finished the season series against the Sound Tigers with a 7-2-0-2 record and 5-0-0-0 at the TU Center. But Friday's victory was not easy by any means. Bridgeport tied the game in the second period when Jesse Graham scored during a five-on-three advantage.

"I thought they (Sound Tigers) played a pretty tight game," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "When that happens, you have to find a way to score goals. If they happen to be ugly ones, so be it."

Bridgeport's roster was loaded with new players, including former RPI defenseman Guy Leboeuf who was playing in his 13th game with the Sound Tigers since the Engineers' season ended a month ago.

"I'm in a teaching mode right now with 10 ATO's (amateur tryouts) on my team," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "But we kept it simple. I was real happy with the effort we showed tonight."

Asked about Leboeuf's play since joining the team, Pellerin said, "I've challenged him and he has risen to it. I like his defensive habits. ... RPI coach Seth Appert should be real proud of him."

Buzz Gray is a freelance writer.

DEVILS 2, SOUND TIGERS 1

Bridgeport 0 1 0 — 1

Albany 1 0 1 — 2
Devils home for key games

Three games to be crucial for team's playoff hopes

Staff report

Published 8:44 pm, Thursday, April 10, 2014 
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A three-game homestand this weekend at Times Union Center will be pivotal to the Albany Devils' playoff hopes.

The Devils enter Friday's game against Bridgeport in seventh place in the Eastern Conference; the top eight teams make the playoffs. 

"This is a huge three games," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We're not looking past Friday night, but the opportunity to sleep in our own beds and be in our own building, where we've had success this year, is certainly a positive."

Albany is just five points behind fifth-place Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and three points behind sixth-place Providence (86 pts.). But the Devils also are just one point ahead of eighth-place Hershey and two points ahead of ninth-place Norfolk. Both the Bears and the Admirals have a game in hand on the Devils.

Albany (35-23-5-8, 83 points) has played well at home this season, going 20-7-2-1 and outscoring opponents 95-68. 

After hosting Bridgeport on Friday, the Devils face Providence on Saturday and Syracuse on Sunday.

The Devils' season ends the following week, with a game Wednesday at Portland and a home game April 19 against Springfield.

Devils' weekend schedule

Friday: vs. Bridgeport, 7

Saturday: vs. Providence, 5

Sunday: vs. Syracuse, 5
Lost weekend for Devils

In stretch run for playoff spot, Albany loses third straight in final visit to Glens Falls

By Buzz Gray

Published 10:49 pm, Sunday, April 6, 2014 

nextprevious 1 of 8 .

 .

Albany Devil Harri Pesonen fights for the puck with ADK Phantom Petr Straka during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks Photo: Eric Jenks / Eric Jenks 2012
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Albany Devil Rod Pelley handles the puck during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks Photo: Eric Jenks / Eric Jenks 2012

Albany Devil Kelly Zajac looks for an open teammate while being guarded by ADK Phantom Rob Bordson during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks Photo: Eric Jenks / Eric Jenks 2012

Albany Devil Kelly Zajac looks for an open teammate while being guarded by ADK Phantom Mike Matczak during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks Photo: Eric Jenks / Eric Jenks 2012

Albany Devil Harri Psonen takes a shot on the goal during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks Photo: Eric Jenks / Eric Jenks 2012

Albany Devil Harri Pesonen fights for the puck with ADK Phantom Marcel Noebels during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks Photo: Eric Jenks / Eric Jenks 2012

.

 . 

previous

 Albany Devil Harri Pesonen fights for the puck with ADK Phantom Petr Straka during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks  

Albany Devil Rod Pelley handles the puck during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks  

Albany Devil Rod Pelley handles the puck during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks  

Albany Devil Rod Pelley handles the puck during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks  

Albany Devil Kelly Zajac looks for an open teammate while being guarded by ADK Phantom Rob Bordson during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks  

Albany Devil Kelly Zajac looks for an open teammate while being guarded by ADK Phantom Mike Matczak during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks  

Albany Devil Harri Psonen takes a shot on the goal during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks  

Albany Devil Harri Pesonen fights for the puck with ADK Phantom Marcel Noebels during a game Sunday afternoon on April 6, 2014, at the Glens Falls Civic Center. Photo By Eric Jenks

next

 .

 . 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

 Latest News  .

Missing Schenectady woman found  

Photos: Stations of the Cross  

Albany men charged in bogus-bills case  

Trees to be planted in Troy neighborhood  

Glens Falls

Despite raining 53 shots on goal, converting on two power plays and enjoying a 6-on-3 advantage in skaters for the final 21 seconds, the Albany Devils came up short in their last American Hockey League visit ever to the Civic Center with the Adirondack Phantoms as hosts. 

The Devils completed a disappointing weekend by falling 4-3 to their Northway rivals on Sunday before a farewell crowd of 3,615 fans. The third consecutive loss in as many days for the Devils (35-23-5-8) certainly didn't boost their playoff chances but didn't do too much damage, either.

Albany is currently in seventh place among the eight teams fighting for playoff berths but is only five points from fifth. And four of the Devils' final five games are at home.

"We had some outstanding scoring chances, but unfortunately, couldn't convert," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said about Sunday's loss.

Probably the best opportunity came in the final minute when the Devils were awarded a two-man advantage and then pulled goalie Keith Kinkaid for a sixth skater with a faceoff in the Adirondack end.

"But you have to win that draw," Kowalsky said. "We didn't."

Consequently, the Phantoms got the puck and fired it down the ice to ice the game.

"We're beating ourselves right now. Not to discredit them (Phantoms)," Kowalsky said. "But we made some key mistakes."

Scott Timmins and Reece Scarlett scored power-play goals but the Devils also gave up a short-handed one, too.

"We made some costly errors which prevented us from getting some points this weekend," Kowalsky said. "At this point in the season, you can't be making them."

The 53 shots on net was the most by a Devils' team since they fired 50 on Portsmouth on Feb. 15, 2009.

"We did enough offensively to get some points out of this game," Albany winger Joe Whitney said after assisting on both power-play goals. "But we just couldn't get that one goal which would have made things better." 

Meanwhile, Adirondack's Jason Akeson had no trouble finding the net. He broke the Phantoms single season scoring record with three goals. The hat trick gave the right winger 64 points (24-40) so far with still five games to play.

The Phantoms are vacating the Civic Center at the end of the season and no replacement has been found yet. 

Akeson's first tally staked the Phantoms to a 1-0 lead 5:19 into the game. His slap shot coming down the right boards found its way into the Albany goal from a severe angle. 

After the Devils had tied it at one, Akeson put the Phantoms ahead again with a short-handed goal with 2:27 left in the period. Petr Straka carried the puck into the Albany end along the left wing and passed it to Akeson across the crease who easily slipped it past a helpless Devils goalie Scott Wedgewood.

Akeson completed his hat trick with a power-play goal at 15:17 of the second period that gave the Phantoms a 4-2 lead.

Kinkaid replaced Wedgewood in goal to start the second period and finished the game. Wedgewood suffered a head injury in the first period when he dived to poke a puck out of the zone.

Kowalsky was sad to see the rivalry with Adirondack come to an end.

"It's certainly unique having another AHL team so close," he said. "I'll miss this short road trip six times a year. We had some good games." 

Buzz Gray is a freelancer.

Phantoms 4, Devils 3

Albany 1 1 1 — 3

Adirondack 2 2 0 — 4
Biggest plus for Albany defense

McPherson, whose +15 rating leads team, helps push for a playoff berth

By Pete Dougherty

Published 8:34 pm, Thursday, April 3, 2014 

.

Corbin McPherson of the Albany Devils keeps the puck away from Dana Tyrell of Syracuse during a hockey game at the Times Union Center on Monday Feb. 18, 2013 in Albany, N.Y. (Lori Van Buren / Times Union) Photo: Lori Van Buren / 00021210A
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In a wobbly 2012-13 season for the Albany Devils, defenseman Corbin McPherson was a rookie rock. He played in 72 games, second-most on the team, and posted a solid plus-8 rating.

So it was a surprise when he was a healthy scratch four times in the first seven weeks of this season. Part of the reason was a surplus of defensemen Albany was carrying, but if McPherson had been playing better, that wouldn't have been a factor.

He since has returned to his form of last season, leading the Devils in plus/minus rating (+15) and helping a push toward their first playoff berth in four years.

"I don't know if I was too comfortable coming into this year or just didn't prepare well enough," McPherson said after practice Thursday, "but I got my feet back under me and have been in the lineup since — and hopefully will continue to do so."

Never a player who would crowd a scoresheet, McPherson (0 goals, 10 assists in 62 games) and rookie Seth Helgeson, another stay-at-home defenseman, have formed an impenetrable wall in the defensive zone.

"We've wanted to look at maybe breaking them up, but we haven't been able to," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "Most nights, if not all nights, they play against the top line. They keep it simple with the puck. They are covering a lot of ice out there, and they're tough to play against."

"We're not going to give up many odd-man rushes," said McPherson, 25, a four-year player at Colgate. "We're going to support each other and be there if there's a breakdown on the other side of the ice."

Kowalsky's reluctance to break up the pair has a lot to do with the team's success. With eight regular-season games remaining, Albany has a magic number of 12 points. Any combination of points the Devils win or that Hershey leaves on the table will clinch an Eastern Conference playoff spot for Albany.

"We were more on the fringe last year," McPherson said of a squad that finished six points shy of postseason. "I don't know if guys were getting comfortable with the idea of summer coming sooner rather than later. This year, it's a lot different. Guys are excited. We want to make a push, first of all to clinch a playoff spot, and do well in the playoffs."

The push has paralleled the improvement in McPherson's game. He had a streak of seven "plus" games last month and is plus-14 since Jan. 1.

"The last month, month and a half, it's been good," he said. "The team's also been winning. A rising tide lifts all boats. Everybody's going to do well if the whole team's doing well."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Albany Devils weekend

Friday: at Syracuse, 7 p.m., Onondaga County War Memorial Arena (http://ahllive.com)

Saturday: at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 7:05 p.m., Mohegan Sun Arena at Casey Plaza (WTMM 104.5 FM)

Sunday: at Adirondack, 3 p.m., Glens Falls Civic Center (http://ahllive.com)
Gostisbehere's defense clutch

Defenseman strips puck from Minnesota player with 1:30 left to keep lead

By Sean Martin

Published 12:28 am, Sunday, April 13, 2014 
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PHILADELPHIA, PA - APRIL 12: Shayne Gostisbehere #14 of the Union College Dutchmen takes the puck as Nate Condon #25 of the Minnesota Golden Gophers defends during the 2014 NCAA Division I Men's Hockey Championship Game at Wells Fargo Center on April 12, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. (Photo by Elsa/Getty Images) ORG XMIT: 464911487 Photo: Elsa / 2014 Getty Images
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When he was named as the ECAC Co-Defensive Defenseman of the Year, Shayne Gostisbehere said how important it was for him to be recognized for his improvement in the defensive side of his game.

On a night where his NHL-caliber offensive skills were on full display, Gostisbehere's defense in the closing moments helped seal Union's national title win as much as his goal and assist in the offensive end.

It was the stuff performance legends, at least around the Union College campus, and NCAA Tournament Most Outstanding Performer accolades, are made of.

"He's a big-time player, it's a big-time game, the biggest game of our lives," senior captain Mat Bodie said. "He really stepped up, he was the motor that really got us going. He's been tremendous all year for us."

With a desperate Gopher team pressing for a tying goal in a 5-4 game with fewer than 90 seconds to play, Minnesota's Taylor Cammarata looked like he had beaten Gostisbehere and was going to come in clean on Union goaltender Colin Stevens.

Or, it looked that way until Gostisbehere recovered and stripped the puck from Cammarata before sending the puck up the ice to Bodie, who set up Kevin Sullivan for an NCAA championship-sealing goal with 1:22 to play.

"It's a thank you to my coaches who worked with me every day the last three years on the defensive side of my game," Gostisbehere said. "They really improved that aspect of my game. I was happy it got noticed, I was just trying to make a play at the end there and Sully did all the work at the end and scored a really big goal for us."

The play epitomized Gostisbehere's effort on the full sheet in Wells Fargo Center and his commitment to helping deliver the title to Union despite a week filled with as many questions surrounding speculation that he would forego his final year of eligibility at Union and stay in Philadelphia to sign a contract with the Flyers' organization.

"It's definitely pretty awesome, it's something you don't get to do often and share with these guys, my brothers you go to battle with for eight months now, three years now," Gostisbehere said. "To send off these seniors as champions, there is no better feeling."

Minnesota coach Don Lucia was familiar with Gostisbehere from his time assisting the U.S. junior team but was unable to come up with an answer for the defenseman Saturday.

"He's a special player. I helped out with the World Juniors two years ago, I had heard he was a pretty good player but hadn't seen him," Lucia said. "Boy, when you are out there, this guy is a serious talent. He's a special player."

If this was Gostisbehere's last game at Union, his final on-ice memory will be his pairing with 6-foot-6 Eli Lichtenwald in the celebratory pile of players following the final horn.

It turned out to be Gostisbehere's only questionable decision all night.

"I got paired with Eli, it was a big mismatch," Gostisbehere said.

Sean Martin, a local freelance writer, is a frequent contributor to the Times Union.
Union duo headed to pros

Bodie has Rangers deal; Flyers' Gostisbehere set to debut at Glens Falls

By Mark Singelais
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Union hockey player Mat Bodie speaks during a press conference where it was announced he has agreed to an NHL contract with the New York Rangers on Tuesday, April 15, 2014 in Schenectady, N.Y. Union player Shayne Gostisbehere signed to an entry-level contract with the Philadelphia Flyers. (Lori Van Buren / Times Union) Photo: Lori Van Buren / 00026507A
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The news broke on Tuesday morning that Union College senior defenseman Mat Bodie signed a free-agent contract with the New York Rangers.

It took only a few hours for the other skate to drop for the NCAA champion Dutchmen.

Union's two first-team All-America defensemen were headed to NHL organizations once junior Shayne Gostisbehere came to terms with the Philadelphia Flyers later in the day.

"I don't really see them not making it (to the NHL)," said Union head coach Rick Bennett, who played for the Rangers. "I think they both have the inner drive and inner pride. I think we're going to be watching them on TV soon."

Gostisbehere, a third-round draft pick two years ago, will begin his professional career in Glens Falls on Friday night. He'll suit up for the Adirondack Phantoms, the Flyers' American Hockey League affiliate, who will face the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in their home finale.

"It's pretty cool," Gostisbehere said. "I think all the guys are coming up for it. It's close to home and it's definitely good to get my foot in the door and meet some people and have some fun."

The Phantoms will move their AHL team to Allentown, Pa., next season.

Gostisbehere, who was the NCAA Tournament's Most Outstanding Player, has chosen to forgo his senior year.

"I mean, I sat down with my family after and it came down to where my development would be and what I had to do to get better and go to the next level," he said. "Right now is just the right time. Of course, I want to make everyone happy and I wish I could, but for my sake, it was time. Again, I can't thank Union College enough for what they've done."

Bodie will finish his degree at Union and attend developmental camp with the Rangers this summer. He'll try to make the Rangers' roster or, short of that, start the 2014-15 season with the Hartford Wolf Pack of the AHL.

Bodie and Gostisbehere head to the pro ranks as undersized blueliners who are dynamic offensive players. Bodie is listed at 6 feet and 165 pounds. Gostisbehere is 5-11 and 170.

Bodie is Union's all-time leading scorer among defensemen with 123 points. Gostisbehere had a career-high 34 points this season.

"I actually haven't looked at the (Rangers') depth chart," Bodie said. "Just talking to my agent and Jeff Gorton, the assistant GM there, they said they don't really have a lot of guys that play like me. They don't have too many offensive defensemen so I figured that was an area I could come in and contribute and hopefully I get that chance and make the most of it when it comes."

Gostisbehere and Bodie looked forward to someday playing against each other.

"It'd be awesome," Bodie said. "I think it's every hockey player's goal to play in the NHL and if you're granted that opportunity to play against each other it would be pretty cool to look down the ice and see a guy you played three years with and battled with and won championships with on the other side."

Gostisbehere said he was happy to share the moment with Bodie. 

"I'd prety much say he's like a big brother to me," Gostisbehere said. "He's been pretty much my mentor for the last three seasons. We pretty much call him the perfect kid. He's smart in the classroom and does everything perfect."

Bennett is left with the task of filling those two huge holes in his defensive corps as Union tries to defend its title.

"I'd be crazy to say it's not going to be somewhat of a hit, but it's going to give an opportunity to guys coming back," he said.

msingelais@timesunion.com • 518-454-5509 • @MarkSingelais
Union, Flyers await decision

Gostisbehere undecided if he'll sign pro contract or return to Dutchmen

By Mark Singelais
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A member of the Nott Noise Makers, the Union College pep-band along with other band members play for the crowd as they wait for the arrival of the men's hockey team bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A
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Sisters, Avery Tapp, 2, and Ella Tapp, 4, wait for the arrival of the Union College men's hockey team bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The girls are the daughter's of of Union College men's hockey team assistant coach, Jason Tapp. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Members of the Nott Noise Makers, the Union College pep-band play for the crowd as they wait for the arrival of the men's hockey team bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Kellen Tapp, 12 days old, sleeps in his stroller at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. Kellen is the son of Union College men's hockey team assistant coach, Jason Tapp. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Fans cheer as the bus carrying the Union College men's hockey team back in to the parking lot at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Union College men's hockey team player, Mat Bodie, carries the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy off the bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Union College men's hockey team player, Cole Ikkala, carries the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy through the crowd at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Fans welcome back the men's hockey team at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

A player carries in the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Fans welcome back the men's hockey team at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

PHILADELPHIA, PA - APRIL 12: Shayne Gostisbehere #14 of the Union College Dutchmen celebrates with the championship trophy after the win over the Minnesota Golden Gophers during the 2014 NCAA Division I Men's Hockey Championship Game at Wells Fargo Center on April 12, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.The Union College Dutchmen defeated the Minnesota Golden Gophers 7-4 to win the national title. (Photo by Elsa/Getty Images) ORG XMIT: 464911487 Photo: Elsa / 2014 Getty Images
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A somewhat surprising passenger rode the bus that carried the Union College hockey team from Philadelphia back to campus on Sunday afternoon.

Junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere was among the players who got off the Brown Coach and hoisted the program's first NCAA championship trophy in front of a crowd of at least 300 fans and students who welcomed home the team behind Messa Rink.

Gostisbehere was named the Most Outstanding Player of the NCAA Tournament that ended with a 7-4 win over Minnesota at Wells Fargo Center on Saturday night. He's still a Dutchman and not a Philadelphia Flyer. At least for the time being. 

"I haven't made a decision," Gostisbehere said. "Just come back with my team and just having a good time right now ... I'm caught up in the moment with my team right now and celebrating a national title."

Gostisbehere, a third-round pick of the Flyers two years ago, decided against following the path taken by Dutchman forward Jeremy Welsh two years ago at the Frozen Four. 

Welsh signed with the Carolina Hurricanes as a free agent just hours after Union lost to Ferris State in a semifinal in Tampa, Fla. Welsh made his debut with Carolina two days later instead of returning to campus with his teammates.

With that in mind, Union coach Rick Bennett said he advised Gostisbehere against rushing his choice.

"The only thing I asked (of) Shayne after the game was, don't make any rash decisions," Bennett said. "I wanted to make sure he did it the right way. I didn't think I did enough with the Welsh situation. So I'm proud of Shayne for being on this bus because if he wasn't on this bus, he wouldn't see this (crowd)."

Bennett said he'll leave it up to Gostisbehere and his family to decide whether the first-team All-American will forego his senior year. Gostisbehere insisted he's in no hurry.

"Just weighing what's best for my development and for my career, too," Gostisbehere said. "I'm just taking the options, taking time with my family right now and see what's going to be the best option."

He said he also has a family advisor to help him with negotiations.

If Gostisbehere was inclined to sign quickly, the circumstances couldn't have been any better on Saturday night. Wells Fargo Center is the home of the Flyers and team general manager Paul Holmgren dropped the ceremonial puck before the final.

But Gostisbehere said the only communication he received from Holmgren after the game was a congratulatory text message. 

"They're letting me do my thing right now, and I respect them for that," Gostisbehere said. "I'm taking it slow and just waiting with my family and going to see what the best decision is for me."

Certainly, his departure would compromise Union's chances of repeating as champion next season. The Dutchmen already graduate five seniors, including fellow first-team All-American Mat Bodie on defense and left wing Daniel Carr, a second-team All-American.

However, Bennett said he feels good about the players he'll return next season.

"Yeah, we're going to take a big hit back there if he decides to leave,'' Bennett said. "You're going to lose two defensemen that were absolute staples within your program, and just in the record books. But I'll tell you what, it's a little easier to lose them after a national championship win."

Gostisbehere was crucial in that final win over Minnesota with a remarkable plus-seven rating. He was on the ice for all seven Union goals in the arena that may serve as his professional home.

"It was pretty cool to do it in that building and I was glad I could chip in for my team in any way possible," he said.

msingelais@timesunion.com • 518-454-5509 • @MarkSingelais
Title puts Union on map

Dutchmen complete their transformation to national champions

By Mark Singelais

Updated 12:37 pm, Monday, April 14, 2014 
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Union's Colin Stevens, left, celebrates a win with teammate Nick Cruice, right, following n NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4. (AP Photo/Chris Szagola) ORG XMIT: PACS118 Photo: Chris Szagola / FR170982 AP
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Union College students cheer on their team wins the NCAA final at a viewing party of Union College's hockey team in the NCAA final from Philadelphia at Messa Rink April 12, 2014, in Schenectady, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026400A
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Don't call Union College hockey an underdog or an overachiever any longer. The Dutchmen are NCAA champions for the first time.

Union completed a convincing run to its first Division I national title on Saturday night, wresting control with a three-goal burst in the first period and downing Minnesota 7-4 in the Frozen Four final in front of 18,742 at Wells Fargo Center.

"I don't think anyone's going to be calling us a Cinderella anymore," said Union junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere, named Most Outstanding Player of the tournament. "That's all I've got to say."

The No. 1-ranked Dutchmen (32-6-4) completed their transformation from a lowly program to one that knocked off Boston College and Minnesota, which have a combined 10 national titles, in this year's Frozen Four.

Now Union has joined the big boys.

When time expired, the Dutchmen littered the ice with gloves and sticks and mobbed each other in one corner.

Then Union head coach Rick Bennett, in his third season, accepted the trophy and raised it above his head before passing it among his players.

"A little bit speechless right now but, just happy for our school, for this program and the past players," Bennett said. "It's an unbelievable experience."

Back in Schenectady, as of 11:50 p.m., police were trying to disperse large crowds of students who were clogging Union Avenue adjacent to the school's campus and at least six were in custody for "a variety of things," including disorderly conduct and "throwing bottles at cops," police Lt. Mark McCracken said.

Seven different players scored for the Dutchmen, who suited up only one NHL draft pick in Gostisbehere, a Philadelphia Flyers' selection who might have played his final college game. On the other hand, Minnesota has 14 draft picks.

"Everyone in that locker room is just a winner," said Bennett, whose team ended the season on a 17-game (16-0-1) unbeaten streak.

Union goalie Colin Stevens of Niskayuna looked shaky in the first period, allowing a pair of goals on rebounds. He recovered to make 36 saves and earn all-tournament honors.

"It's still kind of surreal for me, to be honest," said Stevens, in his first year as a starter. "I think the more shots I faced, the better I felt and the more confident I felt."

Union's Mike Vecchione, Eli Lichtenwald and Daniel Ciampini scored in a span of 1 minute, 54 seconds to give the Dutchmen a 4-2 lead after one period. 

The Dutchmen were 22-1-1 this season when scoring at least four goals.

The matchup of two of the stingiest defenses in college hockey instead turned into an offensive showcase as Union pelted Minnesota goaltender Adam Wilcox with 20 shots in the first 20 minutes. 

Vecchione scored after a Union flurry in front to tie the score at 2 with 4:51 left in the first period.

Just 57 seconds later, Lichtenwald put the Dutchmen ahead when he followed his own blocked shot to beat Wilcox for a 3-2 lead. Ciampini made it 4-2 on a rebound with 2:57 left in the first period.

Minnesota climbed to within 4-3 in the second period when Taylor Cammarata scored on a rebound just 1:13 into the period.

But the Golden Gophers (28-7-6) were denied a bid to tie with less than five minutes left in the period when Stevens made a left leg save on a backhand attempt by defenseman Mike Reilly, who glided through the slot to receive a pass.

"He just kind of broke in alone, made a move and I just tried to take away the floor and luckily he didn't get it over the pad, so I was able to make the save," Stevens said.

Max Novak gave Union an insurance goal for a 5-3 lead in the third period before Minnesota's Hudson Fasching answered with a power-play goal with 3:40 left.

But Union's Kevin Sullivan padded the lead with a goal and senior defenseman Mat Bodie, a team cornerstone, added the final blow with an empty-net score with 45 seconds to play.

"It's unbelievable, the growth this program has taken over probably the past eight years," Bodie said. "This championship is for anyone who's ever had a hand in Union hockey."

BOX:

UNION 7, MINNESOTA 4

Union 4 0 3 -- 7

Minnesota 2 1 1 -- 4

First period--1, Min, Kloos 16 (Condon, Cammarata), 2:37. 2, Uni, Gostisbehere 9 (Taylor, Lichtenwald), 9:26. 3, Min, Warning 14 (Rau, Parenteau), 10:03. 4, Uni, Vecchione 14 (Carr, Ciampini), 15:09. 5, Uni, Lichtenwald 9 (Gostisbehere), 16:06. 6, Uni, Ciampini 23 (Novak, Hatch), 17:03. Penalties--Skjei, Min (roughing), :19; Warning, Min (hooking), 3:11; Gostisbehere, Uni (holding), 6:42; Sullivan, Uni (hitting after the whistle), 18:44; Serratore, Min (hitting after the whistle), 18:44..

Second period--7, Min, Cammarata 10 (Kloos, Parenteau), 1:13. Penalties--Ciampini, Uni (tripping), 2:25; Skjei, Min (roughing), 9:33; Parenteau, Min (slashing), 15:39; Coatta, Uni (holding the stick), 18:06.

Third period--8, Uni, Novak 15 (Sullivan, Gingras), 5:31. 9, Min, Fasching 14 (Boyd, Reilly), 16:20 (pp). 10, Sullivan 9 (Bodie, Gostisbehere), 18:38. 11, Bodie 8, 19:15 (en). Penalties--Condon, Min (tripping), 1:36; Serratore, Min (holding), 9:00; Bench, Min (too many players - served by Kloos), 11:57; Vasaturo, Uni (roughing), 15:25.

Shots on goal--Union 20-14-15--49; Minnesota 15-18-7--40.

Power-play opportunities--Union 0 of 7; Minnesota 1 of 4.

Goalies--Union, Stevens 28-4-2 (40 shots-36 saves); Minnesota, Wilcox 26-6-6 (47-41); Shibrowski (1-1). A--18,742. T--2:44.
Union does it

Dutchmen capture hockey's top prize, beating Minnesota

By Mark Singelais

Published 12:03 am, Sunday, April 13, 2014 
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PHILADELPHIA, PA - APRIL 12: The Union College Dutchmen celebrate their win over the Minnesota Golden Gophers during the 2014 NCAA Division I Men's Hockey Championship Game at Wells Fargo Center on April 12, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.The Union College Dutchmen defeated the Minnesota Golden Gophers 7-4 to win the national title. (Photo by Elsa/Getty Images) ORG XMIT: 464911487 Photo: Elsa / 2014 Getty Images
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Union is the king of college hockey for the first time.

The Dutchmen erupted for four goals in the first period and made the lead hold up for a 7-4 victory over Minnesota in the NCAA Division I championship game at Wells Fargo Center on Saturday night.

Union's Mike Vecchione, Eli Lichtenwald and Daniel Ciampini scored in a span of 1 minute, 54 seconds in the opening period to give the Dutchmen a 4-2 lead they wouldn't relinquish.

Dutchmen goaltender Colin Stevens of Niskayuna made 36 saves and Union got goals from seven different players.

Union (32-6-4) won its first national title to punctuate a remarkable ascent from the bottom of the sport.

The Dutchmen, who upgraded to Division I in the 1991-92 season, had 10 consecutive seasons with a winning percentage of .500 or worse from 1997 to 2007.

Union didn't win its first postseason series at the Division I level until 2010. 

Now the Dutchmen return to Schenectady as champion under the leadership of third-year head coach Rick Bennett.
Final is battle of contrasts

Union facing five-time title winner Minnesota for sport's national crown

By Mark Singelais

Updated 11:58 am, Monday, April 14, 2014 
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Union College men's hockey team player, Mat Bodie, carries the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy off the bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Union College men's hockey team player, Mat Bodie, carries the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy off the bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)
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Fans welcome back the men's hockey team at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

A player carries in the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Union College men's hockey team player, Cole Ikkala, carries the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy through the crowd at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Sisters, Avery Tapp, 2, and Ella Tapp, 4, wait for the arrival of the Union College men's hockey team bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The girls are the daughter's of of Union College men's hockey team assistant coach, Jason Tapp. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A
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Kellen Tapp, 12 days old, sleeps in his stroller at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. Kellen is the son of Union College men's hockey team assistant coach, Jason Tapp. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Fans welcome back the men's hockey team at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Fans cheer as the bus carrying the Union College men's hockey team back in to the parking lot at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 00026465A

Union's Colin Stevens, left, celebrates a win with teammate Nick Cruice, right, following n NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Daniel Ciampini holds up the championship trophy following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union players pose with the trophy after winning 7-4 the Division I Championship in an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Colin Stevens, center, reacts to a win with teammate Noah Henry, left, and Sebastien Gingras, right, during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Colin Stevens holds up the championship trophy following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Colin Stevens, center, holds up the championship trophy with teammates Dillon Pieri, left, and Alex Sakellaropoulos, right, following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union celebrates on the bench following an empty-net goal by Mat Bodie, front right, during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Minnesota's Adam Wilcox, bottom right, reaches as Union's Mike Vecchione, left, shoots the puck for a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

In this photo taken with a fisheye lens, Union's Eli Lichtenwald, left, heads towards Minnesota's Adam Wilcox, center, with the puck on his way to making a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Minnesota's Taylor Cammarata, right, skates back with teammates after scoring a goal on Union's Colin Stevens, left, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Eli Lichtenwald, upper right, watches his shot get past Minnesota's Adam Wilcox, center, for a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Colin Stevens, left, makes the pad-save on a shot by Minnesota's Mike Reilly, right, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Daniel Ciampini, center left, reacts to his goal with teammates as Minnesota's Brady Skjei skates by during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Minnesota's Adam Wilcox looks up after giving up a goal to Union's Shayne Gostisbehere during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union goaltender Colin Stevens (30) keeps control of the puck with teammates holding off Minnesota players during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Minnesota's Tom Serratore, left, and Union's Jeff Taylor, right, battle for the puck along the boards during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Minnesota's Justin Kloos, right, celebrates his goal with teammate Adam Wilcox during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Union, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union players salute their fans following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 5-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Colin Stevens, left, celebrates the win with Daniel Ciampini, right, following the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Daniel Ciampini, left, reacts to his goal on Boston College's Thatcher Demko, center, with Isaac MacLeod, right, beside Demko during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semfinal, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

With the puck by Union's Daniel Carr's hand, Boston College's Thatcher Demko, center top, pokes it with his stick as Michael Sit (18), Ian McCoshen (3), Brendan Silk (9) and Michael Matheson (5) come to Demko's aid during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Daniel Ciampini, left, reacts to his goal on Boston College's Thatcher Demko, right, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Daniel Ciampini, front, reacts to scoring his second goal with Boston College's Michael Sit, back skating behind during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Colin Stevens, left, stops a hot by Boston College's Patrick Brown, center, with Union's Charlie Vasaturo, right, and Cole Ikkala looking on during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Mike Vecchione, top, leaps into the arms of Sebastien Gingras, center, after scoring a goal with Nick Cruice, bottom, approaching during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Boston College's Steven Santini, right, celebrates his goal with Thatcher Demko, left, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal against Union, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Daniel Ciampini, right, shoots the puck past Boston College's Thatcher Demko for a goal during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau, center, tips the puck past Union's Colin Stevens, right, for a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Mat Bodie reacts to his goal during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Union's Mat Bodie shoots the puck during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Photo: Chris Szagola, AP / FR170982 AP

Members of the Union hockey team stretch during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC101 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Members of the Union hockey team take the ice for a team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC105 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Union's Colin Stevens defends the goal during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC103 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Union's Shayne Gostisbehere runs a drill during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC104 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Union head coach Rick Bennett directs his during team during practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC102 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Boston College's Thatcher Demko defends the net during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC108 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau skates down the ice during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC107 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Boston College's Thatcher Demko defends the net during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC108 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau skates down the ice during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC107 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Boston College head coach Jerry York directs his team during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC111 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP

Boston College head coach Jerry York directs his team during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC110 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP
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 Union College men's hockey team player, Mat Bodie, carries the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy off the bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)  

Fans welcome back the men's hockey team at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)  

A player carries in the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)  

Union College men's hockey team player, Cole Ikkala, carries the NCAA Division I hockey championship trophy through the crowd at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)  

Sisters, Avery Tapp, 2, and Ella Tapp, 4, wait for the arrival of the Union College men's hockey team bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The girls are the daughter's of of Union College men's hockey team assistant coach, Jason Tapp. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)  

A member of the Nott Noise Makers, the Union College pep-band along with other band members play for the crowd as they wait for the arrival of the men's hockey team bus at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)  

Kellen Tapp, 12 days old, sleeps in his stroller at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. Kellen is the son of Union College men's hockey team assistant coach, Jason Tapp. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)  

Fans welcome back the men's hockey team at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)

Fans cheer as the bus carrying the Union College men's hockey team back in to the parking lot at Union College on Sunday, April 13, 2014, in Schenectady, N.Y. The Union College men's hockey team was returning from Philadelphia where they won the NCAA Division I hockey championship game Saturday night. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union)

Union's Colin Stevens, left, celebrates a win with teammate Nick Cruice, right, following n NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4.

Union's Daniel Ciampini holds up the championship trophy following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4.

Union players pose with the trophy after winning 7-4 the Division I Championship in an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Colin Stevens, center, reacts to a win with teammate Noah Henry, left, and Sebastien Gingras, right, during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4.

Union's Colin Stevens holds up the championship trophy following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4.

Union's Colin Stevens, center, holds up the championship trophy with teammates Dillon Pieri, left, and Alex Sakellaropoulos, right, following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union celebrates on the bench following an empty-net goal by Mat Bodie, front right, during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Minnesota, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 7-4.

Minnesota's Adam Wilcox, bottom right, reaches as Union's Mike Vecchione, left, shoots the puck for a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

In this photo taken with a fisheye lens, Union's Eli Lichtenwald, left, heads towards Minnesota's Adam Wilcox, center, with the puck on his way to making a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Minnesota's Taylor Cammarata, right, skates back with teammates after scoring a goal on Union's Colin Stevens, left, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Eli Lichtenwald, upper right, watches his shot get past Minnesota's Adam Wilcox, center, for a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Colin Stevens, left, makes the pad-save on a shot by Minnesota's Mike Reilly, right, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Daniel Ciampini, center left, reacts to his goal with teammates as Minnesota's Brady Skjei skates by during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Minnesota's Adam Wilcox looks up after giving up a goal to Union's Shayne Gostisbehere during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union goaltender Colin Stevens (30) keeps control of the puck with teammates holding off Minnesota players during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Minnesota's Tom Serratore, left, and Union's Jeff Taylor, right, battle for the puck along the boards during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Minnesota's Justin Kloos, right, celebrates his goal with teammate Adam Wilcox during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Union, Saturday, April 12, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union players salute their fans following an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union won 5-4.

Union's Colin Stevens, left, celebrates the win with Daniel Ciampini, right, following the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4.

Union's Daniel Ciampini, left, reacts to his goal on Boston College's Thatcher Demko, center, with Isaac MacLeod, right, beside Demko during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semfinal, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

With the puck by Union's Daniel Carr's hand, Boston College's Thatcher Demko, center top, pokes it with his stick as Michael Sit (18), Ian McCoshen (3), Brendan Silk (9) and Michael Matheson (5) come to Demko's aid during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Daniel Ciampini, left, reacts to his goal on Boston College's Thatcher Demko, right, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Daniel Ciampini, front, reacts to scoring his second goal with Boston College's Michael Sit, back skating behind during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4.

Union's Colin Stevens, left, stops a hot by Boston College's Patrick Brown, center, with Union's Charlie Vasaturo, right, and Cole Ikkala looking on during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game on Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4.

Union's Mike Vecchione, top, leaps into the arms of Sebastien Gingras, center, after scoring a goal with Nick Cruice, bottom, approaching during the third period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union College won 5-4.

Boston College's Steven Santini, right, celebrates his goal with Thatcher Demko, left, during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal against Union, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Daniel Ciampini, right, shoots the puck past Boston College's Thatcher Demko for a goal during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau, center, tips the puck past Union's Colin Stevens, right, for a goal during the first period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament semifinal, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Mat Bodie reacts to his goal during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Union's Mat Bodie shoots the puck during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia.

Members of the Union hockey team stretch during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC101

Members of the Union hockey team take the ice for a team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC105

Union's Colin Stevens defends the goal during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC103

Union's Shayne Gostisbehere runs a drill during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC104

Union head coach Rick Bennett directs his during team during practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC102

Boston College's Thatcher Demko defends the net during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC108

Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau skates down the ice during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC107

Boston College's Thatcher Demko defends the net during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC108

Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau skates down the ice during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC107

Boston College head coach Jerry York directs his team during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC111

Boston College head coach Jerry York directs his team during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Boston faces Union in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC110
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It's the old guard of college hockey against the relative newcomer in the NCAA championship game at Wells Fargo Center on Saturday night.

Minnesota has won five national championships. Union is playing in the final for the first time.

The Golden Gophers give out scholarships. The Dutchmen don't.

Minnesota is a state school with a student body of 50,883, dwarfing Union's private enrollment of 2,200.

There are 14 NHL draft picks on the Golden Gophers' roster. The Dutchmen have just one in junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere.

Although those facts portray Union as the underdog, Dutchmen goaltender Colin Stevens of Niskayuna said his team is undeterred.

"Obviously, they've got a lot of tradition and have had a ton of success," Stevens said. "Our tradition might not be as rich as theirs, we might be a late bloomer onto the scene, but at the same time we have a confident bunch and we know if we play our game for 60 minutes, there's no reason we can't come out of here with a title."

Besides, Union (31-6-4) is no longer the little engine that could. The Dutchmen are more like a locomotive, rolling into the final ranked No. 1 in the country in the USCHO.com poll and beating another traditional power, Boston College, 5-4 in a semifinal on Thursday.

Union is also unbeaten in its past 16 games (15-0-1), earning the respect of Minnesota coach Don Lucia, who also pointed out the Dutchmen have won three straight ECAC Hockey titles.

"All you've got to do is look at their record," Lucia said. "I mean, Union's probably the favorite, to be honest. They're a veteran, old team. We're young."

However, the Golden Gophers (28-6-6) are also overflowing with NHL prospects, including sophomore goaltender Adam Wilcox, a sixth-round selection of the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2011.

He's second in the nation in goals-against average (1.86) and save percentage (.935).

Meanwhile, Union's roster is rich with experienced players — such as center Max Novak, a 23-year-old junior — who have developed into valuable roles.

"Most guys on our team might not be drafted, but it doesn't mean we don't have some good players on this team," Novak said. "Some of the guys get overlooked at times, but everyone here can play hockey at a high level. It's more about your team chemistry and how you're playing at the time."

Novak said Union didn't play its best against Boston College on Thursday, yet still prevailed over the Eagles and its excellent top line anchored by Johnny Gaudreau.

After that exciting victory, the Dutchmen returned to their hotel and watched Minnesota defeat North Dakota 2-1 in remarkable fashion when defenseman Justin Holl scored a shorthanded goal with 0.6 seconds left in regulation.

Union coach Rick Bennett said he felt his team will come down from the emotional high of beating BC and be ready to take on Minnesota.

"They're probably sick of my 'Let's not get too high or too low' speech," Bennett said. "But I don't have to say too much at all because these guys know the drill."

Union senior left wing Daniel Carr said the team is trying not to focus on what it would mean to bring a title back to Schenectady.

They'd be the first Capital Region hockey program to win a Division I championship since RPI in 1985.

"I think we're just focused on what we have to do to play well tomorrow," Carr said. "Play Union hockey, get pucks behind their defense and outwork them. I don't think you can think about what the result is, just what you can do to get there."

There is college hockey's ultimate prize.

msingelais@timesunion.com • 518-454-5509 • @MarkSingelais

NCAA championship game

Union vs. Minnesota

When: 7:30 p.m. Saturday

Where: Wells Fargo Center, Philadelphia

TV/radio: ESPN/1240 AM
4 Union players named to All-America team

Gostisbehere, Bodie, Stevens and Carr honored by coaches

By Mark Singelais

Published 9:13 pm, Friday, April 11, 2014 
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On the eve of its first national championship game, Union enjoyed the individual accolades that go with a superb season.

The Dutchmen on Friday had a program-record four players selected to the American Hockey Coaches Association All-America team: defensemen Shayne Gostisbehere and Mat Bodie, goalie Colin Stevens of Niskayuna and left wing Daniel Carr.

Gostisbehere and Bodie made first-team All-American from the East, while Stevens and Carr were second-team selections.

"It's definitely an honor and just a tremendous feeling right now," Gostisbehere said in a Union news release. "I can't thank my coaches and teammates enough for the tremendous support. It's definitely a team award, because you can't do much without your teammates."

Bodie and Gostisbehere become the first repeat All-Americans for Union. 

Bodie is the second-highest scoring defenseman in the country, averaging nearly a point per game (0.95). Gostisbehere was one of 10 finalists for the Hobey Baker Award.

Carr leads Union in scoring with a school-record 49 points in 38 games. 

Stevens ranks second nationally in shutouts and sixth in goals-against average (1.99). 

"It's a huge honor, and I really wasn't expecting it to be honest," Stevens said.

RPI forward Ryan Haggerty made second-team All-American.

A historic victory 

Union's last meeting with Minnesota produced a significant victory in the history of the program.

The Dutchmen prevailed 3-2 over the Golden Gophers in the semifinals of the Dodge Holiday Classic in Minneapolis on New Year's Eve in 2010.

Union senior defenseman Mat Bodie was a freshman on that team. "That was a massive win for us," Bodie said. "Guys were really excited ... It was at their place. It was one of the bigger programs we've ever beaten. It's all about taking baby steps, and I think that was a huge step in the growth of Union College."

Union head coach Rick Bennett, an assistant under Nate Leaman at the time, recalled the Dutchmen had lost at Minnesota 8-0 just five years earlier.

"It was a monumental win for us, because we went out there a few years previous ... it wasn't pretty," Bennett said. "To come back and have that win in overtime was really special. Who knows, maybe it sets the tone at that time for where they are today."

A relief for Hatch

Union senior wing Matt Hatch watched most of the third period of Thursday's semifinal win over Boston College from the trainer's room. He was banished there after getting a game misconduct for hitting from behind with Union holding a 3-2 lead with 13:11 to play.

Much to his relief, Union killed the five-minute power play and held on for a 5-4 win.

"I probably gave the fans a few scares, but I was probably a little more worried than most of the fans in here, alone by myself," Hatch said. "I watched it on one of the TVs in the training room. It was on tape delay, too, so I was hearing the (goal) horn and then watching it on TV. It was tough, but the guys were great after and picked me up."

msingelais@timesunion.com • 518-454-5509 • @MarkSingelais
Dutchmen stick to plan

Union thriving because the team refuses to look beyond the task at hand

By Sean Martin

Published 9:12 pm, Friday, April 11, 2014 
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Union's Mat Bodie reacts to his goal during the second period of an NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament game against Boston College, Thursday, April 10, 2014, in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Chris Szagola) ORG XMIT: PACS109 Photo: Chris Szagola / FR170982 AP
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Within the Union College hockey program, the phrase "sticking to the process" is often used when explaining the unprecedented success for a team that is preparing to play for a national title Saturday night. 

The process, which centers around focusing on each day, practice or game, each shift, every minute detail, has resulted in a remarkable run for the Dutchmen's program, once a Division I laughingstock that now ranks among the nation's elite. 

"It's just not changing anything and not looking too far ahead of ourselves," senior winger Daniel Carr said. "To get anywhere, there is a process. To win anything, there is a process that you have to go through.

"When you start looking ahead and you start looking at the outcomes, it's not about that. It's about thinking and focusing on what you have to do as a group to achieve that outcome."

With four straight trips to the NCAA Tournament and two Frozen Four appearances in three years, Union is accustomed to playing in, and preparing for, big games, while staying focused on what it will take to win instead of thinking about how it will feel to win. 

"Rome wasn't built in a day, and college hockey wasn't built in a day," senior captain Mat Bodie said. "You have to set goals for yourself, and it helps you through the season. We're not thinking about any after (Saturday) events at all. Winning a championship at any level is awesome, it's huge, but it's all about the preparation and the execution."

The mind-set of the Union program that has won a nation's-best 31 games and sports a 105-37-20 record the past four years has proven to be a model of success and one the players have bought into. 

"The process is treating every game the same," senior winger Cole Ikkala said. "Going in, we worry about what the other team is going to be doing but it's more what we're doing. Knowing our systems, playing our game, finishing our hits and using our speed, just sticking with that process every game we play."

The process also keys on keeping an even keel, never getting too high after a victory and never getting too low after a loss, as evidenced by Union's business-like, almost subdued celebration Thursday following the conclusion of its thrilling 5-4 semifinal win over Boston College.

"It was a huge win for the team and the program, but at the end of the day, it's just a semifinal game," Bodie said. "We really haven't won anything yet. I think that's why guys weren't celebrating as much as some people might expect."

If the Dutchmen can stick to their process for one more day, one more game, and continue their success, expect the final piece of the process to include a celebration never before seen around the Union College hockey program.

Sean Martin, a local freelance writer, is a frequent contributor to the Times Union.

Five things to know about Minnesota

1. The Golden Gophers are 55-35 all-time in the NCAA Tournament with 35 all-time appearances and 21 Frozen Four berths.

2. Minnesota's freshman class has contributed 56 goals this season, the most of any rookie class in the NCAA this season.

3. The Golden Gophers allow just 1.98 goals per game, ranked second in the nation behind only UMass Lowell.

4. Twenty-one of the 25 players on the roster come from the state of Minnesota.

5. Minnesota had three alumni play for the United States in this year's Winter Olympics in Sochi: Phil Kessel, Blake Wheeler and Paul Martin.
Ciampini gets hot at the right time

Union junior gets first hat trick to put team in national title game

By Mark Singelais

Published 11:57 pm, Thursday, April 10, 2014 
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PHILADELPHIA, PA - APRIL 10: Johnny Gaudreau #13 of the Boston College Eagles collides with Mike Vecchione #21 of the Union College Dutchmen as Daniel Carr #99 of the Dutchmen plays the puck during the 2014 NCAA Division I Men's Hockey Championship Semifinal at Wells Fargo Center on April 10, 2014 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. (Photo by Elsa/Getty Images) ORG XMIT: 464911393 Photo: Elsa / 2014 Getty Images
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Union junior right wing Daniel Ciampini got his first collegiate hat track in the 91st game of his career.

It couldn't have come at a more opportune time for the Dutchmen, who beat Boston College 5-4 on Thursday night to advance to their first national championship game.

"It was special, but I was pretty lucky to get it,'' Ciampini said. "I was in the right spot at the right time."

The junior from Concord, Ontario is tied with Daniel Carr for the team lead with 22 goals.

"Over the year, (Ciampini) has just been a dominant player,'' said freshman Mike Vecchione, who centers Union's top line. "He's just been productive throughout the year, and tonight, he found the right areas. He's always in the good spots and he's a smart player and that's why he's scoring goals."

It was the first hat trick in a Frozen Four game since BC's Nathan Gerbe in a semifinal win over North Dakota in 2008.

"It's good that I could produce,'' Ciampini said. "I was kind of on the schneid, but now it's good to get that out of the way."

He didn't score in either of Union's two victories in the East Regional in Bridgeport, Conn. two weekends ago.

Ciampini broke his stick on his second goal on Thursday, the deflection of a Shayne Gostisbehere slapper that put Union ahead for good at 3-2 in the third period.

His success has been the product of hard work as well as good fortune. He was voted Union's Most Improved Player last season as a sophomore after playing only 15 games a freshman.

"I think with him, it started in practice,'' Union coach Rick Bennett said. "He was really practicing well, and it's nice to see a guy who practices so hard get rewarded with three goals."

What might have been

Mike Vecchione, a native of Saugus, Mass., said Boston College recruited him "a little bit" when he was in juniors.

"I talked to them, went on a visit, but nothing really came of it,'' Vecchione recalled.

Now Vecchione is heading to the national championship game, while the Eagles are going home.

The freshman center scored a key goal in the third period to put the Eagles up 4-2 right after Union had killed off a five-minute major.

"I grew up watching (Boston College) and as a kid, I always wanted to go to a Boston school, BU or BC,'' Vecchione said. "Obviously, I wanted to go there, but I found a great school here at Union and couldn't be happier with where I am now."

That's one game from a national title with major contributions from Vecchione, who has 13 goals and 20 assists.

"This is just unbelievable to me and it's a little surreal,'' he said. "We've just got to stay focused."

Gostisbehere going?

A lot of the talk around Philadelphia this week has centered around Dutchmen junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere, a third-round draft pick of the Flyers in the 2012 entry draft.

Union coach Rick Bennett calmly deflected the speculation as to whether Gostisbehere would leave Union following the season just as Keith Kinkaid did in 2011, Jeremy Welsh in 2012, and Troy Grosenick last year.

"I think he (Gostisbehere) has handled it excellent," Bennett said. "Going into the last Frozen Four (in 2012), I don't feel I did a good enough job with Jeremy Welsh. It was such a circus behind it and this time, it went to Shayne early in the week and I went to the staff to see how I could help him."

"Obviously, whatever comes of this, its going to be his decision. I'm not worried about that. Whatever happens after that game Saturday night, happens."

Notes: In his three seasons at Union, Rick Bennett is 18-2 in the postseason. The Dutchmen are 6-2 in the NCAA tournament and 12-0 in the ECAC playoffs ... The last time Union won a national title in any sport was its 1929 lacrosse championship.

Sean Martin contributed to this story.
Penalty killers take over for Union

Dutchmen short-handed for five minutes but still tie up Boston College

By Sean Martin
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It was quite possibly the most nerve-wracking turned euphoric 304 seconds in the history of the Union College hockey program. 

Just 18 seconds after his team took a 3-2 lead over Boston College in the third period of its national semifinal against Boston College, Dutchmen senior winger Matt Hatch was whistled for checking from behind and was issued a five-minute major and a game misconduct.

Given the prospect of dealing with the nation's leading offense and a power play unit featuring three of the top six scorers in the country, the Dutchmen did as they have done all season when faced with adversity.

Union responded.

The Dutchmen allowed Boston College three shots on goal and never let the Eagles find a flow during the five-minute span.

"I thought the guys responded the right way, the guys that did kill it, along with Colin (goaltender Colin Stevens) did a phenomenal job," Union coach Rick Bennett said. "It was a nice turning point. The bench was pretty calm when it happened."

Captain Mat Bodie skated on one penalty kill unit with Daniel Ciampini, Max Novak, and Charlie Vasaturo and noted the importance of picking up Hatch for his mistake.

"The team just talked on the bench and said it was time to bear down," Bodie said. "It was an unfortunate play for Matt Hatch, he's one of our brothers and we didn't want him to go out that way. Everyone stepped up and we didn't really give them much."

Daniel Carr, Cole Ikkala, Noah Henry, and Shayne Gostisbehere also spent time on the ice on the penalty kill and helped keep the BC offense from coming up with the tying goal.

"We just never quite got in sync on that major penalty," Boston College coach Jerry York said.

Boston College's top line of Johnny Gaudreau, Bill Arnold, and Kevin Hayes teamed for the game's first goal but were denied by a determined Union defense with the game on the line.

"They are a great shot-blocking team, I was in front and I couldn't even see the puck because there were two or three guys in the lane every time," Arnold said. "Credit to them, they played unbelievable."

Forwards Kevin Sullivan and Mike Vecchione helped kill off the final 13 seconds of Hatch's penalty and it turned out to be the biggest shift for both in the game.

Just as Hatch's penalty was ending, Sullivan forced a turnover in the BC zone and drew two defenders to him before sending a pass to a wide open Vecchione who scored four seconds after the penalty expired to give Union a 4-2 lead with 8:07 left in the third.

"Our killers did an amazing job in killing that penalty, that is one of the best power plays you are ever going to see," Vecchione said. "Our coach put me and Sully in there to finish it off."

York called for a timeout to help the Eagles regroup from the stunning turn of events but the damage was done.

Union held its two-goal lead for nearly seven minutes and by the time BC scored at 18:15 to draw closer, the clock became as much of an opponent as the Dutchmen who put the game away with Ciampini's empty-netter at 18:51.

Sean Martin, a local freelance writer, is a frequent contributor to the Times Union.
It's all business for Union

Previous NCAA tournament play showed Dutchmen how to keep focus on winning

By Mark Singelais

Published 8:14 pm, Wednesday, April 9, 2014 
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Members of the Union hockey team stretch during team practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC101 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP
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Union College hockey coach Rick Bennett said his team was in awe two years ago when it practiced in Tampa, Fla. for its debut in the Frozen Four.

That included Bennett, then in his first year as head coach.

There was none of that wonderment on Wednesday morning, when Union took the ice for a one-hour skate in the Wells Fargo Center.

These Dutchmen, ranked first in the country, know they belong.

"I just felt felt today the guys were more plugged in than the first time around,'' Bennett said. "I thought we were a little star struck there in Tampa- — me being one of them. It was just one of those -— just being a rookie coach as well, staff, I don't know how you prepare for that. You prepare for that by going through experiences and that's what we did."

A more seasoned Union (30-6-4), seeking its first Division I national championship, will take on Boston College (28-7-4) in a semifinal at 5 p.m. on ESPN2.

Union senior forward Daniel Carr said the team has a different mindset than two years ago. The Dutchmen lost 3-1 to Ferris State in a semifinal.

"I think we're focused, and more understanding,'' Carr said. "We're here to play hockey and it's more a business trip than last time. Guys have been good so far, and now we're just trying to focus on tomorrow."

Union enters Thursday's game on a 15-game unbeaten streak (14-0-1), the longest streak in the country.

The Dutchmen will meet Boston College for the second time in program history, the first coming a year ago with a convincing 5-1 upset over the Eagles an NCAA Northeast Regional semifinal.

The loss dethroned BC as NCAA champion. Eagles star forward Johnny Gaudreau, a Hobey Baker Award finalist, acknowledged his team didn't take Union as seriously as it should have.

"I think we took them a little too lightly,'' Gaudreau said. "I think we should have went into the game a little more motivated. ... I know a lot of the guys from our team last year didn't want to go through that again. So, all the guys are pretty motivated."

Union goalie Colin Stevens of Niskayuna was a reserve on last year's team. 

He'll start against BC in the rematch and expects a strong effort from the Eagles, who have won five national titles.

"In some ways, (last year's win) helps our confidence, but at the same time, we know they haven't forgotten about that game and they're going to come out guns blazing," Stevens said. "They're a great hockey team and it's not going to be a walk in the park, by any means."

BC is the highest-scoring team in the country, scoring 4.1 goals per game, led by the top line of Gaudreau, Bill Arnold and Kevin Hayes,

Gaudreau leads all players with 35 goals and 42 assists.

Union defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere, also a Hobey Baker finalist, is well acquainted with Gaudreau because they played together for the U.S. in the junior world championships.

"He's an amazing player," Gostisbehere. "Every time he touches the puck something special is going to happen."

On the other hand, Union has a fast, resourceful defensive corps that allows only 2.05 goals per game, fifth-fewest in the country.

Their best player is Gostisbehere, a Philadelphia Flyers draft pick. He skated for the first time on Wednesday in the building he might call his NHL home with a giant Union logo on the Jumbotron overhead.

"You catch yourself looking around at the banners and stuff," Gostisbehere said. "It's pretty cool being in such a building with all this history in it."

Thursday's winner will take on either Minnesota or North Dakota in the national championship game on Saturday at 7:30 p.m.

msingelais@timesunion.com • 518-454-5509 • @MarkSingelais

Frozen Four

Union (30-6-4) vs. Boston College (28-7-4)

When: 5 p.m. Thursday

Where: Wells Fargo Center, Philadelphia

TV/radio: ESPN2/1240 AM

Five things about Boston College

1 Head coach Jerry York has 963 victories, the most in college hockey history. He has led the Eagles to 11 Frozen Fours and four national titles, his first coming in Albany in 2001.

2 The Eagles had a 17-0-2 unbeaten streak this season from Dec. 6 to March 1. It matched the longest in York's 20 seasons at BC.

3 Boston College's top line of Hobey Baker finalist Johnny Gaudreau, Bill Arnold and Kevin Hayes have combined for 128 points (53 goals and 75 assists) since being put together on Dec. 6 of this season.

4 Gaudreau tied Paul Kariya for the longest single-season point streak in Hockey East history this season. Gaudreau scored at least one point in 31 consecutive games from Nov. 1 until March 16.

5 BC has won three of the past four Hockey East regular season titles and a league-record 13 overall.
Bennett wins Coach of the Year

Dutchmen coach has team in Frozen Four for the second time

By Mark Singelais

Published 8:14 pm, Wednesday, April 9, 2014 
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Union head coach Rick Bennett directs his during team during practice for the NCAA men's college hockey Frozen Four tournament Wednesday, April 9, 2014, in Philadelphia. Union faces Boston College in a semifinal match on Thursday. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) ORG XMIT: PXC102 Photo: Matt Rourke / AP
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Union hockey coach Rick Bennett decided to show his players a movie about a Philadelphia hero on the bus ride to the Frozen Four. He gave them a screening of "Rocky II."

Bennett called the 1979 sequel "a phenomenal movie with a lot of heart," but his team's reviews were less than enthusiastic.

"I'm more of a headphone guy on the bus," defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere said. "It's a movie that's before my generation."

It was one of the rare times Bennett didn't seem to have his players' full attention. 

He has guided these Dutchmen to within two wins of their first national championship. For that effort, Bennett was honored Wednesday with the Spencer Penrose Award as Division I Coach of the Year, given by the American Hockey Coaches Association. Bennett, in his third season, deflected the credit to his assistants, Jason Tapp, Joe Dumais and John Ronan, and players.

"I really do believe it's a staff award and should be a player award," Bennett said. "The players are the ones playing this game, and they make you look good. These guys have done that in my time here at Union College. I'm grateful to them, grateful to the staff. I think you've got to put a name to the award, and I guess my name is on that now. But it really belongs to everybody."

The Dutchmen (30-6-4) will take on Boston College (28-7-4) in national semifinal Thursday.

Bennett has led Union to a pair of Frozen Four appearances in his three seasons since being promoted in 2011 to replace Nate Leaman.

Tapp, a third-year assistant, helps oversee Union's defense and goaltenders. He said Bennett has a straightforward approach with his team. "He's up front," Tapp said. "He's honest. You know what he wants every day. He expects you to work hard. He gives you a set of goals. There's no guessing when you walk into work, and that's a fun environment to work in."

Bennett's season was interrupted by a four-game suspension for his role in a postgame brawl after a loss to RPI on Jan. 25. The lasting image of that incident was Bennett trying to get at RPI coach Seth Appert, who was suspended one game.

But Union junior forward Max Novak said the 6-foot-3 Bennett, a former NHL player, is usually mild-mannered. 

"I'm sure he could be as tough as he looks, but most of the time he's not," Novak said. "He's just a regular coach. His looks can be a little intimidating at times."

Union goalie Colin Stevens of Niskayuna said Bennett is open with his players without trying to be their friend.

"I think there's nobody more deserving than Coach Bennett," Stevens said. "All the guys have the utmost respect for him. He'll speak his mind. When you do something wrong, he'll tell you how he feels, but he makes everyone better."

Bennett drew praise from the winningest coach in college hockey history, Boston College's Jerry York, who observed the Dutchmen give out only need-based financial aid instead of scholarships.

"Rick Bennett really has to be commended for what he's brought to Schenectady, New York, a small school that doesn't offer full scholarships and doesn't have a history of success in college hockey," York said.

It does now, due partly to Bennett, who will receive the Spencer Penrose Award at the AHCA convention in Naples on May 3.
Swiss stunner

Union alumni laud Dutchmen

Grosenick, Kinkaid, Zajac praise team's rise to Frozen Four

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:47 pm, Saturday, March 29, 2014 
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Worcester Sharks goalie and former Union player, Troy Grosenick, left, stops an Albany Devils' shot during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A
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If developments 150 miles to the south didn't provide ample evidence, the scene Saturday at Times Union Center did.

The Union College hockey program is as healthy as ever.

Two hours after the top-ranked Skating Dutchmen advanced to the Frozen Four with a 3-1 victory over Providence in Bridgeport, Conn., three Union alumni played prominent roles in an American Hockey League game between the Albany Devils and Worcester Sharks.

Troy Grosenick got the better of former goaltending teammate Keith Kinkaid as the Sharks beat the Devils 4-3 in a shoot-out. One of the Albany goals was scored by center Kelly Zajac, a former teammate of both goalies.

"I'm really proud being an alum now," said Grosenick, who didn't learn of the Union result until after the shootout. "Words can't describe how proud I am to have been a Dutchman. It's a place I'm always going to hold dear to my heart."

Grosenick, who led Union to its only other Frozen Four berth two years ago, bypassed his senior season to turn pro.

Just as Grosenick kept the Dutchmen solid in goal when Kinkaid turned pro after his sophomore year, junior Colin Stevens has carried the goaltending tradition on at Union.

"I said it when I left," Grosenick said. "Colin's the type of goalie who can take them to the next level. I had full faith that he would be a legitimate, top-tier college goalie."

Stevens, a Niskayuna native, leads the nation in victories. He has a 26-4-2 record with a 1.93 goals-against average and .932 save percentage.

"I remember when he got there his freshman year, and he worked so hard," said Zajac, who had a four-year Union career before joining the Devils. "Troy was our No. 1 and Stevens was there, too. It's amazing to see how far he has come in the last couple of years."

Union has made the NCAA Tournament the past four years. The 2012 team, which had Grosenick and Zajac, went the furthest, losing 3-1 to Ferris State in the national semifinals.

"I'm rooting for them," said Kinkaid, who was in goal for Union's first NCAA game in 2011. "It's time to finally win a D-I title."

"It's amazing to see where our program has come from," Zajac said. "Rick (Bennett, head coach) has done a tremendous job and taken the steps for us. Back to the Frozen Four — that's a big accomplishment."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty
No. 1 Dutchmen dominate

Union skates past Vermont for victory in NCAA Tournament; next faces Providence

By Mark Singelais

Updated 11:33 pm, Friday, March 28, 2014 

nextprevious 1 of 2 .

 .

Union players celebrate their first goal against Vermont during the first period of a game in the men's NCAA East Regional hockey tournament Friday, March 28, 2014, in Bridgeport, Conn. (AP Photo/Fred Beckham) Photo: Fred Beckham / FR153656 AP
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Vermont hockey coach Kevin Sneddon hardly could believe what came out of the mouths of Union players after the Dutchmen eliminated his Catamounts from the NCAA Tournament on Friday afternoon.

These are young men who were in grammar or middle school when Sneddon coached Union from 1998 to 2003.

"Some of their players actually thanked me in the (handshake) line for helping the program move forward, which you don't often hear in a handshake line," Sneddon said.

It was a little bit like the monster congratulating Dr. Frankenstein.

Union, playing its first game as the No. 1-ranked team in the country, outclassed Vermont in a 5-2 victory in an East Regional semifinal at Webster Bank Arena.

Max Novak and Matt Hatch scored twice for the Dutchmen (29-6-4), who advanced for the third year in a row to a regional final. They'll face Providence, a winner over Quinnipiac in the other semifinal, at 3 p.m. Saturday.

Junior goaltender Colin Stevens made 23 saves in his first NCAA postseason start for Union, which sits one win from its second Frozen Four appearance in three years.

"We're very humbled," Union coach Rick Bennett said. "We're very honored to be going to that game. We don't want to take anything for granted. We heard someone mention 'Frozen Four.' Well, that's light years away."

Actually, it's only a minimum of 60 minutes after Union's special teams were exactly that against the Catamounts (20-15-3) of Hockey East.

Hatch began the scoring with a shorthanded goal just 4:15 into the game.

Novak scored both of his goals on the power play to give the Dutchmen a 3-1 lead late in the second period.

"In short tournaments like this, special teams often dictate who's going to win," said Union senior defenseman Mat Bodie, who added an even-strength goal in the third period. "I thought our special teams tonight were excellent."

Union went 2 for 7 on the man advantage against the Catamounts, whose undisciplined play was too much even for its penalty kill, rated seventh in the nation.

"I think we took many penalties tonight," said Vermont senior center Chris McCarthy, who scored twice. "I think five-on-five, we had them on their heels."

Ironically, Vermont's troubles started on the man advantage.

Hatch collected the puck and steamed down the right wing past Catamount defenseman Rob Hamilton. Hatch warded off Hamilton and beat Vermont goalie Brody Hoffman from close range for a 1-0 lead.

McCarthy scored to tie it at 1 with 6:42 to play in the first period, but the deadlock lasted only 1:09.

With Vermont's Nick Luukko in the penalty box for tripping, Novak scored on a backhander from one knee to put Union ahead 2-1 with 5:23 left in the period.

The assists came from Kevin Sullivan and and Daniel Carr.

"It was a really big goal," Novak said. "It was hard work in the corner from Kevin Sullivan and Carrsie to battle down there, and (Sullivan) just threw it out across the ice, and I was able to chip it into the net."

In the second period, Novak increased the lead to 3-1 with his second goal, this time after Vermont's Michael Paliotta was sent off for tripping.

Novak sent a pass from the right wing that deflected off the stick of Vermont defenseman Yvan Pattyn and past Hoffman with 5:38 to play in the period.

The Union lead grew to 4-1 when Bodie, with a rare four-on-one chance, rattled in a shot from off the right post with 8:35 to play in the third.

After McCarthy tallied his second goal for Vermont, Hatch finished the scoring with an empty-netter with 2:43 left.

All that was left was the handshake and some words of gratitude for Sneddon.

"He came in a real tough spot," Bodie explained. "He was the first one to really get that (Union) program moving in the right direction. I don't know him at all, but I'm grateful for what he did for us and thought it was important he hear that from current players."

msingelais@timesunion.com • 518-454-5509 • @MarkSingelais

Coaches meeting again in playoff

Union's Bennett and Providence's Leaman once worked together

By Mark Singelais
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Union goaltender Colin Stevens makes a save against Vermont during the second period during a game in the men's NCAA East Regional hockey tournament Friday, March 28, 2014, in Bridgeport, Conn.(AP Photo/Fred Beckham) Photo: Fred Beckham / FR153656 AP
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Bridgeport, Conn.

Union hockey coach Rick Bennett will face his alma mater and his former boss Saturday afternoon with a trip to the Frozen Four at stake.

The Dutchmen will meet Providence, led by former Union head coach Nate Leaman, in the NCAA East Regional final at 3 p.m. in Webster Bank Arena.

After Union defeated Vermont 5-2 in one semifinal Friday, the Friars blanked Quinnipiac 4-0 to set up a meeting that has plenty of subplots.

Bennett, a 1990 Providence graduate, served as an assistant for six years under Leaman in Schenectady. Bennett was elevated to head coach when Leaman left for Providence in 2011, citing family reasons.

This will be the first time they've been on opposing benches. Providence and Union haven't played since 2008, when Leaman and Bennett were on the same side.

"Actually, it'd be an honor,"Bennett said. "He gave me a second chance in this game, and I really appreciate it. I learned a ton working for him."

Leaman said he won't be distracted by their personal relationship.

"Rick earned his second chance,"Leaman said. "Rick's a hell of a coach. The one thing you learn, there's no such thing as a perfect head coach. There's a perfect staff. I think once the puck is dropped, I don't think anybody on the ice is going to think about it. It's one game to see who advances."

Bennett was out of a job in 2005 when Providence, where he served as an assistant for five seasons, laid off the coaching staff. 

"I got fired," Bennett said. "There's a little bit of that, too, that'll always stay with me. But I also know that's where I graduated from. People gave me a great chance there, and I got a second life there being a coach for five years. A lot of great memories, a lot of super people."

Bennett was inducted into the Providence Athletic Hall of Fame three years ago. He was a Hobey Baker Award finalist in 1990.

But Bennett said his loyalty lies with the Dutchmen now.

"I bleed garnet, so that's the way it goes," he said. "You know what? Allegiances change. That's the way it goes in this business."

Bennett insisted he's still happy for Providence, which is 22-10-6. 

Just as he did at Union, Leaman has breathed life into the Friars, who are making their first NCAA Tournament appearance since 2001.

"I'm an alum, so I'm pretty proud of what they've done," Bennett said. "The guys I talk to that I graduated with are very proud of them, too."

When he was still at Union, Leaman was involved in recruiting the players who are seniors on this year's team, including defenseman Mat Bodie. None of them actually played for him.

"What he did for the program, you can't thank enough," Bodie said. "But he's on the opposing side now, so I'm sure there won't be any pleasantries during the game."

msingelais@timesunion.com • 518-454-5509 • @MarkSingelais

AHL playoff primer: Now it’s all about the seeding

Posted on April 16, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer


Print

The Albany Devils clinched an American Hockey League playoff berth tonight with a 3-2 shootout victory over Portland, keeping them in sixth place in the Eastern Conference standings.

All that is known for sure about the Devils’ playoff schedule is that it will begin on the road in the best-of-5 opening round. They can finish anywhere from fifth to eighth place, assuring a road series against one of the top four teams in conference. (No. 1 vs. No. 8, No. 2 vs. No. 7, No. 3 vs. No. 6, and No. 4 vs. No. 5.)

If the Devils remain in sixth, they will play the East Division winner, which right now would be Binghamton, but that could change. Binghamton and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton are tied for the lead, but the Senators have the tiebreaker. Binghamton and W-B/Scranton play Friday night in Binghamton.

The team that doesn’t win the division likely will be the fifth seed. Albany could still finish as high as No. 5 with a victory in its season finale Saturday night against Springfield, if the loser of Friday night’s Binghamton-W-B/Scranton game also loses Saturday.

Here are the remaining schedule for the playoff contenders in the Eastern Conference:

         Remaining games 

   GP W   L   OTL SOL Pts Friday Saturday 

1  y-Manchester*  75 48 19    2    6 104 at Providence  

2  y-Springfield*  74 47 21    1    5 100 at Hartford at Albany 

3  x-Binghamton*  74 42 24    3    5   92 vs W-B/Scranton vs Norfolk 

4  x-St. John’s  74 44 23    2    5   95 at Worcester at Portland 

5  x-W-B/Scranton  74 42 24    3    5   92 at Binghamton at Utica 

6  x-Albany  75 39 23    5    8   91  vs Springfield 

7  Providence  74 39 24    2    9   89 vs Manchester at Worcester 

8  Norfolk  74 39 25    3    7   88 vs Hershey at Binghamton 

9  Hershey  74 38 26    5    5   86 at Norfolk vs Adirondack 

* — division leader; y — clinched division title; x — clinched playoff berth

Union hockey star undecided on signing with NHL

Posted on April 13, 2014  |  By Mark Singelais, staff writer
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SCHENECTADY – Union College junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere returned to campus today with his national championship team and without an NHL contract.

Gostisbehere said he’s still weighing whether to forego his senior year to sign with the Philadelphia Flyers, who drafted him in the third round two years ago.

“I haven’t made a decision,” Gostisbehere said. “Just come back with my team and just having a good time right now … I’m caught up in the moment with my team right now and celebrating a national title.”

One day after beating Minnesota 7-4 in Philadelphia for their first NCAA Division I title on Saturday night, the Dutchmen were welcomed back to campus by hundreds of fans who waited for the team bus behind Messa Rink.

Union coach Rick Bennett said he encouraged Gostisbehere not to rush into signing with with the Flyers. Two years ago, Dutchmen forward Jeremy Welsh helped Union reach the Frozen Four in Tampa, Fla., then came to terms with Carolina just hours after the Dutchmen were beaten by Ferris State in the semifinals. Welsh reported immediately to the Hurricanes and didn’t accompany Union back to Schenectady.

“The only thing I asked (of) Shayne after the game was, don’t make any rash decisions,” Bennett said. “I wanted to make sure he did it the right way. I didn’t think I did enough with the Welsh situation. So I’m proud of Shayne for being on this bus because if he wasn’t on this bus, he wouldn’t see this (crowd).”

Gostisbehere’s star has never shined brighter than after his superb performance in the title game to earn Most Outstanding Player for the tournament. He registered a surreal plus-seven rating against the Golden Gophers for being on the ice for all seven goals. He was on the bench for all three Minnesota even-strength goals. 

“More importantly, I was happy my team stuck with it and we won,” Gostibehere said.

He said he’ll consult with his family and his advisor before deciding whether to jump to the pros. 

“Just weighing what’s best for my development and for my career, too,” Gostisbehere said. “I’m just taking the options, taking time with my family right now and see what’s going to be the best option.”

Union won the title in Wells Fargo Center, the home of the Philadelphia Flyers, which could be his professional workplace.

“It was pretty cool to do it in that building and I was glad I could chip in for my team in any way possible,” Gostisbehere said.

He said he got a congratulations text from Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren after Saturday’s final, but that they did not communicate beyond that. Gostisbehere said he doesn’t feel pressured by the NHL franchise to make up his mind.

“They’re letting me do my thing right now, and I respect them for that,” he said. “I’m taking it slow and just waiting with my family and going to see what the best decision is for me.”

Gostisbehere was asked if he might have more financial leverage in leaving now, rather than waiting until after his senior year.

“I guess you could look at it like that,” he said. “But when you graduate, you can pick a different team sometimes, so both ways.”
Union hockey focuses on Minnesota

Posted on April 11, 2014  |  By Mark Singelais, staff writer
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PHILADELPHIA – Union junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere let out a yawn just before today’s Frozen Four news conference began.

If the Dutchmen were overwhelmed by reaching their first national championship game, they weren’t showing it.

“We’re just trying to keep everything as routine as possible here,” Gostisbehere said. “We know it’s a big game and it’s on the line here. But we’re going to stick to our game plan and play our game.”

The Dutchmen will take on five-time NCAA champion Minnesota in the final at Wells Fargo Center on Saturday at 7:30 p.m. Union earned that right with a 5-4 victory over Boston College on Thursday evening.

Union had a fairly subdued celebration in their locker room. Then the Dutchmen headed back to their hotel and watched Minnesota’s dramatic 2-1 victory on a goal with 0.6 seconds left in the other semifinal.

“We had some adrenaline after the game, so I think we were up for a bit,” said Union senior forward Cole Ikkala. “We enjoyed it for about an hour or two. Once we went to bed, we put it behind us, and it was all our focus on Minnesota.”

Union held a one-hour practice at Wells Fargo Center on Friday morning.

Afterward, Union hockey coach Rick Bennett discussed the challenge presented by the Golden Gophers, who are backstopped by goaltender Adam Wilcox, second in the nation in goals-against average and save percentage.

“Well, (Minnesota has) just a lot of depth,” Bennett said. “Obviously their goaltender is phenomenal. We have to make sure that we get some traffic in front of him, you know. That is standard coach speak that you’re going to hear. In general, we have to be sharp. It’s more about us. I feel the same as it was last night against Boston College, we don’t have to help them out either.”

Union announced it will hold a viewing party on campus at Messa Rink on Saturday night. The doors will open at 6:30 p.m. and a large screen is being brought in for the game.
Albany Devils go for the playoff clincher

J.S.CARRAS/THE RECORD Albany goaltender Keith Kinkaid (1), who backstopped Union College’s first trip to the NCAA Tournament, has played a vital role for the Devils, who can clinch a playoff berth for the first time since relocating from Lowell, Mass., to Albany  

By Phil Janack, sports@troyercord.com, @troyrecordsport on Twitter 

Posted: 04/15/14, 8:15 PM EDT | 
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J.S.CARRAS/THE RECORD Albany’s Kelly Zajac (11) has totaled 42 points in 66 games this season. The Union College grad can clinch a berth in his first pro playoff series if the Devils win at Portland tonight.  

ALBANY >> Watching his former college team win the NCAA championship filled Kelly Zajac with more than just pride.

Union College’s impressive run to the national title could also prove inspirational to Zajac and the Albany Devils, who continue their march on the road to the postseason.

Coming off a three-game weekend sweep of Bridgeport, Providence and Syracuse, Albany left following practice Tuesday morning for Lewiston, Maine, where it plays its final road game of the regular season against the Portland Pirates.

A victory would clinch a Calder Cup playoff berth for the Devils, the first since the franchise relocated from Lowell, Mass. in 2010 and just the second in 14 years for a New Jersey farm team.

In his second pro season after leaving Union in 2012, Zajac has been a huge part of Albany’s success, ranking second on the team with 30 assists and 42 points in 66 games. He closely followed the Dutchmen’s postseason run, including wins over Boston College in the semifinal and Minnesota, 7-4, to win the championship on April 12.

“There’s a lot of pride,” said Zajac, who had 128 points in 159 games for Union from 2008-12. “I was kind of in shock, too. I didn’t know what to think. It’s awesome for the school because it’s a small school and they don’t give out scholarships, so it’s pretty amazing, too. Just to see where the program’s come in the last couple years to where it is now … I mean, they can run with the big boys now. They proved it.

“Watching those games was awesome, the playoff feel. We want to feel that, too. We want to put in a big run at the end here and we want to see some championships going on here.”

The Devils will honor Union’s accomplishment during Saturday’s regular-season home finale against Springfield at the Times Union Center. Dutchmen players, coaches and staff will be in attendance and recognized on the ice during the second intermission. The NCAA Division I Men’s Ice Hockey Championship Trophy will also be on display.

Free tickets for Union students, faculty and staff will be available at the Alumni Gymnasium ticket office today, Thursday and Friday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Proper college ID is required.

“I’m proud to be a Dutchman,” Albany goaltender Keith Kinkaid said. Kinkaid, who is 23-13-5, 2.30 and .912 with four shutouts in 42 games this season, was teammates with Zajac at Union from 2009-11. “That’s a great group of guys, a great group of coaches and staff, and the support from the whole campus is just tremendous. I’m just very proud to see them win. I was getting a little nervous. It’s a great feeling to be a Dutchman.”

Kinkaid, 24, won 25 games for Union in 2010-11 and helped lead the program to its first-ever NCAA tournament appearance, a 2-0 loss to eventual champion Minnesota-Duluth.

Zajac, 25, had a team-high 34 assists and was second with 42 points in helping the Dutchmen reach their first Frozen Four in 2011-12, where they lost to Ferris State.

“There’s a lot of guys that put in the work there and laid the foundation,” Zajac said. “It’s a big accomplishment. It’s real big for the coaching staff. They put in a lot of hours recruiting guys and doing the little things, all the details to get them where they are right now. They’re having a lot of fun right now and they deserve it. It’s awesome to see.”

NOTES The end of the NHL regular season saw New Jersey return four players to Albany on Monday: alternate captain Tim Sestito, defensemen Jon Merrill and Adam Larsson, and forward Mike Sislo. They join D Eric Gelinas, who was sent down by the Devils over the weekend. …

The Devils can also clinch a playoff spot tonight with an overtime or shootout loss combined with a Norfolk loss in regulation to Hershey. Albany is sixth in the Eastern Conference with 89 points. … Portland is last in the East with 60 points and has lost two of three meetings with the Devils this season. …

Harri Pesonen is on a two-game scoring streak (1-3-4) and has 12 points in his last 16 games (6-6). … Saturday’s game is also Fan Appreciation Night. The first 1,000 fans in attendance will receive a Devils drawstring backpack, and prizes will be handed out throughout the game.
To the victors go the spoils

Mike McMahon - The Record, Union College men’s hockey players Shayne Gostisbehere hugs Mat Bodie ater the duo announced they at Achilles Rinl they signed professional contracts.  
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SCHENECTADY >> The past few days have been a bit of a whirlwind for Shayne Gostisbehere and Mat Bodie.

That may actually be a bit of an understatement.

After winning the 2014 NCAA Division I Men’s Ice Hockey Championship on Saturday, defeating Minnesota for the first title in Union College history, Gostisbehere and Bodie officially signed their names on the dotted lines on Tuesday, announcing their intent to play at the NHL level.

Gostisbehere, who was selected by the Philadelphia Flyers in the third round of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, will join the organization immediately, suiting up for the Adirondack Phantoms when they take on the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the final home game of the season this Friday.

Bodie, meanwhile, will graduate from Union this spring before joining the New York Rangers at the team’s developmental camp this summer.

“It’s a fun ride,” Gostisbehere, who was named the Most Outstanding Player of the Frozen Four, said of the past few days. “I hope it doesn’t end. It’s definitely a fun ride and the best part has been being able to celebrate with my teammates. It’s incredible, without them you legit can’t do anything. They’re such a good group of guys.”

Both Bodie and Gostisbehere were named All-Americans this season and the pair of defesemen were crucial to Union’s run at the national title and to the Dutchmen’s growth as an overall program over the past seasons.

“They’ve represented our program in a first-class manner,” Union coach Rick Bennett said. “Not taking anything away from the hockey side, but they did everything that was asked of them in the community, in the classroom and never found any issues at all. I really do appreciate that as a coaching staff because it never took away from the team and that’s a huge component as to why these guys are so successful.”

While Gostisbehere’s transition to the pros was more of a when than an if, Bodie’s pick up by the Rangers was an incredibly quick turn of events that didn’t truly begin until after the national championship.

“I really didn’t worry about any NHL buzz until after the season,” Bodie said. “I was fortunate to play for Union and finish strong and then after the season I talked with my agent on the Sunday after and things moved pretty quickly from there.”

Bodie and his agent spoke with a handful of pro squads but nothing seemed to fit quite like the Rangers and the Dutchmen’s all-time leading defensive scorer was quick to accept the offer in front of him.

“It just seemed like a really good fit for myself and an opportunity to play,” he said. “But just talking to my agent and the assistant GM there, they said, they don’t really have a lot of guys that play like me. They don’t have too many offensive defenseman, so I figured that was a known area where I could come in and contribute.”

Gostisbehere wont’t have to wait very long to suit back up as he’ll join the Phantoms this Friday at the Glens Falls Civic Center and the odds of the Hobey Baker Finalist making it onto the ice are looking pretty good.

For a Florida native who dreamed of growing up to be a pro hockey player, the opportunity in front of Gostisbehere is a literal dream come true and to see how quickly he can go from champion to pro is something he’s still trying to wrap his head around.

“It’s pretty cool,” he said. “It’s Friday, I’ll play that game and I think all the guys are coming up to it. It’s definitely good to get my foot in the door there and meet some people and have some fun.”

While Bodie’s graduation and Gostisbehere’s early departure from the team will certainly leave some holes in the Dutchmen’s defensive line, watching players transition to the pros is something the program can only hope will motivate the team next season.

“That’s a tough one because you don’t know until basically the first game, but I’d be crazy to say it’s not going to be somewhat of a hit,” Bennett said. “But it’s going to give an opportunity to the guys coming back.”

The past few days have been more than just a little bit crazy for both Union standouts but to see their names associated with the NHL and on mock jerseys and possibly even on lineups is something that makes all the crazy worth it.

“It’s very humbling for sure,” Bodie said. “I’m just thrilled to tell my folks back home that I’m going to be a pro hockey player. You’ve been dreaming that your whole life and it’s going to come true.”

Both players certainly bring professional caliber talent to their potential career tracks and while they may need to bulk up a little bit this offseason, there isn’t a person around them who isn’t confident and excited at the prospect of seeing them back on the ice; even if they do end up squaring off against each other.

“Those are two of the smartest guys who have come through this hockey program,” Bennett said. “I don’t really see them not making it. I don’t. I think they both have an inner drive and an inner pride and I think we’re going to be watching them on TV soon.”
Union wins first national championship

Union players pose with the trophy after winning the NCAA men’s college hockey Division I Championship with a 7-4 victory over Minnesota on Saturday in Philadelphia. (AP Photo)  

By Mike Wisniewski, The Associated Press 
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PHILADELPHIA >> Tiny Union College skated off with the biggest trophy in college hockey.

And the Dutchmen did it at the expense of two of the sport’s giants, toppling Minnesota for its first NCAA title after beating Boston College in the semifinals.

Union scored three times in a 1:54 span in the first period in a 7-4 victory Saturday, two nights after Daniel Ciampini scored three goals in a 5-4 win over Boston College.

“I don’t think anyone will call us Cinderella anymore,” said Shayne Gostisbehere, who had a goal and two assists against the Gophers.

Union (32-6-4) won its final 12 games and went 16-0-1 in its last 17. The 2,200-student liberal arts college in Schenectady competes in Division III in all other sports.

“They came as advertised,” Minnesota coach Don Lucia said. “We knew it going in.”

After Minnesota took a 2-1 lead, Mike Vecchione tied it with 4:01 left in the first, Eli Lichtenwald gave Union the lead 57 seconds later, and Ciampini capped the spree with 2:57 to go.

“The staple of our team all year — we come in waves,” Union captain Mat Bodie said. “All three of those goals were pack-of-wolf goals where we were just throwing the puck on net.”

Bodie, Max Novak and Kevin Sullivan also scored and Colin Stevens made 36 saves.

“A little bit speechless right now,” third-year coach Rick Bennett said. “Just happy for our school, for this program and the past players. It’s an unbelievable experience.”

Justin Kloos, Sam Warning, Taylor Cammarata and Hudson Fasching scored for Minnesota (28-7-6). Adam Wilcox stopped 41 shots for the five-time champion Gophers.

“Both teams are better defensively than a 7-4 score shows,” Bodie said. “It’s just one of those games where crazy bounces happen. We just wanted to stick with our process. We thought we were playing pretty well and great things happened.”

Cammarata pulled Minnesota within one with the lone goal in the second period, but Novak restored the two-goal cushion on a deflection at 5:31 of the third.

Fasching cut it to 5-4 with a power-play goal with 3:40 left. Sullivan put it away with 1:22 to go, and Bodie scored into an empty net with 44.2 seconds remaining.

“Just one shift at a time,” Bodie said. “This is the biggest game of our lives, hands down, but you’ve got to treat it like any other game. It was tough, I had people texting me, people calling me and stuff, and, you know, it was real tough to keep that mindset, but with our sport psychologist we were able to get that done.”

Kloos opened the scoring on a rebound 2:37 into the first period. Gostisbehere responded by weaving through three opponents and beating Wilcox with a wrist shot to glove side at 9:26.

“He controlled the game,” Lucia said about Gostisbehere. “From my vantage point, he was the best player on the ice tonight.”

Less than a minute after Gostisbehere’s goal, Warning squeaked a bad-angle shot between Stevens and the pipe to put Minnesota up 2-1.

The Dutchmen took over from there.

Minnesota lost for the seventh time in the title game. The Gophers were making their first appearance in the championship game since winning its second straight title in 2003.

NOTES >> The Dutchmen have competed in Division I since 1991-92. ... Philadelphia Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren dropped the ceremonial first puck. Holmgren played for the 1974-75 Minnesota team that lost to Michigan Tech in the national title game. ... The 2015 Frozen Four will be played at TD Garden in Boston.
DeCock: Canes coach takes the high road in face of uncertain fate

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist
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The Canes head coach Kirk Muller, left, and assistant coach John MacLean look on during the second period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the New Jersey Devils at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Nov. 29, 2013. The Devils beat the Canes 5-2. 
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 Canes coach Kirk Muller answers questions about his status with team

Read more Luke DeCock columns
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Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog
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RALEIGH Kirk Muller took the high road Wednesday. He could have burned the village right to the ground. He had every right to blast the players who expressed tepid support for him a day earlier, every opportunity to vent.

Instead, the Carolina Hurricanes coach talked about what went well this season, including an improved overall defensive performance and the growth of the youngest players. He refrained from blaming the team – or its leaders – for the endless series of slow starts for which they alone face responsibility, or pointing out the Hurricanes beat four playoff-bound teams in April without Alexander Semin in the lineup while losing the other three with him.

That’s just an unassailable fact, not an attempt to single out Semin, who was one of too many underperformers. But Muller refused to single out anyone. Instead, he acted like a man who expects to be back next fall, even if it remains unclear who exactly will end up making that decision.

“I believe if we come back next year, in training camp, and we are a healthy group, with the way we finished, we have a team that can change things here,” Muller said. “I’m optimistic.”

A day earlier, the players weren’t quite as optimistic. No one stood up for Muller, not even the ritual “It isn’t the coaches’ fault.” Instead they threw out hazy platitudes like “Everyone’s under the microscope” and “This group is good enough to win.”

Cam Ward, who had the temerity to imply that Muller was to blame for his poor season because he didn’t give him enough playing time, was asked whether Muller’s message had difficulty getting through in the dressing room.

“For me, obviously,” Ward said, then stopped and changed tack. “Yeah, I’m going to avoid that one.”

It was a non-answer that said as much as an answer. Ward’s message didn’t have any difficulty getting through.

Muller, given the opportunity to respond Wednesday, shrugged all of it off.

“I don’t see any problem with any of them,” Muller said. “It’s natural, if you call them older players or experienced players or whatever, if you don’t make the playoffs a few years in a row, there’s a lot of pride with pro athletes. There’s frustration that kicks in. It’s not fun. We have to keep pushing here to achieve our goals. I hope there are some players that are unhappy and not complacent and want to get this thing turned around.”

Whether Muller is retained or not, there has to be some way to send a meaningful message to an entitled group of players that long ago became accustomed to getting its own way. That monster – and the playoff drought it has engendered – is the creation of a front office that handed out too many long-term contracts and no-trade clauses and a marketing effort that put star players ahead of the team in an attempt to sell tickets, both unintended consequences of otherwise benevolent intentions.

Peter Laviolette couldn’t get this group back over the hump. Paul Maurice did, with a team tooled by Laviolette, but stalled after that. And now Muller faces a similar fate after the playoff drought was extended to five years and seven of the past eight seasons.

With Jim Rutherford’s expected imminent departure and his replacement as general manager uncertain, it may be some time before Muller’s future is determined. If Wednesday was his last public stand, he went out the right way, respectful of his team, hopeful for the future. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Subscribe to The Charlotte Observer.
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DeCock: Eric Staal has to get fans back on his side

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Tuesday, Apr. 15, 2014

COLUMNISTS » 

Luke DeCock

Luke DeCock

Luke has worked for The News & Observer since 2000. He covered the Carolina Hurricanes and the NHL before becoming a sports columnist in August 2008. A native of Evanston, Ill., he graduated from the University of Pennsylvania.

- (919) 829-8947

- E-mail Luke

- @LukeDeCock on Twitter

RALEIGH It wasn’t anything Eric Staal said Tuesday, as he autopsied the Carolina Hurricanes’ failure for the fifth straight time as captain, that touched on the real problem. It was something he said Thursday night, after a heartless, soulless loss to the Washington Capitals that encapsulated every complaint fans have about this team.

“Whether people think that or not, I’m out there competing as hard as I can,” Staal said.

So there are no secrets here. Staal is aware the fans aren’t happy with what they perceive as a lack of effort and leadership, correctly or incorrectly, and he acknowledged Tuesday there’s work to be done to rebuild that relationship.

“For me, personally, I’m just as frustrated with what’s gone on here, this year and the lockout year,” Staal said. “The pressure’s on, but I enjoy that. I think anytime you start winning and get back in the win column, which I think we can do, it will all be forgotten.”

There’s no getting around it: just like the Hurricanes aren’t getting it done, Staal isn’t getting it done. He carries a salary-cap hit of $8.25 million, tied for fifth in the NHL. That’s superstar money, Sidney Crosby and Alex Ovechkin money. At this point in his career, it’s clear Staal is a good player, a very talented one, but not a superstar.

He’s not alone. Staal, his brother Jordan and Alex Semin were paid $22.25 million this season and combined for 58 goals, still better value than the $6.6 million Cam Ward was paid for a 3.06 goals-against average and .898 save percentage.

If the Hurricanes decide to move Staal, they’ll get something for him. There are too many teams in the NHL that would like to have a player like that, or exchange their own similarly restless star for another – the Ottawa Senators are having a familiar debate right now over Jason Spezza.

But Staal and the Hurricanes have come too far down this road together to part ways now. It’s not time to give up yet, even if fans would accept his departure. (It could be worse: Ward’s exit would be downright celebrated at this point.)

There are factors that are out of Staal’s control and will continue to be out of his control: Who his linemates are and how they perform. The coaching staff. The style of play. The unrealistic expectations created by his contract. But there are many factors he does control, and it’s imperative he grasps the opportunity he has this summer to make the most of them.

He has to come back this fall in the best shape of his life, beyond anything he has approached in his career. If that means getting out of Thunder Bay to work with Gary Roberts or someone like that, so be it. With no knee injury to worry about this summer, he must leave no doubt about his physical condition.

And he has to embrace exerting the same effort at both ends of the ice. It’s no coincidence he played some of his best offensive hockey in recent years shortly after Kirk Muller took over with Staal mired in the worst slump of his career. Muller told him not to worry about offense, just go out and set an example by working hard. That has to be the mantra going forward.

Staal may be right: Get the team to the postseason and the fans will be back on his side. The only way to find out is if he does everything in his power to make it happen. And that starts this summer, both physically and mentally. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Subscribe to The Charlotte Observer.
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Monday, April 14, 2014

Checkers fall to Grand Rapids, now stand two points out of playoffs with two games to play

The Checkers put 36 shots on Tom McCollum on Sunday and the Grand Rapids goaltender turned away all but one on his way to recording a 2-1 win in Charlotte's final regular season game at Time Warner Cable Arena. 

With just two games remaining, the Checkers -- who entered Sunday in ninth placed in the Western Conference -- no longer control their own destiny when it comes to the playoffs. They currently sit two points behind Oklahoma City (who has a game in hand) for for the eighth and final playoff spot.  

Philippe Cornet scored the Checkers’ only goal in support of John Muse, who finished the night with 25 saves.

The Checkers will now do some scoreboard watching, while they wait to conclude their regular season schedule with a pair of road games on Friday and Saturday.

“The whole game we did everything we could but put the puck in the net,” Checkers coach Jeff Daniels told team writer Paul Branecky following the game. “It’s disappointing because I thought the effort was there and the guys gave everything they had.”

Cornet opened the scoring in the first for the Checkers, but the Griffins' Cory Emmerton countered after Charlotte was hit with its third minor penalty of the period with 39 seconds to play. 

Trevor Parks scored the game-winner in the second when he found himself in the right place at the right time to gather a blocked shot and send it past Muse.  

Checkers forward, Aaron Palushaj, who suited up for the first time in eight games after suffering an injury three weeks ago, hit the post with a shot in the period. 

McCollum, who stopped 14 Checkers shots in the third period, finished the game ranked third in the AHL with a 2.28 goals-against average. 

A Griffins' boarding penalty led to the game's final 10 seconds being played 6-on-4 (with Muse off for an extra attacker). However, the Grand Rapids goaltender held strong.   

“It’s just one of those nights where their goalie was standing on his head and it just wasn’t going in for us,” Checkers forward Zach Boychuk, who was reassigned to the team from Carolina on Saturday, told Branecky. “We battled as hard as we could right to the end and just weren’t able to get that equalizer.”

Between Sunday and the Checkers' next game against Milwaukee on Friday, Charlotte players will likely be keeping an eye on Wednesday's Stars-Barons showdown.  

“You’ve got to look at it like we’re still alive and still in it,” Boychuk told Branecky. “There are still two games left and obviously we’re going to need a lot of help, but we’ll see what happens in the next couple of days. “Hopefully those games this weekend mean something.”

Notes: John Muse (two shutouts) allowed two goals in 179 minutes against the Griffins this season. Emmerton’s goal ended his shutout streak at 139 minutes and 21 seconds. … Sean Dolan left the game after a collision with Ryan Murphy in the first period, but was able to return with a protective cage around his face. … Phil Di Giuseppe, Matthew Pistilli, Sergey Tolchinsky and defenseman Dennis Robertson were healthy scratches … Nicolas Blanchard, Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury.
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Saturday, April 12, 2014

Zach Boychuk reassigned to Charlotte Checkers

Per team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has reassigned forward Zach Boychuk to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL). Boychuk was recalled by the Hurricanes on on Friday and skated 15:24 in the team’s 2-1 win last night at Detroit.

Boychuk (5’10”, 185 lbs.) has totaled four points (1g, 3a) in 11 NHL games this season. The Airdrie, Alb., native ranks first in the AHL in goals (36) and second in points (72) in 66 games played for Charlotte. Boychuk, 24, is also first in the AHL in power-play goals (18) and was named to the AHL’s Second All-Star team for the 2013-14 season. Carolina’s first-round selection, 14th overall, in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Boychuk has totaled nine goals and 15 assists (24 points) in 95 career NHL games with Carolina, Pittsburgh and Nashville. 
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Friday, April 11, 2014

Sergey Tolchinsky joins Charlotte Checkers 

According to Carolina Hurricanes Senior Director of Communications, Mike Sundheim, rookie forward Sergey Tolchinsky has been assigned to the Charlotte Checkers.

 Sault St. Marie's exit from the OHL playoffs on Tuesday night cleared the way for Tolchinsky to join the Checkers. The 19-year-old 5-foot-9-inch left-shot winger finished his OHL season 10th in the league in scoring with 91 points (31 goals, 60 assists).

 Here's a story from the News & Observer's Chip Alexander about Tolchinsky's signing.

 He also did this...
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Zach Boychuk recalled to Carolina Hurricanes 

Per team release...

 RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled forward Zach Boychuk from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL) on an emergency basis.

 Boychuk (5’10”, 185 lbs.) has totaled four points (1g, 3a) in 10 NHL games this season. The Airdrie, Alb., native ranks first in the AHL in goals (36) and second in points (72) in 66 games played for Charlotte. Boychuk, 24, is also first in the AHL in power-play goals (18) and was named to the AHL’s Second All-Star team for the 2013-14 season. Carolina’s first-round selection, 14th overall, in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Boychuk has totaled nine goals and 15 assists (24 points) in 95 career NHL games with Carolina, Pittsburgh and Nashville. 

 The Hurricanes take on the Detroit Red Wings tonight in the penultimate game of their 2013-14 season (7:30 p.m., FOX Sports Carolinas, Hurricanes Radio Network).

---

Again, Boychuk broke the news of his recall via Twitter: 

As first pointed out by Checkers team writer, Paul Branecky, it's been a busy couple weeks for the Checkers' forward and AHL's leading goal scorer. In April he earned the AHL's Player of the Month Award, was named to the AHL's Second All-Star Team and was recalled to Carolina twice. 

Boychuk's tweet referenced one he sent out earlier this month about he and Chris Terry's plan to play in four games in four days (one for the Hurricanes and then three straight for the Checkers from last Thursday to Sunday). 

Here's some more from last night's post-game interviews. Boychuk finished the 3-0 win over Grand Rapids with a goal and an assist. 

Checkers coach Jeff Daniels on Boychuk being named to the AHL's Second All-Star Team...

"I don’t know how many times I’ve talked about how consistent he’s been all year. He’s been a go-to guy, a guy who steps up un big games. Chris (Terry) could have been just as easily on one of those two teams too. Those two guys have been our horses all year. It’s good to see Chucky get recognized."

Boychuk on receiving the award...

"Yeah it’s great to get nominated for that. It’s a pretty big award and I’ve got to give credit to my teammates that have helped me and have supported me throughout the season. I think the last few years have kind of been up and down. To have a couple things like that this year feels pretty good."

Boychuk on the difference between last night's game and playing four games in four days...

"Yeah, I had a little more energy tonight, that’s for sure. It’s nice to have a couple days between games instead of getting right back at it."

Terry on Boychuk's award...

"I thought he should have been named to the (first-team), but it’s nice to see anytime a teammate gets recognized. He’s got really good numbers this year and he’s scored a lot of big goals for us."

Terry on if he was disappointed to not be named to either All-Star team himself...

"Not really, I’ll be disappointed if we don’t make the playoffs. That’s one goal that can kind of make everything else numb the pain. We’re not worried about it. I’m just focusing on my game and doing my job." 
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Thursday, April 10, 2014

Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry come through again, as Checkers blank Grand Rapids to stay in playoff race

It’s become a familiar sight. 

 With the Checkers on the power play, Zach Boychuk will slide down to an open section of ice, usually near the opposing goaltender’s left circle. 

 There he’ll wait with his left-handed shot already coiled. 

 That’s where Chris Terry comes in. The veteran forward spends a good deal of time running the point when Charlotte has a man advantage. There, his job is to take the shot if it’s there, or reverse the puck quickly to Boychuk if it’s not. 

 On Thursday, Terry chose to send the puck to Boychuk and the AHL’s leading goal scorer didn’t miss, netting his 36th of the season to give the Checkers a 3-0 lead in the first period on their way to a win by that same score over the Grand Rapids Griffins in front of 6,709 at Time Warner Cable Arena. 

“It just seems that we have chemistry,” said Terry who has assisted on nine of Boychuk’s 18 power-play goals this season. “We always know where each other is going to be. Tonight, I just knew that he’d be coming around the net and all I had to do was put it there for him.” 

The win was huge for the Checkers (37-33-3), who entered the day in 10th place in the Western Conference with just four games remaining. It temporarily vaulted them back into 8th place with Rochester (33-27-10) not playing. 

 The win also snapped an ill-timed losing streak for the Checkers, who for the first time in franchise history, failed to secure a point in a stretch of three games in three days this past weekend. 

 After taking the last three days to recover, the Checkers came out of the gates flying on Thursday. 

 Victor Rask (1 goal, 1 assist) put the team up 1-0 four minutes and seven seconds in, when he batted home his 15th goal of the season. Just over six minutes later, Brett Sutter matched the rookie’s output with his 15th goal as well to put Charlotte up two. 

 After the Griffins’ David McIntyre was sent to the box for boarding Michal Jordan at the 12:23 mark, Boychuk and Terry went to work. 

“The guys kind of make fun of (Terry and I),” said Boychuk, who was named to the AHL’s Second All-Star Team earlier in the day. “We’re pretty good friends and they call us the Sedin sisters, so we try to make plays like them – maybe note quite as pretty – but it was nice to get another one to go.”

Terry credited Brett Sutter with coming up with the nickname a few years back, but claimed Boychuk misspoke. 

“I don’t think it’s the Sedin sisters,” Terry said. “It’s the Sedin twins. I think (Boychuk) switched the lingo on that one.” 

John Muse, who surrendered a heartbreaking goal to the Oklahoma City Barons in the final game of the Checkers three-in-three set this past Sunday, wasn’t letting Thursday’s points slip away. 

 He finished the night with 30 saves, to record his fifth shutout of the season and pulled even with Justin Peters for the Checkers all-time lead in clean sheets, with seven. 

 The Checkers, who will play the Griffins (45-22-6) again on Sunday afternoon, now have some scoreboard watching to do, with the eighth-placed Americans set to play Toronto on Friday and Hamilton on Saturday. 

“You do look at the standings to see where you’re at,” said Boychuk. “But we need to focus on what we can control. We took care of business tonight and now we’ve got to have two good practices this weekend and be ready to go again on Sunday.”

Notes: Aaron Palushaj (upper-body injury), Nicolas Blanchard (undisclosed) and the newly reassigned Ryan Murphy (day-to-day) all missed the game due to injuries. ... John Muse is one shutout away from tying Justin Peters for the Checkers' most in a single-season with six. ... Phil Di Giuseppe appeared in his second-straight game for the Checkers, finishing the night with one shot on goal. “He shows good speed,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels. “Even in practice, the way he handles the puck, you can tell he wants it on his stick. He has the ability to make plays. He has a good shot and hopefully that can translate into some offense for us. He’s come in during a tough time of the year, where points are important, and I thought he was better tonight than he was in his first game and I didn’t mind him in his first game.”
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Game 73 Preview: Grand Rapids Griffins at Charlotte Checkers 

Puck Drop: Thursday, 7:00 p.m.

TV/Radio info: Video TWC Ch. 323 / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 36-33-3, Griffins 45-21-6

 An Oklahoma City Barons goal with 35 seconds remaining in regulation locked up a pointless run of three games in three days for the Charlotte Checkers this past Sunday. The Checkers had rallied from a 4-1 deficit in the game and skated off the ice shell-shocked.

 The three straight regulation losses dropped the Checkers from seventh place, safely in the Western Conference playoffs, to a second row seat (10th) on the outside looking in. With four games remaining, they'll, in all likelihood, need to win out and get some help from seventh-seeded Oklahoma City (two points up with a game in hand) and eighth-seeded Rochester (one point up with two games in hand).

“We had a talk after that game,” Checkers captain Brett Sutter told team writer Paul Branecky on Wednesday. “We can’t let it get us down. We took the night to sleep on it and let it sink in. We’ve been fighting for the last month or so here to give ourselves a chance and we’ve done that, so if we get back to the way we were playing 10 days ago we’ll be alright.”

Both Chris Terry and Zach Boychuk, who played with the Carolina Hurricanes last Thursday before being reassigned to Charlotte, played four games in four days. Each elected to play in Friday’s game in San Antonio despite being told by coach Jeff Daniels that they could sit it out.

 Branecky has a nice story up about the decisions that led up to Boychuk and especially Terry playing in all four games.

Reinforcements on the way?

 With Sault St. Marie exiting the OHL playoffs on Tuesday night, Charlotte could have a few extra bodies on hand in forward Sergey Tolchinsky, who finished his OHL season 10th in the league in scoring with 91 points (31 goals, 60 assists) at the age of 19 and, perhaps, defenseman Tyler Ganly, who finished the season a plus-34 with 3 goals and 18 assists in 67 games.

Boychuk named to AHL's Second All-Star Team

 (Per AHL release)

 A year after bouncing among three different NHL organizations, Zach Boychuk has had a standout 2013-14 campaign with Charlotte, leading the AHL with 35 goals and ranking second with 70 points while skating in 65 games for the Checkers. The CCM/AHL Player of the Month for March, Boychuk is also first in the league with 17 power-play goals and has contributed one goal and three assists in 10 NHL matches with Carolina. A 24-year-old native of Airdrie, Alta., Boychuk was the 14th overall pick by the Hurricanes in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft.

Notes: In Sunday’s loss Boychuk scored his 34th and 35th goals of the season to set a new Checkers franchise record for a single season. Boychuk has a good chance to earn the Willie Marshall award as the AHL's top goal scorer. He has a three-goal lead with two of top five scorers currently in NHL … The newly signed Phil Di Giuseppe (ranked as the Hurricanes No. 9 prospect by hockeysfuture.com) made his professional debut on Sunday and recorded two shots on goal and two penalty minutes. Di Giuseppe skated on Charlotte's top line with Brett Sutter and Chris Terry. Whether he sees the ice on Thursday likely depends on the health of Aaron Palushaj (upper-body injury) who wore a red non-contact jersey during the team skate on Wednesday morning. … Forward Nicolas Blanchard left Sunday’s game with an injury midway through the third period and is questionable. … Wednesday was a good day for the Griffins, who had defenseman Ryan Sproul (10 goals, 21 assists, 31 points) and forward Teemu Pulkkinen (30 goals, 25 assists, 55 points) named to the AHL’s All-Rookie Team. 

Probable lines:

 Chris Terry-Brett-Sutter-Matthew Pistilli

 Philippe Cornet-Victor-Rask-Zach Boychuk

 Phil Di Giuseppe-Brody Sutter-Justin Shugg

 Matt Marquardt-Sean Dolan-Jared Staal

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

 Keegan Lowe-Mark Flood

 Rasmus Rissanen-Matt Corrente

 John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches:

 Ryan Murphy (participated in pre-game skate), Dennis Robertson

Injured/out: 

 Aaron Palushaj (upper-body), Nicolas Blanchard (lower body), Greg Nemisz, Brendan Woods

A look at the playoff race: 

source: www.theahl.com (04/09 5:00 p.m.) 
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Hurricanes prospect Zach Boychuk named to AHL's Second All-Star Team 

Per AHL release...

 SPRINGFIELD, Mass. … The American Hockey League announced today the 2013-14 AHL First and Second All-Star Teams, as voted by AHL coaches, players and media in each of the league’s 30 member cities. 

2013-14 AHL First All-Star Team 

Goaltender - Jake Allen, Chicago Wolves (49gp, 30-16-3, 2.09gaa, .926sv%, 6so) 

Defense - T.J. Brennan, Toronto Marlies (70gp, 22+44=66pts., 12 PPG, 4 GWG) 

Defense - Adam Clendening, Rockford IceHogs (70gp, 12+44=56pts., +7, 19 PP pts.) 

Left Wing - Mike Hoffman, Binghamton Senators (51gp, 30+37=67pts., +11, 12 PPG) 

Center - Travis Morin, Texas Stars (62gp, 31+50=81pts., +13, 10 PPG) 

Right Wing - Colton Sceviour, Texas Stars (54gp, 32+31=63pts., +11, 13 PPG, 6 GWG) 

2013-14 AHL Second All-Star Team 

Goaltender - Petr Mrazek, Grand Rapids Griffins (30gp, 22-7-1, 2.03gaa, .927sv%, 3so) 

Defense - Adam Almquist, Grand Rapids Griffins (69gp, 4+48=52pts., +9, 27 PP pts.) 

Defense - Brad Hunt, Oklahoma City Barons (62gp, 11+38=49pts., +9, 9 PPG) 

Left Wing - Zach Boychuk, Charlotte Checkers (65gp, 35+35=70pts., 17 PPG, 4 GWG) 

Center - Andy Miele, Portland Pirates (65gp, 27+42=69pts., 33 PP pts.) 

Right Wing - Spencer Abbott, Toronto Marlies (64gp, 17+52=69pts., +10, 9 PPG) 

 Here's what the AHL had to say about Boychuk...

Zach Boychuk, Left Wing (Charlotte Checkers): 

 A year after bouncing among three different NHL organizations, Zach Boychuk has had a standout 2013-14 campaign with Charlotte, leading the AHL with 35 goals and ranking second with 70 points while skating in 65 games for the Checkers. The CCM/AHL Player of the Month for March, Boychuk is also first in the league with 17 power-play goals and has contributed one goal and three assists in 10 NHL matches with Carolina. A 24-year-old native of Airdrie, Alta., Boychuk was the 14th overall pick by the Hurricanes in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft. 

 Boychuk took to Twitter on Thursday to say thanks...
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Ryan Murphy reassigned to Charlotte Checkers by Carolina Hurricanes 

Per team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has reassigned defenseman Ryan Murphy to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey league (AHL).

Murphy, 21, has totaled 12 points (2g, 10a) in 48 NHL games with the Hurricanes during his first full professional season. The Aurora, Ont., native has also played 19 AHL games for Charlotte in 2013-14, earning 19 points (1g, 18a). Murphy ranks second among Checkers defensemen in assists this season, and third among team blueliners in points. Selected by the Hurricanes in the first round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Murphy (5’11”, 185 lbs.) has totaled two goals and 10 assists (12 points) in 52 career NHL games with Carolina.

The Hurricanes play their final home game of the 2013-14 season tonight against the Washington Capitals (7 p.m., FOX Sports Carolinas, Hurricanes Radio Network). Carolina will wrap up the 2013-14 season with games at Detroit on Friday and in Philadelphia on Sunday.
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Sunday, April 6, 2014

Zach Boychuk sets franchise goals record in a heartbreaker for Checkers 

 Sunday's game between the Oklahoma City Barons and Charlotte Checkers was a roller coaster ride from the moment the puck dropped.

 Zach Boychuk netted his 34th and 35th goals of the season to break the Checkers record for most goals in a single season (the previous mark of 34 was held by Chris Terry from 2010-11) and help them rally from a 4-1 deficit with less than two minutes to play in the second period, but a heartbreaking goal by Oklahoma City's Curtis Hamilton with just 35 seconds to play in regulation put the Barons up for good.

 The Barons then added an empty netter.

 The 6-4 loss left Checkers television broadcaster Jason Shaya at a near loss for words.

 "Of all the heartbreaking losses I've seen in my career, this one ranks right up there," he said as he searched for the words to explain how suddenly things had turned.

 After taking a 1-0 lead thanks to Boychuk's first goal of the game into the first intermission, the wheels came off for the Checkers, who wracked up 13 minutes and 14 seconds of penalties in the second.

 The Barons took full advantage, scoring three goals to take a 4-1 lead 14 minutes and 18 seconds into the period.

 A late goal by Boychuk cut the Barons lead to 4-2 and offered a glimmer of hope entering the third.

 For the period, the Checkers -- who seemed perpetually on the kill and were twice forced to play extended 5-on-3's -- were outshot 27-to-5. The Barons' 27 shots in the period were the most by any AHL team this season.

 Charlotte began the third on a power play and pulled to within one goal when Mark Flood snuck to the backside of the Barons net and put away his eighth power-play goal of the season (a Checkers record) with five seconds remaining on the man advantage.

 With exactly nine minutes to play, Justin Shugg's 16th goal of the season tied an emotional and hard-fought game at 4-4.

 Just before Shugg's goal, he had taken a huge hit along the right-side boards. He bounced right back up, found the puck on his stick, and exacted a bit of revenge with a wrist shot that beat Oklahoma City goalie Richard Bachman (20 saves).

 With the game tied, both teams seemed to take a step back and play more defensively. A game that had been full of penalties suddenly became one where the referees weren't interested in blowing the whistle, instead letting the players sort things out for themselves.

 With under a minute to play in regulation, the Checkers, who were playing their third game in three days, gave the puck away in neutral ice and the Barons quickly turned it into a deadly three-on-one.

 Hamilton's shot beat John Muse (36 saves) glove-side. There was little if anything he could have done to make the stop.

 With Muse pulled and under a minute remaining, the Barons added an empty netter to walk away with the two-goal win.

 The Checkers, for the first time in their franchise history, finished a stretch of three games in three days pointless (there had been 28 previous attempts). 

 With the loss, Charlotte remained in 10th place in the Western Conference. They are currently one point behind eighth placed Rochester, but the Americans (33-27-10) have two games in hand. Charlotte now has just four games remaining.

 During a first period interview, Checkers coach Jeff Daniels said that both Boychuk and Chris Terry were given the option to sit out Friday's game and avoid playing four games in four days (They were both reassigned to Charlotte from the Carolina Hurricanes early Friday morning after playing with the big club Thursday night).

 Both told their coach they would be playing. 

 The Checkers (36-33-3) now have three days to rest up and heal up before they host Grand Rapids on the 10th and 13th at Time Warner Cable Arena.

Notes: Newly signed forward Phil Di Giuseppe made his professional debut for the Checkers and recorded two shots on goal and two penalty minutes. Di Giuseppe skated on Charlotte's top line with Brett Sutter and Chris Terry. ... For the game, the Checkers were outshot 42-24. They were outshot 111-74 over the three-in-three set. ... The last time an AHL team took 27+ shots in a period was two seasons ago (Adirondack on Feb. 25, 2012 (29)). ... Boychuk's first goal was his 100th as a member of the Checkers. ... Muse’s weekend marked the fifth time a Checkers goaltender started three games in three nights and second by Muse. ... Aaron Palushaj (upper-body injury), Brendan Woods (out for the season) and Greg Nemisz (out for the season) missed the game due to injuries. ... Checkers forward Nicolas Blanchard left the game with an injury midway through the third period ... Matt Pistilli and Dennis Robertson were the healthy scratches. shenanigans.
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Checkers shutout by Barons, drop to 10th in Western Conference 

 Following the Checkers loss in San Antonio on Friday, the team was scheduled to take a bus equipped with bunks for sleeping on their seven hour ride to Oklahoma City where they were set to play on Saturday and Sunday.

 The bus broke down and the Checkers instead made the trip up 35 North on a coach bus, arriving in Oklahoma City at 7 a.m.

 Just under 15 hours and 31 Richard Bachman saves later -- including several in the final moments with Charlotte goaltender John Muse pulled for an extra attacker -- the Checkers were dealt their third shutout loss of the season, 1-0, to the Barons in front of 3,957 at the Cox Convention Center.

 The loss allowed Oklahoma City to pull even with the Checkers with 75 points this season. C.J. Stretch scored the game's lone goal in the second period to give the Barons the win.

 Checkers forwards Zach Boychuk (three shots) and Chris Terry (two shots) -- playing in their third game (in their third city) in three days after being reassigned to Charlotte early on Friday from the Carolina Hurricanes -- combined to put five pucks on Bachman in the game.

 The back-to-back losses by the Checkers this weekend have dropped them from eighth place in the Western Conference to begin their road trip to 10th. The Barons now own the tiebreaker with one fewer game played.

 With five games remaining in the regular season, the Checkers, who played without third-leading scorer Aaron Palushaj (upper-body injury) who has been out since March 23, now have their work cut out for them if they want to sneak into the playoffs.

 There are now four teams (Rockford, Oklahoma City, Rochester and Charlotte) within one point of seventh place in the Western Conference.

 The Checkers will conclude their 12-game season series with the Barons on Sunday, with the puck drop scheduled for 5 p.m.

Notes: Charlotte is now 8-2-1 against Oklahoma City this season. ... Boychuk’s five-game point streak (5g, 6a) came to an end. ... Rookie center Victor Rask led the Checkers with five shots on goal. ... Forwards Greg Nemisz, Aaron Palushaj and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury. ... Forward Phil Di Giuseppe and defenseman Dennis Robertson were the healthy scratches.

(h/t to Checkers team writer Paul Branecky for the heads up about the bus situation) 
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Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/#storylink=cpy
Saturday, April 5, 2014

Zach Boychuk scores his AHL-leading 33rd goal in Checkers loss

The Checkers are heading to Oklahoma City on Saturday just two points ahead of the Barons for the final playoff spot in the Western Conference thanks to a 5-2 loss in San Antonio to the Rampage on Friday night. 

Zach Boychuk and Nicolas Blanchard each found the back of the net in the game and John Muse turned away 29 shots, but a strong professional debut by the newly signed Tyler Barnes (two goals) proved to be too much. 

Both Boychuk (1g) and Chris Terry (1a) played their second game in as many days after being reassigned to Charlotte earlier in the day by the Carolina Hurricanes.

 It's unclear if Checkers coach Jeff Daniels will chose to rest either of them in the next two days (both of which are game days for Charlotte), but based on a Boychuk tweet from Friday, it seems as though he and Terry are game.

With the loss, the Checkers -- who were outshot by a whopping 34-to-19 margin -- saw their third winning streak of four games this season come to an end. They're yet to put together five consecutive wins.

 The Rampage (28-33-9) jumped out to a 4-0 lead midway through the second period.

 Goals by Blanchard at the end of the second and Boychuk midway through the third offered a glimmer of hope before Barnes' second of the game put things out of reach with under 10 minutes to play.

 Following the loss, the Checkers boarded a bus for Oklahoma City where they'll play out the second and third games of their three-in-three set on Saturday and Sunday.

Notes: Aaron Palushaj (upper-body injury), Greg Nemisz (out for season) and Brendan Woods (out for season) missed the game due to injuries. ... While OKC was off on Friday night, both Rochester and Utica won their games to further tighten the playoff race (see below). ... Charlotte finished its eight-game season series against San Antonio with a record of 5-3-0. ... Boychuk’s goal was his AHL-leading 33rd of the season. The goal extended Boychuk’s current point streak to five games (5g, 6a). ... Charlotte's 19 shots on goal marked its third-lowest total of the season. Through two periods of play they had only nine shots (five in the first and four in the second). ... Terry’s assist made him the first player to score 250 points as a Checker. ... Forward Phil Di Giuseppe and defenseman Dennis Robertson were healthy extras.

source: www.theahl.com 
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Friday, April 4, 2014

Ryan Murphy recalled by Carolina Hurricanes

Per team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled defenseman Ryan Murphy from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL).

Murphy, 20, has totaled 12 points (2g, 10a) in 46 NHL games with the Hurricanes during his first full professional season. The Aurora, Ont., native has also played 19 AHL games for Charlotte in 2013-14, earning 19 points (1g, 18a). Murphy ranks second among Checkers defensemen in assists this season, and his plus-7 plus/minus rating ranks tied for first among team blueliners. Selected by the Hurricanes in the first round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Murphy (5’11”, 185 lbs.) has totaled two goals and 10 assists (12 points) in 50 career NHL games with Carolina.
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Chris Terry and Zach Boychuk reassigned to Charlotte Checkers

Per team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has reassigned forwards Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL).

Terry, 24, played in two games during the recall, and notched a pair of assists in Carolina’s win against Dallas on Thursday night. The Brampton, Ont., native has appeared in 10 NHL games with Carolina this season, earned two points (0g, 2a) and has averaged 12:04 of ice time per game. He ranks second among Charlotte skaters this season in goals (28), power-play goals (14) and points (66), and first in assists (38) in 63 games. Terry (5’10”, 195 lbs.) has totaled three points (1g, 2a) in 13 career NHL games with Carolina since being drafted by the Hurricanes in the fifth round, 132nd overall, in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft.

Boychuk, 24, skated 8:06 of ice time against Dallas on Thursday and has totaled four points (1g, 3a) in 10 NHL games this season. The Airdrie, Alb., native ranks tied for first in the AHL in goals (32) and tied for fourth in points (67). Boychuk (5’10”, 185 lbs.), is also first in the AHL in power-play goals (16) and was named CCM/AHL Player of the Month in March after notching 22 points (9g, 13a) in 16 games. Carolina’s first-round selection, 14th overall, in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Boychuk has totaled nine goals and 15 assists (24 points) in 95 career NHL games with Carolina, Pittsburgh and Nashville.

 ---

 There is some question over whether the Checkers will elect to play Terry and Boychuk four consecutive nights, with tonight's game in San Antonio acting as the first of a three-in-three set for Charlotte. Based of the following tweet, it appears they're game...
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Thursday, April 3, 2014

Hurricanes recall Zach Boychuk on emergency basis

Per team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, announced today that the team has recalled forward Zach Boychuk from Charlotte of the American Hockey League (AHL) on an emergency basis.

This marks the third NHL recall of the season for Boychuk, 24, who has four points (1g, 3a) in nine NHL games this season. The Airdrie, Alb., native ranks tied for first in the AHL in goals and tied for fourth in points (67). Boychuk (5’10”, 185 lbs.), is also first in the AHL in power-play goals (16) and was named CCM/AHL Player of the Month in March after notching 22 points (9g, 13a) in 16 games. Carolina’s first-round selection, 14th overall, in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Boychuk has totaled nine goals and 15 assists (24 points) in 94 career NHL games with Carolina, Pittsburgh and Nashville.

--- 

Boychuk actually broke the news of his recall himself, responding to a Tweet from Michael Smith: 

Boychuk, who earlier this week was named the AHL's Player of the Month, joins fellow Checker Chris Terry in Carolina. Terry was called up on Tuesday. With Aaron Palushaj ruled out this weekend with an upper-body injury, Charlotte now has 11 healthy forwards on the roster and eight defenseman. 
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Wednesday, April 2, 2014

Matt Marquardt named Checkers Man of the Year

 Per team release...

Award recognizes outstanding contributions to Charlotte community

CHARLOTTE, NC— The Charlotte Checkers are proud to announce that forward Matt Marquardt has been named the team’s winner of the IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year award for his outstanding contributions to the Charlotte community during the 2013-14 season.

Marquardt was a regular participant in nearly all of the Checkers’ community events, volunteering his time to help dozens of local non-profit organizations and schools.

Along with Checkers Director of Community Relations Elle Bunn, he led the Checkers’ St. Baldrick’s initiative, shaving his head and recruiting other players and fans to do the same, while helping raise more than $91,000 for childhood cancer research.

Marquardt also participated in the team’s new Chubby’s Buddies program, which pairs a Special Olympics athlete with a Checkers player for a series of events throughout the season. The Buddies attended Bobcats games, went on a bowling outing and skated at Time Warner Cable Arena several times.

Other events he participated in throughout the season included the Checkers’ PowerPLAY program, which teaches area elementary school students the importance of healthy eating and active living, French class visits, a Habitat for Humanity home build, the annual teddy bear delivery at Novant Health Hemby Children’s Hospital, the Checkers’ Movember fundraiser and volunteering at Project H.A.L.O., a local animal shelter and beneficiary of the Checkers’ annual Pooch Party.

Marquardt is now one of 30 finalists for the AHL’s 2013-14 Yanick Dupre Memorial Award, honoring the overall IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year. The league award is named after the former Hershey Bears forward and AHL All-Star who died in 1997 following a 16-month battle with leukemia. The winner of the Yanick Dupre Memorial Award will be announced by the American Hockey League later this month.
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Tuesday, April 1, 2014

Zach Boychuk named AHL Player of the Month 

Per AHL release...

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. ... The American Hockey League announced today that Charlotte Checkers left wing Zach Boychuk has been selected as the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for March. 

Boychuk tallied nine goals and 13 assists for 22 points in 16 games during a busy month that saw the Checkers climb from 14th place (nine points out of a playoff spot) to eighth place (four points up) in the Western Conference standings. 

Boychuk notched at least one point in 12 of his 16 games played in March, and the Checkers went 12-0-0-0 in those contests. He recorded his third hat trick of the season on Mar. 2, scoring three times in the third period of a 6-3 win at Hershey, and assisted on the game-winning goal in the final minute of Charlotte’s 3-2 win at Norfolk on Mar. 4. Boychuk assisted on two game-tying goals in regulation to help the Checkers to a 5-4 shootout win at San Antonio on Mar. 7, and combined for seven points in a two-game visit to Iowa, including a career-best five-point effort in a 7-0 win on Mar. 26. Boychuk closed out the month by helping Charlotte to a pair of crucial victories over Oklahoma City, with an assist in a 3-2 shootout win on Mar. 29 and a goal and an assist in a 5-4 shootout win on Mar. 30.

 Boychuk now ranks third in the AHL in scoring with 67 points in 62 games for Charlotte this season, and is tied for the league lead with 32 goals. A first-round draft choice (14th overall) by Carolina in 2008, Boychuk has also appeared in nine NHL games with the Hurricanes in 2013-14, registering one goal and three assists. A 24-year-old native of Airdrie, Alta., Boychuk has totaled 113 goals and 143 assists for 256 points in 289 career AHL games with Charlotte and the Albany River Rats, while also notching nine goals and 15 assists for 24 points in 94 career NHL contests with Carolina, Nashville and Pittsburgh.

 ---

 Here's an excerpt from Sunday's gamer story, where Boychuk recorded a goal and an assist to set a new single-season scoring record for the Checkers with 67 points. 

With a goal and an assist in the Checkers 5-4 shootout win over the Oklahoma City Barons in front of 8,011 on Sunday afternoon, Charlotte forward Zach Boychuk set a new franchise-record for points in a single season with 67 (32g, 35a). 

The win was the 12 of this month for the Checkers, who improved to 18-17-1 at Time Warner Cable Arena this season. 

“He’s just consistent,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of Boychuk, whose 32 goals leads the AHL. “Game in and game out he’s providing offense for us and working hard away from the puck. Even the nights where he may be a bit off, he’ll still get an assist like he did (Saturday) night. He’s a guy, who when he gets the puck around the net, can finish, or make a play.” 

Boychuk’s 22 points (9g, 13a) this month are the most in team history in terms of total points. He and Chris Terry, who was recalled to Carolina earlier Tuesday, are the only Checkers to ever post 20 points in a given month (Terry finished this month with 20 points (10g, 10a). 

Boychuk joined John Muse (the AHL Player of the Week) as the second Checkers player to be recognized by the AHL in the past two days. 
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Chris Terry recalled to Carolina Hurricanes 

 Per team release...

 RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled forward Chris Terry from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL) on an emergency basis.

 Terry, 24, has played in eight NHL games with Carolina this season, averaging 11:38 of ice time per game. The Brampton, Ont., native ranks second among Charlotte skaters this season in goals (28), power-play goals (14) and points (66) and first in assists (38) in 63 games. Terry (5’10”, 195 lbs.)  has scored one goal in 11 career NHL games with Carolina since being drafted by the Hurricanes in the fifth round, 132nd overall, in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft.

 ---

 This is Terry's second recall in the past two weeks. It's not immediately clear how long the Checkers will be without his services.

 With forwards Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods out for the season and Aaron Palushaj (upper body injury) ruled out through this coming weekend, it's possible that the newly signed Phil Di Guiseppe could see action.

 Di Guiseppe, a second-round pick in 2012, is yet to play in a game for the Checkers since signing his contract last Wednesday.

 Terry recorded 20 points (10g, 10a) in the month of March (16 games), which would have been a team-record had Zach Boychuk not also caught fire and recorded 22 points  (9g, 13a).
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Monday, March 31, 2014

John Muse earns AHL Player of the Week honors

Per team release...

Goaltender went 4-0-0 to propel Checkers into playoff position                               

CHARLOTTE, NC—The American Hockey League announced today that Checkers goaltender John Muse has been selected as the CCM/AHL Player of the Week for the period ending Mar. 30, 2014.

Muse stopped 105 of 108 shots in four appearances last week, going 4-0-0 with a 0.81 goals-against average and a .972 save percentage to propel the Checkers into a playoff position in the Western Conference.

Entering the week three points out of eighth place in the West, Charlotte got a 24-save effort from Muse in a 2-1 road win over Iowa Tuesday followed by a 22-save shutout in a 7-0 win over the Wild Wednesday.

As Charlotte returned home for a pair of critical weekend games against Oklahoma City, Muse stopped 32 of 34 shots plus five of six shootout attempts in a 3-2 victory on Saturday night, then came on in relief Sunday afternoon and turned aside all 27 shots he faced before going 4-for-5 in the shootout for a 5-4 victory.

The Checkers’ eight-point week allowed them to move into eighth place in the Western Conference, four points ahead of Oklahoma City.

A two-time NCAA champion at Boston College (2008, 2010), Muse has a record of 26-12-0 in 40 games this season. His 26 victories set a new franchise record and have him tied for third in the league in that category.

In recognition of his achievement, Muse will be presented with an etched crystal award prior to an upcoming Checkers home game.

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-04-06T11:43:00-04:00&max-results=10#storylink=cpy
Wolf Pack Arrive Safely on “The Rock”

April 10, 2014  

A longer travel day than the Wolf Pack are used to today, but no hitches in a safe journey to St. John’s, Newfoundland.

The traveling party spent Wednesday night in Boston, after busing from Worcester following that night’s 2-1 over the Sharks, and then caught an 11 AM flight out of Logan Airport in Boston, bound for Toronto.  After a short layover in T.O., it was back up in the air for a three-hour ride to St. John’s, and arrival time in Newfoundland was roughly 7:30 PM local time, which is 90 minutes ahead of Eastern Time.  My seatmate for both legs of the flight was recent addition Chris McCarthy, who, I am happy to report, seems a veteran and unruffled traveler.

Chris McCarthy

Chris McCarthy

A 2:00 practice is scheduled for Friday afternoon, and then the Wolf Pack will spend the evening rooting for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, who will need to beat the Albany Devils in regulation in Albany, in order for the Wolf Pack still to have a chance to make the playoffs.  Wolf Pack world will be counting on the fact that the Sound Tigers are due, as Bridgeport is 0-7-0-2 in its last nine, and has won only one of 16 games (1-12-1-2) since the end of the Olympic break.  Albany has struggled a bit lately as well, though, 0-2-1-0 in their three games last weekend and winning only one of their last seven (1-3-2-1).

Goaltender Dov Grumet-Morris made the trip to Newfoundland with the Wolf Pack, and it sounds like he is ready to suit up, as Jason Missiaen headed back to Greenville from Boston.  It seems certain that David LeNeveu will retain his starting role when the Wolf Pack and IceCaps play their first of back-to-back games up here Saturday, as LeNeveu has been between the pipes for all of the Pack’s six consecutive wins in their current streak, and has allowed a total of only four goals on 185 shots in those six contests.  That works out to a goals-against average of 0.66 and a save percentage of .978.

It’s been over three years since the franchise has put together a win streak of as long as six games…last time that happened was December 3-17, 2010.  And after Wednesday’s victory in Worcester, the Wolf Pack is 15-5-1-0 in 21 games since February 22, a gaudy points percentage of .738.

Posted in Uncategorized | 5 Comments »

Wolf Pack Hanging on to Playoff Hopes

April 8, 2014  

Here’s the situation…

For those of you who are not AHL playoff-scenario geeks, the Wolf Pack remain alive in the Eastern Conference playoff race, but despite a five-game winning streak and a stellar 14-5-1 record since February 22, they are down to their last thread of postseason hope.

With 73 points and five more to play, the most points the Pack can get is 83.  Albany is currently in seventh place in the conference with 83, Hershey is in eighth with 82 and Norfolk is ninth with 81.  To grab a playoff spot, the Wolf Pack need to catch Albany and surpass either Hershey or Norfolk.  The Pack cannot get by both Hershey and Norfolk, because those teams still have two games against one another.

So, regardless of what else happens, to have a chance the Wolf Pack need to win all five of their remaining games, and they need Albany to lose all of theirs in regulation.  That sounds like a tall order, but don’t forget, last year’s Whale team was firmly in control of a playoff spot with six games still left on their schedule, and went on to go 0-5-1-0, when it turned out that all they would have needed was one win out of those six to get in.Action Shot for Blog - 04-08-14 - salute

The best the Wolf Pack can do is tie Albany in the points column, and the first tiebreaker is non-shootout wins, so in addition to having to win all five of their remaining games, the Pack must win at least four of those in regulation, as the Devils already have 30 regulation/overtime victories and the Wolf Pack stand at 27.  So Ken Gernander could conceivably be faced with a situation in which he has to pull his goaltender in overtime, because a shootout win would do him no good.

Hershey also has 30 non-shootout wins, and Norfolk is tied with the  Wolf Pack at 27.  The second tiebreaker is points in the season series, and the Wolf Pack hold that over Hershey and Norfolk, but would lose out on that to Albany.

The Devils’ remaining schedule shows four home games, vs. Bridgeport, Providence, Syracuse and Springfield, and a road game at Portland.  Hershey has four on the road, at Binghamton, at Springfield and two in Norfolk, and home games vs. Binghamton and Adirondack, while Norfolk, in addition to the two home games against the Bears, visits Providence, Worcester, Portland and Binghamton.

The Wolf Pack play their last three road games of the regular year this week, visiting Worcester Wednesday and then jetting off to Newfoundland, for games on “The Rock” Saturday night and Sunday afternoon against St. John’s.  The Pack then finish with a pair on home ice next weekend, hosting first-place Springfield and last-place Bridgeport.

Jesper Fast has arguably been the Wolf Pack’s most consistent player as of late, and he earned a well-deserved callup from the Rangers Monday.  It wasn’t because of a new injury, sounds like the Rangers are searching for a winger to fill the void left by the loss of Chris Kreider, who has missed the last six games with his hand injury.  According to reports, Fast has been installed on right wing on a line with Brad Richards and Carl Hagelin, and with the Rangers playing at home both Tuesday and Thursday nights, it seems like a long shot that Fast would be available for the Wolf Pack in their visit to Worcester Wednesday.
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Roster Moves Aplenty

April 3, 2014  

It’s been a week full of player moves, mostly additions, although there was one subtraction, with Kyle Jean being moved back to Greenville on Wednesday.

That portended the return of J.T. Miller later that day, after he was a healthy scratch in Ranger wins Sunday in Edmonton and Tuesday at Vancouver.  Daniel Carcillo has proven to be a good fit in the big club’s lineup since being inserted in place of Miller, scoring a goal in Tuesday’s 3-1 win over former Ranger coach John Tortorella’s Canucks, so Miller is back to the AHL to resume his all-situations role with the Wolf Pack.  Interestingly, at Wolf Pack practice today Miller was not back between Ryan Bourque and Jesper Fast, the spot he occupied before his latest callup.  The Wolf Pack coaches left Marek Hrivik, who had taken Miller’s place on that line the last three games, in that slot today.

Chris McCarthy (hockeyeastonline.com)

Chris McCarthy (hockeyeastonline.com)

Two more Amateur Tryout signees were added to the roster in the last couple of days, forward Chris McCarthy on Tuesday and defenseman Justin Baker today.  Both just finished their Senior college seasons, McCarthy at University of Vermont and Baker at St. Lawrence.  McCarthy has an NHL contract for next season with the Rangers, while Baker is a free agent.

From the looks of things today, it seems as though McCarthy might get a chance to play Friday, when the Pack start another three-game weekend with a visit to conference-leading Manchester.  Baker, meanwhile, was out late with the injured players.

Only two defensemen in the whole of Division I had more points this year than the 33 that Baker had in 38 games for the Saints.  McCarthy was a better than point-per-game guy at UVM, with 18-24-42 in 38 games, leading the Catamounts in points and assists, and had both of UVM’s goals in the team’s season-ending 5-2 loss to Union in the NCAA East Regional Friday in Bridgeport.
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Will Versatility Carry Hrivik to NHL?

April 2, 2014  

Here’s a feature I wrote for the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on Pack all-purpose forward Marek Hrivik:

The Wolf Pack’s Marek Hrivik has not been asked to play goal or defense yet, but as far as forward positions go, Hrivik has done it all this year.

Hrivik originally joined the Wolf Pack, two years ago at this time, as a left-winger, but this season he has spent a significant amount of time at center, and has even played right wing on occasion.  The 22-year-old Slovak has proven to the Wolf Pack coaches that he can handle the differing assignments, and the back-and-forth between the middle and the flank has almost become old hat at this point.

“I’ve been doing it for a while, so I guess I’m getting used to it,” Hrivik said Wednesday.  “It’s not that different to play wing or center.  You just have a little bit more defensive responsibilities as a centerman, but it’s not that big of a difference.”

Although he admits to wanting to be better on faceoffs when playing center, Hrivik is encouraged by the progress he has made this season, after injuries last year limited him to 40 games-played with the Whale in his rookie campaign.  His latest assignment has been to center the Wolf Pack’s top line, playing between Ryan Bourque and Jesper Fast, after J.T. Miller, who had been filling that role, was recalled by the parent New York Rangers.Action Shot for Blog - 04-02-14 - Hrivik

Bourque scored twice in Saturday night’s 4-0 home win over Bridgeport, and Hrivik netted his tenth of the season in Sunday’s 3-0 road blanking of the Sound Tigers, leading Hrivik to the conclusion that the threesome was a good fit.

“I think we were playing good [last] weekend,” he said.  “Bourquie’s a guy that skates a lot, and he can skate behind D-men and get the pucks, and Jesper’s a smart guy who can make plays, make passes.  We just have to continue doing what we did last weekend and keep scoring goals.”

And what does Hrivik think his role is on that line?

“I’ve just got to be between them, I think, I’ve just got to do a little bit of both,” he said.  “I think I’ve just got to make sure I win those draws, and get the pucks out of our defensive zone as quick as possible and get to the offense.”

Which is not to say that Hrivik is always thinking defense when he is skating with players like Bourque and Fast.

“This is a hard league to play in, it’s always, pucks are up and down, and you want to spend the least time that you can in your zone,” Hrivik explained.  “As soon as you get out of your zone, you can go for it.  But you have to take care of the D-zone first, and then you can go.”

While it’s not like the Swedish Fast and the Slovakian Hrivik grew up around the corner from one another, both cut their hockey teeth on the bigger European ice surfaces, and according to Hrivik, there is a certain shared thought process that comes from that.

“I would say it’s more that he (Fast) was playing in the Swedish League, and he would rather make a play than, let’s say, dump the puck in,” Hrivik elaborated.  “That’s the kind of thing you’d expect all the time, that’s he’s going to somehow get the puck to you.  So you’ve just got to be ready to receive it, and score, eventually, if he passes to you in the offensive zone.”

When Hrivik first came to the then-Connecticut Whale at the end of March, 2012, signed to a tryout agreement out of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, he made a good splash offensively, leading the Wolf Pack in postseason goals that spring and tying for the team lead in playoff points.  Since then, the offense has not flowed as freely for him, with 26 points in 40 games last season and 10-13-23 in 66 games thus far this season, but Hrivik feels that his all-around game has grown by leaps and bounds.

“Obviously I think I’m a better player than I was when I first came here,” he said.  “Sometimes they (goals) go in and sometimes they don’t.  The points are not everything that is going on out there, there are a lot of other things that matter.  As long as the team is winning and other guys are scoring, it’s not that big of a thing.  I’ve just got to make sure that I play good hockey out there and help my teammates.”

Another thing that has factored into Hrivik’s development curve is the battles he has had with injuries.  He played barely a half-season last year, and missed significant time his last two Junior campaigns due to injury as well.

“This is probably my first full season for the past three years, I would say.” Hrivik pointed out.  “It’s a lot of games here, it’s not easy to go through a season, but everyone out there is tired, it’s not like it’s just me.  So you’ve just got to make sure that you battle harder than the other guys.”

What makes that battle even more challenging, Hrivik has found out, as so many other young players have, that the jump from Major Junior to the AHL is a big and demanding one.

“The biggest difference between Junior and the AHL is the strength of the players,” he said.  “The guys are stronger, faster.  So you’ve got to adjust to that, you’ve got to get stronger during the summers, when you train and stuff.  I think I’ve done a good job, I got stronger, I got faster, now it’s just time to cash in.”

The offensive opportunities that Hrivik has cashed in this season have tended to be less of the dazzling, highlight-reel variety and more of the hard-battling, gritty kind.  Several of his ten goals, for example, have been scored from nearly impossible angles, from along, or below, the goal line on his off-wing side.

“I have a history of goals like that,” Hrivik laughed.  “I don’t know, I just try to throw it in the net.  My first AHL goal was from behind the net, in Portland.  I have no play, I just try to throw it at the D-man’s skate or something and hope something happens.  It’s never a bad play to take a shot.”

Similarly, it’s never a bad thing to be able to play many different roles and help a team in a variety of ways, as has been Hrivik’s calling card this season.  That versatility may turn out to be just as good a ticket to the NHL as would be the kind of high-end offensive production that he showed a spark of in his first look at pro hockey.

“It’s the best hockey league in the world,” Hrivik said of the NHL.  “If you’re going to get there, you just try and prepare for it the best you can.  It’s just a plus if you can play all the positions out there, because you never know what’s going to happen.  I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but I think it’s something that could help me to get there.”
CANTLON’S CORNER: HARTFORD’S FUTURE AND POSSIBLE AHL LOCATION SHUFFLE
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gerry-cantlon1-150x1501BY: Gerry Cantlon, Exclusive to Howlings

The world of AHL hockey is beginning its first major structural change since it absorbed six teams from the bankrupt International Hockey League (IHL) back in 2000.  The changes won’t happen immediately, but over the next two years.

On Tuesday morning, the City of Abbotsford, in the fifth year of a contracted ten year deal, announced they were not renewing the agreement with the Calgary Flames.

The Flames will receive a $5.5 million severance payment and the team and will depart at the conclusion of the Calder Cup playoffs. The Heat finished 29th out of 30 teams in attendance dropping from 3,778 last year to just above 3,000 at 3,007 this season.

The deal which weighs more heavily on the city costing the taxpayers $5 million per year. For Calgary, it was the first time having an AHL operation in the black side of the ledger, in their third city since they left Saint John, New Brunswick ten years ago.

Last year, Calgary let Vancouver try to negotiate an arrangement with the city after they purchased the Peoria franchise from St. Louis and sought to move their own AHL team to within 50 minutes of it. According to two AHL sources, Calgary’s asking price to exit was way too high and instead the Canucks parked their farm team in Utica, NY this season.

Howlings can confirm Calgary has been in both Glens Falls and in Hartford in the last month. Global Spectrum runs the building in Abbotsford, BC as well as The Glens Falls Civic Center and the XL Center.

The Philadelphia Flyers are leaving Glens Falls after five years as they move their Phantoms to a brand new arena called, The PPL Center which is located in Lehigh Valley, PA.

Meanwhile, in Hartford attendance for the Wolf Pack continues to be an issue as the team ranks 21st out of 30 in attendance at 4,041 per game going into the season’s final weekend. Ironically, they trail Glens Falls who sit in the 20th spot.

Should the Vancouver Canucks now strike a deal with the city of Abbotsford that would be the first step in establishing, a much anticipated, West Coast AHL Division. That plan has been off and on the shelf for the past six years or so.

In two years, it’s entirely possible that the San Jose Sharks, Edmonton Oilers, Phoenix Coyotes, Winnipeg Jets, LA Kings, Anaheim Ducks, Colorado Avalanche and potentially an expansion city like Seattle as well as the aforementioned Flames, would construct a West Coast conference that will alter the AHL look as presently construed.

Howlings has learned from an AHL source that five teams have presented such a plan for a West Coast conference to the AHL to start after next season. The scheduling matrix for the regular season would strictly be among themselves and they would only play the other conference in the playoffs.

The five teams discussed were Edmonton, Calgary, San Jose, Los Angeles and Anaheim. This would be the original setup. They could add others such as Vancouver, Colorado, Phoenix, and Winnipeg and should that expansion in Seattle come about, they could be added the following year.

The potential new cities for teams could be Thunder Bay, Ontario for Winnipeg, San Diego for Anaheim, Ontario, CA for Los Angeles, Bakersfield, CA for Edmonton, and the Fresno/San Francisco area for San Jose. Colorado, Phoenix, Calgary and if named Seattle, which is the big key to all of this, would each find a city out west.

If Seattle does win the NHL expansion derby, then all the other pieces would fall into place for this Western Conference.

Winnipeg has already announced that St. John’s, which is presently leased, will be moved to Thunder Bay after next season as there’s a new arena under construction. The others listed just make logical sense.

Anaheim had discussions about San Diego several years ago and would make a smart regional choice. Los Angeles owns the Ontario, CA arena and the ECHL team, so they would simply upgrade the building to AHL standards. Edmonton recently purchased the Bakersfield Condors as an ECHL team again and an upgrade would be natural.

San Jose has two markets nearby in Northern California with empty buildings. The first is in Fresno and the other San Francisco. Given the high cost of living in San Fran, it would seem Fresno would be the best bet.

Colorado, whose AHL team currently resides in Cleveland (Lake Erie), could pursue nearby Fort Collins (home of the ECHL Colorado Eagles) and upgrade that facility. Phoenix has their team in Portland, Maine and could look to Prescott Valley where a Central Hockey League team operates and is their secondary affiliate. Going to Long Beach in Southern California just an hour away is also an option.

Seattle or Calgary might find themselves in Casper, WY where the 9,700 seat Casper Events Center is courting a Central Hockey League team to relocate. A delay in installing the ice making chiller system has pushed the date for the fruition of that project back a year. It wouldn’t be surprising to see that instead of a CHL team, that an AHL team would call the CEC home given its proximity to many major Western airports in 2015.

Caspar is an untapped market and AHL hockey would be THE game in town.

In 2000 in Bridgeport, as the yet to be named Webster Bank Arena was still being built, Center Plate, the managing company of the building at the time, was negotiating a deal to bring in an ECHL team to Connecticut.

When the AHL submitted two bids, one by Paragon Sports – the owner of the now defunct, Beast of New Haven – and the other by the late Roy Boe, who was then the owner of the Worcester Ice Cats.

Boe’s bid contained an ironclad 20 year, $20 million bid and was selected over Paragon’s $11 million, 10 year bid thus ending any chance of the ECHL playing in The Park City.

Eastern cities that would lose AHL teams would likely become ECHL markets. Those cities include Utica, Glens Falls, Worcester and very possibly Portland or Manchester, depending where Quebec City- the other likely NHL expansion franchise – would put their farm team.

St. John’s, NL will go only because of the distance being closer to Ireland than Canada, but the only way they stay in the AHL is if the Ottawa Senators, currently playing in Binghamton, NY or Quebec City if admitted, goes there.

In addition to St. John’s, Hartford too will likely go as the Rangers would relocate their team to Bridgeport after the Sound Tigers bolt for Long Island. That move, which has previously been announced, would only happen when the newly renovated and smaller Nassau Coliseum is ready to be occupied and only if certain conditions materialize.

The conditions to set those moves in motion require a rapid approval of the renovation of the Nassau Coliseum by Hempstead, LI’s city council. The Rangers would then have to agree to take on the lease in Bridgeport as is, which is the only out clause of the contract for the Sound Tigers, and if no new building plans in Hartford emerge in the next 18 months from the CRDA (Capital Regional Development Authority) to replace the aging XL Center.
HAWK’S EYE: DAMIEN HESS, KEEPIN’ THE PACK ON THE ICE
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Hess Action Shot

BY: Bob Crawford Hartford Wolf Pack

Longevity and continuity are not often hallmarks of pro hockey in general, and the minor pro level in particular.

The Hartford Wolf Pack, however, have largely been an exception to that truism, with General Manager Jim Schoenfeld in his 11th season with the team, Ken Gernander in his seventh year as head coach, and Assistant Coach Pat Boller in year number seven in that role.

The stability also extends to the training room, with Athletic Trainer Damien Hess having celebrated his 1000th game in pro hockey this past Wednesday, when the Wolf Pack defeated the Worcester Sharks 2-1 in Worcester.

Hess, who is in his tenth season on the Wolf Pack staff, came to the Pack in 2004, after three years with the Atlantic City Boardwalk Bullies of the ECHL. In a conversation Friday in St. John’s, Newfoundland, where the Wolf Pack are on their last road trip of the regular season, Hess chuckled when asked if it seemed like he had been at his job long enough to have chalked up a thousand games.

“Some nights, it really doesn’t,” he said. “I was thinking about it the other day, I can remember the first game, which happened to be a win, 13 years ago in Atlantic City.

“This is my tenth year here with the organization, they’ve treated me very well and I’m very happy here, and I love being here.”

In terms of what it takes to achieve the type of longevity that Hess has enjoyed with the Wolf Pack organization, he identified maintaining a positive outlook as a major key.

“I really think it comes down to just your approach to the job and your approach with the players, and your willingness to just enjoy every aspect of it,” Hess said. “I’ve seen guys who just get frustrated with the job, and it leads to them getting out of hockey. I love what I do, I love coming to the rink every day, I love being around the guys, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything else right now.”

Another big positive for Hess has been the way in which the parent New York Rangers run the operation in Hartford, making sure that things get done in an NHL-type fashion, on a number of levels.

“They let me do my job,” was what Hess boiled it down to. “They give me a little freedom to make the decisions and do the job the way it should be done, but they also take care of the players correctly, and from my perspective, they allow me to do what I need to do to get what the players need, in order to take care of them as well.”

That job of taking care of the players has been made easier by the presence of Mark Cesari, who is the Wolf Pack’s strength and conditioning coach, but also has an athletic training background.

“Mark’s been a huge addition for our staff over the past three years,” Hess said. “He and I are on the same page every day when it comes to what we do with guys, both from a treatment and rehab perspective. So it’s very helpful for me, once I have finished my work with a guy, to send him to Mark and know that they’re getting good quality work with him as well.”

Burgeoning technology makes the medical and rehab fields an ever-changing landscape, but according to Hess, the biggest difference in his job now, compared to when he started at the pro level, has nothing directly to do with his hands-on work with athletes.

“The biggest change that I’ve noticed in my tenure is really just from the record-keeping aspect of it,” the York, Pennsylvania native said. “Back when I started everything was mostly done by hand, and you had to have good files, but now with electronic medical records being the way they are, and needing to be done the way they’re done, that’s probably the biggest change, I find.”

Counting the two games up in St. John’s, the Wolf Pack have only four more games on their regular-season schedule, so the long grind of the AHL season is nearing its end. Hess sees first-hand the toll that the battle takes on the players, but what of the off-ice staff? Do Hess, Cesari and equipment mavens Russ Holdredge and Craig Lewis find themselves getting worn down by 70-plus games of helping the players keep themselves ready?

“A little tired,” Hess responded, “we get a little tired as the year winds down, but at the same time, the job is really no different now than it was in September or October when we first started. You have to really learn to manage your time, and manage yourself, and be able to handle those stresses as they come.”

One of those stresses, for Hess, has been several long-term injury situations that have cropped up this season. The most prominent of those are the concussion that has felled forward Michael Kantor, and sports hernia surgeries undergone by forward Micheal Haley and blueliner Stu Bickel.

“It’s been a bit of a struggle this year with some of those injuries that we’ve had,” Hess admitted. “Unfortunately with the concussion that Michael Kantor suffered, it’s a pretty significant one, he’s been out since January. We’re optimistic that he’ll be fine, but that’s been a long process, and this is the first time we’ve really ever had two guys in the same season with the sports hernia surgery. So we’ve had a lot of different struggles this year, and it’s funny, I’ve seen it go through phases like that. My first few years here we had a bunch of guys with shoulder injuries, and then we went through a phase with a bunch of knee injuries. I think it’s just unfortunate luck, but that’s just the way it is this year.”

And when you have been around an AHL bench and training room as long as Hess has, you see many different phases come and go. Hess doesn’t spend a lot of time sitting around and thinking about the thousand-game number, but it is a point of some pride for the veteran medical man.

“I think it’s a pretty big milestone,” he said. “When you think about it, in order to get a thousand games, you’re looking at at least 13 years, regardless of what level you’re working at, and that’s a long time, especially for me, for ten of those years being in one place. So I look at it as a pretty big milestone, but I’m also looking forward hopefully to another thousand or more.”
MCDONAGH RANGERS MVP / PLAYER’S PLAYER
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610x-24RYAN MCDONAGH NAMED 

2013-14 NEW YORK RANGERS’ TEAM MVP 

WINNER OF THE PLAYERS’ PLAYER AWARD

BY: The New York Rangers

New York, April 11, 2014 – The New York Rangers announced today that Ryan McDonagh was named the Rangers’ MVP and received the Players’ Player Award for the 2013-14 season.

The Rangers’ MVP award was voted on by the New York Rangers media. McDonagh is the first defenseman to receive the award since Brian Leetch in 2002-03. He is also the 10th defenseman to be selected as the Rangers’ MVP since the award’s inception following the 1941-42 season, joining Leetch, James Patrick, Barry Beck, Dave Maloney, Brad Park, Harry Howell, Bill Gadsby, Hy Buller, and Ott Heller.

The Players’ Player Award, voted on by the Rangers players, recognizes the player who best exemplifies what it means to be a team player. This is the first time McDonagh has won the award, which has been given annually since the conclusion of the 1958-59 season.

The Rangers defenseman has established career-highs in goals (14), assists (29), points (43), power play goals (two), power play assists (11), power play points (13), shorthanded goals (three), shorthanded points (four), game-winning goals (four), and shots on goal (177) this season. McDonagh is tied for fifth in the NHL in shorthanded goals, 10th in shorthanded points, is tied for sixth among defensemen in goals and 16th among defensemen in points. The 24-year-old leads the team in average ice time (24:49), is tied for third in plus/minus rating (plus-11) and game-winning goals, ranks fourth in assists, is tied for fourth in power play assists, ranks fifth in points and power play points, and is second in blocked shots (131).

The St. Paul, Minn. native also represented Team USA at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. McDonagh tallied one goal and one assist for two points in six games, and ranked second on Team USA in average ice time (20:44).
HAWK’S EYE: VAIVE MAKING PACK’ING PHYSICAL IMPACT ON TEAM
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Vaive Action Shotbob-crawford3-150x139BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Justin Vaive has played 23 games since joining the Hartford Wolf Pack on a Professional Tryout (PTO) agreement January 11, and although his offensive output has been limited to one goal and four points, he has used his 6-4, 210-pound frame to make a solid impact in the forechecking department.

Vaive’s game has been particularly useful for the Pack lately, with the third-year pro playing left wing on a line with 6-1, 192-pound rookie Shawn O’Donnell on the other wing. Those two flankers are both straight-line players who stress getting in on the forecheck, and pride themselves on making life difficult for opposing defensemen.

“That’s definitely our keys of focus going into every shift,” Vaive said recently. “We want to get it deep and wear down their ‘D’, and that’s why we’re here and what we’re here to do, is to be pests and to be an annoyance to their defensemen. No D wants to go back every time and get hit, and have to wrap it (the puck) around (the boards) and then get hit again. It wears on D, especially in three-in-threes (three games in three days) in this league. By Sunday (of three-game weekends), D definitely feel those shifts.”

The Vaive-O’Donnell line, which has seen several different centermen in recent games, is nominally the Wolf Pack’s fourth line, but coach Ken Gernander tends not to use the unit like a fourth line. Gernander is definitely a coach who prefers to “roll” his lines and get his fourth line regular shifts, keeping those big bodies totally involved in the rhythm of the game.

“It’s definitely a confidence-booster for us,” Vaive said,” “when your coach believes in you and he’s putting us out there in all situations, defensive zone, offensive zone, any time in the period. It’s definitely good for the morale of the line.

“When you’re out there more, you’re more involved, and more involved in the game overall, not just the sense of your line,” he continued. “You’re seeing everybody, you’re talking to everybody, and it just gives you a better feeling as a line, when you’re out there and you’re playing together more and more. It’s easier to jell and know what other guys are going to be doing and stuff like that.”

For several games during the Wolf Pack’s current hot streak, Gernander had team leading scorer Oscar Lindberg playing the middle between Vaive and O’Donnell. While this may have seemed odd on the surface of it, having the team’s most productive pivot working the fourth line, the threesome appeared to have plenty of chemistry, and Lindberg fit right in with the two bangers and crashers.

“Oscar, he works really hard,” Vaive said of the Swedish import Lindberg. “When we get it (the puck) in there (the offensive zone), and if we can’t get to the puck first, we could always count on him, to be there first on the line. He’s physical, he’s not shy of the physical play. That complements guys like Shawn and me, when our center’s willing to get in there with us and grind it around in the corners. And then, at the same time, he adds that skill element, being our leading scorer, that when we do get him the puck, he can definitely make plays with it.”

Lindberg’s willingness to get into the middle of the physical play is typical of all of the Wolf Pack’s skill players, according to Vaive, and that makes it easier for the grinders to be effective in their jobs.

“There’s no doubt that’s what’s going to help team win games, when guys can play every role,” he said. “We saw it with Oscar, going from the second to the fourth to the third, he’s been everywhere, and yet he still continues to succeed and break through, no matter what line he’s on.”

And regardless of who has been between them, Vaive and O’Donnell have meshed together as solid bookends, and have built a wealth of all-around chemistry with one another since Vaive joined the squad. Their locker room stalls are next to one another, and their approaches to the game are nearly identical.

“We’ve become pretty close,” said Vaive of himself and the gregarious O’Donnell. “We’re in the corner in the locker room, we’re roommates, obviously we talk a lot playing together, we both play the same game. So I think we have a lot in common, and it’s definitely translated to the ice.”

Vaive can be termed somewhat of a “city boy”, having spent much of his growing-up time in Toronto, and O’Donnell is more of a small-town guy, a Maritimer from the same town that produced Sidney Crosby, Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia. Vaive has roots on the east coast of Canada, too, though, and the kinship with O’Donnell has come easily.

“Both of my parents are from out there (the Maritimes), and all my extended family as well, so there was that connection,” Vaive said. “It’s definitely easy to get along with him, and even easier to play with him.”

With Vaive’s imposing size, strength and long reach, his “tale of the tape” is solid for involvement in the fistic department. His grooming for the pro level was in the U.S. college ranks, where fighting is prohibited, but in the pro game, his hard-charging approach has naturally led to some situations where he has been invited to throw down the mitts and test his scrapping skills.

“When you play a physical, hard-nosed game and you’re a bigger guy, it’s going to come along,” said Vaive of the fighting element. “When you take exceptions on some of the smaller D-men, obviously guys are there to step up for them and have their back. Unfortunately I’ve had some injuries where I wasn’t able to do it (drop the gloves) as much as I would like, but it’s always going to be a part of the game, when you’re in there and stirring things up and going to the net hard. It’s a pretty emotional game and pretty physical, so I try to use it whenever it’s necessary.”

Vaive’s willingness to do that, as well as other yeoman work in the physical department, has made him a good fit in the Wolf Pack lineup, and earned him a seemingly solid niche in the organization.

“That was my plan all along,” Vaive said, “just to give it my all and play the game that I know I can play, and just try to do what I can to help the team win, and overall just make my impact felt on the coaching staff and in the locker room, everywhere. As long as I keep doing that, hopefully things will continue to go my way.”

(Photo Courtesy of Chris Rutsch)
CANTLON: PACK KEEP HOPE ALIVE WITH ANOTHER WIN
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gerry-cantlon1-150x1501BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

The Hartford Wolf Pack defense and the goaltending of David LeNeveu fought off a late five-on-three man disadvantage for 1:05 and held on for a crucial 2-1 over the Worcester Sharks at the DCU Center Wednesday night.

Two Pack defenseman, Conor Allen and Aaron Johnson were hit with what appeared to be weak penalties that depleted the Hartford blueline corps to handle this situation.

During that tension filled moment, LeNeveu saved his best work for last stacking his pads on his left side to take away Dan DeMelo’s shot. The defense rose to the occasion as Danny Syvret made a key shot block on another DeMelo attempt while Dylan McIlrath cleared the puck with authority from the back of his net using the boards and sending the puck back deep into the Sharks zone.

Tommy Hughes followed the terrific penalty kill with a critical tie up inside the blue along the left wing wall preventing Worcester from advancing for one last chance.

With the win, the Wolf Pack climb to three games above .500 at 34-31-1-6 (75 points) pass the Sharks 34-32-4-2 (74 points) in the standings by one point for the tenth spot with four regular season games left. The win pushed the Wolf Pack winning streak to a season high six games.

The Norfolk Admirals are ninth in the conference, six points ahead of the Wolf Pack. Hershey sits in the final playoff spot at 82 points, seven ahead of the Pack. Both teams were idle on Wednesday, and each have two games in hand on Hartford.

The Pack continue their road trip when they travel to Newfoundland Thursday to play a pair of weekend games on Saturday and Sunday against the St. John’s Ice Caps, 4-3 shootout losers to the Hamilton Bulldogs at the Mile One Centre Wednesday night.

But Wednesday night, the Wolf Pack played a perfect road game having control of the game for two and half periods before the Sharks pounced on a mistake to cut the lead to one goal.

While on a four-on-four, J.T. Miller made a critical error losing the puck inside the offensive zone blue line that allowed the Sharks a two-on-nothing on LeNeveu. Rookie Adam Schmitz poked the puck away from Miller and he, along with Brock Higgs, pulled away and with the Holy Cross Crusader player on the right wing, put away his first pro goal to LeNeveu’s glove side with a 35 footer that found it’s way under the crossbar popping the water bottle at 10:45 and making it was a whole new hockey game.

Miller did not see the ice again for the rest of the game.

Just prior to that goal Syvret set up Ryan Bourque on the right wing who just missed scoring when the puck sailed wide and up the boards to Miller.

In the third period, LeNeveu made several of his 35 saves of the night stopping the trio of Chad Rau, Matt Tenneyson and Freddie Hamilton, who just missed knotting the score for the Sharks.

The Pack’s Justin Vaive and Allen both had good chances turned away by the Sharks’ Troy Grosenick.

In the second period the Pack held a 2-0 lead on a gorgeous three way play started by a perfect lead pass by Johnson finding T.J. Hensick in full flight on the left wing, who flipped a perfect backhand pass that froze Sharks’ defenseman Rob Davison and found veteran Darroll Powe on the right wing. The left-handed shot buried his 13th of the season at 15:14 for what would prove to be the game winning goal.

The Pack saw Micheal Haley nearly score a few minutes earlier off a great feed from Powe, who swiveled himself from a backhand to forehand in taking a lead pass and fed Haley, but Grosenick made a big time pad save.

The Wolf Pack used the powerplay to score the game’s first goal with Marek Hrivik in front of the net and behind DeMelo who deflected Johnson’s shot past Grosenick with eight seconds left in the advantage at 13:17.

The play succeeded in no small part because Oscar Lindberg came up the right wing boards and stopping quickly to feed Johnson, who used his long reach to corral the stick and snap it on net.

Johnson point scoring streak was extended to five games the third player to hit that mark this season.
EX-WOLF PACK, ZUCARELLO, NAMED AWARD WINNER BY RANGERS
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ny-ranger-logo-150x145BY: The New York Rangers

The New York Rangers announced that Mats Zuccarello has been named winner of the 2013-14 Steven McDonald Extra Effort Award, presented by Lenox Hill Hospital.

The Steven McDonald Extra Effort Award recognizes the player who performs “above and beyond the call of duty.” The award, which is voted on by the fans, is named after New York City police officer Steven McDonald, who was shot and injured in the call of duty on July 12, 1986. The award has been given annually since 1988 to the player who fans believe plays with extra effort on the ice.

Mats Zuccarello

MATS ZUCCARELLO

LEFT WING  - NYR

Goals: 19 | Assists: 38 | Pts: 57

 Shots: 161 | +/-: +11

Zuccarello, 26, has registered 19 goals and 38 assists for 57 points, along with 32 penalty minutes in 74 games this season. He has established career-highs in games played, goals, assists, points, power play goals (four), power play assists (13), power play points (17), game-winning goals (four), and shorthanded goals (one) this season. Zuccarello leads the Rangers in points, is tied for the team lead in assists, ranks second in goals and power play assists, is tied for second in plus/minus rating (plus-11) and power play points, third in game-winning goals, and fifth in power play goals this season. The Oslo, Norway native joins Jan Erixon (1987-88, 1990-91) and Henrik Lundqvist (2005-06) as the only European-born players who have won the Steven McDonald Extra Effort Award. Zuccarello made his second career Olympic appearance this season, representing Norway at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. His 57 points this season are the most by a Norwegian-born player in one season in NHL history.
CANTLON: WOLF PACK MAKE IT FIVE STRAIGHT WINS
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack kept their slim playoff hopes alive with two second period goals 1;30 apart and another strong goaltending effort from David LeNeveu to beat the visiting Norfolk Admirals 3-2 at the XL Center Sunday afternoon. The win extended the Wolf Pack winning streak to a season high five games.

The Hershey Bears defeated the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in Fairfield County to move into the eighth spot. Also in front of the Pack are the Worcester Sharks who hold a one point lead with 73 points. The two teams will meet on Wednesday in Worcester before leaving for St. John’s next weekend to battle with the Ice Caps. The Pack are eight points behind the Admirals in the 9th playoff spot.

“We had a real good start and battled hard for two periods and of course they threw everything at us in the third,” head coach Ken Gernander said. “Our game plan was a little more of what we saw in the second period to be able to play down low in the offensive zone and we had to battle and hold them off for a big win.”

After a second period with a five to six minute span of stifling puck possession by Norfolk, the Wolf Pack scored two quick goals in 90 seconds both coming off the stick of Jesper Fast.

Fast broke the 1-1 deadlock seven seconds into a powerplay when the talented forward was wide open on the left wing and converted a pass from J.T. Miller deep in the right wing corner. Fast sent a one time blast from his knee at 15:04. It was Fast’s 16th of the season and eighth powerplay goal.

Fast made it 3-1 as team captain Aaron Johnson was just behind the Wolf Pack blue line and spotted Fast open and fired a pass that went off of Ryan Bourque who was cutting through center ice. The puck went to Ryan Parent, the Admirals defenseman, and he couldn’t control the puck. Fast stripped him of the puck and beat Admirals goaltender Brad Thiessen with a good move and a sweet backhander at 16:34.

For Fast, it was his sixth game winning goal of the season and his third point of the evening.

The play seemed innocuous at first, but it was designed.

“Sometimes during the game instincts kick in. I knew Johnner (Johnson) was gonna throw it and I was trying to get a stick on it and I knew a forward was slashing behind me and I tried get it in an area where someone could get it. Luck would have it that Jesper was flying through there and he made an unbelievable move to cash in there,” Bourque said. Bourque received a reassuring, firm shoulder slap from GM Jim Schoenfeld who was walking by.

After the game, Fast left with GM Schoenfeld and has likely earned his first NHL recall. He never returned for his post game interview.

LeNeveu made a critical save with 6.6 seconds left in the second period. A turnover by Shawn O’Donnell gave the Admirals’ Emerson Etem a golden opportunity as he snapped one that LeNeveu made a right pad save on just before a scrap between Zach Stortini and Justin Vaive broke out.

“We say it night in and night out (LeNeveu) has been huge for us,” Bourque said. “Like I said (Saturday) night, we have all the faith in the world with him back there. He is our backbone and it all starts with him.”

LeNeveu, the veteran, remains all business.

“They weren’t getting too many Grade A scoring chances. We were able to take away sticks in front,” LeNeveu said with a warm smile. “I’m just a goaltender trying to do his job as well. You can make any play a big play by getting a block by one our D and everybody is doing their part and I was just doing my part.”

LeNeveu was doing MORE than his part.

At the other end of the ice for the Admirals, Brad Thiessen was replaced to start the third period by newcomer Igor Bobkov. Thiessen was also pulled a the XL Center as a member of Wilkes Barre/Scranton Penguins several years ago.

The Wolf Pack got the lead for a change getting the late Sunday afternoon crowd into the critical contest early.

Fast was on the left wing on a 2-on-1 and spotted Bourque on the right wing. A terrific pass under the stick of the Admirals’ defender and Bourque drilled his 20th of the season past Thiessen just 56 seconds into the contest.

“We came out strong. We had our legs. We knew they were traveling all week long and jumped on them early and we carried the play for most of the game,” Bourque said. “Jesper made a great play along the wall. He pretty much did everything on that play. He made that play along the wall and came with great speed and made a great pass in stride. All I had to do was tap it in.”

The Pack nearly made it 2-0 on a shorthanded bid when Oscar Lindberg clanged a shot off the post just 20 seconds later, the Admirals tied the game.

The whole play was started by Thieseen behind his own net. The Admirals’ netminder made a quick short outlet pass to the team’s leading scorer, Andre Pettersson, who quickly advanced the puck to Mark Friberg, who got to the blue line and dumped the puck into the Pack defensive zone. Friberg beat Tommy Hughes to the puck, got it back to  Jesse Blacker at the left point, and he made some space for himself, moving to the right and drilled a perfect low shot that Friberg, who’d gone to the front of the net, deflected perfectly off the near post and into the net at 7:56 for his 15th of the season.
NOTES:

◾Hershey knocked off Bridgeport 5-4. Ex-Wolf Pack, Kris Newbury scored twice – had four points and a fight to complete the, “Gordie Howe Hat Trick.” Another ex-Pack, Casey Wellman, scored as well for the Bears, who scored twice in the third to win. By the way, the game tying goal was scored by another ex-Wolf Pack, former captain, Dane Byers.

◾Chris McCarthy started the game with J.T. Miller and Danny Kristo.

◾Former NY Ranger and CT Whale defenseman Steve Eminger started and played significant minutes for Norfolk. He played most of the year in the KHL with CSKA Moscow.

◾Stortini’s scrap was his league leading 33rd fighting major and earned 17 minutes to push him to a league best 297 PM.

◾Former Norfolk Admiral Marc-Antoine Pouliot scored the winner in the Swiss League playoffs for HC Fribourg-Gotteron in overtime keeping the playoff hopes going

◾ Rumors have ex-CT Whale, Andreas Thuresson, returning to North America next season.

CANTLON: WOLF PACK FIND A WAY AGAIN, WIN 2-1 IN SHOOTOUT

Posted on April 6, 2014 | Comments Off 

hartford-wolf-pack-logo2-150x133111      VERSUS      providence1-150x150

BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The season is down to just six short games for the Hartford Wolf Pack who were winners in a dramatic 2-1 shootout win over the Providence Bruins in front of 4,421 at the XL Center Saturday night.

The only two goals scored in the shootout were exact copies of one another.

T.J. Hensick scored the first. Hensick, a right handed shot and the fifth shooter for the Wolf Pack, raced in, put on the brakes and did some clever stick handling and fired a wrister that beat Bruins starting netminder, Malcolm Subban through the five hole.

“We’ve been doing shootouts quite a bit in practice lately about changing my speeds. Come in, start out fast and then slow down. Hopefully that will push the goalie back,” Hensick said. “I found the opening and it worked out for us and ‘Borkie’ came up with the big goal for us.”

“Borkie” is Ryan Bourque, son of Hall-of-Famer, Ray Bourque. The hard-working Pack forward score the winner the same way, racing in but as a left hander, stopped and beat Subban low to the stick-side to send the fans home happy.

“Looking at T.J. and when he made his beautiful move, it was kind an eye- opener for me,” Bourque said. “In order to back him up you had to change speeds. I tried to settle it down a bit when I got there. Lucky enough for me there was enough room left for me to shoot and put it home.”

Starting goalkeeper David LeNeveu has become a sort of shootout guru for the Pack. The red hot goalie was key in helping Hensick during practice this week.

“Having been around the league a bit, you know other goalies. I know what scares me in net. We goaltenders all learn about the same styles and you get a feel for a tendency here and there and you pass it along,” A laughing LeNeveu said. “I don’t have the skill to do what they can do in a shootout, but I can tell a thing or two.”

The win was the Wolf Pack’s fourth in a row, a season high, and LeNeveu has allowed just one puck to get by him in the shootout and just one goal during the game over the four games.

“Every point is important right now,” LeNeveu said. “We wanted the (two points) not a one.”

The Wolf Pack are 32-31-1-6 (71 points) and kept their slim playoff hopes alive. The candle is flickering for the New York Rangers’ AHL affiliates and they play the Norfolk Admirals, a team they are chasing, Sunday afternoon at 5pm. Providence falls to 37-24-2-7 and heads home to play the Portland Pirates Sunday afternoon as well.

The win pushed the Wolf Pack record above .500 for the first time since November 27th when they won 4-1 over Portland.

“Ever since Dov went down with an injury, (LeNeveu) has been great; given up one goal in four games. He has been excellent,” said head coach Ken Gernander.

In the third period, at 3:10, LeNeveu stopped the Bruins’ Ryan Spooner and then Ben Sexton on the next shift and followed that with a great save at 9:18 on Ron Flick, who was on the doorstep. LeNeveu made a tremendous blocker save on Zack Trotrman’s shot with just 3:47 remaining.

“Any time the goalie is the backbone of your team,” Bourque said. “They’re the most important part and the way the both of them (LeNeveu and Dov Grumet-Morris ) have been is huge for us.”

The Wolf Pack evened things up early in the second period as J.T. Miller drilled his 13th of the season on a one-timer off a pass from Tommy Hughes. Miller ripped the black out of the puck at 1:12 from the right wing face off dot with Michael Haley screening Subban in front.

The two teams played it close to the vest in the second period and the Pack penalty killing did a quality job of not permitting a shot on goal in the three chances in the second period.

“We did a real job on the penalty kills. We limited their chances and I think the guys did a great job,” Gernander said.

The Bruins broke through scoring the only goal of the first period at as Alexander Khloklachev was able to snare a loose puck and marched in unchecked up the left wing. Khloklachev cut to the middle, used Bretton Stamler as a screen, and buried his 21st of the season just past LeNeveu ending his shutout string at 200:32.

The Wolf Pack had several quality chances early, but Subban was equal to the task, taking away two from Oscar Lindberg in a 16 second span, first on a turnaround snapshot with the right pad and then a backhander at 7:08.

Subban used his left pad and glove to take away a Miller backhander off a breakaway at 8:15.

“I told the guys before (the game) I have never seen such a true athlete,” LeNeveu said. “He is an amazing kid and amazing athlete and there is a reason why he is so highly touted. He kept their boys in it tonight.”

LeNeveu did his best against the Bruins’ attack and turned away Rob Flick at 9:10 in front and then Trotman from the left point at 12:36 and then with 18 seconds remaining in the period, Khloklachev off a great feed by Seth Griffith, when he wheeled into the Pack offensive zone.

“I spent some time with them this season,” LeNeveu remarked. “I realize how dangerous they can be. They are a very skilled and very fast team and they have had our number this season it was nice to get one back.”

PACK NOTES:

◾Justin Baker, a defenseman signed by the Wolf Pack out of St. Lawrence (ECACHL), was tops in the conference for blueline scoring. He was scratched for Saturday’s game.

◾Both teams wore their road uniforms Providence their mustard yellow and the Wolf Pack their ketchup red Christmas Elves sweaters.

◾Former Wolf Pack Brodie Dupont has signed a contract extension with Iserlohn Germany DEL.

◾Former CT Whale defenseman Pavel Valentenko has signed a contract extension with KHL Torpedo Novgorod for next season.

MCCARTHY ERA:

The New York Rangers made a good signing in acquiring forward Chris McCarthy out of the University of Vermont. UVM, which was eliminated by Union at the NCAA Northeast Regional in Bridgeport over the weekend, signed an ATO contract with the team.

McCarthy is a strong solid two-way playing, left winger. He will be playing in Hartford next season as the remake of the Wolf Pack for 2014-2015 has begun with this signing and the re-assigning of Kyle Jean back to the Greenville Road Warriors of the ECHL.

McCarthy had one shot on goal in his pro debut in Friday night’s 2-0 win over Manchester.

POSSIBILITIES:

Two prospects who could be available to Hartford, should they choose to pursue them.

◾Forward Adam Tambellini led his WHL Calgary Hitmen team in playoff scoring. Tambelliini had nine points before being knocked out of the first round of the playoffs in five games by the Kootenay Ice who are coached by ex-Wolf Pack bench boss, Ryan McGill and Jay Henderson.

◾Anthony Duclair’s Quebec Remparts were knocked out in the first round of the QMJHL playoffs in five games by the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies. Duclair would be available, but did not play in this series and missed the last seven games of the regular season with a concussion.

DON’T FILL IN YOUR BRIDGEPORT SCORECARD JUST YET:

Bridgeport’s late season roster merry-go-round continues dispatching four players to Stockton (ECHL) after back to back shutouts to the Wolf Pack. The four included former Quinnipiac player Jeremy Langlois playing on his fourth team this year, Matt Mangene just acquired last month from Adirondack, Andrew Clark and Riley Wetmore who played a large portion of the season with the Sound Tigers.

The Sound Tigers did recall from Stockton Alan Quine and new player in defenseman Mathieu Corderre-Gagnon. The Sound Tigers in addition signed former UCONN (AHA) defenseman Brant Harris to an ATO contract on Monday and played Tuesday morning against Springfield. After the game they released C Joel Broda from his PTO contract.

They signed three more ATO’s in Josh Holstrom (UMASS-Lowell younger brother of Adirondack’s Ben), Victor Crus Rydberg (Plymouth OHL) and Jessie Graham (Saginaw OHL).

In all they have used 63 players so far this season.

WHALER CONNECTION:

◾Cayden Primeau, son of former Hartford Whalers Kevin Primeau and nephew of Wayne Primeau and Derrick Smith former NHL players and cousin to former Springfield Falcons (now in Syracuse) Dalton Smith has made an oral commitment to Northeastern University of Hockey East.

◾Greg Chase, nephew of former Whalers Kelly Chase who was with Calgary (WHL) has signed an ATO with Oklahoma City. The Barons have another son of a former NHL’er C.J. Ludwig whose father Craig played with Montreal and Dallas has signed an ATO after finishing his collegiate career with Northern Michigan University.

UCONN TO THE NCAA FINALS:

◾Congrats to UCONN men’s basketball by beating Florida the hallway after the win the crowd watching in the hallway after the second period broke into chants of UCONN!!! UCONN!!!

◾GAME HIGHLIGHTS

NOTES:

◾Springfield reassigned defenseman Adam Madaisky back to Evansville (ECHL).

AROUND THE STATE:

◾Milford, CT native and Yale University grad and former high school star at Fairfield Prep and Salisbury Prep Mark Arcobello Oklahoma City’s all team leading scorer signed a one year contract extension with Edmonton.

◾Congrats to North Branford’s Adam Erne signing a three year entry level deal with Tampa Bay who drafted him in the second round last year. He played for Quebec (QMJHL) with 62 points in 41 games this year and missed the last six weeks with a spleen injury, but came back for one game in the playoffs Game 5 when the Remparts were eliminated.                                                                                                                                                                                                                     Erne played for the US at the World Junior Championships and signed an ATO contract and has been assigned to Syracuse (AHL) and will make his pro debut on Friday against Albany. His father Erik Erne was a star high school goalie at Fairfield Prep in the late 1980’s.

◾Quinnipiac University player Zach Tolkinen signed an ATO deal with Abbotsford. Fellow Bobcat Bryce Van Brabant made his NHL debut Tuesday night with Calgary in a game in Toronto earning a minor penalty.

◾Former Yale University star Kenny Agostino now teammate at Calgary notched his first NHL goal last night against Florida.

◾Congrats to Sam Field of Choate Prep (Wallingford) was drafted today by Kingston Frontenacs in the 6th round of the OHL Priority Draft. Graham McPhee, son of Washington GM and former Nighthawks George was selected by Sarnia 9th round 161st overall, but has an oral commitment to BC.

Sound Tigers' Poulin stayed positive during up and down season

Michael Fornabaio
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Trumbull's Zach Sagar dives for home plate as Danbury catcher Michael Schweitzer loses hold of the ball during their game Thursday, April 17, 2014, at Trumbull High in Trumbull, Conn.

Trumbull blanks Danbury in matchup of last two FCIAC champions

Ray Allen: Left after junior season and was the fifth overall pick (1996) by the Timberwolves (traded to Milwaukee Bucks). In 18th season (four teams) -- currently with Miami Heat -- and has won two NBA championships while making more than $184 million.

UConn's early entries: How they have fared

Texas A&amp;M's Curtyce Knox, right, passes the ball past Connecticut's Bria Hartley, left, during the first half of a regional final game in the NCAA college basketball tournament in Lincoln, Neb., Monday, March 31, 2014. (AP Photo/Nati Harnik)

AAC keeps women's tourney at Mohegan Sun

BRIDGEPORT -- The New York Islanders sent Kevin Poulin here at the beginning of March. He needed a chance to play a lot, at least for a few games. 

A month and a half later, Poulin has finished the year with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers and an ever-changing cast. 

"We just didn't make the playoffs. That's always not a good thing," Poulin said. "Other than that, I had some ups and downs -- just a normal year, I guess."

From the last week of February until last week, 10 players went up to the Islanders, depleting the Sound Tigers' lineup and leaving lots of young players. 

The team has won just one of the past 19 games; Poulin is 1-11-1, though his other statistics are comparable to those of Anders Nilsson, the team's No. 1 goalie for most of the first three-quarters of the season.

"(Poulin) has kept us in games," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We haven't been able to get a good win for him, a good win for us. 

"His attitude has been great. He's been a positive leader in our group.

"You always wonder how (someone sent down) is going to react," Pellerin added. 

"His body language, his attitude, in my opinion, he's passed that test. It's a credit to him, dealing with that adversity."

For the past couple of weeks, he's been working with his junior team's goalie coach, Daniel Frechette, with whom he usually works in the summer. Poulin asked him to come down to Bridgeport, and they've been working together during practices. 

"We talked it over with the organization, and they said OK," Pellerin said. "It's all about maximizing everyone's potential. It's a way for him to feel he's getting the touches he needs, and the other goalies are getting touches with (goalie coach Steve Valiquette)."

After games at Adirondack and Hartford this weekend, Poulin -- a restricted free agent this summer -- will head home to Montreal, see family and spend time with his newborn son, Nathaniel.

"It's been something," Poulin said. "Not much sleep. It's been getting better."

Eight of Poulin's teammates have pro careers younger than Nathaniel, born the last week of March. 

Of the 65 men who have played for Bridgeport this year, 40 of them have played just since the March 12 AHL trade deadline. (Three players could join that group of 40 this weekend, back from long NHL stints.) The team has had 30 different forwards on the roster since the AHL deadline. 

Albany and Binghamton have used 35 players, period, all year. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

With Islanders' season over, familiar faces back with Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Trumbull's Zach Sagar dives for home plate as Danbury catcher Michael Schweitzer loses hold of the ball during their game Thursday, April 17, 2014, at Trumbull High in Trumbull, Conn.

Trumbull blanks Danbury in matchup of last two FCIAC champions

Ray Allen: Left after junior season and was the fifth overall pick (1996) by the Timberwolves (traded to Milwaukee Bucks). In 18th season (four teams) -- currently with Miami Heat -- and has won two NBA championships while making more than $184 million.

UConn's early entries: How they have fared

Texas A&amp;M's Curtyce Knox, right, passes the ball past Connecticut's Bria Hartley, left, during the first half of a regional final game in the NCAA college basketball tournament in Lincoln, Neb., Monday, March 31, 2014. (AP Photo/Nati Harnik)

AAC keeps women's tourney at Mohegan Sun

BRIDGEPORT -- When John Persson joined the New York Islanders last month to make his NHL debut, he didn't have to introduce himself to many people. 

By the end of the Islanders' season, there were 12 players of the 30 on the roster who had spent time this year with both that club and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

"I walked into the dressing room and saw familiar faces," Persson said after Wednesday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice. "It was like playing in Bridgeport there for a while."

Seven of them, Persson included, returned to Bridgeport on Monday for the last week of the AHL season. Of those seven players, six made their NHL debuts on Feb. 27 or later. 

They got a look at the NHL game and at what they may have to do to get there next year. 

"It's a quicker pace," Johan Sundstrom said. "It's the next level. You've got to step it up. They're world-class hockey players."

Persson scored his first goal in the NHL on April 5 against Washington, charging to the net and taking a pass from Travis Hamonic. 

"I saw it squeak in," he said. "I still wasn't sure, with how things have gone down here. I saw the ref point, and I was super-happy."

Sundstrom got an assist on Cal Clutterbuck's goal against Columbus on March 23, taking the puck to the net on a wraparound. 

"It's pretty cool hearing your name on the speaker," Sundstrom said. "It was a dream come true."

Sundstrom was injured in the Islanders' third-to-last game, taking an ugly-looking hit into the endboards. He took part in the full practice Wednesday and said he was feeling better. His status for the last two games this weekend is to be determined.

Of those seven who returned, the only one who'd played in the NHL before February was defenseman Matt Donovan. 

Though the season ends Saturday, Donovan will play on. He and former Sound Tigers centerman Brock Nelson were among 15 players named on Tuesday to the United States national team that will compete at next month's IIHF World Championship in Belarus.

"It's an unbelievable honor any time you can play for your country and put that USA sweater on," said Donovan, who won a gold medal with Team USA at the 2010 World Junior Championship. 

Donovan spent the first month and a half with the Islanders, was here for about a month, spent another month up, then was here through the Olympic break until the NHL trade deadline in early March. 

"This year has kind of been a roller coaster," Donovan said. "The last month has been a lot better. I got my confidence up, got some points, jumped into the offense, not worrying about making mistakes."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Pulock debuts in Sound Tigers' loss

Michael Fornabaio
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Trumbull's Zach Sagar dives for home plate as Danbury catcher Michael Schweitzer loses hold of the ball during their game Thursday, April 17, 2014, at Trumbull High in Trumbull, Conn.

Trumbull blanks Danbury in matchup of last two FCIAC champions

Ray Allen: Left after junior season and was the fifth overall pick (1996) by the Timberwolves (traded to Milwaukee Bucks). In 18th season (four teams) -- currently with Miami Heat -- and has won two NBA championships while making more than $184 million.

UConn's early entries: How they have fared

Texas A&amp;M's Curtyce Knox, right, passes the ball past Connecticut's Bria Hartley, left, during the first half of a regional final game in the NCAA college basketball tournament in Lincoln, Neb., Monday, March 31, 2014. (AP Photo/Nati Harnik)

AAC keeps women's tourney at Mohegan Sun

BRIDGEPORT -- The kid has a cannon of a shot, from all reports, and Ryan Pulock would finally get to show it off after Alan Quine's faceoff win in the third period Monday.

He wound up from the left point. The right-handed shot fired. His stick broke. The puck trickled away.

"It's part of the game," Pulock said. "It's what happens."

The luck has run that way a lot around here lately. Pulock, 19, made his pro debut in the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' home finale, a 4-2 loss to the Adirondack Phantoms at Webster Bank Arena. The Sound Tigers are winless in 12, a team record.

The focus has been on the future for a while now, with a team full of young players, and Pulock, the 15th pick in last year's NHL draft, could be a big part of it for the New York Islanders.

Like most players, Pulock's first impressions of the AHL is that everybody's bigger and stronger than in junior hockey. He didn't feel out of place physically, angling Brandon Alderson to the boards on his first shift, taking Petr Straka into the corner on the next.

"I don't think I'm far off from being strong enough," Pulock said, "but as I can get stronger and stronger, obviously, that's going to be better for me."

Pulock was paired with Aaron Ness at even strength and on both special teams.

"I thought he made some great adjustments," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He moved the puck well. He was very poised.

"I wish he got a chance to shoot the puck more."

Bridgeport had tied the game twice on goals by Quine and Scooter Vaughan, but Phantoms defenseman Brandon Manning was left open to score the winner with 4:50 remaining. The Phantoms added an empty-net goal.

The teams meet again Friday, the Phantoms' last game in Glens Falls, N.Y., before they move to Allentown, Pa., next year.

The game was postponed from Saturday after foam from a dance party damaged the ice. 

Attendance, based off that night's sales, was 5,524. A decent percentage showed up and gave the team a hand at the end, appreciating the effort the depleted roster had given them in March and April.

For the last two games, it'll be a bit less depleted. The Islanders, their season over, assigned seven players to Bridgeport, including John Persson, the only one who played Monday.

Matt Donovan, Mike Halmo, Johan Sundstrom, Scott Mayfield, Brett Gallant and Justin Johnson also return. Jesse Root, Ryan Walters and Guy Leboeuf were released from their amateur tryouts to return to finish college work.

Stockton (ECHL) sent Joey Diamond and Matt Mangene back up to Bridgeport, but Quine, Andrey Pedan and Mathieu Gagnon are going there for the playoffs.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. BRANDON MANNING, ADIRONDACK: Sneaked in to score the game-winner; had an assist.

2. NICK COUSINS, ADIRONDACK: Breakaway goal opened the scoring, set up the empty-netter.

3. SCOOTER VAUGHAN, BRIDGEPORT: Bullet of a short-handed goal tied it late in the second.

UNSUNG HERO: Aaron Ness jumped into the rush with Chris Langkow to help set up Vaughan's goal.

UP NEXT: Friday at Adirondack, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Adirondack 0 2 2--4

Bridgeport 0 2 0--2

First Period--No scoring. Penalties--None.

Sound Tigers fall in final seconds

Michael Fornabaio
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Trumbull's Zach Sagar dives for home plate as Danbury catcher Michael Schweitzer loses hold of the ball during their game Thursday, April 17, 2014, at Trumbull High in Trumbull, Conn.

Trumbull blanks Danbury in matchup of last two FCIAC champions

Ray Allen: Left after junior season and was the fifth overall pick (1996) by the Timberwolves (traded to Milwaukee Bucks). In 18th season (four teams) -- currently with Miami Heat -- and has won two NBA championships while making more than $184 million.

UConn's early entries: How they have fared

Texas A&amp;M's Curtyce Knox, right, passes the ball past Connecticut's Bria Hartley, left, during the first half of a regional final game in the NCAA college basketball tournament in Lincoln, Neb., Monday, March 31, 2014. (AP Photo/Nati Harnik)

AAC keeps women's tourney at Mohegan Sun

BRIDGEPORT -- Outgunned and inexperienced, as they've been for the past seven weeks if not the whole season, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers were still six seconds away Sunday from taking the best team in their division to overtime.

And then came the latest way they couldn't catch a break. Sean Collins' power-play deflection with 5.4 seconds left gave Springfield a 2-1 win at Webster Bank Arena.

The Sound Tigers are winless in 11, tying a team record, and they have one win in 18, a period that coincides with the beginning of the dismantling of their roster to call-ups, trades and moves to get players eligible for the ECHL playoffs.

"(The Falcons) are obviously a good hockey team, but the work ethic, the attention to detail and the compete level my guys played at, I'm very happy with," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "A young kid coming in, he's been here two days, (Justin) Hickman, scored a big goal for us, gave us energy in the first period."

Jake Newton led Ryan Walters up the right wing; Walters curled and fed Hickman, driving down the slot, for a shot inside the left post and his first pro goal.

Hickman, captain of the junior Seattle Thunderbirds, was the 12th player this season to join Bridgeport on an amateur tryout; 10 of them played Sunday.

"We're all in the same boat," Hickman said. "We can help each other. We've got a good group of guys, all of us staying at the hotel together. We're sharing that transition, going from junior hockey to pro hockey."

As usual, the youngsters held their own. This was the ninth time in the one-for-18 stretch that the Sound Tigers lost by one goal, including three losses beyond regulation.

They almost got to overtime again, but Hickman got a stick up on Springfield captain Ryan Craig, receiving a double minor with 3:42 left. Collins finally tipped in Patrick McNeill's shot.

"I'm frustrated because we haven't gotten any points, we haven't been winning games," Pellerin said. "But if you ask me to go through my lineup, asking if everyone's maximized their potential ... I'm very happy with their output."

Kevin Poulin robbed Marko Dano with a glove save in the slot in the second period, then made a huge pad save on Collins on a two-on-one in the third, two of his 37 saves. Having come down to Bridgeport at the start of this stretch, he fell to 1-11-1.

"The end of the season, there's a lot of new guys," Poulin said. "I'm just focusing on my game, one game at a time. My job is to stop the puck. That's what I have to do."

Attendance was 6,529.

This would have been Bridgeport's home finale except for the "Foam Party" Friday night that wreaked havoc on the ice and forced the postponement of Saturday's game against Adirondack to Monday night at 7. Arena staff got the ice playable for Sunday,

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. KEVIN POULIN, BRIDGEPORT: Made 37 saves, a couple of them huge.

2. ANTON FORSBERG, SPRINGFIELD: Has played two games here, giving up one goal in each.

3. SEAN COLLINS, SPRINGFIELD: Deflection won it.

UNSUNG HEROES: Jake Newton and Ryan Walters made nice plays to set up Justin Hickman's first pro goal.

UP NEXT: Monday vs. Adirondack, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

falcons 2, sound tigers 1

Springfield 0 1 1--2

Bridgeport 1 0 0--1

ABOUT THE PHANTOMS: Adirondack beat Utica 2-1 Sunday, knocking Bridgeport into last place in the Northeast Division. ... Leading scorer RW Jason Akeson and G Cal Heeter were called up to the Philadelphia Flyers for Sunday's game. ... Former Sound Tigers D Bruno Gervais and G Yann Danis are injured.

ABOUT THE SOUND TIGERS: It's the home finale of the 13th season. ... Bridgeport has tied its team record with an 11-game winless streak after Sunday's 2-1 loss to Springfield. ... The young, call-up-depleted roster could get help for the final week after the New York Islanders' season ended Sunday night.

As callups continue, so does Sound Tigers' winless streak

Michael Fornabaio
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Trumbull's Zach Sagar dives for home plate as Danbury catcher Michael Schweitzer loses hold of the ball during their game Thursday, April 17, 2014, at Trumbull High in Trumbull, Conn.

Trumbull blanks Danbury in matchup of last two FCIAC champions

Ray Allen: Left after junior season and was the fifth overall pick (1996) by the Timberwolves (traded to Milwaukee Bucks). In 18th season (four teams) -- currently with Miami Heat -- and has won two NBA championships while making more than $184 million.

UConn's early entries: How they have fared

Texas A&amp;M's Curtyce Knox, right, passes the ball past Connecticut's Bria Hartley, left, during the first half of a regional final game in the NCAA college basketball tournament in Lincoln, Neb., Monday, March 31, 2014. (AP Photo/Nati Harnik)

AAC keeps women's tourney at Mohegan Sun

With little luck and a drained roster on the ice, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers are winless in 10 after Friday's 2-1 loss at Albany. Most of their biggest recent victories have been the first NHL call-ups of a few heart-and-soul players. 

Right winger Justin Johnson was the latest on Friday, making his NHL debut at age 32 for the New York Islanders in New Jersey. 

"I'm so happy," said Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin, who also coached Johnson as an assistant for two years in Manchester. 

"I had the pleasure of being the one to tell him in the office with the rest of the (coaching staff). To see his face, to soak it all in -- he's worked so hard. He's done so much."

Johnson, a solid AHL heavyweight, only reached the AHL in 2010-11 after four years in the ECHL. He signed his first NHL contract this season, and now he follows his friend and fellow tough guy Brett Gallant, who made his NHL debut Tuesday night after three and a half years as a Sound Tiger. 

Most of Friday's Islanders roster spent time in Bridgeport this year. The Sound Tigers, with 10 players on amateur tryouts, couldn't catch a break Friday at Times Union Center. 

Kelly Zajac got credit for both Albany goals. In the first, the puck hopped up in front of the Sound Tigers net; Alan Quine knocked it away with his glove, but it caromed in off Zajac's helmet.

With just under 15 minutes left in regulation, Zajac knocked Stefan Matteau's pass out of midair, and it caromed in off a defender to break the tie. 

"The hockey gods aren't being very generous to the Sound Tigers," Pellerin said. 

Bridgeport defenseman Jesse Graham scored his first pro goal to tie the game in the second period. He one-timed Aaron Ness' pass through Scooter Vaughan's screen on a five-on-three.

Bridgeport comes home to face Adirondack on Saturday night and Springfield on Sunday afternoon, the final home games of the year. The Sound Tigers are on the road next weekend to finish the season. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- In 38 months since he joined the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, Brett Gallant has played with 149 teammates, sticking up for over a third of the men who have ever worn that sweater. He's seen almost 30 of them move on to dress in an NHL game, 16 of them making their NHL debuts. 

Many of those were draft picks, chosen at young ages for predestined greatness. Gallant wasn't one of them. He fought his way out of junior, to the ECHL for a year and a half, to a tryout with Bridgeport, to an AHL contract to an NHL deal in February 2013. 

Now, 38 months later, he's an NHLer. 

"It's unreal," said his dad, Mike Gallant, Tuesday night; he'd made a long drive from home in Prince Edward Island to see his son make his NHL debut. "It's something you can never take away."

Brett Gallant played six minutes for Bridgeport's parent club, the New York Islanders, against Ottawa at Nassau Coliseum. He put one shot on goal, he laid three hits, and he got into one fight and threw one right hand that sent the Coliseum into a frenzy.

If you watched the Sound Tigers any time over the past 38 months, you had a feeling that could happen. 

"I think it's a culmination of putting it all on the line, showing up, being willing and embracing your opportunity," said Sound Tigers teammate Justin Johnson, another of the AHL's toughest players who has scrapped for his own chances. 

"It comes down, to me, to three words, blood, sweat and tears. When Gally was 21, he was in a hotel room with his wife and his newborn son. He had to make it work."

To start

He had a chat at the red line at Nassau Coliseum with teammate Scott Mayfield, who jabbed that he had an NHL game on Gallant already. He chipped pucks off the glass and out of the zone with skills coach Bernie Cassell, a few more reps to work on his game. 

And then Gallant had completed his first NHL morning skate Tuesday morning, eight hours away from his NHL debut, a long way from Summerside. 

"I know he's ready to take this challenge," said Mayfield, who'd made his debut Sunday. 

"He deserves it. Being in Bridgeport, he's done everything they've asked of him, more than everything. He works hard on and off the ice. He's a great guy in the locker room."

A scrum of nine or 10 reporters and cameramen swarmed Gallant's dressing-room stall, nine or 10 times what he may get as a Bridgeport Sound Tiger. 

"He's a really good guy. He really deserves a chance up here," said Islanders goalie Anders Nilsson, Gallant's teammate the past three years. 

"He's done a (heck) of a job in Bridgeport. He supports the guys. He backs up the guys -- he's one of the best tough guys I've ever played with. He really deserves to be here."

Sunday, Gallant fought for the 66th time as a Sound Tiger, more than anyone else. Monday, Gallant got word to get to the Island. 

His first calls were to his father and mother at work. 

"They were pretty excited," Gallant said. "My father started planning trips to Ottawa."

With that corrected, Mike and Patricia Gallant got in the car Monday night at about 8 and started driving from PEI. Hitting rain in Bangor, Maine, and traffic pretty much everywhere after that, they pulled into Uniondale at about 9:30 a.m.

"Worth the trip," Mike Gallant said. 

Brett Gallant is the middle of three boys, all three of whom have played professionally. Bradley, the oldest, was there Tuesday; Alex, the youngest, is with the Columbus Cottonmouths and playing for a Southern Professional Hockey League championship. 

"When they were 15, 16, they were probably about 100 pounds," Mike Gallant said. "They got some meat on their bones. They're competitive. And they really hate to fail."

All three wound up about 6 feet tall. Brett is listed at 190 pounds. But he has been more than willing to give height and weight and reach to players like Joel Rechlicz (6-4, 230), Patrick Wellar (6-3, 231), Zack Stortini (6-4, 232), current teammate Johnson (6-1, 220) when Johnson was with Manchester.
Sound Tigers' Vaughan earns AHL contract

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- On his 25th birthday on Tuesday, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' Scooter Vaughan got a text message from his agent asking him to call. He didn't think Peter Cooney was looking to sing him "Happy Birthday," either.

"Either I was going home -- that's what I thought, actually, I was going home," said Vaughan, whose pro-tryout contract was up this weekend and was one of only two Sound Tigers left on PTOs among 10 on amateur tryouts.

The other option was much better. The wheels were in motion toward an AHL contract for next season. Vaughan signed that deal Thursday, sticking around off an intriguing season that saw him move from defense to forward and establish a role.

"I think I've developed a lot as a player," Vaughan said. "I've learned a lot from all the coaching staff."

One lesson: underhandling the puck, he said. Get the puck and move it quickly.

"You look at the best players, (Pavel) Datsyuk, (Patrick) Kane, they've got the best hands," Vaughan said, "but they don't try to do too much with it."

Vaughan arrived from South Carolina (ECHL) in December as a defenseman to make his AHL debut. When the defense corps got crowded, Bridgeport moved him to the wing (where he'd played before) to take advantage of his speed. He took over a spot on the top penalty-kill unit and never relinquished it.

"He'd played himself to where we didn't want to take him out of the lineup," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

Vaughan has seven goals and seven assists with five games to go. The Sound Tigers are at Albany on Friday, then play their final two home games of the year Saturday and Sunday.

A former Wolverine, Vaughan plans to work out in Ann Arbor, Mich., before next season. Before that, though, he's got another job to take care of in his native California.

Vaughan and friend Austin Glenn have run a company, Jamboo Headphones, in San Diego. They sell tangle-free headphones, made from bamboo and designed to stand out with different colored thread.

It's hard being separated, but Vaughan's looking forward to getting there and being a bit more hands-on for the summer. Before long, he'll be back in the AHL.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
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STROME ALL-ROOKIE: Ryan Strome wasn't with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers all that long, but it was long enough to make an impression on the AHL.

Strome was voted one of the three forwards on the league's all-rookie team, the league announced Wednesday. He scored 49 points in 37 games, still good for sixth among AHL rookies; no one else in the top 20 has played fewer than 50 games.

It would take something extraordinary for Strome, who had 13 goals and 36 assists, not to finish as Bridgeport's leading scorer, despite finishing the year with the Islanders.

From a look through AHL records from official on-line sources and Ralph Slate's Internet Hockey Database (hockeydb.com), with perhaps one or two situations in the 1940s hazy because of a player's in-season move in the days before detailed record-keeping, Strome appears set to be the first AHLer to lead his team in scoring despite playing fewer than half of its games.

Strome is the sixth Sound Tiger named to an all-rookie team in the past 11 seasons, following Wade Dubielewicz (2003-04, AHL rookie of the year), Chris Campoli (2004-05), Nathan Lawson (2008-09), Rhett Rakhshani (2010-11) and Matt Donovan (2011-12).

Brenden Kichton, drafted by the Islanders but not signed, was elected all-rookie for his season with St. John's. He has 45 points in 71 games.

LANGLOIS, TOO: Quinnipiac product Jeremy Langlois was named to the ECHL's all-rookie team. Langlois is with Bridgeport's ECHL affiliate in Stockton, Calif. The Sound Tigers acquired him from Springfield at last month's AHL trade deadline; he had spent most of the year with Evansville (ECHL) and is second among ECHL rookies with 56 points.

SUNDSTROM RECALLED: The Islanders called Johan Sundstrom back to the NHL on Wednesday. Cal Clutterbuck was injured in Tuesday's game, so they needed Sundstrom to make 12 forwards again.

Sundstrom had been up and played his first 10 NHL games. The team sent him down Saturday but had to call him right back up after another injury. They sent him down Monday when they recalled Brett Gallant; Sundstrom practiced in Bridgeport on Tuesday.

Bridgeport practiced Wednesday without young forward Victor Crus Rydberg, out sick, coach Scott Pellerin said. Aaron Ness, who missed last weekend with a lower-body injury, is practicing with the team.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Sound Tigers Gallant earns call to Islanders
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One of the longest-tenured Bridgeport Sound Tigers is now a New York Islander, earning his first call to the NHL on Monday.

The Islanders called up left winger Brett Gallant, one of only three current Sound Tigers who was with the team in 2010-11. He could make his NHL debut in Tuesday's Islanders home finale against Ottawa.

Gallant joined Bridgeport on a pro tryout on Feb. 10, 2011. He stayed with the team on AHL contracts and signed an NHL contract last season, re-signing for this year. He has served as an alternate captain since early in the season.

Though injuries cut a couple of his Bridgeport seasons short, he has earned a reputation as one of the toughest pound-for-pound players in the AHL at 6 feet, 190 pounds. He set a Bridgeport team record Sunday with his 66th career fighting major; he had 26 last year.

New York sent Johan Sundstrom back to Bridgeport. Sundstrom had an assist in 10 NHL games.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO
Sound Tigers battle back but fall again

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- You figured a veteran Hershey Bears team, in a nip-and-tuck playoff race, could run away with Sunday's game at Webster Bank Arena if it built a lead.

The Bears built that lead, but the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, young and inexperienced and decimated, refused to go away.

Hershey scored two in the third period to win 5-4, keeping the Sound Tigers winless in nine though Bridgeport came from 3-0 down to take a 4-3 lead.

"There's no quit in this team right now," said Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin, whose team came back Saturday from a 3-1 deficit to tie Adirondack before losing in a shootout.

Alan Quine scored on a rebound 23 seconds after Kris Newbury's second goal gave the Bears a 3-0 lead. Andrey Pedan scored twice before intermission, then got an assist when Brant Harris scored his first professional goal on a rebound early in the third.

"They have more experience than we do; we have a lot of new guys," Pedan said. "I think we're doing pretty good for a young team. There's some chances we need to bear down on. If we take care of the (defensive) zone, we'll be fine." 

Hershey, which moved into the eighth and final playoff spot with the win, dressed 14 players on NHL contracts and one on an ATO, or amateur tryout. Bridgeport had six NHL-contract players and nine ATOs.

"New guys come in: It's a situation where guys are getting a chance to play pro hockey," said Justin Johnson, one of the few Bridgeport mainstays from Day 1. "We're not in the playoffs, but you're in a situation where you've still got to come with the right attitude." 

Pellerin said they thought goalie Kevin Poulin was interfered with on Casey Wellman's goal, the Bears' second, keeping him from getting across from left to right. That made it 2-0, and Newbury deflected in Cameron Schilling's shot 2:21 later.

Johnson set up Pedan's first goal as Mathieu Gagnon drove to the net.

Pedan scored short-handed to tie it.

"I'm proud. We've struggled," Pellerin said. "I went to high school in Saskatchewan, in Wilcox, called Notre Dame, and above the door it says `luctor et emergo,' `struggle and emerge.' It's the middle of the prairies; 200 people live in town. Nothing's going to be easy, hockey, sports, life; you're going to have to struggle.

"We're going to struggle. It might be tomorrow, it might be next week, it might be next season, but (the struggle is) going to make us better. ... We're going to all grow from this situation." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 
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Sound Tigers lose in shootout
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No matter the ups and downs of this season, the Adirondack Phantoms had been a respite for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

They almost were again: Chris Langkow scored two Bridgeport power-play goals in the last 6:25 to force overtime at Glens Falls (N.Y.) Civic Center. But the Phantoms won the shootout to take the game 4-3, their first win over the Sound Tigers in six meetings. 

Bridgeport is winless in eight and has one win -- at home against the Phantoms on March 16 -- in 15 games. But the young lineup battled back to get a point out of Saturday. 

"We talked before the game, there's a point where you compete, and there's another level to compete to win," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We challenged the guys to work hard every shift."

Bridgeport's lineup included nine players on amateur tryouts (ATOs). Two, forward Josh Holmstrom and defenseman Jesse Graham, made their pro debuts; Graham assisted on Langkow's first goal. 

They were the 62nd and 63rd players the Sound Tigers have used this season, a team record (62 three years ago); the league record is 70. 

Another ATO, goalie Philippe Trudeau, made 40 saves in his second pro start.

"He held his rebounds in check," Pellerin said. 

Scooter Vaughan tied it for the Sound Tigers off Langkow's assist late in the second period, but the Phantoms went ahead 3-1 on goals by Petr Straka and Brandon Alderson (power play) before Langkow's two goals. 

Bridgeport's Aaron Ness sat out the second night in a row with a lower-body injury, the first games he has lost to injury in three-plus seasons. Pellerin said he's a game-time decision for Sunday's home game. The New York Islanders recalled defenseman Scott Mayfield; they sent centerman Johan Sundstrom down before their game Saturday afternoon but recalled him afterward. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
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The Bridgeport Sound Tigers were competitive against yet another experienced AHL team Friday in Wilkes-Barre Twp., Pa. 

And again, they couldn't score and didn't win. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton got two in the first and beat Bridgeport 3-0, the young and depleted Sound Tigers' fifth shutout loss in the past 10 games. They have one win in the past 14 games, scoring just 16 goals. 

A couple of turnovers were costly. 

"We have to outwork the other team, but we can't make it easy for them," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We have to play a frustrating game, but we have to play a smart, efficient game."

The young team had six skaters in the lineup on amateur tryouts, including Victor Crus Rydberg, making his pro debut at 19. 

Compounding matters, defenseman Aaron Ness, one of the closest players the team has to a veteran although he's just a third-year pro, was out of the lineup with a lower-body injury. Pellerin said he's unlikely to play Saturday.

Bobby Farnham got an easy goal midway through the first when the puck took an odd carom and skipped past Bridgeport goalie Kenny Reiter, who was behind the net to play it, straight to the Penguins' Anton Zlobin. 

Chuck Kobasew made it 2-0 off a turnover three minutes later, and Dominik Uher scored on a short-handed two-on-one in the second period. 

Former Sound Tigers goalie Peter Mannino had to make just 17 saves -- 11 of them in the second period, including stops on a breakaway and a two-on-one -- to earn his third shutout and improve to 9-3-1.

Of those 16 goals scored since March 1, Bridgeport scored five of them in one game, the only win in this stretch. That was at home on March 16 against Adirondack; the Sound Tigers visit the Phantoms on Saturday before returning home for First Responders Day on Sunday at 3 p.m. against Hershey. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

BRIDGEPORT 0 0 0--0 

WILKES-BARRE/SCRANTON 2 1 0--3
Teenager Crus Rydberg latest player hoping to impress Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 9:09 pm, Thursday, April 3, 2014 

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

Trumbull's Zach Sagar dives for home plate as Danbury catcher Michael Schweitzer loses hold of the ball during their game Thursday, April 17, 2014, at Trumbull High in Trumbull, Conn.

Trumbull blanks Danbury in matchup of last two FCIAC champions

Ray Allen: Left after junior season and was the fifth overall pick (1996) by the Timberwolves (traded to Milwaukee Bucks). In 18th season (four teams) -- currently with Miami Heat -- and has won two NBA championships while making more than $184 million.

UConn's early entries: How they have fared

Texas A&amp;M's Curtyce Knox, right, passes the ball past Connecticut's Bria Hartley, left, during the first half of a regional final game in the NCAA college basketball tournament in Lincoln, Neb., Monday, March 31, 2014. (AP Photo/Nati Harnik)

AAC keeps women's tourney at Mohegan Sun

BRIDGEPORT -- The newest member of the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' top line is finishing up his first year in North America, just arrived in town, just turned 19. He'll fit right in. 

Victor Crus Rydberg was a fifth-round pick of the New York Islanders in last June's draft, selected off the promise he showed in Sweden. 

"I remember him from training camp, a smart, skilled hockey player," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. 

Crus Rydberg arrived on Sunday not feeling well. He was still battling stomach discomfort on Thursday as he took part in his first full practice. 

"It's tough, but it's getting better and better," Crus Rydberg said. "It was a good practice. .... I felt good, getting my legs a little bit and getting ready for (Friday)." 

Friday at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton could be his North American pro debut. He played the season for the Plymouth (Mich.) Whalers of the junior Ontario Hockey League, scoring 37 points in 62 games and adding three points in five playoff games. 

It took a while to adjust to the different style here. 

"I learned to play on the smaller rink, the physical play," Crus Rydberg said. "Now it's going to be more physical up here. I'm excited."

Though mathematically eliminated from playoff contention on Tuesday, the Sound Tigers can use whatever he can bring over these last eight games. 

With six top offensive players called up to the NHL in the past five weeks, with roster shuffles designed to bolster ECHL affiliate Stockton for the playoffs, Bridgeport has scored 16 goals in 13 games, a historic low for the team. 

He's one of 10 players Bridgeport has signed to amateur tryout deals in the past month. 

"We're looking for (Crus Rydberg) to get confident, to play, to see where he's at in terms of his own personal level," Pellerin said. 

"At the same time, we need guys who are that skilled to make plays at a high level." 

The daily turnover included calling up forward Jason Clark from Stockton of the ECHL, where he'd been playing since mid-November, and sending defenseman Marc Cantin there. The Sound Tigers released Brock Montpetit from his amateur tryout and signed UMass Lowell captain Josh Holmstrom to an ATO. 

Holmstrom, 24, could play against his brother, Adirondack Phantoms captain Ben, on Saturday before the team comes home Sunday to face Hershey.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
U18: USA downed 4-2, Russia edges Slovaks in OT

17.04.2014

  Back 

Rock-solid defence and an opportunistic offence won the day for the Swiss. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

LAPPEENRANTA – Switzerland got the party started in a big way at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship, posting its first-ever defeat of the United States in a men’s U18 tournament with a 4-2 win in the opening game. 

Switzerland – USA 4-2 (1-2, 0-0, 3-0)

Click here for scores, stats and photos

The Swiss won the game thanks to some great defensive play and timely counter attacks from their top line. Denis Malgin had three points, including the game-winning goal in the third period and an empty netter, while linemate Kevin Fiala had a goal and an assist to help put away the Americans.

“We told the guys to stay patient and keep them on the outside and away from the slot, that we would get our chances,” said Swiss head coach Manuel Celio. “Players sacrificed, blocked shots, hockey’s pretty simple if you do those things but you still have to do them.”

Down 2-1 in the third period, Fiala tied the game up early with a goal coming off a two-on-one. Malgin took the puck into the USA zone and made a cross-ice pass to Fiala for the 2-2 score 46 seconds into the period. 

The Swiss were then able to matchup up physically with the U.S. and kept the crease clean around their own net. The game winner came with less than five minutes to go when Fiala shot the puck at USA goaltender Alexander Nedeljkovic, who was unable to cover up the rebound before Malgin stole the puck away and roofed it home. 

“We had to play defence first and focus on the counters,” said Malgin. “It’s great to get this win and we feel very satisfied with how we played.”

Things didn’t look so good for the Swiss early on as the Americans went right to work in the first period, looking dominant in the opening minutes and scoring five minutes in on a power play goal from defenceman Jack Dougherty, coming after Swiss forward Noah Rod checked Dougherty’s defensive partner Jack Glover in the head and took a ten minute misconduct penalty.

“We were pretty nervous in the beginning and they dominated us,” said Fiala. “But we came into the game and tried to keep the puck away from the net and we didn’t give up on the play. We played pretty good as a team and that’s how we won and we just need to keep this going.”

But after weathering US pressure for the first half of the period the Swiss caught a break when a shot from Julien Privet was coughed up by Nedeljkovic in front of the net and right to forward Damien Riat for the tying goal. 

Team USA went back up by a goal with five minutes left courtesy of Kyle Connor, but the well dried up after that as Switzerland closed ranks around its net and frustrated the American offence the rest of the way. 

“They played a good hockey game, they defended well worked really hard and were opportunistic, that’s a blueprint for winning any game.” said USA head coach Danton Cole. 

Both teams get a day off before resuming action on Saturday. USA will face the Czech Republic while the Swiss take on the host nation Finland. 

Russia – Slovakia 3-2 OT (1-1, 1-1, 0-0, 1-0)

IMATRA – Russia survived a scare from the underdog Slovaks in its opening game of the IIHF U18 World Championship, coming through in overtime 3-2. Kirill Pilipenko had the game-winner just 22 seconds into the extra frame. 

Russian forward Yevgeniy Svechnikov scored his team’s first goal of the tournament, assisted by Ivan Nikolishin and Nikita Lyamin and coming just over 15 minutes into the opening period.

Slovakia equalized with less than a minute to go in the frame with a goal coming from defenceman Patrik Maier on the power play. The Slovaks then ran into penalty trouble through most of the second period, taking four consecutive trips to the box but managing to come out ahead after forward Kristian Pospisil scored a short-handed goal. But the Russians equalized while still on the same power play thanks to Pilipenko’s first goal late in the frame. 

Going into overtime Slovakia was again short-handed as team captain Erik Cernak was whistled for a dely of game penalty with less than two minutes to go in the third. Then Pilipenko’s early OT winner gave Russia the win to open its 2014 U18 campaign. 

Russia has a big matchup coming up on Saturday against Sweden. Slovakia will be in in tough against defending champions Canada. 

 ADAM STEISS

Sweden falls to Canada

U18: Virtanen gets two, Finns roll over Danes

17.04.2014

  Back 

Sweden had a tough finish to its 2013 campaign and has now dropped three games in a row going back to last year. Photo: Jana Chytilova / HHOF-IIHF Images

IMATRA – Defending U18 champion Canada began its title defence with a 3-1 win over Sweden in Group B action at the 2014 IIHF U18 World Championship. Forward Jake Virtanen scored the game’s first two goals and Matt Barzal added a third in the victory. 

Click here for scores, stats, and photos

"For us playing on different teams all year and then going into this tournament we know that we have to come together quick," said Virtanen. "Sweden is one of the main contenders in the tournament and all the guys knew that and we were able to come together and play well as a team."

Armed with a 2-1 lead and a power play going into the third period, Canada seemed to have all the momentum on its side. Sweden managed to kill the penalty, but later on gave up the insurance goal thanks to a neutral zone interception by Barzal, who skated down the wing and cut towards the net to beat goaltender Linus Soderstrom with a deke between his legs. 

The game started out pretty chippy as both sides sought to get under each other’s skin in the first period. Three roughing penalties were handed out and Canada’s Daniel Audette drew a game misconduct penalty for checking from behind. 

Sweden fell behind 1-0 after giving up the opening to Virtanen in the high slot area for a wristshot right into the top left corner past Soderstrom’s glove. 

Virtanen then made it 2-0 on the powerplay with a soft but accurate wristshot that beat Soderstrom again on the glove side. 

"We hadn't yet played a game with our full group and the Swedes played very aggressive, but I like how our guys were able to maintain their discipline," said head coach Kevin Dineen.

Sweden got on the board with 9:03 to go in the second period, scoring just seconds into a man advantage after Daniel Audette was sent to the box for slashing. Defenceman Gustav Forsling got his stick on a hard shot from the point by Daniel Muzito Bagenda, deflecting it just enough to slip past Canadian goalie Mason McDonald to cut the lead to 2-1. 

But the usually disciplined Swedes weren’t able to get back in the game, and late in the period a checking from behind penalty and game misconduct to forward Adrian Kempe hurt any chance to mount a comeback. 

"We really didn't come out to play in the first period and in this kind of game that's just unnaceptable," said Swedish captain Gustaf Franzen.

Canada will have its second game against Germany on Saturday, while Sweden will have another tough matchup coming up against Russia. 

Denmark – Finland 1-6 (0-3, 1-2, 0-1)

2014 IIHF U18 World Championship hosts Finland got their gold medal campaign started on the right foot, easily dispatching newly-promoted Denmark 6-1.

Playing in his second U18 tournament, Finnish forward Mikko Rantanen scored a hat trick and earned Best Player honours as the Finns outshot the Danes 41-11. 

Sebastian Moberg, Sebastian Aho, and Kasperi Kapanen rounde out the scoring for Finland, which will be looking to keep the momentum going as it hopes to improve on last year’s bronze medal finish. Forward Jeppe Korsgaard had the lone goal for Denmark. 

Aho opened the scoring 4:21 into the opening period, followed by Rantanen who potted his first to within a minute of each other. Denmark cut the lead to 3-1 early in the second but couldn’t muster and more offence as the Finns rolled to a 6-1 win. 

Denmark will not have much time to rest as it will play against the Czech Republic tomorrow afternoon. On Saturday Finland will take on Switzerland, which earlier in the day upset the United States 4-2.

ADAM STEISS

Three IceDogs selected to Team Canada 


By Bill Potrecz, The Standard 

 Monday, April 7, 2014 3:09:58 EDT PM  
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The Niagara IceDogs will be well represented at the 2014 IIHF Under-18 World Championships.

Goaltender Brent Moran, along with forwards Graham Knott and Brendan Perlini, have been selected to Team Canada and are currently attending training camp in Toronto. The tournament will be held in Lapeenranta and Imatra, Finland April 17-27.

IceDogs coach/general manager Marty Williamson was thrilled to see his trio of charges recognized.

“They (camps) are really good,” Williamson said. “It keeps putting them in the elite group of players and that’s always a good thing.”

Moran and Perlini went to the summer camp last year but did not make the club. It’s Knott’s first selection to the team.

“I was awfully happy Hockey Canada noticed him (Knott),” Williamson said. “He does fly under the radar and does do a lot of little things that you wouldn’t notice unless you paid attention or saw this kid a lot.”

Knott finished his rookie season with eight goals and 22 points in 64 games.

“His stats sure aren’t wowing, but he filled a really good role for us being a first-year guy in the league,” Williamson said. “It’s an unbelievable experience for him.”

Moran finished his second season in the OHL with a 14-19-4 record, 3.85 goals-against average, and .891 save percentage while establishing himself as Niagara’s No. 1 goaltender.

“Mo’s earned it,” Williamson said. “He’s with the same two goalies (Julio Billia of Chicoutimi and Mason McDonald of Charlottetown). They called me today and were raving about Moran after the first couple of days of practice so obviously they are very happy with him.”

Perlini had a breakout season with 34 goals and 71 points in 58 games although he struggled in the playoffs with just one assist in seven games.

The players invited to camp, born in 1996 and 1997, were selected by Hockey Canada head scout Ryan Jankowski, in consultation with head coach Kevin Dineen and assistant coaches Trevor Letowski and Gord Murphy. Jankowski evaluated the players during the 2013-14 season, following them along with numerous other candidates during league play, as well as during the 2013 and 2014 World Under-17 Hockey Challenges.

The camp roster includes eight players from the Western Hockey League, eight from the Ontario Hockey League and six from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. In total, 13 players (three goaltenders, three defencemen and seven forwards) competed at the 2013 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge in Victoriaville and Drummondville, Que., and eight players (two defencemen and six forwards) competed at the 2014 World Under-17 Hockey Challenge in Cape Breton, N.S.

The roster also includes nine players (Sam Bennett, Julio Billia, Clark Bishop, Haydn Fleury, Mason McDonald, Roland McKeown, Brayden Point, Jake Virtanen and Spencer Watson) who helped Canada’s National Men’s Summer Under-18 Team win the gold medal at the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka tournament in the Czech Republic and Slovakia last summer.

Hockey Canada has invited select under-age players that will travel to Finland and play in pre-competition games to get added experience playing international competition, before returning to Canada prior to the start of the world championship. Players that have been eliminated from the CHL playoffs will be added to complete the roster for the tournament.

Canada will play two pre-tournament games before the IIHF Ice Hockey U18 World Championship, April 11 against Finland and April 14 against Denmark. Canada opens the tournament April 17 against Sweden.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca

twitter@BillPStandard
Bennett, Snuggerud top Central Scouting rankings  14 

THE SPORTS XCHANGE

First posted:  Tuesday, April 08, 2014 11:43 AM EDT  | Updated:  Tuesday, April 08, 2014 12:00 PM EDT  

Kingston Frontenacs centre Samuel Bennett went wire to wire this season as NHL Central Scouting's top-ranked prospect.

Bennett is No. 1 on the final list of the top draft-eligible skaters in North America, holding the spot he held when mid-term rankings were released in January.

Central Scouting released its final rankings Tuesday of top North American and European skaters and goalies.

Bennett (6-0, 178) is a left-handed shooter and was compared by NHL.com to Doug Gilmour. Bennett had 36 goals, 55 assists, 91 points and a rating of plus-34.

The Ontario Hockey League's Eastern Conference Coaches Poll named him the smartest player, best playmaker and best stick-handler and ranked him third among best defensive forwards.

SEE THE ENTIRE LIST HERE

"There are guys who elevate their game when it matters most, and you're looking to project which players will do that consistently at the next level," NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr said. "The guys we have at the top all are in that mold, but when we look at Sam Bennett we see a guy who could potentially have a Jonathan Toews type of career."

The top-ranked American-born prospect, Alex Tuch (Baldwinsville, N.Y.) of the United States National Team Development Program under-18 team in the USHL, was ranked No. 12. Tuch (6-3, 213) had 28 goals and 60 points. He is a Boston College recruit.

At No. 42, Luc Snuggerud of Eden Prairie High School in Minnesota is the top-ranked US high school player. Snuggerud (6-foot, 180), earned the 2014 Reed Larson Award as the top senior boys' high school hockey defenceman in Minnesota and had 19 goals and 108 points in 81 career games. Snuggerud committed to the University of Nebraska-Omaha for 2014-15.

Boston College freshman Thatcher Demko is the top-ranked American goaltender.
Union beats Minnesota 7-4 to win NCAA hockey title

Sunday, 04.13.2014 / 12:27 AM / On Campus

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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PHILADELPHIA -- The best defensemen in Philadelphia Flyers history -- Joe Watson, Mark Howe, Eric Desjardins, Chris Pronger -- have one thing in common: All were drafted and developed by other teams prior to coming to the Flyers.

Could Shayne Gostisbehere be the player that changes all that?

A 2012 third-round pick (No. 78), Gostisbehere had a brilliant goal and two assists to lead Union College to a 7-4 win against the University of Minnesota on Saturday in the NCAA championship game.

 Union College Dutchmen celebrate their win against the Minnesota Golden Gophers during the 2014 NCAA Division I Men's Hockey Championship Game. (Photo: Getty Images)

Gostisbehere was a plus-7 with five shots on goal, was part of a penalty-killing unit that stopped the Gophers on three of its four power plays and was on the ice in the final seconds to help protect the lead. He was named the Most Outstanding Player of the Frozen Four.

"He's a big-time player and this is the biggest game of our lives and he really stepped up," Union captain Mat Bodie said. "He's the motor [Saturday] that really got us going."

Gostisbehere's offensive gifts are obvious, but it's his improved defensive play that has the Flyers excited. His play on the penalty kill was big, as was his blocked shot with less than two minutes remaining in regulation and his team protecting a 5-4 lead. The puck went to Bodie, who started the play that led to Kevin Sullivan's goal to ice the game.

"His game has developed as more of a rounded game now," Flyers director of scouting Chris Pryor told NHL.com. "He pays more attention to the defensive side of the puck and his defensive responsibilities. Plus he brings the offensive side of his game. He's become a more well-rounded player the last couple years."

Gostisbehere said the credit for his defensive improvement goes to the coaching staff, especially assistant coach Jason Tapp.

"They've worked with me every day for the last three years on the defensive side of my game," he said. "They really improved that aspect of my game and I can't thank them enough. Coach Tapp, going the extra ice with him and doing whatever I could to get better with the defensive side."

Union coach Rick Bennett said it's easy to be a good teacher when the pupil is as willing as Gostisbehere.

"He's a willing guy when he gets out there," Bennett said. "He practices so hard, and games are almost sometimes easy for him because he practices so hard."

While that blocked shot was important, the lasting memory of Gostisbehere will be his play to score Union's first goal. With the Dutchmen trailing 1-0 on Justin Kloos' goal 2:37 into the game, Gostisbehere picked up the puck on the Union side of the red line and slalomed his way through the Minnesota skaters. As he crossed the Gophers' blue line he wired a shot between the legs of Minnesota's Justin Holl and past goalie Adam Wilcox at 9:26.

Then late in the period he set up the go-ahead goal when his pass through the offensive zone found Eli Lichtenwald, who beat Wilcox to give Union a 3-2 lead.

"He's a special player," Minnesota coach Don Lucia said. "I helped out with the [United States] World Juniors two years ago out in Lake Placid. I had heard he was a pretty good player but I hadn't seen him. When we were out there, it was like this guy is a serious talent. He's a special player, and he kind of controlled the game back there. In my opinion he was the best player on the ice."

The only thing that working against Gostisbehere is his size. He's listed at 5-foot-11 and 160 pounds by the Flyers, while Union has him weighing 170. But Gostisbehere is 20 years old, meaning he's got time to add muscle. The Flyers are willing to wait for his size to catch up to his abilities.

"He's exciting to watch," Pryor said. "He's got offensive flair to his game that you just don't teach. Some kids have it and some kids play a different style game. He has that knack for finding holes, jumping up with the play and seeing things from an offensive standpoint, which is a unique ability from his standpoint. It's exciting to watch."

It also was exciting for Union fans, who celebrated the school's first men's hockey championship since the program moved to Division I in 1991. It also was the first NCAA title of any kind by the school since the men's lacrosse team shared the 1929 title with Navy.

Bodie, Lichtenwald, Sullivan, Daniel Ciampini and Max Novak each had a goal and an assist and goalie Colin Stevens made 36 saves. Bodie and Stevens joined Gostisbehere on the All-Tournament team.

Taylor Cammarata and Kloos each had a goal and an assist and Sam Warning and Hudson Fasching scored for Minnesota. Wilcox stopped 41 shots. Warning and forward Kyle Rau also were named to the All-Tournament team.

The game turned for Union in a span of 1:54 late in the first period, when Mike Vecchione, Lichtenwald and Ciampini scored to turn a 2-1 deficit into a 4-2 lead.

Vecchione started the run at 15:09 when he capped a flurry of shots from in close by the Dutchmen by lifting his third chance over Wilcox from just outside the crease. Fifty-seven seconds later Lichtenwald scored the go-ahead goal after his initial shot was blocked by Kloos. Then 57 seconds after that, Ciampini scored at 17:03 after another flurry of shots from in close.

"All three of those goals were pack of wolves goals where guys were on net, and second and third chances," Bodie said. "I think that's probably one of the biggest staples of our team all year."

Minnesota was drained by Union's offensive avalanche.

"It just got away from us," Kloos said. "We hung our goalie to dry. He's been our best player all year, and for us to put him through that was kind of disappointing. I think we just made mental mistakes."

Cammarata, a 2013 third-round pick (No. 76) of the New York Islanders, scored off his own rebound 1:13 into the second to get the Gophers within a goal at 4-3, but Novak finished a give-and-go with Sullivan at 5:31 of the third period to push Union's lead to 5-3.

Minnesota again got within one when Fasching, a Buffalo Sabres prospect, won a battle in the crease to get to the rebound of a Travis Boyd shot and shove it past Stevens with 3:40 left in regulation. But then Gostisbehere started the play that led to Sullivan's goal with 1:22 left, and Bodie capped the scoring by hitting the empty net with 44.2 seconds left.

While Gostisbehere celebrated with his teammates after the game, the Flyers' brass enjoyed the moment as well.

Gostisbehere hopes to become a full-time player at Wells Fargo Center at some point; right now the college junior said a professional career is something he's "not really thinking about."

The Flyers also aren't concerned, but know Gostisbehere will be a big part of their future, whenever that future arrives.

"He can make plays, he can skate, he can shot the puck," Pryor said. "Those things are attributes that are going to give him a real good opportunity. Who's to say when that's opportunity is going to come? It's going to come from Shayne and the development side. But he's got some things that you just don't teach. It's attractive from an NHL standpoint.

"Time and patience are going to be a big factor [and] we have both of those. We're excited."

Follow Adam Kimelman on Twitter: @NHLAdamK
What an amazing game that was! As a Rangers fan, all I can say is that I hope Philly doesn't bring up Gostisbehere to play in their series with the Rangers next week! That kid is one of the best college hockey players I've ever seen. Silky smooth, amazing skater, guts galore, and a flare for the dramatic. Philly is going to love this kid in the coming years.

Aittokallio working hard to reach NHL goal

 April 9, 2014
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by Doug Plagens || AHL On The Beat Archive

Finland is not the largest country in the world by any means, but the hockey-loving nation of just over 5 million people continues to churn out all-world players at an incredible rate with one specific position coming to mind: goaltenders. 

Second-year Lake Erie Monsters goalie and Colorado Avalanche prospect Sami Aittokallio hopes to be the next in a line of very successful Finnish backstoppers in North America, a list that includes former AHL All-Stars Miikka Kiprusoff, Tuukka Rask, Pekka Rinne and Kari Lehtonen, just to name a handful. 

But what is it about Finland and goalies? 

“One part is the goalie coaching we have there,” said Aittokallio, who played his first National Hockey League game on Apr. 9, 2013, and has skated in one game for the Avalanche this season. “We have coaches from the time we’re about 10, and they help us get better every day. And our nature, we’re always a bit calm, and I think that’s good for a goalie.” 

Aittokallio’s hockey journey took him from Finland to Cleveland for last season, and after his first go-round in the American Hockey League, his NHL debut, and being familiarized with his second home on the shores of Lake Erie, Aittokallio knew this season would bring a level of comfort to his hockey quest. He also knew he could benefit from some of the new faces within the Avalanche organization. 

First-year executive vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic and new head coach Patrick Roy brought loads of energy to the Avalanche, but beyond the two former players who helped give the fans of Denver multiple championships, a new goalie coaching staff was also in place. The 21-year-old Aittokallio began working with new Avalanche goalie coach Francois Allaire in training camp, and has worked extensively with Monsters goalie coach Jean-Ian Filiatrault this season. 

“My Finnish goalie coach actually knew how they like to teach their style, so we practiced that a little bit last summer,” said Aittokallio, who was drafted by Colorado in the fourth round (107th overall) in 2010. “Both of those guys, they know so much. When you look at who Francois has coached, there are so many great goalies who have had success. I want to believe that if I practice their way, I can be there someday.” 

Observing others who have played the position has been important to Aittokallio over the years. Growing up as a young goalie in Finland, Aittokallio spent a great time of time watching the best netminders from across the globe, including Roy. 

“Roy, [Martin] Brodeur, all the goalies; I love to watch all the goalies, and I didn’t just have one favorite. I wanted to get new things from everyone, and try to find what works for me,” Aittokallio said. “When I watched [Dominik] Hasek, he didn’t even have a style, but he always got behind the puck, and you always need to get behind the puck.” 

Today, Aittokallio finds himself as part of a very talented group of goalies throughout the Colorado organization, along with fellow second-year Monsters netminder Calvin Pickard. Knowing what it’s like to man the crease in an NHL game, Aittokallio is excited for the next opportunity, but knows that getting to the highest level is always a challenge. 

“This year, the [Avalanche] goalies have been so good. [Semyon Varlamov] has been unreal, [Jean-Sebastien Giguere] has been really good and now they have [Reto] Berra as well,” said Aittokallio, whose list of requirements to get to the NHL remains simple: “Work hard and play well.” 

Colorado Avalanche director of AHL operations David Oliver has witnessed the development of Aittokallio first-hand over the last two seasons, and has been impressed with the young goalies overall character. 

“It’s almost easy to forget he’s so young because he’s so mature beyond his years and because of how fundamentally he plays the position,” said Oliver. “With a lot of goalies, the development curve can take five years, and he’s positioning himself to take a big leap next year based on how he’s played the last couple months.” 

Oliver also gives Aittokallio credit for his ability to deal with adversity. An injury sustained in practice held Aittokallio out of the lineup for the end of February and the first three weeks of March. 

“Everyone goes through some adversity, especially in the early part of their careers. The way he handled things speaks volumes about him,” said Oliver, who notes that Aittokallio was playing some of his best hockey at the time of the injury. 

“Injuries are part of the game, and they can make you stronger at the end of the day if you’re able to persevere,” said Lake Erie head coach Dean Chynoweth. 

Like anyone else, when Aittokallio’s not “working,” he likes to wind down at home. Away from the rink, he loves his sushi, plays video games, and has gotten back into an old hobby this season. 

“You’re at the rink probably four hours a day, and the rest of the time, you’re at your apartment,” Aittokallio said. “I used to play guitar when I was a kid, and I started it again this year. I went and bought an acoustic guitar.” 

But as an NHL hopeful, Aittokallio remembers each day what his job in the AHL is, and what his goals are. 

“Every day you’re on the ice, [the NHL] has to be in the back of your mind, and you have to work hard,” Aittokallio said. 

The Monsters staff recognizes that Aittokallio is working toward his ultimate goal. 

“He certainly has a will to make it to the National Hockey League, and I think he’s taking the right steps,” Oliver said. 

“Sami’s strength is he’s very technically sound, and that’s why at times he looks so calm and cool in there. I know he’s had an adjustment with the schedule and level of play; being a pro, he has done a good job getting himself prepared,” said Chynoweth.
Schmidt stays in Worcester to turn pro

 April 11, 2014
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by Carly Grimaudo || AHL On The Beat Archive

Debuting as a professional hockey player is an opportunity that only a select few acquire following the close of their collegiate careers. Ambitious hopefuls will fly across the country, and even the world, to strange unfamiliar places to step on the ice and swap out their amateur identity for a professional one. 

After finalizing contracts, the next steps usually require packing bags, telling college professors they’ll be taking an indeterminable hiatus and receiving best wishes from college teammates and coaches. 

Luckily for former Holy Cross standout Adam Schmidt, the only packing he had to do was brown-bagging a lunch before hopping in his car for a 2.3-mile trip down to the DCU Center, where he made the switch from Holy Cross Crusader to Worcester Shark. 

Like many aspiring hockey players, the 23-year-old Warrington, Pa., native has always dreamed of playing hockey at the professional level. 

“Going through juniors and coming into Holy Cross, I knew I wanted to play professionally; it was always a goal of mine growing up,” said Schmidt. “I wanted to make it work and find a way to try and play after college, especially to sign after the year. It’s been ideal signing in Worcester and being able to play here.” 

Prior to signing an amateur tryout with the Sharks on Mar. 20, Schmidt completed four years on the Holy Cross hockey team where he played in an all-time record setting 151 games and totaled 112 career points (52 goals, 60 assists), ranking him ninth in the all-time Division I records at the school. Schmidt is also the 11th player in the school’s Division I history to reach 100 points and belongs to an elite group of just 10 Division I Holy Cross players to have earned 20 points or more in each of their four seasons. 

While Schmidt’s priorities as a senior assistant captain remained fully on taking the Crusaders as far as possible during playoffs, once they were knocked out by Mercyhurst in the Atlantic Hockey conference’s quarterfinals, he was able to shift gears and start thinking about professional hockey and the Sharks. 

“I was completely focused on Holy Cross hockey during the year,” Schmidt said. “I didn’t pursue going pro until after the season.” 

Though Schmidt only had one conversation with Worcester head coach Roy Sommer between the time his collegiate career ended and when he signed as a Shark, he did get to know another Sommer beforehand. With the Sharks coach’s son Castan a sophomore on Holy Cross, Schmidt played two full years with him as a teammate and admitted that playing with Castan aided his transition into playing for his father. 

“It makes it a lot easier,” he said. “It’s a lot easier during practice just knowing him, and even after just being able to talk to him without having to be nervous with a new coach.” 

For Schmidt, familiarity in his professional debut didn’t end with his new coach. Playing a sport he loves in a city where he’s lived for almost four years has been monumental in shaping his overall experience, especially on his opening night. 

“When I played my first game, being able to have everybody there supporting and to have a crowd was a lot of fun,” said Schmidt. “It was wild. I remember I hopped on for my first shift, the puck was dumped in and I just heard everyone yelling so I skated as fast as I could to the corner. Everyone was going nuts, it was so much fun.” 

Wearing number 26 in his two-game weekend debut for Worcester, Schmidt combined for six shots, with three in each game, and stirred up some offensive motions for the Sharks. 

“He played pretty well the first game, but looked a bit nervous,” Sommer noted. “He made some more plays the second game after he got more comfortable out there.” 

His first-game jitters were prevalent, but they were significantly curbed by knowing his family, Holy Cross teammates and close friends were in the stands cheering and raising signs plastered with “#26 is my hero.” 

“I was still pretty nervous the first couple of shifts, but just having people there supporting me and knowing that all my friends and family were there made it a lot more fun,” he noted. “The support made it easier for me to settle down and realize that I’m playing hockey, which is something I’ve been doing my whole life.” 

Not only did staying in Worcester enhance Schmidt’s on-ice debut, it defined his off-ice experiences as new professional as well. 

“It’s nice just to wake up in my own bed every day and put on clothes from my own closet,” he said. “Keeping the same routine going and just knowing the area too makes it so much more comfortable. Driving to and from practice in my own car, being able to cook meals in my own kitchen after practices and coming back to school to hang out with everybody and still see my friends helps a lot.” 

Following a professional debut, players are typically congratulated and asked about their experience as a whole upon their return, but for Schmidt it’s an everyday occurrence. Whenever he steps on campus for class or grabs a quick meal from Holy Cross’ dining facilities, good friends and acquaintances alike, constantly want to know about his time as a Shark. 

“It’s a daily thing now that whenever I walk around people say, ‘Good to see you,’ ‘I heard about the game,’ or ‘Good job,’” said Schmidt. “It’s really special to have the support that I do with everybody complimenting me and wishing me good luck.” 

Another unique facet of Schmidt remaining in Worcester is that fact that he can maintain his identity as a student-athlete, but he’s now flipped the label to athlete-student instead. 

“Though I’m playing and focusing on hockey, I still have to make sure I do all of my schoolwork,” he said. “We finish practice pretty early so I usually have a lot of my day to do work. At Holy Cross, my lifestyle was designed to focus on school first and then hockey, both in a sense of schedule and priority, but now that’s switched since hockey comes first in my day and focus as a Shark.” 

While he wears a new jersey with a new number, dresses in a locker room with new teammates and plays at an entirely new level, much else has remained the same for Schmidt in his transition from amateur to professional. Seeing familiar faces in the stands at games, waking up in his own bed every morning, going to dinner with his parents after every home game and continuing as a student at Holy Cross has added to his professional experience and facilitated it. 

“I don’t think my debut would have been nearly as special if I wasn’t at the DCU Center, at home on a Saturday night with all of my friends and family there,” he said. “Obviously playing as a professional is really special either way, but having my family, all of my friends, my team and my Holy Cross coach here along the way; I mean it’s just an awesome overall experience.” 

When Schmidt previously skated the local DCU Center ice for fun one afternoon with Castan Sommer in their Holy Cross-issued gear, he never imagined he’d have the opportunity to step on it for a second time wearing a Worcester Sharks sweater as a member of the American Hockey League. Though Schmidt’s identities switched from Crusader to Shark and from college player to professional, his surroundings and support in the city of Worcester remain the same.

First, Second Team AHL All-Stars named

 April 10, 2014

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. … The American Hockey League announced today the 2013-14 AHL First and Second All-Star Teams, as voted by AHL coaches, players and media in each of the league’s 30 member cities. 

2013-14 AHL First All-Star Team 

Goaltender - Jake Allen, Chicago Wolves (49gp, 30-16-3, 2.09gaa, .926sv%, 6so) 

Defense - T.J. Brennan, Toronto Marlies (70gp, 22+44=66pts., 12 PPG, 4 GWG) 

Defense - Adam Clendening, Rockford IceHogs (70gp, 12+44=56pts., +7, 19 PP pts.) 

Left Wing - Mike Hoffman, Binghamton Senators (51gp, 30+37=67pts., +11, 12 PPG) 

Center - Travis Morin, Texas Stars (62gp, 31+50=81pts., +13, 10 PPG) 

Right Wing - Colton Sceviour, Texas Stars (54gp, 32+31=63pts., +11, 13 PPG, 6 GWG) 

2013-14 AHL Second All-Star Team 

Goaltender - Petr Mrazek, Grand Rapids Griffins (30gp, 22-7-1, 2.03gaa, .927sv%, 3so) 

Defense - Adam Almquist, Grand Rapids Griffins (69gp, 4+48=52pts., +9, 27 PP pts.) 

Defense - Brad Hunt, Oklahoma City Barons (62gp, 11+38=49pts., +9, 9 PPG) 

Left Wing - Zach Boychuk, Charlotte Checkers (65gp, 35+35=70pts., 17 PPG, 4 GWG) 

Center - Andy Miele, Portland Pirates (65gp, 27+42=69pts., 33 PP pts.) 

Right Wing - Spencer Abbott, Toronto Marlies (64gp, 17+52=69pts., +10, 9 PPG) 

Each All-Star Team member will receive a custom-designed crystal award in recognition of his selection to the 2013-14 AHL First and Second All-Star Teams. 

2013-14 AHL First All-Star Team 

Jake Allen Jake Allen, Goaltender (Chicago Wolves): 

 After earning a spot on the NHL All-Rookie Team following a 15-game stint with St. Louis in 2012-13, Jake Allen has solidified himself as one of the game’s top goaltending prospects with a standout year with the Chicago Wolves. The Blues’ second-round pick in the 2008 draft is 30-16-3 in 49 AHL appearances this season, leading the league in wins, shutouts (6) and minutes played (2,958) while ranking second in goals-against average (2.09) and save percentage (.926). The 23-year-old native of Fredericton, N.B., represented Chicago at the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic. 

T.J. Brennan T.J. Brennan, Defense (Toronto Marlies): 

 Toronto’s T.J. Brennan has had one of the most prolific offensive seasons by an AHL defenseman in recent history, earning him his first career appearance on a postseason All-Star team. Brennan’s 22 goals are the most by a blueliner in the AHL since 2002-03, and his 66 points rank second on the North Division champion Marlies. Brennan, who began the season with 10 points – including two hat tricks – in his first three games, also leads AHL defensemen with 12 power-play goals and four game-winners and ranks first overall with 249 shots on goal. A 25-year-old native of Willingboro, N.J., Brennan was originally a second-round draft pick by Buffalo in 2008. 

Adam Clendening Adam Clendening, Defense (Rockford IceHogs): 

 A Second Team All-Star selection as a rookie in 2012-13, Rockford’s Adam Clendening was voted to the First Team this year, becoming the first AHL defenseman to make a postseason All-Star Team in each of his first two pro seasons since Dan Boyle in 1999 and 2000. Clendening ranks second among rearguards with 44 assists and 56 points and is leading the IceHogs in scoring while appearing in 70 of the team’s 71 games to date. A 21-year-old from Wheatfield, N.Y., Clendening was a second-round choice by the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. 

Mike Hoffman Mike Hoffman, Left Wing (Binghamton Senators): 

 Coming back after missing half of last season due to injury, Mike Hoffman was three points off the AHL scoring lead at the time of his most recent recall to Ottawa on Feb. 23 and still ranks tied for fourth in goals (30) and tied for sixth in points (67) in 51 games with Binghamton despite spending the past six weeks in the NHL. Hoffman tallied 19 multiple-point games on the year, including a four-goal effort on Jan. 29 at Worcester. A 24-year-old native of Kitchener, Ont., Hoffman has two goals and two assists in 22 NHL games with Ottawa this season as well. 

Travis Morin Travis Morin, Center (Texas Stars): 

 Seventh-year pro Travis Morin had a breakout season in 2013-14, and currently leads the AHL with 81 points (31 goals, 50 assists) in 62 games for Texas – nearly doubling his 44-point output from a year ago. The CCM/AHL Player of the Month in both October and January, Morin began the season on a 10-game scoring streak and has not looked back, going without a point in consecutive games on just four occasions all year. The Brooklyn Park, Minn., has also appeared in four games with Dallas this season and picked up an assist for his first career NHL point. 

Colton Sceviour Colton Sceviour, Right Wing (Texas Stars):

 Texas right wing Colton Sceviour has notched 32 goals and 63 points for the Stars this season, both career highs for the fifth-year pro. The franchise’s all-time leader in games played (348) has scored 13 power-play goals and six game-winning tallies, and also leads all AHL forwards with 228 shots on goal. The 24-year-old native of Red Deer, Alta., has added seven goals and four assists in 24 NHL games with Dallas in 2013-14. 

2013-14 AHL Second All-Star Team 

Petr Mrazek Petr Mrazek, Goaltender (Grand Rapids Griffins): 

 After leading Grand Rapids to a Calder Cup championship as a rookie in 2012-13, Petr Mrazek earns a Second Team AHL All-Star nod this season as he completes another stellar campaign. Mrazek has made 30 appearances with the Griffins and posted a record of 22-7-1 – including separate winning streaks of nine and eight games – and leads the AHL in both goals-against average (2.03) and save percentage (.927). A 22-year-old native of Ostrava, Czech Republic, and a 2010 draft pick by Detroit, Mrazek has also played eight NHL games this season with the Red Wings. 

Adam Almquist Adam Almquist, Defense (Grand Rapids Griffins): 

 In his second season of play in North America, Adam Almquist leads all AHL defensemen with 48 assists and ranks third with 52 points in 69 games for Grand Rapids, including a team-best 27 points on the power play. Almquist’s play at both ends has helped the Griffins maintain one of the top-ranked defenses in the league, allowing a Western Conference-low 2.43 goals per game. Almquist, a 23-year-old from Jonkoping, Sweden, was drafted by Detroit in 2009 and made his NHL debut with the Red Wings this season, recording one goal in two games. 

Brad Hunt Brad Hunt, Defense (Oklahoma City Barons):

 Second-year pro Brad Hunt has 11 goals and 38 assists for 49 points in 62 games with Oklahoma City this season, notching more points in a Barons uniform than any other player in 2013-14. Hunt, who signed his first NHL contract with Edmonton last offseason, has picked up his play in the second half with 31 points and a plus-9 rating in his last 28 games, helping the Barons make a push towards the Calder Cup Playoffs. The 25-year-old native of Ridge Meadows, B.C., made his NHL debut with the Oilers on Jan. 3 and appeared in three contests. 

Zach Boychuk Zach Boychuk, Left Wing (Charlotte Checkers): 

 A year after bouncing among three different NHL organizations, Zach Boychuk has had a standout 2013-14 campaign with Charlotte, leading the AHL with 35 goals and ranking second with 70 points while skating in 65 games for the Checkers. The CCM/AHL Player of the Month for March, Boychuk is also first in the league with 17 power-play goals and has contributed one goal and three assists in 10 NHL matches with Carolina. A 24-year-old native of Airdrie, Alta., Boychuk was the 14th overall pick by the Hurricanes in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft. 

Andy Miele Andy Miele, Center (Portland Pirates): 

 Currently tied for third in the league in scoring, third-year pro Andy Miele has established career highs with 27 goals, 42 assists and 69 points in 65 games for Portland in 2013-14, earning selection as a Second Team AHL All-Star. Miele, a Grosse Pointe Woods, Mich., native who won the Hobey Baker Award in 2011 as a senior at Miami University, has registered nine power-play goals, one shorthanded tally and two game-winners for the Pirates this season, and has picked up two assists – his first career NHL points – in seven games with Phoenix as well. 

Spencer Abbott Spencer Abbott, Right Wing (Toronto Marlies): 

Spencer Abbott began his second pro season by recording a point in 13 consecutive games and has gone on to more than double his offensive production from a year ago, leading the AHL with 52 assists and sitting tied for third with 69 points in 64 games for Toronto. The 25-year-old from Hamilton, Ont., originally signed with the Maple Leafs in 2012 after four seasons at the University of Maine, and made his NHL debut with the Leafs on Oct. 5.

2013-14 AHL All-Rookie Team announced

 April 9, 2014

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. … The American Hockey League has announced the 2013-14 AHL All-Rookie Team, as voted by coaches, players and media in each of the league’s 30 member cities. 

2013-14 AHL All-Rookie Team (stats through Apr. 8) 

Goaltender - Joni Ortio, Abbotsford Heat (34gp, 24-8-0, 2.37gaa, .924vs%, 2so) 

Defenseman - Brenden Kichton, St. John’s IceCaps (71gp, 10+35=45pts., +5, 3 GWG) 

Defenseman - Ryan Sproul, Grand Rapids Griffins (70gp, 10+21=31pts., 4 PPG, 2 GWG) 

Forward - Curtis McKenzie, Texas Stars (70gp, 22+38=60pts., 9 PPG, 4 GWG) 

Forward - Teemu Pulkkinen, Grand Rapids Griffins (67gp, 30+25=55pts., +18, 9 PPG, 2 GWG) 

Forward - Ryan Strome, Bridgeport Sound Tigers (37gp, 13+36=49pts., +16, 21 PP pts.) 

Each player will receive a custom-designed crystal award in recognition of his selection to the 2013-14 AHL All-Rookie Team. 

Previous selections to the annual AHL All-Rookie Team include Zdeno Chara (1998), J.S. Giguere (1998), Marc Savard (1998), Daniel Briere (1998), Dan Boyle (1999), Cory Sarich (1999), Barret Jackman (2002), Ron Hainsey (2002), Jason Spezza (2003), Brad Boyes (2003), Cam Ward (2005), Thomas Vanek (2005), Rene Bourque (2005), Kevin Bieksa (2005), Jimmy Howard (2006), Dan Girardi (2006), Mike Green (2006), Jaroslav Halak (2007), Troy Brouwer (2007), Ryan Callahan (2007), Bobby Ryan (2008), Teddy Purcell (2008), Brian Boyle (2008), Alex Goligoski (2008), Nathan Gerbe (2009), Justin Abdelkader (2009), John Carlson (2010), P.K. Subban (2010), Logan Couture (2010), Lars Eller (2010), Eddie Lack (2011), Brendan Smith (2011), Gustav Nyquist (2012), Tyler Johnson (2012), Cory Conacher (2012), Justin Schultz (2013), Sami Vatanen (2013), Jason Zucker (2013) and Tyler Toffoli (2013). 

2013-14 AHL All-Rookie Team 

Joni Ortio Joni Ortio, Goaltender (Abbotsford Heat):

 In his first full season of pro hockey in North America, Joni Ortio has helped the Abbotsford Heat return to the Calder Cup Playoffs on the strength of a 24-8-0 record in 34 appearances. After winning his first nine decisions of the season, Ortio has gone on to rank sixth in the league in victories, third in save percentage (.924) and eighth in goals-against average (2.37). The 22-year-old native of Turku, Finland, was a 2009 draft choice by Calgary and made his NHL debut with the Flames this season, going 4-4-0 in nine appearances with the parent club. 

Brenden Kichton Brenden Kichton, Defense (St. John’s IceCaps):

 Drafted by the Winnipeg Jets in 2013, defenseman Brenden Kichton made his pro debut in 2013-14 and has been the AHL’s top-scoring rookie blueliner all season, showing 10 goals and 35 assists for 45 points while skating in all 71 games for St. John’s to date. Kichton, who had a pair of five-game scoring streaks this season, represented the host IceCaps at the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic at Mile One Centre and was named the CCM/AHL Rookie of the Month for January. The 21-year-old native of Edmonton, Alta., played five junior seasons at Spokane (WHL). 

Ryan Sproul Ryan Sproul, Defense (Grand Rapids Griffins):

 A second-round draft choice by Detroit in 2011, Ryan Sproul has stepped into the Grand Rapids lineup this season and has contributed at both ends of the ice. His 10 goals and 31 points are both tied for second among all rookie defensemen in the AHL, and he has helped solidify a Griffins defense that ranks second in the league allowing just 2.43 goals per game on the year. Sproul, a 21-year-old native of Mississauga, Ont., was the Canadian Major Junior Defenseman of the Year playing for Sault Ste. Marie (OHL) last season. 

Curtis McKenzie Curtis McKenzie, Forward (Texas Stars):

 The top-scoring rookie in the AHL, Curtis McKenzie has notched 22 goals and 38 assists for 60 points in 70 games for the league-leading Texas Stars. The CCM/AHL Rookie of the Month for December has registered 15 multiple-point games, and he tied a franchise record with four assists in one contest on Jan. 17 at Charlotte. McKenzie also has 32 power-play points on the year – most among AHL rookies – helping the Stars to the top-ranked unit in the league. A 23-year-old native of Golden, B.C., McKenzie was drafted by the Dallas Stars in 2009 and played four seasons at Miami University. 

Teemu Pulkkinen Teemu Pulkkinen, Forward (Grand Rapids Griffins):

 After appearing in 14 playoff games and helping Grand Rapids to a Calder Cup title last spring, Teemu Pulkkinen has shined during his first pro season in North America, leading the defending champs with 30 goals and 55 points in 67 games. Among AHL rookies, Pulkkinen, a 22-year-old native of Vantaa, Finland, ranks first in goals, third in points and first in plus/minus with his plus-18 rating. Pulkkinen was selected by Detroit in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft, and made his NHL debut with the Red Wings this season skating in three games. 

Ryan Strome Ryan Strome, Forward (Bridgeport Sound Tigers):

Ryan Strome is still Bridgeport’s team leader in assists (36), points (49) and plus/minus (+16) despite appearing in just 37 games for the Sound Tigers, who had a .568 points percentage (19-14-1-3) with Strome in the lineup but have gone 8-22-1-3 (.294) without him. Strome, who won back-to-back CCM/AHL Player of the Week awards and was the league’s Rookie of the Month for November, had a point in 10 consecutive AHL games over one stretch and played in the 2014 AHL All-Star Classic. The fifth overall pick in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Strome also has five goals and 11 assists in 34 NHL games for the New York Islanders this season.

WHL Notebook: Veterans move on to pro ranks once junior season completed

Dave  Dave LeaderhousePublished on April 10, 2014
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Now that the Western Hockey League playoffs are deep into the second round, more and more players are finding new homes after their junior season comes to an end. The Prince Albert Raiders, for example, have Josh Morrissey with the St. John’s Ice Caps of the American Hockey League while Collin Valcourt is in Abbotsford and Graeme Craig is down in Oklahoma City. The Regina Pats have said good-bye to Morgan Klimchuk (Abbotsford) and Kyle Burroughs (Bridgeport Sound) while the Everett Silvertips also have a trio of players in the professional ranks – Mirco Mueller (Worcester), Joshua Winquist (Oklahoma City) and Jujhar Khaira (Oklahoma City). Tri-City goaltender Eric Comrie is also with the St. John’s Ice Caps and Jesse Zgraggen of the Pats has signed a pro deal to play in Switzerland next year. There are many others who have, or will, move on as teams get eliminated leaving a number of positions open on WHL rosters for next year.

While the Saskatoon Blades didn’t have any players to get attention from the professional level – former Raider defenceman MacKenzie Johnston being the lone exception as he is in Tulsa for the rest of the season – the storied franchise wasted little time in turning a new page as both head coach David Struch and long-time general manager Lorne Molleken were relieved of their duties immediately following the regular season. The Blades have brought in former NHL general manager Craig Button to help find replacements for those roles…The Brandon Wheat Kings received a scare in their first-round sweep of the Regina Pats when scoring star Jayce Hawryluk collapsed following the third game of the series. Hawryluk, who had just netted three goals in the Wheat Kings’ win, was taken to hospital for observation, but was released the next day. It is believed he suffered from dehydration and he was in the line-up when Brandon eliminated Regina with a fourth straight win.

The feel-good story of the last month in the WHL has to be the display of sportsmanship shown by the Calgary Hitmen when the team emptied the bench to shake Kootenay Ice forward Tim Bozon’s hand following a ceremonial face-off prior to a first-round playoff game in Cranbrook. Bozon had been hospitalized for almost a month with meningitis and was making his first public appearance following his release from a Saskatoon hospital. Bozon, who had been in a coma for most of his stay in the hospital, looked frail, but was visibly surprised by the show of support from the rival Hitmen players. Bozon is back home in Switzerland continuing to recover from the illness, but his dilemma took another twist when it was discovered that the health insurance purchased by the Kamloops Blazers and later transferred to Kootenay when he was traded there earlier in the year, expired on Mar. 13 leaving a mountain of medical bills on the table. It is unclear how or who will cover those costs, but there is talk that the league will increase coverage in the future to avoid a similar situation.

Last year when the Everett Silvertips just squeaked into the post-season as the eighth seed in the Western Conference they boldly told fans that if they didn’t finish in at least sixth place this year all season-ticket holders would get a $100 credit for their renewals for the following season. The Silvertips finished in a tie with the Seattle Thunderbirds for fifth place to avoid the costly venture, but now they have renewed the claim that if they don’t finish in fourth place or higher next year, season-ticket holders can expect a $100 deduction on the renewal for the 2015-16 campaign…A total of 53 WHL players have made the final Central Scouting list of draft eligible players for the upcoming NHL entry draft in Philadelphia with Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart leading the way in third place followed closely by Prince Albert’s Leon Draisaitl at No. 4. Draisaitl, the league’s player of the month for March, fell from second place in the mid-season rankings, despite having 19 points in his final eight games to help the Raiders get into a tie-breaker situation to qualify for the playoffs. Reid Gardiner of the Raiders moved up 11 spots to sit 29th overall among North American skaters.

Information for the WHL Notebook is gathered from submissions by the WHL Writer’s Group.
Former Minto Manson inks NHL deal
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Josh Manson, son of Prince Albert Raiders associate coach Dave Manson, carries the puck for the Midget-AAA Prince Albert Mintos in a 2009 SMAAAHL contest against the Tisdale Trojans. Josh inked a two-year entry level deal with the Anaheim Ducks on Monday. Herald file photo. 
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Although he is too young to remember his father’s heyday in the NHL, Josh Manson has been told the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

Josh is the 22-year-old son of Prince Albert Raiders associate coach and former NHL defenceman Dave Manson, who throughout his 16-year NHL career established himself as one of the toughest to ever play the game. 

Dave Manson used his big frame and intimidating presence to make space for himself on the ice as he collected 102 goals and 2,792 penalty minutes with seven NHL clubs.  

Selected 160th overall in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Josh inked a two-year entry-level deal with the Anaheim Ducks on Monday.

Josh said there are many facets of his game that mirror that of his father’s.

“From what I hear we do have some of the same tendencies out there,” Josh said when comparing himself to his father. “I’m not going to go out there to score goals, I know that, so I have to take care of the other side of the game as best I can.”

Like his father, Josh is a native of Prince Albert and played for the Midget-AAA Mintos where as a forward, he tallied 35 points in 40 games in 2009. 

Prior to signing his first professional contract on Monday, Josh developed his game in the NCAA, playing for Northeastern University.

In three seasons with the Hockey East division team, Josh tallied 21 points and 158 penalty minutes.

This season, Josh was awarded the team’s captaincy, leading them to a 19-14-4 record. 

On Monday, Josh packed up his university dorm room and immediately headed out to join the Duck’s American Hockey League affiliate Norfolk Admirals.

As the Admirals make a push for the playoffs, the six-foot-three, 203-pound d-man hopes he can immediately make an impact.

“Hopefully I can step into the lineup over the next little while and help them make a push,” Josh said of joining the Admirals, who currently sit eighth in the AHL’s Eastern Conference with a record of 34-22-9.

Although he is putting it on pause for the time being, Josh still plans to complete his criminal justice degree at Northeastern, a commitment he made to himself and his parents. 

“We decided that if I was going to leave I had to make a commitment to get my degree,” he explained. “I’m going to finish my semester with online classes and I’ll take my senior year over the next few summers.” 

Playing at the college level, Josh not only earned credits towards a degree, but also had the chance to develop as a hockey player at his own pace.

“It was best to let my body grow and fill out a little bit more,” he explained of going the college route rather than the CHL. “Coming out of the WHL you have to be ready to play pro whereas you can play college hockey until you are 24 and that’s exactly what I needed.”

As he takes a major step towards the NHL, Josh said he owes it all to the support of the hockey-mad city of Prince Albert, known as Hockey Town North.

“The Saskatchewan hockey culture is really what did it for me,” Josh said of his drive to become a professional hockey player. “The biggest contributor was living in Prince Albert. Being surround by the hockey culture there made me love the game that much more.”

andrew.schopp@paherald.sk.ca

Raiders season ends as Oil Kings complete sweep
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Published on March 27, 2014

Edmonton Oil Kings forward Mitchell Moroz is sent flying by Prince

Albert Raiders defenceman Sawyer Lange after shovelling the puck

towards goalie Cole Cheveldave late in the first period on Wednesday

evening at the Art Hauser Centre. Herald photo by Perry Bergson
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With high pre-season expectations and projections, the Prince Albert Raiders season came to a disappointing end on Wednesday.

Falling to the Edmonton Oil Kings 6-2 on Wednesday at the Art Hauser Centre, the Raiders were swept in the opening round of the playoffs for a second straight season as the young franchise from Edmonton won a series 4-0 for a fourth time.

In his first season behind the bench, Raiders coach Cory Clouston was proud of his group's battle to get to the post-season.

"Everyone had written us off," Clouston said. "This isn't how we envisioned the season to end but they worked extremely hard."

Putting Raiders keeper Cole Cheveldave to work early, the Oil Kings opened scoring a minute and a half into the game as an awkward bounce off the boards found left wing Tyler Robertson who netted his second of the series.

The Raiders struck back midway through the first period, tying things up after the Oil Kings turned the puck over in their own zone  and centre Reid Gardiner scored his first with a snipe from the hash marks.

The Oil Kings restored the lead in the closing minutes of the first frame as the puck deflected off a body and past Chevedave. Defenceman Cody Corbett was credited with the go-ahead goal, taking a 2-1 lead into the second period.

Just under two minutes into the middle frame, Oil Kings left wing Mitchell Moroz extended his team's lead, but it wouldn't last long as Raiders left wing Craig Leverton put one in from the slot to make it 3-2.  

Clouston's assessment of  Game 4 and the three games proceeding it was that the Raiders failed to make the most of their chances throughout the series.

"You can't let teams as good as Edmonton off the hook," Clouston said. "Their experience probably helped them. It's not easy to win in the playoffs, we had our opportunities in those first three games and we didn't make good on them."

Working on a power play, Moroz tallied his third point of the night, feeding Corbett who gave the Oil Kings a 4-2 lead heading into the third frame.

Moroz kept things going in the third period, handing the Raiders a three-goal deficit a minute and half into the frame after Cheveldave struggled to control of a rebound which the Calgary native tapped in the net.

It was Moroz's second of the night that left the crowd of 2,727 at the Art Hauser Centre on Wednesday with the feeling that the Raiders season had just over 18 minutes of life remaining.

As the clock winded down, the Raiders inched closer and closer to a repeat of last season where they were swept by the Red Deer Rebels in the opening round.

Still, Clouston said this particular group of Raiders is a far cry from the 2013 crop.

"We played our best hockey at the end of the season and last year was probably the opposite," Clouston said. "The result is the same but I think the team is definitely pointed in the right direction and we showed a tremendous amount of character."

With six minute to go, Oil Kings centre Curtis Lazar put the game and the Raiders season on ice with a sixth marker.

Following the final buzzer and the ceremonial handshake between the two teams, the Raiders saluted the crowd as their season drew to a close.

With the 2014 season behind them, all that's left for the Raiders now are the questions of next season's roster.

While the fate of pillars Leon Draisaitl and Josh Morrissey remains uncertain, the Raiders know for sure that overagers Cheveldave, Graeme Craig and Collin Valcourt will not return as they move on to the next stage of their lives.

Upon the conclusion of his final WHL game, Valcourt reflected on his junior career.

"It's been unbelievable," Valcourt said. "Through Spokane giving me a shot when I was 17, getting traded to Saskatoon, playing in the Memorial cup, It's been such an amazing career for me."

Though the Raiders season came to an end on Wednesday, Draisaitl and several other Raiders in their draft year look ahead to the 2014 NHL Entry Draft June 27-28 in Philadelphia.

RAIDERS NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Wednesday were Ryan Coghlan, Brennan Riddle, Matteo Gennaro and Darcy Zaharichuk ... Back in the lineup for the Raiders was defenceman Graeme Craig who missed the first three games of the series due to injury. Craig played with a separated shoulder on Wednesday ... The Raiders entered Wednesday's tilt one-for-eight on the power play while the Oil Kings were two-for-seven ... On Wednesday, former Prince Albert Minto and son of Raiders associate coach Dave Manson, Josh Manson signed a two-year entry level contract with the Anaheim Ducks. The 22-year-old was selected in the sixth round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft playing with Northeastern University in the U.S. ... The Raiders have held the Oil Kings scoreless in three periods throughout the series.

Oil Kings mount late comeback to hand Raiders 3-0 series deficit
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Prince Albert Raiders goaltender Cole Cheveldave tries to grab the

puck after making a save in front of Edmonton Oil Kings forward

Mitchell Moroz and Raiders  defenceman Sawyer Lange and Mackenze

Stewart during first period action in Game 3 at the Art Hauser Centre

on Tuesday evening. Herald photo by Perry Bergson

A late comeback by the Edmonton Oil Kings has the Prince Albert Raiders in a familiar hole.

Just as they were last season around this time, the Raiders are down 3-0 in the first round of the playoffs following a 4-3 loss to the Oil Kings on Tuesday at the Art Hauser Centre.

In a conference quarter-final Game 3 that included 36 total penalty minutes, Raiders coach Cory Clouston thought there should have been just a few more bodies filling the sin bin.

"I thought there were a lot of calls that could have gone in our favour," a clearly frustrated Clouston said of the officiating on Tuesday.  "I'm not sure why they didn't, but they didn't."

The focal point of the Raiders frustration with the officiating was a missed tripping call in the neutral zone in which the Oil Kings took the puck the other way to net the game-winner with two and a half minutes to go in the third period.

It was a tough end to a game that started well for the Raiders.

The Raiders opened scoring on just their fourth shot of the game as centre Jayden Hart wired a wrist shot over the glove of Oil Kings goalie Tristan Jarry midway through the first period.

Just over two minutes later, the Raiders added to the lead as centre Leon Draisaitl stormed behind the Oil Kings goal and deflected a back hand shot off the body of defenceman Griffin Reinhart and into the net.

Hanging onto their first two-goal lead of the series, the Raiders rode the solid play of Cheveldave who stood his ground to render the Oil Kings scoreless in the opening frame for the second straight game, facing 13 shots in the period.

Looking to the overage keeper to carry the load between the pipes in the best-of-seven series, Clouston was pleased with Cheveldave's performance thus far.

"He definitely gave us a chance to win," Clouston said of Cheveldave who turned away 33 shots on Tuesday.

While applying steady pressure in the offensive zone, the Raiders were lights out in their own, holding the Oil Kings to a single shot until just over six minutes into the second period when defenceman Mackenze Stewart took a kneeing penalty to open things up.

On the ensuing power play, the Oil Kings cut into the Raiders lead as left wing Brett Pollock ripped a slap shot from the point past Cheveldave to put his team within one just under eight minutes into the middle frame.

After adding an assist to Pollock's earlier marker, Reinhart tied things up, beating Cheveldave with a wrist shot blocker side on a rush just over a minute before Chance Braid restored the Raiders lead with his first goal of the series.

With the Raiders responding to and containing the Oil Kings attack throughout the night, Clouston felt that his team deserved a better fate.

"I thought we played well enough to win," Clouston said. "It's very frustrating. Our guys worked hard, I'm not sure how to explain the last few minutes, but obviously we didn't finish the deal and they did."

Cheveldave stood on his head to close out the second period, making a series of dazzling saves on his back to carry a 3-2 lead into the third frame.

As the penalties continued to rack up, both teams ran into some penalty trouble simultaneously midway through the third period, treating the sold-out crowd of 2,881 to four-on-four play.

The Oil Kings made the most of the extra space on the ice, tying things up as right wing Edgars Kulda buried a shot top shelf over the shoulder of Cheveldave with six and a half minutes left on the clock.

About four minutes after Kulda's first of the series, Oil Kings centre Riley Kieser netted the game-winner to hand the Raiders a 3-0 series deficit for a second-straight season.

In the first round of last year's WHL playoffs, the Kelowna Rockets won four-straight Eastern Conference quarter-final games against the Seattle Thunderbirds to reach the second round.

Winning three straight games to get into the playoffs, Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey knows it's within his team to replicate the Rocket's 2013 feat.

"In our rink anything can happen," Morrissey said of Game 4. "If we have a crowd like we had tonight and  if we can come out the same way we did tonight and clean up some areas, you win one and it's a whole new series."

The Raiders will be right back at it for Game 4, taking on the Oil Kings on Wednesday at the Art Hauser Centre.

RAIDERS NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Tuesday were Craig Leverton, Tim Vanstone, Brennan Riddle and Graeme Craig ... Craig is sidelined with an upper-body injury ... Overage forward Collin Valcourt leads the Raiders with 36 games of playoff experience. Raiders backstop Cole Cheveldave isn't far behind with 23 WHL playoff contests under his belt ... An eighth-seeded team has never upset the No. 1 seed in the first round of the WHL playoffs ... The Raiders have five players on their roster from the Edmonton area in Dakota Conroy, Jayden Hart, Matteo Gennaro, Darcy Zaharichuk and Brendan Guhle.

Cheveldave makes his case for No. 1 as Raiders prep for Game 3

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 24, 2014
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Edmonton Oil Kings forward Riley Kieser scores on Prince Albert Raiders backstop Cole Cheveldave during the third period of the Edmonton Oil Kings' WHL hockey playoff game against the Prince Albert Raiders at Rexall Place on Sunday. The Oil Kings won Game 2 3-1 to take a 2-0 series lead. Photo by Codie McLachlan/Edmonton Sun/QMI 

With a tap on the shoulder in Game 1 on Saturday, Prince Albert Raiders backstop Cole Cheveldave was granted a golden opportunity to get his net back.

After relinquishing the starter role to Nick McBride in the final weeks of the regular season, Cheveldave stepped into Game 1 of the Raiders opening playoff series with the Edmonton Oil Kings at Rexall Place as a reliever. 

Cheveldave got the call just under 14 minutes into the first period on Saturday after McBride surrendered three goals on nine shots.

Following a 32-save performance in the Raiders 5-3 defeat on Saturday, Cheveldave was handed the reins again for Game 2, a strong sign that he just might be No. 1 between the pipes moving forward.

“I have the ball now and I’m going to roll with it as long as I can,” Cheveldave said following a team meeting on Monday. “Goaltending is all about confidence and having the confidence of my coach and GM is huge for me.”

Prior to the opening round of the WHL playoffs, McBride started eight of the Raiders final 10 regular season games.

After dealing for Cheveldave prior to the 2014 season, giving up prospect Jake Kryski and a first round draft pick, the overage keeper was expected to be the Raiders undisputed starting goaltender.

Starting the season strong, Cheveldave’s role with the team began to slowly decrease following a 2-6 January, where he posted a 3.35 goals-against-average. 

Still, Cheveldave said the frustration of losing the No. 1 job to a rookie was with himself, not McBride or the Raiders coaching staff.

“Of course I would have liked to be in net but he (McBride) was running with it,” Cheveldave said of the 17-year-old who won seven of eight games to lift the Raiders into the playoffs. “As soon as an opportunity came for me to get back in, I’m going to take it.”

The Edmonton Oil Kings step into the Art Hauser for Game 3 on Tuesday with a 2-0 series lead, largly in part to strong goaltending of their own from 18-year-old starter Tristan Jarry.

While Cheveldave has been solid, stopping 61 of 65 shots in the best-of-seven series so far, Jarry has been equal to the task, stopping 52 of 56.

In Game 2 on Sunday, Jarry led the Oil Kings to a 3-1 victory as Cheveldave stood on his head to keep his team in it through two periods of scorless hockey.

Cheveldave said facing Jarry in a pair of goaltending duels to open the series with the Oil Kings has elevated his game. 

“When the other goalie is playing well, I have to boost my game,” Chevledave said of Game 2. “It was a pretty good battle for most of the game, then he (Jarry) came up clutch at the end.” 

Although Cheveldave has done a good job of shutting down the Oil Kings potent scoring trio of forwards Henrik Samuelsson, Curtis Lazar and Mitchell Moroz, he has received very little offensive support. 

The Raiders have scored just four goals through the series’ first two games with markers from Josh Morrissey, Brendan Guhle and a pair by Dakota Conroy.

Cheveldave said the key to getting the puck past Jarry, who finished the 2014 regular season as the league’s leader in goals-against-average, wins and shutouts, will be to put shots and traffic to the net.

No matter his role, Cheveldave and his 22 games of WHL playoff experience will help to guide the Raiders young guns through the totally different game of post-season hockey.

“It’s just a completely different season,” Cheveldave said of playoff hockey. “You have to keep an even keel throughout the entire series. You can’t get to up or down because that’s where things start to go astray in your game plan.”

Cheveldave said he is unsure whether or not he will get the start between the pipes on Tuesday.

Prior to Tuesday’s tilt, the Prince Albert Co-op will be hosting a tailgate party in front of the Art Hauser Centre from 4-6 p.m. 

As of Monday, tickets are still available for Game 3 and can be purchased at the Raiders box office or online at raiderhockey.com. 

The puck drops at 7 p.m.

Raiders fall short in Game 2 goaltending duel

Staff ~ The Prince Albert Daily HeraldPublished on March 23, 2014
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Edmonton Oil Kings centre Henrik Samuelsson can't get the puck past Prince Albert's Cole Cheveldave during the second period of Game 2 of their conference quarter-final series on Sunday at Rexall Place. Photo by Codie McLachlan/Edmonton Sun/QMI Agency

The Prince Albert Raiders were on the losing end of a goaltending duel on Sunday, falling 3-1 to the Edmonton Oil Kings in Game 2 of their conference quarter-final series at Rexall Place.

Both Raiders backstop Cole Cheveldave and Oil Kings keeper Tristan Jarry faced 32 shots with the latter coming out on top, making 31 saves to lift his team to a 2-0 series lead.

Oil Kings defenceman Dysin Mayo's go-ahead goal scored just under 13 minutes into the third period stood as the game-winner as both teams now make their way to Prince Albert for Games 3 and 4.

Raiders rookie goalie Nick McBride started eight of the Raiders last 10 regular season games but in the playoffs so far, Cheveldave has taken the reins between the pipes.

Cheveldave and Jarry battled through two periods of scoreless hockey until exactly 20 seconds into the third period, Raiders centre Dakota Conroy broke things open, scoring the game's opening goal off a wraparound feed from centre Leon Drasaitl.

Following up on a 32-save performance in Game 1 on Saturday, Cheveldave was nothing short of outstanding until about midway through the third period.

Facing just eight shots in the third frame, Cheveldave surrendered a trio of goals within a span of eight minutes to foil what had been an otherwise solid performance in net on Sunday. 

About seven minutes after Conroy's opening goal, Oil Kings centre Riley Kieser tied things up on a power play opportunity, netting his first of the series.

Less than four minutes after Kieser's game-tying marker, Mayo blasted his second of the series past Cheveldave from the slot to give the Oil Kings a 2-1 lead shortly before right wing Luke Bertolucci added an insurance marker less than three minutes later.

Scoreless on a pair of power play opportunties on Sunday, the Raiders poured 11 shots on Jarry in the third period but could not get past the 18-year-old goalie who has stopped 52 of 56 pucks in the series so far.

The Raiders will have a day off to recharge their batteries as they head home to take on the Oil Kings in Game 3 on Tuesday at the Art Hauser Centre.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Saturday were Craig Leverton, Tim Vanstone and Graeme Craig ... Craig remains sidelined with an upper-body injury sustained in a March 8 tilt with the Brandon Wheat Kings. Craig is not likely to return to action this season ... Saturday's Game 1 marked the opening of the first ever playoff series between the Raiders and Oil Kings ... In Game 1 on Saturday, Raiders defenceman Brandan Guhle scored for the first time this season. Guhle entered the playoffs as the only Raider to not find that back of the net during the regular season ... The Raiders have five players on their active roster hailing from Edmonton and surrounding areas.

Former Minto Josh Manson caps strong collegiate season with individual awards

Published on March 23, 2014
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Manson gets individual awards

Daily Herald Staff

Former Prince Albert Minto captain Josh Manson has capped his most successful collegiate season by claiming a pair of individual honours.

Manson, who is in his third year at Northeastern University in Massachusetts, was named the Old-Time Hockey Best Defensive Defenceman along with gaining a spot on the Hockey East second team all-star squad.

Manson played in 30 games with the Huskies this year scoring three goals and collecting seven assists while also posting a plus-12 rating in the plus/minus category. His output this year equalled what he accumulated in 66 games over the previous two seasons at Northeastern.

Prior to going to Northeastern, Manson played two years with the Mintos before heading west for a pair of seasons with Salmon Arm of the British Columbia Junior Hockey League. A sixth-round pick of the Anaheim Ducks in 2011, Manson helped the Huskies post a 19-14-4 record in the regular season before they were eliminated in a hard-fought deciding game of a best-of-three quarter-final series against New Hampshire last week.

Manson, who has one more year of NCAA eligibility, will return to Northeastern next year where he will complete his studies in criminal justice.

Oil Kings take Game 1 as Cheveldave thrives in relief role

Staff ~ The Prince Albert Daily HeraldPublished on March 22, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders goalie Cole Cheveldave robs Edmonton Oil Kings left wing Tyler Robertson in Game 1 of the Eastern Conference quarter-final on Saturday at Rexall Place. Stepping into the game midway through the first period, Cheveldave stopped 32 of 33 shots as the Oil Kings took a 1-0 series lead. Photo by David Bloom - Edmonton Sun 

The Prince Albert Raiders triumphant march into the playoffs hit the brakes in Game 1 of the opening series as they fell 5-3 to the Edmonton Oil Kings on Saturday at Rexall Place.

After Raiders rookie backstop Nick McBride allowed three goals on nine shots early in the first period, overage keeper Cole Cheveldave stepped into the game in relief, stopping 32 of 33 shots as the Oil Kings took a 1-0  lead in the conference quarter-final series.

The series' opening goal came just under four minutes into the first period as centre Brett Pollock banked the puck off the skate of McBride and into the net to give the Oil Kings an early 1-0 lead.  

Just over two minutes after Pollock's opening marker, Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey responded with his first career WHL playoff goal to tie things up early in the first period.

Midway through the opening frame, the Oil Kings restored their lead after McBride thwarted a wrap-around attempt and defenceman Dysin Mayo chipped in the rebound.

As Pollock netted his second marker of the afternoon 14 minutes into the first period, McBride's playoff debut came to an end and Raiders coach Cory Clouston sent Cheveldave into the game.

In his first appearance between the pipes since March 12, Chelveldave embraced the relief role, keeping the Oil Kings off the board for the remainder of the first period.

With less than two minutes remaining in the opening frame, Raiders defenceman Brandan Guhle blasted his first WHL goal into a wide open cage to cut the Oil Kings lead down to one heading into the second period.  

After relinquishing the starter job to McBride late in the regular season, Cheveldave and his 20 games of prior playoff experience took the reins in the losing effort. 

Cheveldave kicked off the second frame by robbing Pollock on a breakaway with a big pad save and was lights out until the closing seconds of the period. 

With the Raiders working on their first power play of the game midway through the second period, centre Dakota Conroy fired a rebound past Oil Kings keeper Tristan Jarry to knot things up at threes.

Cheveldave continued to thrive as McBride's replacment until with five seconds to go in the second frame, Oil Kings left wing Tyler Robertson deflected a pass from Mayo to beat the overage keeper and carry a 4-3 lead into the third period.  

Facing 13 shots in the third period, Cheveldave made save-after-save to blank the Oil Kings in the final frame.

With a one-goal lead, the Oil Kings clamped down into defensive mode, holding the Raiders to just nine shots in the third period. 

Robertson's second period buzzer beater would stand as the game-winner as with about a minute to go, Clouston gave Cheveldave the yank for an extra-attacker and Oil Kings centre Curtis Lazar netted an empty-net goal with 52 seconds remaining to put the game on ice. 

The Raiders will get right back at it as they take on the Oil Kings in Game 2 of the series on Sunday at Rexall place.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Saturday were Craig Leverton, Tim Vanstone and Graeme Craig ... Craig remains sidelined with an upper-body injury sustained in a March 8 tilt with the Brandon Wheat Kings. Craig is not likely to return to action this season ... Saturday marked the opening of the first ever playoff series between the Raiders and Oil Kings ... The Oil Kings are gunning for a third-straight Eastern Conference title after falling to the Portland Winterhawks in the finals last season four games to two ... The Oil Kings entered the series with the Raiders with five skaters scoring 25 or more goals and a defensive unit which has surrendered a league-low 179 goals this season.

WHL Notebook: Draisaitl and Morrissey named to first all-star team

Dave  Dave LeaderhousePublished on March 21, 2014
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The Western Hockey League Eastern Conference quarter-final between the Prince Albert Raiders and Edmonton Oil Kings will feature a quartet of first-team all-stars after Leon Draisaitl and Josh Morrissey from Prince Albert and Tristan Jarry and Curtis Lazar from Edmonton received the nod on Thursday. Ryan Pulock from Brandon joins Morrissey on the blueline and Sam Reinhart from Kootenay is the other forward to round out the Eastern Conference’s first all-star team. Goaltender Patrik Bartosak from Red Deer, Griffin Reinhart from Edmonton and Julius Honka from Swift Current at defence, Curtis Valk from Medicine Hat, Jaedon Descheneau from Kootenay and Chandler Stephenson from Regina comprise the second all-star squad out of the east. In the West Division, the first team looks like this: Jordon Cooke (goalie) – Kelowna; defence: Derrick Pouliot – Portland; Shea Theodore – Seattle; forwards: Nicolas Petan – Portland; Mitch Holmberg – Spokane; Oliver Bjorkstrand – Portland. The west’s second team consists of: goalie: Eric Comrie – Tri-City; defence: Damon Severson and Madison Bowey – Kelowna; forwards: Joshua Winquist – Everett; Todd Fiddler – Prince George; Mike Aviani – Spokane.

In addition to releasing the all-star teams the league also announced the finalists for several awards with Morrissey going up against Pouliot for the top defenceman honour. The rookie of the year will feature Nikita Scherbak from Saskatoon and Nick Merkley from Kelowna; the top goaltender has Tristan Jarry from Edmonton and Jordon Cooke from Kelowna; the most sportsmanlike player has Sam Reinhart from Kootenay and Mitch Holmberg from Spokane; scholastic player of the year will be decided between Nelson Nogier from Saskatoon and Dominic Turgeon from Portland; coach of the year has Shawn Clouston from Medicine Hat and Dave Lowry from Victoria; executive of the year is between Mike Moore of Calgary and Cam Hope of Victoria; humanitarian of the year has Sam Fioretti of Moose Jaw and Mitch Topping of Tri-City; marketing is Regina in the east and Seattle in the west.

Medicine Hat’s Curtis Valk has also been named the Ryobi Hardest Working Player and receives a $2,000 scholarship plus a set of tools…Dr. Mary Smith of the Spokane Chiefs has been named the recipient of the WHL’s Distinguished Service Award after being with the club since 1985…Mitch Holmberg wins the Bob Clarke Trophy as scoring leader and the Kelowna Rockets collect the Scotty Munro Memorial Trophy as regular-season champions. The Rockets established franchise records with 57 wins and 118 points…Anyone wanting to donate to the Tim Bozun Trust Fund can do so by going to any Bank of Montreal in the four western provinces. Bozun is recovering from meningitis in a Saskatoon hospital and the funds will be used to help with rehabilitation costs.

The playoffs have just nicely gotten underway, but already the Brandon Wheat Kings can boast one victory. When the Saskatoon Blades were awarded the first overall pick in the upcoming bantam draft at the draft lottery this week that selection was immediately transferred to Brandon to complete a trade two years ago for forward Brendan Walker. The Wheat Kings, already armed with the No. 4 and No. 6 picks from last year, will now add to their stable of prospects in May…Tri-City goaltender Eric Comrie was pulled over by the police recently and when it was discovered that his plates had expired he continued on his way to an optional practice by hitching a ride. He was given just a warning for the failure to renew the plates…Former NHL and Medicine Hat goaltender Kelly Hrudey was back in his old stomping grounds this week speaking to students at two schools in Medicine Hat. Hrudey, who is an uncle to Tigers’ captain Curtis Valk, declined the offer to put the pads back on to face his nephew in a mock shootout.

A number of milestones were achieved in the final week of the regular season including Brandon head coach Kelly McCrimmon surpassing Bob Lowes as the all-time Wheat King leader in wins with 364 and Patrik Bartosak bettered Mike Whitney for career saves with Red Deer. Bartosak, who finished his junior career with 4,546 saves, set the mark in two-plus seasons while Whitney was with the Rebels from 1994-98…Medicine Hat’s Dylan Bredo finished his junior career with the third-longest ironman streak after the fifth-year defenceman played in 290 straight games. Justin Feser set the mark last year with Tri-City at 321 consecutive games…Portland’s 338 goals were the most scored by one team in the WHL since 1997-98 when the Winterhawks scored 342 that year…There were no 50-goal scorers in the league a year ago, but this season had three: Mitch Holmberg (62), Oliver Bjorkstrand (50) and Todd Fiddler (50).

The Regina Pats were fined this week for having closed practises to the media and public in their lead-up to the opening of their playoff round with Brandon. WHL commissioner Ron Robison told the Pats it is a direct violation of league rules to have closed practises…Moose Jaw Warriors have given head coach Mike Stothers and general manager Alan Millar a vote of confidence despite missing the playoffs for a second straight year. The Warriors, however, will be without assistant coach Mike Vandenberghe as he has left the team to tend to business interests…The Saskatoon Blades will make a decision on head coach David Struch’s future when the rookie bench boss meets with the new team management this week. Struch, who inherited a club that was cut to the core after the Memorial Cup failure a year ago, was not allowed to attend exit meetings with players earlier in the week.

The Calgary Hitmen has brought in eight young prospects to watch the team in the playoffs including Prince Albert Minto defenceman Loch Morrison. The future stars of the team are being given a chance to experience WHL playoff action and to get acquainted with their possible new surroundings. Morrison played in six games for the Hitmen this year collecting one assist…Should the Brandon-Regina series require a sixth game it will be played in Dauphin as the Wheat Kings’ regular home is once again booked for the Royal Manitoba Winter Fair while their second choice, the MTS Centre in Winnipeg, is also unavailable due to the Juno Awards…The most interesting first-round series has to be the Everett-Seattle match-up as the two Washington State rivals have never met in the post-season. Separated by just 45 miles on Interstate 5, the two clubs finished tied with 88 points in the regular season and split the 10-game season series with five wins each.

Information for the WHL Notebook is gathered from submissions by the WHL Writer’s Group.

Gardiner plans to keep working hard as NHL draft status rises

Perry Perry BergsonPublished on January 13, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Reid Gardiner has been ranked as the 40th North American skater on the NHL Central Scouting Service’s midterm rankings list, which were released on Monday. 

Reid Gardiner’s hot start has caught the eyes of NHL scouts.

The Prince Albert Raiders forward is now ranked as the 40th North American skater on the NHL Central Scouting Service’s midterm rankings list, which was released on Monday. In November he was listed as a potential fourth to sixth round pick in Central Scouting’s initial rankings.

Gardiner learned about his rising status in chemistry class on Monday when his mom texted him.

While his play is under his own control, the reaction of others to it is not, he says.

“I think I just keep doing what I do best,” Gardiner says. “I really try to use my assets. I think lots of guys can get caught up in being ranked high or low or not at all. I think the main thing that I’m trying to focus on is taking it day by day. It’s obviously something I think about and daydream about the odd time but my parents and the people around me try to keep me grounded.”

He wasn’t the only Raider moving up.

Leon Draisaitl, who was in transit to Calgary on Monday for the Top Prospects game, is now ranked second overall among North American skaters. Draisaitl has 19 goals and 35 assists in 35 games, leaving him four points shy of his rookie totals in 29 fewer games.

Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart, who has been projected as a possible first overall pick, dropped to fourth in the rankings behind Samuel Bennett of Kingston of the OHL, Draisaitl and Aaron Ekblad of Barrie of the OHL.

The other WHL players in the top 25 are Hadyn Fleury of Red Deer (ranked sixth), Jake Virtanen of Calgary (nine), Julius Honka of Swift Current (13), Brycen Martin Swift Current (20) and Nikita Scherbak of Saskatoon (24).

It didn’t take long for Gardiner to surpass the numbers he posted in his rookie season. As a 16-year-old, he played 54 games, scoring seven goals and adding 13 assists. Now a year older mentally and physically, with the experience of a WHL season under his belt, he has 19 goals and 17 assists in 41 games.

He says there is no single reason for the improvement.

“I think being given more responsibility from the coaching staff is a big part of it,” the 5'11, 185-pound Humboldt product says. “Playing with good players and finding chemistry is a big part of it. Plus going into last year I wasn’t nervous but I really didn’t know what to expect. This year I really knew what was going to happen and what to expect so I didn’t really have any surprises.

“Plus puck luck has been coming my way too.”

Raider captain Josh Morrissey, who was drafted 13th overall by the Winnipeg Jets last June, likes what he sees from Gardiner.

“Gards is a guy who works hard on the ice, he works hard off the ice,” Morrissey says. “He comes to the rink every day and competes hard and really cares about the game. His skill-set is phenomenal; he has a really good shot. I think that’s probably one of his biggest assets.”

Gardiner says that he continues to hunt for more consistency in his game but has been pleased overall with his season so far.

“I’m producing the way I wanted to,” he says. “I really think that I’ve stepped up my responsibilities as a leader on and off the ice … Overall I’m really confident in my abilities carrying the puck and making plays. Hopefully it continues in the second half.”

The NHL draft takes place on June 27-28 in Philadelphia.
Red Deer Rebels' Conner Bleackley fond of High River roots  0 
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Bleackley 

Red Deer Rebels forward Conner Bleackley, left, will get a chance to show off in front of friends and family Wednesday in the CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game at the Saddledome. QMI AGENCY FILE. 
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Top prospect?

Truth be told, centre Conner Bleackley wasn't even the best hockey player on his block as a kid.

Bleackley, who will take shifts for Team Cherry at the Wednesday's CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game at the Saddledome, was raised on the same street in High River as Calgary Flames farmhand Corban Knight.

“There's a pond right by his house and there was a rink in my backyard, so we'd always be out there playing,” Bleackley said after Tuesday's off-ice testing. “He was always the best player out there, I'll tell you that, but I learned a few tricks from him. I've always worked on my faceoffs with Corban because I think that's something he's really good at. I've learned a lot from him.”

Knight, 23, was a fifth-round selection of the Florida Panthers in 2009 and is apprenticing with the AHL's Abbotsford Heat after being traded to the Flames organization.

The 17-year-old Bleackley, meanwhile, is in his second full campaign with WHL's Red Deer Rebels. He leads the Rebels with 22 goals and 31 assists in 44 outings so far this season and also wears the 'C' for Brent Sutter's squad.

Bleackley, who was sized up earlier this week at 6-foot and 192 lb., is projected as a second-round pick this summer and is planning to attend the 2014 NHL Draft in Philadelphia, which falls just after the one-year anniversary of the devastating floods that hit his hometown and countless other communities across Southern Alberta.

“It was long days, getting up early and cleaning not only your own house, but neighbours' houses and anyone who needed help,” Bleackley recalled. “It made it a little tough for training, but that was a workout, for sure — going for 12 hours, non-stop, doing that kind of stuff. As unfortunate as it was, it was nice to see all the support from surrounding towns and Calgary.”

He'll will have plenty of support at Wednesday's showcase game.

His parents, who are living above a gutted basement in the upstairs portion of their High River home, have booked a box for the big game, so Bleackley will have his own cheering section.

“It's an honour to be named to this event and it just makes it that much more special that it's in Calgary,” Bleackley said. “A lot of family and friends will be out. It's really exciting.”

wes.gilbertson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/SUNGilbertson

Two Rebels hope to climb up the ranks

 By Jim Claggett - Red Deer Express

 Published: October 30, 2013 8:49 AM  
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It can be a real numbers game for junior hockey players seeking to make this game their career so every little bit counts when it comes to rankings.

It’s still early in the WHL season but two Red Deer Rebels sit within the top 30 according to the International Scouting Services rankings.

Forward Conner Bleackley is positioned at 15th overall and says it’s something which is talked about but he tries not to give it too much consideration.

“It’s nice to be recognized in that 15th spot. With that being said though the draft is still a long ways away and a lot can happen between now and then,” he said.

Joining him on the list is defenseman Haydn Fleury in position number 17.

“My agent had told me a little bit about that starting in the summertime so I kind of knew where I was,” he said. 

“It’s just an honour to be on those lists and I hope to keep rising.”

Both players are off to good starts to their years with Bleackley leading the Rebels in scoring with seven goals and 10 assists to this point.

“I’ve been fortunate enough to get a lot of opportunity and the puck’s been finding my stick lots so far,” he said.

Fleury has put up eight points in 12 games so far on the strength of a pair of goals and six helpers.

“It’s just a day-to-day thing. I just come to the rink and just try to work my hardest and the points will come.”

He says he feels more comfortable each time he steps onto the ice this year because he’s not one of the youngest players in the WHL.

Bleackley credits his rise with showing the ability to thrive in the situations his coach has put him in and that’s increased the level of confidence needed in order to succeed at any level of sport.

Both players are complementary to each other’s skills and their current status within those rankings.

“I think Haydn is a phenomenal talent and he’s probably one of the best, if not the best draft eligible D in the western league,” said Bleackley. 

“He’s had a strong start to the season and I think his stock will improve as the season goes on.”

Fleury’s thoughts about his teammate run along the same lines as Bleackley’s assessment of him but there is a slight lean towards some competition when it comes to the final rankings.

“Hopefully I can push him out of that spot come draft time.”

Both players are very grounded when it comes to that ranking number and what it will take to stay there or move up a notch.

“You never want to drop and you always want to improve everyday and improving every day would mean going up hopefully,” said Bleackley.

“I’ve just got to focus on working hard and staying humble everyday, coming to the rink ready to learn something new everyday,” Fleury said.

The Rebels’ current position in the standings is one number both agree needs to change soon.

“That’s the main thing right now, just trying to turn that around because I know we’ve got a good group of guys in the dressing room and 500 hockey isn’t acceptable here,” said Bleackley.

sports@reddeerexpress.com

Bleackley makes an impact

Rebels player's physicality a big asset

Kristen Odland, Calgary Herald

Published: Saturday, April 06, 2013

A benefactor of his dad's season tickets, Conner Bleackley has spent quite a bit of time at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

As a fan of the Calgary Flames, the 16-year-old High River native remembers the 2004 Stanley Cup run vividly and the 'C' of Red. He even caught a few Calgary Hitmen games back in the day, too.

So, it's not a stretch to suggest that he also fantasized of playing on the National Hockey League size ice one day.

The Hitmen are well aware of High River native Conner Bleackley's talents on the ice.
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The Hitmen are well aware of High River native Conner Bleackley's talents on the ice.

Gavin Young, Calgary Herald
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Fast forward to the past two nights - Games 1 and 2 of the second-round Western Hockey League playoffs between his Red Deer Rebels and hometown Calgary Hitmen - and Bleackley is basically living his dream. And just for the occasion, his grandparents travelled all the way from Shaunavon, Sask. His Grandma (bless her heart) also constructed a sign to wave in enemy territory.

"They just came for (Thursday and Friday) and brought it with them," he said. "It's cute. It might be embarrassing, but it's my Grandma. What can you do?

"Both my brothers are here, my grandma and grandpa, and my mom and dad. I also have quite a few friends here so it's been nice. Being local obviously makes it that much more special."

But the thing with Bleackley, he's no ordinary 16-year-old rookie. And there's good reason for the hometown Hitmen to be aware of the local product.

At six-feet, 199-pounds - with no exaggeration of his frame necessary - his physicality has been noticeable all year, his first since making the transition from the midget 'AAA' Strathmore-based UFA Bisons. In the 2012-13 regular season, he was a contributor in 66 games with nine goals and nine assists and 28 penalties.

And, heading into Friday's Game 2 against the Hitmen, he'd netted a goal and an assist in five playoff games (including the four-game sweep of Prince Albert in the first round).

"It's been different than the regular season, for sure," Bleackley said. "Everyone is hitting their stride, for sure. You really notice the physicality of the playoffs. In a seven-game series, you're playing every other night.

"Teams are physical and coaches are always trying to match lines ... it's ramped up a little more."

Off the ice, of course, this year has been an adjustment. Being away from home is the first difference. The intensity of the WHL schedule has taken some getting used to.

And, also, being the son of a teacher - his mom teaches at the Ecole Senator Riley middle school in High River - means that homework is a priority.

"It hasn't been easy," he said. "The whole lifestyle of missing school. That stuff has been pretty hard. My mom is always on me. But I think the biggest thing is learning from the older guys. You can learn a lot from them and how they deal with the daily life of being in the WHL.

"I think that's kind of what I've been doing."

In Game 1 - a 4-2 loss to the third-seeded Hitmen on Thursday night at the Dome - Bleackley was getting a pile of ice time when head coach Brent Sutter felt his top two lines weren't producing.

It paid off when he beat Calgary's defence along the boards and timed a perfect pass out to Dominik Volek who netted Red Deer's first goal.

Not that it's any surprise that he's showing early signs of being an impact player. The Rebels drafted the centreman 21st overall in 2011 and he's a highly regarded prospect approaching the (far off) 2014 NHL draft.

But in WHL playoffs, at least, he's certainly learned how to make his ice time count - especially after two games at the Dome.

"It gives me confidence that Brent has confidence in me to go out there and be an effective player," Bleack-ley said. "Sitting on the bench, it's a little bit tough to stay in the game. He puts me out there a lot and I'm very thankful for that."

Final Grades - Canucks

Final team letter grades by TSN director of scouting Craig Button and NHL on TSN analyst Mike Johnson.

Management 

Gillis: D- 

Tortorella: D- 

Goaltenders: 

Lack: C+ 

Markstrom: - 

Defence: 

Bieksa: A- 

Hamhuis: B 

Tanev: B 

Stanton: B- 

Garrison: B- 

Weber: C 

Edler: D 

Forwards:

Santorelli: B 

Kesler: B- 

Higgins: B- 

Richardson: B- 

H. Sedin: C+ 

Sestito: C+ 

Hansen: C+ 

Matthias: C+ 

D. Sedin: C 

Kassian: C 

Booth: C 

Dalpe: C 

Burrows: C- 
VANCOUVER -- The Vancouver Canucks aren't used to this feeling.

After five straight playoff appearances -- including a Stanley Cup final Game 7 on home ice just three seasons ago -- the club's miserable 2013-14 campaign was finally taken off life support Monday.

It wasn't pretty on the ice or in the stands.

John Gibson made just 18 saves to record a shutout in his first NHL game as the Anaheim Ducks defeated the listless Canucks 3-0 to officially eliminate Vancouver from post-season contention.

"Not a very good feeling," said defenceman Kevin Bieksa. "Not too familiar. It's been a while. We're disappointed for sure. The last few weeks have been very disappointing."

The Canucks played a decent opening 20 minutes on Monday, but couldn't muster anything through the final two periods with their season on the line.

Once the hottest ticket in town, the lower bowl at Rogers Arena was dotted by hundreds of empty seats throughout the game, and many of the fans who did show up started heading to the exits long before the final buzzer sounded.

The night ended with some in the half-empty building chanting for Canucks president and general manager Mike Gillis to be fired. Gillis seemed to criticize the style of first-year head coach John Tortorella in a radio interview last week, saying that he wanted the team to get back to the type of game that got it to the 2011 final against the Boston Bruins.

But it's clear many blame Gillis for the team's current plight.

"(Fans) paid big money to come to these games. It's their prerogative how they handle themselves," said Tortorella. "As far as fans are concerned, that's their call.

"They pay money to come see the games. They're not happy. They can voice their opinion how they like to."

Bieksa said the players heard the chants with the clock and their playoff chances winding down.

"Personally I don't think it's the right thing to do, but at the end of the day the fans come and they can do whatever they want," he said. "Put it this way: we're all going to take the blame for this. It's not just one or two guys. It's the whole team. We're going to take what we get, move forward, push through this."

Daniel Winnik, Kyle Palmieri and Matt Beleskey had the goals for Anaheim (51-20-8), which is in a dog fight with the San Jose Sharks for first place in the Pacific Division.

Eddie Lack stopped 20 shots in his 19th straight start for Vancouver (35-33-11) since the Olympic break.

The Canucks' post-season hopes had been reduced to a mere mathematical possibility in recent weeks and it was fitting they were finally knocked off the cliff by an Anaheim team that looks primed for a long playoff run.

Known for his outbursts during other coaching stops, Tortorella has been on his best behaviour in Vancouver and that didn't change despite Monday's disappointment.

"It doesn't do anybody any good right now to be critical," said Tortorella. "Obviously we didn't play well enough, but I'm not going to criticize the hockey club at this stage."

Down 1-0 after giving up a short-handed goal in the first, the Canucks came out inexplicably flat in the second, registering just three shots in a demoralizing effort that saw Anaheim grab a 2-0 lead on Palmieri's 14th of the season at 17:03.

Prior to that back-breaker, the Canucks had a couple chances to at least direct pucks at Anaheim's rookie netminder, but both Jannik Hansen and Daniel Sedin passed up shooting opportunities on separate 2-on-1 breaks.

Vancouver had just nine shots to Anaheim's 18 through two periods, with a smattering of boos just a prelude of what was to comes as the teams headed to the locker-rooms.

"We just didn't execute very well. We had a good first period," said Bieksa. "They capitalized on our power play. It's not the end of the game. We're still feeling good. Second period just wasn't very good at all.

"If I could pinpoint it, we just weren't executing. We weren't making tape-to-tape passes. We were creating our own problems for ourselves."

The Ducks -- who sit three points ahead of the Sharks for top spot in the Pacific Division and have a crucial home date against San Jose on Wednesday -- basically put things on autopilot in the third to help snap a two-game slide that included Sunday's loss to the Edmonton Oilers.

"The team played really well in front of me and made my job easier, I only had to make regular saves and if there was rebounds they cleared it out," said Gibson, who became the youngest goalie to earn a shutout in his first start since Daren Puppa in 1985. "Everyone knew it was a big game."

Anaheim made it 3-0 against the sleepy Canucks 1:20 into the third when Beleskey finished off a pretty passing play for his seventh of the season.

Gibson didn't have a lot to do on the night, but did make a huge save on Niklas Jensen to preserve the shutout with about eight minutes gone in the third.

"He looked so much more calmer than a 20-year-old kid playing his first NHL game," said Ducks head coach Bruce Boudreau. "It was like 'Ho hum.' After my first game when I scored a goal you couldn't' shut me up, I was so happy I was jumping up and down, and he was just 'Ah, here we go again.'

"I think it's a demeanour that a goalie has to have."

Coming of a spirited 2-1 victory over the Los Angeles Kings on Saturday night that kept their minuscule playoff hopes alive, the Canucks didn't seem ready off Monday's opening faceoff.

Lack stopped Cogliano on a breakaway 15 seconds into the first period, but the Vancouver goaltender couldn't bail his team a second time after another gaffe a few minutes.

With Vancouver on the power play, Winnik jumped on a mistake by Canucks captain Henrik Sedin and moved in alone to rip his sixth of the season at 6:26.

Vancouver had a couple of chances later in the man advantage, including a scramble in front of Gibson that saw the puck dribble off the post and stay out. Alexander Edler then ripped another shot off the iron that fooled Gibson, who is seen by many as Anaheim's goalie of the future.

Those two instances would be among the only highlights for the Canucks, who must now regroup with three meaningless games remaining on their schedule.

"We keep preparing as we always do until the season's done," said Tortorella. "Obviously we're out of the playoffs now, but I still believe you go about your business until the last day of work and that's how were going to approach it and I believe the team will too."

Notes: The game marked Teemu Selanne's final visit to Vancouver as a player. Set to retire after the post-season, 43-year-old has said repeatedly that the city is his favourite stop in the NHL. The Canucks honoured Selanne with a brief scoreboard tribute in the first period. ... The Ducks are 10-1-2 in the second of back-to-back games this season, including two wins against the Canucks. ... Anaheim now has a 110 points in 2013-14, which tied a franchise record set in 2006-07 when the club won its only Stanley Cup. ... Gibson led the United States to gold at the 2013 world junior hockey championship. ... The Canucks host the Colorado Avalanche on Thursday night.

Union joins perennial powers in Frozen Four field

Wednesday, 04.09.2014 / 3:00 AM / On Campus

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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Boston College, Minnesota and North Dakota are three of the glory programs of NCAA men's hockey. They've combined for 65 Frozen Four appearances, and every year but one since 1997 at least one of them has been among the last four teams playing.

However, only one college hockey team this season won its regular-season and playoff conference championship: Union College. Though the Dutchmen might not have the cache of the other teams in Philadelphia for the 2014 Frozen Four, they have just as good a chance of adding an NCAA title to the school trophy case.

FROZEN FOUR BY THE NUMBERS

 290 - Times prior to the Frozen Four that Minnesota and North Dakota have played each other, the third-most games in any rivalry. The only teams to play more often are Michigan-Michigan State (299) and Colorado College-Denver (294).

 77 - Points this season for Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau, the most in NCAA Division I hockey this season. He also led all college players in goals (35), assists (42), game-winning goals (seven) and plus/minus (plus-41).

 35 - Points scored by Union senior defenseman Mat Bodie, third among all NCAA defenders this season and most of any defenseman at the Frozen Four.

 24 - Number of times Boston College has been to the Frozen Four, tied with Michigan for the most ever. Minnesota is making its 21st trip, tied for the third-most, while North Dakota is there for the 20th time, the fifth-most. Union is playing in its second Frozen Four after getting there in 2012.

 15 - NHL draft picks on North Dakota's roster, the most of any of the four teams. Minnesota has 13, Boston College has 10 and Union has one.

 5 - Players with ties to the Philadelphia region: Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau and Matthew Gaudreau (Carneys Point, N.J.); Union's Nick Cruise (Dresher, Pa.), Charlie Vasaturo (Sewell, N.J.) and Cole Ikkala (Romansville, Pa.)

 4 - Prospects each from the Florida Panthers (Ian McCoshen, Boston College; Michael Matheson, Boston College; Kyle Rau, Minnesota; Rocco Grimaldi, North Dakota) and the Chicago Blackhawks (Chris Calnan, Boston College; Kevin Hayes, Boston College; Nick Mattson, North Dakota; Luke Johnson, North Dakota) on Frozen Four rosters, the most of any team. In all 22 NHL teams have at least one prospect skating in Philadelphia this weekend.

 2.16 - Goals-against average for Boston College freshman goaltender Thatcher Demko, NHL Central Scouting's top-rated North American goaltender for the 2014 NHL Draft. In 23 games he is 16-4-3 with a .920 save percentage and two shutouts.

 1 - Team in the NCAA Tournament field that won its regular-season and conference tournament title. Union went 18-3-1 in the ECAC to win the conference title by eight points, and then beat Colgate 5-2 in the conference tournament final.

-- Adam Kimelman

Union was the top-ranked team in the final USCHO.com poll, earning 31 of 50 first-place votes. They went 30-6-4 to finish first in the East Coast Athletic Conference and beat Colgate in the conference tournament final. Wins against Vermont and Providence in the East Regional earned Union its second trip to the Frozen Four in the past three years.

Union will play in the first semifinal Thursday, against Boston College (5 p.m. ET, ESPN2), with Minnesota facing North Dakota (8:30 p.m. ET, ESPN2) in the second game. The winners will play Saturday (7:30 p.m. ET, ESPN).

It's the 24th Frozen Four appearance for Boston College, tied with the University of Michigan for most ever. Union is making its second trip following a loss in the national semifinals in 2012 in Tampa, Fla. However, coach Rick Bennett doesn't consider his team an underdog or a gate-crasher.

"We're going for our second [Frozen Four]," Bennett told NHL.com. "Some of these other schools happen to be going for their 40th or whatever they're going for. Kudos to them for having programs that have been there that many times. The last time I checked it's the 2013-14 season. We're fortunate enough to be in the Frozen Four and that's how we're looking at it."

Union has 13 players from the 2012 team on the roster for this year's Frozen Four. Bennett said the veteran leadership will make this year's trip a bit more manageable.

"We're not just happy to be on this bus ride to Philadelphia," Bennett said. "Last time, going down to Tampa, charter plane, we get off and there's a mariachi band, the whole works. That was something else. You're caught off-guard with that stuff. The veterans that were on that previous trip I'm sure have passed along to the younger guys what to expect."

Among the key veterans for the Dutchman is junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere, the lone NHL draft pick on the team. The fact he was a 2012 third-round pick (No. 78) of the Philadelphia Flyers could make Union a local favorite.

Gostisbehere had eight goals and 21 assists in 40 games, his 29 points tied for seventh among college defensemen and his 151 shots on goal was No. 1 among defenders. He also tied Boston College defenseman Steven Santini for the lead among defenders with a plus-28 rating, is a finalist for ECAC Best Defensive Defenseman and made the top 10 in voting for the Hobey Baker Award.

"He's very dynamic," Bennett said. "I can see why people notice Shane a lot, because there's tremendous skills and excellent feet and he's very exciting to watch. He can break the puck out, he's good on the penalty kill, he's good on the power play. He's good in all facets of the game."

Union has another high-scoring defenseman in senior Mat Bodie, who was third among defensemen with 35 points in 38 games.

"We try to make it very difficult for the opposing team to try to guard not only the forwards but they have to be aware of our [defensemen]," Bennett said. "… When it's time to go we're going. There's no red lights back there."

BC, which went 28-7-4, led all NCAA teams with 160 goals (12 more than Union's 148), and had an NCAA-best plus-71 goal differential.

The Eagles boast the top line in college hockey, led by top-two NCAA scorers, junior forward Johnny Gaudreau and senior forward Kevin Hayes. Gaudreau, a 2011 fourth-round pick (No. 104) of the Calgary Flames, led all NCAA players in goals (35), assists (42) and points (77), and is a finalist for the Hobey Baker Award.

Hayes, taken by the Chicago Blackhawks with the 24th pick of the 2010 draft, was second to Gaudreau with 63 points, and senior Bill Arnold, who tied for sixth nationally with 52 points, completes the trio.

Anchoring the Eagles' defense is freshman goaltender Thatcher Demko. The youngest player in college hockey, Demko went 16-4-3 with a 2.16 goals-against average, .920 save percentage and two shutouts. He's also NHL Central Scouting's top-rated North American goaltender for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"He was so far ahead of the under-aged players last year that if he was draft-eligible in 2013 he would have probably been drafted high; that's how far ahead he was then and is now," NHL Central Scouting's Al Jensen told NHL.com.

Union and BC have played one other time, a 5-1 Union win at the 2013 NCAA East Regional. The other semifinal features opponents a bit more familiar.

Thursday will mark the 291st time Minnesota and North Dakota have faced each other, the third-longest rivalry in NCAA history, behind Michigan-Michigan State (299) and Colorado College-Denver (294).

The Gophers went 27-6-6 to win the first regular-season Big Ten title. They were sixth nationally in scoring with an average of 3.51 goals per game and are led offensively by junior forwards Kyle Rau and Sam Warning. The Gophers' strength is their offensive depth, with seven players totaling at least 25 points.

"They have great team speed," Wisconsin coach Mike Eaves told USCHO.com. "They play with great pace. They have a really good skill set."

They also can bring the offense from the back end, led by sophomore Mike Reilly, a Columbus Blue Jackets prospect who had 32 points in 39 games. Minnesota assistant coach Mike Guentzel compared Reilly to Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Paul Martin.

In goal, sophomore Adam Wilcox, a 2011 sixth-round pick of the Tampa Bay Lightning (No. 178) went 25-5-6 with a 1.89 GAA and .934 save percentage.

North Dakota, which went 25-13-3, beat Ferris State in the Midwest Regional Final 2-1 in double overtime to get to the Frozen Four for the 20th time. The team is led by Florida Panthers prospect Rocco Grimaldi, who had team highs of 17 goals and 39 points.

UND relies on offense from its defense, a group Eaves said, "might be the best offensively in the country."

Sophomore Jordan Schmaltz and junior Nick Mattson each had 23 points and senior Dillon Simpson had 22. Simpson also had an NCAA-high 107 blocked shots.

In goal, Zane Gothberg, a Boston Bruins' 2010 sixth-round pick (No. 165) won 20 games with a 1.99 GAA and .926 save percentage.

---

Hawks' Bittner shows big potential
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Young forward has matured, wants to make it to the NHL 

by: COURTESY OF BRYAN HEIM - Paul Bittner, from Crookston, Minn., gives the Winterhawks some size on a forward line loaded with quickness and skill, and Bittner, 17, figures to have an even bigger impact on the team in years to come.

by: COURTESY OF BRYAN HEIM - Paul Bittner, from Crookston, Minn., gives the Winterhawks some size on a forward line loaded with quickness and skill, and Bittner, 17, figures to have an even bigger impact on the team in years to come.

His linemate and coach say the same thing about second-year forward Paul Bittner of the Portland Winterhawks: He’s good now, he’ll only get better, and he could be great in the Western Hockey League. 

“I think, as a younger guy, only 17, and as a bigger guy (6-4, nearly 210 pounds), he’s still finding his game within his body,” says Nic Petan, one of the WHL’s best players for two years now. “He could be a top guy in this league next year, for sure. He’s doing the right things.” 

“He’s really good,” says Mike Johnston, Portland’s general manager and coach. “He’s really growing into his body. He’s gained weight and strength. He has very good intelligence on the ice. He’s really had to get to the right scoring areas and bear down on scoring chances. 

“Next year, I think he’ll be a 30- to 40-goal guy. He’ll be a really tough player to handle at 18 and 19. He’s going to be a big, big guy when he fills out. He’ll be an elite player.” 

It’s all high praise, made even higher with the expectation that Bittner, one of the many U.S.-born players on the Portland roster, hailing from Crookston, Minn., could be a first-round NHL draft pick in June 2015. 

Bittner isn’t likely to let such hype go to his head. 

“It’s every kid’s dream to be scouted by the NHL,” he says. “It’s exciting, for sure. You can’t think the game will be easy, or you won’t play well.” 

The junior hockey game hasn’t been easy, yet, for Bittner. He had 12 goals and 11 assists for 23 points in 45 games as a 16-year-old rookie. In 19 playoff games, he went scoreless. Yep, no points. But, he had good company. Petan, in his 16-year-old rookie season, had zero points in 22 playoff games. 

“You’re playing a limited role, and not a big factor, but I didn’t think about it at all,” Petan says. “It didn’t set me back at all. I knew it would be different the next year.” 

Bittner adds: “My role was to get the puck in (the offensive zone), and I wasn’t needed to score.” 

Then, after a 22-27-49 second season in which he played alongside Petan and Brendan Leipsic, Bittner went the first two playoff games against Vancouver without scoring. Neither Johnston nor his teammates were concerned. 

“It sometimes goes that way,” Leipsic said then. “He gets to the net. Nic and I do the things on the outside. I thought he played a lot better (in Game 2), with his scoring chances going to the net. I think he’ll be all right. He’s a streaky scorer.” 

“He’s still a very good player; I don’t care how many points he doesn’t have,” Johnston said. 

Sure enough, Bittner scored a goal in Game 3 against Vancouver and notched an assist in Game 4 as the Hawks swept the Giants, setting up the Western Conference semifinal series against Victoria that starts this weekend in Portland. 

“It didn’t bother me,” Bittner says, of his playoff scoring drought. “It was nice to be rewarded. I was playing pretty good, and then I got rewarded for my hard work.” 

Bittner played with Petan and Leipsic last season, with Ty Rattie absent. This year, he joined them on the first line about midway through the season. His points started to increase. 

“It’s never been a doubt in my mind playing with Nic and Leiper that we weren’t going to score,” he says. “I never worried about scoring, more than I would about bringing the physicality and other things.” 

Bittner says he has matured this season and play “has come natural — I know what I have to do in a game.” 

He’s the big guy on the line with Petan and Leipsic, who are all about quickness and skill. Bittner moves well — “I do a good job of keeping up, but it’s hard because they’re quick and fast in acceleration,” he says — and he has good hands around the net. He sees himself as a power forward, but he needs to continue to work on his physicality — and gain more weight, maybe another 10 pounds by next season. 

Bittner patterns himself after power forwards in the NHL, including Rick Nash of the New York Rangers. He also sees a little bit of Zach Parise of the Minnesota Wild in himself. 

“I need to be a little more physical,” he says, “especially to play at a higher level.” 

Naturally, Bittner has bonded with fellow second-year U.S. players Keegan Iverson, Dominic Turgeon and Alex Schoenborn, as well as second-year Dane Oliver Bjorkstrand. This year, Bittner lives with teammate Chase De Leo, a Californian; both of them, by the way, have the reputation of loving to talk. 

“He’s definitely not a quiet guy,” Petan says, of Bittner. “He’s pretty outgoing. Super nice guy.” 

Petan says Bittner continues to learn the game, developing better instincts about where to pass, where to be on the ice and when to shoot the one-timer. “Whatever advice we can give him, he’s happy about it,” Petan says. 

What does Bittner like about his linemates? 

“Just how calm they are,” he says. “Not nonchalant, just confident. They know how they’re going to score and how things will happen in a game. And, their consistency every night — that’s what I’d like to pride myself on. I feel in the playoffs, I’ve played really consistently.”
The Portland Winterhawks (6-0) face the Victoria Royals (4-2) Monday night (7 pm) at the Save-On Foods Memorial Centre in Victoria, British Columbia, in Game 3 of their Western Conference semifinal, with Portland leading 2-0.

Live audio from winterhawks.com, starting at 6:30.

Radio on KPAM 860 AM starting at 6 pm.

The series

Fri, Apr 4, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria 2 at Portland 8

 Sat, Apr 5, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria 3 at Portland 6

 Mon, Apr 7, 2014 7:05 pm PDT Portland at Victoria

 Tue, Apr 8, 2014 7:05 pm PDT Portland at Victoria

 Thu, Apr 10, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria at Portland

 Sat, Apr 12, 2014 7:05 pm PDT Portland at Victoria

 Mon, Apr 14, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria at Portland

Games 5 is at the Moda Center; Game 7 is at the Coliseum.

At stake

Series pick if Portland wins Game 3: Portland in 4.

 Series pick if Victoria wins Game 3: Portland in 5.

Analysis

The weekend couldn't have gone any better for the Winterhawks. They did mostly everything they wanted to. Two of the goals allowed were on the penalty kill, and weren't really anything the penalty kill did wrong; they just happened. 

Victoria had the lead twice in Game 2, which is exactly the game plan for a defensive-based team: get a lead, hold onto it, and catch the opposition getting too desperate to tie the game. They held those two leads for a total of 4 minutes and 24 seconds. If they can't win that way, it's hard to see how they can win.

The most promising thing about Game 3 thinking about future playoff games was the performance of the line of Alex Schoenborn, Dominic Turgeon, and Keegan Iverson. Especially Schoenborn, whose draft stock has to be rising.

The Vics did get four points from their defensemen on Saturday, but three of them were on the power play, and it doesn't yet look like anything that's consistent.

Unless it's lifted on fairly short notice Monday, Keegan Kanzig remains suspended, exactly for what we do not know. In not revealing the circumstances, the league allows us to imagine the worst. They presumably know this, meaning that they think the parties are better off with us imagining the worst than telling us what it actually was. Which is interesting.

I don't know what they'll do but if it were me I'd start Coleman Vollrath in net. If only to press a symbolic "reset" button on the series. That Vollrath played well against Portland during the regular season is a bonus, reminding the Royals that they had an upper hand at one point over the Winterhawks. It's a longshot but there's not much downside.

I'd expect Victoria to double down on blocking shots.

Top five

Top five players in the series to date:

Oliver Bjorkstrand

Brendan Leipsic

Derrick Pouliot

Nic Petan

Mat Dumba

Best players are playing best.

Steven Hodges if you have to pick one for Victoria.

Other series

Edmonton 2-0 Brandon(5-0, 3-0, Tue, Wed, Fri, Mon, Wed)

 Kelowna 2-0 Seattle (6-2, 6-3, Tue, Wed, Fri, Sun, Tue)

 Medicine Hat 1-1 Kootenay (2-4, 5-2, Wed, Thu, Sat, Mon, Wed)

The Ice got the split with Sam Reinhart and Jaedon Deschaneau going scoreless in both games. They have to feel like they've stolen one, and are ahead at the moment.

Picks

 In the comments, give your pick for

1. the winner

 2. "over" or "under" 6.5 total goals scored by both teams

 3. the game winning goal scorer (based on hockey's GWG rules)

Resident geniuses: Benjamin Gross and gretzandmess.

See you at (around) 6 (depending on traffic and drive-thru efficiency).

on April 03, 2014 at 11:00 PM, updated April 04, 2014 at 8:39 PM 

The Portland Winterhawks (4-0) face the Victoria Royals (4-0) Friday night (7 pm) at the Memorial Coliseum, in Game 1 of their Western Conference semifinal.

Live audio from winterhawks.com.

The series

Fri, Apr 4, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria at Portland

 Sat, Apr 5, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria at Portland

 Mon, Apr 7, 2014 7:05 pm PDT Portland at Victoria

 Tue, Apr 8, 2014 7:05 pm PDT Portland at Victoria

 Thu, Apr 10, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria at Portland

 Sat, Apr 12, 2014 7:05 pm PDT Portland at Victoria

 Mon, Apr 14, 2014 7:00 pm PDT Victoria at Portland

Games 1 and 7 are at the Coliseum; games 2 and 5 are at the Moda Center.

Handicapping

If Portland wins Game 1: Portland in 5.

 If Victoria wins Game 1: Portland in 6.

I don't put any stock in the head-to-head series in the best of times. Consider the fact that Portland didn't have Mat Dumba for any of the four games, and the head-to-head doesn't tell you anything. The guy was a top-ten player in the league since January; his presence matters.

Put your faith in Victoria's defense, fine. But how are they going to score? They have one player, Brandon Magee, over a point a game. They get very little offense from their defensemen. Joe Hicketts is probably their best hope there, and he's in a big slump. Sure, they probably would prefer a 2-1 game, but it's not clear they can win even then.

Series keys

For Victoria, it's offense from the defense. They didn't get a lot during the regular season, but in the Spokane series they got 13 points from Travis Brown, Brett Cote, Jordan Fransoo, and Ryan Gagnon. Even if Hicketts gets out of his slump, the regular season suggests that this won't repeat against Portland. If it does they will have a good chance at an upset.

For Portland, it's the third line of Alex Schoenborn, Dominic Turgeon, and Keegan Iverson. They've given Portland a huge lift consistently against every team in the West...except Victoria and Kelowna. Against Victoria this season they combined for 2 points and a -2. Doing it against the Royals and Rockets is the only big step they have left. If they take it Portland will win the series easily.

Victoria draftees

Travis Brown, 2012 round 5 #149 overall by Chicago Blackhawks.

 Jordan Fransoo, 2011 round 7 #186 overall by Ottawa Senators.

 Keegan Kanzig, 2013 round 3 #67 overall by Calgary Flames.

 Steven Hodges, 2012 round 3 #84 overall by Florida Panthers.

 Logan Nelson, 2012 round 5 #133 overall by Buffalo Sabres.

[eliteprospects]

Other games

Tonight, none.

Other series

Kelowna 1-0 Seattle (6-2, Sat, Tue, Wed, Fri, Sun, Tue)

 Edmonton 1-0 Brandon (5-0, Sat, Tue, Wed, Fri, Mon, Wed)

 Medicine Hat 0-0 Kootenay (Sat, Sun, Wed, Thu, Sat, Mon, Wed)

Kelowna and Edmonton both went true to form on Thursday.

Late good news

Game 2 is on TV. Doesn't mean much if you're at the game, but it leaves open the possibility of the road games making it to TV. Monday CSN is showing the Canucks, and Tuesday they're showing some old Winter Olympics replays. They could run the Winterhawks instead.

Picks

In the comments, give your pick for

1. the winner

 2. "over" or "under" 6.5 total goals scored by both teams

 3. the game winning goal scorer (based on hockey's GWG rules)

Resident geniuses: Benjamin Gross and Chad Balcom.

Carmageddon

Blazers.

See you after the game, unless a Blazer fan crossing against the light runs out in front of me.
Memorial Cup: Hawks rookie Alex Schoenborn gets good news from home about uncle's kidney transplant
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SASKATOON, Saskatchewan — An appearance at the Memorial Cup is a nerve-wracking experience for all the Portland Winterhawks, but rookie Alex Schoenborn has been feeling butterflies this week for an entirely different reason.

Schoenborn’s uncle, Nathan Wohlk, suffers from a rare kidney disease called Type 1 Cryoglobulinemic Glomerulonephritis, an extremely rare affliction that causes kidneys to gradually shut down. 

After about eight years living with the disease, Wohlk had a successful kidney transplant this week, something Schoenborn calls “a huge relief.”

“I know how nervous everyone was back home,” said Schoenborn, a 17-year-old from Minot, N.D. “I’m happy because this is going to make his life better. He deserves it because he’s been through a lot.”

Wohlk’s kidneys had been operating too poorly to safely undergo a transplant. So he started driving two hours each way to Bismarck two days a week for dialysis that made a transplant possible. Luckily, Wohlk found a suitable match in a cousin.

Schoenborn said his relationship with Wohlk has made a huge impact on his life. Wohlk has four daughters, so Schoenborn has been a “son” of sorts for him. 

“He always took me hunting and fishing,” said Schoenborn. “And he’s always been supportive of me pursuing hockey. We keep in touch quite a bit when I’m in Portland.”

Schoenborn hasn’t played for the Hawks during the WHL playoffs or Memorial Cup, but he’s enjoyed soaking up the Memorial Cup experience as a member of the team. 

Schoenborn had one goal and one assist in 20 games with the Hawks in the regular season, and struggled with injuries that kept him out of the lineup. At one point, he was sent to a lower-level team in Wenatchee, Wash., to get more playing time and develop his game. 

Seeing what his uncle has gone through makes it that much easier for him to deal with the ups and downs of life in junior hockey. 

“I’ve learned so much this year and experienced the struggles you have to go through,” he said. “I’m staying positive, and this will make me ready for next year.”

Lepsic signs NHL deal, ends goalless drought

The Nashville Predators officially announced Thursday that they’ve signed Hawks forward Brendan Leipsic to an entry-level contract.

Leipsic shared the WHL scoring title this season with teammate Nicolas Petan, collecting 49 goals and 71 assists in 68 games. 

News of the signing leaked out during the second intermission of the Hawks’ 4-2 win over Saskatoon Wednesday, leading some to jokingly speculate that Leipsic had briefly changed into a suit to ink his contract before returning to the ice for the third period. 

After the game, Leipsic was surprised that word had already gotten out. 

“I thought it was coming out tomorrow, so that’s pretty funny that it happened during the game,” he said.

The Winnipeg, Manitoba, native scored his first goal of the Memorial Cup to give the Hawks a 3-1 lead over the Blades in the third period, ending a drought of nearly three games. 

"I was a little frustrated (about not scoring), but our team's winning so that comes first," said Leipsic. "To get the monkey of the back was nice, though."

Stars’ AHL-to-NHL merry-go-round continues, ensuring prospects get plenty of ice time

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

9:40 pm on April 5, 2014  | Permalink

0 

4 

0 

Mar 20, 2014; Philadelphia, PA, USA; Philadelphia Flyers defenseman Mark Streit (32) makes a pass against Dallas Stars right wing Chris Mueller (18) during the first period at Wells Fargo Center. Mandatory Credit: Eric Hartline-USA TODAY Sports

The Stars have made several emergency call-ups from the AHL because they have retained only 12 healthy forwards. The move helps the Stars manage the four official call-ups they are allowed between the trade deadline and the end of the season. But the moves also allow players to remain active.

Chris Mueller, who was called up because of injuries to Cole and Ray Whitney (lower body), was sent down before the game. He has been either playing in the NHL or AHL and has not had to do a lot of sitting. The same goes for Dustin Jeffrey, who was a healthy scratch for long stretches earlier in the season until he served a stint in the minors.

“That’s something I’m very accustomed to,” Ruff said. “I like the fact that players are playing, and not just sitting around as the extra guy. I think you see the benefit with what Jeffrey has done already. I think they’re more ready to play being players than being in stands here watching.”

When the Stars recalled defenseman Patrik Nemeth, part of the reason to play him was because he plays a more physical and safer game than Kevin Connauton, but part of the reason was because he had played 18 straight games in the AHL and was in a playing groove.

“I believe in it, so it’s something I’m very comfortable with,” Ruff said.

Observations on a 3-2 loss in Florida: Stars need to learn from the mistakes of the Imperial Stormtroopers

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

12:18 am on April 7, 2014  | Permalink
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Cody Eastwood imbeds secret video inside of R2-D2 that only you can unleash. Watch it here and decide just who is this team’s only hope.

SUNRISE, Fla. _ While Star Wars characters were running amok at BB&T Center Sunday, an indisputable truth unfolded like the pages of a George Lucas novel.

The Stars are a lot like the Imperial Stormtroopers.

Not all the time, mind you, but they have the ability to morph into the Keystone Kops of the 1970s when you give them too much power. Just like the lads in white armor, the Stars transform into bumbling Barney Fifes of the future when given a task that is far too simple to accomplish.

Protect the most powerful space station in the universe against a pack of ragtag rebels? Pick off a few intruders when you have them outnumbered 100-to-1 and are packing blaster rifles that basically will melt a human brain? Find one guy who won’t let all this schooling and high-priced technology go to waste?

It seems like something an army of well-trained athletes could do.

And yet when you hand the Stars every state-of-the-art weapon in the armory and ask them to embrace the mantle of power, the pressure makes them crumble like a couple of conscripts who just got back from shore leave on Tatooine.

They misfired Thursday in Carolina when a team ready to dump Kirk Muller should have been as easy a target as a womp rat in Beggar’s Canyon. They almost did it in Tampa Saturday when one of their most dominant performances of the season was turned into a death race between two speederbikes. And then Sunday in Sunrise, they went full Stars Stormtrooper in a 3-2 loss to the 29th place team in the league.

They quite literally found a way to botch a perfect plan.

They weren’t even fighting against the bravery of Han Solo or the intelligence of R2-D2. It was like they couldn’t handle the guile of Chewbacca the Wookiee and C-3PO. I mean, even Lucas would have laughed had you handed him this script.

The Panthers are ready for the summer. They live on the beach, they play before a half-empty arena, they are simply waiting to see which new prospect they can add at the draft. Oh sure, they’re going to give you a good effort if you let them believe they have a chance. But jump on them early, bury them deep, and it won’t be that tough to break the spirit of Roberto Luongo and the Panther brigade.

And quite honestly, the Stars were on their way to doing that.

Showing the cold-blooded guile of Grand Moff Tarkin, Jamie Benn made a quick strike and destroyed Alderaan in front of Princess Leia by scoring just 45 seconds into the game. The message was clear to the Panthers _ give up hope. When Tyler Seguin then did his Darth Vader impersonation with a power play goal 39 seconds into the second period, the outcome seemed as swift as a light saber swipe through Obi-Wan Kenobi.

But then the Stars turned into Stormtroopers. They couldn’t shoot straight, they couldn’t cash in on the power play, they ran over each other. They found a way to lose an unloseable battle.

For all of their foibles, it still was 2-2 after two periods. For all of their mistakes, they still had every chance to win this one. And they didn’t.

You almost wish they would have just blown it 5-0 and everyone could have said they were tired, but that’s not how the plot unfolded. They had the energy in the third period, they had the better weapons, they had the upper hand. They simply couldn’t handle the power and unraveled during the game. One-for-six on the power play, including a golden chance to tie things up late. Thirty-five shots that couldn’t beat Luongo.

Maybe this team just does better as the underdog. Maybe it needs to feel like the good guy, like the Luke Skywalker of the film. Maybe there is a certain aura that surrounds you when you don’t really have any margin for error, when you desperately need to trust yourself.

Maybe the Stars will win a thrilling game in Phoenix April 13 and then go on to face the powerhouse that is St. Louis with a bevy of X-Wing fighters and “The Force’’ on their side. That would be a great story, and we’d all love to watch it.

But as these athletic battles unfold, there is a tendency for the Empire to win more often than not. There is a skill in knowing how to crush your enemy, to show no mercy, to grab them by the neck with your powerful black glove and smite out their very last breath. There is a nature acquired by the tough teams, the teams that really want to win.

In fact, there is a way of doing this where you don’t even need the guys in the white armor.

And that might be the lesson learned on a sunny afternoon as the Panthers turned a hockey game into Comic-Con South _ when you’re doing cosplay, make the other guys be the Imperial Stormtroopers.

Because as we’ve seen this week, that’s not a look that the Stars should be embracing.

Observations on a 5-2 win in Tampa: With the ghosts of Nikola Tesla floating in the rafters, Stars can’t let this power play problem turn their lights out

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

2:14 am on April 6, 2014  | Permalink
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Mar 24, 2014; Dallas, TX, USA; Dallas Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon (4) defends against Winnipeg Jets center Bryan Little (18) during the third period at the American Airlines Center. Little scores a power play goal in the third period. The Stars defeated the Jets 2-1. Mandatory Credit: Jerome Miron-USA TODAY Sports

Cody Eastwood displays the power surges that peaked and drooped in Dallas’ 5-2 win over Tampa Bay on Saturday.

TAMPA, Fla. _ Nikola Tesla’s work is all over the Tampa Bay Times Forum.

One of the forefathers in the study of electricity and the man who many credit with contributions to the development of alternating current, Tesla’s most popular invention might be the Tesla Coil. The man who worked with both Edison and Westinghouse created an electrical ball that will produce bolts of lighting, an incredible revelation back in the 1800s, but often just a carnival act now.

You’ve all seen the Plasma Ball at Spencer’s Gift or in your cousin’s basement. The Tampa Times Forum uses an actual Tesla Coil to produce lightning from the ceiling.

Y’know, Tampa Bay Lightning.

Anyway, Tesla seems like a pretty important guy to study right now, and not just because some fans have named an electric car after him. No, with the Stars battling a power outage on the man advantage, there are all sorts of lessons that can be learned from the life of Nikola Tesla.

Born in the area that is now Croatia, he battled through several schools, through several jobs and through several opportunities. He made untold riches, spent fortunes on research and died pretty much penniless. But in doing so, he left an imprint on the planet that still can be seen today.

His work in wireless transmission, in radio technology, in simply understanding that electricity is everywhere, pushed others to finish jobs he could not. He was a scientist first and foremost, and some would even say a mad scientist, but he struggled in taking his knowledge of science and making it practical.

And that’s maybe why the Stars need to look at Tesla right now.

The Stars believe they have an understanding of the power play, they believe they can control the man advantage, they believe they have the pieces in place and the vision in their head. But the truth is they simply can’t make it pay off.

On Saturday, Dallas frittered away a five-minute major at a time when the team could have used a goal or two to help bury a scrappy team from Tampa. Later in the game, the Stars couldn’t create anything out of a four-minute power play. For the night, Dallas finished 0-for-5 in 13 minutes of power play time.

Dallas was credited with 10 shots in those 13 minutes, but it didn’t even seem like they had that many. Instead of seizing momentum and earning respect, the Stars wasted electricity and had fans shaking their heads. Instead of convincing investors they could get the job done, the Stars wandered aimlessly and observed.

Tesla tried hard…a lot. He tried to work with Edison, who some believe stole Tesla’s ideas. He tried to work with Westinghouse, but the cost of patents and funding forced Westinghouse to cut ties. He tried to work with Marconi, but the two ended up in patent battles at a time when patent battles ruled the invention industry. In the end, he couldn’t find a way to use his ideas to make money.

The Stars’ experiments in the power play are fizzling right now. They are 0-for-15 in the first four games of this five-game road trip and their failure in the third period might have cost them points in Carolina Thursday. It probably cost the ability to rest some players down the stretch on Saturday. We don’t know if it will cost them going forward.

But the bottom line is teams need to be good on special teams in the playoffs. Unless you are head and shoulders better than your opponent, you need a little boost every now and then.

The Stars won their game against the Lightning the old fashioned way. They dug in, outshot Tampa Bay 10-5 in the third period, and created offense out of defense. Vernon Fiddler forced Steven Stamkos into a turnover en route to an unassisted goal that made the score 4-2. And then Cody Eakin forced a neutral zone turnover that turned into Antoine Roussel’s goal that made it 5-2.

The fact the Stars were able to forge that solution is impressive. Like a farrier shooing a horse or Con Edison laying gas lines, Dallas solved the problem and made people happy. But, it also ignored the fact there might be an easier way to go about this.

If the Stars can simply put their power play ideas into action, this playoff thing might be done in no time flat. Dallas ranks 25th in power play success at 15.5 percent. Phoenix is fourth at 20.6 percent. Dallas ranks eighth in 5-on-5 goals at 154. Phoenix ranks 20th at 134.

The Stars continue to garner power play opportunities, so that part of the solution appears resolved. Can they convert the opportunities to usable energy? That is a very different, and very complex question.

But if they want to gain a little motivation, all the Stars had to do was look to the ceiling on Saturday. People still get giddy over the tricks Nikola Tesla was creating with electricity back in the 1800s. Heck, if you’re really a proponent of his, you could say that his fingerprints are on the scoreboard, the television broadcast and even the Twitter accounts that were being managed via smart phones.

And the reason for that is Tesla kept trying new ways to solve old problems.

“We slowed down too much, too much standing, too much getting the puck and hanging on to it,” Ruff said of his team’s problems. “We’ll take a hard look and try to make some quick corrections. It could have been a big difference maker for us.”

Or, as captain Jamie Benn said, just go back to the drawing board.

“Power plays are most successful when you shoot the puck, go out there and play hockey, and not think about it too much,” he said.

Tesla, who often didn’t write down his ideas and simply worked through problems in his head, probably wouldn’t disagree.

Ice back in classic form to sink Tigers
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By Charles Lefebvre on April 5, 2014.
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DARREN STEINKE

dsteinke@medicinehatnews.com

The Kootenay Ice are back being the Kootenay Ice.

In Game 1 of a WHL Eastern Conference semifinal series against the Medicine Hat Tigers, the Ice did a strong job executing their classic trapping and forechecking style on Saturday night at The Arena.

Ice starting goaltender Mackenzie Skapski, who struggled and didn’t finish his team’s six-game first round series win over the Calgary Hitmen, was back in fine form stopping 28 of 30 shots fired his way.

Those ingredients added up to the Ice claiming a 4-2 victory before 3,750 spectators. Game 2 of the best-of-seven series is set for Sunday at 6 p.m. at The Arena.

“We kind of got off our game, and they kind of did what we wanted to do tonight,” said Tigers left-winger Trevor Cox. “It was kind of an off night for us.

“We didn’t funnel enough bodies and pucks to the net like we needed to, and they capitalized on their chances.”

Saturday’s encounter was also remembered for a line brawl that occurred with 11.8 seconds to play, and a 4-2 result locked on the scoreboard. The brawl started when a Tigers winger drilled an Ice centre off a centre ice zone faceoff draw, while the hosts were on a late power play.

Out of the melee, Troy Murray, Jordan Steenbergen and Austin Vetterl from the Ice all received fighting majors, while Steenbergen was given a game misconduct. Jacob Doty, Tyler Lewington and Blake Penner of the Tigers all received fighting majors. Doty also got an instigator and a game misconduct, while Penner got a game misconduct.

Both sides elected to not comment on the brawl at the end of the game.

After the contest, Ice head coach Ryan McGill wouldn’t take the cue, when asked if his team’s job will be that much easier if their opponent stays frustrated.

“It is one game,” said McGill. “We’re not talking about that right now. It is one game.

“We’re not talking about anything but the first shift (Sunday).”

As far as play on the ice went, the teams traded goals in the first. Vetterl put the visitors up 1-0, while Cox netted the equalizer. Kootenay outshot the Tigers 10-3 early on.

At the 4:38 mark of the second, the Tigers jumped ahead 2-1 on pretty power-play goal. Cox and overage defenceman Dylan Bredo combined to step up right-winger Cole Sanford on a backdoor play at the right side of the Kootenay goal. He buried his third of the post-season into an empty cage.

The Ice got that back just before the midway point of the second. With the Tigers pressing in the Kootenay zone, Ice left-winger Levi Cable stole the puck at the point from Tigers defenceman Ty Stanton.

Cable broke into the Medicine Hat zone hounded by Tigers rearguard Tommy Vannelli. After getting to the front of the Tigers goal, Cable slipped the puck over to right-winger Jone Martin, who knocked home the tally that tied things up at 2-2.

That was seen a key turning point by both sides.

“The second period we actually put some pretty good shifts together,” said Tigers head coach and general manager Shaun Clouston. ” Unfortunately, late in a shift we coughed one up and were too tied to get the back check.

“I think from that point on the momentum kind of shifted back. It was tough for us to get anything going in the third. They did an excellent job in the neutral zone.”

McGill was pleased with the work Cable and Martin put in to make that goal happen.

“It was a momentum changer, because I thought they had kind of outworked us down low in the corners for about five minutes,” said McGill. “For Levi (Cable) to stay with it, obviously, there could have been a penalty called on that, but he stuck with it.

“Marty had the presence of mind to go to the other side of the net, so it was a real good character second effort goal for us.”

With the teams locked in a 2-2 draw and 6:52 remaining in the third period, Russian defenceman Rinat Valiev blasted home a goal from the point to put the Ice ahead 3-2. The tally came just as a Kootenay power play expired.

Defenceman Jagger Dirk rounded out the Ice’s scoring into an empty net. Bredo shot the empty-net goal puck into the roof in frustration.

Marek Langhamer turned away 39 of 42 shots in goal for the Tigers.

When the dust settle, Skapski was smiling ear to ear about having a strong night in goal after struggling against the Hitmen.

“It was huge to start off the series with a win,” said Skapski. “I was very fortunate to get an opportunity in Game 1 here. I felt like I took advantage of it.”
Playoff regulars set to battle
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By Darren Steinke on April 5, 2014.

dsteinke@medicinehatnews.com

When the WHL post-season comes around, it seems like the Medicine Hat Tigers and Kootenay Ice will always be part of the picture.

These two clubs are set to face each other in a best-of-seven WHL Eastern Conference semifinal series. The Tigers host the first two contests of the series at The Arena, with Game 1 set for 7:30 p.m. on Saturday and Game 2 following at 6 p.m. on Sunday.

This also features the two WHL teams that have the longest active streaks for making the playoffs in consecutive years. The Ice franchise has made the playoffs all 16 years it has been in Cranbrook, B.C., while the Tigers are in their 12th straight post-season appearance.

“I think it is a real accomplishment,” said Tigers head coach and general manager Shaun Clouston. “Obviously, Kootenay has a few more years on us. Sixteen is amazing.

“To get to that point, there are a lot of people that have to do a lot of real good things, a lot of great things. We are talking about scouts, and ownership and player development and culture.

“There has to be a lot of consistency in order to have that happen.”

In the 16 straight years that the Ice have made the playoffs, the current campaign marks the eighth time they have been to the second round. During their previous playoff runs on their current streak, the Ice have made five conference finals appearances, won the WHL title three times and the Memorial Cup title in 2002.

The Tigers have advanced to the second round of the playoffs 11 out of the 12 consecutive years they’ve made the post-season. During their previous playoff runs on their current streak, the advanced to the conference finals four times and won the WHL title twice.

Clouston believes both teams have had their runs thanks to being stable in the front office and coaching ranks.

The late Ed Chynoweth and his son, Jeff, have been the constants in the front office of the Ice, where Jeff has been the club’s long time general manager. The Chynoweth family owns the Ice franchise.

Ryan McGill was the head coach when the Ice won the Memorial Cup, and he returned to the team has head coach in 2011. His successors in between kept the Ice playing a consistent game.

Clouston and associate coach Darren Kruger have been the mainstays in the Tigers coaching ranks during their run at making the post-season in consecutive years.

That run started when Willie Desjardins became the team’s head coach in 2002, and Clouston and Kruger worked with Desjardins for a lengthy number of years, before the latter left for the professional ranks.

Those groups helped create the respective strong cultures for both clubs that produced a number of standout players over the years.

“In order to be successful, you need great players,” said Clouston. “You need character people and great players.

“Both teams have been very fortunate to have just some quality people go through their programs. They’ve had guys that the next group could look up to.”

This season, the Tigers finished with the third best record in the WHL’s Eastern Conference with a 44-24-3-1 mark, which was nine points ahead of the Ice, who finished sixth overall in the Eastern Conference at 39-28-2-3.

Overage Tigers defenceman Dylan Bredo took part in two previous playoff series between the two clubs. In 2010, the Tigers claimed a first round series in six games over the Ice in Bredo’s rookie season. In his sophomore season, the Ice swept the Tigers away in the Eastern Conference Championship series and went on to win the WHL title.

Bredo would like to take this year’s encounter.

“It is going to be huge series,” said Bredo. “All the boys are really excited about getting this thing going.

“They are a great team over there, so it is going to be a battle. We are expecting a long series here.”

NOTES Centre Anthony Ast has a high likelihood of returning to the Tigers near the start of the series with the Ice after recovering from an appendectomy and a surgery for a minor hernia.

Centre Gavin Broadhead’s return for the series is questionable, as he attempts to comeback from a concussion. The Tigers have him officially listed as day to day.

Vancouver Canucks signed prospect Hunter Shinkaruk is out for the Tigers as he recovers from hip surgery.

The Ice will be without left-wingers Tim Bozon, who is recovering after winning his battle with neisseria meningitis, and Ryan Chynoweth, who has an upper body injury.

Defenceman Tanner Faith will be out of the Kootenay lineup with an upper body injury, while rearguard Tyler King finished the first round of the post-season being out day to day with an undisclosed injury.

Langhamer aims to follow strong first round playoff series with strong second round series
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By Darren Steinke on April 4, 2014.

dsteinke@medicinehatnews.com

He had a stellar first round in goal.

Now the aim for Marek Langhamer is to repeat his performance as his Medicine Hat Tigers head to the second round of the WHL playoffs. The Tigers open a best-of-seven WHL Eastern Conference semifinal series against the Kootenay Ice on Saturday (7:30 p.m., The Arena).

In the Tigers’ six game series win over the Swift Current Broncos, Langhamer posted a 1.64 goals against average and a .955 save percentage. Heading into the second round of the WHL playoffs, he has the lowest goals against average and the highest save percentage among all puck stoppers.

The 19-year-old Czech product knows playing one strong round in the post-season doesn’t necessarily translate to playing a second strong round.

“It was just one series,” said Langhamer. “Kootenay is a totally different team. We just have to start all over.

“We will see what this series is going to bring.”

Langhamer had a solid regular season, posting a 23-14-3 record, a 2.58 goals against average, a .913 save percentage and three shutouts. Since joining the Tigers before the start of the 2011-12 campaign, Langhamer has steadily improved.

Tigers head coach and general manager Shaun Clouston said Langhamer took a big step forward in consistency this season, which showed through in the first round series win.

“He (Langhamer) has proven throughout the season that he can be one of the best goaltenders in the league,” said Clouston. “He has obviously improved his skills, but he has also improved his consistency.

“To me, what he did was he played at the top of his game. In my opinion, it is not necessarily he took it to another level, he got to the top of his game and was able to maintain that.

“He has always been capable of those big games. He did it back to back to back for a whole series.”

While Langhamer came up with a number of big saves against the Broncos, the netminder said the units of the five skaters playing in front of him helped make his job easier.

The puck stopper also noticed the Broncos had a tendency to shoot from long range. Langhamer said he is really comfortable with stopping long-range shots. One of his focuses against the Broncos was not to give up rebounds on those drives.

“You have to make sure you have good rebound control and the pucks stay inside of you or it is in the corner,” said Langhamer. “If it is an easy shot, you can’t let it lie in front of you.”

Tigers overage defenceman Dylan Bredo said Langhamer’s strong play has given the five skaters playing in front of him a high confidence and comfort level.

That comfort level stayed high even with Broncos goaltender Eetu Laurikainen playing strong at the other end in the first round. Laurikainen posted a 2.17 goals against average and a .941 save percentage in the series loss for the Broncos. The Finnish product’s save percentage was the second highest in the league in the first round just below Langhamer’s.

“He (Langhamer) was the difference maker for sure,” said Bredo. “At the end of the day, he out battled their goaltender.

“He was great for us. He was there when we needed him. He made the saves that gave us a chance to win every night.”

Now, Langhamer’s attention is focused on the Ice. He said the Ice bring a strong group of forwards into the series, with Sam Reinhart and Jaedon Descheneau being the most dangerous of the group.

Both Reinhart and Descheneau had 17 points each in the Ice’s six game opening round series win over the Calgary Hitmen. Reinhart piled up five goals and 12 assists, and Descheneau had seven goals and 10 assists.

They were also strong in the regular season, as Reinhart piled up 36 goals and 69 assists in 60 games, while Descheneau had 44 goals and 54 assists in 70 games.

“Obviously, they have (Sam) Reinhart, who is a smart player, so is (Jaedon) Descheneau too,” said Langhamer. “We have to watch them.

“They are playing kind of different hockey that is for sure, and we have to get ready for it and just to be aware of these guys on the first and second lines. We will see what is going to happen.”

Clouston said a group effort between the five skaters on the ice and Langhamer in goal was key in the team’s defensive success against Swift Current and will need to be key again against Kootenay.

“We challenge our players to do their best each night,” said Clouston. “We want to help Marek.

“We expect him to help the guys on the ice.”

Point 'relieved' to be an Otter 
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Colton Point had high expectations, so, flu be damned, he dragged himself out of bed and parked himself in front of the computer for the OHL Priority Selection draft.

But as the names started to fly by, he stopped watching in the 11th round, took some medication and went back to bed for extra shut eye.

That's when the call came from the Erie Otters.

“I was getting pretty worried there by the end, so yeah I'm relieved,” the midget-AAA North Bay and District Trappers goalie said. “But 279th (in the 14th round), I think I was when I saw my name come up. Actually, I didn't even see my name come up. My dad answered the phone and it was Erie.

“It means the world to me. It just opens the gate up for all my hockey for the rest of my life. I know a lot of people say don't worry if you don't get drafted, you'll still have chances . . . but the chances are that much better.'”

Point was the lone North Bay player picked Saturday as OHL clubs stocked up on eligible prospects.

In total, 10 players were taken from the Northern Ontario Hockey Association, including Zack Dorval of Hearst (first off the board in the second round to Kingston out of the Soo Thunder minor midgets) and New Liskeard's Justin Brazeau, a 13th-round pick of the North Bay Battalion.

Another Northern player, Nicholas Sicoly of Sault Ste. Marie, went in the fourth round after playing for the Toronto Marlboros last season.

Trappers head coach Mike Reise said he was “really happy,” to hear Point was taken in the draft. He said the six-foot-three, 230-pounder is a hard worker and increased his focus “300%” this season with goaltending coach Kyle Aubut as the Trappers finished second in the Great North Midget League before an upset loss to Timmins in the playoff semifinals.

“He took a big step in that department this year,” Reise said of Point.

At the same time, Reise will be telling his players that getting drafted isn't the “be all and end all,” of getting to the next level.

Five minor midgets were on the Trappers this season, including Thomas Farrell, Robert Buckley, Lucas Nevrencan and Finn Seguin. Local product Dakotah Woods, who played minor midget with the Nickel City Sons this season, was also on the radar.

“It would have been nice to see those guys drafted for sure,” Reise said of his players. “They've been working hard all year.”

Which is what Point will continue to do before Erie's rookie camp later this year. Making the roster, especially as a 16-year-old late round pick, won't be easy, especially with the Otters selecting Jake Lawr, of Caledon, Ont., 28th overall in this year 's draft. They still have Devin Williams, who has outperformed NHL pick Oscar Dansk in the playoffs, for possibly another year or two.

“Just training,” Point said. “Training, training, training. That's all you can do.”

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca
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Forward to the future.

That seemed to be the goal for North Bay Battalion general manager Stan Butler, who earlier this week said in a “perfect world,” he wanted some help up front and seemed to follow through by adding five forwards to the team's ranks with his first six picks in the 2014 OHL Priority Selection draft.

He also said the goal was to take the best player available, but with four top-six guys set to move on after this year's playoff run, Butler will likely need some help next season in the forward rotation.

Barclay Goodrow, Ben Thomson, Matt MacLeod and import Vincent Praplan are playing their final major junior games this spring, although they hope it's part of a long playoff run as the Troops lead the Barrie Colts 1-0 in their best-of-seven Eastern Conference semifinal with Game 2 Sunday in North Bay at 2 p.m.

That means more ice time for guys like Alex Henriksson, Jared Steege, Zach Bratina and Brett McKenzie next year, but that also means others need to step in as well.

And Butler said his staff was “pretty happy” with the guys they selected on Saturday.

“A lot of the work is done by our scouts and they seem pretty happy with the players we've got so far,” Butler said.

First off the board at 14th overall was centre Zachary Poirier of the Kemptville, Ont.-based Upper Canada Cyclones, a strong player who had a stout playoff performance against a solid minor midget Ottawa 67's team.

The six-foot, 185-pound native of Mountain, Ont., is an imposing offensive pivot with an innate ability to read the play, according to TheScout.ca. He's also a strong skater who moves well through the neutral zone, has a heavy, deceptive release and is an underrated playmaker.

“He wasn't on a great team, but we're not drafting teams, we're drafting players,” Butler said. “He had a real good playoff against the best (regular season club in the Ontario East league) the 67's . . . and our guys like his game. He plays hard and competes hard, and we feel that's the type of player we want to bring to North Bay.”

The Troops went for size and potential in the second round, taking six-foot-three left winger David Sherman from the Toronto Jr. Canadiens, a team that made it to the OHL Cup final before injuries took its toll in a 5-0 loss to the Toronto Marlboros.

The Mississauga native has deceiving mobility for his size and is smooth and skilled in possession with a quick efficient release. He needs to add strength to his developing frame, but is considered to be a player who can score timely goals and add a physical presence at the next level.

Especially around the net and in the corners.

“He's got really good hands,” Butler said. “His foot speed needs to get better, but that's probably a lot of leg strength. I think he's got good skills and he's a good goal-scorer.”

Sherman is also familiar with the Battalion name, having spent time watching the likes of Cody Hodgson, Matt Duchene and Thomas Stajan play for Butler at the Powerade Centre in Brampton before the franchise moved to North Bay last summer.

The Bunker, the Troops' old home, is a 15-minute drive from the Sherman residence. North Bay is about three hours plus, but Sherman has heard nothing but good things about the Gateway City.

“I hear the team is doing really well in the playoffs and when you play there, it's like being in the NHL because the team (is the Big Show) in the city,” he said.

Sherman knows he has work to do on his foot speed and strength, but has plans to make next year's team starting at rookie camp.

“It's a big honour and I'm very excited to see where this leads,” he said.

The Battalion continued the trend of adding size up front in the third round, taking six-foot-two forward Cameron Morrison from the York Simcoe Express. An underage affiliate with the OJHL's Aurora Tigers last season, Morrison is a hard-working, competitive winger with good finishing abilities and hails from the same hometown and same minor hockey program as Battalion captain Goodrow.

Some had him going in the second round.

“Good skill, good skater,” Butler said. “People will always say, 'we're surprised he's there,' but we're pretty happy that we were able to get both him and Sherman where we got them.”

In the fourth round, the Battalion added six-foot-two, 207-pound defenceman Jacob Ramalho, who played for the Ottawa 67's last season, followed by winger Kyle Moore, of Indian Trail, N.C., who played with the Toronto Red Wings last season.

Other Battalion picks included forward Steven Harland (sixth round, Toronto Young Nationals), goalie Jack Ondrovic (sixth round, Ottawa Senators), defenceman Nathan Ellis (seventh round, Southern Tier Admirals), winger Kyle Thomas (eighth round, South Central Coyotes), winger Jamie Huber (ninth round, Jr. C Wingham Ironmen) and defenceman Mitchell Livingstone (10th round, Barrie Jr. Colts) in the first 10 rounds.

In the later rounds, the Battalion selected defenceman Cameron Dineen (11th round, New Jersey Rockets), right-winger Justin Brazeau (13th round, New Liskeard Cubs), centre Brendan D'Agostino (14th round, Hamilton Bulldogs) and defenceman Carter McCormick (15th round, Elgin-Middlesex Chiefs).

North Bay and District Trappers goalie Colton Point was the lone local player selected in the 14th round by the Erie Otters.
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They knew the size was there.

Likewise for the grit and physical play.

The mouth?

Maybe that's been a surprise.

But believe it or not, the North Bay Battalion knew they had a potential game-breaker in Alex Henriksson when the sturdy six-foot-two, 186-pound Swede was taken in the first round of the Canadian Hockey League import draft last summer.

Afterward, head coach and general manager Stan Butler said the Troops had a potential impact player on their hands along with second round selection and Switzerland native Vincent Praplan. And midway though the season, assistant coach John Goodwin said Henriksson's hands were there, just waiting to put up some points.

"He's a feisty kid and I think the biggest thing for him is he's a competitor," Butler said Friday. "He competes hard all the time and that's what you want from your players."

And those hands?

They just needed a bigger stage to heat up.

On Friday, with the game deadlocked at 0-0 for 55 minutes, Henriksson jumped up into the rush and finished off a neutral zone passing play with linemates Brett McKenzie, Zach Bratina and defenceman Brenden Miller, ripping a wrister over Barrie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood to send the 4,159 at Memorial Gardens into a frenzy.

That would hold up as the winner, the only goal of the game with 4:32 left in regulation, as the Battalion won 1-0 and took a 1-0 series lead in their best-of-seven Eastern Conference semifinal with the fourth-seeded Colts.

Game 2 is Sunday in North Bay at 2 p.m.

It's not the first time Henriksson has scored a big goal this post-season. On Tuesday, he pounced on a goal-mouth scramble to tie the game against Niagara before Nick Paul notched the Game 7-winner less than four minutes later.

He had a few more before that, too, including a two-goal Game 5 performance at home against the IceDogs on March 28, and now has five total in eight playoff games. Add that to a six-game regular season-finishing flurry and Henriksson has seven goals and seven assists in his last 14 games after putting up 21 points in his first 62 games as an OHLer.

"I get great passes from my linemates, and I know that's an old thing to say, but that's true," Henriksson said. "I got a great pass from McKenzie, who got a great pass from Bratina.

"I'm happy with my game, happy with the team, too. Everyone works, every line scores and we're finally finding a good line with Bratina and McKenzie. We work good together and hopefully it keeps going this series."

At the same time, Henriksson said it's taken some time to adjust to the North American game in spite of his gritty, physical style. The ice is smaller, space is harder to come by and passes need to be quicker compared to the larger Olympic-sized rinks used in Europe.

That may seem to suit Henriksson's abrasive attitude, but it still takes some getting used to, he said, along with the culture shock of moving overseas.

"I think I got used to it a couple of months ago and I'm just going to keep going here, work hard in the summer and hopefully we can make it a long way in the playoffs," he said.

However, the Battalion needs to make some adjustments in order to keep the Colts at bay the rest of the series. Despite holding Barrie to 21 shots on the night — including none in the first 14 minutes of the game — and handing goalie Jake Smith his second playoff shutout, Butler said his team committed too many turnovers.

"But at the end of the day, our guys worked hard and battled hard," he said. "In these types of games, you've just got to find a way to win."

They did it as well with Barrie missing stud defenceman and captain Aaron Ekblad, leading playoff scorer Zach Hall and mid-season acquisition Joseph Blandisi, who were out of the Colts lineup with various ailments. Meanwhile, overage forward Mitchell Theoret returned to Barrie's forward ranks after missing his team's Game 5 quarter-final win over the Sudbury Wolves.

At the same time, Ekblad and Blandisi were missing in that final game against Sudbury, Hall left prematurely with an injury and the Colts still pasted the Wolves 7-0 that night.

"They've got a lot of good players," Butler said. "They've got 11, 12 guys on the team that went within one second of winning the OHL championship (last season in Game 7 against London.) That type of experience takes a long time to get."

Battalion bullets: Henriksson finished as the first star of the game, followed by Smith and Blackwood, an OHL all-rookie first-team nominee who made 25 saves on 26 shots. . . . The Battalion continued to play with a full lineup with defenceman Kyle Locke the only addition to the starting lineup since Game 7, replacing rookie blue-liner Riley Bruce. . . . The OHL draft is Saturday morning at 9 a.m. The Battalion picks 14th overall and has 14 more picks after that in the 15-round draft. Sarnia has already selected its first overall pick. Jakob Chychrun, the son of former NHLer Jeff Chychrun, was introduced to the media in Sarnia on Friday.
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Through four years in Kitchener, Ben Thomson ended up in his fair share of playoff battles.

As a right-out-of-minor-midget forward, the Orangeville native got some valuable experience during his rookie season in 2010 as the Rangers made it to the OHL Western Conference finals, losing out to the eventual league champion Windsor Spitfires in a series that went seven games.

In 2011, Kitchener's season ended in another Game 7, too, when the Plymouth Whalers upset the third-seeded Rangers in the first round.

Then in 2012 and 2013, it was the back-to-back OHL champion London Knights who kicked them out of the playoffs. The first time was in the conference final. The second was in the second round as a stacked Kitchener team lost in five games to a London club featuring four current or future NHL first-rounders.

And not once in that span did Kitchener make it through the first round in four games. Likewise for Thomson and his now-North Bay Battalion teammates, who were pushed to the max by the Niagara IceDogs until winning Game 7 Tuesday in North Bay.

"A lot of the times, the first round is the hardest round," Thomson said. "I think we (the Battalion) got a lot of positives out of that round and everyone kind of got a feel for it. You could tell early on that we were a bit nervous as a team and had some young guys who hadn't played in the playoffs before, things like that.

"But we have some momentum coming out of that round and that's all you can ask for."

Indeed, the Battalion finds itself on a three-game winning streak, one that was necessary after falling behind the seventh-place IceDogs 3-1 in their best-of-seven Eastern Conference quarter-final series.

But instead of regretting the extra work the veteran Battalion had to put in to keep its season alive against the younger IceDogs, Thomson was thankful for some of the positives. Early on in the series, the Troops "were a bit too excited and some guys were trying to do too much, myself included," Thomson said.

But in games 5, 6 and 7, it was back to the hard-nosed, defensively-sound, 200-foot game that powered the Troops to a Central Division title and a regular season-ending six-game winning streak in 2013-14.

"Once we got behind the eight-ball a little bit, we realized we needed to do our own jobs and trust everyone else to do theirs," Thomson said. "If everyone's trying to do too much, you'll just end up out of position. It just kind of clicked when everyone figured it out."

They also learned that anyone can win on any given night, defenceman Brenden Miller said.

"You can't take a period or a game off, or you're going to be in a hole quickly," said Miller, tied with Alex Henriksson for the team lead in playoff scoring with a goal and five assists.

Those are lessons the Troops plan to implement again tonight when the Eastern Conference semifinals kick off at Memorial Gardens at 7:35 p.m.

The fourth-place Barrie Colts -- another Central Division rival and another team, like Niagara, that split the six-game regular season series with the Battalion -- come to town fresh off sending the fifth-place Sudbury Wolves packing in five games. Game 2 is Sunday at 2 p.m. in North Bay, while games 3 and 4 switch to Barrie on April 8 and 10.

Barrie has been waiting a while for this series to start.

The Colts' last game was March 28, when they blasted the Wolves 7-0 at the Barrie Molson Centre and did so without captain Aaron Ekblad (lower body), overage forward Mitchell Theoret (upper body) and mid-season pickup Joseph Blandisi (virus), while also losing leading playoff scorer Zach Hall to a lower body injury.

Ekblad, a potential first-overall pick in this summer's NHL entry draft, is expected back for tonight, although Hall and Theoret are questionable or doubtful for the opener. Blandisi, a point per game player who last played on Feb. 5, remains out and was considered week-to-week before the Sudbury series.

But they still have 49-goal regular season sniper Andreas Athanasiou, gritty winger Brendan Lemieux (son of clutch NHL playoff performer Claude Lemieux) and three other forwards who topped the 20-goal mark this season -- rookie Andrew Mangiapane, Tyson Fawcett and Garrett Hooey.

"We know they've got a good top-nine group of forwards and some steady," defenceman, Miller said. "They've got a fast team for sure, so they like to score off the rush.

"It comes down to laying the body, even if it's just bumping into a guy. Tracking back, the forwards backchecking, that kind of stuff. It's going to slow them down."

Plus, the Colts have plenty of prime playoff experience. Eleven players on this year's team played at least one playoff game during Barrie's run to the 2013 OHL championship series.

"They're a very good hockey team," North Bay head coach Stan Butler said. "I mean, Sudbury was a very good team and they (the Colts) beat them. So we've got to play 200 feet and be responsible, eliminate scoring chances on them. And when we get our own chances, we've got to take advantage."

Which means more from the likes of veterans Thomson, Barclay Goodrow, Matt MacLeod and Vincent Praplan, who combined for two goals and 10 points in the first round series against Niagara, although Butler praised the team's veteran leadership, which also includes defenceman Marcus McIvor, for setting the tone during Tuesday's third period comeback against Niagara.

"If you're going to win a series, nine times out of 10 your best players have to be your best players," Butler said. "Obviously for us to be successful, the Thomsons, the Goodrows, the Praplans, those guys need to be key players for our team offensively.

"I think our better players, although they played solid in the first series, they still have more to give."

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca
Battalion completes comeback 6


By Jordan Ercit, The Nugget 

 Tuesday, April 1, 2014 11:48:58 EDT PM  

Image: 1 of 17

  Brendan Perlini of the Niagara IceDogs races down the ice as Connor Jarvis of the North Bay Battalion races him, Tuesday, at North Bay Memorial Gardens. The Battalion defeated the IceDogs 2-1 to take their playoff series 4-3. PJ Wilson/The Nugget

Brendan Perlini of the Niagara IceDogs races down the ice as Connor Jarvis of the North Bay Battalion races him, Tuesday, at North Bay Memorial Gardens. The Battalion defeated the IceDogs 2-1 to take their playoff series 4-3. PJ Wilson/The Nugget 

3 sec.

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

To the best of his knowledge, Nick Paul hasn't played in a playoff Game 7.

Not in the OHL.

Not in minor hockey.

“Nope. Nothing,” the North Bay Battalion forward said. “You get a lot of butterflies for sure.”

Yet the second-year forward knew exactly what to do Tuesday night at Memorial Gardens when he found the puck on his stick, courtesy of linemate Ben Thomson, with 9:50 left in regulation.

Shot.

Shelf.

Celebration, a salute.

Now the Battalion is off to the second round thanks to Paul's game-winner during a wild night in North Bay, book-ending a 2-1 home team decision as the Troops edged the seventh-seeded Niagara IceDogs 4-3 in the Eastern Conference best-of-seven quarter-final.

They face the Barrie Colts in the second round as a result starting Friday in North Bay.

“It just came to mind,” Paul said when asked about his salute to the sellout crowd of 4,249. “Just heard the crowd go nuts and I just saluted them.

“It just happened.”

But the come back from down 3-1 in the series, the third period charge with the Troops trailing 1-0 to Niagara after 40 minutes?

That didn't just happen.

The Battalion, the Central Division champs who entered the post-season with 14 more wins than Marty Williamson's IceDogs team, have been training for this since the start of the season.

With nine games on the road to start the regular season as repairs to Memorial Gardens continued through September and part of October, the Battalion went 5-4-0 to start the 2013-14 schedule.

Two games below .500 at the end of November, they rallied in the final four months of the regular season to win the division over the defending-conference-champion Barrie Colts and Sudbury Wolves, who added NHL first-rounder Radek Faksa and defenceman-of-the-year nominee Trevor Carrick as the division's first-place club before the trade deadline.

Then with no post-season wins at the Jack Gatecliff Arena in six tries heading into Sunday's Game 6 in St. Catharines, the Battalion notched a 5-1 victory to force the deciding game in North Bay, the first OHL playoff Game 7 at the Gardens since the North Bay Centennials ousted the Detroit Jr. Red Wings in overtime on May 11, 1994 to claim the franchise's first and only championship before leaving for Saginaw, Mich., in 2002.

That speaks to the team's character, goaltender Jake Smith said.

“It's been a roller-coaster type year for us,” he said. “We're just a team that works harder than anybody, so I mean we're just going to keep working as hard as we can and keep battling. I think that's what this season and the first round so far shows.”

It also speaks to the veteran players in the dressing room, head coach Stan Butler added.

“I've always believed the character of our team comes from its leadership,” he said. “I thought those guys dug down deep and wanted to keep playing.”

And it keeps the Battalion's perfect record in playoff Game 7s intact after the 2004 and 2010 teams beat Ottawa and Kingston those years. But it was Niagara setting the pace and on the board first as Jordan Maletta, on a two-on-one break with Eric Ming, returned a feed from his linemate right back on to the stick of Ming for a 1-0 lead at 18:25.

However, the Troops, buoyed by a big save from Smith on Hayden McCool in the second, finally broke through in the third as Alex Henriksson followed up a North Bay three-on-one, jamming home a rebound for his fourth goal of the playoffs.

Less than four minutes later, Paul took the lead with his fifth of the post-season before the final 10:10 of regulation was played out without a stoppage.

It means the Battalion avoids an upset by a Niagara team with one overage player — leading playoff goal-scorer Ming — and 14 players in either their first or second year of OHL eligibility. It also gives Butler his first playoff series win over Williamson in seven tries.

“You've got to give Marty Williamson a lot of credit,” Butler said. “They played really, really hard and he did a good job with his team today. He's a smart coach and he took all the pressure off his team. He told everybody who would listen that they're just here for the experience.

“He likes his group and he's got some good players. You've got to understand, Eric Ming's a character guy. Billy Jenkins and Luke Mercer, these guys have been through some wars before. He did have a young team, but he had some good experienced players as well.”

Battalion bullets: Brent Moran, who stopped Barclay Goodrow on a breakaway in the second, finished with 32 saves. Smith responded with 16 on 17 attempts. . . . Game 1 of the semifinals is Friday at 7:30 p.m. with Game 2 Sunday in North Bay as well at 2 p.m. . . . The Troops could have faced Kingston in the semifinals; however, the Frontenacs were stunned by Peterborough as the Petes rallied from 3-0 down in the series to win 2-1 Tuesday in overtime of Game 7. . . . Three members of the Battalion are up for league awards. Smith was named a finalist for goalie of the year, Butler is one of six coaches on the final ballot for coach of the year while Goodrow is the team's candidate for most outstanding player and a finalist for overager of the year.
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Fighting the flu, Stan Butler got a little philosophical Thursday night.

"Adversity doesn't build character, it reveals it," the North Bay Battalion head coach rasped by phone after his team's Game 4 loss to the Niagara IceDogs in St. Catharines.

Friday night it revealed a winner with its collective back on the wall, albeit one heavily favoured to win this series before it started.

Sunday night?

Well, it's wait and see.

For now, the Battalion gets to live and fight another day after a tight 4-3 win, much tighter than it should have been considering they outshot the upstart IceDogs 36-13 in front of 3,829 raucous fans at Memorial Gardens.

But hey, like the late Al Davis said, just win baby. And that's what the Battalion, down 3-2 in the series now, did to force Game 6 of the best-of-seven Sunday in St. Catharines at 2 p.m.

"I thought for the most part, our guys battled hard and competed hard," Butler said Friday. "We got good efforts from guys like Brenden Miller, Nick Paul and Alex Henriksson.

"I think as a group, they realize they've dug themselves into a hole. Not on purpose, but they have, and they realize it's going to be tough sledding getting out of there."

Besides there was a lot to like Friday night if you're a Battalion fan.

Like the second half team that went 26-10-5 since late November, the Battalion dictated the tone of the game after the IceDogs, missing Game 2 hero Carter Verhaeghe with a lower body injury, opened the scoring on Matt Gillard's first of the playoffs with 9:21 off the board in the first period.

They poured it on offensively after that goal, too, as Alex Henriksson replied with a blistering wrist shot 21 seconds later that hit the back bar, bounced out and had to be reviewed by the off-ice officials on the next stoppage.

From there, the Troops kept the IceDogs hemmed in to their own end as well, limiting the visitors to no more than five shots in a period throughout the game as Nick Paul and Henriksson, with his second of the game, gave the visitors a 3-1 lead until late in the second.

"Pretty much everything (worked) today," Henriksson said. "But it's a long series and we have to get ready for Sunday's game right now."

Especially since the IceDogs, with one of the youngest rosters in the Canadian Hockey League, showed they won't roll over for anyone.

They beat the Memorial Cup-host London Knights twice in the regular season, split the season series with a powerful Erie Otters team and have won six of 11 games in 2013-14 against the Battalion despite finishing seventh in the Eastern Conference standings.

And Friday, they chipped away at the Battalion lead as Gillard cashed in a gift of goal with 2:53 left in the second period, when North Bay goalie Jake Smith wandered out of his net and turned the puck over to Niagara's Ben Hughes.

Hughes found Gillard waiting in front of the net for an easy tap-in, part of a rare off-night of late for Smith, who was voted by coaches as the second-best puckhandling goal in the Eastern Conference and had a .910 playoff save percentage going into Friday's game.

"Maybe when you don't have a lot of shots, as a goalie sometimes you lose your focus," Butler, himself a former netminder, said. "I'm not saying that's what happened -- you'll have to ask him -- but obviously that was a big play and then in the third period, the pool shot that went off about three people and in.

"But he's a pretty competitive kid and he knows what's at stake Sunday and has to bring his A-game."

But Paul restored the two-goal lead at 3:35 of the third, tipping in the eventual game-winner on a Miller point shot that eluded a screened Moran, who made 32 saves on the night.

Blake Siebenaler replied with another IceDogs goal, slapping the puck past a screened Smith on the aforementioned "pool shot" at 11:54 of the third, and Niagara had a chance to even the game up on the power play with 3:13 left, but Anthony DiFruscia's tripping penalty cancelled the advantage with 39 seconds left and Jordan Maletta took a slashing call with 17 seconds remaining in regulation to make gaining an extra IceDogs attacker even more difficult.

Regardless, Paul said Friday's game was "strictly business.

"There was no mindset of us losing," he said. "It was just winning, winning, winning. I think everyone bought into that and we did a great job tonight."

Now they have to do it again Sunday at the undersized Jack Gatecliff Arena, one of the more unique buildings in the OHL where the Battalion is 1-4 this season, including 0-2 in the playoffs.

"We have nothing to lose," Henriksson said. "We just have to go there, play our game and hopefully they're not going to beat us three times in a row in their building."

Ice chips: IceDogs staff said the injury to Verhaeghe, the team's leading scorer in the regular season, isn't serious and sitting him Friday was more of a precautionary move. . . . Miller, with two assists, celebrated his 20th birthday a day early as the team's leading playoff scorer. He has one goal and five assists in five games.

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca

Battalion returns home on the brink 26


By Jordan Ercit, The Nugget 
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<p>Matt Gillard of the Niagara IceDogs and Matthew Santos of the North Bay Battalion fight for the puck in OHL play-off action at the Jack Gatecliff Arena in St. Catharines on Thursday, March 27, 2014. Julie Jocsak/ St. Catharines Standard/ QMI Agency
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At this point, the North Bay Battalion must be wondering if they can get a break.

For now, a win is what they need to keep the team's first season in the Gateway City alive heading into the weekend.

A five-on-three power-play goal followed by a shorthanded goal, started when defenceman Dylan Blujus slipped on a North Bay power play, proved to be the difference as the Eastern Conference's seventh seed took a 3-1 series lead over the second-place Battalion with a 5-3 win at Jack Gatecliff Arena in St. Catharines.

Now the Battalion faces elimination in Game 5 of the best-of-seven series, which goes tonight at Memorial Gardens at 7:30 p.m., something captain Barclay Goodrow did not envisioned when the team entered the playoffs last week on a six-game winning streak and a division championship high.

"Your goal is to win every game, but this happens in playoffs," Goodrow said by phone after the loss. "Every team has to go through adversity. We did it early on in the season and it made us stronger, so hopefully we can persevere through this.

"That starts tomorrow."

Indeed, the Troops faced its fair share of uphill battles early in the schedule, which included a season-opening nine-game road trip, complications with the franchise moving to North Bay from Brampton and a slew of injuries, not to mention Zach Bell's holdout, that decimated the defensive corps early on.

But two games under .500 after a Nov. 29 loss to London, they responded by going 26-10-5 and captured the Central Division on the last weekend of the season by beating the Sudbury Wolves in Sudbury for the No. 2 spot in the Eastern Conference standings.

Goodrow said "it doesn't hurt at this point," to use that experience as a positive.

"We've been through a lot," he said. "We've just got to use home ice (tonight) and get the win."

Because Goodrow and longtime teammate Matt MacLeod, with two second round playoff appearances in their first four years with the Battalion, have talked about going on an extended run this spring, one that was bolstered by the November addition of overage forward Ben Thomson, who has two Western Conference championship appearances from his time in Kitchener.

The team even created T-shirts with the slogan "501 km to final destination" -- the distance from North Bay to London, which hosts the Memorial Cup in May.

"It's everything," Goodrow said when asked how important it is to keep the season going. "We know we have a team that can succeed, so that's all we're focused on and we're not looking at anything else right now."

It was the Battalion who got an early lead, too, Thursday in St. Catharines as Nick Paul put North Bay's first goal through Brent Moran since Sunday's frantic third period, converting on a power play with 5:10 off the clock.

Niagara's Mitchell Fitzmorris tied it up with 7:29 left in the first with an even-strength goal.

The Battalion, the fourth-least penalized team in the regular season, ran into penalty trouble at the end of the first period with a pair of two-minute minors assessed to Thomson with seven seconds until intermission. The Troops killed those two off, but couldn't keep Niagara's potent power play at bay during a five-on-three advantage after matching minors to Zach Bratina and Jamie Lewis midway through the second.

Eric Ming cashed in the IceDogs' second goal 26 seconds later for a 2-1 lead and Jordan Maletta made it a two-goal cushion less than three minutes later, pouncing on a puck at the blue line on a Battalion power play before beating Smith shorthanded.

Ming put the game away in the third, adding his second of the night four minutes into the period. Connor Jarvis and Kyle Wood, with 30 seconds left in regulation, added goals after that, but the Troops couldn't catch up as Carter Verhaeghe rounded out the IceDogs' scoring and Moran finished with 36 saves.

Smith stopped 21 in the North Bay net as the Battalion finds itself on the brink against an IceDogs team that traded veteran defenceman Jesse Graham midway through the season and had to battle its way into the Eastern Conference playoffs with one overage player (Ming) and more than a dozen others who started the season in their first or second year of OHL eligibility.

That includes 17-year-old Moran, who has stopped 112 of 117 shots thrown his way since the series opener on March 21.

"They found a way to take advantage of their opportunities," Battalion head coach Stan Butler said. "Now we've got to find a way to take advantage of ours.

"But (today's) a new day and at the end of the day, it's not what happens in life it's how you respond."

Goodrow believes this group that can respond from a 3-1 deficit.

"We have tons of character," he said. "We've shown that all season. I believe in every one of the guys on the team and that they'll do anything to help the team win.

"I wouldn't want to be in this situation with anyone else, with any other group of guys. I think we'll bounce back and we look forward to the challenge."

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca

IceDogs take 2-1 lead over Battalion 5


By Nugget Staff 

 Tuesday, March 25, 2014 11:20:26 EDT PM  

<p>Billy Jenkins (8) of the Niagara IceDogs and Vincent Praplan (10) of the North Bay Battalion fight for the puck in first period action at the Jack Gatecliff Arena in St. Catharines on Tuesday, March 25, 2014. Julie Jocsak/ St. Catharines Standard/ QMI Agency

Billy Jenkins (8) of the Niagara IceDogs and Vincent Praplan (10) of the North Bay Battalion fight for the puck in first period action at the Jack Gatecliff Arena in St. Catharines on Tuesday, March 25, 2014. Julie Jocsak/ St. Catharines Standard/ QMI Agency
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The North Bay Battalion is behind the 8-ball after dropping a close-fought game with the Niagara IceDogs Tuesday night.

The Troops fell 2-0 to the Niagara IceDogs at the Gatorade Garden City Complex in St. Catharines, putting them down two games to one in their best-of-seven series.

IceDogs goalie Brent Moran faced 42 shots in his first career shutout, while Battalion goalie Jake Smith stopped 24.

"You want to go into every game feeling you're going to get a shutout, but it felt good tonight and I guess it was just one of those nights," Moran said

It was one of those nights where there were several shots from outside but also a number of great chances in close.

"I think all those shots from the outside help keep him in the game and keep him sharp," IceDogs head coach/GM Marty Williamson said. "He's seeing the puck well."

It was a tight game through the first 50 minutes, with both goalies holding the other team at bay until the 13:11 mark of the third period when Billy Jenkins finally solved Smith, forcing the Battalion to play catch-up hockey the rest of the way.

Smith was pulled for the extra attacker with just under a minute to play, but Eric Ming of the IceDogs grabbed the puck in the North Bay end and sent it down the ice to put the game away with five seconds left on the clock.

The Battalion opened the series Friday with a 4-0 win over the IceDogs at Memorial Gardens. Niagara then tied the series up with a 3-2 win Sunday also in North Bay.

Moran said few expected Niagara to have a 2-1 lead on North Bay.

"We need four of them and we are half the way there," Williamson said. "We have to rest, regroup and I still think there are still things we can do better in this series."

But with each win, the team's confidence grows.

"I think that's what the big win up in North Bay did for us," Williamson said. "We build confidence from that and it was a similar game here.

"We have to continue doing the right things and finding a way to win."

The Battalion will meet the IceDogs Thursday night for Game 4 in St. Catharines.

Game 5 will be played at Memorial Gardens Friday. Game time is 7:30 p.m.

(With files from St. Catharines Standard)

QMJHL player loses portion of finger blocking shot 
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Jason Fuchs of the QMJHL's Rouyn-Noranda Huskies. (QMI Agency)
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It’s never good when you see an injured hockey player skate frantically back to his bench.

It’s usually worse news when trainers frantically lead him into the dressing room.

During a QMJHL game Saturday night, Rouyn-Noranda Huskies forward Jason Fuchs lost a portion of his pinky after blocking a shot late in the third period in a 7-3 loss to the Quebec Remparts.

Video of the incident showed Fuchs, 18, from Bern, Switzerland, throw off his gloves after taking a slap shot to his left hand before skating to his bench in obvious pain.

Play was eventually stopped while his teammates searched the ice for a potential finger tip, according to La Presse.

Team officials also appeared to look in Fuchs' gloves for a portion of his finger.

According to the report, physicians needed 45 minutes to stitch up the wound before he rejoined his team.

A release from Rouyn-Noranda also mentioned the club’s intention to immediately start Fuchs on a rehabilitation plan.

Immediate reports said he suffered a broken finger on the play.

Through 57 CHL games this season, Fuchs has 14 goals and 31 assists.

There’s no timeline for his recovery.

Troops Niagara-bound with series split 38


By Jordan Ercit, The Nugget 

 Sunday, March 23, 2014 6:38:21 EDT PM  

JENNIFER HAMILTON-MCCHARLES/The Nugget/QMI Agency North Bay Battalion forward Matt MacLeod tries to blow past Niagara IceDogs defenceman Aleksandar Mikulovich Sunday, March 23, 2014, during the second game of their best-of-seven Eastern Conference quarter-final series. Carter Verhaeghe scored in the final minute to give Niagara a 3-2 win and a series split.
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It was too little and a little too late.

Now the North Bay Battalion heads to Niagara Region knotted at one.

And what a place to reset the OHL Eastern Conference best-of-seven series between the second-place Battalion and seventh-place Niagara IceDogs, former Greater Toronto Area rivals when the teams were stationed in Brampton and Mississauga respectively.

It's the last stand for The Jack -- the Jack Gatecliff Arena at Gatorade Garden City Complex -- with its Pete Palangio Arena-like dimensions, which will play host to games 3 and 4 starting Tuesday in St. Catharines.

That means no room to escape for two teams that have played each other even after eight games this season. Both sides won three each in the regular season and now have a win apiece in the post-season after a last-minute 3-2 Niagara win Sunday at Memorial Gardens.

"We have played a fair amount of games in that rink," North Bay head coach Stan Butler said after the loss. "There's a few things that we need to change and we'll go from there."

Asked what is going to be important to beating the IceDogs in their 185-by-80 foot arena, which will be replaced by the newly constructed 4,500-seat Meridian Centre next season, Butler's response was succinct.

"Scoring more goals," he said.

Because the Battalion, with four power plays in the first 23:30 of regulation, frittered away its chances until a furious third period charge tied the game at 2-2 but was eventually spoiled by the stick of Carter Verhaeghe, who potted the winner with 41 seconds left in regulation.

"You need to generate something off your power play," Butler said. "Today, if you get one goal off the power play, we'd still be playing now."

And of course it was Verhaeghe coming through in the clutch. An 82-point scorer in the regular season, the Toronto Maple Leafs prospect has been a persistent thorn in the Battalion's side with two goals and nine assists in six meetings before the playoffs.

He was held off the score sheet Friday as the Troops leashed the IceDogs offence in a 4-0 win, but picked the right time to shine Sunday by winning an offensive zone face off and then stepping out from behind the net to beat Jake Smith high on a snap shot.

"Sometimes you've got to wait and see what they goalie does and other times you've just got to throw it on net and hope good things happen," said Verhaeghe, who finished with a goal and an assist in the win. "I was probably hoping good things happened . . . pretty much. I thought I had short side and kind of picked it a little, but..."

But it went in, nixing a two-goal comeback by the Troops, one that materialized in a span of 32 seconds on a pair of plays.

First, it was Nick Paul coming out from the corner and spinning out of the reach of his man before tucking a shot around the outstretched pad of Brent Moran, who made 34 saves on the night.

On the next shift, Brenden Miller zig-zagged in front of an IceDogs defender, then used the screen to beat Moran, who didn't see the shot coming.

The Memorial Gardens crowd, another 3,400 strong, blasted its approval and gave the Troops a standing ovation as Niagara head coach Marty Williamson called a time out.

"I thought we did some good things early in the third period," Butler said.

"We'll look at that and see what we did that made us successful and go from there."

However, they needed to be good in the third after Jordan Maletta scored 39 seconds into the game, getting two whacks at Smith in front of the net before banging home a rebound.

Anthony DiFruscia added to the IceDogs lead in the second, fooling Smith with a shot from the left boards with 5:07 left in the second period.

Smith finished with 18 saves.

Now Niagara returns home with home ice advantage the rest of the way. If the series goes the distance, three of the next five games will be played at Jack Gatecliff Arena after getting the split in North Bay.

"It's a pretty big advantage," Verhaeghe said. "The fans are pretty wild and it's a great atmosphere in there. We just know how to play in it and I guess North Bay kind of does, too. They've played there quite a bit (being a divisional rival).

"It's just a lot different."

Battalion bullets: Vincent Praplan returned to the lineup after missing Friday's game due to flu-like symptoms. He skated on the left wing with Mike Amadio and Matt MacLeod. . . . The Troops hit the road tonight and will get a chance to familiarize themselves to The Jack Tuesday morning with a pre-game skate. . . . Both games in Niagara are 7 p.m. starts.

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca

First blood goes to the Battalion 7


By Jordan Ercit, The Nugget 

 Friday, March 21, 2014 11:34:15 EDT PM  

<p>Jennifer Hamilton-McCharles/The Nugget/QMI Agency</p><p>North Bay Battalion forward Jared Steege (17) keeps the puck away from Niagara IceDogs defenceman Luke Mercer (6) Friday, March 21, 2014, at Memorial Gardens during the first round of the OHL Eastern Conference playoffs. The Battalion took a 1-0 best-of-seven series lead with a 4-0 win. Game 2 is Sunday at 2 p.m. in North Bay.
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Not to knock the old Brampton faithful -- and the players certainly don't -- but the North Bay Battalion hasn't seen playoff crowds like this in a long time.

Not 3,410 strong on opening night, ranting at the refs and heckling 17-year-old Niagara netminder Brent Moran.

Nope.

Over 15 seasons in Brampton, the best-ever crowd for an opening round playoff game came in 2005, when 2,833 people watched the Sudbury Wolves edge the host Battalion 3-2 in overtime at the Powerade Centre.

That franchise record came off the board Friday night as North Bay OHL fans, who have waited a dozen years since their last taste of major junior post-season play with the displaced Centennials, watched the home team burst open a scoreless second period with four goals en route to a 4-0 win over the Niagara IceDogs at Memorial Gardens.

As a result, the second-place Battalion leads the best-of-seven Eastern Conference quarter-final series 1-0 with Game 2 Sunday at Memorial Gardens at 2 p.m.

"It gave me the chills the first time I came out," fourth-year defenceman Dylan Blujus said. "It's nice to play in front of crowd like that when they're going to get loud after a big hit, a goal or something small that kind of gives us a little boost in our game.

"That really helped us out today."

It could be an X Factor, in fact, for a Battalion team with an all-time playoff record of 24-32 at home, not much better than their 23-34 post-season record on the road while the franchise was stationed in Brampton. That includes crowds of 1,546 and 1,808 that welcomed the Troops into the 2012 and 2013 Eastern Conference quarter-finals as the higher seed against Sudbury.

And even head coach Stan Butler has already started to label the Memorial Gardens faithful as the team's "seventh man.

"I think from the kids' perspective, that gives them a big lift," Butler said. "I thought the fans did a great job of that tonight.

"The players really respect that and that's the one thing . . . the guys like playing up here in North Bay, and that's why it's a great city. The fans support you, they're loyal and that's what you want, whether it's anybody in your hometown, you want them to be loyal to you and be on your side."

It also helped the Battalion, winners of seven straight, stuck to the game plan Friday against a young IceDogs team that boasted the OHL's fourth-most efficient power play and the Eastern Conference's fifth-most potent offence in the regular season.

Like so many times over the last month, it was the result of a balanced attack, too, as three different lines contributed to the score sheet and both special teams put points on the board in the decisive second period.

Defenceman Dylan Blujus got the ball rolling on the power play, blasting a shot past Moran for the game's first goal at 4:11 of the second period. Less than 30 seconds later, Connor Jarvis made it 2-0 while Blujus's goal was being announced as he one-timed a centering pass from Mathew Santos at even strength.

Barclay Goodrow, like he has done all year, made it 3-0 at 12:48 of the period, hustling past Niagara defenceman Luke Mercer before backhanding a shorthanded goal over Moran's shoulder on a partial breakaway.

Alex Henriksson put the game out of reach at 16:07 with a wrister from the side boards while Jake Smith and the Battalion's shot-blocking stable of defencemen did the rest to preserve the 28-save shutout, the third in four starts for the North Bay netminder who missed the final two games of the regular season.

"Like we said before the series, it would come down to special teams and goaltending," Butler said. "I think tonight was a good example of that."

The good news for Niagara coach Marty Williamson, however, was that his young IceDogs team -- probably the youngest he's even coached with four players born in 1997, 10 players born in 1996 and five more born in 1995 -- didn't quit in the third when Niagara outshot the Battalion by a 10-6 margin.

"This team has been this way all year," Williamson said. "I wouldn't have expected anything different. We'll come out and be prepared Sunday, too. It's just that at times they (the Battalion) looked a little more experienced than in us in certain areas and capitalized on that."

Battalion bullets: Vincent Praplan sat out Game 1 with flu-like symptoms, joining Evan Cormier, Kyle Locke, Shawn Tessier, Mike Baird and injured forward Calvin Gomes as scratches.... Cormier and Tessier are joining the Troops for the playoffs after their NOJHL season with the North Bay Jr. Trappers ended Tuesday.

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca

Troops aim to keep young pups at bay 


By Jordan Ercit, The Nugget 

 Thursday, March 20, 2014 9:20:18 EDT PM  

Bob Tymczyszyn/QMI Agency North Bay Battalion goalie Jake Smith turns aside Niagara IceDogs forward Brendan Perlini Oct. 3, 2013, during an OHL game at Gatorade Garden City Complex in St. Catharines, Ont. The Battalion hosts the IceDogs tonight at 7:30 p.m. to kick off the OHL playoffs.
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Youth vs. experience.

Offence vs. defence.

Stan Butler vs. Marty Williamson.

The North Bay Battalion, winners of six straight to end the regular season, opens the best-of-seven OHL quarter-finals tonight at 7:30 p.m. against the Niagara IceDogs with plenty of story lines to follow.

For the Troops, the only one that really matters is playing a full 60 minutes against the IceDogs, the seventh-place team in the OHL's Eastern Conference with a roster full of young pups and an enviable power-play unit ranked fourth overall in the league.

Especially since the St. Catharines-based IceDogs (23-35-9) have split the regular season series with the second-place Battalion (38-24-6), including a pair of wins in the final two meetings of the 2013-14 schedule.

More so considering players like Barclay Goodrow, Matt MacLeod, Marcus McIvor and Dylan Blujus have seen their season end at the hands of the IceDogs in two of the last three seasons, even though those Niagara teams were markedly different from this Williamson-coached club.

"For the older the guys in the room there, there's a lot of history between us and Niagara," MacLeod, a Niagara Falls native, said Thursday as the Battalion prepared for Game 1 Friday at Memorial Gardens, the first OHL playoff game in North Bay in 12 years.

"They've swept us (as the higher seed) a couple times in the last three years, so there's definitely some bad blood there between us. We really want to take it to them this year."

The comparisons between the IceDogs and Battalion battles of old end there, though.

In 2010-11, No. 3 Niagara was the higher seed paced by NHL first-rounders Ryan Strome and Dougie Hamilton. More so in 2011-12 when the IceDogs loaded up for a run at the J. Ross Robertson Cup and captured the Eastern Conference crown before running into the first of back-to-back London Knights OHL championship-winning teams.

The underdog Troops exited in the first and second rounds respectively against Niagara those years.

That won't cut it in 2013-14 for the veteran players on the Battalion, now in North Bay with a distinct home-ice advantage for once -- both in the Eastern Conference standings and in the Memorial Gardens stands.

The Central Division champs are paced by three fourth-year defenceman in McIvor, Blujus and Brenden Miller while overagers Goodrow, MacLeod and Ben Thomson -- acquired from Kitchener after deep playoff runs with the Rangers in 2010 and '12 -- lead a group of responsible forwards who loop through all four lines.

Goalies Jake Smith and Brendan O'Neill, with the third-best collective goals against average in the OHL, have been a reliable duo between the pipes in the second half as well, giving the team hope for a long playoff run.

Plus, they've got the largest fan base in franchise history backing them up after an average of 3,366 fans per game poured into Memorial Gardens this season compared to an average of 2,734 per game during the 2005-06 season in Brampton -- their previous franchise high-water mark for average attendance.

"It's real important for us to have a deep playoff run here," MacLeod said. "Me and (Goodrow) talk about this all the time. We don't have a lot to show for our five years here. We never made a deep playoff run. I think we've only made it past the first round twice.

"For us, it's really important to get that win. We have a Central Division title under our belt now and it would be awesome to top that off with a conference or even a league championship."

To get there, they need to take care of the IceDogs first.

The key, Battalion head coach Butler said, is playing a disciplined game to keep Niagara's potent power play -- ranked fourth in the OHL with a 26% efficiency rate -- on the sidelines and a complete 200-foot defensive game to keep the IceDogs' top offensive players -- led by point-per-game scorers Carter Verhaeghe and Brendan Perlini -- at bay.

"We're cautiously optimistic and we have a lot of respect for them," Butler said. "We were 3-3 for the season with them and they've got a lot of good players we have to respect. But as much as they've got a good team, we've got a good team, too.

"We've just got to play the style we've been playing the last little while here."

As for the playoff history between Williamson and Butler -- Williamson is six-for-six against his compatriot in the post-season with Barrie and Niagara -- Butler said every series is different. Twice, the Battalion was the higher seed in those meetings and one of those years the Colts and Troops were separated by a single point in the standings.

"There's a lot of variables in that," Butler said. "Although you respect the coach, you can't play too much into that."

jordan.ercit@sunmedia.ca

First-time Battalion billets impressed 


By DAVE DALE, The Nugget 

 Monday, March 17, 2014 9:15:47 EDT PM  

North Bay Battalion Vincent Praplan, left, has made a good impression on first-time billets Janice and Andre Marcil, and their dog, Morrison. They are in the lead pack to win a CHL contest online called Dodge Family Allstars. Voting ends Thursday. 
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Andre and Janice Marcil are not your typical major junior hockey billets. The young couple doesn't have children and neither played the game.

But with excitement building last year in North Bay as the Ontario Hockey League Battalion prepared to relocate to the Gateway City from Brampton, they got caught up in the positive vibrations.

And now, just eight months later, they're in the lead pack to win a Canadian Hockey League online contest called Dodge Family Allstars.

"The atmosphere around the office was buzzing with excitement to have OHL back in the bay," Janice, who works at City Hall, stated in their introduction on the web. "The staff and coaches were busy trying to get things organized and were asking around to see if anyone was interested . . ."

It wasn't as though the Marcils were oblivious to the concept or type of athletes involved. Both were big North Bay Centennials' fans and Andre remembers the players who attended Chippewa Secondary School with him in the late 80s and early 90s.

The Antoski brothers, Shawn and Shane, Brad Brown and Peter Bitonti came to mind. Andre remembers Brown, a tough guy fighter, as a "really nice guy."

That doesn't mean making the decision was easy.

"I didn't know, basically, what the player would want or what they would need as far as nutrition and training," Janice said, recalling some of the trepidation.

One of the fears was opening their home to a player who fit the negative stereotype of an over-sized adolescent.

"We heard horror stories before and we were not sure."

The Battalion, as it turns out, couldn't have made a better pick for the Marcils. They assigned Vincent Praplan, 19, of Switzerland, who was familiar to the billeting lifestyle after first leaving his home to play competitive hockey when he was 15 years gold.

"It may have been tougher for them than it was for me," he told The Nugget Monday on a rare day off. "I knew what it was like to live in someone's house."

The Battalion wrapped up the regular season Sunday with a convincing 12-1 home ice win over the Ottawa 67s. Praplan, among the top Battalion point producers, was awarded the team's Most Sportsmanlike Player honours.

The team had already secured first in their division by beating the Sudbury Wolves the Friday prior, a game many North Bay fans and billets travelled to, including the Marcils.

Janice said her love of hockey has grown as a billet with someone in particular to cheer on.

"It's more exciting, we're right into the game and constantly watching for Vincent to be on the ice," she said.

The experience has been a deep one for the couple.

Janice shared how Praplan, who speaks English as well as other languages, turned out to be a compassionate member of the family.

"In November, my father passed away suddenly of a heart attack so it was a sad and emotional time in our household," she said. "Vincent was very supportive and dealt with the many interruptions which helped us get through the sorrow. The day of the Celebration of Life for my Dad, the team had an away game in Sudbury so I asked him if he would play in memory of my Dad. He had his best game of the season – his first OHL hat-trick.

"When he arrived home he gave me a hug and the puck. Let’s just say there were a lot of tears," she said.

They also had a chance to cheer on Praplan and his Team Switzerland during the 2014 World Juniors in Sweden.

"I think we were more excited than he was. We had 'Praplan Parties' with friends and family at the house whenever the Swiss played – especially the games versus Canada. That was one of our proudest moments to see Vincent in the international spotlight. I guess you could say we were 'proud parents.'"

One of the things Janice had to learn, though, was that a 19-year-old hockey player doesn't always want to chat a whole lot after a tough game.

"On game days, I like to be by myself and sleep . . . and after a bad game, I just want to be by myself," he said, with Janice smiling and nodding that yes, she can be overly talkative at times.

To read more about the Marcil's thoughts on billeting and vote for them, see www.dodgefamilyallstars.com

Philipp Grubauer stopped one streak and kept another going Saturday night at DCU Center in Worcester, Mass.

Hershey Bears goalie Grubauer, ending a personal six-game losing streak, backstopped a 3-2 overtime victory over the Worcester Sharks that extended Hershey's winning streak to four games.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

In his first start since March 23 at Manchester, Grubauer (12-11-1) made 33 saves to notch his first win since Feb. 15 against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Worcester's Dan DaSilva tied the game 2-2 with 34.3 seconds left in the third period, but Casey Wellman beat Sharks goalie Troy Grosenick for the game-winner at 2:49 of OT.

Caleb Herbert, who has scored goals in each of his first two pro games, and Chay Genoway scored second-period goals for Hershey after Chad Rau had given Worcester a 1-0 lead at 1:34 of the second.

The eighth-place Norfolk Admirals (81 points), who beat Binghamton 6-3 Saturday night, maintained a one-point lead on ninth-place Hershey (80) in the Eastern Conference playoff race. 

NOTEBOOK

Newly added defenseman Jeff May made his Hershey debut while Brett Flemming, on recall from Reading (ECHL), was a healthy scratch. 

Genoway has scored twice in the last four games.

Hershey has allowed two or fewer goals in five straight games.

The Bears (36-25-4-4) matched their 2012-13 victory total (36-31-3-6).

Hershey 0 2 0 1 - 3
Washington Capitals prospect Caleb Herbert enjoys magical pro debut with Hershey Bears
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on April 04, 2014 at 3:59 PM, updated April 04, 2014 at 4:06 PMFilled with nervous excitement, Caleb Herbert couldn't nap on the day of his professional debut with the Hershey Bears.

Caleb Herbert

Caleb Herbert (in red) practicing with the Hershey Bears last week at Hersheypark Arena. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

No sleep meant no dream, of course. Instead, the forward went out and lived one.

Herbert, a Washington Capitals prospect who joined the Bears on an amateur tryout contract last week, scored a goal and added an assist Wednesday night in Hershey's 3-2 win over the Portland Pirates.

“It was an exciting day when I found out I was going to be in the lineup,” Herbert said via cell phone Friday from Worcester, Mass. “It was kind of a shock. Not really a shock, but my head was kind of spinning all day. I was thinking about the game all day. It was kind of tough to settle down.

“When I got out there, it was just like any other hockey game. Just skate, shoot and stick to the basic stuff, and it worked out for me. It was exciting.”

On his second pro shift, Herbert assisted on a Jeff Taffe goal after a zone save by a Hershey defenseman.

“I caught [the puck] with my hand and knocked it down with my stick and looked up,” Herbert said. “And Taffer was right there in the slot, so I got it to him. He's a great player, so he buried the puck.”

Even more magical, Herbert scored in the second period. On his first pro shot.

“It happened almost too quick for me to have any kind of emotion,” Herbert said. “After the game, it kind of sunk in.

“The odds of that happening are very slim. It was pretty fun and pretty funny at the same time. We have to leave that one to the hockey gods. I think they were on my side for that shot.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Herbert's entry into the lineup had nothing to do with Peter LeBlanc being sidelined by illness. Two strong practice days influenced the decision to put him on a line with Taffe and Dustin Gazley.

“I think the first maybe two days he was really nervous,” Haviland said. “Understandable. Then we saw something in the two days in practice. He was getting around. He had a little chemistry with Taffer and Gazley on the line. We kind of said, 'You know what? Let's put this kid in and see what he can do.'

“He had a real good game. He was smart in the systems. He's got some speed. He brings that element. Hopefully, he continues to play like that. He should have some confidence.”

The two-point performance provided a pleasant lift for a Hershey team without LeBlanc and leading scorer Brandon Segal (upper body).

“Sometimes you need that little shot in the arm to keep things going,” Haviland said. “Also to keep other guys fighting for some positioning in the lineup when you know you've got guys you can insert in, too.”

Taffe, 33, has elder statesman status with Gazley, 25, and Herbert, 22.

“He really makes it easy,” Herbert said. “He communicates with us. He makes sure we're doing the right thing. He really keeps our line on the same page.”

Herbert, named the first star of the game, said he received a warm reception in the locker room after the contest.

“They were real excited for me after the game,” Herbert said. “They were happy. Guys like [Tyson] Strachan and [Ryan] Stoa, they were giving me congratulations and kind of pushing me around a little bit, making me laugh and smile.

“They were enjoying it just like I was. They were good about it. It made me feel good. They've been there before, so they know what I'm going through.”

A memorable road trip will continue Saturday night for Herbert when the Bears visit the Worcester Sharks.

Former Minnesota-Duluth teammate Travis Oleksuk, a college linemate during Herbert's freshman year, plays for Worcester. The two went out to dinner Thursday night.

“We got some steak and reminisced a little bit about old college memories,” Herbert said. “It was nice. He's a great kid and it's always fun seeing old teammates and catching up and talking about some memories and stuff.”
Facing two more critical games this weekend in the Eastern Conference playoff race, the Hershey Bears lost Tyson Strachan Friday when the Washington Capitals recalled the defenseman.

Strachan, Hershey's team leader in plus-minus (plus-13) and a top-pair fixture with partner Cameron Schilling, is expected to be in struggling Washington's lineup Friday night for a game against the New Jersey Devils.

“You lose a guy who plays a ton of minutes for you and a big-time leader for us,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said via cell phone from Worcester, Mass. “Again, that's part of being in the American League. You've got to move on and guys have got to step up, and I know these guys will. Somebody is going to get some minutes to eat up here.”

Brett Flemming, recalled Tuesday from Reading (ECHL) but scratched for Wednesday night's win at Portland, figures to play for Hershey for the first time since Dec. 14 when the Bears visit the Worcester Sharks Saturday night. Hershey also is scheduled to visit Bridgeport Sunday.

The 23-year-old Flemming, a right-handed shot like Strachan, has played 35 career games for Hershey, including three this season. 

“That's why we brought him up,” Haviland said. “We'll take a look at everybody here now. We've got to kind of disburse the minutes and maybe move some partners around and see what we can come up with.”

Strachan's departure leaves Hershey with six healthy defensemen on the roster and on their trip to New England. Thus, the possibility of a blue line addition, like Flemming's recall in the wake of Julien Brouillette's recall by Washington, looms.

Haviland said he put the team through a short, hard practice Friday at DCU Center. A three-game winning streak has moved Hershey (78 points) into eighth place in the conference.

“The guys are in great spirits,” Haviland said. “It was a big win up there in a tough building [Wednesday] against a good team.

“It's nice to be sitting, right this second, a point ahead in the eighth spot. I think guys know what's at stake every game.”

The ninth-place Norfolk Admirals (77 points), a point behind, have an opportunity to move back ahead of idle Hershey when they visit the Adirondack Phantoms Friday night. Sixth-place Albany (82) visits Syracuse and seventh-place Providence (81) hosts Worcester.

“This time of the year you're doing a little scoreboard watching,” Haviland said. “You just watch all of them and, hopefully, get some help from those teams.

“You've got to keep winning. You've got to worry about yourself.”

NOTEBOOK

Forwards Peter LeBlanc (illness) and Brandon Segal (upper body) remained in Hershey when the Bears departed Tuesday. Haviland said they are progressing. “They're getting better, that's for sure,” Haviland said. “If we need them, we can get them here.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Welcome to the Hershey Bears mailbag, which provides a look at some of your questions about the AHL's most historic franchise.

You can send questions through email (tleone@pennlive.com) or Twitter (@timleone). Not every question can be included, but they all are appreciated.

One question this week sparked a Connor Carrick riff.

Q: Any possibility of getting Garrett Mitchell back if the Bears make the playoffs?

A: The shoulder surgery Garrett Mitchell underwent on Dec. 12, with a potential six-month-plus recovery period, typically would be considered a season-ending procedure. But Mitchell is not a typical patient. Knowing his dedication, I have never ruled out the notion that he could pull off a comeback before the season ends. The winger has been skating on his own and Bears head coach Mike Haviland expressed a heightened sense of optimism this week about his recovery process. Yes, it's possible.

Q: On the not unreasonable assumption that the Washington Capitals will not make the playoffs, what players are eligible to be sent down to the Bears for their playoffs?

A: To be eligible, a player had to be on an AHL roster at the 3 p.m. NHL trade deadline on March 5. The only players currently with Washington who meet those parameters are Julien Brouillette, Patrick Wey and Tyson Strachan (recalled by Washington Friday). I believe the Caps erred in not making rookie Connor Carrick, who has played 30 games for Washington and 13 games for Hershey, eligible to return to the AHL. The defenseman, currently mired on Washington's scratch list, doesn't have any pro playoff experience. Getting it in the AHL, if the Bears make the playoffs and the Caps don't, would be a developmental benefit for him. 

Q: What players scheduled to become free agents this summer do think will be back?

A: Too much of the season remaining and too many fluid factors in play to make broad crystal ball readings on that front. But I will make one exception in expecting that the Bears will try to re-sign winger Dane Byers. The captain has delivered excellent leadership and play.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears Friday story links as the club continues a New England road trip:

Washington Capitals prospect Riley Barber has made the decision to return to Ohio's Miami University for his junior season instead of signing a pro contract (muredhawks.com).

Former Bears captain Andrew Joudrey was named Springfield's IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year (falconsahl.com).

Bears forward Jeff Taffe, a former Falcon, was the subject of a Springfield digital Throwback Thursday (falconsahl.com).

Teen Crus Rydberg joined the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, who host Hershey on Sunday (ctpost.com).

The ECHL's Reading Royals have clinched a division title in addition to a playoff berth (royalshockey.com).

Caps prospect Caleb Herbert made a spectacular debut for Hershey in Wednesday night's win at Portland (pennlive.com).

And here are Japers' Rink's Friday Caps clips.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Fueled by spectacular debut from Washington Capitals prospect Caleb Herbert, Hershey Bears beat Portland Pirates

Caleb Herbert made a spectacular pro debut for the Hershey Bears Wednesday night at Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine.

The forward, who joined the Bears last week on an amateur tryout contract after finishing his season at Minnesota-Duluth, scored a goal and added an assist in a 3-2 victory over the Portland Pirates that moved Hershey into eighth place in the Eastern Conference.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Herbert's assist, his first pro point, came on a Jeff Taffe goal in the first period and his goal, which came 21 seconds into the second, tied the contest 2-2.

Like Cody Eakin on March 31, 2010, at Syracuse, Herbert scored on his first pro shot for Hershey. Eakin now plays for the Dallas Stars.

Kris Newbury's first goal as a Bear at 8:43 of the second was the game-winner.

The Bears (78 points) moved one point ahead of idle Norfolk (77) to take over the conference's final playoff spot. Hershey, which has won three in a row, also moved within three points of seventh-place Providence (81).

The line of Herbert (1-1-2), Taffe (1-1-2) and Dustin Gazley (0-1-1) combined for five points. Bears goalie David Leggio (27 saves) won his third straight start and fifth in the last six to improve to 21-17-3.

Tobias Rieder and Andy Miele, who each have scored 27 goals, scored first-period goals for Portland.

NOTEBOOK

Former Pirates forward Chris Brown, reassigned by the Washington Capitals, made it to Androscoggin Bank Colisee and played his first Hershey game since March 16.

Patrick Wellar played his 300th AHL game.

Peter LeBlanc was sidelined by illness.

With his 19th goal, Taffe passed his Hershey goal total for last season (18).

The Capitals signed 2013 second-round draft pick (53rd overall) Madison Bowey to a three-year, entry-level contract beginning in 2014-15. The defenseman produced 21-39-60 in 72 regular-season games this season for Kelowna, which has advanced to the second round of the WHL playoffs. He looms as a potential junior eligible addition for Hershey when his junior season ends.

Garrett Mitchell and Joel Rechlicz served as guest speakers at Tuesday night's Hershey Jr. Bears team banquet at the Hershey Lodge.

Former Bears winger John Mitchell, traded to the Phoenix Coyotes organization in March, didn't play for Portland due to an injury.

<br>

Hershey 1 2 0 - 3

Portland 2 0 0 - 2

Cameron Schilling has been a plus on the ice for the Hershey Bears in 2013-14.

The defenseman has been a plus off the ice, too.

For his charitable endeavors, Schilling, 25, was named the team's IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year on Wednesday.

Schilling served as a guest coach for the Hershey Jr. Bears, participated in the first-ever “Defend the Kids” event that benefited Big Brothers/Big Sisters of the Capital Region and attended all six monthly visits to Penn State Hershey Children's Hospital by Bears players.

The team honor makes Schilling, ranked third in team plus-minus (plus-10), one of 30 finalists for the AHL's Yanick Dupre Memorial Award, which honors the league's Man of the Year.

The award, scheduled to be announced later this month, is named in memory of late Bears forward Yanick Dupre. Dupre died of leukemia in 1997. 

Former Bears captain Andrew Joudrey (Springfield Falcons) and former Bears forward Joey Crabb (San Antonio Rampage) were named Man of the Year for their teams. Drew MacIntyre, who made 10 appearances for the Reading Royals (ECHL) in 2012-13, was named team Man of the Year by the Toronto Marlies.

Heading into last weekend, the Hershey Bears were five points out of an Eastern Conference playoff berth.

A win Wednesday night against the Portland Pirates at Androscoggin Bank Colisee will move them one point ahead of the Norfolk Admirals into the eighth and final playoff spot.

“These are exciting games to play in,” Bears captain Dane Byers said. “That should motivate us, knowing we can climb back into eighth.

“We've got to just worry about our game and taking care of business. It's hard not to look at the standings, but the guys know where we're at and how big the games are.”

Ninth-place Hershey (34-25-4-4, 76 points) currently is one point behind eighth-place Norfolk (34-24-2-7, 77), which doesn't play again until Friday night when it visits Adirondack.

Both teams have played 67 games. Norfolk will have a game in hand after Wednesday night.

“When you're five points out, you're looking for help, which is never a position you want to be in,” defenseman Patrick Wellar said. “Now we control everything.

“Down the road, if you fast forward and we don't make it, we'll have no one to blame but ourselves. That's the position you want to be in. It's a great challenge.”

The current three-game leg of a season-high, five-game road stretch – Portland, Worcester (Saturday night) and Bridgeport (Sunday) – pits Hershey against three teams below it in the conference standings.

Portland and Bridgeport have been eliminated from playoff contention. Tenth-place Worcester (72 points) needs lots of help.

But Bears head coach Mike Haviland cautioned that the team can't presume it has an easy trek to extend a two-game winning streak to five games.

“We're in no position to be thinking like that at all,” Haviland said. “I actually think it's pretty hard to play teams that are playing loose right now.

“We're in playoff mode. That's our mentality right now and that's the message that's being told to them every day. You can't let your guard down now.”

Hershey's two-win weekend last weekend, when it made a net gain of four points on Norfolk, helped psychologically as well as mathematically.

“If you have a good weekend like that and don't make up any ground, it's kind of disappointing,” Byers said. “Knowing that we climbed our way back, we've just got to continue that feeling.”

NOTEBOOK

The Washington Capitals reassigned forward Chris Brown to Hershey Wednesday morning. Brown, a former Pirate, could be in the lineup against Portland if he makes it to Lewiston, Maine, in time.

The Bears will be without leading scorer Brandon Segal (upper body). “I think it's just an opportunity for other guys to step up,” Byers said. “You can't look at it like we're missing a guy. You've got to look past that.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Forward Chris Brown’s “return” to the Hershey Bears was short lived.

Reassigned to the AHL club by the Washington Capitals on Sunday, Brown didn’t practice with Hershey on Monday and was expected to meet up with the team in Maine for Wednesday’s game against his former team, the Portland Pirates. But with Dustin Penner feeling under the weather, the Caps recalled Brown from the Bears on Tuesday morning.

Washington plays a home game Tuesday night against the Dallas Stars, so summoning Brown was likely a precaution in case Penner felt too ill to go against Dallas.

The 23-year-old Brown has a goal and an assist in five games for the Caps this season after being acquired in a March 4 trade from the Phoenix Coyotes. He also played six games for Phoenix without registering a point.

The 6-foot-2, 215-pound Brown has a pair of goals in three games with the Bears. Prior to the deal, he contributed 14 goals and 21 assists in 51 games for Portland. 

According to reports from the Caps’ morning skate, injured defenseman Patrick Wey wasn’t out on the ice at Kettler Caps Iceplex, which means Julien Brouillette will likely take his spot in the lineup against the Stars.

As the April stretch run looms, the Hershey Bears find themselves in a competitive crucible in the Eastern Conference playoff race.

They hope a long road trip this week will drive them deeper into that crucible and make their competitive focus even sharper.

“I always say, once you hit the road with the team it brings everybody closer,” Bears captain Dane Byers said Monday. “You go for dinners with each other. You hang out with each other in the hotel and joke around.

“It's nice to get on the road early in the year and it's nice to get away at the end of the year and just focus strictly on getting the job done.”

The Bears are scheduled to depart Tuesday morning for games against the Portland Pirates Wednesday night, the Worcester Sharks Saturday night and the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Sunday afternoon.

The team will spend five nights on the road. In terms of consecutive overnight stays, it marks Hershey's longest trip of the season.

“This trip up north is straight business,” defenseman Patrick Wellar said.

“Going on the road, we're hopefully going to bond here as this challenge takes place. When we do get in [the playoffs], we're starting on the road pretty much anyways. So it's going to be good to get that experience.”

Last weekend, two Hershey wins, coupled with two regulation losses by the Norfolk Admirals, meant the Bears gained four standings points in their bid to move into the top eight and claim a playoff slot.

Ninth-place Hershey (76 points) is within one point of eighth place Norfolk (77). Both clubs have played 67 of 76 games.

“You take that momentum and get on the road together,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Nothing but hockey. You get away from some of the distractions, having family and friends come in for weekends. There was a lot of people here, I think, this weekend from the players. I saw families. I saw brothers. I heard there was a lot of cousins.

“You get away from that stuff now and you don't have to worry about tickets. You don't have to worry about anything. It's just play hockey. That's what we kind of need and that camaraderie of having dinner together.”

Byers faced a situation in Saturday night's shootout victory over St. John's in which a standings point literally was on the line.

St. John's led the shootout 2-1 through four rounds. When Byers was tabbed to shoot in the top of the fifth round, he had to score or St. John's would win the game.

“You don't want to be missing the playoffs by one point,” Byers said, “and going, 'Oh, well, it could have been that point we missed.'”

Byers scored to keep Hershey alive. The Bears ultimately won the shootout in the 12th round on a Tyson Strachan tally to earn two points instead of one.

“I didn't know I was going to get the call,” Byers said. “I just jumped out there. I knew I had a job to do.

“You've got to love those moments. The old saying, you've got to seize the moment and love being challenged like that. I loved the way we came back and got the two points.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Forward Chris Brown, reassigned by the Washington Capitals Sunday night, hasn't yet rejoined the Hershey Bears.

The Bears, scheduled to depart for Maine early Tuesday to start a three-game road trip, practiced Monday at Hersheypark Arena without Brown.

“I think we're getting him tomorrow, probably there,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I would think they will fly him into there or do something. I think that's kind of the plan right now.”

The Bears also practiced without winger Brandon Segal, who suffered an upper body injury in Friday night's win over Albany.

“He will not go on the trip tomorrow with us,” Haviland said, “but he could potentially join us later in the trip.”

Patrick Wey suffered an upper body injury Sunday in Washington's game at Nashville. The Bears aren't expecting a defenseman to be recalled, but they also aren't expecting to get Julien Brouillette, recalled Saturday, back in the near future. 

Hershey had just six healthy defensemen at practice. Thus, the Bears are mulling the idea of recalling a defenseman from Reading (ECHL), perhaps Michal Cajkovsky (13-22-35 in 61 games).

“We're talking about that right now,” Haviland said, “because we're going to travel and we've got to have an extra D coming on the road, for sure.”

NOTEBOOK

Defenseman Nate Schmidt (knee) participated in practice in a non-contact jersey. “He looked pretty good,” Haviland said. “He actually feels pretty good, he said. That's a real good sign.”

Winger Garrett Mitchell (shoulder surgery), though not participating in practice, keeps progressing and there is some optimism that he might actually be able to return before the regular season ends. “The other guy who says he feels really good is Mitchy,” Haviland said. “That's two good signs for us. Maybe in a week or two, I don't know. I'm not a doctor. Until they get cleared. They both said they feel way better.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The Hershey Bears maxed out with a four-point weekend at Giant Center that cut their separation from eighth place in the Eastern Conference from five points to one point.

Hershey beat the Albany Devils 4-1 Friday night and followed with a 2-1 shootout win over the St. John's IceCaps Saturday night.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the week:

1. David Leggio. The goalie, repeating a first star from last week, stopped 53 of 55 shots (.964 save percentage) to backstop both wins.

2. Dane Byers. The captain sparked his team with a second-intermission talk against Albany and followed with a game-tying goal in the third period that started a four-goal outburst.

3. Jeff Taffe. The forward recorded an assist against Albany and scored Hershey's lone regulation goal against St. John's.

By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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After recording key victories on Friday and Saturday, the Hershey Bears got more good news Sunday night when the Washington Capitals reassigned forward Chris Brown to the AHL.

Brown's return comes in the wake of Mikhail Grabovski's return to Washington's lineup after recovering from an ankle injury that had sidelined him since Jan. 24.

Brown will provide an offensive boost for Hershey, which has scored two or fewer goals in four of five games since his March 19 recall.

The forward, who has produced 1-1-2 in five games with the Caps, has scored two goals in three games with Hershey.

Ironically, Hershey's next game is scheduled for Wednesday night against the Portland Pirates, Brown's former team. Brown scored 43 goals for Portland from 2012-14 before being acquired from the Phoenix Coyotes organization in a March trade.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Pheonix Copley moves from North Pole to Hershey Bears

Pheonix Copley Hershey Bears

New Hershey Bears goaltender Pheonix Copley played the past two seasons with Michigan Tech University of the Western Collegiate Hockey Association. In his recently completed sophomore campaign, the 22-year-old Copley posted a 10-13-6 record for the Huskies with a 2.51 goals-against average, .911 save percentage and one shutout. He signed a two-year contract with the Washington Capitals that begins next season, but he joined the Bears on an amateur tryout contract for the remainder of this season. (AP Photo / Duane Burleson)
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Washington Capitals head goalie coach Olie Kolzig and associate goalie coach Scott Murray may have a future in recruiting.

Pheonix Copley cited the duo as a prime reason why he signed as a free agent with the Caps as an undrafted player out of Michigan Tech.

“The opportunity here and the goalie coaching staff they have here is a big part of it,” Copley said. “I feel like they can help me grow my game and become a better player.

“Their plan for what they want to improve with me seems like a good opportunity.”

Copley, 22, went a combined 18-28-7 the past two seasons at Michigan Tech. The Caps see promise in his size (6-3, 175) and skill set.

“Good work ethic,” Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Big kid. Covers a lot of the net. He seems to be very square for me. I'm not a goalie coach, but when you watch him he seems to be pretty square.

“Hopefully, he progresses to everything they want him to be.”

Copley joined the Bears last week on an amateur tryout agreement.

Since having three goalies at practices is cumbersome, the current plan, Haviland said, is to mainly have Copley work with Murray on the side. But if enough late-season junior and college additions arrive to create a need for separate practice squad sessions, Copley will draw duty with that group.

“I think it's more of a learning experience to see what the pro game is like on and off the ice,” Copley said.

“The guys are really welcoming, all the coaching staff and all the players. Getting on the ice with coach Scott Murray has been great. I feel like I've learned so much already. I'm just trying to be a sponge and learn and observe as much as I can.”

Copley said the unusual spelling of his first name – Pheonix instead of Phoenix – is because his parents thought it made more phonetic sense.

“Whenever I ask them,” Copley said, “they say when the O comes first it looks more like phonics.”

The native of North Pole, Alaska, said his hometown also sparks curiosity along with his first name.

“I get tons of questions about that,” Copley said. “It's just a small town 15 minutes from Fairbanks. Two-thousand people, I think, population. It gets a lot of attention. People ask me, 'What's North Pole like? Is Santa there?' All that stuff.

“I know Phoenix is supposed to be hot and Alaska's cold. People are always talking about that wherever I go.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

David Leggio reached the 20-win mark for the fourth straight season in style Saturday night at Giant Center.

The Hershey Bears goalie made 32 saves and added 10 more stops in a shootout as Hershey defeated the St. John's IceCaps 2-1.

But Leggio isn't quite ready to join Tom Glavine for induction in Cooperstown, N.Y., in July.

“My velocity is about half the speed of Tom Glavine, who was one of my favorite pitchers,” Leggio said. “I was a big Braves fan back in the day. I don't think I'll make the MLB Hall of Fame.”

Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer had shut out St. John's on Oct. 19, but Bears head coach Mike Haviland opted to start Leggio a second straight night in the wake of a strong start in Friday's win over Albany.

“It's this time of the year when, if you feel like if he's in a little bit of a groove or starting to get in that little bit of a groove, you've got to go with it,” Haviland said. “That's really all it was.

“I think we've had two goalies that are No. 1, obviously, at this level. It's a good problem to have. The decision was made because of last night.”

Leggio (20-17-3), who has won 108 games the past four seasons, has started 10 of Hershey's last 14 games (71.4 percent).

“Sometimes you get frustrated when you're not playing,” Leggio said. “You just work hard in practice, try to get better and try to do your job in games and leave it up to the coaching staff to make the decision and try to make it as hard on them as you can.”

Hershey, which went 5-for-5 on the penalty kill against St. John's, has allowed two or fewer goals in five of its last seven games.

“Legs for 65-plus minutes, he did everything he could,” Bears defenseman Tyson Strachan said. “He stopped everything. He held onto pucks. We got some bounces and we blocked some shots.”

The Bears aimed for a mutual low-scoring contest against St. John's. The IceCaps combined for nine goals in their two wins against Hershey and just one in their two losses.

“It's not an easy thing to do when you've got a team that can skate like that and score the goals that they do,” Haviland said. “It's a commitment by everybody. As much as Leggy played a great game, everybody did their job.”

<br>

WBS HELP: Hershey took care of its own business during a two-game weekend by beating Albany and St. John's. The rival Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins pitched in to help by beating host Norfolk twice in regulation.

“I know nobody, including myself, don't want to say thank you to the Penguins,” Haviland said. “But certainly at this time of the year, we'll take everything we can get from them right now.

“You've closed that gap again. Now you've got people looking at you going, 'Here they come again.' I still believe that I know we're going to get in [the playoffs] and when we get in we're going to make some noise, because this team is a good team.”

Ninth-place Hershey (76 points) moved within a point of eighth-place Norfolk (77) for the final playoff berth in the Eastern Conference. Hershey is scheduled to visit Norfolk for two games during the final week of the regular season.

“We dug ourselves a hole a little bit here,” Strachan said. “It's the way it kind of seems every year at the end of the year in this league. We just need to think about winning every single game.”

The Bears now face five straight road games.

“We've got to get on a run,” Leggio said. “We've got to put three, four, five games together if we can.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

After yeoman overtime penalty killing work with partner Cameron Schilling, Hershey Bears defenseman Tyson Strachan got to showcase his offensive prowess in a shootout Saturday night at Giant Center.

Taking his turn in the top of the 12th round, Strachan scored the decisive tally on St. John's IceCaps goalie Tyler Beskorowany to deliver a 2-1 victory.

Bears goalie David Leggio secured a shootout Hershey won 3-2 by stopping Austen Brassard, the IceCaps' final shooter.

“Well, I spent about five minutes trying to convince them to not let me go in the shootout,” Strachan joked. “They did.

“We've been doing a lot of shootouts in practice lately. I kind of fell in love with one move. I jumped out. I was pretty nervous. Leggio just told me to do just like at practice. I kind of went down, went slow and was lucky enough to sneak it under his arm. The rest is history.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said he was lobbied on the bench to give Strachan, who has scored three goals this season, a shot.

“A couple of the forwards turned to me and said, 'Strachs is really good; he doesn't miss it much in practice,'" Haviland said. "Huge goal. And Leggy was outstanding.”

Leggio stopped 10 shots in the shootout and Beskorowany stopped nine.

“Their guy played awesome, too,” Leggio said.

In overtime of a 1-1 game, Hershey, using Leggio and shot-blocking, killed off a two-minute 4-on-3 after Dane Byers was called for hooking. The Bears also killed off a penalty late in the third when Michael Latta was called for holding.

“Maybe it was fitting with all the blocked shots that that corps had tonight that he gets the goal,” Haviland said.

“To win in the playoffs and to win down the stretch, you need to sacrifice. When you do that, it goes through the whole team.”

Strachan said he will decline any offer to move up in the shootout batting order.

“I said, 'Never again,'” he said.

NOTEBOOK

The Washington Capitals recalled defenseman Julien Brouillette before the game. “I was told at 3:30,” Haviland said. “That's when I was told. So up he went. Good for him.”

After scoring two goals in Friday night's win against Albany, Brandon Segal was sidelined by an upper body injury. “Tough decision, obviously,” Haviland said. “That's why we have doctors. That's what they do. I can't go against people. It was upper body. He couldn't have played tonight.”

A sellout crowd of 10,506 was announced for the game. The Bears have two home games remaining. “The crowd gave us tons of energy the last two nights,” Leggio said. “It was like playing in the playoffs. It was huge. When we scored those goals, they went absolutely nuts.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

During a March 15-16 homestand, the Hershey Bears scored goals on a self-defense deflection by Michael Latta and a 160-foot short-hander by Tyson Strachan.

They experienced the other side of freakishness Friday night at Giant Center.

Albany Devils forward Stefan Matteau made a nifty power play pass between his legs from behind the net to the crease front.

But it didn't result in a classic pretty conversion. The puck deflected off Strachan and into the net to give Albany a stunning 1-0 lead with 12.9 seconds left in the first period.

The Bears ultimately rallied for a 4-1 win with a four-goal third period.

“I think [the ice] was a little soft tonight and the puck seemed to be bouncing an awful lot,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “I don't have an answer for you.”

NOTEBOOK

After Matteau's goal, Hershey killed off Albany's final five power plays, including three in the second, to stay within a goal and set the stage for the rally. “The PK has been a pretty bright spot all year, I think,” Haviland said. “You can get momentum from it, for sure. We've got to get into a little bit of a rhythm. Taking those penalties in the second period, it kind of got us out of a rhythm.”

Hershey will be going for consecutive wins for the first time since Feb. 15-16 when St. John's visits Saturday night. “We should come out with a first period, hopefully, like that third period, because you've got the momentum,” Haviland said. “Play with that confidence, play with that momentum, and let's see where this ride takes us.”

Chay Genoway's goal, which broke a 1-1 tie, was his first since Jan. 17 at Syracuse.

Albany's Scott Timmins had a second-period power play goal, which would have given his club a 2-0 lead, disallowed because it was directed in with a high stick.

Hershey has gone 5-19-1-1 in games it has trailed after two periods.

Hershey went 4-0-0-0 against Albany in the season series.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Welcome to the Hershey Bears mailbag, which provides a look at some of your most interesting questions about the AHL's most historic franchise.

You can send questions through email (tleone@pennlive.com) or Twitter (@timleone). Not every question can be included, but they all are appreciated.

This week we were ghoulishly graced by a query from a great, albeit deceased, American author.

Q: Is there a four call-up limit from the AHL to the NHL once the trade deadline has passed? How can the Caps keep calling up Hershey players and not use them?

A: Under the collective bargaining agreement, a four-recall limit for regular recalls is in place from the NHL trade deadline, which was on March 5 this season, to the end of the regular season. It is rare for the Washington Capitals to recall a player and not play him. It is usually a stand-by situation where the team wants to have somebody available when a player is questionable with an injury. The most recent time a player was recalled and didn't play was when Patrick Wey was summoned on March 11 and was scratched for a Washington game at Pittsburgh, which is his hometown. That recall occurred on a Tuesday and had no practical affect on Hershey's roster for a game. Wey, since recalled again, was back in Hershey's lineup that weekend.

Q: Do you think Doug Yingst would ever go to the NHL and how do you think he would do?

A: Yingst is highly respected in NHL circles and has had offers. But Hershey is home and he is deeply rooted in the community and the franchise. His four Calder Cups as general manager, tied with Jim Hendy and mentor Frank Mathers for most in AHL history, indicate to me that he would do quite well. Jay Feaster went on to win the Stanley Cup with the Tampa Bay Lightning after he left Hershey.

Q: Why do you never name-drop my novels in your write-ups? 

A: This question comes via Twitter from @JohnDosPassos2, who is amazingly tech savvy in light of the fact that he died in 1970. Hockey's contemporary origins are in Canada. Your most celebrated work was the “U.S.A.” trilogy. Had you done a “Canada” trilogy, you might have had a shot.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Hershey Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer had a close call Thursday when teammate Kris Newbury's stick struck him near his left eye during practice at Giant Center.

Grubauer was expected to get a couple stitches to close the resulting cut, which was located right on the outside corner of the eye and extremely close to potentially causing serious damage.

“It was weird,” Newbury said. “I think my stick went through his cage and just hit him in the eye a bit.

“It happened so quick, I didn't really know what happened. I was just trying to play a rebound. Accidents happen, unfortunately. Hopefully, he'll be OK.”

Grubauer, who was helped off the ice while holding a towel on the eye, said the stick blade entered through a cage slot below the eye slot.

“Scary moment,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He was down pretty good. Anything around the eye, I think everybody gets kind of scared.

“He went to get a rebound. I think Newbury's stick kind of hit him there. I don't know if it's a pressure cut. They say he's OK.”

NOTEBOOK

Defenseman Nate Schmidt (knee) skated with the team during practice warmups in a non-contact jersey. “We kind of wanted to get him out there to kind of get confidence in his leg,” Haviland said. “But his rehab is coming along great. He's still a little ways away. I think once you start to move in baby steps it's a good thing.”

Goalie Pheonix Copley, newly added on an amateur tryout contract, took shots during warmups but exited for the main practice. “Right now, we're just going to keep the two guys,” Haviland said, “and he's going to work with [Washington Capitals associate goalie coach] Scott [Murray] more of before or after practice until he gets acclimated a little bit with the pro game.”

Steve Richmond, director of player development for the Caps, was on the ice to help with practice.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Heading into a Feb. 22 game against the Syracuse Crunch at Giant Center, the Hershey Bears were riding a five-game winning streak and Philipp Grubauer had won five straight starts.

It has been a rough road for the team and the goalie ever since.

The Bears have gone 3-9-1-1 and Grubauer has lost his last six starts.

“It's been a tough stretch, I think, for everybody, not just for myself,” Grubauer said. “We need to figure out a way to win some games, even if it's 2-1.”

In the first three games of his losing streak, Grubauer had an .829 save percentage and was replaced by David Leggio in a March 1 loss to the Charlotte Checkers.

In his last three, though, he has had a .927 save percentage and still been saddled with losses that have dropped his record to 11-11-1 (2.70 goals-against average, .912 save percentage) as Hershey struggles to score goals.

“I think the last two or three games for him, he's been better,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “You can see it in him. It looks like he's getting his confidence back.

“I know the results aren't where he wants them to be or we want them to be, but certainly it's getting back there.”

The Bears have been held to two or fewer goals in 10 of their last 14 games and one or fewer in five of those games.

In Grubauer's last half-dozen starts, Hershey has scored just eight goals for an average of 1.33 per game.

“The bottom line is I didn't get a win the last five, six games,” Grubauer said. “We need those points really bad right now. It doesn't matter if I let in two goals or just one. You need to get that win.

“That's the goal every night is to keep that zero. If you can't keep that zero, keep the one.”

Grubauer stopped 34 of 36 shots in Sunday's 2-1 loss at Manchester. The Bears surrendered just six goals in three games last weekend, but they scored just five and went 1-2-0-0.

“I think when you give up six goals, you're giving up two a game,” Haviland said. “I always think it's the race to three.

“Certainly we had quality chances in games. We need to bear down more and finish those chances. We had the puck on the right people's sticks, the guys that we want it on.”

Third-year pro Grubauer has posted strong numbers with the Washington Capitals this season, going 6-5-5 with a 2.38 goals-against average and .925 save percentage.

When he returned from a lengthy Washington recall in January, he was in a groove – seven wins in eight starts, including the five-game winning streak – before hitting an incongruous rough patch for a player who went a combined 57-27-8 in the AHL and ECHL during his first two seasons.

“Since I came down, I'm being more calm, probably, more controlled both with pucks and more in control of the situation,” Grubauer said. “I think I need to keep it going and just work on that stuff, where I try to control my rebounds and try to make it easy for the guys in front of me so I don't create second opportunities for them.”

Leggio (18-17-3) has started eight of the last 12 games while Grubauer has started four of the last 12. That recent rotation could be an indication that Leggio is claiming the No. 1 role amid the team's stretch-run playoff push.

“I'm not going to tip my hat,” Haviland said. “They know. They've been around enough, those two guys. We've got to go with the hot goaltender right now.

“I still believe everything is in front of us, with playing the teams that are ahead of us. We can gain the ground that we need. So we have to make decisions based on what is the best lineup for us each and every night. No difference in the cage.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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Caleb Herbert led the USHL's Sioux City Musketeers in scoring in 2010-11 while he was teammates with Penn State's Tom Olczyk and Matt Skoff.

Caleb Herbert

Caleb Herbert (in red) practicing with the Hershey Bears at Hersheypark Arena. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

Now that the former Minnesota-Duluth player has joined the Hershey Bears on an amateur tryout deal, he is in close proximity to State College.

“I've talked to Tommy Olczyk a few times this year,” Herbert said. “He said he was actually going to try to make it to Hershey if I end up in the lineup. He's a great kid. I haven't talked to Matt Skoff since juniors. They're both great guys. It's cool to see them playing for Penn State.”

Herbert practiced with the Bears for the first time Tuesday at Hersheypark Arena and, along with Stan Galiev, worked at right wing on a line with Jeff Taffe and Ryan Stoa.

“I came in today and I met all the guys,” Herbert said. “They were real good to me. Got out on the ice, just trying to get my legs back under me and just kind of feel things out.

“Obviously, first day you've got some jitters out there. You don't want to screw up. I thought it went well for the most part.”

The 22-year-old opted to turn pro after his junior year and last week signed a two-year, entry-level deal with the Washington Capitals, who drafted him in the fifth round (142nd overall) of the 2010 NHL entry draft, that begins in 2014-15.

Herbert produced 12-19-31 in 36 games in 2013-14. His freshman season was his most productive offensively (14-19-33).

“The second half of the season, I kind of turned around and found my game,” Herbert said. “I was playing well and I just thought it was the right decision to make, make the jump to the pro level and start my career.

“I also talked to some guys on the team like Nate Schmidt, and some other guys that have left for the pro ranks from Duluth. It just seemed like the right fit and the right time to make the jump.”

Players on amateur tryout deals typically get more of a learning experience than a playing experience when they join AHL teams late in the season. Herbert figures to factor into Hershey's roster equation more for next season.

“We'll see here as the days go on here,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It's tough [to fit them into the lineup]. But maybe you get a spark sometimes from those guys, too.

“This week, we'll look at it and see what happens for Friday. If he can help us, then certainly we'll make that decision as a group and go from there.”

Haviland said he liked the speed and skill he saw from Herbert at his first Hershey practice. In addition to scoring, the 6-foot, 195-pounder led Minnesota-Duluth in penalty minutes (85) this season.

“I just like to play with some speed, bring enthusiasm and I just like to have that compete level at a high all the time,” Herbert said.

“I like to just compete, stay on the puck hard, not necessarily be an agitator. I'm not looking to go around there and fight or anything.”

Herbert has plenty of organizational familiarity from attending Caps development camp four times. He joins a Hershey team that includes Minnesota Golden Gophers alums Schmidt, Jeff Taffe, Ryan Stoa and Ryan Potulny.

“It's nice to have some ties with a few of the guys, whether it's knowing somebody is from back home and whatnot,” Herbert said. “The hockey world is pretty small, so there's always relationships. It's nice to have those Minnesota guys and just college guys in general that just kind of share the same history and background as you.”

NOTEBOOK

Haviland said he hasn't had any advisement on whether Riley Barber, a 2012 Washington sixth-rounder (167th overall) whose Miami University sophomore season ended last weekend, might opt to turn pro and join Hershey on an amateur tryout deal. “Obviously, Washington signs those guys,” Haviland said. “I have not heard a word on that at all.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
In the wake of a weekend in which they mustered just two of a possible six points, the Hershey Bears returned to work Tuesday at Hersheypark Arena.

The Bears (72 points), who have 11 games remaining, sit in ninth place in the Eastern Conference, five points behind Providence (77) and Norfolk (77).

“There's still a fight in this room,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said, “and I know that and that's the message.”

Hershey has two head-to-head meetings left at Norfolk (April 16 and April 18). The Bears are scheduled host Albany (79), which is seven points ahead, on Friday night.

“We're not done by any means,” Haviland said. “We have a game in hand on Providence. It [theoretically] brings us within three points of them. We play some teams here that are ahead of us.”

NOTEBOOK

Jeff Taffe, scratched the first time this season, sat out as the extra veteran at Manchester Sunday as Ryan Potulny returned to the lineup. “It was more of just a veteran thing,” Haviland said. “Potsy has sat out. Fresh legs, three-in-three – I was looking at that. His wasn't anything to do with play.”

Caleb Herbert, signed by the Washington Capitals out of Minnesota-Duluth last week, joined the Bears for practice. Pheonix Copley, signed by Washington out of Michigan Tech last week, is expected to join the Bears on Wednesday. “There were some issues with his flight last night,” Haviland said.

Lines:

Deschamps-Latta-Wellman

Byers-Newbury-Watkins

Taffe-Stoa-Galiev/Herbert

Gazley-LeBlanc-Segal

Walker-Potulny-Rechlicz

D-pairs:

Schilling-Strachan

Brouillette-Kolomatis

Wellar-Oleksy

Genoway

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Men's hockey: SCSU's Faragher forgoes senior season, signs deal with Anaheim

Mick Hatten, mhatten@stcloudtimes.com 3:39 p.m. CDT April 5, 2014
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The St. Cloud State men's hockey team will have a new starting goalie next season.

Ryan Faragher will forgo his senior season after signing a one-year pro deal with the Anaheim Ducks. Faragher was 20-9-4 with a 2.79 goals-against average and a .905 save percentage in 2013-14.

He helped the Huskies win back-to-back conference titles and reach two straight NCAA regional championship games, a feat that had not been done before by the program.

Faragher has not returned calls for interview requests, but addressed his signing on Twitter, saying, "I want to thank my friends, coaches and most of all, my family for the support over the years. And thank you SCSU for 3 unforgettable yrs."

Faragher played in 99 games for the Huskies over the past three seasons. He was 53-34-8 with a 2.58 GAA, a .911 save percentage and five shutouts for his career. His 53 wins and 2,501 saves are second on the school's career Division I lists.

"Ryan did a very good job for us over the last couple years and was a big help for us (in 2012-13), helping us win our first league championship in the WCHA," Huskies coach Bob Motzko said. "We're very happy for Ryan, very thankful for all he did for the program and wish him all the best.

"He's a terrific young man and student and worked extremely hard in his three years for us."

Faragher, 23, was not drafted by NHL teams. He attended NHL prospect camps with the Pittsburgh Penguins and New York Rangers over the past two summers.

"We felt all along that this was something he aspired to do," Motzko said. "We were thinking that he would jump at an opportunity (to turn pro) if it came his way."

Faragher helped the Huskies win the inaugural National Collegiate Hockey Conference regular season title this season. He, and the team, had two different statistical halves of seasons in 2013-14. Through December, Faragher was 10-2-2 with a 2.08 GAA and a .922 save percentage.

In the last three months of the season, Faragher went 10-7-2 with a 3.61 GAA and an .881 save percentage. But he also won his last three starts of the regular season, helping the Huskies clinch the NCHC title on the last day of the conference schedule.

Faragher ended up getting treatment for an illness during the week of the NCAA West Regional. He made a season-best 39 saves in a 4-3 overtime win over Notre Dame in the opening round, then stopped 12 of 15 shots in 34 minutes before being replaced in the Huskies' 4-0 loss to Minnesota in the region championship game.

With Faragher's departure, Charlie Lindgren is the heir apparent to become the team's No. 1 goalie. Lindgren, a freshman from Lakeville, went 2-2-1 with a 2.42 GAA and a .905 save percentage in 10 games.

"Charlie is a team favorite and the guys are excited for that," Motzko said of Lindgren taking over starting duties. "Guys have a lot of confidence in him and in all of our goaltenders returning."

His last season of junior hockey, Lindgren was named the USA Hockey Junior Goalie of the Year. In 2012-13, Lindgren was 40-19-2 with a 2.75 GAA and a .904 save percentage for Sioux Falls in the United States Hockey League.

The other two backups for the Huskies were Joe Phillippi, who completed his redshirt sophomore season, and Rasmus Reijola, who sat out a redshirt season last winter. Reijola will have three seasons of eligibility remaining. Phillippi and Reijola did not appear in a game in 2013-14 for the Huskies.
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Kevin Gravel, who completed his senior season with the Huskies, has signed an amateur tryout agreement to play for the Manchester (N.H.) Monarchs of the American Hockey League.(Photo: Jason Wachter, jwachter@stcloudt)
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Dowd, Gravel make pro debuts

Kevin Gravel, who completed his senior season with the Huskies, has signed an amateur tryout agreement to play for the Manchester (N.H.) Monarchs of the American Hockey League. The Monarchs are the top minor league team of the Los Angeles Kings.

Gravel, 22, is a 6-foot-4, 200-pound defenseman from Kingsford, Mich. He and former St. Cloud State co-captain Nic Dowd made their pro debuts with Manchester in a 2-0 loss to Hartford on Friday night. Gravel had a minor penalty in the game.

"It's a great opportunity for Kevin to show what he can do over the next month-and-a-half," Motzko said.

Gravel had career-bests of 10 goals and 13 assists with two penalty minutes and was a plus-9 in 38 games for the Huskies. He was a fifth-round (148th overall) pick of the Kings in 2010.

"He's got to get a little sandpaper in his game," Motzko said of playing a more physical game. "He needs to establish himself more defensively and then let the offense help.

"He needs to become much more aggressive in the physical aspects of the game."

Follow Mick Hatten on Twitter @MickHatten. 
Tears and frustration: SCSU hockey season is over

Tyler Buckentine, tbuckentin@stcloudtimes.com 10:50 p.m. CDT March 30, 2014

Final score may have been a "tough pill" for SCSU Huskies to swallow, but they finish the season proudly

STC 0331 NCAA Hockey 1A.jpg

(Photo: Kimm Anderson, kanderson@stcloudtimes.com)

Story Highlights

The Huskies lost for 3rd time in 5 years at Xcel Energy Center

SCSU finished the season with 22 wins

5 of SCSU's top 6 point scorers set to return next year
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ST. PAUL – Tears and hugs described the scene inside the St. Cloud State University men's hockey dressing room Sunday night.

But these were not tears of joy, and the hugs weren't in celebration of a second consecutive trip to the Frozen Four.

The Huskies saw their season end with a 4-0 loss to Minnesota in the NCAA West Regional Final at the Xcel Energy Center.

"No smiles in there, that's for sure," Huskies senior forward Cory Thorson said in the hallway outside the dressing room.

"You work all year to get to this moment, and you just don't play your best game. We have 27 men in there that will keep their heads up and move on."

The Gophers will face North Dakota in the Frozen Four semifinals April 10 in Philadelphia.

The Huskies finished the season with 22 wins, the 10th time they have reached that total since St. Cloud State became a Division I program in 1987.

"It's never a fun conversation when you have to address a group of guys who truly believe they should still be playing," Huskies coach Bob Motzko said. "It's extremely difficult."

Sunday was the third time in five years that the Huskies ended their season with a loss at the Xcel Energy Center.

St. Cloud State lost to Wisconsin in the 2010 West Regional Final and to North Dakota in the 2012 WCHA Final Five quarterfinals.

The Huskies will lose Thorson to graduation, along with co-captains Nic Dowd and Kevin Gravel.

Five of SCSU's top six point scorers will return, barring any of them leaving early to sign professional contracts.

"The juniors, sophomores and freshmen and whoever comes in and plays for St. Cloud will be able to accomplish the same feats we did," Thorson said.

"It's a tough pill to swallow. You cherish the four years, but it goes by so quick, so to wear that jersey every day, it's an indescribable feeling, and I'm glad I got to be a

part of something like that."
Huskies' Dowd signs NHL contract

Mick Hatten, mhatten@stcloudtimes.com 8:54 p.m. CDT April 1, 2014
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It feels like a quick turnaround, but Nic Dowd is going from the end of one playoff race to the middle of another.

Dowd completed his senior year of eligibility Sunday when the St. Cloud State men's hockey team lost to Minnesota in the NCAA West Regional championship game in St. Paul. The 23-year-old forward signed a one-year, entry-level deal with the Los Angeles Kings on Tuesday.

Dowd will join the Kings' top minor league team, the Manchester Monarchs, in the American Hockey League this week. Manchester has eight games left in the regular season and leads the AHL Eastern Conference with a 43-18-2-6 record.

"I'm extremely excited to take the next step into the L.A. Kings organization, but, like I've said many times, it's been a privilege to play at St. Cloud the last four years," Dowd said. "It's bittersweet that, you close one door to something you put so much effort and emotion into, to go to the next one.

"The next step is going to require an equal amount of effort and emotion, but I'm extremely excited to begin my (pro) career."

Players can sign three-year entry level contracts until they reach the year that they are turning 24. Dowd turns 24 on May 27. Teams that draft players lose the rights to those players once they turn 25.

Well-known in organization

Dowd, who is listed at 6-foot-2 and 196 pounds, was seventh-round pick (198th overall) of the Kings in 2009. This summer will be the sixth that Dowd has participated in a Kings' prospect camp.

"I've been pretty well immersed in their culture for a while," Dowd said with a laugh of his time in the organization.

Dowd could have signed with the organization after last season, but decided to return for his senior year.

"We've liked him the last few seasons and he could have signed with us (early)," said Nelson Emerson, a former Kings assistant coach who is in charge of player development. "He's a player who plays 200 feet."

That is the length of an NHL-sized rink and Dowd led the Huskies in goals with a career-best 22 and was a plus-17. He was an All-NCHC first team pick, the NCHC Defensive Player of the Year and Student-Athlete of the Year.

"When he went back (to college), we wanted to make sure we stressed that with him that we wanted him to play all 200 feet of the ice," Emerson said. "We told him that faceoffs are crucial and playing in your own end is something that is very beneficial when he turns pro.

"It looked like he was focusing on those things a little more as his career went on. We're real excited to be getting a well-rounded player."

His first season playing mostly center was 2011-12 and Dowd won 48.1 percent of his faceoffs. As a junior, he won 53.1 percent and he won 51.9 percent as a senior.

"Nic's got great potential for a professional career," Huskies coach Bob Motzko said. "He's versatile. He can play a checking role, a secondary offensive role, he can play wing, he can play center, he's got good size, he has tremendous work ethic and he's a tremendous leader.

"There's too many valuable parts that he can't fit somewhere in the system."

Emerson said that the organization sees Dowd as a center, but they his versatility makes him a valuable commodity.

"He can play up and down the lineup on any of the four lines. As a hockey player and a forward, that's really going to help you in your career," Emerson said. "He's not just a first- or second-line kind of player."

Dowd said that he has had conversations with Motzko and other people about how his style of play may have to change at the pro level.

"They all said, stick with what got you to this point of your career and to try and play my game," Dowd said. "I'm forever trying to get better and you are always going to be trying to get bigger, stronger, faster."

What to work on

Emerson said, though, that there are things that they want Dowd to focus on as he makes the next step.

"He's got to stay on the right side of pucks, meaning that there's no cheating offensively," Emerson said of defensive assignments. "He needs to take care of his are first.

"We'll be taking a look at puck battles around the ice and on the boards to make sure that when there's 50-50 pucks, he's winning more than his share of them."

Dowd said he plans to continue to finish the classes he has this semester as he works toward a pre-veterinary degree.

"The first thing my dad says is, 'What are we going to do about your education?'" Dowd said of his reaction to signing. "My professors have all been great.

"I have two online classes that won't be affected. Then I have two other classes that we'll work on with my professors."

In addition to taking classes and playing hockey this semester, Dowd had an internship at Waite Park Animal Hospital.

Dowd helped the Huskies win back-to-back conference titles and reach back-to-back regional championship games.

This season, he was second on the team in points (a career-best 40), led the team in power-play goals (10), game-winning goals (five), short-handed goals (two) and penalty minutes (32) in 38 games.

He played in 119 straight games to finish his college career. He is 15th on the school's Division I scoring list with 52 goals and 121 points in 155 games.

Dowd is a top-10 finalist for the Hobey Baker Award, which is given annually to college hockey's top player. The Hobey Hat Trick (top three finalists) will be named Wednesday.

Follow Mick Hatten on Twitter @MickHatten
Warsofsky's development a dream in progress
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In the American Hockey League, it does not matter if you are the captain of your squad, a seasoned veteran, or in your rookie year; the goal for every AHL player is to move up to the NHL ranks. 

The players in the Providence Bruins locker room share a close bond, but there are certainly dividing lines between players. 

Players are in constant competition in the NHL’s top developmental league. It is important for each player to play their best in front of upper management because they want to prove they can play in the major league. 

“My goal is to make it to the NHL,” said Bruins defenseman David Warsofsky. “That is what I am focused on. But we have so much talent in this locker room and we really seem to have developed into a team. I think we have a lot of skill and if we put that together with some hard work, we are a really good team.” 

Boston Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney has been able to scout the Providence team from an off-ice perspective and can see who is ready to be called up. Warsofsky values his advice and feels that it is good to have someone watching from a bird’s-eye view to see things that the defenseman needs to improve on. 

“Sweens comes down here a lot. He’s usually at practice once a week and he’s also at most of the games,” Warsofsky explained. “It’s nice to talk to him and kind of get a feel for your game and how it’s looking from the stands. It is also important to know what the staff is thinking. I think it’s nice to get input from him and try to incorporate some of that instruction into my game.” 

Sweeney has seen how far Warsofsky has come from his early days with the P-Bruins. The talented blueliner has been recalled to Boston three times so far this season, playing in six games. 

When Boston captain Zdeno Chara left to represent Slovakia at the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympic Games, a void needed to be filled and Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli felt there was no better time for Warsofsky to get more experience playing in the NHL. 

Although Warsofsky only generated one assist and a plus-1 in the two games during the February stint, he was able to pick up some big-time minutes, averaging 19:24 of ice time between the two games. 

By far the most special moment this season for Warsofsky was when he scored his first NHL goal on Dec. 28 in Ottawa. With the Bruins trailing 3-2 in the third period, Warsofsky skated the puck up the ice from the Bruins’ defensive zone and across the neutral zone. His speed and smooth skating ability propelled him past two opponents and into the offensive zone. Just above the right face-off circle, Warsofsky stopped suddenly and took a hard slap shot that sailed cleanly into the net to tie the game up at 3-3. 

Still gleaming about the goal months after, Warsofsky felt like he had just won the lottery. 

“It was exciting. After that first game you always want to get that first goal. Fortunately for me I was able to get it in Ottawa and it was a pretty big goal at the time for the team, we tied it up. It was an awesome moment for me.” 

The P-Bruins have had much success in developing top NHL defensemen. Warsofsky knows that his time is coming and he does not mind being patient. Watching his former blueline partners Torey Krug, Matt Bartkowski and Kevan Miller have success in Boston is something that Warsofsky is learning from. 

“Even when you see Bartkowski and Krug and Millsy out there,” Warsofsky stated confidently, “I know I can play at the [NHL] level because I have played with them. When I see their success, it’s positive reinforcement to know that I can go up there and do the same.” 

Yet Krug, Bartkowski and Miller are not the only players Warsofsky has learned lessons from. One player in particular that he had a chance to play with during training camp was Boston defenseman and former P-Bruin Johnny Boychuk. The two have shown that they have chemistry when on the same defensive pairing and have a lot in common when it comes to their style of play. 

Boychuk and Warsofsky are offensive defensemen, contributing to their team strongly on the back end but also making sure they can score at the most opportunistic times when needed. They have elite skating ability and are able to carry the puck from blue-line to blue-line. For defensemen, they are elite play-makers and are able to draw the play in from the back end. In other words, both have the ability to stop the opponent’s offense in the neutral zone which prevents the opponent from getting further scoring chances. They are not afraid of battling for pucks along the boards and getting into the dirty areas without being overly physical and causing penalties. 

Warsofsky may not possess the size that the 6-foot-2, 225-pound Boychuk does, but he is able to find his way through sticky situations with elite and fast skating ability along with his strong stickhandling moves. Both have crisp and solid passing abilities and most importantly, Warsofsky and Boychuk can take a slap shot that can be heard flying through the air by the fans seated in the nose-bleed section. When they play together they communicate and bring an offensively powerful yet defensively responsible element to the game that is rare in today’s NHL. 

Warsofsky has taken everything he has learned from Boychuk and applied it to his game in order to improve and continue to develop. When asked about his time spent learning from the veteran NHL defenseman, Warsofsky emphasized how much communication helped. 

“In hockey when you’re not familiar with something, communication is important,” Warsofsky said. “[Boychuk] is so vocal on the ice and it makes the game so much easier. Anyone that knows him knows that he is such an outgoing guy. For a young guy like me the communication eases the nerves. It is great to know that he is always there to support you and be positive. It was definitely good for me.” 

Another partner that Warsofsky spent time playing with in the NHL was a bit more familiar. Zach Trotman played in his first NHL game alongside Warsofsky, his usual Providence defensive partner 

“We played together all last year and then this year too,” Warsofsky said. “To go up to the NHL and play together, it makes the transition a lot easier. Trots and I know each other’s tendencies and we know where each other is going to be most of the time. So when you play with someone that you’re really comfortable with, it helps a lot.” 

The hard work and patience Warsofsky has maintained through many years of training will help him not only develop chemistry with many different defensive partners to come, but will also guide him in the right direction on the pathway to becoming a successful hockey player. Warsofsky is still honing his game with the Baby B’s and knows that if he continues to improve each and every night he will reach his dream of being full-time NHLer. The most important thing right now is to stay the course while remaining consistent and focused throughout the rest of the 2013-14 season. 

“Consistency,” Warsofsky summarized. “Every night I have to play well because I never know when my opportunity is going to get called. Being consistent every night here is the main thing. When I do get the chance to play, being consistent [in Boston] is also really important.” 

Warsofsky skates on, never compromising on improving. Despite all his success in a short period of time, he continues to stay hungry and motivated because his ultimate goal has yet to be reached. Although it was only a few games in the biggest stage in hockey, it has prepared him for greater things to come and has only driven him to never give up on his dream. 

“I’ve had the opportunity to play a few games with the Bruins. It’s been good for me to learn from the players in [Boston] and see what it takes to play in the NHL. I want stay up there and be a regular.”

Griffins' record belies frustration over recent play
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Grand Rapids Griffins center Andrej Nestrasil (11) battles for the puck during a game against the Hamilton Bulldogs at Van Andel Arena in Grand Rapids, Mich., Friday, April 4, 2014. The Bulldogs beat the Griffins 4-1. (Andrew Kuhn | MLive.com)
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – With five games left in the regular season, the Grand Rapids Griffins are supposed to be preparing for the playoffs, but they aren’t showing it the past two games.

Coach Jeff Blashill wasn’t pleased with the Griffins’ performance in a 6-1 win at home against Iowa on Wednesday, so his reaction to Friday’s 4-1 loss against Hamilton before 10,834 at Van Andel Arena, was predictable.

“I told the guys in between periods,” Blashill said. “This is an everyday business. You can’t afford not to show up every single day. I don’t think we were as mentally detailed as we need to be."

The record is hard to complain about. The Griffins (44-21-2-4) lead the Midwest Division, started the night second in the Western Conference by a single point, and are a win from the best record in the AHL. 

They are one of just three teams that have already qualified for the playoffs.

Still, the performance the past two games, however, was the main topic. Griffins captain Jeff Hoggan answered "no "when asked if the team was playoff-ready.

jeffhoggan.jpg

Jeff Hoggan

“You don’t want to enter the playoffs playing like this,” he said. “There’s no rah-rah. Each guy has to take it upon themselves to find the right groove and the right mindset so we can take that into the playoffs."

Blashill said a greater attention to detail is needed.

“We’re just not doing the little things,” he said. “You have to get back to the puck better. You have to stop on the puck better. We are just playing too careless right now and you can’t play this way right now and have any chance of success over the long term at all.

"I thought we were lucky it didn’t cost us on Wednesday and tonight it did.”

The second period was the downfall against Hamilton.

The Griffins, after taking a 1-0 lead on a first-period goal by David McIntyre, allowed three in a row in just over seven minutes in the second against the Bulldogs (30-33-1-5), who are out of the playoff picture.

Dumont, Gabriel, scored 55 seconds into the period on a quick wrap-around, followed at 15:24 by Mike Blunden, who got past defenseman Adam Almquist, and capped by Sven Andrighetto’s rocket at 11:49.

All came against Petr Mrazek, equaling his total goals allowed the past three games combined. Mrazek, starting his third game in a row and sixth of seven, took over the AHL lead in goals against at 1.99 after Wednesday’s game.

NOTES

 The teams play again Saturday … The Griffins had their seventh sellout of the season – and third the past four games – to equal the total the past two seasons combined … Griffins goalie Petr Mrazek went against Dustin Tokarski, pitting the past two Calder Cup champion goalies – Mrazek last year with Grand Rapids and Torarski with Norfolk in 2011-12 … Mark Mowers, who had the most points by a Griffins right winger with 81 in 2002-03, was in attendance Friday. He works as a scout for Hamilton.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – When Grand Rapids Griffins defenseman Ryan Sproul unloaded a slap shot from above the right circle Wednesday, there was little inkling that the routine play would temporarily grab a national spotlight

But that's what happened after the puck mangled Mitch Callahan's face and the third-year Detroit Red Wings prospect posted a bloody in-game selfie to Twitter. The picture spread quickly on social media, and sports websites and radio buzzed about the injury on Thursday.

Callahan was escorted off the ice with a towel wrapped around his face, and once in the locker room, he posted the picture that can be seen in the link below (caution, it is graphic):

The on-ice image of Callahan bent over just outside the goalmouth for a few seconds before blood began to spill onto the ice and play halted was disturbing to Sproul, who lives with Callahan.

“I pretty much almost broke down right there,” Sproul said after practice Thursday. “I was scared for him, and went right over to make sure he was all right because, like I said, he’s one of my best friends.”

Callahan, the Griffins’ third-year forward, had surgery Thursday to repair his fractured jaw. He lost up to 10 teeth, some of which Sproul picked up off the ice, as well.

“I picked up four, but I think there was probably more out there,” he said. “I know he lost nine or 10 … It was definitely tough. I could barely pick them up my hands were shaking so much and in shock of what happened."
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Ryan Sproul

Sproul said Callahan understands that his injury is part of the game and that both are moving on from the first period incident in the Griffins 6-1 win over Iowa. 

"It's just something that can happen in hockey," Sproul said. "He knew that. I know that.

“I think last night after it happened it was tough to throw the puck on net,” he said Thursday. “Hopefully, I get over it real soon...I'm not too worried about it right now.”

On the lighter side, before he headed over to the hospital after the game, Sproul said Callahan contacted him to request his phone charger. He knew the growing popularity of the photo.

“Oh, for sure he did,” Sproul said. “He actually told me to bring his charger over because his phone was blowing up.” 

Sproul said he and fellow roommate, Trevor Parkes, are planning how to help prepare meals for Callahan once he is released from the hospital.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI -- Grand Rapids Griffins coach Jeff Blashill on Thursday backed off postgame comments that were critical of Mitch Callahan posting an in-game selfie that showed his gnarly puck-damaged mouth to Twitter.

“I shouldn’t have let that be the focus,” Blashill said. “It should have been on the sacrifice that Mitch Callahan makes for this hockey team, and what he’s done for us all season.

"The fact that one of our guys was hurting bad, that’s what the focus should have been.”

Blashill, who initially said he did not approve of the social media posting, said he sent Callahan a note saying as much.

As for the in-game tweet, Blashill said, “How we handle social media is an on-going thing, and a continuing learning process for both the Red Wings and within our team.”

Callahan took the puck to the face in the first period of a 6-1 Griffins win. Soon after he was escorted off with a towel wrapped around his face, he posted a selfie on Twitter (caution, it is graphic):

Callahan, who may have lost up to 10 teeth, underwent surgery for a fractured jaw on Thursday, April 3, to repair the damage. The team hopes to have him back at some point for the AHL playoffs, when the Griffins will try to defend their Calder Cup title.

Cory Emmerton, who was on the ice next to Callahan, said his teammate's injury was a gruesome sight. 

“I saw Mitch kind of lean forward … and the puck bounced right to me and I put it in and then sort of stopped and went around the net when I heard the whistle.” Emmerton said. “Then I saw the blood ... It was so unfortunate.”

Luke Glendening, Callahan's former teammate - and roommate - was actually relieved to see the photo.

"I guess the photo was a little bit of relief for me," Glendening said after practice Thursday with the Detroit Red Wings. "If I would have heard what happened and didn’t see his picture I probably would have been a little more nervous. I guess to see the picture gave me a bit of relief to know that he was OK.”

Griffins players, Emmerton said, did not have a problem with the in-game post, which was retweeted more than 3,000 times in less than three hours after the game. The post had about 6,000 retweets and 4,500 "favorites" about 18 hours after the fact.

Emmerton thinks the post can serve as a reminder about the sport.

“Nowadays it’s a little different. There’s no hiding things, really,” he said. “I personally thought it was a gross picture, but I think it also shows, to be honest, the damage that puck can cause and the dangers of hockey.” 

Beyond the photo and the injury, the Griffins will have to figure a way to replace Callahan beginning with home games Friday and Saturday against Hamilton. He is third on the team with 44 points and second in goals with 26. He plays on the power play and penalty kill.

“He’s been one of our best players all season long,” Blashill said. “With all that he plays, obviously it’s a significant loss. But what we’ve seen all year, when we lose guys, we have other guys step up and expect nothing different here.”

The Griffins, who lead the Midwest Division and are second in the Eastern Conference, have six games remaining in the regular season.
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MILWAUKEE — Two-point performances by four Grand Rapids Griffins players helped them to a 3-1 win against Midwest Division rival Milwaukee Admirals on Sunday at BMO Harris Bradley Center and extended the Griffins’ lead over the division to six points.

Teemu Pulkkinen scored twice to make him the Griffins’ first 30-goal scorer since Jeremy Williams (32) in 2009-10. Ryan Sproul notched the game-winning goal and an assist, while Nathan Paetsch and Mitch Callahan contributed two assists each.

Backed by Petr Mrazek’s 26 saves, Grand Rapids (43-20-2-4) closed out a ten-game regular season series with the Admirals (32-22-6-7), only falling three times. The Griffins will return home for another Midwest Division clash, a 7 p.m. EDT matchup with the Iowa Wild on Wednesday.

The Griffins caught a lucky break eight minutes into the game when a quick whistle on a frozen play disallowed a Milwaukee goal as the puck squeaked underneath Mrazek into the net.

Leading scorer Pulkkinen put Grand Rapids on the board at 7:24 with the Griffins’ sixth power play goal in the weekend’s three-in-three. The Griffins kept the puck in the Admirals’ zone for the first minute and a half of the power play until Paetsch’s shot from the top of the right circle rebounded to Pulkkinen at the back doorstep for the goal.

Callahan nearly doubled the lead with a shorthanded two-on-one five minutes into the third period, but his effort banged off the pipes before being cleared out of the zone.

Despite the Griffins dominating the shot column, the game evened at one goal apiece 9:21 into the third frame. Filip Forsberg one-timed a rocket from the blue line and the puck hit off bodies in front of the net and redirected past Mrazek.

Paetsch fed a pass to Sproul from point-to-point, and Sproul wound up, found an open lane and let a shot rip past Marek Mazanec at 16:28.

The Admirals pulled Mazanec, who finished with 33 saves in the loss, for the extra skater in the final minute of the game. After Pulkkinen and Callahan each missed an open net, Callahan chased the puck behind the net and found Pulkkinen in front for the simple tap-in.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins received some help from the Detroit Red Wings, their parent club, this week with the return of star players such as Landon Ferraro, Mitch Callahan and Cory Emmerton. 

But it was a new Griffin, one who joined the club recently with a lot less fanfare, who gave a sold out Van Andel Arena a lot to cheer about Saturday against Rockford.

Playing in just his fourth game with Grand Rapids, Colin Campbell scored his first goal as a Griffin, tipping in a hard shot off the stick of defensman Adam Almquist late in the second period.

That goal gave Grand Rapids its first lead of the game, and turned out to be the game-winner in the Griffins' 4-1 against the IceHogs.

“I know my role out here is to just simply get in front of the net and crash and bang bodies out there,” said the former Lake Superior State player who was signed to an entry-level contract on March 16. “I'm not a perimeter player, and I was able to get in front there and Almquist was able to shoot one right at my waist and I was able to tip it in.”

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill definitely took notice of Campbell's goal.

“He's a guy that has a strong, big body, and does a real good job of winning stick battles,” Blashill said. “He has some good touch, and has some good (eye-hand coordination),and he showed it tonight.

“Up to that point, I thought we were losing the net presence battle. They were boxing us out better than we were boxing them out, and I thought that goal was a real important play.”

The Griffins, who clinched a playoff berth in a 5-4 loss at Rockford on Friday night, really took control of the game in the third period, as Jordin Tootoo and Teemu Pulkkinen scored to put the game away.

 Blashill liked how his team played, considering it was playing its first home game since March 8, and was in the middle of back-to-back-to-back games. The Griffins play at Milwaukee on Sunday.

“I thought we needed to have a real good game tonight,” he said. “I thought we needed to be real tight from a defensive manner, and I thought our penalty killing needed to be really good because it hasn't been here lately.”

That happened, as the Griffins killed off all five of the Rockford power plays. 

And the special teams was special on offense as well, as Callahan scored his 26th goal of the season, a power play goal just over 10 minutes into the second period.

And on his bobble head night, Grand Rapids goalie Petr Mrazek was stellar in goal, stopping 22 of 23 Rockford shots. 

“I though Petr did a good job,” Blashill said. “He never gave up anything easy, so he didn't give up any momentum. And he made a big play on a short-handed breakaway by (Rockford center Joakim Nordstrom). Petr has a real knack of winning hockey games, and this was a big one for us – he was real strong.”

Campbell put the Van Andel crowd on its feet one last time when he got into a little scuffle during the last minute of the game – his first fight as a Griffin.

“It wasn't much of a fight,” Campbell said. “It was good to get that out of the way, and hopefully I can keep playing hockey here.”
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ROCKFORD, Ill. — Landon Ferraro and Andrej Nestrasil each scored a pair of power play goals for the Grand Rapids Griffins, but they couldn’t manage to overcome Midwest Division opponent Rockford IceHogs as Grand Rapids fell 5-4 on Friday at BMO Harris Bank Center.

Despite the loss, the Griffins (41-20-2-4) still clinched a playoff spot due to other scores around the league. It was the first time since 2006-07 Grand Rapids qualified for the playoffs in consecutive years, and the first time it’s clinched in March since 2009.

The game closed out the Griffins’ season-high seven-game road trip, in which they went 4-2-0-1. They return to Van Andel Arena on Saturday for the second half of a home-and-home with the IceHogs (32-25-5-4) at 7 p.m. EDT.

The Griffins went up 2-0 early in the game when Ferraro scored a pair of power play goals within nine seconds of power play time.

His first tally at 7:48 came five seconds after Mathieu Brisebois went to the box for tripping. A faceoff win in the Rockford zone found Ryan Sproul at the point, and his shot was redirected by Ferraro in front of the net.

Brian Connelly was whistled for tripping at 8:50 and Ferraro took only four seconds to score on an almost-identical play, with the shot from the point coming at the hands of Nathan Paetsch.

Brad Mills cut Grand Rapids’ lead in half with 3:04 remaining in the opening period. Pierre-Marc Bouchard sent a pass from behind the net to Mills for the shot into the upper left corner of Tom McCollum’s net.

At 7:31 of the second period, the IceHogs scored a quick power play goal of their own. Just 19 seconds into their man-advantage, Adam Clendening one-timed the puck from the top of the left circle for the equalizer.

With 2:13 remaining in the period, Rockford took its first lead of the game when Brisebois wound up and let a rocket fly from just inside the right circle.

Clendening, the IceHogs’ leading scorer, solved the Griffins again 2:45 into the final period. Alex Broadhurst rushed McCollum’s net along the right wing side and swept the puck into an open area in front of the crease. A rushing Clendening was the first to get his stick on the loose puck, poking it into the back of the net.

At 4:10, another power play marker was scored four seconds into the power play, this time by Connelly. His slapshot from the right point during a Brennan Evans penalty extended the IceHogs’ lead.

The Griffins slowly started to dig out of its hole when Nestrasil scored twice in the final six minutes of the third period. During a five-on-three, Adam Almquist set Nestrasil up in the right circle for the one-timer at 14:25.

During another power play minutes later, McCollum was pulled from net for the two-man advantage and Nestrasil let a slapshot rip from the right point to pull the game within one at 17:48. His two goals extended his streak nine points to six games.

In the loss, McCollum stopped 28 of 33 shots. Jason LaBarbera made 23 saves as he backstopped the IceHogs to the win.

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins pay a steep price for their first home game since March 8, with a tough travel weekend ahead as they look to clinch an early playoff berth.

The Griffins host Rockford 7 p.m. Saturday at Van Andel Arena, but it is not a kick-off-the-skates kind of stay. They first play at Rockford tonight and then, after hosting the IceDogs, hop on ta bus again and play at Milwaukee at 6 p.m. Sunday.

It marks the third straight week with three consecutive games in consecutive days. They also began the month with three games in four days. All in, the Griffins have four home games among 13 March games. 

So far, it hasn’t had a negative effect. With 10 games remaining in the regular season, the Griffins (41-19-4) have 88 points to lead the Midwest Division by four points over Chicago, and they are second in the Western Conference behind Texas.

A win Friday could clinch a playoff berth, something the Griffins haven’t done in March since March 27 2009. The franchise also hasn’t had back-to-back playoffs appearances since 2006 and ’07.

On the ice, the Griffins have back Mitch Callahan, who became the eighth member of the Griffins to make his NHL debut this season when he played with Detroit on Tuesday. 

Cory Emmerton, who has bounced between the two clubs all season, also returned to Grand Rapids this week.

Callahan is second on the team in goals with 24, and Emmerton is fourth in scoring with 35 points (14-21-35) in 43 games. 

Center Andrej Nestrasil has been Grand Rapids’ hottest player. The center has seven points (4-3-7) the past five games. He had four goals in three consecutive games from March 14-21, and has 14 points (6-8-14) his past 15 games.

This season, the Griffins are 6-1-0-1 against Rockford 31-25-5-4, which is seventh in the Western Conference playoff race.

By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   
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DETROIT -- Quick update from the Detroit Red Wings' optional practice Wednesday at Joe Louis Arena:

Pavel Datsyuk (knee inflammation) is skating with about a half-dozen teammates, the first time he has been on the ice with other players, after skating by himself on Monday.

The Red Wings reassigned forward Mitch Callahan to the Grand Rapids Griffins because they expect to have Tomas Jurco back in the lineup for Thursday's game against the Montreal Canadiens at the Joe (7 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

Jurco has been out since March 11, when he suffered a broken rib on a cross-check from Blake Comeau of Columbus.

Justin Abdelkader (leg laceration on March 16 at Chicago) is skating for the first time since his injury. He is expected back no later than next Wednesday's game vs. Boston.

Callahan made his NHL debut in Tuesday's 4-2 loss at Columbus. He logged 9:01 in ice time, with two hits and one takeaway.

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   
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on March 26, 2014 at 8:30 AM, updated March 26, 2014 at 8:33 AM 
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – Landon Ferraro waited three-plus professional seasons to play in the NHL, so the 22-year-old soaked in as much as possible from a familiar group of teammates during his brief stint with the Detroit Red Wings.

Ferraro returned to practice with the Grand Rapids Griffins on Tuesday following a week and four games with the parent club. He registered two shots and picked up a two-minute penalty. His most ice time was 10:41 against Pittsburgh in his second game.

“It was a ton of fun, and it was also a big learning experience being out there the first time,” said Ferraro, whose father, former standout Ray Ferraro, was on hand to see his debut against Toronto at Joe Louis Arena on March 18. 

“I’ve played exhibition games, but at this point of the season (with the Red Wings in the playoff hunt), it was completely different.” 

Ferraro became the seventh player on the Griffins to make his NHL debut with the Red Wings this season. Teammate Mitch Callahan, who traded spots in Detroit with Ferraro, became the eighth on Tuesday.

It was comfortable in the locker room with 10 former teammates from the Griffins’ Calder Cup championship team of a season ago, he said.

“You envision going up and not get in anyone’s way and taking it all in,” Ferraro said. “I definitely took it all in, but it was so much easier when there are so many close friends already up there. 

“I mean, I got to make fun of Glennie (Luke Glendening) about 30 seconds in, and I hadn’t gotten a chance to do that in a while. That just gives you an idea of what it was like.There’s a nice mix of veterans and younger players.”

He also learned a lot, including from third-line center Drew Miller.

“I spent as much time as I could talking to him because that’s the kind of player I have to be to be up there,” he said. “Every question I had he took the time to answer. That’s what makes this a good organization. Good people.”

Ferraro will be a restricted free agent after the season and out of minor-league options. He would have to clear waivers before sent down next season. 

Ferraro, Detroit’s first pick in the 2009 draft, has 28 points (13-15-28) and 44 penalty minutes in 60 games with the Griffins. Last season, he led the Griffins with 24 goals and was third on the team with 47 points.

He is expected to return and center a top two line when the Griffins play Friday at Rockford, followed on Saturday by a home game against the IceHogs – the team’s first home game since March 8.

By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   
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COLUMBUS, Ohio – Mitch Callahan grew up in Whittier, Calif., halfway between Los Angeles and Anaheim, as a fan of skilled Ducks forwards Teemu Selanne and Paul Kariya. 

His father, Mike, is a Toronto native who encouraged him to play like former Maple Leafs agitator Darcy Tucker.

Callahan took his dad’s advice and became a hockey player who gets in opponents’ faces and under their skin.

He brings that physical, aggravating style to the Detroit Red Wings tonight in his NHL debut against the Columbus Blue Jackets at Nationwide Arena.

“All the guys I talk to on other teams in the (AHL) say he’s one of the most frustrating guys to play against,” teammate Riley Sheahan said. “He’s tough, he throws the body and he’s good in the O-zone, too.”

Callahan, 22, was slated to play on a line with Darren Helm and Joakim Andersson.

“Just provide energy, throw my weight around, kind of mix it up, get other players off their game, not take any bad penalties – that’s what they’re really emphasizing for me to do tonight,” Callahan said.

Callahan’s parents were scheduled to fly in from Los Angeles for the game.

“You’re never guaranteed a career in the NHL, so this could be my only game I ever have. I’m going to take it all in." -- Mitch Callahan

As well as Callahan has played for the Grand Rapids Griffins – he discovered a scoring touch this season with 25 goals – his future in the organization is uncertain. He brings a different dimension than most Red Wings prospects because of his physical game and fighting ability, but the club is loaded with young forwards in the system.

Callahan is a restricted free agent this summer and will be out of minor-league options, needing to clear waivers to be sent down next season.

“You’re never guaranteed a career in the NHL, so this could be my only game I ever have,” Callahan said. “I’m going to take it all in and try to remember the most I can from it.

“I’m just going to stick with what I’m doing because whatever I was doing in Grand Rapids got me here … try my best to make sure this isn’t the last (NHL) game I ever play.”

Callahan lived with Sheahan and Glendening in Grand Rapids. He will become the eighth player to make his NHL debut this season for Detroit.

“He’s a hard-working guy who has good speed,” Glendening said. “He’ll bring a physical presence, gritty. He’s been putting up a lot of goals in Grand Rapids so he can be offensive as well. He can fight, he can do it all, so he will be a good addition to the team.”

Callahan has scored more goals this season than he did in his first two years with the Griffins combined (17). It’s the most he has scored since he was a 16-year-old playing minor hockey in Southern California.

“It’s kind of funny because you look at all the goals, none of them are real pretty,” Callahan said. “Just screening in front of the net -- I think I got four or five where the D shot it and it hit me. Just from working hard in front of the net and stirring it up.

“Blash (Griffins coach Jeff Blashill) really wants me to have a better role on the team, so fighting sometimes has to wait when you’re playing top-two line minutes and that’s OK. But that’s what got me drafted in the NHL, my agitating and fighting ways. Hopefully I can do a little bit of both when I’m here.”

He said it’s cool joining a growing number of California-born players – he estimated 30 –in the NHL. He’s close with several, including Emerson Etem of Anaheim and Beau Bennett of Pittsburgh.

“It’s a pretty tight-knit hockey group,” Callahan said. “I grew up playing with those guys and against them. We play summer hockey together all the time. To this day we still skate every Thursday night (in the summer).”

By  Brendan Savage | bsavage@mlive.com   
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Detroit Red Wings forward Gustav Nyquist has been named the NHL's No. 1 star of the week.

Nyquist scored in all four of the Red Wings games last week, finishing with six goals and one assist in helping Detroit post a 3-0-1 record. His six goals led the NHL last week and his seven points tied for the top spot.

He had two goals in a 3-2 victory over Toronto, scored one goal in wins over Pittsburgh and Minnesota and then scored two more times in Sunday's 4-3 overtime loss to Minnesota.

Nyquist leads the Red Wings with 23 goals and his 18 goals in 23 games since Jan. 20 are the most in the NHL during that time span.

This is the second time this season Nyquist has been one of the NHL's three stars of the week. He was named the No. 2 star Jan. 27 for the week his torrid streak began.

New York Rangers goalie Henrik Lundquist was the No. 2 star after posting a 3-0-0 record, 1.67 goals-against average and .942 save percentage.

The third star was Boston Bruins forward Jarome Iginla, whose five goals in four games ranked second behind Nyquist.

In other news, the Red Wings sent rookie forward Landon Ferraro back to Grand Rapids of the AHL with Todd Bertuzzi due back for Tuesday's game in Columbus after sitting Sunday because of the flu.

Ferraro was scoreless with two penalty minutes in four games since being called up

By  MLive.com   

on March 23, 2014 at 8:00 PM, updated March 23, 2014 at 8:07 PM 
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ROSEMONT, Ill. — The Grand Rapids Griffins were bombarded early by the Chicago Wolves on Sunday as they fell behind 5-0 and couldn't recover in a 6-2 loss at Allstate Arena.

It was the 10th and final regular season meeting between the Midwest Division opponents, with each team winning five games apiece. The Griffins fell to 41-19-2-4 with the loss, but are still six points ahead of the second-place Wolves (37-19-5-4) in the division.

With a win Sunday, Grand Rapids would have joined the Texas Stars in clinching a playoff berth.

An uncharacteristic 20 minutes of play by the Griffins put them at a 4-0 deficit heading into the second period. It was the most goals Grand Rapids allowed an opponent in a single period all season.

Adam Cracknell scored the Wolves’ first goal 4:19 into the game after he tipped in a redirected shot from Doug Janik at the blue line. While Andrej Nestrasil sat in the box for tripping, a passing play found Michael Davies deep in the Griffins’ zone. He weaved his way into Petr Mrazek’s crease and stick-handled around Mrazek for the tally at 6:49.

Ty Rattie made it 3-0 at 11:55 when when he rushed the net from the neutral zone and backhanded the puck into an open net while Mrazek got tied up.

After Rattie’s tally, Mrazek was pulled from net for the second time in his 92 games as a Griffin, and for the first time in the middle of a period. He finished with five saves before Tom McCollum took his place and finished with 11 saves.

However, Rattie took little time to solve McCollum as well when he scored his second goal of the game at 18:05. Alexandre Bolduc fed a pass from behind the goal line to the stick of Rattie, who one-timed it from the top of the crease.

The Wolves went up 5-0 at 4:15 of the second period when Pat Cannone let a shot rip into the upper left corner of the net. 

Teemu Pulkkinen put Grand Rapids on the board when he skated into the Wolves’ zone and slammed a slapshot past Jake Allen at 7:03, a power play marker. He and Rattie are tied for first among rookie goal scorers with 27 goals each.

With about seven minutes remaining in the period, Nestrasil flicked a backhander that hit off Adam Almquist’s leg before finding the back of the net, but the referee immediately ruled it was kicked into the net and not a valid goal. About a minute later, a quick whistle on a loose puck stopped Pulkkinen from scoring his second.

Mitch Callahan scored a power play goal and tallied his seventh point in five games when he redirected a faked shot by Almquist from the left point at 14:57.

The only goal of the third period came at the hands of Cody Beach as he walked in and skated across the crease, sliding the puck past McCollum’s left side for Chicago’s sixth and final marker. Allen turned away all 16 shots by the Griffins in the final period, and finished with 41 total saves.

Callahan nearly had another goal when he tipped in a shot in the final minutes of the game, but it was waved off.

The Griffins will close out a season-high seven-game road trip with a game against the Rockford IceHogs at 8 p.m. EDT on Friday before returning home for a rematch with the IceHogs at 7 p.m. EDT on Saturday.

By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have lost defenseman Jonathan Ericsson for at least the remainder of the regular season.

The club announced Wednesday that Ericsson will miss four-to-six weeks after undergoing successful surgery on his broken finger. It was needed to stabilize the fracture and repair a partially torn tendon.

It's a significant loss for a team whose defense hasn't been that strong this season. The 6-foot-4, 221-pound Ericsson is the club's shutdown defender, playing on the top pairing with Niklas Kronwall. He's one of their leading penalty-killers and was averaging 21:14 in ice time.

If Ericsson is out the minimum four weeks he wouldn't return until the first round of the playoffs, if the Red Wings qualify.

For now, Brendan Smith will go from left wing on the fourth line to right defense on the top pairing in a matter of two days.

“Losing a guy like that is hard, He plays a lot of hard minutes and he’s a very good player. We just have to rally together.” -- Brian Lashoff

Coach Mike Babcock said he’ll pair Smith with Kronwall for Thursday's game against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Joe Louis Arena (7:30 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit). They  figure to see a lot of minutes against Sidney Crosby’s line, with Chris Kunitz and Lee Stempniak.

Smith played forward for the first two periods in Tuesday’s 3-2 victory over Toronto before moving back to defense in the third, after Ericsson was injured.

“He’s just got to compete hard and make good decisions with the puck,” Babcock said. “Smitty’s got the competitive nature you need, he’s got the skating you need, the skill you need. His decision-making with the puck gets him in trouble at times and his decision-making being active, so those are things you grow with, you become a better player. 

“Do more by doing less, make the simple play, don’t force things. Lots of shifts are 50-50, nothing happens.”

Babcock said he’ll keep the Danny DeKeyser-Kyle Quincey pairing intact.

The third pairing would be Brian Lashoff and Jakub Kindl.

The Red Wings recalled defenseman Adam Almquist Wednesday from the Grand Rapids Griffins as insurance in case one of their six defensemen can’t play. The move had to be made Wednesday because the Griffins will be on a bus to Iowa on Thursday, general manager Ken Holland said.

Ericsson was injured late in the second period Tuesday when hit by a shot. He has had a rough season, missing 10 games from Oct. 21 to Nov. 12 with a separated shoulder and 10 more games from Dec. 28 to Jan. 20 due to broken ribs.

“Losing a guy like that is hard,” Lashoff said. “He plays a lot of hard minutes and he’s a very good player. We’re going to have to do it by committee and take advantage of the opportunity we have. We just have to rally together.”

DeKeyser, who was paired with Kronwall in the third period Tuesday, said: “I think we have pretty good depth on this team and guys just got to step up when guys get injured.”

By  Ansar Khan | akhan1@mlive.com   
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have signed Lake Super State University forward Colin Campbell to a two-year contract and assigned him to the Grand Rapids Griffins for the remainder of the season on an amateur tryout.

Campbell (6-foot-1, 200) just finished his senior season, picking up 14 goals, 15 assists and 26 penalty minutes in 36 games.

Campbell is viewed as a hard worker with good compete level, in the mold of Red Wings center Luke Glendening.

“He plays a real hard brand of hockey,” Red Wings assistant general manager Ryan Martin said. “He’s going to be a checker at the next level. He’s a good skater. He was one of their better offensive players.”

An injury limited Campbell to just nine games in 2012-13. In four seasons with the Lakers, he appeared in 119 games, collecting 27 goals, 37 assists and 64 penalty minutes.

His contract doesn’t take effect until next season.
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AHL: Not happy with the play of the Bulldogs? Neither is the owner

Not happy with standings 

Hamilton Spectator File Photo

Michael Andlauer, pictured left, is not used to having his team finish out of the playoffs — they Bulldogs are not officially there yet for a third straight season but, sitting nine points out with the first of a nine-game road trip scheduled for Tuesday night, things are looking bleak — or close to last overall in the American Hockey League. Nor does he want to get used to it. Which is why he insists it’s going to be fixed before the puck drops next season. 

By  Scott Radley  

If it makes Hamilton Bulldogs fans feel any better, the team's owner is feeling about as miserable about the way things have gone this year as you are. Probably worse. 

And not just this year. Last year, too. And the year before that. 

Michael Andlauer is not used to having his team finish out of the playoffs — they Bulldogs are not officially there yet for a third straight season but, sitting nine points out with the first of a nine-game road trip scheduled for Tuesday night, things are looking bleak — or close to last overall in the American Hockey League. Nor does he want to get used to it. Which is why he insists it's going to be fixed before the puck drops next season. 

"It's not good for our fans, for one," he says. "But, just as important, it's not good for our player development to not make the playoffs." 

So where does he think things went off the rails? And how can it be made right? 

You can't start anywhere but with goal scoring. It's been the problem, again. A year after scoring the fewest goals in the league, the Dogs are second from the bottom this time. 

One reason for that, he believes, is a shortage of offensively strong veterans. He's not talking about young prospects who are either new to the league or likely to get called up to the National Hockey League. He's talking about having a few guys who've played in this loop for a while and expect to remain here. Their salaries are higher, but they make a difference on the stats sheet and in leadership. 

The Dogs brought in one this year — captain Martin St. Pierre — but Andlauer says it's clear you need a few. That's been the case in past years when the team has been successful. 

"We also weren't dead last on the power play (in those seasons)," he says. 

And there's the second issue. Hamilton has scored just 39 power-play goals in 290 chances this season. Technically, that's second last but, at 13.4 per cent, it's close enough. Besides, his misspeak might simply be a flashback to last season when the Bulldogs were in the absolute basement with an embarrassing 10.7 per cent success race. 

When you consider the Dogs have given up 15 empty net goals this season — meaning the outcome of 15 games could have been changed with one extra goal — that feeble production with the man advantage looks huge. Had they managed to score one in even half of those games, they'd be in a playoff spot right now. 

It raises an interesting question. Many hockey people say special teams are one area in which coaches can truly have an impact. As a result, they'd say success or failure in this facet of the game rests on the bench boss. In Hamilton's case, Sylvain Lefebvre. 

Does he agree? 

Andlauer doesn't answer. He simply shrugs his shoulders. Asked a second time, he responds by saying Lefebvre is professional, hardworking and knows the game. 

He vehemently disagrees with those who say the Habs don't care about winning here. Winning makes players want to come to the rink. It's motivational. Plus, there's a theory that every playoff game is worth multiple regular-season games when it comes to development, so missing all this post-season experience is hurting. 

And he says goaltending hasn't been the issue, even though some have wondered why Dustin Tokarski — statistically one of the top 10 goalies in the league — hasn't been given a significantly heavier workload than Robert Mayer and the other two guys who have had time in Hamilton's net. 

"(Mayer's) not the reason we're bottom of the heap in power plays," Andlauer says. 

Raising that issue the first time made a point. Raising it a second time sent a message. It's clearly the issue that's bothering him most about this season. Sorry, these seasons. 

So the big question is, what's he going to do about it? 

Andlauer is quick to make clear that, even though he owns the team, he has no say in personnel decisions. That's for Montreal's hockey operations department. He can make suggestions, though. And he says he will. 

"I know what I want to say to Marc (Bergevin, Canadiens GM) and the guys at the end of the year," he says. 

In short, everything will be reassessed. It has to be. Because this franchise can't have a fourth straight year at the bottom of the standings, can it? 

"No," Andlauer says. "Absolutely not." 

sradley@thespec.com 

905-526-2440 | @radleyatthespec

Spectator columnist Scott Radley hosts The Sports Lounge weeknights at 9 on 900CHML.
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C’est vrai! Bulldogs win two-in-a-row

By  Ken Peters  

Les chiens de Hamilton sont formidable! And that means great in any language. 

On bleu, blanc et rouge night to honour their Montreal Canadiens' parent organization, the Hamilton Bulldogs won their second consecutive game with a 4-2 victory Friday night over the Milwaukee Admirals. 

While the victory, before a delighted FirstOntario Centre crowd of 4,339, kept the Bulldogs' slim post-season hopes alive it blew a major hole into the hull of the Admirals who entered the contest tied in sixth spot. 

Hamilton entered the contest 10 points in arrears of a post-season berth. With the win the Bulldogs improved to 28-30-1-4 on the season with 13 games remaining. 

Fittingly, it was a francophone who was the star for the home side on a night when all game announcements were made in both official languages. Montreal Canadiens' loaner Michael Bournival notched two goals to pace Hamilton. 

The Bulldogs opened the festivities with a power-play goal. The Dogs were buzzing around the Admiral's net when the loose puck squirted out to the point. Nathan Beaulieu's blast was off the mark but the puck came off the back boards and onto the stick of Bournival who bulged the twine. The score came at 5:23 of the first period. 

The Dogs weren't done. Another power play. Another score. This time it was a Greg Pateryn wrister from the blue-line that beat Admirals' netkeeper Marek Mazanec. That marker came at 8:05. C'est que ce pas? Two power plays in the first period from a Bulldog squad with the worst home man advantage efficiency rate in the league. C'est vrai, Pitou. 

Hamilton has a record of 27-9-1-4 when scoring two or more goals this season so the $3 a beer night glasses were definitely half-full on this one. 

And there was more to toast in the second period. Bournival was awarded a penalty shot at 9:09 — the second consecutive game the Dogs have been awarded the chance — and the crafty forward popped it behind Mazanec. The last time the Bulldogs had a 3-0 lead on anyone Jean Chrétien was in power. Or so it seemed. 

But Milwaukee struck back. Mathieu Tousignant dug it out behind the net and fed Michael Liambas out front. His quick shot beat Dustin Tokarski over the blocker at 12:02. 

Bulldog Nick Tarnasky scored his 12th of the season when he swiped a loose puck in front of Mazanec into the cage. That came at 13:46. 

But the Admirals made it interesting. With five minutes to play the Dogs found themselves two men short. Taylor Beck wired a wrister over the glove of Tokarski to pull within two. 

Tokarski was solid for the second straight game, stopping 27 shots. 

The Bulldogs will try and make it three wins in a row when they host the Abbotsford Heat Saturday night. Game time at FirstOntario Centre is 7 p.m. It's the final Bulldog home contest before the club embarks on a nine-game, 12 day road trip. 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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Alain Vigneault doesn't pull punches on J.T. Miller

Originally published: April 3, 2014 8:51 PM

 Updated: April 3, 2014 9:43 PM

 By STEVE ZIPAY  steve.zipay@newsday.com 

J.T. Miller (10) settles the puck during the 

J.T. Miller (10) settles the puck during the game between the Rangers and the Boston Bruins at Madison Square Garden on March 2, 2014. (Credit: AP / Kostas Lymperopoulos) 
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DENVER - J.T. Miller, reassigned to Hartford on Wednesday, didn't exactly receive a ringing endorsement from coach Alain Vigneault. In fact, it was pretty harsh. 

"There needs to be more commitment on his part, both on and off the ice,'' Vigneault said Thursday. "Until there is, he just hasn't earned the right to be at this level on a regular basis.''

Miller, 21, who was selected 15th overall in the 2011 NHL draft, was recalled before the road trip a week ago Wednesday after Chris Kreider suffered a hand injury that required surgery.

He played 13 minutes against Philadelphia, was benched in the third period in a 4-3 loss to Calgary and was scratched in Edmonton and Vancouver. 

"Any young player going through the process of being an NHL player . . . you've got to figure it out,'' Vigneault said. "Hopefully he will, and when he does, we'll have a pretty good player, and if he doesn't figure it out, he'll be a good minor-leaguer.''

In 56 NHL games this season and last season, Miller is 5-5-10 with a minus-13 rating. His defensive reads have been an issue. His numbers are far better in the AHL, with 12 goals and 37 points in 35 games. 

Miller was a favorite of former coach John Tortorella, but judging by Vigneault's critique, he will have to impress in training camp to crack the roster in October.

Mitchell recalls NY

John Mitchell, who recently signed a three-year extension worth $5.4 million with Colorado, recalled 2011-12, his lone season with the Rangers. He said "going deep in the playoffs helped my cause'' as a pending free agent. "As far as my role on that team, it was here, it was there, kind of all over the place,'' he said. "I think Torts is a very good coach, but he has his guys and he's set in his ways. It was a fun time to be playing hockey in the middle of May in New York. Seemed like every bus, every billboard, had pictures of the Rangers.''
MacKinnon: Oil Kings well worth watching in this playoff run

Time is running out for local fans to enjoy the talents of potential NHL stars

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton Journal April 4, 2014  
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MacKinnon: Oil Kings well worth watching in this playoff run

The Edmonton Oil Kings captain Griffin Reinhart, right, prevents the Wheat Kings Jesse Gabrielle from reaching the puck in game one of the WHL eastern conference semi-finals at Raxall Place in Edmonton on Thursday, April 3, 2014.

Photograph by: Evan Buhler , Edmonton Journal

EDMONTON - Curious turn of events:

The Oilers have assembled a cadre of prospects from the WHL’s Oil Kings, a club they own, that includes goalie Laurent Brossoit, defencemen David Musil and Martin Gernat and forwards Travis Ewanyk and Mitch Moroz, the strapping power forward currently playing for the Oil Kings in their latest playoff run.

In other words, the Oil Kings NHL parent club found a way to draft young players they have watched in their building, year-in, year-out. They have managed to assemble a list of prospects that does not include Griffin Reinhart, the Oil Kings captain and smart, two-way wheelhorse defenceman, Henrik Samuelsson, a physical, banging, scoring forward, or Curtis Lazar, the team’s top centre, one who plays the so-called 200-foot game, a rarity for a junior-age player.

And yes, there are many factors involved here. Musil was a Vancouver Giant when he was drafted, who was later traded to the Oil Kings. Brossoit was a Calgary Flames draft pick swapped to the Oilers in the Ladislav Smid deal earlier this season. Fair enough.

To have drafted any of Reinhart, Samuelsson or Lazar the Oilers would have had to trade down, or select any of them way ahead of their ranking in the draft. Hindsight is a distorted prism. I get that.

Still, to my eye, the eternally rebuilding Oilers sure could use a two-way centreman like Lazar and a feisty, scoring winger like Samuelsson. They yearn for a big, imperturbable force on the back end like Reinhart.

Ottawa, Phoenix and the New York Islanders, not the Oilers, will benefit from their talents, sooner than later, and for years to come.

That’s the luck of the draw on draft day, obviously. That’s life. Got it.

It is possible, if not probable, that Lazar will return to the Oil Kings next season. As a 19-year-old player, Lazar must either make the Senators in the NHL or come back to junior.

Samuelsson, Reinhart and Moroz all could come back to junior. The greater likelihood is they will either stick with their respective NHL clubs, or be assigned to the parent club’s minor-league affiliate.

The thing is, time is running out for Edmonton hockey fans, to watch these potential NHL stars in action for the home team.

Which brings me to why, even on a school night, a relatively small crowd of 5,899 turned out Thursday night to watch the Oil Kings shellac the Brandon Wheat Kings 5-0.

By way of comparison, the club’s average attendance for their 36 home games was 6,743. So far, the Oil Kings are averaging 6,339 through three home playoff dates.

Local fans, it seems, would rather see a regular-season game than jump for pricier playoff tickets. These are fans, remember, who must be of a certain age to dig eight years deep into memory for images of the Oilers last playoff run, glorious as it was, way back there in 2006.

The fixed dates of the WHL regular season, it’s true, make it easier for the club to market group sales to school kids, or hockey associations. Group sales represent a significant chunk of their marketing efforts, it must be said, but advance planning is next to impossible to achieve in the post-season, when the schedule is made up ‘on-the-fly,’ as it were.

Nonetheless, it remains slightly inexplicable why at least some local fans go all Jim Mora on the WHL post-season -- “Playoffs? Playoffs?.” At least it makes little sense to me.

If Montrealer Zachary Fucale felt any added pressure after being selected by the Canadiens at last year’s NHL draft, it certainly didn’t show in his play.

Fucale, who plays for the Halifax Mooseheads, took home the Jacques Plante Trophy at the QMJHL Golden Puck Awards on April 2 for posting the best goals-against average in the league (2.26). Fucale, who was selected by the Canadiens in the second round (36th overall), posted a 36-9-3 record with six shutouts and a .907 save percentage. Fucale was also named the QMJHL’s personality of the year.

Last year, Fucale backstopped the Mooseheads to a Memorial Cup championship.

“I grew up in Montreal and I think every kid in Montreal dreams of playing for the Canadiens,” Fucale told reporters after the Canadiens drafted him. “It’s such a great feeling wearing this sweater and I hope that the next time I wear it, I’ve earned it.”

Centre Jeremy Gregoire, selected by the Canadiens in the sixth round (176th overall) last year, won the Marcel Robert Trophy as the QMJHL’s scholastic athlete of the year. In 65 games with the Baie Comeau Drakkar, the 6-foot, 186-pounder posted 35-34-69 totals.

Former Habs defenceman Patrice Brisebois and current assistant coach Gerard Gallant were inducted into the QMJHL Hall of Fame. Read more about Brisebois’s junior career by clicking here. Read more about Gallant’s junior career by clicking here.

(Photo by Liam Richards/The Canadian Press)
Will Versatility Carry Hrivik to NHL?

April 2, 2014  

Here’s a feature I wrote for the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on Pack all-purpose forward Marek Hrivik:

The Wolf Pack’s Marek Hrivik has not been asked to play goal or defense yet, but as far as forward positions go, Hrivik has done it all this year.

Hrivik originally joined the Wolf Pack, two years ago at this time, as a left-winger, but this season he has spent a significant amount of time at center, and has even played right wing on occasion.  The 22-year-old Slovak has proven to the Wolf Pack coaches that he can handle the differing assignments, and the back-and-forth between the middle and the flank has almost become old hat at this point.

“I’ve been doing it for a while, so I guess I’m getting used to it,” Hrivik said Wednesday.  “It’s not that different to play wing or center.  You just have a little bit more defensive responsibilities as a centerman, but it’s not that big of a difference.”

Although he admits to wanting to be better on faceoffs when playing center, Hrivik is encouraged by the progress he has made this season, after injuries last year limited him to 40 games-played with the Whale in his rookie campaign.  His latest assignment has been to center the Wolf Pack’s top line, playing between Ryan Bourque and Jesper Fast, after J.T. Miller, who had been filling that role, was recalled by the parent New York Rangers.Action Shot for Blog - 04-02-14 - Hrivik

Bourque scored twice in Saturday night’s 4-0 home win over Bridgeport, and Hrivik netted his tenth of the season in Sunday’s 3-0 road blanking of the Sound Tigers, leading Hrivik to the conclusion that the threesome was a good fit.

“I think we were playing good [last] weekend,” he said.  “Bourquie’s a guy that skates a lot, and he can skate behind D-men and get the pucks, and Jesper’s a smart guy who can make plays, make passes.  We just have to continue doing what we did last weekend and keep scoring goals.”

And what does Hrivik think his role is on that line?

“I’ve just got to be between them, I think, I’ve just got to do a little bit of both,” he said.  “I think I’ve just got to make sure I win those draws, and get the pucks out of our defensive zone as quick as possible and get to the offense.”

Which is not to say that Hrivik is always thinking defense when he is skating with players like Bourque and Fast.

“This is a hard league to play in, it’s always, pucks are up and down, and you want to spend the least time that you can in your zone,” Hrivik explained.  “As soon as you get out of your zone, you can go for it.  But you have to take care of the D-zone first, and then you can go.”

While it’s not like the Swedish Fast and the Slovakian Hrivik grew up around the corner from one another, both cut their hockey teeth on the bigger European ice surfaces, and according to Hrivik, there is a certain shared thought process that comes from that.

“I would say it’s more that he (Fast) was playing in the Swedish League, and he would rather make a play than, let’s say, dump the puck in,” Hrivik elaborated.  “That’s the kind of thing you’d expect all the time, that’s he’s going to somehow get the puck to you.  So you’ve just got to be ready to receive it, and score, eventually, if he passes to you in the offensive zone.”

When Hrivik first came to the then-Connecticut Whale at the end of March, 2012, signed to a tryout agreement out of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, he made a good splash offensively, leading the Wolf Pack in postseason goals that spring and tying for the team lead in playoff points.  Since then, the offense has not flowed as freely for him, with 26 points in 40 games last season and 10-13-23 in 66 games thus far this season, but Hrivik feels that his all-around game has grown by leaps and bounds.

“Obviously I think I’m a better player than I was when I first came here,” he said.  “Sometimes they (goals) go in and sometimes they don’t.  The points are not everything that is going on out there, there are a lot of other things that matter.  As long as the team is winning and other guys are scoring, it’s not that big of a thing.  I’ve just got to make sure that I play good hockey out there and help my teammates.”

Another thing that has factored into Hrivik’s development curve is the battles he has had with injuries.  He played barely a half-season last year, and missed significant time his last two Junior campaigns due to injury as well.

“This is probably my first full season for the past three years, I would say.” Hrivik pointed out.  “It’s a lot of games here, it’s not easy to go through a season, but everyone out there is tired, it’s not like it’s just me.  So you’ve just got to make sure that you battle harder than the other guys.”

What makes that battle even more challenging, Hrivik has found out, as so many other young players have, that the jump from Major Junior to the AHL is a big and demanding one.

“The biggest difference between Junior and the AHL is the strength of the players,” he said.  “The guys are stronger, faster.  So you’ve got to adjust to that, you’ve got to get stronger during the summers, when you train and stuff.  I think I’ve done a good job, I got stronger, I got faster, now it’s just time to cash in.”

The offensive opportunities that Hrivik has cashed in this season have tended to be less of the dazzling, highlight-reel variety and more of the hard-battling, gritty kind.  Several of his ten goals, for example, have been scored from nearly impossible angles, from along, or below, the goal line on his off-wing side.

“I have a history of goals like that,” Hrivik laughed.  “I don’t know, I just try to throw it in the net.  My first AHL goal was from behind the net, in Portland.  I have no play, I just try to throw it at the D-man’s skate or something and hope something happens.  It’s never a bad play to take a shot.”

Similarly, it’s never a bad thing to be able to play many different roles and help a team in a variety of ways, as has been Hrivik’s calling card this season.  That versatility may turn out to be just as good a ticket to the NHL as would be the kind of high-end offensive production that he showed a spark of in his first look at pro hockey.

“It’s the best hockey league in the world,” Hrivik said of the NHL.  “If you’re going to get there, you just try and prepare for it the best you can.  It’s just a plus if you can play all the positions out there, because you never know what’s going to happen.  I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but I think it’s something that could help me to get there.”
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LeNeveu Finds Shutout Magic

March 31, 2014  

David LeNeveu

David LeNeveu

The Wolf Pack had not had a shutout in over a year going into this past weekend’s home-and-home with Bridgeport, and now they have two in a row, both by a goaltender who had played all of about 70 minutes in the ten games preceding Saturday’s home contest.

David LeNeveu had never put up consecutive zeros before in his AHL career, and the 11th-year pro had been all but a forgotten man the last three weeks, but he stepped up huge when Dov Grumet-Morris was lost to an injury suffered in Friday’s desultory 6-1 home loss to Springfield.

Friday was Grumet-Morris’ seventh straight start, and ninth in ten games, and LeNeveu’s Wolf Pack goals-against average and save percentage were a rather unsightly 3.42 and 87.2, respectively, going into Saturday’s game, but LeNeveu prevented the depleted Sound Tigers from ever getting even a breath of life throughout 120 unblemished minutes.

Bridgeport didn’t make him work all that hard Saturday night, putting only 22 shots on net the entire night, and a total of only ten through the first two periods.  If you didn’t see the game, to give you an idea of how good a team win it was, LeNeveu was only the Third Star, which should tell you all you need to know.  Sunday’s road game was a much bigger test, though, with it being a 3:00 game and the Wolf Pack playing their third game in three days and Bridgeport having had Friday off.  The Pack seemed to be running on fumes by the third period, in which the Sound Tigers outshot the visitors 11-5, but LeNeveu’s confidence was clearly off the charts by then, and it certainly didn’t seem a surprise when he finished off the second consecutive blanking.

I said up above that it had been more than a year since the Pack’s last shutout, and that’s true, by a matter of one day.  The last bagel tossed by a then-Connecticut Whale goalie was March 28 of last season, when Cam Talbot hung a zero on Worcester, making 29 saves in a 3-0 home victory.  Speaking of Talbot and shutouts, he kept the theme going in Edmonton Sunday evening, backstopping the parent Rangers to a 5-0 win over the Oilers with 26 saves, after Henrik Lundqvist had started eight straight and 14 out of 15.

Action Shot for Blog - 03-31-14 - Talbot

Cam Talbot (Andy Devlin/NHLI via Getty Images)

That makes it three shutouts in 18 NHL starts for Talbot, and I know it’s only a small sample, but a 94 save percentage and a 1.67 goals-against in 20 appearances?  Wow.

Talbot also had the Wolf Pack/Whale’s last back-to-back shutouts, those coming in the first two games of the 2012 first-round playoff series against Bridgeport.  To find the last consecutive regular-season shutouts, though, you have to go all the way back to November of 2009.  That’s when rookie Chad Johnson (remember him?) blanked Manchester 2-0 (26 saves) on the 13th at home and then beat Worcester 4-0 on the road the next night, making 35 saves.

It’s now nine times in franchise history that the team has had back-to-back shutouts, and there’s never been a streak of three in a row.  In case you’re wondering, the Pack has been shut out in consecutive games six times in its nearly 17 full years.

The two victories over the Sound Tigers allowed the Wolf Pack to move four points closer to a playoff spot–they’re now ten points out of eighth with eight more to play.  Something else for the team to hang its hat on is the fact that the season record is now to within one game of the .500 mark, 30-31-1-6 for 67 points.  The last time the Pack’s mark was as high as one game below .500 was, incredibly, November 30, 46 games ago, when they were 9-10-0-2 and had fallen below the even mark for the first time on the year.  Seems like an awfully long time ago, don’t it?
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Syvret Talks Wolf Pack Power Play

March 26, 2014  

Posted a feature today on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on veteran blueliner Danny Syvret and the Wolf Pack power play:

Wolf Pack veteran defenseman Danny Syvret is the quarterback of a Wolf Pack power-play unit that was 0-for-17 in four games, and 1-for-31 in a span of seven games, going into Saturday night’s visit to Adirondack.

The power play exploded in that contest, though, going 3-for-5 against a Phantom penalty kill that entered the game second overall in the league, at 86.6%.  Syvret, who had two assists in Saturday’s win, pointed to a subtle change in the Pack’s power-play setup as a key to its outburst.Action Shot for Blog - 03-26-14 - Syvret

“We sort of changed up our strategy a little bit,” he said, “into a power-play called a 1-3-1, which means there’s one defenseman, me, guarding the whole blue line.  We have one forward in front of the net, which was (Ryan) Bourque, and then we have three forwards sort of across the offensive zone, one being (Jesper) Fast, in the middle was (Danny) Kristo and to my right, looking at the net, would have been (J.T.) Miller.  It actually works really well, because for a team that pressures the puck on the penalty-kill, there’s options everywhere on the ice.  We were able to move the puck quicker than they could skate, and in return we got a lot of scoring opportunities from it, and scored as well.”

While the effects were hard to miss, the shift in formation was barely noticeable, as lately the Wolf Pack had been going largely with an “umbrella” look on the man-advantage.  That also featured Syvret as the only real point man, with forwards fanned out on either side.

“Our structure’s sort of the same,” Syvret said, “but we usually have two guys sort of near the net, one being a guy that’s on the goal line, and we since then have moved that player to the middle of the ice, which actually makes a lot more sense because every player on the ice has two, or three, passing options.  And they (the opposing penalty killers) just don’t have enough bodies to cover passing lanes and shooting lanes.”

In either scenario, Syvret is usually the only individual stationed high in the offensive zone, giving him the opportunity to be the true “field general”, looking over all of the available options and selecting the best one to exploit.  It also makes him responsible for ensuring that the opponents aren’t able to break the other way with speed, but that obligation is fine with Syvret.

“We have very creative players on the ice, smart guys that can read plays quickly and adjust to different scenarios,” the ninth-year pro said.  “So as long as we have options for each other, I trust that the other guys on the ice, as well as myself, will make smart decisions in moving the puck, like it happened at Adirondack.  We had plenty of chances and we actually scored on quite a few of them.”

As by far the most experienced player on the first power-play unit, and the only defenseman in a four-forward alignment, Syvret sees his role as being most prominently to help direct traffic.

“Just sort of keep things composed I think, for the most part,” is how Syvret described it, “but in saying that, Millsie (Miller) does a pretty good job on the half-wall of doing the same thing.  And we’ve been distributing the puck very well, it’s not been the traditional one or two guys always getting the goals or setting up plays.  Especially at Adirondack, I think everyone on the ice had a point for us on the power play and created chances.  Hopefully we’ll keep being able to do that and continue our success.”

Two of the Wolf Pack’s team season-high three power-play goals Sunday were scored by Fast, who also added an assist for his first career three-point outing in North America.  Both goals by the right-handed-shooting Fast were from the left circle, one on a one-timer and the other on a perfectly-placed slap shot.

“He’s obviously a really good player, a real smart player, good with the puck and intelligent,” Syvret said of Fast.  “And I think a big part of being in your first year is confidence, and if you look at our standings obviously he’s been scoring, but then if you look at his shots on net, they’re really low.  So I think part of it for him is having confidence in himself to shoot the puck, because I think 25 percent of all of his shots go in, and that’s a high percentage.  So hopefully he continues playing confident and shooting the puck, and they seem to go in for him.”

Saturday’s game was the last in a ten-game season series between the Wolf Pack and Phantoms, with whom Syvret played for most of three of the past four seasons, before being traded to the Ranger organization last summer for Kris Newbury.  The fans at the Glens Falls Civic Center seemed jilted that Syvret was no longer wearing their team’s jersey, as his every touch on the puck Saturday was met with a chorus of boos.

“It was fun,” a smiling Syvret said of hearing the catcalls.  “Their fans are pretty animated, and it didn’t really help that last game when we were in there I scored an empty-netter, and I was getting heckled the entire game, and it was sort of out of character for me, but after I scored an empty-net goal which would have put us up by two, I sort of celebrated to the crowd in the section where the hecklers were giving it to me the entire game.

“I knew coming in that they were going to be all over me, and it was actually pretty comical to listen to them pretty much the entire game when I’m on the bench.  I think they wasted a lot of energy on me, which is fine.  I got a kick out of it, and then obviously any time I touched the puck, they were for sure booing me.  It was fun, it was a good atmosphere to play in, and obviously winning helped, for sure.”

There has been much more winning than losing for the Wolf Pack over the past two months, after the frustration that marked November, and much of December and early January.  The team has not given up on a miracle run for a playoff berth, and Syvret feels that, on balance, it has been a reasonably positive year for him.

“It seems consistent with my last few years,” he analyzed.  “I think the last four or five years I’ve finished with forty points or more, and I’m trying to get to that 40-point threshold.  I’ve felt offensively I’ve been playing well, and defensively my plus/minus, which, as an offensive guy, is sometimes in the negative, that’s sort of your knock against you, has been in the positive sector for the year.  So, I’ll keep playing the way I have been and hopefully the numbers will keep falling, as will the wins.”

Syvret has also made a significant contribution to the organization’s development this season, spending substantial time partnered with both Dylan McIlrath and Tommy Hughes, two very young, but very promising Ranger defensive prospects.

“I really like it,” Syvret said in reference to skating alongside either of those two big young horses.  “It doesn’t really matter who I play with.  I feel like I just try to support my partner and make it as easy as possible for them to play the game.  And obviously having two big bodies beside me helps in the defensive portion of the game, and any time they’re in trouble, hopefully I’m there to support and try and break out the puck for them.  I really enjoy playing with both of them, and I feel like we have pretty good chemistry.  It’s easy for us to transition from one player to the other throughout the game, so it makes life on the coaching staff pretty easy.”

As does having a player like Syvret to help choreograph the power play, and to lend a calming veteran presence to the locker room.
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Kreider Goes down, Miller Moves up

March 26, 2014  

Action Shot for Blog - 03-26-14 - MillerJ.T. Miller was on the verge of being recalled by the Rangers Monday morning, when several Rangers were ailing from a flu bug prior to that night’s home game against the Phoenix Coyotes, but as it would turn out, Miller was not needed, as both Martin St. Louis and Derek Stepan were able to suit up.

Today, however, Miller did head to the NHL, and word is he will be in the Ranger lineup for tonight’s huge Metropolitan Division game against Philadelphia at Madison Square Garden.  That is because Chris Kreider has been lost to the parent club, at least for long enough that he will not go on the four-game western road trip that follows tonight’s game.  Kreider suffered a hand injury in Friday’s 3-1 win in Columbus, a problem that he was apparently able to play through for the last three games, but which now has doctors worried that continuing to play would risk much more serious problems.

According to Pat Leonard of the New York Daily News, the decision to recall Miller was not made until it was determined that Dan Carcillo was not going to be able to play tonight, due to stomach flu.  If that is true, then Miller might not necessarily be assured of staying up for as long as Kreider is out, but it was sure sounding like Miller was going on the road trip.  Either way, I would imagine that the Ranger coaches are eager to get another look at the organization’s 2011 first-round pick, after his latest stint with the Wolf Pack produced 11 points and a +6 in nine games.

“It’s about learning the game with and without the puck,” Ranger head coach Alain Vigneault said to the New York media this morning. “I think the coaches (in Hartford) have done a real good job of helping him understand what to do when he doesn’t have the puck. We know he’s got a real good skill set, but he needs to be dependable. … He’s been playing real well offensively and generated some real good chances. They’re real happy with his progression.”

The callup of Miller was not an emergency recall, so the big club would not have to send him back if they wanted to put Carcillo in the lineup during the western swing.

The Wolf Pack should have enough bodies on the roster to ice a full lineup without Miller, as Kyle Beach was a healthy scratch the last two games, and Justin Vaive is ready to return from the injured list, after missing the last 12 games.  The loss of Miller costs the Pack its top-line center, though, and its half-wall guy on the first power play, and it will be interesting to see who assumes those roles.  Nick Latta, who has been centering the fourth line between Kyle Jean and Shawn O’Donnell, could see his responsibilities expanded, and Jean could move back to the middle after playing mostly wing since his return from Greenville 12 games ago.
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Line Shuffle Leads to Wolf Pack Bounce-back Win

March 23, 2014  

A demoralizing 6-1 home loss to St. John’s on Friday convinced the Wolf Pack coaching staff that the Pack’s line combinations were getting stale, and they shuffled up the deck for Saturday’s visit to Glens Falls.  The result was a 4-2 victory over the Adirondack Phantoms, the Pack’s sixth straight in the season series and their eighth in ten games between the two clubs on the year.

The only line that remained intact was the fourth line, with Nick Latta centering Kyle Jean on left wing and Shawn O’Donnell on the right side, and that threesome gave the Pack some real quality forechecking shifts, against an Adirondack defense that was missing five regulars to either illness or injury.Action Shot for Blog - 03-23-14 - Jean, Latta

J.T. Miller between Ryan Bourque on left wing and Jesper Fast on the right side had been a dynamic combination for quite a while for Ken Gernander and Co., but Miller had been held without a point for four straight games going into Saturday and Bourque and Fast had combined for only three points in the previous six games.  So Danny Kristo took Fast’s spot on the right side on that line, and Fast moved on to an all-European line with fellow Swede Oscar Lindberg at center and Marek Hrivik on left wing.  The third line was a “graybeard” group of seventh-year pros T.J. Hensick, Micheal Haley and Darroll Powe.

Of course, all of the scoring in the game was on special teams, with the Wolf Pack scoring three power-play goals and a shorthander, so you could argue that the regular line combinations were irrelevant, but the new groupings seem to provide an overall spark.  Fast had his first three-point game in North America, with two goals and an assist, Kristo got his 20th goal of the season and had an assist, Miller had two assists and Lindberg scored his first shorthander in North American pro.

Whatever the Wolf Pack have had against the Phantoms this year, it’s too bad that they couldn’t have bottled it and used it against the rest of the league.  The Pack finished the season series 8-1-0-1, with wins in the last six straight, and went 12/43 (27.9%) against an Adirondack penalty-killing unit that has been challenging for tops in the league throughout the season.  And the Wolf Pack power play had been 0/17 in the previous four games heading into Saturday, and 1/31 in the previous seven.

Saturday was the Pack’s last visit to Glens Falls to play the Phantoms, who are moving to Allentown, PA for next season.  The Pack were 7-4-2 in 13 games at the Glens Falls Civic Center over the five years that the Phantoms have played there, and were 18-5-2-1 overall against the Adirondack franchise.

This is the second time Glens Falls has seen the AHL leave, and there currently is no team set to replace the Phantoms, although the city has not given up on attracting a replacement for next year.  The old Adirondack Red Wings called the Glens Falls Civic Center home for 20 years from 1979-80 through 1998-99, winning four Calder Cups, and the market then was without the AHL for 10 seasons before the Phantoms moved from Philadelphia for the 2009-10 campaign.

Sound Tigers mathematically eliminated from playoffs

Michael Fornabaio
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Connecticut's Stefanie Dolson, left, and Shabazz Napier laugh while signing autographs during the men's and women's basketball's First Night festivities in Storrs, Conn., Friday, Oct. 12, 2012. (AP Photo/Jessica Hill)

Kevin Duffy: UConn, where there's plenty to cheer

Anthony Falbo, Newtown wrestling. High school sports all star, winter 2013-2014.

Connecticut Post All-Star Wrestling Team

Connecticut forward Tyler Olander shoots during practice at the NCAA college basketball tournament in New York, Thursday, March 27, 2014. Connecticut plays Iowa State in a regional semifinal on Friday.(AP Photo/Peter Morgan)

UConn vet Olander finds role as mentor rewarding

BRIDGEPORT -- There are the results for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, like Tuesday morning's 3-1 loss to the Springfield Falcons in front of a team-record crowd of screaming youngsters at Webster Bank Arena.

Those are painful. Getting there is a matter of pride.

"We're all competitors. We're all competing on a very high level," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "You get new players coming in, and you have guys that have been here all year. You try as quickly as possible to get them to compete for one another.

"You look at the way we've played, I'm very happy with that. We have competed."

The depleted team hung in against division-leading Springfield, which had most of its regulars and scored twice in the first eight minutes. Andrey Pedan ended the Falcons' shutout bid with 1:42 remaining, snapping the third-longest scoreless drought in Sound Tigers history, 203 minutes, 15 seconds.

A Falcons empty-netter sealed it and mathematically eliminated Bridgeport, which will miss the playoffs for the third time in four years.

Youth was the story most of the year, particularly in the past month after many of the team's top players earned NHL promotions. Bridgeport is 1-10-1-1 in the past 13 games with 16 goals.

Tuesday's 18 skaters included five on amateur tryouts, including former UConn right winger Brant Harris and junior-hockey defenseman Kyle Burroughs, both in their first pro game.

"I just got my feet wet. I had a good defense partner (Joe Finley)," said Burroughs, 18. "He eased me into it."

Attendance for "Spring Fun 102" was 8,604, the biggest announced crowd for a Sound Tigers game at the arena. People's United Bank sponsored tickets for the schoolkids; the event, like the fall version, is pitched as an educational experience.

"Also, some students for whatever reason might not have an opportunity to enjoy the arena, the hockey-game environment," said Armando Goncalves, market president for southern Connecticut for People's.

"It gives an opportunity for students ... to be able to attend a game."

Ice conditions were dicey, though, scraped down from the markings used for the weekend's NCAA East Regional hockey tournament.

Springfield coach Brad Larsen said he hadn't seen a surface that bad in his pro career as a coach or player; the Falcons lost forward Andrew Joudrey to a groin injury in the first period. Pellerin said he was surprised the game was played, with conditions "on the verge of being dangerous."

Arena staff wasn't immediately available after the game to discuss the conditions.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. ANTON FORSBERG, SPRINGFIELD: Made 25 saves in his first North American start.

2. MARKO DANO, SPRINGFIELD: Scored the winning goal, his first in North America.

3. ANDREY PEDAN, BRIDGEPORT: He's had a few North American goals. His team hadn't had one in a while, though.

UNSUNG HERO: Chris Bruton set up Pedan and had a few other scoring chances again.

UP NEXT: Friday at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 7 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Springfield 2 0 1--3

Bridgeport 0 0 1--1
Schoolkids to watch young Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 9:30 pm, Monday, March 31, 2014 
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Connecticut's Stefanie Dolson, left, and Shabazz Napier laugh while signing autographs during the men's and women's basketball's First Night festivities in Storrs, Conn., Friday, Oct. 12, 2012. (AP Photo/Jessica Hill)

Kevin Duffy: UConn, where there's plenty to cheer

Anthony Falbo, Newtown wrestling. High school sports all star, winter 2013-2014.

Connecticut Post All-Star Wrestling Team

Connecticut forward Tyler Olander shoots during practice at the NCAA college basketball tournament in New York, Thursday, March 27, 2014. Connecticut plays Iowa State in a regional semifinal on Friday.(AP Photo/Peter Morgan)

UConn vet Olander finds role as mentor rewarding

BRIDGEPORT -- The joke seems to come up often enough at this time of year.

It's another morning Bridgeport Sound Tigers game, geared toward school groups, Tuesday morning at Webster Bank Arena. The team on the ice features a bunch of kids.

Bridgeport has added three more players on amateur tryouts since Sunday's loss to Hartford, two of them teenage draft picks of their parent club, the New York Islanders. It also added UConn's all-time leading Division I scorer.

Defenseman Kyle Burroughs, 18, and former Huskies right winger Brant Harris were on the ice for Monday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice. Harris could be the first UConn product to play for Bridgeport.

"(Harris) had a really consistent four years at school," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "It's an opportunity for him to come in here and play. He looked good in practice. He's got good speed, a hard shot."

Burroughs, a right-handed shot, was the Islanders' seventh-round draft pick last year.

"He's a puck-mover, a smart, heady hockey player," Pellerin said. "We're excited to see him play at this level."

Forward Victor Crus Rydberg, 19, last year's fifth-round pick of the Islanders, arrived to town sick and didn't practice.

A large crowd of schoolkids is expected for "Spring Fun 102," with their tickets sponsored by People's Bank. 

Many were supposed to be at Webster Bank Arena in November for "Cool Fun 101," but a snow forecast kept many groups away.

Bridgeport has nine players on amateur tryouts at the end of a month that saw six players called up to the Islanders from what was already a young roster. That inexperience contributes to a historic brownout in Bridgeport.

The Sound Tigers' 15 goals in March (five of them in one game, their only win) is their smallest 12-game total in team history. It's been five years since they scored fewer than 20 in 12 games.

Bridgeport was shut out four times in March, including the last two games of the month. The team hasn't scored in 144 minutes, 57 seconds.

ECHL affiliate Stockton will make the playoffs, though, and the past month has been spent stocking up the Thunder.

That continued Monday: Alan Quine and Mathieu Coderre-Gagnon came up from the Thunder while Bridgeport sent Matt Mangene, Jeremy Langlois and Riley Wetmore to California. Andrew Clark was released from his PTO and also returned to Stockton.

Bridgeport has used 57 different players this year with nine games to go. The league record is 70.

MORE ARCOBELLO: The Edmonton Oilers announced a one-year contract extension for Mark Arcobello of Milford. The former Fairfield Prep and Yale player has 18 points in 41 NHL games and 28 points in 15 AHL games this year.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Depleted Sound Tigers blanked again

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 11:00 pm, Sunday, March 30, 2014 
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Hartford's Darroll Powe directs a shot on Sound Tiger goalie Kevin Poulin in the first period of their AHL hockey game at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 30, 2014. Also defending on the play are Sound Tigers Joe Finley and Riley Wetmore. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Sound Tiger Scott Mayfield fires a shot on goal while being defended by Hartford's Jesper Fast in the second period of their AHL hockey game at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 30, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Hartford goalie David LeNeveu and defenseman Bretton Stammler block the goal as Sound Tiger Joel Broda looks to score and teammate Ryan Walters watches from the ice in the second period of their AHL hockey game at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 30, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Bridgeport's Matt Mangene. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey game at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 30, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

Bridgeport's Ryan Walters. Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Hartford Wolfpack AHL hockey game at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 30, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Connecticut's Stefanie Dolson, left, and Shabazz Napier laugh while signing autographs during the men's and women's basketball's First Night festivities in Storrs, Conn., Friday, Oct. 12, 2012. (AP Photo/Jessica Hill)

Kevin Duffy: UConn, where there's plenty to cheer

Anthony Falbo, Newtown wrestling. High school sports all star, winter 2013-2014.

Connecticut Post All-Star Wrestling Team

Connecticut forward Tyler Olander shoots during practice at the NCAA college basketball tournament in New York, Thursday, March 27, 2014. Connecticut plays Iowa State in a regional semifinal on Friday.(AP Photo/Peter Morgan)

UConn vet Olander finds role as mentor rewarding

BRIDGEPORT -- The depleted Bridgeport Sound Tigers lost 3-0 to Hartford on Sunday, shut out for the second day in a row, and that's enough to disappoint forward Chris Bruton.

But at least he was back in the Bridgeport lineup after missing two months with an upper-body injury.

"I felt good," Bruton said. "I had a lot of energy. I'm excited to be back. I had a lot of fun. I tried to play like I missed the game."

Bruton jumped back into a role on the penalty kill and a regular shift.

"I thought he worked very hard," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "His timing was good. That was probably one of the reasons we kept him out a little longer."

Bruton had a couple of the Sound Tigers' best scoring chances stopped by Hartford goalie David LeNeveu, who made 31 saves in his second shutout of Bridgeport in under 24 hours.

"I missed that competition, the hard work, the sweat," Bruton said. "This is my favorite thing in the world. I couldn't see myself doing any other job. It's great to be a part of the group."

Bruton had served as team captain until being injured, playing his last game Jan. 19. He returned without the `C' on his sweater: Aaron Ness, Brett Gallant and Joe Finley all served as alternate captains, as they have recently.

"I just thought, this late in the season, Brutes being out so long, it wasn't fair to him to be put in this situation," Pellerin said. "I want him to focus on his game, to reestablish himself."

Said Bruton, "It's the coach's decision. I respect it. I've been away from the team so much this year with the injuries. Unfortunately, that's how hockey works. ... It's a learning process for me to earn my way back in the lineup."

With Andrew Clark sitting out ill after taking part in warmups, Bridgeport's top nine scorers were out of the lineup, whether sick, called up to the Islanders, sent down or traded.

Bridgeport hasn't scored in 144 minutes, 57 seconds; it went 178:48 without a goal earlier this month. It was shut out for the ninth time this year, one shy of the team record.

Darroll Powe gave the Wolf Pack a lead with 55.0 seconds left in the first period when he put the puck toward the net and saw it bounce in off Finley's skate. Marek Hrivik scored in transition early in the second, and T.J. Hensick scored later in the second on a four-on-four.

Attendance was 6,827.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

3 stars

1. DAVID LENEVEU, HARTFORD: Shut out the Sound Tigers for the second night in a row.

2. T.J. HENSICK, HARTFORD: A goal and an assist.

3. MICHEAL HALEY, HARTFORD: Haunts his former team again with two assists.

UNSUNG HERO: Chris Bruton returned to the Sound Tigers lineup, had some scoring chances and killed penalties.

UP NEXT: Tuesday vs. Springfield, 11 a.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Hartford 1 2 0--3

Bridgeport 0 0 0--0
NCAA Hockey East notebook: Gillies appreciated USA experience

Published 8:50 pm, Thursday, March 27, 2014 
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Connecticut's Stefanie Dolson, left, and Shabazz Napier laugh while signing autographs during the men's and women's basketball's First Night festivities in Storrs, Conn., Friday, Oct. 12, 2012. (AP Photo/Jessica Hill)

Kevin Duffy: UConn, where there's plenty to cheer

Anthony Falbo, Newtown wrestling. High school sports all star, winter 2013-2014.

Connecticut Post All-Star Wrestling Team

Connecticut forward Tyler Olander shoots during practice at the NCAA college basketball tournament in New York, Thursday, March 27, 2014. Connecticut plays Iowa State in a regional semifinal on Friday.(AP Photo/Peter Morgan)

UConn vet Olander finds role as mentor rewarding

FOREIGN AFFAIR -- It can't be easy to leave your college team in the middle of the season. But when you're going to be playing in the World Junior Championships, you make an exception.

That's what Providence sophomore goaltender Jon Gillies did. From Dec. 20 through Jan. 4, the netminder played for Team USA in the 2014 World Junior Championship tournament in Malmo, Sweden.

He missed four games for the Friars -- Army, Dartmouth, Air Force and Merrimack -- but the experience of playing against international competition was too much to pass up.

"Obviously it's tough to leave your second family and the guys that you practice with every day," said Gillies, who also played (albeit sparingly) in the 2013 World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia, bringing home a gold medal. "But it was an experience like no other. It was a tremendous honor and my teammates supported me and I'm very grateful for that." 

After seeing just 20 minutes of action for Team USA in the 2013 Championships, playing behind John Gibson, who's now with the AHL's Norfolk Admirals, Gillies played in all five games in 2014 for the United States, posting a 2-2 record and a 2.77 goals-against average. He beat Czechoslovakia and Slovakia and lost to Canada in pool play and Russia in the quarterfinals.

"It was a special honor and a special thing to be able to represent my country in that manner," Gillies said. "To play against the best 20-year-olds in the world and to put myself in that category was something I'll never forget." 

CONNECTICUT CONNECTION -- A few state players will be returning home this weekend. Quinnipiac has West Hartford's Jordan Samuels-Thomas, Vermont has Westport's Michael Paliotta and Union boasts three state residents, freshman forward Alex Gonye from New Canaan, freshman defenseman Griffyn Martin from the Southport section of Fairfield, and senior forward Kevin Sullivan from Darien, who will be skating on the Arena ice for the third time in four years.

"I'm pretty fortunate. It's awesome to be back home, playing in Connecticut," said Sullivan, who scored eight goals and added 22 assists this season. "But with that being said, I have to try and treat it like a normal game. We play both Quinnipiac and Yale and I have a lot of family and friends come to those games too, so I've dealt with it before and in past tournaments here." 

Both Gonye and Martin are also familiar with the WBA. Both would occasionally practice here with their Mid-Fairfield youth hockey team and a couple of times with the New Canaan Winter Club. And Gonye would do the between-period game at Sound Tigers games .

"During the second intermission, we'd go out and skate around and do the pee-wee skate thing," said Gonye, who has seen action in six games this season, notching an assist. "I did a lot of those in my day. I've always had a close tie to this rink. We'd have practices here growing up for Mid-Fairfield, we practiced here a lot. It feels nice to be back home." 

Likewise for Martin.

"It was always a dream to be staking here," said Martin, who played in two games this season. "I definitely went to some Sound Tigers games growing up. It's really cool just to be back here. To be practicing here and being part of the tournament is very special. I've played here before with my youth team (Mid-Fairfield), so I'm kind of comfortable here." 

FAMILY AFFAIR: Providence senior forward Derek Army expects a lot of family for Friday's game against Quinnipiac. His ties to the area run deep, even right to the area on which Webster Bank Arena was built.

His grandfather, Tom Army, grew up in Bridgeport before going to Providence and serving as the Friars' captain in the early 1950s.

Derek said his grandfather said his house has since been knocked down, "and they built the rink on top of it. I've still got a lot of second family from Connecticut." 

Derek Army had 18 points this year for the Friars, including game-winning goals in both games of the Hockey East quarterfinals against Maine to help Providence make the tournament for the first time in 13 years.

He has been to the area to visit aunts and uncles, and he came to a Bridgeport Sound Tigers AHL game when his father, former Friars captain Tim, coached the Portland Pirates.

Tom Army won't be coming down from Providence on Friday, Derek said, but he thought it should be neat to play here.

"(Tom) was saying you're going to get some help there for you," Derek Army said. "Maybe you'll have a little guardian angel."

PLENTY OF FIGHT: Quinnipiac coach Rand Pecknold said his team had skirmishes in practice every day Monday to Wednesday.

"We're hungry," he said. "We're into it." 

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO and CHRIS ELSBERRY
Returning to Sound Tigers lineup won't be easy for Bruton

Michael Fornabaio

Published 6:38 pm, Tuesday, March 25, 2014 
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Connecticut's Stefanie Dolson, left, and Shabazz Napier laugh while signing autographs during the men's and women's basketball's First Night festivities in Storrs, Conn., Friday, Oct. 12, 2012. (AP Photo/Jessica Hill)

Kevin Duffy: UConn, where there's plenty to cheer

Anthony Falbo, Newtown wrestling. High school sports all star, winter 2013-2014.

Connecticut Post All-Star Wrestling Team

Connecticut forward Tyler Olander shoots during practice at the NCAA college basketball tournament in New York, Thursday, March 27, 2014. Connecticut plays Iowa State in a regional semifinal on Friday.(AP Photo/Peter Morgan)

UConn vet Olander finds role as mentor rewarding

BRIDGEPORT -- The Bridgeport Sound Tigers team to which Chris Bruton returns is a far cry from the team he left in mid-January. 

Of the 20 Sound Tigers who dressed on Jan. 19, his last game, Bruton is one of only 10 who remain on the roster. And that's part of why it may be tough for him to get back in the lineup. 

"The coaching staff, there's a lot of guys they want to get a look at," Bruton said after Tuesday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice. "I'm an older guy" -- relatively; he's 27 -- "I've got to understand. ... It's not easy."

It's the time of year when AHL teams out of the playoff race, like Bridgeport, bring in an assortment of young players on amateur tryouts and give them playing time, especially when the NHL has called for five regulars. 

Bruton, meanwhile, has been out -- the team and he have only called it an upper-body injury -- for two months, but he has returned to full practice. 

"He's starting to get a conditioning level," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He's getting his legs back, getting his timing back."

It's doubly frustrating for Bruton because he missed a month near the start of the season, breaking his hand on a blocked shot. He has been limited to 32 games.

"You want to play so badly and help out the team," Bruton said. "At the same time, you've got to listen to your body. It's not always an easy thing for a hockey player."

But he wants to remain a leader in the dressing room, be a good citizen in the community -- he and Scott Mayfield visited Wilbur Cross School in Bridgeport last week to talk financial literacy for Junior Achievement -- to be professional about it. 

"It's a tough situation," Pellerin said, "but it's pro hockey. That's what happens. It's tough on players, tough on coaches to make those decisions."

The roster carousel is on full spin. A few New York Islanders draft picks could come to town after their junior-hockey seasons end, which for some could be as early as Wednesday. Bridgeport has shuttled some of its own contract players up and down from the ECHL; Ben Rosen, who played a game for Bridgeport last spring, is the latest to be called up from Stockton. 

The turnover and influx of college players has pushed some players to the ECHL, pushed others out of the lineup. 

"If you're in, you're in," Pellerin said. "If you're out, you've got to be a good teammate and work to get back in. You can't be selfish. You've got to be a positive influence whether you're in the lineup or not."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Sound Tigers forced to adjust time and time again

Michael Fornabaio
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Connecticut's Stefanie Dolson, left, and Shabazz Napier laugh while signing autographs during the men's and women's basketball's First Night festivities in Storrs, Conn., Friday, Oct. 12, 2012. (AP Photo/Jessica Hill)

Kevin Duffy: UConn, where there's plenty to cheer

Anthony Falbo, Newtown wrestling. High school sports all star, winter 2013-2014.

Connecticut Post All-Star Wrestling Team

Connecticut forward Tyler Olander shoots during practice at the NCAA college basketball tournament in New York, Thursday, March 27, 2014. Connecticut plays Iowa State in a regional semifinal on Friday.(AP Photo/Peter Morgan)

UConn vet Olander finds role as mentor rewarding

BRIDGEPORT --They started out young, had some injuries, had some call-ups, got younger. The Bridgeport Sound Tigers assembled a new set of players in key positions, got better, had their best player called up.

They reassembled things, made some changes, got that best player back awhile, saw another skilled player get traded.

They went on a run anyway, poked their heads back above water and at least made the math not-ludicrous for a run at a playoff spot. And then they lost that best player again, along with four (for now) of his closest friends.

An AHL season usually involves change, but how many times have the Sound Tigers started over this season? It feels like three or four, if not more.

"With the turnover we've had, we don't have that nucleus of the team that's been consistent all season long," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We don't have that veteran group that's been here. ... We're trying to establish that veteran group."

The word "veteran" has always been relative for Bridgeport this year. Even its older players don't have a lot of experience. Bridgeport's 18 skaters in Sunday's game combined for 50 NHL games, or about one-seventh the total played by Portland's Randy Jones, who scored the winning goal.

Bridgeport had a slew of early injuries and brought in different sets of players on pro tryouts to fill the gaps. Some stuck around and established themselves; others haven't been back for a while as other players returned from injuries.

And while Ryan Strome had a fantastic rookie season -- his 49 points in 37 games will almost certainly lead the team, though the team will play 76 games -- he's gone to the parent New York Islanders, as are four others at least for now.

The Sound Tigers have used 55 different players. With 11 games left, that's just seven short of what seemed an unfathomable number they used (in 80 games) in 2010-11.

That's a lot of teaching for Pellerin, assistants Eric Boguniecki and Doug Holewa, and other coaches in the Islanders organization.

Some teams, Pellerin said, can stay healthy at both the NHL and AHL level and have a pretty consistent roster. Some will fight an injury bug at one level or the other or lose players to the NHL.

"A third (scenario), and we're at that position, is getting the opportunity to look at younger players coming out of college," Pellerin said. "They're getting an opportunity like some other guys, to see where they're at for next season."

That, over the past few weeks, has transformed Bridgeport's roster again, and more could be coming as junior hockey teams' seasons end and Islanders draft picks become available.

Bridgeport's 24 men include five amateur tryouts, four pro tryouts, three players on AHL contracts and 12 on NHL deals.

Still, while losing nine of the past 10, the team lost five of those by one goal, one by a goal plus an empty-netter, another by two plus an empty-netter, only blown out twice.

"This is not a negative," Pellerin said. "We're looking at this as a challenge. We're looking at this as a positive point of our season.

"When I look in the locker room, every single player is giving everything he's got. That's a decision. We talked about it (Monday). The skill level's going to vary, but you have to compete. I see that within every single guy. We're going to win games because of it."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Heat news and notes: First-round pick Klimchuk set to make pro debut

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: April 02, 2014 2:00 PM 

Updated: April 02, 2014 2:28 PM     

For Morgan Klimchuk, the past five days have been a bit of an emotional roller-coaster.

Last Friday evening, his Regina Pats fell 5-1 on the road to the Brandon Wheat Kings, bringing their first-round Western Hockey League playoff series to an unceremonious conclusion. The Pats were seeded No. 2 in the Eastern Conference after winning the East Division title, but suffered a stunning sweep at the hands of the No. 7-seeded Wheat Kings.

The disappointment was still fresh in his mind when Klimchuk fielded a call on Saturday morning from the Calgary Flames, who had drafted him in the first round (28th overall) in the 2013 NHL entry draft. If his body was feeling up to it, there was a roster spot waiting for him with the AHL's Abbotsford Heat.

Klimchuk, who had signed his three-year entry-level contract with the Flames in mid-December, was elated, and he'll make his pro hockey debut on Friday as the Heat host the Rockford IceHogs (7 p.m., Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre).

"We lost sooner than I would have liked," said Klimchuk, reflecting on the end of his junior season. "But obviously I was very excited for this opportunity. I jumped on a plane to Calgary (on Saturday), spent a night there, then flew here on Sunday.

"I'm excited, for sure. I think this is a pretty big opportunity, and a pretty big challenge. The pace is going to be a lot faster and guys are going to be a lot bigger, and it's a challenge I'm looking forward to."

The 19-year-old left winger is known for his foot speed, which should ease his transition to the faster AHL game.

He's coming off a terrific season with the Pats which saw him rack up 30 goals and 44 assists in 57 games, and Heat head coach Troy Ward said he plans to use the youngster in a top-six role on Friday. Klimchuk skated on a line with Corey Locke and Brett Olson at Wednesday's practice.

"He's a talented kid, and he had another good year in Regina," noted Ward. "We'll use him as a skill guy here – just throw him out there and see what he can do. That's part of the whole process."

Klimchuk won't be able to play in the AHL on a full-time basis until 2015-16 – as per the agreement between the NHL and Canada's major junior leagues, teenage prospects must be returned to junior unless they make an NHL roster. The 2014-15 campaign will be Klimchuk's 19-year-old season.

Thus, this stint with the Heat could potentially be very meaningful to his development.

"Anything you can learn, any experience you can get from this is very beneficial," he said. "You see what the pace is like, what it's like to be professional, and what it takes to play in the AHL. I'm going to soak it all in and take advantage of my time here.

"I'm looking to contribute any way I can – be responsible (defensively) and try to keep up."

CROWD OF PROSPECTS

Klimchuk is the highest-profile player among a crowd of newcomers who have joined the Heat in recent weeks.

Fellow WHLer Brett Kulak, a Vancouver Giants defenceman who was drafted by the Flames in the fourth round in 2012, signed two-way NHL deal last week, and Collin Valcourt, a Prince Albert Raiders forward, inked an AHL pact with the Heat.

Recent NCAA free agent signees include forwards Allan McPherson (Clarkson) and Garnet Hathaway (Brown), and D-man Zach Tolkinen (Quinnipiac).

With all the new faces, one could hardly blame Ward if he put hockey tape on the front of everyone's helmets and wrote their first names in magic marker.

"It's like trying to blend your ex-wife's family with your current family and have a big, nice family lunch," Ward said, reflecting on the challenge of forging cohesive chemistry amidst a personnel influx. "Usually it doesn't work – it's awkward.

"For me, my big thing in these two weeks we have at home is to get everybody on the same page – make sure everybody understands the systems, make sure everybody knows each other as people, make sure we know how to say hello to each other and talk to each other.

"So when the game goes on . . . a guy like Valcourt will actually want to lay down and block a shot for his teammates. And then his teammates go, 'Collin, that's a great job.'"

FOSTER RELEASED, JONES STILL ON SHELF

With the new arrivals in town, the Heat released forwards Brett Lyon and Kyle Ostrow on Monday, and Ward said that Adrian Foster had also been released Tuesday. Foster, signed out of the ECHL in late December, was sidelined with a lower-body injury for the vast majority of his tenure with the Heat.

Abbotsford's current injured list includes forwards Blair Jones, Trevor Gillies and Jordan Kremyr. Jones did not travel with the Heat during their recent six-game road trip due to multiple unspecified injuries, and Ward doesn't expect him to be in the lineup this weekend.

Ward didn't reveal the nature of the injury to Kremyr, a Cloverdale native who scored his first career AHL goal last Saturday vs. the Utica Comets. But it's worth noting that he absorbed a check to the head from Brad Staubitz during Sunday's game at the Toronto Marlies.

SIELOFF ON ROAD TO RECOVERY

Defenceman Patrick Sieloff, who was the youngest player in the AHL to start the season, has had his rookie campaign largely wiped out due to a devastating staph infection.

But after spending the last six months dealing with doctors in Calgary and then convalescing back home in Ann Arbour, Mich., he's back in Abbotsford training.

Ward said he's not sure at this point whether Sieloff will be able to return to game action this season, but the 19-year-old did skate with Jones and Gillies prior to Wednesday's main practice.

"He's making strides," Ward reported. "He's finally back and looking like a professional hockey player – physically and mentally."

KNIGHT HONOURED

Corban Knight has been named the Heat's IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year award winner for his outstanding community contributions this season.

The rookie centre has represented the team in over 80 per cent of its community events, from hospital and school visits, guest coaching at hockey academies, anti-bullying rallies, and team signings.

Knight is now one of 30 finalists for the Yanick Dupre Memorial Award, which honours the AHL's overall man of the year.

MORRISON MAKING APPEARANCE

Friday's game will feature an autograph-signing appearance from longtime Vancouver Canuck Brendan Morrison, who is the latest guest in the Heat's Legends of Hockey promotion.

Morrison took time to speak with The News earlier this week, and the article is posted at the Heat Central page at abbynews.com.

PLAYOFF TICKETS ON SALE

The Heat began selling playoff tickets on Tuesday, though the club has yet to officially punch its ticket to the Calder Cup post-season party.

It's not a major step out on a limb, though – the top eight teams in the Western Conference make the playoffs, and with seven regular season games to go, the Heat (37-25-7, 81 points) sit in fifth place with a 10-point cushion on the ninth-place Oklahoma City Barons, who have one game in hand. According to the website sportsclubstats.com, Abbotsford has a 99.8 per cent chance of qualifying for the post-season.

Not that any of those numbers interest Ward in the least.

"I don't even know where we are in the standings . . . I never look at it," asserted Ward, who constantly touts the value of process over results. "If we finish every day 1-and-0, doesn't that take care of itself?"
Heat light up Comets, beat Canucks affiliate 7-2

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 30, 2014 10:00 AM 

Updated: March 30, 2014 10:22 AM     

After struggling in head-to-head match-ups vs. the Utica Comets throughout the season, the Abbotsford Heat broke through in a big way this weekend.

The Heat, losers seven of their last eight games vs. the Vancouver Canucks affiliate, finally solved the Comets with a pair of wins at Utica Memorial Coliseum.

Abbotsford prevailed 2-1 on Friday on Ben Street's overtime goal, and completed the sweep in dominant fashion with a 7-2 triumph on Saturday.

Two goals from Brett Olson, Jordan Kremyr's first career AHL goal, and a three-point night from Street (one goal, two assists) were among the highlights on a night of offensive pyrotechnics.

Zach Davies, Shane O'Brien and Josh Jooris (on a second-period penalty shot) also scored for Abbotsford, while Joni Ortio turned aside 32 of 34 Comets shots.

Utica goalie Joacim Eriksson, so good against the Heat all season, got the hook just past the midway point of the second period after allowing five goals on 24 shots. Joe Cannata allowed two goals on 14 shots after coming on in relief.

The Heat wrap up a six-game road trip on Sunday at the Toronto Marlies. The game begins at 1 p.m. Pacific time, and will be televised live on Sportsnet 360.

Street's OT goal, Ortio's 43 saves power Heat past Canucks affiliate

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 28, 2014 8:00 PM 

Updated: March 28, 2014 8:45 PM     

Overtime heroics from Ben Street and a stellar outing from goalie Joni Ortio powered the Abbotsford Heat to a 2-1 road victory over the Utica Comets on Friday.

Street scored at 2:19 of the extra frame, firing the rebound off Max Reinhart's initial shot past Comets goalie Joacim Eriksson, and Ortio earned first star honours after turning aside 43 of 44 shots

Alex Friesen opened the scoring for the Vancouver Canucks affiliate at 8:14 of the first period with a shorthanded goal, but Sven Baertschi drew the Heat even with a buzzer-beater at the end of the second period. Street threw the puck to the front of the net and it went in off Baertschi's skate, and the goal stood up after video review.

Utica out-shot Abbotsford 44-30, and both teams went 0-for-2 on the power play.

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat (36-24-7, 79 points) and Comets (29-28-8, 66 points) renew hostilities on Saturday at Utica Memorial Auditorium.

• Allan McPherson made his AHL debut on behalf of the Heat on Friday. The forward, who led the NCAA's Clarkson Golden Knights in scoring with 13 goals and 19 assists in 42 games this season, signed an AHL contract last week.

Leivo's late power-play goal lifts Marlies past Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 23, 2014 10:00 PM 

Updated: March 23, 2014 10:31 PM     

In a game where all the goals were scored on the power play, a late lapse in discipline cost the Abbotsford Heat dearly against the Toronto Marlies.

With the score tied 2-2 and less than five minutes remaining in the third period on Sunday afternoon at Ricoh Coliseum, Heat winger Max Reinhart picked up a five-minute major penalty for boarding and a game misconduct for a hit on Marlies forward Carter Ashton.

The Marlies converted on the ensuing man advantage – Peter Holland found Josh Leivo with a backdoor pass and he beat Heat goalie Joni Ortio. And with Abbotsford shorthanded for the balance of regulation, that goal stood up as the game-winner.

The Marlies (38-20-5, 81 points) tightened their grip on first place in the North Division, while the Heat (35-24-7, 77 points) are second in the West Division and fifth in the Western Conference.

Toronto's Jerry D'Amigo and Heat defenceman Zach Davies – with his first career AHL goal – exchanged power-play markers in the first period of Sunday's game, which was broadcast nationwide on Sportsnet360.

Corey Locke, with his second goal in as many days, gave Abbotsford a 2-1 lead, scoring on a two-man advantage at 9:38 of the second period. But Ashton equalized just over four minutes later, and Leivo notched the go-ahead goal in the final frame.

Ortio was making his first start with the Heat since Feb. 16 – he'd been up with the Calgary Flames for over a month, making nine appearances in relief of the injured Karri Ramo and posting a 4-4 record, a 2.51 goals against average and a .891 save percentage. He stopped 26 of 29 shots vs. the Marlies.

The Heat wrap up their road trip with three games in three nights next weekend. They face the Utica Comets on Friday and Saturday, and return to Toronto for a Sunday rematch with the Marlies.

Three goals in less than a minute spark Heat past Bulldogs

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 22, 2014 9:00 PM 

Updated: March 22, 2014 9:44 PM     

A slump-busting goal from Corey Locke ignited a rare offensive outburst from the Abbotsford Heat on Saturday evening.

Locke, one of the AHL's most accomplished veteran point producers, went 19 games without scoring a goal after being acquired by the Heat from the Chicago Wolves in late January.

He shed the monkey off his back against the Hamilton Bulldogs, opening the scoring on the power play at 14:28 of the first period.

The goal sparked the Heat in a huge way – Chad Billins and Ben Street followed up with tallies of their own in short order, and Abbotsford suddenly had a 3-0 lead. The three goals came within 53 seconds.

In the second period, Sven Baertschi notched a power-play marker to extend his point streak to six games.

Hamilton's Nathan Beaulieu spoiled Abby goalie Aaron Dell's shutout bid with a goal at 3:59 of the final frame, but Dell nevertheless earned first star honours on the strength of a 37-save outing.

Max Reinhart scored into an empty net to put the finishing touches on a 5-1 victory, while Derek Smith and Josh Jooris posted two assists apiece.

Goals have been tough to come by for the Heat during a recent stretch of futility which saw them lose 10 of 11 games. They hadn't scored as many as four goals since Feb. 21 vs. the Milwaukee Admirals, and they hadn't had a five-goal outing since Feb. 15 vs. the Charlotte Checkers.

The Heat (35-23-7) continue their road trip with a Sunday tilt vs. the Toronto Marlies (11:30 a.m. Pacific time).

Bulldogs send Heat down to defeat for 10th time in last 11 games

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 20, 2014 10:00 AM 

Updated: March 20, 2014 10:25 AM     

The Abbotsford Heat let an early lead slip away on Wednesday evening, as they opened a six-game road trip with a 3-1 loss to the Hamilton Bulldogs.

Defenceman Chris Breen staked the Heat to a 1-0 lead at the 8:56 mark of the first period, jumping into the play and wristing a shot from the slot past Bulldogs goalie Dustin Tokarski. Corey Locke and Sven Baertschi picked up assists on the play.

But Hamilton otherwise dominated the opening frame, out-shooting the Heat 16-6, and they got on the board with 2:05 to go before the intermission when Mike Blunden took advantage of a turnover and beat Abby goalie Aaron Dell.

Christian Thomas gave the Bulldogs their first lead midway through the second period, and Gabriel Dumont scored on a third-period penalty shot after being hauled down on a breakaway.

Dell picked up third star honours after keeping Abbotsford in the game despite being out-shot 39-28.

Baertschi, making his return to the lineup after missing four games due to an unspecified injury, extended his points streak to five games with his assist on Breen's goal.

It was the 10th loss in 11 games for the Heat (34-23-7, 75 points), who were first in the Western Conference less than a month ago but have slid to fifth since their roster was decimated by recalls and injuries around the NHL trade deadline. With 12 games to go in the regular season, they've got a nine-point cushion on the ninth-place Oklahoma City Barons – the top eight teams in the conference make the playoffs.

The Heat and Bulldogs (27-30-5) renew hostilities on Saturday (4 p.m. Pacific time), and Abbotsford visits the Toronto Marlies on Sunday (11:30 a.m. Pacific).

Goumas makes impact in second game 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Less than a week ago, Kevin Goumas's college career ended with a loss in the Hockey East championship. Saturday, he scored his first professional goal and notched another in the shootout.

Goumas started the game on the fourth line, but moved up to the second line with Ben Holmstrom and Rob Bordson. He scored a textbook backdoor goal on a nice pass from Holmstrom to give the Phantoms a temporary 3-2 lead.

"I really liked the energy that he was showing in the game," Terry Murray said. 

Goumas said he cannot remember the last time he was in a shootout. Hockey East doesn't have shootouts and he didn't have any with his team before UNH either.

"You gotta give him a chance; I gotta find out who he is too," Murray said. "It was a great goal. He made a terrific move on it and a great shot. Hopefully the opportunity is there to use him again."

The not-even rookie made a great move on veteran goaltender Mike McKenna and then flipped the puck up for the goal.

"I was a little nervous," Goumas said "Just try to go with the flow, I didn't think about it too much."

Goumas didn't expect to make the adjustment so quickly.

"I figured I'd come in and just try to get my feet wet," he said. "First goal, second game. My first goal in college it took me about six months so it was a little nice to get that off my shoulders."

March 29, 2014 10:39 pm

(0) 

Game 67 rewind: Falcons 4, Phantoms 3 (SO) 

The Phantoms came back from a 2-0 deficit and led 3-2 temporarily, but eventually lost in a shootout.

Kevin Goumas scored his first professional goal and had another in the shootout.

March 29, 2014 6:15 pm

(0) 

Phantoms sign UNH's Goumas 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms and Flyers announced Wednesday that they have signed Kevin Goumas to an amateur tryout contract.

The University of New Hampshire senior had 52 points in 40 games, sixth in the NCAA. Goumas scored 19 goals and 33 assists. In his four-year career, the 5-foot-10, 160-pound forward averaged a point per game with 146 points in 146 games.

The Phantoms expect Goumas could be in the area as soon as Wednesday evening or Thursday. 

Goumas has also signed an AHL contract with the Phantoms for next season.

March 26, 2014 4:31 pm

(1) 

Whitmore carted off as Phantoms lose three players 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Derek Whitmore had to be carted off the ice on a stretcher after taking a slash to the side of the knee during the first period on Sunday.

The slash hit a nerve and Whitmore's leg went numb. He tried to get up and couldn't put any weight on the left leg. The two trainers lifted Whitmore onto a stretcher and he was taken to Glens Falls Hospital.

Whitmore returned to the rink and walked out of the arena after the game. He was limping heavily and carrying two big  bags of ice but was walking.

Terry Murray said Whitmore is planning to try to skate lightly Monday morning and they will go from there.

Also in the game, Yann Danis and Derek Mathers were hurt.

Danis led the team onto the ice for warmups, intending to start. He then tweaked his knee and was forced to sit out. There is no indication how long he will be out.

Mathers broke his finger, presumably while fighting Dalton Smith late in the second period. It is unknown how long he will be out as well.

The Phantoms were already down to only one healthy scratch among the skaters, Doug Clarkson. Tye McGinn was recalled by the Flyers before the game. He is there while Steve Downie is day-to-day with an upper-body injury and might be returning soon.

Until then, the Phantoms might need to sign a forward to a professional tryout contract. 

Carsen Chubak can step in for Danis. In a pinch, Cullen Eddy has played forward and the Phantoms are expecting defenseman Robert Hagg but not in time for Wednesday's game.

Petr Straka has been cleared to skate, but he has not played since suffering a concussion on March 1. He may well need more time to get his conditioning back up.

Steven Delisle may also be close, but he was very noncommittal after Saturday's game. Like Straka, he skated Friday morning, and has been out less time, but said he needed to make sure his shoulder was good first.

March 24, 2014 12:04 am

(4) 

Game 64 rewind: Crunch 3, Phantoms 0 

The Phantoms were shut out for the sixth time this season and are once again last in the league.

March 23, 2014 4:15 pm

(0) 

McGinn recalled 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers recalled Tye McGinn on Sunday.

This is McGinn's fourth recall of the season. In eight games with the Flyers, McGinn scored three goals.

The move leaves the Phantoms without another power-play, penalty kill usual. They already lost Newbury, who was loaned to Hershey, and VandeVelde, who is out with a lower-body injury.

In 54 AHL games this season, McGinn has 20 goals and 15 assists. He is second in scoring now that Newbury is gone and is tied with Jason Akeson for first in goals.

March 23, 2014 4:02 pm

(0) 

Hartford power play gets Phantoms again 

By Diana C. Nearhos

As it often has this season, especially between the Phantoms and the Wolf Pack, Saturday's game came down to special teams.

Again, as it often has this season, Hartford had the edge. 

The Wolf Pack has had the Phantoms' number all season, even when they were the worst team in the conference. Adirondack ends the season 2-6-0-2 against Hartford.

Saturday, Hartford scored three power play goals on six chances, and added another shorthanded goal.

Hartford defenseman Danny Syvret said the Wolf Pack changed their power play up on Saturday and that it "created a lot of havoc against a box PK and a lot of chances for us.

"Adirondack's forwards are pretty good at pressuring, but when you have the three guys across the middle of the o-zone, it gives options everywhere. And we were able to expose that."

But this wasn't the first time Hartford's power play worked against the Phantoms.

"All their success, when you break down the games, has been on the power play," Terry Murray said. "They beat us several of the games, just by capitalizing at the right time on their special teams.

Hartford's power play has scored on only 14.9 percent of its chances this season (26th in the league), even worst than the Phantoms' ailing power play. But against Adirondack, Hartford has scored on 27.9 percent of its power plays. That would be best in the league if it were their total.

The Phantoms' penalty kill has been one of its greatest strengths all season and is sixth in the league at 85.8 percent. Against the Wolf Pack, the Phantoms have killed 72 percent of power plays, which would be worst in the league.

Conversely, the Phantoms have maintained about 16 percent, their season total and total against the Wolf Pack.

March 22, 2014 10:26 pm

(0) 

Andrews attends Phantoms game 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Two days after Calgary's assistant general manager toured the Civic Center, AHL President and CEO Dave Andrews was there.

Andrews said his presence was planned in advance and was unrelated to Calgary's visit. But it is an interesting coincidence that his first game in Glens Falls happened to fall at this time.

Andrews said he only knew what The Post-Star had already reported: A Calgary official toured the building. He said his presence should be interpreted as neither a good nor bad sign for the city's recruitment effort.

March 22, 2014 8:27 pm

(0) 

Game 63 rewind: Wolf Pack 4, Phantoms 2 

Whitmore scored his third goal in five games, on of two power-play goals, but the Phantoms can't keep up with Hartford's power play.

Heeter (2.52 GAA, .915 SAV%) and Grumet-Morris (2.47, .918) lead the Phantoms and Wolf Pack out for warmups.

Mar. 22, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

I don't see Gervais and FitzGerald is out there, looks like he's in on defense.

Mar. 22, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms lines: McGinn-Flanagan-Akeson, Brown-Bordson-Holmstrom, Whitmore-Cousins-Alderson, Noebels-Johnston-Mathers.

Mar. 22, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Matczak-Alt, FitzGerald-Eddy, Bushee-Lamarche.

Mar. 22, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms scratches: Clarkson (healthy), Chubak (healthy), Gervais (injury), Deslisle (upper-body), Straka (concussion), Lauridsen (knee) ...

Mar. 22, 2014

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms scratches cont: Manning (strep throat), VandeVelde (lower-body), Konan (concussion), Bourdon (concussion).

March 22, 2014 6:15 pm

(0) 

Hagg headed to Phantoms 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced Thursday that they have signed prospect Robert Hagg and expect him to join the Phantoms on Tuesday.

The 19-year-old defenseman was the Flyers' second-round pick in the 2013 draft.

He played 50 games with MODO of the Swedish Hockey League this season. Hagg scored one goal and five assists with 47 penalty minutes and 77 hits. He also had a plus-minus of zero.

Hagg's addition comes at a good time for the ailing Phantoms. The team signed Kyle Bushee to a professional tryout contract on Thursday. Bushee played on Friday as yet another defenseman, Brandon Manning, was forces to sit out.

Phantoms sign defenseman Bushee

Print  

March 20, 2014 3:33 pm  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(0) Comments

The Phantoms have signed defenseman Kyle Bushee to a professional tryout contract. 

The seven-year ECHL veteran has played 56 games with Elmira this year, scoring six goals and eighteen assists. He played two games with Utica early in the season.

Bushee has played 19 AHL games over the course of four season. His longest stint was eight games with St. John in 2011-12, when he scored his only AHL goal.

The Phantoms are currently down to six healthy defensemen, not including Zack FitzGerald who switched to forward last season. Wednesday, Terry Murray said both Oliver Lauridsen (knee) and Steven Delisle (upper-body) were going to be out longer term.

Maxim Lamarche was reassigned from Elmira on March 13 and played in Sunday's loss at Bridgeport.

The Phantoms have no players left in the ECHL, though Tyler Hostetter is in the CHL.

March 15, 2014 12:15 am  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(0) Comments

There's been a roster influx on the Phantoms. After adding Chris VandeVelde, Cal Heeter and Maxim Lamarche on Thursday, the Flyers reassigned Andrew Johnston from Orlando on Friday.

There is no one in the organization left in the ECHL, though Tyler Hostetter is in the CHL. 

Johnston, who played 29 games with the Phantoms last season, had four goals and 15 assists in 50 games with Orlando this season. 

He has been injured for the last three weeks and is still injured as he returns to the Phantoms.

VandeVelde and Heeter were both with the Flyers for injury reasons. VandeVelde played 3:53 against the Devils on Tuesday. Heeter backed up Steve Mason for two weeks, but did not play.

Lamarche's reassignment from Elmira may not be a good sign for Oliver Lauridsen, who hurt his knee on Saturday, sliding into the wall awkwardly with his legs extended. 

On Monday, Terry Murray said they would see where Lauridsen was next week. With him, Konan and Bourdon all hurt, the Phantoms do not have a healthy scratch at defenseman.

March 12, 2014 2:56 pm  •  By Diana C. Nearhos

(1) Comments

The Flyers have loaned Kris Newbury to the Bears and, in return, Hershey has loaned Derek Whitmore to the Phantoms.

The Phantoms are losing their second-leading scorer in Newbury. He has 14 goals and 22 assists for 36 points, second behind Jason Akeson's 52 points (18 goals and 34 assists).

That the Flyers loaned Newbury to Hershey rather than trading him to the Capitals means they can recall him if they wish, but they cannot send him to any AHL team other than the Bears.

Whitmore has been a frequent veteran scratch for the Bears, a problem the Phantoms do not have. In 26 games, Whitmore has four goals, five assists and 13 penalty minutes.

A six-year AHL veteran, Whitmore has 161 points in 351 career games. He is currently on a one-year AHL contract with Hershey.

After the Flyers recalled Chris VandeVelde and now have loaned Kris Newbury to another team, the Phantoms have lost two goal scorers in two days.

The Phantoms have not been mathematically eliminated, but are close. 

Albany, currently in eighth place, is on pace for 90 points. The Phantoms are on pace for 68, which would be a new all-time low, and can reach a maximum of 88 points.

Special delivery shootout

Albany's Pelley had not had an attempt all season before scoring in 5th round Sunday

By Pete Dougherty
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Albany Devils' Brandon Burlon (7) moves the puck against the Binghamton Senators' during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP112 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' Brandon Burlon (7) moves the puck against the Binghamton Senators' during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP112 

Albany Devils' Mike Sislo (19) moves the puck against the Binghamton Senators' during the first second of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP111 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' Stefan Matteau (18) clears the puck from the goal against the Binghamton Senators' during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP110 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' Mike Hoeffel (26) moves the puck against Binghamton Senators' Matt Puempel (9) during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP109 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' goaltender Scott Wedgewood (31) is helped by a trainer after being injured against the Binghamton Senators during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP108 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' Brandon Burlon (7) moves the puck past Binghamton Senators' Matt Puempel (9) during the first second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP107 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' Patrick Mullen (14) celebrates his goal against the Binghamton Senators' during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP105 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' Mattias Tedenby (21) crashes into Binghamton Senators goaltender Scott Greenham (35) during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP104 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' goaltender Scott Wedgewood (31)makes a stop against the Binghamton Senators during the second period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP103 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' Stefan Matteau (18) moves the puck against theBinghamton Senators' during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP102 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

A Binghamton Senators' shoot scores against Albany Devils' goaltender Scott Wedgewood (31) during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP101 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A

Albany Devils' goaltender Scott Wedgewood (31) stops a shot by Binghamton Senators' Jean-Gabriel Pageau (44) during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP106 Photo: Hans Pennink / 00026292A
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A Binghamton Senators' shoot scores against Albany Devils' goaltender Scott Wedgewood (31) during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP101

Albany Devils' goaltender Scott Wedgewood (31) stops a shot by Binghamton Senators' Jean-Gabriel Pageau (44) during the first period of an AHL hockey game in Albany, N.Y., Sunday, March 30, 2014. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) ORG XMIT: HP106
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Perhaps the New Jersey Devils should turn to Rod Pelley, captain of their American Hockey League affiliate in Albany, to cure their shootout woes.

Pelley salvaged two points for his Albany Devils on Sunday, scoring the only shootout goal in a 3-2 victory over the Binghamton Senators in front of 4,014 at Times Union Center.

The A-Devils still have won only 5 of 13 shootouts, but that's a lot better than the 0-10 mark the NHL Devils are sporting.

"You get to the shootout, you never know what's going to happen," said Binghamton coach Luke Richardson. "We didn't get a bounce there, and they had a nice move from Pelley to win it."

Pelley did not have a shootout attempt all season until coach Rick Kowalsky called out his name in the fifth round of what remained a scoreless duel in the penalty-shot competition.

"Maybe he was just looking to change it up," Pelley said, "throw a little wrinkle in there."

Kowalsky appeared willing to try just about anything. He joked that he went to Worcester coach Roy Sommers, whose team is 10-1 in shootouts, after Saturday night's loss for his secrets.

"We went with some different guys just to change it up," he said. "We shot first, changed that up. It worked. That's all I'm worried about right now."

Albany salvaged two key standings points to pull five points ahead of idle Hershey for the Eastern Conference's final playoff spot. The Devils have eight regular-season games remaining, Hershey nine.

"It's a big extra point for us," Pelley said. "In the shootouts, the more pressure that's on you, the tougher it gets to score. That's easy to say after you score and you get the extra point. At the end of the day, just go down and stick to your move, and hopefully it works out for you."

Scott Wedgewood, making his sixth start in the past eight games, stopped all five Senators attempts to secure the victory.

After Pelley converted, Wedgewood needed to stop Derek Grant to finish the Devils' second victory in their past 10 shootouts.

"It gets you to breathe a little deeper," Wedgewood said of Pelley's goal, "but you can't put your team back in that situation. You've got to end it right there when you have the opportunity."

In a game Albany never led until the end, fourth-line forward David Wohlberg scored his fourth goal of the season with 10:47 remaining in regulation to force overtime.

Reid Boucher cashed in on a four-minute power play in the second period for the Devils' other goal. There were only three penalties called in the game, all on Binghamton.

"We had to have these points, the way things have been going," Wedgewood said. "We've been positive in negative situations, which is important for the core structure of a team. With a guy like Pelley (as captain), it's going to stay that way."
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DEVILS 3, SENATORS 2 (SO)

Binghamton 1 1 0 0 0 — 2

Albany 0 1 1 0 1 — 3

(Albany won shootout, 1-0)

Devils can't shake shootout woes

Albany falls to 4-8 in tiebreakers this season and 9-25 in three years

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:48 pm, Saturday, March 29, 2014 
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Albany Devils' #21 Mattias Tedenby, left, gets by Worcester Sharks' #4 Taylor Doherty to score during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A

Albany Devils' #21 Mattias Tedenby, left, gets by Worcester Sharks' #4 Taylor Doherty to score during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 

Albany Devils' #15 Harri Pesonen, right, shoots past Worcester Sharks' #23 Matt Pelech during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A

Albany Devils' goalie Keith Kincaid, left, stops a shot by Worcester Sharks' #26 Adam Schmidt during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A

Worcester Sharks goalie and former Union player, Troy Grosenick, left, stops an Albany Devils' shot during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A

Fans get close up look as Albany Devils' #15 Harri Pesonen, top, and Worcester Sharks' #44 Adam Comrie slam into the boards during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A

Albany Devils' #18 Stefan Matteau, left, celebrates his goal against Worcester Sharks' goalie Troy Grosenick, right, during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A
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Call the foreman. The American Hockey League occasionally wants the teams to work for more than 60 minutes, but the Albany Devils can't seem to do it.

The Devils continued a three-year trend of shootout ineptitude Saturday, falling to the Worcester Sharks 4-3 and leaving most of the 5,111 spectators at Times Union Center disappointed.

By losing the penalty-shot competition 1-0, the Devils fell to 4-8 in shootouts this year and 9-25 the past three seasons.

"You can't win in a shootout in playoffs, which is good," said Albany goaltender Keith Kinkaid, finding a silver lining.

The Devils, who finished the game four points clear of Hershey for the final playoff spot, could have a postseason berth sewn up had they been even average after regulation. They also are 0-4 in overtime this season and 2-11 over the past three years.

Meanwhile, Worcester, which is still seven points out of a playoff slot, is 10-1 in shootouts.

"That's incredible — 10 and 1?" Sharks coach Roy Sommer said "The worst part about it is that we didn't even work on it this year. Last year we would stop practice and work on it."

"If they don't practice it," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said, "maybe we're doing the wrong thing. We practice it a lot."

Albany sent out its five usual shooters — Reid Boucher, Mike Sislo, Mattias Tedenby, Stefan Matteau and Joe Whitney — and all failed. They have taken 79 percent of the Devils' attempts (12 of 45, .267).

Dan DaSilva, who played with the Albany River Rats seven seasons ago, had the only successful shootout attempt, backhanding the puck past Kinkaid in the third round.

" 'Silvs' has silky mitts over here," said Worcester goalie Troy Grosenick, who improved to 2-0 against Kinkaid, his former Union teammate. "I just told him to be creative and you'll find something."

Kinkaid, 3-5 in shootouts, is 57th among 79 AHL goalies in shootout save percentage (.629). Albany's other goalie, Scott Wedgewood, is 1-3 and ranks 73rd (.571).

"Keith gave us a chance," Kowalsky said. "He only gave up the one."

"Maybe we're holding our sticks too tight and not doing the right moves," Kinkaid said, "but if they score, that's on me. If they don't score, we have a better shot."

"It feels like it's mental," said Tedenby, who had a goal and two assists before missing his shootout attempt. "When you've been missing for awhile, you think too much. When you score, you don't even think about it, you go in there and score."

That was evident late in the first period when Tedneby gained a half-stride on Worcester defenseman Taylor Doherty and quickly backhanded the puck over Grosenick before crashing into the goalie.

Grosenick, 16-11-0 in his rookie season as Harri Sateri's backup, is a league-best 6-0 in shootouts. Both of his victories over Kinkaid have come in the extra session.

"I love being in the shootout," Grosenick said. "It's simplified. I know there are plenty of people who don't like it, but it's part of the game. I don't mind it whatsoever."
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SHARKS 4, DEVILS 3 (SO)

Worcester 2 1 0 0 1 — 4

Albany 2 1 0 0 0 — 3

Worcester won shootout, 1-0

Union alumni laud Dutchmen

Grosenick, Kinkaid, Zajac praise team's rise to Frozen Four

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:47 pm, Saturday, March 29, 2014 
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Worcester Sharks goalie and former Union player, Troy Grosenick, left, stops an Albany Devils' shot during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00026290A

Worcester Sharks goalie and former Union player, Troy Grosenick, left, stops an Albany Devils' shot during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center March 29, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 
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If developments 150 miles to the south didn't provide ample evidence, the scene Saturday at Times Union Center did.

The Union College hockey program is as healthy as ever.

Two hours after the top-ranked Skating Dutchmen advanced to the Frozen Four with a 3-1 victory over Providence in Bridgeport, Conn., three Union alumni played prominent roles in an American Hockey League game between the Albany Devils and Worcester Sharks.

Troy Grosenick got the better of former goaltending teammate Keith Kinkaid as the Sharks beat the Devils 4-3 in a shoot-out. One of the Albany goals was scored by center Kelly Zajac, a former teammate of both goalies.

"I'm really proud being an alum now," said Grosenick, who didn't learn of the Union result until after the shootout. "Words can't describe how proud I am to have been a Dutchman. It's a place I'm always going to hold dear to my heart."

Grosenick, who led Union to its only other Frozen Four berth two years ago, bypassed his senior season to turn pro.

Just as Grosenick kept the Dutchmen solid in goal when Kinkaid turned pro after his sophomore year, junior Colin Stevens has carried the goaltending tradition on at Union.

"I said it when I left," Grosenick said. "Colin's the type of goalie who can take them to the next level. I had full faith that he would be a legitimate, top-tier college goalie."

Stevens, a Niskayuna native, leads the nation in victories. He has a 26-4-2 record with a 1.93 goals-against average and .932 save percentage.

"I remember when he got there his freshman year, and he worked so hard," said Zajac, who had a four-year Union career before joining the Devils. "Troy was our No. 1 and Stevens was there, too. It's amazing to see how far he has come in the last couple of years."

Union has made the NCAA Tournament the past four years. The 2012 team, which had Grosenick and Zajac, went the furthest, losing 3-1 to Ferris State in the national semifinals.

"I'm rooting for them," said Kinkaid, who was in goal for Union's first NCAA game in 2011. "It's time to finally win a D-I title."

"It's amazing to see where our program has come from," Zajac said. "Rick (Bennett, head coach) has done a tremendous job and taken the steps for us. Back to the Frozen Four — that's a big accomplishment."
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Zajac looks for postseason run

Out with injury for most of season, he's glad to be playing

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 6:40 am, Friday, March 28, 2014 
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Darcy Zajac of the Albany Devils, left, works behind the Binghamton Senators goal, Sunday evening, Jan. 6, 2013, during the second period at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. Photo: Will Waldron / 00020652B

Darcy Zajac of the Albany Devils, left, works behind the Binghamton Senators goal, Sunday evening, Jan. 6, 2013, during the second period at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Will Waldron) 
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The blueprint, according to Darcy Zajac, isn't to play the final month of the American Hockey League season and be done.

Zajac, who went 116 days without competing at all because of a shoulder injury, is poised with his Albany Devils teammates for a long playoff run.

"As I watched the team grow over the season, it pushed me a little harder," Zajac said. "To come back and get an extra one or two months is huge. Playoff time is really where you grow as a player and as a team. It's the most fun time of the year. It puts a smile on my face."

The Devils enter the weekend tied for sixth in the Eastern Conference. They are seven points clear of ninth-place Hershey, where Albany visits Friday night.

Putting Zajac's name on the lineup card March 16 after a 56-game absence was a relief to coach Rick Kowalsky. Zajac was injured in the season's fifth game Oct. 19 at Norfolk.

"We're going need him," Kowalsky said. "He's a right-hand shot for face-offs. We lose Sestito (Tim, recalled to New Jersey). He's a centerman and obviously a big part of our penalty kill. Hopefully he continues to get more comfortable. If he's skating and banging, then he's doing his job and he can contribute."

Zajac, a fourth-year pro and older brother of Devils teammate Kelly Zajac, contributed his first goal since March 29, 2013, in a 3-2 shootout loss Sunday against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

He isn't expected to score at the level of teammates Joe Whitney or Mike Sislo or even his brother — he has 22 goals in 181 career AHL games — but Zajac, 27, has been a dependable defensive forward. 

"It's been a long, tough year for me, physically and mentally," Zajac said. "Any way you can help the team offensively and get a point out of it, it's fun."

Zajac has played four games since the injury. The most difficult things to get back, he said, are "the timing, the confidence, the thought of reinjury. Are you in good enough shape? Are you quick enough? That always comes to the back of your mind.

"Once you can let everything go, you realize you've worked as hard as you could to get where you are. You've played this game for 20 years, you should be able to be successful out there."
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Penalty sparks Albany to win

Devils score twice in game's final 7:06 to rally vs. Binghamton

By Pete Dougherty
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Taking a penalty isn't the textbook method to spark a team, but it fired up the Albany Devils on Wednesday night and put them on course to a critical American Hockey League victory.

After killing off a 101-second two-man disadvantage, the Devils scored twice in the final 7:06 to upend the Binghamton Senators, 2-1.

The victory was the third straight for the Devils and moved them six points ahead of idle Hershey for the final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. With 13 games to play, Albany remained tied with Norfolk for seventh place.

"To be down by a goal and to see our guys have a lot of resilience and fight back was good," said right wing Mike Sislo, who scored the game winner on a breakaway with 2:43 remaining.

Already behind 1-0, the Devils were 19 seconds into killing off Reid Boucher's interference penalty when Adam Larsson was called for boarding. Binghamton kept the puck for most of the 5-on-3 power play but managed only two shots.

"We held the puck too long and didn't move it quick," Senators coach Luke Richardson said. "That gave them some momentum, and when they got their power-play chance, they made it count."

That power-play chance was converted by Boucher, whose wrist shot showed sniper-like precision to find the top corner of the net.

"We had to bear down and be desperate on that power play," Boucher said. "We did a great job of battling for pucks."

The Devils continued to press until Harri Pesonen, along the left-wing boards in his own zone, found Sislo streaking toward the Binghamton blue line.

" 'Pesi' found some ice to get the puck in there," Sislo said, "and I did my best to beat their 'D' (defensemen) and get to it first."

"It seemed like we had it hemmed in," Richardson said, "but they had some speed and we didn't. It was either let him go or take a penalty, or a penalty shot."

"We've seen that time and time again," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said of Sislo's speed. "He didn't use it until the third, but that's all that mattered. As a group we skated and competed, and we got a big push after that big (penalty) kill."

Goaltender Scott Wedgewood, the reigning AHL Player of the Week after back-to-back shutouts over the weekend, got his third consecutive victory. His shutout streak ended at 162 minutes, 44 seconds on Matt Puempel's power-play goal late in the second.

"We're playing well in front of him," Kowalsky said, "but he's making the saves when we need him to make them."
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Devils rely on veteran down stretch

Sislo seeing plenty of ice time as Albany makes push for playoffs in last 14 games

By Pete Dougherty
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Devils' Mike Sislo, left, and Adam Larsson celebrate a first-period goal during their hockey game against the Phantoms on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

Devils' Mike Sislo, left, and Adam Larsson celebrate a first-period goal during their hockey game against the Phantoms on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) | Buy this photo 
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Ice bags are as common as skates and helmets in locker rooms at this time of the season.

The Albany Devils are in pursuit of a playoff berth, which has eluded New Jersey's American Hockey League affiliate in 12 of the past 13 seasons. With only 14 regular-season games remaining, they aren't going to let a few bruises or a little swelling take away their focus.

"If you look around our dressing room," goaltender Scott Wedgewood said, "there's guys limping, guys not in the lineup because of injuries, guys coming in and stepping up and playing big roles."

Coach Rick Kowalsky would like to be smarter about how he deploys personnel, especially his veterans, but it isn't always easy.

The Devils and Norfolk Admirals enter the week holding down the Eastern Conference's final two playoff positions, each with 74 points, but the Hershey Bears are only four points behind.

"Right now it's about winning hockey games," Kowalsky said. "The best lineup has got to go in."

Right wing Mike Sislo, whose 21 goals are a career high for pro or college, is a prime example. He is tied for the team lead in both power-play goals (six) and short-handed tallies (two).

He plays in virtually all situations. Sislo even leads the Devils with 10 shootout attempts.

"At this point in the season, everyone's a little tired, everyone's a little bruised," he said while an ice bag was strapped to his wrist. "I've got little bumps and bruises, but I feel well."

Sislo, who has scored eight times in the past 11 games, shares the team lead in goals with Joe Whitney and is second behind Whitney (47) in points (36).

"He's a guy I get concerned about because he plays so many minutes — power play and penalty kill," Kowalsky said. "I've tried to even that out up front. (Scott) Timmins would be the only other guy that consistently plays in both those situations. They're both guys, up by a goal or down by a goal, that you're going to consider for face-offs and in those situations."
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Albany Devils this week

(All games on WTMM 104.5 FM)

Wednesday: vs. Binghamton, 7 p.m., Times Union Center

Saturday: at Syracuse, 7 p.m., Onondaga County War Memorial, Syracuse

Sunday: vs. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 4 p.m., Boardwalk Hall, Atlantic City, N.J.

Wedgewood eases to shutout

Albany goalie faces just 13 shots, blanks second straight foe

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:32 pm, Sunday, March 16, 2014 

 0  

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version 

Email This   

Font 

 Latest News  .

Fire ravaged farm stand coming back  

Crews battling fire in Delmar  

Troopers: Suspects in Home Depot thefts arrested after chase  

Halacy gets prison for burglary  

Albany

Despite outward appearances, Scott Wedgewood did need a shower Sunday after tending goal for the Albany Devils.

Wedgewood hardly worked up a sweat, making 13 saves, but that's the number of shots the Syracuse Crunch managed to fire on net as the Devils skated off with a 3-0 American Hockey League victory in front of 3,016 at Times Union Center.

"It helps the goals-against (average), but not the save percentage," Wedgewood said after his second shutout in as many days.

He is the first goalie in the Devils' eight-year franchise history to post back-to-back shutouts and the third in Albany's 21-year pro hockey history. Mike Leighton (2007) and Justin Peters (2009) did it for the Albany River Rats.

What's more telling is that the Devils yielded more than five shots in only one of six periods over the weekend, which included a 2-0 home victory Saturday over the Hartford Wolf Pack.

"A lot of guys in that room do take pride in that," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "As coaches we do. We're tight defensively, but it's more about taking away time and space. If you ask anybody that's seen us play our better games, that's what it's about."

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler, who hadn't seen Albany since Nov. 14, took notice.

"They're playing really well," Zettler said. "They were in our face, they didn't give us a whole hell of a lot. You could tell by the shots."

The Devils, who unleashed 37 shots, expanded their margin for the Eastern Conference final playoff spot to four points over Hershey. Albany remained in a seventh-place tie with Norfolk.

Part of the reason for the low shot totals is the Devils' defense, including the forwards, are blocking shots before they reach the goaltender.

"You get down to playoff hockey time, that's how it is," said Wedgewood, who reduced his goals-against average to 2.54 (from 2.75) and upped his save percentage to .894 (from .888) over the weekend. "You block shots, you put your body on the line. You pay a price to win hockey games."

Raman Hrabarenka, a healthy scratch in 12 of the past 19 games, gave Albany the lead with a power-play goal at 16:53 of the first. That margin remained until Mike Sislo got his 20th with 6:15 remaining and scored into an empty net with 21.5 seconds to play. 

"We emphasize that in our D-zone, playing strong in front of our goalie, no matter who it is," Sislo said. "Wedgewood's played two great games. We have to give a lot of credit to him, but we did minimize their shots, so that's a good thing."
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DEVILS 3, CRUNCH 0 

Syracuse 0 0 0 — 0

Albany 1 0 2 — 3

Pair boosts Albany's playoff hopes

By Pete Dougherty
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As the American Hockey League regular-season schedule enters its final month, the Albany Devils are trying to hone in on which players can help carry them to playoff land, a place rarely visited this century.

Two second-year pros stepped forward Saturday to move the Devils a step closer to what would be the team's second postseason berth in 14 seasons.

Scott Wedgewood earned his second career shutout and Harri Pesonen scored for the third consecutive game in Albany's 2-0 victory over the Hartford Wolf Pack at Times Union Center, where 4,415 humans and 85 dogs watched on "Pucks and Paws" night.

Neither player was barking about himself afterward, but both were happy to contribute to the team's playoff charge.

"Two points is a lot more important than a shutout for me," said Wedgewood, who made 16 of his 23 saves in the third period.

"This time of year, the most important thing is that your game has to be at its best now, not early in the year," said Pesonen, who has 10 goals after going without one for his first 19 games. "We getting to the playoffs (is important), and hopefully we get there and everything starts over. It's anybody's game after that."

The Devils ended a three-game losing streak. They still hold the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference with 15 games remaining — eight of them at home.

Pesonen's goal at 7:05 of the second gave Albany a lead heading into the third, but that isn't always a winning formula. The Devils have dropped nine games in which they've held a third-period lead, including Friday night in a 6-4 loss at Springfield.

"We addressed it this morning," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "It's not something you harp on all the time. You've got to play with confidence, play with composure. My biggest message was ... play the game, not the score."

Rod Pelley gave Wedgewood a two-goal cushion with 6:11 to play. After surrendering goals in all three of their short-handed situations Friday night, the Devils killed off two penalties in the third to preserve the shutout.

The performance of Wedgewood, who lost last Saturday in Hartford 4-3, should give the Devils confidence that they can rest starting goalie Keith Kinkaid when necessary.

"They've had confidence in me all year," said Wedgewood, who improved to 10-12-3 on the season. "I've been at the end of some personal mistakes and some team games where it doesn't go your way. I'm developing, and that's the main thing. If they can rely on me, I'd like the opportunity more often."

Pesonen, who had 14 goals and 31 points as a rookie, is trying to capitalize on his recent puck luck. He now is at 25 points.

"I've tried to work hard all year, but sometimes I get those slumps where I don't get the puck in and you get frustrated," he said. "Now I'm enjoying what's coming in. I'm enjoying these games. High stakes. We need points every game. I feel like I'm at my best this time of year."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 2, WOLF PACK 0

Hartford 0 0 0 — 0

Albany 0 1 1 — 2

Zalewski signs with Canucks
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Mike Zalewski, who just completed his sophomore season with the RPI hockey team, signed a free-agent NHL contract with Vancouver on Friday.

Zalewski, a forward, forgoes his final two years of college eligibility. He will join the Canucks on their current road trip.

"It is a bittersweet time for me and my family. Being at RPI the last two years has been a terrific experience in which I have developed a great deal as a player," Zalewski said. "I have my coaches and teammates to thank for helping me grow into the player I am today."

"We are thrilled to see Mike earn his lifelong dream of signing an NHL contract going directly from RPI to the NHL," RPI coach Seth Appert said. "His work ethic has helped him develop into a power forward in his two years at RPI. He is a great teammate and will be missed."

In 35 games this season, the New Hartford native scored nine goals with 17 assists. Zalewski is the younger brother of Steve Zalewski, who played 173 games with the Albany Devils.

Zalewski's RPI teammate Ryan Haggerty signed with the New York Rangers on Wednesday.

Kelly, FitzGerald among AHL ‘Man of the Year’ nominees
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Dan Kelly of the Albany Devils and Zack FitzGerald, a former Albany River Rat now playing for the Adirondack Phantoms, are among 30 individual-team nominees for the American Hockey League “Man of the Year” awards.

The team winners, selected by their respective clubs for their outstanding contributions to the local community and charitable organizations, will be considered for the 2013-14 Yanick Dupré Memorial Award to be presented later this month.

Kelly has offered assistance with Habitat for Humanity, the Humane Society and youth hockey organizations as well as making school visits. He has donated season tickets to allow military personnel to attend Devils home games.

FitzGerald, a River Rats defenseman from 2006 to 2010, is the Phantoms’ honoree for the second straight year. Among his activities are arranging a Teddy Bear drop-off at the Salvation Army, helping to clear snow off a local pond for kids to skate, and helping to reunite a lost dog with its owners that he found on the side of the road late at night by using his social media.

Grosenick: ‘It’s like beating your big brother’

Posted on March 29, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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ALBANY — For the second time this month, two former Union College goaltenders met as professionals as the Albany Devils and Worcester Sharks played tonight at Times Union Center. For the second time, the student beat his mentor in a shootout.

Troy Grosenick made 18 saves and stopped all five Albany shootout attempts as the Sharks defeated the Devils and goalie Keith Kinkaid, 4-3. It was the same result March 9 in Worcester, again in a shootout.

“Technically we’re the same age – he may have a month or two on me– but him being a year ahead of me at Union, he still feels older than me,” said Grosenick, 24, who is 54 days younger than Kinkaid. “It’s like beating your big brother.”

“It’s fun,” Kinkaid said of playing against Grosenick, who as an AHL-best 6-0 in shootouts. “It stinks that we can’t get a win against him. He’s good in the shootout.”

Grosenick (16-11-0, 2.74 GAA, .900 save pct.) left Union after his junior season to turn pro in the San Jose Sharks organization. He has spent the entire season in Worcester as a backup, although he has played only 11 fewer games than the starter, Harri Sateri (17-22-1, 2.95, .891).

“He’s been really good,” Worcester coach Roy Sommer said. “He shows a lot of promise. He’s been a pleasant surprise for the organization.”

David Cunniff, a former Albany River Rat who is a Sharks assistant, added, “He loves hockey, too.”

Grosenick, who led Union to the Frozen Four in 2012, said he believes he made the right move by starting his pro career when he did.

“It was a really tough decision to leave because I knew what we had in the (Union) locker room, some of my best friends in the world,” he said, “but I felt personally it was the right time to take the next step and challenge myself. I have no regrets.”

As for the differences between college and pro, Grosenick observed, “It’s not so much guys shoot harder or quicker, but they’re smarter. That’s the one thing I’ve noticed the most. Guys are a little more patient with the puck and willing to wait that extra half second to let a play develop.”

Meanwhile, one of his teammates is former RPI rival Brock Higgs, who signed an amateur tryout contract March 9. Higgs broke a five-game scoreless streak tonight with the primary assist on Worcester’s third goal.

“He had three goals, two assists his first three games, then he’s fallen off a little bit,” Sommer said. “Six points in nine games, that’s pretty good for an ATO guy that nobody knew about.

“He plays the right way. He plays inside. He doesn’t cheat you. You always know what you’re going to get from him, shift in and shift out. That’s important at this time of year.”

Leaman ‘couldn’t be more proud’ of Union

Posted on March 27, 2014  |  By Mark Singelais, staff writer
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BRIDGEPORT, Conn. — There’s a strong Union College flavor at this NCAA East Regional.

Of the four head coaches at Webster Bank Arena this week, three have been head coaches with the Dutchmen: Union’s Rick Bennett, Vermont’s Kevin Sneddon and Providence’s Nate Leaman.

Union and Vermont meet in one semifinal on Friday, while Providence takes on Quinnipiac in the other.

Providence coach Nate Leaman spoke at length today about the “evolution” of the Union program, while taking a not-so-subtle shot at former Union president Roger Hull, who told College Hockey News in 2004 that he was “tremendously proud” when Union won nearly 50 percent of its games.

Sneddon went 50-99-18 at Union from 1998 to 2003, the team’s record improving in each of his last four seasons. When Sneddon left for Vermont, he was replaced by Leaman, who guided Union to its first NCAA Tournament in 2011. Then Union turned to Bennett, a former Leaman assistant, who has reached the NCAA Tournament three straight years and a Frozen Four in 2012.

“It just shows the evolution of that program,” Leaman said. “You know, Kevin was the coach before I took the position at Union and Kevin did a terrific job of getting the fundraising going. Because at the time, the program was really kind of left out for dead for Kevin, to be honest. I mean, you had a college president (Hull) that didn’t really understand athletics at all. And you had a really poor budget. So Kevin did the one thing he could do to try to keep it alive. He got the alumni involved and he got the fundraising involved. He laid some good groundwork for me to come in and build a staff.

“(We) got there and just tried to do the best job we could there,” Leaman continued. “You just want to leave every place better than you found it. That’s the No. 1 thing. I thought we took some giant steps over the eight years I was there. They had never won a playoff series. They’d never had a coach that had a contract. We were fortunate. In my time there, we went through three athletic directors. The third athletic director (Union alum Jim McLaughlin) was phenomenal. He’s still the athletic director. They got a new college president (Stephen Ainlay). And between the new athletic director and the college president, they got it. They understood what Division I athletics were about.”

Leaman said he saw Union practice today and recognized six to eight players that Leaman recruited before he left for Providence for “family reasons.”

“It was tough at the beginning to get really good hockey players because of the state of the program and what the college president said at the time about Division I athletics,” Leaman said. “To see the job Rick Bennett has done at taking the program to another level, you couldn’t be more proud.”

Niskayuna’s Stevens ‘excited’ about NCAA spotlight

Posted on March 27, 2014  |  By Mark Singelais, staff writer
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BRIDGEPORT, Conn. — Union junior goaltender Colin Stevens of Niskayuna sat and watched as Troy Grosenick’s understudy on NCAA Tournament teams the past two seasons.

Now it’s Stevens’ turn to perform in college hockey’s biggest event.

He’ll get his first career NCAA postseason start when Union takes on Vermont at 2 p.m. Friday in an East Regional semifinal at Webster Bank Arena.

“I’m really excited, obviously,” Stevens said. “This is bright lights, big stage. I’m going to prepare like any other game and feel good.”

Union went to the Frozen Four in 2012 and reached a regional final last year with Grosenick, now in the San Jose Sharks’ system.

“Like I’ve said in the past, I’ve learned a ton from Troy,” Stevens said. “Especially watching him play in this setting. He always played really well. I’m not going to make any direct comparisons or anything like that. I’m just excited to get my first start on a big stage and I’m looking forward to it.”

Stevens has been up to the challenge so far in his first year as Union’s starter. He won ECAC Hockey Goaltender of the Year and helped the Dutchmen to their third straight conference championship last weekend in Lake Placid.

Stevens is 24-4-2 with a 1.96 goals-against average.

“I hope he responds the same way he responded in Lake Placid,” Union head coach Rick Bennett said. “Obviously, it’s a little bit bigger stage, but it’s the same game. I can’t say it’s the same rink. We’re getting a little smaller now with this rink. Hockey’s hockey. You’re not a freshman any more. Colin’s not first-year, he’s-played-so-many-games type of goalie now. He’s got a lot of experience. He’s got to use that. He’s seen it from the bench, so he knows what’s going on.”

Sneddon calls Union’s No. 1 ranking ‘amazing’

Posted on March 27, 2014  |  By Mark Singelais, staff writer
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BRIDGEPORT, Conn. – The Union College hockey team is ranked No. 1 in the country, a status unimaginable when Kevin Sneddon was the head coach for the Dutchmen from 1998 to 2003.

“I think we were No. 1 on Nott Street one weekend,” said Sneddon, referring to a road that borders the campus.

Sneddon was 50-99-18 during his five seasons with Union before leaving to become Vermmont’s head coach in 2003. He’ll meet his former program in the NCAA playoffs for the first time when the Catamounts face the Dutchmen in an East Regional semifinals at 2 p.m. in Webster Bank Arena.

Asked about Union’s top ranking, Kevin Sneddon praised head coach Rick Bennett, as well as the Garnet Blades, a fundraising program that Sneddon helped found when was the head coach.

“It’s just amazing,” he said. “It really is amazing. It’s a tip of the cap to Rick and all of the people involved. You’re only as good as the people above you. Our administration here (at Vermont), we couldn’t be doing what we’re doing without that kind of leadership. It speaks volumes for their group, the Garnet Blades, that we started when I was there and what they’re able to do now to support that program. It’s had a big impact and it’s impressive what they’ve done.”

Sneddon has faced Union in the regular season several times before. Most recently, the Catamounts beat the Dutchmen 2-1 in the Catamount Cup tournament in Burlington on Dec. 29, 2012.

Now the programs are meeting on college hockey’s biggest stage.

“I think when you work for a school for 10 years, you have a lot of relationships that you build,” said Sneddon, who also served five years as a Union assistant. ” That was where I got my coaching debut, so I’m certainly very appreciative of that opportunity that I had there. It’s been a lot of fun to see the growth of the program under (former Union coach) Nate (Leaman) and certainly under Rick.

“If you asked me back then if I ever thought Union would be a three-peat champion of the ECAC and get to the Frozen Four and doing all those kinds of things, I probably wouldn’t have guessed that.”

I’m very proud of all the people that have been able to continue to grow the program, so it’s fun,” Sneddon continued. “It’s fun to see a lot of familiar faces here, see you guys who I haven’t see in a while, but when the puck drops on Friday night, we’re ready to battle and those kind of personal feelings go out the window.”

Union beats Colgate for third straight ECAC crown

Posted on March 22, 2014  |  By Sean Martin
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LAKE PLACID — Goaltender Colin Stevens had 31 saves and Union received goals from five players for the second straight game as the Dutchmen won their third straight Whitelaw Cup as ECAC tournament champions with a 5-2 victory over Colgate tonight in Herb Brooks Arena. 

Stevens kept second-ranked Union, which earned the ECAC’s automatic bid to the NCAA Tournament, in the game early. The Dutchmen were outshot 16-5 in the first period by the Raiders, who were unable to get the puck by the junior from Niskayuna.

Union got the offense going when Matt Hatch knocked in a loose puck by Raider goalie Charlie Finn at 11:17 of the second and tacked on two more in the period on goals by Daniel Carr and Daniel Ciampini.

Mike Vecchione’s score at 7:30 of the third increased the Union lead to 4-0 before Colgate’s Spiro Goulakos spoiled Stevens’ shutout bid with 12:49 left in regulation when he went top-shelf from the left circle.

Colgate’s Darcy Murphy scored at 17:16 to cut the Union lead to 4-2 but Dutchmen center Max Novak scored into an empty-net with 2:13 left in regulation to seal the win.

The Dutchmen are the first team since Boston University (1974-77) to win the Whitelaw Cup three years in a row and are just the third program to pull off the feat.

The NCAA Tournament selection show airs at noon Sunday on ESPNU.

Zajac glad to be back on the ice

By Phil Janack, For The Record 
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Though most of the regular season has already passed him by, Darcy Zajac is looking forward to playing for at least another month, or more.

The 27-year-old veteran forward figures to be a key component in the Albany Devils drive for a Calder Cup playoff berth, something the New Jersey Devils’ top farm team has accomplished only once in the past 14 seasons.

A checking-line, energy forward, Zajac played four of Albany’s first five games before being hurt on Oct. 19 in Norfolk. He missed 56 consecutive games over the next five months with an upper-body injury, returning March 16 in a home win over Syracuse.

“It’s been a long year for me, a lot of practicing and a lot of rehab,” Zajac said. “It just felt good to compete and be with the team and play together and contribute to a win.”

A natural centerman, Zajac has skated at wing on a line with captain Rod Pelley in the middle and David Wohlberg. Thus far it has been an effective combination for the Devils, who are 4-1-1-1 since Zajac’s return.

“It’s just the style I like to play, up ice with a lot of pressure,” he said. “Participating, finishing checks, because you know where your linemates are going to hit those holes. Just competing, that’s the part of the game I love.”

Albany coach Rick Kowalsky put Zajac on the wing to ease his transition back into the lineup without the added responsibilities that come with playing center. Zajac and alternate captain Mike Sislo are the Devils’ only right-handed wingers.

“He looked a little more comfortable on the wing,” Kowalsky said. “Obviously, Rod Pelley is a pretty easy guy to play with, as well. We are going to need numbers and bodies. He’s a right-hand shot, so that’s important.”

Zajac, whose younger brother, Kelly, is Albany’s second-leading scorer with 40 points including a team-high 30 assists, began skating with the team in late February. In 184 games for the Devils since 2010, Zajac has 22 goals, 32 assists and 258 penalty minutes.

Since coming back, Zajac picked up an assist in a 6-2 win at Syracuse on March 22, scored a goal in a 3-2 shootout loss to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on March 23 in Atlantic City, N.J., and had an assist in Sunday’s 3-2 home shootout win over Binghamton.

“With my role, you don’t expect to do a lot every night, just maybe the simple things,” he said. “I (feel) like I wasn’t a step back. I (feel) like I was right where I left off and I was skating maybe even better. I think being around the guys the last few weeks really helped me out.”

Assistant coach Sergei Brylin, who began his North American pro career with the Albany River Rats before going on to win three Stanley Cups for New Jersey, worked with Zajac to prepare for his comeback.

“You would think maybe I’d be a little slower, a little shaky, but I think adrenaline took over,” Zajac said. “I’ve been busting my butt here for the last four, five months and skating extra in the mornings with Sergei. It just (feels) good to get out there.”

RECORD BREAKER >> There was a local flavor to Worcester’s 5-3 road victory over Portland on March 26, the AHL-record 1,257th regular-season game coached by the Sharks’ Roy Sommer.

Former Albany River Rats forward Dan DaSilva, who recently became Worcester’s career leading scorer, had two assists and rookie goaltender Troy Grosenick, a Union College product, stopped 27 of 30 shots for his 15th win in 29 games.

Sommer’s assistant, David Cunniff, is a former Albany forward and the son of late Rats head coach John Cunniff. He has worked behind the bench with Sommer since 2002.

Five different players had goals for the Sharks, who scored three times in the first period and never looked back before a crowd of 1,667 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine.

It was the 572nd win for Sommer, ranking fourth in league history. He passed AHL Hall of Fame honored member Frank Mathers for most regular-season games coached. Mathers won three Calder Cups with Hershey between 1958 and 1969.

Sommer, who turns 57 on April 5, has coached the San Jose Sharks’ top affiliate for 16 seasons, including stops in stops in Lexington, Ky. (1998-2001) and Cleveland (2001-06) before taking over Worcester.

Along the way, Sommer’s teams have had six 40-win seasons and earned three division titles, and he has coached 104 players who have gone on to make their NHL debuts. Eighteen members of this season’s San Jose Sharks played for Sommer in the AHL.

Sommer skated 10 pro seasons after being drafted by the Toronto Maple Leafs in 1977, scoring a goal in his NHL debut with the Edmonton Oilers on Jan. 28, 1981. He won a Calder Cup title with the Maine Mariners in 1984.

CARON HONORED >> Tom Caron, the original radio play-by-play voice of the Portland Pirates in 1993-94, was inducted into the team’s Hall of Fame prior to its game with Manchester at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine.

Caron is a native of Lewiston who now works as host and college hockey play-by-play announcer for the New England Sports Network. He is the 18th person to join the Pirates Hall of Fame, and first broadcaster.

“It’s amazing,” Caron told the Sun-Journal. “I’m honored, humbled and was shocked when [they] gave me the call. To get in there without skating a shift is pretty good.”

Portland won 43 games and went on to win the 1994 Calder Cup championship in their inaugural season, beating the Albany River Rats in five first-round games and the Adirondack Red Wings in six second-round games before defeating Moncton in the finals.

Of the 18 current hall of famers, 12 were part of that championship team. Many spoke about Caron in pre-taped video tributes during the ceremony.

“My passion for hockey began in this building,” Caron said. “I also quickly found out I was a lousy skater, so I had to find another way into the game.”

STAR POWER >> The Texas Stars became the first team to qualify for the 2014 Calder Cup playoffs following San Antonio’s win over Charlotte on March 23.

Texas has reached the postseason four times in five years since joining the AHL, advancing to the Calder Cup finals in its 2008-09 debut campaign.

Led offensively by MVP candidates Travis Morin and Colton Sceviour, the Stars (43-17-3-6, 95 points) lead the AHL’s Western Conference with three weeks remaining in the regular season. They were the top seed in the West in 2013 but lost in the second round of the playoffs to Oklahoma City.

Joining the Stars at the playoff party so far are the Midwest Division-leading Grand Rapids Griffins in the Western Conference, and first-place Manchester Monarchs in the Eastern Conference.

SITTING OUT >> Two Rockford defensemen were suspended a total of 14 games by the AHL for their part in an incident during the IceHogs’ loss at Chicago on March 21.

Bobby Shea is serving an eight-game sentence while Jared Nightingale earned a six-game ban following a melee in the second period which carried over into the dressing room hallway.

Nightingale left the Rockford bench to fight Chicago’s Eric Selleck, who had stepped in for Wolves teammate and leading goal-scorer Ty Rattie in a bout with Pat Mullane.

Late in the period, Shea earned a major elbowing penalty his hit on Rattie and the two fought. After leaving the ice, Shea eluded security in the hallway and crawled on his hands and knees from the rubber walkway to go after Rattie again.

Shea’s sentence lasts through April 11, while Nightingale’s suspension ends on April 8.

HELPING HAND >> After a recent lunch with teammate Eric Neilson, Syracuse’s Jon DiSalvatore was inspired to auction off the Crunch enforcer’s wallet for charity.

Believing Neilson’s wallet was too large, DiSalvatore replaced it with a money clip to give him a sleeker look.

“I’m trying to help him out,” DiSalvatore told the Post-Standard, “trying to help him be more comfortable.”

DiSalvatore had Neilson, one of the Crunch’s most popular players, autograph his old wallet before putting it up for auction. All the money raised will be donated to the New York City Rescue Mission.

“Him being a fan favorite, we figured we could do some good,” DiSalvatore said.

WILD NIGHT >> The Iowa Wild had four players ejected in a fight-filled 7-0 loss to Charlotte on March 26, the team’s fifth consecutive defeat.

Coached by former Lowell Devils bench boss Kurt Kleinendorst, Iowa is last in the AHL’s Western Conference.

The two teams combined for 248 penalty minutes including 16 fighting majors and six game misconducts. Of those, 230 minutes came over three incidents in the third period alone.

“I cannot imagine that as far as the frustrations go, that this wouldn’t be the bottom,” Kleinendorst told the Register.

Iowa was assessed 162 penalty minutes with Raphael Bussieres, Tyler Cuma, Brett Bulmer and Kris Foucault all getting ejected, along with Charlotte’s Keegan Lowe and Brett Sutter.

“That’s not the way we like to see hockey games go, because that’s not really playing hockey,” Wild captain Jake Dowell said. “That’s just brawling.”

Iowa rebounded to end its streak in a 2-1 shootout win at Toronto on March 29, but lost again in Utica on Sunday, 3-2.

TV TIMEOUT ESPN anchor Linda Cohn was injured shooting a promotion for the Hartford Wolf Pack on March 28 at the XL Center.

Cohn, who played in goal at Oswego State as well as the boys varsity team at Newfield High School in Selden, N.Y., was scheduled to put on the pads and face shots by Wolf Pack players following the morning skate for their home game against Springfield.

About 20 minutes before she was scheduled to take the ice, the team posted a message on Twitter around 10 that morning which read, “Today’s appearance by Linda Cohn has been canceled and will be rescheduled. She was practicing and received a gash requiring 25 stitches.”

According to the team, Cohn was getting ready to take her turn in net and sustained a gash on her arm in a “freak accident” which required stitches.

Cohn, 54, has been a mainstay at ESPN since July 1992. A member of the Class of 1981, she was inducted into SUNY Oswego’s athletic hall of fame in 2006. 

MINARD CHARGED >> Former award-winning AHL goaltender Mike Minard is facing sex charges in Maine, where he had worked as an assistant coach for the Portland Pirates since 2011.

Minard, 37, was charged with soliciting sex from a 13-year-old fan and sending her a lewd photo. He pleaded not guilty to misdemeanor charges of solicitation of a child to commit a prohibited act and sexual misconduct with a child younger than 14.

“This guy is not a threat to anybody,” Minard’s lawyer, Timothy Zerillo of Portland, told the Spectator. “He’s not a threat to boys or girls. It’s not a situation where he was coaching this alleged victim.”

The Phoenix Coyotes, Portland’s parent team, fired Minard last month when it learned of the police investigation. According to the police report, Minard admitted sending a cellphone photo of his genitals and attempting to get the girl alone but said he wouldn’t have pursued the sexual suggestions he had made, the Press-Herald reported.

The police report also said Minard and the alleged victim met at a Pirates game in Lewiston, where she and her family sat behind the team bench. Minard gave her and a friend signed hockey sticks and introduced her to players.

Minard won 64 games in the AHL over parts of eight seasons for Hamilton, the St. John’s Maple Leafs and Manitoba Moose. He won 15 of 33 games for the CHL’s New Mexico Scorpions in his last season of 2007-08.

Minard is the only two-time winner of the AHL’s Yanick Dupre Memorial Award, presented annually since 1998 to recognize a player’s service to his local community. Minard was honored in both 2000 and 2001.

EX-FILES >> Edmonton recalled goaltender Mike McKenna from Springfield on March 27. McKenna, who backstopped the Devils farm team to its last AHL postseason berth in 2009-10, is 20-8-1, 2.30, .920 for the Falcons this season.

Florida summoned goalie Scott Clemmensen from San Antonio on March 29. Clemmensen was 3-5 in eight games for the Rampage this season, including a 5-4 shootout victory over the Western Conference-leading Texas Stars on March 27.

Abbotsford Heat assistant coach Robbie Ftorek ranks sixth in AHL history having coached 743 regular-season games. He won back-to-back Louis Pieri Awards as top coach in 1995 and 1996 and led Albany to the 1995 Calder Cup title.

Zach Boychuck set a Charlotte Checkers single-game club record with five points in a 7-0 win over Iowa on March 26. Boychuk had two goals and three assists, giving him a team-high 32 goals in 60 games. He is second to Chris Terry (27-38) with 64 points.

Center Brad Mills has seven goals and four assists and is minus-1 with 38 penalty minutes in 20 games for Rockford, including four goals in his last five games. Mills injured his ankle on recall to the parent Chicago Blackhawks in November, and played missed 47 of 48 games before returning the lineup full-time on Feb. 25.

QUOTEBOOK >>“It gave us some motivation, especially since it was a small crowd and a quiet building. It took 20 years for him to get there, so we didn’t want to give him a stinker.”

Worcester veteran Jimmy Bonneau, to the Telegram & Gazette, on a 5-3 win in Portland in coach Roy Sommer’s AHL-record 1,257th regular-season game behind the bench.

Union headed back to Frozen Four

Trent Hermann photo/Carlyn Studios Union forward Daniel Carr is caught up in a scrum in front of Providence goalie Jon Gillies as the puck is loose in the crease during an NCAA regional final.  

By Chip Malafronte, cmalafronte@nhregister.com, @ChipMalafronteon Twitter 
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Trent Hermann photo/Carlyn Studios Mat Bodie, back to the boards, holds Danieil Carr in a bearhug after he scored Union's first goal in a regional final vs. Providence. Union's Daniel Ciampini and Sam Coatta skate in to join the celebration.  

BRIDGEPORT >> Shayne Gostisbehere saw TV cameras waiting by his locker at Webster Bank Arena. So Union College’s star defenseman grabbed a brand new NCAA East Region champions baseball cap for his on-air interviews.

Asked about it by a reporter, Gostisbehere had second thoughts.

“Well, the job’s not done yet,” he said. “But this is a nice feeling.”

Earlier in the week, Union earned its first-ever No. 1 ranking in the national polls. On Saturday, the Dutchmen took a giant step toward the next objective, the school’s first national championship.

Three different players had goals while goaltender Colin Stevens stopped 25 shots in Union’s 3-1 victory over Providence before 6,655 in the East Region final. The Dutchmen (30-6-4) advance to the Frozen Four in Philadelphia to face the Northeast Region champion on April 10 at either 5 or 8:30 p.m. Boston College plays Saturday night’s UMass Lowell-Minnesota State winner in the Northeast final today in Worcester, Mass.

Bridgeport has been kind to Union in the postseason. Two years ago, the school won the East Regional here to reach its first Frozen Four, that year held in Tampa, Fla. Last March, the Dutchmen lost to Quinnipiac in the East Region final in Providence, R.I.

“We make it our goal every year to get to the Frozen Four,” Gostisbehere said. “My freshman year, we were just kind of happy to be there. This time, it’s a business trip. We’re going there to do some damage.”

Gostisbehere will surely garner the lion’s share of attention in Philadelphia. Arguably the best defenseman in college hockey this season, he was a third-round pick of the Flyers in 2012. Against Providence, he grabbed attention with a brilliant play to rob the Friars of the tying goal.

Union goaltender Colin Stevens was face down on the ice, flopping around like a fish while the left side of the net was open. Gostisbehere got down and covered the left post, using his hand to block at least three shots from Providence’s Conor MacPhee to preserve his team’s 1-0 lead.

“Last year I picked up ball hockey with the guys,” Gostisbehere said. “I guess it paid off.”

Providence goaltender Jon Gillies, fresh off a 37-save shutout of Quinnipiac a night earlier, found himself in an early hole. Union defenseman Mat Bodie, named to the all-tournament team, and forward Max Novak, the regional’s most outstanding player, scored in the first and second periods for a 2-0 lead. 

With time winding down in the third, Nick Saracino’s rebound goal pushed Providence within 2-1 and just 4:55 remaining in regulation. But Matt Hatch converted a feed from Novak to seal the victory.

Union ran its national-best unbeaten streak to 15 games (14-0-1), including 10 successive victories. It hasn’t lost since a 2-1 setback to St. Lawrence on Jan. 31. Aside from a tie with Colgate and a pair of one-goal wins that started the streak, the Dutchmen have rarely been tested over the past two months. They’ve also won 17 of their last 19 postseason games over the past three years.

Providence (22-11-6), coached by ex-Union coach Nate Leaman, was making its first NCAA appearance since 2001.

No. 1 Union tops Vermont

Union’s Noah Henry helps goalie Colin Stevens clear the puck from a scorin attempt by Vermont’s Jonathan Turk. Melanie Stengel - New Haven Register 

By Chip Malafronte, cmalafronte@nhregister.com 
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NCAA Hockey Playoffs-Union’s Noah Henry defends against Vermont’s Brendan Bradley in 3rd period action. Melanie Stengel - New Haven Register 

BRIDGEPORT, Conn. >> Union entered the NCAA tournament freshly anointed as the nation’s No. 1 team. On Friday, in its opening game at the East Regional, the Dutchmen played the role to a tee.

Matt Hatch and Max Novak had two goals each to lead Union to a 5-2 victory over Vermont, a dominating performance in every aspect, at Webster Bank Arena. Daniel Carr added two assists for the Dutchmen.

Union (29-6-4), ranked No. 1 in the national polls released earlier this week for the first time in school history, ran its national-best unbeaten streak to 14 games and will face Providence game in the regional final tonight at 5. The Friars shut out Quinnipiac, 4-0. Saturday’s winner advances to the Frozen Four in Philadelphia in two weeks.

To see an updated NCAA hockey bracket, click here: http://www.ncaa.com/interactive-bracket/icehockey-men/d1

To see Union state, click here: http://www.collegehockeystats.net/1314/teamstats/unim

To see Union game-by-game results, click here: http://www.unionathletics.com/schedule.aspx?path=mhockey&

To see Providence stats, click here:<URL destination="http://http://www.friars.com/sports/m-hockey/stats/2013-2014/teamcume.html"> http://www.friars.com/sports/m-hockey/stats/2013-2014/teamcume.html

To see Providence game-by-game results, click here: </URL>http://www.friars.com/sports/m-hockey/sched/prov-m-hockey-sched.html

Vermont (20-15-3) kept close on the scoreboard, trailing 2-1 after the first period. But it was clear Union was superior at both ends of the ice. Shots on goal were 19-8 in the Dutchmen’s favor in the first, the margin extended to 31-13 after two periods.

Matt Hatch got Union on the board at 4:15 of the first period, hustling around a Vermont defender and cutting hard toward the goal before tucking the puck through the pads of Brody Hoffman for a short-handed goal.

“The shortie was a tough one,” Vermont coach Kevin Sneddon said. “We had the poise to come back. They’re an excellent team and they took advantage of the opportunities we gave them.”

The Catamounts evened the game with 6:42 remaining in the period.

Chris McCarthy, working the puck behind the Union net, sent a pass in front that was deflected. McCarthy, skating around the cage, essentially sent the pass to himself, flicking a shot past Colin Stevens.

Novak scored the first of his two goals a little over a minute later.

Daniel Carr’s initial shot was saved. The rebound came to Kevin Sullivan in the slot, and he sent a pass across to Novak. He stopped the puck with his skate, then backhanded it into the net to give the Dutchmen the lead for good.

“We were moving the puck well down low,” Novak said. “But more importantly we were winning the battles down low. That’s a huge component to the power play and those goals came off of hard work down low.”

Union extended the lead late in the second period, Novak sending a pass toward Carr that deflected off a Vermont defender’s stick and into the net with 5:38 remaining to make it a 3-1 lead.

Mat Bodie put the game away with 8:35 remaining in the third period as he took a pass from Sullivan and led a 4-on-1 charge into the Catamounts zone. Bodie held the puck and picked his spot on Hoffman to give his team a 4-1 lead.

Vermont briefly closed the deficit to two goals on Mario Puskarich’s rebound goal with 6:41 left. But Hatch’s empty-netter sealed it for Union, which will attempt to make its second trip to the national semifinals in three seasons.

Wedgewood, Devils blank Wolf Pack

By Mike Cioffi, For The Record,, @MikeCioffi1 on Twitter 
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ALBANY >> Scott Wedgewood wasn’t called upon to make many saves through the first two periods, seeing seven shots on Saturday evening, but trailing by a pair of goals in the third period, the Hartford Wolf Pack forced the third-year pro to make 16 saves in the final stanza and Wedgewood was equal to the task. 

“I think I had a whole period against them (Hartford) either in preseason or the start of this year where I didn’t get a shot and I think it was the second period as well so its a little weird,” said Wedgewood, who improved to 10-12-3 on the season. “They (Hartford) did have zone time but we played well defensively, blocking shots and keeping them to the outside.”

“It was good to keep it out of our net tonight in another tight game in the third period,” Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. 

Wedgewood had no problem stopping them all, many with traffic in front of him, culminating in his second career AHL shutout, a 23-save performance, to lead the Devils (31-20-3-7) to a 2-0 American Hockey League victory over Hartford. 

“The main part for me today was being in it, moving around, staying on top of the play, ahead of the play. I got work but I didn’t get any show for it in the shot count,” Wedgewood said. 

With the win, Albany, who improved to 17-7-2-0 at home, snapped a three-game losing skid in front of 4,415 fans and 85 dogs in the annual “Pucks ‘N’ Paws” game at Times Union Center. The Devils, fighting for a solid playoff position with 15 regular season games left, moved four points ahead of Hershey for the final playoff spot. 

“Coming down the stretch, every point is huge for us especially in our conference,” Wedgewood said. 

After a scoreless first period, Harri Pesonen, who now has three goals and an assist in Albany’s last three games and 26 points (11 goals, 15 assists) for the season, provided his team with a 1-0 lead at 7:05 of the second period. 

“The past two weeks I’m starting to feel a little more comfortable, more relaxed. I try to work hard the whole year but sometimes I get those slumps where I don’t get the puck in and you get frustrated,” Pesonen said of his recent scoring streak. “I’m just enjoying what’s going in and working as hard as I can to keep it up and enjoying these high-stakes games.”

With Hartford goalie Dov Grumet-Morris scrambling to locate the puck, Pesonen popped home a rebound off a blast by Tim Sestito as the puck rested on the goal line behind an upright Grumet-Morris (20 saves). Sestito saw his initial shot blocked by a defender but the puck popped in the air and he was able to swipe at it and get a shot on goal. 

“I think I made a pretty risky play there,” Pesonen said. “I tried to hit Sestito late but he was able to still grab the puck and take a shot. We tried to get guys to the net and follow the rebounds. It’s tough, five and five, to score so once we get shots we need guys there to bang it in,” he added. 

Albany captain Rod Pelley would add some insurance at the 13:49 mark of the third period after he crashed the Hartford net to tap in a rebound, cleaning up a nice individual effort from teammate David Wohlberg. The goal went under review by the officials because the net was dislodged right as Pelley scored. 

“In those types of games where there’s not a lot of quality point-blank chances you’ve got to simplify and get pucks to the net. I thought we did a good job of that,” Kowalsky said. 

The matchup was a reversal of the last time the two teams met on Mar. 8 in Hartford where the Devils were the team attempting to rally from two goals down in the third period. The Wolf Pack ended up coming out on top, 4-3, when Ryan Bourque scored at 12:25 of the third to hand Albany the defeat. 

“Last week, I feel like I could have definitely had a better game,” said Wedgewood, of the loss to the Wolf Pack, where he finished with 21 saves. “Leaving points on the table is not what we want to do at this point.” 

Hartford 0 0 0 - 0

Albany 0 1 1 - 2
RPI’s Mike Zalewski signs with Vancouver Canucks

J.S.Carras/The Record Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute's Mike Zalewski (19) controls the puck in front of Dartmouth's Nick Lovejoy (2) during first period of ECAC Hockey first round play-off action Friday, March 7, 2014 at Houston Field House in Troy, N.Y..  

By Ed Weaver, sports@troyrecord.com, @edjweaver on Twitter 
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TROY >> The National Hockey League reached into the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute program again on Friday, as the Vancouver Canucks have signed sophomore center/left winger Mike Zalewski.

The New Hartford native is expected to join the Canucks with the next couple days.

Moving from left wing at midseason, Zalewski centered RPI’s top forward line with senior left winger Brock Higgs and junior Ryan Haggerty on the right. The line clicked right away and Zalewski finished the season with nine goals and 17 assists for 26 points. 

Zalewski’s signing of a free-agent contract comes just two days after Haggerty, a 28-goal scorer during the season, gave up his senior year and signed with the NHL’s New York Rangers.

“I am very excited for this opportunity with such a first-class organization like Vancouver,” Zalewski said. “It has been a lifelong dream of mine to play in the NHL and the Canucks are providing that chance.

“I have my coaches and teammates to thank for helping me grow into the player I am,” he added.

Rensselaer coach Seth Appert said that, like Haggerty, Zalewski’s signing is a tribute to “his outstanding work ethic.

“His work ethic has helped him develop into a power forward in his two years at RPI,” Appert said. “He is a great teammate and will be missed (at RPI) but we are excited to watch him with the Canucks.”

Zalewski was pretty much a scorer (12-9-21) while playing left wing during his freshman season but Appert wanted him to become more of a physical, all-around player.

“It’s one thing for a coach or a staff to ask a player to become a power forward,” Appert said, “and quite another for the player to put that into his game, to buy into and to succeed.”

Appert said Zalewski’s original thought was to remain at RPI for at least one more season.

“Mike had some opportunities at the end of the season that he originally put aside and had leaned toward staying at RPI,” Appert said. “Then Vancouver stepped up and upped the ante and indicated he’d have the opportunity of joining (the Canucks) right away. That was too good to pass up.”

Appert isn’t sure why the 6-foot-2, 210-pound Zalewski wasn’t selected in the NHL when he was eligible last season and said that, ironically, “that’s something (had he been) that would have benefitted our program. Had he been drafted, he’d likely still be in our program.”

But free-agent offers to college underclassmen are usually pretty much a “right now” proposition and something Zalewski had to grab, especially since he’ll be stepping onto an NHL ice soon.

“I’ll either meet up with them on their road trip or head out to Vancouver,” he said.

The Canucks are at Carolina on Sunday night and at Tampa Bay on Monday night before returning home to play Nashville on Wednesday.

Local fans may be able to see Zalewski play on TV on March 23 without having to pay for NHL Center Ice Package, the Buffalo Sabres’ game at Vancouver will be televised by Madison Square Garden Network.

Zalewski said he was “a bit surprised,” when the Canucks increased their offer and allow him to join the NHL team now.

“Definitely taken back,” he added. “It definitely chaneged the dynamics of my decision.”

Still, the decision wasn’t totally an easy one, he said.

“It’s a bittersweet time for me and (for) my family,” Zalewski said. “Being at RPI the past two years has been a terrific experience in which I have developed a great deal as a player, particularly as a “power forward. I have my coaches and teammates to thank for helping me grow into the player I am today.”

Zalewski said that the fact that the Canucks told me that the definitely felt that I was ready to move up to the pro level gave me a confident feeling.”

Zalewski’s contract is a dual NHL-AHL contract, though, since he signed after the NHL trading deadline, he’s ineligible to play in the American Hockey League until next season. The Canucks’ AHL farm is in Utica, just about 12 miles from Zalewski’s home.

He said he hasn’t had time to think about what he may purchase with his first pay check.

“I’m sure my parents and my brothers and sisters are all looking forward to picking out something for me (at his expense).”

Zalewski said he’ll “be pretty nervous” when he hits the ice for his first pro and NHL shift.

“Anybody would be in that situation,” he said. “On top of that, I’ll be super excited. It’s every hockey player’s dream to play in the NHL and I’m looking forward to it.”
RPI’s Haggerty signs with Rangers

J.S.Carras/The Record Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Ryan Haggerty (39) chases down puck between Dartmouth’s Andy Simpson (24) and Brandon McNally (15) during this past Friday’s ECAC Hockey preliminary round playoff game at Houston Field House in Troy.  

By Ed Weaver, For The Record 
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TROY >> When a free agent college hockey player has a season such as the one Ryan Haggerty just completed, National Hockey League teams notice.

Haggerty’s favorite team, the New York Rangers were among those teams and signed the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute junior on Wednesday.

Haggerty will join the Rangers by week’s end. He will not be sent to the Rangers’ American Hockey League team in Hartford because, since he signed with an NHL team after the league’s trade deadline, he is ineligible to play in the AHL until next season. He may play some with the Rangers but more likely, he’ll simply practice with the team.

. A Stamford, Conn. native, Haggerty scored 28 goals and added 15 assists in 35 games for the Engineers this past season. Ten of those goals came on a power play.

Haggerty was not available Wednesday but has said in the past that his “lifelong dream is to play in the NHL.”

“We’re thrilled for Ryan. What a great opportunity for him,” Rensselaer coach Seth Appert said. “Incredible, to get to sign with your hometown (-area) team,” Appert added.

Terms of the deal were not disclosed but Appert said it contains “’real good” money.

“We have watched Ryan closely the past few years,” said Rangers assistant general manager Jeff Gorton, “and the two things that stick out the most are: he can score, and he has gotten better every year. We really like Ryan’s work ethic and his drive to get better every day.”

Appert said that Haggerty’s signing, and his outstanding season, are “a testament to his work ethic.

“We’re proud of the work he put in to get better every day,” Appert said. “He came to the rink each day with the mentality to try to get better.”

Haggerty totaled 13 goals over the first 10 games this season and for much of the year, he led the nation in goals. He scored at least one goal in 19 of his 35 games.

He is second nationally among Division I players in game-winning goals, third in goals and goals per game (.80), fifth in power-play goals and 14th in points per game (1.23).

In his 106-game RPI career, Haggerty totaled 47 goals and 37 assists for 84 points.

Haggerty is a former member of the U.S. Development Program (USDP). He charted 21 goals and 27 assists for 48 in 108 games and set USDP records of goals, assists and points in a season along with a 21-27-48 scoring line in 2010-11.

The team won a gold medal at the 2011 IIHF U-18 World Junior Championship. Haggerty had two goals in six games in that tournament.

Many RPI fans are aware that Haggerty worked feverishly to improve his one-time shot and slapshot.

“He worked on his game,” Appert said. “He worked his butt off every day. He was the first one here (practice) every day and most days stayed afterwards, working on (all areas of) his game.

“We’re proud of Ryan and wish him well,” Appert added. “I look forward to proudly watching him as a member of the Rangers organization.”
Early playoff exit has RPI searching for answers

J.S.Carras/The Record Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Ryan Haggerty (39) celebrates his first period goal against Dartmouth in Sunday’s ECAC Hockey preliminary round playoff action at Houston Field House in Troy.  

By Ed Weaver, For The Record 
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TROY >> It would be easy to kick Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s hockey team when the Engineers are down.

And, to be sure, the playoff series loss to Dartmouth over the weekend puts the RPI program in a down mode.

Dartmouth left winger Brad Schierhorn scored from the lower left circle with 2:14 remaining in the game, set up by a steal-and-feed by Tom O’Brien. It was Dartmouth’s third goal of the third period and lifted them to a 5-4 victory and shocking Rensselaer fans.

Not only is it the fourth time in five seasons that Rensselaer has lost a home-ice series to a lower seeded team in the ECAC Hockey playoffs but the Engineers had a two-goal lead entering the third period of Sunday night’s deciding Game 3.

“Another year, another early exit,” one observer said after Sunday night’s defeat.

Last season, Rensselaer was seeded second but lost in three games to seventh-seeded Brown. The Engineers could have won a national championship had they not been upset by the Bears.

It’s hard to say that this year’s defeat can match last year’s, when last season’s records (12-7-3 in ECACH, 18-14-5 overall) were so much better than this years (8-9-5, 14-14-6 regular season).

Perhaps what has Rensselaer backers so disappointed, so concerned for future seasons, is the fact that the Engineers can ‘t seem win a playoff series unless it’s on the road.

As the 11th seed, RPI won at sixth-seeded Dartmouth, 2 games to 0 in 2009, then in 2012, as the 10th seed, they traveled to rival Clarkson and took down the seventh-seeded Golden Knights, 2 games to 1.

Rensselaer hasn’t won a postseason series since 2004, then the fifth-seeded Engineers beat 12th-seeded Princeton in straight games, 5-4, 3-2.

Back in 2006, the losing streak began when league newcomer Quinnipiac, the 10th seed, took down the seventh-seeded Engineers in straight games, 2-1, 4-2.

The defeats that followed were even more galling.

In 2010, the sixth-seeded Engineers, led by two-time All-American and two-time ECACH scoring champ Chase Polacek, were a big favorite over Brown, the 11th seed but the Bears posted a 3-2 victory in Game 3 after splitting the first two contests.

In 2011, RPI, with Polacek and six other seniors, was seeded fifth but lost 2 games to 1 to last-place Colgate losing Game 3 in two overtimes. The fact that Colgate then upended top-seeded Union was no solace.

Then there was last season, when RPI lost Game 1 to Brown, 3-1, were dominant in a 6-2 victory in Game 2 but then lost the deciding game, 3-2, despite outshooting Brown 42-17 (27-7 in the second and third periods).

How did it happen -- again -- Sunday night, when RPI, after losing Game 2, seemed to be in control for most of Game 3?

“We had some guys who wanted it to be easy,” said coach Seth Appert. “You need guys to want things to be hard and we struggled with that this year; not being excited for pressure-filled moments, like (against national powers) Boston College, Minnesota, and then (Sunday) night.”

Ryan Haggerty scored his 28th goal and he, Mike Zalewski and Mark McGowan each had one goal, one assist for the Engineers, who took a 4-2 lead late in the second period on a clutch goal by Mark McGowan, stuffing the puck into the bottom right corner of the net.

All the Engineers had to do was hold the Big Green to one goal over 20 minutes and they’d advance to the ECACH quarterfinals against Colgate.

It didn’t happen. The tentativeness and lack of resolve in the Engineers was noticeable.

“We came out very tentative and (eventually began) throwing the puck around and not having a lot of assertiveness, not taking charge,” Appert said. “You could feel it (tentativeness).

“It was like we were waiting for something bad to happen,” he added.

Appert said, if he hadn’t used his timeout earlier, “I probably would have used it after the first or second shift (of the third period). That’s how (noticeable it was).”

Key point: Appert had used his timeout with the Engineers leading 2-1 in the second period and about to have a 5-on-3 power play for 27 seconds. The Engineers, looking for the perfect pass-and-play, literally passed the puck around for the entire 27 seconds.

That made not having the timeout later in the game even more aggravating, Appert admitted, after some thought.

“Yeah...(assistant) coach (Nolan) Graham does a really good job with our power play and I know what he had set forth for them. Unfortunately, it didn’t come to fruition. But yeah, hindsight being 20/20, knowing that was going to happen, I probably would have saved that timeout.”

On the other hand, a goal would have given RPI a two-goal lead, and “those guys were all tired and needed that blow,” Appert said of the first power-play unit, “and it was a big point in the game. And we recovered from that.”

No bearing: A reporter asked Appert if the previous early bow-outs in postseason play may have had a negative psychological affect on the Engineers.

“No, I don’t,” said Appert, who had been asked about the home-ice, postseason losing streak several times last week.

“We came out (well) and the first two periods were hard, fast and physical. I thought we did a real good job in the second. You feel like we’re going to pull away, then they score to make it 3-2, then we go right back and (McGowan scored to) make it 4-2.

“But unfortunately,” Appert added, “when we have time to sit and think about the situation, it kind of gets on us.”

Of course, that fact could be used to suggest the previous upset defeats did affect the Engineers but ...

Appert was asked if the other three occasions this season when RPI lost two-goal leads, settling for ties, may have put doubt in the Engineers’ minds.

“No, I don’t think it was necessarily that,” he said. “I don’t know. We just weren’t assertive enough.”

What-if department: Travis Fulton, RPI’s smallest player, nearly gave the Engineers a two-goal lead (which eventually would have been three-goal, all else being the same). With the score 2-1 and the Engineer buzzing in the first, Fulton had a loose puck in traffic come to him about 12 feet from the net.

The left-handed Fulton, with his back to Dartmouth goaltender Charlie Grant, spun around for a sweep shot that clearly had Grant beaten but Fulton swept it wide. 

“I just didn’t get enough of my stick on it,” Fulton said.

The sophomore left winger admitted he’d like to have the play over again.

“For sure,” he said. “You could say that about a lot of plays, though, reflect and have regret. But everybody played their heart out and I don’t regret a thing.”

The regret is, not only will RPI not be apart of the ECACH semifinals for a 14th straight year, the Engineers will miss the quarterfinals for the third time in four years.

Reaching that latter goal, at the very least, should be there lowest-level goal next season.
Devils geared up for playoff push

J.S. Carras -- The Record, Defenseman Dan Kelly (right) is part of a leadership group that is determined to help the Albany Devils avoid a late season collapse. The Devils are attempting to reach the AHL playoffs for the first time since the 2009-10 season.  

By Phil Janack, For The Record 
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With just over a month left in the regular season, the Albany Devils find themselves once again knocking on the playoff door. This year, they hope to stick around long enough to see if it opens.

If the season were to end today, Albany would become only the second New Jersey Devils farm team in 14 years to reach the postseason. The other came in 2009-10, a year before the franchise relocated from Lowell, Mass.

It is familiar territory for the Devils, who have been in a similar position the past two years only to come up empty down the stretch.

Albany was 27-21-5-3 with 20 games to play in 2011-12, but went 4-13-1-2 and wound up 14th in the Eastern Conference, 10 points out of the eighth and final playoff spot. The Devils were 27-20-1-10 with 18 games remaining in 2012-13, ending on a 4-12-0-2 skid to finish 12th in the East, six points from the postseason.

A leadership group that includes captain Rod Pelley, alternates Tim Sestito and Mike Sislo, leading scorer Joe Whitney and defenseman Dan Kelly is determined to end the trend this spring.

“This is the big push,” Sestito said. “A lot of guys who come from college haven’t played this many games. Whether it’s taking guys aside or just leading by example, doing the right things on and off the ice so we’re fresh and ready to go each game. Everybody knows the importance and everybody wants to get a taste of the playoffs. I think we’re hungry for it, and ready for it as well.”

At 30-19-3-7, the Devils hold the eighth and final spot in the East with 70 points, one behind Binghamton in seventh, two behind Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Providence in fifth and sixth, respectively, and three ahead of Hershey in ninth.

In the Northeast Division, Albany trails first-place Springfield by eight points with a game in hand and two meetings left, including the regular-season finale on April 19. All of the Devils remaining 17 games are against conference foes, six of those within the division.

“We still have a chance to catch Springfield for the division lead, but these conference games are huge,” Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. “If you watch [the standings] every day, you can go crazy doing that. Really, [spots] one through nine are tight. The opportunities to play these teams are slowly dwindling. There’s no question we have to realize the importance of these games. Even though they’re not division games, they’re still right in the middle of the conference and right in the middle of the hunt for that eighth spot.”

One of the keys for the Devils’ playoff quest will be closing out games. They have seen eight third-period leads turn into losses, two of them in regulation, costing them 10 standings points. They blew another third-period lead on March 7 but came back to beat Portland in a shootout, 4-3.

“It’s obviously easier to play from in front than from behind; now we just have to close them out in those third periods,” Sestito said. “Usually we pride ourselves on our third-period play, and we’ve had a couple games get away from us. Hopefully, we get rd of some bad habits going forward.”

AWARD WINNERS: Left wing Jeremy Morin scored at least a point in each of Rockford’s 11 games in February, finishing with nine goals, nine assists and a plus-10 rating to earn Player of the Month honors.

A native of the Syracuse suburb of Auburn, Morin registered his first career hat trick in an 8-3 win over Iowa on Feb. 8, and had four multi-point games in all as the IceHogs went 9-0-1-1 during the month. Morin extended his point streak to 13 games with a goal against Rochester on March 4, and has 22 goals and 44 points in 44 games for Rockford this season.

Abbotsford center Markus Granlund collected five goals and seven assists and went plus-6 in 10 games to be named February’s top rookie. He had four straight games with a goal and assist, and made his NHL debut for Calgary against Los Angeles on Feb. 27. For the season, Granlund leads all first-year players with 23 goals and is third with 44 points in 50 games.

In seven appearances for San Antonio, Jacob Markstrom went 4-1-1 with a 1.31 goals-against average and .954 save percentage to be named top goalie for February. After allowing four goals in a 5-4 loss at Toronto on Feb. 5, he gave up only five more the rest of the month including shutouts over Grand Rapids on Feb. 15 and Utica on Feb. 26. Overall, Markstrom is 12-11-3, 2.56, .918 in 29 games for the Rampage.

NEW OLD FACE: Veteran forward Chuck Kobasew, who won the 2001 NCAA title in Albany as a Boston College freshman, is headed back to the AHL.

Pittsburgh acquired forwards Marcel Goc and Lee Stempniak at the NHL trade deadline and assigned Kobasew to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. In his first season with the Penguins, Kobasew had two goals and was plus-1 in 32 games, scoring in each of his first two games.

“When you’re dealing with veteran players that are quality, high-character guys, which we have, usually they understand it’s part of the business,” Wilkes-Barre coach John Hynes told the Citizen’s Voice. “There’s only one way to get what you want in this business, and that’s to get back on the horse and show you deserve to be there.”

Kobasew, 31, has 110 goals and 210 points in 600 NHL games for Pittsburgh, Colorado, Minnesota, Boston and Calgary since turning pro in 2002. He has played just one minor-league season with the Lowell Lock Monsters during the 2004-05 NHL lockout.

In 75 games for Lowell, coached that season by former Albany River Rats bench boss Tom Rowe, Kobasew led the team with 38 goals and was tied for the lead with a plus-37 rating in 79 games, ranking second with 75 points.

QUICK STRIKE: Grand Rapids forward Teemu Pulkkinen, who leads all AHL rookies with 26 goals this season, scored twice in nine seconds in a 5-1 win over Milwaukee on Feb. 26.

Pulkkinen connected 59 seconds into the third period to give the Griffins a 4-0 lead, cranking a slap shot from the right circle that nicked the post before finding he net. On the ensuing faceoff, he stole the puck from an Admirals defenseman and beat goalie Marek Manzanec from a similar spot.

The AHL record for fastest goal by two players is five seconds, shared by Hershey’s Norm Corcoran (1951), Jimmy Bartlett of the Providence Reds (1958) and Dennis Olson of the Springfield Indians (1959).

Grand Rapids broke open a 1-0 game with goals by Calle Jarnkrok and Trevor Parkes in a span of 109 seconds late in the second period to beat Milwaukee for the sixth time in the last seven meetings.

Pulkkinen has 51 points (26-25) in 60 games for Grand Rapids, and sits second in rookie scoring behind Curtis McKenzie of Texas (21-34-55).

ON A ROLL: The Chicago Wolves set a franchise record by picking up a point in their 17th consecutive home game with a 4-0 victory over Iowa on March 2.

The Wolves have not lost in regulation at Allstate Arena since dropping a 5-2 decision to Oklahoma City on Dec. 7, 2013. Since then, they have put together a 15-0-2-0 record on home ice, losing in overtime to Toronto on Jan. 17 and Milwaukee on Feb. 15, both by 3-2 scores.

Chicago swept a weekend road trip to Abbotsford, B.C. with 7-2 and 4-1 wins, and returns to Allstate for a set with Texas on Friday and Saturday. Its previous record for consecutive games with a point at home was 16, going 15-0-0-1 from Dec. 30, 2009 to March 7, 2010, including win streaks of eight and seven games. The only loss came in a shootout to Hamilton on Jan. 30, 2010.

That same season, Hershey set the AHL record for the longest home point streak at 25 games (24-0-0-1), winning 24 straight games at the Giant Center before a 4-3 regulation loss to the Adirondack Phantoms on March 21, 2010.

HELPING HAND: Defenseman Ryan Murphy was recalled by Carolina on March 6, but not before putting together the longest streak by a rookie rear guard in five seasons.

Murphy, who turns 21 on March 31, began the season with the Hurricanes and scored 11 points (2-9) in 39 games before being sent to Charlotte on Jan. 14. The 12th overall pick in the 2011 draft, he registered three assists in his first game with the Checkers.

He had not been kept off the scoresheet since Feb. 7, going 1-13-14 and plus-5 in 11 consecutive games until his recall. He had at least one assist in all 11, the longest such streak by a rookie or defenseman in the AHL since Mattias Karlsson had helpers in 12 straight for Binghamton in 2008-09.

Murphy made his pro debut on April 16, 2013 and had two assists in three regular-season games for Charlotte last year, adding two assists in five Calder Cup playoff games. He was 1-17-18 in 17 games for the Checkers this season.

EARLY NIGHT: Murphy’s goal midway through the second period of a 6-3 win over Hershey on March 2 led to the first ejection of the season for fiery Bears coach Mike Haviland.

Following an exchange with referee David Banfield, Haviland was given an unsportsmanlike conduct minor penalty and game misconduct at the 10:15 mark after Murphy scored to give Charlotte a 3-0 lead.

Haviland argued that the hybrid no-touch icing rule should have been enforced, negating the goal. Defenseman Jack Hiller, sent to Hershey by Washington for conditioning, was the lead player in pursuit of the puck sent deep into the Bears zone.

The no-touch rule calls for play to be stopped when the defending player is the first to reach the faceoff dots in the defending zone, provided the puck has cross the end line.

“I picked up on the bench and I yelled, ‘Icing! Where’s the icing?’” Haviland told the Patriot-News. “He told me to get down. I got down and said I still want an explanation. He gave me two minutes for that. It was the quickest ejection I’ve ever seen on any coach. I don’t know. Maybe certainly something that lingers from way back when, him and I from years and years ago. I have no idea. But I’ve done a lot worse for that and I’ve seen a lot worse done.”

EX-FILES: Cody McCormick, who has spent the past 3 ½ seasons in Buffalo, was traded by the Sabres along with Matt Moulson to Minnesota for Torrey Mitchell and a pair of draft picks on March 5. McCormick, 30, has 59 points (19-40) and 503 PIM in 358 career NHL games for the Sabres and Colorado.

Defenseman Matt Taormina was also moved at the trade deadline, sent by Tampa Bay with forward Dana Tyrell to Columbus for forwards Jonathan Marchessault and Dalton Smith and assigned to Springfield, where he had three assists in his first three games. Taormina, 27, had five hits and six shots on goal in 94:47 over six games with the Lightning this season and was 6-12-18 in 41 games for the Syracuse Crunch.

ew Jersey dealt forward Andrei Loktionov to Carolina along with a conditional third-round pick in 2017 for veteran forward Tuomo Ruutu. Loktionov had 12 points (4-8) in 48 games for the Devils this season.

The Florida Panthers assigned goaltender Scott Clemmensen to San Antonio on March 5. This season, Clemmensen, 36, was 6-6-1, 3.02 and .896 in 16 games for the Panthers and 1-1, 3.50, and .894 in two games for the Rampage. For his career, Clemmensen is 73-58-23, 2.75 and .906 with seven shutouts in 187 NHL games for Florida, Toronto and New Jersey.

Defenseman Matt Corrente sat out Charlotte’s game at San Antonio on March 7 serving a one-game AHL suspension for an illegal check to the head of an opponent in a 3-2 win at Norfolk three days prior. Corrente did not receive a penalty during the game from referee Jamie Koharski.

Springfield signed defenseman Mike Banwell to a pro tryout on March 7. Banwell played 19 games for the Falcons last season, and has spent most of this season with ECHL Reading in addition to a short stint in Bridgeport.

QUOTEBOOK: “Fans, media, my parents, they all look at the score. We don’t look at the score. We understand where we’re at. The score doesn’t alter our confidence right now. We just stay with it.”

Abbotsford coach Troy Ward, to the News, whose team has lost eight consecutive games following a weekend sweep by visiting Chicago.
Another year, another postseason disappointment for RPI

J.S.Carras/The Record Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Ryan Haggerty (39) watches as his shot gets past Dartmouth goaltender Charles Grant (not in photo) during the first period of Sunday’s ECAC Hockey preliminary round playoff action at Houston Field House in Troy.  
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J.S.Carras/The Record Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Ryan Haggerty (39) celebrates his first period goal against Dartmouth in Sunday’s ECAC Hockey preliminary round playoff action on Sunday at Houston Field House in Troy.  

TROY >> Playing with the lead has been a major problem for Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute all season.

Sunday night, poor play with the lead ended the Engineers’ season.

Dartmouth College, trailing by two goals entering the third period, rallied for three third-period goals -- each following an RPI defensive-zone turnover -- to hand the Engineers a most disheartening 5-4 defeat in the deciding third game of the ECAC Hockey playoffs.

Brad Schierhorn broke a 4-4 tie with 2:14 remaining in the game to complete the huge comeback.

It marked the third time in four years the Engineers lost to a lower-seeded team in their playoffs opening series.

Dartmouth (10-18-4) advances to play top-seeded, regular-season champion Union in a best-of-three quarterfinal-round series next weekend at Union (24-6-4).

Brandon McNally had one goal and two assists for Dartmouth, Eric Neiley notched his fourth goal of the series and Tim O’Brien scored a shorthanded goal and set up Schierhorn’s game-winner. 

If the Engineers thought their season ended abruptly last season, when as the second seed they were taken out by 7th-seeded Brown, their heads might still be spinning Monday morning. They had a 4-2 lead in the third period Sunday night and couldn’t hold it.

Three times during the season RPI held two-goal leads in games that ended tied.

Oh, how they would have loved overtime Sunday night.

With just less than three minutes to play, Dartmouth right winger O’Brien took a couple strides down the slot, anticipating a pass from the right sideboards. It came, and O’Brien was near top speed when he intercepted it. He skate toward the RPI net, faked a shot and dished to a wide-open Schierhorn, who slipped the puck past RPI goaltender Scott Diebold and erupting his teammates on the Dartmouth bench.

Neiley had scored at 2:10 of the third to ignite the Big Green’s comeback, then assisted on McNally’s game-tying goal at 8:48.

The Engineers didn’t quit but they couldn’t get much going -- except for Matt Neal’s short-range shot off the crossbar -- “with 20 seconds to go,” he said.

“This is one of the toughest losses of my career,” said junior right winger Ryan Haggerty, who scored his 28th goal for the Engineers.

It marked the first time in nearly two years that Dartmouth won a game after trailing at the outset of the third period. The Big Green were 0-11-0 in such situations this season. And it’s the fifth in 10 years the Big Green won a best-of-three series after losing Game 1.

“It’s as about as hard a loss as you can have,” RPI coach Seth Appert. “We have a great group of men in that locker room who are hurting right now.”

Mike Zalewski and Mark McGowan each had one goal, one assist for the Engineers and Haggerty assisted on Zalewski’s goal. Mark Miller’s third forward line produced two goals -- one by McGowan and one by defenseman Chris Bradley and with the pair from the top (Zalewski) line, it should have been enough to beat one of the lesser offensive teams in the ECACH.

It wasn’t.

“I’m just stunned,” said RPI captain Matt Tinordi. “I thought we played a good game but it just fell apart on us in the third.”

He assumed some blame.

“Two of the goals were from the slot, I should have blocked them,” Tinordi said. “And we weren’t aggressive enough. We were a little bit hesitant, I guess. Then they got two (to tie the score) and it’s too late from there. It just didn’t work out for us.”

Rensselaer mistakes were profound in helping Dartmouth’s comeback but their tentative play seemed to lead to those mistakes.

Appert had a feeling soon into the period.

“We talked between the second and third (periods), that we wanted to be aggressive,” Appert said. “That was the message, to stay aggressive, let’s keep attacking. But you could feel it, those first four or five shifts, even before (Dartmouth) scored, that we had a lot guys out there who were very tentative and didn’t seem to want the puck

and just kind of hoping that the clock would run.

“Then, all of a sudden they get that squeaky one that kind of trickles through (Diebold’s) 5-hole (Neiley’s goal from just inside the right circle, on which Diebold got a glove on but dropped the puck and it slid between his feet and into the net.

“Now they have life,” Appert said. “That was it.”

Appert was asked why the Engineers had such a problem playing with the lead this season.

“I have some ideas,” he said. “You need those older guys, in that moment, to step up and just take charge. Kind of with their body language and attitude, like, ‘I got this.’ But we struggled in that area and we played tentative.”

Appert said he’d wished he’d had “a timeout to use right there but we had already used it. I probably would have used it after the first shift (or the third period) because you could feel it (RPI’s tentativeness).”

Haggerty scored a typical Haggerty goal, a one-time blast that sails past the goaltender before he can react.

That came at 3:39 into the game and about 1:50 later, RPI went on a power play. They got a couple of shots on goal but gave up the lead, as O’Brien stole the puck, went sped to the other end of the ice and beat Diebold.

Zalewski scored from the mid-slot on a rebound of a Haggerty shot for a 2-1 lead with four minutes remaining in the first and defenseman Chris Bradley scored on a blast from the left point to build the Engineers’ first two-goal lead, 3-1, with 4:17 remaining in the second period.

After Big Green defenseman Rick Pinkston scored with 1:55 remaining, McGowan restored the lead to two goals, stuffing one under Grant from traffic in front of the net just 45 seconds after Pinkston’s goal.

The Engineers had the momentum but could not maintain it.

The more Appert spoke, the more he seemed lost for words. To be sure, he and the players will relive the series -- Sunday night’s third period -- for years.

“This one stinks,” said senior defenseman Bo Dolan. “Just really no words. I don’t think you can get over a loss like that.

“I’ll speak for everybody,” Dolan continued. “This is not the way I envisioned it -- we envisioned it and it’s sad to see my college career end like that. It’s going to hard to leave this program in a way we didn’t want to.”

ECAC Hockey Playoffs

Preliminary Round

Game 3

DARTMOUTH 5, RENSSELAER 4

(Dartmouth wins series, 2-1)

Dartmouth (10-18-4) 1 1 3 -- 5

Rensselaer (15-16-6) 2 2 0 -- 4
Welsh still has something to prove

The Record file photo, Former Union College standout Jeremy Welsh (27) was back in the area on Sunday as a member of the American Hockey League’s Utica Comets.  
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In mid-October, exactly a week after playing his first local hockey game as a pro, former Union College star forward Jeremy Welsh found himself back in the NHL for the third time in his young career.

The first time came in 2012, debuting with one game shortly after signing a free-agent contract with the Carolina Hurricanes following his junior season, where he set a school single-season record with 27 goals in 40 games and led the Dutchmen to their first ever appearance in the NCAA Frozen Four.

Welsh spent most of his first full season as a pro in the AHL with Charlotte, the Hurricanes’ top farm team that played in Albany from 2006-10, scoring 14 goals and 26 points in 69 games. He also saw action in five NHL games, with one assist.

Traded by Carolina to Vancouver less than a week before the season opener, Welsh’s latest recall came on Oct. 19, after he went scoreless and minus-2 in a 3-2 loss to the Albany Devils at the Times Union Center. This time, he stayed for more than two months, before being returned to the AHL’s Utica Devils on New Year’s Eve.

Welsh had one point in 19 games for the Canucks, deflecting a shot from teammate Ryan Stanton past Columbus goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky for his first NHL goal with 28.6 seconds left to play in a 6-2 win over the Blue Jackets on Nov. 22.

“Scoring my first goal was a huge relief,” Welsh said. “It took me around 20 games to finally get it, and you never know how many chances you are going to get. It was also great to hear from all my family and friends afterward.”

The 6-foot-3, 200-pound Welsh returned to the Times Union Center again on Sunday, scoring Utica’s lone goal in a 2-1 loss to Albany, which snapped the Devils’ four-game win streak.

It was just Welsh’s second goal in 24 games since rejoining Utica, but it was his second in the past four games. He also has four assists, with all his points coming since Feb. 5, including a three-game assist streak Feb. 5-9.

“Coming down from Vancouver, it’s felt like October here,” Welsh said. “For the second half of the season, I feel I have a lot to prove. We’re tooth and nail to make the playoffs this year, so it’s going to be a good, intense finish.”

Welsh’s goal on Sunday did not come against goaltender Keith Kinkaid, his former teammate at Union who also left the school early to turn pro. Welsh finished his Dutchmen career with 100 points (53-47) in 119 games from 2009-12.

“I couldn’t have had a better college experience,” Welsh said. “There were so many awesome people, and the hockey experience was great. I think the college route is great for any hockey player. It helps give you perspective and enjoy life outside of hockey before going pro.”

Welsh has some familiar faces in Utica. He played junior hockey with Comets forwards Brandon DeFazio and Kellan Lain with the OJHL’s Oakville (Ontario) Blades. DeFazio also played for Union’s ECAC rival, Clarkson, while Lain attended Lake Superior State.

“It’s pretty neat, the three of us being [together],” Welsh said. “We all live in the same house. It was great to know guys coming here from Charlotte.”

TEMPERS FLARE: Three of the five Adirondack Phantoms suspended by the AHL following their 2-0 loss Feb. 16 in Portland have returned to action, with the remaining players due back this weekend.

Goaltender Cal Heeter is eligible to return Saturday night in Syracuse, while forward Kris Newbury remains out until Sunday’s rematch with the Crunch at the Glens Falls Civic Center.

Former Albany River Rats defenseman Zack FitzGerald, and forwards Ben Holmstrom and Tye McGinn served their suspensions over the weekend. The five were among 12 players ejected from both teams following a line brawl at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston, Maine.

The teams combined for 329 penalty minutes, 257 of them coming in the final 22 seconds. Both the total and Adirondack’s 194 PIM were the most in one game and by one team since the Philadelphia Phantoms were assessed 210 of 373 PIM in a fight-filled contest with Binghamton on Dec. 28, 2003 at the former Spectrum.

“I’m proud of our guys for sticking up for each other,” Pirates coach Ray Edwards told the Sun-Journal, “but the whole thing was a joke.”

The brawl began when Holmstrom checked Portland’s Brendan Shinnimin and Pirates teammate Connor Murphy stepped in to challenge Holmstrom. Players began to pair off and Heeter, who had been on the bench for an extra attacker, came off to engage Portland counterpart Louis Domingue when Domingue jumped McGinn, also prompting Newbury to leave the penalty box and get involved.

On the ensuing faceoff with 19 seconds left, FitzGerald and Portland’s Kyle Hagel squared off. Hagel was given a match penalty for slashing and suspended two games, while FitzGerald picked up 40 PIM including a triple game misconduct.

The game was the final regular-season meeting between the two teams.

GOAL ORIENTED: Captain Tom Kostopoulos is poised to become the first player to register four 20-goal seasons in the 15-year history of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton franchise.

In all, 44 players have reached the 20-goal plateau in a single season for the Penguins, but none have done it four times. Kostopoulos, 35, has played parts of seven seasons for Wilkes-Barre, netting 26 goals and 58 points as a rookie in 1999-2000.

He followed up with a pro career high of 27 goals in 2001-02 and 21 in 2002-03. This season, Kostopoulos was 19-18-37 through 50 games.

“It’s not something I’ve been thinking about,” Kostopoulos told the Citizen’s Voice. “The last eight years I’ve always been a penalty killer and I haven’t seen any power-play time. I was wondering how I would adjust. It’s been fun to be more offensive and get those chances and put some of them in the net.”

Kostopoulos has played 630 NHL games for Pittsburgh, Los Angeles, Montreal, Carolina, Calgary and New Jersey, with 61 goals and 157 points. He reached a career high with 71 points (25-46) in 64 games for Manchester in 2004-05, and has 290 points (119-171) in 385 games for Wilkes-Barre.

“I feel good. It’s harder at the beginning of the season,” he said. “Once you get into the routine of practice-game-practice-game, it’s less on your body. It’s the first two months of the season that are a grind getting back up to speed.”

ON THE MEND: Rochester Americans Hall of Fame broadcaster Don Stevens missed the team’s games over the weekend to recover from surgery to repair a broken bone in his leg.

Stevens is in his 28th season as the voice of the Amerks, having also served the organization as public relations director, television host, radio talk show host as well as handling play-by-play for both TV and radio.

Last season, Stevens earned his second James Ellery Award for outstanding AHL radio coverage, and in 2011 was inducted as the 50th member of Rochester’s Hall of Fame. He has called two Calder Cup championship teams, as well as the Spengler Cup in Switzerland and the Amerks 2,000th franchise win in 2009-10.

Stevens was replaced on Feb. 21 by Kevin Sylvester, who hosts Sabres Hockey Hotline on 550 AM in Buffalo, and on Feb. 22 by Rob Sanderson, who does pregame, intermission and postgame reports on the Amerks radio network. Regular color analyst Ric Seiling, a player-assistant coach on the 1987-88 Adirondack Red Wings following his 10-year NHL career, worked both games.

GREAT OUTDOORS: With both the Giant Center and Hersheypark Arena unavailable, the Hershey Bears practiced on the outdoor rink at nearby Milton S. Hershey School on Feb. 21.

Assistant Ryan Mougenel ran practice in the absence of head coach Mike Haviland, who was recovering from the flu. It was familiar territory for Mougenel, who held practices outdoors when, as head coach of ECHL Las Vegas, his team traveled to Alaska.

“It was awesome,” he told the Patriot-News. “It was a nice change. I think it was a needed change. I thought the boys had a lot of jump. They were excited, and I was excited. It was a great thing.”

Bears winger John Mitchell played in an outdoor game at Camp Randall Stadium on Feb. 6, 2010 when he was at the University of Wisconsin. The Badgers beat Michigan, 3-2.

“Growing up, everybody kind of starts out playing outdoors,” he said. “Anytime you get a chance to get outdoors it’s always kind of new, something fresh. It was fun. It wasn’t too cold, too, actually.”

Hershey skated at the school last year to prepare for its outdoor game against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Jan. 20, 2013 at Hersheypark Stadium, a 2-1 overtime loss before a crowd of 17,311.

“To be part of an event like that, especially in a place like Hershey, was a great feeling,” said defenseman Steven Olesky. “To be outdoors again is definitely a neat feeling. Not a lot of people get to experience that these days.”

GOOD CAUSE: Grand Rapids head coach Jeff Blashill pledged $100 for each goal scored by the Griffins in their weekend games with Oklahoma City to go toward research for Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy.

Blashill became familiar with DMD in 2010-11 when he was head coach at Western Michigan University and the 2-year-old son of his assistant, Rob Facca, was diagnosed with the disease. Still close friends, Facca is now associate head coach of the Broncos.

Now 6, Louis Facca continues to battle the disease, which is the most common fatal genetic disorder diagnosed during childhood, affecting about one in 3,500 boys worldwide. There is no cure for DMD, which causes degeneration of muscle and affects the heart, legs, lungs and brain.

The Griffins also wore special helmet stickers reading “No Bad Days, Grandpa Bob Walks.” Starting May 12 in Quebec City, Louis Facca’s grandfather, Robert Facca, is walking 4,000 kilometers (2,485 miles) across Quebec and Ontario to help raise money for DMD research. Facca raised $250,000 during a similar walk in 2012.

“Just a solid family,” Blashill told Mlive.com. “They refuse to let it ruin their daily lives.”

Grand Rapids lost to Oklahoma City, 4-2, on Feb. 21, but edged the Barons, 4-3, on Feb. 22 to snap a six-game home losing streak.

EX-FILES: Captain Zach Parise finished with just one goal on 11 shots playing all six games for Team USA in the Winter Olympics. Winners of their first four games, the Americans were shut out in both the semifinals against Canada (1-0) and the bronze medal game against Finland (5-0).

Patrik Elias had one assist playing 38:48 in three of the Czech Republic’s five games. It was the fourth Olympics for Elias, xx, who also represented his country in Salt Lake City in 2002, Italy in 2006 and Vancouver in 2010.

Defenseman Andre Lakos was scoreless on three shots with a minus-4 rating in four games for Austria. His teammate, former RPI goaltender Mathias Lange, played 139:38 in three games, allowing four goals on 84 shots (.952).

Krisjanis Redlihs had two assists in just 22:16 of ice time in five games for Latvia, leading his team defensemen in scoring. Redlihs also played in the Olympics in 2006 and 2010.

Nicolas Blanchard has five goals, six assists and 81 penalty minutes in 43 games for Charlotte this season. His PIM rank second on the team behind defenseman Matt Corrente’s 97. Corrente has two goals and six assists in 49 games.

QUOTEBOOK: “The clown coach over there put Hagel on the ice with 21 seconds left. That’s what happened.”

Adirondack coach Terry Murray, to the Sun-Journal, on what sparked the late-game line brawl Feb. 16 with Portland.
RPI playing for home-ice in playoffs

J.S.CARRAS/THE RECORD Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Matt Neal (9) has the puck slip out of reach after beating Clarkson defender Kevin Tansey (10) during the first period of Saturday’s ECAC game at Houston Field House in Troy.  
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TROY >> After Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s three-point weekend on the road against nationally-ranked teams, this past weekend against a team with a losing record and one against a ranked team that had lost seven of nine games seemed to be a big opportunity for the Engineers.

Opportunities lost.

Rensselaer played one of its poorest games of the season Friday night in a 4-0 loss to St. Lawrence. The Engineers were not focused, not physical and played without the intensity and urgency they had shown one week earlier in a 1-1 tie at Colgate and a 3-1 victory at Cornell.

They never gave themselves a chance to win against 11-15-4 St. Lawrence.

Coach Seth Appert predicted that his team would bounce back on Saturday night against Clarkson.

He was proved right, as the Engineers displayed emotion, intensity and urgency. Unfortunately, they let several excellent scoring chances slip by and were held to a 2-2 tie, avoiding a pointless weekend in a game they both should have won and yet could have lost.

The tie left the Engineers with a 13-13-6 overall record and a 7-8-5 mark in ECACH play. They’ll head into the final weekend of the regular season in seventh place. If they win either on Friday night at Brown or on Saturday night, the Engineers will clinch a home-ice berth in the ECACH playoffs’ preliminary round.

Had the Engineers swept the weekend, their faint hopes to finish in fourth place and thus earn a bye past the prelim round and into the quarterfinals would have been kept alive, although the would have needed Cornell to lose to both Harvard and Dartmouth next weekend.

More immediate, and more realistic, is the need for RPI to finish at least as high as eighth, be at home for the playoffs opener against Harvard, Dartmouth or St. Lawrence (or Brown, a slight possibility) and end the string of home-ice upset defeats in the playoffs.

Last season, the second-seeded Engineers were ousted by 7th-seeded Brown, 2 games to 1 in the quarterfinals, as the Bears duplicated -- and then some -- their 2010 upset, when, as the 11th seed, they beat sixth-seeded Rensselaer.

All of college hockey remembers 2011 when last-place Colgate began its incredible march to the ECACH semifinals by beating the 5th-seeded Engineers, 2 games to 1 (then the Raiders ousted top-seeded Union).

Any RPI fan over the age of 10 can easily recall the 2007 playoffs, when the 7th-seeded Engineers were swept, 2 games to 0, by league newcomer and 10th seed Quinnipiac.

Four playoffs series at home, four defeats, by a combined 8 games to 3. (every other season since then RPI opened the playoffs on the road).

Ending that distasteful string has been one of RPI’s main goals this season.

The Engineers aren’t looking ahead or behind.

They’re focused on not taking the ice as unprepared as they did against St. Lawrence.

The lopsided defeat wasn’t what disappointed Appert most.

“The way we played,” he said. “We had no desperation, no intensity. It’s very late in the season for that.”

The shutout was the third incurred by RPI this season, by teams -- (at) Harvard, St. Lawrence and (at) Clarkson who have combined to win just 21 of their 60 ECACH games (21-30-9).

“We just didn’t bring the intensity we needed,” team captain Matt Tinordi stated.

Appert was more emphatic.

“The individual puck battles, including faceoffs, were so slanted in St. Lawrence’s favor,” Appert said, “that nothing else mattered. “Special teams, or running different plays, or breakouts didn’t matter. (St. Lawrence’s) individual will to win puck battles and therefore, they controlled the game.”

Appert also said, “we’ll turn it around. We’ve got to respond ...there’s no other choice.” 

They Engineers did so, but when leading both 1-0 and 2-1, they missed on chances to increase their lead, although it should be added that in all three of their other ECACH ties at home, RPI blew two-goal leads.

Ryan Haggerty scored his 24th goal and Jacob Laliberte notched his fifth, his first since Dec. 6 (though he missed five games since then).

“It was to see Jacob have a shoot-first mentality,” Appert said of Laliberte’s power-play goal, which we need him to have. He’s a goal-scorer, even though his assists (total) is much higher in college, he’s a goal-scorer. He always has been.” 

Junior goalie Scott Diebold made a spectacular save late in the third period, when while prone, he made a glove save to rob Matt Zarbo from just outside the crease to Diebold’s left.

As the final seconds of overtime ticked off, Clarkson came down on a 3-on-1 break into the RPI zone but sophomore defenseman Chris Bradley saved the tie, going down to smother the cross-ice pass.

“I knew I had to make a big play,” Bradley said. “I saw the clock and there was 10 seconds left, so I figured I had to lay it all out there. Knowing (an opposing player) is on the backside and there’s a back-door opportunity there, as a D-man, your job is to take away the pass and let Scotty take the shot. I just laid down and did my job.”

Appert lauded Bradley’s play.

“They go down on a 3-on-1 and Chris Bradley makes a really poised play,” Appert said. “It’s so easy there, on a 3-on-1, it’s in overtime, to panic and to run at the puck and give up a breakaway and I thought Chris did a really good job of keeping his composure and then making a heckuva defensive hockey play so we could still get a (standings) point.”

Defenseman Bo Dolan, who nearly pushed in a winning goal with 13 seconds left in overtime, said, “it was a real good effort. Scotty was huge (30 saves) and next weekend (at Brown, at Yale) is going to be fun.”

“Definitely a better effort than (Friday) night,” said sophomore center Mike Zalewski.

Clarkson goalie Greg Lewis made several saves on Haggerty, getting a slight piece of one shot that then glanced off the goalpost. He also made tough, close-range saves on Brock Higgs (twice), Johnny Rogic, Matt Neal, Mark McGowan and Tinordi.

The Engineers had two 2-on-1 breaks, shooting wide on one, passing poorly on the other, so they could have easily won the game. Instead, it’s another home-ice in which the led in the third period but wound up with one point instead of two.

However, without Diebold’s spectacular save of Bradley’s huge play, RPI loses.

Higgs, who set up Haggerty’s goal, admitted a loss would have been a crucial one.

“No, it’s not an average tie because we wanted that win really bad,” he said. “We had the lead...you always want to win those but at the same time, we got the one point, we have to grind it out next weekend and we control our own destiny (for home ice in the playoffs prelims).”

Offense still struggling: Rensselaer was expected to be among the top few offensive teams in the league this season.

It hasn’t happened.

While Haggerty is enjoying an All-ECACH season, if not All-American, as a team, the Engineers are not a high-production team. They average 2.84 goals per game and if you exclude the 20 goals they scored in the four games (5.0) against teams from the weaker Atlantic Hockey conference, the average output is just 2.53.

Fourteen times in their past 21 games and 12 times in their past 16, the Engineers have scored two or fewer goals.

Quite likely, they’ll need more in the playoffs.

CLARKSON 2, RENSSELAER 2, OT

Clarkson (10-9-0, 17-14-2) 0 1 1 0 -- 2

Rensselaer (7-8-5, 13-13-6) 0 2 0 0 -- 2
RPI, Clarkson skate to 2-2 tie

J.S.CARRAS/THE RECORD Clarkson’s Will Fredrick (37) attempts to poke the puck away from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Bo Dolan (11) during the first period of Saturday’s ECAC game at Houston Field House in Troy.  
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TROY >> Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute has been consistent in home-ice ties this hockey season; should have won them all.

The Engineers were the better team against rival Clarkson on Saturday night but had to settle for a 2-2 ECAC Hockey deadlock.

Clarkson defenseman Kevin Tansey tied the score from the mid slot with 7:40 remaining in the game after RPI failed on several chances to clear the puck, then the Engineers had several chances to gain a victory in overtime but couldn’t slide, push, or chip the puck past Clarkson sophomore goaltender Greg Lewis.

Jacob Laliberte put in his own rebound for the first goal early in the second period and Ryan Haggerty netted his 24th goal to break a 1-1 tie with 2:16 remaining in the second.

The deadlock leaves the Engineers with a 7-8-5 ECACH record and keeps them in seventh place, two points head of eighth-place Brown and three points ahead of ninth-place St. Lawrence. The Engineers play at Brown on Friday night, then conclude the season at Yale on Saturday night. If they beat Brown, the Engineers will clinch a home-ice berth in the preliminary round.

The Engineers (13-13-6 overall) nearly scored from a six-player scrum in front of the Clarkson net in the closing seconds of overtime, then the Golden Knights (10-9-1, 17-14-3) broke out with a eerily-sudden 3-on-1 into the RPI zone.

Junior defenseman Chris Bradjley was that ONE for the Engineers and he went down to block Troy Josephs’ cross-ice pass attempt, else Engineers goalie Scott Diebold would have had to make another brilliant save.

With about three minutes remaining in regulation, Diebold gloved a point-blank chip shot by Clarkson center Matt Zarbo to keep the game tied.

“I didn’t like the last seven minutes, obviously,” said RPI coach Seth Appert, “but I think was a terrific college hockey game. Two teams that probably weren’t real happy with the way they played Friday (both lost 4-0, RPI to St. Lawrence, Clarkson at Union), two teams that naturally dislike each other anyway and I thought the level of competitiveness, tenacity, goaltending at both ends, I just thought it was a tremendous college hockey game.

“The only thing I didn’t like,” Appert continued, “was, after we took that penalty (with 10:12 remaining in overtime) and they tied it (shortly after the penalty expired), we just kind of ran around a little bit for that last seven minutes. But credit to our guys, we got it back again and we were strong in overtime.”

Rensselaer defenseman Bo Dolan was deep -- at the goal line actually -- with 20 seconds to play in overtime, as the Engineers buzzed the Clarkson net. He had the puck.

“I was whacking at it,” Dolan said, “unfortunately, it didn’t go in. The goalie (Greg Lewis) actually hit it, it went straight up. I grabbed it, put it back down (on the ice) but by that time, there were too many (Clarkson) guys there.”

Then, those Clarkson guys took off -- toward the other end of the ice -- but Bradley came up big.

“I knew I had to make a big play,” Bradley said. “I saw the clock and there was 10 seconds left, so I figured I had to lay it all out there. Knowing (an opposing player) is on the backside and there’s a back-door opportunity there, as a D-man, your job is to take away the pass and let Scotty take the shot. I just laid down and did my job.”

On an RPI power play, Laliberte shot from high in the right circle, skated to his own rebound in the mid slot and fired it past Lewis.

Joe Zarbo tied the score 1-1 with a goal at 9:20.

Late in the period, Mike Zalewski, Brock Higgs, Haggerty and Craig Bokenfohr did an excellent job forechecking and forced a turnover along the rightside boards.

Bokenfohr grabbed the loose puck and chipped it to Higgs toward the blue line.

The senior center saw Haggerty -- wide open in the slot -- and 1.2 seconds later, RPI led, 2-1.

The Engineers outshot the Golden Knights, 35-32 but couldn’t get the game-winner.

CLARKSON 2, RENSSELAER 2, OT

Clarkson (10-9-0, 17-14-2) 0 1 1 0 -- 2

Rensselaer (7-8-5, 13-13-6) 0 2 0 0 -- 2
Devils sink Admirals
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ALBANY >> For the first 35 minutes, the Albany Devils and Norfolk Admirals looked like two teams sharing poll position in the Eastern Conference. Then the Devils took control, gliding to a 4-1 victory Saturday at Times Union Center.

The Devils and Admirals entered the contest tied for seventh in the conference. Coming off a 4-2 win at Adirondack Friday, the Devils now have 64 points with a 28-17-3-5 mark. Norfolk has 62 points with a 27-17-1-7 record.

“These are four point games now,” said Head Coach Rick Kowalsky. “You take a step above them and especially with some of these conference games that’s our last shot at them. They’re a tough team to play against and I thought we were night and day better tonight than we were last night.”

For the second straight game, Stefan Matteau and Mike Sislo both scored. Reid Boucher was responsible for the team’s third goal and Kelly Zajac scored into an empty net.

Keith Kinkaid earned his third consecutive win and 20th of the season. He made 25 saves, including 10 in the first, six in the second and nine in the third.

Offensively, Matteau, who has 11 goals this year, started the scoring on a give-and-go play with Adam Larsson at 4:38 of the first. Norfolk’s Norm Ezekiel tied the game at 18:09 of the second period.

Sislo broke the stalemate on the power play with a wrister from the left circle over the shoulder of netminder Viktor Fasth at 14:15.

Boucher picked the same corner to make it a 3-1 game at 18:01 of the same period.

“I thought we took the period over and certainly got some momentum,” Kowalsky said. “It was good to see us rewarded on the power play and then get that third one.”

Eric Gelinas and Joe Whitney registered assists on Sislo’s 16th tally, while Boucher’s 13th goal was unassisted.

Albany, which owned a 33-26 shot advantage, improved to 15-7-2-0 at Times Union Center.

“We just always come out and play a hard game at home,” Boucher said. “They’re a hard team to play against and we played the right way. We just bear down at home.”

The Devils conclude their three-in-three weekend with a 3 p.m. outing against the Utica Comets Sunday at Times Union Center. Fans are invited to stick around for a postgame autograph session and a postgame skate.
RPI’s defense has vastly improved

J.S.Carras/The Record RPI’s Mike Zalewski (19) as well as Ryan Haggerty, Luke Curadi and Bo Dolan, will skate tonight vs. Clarkson. They were suspended for the first meeting between the two teams.  
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TROY >> Seth Appert doesn’t often speak in superlatives. Comparatives, sure, but if you ask him if Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s 3-0 loss at Clarkson on Jan. 31 was the Engineers’ worst game of the season, it seems he wants to say yes but instead he replies, “we’ve had some stinkers.”

That night, Appert said the loss, in which the Engineers totaled only 16 shots on goal, was “dreadful, awful.”

“Our compete level was not even close acceptable.”

That night, because of the post-game brawl with Union in RPI’s previous game, the Engineers played without leading scorer Ryan Haggerty and center Mike Zalewski, who was in the middle of a hot streak, without defensemen Luke Curadi and Bo Dolan. Further, Appert himself was also suspended.

Continued poor play however, not the shorthandedness, was the reason the Engineers not only lost, but were never really in the game.

“It had nothing to do with me, or those four players being out,” Appert said after the game. “It had to do with those 17 guys wearing that red (RPI) sweater. The compete level was not even close to acceptable.

“Too many built-in excuses not to win,” Appert said, “and too many guys willing to use them.”

Appert noted that RPI defensemen “turned the puck over too much and our forwards lost too many puck battles.”

Having said all that, the dreadful defeat should have no bearing tonight, when the two longtime rivals clash again at 7 p.m. at Houston Field House.

However, when asked that question, Appert answered, “I have no idea,” perhaps hoping the Engineers will remember the drubbing to step up their play tonight.

The Engineers took a 5-2-1 skein into Friday night’s game with St. Lawrence. Improved play in the defensive zone, by forwards and defensemen alike, have played a big part in the improvement that followed a 0-5-1 slump.

“It’s a combination,” Appert said. “They (defensemen) are playing better but we’re just playing better team defense. Our forwards are backchecking harder.That’s a big, big difference right now. Our backchecking intensity is as high as it’s been all year these last seven, eight games. The way we’re coming back (on defense), the way our forwards are blocking shots, so our D-corps are certainly playing better right now and I like what they’re doing but defense is a team commitment and with how play, we need our forwards to buy into that and these past few months they’ve (forwards) had a much-higher willingness to help out the defensemen.”

Clarkson has lost four of its past five games and is 5-10-1 since a 12-3-1 start. The Golden Knights lost a 1-0 decision to Harvard last week, then were obliterated, 6-1 by Dartmouth, which dropped them out of the national rankings and into a fourth-place tie with Cornell in ECAC Hockey with a 10-8-0 league record (entering Friday night’s game at Union).

Not to dwell on the earlier loss but as bad as Rensselaer was that night, Appert said, “you have to give the opponent credit. They dominated us. They were very good that night. We didn’t play that well, we didn’t handle the (shorthanded) situation we were in, we were pretty immature about that, but Clarkson was very good that night.”

Senior left winger/center Allan McPherson, with 11 goals, 12 assists, and senior center Ben Sexton (6-17-23) lead the Golden Knights in scoring but McPherson is the only one who’s reached double figures in goals.

Left winger Jeff DiNallo has nine goals, nine assists.
Another step forward for RPI

By , The Record 
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TROY >> It almost felt like a four-point weekend.

That’s how good Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s 3-1 victory at Cornell was on Saturday night.

The Engineers outplayed the 11th-ranked Big Red for two periods, then withstood Cornell’s furious, relentless rally in the third period.

That came one night after the Engineers came within 54 seconds of defeat at Colgate but Ryan Haggerty’s extra-attacker goal at 19:06 of the third period earned them a 1-1 tie.

With all that, it almost felt like a four-point weekend.

“Well, you can’t say it feels like a four-point weekend ... because we didn’t exactly play the way we wanted to(Friday),” said Brock Higgs, who scored RPI’s first goal on Saturday night. We did a lot of good things but the result (tie) isn’t what we wanted. But like we said last seek, the effort, the execution and the process was there and we just have to keep building on it. It was there again this weekend and we hope to take it into next weekend.”

“We took three out of four points,” said RPI defenseman Bo Dolan, who had two assists and was a force in the defensive zone Saturday. “Colgate and Cornell is a tough road trip, always. We played well both games.”

The three points kept the Engineers in seventh place in ECAC Hockey with 18 points (7-7-4), one point behind sixth-place Yale and two points behind Clarkson and Cornell, who share fourth place.

Rensselaer is 5-2-1 since its six-game winless streak and after losing five of their first six ECACH road games, the Engineers are 2-0-1 in their past three.

Rensselaer won only two of its first eight ECACH games, however, and the 0-5-1 slide included two league games. So, a finish at or near the top of the league standings is not possible.

“The past four or five weeks, we’ve been playing pretty good,” coach Seth Appert said. “We had a pretty good start but we weren’t playing that well. We struggled in late-November, December, early January and so, all of sudden first place, second place, those things start slipping away from you and those are things that we thought we were capable of at the beginning of year.

“So, five weeks ago, we decided we were just going to get focused on trying to become a great playoff team and every day in practice and every game since, we just wanted to inch closer to toward being a good playoff team.”

Appert disclosed that the Engineers viewed the games as playoff games.

“We talked about it this weekend,” he said. “We’re going to play two really good (nationally-ranked) teams on the road and have to treat these like playoff games and I think our guys did.”

The Colgate game certainly had the feel.

Raiders goalie Charlie Finn, who wound up with 41 saves, had denied the Engineers repeatedly but they stayed focused and determined, until Haggerty banged in the rebound of a Mike Zalewski shot that went off Finn’s pads to Haggerty. It was his ECAC-leading 23rd goal of the season.

“Another solid weekend,” Appert said. “Another step forward toward being the real good playoff team we want to be.”

Should the ECACH standings remain the same as they are now, RPI, as the No. 7 seed, would host 10th-seeded Harvard.

Goaltending, goaltending, goaltending >> Asked what pleased him the most on Saturday night, Appert said Scotty Diebold. The junior netminder stopped 31 of 32 shots and has allowed just one goal in each of RPI’s past three games. improving his goals against to 2.41 and his saves percentage to 91.5 percent. His record is 12-11-5.

“Our goalie,” Appert said, “was really good. Our league is so good, with so many teams (six) in the Top 25 in the country (from) our league, that you’re not going to win without real good goaltending and I thought Scotty was very good when we broke down (defensively). He’s been very good for four weeks.”

Streaks ended >> Zalewski had a five-game goal-scoring skein stopped at Colgate, a six-game scoring streak halted at Cornell.

Still, his increased scoring (his season total is 8 goals-13 assists-21 points) has been a big lift for the Engineers.

Neal outstanding >> Matt Neal has scored much in recent weeks. Diebold doesn’t mind and neither should RPI fans. The junior winger blocked shots repeatedly and backchecked effectively throughout the game.

Blocked shots are not official when done by the home team scorer, they’re kept internally be each team.

So, to be sure, Neal had more blocks Saturday than the two Cornell’s stats crew credited. He had three on one shift.

He’s not concerned.

“I’m just trying to be the player the team needs me to be,” Neal said. “Need to block a shot, I’ll block a shot. Ars long as guys are playing hard and getting in passing lanes. A shot need to be blocked, that’s what it is.”

Higgs said, “Matt was just great tonight, being in lanes reading plays and getting out on shots. Just to see him getting his body in front (of the puck), to see that commitment is awesome to see.”

Home again >> The Engineers, 3-2-3 in ECACH games at Houston Field House, conclude their regular-season home schedule next week, hosting St. Lawrence (5-9-4, 11-15-4) and Clarkson (10-8-0, 17-13-2). They’ll then finish the season at Brown (7-10-1, 10-12-3) and Yale (8-7-3, 13-8-4).
Former Cane Erik Cole on Rutherford, Skinner and Francis

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Wednesday, Apr. 02, 2014

Stars Blues Hockey

Chris Lee - AP

St. Louis Blues right wing T.J. Oshie, front, collides with Dallas Stars left wing Erik Cole in third period action during an NHL hockey game Tuesday, March 11, 2014, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. 
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RALEIGH Erik Cole wore a red jersey Wednesday at Raleigh Center Ice, like a flashback to another year, another team.

Maybe the Carolina Hurricanes of 2009, the last year they were in the Stanley Cup playoffs.

Cole was practicing with the Dallas Stars, who face the Canes on Thursday at PNC Arena and are fighting for playoff position in the NHL’s Western Conference. The 35-year-old forward is recovering from an upper-body injury – the reason he was wearing red rather than Stars green. He said a decision on his playing status would be made Thursday after the morning skate.

For Cole, any game in PNC Arena is special. He was part of the Canes teams responsible for the 2006 Stanley Cup championship banner and 2002 Stanley Cup finals banner in the arena rafters. He was a member of the Canes team that reached the Eastern Conference finals in 2009, and will always be a part of the organization’s legacy and one of its more popular players.

In an interview Wednesday, Cole touched on a number of subjects.

On the expected retirement of Jim Rutherford as Canes general manager: 

“Jim’s got a lot to be proud of. Through the times I was here he always knew when to say something to guys and when not to, and seemed to know where we were at and where we were headed. When I get the chance, I will say thanks for giving me the opportunity and his belief in me when I was back in college, which means a lot. If he stays with the team in some position, the organization will be better off for it.”

On Ron Francis likely succeeding Rutherford as general manager:

“He has worn several different hats in the organization and really got the sense of what each level consists of, top to bottom. He’s been very close to Jim and for him to have that guidance and have him as a mentor and show him that side, that’s definitely a huge plus. But us players always knew that the way Ronnie carried himself, how he was as a teammate and player. You always expected this would one day be a title that would be suitable for him.”

On former Canes teammate Jeff Skinner as a potential 40-goal NHL scorer:

“I think he can be. Obviously health is always the biggest issue with anybody. If you’re going to be a 40-goal guy you can’t really miss too many games. I think Jeff definitely has that ability and has the confidence in himself that he can do that. I think that’s kind of always driven him, his belief in himself maybe when other people weren’t so sure what he was capable of.”

Comparing Stars forward Tyler Seguin to Skinner:

“They’re different personalities but (Seguin) is pretty quiet, really, a lot like Jeff was. Doesn’t say much and you have to poke and prod it out of him. I think (Seguin) has embraced the fact he’s a marquee player and a player we need to be good on a nightly basis. He’s done a good job of handling that role and being ready to play every night.”

On the potential of Stars rookie forward Valeri Nichushkin:

“He’s tremendously talented. He’s got size and skill and speed. For him, it’s more he’s learning how to play over here on the smaller ice against bigger and stronger guys than he’s played against before. He’s going to continue to get better and better. There’s a lot he can achieve. At times he’s shown a little fatigue, being a young guy in a new environment, but he’s a fantastic player.”

On playing with former Canes teammate Ray Whitney in Dallas:

“He’s a guy I’ve looked up to in my career and leaned on for advice in different situations. The years we spent in Carolina were some of the most fun years. Playing with him, just being in the locker room with him, he’s just a fun guy and a real team guy. He knows when to lighten the mood and when something needs to be addressed.”

On what separates playoff teams from the rest: 

“It’s a combination of different things. Certainly there are years injuries can get the better of you. And if there are injuries, it’s whether you have the depth of who can come up and contribute right away. It’s really about a group of guys coming together and everyone finding their niche … and going out and everybody commands each other’s best, every night. Guys don’t want to let their teammates down and perform well for the guys next to him. When you have that you find ways to win tough games.” 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Subscribe to The Charlotte Observer.

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/04/02/4812432/former-cane-erik-cole-on-rutherford.html#storylink=cpy
Boychuk sets Checkers’ scoring mark in shootout win

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Sunday, Mar. 30, 2014

With a goal and an assist in the Checkers’ 5-4 shootout win against the Oklahoma City Barons on Sunday afternoon, Charlotte forward Zach Boychuk set a new franchise record for points in a single season with 67 (32 goals, 35 assists). 

The win was the 12 this month for the Checkers, who improved to 18-17-1 at Time Warner Cable Arena this season. 

“He’s just consistent,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of Boychuk, whose 32 goals lead the AHL. “Game in and game out he’s providing offense for us and working hard away from the puck. Even the nights where he may be a bit off, he’ll still get an assist like he did (Saturday) night. He’s a guy who, when he gets the puck around the net, can finish or make a play.” 

Joining Boychuk in the Checkers’ record books was goaltender John Muse, who entered the game midway through the second period in relief of Mike Murphy, who had allowed four goals on 12 shots. 

Muse stopped all 23 shots he faced in regulation and overtime, then four of five during the shootout to pick up his 43rd career win with the Checkers, tying him with Murphy for the most in the franchise’s history. 

“He doesn’t get rattled,” said Daniels of Muse, who improved to 9-1-0 this month with the win. “For me, it all starts with his preparation. Whether it’s a game day or for a practice or a day when he’s not scheduled to play, he’s ready.” 

The Checkers’ win moved them into sole possession of seventh place (75 points) in the Western Conference, with eighth-placed Rockford (73 points and a game in hand) still to play. It also allowed the Checkers to jump four points ahead of the Barons (71 points), who now sit in ninth place. 

Murphy got the start on Sunday despite losses in seven of his previous eight appearances, and early on things again failed to go in his favor. 

Taylor Fedun put the Barons up 1-0 in the first on a shot that went off Murphy, landed behind him and then was knocked in by Matt Corrente as he attempted to clear it. 

Victor Rask, who has been centering a line of Boychuk and Matt Pistilli for the past four games, tied the score at 1 just under two minutes later. The goal was the 21-year-old rookie’s third in three games. 

“I remember the first 10 games or so at the beginning of the year when I was playing with (Rask), I loved playing with him and we were really producing and playing well together,” said Boychuk, who has 10 points (4 goals, 6 assists) since joining up with Rask and Pistilli in Iowa four games ago. 

The Barons took the lead early in the second period, but the Checkers had a response thanks to Chris Terry’s 28th goal of the season. 

However, back-to-back goals by the Barons’ Will Acton and Steve Pinizzotto spelled the end of the night for Murphy. 

Less than three minutes after his exit, the Checkers tied the score on goals by Boychuk and Jared Staal. Terry and Shugg each scored to give Charlotte the 2-1 edge in the shootout.

“The last few games have meant a lot and they’ve been good battles,” said Boychuk. “To get two huge wins this weekend is huge. We didn’t want to give up points both nights, but at least we’re moving forward and creating separation.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/30/4805915/boychuk-sets-checkers-scoring.html#storylink=cpy
Canes' Loktionov makes smooth transition

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Wednesday, Mar. 26, 2014

Hurricanes Bruins Hockey

Michael Dwyer - AP

Carolina Hurricanes' Andrei Loktionov (8) shoots past Boston Bruins' Adam McQuaid (54) in the third period of an NHL hockey game in Boston, Saturday, March 15, 2014. The Bruins won 5-1. (AP Photo/Michael Dwyer)
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RALEIGH Walking into a new locker room and joining a new team is never easy, but Andrei Loktionov appears to have had a smooth transition with the Carolina Hurricanes.

Obtained in the trade this month with New Jersey that sent Tuomo Ruutu to the Devils, Loktionov has quietly gone about his business, been a responsible player on the ice and a good fit in the room.

“It’s a nice team with nice guys,” the Russian forward said this week. “It’s easy to be here. The guys support me. It makes it easy to just go play hockey and not worry about things.”

Loktionov had a goal and assist Tuesday in the Canes’ 5-4 loss to the New York Islanders. He was on the ice for three of the Isles’ goals, finishing minus-2 for the game, but did help spark the Canes’ comeback after a horrible start – the Isles taking a 4-0 lead in the first 11 minutes of the game.

“I’m really pleased with him,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “His attitude has been great in terms of wanting to learn and get better. He’s a smart little two-way player who has been dependable without the puck and he works hard. He competes. He’s earned his ice time.”

Loktionov, 23, also has given the Hurricanes something to consider heading to the offseason.

Loktionov, who has a $725,000 salary this season, will be a restricted free agent. The Canes must decide whether to give him a qualifying offer or make him an unrestricted free agent.

If the Canes feel a need for more size, he’s not a big guy at 5-11 and 190 pounds. He hasn’t put up a lot of points: two goals, two assists in 10 games. He has been with two previous organizations – the Los Angeles Kings and Devils – and been deemed expendable by both, playing almost as many games in the American Hockey League as the NHL.

There’s also the matter of the Kontinental Hockey League. Loktionov confirmed he received a lucrative offer from a KHL team after last season, but the Voskresensk native said he wants to stay in the NHL and play in the “best league in the world.”

Loktionov, with a smile, said the toughest part of the March 5 trade to the Canes was “packing my bags.”

“It’s not so much about the hockey,” he said. “Every team is much the same, the organization. It is tough learning new systems and on the ice where you have to go. 

“They showed me before the first game how I had to play, but in my mind it was still the old system, you know. You have to think where to go and it was tough the first three games maybe. Right now it’s good.”

Muller recently shuffled his lines and has had Loktionov playing with Eric Staal and Jiri Tlusty. Staal opened on the wing but took most of the faceoffs Tuesday and saw time at center.

In the first period, Loktionov set up Jeff Skinner for a shot on the power play with a sharp circle-to-circle pass. Skinner didn’t score on the shot but did moments later on a rebound.

Loktionov then scored the Canes’ second goal. After a pass off the boards from Tlusty, Loktionov knocked the puck away from Isles defenseman Travis Hamonic in the neutral zone, sped down ice and beat goalie Anders Nilsson with a deft forehand from a tight angle.

“He hasn’t had a lot of games with us yet but he seems to be a good young player,” Staal said. “You can see the skill level he has, and he has the right instincts in areas of the ice that can be helpful.”

The Canes (31-32-9), who have a road game against the Florida Panthers on Thursday, figure to have an interesting, meaningful offseason. There should be a shakeup in management, possibly another with the coaching staff. It’s likely the look of the room will change, with some players no longer around.

Miss the Stanley Cup playoffs five straight years, as the Canes almost assuredly will, and those things can happen.

But Loktionov said he hopes to be a part of his new team in the years to come.

“The people here care about me, which is nice,” he said. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/26/4795929/canes-loktionov-makes-smooth-transition.html#storylink=cpy
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DeCock: Rutherford deserves credit for past work despite current struggles

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, Mar. 24, 2014

STAAL-SP-072512-TEL

TRAVIS LONG - tlong@newsobserver.com

Jordan Staal, left, shakes hands with Carolina Hurricanes general manager Jim Rutherford during a press conference Friday, July 27, 2012, at the PNC Arena. Staal joins his brother Eric in the Hurricanes lineup after Rutherford negotiated a trade with the Pittsburgh Penguins.
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The news that Carolina Hurricanes general manager Jim Rutherford is expected to step down at the end of the season is as sad as it is unsurprising. Rutherford put in a lot of time with this franchise and steered it to its greatest success. Recent struggles aside, he deserved to go out on a better note.

Unfortunately, there have been only sour notes from the Hurricanes in recent years. On their way to missing the playoffs for the seventh time in eight years since winning the Stanley Cup, it is clearly time for a change. Only the Edmonton Oilers have been less successful among the NHL’s 30 teams over that span.

Recent struggles aside, nothing can take away from the accomplishments of Rutherford’s time with the Hurricanes. He helped bring the team here, never lost faith in the future of hockey in this market and delivered the Stanley Cup in 2006, not to mention the 2011 NHL All-Star Game. He did all of that while working under severe financial constraints at almost every juncture.

It’s a tribute to Rutherford’s work in building the franchise that even this season, with a team once again headed nowhere, the Hurricanes continue to average crowds exceeding 15,000. It can’t get much worse than this, and people still want to come watch the games.

Two lockouts couldn’t derail this franchise’s growth, and as an entire generation comes of age never knowing a Triangle without an NHL hockey team, the foundation will be more solid still. Rutherford deserves credit for keeping faith in the Triangle, especially working for an absentee owner as Peter Karmanos has remained in Detroit.

Unfortunately, there’s no getting around the team’s failure to make the postseason in recent years. 

Rutherford’s decisions to build around Cam Ward and, later, stockpiling Staal brothers and handing a long-term deal to Alex Semin, backfired spectacularly. That core has failed, and someone else will have to tear it down and start over, Rutherford starting the process on his way out with a six-year contract extension for Justin Faulk.

(Larry Brooks of the New York Post speculated Sunday that the Hurricanes’ two Staal brothers may end up joining Marc with the Rangers as opposed to the other way around.)

These recent struggles only underline the quality of his work earlier in his tenure, as he has often continued to work under the same difficult financial conditions the entire time, ones that go beyond merely the payroll. And that is the biggest challenge facing Rutherford’s successor, whether it will be Ron Francis or someone from outside the organization.

Clearly, the Hurricanes are broken, from the top down, starting with the owner. The hockey side of the operation needs a complete rebuild, from the front office to evaluation to drafting to developing to scouting to cap management.

Can an internal candidate do that? Can anyone do that on a limited budget?

That remains to be seen, but if it is Francis, don’t sell him short. Some of the players he has endorsed haven’t worked out – Zach Boychuk and Riley Nash head that list – but the results may be different if he has the final say.

When Rod Brind’Amour took over for Francis as captain, he was already a leader by example but had yet to demonstrate the kind of vocal leadership that would suggest he would thrive in that role. Two years later, the Hurricanes wouldn’t have won the Stanley Cup without Brind’Amour’s leadership, both vocal and silent.

Given a chance to lead, he excelled. The same may yet be said of Francis as an executive. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Wednesday, April 2, 2014

Matt Marquardt named Checkers Man of the Year

Per team release...

Award recognizes outstanding contributions to Charlotte community

CHARLOTTE, NC— The Charlotte Checkers are proud to announce that forward Matt Marquardt has been named the team’s winner of the IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year award for his outstanding contributions to the Charlotte community during the 2013-14 season.

Marquardt was a regular participant in nearly all of the Checkers’ community events, volunteering his time to help dozens of local non-profit organizations and schools.

Along with Checkers Director of Community Relations Elle Bunn, he led the Checkers’ St. Baldrick’s initiative, shaving his head and recruiting other players and fans to do the same, while helping raise more than $91,000 for childhood cancer research.

Marquardt also participated in the team’s new Chubby’s Buddies program, which pairs a Special Olympics athlete with a Checkers player for a series of events throughout the season. The Buddies attended Bobcats games, went on a bowling outing and skated at Time Warner Cable Arena several times.

Other events he participated in throughout the season included the Checkers’ PowerPLAY program, which teaches area elementary school students the importance of healthy eating and active living, French class visits, a Habitat for Humanity home build, the annual teddy bear delivery at Novant Health Hemby Children’s Hospital, the Checkers’ Movember fundraiser and volunteering at Project H.A.L.O., a local animal shelter and beneficiary of the Checkers’ annual Pooch Party.

Marquardt is now one of 30 finalists for the AHL’s 2013-14 Yanick Dupre Memorial Award, honoring the overall IOA/American Specialty AHL Man of the Year. The league award is named after the former Hershey Bears forward and AHL All-Star who died in 1997 following a 16-month battle with leukemia. The winner of the Yanick Dupre Memorial Award will be announced by the American Hockey League later this month.
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Tuesday, April 1, 2014

Zach Boychuk named AHL Player of the Month 

Per AHL release...

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. ... The American Hockey League announced today that Charlotte Checkers left wing Zach Boychuk has been selected as the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for March. 

Boychuk tallied nine goals and 13 assists for 22 points in 16 games during a busy month that saw the Checkers climb from 14th place (nine points out of a playoff spot) to eighth place (four points up) in the Western Conference standings. 

Boychuk notched at least one point in 12 of his 16 games played in March, and the Checkers went 12-0-0-0 in those contests. He recorded his third hat trick of the season on Mar. 2, scoring three times in the third period of a 6-3 win at Hershey, and assisted on the game-winning goal in the final minute of Charlotte’s 3-2 win at Norfolk on Mar. 4. Boychuk assisted on two game-tying goals in regulation to help the Checkers to a 5-4 shootout win at San Antonio on Mar. 7, and combined for seven points in a two-game visit to Iowa, including a career-best five-point effort in a 7-0 win on Mar. 26. Boychuk closed out the month by helping Charlotte to a pair of crucial victories over Oklahoma City, with an assist in a 3-2 shootout win on Mar. 29 and a goal and an assist in a 5-4 shootout win on Mar. 30.

 Boychuk now ranks third in the AHL in scoring with 67 points in 62 games for Charlotte this season, and is tied for the league lead with 32 goals. A first-round draft choice (14th overall) by Carolina in 2008, Boychuk has also appeared in nine NHL games with the Hurricanes in 2013-14, registering one goal and three assists. A 24-year-old native of Airdrie, Alta., Boychuk has totaled 113 goals and 143 assists for 256 points in 289 career AHL games with Charlotte and the Albany River Rats, while also notching nine goals and 15 assists for 24 points in 94 career NHL contests with Carolina, Nashville and Pittsburgh.

 ---

 Here's an excerpt from Sunday's gamer story, where Boychuk recorded a goal and an assist to set a new single-season scoring record for the Checkers with 67 points. 

With a goal and an assist in the Checkers 5-4 shootout win over the Oklahoma City Barons in front of 8,011 on Sunday afternoon, Charlotte forward Zach Boychuk set a new franchise-record for points in a single season with 67 (32g, 35a). 

The win was the 12 of this month for the Checkers, who improved to 18-17-1 at Time Warner Cable Arena this season. 

“He’s just consistent,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of Boychuk, whose 32 goals leads the AHL. “Game in and game out he’s providing offense for us and working hard away from the puck. Even the nights where he may be a bit off, he’ll still get an assist like he did (Saturday) night. He’s a guy, who when he gets the puck around the net, can finish, or make a play.” 

Boychuk’s 22 points (9g, 13a) this month are the most in team history in terms of total points. He and Chris Terry, who was recalled to Carolina earlier Tuesday, are the only Checkers to ever post 20 points in a given month (Terry finished this month with 20 points (10g, 10a). 

Boychuk joined John Muse (the AHL Player of the Week) as the second Checkers player to be recognized by the AHL in the past two days. 
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Chris Terry recalled to Carolina Hurricanes 

 Per team release...

 RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled forward Chris Terry from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL) on an emergency basis.

 Terry, 24, has played in eight NHL games with Carolina this season, averaging 11:38 of ice time per game. The Brampton, Ont., native ranks second among Charlotte skaters this season in goals (28), power-play goals (14) and points (66) and first in assists (38) in 63 games. Terry (5’10”, 195 lbs.)  has scored one goal in 11 career NHL games with Carolina since being drafted by the Hurricanes in the fifth round, 132nd overall, in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft.

 ---

 This is Terry's second recall in the past two weeks. It's not immediately clear how long the Checkers will be without his services.

 With forwards Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods out for the season and Aaron Palushaj (upper body injury) ruled out through this coming weekend, it's possible that the newly signed Phil Di Guiseppe could see action.

 Di Guiseppe, a second-round pick in 2012, is yet to play in a game for the Checkers since signing his contract last Wednesday.

 Terry recorded 20 points (10g, 10a) in the month of March (16 games), which would have been a team-record had Zach Boychuk not also caught fire and recorded 22 points  (9g, 13a).
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Monday, March 31, 2014

John Muse earns AHL Player of the Week honors

Per team release...

Goaltender went 4-0-0 to propel Checkers into playoff position                               

CHARLOTTE, NC—The American Hockey League announced today that Checkers goaltender John Muse has been selected as the CCM/AHL Player of the Week for the period ending Mar. 30, 2014.

Muse stopped 105 of 108 shots in four appearances last week, going 4-0-0 with a 0.81 goals-against average and a .972 save percentage to propel the Checkers into a playoff position in the Western Conference.

Entering the week three points out of eighth place in the West, Charlotte got a 24-save effort from Muse in a 2-1 road win over Iowa Tuesday followed by a 22-save shutout in a 7-0 win over the Wild Wednesday.

As Charlotte returned home for a pair of critical weekend games against Oklahoma City, Muse stopped 32 of 34 shots plus five of six shootout attempts in a 3-2 victory on Saturday night, then came on in relief Sunday afternoon and turned aside all 27 shots he faced before going 4-for-5 in the shootout for a 5-4 victory.

The Checkers’ eight-point week allowed them to move into eighth place in the Western Conference, four points ahead of Oklahoma City.

A two-time NCAA champion at Boston College (2008, 2010), Muse has a record of 26-12-0 in 40 games this season. His 26 victories set a new franchise record and have him tied for third in the league in that category.

In recognition of his achievement, Muse will be presented with an etched crystal award prior to an upcoming Checkers home game.
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Sunday, March 30, 2014

Zach Boychuk sets Checkers’ scoring mark in shootout win

With a goal and an assist in the Checkers 5-4 shootout win over the Oklahoma City Barons in front of 8,011 on Sunday afternoon, Charlotte forward Zach Boychuk set a new franchise-record for points in a single season with 67 (32g, 35a). 

The win was the 12 of this month for the Checkers, who improved to 18-17-1 at Time Warner Cable Arena this season. 

“He’s just consistent,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of Boychuk, whose 32 goals leads the AHL. “Game in and game out he’s providing offense for us and working hard away from the puck. Even the nights where he may be a bit off, he’ll still get an assist like he did (Saturday) night. He’s a guy, who when he gets the puck around the net, can finish, or make a play.”  

Joining Boychuk in the Checkers’ record books on Sunday was Charlotte goaltender John Muse, who entered the game midway through the second period in relief of Mike Murphy, who had allowed four goals on 12 shots. 

Muse went on to stop all 23 shots he faced in regulation and overtime, and then four of five during the shootout to pick up his 43rd career win with the Checkers, tying him with Murphy for the most in the franchise’s history. 

“He doesn’t get rattled,” said Daniels of Muse, who improved to 9-1-0 this month with the win. “For me, it all starts with his preparation, whether it’s a game day, or for a practice, or a day when he’s not scheduled to play, he’s ready.” 

The Checkers win moved them into sole possession of seventh place (75 points) in the Western Conference for the time being, with eighth-placed Rockford (73 points and a game in hand) still to play. It also allowed the Checkers to jump four points ahead of the Barons (71 points), who now sit in ninth place. 

Murphy got the start on Sunday despite losses in seven of his previous eight appearances, and early on things again failed to go in his favor. 

Taylor Fedun put the Barons up 1-0 in the first on a shot that went off Murphy, landed behind him, and then was knocked in by Matt Corrente as he attempted to clear it. 

Victor Rask, who has been centering a line of Boychuk and Matt Pistilli for the past four games, tied the score at 1 just under two minutes later. The goal was the 21-year-old rookie’s third in three games. 

“I remember the first 10 games or so at the beginning of the year when I was playing with (Rask), I loved playing with him and we were really producing and playing well together,” said Boychuk, who has 10 points (4g, 6a) since joining up with Rask and Pistilli in Iowa four games ago. 

The Barons took the lead early in the second, but again the Checkers had a response thanks to Chris Terry’s 28th goal of the season. 

However, back-to-back goals by the Barons’ Will Acton and Steve Pinizzotto spelled the end of the night for Murphy. 

Less than three minutes after his exit, the Checkers tied the score on goals by Boychuk and Jared Stall. That’s where the score stayed until the final shootout, where Terry and Shugg each scored to give Charlotte the 2-1 edge.

“The last few games have meant a lot and they’ve been good battles,” said Boychuk. “To get two huge wins this weekend is huge. We didn’t want to give up points both nights, but at least we’re moving forward and creating separation.”  

Notes: Brendan Woods (out for season), Greg Nemisz (out for season) and Aaron Palushaj (day-to-day) missed the game due to injuries. ... Dennis Robertson, Keegan Lowe and Phil Di Guiseppe were the healthy scratches. ... Mike Murphy (8 saves on 12 shots) has not recorded an AHL win since Feb. 16. ... John Muse has now won 23 of his last 30 decisions dating back to Nov. 23. ...The Checkers 12 wins this month are a franchise-record. The previous high water mark for a month was 10 wins in November of 2010. ... Barons goaltender Richard Bachman went 0-2 against the Checkers this weekend, despite stopping 65 of the Checkers 71 shots on net. 

 Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.com/#storylink=cpy
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Saturday, March 29, 2014

Matt Marquardt and John Muse lead Checkers to win over Barons

 With three minutes to play in Saturday’s Checkers-Barons showdown at Time Warner Cable Arena, the talk in the press box was about potential records.

John Muse had one of his best games of the season going, with saves on all 28 Oklahoma City shots to that point. 

 Fresh off a shutout of the Iowa Wild on Wednesday, Muse’s streak of not allowing a goal was approaching 145 minutes (144:23), and one more clean sheet would give him the Checkers’ franchise-record for most career shutouts with seven (passing Justin Peters). 

 Then, with 2:39 to play, Muse’s bid to put up a zero came to an end, just moments after Checkers play-by-play announcer Jason Shaya had texted the booth asking about the duration of the shutout streak, when a shot by Matthew Ford found its way through a crowd and into the back of the net. 

 With the shutout lost, a lead that felt almost insurmountable midway through the third given Muse’s play, was cut to 2-1. 

 With six seconds remaining, the game’s entire script flipped, when Taylor Fedun’s soft wrist shot evened things at 2-2, turning a contest that looked like one for the record books, into five minutes of four-on-four, and then, a shootout. 

 Muse, who finished the night with 32 saves, regained the stellar form he showed for the first 57 minutes of play and rallied to stop five of six Barons' shooters to record his 25th win of the season, as the Checkers prevailed 3-2 in front of a sellout crowd of 8, 232. 

 “He’s very professional, very focused, and he doesn’t get rattled,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of Muse, who improved to 8-1-0 with a 2.19 GAA and .933 save percentage in the month of March. “He’s able to move on after a goal -- whether it’s a good one, or a bad one -- and I think that’s a key quality in a goalie.” 

 “They’re gong to score goals, I know that,” said Muse, whose team moved to three points ahead of the Barons in the race for the final playoff spot in the Western Conference. “No one can be perfect in there. It’s all how you react to the goals that you let in. I try to just let it go and move on to the next save.” 

 The unlikely offensive hero of the night for the Checkers was Matt Marquardt, who found himself back in the lineup after being a healthy scratch in Wednesday’s 7-0 win in Iowa when Charlotte chose to use seven defensemen. 

 Marquardt finished the game with a second-period goal (his sixth of the season) and the game-winner as the Checkers sixth shooter in the shootout. 

 “I thought (Marquardt) was good,” said Daniels. “He’s played well the last couple of weeks. I wanted to go a different way (on Wednesday), it was nothing against him.” 

 Asked if he knew that Daniels was going to tab him to take the eventual game winner, Marquardt responded, “Not at all. Everyone was kind of listening to who was going to go and there was a silence there for a bit, and then he said my name and I turned around and looked at him and he had to tell me to go again. 

 “It was awesome,” continued Marquardt. “I was very excited to have the opportunity.”  

 “After I got through my (five) key guys that I normally go to (in shootouts), (Marquardt's) a guy that has scored a couple times, and I thought he had a good game and deserved an opportunity,” said Daniels. 

 Victor Rask scored the second goal for the Checkers midway through the third, when he was in the right place at the right time to bat home a shot from Matt Pistilli that came off the back boards hard.

The shootout win, coupled with a 4-1 loss for Rockford on Saturday, moved the Checkers into a tie with the IceHogs for seventh place in the Western Conference with 73 points. 

 The Checkers will take on the Barons again on Sunday at Time Warner Cable Arena, with a 1:30 p.m. scheduled puck drop. Charlotte currently leads the season-series 7-1-1. 

 “Our focus going in was getting the win and we’re leaving the building tonight with two points,” said Daniels. “we’ll be ready to go tomorrow.”

Notes: Both Ryan Murphy (12 games) and Chris Terry (nine games) saw point streaks come to an end in the Checkers win. Murphy's streak was the longest by a player in Checkers history, breaking the old record of 11 games set by fellow defenseman Bobby Sanguinetti from Jan. 12-Feb. 12, 2012. ... Checkers goalie John Muse has won 22 of his last 29 decisions dating back to Nov. 23. With 42 wins as a Checkers, Muse is now just one victory shy of tying his teammate Mike Murphy for the franchise-record. ... Victor Rask, Terry, and Brett Sutter each had five shots in the game. ... Boychuk (2g, 4a) now has six points in his last two games. ... Brendan Woods (out for the season), Greg Nemisz (out for the season) and Aaron Palushaj (out for the weekend) missed the game due to injuries. ... Keegan Lowe, Dennis Robinson and Phil Di Giuseppe were the healthy scratches. 
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Game 68 Preview: Oklahoma City Barons at Charlotte Checkers

 The Checkers woke up on Friday ranked in the Western Conference’s top eight teams for the first time in nearly five months thanks to a two-game sweep over the Wild in Iowa on Tuesday and Wednesday.

 With Rochester's ninth straight loss on Friday night, the Checkers enter Saturday's matchup with Oklahoma City with a one-point lead over the Americans.

 The Barons, who enter the day 10th in the Western Conference, are right there with Charlotte (71 points) in a battle for the eight spot in the Western Conference with 69 points.

 Of Charlotte's nine remaining games this season, four are set to come against Oklahoma City. Charlotte leads the season series 6-1-1, having won each of the first six before dropping the next two in Charlotte.

 Puck Drop: 7:00 p.m.

TV/Radio info: Video TWC Ch. 323 / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 34-30-3, Rampage 30-27-9

Checkers lineup:

 Philippe Cornet-Brett Sutter-Chris Terry

 Nicolas Blanchard-Sean Dolan-Justin Shugg

 Zach Boychuk-Victor Rask-Matt Pistilli

 Matt Marquardt-Brody Sutter-Jared Staal

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

 Rasmus Rissanen-Matt Corrente

 Ryan Murphy-Mark Flood

 John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Dennis Robertson & Phil Di Giuseppe (both newly signed)

Injured: Aaron Palushaj (ruled out for this weekend), Greg Nemisz and Brandon Woods have each been ruled out for the remainder of the regular season.

Storylines:

Charlotte forward Zach Boychuk (2g, 3a) set a franchise-record with five points in the Checkers 7-0 win over the Wild on Wednesday. Boychuk now has 19 points (8g, 11a) in 14 games this month. … Chris Terry (27g, 38a) had three assists Wednesday to tie Boychuk’s franchise record for most points in a single season (65) set in 2010-11. … In his first game back from the NHL’s Carolina Hurricanes, defenseman Ryan Murphy picked up an assist on Wednesday to set a new team record with points in 12 consecutive games (1g, 14a). His point streak breaks the team record set by Bobby Sanguinetti in 2011-12. … Defenseman Michal Jordan extended his point streak to five games (1g, 5a) with an assist on Boychuk’s second goal on Wednesday. ... The Checkers are now 10-for-22 over their last four games on the power play. For the season, Charlotte has a 23.3 percent success rate, good for second in the AHL. … The Checkers leapfrogged Rochester into eighth place in the Western Conference. The Americans (30-27-10) have dropped their last nine games. … Newly signed Phil Di Giuseppe (a 2012 second round draft pick) has joined Checkers but is unlikely to see action. … With eight fights, Wednesday’s game set new franchise records for most penalty minutes by the Checkers (86), by an opposing team (162) and by both teams (248). The previous records stood at 48, 82 and 124, respectively. … Checkers third-leading scorer Aaron Palushaj has missed the last two games and is unlikely to play this weekend, but is considered day-to-day, while Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods have both been ruled out for the remainder of the regular season (9 games). … The Barons, who as of Friday afternoon had lost four of their last five, currently sit in 10th place in the Western Conference. … Barons forward Matthew Ford has goals in four straight, the club’s longest goal streak this season. Ford has eight points (5g and 3a) over his last six games. … Barons second-leading scorer Roman Horak (47 points) has not played since March 15 with a lower body injury.

Standings Update:

source: www.theahl.com 
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Thursday, March 27, 2014

(Video) Wild game vaults Checkers into top eight

 If the season were to come to a close today, the Charlotte Checkers would be the eighth seed in the Western Conference playoffs, thanks to an emphatic 7-0 win over the Iowa Wild on Wednesday night in front of 4,675 at Wells Fargo Arena.

 Here's a rundown of the Checkers records set on the night...

 -- With five points (2g, 3a), Zach Boychuk set a new Checkers' franchise record for points in a game (previous mark was four points, which was done 15 times).

 -- Boychuk recorded his first career Gordie Howe Hat Trick (a goal, an assist and a fight)

source: www.theahl.com 

 -- The 7-0 win matched the largest margin of victory for the Checkers.

 -- John Muse made 22 saves to extend his win total this season to 24, a franchise-record.

 -- In his first game back from the NHL’s Carolina Hurricanes, defenseman Ryan Murphy picked up an assist to set a new team record with points in 12 consecutive games (1g, 14a). His point streak breaks the team record set by Bobby Sanguinetti in 2011-12

 -- Chris Terry (27g, 38a) had three assists to tie Boychuk’s franchise record for most points in a single season (65) set in 2010-11

 -- With eight fights, the game set new franchise records for most penalty minutes by the Checkers (86), by an opposing team (162) and by both teams (248). The previous records stood at 48, 82 and 124, respectively (videos below).

Notes: With Wednesday's win, the Checkers probability of making the playoffs jumped 13.5 percent to 51.4 percent, according to sportsclubstats.com. ... Defenseman Michal Jordan extended his point streak to five games (1g, 5a) with an assist on Boychuk’s second goal. ... The Checkers finished the night 4-for-5 on the power play. They are now 10-for-22 over their last four games. For the season, Charlotte has a 23.3 percent success rate, good for second in the AHL. ... The Checkers leaped past Rochester into eighth place in the Western Conference with the win. The Americans (30-26-10) have dropped their last eight games. ... Greg Nemisz, Aaron Palushaj and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury … Matt Marquardt and Dennis Robertson were the healthy scratches.

source: www.theahl.com 

Here's some post-game quotes from the Wild, via The Desmoines Register:

“It’s embarrassing when it comes to that,” Iowa captain Jake Dowell said. “But, we’re proud of each other for sticking up for one another and sticking up for ourselves. But, that shouldn’t have to happen again.”

 “That’s not the way we like to see hockey games go because that’s not really playing hockey,” Dowell said. “That’s just brawling.”

"I just wanted to get out of that third period healthy," Checkers coach Jeff Daniels told team writer Paul Branecky on Friday. "I liked the way we handled it, but there was no need for what happened and it was actually a little embarrassing."

 (s/t to @EricBoulton26 for all the video. h/t to @wyshynski who had the videos and quotes together first)
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Wednesday, March 26, 2014

Hurricanes agree to terms with Phil Di Giuseppe, assign to Charlotte

 Per team release...

2012 Draft selection completed his junior season at Michigan in 2013-14

RALEIGH, NC – Ron Francis, Vice President of Hockey Operations for the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has agreed to terms with left wing Phil Di Giuseppe on a three-year, entry-level contract. On the NHL level, the deal will pay Di Giuseppe $675,000 in 2014-15, $725,000 in 2015-16 and $775,000 in 2016-17. He will earn $70,000 per year on the American Hockey League level and the deal includes a signing bonus of $277,500.

“We’re pleased that Phil has chosen to begin his professional hockey career,” said Francis. “He’s got good size, and adds to our organization’s depth at forward.”

Di Giuseppe, 20, ranked 22nd in the Big Ten in scoring in 2013-14, totaling 13 goals and 11 assists (24 points) in 35 games for the University of Michigan. He netted game-winning goals for the Wolverines vs. Michigan State on Jan. 23, Penn State on Feb. 22 and at Ohio State on March 2. The Maple, Ont., native scored a goal to force overtime in Michigan’s Big Ten Tournament opener against Penn State, before the Wolverines fell to the Nittany Lions in double overtime to end their 2013-14 campaign.

 Selected by the Hurricanes in the second round, 38th overall, in the 2012 NHL Draft, Di Giuseppe completed his college career with 33 goals, 45 assists (78 points) and 79 penalty minutes in 116 career games for Michigan.

 ---

According to Checkers team writer, Paul Branecky, Di Giuseppe is expected to join the Checkers this week. He'll join former Brown defenseman Dennis Robertson, as the second college player to sign with the Hurricanes and be assigned to Charlotte this month. 

The Hurricanes chose Di Giuseppe with their top draft choice in the 2012 NHL Draft, after trading their first-round pick as part of the deal that landed center Jordan Staal from Pittsburgh.

With forward Greg Nemisz, Aaron Palushaj, and Brendan Woods all missing Tuesday's 2-1 win over the Iowa Wild, the Checkers used Matthew Pistilli to fill their lineup. Pistilli was recently signed to a PTO from the Florida Everblades, Carolina's ECHL affiliate. 
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Zach Boychuk, Chris Terry help Checkers move within a point of playoff spot

 Both Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry found the back of the net on Tuesday night to help the Checkers take care of the Iowa Wild, 2-1, in front of 3,902 at the Wells Fargo Arena.

 Entering the game in ninth place in the Western Conference, despite losing three of their previous four games, the Checkers managed to pull within one point of the Rochester Americans, who lost earlier in the day.

 John Muse stopped 24 of the 25 shots he faced to earn his franchise-record 23rd victory of the season.

 The goal for Terry extended his point streak to eight games (7g, 3a), while Boychuk snapped a five game goalless streak, which was his second-longest drought of the season.

 Boychuk’s 15th power-play goal (tied for most in the AHL) of the season put the Checkers up 1-0 midway through the first period.

 In the second period, an apparent icing that wound up being waived off by the officials led to a goal for the Wild to even things at 1-1.

 The Charlotte power play struck again in the third, when Boychuk and Michal Jordan assisted on a Terry one-timer from the right wing.

 The two teams will play again on Wednesday, with the puck drop scheduled for 8:05 p.m.

Notes: Boychuk (29) and Terry (27) now rank fourth and fifth, respectively, in the AHL in goals. … Jordan’s assist on Terry’s goal extended his point streak to four games (1g, 4a). He now has 11 points (1g, 10a) in 13 games this month. … Brett Sutter, who picked up an assist on Boychuk’s goal, now has 13 points (5g, 8a) in 13 games this month. … The Checkers power play went 2-for-5 on Tuesday and improved its success rate to 22.3 percent, which ranks second in the AHL. They are 6-for-17 on the man advantage over the past three games (35.3 percent). … Rochester, who Charlotte now sits just one point behind, has lost seven straight. … Defenseman Ryan Murphy was assigned by the Hurricanes earlier in the day but was unavailable for the game. … Greg Nemisz, Aaron Palushaj (day-to-day) and Brendan Woods missed the game with injuries. ... Rookie defenseman Dennis Robertson was a healthy scratch.

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/#storylink=cpy
Tuesday, March 25, 2014

'Canes reassign Ryan Murphy to Charlotte

 Per team release…

Defenseman has 12 points in 46 NHL games this season

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has reassigned defenseman Ryan Murphy to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL).

Murphy, 20, has totaled 12 points (2g, 10a) in 46 NHL games with the Hurricanes during his first full professional season. The Aurora, Ont., native has also played 16 AHL games for Charlotte in 2013-14, earning 18 points (1g, 17a). Murphy is tied for first among Checkers defensemen in assists this season, and was on an 11-game assist streak at the time of his recall to Carolina on March 6. Selected by the Hurricanes in the first round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Murphy (5’11”, 185 lbs.) has totaled two goals and 10 assists (12 points) in 50 career NHL games with Carolina.

 ---

 At the time of his last recall to Carolina, Murphy's 11-game point streak was tied for the longest by an AHL rookie this season.

 Murphy hasn't played since suffering an injury in Columbus on March 18th. The Checkers are 7-9-0 in games that the 2011 first-rounder has appeared in this season. He is expected to be available for Tuesday night's game in Iowa.

 Murphy’s return gives the Checkers eight healthy defensemen. Recent addition Dennis Robertson has been a healthy scratch the last two games. Matt Corrente, Mark Flood and Keegan Lowe rotated in and out of the lineup during Murphy’s previous stint with Charlotte.

 Posted by Seth Lakso   at 12:09 PM  0 comments     

Sunday, March 23, 2014

Frustrations mounting for Mike Murphy after Checkers loss

For Mike Murphy, a frustrating season continued on Sunday.

The Checkers backup goaltender surrendered four goals in a 4-2 loss to the San Antonio Rampage, who entered the day in last place in the West Division, in front of 8,118 at Time Warner Cable Arena.  

Murphy – who started in place of an injured John Muse – finished the afternoon with 26 saves, and with the possible exception of the fourth Rampage goal, really couldn’t be held responsible for the loss, which was his fourth in a row and seventh in his last eight decisions overall. 

Asked for comment following the game, Murphy declined, and, at this point, it’s tough to blame him. 

Following the 25-year-old’s last start, a 40-save 3-2 loss to Lake Erie on March 16, Murphy expressed his frustrations over not being able to help a team just a few points out of the playoffs gain ground. 

“I battled and I wanted to win pretty bad,” said Murphy, whose last win came on Feb. 16, following last Sunday's loss. “It’s frustrating. I’ve felt pretty good, (but) for some reason, right now, I can’t get a win. After the last one I said I was going to come out today and battle extremely hard and try to get those two points. To not get a point is unbelievable. I don’t know what to tell you. I’m not very happy.”

Over his last four losses, Murphy has gotten an average of just 1.25 goals a game of support, while posting a .899 save percentage (125 saves on 139 shots). 

Checkers captain Brett Sutter, who saw his six-game point streak (4g, 5a) snapped in the loss, came to his goaltender’s defense. 

“We’ve got to start scoring some goals for (Murphy),” he said. “I’m not sure what our exact numbers are, but obviously we haven’t given him much support lately. We have a lot of confidence in Murphy and the last four or five games he’s played great, so we’re real confident going on the road that he’s going to be able to hold the fort for us.” 

For the season, Murphy, who is the Checkers all-time leader in wins and games played, is 4-11-0, with a career-high 3.85 goals-against average and a .886 save percentage. 

San Antonio’s leading scorer Bobby Butler finished the night with two goals and two assists, while Jed Ortmeyer and Wade Megan also found their way onto the scorer’s sheet. 

Michal Jordan and Victor Rask each scored for the Checkers, who twice hit the post during a pivotal power play late in the third period. 

“I think we did everything but score on that power play,” said Checker coach Jeff Daniels, whose squad has suddenly dropped three of its last four. “I think we were in the zone for pretty close to the full two minutes and had a lot of great looks. They did a great job of tying some sticks up there. 

“This time of year, they all sting when you lose a game,” continued Daniels. “Just based on where we’re at. We’re trying to catch teams and when you’re losing you’re not catching anyone.” 

The Checkers will now pack up and head to Iowa for two in a row against the Iowa Wild, who currently sit in 14th place in the Western Conference with 60 points, beginning on Tuesday at 6:35 p.m. 

Jordan, who was one of the Checkers to send a shot off the post during that late power play, shed some light on how tough the loss was, as well as, the way the team is pulling for Murphy.

 “Every loss, especially this time of year is very tough, especially when Murphy’s back there,” said Jordan, who has 10 points (1g, 9a) in 12 games this month. “(Murphy’s) played unbelievable in the last couple games. He’s given us all these chances to win. I feel like when we get the first one it’s going to snowball and lead to a couple more for him.”

 Notes: With assists on both of the Checkers goals on Sunday, Chris Terry extended his point streak to seven games (6g, 4a). Terry now has points in 12 of his last 13 games (8g, 8a) and 61 points for the season (26g, 35a), placing him just three points shy of his career high set in 2010-11 (and four shy of the team record). … Michal Jordan (1g) extended his current point streak to three games. He now has 10 points (1g, 9a) in his last 12 games. … Victor Rask’s goal was his first since March 1. … Brendan Woods, Greg Nemisz and John Muse missed the game with injuries. Muse is “day-to-day” according to Checkers coach Jeff Daniels. … Dennis Robinson and Matthew Pistilli were the healthy scratches. ... Fan's were allowed to bring dogs to Sunday's game. Here's a photo thanks to @Checkershockey...
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(Updated) Checkers sign Matt Pistilli and Trevor Cann to PTOs

After a physical game on Friday with the San Antonio Rampage, the Checkers have added some depth for Sunday's 1:30 puck drop, in old friend Matthew Pistilli and goaltender Trevor Cann.

Both were signed on Sunday from the Florida Everblades, Carolina's ECHL affiliate.

Checkers regular netminder John Muse did not participate in Sunday's pre-game skate and there are rumors that he's out with an injury, although he didn't look uncomfortable during Friday's 4-3 win over the Rampage.

The stint in Charlotte will be Pistilli's third this season. He has 12 points (5g, 7a) in 27 AHL games with the Checkers and Bridgeport this season. With forwards Brandon Woods and Greg Nemisz both potentially out for the remainder of the season with injuries, Pistilli adds some much needed depth at the position.

Cann is a 24-year-old former second round pick (in 2007) of the Colorado Avalanche. He went 14-9-1 with a 3.00 goals-against average and an .890 save percentage with the Everblades this season. He has played in 45 career AHL games, posting a 14-25-1 record with a 3.17 goals-against average and a .895 save percentage.

Should Cann appear in a game for the Checkers this season, he would become the 10th different goaltender to start a game in net for Charlotte, extending what is already a franchise record.

Mike Murphy, who is on a personal three-game losing streak (despite making at least 27 saves in each), will get the start in net for the Checkers today.

---

Update: After backing up Mike Murphy is during the Checkers 4-2 loss to San Antonio at Time Warner Cable Arena on Sunday, Cann has been released from his PTO. 

The Checkers felt that John Muse -- who coach Jeff Daniels said was "day-to-day"following Sunday's games -- was healthy enough to travel with the team to Iowa. 

Pistilli, who was a healthy scratch on Sunday, is set to travel with the team to Iowa.
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Friday, March 21, 2014

Chris Terry stays hot in Checkers 4-3 win over Rampage

Two goals by Chris Terry and a Checkers power-play until clicking on all cylinders helped Charlotte move past San Antonio, 4-3, on Friday night in front of 8,213 at Time Warner Cable Arena.

One of the Checkers best second periods of the season began with Aaron Palushaj crumbling to the ice. 

After a scoreless – and relatively flat – first 25 minutes against the Rampage on Friday night, the Checkers, as well as the 8,213 on hand at Time Warner Cable Arena, came to life after seeing San Antonio defenseman Greg Zanon send Palushaj face-first into the boards. 

Zanon headed to the penalty box for boarding, only to be joined seven seconds later by his teammate John Lee, who was found guilty of the same infraction, while Palushaj picked himself up and remained in the game. 

The penalties set up one minute and 53 seconds of five-on-three play for the Checkers. 

With time winding down on the power play, the Checkers had generated several scoring chances, but had not found the back of the net. 

“There was something like 38 seconds left and I just said to the guys, ‘Relax, we still have time here,’” said Checkers assistant captain Chris Terry. “I just tried to calm them down and, you know, say all it takes is one shot and we’re up 1-0.” 

With seven seconds of five-on-three play remaining, Terry made good on those words, sending a shot from the point through the legs of a screening Brett Sutter (1 assist) and past San Antonio goaltender Michael Houser (41 saves). 

The goal was the first of three Checkers power-play strikes on the night, and set the tone for what ultimately turned into a 4-3 victory for Charlotte. 

The Checkers went on to score two more goals in the second, with Palushaj and Brody Sutter doing the honors, before allowing a San Antonio goal with 20 seconds to play in the frame.  

Although the late goal put a damper on an otherwise inspired period, the Checkers still managed to outshoot the Rampage, 21-9. 

In the third, goals by John McFarland and Matt Gilroy tied the game at 3-3 with 8:41 to play. 

Gilroy’s goal came after Checkers defenseman Michal Jordan had fallen at the blue line due to contact with another Rampage player. 

However, again the Checkers’ power play had an answer. 

When San Antonio defenseman Ryan Whitney was sent off for cross-checking at the 14:30 mark in the third, Charlotte’s power-play unit took to the ice and with 4:01 remaining in the game, another blast from the point by Terry, with Sutter once again screening, found the back of the net. 

“None of us wanted to see them tie the game,” said Terry, “but the power play was good for us tonight -- three goals. It stepped up. Sometimes it’s not how many you score, it’s when you score and tonight (the power play) did what it needed to do.”

The two-goal night for Terry extended his current scoring streak to five games and his point streak to six. Over his last 25 games, Terry now has 31 points (12g, 19a).

“Things are working well,” said Terry. “I’m just trying to put pucks on net. I got good screens by Sutter on both goals. You go through streaks like this where you can’t miss almost.” 

The Checkers (32-29-3), who finished the night three-for-six on the man advantage, will face the Rampage (25-29-9) again on Sunday.

Asked about how he feels about his game going into Sunday, Terry responded: “Things are going in right now and I’m going to keep shooting.”
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Getting to know the newly signed Dennis Robertson 

Caught up with Dennis Robertson in between the first and second period of Friday’s game between the Checkers and Rampage. 

The 6-foot-1-inch, 215-pound, left-shot defenseman arrived in Charlotte on Thursday night and made it to the Checkers morning skate the following day.  

The 22-year-old signed a two-year, entry level-contract with the Hurricanes on Thursday. He was originally drafted in the sixth round of the 2011 NHL draft. Carolina acquired his negotiation rights as part of the John-Michael Liles-Tim Gleanson trade on 1/1/14. 

A two-year captain at Brown University, Robertson scored 70 points (17g, 53a) during his four years with the Bears and led the team in power-play goals (5), plus/minus (+11), blocked shots (56) and penalty minutes (78) in his senior season  

Q: Have you ever been to Charlotte before?

Robertson: No, I’ve never been. I’m from a very small town in British Columbia (Forth St. John), so this whole area is kind of new to me.  

Q: Familiar with anyone already on the Checkers?

Robertson: I’ve played against (Danny) Biega (who played for Harvard). The rest of the guys, I’ve never met any of them, but with hockey being so small and (tight knit), I knew a few guys who knew them. It’s a small world in that way. 

Q: How was morning skate?

Robertson: I talked to a couple of the college guys that came in here last year. I mean, it’s just day 1. We just had one skate there and I stayed late with (Hurricanes Director of Defensemen Development) Glen Wesley there doing some extra work and he put me through the ringer a bit, but that’s good. 

Q: Has the team given you any idea when you might play and what your role could be?

Robertson: They didn’t mention anything explicitly, you know. They said that I’m here to be a part of the team. They said that I have to be ready to get a chance. They have seven (defensemen) and if they ever put me in the lineup I need to be ready to go. They didn’t try to overwhelm me on my first day with systems and stuff like that. They just wanted to start getting me comfortable and go from there.

Q: Describe your style of play and what you bring to a hockey team.

Robertson: I’m a physical player, a guy that’s going to be solid defensively. I can make some plays coming out of our zone, if I can chip in offensively with a shot of two, that’s great.

*For those interested in such things, Robertson will wear No. 20. 
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Game 64 Preview: San Antonio Rampage at Charlotte Checkers 

 After a stretch of seven wins in eight games brought the Checkers to within four points of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference, Charlotte has hit a bit of a bump with back-to-back losses. Luckily for the Checkers, Rockford – who currently holds that final spot – hasn’t been able to stretch its points lead past four.

 Tonight (and Sunday) the Checkers will play host to the San Antonio Rampage, who ranks last in the West Division with 59 points. 

 Puck Drop: 7:00 p.m.

TV/Radio info: Video TWC CH. 521 / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 31-29-1-2, Rampage 25-28-3-6

Projected Checkers lineup:

 Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Justin Shugg

 Zach Boychuk-Sean Dolan-Aaron Palushaj

 Philippe Cornet-Brody Sutter-Nicolas Blanchard

 Matt Marquardt-Victor Rask-Jared Staal

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

 Keegan Lowe-Mark Flood

 Rasmus Rissanen-Matt Corrente

 John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Dennis Robertson (newly signed)

Injured: Greg Nemisz, Brandon Woods

Storylines:

Chris Terry (4 goals, 2 assists) and Brett Sutter (4g, 4a) both have five-game point streaks. … Terry’s 57 points (24g, 33a) this season rank sixth in the AHL, while his teammate, Zach Boychuk, ranks eighth with 56 points (28g, 28a). … Another Checker to watch is center Sean Dolan, who has four goals and four assists this month after entering February with just six points (1g, 5a) overall. … On Thursday, the Carolina Hurricanes announced the signing of former Brown University defenseman Dennis Robertson, 22. His rights were acquired from the Toronto Maple Leafs as part of the trade involving John-Michael Liles and Tim Gleason in January. Robertson scored 70 points (17g, 53a) and recorded 267 penalty minutes in 128 games with Brown. Although his status is uncertain at the moment, the Checkers didn’t rule out the possibility that the 2011 sixth-round pick could see the ice this weekend. … San Antonio center Vincent Trocheck is 11th in the AHL in scoring among rookies with 41 points (16g, 25a). … The Rampage is 2-7-0-1 in its past 10 games. … Forwards Brandon Woods and Greg Nemisz are not expected to play due to injuries.

 Standings Update:

source: www.theahl.com 
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Thursday, March 20, 2014

Hurricanes agree to terms with Dennis Robertson, assign to Charlotte 

Per team release...

 Defenseman recently completed four-year career at Brown University

RALEIGH, NC – Ron Francis, Vice President of Hockey Operations for the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has agreed to terms with defenseman Dennis Robertson on a two-year, entry-level contract. In the first year, the deal will pay Robertson $550,000 at the NHL level, or $60,000 at the American Hockey League (AHL) level. In the second year, he will earn $575,000 in the NHL, or $60,000 in the AHL, and the deal pays Robertson a $120,000 signing bonus. He will join Carolina’s AHL affiliate, the Charlotte Checkers, for the remainder of the 2013-14 season.

“Dennis had a very good collegiate career at Brown, and was consistently recognized for his play and leadership,” said Francis. “We are excited to see him begin his professional career.”

Robertson, 22, recently completed his senior season at Brown University, and was named First-Team All-Ivy and was a finalist for ECAC Best Defensive Defenseman. He served his second consecutive season as the team’s captain, and led all Bears skaters with a plus-11 plus/minus rating, 78 penalty minutes, five power-play goals and 56 blocked shots. The Fort St. John, BC, native also led team blueliners and ranked fourth on the team in scoring with 17 points (6g, 11a) while playing in 30 of Brown’s 31 games.

Following his freshman season of 2010-11, Robertson (6’1”, 215 lbs.) was named ECAC All-Rookie and Second-Team All-Ivy, the latter of which he repeated in 2011-12. After a junior season that saw him serve as Brown’s captain and lead the team in assists (17) and blocked shots (65), he was named First-Team All-Ivy. Robertson completed his four-year collegiate career with 17 goals, 53 assists (70 points), 12 power-play goals, 210 blocked shots and 267 penalty minutes in 128 games at Brown. The Hurricanes acquired Robertson from Toronto on Jan. 1, 2014, along with John-Michael Liles in exchange for Tim Gleason. The Maple Leafs drafted Robertson in the sixth round, 173rd overall, in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. His career statistics are below.
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Wednesday, March 19, 2014

Checkers fall after goal in final moments is disallowed 

 With 19 seconds remaining in regulation and the Checkers trailing the Norfolk Admirals 4-3, Brett Sutter netted the game-tying goal. However, instead of taking the puck to center ice, the referees instead convened and chose to waive off the goal.

 Though there was nothing about Sutter's goal -- which appeared to be his second of the game -- that appeared illegal, referees explained that they had called coincidental minor penalties on Zach Boychuk and the Admirals' Dave Steckel, who had gotten tangled up along the wall during the play.

 Moments after play had resumed, the Admirals added to the heartbreak by scoring an empty-netter with five seconds on the clock to hand the Checkers their second loss in a row, 5-3, in front of 3,072 at Scope Arena.

 After allowing the go-ahead goal with a little over four minutes to play in Sunday's 3-2 loss to Lake Erie, the Checkers again let points slip away in the third period on Wednesday, allowing Norfolk's Devante Smith-Pelly to net the game-winner with 1:58 to play.

 Chris Terry, Matt Marquardt and Sutter scored for the Checkers, while John Muse -- who entered the game on a personal five-game winning streak -- stopped 23 of 27 shots to take the loss.

 With both Oklahoma City and Rockford off on Wednesday, the Checkers remained in 10th place, four points out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference (and one point behind the ninth-placed Barons).

 Terry, who spent Monday playing with the Carolina Hurricanes, returned to the Checkers lineup and got the scoring started with just three seconds remaining in the first period, when he redirected a shot from Michal Jordan.

 The Admirals tied the game at, 1-1, less than two minutes into the second period. A goal with less than seven minutes to play in the frame by Marquardt, made it look like the Checkers would take a 2-1 edge into the third. However, two Admirals goals in the span of 13 seconds, beginning at the 16:55 mark changed the complexion of the game.

 Brett Sutter pulled the Checkers even with the Admirals at the 7:42 mark in the third period, setting up the tense final minutes.

 The Checkers have 13 games remaining on their schedule. They'll now return to Time Warner Cable Arena this Friday and Sunday where they'll face the San Antonio Rampage.

Notes: Chris Terry has now scored goals in four straight AHL games and has a five-game point streak overall (4g, 2a). ... Brett Sutter also extended his current point streak to five games (4g, 4a). ... The Checkers finished up their season-series 5-3-0 against Norfolk to win their second consecutive GEICO Challenge Cup. ... Checkers forwards Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury.

 Posted by Seth Lakso   at 11:15 PM  1 comments     

Monday, March 17, 2014

Hurricanes recall Chris Terry (Updated)

Per team release...

Marks forward’s second NHL recall of 2013-14 season

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled forward Chris Terry from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL).

This marks the second NHL recall this season for the 24-year-old Terry. The Brampton, Ont., native played in seven games with the Hurricanes from Nov. 7-21, averaging 11:19 of ice time per game before being reassigned to the Checkers on Nov. 22. Terry (5’10”, 195 lbs.) ranks second among Charlotte skaters this season in goals (23), assists (33) and power-play goals (11), and is tied for first on the team with 56 points in 56 games. He has scored one goal in 10 career NHL games with Carolina since being drafted by the Hurricanes in the fifth round, 132nd overall, in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft.

 ---

 On Wednesday, the Hurricanes reassigned Terry to Charlotte. The forward logged 13:47 of ice time in Carolina's 3-1 win over Columbus on Tuesday, including 4:47 of power play time. He finished the game with a blocked shot. 

 Terry should be back in the Checkers lineup for their game at Norfolk later tonight. He currently has a four-game AHL point streak, as well as a three-game goal streak. 
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Sunday, March 16, 2014

Checkers drawing crowds with play despite loss on Sunday

 The Checkers are in the midst of one of their best 10-game stretches of the season and it’s not a coincidence that the run has coincided with the Charlotte’s top four scorers playing their best hockey of the season.

 The Checkers are 7-3-0 over their last 10 games – eight of which came on the road – and have climbed right back into playoff contention, setting up an exciting final few weeks to the season.

 Despite Sunday’s 3-2 loss to Lake Erie in front of 7,892 at Time Warner Cable Arena, the Checkers (31-28-3) remain just four points behind the Rockford IceHogs for the final playoff spot in the Western Conference with 14 to play. 

 Brett Sutter, Aaron Palushaj, Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry all recorded multiple-points in Saturday’s win and Terry remained hot with a short-handed breakaway goal in Saturday’s defeat.

“Over the last month, it seems like they’ve all been going well,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of his top four scorers. “They need to, for us to have a chance to get into the playoffs. They have a lot of pride and they’re kind of taking this team on their backs and carrying us. The other guys are following their lead.”

Boychuk (28g, 28a -- 56 points), Terry (23g, 33a -- 56) and Palushaj (21g, 34a -- 55) all entered Sunday ranked in the top 11 in the AHL in scoring. With four of the AHL’s top 10 in scoring currently playing with their perspective NHL clubs, Boychuk entered Sunday ranked third in the League with Palushaj and Terry tied for fifth.

 Boychuk has 11 points (5g, 6a) in his last nine games. Terry has points in nine of his last 10 games (5g, 6a), Palushaj has 11 points (3g, 8a) in his last eight and not to be forgotten is the work Sutter has been putting in lately.

 The Checkers’ captain – who on Saturday passed Zac Dalpe for third all-time on the Checkers’ scoring list and added an assist on Sunday – now has 10 points (5g, 5a) in his last 10 games.

“Things are getting interesting, every game, every point is so big for us,” said Sutter on Saturday. “We’re trying not to watch the scoreboard too much, focus on ourselves and take advantage of these home games.”

Aaron Palushaj’s impact has gone even further this season. The former second-round pick in 2007, entered Sunday tied for the AHL-lead with six game-winning goals this season.

 The Checkers are 15-4 in games where he finds the back of the net.

 The team’s success has shown in its recent ticket sales. With all six remaining home games either sold out or expected to sell out. Right now, you almost need to know someone to get a seat.

“We’ve got six games -- all weekend dates -- here in the month of March and we’re going to sell all six of them out,” said Checkers Senior Vice President of Ticket Sales Shawn Lynch. “People are turning out either for their first game, or hopefully, they’ve been to a game before and they’re bringing their family or friends back. It’s that kind of word-of-mouth advertising that’s catching fire for us.” 

For the season, the Checkers rank eighth in the AHL in average ticket sales (6,016) – a number that is expected to rise over the coming weeks.

“I think we’ve had a good core group of guys here, with Boychuk and Terry especially,” continued Lynch. “You want to see those guys succeed. You want them to get to the NHL, but fortunately for us they’ve been here for four years now and their names are becoming familiar and they’re fan favorites here.”

The Checkers will be back in action on Wednesday, when they’ll travel to Norfolk and take on the Admirals.

Notes: Mike Murphy took the loss in net on Sunday despite stopping 40 shots. The loss was the third in a row for the Checkers' goaltender. “I thought for me, (Murphy) should have been the first star out there tonight. He gave us a chance to steal a point tonight,” said Daniels following the game. ... Sean Dolan has quietly caught fire, since February began the 26-year-old center has four goals and four assists. His play has led Daniels to move him to the second line with Boychuk and Palushaj on his wings. "Dolan has played incredible and he’s been flying every night," said Murphy following Sunday's game. "He’s extremely confident and he's been promoted, which he’s deserved. He’s been quiet about it all year. He has chemistry with the players he's (out there) with and he's putting pucks in the net and been the difference in a couple games for us." ... The Checkers split their season series with Lake Erie, despite holding them scoreless on 25 attempts over four games. ... Brendan Woods and Greg Nemiscz missed the game due to injuries. ... Austin Levi was a healthy scratch.   

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-03-26T14:41:00-04:00&max-results=10#storylink=cpy
HAWK’S EYE: MAREK HRIVIK, “MR. VERSATILITY”
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Hrivik Action Shot 3bob-crawford3-150x139BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

The Hartford Wolf Pack’s Marek Hrivik has not been asked to play goal or defense yet, but as far as forward positions go, Hrivik has done it all this year.

Hrivik originally joined the Wolf Pack, two years ago at this time, as a left-winger, but this season he has spent a significant amount of time at center, and has even played right wing on occasion. The 22-year-old Slovak has proven to the Wolf Pack coaches that he can handle the differing assignments, and the back-and-forth between the middle and the flank has almost become old hat at this point.

“I’ve been doing it for a while, so I guess I’m getting used to it,” Hrivik said Wednesday. “It’s not that different to play wing or center. You just have a little bit more defensive responsibilities as a centerman, but it’s not that big of a difference.”

Although he admits to wanting to be better on faceoffs when playing center, Hrivik is encouraged by the progress he has made this season, after injuries last year limited him to 40 games-played with the Whale in his rookie campaign. His latest assignment has been to center the Wolf Pack’s top line, playing between Ryan Bourque and Jesper Fast, after J.T. Miller, who had been filling that role, was recalled by the parent New York Rangers.

Bourque scored twice in Saturday night’s 4-0 home win over Bridgeport, and Hrivik netted his tenth of the season in Sunday’s 3-0 road blanking of the Sound Tigers, leading Hrivik to the conclusion that the threesome was a good fit.

“I think we were playing good [last] weekend,” he said. “Bourquie’s a guy that skates a lot, and he can skate behind D-men and get the pucks, and Jesper’s a smart guy who can make plays, make passes. We just have to continue doing what we did last weekend and keep scoring goals.”

And what does Hrivik think his role is on that line?

“I’ve just got to be between them, I think, I’ve just got to do a little bit of both,” he said. “I think I’ve just got to make sure I win those draws, and get the pucks out of our defensive zone as quick as possible and get to the offense.”

Which is not to say that Hrivik is always thinking defense when he is skating with players like Bourque and Fast.

“This is a hard league to play in, it’s always, pucks are up and down, and you want to spend the least time that you can in your zone,” Hrivik explained. “As soon as you get out of your zone, you can go for it. But you have to take care of the D-zone first, and then you can go.”

While it’s not like the Swedish Fast and the Slovakian Hrivik grew up around the corner from one another, both cut their hockey teeth on the bigger European ice surfaces, and according to Hrivik, there is a certain shared thought process that comes from that.

“I would say it’s more that he (Fast) was playing in the Swedish League, and he would rather make a play than, let’s say, dump the puck in,” Hrivik elaborated. “That’s the kind of thing you’d expect all the time, that’s he’s going to somehow get the puck to you. So you’ve just got to be ready to receive it, and score, eventually, if he passes to you in the offensive zone.”

When Hrivik first came to the then-Connecticut Whale at the end of March, 2012, signed to a tryout agreement out of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, he made a good splash offensively, leading the Wolf Pack in postseason goals that spring and tying for the team lead in playoff points. Since then, the offense has not flowed as freely for him, with 26 points in 40 games last season and 10-13-23 in 66 games thus far this season, but Hrivik feels that his all-around game has grown by leaps and bounds.

“Obviously I think I’m a better player than I was when I first came here,” he said. “Sometimes they (goals) go in and sometimes they don’t. The points are not everything that is going on out there, there are a lot of other things that matter. As long as the team is winning and other guys are scoring, it’s not that big of a thing. I’ve just got to make sure that I play good hockey out there and help my teammates.”

Another thing that has factored into Hrivik’s development curve is the battles he has had with injuries. He played barely a half-season last year, and missed significant time his last two Junior campaigns due to injury as well.

“This is probably my first full season for the past three years, I would say.” Hrivik pointed out. “It’s a lot of games here, it’s not easy to go through a season, but everyone out there is tired, it’s not like it’s just me. So you’ve just got to make sure that you battle harder than the other guys.”

What makes that battle even more challenging, Hrivik has found out, as so many other young players have, that the jump from Major Junior to the AHL is a big and demanding one.

“The biggest difference between Junior and the AHL is the strength of the players,” he said. “The guys are stronger, faster. So you’ve got to adjust to that, you’ve got to get stronger during the summers, when you train and stuff. I think I’ve done a good job, I got stronger, I got faster, now it’s just time to cash in.”

The offensive opportunities that Hrivik has cashed in this season have tended to be less of the dazzling, highlight-reel variety and more of the hard-battling, gritty kind. Several of his ten goals, for example, have been scored from nearly impossible angles, from along, or below, the goal line on his off-wing side.

“I have a history of goals like that,” Hrivik laughed. “I don’t know, I just try to throw it in the net. My first AHL goal was from behind the net, in Portland. I have no play, I just try to throw it at the D-man’s skate or something and hope something happens. It’s never a bad play to take a shot.”

Similarly, it’s never a bad thing to be able to play many different roles and help a team in a variety of ways, as has been Hrivik’s calling card this season. That versatility may turn out to be just as good a ticket to the NHL as would be the kind of high-end offensive production that he showed a spark of in his first look at pro hockey.

“It’s the best hockey league in the world,” Hrivik said of the NHL. “If you’re going to get there, you just try and prepare for it the best you can. It’s just a plus if you can play all the positions out there, because you never know what’s going to happen. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but I think it’s something that could help me to get there.”

MCCARTHY JOINS WOLF PACK

Posted on April 2, 2014 | Leave a comment 
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Led UVM in Points and Assists in 2013-14

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack 

HARTFORD, April 2, 2014:  Hartford Wolf Pack general manager Jim Schoenfeld announced today that the Wolf Pack has signed forward Chris McCarthy to an Amateur Tryout (ATO) agreement.

McCarthy, who agreed to terms on an NHL contract with the parent New York Rangers yesterday, just completed his Senior season at the University of Vermont (Hockey East Association).  A 6-1, 205-pound native of Collegeville, PA, the 22-year-old McCarthy earned Second-Team Hockey East All-Star honors this season, notching 18 goals and 24 assists for 42 points, along with 12 penalty minutes, in 38 games.  McCarthy led the Catamounts in points and assists and finished second on the team in goals.

In 150 career games over five seasons (he was red-shirted in 2011-12 after playing five games) at UVM, McCarthy totaled 46 goals and 68 assists for 114 points, as well as 69 penalty minutes.

RANGERS SIGN CHRIS MCCARTHY – HEADED TO HARTFORD?

Posted on March 31, 2014 | Leave a comment 

CaptureBY: The New York Rangers

New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has agreed to terms with free agent forward Chris McCarthy (In picture above on left in Vermont green).

McCarthy, 22, registered 18 goals and 24 assists for 42 points, along with 12 penalty minutes and a plus-16 rating in 38 games with the University of Vermont Catamounts of the Hockey East Association (HEA) this season. He established collegiate career-highs in games played, goals, assists, points, and plus/minus rating. McCarthy led the Catamounts in assists, points, and shorthanded goals (two), and ranked second on the team in goals and plus/minus rating. He tied for 25th in the nation in points, and ranked seventh in the conference in points, tied for ninth in goals, and eighth in assists.

The Collegeville, Pennsylvania native posted 12 multi-point performances, including a career-high, four assists on February 21 at Merrimack. He also registered a season-high, seven-game point streak from January 25 at Boston University to February 22 at Merrimack, tallying 14 points (five goals, nine assists) over the span.

The 6-1, 205-pounder has skated in 150 career NCAA contests over five seasons with Vermont, registering 46 goals and 68 assists for 114 points, along with 69 penalty minutes. Last season, he led the team in goals (13), assists (18), and points (31) while skating in 36 contests. Prior to joining Vermont, McCarthy skated in 59 games in the U.S. Development Program (USDP) during the 2008-09 season, registering 11 goals and 19 assists for 30 points, along with 48 penalty minutes and a plus-two rating.

CANTLON: PACK MAKE T TWO STRAIGHT SHUTOUTS OVER SOUND TIGERS

Posted on March 30, 2014 | Leave a comment 
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

BRIDGEPORT, CT – After going 66 games without the Hartford Wolf Pack registering a single shutout, the New York Rangers AHL affiliates posted their second in a row blanking their franchise nemesis and intrastate rivals, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 3-0 on the road at the Webster Bank Arena Sunday afternoon.

The back-to-back shutouts both came with David LeNeveu in net. It was the fifth time in franchise history they have accomplished the feat with the last one coming back on November 13 and 14, 2009 by now Bostons Bruins’ netminder, Chad Johnson, against the Manchester Monarchs and the Worcester Sharks. Current Rangers backup netminder, Cam Talbot, shut the Sound Tigers out with consecutive 3-0 games back in the Calder Cup playoffs in April 2012.

“He did a very good job stopping shots for us when he needed to and we did a good job at limiting the second and third opportunities in front of him. He made that first save and he had good look at shots,” said Wolf Pack head coach Ken Gernander.

The Sound Tiger travails continue as they’ve gone 1-9-1-1 in their last twelve games and shutout in back-to-back games for the second time this month. The Sound Tigers scoreless streak against Hartford stands at 144:57.

LeNeveu kept the Sound Tigers from getting on the scoreboard on a power play when he robbed Scooter Vaughan with a left pad save at 2:30 of the third period. Sixteen seconds later, LeNeveu thwarted Aaron Ness‘s left point shot with a screen in front.

“Sometimes you’re lucky in a way and have your pad in the right spot,” LeNeveu, understating his significance, said. “We did a lot of the basics coming back and blocking shots tonight and we had good communication back there all night.”

The team ran into some penalty problems in the third, but LeNeveu kept the door closed stopping Chris Bruton at 5:12  and then Matt Mangene at 7:25.

“Lenny really kept us in in the first and again in the third. We spoke about it between the first and second intermission,” said Pack captain Aaron Johnson. “We were so fortunate to have him step up and we wanted to reward him for doing that and we worked hard then to keep it simple in front of him.”

The Pack extended their lead with two goals early in the second period.

On a rush into the Sound Tigers zone, defenseman Danny Syvret was just above the right wing faceoff circle and a perfect lead pass from Jesper Fast allowed him to spot an open Marek Hrivik on the left wing. Syvret then sent a perfect tape-to-tape pass and Hrivik snapped his shot stick side past Kevin Poulin with his tenth at 3:39.

Then went up 3-0 on some hard skating from T.J. Hensick.

The Wolf Pack entered the offensive zone and Michel Haley hit Hensick with short pass on the left wing.  Hensick motored down the left wing and swung out to the right wing and backhanded his tenth past Poulin.

The nearly made it 4-0 with 2:01 left with Ryan Bourque hitting the post.

“We did a good job with puck possession for most of the game,” Gernander said.

The Wolf Pack scored with just under a minute to go before the first intermission with what proved to be the eventual game winning goal.

Haley was able to find an open Darroll Powe of the right wing and the veteran NHL forward accelerated beautifully getting inside position on Sound Tigers defenseman Riley Wetmore and before his blueline partner, Joe Finley, could get there to support him.  Powe slipped a soft backhander along the ice that beat Poulin through the five-hole for his twelfth goal at 19:05.

To get in position Powe took a tough hit by Brett Gallant and bounced back to get into position to finish the scoring play.

“He took a big hit to maintain possession of the puck in the neutral zone before he got the pass (from Haley),” Gernander said. “He did a lot of the sandpaper things before he got his scoring chance.”

The Sound Tigers outshot the Pack ten shots to five but missed the net on their most golden chances.

At 3:40 he rejected Vaughan’s bid, Chris Langkow’s bid in traffic at 7:03 and defenseman Joe Finley’s  shot at 9:08.

Chris Bruton and Matt Mangene had great chances, but both shots went wide.

The Wolf Pack don’t return to action until next Friday night when they travel to Manchester to face the Monarchs before returning home Saturday when the Providence Bruins come to town.

NOTES:

◾Oscar Lindberg was scratched with the flu. Kyle Jean returned to the lineup to take his roster spot.

◾The first ever Wolf Pack shutout was secured by Robb Stauber against Syracuse February 27,1998.

◾Jason Labarbera’s has the most career shutouts in team history with 23.

◾Poulin became a father yesterday with the birth of his son Nathaniel.

◾Gernander’s alma mater, the University of Minnesota, looks to get into the NCAA Frozen Four Sunday night battling St. Cloud State also from Minnesota. “We would not play them till they were in the WCHA conference and we played them my senior year.”

◾Former Beast of New Haven defenseman Chris Allen played with Nottingham in the English Premier League has hung up the skates for good.

◾Good call by Sound Tigers beat writer Mike Fornabaio of the Connecticut Post noticing two Sound Tigers players of college background stood near each other not realizing a hand pass to a  teammate in your own zone is legal in the pros.

CANTLON: WOLF PACK SQUASH SOUND TIGERS
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT – Ryan Bourque’s two goals paced the Hartford Wolf Pack to a 4-0 shutout of the visiting Bridgeport Sound Tigers at the XL Center Saturday night.

For the Wolf Pack, it was the first shutout of the season against the eight they have suffered this year.

The Wolf Pack record advances to 29-31-1-6, (65 points), while the Sound Tigers drop to 27-32-2-5, (61 points). Bridgeport is 1-8-1-1- in their last 11.

The two teams renew acquaintances in Bridgeport Sunday afternoon at 3pm to complete the back-end of the back-to-back, home-and-home series at Webster Bank Arena.

The Wolf Pack scored the game’s first goal with good work down low and worked hard enough to get some breaks.

Defenseman Conor Allen launched a right point shot that Sound Tigers’ starting rookie goaltender Philippe Trudeau made the initial save on, but the puck rebounded directly to Bretton Stamler in front of the net and he moved the puck backhand to forehand and when he went to shoot the puck, it came off the blade of his stick. The puck hit Trudeau’s glove and bounced down hitting off of Bourque who was looking to jam it home.

The puck trickled across the goal line as Sound Tigers defenseman Jake Newton tried in vain to sweep it out of the net.

For Bourque, it was his 18th of the season and came at 4:42.

“We were disappointed with last night’s effort and we wanted to come out strong and show what we can do had a good game,” Allen said.

The Wolf Pack where very aware that Bridgeport was playing a rookie goaltender in Trudeau, who was making first pro start after playing with the OHL Ottawa 67’s.

“Sometimes all you need is a fresh start and we switched things up and we got some good chemistry going early. With all four lines and D and the mentality was a lot different,” Allen said. “We tried to get the puck to the net as much as we could. (We) knew it was a rookie goaltender playing his first game and anytime you play your first game, it can be nerve racking, so we tried to get as many pucks to the net as possible and it worked out to our benefit.”

Head coach Ken Gernander had some trepidation about putting together Bourque, with Jasper Fast and Marek Hrivik. “I wasn’t sure we would have the same chemistry on that line like they had with J.T. (Miller). First and foremost, they used their speed well and certainty had a big game for us.”

The Wolf Pack put three pucks past the goal line in the second period pulling away from the Sound Tigers and chasing Trudeau from the net.

At 1:55 Danny Syvret picked up a nice pass from Fast along the left wing wall and his shot went off of Sound Tigers’ defenseman Guy Lebouef and ricocheted off  Bourque for his second of the game and 19th of the season.

The Wolf Pack upped the score to 3-0 on Allens’ left point shot after Hrivik, playing center, had won a draw cleanly from the Sound Tigers’ Andrew Clark and it cleanly beat Trudeau through the five hole at 5:19.

For Allen, it was his sixth of the season and first goal since December 26th. Ironically enough, that goal also came against Bridgeport. The goal comes after blanking in 24 AHL games and a four game NHL stint when the Rangers recalled him.

“It’s been awhile and it was nice to get back in that column. Give credit to Marek for a nice play and it was good to see one go in,” Allen said.

The Wolf Pack forced Sound Tigers head coach Scott Pellerin to mercifully pull the youngster after Danny Kristo, taking a perfect lead pass from Syvret, got behind the Sound Tigers defense and slipped his team leading 19th goal five hole on Trudeau at 10:50.

Kenny Reiter came in and Trudeau’s pro GAA stands at 7.78.

The new line of Bourque-Hrivik and Fast finished the game with a plus-9 for the game.

“It doesn’t matter if it’s the forwards or defense. No matter how we shuffle the deck, we have a team that can compete,” said Bourque.

For Gernander the deck shuffling started right after their 6-1 defeat the previous night to the Springfield Falcons not in a cozy recliner at home.

“Recliner made it sound like I had a good night’s sleep and it was comfy, cozy. We started last night because we just didn’t generate much offense and we’re trying to spread out the work load. Three (games)-in-three (days) you can’t go extended periods with limited offense.”

The third period was a bit of track meet. There were four outright breakaways and some semi-breakaways too, but none of them were able to buried their chances.

Bourque had possibly the best chance on one of those breakaways, but Reiter closed down the five hole at 7:01.

Pack netminder David LeNeveeu earned the shutout stopping 22 shots, but really the bulk of those chances came when the Sound Tigers had 12 shots on goal in the third. LeNeveu stopped Jesse Root, a Yale University graduate twice, as well as Joe Finley from the point and Ryan Walters.

LeNeveu’s best result was a glove save the netminder made in the second period on former Quinnipiac Bobcat Jeremy Langlois at 13:23.

NOTES:

Dov Grumet Morris was injured last night’s game leading to the recall of Jason Missiaen from Greenville. Morris suffered a lower body injury. “It’s just over 24 hours. Things need to settle down before we know the extent of the injury,” said Gernander.

David LeNeveu is likely to start Sunday.

Kyle Jean sat out the game giving Kyle Beach a shot back in the lineup after being a healthy scratch for four straight games and five of the last six games.

A stunning and soul stirring national anthem was sung by East Hartford Fire Department Captain Kevin McCarthy. The beautiful performance followed a moment of silence honoring the two Boston firefighters who perished in the nine alarm blaze in the Back Bay on Tuesday.

In NCAA Hockey down in Bridgeport, Union College knocked off Providence 3-1 to advance to the NCAA Frozen Four in Philadelphia that will be played in two weeks.

Union is coached by former Ranger Rick Bennett. Providence was led by one of the nations best goalie prospects Jon Gillies (Calgary prospect) who played at Salisbury Prep.

In other NCAA Regional hockey action, Boston College knocked out Denver 5-0. North Dakota beat Ferris State 2-1 in double overtime, UMASS-Lowell beat Minnesota State and Gernander’s alma mater University of Minnesota beat Robert Morris 7-3.

Late breaking news: According to the Quinnipiac website, Bobcat forward Bryce Van Brabant has signed a deal with the Calgary Flames and will make his NHL debut Tuesday night.

Andrew Yogan had a goal and an assist for the Wolf Pack’s ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors Saturday night. He’s had has three goals and 11 assists in eight game since being reassigned.

Another former NY Ranger has retired in Europe. Martin Straka finished up the year with HC Plzen (Pilsner) in the Czech Elite League. He last played in the NHL with New York in 2007-2008.

Today in hockey history, “Mr. Hockey” Gordie Howe became the first 50 year old to play pro hockey in Springfield on March 29,1978. The New England Whalers played the Cincinnati Stingers. Current Meriden Record Journal sports reporter George Dalek was there as a youngster when a giant cake was brought out on ice before the game.

Howe celebrated tonight in suburban Toronto signing autographs. Happy Birthday Gordie!

For the first time, the Wolf Pack wore their alternate red jerseys. They were nice, but some fashion tips would properly spruce them up.

For Example, what was the thought process to put black numbers on dark sweaters?  Black is dreadfully hard to read from where we are in the press box. Thank goodness, I have binoculars on me. Catching the player’s uniform numbers shouldn’t be like taking a Rorschach test.

Also, what’s with the white socks? Remember, those awful Chicago White Sox uniforms back in the late 80’s when they had those high white socks? The leggings look like something from a British boarding school on “Downtown Abbey” or maybe a group elves in a Christmas play

 Fix it up before I call Sean Avery !!.

CANTLON’S CORNER: BRETTON STAMLER, A WHOLE LOT TO LIKE

Posted on March 29, 2014 | Leave a comment 
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HARTFORD, CT - Bretton Stamler has taken an unconventional route to Hartford; but for him it was a ride well worth taking.

Not many 27-year old defenseman have played six years of Canadian major junior hockey and four years of Canadian University hockey and then reach the AHL, but Stamler’s determination and acceptance of his role has landed him the opportunity to be part of the Wolf Pack’s revitalization in the second half of the season.“I just have a love of hockey, no matter the pay scale. I realized early on you have to find a niche; exploit your strengths and give yourself the best chance of success,” Stamler said. “The best analogy is to look at the real world. You need electricians, plumbers, lawyers, doctors and Ferrari car salesman. You need everybody doing different facets of life to make society work. You don’t want an electrician working on your car right? For hockey you need everybody doing different things or you find people get confused about their roles.”

Recalled on January from their ECHL affiliates, the Greenville Road Warriors, on January 3rd after injuries and recalls depleted the Wolf Pack rearguard, Stamler has quietly and efficiently worked his way into the lineup as the calm and steady guy on the back-line.

The Calgary area native, who was born in Edmonton, was originally a seventh round pick of the Detroit Red Wings back in 2005, but he never got the chance with, “The Big Red Motown Machine” getting just a qualifying offer.

“To be honest, I kinda forgot who the player I was after being drafted. They drafted me as simple solid D man from the Western (Hockey) League. My coach said, ‘You’re the prototypical Western League defenseman. You’re a tough, gritty, stay-at-home defenseman who says the puck is usually not our friend,’” Stamler joked. “I forgot about that and they saw me going in another direction with my game and that wasn’t the original player they drafted. That was nine years ago now. After talking to friends and teammates over the years and watching trends that were developing (in hockey), it became more and more obvious that you had to find what you’re good at and try to exploit that if your going to have any success.”

He respects how the Detroit operates.

“I hold them in high regard for the two years I was a part of the organization. Its hard to argue about their successful model. When Chris Chelios and others are retiring, if you look at a Jakub Kindl who was drafted in 2005 (the same year he was) and he is in his third year with the Red Wings, it’s hard to argue with their track record,” Stamler stated in a highly thoughtful way as opposed to others who might speak ill of a team that had let them go.

Head coach Ken Gernander speaks very highly of Stamler and his contribution that goes beyond the ice.

“He is one of those players among many who can hold his head up high. As you said he has persevered and he has not taken the conventional route to get here and that is understating it. Some might go abroad for a year or two or take a sabbatical or something like that. This kid has paid his dues. That type of fortitude is special, his contributions can’t be discounted or unnoticed. Being an older player he shows great work ethic and it shows because nothing has been gifted to him. He truly recognizes the opportunity afforded him to play in the AHL

Some guys get a position in the AHL because of their draft status, but he has had to earn it and because of that he has a healthy respect for this team and is an excellent example to his teammates.”

Stamler is as intellectually curious about the business side of the sport as he is about shot blocking techniques. He’s preparing for taking his LSAT’s this coming summer. If you didn’t know, the LSAT is the entrance exam to get into law school. It’s universally accepted in both the U.S. and Canada. The results are good for five years which would give him time to still pursue professional hockey while nurturing his thirst for knowledge of the business and legal side of his sport.

Stamler is trying to decide which one of four major Canadian universities; University of Toronto, University of Calgary, University of New Brunswick and Acadia University, that he would like to attend.

When speaking of last year’s laborious and fan torturing NHL lockout, Stamler said he was following the proceedings like he was at law school, not preparing to play an ECHL game. His sites are set toward becoming a players agent after his playing career ends. The challenges of that kind of work seem to excite him as much as a PK assignment.

“Its like being an investment banker. You have no clients and work on commission only. You have to build that client list up. If I could just jump right in I would love that; to manage guys’ careers, money and to give advice and lots of guys are close with their agents and I really like that. I like the lifestyle and really enjoy the contract end of it. I liked the labor portion with the two sides representing each other. I followed Bob Goodenow (former NHLPLA Director), Brian Burke (current Calgary GM former Whalers GM), Peter Chiarelli (current Boston GM) and Ken Holland (Detroit GM).”

His junior hockey career was longer than most with six full seasons in the Western Hockey League (WHL) with Seattle, Swift Current and Edmonton and then a four year hitch with the University of New Brunswick. The CIS, as it is known, is often a graveyard for players after junior careers are over, but it is also a laboratory for others and many a successful person has come out of the Canadian college hockey scene.

“Look at some of the guys this year like Dane Todd in Portland or Darryl Boyce and Frederic St. Denis in Springfield. Anyone, who plays in the CIS is taking the non-conventional route. The perception in the hockey world is that league is looked down upon after you finish your junior career, but look at the year Todd or St. Denis are having. They are worthy of getting an NHL deal next year. Look at Mike Babcock, Guy Boucher as coaches who were there (both came out of McGill University Montreal). I admit moreso in the Coast (ECHL), I asked myself, ‘What am doing here as far as the pay scale with my degree and everything? What am I doing with my life?’”

Fellow teammate Shawn O’ Donnell and one time Wolf Pack hero PJ Stock are products that came out of Maritimes Canadian college circuit.

“When I went to McGill for a visit, it was (former Wolf Pack defenseman) David Urquhart  who guided me around. Look at Odie; when I played against him (in the CIS) he wasn’t the number one guy, but he works so hard and you see how playing there helped him to get here.”

In juniors, Stamler played with former Wolf Pack players Derek Couture (Seattle) and Dale Weise (Swift Current) with Montreal and Wolf Pack nemesis Nate Thompson (Seattle) now in the NHL with Tampa Bay.

“Nate is a perfect example of player who found his niche and he dedicated himself to his draws and was always hard working. I played against him when I was in Las Vegas and he was in Alaska during the lockout. He was so low to the ice on a draw I knew our guy had no chance, so I got back in a more defensive posture.”

His time in Hartford he has learned a ton from veteran Darroll Powe about the game, the NHL and being a pro.

“Darroll has been tremendous and he played in Minnesota with a guy like Greg Zanon and I don’t want to say I am like him,but he is the type of player I am. Darroll told me how in Philly they told him this is your job you do it. You see what great shape, he is in he will back in the NHL.”

He knows there are key areas he has to continue to work on.

“Positioning, foot speed and overall compete level. Your gonna get caught on plays and guys are going to make good plays. I look at a play in front of me how many guys might be behind me. It affects the way you move and play on the ice,” Stamler said.

He has posted two goals so far his second against Albany in a 4-3 win on March 8th and even Stamler laughs about.

“I carried the puck more than on my first one. To be honest, that wasn’t planned the puck hit me in the stomach. I picked it up and got a good shot off,but for people think I’m  a smooth skating player with the ability to go end to end every game their kidding themselves,” said Stamler self deprecatingly “If I’m doing that, I think the coaches need to have a chat with me !”

His teammates mobbed him and his smile could be seen all the way to Calgary.

The focus and understanding might land Stamler with a more significant role in the future on and off the ice.

WEEKEND PLAY

With 11 games left, the Wolf Pack need to win all 11 games in order to catch the Norfolk Admirals, who hold the 8th and final playoff spot. They’ll also need to hurdle over the Worcester Sharks and Hershey Bears then hoping the three go on a losing streak. They have six home dates to help the cause and one weekend road in St. John’s (two weeks).

The Albany Devils are in Hershey tonight while Worcester travels to play AHL best, Manchester Monarchs and Norfolk host the Wilkes Barre/Scranton Penguins.

Tomorrow night Hersehy host St. John’s, Albany hosts Worcester with Norfolk and Wilkes Barre./Scranton hooking up again.

The Wolf Pack will be the only one playing on Sunday.

This weekend has that three in three starting with Springfield Friday night at the XL Center.

The Wolf Pack lost the first six games against the Falcons this season, but the Wolf Pack have won the last four meetings including the last one a 6-2 drubbing on probably their best game of the season on March 7th.

Then it’s a home and home with Bridgeport with the Sound Tigers coming to the XL Saturday and off to the Webster Bank Arena Sunday at 3pm who are hosting the NCAA College Regionals Friday and Saturday.

The Sound Tigers lead the series 5-4, but have overhauled their roster as the season nears the end signing six college players on either PTO or ATO contracts including 6’6 goalie Philippe Trudeau from Ottawa (OHL) yesterday.

“We have to play our best hockey we know points are at a premium. It has created a bit of focus and a certain sense of urgency and level of commitment to your game,” remarked Gernander.

NOTES:

◾J.T. Miller is on recall and will accompany the Rangers on a four game road trip filling in for the injured Chris Kreider who suffered a hand injury.

◾The injured list has shrunk by one with the return of Justin Vaive from a hand infection.

◾Still sidelined Brendon Nash (upper body two weeks away), Arron Asham (lower body “not sure when he will be back he has missed so much time over the last six weeks). Michael Kantor (wearing the yellow jersey and according Germander still no timetable for return and has been out since being injured December 26th against Bridgeport) and Stu Bickel (surgery, he has had several injuries as well not sure of his date of return said Gernander).

◾Congrats to former Hartford Wolf Pack Derek Armstrong on being named Central Hockey League Coach of the Year with the Denver Cutthroats.

◾Army, as he was known in his playing days has his former linemate and fellow Ottawa native Brad Smyth all time leading scorer in Wolf Pack history as his assistant coach.

◾Former Rangers Andreas Johanssen was named coach of HV71 of the Swedish Hockey League for next season.

◾Former New Have Senator Harijs Vitolnish was named head coach of KHL Dynamo Moscow for next season.

CANTLON: WOLF PACK STOMPED ON BY FALCONS

Posted on March 29, 2014 | Leave a comment 

hartford-wolf-pack-logo2-150x133111      VERSUS      springfield-falcons1

By Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - Darryl Boyce and Jean-Francois Jacques scored two goals each as the Springfield Falcons scored three times in the third period to pull away from the Hartford Wolf Pack and a 6-1 win at the XL Center Saturday night.

For the Falcons, the win advances their record to 41-20-1-5, and 88 points keeping them atop the Northeast Division and overall, a solid second place in the Eastern Conference.

The Wolf Pack record slipped to 28-31-1-6 for 63 points. The loss moved them one step closer to elimination from the playoff race with ten games remaining.

The third period saw the Falcons exploit the general breakdown of the Wolf Pack’s play scoring three goals in a span of just 2:12 to crush any dreams that the NY Rangers AHL affiliates might have had for a third period comeback.

After going without a goal through the game’s first forty minutes, the Wolf Pack finally broke through earning the red light as defenseman Danny Syvret, who had four shots on goal, launched a hard wrist shot with Darroll Powe in front of the net with position on the Falcons’ Frederic St. Denis. Powe made a perfect deflection past starting goaltender, and the game’s second star, Jeremy Smith. For Powe, it was his 11th of the season.

That glimmer of hope lasted for only 37 seconds as the Falcons scored again.

Sean Collins fired a shot from the right wing. While starting netminder Dov Grumet-Morris made the save, the rebound went straight to the Falcons’ Carter Camper in the left wing circle. Camper waited as Tommy Hughes slid down to block his shot and then fired his ninth perfectly to the far side of the net for a commanding 4-1 Falcons’ lead.

“We have to have better shifts after a goal,” Wolf Pack captain Aaron Johnson said. “They come right back (and score) and kills the momentum.”

Then 58 seconds later the Falcons struck again.

Jean-Francois Jacques scored his second of the night as defenseman Denny Urban’s shot was stopped, but Jacques banged in his 14th of the year and his fourth goal against the Wolf Pack this season.

The Falcons put the final nail in the coffin 1:14 later at 11:57 as Slovak rookie Dano Marko, playing his first pro North American game, was able to get the puck away from Hughes and feed Cody Bass in front. Bass slipped his sixth of the season past Grumet-Morris and proved to be the final goal of the evening.

It was sixth time this season that Hartford surrendered six goals in a game.

“They played like a team ready for the playoffs,” Johnson said. “We have to play like a team fighting for the playoffs because we need these wins.”

The bad play in front of Grumet-Morris was addressed after the game.

“We talked about it after the game,” Johnson said. (Grumet-Morris put the Wolf Pack in a good position) to fight for a playoff spot. Tonight, we had to block those shots and get those guys in front and we need to play better in front of him.”

The Falcons scored twice in twenty seconds putting the Wolf Pack on the defensive and getting a 3-0 lead.

The first goal came from Jacques as he swept around the net from the left wing to the right and fired the puck at Grumet-Morris. The puck glanced off Grumet-Morris’ stick blade, then went up and over his left shoulder for a powerplay goal. For Jacques, it was his 13th of the season and came at 4:23.

“We put ourselves behind the eight ball with too many penalties tonight and unfortunately that wears down a certain group of guys and made it hard to create momentum,” Johnson declared.

The lead went to 3-0 quickly as Boyce going went down along the left wing, took a lead pass from St. Denis and beat Grumet-Morris on the short side for his second of the night and his 13th of the season as Conor Allen came back trying to force him wide

“As a competitor your always trying and have to stick to the same game plan and move forward together,” remarked Johnson.

The Wolf Pack had three power plays in the period and managed a total of just three shots.

“We weren’t able to sustain any pressure or capitalize on any of those chances,’ Head Coach Ken Gernander said.

Syvret had a good shot from the left point at 13:35, then Powe, with a quick short move at 16:12, but the Falcons defense limited them to just one opportunity as they scooped up any loose pucks and got them out of harm’s way.

In two periods 12 of their 16 shots came from the defense.

“We wanted to have more offensive pressure and some of our penalties came from not moving our feet,” Gernander said. “They got some breaks on a couple goals, but if your in position breaks are bound to occur.”

The Wolf Pack gave up the games first goal for the 27th time this season. Boyce was alone in the right-wing faceoff circle and snapped a shot over Grumet Morris‘ glove hand at 6:29 as Shawn O’Donnell dove in front to block the attempt.

The play was made because Troy Vogelhuber was able to win a one-on-one battle along the right wing boards. Vogelhuber got the puck to Boyce who finished on his twelfth of the season.

“We had this discussion too many times this season. We get behind. We know we can finish well, but we have to start games out well and play a full 60 minutes.” Johnson said.

The Wolf Pack outshot the Falcons and got a couple of quality chances on Smith. Micheal Haley was first at 2:04 on the left wing side. Dylan McIlrath‘s right point shot, in his first game back from injury, was the second opportunity for the Wolf Pack while Justin Vaive had a chance with 3:00 to go.

“They clogged up the neutral zone we only got perimeter shots. We couldn’t get guys through the middle or put pucks behind. One player  had some good looks, but shots went wide by a hair.

The Wolf Pack begin a back-to-back, home-and-home pair of games to finish the weekend with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday night at the XL Center before moving on to Fairfield County Sunday.

NOTES:

◾Rangers officially announced that ex-Wolf Pack forward, Chris Kreider, will be out indefinitely with hand surgery meaning J.T. Miller as reported earlier today will stay in New York.

◾Springfield now has the third best road record in the AHL with 20-8-1-2 mark.

◾Crowd was announced at 3,672.

◾Losing 6-4 tonight to Syracuse saw Adirondack officially eliminated from the playoffs. All five years in Glens Falls, the Phantoms did not make the Calder Cup playoffs. They depart at the end of the season for Lehigh Valley, PA and the brand new PPL Center.

◾Quinnipiac University was knocked out of the NCAA tournament by Providence College 4-0.  The Friars will meet Union tomorrow for the right to go to the Frozen Four. Union is coached by former Ranger and Springfield Falcon and local native, Rick Bennett.

◾Former Hartford Whaler and Springfield Falcon, Hnat Domenichelli has retired from hockey. He ended the season with SC Bern in the Swiss A League and started his season with HC Lugano. That leaves just five Hartford Whalers left playing hockey.

◾Former Hartford Whalers assistant coach Ted Nolan signed a three year agreement with the Buffalo Sabres to coach the team after not being in the NHL for 16 years.

HAWK’S EYE: SYVRET BRINGS VETERAN EXPERIENCE TO HARTFORD

Posted on March 26, 2014 | Comments Off 

Syvret Action Shotbob-crawford3-150x139BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford Wolf Pack veteran defenseman Danny Syvret is the quarterback of a Wolf Pack power-play unit that was 0-for-17 in four games, and 1-for-31 in a span of seven games, going into Saturday night’s visit to Adirondack.

The power play exploded in that contest, though, going 3-for-5 against a Phantom penalty kill that entered the game second overall in the league, at 86.6%. Syvret, who had two assists in Saturday’s win, pointed to a subtle change in the Pack’s power-play setup as a key to its outburst.

“We sort of changed up our strategy a little bit,” he said, “into a power-play called a 1-3-1, which means there’s one defenseman, me, guarding the whole blue line. We have one forward in front of the net, which was (Ryan) Bourque, and then we have three forwards sort of across the offensive zone, one being (Jesper) Fast, in the middle was (Danny) Kristo and to my right, looking at the net, would have been (J.T.) Miller. It actually works really well, because for a team that pressures the puck on the penalty-kill, there’s options everywhere on the ice. We were able to move the puck quicker than they could skate, and in return we got a lot of scoring opportunities from it, and scored as well.”

While the effects were hard to miss, the shift in formation was barely noticeable, as lately the Wolf Pack had been going largely with an “umbrella” look on the man-advantage. That also featured Syvret as the only real point man, with forwards fanned out on either side.

“Our structure’s sort of the same,” Syvret said, “but we usually have two guys sort of near the net, one being a guy that’s on the goal line, and we since then have moved that player to the middle of the ice, which actually makes a lot more sense because every player on the ice has two, or three, passing options. And they (the opposing penalty killers) just don’t have enough bodies to cover passing lanes and shooting lanes.”

In either scenario, Syvret is usually the only individual stationed high in the offensive zone, giving him the opportunity to be the true “field general”, looking over all of the available options and selecting the best one to exploit. It also makes him responsible for ensuring that the opponents aren’t able to break the other way with speed, but that obligation is fine with Syvret.

“We have very creative players on the ice, smart guys that can read plays quickly and adjust to different scenarios,” the ninth-year pro said. “So as long as we have options for each other, I trust that the other guys on the ice, as well as myself, will make smart decisions in moving the puck, like it happened at Adirondack. We had plenty of chances and we actually scored on quite a few of them.”

As by far the most experienced player on the first power-play unit, and the only defenseman in a four-forward alignment, Syvret sees his role as being most prominently to help direct traffic.

“Just sort of keep things composed I think, for the most part,” is how Syvret described it, “but in saying that, Millsie (Miller) does a pretty good job on the half-wall of doing the same thing. And we’ve been distributing the puck very well, it’s not been the traditional one or two guys always getting the goals or setting up plays. Especially at Adirondack, I think everyone on the ice had a point for us on the power play and created chances. Hopefully we’ll keep being able to do that and continue our success.”

Two of the Wolf Pack’s team season-high three power-play goals Sunday were scored by Fast, who also added an assist for his first career three-point outing in North America. Both goals by the right-handed-shooting Fast were from the left circle, one on a one-timer and the other on a perfectly-placed slap shot.

“He’s obviously a really good player, a real smart player, good with the puck and intelligent,” Syvret said of Fast. “And I think a big part of being in your first year is confidence, and if you look at our standings obviously he’s been scoring, but then if you look at his shots on net, they’re really low. So I think part of it for him is having confidence in himself to shoot the puck, because I think 25 percent of all of his shots go in, and that’s a high percentage. So hopefully he continues playing confident and shooting the puck, and they seem to go in for him.”

Saturday’s game was the last in a ten-game season series between the Wolf Pack and Phantoms, with whom Syvret played for most of three of the past four seasons, before being traded to the Ranger organization last summer for Kris Newbury. The fans at the Glens Falls Civic Center seemed jilted that Syvret was no longer wearing their team’s jersey, as his every touch on the puck Saturday was met with a chorus of boos.

“It was fun,” a smiling Syvret said of hearing the catcalls. “Their fans are pretty animated, and it didn’t really help that last game when we were in there I scored an empty-netter, and I was getting heckled the entire game, and it was sort of out of character for me, but after I scored an empty-net goal which would have put us up by two, I sort of celebrated to the crowd in the section where the hecklers were giving it to me the entire game.

“I knew coming in that they were going to be all over me, and it was actually pretty comical to listen to them pretty much the entire game when I’m on the bench. I think they wasted a lot of energy on me, which is fine. I got a kick out of it, and then obviously any time I touched the puck, they were for sure booing me. It was fun, it was a good atmosphere to play in, and obviously winning helped, for sure.”

There has been much more winning than losing for the Wolf Pack over the past two months, after the frustration that marked November, and much of December and early January. The team has not given up on a miracle run for a playoff berth, and Syvret feels that, on balance, it has been a reasonably positive year for him.

“It seems consistent with my last few years,” he analyzed. “I think the last four or five years I’ve finished with forty points or more, and I’m trying to get to that 40-point threshold. I’ve felt offensively I’ve been playing well, and defensively my plus/minus, which, as an offensive guy, is sometimes in the negative, that’s sort of your knock against you, has been in the positive sector for the year. So, I’ll keep playing the way I have been and hopefully the numbers will keep falling, as will the wins.”

Syvret has also made a significant contribution to the organization’s development this season, spending substantial time partnered with both Dylan McIlrath and Tommy Hughes, two very young, but very promising Ranger defensive prospects.

“I really like it,” Syvret said in reference to skating alongside either of those two big young horses. “It doesn’t really matter who I play with. I feel like I just try to support my partner and make it as easy as possible for them to play the game. And obviously having two big bodies beside me helps in the defensive portion of the game, and any time they’re in trouble, hopefully I’m there to support and try and break out the puck for them. I really enjoy playing with both of them, and I feel like we have pretty good chemistry. It’s easy for us to transition from one player to the other throughout the game, so it makes life on the coaching staff pretty easy.”

As does having a player like Syvret to help choreograph the power play, and to lend a calming veteran presence to the locker room.

CANTLON: PACK SMACKED BY ICE CAPS – GO DOWN LIKE TITANIC

Posted on March 22, 2014 | Comments Off 
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Gerry-Cantlon1-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT – Carl Klingberg’s two goals and an assist paced the St. John’s Ice Caps to a 6-1  shellacking of the Hartford Wolf Pack at the XL Center Friday night.

The Ice Caps are 39-20-1-3 (82 points) are six points behind the idle, first place and league-leading, Manchester Monarchs in the Atlantic Division. They are now third in the conference standings jumping ahead of the Binghamton Senators who did not play.

The Wolf Pack are 27-30-1-6 (61 points) remain three points behind the Worcester Sharks and 11 behind the Hershey Bears and will travel to Adirondack Saturday night while Ice Caps continue their road trip in Bridgeport to face the Sound Tigers.

Wolf Pack have failed to beat the Ice Caps in Hartford (0-5-1) since St. John’s rejoined the AHL.

The Ice Caps wasted little time in taking control of this game hemming the Wolf Pack in their own zone with furious forechecking the lead to the game’s first goal at 2:36.

St. John’s Josh Lunden found himself all alone on the left wing side and converted a pass from Austen Brassard after getting the inside position on right wing Shawn O’ Donnell.

Brassard started the play by knocking Pack captain, defenseman Aaron Johnson, off his feet to jar the puck loose in the right corner.

All five St. John’s players touched the puck on the play as the Pack surrendered the game’s first goal for the 27th time this season and for the fifth straight game in a row.

“They were (on top of us) and penalties compounded the problem,” said head coach Ken Gernander.

The Ice Caps made it a 2-0 lead on a five-on-three powerplay generated by a pair of soft calls from the referees on Johnson. The first was a boarding on what seemed like a clean hard hit, and the second was tagged on to Jesper Fast for a tripping call.

Andrew Gordon on the left point with a right-handed shot, drilled one that starting goaltender Dov Grumet-Morris initially stopped, but the rebound went right to Jerome Samson’s stick on the left side and the right-handed shooter patiently put the puck upstairs for his 21st of the season at 9:48.

“They have a good powerplay and we took penalties they made the most of it,” O’Donnell said after the game.

The Ice Caps made it 3-0 by scoring their third goal on their sixth shot of the game off a bad play by Grumet-Morris when he played a clear in attempt behind the net. The puck wound up the right wing boards and missed defenseman Tommy Hughes, who appeared to not be expecting it. Klingberg bounced off and around Conor Allen, got to the loose puck on the right wing boards and fired it at the open net. Fast was coming back on Lunden, but not fast enough as he deflected the pass/shot by Klingberg between Grumet-Morris’ legs at 11:44. Lunden was credited with the goal his third of the season.

O’Donnell looked to wake the team up from their malaise with a spirited battle with Ryan Schnell at 14:39. It had some limited effect for the Pack.

“I thought we did respond from that,” Gernander said. “We carried larger portions of the second period and we played our best hockey then.”

The Wolf Pack finally awoke its in the second period and scored.

At 9:16, Danny Syvret was able to fire a rising slapshot from the left point with Kyle Jean screening in front of the Ice Caps’ goal with defenseman Ben Chariot and Zach Redmond for his ninth of season. The shot eluded Ice Caps’ goaltender, Tyler Beskorowany, playing in just his third game since being recalled from Idaho Steelheads of the ECHL.

O’Donnell made the play possible intercepting Chiarot’s clearing attempt up the right wing boards while being checked by rookie Nik Latta.

“Danny has a good shot back there and we had to find ways to get pucks to the net and that one found its way in,” O’Donnell said.

The head coach could only hand his hat on that play. “That was where we had our best success, with plays like that and we capitalized there.”

The Ice Caps answered back with Klingberg on a breakaway off the left wing. The play was off a nice lead pass from Wes O’Neill out-racing a hard charging Dylan McIlrath.

Grumet-Morris went to go for the poke check, but Klingberg flipped a perfect backhander to the top shelf hopping over the prone netminder for his 17th of the season while a sliding McIlrath went hard into the boards for a 4-1 Ice Caps lead.

With the AHL’s 11th best power play on the ice, St. Johns went to work early from a Micheal Haley roughing call at the end of the second period. Just 40 seconds into the final frame, they scored goal number five.

Once the slick passing Ice Caps broke the Wolf Pack team down, Samson quickly fed O’Neill at the right point who slid the pass over to Gordon, who just drilled a 50 footer that kept rising until it found the top shelf under the crossbar for his 22nd of the season.

The Ice Caps were three for six on the powerplay. O’Neill had three assists and was a plus-three on the game.

“The penalties were not undisciplined per se, but they were one step ahead and caught us in a compromising situation. We didn’t draw them, but it is what is,” said a somewhat sullen Gernander.

Klingberg, closed out the scoring on a breakaway at 14:05 on a perfect pass from Kyle MacKinnon and made a move on David LeNeveau, who had replaced Grumet-Morris when he suffered a minor injury in a goal mouth collision with Brassard and Bretton Stamler at 11:18 of the third. MacKinnon’s goal was his 18th of the season.

“Hats off to them. They have only lost a few games since the new year and we got to see first hand why tonight,” O’Donnell said. “They kept their feet moving and hopefully we learn from this game and move on.”

The Ice Caps have lost just eight games since January 1st.

NOTES:

◾The Ice Caps scratched Kael Moullierat who had five points in his last game at the XL Center. Fellow ex-Sound Tiger, Blair Riley, sat out, as did Kris Freidman.

◾The Ice Caps have won 11 of their last 12 and 19-4-0-1 in their last 24 games.

◾Ice Caps’ Jason Jaffray has a point in six straight games with a total of nine points in that span.

◾Grumet-Morris has started six consecutive games and 12 of the last 20. Gernander has only a pulled a goalie once in that stretch back on February 25 in Portland.

◾Jersey of the Night: A WHA Indianapolis Racers Wayne Gretzky jersey was spotted on a fan who was in Indy at the time he played. “The Great One,” played just 17 games in Indianapolis before he was traded to Edmonton to start his glorious run in Alberta. His last game was with the Racers was against the New England Whalers, a 5-3 loss on November 15, 1977.

Mike Heika joins us at 11 a.m. Tuesday, but ask your questions now and he will have them when he arrives. Thanks for your readership!

Share

SportsDay Live Chat

April 1 2014 11:03 AM

Howdy folks, I have a high level meeting with officials in Washington, so I'm jumping on this one early. Hope you don't mind. There seem to be plenty of questions in que.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:04 AM

Hey Mike, the Stars have struggled mightily in the Central Division so far this season albeit a couple impressive wins against the Blues and Hawks. Is it safe to say if they make the playoffs they'll be hoping for a Pacific coast team?

Share

Marcus Gatto

April 1 2014 11:05 AM

Yeah, that would be the best path in my opinion, but I don't think it's going to work out that way. That said, they have to re-examine this playoff format in the summer, right. I mean, could a Central Division team really win the Pacific Division championship or vice versa?

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:05 AM

Hey Mike, liked the story on Garbutt. How hard will it be for him to shed that reputation with the officials. It seems like once you're labeled a diver you're always a diver.

Share

HeikaIsAKing

April 1 2014 11:07 AM

I actually think Ryan is early enough in the process that he can change his reputation in one year. If he stops diving and shows he's an important part of the Stars team, his reputation will change quickly.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:07 AM

If you're St. Louis, which one of the teams fighting for the final playoff spot do you least want to see in the playoffs?

Share

Tripto

April 1 2014 11:08 AM

I think the Stars are a tough match for the Blues, but I also think that Phoenix and St. Louis could play a lot of 1-0 games, and 1-0 games do have a tendency to turn on a fluke bounce. I think Phoenix might have the better chance to pull an upset.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:08 AM

Saw some people on Twitter saying Willie Desjardins deserves a coaching job in the NHL. Do you think he leaves the Texas Stars after this year?

Share

StuPig

April 1 2014 11:09 AM

He's on the radar for a lot of teams. I think there's a very good chance he gets his NHL shot this summer.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:09 AM

What's the plan for Patrik Nemeth. Is he a one-game and done guy or do you think they keep him for this final stretch?

Share

StuPig

April 1 2014 11:11 AM

I'm curious to watch this unfold. The plan is Nemeth plays tonight, and then it's up to him. Guys like Jordie Benn have shown that if you make it tough on the coaches to take you out of the lineup, you will usually get plenty of chances. That said, we don't know how serious Rome's injury is and we don't know why they keep taking Kevin Connauton out, so you almost just have to sit back and watch, because many of us have a bad record on predicting personnel decisions with this group.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:11 AM

Why Nemeth and not Oleksiak or Klingberg?

Share

Frankie E

April 1 2014 11:12 AM

Nemeth gives them a physical defensive presence, and they believe that's needed. Oleksiak still isn't ready for that role, and Klingberg is too much like Goligoski, Daley and Gonchar. I think Nemeth's ability to defend is why he will likely step in ahead of Kevin Connauton.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:12 AM

Hey Mike. Is two goals ahead still the Game's most dangerous lead? Also, how big an impact has Peverley's absence had on face-offs. Thanks. Also, "Don't mess with the bull young man---you'll get the horns!" That is all.

Share

Paul Gleason

April 1 2014 11:14 AM

Statistically, I would say no. I would also say that if you are not confident with a two-goal lead, you're probably not ready for the playoffs. I know the old Stars would say the game was over when they had a two-goal lead. The loss of Peverley in a lot of areas has been very significant. Having a 60 percent guy who is right-handed changes a lot in the circle. Yeah, that bull thing is pretty accurate.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:14 AM

Hey Mike! What about Scott Glennie? Will he have a shot in the NHL team this season?

Share

Pepeche

April 1 2014 11:15 AM

Not this season.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:16 AM

Hey Mike, I went to Chicago to visit my sister last week, and we went and watched the Stars play the Blackhawks. I was really impressed with the connection their fans have with their team. I've never been to a game where 95% of the fans were wearing sweaters. I was really in awe! Anyway, if the Stars make the playoffs, who do you think they call up for the extra bodies? How good has Goligoski been lately? He has impressed me this last half of the season considering all the flak he takes. Jordie has really flown under the radar too. Sorry, I know I'm all over the place here.

Share

Russ

April 1 2014 11:20 AM

Y'know, the Chicago Blackhawks remind me of that Orange Krate bicycle I wanted when I was a kid. It was an awesome environment, and to have that on a Tuesday night against the Dallas Stars says a lot about how much the Blackhawks fans love that team. It's been a great success story from what it used to be. Bodies: Chris Mueller, Patrik Nemeth maybe. Not much more, I don't think. They have been running this shuttle all season, so they are comfortable with it. Goligoski has been good. He is doing a good job managing the pressure. Jordie Benn has been very good. Read up on the Orange Krate here. 

Observations on a 4-2 Stars’ loss in Chicago: So when is an Orange Krate like a hockey player?

Dallas Stars Blog

Cody Eastwood channels his inner Gordon Gekko and shows that greed, for lack of a better word, is a good thing. Watch the United Center and how it responds to the Blackhawks' 4-2 win on the Stars Rewind here, and you will covet that feeling. The City Bike Shop was my vice growing up. It was ...

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:20 AM

Hi Mike. At the "State of the Stars" season ticket holder event prior to the Ottawa game on 3/22, Jim Lites stated that Ralph's contract situation had been resolved, and both Ralph & Razor were locked up long-term. However, I've not heard a peep about it otherwise. What do you know?

Share

William

April 1 2014 11:21 AM

It is not ``officially'' done. I believe they have handshake deals, but contracts have not yet been signed.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:21 AM

Mike, what is the key to a victory tonight in Washington?

Share

Parker

April 1 2014 11:23 AM

I think the Stars staying off the penalty kill. Dallas is a solid 5-on-5 team and should be able to win the game at even strength. However, the Caps power play is on fire, so the Stars would do well to play a clean game.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:23 AM

tell us about Patrick Nemeth and when/if we can expect to see him in a game.

Share

graylikethecolor

April 1 2014 11:25 AM

He will play tonight. He has been a defensive beast in the AHL with a plus-18 in 37 games. He broke his foot earlier in the season and has battled injuries throughout his career (47 AHL games last year), but he appears to be healthy and ready to make the next step. He's big (6-3, 235), and he's old enough (22) to make this step comfortably.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:25 AM

How does it feel to be back out on the road? Can we expect a win streak to start now that you're on the road with the team?

Share

graylikethecolor

April 1 2014 11:27 AM

I was there for the entire debacle through New York and New Jersey and nobody called me a good luck charm then. :)

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:27 AM

Hey Mike. What will the future be for Rome? He is often hurt and rarely used. Many guys in the pipeline with a higher ceiling to replace him with. What say you?

Share

Jason

April 1 2014 11:28 AM

I do think they have a lot of decisions to make on defense. I think Aaron Rome is a good veteran to have near the bottom of the roster. I guess it will depend if any of the other defensemen are moved.

Share

Mike Heika

April 1 2014 11:28 AM

Hi Mike, really loved your latest installment of the observations.Riveting stuff. I've got a quick one for you. Who do you think will win the Final Four? I know how high you were on the Big 10 this year, so will it be Wisconsin?

Share

Monty Python (from North...

April 1 2014 11:29 AM

I had Michigan State, so I'm crushed now. I like Badger Badger Badger, but the smart money is on Florida.
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Why haven't the Dallas Stars signed any of the NCAA free agents like Folin, Carey, etc.
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Tom

April 1 2014 11:29 AM

They have tried, but they have not been able to win the recruiting battle (it was probably 30 teams on Folin). That's just how it goes sometimes.
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Nill said Klingberg and Faksa are going to Austin. What about other CHL players?
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April 1 2014 11:31 AM

Gemel Smith could be coming, but I believe his team is hosting the Memorial Cup, so his arrival will have to wait. You don't want to bring in too many guys or you end up like last year when the Texas Stars had 10 defensemen. You have to allow the Texas Stars to keep their chemistry going.
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What do you think the Stars will do with Campbell? With Thomas likely leaving the backup spot will be open... Do they bring up Nilstorp or Campbell? Or sign someone else?
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Gavin W

April 1 2014 11:32 AM

A lot will depend on how Campbell does in the AHL playoffs. If he takes off this spring, it could show he's ready for the NHL. If he stalls, it could show he needs another year in the AHL. There are plenty of back-ups who will take one-year deals if the Stars have to go that route.
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Mike, former first round pick Radek Faksa seems to be developing as more of a two-way, third line center than a true #2 center. Given Cody Eakin's ability to be an excellent shut-down, third line center who can contribute offensively, any chance the Stars might look to deal Faksa to, say, Buffalo, for a more offensively-gifted center in Mikhail Grigorenko? #12 for #13 in the 2012 draft? Would that benefit both teams to some extent, especially if the Sabres take C Sam Reinhart #1 overall in June?

Share

DrewL

April 1 2014 11:33 AM

I definitely think the Stars are in the market for a No. 2 center, and most of their prospects are in play to pull off a deal like that. I know it's easy to say that Girgorenko would be a great partner for Val Nichushkin simply because the two are both from Russia, but that does make sense. It would be interesting to see if those two could develop chemistry. We'll just have to wait and see on how Jim Nill looks at the trade market. I think Faksa could be a No. 3 or No. 4 center, so the Stars have plenty of options if they decide he needs to stay, as well.
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I kindly disagree with your statement. Especially since Florida already lost to Wisconsin once this year. It's just too bad the Stars have a game and I won't be able to watch the Badgers out there at Arlington...or will I???
Pair of Jets prospects land in St. John's

Brendan McCarthyPublished on April 02, 2014
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Josh Morrissey

He’s not predicting when, where or how much, but St. John’s IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge says Josh Morrissey and Eric Comrie, “will get the opportunity to play” now that the two teenagers have reported to the American Hockey League team.

Morrissey, a 19-year-old defenceman, and Comrie, an 18-year-old goaltender, were the Winnipeg Jets’ first- and second-round picks, respectively, in the 2013 National Hockey League Entry Draft, and are viewed as being among the top prospects in all of major junior hockey.

The IceCaps (41-22-5) are fairly close to clinching a playoff berth for the Calder Cup playoffs beginning later this month, but are also looking to maintain at least a top-four finish in the AHL’ s Eastern Conference so as to gain home-ice advantage in the first round of the postseason.

However, when asked how the IceCaps’ position in the standings might affect his use of Morrissey and Comrie, McCambridge would not be pinned down. He also noted there were other factors to be considered

“I can’t commit to that with how its going to play out,” he said. “For one thing, you never really know how what your roster’s going to look like.

“A couple a days ago, we were looking at having three goalies. Now, it’s two. We had eight defenceman on our last road trip and we came back with six,” said McCambridge referring to the recent recalls of goalie Michael Hutchinson and defencemen Ben Chiarot to the Jets,

“But, from my point of view, we’ve added two really strong players to our roster. They’re a first-round pick and a second-round pick, so they obviously are high-quality players and they will get the opportunity to play.”

The Jets, IceCaps and McCambridge do have a history of ensuring top prospects arriving from junior at this time of year see considerable playing time — Mark Scheifele appeared in 10 playoff games for St. John’s in 2012, while fellow forward Adam Lowry got into nine regular-season contests last spring.

Morrissey, who turned 19 Friday, had an outstanding season with the Western Hockey League’ Prince Albert Raiders, leading all WHL rearguards with 28 goals and 73 points and is the Eastern Conference nominee for the junior league’s defenceman of the year award.

The Calgary native has a reputation for leadership — he was the Prince Albert captain this season— and smarts, on and off the ice. He was the Canadian Hockey League’s Scholastic Player of the Year in 2012-13 after maintaining a 92.4 average in his Grade 12 studies.

The six-foot, 185-pound blueliner also played for Canada at the most-recent world junior hockey championship, scoring a goal and adding two assist in seven games.

“He’s an outstanding skater, really smooth,” said McCambridge, who got an up-close look at Morrissey during the Jets’ prospects camp last year. “His puckhandling skills are at a real high level. Obviously, the offensive side is in his game, but from what I’ve seen, he can also play a two-way game.

“Here’s a guy who can come in and help with the offensive side and possibly we can see where he fits on special teams.”

Read more special articles:

 IceCaps end road trip with shootout loss to Bears 

 IceCaps can't hold third-period lead for a second straight game 

 Pirates sack St. John’s 

 Column: If it’s not broke ... 

Morrissey, the 13th overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft, handled big minutes for the Raiders this past season, but McCambridge said that could be the basis for his biggest adjustment to the pros.

“The thing for guys coming up from the junior ranks, the ones who are 27-, 29-minute guys, is that they pace themselves at the junior level because of how much ice time they get, whereas in the American league, at the professional level, there always has to be tempo to your game.

“It’s not a matter of trying to make sure the pace of your game is at a certain point so you can manage the minutes you’re given.

“It’s making sure your A to B is at a real high intensity all the time, every shift.

“They can’t pick their spots here.”

Comrie was the 59th overall pick of the last Entry Draft, but probably would have gone higher had he not underwent season-ending surgery on both his hips in January of 2013.

The operations and resulting down time certainly didn’t affect him this season.

The Edmonton native — who is the half-brother of former NHLers Mike and Paul Comrie —  played 60 games with the WHL’s Tri-City Americans, posting a 26-25-9 record, 2.57 goals against average and .925 save percentage that ranked second amongst all league goaltenders. He’s seen as a leading candidate to play for Canada at the next world junior championships.

“First impression is that he’s a strong technical goalie and that he’s really dialled into the game. He really switches gear and looks driven,” said McCambridge.

With Hutchinson in Winnipeg and Jussi Olkinuora having been returned to the Ontario Reign of the ECHL, the six-door, 175-pound Comrie is one of two netminders on the St. John’s roster, the other being Tyler Beskorowany.

“With the goalie situation here, we’ll see how it plays itself out here,” said McCambridge, “but we’d like to get him (Comrie) some games also.”

The IceCaps play Friday night when they begin a six-game homestand, their last one of the regular season, as they take on the Springfield Falcons in the first of back-to-back games at Mile One Centre.

Morrissey has been assigned jersey No. 6, while Comrie gets 30. Both have already been signed to entry-level NHL deals with the Jets, but will operate under amateur try-out deals with St. John’s.

“I got a chance to talk to them today,” said McCambridge Tuesday. “They’re both really good kids and they’re excited to be here.

“That’s a great way to start.”

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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Kootenay forward Jaedon Descheneau's four points gives him 82 on the season, enough for fifth place in WHL scoring. (CP / Larry MacDougal)

Jaedon Deschenau's 98-point season has put him on the NHL draft map. (CP / Larry MacDougal)

After being passed over in last year's NHL draft despite posting 30 goals and 78 points, Kootenay Ice winger Jaedon Descheneau came into his 18-year-old season with ample motivation to prove his doubters wrong.

“It was very disappointing to not get picked in the draft,” says Descheneau, who turned 19-years-old in February. “It wasn’t for sure that I’d get drafted, but I knew there was a chance and I was hoping I would. It was tough to take at the time, but I knew I’d get more chances in the future to get drafted or sign a contract. It gave me some extra motivation this year to take what I did last year and just improve on it and show that I deserve a shot from a (NHL) team.”

Suffice to say, if Descheneau’s 44 goals and 98 points in the regular-season didn’t garner the attention of some NHL scouts, his outstanding first-round playoff showing should have done the trick. He almost averaged three-points per game with seven goals and 17 points throughout the six-game series against the Calgary Hitmen.

“I’m just trying to do what I’ve done all year,” says Descheneau. “I’ve been working hard and with that some bounces have gone my way. And I have to credit my linemates Sam (Reinhart) and (Zach) Franko. We’ve played well together and have some good chemistry out there.”

Descheneau’s most memorable goal against the Hitmen was also the series’ most controversial. He appeared to put the puck in the back of the net .3 seconds too late at the end of the second period in Game 5. But the goal counted because the puck crossed the line with .1 seconds left on the Video Goal Judge’s clock.

“I wasn’t sure if it went in or not in time when I shot it,” says Descheneau. “I later saw it on the jumbotron and it said .3 seconds too late. So we all went to the dressing room thinking it was no goal, but then we heard this loud boo and found out it made it by .1 seconds. And it turned out to be a pretty big goal (game-winner) in that game.”

Even though the Edmonton, Alta., native noticeably elevated his game and solidified himself as one of the top snipers in the league this year, he didn’t receive much praise from NHL Central Scouting Service’s mid-term ranking as they listed him 122nd overall among North American skaters.

“I try not to pay attention to that stuff, but it would have been nice to get a higher ranking,” says the right winger, who stands out for his speed and play-making abilities. “But they don’t draft the players anyways, so it doesn’t really matter. It’s just one of those things where it’s nice to get noticed, but whatever happens happens.”

Descheneau’s smaller 5-foot-9, 186-pound frame has ultimately hindered his popularity among scouts. He, however, believes the precedents set by New York Rangers star Martin St. Louis and Montreal Canadiens sniper Brendan Gallagher show his shorter stature won’t hold him back from making it in The Show.

“I don’t see my height holding me back,” he says. “I play with confidence and have the speed and skill to make up for it. And there are a lot of shorter guys that have become stars in the NHL - like Gallagher in Montreal plays like he’s 6-foot-5 even though he’s not even 5-foot-10 and St. Louis has scored a point per game for a long time. Guys like that show it can be done if you believe in yourself.”

1. How would you describe yourself as a player?

“I’d say I’m hard on pucks and generate a lot of scoring chances. If the shot is there I’ll take it, but I’m more of a play-maker. I try to find my teammates when they’re open and move the puck around.”

2. Who’s your favourite player in the NHL?

“I like (Chicago Blackhawks forward) Patrick Kane. I think him and (Detroit Red Wings centre) Pavel Datsyuk are the two most skilled players in the game. Kane is just fun to watch with his speed.”

3. Who’s your favourite NHL team?

“I like the (Edmonton) Oilers just because I grew up watching them. My grandpa had season-tickets, so before coming to the WHL I went to most of the games.”

4. Do you have a favourite band or genre of music you like to listen to before a game?

“I’m not that picky when it comes to music, but I guess I’d go with rap. And If I had to pick one song I’d probably go with Till I Collapse by Eminem.

5. What’s your favourite movie or TV show?

“For a movie, I like Step Brothers because it’s good for a laugh. I’ll have to go with Prison Break for a TV show just because it’s a great story.”
Scott Wilson signs with Pittsburgh Penguins

By Jeff Cox  @JeffCoxSBNation  on Apr 2 2014, 10:15a +  

Scott Wilson (23) backchecks on Yale's Jesse Root (18). - Justin K. Aller

The Pittsburgh Penguins have signed UMass Lowell junior forward Scott Wilson to a two-year entry-level contract. The Oakville, Ontario native was a seventh round selection of the Penguins in the 2011 NHL Draft. Wilson is forgoing his final year of eligibility to sign with an NHL organization.

Wilson's junior season was a challenge due to several nagging injuries, including one that kept him out for eight games in the second half. He finished the season with seven goals and 12 assists in 31 games played.

The River Hawks were eliminated from the NCAA Tournament on Sunday with a 4-3 loss to No. 1 Boston College in the Northeast Regional Final.

When Wilson is healthy, he has an amazingly quick release to go along with his accurate shot. He's also got above average hockey smarts when he's on the ice. Wilson finishes his UML career with 39 goals and 56 assists in 109 games.

Wilson is the second UMass Lowell underclassmen to leave since the season ended on Sunday. Sophomore Christian Folin also bolted for the NHL, signing with the Minnesota Wild. Folin, a Gothenburg, Sweden native, was one of the most coveted college free agents on the market.

New York Rangers prospects: Steven Fogarty of Notre Dame learning NHL-style game

By Evan Sporer  @ev_sporer  on Apr 1 2014, 9:00a  68  

Matt Dewkett (mrd-photos.com)

In his second year as a collegiate, Steven Fogarty was an important piece for the Fighting Irish.
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Steven Fogarty looks the part of a professional hockey player, even if he's still in the amateur ranks. The 6-foot-3, Minnesota native just finished his sophomore season at Notre Dame. As a collegiate thus far, Fogarty has shown he's strong at both ends of the ice, a skill he said he takes pride in.

"I'm a solid, two-way centerman," Fogarty said after his Notre Dame team eliminated top-ranked Boston College in the Hockey East quarterfinals. "This weekend especially, our line did a good job of shutting down the best line in college hockey. They only had one 5-on-5 goal against us."

The unit Fogarty was referring to was that of Johnny Gaudreau (Calgary Flames), Kevin Hayes (Chicago Blackhawks), and Bill Arnold (Calgary Flames), the most potent offensive trio in the country by far. To date, the line has combined for 126 points in 25 games.

"I kind of take pride in that, but when it's time to go offensively, I feel like I have good skills, good vision to make plays, or put the puck in the net, or find someone to score," he said. "Just overall, a good two-way centerman."

Another thing Fogarty does especially well is protect the puck using his frame. At Notre Dame, head coach Jeff Jackson stresses puck possession, a trend that's becoming more and more popular in the NHL, and also more linked to success.

"People like to say we're a defensive team, and I think the exact opposite," said Jackson after a Game 1 win over Boston College. "It's about puck possession; it's about making plays on transition.

"You can't have transition without defense."

It's a system very similar to what Alain Vigneault has installed with the Rangers in his first year as head coach: strong on pucks in the neutral zone, smart decisions with the puck once you have it, and, maintaining possession to serve as a form of defending.

"You look at the guys in the NHL and they're all big and strong," said Fogarty. "I've been blessed to have a bigger body, so it's just a matter of how well I use it.

"When I am using it is when I'm at my best, so that's definitely something that would translate to the next level."

Fogarty may not be scoring in bunches yet (he has eight goals and 13 assists in 84 games for the Fighting Irish), but he's been tasked with a different role so far in Jackson's gameplan. But a senior-heavy Notre Dame team will lose at least five forwards to graduation, while others may jump to the NHL, which could open up more opportunities for the rising junior. Many college players coincidentally also make an offensive jump in year three.

Fogarty was quick to credit much of his hockey development to growing up in Minnesota, while noting the Rangers who have followed a similar path. ("I used to work out where McDonagh worked out, but I never really talked to them or anything like that," he said.)

And like those Blueshirts who have come through the hockey mecca before him, Fogarty hopes to follow in their footsteps.

"It's fun to see guys who kind of had the same background, grew up, played college, and then make it on Broadway," he said. "It's something I dream of, and hopefully one day it will come true."

Christian Folin signs with Minnesota Wild

By Jeff Cox  @JeffCoxSBNation  on Mar 31 2014, 7:48p +  

Matt Dewkett

The Minnesota Wild have landed the most coveted NCAA free agent.

 Tweet  (12)  Share  (15)   Share    +  Comments   

UMass Lowell sophomore defenseman Christian Folin has forgone his final two years of collegiate eligibility to sign with the Minnesota Wild, according to multiple sources. The hulking blue liner from Gothenburg, Sweden was one of the most highly coveted NCAA free agents this season.

Other teams that reportedly had a high interest level were the Tampa Bay Lightning, Philadelphia Flyers, Los Angeles Kings, Boston Bruins and Chicago Blackhawks.

 Must Reads  

Christian Folin likely to sign after season

Evan Sporer

Hockey East's top flight risks

Jeff Cox

A key bargaining chip for Folin and his agent was the desire for the NHL team that drafts him to let him burn a year off the entry-level contract this season. Folin will report to the Wild and play out the rest of the regular season, but he is ineligible for the playoffs.

Folin had six goals and 14 assists in 41 games played this season. He is a big, strong defenseman who is also mobile. He has a rocket for a shot and can play well in both zones.

Folin was ranked in SBNation College Hockey's Top 100 NHL Prospects Rankings from earlier this winter.

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

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

--

Jeff Cox covers college, junior and high school hockey, NCAA recruiting and NHL Draft prospects. Follow him on twitter @JeffCoxSBNation.

Islanders GM in can't-win situation with draft pick

Kevin Allen, USA TODAY Sports 10:57 a.m. EDT April 1, 2014
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(Photo: Ed Mulholland, USA TODAY Sports)

SHARE

 22 

CONNECT

 77 

TWEET

COMMENT

EMAIL

MORE

New York Islanders general manager Garth Snow is in such an undesirable predicament that turning over a high draft pick to the Buffalo Sabres in June might be the most sensible play he has.

Snow put himself in this mess in the fall when he agreed to give the Sabres his first-round pick in 2014 or 2015 for Thomas Vanek.

In fairness to Snow, the deal seemed less scary when he made it because the Islanders had been a playoff team last season and expected to be better this season.

With Vanek coming over, he anticipated the Islanders would be a playoff team again and likely thought he would be giving up a pick in the middle of the first round.

The problem is the Islanders' season went south and they will be drafting fourth to sixth, depending upon what happens in the next week.

MORE: The latest draft preview

But that isn't the problem. A team in this situation normally would take its early draft pick this season and give the Sabres the 2015 first-rounder.

You take a talented young player, and then you hope you will improve enough next season to make that 2015 pick less valuable. For example, the Islanders could end up with German-born center Leon Draisaitl, a 100-point performer this season in the Western Hockey League.

In terms of public relations, it also works in the short term. The Islanders don't want to say they are giving the Sabres the first pick this year because they are fearful they could be worse next season.

Keeping the 2014 pick makes perfect sense under normal circumstances. The problem is these are not normal circumstances.

First, the 2014 draft is considered an average one and the 2015 draft class is projected to be talent-rich, led by two potential superstar centers, Connor McDavid and Jack Eichel.

MORE: McDavid the next big thing

The 2015 draft could be the like the Alex Ovechkin-Evgeni Malkin draft of 2004.

The Islanders are moving to Brooklyn's Barclays Center in 2015. Imagine the public-relations nightmare of starting in a new venue if you have to explain why the Sabres are drafting McDavid or Eichel with the Islanders' draft pick.

No one knows how the draft order will shake out next season, but common sense tells us the Islanders have a better chance of picking first or second in 2015 than most teams. If you were drawing up teams with a chance to be bad next season, you have to put the Islanders on the list.

Yes, they were a playoff team last season, but Mark Streit, Matt Moulson and Andrew MacDonald are gone from that team.

The Islanders have impressive prospects coming up, but you don't win in this league with young players. The Islanders can improve through free agency, but it will be difficult to persuade top free agents to join. Remember, they couldn't get Vanek to stay.
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Players moved at the NHL trade deadline
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Thomas Vanek, Canadiens. Montreal didn't have to pay too steep a price -- second-round pick and prospect Sebastian Collberg-- but the Canadiens will gladly take it. Vanek boosts a weak offense, immediately becoming their top point producer (21 goals, 53 points.)

Thomas Vanek, Canadiens. Montreal didn't have to pay too steep a price -- second-round pick and prospect Sebastian Collberg-- but the Canadiens will gladly take it. Vanek boosts a weak offense, immediately becoming their top point producer (21 goals, 53 points.)  Ed Mulholland, USA TODAY Sports
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Lee Stempniak, Penguins. The winger, who has 23 points is a skilled enough player, to slot in on a scoring role and gritty enough to fit in in a bottom-six role. This flexibility was enough for the Penguins to send Calgary a third-round pick.

Jaroslav Halak, Capitals: The goaltender was moved to Buffalo as part of the trade that sent Ryan Miller and Steve Ott to the Blues. Then he was dealt to the Capitals at the deadline. He becomes Washington's most reliable option in net.

Michal Neuvirth, Sabres. The 25-year-old was sent to Buffalo for Jaroslav Halak. He has had an up-and-down time in the NHL during his career, posting a 2.67 goals-against average and .910 save percentage. He will get a chance to find his confidence while sharing time with Jhonas Enroth.

Rostislav Klesla, defenseman. The defenseman didn't even last a day in the Capitals organization after being traded there from Phoenix in the Martin Erat trade. He was included with Michal Neuvirth in the trade to acquire Jaroslav Halak and a third-rounder.

Matt Moulson, Wild. One of the league's worst offense (24th, 2.35 goals per game), adds a pure goal scorer in Moulson. Moulson has 17 goals and 21 assists this season and has had three consecutive 30-goal seasons. Minnesota sent Torrey Mitchell and two second-round picks, receiving Moulson and Cody McCormock back.

Torrey Mitchell, Sabres. Mitchell was relegated to a fourth-line role with Minnesota this season, tallying nine points in 58 games. He was included in the deal that sent Matt Moulson to Minnesota.

Cody McCormick, Minnesota. The depth forward had five points in 29 games. He was sent, along with Matt Moulson, from Buffalo for Torrey Mitchel and two prospects.

David Legwand, Red Wings. The 33-year-old center aids a Red Wings offense that has been beset by injuries this season, especially down the middle. The Red Wings sent Patrick Eaves, a prospect and a third-round pick to Nashville.

Patrick Eaves, Predators. The Red Wings sent Eaves, along with a third-round pick and a prospect. Eaves will be a bottom-six player for the Predators.

Reto Berra, Avalanche. The 27-year-old, in his first NHL season, has had a rough go of it with the Flames, posting a 2.95 goals-against average and .897 save percentage. The Avs gave up a second-round pick for a goalie who could back up Semyon Varlamov next season with Jean-Sebastien Giguere's deal expiring.

Raphael Diaz, Rangers. New York sent Vancouver a 2015 fifth-round pick for the defensemen, who will serve as its seventh/eighth defenseman.

Andrej Meszaros, Bruins. After Philadelphia acquired Andrew MacDonald, Boston swooped in to find their replacement for injured Dennis Seidenberg. The Flyers got a third-round pick back.

Tim Thomas, Stars. As Dallas makes its playoff run, it'll now have a proven netminder who excels under pressure backing up Kari Lehtonen. He was dealt for Dan Ellis.

Dan Ellis, Panthers. The 33-year-old will be a backup under Roberto Luongo in Florida.

Nick Schultz, Blue Jackets. Edmonton received a fifth-round pick for the defenseman, who buoys a defense that has been nicked with several injuries.

Brayden McNabb, Kings. The Sabres acquired prospects Nicolas Deslauriers and Hudson Fasching from Los Angeles for McNabb, prospect Jonathan Parker and two second-round draft picks. McNabb, a 23-year-old defenseman, has 29 points in 38 games in the AHL, but is pointless in 12 games in the NHL this year.

Tuomo Ruutu, Devils. The Devils add a player with bite and a scoring touch to their forward group for Andrei Loktionov and a conditional third-round pick.

Andrei Loktionov, Hurricanes. The Devils traded the forward, along with a 2017 conditional third-round pick, for Tuomo Ruutu. Loktionov has 12 points this season, but possesses decent offensive upside.

Marcel Goc, Penguins. Florida acquired a 2015 third- and fifth-round (2014) pick for Goc, who has 23 points this season and will slide into a checking-line role with Pittsburgh.

Marian Gaborik, Kings. Los Angeles sorely needed scoring, and Gaborik, when healthy, is a sniper, though he has just six goals in 22 games this year. The Kings sent Columbus Matt Frattin, a second-round pick and a conditional third-round pick.

Matt Frattin, Blue Jackets. Included with a second-round pick and a conditional third-round pick for Marian Gaborik, Frattin had six points in 40 games this season with the Kings. He is a bottom-six player.

Devan Dubnyk, Canadiens. The Predators acquired future considerations for the netminder, who will give Montreal insurance between the pipes with Peter Budaj behind Carey Price, who is currently injured.

<p>Ales Hemsky, Senators. Edmonton received a third-round pick in 2014 and a fifth-round pick in 2015 for the talented, but inconsistent winger. Ottawa lacked right-wing scoring depth after Bobby Ryan. He scored twice against the Senators a day before getting dealt.</p>

Cory Conacher, Sabres. Waived by the Senators, Conacher struggled to crack the lineup after a promising rookie season in which he tallied 39 points in 47 games. He'll be given a chance in Buffalo. Conacher played college hockey locally at Canisius.

Corey Potter, Bruins. The defenseman was waived by the Oilers. He will provide the Bruins with depth as a right-handed shot on the blueline.

Martin St. Louis, Rangers. The Rangers acquired the two-time Art Ross Trophy winner from the Lightning for Ryan Callahan, a 2015 first-round pick and 2014 second-round pick. St. Louis instantly improves the Rangers' offense.

Ryan Callahan, Lightning: In a captain-for-captain trade, Callahan was sent, along with a 2015 first-round pick and 2014 second-round pick, to Tampa Bay for Martin St. Louis. Callahan is a less skilled offensive player but is a great leader and heart-and-soul player.

Robert Luongo, Panthers: In the stunner of the day on the eve of the deadline, Vancouver sent the four-time All-Star with seven years left on his contract to the Panthers, a place he spent five years of his career.

Jacob Markstrom, Canucks. The netminder was dealt, along with Shawn Matthias and minor leaguer Steven Anthony, to Vancouver in the Roberto Luongo trade. Just 24, Markstrom has struggled in his NHL looks, but he has untapped upside. He'll join Eddie Lack, 26, between the pipes.

Shawn Matthias, Canucks: The 6-4, 225-pound center was packaged with Jakob Markstromand minor leaguer Steven Anthonyin a deal forRoberto Luongo. He has nine goals and 16 points, while playing third-line minutes with Florida.

Martin Erat, Coyotes. Erat, who requested a trade early this season, was acquired from the Washington Capitals, along with John Mitchell, for defenseman Rostislav Klesla, Chris Brown and a fourth-round 2015 pick.

Rostislav Klesla, Capitals. He, Chris Brown and a 2015 fourth-round pick were acquired from the Coyotes for Martin Erat and John Mitchell. Klesla and Brown will report to the AHL.

David Rundblad, Blackhawks: Phoenix sent Rundblad and prospect Mathieu Brisebois to Chicago for a second-round pick in this year's draft. Rundblad is a 2009 first-round pick who has played 50 games in the NHL.

Andrew MacDonald, Flyers: The Islanders acquired two picks and a prospect from the Flyers for the defenseman, who leads the league in blocked shots.

Viktor Fasth, Oilers. The Ducks, who received two mid-round picks, have a crowded crease and Edmonton is seeking to find a goalie it can count on. Fasth should split time with Ben Scrivens for the rest of the season and battle for the spot next year as well.

Stephane Robidas, Ducks. Anaheim shores up its defense with the ultra-competitive 37-year-old. The Ducks sent the fourth-rounder acquired from the Capitals for Dustin Penner to Dallas for Robidas.

Ilya Bryzgalov, Wild: Bryzgalov is more of a "known commodity" for the Wild, who are without Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom and were leaning on rookie Darcy Kuemper. Minnesota traded a fourth-round pick to get him.

Dustin Penner, Capitals. The Ducks acquired a fourth-round pick for the 6-4, 245-pound Penner who will add size up front for the Capitals and give them more offensive ability in their forward group.

Mike Weaver, Canadiens. The defensemen was traded for a fifth-round pick. He should slot in as a steady presence on the third pair for Montreal.

Ryan Miller, Blues: THe longtime Sabre was traded to the Blues with Steve Ott. He gives St. Louis more stability between the pipes as it makes its run for the Stanley Cup.

Steve Ott, Blues: Acquired with Ryan Miller, Ott gives the Blues leadership, bottom-six toughness and one of the game's best trash-talkers. He's also over 50% on faceoffs.

Chris Stewart, Sabres: Acquired in the blockbuster with the Blues, Stewart is a physical forward with a good offensive skillset. He could be on the move again before Wednesday's deadline.

Brandon Pirri, Panthers: The Blackhawks acquired two mid-round picks for Pirri, a forward who was the AHL's leading scorer last season. He has top-six upside.

Thomas Vanek, Canadiens. Montreal didn't have to pay too steep a price -- second-round pick and prospect Sebastian Collberg-- but the Canadiens will gladly take it. Vanek boosts a weak offense, immediately becoming their top point producer (21 goals, 53 points.)

Lee Stempniak, Penguins. The winger, who has 23 points is a skilled enough player, to slot in on a scoring role and gritty enough to fit in in a bottom-six role. This flexibility was enough for the Penguins to send Calgary a third-round pick.

Jaroslav Halak, Capitals: The goaltender was moved to Buffalo as part of the trade that sent Ryan Miller and Steve Ott to the Blues. Then he was dealt to the Capitals at the deadline. He becomes Washington's most reliable option in net.

Michal Neuvirth, Sabres. The 25-year-old was sent to Buffalo for Jaroslav Halak. He has had an up-and-down time in the NHL during his career, posting a 2.67 goals-against average and .910 save percentage. He will get a chance to find his confidence while sharing time with Jhonas Enroth.

Rostislav Klesla, defenseman. The defenseman didn't even last a day in the Capitals organization after being traded there from Phoenix in the Martin Erat trade. He was included with Michal Neuvirth in the trade to acquire Jaroslav Halak and a third-rounder.

Matt Moulson, Wild. One of the league's worst offense (24th, 2.35 goals per game), adds a pure goal scorer in Moulson. Moulson has 17 goals and 21 assists this season and has had three consecutive 30-goal seasons. Minnesota sent Torrey Mitchell and two second-round picks, receiving Moulson and Cody McCormock back.

Torrey Mitchell, Sabres. Mitchell was relegated to a fourth-line role with Minnesota this season, tallying nine points in 58 games. He was included in the deal that sent Matt Moulson to Minnesota.

Cody McCormick, Minnesota. The depth forward had five points in 29 games. He was sent, along with Matt Moulson, from Buffalo for Torrey Mitchel and two prospects.

David Legwand, Red Wings. The 33-year-old center aids a Red Wings offense that has been beset by injuries this season, especially down the middle. The Red Wings sent Patrick Eaves, a prospect and a third-round pick to Nashville.

Patrick Eaves, Predators. The Red Wings sent Eaves, along with a third-round pick and a prospect. Eaves will be a bottom-six player for the Predators.

Reto Berra, Avalanche. The 27-year-old, in his first NHL season, has had a rough go of it with the Flames, posting a 2.95 goals-against average and .897 save percentage. The Avs gave up a second-round pick for a goalie who could back up Semyon Varlamov next season with Jean-Sebastien Giguere's deal expiring.

Raphael Diaz, Rangers. New York sent Vancouver a 2015 fifth-round pick for the defensemen, who will serve as its seventh/eighth defenseman.

Andrej Meszaros, Bruins. After Philadelphia acquired Andrew MacDonald, Boston swooped in to find their replacement for injured Dennis Seidenberg. The Flyers got a third-round pick back.

Tim Thomas, Stars. As Dallas makes its playoff run, it'll now have a proven netminder who excels under pressure backing up Kari Lehtonen. He was dealt for Dan Ellis.

Dan Ellis, Panthers. The 33-year-old will be a backup under Roberto Luongo in Florida.

Nick Schultz, Blue Jackets. Edmonton received a fifth-round pick for the defenseman, who buoys a defense that has been nicked with several injuries.

Brayden McNabb, Kings. The Sabres acquired prospects Nicolas Deslauriers and Hudson Fasching from Los Angeles for McNabb, prospect Jonathan Parker and two second-round draft picks. McNabb, a 23-year-old defenseman, has 29 points in 38 games in the AHL, but is pointless in 12 games in the NHL this year.

Tuomo Ruutu, Devils. The Devils add a player with bite and a scoring touch to their forward group for Andrei Loktionov and a conditional third-round pick.

Andrei Loktionov, Hurricanes. The Devils traded the forward, along with a 2017 conditional third-round pick, for Tuomo Ruutu. Loktionov has 12 points this season, but possesses decent offensive upside.

Marcel Goc, Penguins. Florida acquired a 2015 third- and fifth-round (2014) pick for Goc, who has 23 points this season and will slide into a checking-line role with Pittsburgh.

Marian Gaborik, Kings. Los Angeles sorely needed scoring, and Gaborik, when healthy, is a sniper, though he has just six goals in 22 games this year. The Kings sent Columbus Matt Frattin, a second-round pick and a conditional third-round pick.

Matt Frattin, Blue Jackets. Included with a second-round pick and a conditional third-round pick for Marian Gaborik, Frattin had six points in 40 games this season with the Kings. He is a bottom-six player.

Devan Dubnyk, Canadiens. The Predators acquired future considerations for the netminder, who will give Montreal insurance between the pipes with Peter Budaj behind Carey Price, who is currently injured.

<p>Ales Hemsky, Senators. Edmonton received a third-round pick in 2014 and a fifth-round pick in 2015 for the talented, but inconsistent winger. Ottawa lacked right-wing scoring depth after Bobby Ryan. He scored twice against the Senators a day before getting dealt.</p>

Cory Conacher, Sabres. Waived by the Senators, Conacher struggled to crack the lineup after a promising rookie season in which he tallied 39 points in 47 games. He'll be given a chance in Buffalo. Conacher played college hockey locally at Canisius.

Corey Potter, Bruins. The defenseman was waived by the Oilers. He will provide the Bruins with depth as a right-handed shot on the blueline.

Martin St. Louis, Rangers. The Rangers acquired the two-time Art Ross Trophy winner from the Lightning for Ryan Callahan, a 2015 first-round pick and 2014 second-round pick. St. Louis instantly improves the Rangers' offense.

Ryan Callahan, Lightning: In a captain-for-captain trade, Callahan was sent, along with a 2015 first-round pick and 2014 second-round pick, to Tampa Bay for Martin St. Louis. Callahan is a less skilled offensive player but is a great leader and heart-and-soul player.

Robert Luongo, Panthers: In the stunner of the day on the eve of the deadline, Vancouver sent the four-time All-Star with seven years left on his contract to the Panthers, a place he spent five years of his career.

Jacob Markstrom, Canucks. The netminder was dealt, along with Shawn Matthias and minor leaguer Steven Anthony, to Vancouver in the Roberto Luongo trade. Just 24, Markstrom has struggled in his NHL looks, but he has untapped upside. He'll join Eddie Lack, 26, between the pipes.

Shawn Matthias, Canucks: The 6-4, 225-pound center was packaged with Jakob Markstromand minor leaguer Steven Anthonyin a deal forRoberto Luongo. He has nine goals and 16 points, while playing third-line minutes with Florida.

Martin Erat, Coyotes. Erat, who requested a trade early this season, was acquired from the Washington Capitals, along with John Mitchell, for defenseman Rostislav Klesla, Chris Brown and a fourth-round 2015 pick.

Rostislav Klesla, Capitals. He, Chris Brown and a 2015 fourth-round pick were acquired from the Coyotes for Martin Erat and John Mitchell. Klesla and Brown will report to the AHL.

David Rundblad, Blackhawks: Phoenix sent Rundblad and prospect Mathieu Brisebois to Chicago for a second-round pick in this year's draft. Rundblad is a 2009 first-round pick who has played 50 games in the NHL.

Andrew MacDonald, Flyers: The Islanders acquired two picks and a prospect from the Flyers for the defenseman, who leads the league in blocked shots.

Viktor Fasth, Oilers. The Ducks, who received two mid-round picks, have a crowded crease and Edmonton is seeking to find a goalie it can count on. Fasth should split time with Ben Scrivens for the rest of the season and battle for the spot next year as well.

Stephane Robidas, Ducks. Anaheim shores up its defense with the ultra-competitive 37-year-old. The Ducks sent the fourth-rounder acquired from the Capitals for Dustin Penner to Dallas for Robidas.

Ilya Bryzgalov, Wild: Bryzgalov is more of a "known commodity" for the Wild, who are without Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom and were leaning on rookie Darcy Kuemper. Minnesota traded a fourth-round pick to get him.

Dustin Penner, Capitals. The Ducks acquired a fourth-round pick for the 6-4, 245-pound Penner who will add size up front for the Capitals and give them more offensive ability in their forward group.

Mike Weaver, Canadiens. The defensemen was traded for a fifth-round pick. He should slot in as a steady presence on the third pair for Montreal.

Ryan Miller, Blues: THe longtime Sabre was traded to the Blues with Steve Ott. He gives St. Louis more stability between the pipes as it makes its run for the Stanley Cup.

Steve Ott, Blues: Acquired with Ryan Miller, Ott gives the Blues leadership, bottom-six toughness and one of the game's best trash-talkers. He's also over 50% on faceoffs.

Chris Stewart, Sabres: Acquired in the blockbuster with the Blues, Stewart is a physical forward with a good offensive skillset. He could be on the move again before Wednesday's deadline.

Brandon Pirri, Panthers: The Blackhawks acquired two mid-round picks for Pirri, a forward who was the AHL's leading scorer last season. He has top-six upside.
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Maybe they could land a difference-making goalie, but there is no guarantee of that. The Islanders would have to overpay, and they rank 29th out of 30 teams in payroll this season.

Plus, the NHL is considering changing the draft lottery rules next season.

The Islanders wouldn't want to hand over their 2015 pick and then have the rules change to give them a better chance of landing McDavid or Eichel. One thing being considered is basing it on a team's performance over the past five seasons.

The Islanders are about to miss the playoffs for the sixth time in seven seasons.

The consensus around the NHL is that Snow is in a can't-win situation, but he almost has to give Buffalo the 2014 pick and then sell fans on the idea that picking 10th to 15th in 2015 will be the same as picking fifth or sixth in 2014.
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Eleven members of the USA TODAY Sports NHL power rankings panel voted on March 31 for top players for postseason awards. The results - MVP: 1. Pittsburgh Penguins center Sidney Crosby led the league with 99 points. Points: 55. First-place votes: 11.

Eleven members of the USA TODAY Sports NHL power rankings panel voted on March 31 for top players for postseason awards. The results - MVP: 1. Pittsburgh Penguins center Sidney Crosby led the league with 99 points. Points: 55. First-place votes: 11.  David Manning, USA TODAY Sports
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MVP - 2. Anaheim Ducks center Ryan Getzlaf had 81 points and a plus 28 rating. Points: 41.

MVP - 3. Philadelphia Flyers center Claude Giroux has caught fire since early December and has 78 points in 74 games. Points: 26.

MVP - 4. Dallas Stars center Tyler Seguin was fifth in the league with 76 points. Points: 9.

MVP - 5. San Jose Sharks forward Joe Pavelski had a career-best 73 games in 76 games. Points: 8.

MVP - Others with votes: Alex Ovechkin (pictured), Washington, 6; Phil Kessel, Toronto, 6; Carey Price, Montreal, 3; Alexander Steen, St. Louis, 3; Joe Thornton, San Jose, 2; Duncan Keith, Chicago, 2; Matt Duchene, Colorado, 1; Tuukka Rask, Boston, 1; Ben Bishop, Tampa Bay, 1; Anze Kopitar, Los Angeles Kings, 1

Top goalie - 1. Boston Bruins' Tuukka Rask was 34-14-6 with a 2.02 GAA and .931 save percentage. Points: 52. First-place votes: 9.

Top goalie - 2. Tampa Bay Lightning's Ben Bishop was 36-12-7 with a 2.18 goals-against average and a .926 save percentage. Points: 37. First-place votes: 2

Top goalie - 3. Montreal Canadiens' Carey Price was 32-18-5 with a 2.36 goals-against average and a .925 save percentage. Points: 25.

Top goalie - 4: Colorado Avalanche's Semyon Varlamov was 37-14-5 with a 2.49 goals-against average and a .926 save percentage. Points: 23.

Top goalie - 5. Pittsburgh Penguins' Marc-Andre Fleury was 34-15-3 with a 2.34 goals-against average and a .916 save percentage. Points: 17. First-place votes: 1

Top goalie - 5 (tie): San Jose Sharks' Antti Niemi was 36-15-7 with a 2.35 goals-against average and a .914 save percentage. Points: 11.

Top goalie - Others with votes: Jonas Hiller, Anaheim, 2; Ryan Miller (pictured), St. Louis-Buffalo, 1; Jonathan Bernier, Toronto, 1; Jaroslav Halak, Washington-St. Louis, 1; Henrik Lundqvist, N.Y. Rangers, 1

Top defenseman - 1. Chicago's Duncan Keith had 51 assists and a plus 17 rating. Points: 52. First-place votes: 9.

Top defenseman - 2. St. Louis Blues' Alex Pietrangelo had 50 points and a plus 23 rating. Points: 26. First-place votes: 1.

Top defenseman - 3. Minnesota's Ryan Suter had 41 points and was averaging 29:43 a night. Points: 24.

Top defenseman - 4. Nashville Predators' Shea Weber was led defensemen with 21 goals. Points: 15.

Top defenseman - 5 (tie). Ottawa Senators' Erik Karlsson led defensemen with 70 points but had a minus 17 rating. Points: 10.

Top defenseman - 5 (tie): Los Angeles Kings' Drew Doughty had 36 points and a plus 18 rating.

Top defenseman - Others with votes: Zdeno Chara (pictured), Boston, 9 (one first-place vote); Mark Giordano, Calgary, 5; P.K. Subban, Montreal, 4; Marc-Edouard Vlasic, 4; Dustin Byfuglien, Winnipeg, 3; Matt Niskanen, Pittsburgh, 1; Cam Fowler, Anaheim, 1

Top rookie - 1. Colorado Avalanche center Nathan MacKinnon had a rookie-best 56 points, a plus 20 rating and five game-winning goals. Points: 53. First-place votes: 10.

Top rookie - 2. Tampa Bay Lightning forward Ondrej Palat had 51 points and a plus 27 rating. Points: 30.

Top rookie - 3. Tampa Bay Lightning forward Tyler Johnson ranked third among rookies with 47 points. Points: 24.

Top rookie - 4. Boston Bruins defenseman Torey Krug had 14 goals, six on the power play. Points: 17. First-place votes: 1.

Top rookie - 5. Anaheim Ducks defenseman Hampus Lindholm had 26 points and plus 27 rating. Points. 10.

Top rookie - Others with votes: Chris Kreider, N.Y. Rangers, 7; Jacob Trouba (pictured), Winnipeg, 6; Seth Jones, Nashville, 5; Olli Maatta, Pittsburgh, 5; Mark Scheifele, Winnipeg, 3; Valeri Nichushkin, Dallas, 2; Nick Bjugstad, Florida, 2; Frederik Andersen, Anaheim, 1.
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The truth is the Islanders could give up a quality prospect this season, and not be able to land a player as talented next season. But it is the path they probably have to follow to assure this bad situation doesn't become a nightmare that fans will talk about for decades.

Snow's situation is like when a contending golfer hooks into the deep rough at the Masters and has to consider whether to try to make a miraculous shot or punch out, take his bogey and move on to the next hole.

Analyst Johnny Miller would be telling the golfer to accept the bogey in the name of taking the double or triple bogey out of the equation.

Snow probably has to give the Sabres his 2014 draft pick to take "catastrophe" out of his equation.

Hopponen to play for Finland in Under 18-World Championships
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Sioux City's Waltteri Hopponen controls the puck as Des Moines' Connor Schmidt defends during Musketeers hockey action at the Tyson Events Center Thursday, March 6, 2014. (Jim Lee, Sioux City Journal)
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Hayton, Musketeers edge Sioux Falls

SIOUX FALLS | Kyle Hayton enjoyed one of his most satisfying goaltending victories Friday night. Read more

Musketeers skate past Des Moines on home ice

SIOUX CITY | Bobo Carpenter scored two amazing goals Tuesday night. Read more

SIOUX CITY | Waltteri Hopponen helped Finland claim a silver medal at the Under-18 Five Nations Tournament last December in Switzerland.

Now, the Sioux City Musketeers’ right wing wants to go for the gold.

Hopponen left Monday for his native country, which will host the IIHF Ice Hockey Under-18 World Championships, a 10-team tournament April 17-27 in Lappeenranta, Finland.

“This is a big part of me,” said Hopponen, whose homeland will host a field that includes the United States, Switzerland, Czech Republic, Denmark, Canada, Russia, Sweden, Germany and Slovakia. 

“We will have two camps before the tournament. I just want to try to get the gold medal there. The whole team is pretty good. I’ll play hard and do my everything there.”

Finland won the World Juniors Under-20 Championships, defeating Sweden 3-2 in the gold-medal game Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden. Teuvo Teravainen was the tournament’s top scorer with 15 points (2 goals, 13 assists).

Seventh on the Clark Cup Playoff-bound Musketeers with 31 points (17, 14), Hopponen is part of a 39-man team which doesn’t include any of the Finns who played in Malmo.

Among the skaters the 6-1, 190-pound rookie from Espoo, Finland, is excited to play with is 6-foot, 181-pound Kasperi Kapanen. The son of 12-year NHL veteran Sami Kapanen (Hartford Whalers, Carolina Hurricanes, Philadelphia Flyers) is the top-ranked European skater in Central Scouting’s mid-term rankings prior to the 2014 NHL Draft.

Team Finland’s roster also includes Des Moines Buccaneers defenseman Jarkko Parikka (2 goals, 6 assists).

“It’s tough losing Waltteri this time of the year, but it was something we were clearly aware of and understand,” said Musketeers Coach Jay Varady. “His goal, because he has played major junior hockey, is to be an NHL draft pick. We know the Under-18 Tournament is the biggest tournament that allows players to get drafted.

"There’s tons of directors of player personnel, assistant GM’s and some GM’s who go to this tournament. It’s a chance for him to be evaluated against all of the other draft-eligible players.”

Varady said Hopponen will play a top-six role with the Finns, meaning he could be on either of the top two lines. He will also be on the squad’s power play.

Hopponen has contributed eight points (4 goals, 4 assists) for a Musketeers power play that enters Friday night’s game at Team USA ranked fifth (19.09 percent) in the USHL.

Hopponen is optimistic that when he returns, the Musketeers will play in the second round of the playoffs.

“I feel sad now,” he said. “I addressed the team. This team is going to win the first round. This is a pretty good team here. We have three good lines. They don’t need me right now. We’re the best team in the league.”

Hopponen has played on a line with center Joe Snively (13 goals, 27 assists) and Brandon Hawkins (26, 22) since early February. Hawkins, incidentally, will miss between two and four weeks after an emergency appendectomy last Friday.

“We’ll lose a guy who has grown and developed,” said Varady. “He’s a big part of our offense. He’s a big body down low that protects the puck. He plays playoff hockey to me. For us, that’s tough.

“I’m excited for him. It’s bittersweet. The sweet part, he gets a chance to represent his country.”

Season continues for Pats' pros

By Greg Harder, Leader-Post April 1, 2014  
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Season continues for Pats' pros

Morgan Klimchuk’s WHL playoff hopes have been extinguished, but his post-season fire is still burning.
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REGINA -- Morgan Klimchuk’s WHL playoff hopes have been extinguished, but his post-season fire is still burning.

Although the Regina Pats were swept in the first round by the Brandon Wheat Kings, Klimchuk is eager to continue his season with the AHL’s Abbotsford Heat, the top farm team of the Calgary Flames.

The NHL club officially assigned him to Abbotsford on Monday.

“For your season to end as soon as it did, you want a chance to prove yourself,” Klimchuk, a first-round pick (28th overall) of the Flames in the 2013 NHL draft, said. 

“Playoff hockey is a pretty important time of year. If I get the chance (to see post-season action in Abbotsford), I’m definitely going to make the most of it.”

Klimchuk, who signed an entry-level contract with the Flames in December, is looking to make up for lost time after missing his first NHL training camp last fall due to an abdominal injury. He walks into a favourable playoff situation with the baby Flames, who are sitting fifth in the AHL’s Western Conference at 37-25-5-2.

The same can’t be said for Pats captain Kyle Burroughs, who departed Sunday to join the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, the AHL affiliate of the New York Islanders. Bridgeport sits 13th in the Eastern Conference (27-33-2-5) and 16 points out of a playoff spot.

“It should be a good time no matter what, a good learning experience,” Burroughs, a seventh-round pick of the Islanders in 2013, said. “Just getting to play hockey again is going to be sweet. I’m excited for the opportunity and thankful they even drafted me. To come in there and play for their farm team, it’s a dream come true.”

Even if a playoff appearance isn’t in the cards, Burroughs believes he has everything to gain from a season-ending stint in Bridgeport.

“I’m going to be a sponge down there, soak up all the information guys can give me,” he said. “Those guys have lived it. That’s something I want to aim towards. I want to be a pro hockey player. It’s going to benefit me in the future.”

Two other members of the Pats could also finish up their seasons in the pros: centre Chandler Stephenson and defenceman Dmitry Sinitsyn. Stephenson is a third-round pick of the Washington Capitals, whose AHL club is the Hershey Bears. Sinitsyn is a seventh-round pick of the Dallas Stars, whose top minor-league affiliate is the Texas Stars.

As of early Monday, both players were awaiting final confirmation on their pro assignments.

“I thought I would go over there for a couple weeks, maybe a week, to practise and see how it is,” Sinitsyn said. “Everybody wants to move on to the next level. If that happens to me, that would be some great news. I’ll just have to wait for it and see what’s going to happen.”

Sinitsyn and Stephenson remain unsigned by their respective NHL clubs but are eligible to graduate to the pro ranks next season. 

Stephenson is unlikely to return to Regina as a 20-year-old but the door could be open for Sinitsyn, who played just 13 games in two years before joining the Pats. 

He was a redshirt for one season with the University of Massachusetts-Lowell and saw limited action the following year with the NCAA club.

“I basically caught up to the playing time (with the Pats) that I lost the past two seasons,” Sinitsyn said, adding that it would be “great” to return for one more WHL campaign in Regina. “But it doesn’t depend on me. It depends on Dallas and what they think of my game.”

Day 1 recap: How Central Scouting has evolved

Wednesday, 03.26.2014 / 4:28 PM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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TORONTO -- The opening day of NHL Central Scouting's meeting to determine the final rankings of the top draft-eligible North American skaters proved to be both entertaining and enlightening.

Entertaining in the fact the top players eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft at Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia in June were discussed and debated for eight hours. Enlightening in the way Central Scouting has taken a proactive approach in making projections at a time when the game has certainly evolved since the bureau was established prior to 1975-76 as a courtesy to NHL teams.

"Our whole business is projection, so you have to project where the game will be a little bit down the road," Central Scouting's David Gregory said. "We have to look at those trends. We have to know that the game is evolving this way because we're telling you who will play there in the next three-to-five years; it's one of the hardest but best things about our job."

Chris Edwards, who specializes in prospects from the Ontario Hockey League, acknowledged that there was a day when 6-foot-4, 230-pound defensemen dominated the rankings. They were in high demand and, at the time, key to a long and successful run in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

That just isn't the case anymore. See 5-foot-11, 181-pound right wing Patrick Kane.

"When [late director of Central Scouting] EJ McGuire came along [in 2005], he changed our way of thinking about the game, or at least what we thought it is," Edwards said. "We were stuck in a rut at a point and we had big defensemen who weren't great skaters in our first round because that's where big defensemen went. EJ came along and was fresh out of coaching; he knew what kind of guys were playing and what their limitations were."

There's no question that while most teams would require a few stay-at-home defensemen, the League has become faster and more skillful on both ends.

"You have to be able to move and skate and be mobile in this game now or you can't play no matter what size you are," Gregory said. "If you're big and can do that, that's an added bonus. But it also means that guys that may have in the past struggled as smaller guys, now have a chance to have an impact."

The best discussion of the day involved those players from the Western Hockey League, where Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders, Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice and Jake Virtanen of the Calgary Hitmen were under the microscope. There was also intriguing debate about WHL defensemen Haydn Fleury of the Red Deer Rebels and Julius Honka of the Swift Current Broncos.

Kingston Frontenacs center Samuel Bennett, who was No. 1 on Central Scouting's midterm list, was certainly given the thumbs up when the top blue-chip prospects of the OHL were discussed earlier in the day. He finished with 36 goals, including 10 power-play goals, 91 points and 118 penalty minutes in 57 regular-season games. In two seasons with the Frontenacs, the 6-foot-0.25, 178-pound left-hander has 54 goals, 131 points and 205 penalty minutes in 117 career games.

In addition to Bennett, OHL forwards Michael Dal Colle of the Oshawa Generals, Nicholas Ritchie of the Peterborough Petes and Brendan Perlini of the Niagara IceDogs, were talked about in great detail.

"You expect 17- or 18-year-old kids to get stronger at some point, and Bennett certainly fits that mold," Edwards said. "That's something that every prospect will work on, so I don't see it as a problem in his development down the road. Bennett doesn't get pushed around, or he's not weak, but he'll be even more effective when he gets stronger."

The only sure thing at the draft might be Barrie Colts defenseman Aaron Ekblad, who is considered the top defenseman available on the draft board. All the scouts were in agreement that Ekblad was the top defenseman at the midterm rankings in January.

"I don't see anyone going ahead of him defense-wise," Edwards said. "But not only is he possibly the top defenseman, but he could be the No. 1 pick overall."

The final meetings will continue Thursday and run through April 1.

Follow Mike Morreale on Twitter at: @mikemorrealeNHL

While the Edmonton Oilers didn’t get the biggest college free-agent defenceman fish Christian Folin, who signed in Minnesota, they did dip into the pool of available players earlier Monday  to get high-end Western Michigan blueliner Jordan Oesterle whom his coach Andy Murray says “has a chance to be an NHLer.”

While Folin wasn’t swayed by the fact that Oilers’ GM Craig MacTavish went to the same UMass (Lowell), the Oilers did appear to get a good one in Oesterle, a major-league skater with a strong on-ice IQ. Armed with  a two-year entry-level contract, Oesterle willl report immediately to Oklahoma City with the Barons in a playoff fight, four points back of Charlotte Checkers for the last playoff spot.

The 21-year-old Academic All-American (junior, majoring in finance, 3.55 GPA) is about 6’1″ and 185 pounds now but the former NHL coach Murray (St. Louis, Los Angeles) feels Oesterle can be 195 pounds next season with some off-season training.

 Murray, in his third year coaching at the Kalamazoo university, is certainly a fan. He talked a lot to the Oilers about Oesterle, who battled with a broken jaw this past season but put up 17 points in 34 games, good for a college D-man. “I know if Jordan had stayed another year with us, about 20 (NHL) teams would have been interested in signing him…his skating is exceptional, good vision, competes hard defensively, smart player, outstanding student. I’d say he needs to put on a little bit more muscle mass,” said Murray.

 The Oilers were also looking at Western Michigan D-man Kenney Morrison, from Lloydminster, but the 6’2″, 205-pound sophomore is staying in school.

 Oesterle played on the same Western Michigan back-end as fellow free-agent signees–current Detroit Red Wings’ minute-muncher Danny DeKeyser and San Jose Sharks’ recent call-up Matt Tennyson. “The Oilers were very close on DeKeyser last year…and I think Danny’s Detroit second-best defenceman now after (Nik) Kronwall. They’re playing Danny 27 minutes a game,” said Murray, reinforcing the full-court press the Oilers made to sign him last spring.

 Oesterle, 21, born in a suburb of Detroit, was listed in the top 10 of available free-agents on many websites. He was an all-star in the Great Lakes Invitational tournament, outside at Comerica Park (Michigan, Michigan State Michigan Tech with Western Mich winning in the final) is a very bright kid, which puts him in common with OKC defender Taylor Fedun, a mechanical engineering grad from Princeton who built a hovercraft as his final thesis.

“Very excited, it’s been a dream of mine (playing pro),” said Oesterle.

***

Oiler draft defenceman Dillon Simpson  will be in the Frozen Four with North Dakota, battling for the NCAA title with Boston College, Minnesota and Union College (New York State).

 A few days ago, the Barons signed Northern Michigan captain/defenceman C.J. Ludwig, Craig’s son) to a standard AHL contract for the 2014-2015 season. The former NHL blueliner’s boy ripped up his knee in November. The Barons also have Finnish 2011 draft goalie Frans Tuohimaa, 22, there now. He had a so-so year in the Finnish Elite League and is on a two-year contract.

***

The Oilers have called up Will Acton from OKC for their Tuesday game in San Jose with only 11 healthy forwards and one of those Tyler Pitlick only playing 6 1/2 minutes against New York Rangers Sunday. Acton started the season here and played 23 games but was farmed on Dec. 3. He’ll likely play fourth-line centre which will allow Ryan Smyth to play on a third line with Boyd Gordon and Matt Hendricks against the Sharks, who whipped the Oilers 5-1 last week at Rexall Place and are scrambling to finish first in the Pacific and avoiding LA in the first-round playoff matchup. The Sharks are one point back of Anaheim for No. 1 in the Pacific and the Ducks have two games in hand. Anaheim hosts Winnipeg Monday night.
Rehabbing blue-liner aims to get in shape for draft

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The StarPhoenix March 30, 2014  

SASKATOON, SK — MARCH 27/2014 — Saskatoon Blades player Nelson Nogier works on rehabbing a shoulder injury with physiotherapist Blaine Whyte at Pro Sports Rehab, Thursday, March 27, 2014. (GREG PENDER/STAR PHOENIX)

As Saskatoon Blades defenceman Nelson Nogier leans back on an exercise ball, he tries to resist the gentile pulling on his right arm from athletic therapist Blaine Whyte.

“It’s not easy at all,” Nogier insists. “When I do it on my left side, it’s much easier than when I do it on my right side.”

Nogier has been working with Whyte for up to three hours daily since Feb. 19. They pay special attention to the defenceman’s right shoulder.

Nogier is still in the early stages of rehabilitating a torn labrum that ended his season on Dec. 15 when he got twisted around in a fight with Edmonton’s Brett Pollock.

The aftermath of the January arthroscopic surgery is two small staple marks at the front of the shoulder that are about the size of a dime.

Whyte, who works with members of the Blades at Pro Sport Rehab and Fitness, has been tasked with slowly strengthening the shoulder so such an injury doesn’t happen again.

“Our job is to get his functional range of motion back,” he says.

“The challenge with the rehab is we can’t do much with the shoulder. But he’s still a hockey player. He’s got things coming up — the combine, the draft.”

NHL Central Scouting had Nogier rated as the 55th-best North American skater in their midterm rankings for the NHL draft in June.

If he gets an invitation to the draft combine, the 6-foot-2, 193-pound blue-liner won’t perform in upper-body testing.

Nogier wants to be in the best shape possible.

“He’s more focused than most people on his rehabilitation and conditioning,” Whyte says. “It’s not that hard to get him to do things. Often times it’s harder not to get him to do things.

“He’s the best patient ever. He wants to be back. He wants to do everything. It’s always fun to work with patients like that.”

After spending more than a month with his arm in a sling, which prevented him from doing any sort of physical activity, Nogier was eager to get back to work.

Perhaps a little too eager.

“I was at the start, but I wasn’t being smart about it,” says Nogier, who is set to begin skating this week. “I was rushing.

“I’ve learned now to be smart about it. We’re in no rush. We’ve got lots of time and we’re going to use it wisely.”

Whyte has had to slow him down, which he insists isn’t a bad thing.

However, as he says, surgical timelines cannot be cheated.

A torn labrum requires four to five months of time to heal properly.

It requires patience.

Nogier would generally do two hours of weight training every day in the summer. He won’t be able to start lifting until July.

The goal is to put on 12 pounds of muscle.

“It’s about being able to do that, but respecting his shoulder,” Whyte says.

“We still have to train hard enough to build that up. A lot of that right now is focusing in his legs because we can’t work his shoulder.”

So, for now, when it comes to the shoulder, Nogier is left doing seemingly elementary exercises.

He bounces an exercise ball close to a wall, trying to not jolt his shoulder suddenly.

“When your shoulder is surgically tightened up, you want to cheat with everything you can do,” Whyte says. “You want to shrug your shoulders. We’re just teaching him how to do it properly even though it is tight. That’s the challenge.

“He’s right where he needs to be as far as his mobility. The strength’s coming along really good.”

That’s all that matters to Nogier, who turns 18 next month.

“Absolutely, it’s tight,” Nogier says. “I’ve got to know the way my mentality is right now, it’s not how it looks. It’s about what I’m going to get it to.

“If it looks easy to you, that’s not going to bother me. It’s about me trying to get that range of motion back.”

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com

Twitter.com/DNBsports
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The Sudbury Wolves hit a new low Friday.

For a franchise whose history is pockmarked with failure and has experienced very little success, this season stands above, or maybe that's below, the rest.

The Wolves publicly stated they were going for an OHL title with a veteran-laden roster this year, bolstered by the addition of a pair of first-round NHL draft picks at the trade deadline.

The result was a terrible second half of the regular season and a worse playoff, with a five-game exit to the Barrie Colts, and there is plenty of blame to go around, from top to bottom.

The Wolves and Colts may have finished with an identical 77 points at the end of the season, but by the time the playoffs rolled around, they were heading in different directions.

The Colts posted a 6-4-0-0 record in their final 10 games and had won three straight heading to the post-season, while the Wolves went 3-5-0-2 and won their final game after having gone 9-18 since the trade deadline deals that were supposed to put the locals over the top. Barrie came in confident, the Wolves a fragile group that had long lost the swagger of December’s dominance.

An undefeated December – nine straight wins and 12 straight on home ice - was key to the season in that it convinced team brass to go for it and bring in Radek Faksa and Trevor Carrick.

Three days later, the Wolves squared off with the Oshawa Generals to decide the lead for the Eastern Conference, and lost 2-1. They never got another sniff of the conference lead, finishing 13 points behind the Gens.

By the end of the regular season, the Wolves had also lost their once steely grip on the Central Division, and in the final two weeks of the schedule, dropped all the way from a seemingly guaranteed second spot in the conference to fifth.

The playoffs offered a chance for redemption for a group brought together for a long title run.

Instead, the team hit lower depths, a first-round loss in five games beyond an embarrassment. Worse yet, they went without a whimper, rolling over for a 7-0 thrashing from a Colts team ripe for the taking, at least for one more game, without undisputed leader Aaron Ekblad, veteran forward Mitchell Theoret, and key overager Zach Hall on the shelf.

Perhaps December was a mirage, a tremendous run padded by the schedule maker with a pass through weaker opponents, as the Wolves had a losing record every other month of the season.

The Wolves traded five second-round picks, talented 17-year-old rookie defenceman Stefan LeBlanc and useful import Dominik Kubalik for Carrick and Faksa. Carrick never seemed to fit in, and Faksa, despite his pedigree, wasn't the impact player the Wolves thought they got. Despite gobs of ice time, he scored but five times in 29 games in Sudbury, not even close to the 16 he posted in 30 games for the Kitchener Rangers prior to his arrival.

It will be interesting to see what happens from here over on Elgin St. Though there is plenty of blame to go around - the second-half collapse is as ugly as it gets in elite sport - it's hard to say if there will be a fall guy. President and general manger Blaine Smith is as loyal an employee as exists and head coach Paul Fixter had but a single season to impart his program.

The real losers in all this is the team’s championship-starved fan base. Through 43 years, the Wolves have but a pair of regular season division banners, not a single conference banner, and two trips to the league final. By any measuring stick, the track record is awful, worst in the league.

Worse yet, it’s back to rebuild mode next season with a slew of veterans gone and several fewer draft picks to restock the cupboard, almost guaranteeing a sell-off at some point next season to recoup at least some of the picks spent Jan. 9.

Oddly, this season's edition of the Wolves never seemed to capture the city’s imagination. There were fewer and fewer butts in the seats as the season wore on, despite a division-leading team in the building, a rarity in itself. Playoff attendance wasn't much better, as Wolves fans seemed to see the writing on the wall after the locals dropped the first two games in Barrie.

I've always believed it’s a good thing to go for it, to show this fan base the team is serious about bringing that long-coveted championship banner to Sudbury. But, in retrospect, the dreadful return the Wolves got on their investment was not worth the price.

Heck, last year's team advanced to the second round after selling at the deadline.

There is a tremendous amount of work to do for this franchise, both to get the team heading in a winning direction and to earn back the trust of a once blindly devoted fan base that cheered on its team no matter its position in the standings.

It should make for an interesting off season.

Bruce Heidman is the sports editor at The Sudbury Star. He can be reached at bruce.heidman@sunmedia.ca or at 705-674-5271, ext. 269. Follow him on Twiter @bheidmanSS.
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Nick Baptiste figures a hard lesson is still a lesson.

While the Sudbury Wolves right winger was still smarting from the abrupt end of his OHL season on Saturday, he tried to find something to take away from his team's disappointing first-round playoff exit.

Sudbury, picked by many as favourites to win the Eastern Conference championship this year, fell to the Barrie Colts in five games in the first round, including a lopsided 7-0 clincher last Friday night.

It was a quiet bus ride back from Barrie.

“It's sad,” Baptiste said Saturday, while waiting at Sudbury Community Arena for his post-season meeting with Wolves management. “You're leaving your brothers again. It's tough. There was a time when we thought we were gonna be here a long time, and it comes to a pretty abrupt end and it's tough to see your overagers go. But that's life, that's hockey, and guys gotta pick themselves up and learn from this experience, and try to be better for next season, wherever that may be.

“Hockey is a business, but you gotta take some positives from it. You make a lot of key bonds in your life and you just gotta take this as a learning experience and move on.”

Baptiste is a Buffalo Sabres draft pick and hopes to sign with that NHL club, and even make the roster with a big training camp this fall. If he doesn't stick, he's eligible to return here in the fall for what should be a standout season with Sudbury.

For other players, including several of the team's 19-year-olds, the future is far less certain. If they don't sign pro contracts or secure one of three overage spots with Sudbury, they'll have to be traded, play in a lower-level junior league or make the move to university hockey.

Those include undrafted, unsigned forwards Mathew Campagna, Nathan Pancel, Brody Silk, Ray Huether and Nathan Cull and defenceman Jeff Corbett.

Rugged left-winger Silk missed most of the regular season while recovering from shoulder surgery and had hoped to impress big-league scouts during a long playoff run. He did score one goal in the Wolves' 6-4 loss in Game 3, but had hoped for more.

“It's definitely tough,” Silk said. “A lot of guys were pretty upset. We had high expectations for this team and for each other. It's not fun.”

Corbett, too, was passed over in last year's draft, due primarily to lingering injury concerns. He did get through a full season for the first time as a junior, but that was little consolation as of Saturday.

“Everyone knows we didn't do what we were expected to do,” Corbett said. “Everyone's frustrated, kind of trying to figure it out. I stared at the ceiling last night, thinking about the series, about what could have gone different, what we could have done better. It's hard to have to go home this early.

“You can't be hanging onto it too long, you know, but obviously, it's something I'm going to be thinking about all summer. It's really frustrating. I don't know, it's hard to put into words.”

Hard-nosed forward Cull, whose physical play was a catalyst in Sudbury's Game 4 victory here last Thursday, felt the Wolves had potential to do much more.

“It's an awful feeling, because we had such a talented team and we wanted to win,” Cull said. “It's just frustrating for us to go out in such an embarrassing way. We're all so passionate, we love the game and we love each other. I've got 20 brothers in there.

“It's a hard feeling, but once you're on the bus, I guess you just gotta make the best of it and let those memories stick, that you're always going to have those friends around. But from a hockey point of view, there was no one impressed on that bus.”

Silk, Corbett and Cull all said while playing pro hockey is their ultimate goal, they'd welcome the chance to suit up for Sudbury again.

“I've always loved playing here,” Silk said. “Even when we're not winning, I love it here.”

Friday's game was certainly the last OHL contest for Sudbury's overagers, defencemen Kevin Raine and Craig Duininck and goalie Franky Palazzese. And it most likely will be for three other 19-year-olds who are pro prospects, forwards Radek Faksa and Connor Crisp and defenceman Trevor Carrick.

Faksa and Carrick, both added in trade-deadline deals in January, are signed players and hope to finish the season with minor pro clubs, while Crisp is drafted but still unsigned and will await reassignment.

Though Carrick hopes his future holds bigger and better things, he didn't want that future to start just yet.

“We had the guys in the room to do it, to go for a long run,” Carrick said. “To lose like that, first round, is very disappointing. It would have been great to win something my last year here, but there's a bright future, so hopefully I can win somewhere else.”

The Wolves didn't hold a post-season awards banquet this year. Many players got together one last time Saturday night and most were expected to leave the city on Sunday.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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It's going to be a long off-season.

The Sudbury Wolves came up far short of their intended goal, and not even close to where many figured they'd finish this year, in a season-ending 7-0 loss to the Barrie Colts at Barrie Molson Centre on Friday night.

Only 24 hours after prolonging the series with a big win at home, the Wolves were dominated almost all the way in Barrie, en route to dropping their OHL Eastern Conference quarter-final series in five games.

“In the room, we don't feel like we played to our potential,” Wolves forward Nathan Pancel said. “That's what killing us right now. It always sucks saying goodbye to these guys, but this year it really sucks.

“We're so close with each other, and especially with the OAs, there's a lot of guys leaving. It doesn't feel very good.”

Kevin Labanc and Andreas Athanasiou scored two goals each, while Jonathan Laser, Tyson Fawcett and Brendan Lemieux potted singles for Barrie.

“They outplayed us,” Pancel said. “They just outplayed us. I guess maybe they wanted it more.”

Colts netminder Mackenzie Blackwood made 24 saves and posted his first playoff shutout, while Sudbury netminder Franky Palazzese made 29 stops in his last game as a junior.

The Colts were without star defenceman Aaron Ekblad and later lost key forward Zach Hall, but Sudbury couldn't take advantage.

“It's tough to go out this way,” Wolves head coach Paul Fixter said. “I feel bad for our graduating players that their career ends in this manner, but we didn't play well. We were undisciplined. We shot ourselves in the foot too many times in this series. We had one good game and you can't win a series that way.”

Sudbury, one of the OHL's least-penalized teams during the regular season, handed its opponent nine power plays on Friday. The Colts were 2-for-9 with the man advantage, though two other goals came shortly after penalties expired.

“We were in the box a lot all series, not just today,” Pancel said.

“We took far too many penalties,” Fixter added. “You can't do that. We showed guys video, we told them. What can we do, bench our top players? We need those guys. But I'll give Barrie credit. They got under our skin. They did a good job of taking us out of our comfort zone and making us do dumb things. It's a learning experience, though, and hopefully our younger guys will grasp that.”

The Colts had surrendered the first goal in three straight games, but scored the first three on Friday, starting with Lemieux's power-play tally at 4:49.

Lemieux took a feed from Fawcett and beat Palazzese for his third goal of the post-season.

Fawcett got involved again when he scored his first playoff goal, on a pass from Hall, at 6:42.

The Wolves got a power play opportunity and showed some good puck movement, but couldn't narrow the gap.

Instead it was Athanasiou, Barrie's leading scorer in the regular season, who had his first playoff tally on a feed from Hall at 11:19.

The Wolves called a timeout after that and seemed to settle down a bit. They had eight of the next nine shots and a handful of chances, but couldn't crack the goose egg.

Sudbury had a good penalty kill to start the second and then managed some good chances five-on-five, but penalties became a problem again later in the frame and Labanc scored his team's second man-advantage marker at 16:36.

Athanasiou scored his second of the game at 19:02 to send the Wolves reeling.

Sudbury's Brody Silk squared off with Barrie's Cordell James for a spirited tilt, but that alone couldn't spark the locals.

They started the third short-handed and the Colts made them pay yet again. Laser's shot from the point wasn't a power-play goal, but came just seconds after a Sudbury penalty had expired, at 2:05 of the frame.

Labanc added one more at 18:12.

“I'm disappointed for ownership and for management,” Fixter said. “They entrusted us and made moves to help the hockey club. They believed in us. I don't think we delivered well enough for them.”

By “we,” Fixter said, he meant players and staff.

“We lost,” he said. “We, as a hockey club, lost the series. This team wasn't put together to lose. I'm not pointing fingers at anybody. We're a team and teams win and lose.”

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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Kevin Raine stood there, stripped to the waist and wet with sweat, not quite ready to smile, but finally able to breathe.

The Sudbury Wolves' captain was one of several standouts in his team's hard-fought 2-1 win over the Barrie Colts at Sudbury Community Arena on Thursday night, which kept the locals from being swept in their best-of-seven OHL Eastern Conference quarter-final.

Asked how he felt about his teammates in that moment, Raine said, “I'm proud of them.”

“I'm glad that we finally woke up,” he said.

Trevor Carrick, on the power play, and Danny Desrochers scored and Franky Palazzese made 31 saves for Sudbury, including 15 in the third period, for his best start of the series.

Game 5 of the series goes tonight in Barrie at 7:30 p.m.

The Wolves were sharper and more physical in Thursday's game than they had been for most of the previous three, and more disciplined overall than they were here on Tuesday.

When emotion did get the better of them, their penalty killers were outstanding.

“We were tied 0-0 in a best of one, and we won,” Raine said. “Tomorrow, we have the same mind set, and we're going to win that one, too.”

Barrie got a goal from Zach Hall, one of his team's best forwards all series, and 21 saves from Mackenzie Blackwood.

“I thought we were a little undisciplined at the start of the game,” Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk said. “We lost momentum right off the bat.

“We didn't keep our composure like we needed to.”

The hosts had their bad penalties, too, pushing the total for both teams to 64 minutes for 29 infractions in all, but the Colts could only manage one power play goal in nine chances.

“I think we stayed disciplined,” Raine said. “They were running around a little bit out there and we didn't take as many penalties as we have. I still think we took too many and I'm not gonna say whose fault that is, but we have to tighten that up, as well.”

Sudbury head coach Paul Fixter said his team's effort was easily its best so far these playoffs.

“They've screwed themselves here, because they've raised the bar,” Fixter said of his players. “That's what we've expected all along. I say that facetiously, but it was a great effort. It was the kind of effort we need to win.

“We know what we're capable of doing here now and we have to build on that. Barrie's gonna come back and they're going to try to win tomorrow night and we've gotta match what they're gonna throw at us.”

Sudbury opened the scoring for the third straight game, but this time, didn't allow a follow-up marker by Barrie before the period was out.

Carrick obliged the fans shouting, “Shoot, shoot,” and fired a slapper into the top corner of Blackwood's net on a five-on-3 power play at 4:40 of the first frame.

Things got more chippy after that, with more than 30 penalty minutes before the buzzer sounded.

Sudbury was short-handed twice, but the kill held up nicely both times.

Desrochers made it 2-0 on a pass from Nick Baptiste after Barrie's star defenceman, Aaron Ekblad, went down with a hurt knee, leading to a turnover.

Baptiste found Desrochers at the side of the goal for an easy goal at 10:10 of the middle stanza.

Ekblad went straight to the dressing room with no weight on his leg, but made it back into the game before the period was out.

Hall got Barrie within one with a power-play goal, a low point shot that went through traffic and past Palazzese at 12:36.

That was all the Wolves penalty killers would give the Colts, however, and they capped a solid period with a solid short-handed effort, punctuated by a big shot block by Radek Faksa.

Faksa was among those Wolves who missed or were stopped on glorious chances in the final frame, including a couple of breakaways and another beauty in front of Blackwood, but made up for it in their own zone while the Colts were pressing.

“Our team defensive play was very good,” Fixter said. “We had some breakaways, some chances on the power play we need to capitalize on, but when we didn't you had to shut the door and the guys were able to do that.”

He called called Palazzese “outstanding.”

“He's a very good goalie, we've known that all along, and he was a difference-maker tonight. That's what you need your 20-year-olds to be, to be difference-makers.”

If the Wolves win again tonight, they'll be back here Sunday for Game 6, a 7 p.m. start.

WOLVES NOTES

Baptiste assisted on both Sudbury goals.

Sudbury scratches were Jake Harris and Conor Cummins, both injured, and David Zeppieri and Austin Clapham, both healthy.

Barrie scratched Joseph Blandisi, Tyson Fawcett and Mac Clutsam.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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The Barrie Colts have not been all that much better than the Sudbury Wolves in the first three games of their Eastern Conference quarter-final series.

But by his own admission, Wolves head coach Paul Fixter knows the measuring stick at the major junior level - particularly come playoff time - is wins and losses.

So far, the Wolves have not measured up.

The Colts hold a 3-0 series lead despite only outscoring Sudbury 13-9 overall, which includes an empty-netter in Game 3 and an overtime goal in Game 2. Still, a win is a win, and Barrie has found a way to be a little better in all areas.

Seventeen-year-old rookie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood has been, surprisingly, one notch above his 20-year-old counterpart Franky Palazzese in the Wolves' net, defenceman Aaron Ekblad has been the steady force everyone expected he'd be in the playoffs and the Colts' depth players have stepped up more than Sudbury's.

Another 17-year-old who joined the Colts as a rookie free agent at the start of the season has put up the same numbers as Wolves veteran Nathan Pancel, who leads his team in playoff scoring and has been Sudbury's most effective forward. Pancel and Andrew Mangiapane each have two goals and two assists. Fellow Colts rookie Kevin Labanc, from New York State, also has four points. They weren't the players expected to carry the load, but they've been difference-makers for the Colts so far.

Although Ekblad is the straw that stirs their drink, it would not be fair to suggest that he's carrying this club on his back. The Colts seem to be winning thanks to a full team effort, with contributions up and down the lineup.

That same sense of team, once very prevalent for the Wolves this year, appears gone. In fact, it has been gone for a while.

Unless there is a miracle turnaround and Sudbury accomplishes the rare feat of winning four straight and erasing a 3-0 series deficit, we can expect a lot of dirty laundry to be aired in the coming weeks.

Some fans like to point to the family dynamic on the current roster, while others feel the chemistry in the room changed on trade deadline day. Still others point to coaching. There could even be nagging injuries that teams seldom make public at this time of year.

Perhaps it's a combination of all things.

Fans always want to know exactly what caused a collapse. It's easy to choose one factor and go with that, but there's no way of knowing for certain. I'll say this much in defence of Trevor Carrick, one of those deadline acquisitions - he was among the players that really seemed to care in Tuesday's 6-4 loss, and played with a sense of urgency. That counts for something.

A season that started so promising is threatening to go dim like a wet firecracker.

An eternal optimist would see the fact that Games 4 and 5 are on successive nights as something to hang your hat on. If the momentum created from a win at home was to carry over into a road game less than 24 hours later, since Game 5 is scheduled for Friday night in Barrie, a couple of wins could create some momentum and push this series to a sixth game in Sudbury on Sunday night.

It seems far-fetched at this point.

But a team with as much talent on paper as this one offers the best potential to pull off that kind of shocker. After all, it's the same team that erased a 5-0 deficit against the powerful Guelph Storm and came back to win 6-5 in front of an awestruck crowd at the Sudbury Community Arena a month ago.

Is it possible?

Yes.

Is it likely?

No.

Coach Fixter knows that wins are the measuring stick. So he's also aware that he and the team will be placed under a giant microscope if they aren't able to string together some wins in a hurry. Unfortunately, there is now no margin for error.

This off-season was always going to be interesting, regardless of playoff performance. If the off-season begins in March, it will only add to the drama.

Jeff Giffen's Wolf Tracks column appears Thursdays during the OHL season.
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Craig Duininck knows it's a long climb back from three games down, but he also knows it can be done.

The Sudbury Wolves' overage defenceman was a rookie for the Windsor Spitfires team which erased a three-game deficit to beat the Kitchener Rangers in seven for the OHL Western Conference title in 2010.

Windsor went on to win its second straight Memorial Cup national championship.

“I didn't play a huge part on the team success-wise, but you learn a ton from guys like that,” Duininck said on Wednesday. “Like I always say, the second-youngest guy on that team was Taylor Hall. And you learn from that kind of D corps. I was the No. 6 D and No. 5 was drafted to the NHL. You learn a lot from guys like that, from their attitudes, from how they prepare themselves for games, what they do during practices, things like that.”

Four years later, Duininck finds himself in a similar situation with the Wolves, who sit in a three-game hole in their first-round series against the Barrie Colts and must win Thursday night to keep the season alive.

Opening faceoff at Sudbury Community Arena is 7 p.m.

Duininck hopes the lessons he learned with the Spits serve him and his Wolves teammates well.

“I'm really trying to take a minute and talk to each of the guys here, to tell them what is expected and what it takes to win,” Duininck said. “It's not a long shot that we can come back in this series. We've got to take it one game at a time and I feel like the guys are confident we can do that.”

Many Sudbury players seemed in good spirits during an optional skate on Wednesday afternoon, despite suffering a 6-4 loss the night before.

Head coach Paul Fixter stayed in his office, having practised with the players in the morning and spoken with them in the afternoon.

“Do we have a chance? Yes,” Fixter said. “They haven't put us out yet. Do we need to be better? Yes. Can we be better? Yes. Those are all questions we have answers to. We certainly can play better and we can stay out of the penalty box, too, absolutely.

“I still believe.”

He's speaking from experience, too. He was associate coach and assistant general manager for the Kitchener team Windsor defeated in 2010.

“I see how momentum changes,” Fixter said. “Momentum is a wonderful thing or it's a horrible thing, if it's going the other way. Our momentum hasn't been very good for the last while, but all it takes is something to spark a team. You know, we had some decent play (Tuesday) night, I thought our five-on-five play was pretty good, but we gave up a short-handed goal – we've got to be sharper.”

Barrie's speed – “underrated speed,” was what Fixter called it – has given the Wolves fits at times and allowed them to score goals off turnovers, including short-handed markers in Games 2 and 3.

“There's no room for not paying attention to detail, for being lackadaisical,” Fixter said. “They have great speed and obviously they have a great defenceman in Aaron Ekblad, Jake Dotchin is playing well, they're getting good mileage out of those guys, and (goalie Mackenzie) Blackwood has done what he's had to do. He's been very good.”

The Wolves have been in every game of the series, but they've fallen behind and comeback attempts have come up short.

“We've been close every game,” Duininck said. “All one-goal games, even (Tuesday) night with the empty-netter. We're close and we're not playing our best hockey, which can be troubling to think about, that we're not playing our best hockey at desperation times, but at the same time, we know if we bring it, we'll have a great chance to win.

“You gotta believe. It's very contagious. All it takes is a couple of older guys to believe and say, 'We're not going home. There's no chance we're going home. The season's too young,' and then you believe and the city starts to believe. As soon as we win one game, two games, everyone's gonna start jumping on board. That's all it takes.”

If the Wolves win Thursday, they'll head back to Barrie for Game 5, Friday at 7:30 p.m.

“This is a mountain to climb,” Fixter said. “We're at the base and we haven't even stepped up it yet, but I say if it's there, let's try to climb it.

“It doesn't happen very often, but it happens. I can give all kinds of examples of different things. My father-in-law dropped dead just before Christmas and they brought him back to life.

There's people who beat cancer every day. Even if it's a small margin, a small chance, it's a chance. With my father-in-law, he was gone, and they brought him back. So as long as you have a chance, you have a fighting chance.”

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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Anyone walking in off the street without knowledge of the OHL playoffs would think the Sudbury Wolves were up 2-0 in their series with the Barrie Colts.

It was high spirits and smiles all round as the Wolves went through their paces during practice Monday at Sudbury Community Arena.

“I won't allow negativity,” Wolves head coach Paul Fixter said. “Are we where we want to be in this series? Of course not, but we're back home. They hold serve and did what they had to do and won two at home, but we're back home and it's our turn to do that. Both were one-goal games and they were tight.”

The players were equally positive.

“It's a seven-game series and they aren't going to take us in two games,” veteran winger Connor Crisp said. “It's the playoffs, you can't get too down or too high, so I think we have a good medium in the room right now and we're looking forward to Game 3.”

Much of Monday's practice was spent on the power play, where the Wolves have had 14 advantages so far, but have managed but a single power-play goal.

“We're getting power play chances and the refs are calling things in our favour and we have to do a better job of taking advantage of it,” Fixter said. “That said, we're generating some pretty good scoring opportunities.

“Our power play needs to be better and we made some adjustments and we know we're in the series because they were one-goal games and I think the biggest thing is hopefully there is energy in the building and we can feed off that.”

The Wolves even practised the five on three Monday.

“The power play was big at practice today, but getting some confidence putting the puck in the net was a big part of practice, too,” Crisp said.

While the power play has struggled, the Wolves' penalty kill has been sharp, allowing one goal on 12 chances.

“The penalty kill has been very good, and special teams play such a huge part in the playoffs,” Fixter said.

Some of Fixter's confidence comes from the fact his team could just as easily be up 2-0.

“You have two teams that both had 77 points and the season series was as close as can be (5-3 Sudbury), so it's two teams that know what one an other is going to do and there aren't many tricks you can come up with to surprise them,” he said. “For us, it's execution and playing with some urgency and finding a killer instinct we didn't have in the first two games.”

Brody Silk is hoping a change of venue will charge up the locals.

“We're coming home and we're excited for that and if we just keep doing what we're doing and bury our chances we should be good,” he said. “We like our last two games, we played hard, we just didn't find that one extra goal we needed, but we hope momentum will be on our side at our barn now.”

The Wolves know expectations are high for this season's squad.

“We have to ignore that,” Crisp said. “We have a good team, we don't need people to tell us that, we have been playing the game all our lives. Fans can be fans and they can say what they want to say, but we know what's going on in the room.”

Crisp believes the fans can give the home side a big boost Tuesday.

“Support is a big thing,” he said. “Lots of the fans saw the game against Guelph (the 6-5 comeback win) and they know what we are capable to doing, and I think the fans played a big part in that, so the more support we get the more it will help us out.”

Don't mistake a positive outlook for ignorance, however, as the Wolves know exactly what they are facing in their series with the Colts.

“We're playing well, we're not playing great, but they are close games, so once we start playing great hockey it's just a matter of finishing chances and keeping it simple,” Crisp said. “We have tried to do some individual things and it's not working out. We need to play every night, not pick and choose shifts because they have a good team over there, just keep it simple and enjoy it.”

Most important, the Wolves believe they can win the series.

“We're in a good frame of mind and we'll be ready,” Fixter said.

Game time for tonight's Game 3 is 7 p.m. at Sudbury Community Arena.

bruce.heidman@sunmedia.ca

On Twitter: @bheidmanSS
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SUDBURY - Craig Duininck knows it's a long climb back from three games down, but he also knows it can be done.

The Sudbury Wolves overage defenceman was a rookie for the Windsor Spitfires team that erased a three-game deficit to beat the Kitchener Rangers in seven for the Ontario Hockey League Western Conference title in 2010.

Windsor went on to win its second-straight Memorial Cup national championship.

“I didn't play a huge part on the team success-wise, but you learn a ton from guys like that,” Duininck said. “Like I always say, the second-youngest guy on that team was Taylor Hall.

"And you learn from that kind of 'D' corps. I was the No. 6 'D' and No. 5 was drafted to the NHL," he added. "You learn a lot from guys like that, from their attitudes, from how they prepare themselves for games, what they do during practices, things like that.”

Four years later, Duininck finds himself in a similar situation with the Wolves, who sit in a three-game hole in their first-round series against the Barrie Colts and must-win Thursday night to keep the season alive.

Opening faceoff at Sudbury Community Arena is 7 p.m.

Duininck hopes the lessons he learned with the Spits serve him and his Wolves teammates well.

“I'm really trying to take a minute and talk to each of the guys here, to tell them what is expected and what it takes to win,” Duininck said. “It's not a long shot that we can come back in this series. We've got to take it one game at a time and I feel like the guys are confident we can do that.”

Many Sudbury players seemed in good spirits during an optional skate on Wednesday afternoon, despite suffering a 6-4 loss the night before.

Head coach Paul Fixter stayed in his office, having practised with the players in the morning and talked to them in the afternoon.

“Do we have a chance? Yes,” Fixter said. “They haven't put us out yet. Do we need to be better? Yes. Can we be better? Yes. Those are all questions we have answers to. We certainly can play better and we can stay out of the penalty box, too, absolutely.

“I still believe.”

He's speaking from experience, too. He was associate coach and assistant general manager for the Kitchener team Windsor defeated in 2010.

“I see how momentum changes,” Fixter said. “Momentum is a wonderful thing or it's a horrible thing, if it's going the other way. Our momentum hasn't been very good for the last while, but all it takes is something to spark a team.

"You know, we had some decent play (Tuesday) night (in Game 3), I thought our five-on-five play was pretty good, but we gave up a shorthanded goal," he added. 'We've got to be sharper.”

Barrie's speed – “underrated speed,” was what Fixter called it – has given the Wolves fits at times and allowed them to score goals off turnovers, including shorthanded markers in Games 2 and 3.

“There's no room for not paying attention to detail, for being lackadaisical,” Fixter said. “They have great speed and obviously they have a great defenceman in Aaron Ekblad, Jake Dotchin is playing well, they're getting good mileage out of those guys, and (goalie Mackenzie) Blackwood has done what he's had to do. He's been very good.”

The Wolves have been in every game of the series, but they've fallen behind and comeback attempts have fallen short.

“We've been close every game,” Duininck said. “All one-goal games, even (Tuesday) night with the empty-netter. We're close and we're not playing our best hockey, which can be troubling to think about, that we're not playing our best hockey at desperation times, but at the same time, we know if we bring it, we'll have a great chance to win.

“You gotta believe," added the native of St. Cloud, Minn. "It's very contagious. All it takes is a couple of older guys to believe and say, 'We're not going home. There's no chance we're going home. The season's too young,' and then you believe and the city starts to believe. As soon as we win one game, two games, everyone's gonna start jumping on board. That's all it takes.”

If the Wolves win Thursday, they'll head back to Barrie for Game 5 at Friday at 7:30 p.m., at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“This is a mountain to climb,” Fixter said. “We're at the base and we haven't even stepped up it yet, but I say if it's there, let's try to climb it.

“It doesn't happen very often, but it happens. I can give all kinds of examples of different things," the coach added. "My father-in-law dropped dead just before Christmas and they brought him back to life. There's people who beat cancer every day.

"Even if it's a small margin, a small chance, it's a chance," he said. "With my father-in-law, he was gone, and they brought him back. So as long as you have a chance, you have a fighting chance.”
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Barrie Colts defenceman Liam Maaskant and Sudbury Wolves winger Dominik Kahun fight for the loose puck during Game 3 of their OHL playoff series at the Sudbury Community Arena, Tuesday night. The Colts now have a 3-0 series lead following a 6-4 victory. GINO DONATO QMI AGENCY
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SUDBURY - Maybe the Sudbury Wolves have used up all their dramatic comebacks for the year.

The team against whom no lead was safe earlier this season came up just short of overcoming a third-period deficit for the third straight game, dropping a 6-4 decision to the Barrie Colts at Sudbury Community Arena on Tuesday night.

That put the Pack in a 3-0 hole in their best-of-seven OHL Eastern Conference quarter-final, meaning they must win Thursday to avoid a first-round sweep.

“It's a tough one to swallow, you know, we really wanted to win that one,” said Wolves defenceman Jeff Corbett, who recorded one assist and a plus-1 rating on Tuesday. “It's tough being down three, but it's playoffs, right? We have to come back Thursday ready to play and ready to win a game.”

The Wolves did score first for the second straight game, but fell behind 3-1 by the early part of the second period and never came closer than making it a one-goal game after that.

Nick Baptiste, Brody Silk, Radek Faksa and Connor Crisp scored and Franky Palazzese made 27 saves for Sudbury, which moved within one game of exiting the playoffs in a four-game sweep for the fifth straight season.

Andrew Mangiapane and Brendan Lemieux, with two goals each, along with Jake Dotchin and Aaron Ekblad, supplied the scoring for Barrie. Mackenzie Blackwood made a solid 32 saves for the visitors.

“You get four goals in the playoffs, that's a winnable game,” Wolves head coach Paul Fixter said. “But we didn't play well enough, we didn't start well enough, and we took too many penalties again, early penalties that are hard to kill. Five-on-five, we were good, but we didn't play enough five-on-five.”

Sudbury's power play was better overall, with two goals on six chances, but the Colts did score a short-handed marker that erased the home side's early lead.

Barrie had two goals on seven tries with the man advantage – many times, Fixter felt, as the result of undisciplined penalties.

“Sticks to the face, slapping sticks out of people's hands, holding sticks – that's lack of discipline,” Sudbury's coach said. “That's not compete. It's lack of discipline and it's something we've talked about and ultimately, (the players) have to be more disciplined.”

Baptiste, who was held scoreless during the first two games of the series, got his first goal of the post-season with 3:40 gone in Game 3, firing a shot from the high slot area that hit a leg and ended up behind Blackwood.

The Wolves had a chance to pad that lead on the first chance for their struggling power play, but the Colts weren't long breaking out on a rush. Mangiapane showed good patience to wait for a trailing Dotchin, who ripped a shot past Palazzese at 8:58.

The Colts tallied again, this time on a power play, when Mangiapane took a cross-crease feed and hit the open net before Palazzese could come across at 19:31.

Ekblad made it a two-goal game with a point shot on the power play 2:43 into the second.

Silk buried a Dominik Kahun rebound at 9:49 to give the crowd some life and his team a much-needed spark.

They pressed hard, too, as the period wound down, but couldn't beat Blackwood before the buzzer.

Instead it was Mangiapane, with a redirect on another Ekblad point shot, who scored next, just 33 seconds into the third.

Faksa replied by stuffing home a power-play marker, his first of the playoffs, at 7:44.

Sudbury came close again when Baptiste got a breakaway coming out of the penalty box, but he couldn't beat Blackwood.

Lemieux showed some nice finesse to tuck a puck past Palazzese and restore Barrie's two-goal cushion with 5:22 left in regulation.

Sudbury clawed is way back to within a goal once more, when Crisp hit a high corner on a shot from the slot with only 45 seconds to go, but Lemieux added an empty netter with just 22 seconds left on the clock to quash any comeback hopes.

Barrie head coach Dale Hawerchuk liked his team's composure when the Wolves made a push.

“That's going to happen,” Hawerchuk said. “That's a good word, composure. We use that a lot, you know, composure, discipline, trying to stay out of the penalty box, and when a team does get momentum, trying to stifle it as quickly as possible and live for another moment.”

The Wolves will try to live for at least another day when the puck drops on Thursday's contest a 7 p.m. start.

“It's a matter of wanting that extra goal, wanting that extra battle, of winning those battles,” Corbett said. “We've got to play a full 60, a full 60 of playoff hockey. We've come up short in three games right now and it can't happen on Thursday, or the season will be done.

“We're all going to come ready to play, because no one's ready to go home.”

GAME NOTES: Sudbury scratches were Jake Harris and Conor Cummins, both injured, as well as David Zeppieri and Austin Clapham, both healthy. Barrie was without Joseph Blandisi, Tyson Fawcett and Mac Clutsam.

..............

Colts 6, Wolves 4

Barrie leads best-of-seven OHL Eastern Conference quarter-final 3-0

Sudbury goals: Baptiste (1), Silk (1), Faksa (1), Crisp (1)

Wolves' top performer: Nick Baptiste had his best game of the series so far with a goal and two assists.

Next up: Game 4, Sudbury Community Arena, Thursday at 7 p.m.

Sudbury beats Barrie, live to play another day 
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Sudbury Wolves forward Mathew Campagna and Barrie Colts defenceman Liam Maaskant exchange punches during first-period Ontario Hockey League playoff action at Sudbury Community Arena, Thursday night. The Wolves lived to play another day following a 2-1 victory over the Colts. Barrie now leads the best-of-seven series, 3-1. Game 5 goes Friday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. GINO DONATO QMI AGENCY
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SUDBURY - Kevin Raine stood there, stripped to the waist and wet with sweat, not quite ready to smile, but finally able to breathe.

The Sudbury Wolves captain was one of several standouts in his team's hard-fought 2-1 win over the Barrie Colts at Sudbury Community Arena on Thursday night, which kept the Wolves from being swept in their best-of-seven Ontario Hockey League Eastern Conference quarter-final.

Asked how he felt about his teammates in that moment, Raine said, “I'm proud of them.”

“I'm glad that we finally woke up,” he said.

Trevor Carrick, on the power play, and Danny Desrochers scored and Franky Palazzese made 31 saves for Sudbury, including 15 in the third period, for his best start of the series.

Game 5 of the series goes tonight in Barrie at 7:30 p.m.

The Wolves were sharper and more physical in Thursday's game than they had been for most of the previous three, and more disciplined overall than they were here on Tuesday.

When emotion did get the better of them, their penalty killers were outstanding.

“We were tied 0-0 in a best of one, and we won,” Raine said. “Tomorrow, we have the same mind set, and we're going to win that one, too.”

Barrie got a goal from Zach Hall, one of his team's best forwards all series, and 21 saves from Mackenzie Blackwood.

“I thought we were a little undisciplined at the start of the game,” Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk said. “We lost momentum right off the bat. We didn't keep our composure like we needed to.”

The hosts had their bad penalties, too, pushing the total for both teams to 64 minutes for 29 infractions in all, but the Colts could only manage one power play goal in nine chances.

“I think we stayed disciplined,” Raine said. “They were running around a little bit out there and we didn't take as many penalties as we have. I still think we took too many and I'm not gonna say whose fault that is, but we have to tighten that up, as well.”

Sudbury head coach Paul Fixter said his team's effort was easily its best so far these playoffs.

“They've screwed themselves here, because they've raised the bar,” Fixter said of his players. “That's what we've expected all along. I say that facetiously, but it was a great effort. It was the kind of effort we need to win.

“We know what we're capable of doing here now and we have to build on that. Barrie's gonna come back and they're going to try to win (Friday) night and we've gotta match what they're gonna throw at us.”

Sudbury opened the scoring for the third straight game, but this time, didn't allow a follow-up marker by Barrie before the period was out.

Carrick obliged the fans shouting, “Shoot, shoot,” and fired a slapper into the top corner of Blackwood's net on a five-on-3 power play at 4:40 of the first frame.

Things got more chippy after that, with more than 30 penalty minutes before the buzzer sounded.

Sudbury was short-handed twice, but the kill held up nicely both times.

Desrochers made it 2-0 on a pass from Nick Baptiste after Barrie's star defenceman Aaron Ekblad went down with a hurt knee, leading to a turnover.

Baptiste found Desrochers at the side of the goal for an easy goal at 10:10 of the middle stanza.

Ekblad went straight to the dressing room with no weight on his leg, but made it back into the game before the period was out.

Hall got Barrie within one with a power-play goal, a low point shot that went through traffic and past Palazzese at 12:36.

That was all the Wolves penalty killers would give the Colts, however, and they capped a solid period with a solid short-handed effort, punctuated by a big shot block by Radek Faksa.

Faksa was among those Wolves who missed or were stopped on glorious chances in the final frame, including a couple of breakaways and another beauty in front of Blackwood, but made up for it in their own zone while the Colts were pressing.

“Our team defensive play was very good,” Fixter said. “We had some breakaways, some chances on the power play we need to capitalize on, but when we didn't you had to shut the door and the guys were able to do that.”

He called called Palazzese “outstanding.”

“He's a very good goalie, we've known that all along, and he was a difference-maker tonight. That's what you need your 20-year-olds to be, to be difference-makers.”

If the Wolves win again tonight, they'll be back in Sudbury on Sunday for Game 6, a 7 p.m. start.

Windsor Spitfires goalie explains ditching team mid-game 
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Dalen Kuchmey walked out on the OHL's Windsor Spitfires this week. (QMI Agency)
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An OHL goalie who gave himself the hook during a critical playoff game before leaving a Windsor arena mid-game says this season “ruined” hockey for him.

In an incident that made national headlines Wednesday, Spitfires’ No. 2 goalie Dalen Kuchmey ditched his gear and ditched his team all before the start of the third period, driving away from the arena amid a 10-2 thrashing from the London Knights during the third game of an opening-round OHL series.

"He left the ice and the rink before the (second) period was over,” Spitfires head coach Bob Boughner confirmed to the Canadian Press following the game. “He quit on our team and he quit on his teammates."

The “quitter” spoke up later in the day, explaining to a local paper why he did what he did.

“They embarrassed me in front of my fans (Tuesday), especially in the playoffs,” Kuchmey told the Windsor Star. “He (Boughner) could have put Fotinos in to let the bleeding stop. He knows I wasn’t having a good game and could have recognized it.”

But Fotinos, the club’s normal No. 1 netminder, was ill on the bench, according to his coach, who said he asked Fotinos if he could play when the score was 4-0.

"He said, 'if you need me, great, but I don't feel good at all,’ the Spitfires coach explained to reporters after the game.

Boughner said he has reached out to his embattled goalie.

“I thank the staff for finally recognizing me, but this season was not fun for me,” Kuchmey said. “It’s not what I dreamed of or thought it would be.

“I didn’t have a good experience. I’ve been thinking about this for a month and not getting pulled (Tuesday) triggered it.”

Game 4 of the series goes Thursday night in Windsor, likely without Kuchmey.

The Knights currently hold a 3-0 series lead.

Barrie lineup features Josh, while brother Trevor suits up for Sudbury 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Monday, March 24, 2014 6:06:49 EDT PM  

Sudbury Wolves Trevor Carrick is lining up against his brother, Barrie Colts rookie Josh Carrick, in their first-round Ontario Hockey League playoff series. It's not their first battle and likely not their last. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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JOSH CARRICK    

Josh Carrick has a pretty good idea who his parents should be cheering for in the first-round Ontario Hockey League playoff series between the Barrie Colts and Sudbury Wolves.

It’s not for the Wolves, whose lineup includes his brother, Trevor.

After all, Josh, a rookie blue-liner with the Colts, is the younger of the two.

And aren’t parents always supposed to favour their youngest son?

“As a parent, you definitely feel for the youngest in the family,” Josh said, before laughing out loud.

Besides, Trevor, a 19-year-old veteran defenceman with Sudbury, has already had a couple of cracks at the OHL playoffs.

Now Josh wants his own.

“Yeah, exactly,” the 18-year-old said emphatically when told perhaps it’s his turn.

Not so fast, says Trevor, with a grin spreading across his face.

When it comes to the support of Jane and John Carrick, the older son deserves it just a little bit more.

“I guess it’s pretty tough, but I’d like to think they’re voting for me,” explained Trevor, a fourth-round pick (115th overall) of the Carolina Hurricanes in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. “Hopefully this is my last year in the league, so hopefully they’re cheering for me.

“Josh has a couple of more years in the league to cheer for something, so I’d like to think they are cheering for me," he added.

Reminded that Josh is younger and parents normally lean a little more to the younger sibling, Trevor is quick to again point out that Josh has time on his side.

“He’s my younger brother and he’s going to have more opportunity in this league to win something and I won’t,” said Trevor, whose Wolves trail the best-of-seven series 2-0 heading into Game 3 Tuesday night in Sudbury. “I want to win something here.”

This isn’t the first time this kind of friendly family banter has taken place in the Carrick household in Stouffville.

You see, Josh and Trevor are two of four Carrick siblings who have suited up in the OHL.

Jake, 23, played five seasons in the league with Sault Ste. Marie and Windsor and just finished his third season with Lakehead University in Thunder Bay.

Sam, 22, a Toronto Maple Leafs prospect who is playing with the American Hockey League’s Toronto Marlies, spent four years with the Brampton Battalion.

Trevor remembers playing against Sam. And as luck would have it, with Brampton (now North Bay) in the same division, they got to play each other quite a few times. 

“That was a pretty neat experience and I never really thought I’d get the chance to play against my younger brother, too,” said Trevor, who spent three seasons in Mississauga before being acquired by Sudbury at this year’s trade deadline. “So far, it’s been pretty good. It’s a little weird playing against your little brother.

“When we played Barrie (during the regular season), he didn’t dress for most of the games, so it’s nice that he’s dressing in the playoffs. We’ve got a lot of family and friends coming out and enjoying the experience as well.”

Trevor has tried to keep tabs on how Josh is doing in his first season. With a deep group back on the blue-line, Josh got into just 31 games and has even spent some time playing forward, including the first two games of this series.

“From what I hear, he’s doing all right,” said Trevor, who was second to only Barrie’s Aaron Ekblad in goals scored among defencemen this season, finishing with a career-best 22 markers.

Josh admits it’s a little awkward lining up across from his older brother. It’s something he cherishes, but that all changes once the puck drops.

“Whenever I do get out against him, I always try to take the body on him,” said the five-foot-11, 173-pound rookie while sporting a wily grin. “Play physical with him, get under his skin because he has little hissy fits and he will take dumb penalties. Definitely, I play physical with him.”

Josh and Trevor were often on opposite sides when it came to playing household games growing up at the Carrick residence. As it most often is among four brothers, the oldest teams up with youngest against the middle two siblings.

“Actually, when we were younger we would play hockey in our basement,” Josh said. “We’d usually do the youngest and the oldest versus the two in the middle. We’d get a little two-on-two game going.

“It was pretty even for the most part.”

If Sam and Trevor ever picked on Josh, that normally meant having to answer to Jake.

“A little bit,” admits Josh, who is more than willing to stand up for himself now.

There was no doubt who ruled the roost back then among the four.

“You know, I hate to say, it but it was my oldest brother, Jake,” said Trevor, who now stands six-foot-two and weighs in at 181 pounds. “He was the oldest brother and he was a feisty little guy, so he kind of ruled us all.”

As for a hockey rematch down in the household basement against Jake and Josh now, Trevor feels he and Sam would have nothing to worry about.

“I think if we were playing a game now, I think we’d beat them pretty good,” Trevor said, adding a chuckle.

After an impressive season between Mississauga and Sudbury, Trevor is likely to find himself playing in the Hurricanes system next year with the AHL’s Charlotte Checkers .

The chance to take that next step in his development excites him, but there’s plenty of time after this year’s OHL playoffs to think about that.

“Hopefully I’m going to Charlotte next year. That would be great to crack their lineup there,” he said. “I’m not really thinking about that right now. I’m just kind of keeping focused on what I have to do here. It’s going to be an exciting year next year, but I’m looking forward to going on a run here.”

The four Carricks have always shared what they learned playing junior hockey. During the season, Josh wouldn’t hesitate to call Trevor for advice.

“We’re definitely pretty close off the ice,” said the young Colt.

“He’s a defenceman as well, so I can relate to him a lot,” Josh added. “He does give me a couple of lessons, being a younger guy in the league.”

Trevor wants to see his younger brother play well. He wants to seem him succeed. Just not in this series, he explains with a grin on his face.

So that means those talks are on hold for now.

“Yeah, I’m kind of keeping my mouth shut,” Trevor said. “He’s kind of on his own.”

Unfortunately for the Carricks, someone is going to have to go home early in this year’s OHL playoffs. Josh loves his brother and all, but, hey, it might as well be Trevor.

“Nothing more I’d like to see then sending him home for an early summer,” the younger Carrick said. “It’s definitely fun.”

Besides, bragging rights at home are on the line.

“We definitely bug each other a lot over the summer, so (this will) definitely add to it,” Josh said with a smile.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.

Barrie Colts goalie Mackenzie Blackwood hoping to build on Game 1 effort 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, March 21, 2014 6:01:32 EDT PM  

Barrie Colts goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood turned aside 29 of 31 shots in his OHL post-season debut on Thursday night, a 3-2 win over the Sudbury Wolves. The rookie said he was nervous before the game, but the butterflies went away once the puck was dropped. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Feeling nervous is commonplace for any hockey player getting his first taste of the playoffs.

Heck, even some seasoned veterans will attest to feeling butterflies before a big game.

Barrie Colts rookie goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood admits it was no different for him heading into his Ontario Hockey League post-season debut Thursday night against the Sudbury Wolves.

Blackwood said he didn’t get much sleep the night before and spent pretty much the whole day Thursday thinking about that night’s game.

Still, the 17-year-old found a way to fight through all that, maintaining his composure and coming up with huge third-period effort to help the Colts hang on to a slim 3-2 victory.

“(During) the game, I wasn’t too nervous. Once you start playing, the butterflies go away,” said Blackwood, who made 29 saves for his first playoff win and will be back in the crease Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre as the Colts look to grab a 2-0 lead in their Eastern Conference quarter-final best-of-seven series against the Wolves.

Zach Hall remembers battling those same nerves before his first playoff game five years ago.

The Colts overager knows you have to find a way to quell those and get the job done and he praised his young teammate for doing exactly that.

“I remember my first playoff game, I was pretty nervous,” Hall said. “Blackwood controlled himself pretty good (Thursday). He stood on his head and that’s what we need.”

The truth is, before the start of this season, nobody really expected Blackwood would be here, starting in goal in the Colts playoff opener.

Returnee Alex Fotinos was expected to carry the load in goal, while import Daniel Gibl was likely to back him up.

That meant Blackwood was in for another year of development, most likely in Tier II Junior 'A'.

But that all changed in training camp.

While Fotinos had his share of struggles early on, Blackwood impressed and earned an extended stay into the start of the OHL season.

Things didn’t get much better for Fotinos once the year started and when Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk turned to his young goaltender, Blackwood didn’t disappoint.

In October, he posted a respectable 2.77 goals-against average and .906 save percentage. He followed that up in November with six wins in eight games and an outstanding 2.23 GAA and .926 SV%.

Blackwood has had his share of battles throughout this season, which is nothing new for young goaltenders finding their way at this level. It’s easy to forget that he only turned 17 in December.

Yet there he was Thursday, with the intensity turned up as it always is at playoff time, coming through, especially in the third period when the Wolves cut the lead to one and pressed hard for the equalizer.

“He played well,” Hawerchuk said of Blackwood. “I thought he was really solid for us. He made some big saves at key times and we need that in the playoffs.”

The Colts did a pretty good job supporting Blackwood, especially early on. They gave up just four shots in the opening period.

Yet when the Wolves turned up the heat in the third, Blackwood kept his composure.

“He was very sharp tonight and that’s what we need through the whole playoffs,” Hall said. “Obviously goaltending helps and if he plays like that, and we play like that, then I think we’ll be OK.”

While his teammates were praising him for his effort, Blackwood was quick to credit them for the job they did in front of him. Especially his defence.

“They were awesome,” the six-foot-four, 204-pound Thunder Bay native said. “They were solid in front of me and kept everything to the outside and let me see pucks. They just made my job a lot easier.”

When Nathan Pancel scored his second of the contest from a bad angle early in the third to cut the Barrie lead to one, the Wolves smelled blood.

It was the type of goal that could cause panic for a young goalie. Raise doubts.

Pancel, from the corner, somehow snuck the puck between Blackwood and the near post.

Sudbury came on strong after that, but with each big scoring chance, Blackwood turned them away.

With the game on the line, the young goaltender didn’t crumble. Instead, he came up big when his team needed him the most.

“On the goal, there was a few breakdowns, even on the coverage,” Hawerchuk explained. “The guy put it in a small spot, so that’s going to happen sometimes. As a goalie, you’ve got to shake that off and bounce back, and he did.”

“Mackenzie definitely responded pretty good there,” Hall said. “He tried to read the play there and (Pancel) got a lucky shot. He responded well, put that in the past and shut the door.”

The Colts need that composure from Blackwood as they embark on what they hope is another long playoff run.

Hawerchuk has made it clear the onus to win the series is not just on either of his young goaltenders, or on their power play, their defence or on any single player or area of their game.

The Colts head coach gave both Blackwood and Gibl pretty good mileage this season and he’s confident they can provide them with the goaltending they need. 

“Both of them (Blackwood and Gibl) got a year under their belt, so it’s not like it’s a new game for them,” Hawerchuk said. “I thought (Blackwood) battled well. They took traffic to him and put shots to him and he handled it well. I was proud of the way he played tonight.”

Blackwood knows things will only get tougher from here on in. Sudbury has given him plenty to handle this season.

The Wolves came into this series having beaten Blackwood four times in five regular season games. His numbers in those games were subpar, posting a 3.44 GAA and .895 SV%.

But all that means nothing now. 

Withstanding the pressure and getting the win in Game 1 is the kind of positive experience a young goaltender can build on. 

“It definitely won’t be easier,” Blackwood said. “But I’ll just have the confidence to know that we can do this as a group and I can play and battle through this.”

ICE CHIPS: Forward Joseph Blandisi, who has been out since early February, skated this week and according to Hawerchuk is said to be feeling better. There’s still no specific time table for his return... Hawerchuk likes to mix his lines up, but it might be hard to break up the trio of Tyson Fawcett, Kevin Labanc and Justin Scott after their effort in Game 1. Both Labanc and Scott scored, while the trio dominated pretty much the whole night… Interesting to see if Sudbury head coach Paul Fixter continues to spread his scoring through his top three lines or looks to load up his top-six tonight. The idea might be to not allow the Colts to match up their top defensive pair of Aaron Ekblad and Jon Laser on Sudbury’s top line... Barrie blue-liner Jake Dotchin will celebrate his 20th birthday on Monday... The Wolves aren’t travelling between Games 1 and 2. The club stayed overnight the last two nights at a Barrie hotel and practised both days at the BMC.

— with files from Steven Psihogios

Barrie holds off Sudbury in exciting third period for 3-2 win, 1-0 series lead 
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It was important for the Barrie Colts to start the post-season on the right foot.

And they managed to hold on to home ice with a win.

The Colts showed some excellent flashes of play at both ends of the ice and it was enough for them to defeat the Sudbury Wolves 3-2 Thursday, giving Barrie a 1-0 series lead in the Eastern Conference Quarter-Final.

“We played very defensive and had our offensive moments too, but the key is that we played defensively and kept our composure,” said Colts winger Kevin Labanc. “It becomes a big factor.

“You don’t want to take any dumb penalties and let the other team get a goal, so we have to stay composed and keep competing.”

It was a good first period for the Colts, and they were rewarded with a lead.

Both teams began somewhat tentatively, as players adjusted to the high pressure of a playoff situation.

Evan de Haan nearly opened up the scoring for Sudbury less than two minutes in, but his shot rang off of both posts and back out.

The Colts had a couple of power-play chances back-to-back, but despite a number of shots on net, they couldn’t beat Wolves starter Franky Palazzese.

It took an even-strength opportunity to open the scoring for Barrie.

Labanc cut into the Wolves zone and dropped a pass for Justin Scott, who stepped into a wrist shot.

Palazzese got a piece of the attempt, but not enough to keep it from landing behind him in the net.

“I saw Scotter there (behind me), and it was a great shot, a quick release,” Labanc said. “Just get it on net and you never know what could happen.”

Sudbury nearly evened things up on its own man advantage, but Brody Silk was robbed by Mackenzie Blackwood, who, from his knees, had gone post-to-post and got his glove up to snare the winger’s shot.

“Blackie had, overall, a great game,” Labanc said. “He kept us in the game the whole time, so a lot of credit to him.

“With each game, he’s going to get more and more confident.”

Barrie carried the lead into the second period and would extend it thanks to the third line once again.

Labanc got the puck from C.J. Garcia and looked to centre a pass in front of the goal.

Wolves forward Connor Crisp reached out and got his stick in the way of the feed, but in doing so, redirected the puck past a committed Palazzese and into the Sudbury goal to make it 2-0 Barrie.

“I thought we had good pace early on,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk. “We knew we were in for a battle with these guys.

“It’s been tight all year and tonight was no different.”

The Wolves got back into the game on the power play, when Nathan Pancel knocked home Radek Faksa’s initial attempt, which hit the crossbar.

“I thought we were playing pretty solid, but there were some times where we took some undisciplined penalties and got ourselves into trouble,” Hawerchuk said.

The Colts had a scary moment shortly thereafter, when captain Aaron Ekblad blocked Kevin Raine’s point shot with his elbow, and needed to get checked out by the trainers.

Ekblad would only miss a couple of shifts before returning to the ice.

His teammates gave him a bigger lead to work with, as Zach Hall blasted a setup from Andreas Athanasiou past Palazzese on the blocker side, giving the Colts a 3-1 cushion after 40 minutes.

The Wolves came out strong in the third period, getting the first 10 shots in the frame.

They would also get a fortunate bounce to help them back into the game.

Blackwood made a save and tried to freeze the puck, but instead knocked it out in front of him, and a Colts defender’s attempt to clear was blocked by Trevor Carrick.

The puck was then played down to Pancel, who, from the goal line, beat Blackwood on a high shot to reduce Sudbury’s deficit to 3-2.

After that point, Barrie did a great job of protecting its net, not allowing another shot on goal until Mathew Campagna’s wraparound attempt almost eight minutes later.

With the Wolves pressing for an equalizer, de Haan would get too aggressive, running Scott from behind into the boards.

de Haan was assessed a four-minute penalty with just 3:44 left on the clock, giving the Colts a man advantage for the rest of the game.

Barrie had some chances to score, but mainly focused on controlling the puck around the Sudbury zone.

By the time the Wolves finally cleared the puck, there were just eight seconds left, and the Colts were able to just hold it in their own zone to kill the clock and earn a Game 1 win.

The Colts will be looking to pull ahead 2-0 when they host Sudbury in Game 2 on Saturday night.

“They’re all important (games to win),” Hawerchuk said. “You have to get four, but you want to start with one.

“It’s good to get that first one.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/stephen_sweet

ICE CHIPS:

Familiar foes – With this playoff series now underway, the Colts and Wolves are guaranteed at least a dozen meetings this year, with the possibility of playing each other up to 15 times if the opening round goes the distance. Sudbury had the edge in the regular-season, defeating Barrie in five of the eight matchups.

Reaching the rafters – Both Andreas Athanasiou and Aaron Ekblad’s names will be sitting near the top of a couple of leaderboards that hang in the rafters very soon. Athanasiou’s 49 goals this season was the second most in franchise history, while Ekblad now has 116 points, which puts him fourth all-time in Colts scoring by a defenceman.

Not dressed for tonight’s game: Barrie was without the services of Joseph Blandisi (virus), Nick Pastorious and Mac Clutsam, while Sudbury scratched Austin Clapham, Jacob Harris, Connor Cummins and David Zeppieri.

Local flavour: Alliston native Connor Crisp returns to Barrie once again as a member of the Wolves. The Montreal Canadiens draft pick had 28 goals and 27 assists this season, while leading Sudbury with 120 penalty minutes.

40-goal men: Only three players in the Eastern Conference scored more than 40 goals this season, and all of them are involved in this series. Athanasiou led the Colts with 49 goals, good enough to tie for second in the league, while Sudbury boasts a pair of 40-goal snipers in Nicholas Baptiste (45) and Nathan Pancel (42).

OHL coaches praise Barrie players in season-ending poll 


 Thursday, March 20, 2014 6:28:49 EDT PM  
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Barrie Colts captain Aaron Ekblad and forward Andreas Athanasiou both received acclaim on the annual Ontario Hockey League coaches poll.

OHL bench bosses voted Ekblad as having the best and hardest shot in the Eastern Conference, best offensive and defensive defenceman, as well as the second-best penalty killer in the conference behind Oshawa's Scott Laughton.

Among Eastern Conference players, Athanasiou, a Detroit Red Wings prospect, was voted the league's most dangerous in the goal area and best skater.

A couple of former Barrie Colts also received some love in the poll.

Ottawa 67's forward Brendan Bell, acquired from Barrie for a third-round pick in November 2012, was voted most underrated player in the Eastern Conference. The 20-year-old Uxbridge native had 25 goals and 24 assists this season.

Niagara IceDogs forward Brendan Perlini, who was Barrie's first-round pick in 2012 and was later traded for Mitchell Theoret in a deadline deal last season, was voted most improved player in the Eastern Conference.

Barrie native Zach Nastasiuk, captain of the Owen Sound Attack and a Detroit prospect, was voted second-best shot blocker in the Western Conference, behind only Plymouth's Nick Malysa.

Nastasiuk's Attack teammate Chris Bigras, an Elmvale native and Colorado Avalanche prospect, was voted best defensive defenceman in the Western Conference.

The OHL also handed out its annual awards this week.

Erie Otters forward Connor Brown won the Eddie Powers Memorial Trophy as scoring champion. The Toronto Maple Leafs prospect, who finished the regular season with 45 goals and 83 assists, also won the Jim Mahon Memorial Trophy as the league's top-scoring right-winger.

The David Pinkney Trophy for lowest team goals-against average went to the Otters tandem of Oscar Dansk and Devin Williams.

The F.W. "Dinty" Moore Trophy for lowest rookie goals-against average was won by Matthew Mancina of the Guelph Storm.

Barrie, Sudbury open their first-round playoff series Thursday at BMC 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, March 19, 2014 7:45:04 EDT PM  

Andreas Athanasiou and members of the Barrie Colts celebrate after scoring a goal in a recent game. The Colts open their first-round playoff series against the Sudbury Wolves on Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. JANA CHYTILOVA/FREESTYLE PHOTOGRAPHY/GETTY IMAGES/AFP
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The Sudbury Wolves may have limped down the regular-season stretch, but the Barrie Colts know that means absolutely nothing heading into their Ontario Hockey League Eastern Conference quarterfinal playoff series opener Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

The Wolves, who led the Central Division standings through most of the second half and at one time were challenging the Oshawa Generals for top spot in the Eastern Conference, wrapped up the season by winning just three of their final 12 games.

The Colts, meanwhile, appear to have all the momentum. They head into the playoffs having won their last three games of the season to pass Sudbury in the standings and grab that all-important home-ice advantage in their best-of-seven series.

“Sudbury is just not going to roll over,” Colts overage forward Mitchell Theoret was quick to point out. “They have too much talent to just come in and call it quits, so we’ll be ready for whatever they throw at us.”

The bad finish would cost the Wolves dearly, losing the Central Division title and the important second seed in the conference to the North Bay Battalion, never mind home ice against the Colts.

With high expectations, especially after bolstering their lineup with a pair of blockbuster trade-deadline deals that landed them Carolina Hurricanes prospect Trevor Carrick and Dallas Stars prospect Radek Faksa, the Wolves will be eager to show they’re a much better team than the one that ended the regular season on a sour note.   

“We’ve always had really, really solid games with them … tight games,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk, whose club dropped five of eight games to Sudbury in their season series. “We’ve played each other enough times that people know each other pretty good.

“But we’ve got our hands full, that’s for sure.”

In a lot of ways, the seasons for these two division rivals have mirrored each other. Plagued by inconsistent play throughout the year, both were prone to long stretches of winning or losing.

At times, both looked like top contenders.

The Wolves won 14 of 16 games from December to mid-January to take the division lead and tie the Generals for top spot in the conference.

The Colts would reel off seven straight wins in November, filling the net 17 times in just four games.  

Other times, these longtime division rivals appeared to be teams that might not make it out of the first round of the playoffs.

Included in Sudbury’s crash down the stretch were losses to below .500 teams such as Belleville and Niagara, as well as a pair of key losses to North Bay that clinched the division title for the Battalion.

Barrie would rack up just three wins in 14 October games, including a stretch of six-straight losses where they scored just eight goals.

“We know they’re a good team and we know we’re a good team,” Colts captain Aaron Ekblad said of the first-round series, which appears to be the most competitive of all first-round matches. “Obviously there’s been lots of up and downs for both of us.

“Neither team can underestimate each other at all whatsoever. Each and every night anything can happen in this league and you’ll see it in this series.”

There wasn’t much to choose between the two clubs all year and Hawerchuk expects it will be the same in their playoff series.

“I think everybody knows each player well from both sides and, at the end of the day, it’s who executes the best,” Hawerchuk said. 

Here’s a look at both teams in key areas as they head into Game 1 on Thursday, with puck drop scheduled for 7:30 p.m.

GOALTENDING

The Wolves appear to have the edge here with the experience of overage veteran Frank Palazzese compared to Colts rookie Mackenzie Blackwood.

Palazzese boasted a 2.97 goals-against average and .916 save percentage and has at times stolen games with his play for Sudbury.

Theoret says it’s important the Colts test Palazzese and make sure to get traffic in front and make him fight to see the puck.

“If you can throw 30 or 40 shots at him every night, three or four are bound to go through,” Theoret said. “He’s an outstanding goalie. If he’s hot, he’s hot. If he’s off his game, we can really exploit him quite well.

“We’re going to look to pepper him with shots all series and we’re just going to do our best.”

Blackwood excelled early on, allowing Barrie to trade veteran Alex Fotinos to Windsor. The rookie had bouts of inconsistency and at times split the duties with import backup Daniel Gibl, but Blackwood finished the season strong with a 2.98 GAA and .902 SV%.

Ekblad has all the confidence in his young teammates between the pipes.

After Saturday’s win over Peterborough, he skated over to Blackwood and told his young teammate that he not only belongs where he is, but he’s already a great goaltender and one his teammates believe in.

“He knows that. He’s got his confidence under him right now,” Ekblad said. “He’s playing well for us and we know (Gibl) will be there to back him up.”

As the series develops, Hawerchuk knows there will be ups and downs. He says it’s important his young goaltenders remain composed.

“It’s a short period of time, so no time to dwell on it,” Hawerchuk said. “Good or bad.”

The Colts coach just wants his young goaltenders to play their game. That means to play the way he knows they’re capable of playing.

“That’s what you look for. You want your (goalie) to be solid, give you a chance to win every night,” he said. “You don’t want to put the onus on your goaltender. You don’t want to put the onus on your club. It’s got to be 20 strong every night.”

DEFENCE

The Wolves have a stable group of veterans led by Carrick. Overagers Kevin Raine and Craig Duininck should also see a heavy workload.

Still, any team that has Ekblad has to have the edge on the blue-line.

The Colts anchor, who could go first overall in this year’s NHL Entry Draft and is considered the favourite this season to be named the OHL’s Most Outstanding Defenceman, logs a ton of ice time and plays a vital role on both specialty units.

Ekblad’s dependable defensive partner Jonathan Laser and Tampa prospect Jake Dotchin will also shoulder much of the load on Barrie's back end.

“All of our (defencemen), when they’re moving pucks quickly and supporting the play well, we’re at our best,” Hawerchuk said. “(Ekblad is) probably the most consistent guy doing that and when he’s doing that he’s really effective.”

FORWARDS

Both teams boast plenty of depth up front.

The Wolves rely heavily on 40-goal scorers Nicholas Baptiste and Nathan Pancel. The two have spent most of the season together on opposite wings with one of Matthew Campagna or Faksa in the middle.

Baptiste, a third-round pick of Buffalo, has been handful for the Colts. The speedy winger racked up six goals and 15 points to lead both teams in scoring during their season series.

“He’s their key guy,” Theoret said. “He’s got speed that you just can’t teach. Him and (Colts forward Andreas Athanasiou) can go for stride for stride and (Athanasiou) is the fastest guy in the league.”

The Wolves will also look to power forward Connor Crisp, an Alliston native and former Erie Otter, along with import Dominik Kahun and Faksa to provide offence and key minutes up front.

Even without Joseph Blandisi, who remains week-to-week, in the lineup, the Colts still boast a forward group with plenty of scoring depth.

Athanasiou is a game-breaker and led Barrie with 49 goals, while finishing fifth overall in league scoring with 95 points. 

In all, Barrie has seven scorers with 20 or more goals and Zach Hall and Theoret would have easily added to that number had they stayed healthy.

Power forward Brendan Lemieux finished the season with a career-high 27 goals, including six in his last five games. Rookie standout Andrew Mangiapane finished with 24 goals, second to only Ottawa first-overall selection Travis Konecny.

Only Kingston (301) scored more goals than Barrie’s 266 in the conference.

All this adds up to what should be a slight advantage up front for Barrie. 

“You need that depth, even in the playoffs,” Hawerchuk said. “You just can’t have one line that can do it. We feel good about our guys that we have that kind of depth.

SPECIALTY TEAMS

Both teams suffered from inconsistency throughout the season on their power play and penalty kill.

While the Wolves finished eighth overall (20.5%) with the man advantage, three spots up from Barrie (20.1%), it was the Colts who led in goals scored (58-53).

Ekblad, and his big cannon from the point, led both teams with 16 power-play goals, good enough for third overall in the OHL.

“Power plays can be the difference in the game, let alone the series,” Theoret said. “Our specialty teams have picked up as of late.

“We struggled for most of the year, especially on the power play, but we’re starting to try out different combinations and things are starting to come together quite nicely.” 

The Colts penalty killing unit was just as strong down the stretch, finishing eighth overall with a 80.8% success rate, while scoring 12 shorthanded markers, fourth among all OHL teams.

The Wolves penalty kill had a success rate of 77.2% to finish 11th overall.

With the Colts wrapping up the final week of the season strong on the power play, going 5-for-10, that momentum should give them a slight edge in specialty teams coming into the series.

* * * * 

STEPHEN SWEET'S PREDICTIONS

EASTERN CONFERENCE

Oshawa (1) vs. Mississauga (8)

No doubt that the Generals should win this series, but the Steelheads always seem to scratch out some wins as the heavy underdog. OSHAWA IN 6

North Bay (2) vs. Niagara (7)

The Battalion have been playing Stan Butler hockey to a tee lately, scoring early and then going back into their defensive setup. Marty Williamson has pulled off a 2-versus-7 upset of the Battalion before, but just too many holes to do it this time. NORTH BAY IN 5

Kingston (3) vs. Peterborough (6)

Kingston is easily one of the most exciting teams, but they're also one that is prone to lapses. If the Petes keep getting excellent goaltending from Andrew D'Agostini, they'll have a chance to pull out this upset. PETERBOROUGH IN 7

Barrie (4) vs. Sudbury (5)

The Colts come in with some momentum, while the Wolves have been free-falling. If the Colts can pull out some early wins in this series while things are rolling, then they should be in great shape to win — and finish their eighth consecutive series on the road. BARRIE IN 6

WESTERN CONFERENCE

Guelph (1) vs. Plymouth (8)

These two teams met in reversed roles in 2007 and Plymouth blew them out of the water. Expect Guelph to do that this time around. GUELPH IN 4

Sault Ste. Marie (2) vs. Owen Sound (7)

This isn't a matchup the Greyhounds wanted, given the travel times and physicality of the Attack. In the end, Attack won't be able to get enough goals to keep it close. SOO IN 6

Erie (3) vs. Saginaw (6)

It's always difficult to tell how a team with heavy hearts will fare, but expect Spirit's resilience and Erie's inexperience to make this a surprisingly close series. ERIE IN 7

London (4) vs. Windsor (5)

Sure, the Knights weren't superhuman in the regular season. But this is the playoffs, and as two-time defending champs, they'll be able to turn up the heat on the Spitfires. LONDON IN 5

* * * * 

GENE PEREIRA'S PREDICTIONS

EASTERN CONFERENCE

OSHAWA (1) vs. MISSISSAUGA (8)

Spencer Martin will have to stand on his head in goal for the Trout to steal one, but Scott Laughton and teammates should reel this one in pretty quickly. OSHAWA IN 5

NORTH BAY (2) vs. NIAGARA (7)

Teams split season series and their playoff battle should be just as tight. Still, Battalion will find a way to silence these pesky Dogs. NORTH BAY IN 6

KINGSTON (3) vs. PETERBOROUGH (6)

Frontenacs won five of six in season series and boast deeper forward group that outscored Petes, 38-16. Petes edge in goaltending will help, but not enough. KINGSTON IN 6

BARRIE (4) vs. SUDBURY (5)

Wolves won season series 5-3, but limped down stretch winning just three times in last 12 games. Look for Ekblad to be a force and difference maker. BARRIE IN 7

WESTERN CONFERENCE

GUELPH (1) vs. PLYMOUTH (8)

Take the OHL’s highest-scoring team with 10 NHL draftees and line them up against a team that scored the second-fewest goals overall. Whalers goalie Alex Nedeljkovic is real good, but this will be over quick. GUELPH IN 4

SAULT STE. MARIE (2) vs. OWEN SOUND (7)

The most penalized team in the league, the Attack are big and physical, but can’t score and face the best goalie in league in Matt Murray. Hounds stay cool, they’ll be just fine. SAULT STE. MARIE IN 5

ERIE (3) vs. SAGINAW (6)

Otters overcame their mid-February struggles and finished strong, winning last eight games. In what will likely be an emotional series for the Saginaw, they will hang tough but OHL’s top defensive team will give them little. ERIE IN 6

LONDON (4) VS. WINDSOR (5)

Spitfires looked to future at deadline, but still kept winning before finally struggling down stretch. Two-time defending Knights have the experience and are just too good and too deep. LONDON IN 5

Ekblad matches franchise goal-scoring record for D-men 
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Barrie Colts captain Aaron Ekblad, right, congratulates rookie goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood following a win against the Ottawa 67's during OHL action at Canadian Tire Centre on Thursday. Ekblad matched the franchise record for goals by a defenceman after scoring his 23rd of the season, while Blackwood picked up 22nd win. Jana Chytilova/Freestyle Photography/Getty Images/AFP
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OTTAWA - The Barrie Colts left the nation's capital with a 5-3 win under their belts, Thursday night, and captain Aaron Ekblad tied the franchise mark for goals by a defenceman with 23 on the season.

The Colts (36-28-1-2) sit fifth in the Eastern Conference with 75 points with one game left in the regular-season schedule, Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre against the sixth-place Peterborough Petes.

The Petes can't catch the Colts in the standings, but Barrie can catch the four-place Sudbury Wolves. But the Colts will need some help from Sudbury's opposition, because the Wolves hold two games in hand on Barrie.

Sudbury (32-22-3-8) hosted the second-place North Bay Battalion (36-24-4-2) on Friday night in a Central Division matchup, but the game concluded after Examiner headlines. A Sudbury win would put the Wolves within a point of the Troops with a game in hand.

The Wolves wrap up their regular-season schedule on Saturday in Belleville against the Bulls (22-38-3-3), who sit last in the Eastern Conference.

Both Sudbury and North Bay conclude their regular-season schedules on Sunday. The Battalion hosts the 67's and the Wolves are in Oshawa to meet the Generals, who sit atop the Eastern Conference standings with a 10-point cushion.

On Thursday night in Ottawa, the 67's had a 2-0 first-period lead, but Barrie cut the lead in half on Jake Dotchin's power-play goal with 5:17 left.

Andreas Athanasiou scored his 47th goal of the season seven minutes into the second to tie the game and Ekblad, with his record-tying goal, gave the Colts the lead less than two minutes later.

Nevin Guy, with his second goal of the game, scored on the power play with less than a minute to go in the period to even the game at 3-3.

Barrie's Mitchell Theoret and Brendan Lemieux, into a yawning cage, scored in the third period.

Colts rookie goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood stopped 21 of 24 shots for his 22nd win of the season while improving his record to 22-15-1-1. The 17-year-old Thunder Bay native has a .903 save percentage and a 2.98 goals-against average as the regular season winds down.

Former Barrie Colt close to doubling last year's total already 0


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 
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Former Barrie Colt Dan Michalsky, left, has brought back March Mullet for a good cause. Michalsky convinced current Colt Mike Webster to join him and a few others to raise more than $5,000 for Make A Wish children's charity last season. They are well on their way to almost doubling that this season. EXAMINER FILES

Former Barrie Colt Dan Michalsky, left, has brought back March Mullet for a good cause. Michalsky convinced current Colt Mike Webster to join him and a few others to raise more than $5,000 for Make A Wish children's charity last season. They are well on their way to almost doubling that this season. EXAMINER FILES
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There are more ways to look funny and raise money for charity than just growing a moustache.

And when March comes around, there may be a few more mullets around town.

Former Barrie Colt Dan Michalsky heads up a charity drive known as March Mullet, where all of those involved go about with a “business in the front, party in the back” look for the month, to raise money for the Canadian Mental Health Association.

“The idea of March Mullet started as a casual conversation with me and a couple (of) friends,” Michalsky said. “The idea just popped into my head and I started asking friends and family if they would donate money to charity if I cut my hair into a mullet.

“The response was an overwhelming yes.”

This is the second year that Michalsky has run the event, although it’s the first time that the CMHA is the charity of choice for March Mullet.

“March Mullet is now a registered non-profit organization and will continue to raise money and awareness for mental health,” Michalsky said. “We look forward to growing a strong relationship with CMHA for years to come.”

Michalsky found out very quickly that this was a charity that resonated with a lot of people.

“Since I started telling people that March Mullet will be raising money for the CMHA, I have had a large number of people thank me for starting March Mullet,” Michalsky said. “(They) shared with me how mental health affects them and their family.”

As was the case with other recent mental-health awareness events, simply getting a little more knowledge and getting things into the open are important benefits.

“One thing that we, along with CMHA, are excited about is that we feel that March Mullet is a great way to get more people talking about mental health,” Michalsky said. “Although we take March Mullet very seriously, we also like to put kind of a fun twist on it.

“This really helps to get people to open up and not be afraid to talk about the stigma behind mental health.”

Michalsky, who scored 74 points in 96 career games with Barrie, had current Colt Michael Webster on board right away in Year One.

This season, Webster’s brought some of his teammates along for the ride, as Brendan Lemieux, Justin Scott, Jake Dotchin, Zach Hall and Liam Maaskant have also pledged to take part.

In getting a member of his former team involved, Michalsky knows that Webster has done a lot more than just lip service.

“He has gotten other Colt players to sign up and helped promote March Mullet on social media,” Michalsky said of Webster, who was one of the top fundraisers last year and appears set to be one once again. “(He) knows friends and former teammates who are affected by mental health, so it means a lot to (him).”

Last year, there were just three people signed up and not a penny raised on March 1.

But fast forward a year, and there are over 20 people registered and close to $9,400 already in donations for March Mullet.

“I think 40-50 people and $20,000 in donations is a realistic goal for this year,” Michalsky said.

They’re also getting some help from Georgian College, where the student council has donated money for the cause and for promotional items, and it will also be the site of their haircuts on March 3, not to mention events at the Last Class later that day and on April 1.

All of this, Michalsky feels, will help March Mullet to grow exponentially.

“I feel I have a responsibility to make March Mullet as big as possible,” Michalsky said. “It is a fun little idea that has the potential to help a lot of people suffering from mental health issues.”

To get involved or to donate, you can go to marchmullet.org or e-mail info@marchmullet.org.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

 twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Barrie Colts forward hopes for shot at another OHL title 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 
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Barrie Colts forward Mitchell Theoret is in his overage season with the team, but hopes he can get one more shot at an OHL championship. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Mitchell Theoret can still hear them.

Near the end of each of OHL season, at a dinner for his overage teammates, Theoret would listen as they each got up to say few words.

Every time, the overagers would speak of just how fast it all goes. How one day they were being drafted, and it seemed almost the next day their OHL careers were coming to an end.

“My first two or three years, I thought it can’t be really that fast,” said the Barrie Colts overage forward.

Drafted by the New York Islanders in the seventh-round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Theoret thought last season could be his final one in the OHL.

When he didn’t sign with Islanders, the 20-year-old found himself back in Barrie for an overage season.

Now, with only four games remaining on the OHL schedule and his junior hockey career winding down, Theoret understands exactly what those overagers were talking about.

“They couldn’t be more right. This game goes by awfully quick,” said the native of Montreal, who spent the first three-and-a-half seasons of his career with the Niagara IceDogs before being traded to Barrie at last year’s deadline. “The eight, nine months here in town are the best eight, nine months you have in the year, and the friends you make here last a life time.

“It’s just been a great experience for me, a great ride and if this is the end for me for my so-called professional career, then I have nothing to say but positives about it.”

Just how much time is left in his OHL career depends on just what kind of playoff run he and the Colts have.

Theoret says that’s why it’s important for him and his teammates to finish these last four regular season games strong.

Sitting fifth in the Eastern Conference standings heading into Sunday afternoon’s contest on the road against the Niagara IceDogs, the Colts are still hoping to earn home ice advantage in the playoffs.

An important advantage since Barrie is likely to face a pretty strong first-round opponent. An advantage Theoret would love to have. After all, he wants to keep this ride going.

“Every night we go out there, you never know, especially in the post season, it could be one of my last games,” said the six-foot-two, 210 pound forward. “Five years has gone awfully quick. You just sort of look at the guys that are coming up and you try to keep even keel and tell them don’t take any time in this league for granted.

“Make sure you work hard at everything because at the end of five years you want to have something to show for it, for sure.”

Theoret’s final year of junior has been a trying one, to say the least.

After an impressive playoff performance last season when he scored 14 times in 21 games to help the Colts go all the way to Game 7 of the OHL championship, nagging injuries have resulted in him spending his final year in and out of the lineup.

Theoret has missed 16 games this season. Most recently, he returned Wednesday after sitting almost two weeks of action recovering from a concussion.

“It seems to be like that all year,” Theoret said. “I hurt my shoulder. I hurt my back and then I was out with bronchitis for a week or two. I come back and had a real good game against Niagara (two goals and three assists) and it happens I get a concussion.”

It’s like he’s played this season in spurts. Play five or six games, and then miss the next five or six games.

“It’s frustrating for sure, especially this year,” said Theoret, who has 14 goals and 33 assists in 48 games this season. “It’s a really big year for me, my last year of junior hockey and I’m trying to earn myself a professional contract.

“Hopefully, come post season, I’ll be in the same form I was last year in the post season and people will really take notice of that.”

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk is hoping his veteran forward will be able to get some momentum over the this final week of the regular season.

“He’s had one of those years where he just hasn’t been able to stay healthy,” Hawerchuk said.

Theoret said he felt great after returning from an invite to training camp with the Winnipeg Jets. He started off the season strong playing alongside veterans Zach Hall and Andreas Athanasiou on the team’s No. 1 line.

“We looked like we were going to take the league by storm,” said Theoret, who had three goals and eight points in his first five games.

But injuries to Theoret and Hall getting mono derailed that.

“Sometimes it just spirals,” Hawerchuk said. “He did get a good start and then lost some of that when he struggled a little bit. And then he got hurt. When you’re in and out of the lineup, it’s tough because you’re playing against everybody that’s been pretty much going since the start of the year.

“You lose a little bit of conditioning and timing.”

With a couple of games under his belt since returning to the lineup on Wednesday, Theoret believes he’s ready to turn it up here down the final stretch and into the playoffs.

“The first game in Sudbury (Wednesday) really helped me get my wind back, so to speak,” he said. “I felt great, but obviously I have to keep working on the conditioning as I move into the post season and get myself back in game form.”

After reaching the OHL championship the last two seasons (once with Niagara) only to lose London, Theoret is chomping at the bit to get another shot at the Memorial Cup host Knights.

“There’d be nothing sweeter in my OHL career then going in there and winning a Memorial Cup in their rink,” he said. “I know the guys are working towards that for me and also themselves, and the city of Barrie, the coaching staff.

“Everyone here in the city deserves it. They deserve a championship. They’ve been so close, but we haven’t been able to do it for them. This is our time, there’s never been a better year for us and we’re going to give it our all.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

ICE CHIPS: Barrie’s road game Sunday in Niagara kicks off a three-game road trip that will include stops in Kingston on Wednesday and Ottawa on Thursday. . . With two assists on Thursday, Zach Hall moved into a tie for fifth-place with Mark Scheifele on Barrie’s all-time scoring list. Hall now has 217 points. His 150 career assists are fourth best in franchise history. . . After scoring Thursday, captain Aaron Ekblad has 22 goals and sits just once of the single-season franchise record of 23 set by Andrew Marshall in 2005-06.

Johnson: Kootenay’s Reinhart and Descheneau too hot for inconsistent Hitmen to handle

Holes in the leaky Hitmen boat are showing up all over the place as local WHL squad’s down to its last life after Game 5 defeat

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary Herald March 27, 2014  
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Johnson: Kootenay&#8217;s Reinhart and Descheneau too hot for inconsistent Hitmen to handle

The Calgary Hitmen scrum for a rebound in the Kootenay Ice crease during a frantic third-period rally attempt on Thursday night. Calgary fought back with two late goals but fell short, 6-5.

Photograph by: Jenn Pierce , Calgary Herald

They hang by a thread. And a malicious Sam Reinhart’s wielding a pair of scissors.

They cling frantically to the edge of the ledge, facing a long drop to a messy end on an unforgiving pavement below. And Jaedon Descheneau’s hovering ominously above them, preparing to grind heel to fingers.

This is the time for ruthlessness. Cranbrook, B.C.: A town without pity.

“Obviously right now our focus is finishing this in Game 6,” said Reinhart, savouring another wild one, 6-5 Thursday at the Scotiabank Saddledome, pushing the Kootenay Ice to within one victory of an opening-round playoff upset of the Calgary Hitmen. “Obviously we’re not looking forward to a potential Game 7. We’d be ready for it, if that’s what it takes, but our focus is on Game 6.

“We’re confident in the way we’re playing at home right now. We’re looking forward to it.”

Much will doubtless be made of the controversial last-second (literally) goal at the end of the second period — particularly considering Calgary’s third-period push — propelling the Ice in front 6-3 with 20 official minutes to contest. But if they’re honest with themselves, the Hitmen simply are being overmatched by two extraordinary players in felicitous form.

These guys together — Reinhart and Descheneau — can really set it to music. As collaborators, next to them, Lennon and McCartney and the Gershwins seem positively tone-deaf.

“They’re so smart, they play off each other so well, they move their feet,” praised Ice coach Ryan McGill. “And they play within a 10-foot area. When you play inside a 10-foot area and you’re not not spread out, you can have success.”

To their credit, the Hitmen didn’t allow the controversial ending to the second period to completely deflate them, and counted two of their own in the third to make for yet another squeamish finish.

“As it has been all series, once we get a goal it seems like the shift or the shift after, they always counter us,” sighed Hitmen captain Jaynen Rissling. “We just didn’t have an answer for that tonight.

“We were playing (in the third period) like our lives depended on it. Unfortunately for us now, our lives do depend on it.

“Hopefully that effort will be there for the entire 60 (minutes) next game. I sure don’t want that to be my last game on Saddledome ice. I’m sure the guys will be fired up and ready to go for the next one.”

The predatory Greg Chase certainly did his bit to help the home cause, scoring his fourth of the series at 12:50 of the third period brought the Hitmen to within a pair, and assisting on two other goals, but too much did not go right for the homesteaders on Thursday. Over and above the allowed sixth goal from Kootenay.

Too much space and time being allowed Kootenay’s top line. Too many turnovers, particularly in the neutral zone. Goaltender Chris Driedger, who promised to be substantially better heading into Game 5 after being torched for 11 goals during the two games in Cranbrook, wasn’t, given the old vaudeville hook by Calgary coach Mike Williamson after surrendering four goals on 14 shots. Captain Jaynen Rissling, expected to be such a vital part of muffling the Reinhart-Descheneau partnership, was at one point a miserable minus-five on the night, finishing at minus-3. Jake Virtanen, the Hitmen’s answer to Reinhart, is losing this matchup of 2014 Top 10 draft prospects. Badly.

In contrast, the Ice’s Big 2 continued to feast. This has gone beyond domination into cannibalization. Reinhart counted his fifth goal of the post-season and helped set up another four goals to record his second five-point night of the series. Descheneau, meanwhile, sniped twice in a three-point performance.
His first goal came only 5:56 into the first period, taking advantage of yet another Kootenay power play opportunity, on the visitors’ first shot on Driedger. And then the second one . . .

Oh, yes, that second one.

The JumboTron scoreclock replay, at any rate, had the 00:00s well up before the lethal winger whipped a wonderful cross-ice pass from Reinhart behind Mack Shields. Confusion reigned supreme. But after consulting the in-house replay, referees Tyler Adair and Matt Kirk awarded the goal, technically at 19:59.

“I know there was an issue with the clock last night (in the Flames’ game) versus Anaheim,” said McGill. “And I know there was an issue tonight. But obviously they looked at it long enough to count it a good goal and it was a big goal for us.”

Reinhart admitted the wait for the video-review to come down with a ruling was a trifle unnerving.

“Obviously from what was up on the JumboTron, the reaction (of the crowd), it seemed like a goal. Our coaching staff was informed before the game that the clocks was a little off. We were aware of that.

“You couldn’t predict what was going to happen. We were happy that it was taking a long time. A good break for us.”

Certainly the Ice have to feel good heading back west to try to close this out. But predicting anything in a series this all over the map is only a folly; a fool’s game.

Ryan McGill, for one, has stopped wracking his brain in an effort to fathom exactly what in blazes is going on.

“You know what?” he admitted. “You try not to understand it. You try to go with it and just make sure you can keep those momentum shifts to a minimum.

“But you can’t understand it at this point. I mean, there’s what, 100 goals scored in this series. We’ve just got to make sure we score the last one.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Hitmen goalie Driedger admits he must be better as roller-coaster ride of a WHL series returns to Calgary

Wild opening round affair against Kootenay tied 2-2 with a pivotal Game 5 set for Thursday night

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary Herald March 26, 2014  
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Hitmen goalie Driedger admits he must be better as roller-coaster ride of a WHL series returns to Calgary

Calgary Hitmen defenceman Ben Thomas is crunched into the boards by Kootenay Ice left winger Levi Cable during Game 2 of the series last Saturday.

Photograph by: Colleen De Neve , Calgary Herald

Buckling up for the sacroiliac-shaking Mummy Ride at Universal Studios wouldn’t be as heart-in-mouth.

Four games, 34 total goals, manic momentum swings, overtime snipes, last-minute winners. Chaotic is simply too weak a word. Frantic and frenzied, too tame.

So far, what the Calgary Hitmen an d Kootenay Ice have offered up might actually defy description.

“Yeah, it has been a bit . . . hectic,” conceded goaltender Chris Driedger, the Hitmen Playoff Train bus having just pulled into a snowswept Scotiabank Saddledome parking lot mid-afternoon Wednesday. “Lots of chances, lots of shots, lots of goals. Both ways. Clearly, though, I need to be better.

“I’ve been around for a while, I’m a big boy, so I certainly can take my share of the blame. The guys expect more of me and I expect more of myself. I’m not going to dwell on past games, that doesn’t help anything, but it’s a fact: I have to be better.”

He ain’t alone there.

The Hitmen and Kootenay Ice left for B.C. all square and return the same way, as a pivotal Game 5 of the WHL Eastern Conference opening-round playoff series (7 p.m., Shaw TV, Radio: Sportsnet 960 The Fan) looms at the ’Dome on Thursday. Calgary seized the series initiative on Greg Chase’s overtime snipe in Game 3, but 24 hours later the Ice returned the favour, the dynamic Jaedon Descheneau cutting across the ice at Western Financial Place to zip a wrist shot by Driedger with 52 ticks left on the scoreclock, avoiding consecutive OTs and knotting the series at two games apiece.

“Being up 2-1 going into that last game, it sure would’ve been nice to get a bit of a stranglehold,” sighed Hitmen coach Mike Williamson. “But we knew going in it was going to be a tight series. Tough, hard-fought. And it’s been that. There’s been a lot more goals scored on both sides than I think anybody anticipated, though.”

When informed of Driedger’s vow to pick up his game, Williamson said: “You want all of your players to take some of that on their shoulders and have that accountability, not just Driedgs.

“We need better hockey and more desperation from all of our guys, the level you need to win in the playoffs.”

As impressive as the both offences have been, the goaltending so far has left much to be desired. Driedger’s 3.93 GAA and .880 save percentage isn’t much, until you look at the numbers of his Kootenay counterpart, MacKenzie Skapski, who checks in at a bloated 5.25 and .832.

Tellingly on Tuesday, Ice coach Ryan McGill, yanked the stuttering Skapski and replaced him with backup Wyatt Hoflin, who repelled all 20 Hitmen shots in his 33 minutes of duty to inspire the series-tying win. And while Williamson did briefly toy with the option of inserting Mack Shields, he stuck with Driedger. And plans to go back to his main man for Game 5.

Whoever finds himself between the Hitmen pipes, however, shouldn’t be left to shoulder the blame. Job 1 for the gentlemen in front of that goaltender will be finding a way to at least partially muffle the out-of-control Descheneau, short of abduction and involuntary confinement.

Descheneau is, in the parlance, “feeling it”, virtually unstoppable, the current WHL post-season point-leader with 10, followed closely by his centreman, Sam Reinhart, at nine.

He’s a pretty good player, a good friend of mine,” said Hitmen centre Adam Tambellini. “I’ve skated with him and played against him, both of us being in Edmonton. He’s having a really good series, really on a roll, but we’re going to have to find a way to slow him down.”

“With guys like him and Reinhart,” added defenceman Ben Thomas, “we have to do a much better job at taking away time and space. If you give them room, they’re able to make quick plays. We just have to be smarter. They’re just getting way too much freedom.”

With the series now whittled to a best-of-three, time is very much of the essence. The thought of going back to Cranbrook down 3-2 is a scenario sure to make the Hitmen break out in hives.

“We’ve got a lot of guys who’ve played their share of playoff games, especially last year, so they know what it takes,” said Driedger optimistically. “That experience can be very important now.

“I’m really confident in this group.

“We have to be better. I have to be better. And we will be.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com
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Martin St. Louis has carved out a terrific NHL career, despite being undersized. He has some advice for Calgary Flames draft pick Johnny Gaudreau. SUN FILE. 
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The comparison is obvious.

Likewise the wish.

Every Calgary Flames fan sees pint-sized prospect Johnny Gaudreau and hopes he’ll be the one to help forget the one who got away.

Martin St. Louis, the former Flames winger who was actually bought out of his contract in the summer of 2000 and went on to star for the Tampa Bay Lightning — helping them beat the Flames in the ’04 Stanley Cup Final — and now toils with the New York Rangers, knows about Gaudreau and his exploits.

St. Louis also realizes the challenges the NHL hopeful will face upon reaching the professional ranks.

For starters, St. Louis, the 5-foot-8, 180-lb. standout, believes people shouldn’t doubt whether Gaudreau can succeed simply because of his size — which is listed as being 5-foot-8, 159-lbs.

“It’s all about speed. Size doesn’t matter. It’s all about speed,” St. Louis said after the morning skate in preparation for facing the Flames on Friday night at the Saddledome.

“You can see there are a lot of small guys playing. If he’s got the speed, you can’t worry about his size.”

Gaudreau, the Flames’ fourth-round draft choice from ’11, would seem a shoo-in to be a NHLer based on his skill and exploits as a junior at Boston College, including 32 goals and 69 points in 37 games this season.

He seems to have the skating ability and offensive vision, but the question marks surround his size.

St. Louis, who’s closing in on 1,000 regular-season points, notes how many smaller players are in the league now, but points out they can’t just be one-dimensional skaters to have a lengthy career.

“The thing about a small guy is you can’t get labelled as just an offensive guy,” said St. Louis, who helped Canada win gold at the ’14 Olympic Winter Games and shortly after forced a trade from Tampa Bay to the Rangers. “You’ve got to bring more to the table. If you don’t score 40 or 30 goals, you’ve got to bring something else to the table. You can’t just think offensively.”

Gaudreau’s season could end as early as Saturday, and he could opt to forego his senior year and sign an NHL contract with the Flames right away, but his season could go as long as April 12.

If he opts for a senior year of college, he would become an unrestricted free-agent if he doesn’t sign before Aug. 15, ’15.

As much as Flames fans will hope Gaudreau will make a quick jump and have immediate success in the NHL, it’s worth noting the time St. Louis took to be a standout after he completed his university days in Vermont.

It wasn’t until St. Louis was in his late 20s that he started to shine.

“Back then, there was no small guys. I always felt back then a small guy had to prove that he could play and a big guy had to prove that he couldn’t play,” St. Louis said.

“I think there’s a lot more defensive hockey in the college level now, with video and scouting. We didn’t have that. You’d just go play.

“He’s probably better prepared to play a two-way game than I was.”

As for himself, St. Louis is hoping to find the offensive touch that hasn’t followed him from Tampa Bay.

In the dozen games prior to facing the Flames, last year’s scoring champion had

managed just three assists.

“You know you’re one shot away from it going the other way,” he said. “Being in one place for so long and going to a new thing, I didn’t really know what to expect, but I knew it was going to be hard. But you’re after team success and that’s what we’re getting.

“If I was producing and we were losing, it wouldn’t be a good place. I’m glad we’re able to string some wins together and it’s giving me time to get my feet underneath me.”

That said, St. Louis knows he was brought to the Big Apple to provide the kind of punch that helps teams go on a playoff run.

“I think the biggest thing is you’ve got to be honest with yourself,” he said. “Sometimes, you are a little too hard on yourself and sometimes you’re not hard enough on yourself. You’ve got to find that balance, that fine line.

“I’m trying to not be too hard, but I’m trying to be honest with myself and how I’m playing. I’m not letting myself off the hook. I understand I have to be better in certain areas, and I’m working at it.”
COLLEGE HOCKEY: Hellebuyck's excellent adventure continues 
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Connor Hellebuyck  

Michael Dwyer

UMass Lowell's Connor Hellebuyck raises the trophy after defeating New Hampshire in the Hockey East championship game in Boston, Saturday, March 22, 2014. (AP Photo/Michael Dwyer)
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Trust is a huge issue for any athlete.

For former Odessa Jackalopes goaltender Connor Hellebuyck, it was the main issue.

As he sat waiting for the 2011 North American Hockey League draft to finish, he had to trust Jackalopes scout Craig Sarner and co-owner Rick Gasser that the Permian Basin club truly wanted him even though it didn’t select him.

“He wasn’t very happy about it,” Sarner said. “But I felt confident enough that no one else knew about Bucky.”

As it turned out, Sarner was right and his first call was to Commerce, Mich., to make sure the 6-foot-4 recent high school graduate was still happy.

Hellebuyck was, and the rest is history as he went on to lead the Jackalopes to the 2012 NAHL playoffs. Hellebuyck also earned a scholarship to UMass-Lowell and was a fifth-round draft pick of the Winnipeg Jets in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

These days, Hellebuyck has garnered the trust of an entirely new group of teammates, having backstopped the UMass-Lowell River Hawks to a second consecutive Hockey East championship and a berth in the NCAA Division I Northeast Region Tournament.

At 6:30 tonight in Worcester, Mass., he and his teammates face Minnesota State-Mankato for the right to advance to Sunday’s final against either Denver or Boston College.

The Northeast Region winner earns a berth in the Frozen Four from April 10-12, in Philadelphia.

It’s a spot UMass-Lowell is looking to return to after losing in the national semifinals in Hellebuyck’s freshman campaign.

“I think this year has been a lot more business-like,” Hellebuyck said Thursday. “I think we are a lot more prepared for this time of the season having gone through it before.

“We used last year as motivation for this season and a lot of teams played their best against us because of the success we had. But you want that, it keeps you on edge.”

This season, it’s been the opposition that’s been on edge because of the play of Hellebuyck and his goaltending partner, senior Doug Carr.

A finalist for the inaugural Mike Richter Award for the top collegiate netminder, Hellebuyck has a 17-8-2 record with a 1.73 goals-against average and .943 save percentage — the final two numbers the best in the nation.

Carr has posted an 8-2-2 mark this season with a 1.80 GAA and .936 save percentage.

Hellebuyck earned a second straight MVP award last weekend in the Hockey East Tournament, shutting out Notre Dame in the semifinals, 4-0, and following that with a 4-0 shutout of New Hampshire in the championship.

As well as Hellebuyck has done, however, he is always quick to credit the players in front of him for doing their job.

In the Hockey East final, defenseman Jake Suter threw his body in front of many of the Wildcats’ shots, much to the pleasure of his sophomore goalkeeper.

“That’s the way Jake plays,” Hellebuyck said. “I think he had six blocks and that’s his role; he’s the type of guy that grinds everything out and doesn’t take a second off out there.

“But that’s the way everyone has been playing this year and it makes my job a lot easier. This is a team game and I’m just part of it.”

That’s the same attitude Hellebuyck brought to the Permian Basin two summers ago, never portraying himself as bigger than the team and always working hard to get better for the betterment of the club.

It’s one of the things that caught Sarner’s attention.

“He’s always looking to improve,” Sarner said. “He’s a big guy and he moves well and he’s gotten better since he went to college and he’ll continue to get better.

“Bucky was a special goaltender; we caught lightning in a bottle with him. And it’s great to see him having the success he’s had in college.”

Why U.S. college hockey paid off for NHL-bound Hamilton brothers

'You get exposed to this world that you really don't see as a Canadian kid growing up,' Greg Carey says

The Canadian Press Posted: Mar 29, 2014 10:37 AM ET| Last Updated: Mar 29, 2014 10:37 AM ET 

Former St. Lawrence University star Greg Carey, of Hamilton, has been signed as a free agent to the Phoenix Coyotes.

Former St. Lawrence University star Greg Carey, of Hamilton, has been signed as a free agent to the Phoenix Coyotes. (ECAC Hockey) 
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Word that the Toronto Maple Leafs had signed defenceman Eric Knodel out of the University of New Hampshire didn't sit well with Don Cherry.

"Leafs love those college guys," the popular Canadian broadcaster wrote Wednesday as part of two Twitter posts. "Going to get a tryout with the Marlies. That means he takes a spot from some guy slugging it out on the buses. If you want to make the Leafs or get a tryout just go to a U.S. College."

■Related: Hotstove: NHL teams after college star Christian Folin

Forget for a second that Knodel wasn't a free agent but a 2009 fifth-round draft pick out of the Philadelphia suburbs, and that playing in college was a way to help turn the raw prospect into a professional. It was still a derisive swipe at U.S. college hockey, which in Canada is often considered an inferior path to the NHL compared to major-junior leagues.

"I think that if more Canadian families were exposed to what college can do — as parents for your kid socially, athletically and academically ... I think more people would be doing it," said University of Denver coach Jim Montgomery, a Montreal native who went to Maine and ended up playing 122 NHL games.

One opportunity for exposure is the NCAA tournament, which begins Friday and includes 109 Canadian players. There are 35 players from Ontario, 35 from British Columbia, 18 from Alberta and seven each from Quebec, Manitoba and Saskatchewan.

Maine New Hampshire Hockey

Former University of New Hampshire defenseman Eric Knodel, left, shown during the third period of a college hockey game in Durham, N.H., on March 8, 2013, has signed with the Toronto Maple Leafs. (Charles Krupa/The Associated Press)

Many of those players are trying to follow in the footsteps of several successful Canadian NHLers who went to college, including four members of the gold-medal-winning Sochi Olympic team: Jonathan Toews (North Dakota), Martin St. Louis (Vermont), Patrick Sharp (Vermont) and Chris Kunitz (Ferris State).

Among the 945 players to see NHL action this season, 100 were Canadians who played at a U.S. college.

Hamilton brothers Greg and Matt Carey recently signed deals with the Coyotes and Chicago Blackhawks, respectively, after playing at St. Lawrence University in upstate New York. Greg Carey came away satisfied with his direction, which was only possible because playing tier-2 junior hockey opened him up to the world of U.S. colleges.

"You have friends, older friends on your team who have the ability to go and to head down to the States and play and it looks like a lot of fun," Carey said in a phone interview. "And then you get to go on your visits and you get exposed to this world that you really don't see as a Canadian kid growing up. We see a lot of the major juniors with the 'Dub' and the 'O' and the 'Q' and the NHL is right there, front and centre, so we don't really get the NCAA."

Naturally, many went the more traditional road, through the QMJHL, OHL or WHL. But the NCAA is slowly becoming another acceptable way to get there.

■Related: Hamilton's Brian McGrattan talks hockey, fighting, addictions

"There's no wrong path," Phoenix Coyotes assistant general manager Brad Treliving said. "I think as a Canadian guy you grew up and you're around major junior hockey more, so ... you're closer to it than you are U.S. colleges, but, jeez, there's no wrong answer. It's an individual choice and there's benefits to both."

Growing up

Treliving said major junior hockey is the "quicker" path to the NHL because it has more of a pro-style schedule and grind. But others point to college's 40-game season as a better chance for some players to develop. There's more opportunity to lift weights and practice.

'It teaches you how to be a man quick.'

—University of Denver coach Jim Montgomery

"There's the Sidney Crosbys and the Ovechkins and the Malkins of the world that could grow under a rock and are going to play in the NHL," Montgomery said. "There's other perfect examples — elite players like the Paul Kariyas of the world. Those are the ones everyone knows but it's like, did he really need to go to college? Well, Paul Kariya needed to go to college because he was 155 pounds and in 18 months of college he was 175 pounds ready to play against 30-year-old men that are 225 pounds.

"It teaches you how to be a man quick."

Craig Simpson knows the perception of college hockey has changed a lot in the 30 years since he went to Michigan State. His son Dillon enters the NCAA tournament as North Dakota's senior captain.

Simpson, now an analyst for Hockey Night In Canada, said college hockey wasn't even on the radar when he played for the Spartans. He went on to become the second overall pick in the 1985 draft and played over 600 NHL games.

"For me it's the greatest balance of being able to continue with your academics and still try to play at a really high level and become an NHL player," he said.

■Related: If the NHL playoffs started today

Still, Simpson knows there are stumbling blocks to getting more Canadians to play NCAA hockey.

"I think the most part, unfortunately, a lot of parents out here (in Western Canada) anyways don't know what the options are with U.S. college hockey," Simpson said in a phone interview. "They all look and they see the Western Hockey League scouts and talk to them every single day and everybody knows what the Edmonton Oil Kings or the Calgary Hitmen or Prince Albert Raiders, who they are."

Simpson said it's difficult for parents to get that information without having some connection. He's proud that Dillon, a 2011 fourth-round pick of the Edmonton Oilers following his freshman season, chose to take the college route.

Not every Canadian player who might want to play college hockey is so lucky. Simpson pointed to NCAA eligibility rules that prevent teenage hockey players from going to college if they've been in the CHL or participated in an exhibition game, as they're considered professionals.

"I think it would change a lot if you see some players who are good students and maybe it didn't work out in junior that are 18 or 19 now and had an opportunity to go to college, you'd have a lot more notoriety in Canada," Simpson said.

Perhaps some notoriety can come from watching this NCAA tournament. Boston College defenceman Michael Matheson (Pointe-Claire, Que.) is a first-round pick and top prospect for the Florida Panthers, while Quinnipiac has Connor and Kellen Jones (Montrose, B.C.) and Matthew Peca(Petawawa, Ont.).

Wisconsin goaltender Joel Rumpel (Swift Current, Sask.) has been one of the best in the country this season and could soon follow in the footsteps of other recent Canadian college players like Matt Read, Ben Scrivens and Cory Conacher who have signed NHL contracts.

Union advances, Wisconsin upset in NCAA play

Saturday, 03.29.2014 / 12:22 AM / News
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Top-seeded Union College advanced to the NCAA East Regional final by defeating Vermont 5-2 on Friday in Bridgeport, Conn.

The Dutchmen, the nation's top-ranked team and a three-time ECAC tournament champion, will face Providence of Hockey East on Saturday. The Friars defeated Quinnipiac 4-0 in the second game.

Union (29-6-4) got two goals each from Max Novak and Matt Hatch. Mat Bodie also scored, Kevin Sullivan had three assists, and Daniel Carr set up two goals. Union is 13-0-1 in its past 14 games.

Chris McCarthy had both goals for Vermont (20-15-3) of Hockey East, which was making its first NCAA appearance since 2010.

"They're an excellent team, and they took advantage of their opportunities," Vermont coach Kevin Sneddon said.

Providence 4, Quinnipiac 0 -- Goaltender Jon Gillies stopped 37 shots to help Providence win an NCAA tournament game for the first time since 1991.

Mark Jankowski, Anthony Florentino, Shane Lake and Trevor Mingoia scored for the Friars (22-10-6), who scored three second-period goals. Providence is in the tournament for the first time since 2001.

Gillies and Jankowski were selected by the Calgary Flames in the 2012 NHL Draft.

Quinnipiac of the ECAC, which lost to Yale in the championship game last spring, finished the season 24-10-6.

Midwest Regional

Ferris State 1, Colgate 0; North Dakota 5, Wisconsin 2 -- In Cincinnati, Gerald Mayhew scored a power-play goal midway through the first period, and C.J. Motte made it stand up by stopping 35 shots to propel second-seeded Ferris State into the Midwest Regional final Saturday.

The Bulldogs (29-10-3) of the WCHA posted their sixth shutout of the season, five of them with Motte in goal. Colgate (20-14-5) of the ECAC had more shots on goal but couldn't get one past the junior.

"I think for whatever reason, I was in a groove," Motte said. "I think I brought my A-game this weekend, but that was what we needed to do for everyone."

Ferris State will play North Dakota, which upset top-seeded Wisconsin in the second game.

Mark MacMillan deflected Brendan O'Donnell's shot from the right wing into the net, a goal that was upheld after video, with 1:44 left to break a 2-2 tie. Rocco Grimaldi hit the empty net twice in the final minute.

North Dakota (24-13-3) of the NCHC was the last team to get into the tournament; it received the 16th bid when longtime WCHA rival Wisconsin (24-11-2) beat Ohio State for the Big Ten title.

Brandon Saad looking out for Teuvo Teravainen 

21-year-old Blackhawks 'veteran' taking 19-year-old rookie from Finland under wing to show him NHL ropes
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Blackhawks' Patrick Sharp on not getting enough shots on goals in 3-0 loss to Bruins.

By Chris Kuc, Chicago Tribune reporter

9:16 p.m. CDT, March 27, 2014

BOSTON — Brandon Saad first crossed paths with Teuvo Teravainen when the Blackhawks had Saad, a native of Pittsburgh, announce their first-round pick of the 2012 NHL draft in that city.

Saad didn't fare well with the pronunciation of Teravainen's name at the time, but is getting a crash course in it these days as the rookie's roommate on the road.

"I'm learning my Finnish so we can talk a little more," Saad said before the Hawks lost 3-0 to the Bruins on Thursday night at TD Garden. "I'm just looking to help out any way I can."
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A grizzled veteran at 21, Saad has taken the 19-year-old Teravainen under his wing.

"Any questions he has, I'm young, but I've been through it," said Saad, who is also Teravainen's linemate along with Jeremy Morin. "Rooming with him is definitely going to help out, especially playing on the same line to get some of that chemistry off the ice."

The off-ice transition from Finland to North America might be as important to Teravainen as anything he'll learn at the rink.

"The lifestyle is different from anywhere you play," Saad said. "Just with the travel and being on time for things and making sure he's ready."

Round II: Teravainen appeared in his second game for the Hawks and said the nerves from his debut on Tuesday night have dissipated.

"It's maybe more easy now that it's the second game," Teravainen said. "It's getting better every day. I feel myself more comfortable."

Teravainen said he is not concerned with his playing time, especially knowing that if he reaches 10 games in the regular season and playoffs combined, it will burn the first year of a three-year entry level contract.

"I'm just trying to do my best every day and we'll see what happens," he said.

Coach Joel Quenneville said he has not spoken with general manager Stan Bowman about the number of games Teravainen will play.

"I'm not really aware of that at all," Quenneville said. "Maybe we'll be addressing that at some point but I'm not aware of that right now.

"I don't want to say exactly a number of games but with (Patrick) Kane out, it gives us a chance to assess (Teravainen) and see who he could fit with and how much he's going to play. We have some important games and we want to make sure we're doing things the right way but I'm not going to say he's playing every night."

Respect: Despite the intense 2013 Stanley Cup Final that the Hawks won in six games, there isn't animosity between the them and the Bruins. Instead, it's all about respect.

"(The Hawks) play the game the right way," Bruins coach Claude Julien said. "There's no embellishment, there's no crap, there's none of that stuff. Just hard-fought hockey from both sides. They have a lot of guys who will go to the front of the net and get their noses dirty and we like to do the same thing. Sometimes, when teams play the right way they end up respecting each other. That doesn't mean there aren't good hits, it doesn't mean there's not pushing and shoving but at the end of the day there is a lot of respect and still is after that finals. They were the better team and they won and I don't think there's any reason for us to sit here and say they stole it or it wasn't fair or it was bad refereeing or anything like that. The best team in that series won it."

Sitting: Winger Bryan Bickell missed his fourth consecutive game for the Hawks with an upper-body injury. Defenseman Michal Rozsival remains sidelined with a lower-body injury.
How low can Jets go?

Losing now would mean drafting significantly higher in June

By: Gary Lawless 
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Winnipeg Jets' Tobias Enstrom, bottom right, of Sweden, is hugged by teammates after scoring the go-ahead goal against the San Jose Sharks during the third period of an NHL hockey game on Thursday, March 27, 2014, in San Jose, Calif. The Jets won 4-3.  
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Winnipeg Jets' Tobias Enstrom, bottom right, of Sweden, is hugged by teammates after scoring the go-ahead goal against the San Jose Sharks during the third period of an NHL hockey game on Thursday, March 27, 2014, in San Jose, Calif. The Jets won 4-3. (MARCIO JOSE SANCHEZ / THE ASSOCIATED PRESS) 

What are the odds?

The NHL holds a lottery at seasons’s end to determine which team will select first in the draft and all 14 non-playoff teams have a chance to gain the top pick. The likelihood of each team gaining the right to the first pick is:

30th place: 25 per cent

29th place: 18.8 per cent

28th place: 14.2 per cent

27th place: 10.7 per cent

26th place: 8.1 per cent

25th place: 6.2 per cent

24th place: 4.7 per cent

23th place: 3.6 per cent

22th place: 2.7 per cent

21th place: 2.1 per cent

20th place: 1.5 per cent

19th place: 1.1 per cent

18th place: 0.8 per cent

17th place: 0.5 per cent
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SAN JOSE, Calif. -- Every win now hurts. Maybe it feels good in the moment but it has the potential to damage the future of the Winnipeg Jets.

The Jets are done. There will be no post-season for this team. They have too much ground to make up, too many teams to leapfrog and not enough track left to make it happen.

Winning a few more games won't help. Running the table wouldn't even guarantee a playoff spot. No, the Jets' playoff hopes will die either a slow death or quick one but they will expire.

Tanking and sinking as low as possible in the standings is now the best thing for this franchise. Nothing can be done about that, however, since no one is going to tell the players to quit and they wouldn't listen anyway. The outcome of the Jets' remaining games will not have a sinister conspiracy behind them and the taint of thrown games.

The makeup of the organization, from management to players, won't allow for such a plot. The message will be to fight and try to win, no matter what impact meaningless wins now have on the organization's big-picture view.

The club's initial burst under new coach Paul Maurice has given way to a sickening slump down the stretch. Just three wins in their last 12 games. All their good work undone. Today is over and it's now time to ponder tomorrow.

In that light, the Jets are playing for draft position. Lose more, draft higher. Win more, draft lower.

If the NHL season ended today, the Jets would finish 23rd overall and own the eighth pick in the draft prior to the lottery. The lower they fall in the standings the better their odds in the lottery and a chance at the first pick overall.

All 14 teams finishing out of the playoffs have a chance at the No. 1 pick through the lottery, with the odds weighted to give the worst teams the best chance. The 30th-place team has a 25 per cent chance of picking first. The 23rd-place team has a 3.6 per cent chance of moving up to first.

Looking at the league standings, the Jets could slip to finish as low as 26th or they could win a few and climb to as high 20th. Who knows? If this team has been anything, it's been unpredictable.

Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff has had his greatest impact on the franchise at the draft table. Two of his first-round selections are already contributing at the NHL level and will soon be the team's most important players. Centre Mark Scheifele will be the team's No. 1 pivot next season and defenceman Jacob Trouba will continue to grow and develop until he's the leader of the blue-line. Many NHL types consider Trouba a Norris Trophy candidate in the making.

Cheveldayoff selected Scheifele seventh overall in 2011 and Trouba went in the ninth spot in 2012. Last summer the Jets used their 13th overall pick to grab defenceman Josh Morrissey and he's among the best at his trade in major junior hockey.

So Cheveldayoff can get the job done without having a top-five pick. But the closer he gets to the front of the line, the better chance he has of hitting a home run.

The benefit of missing the playoffs is it gives an organization a chance to get better and depending on how a high team picks, it can change the outlook of a franchise for years to come. Think Sidney Crosby and Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

The other side of the coin is a team can have all the high first-round picks in the world and still get it wrong. Hello, Edmonton Oilers.

But that's not Cheveldayoff. He's proven he can take full advantage of his selections.

The lower the Jets drop, the better their lottery odds and the higher their pick.

So cheer all you like for the wins. But don't be mad at yourself if secretly you enjoy the losses just a little.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @garylawless

Top 10 prospects

The Jets are now playing for a draft pick and here’s a look at the top 10 prospects:

1. Aaron Ekblad

Team: Barrie Colts (OHL)    

Position: Defence    

Height / weight: 6-4, 216 lbs.

Imagine this giant paired with Jacob Trouba. The Jets would have a pair of twin towers on their blue-line for the next decade or more.

2. Sam Reinhart

Team: Kootenay Ice (WHL)    

Position: Centre    

Height / weight: 6-1, 185 lbs.

A leader with top-end hockey sense. Son of former NHLer Paul Reinhart. Finished fourth in the WHL in scoring with a career-high 105 points (36 goals, 69 assists) in 60 regular-season games.

3. Sam Bennett

Team: Kingston Frontenacs (OHL)    

Position: Centre    

Height / weight: 6-0, 178 lbs.

Crazy speed and elite hockey sense. Makes others around him better and is dominant at junior level.

4. Michael Dal Colle

Team: Oshawa Generals (OHL)    

Position: Left-winger    

Height / weight: 6-2, 171 lbs.

Just growing into his frame but already shows the balance and desire for physical action to be an effective power forward. Guessing on how far his upside can go is the key when drafting this player.

5. Leon Draisaitl

Team: Prince Albert Raiders (WHL)    

Position: Left-winger    

Height / weight: 6-1, 208 lbs.

Mix of skill and power. Sees the ice well and is predicted to develop into a strong two-way centre. Skating is improving but has lots of room to grow in this area.

6. Haydn Fleury

Team: Red Deer Rebels (WHL)    

Position: Defence

Height / weight: 6-2, 207 lbs.

Big, smart and skilled. The question on Fleury is whether his skating will allow him to be a dominant NHLer. Slows the game down and makes all the right decisions in junior. But can he do the same at the pro level?

7. Nick Ritchie

Team: Peterborough Petes (OHL)    

Position: Left-winger    

Height / weight: 6-2, 218 lbs.

Might be a sleeper and a team might move him up to the Top 5. Dominant player, who uses his size and an elite shot to overpower in junior. Lots are beginning to believe his game will smoothly transition to the NHL.

8. Brendan Perlini

Team: Niagara Ice Dogs (OHL)    

Position: Left-winger    

Height / weight: 6-2, 205 lbs.

Superior skating should make him a solid pro and maybe an elite one. Has a great release and already owns a pro shot that will only get better as he gets stronger.

9. Kasperi Kapanen

Team: KalPa (Finnish Elite League)    

Position: Right-winger    

Height / weight: 5-11, 172 lbs.

Son of former NHLer Sami Kapanen and has the same ability to score. Real good at making plays in tight areas. Size is an issue and could prevent him from being more than a strong second- or third-line NHL player.

10. Jake Virtanen

Team: Calgary Hitmen (WHL)    

Position: Right-winger    

Height / weight: 6-0, 213 lbs.

Speed, size and an elite shot. Virtanen has shown flashes that make some scouts believe he can be a dominant top-line winger in the NHL.

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
Johansen enjoying breakout season with Blue Jackets

Friday, 03.28.2014 / 3:00 AM / NHL Insider

By Craig Merz - NHL.com Correspondent
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COLUMBUS -- There was a plenty of buzz surrounding Columbus Blue Jackets center Ryan Johansen following a 3-2 victory March 20 against the Montreal Canadiens.

Most people wanted to talk about the third-year player's first NHL fight when he squared off against Max Pacioretty early in the game and how Johansen would respond after wading into unknown territory.

The answer came with 3:01 left in regulation when he showed the skill and savvy that made him the No. 4 pick by the Blue Jackets in the 2010 NHL Draft.

Johansen took the puck off the stick of defenseman Jarred Tinordi a stride outside the blue line and streaked into the zone. With two Canadiens in pursuit, he made a sharp stop low in the right faceoff circle. He pulled the puck back to freeze the goaltender then fired past Carey Price to give the Blue Jackets a 3-2 victory.

"He's a unique combination of great high-end skills and soft hands," Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said.

Though the goal might be considered the defining moment in the defining game of a breakout season for the 21-year-old Johansen, Columbus coach Todd Richards remembers something else about him that night in the Bell Centre.

"There was a play Jo made earlier in the game, first period, where he picked the puck up right in front of our bench, and chipped it off the boards and did a spin, then picked it up on the other side of the player," Richards said. "Then he went in, did a delay and hit David Savard for a great scoring chance.

"When you're able to watch a guy that size do that at that speed; not only mobility and agility, but there's also vision and strength and power, well, it was impressive."

 Ryan Johansen's maturity mentally and physically has turned him from benchwarmer to team scoring leader. (Photo: Jamie Sabau/NHLI)

But there was even more to Johansen's game that helped the Blue Jackets rebound from a home loss to the Carolina Hurricanes two days earlier. He won 18 of 22 faceoffs against the Canadiens, including six of nine in the defensive zone, and took seven shots in 17:49 of ice time.

"He dominated the circle," Richards said. "These are the things as a coach or a fan of the Blue Jackets that gets you really excited."

It's been a long time coming for a franchise known for first-round picks not panning out (see Gilbert Brule, Nikita Filatov, Alexandre Picard and Nikolai Zherdev) or traded before reaching their prime (Derick Brassard, John Moore, Rick Nash and Jakub Voracek).

The Blue Jackets have been patient but stern in developing Johansen. He debuted in the NHL on Oct. 7, 2011 against the Nashville Predators and scored his first goal two weeks later against the Detroit Red Wings. He had 21 points (nine goals, 12 assists) in 67 games his rookie season and was expected to be a major contributor for the 2012-13 season.

However, because of the lockout the Blue Jackets sent him to the Springfield Falcons of the American Hockey League to aid his development. When the NHL season resumed Johansen was recalled, but it wasn't long before he was sent down again, missing eight Blue Jackets games.

Johansen regained form and was recalled for the Blue Jackets' Stanley Cup Playoffs push that ended a point shy of the second postseason appearance in team history. He had five goals and seven assists and a minus-7 rating in 40 games. He was then returned to Springfield, but endured the embarrassment of being benched in the second round of the playoffs because of his uninspired play.

When asked this week if that was the low moment of his professional career, Johansen gave a wry grin and said, "Oh yeah."

Richards at that point considered if Johansen was headed toward being another Blue Jackets bust.

"You're waiting and wondering when is it going to sink in?" the coach said. "Is it going to click and would it ever happen, because I'm seen talented kids come through and it's never clicked for them. … There was some doubt."

Kekalainen prefers to think of Johansen's time in Springfield as a learning experience for a young player trying to find his way.

"When you go down to that level when you've played in the NHL, of course everybody's going to be playing hard against you," he said. "That's what he's got to expect now in the NHL every night."

Fast forward to the end of March, and Springfield is in the rear view mirror and fading fast from sight. On Tuesday, in what Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson called the most important game of the season, Johansen scored twice in a 4-2 win against Detroit to end a two-game losing streak.

Johansen's first goal was the first in 37 power-play tries for the Blue Jackets and put his abilities on display. He showed patience looking for a shooting lane. His hard shot resulted in a juicy rebound, and his quickness and deft touch enabled him to get to the puck and poke it past goalie Jimmy Howard.

The second goal into an empty net was Johansen's 29th of the season and puts him in position to become the third Columbus player to reach the 30-goal mark. Nash did it seven times with a high of 41 in 2003-04. Geoff Sanderson had 34 goals in 2002-03 and 30 in the Blue Jackets' inaugural 2000-01 season.

So what's the difference between Johansen the benchwarmer in Springfield and the one leading the Blue Jackets in scoring? He's matured mentally and physically.

"I try not to think too much about [Springfield] but it happened," Johansen said. "I wasn't playing to the best of my abilities. At the same time over the course of the summer and at the start of this season I kept telling myself, 'I can do it. I can be can that elite player and dominate games or be effective each and every night.'

"I'm still young. I just needed to learn how to be a pro. I've worked hard, but I wasn't doing those extra things to become a great player. This year I've been taking those strides and I'm becoming a good player in this League."

Johansen has grown in other ways. The Port Moody, British Columbia native carried 194 pounds on his wiry 6-foot-3 frame when he was drafted, but he's now listed at 223 and using the added weight and muscle to his advantage.

"He's strong on the puck, no doubt," Detroit defenseman Niklas Kronwall said. "It comes with experience too, how to put yourself in different situations and how you position your body, but the biggest thing is confidence and how he plays out there.

"It's amazing to watch his growth. It's pretty fun to watch these young guys come up and do so well. He's really taken his game to another level."

Johansen also has 25 assists and is plus-1. Kekalainen likes those numbers, but said his center's potential is untapped.

"With added quickness and strength he can get to another level," Kekalainen said. "With work off the ice and in the offseason he can get the physical part of the equation into place where now it's going to be easier for him to play 82 games at a consistent level that we expect."

Detroit center David Legwand knows all about expectations, having been the first pick of the expansion Nashville Predators in 1998. He sees a bright future for Johansen.

"He's big, skilled and can skate," Legwand. "He's going to play in this League for a long time. I know he had his ups and downs for a year or two. He's a guy who, when he has the puck, you know something's going to happen.

"As an opposing player playing against him, he's got a big, strong body. He can move and hold onto it down low. He's fun to watch."

Johansen is also becoming the go-to guy for the Blue Jackets. He's scored dazzling shootout goals to decide the outcome against the New York Rangers and Minnesota Wild this season, and is showing leadership qualities as well.

That's not surprising to St. Louis Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, who was fired by the Blue Jackets four months before Johansen was drafted, but was still on the payroll at the time.

"He was a player that was well coached in junior and he's been well coached [in Columbus] and you can see that age is not relevant," he said. "He's had probably year five or six of good coaching and he's been very receptive to it. Now you're seeing the evolution of a good player.

"You can trust him anywhere you put him so you can put him against top players. You can put him in scoring positions."

Ryan Johansen

Ryan Johansen

Center - CBJ

GOALS: 29 | ASST: 25 | PTS: 54

 SOG: 201 | +/-: 1

 The Blue Jackets' marketing department has been looking for a "face" of the franchise since Nash was traded to the Rangers in July 2012, although Kekalainen doesn't believe in that strategy.

"The guys who lead us into winning territory will be the faces of the franchise," he said.

Yet on March 21, Johansen showed there was a changing of the guard when Nash returned to Nationwide Arena for the first time with the Rangers and received a mixed reception at the onset.

Early in the game, Nash tried a rush out of his own end and was promptly put on his rear by Johansen to the delight of the sellout crowd.

"He was trying to make some moves," Johansen said. "Obviously he was a target. Coming back to Columbus we wanted to make sure he didn't put on a show. I saw the chance to hit him. The crowd gave a good reaction. It got our team going a little bit too."

Then he flashed a smile that offset the tough guy image he was trying to project.

"He's still got the baby face a little bit," teammate Jared Boll said. "But it doesn't matter what his face looks like as long as he can put the puck in the net."
Mac Bennett gets silver lining despite disappointing end to Michigan hockey career

mac-bennett.JPG

Michigan captain Mac Bennett smiles following his final game at Yost Ice Arena, a 6-2 win over top-ranked Minnesota. (Brianne Bowen | Ann Arbor News file photo)
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Mac Bennett gets silver lining despite disappointing end to Michigan hockey career

Alex Guptill's Michigan hockey career officially over after junior signs with Dallas Stars

Michigan's Phil Di Giuseppe forgoes senior season for NHL, Alex Guptill reportedly to follow

Michigan hockey eliminated in Big Ten tournament opener after 2-1 double overtime loss to Penn State

Michigan hockey faces last place kryptonite, Penn State, to open single-elimination Big Ten Tournament
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To the surprise of no one, Mac Bennett officially became an NHL player on Wednesday, signing a two-year, entry-level deal with the Montreal Canadiens, the same team that drafted him in the third round (79th overall) at the 2009 NHL Entry Draft.

Regardless, the week would qualify as a disappointing one for Bennett who had his career at Michigan come to an abrupt end in the opening round of the Big Ten Tournament. All Michigan needed to get into the NCAA Tournament was a win over last place Penn State, but the Wolverines fell 2-1 in double overtime. 

The news wasn’t official until Sunday when the NCAA Tournament selection committee announced that Michigan would not be among the 16 teams to compete for a national championship. It took a few days for Bennett to wrap his head around his Michigan career being over, but he said he’s proud of what him and his class accomplished.

“I think I've come to terms with it. I thought our class had a pretty good run,” Bennett said on Tuesday.

A two-year captain, Bennett finished his Michigan career with 65 points (14G, 51A) in 136 career games.

Bennett’s career began with the Wolverines an overtime goal shy of a national championship, and ended with the team missing the NCAA Tournament in back-to-back years for the first time since 1990. He said he remembers sitting in the locker room after the Minnesota-Duluth loss as a freshman and thinking it would be the norm. 

He said the next three years, particularly the last two, allowed him to relay a message to this year’s underclassmen that he wouldn’t have been able to otherwise.

“We had our meeting about bringing it back. (After the national championship game loss in 2011) we were all sitting with seniors crying, but as freshmen we’re thinking we’ll be back next year,” Bennett said. “You realize it needs to be earned. 

“I hope the underclassmen really grasp on to that and use it as fuel.”

The end of Bennett’s career was particularly frustrating because as Michigan hovered on the NCAA Tournament bubble, all he could do was watch from the bleachers after separating his left shoulder against Penn State on February 22. Michigan blew a 3-1 lead against Michigan State in a loss and suffered a shootout loss to Ohio State during the three weeks that Bennett was out with the injury. If either of those contests went Michigan’s way, the Wolverines would still be playing.

“Maybe our young team, maybe because Mac was out for three weeks at a crucial time with his shoulder, as a captain. Maybe, Maybe, Maybe,” said Michigan coach Red Berenson. “That's college sports. We've been spoiled here, been in the tournament for 20 some years.

“We started to expect it. Our fans expected it, maybe our team expected it. Well now know, we can't make it close.”

Bennett played through the pain of his shoulder injury for three games to end his career. Though he’d much rather have been healthy to end his college career, and for it to still be going on, the shoulder separation has ironically provided somewhat of a silver lining for Bennett. He’ll finish school and rehab his shoulder before joining the Canadiens for rookie training camp over the summer. 

Though Bennett, a musicology major, said he would have been able to make arrangements with his professors to finish his academic requirements even if he had to join the club before then, being able to walk at graduation in May will be a nice treat for him and his family.

“I’ll be able to walk for graduation, which I know my mom is really looking forward to,” Bennett said. “(The Canadiens) are completely fine with it they said if you're not 100 percent, let your body heal up and we’ll see you at training camp.”

Though his career didn’t end the way he preferred, Bennett said he’s proud of his class.

“As a group and as individuals, we were boys coming in, not knowing what to expect," Bennett said. "I feel like we're leaving as men with decent head on our shoulders."

Pete Cunningham covers sports for The Ann Arbor News. Follow him on Twitter @petcunningham.
Former Minto Manson inks NHL deal
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Josh Manson, son of Prince Albert Raiders associate coach Dave Manson, carries the puck for the Midget-AAA Prince Albert Mintos in a 2009 SMAAAHL contest against the Tisdale Trojans. Josh inked a two-year entry level deal with the Anaheim Ducks on Monday. Herald file photo. 
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Although he is too young to remember his father’s heyday in the NHL, Josh Manson has been told the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

Josh is the 22-year-old son of Prince Albert Raiders associate coach and former NHL defenceman Dave Manson, who throughout his 16-year NHL career established himself as one of the toughest to ever play the game. 

Dave Manson used his big frame and intimidating presence to make space for himself on the ice as he collected 102 goals and 2,792 penalty minutes with seven NHL clubs.  

Selected 160th overall in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Josh inked a two-year entry-level deal with the Anaheim Ducks on Monday.

Josh said there are many facets of his game that mirror that of his father’s.

“From what I hear we do have some of the same tendencies out there,” Josh said when comparing himself to his father. “I’m not going to go out there to score goals, I know that, so I have to take care of the other side of the game as best I can.”

Like his father, Josh is a native of Prince Albert and played for the Midget-AAA Mintos where as a forward, he tallied 35 points in 40 games in 2009. 

Prior to signing his first professional contract on Monday, Josh developed his game in the NCAA, playing for Northeastern University.

In three seasons with the Hockey East division team, Josh tallied 21 points and 158 penalty minutes.

This season, Josh was awarded the team’s captaincy, leading them to a 19-14-4 record. 

On Monday, Josh packed up his university dorm room and immediately headed out to join the Duck’s American Hockey League affiliate Norfolk Admirals.

As the Admirals make a push for the playoffs, the six-foot-three, 203-pound d-man hopes he can immediately make an impact.

“Hopefully I can step into the lineup over the next little while and help them make a push,” Josh said of joining the Admirals, who currently sit eighth in the AHL’s Eastern Conference with a record of 34-22-9.

Although he is putting it on pause for the time being, Josh still plans to complete his criminal justice degree at Northeastern, a commitment he made to himself and his parents. 

“We decided that if I was going to leave I had to make a commitment to get my degree,” he explained. “I’m going to finish my semester with online classes and I’ll take my senior year over the next few summers.” 

Playing at the college level, Josh not only earned credits towards a degree, but also had the chance to develop as a hockey player at his own pace.

“It was best to let my body grow and fill out a little bit more,” he explained of going the college route rather than the CHL. “Coming out of the WHL you have to be ready to play pro whereas you can play college hockey until you are 24 and that’s exactly what I needed.”

As he takes a major step towards the NHL, Josh said he owes it all to the support of the hockey-mad city of Prince Albert, known as Hockey Town North.

“The Saskatchewan hockey culture is really what did it for me,” Josh said of his drive to become a professional hockey player. “The biggest contributor was living in Prince Albert. Being surround by the hockey culture there made me love the game that much more.”

andrew.schopp@paherald.sk.ca
Rangers prospect Duclair eager to make jump

Thursday, 03.27.2014 / 3:00 AM / In the Pipeline

By James Murphy - NHL.com Correspondent
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Quebec Remparts forward and New York Rangers prospect Anthony Duclair missed the last seven games of the regular season and has not played in the first four Quebec Major Junior Hockey League playoff games due to a concussion sustained Feb. 28.

2014 NHL DRAFT
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While sitting in the stands at the most exciting time of the year is obviously frustrating, Duclair has had a season to remember and likely made the Rangers very happy they took the skilled left wing in the third round (No. 80) of the 2013 NHL Draft. After Duclair scored 20 goals and added 30 assists in the 2012-13 season despite missing five-plus weeks with a sprained ankle, he more than doubled his goal total this season with 50 in 59 games; he fell one point shy of 100 points.

"Missing the last seven games of the season because I was there at 99 points and one point shy of 100, so that was pretty frustrating," Duclair said. "Then just watching the boys battle it out from the stands, you want to be down there and now the playoffs being the most exciting time of the year, it's definitely tough to watch from the outside."

Duclair, however, has clearly shown his teammates and the Rangers organization he is committed to improving and reaching his goal of playing in the NHL. Even after a successful draft season, the native of Pointe-Claire, Quebec, who played on the AAA midget Lac St-Louis Lions with Halifax Mooseheads star and Tampa Bay Lightning first-round pick Jonathan Drouin, has shown a consistent desire to improve his game and never become complacent.

Ironically, over the past two offseasons -- in which he spent time improving his agility and physical stamina with his uncle and former Canadian Football League player Farell Duclair - Duclair's main objective was to become a better defensive and two-way player. Apparently, that helped his offensive game as well.

"Just like any other season, I didn't really change anything as far as my approach," he said when asked how he was able to go from 20 to 50 goals. "I just wanted to go out and be the hardest-working player in practice and in games on a consistent basis. So just that and then the amount of talent we have on our team and how we gel together out there has helped not just me, but the team.

"I think at 16 or 17 years old, you have so much to learn in the game and you just want to play an offensive role. But I think over the last two years, I've improved my defensive game and that's helped me be a better all-around player. I also feel I've become just more mature. I'm working harder off the ice to improve my physical game and put on some weight, and that's helped me a lot."

Duclair also made a point of crediting the two coaches he has had in his three seasons playing for Quebec: Patrick Roy, who coached him for the first two seasons before leaving for the Colorado Avalanche, and current Quebec coach Phillipe Boucher.

"I was really lucky to be coached by Patrick for two years," Duclair said of Roy. "Anyone that's been coached by him will tell you that he's a really passionate coach and he's a fair guy as well that always loves to win."

That's why Duclair is not the least bit surprised that Roy has made such an immediate impact at the NHL level and is a favorite for the Jack Adams Award as the League's top coach.

"Not at all," Duclair said. "I've known him for two years, and he knows what's expected of him and he doesn't like to lose. He's got great tactics and he's proven both at this level and now in the NHL he's a great coach."

As for Boucher, Duclair believes his communication skills and willingness to listen to the players has made it an easy transition for him and his teammates.

 New York Rangers prospect Anthony Duclair scored 50 goals in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League this season, up from 20 in 2012-13. (Photo: Bill Wippert/NHLI)

"He's been great," Duclair said of Boucher. "Phillipe is a great person and coach as well that's come in and filled the role really well. He's a great person off the ice that really connects with the players. So that has made the player-coach relationship easy to handle and it's been a smooth transition this year."

Duclair is hoping to find his way into a playoff game if the Remparts can make it to the next round, but he is also looking ahead to the offseason, when he will try to impress his future employers and hopefully secure a spot at the professional level. After attending Rangers development and minicamps, as well as playing for New York in the 2013 Traverse City prospects tournament last summer, Duclair feels he knows what needs to be done to prepare for the NHL.

"The speed for sure," Duclair said. "Guys in the NHL are obviously much more mature and the game is just so much faster. So the speed was something to adjust to. Also, just how much of a competitive business it is. You can't take a day off in the NHL. When you're at those camps, it's very competitive and you can be friends off the ice, but on the ice it's all business."

Duclair also knows that while scoring 50 goals at any level is a tremendous accomplishment, it doesn't mean he will be able to reach such lofty numbers in the NHL, nor does it secure him a future spot on an NHL roster.

"Fifty goals in junior hockey is nothing compared to what you need to do in the NHL," Duclair said. "A lot of great players scored 50 goals in juniors, but never crack the lineup in the NHL. So I know when I get to the pro camp I'll be just another name on the list, and it will be my turn to open up some eyes and try and make the team."

But with the NHL seemingly getting younger every season and so many inexperienced players able to make the jump at an early age, the 18-year-old is hopeful he can play at the sport's highest level soon if he maintains his solid work ethic.

"I look at a guy like [Colorado rookie] Nathan McKinnon, who played in my league last year and I see how well he's doing in the NHL, and [Tampa Bay Lightning right wing Nikita] Kucherov, who I played with last year actually and he was just 19, so looking at those guys and how well they've done gives me a sense of hope," Duclair said. "If I do what they did at this level and now at the pros, I don't see why I shouldn't make it either."
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Nashville Predators rookie defenseman Seth Jones was one of four Portland Winterhawks players selected at the 2013 NHL Draft at Prudential Center in Newark, N.J.

The Winterhawks and Kelowna Rockets actually shared the Western Hockey League lead for having the most players drafted last June with four. Since 1969, Portland is the WHL's all-time draft leader with 126 players selected at the draft.

At the 2013 draft, the WHL saw 33 players selected, eight of whom were taken in the first round. This year, eight of the top 30 North American skaters on NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings are from the WHL, and 13 of the 40 players invited to the BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game in Calgary on Jan. 15 were also from the league.

It is traditionally considered the league of defensemen, but this year two forwards were listed among the top four on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list: No. 2 Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders and No. 4 Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice. Each was named a First Team All-Star of the WHL's Eastern Conference.

The WHL and Ontario Hockey League each has three players among the 20 on Central's midterm list who are defenders.

This week, Prospector Files continues its First Team draft-eligible pick six series at each position with a focus on the WHL. The Ontario Hockey League, Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and United States Hockey League have already been featured.

The international standouts will be published next week.

Here are the top players at each position from the WHL eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Leon Draisaitl, F, Prince Albert Raiders

 Leon Draisaitl had 21 goals and 58 points in 64 games as a rookie in 2012-13. (Photo: Thomas Porter Photographics)

The 6-foot-1.75, 208-pound center finished in a tie with Sam Reinhart for fourth place in the league scoring race with 105 points (38 goals, 67 assists) in 64 regular-season games. Draisaitl was a pleasant surprise for the Raiders as a rookie in 2012-13, when he had 21 goals and 58 points in 64 games.

Some believe the crafty German will be the first player from the WHL off the draft board in June.

"Leon plays a big power forward-style game," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald said. "He goes to the net, and the opposition has a hard time stopping him from getting there. He's a big presence in front of goal and skates well with deceptive speed. He can shoot the puck and overpower goalies with it. I like his style and attitude."

Sam Reinhart, F, Kootenay Ice

Sam Reinhart, the highly touted center for the Kootenay Ice, is a 6-foot-0.75, 185-pound right-handed shot with great hockey pedigree. He was named a First Team All-Star in the WHL's Eastern Conference and also won the Brad Hornung Trophy as the "Most Sportsmanlike Player of the Year" in the conference.

Reinhart finished in a tie for fourth among the league scoring leaders with 105 points (36 goals, 69 assists) in the regular season. Now in his third full season with the Ice, Reinhart has 101 goals, 153 assists, 254 points and a plus-52 rating in 203 career games.

He's the brother of forward Max Reinhart, chosen by the Calgary Flames in the third round (No. 63) of the 2010 draft, and defenseman Griffin Reinhart, selected fourth by the New York Islanders in 2012. His father, Paul Reinhart, was chosen No. 12 by the Atlanta Flames in 1979.

"Sam is extremely responsible in any area of the ice," MacDonald said. "He has exceptional anticipation and is a very good opportunist, having the ability to make something out of nothing. He can dish the puck effortlessly to both sides and has very high hockey IQ, is sneaky good and dangerous every shift."

Jake Virtanen, F, Calgary Hitmen

The No. 9-rated skater on Central Scouting's midterm list had the highest overall grade from the on-ice testing that was performed Jan. 14 at Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary one day before the BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

Among the highlights for Virtanen were his top times in the 30-meter forward sprint (3.92 seconds) and the 30-meter backward sprint (4.55 seconds).

"He's got a complete, all-around pro game right now," Central Scouting's Peter Sullivan said. "He's tough to play against, makes things happen on the ice. When you're out there with him, better have your head up because he could put you through the wall. He's got that package of high-end skill that doesn't come along too often; he's like a Jarome Iginla type of player who can do everything."

Virtanen finished first on the Hitmen in goals (45) and third in points (71). He was also second with 100 penalty minutes and two shorthanded goals. The 6-foot-0.75, 208-pound right-hander has 64 goals and 109 points in 142 regular-season games spanning two-plus seasons with Calgary.

Julius Honka, D, Swift Current Broncos

Julius Honka had one assist, a plus-1 rating and nine shots on goal in seven tournament games at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. (Photo: Darwin Knelsen/Swift Current Broncos)

The 5-foot-10.5, 178-pound right-handed shot had quite the impact as a rookie with the Broncos, scoring 16 goals (eight power-play goals) and 56 points in 62 games. He also had a plus-10 rating and likes to be engaged physically, as evidenced by his 52 penalty minutes.

Honka played the role of fifth or sixth defenseman for gold medal-winning Finland at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden, in January. He was paired mostly with Mikko Vainonen (Nashville Predators) to form a pretty solid unit. He had one assist, a plus-1 rating and nine shots on goal in seven tournament games.

NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb refers to Honka as a "Reijo Ruotsalainen copy." Ruotsalainen played seven seasons in the NHL and won the Stanley Cup with the Edmonton Oilers in 1987 and 1990. He also was named best defenseman when Finland won a silver medal at the 1980 WJC.

Haydn Fleury, D, Red Deer Rebels

In his second full season in the WHL, the 6-foot-2.5, 198-pound left-hander is No. 6 on Central Scouting's midterm list and is the second-rated defenseman behind Barrie Colts blueliner and No. 3-rated Aaron Ekblad.

An alternate captain with the Rebels, he has eight goals, 46 points and a plus-15 rating in 70 regular-season games. Fleury also has four power-play goals and 46 penalty minutes.

"I compare him to a Jay Bouwmeester type since he makes it look so easy in your own end," Sullivan said. "He can carry it out or, with one pass, you're on the transition, and that's what makes him so effective. His point might not be as high as some of the other defensemen on the board, but he just does so many other things well."

Ty Edmonds, G, Prince George Cougars

Edmonds was the top-ranked goaltender at the on-ice testing Jan. 14 for those players invited to participate at the BMO CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game. The goalies took part in specialized reaction, agility and movement challenges Sport Testing designed along with Boston Bruins goaltending coach Bob Essensa.

The WHL rookie, who was No. 8 on Central Scouting's midterm list of the top draft-eligible North American goalies, was 19-19-6 with a 3.85 goals-against average and .887 save percentage in 55 games for Prince George.

"He's a mid- to late-round draft pick," Central Scouting's Al Jensen said. "He's battled and worked hard, is a positional-style goalie, and was very strong in his crease during my viewings. He challenged well and has decent overall quickness. His great work ethic and instincts will definitely help him improve."

Offensive lineman becomes highly rated goalie

One might say that at 6-foot-4 and 239 pounds, Robert McGovern of Thayer Academy in Massachusetts would be better suited on the gridiron than an ice rink.

Though McGovern has always enjoyed ice hockey, he did play football for two seasons at Thayer, as a sophomore and junior. He acknowledged that there was a learning curve, but he picked it up rather quickly and by his second year was the varsity team’s starting right tackle.

"I was getting some serious interest from Division I schools for football, so I had to make the choice between football and hockey," McGovern said. "At the end of my junior year, I chose to pursue hockey and had to give up football."

NHL scouts are finding out that he isn't too bad at that either. McGovern was the starting goalie at Thayer this season and actually opened some eyes with an impressive display at the recently concluded Beantown Classic.

"I always enjoy tournaments like that because it's the best players around, and you are playing against your teammates and friends," McGovern said. "I think I represented myself well. I competed hard and did everything I could to try and help the team win."

McGovern, who had a 2.44 goals-against average and .910 save percentage in 25 games for Thayer in 2013-14, remains undecided about his future. He has no college commitments and has not signed with a junior hockey team. He is, however, No. 25 on NHL Central Scouting's list of the top North American goalies eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

"The thing I enjoy the most about being a goalie is having all the pressure on you," he said. "I enjoy that even if you made 50 saves but lost 2-1, it still counts as a loss and you still feel the same way about it. It still hurts when you go into the locker room and know that you let in the winning goal. It's the ultimate pressure cooker, and I wouldn't want it any other way."

Prospects on the rise

1. Michael Amadio, North Bay Battalion (OHL): Amadio, a 6-foot-1, 190-pound right-handed center, established career highs for goals (12), assists (26), points (38) and plus-minus (plus-15) in 64 games in his second season. He's No. 56 on Central Scouting's midterm report.

"Michael uses his size very well, wins battles and separates opponents from the puck," Central Scouting's Chris Edwards said. "He protects the puck very well and can fight through checks. Most of his points will come from hard work and second effort."

2. Blake Siebenaler, Niagara IceDogs (OHL): The 6-foot-0.5, 192-pound right-handed defenseman is No. 47 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings of the top North American players eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft. Siebenaler, born in Fort Wayne, Ind., had six goals and 30 points in 68 games for the IceDogs.

"Blake has been improving with every game this season," Edwards said. "He has been moved up to the second defense pair and has been a steady and contestant player. He skates very well, has excellent mobility, and has a hard accurate shot; he's been very effective on the power play."

3. Riley Stadel, Kelowna Rockets (WHL): In 63 regular-season games for the Rockets, the defenseman had 10 goals, 35 points, a plus-12 rating and 62 penalty minutes. The 5-foot-9.5, 166-pound left-hander is No. 58 on Central Scouting's midterm list.

---
Wheat Kings' Hawryluk hospitalized after collapse

Thursday, 03.27.2014 / 9:08 AM

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer / 2014 NHL Draft blog
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Brandon Wheat Kings center Jayce Hawryluk, No. 42 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft, is alert and talking after collapsing in the dressing room after a 5-4 victory against the Regina Pats in Game 3 of the Western Hockey League playoffs on Wednesday in Brandon.

Hawryluk was taken by ambulance to Brandon Regional Health Centre.

Wheat Kings general manager and coach Kelly McCrimmon released the following statement after the game:

"Jayce was taken to hospital after [Wednesday's] game. While concerned, the club believes it is not serious. Until we have more information we cannot pinpoint the cause. Jayce is resting comfortably."

Hawryluk had three goals and an assist in the victory Wednesday to give the Wheat Kings a 3-0 lead in the best-of-7 first-round Eastern Conference playoff series. He has four goals, eight points and a plus-6 rating in three playoff games.

Hawryluk led his team with 64 points (24 goals, 40 assists) and a plus-16 rating in 59 regular-season games. Twice named the WHL Player of the Week, Hawryluk also scored seven power-play goals.
Westport's Paliotta leads Vermont hockey into NCAA tournament

Ryan Lacey

Updated 4:06 pm, Thursday, March 27, 2014 

nextprevious 1 of 5 .

 .

Westporter Mike Paliotta was drafted by the Chicago Blackhawks Saturday in the third round. Paliotta will play for the University of Vermont on a full scholarship next year. Photo: Nick Laham/Getty Images

Westporter Mike Paliotta was drafted by the Chicago Blackhawks Saturday in the third round. Paliotta will play for the University of Vermont on a full scholarship next year.

 Photo: Nick Laham/Getty Images 

Westporter Mike Paliotta was the 70th overall pick in the NHL draft by the Chicago Blackhawks Saturday. Paliotta will play for the University of Vermont on a full scholarship next year. Photo: Nick Laham, Nick Laham Getty Images / Contributed Photo / 2011 Getty Images

Westporter Mike Paliotta won a gold medal for the US National U-18 hockey team at the U-18 world championships in Germany. Paliotta was drafted in the third round by the Chicago Blackhawks this weekend. Photo: Contributed Photo

NHL Hall of Famer Mark Messier congratulates Westporter Mike Paliotta after Paliotta was drafted by the Chicago Blackhawks. Messier, a Greenwich resident and former New York Ranger, was seen jogging on Lake Avenue in Greenwich Tuesday evening. Photo: ST

Westporter Mike Paliotta shakes hands with Scotty Bowman, Senior Advisor of Hockey Operations for the Chicago Blackhawks after being drafted by the Black Hawks in the third round Saturday. Photo: Dave Sandford Getty Images / Contributed Photo
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When the Chicago Blackhawks selected Westport's Mike Paliotta in the third round of the 2011 NHL entry draft, they saw the potential that the defenseman is finally beginning to realize.

After an uneven two years at the University of Vermont, Paliotta's game has surged during a crucial junior season. His development has coincided with a turnaround year for the Catamounts and is on display close to home this week at the NCAA Division I Men's Ice Hockey Championship.

In the East Regional semifinals on Friday, No. 13 Vermont faces No. 3 Union College (N.Y.) at Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport. The game is at 2 p.m. and will be televised on ESPNU. Providence and Quinnipiac will meet in the other semifinal. 

The 6-foot-3, 205-pound Paliotta, a former member of the US Development Academy, is one of the biggest reasons for the turnaround in Burlington. During his first two seasons, Vermont was 17-46-7, but with Paliotta blossoming at the blue line, the Cats this year are 20-14-3 and back in the NCAAs for the first time since 2010.

"I have no problem saying (Paliotta) is the most improved player our team," Vermont coach Kevin Sneddon said. "He has come light years in a two-year period. People look at his offensive numbers, and he has worked on his shot and skills. But his overall game, his defense; he logs a ton of minutes for us and has matured as a player."

Playing in the rugged Hockey East conference, Paliotta's offensive numbers have spiked this winter. He leads Vermont defensemen and is third on the team with 27 points -- five goals and 22 assists -- in 37 games. During his freshman and sophomore seasons combined, he had 20 points in 65 games.

"I think a lot of it is from our teammates," Paliotta said in a phone interview this week. "We've had a lot of success getting pucks towards the net. I've been working on it during the summer, and I think I've become more of a mature hockey player."

The Catamounts initially were headed to Midwest regional in Cincinatti, but the tournament committee flipped Vermont and North Dakota to reduce the travel required for both schools. In total, five Hockey East teams made the field of 16.

"It was awesome," said Paliotta of the homecoming. "Obviously for me personally, being from Connecticut and getting the chance to play back home is really cool. For the team, we are excited to get on the bus together and not have to fly." 

The Catamounts, who were defeated in the first round of the Hockey East tournament to UMass Lowell, were squarely on the tournament bubble heading into the final weekend. The PairWise rankings, a system nearly identical to the one the selection committee uses to set the field, revealed that Vermont was in good shape. After UMass Lowell won the Hockey East tournament last Saturday, Vermont's spot in the field was virtually secure. 

"It was a little nerve-racking, to be honest," Sneddon said. "But the media does a great job of breaking things down. We knew going into Saturday, we had 93 percent chance of making the tournament."

Despite its low seed, Vermont is confident heading into the tournament. By playing one of the most difficult schedules in the country, and the fact that 13 of 14 losses are by two goals or fewer, the Catamounts believe they can compete with Union. 

Union, which won the ECAC regular season and tournament championships, boasts a 28-6-4 record. The Dutchmen, who were led by Sneddon from 1998-2003, are ranked No. 1 in the latest USCHO.com poll for the first time in program history. 

"We definitely we have a ton of confidence," Paliotta said. "We know they are a great team and we'll look at their film and be prepared. Being confident is a huge part of it. Yale was in NCAA tournament as a No. 15 seed last year and went all the way."

Paliotta doesn't want to look too far ahead, but his individual success should increase his chances of reaching the NHL.

"I think he took that huge step this year towards being a guy that could make an impact at the next level," Sneddon said. "He does have some things (to work on) at college level to be a steady defenseman. How long is he going to play in the AHL, or get a (NHL) chance right away, time will tell."
Red Wings' Nyquist sees accelerated development

Thursday, 03.27.2014 / 10:16 AM / NHL Insider

By Brian Hedger - NHL.com Correspondent
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DETROIT -- The numbers are impressive when you break down the tear Gustav Nyquist is on right now.

The 24-year old Detroit Red Wings forward has 25 goals and 17 assists for 42 points in 47 games, but that's only the big picture. Narrowing the scope shows Nyquist, who was named the NHL first star this past week, has scored nine goals with one assist during a career-high six-game goal streak heading into a game against the Montreal Canadiens on Thursday at Joe Louis Arena (7 p.m. ET, TSN, RDS, FS-D).

That's Detroit's longest of the season and it topped his own mark of four straight games during a hot spell that began Jan. 20 with a goal in a 4-1 loss to the St. Louis Blues. Since that point, Nyquist leads the NHL with 20 goals in 24 games, including his most recent two in a 4-2 loss Tuesday at the Columbus Blue Jackets. He's also tied during that span with Philadelphia Flyers forward Claude Giroux for most points in the League (31).

 Gustav Nyquist started the season in the American Hockey League and had pedestrian numbers in mid-January, but since then the Detroit Red Wings forward has been a scoring machine to help keep them in the hunt for the Stanley Cup Playoffs. (Photo: Dave Reginek/NHLI)

"It's awesome to see," said Red Wings captain Henrik Zetterberg, who's sidelined for the rest of the regular season following back surgery. "I think ever since he came up this year, he scored right away and basically hasn't stopped. It's fun. He's a hard-working guy and he's a big part of our group. He's the hottest player in the League right now and we hope it's going to continue."

Detroit needs Nyquist's hot streak to continue.

The Red Wings started Thursday tied with three Eastern Conference opponents at 80 points, but hold the second wild-card spot into the Stanley Cup Playoffs based on having played one fewer game than the Washington Capitals and two fewer than the Toronto Maple Leafs. The Red Wings' 28 non-shootout victories are also three more than the Capitals and one more than the Maple Leafs.

The other part of what Zetterberg said, about Nyquist scoring consistently ever since getting recalled from the Grand Rapids Griffins in November, isn't entirely true. He scored three goals and had two assists in his first five games, but went ice cold between Dec. 1 and Jan. 18 (18 games). Nyquist scored one goal and had five assists in that stretch.

The difference between then and now?

It might be a tidal wave of confidence. Red Wings coach Mike Babcock, asked after practice Wednesday if he learned anything about Nyquist the past six weeks, shook his head.

"Well, no, but maybe Gus found out that he can shoot the puck," Babcock said. "That's something we suggested wouldn't be such a bad idea, shooting the puck, and now he's on a roll and feeling good about himself."

Nyquist, who was taken by Detroit with the 121st pick in the 2008 NHL Draft, agreed with that assessment. The multitude of injuries to veteran lineup regulars, he said, has contributed quite a bit to his hot hand.

"It's given me more opportunity to play, obviously, and if you play more you get more comfortable out there and you get more confidence with the puck," Nyquist said. "I think that's what's happened with a lot of the other guys too."

That's true to an extent, but those "other guys" filling in for injured veterans aren't finding the net with nearly as much regularity. Nyquist is fourth in the NHL with a 19.2 shooting percentage and is scoring on more than a quarter of his shots since Jan. 20, when he scored the Red Wings' goal in a 4-1 loss to the St. Louis Blues.

During his current goal streak, he has scored more than 40 percent of the time he gets a shot on goal. And he makes it sound like mostly luck.

"I'm playing with great players out there, so that helps a lot," Nyquist said. "Obviously, [I'm getting] some really good bounces for some goals. Let's be honest, some of my goals have been off some pretty crazy deflections. It's nice to see, but it probably won't happen all of the time, getting those deflections. But it's fun to see."

Gustav Nyquist

Gustav Nyquist

Right Wing - DET

GOALS: 25 | ASST: 17 | PTS: 42

 SOG: 130 | +/-: 14

 It's also a little perplexing, considering he's scoring at a 41-goal pace if extrapolated over an 82-game season. That's territory reserved for players like Capitals forward Alex Ovechkin, who's internationally known. 

Nyquist started the season in the American Hockey League because he was one of the only players who could've been sent to Grand Rapids without being exposed to waivers.

He missed the Red Wings' first 22 games after proving himself in the NHL last season. Nyquist was one of Detroit's best forwards late in 2012-13 and into the playoffs, when the Red Wings upset the Anaheim Ducks in the Western Conference Quarterfinals before losing to the Chicago Blackhawks in overtime of Game 7 of a conference semifinal series.

He went back to Grand Rapids after that run and helped the Griffins win the Calder Cup. Some players might resent having to start the following season in the AHL, but if that's the case with Nyquist he does a great job hiding it.

"I've had a great experience with both of the teams," Nyquist said. "Grand Rapids, my time there taught me a lot. That's where I learned to play the pro game and I had great coaches down there helping me. Now being up here, this is obviously where I want to be and where I want to play. I want to be in the NHL, and it's fun to be up here."

Nyquist was a prolific scorer for the University of Maine in college and was a point-per-game player for the Griffins each of the previous two seasons, so from that aspect it's not too shocking to see him prospering in the NHL.

What's surprising, even to his teammates, is the massive growth in his development as a scorer in such a short amount of time.

"We knew he was going to be a great player one day," said 21-year old rookie forward Tomas Jurco, another Red Wings forward with a high ceiling. "Last year he won the Calder Cup with us [in Grand Rapids] and this year he'll probably have 30 goals in the NHL. We knew he was going to be big-time one day, but I don't think anyone expected it this soon. It's good for him and great for us. We have someone that can score goals when we need."
Rattie adjusting nicely to a new level of hockey 

.

Rattie adjusting nicely to a new level of hockey 

Credit: Getty Images 

DENVER, CO - SEPTEMBER 23: Ty Rattie #61 of the St. Louis Blues warms up prior to facing the Colorado Avalanche during their preseason game at Pepsi Center on September 23, 2011 in Denver, Colorado. (Photo by Doug Pensinger/Getty Images) 
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(HockeySTL)-- To become a Stanley Cup contender, as the St. Louis Blues have, it takes a true commitment to the NHL draft. It’s a long process, but it’s also rewarding.

The Blues have one of the best, young nucleuses in the National Hockey League, largely in part to their success in the draft. Yet, even with the depth that the Blues have at the NHL level, they still have several high-level prospects tucked away in the American Hockey League.

While 2010 was the one of the Blues’ most successful drafts in recent memory, the Note having chosen forwards Vladimir Tarasenko and Jaden Schwartz that season, 2011 is looking pretty good, too. The Blues did not have a first-round draft selection in 2011, their pick having gone to Colorado in a trade earlier that season, yet they came out with two solid players in the second round of the draft.

That year, the Blues selected Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin with the 32nd and 41st picks, respectively. Jaskin has already graced the NHL with his presence this season, and Rattie doesn’t appear to be too far behind.

“There are many NHL teams he'd be playing for right now, no doubt,” Paul LaTour, who covers the Chicago Wolves for the Chicago Tribune, said of Rattie. “He has the talent to play at that level. But I believe it's to his benefit (to stay in the AHL). The Blues are so loaded up front that they don't need to rush him along. I don't expect him to be with the Wolves long, but getting at least one full season in the AHL will be a huge advantage to him in the long run.”

Of the Blues’ two 2011 picks, Rattie, 21, is arguably the most intriguing. The young forward was with the Blues in this year’s preseason camp, but several factors led to him being left off of the Blues’ roster. For starters, the Blues, being one of the deepest teams in the NHL, didn’t have room for Rattie on their squad. The 6-foot, 167-pound forward was also told it would be to his benefit to become a bigger player and to become more defensively sound. Both are things he has been working to improve upon in his first AHL season.

Rattie’s defense has come into question at times, but it always does for players with the dynamic scoring ability that Rattie has. Players with that ability often sacrifice a little bit of defense for offense. However, the Blues expect both equally from their players, which is why it was key for Rattie to improve in that regard. 

“He hasn't really talked about too many specifics, but he has mentioned how he's had to learn to be more of a presence in the defensive zone,” said LaTour. “That might have been his biggest adjustment. I don't have the numbers on his weight, but he seems to have grown a bit during the season. He's not a physical liability on the ice at all, and he's not afraid to initiate contact or to stand up for himself.”

This year was a big one for Rattie as he made the jump to the AHL from the WHL. Rattie had played with the WHL’s Portland Winterhawks since he was 16 years old, and had accumulated 348 points (151 goals, 197 assists) in five seasons with the Winterhawks. He also had two seasons with 100-plus points, including a 121-point campaign in 2011-12. No one expected Rattie to put those kinds of numbers up in the AHL, but he is still producing on a consistent level with the Wolves. Combining his ability to produce and his compilation of confidence, Rattie is opening eyes around the League.

“Rattie has a goal-scorer's knack for the net,” LaTour said. “Early in the season he struggled to adjust to the league, and was very inconsistent with his production. But as he has gained confidence, his talents are really starting to shine through. I keep going back to the goal he scored against Milwaukee in February when he swatted the puck out of midair and into the net from the left face-off circle. The key to me was that he had the confidence to even try something like that. I'd think most players would have waited for the puck to hit the ice before attempting a shot.”

So far this season, Rattie has 27 goals, 42 points in 64 games with the Wolves. He leads the Wolves in nearly every offensive statistic, including: goals, points, and shots on goals. He is also second on the club in shooting percentage. 

“He's definitely among the best I've seen this season, and one of the best first-year players I've ever seen since I began covering the Wolves in 2010,” said LaTour.

Rattie is unlikely to reach the NHL level this season, as the year has reached its latter stages. But he’s certainly in the discussion for a spot on next year’s club with potential roster openings becoming available following the season.

It also doesn’t hurt that Rattie is now in close proximity to St. Louis, where the Blues can more easily keep an eye on the forward. Blues general manager Doug Armstrong has traveled to Chicago to watch the Wolves play several times this season, and stays up to date on his team’s prospect with the help of Wolves head coach John Anderson. Anderson, who is a former NHL skipper, has been impressed with Rattie’s goal-scoring ability.

“Anderson continuously tells us Rattie is a goal scorer, it's what he does,” said LaTour. “As I mentioned before, Rattie's inconsistency was somewhat of a concern for Anderson, but he understood how difficult it is for a young player to adjust to the AHL.”

But it’s not just the coaching staff that has a fondness of Rattie.

“The players, they seem to have high regard for Rattie,” LaTour said. “Just the mention of his name in a couple pregame interviews has drawn smiles from guys like Taylor Chorney and Mark Mancari. The veterans seem to appreciate his talent and the way he handles himself. He's not the slightest bit a prima donna.”

And in Chicago, where hockey is greatly admired by the fans, Rattie is said to be very well-connected to the fan base.

“He seems to be a fan-favorite both on and off the ice,” LaTour said. “He's very personable and I think he makes himself pretty available to fans, especially after games, win or lose.”

It seems to be a matter of when, rather than if Rattie makes the jump to the NHL level. He appears to be doing the right things to put himself in a place to succeed. Assuming he makes the transition to the Blues within the next few seasons, he will have the chance to grow under a solid veteran group. That part, at least, would remain the same as it is in Chicago, where Rattie’s focus stays locked on the right things.

“The Wolves are loaded with veteran players so Rattie isn't asked to fill a leadership role,” said LaTour. “That allows him to just focus on improving and doing what he needs to do to help the team win.”
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This year was a big one for Rattie as he made the jump to the AHL from the WHL. Rattie had played with the WHL’s Portland Winterhawks since he was 16 years old, and had accumulated 348 points (151 goals, 197 assists) in five seasons with the Winterhawks. He also had two seasons with 100-plus points, including a 121-point campaign in 2011-12. No one expected Rattie to put those kinds of numbers up in the AHL, but he is still producing on a consistent level with the Wolves. Combining his ability to produce and his compilation of confidence, Rattie is opening eyes around the League.

“Rattie has a goal-scorer's knack for the net,” LaTour said. “Early in the season he struggled to adjust to the league, and was very inconsistent with his production. But as he has gained confidence, his talents are really starting to shine through. I keep going back to the goal he scored against Milwaukee in February when he swatted the puck out of midair and into the net from the left face-off circle. The key to me was that he had the confidence to even try something like that. I'd think most players would have waited for the puck to hit the ice before attempting a shot.”

So far this season, Rattie has 27 goals, 42 points in 64 games with the Wolves. He leads the Wolves in nearly every offensive statistic, including: goals, points, and shots on goals. He is also second on the club in shooting percentage. 

“He's definitely among the best I've seen this season, and one of the best first-year players I've ever seen since I began covering the Wolves in 2010,” said LaTour.

Rattie is unlikely to reach the NHL level this season, as the year has reached its latter stages. But he’s certainly in the discussion for a spot on next year’s club with potential roster openings becoming available following the season.

It also doesn’t hurt that Rattie is now in close proximity to St. Louis, where the Blues can more easily keep an eye on the forward. Blues general manager Doug Armstrong has traveled to Chicago to watch the Wolves play several times this season, and stays up to date on his team’s prospect with the help of Wolves head coach John Anderson. Anderson, who is a former NHL skipper, has been impressed with Rattie’s goal-scoring ability.

“Anderson continuously tells us Rattie is a goal scorer, it's what he does,” said LaTour. “As I mentioned before, Rattie's inconsistency was somewhat of a concern for Anderson, but he understood how difficult it is for a young player to adjust to the AHL.”

But it’s not just the coaching staff that has a fondness of Rattie.

“The players, they seem to have high regard for Rattie,” LaTour said. “Just the mention of his name in a couple pregame interviews has drawn smiles from guys like Taylor Chorney and Mark Mancari. The veterans seem to appreciate his talent and the way he handles himself. He's not the slightest bit a prima donna.”

And in Chicago, where hockey is greatly admired by the fans, Rattie is said to be very well-connected to the fan base.

“He seems to be a fan-favorite both on and off the ice,” LaTour said. “He's very personable and I think he makes himself pretty available to fans, especially after games, win or lose.”

It seems to be a matter of when, rather than if Rattie makes the jump to the NHL level. He appears to be doing the right things to put himself in a place to succeed. Assuming he makes the transition to the Blues within the next few seasons, he will have the chance to grow under a solid veteran group. That part, at least, would remain the same as it is in Chicago, where Rattie’s focus stays locked on the right things.

“The Wolves are loaded with veteran players so Rattie isn't asked to fill a leadership role,” said LaTour. “That allows him to just focus on improving and doing what he needs to do to help the team win.”
Mike Heika joins us at 11 a.m. Tuesday, but ask your questions now and he will have them when he arrives. Thanks for your readership!

Share

SportsDay Live Chat

March 25 2014 12:01 PM

Hey guys, no morning skate today, so I'll just throw out my best guesses on things.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:02 PM

How many of the final 11 games will Kari play in?

Share

Whoorah

March 25 2014 12:03 PM

If he plays like he did last night, a lot. That said, it's a tight schedule and they will need Tim Thomas at some point. How about Thomas in 3 and Kari in 8. Like I said, lots of guessing today.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:03 PM

Would Stars keep Tim Thomas after this year? Jack Campbell's got to get a shot, right?

Share

Adammm

March 25 2014 12:05 PM

A lot will have to be determined down the stretch. One, how does Thomas play and do the contrasting styles frustrate the Stars defensemen? Two, how does Campbell play in the AHL playoffs? Those things will determine how the Stars look at the back-up goalie for next season.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:05 PM

Kari is 30 years old. If Stars don't make the playoffs and struggle next year do you think he'd ask for a trade to go to a team that could contend for a cup?

Share

Adammm

March 25 2014 12:07 PM

It's possible. He likes it in Dallas and he understands that he is a part of past failures and will play a huge role in future successes. If the Stars miss the playoffs and struggle next year, they might be looking to trade him whether he wants it or not. That's all off in the future, and even guessing probably isn't appropriate at this time.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:07 PM

Stars are very top heavy up front and it always seems like the role players step up and become heroes in the playoffs. If the Stars make the playoffs, can they win if the Benn/Seguin line gets shutdown?

Share

Rico

March 25 2014 12:10 PM

I think they have the ability to do that. For all the talk of lack of scoring depth, they do have six other guys with double-digit goals in Cole, Eakin, Nichushkin, Chiasson, Garbutt and Roussel. So any of those guys could contribute. In addition, Whitney and Horcoff still have some goal-scoring left. So, I think they actually have the potential to have strong scoring depth. They just have to finish more of the chances they are getting.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:10 PM

Would you say Joe Niuewendyk coming back to play the Charity game be a step in the right direction in repairing the relationship with him after his tenure as Stars GM?

Share

Sam

March 25 2014 12:11 PM

I think time heals all wounds. He's just more comfortable laying low right now.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:11 PM

What do you think Ray Whitney's chances of returning are next year? Does he retire or signs on with another team?

Share

Stan

March 25 2014 12:12 PM

I know he wants to play. My guess is he will not play with the Stars. They need to make room for the kids. I think he can find a place to play if he's willing to sign the right contract.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:12 PM

Mike, if only the Stars could play as well at home as they do on the road. I'll be ecstatic if we escape the Windy City with 1 pt tonight. What do you think?

Share

Anonymous User

March 25 2014 12:13 PM

It comes and goes with this team. Earlier in the year, they were great on the road. Chicago gives a lot of teams fits, so a point would be fantastic for the Stars tonight. Oddly enough, this goes back to depth scoring again. If the opposition can match against Benn and Seguin, other lines have to pick it up.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:14 PM

It seems like, once again, the Stars will need to rely on Kari Lehtonen down the stretch to help them secure a playoff spot. While Tim Thomas certainly has a stellar pedigree, he hasn't inspired much confidence in me of late. Will Thomas get the start in CHI and STL this week (second of back-to-backs) or will Lindy Ruff ride Kari for all he's worth down the stretch?

Share

DrewL

March 25 2014 12:15 PM

I think Kari goes tonight because he has two days off after this. I could also see him starting in St. Louis (if he plays well Friday). Then, Thomas will have to step up on that East Coast road trip and possibly in the Columbus reschedule.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:16 PM

What is Erik Cole's status? Might he be back in the lineup by the weekend or is this a longer term injury situation?

Share

DrewL

March 25 2014 12:16 PM

It's hard to tell because they are so secretive with this stuff. I would say Friday is a possibility with two days off. He was walking around smiling on Sunday, so that has to be a good sign, right?

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:17 PM

Val Nichushkin seems to have gained a second wind the last 2-3 games. He's been a bit stronger on the puck and he's created some scoring opportunities. Has Lindy Ruff been pleased with how the youngster has stepped up his game with the playoffs on the line?

Share

DrewL

March 25 2014 12:18 PM

I think so. I think the entire organization has been pleased with Val from his performance to his attitude. I think they would still like the option of moving him off the top line every now and then, but they like what he is learning from Benn and Seguin right now.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:18 PM

Do you start Thomas against CHI or does that undermine any confidence they have going in?

Share

Mikey Lu

March 25 2014 12:19 PM

With Wednesday and Thursday off, I would start Lehtonen. I think the team is more comfortable playing in front of him right now.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:19 PM

Of all the prospects not currently playing in the NHL, who do you think makes the roster out of camp?

Share

Mikey Lu

March 25 2014 12:21 PM

So much depends on what they do with the defense. As of right now, the need for a player like John Klingberg is huge. A right-handed defensemen who can move the puck has a great chance to step right in. That said, if Jim Nill trades for or signs a similar player, that will allow Klingberg to stay in the minors. I also think Oleksiak or Nemeth have a chance to step in. But again, it depends on what Nill does with the defense in the summer.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:21 PM

Are the Coyotes sunk without Mike Smith in net?

Share

Mikey Lu

March 25 2014 12:22 PM

No, I think teams that play good defense tend to make their goalies look good. The old Stars did that. The Blues have done that for a couple of years. Detroit did that for years. I think the Coyotes will still play a lot of 2-1 games.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:22 PM

How do you think Nill resolves the situation where literally all our defenseman are lefties?

Share

Mikey Lu

March 25 2014 12:24 PM

Klingberg is a good start. Then, he works the trade market. All of the centers were lefties last season, and in one trade Nill brought in two righties in Seguin and Peverley. He understands the needs of this team and he understands what other people can afford to let go.
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Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:24 PM

Is Cody Eakin pretty much at the ceiling of his development? Great third liner, but boy it would be nice to see him secure the #2 center spot by making more of an offensive contribution.

Share

Shane

March 25 2014 12:26 PM

To be fair to Eakin, he is just 22 and he has had a rotation of wingers this season. On a perfect team, he would be a great third line center with Garbutt and Roussel, but he has 14 goals among 31 points and he is just 22 years old. I think he can fill the No. 2 spot when needed, but I see his future in Dallas as a third line center.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:26 PM

Is Val paid special attention in practice? So he can better develop and learn the game?

Although he has made great strides I see a lot of the same negative aspects in his game as I did through the first 14 games of the season.

Share

Caron

March 25 2014 12:28 PM

I actually see improvement in the little areas of his game. He still holds onto the puck too long and gets himself in trouble, but I think his play without the puck is much better. I don't think he gets ``special'' attention in practice. I think they try to make sure he understands the drills and lessons, but they have a lot they are trying to accomplish in an hour or so with everyone there.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:28 PM

Who can we start dreaming about as far as top four d men and top six forwards we could use that will be free agents this summer?

Share

Shane

March 25 2014 12:29 PM

So much depends on the playoffs. The center everyone is targeting is Paul Stastny, but he could still re-sign in Colorado The defensemen are a little thinner. They might have to go trade route there.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:29 PM

What has changed from last season that has made Jordie Benn such a better player? I wasn't sure he was an NHL player last season, but he's improved dramatically as this season has gone on.

Share

Shane

March 25 2014 12:32 PM

Confidence and opportunity. If you watch him do goofy little things like tip drills and skating drills, you see he is a good athlete who has lots of raw talent. However, there was a real mental block in his game of having the confidence to use that talent and also in playing the game at the NHL level. But because he is quick and a good puck handler, he fits onto the Stars, and he knows that now. He knows in his heart that he helps the team, and that just pushes the confidence higher. I think it's just a natural progression of experience making him calm enough to use the skills he has.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:32 PM

Hey Mike. I don't think the style of play that Tim Thomas has can win us games with the type of defense that Dallas possesses. He maybe an all-star goalie with a defensive core like the Bruins, but we aren't the Bruins, what say you?

Share

Jason

March 25 2014 12:34 PM

It's certainly a possibility. Thomas said he will adjust just like he adjusted in Florida, but the thing about Thomas is not only did the Bruins have a different defense, but he played most of the games. He played most of the games in Florida, too. If he's just dropping in for three or four games down the stretch (and some of those will be on the second night of back-to-back games), the Stars and Thomas will both have to make significant adjustments or he will look like a bad fit.
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Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:34 PM

Sceviour - one way deal or two way for next season?

Share

Shane

March 25 2014 12:35 PM

One-way contracts for the next two seasons. I see him as a guy who can play in a lot of different situations, so expect him to be around quite a bit going forward.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:35 PM

What are nichushkin's plans for the off-season? I am sure he will be working on adding some muscle, will that be in North America or Russia?

Share

Samuel

March 25 2014 12:36 PM

I have not asked him. Everyone I talk to says he needs to take a month off and just rest. That could be on a beach somewhere or back in Russia. I know they want him to shut it down for a while.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:36 PM

Are there any CHL players that may get some time in Cedar Park once their seasons are over?
No, I think the Stars are more interested in bringing in college and European players to fill in with the Texas Stars.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:37 PM

What are your thoughts on resigning Cody Eakin in the off-season? Does he belong on the third line? If so, who does Nill need to try to bring in to help out with secondary scoring?

Share

Matt Greer

March 25 2014 12:39 PM

He will get re-signed. We'll see on money, but I can see $3 million per for three years or something like that. I think he is a good second line center or a great third line center. The Stars will definitely be in the market for an upgrade at second line center, but they think Eakin can handle the second line role if he has to do it again.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:39 PM

How do you say elevate your shots in Russian?

Share

Mikey Lu

March 25 2014 12:40 PM

Practice, practice, practice.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:40 PM

Mike,

The "D" is what it is...If we make the playoffs, do you think Ruff can convince ALL forward lines that forecheck/backcheck/win puck battles in corners,/win faceoffs will maximize team success?

Share

Bill Mazzeo

March 25 2014 12:41 PM

He's trying to do that now, and I think when they play their best, they embrace that message. Injuries to Cole, Horcoff and Peverley make it a little tougher to get ALL forward lines on the same page, so we'll see. If they make the playoffs and have to face the Blues or Blackhawks, I think Ruff will have his hands full with a lot of coaching conundrums.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:42 PM

Did the emotions of Mo's retirement and the Peverly incident along with Kari's concussion, just prove too much for the team or to what do you attribute the recent losing slump they were in?

Share

Mikey Lu

March 25 2014 12:43 PM

I definitely think that played a role. It was a draining week. Plus, they were on an 11-3-2 run before that and are now back to winning two games in a row, so it really could have just been a hiccup, the kind that teams like Minnesota are fighting right now. It happens in the NHL.
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Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:43 PM

Mike, the Stars should sign a Thomas Vanek, Matt Moulson this offseason to play with Benn/Seguin on the top line and move Val down and let him lead the charge on the second line. I'd like to see him at Center. What do you think?

Share

Stars homer 

March 25 2014 12:47 PM

I just don't see him as a center, not with everything that's needed out of that position and with all he has to learn just to play in the NHL. I think we saw with Jamie Benn that it's a really challenging shift in position. We'll see what happens with the top line chemistry going forward, and we'll see if Jim Nill finds another scoring winger or if he simply tries to get continued improved play from Nichushkin, Chiasson and maybe Brett Ritchie.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:47 PM

What do you think the chances of the Stars taking a look at PK Subban in the off season?

Share

Doug

March 25 2014 12:48 PM

There seems no way that Montreal loses Subban. They have the money, they have the cap space and he is an RFA. I think this gets done somehow, even if it's Montreal matching an RFA offer sheet the way Nashville did with Shea Weber.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:48 PM

How are Nichushkin's frustrations and outbursts on the bench when he fails to capitalize on a play viewed within the locker room and front office?

Share

Stars homer 

March 25 2014 12:49 PM

I have not heard anyone comment on it. You guys get a better view than we do because we are a long way off in the pressbox, so I wasn't aware it was a big issue. Are they that animated?

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:49 PM

What is Ruff's MO with having defensemen carrying the puck? I think we have seen great things come from times when Daley jumps up. Connauton and Dillon also have tremendous skating upside. Even Jordie Benn can handle the puck well.

Are they just not solid enough in the back end to take chances?

Share

Sean H

March 25 2014 12:50 PM

He wants D men to take chances and force the opposition into mistakes. He even said Aaron Rome had the right read on his pinch in the Ottawa game, so he clearly is telling the D to push forward. I think he likes a five-man attack where the Stars possess the puck and play in the offensive end of the ice. That takes advantage of the Stars' skill on D and keeps the smaller D from having to spend too much time in their own zone.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:50 PM

With a surplus of puck movers in the system, I believe that Daley is most likely to be moved this summer to make way for the likes of Nemeth and co. due to his favorable contract and term. Who do you see as possibly interested teams?

Share

Stars homer 

March 25 2014 12:52 PM

I haven't really studied the landscape, but I think pretty much 29 teams would be interested in Daley at his age and money. He is a lefty who can play the right side. He is a good defender who can skate the puck. In truth, I think the Stars would love to keep him, but they have to do something back there.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:52 PM

CHL as in the OHL, WHL, and Q of course...

Share

Thinel

March 25 2014 12:55 PM

Ah, we live in `CHL' country down here with the Allen Americans. I think Radek Faksa and Gemel Smith are the leading candidates. I think they are probably leaning toward John Klingberg and Alex Guptill out of Europe and college.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:55 PM

Carolina just inked young defenseman Justin Faulk to a 6 year, $29 million deal. Does that deal have Brenden Dillon salivating? Where do the Stars go with his next contract?

Share

DrewL

March 25 2014 12:58 PM

Wherever they need to. I think in watching the Flyers and Nik Grossmann the other day, the Stars know they have to take care of guys like that and not let them go over a million here or there. Dillon doesn't have the numbers, so that will keep his contract on the lower end for his age group, but I think the two sides will come to fair deal.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:58 PM

Watching practices is there a player or two who are showing improvement that has yet to surface during games? A player that might be still putting it together and then it clicks perhaps next fall.

Share

RD

March 25 2014 12:59 PM

I don't know about next fall, but Alex Chiasson has looked great since the Olympic break. I could really see him getting into one of those goal-scoring streaks he had earlier. He is doing everything but scoring goals. As for long-term improvement, Nichushkin will be a significantly better player next season.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 12:59 PM

He slams his sticks and the gates from time to time. I've personally witnessed it at least a half dozen times. After his first missed opportunity last night, he did it again.

Share

Stars homer 

March 25 2014 1:00 PM

I think that's just natural. I haven't heard one person say a negative thing about his attitude. They all seem to love his work ethic and his drive to learn.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 1:00 PM

Mike, you explained that the Stars Management is happy with Val in many areas. Can you explain why after the Olympics he can out strong for a few games, then was very reserved foe a few games. Last night I liked his aggressiveness and play. Any insight that you know why he plays the way he does.

Share

Mikeyswa

March 25 2014 1:02 PM

He's just 18 (well, 19 now), and 18-year-olds are inconsistent. He is learning the language, he is learning the league, he just has a lot going on. I've been covering this team since 1994 and there has never been an 18-year-old here before. I think it's just the process, and we're all learning how tough it is to come to a new country and start your first job at 18.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 1:02 PM

What is the biggest problem you see with the Stars? That one deficiency that keeps us as a 7 or 8 seed as opposed to a 1-5 seed?

Share

Shane

March 25 2014 1:04 PM

They simply have an average NHL corps of defensemen. They lack that top puck mover on the blueline and that top physical presence on the blueline. Add one, and they are a good team. Add both, and they are very close to becoming a great team.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 1:04 PM

Are Garbutt and Roussel career third liners? All of a sudden I look up and both have double digit goals in limited time on the ice. Any way either of them get second line ice time?

Share

Shane

March 25 2014 1:05 PM

I think, like Eakin, they are best used on the third line. But yes, either can jump up for short stretches.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 1:06 PM

Mike, Mike, Mike... What do you think about Curtis McKenzie? His numbers are looking good, he has size and he has grit... grit we could use up here.

Share

sami

March 25 2014 1:07 PM

He's been great down there, and there are some who believe he actually helps Morin and Sceviour more than the other way around, so it will be interesting to watch him in the AHL playoffs. He's also 23 years old already, so he should be able to fast track to the NHL. He does indeed bring a physical presence, and it would be interesting to see what he and Sceviour might could do on the Stars fourth line next season.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 1:07 PM

Has Peverley been able to watch practice since surgery . Has anyone spoken to him

Share

Ryan d

March 25 2014 1:10 PM

It's a little strange, because he's walking around and looks great. He has been at practices and games. He was in the pressbox talking to Winnipeg Jets people on Monday (he used to play in Atlanta). However, we have been asked to respect his privacy, so we have not been able to ask any questions even off the record. I've said hi a few times, and he seems perfectly fine right now.

Share

Mike Heika

March 25 2014 1:11 PM

OK, that's all for today. We'll see where this journey takes us.
Calgary Flames believe centre Joe Colborne just scratching the surface  8 

 By WES GILBERTSON
,Calgary Sun  

First posted:  Tuesday, March 25, 2014 05:36 PM MDT  | Updated:  Tuesday, March 25, 2014 07:02 PM MDTUnder-promise and over-deliver.

In this specific case, Calgary Flames president of hockey operations Brian Burke nailed it.

Rewind to late September, and Burke had just helped pull the strings on a trade with his old employer, acquiring lanky centre Joe Colborne — a Calgary kid, former first-round get of the Boston Bruins and a guy with a 6-foot-5 frame and some untapped offensive potential — from the Toronto Maple Leafs for a conditional draft choice.

The Flames fanbase was buzzing, at least until Burke told reporters the new guy might just be the next coming of ... defensive-minded faceoff ace David Steckel?!?

“Brian, and I’ve seen him do it with so many guys, is extremely good at not putting pressure on his players,” Colborne said after Tuesday’s optional skate at the Saddledome.

“I’m sure he was hoping I would be a little more of an offensive threat than Stecks is, but (Burke) is so good at taking the pressure and blame off a lot of guys. I’m sure he was just hoping there wouldn’t be too many expectations when I came in.”

Imagine, for a second, the alternative.

“He didn’t come in and say ‘Oh, I want him to be Jordan Staal,’ ” Colborne said. “Then, all of a sudden, the first few games, when I’m trying to get used to new systems and everything, it’s not like people are saying ‘Oh, why he isn’t he scoring?’ That’s just Brian being a savvy hockey person, I think.”

For the Flames, this was a savvy deal.

The cost for Colborne, who had logged just 16 big-league games at the time and wasn’t going to crack the Maple Leafs’ opening-night roster, will be a fourth-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft.

No disrespect to Steckel, who was briefly Colborne’s road roomie in Toronto and is one of the best faceoff men in the hockey world, but it’s easy to argue the pre-season acquisition has been better than advertised when you think back to Burke’s initial scouting report.

“I think Joe is David Steckel in terms of his hockey IQ,” Burke told reporters Sept. 30. “Joe’s a very intelligent kid, and he’s bigger and stronger and skates better than David Steckel. Can we make him into a new-and-improved David Steckel? I think so. That’s the plan.”

Colborne, apparently, had other plans.

Steckel, who has appeared in six outings for the Anaheim Ducks this season and spent the rest of the winter in the AHL, has a solid reputation as a shutdown type but has never scored more than eight times and never collected more than 19 points in an NHL campaign.

Thanks to Monday’s top-shelf snipe against the San Jose Sharks, Colborne now has nine markers in his first season with his hometown team. Heading into Wednesday’s date with the Ducks at the Saddledome (8 p.m., TSN, Sportsnet 960 The Fan), his point total has reached two dozen in 70 skates so far.

It would be overdoing it a wee bit to say the sky is the limit for the recently-turned 24-year-old, but with five goals and six assists since the Olympic break and now working on the right wing, Steckel Jr. doesn’t seem like an accurate read of Colborne’s ceiling, either.

“He still doesn’t know how good he is,” said Flames head coach Bob Hartley. “He can turn into a complete player. Over the summer, he’s going to get stronger. He’s going to get faster. I think he has velvet in his gloves. He has great soft hands. He has that touch and he doesn’t panic with the puck.

“He has all the qualities to become a real solid player for us.”

wes.gilbertson@sunmedia.ca
Joel Quenneville wants Teuvo Teravainen to shoot more 

  BY MARK LAZERUS Staff Reporter March 28, 2014 11:30PM 
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Chicago Blackhawks' BrandBollig (52) fights OttawSenators' Chris Neil (25) during first-period NHL hockey game actiOttawOntario Friday March 28 2014. (AP 

Chicago Blackhawks' Brandon Bollig (52) fights Ottawa Senators' Chris Neil (25) during first-period NHL hockey game action in Ottawa, Ontario, Friday, March 28, 2014. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Fred Chartrand) ORG XMIT: FXC106 

Related Stories

◾ Blackhawks have another off night in loss to Senators  

      Updated: March 29, 2014 2:12AM

OTTAWA, Ontario — Through two games, Blackhawks rookie Teuvo Teravainen has yet to record a single shot on goal. He didn’t have any Friday night, either, because he was a healthy scratch.

The two aren’t necessarily directly related, but coach Joel Quenne­ville would like to see Teravainen be more aggressive. The 19-year-old Finn is a playmaker first and a goal-scorer second, but at least twice Thursday night against the Boston Bruins, he gave up a point-blank shot in favor of a low-percentage pass through traffic.

Quenneville wants to see him defer less, and shoot more.

“Offensively, you think of shooting,” Quenneville said. “He has the puck in some good areas there, and he looks like he wants to dish a lot of times, but think of getting it to the net yourself, and get some action off of that.”

That said, Quenneville said he liked what he’s seen from Teravainen so far. If scratching him was to rest him and continue easing him into NHL life, or was a calculated move to keep his games played to less than 10 and preserve his three-year entry-level contract, Quenneville wasn’t letting on.

“Our plan is short term,” he said. “We’re evaluating as we go along here, and assessing things and options, as well.”

Carey debuts

With Teravainen and Jeremy Morin out of the lineup, Quenneville said before the game that he was going to “try something.” That something turned out to be Matt Carey’s NHL debut. Carey, a center signed out of St. Lawrence College on March 20, skated on a line with Brandon Saad and Peter Regin.

Because he signed after the trade deadline, Carey is ineligible to play in the postseason. But Quenneville said he wanted to get Carey in a game or two — much as the Hawks did with St. Cloud State’s Drew LeBlanc last season — to see what he can do and to give him some NHL experience ­before next season, when he ­presumably will start in Rockford.

Bickell biding time

Bryan Bickell missed his fifth consecutive game with an upper-body injury, though Quenneville didn’t rule him out for Sunday’s game in Pittsburgh, saying, “he’s close.” While Patrick Kane’s injury has obviously hurt the Hawks’ offense — they’ve been shut out twice this week — Bickell’s absence has been felt, too.

“Bick was playing his best hockey all year,” Quenneville said. “He brings that presence, physicality, speed off the rush, shot, disruption on the forecheck. He made a difference in the game. We’re hoping that he comes back and plays at the same pace.”

Injury report

Michal Rozsival resumed skating back in Chicago, and Quenneville hoped he could be back in time for Thursday’s home game against Minnesota. Kane isn’t doing anything hockey-related yet, but “he’s progressing,” Quenneville said. “He’s right on course.”

Email: mlazerus@suntimes.com

Twitter: @marklazerus
By Wayne Scanlan | Special to ESPNChicago.com
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Toews

AP Photo/Fred Chartrand

Hawks captain Jonathan Toews sees "bad habits that are running contagiously through our lineup." 

OTTAWA, Ontario -- The Chicago Blackhawks played the Boston Bruins on Thursday and visit the Pittsburgh Penguins in Pittsburgh on Sunday. 

In between was an inconvenient Friday date in Canada's capital city, against a nonplayoff team. A nuisance game. The Blackhawks had no idea how big a nuisance the Ottawa Senators could be, as the visitors outshot Ottawa 49-29 but lost 5-3 after falling behind 3-0 quickly. 

Captain Jonathan Toews insisted his Chicago team didn't take the Senators lightly. 

"I don't think it's about who we played tonight. We had to be better than we were [Thursday]," Toews said. "I'd say at some moments we were, and at some moments we weren't. The end result in the last two games were not what we wanted. 

"Regardless of opponent, if we take control of the game -- not to sound arrogant or anything like that -- I think we can control a game, find ways to win, regardless of who we play, if we want it bad enough." 

With losses in three of their past four games, the Blackhawks missed another opportunity to close the gap in the Central Division. They're eight points behind St. Louis Blues and just a point ahead of the Colorado Avalanche. 

At times, the Blackhawks dominated the Senators, especially during what coach Joel Quenneville called a "perfect" second period, with the shots 23-5 in favor of Chicago. By then, the Blackhawks closed to within a goal at 3-2 but gave up two more in the third. 

"The goals they scored tonight, we were just way too easy on them," Toews said. "It's not one or two guys. It's throughout our whole lineup. Everybody seems to a part of the bad habits that are running contagiously through our lineup." 

Toews said if he does have theories as to why the Blackhawks can't play a consistent 60-minute game, he wouldn't share them because "it just sounds like you're throwing out excuses. 

"Better now than two or three weeks from now. That's the way we're going to look at it. We know how good a team we can be. We haven't shown it in the last couple of games. We're not going to make any excuses for why that is, but we have to address the small parts of our game that aren't going so well right now and are sneaking into our power play and different parts of our game. 

"We'll address and get better at it and not let it snowball on us," Toews said. 

"The time is now to play our best hockey. We're going to battle through this. It's not fun to play hockey when things aren't clicking for you, but once we do get on the same page, we'll be re-energized as a team."

Senators' Craig Anderson stops 46 in return to halt Blackhawks
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OTTAWA, Ontario -- Craig Anderson had 46 saves and Clarke MacArthur had a goal and two assists and the Ottawa Senators beat the Chicago Blackhawks 5-3 on Friday night.

It was Anderson's first game back since being injured March 10.

Erik Condra, Cody Ceci, Milan Michalek and Kyle Turris also scored for the Senators.

Patrick Sharp, Marian Hossa and Brent Seabrook scored for Chicago. Antti Raanta made 24 saves.

Ottawa scored twice in the third and killed off a 34 second two-man advantage to hold off the Blackhawks.

Turris made it 4-2 with a power-play goal at the six-minute mark of the third and MacArthur scored his 23rd of the season midway through the period to make it 5-2.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Senators 5, Hawks 3
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OTTAWA -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 5-3 loss to the Ottawa Senators at the Canadian Tire Centre on Friday night. 

How it happened: The Blackhawks fell behind 3-0 over the first 21 minutes as Erik Condra (short-handed), Cody Ceci and Milan Michalek beat Blackhawks starter Antti Raanta. The Michalek goal came at the 23-second mark of the second period. The visitors battled back with two goals in the second while outshooting Ottawa 23-5. On the power play, Patrick Sharp converted a Jonathan Toews pass to beat Senators goaltender Craig Anderson. Raanta drew an assist on the goal. With 41 seconds remaining in the period, Marian Hossa scored off a brilliant solo effort to bring the Blackhawks with one. Hossa picked off a Marc Methot pass, beat defenseman Erik Karlsson and banked a backhand off the pads of Anderson, just inside the post. The Senators added two in the third, from Kyle Turris on the power play at 6:00 and Clarke MacArthur at 10:54. Brent Seabrook scored a short-handed goal at 17:00. 

What it means: With the loss, the Blackhawks remain second in the Central Division with 99 points, eight behind the St. Louis Blues and one ahead of Colorado. Chicago's record falls to 11-2-3 in the second game of back-to-back series. The Blackhawks have dropped three of the past four games, including shutout losses to Boston and Nashville. Center Marcus Kruger played in his 200th career game. Kruger entered the game ranked fifth in the NHL with a 57.3 faceoff percentage, tops on the team. The Blackhawks split the two-game season series with the Senators. The first was a 6-5 Chicago victory at the United Center on Oct. 29 featuring a hat trick by Toews. 

Player of the game: Anderson, a former Blackhawks goaltender and native of Park Ridge, Ill., stopped 46 of 49 shots, including a pad save to rob Andrew Shaw on a rebound attempt. 

Stat of the game: Duncan Keith was minus-3. 

Rough debut: In his first NHL game, winger Matt Carey saw a shot deflect off his skate for Ottawa's second goal, then took a faceoff delay-of-game penalty, and sat in the box as the Senators scored their fourth goal. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks play their fourth game in six days when they visit the Pittsburgh Penguins on Sunday, the finale of a three-game road trip. The team returns home for a few days off before facing the Minnesota Wild on Thursday at the United Center.

Bickell out again; Raanta in net for Hawks
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OTTAWA -- The Chicago Blackhawks will be without Bryan Bickell for a fifth consecutive game when they take on the Ottawa Senators on Friday night. 

Bickell suffered an upper-body injury from what he termed an “innocent hit” initiated by him during a game against the St. Louis Blues on March 19. 

“I thought Bick was playing his best hockey all year,” said Blackhawks head coach Joel Quenneville, who hopes to have his big forward back for Sunday's game against the Pittsburgh Penguins. “His presence, physicality, forecheck and speed, his shot, disruption of the forecheck, he made a difference in the game, so we're hoping he comes back at the same pace. 

“He's close (to returning). We'll see how he is for the Sunday game.” 

Prospect Teuvo Teravainen comes out of the lineup after playing his first two NHL games for the Blackhawks. Quenneville said Teravainen, who was playing in the Finnish league, is still adjusting to the NHL style of play. 

That could pave the way for Matt Carey to make his NHL debut against the Senators. 

“We're going to try something,” Quenneville said, without tipping his hand. 

It's also expected that Jeremy Morin will come out and be replaced by former Senators forward Peter Regin. 

Antti Raanta will start in goal tonight for Chicago against former Blackhawk Craig Anderson, a native of Park Ridge, Ill. 

Injury update: Quenneville said injured defenseman Michal Rozsival has started to skate “in the last day or two” and could be back for the Minnesota game Thursday. ... Forward Patrick Kane has not tested his knee by skating yet, but is “right on course,” Quenneville said.

Central race update: March 28
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Here's a look at where the Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blues stand in the Central Division race as of Friday morning: 

1. Blues

Record: 50-16-7 

Points: 107 

Regulation wins (tiebreaker): 42 

Games remaining: 9 (six home, three away) 

Last game: The Blues put up five goals for the second consecutive game and defeated the Minnesota Wild 5-2 on Thursday. T.J. Oshie scored three goals for St. Louis. 

Next three games: Vs. Dallas Stars (34-27-11) on Saturday, vs. Philadelphia Flyers (38-27-7) on Tuesday, vs. Buffalo Sabres (20-45-8) on Thursday. 

Outlook: The Blues would need to have a complete collapse at this point for anyone to catch them in the division. They’re eight points ahead of the Blackhawks with nine games remaining. 

2. Blackhawks 

Record: 42-17-15 

Points: 99 

Regulation wins: 37 

Games remaining: 8 (three home, five away) 

Last game: The Blackhawks were shut out for the second time in the last three games as they lost to the Boston Bruins 3-0 on Thursday. Patrick Kane’s absence has been noticeable for the Blackhawks. 

Next three games: At Ottawa Senators (29-29-14) on Friday, at Pittsburgh Penguins (46-22-5) on Sunday, vs. Wild (37-26-11) on Thursday. 

Outlook: The Blackhawks didn’t have much of a chance of catching the Blues before Thursday, and they have even less of one now. The Blackhawks have to be concerned about the Avalanche right behind them and finding a way to be more consistent from game to game. 

3. Avalanche 

Record: 46-21-6 

Points: 98 

Regulation wins: 42 

Games remaining: 9 (three home, six away) 

Last game: The Avalanche won their second consecutive game with a 3-2 overtime win over the Vancouver Canucks on Thursday. The Avalanche improved to 25-4-6 in one-goal games. 

Next three games: Vs. San Jose Sharks (47-19-9) on Saturday, at Columbus Blue Jackets (37-29-6) on Tuesday, vs. New York Rangers on Thursday 

Outlook: The Avalanche have bounced back from their three-game winning streak with back-to-back wins. They’re only one point behind the Blackhawks. It should be an interesting last few weeks to the season. 

Who gets which NHL trophies?
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There are just a little more than two weeks left in the NHL regular season, a good time to ponder who might contend for this season's individual NHL hardware.

As a member of the Professional Hockey Writers Association, I will get to vote for real for some of these awards, at which time I might change my mind on some of the thoughts below.

But for now, after some consultation with colleagues Craig Custance and Katie Strang and others, here's how I view the main award winners and contenders:

(Read full post)

It seems Oshie can do more than shootouts
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Blues 5, Wild 1 

* T.J. Oshie (STL): First career hat trick (21); First career 20-goal season. 

* Blues: Third straight win, lead NHL with 107 points. 

* Blues: Second 50-win season in team history; one win shy of tying single-season record (1999-2000). 

* Wild: Lost two straight; 1-3-1 in last five games overall. 

Bruins 3, Blackhawks 0 

* Bruins: 13-0-1 in last 14 games (first 50-win season since 2008-09). 

* Blackhawks: Scored two or fewer goals in seven straight road games. 

* Tuukka Rask (BOS): 28 saves, seventh shutout of season (most in NHL). 

* Patrice Bergeron (BOS) Two goals; has scored at least one goal in five straight games. 

Avalanche 3, Canucks 2 (OT) 

* Canucks: Three-game winning streak snapped. 

* Tyson Barrie (COL): Third overtime goal of season (10th goal of season) 

* Daniel Sedin (VAN): 800th career point; twin brother Henrik reached 800 points earlier in season. 

Canadiens 5, Red Wings 4 

* Canadiens: 34-4-2 when scoring first this season. 

* Tomas Plekanec (MTL): Two goals (20); sixth career 20-goal season (first since 2010-11). 

* Tomas Tatar (DET): Two goals (18); second career multi-goal game. 

* Red Wings: First regulation loss at home since Jan. 20. 

Kings 3, Penguins 2 

* Kings: Eighth straight road win, ties longest road win streak in franchise history (1974-75); fifth straight win overall 

* Penguins: Third straight loss (ties longest losing streak of season). 

* Sidney Crosby (PIT): assist; league-leading 96th point of season. 

Lightning 3, Islanders 2 (TB wins SO, 5-4)

Most Rounds in Shootout, NHL History

11/26/05     Capitals-Rangers     15 (won by NYR)

Thursday     Islanders-Lightning  13 (won by TB)

10/07/06     Rangers-Flyers       13 (won by NYR)

10/31/08     Canucks-Ducks        13 (won by VAN)

Hawks' offense sputters in loss to Bruins
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Tuukka Rask, Kris Versteeg

AP Photo/Charles Krupa

Kris Versteeg and the Hawks were unable to figure out Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask. 

BOSTON – The Chicago Blackhawks ran into a red-hot team Thursday night and found themselves shut out for the second time this week. 

The Hawks didn’t do themselves any favors, either. 

Boston Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask collected his seventh shutout of the season, making 28 saves, as Boston claimed the second leg of the season series in a matchup of last year’s Stanley Cup finalists at the TD Garden. 

The Bruins are now 13-0-1 in their past 14 games, with their 12-game winning streak having just come to an end in a shootout against Montreal earlier in the week. And, while the Hawks got the start they needed to come away with a road victory, the counterpunch wasn’t there. 

“Yeah, it was a perfect start, then it slowed down to a crawl,” head coach Joel Quenneville said. “The way we saw it, we were easy to play against. We had some chances in the third, but I thought we were not very good tonight.” 

He continued, “I didn’t like the push from behind. It wasn’t hard enough or sustained enough.” 

Boston emerged with a 1-0 lead at the first intermission on a Patrice Bergeron tip-in goal despite being hemmed in its own end for a good portion of the first half of the period. Even after controlling early play, Chicago was outshot 10-8 in the first. 

The Hawks were unable to muster any measure of a sustained offensive zone presence during the second period and, after Boston struck for a pair of insurance goals within 13 seconds of each other in the third, the damage was all but done. 

Even with their two power-play chances against the Bruins, the Hawks failed to register a pulse. 

“We had our chances at the start of the game to take the lead, but they found a way to get one,” said Kris Versteeg. “I’ve played against them a lot in the last couple of years. They’re a tough team to come back on when they have the lead, especially in this building, they get really energized. We just couldn’t find much out there; they did a great job.” 

At a juncture of the season when points become increasingly precious, the Hawks also fell eight behind first-place St. Louis in the Central Division race. They can also feel Colorado breathing down their necks, as the Avalanche won Thursday to pull within a point of the defending Cup-holders for second in the division. 

“It’s a little disappointing, especially the way we played,” Patrick Sharp said. “The last couple games lately, I thought we played really well -- a few times in the last couple weeks.” 

The good news from an otherwise listless evening of hockey was that the Hawks will be right back it in Ottawa on Friday night. 

Chicago is 11-1-3 in the second game of back-to-backs this season. 

“We can forget this and we’ll do our best to apply all the things that we didn’t do,” Sharp said. 

As the Hawks' equipment managers shuffled about cleaning up the visitors’ room before hitting the road for a quick turnaround, Sharp was asked about his title memories staged in the same room of the same building less than a year ago. 

“It felt like it was a long time ago.”

Patrice Bergeron nets 2 as Tuukka Rask, Bruins shut out Blackhawks
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BOSTON -- Patrice Bergeron scored two goals, and the Bruins beat the defending champion Chicago Blackhawks 3-0 on Thursday night in the first meeting between the teams in Boston since the deciding game of the Stanley Cup finals.

Bergeron scored his first goal at 11:50 of the first period, and the Bruins broke the game open with goals by Carl Soderberg and Bergeron in a 13-second span early in the third.

Tuukka Rask stopped 28 shots in posting his NHL-leading seventh shutout.

Chicago, fourth in the Western Conference, remained one point short of clinching a playoff berth for the sixth straight season.

The Eastern Conference-leading Bruins rebounded from a 2-1 shootout loss to the Montreal Canadiens on Monday that ended Boston's 12-game winning streak. In their last 14 games, the Bruins have outscored opponents 51-19.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Bruins 3, Blackhawks 0
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BOSTON -- The Chicago Blackhawks and Boston Bruins have treated fans to some riveting hockey in the past calendar year. 

But while Thursday night’s duel between last season's Stanley Cup finalists was tight through two periods, for the second time this week, the Hawks were unable to find offensive traction and were shut out, falling to the Bruins 3-0. 

How it happened: Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask turned in his seventh whitewash of the season, making 28 saves, sending Chicago to a shutout defeat for the second time in its past three games and second time this week, following a 2-0 loss to Nashville on Sunday. 

Bruins forward Patrice Bergeron provided the difference-maker in the first period. After outworking the Hawks' defense below the goal line, Bergeron helped set in motion his 24th goal of the season. Winning the puck back toward the point after winning a one-on-one battle along the end wall, Bergeron tipped home a Matt Bartkowski slap-pass while breaking across the top of Corey Crawford's crease at 11:50 of the first period. 

The Bruins added a pair of insurance tallies in the third. At 5:28, Carl Soderberg banked in a rebound for his 14th goal of the season. Just 13 seconds later, Bergeron potted his second of the game after brief on-ice review. 

What it means: With the St. Louis Blues' victory over Minnesota on Thursday, the Hawks fell eight points behind the in the Central Division race. Also, with a victory against the Vancouver Canucks later in the evening, the Colorado Avalanche snuck to within a point of second place in the division. 

Razor’s edge: Going back to last year’s Stanley Cup finals, games between the Hawks and Bruins had been decided by a single goal in five of the teams’ previous eight meetings, including Chicago’s shootout victory Jan. 19. 

Home stretch: The Hawks head to Ottawa for a Friday-night tilt (6:30 p.m. CT), the 16th of 18 back-to-back sets for Chicago this season.

Hawks' Versteeg recalls Providence days
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BOSTON -- Before he became a fulltime NHLer, Chicago Blackhawks forward Kris Versteeg took many bus rides during his junior and minor league career. 

There's one in particular he remembers vividly. 

On Feb. 3, 2007, Versteeg was a member of the Providence Bruins, the AHL affiliate of the Boston Bruins, and the team was on its way to Manchester, N.H., to play the Monarchs, the affiliate of the Los Angeles Kings. At the time, Versteeg was a 20-year-old prospect and was tearing up the AHL, along with fellow Bruins prospect David Krejci. Versteeg was among the top point producers in the league, posting 49 points in 43 games. 

In Boston, Bruins forward Glen Murray and Shean Donovan had both suffered injuries and the team needed reinforcements from Providence. Versteeg thought he could be promoted and make his NHL debut. 

On the trip to Manchester, P-Bruins coach Scott "Flash" Gordon summoned Versteeg to the front of the bus. After a brief conversation, Versteeg returned to his seat in tears. 

He wasn't promoted. He was traded. 

Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli traded Versteeg to the Chicago Blackhawks in exchange for forward Brandon Bochenski. 

"I thought it was an opportunity maybe to get called up, and Flash called me to the front of the bus and told me I had been traded," Versteeg said. "I was definitely pretty sad, to say the least, at the time. I thought I had something good going. I kind of got my career back on track with a big help from Flash and the Bruins organization, but in the end [being traded] was a good thing for myself." 

Bochenski was a bust in Boston. Versteeg eventually reached the NHL and helped the Blackhawks win the Stanley Cup in 2010. Only a few weeks after winning the Cup, the Blackhawks traded Versteeg to the Toronto Maple Leafs. He didn't last in Toronto, either, as the Maple Leafs dealt him to the Philadelphia Flyers in February 2011. That summer he was traded again, this time to the Florida Panthers. 

He spent parts of three seasons with the Panthers, before the Blackhawks reacquired him via trade on Nov. 14, 2013. 

Since being drafted by the Bruins in the fifth round (134th overall) in 2004, Versteeg's career has had many twists and turns. 

"When I was in Boston, I thought the way I had been playing I was going to be a Bruin for quite a long time," Versteeg said. "I had a great time here and they gave me my start, but I didn't think [my career path] would be this crazy." 

During his brief time in Providence, Versteeg and Krejci were considered two of the top prospects in the organization. Krejci made it to Boston and has been a cornerstone of the team's success, especially in the playoffs. Even though Versteeg never played for the Bruins, he still keeps close tabs on his former teammate. 

"You're always happy for guys that you know, especially with Krejci, who I was good friends with. Me and him had some great times playing together in Providence and both kind of got our careers started together and seeing a guy take off like he has, I've always known the capability he had," Versteeg said. "He's made all those skeptics believers now for sure." 

Added Versteeg, "It's always a little strange watching how good he's become. I've always felt that playing with him when we were together in Providence that he was going to be a really good player if given the opportunity. At the time, they weren't bringing up many young players in Boston and finally they started bringing up guys like David and gave those guys a chance. He's really made do with it."

Blackhawks return to scene of the Cup
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Jonathan Toews

Brian Babineau/Getty Images

Jonathan Toews and the Blackhawks won a Stanley Cup the last time they were in Boston. 

BOSTON -- Even in the midst of an intense Stanley Cup Final series, there are moments for reflection. 

For Andrew Shaw, those came in the downtime between practice and games, wandering the streets of Boston. 

“It’s a nice city,” said Shaw, who has 10 points through his last 10 games entering Thursday night’s action against the Bruins. “We walked around a few times during the playoffs last year and there are a lot of hockey fans here, which is nice. It’s a hockey town.” 

As Shaw stood in the visitor’s locker room at TD Garden for the first time since the Blackhawks’ Game 6 postgame celebration in June, he reflected on the change in scenery. 

“It’s a lot drier now,” he said, with the hint of a smile crossing his face. 

Memories aside, the business at hand is more pressing. 

As the Hawks try to chase down St. Louis atop the Central division standings, they are reacquainted with last year’s Cup foe -- one which just saw a 12-game winning streak come to an end on Monday. 

(Read full post)

Injured Bickell to miss Boston return
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BOSTON -- Bryan Bickell will miss his fourth straight game when the Chicago Blackhawks return to the site of their Stanley Cup celebration last year. 

The Blackhawks hit the road to face the Boston Bruins at TD Garden on Thursday at 7 p.m. ET. 

Bickell hasn't played since March 19 after suffering an upper-body injury during a 4-0 win over St. Louis. He scored the tying goal in the Blackhawks' clinching Game 6 comeback victory over the Bruins in last year's Stanley Cup finals. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville left open the possibility of Bickell's return Friday night in Ottawa, saying, "We'll see." 

Bickell participated in Thursday's morning skate at TD Garden. 

Chat alert: Scott Powers at 1:30 CT
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ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1:30 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.

Duncan Keith finding net more often
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Duncan Keith had been helping his teammates to get the puck into the net, but he wasn’t getting the same results with his own shots. 

Keith scored just three goals on 170 shots on net for a 1.8 shooting percent through his first 67 games this season. During that same span, he had a team-leading 50 assists. 

That shooting trend has dramatically changed in the past week. 

[+] Enlargekeith

Jonathan Daniel/Getty Images

Blackhawks' defenseman Duncan Keith is known for his assists on the offensive end of the ice. Lately, however, he's been a scoring force. He matched his season total of goals by scoring three times over the past five games. His shooting percentage is now nearly doubled for the season. 

Keith admits to tinkering with his shot a bit, but he believes other factors have also affected it. Whatever the case, he's just pleased to be contributing even more. 

“I don’t know,” Keith said after scoring a goal against the Dallas Stars on Tuesday. “It’s just kind of funny like that. It can be a little adjustment you make. It’s nice to hit the net. If you hit the net, you can create some chaos and some chance for us. I try to change a few things with it, but it seems to be working lately.” 

One difference as of late is that Keith’s shots are getting to the net more often. He had six total shots against the Stars and five of them were on goal. He had five total shots against the Nashville Predators on Sunday and four them on goal. 

Over the past five games, he has had 24 shots, with 15 on net, six blocked and three missed. By comparison, he had 20 shots on goal and 26 blocked or missed in the eight games prior to that. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville believes Keith is doing a better job of finding openings through the defense in recent games. 

“He’s shooting it,” Quenneville said. “I think one-timing, getting it through. It might seem like [his shot is] a little heavier, but he’s just pounding it before the lane tightens up. Just getting it through, sometimes you get a lot of action. Sometimes they go in. Just keep thinking shots, and that’s what we’re looking for.” 

On Tuesday, Keith gathered a pass from Patrick Sharp, skated backward a few feet, set up the puck how he wanted it and fired a slap shot from between the left circle and blue line. The puck flew past two players in front of the net and beat Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen into the right corner. Keith scored his previous goal on a one-timer a bit more to his right side against the St. Louis Blues. 

Keith believes he is able to contribute so much offensively because he has been mindful of his defensive gap. 

“Part of it is trying to have a good gap,” Keith said. “Defensemen talk a lot about gap, but I think when I have a good gap defending I’m on the play and I’m up on the play. It just ends up creating offense, loose pucks come to me and I can keep the puck in the zone better and I’m up on the play better. So I can not only defend better, but help create more offense.” 

Keith’s numbers are similar to what he put up in 2009-10, when he won the Norris Trophy. He had 14 goals and 55 assists that season. He now has six goals and 51 assists with nine games remaining and is second to Erik Karlsson’s 69 points among defensemen this season. 

Quenneville said Keith’s overall game is even better this season. 

“I would say, yeah, I think he’s been at a better level on both sides of the puck, and obviously his production has been high end,” Quenneville said. “Defensively, him and [Brent Seabrook] have been an excellent pair for us. It’s been a real good year for him.” 

Chat alert: Scott Powers at 1:30 CT

March, 27, 2014 

Mar 27

11:15

AM CT

By ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

4

Tweet

4

Comments

0

Email

Print

ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1:30 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.

Duncan Keith finding net more often
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Duncan Keith had been helping his teammates to get the puck into the net, but he wasn’t getting the same results with his own shots. 

Keith scored just three goals on 170 shots on net for a 1.8 shooting percent through his first 67 games this season. During that same span, he had a team-leading 50 assists. 

That shooting trend has dramatically changed in the past week. 
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Blackhawks' defenseman Duncan Keith is known for his assists on the offensive end of the ice. Lately, however, he's been a scoring force. He matched his season total of goals by scoring three times over the past five games. His shooting percentage is now nearly doubled for the season. 

Keith admits to tinkering with his shot a bit, but he believes other factors have also affected it. Whatever the case, he's just pleased to be contributing even more. 

“I don’t know,” Keith said after scoring a goal against the Dallas Stars on Tuesday. “It’s just kind of funny like that. It can be a little adjustment you make. It’s nice to hit the net. If you hit the net, you can create some chaos and some chance for us. I try to change a few things with it, but it seems to be working lately.” 

One difference as of late is that Keith’s shots are getting to the net more often. He had six total shots against the Stars and five of them were on goal. He had five total shots against the Nashville Predators on Sunday and four them on goal. 

Over the past five games, he has had 24 shots, with 15 on net, six blocked and three missed. By comparison, he had 20 shots on goal and 26 blocked or missed in the eight games prior to that. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville believes Keith is doing a better job of finding openings through the defense in recent games. 

“He’s shooting it,” Quenneville said. “I think one-timing, getting it through. It might seem like [his shot is] a little heavier, but he’s just pounding it before the lane tightens up. Just getting it through, sometimes you get a lot of action. Sometimes they go in. Just keep thinking shots, and that’s what we’re looking for.” 

On Tuesday, Keith gathered a pass from Patrick Sharp, skated backward a few feet, set up the puck how he wanted it and fired a slap shot from between the left circle and blue line. The puck flew past two players in front of the net and beat Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen into the right corner. Keith scored his previous goal on a one-timer a bit more to his right side against the St. Louis Blues. 

Keith believes he is able to contribute so much offensively because he has been mindful of his defensive gap. 

“Part of it is trying to have a good gap,” Keith said. “Defensemen talk a lot about gap, but I think when I have a good gap defending I’m on the play and I’m up on the play. It just ends up creating offense, loose pucks come to me and I can keep the puck in the zone better and I’m up on the play better. So I can not only defend better, but help create more offense.” 

Keith’s numbers are similar to what he put up in 2009-10, when he won the Norris Trophy. He had 14 goals and 55 assists that season. He now has six goals and 51 assists with nine games remaining and is second to Erik Karlsson’s 69 points among defensemen this season. 

Quenneville said Keith’s overall game is even better this season. 

“I would say, yeah, I think he’s been at a better level on both sides of the puck, and obviously his production has been high end,” Quenneville said. “Defensively, him and [Brent Seabrook] have been an excellent pair for us. It’s been a real good year for him.” 

Prospect watch: Eight in NCAA tourney

March, 26, 2014 

Mar 26

5:37

PM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

9

Tweet

5

Comments

0

Email

Print

Here’s a look at how some of the Chicago Blackhawks' prospects are doing throughout the world: 

Stephen Johns, defenseman, Notre Dame (NCAA), drafted second round in 2010: The 21-year-old Johns, a senior, will be one of eight Blackhawks prospects to play in the NCAA tournament. He has eight goals, 12 assists, 61 blocks and a plus-seven rating in 39 games this season. The Irish play St. Cloud State in the tournament on Saturday. 

Vince Hinostroza, forward, Notre Dame (NCAA), drafted sixth round in 2012: The 19-year-old Hinostroza, a freshman, has eight goals and 24 assists in 33 games heading into the NCAA tournament. He’s second on Notre Dame with 32 points. 

Justin Holl, defenseman, Minnesota (NCAA), drafted second round in 2010: The 22-year-old Holl, a senior, has zero goals, 10 assists, 54 blocks and a plus-seven rating in 35 games this season. Minnesota plays Robert Morris in the tournament on Saturday. 

(Read full post)

Blackhawks return to scene of Cup crime
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WILMINGTON, Mass. -- In the hours following their Stanley Cup victory last June, the Chicago Blackhawks understandably trashed the visitors locker room at TD Garden in Boston. 

The tiny room was littered with empty beer cans and champagne bottles. Even the hallway outside the room and the tunnel leading to the ice were drenched with celebratory libations. The newly crowned champions of the NHL cut out the netting from the goal in which the Blackhawks scored a pair of goals in a 17-second span in the final 76 seconds of regulation en route to a 3-2 win over the Boston Bruins in Game 6. 
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Andrew Shaw celebrated on June 24 after the Blackhawks beat the Bruins for the Stanley Cup.Chicago owned the Cup, and they won it on Boston's ice. 

For the first time since June 24, 2013, the Blackhawks return to Boston on Thursday night. 

This isn't about a rematch. The stakes are a lot less significant this time around, but it should still be a fantastic game between two of the top teams and Stanley Cup contenders. 

"It will probably bring back some good memories for them," Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask said. "At least this time they're not going to break our visiting locker room, I hope. It'll be a tough game. Year in and year out they're a good team, a great team, and they always give a great challenge to teams. It's going to be a good matchup." 

Thursday will be the second time these teams have played since the Cup finals. The Blackhawks defeated the Bruins 3-2 in a shootout on Jan. 19 at the United Center in Chicago. In that game, the Bruins' Brad Marchand scored a pair of goals, while Rask finished with 35 saves. Marchand scored Boston's lone goal in the shootout, but the Blackhawks' Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane also scored in the shootout en route to victory. 

The Bruins and Blackhawks are heavyweights in their respective conferences. In fact, the past seven games these teams have played against each other have been emotional, but not dirty. When Boston defeated the Vancouver Canucks for the Stanley Cup in 2011, a genuine hatred was created between the two teams, and it hasn't changed. 

It's different between the Blackhawks and Bruins. 

"It's a little different because last year's finals were really honest and well fought. There was no crap around besides hockey," Rask said. "What happened on the ice stayed on the ice, and both teams played tough. There were no hard feelings from our team or their team." 

Added Bruins coach Claude Julien, "There's been a respect between two teams. They're a great team. They play the game the right way, and we'd like to think that we do as well. It makes for a good matchup. It makes for exciting hockey. It just goes to show you don't need all the extracurricular stuff to make it a good game. These two teams have been a really good matchup. In the playoffs last year, it was real fun hockey to watch. Even as a coach it was a great series to coach. Hopefully, we don't disappoint anybody tomorrow in regards to that." 

[+] EnlargeTuukka Rask
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Tuukka Rask lost to the Blackhawks in a Jan. 19 shootout in Chicago.The crowd at the United Center in January was amazing, as usual. On Thursday, the Garden faithful should match it. 

"The crowd's definitely going to enjoy it and fans should enjoy the game," Marchand said. "It's always a big game when your rival in the Cup finals comes back, so I'm sure they're expecting a big game. We just want to continue playing the same way, and we're not looking at it any differently than the last 13 games. We just want to continue playing the same hockey." 

The Bruins had their 12-game winning streak snapped in a 2-1 shootout loss to the Montreal Canadiens on Monday night at TD Garden. Despite the loss, Boston remains pleased with its play this month, and facing the Blackhawks will be another test. 

The Bruins currently lead the Eastern Conference with 104 points. Chicago is ranked fourth in the Western Conference with 99 points. It's possible these teams could be on a crash course for a rematch in the Cup finals this spring. Anything can happen in the playoffs, but it would be something special for both teams, and the NHL, if there's a rematch this season. 

For now, both teams are focused solely on Thursday night. 

"It's a big game, a big test," Bruins forward Milan Lucic said. "They're obviously still one of the premier teams in the league, and they're right up there in the standings, as well. We know about their lineup, how good they are and how good they can be. It's a big test for us with 10 games left in the season. For us, we can't let a shootout loss [to Montreal] deflate us and ruin our momentum we have right now. We want to focus on playing the right way, and I think we have been as of late, and that's where our focus needs to be against Chicago." 

A less focused team might become complacent with a playoff berth already in hand. The Bruins are making sure that doesn't happen. It's important for them to sprint, rather than crawl, into the Stanley Cup playoffs. Facing tough opponents such as Montreal and Chicago creates a playoff-type atmosphere, which will serve the Bruins well in a few weeks. 

"The main focus right now is keeping that momentum and playing the right way, creating those good habits and getting that final tuneup before the playoffs start, because you know it's not just a switch you can turn on and off," Lucic said. "You want to have a good last 10 games to finish out the year." 

Watching the Blackhawks hoist the Stanley Cup on Garden ice last spring stung the Bruins and their fans. Boston understands firsthand what it's like to celebrate in hostile territory. The Bruins did just that against the Canucks after Game 7 in 2011 at Rogers Arena. 

Make no mistake: There will be haunting memories for the Bruins leading into Thursday's game against the Blackhawks. 

"Nobody in the dressing room is going to forget we played them in the finals last year. Nobody's going to forget any of that stuff," Julien said. "[Thursday] is not about remembering that more than knowing it's going to be a good game between two good teams and we should look forward to it." 

But when the puck drops Thursday night at TD Garden, players on both teams won't be thinking about a rematch of last season's Stanley Cup finals. That scenario can wait until June. 
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Here's a look at where the Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blues stand in the Central Division race as of Wednesday morning: 

1. Blues

Record: 49-16-7 

Points: 105 

Regulation wins (tiebreaker): 41 

Games remaining: 10 (seven home, three away) 

Last game: The Blues built a 4-1 lead and held on for a 5-3 victory over the Toronto Maple Leafs on Tuesday. David Backes provided three goals for St. Louis. 

Next three games: Vs. Minnesota Wild (37-24-11) on Thursday, vs. Dallas Stars (34-27-11) on Saturday, vs. Philadelphia Flyers (38-26-7) on Tuesday. 

Outlook: The Blues won their second game in a row and continue to be in the driver’s seat in the Central. They have the advantage of playing seven of their last 10 games at home. 

2. Blackhawks 

Record: 42-16-15 

Points: 99 

Regulation wins: 37 

Games remaining: 9 (three home, six away) 

Last game: The Blackhawks got a late scare against the Stars on Tuesday, but they pulled out a 4-2 win. Duncan Keith and Patrick Sharp continued to put up offensive numbers in the win. 

Next three games: At Boston Bruins (49-17-6) on Thursday, at Ottawa Senators (29-29-15) on Friday, at Pittsburgh Penguins (46-21-5) on Sunday. 

Outlook: The Blackhawks bounced back from their loss to the Nashville Predators on Sunday. It was especially important considering the Blues and Avalanche won as well. 

3. Avalanche 

Record: 45-21-6 

Points: 96 

Regulation wins: 41 

Games remaining: 10 (four home, six away) 

Last game: The Avalanche trailed three times against the Predators on Tuesday, but still found a way to win in a shootout. It was Colorado’s first win in four games. 

Next three games: Vs. Vancouver Canucks (33-30-10) on Thursday, vs. San Jose Sharks (47-18-9) on Saturday, at Columbus Blue Jackets (37-29-6) on Tuesday. 

Outlook: The Avalanche had to win Tuesday to get back on track. Now they face the Canucks on Thursday. They’ll see the Canucks twice in the season’s final weeks. The Avalanche lost to them 3-1 earlier in the season. 
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Frozen Four
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After elimination from the NCAA tournament, undrafted college prospects become free agents. 

This is one way the college hockey free agent chase was described: It’s kind of like going to Las Vegas for a weekend, blacking out, spending a bunch of money you probably shouldn’t on gambles you suspect won’t pay off, making decisions you wouldn’t make in normal life. Then you get home and it’s over. You feel a little dirty, a little hungover. Your spouse isn’t happy with you. 

But when the call comes next year, you do it all over again. 

The NCAA college hockey tournament begins Friday (here’s the bracket), and as each team is eliminated, that frees up undrafted college prospects to sign with NHL teams. And the competition to land them is high, even if the odds of them becoming impact NHL players isn’t. 

In today’s NHL, you need young players constantly coming through the system. You need guys contributing on entry-level deals, so you can spend more under the salary cap on veterans. If you’ve traded draft picks over the last couple of years, signing college free agents is a great way to stock your system for free. Well, free in the sense that it doesn’t cost an asset besides time and money. 

There can be a payoff. 

Boston’s signing of Michigan State’s Torey Krug in 2012 is a success story. Last year, the Red Wings were able to sign Danny DeKeyser, a smooth-skating defenseman from Western Michigan University who immediately made an impact. And because of the timing of his signing and the late trade deadline, they were able to play him in the postseason as well. 

With DeKeyser, there was little doubt he was going to be an NHL contributor. Most saw a potential top-four defenseman, others projected even higher. That’s why teams lined up at the Newport Sports Management office in Mississauga, Ontario, last year to try to convince DeKeyser to sign with them. 

This year’s class of college hockey free agents is already thinning out, and according to scouts, it wasn’t particularly deep to begin with. 

“It’s not a great year,” said a Western Conference amateur scout.  
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CHICAGO -- On Oct. 4, 2007, Patrick Kane made his United Center debut in the Blackhawks' home opener.

A rare robust crowd announced at more than 18,000 showed up, and many booed the pregame tribute to the late owner William "Bill" Wirtz, who had recently passed away.

The booing ended the Bill Wirtz era and amid little fanfare, the Kane one started. In his first NHL game, Kane notched an assist in regulation and the only goal in the shootout as the Hawks won, 4-3.

Six days later, Jonathan Toews made his NHL debut, scoring on his first shot in a 2-1 loss to San Jose. A paltry crowd announced at 10,122, more of the norm for that time, was there for the first game of a storied career.

More than six years and two Stanley Cups later, Finnish phenom Teuvo Teravainen debuted to much more anticipation, by volume, thanks to the legacy-making work put in by Toews and Kane, among others.

The usual crowd of 21,493 was there for Teuvo's debut, with many interested in seeing the new kid, but more excited just to see the Blackhawks score at all after getting shut out by Nashville at home on Sunday.

"That was fun," Teuvo said. "So many people and they're loud. It's great fans here."

The youthful 19-year-old center logged 11:39 of ice time, playing on a line with Ben Smith and Brandon Saad and on the power play. He won all seven of his faceoffs but didn't rack up a point in his debut Tuesday in the Blackhawks' 4-2 win over Dallas. Everyone was happy with how he played in his first NHL game. Well, almost everyone.

"I played OK," Teuvo said. "But it wasn't too good."

(Read full post)
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Chicago Blackhawks forward Teuvo Teravainen on making his NHL debut on Tuesday. 

Teravainen holds his own in NHL debut
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CHICAGO -- Teuvo Teravainen heard the applause as he took the ice for the first time 1 minute, 27 seconds into Tuesday’s game against the Dallas Stars, but being 19 years old and playing in his first NHL regular-season game, he didn’t want to assume too much. 

“Like I was thinking, ‘Was it for me?’” said Teravainen, who was a healthy scratch his first two games since arriving from Finland on Thursday. “I don’t know. That was fun.” 
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Although he didn't record any points in the Blackhawks' win over the Stars, Teuvo Teravainen impressed Chicago coach Joel Quenneville with his defensive play.The fans’ initial recognition was just the start for Teravainen. He didn’t record any points in the Chicago Blackhawks’ 4-2 victory over the Stars, but proved he more than belonged on an NHL sheet of ice. He won all seven of his faceoffs, showed off his elite vision with a few eye-opening passes and impressed defensive-minded Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville with his defensive play. 

Quenneville’s confidence in Teravainen was shown by the 11:39 of ice time, including 1:29 on the power play, he received in a key game for the Blackhawks, who are still battling for playoff position. 

“I liked him,” Quenneville said. “His awareness around the rink, both sides of the pucks, in the faceoff circle, were very strong, very good. Yeah, so I thought he did a nice job. Good start.” 

Teravainen was harder on himself. He thought he was just OK. He felt his legs weren’t there for parts of the game, and he didn’t play as aggressively as he normally does in the offensive zone. 

“I felt like I could really play in this league and really help the team,” Teravainen said. “I still don’t think that was my best game out there. I tried to play simple, just small things right. I really think I can play better.” 

One of Teravainen’s highlight plays included working a two-on-one with Ben Smith in the second period. With both skating into the Stars’ zone, Smith centered the puck to Teravainen, who knocked it right back to Smith on the right wing. The Stars’ defenseman bit enough on Teravainen, and Smith had space to shoot from the right circle. 

Later in the period, Teravainen nearly connected with Brandon Saad with a cross-ice pass, but just missed him on the right side. 

Teravainen felt he was able to so easily slip into the lineup and be a factor because of the players around him. 

“It’s so fun to play here,” Teravainen said. “It’s easy to play here with these guys here. Everybody is [such a] good player. It’s easy to play with these guys.” 

And he was sure it would get only easier for him in the future. 

“Maybe I [felt] nervous, but it’s good it’s over now,” Teravainen said. “We won the game. I’m really looking to play the next game. It’s fun to play hockey.”

Blackhawks top Stars, move closer to playoff berth
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CHICAGO -- Andrew Shaw and Duncan Keith each had a goal and an assist, and the Chicago Blackhawks held on for a 4-2 win over the Dallas Stars on Tuesday night.

Kris Versteeg and Marian Hossa also scored for Chicago, which needs just one more point to clinch a playoff berth for the sixth straight season. Patrick Sharp added two assists to help Chicago finish 4-1 against Dallas in the Central Division rivals' regular-season series.

Ryan Garbutt scored twice for the Stars, who fell three points behind Phoenix for the final Western Conference playoff berth.

Chicago's Corey Crawford made 25 saves, while Dallas' Kari Lehtonen blocked 38 shots.

Dallas's Tyler Seguin set up Garbutt's goal in the second period to extend his point streak to 10 games. He has seven goals and 10 assists during the run.

Blackhawks top prospect Teuvo Teravainen didn't record a point in his NHL debut.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Blackhawks 4, Stars 2

March, 25, 2014 

Mar 25

9:50

PM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

22

Tweet

6

Comments

1

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks’ 4-2 win over the Dallas Stars at the United Center on Tuesday. 

How it happened: Andrew Shaw scored one of the bigger highlight goals of the season for the Blackhawks to get them going against the Stars. Off a rebound and with his back to the net, Shaw was falling to his knees when he reached for the puck with his stick and blindly wrapped it around Stars goaltender Kari Lehtonen for a power-play goal with 18 seconds remaining the first period. It was the game’s first goal. Kris Versteeg and Duncan Keith added goals for the Blackhawks in the second period. Ryan Garbutt scored the Stars’ two goals. He cut Chicago's lead to 3-2 with 5:40 remaining in the third period. Marian Hossa then scored an empty-net goal with 33.3 seconds remaining in the game. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford made 25 saves, and Lehtonen made 38 saves. Blackhawks forward Teuvo Teravainen made his NHL debut. 

What it means: The Blackhawks got back on the winning track after losing to the Nashville Predators on Sunday. Chicago improved to 42-16-15 with 99 points, remaining six points behind the St. Louis Blues, who defeated the Toronto Maple Leafs on Tuesday. The Colorado Avalanche have 96 points after defeating the Nashville Predators in a shootout on Tuesday. Chicago forward Patrick Sharp had two assists in the win. He has two goals and 11 assists in March. Keith has scored goals in three of the past five games. 

Player of the game: Shaw added an assist to his goal. He has a career-high 36 points this season. 

Stat of the game: Blackhawks forward Jonathan Toews won 23 of 28 faceoffs. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks travel to play the Boston Bruins on Thursday. It’s the Hawks' first trip to Boston since clinching last season’s Stanley Cup. The Blackhawks defeated the Bruins 3-2 in a shootout in Chicago earlier this season. 

Central Division race update: March 25
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Here's a look at where the Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blues stand in the Central Division race as of Tuesday morning: 

1. Blues

Record: 48-16-7 

Points: 103 

Regulation wins (tiebreaker): 40 

Games remaining: 11 (seven home, four away) 

Last game: The Blues snapped a two-game losing streak and edged the Pittsburgh Penguins 1-0 on Sunday. David Backes provided the game's lone goal in the third period. 

Next three games: At Toronto Maple Leafs (36-29-8) on Tuesday, vs. Minnesota Wild (37-24-11) on Thursday, vs. Dallas Stars (34-26-11) on Saturday. 

Outlook: The Blues take a six-point lead into their final 11 games. They have a better than 50 percent chance to win the division if they reach at least 116 points, according to sportsclubstats.com. 

2. Blackhawks 

Record: 41-16-15 

Points: 97 

Regulation wins: 36 

Games remaining: 10 (four home, six away) 

Last game: The Blackhawks had their two-game winning streak snapped in a 2-0 loss to the Nashville Predators on Sunday. The Blackhawks are 1-3-0 against the Predators this season. 

Next three games: vs. Stars (34-26-11) on Tuesday, at Bruins (49-17-6) on Thursday, at Ottawa Senators (29-29-13). 

Outlook: The Blackhawks have just four home games remaining. If they're going to make a run at the Blues, they're going to have to win on the road. They have one of the league's best road records at 18-9-8. 

3. Avalanche 

Points: 94 

Record: 44-21-6 

Regulation wins: 41 

Games remaining: 11 (four home, seven away) 

Last game: The Avalanche lost to the Bruins 2-0 on Friday. The Avalanche have picked up one point in their last three games. 

Next three games: At Predators (31-31-10) on Tuesday, vs. Vancouver Canucks (33-30-10) on Thursday, at San Jose Sharks (46-18-9) on Saturday. 

Outlook: The Avalanche have even more away games than the Blackhawks down the stretch. They're 21-10-3 on the road this season.

Teuvo Teravainen to make NHL debut

March, 25, 2014 

Mar 25

10:46

AM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

583

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

[+] EnlargeTeuvo Teravainen 
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Teuvo Teravainen, Chicago's first-round pick in 2012, will make his NHL debut on Tuesday against Dallas.

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Teuvo Teravainen, the organization's top prospect, will make his NHL debut against the Dallas Stars on Tuesday.

The 19-year-old Teravainen was recalled from Jokerit in the Liiga in Finland on Thursday. He was a healthy scratch against the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday and Nashville Predators on Sunday.

"It's cool," Teravainen said after the team's morning skate at the United Center on Tuesday. "I was always waiting, waiting for this opportunity and now it seems like I'm playing, so it's fun.

"I just try to play to my strengths and just play offense and some good defense, also. Just play hard and play simple, I think that's the key."

(Read full post)
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The Chicago Blackhawks agreed to terms Monday with free agent defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk on a two-year contract, which will go into effect next season. 

Van Riemsdyk, 22, had four goals, 19 assists and a plus-13 rating in 26 games this season as a junior at the University of New Hampshire. The 6-foot-2, 185-pound defenseman suffered a season-ending ankle injury Jan. 18. 

Van Riemsdyk finished with 16 goals and 59 assists in 102 career games at New Hampshire. He was named a first-team All-American after the 2012-13 season.
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[+] EnlargeTeuvo Teravainen 
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Teuvo Teravainen, Chicago's first-round pick in 2012, will make his NHL debut on Tuesday against Dallas.

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Teuvo Teravainen, the organization's top prospect, will make his NHL debut against the Dallas Stars on Tuesday.

The 19-year-old Teravainen was recalled from Jokerit in the Liiga in Finland on Thursday. He was a healthy scratch against the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday and Nashville Predators on Sunday.

"It's cool," Teravainen said after the team's morning skate at the United Center on Tuesday. "I was always waiting, waiting for this opportunity and now it seems like I'm playing, so it's fun.

"I just try to play to my strengths and just play offense and some good defense, also. Just play hard and play simple, I think that's the key."

(Read full post)
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The Chicago Blackhawks agreed to terms Monday with free agent defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk on a two-year contract, which will go into effect next season. 

Van Riemsdyk, 22, had four goals, 19 assists and a plus-13 rating in 26 games this season as a junior at the University of New Hampshire. The 6-foot-2, 185-pound defenseman suffered a season-ending ankle injury Jan. 18. 

Van Riemsdyk finished with 16 goals and 59 assists in 102 career games at New Hampshire. He was named a first-team All-American after the 2012-13 season. 

Van Riemsdyk is the younger brother of Toronto Maple Leafs forward James van Riemsdyk.

Sharp adding playmaker label to game
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CHICAGO -- Patrick Sharp is usually a go-to player for the media because he gives thoughtful, lengthy answers to most questions. 

Sharp sat in front of his dressing-room stall a few times last week, took questions after practice and was his normal self, talking about upcoming games, the Central race and the team's play. 

[+] EnlargePatrick Sharp
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Patrick Sharp is two assists and two points away from matching his career bests of 41 assists and 71 points.All was fine until Sharp was asked about his lack of scoring. Immediately, his tone changed and his answers shortened. He remained courteous and answered the goal-related questions, but he was frustrated the focus was always on his scoring. 

While Sharp went eight games without a goal from March 4-19, he contributed an assist in seven of those games. Tack on a goal and assist on March 1 and a goal on March 21 and Sharp produced 11 points in the span of 10 games. It was his most consistent offensive production of the season. Yet he found himself being asked about his goals. 

"It does bother me because it doesn't really work the other way as well," Sharp said to ESPNChicago.com on Sunday. "It's not really a vice versa scenario. When I am scoring, it's just considered what I'm supposed to do. 

"Recently, I had gone a few games without scoring a goal, but my production had been higher than it has been all season over a 10-game stretch and all I heard about what was not scoring goals. If I was a little bit younger, it would probably bother me a little bit more, but at this point, I know what I can bring as a player. I just focus on that." 

Sharp has been an elite goal scorer for the Blackhawks in recent seasons -- reaching 30 goals in a season for the fourth time in his career Friday -- but he's also a player who has worked on his passing skills and can be relied upon for 40-plus assists a year. 

Of the 13 NHL players with at least 30 goals this season, Sharp trails only Sidney Crosby, Phil Kessel, Tyler Seguin and Ryan Getzlaf in assists. On the Blackhawks, Sharp is second among forwards in assists, just one shy of Patrick Kane. 

Sharp isn't looking for comparisons to former Blackhawks great Stan Mikita when it comes to passing, but he is proud of how far he has come in that area. 

"Just over the years, I think I've improved that aspect of my game," Sharp said. "When I first scored 30 goals, I think it was 2007-08, I was more of a straight shooter. Skate down the ice and then try to get the puck to the net in any way. Over the years, I've turned into not the best passer, but one who can set up my teammates and help out that way. 

"I like to think I've become more than a goal scorer at this point of my career. My playmaking ability, ability to just put up points and offensive production has improved every year. As far as scoring goals, hitting 30 is a big mark, but I like to think I can get more." 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville has taken notice that Sharp has developed into a multidimensional player. 

"He's had a big year for us," Quenneville said Sunday. "I think offensively, whether it's his numbers point-wise or his production in goals, it's been nice and consistent. And that's a pretty remarkable number in today's game, scoring 30. And who knows, he's got some time left. We'll see what he ends up with. Certainly a nice offensive contribution from Sharpie this year." 

With 10 games remaining, Sharp has a chance to match or surpass some of his season-high numbers. He is two assists from matching his 41 assists in 2009-10. Two more points would tie his 71 in the 2010-11 season. He's also six goals from his 36-goal total in 2006-07. 

"I've said a bunch of times I feel like I've gotten better as a player over the years," Sharp said. "I think I can still improve in some different areas. Some areas that don't always result in stats and points I can improve. I'm happy with the season I'm having up to this point, but I realize there's a big chunk to go and the most important season in the playoffs. We have a long way to go, but at this point I'm very satisfied."
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Here’s a look at where the Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blues stand in the Central division race as of Monday: 

1. Blues 

Record: 48-16-7 

Points: 103 

Regulation wins (tiebreaker): 40 

Games remaining: 11 (seven home, four away) 

Last game: The Blues snapped a two-game losing streak and edged the Pittsburgh Penguins 1-0 on Sunday. David Backes provided the game’s lone goal in the third period. 

Next three games: At Toronto Maple Leafs (36-29-8) on Tuesday, vs. Minnesota Wild (37-24-11) on Thursday, vs. Dallas Stars (33-26-11) on Saturday. 

Outlook: The Blues had to feel better about their Central division hold after Sunday. The Blackhawks had pulled within four points of them after the Blues dropped two straight and the Blackhawks won two straight. After a Blues win and Blackhawks loss on Sunday, the Blues regained a six-point lead and have a game in hand. 

2. Blackhawks 

Record: 41-16-15 

Points: 97 

Regulation wins: 36 

Games remaining: 10 (four home, six away) 

Last game: The Blackhawks had their two-game winning streak snapped in a 2-0 loss to the Nashville Predators on Sunday. The Blackhawks are 1-3-0 against the Predators this season. 

Next three games: Vs. Stars (33-26-11) on Tuesday, at Bruins (49-17-5) on Thursday, at Ottawa Senators (28-29-13). 

Outlook: The Blackhawks’ hopes to make a run at the Blues were reduced on Sunday. The Blackhawks can’t afford many more losses if they want to have any chance to catch them. The Blackhawks still have to be worried about the Avalanche, too. 

3. Avalanche 

Points: 94 

Record: 44-21-6 

Regulation wins: 41 

Games remaining: 11 (four home, seven away) 

Last game: The Avalanche lost to the Bruins 2-0 on Friday. The Avalanche have picked up one point in their last three games. 

Next three games: At Predators (31-31-10) on Tuesday, vs. Vancouver Canucks (33-30-10) on Thursday, at San Jose Sharks (46-18-8) on Saturday. 

Outlook: The Avalanche need to turn things around quickly if they’re going to push the Blackhawks for second place. Since defeating the Blackhawks on March 12, the Avalanche have gone 1-3-1.
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Editor's note: These rankings are based on player production in terms of Hockey Prospectus' GVT valuation metric. If you are unfamiliar with GVT and how it works, you can find more here.

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider

Power-play struggles costing Blackhawks
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks proved last season they didn't need a consistently successful power play to win a Stanley Cup. 

That doesn't mean the Blackhawks weren't looking to obtain that this season. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews

Rob Grabowski/USA TODAY Sports

Jonathan Toews says the team hasn't reached a point of concern despite a lack of success on the power play recently.The Blackhawks had been moving in a positive direction with their power play for the first two-thirds of the season. They were among the league's top-five power plays leading up to the Olympic break. They scored 21 goals on 92 opportunities and were ranked third with a 22.8 power-play percentage through 60 games. 

That has changed since they returned from the break. Looking a lot like last season's power play, the Blackhawks have scored five goals on 41 chances for a 12.2 power-play percentage in their past 12 games. 

The Blackhawks' lack of success on the power play has been costly in the middle of a playoff race as they have lost six games by 1-2 goals and have been held to two or fewer goals in seven games since Feb. 27. On Sunday, their power play failed on all four chances, including one that lasted 3:23, in a 2-0 loss to the Nashville Predators. 

"You're going to have stretches where it's really good, very effective, and you're going to have some stretches where it dries up," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. "We're going to need that thing going here soon." 

The Blackhawks were without a key piece to their power-play puzzle for the second consecutive game as Patrick Kane was out because of a lower-body injury. He will sit out the rest of the regular season. But even before the Blackhawks lost Kane, their power play was struggling. 

The Blackhawks' first power-play unit included Jonathan Toews, Patrick Sharp, Marian Hossa, Andrew Shaw and Duncan Keith on Sunday, and the second unit included Kris Versteeg, Brandon Saad, Nick Leddy, Brent Seabrook and Ben Smith. The two units combined for seven shots on goal. 

Toews wasn't panicking about their recent woes. 

"We had some parts of the game where we played pretty well," Toews said. "We again just couldn't convert on the power play, didn't really get any of those second chances we were looking for. Frustrating not to be able to find the offense. 

"[The power play's] definitely got to be better. But I don't think we're concerned. We got to focus on it. We got to find the solution. We're not putting any more pressure on ourselves than we have to."

Pekka Rinne gets first shutout in a year as Preds blank Blackhawks
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CHICAGO -- Pekka Rinne made 29 saves for his first shutout in more than a year to lead the Nashville Predators to a 2-0 win over the Chicago Blackhawks on Sunday night.

Mike Fisher and Gabriel Bourque scored for Nashville, which won its second straight and improved to 3-1 against Chicago this season.

The Blackhawks outshot the Predators 29-17 and generated ample chances despite playing their second game without Patrick Kane, the team's leading scorer when he was injured against St. Louis on Wednesday. The star forward is on injured reserve with a lower-body injury and could miss the rest of the regular season.

Chicago fell six points behind Western Conference and Central Division leader St. Louis, which defeated Pittsburgh 1-0 earlier on Sunday.

The Blackhawks' Corey Crawford made 15 saves.

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Here’s a quick look at the Nashville Predators’ 2-0 win over the Chicago Blackhawks at the United Center on Sunday. 

How it happened: The Predators got the best of the Blackhawks for the second time in nine days. The Predators built a 2-0 lead Sunday behind a first-period goal by Mike Fisher and a second-period goal by Gabriel Bourque. The Blackhawks were last shut out on Feb. 7. Predators goaltender Pekka Rinne made 29 saves. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford had 15 saves. The Blackhawks were 0-for-4 on the power play, and the Predators were 0-for-3. Predators defenseman Seth Jones left the game in the first period after suffering an upper-body injury. 

What it means: The Blackhawks had their two-game winning streak snapped. They haven’t won three in a row since early December. They lost ground to the St. Louis Blues for first place in the Central Division. The Blackhawks fell to 41-16-15 with 97 points. The Blues defeated the Pittsburgh Penguins on Sunday and improved to 48-16-7 with 103 points. The Blackhawks remained in second place as the Colorado Avalanche were idle. The Avalanche have played one less game than the Blackhawks and have 94 points. The Blackhawks fell to 10-12-3 in the Central and 1-3-0 against the Predators this season. 

Player of the game: Rinne recorded his first shutout of the season. 

Stat of the game: The Predators blocked 17 shots. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks remain home for their fourth consecutive game and host the Dallas Stars on Tuesday.
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CHICAGO -- Matt Carey was torn between pursuing a professional hockey career and returning for another season at St. Lawrence University. 

Carey opted to leave school after his redshirt freshman season and signed with the Blackhawks on Thursday. He met his new teammates for the first time this weekend. 

"The first day was a little bit intimidating," the 22-year-old Carey said on Sunday. "I walked into the dressing room [and] the first couple of guys I met were Brandon Saad, Patrick Kane, Bryan Bickell. It was a little bit nerve-wrecking. As soon as I got into the dressing room and started skating, I got a little bit less nervous." 

St. Lawrence coach Greg Carvel tried to convince Carey to stay one more season at St. Lawrence, but Carey thought he had a chance to develop quicker in the NHL, especially with the Blackhawks. 

"It was honestly one of the toughest decisions in my life to leave school early," Carey said. "You got a great coaching staff at St. Lawrence. You got Greg Carvel, who coached in the NHL for 10 years. I had my brother there, and I miss a lot of my friends there obviously. I made a lot of friendships that will probably be with me the rest of my life. Just thinking about that, it was obviously a tough decision for me." 

Carey, who is 6 foot and 185-pounds, had 18 goals and 19 assists in 38 games as a redshirt freshman at St. Lawrence University this past season. His brother, Greg, was a senior on the team and signed with the Phoenix Coyotes last week. 

Carey said he and his brother spoke about going to the same organization, but they chose what was best for each person. 

"It was kind of we had to do it separately, so it didn’t impact each of our decisions," Carey said. "I didn’t want to talk to him about where he was going to sign, and he didn’t want to talk to me where I was going to sign. We just wanted to go where the best opportunity was going to be kind of thing." 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville got a chance to watch Carey skate with Teuvo Teravainen and a few other players on Sunday morning. Quenneville said he was impressed by him. Quenneville said Carey could play in a game before the regular season ends. 

"It was nice watching him play, not having an idea what he looks like," Quenneville said. "But he looks like a nice player. In a short amount of time, you haven’t seen him play hockey yet, but you like the way he worked and I liked his skill set. Teuvo, we’ve seen before, so I was a little more curious on Matt." 

Blackhawks general Stan Bowman said Friday he pursued Carey because of his offensive ability. 

"I've had a chance to see Matt play a couple games this year, most recently in playoff matchups, and he's a really good player for our future," Bowman said. "I think we look at our strength as an organization, it's being able to develop players, and whether we draft them or sign them as free agents, I have a lot of faith in our development group. 

"Matt's a big, strong centerman, and he's got a little bit of versatility to his game. He plays a skill game. He can score goals. He had 18 goals, tied for his team lead, but he also plays a two-way game, so we're going to get a chance to see him here as well." 
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Here's a look at where the Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blues stand in the Central division race on Sunday: 

First place: Blues 

Record: 48-16-7 

Points: 103 

Regulation wins (tiebreaker): 40 

Games remaining: 11 (seven home, four away) 

Last game: The Blues ended a two-game losing streak and edged the Pittsburgh Penguins 1-0 on Sunday. David Backes provided the game's lone goal in the third period. 

Next three games: At Toronto Maple Leafs (36-28-8) on Tuesday, vs. Minnesota Wild (36-24-11) on Thursday, vs. Dallas Stars (33-26-11) on Saturday. 

Second place: Blackhawks 

Record: 41-15-15 

Points: 97 

Regulations wins: 36 

Games remaining: 11 (five home, six away) 

Last game: The Blackhawks won their second consecutive game with a 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday. Jonathan Toews scored a shorthanded goal to provide the difference. 

Next three games: Vs. Nashville Predators (30-31-10) on Sunday, vs. Stars (33-26-11) on Tuesday, at Bruins (49-17-5) on Thursday. 

Third place: Avalanche 

Points: 94 

Record: 44-21-6 

Regulation wins: 41 

Games remaining: 11 (four home, seven away) 

Last game: The Avalanche lost to the Bruins 2-0 on Friday. The Avalanche have picked up one point in their last three games. 

Next three games: At Predators (30-31-10) on Tuesday, vs. Vancouver Canucks (32-30-10) on Thursday, at San Jose Sharks (46-18-8) on Saturday.
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CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad will play against the Nashville Predators on Sunday after missing the last three games with an upper-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said.

Blackhawks forward Bryan Bickell and defenseman Michal Rozsival will not play against the Predators due to injuries.

Saad hasn't played since suffering an upper-body injury against the Detroit Red Wings on March 16. He is tied for second on the Blackhawks with a plus-29 rating and is sixth on the team with 44 points. He has 19 goals and 25 assists in 68 games this season.

Bickell will miss his second consecutive game since suffering an upper-body injury against the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday. He has 10 goals, two assists and a minus-seven rating in 53 games this season.

Rozsival will miss his fourth consecutive games with a lower-body injury. He has one goal, six assists and a plus-four rating in 38 games this season.

Chicago's 19-year-old forward Teuvo Teravainen will also be a healthy scratch for the second consecutive game.

Quenneville said Teravainen will likely make his NHL debut against the Dallas Stars on Tuesday. Teravainen was recalled from Jokerit in Finland's Liiga on Friday.

(Read full post)

Links from around the rink: March 23 

March, 23, 2014 

Mar 23

11:53

AM CT

By  Tim Kavanagh | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

0

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

 The defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks have remained at the forefront of NHL thought over the past week, with Patrick Kane's injury followed by the impending debut of Teuvo Teravainen. It was a long road from when the 'Hawks drafted Teravainen to today, as Scott Powers of ESPNChicago.com chronicles. 

Meanwhile, Insider Craig Custance outlines what we should expect from Teravainen, who may make his debut in Sunday's game against Nashville. 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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Here’s a look at the Chicago Blackhawks by the numbers: 

2 – The Blackhawks’ longest winning streak since December has been two games. Their last three-game winning streak came Dec. 8-11. They’ve had four winning streaks of three games or more. They’re currently on a two-game winning streak. 

3 – The Blackhawks scored three goals for the second consecutive game Friday. They hadn’t done that since returning from the Olympic break. 

4.5 – The number of minor penalties the Blackhawks are averaging over their last 10 games. They’ve had 45 minor penalties during that period. They had three games of three penalties, two of four penalties, two of five penalties and three of six penalties. They’re averaging 3.3 minor penalties a game this season. Duncan Keith and Johnny Oduya both have 14 penalty minutes in the last 10 games. Brent Seabrook, Nick Leddy and Ben Smith are the only regular Blackhawks not to pick up a penalty in March. 

13/2 – The odds the Blackhawks are getting to win the Stanley Cup from Bovada. The St. Louis Blues are 5/1 and the Boston Bruins are 11/2. The Pittsburgh Penguins are also 13/2. 

9 – Jonathan Toews scored his ninth goal in March on Friday, matching his career high for a month. He’s tallied nine goals in a month three times. He has five more games this month to exceed that. 

11 – Patrick Sharp and Toews are tied for the team lead and tied for 14th in the NHL with 11 points in March. Sharp has two goals and nine assists in the month, and Toews has nine goals and two assists. Tyler Seguin and Claude Giroux lead the league with 15 points. 

13. 5 – The Blackhawks’ power-play percentage since the Olympic break. They have scored five goals on 37 power-play chances in the last 11 games. They had a 22.8 percentage prior to the break, scoring 21 goals on 92 chances. 

43 – The number of games defenseman Duncan Keith has recorded points in this season. He’s second in the league among defensemen with 55 points and leads them with 50 assists. He’s five assists short of matching his career high. 

56.6 – That's the Blackhawks’ 5-on-5 Corsi percentage in close games over their last 10 games. Corsi is overall shot attempts, including on goal, missed and blocked. Close games are defined by being tied in any period or within a goal in the first or second period. This is used to eliminate score effects. The only two teams to have a higher percentage against them during that span were the Colorado Avalanche and Philadelphia Flyers. The Blackhawks lost both of those games. The Blackhawks are second in the league at 55.7 percent Corsi close for the season. The Los Angles King lead it at 57.1 percent. 

88.4 – The Blackhawks’ penalty-kill percentage since the Olympic break. The Blackhawks have killed off 38-of-43 penalties in 11 games. They had a 79.7 percentage prior to the break, killing off 145-of-182 power plays. 

.932 – Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford's save percentage since returning from injury on Jan. 2. He’s stopped 627-of-673 shots in that span. He’s allowed two or less goals in nine of his 11 starts since the Olympic break. 

118 – The number of points the Blackhawks need to finish the season with to have a better than 50 percent chance to overtake the Blues for first place in the division, according to sportsclubstats.com. The Blues have 101 points (39 regulation wins) after 70 games. The Blackhawks have 97 points (36 regulation wins) after 71 games. The Blackhawks need 108 points to have a better than 50 percent chance to remain in second place.
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks were missing their points leader in Patrick Kane on Friday. They were without two other key forwards in Brandon Saad and Bryan Bickell, who had combined for 29 goals this season. 

Defenseman Sheldon Brookbank was playing forward. Defenseman David Rundblad was playing in his first game since March 9. Forward Jeremy Morin was recalled Friday and found himself getting power-play minutes. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews

Bill Smith/NHLI/Getty Images

Jonathan Toews had an off night but still found a way to impact the game with his short-handed goal in the third period to lift the Hawks to victory.The Blackhawks put a team on the ice Friday looking nothing like it usually does. But, despite their lineup and enduring stretches of Friday's game in which they weren't playing at their best, the Blackhawks achieved what's most important at this time of season -- two points in a 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes. 

With the win, the Blackhawks pulled a bit more ahead of the Colorado Avalanche for second place in the Central Division. The Blackhawks moved to 97 points after 71 games, while the Avalanche remained at 94 points after losing to the Boston Bruins on Friday. 

"That's one of those things you have to learn how to play without some of your best players," Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said. "We've done it without [Marian Hossa], now [Saad and Kane]. It doesn't matter if someone's nursing something. We need to find a way to fill that void. Some guys are ready to go to assume more responsibility. They showed that preparation tonight." 

Toews did his part late in the game. Despite having an off night on faceoffs -- losing 10-of-22 there -- and being called for two penalties, Toews redeemed himself by scoring a breakaway goal while the Blackhawks were short-handed in the third period. The goal broke a 2-2 tie and proved to be the game winner. 

Toews wasn't ecstatic about his game either way. 

"I can't say I'm too happy about the way I played tonight," Toews said. "Scoring a goal doesn't make it all better. I got to find a way to be more productive and keep that success going, I guess." 

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks were missing their points leader in Patrick Kane on Friday. They were without two other key forwards in Brandon Saad and Bryan Bickell, who had combined for 29 goals this season. 

Defenseman Sheldon Brookbank was playing forward. Defenseman David Rundblad was playing in his first game since March 9. Forward Jeremy Morin was recalled Friday and found himself getting power-play minutes. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews
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Jonathan Toews had an off night but still found a way to impact the game with his short-handed goal in the third period to lift the Hawks to victory.The Blackhawks put a team on the ice Friday looking nothing like it usually does. But, despite their lineup and enduring stretches of Friday's game in which they weren't playing at their best, the Blackhawks achieved what's most important at this time of season -- two points in a 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes. 

With the win, the Blackhawks pulled a bit more ahead of the Colorado Avalanche for second place in the Central Division. The Blackhawks moved to 97 points after 71 games, while the Avalanche remained at 94 points after losing to the Boston Bruins on Friday. 

"That's one of those things you have to learn how to play without some of your best players," Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said. "We've done it without [Marian Hossa], now [Saad and Kane]. It doesn't matter if someone's nursing something. We need to find a way to fill that void. Some guys are ready to go to assume more responsibility. They showed that preparation tonight." 

Toews did his part late in the game. Despite having an off night on faceoffs -- losing 10-of-22 there -- and being called for two penalties, Toews redeemed himself by scoring a breakaway goal while the Blackhawks were short-handed in the third period. The goal broke a 2-2 tie and proved to be the game winner. 

Toews wasn't ecstatic about his game either way. 

"I can't say I'm too happy about the way I played tonight," Toews said. "Scoring a goal doesn't make it all better. I got to find a way to be more productive and keep that success going, I guess." 

(Read full post)
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Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews on his team's 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday.

Jonathan Toews gives Blackhawks edge over Hurricanes

March, 21, 2014 

Mar 21

9:51

PM CT

Associated Press

Recommend

8

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- Jonathan Toews' short-handed breakaway goal early in the third period snapped a tie, and the Chicago Blackhawks beat the Carolina Hurricanes 3-2 on Friday night.

Patrick Sharp scored his team-leading 30th goal and Kris Versteeg ended an eight-game drought to help the Blackhawks win without leading scorer Patrick Kane, who was placed on long-term injured reserve after sustaining a lower-body injury in Chicago's victory over St. Louis on Wednesday.

Corey Crawford made 26 saves.

Alexander Semin scored his 20th and 21st goals as the Hurricanes fought back from a two-goal deficit, but lost to Chicago for the second time this season. The Blackhawks beat the Hurricanes in a road shootout on Oct. 15 in their only other meeting this season.

Anton Khudobin stopped 22 shots after a career-best 46 saves in Carolina's win at Columbus on Tuesday.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Hawks 3, Hurricanes 2

March, 21, 2014 

Mar 21

9:39

PM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

16

Tweet

6

Comments

2

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- Here's a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes at the United Center on Friday. 

How it happened: Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews broke a 2-2 tie when he scored a short-handed goal at 3:29 of the third period. It was his ninth goal in the past 10 games. Patrick Sharp got the Blackhawks going by scoring on a breakaway at 3:09 of the second period. It was Sharp’s 30th goal of the season. Kris Versteeg extended the lead to 2-0 when he scored in the slot later in the period. The Hurricanes’ Alexander Semin scored the game’s next two goals to even it at two. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford made 26 saves, and Hurricanes goaltender Anton Khudobin made 22 saves. The game included 11 minor penalties. The Blackhawks were without Patrick Kane, Brandon Saad, Bryan Bickell and Michal Rozsival due to injuries. 

What it means: The Blackhawks were as short-handed as they've been all season but found a way to win and remain in second place in the Central Division. They improved to 41-15-15 with 97 points. The Colorado Avalanche, who have 94 points, were losing to the Boston Bruins in the second period at the conclusion of the Blackhawks game. The Hurricanes fell to 30-31-9. 

Player of the game: Sharp has been producing points. He had assists in eight of the previous nine games, but the goals weren't there for him. He snapped an eight-game goal-less streak Friday. He had a team-high six shots on goal. He has reached 30 goals four times in his career. 

Stat of the game: Thirteen of the Hurricanes' 28 shots came on their power plays. 

What's next: The Blackhawks' homestand continues with the Nashville Predators on Sunday.
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks have raised season-ticket prices for the 2014-2015 season by a blended eight percent from this season, the team announced Friday. 

The Blackhawks sent out renewal information to season-ticket holders Friday. The Blackhawks had a renewal rate of more than 99 percent after last season after raising season-ticket prices by an average of 16 percent. 

Season-ticket prices for next season include $18,040 ($410 a game) for 100-level platinum seats, $8,140 ($185) for 100-level prime seats, $6,160 ($140) for 100-level seats, $6,500 which includes a $1,000 annual premium ($125) for 200-level prime seats, $5,840 which includes a $1,000 annual premium ($110) for 200-level seats, $3,470 ($85) for 300-level Tier 1 seats, $2,869 ($65) for 300-level Tier 2 seats and $1,848 ($42) for 300-level Tier 3 seats. 

Season-ticket holders will receive a discount over single-game buyers. The savings range from 25 percent for tickets on the glass to 49 percent for 300-level Tier 3 tickets. 

The Blackhawks have had capacity crowds at the United Center for their last 261 games, which includes 223 regular-season games and 38 playoff games, dating to the 2007-2008 season. The Blackhawks have had an average attendance of 21,674 in 34 games at the United Center this season.

Morin eager to prove himself with Hawks
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CHICAGO -- Jeremy Morin had been ready for another chance with the Chicago Blackhawks long before he was recalled Friday. 

Morin had been playing some of the best hockey of his career over the last month and a half with the AHL’s Rockford IceHogs. He recorded points in 15 of his last 16 games, which included a 13-game points streak, and compiled 13 goals and 10 assists during that span. 

[+] EnlargeJeremy Morin
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Jeremy Morin has been on a tear in Rockford and hopes to carry over that success with the Blackhawks.“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t anxious to get back up here,” Morin said after the Blackhawks’ morning skate on Friday. “I’m here now. That’s all I can ask for. I’m just excited. 

“I feel like [my production is a result of] just being comfortable. I feel really comfortable on the ice. Obviously, I matured. I’m getting stronger every year. I think right now I’m skating the best I’ve skated. That obviously helps your game out a lot. Hopefully I bring that up here and bring some energy and gets thing done.” 

IceHogs coach Ted Dent has been with Morin for some time now, and Morin’s play even opened his eyes. 

“I think the last six weeks he’s been the best player I’ve seen him be in the four years he’s been in Rockford,” Dent said in a phone interview Friday. “Just the way he’s skating, he just took it to another level. His overall game, his compete level, his finish around the net, most of all his skating has been exceptional.” 

Morin made the trip on I-90 from Rockford to Chicago for the fourth time this season. He was hopeful he wouldn’t have to encounter the interstate’s construction again for some time and finally stick with the Blackhawks for the rest of the season. 

Morin thought over the last few months he continued to address Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville’s concerns with his game. 

“[The Blackhawks wanted me to] just kind of continue to grow my game,” Morin said. “I think I needed to mature as a player, and I think I’ve been trying to do that all year. I feel comfortable in game right now, so I’m excited to get out there and play.” 

Quenneville thought Morin was returning to the Blackhawks as a more polished player. 

"We've seen him here this year," Quenneville said. "He's really made some progress in his game, especially when he was playing up here. He had some purpose to his game. I thought he had some good energy, physically involved. He really had some good pace. He's played well down there. He's had a real good stretch over some recent games." 

Despite Morin’s numbers, he didn’t get a chance with the Blackhawks until Friday because of where the team stood with its salary cap. He was only able to get recalled Friday after the Blackhawks placed Patrick Kane on the long-term injured reserve. 

Dent had sensed Morin was disappointed when his former IceHogs teammate Brandon Pirri and other AHL players were getting traded and being given NHL opportunities and Morin wasn’t. 

“I know he had mixed emotions after the trade deadline,” Dent said. “There was some movement to different organizations. He was still with us in Rockford. I had a talk with him. I know he was a little down after the fact he wasn’t getting a chance in the NHL. He stuck with it. I told him things would work out. I’m glad he got the call. Now he can show his stuff.” 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said Morin deserved a shot to be in the NHL. 

“Jeremy Morin's had a great season for us and he was here a little bit earlier in the season and he played maybe a handful of games, but since he's gone back to Rockford he's been one of the best players in the American League, scoring goals almost every game and he certainly deserves a chance to play in the NHL,” Bowman said. “He provides some offense, some energy and Jeremy's worked hard, so I've got to give him credit for sticking with it. It's hard for young kids when they go up and down a bit, but he went down and played great for us. So, we're very excited for that."

It took a lot to get Teravainen to Hawks
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CHICAGO -- A lot of events needed to happen between June 22, 2012, and Friday for Teuvo Teravainen to be on the verge of making his NHL debut for the Chicago Blackhawks. 

First, the Blackhawks needed Teravainen to fall to No. 18 in the first round of the 2012 draft. He was expected by many to go in the top 10. But after nine teams ahead of the Blackhawks addressed defenseman needs, Teravainen was still on the board. 

[+] EnlargeTeuvo Teravainen
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Hawks prospect Teuvo Teravainen finished among the Liiga's top-10 regular-season scorers despite missing 11 regular-season games."We weren't targeting him because we had him as one of the top players in the draft," Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said Friday. "We certainly liked him. We never thought he would slide to us that far. As the draft went on and on, that was the year all the defensemen were taken one after another after another. So we started looking at one another when it got to 13 or 14. 

"We said, Wow, he might be there. And we talked to our scouts, and they said: 'No question. If he's there, we've got to take him. He's such a talented player.' For whatever reason, that happens sometimes. We're fortunate. We're not going to complain about the fact he slid down to us." 

The second factor was Teravainen's season in the Liiga in Finland needed to come to an early halt. If his team, Jokerit, advanced deep in the playoffs, he could have been playing in Finland until late June, and it would have been less likely for the Blackhawks to try him out during the NHL playoffs. 

Jokerit stumbled late in its regular season and fell just short of earning a bye in the first round. In that opening round, Jokerit lost back-to-back weekend games in a best-of-three series and was eliminated from the playoffs on Sunday. 

After Finland gave Teravainen its blessing to skip the world championships in May and Jokerit signed off on his release, the Blackhawks finally needed to create salary-cap space to add Teravainen to the roster in the regular season. That didn't happen the way the Blackhawks had hoped, but they were able to recall Teravainen when they placed Patrick Kane on long-term injured reserve on Friday. 

After all that -- and a nine-hour flight to Chicago on Thursday -- Teravainen threw on a freshly made No. 86 Blackhawks jersey and took the ice for the team's morning skate Friday. He's expected to make his NHL debut Sunday or Tuesday. 

"It's a great thing for me," Teravainen said before a media crowd at the United Center on Friday. "It was bad we lost in Finland, an early out out there, but I still have a good opportunity to play hockey and it's fun. I can bring something. I try to play with my strengths and maybe some offense. I hope I can help." 

Teravainen is the Blackhawks' No. 1 prospect and has already proved to have elite offensive talent; he finished among the Liiga's top 10 regular-season scorers despite missing 11 games, but the Blackhawks have attempted to temper expectations for the teenager. 

"The thing we just want to be cautious about is he's a 19-year-old kid," Bowman said. "He's not coming in here to carry the team. We certainly have high hopes for him in the future, but this is more just an experience for Teuvo to come in and see what the NHL is all about. 

"We've been really pleased with his progress since we drafted him, and looking at his season this year, he showed that he could be a dominant player in the top league in Finland and he's going to come in here and just be a piece of the puzzle." 

Teravainen shrugged off the idea of there being pressure on him. 

"I don't feel it," he said. "I'm just trying to live day by day and just don't think about all the media things and just try to have fun. There are so many good players on this team. If I play here, I'm just one of those guys. I don't need to be Superman here. I'm just doing my things and I hope I can help the team." 

Among the things Teravainen can do is create for others and handle the puck with ease. He had 35 assists in 49 games for Jokerit this season. He showed off a few eye-opening moves with his stick during two preseason games with the Blackhawks in September. 

Bowman and Jokerit coach Tomek Valtonen used the words "hockey sense" when they talked Friday about what makes Teravainen a special player. Valtonen compared Teravainen to another former Jokerit player, Valtteri Filppula, but he believes Teravainen had a more complete offensive game. 

"He has a hockey sense," Valtonen said Friday in a phone interview from Finland. "He's tremendously smart. He can really make plays on offense. He really loves to pass the puck. On defense, he's real smart. He reads the game real well." 

Valtonen expects Teravainen to have a smooth transition into the NHL. One adjustment for Teravainen will be having many people mispronounce his name. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville and a few of his teammates weren't able to pronounce it correctly Friday. 

"Everybody is saying a different name," Teravainen said. "Some is Tivo, Tyvo, Toovo. It's OK." 

If Teravainen is as good for as long as the Blackhawks expect, he'll have plenty of time to correct everyone.

Bickell, Saad, Rozsival out vs. Hurricanes
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forwards Brandon Saad and Bryan Bickell and defenseman Michal Rozsival will not play against the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday due to injuries, coach Joel Quenneville said. 

Bickell will miss his first game since suffering an upper-body injury against the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday. He has 10 goals, two assists and a minus-seven rating in 53 games this season 

Saad will miss his third consecutive game with an upper-body injury. He is second on the Blackhawks with a plus-29 rating and is sixth on the team with 44 points. He has 19 goals and 25 assists in 68 games this season. 

Rozsival will miss his third consecutive games with a lower-body injury. He has one goal, six assists and a plus-four rating in 38 games this season. 

"They're all progressing," Quenneville said after the team's morning skate on Friday. "They're all day to day. They're all out tonight."

How can Teravainen impact Chicago? 
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Teuvo Teravainen
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With Patrick Kane placed on long-term injured reserve, Chicago has recalled Teuvo Teravainen. What are reasonable expectations for Teuvo Teravainen? Will Detroit make the playoffs? Which deadline deal will pay off the most in the postseason? Will the NHL ever return to Atlanta? All this and more in this week’s mailbag. If you have any questions for next week, send them in right here. 

Do you have an opinion on Teuvo Teravainen coming over? Can he jump in and fill that No. 2 center spot for the stretch run/playoffs? 

Noah, Seattle 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider

Hawks put Patrick Kane on IR
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[+] EnlargePatrick Kane 
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The Blackhawks put injured star Patrick Kane on long-term IR on Friday.

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Patrick Kane will miss the remainder of the regular season due to a lower-body injury, but he is expected to return for the start of the playoffs after being placed on long-term injured reserve Friday.

Kane suffered the injury when a player landed on his left leg during Wednesday's game against the St. Louis Blues. He will have to miss a minimum of 10 games and 24 days. General manager Stan Bowman said Kane will sit out the team's remaining 12 regular-season games.

Kane leads the Blackhawks with 69 points (tied with Patrick Sharp after Friday night's win), and has 29 goals and 40 assists in 69 games. He hadn't missed a game due to injury since the 2010-11 season.

(Read full post)
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The Chicago Blackhawks agreed to terms with free-agent forward Matt Carey on a two-year contract Thursday. 

Carey, 22, will report to the Blackhawks and wear No. 25. 

The 6-foot, 185-pounder had 18 goals and 19 assists in 38 games as a freshman at St. Lawrence University this past season. He redshirted the 2012-13 season at St. Lawrence. Prior to college, he had 58 goals and 95 assists in 93 career games in the Ontario Junior Hockey League from 2010-12. 

St. Lawrence coach Greg Carvel touted Carey's offensive game on Thursday. 

“Matt’s a guy who has very good offensive ability,” Carvel said in a phone interview. “He shoots the puck tremendously well. He does things at a tremendous pace. That’s what really caught the scouts’ attention this year. It’s his ability to do things at a really high pace and his ability to shoot the puck. Most of his goals this year he blew pucks past goaltenders.” 

Carvel described Carey as more of a goal-scorer than a playmaker. He thought Carey was very similar to older brother Greg, a senior on the St. Lawrence squad who signed with the Phoenix Coyotes on Wednesday, in that respect. 

“I think everyone wanted to distinguish them as very different players,” Carvel said. “The truth to the matter is Matt shoots the puck in a lot of ways like Greg. Greg is a true scorer. Everyone wanted to characterize Matt as a playmaker. I think Matt is more of a goal-scorer than playmaker." 

Carvel said he tried to convince Matt Carey to stay in school for one more season because he thought Carey's game needed work. 

“There are parts of his game that still need to be developed,” Carvel said. “He told me he wanted to do that at the next level. He said he could develop his game better there. He expected to play in the American [Hockey] League for a while and hone his game at the next level. Talking to Chicago, he was convinced they had the people and they do a good job of developing young players. I’m guessing that’s why he decided to go with Chicago. 

“The thing is I thought he needed to stay to get stronger physically. He needs to be able to win 50/50 pucks and be able to win those battles, defensive zone play, playing without the puck, faceoffs. He’s a true offensive player. It’s the other side of the game he needs to truly work on.”

Teravainen's status with Hawks uncertain
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Chicago Blackhawks forward prospect Teuvo Teravainen is scheduled to arrive in Chicago from Finland on Thursday, but he is not expected to join the team immediately, according to a source. 

The 19-year-old Teravainen is considered the organization's top prospect. He completed his season in Finland on Sunday when his team, Jokerit, was eliminated from the playoffs in the Liiga. He finished tied for sixth in the league with 44 regular-season points. He had nine goals and 35 assists in 49 games. 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman and coach Joel Quenneville both have said recently that Teravainen could join the team this season. Quenneville said Wednesday that he didn't have anything to new to report on Teravainen's status. 

"We'll see how that's going to sort out over the course of the week here," Quenneville said. "I don't know exactly what the plan is right now." 

The Blackhawks may choose to give Teravainen time to adjust to being in the United States, reducing any high expectations placed on him right away, according to a source. 

The Blackhawks do not have enough cap space to add him to their roster. They could create cap space to recall Teravainen or a player from the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL if they decide to place forward Patrick Kane on long-term injured reserve. IceHogs forward Jeremy Morin could be a recall candidate. He has 24 goals and 23 assists in 47 games for the IceHogs. 

Kane suffered a lower-body injury against the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday and is expected to miss about three weeks. Long-term injury reserve would put Kane out for at least 24 days (10 games). Quenneville said after the game he did not know if Kane's injury would affect Teravainen. 

Teravainen participated in the Blackhawks' training camp and played in two preseason games in September before he joined Jokerit for its season.
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ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1:30 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.

Hawks not singing the blues anymore
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Blackhawks 4, Blues 0 

* Joel Quenneville: Third coach in NHL history to reach the 700-win mark (Scotty Bowman, 1,244; Al Arbour, 782) 

* Blackhawks: First win in four meetings with Blues this season 

* Corey Crawford: 23 saves, 10th career shutout, second of season 

From Elias: Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford posted his second shutout of the season with a 4-0 home-ice win over the Blues. Crawford has a 10-2-3 career record in 15 games versus the Blues, including a 7-0-2 mark against them Chicago. 

Lightning 5, Maple Leafs 3 

* Lightning: Won four straight games 

* Steven Stamkos (TB): Seventh career hat trick; second career natural hat trick; the native of suburban Toronto had three goals in nine career games in Toronto entering the game) 

From Elias: Four other NHL players have registered two natural hat tricks since Stamkos entered the league in October 2008: Jeff Carter, Evgeni Malkin, Jason Spezza and Jonathan Toews

Hawks gain confidence in win over Blues
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks needed to defeat the St. Louis Blues for reasons beyond what it meant in the division standings. 

By beating the Blackhawks in their three previous meetings this season and beginning to run away with the Central in recent weeks -- a lot like the Blackhawks did last season -- the Blues might just have been able to establish some doubt in the Blackhawks’ minds about who is favorite to win this year’s Stanley Cup. 

On Wednesday, however, the Blackhawks put together one of their most complete efforts of the season and left no doubt about who was the better team. 

The Blackhawks rolled to a 4-0 win at the United Center, handing the Blues their first regulation loss within the division this season -- and possibly even putting a crack in the Blues’ confidence. 

[+] EnlargeAndrew Shaw
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Blackhawks center Andrew Shaw scored in the second period of a convincing victory over the league- and Central-leading Blues.“It was definitely big to get two points against them,” said Blackhawks forward Ben Smith, who scored a goal. “Just know in our heads that we can compete with that team. They’ve been on top of the league now for a month or two. It was a big win for us, especially [since] we’ve been up and down a bit here the last month or two. It’s time for us to make our push. Hopefully this is the start of it.” 

The Blackhawks were able to knock off the Blues for the first time this season by limiting their quality chances on Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford and creating their own disturbance around Blues goaltender Ryan Miller. 

The Blackhawks limited the Blues to 23 shots on goals and no more than nine in a single period. Alexander Steen, who has a team-leading 30 goals for the Blues, was held without a shot on net. 

“We played really solid,” said Crawford, who recorded his second shutout of the season. “We didn’t give them too many opportunities where they were alone in the slot for a good chance to shoot it on net. I don’t think maybe once where they had a lot of time in the slot. A lot of their chances were point shots with maybe a tip opportunity or rebound, but our guys were great with clearing them.” 

At the other end, the Blackhawks made life difficult for Miller, which was something he hadn’t experienced much of since joining the Blues at the trade deadline. Miller had stopped 180 of 193 shots and had a 7-0-1 record with the Blues prior to Wednesday. 

The Blackhawks put an emphasis on getting bodies around the net and taking away Miller’s vision. That plan worked to perfection, especially on the first two goals. Duncan Keith nailed in a slap shot past Miller from the point with Andrew Shaw in front of the net, and Shaw later tipped in a Nick Leddy shot. The Blackhawks’ two other goals also were around the net. 

“He’s a great goaltender,” Keith said. “Most of the time if he sees the puck, he’s going to stop it. So those are the type of goals we need where it’s shots with screens and deflections and rebound goals and guys going to the net, and I think we had all of that tonight.” 

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock thought his team could learn a lesson from the Blackhawks. 

“They're the Stanley Cup champions for a reason,” Hitchcock said. “They know when to turn the temperature up. It's our responsibility. No matter what happens in the regular season, everybody in the West, if you're going to give them a go, you're going to have to dial it up. They're getting ready. And it's up to us to get ready. 

“That's the task. They dialed it up. We didn't play that well, but this is March. This isn't December and January -- the middle of the season. They're cranking it up to another level. They competed hard on every puck from start to finish. We had control early and they took it from us. Good on them.” 

The Blackhawks haven’t been able to locate a level of consistency since Jan. 1. They’ve gone 12-8-8 in 2014. They also have gone 5-4-1 since the Olympic break. 

Keith was hopeful a win like Wednesday’s would get them headed in a better direction with the season winding down. 

“We know what we have in the room here,” Keith said. “We knew it was a big game against us a tough team that’s played great all year. We hadn’t beaten these guys all year. I think we wanted to come out and just play a good solid hockey game from start to finish. I thought we did that. I think it’s something we can build off for sure.
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Teuvo Teravainen, Chicago's first-round pick in 2012, will make his NHL debut on Tuesday against Dallas.

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Teuvo Teravainen, the organization's top prospect, will make his NHL debut against the Dallas Stars on Tuesday.

The 19-year-old Teravainen was recalled from Jokerit in the Liiga in Finland on Thursday. He was a healthy scratch against the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday and Nashville Predators on Sunday.

"It's cool," Teravainen said after the team's morning skate at the United Center on Tuesday. "I was always waiting, waiting for this opportunity and now it seems like I'm playing, so it's fun.

"I just try to play to my strengths and just play offense and some good defense, also. Just play hard and play simple, I think that's the key."

(Read full post)
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The Chicago Blackhawks agreed to terms Monday with free agent defenseman Trevor van Riemsdyk on a two-year contract, which will go into effect next season. 

Van Riemsdyk, 22, had four goals, 19 assists and a plus-13 rating in 26 games this season as a junior at the University of New Hampshire. The 6-foot-2, 185-pound defenseman suffered a season-ending ankle injury Jan. 18. 

Van Riemsdyk finished with 16 goals and 59 assists in 102 career games at New Hampshire. He was named a first-team All-American after the 2012-13 season. 

Van Riemsdyk is the younger brother of Toronto Maple Leafs forward James van Riemsdyk.

Sharp adding playmaker label to game
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CHICAGO -- Patrick Sharp is usually a go-to player for the media because he gives thoughtful, lengthy answers to most questions. 

Sharp sat in front of his dressing-room stall a few times last week, took questions after practice and was his normal self, talking about upcoming games, the Central race and the team's play. 
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Patrick Sharp is two assists and two points away from matching his career bests of 41 assists and 71 points.All was fine until Sharp was asked about his lack of scoring. Immediately, his tone changed and his answers shortened. He remained courteous and answered the goal-related questions, but he was frustrated the focus was always on his scoring. 

While Sharp went eight games without a goal from March 4-19, he contributed an assist in seven of those games. Tack on a goal and assist on March 1 and a goal on March 21 and Sharp produced 11 points in the span of 10 games. It was his most consistent offensive production of the season. Yet he found himself being asked about his goals. 

"It does bother me because it doesn't really work the other way as well," Sharp said to ESPNChicago.com on Sunday. "It's not really a vice versa scenario. When I am scoring, it's just considered what I'm supposed to do. 

"Recently, I had gone a few games without scoring a goal, but my production had been higher than it has been all season over a 10-game stretch and all I heard about what was not scoring goals. If I was a little bit younger, it would probably bother me a little bit more, but at this point, I know what I can bring as a player. I just focus on that." 

Sharp has been an elite goal scorer for the Blackhawks in recent seasons -- reaching 30 goals in a season for the fourth time in his career Friday -- but he's also a player who has worked on his passing skills and can be relied upon for 40-plus assists a year. 

Of the 13 NHL players with at least 30 goals this season, Sharp trails only Sidney Crosby, Phil Kessel, Tyler Seguin and Ryan Getzlaf in assists. On the Blackhawks, Sharp is second among forwards in assists, just one shy of Patrick Kane. 

Sharp isn't looking for comparisons to former Blackhawks great Stan Mikita when it comes to passing, but he is proud of how far he has come in that area. 

"Just over the years, I think I've improved that aspect of my game," Sharp said. "When I first scored 30 goals, I think it was 2007-08, I was more of a straight shooter. Skate down the ice and then try to get the puck to the net in any way. Over the years, I've turned into not the best passer, but one who can set up my teammates and help out that way. 

"I like to think I've become more than a goal scorer at this point of my career. My playmaking ability, ability to just put up points and offensive production has improved every year. As far as scoring goals, hitting 30 is a big mark, but I like to think I can get more." 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville has taken notice that Sharp has developed into a multidimensional player. 

"He's had a big year for us," Quenneville said Sunday. "I think offensively, whether it's his numbers point-wise or his production in goals, it's been nice and consistent. And that's a pretty remarkable number in today's game, scoring 30. And who knows, he's got some time left. We'll see what he ends up with. Certainly a nice offensive contribution from Sharpie this year." 

With 10 games remaining, Sharp has a chance to match or surpass some of his season-high numbers. He is two assists from matching his 41 assists in 2009-10. Two more points would tie his 71 in the 2010-11 season. He's also six goals from his 36-goal total in 2006-07. 

"I've said a bunch of times I feel like I've gotten better as a player over the years," Sharp said. "I think I can still improve in some different areas. Some areas that don't always result in stats and points I can improve. I'm happy with the season I'm having up to this point, but I realize there's a big chunk to go and the most important season in the playoffs. We have a long way to go, but at this point I'm very satisfied."
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Here’s a look at where the Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blues stand in the Central division race as of Monday: 

1. Blues 

Record: 48-16-7 

Points: 103 

Regulation wins (tiebreaker): 40 

Games remaining: 11 (seven home, four away) 

Last game: The Blues snapped a two-game losing streak and edged the Pittsburgh Penguins 1-0 on Sunday. David Backes provided the game’s lone goal in the third period. 

Next three games: At Toronto Maple Leafs (36-29-8) on Tuesday, vs. Minnesota Wild (37-24-11) on Thursday, vs. Dallas Stars (33-26-11) on Saturday. 

Outlook: The Blues had to feel better about their Central division hold after Sunday. The Blackhawks had pulled within four points of them after the Blues dropped two straight and the Blackhawks won two straight. After a Blues win and Blackhawks loss on Sunday, the Blues regained a six-point lead and have a game in hand. 

2. Blackhawks 

Record: 41-16-15 

Points: 97 

Regulation wins: 36 

Games remaining: 10 (four home, six away) 

Last game: The Blackhawks had their two-game winning streak snapped in a 2-0 loss to the Nashville Predators on Sunday. The Blackhawks are 1-3-0 against the Predators this season. 

Next three games: Vs. Stars (33-26-11) on Tuesday, at Bruins (49-17-5) on Thursday, at Ottawa Senators (28-29-13). 

Outlook: The Blackhawks’ hopes to make a run at the Blues were reduced on Sunday. The Blackhawks can’t afford many more losses if they want to have any chance to catch them. The Blackhawks still have to be worried about the Avalanche, too. 

3. Avalanche 

Points: 94 

Record: 44-21-6 

Regulation wins: 41 

Games remaining: 11 (four home, seven away) 

Last game: The Avalanche lost to the Bruins 2-0 on Friday. The Avalanche have picked up one point in their last three games. 

Next three games: At Predators (31-31-10) on Tuesday, vs. Vancouver Canucks (33-30-10) on Thursday, at San Jose Sharks (46-18-8) on Saturday. 

Outlook: The Avalanche need to turn things around quickly if they’re going to push the Blackhawks for second place. Since defeating the Blackhawks on March 12, the Avalanche have gone 1-3-1.
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Editor's note: These rankings are based on player production in terms of Hockey Prospectus' GVT valuation metric. If you are unfamiliar with GVT and how it works, you can find more here.

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider

Power-play struggles costing Blackhawks
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks proved last season they didn't need a consistently successful power play to win a Stanley Cup. 

That doesn't mean the Blackhawks weren't looking to obtain that this season. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews

Rob Grabowski/USA TODAY Sports

Jonathan Toews says the team hasn't reached a point of concern despite a lack of success on the power play recently.The Blackhawks had been moving in a positive direction with their power play for the first two-thirds of the season. They were among the league's top-five power plays leading up to the Olympic break. They scored 21 goals on 92 opportunities and were ranked third with a 22.8 power-play percentage through 60 games. 

That has changed since they returned from the break. Looking a lot like last season's power play, the Blackhawks have scored five goals on 41 chances for a 12.2 power-play percentage in their past 12 games. 

The Blackhawks' lack of success on the power play has been costly in the middle of a playoff race as they have lost six games by 1-2 goals and have been held to two or fewer goals in seven games since Feb. 27. On Sunday, their power play failed on all four chances, including one that lasted 3:23, in a 2-0 loss to the Nashville Predators. 

"You're going to have stretches where it's really good, very effective, and you're going to have some stretches where it dries up," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. "We're going to need that thing going here soon." 

The Blackhawks were without a key piece to their power-play puzzle for the second consecutive game as Patrick Kane was out because of a lower-body injury. He will sit out the rest of the regular season. But even before the Blackhawks lost Kane, their power play was struggling. 

The Blackhawks' first power-play unit included Jonathan Toews, Patrick Sharp, Marian Hossa, Andrew Shaw and Duncan Keith on Sunday, and the second unit included Kris Versteeg, Brandon Saad, Nick Leddy, Brent Seabrook and Ben Smith. The two units combined for seven shots on goal. 

Toews wasn't panicking about their recent woes. 

"We had some parts of the game where we played pretty well," Toews said. "We again just couldn't convert on the power play, didn't really get any of those second chances we were looking for. Frustrating not to be able to find the offense. 

"[The power play's] definitely got to be better. But I don't think we're concerned. We got to focus on it. We got to find the solution. We're not putting any more pressure on ourselves than we have to."

Pekka Rinne gets first shutout in a year as Preds blank Blackhawks
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CHICAGO -- Pekka Rinne made 29 saves for his first shutout in more than a year to lead the Nashville Predators to a 2-0 win over the Chicago Blackhawks on Sunday night.

Mike Fisher and Gabriel Bourque scored for Nashville, which won its second straight and improved to 3-1 against Chicago this season.

The Blackhawks outshot the Predators 29-17 and generated ample chances despite playing their second game without Patrick Kane, the team's leading scorer when he was injured against St. Louis on Wednesday. The star forward is on injured reserve with a lower-body injury and could miss the rest of the regular season.

Chicago fell six points behind Western Conference and Central Division leader St. Louis, which defeated Pittsburgh 1-0 earlier on Sunday.

The Blackhawks' Corey Crawford made 15 saves.

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Here’s a quick look at the Nashville Predators’ 2-0 win over the Chicago Blackhawks at the United Center on Sunday. 

How it happened: The Predators got the best of the Blackhawks for the second time in nine days. The Predators built a 2-0 lead Sunday behind a first-period goal by Mike Fisher and a second-period goal by Gabriel Bourque. The Blackhawks were last shut out on Feb. 7. Predators goaltender Pekka Rinne made 29 saves. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford had 15 saves. The Blackhawks were 0-for-4 on the power play, and the Predators were 0-for-3. Predators defenseman Seth Jones left the game in the first period after suffering an upper-body injury. 

What it means: The Blackhawks had their two-game winning streak snapped. They haven’t won three in a row since early December. They lost ground to the St. Louis Blues for first place in the Central Division. The Blackhawks fell to 41-16-15 with 97 points. The Blues defeated the Pittsburgh Penguins on Sunday and improved to 48-16-7 with 103 points. The Blackhawks remained in second place as the Colorado Avalanche were idle. The Avalanche have played one less game than the Blackhawks and have 94 points. The Blackhawks fell to 10-12-3 in the Central and 1-3-0 against the Predators this season. 

Player of the game: Rinne recorded his first shutout of the season. 

Stat of the game: The Predators blocked 17 shots. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks remain home for their fourth consecutive game and host the Dallas Stars on Tuesday.
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CHICAGO -- Matt Carey was torn between pursuing a professional hockey career and returning for another season at St. Lawrence University. 

Carey opted to leave school after his redshirt freshman season and signed with the Blackhawks on Thursday. He met his new teammates for the first time this weekend. 

"The first day was a little bit intimidating," the 22-year-old Carey said on Sunday. "I walked into the dressing room [and] the first couple of guys I met were Brandon Saad, Patrick Kane, Bryan Bickell. It was a little bit nerve-wrecking. As soon as I got into the dressing room and started skating, I got a little bit less nervous." 

St. Lawrence coach Greg Carvel tried to convince Carey to stay one more season at St. Lawrence, but Carey thought he had a chance to develop quicker in the NHL, especially with the Blackhawks. 

"It was honestly one of the toughest decisions in my life to leave school early," Carey said. "You got a great coaching staff at St. Lawrence. You got Greg Carvel, who coached in the NHL for 10 years. I had my brother there, and I miss a lot of my friends there obviously. I made a lot of friendships that will probably be with me the rest of my life. Just thinking about that, it was obviously a tough decision for me." 

Carey, who is 6 foot and 185-pounds, had 18 goals and 19 assists in 38 games as a redshirt freshman at St. Lawrence University this past season. His brother, Greg, was a senior on the team and signed with the Phoenix Coyotes last week. 

Carey said he and his brother spoke about going to the same organization, but they chose what was best for each person. 

"It was kind of we had to do it separately, so it didn’t impact each of our decisions," Carey said. "I didn’t want to talk to him about where he was going to sign, and he didn’t want to talk to me where I was going to sign. We just wanted to go where the best opportunity was going to be kind of thing." 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville got a chance to watch Carey skate with Teuvo Teravainen and a few other players on Sunday morning. Quenneville said he was impressed by him. Quenneville said Carey could play in a game before the regular season ends. 

"It was nice watching him play, not having an idea what he looks like," Quenneville said. "But he looks like a nice player. In a short amount of time, you haven’t seen him play hockey yet, but you like the way he worked and I liked his skill set. Teuvo, we’ve seen before, so I was a little more curious on Matt." 

Blackhawks general Stan Bowman said Friday he pursued Carey because of his offensive ability. 

"I've had a chance to see Matt play a couple games this year, most recently in playoff matchups, and he's a really good player for our future," Bowman said. "I think we look at our strength as an organization, it's being able to develop players, and whether we draft them or sign them as free agents, I have a lot of faith in our development group. 

"Matt's a big, strong centerman, and he's got a little bit of versatility to his game. He plays a skill game. He can score goals. He had 18 goals, tied for his team lead, but he also plays a two-way game, so we're going to get a chance to see him here as well." 

Central race update: March 23
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Here's a look at where the Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche and St. Louis Blues stand in the Central division race on Sunday: 

First place: Blues 

Record: 48-16-7 

Points: 103 

Regulation wins (tiebreaker): 40 

Games remaining: 11 (seven home, four away) 

Last game: The Blues ended a two-game losing streak and edged the Pittsburgh Penguins 1-0 on Sunday. David Backes provided the game's lone goal in the third period. 

Next three games: At Toronto Maple Leafs (36-28-8) on Tuesday, vs. Minnesota Wild (36-24-11) on Thursday, vs. Dallas Stars (33-26-11) on Saturday. 

Second place: Blackhawks 

Record: 41-15-15 

Points: 97 

Regulations wins: 36 

Games remaining: 11 (five home, six away) 

Last game: The Blackhawks won their second consecutive game with a 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday. Jonathan Toews scored a shorthanded goal to provide the difference. 

Next three games: Vs. Nashville Predators (30-31-10) on Sunday, vs. Stars (33-26-11) on Tuesday, at Bruins (49-17-5) on Thursday. 

Third place: Avalanche 

Points: 94 

Record: 44-21-6 

Regulation wins: 41 

Games remaining: 11 (four home, seven away) 

Last game: The Avalanche lost to the Bruins 2-0 on Friday. The Avalanche have picked up one point in their last three games. 

Next three games: At Predators (30-31-10) on Tuesday, vs. Vancouver Canucks (32-30-10) on Thursday, at San Jose Sharks (46-18-8) on Saturday.

Brandon Saad back in lineup
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CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad will play against the Nashville Predators on Sunday after missing the last three games with an upper-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said.

Blackhawks forward Bryan Bickell and defenseman Michal Rozsival will not play against the Predators due to injuries.

Saad hasn't played since suffering an upper-body injury against the Detroit Red Wings on March 16. He is tied for second on the Blackhawks with a plus-29 rating and is sixth on the team with 44 points. He has 19 goals and 25 assists in 68 games this season.

Bickell will miss his second consecutive game since suffering an upper-body injury against the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday. He has 10 goals, two assists and a minus-seven rating in 53 games this season.

Rozsival will miss his fourth consecutive games with a lower-body injury. He has one goal, six assists and a plus-four rating in 38 games this season.

Chicago's 19-year-old forward Teuvo Teravainen will also be a healthy scratch for the second consecutive game.

Quenneville said Teravainen will likely make his NHL debut against the Dallas Stars on Tuesday. Teravainen was recalled from Jokerit in Finland's Liiga on Friday.

(Read full post)
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 The defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks have remained at the forefront of NHL thought over the past week, with Patrick Kane's injury followed by the impending debut of Teuvo Teravainen. It was a long road from when the 'Hawks drafted Teravainen to today, as Scott Powers of ESPNChicago.com chronicles. 

Meanwhile, Insider Craig Custance outlines what we should expect from Teravainen, who may make his debut in Sunday's game against Nashville. 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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Here’s a look at the Chicago Blackhawks by the numbers: 

2 – The Blackhawks’ longest winning streak since December has been two games. Their last three-game winning streak came Dec. 8-11. They’ve had four winning streaks of three games or more. They’re currently on a two-game winning streak. 

3 – The Blackhawks scored three goals for the second consecutive game Friday. They hadn’t done that since returning from the Olympic break. 

4.5 – The number of minor penalties the Blackhawks are averaging over their last 10 games. They’ve had 45 minor penalties during that period. They had three games of three penalties, two of four penalties, two of five penalties and three of six penalties. They’re averaging 3.3 minor penalties a game this season. Duncan Keith and Johnny Oduya both have 14 penalty minutes in the last 10 games. Brent Seabrook, Nick Leddy and Ben Smith are the only regular Blackhawks not to pick up a penalty in March. 

13/2 – The odds the Blackhawks are getting to win the Stanley Cup from Bovada. The St. Louis Blues are 5/1 and the Boston Bruins are 11/2. The Pittsburgh Penguins are also 13/2. 

9 – Jonathan Toews scored his ninth goal in March on Friday, matching his career high for a month. He’s tallied nine goals in a month three times. He has five more games this month to exceed that. 

11 – Patrick Sharp and Toews are tied for the team lead and tied for 14th in the NHL with 11 points in March. Sharp has two goals and nine assists in the month, and Toews has nine goals and two assists. Tyler Seguin and Claude Giroux lead the league with 15 points. 

13. 5 – The Blackhawks’ power-play percentage since the Olympic break. They have scored five goals on 37 power-play chances in the last 11 games. They had a 22.8 percentage prior to the break, scoring 21 goals on 92 chances. 

43 – The number of games defenseman Duncan Keith has recorded points in this season. He’s second in the league among defensemen with 55 points and leads them with 50 assists. He’s five assists short of matching his career high. 

56.6 – That's the Blackhawks’ 5-on-5 Corsi percentage in close games over their last 10 games. Corsi is overall shot attempts, including on goal, missed and blocked. Close games are defined by being tied in any period or within a goal in the first or second period. This is used to eliminate score effects. The only two teams to have a higher percentage against them during that span were the Colorado Avalanche and Philadelphia Flyers. The Blackhawks lost both of those games. The Blackhawks are second in the league at 55.7 percent Corsi close for the season. The Los Angles King lead it at 57.1 percent. 

88.4 – The Blackhawks’ penalty-kill percentage since the Olympic break. The Blackhawks have killed off 38-of-43 penalties in 11 games. They had a 79.7 percentage prior to the break, killing off 145-of-182 power plays. 

.932 – Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford's save percentage since returning from injury on Jan. 2. He’s stopped 627-of-673 shots in that span. He’s allowed two or less goals in nine of his 11 starts since the Olympic break. 

118 – The number of points the Blackhawks need to finish the season with to have a better than 50 percent chance to overtake the Blues for first place in the division, according to sportsclubstats.com. The Blues have 101 points (39 regulation wins) after 70 games. The Blackhawks have 97 points (36 regulation wins) after 71 games. The Blackhawks need 108 points to have a better than 50 percent chance to remain in second place.

Blackhawks find way to beat Hurricanes
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks were missing their points leader in Patrick Kane on Friday. They were without two other key forwards in Brandon Saad and Bryan Bickell, who had combined for 29 goals this season. 

Defenseman Sheldon Brookbank was playing forward. Defenseman David Rundblad was playing in his first game since March 9. Forward Jeremy Morin was recalled Friday and found himself getting power-play minutes. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews

Bill Smith/NHLI/Getty Images

Jonathan Toews had an off night but still found a way to impact the game with his short-handed goal in the third period to lift the Hawks to victory.The Blackhawks put a team on the ice Friday looking nothing like it usually does. But, despite their lineup and enduring stretches of Friday's game in which they weren't playing at their best, the Blackhawks achieved what's most important at this time of season -- two points in a 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes. 

With the win, the Blackhawks pulled a bit more ahead of the Colorado Avalanche for second place in the Central Division. The Blackhawks moved to 97 points after 71 games, while the Avalanche remained at 94 points after losing to the Boston Bruins on Friday. 

"That's one of those things you have to learn how to play without some of your best players," Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said. "We've done it without [Marian Hossa], now [Saad and Kane]. It doesn't matter if someone's nursing something. We need to find a way to fill that void. Some guys are ready to go to assume more responsibility. They showed that preparation tonight." 

Toews did his part late in the game. Despite having an off night on faceoffs -- losing 10-of-22 there -- and being called for two penalties, Toews redeemed himself by scoring a breakaway goal while the Blackhawks were short-handed in the third period. The goal broke a 2-2 tie and proved to be the game winner. 

Toews wasn't ecstatic about his game either way. 

"I can't say I'm too happy about the way I played tonight," Toews said. "Scoring a goal doesn't make it all better. I got to find a way to be more productive and keep that success going, I guess." 

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks were missing their points leader in Patrick Kane on Friday. They were without two other key forwards in Brandon Saad and Bryan Bickell, who had combined for 29 goals this season. 

Defenseman Sheldon Brookbank was playing forward. Defenseman David Rundblad was playing in his first game since March 9. Forward Jeremy Morin was recalled Friday and found himself getting power-play minutes. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews
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Jonathan Toews had an off night but still found a way to impact the game with his short-handed goal in the third period to lift the Hawks to victory.The Blackhawks put a team on the ice Friday looking nothing like it usually does. But, despite their lineup and enduring stretches of Friday's game in which they weren't playing at their best, the Blackhawks achieved what's most important at this time of season -- two points in a 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes. 

With the win, the Blackhawks pulled a bit more ahead of the Colorado Avalanche for second place in the Central Division. The Blackhawks moved to 97 points after 71 games, while the Avalanche remained at 94 points after losing to the Boston Bruins on Friday. 

"That's one of those things you have to learn how to play without some of your best players," Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said. "We've done it without [Marian Hossa], now [Saad and Kane]. It doesn't matter if someone's nursing something. We need to find a way to fill that void. Some guys are ready to go to assume more responsibility. They showed that preparation tonight." 

Toews did his part late in the game. Despite having an off night on faceoffs -- losing 10-of-22 there -- and being called for two penalties, Toews redeemed himself by scoring a breakaway goal while the Blackhawks were short-handed in the third period. The goal broke a 2-2 tie and proved to be the game winner. 

Toews wasn't ecstatic about his game either way. 

"I can't say I'm too happy about the way I played tonight," Toews said. "Scoring a goal doesn't make it all better. I got to find a way to be more productive and keep that success going, I guess." 

(Read full post)
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Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews on his team's 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday.

Jonathan Toews gives Blackhawks edge over Hurricanes
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CHICAGO -- Jonathan Toews' short-handed breakaway goal early in the third period snapped a tie, and the Chicago Blackhawks beat the Carolina Hurricanes 3-2 on Friday night.

Patrick Sharp scored his team-leading 30th goal and Kris Versteeg ended an eight-game drought to help the Blackhawks win without leading scorer Patrick Kane, who was placed on long-term injured reserve after sustaining a lower-body injury in Chicago's victory over St. Louis on Wednesday.

Corey Crawford made 26 saves.

Alexander Semin scored his 20th and 21st goals as the Hurricanes fought back from a two-goal deficit, but lost to Chicago for the second time this season. The Blackhawks beat the Hurricanes in a road shootout on Oct. 15 in their only other meeting this season.

Anton Khudobin stopped 22 shots after a career-best 46 saves in Carolina's win at Columbus on Tuesday.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Hawks 3, Hurricanes 2
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CHICAGO -- Here's a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 3-2 win over the Carolina Hurricanes at the United Center on Friday. 

How it happened: Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews broke a 2-2 tie when he scored a short-handed goal at 3:29 of the third period. It was his ninth goal in the past 10 games. Patrick Sharp got the Blackhawks going by scoring on a breakaway at 3:09 of the second period. It was Sharp’s 30th goal of the season. Kris Versteeg extended the lead to 2-0 when he scored in the slot later in the period. The Hurricanes’ Alexander Semin scored the game’s next two goals to even it at two. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford made 26 saves, and Hurricanes goaltender Anton Khudobin made 22 saves. The game included 11 minor penalties. The Blackhawks were without Patrick Kane, Brandon Saad, Bryan Bickell and Michal Rozsival due to injuries. 

What it means: The Blackhawks were as short-handed as they've been all season but found a way to win and remain in second place in the Central Division. They improved to 41-15-15 with 97 points. The Colorado Avalanche, who have 94 points, were losing to the Boston Bruins in the second period at the conclusion of the Blackhawks game. The Hurricanes fell to 30-31-9. 

Player of the game: Sharp has been producing points. He had assists in eight of the previous nine games, but the goals weren't there for him. He snapped an eight-game goal-less streak Friday. He had a team-high six shots on goal. He has reached 30 goals four times in his career. 

Stat of the game: Thirteen of the Hurricanes' 28 shots came on their power plays. 

What's next: The Blackhawks' homestand continues with the Nashville Predators on Sunday.

Hawks raise average season-ticket price

March, 21, 2014 

Mar 21

6:13

PM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

29

Tweet

19

Comments

3

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks have raised season-ticket prices for the 2014-2015 season by a blended eight percent from this season, the team announced Friday. 

The Blackhawks sent out renewal information to season-ticket holders Friday. The Blackhawks had a renewal rate of more than 99 percent after last season after raising season-ticket prices by an average of 16 percent. 

Season-ticket prices for next season include $18,040 ($410 a game) for 100-level platinum seats, $8,140 ($185) for 100-level prime seats, $6,160 ($140) for 100-level seats, $6,500 which includes a $1,000 annual premium ($125) for 200-level prime seats, $5,840 which includes a $1,000 annual premium ($110) for 200-level seats, $3,470 ($85) for 300-level Tier 1 seats, $2,869 ($65) for 300-level Tier 2 seats and $1,848 ($42) for 300-level Tier 3 seats. 

Season-ticket holders will receive a discount over single-game buyers. The savings range from 25 percent for tickets on the glass to 49 percent for 300-level Tier 3 tickets. 

The Blackhawks have had capacity crowds at the United Center for their last 261 games, which includes 223 regular-season games and 38 playoff games, dating to the 2007-2008 season. The Blackhawks have had an average attendance of 21,674 in 34 games at the United Center this season.
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CHICAGO -- Jeremy Morin had been ready for another chance with the Chicago Blackhawks long before he was recalled Friday. 

Morin had been playing some of the best hockey of his career over the last month and a half with the AHL’s Rockford IceHogs. He recorded points in 15 of his last 16 games, which included a 13-game points streak, and compiled 13 goals and 10 assists during that span. 

[+] EnlargeJeremy Morin
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Jeremy Morin has been on a tear in Rockford and hopes to carry over that success with the Blackhawks.“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t anxious to get back up here,” Morin said after the Blackhawks’ morning skate on Friday. “I’m here now. That’s all I can ask for. I’m just excited. 

“I feel like [my production is a result of] just being comfortable. I feel really comfortable on the ice. Obviously, I matured. I’m getting stronger every year. I think right now I’m skating the best I’ve skated. That obviously helps your game out a lot. Hopefully I bring that up here and bring some energy and gets thing done.” 

IceHogs coach Ted Dent has been with Morin for some time now, and Morin’s play even opened his eyes. 

“I think the last six weeks he’s been the best player I’ve seen him be in the four years he’s been in Rockford,” Dent said in a phone interview Friday. “Just the way he’s skating, he just took it to another level. His overall game, his compete level, his finish around the net, most of all his skating has been exceptional.” 

Morin made the trip on I-90 from Rockford to Chicago for the fourth time this season. He was hopeful he wouldn’t have to encounter the interstate’s construction again for some time and finally stick with the Blackhawks for the rest of the season. 

Morin thought over the last few months he continued to address Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville’s concerns with his game. 

“[The Blackhawks wanted me to] just kind of continue to grow my game,” Morin said. “I think I needed to mature as a player, and I think I’ve been trying to do that all year. I feel comfortable in game right now, so I’m excited to get out there and play.” 

Quenneville thought Morin was returning to the Blackhawks as a more polished player. 

"We've seen him here this year," Quenneville said. "He's really made some progress in his game, especially when he was playing up here. He had some purpose to his game. I thought he had some good energy, physically involved. He really had some good pace. He's played well down there. He's had a real good stretch over some recent games." 

Despite Morin’s numbers, he didn’t get a chance with the Blackhawks until Friday because of where the team stood with its salary cap. He was only able to get recalled Friday after the Blackhawks placed Patrick Kane on the long-term injured reserve. 

Dent had sensed Morin was disappointed when his former IceHogs teammate Brandon Pirri and other AHL players were getting traded and being given NHL opportunities and Morin wasn’t. 

“I know he had mixed emotions after the trade deadline,” Dent said. “There was some movement to different organizations. He was still with us in Rockford. I had a talk with him. I know he was a little down after the fact he wasn’t getting a chance in the NHL. He stuck with it. I told him things would work out. I’m glad he got the call. Now he can show his stuff.” 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said Morin deserved a shot to be in the NHL. 

“Jeremy Morin's had a great season for us and he was here a little bit earlier in the season and he played maybe a handful of games, but since he's gone back to Rockford he's been one of the best players in the American League, scoring goals almost every game and he certainly deserves a chance to play in the NHL,” Bowman said. “He provides some offense, some energy and Jeremy's worked hard, so I've got to give him credit for sticking with it. It's hard for young kids when they go up and down a bit, but he went down and played great for us. So, we're very excited for that."

It took a lot to get Teravainen to Hawks
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CHICAGO -- A lot of events needed to happen between June 22, 2012, and Friday for Teuvo Teravainen to be on the verge of making his NHL debut for the Chicago Blackhawks. 

First, the Blackhawks needed Teravainen to fall to No. 18 in the first round of the 2012 draft. He was expected by many to go in the top 10. But after nine teams ahead of the Blackhawks addressed defenseman needs, Teravainen was still on the board. 

[+] EnlargeTeuvo Teravainen
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Hawks prospect Teuvo Teravainen finished among the Liiga's top-10 regular-season scorers despite missing 11 regular-season games."We weren't targeting him because we had him as one of the top players in the draft," Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said Friday. "We certainly liked him. We never thought he would slide to us that far. As the draft went on and on, that was the year all the defensemen were taken one after another after another. So we started looking at one another when it got to 13 or 14. 

"We said, Wow, he might be there. And we talked to our scouts, and they said: 'No question. If he's there, we've got to take him. He's such a talented player.' For whatever reason, that happens sometimes. We're fortunate. We're not going to complain about the fact he slid down to us." 

The second factor was Teravainen's season in the Liiga in Finland needed to come to an early halt. If his team, Jokerit, advanced deep in the playoffs, he could have been playing in Finland until late June, and it would have been less likely for the Blackhawks to try him out during the NHL playoffs. 

Jokerit stumbled late in its regular season and fell just short of earning a bye in the first round. In that opening round, Jokerit lost back-to-back weekend games in a best-of-three series and was eliminated from the playoffs on Sunday. 

After Finland gave Teravainen its blessing to skip the world championships in May and Jokerit signed off on his release, the Blackhawks finally needed to create salary-cap space to add Teravainen to the roster in the regular season. That didn't happen the way the Blackhawks had hoped, but they were able to recall Teravainen when they placed Patrick Kane on long-term injured reserve on Friday. 

After all that -- and a nine-hour flight to Chicago on Thursday -- Teravainen threw on a freshly made No. 86 Blackhawks jersey and took the ice for the team's morning skate Friday. He's expected to make his NHL debut Sunday or Tuesday. 

"It's a great thing for me," Teravainen said before a media crowd at the United Center on Friday. "It was bad we lost in Finland, an early out out there, but I still have a good opportunity to play hockey and it's fun. I can bring something. I try to play with my strengths and maybe some offense. I hope I can help." 

Teravainen is the Blackhawks' No. 1 prospect and has already proved to have elite offensive talent; he finished among the Liiga's top 10 regular-season scorers despite missing 11 games, but the Blackhawks have attempted to temper expectations for the teenager. 

"The thing we just want to be cautious about is he's a 19-year-old kid," Bowman said. "He's not coming in here to carry the team. We certainly have high hopes for him in the future, but this is more just an experience for Teuvo to come in and see what the NHL is all about. 

"We've been really pleased with his progress since we drafted him, and looking at his season this year, he showed that he could be a dominant player in the top league in Finland and he's going to come in here and just be a piece of the puzzle." 

Teravainen shrugged off the idea of there being pressure on him. 

"I don't feel it," he said. "I'm just trying to live day by day and just don't think about all the media things and just try to have fun. There are so many good players on this team. If I play here, I'm just one of those guys. I don't need to be Superman here. I'm just doing my things and I hope I can help the team." 

Among the things Teravainen can do is create for others and handle the puck with ease. He had 35 assists in 49 games for Jokerit this season. He showed off a few eye-opening moves with his stick during two preseason games with the Blackhawks in September. 

Bowman and Jokerit coach Tomek Valtonen used the words "hockey sense" when they talked Friday about what makes Teravainen a special player. Valtonen compared Teravainen to another former Jokerit player, Valtteri Filppula, but he believes Teravainen had a more complete offensive game. 

"He has a hockey sense," Valtonen said Friday in a phone interview from Finland. "He's tremendously smart. He can really make plays on offense. He really loves to pass the puck. On defense, he's real smart. He reads the game real well." 

Valtonen expects Teravainen to have a smooth transition into the NHL. One adjustment for Teravainen will be having many people mispronounce his name. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville and a few of his teammates weren't able to pronounce it correctly Friday. 

"Everybody is saying a different name," Teravainen said. "Some is Tivo, Tyvo, Toovo. It's OK." 

If Teravainen is as good for as long as the Blackhawks expect, he'll have plenty of time to correct everyone.

Bickell, Saad, Rozsival out vs. Hurricanes
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forwards Brandon Saad and Bryan Bickell and defenseman Michal Rozsival will not play against the Carolina Hurricanes on Friday due to injuries, coach Joel Quenneville said. 

Bickell will miss his first game since suffering an upper-body injury against the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday. He has 10 goals, two assists and a minus-seven rating in 53 games this season 

Saad will miss his third consecutive game with an upper-body injury. He is second on the Blackhawks with a plus-29 rating and is sixth on the team with 44 points. He has 19 goals and 25 assists in 68 games this season. 

Rozsival will miss his third consecutive games with a lower-body injury. He has one goal, six assists and a plus-four rating in 38 games this season. 

"They're all progressing," Quenneville said after the team's morning skate on Friday. "They're all day to day. They're all out tonight."

How can Teravainen impact Chicago? 
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Teuvo Teravainen

Jonathan Daniel/Getty Images

With Patrick Kane placed on long-term injured reserve, Chicago has recalled Teuvo Teravainen. What are reasonable expectations for Teuvo Teravainen? Will Detroit make the playoffs? Which deadline deal will pay off the most in the postseason? Will the NHL ever return to Atlanta? All this and more in this week’s mailbag. If you have any questions for next week, send them in right here. 

Do you have an opinion on Teuvo Teravainen coming over? Can he jump in and fill that No. 2 center spot for the stretch run/playoffs? 

Noah, Seattle 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider

Hawks put Patrick Kane on IR
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[+] EnlargePatrick Kane 
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The Blackhawks put injured star Patrick Kane on long-term IR on Friday.

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Patrick Kane will miss the remainder of the regular season due to a lower-body injury, but he is expected to return for the start of the playoffs after being placed on long-term injured reserve Friday.

Kane suffered the injury when a player landed on his left leg during Wednesday's game against the St. Louis Blues. He will have to miss a minimum of 10 games and 24 days. General manager Stan Bowman said Kane will sit out the team's remaining 12 regular-season games.

Kane leads the Blackhawks with 69 points (tied with Patrick Sharp after Friday night's win), and has 29 goals and 40 assists in 69 games. He hadn't missed a game due to injury since the 2010-11 season.

(Read full post)
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The Chicago Blackhawks agreed to terms with free-agent forward Matt Carey on a two-year contract Thursday. 

Carey, 22, will report to the Blackhawks and wear No. 25. 

The 6-foot, 185-pounder had 18 goals and 19 assists in 38 games as a freshman at St. Lawrence University this past season. He redshirted the 2012-13 season at St. Lawrence. Prior to college, he had 58 goals and 95 assists in 93 career games in the Ontario Junior Hockey League from 2010-12. 

St. Lawrence coach Greg Carvel touted Carey's offensive game on Thursday. 

“Matt’s a guy who has very good offensive ability,” Carvel said in a phone interview. “He shoots the puck tremendously well. He does things at a tremendous pace. That’s what really caught the scouts’ attention this year. It’s his ability to do things at a really high pace and his ability to shoot the puck. Most of his goals this year he blew pucks past goaltenders.” 

Carvel described Carey as more of a goal-scorer than a playmaker. He thought Carey was very similar to older brother Greg, a senior on the St. Lawrence squad who signed with the Phoenix Coyotes on Wednesday, in that respect. 

“I think everyone wanted to distinguish them as very different players,” Carvel said. “The truth to the matter is Matt shoots the puck in a lot of ways like Greg. Greg is a true scorer. Everyone wanted to characterize Matt as a playmaker. I think Matt is more of a goal-scorer than playmaker." 

Carvel said he tried to convince Matt Carey to stay in school for one more season because he thought Carey's game needed work. 

“There are parts of his game that still need to be developed,” Carvel said. “He told me he wanted to do that at the next level. He said he could develop his game better there. He expected to play in the American [Hockey] League for a while and hone his game at the next level. Talking to Chicago, he was convinced they had the people and they do a good job of developing young players. I’m guessing that’s why he decided to go with Chicago. 

“The thing is I thought he needed to stay to get stronger physically. He needs to be able to win 50/50 pucks and be able to win those battles, defensive zone play, playing without the puck, faceoffs. He’s a true offensive player. It’s the other side of the game he needs to truly work on.”

Teravainen's status with Hawks uncertain
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Chicago Blackhawks forward prospect Teuvo Teravainen is scheduled to arrive in Chicago from Finland on Thursday, but he is not expected to join the team immediately, according to a source. 

The 19-year-old Teravainen is considered the organization's top prospect. He completed his season in Finland on Sunday when his team, Jokerit, was eliminated from the playoffs in the Liiga. He finished tied for sixth in the league with 44 regular-season points. He had nine goals and 35 assists in 49 games. 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman and coach Joel Quenneville both have said recently that Teravainen could join the team this season. Quenneville said Wednesday that he didn't have anything to new to report on Teravainen's status. 

"We'll see how that's going to sort out over the course of the week here," Quenneville said. "I don't know exactly what the plan is right now." 

The Blackhawks may choose to give Teravainen time to adjust to being in the United States, reducing any high expectations placed on him right away, according to a source. 

The Blackhawks do not have enough cap space to add him to their roster. They could create cap space to recall Teravainen or a player from the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL if they decide to place forward Patrick Kane on long-term injured reserve. IceHogs forward Jeremy Morin could be a recall candidate. He has 24 goals and 23 assists in 47 games for the IceHogs. 

Kane suffered a lower-body injury against the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday and is expected to miss about three weeks. Long-term injury reserve would put Kane out for at least 24 days (10 games). Quenneville said after the game he did not know if Kane's injury would affect Teravainen. 

Teravainen participated in the Blackhawks' training camp and played in two preseason games in September before he joined Jokerit for its season.

Chat alert: Scott Powers at 1:30 CT

March, 20, 2014 

Mar 20

10:37

AM CT

By ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

3

Tweet

2

Comments

0

Email

Print

ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1:30 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.

Hawks not singing the blues anymore
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Blackhawks 4, Blues 0 

* Joel Quenneville: Third coach in NHL history to reach the 700-win mark (Scotty Bowman, 1,244; Al Arbour, 782) 

* Blackhawks: First win in four meetings with Blues this season 

* Corey Crawford: 23 saves, 10th career shutout, second of season 

From Elias: Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford posted his second shutout of the season with a 4-0 home-ice win over the Blues. Crawford has a 10-2-3 career record in 15 games versus the Blues, including a 7-0-2 mark against them Chicago. 

Lightning 5, Maple Leafs 3 

* Lightning: Won four straight games 

* Steven Stamkos (TB): Seventh career hat trick; second career natural hat trick; the native of suburban Toronto had three goals in nine career games in Toronto entering the game) 

From Elias: Four other NHL players have registered two natural hat tricks since Stamkos entered the league in October 2008: Jeff Carter, Evgeni Malkin, Jason Spezza and Jonathan Toews

Hawks gain confidence in win over Blues
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks needed to defeat the St. Louis Blues for reasons beyond what it meant in the division standings. 

By beating the Blackhawks in their three previous meetings this season and beginning to run away with the Central in recent weeks -- a lot like the Blackhawks did last season -- the Blues might just have been able to establish some doubt in the Blackhawks’ minds about who is favorite to win this year’s Stanley Cup. 

On Wednesday, however, the Blackhawks put together one of their most complete efforts of the season and left no doubt about who was the better team. 

The Blackhawks rolled to a 4-0 win at the United Center, handing the Blues their first regulation loss within the division this season -- and possibly even putting a crack in the Blues’ confidence. 
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Blackhawks center Andrew Shaw scored in the second period of a convincing victory over the league- and Central-leading Blues.“It was definitely big to get two points against them,” said Blackhawks forward Ben Smith, who scored a goal. “Just know in our heads that we can compete with that team. They’ve been on top of the league now for a month or two. It was a big win for us, especially [since] we’ve been up and down a bit here the last month or two. It’s time for us to make our push. Hopefully this is the start of it.” 

The Blackhawks were able to knock off the Blues for the first time this season by limiting their quality chances on Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford and creating their own disturbance around Blues goaltender Ryan Miller. 

The Blackhawks limited the Blues to 23 shots on goals and no more than nine in a single period. Alexander Steen, who has a team-leading 30 goals for the Blues, was held without a shot on net. 

“We played really solid,” said Crawford, who recorded his second shutout of the season. “We didn’t give them too many opportunities where they were alone in the slot for a good chance to shoot it on net. I don’t think maybe once where they had a lot of time in the slot. A lot of their chances were point shots with maybe a tip opportunity or rebound, but our guys were great with clearing them.” 

At the other end, the Blackhawks made life difficult for Miller, which was something he hadn’t experienced much of since joining the Blues at the trade deadline. Miller had stopped 180 of 193 shots and had a 7-0-1 record with the Blues prior to Wednesday. 

The Blackhawks put an emphasis on getting bodies around the net and taking away Miller’s vision. That plan worked to perfection, especially on the first two goals. Duncan Keith nailed in a slap shot past Miller from the point with Andrew Shaw in front of the net, and Shaw later tipped in a Nick Leddy shot. The Blackhawks’ two other goals also were around the net. 

“He’s a great goaltender,” Keith said. “Most of the time if he sees the puck, he’s going to stop it. So those are the type of goals we need where it’s shots with screens and deflections and rebound goals and guys going to the net, and I think we had all of that tonight.” 

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock thought his team could learn a lesson from the Blackhawks. 

“They're the Stanley Cup champions for a reason,” Hitchcock said. “They know when to turn the temperature up. It's our responsibility. No matter what happens in the regular season, everybody in the West, if you're going to give them a go, you're going to have to dial it up. They're getting ready. And it's up to us to get ready. 

“That's the task. They dialed it up. We didn't play that well, but this is March. This isn't December and January -- the middle of the season. They're cranking it up to another level. They competed hard on every puck from start to finish. We had control early and they took it from us. Good on them.” 

The Blackhawks haven’t been able to locate a level of consistency since Jan. 1. They’ve gone 12-8-8 in 2014. They also have gone 5-4-1 since the Olympic break. 

Keith was hopeful a win like Wednesday’s would get them headed in a better direction with the season winding down. 

“We know what we have in the room here,” Keith said. “We knew it was a big game against us a tough team that’s played great all year. We hadn’t beaten these guys all year. I think we wanted to come out and just play a good solid hockey game from start to finish. I thought we did that. I think it’s something we can build off for sure.
PHILADELPHIA -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks’ 3-2 overtime loss to the Philadelphia Flyers at the Wells Fargo Center Tuesday. 

How it happened: Philadelphia’s Claude Giroux blasted a shot past Blackhawks goalie Antti Raanta from the right point with just five seconds left in overtime for the victory in a game that was played tightly after both teams scored a pair of goals in the opening period. Andrew Shaw and Duncan Keith scored a pair of goals in the first period that gave Chicago a 2-0 lead in the game’s first four minutes. 

What it means: Chicago dropped its third game out of the past four and failed to gain ground on second-place Colorado, which lost to Montreal 6-3. The Blackhawks entered the game a point behind the Avs for second place in the Central Division. Head coach Joel Quenneville was seeking his 700th career win; he leads all active coaches. Only Scotty Bowman (1,244 victories) and Al Arbour are above him on the list. The trio has won a combined 15 Stanley Cups. 

Player of the game: Despite the loss, Chicago goalie Raanta, who made only his second start since the Olympic break and entered with an overall 12-3-3 record, had his share of key stops as he recorded 34 saves. He made a spectacular sprawling save in the game’s final minute of regulation during a Flyers rush and stopped several shots within the slot in the final three minutes of regulation. 

Stat of the game: The Blackhawks continue to be effective killing penalties as they silenced five Flyers power plays. They entered the game killing off 60 of their past 67 attempts over the past 19 games. They were seeking their first regular-season win in Philadelphia since Nov. 9, 1996, when they defeated the Flyers 4-1. They did defeat the Flyers in Philly to win the Stanley Cup in 2010. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks make a quick trip home to host St. Louis Wednesday night in the first game of a four-game homestand. They will welcome the Carolina Hurricanes Friday.
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The 700 Club: From Elias: Joel Quenneville looks to become the third coach in NHL history to join the 700-wins club tonight. The top three coaches in terms of career wins, Scott Bowman (1,244), Al Arbour (782) and Quenneville (699), have won a combined 15 Stanley Cups.

Brandon Saad to miss Flyers game
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Chicago Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad did not travel with the team Monday for its game against the Philadelphia Flyers on Tuesday, according to a team spokesperson.

Saad suffered an upper-body injury against the Detroit Red Wings in the second period on Sunday and missed the remainder of the game. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Sunday he did not believe Saad's injury was serious. Saad was expected to be re-evaluated on Monday.

Saad has not missed a game this season. He is tied for first on the Blackhawks with a plus-29 rating and is sixth on the team with 44 points. He has 19 goals and 25 assists in 68 games this season.

(Read full post)

Versteeg, knee getting back into form
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CHICAGO -- Kris Versteeg realizes now he came back too soon after tearing the ACL in his right knee last season. 

Versteeg regrets that to a degree. 

[+] EnlargeKris Versteeg 
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Kris Versteeg is happy to be back with a Cup contender like the Blackhawks.While returning early hasn't allowed him to be the player he's been in the past, it did give him the opportunity to be traded from the struggling Florida Panthers to the Chicago Blackhawks and provide him another chance to win a Stanley Cup. 

"Yeah, I think about it," Versteeg said recently. "If I didn't do it, I wouldn't be here. It's a Catch-22, I guess. I'm really excited that I got to get back here. If I ever talked to anyone who [had the injury,] I would definitely tell them to take their time and make sure they're ready." 

Versteeg suffered the injury to his right knee when he collided with a player during a game on March 12, 2013. He underwent season-ending surgery later that week. A little over six months later, he was cleared to play again in late September. 

There were a couple reasons behind his quick return. 

"It was just at the time kind of getting almost thrown back into the fire feeling," Versteeg said. "But you know what? It was partly because I wanted to get back, too. I hadn't played a lot of hockey in a while." 

Much like the Panthers, Versteeg got off to a slow start. He had two goals, five assists and a minus-nine rating in his first 18 games. The Panthers went 4-11-3 with Versteeg in the lineup. 

The Blackhawks hadn't found anyone who worked in the third-line winger role Viktor Stalberg left behind from the season before. The Blackhawks were familiar with Versteeg as he had played a key role on their 2010 Stanley Cup team, and general manager Stan Bowman acquired him from the Panthers for two prospects on Nov. 14. 

Versteeg was OK with his play for the Blackhawks leading up to the Olympic break in February, but he knew his right knee still wasn't where he wanted it to be. He took advantage of the two-week break and strengthened his knee by working out with trainer Trevor Hardy. 

"It was a good two weeks," Versteeg said. "During the season, you don't really get a couple weeks to do training. I feel positive about it." 

Versteeg has felt a difference in his knee. 

"Since the break, it's been going good," Versteeg said. "I feel strong. Every time I'm out there hopefully trying to create something. I think there's been a lot of looks since I've been back for myself. Creating offensively with passing has been there lately. Hopefully just it starts going in." 

Since the break, he has one goal and two assists in eight games. He was bumped up to the team's top line two games ago and has seen his ice time increase to around 15 minutes a game. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville believes Versteeg has played well despite not being 100 percent yet. 

"I just think that injury, that's usually the time line, time frame. It probably takes a year to get back where you really want to be," Quenneville said recently. "In the meantime, I think he's still doing good things and he can help us." 

Versteeg understands he could still be in Florida and getting ready for a long offseason. 

"I definitely have looked at that," Versteeg said. "It doesn't change how I feel about both places. I loved both places. Obviously, they're having a tough season there. To be able to get traded to a contending team is a blessing. I'm thankful for that. Hopefully make do with the opportunity of getting a chance to win another Cup."

The Red Wings just want to go home
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Blackhawks 4, Red Wings 1 

* Marian Hossa (CHI): Goal, two assists after missing previous five games with upper body injury. 

* Jonathan Toews (CHI): Shorthanded goal; eight goals in past seven games. 

* Duncan Keith (CHI): Two assists, giving him 50 for season and 300 for career. 

* Red Wings: Lost four straight road games (outscored 15-5). 

Flyers 4, Penguins 3 

* Flyers: 9-2-1 in past 12 games; scored three or more goals in seven of last eight games. 

* Flyers: Won three of four games versus Penguins this season (swept home-and-home series over the weekend). 

* Wayne Simmonds (PHI): Two goals; fourth multi-goal game this season (first since Dec. 28). 

* Penguins: Lost two straight regulation games for first time since November; 4-4-2 in past 10 games 

Capitals 4, Maple Leafs 2 

* Joel Ward (WSH): Goal (20), assist; first career 20-goal season (14 goals last two seasons combined). 

* Troy Brouwer (WSH): Two goals (19, 20); third multi-goal game of season, second since Olympic break. 

* Maple Leafs: 0-3 on power-play; Capitals opponents are 0-8 on power-play over past three games. 

* Capitals: Have won three of the last four against the Maple Leafs, and five of the past six at home.

Hossa's return sparks Hawks in win
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CHICAGO -- Marian Hossa completed the Chicago Blackhawks Sunday. 

[+] EnlargeMarian Hossa

Rob Grabowski/USA TODAY Sports

Marian Hossa said he felt some rust early on but worked it off as the game progressed, recording a goal and two assists in the later stages.The Blackhawks had been missing a few ingredients -- especially some offense and hustle -- as of late. Hossa returned to the ice Sunday after sitting out the previous five games with an upper-body injury and brought back to the team exactly what it had been lacking. 

Hossa stepped again into his universal role and keyed the Blackhawks’ 4-1 win over the Detroit Red Wings while scoring once, making two assists, recording two takeaways and playing significant minutes on the power play and penalty kill. 

Chicago coach Joel Quenneville had described Hossa as one of the league’s top players Saturday and anticipated he would have a major impact when he returned. Quenneville was happy he was right on. 

“He changes the look, the complexion of our line or our team game,” Quenneville said. “We seem to have the puck a lot more when he’s out there, and he made some finish plays. He definitely had some nice jump to his game as well. It made a big difference tonight having him back.” 

Hossa felt some rust early on, but he worked it off as the game progressed. His points didn’t come until later in the evening, but he was noticeably active in the later stages of the first period, moving with the puck and making defenders miss. 

“It took me a little to get into it,” said Hossa, who said he felt no signs of the injury. “Obviously missing five games, you feel that. You try to get in on a short shift in the beginning and try to get yourself in the game. Into the game, I felt more comfortable.” 

Hossa notched his first point when he won a loose puck on the end boards and delivered it to Nick Leddy near the blue line. Leddy fired in a slap shot to put the Blackhawks ahead 1-0. 

Hossa later put the game out of reach in the third period. He first skated up the right side of the rink with speed, was passed the puck by Patrick Sharp, gathered more speed, skated past the Red Wings’ defense and finally beat goaltender Jimmy Howard for a goal. It was his 25th of the season. 

Hossa ended his night by taking the puck off Johan Franzen’s stick at Chicago's blue line and creating a rush the other way. He stopped hard at the top of the right circle, allowing Jonathan Toews to get up in the play. He fed Toews the puck between two defenders, and Toews finished the play with a goal. 

Blackhawks forward Ben Smith, who had his own positive night with a goal and an assist, was asked afterward what made Hossa a special player. 

“I think it’s the way he uses his body, the way he protects the puck,” Smith said. “It’s hard to get him off the puck because he’s so strong. He works so hard along the walls. That’s what separates him, along with the scoring touch and the playmaking ability he has.” 

Hossa was modest about his contributions. 

“I’m glad I can help a little bit,” Hossa said. “I thought tonight everybody played pretty well. I thought it was a shaky beginning, but we stuck with the system and found a way to win.” 

Having Hossa back helped the Blackhawks in that.

Rapid Reaction: Blackhawks 4, Red Wings 1

March, 16, 2014 

Mar 16

9:16

PM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

17

Tweet

10

Comments

4

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks’ 4-1 win over the Detroit Red Wings at the United Center on Sunday. 

How it happened: Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa played in his first game after missing five with an injury, and made an immediate impact. Hossa had a goal and two assists in the win. He put the game away by scoring off the rush at 6:33 of the third period to put Chicago ahead 3-1 and then set up Jonathan Toews for the final goal later in the period. Blackhawks defenseman Nick Leddy broke a scoreless tie when he scored with a slap shot on the power play at 8:44 of the second period. The Red Wings evened the game on their own power-play goal by Gustav Nyquist at 15:10. The Blackhawks went back ahead when Ben Smith cleaned up a rebound with 13.7 seconds remaining in the second period. Chicago goaltender Corey Crawford made 19 saves and Detroit's Jimmy Howard had 26 saves. 

What it means: The Blackhawks snapped a two-game losing streak. They improved to 39-15-14 with 92 points and remained in third place in the Central. The Colorado Avalanche defeated the Ottawa Senators 3-1 on Sunday and held onto second place in the division. The Avalanche are 44-19-5 with 93 points. The Blackhawks, who lead the league in goals-for average, scored more than two goals for just the third time in the past 10 games. Chicago snapped a 0-for-11 power-play streak over the past four games with its goal in the second period. 

Player of the game: Hossa’s return keyed the win. The Blackhawks were 2-3 in his recent absence. 

Stat of the game: The Blackhawks led the Red Wings 25-12 in shots on goal through two periods. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks hit the road to play the Philadelphia Flyers on Tuesday. Chicago will return home to face the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday.
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Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa talked about Chicago's 4-1 win over the Detroit Red Wings on Sunday.

Marian Hossa returns from injury to lift Blackhawks past Red Wings
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CHICAGO -- Marian Hossa celebrated his return to the lineup with a goal and two assists, and the Chicago Blackhawks defeated the Detroit Wings 4-1 on Sunday night to snap a two-game losing streak.

Ben Smith had a goal and assist, and Nick Leddy and Jonathan Toews scored for defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago, which is struggling to keep up with the top contenders in the Western Conference.

Despite the win, the Blackhawks are 11-8-7 in 2014 and remained fifth in the conference and third in the Central Division.

Gustav Nyquist scored for the injury-depleted Red Wings, who are desperate for wins as they try to get into the playoffs for the 23rd straight time.

Chicago's Corey Crawford made 19 saves and Detroit's Jimmy Howard had 26.

(Read full post)

Prospect Teravainen available for Hawks
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CHICAGO -- Teuvo Teravainen's loss could soon be the Chicago Blackhawks' gain. 

Teravainen, a Blackhawks 2012 first-round pick, had his season ended Sunday when his team, Jokerit, was eliminated in the first round of the playoffs in the Liiga in Finland. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said recently he expected Teravainen to join the team when his season was complete. 

Quenneville said the organization would likely discuss Teravainen and his future after the Blackhawks played the Detroit Red Wings at the United Center on Sunday night. 

The 19-year-old Teravainen, a forward, finished tied for sixth in the Liiga with 44 regular-season points. He had nine goals and 35 assists in 49 games. He recorded points in 17 of his last 20 regular-season games. He also helped Finland to the gold medal in the World Junior Championship in January by recording 15 points in seven games. 

(Read full post)

Brandon Saad suffers injury
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CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad was ruled out of Sunday's 4-1 win over the Detroit Red Wings with an upper-body injury during the third period.

Saad's final shift of the game ended with 8:35 left in the second period. He had zero shots on goal and a zero rating, and had 11 shifts and 6:21 of ice time in the game.

"He seemed all right here," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said after the game. "I don't think it's too serious, but we'll have a better idea [Monday]."

Saad leads the Blackhawks with a plus-29 rating and is sixth on the team with 44 points. He has 19 goals and 25 assists in 68 games this season.

(Read full post)

Quenneville uses practice to ignite Hawks
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville only kept his players out on the ice for 30 minutes of practice Saturday, but he accomplished exactly what he wanted to after questioning their recent play. 

Quenneville reiterated the effort he’s been seeking from his players by putting them in 1-on-1 and 2-on-2 battle drills for the latter part of practice at Johnny’s IceHouse West. The drill is set up by creating a small area in the corner of the rink and players compete for loose pucks and attempt to score on a guarded net which faces the end boards. 

Patrick Sharp

Brian Cassella/Chicago Tribune

Patrick Sharp was optimistic Saturday's practice will lead to a better outcome Sunday against the Red Wings.The drill requires players to work to get the puck and then either keep it or steal it. The players’ competitiveness usually takes over during the drill, and Quenneville is able to get the desired result. 

After disappointing efforts in a 3-2 loss to the Colorado Avalanche on Wednesday and a 3-2 loss to the Nashville Predators on Friday, Quenneville used the battle drills to address his issues with the team. 

“We did a drill today that’s kind of the way you have to win hockey games,” Quenneville said. “Come up in the tough areas, and you got to get to the tough areas. You got to win some 1-on-1 battles. If you’re looking for the perimeter and looking for a non-confrontational type of game, the other team will accommodate that and you’re going to be on the outside the whole game.” 

Quenneville thought the Blackhawks could have defeated the Avalanche and Predators if they had pushed themselves more to compete for loose pucks. 

(Read full post)

Marian Hossa cleared to return

March, 16, 2014 

Mar 16

4:50

PM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

17

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa had a goal and two assists in his return after missing five consecutive games with an upper-body injury as Chicago dropped Detroit 4-1 on Sunday.

"It's great to come back and try to help the team," Hossa said. "It's five games, so I don't know how much fresher I'll be than the other guys. But there's some benefit, maybe."

Hossa was injured against the Pittsburgh Penguins on March 1. He returned to practice Friday and participated in the team's practice Saturday. The Blackhawks went 2-3 in Hossa's absence.

Hossa entered Sunday's game with 24 goals, 26 assists and a plus-25 rating in 57 games this season. He was also third in the league with 65 takeaways.

The  defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks are 6-5 in their past 11 games and 39-15-14 overall with 92 points for the season. They're in third place in the Central behind the first-place St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche.

(Read full post)

Hossa likely to play vs. Red Wings
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Marian Hossa

Bill Smith/Getty Images

Marian Hossa said he felt good after a 30-minute intense practice on Saturday. 

CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa will likely play against the Detroit Red Wings on Sunday after missing five consecutive games with an upper-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Saturday. 

Blackhawks defensemen Duncan Keith and Niklas Hjalmarsson missed practice Saturday, but Quenneville said they were just resting and would play Sunday. 

Hossa suffered the undisclosed injury against the Pittsburgh Penguins on March 1. He participated in his first practice with the team since the injury Friday and practiced again Saturday. The Blackhawks have gone 2-3 in Hossa’s absence. 

“He certainly adds every piece you look for in a player,” Quenneville said after practice at Johnny's IceHouse West on Saturday. “So, all areas of our game should get enhanced with him in the lineup. He’s excited to get back. You watch him skate, and he just adds speed, something that has kind of been lacking in our team game. [He helps with our] power play, penalty killing. He’s one of the best players in the league, so he’s definitely going to make a difference.” 

Hossa said he felt good after a 30-minute intense practice Saturday.
CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa had a goal and two assists in his return after missing five consecutive games with an upper-body injury as Chicago dropped Detroit 4-1 on Sunday.

"It's great to come back and try to help the team," Hossa said. "It's five games, so I don't know how much fresher I'll be than the other guys. But there's some benefit, maybe."

Hossa was injured against the Pittsburgh Penguins on March 1. He returned to practice Friday and participated in the team's practice Saturday. The Blackhawks went 2-3 in Hossa's absence.

Hossa entered Sunday's game with 24 goals, 26 assists and a plus-25 rating in 57 games this season. He was also third in the league with 65 takeaways.

The  defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks are 6-5 in their past 11 games and 39-15-14 overall with 92 points for the season. They're in third place in the Central behind the first-place St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche.

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville only kept his players out on the ice for 30 minutes of practice Saturday, but he accomplished exactly what he wanted to after questioning their recent play. 

Quenneville reiterated the effort he’s been seeking from his players by putting them in 1-on-1 and 2-on-2 battle drills for the latter part of practice at Johnny’s IceHouse West. The drill is set up by creating a small area in the corner of the rink and players compete for loose pucks and attempt to score on a guarded net which faces the end boards. 

Patrick Sharp

Brian Cassella/Chicago Tribune

Patrick Sharp was optimistic Saturday's practice will lead to a better outcome Sunday against the Red Wings.The drill requires players to work to get the puck and then either keep it or steal it. The players’ competitiveness usually takes over during the drill, and Quenneville is able to get the desired result. 

After disappointing efforts in a 3-2 loss to the Colorado Avalanche on Wednesday and a 3-2 loss to the Nashville Predators on Friday, Quenneville used the battle drills to address his issues with the team. 

“We did a drill today that’s kind of the way you have to win hockey games,” Quenneville said. “Come up in the tough areas, and you got to get to the tough areas. You got to win some 1-on-1 battles. If you’re looking for the perimeter and looking for a non-confrontational type of game, the other team will accommodate that and you’re going to be on the outside the whole game.” 

Quenneville thought the Blackhawks could have defeated the Avalanche and Predators if they had pushed themselves more to compete for loose pucks. 

(Read full post)
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Marian Hossa

Bill Smith/Getty Images

Marian Hossa said he felt good after a 30-minute intense practice on Saturday. 

CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa will likely play against the Detroit Red Wings on Sunday after missing five consecutive games with an upper-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Saturday. 

Blackhawks defensemen Duncan Keith and Niklas Hjalmarsson missed practice Saturday, but Quenneville said they were just resting and would play Sunday. 

Hossa suffered the undisclosed injury against the Pittsburgh Penguins on March 1. He participated in his first practice with the team since the injury Friday and practiced again Saturday. The Blackhawks have gone 2-3 in Hossa’s absence. 

“He certainly adds every piece you look for in a player,” Quenneville said after practice at Johnny's IceHouse West on Saturday. “So, all areas of our game should get enhanced with him in the lineup. He’s excited to get back. You watch him skate, and he just adds speed, something that has kind of been lacking in our team game. [He helps with our] power play, penalty killing. He’s one of the best players in the league, so he’s definitely going to make a difference.” 

Hossa said he felt good after a 30-minute intense practice Saturday. 

(Read full post)

Jonathan Toews: 'We Need Better'
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Blackhawks center Jonathan Toews discusses the team's recent struggles.

Blackhawks lack urgency against Preds
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks have said they understand the urgency they need now. 

Their play just hasn’t reflected that. 

Friday was more of the recent same for the Blackhawks, as they allowed the Nashville Predators to come into Chicago and steal away two vital points with a 3-2 victory at the United Center. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville was in disbelief as he watched his team constantly having to chase the puck, and the Predators, throughout the final 10 minutes of the opening period. The Predators capitalized twice during that span, building a 2-0 lead. The Blackhawks wouldn’t get any closer than a goal the rest of the way. 

[+] EnlargeBlackhawks/Predators

Dennis Wierzbicki/USA TODAY Sports

Captain Jonathan Toews said the Hawks haven't been working hard enough to get the lucky bounces.“Tough to watch the last part of the first period,” Quenneville said. “That was as bad as we’ve probably played for a stretch all year. ... I’m not happy with our game at all.” 

Quenneville hasn’t been extremely pleased with the Blackhawks in recent weeks. They’ve gone 3-4 since returning from the Olympic break, watched the St. Louis Blues take a comfortable lead in the Central and fallen behind the Colorado Avalanche for second place in the division. 

“I thought the pace to our game, the intelligence to our game were non-existent the last couple of games,” Quenneville said. 

Scoring has become issue for the Blackhawks. While they’re still leading the league with a 3.31 goals-per-game average, they’ve rarely touched that figure as of late. They have scored two goals of fewer in seven of their past nine games. 

Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews put the blame for the lack of offense on the team’s work ethic. 

“We’ll get bounces like I said when we work harder,” Toews said. “The harder you work, you’re going to get bounces eventually. Pucks will land on your stick. We’ll get some ugly goals around the net. We’re just not finding those pucks right now because we’re not working for them. It’ll come when we pay the price.” 

The Blackhawks started paying some of that price as Friday’s game unfolded. Their offensive chances picked up in the final two periods, when they landed 25 shots on goal. Peter Regin was the only one able to cash in, though, and the Blackhawks lost by a 3-2 score for a second consecutive game. 

“It was another case of us finally playing the way we can, the way we’re supposed to, but it’s too late again,” Toews said. “To get down two goals to that team late in the game, it’s not going to be easy to come back. We’re putting ourselves in tough situations by not starting well and just getting away from our team. 

“Not much of an explanation, but we know we need better right now. We need to get out of this trend we’re in right now.” 

Time is running out for the Blackhawks to reverse that. They’re down to 15 games, and the next four weeks are going to fly by. The Blackhawks have three four-game weeks in that period. 

“We got to find ways to get the puck in the net and find ways to get two points now because this last 15 are really coming down to crunch time,” Blackhawks forward Kris Versteeg said. 

Again, urgency was present in the Blackhawks’ words. Whether it’ll be in their play is yet to be seen.

Preds edge Blackhawks for 3rd straight win

March, 14, 2014 

Mar 14

9:53

PM CT

Associated Press

Recommend

7

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- Roman Josi had three assists, Ryan Ellis scored in the third period, and the Nashville Predators beat the Chicago Blackhawks 3-2 on Friday night for their third consecutive win.

Mike Fisher and Patric Hornqvist also scored for Nashville, which has won two of three against Chicago this season. Shea Weber had two assists, and Pekka Rinne made 31 saves.

It was the second straight loss for the Blackhawks, who are struggling to keep up with the top contenders in the rugged Western Conference. The reigning Stanley Cup champions dropped to 10-8-7 in 2014.

Jonathan Toews and Peter Regin scored for Chicago, and Corey Crawford made 26 saves in his 200th NHL game.

---

Jay Cohen can be reached at http://www.twitter.com/jcohenap

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Here’s a quick look at the Nashville Predators' 3-2 victory over the Chicago Blackhawks at the United Center on Friday. 

How it happened: The Predators’ first shot on goal didn’t come until 9 minutes, 18 seconds of the first period, but they got going after that. Mike Fisher and Patric Hornqvist each scored off rebounds in the frame to put the Predators ahead 2-0. Jonathan Toews scored late to trim the Blackhawks' deficit in half. 

Ryan Ellis gave the Predators a two-goal lead again when he finished a breakaway 45 seconds into the third period. Peter Regin then redirected a shot from Johnny Oduya to cut Nashville's lead to one at 8:32 of the third period. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford made 26 saves; Predators counterpart Pekka Rinne made 31. 

What it means: Chicago's division struggles continued with Friday’s loss. The Blackhawks fell to 9-11-3 in the Central; they were 16-1-1 in the division last season. The Blackhawks dropped to 38-15-14 overall on the season and 3-4 since the Olympic break. 

The Colorado Avalanche continue to lead Chicago by one point for second place in the Central; the Avalanche lost to the Anaheim Ducks 6-4 on Friday. Scoring has been a problem for the Blackhawks in recent games; they’ve been held to two goals or fewer in seven of their past nine games. 

Player of the game: Predators defenseman Roman Josi had three assists, including two primary ones. 

Stat of the game: Toews won 19 of 23 faceoffs. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks remain at home and host the Detroit Red Wings on Sunday. The Red Wings defeated the Blackhawks 5-4 in Detroit on Jan. 22.

Regin not reading into healthy scratch
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Peter Regin said Friday he doesn't believe he did anything wrong to be made a healthy scratch against the Colorado Avalanche on Wednesday. 

Regin

 Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville scratched Regin and opted instead to use defenseman Sheldon Brookbank as a forward against the Avalanche. Brookbank had zero shots, one five-minute penalty for fighting, a minus-one rating and played eight shifts for 4:33 of ice time in the 3-2 loss to the Avalanche. 

Regin said he had a brief conversation with Quenneville about the scratch and believes the scratch had to do with roster numbers rather than his play. 

"I don't read too much into it," Regin said after the team's morning skate on Friday. "We [have] more guys that have to play every game, so somebody's going to sit out. I'm trying not to read too much into it and focus on what I can do tonight. 

"I've been around a couple years. It's something you learn to deal with. Focus on the next task. That's tonight. Now I have a chance to prove I want to be in the lineup." 

Regin has played center in all five games for the Blackhawks since being acquired from the New York Islanders in February. Quenneville said he plans to play him at wing against the Nashville Predators on Friday. Regin played right wing alongside center Andrew Shaw and left wing Bryan Bickell during the morning skate. 

"He's all right," Quenneville said of Regin's play. "We're going to put him on the wing tonight. I don't think we've seen him there yet. We're going to try him there and get [Shaw] back to the middle and see how that works." 

Regin played wing and center for the Islanders, so he does have experience at various positions. 

"It should be fine," Regin said. "Try to keep it simple and try to skate a lot on that wing and try to create something." 

Regin has one goal and a zero rating with the Blackhawks. He has three goals, five assists and a minus-10 rating in 49 total games this season.

Hossa close to returning for Hawks
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Marian Hossa

Bruce Bennett/Getty Images

Marian Hossa expects to return against the Red Wings on Sunday or the Flyers on Tuesday. 

CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa will miss his fifth consecutive game with an upper-body injury against the Nashville Predators on Friday, but he said he expected to return against the Detroit Red Wings on Sunday or the Philadelphia Flyers on Tuesday. 

Blackhawks forward Brandon Bollig missed the team's moring skate Friday, but Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said he was expected to play against the Predators. 

Hossa did participate in the morning skate. It was his first practice with the team since suffering the injury against the Pittsburgh Penguins on March 1. 

“I actually feel better than yesterday,” Hossa said. “That’s a good sign.” 

Hossa said his injury wasn’t related to the back injury he suffered in the Stanley Cup finals last season and forced him to sit out during the preseason this season. 

“It’s nothing that I had the beginning of the season, so it’s something upper-body injury,” Hossa said. “That’s actually a good thing.” 

Hossa has 24 goals, 26 assists and a plus-25 rating in 57 games this season.

Next steps for league expansion 
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Semyon Varlamov
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Does Colorado have the defense necessary to become a favorite against the Blackhawks? 

First, let me come clean. I wanted to touch on expansion in this mailbag, and as of Thursday afternoon, there wasn't a single question on it in the mailbag. So I turned to Twitter with my expansion request and you guys didn’t disappoint. So, let’s start with expansion. If you have any questions for next week, send them in right here. 

Is there anything new going on with expansion rumors? Seems [Bill] Daly and [Commissioner Gary] Bettman are talking about it more than ever these days. 

Dustin, East Lansing, Mich. 

What about expansion? 

Sean, Pittsburgh 

So... about this 'expansion' idea? 

Jim, Buffalo, N.Y. 

Did Mr. Bettman mention Seattle in his expansion remarks? 

David Reading, Mount Vernon, Washington 

Following the general managers' meetings this week in Florida, NHL commissioner Gary Bettman did his usual meeting with the media who brave the Boca Raton elements to cover those meetings. As usual, he covered a lot of ground from the Olympics to concussions. 

While the Olympics were being held, there were reports coming from Seattle that the NHL would have an expansion announcement this season, perhaps as early as in the weeks following the Olympics. Well, we’re currently in that window, so I asked the commissioner whether or not there would be an expansion announcement before the end of the season. 

“If there would be, I would doubt it,” Bettman said. “It’s not anything we are contemplating.” 

Okay, I could talk about this answer all day because there’s nothing I like more than overanalyzing comments from the commissioner. He’s as smart a person as there is in the game and nothing he says is by accident. Typically, as reporters, you try to avoid yes or no questions because you want the subject you’re interviewing to expand on the topic. In this case, I was deliberately looking for a yes or no answer. Will there be an announcement this season or not? I tried to remove any gray area in this one. Naturally, I was no match for the commissioner, who reinserted all kinds of gray area with his answer: If there would be, I would doubt it. 

So you’re saying there’s a chance. 

Even the second part of the answer is awesome because, when he says it’s not anything we are contemplating, he probably means expansion. That’s the assumption. He could also mean they’re not contemplating an announcement, which leaves expansion as a possibility.  

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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Here are five observations from the Chicago Blackhawks' 3-2 loss to the Colorado Avalanche on Wednesday. 

1. Avalanche goaltender Semyon Varlamov was brilliant and the difference again. The Blackhawks may not have gotten as many looks around the net, especially the rebound variety, as they would have liked in the game, but they had some high-quality chances, and Varlamov was there to reject them. He won all four of his starts against the Blackhawks this season, stopping 168 of 175 shots for a .960 save percentage. What got goals past Varlamov on Wednesday were a special move by Patrick Kane in the second period and six attackers on the ice in the final minutes. He made 37 saves on 39 shots. The Blackhawks’ inability to figure him out in the regular season has to be a cause for some concern if they meet in the playoffs. As of now, the Avalanche would also possess home-ice advantage against the Blackhawks in the first round. 

[+] EnlargeAntti Raanta

Doug Pensinger/Getty Images

Antti Raanta is unable to make a save on a goal by Colorado's Matt Duchene.2. Blackhawks goaltender Antti Raanta made some quality saves throughout the night, but the first goal he allowed was soft. Starting Raanta was an interesting choice by Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville with it being such an important game and because Raanta hadn’t made a start since Jan. 28. Raanta was up to the task early on, but he was caught off guard when Brad Malone shot the puck from the lower left edge of the left circle. The puck deflected off Raanta’s stick and bounced through his legs with 1:36 remaining in the first period. The other two goals weren’t his fault. He finished with 26 saves on 29 shots. 

(Read full post)
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ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1:30 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.
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DENVER -- Here’s a riddle for the Chicago Blackhawks’ bulletin board: The Colorado Avalanche and its goalie Semyon Varlamov. 

Unable to solve them for the fourth time in five tries this season, the Blackhawks dropped into third place in the NHL’s Central Division after they were overtaken by the Avalanche in the standings following a 3-2 loss here. 

[+] EnlargeSemyon Varlamov
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Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov has been dominating in his four starts against the Blackhawks this season, tallying 168 saves on 175 shots and a 4-0 record.The frustration carried to the Pepsi Center locker rooms Wednesday night. When a Denver reporter asked Jonathan Toews if the Avalanche had gotten into the Hawks’ heads, the usually mild-mannered captain turned the color of a bruise and sternly put things into perspective. 

“That’s a bold statement,” said Toews, whose streak of four consecutive games with a goal came to a sour end. “I think whoever said that is getting ahead of themselves. That’s getting a little ahead of yourself.” 

Maybe it is ... for now, at least. In reality though, (the reality of the regular season albeit), it’s black and white. The Blackhawks have not been able to beat the Avs when Colorado’s Russian goalie starts in front of the net. 

Not once. 

In the Hawks’ only win of the series, Colorado backup Jean-Sebastien Giguere was burned for seven goals in a 7-2 win for Chicago back in December. (Even in that game, Varlamov came on in relief and stopped all 13 chances he saw to add to his domination over Chicago and its NHL-best offense.) 

And Wednesday, Varlamov was again terrific. Again masterful. Again clutch. He made 37 saves, giving him 168 saves on 175 shots against the Blackhawks this season. 

“We have to find a way to beat him for sure. He’s been great for them,” Toews said. “We need to figure that out.” 

Only Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad figured out Varlamov on this night. (Kane got him twice, if you count when he bulldozed Varlamov in the crease in the second period.) 

As far as the scoreboard goes, however, Kane scored another highlight-reel goal midway through the second period to cut the deficit to 2-1. And later, Saad scored off a rebound with just over two minutes left in the game to cut the lead to 3-2. 

The Avs held on, however, despite chance after chance in the final minute for the Blackhawks. 

“We just couldn’t find the net for some reason there at the end,” Toews said. 

There’s a bright side: The Hawks are still playing well. 

The big concern from Denver, however, is the very real possibility that the Blackhawks and Avs could face each other in the first round of the playoffs. 

Many might find the Avs to have most of the momentum and the confidence if that came to fruition. 

Predictably, Hawks coach Joel Quenneville is not one of them. 

“I think, of course, in the regular season there are some teams that you don’t have as good of records [against] as you’d like,.” Quenneville said. “It looks like it’s a landslide down against you. But every game has been different, every game has been close.” 

Raanta more comfortable, but loses in Denver 

Backup goalie Antti Raanta felt much better in his second appearance in the Mile High City. 

The result, however, was the same. 

Coming off a nervous debut when he relieved starter Corey Crawford in Denver back in November -- a game which Colorado won 5-1 -- Raanta made 26 saves on 29 shots in Wednesday’s loss. 

At times, Raanta bailed his team out, turning away Colorado’s first three power plays. And other times, he had no chance, including when the Avs’ Ryan O'Reilly beat him on a two-man advantage. 

It was one shot, in particular though, that will bug Raanta until his next start: the first goal of the game. It happened when Brad Malone, who was recalled from the AHL for Wednesday’s game, barreled down the left boards and put a near-parallel goal on net with 1:36 left in the first period. 

Raanta, who was making his first start since Jan. 28, couldn’t believe he let it in. 

“That was a bad goal to give up,” the 24-year-old said. “I have to stop those, and I’ll work to fix those things. I can’t have those go by me. But I'll work and get better, and get those things fixed.” 

Rapid Reaction: Avalanche 3, Blackhawks 2

March, 12, 2014 

Mar 12

11:30

PM CT

By Brent W. New | Special to ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

8

Tweet

5

Comments

2

Email

Print

DENVER, Colo. -- Here’s a quick look at how the Chicago Blackhawks lost to the Colorado Avalanche 3-2 at the Pepsi Center on Wednesday. 

How it happened: Hoping to stay in the No. 2 position in the Central Division, the Blackhawks were again unable to beat Semyon Varlamov and the Avalanche. Another stout performance from the Russian goalie was just enough to beat rookie Hawks goalie Antti Raanta, who played for the first time since Jan. 28. Only Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad got to Varlamov on this night, but it wasn’t enough. First, Kane scored another one of his straight-to-YouTube goals, this one midway through the second period to cut the deficit to 2-1. And later, Saad scored off a rebound with just more than two minutes left in the game to cut the lead to 3-2. The Avs, however, held on. Brad Malone, who was recalled from the AHL for Wednesday’s game, led it off for Colorado when he barreled down the left boards and put a near parallel goal on net with 1:36 left in the first period. And early in the second, Matt Duchene took another piece of Raanta’s confidence when he found the net from the right side of the circle to give the Avs the 2-0 lead. Down two players, Raanta gave up the dagger midway through the third period, when Ryan O'Reilly beat him on the power play to put the Avs ahead in commanding fashion at 3-1. 

What it means: As far the short-term outlook, Hawks coach Joel Quenneville’s decision to start Raanta looks questionable. Hoping to give the Hawks a spark against the Avs, as well as rest Corey Crawford, Raanta looked uneasy early and never completely settled in, giving up three goals on 29 shots. But the real disappointment may have been the leading scoring team in the NHL; the Hawks again could not find the winning recipe to beat the Avs’ starting goalie. If the two squads should meet in the postseason, the Avs should have some confidence against the defending champs, winning four of their five meetings in the regular season. 

Player of the game: Varlamov made 37 saves, giving him 168 saves on 175 shots against the Blackhawks this season. He has won all four of his starts against Chicago. 

Stat of the game: The Blackhawks went 0-for-3 in power plays. There were a lot of chances, but every time they came up with nothing. 

What’s next: After splitting the first two games of the season, the Hawks play the Nashville Predators on Friday in Chicago during the first of three remaining matchups. 

Semyon Varlamov stops 37 as Avalanche hold off Blackhawks
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DENVER -- Semyon Varlamov stopped 37 shots for his 100th NHL win and Brad Malone scored his first goal of the season, helping the Colorado Avalanche hold off the Chicago Blackhawks 3-2 on Wednesday night.

Matt Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly added goals as the Avalanche took four of five from the Blackhawks in the season series. They also moved a point ahead of the defending Stanley Cup champions for second place in the Central Division.

Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad scored for Chicago. Antti Raanta made 26 saves filling in for Corey Crawford. It was the first time Raanta has been in net since Jan. 28.

With a goal and an assist, Duchene extended his points streak to a career-best nine games.

Varlamov became the fourth Russian-born goaltender to record 100 wins, joining Evgeni Nabokov (347), Nikolai Khabibulin (333) and Ilya Bryzgalov (213). This also was Varlamov's 33rd win, second-most in the league behind Pittsburgh's Marc-Andre Fleury (34).

(Read full post)
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DENVER, Colo. -- Here’s a quick look at how the Chicago Blackhawks lost to the Colorado Avalanche 3-2 at the Pepsi Center on Wednesday. 

How it happened: Hoping to stay in the No. 2 position in the Central Division, the Blackhawks were again unable to beat Semyon Varlamov and the Avalanche. Another stout performance from the Russian goalie was just enough to beat rookie Hawks goalie Antti Raanta, who played for the first time since Jan. 28. Only Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad got to Varlamov on this night, but it wasn’t enough. First, Kane scored another one of his straight-to-YouTube goals, this one midway through the second period to cut the deficit to 2-1. And later, Saad scored off a rebound with just more than two minutes left in the game to cut the lead to 3-2. The Avs, however, held on. Brad Malone, who was recalled from the AHL for Wednesday’s game, led it off for Colorado when he barreled down the left boards and put a near parallel goal on net with 1:36 left in the first period. And early in the second, Matt Duchene took another piece of Raanta’s confidence when he found the net from the right side of the circle to give the Avs the 2-0 lead. Down two players, Raanta gave up the dagger midway through the third period, when Ryan O'Reilly beat him on the power play to put the Avs ahead in commanding fashion at 3-1. 

What it means: As far the short-term outlook, Hawks coach Joel Quenneville’s decision to start Raanta looks questionable. Hoping to give the Hawks a spark against the Avs, as well as rest Corey Crawford, Raanta looked uneasy early and never completely settled in, giving up three goals on 29 shots. But the real disappointment may have been the leading scoring team in the NHL; the Hawks again could not find the winning recipe to beat the Avs’ starting goalie. If the two squads should meet in the postseason, the Avs should have some confidence against the defending champs, winning four of their five meetings in the regular season. 

Player of the game: Varlamov made 37 saves, giving him 168 saves on 175 shots against the Blackhawks this season. He has won all four of his starts against Chicago. 

Stat of the game: The Blackhawks went 0-for-3 in power plays. There were a lot of chances, but every time they came up with nothing. 

What’s next: After splitting the first two games of the season, the Hawks play the Nashville Predators on Friday in Chicago during the first of three remaining matchups. 
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DENVER -- Semyon Varlamov stopped 37 shots for his 100th NHL win and Brad Malone scored his first goal of the season, helping the Colorado Avalanche hold off the Chicago Blackhawks 3-2 on Wednesday night.

Matt Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly added goals as the Avalanche took four of five from the Blackhawks in the season series. They also moved a point ahead of the defending Stanley Cup champions for second place in the Central Division.

Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad scored for Chicago. Antti Raanta made 26 saves filling in for Corey Crawford. It was the first time Raanta has been in net since Jan. 28.

With a goal and an assist, Duchene extended his points streak to a career-best nine games.

Varlamov became the fourth Russian-born goaltender to record 100 wins, joining Evgeni Nabokov (347), Nikolai Khabibulin (333) and Ilya Bryzgalov (213). This also was Varlamov's 33rd win, second-most in the league behind Pittsburgh's Marc-Andre Fleury (34).
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With the trade deadline wrapped up, teams viewing the bigger picture soon will be turning their attention to their free agents. That's not necessarily a good thing for those looking to use free agency this summer as a way to restock their franchise. There are good players on the top 25 unrestricted free-agent list below, but it only thins out from there.

"I have the preliminary list," said Buffalo Sabres general manager Tim Murray, who is going to have a lot of money to work with this summer. "You can look at that and say, 'OK, we have 10 guys on that list we like, they can sign between now and then.' So I don't get too excited about that list."

With teams as diligent as ever about signing their players to long-term contracts before they hit free agency, the number of available quality players is already a small one. Supply and demand will put general managers in a tough spot.

"Obviously, it's getting tougher and tougher," Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon said during a quick chat Tuesday.

Like Murray, Tallon is going to have money to spend this summer.

"There's some assets we're interested in," he said. "We've identified who we like, who fit into our player allotment, where they would fit into our organization and how they would help our young guys develop quicker."

This list, like Murray's preliminary list, is going to change between now and July 1, but here's an early look at the top 25 unrestricted free agents for this summer, ranked in order of the most value they'll provide their next team:

Note: All cap hit data is courtesy of CapGeek.com.

Miller

1. Ryan Miller | G | Current team: St. Louis Blues

2013-14 cap hit: $6.25 million | Age on July 1: 33

At this point in Miller's career, he has to decide where he thinks he has the best chance of winning a Stanley Cup. "That's what it comes down to," one NHL source said. "That is the determining factor." It's hard to argue there's a better spot than the one Murray sent him to before the trade deadline. The Blues really like Jake Allen, but are firmly in the middle of a Stanley Cup window, and Miller gives them the best chance to win. It might be the perfect marriage. If the Ducks decide to let Jonas Hiller walk this summer, Anaheim is another city that would intrigue Miller, who spends offseason time in California. The problem there is that Ducks GM Bob Murray has no shortage of goalie options in the system. Miller's future may hinge on how things go this postseason in St. Louis.

Stastny

2. Paul Stastny | C | Current team: Colorado Avalanche

2013-14 cap hit: $6.6 million | Age on July 1: 28

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider

Raanta center stage in Central showdown

March, 12, 2014 

Mar 12

4:16

PM CT

By Brent W. New | Special to ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

23

Tweet

11

Comments

1

Email

Print

DENVER -- No matter what Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy thinks, Antti Raanta will start in net for the Chicago Blackhawks on Wednesday night at the Pepsi Center. 

[+] EnlargeAntti Raanta

Doug Pensinger/Getty Images

Antti Raanta will start in goal for the Blackhawks Wednesday in Denver.“We’ll see at game time,” Colorado’s first-year coach said, brushing off the notion. 

Really though, it shouldn’t be that far of a stretch to think Raanta would get the nod -- even considering the magnitude of Wednesday night’s Central Division showdown. 

Despite it being his first start since Jan. 28, the 24-year-old netminder remains confident as he’s proved to be more than trustworthy as the Hawks’ No. 2 goalie since his November debut, when he relieved starter Corey Crawford late in the first period in the Mile High City. 

In fact, Raanta, who played for the AHL's Rockford IceHogs earlier in the season, is 12-2-3 with a 2.40 goals against average as a Hawk -- which includes a 16-save performance against the Avs back on Dec. 27, a game which Chicago won, 7-2. 

Wednesday, he’ll fill in for Crawford, who has started the team’s last 10 games. 

(Read full post)
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With the trade deadline behind us, it's time to take a look at some young players who may affect the stretch run into the NHL playoffs.

The players selected are not an exclusive list. The criteria were more along the lines of players I thought were interesting for the purposes of this column or ones I haven't profiled in a while. I'm aware players not profiled, such as Olli Maatta and Nathan MacKinnon, will be big parts of the stretch run.

The big name in the prospect world this week is Washington Capitals forward Evgeny Kuznetsov. For years, Kuznetsov has been an elite prospect outside the NHL. He was ranked second in my recent top 50 drafted prospects update. People know about his dominant World Junior performance, where he was named tournament MVP, and the big numbers he has put up in the KHL, especially relative to his age.

Kuznetsov's stats took a drop from last season, though. His shots per game dropped by 1.4 (stats as of Monday), his average ice dipped about a minute, and his points and goals rate dropped despite the fact his shooting percentage increased.

However, when I asked a Russian scout if he was more pessimistic about Kuznetsov from last season, he replied, "Not as a player, but the injuries raise some concerns and the NHL is tougher physically," noting some of the minor injuries he's had recently. "When he's healthy, he's played great. Even last year's playoffs where he didn't score much he played well."

In his first NHL game against Pittsburgh on Monday, Kuznetsov played mostly on the fourth line with Tom Wilson and Jay Beagle with the occasional shift on Alex Ovechkin's line. Kuznetsov's line generated 70 percent of the shots toward the opposing end. Beagle and Wilson have typically been around the 45 percent mark this season.

In his second game, Kuznetsov's usage was in Washington's top nine. He faced quality opponents on a number of shifts and played alongside Nicklas Backstrom for a good chunk of time while his team got 53 percent of the even-strength shots.

Kuznetsov's skating, puck skills and, at times, vision have looked sharp and distinguishable from some of his teammates on the top nine. He has shown the ability to gain the zone and the offensive instincts to make plays with the puck. Where he has lacked so far has been in physical battles. Nobody expects him to ever be great in that area, but to help his team more going forward, he'll need to find a way to retrieve the puck in the offensive zone when it isn't carried in.

Washington has said Kuznetsov will need to earn his way up the lineup, which is possible for him to do in a short amount of time with health and a quick adjustment to the NHL pace. He has all the tools to be a top-tier player and is getting close to his physical prime (usually 25 years old). Time will tell if he can provide the short- and long-term spark the Capitals desperately need, especially following two consecutive losses to Pittsburgh.

Here are six more young players currently on my radar:

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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The Chicago Blackhawks lit up Colorado Avalanche goaltender Jean-Sebastien Giguere for seven goals on 24 shots through two periods when the teams met in Chicago on Dec. 27. 

[+] EnlargeSemyon Varlamov
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Avs goaltender Semyon Varlamov has stopped 131 of 136 shots and won all three of his starts against Chicago this season.Semyon Varlamov took over for Giguere in the third period, and the goals ceased. He saved all 13 shots the Blackhawks tried to put past him in the final period. 

That's the sort of effect Varlamov has had whenever he's taken the net against the Blackhawks this season. He has been among the league's top goaltenders against all opponents this season, but he's been extra special against Chicago. 

Varlamov has stopped 131 of 136 shots for a .963 save percentage and won all three of his starts against the Blackhawks this season. 

On Wednesday, Varlamov will get one more regular-season chance to thwart the Blackhawks and their league-best offense. If the Avalanche win, they will move ahead of the Blackhawks and into second place in the Central. 

"We're happy to have a chance to play for second place [Wednesday]," Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said Tuesday. "We don't know what's going to transpire by the end of the season. But just to be in that position having home-ice advantage, it means a lot to our team. At the same time, we know Chicago is a very good team. We know that they're a good challenge for our team." 

The Blackhawks see their challenge as trying to find ways to get pucks by Varlamov. He made 36 saves on 38 shots against them in a 4-2 win on March 4. He made a season-high 46 saves on 48 shots in a 3-2 overtime win on Jan. 14. He had 36 saves on 37 shots in a 5-1 win on Nov. 19. He also had the backup effort on Dec. 27. 

"He's a great goalie," Blackhawks forward Andrew Shaw said Tuesday. "He always stands on his head in those big games. We've just got to get traffic and get pucks to the net. They're not all going to be pretty, but we've got to find a way to put an ugly one in." 

Shaw accounted for one of the five Blackhawks goals against Varlamov when he scored on a rebound on Jan. 14. The other Blackhawks goal that game came when Johnny Oduya redirected a Brandon Saad shot in front of the net. 

Saad believes the key Wednesday will be capitalizing on those sort of chances again around the net. 

"He's done a great job against us, but I don't think we worry about it too much," Saad said. "We've faced some good goaltenders. Getting inside, getting to the net [is important]. We're getting shots, but they may not be the best quality shots. I think bearing down and getting to the net and getting rebounds is why we'll have success." 

Whichever team finds success Wednesday could end up benefiting greatly down the road. The Blackhawks, Avalanche and St. Louis Blues are jockeying for spots atop the Central. After 65 games, the Blues lead the way with 95 points and a 44-14-7 record and are followed by the Blackhawks with 90 points and a 38-13-14 record and the Avalanche with 89 points and a 42-14-5 record. 

The Blackhawks and Avalanche don't meet again after Wednesday. The Blackhawks and Blues play twice more, and the Blues and Avalanche face each other once more. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville knows the importance of Wednesday's matchup. 

"I just think we've got to prioritize every shift and take nothing for granted against that team because they're going to be excited," Quenneville said. "It's our last four-point game against them. At the end, it could have a lot to do with sorting out who's going to finish ahead of who."
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson did not practice Tuesday, but he was expected to play against the Colorado Avalanche on Wednesday, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. 

Quenneville said Hjalmarsson was having a "maintenance day," and that the fact Hjalmarsson blocked two shots off his leg during the third period Sunday "probably had something to do with" him missing practice Tuesday. 

Quenneville also said Marian Hossa was expected to skate alone in Chicago on Wednesday. He will not travel with the Blackhawks to Colorado. Hossa suffered an upper-body injury March 1 and was expected to miss 2-3 weeks. Quenneville said Hossa was getting closer to returning to game action. 

"We'll see," Quenneville said of Hossa's playing. "We'll get a better idea when we get him together with our team. I don't think he's too far away."
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John Buccigross anoints new titles to the current greats of the NHL in the arts and skillings of dangling.

Teravainen expected to join Blackhawks
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks prospect Teuvo Teravainen is expected to join the team when his season in Finland is complete, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said on Tuesday. 

"I'm expecting him to come here when his season's done," Quenneville said. "We'll see after that." 

The 19-year-old Teravainen, drafted by the Blackhawks in the first round in 2012, is playing for Jokerit in the Liiga in his native Finland. He signed an entry-level deal with the Blackhawks in August. 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said on March 1 that Teravainen's arrival to the team depended on his season in Finland being done and him not playing for Finland in the World Championship in Belarus in May. 

According to a source, Finland is expected to give Teravainen its blessing to play for the Blackhawks and provide him an opportunity to be a part of the Stanley Cup playoffs instead of asking him to play for his country in the World Championship. 

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks goaltender Antti Raanta will start against the Colorado Avalanche on Wednesday and play in his first game since Jan. 28, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Tuesday. 

“Well, we haven’t played him in a while, and he beat these guys,” Quenneville said after practice Tuesday. “That’s part of it.” 

Raanta is 12-2-3 with a 2.40 goals-against average and .904 save percentage in 19 games this season. He stopped 16-of-18 shots in a 7-2 win against the Avalanche on Dec. 27. 

Raanta has a 2.75 goals-against average and .864 save percentage in his last four games. He was pulled in the second period after giving up four goals on 15 shots in his last start Jan. 28. 

Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford has started the team’s last 10 games. He is 25-11-10 with a 2.27 goals-against average and .918 save percentage this season.
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Here’s a look at how some of the Chicago Blackhawks' prospects are doing throughout the world: 

Jeremy Morin, forward, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), acquired via trade in 2010: The 22-year-old Morin had his points streak snapped at 13 games on Friday. He didn’t record a point in the IceHogs’ 8-3 loss to the Milwaukee Admirals. He had 11 goals and nine assists during the streak. He got back to his production with an assist on Saturday. He has 22 goals, 23 assists and a plus-nine rating in 46 games this season. 

Ryan Hartman, forward, Plymouth Whalers (OHL), drafted first round in 2013: The 19-year-old Hartman has scored in three of his last four games. He had a goal and an assist in the Whalers’ 3-1 win over the Saginaw Spirit on Sunday. He has three goals and two assists in four games in March. He has 25 goals, 26 assists and a minus-13 rating in 50 games this season. 

Teuvo Teravainen, forward, Jokerit (Finland), drafted first round in 2012: The 19-year-old Teravainen scored a goal in a 3-2 loss on Wednesday and had an assist in a 4-3 win on Thursday. He has nine goals and 34 assists in 47 games. He is tied for sixth in the Liiga with 43 points. 

(Read full post)
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The Chicago Blackhawks announced Monday they signed defenseman Dillon Fournier to an three-year entry-level contract. 

The 19-year-old Fournier was selected by the Blackhawks in the second round as the 48th overall pick of the 2012 NHL draft. 

Fournier has 13 goals, 19 assists and a plus-10 rating in 36 games this season for the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. He hasn’t played since Dec. 29 due to an upper-body injury. 

Fournier has 31 goals, 77 assists and a plus-19 rating in 207 career QMJHL games over the past four seasons.

Rewind: Observations from Hawks-Sabres
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Here are six observations from the Chicago Blackhawks' 2-1 win over the Buffalo Sabres on Sunday: 

1. The line of Brandon Saad, Jonathan Toews and Andrew Shaw was dominant for the second consecutive game. In the past two games, Saad has had a 81.8 Corsi (30 shots for, seven against), Toews a 70.5 (31 for, 13 against) and Shaw a 78.4 (29 for, eight against). They have combined for five goals and two assists in the two games. The trio connected for an aesthetically-pleasing goal on Sunday. From the right side, Shaw hit Saad going to the net. Saad came in from the left and got Sabres goaltender Jhonas Enroth to commit to him. Saad then delivered a pass to Toews, who was waiting for the puck on the right doorstep and Toews knocked it home. Toews has done a nice job of putting himself in goal-scoring spots in the past few weeks and then capitalizing when the puck comes his way. He's scored in the past four games. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville may have something to think about when Marian Hossa returns healthy. Does Quenneville keep Saad on the top line or does Quenneville go back with Patrick Sharp there? The Sharp-Toews-Hossa line had produced much of the season. 

2. There aren't many players capable of scoring like Patrick Kane did in the first period. It can only really be appreciated watching it in slow motion over a number of times. With the puck loose and Kane and the Sabres' Christian Ehroff approaching it, Kane reached out with his stick in his right hand, knocked the puck to his left and put it between Ehroff's legs. When it came out the other end, the puck was too far ahead of Kane, so he reached and fully extended himself and his stick with his right arm and backhanded the puck to himself while Sabres defenseman Chad Ruhwedel converged. Kane gathered himself and the puck as he got to the middle of the ice, created some space between him and Ruhwedel by skating to his left and fired the puck into the top right corner over the shoulder of Enroth. It ended up No. 5 on SportsCenter Top 10 on Sunday night. 

3. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford again didn't face a whole lot of shots, but he continued to be consistent. Since allowing four goals on Jan. 22, Crawford has held opponents to two or fewer goals in 10 of his past 12 games. He has a 1.58 goals-against average and .939 save percentage in that span. He only saw 21 shots against the Sabres, but they had some quality looks and Crawford was there to stop them. One of his biggest saves came with 5:32 remaining in the third period when Brian Flynn got past Blackhawks defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson. With Flynn coming at him, Crawford attempted to reach to his right for the puck with his stick. Flynn got the shot off before that happened, and Crawford had to react to his left and caught the puck with his glove. 

4. Defenseman David Rundblad had a quiet first game for the Blackhawks. He had one missed shot and played 10 shifts for 7:38 of ice time. He gave the Sabres a quality scoring chance when Ville Leino beat him for the puck and skated past him at the Blackhawks' blue line midway through the third period. Nick Leddy bailed Rundblad out by diving to block Leino's shot attempt. Leddy may not be the optimal partner for Rundblad because both are more offensive-skilled players. It'll be interesting to see how much Rundblad actually sees the ice in the coming weeks. 

5. Quenneville still doesn't consistently trust Bryan Bickell, especially in close games. Bickell was held to 11 shifts and a team-low 7:22 of ice time against the Sabres. He played three shifts in the third period. He had been averaging around 10 minutes the previous four games. Bickell's line, which also included Kris Versteeg and Peter Regin, had positive possession numbers when it did play on Sunday. 

6. The Blackhawks' penalty kill came up big. The Blackhawks killed off all five of the Sabres' power plays. It was especially key because their power play wasn't any help, going 0-for-5 and having four shots on goal. The Blackhawks have killed off 17-of-18 power plays in the past four games. Their penalty kill has come a long way since the beginning of the season. The Blackhawks are now 19th in the NHL with a 81.1 penalty kill percentage.

Which Central power will win the division? 
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Semyon Varlamov

David Banks/USA TODAY Sports

The Colorado Avalanche have emerged as a legitimate third contender in the Central Division.It was the first game for the Colorado Avalanche following the Christmas break, and a small gathering of reporters in Chicago chatted with Colorado coach Patrick Roy about his team’s chances in the Central Division. 

One of them was NHL.com’s Brian Hedger, who noted Roy’s usual honesty. 

“We know that Chicago is going to be on top in our [division],” Roy said at the time. “We don’t think we’re going to battle with Chicago in the standings.” 

One, his team must not have received that memo. And two, he probably assumed the St. Louis Blues would lose to a division opponent at some point in regulation this season. 

On Sunday, the Blues beat the Wild 3-2 in overtime, improving their division record to 18-0-1 this season. It’s as ridiculous as it is impressive. The win moved Ken Hitchcock past Ron Wilson for seventh on the all-time win list with 649. It also opened up a four-point lead in the Central for the Blues, whose 94 points are the most in the NHL this season. 

It’s an impressive total that starts with taking care of your division opponents. 

“We have, for some reason, won a lot of game in the division in overtime or shootouts,” Hitchcock wrote in an email Sunday night when I tried to get an explanation for the success against a pretty stacked Central Division. “Games have been so close, it’s unreal. Even against the non-playoff teams.” 

As the world learned during the Olympics, T.J. Oshie is a heck of a weapon to have at your disposal in the shootout. He converted again Sunday night to help the Blues improve to 8-3 in the shootout. Those are points that could end up being critical in a tight race atop the Central. 

And make no mistake, it’s a race the three teams battling for the top desperately want to win. After beating Detroit on Friday night, Colorado’s Matt Duchene didn’t hide his team’s deep desire to win the Central and send the message that they are for real. Beating Chicago and St. Louis would definitely win over converts that still expect the Avalanche to backslide at some point before the playoffs arrive. 

“We’re not going to,” Duchene said when we chatted after the game. “We work hard. We have skill and we have great coaching. It’s not going to happen.” 

The motivation for Hitchcock is a little different. His Blues already have proved they can put together an impressive regular season. He wants to win the division for the advantage it gives the Blues later on in the spring. 

“It’s not so much winning the division,” he wrote in the email exchange, “it’s getting home ice as much as possible.” 

In between them sit the reigning champion Blackhawks, who have been average against the Central, at 9-9-3, but have done most of their damage while cleaning up against the Pacific, at 14-1-6. 

All three have made it this far, which takes us to this week’s Next Question: Which Central contender should smart money pick to win the division? 

First, let’s take a look at the remaining schedule for St. Louis, Chicago and Colorado and determine which has the toughest path.
By Tom Awad | Hockey Prospectus
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Editor's note: These rankings are based on player production in terms of Hockey Prospectus' GVT valuation metric. If you are unfamiliar with GVT and how it works, you can find more here.

Every week, Hockey Prospectus will provide updated Player Power Rankings for the top 10 skaters and top five goalies in the NHL based on HP's proprietary value metric GVT, a statistic that combines player contributions in all aspects of the game, including defense, goaltending and the shootout. The data presented here includes a value for offensive GVT, defensive GVT, shootout GVT and overall GVT (stats through Saturday).

Sidney Crosby maintains his lead as the No. 1 skater this week, while Tyler Seguin makes his debut in the top 10.

Top 10 skaters

1. Sidney Crosby, F, Pittsburgh Penguins

 Off GVT: 17.3 | Def GVT: 2.6 | Shootout GVT: 0.3 | Total GVT: 20.2

Previous ranking: 1

Although it's hard to find fault with Crosby's game, here's one: His even-strength points have dropped significantly from the pace of the past three seasons, when he averaged 1.12 even-strength points per game. He's at 0.84 even-strength points per game this season.

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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BUFFALO -- The Chicago Blackhawks are finding their penalty-killing stride just in time for the stretch run. Chicago went 5-for-5 on the man disadvantage in a 2-1 win over the Buffalo Sabres on Sunday night at First Niagara Center, including a crucial kill with 5:32 left on the clock in the third period. 

After struggling for long stretches of the regular season, Chicago is now 53-of-57 in its past 16 games, close to 93 percent as the regular season stretches into its crucial final 18 games. 

"Everybody's kind of been talking about our penalty-kill ranking all year," Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said on Sunday. "It's still not where we want it to be but if you can make a difference in a minor way and help us win these tight games like it did tonight, then that's what it's all about." 

A penalty kill that once ranked near the worst in the league is now creeping toward the middle of the pack. Blackhawks head coach Joel Quenneville said the penalty-killing unit has rounded into shape at just the right time for his team. 

"You're always going to have some good stretches and bad stretches," he said after Sunday's win. "We certainly had a tough stretch for too long, but I like the way we're trending." 

Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford said Chicago's defensemen have done a great job of blocking shots during the team's recent run of penalty-killing success. 

"All five guys on the ice, we've been on the same page for a while now," Crawford said. "Our D-men have been great, I don't think they get enough credit." 

----- 

Ryan Miller is no longer a concern for the Chicago Blackhawks when they play the Buffalo Sabres, though his impact on their playoff goals is officially a much bigger issue. The 12-year veteran goaltender was traded by Buffalo to Central Division-leading St. Louis just days before the trade deadline, giving a team with Stanley Cup aspirations a shutdown netminder to use against the defending Cup champions. 

Miller has four career starts against Chicago, allowing eight goals and going 2-2 with a .939 save percentage in those starts. It's a small sample size for sure, but Quenneville knows overcoming St. Louis for the Central Division title became that much harder with Miller in net for the Blues. 

"He's certainly a top goalie in the game and he's always tough to beat. He always plays well against us," Quenneville said. "I think that St. Louis helped themselves with him in the net, and he's played well since he's been there." 

Chicago remains four points back of the Blues, who also won Sunday night with a 3-2 shootout win over Minnesota. Brian Elliott started for St. Louis Sunday, but Miller has won his first four starts with the Blues, who have now won five straight. 

"It's something that makes our division even tougher and even stronger in that race," Quenneville said. "To be in first place is going to be challenging for us. Certainly our ambition is to try and be first, but [when] you have a goalie like that he's going to make you a better team." 

Chicago has two home games left against St. Louis this season, next Wednesday and on April 6. 

--- 

Sabres forward Tyler Ennis thought he had a goal early in the first period when Crawford lost the puck while handling it outside of his crease. Ennis swung at the stick of Crawford, who fumbled the puck and watched as Ennis sent a backhand into the net to apparently tie the game at one with 5:23 gone in the first period. Instead, the goal was waved off as Ennis was called for a hooking penalty and went to the penalty box. After the game, Ennis wasn't very happy with the call. 

"He kind of lost a handle on it," Ennis said. "It didn’t really have anything to do with my slash, I guess you could call it. I had one hand on my stick." 

"That was a tough call," he added later. "Obviously that was the difference in the game." 

--- 

Blackhawks defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson left Sunday's win after blocking two shots on a shift early in the third period. He returned to the ice and Quenneville said his sturdy blueliner was OK after the game. 

"He's a warrior-type guy," Quenneville said. "He always finds a way to get through it."

Toews proves difference-maker vs. Sabres
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BUFFALO -- Another game, another goal for Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews

Bill Wippert/NHLI/Getty Images

Jonathan Toews' game winner against the Sabres was his sixth goal in four games.Toews netted the game winner in a 2-1 victory over the Buffalo Sabres in front of 19,070 at First Niagara Center on Sunday night, finishing a cross-ice pass from Brandon Saad just 1:34 into the third period to break a 1-1 tie. Toews found the back of the net for the fourth straight game and is feeling confident since winning a gold medal with Canada in the Olympics in late February. 

"I think he's returned from the Olympics in great shape," Blackhawks head coach Joel Quenneville said. "The puck seems to be following him." 

Toews' goal, the sixth in a four-game stretch, came on the rush after wingers Andrew Shaw and Saad broke into the Buffalo zone on their first shift of the third period. Saad took a cross-ice pass from Shaw and sent it back across the ice to a waiting Toews, who had an open net waiting for him. 

"It was a good tic-tac-toe play for that line," said Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford, who made 15 saves in the win and had one of the best views of the passing play from his crease. "[Toews has] been on fire of late. He's just continuing to play well." 

Toews' 25th goal of the season gave the center 62 points in 65 games this year, inching closer to his career-best 76-point total in the 2010-11 season. Toews admitted afterward his line started slow on Sunday, but his mark reflected its strong finish. 

"We maybe got into a few bad habits, but we played better in the third period," Toews said. "For myself, it's just trying to do the same thing with my line. We maybe didn't have the best start to the game, but near the end we were playing better and got a response." 

Blackhawks winger Patrick Kane added the other goal in the first period for Chicago, a highlight-reel tally in which he shredded the Sabres' defense and ripped a shot past Buffalo goaltender Jhonas Enroth. In a game that featured few scoring chances for either team, Kane said Toews' consistency and ability to find the net was the difference on Sunday night. 

"He's playing great," Kane said. "He's getting to the net and finding ways to score, different ways to score every game." 

Kane added that keeping the top line on the score sheet is key to mounting an extended postseason run this spring. 

"He's definitely a guy you want going in the playoffs," Kane said, "and the thing with him is whether he scores or not he's going to bring the same thing every night. He plays the same way and gives you the same effort, so it's kind of an added bonus that he's scoring right now."

Rapid Reaction: Blackhawks 2, Sabres 1
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BUFFALO -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 2-1 win over the Buffalo Sabres at First Niagara Center on Sunday. 

How it happened: Jonathan Toews scored 1:34 into the third period, taking a cross-ice pass from Brandon Saad to snap a 1-1 tie. Saad's pass may have been a return pass to winger Andrew Shaw, but the puck slid past the winger in front and right to the Hawks captain, who had an easy finish into the open net. 

Patrick Kane scored a highlight-reel goal in the first period, taking advantage of some bad defending by the Sabres to snap a wrist shot over goaltender Jhonas Enroth's glove to give the Blackhawks the lead just 3:12 into the contest. Kane took a Patrick Sharp pass in the neutral zone and deked by a lunging Christian Ehrhoff to gain the zone, then created space and used Chad Ruhwedel as a screen to rip a shot into the far corner, bringing a large Blackhawks contingent to its feet inside a sold-out First Niagara Center. 

What it means: Chicago wins its second straight to improve to 38-13-14 on the season. The Hawks now have 90 points on the year and remain in second place in the Central Division. Chicago moves three points ahead of third place Colorado in the division race, as the Avalanche sat idle on Sunday night. Chicago sweeps the season series with the Sabres after a 2-1 win at home on Oct. 12. 

Player of the game: Toews scored the game winner and now has goals in four straight games for the Blackhawks. He has six goals and an assist during the four-game stretch. 

Stat of the game: Chicago was 5-for-5 on the penalty kill and is 53-for-57 in its past 16 games. 

What’s next: The Hawks' two-game road trip concludes with a game in Colorado against the Avalanche on Wednesday.

Jonathan Toews' go-ahead goal lifts Blackhawks over Sabres

March, 9, 2014 

Mar 9

9:11

PM CT

Associated Press

Recommend

21

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Jonathan Toews scored the go-ahead goal 1:34 into the third period, and the Chicago Blackhawks snapped a two-game road skid with a 2-1 win over the Buffalo Sabres on Sunday night.

Patrick Kane celebrated his trip home to Buffalo by also scoring in helping the Blackhawks beat the Sabres for a fifth consecutive time. Cory Crawford made 20 saves in making his 12 straight start.

By improving to 3-3 since the end of the Olympic break, Chicago (38-13-14) avoided its longest road losing streak since a six-game drought from Feb. 2-14, 2012.

Drew Stafford scored for the league-worst Sabres (19-37-8), who had a three-game home winning streak snapped.

(Read full post)

Kane, Buffalo happy he's home
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BUFFALO -- Patrick Kane's return home is always an event in Buffalo, and on Sunday morning doors opened early for the star winger's first appearance at First Niagara Center since 2010. 

A few hundred fans looked on during Chicago's morning practice before Sunday night's contest, many sporting Kane jerseys and shirts or Blackhawks hats. 

"I've never seen that many people at a morning skate," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. 

(Read full post)

Bryan Bickell focused on team, not self
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Bryan Bickell used to get caught up in his numbers. 

Bickell would measure his game by the number of goals and assists he had. He was pleased when he was producing and frustrated when he wasn’t. 

[+] EnlargeBryan Bickell 

Bill Smith/Getty Images

Bryan Bickell has scored in two of the Blackhawks' four games since the Olympic break.Preparing to turn 28 years old on Sunday and having been in the league nearly four full seasons, Bickell has learned to evaluate his game differently. Mainly, he looks at the Blackhawks’ wins and losses. 

“Most important thing I think in my stage of my career, I don’t think points are what I need,” Bickell said after practice Saturday. “We need two points as a team. I’m here to help. 

“It seems like earlier in my career you want to get points and play your best to be an elite player in this league. I think I’ve established what I’ve done and what I can do. Points are going to come and go. Whether you’re winning is the most important thing.” 

Points have been coming Bickell’s way as of late. He’s scored goals in two of the four games since returning from the Olympic break. He knocked in a puck around the net against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field on March 1 and while on the move cleaned up a rebound from a Kris Versteeg shot for a goal against the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday. 

Versteeg said Bickell’s goal Thursday was the perfect example of what Bickell could give the Blackhawks. 

“It was a great goal by him,” Versteeg said. “He went to the net and the puck landed on his stick and he put it in. He has a great goal-scoring touch for a big guy. He’s a heck of a factor on the ice when he wants to be. Hopefully it’s a positive and we can all keep rolling forward.” 

(Read full post)

Marian Hossa on target to return
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa, who suffered an upper-body injury March 1 during the first period against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field, is on target to return to game action in the originally expected two-to-three week range, coach Joel Quenneville said Saturday. 

“He’s on target,” Quenneville said after practice Saturday. “He looks good. He’s working hard in the gym there. I think some point this week he’ll be on the ice. Hopefully he’ll be playing before we know it.” 

If Hossa returns to practice this week, he could return to the team’s lineup during a four-game stretch beginning the week of March 16. 

“Yeah, maybe it’s going to be in the middle of that [two-to-three week range,]” Quenneville said. “I don’t think it’s going to be shorter than two.” 

Hossa has 24 goals, 26 assists and a plus-25 rating in 57 games this season.

Toews riding wave of confidence
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CHICAGO -- Confidence has made up for a lack of energy recently for Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews. 

Toews has found his normal energy level difficult to come by since returning from Sochi, Russia, where he helped Canada win its second consecutive Olympic gold medal. But what he’s lacked in energy, he’s made up for by playing with an overflowing amount of confidence. 

[+] EnlargeBlackhawks

Brian Babineau/Getty Images

Jonathan Toews may be lacking energy, but he's still netted five goals in his last three games.Toews has tapped into that confidence and used it to score five goals and distribute one assist over the last three games. The five goals are the most he’s had over a three-game stretch this season. He now has 61 points, tied for 14th in the NHL, and is just four points behind team leader Patrick Kane. 

“I’m not going to lie, there’s been a couple games in the last week where physically it’s been tough to get up for that and play with the energy I've wanted to play with,” Toews said after the Blackhawks’ 6-1 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday. “I think mostly with the speed of the game, I feel just more relaxed with the puck and confident I can hang onto it and keep making plays. The offense is going to come. 

“Playing in the NHL, it’s a much more offensive game than that Olympic style. I think everyone talked about that when we were out there. I’m definitely taking some confidence away from that tournament.” 

Toews wasn't rolling offensively in terms of numbers in the Olympics like he is now, but very few players had a lot of offensive production in Sochi. Toews finished with a goal and three assists and was tied for fourth on Canada with four points. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville closely monitored all of his players during the Olympics and was impressed by Toews throughout the tournament. 

“He was outstanding in the Olympics,” Quenneville said Thursday. “I thought he was arguably one of the best players in the whole tournament. I thought the last few games he’s looked like he’s on that same pace.” 

(Read full post)

Hawks get back on track against Jackets
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CHICAGO -- Why the Chicago Blackhawks rolled to a 6-1 win victory over the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday is debatable. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville’s shifting of lines might have had an impact, whether physical or psychological. The Blackhawks might have simply been the better team and would have been just fine against the Blue Jackets, whom they have defeated 12 consecutive times, if they'd kept the same lines from their previous game. The Blackhawks might also have been playing with additional motivation coming off a disappointing defeat to the Colorado Avalanche and given their recent lack of production. 

Whatever the reason, the Blackhawks needed a victory exactly like Thursday's. With 18 regular-season games to go and the Central Division race continuing to heat up, the Blackhawks got their heads straight while pouring in goals and cruising to a victory against Columbus. 

“It’s good for us to get back on track,” Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said. “That’s a hard-working, simple team that doesn’t give up much. We went out there, worked hard and skated and we wore them down. Eventually, we just got plenty of scoring chances. 

“We know we don’t have too many games left this year and every point is important. But at the same time, we want to keep improving every period. I think we got a good bounce-back, I guess, from the softer effort against Colorado.” 

Toews’ new-look top line factored into that bounce-back effort. Reuniting Toews with Brandon Saad after Marian Hossa's recent injury didn’t take much thought from Quenneville. But Quenneville was working on a hunch that Andrew Shaw would gel well with Toews and Saad. Shaw hadn’t played on the top line since his first career NHL game, in 2012. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews, Andrew Shaw, Duncan Keith

Jonathan Daniel/Getty Images

Jonathan Toews, left, and Andrew Shaw, center, each scored two goals against Columbus.Shaw made Quenneville look like a genius against the Blue Jackets. Shaw broke out of an 11-game goalless streak in a big way, scoring twice and earning a plus-3 rating on the night. 

“It’s an opportunity,” Quenneville of mixing his lines. “When you got a guy out, you try things. You give the guy a chance. Saader looked immediately like he felt comfortable there. And then looking for a little balance with [Patrick Sharp and Patrick Kane on the second line], Shawzy took advantage of the chance.” 

Toews and Saad did their parts, too. Toews scored twice and had a plus-2 rating. He has notched five goals in his past three games. Saad had an assist and a plus-2 rating. 

“Being back with Saader, I think it’s like old times,” Toews said. “We have a lot of experience playing together. I think we’re similar players. We both seem to be thinking the same thing when either guy has the puck and there’s an opportunity to go to the net or help either to find a way to create a scoring chance. 

“I think we fit in well with Shawzy. He was working. Almost like [Hossa] the way he was working to recover the puck and he was throwing his body around. Nice to see him get a few, too.” 

Saad had the prettiest moves of the night. In the second period, he received the puck at the top of the right circle and skated to his left, toward the middle of the ice. As the Blue Jackets’ James Wisniewski approached him, Saad brought the puck to his backhand and broke to his right to avoid Wisniewski. Saad encountered Columbus’ Nathan Horton a moment later and quickly cut to his left to leave Horton behind. Saad shot it, saw it blocked, retrieved the rebound and dished it to a wide-open Toews for a goal. 

“I didn’t even realize how many times he kind of dangled it through,” Toews said. “I was just waiting for the puck to come to me at the goal line. Eventually it did, so great play by him.” 

The victory meant that the Blackhawks did not lose any ground to the Avalanche and the St. Louis Blues. The Blues remained atop the division with a win Thursday and improved to 42-14-6 with 90 points. The Blackhawks stayed in second place and have 88 points with a 37-13-14 record. The Avalanche also won Thursday and are 41-17-5 with 87 points. 

The Blackhawks are keeping tabs of everyone’s results each night, but Toews said the division race isn’t the only factor driving them the last month of the regular season. 

“I think at the end of the day we’re motivated to build ourselves into the team we want to be come playoff time,” Toews said. “[The division race] adds to it in a way to keep us honest and make sure we’re competing the right way for these points every single night because we know it’s important. We’ll keep going forward with that attitude.” 

Shaw left no doubt he was still out for first place. 

“There’s some great teams in the Western Conference,” Shaw said. “Positioning is huge. You want the home-ice advantage. We have to go there and get it.” 

Thursday’s win got the Blackhawks moving in the right direction again.

Jonathan Toews, Andrew Shaw each score 2 as Hawks rout Jackets
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CHICAGO -- Andrew Shaw and Jonathan Toews had two goals apiece, and the Chicago Blackhawks beat the Columbus Blue Jackets 6-1 on Thursday night.

Brandon Bollig and Bryan Bickell also scored as Chicago bounced back from a 4-2 home loss to Colorado on Tuesday night. Corey Crawford made 22 saves for his 10th consecutive victory against Columbus.

Ryan Johansen scored his 25th goal for the Blue Jackets, who had won three in a row. Sergei Bobrovsky made 14 stops before he was pulled during the Blackhawks' three-goal second period.

The Stanley Cup champions had managed just eight goals while dropping three of four, and five of those came against Pittsburgh at Soldier Field on Saturday. That prompted coach Joel Quenneville to shuffle his lines, putting Shaw with Toews and Saad in the top group and moving Patrick Sharp to the second line with Michal Handzus and Patrick Kane.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Hawks 6, Blue Jackets 1
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CHICAGO -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 6-1 win over the Columbus Blue Jackets at the United Center on Thursday. 

How it happened: Searching for more offense heading into the game, the Blackhawks got plenty of it Thursday night. Chicago went off for six goals, including three in the second period, to win for the first time at the United Center since Jan. 19. Andrew Shaw broke out of a recent slump, scoring two goals. Jonathan Toews also scored twice and has five goals in the past three games. Brandon Bollig and Bryan Bickell scored the Blackhawks’ other goals. Marcus Kruger and Brent Seabrook each had two assists for the Blackhawks. Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky was pulled in the second period after allowing his fourth goal. 

What it means: Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville made some line changes leading into the game after the team had scored just three goals total in its previous three indoor games. The Blackhawks scored five at Soldier Field on Saturday, but the conditions made that an unusual game. Quenneville’s moves paid off in a big way against Columbus. The Blackhawks improved to 37-13-14 with 88 points and remained in second place in the Central Division behind the St. Louis Blues. The Blackhawks extended their winning streak over the Blue Jackets to 12 games. The Blackhawks last lost to them in 2011. 

Player of the game: Shaw snapped an 11-game goalless streak with his two goals. He had zero points and a minus-2 rating over his previous five games. 

Stat of the game: Thirteen Blackhawks registered a point in the victory. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks travel to Patrick Kane's hometown of Buffalo to face the Sabres on Sunday.

Andrew Shaw set for top line opportunity
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CHICAGO -- Andrew Shaw had to wait 145 games for his second chance to join Jonathan Toews on the Chicago Blackhawks' top line. 

Shaw spent his first career NHL game alongside Toews on Jan. 5, 2012. Shaw scored his first career goal off an assist from Toews in that game. Then he was separated from Toews in the Blackhawks' next game and hasn't played on the top line with him since. 

That will change Thursday against the Columbus Blue Jackets as Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville decided to shake up his lines and combine Toews, Shaw and Brandon Saad on the top line in hopes of sparking the team's struggling offense. 

"I think our offense has been a little bit light across the board," Quenneville said Thursday. "I think we've had some major stretches, where the pucks were going in for us. Lately, not at the same rate. Just felt it was a good time whether to get [Shaw] more production or [Patrick Kane's] line to get more production. 

"[Shaw gives us some] sandpaper. I think he's got some skill, as well. I think he knows the scoring area, and he can make some nifty plays. I think the three of them can complement each other in different ways." 

Shaw, who was previously on the third line, hasn't been pleased with his play as of late. He has zero points and a minus-two rating in his last five games. 

Shaw said he thought the key was getting back to his scrappy game. 

"I got to be first on pucks and be physical, have that competitive edge where I win those one-on-one battles and get those loose pucks back," Shaw said. "The last two games I haven't had that, so I got to get back to that." 

Shaw is hopeful playing alongside Toews and Saad would assist in getting back his edge. 

"It's a big opportunity," Shaw said "I just got to go out and work and get back to my gritty self, go to the net and create room for those two guys out there."

Smith not worrying about future with Hawks
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Ben Smith said Thursday he was happy linemate Brandon Bollig received a recent contract extension, but he hasn’t had any contract talks with the organization himself. 

The 25-year-old Smith will be a restricted free agent after the season and is the team’s lone fourth-line player without a contract going forward. The Blackhawks announced a three-year extension for Bollig on Monday, and Marcus Kruger signed a two-year contract in the summer. 

“I haven’t heard anything about [my future,]” Smith said on Thursday. “It’s great for Bollig. I’m happy to hear he’s going to be back for three years. He’s a great player and a great teammate. As for me, I guess that stuff will wait for whenever that stuff gets sorted out. I’m more focused on what’s going on here the last 19 games, hopefully a long playoff run.” 

Smith said his future has been in the back of his mind, but he wasn't worrying about it now. 

“I think it always is when it’s your contract year for any player,” Smith said. “For me, focusing on what’s going on now and letting the future take care of itself.” 

(Read full post)

Regin misses skate, expected to play
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Peter Regin did not participate in the team’s morning skate on Thursday, but he is expected to play against the Columbus Blue Jackets, according to Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville. 

“He should be fine tonight,” Quenneville said. “He’s just resting right now.” 

Regin, who was acquired from the New York Islanders on Feb. 6, has one goal and a zero rating in three games for the Blackhawks this season. He has played center on the second and third lines since joining the team. He was replaced by defenseman Michal Rozsival on the third line during the morning skate. The Blackhawks currently have only 12 healthy forwards on their roster with Marian Hossa suffering a recent injury. 

The Blackhawks are 36-13-14 with 86 points and are in second place in the Central entering play on Thursday night.

Analyzing deadline prospect hauls
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Now that the NHL trade deadline has come and gone as of Wednesday afternoon (with some deals not officially announced until up to an hour thereafter), we can fully assess the haul that each team received.

Some of the big names that were moved -- Ryan Miller, Martin St. Louis, Thomas Vanek and Matt Moulson included -- will help their teams during the stretch run and the postseason. In other situations, the players involved are still prospects, and their immediate future isn't quite as clear.

The following is my analysis on the key prospects dealt in the days leading to the deadline, including where each player fits in to his new team's long-term plans.

Anaheim Ducks

F Andre Petersson is a small forward with fantastic hands who can flash elite vision and good speed. However, he's really small -- 5-foot-10, 176 pounds -- and his physical game makes him questionable in terms of jumping to the NHL level. He's a former top-level prospect who hasn't really broken through in North America.

Buffalo Sabres

F Hudson Fasching has had a significant breakout season following his draft campaign, producing one of the top freshman seasons in recent years skating for the University of Minnesota; he has 12 goals and 15 assists in 31 games. Fasching was also a top player for Team USA at the most recent IIHF World Junior Championship, skating on the "grind" line. His ability to play at a high level as an underage forward in that tournament is not a common occurrence. Fasching drew praise for his skill level in his draft season, having a good frame but lacking in the other areas of the game. In a short period of time, that's completely turned around.

In 2013-14, Fasching has displayed great physicality, work ethic and defensive value. His consistency issues are a thing of the past. Fasching was a fourth-round pick in 2013, but was an honorable mention for my top 50 overall drafted prospects during my midseason update. Fasching is likely still a year or two away, but he has the potential to be a significant top-six forward who contributes in all areas of the game. Even in a deep Sabres system, he could be considered a top-five prospect in their organization.
CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks stood pat on the final day of NHL trading on Wednesday. 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said Saturday he didn’t anticipate making any moves in the final trading days, but he did end up moving prospect Brandon Pirri to the Florida Panthers for draft picks on Sunday and acquired defensemen David Rundblad and Mathieu Brisebois from the Phoenix Coyotes for a second-round draft pick on Monday. 

“We were not looking to do anything today,” Bowman said after the deadline passed on Wednesday afternoon. “I talked over the weekend that we made our big move earlier when we got Kris Versteeg and we’ve made some other minor moves in between. We actually were excited to acquire David Rundblad yesterday, but we weren’t looking to do anything else. 

“With the way the cap situation is this year, every team is tight against the cap so in order to make moves you’re going to have trade money away, and we don’t have any players that we want to trade away. We’ve really accomplished a lot over the last couple of seasons with the group we have here, and we’re not looking to break it apart and try to bring in new players. If we can add to it, which we’ve been doing all year, by not trading away roster players from here that was always our objective.” 

(Read full post)

Hawks represent fresh start for Rundblad
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CHICAGO -- David Rundblad may not get consistent playing time with the Chicago Blackhawks, but he was hopeful it would be in a better situation than where he came from. 

[+] EnlargeDavid Rundblad

Bruce Bennett/Getty Images

David Rundblad, who recently joined the Blackhawks in a trade, hopes to get a chance to prove himself with his new team.Rundblad participated in his first Blackhawks practice on Wednesday after being traded to the team from the Phoenix Coyotes on Tuesday. 

“This is kind of a fresh start for me,” the 23-year-old Rundblad said. “I didn’t really get a good opportunity in Phoenix. I felt like something had to happen because I need to play games.” 

Rundblad played infrequently for the Coyotes this season and appeared in 12 games. He had played in two games since Jan. 1. The Coyotes acquired Rundblad in a trade from the Ottawa Senators in December in 2011. He was originally drafted No. 17 overall by the St. Louis Blues in 2009 and was traded to the Senators for a first-round pick in June of 2010. 

(Read full post)

Hawks hoping for more O with new lines
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville hasn’t toyed with his top line much since the first month of the season. 

Quenneville found a winning recipe in the line of Patrick Sharp, Jonathan Toews and Marian Hossa and stuck with it. But after a Hossa injury on Saturday and some recent lack of scoring, Quenneville went back to the drawing board and unveiled three new lines in practice on Wednesday. 

The top line consisted of Brandon Saad, Toews and Andrew Shaw. The second line was Sharp, Michal Handzus and Patrick Kane. The third line was Bryan Bickell, Peter Regin and Kris Versteeg. The fourth line remained the same with Brandon Bollig, Marcus Kruger and Ben Smith. 

(Read full post)

Yzerman made most of bad situation
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You've got to hand it to Tampa Bay GM Steve Yzerman.

Faced with a disgruntled captain in Martin St. Louis, who made it clear he was unhappy with his lot in life in Tampa, Yzerman turned lemons into lemonade by acquiring New York Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, a second-round draft pick this year and a first-round pick in 2015. Conditions on how far the Rangers advance in the playoffs and whether Callahan ends up staying in Tampa will alter (or add to) those picks. But it's still a pretty good haul for a GM who was essentially held up by a future Hall of Famer.

Now, it doesn't matter how you twist this one around, the Lightning gave up the most talented hockey player in the deal.

And St. Louis is under contract for one more year, with a cap hit of $5.625 million, while Callahan will become an unrestricted free agent in July and is rumored to be headed to Buffalo, which is near Callahan's hometown of Rochester, N.Y.

St. Louis, at age 38, remains a dynamic offensive force. He is the defending NHL scoring champ. That said, Callahan brings an element of snarl to a Lightning lineup that might prove useful come playoff time, especially if the Lightning end up playing a physical team such as the Boston Bruins, which is entirely possible.

Throw in the two picks (and it could become three pending the Rangers' playoff success this spring) and that's a pretty good return for a Lightning team that was essentially held over a barrel given that St. Louis was apparently only interested in moving to the Rangers.

(Read full post)

Latest on Kesler, Vanek and others 
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Ryan Kesler

AP Photo/Chris Szagola

Ryan Kesler remains the top target available ahead of Wednesday's trade deadline. 

Grading the Luongo deal | Grading the Miller deal | Top 25 trade targets

The suspicion was that this could be an especially active trade deadline. On Tuesday, it delivered, with a huge deal that sent Roberto Luongo to the Florida Panthers. The beauty of that trade? It leaves us with so much to talk about on the final day of the trade deadline. 

Here are the latest notes and buzz on the trade front: 

• Thomas Vanek of the Islanders remains the biggest rental piece on the market, yet there doesn’t seem to be a huge appetite among the contenders to pay GM Garth Snow's asking price -- at least not when I checked around Tuesday night. When Vanek didn’t play Tuesday night, there were rumors that a deal was close at hand. The Sharks, Kings, Ducks and Red Wings all were cool on Vanek at that time, so if a deal was close, they probably weren’t the destination. 

That all can change the moment the asking price comes down, because when general managers say they aren’t thrilled with a player, it’s often a reflection of what it will cost rather than his ability. 

“When we say we don’t like someone, we don’t like the situation,” said one GM on Tuesday. “By maxing [Vanek] out of the market, teams might have cooled if you have to give up a first[-round pick] and a prospect to get him and you don’t know if you can sign him.” 

• That’s the other factor with Vanek. Teams considering acquiring him aren’t optimistic that doing so would give them any advantage when it comes to re-signing him, especially with the way it's ending with the Islanders. 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider

Please don't underestimate Chris Kunitz
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Penguins 3, Predators 1 

* Matt Niskanen (PIT): First career multi-goal game; 471st game of career. 

* Penguins: Win ends three-game winless streak. 

* Penguins: Scored at least one power play goal in five of last six games. 

FROM ELIAS: Chris Kunitz provided the insurance marker late in the third period which wrapped up the scoring in Pittsburgh’s 3–1 win at Nashville. It was the 200th career goal for Kunitz, who was not drafted by an NHL team. The only other undrafted active NHL player with 200 or more career goals is Martin St. Louis, who’s scored 369 goals since entering the league as undrafted free agent in 1998. 

Avalanche 4, Blackhawks 2 

* Avalanche: 3-1-0 vs Blackhawks this season. 

* Avalanche: 4-1-0 in past five games (at least four goals in each). 

* Semyon Varlamov (COL): Won three straight starts (34+ saves in each). 

FROM ELIAS: Nathan MacKinnon extended his point streak to 12 games with an assist on the empty-net goal that wrapped up Colorado’s 4–2 win over the Blackhawks. At age 18 years, 184 days, he’s tied the NHL record for the longest single-season point streak by a player age 18 or younger, a mark set by Wayne Gretzky in 1979–80. MacKinnon’s assist was also his 50th NHL point. He’s the fifth-youngest player in league history to reach that mark, behind Bep Guidolin (18 years, 58 days), Ted Kennedy (18–97), Sidney Crosby (18–161) and Brian Bellows (18–182).

Hawks can't finish against Avs -- again
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks arguably outplayed the Colorado Avalanche the past two times the teams have met. 

[+] EnlargeBrent Seabrook

AP Photo/Charles Rex Arbogast

Chicago defenseman Brent Seabrook acknowledged after the game that the Blackhawks had their chances but failed to capitalize. The Blackhawks outshot the Avalanche 48-26 in their matchup on Jan. 14. Chicago dominated possession again on Tuesday and outshot the Avalanche 38-21. The opportunities to load up on goals were certainly there for the Blackhawks on both occasions. 

But both times, the result was the same. The Blackhawks weren’t able to capitalize on their many chances and squandered key points in what is becoming a tighter Central Division race. After falling 3-2 in overtime on Jan. 14, the Blackhawks lost 4-2 to the Avalanche on Tuesday. 

Giving the Avalanche four points in those games could come back to haunt the Blackhawks. The Avalanche moved within a point of the Blackhawks for second place in the Central on Tuesday and have played one less game than Chicago. The St. Louis Blues also built a two-point lead on the Blackhawks with another win on Tuesday. 

“We lost a lot of ground tonight, the four-point swing,” Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. “Now we’re behind [the Blues], now Colorado is one behind. A lot of things can change. We’d love to move ahead. We’d love to finish first in our division. Let’s know we got to be better and more consistent in stretches in games. For the most part, we did the right things tonight. We should have taken advantage of it.” 

The Blackhawks acknowledged Avalanche goaltender Semyon Varlamov once again played a major role in Colorado's win, but they also felt they left some opportunities on the table, especially scoring just once and totaling four shots on goal on four power plays. 

“We had some chances,” Blackhawks defenseman Brent Seabrook said. “We couldn’t bury them. They buried their chances.” 

As many shots as the Blackhawks couldn't put away on Varlamov, Quenneville was even more disappointed with his team’s defense on the Avalanche’s first three goals. The third line's defense led to the first goal. Duncan Keith missed on an attempted steal in the neutral zone, leading to the the second goal. And the penalty kill wasn’t able to rotate quick enough on the third goal. 

“I thought we outchanced them, outplayed,” Quenneville said. “I didn’t like any of the goals that went in tonight.” 

The division wasn’t won or lost on Tuesday, but the Blackhawks realized time was running out. They have 19 games, including one more against the Avalanche and two more against the Blues, to finish out the regular season. 

“They’re good teams and so are we,” Seabrook said. “We just got to find a way to get some victories against them. I think we play them a couple more times each. We’ll be ready. 

“[The end of the season has] come up quick. We got to turn this around quick and get back to playing our hockey and our style of game.”

Avs top Blackhawks, get 40th win at fastest point in franchise history
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CHICAGO -- Tyson Barrie scored a tiebreaking power-play goal with 7:10 left in the third period, and the Colorado Avalanche beat the Chicago Blackhawks 4-2 on Tuesday night for their third straight win.

The Avalanche reached the 40-victory mark faster than any team in franchise history. More importantly, they moved within one point of Chicago for second in the Central Division.

Barrie got open in the left circle and one-timed Erik Johnson's perfect cross-ice feed high past Corey Crawford on the glove side. It was Barrie's second game-winner against Chicago this season, following an overtime goal against the Blackhawks on Jan. 14.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Avalanche 4, Hawks 2
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CHICAGO -- Here’s quick look at the Colorado Avalanche’s 4-2 win over the Chicago Blackhawks at the United Center on Tuesday. 

 How it happened: The Avalanche pulled ahead of the Blackhawks three different times on the night, and the final advantage stuck for them. Tyson Barrie provided the game winner with a power-play goal to break a 2-2 tie at 12:50 of the third period. The Avalanche added an empty-net goal in the final minute to secure the win. The Blackhawks had evened the game 2-2 earlier in the period on a power-play goal by Jonathan Toews. Ryan O’Reilly scored his 24th goal of the season to put the Avalanche ahead 2-1 at 1:24 of the third period. Maxime Talbot also scored for the Avalanche, and Ben Smith had a goal for the Blackhawks. Colorado goaltender Semyon Varlamov made 36 saves, and Chicago goaltender Corey Crawford made 18 saves. 

What it means: The Avalanche picked up two vital points in what has become a three-team Central race between the Blackhawks, Avalanche and St. Louis Blues. The Avalanche moved to within a point of the Blackhawks for second place in the Central. The Avalanche are 40-17-5 with 85 points. The Blackhawks are 36-12-14 with 86 points. The Blues were leading the Tampa Bay Lightning 3-2 in the third period at the conclusion of the Blackhawks-Avalanche game. The Blues lead the division with a 40-14-6 record and 86 points. 

Player of the game: Avalanche defenseman Erik Johnson had three assists, including two primary ones, in the win. He had a plus-2 rating for the game. 

Stat of the game: The Blackhawks had nine players with three shots or more shots on goal. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks remain at home and host the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday.

Hawks acquire Rundblad, Brisebois from Coyotes
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The Chicago Blackhawks acquired defensemen David Rundblad and Mathieu Brisebois from the Phoenix Coyotes for a second-round pick in the 2014 draft on Tuesday. 

Rundblad, 23, will join the Blackhawks, and Brisebois, 21, will report to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL. 

Rundblad had one assist and a minus-3 rating in 12 games for the Coyotes this season. He also played four games for the Portland Pirates of the AHL this season. He has nine points in 50 career NHL games and is signed through the 2014-15 season. He was originally selected No. 17 overall in the 2009 draft by the St. Louis Blues. 

Brisebois had one goal, five assists and a minus-5 rating in 28 games for the Pirates this season. He previously played in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and was selected as a finalist for the league’s top defenseman award last season. He was signed by the Coyotes as a free agent in March 2013 and is signed through the 2015-16 season.

Versatile Saad ready for another role
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CHICAGO -- Brandon Saad is no stranger to adjusting this season. 

Saad has seen time at left and right wing and even had an experimental period at center for the Chicago Blackhawks. He's played on the first line, second line and third line. He's learned to share the ice with all sorts of players. Adjusting has just become part of his job. 

[+] EnlargeBrandon Saad 

Paul Bereswill/Getty Images

Brandon Saad moves back to the top line because of the injury to Marian Hossa.On Tuesday, Saad will adjust once again. Saad will replace injured Marian Hossa on the right wing on the top line when the Blackhawks face the Colorado Avalanche at the United Center. 

"It's a little different game, just getting chemistry," Saad said Tuesday of playing different roles this season. "I think I've played with a ton of different players. For the most part, it's been good. It's not major adjustments out there. We have a lot of skilled players. I'm looking forward to that opportunity tonight." 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville is confident Saad is capable of filling Hossa's void. Saad has some experience on the top line, playing there this season and most of last season at left wing alongside Jonathan Toews and Hossa. 

"I think coming off such a strong year in his rookie year I thought the consistency has been in place right from the outset," Quenneville said. "We use him in maybe a different role than where he's comfortable; he's on the right side as well. I don't mind him over there. 

"Gives us some versatility. It gives us a presence on a line that is all of a sudden a threat to score and makes people around him on that line very dangerous as well. He seems to adapt to whomever he can play with, kind of like a [Patrick Kane]." 

Saad held his own last season, but he also benefited playing on the top line as a rookie. He produced 10 goals and 17 assists in 46 games. He has taken another step in his game this season and has proved to be more consistent no matter who his linemates are, with 18 goals and 23 assists in 62 games. He also has a plus-27 rating, which is tied for second in the NHL. 

"I think [I'm] more confident," the 21-year-old Saad said. "You grow as a player going through what I did last year, the success we had as a team. I'm definitely more confident this year, more comfortable out there." 

Toews is looking forward to playing with Saad again and has seen growth in him as well. 

"He works hard," Toews said. "He's a big body. I always said it last year he was just improving every single game he played. 

"I think now he's got that vision. He's got that ability to make the little plays. He understands to keep plays alive and to use the guys you're out there with. Eventually, you're going to score a lot of goals the more you have the puck."

Stretch run here for 3-team battle in Central
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks clinched the Central Division title with eight games remaining last season. 

Things aren't likely to be so comfortable this season. 

[+] EnlargeBryan Bickell
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The Avalanche trail the Hawks by just three points entering Tuesday's game.The Blackhawks enter their final 20 regular-season games in a three-team race with the St. Louis Blues and Colorado Avalanche for the division title. The Blues lead the trio with a 40-14-6 record and 86 points in 60 games and are followed by the Blackhawks, who are 36-12-14 with 86 points in 62 games, and the Avalanche (39-17-5 with 83 points in 61 games). The Minnesota Wild are fourth with a 34-21-7 record with 75 points in 62 games. 

"This year I think I see it very competitive," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said on Tuesday. "Right to the end, there's a lot of things to be decided in 20 games. Minnesota is going. Our division is going to be very competitive right through the end. 

"Everybody has incentive to get into the playoff spot. There's going to be some very important games for opponents as well as ourselves. It should set up a very meaningful stretch run for basically everybody in our division." 

The divisional standings are more important than ever due to this season's playoff format. The top three seeds of each division earn playoff spots and two wildcard spots are given. Division teams are likely to face off in the first two rounds. As of now, the Blues would play the Wild in the first round and the Blackhawks would play the Avalanche. 

The Blackhawks and Avalanche understand what is at stake when they square off Tuesday at the United Center. The Blackhawks are 1-1-1 against the Avalanche this season, and they will play one final time in Colorado on March 12. 

"[Division games are] definitely more important," Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad said. "I think you see in the standings they're three points behind us. This is a big game for us. Every game is tight, especially these divisional games. We're looking forward to those playoff type of hockey games." 

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said in January he didn't think his team would be able to compete with the Blackhawks for the division title. His tune has since changed. 

"It's a big surprise to me," Roy said. "I guess we didn't expect to be where we are today. If someone had said to me in September we'll be three points behind the Hawks going into the last 21 games, I'd say where do I sign? It's a bit of a surprise. 

"At the same time, this is the type of year we've been having. We started out 'Why not us?' We want to be even keel. We want to also make sure we want to take one day at a time. Tonight is another opportunity to do that. It's another challenge for us. We're playing an outstanding team. They're a very good team. They're obviously looking at winning a Stanley Cup. On our side, we're looking to surprise the world of hockey. I think we've been doing just a good job." 

The Blackhawks have two remaining game with the Blues, and the Blues and Avalanche play two more times. 

Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews has liked his team's chances whenever it's set a definitive goal. He believes the Blackhawks' goal now is finishing the last 20 games of the regular season as well as they can, make a run for first place in the Central and get ready for the playoffs. 

"Whenever we've kind of looked at a section or a smaller period of season and said this is when we want to do well, we want to focus on one game at a time, set a short-term goal for ourselves say in the next couple of weeks or month, we find the way to do really well," Toews said. "If we can set our sights on playing well over the next month, we'll let that kind of snowball and carry us in the playoffs. 

"Whether it's catching St. Louis or finishing at the top of our division or whatever, I think the most important thing is knowing that we're going to be ready to be the team we want to be come playoff time. That's what matters most to us, and that's what matters most to anybody. Once the playoffs start, whatever happened in the regular season is pretty much forgotten."

Pressure on Isles' GM to move Vanek
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With the NHL's trade deadline fast approaching, one imagines a great hourglass leaking away grains of sand in front of New York Islanders GM Garth Snow's office on Long Island.

With each passing hour, the pressure on the beleaguered GM to make something happen with prized asset Thomas Vanek grows, yet as time passes, there is a growing feeling around the NHL that Vanek's allure to other GMs is dimming disproportionately.

Coming out of the Olympic break, there was little doubt that Vanek, the former Buffalo Sabres captain whom Snow acquired at great expense earlier in the season, was the most talented rental player on the open market.

Even now, his 53 points have him 24th in NHL scoring, and now he'd have continue without center John Tavares, who was lost for the season after a knee injury sustained during the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi.

But a number of factors are conspiring to force Snow into a corner as he tries to salvage at least some of what has become another lost Islanders season.

First, Vanek has made it clear that he plans to become an unrestricted free agent on July 1. Nothing new there. GMs who are being asked to shell out top returns for a rental player like the idea of potentially keeping their new acquisition beyond this season if things work out. That doesn't appear to be an option here, as many people believe that Vanek will end up signing in Minnesota, where he played his college hockey.

Then there are the niggling questions about Vanek's commitment.

(Read full post)
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On a Monday in which the same general managers talked to the same other general managers about the same players, without much progress being made on a deal, other options were being considered. Especially on the wing. 

Thomas Vanek is the big name out there. He has been for a while. But in conversations on Monday, you could hear guys almost trying to talk themselves out of making a deal for Vanek. Or at least giving off the impression of declining interest. 

There was talk about how a guy like Matt Moulson might be a better fit, or perhaps there’s better value to be had in a player like Ales Hemsky, who teams feel can be acquired for at worst a second-round pick but perhaps even a third-rounder. 

“When you drill down on value, is that better value? Maybe,” said one NHL source. 

There are the decisions being weighed as the clock ticks toward the deadline. After multiple conversations on Monday, here are 10 things to keep an eye on heading into the final full day before the deadline: 

1. The price of Vanek 

“The interesting one for me is Vanek,” said one NHL source. “I wouldn’t want to be Garth [Snow].” 

That’s a fascinating position to take considering that normally you might want to be the GM holding one of the biggest cards in the deck. Yet in this case, Snow will have to deal with comparisons to the Vanek deal he made earlier this season with Buffalo. And what if Moulson nets just as much as Vanek right now at the deadline? 

Multiple sources who have watched Vanek closely as of late haven’t been blown away by his on-ice play, either, which isn’t boosting his value. “He hasn’t played great,” said one exec. 

He did score twice against Florida on Sunday, finishing with seven shots on goal. According to one source, the price remains a first-round pick along with a top prospect to begin the conversation. “My guess is he’s not going to get that,” said another NHL source. 

2. First-round pick hoarding 

Part of the problem for Snow is that teams that might typically be willing to pay for a top rental have been shipping first-round picks out of town the last few years so often that they’ve suddenly become stingy. 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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Chicago Blackhawks prospect Jeremy Morin was named the CCM/AHL player of the month for February on Monday. 

Morin recorded at least one point in all 11 of his games for the AHL’s Rockford IceHogs in February and had nine goals, nine assists and a plus-10 rating for the month. The IceHogs went 9-0-1-1 in the month. 

Morin has continued his points streak into March and is now on a 12-game streak. The longest AHL points streak this season is 13 games, which was accomplished by two players. 

Morin is leading the IceHogs with 21 goals. He also had 22 assists in 43 games for the IceHogs and one goal and four assists in 15 games with the Blackhawks this season. He became the IceHogs’ all-time leading scorer this season and leads the franchise with 77 career goals.
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[+] EnlargeCorey Crawford 
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Corey Crawford said he was "stunned" that someone would steal his goalie equipment.

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford was only partly joking when he said Monday he was going to start chaining his equipment to the wall.

After already having his Stadium Series mask go missing after being shipped last week, Crawford said he had a pair of goalie pads and his gloves stolen after Saturday's game against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field.

"No, I didn't find the mask, and you're not going to believe this, but my pads got stolen at Soldier Field -- white pads, gloves," he said. "Yeah, I was stunned, too, when I heard it.

"I don't even know what to think anymore, seriously. I'm stunned by the whole thing."

Crawford said he was told security may have caught the theft on camera.

"Actually, I do think they did catch someone on camera," he said. "I still can't believe it. I think they're joking. I think they have my pads in back and they're playing a joke on me.

"I think the NHL should look at their goalie pad security. This is crazy. I've never seen this before. I've never heard of this before. It's crazy. The trainers are all stunned that it happened. Honestly, I told every guy, and some of the guys didn't believe it. They didn't believe it happened."

(Read full post)
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You know I'm intrigued by bubble teams at this time of year -- it's my favorite thing to write about. 

The Dallas Stars are another team on the bubble, hanging on to a playoff spot by the slimmest of margins. 

But it's not posing any issues for Stars general manager Jim Nill. He's got a clear plan, regardless. 

He's open to hockey deals, yes, but he's not going to trade for any pending UFAs. 

"Correct, we're not going to be in the rental market," Nill told ESPN.com Monday. "But if there's a hockey deal that makes sense, we'll look at it." 

He's got pending UFAs of his own, such as veteran winger Ray Whitney and center Vernon Fiddler. 

Given where the team is right now, the sense is he trades those types of players only if the deal makes sense. He wouldn't do it for the sake of gaining a limited asset in return. 

"We're open for business, I'm always looking at things, but I'm not rushing to do something just to move a body to get a pick," Nill said. 

Veteran defenseman Stephane Robidas, out since late November with that horrific leg injury, could be on the mend and is an interesting trade target for a contender, something TSN colleague Darren Dreger brought up Sunday on air. 

My sense is Nill likely will get a read off Robidas, both in terms of his health -- there's a thought he could return within two or three weeks -- and what his wishes are in terms of staying put or moving on. I think there's so much respect for what Robidas has done in Dallas that the GM would take the player's lead there. 

But that's just my read on it. 

Meanwhile, Nill is excited by his team, which has picked it up in the second half to try to get into the playoff race. 

"We've had a lot of guys take a step in their game," Nill said. "You saw Jamie Benn in the Olympics, Tyler Seguin has become a big part of this team, Erik Cole has taken charge, Jordie Benn on the back end, Trevor Daley and Alex Goligoski are playing well, so guys have bought into it. A lot of credit goes to the coaching staff, they've done a good job. There's some real excitement in our room." 

Blackhawks standing pat? 

Things can always change with one phone call, but the feeling I get is that despite the St. Louis Blues' big blockbuster trade on Friday, the rival Chicago Blackhawks will stick with their group as is. 

The Blackhawks picked up Peter Regin before the Olympic break and Kris Versteeg earlier in the season, and unless something falls in their lap -- which is still possible before Wednesday -- word on the street is that the defending champs like their team and don't feel compelled to act. 

I don't blame them. What's not to like? 

Wings chasing Ehrhoff? 

The Red Wings are believed to be among the teams interested in defenseman Christian Ehrhoff, whom the Sabres are shopping. He's got seven more years on his deal after this season, at a $4 million cap hit. What's better, though, is that $22 million of that 10-year, $40 million deal will have been paid off by the end of this season because it was front-loaded. 

I don't think the Wings would overpay to get him, but he would fill a need for a top-four, offensively minded defenseman. 

Waiting for Phillips 

Still no word as of Monday afternoon on Chris Phillips and a decision after being offered a one-year contract extension by the Senators. 

It's believed Phillips wanted a two-year extension. 

If he doesn't sign, Ottawa could trade him before Wednesday's deadline. 

As reported last week, the Boston Bruins have interest in Phillips but it's not clear whether Ottawa would be willing to deal him to a divisional rival. 

The Bruins also are interested in Islanders defenseman Andrew MacDonald, among others. MacDonald is a solid, two-way guy who's a pending UFA, and it's clear the Isles are going to move him.

Marian Hossa to miss 2-3 weeks
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CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa is expected to miss two to three weeks with an upper-body injury, coach Joel Quenneville said Monday.

Hossa suffered the injury during the first period of Saturday's game against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field.

"There's going to be some quality ice time shared amongst the guys," Quenneville said. "I thought [Brandon Saad] did a real good job being put up on that line there as the game progressed the other day. We'll probably put him there. We'll get Peter [Regin] back in the lineup, and we could always put [Andrew] Shaw on the right. We'll see what happens."

Hossa has had a variety of injuries the past three seasons. He suffered a severe head injury in the playoffs in 2012. He dealt with a back injury during the Stanley Cup finals last season and missed all of the team's preseason games this season due to it. He also missed three games in November because of an undisclosed lower-body injury.

He has 24 goals, 26 assists and plus-25 rating in 57 games this season.

Quenneville wasn't sure whether the Blackhawks would recall any players from the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL.

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- The Blackhawks announced Monday forward Brandon Bollig has agreed to terms on a three-year contract extension.

The deal is worth an average of $1.25 million per year, sources told ESPN.com's Piere LeBrun.

Bollig, who was set to become an unrestricted free agent after the season, is now signed through the 2016-17 season.

"We take a great amount of pride in having watched Brandon come up through our system and become a big part of our lineup on a daily basis," general manager Stan Bowman said in a statement. "We are pleased to be able to come to this agreement with him, ensuring that he will remain a part of our organization. We look forward to seeing his continued development with the Blackhawks."

The 27-year-old Bollig has six goals and six assists in 62 games this season. He leads the team with 138 hits and 69 penalty minutes. He has 13 goals and 11 assists in 146 career games with the Blackhawks.

Bollig was signed by the Blackhawks as a free agent on April 3, 2010.

ESPN.com's Pierre LeBrun contributed to this report.

(Read full post)
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At last, we can truly and verily report we are at the quarter pole.

That's right, the NHL season has reached the final turn, and with just a quarter of a season to play and so much undecided, here's a look at our award winners at this late stage.

Hart Trophy: Sidney Crosby, Pittsburgh Penguins

 Sorry to be predictable, but this is a runaway. Crosby continues to set the standard for greatness, leading the NHL scoring race by 11 points over Phil Kessel and leading the league in assists with 51 (to go with his 29 goals). Oh, sure, different players have taken a run at the top perch: Alex Steen, Patrick Kane, Ryan Getzlaf, Jonathan Toews and Alexander Ovechkin, who continues to crush the competition in goal scoring. This is Crosby's trophy, though, barring something dramatic happening in the final quarter. Runners-up: Getzlaf, Toews

(Read full post)
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New York Islanders

AP Photo/Kathy Kmonicek

The Islanders may look like quite a different team after Wednesday's trade deadline.The trade deadline countdown is on, with more questions than ever on that topic as we near 3 p.m. ET on Wednesday. What are the Canucks going to get for Ryan Kesler? Do the Blackhawks need to answer the Blues? What’s the most pressing need for the Capitals? How aggressive should Detroit general manager Ken Holland be at the deadline? All this and more in this week’s special trade deadline edition mailbag. If you want to be featured in next week’s mailbag, send your questions, hockey ideas and observations in here. 

Could the blunder of trading for Thomas Vanek and not getting another goalie last offseason cost Garth Snow his job? I think it's time to move on to someone else... Snow must go! 

Corey, Long Island 

I go back and forth on Garth Snow because he’s a GM who has been asked to do a lot with very little. On the plus side, he’s helped stock the Islanders' system so that there is a strong pool of young talent. He’s deftly worked the waiver wire and the free-agent scrap heap for good values. The John Tavares contract is a great one for the Islanders. He’s had to do it all with a skeleton staff, because this just isn’t a team with a very large operating budget. 

All that said, there’s been a definite blind spot in goal. The defense has also been a liability, but part of that is injuries. And, as you mentioned, the Vanek deal has been a train wreck. And it could end up being compounded if the Islanders keep this season’s (potential) lottery pick, send the 2015 first-rounder to the Sabres and then that one is in the lottery. Teams are sheltering those picks because of Connor McDavid and Jack Eichel -- the Islanders' struggles this season might remove that option for Snow. If ownership makes a change at GM, and it would be justified, it’d better come with a long look in the mirror, too. 

As a realistic Islanders fan, what should I expect to see as a trade return for: Vanek, Andrew MacDonald, Evgeni Nabokov and Lubomir Visnovsky? Hopefully they get a goalie, maybe Frederik Andersen from Anaheim. 

Brian G, Levittown, NY 

I like it. Let’s stick with the Islanders for another moment, because they and the Sabres are among the most interesting teams this week. The return for Vanek will be significant, with a first-rounder, another draft pick and a solid prospect as the starting point. Snow should be targeting a first-round pick in the 2015 draft, too, considering he might be sending his to the Sabres. 

MacDonald’s trade value went up the moment Dan Girardi signed his contract extension with the Rangers. The starting point will be a first-round pick for him, as well, which is a high price to pay for a defenseman with questionable puck possession numbers. He plays a ton for the Islanders, and is more suited as a No. 4 defenseman on a contender. There just aren’t a lot of top-four defensemen available, and that’s why I think the Islanders will do well there. Lubomir Visnovsky has a no-move contract and Evgeni Nabokov has little to no value, so there may not be much return there. 

I’d like to see Snow take a shot at a goalie, if for no other reason than to get an up-close look at him the rest of the season. The one thing about the Islanders is that they do have good luck (Vanek aside) with trading for players and then extending their contracts. Much better than trying to sign them cold as unrestricted free agents. I don’t see the Ducks moving Andersen right now. Ultimately, the odd man out in Anaheim will be Viktor Fasth, who is injured. The Capitals are trying to move Michal Neuvirth, and Snow could do much worse than giving Neuvirth the opportunity he believes he hasn’t gotten in Washington. 

A lot of teams are interested in Matt Moulson. What would it take for Don Maloney to bring him to the desert? And would Moulson want to come to Glendale? What are the chances he comes to Arizona? Not hopeful, but think Moulson would be a good fit with Coyotes. 

Tim Richardson, Mesa, Ariz. 

Moulson would be a nice fit but, with the Coyotes you still have to factor money into the equation. 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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Brandon Pirri is at the point in his career where he believes he should be in the NHL and is willing to go wherever he is given that chance. 

Pirri was hopeful that opportunity would come with the Chicago Blackhawks, the organization that drafted him and he has spent the last four years developing within. 

[+] EnlargeBrandon Pirri
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"I'm glad it's finally over," Brandon Pirri said of the recent trade talk involving him. "I'm excited to start my career in Florida."

But when Pirri failed to stick with the Blackhawks during two stints this season and they recently traded for center Peter Regin, Pirri began to wonder if his NHL shot might be somewhere other than Chicago. 

After a stressful few weeks worrying about his fate, Pirri received a phone call from Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman on Sunday and was told he had been traded to the Florida Panthers for draft picks. 

Pirri hoped for a better outcome with the Blackhawks, but ultimately he got what he wanted. 

“You know it’s an opportunity,” the 22-year-old Pirri said in a phone interview on Sunday. “That’s what I was looking for. It was a great experience in Chicago and Rockford. It made me a much better player for it. 

“Obviously you hear things [about being traded], but you never know. It’s all talk until something happens. Obviously it was a little nerve-racking. I’m glad it’s finally over. I’m excited to start my career in Florida.” 

Pirri was considered one of the Blackhawks’ top prospects and was recently ranked among ESPN’s top 50 prospects. He was drafted in the second round in 2009 and led the AHL in scoring last season. He was named the MVP of the AHL All-Star Game this season, and his production had come on as of late, as he had seven goals and six assists during his last nine games with the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL. 

Pirri had been penciled in as the Blackhawks’ second-line center during the preseason, but an injury derailed that and he was sent down to the AHL. Pirri was recalled in October and produced six goals and five assists in 24 games. 

Pirri played mostly second-line center during those two dozen games but was moved to third-line center in late November. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville wasn’t as satisfied with Pirri’s game, especially his defensive responsibility. Pirri was reassigned to the IceHogs in December. 

Pirri was given another chance with the Blackhawks in late January, but he only stuck around for five games and was sent back down again. He had no points during his second stint. 

Pirri said he didn’t have any ill feelings toward the Blackhawks and felt he was given a fair chance by them. 

“They got to do what they think is best for their organization,” Pirri said. “They’re obviously the defending Stanley Cup champions. They’re there for a reason. I would have loved it to work out with the Hawks. At the same time, I’m excited for this opportunity in Florida. A fresh start is good for me.” 

Pirri will join former Blackhawks prospects Dylan Olsen and Jimmy Hayes with the Panthers. The Blackhawks traded Olsen and Hayes to the Panthers earlier this season. Panthers general manager Dale Tallon also drafted Pirri while Tallon was the general manager of the Blackhawks. The Panthers are 23-31-7 with 53 points. 

“I’m going to a young team trying to find their way,” Pirri said. “That’s exciting for me. There’s going to be opportunities for me. I’m going to be able to show and prove to people what I can do. They went out and made a trade for me. They put some trust in me. I want to prove that they made the right decision.” 

Brandon Pirri shipped to Panthers for picks
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The Florida Panthers have sent a third-round draft pick in the 2014 entry draft and a fifth round pick in the 2016 entry draft to Chicago for Blackhawks prospect Brandon Pirri. 

Pirri was the 59th overall pick in the 2009 draft. He has played in 35 NHL games, all with Chicago, scoring six times. The Toronto native has twice topped the 20-goal mark in the American Hockey League with the Blackhawks’ affiliate in Rockford. Pirri is expected to join the Panthers’ lineup.

Winter conditions no match for Toews
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Jonathan Toews, Marc-Andre Fleury

Noah Graham/NHLI/Getty Images

Jonathan Toews knocked home two goals and assisted on another in Chicago's rout. 

CHICAGO -- Players were whiffing at pucks. Others were smacking them only to see them travel a few feet before having to knock them again. Most struggled to just locate the moving puck as visibility deteriorated. 

Some of the world’s greatest hockey players were made to look ordinary, and sometimes even goofy, as snow accumulated on the rink in the middle of Soldier Field on Saturday. 

But while most of the Chicago Blackhawks and Pittsburgh Penguins were dealing with conditions that made even the simplest plays look difficult, Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews played as if immune to the weather. He skated, handled the puck, passed and shot as if he was back playing under the roof of the United Center. 

Toews' play resulted in two goals, an assist, two takeaways and winning 15 of 27 faceoffs in the Blackhawks’ 5-1 victory in the Stadium Series game. 

More from ESPNChicago.com

Aside from being a possible Stanley Cup finals preview, Saturday night's game between the Penguins and Blackhawks at Soldier Field was all the fun spectacle the NHL could've wanted, Jon Greenberg writes. Story 

Already memorable given the outdoor stadium setting, Kris Versteeg's second-period goal was the 100th of his career and made him the only Blackhawks player to score at both Wrigley Field and Soldier Field, writes Scott Powers. Blog 

• More Powers: Toews at home

The one Toews play that particularly had his teammates talking afterward came on his first goal, midway through the second period. He skated with the puck up the middle of the ice and was confronted by Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik. Toews faked to his right, brought the puck to his left and skated past Orpik. Toews approached the net, put the puck on his backhand and slipped it through the legs of Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury. 

"That’s what we talked about how special he is a player," Blackhawks forward Kris Versteeg said. "He can do that in the conditions like this and skate and move the puck the way he did. Also deke and kind of keep his speed up on that goal. It’s something special. That’s why he’s a special player." 

Toews celebrated the goal as if he had won the Stanley Cup. He skated to the Blackhawks’ bench and jumped into his teammates. He also got together with Patrick Sharp for a bigger-than-normal celebration after he fed Sharp for the game’s first goal. 

Toews certainly didn’t think people could label him Captain Serious after all that. 

"I've been trying to lose that one for a while," Toews said of his nickname. "But, no, I think the celebration on the first goal, Sharpie, I already saw a funny picture where I knew he was going to jump into me, and I think Nick Leddy got caught right in the middle. 

"Like I said, we were just excited to score a goal in the first. It was a great feeling to be able to get our team on the board, and the excitement just kind of carried on for the rest of the game. I guess I definitely got caught up in it a little bit." 

Toews sensed early on the night was going to be special for him and his teammates. He felt as if they were almost invincible. 

"Like I said, we felt like we could find a way to score every time we got the puck," Toews said. "It honestly did feel like we were playing shinny hockey in the backyard. We were playing smart in our own end the way we normally would, but we were making plays and just throwing everything on net and hoping for the best. So I think it was, after everything was said and done, we had a lot of fun out there playing." 

Throw in a 2009 game at Wrigley Field, two Stanley Cups and two Olympic gold medals, and Toews has lived an extraordinary hockey life so far. 

"It's been really cool," Toews said. "Just to think about all the different situations we've been in over the last year, couple of years. You know, there's always something great going on. I think it was exciting for us as players to be a part of this and play at Soldier Field. 

"We've played in a couple different venues now in Chicago, and it's pretty amazing to think, but this is probably even more so great for the fans. I think, as a team, we're super happy. We're able to find a way to win, and not only win, but put on an exciting game for the fans, just like the weather. So I think it was a great night for Chicago hockey fans and fortunate."

Versteeg's goal makes for special night
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Kris Versteeg's goal against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field on Saturday night will be one he forever remembers. 

When Versteeg knocked home a Patrick Kane pass in front of the net in the second period of the Blackhawks’ 5-1 victory, Versteeg not only was able to celebrate before 60,000-plus fans outdoors, but the goal also went down as the 100th in his eight-year career, and he became the only Blackhawk to score at Soldier Field and Wrigley Field. He also netted a goal against the Detroit Red Wings in the 2009 Winter Classic. 

[+] EnlargeKris Versteeg
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Kris Versteeg's goal made him the only Blackhawk to score at Wrigley Field and Soldier Field -- and was the 100th of his career.“It’s crazy,” Versteeg said. “People have been asking me when I would score the 100th, and tonight it was nice to get it, especially at this venue and the surrounding, and a lot of my family here and friends. ... Just the whole experience was really amazing.” 

Versteeg had waited 12 games for his 100th goal. He recorded his 99th on Jan. 17, then went goalless for 10 games before the Olympic break and failed to score against the New York Rangers in Thursday's return. 

Versteeg thought the slump might have been getting to him. 

“That was something maybe I was pressing for a little while now,” Versteeg said. “People asking all the time, family members. It was really nice to get it here.” 

The snowy conditions made Saturday’s game a challenge at times, but Versteeg believed it was best that way. 

“It was a lot of snow,” Versteeg said. “I think more than skating was the puck handling -- losing the puck at times and trying to find it when you’re looking down a little bit more than you’re used to. I don’t think if you asked every guy in here they’d have it any other way.” 

Just as Versteeg did at Wrigley Field on Jan. 1, 2009, he made sure to soak in the atmosphere at Soldier Field on Saturday. 

“It’s just exciting to be a part of a something like this,” Versteeg said. “To score, it makes it a whole lot more special for myself.”

Outdoor gems too fun to get old
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CHICAGO -- On a cold Saturday evening, about 60,000 fans sat in near-blizzard conditions to watch a regular-season hockey game in a football stadium.

This "Stadium Series" game didn't need marketing. It didn't need beer sponsorships and a glitzy production. It certainly didn't need a between-periods concert from the Plain White T's. This game could've sold out by word of mouth.

Outdoor hockey forever, man.

"It honestly did feel like we were playing shinny hockey in the backyard," captain Jonathan Toews said after his Chicago Blackhawks' 5-1 victory over the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field.

Do 62,291 fans show up to shinny hockey games in Toews' native Winnipeg? Check that, it's Canada. So, yeah, probably. But here, it's still a novelty.

"Every time there was shovels on the ice, you sat back and looked around and kind of marveled at the people and how amazing the setting was," Kris Versteeg said.

But while the fans at the game had a blast, the dollars and cents of playing stadium games continues to make perfect sense.

This game, the last of the expanded "Stadium Series" games, which grew out of the annual Winter Classic game, was much more meaningful than the final score, precious points be damned.

In a league constantly reinforcing its national image in America, the rare opportunity to put two of American's most popular teams in a Saturday night prime-time game, in eye-pleasing snowy conditions, was a Stanley Cup-size victory for the league even before Chicago Bears Hall of Famer Richard Dent dropped the ceremonial first puck.
CHICAGO -- The swirling snow and frigid conditions made it even more fun for Jonathan Toews and the Chicago Blackhawks.

Toews had two goals and an assist at a picturesque Soldier Field, and the Blackhawks beat the Pittsburgh Penguins 5-1 on Saturday night in the finale of the NHL Stadium Series.

Patrick Sharp scored in the first period and Patrick Kane set up Kris Versteeg's 100th career goal in the second, helping Chicago to its first win since Feb. 5 at Anaheim. The reigning Stanley Cup champions dropped their final game before the Olympic break, and then lost 2-1 at the New York Rangers on Thursday night.

James Neal was credited with Pittsburgh's only goal when Blackhawks defenseman Brent Seabrook sent the puck into his own net at 6:21 of the third. Marc-Andre Fleury had 35 saves in the Penguins' third straight loss, matching a season high.

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 5-1 victory over the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field on Saturday night. 

How it happened: The Blackhawks found a way to control the outdoor game amid snow, cold and windy conditions before an announced crowd of 62,921. Patrick Sharp got Chicago going with a goal from the right circle at 15 minutes, 35 seconds of the first period. The Blackhawks extended their advantage to 3-0 with goals by Jonathan Toews and Kris Versteeg in the second. James Neal scored the Penguins’ lone goal at 6:21 of the third period. Bryan Bickell put the Blackhawks ahead 4-1 with a goal at 13:57, and Toews added his second goal late into the frame. Pittsburgh came into the game with the league’s best power play but was shut out on six man-advantage opportunities. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford made 31 saves; Penguins counterpart Marc-Andre Fleury made 35. 

What it means: The Blackhawks are now 1-1 in outdoor games. They previously lost 6-4 to the Detroit Red Wings at Wrigley Field in the 2009 Winter Classic. Versteeg had a goal for the Blackhawks in that game as well. With the win, the Blackhawks moved back into first place in the Central Division, improving to 36-12-14 with 86 points. The St. Louis Blues are 39-14-6 with 84 points and have played three fewer games. The Penguins dropped to 40-16-4 with 84 points. The Blackhawks and Penguins will meet again March 30 in Pittsburgh. 

Player of the game: Toews got the better of Sidney Crosby in their first NHL meeting. Toews set up Sharp’s goal with a pass from behind the net in addition to scoring twice himself. He showed off some stick-handling moves while beating Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik with the puck and squeezed a shot through Fleury’s legs on his first goal. 

Stat of the game: The Blackhawks were leading the Penguins 31-18 in shots on goal after going ahead 3-0 in the second period. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks remain in Chicago and return to the United Center for two consecutive games. The Blackhawks host the Colorado Avalanche on Tuesday and the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday. The Blackhawks haven’t played at the United Center since Jan. 26.

Marian Hossa leaves with injury
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CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa was ruled out for the remainder of Saturday night's game against the Pittsburgh Penguins after suffering an upper-body injury in the first period at Soldier Field.

Hossa's final shift ended with 6:34 remaining in the first period, and he did not return to the ice. The Blackhawks announced he would miss the remainder of the game prior to the second period.

He played six shifts and had 4:18 of ice time in the first period.

Following the team's 5-1 win, coach Joel Quenneville said he didn't think the injury would be a long-term concern.

"Hossa might miss some time," Quenneville said. "We'll get a better idea probably more on Monday, pretty good idea, but we'll know more in a couple of days. But not long term."

Hossa has had injury trouble the past few seasons. He dealt with a back injury during the Stanley Cup playoffs last season and missed all of the team's preseason games this season due to it. He also missed three games in November due to an undisclosed lower-body injury.

Hossa has 24 goals, 26 assists and a plus-25 rating in 57 games this season.

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman continued to leave the door open Saturday for forward prospect Teuvo Teravainen to join the team this season. 

The 19-year-old Teravainen, drafted by the Blackhawks in the first round in 2012, is currently playing for Jokerit in the Liiga in his native Finland. He signed an entry-level deal with the Blackhawks in August 2013. 

Teravainen helped Finland to the gold medal in the World Junior Championships in January and had 15 points in seven games. Since returning to Jokerit after the tournament, he’s registered points in 14 of his past 15 games and has 24 points during that span. He leads Jokerit with 41 points, which include eight goals and 33 assists, in 45 games this season. 

[+] EnlargeTeravainen
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Teuvo Teravainen, 19, led Finland to the world junior title in January, and could yet see time with the Blackhawks this season."There is still some logistical things with him because the team's [Jokerit] still playing," Bowman said prior to the Blackhawks-Pittsburgh Penguins game at Soldier Field. "When their season finishes, he's in the mix to play on the [Finland] national team for the world championships. But I guess, hypothetically, if he's free and clear to come over, we'd certainly bring him over. 

"He's having a great season over there as a 19-year-old kid. First of all, he has a great world junior tournament, when the Finn team came all the way and won the gold medal. But he's really taken off since that point." 

Teravainen took part in the Blackhawks’ training camp and played in two preseason games before leaving for Jokerit. Bowman thought he’s improved since then. 

"I think when he left here in October, he was a little bit of a slow start," Bowman said. "He had missed some games while he was in training camp with us. It took him a little bit to get going. I think he started playing well in December, and, ever since the world junior tournament, he's been dominating. He's been scoring every game. He's the leading scorer of the team even though he hasn't played as many games as other guys. 

"I was speaking to Barry Smith, our player-development guy, and Barry's over in Finland right now. He was with him the other night, and he said that they named him captain. Their captain went down with an injury, so Teuvo took over as captain, which is remarkable for a 19-year-old kid over there in the biggest league, and he's really dominating." 

Bowman said if Teravainen does join the Blackhawks, he won't be asked to play a major role. 

"So I think the nice thing for us with Teuvo is we don't need to rely on him, even if he does come over," Bowman said. "He's not going to be the focal point of our team. I think at that age you have to be careful you don't put your expectations too high. He's just going to be another player if he comes in. But he certainly has the talent to be able to play with high-end players here. We're not counting on anything, but if it works out, it would be a great addition." 

Teravainen told ESPNChicago.com in January he was unsure whether he would join the Blackhawks this season. 

"I think I'm going to have a great season now in Finland," Teravainen said. "That's my biggest thing right now. After that, we'll see. My goal next year, of course, is Chicago. We'll see if I'm coming over this season or next season. We'll see what happen after [the Liiga] season."
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CHICAGO -- The defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks are not looking to add any players at the trade deadline, general manager Stan Bowman said Saturday.

"We aren't focused on the deadline," Bowman said prior to the Blackhawks' game against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field. "We're really happy with the team we have."

The Blackhawks are second in the Western Conference's Central division with a 35-12-14 record and 84 points. The St. Louis Blues lead the division with a 39-14-6 record and 84 points. The Blues hold the tiebreaker in regulation wins and have played two fewer games.

Bowman said the Blackhawks made their significant move for the season when they acquired forward Kris Versteeg from the Florida Panthers in November. Versteeg has played on the second and third lines for the Blackhawks and has seven goals, 14 assists and a plus-3 rating in 42 games for them this season.

"We made our big move back in November, adding Kris Versteeg," Bowman said. "We did that intentionally to try to get a player in for a longer period of time. I think sometimes it's hard for a guy to come in for a couple weeks, and then you jump into the playoffs. You can't really get them acclimated to your system and the way you play and who he's going to play with.

"We're not looking at [the deadline] at all. We've got a great group here, a lot of chemistry with our guys. We're focused on just going ahead, getting back on the ice. We've been off for a while with the [Olympic] break. That's not the focus for us."

(Read full post)
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Marc-Andre Fleury
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Pittsburgh goalie Marc-Andre Fleury has a Steelers-themed helmet ready for Soldier Field. 

CHICAGO -- Pittsburgh goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury will look right at home at Soldier Field on Saturday night. 

Fleury will wear a Steelers-themed helmet, with a Penguins logo replacing the Steelers', for the "Stadium Series" game against the Chicago Blackhawks. 

Chicago backup netminder Antti Raanta has a nifty mask, too, with an eagle painted on it to honor former Chicago goalie Ed "The Eagle" Belfour. 

Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford, who is assumed to be the starter Saturday, will have to live vicariously through them. 

Crawford also got a special helmet painted, but somehow, he said, his got lost in transit after it was sent to Chicago by Reebok, the manufacturer. 

Where is it now? 

"I don't know," Crawford said Friday. "I have no clue. Reebok doesn't know. FedEx doesn't know. Whatever. I'm over it now. I spent all day stressing about it. I'm done now." 

Crawford said Blackhawks trainers were told it was sent by Reebok, but it appears to have gotten sidetracked along the way. 

Trade winds 

With the NHL trade deadline looming at 3 p.m. ET Wednesday, the Blackhawks’ rival, the St. Louis Blues, pulled off a big trade with Buffalo on Friday, landing goaltender Ryan Miller and center Steve Ott. 

The teams are tied atop the Central Division with 84 points. The Blues have beaten Chicago once in regulation and twice in shootouts. Chicago hosts the Blues on March 19 and April 6, the teams' final regular-season meetings. 

"That's a big move for them," Crawford said. "They get one of the better goalies in the league. They're trying to make a push for the Cup. We're not too worried about other teams. We're always focused on what we're doing." 

 Ice, ice, baby  

The most-asked questions Friday night were weather-related. After all, it's not often NHL teams typically have to deal with things like wind and snow when they're on the ice. 

Snow is in the forecast for the 7 p.m. CT game, which is great for TV optics, if not so much for the players. 

After the evening skate in cold conditions, members of both teams complimented the quality of the ice. 

"It's the same for both teams," Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said. "Probably adds to the experience for the fans, being outside. At the end of the day, we're still trying to find a way to win a game." 

Chicago winger Patrick Sharp said he's hoping for warmer weather -- good luck, it's supposed to be frigid -- and no precipitation, but he's looking forward to playing in front of 60,000 fans in a raucous atmosphere. 

"It's the whole experience," Sharp said. "It's cool to play outside. It's tough to explain why." 

Pittsburgh Kid 

Blackhawks left wing Brandon Saad will face his home team for the first time in a regular-season game in his short NHL career. 

The 21-year-old native of suburban Pittsburgh said he grew up watching Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, who are 26 and 27, respectively. 

"Oh yeah, he's a Pittsburgher," Toews said. "I'm sure he is [excited]. I guess I have to ask him. I'm sure he's excited to play against his childhood team, guys like Crosby and Malkin, guys he's looked up to for a long time. It'll be fun for him."

Toews-Crosby hits stadium status
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Toews
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Jonathan Toews gets his first shot at Pittsburgh's Sidney Crosby in a regular-season game Saturday. 

CHICAGO – It’s Sid the Kid versus Captain Serious. 

The NHL’s biggest star against the sport’s reigning winner. 

Yes, it’s a hockey heavyweight bout seven years in the making, and it’s finally set to happen Saturday night, at Soldier Field of all places. More importantly, it's the Pittsburgh Penguins against the Chicago Blackhawks in a "Stadium Series" game and a potential Stanley Cup finals preview. 

But let's not ignore the novelty of Sidney Crosby versus Jonathan Toews. Hey, this stadium has hosted prizefights. 

Thanks to the NHL’s scheduling quirks and some Crosby injuries (groin and concussion), the Pittsburgh star and the Blackhawks captain have never faced off in a regular-season game. 

“It’s weird,” Toews said Friday night after the Blackhawks practice. “I feel like it’s been a long time. Never had chance to play against Sidney. I guess you can say he’s the best player in the world, really. I think you look forward to a chance playing against guys like him or Evgeni Malkin, to see what they do and see how they do it.” 

Crosby, who leads the league with 80 points, is considered by most to be the best player in the NHL, while Toews is lauded for his two-way play and his leadership. 

Toews has won two Stanley Cups, 2010 (when he won the Conn Smythe Trophy as playoffs MVP) and 2013, while Crosby has won one with the Penguins in 2009. Both have won a pair of gold medals with the Canadian Olympic team. 

Isn’t this a rare individual matchup the league should be marketing, especially in a rare Saturday night prime-time game on NBC? That's not really the hockey mentality. 

“That’s not for me to deal with,” Blackhawks winger Patrick Sharp said with a slight smile. “That’s for you guys. There’s a lot of good players in the game tomorrow, not just those two. Both sides have a bunch of stars, a bunch of great players. It’s up to you guys to talk about who you want to talk about.” 

[+] EnlargeSidney Crosby
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"He competes every night, so he gives himself a chance to be consistent," Penguins star Sidney Crosby said of Jonathan Toews, "and then defensively, he takes a lot of pride in that side of things."This is true. The Penguins lead the Eastern Conference with 84 points, while the Blackhawks are tied for second in the West with 84. Pittsburgh lost to Boston in last season's East finals, preventing this matchup in the Stanley Cup finals. Both teams are popular TV and ticket draws. 

Sharp said Pittsburgh is one of his favorite "Center Ice" teams to watch on off days, while Patrick Kane said he mostly tunes into Penguins games to check out Crosby and Malkin. 

"It's a good matchup to have for this type of game," Kane said. "Two teams that a lot of fans probably want to watch on TV, and when you mix it in with the Stadium Series type of game, it make s it even more interesting." 

But let’s talk some more about Crosby and Toews. 

Crosby sees a lot of similarities in their games, because they both take pride in playing defense. 

“You know offensively, he’s really dangerous, he’s strong on the puck,” Crosby said of Toews after the Penguins practiced Friday night at Soldier Field. “He competes every night, so he gives himself a chance to be consistent that way, and then defensively, he takes a lot of pride in that side of things. I think just their whole group as a whole, they play together, and you don’t win as much as they have in the past without everyone kind of buying into playing a certain way, and he kind of leads the way there.” 

Toews got a close look at Crosby again during the Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Because there was sparse practice time, the two never really went at it. 

“The one thing I’ve noticed playing with him in the Olympics is the speed through the neutral zone,” Toews said. “You see all the highlights of all the goals he scores where he’s kind of sneaking through like three guys. A lot of that is because he’s able to find those holes because he does it with a lot of speed.” 

Hockey isn’t a sport that’s decided in a star-versus-star fashion, but expect to see the two go at it Saturday night -- and expect to hear the broadcasters rave about them. 

“I'm sure they're going to be out there against one another,” Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. “Jonny's line generally gets some of the best, and Sid plays a ton and Malkin plays a lot as well, so they'll definitely be out there against one another. Who knows how exactly the matchups will play out. The score could probably dictate that. But I think the top guys, I'm sure, are looking forward to what's going on.”

Hawks' Wirtz weighs in on NHL in Olympics
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks chairman Rocky Wirtz said Friday he didn’t have an opinion to date on whether the NHL should continue to allow its players to participate in the Olympics. 

“I really don’t,” Wirtz said at a restaurant in downtown Chicago. “I’m only one of 30 (owners), and at this point I don’t have a vote. 

“At this point, it’s early. The nice thing is we get to go right now to the Stanley Cup, and let’s focus on that. It’s going to be an exciting time. We have 22 games left, and let’s see what we can do.” 

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman spoke just before Wirtz and had a similar response. Bettman said the NHL would address the topic in time. NHL players have been participating in the Olympics since 1998. 

“Ultimately, we have to make a decision,” Bettman said. “It’s not something, despite all the speculation, it’s not something that has been discussed. It’s not something we’re ready to discuss. We’re more focused right now on the stretch run into the end of the regular season and into the playoffs and then we’ll deal with (whether) international events makes sense to us. 

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- The NHL could postpone the outdoor game between the Chicago Blackhawks and Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field on Saturday night if weather conditions make the event unsafe, commissioner Gary Bettman said Friday.

"It would have to make it unsafe, either too cold in terms of medical concerns or if it was such that the ice wasn't able to be kept appropriately so that it would be safe for the players," Bettman said.

The nighttime temperature for Saturday is expected to be 8 degrees with the wind chill making it feel like minus-8, according to ABC7 in Chicago. There's also a chance of snow in the late afternoon.

Bettman would not go into details about whether the game could be played Sunday or Monday instead. Neither team is scheduled to play again until Tuesday.

"We have all sorts of Plan B's," Bettman said. "I would prefer to not to dwell on them."

Bettman thought Saturday's conditions could be similar to those of the 2014 Winter Classic, when the Detroit Red Wings and Toronto Maple Leafs played in a wind chill of zero, 10 mph winds and snow at the University of Michigan.

"We played on New Year's Day before over 100,000 people at the Big House, and I think it was in the single digits and it snowed, and it was great," Bettman said. "As long as we can keep the conditions competitive and safe, it'll be a lot of fun. You know people in Chicago are very hearty. They know how to dress for the winter. And our expectation is everyone will layer up and be ready to have fun for a few hours."

Blackhawks chairman Rocky Wirtz said he's concerned about the weather only if it rains.

(Read full post)
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Joni "Bona" Hallikainen will be rooting for the Chicago Blackhawks on Saturday, but he'll also selfishly be cheering for goaltender Corey Crawford to get pulled early from the game. 

[+] EnlargeChicago Blackhawks 
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It took Joni Hallikainen about 14 hours to paint Antti Raanta's mask that pays tribute to Ed Belfour.It's nothing personal against Crawford, Hallikainen just hopes his creation will get some air time during the nationally televised game against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field. Hallikainen painted Chicago backup goaltender Antti Raanta's Stadium Series mask, which pays tribute to former Blackhawks goaltender Ed Belfour and is nearly an exact duplicate of the "Eddie the Eagle" mask Belfour wore while with the team. 

"I'm really hoping the Blackhawks are going to win, but I kind of hope that Crawford lets a few pucks in," Hallikainen said while laughing during a phone interview from Finland. "He gets pulled and Antti gets into the net. We'll see what's going to happen." 

Hallikainen, who also worked with Raanta on the other mask he's worn this season, worked with the goaltender to come up with the idea. 

"The painter who made it, I was asking him if he had something, some idea for the outdoor game mask," Raanta said after a recent practice. "He said, 'How about Eddie the Eagle tribute mask?' I was like, ‘Why not?' 

"He made a couple pictures, and I was really, really excited about that. He took a couple of pictures, and there was already one guy trying to buy it. It was pretty fun. I hope Eddie likes that because that's respect to a great goalie in Blackhawks history." 

While Raanta may worry about Belfour's opinion, Hallikainen was concerned Greg Harrison, the original artist of Belfour's mask, would not approve of a duplicate. Hallikainen said he reached out to Harrison and got his blessing. 

The mask was custom made by Petri Karvinen, who works for Wall Mask, and Hallikainen went to work on the painting of it. He said it took about 14 hours to complete. 

"From my point of view, it was one of the best projects and most fun projects because I'm a huge fan of Greg Harrison and his work," Hallikainen said. "I always wanted someone who would like to have those original, cool designs like Belfour's. These days, kids and older goalies don't want that kind of paint job anymore. 

"When this idea came up, I was like, ‘No, I have to push this through to get Antti to wear that kind of decision.' And here we go."

Demand cools for Hawks outdoor tix

February, 28, 2014 

Feb 28

11:34

AM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

98

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

Ticket demand on the secondary market for the NHL Stadium Series outdoor game between the Chicago Blackhawks and Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field has slowed this week because of the potential of a minus-8 wind chill Saturday, according to local ticket brokers.

Being the first NHL game held at Soldier Field, and with the Blackhawks' success of two Stanley Cups in the past four seasons, public tickets sold out within 24 hours in December. Chicago ticket brokers said the secondary market remained highly active for the game until about two weeks ago, when 10-day forecasts became available and included the possibility of sub-zero temperatures and snow for the 7 p.m. game.

The nighttime temperature for Saturday is expected to be 8 degrees with the wind chill making it feel like minus-8, according to ABC7 in Chicago. There is also a chance of snow in the late afternoon. The average temperature for March 1 in Chicago is a high of 42 degrees and a low of 28, according to weather.com.

"[Demand] was strong for a long time leading up to the last month or so," said Dan Murphy, who works in the purchasing department at Gold Coast Tickets in Chicago. "I would say the last two weeks, just when people were able to access the 10-day forecasts, they've kind of maybe thought I don't want to go out there. We probably have as many sellers as buyers."

Dmitry Murokh, who owns StubStop in Chicago, has had a similar experience.

"It's just a lot slower," Murokh said. "Prices have fallen. Tickets have dropped 30 or 40 percent. A lot of tickets are selling for less than face value. It's an outdoor event. There's a lot of snow. It's cold out. I can tell you I was going to go, but being 20 degrees and maybe four inches of snow, I'm not going to go."

(Read full post)
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There is a certain yin and yang to the trade deadline furor.

All of the names that float about are interesting to debate, but they have to have a team with which to land to make the rumors anything more than white noise.

So, which teams should we be watching as the March 5 trade deadline draws near? Read on.

Los Angeles Kings

 There is a certain déjà vu all over again with this season's edition of the Kings. It's a team that is meandering a bit, dealing with injuries and the obligatory offensive drought. Sound a bit like 2011-12? Yes. Yes, it does. The Kings rank 26th in goals per game and have been waiting for captain Dustin Brown (11 goals through Thursday) and Mike Richards (seven goals) to come around, but just like in 2012, it seems as though it's going to fall to general manager Dean Lombardi (and the Kings' ownership, of course) to ride to the rescue, as Lombardi did two years ago when he deftly acquired Jeff Carter from Columbus at the deadline.

(Read full post)
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Sharks 7, Flyers 3 

* Joe Pavelski (SJ): Hat trick (32); second career hat trick (both this season); 32 goals this season are a career high. 

* Raffi Torres and Logan Couture: two goals each. 

* FROM ELIAS: The last time the Sharks had three players score multiple goals in the same game was March 30, 2002 (Vincent Damphousse, Patrick Marleau, Teemu Selanne). 

* Sharks: Won three straight; 4-1-0 in last five overall. 

* Flyers: Loss snaps four-game win streak. 

Kings 2, Flames 0 

* Kings: Have won three straight. 

* Dustin Brown (LA): Goal, assist; three points in four games this month after three in all of January. 

* Jonathan Quick (LA): Fourth shutout of season. 

* From Elias: Of Quick's last 17 NHL regular-season shutouts, 13 have been 1–0 or 2–0 wins, including all four of his shutouts this season. 

Capitals 5, Panthers 4 

* Capitals: 9-0-1 in last 10 games vs Panthers. 

* Capitals: 16 of their wins this seasons have been by one goal. 

* Panthers: lost three straight games (1-for-13 on PP in those games). 

Red Wings 6, Senators 1 

* Red Wings: 2-0-0 in Ottawa this season (7-1-0 in Canada this season) 

* Red Wings: Six goals (tied for most this season; also scored six on Nov. 27, 2013). 

* Senators: outscored 27-14 in last six games (2-3-1 record in those games). 

Canadiens 6, Penguins 5 

* Max Pacioretty (MTL): Three goals against Penguins this season. 

* Andrei Markov (MTL) Four assists in his past three games. 

* Canadiens: Won three straight road games, including at Pittsburgh and Boston. 

* Penguins: Have lost two straight games for the first time since Nov. 25 of this season. 

Rangers 2, Blackhawks 1 

* Derick Brassard (NYR): Goal (12); seven-game point streak (4 G, 5 A during stretch). 

* Rick Nash (NYR): Goal (19); First goal in six games after seven in the previous five. 

* Rangers: Won six of last seven games (two in a row). 

* Blackhawks: Lost two straight after starting seven-game road trip 3-0-2 

Devils 5, Blue Jackets 2 

* Jaromir Jagr (NJ): 699th career goal, one shy of being seventh NHL player to reach 700 goals. 

* Devils: First regulation win since January 24. 

Most Goals in NHL History

Wayne Gretzky     894

Gordie Howe       801

Brett Hull        741

Marcel Dionne     731

Phil Esposito     717

Mike Gartner      708

Jaromir Jagr      699

Post-Sochi sleepwalk dooms Hawks
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NEW YORK -- For the first two periods Thursday night, the Chicago Blackhawks looked very much like a team with an Olympic hangover. 

Their passes weren’t sharp, they generated few chances and didn’t look anything like the defending Stanley Cup champions. 

Then things started clicking in the final frame. But it was too little, too late. 

Peter Regin scored his first goal as a Blackhawk with 11.6 seconds remaining, but Patrick Kane's desperation chance in front was denied by Cam Talbot right before the horn sounded, and Chicago lost to the New York Rangers 2-1 at Madison Square Garden. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews

David Hahn/Icon SMI

Jonathan Toews was one of 10 Blackhawks players who went to the Sochi Olympics, perhaps a factor in Thursday's sluggish start.“I thought we were a little off,” Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. “Our timing and some of our passing and maybe looking for one extra play. They defended well, but I don’t think we put enough pucks at the net or enough bodies at the net. ... We certainly need to be sharper than that.” 

The Blackhawks (35-12-14) had a league-high-tying 10 players play in Sochi, Russia, and it looked like they had trouble reacclimating themselves to the smaller ice surface and their old system. Chicago’s third-ranked power-play unit went 0-for-3 and has failed to score in its past three games. In its past two outings, the league’s most potent offense has generated just one goal. 

Quenneville ended up shuffling his line combinations, to no avail. 

“We gotta learn from it. We know what we need to do,” Kris Versteeg said. “It’s just keep grinding away and the goals will start coming, and the wins will follow.” 

The Rangers (33-24-3) struck first when Derick Brassard stashed home his own rebound midway through the opening period. Brassard’s goal came as a result of a failed clearing attempt by captain Jonathan Toews, who was not made available to reporters after the game. 

Chicago outshot New York 13-2 in the third, but fell behind by two when Rick Nash beat Corey Crawford (22 saves) with a wrist shot from the right circle. 

The Blackhawks finally broke through when Regin got one past Talbot through the 5-hole. Kane somehow had a golden opportunity following the ensuing faceoff at center ice, but Talbot (31 saves) made the pad deflection, allowing the Rangers to prevail. 

“You’re just hoping, hopefully you get a puck at the net and then you get a tremendous look at the net,” Quenneville said. “So it was just one of those desperation plays. ... We’ve had some crazy finishes going back to the Boston game [a 3-2 shootout victory Jan. 19], and tonight might’ve been crazier.” 

The Blackhawks can now look forward to their outdoor game Saturday night against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field. 

It's time for their Olympians to get some rest and their players to get their chemistry back. 

Chicago has so much offensive firepower. Seems like only a matter of time before the goals start coming in bunches again. 

“We did some good things [Thursday night]," Duncan Keith said, "but I thought we’d be a lot better."

Cam Talbot holds off Blackhawks as Rangers triumph in return
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NEW YORK -- Cam Talbot, subbing for resting Olympian Henrik Lundqvist, stopped 31 shots, and Derick Brassard and Rick Nash scored as the New York Rangers returned from the Sochi break with a 2-1 victory over the Chicago Blackhawks on Thursday night.

Talbot got the nod after Lundqvist received extended work in Sweden's run to the gold medal game in the Olympics. Talbot made the most of his opportunity, getting his 11th career win in 18 NHL games -- all this season.

He was 11.6 seconds away from a shutout, but Peter Regin scored after goalie Corey Crawford was pulled. Patrick Kane nearly tied it seconds later, but Talbot stopped him with his pad.

New York has won six of seven. Lundqvist is expected to play Saturday in Philadelphia when the Rangers start a back-to-back set.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Rangers 2, Blackhawks 1
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NEW YORK -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 2-1 loss to the New York Rangers on Thursday night at Madison Square Garden. 

How it happened: The Blackhawks, playing for the first time since Feb. 7, looked sluggish and failed to generate many chances. 

Derick Brassard scored midway through the first period, stashing home his own rebound past Corey Crawford to put the Rangers up 1-0. The goal was a result of a turnover by Jonathan Toews, whose potential clearing attempt was poked from behind by J.T. Miller. 

Rick Nash then gave New York a two-goal cushion with 4 minutes, 7 seconds to play, ripping a wrist shot from the right circle that got past Crawford. 

Peter Regin scored for Chicago with 11.6 seconds remaining, beating Cam Talbot through the 5-hole. Patrick Kane was then denied on the doorstep in the waning seconds. 

What it means: The Blackhawks might have had the old Olympic hangover. Ten of their players were over in Sochi, Russia, so perhaps they’re still tired. Either way, the league’s highest-scoring outfit has scored one goal in its past two games. Chicago looked like an average team, not a defending Stanley Cup champion. 

Coach Joel Quenneville changed up his team’s line combinations in the third period in an effort to break through, but it never happened. If Thursday’s game was an indication, newly acquired Regin is not going to be the answer as the No. 2 center. But the late tally might have been a confidence-booster for the former New York Islander. 

Player of the game: Talbot made 31 saves to pick up the victory. 

Stat of the game: The Blackhawks’ third-ranked power-play unit went 0-for-3. Chicago has now failed to record a man-up goal in its past three games (0-for-7). 

What’s next: An outdoor game against the Pittsburgh Penguins on Saturday night at Solider Field.

Prospect watch: Morin extends streak to 10
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Here’s a look at how some of the Chicago Blackhawks prospects are doing throughout the world: 

Jeremy Morin, forward, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), acquired via trade in 2010: The 22-year-old Morin is playing some of the best hockey of his career. He’s on a 10-game points streak, which is tied for fifth longest in the AHL this season. He has nine goals and eight assists during the streak. He had two goals and eight shots on goal in the IceHogs’ 4-1 win over the Iowa Wild on Tuesday. He has 20 goals, 21 assists and a plus-eight rating in 41 games in the AHL this season. 

Brandon Pirri, forward, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), drafted second round in 2009: The 22-year-old Pirri isn’t too far behind Morin as of late. Pirri is on a seven-game points streak and has had six goals and four assists during that stretch. He has 10 goals, 13 assists and a minus-three rating in 24 games for the IceHogs this season. 

(Read full post)

Keith happy to be back with Hawks
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NEW YORK -- Duncan Keith is ready to put on a Chicago Blackhawks sweater again after winning the gold medal with Team Canada in Sochi, Russia. 

"I feel pretty good," Keith said at Madison Square Garden, where the Blackhawks will take on the New York Rangers on Thursday night in their first game following the Olympic break. 

[+] EnlargeKeith

AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt

After a few days of rest following the Olympics, Duncan Keith is ready to get back on the ice with the Hawks."Obviously, it takes a few days with the jet lag, but I'm excited to be back with the guys and get going." 

Keith, 30, now has two gold medals, after winning his first in Vancouver in 2010. He's also won two Stanley Cups. 

"I'm pretty happy," he said. "It was a privilege to be on that team with so many good players." 

Keith (three goals, 45 assists) has been a workhorse all season, averaging 24 minutes, 32 seconds of ice time (19th in the NHL) as a top-pair defenseman for Chicago. He averaged 21:06 of ice time in six games for Team Canada. 

"It's nice to have a couple days to adjust and get the body somewhat back to normal," said Keith, who rejoined the Blackhawks at Thursday's morning skate. "It feels good to be back skating with the guys and be out there." 

After facing the Rangers, the Blackhawks head back to Chicago, where they will participate in an outdoor game Saturday night against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Soldier Field. 

"Like you said, it's just off to the races right away," he said. "I think it's a good thing to get back in the swing of things hard and fast." 

• Keith and his partner on defense, Brent Seabrook, guest-starred on Tuesday's episode of the NBC Drama "Chicago Fire." 

"It was fun," Keith said. "I don't think I'll be quitting hockey anytime soon to become an actor. But it was a lot of fun, it was cool. The people on the set were really nice." 

How many takes? 

"Not that many," he said. "We were there for a couple hours. I thought we did a good job being we're first-time actors." 

• Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said he believes the key for his team -- which features 10 Olympians -- will be to put a lot of shots on net. Rangers backup goaltender Cam Talbot, who gets the start Thursday in place of Team Sweden's Henrik Lundqvist, hasn't played in a game since Feb. 6. 

• Quenneville said he wants recently acquired second-line center Peter Regin to just be himself and trust his instincts. This will be Regin's first game playing with Patrick Kane.

W2W4: Rangers vs. Blackhawks
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At a glance: The New York Rangers pick back up following the two-week Olympic break with a tough task in their return to Madison Square Garden, where they will host the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhwaks on Thursday. With 23 games remaining in the regular season, the Rangers are in good shape for the playoffs as they sit in second place in the Metropolitan Division. The Philadelphia Flyers, who play the San Jose Sharks Thursday, aren’t far behind though. The Flyers trail the Rangers by only one point heading into Thursday’s action with the two bitter rivals set to clash this weekend in Philly. Meanwhile, the Hawks are slugging it out with the St. Louis Blues for the Central Division title with the two clubs tied with 84 points. 

Trade talk: With less than a week to go before the March 5 trade deadline, rumors and speculation are ramping up. Of course, the fodder includes Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, who is set to become an unrestricted free agent July 1. Callahan’s camp and the Rangers remain at an impasse on a contract extension for the 28-year-old winger, making it appear increasingly likely that he gets dealt before next Wednesday. Recent reports have linked the Rangers to Tampa Bay Lightning forward Martin St. Louis, who reportedly requested a trade to New York prior to the Olympic break. Defenseman Dan Girardi is also a pending UFA and could be on the move. 

Waiting game: Defenseman Marc Staal, who has been battling back spasms, will be a game-time decision. Staal participated in the team’s morning skate and is expected to play unless he suffers a setback. 

Give Hank a break: Given Henrik Lundqvist’s busy schedule in Sochi -- he led Team Sweden to the gold-medal game though the Swedes lost to Canada -- backup netminder Cam Talbot gets the start vs. the Hawks Thursday night. According to coach Alain Vigneault, Lundqvist will be back in net starting Saturday in Philadelphia. 

Not just yet: Derek Dorsett, who has been sidelined with a broken leg since January, will not make his return Thursday despite having practiced with the team on Wednesday. He’ll have to wait a few more days before Vigneault re-inserts him into the lineup. Recently-recalled J.T. Miller will play on a line with Benoit Pouliot and Derick Brassard with Mats Zuccarello sidelined with a hand injury.

Big names appear poised to move
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We're jumping out of the Olympic furnace and into the trade deadline fire.

Nary a beat has been missed since the end of the Sochi Games and the real start of the trade deadline frenzy. In the days leading up to Wednesday's deadline, names will be thrown about like so much confetti. Often it's much ado about nothing, and the trades that do get made don't guarantee success of any kind.

That said, here's a look at the 10 most intriguing names you'd better get used to hearing in the coming days.

(Read full post)

Chat alert: Scott Powers at 1:30 CT
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ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1:30 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.

Blackhawks acquire D Brian Connelly
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The Chicago Blackhawks acquired defenseman Brian Connelly from the Minnesota Wild in exchange for forward Brad Winchester on Wednesday.

Connelly, 27, had five goals, 27 assists and a minus-21 rating for the Iowa Wild of the AHL this season. He has not appeared in an NHL game in his career. He will be an unrestricted free agent after this season.

The Blackhawks said Connelly will report to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL. He previously played for the IceHogs from 2009 to 2012.

Winchester, 32, had 16 goals, 14 assists and a minus-8 rating in 55 games for the IceHogs. He signed a one-year deal with the Blackhawks as a free agent on July 24, 2013.

(Read full post)

Fresh off gold, Toews driven to win Cup
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CHICAGO -- Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews hasn't failed often in the past five years. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews 

Bruce Bennett/Getty Images

Will Jonathan Toews pair another Olympic gold with a Stanley Cup title?He won a gold medal with Canada in the Olympics in 2010. He won a Stanley Cup with the Blackhawks later that year. He won another Stanley Cup in 2013 and another Olympic gold Sunday. 

Now he's setting his sights on a third Stanley Cup come June. 

"I guess it's hard to say it any differently than I've said it," said Toews, who spoke to the media Wednesday for the first time since returning from the Olympics in Sochi, Russia. "Every time you have a chance to win, you don't want to pass it up. I think the same goes for the rest of this year and the opportunity we have. 

"As well as we've played as a team this year, the number of Olympians we had, it's been a great season so far. We want to keep that momentum going and play well going into the playoffs. The goal is always the same." 

At 25, Toews has accomplished more than most players do in a career, but he hasn't taken his accomplishments for granted. He would be 26 -- his birthday is on April 29 -- if the Blackhawks win another Stanley Cup this season. 

"I guess it's kind of hard to believe now," Toews said. "It seems to be adding up a little bit. But every time you're there, you don't feel surprised to have a chance to win and be a part of a team like that. 

"I think the first opportunity to make the team and to win in Vancouver was amazing. Being back there was just trying to find a way to repeat that. It was such a different experience being over there and a different style of game and all the different things you can talk about and how different the Olympics were. But it was a lot of fun. It was amazing to be in a different circumstance and win that tournament again."

Raanta working to regain confidence
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CHICAGO -- Sports psychology exists partly due to goaltenders. 

As physically gifted as a goaltender may be, all it can take is a soft goal to rattle his head. Why a goaltender can stop a shot in one game and miss the same shot in another game can often be traced to confidence. It’s why sports psychologists have dedicated time and written plenty of articles about the mental side of goaltending. 

Chicago Blackhawks rookie goaltender Antti Raanta knows all about it. He’s currently battling his own psychological issue. 

Raanta didn’t receive many opportunities to play prior to the Olympic break, starting only four games in January and February. But in the games he did play, Raanta often had trouble in the opening period. He allowed a total of five first-period goals in his last three starts. 

“I think it’s more mentally, a mental thing,” Raanta said this week. “Just try to get your head straight to the first puck when you get in the games. There has been a couple games when the opponent is scoring on the first shot. That is not the start you want. It’s pretty hard to your head. It’s going straight to inside your head and you’re starting to think about it. The whole game is, like, ruined.” 

The problem got to the point where he realized it had to be addressed. What he decided to do was treat the start of practices like the start of games. No matter how weak or simple a shot may be from his teammates, he’s looking to block it. 

“You try to start to practice the same way like when you try to start the games,” Raanta said. “You try to get all the pucks. It doesn’t matter if it’s a warm-up drill or three against one or three against zero. You just try to start the practice as good as possible and go with it.” 

Raanta’s lack of starts didn't help either. He had plenty of time to reflect on the goals he allowed. He tried to utilize the Olympic break to reset his mind. 

“I haven’t thought too much in the last two weeks about those things,” Raanta said. “Of course, you try to keep on doing the right things in practice. Like when you get a chance in a game, you try to prove that you can play like that. Like three years ago, I was a backup in the Finnish league. I don’t want to remember those things too much. 

“It’s not the easiest job. If you just get your mindset thinking about just the practice, just a couple of games when you get a chance, it’s going to turn out pretty good. Hopefully this couple of weeks break made it good to your head and good to your body. We’ll see how the games are going to be after the break.” 

(Read full post)

Patrick Kane: No step back for U.S.
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CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Patrick Kane doesn't think the U.S. took a step back among the world's hockey powers after failing to medal in the Olympics in Sochi, Russia.

"Not at all," said Kane, who returned to practice with the Blackhawks on Wednesday. "I think we proved we were one the best teams in the tournament the first four games."

The U.S. won twice in regulation and once in a shootout to lead its pool with eight points, outscoring its opponents 15-4. The Americans defeated the Czech Republic 5-3 in the quarterfinals, then lost to Canada 1-0 in the semifinals and were defeated 5-0 by Finland in the bronze-medal game.

The Americans entered the Olympics with high hopes after losing to Canada in overtime in the gold-medal game in 2010. The U.S. hasn't won gold in men's hockey since 1980.

Kane thought the disappointment of the close loss to Canada may have led to the struggles against Finland.

"We had a tough game against Canada," Kane said. "It's tough to come back after a loss like that, to come back and play the next night. Obviously we knew it was for a bronze medal. I think our thoughts going into [the tournament] was kind of gold or nothing. When you get that ripped away from you, and you still have a chance to play for a medal, it's still tough.

"We were playing against a team like Finland, who probably appreciate those bronze medals a little bit more than we could. It would have been nice to bring it home, but it obviously didn't work out that way. But I still thought we had a good tournament and proved ourselves that we're a good hockey country."

(Read full post)

Hossa will continue to rest when needed
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville and forward Marian Hossa will continue to discuss whether the veteran needs additional time off the remainder of the season. 

[+] EnlargeMarian Hossa

Bill Smith/NHLI/Getty Images

The plan to keep Marian Hossa fresh with limited practice time likely will continue through the end of the season.The 35-year-old Hossa participated in his first team practice Tuesday since returning from playing for Slovakia in the Olympics. Prior to the Olympics, Hossa was permitted to skip six on-ice workouts, including morning skates and practices, but he continued to play in all of the games. He had three goals and four assists over the six-game road trip. 

"I think on those days on the road trip where he didn't practice, that was on a need basis," said Quenneville, whose Hawks have 22 regular-season games remaining before the playoffs. "He wasn't 100 percent, so we kind of (had) maintenance days. 

"He feels good right now. If he feels like there's a need to take days off, he has a pretty good assessment of his body and where he's at. We'll visit with that if he needs days off between here and the end of the year and the guys that are all returning over the last day or so, those guys will be getting some consideration a lot of days. But I don't foresee a lot of practices between now and the rest of the season." 

Hossa believes the key is for him and Quenneville to communicate about his status. 

"I'm sure me and him will have a talk," Hossa said. "If it's the right time and the right decision and he's OK with it, we'll do it. If I feel and he feels it's better to practice, I'll practice. 

"It's just all about communication and what's better for the team. If I feel better when I have a little extra rest and I feel better on the ice, why not to benefit the team? It's all about communication, and I'm open to either." 

Hossa said Tuesday he felt fine and had already adjusted to the time difference from Russia. 

Hossa was disappointed with Slovakia was eliminated by the Czech Republic in the qualification round of the Olympics. Hossa finished the tournament with two goals, one assist, four penalty minutes, 13 shots on goal and an average of 19:26 in ice time over four games. 

"Obviously our team didn't finish the way we wanted," Hossa said. "We definitely weren't satisfied with what we achieved there. But the experience was great. It was fun to be a part of it. But like I said, hockey-wise, we weren't great. 

"I think the overall experience was great. I think everybody was a little bit worried that we're going to Russia, but I think they did an excellent job. Everything went pretty smooth. The security and the villages, the stadiums, everything was top notch. Even the food was great. So, no complaints at all."

Coaching Olympics interests Quenneville
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Tuesday he would be interested in coaching in the Olympics if given the chance. 

"Yeah, it'd be great," Quenneville said after practice at Johnny's IceHouse West. "I think the Canadians, they've done an outstanding job, that staff. I commend them on what they've accomplished over the last couple of Olympics. They've been perfect. I'm happy for them." 

Canada has won the men's hockey gold medal in the past two Olympics. Detroit Red Wings coach Mike Babcock was Canada's head coach both times. 

The Canadian-born Quenneville also holds citizenship in the U.S., but he isn't sure his allegiance to Canada would allow him to coach the U.S. in the Olympics if asked. 

"I don't know," Quenneville said with a smile. "We'll see. I'm a Canadian. I don't know if that's ... We'll see." 

The 55-year-old Quenneville ranks third all-time among NHL coaches with 695 wins. Only Scotty Bowman (1,244 wins) and Al Arbor (782 wins) have more victories than the Blackhawks coach, who has also won two Stanley Cups.

Deadline Fixes: Central Division
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With the Olympic break giving the hockey world a reprieve from endless trade speculation and innuendo, NHL general managers have had plenty of time to analyze their roster strengths and weaknesses and put themselves in position to strike as soon as the roster freeze lifts after the Winter Games.

From that moment until 3 p.m. ET on March 5, those same GMs will be in a mad scramble to address their various roster holes and either strengthen their rosters for a hopeful postseason push or sell off extraneous pieces as they build toward better days in future seasons. Hockey Prospectus has scoured the league to find good fits for each of the 30 teams. We covered the Atlantic Division and the Metropolitan Division earlier this week.

The Central Division is shaping up to be very exciting leading up to the trade deadline. Chicago, St. Louis and Colorado are near-locks for the postseason, while every other team is still squarely in the hunt for a wild card, with no one yet relegated to the status of "sellers." As the NHL broke for the Olympics, both Western Conference wild-card spots were held by clubs in the Central -- Minnesota and Dallas -- while Winnipeg and Nashville were within a short hot streak of replacing them.

Note: Goals versus threshold (GVT) is Hockey Prospectus' proprietary player valuation metric.

Chicago Blackhawks

The need: No. 2 center

Chicago's biggest problem is off the ice, as it has the least amount of cap space among all teams in the league, at $837,489 still available, per CapGeek.com. So it goes without saying that to get any upgrade, the Blackhawks will have to get the other team to retain salary of the player they acquire or to take salary back from Chicago in the deal. If the Blackhawks can, they should try to upgrade their second-line center position. They have an all-world two-way man in Jonathan Toews on the first line and a promising youngster in Marcus Kruger on the third line. Andrew Shaw is the nominal second-line center, but he would be better served as a third-line winger, a role more in line with his faceoff prowess (less than 45 percent over the past two seasons) and his scoring rate (well below the threshold for a top-six player at even strength).

The fix: David Legwand, Nashville Predators, 5.3 GVT

If GM Stan Bowman can find a way to make the numbers work, the Predators lifer would make for a significant upgrade. The pending unrestricted free agent is having a resurgent season in Music City, putting up good numbers in spite of some bad puck luck, which is reflected in his low shooting percentage (9.8 percent). Able to play in all manpower situations and making positive contributions in all three zones of the ice, Legwand would be a huge improvement.

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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Thomas Vanek

Paul Bereswill/Getty Images

All eyes will be on Thomas Vanek during this year's trade deadline.We can speculate. We can look at pending unrestricted free agents and make educated guesses. We can talk to those running teams and sense an appetite to make more "hockey trades" than usual. 

Still, until the NHL’s trade deadline expires on March 5, we can’t say for sure how it’s going to play out. Especially not if someone right in the thick of it doesn’t know. 

“Managers will be every bit as busy as they’ve been in the past,” said Washington Capitals GM George McPhee when we chatted this past week. “Will it be different than other years? I think the one thing we can count on is we don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t know how to project what’s going to develop at the deadline. We never can.” 

This year is definitely different than the typical trade deadline in that cap space is at a premium. In order to facilitate deals, small-market sellers might have to retain salary, which is an interesting twist on the new CBA rule that many assumed would lead to big-money teams retaining salary. 

The need to include salary in both sides of the trade equation along with a thinning summer free-agent crop has general managers itching to make traditional hockey trades, rather than rentals. At least in theory. 

“Probably the way to view it is that there are more teams involved in hockey trades at this point in time,” said Carolina Hurricanes GM Jim Rutherford. “The races are so tight. There’s always a great appetite for trades at the deadline. It’s not always as many teams as there will be this year.” 

With that in mind, here’s a look at the top 25 trade targets for 2014, with assistance from former NHL assistant general manager Frank Provenzano, who provides realistic trade return for each player: 

1. Thomas Vanek, F, New York Islanders 

He’s the prize of the trade deadline. Earlier this season, he cost the Islanders Matt Moulson and two draft picks (a first- and second-rounder). Considering Moulson could fetch a first-round pick at the deadline, that’s three high picks. The return won’t be as high now, especially since it’s clear Vanek wants to test free agency, but GM Garth Snow will be able to recoup some of those assets. One Eastern Conference executive estimated the return for Vanek could be as high as a first- and second-round pick and a B-level prospect. Vanek dealt with Olympic controversy after word got out that the Austrians put in a long shift partying during the tournament. That will have zero impact on his trade deadline value, said one assistant GM. “They didn’t mean to be disrespectful,” he said. “They made a bad decision, they’re not bad people.” 

Provenzano’s price tag: A first-round pick and a B prospect. A roster player may have to go back to the Islanders to make the money work. 

2. Ryan Miller, G, Buffalo Sabres 

There was no griping from Miller when Dan Bylsma went with Jonathan Quick in the Olympics after Miller played well in limited action, which is another plus for Miller aside from his strong play on a bad team. He’s the best goalie available, and the best move yet may still be for the Sabres to re-sign him if Miller is willing. There are only a few logical destinations, with the Blues the best fit, and if he’s not dealt, that may open up a secondary goalie market that doesn't currently exist. But Miller is a team changer. He would put the Blues at the same level as the Blackhawks. 

Provenzano’s price tag: An NHL roster player (like a No. 3-5 defenseman or No. 5-9 forward), plus an A-minus prospect and a third- or fourth-round draft pick. 

3. Dan Girardi, D, New York Rangers 

The focus has been on Ryan Callahan among Rangers trade candidates, but the belief is that GM Glen Sather will move Girardi if he can’t be signed before the deadline. 

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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It's easy to say Sidney Crosby is the runaway pick for the Hart Trophy, as he leads the league with 78 points and the Penguins are the only bright spot in a dreadful Metropolitan Division. But there are a lot of other guys having dominating seasons. 

Ryan Getzlaf is having arguably his best season for the Western Conference-leading Ducks with 67 points (29-38) through 56 games. 

Ben Bishop and Martin St. Louis have kept the Lightning in the mix since Steven Stamkos' injury. 

On the Blackhawks alone, you could say Duncan Keith, Patrick Kane, Patrick Sharp and Jonathan Toews all deserve a look. But having so many candidates on one team seems to cancel them all out. 

John Tavares was having a great season, but a season-ending injury in Sochi -- not to mention his team's disappointing place in the standings -- put him out of the running. 

And you cannot forget the man who leads the league in scoring: Alex Ovechkin. The Capitals' captain should be motivated after the Olympics to get Washington back in the playoff picture and to add to his 40 goals. 

Make your voice heard. Go to Twitter @ESPN_NHL or Facebook to let us know who you think should win the Hart Trophy.
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CHICAGO -- Peter Regin couldn’t have asked to be traded at a better time than just prior to the Olympic break, or to a better team than the Chicago Blackhawks. 

Regin came to the Blackhawks along with Pierre-Marc Bouchard from the New York Islanders for a fourth-round draft pick on Feb. 6. Regin played for the Blackhawks in their final game before the Olympic break on Feb. 7 and participated in his second practice with them on Monday. 

[+] EnlargePeter Regin 

Andy Marlin/Getty Images

Peter Regin was traded from the Islanders to the Blackhawks just before the Olympic break.“I talked to some guys, and they said it’s probably the best timing to get traded,” Regin said on Monday. “The best possible time you can is right before the break. I had time to go back to New York and pack up my stuff. Usually if you get traded you have to usually do it all on the spot right away and then move. 

“Now I had time to get everything settled there and come here and have a couple of days of practice with the team. Usually during the season, you don’t really practice much. You just play games. Now we have some practice days. It’s like a mini-camp almost. It’s perfect timing for me.” 

As for going to the Blackhawks, Regin couldn’t have been happier. 

“I think most guys if you can pick one team you can go to you want to go to the Blackhawks for every reason,” Regin said. “They have a good team, a good organization. They’ve been winning. It’s arguably one of the best cities in North America. Everything is great here. 

“You’re always sad to leave teammates and good friends. But that being said, to get an opportunity to play on probably the best team in the league... In the past couple years, they’ve been winning. To get a chance to play in the playoffs it’s a huge opportunity. I was excited when I heard about the trade and I’m even more excited now after I’ve been here a couple of days. I’m looking forward to the next couple of months.” 

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks defensemen Duncan Keith and Brent Seabrook will make guest appearances on the NBC television show "Chicago Fire" on Tuesday. 

The episode, which is titled "Virgin Skin," will include Keith and Seabrook providing a tip to one of the show’s characters at a bar, according to a release. 

"Chicago Fire" is in its second season on NBC. The fictional show is about the lives of people in the Chicago Fire Department and is filmed in Chicago.
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Michal Rozsival

Brian Cassella/Chicago Tribune/MCT via Getty Images

Michal Rozsival skated for the Czech Republic in his first Olympics in Sochi, Russia. 

CHICAGO -- Michal Rozsival hasn’t been setting his alarm clock for 5 a.m., but that’s what time he has been waking up consistently since returning from Sochi, Russia last week. 

Rozsival has found his body clock to be all messed up after spending nearly two weeks playing for the Czech Republic at the Olympics in Sochi, where it’s 10 hours ahead of Chicago. 

Rozsival attempted to combat his sleeping pattern Monday by getting back on the ice with the Chicago Blackhawks for the first time since returning on Friday. 

“I got back on Friday, had a couple of days that I didn’t do anything and I thought [practice is] going to help me sleep a little better tonight,” Rozsival said at Johnny’s IceHouse West. “I got a little tired because I’ve been waking up at 5 a.m. the last couple of days. I kind of decided I’d get on the ice, get some sweat and be a little more tired tonight and get better sleep tonight.” 

Rozsival was hopeful his plan would work as Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville put him and the team’s 12 non-Olympians through a strenuous practice at Johnny’s IceHouse West on Monday. 

Quenneville had given Rozsival the option to wait until Wednesday to return to the team. The team’s nine other Olympic players may not practice until the team’s morning skate on Thursday. 

“It was his choice,” Quenneville said. “I said come back on Wednesday if you want, but he wanted to skate today. He was at the rink yesterday because his son was here at practice and (Michal Handzus') been here as well, but he didn’t skate today. He probably felt that, ‘Let’s get back out there.’ And at the end of practice he wished, ‘Maybe not.’” 

Rozsival was still glad he practiced despite being fatigued afterward. 

“It was a tough practice for sure,” Rozsival said. “I was here yesterday and I started skating yesterday. It was a tough practice yesterday as well, so I kind of knew what I was getting into. It was tough. I don’t regret it at all. Like I said, I just need to get out there, get my legs going again. Hopefully it’s going to help me have a better night’s sleep tonight.” 

Rozsival hadn’t participated in the Olympics prior to Sochi. He had hoped for a better result as the Czech Republic went 1-2 in pool play, defeating Slovakia in the qualification round and falling to the U.S in the quarterfinals. He finished the tournament with zero points, four shots on goal, a minus-five rating and an ice time average of 14:13 in five games. 

Overall, Rozsival said he had a positive experience. 

“I really enjoyed it,” Rozsival said. “Obviously us as a team we didn’t do as well as we would hope, but overall it was a good time, everything was well-organized in Russia. Everything was really good. Accommodations, transportation, the new arenas there, everything was really nice. Brand new. Just to be able to be part of something like that for the first time, I really enjoyed it.” 

Rozsival was hopeful more NHL players would get to experience the Olympics in the future. 

“I think (the NHL should remain in it,)” Rozsival said. “The Olympics is the biggest international tournament, and I think they deserve to have the best players playing in it.” 

Rozsival wasn’t sure what effect having so many players in the Olympics would have on the Blackhawks. 

“It’s a tough one,” Rozsival said. “I don’t think anybody has an answer for it. It could be either or. It could be a good and bad thing because we had six players that played in the gold-medal game and so they might be a little tired. 

“It’s up to the rest of us to step up a little bit and carry the torch, give them a little rest. Somebody else has to do it if they can’t. I’m sure they will be on top of their game when they get back. They are professionals. I guess we’ll see how everything plays out when they come back.”

Can a metric save the Oilers?

February, 24, 2014 

Feb 24

8:38

AM CT

By  Peter Keating | ESPN The Magazine

Recommend

12

Tweet

0

Comments

0

Email

Print

ONCE UPON A  time, sabermetrics was easy. Really. In the first few decades of sports statistical analysis, researchers almost exclusively studied baseball, a game of individual performances that add up to a team result. And the simplicity made for straightforward conclusions: If Carlos Beltran is a better player than Vernon Wells, we can reliably project the Yankees will be better playing Beltran, regardless of whether Jacoby Ellsbury or Brett Gardner mans centerfield. One plus one equals something pretty close to two.

Now that analytics has moved into more dynamic sports like basketball, hockey and soccer, researchers have to reckon with games in which teammates can affect each other's play far more than they do in baseball. Just because the Bruins' David Krejci has more assists than fellow center Patrice Bergeron doesn't necessarily make him a better fit to play with winger Brad Marchand, Boston's leading goal scorer. In fluid sports, one plus one might equal two or four, or minus-three.

And here's the thing: It's in the interaction effects among players that we find the true impact of coaching. To win in continuous sports, coaches must deploy athletes in real time who fit together and augment one another's skills. They must be masters of chemistry. And statheads are now figuring out how to grade them on their lab work.
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville is looking at the big picture when it comes to his 10 Olympians returning to the team this week. 

Quenneville doesn't plan on pushing his returning players until he really needs them back on the ice. He said he wouldn't ask the six players who played in the gold-medal game Sunday to be back with the team until its morning skate against the New York Rangers on Thursday. The team's 12 other players had their first practice since the Olympic break at Johnny's IceHouse on Sunday afternoon. 

Blackhawks forwards Jonathan Toews and Patrick Sharp and defenseman Duncan Keith helped Canada to the men's hockey gold with a 3-0 win over Sweden and Blackhawks defensemen Niklas Hjalmarsson and Johnny Oduya and forward Marcus Kruger on Sunday. 

The Blackhawks also had forwards Marian Hossa (Slovakia), Michal Handzus (Slovakia) and Patrick Kane (U.S.), and defenseman Michal Rozsival (Czech Republic) participate in the Olympics. 

"The guys that will be getting back tomorrow, I don't expect those guys to be getting on the ice until the morning skate," Quenneville said. "We'll give the guys a couple of days to break -- very taxing and exciting as well. I think the guys that got back here the last couple of days maybe over the next day or so they'll return to practice. But six of them I don't expect those guys to ... if they want to get on the ice on Wednesday, that'll probably be it." 

Quenneville wasn't positive even a few days rest would be enough for his returning Olympians. 

"We'll see how they are when they get back and gauge it," Quenneville said. "I would expect that they'll need a couple of days to enjoy it and celebrate and when we get them back together, I'm sure the focus will go on the right place. But a break for them off the ice will probably be healthy as well. 

"Some teams are playing Tuesday and we've got Thursday. I think the whole league will be playing by Thursday anyways. It's what it is and I think that the players, they know how to read it and as we get closer to the game in New York, we've got a big weekend as well right after that. It's an interesting week for us. We'll see how they feel and gauge it from there." 

(Read full post)

Quenneville touts Kane's Olympic play

February, 23, 2014 

Feb 23

6:22

PM CT

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

57

Tweet

16

Comments

8

Email

Print

CHICAGO -- Patrick Kane may not have produced like he would have hoped for the U.S. in the Olympics, but Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville took plenty of positive from Kane's performances. 

Kane finished the tournament with zero goals and four assists in six games. He failed on a breakaway attempt against Russia during pool play and missed two penalty shots against Finland in the bronze-medal game. The U.S. was shut out its last two games and didn't medal after taking the silver in the 2010 Olympics. 

"I thought Kaner had several chances and had the puck a lot," Quenneville said Sunday. "He's very dangerous. He didn't have the finish or the show that could have been there. But when Kaner has the puck as much as he does, generally good things happen. 

"But goalies and goal-scoring throughout that tournament, goaltending was great and goal-scoring was tough to come by. A couple of tough ones there in the shootout and penalty shots as well. I thought Kaner played well the last few games." 

Quenneville wasn't worried about Kane failing to produce when he returned to the Blackhawks. He expected Kane to pick up where he left off. He is fifth in the NHL with 63 points, which includes 27 goals and 36 assists. 

"He's having a great year," Quenneville said. "His consistency this year has been in the right place, game in, game out he's a threat. You watch him over there, has the puck a lot. Has the puck a lot here and does a lot of good things."
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CHICAGO -- Bryan Bickell wasn't pleased with where his game was when the Chicago Blackhawks last played two-plus weeks ago. 

Physically, he felt good then. He just hadn't been happy with his mental approach and his confidence. 

Bickell returned to the ice Sunday for the Blackhawks' first practice after a 15-day break and felt he had taken full advantage of his time off. He got some sun, did some fishing and removed himself from hockey for a bit and felt he was coming back mentally refreshed. 

"It's been a rough start for me," Bickell said after practice Sunday. "The team is still doing good. I think to bring my game back up I can help the team in a way. 

"It definitely helped to step away and not think about hockey for a couple weeks. Just to come back like it's a new season kind of thing. You have that time off and we have 20 more game left in the season. I have to bring it every shift because our Olympians are going to be tired." 

Bickell's play has varied since he returned from a knee injury in December. He had three goals, one assist and a minus-seven rating in 21 games since his return. He was limited to less than 10 minutes of ice time in 12 of those games and was made a healthy scratch a few times on the team's late trip. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Sunday he felt Bickell began to show him more heading into the break. Bickell had a goal against the Los Angeles Kings on Feb. 3 and had four shots on goal and played 12:04 against the Phoenix Coyotes on Feb. 7. 

"Yeah, I thought the last couple of games on the trip that he was right where he'd like to be at, and I thought today he had probably as good as anybody out there at practice today," Quenneville said. 

Bickell wouldn't have minded a few more days off, but he felt he was in a better place than a few weeks ago. 

"The break actually went a lot quicker," Bickell said. "If you look at the calendar, you're like, 'Oh, my God, we got 19 days. What are we going to do?' To see some family and friends, time flies by. Refreshed for me, my mental game, I think I feel better now than going into the break. I'm reenergized and focused at what I can do and what I need to do."
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Scott Burnside and Pierre LeBrun take a look back at the highlights of the tournament and a look ahead to Korea

2014 Winter Olympics: Canada Wins Gold In Men's Hockey
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Scott Burnside and Pierre LeBrun take a look at Canada's second straight gold in hockey.

Blackhawks Olympic update: Gold game
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Jonathan Toews 

Bruce Bennett/Getty Images

Canada's Jonathan Toews celebrates after scoring in the first period of the gold medal game vs. Sweden Sunday. 

Here’s a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Sunday: 

Jonathan Toews, forward, Canada 

Canada defeated Sweden 3-0 on Sunday to capture its second consecutive men’s hockey gold medal. Toews recorded the game-winning goal as he scored in front of the net off a pass from Jeff Carter at 12:55 of the first period. Toews had one goal, four shots on goal, a plus-one rating, won 9 of 20 faceoffs and played 19:13. He finished the tournament with one goal, two assists, 11 shots on goal, a plus-three rating and an average ice time of 17:18 in six games. He was also on Canada’s 2010 gold-medal team. 

Duncan Keith, defenseman, Canada 

Keith was one of the reasons why Canada allowed three goals in six tournament games and zero goals in the last two games. He had a plus-two rating and 20:32 of ice time against Sweden. He finished the tournament with one assist, 12 shots on goal, four penalty minutes, a plus-six rating and an average ice time of 21:06 in six games. He also played for Canada in the 2010 Olympics. 

Patrick Sharp, forward, Canada 

Sharp wasn’t given much ice time in the gold-medal game, playing just 3:40. He had zero shots on goal and a zero rating. He finished the tournament with one goal, seven shots on goal, four penalty minutes, a plus-two rating and an average ice time of 10:10 in five games. 

Niklas Hjalmarsson, defenseman, Sweden 

Hjalmarsson was on the ice for one of Canada’s goals. He had a minus-one rating and 18:03 of ice time. He finished the tournament with zero points, five shots on goal, a zero rating and an average ice time of 18:20 in six games. 

Johnny Oduya, defenseman, Sweden 

Oduya had his ice time cut in the gold-medal game and did not play in the third period. He had a zero rating and 12:21 of ice time in the loss. He finished the tournament with one assist, three shots on goal, a plus-one rating and an average ice time of 16:07 in six games. 

Marcus Kruger, forward, Sweden  

Kruger was given a larger role in the gold-medal game due to Nicklas Backstrom being unable to play. Kruger was utilized in all situations and played 17:46 against Canada. He had one shot on goal, a zero rating and won 11 of 22 faceoffs. He finished the tournament with zero points, three shots on goal, four penalty minutes, a plus-one rating and an average ice time of 12:40 in six games.
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The Tampa Bay Lightning claimed defenseman Mike Kostka off waivers from the Chicago Blackhawks on Sunday, according to a source.

Kostka had two goals, one assist and a plus-three rating in nine games for the Blackhawks this season. He often rotated with Blackhawks defensemen Sheldon Brookbank and Michal Rozsival for the team's final defenseman spot. Kostka missed most of October and all of November with a lower-body injury.

The Blackhawks signed Kostka to a one-year, $625,000 contract in July after he played 35 games for the Toronto Maple Leafs in the 2012-2013 season. The Blackhawks opted to keep Kostka in the NHL as the team's eighth defenseman out of training camp and placed defenseman Ryan Stanton on waivers.

Stanton was claimed by the Vancouver Canucks and has played 45 games for them this season.

The Blackhawks have 22 players, including seven defensemen, on their active roster.

(Read full post)
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Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Mike Kostka was placed on waivers Saturday, according to a source. 

Kostka signed a one-year, $625,000 contract in July. The Blackhawks opted to keep Kostka in the NHL as the team’s eighth defensemen out of training camp and placed defenseman Ryan Stanton on waivers. Stanton was claimed by the Vancouver and has played 45 games for the Canucks this season. 

Kostka, who missed almost two months of the season because of a lower-body injury, has two goals, one assist and a plus-three rating in nine games this season. He has often rotated with Sheldon Brookbank and Michal Rozsival for the team’s sixth defenseman spot in the lineup. 

Kostka will be assigned to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL if he clears waivers. The roster transaction was first reported by TSN’s Bob McKenzie.
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Here’s a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Saturday: 

Patrick Kane, forward, U.S. 

Kane was the lone Blackhawk in Saturday's bronze medal game, and it was a forgettable day for him. The U.S. was shut out for the second consecutive game, getting routed 5-0 by Finland. Kane missed two penalty shots and was called for two minor penalties. He had five shots on goal, a minus-one rating and 16:29 of ice time. He finished the tournament with zero goals, four assists, 19 shots on goal, six penalty minutes, a plus-two rating and an average of 17:42 of ice time in six games.
Here's a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Friday: 

Jonathan Toews, forward, Canada 

Canada and its three Blackhawks defeated the U.S. 1-0 in the semifinals on Friday. Toews did his part in the victory, winning 10-of-16 faceoffs. He also had one shot on goal, a zero rating and 15:45 of ice time. Canada will play Sweden for the gold medal on Sunday. 

Duncan Keith, defenseman, Canada 

Keith had zero shots on goal and a zero rating in the win. He was third on Canada with 20:23 of ice time. He and Toews helped Canada to the gold in the 2010 Olympics. 

Patrick Sharp, forward, Canada 

Sharp was especially active for Canada in the first period on Friday and had three shots on goal against the U.S. He finished with a team-high five shots on goal, a zero rating and 10:26 of ice time. 

Niklas Hjalmarsson, defenseman, Sweden 

Sweden and its three Blackhawks defeated Finland 2-1 in the semifinals on Friday. Hjalmarsson was used more than any other Swedish player in the third period and played 8:02 during the final period. He finished with zero points, a zero rating and 22:00 of ice time. Sweden will play Canada for the gold on Sunday. 

Johnny Oduya, defenseman, Sweden 

Oduya was right behind Hjalmarsson in third-period ice time, playing 7:54 during the final period. Oduya had zero points, a zero rating and 21:25 of ice time in the win. 

Marcus Kruger, forward, Sweden  

Kruger won 11-of-16 faceoffs, had zero shots on goal, a minus-one rating and played 12:41 in Sweden's victory. 

Patrick Kane, forward, U.S. 

Kane possessed the puck often and had his share of chances, but he and the U.S. weren't able to score against Canada. He had three shots on goal, a zero rating and 20:25 of ice time. The U.S. will play Finland for the bronze medal on Saturday.
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Here’s a look at how some of the Chicago Blackhawks prospects are doing throughout the world: 

Jeremy Morin, forward, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), acquired via trade in 2010: The 22-year-old Morin is the organization’s hottest prospect right now. He has six goals and seven assists in seven games in February. He had two goals and four assists in the IceHogs’ three games last weekend. He has 17 goals and 20 assists in 38 games this season. 

Brandon Pirri, forward, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), drafted second round in 2009: The 22-year-old Pirri had two goals in the IceHogs’ 4-2 win over the Iowa Wild on Sunday and is on a four-game points streak. He has four goals and two assists during the streak. He has eight goals and 11 assists in 21 games for the IceHogs this season. 

(Read full post)
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ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1:30 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.
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NHL players have been representing their countries in ice hockey since the 1998 Nagano Games. There were also stops in Salt Lake City (2002), Torino (2006) and Vancouver (2010). But playing any hockey game can put a player at risk of injury, and the games played in Sochi this year are no different.

New York Rangers right wing Mats Zuccarello suffered a hand fracture, Detroit's Henrik Zetterberg is out with a back injury, Florida forwards Aleksander Barkov and Tomas Kopecky suffered injuries during the preliminary round, and John Tavares, the New York Islanders' best player, is out for the season with a leg injury he suffered during Canada's quarterfinal victory over Latvia. Those teams will certainly feel the negative impact of the Olympics once the regular season picks up again, but will fatigue be a factor for the other clubs that have players in Sochi?

Fifteen teams had two or fewer players from their squads competing for their countries in Winter Games from 1998 to 2010, but just four ended up making the playoffs: the 1998 Boston Bruins, New Jersey Devils and San Jose Sharks, and the 2002 Montreal Canadiens. However, as a group, those 15 teams averaged a 74-point pace before the Olympic break and an 80-point pace after, so the playoffs were a distant hope for most in the group.

Teams that sent three to five Olympians had a similar rate of producing standings points: an 86-point pace before the Olympics and an 88-point pace after.

But what about the teams that sent six or more players to the Olympics, as is the case this season for postseason contenders like the Anaheim Ducks (7), Chicago Blackhawks (10), Detroit Red Wings (10), Los Angeles Kings (6), Canadiens (7), Rangers (7), Pittsburgh Penguins (7), St. Louis Blues (9) and Vancouver Canucks (7)? Should we expect a post-Olympic hangover for them?

To continue reading this article you must be an Insider
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Here's a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Wednesday: 

[+] EnlargePatrick Sharp

Streeter Lecka/Getty Images

Patrick Sharp celebrates his goal for Canada during its quarterfinal victory over Latvia on Wednesday.Patrick Sharp, forward, Canada 

Canada defeated Latvia 2-1 in the quarterfinals on Wednesday. Sharp put Canada ahead 1-0 with a goal in the first period. He finished with one goal, two penalty minutes, two shots on goal, a plus-one rating and 12:37 of ice time. Canada plays the U.S. in the semifinals on Friday. 

Jonathan Toews, forward, Canada 

Toews had a secondary assist on Canada's winning goal against Latvia. He finished with one assist, two shots on goal, a zero rating and 18:15 of ice time. He also won 8-of-12 faceoffs. 

Duncan Keith, defenseman, Canada 

Keith had two penalty minutes, five shots on goal, a zero rating and 22:41 of ice time in Canada's victory. 

Patrick Kane, forward, U.S. 

The U.S. defeated the Czech Republic 5-2 in the quarterfinals. Kane had a secondary assist on the game's first goal. He finished with one assist, two shots on goal, a plus-one rating and 17:28 of ice time. 

Michal Rozsival, defenseman, Czech Republic 

Rozsival had one shot on goal, a minus-two rating and 18:54 of ice time in his team's loss to the U.S. He finished the tournament with zero points, four shots on goal, a minus-five rating and an ice time average of 14:13 in five games. 

Johnny Oduya, defenseman, Sweden 

Sweden defeated Slovenia 5-0 in the quarterfinals. Oduya had a secondary assist on Sweden's third goal. He finished with one assist, one shot on goal, a plus-one rating and 17:04 of ice time. Sweden will play Finland on Friday. 

Niklas Hjalmarsson, defenseman, Sweden 

Hjalmarsson had two shots on goal, a plus-one rating and 18:32 of ice time in Sweden's win over Slovenia. 

Marcus Kruger, forward, Sweden 

Kruger won 11-of-16 faceoffs against Slovenia. He also had one shot on goal, a plus-two rating and 11:54 of ice time.
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Here’s a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Tuesday: 

Michal Rozsival, defenseman, Czech Republic 

The Czech Republic advanced to the quarterfinals with a 5-3 win over Slovakia on Tuesday. Rozsival had one shot on goal, a minus-one rating and played 19 shifts and 13:23 of ice time. The Czech Republic plays Team USA in the quarterfinals Wednesday. 

Marian Hossa, forward, Slovakia 

Slovakia was eliminated with a 5-3 loss to the Czech Republic on Tuesday. Hossa scored two of Slovakia’s three goals. He trimmed Slovakia’s deficit to 4-1 with a second-period goal and to 4-2 with a third-period goal. He had two goals, five shots on goal, a plus-two rating and 18:41 of ice time. He finished the tournament with two goals, one assist, four penalty minutes, 13 shots on goal and an average of 19:26 in ice time in four games. 

Michal Handzus, forward, Slovakia 

Handzus had the secondary assist on both of Hossa’s goals Tuesday. Handzus had two assists and a plus-two rating in the loss. He won 16-of-28 faceoffs and led the team’s forwards with 21:19 of ice time. He finished the tournament with two assists, four shots on goal, a plus-one rating and averaged 20 minutes of ice time in four games.
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ROCKFORD, Ill. -- Phillip Danault, Mark McNeill and Garret Ross all entered their first full professional season with the Rockford IceHogs optimistic that their quest to play for the Chicago Blackhawks would be swift. 

All three forwards excelled in juniors. All three created some buzz for themselves. All three possessed confidence in their abilities. They all sought to follow in the footsteps of players such as Brandon Saad and Andrew Shaw, who had accelerated paths from the IceHogs to the Blackhawks. 

[+] EnlargePhillip Danault

AP Photo/The Canadian Press/Nathan Denette

Hawks prospect Phillip Danault, playing for Canada in the World Junior Championships in January 2013, has struggled for much of this season at Rockford.What Danault, McNeill and Ross have learned through 50-plus games, though, is that the jump from the AHL to the NHL isn't so easy. The reality is most first-year pro players endure a roller coaster-like first season, and there are very few instant NHL players. 

"You just have to live it and go through it," IceHogs coach Ted Dent said. "It's easy to sit there and tell these young guys what to expect and what you're in for -- the grind of a 76-game season and the ups and downs -- but [you have] to actually live through it and to have to experience it day to day." 

All three players can now attest to that. They have all experienced some highs and lows of being in the AHL. 

McNeill, a 2011 first-round pick, started the season as hot as anyone. He scored six goals and distributed four assists in his first 12 games. But after that, he slowed down and registered eight points over his next 24 games. 

He rediscovered some consistency in January and has produced three goals and three assists over the past seven games. He has 15 goals, 13 assists and a minus-5 rating in 54 games this season. 

"That's life in pro hockey," McNeill said. "Every day's not going to be amazing. You just got to keep your head up, keep working. It's a developmental league. You try to get better every day. 

"There's a period of time you can say maybe the stats weren't there but I was working hard, I was playing hard and trying to get out of that slump. I think recently I've had a lot of success with my linemates, just moving our feet, keeping it simple, working hard, and we've been getting some good bounces lately." 

Ross, a 2012 fifth-round pick, went through a slow start to his season and has since picked it up. He had eight points through the first 23 games and 18 points over the last 29 games. He has 12 goals, 14 assists and a plus-13 rating in 52 games. 

"It's definitely been an adjustment from junior to pro," Ross said. "You play more games. It's a lot more high-paced. There's definitely an adjustment there. I think the biggest deal is the schedule and the grind it is through the season." 

Danault, also a 2011 first-round pick, began the season on a positive note and had two goals and 10 assists through 24 games. His skid started in December after suffering an injury, and he had just one point between Dec. 20 and Feb. 4. He broke a 29-game streak without a goal by scoring two Feb. 8. He has four goals, 11 assists and a plus-eight rating in 50 games. 

"It's hard mentally," Danault said. "At the beginning of the year, I was playing a lot. Then one day, boom, playing less. But you've got to do your job and respond. I got better for sure." 

IceHogs forward Brandon Pirri was once in those same skates. He had to go through the same first-year experiences during the 2010-11 season. He believes the current group of first-year players is progressing just fine. 

"There's a bunch of talent this new wave of guys coming in here," Pirri said. "They have great skills. Everyone is trying to find their way in here. I did it when I was 19. A lot of guys do it. The second half I can already tell they're a lot more comfortable with the league, living on their own, being professional. It's great to see because they're playing really well and the whole team is doing well." 

The first-year players said they have learned from Pirri what it takes to be a pro, but they have also gathered from him and Jeremy Morin how difficult the road to the NHL can be. Pirri and Morin, both fourth-year pros, have each been called up to the Blackhawks and reassigned to the IceHogs multiple times this season. 

Those players have also figured out the Blackhawks have one of the tougher NHL rosters to find a way into right now. Ben Smith is the only IceHogs player from last season to find a permanent place in the Blackhawks roster this season, and three former IceHogs -- Dylan Olsen, Jimmy Hayes and Ryan Stanton -- left the organization this season and have become NHL regulars for other teams. 

The future doesn't appear to give those prospects much more optimism either. There likely won't be many roster spots coming open in the upcoming seasons. 

"With the Blackhawks obviously coming off a Stanley Cup-winning team, they're going to have a deep lineup, and it's going to be tough for guys to crack," Ross said. "You've just got to stay with it, stay the course and when you get a shot make the most of it. 

"Every player is different. Every player is NHL ready at a certain time. Whether you play one year in the American League and make the jump or you play four to five years down here, it's a long road to make it there. You just got to stay patient, be consistent with your play and work to be the best." 

That is what Ross, Danault and McNeill are striving to do.
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Here’s a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Sunday: 

Patrick Kane, forward, USA 

Team USA defeated Slovenia 5-1 on Sunday and finished atop its pool with eight points. Kane had a quiet game. He finished with zero points, two shots on goal and a zero rating. He played 16 shifts and 16:07. Team USA has a bye into the quarterfinals and will await the winner of Slovakia and the Czech Republic. 

Marian Hossa, forward, Slovakia 

Slovakia lost to Russia 1-0 in a shootout and finished pool play with one point. Hossa had three shots on goal, two penalty minutes and played 19:41. Slovakia will play the Czech Republic in the qualification round on Tuesday. 

Michal Handzus, forward, Slovakia 

Handzus couldn’t convert on his shootout opportunity on Sunday. He finished with zero points, one shot on goal and 20:09 of ice time. He won 8 of 24 faceoffs. 

Jonathan Toews, forward, Canada 

Canada defeated Finland 2-1 in overtime and finished first in its pool with eight points. Toews had zero points, one shot on goal and a minus-one rating. He also won 8 of 17 faceoffs and played 18:24. Canada has a bye into the quarterfinal round and will play the winner of Switzerland and Latvia. 

Patrick Sharp, forward, Canada 

Sharp returned to Canada’s lineup after being a healthy scratch its last game. He had zero points, a zero rating and played 9:47. 

Duncan Keith, defenseman, Canada 

Keith had zero points, a zero rating and played 22:29 in Canada’s win over Finland.
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Here’s a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Saturday: 

Patrick Kane, forward, USA 

Team USA defeated Russia 3-2 in an epic game and has five points through two games. Kane delivered a cross-ice pass to Joe Pavelski for a goal in the third period to put the USA ahead 2-1. Kane finished with one assist, five shots on goal, a penalty and a zero rating. He led the team’s forwards with 20:09 of ice time. The USA will play Slovenia on Sunday. 

Michal Rozsival, defenseman, Czech Republic 

Rozsival did not play in the Czech Republic’s 1-0 loss to Switzerland on Saturday. The Czech Republic finished 1-2 in pool play and will play in the qualification round Tuesday. 

Michal Handzus, forward, Slovakia 

Slovakia was upset 3-1 by Slovenia on Saturday and fell to 0-2 in pool play. Handzus had zero points, a minus-one rating and played 20:54. He won 10-of-21 faceoffs. Slovakia plays Russia on Sunday. 

Marian Hossa, forward, Slovakia 

Hossa had zero points, four shots on goal, a minus-one rating and 20:26 of ice time in Slovakia’s loss to Slovenia. 

Marcus Kruger, forward, Sweden 

Sweden defeated Latvia 5-3 on Saturday and improved to 3-0 in pool play. Kruger had zero points, two penalty minutes, a zero-rating and 13:34 of ice time. He won 8-of-15 faceoffs. Sweden will have a bye into the quarterfinal round. 

Johnny Oduya, defenseman, Sweden 

Oduya had one shot on goal, a zero rating and played 13:38 of ice time in Sweden’s win. 

Niklas Hjalmarsson, defenseman, Sweden 

Hjalmarsson had a zero rating and played 15:29 in Sweden’s win. Sweden has scored 10 goals and allowed five goals in the tournament.
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T.J. Oshie, the hero of Team USA's thrilling shootout win over Russia, might not have been in Sochi at all had it not been for his skill in the shootout. 

Oshie was one of a handful of players, including Brandon Saad of the Chicago Blackhawks, who fought for the final forward spots on Team USA leading up to the Olympics. 

ESPN.com's Scott Burnside was embedded with GM David Poile and the other American decision makers throughout the selection process, and his report from inside contains a prophetic statement from Poile: 

As he has throughout, (Blackhawks GM Stan) Bowman speaks on behalf of his player, Saad. 

"I think he's a more versatile player than Oshie," Bowman says. 

"I think he's got more to his game than Oshie. He's like a young version of [Marian] Hossa. He's such a strong guy. He's just hard to handle. He's smart. He's a guy the coaches would love," the Chicago GM says. 

Poile, meanwhile, knows Oshie and likes his personality. 

"Oshie's got that shootout move," he adds. 

Burnside also reported that the Team USA coaching staff wanted Oshie, in part for his versatility and chemistry with David Backes, as well as his shootout skills. 

It appears they put their faith in the right player.
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Here's a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Friday: 

Jonathan Toews, forward, Canada 

Canada rolled to 6-0 win over Austria on Friday and improved to 2-0 in pool play. Toews had the lone assist on the game's first goal and finished with one assist and a plus-three rating. He also won 10-of-18 faceoffs, had three shots on goal and led the team's forwards with 15:59 of ice time. Canada plays Finland on Sunday. 

Duncan Keith, defenseman, Canada 

Keith was on the ice four-plus minutes more than anyone else on his team against Austria. He played 29 shifts and 23:52. He had zero points, three shots on goal and a plus-three rating in the win. 

Patrick Sharp, forward, Canada 

Sharp was a healthy scratch for Canada's game on Friday. He was replaced by the Colorado Avalanche's Matt Duchene in the team's lineup. 

Marcus Kruger, forward, Sweden 

Sweden pulled out a 1-0 win over Switzerland on Friday and improve to 2-0 in pool play. Kruger had zero points and a zero rating in the win. He won 2-of-7 faceoffs and played 18 shifts and 9:55. Sweden plays Latvia on Sunday. 

Niklas Hjalmarsson, defensemen, Sweden 

Hjalarmarsson helped keep Switzerland off the scoreboard. He had two shots on goal, a zero rating and played 23 shifts and 17:40. 

Johnny Oduya, defenseman, Sweden 

Oduya was also key in holding the shutout. He played 22 shifts and 14:47 of ice time. He had zero points and a zero rating. 

Michal Rozsival, defenseman, Czech Republic 

The Czech Republic defeated Latvia 4-2 on Friday and improved to 1-1. Rozsival finished with a zero rating and played 25 shifts and 19:34. The Czech Republic face Switzerland on Sunday.
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ROCKFORD, Ill. -- Chicago Blackhawks prospect Brandon Pirri is in unfamiliar territory. 

[+] EnlargeBrandon Pirri

Brace Hemmelgarn/USA TODAY Sports

Brandon Pirri's future with the Blackhawks appears uncertain.Pirri had always pictured his future being with the Blackhawks. He was drafted by them in the second round of 2009 and had been talked about in recent years as a Rockford IceHogs prospect who could fit in their long-term plans. 

Pirri isn't so sure about that any longer. He's done the Interstate 90 trip from Rockford to Chicago a few times this season and hasn't stuck with the Blackhawks. Pirri's future with the organization also became slightly more unclear when the Blackhawks acquired center Pete Regin from the New York Islanders and made him their second-line center. 

As the March 5 NHL trade deadline approaches, Pirri has heard rumors the Blackhawks are shopping him around. He's uncertain what will happen to him in the coming weeks. 

"I don't know how to feel," said the 22-year-old Pirri after the team's morning skate in Rockford on Friday. "It's the first time I've been involved in something like this where there have been rumors flying around. But at the same time, I'm not worrying about it. Just come down and help this team win. 

"It's out of my control. It's up to the management in Chicago to do what they feel is right. I'm just looking for that opportunity wherever it may be." 

(Read full post)
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Parrick Kane

Chuck Myers/Getty Images

USA forward Patrick Kane breaks between Slovakia's Rene Vydareny and Marcel Hossa. Kane had two assists in Thursday's U.S. victory.Here’s a look at how the Chicago Blackhawks fared in the Olympics on Thursday: 

Patrick Kane, forward, USA 

Team USA was impressive in a 7-1 win over Slovakia, and Kane had something to do with that. Kane contributed two assists, including a primary one to break a 1-1 tie in the second period. He had two shots on goal, a plus-two rating and played 17 shifts in 15:38 of ice time. He has three goals and four assists in seven career Olympic games. The USA will play Russia on Saturday. 

Marian Hossa, forward, Slovakia 

Hossa provided the assist on Slovakia’s lone goal. He had one shot on goal, one minor penalty and a minus-one rating. He led Slovakia’s forwards with 18:59 of ice time. He has 12 goals and 14 assists in 16 career Olympic games. Slovakia will play Slovenia on Saturday. 

Michal Handzus, forward, Slovakia 

Handzus played more for Slovakia than he has in any game for the Blackhawks this season. He played 17:41 of ice time against the USA. He was 6-of-13 on faceoffs. He had one shot on goal and a zero rating for the game. 

Jonathan Toews, forward, Canada 

Toews came up big at the dot for Canada in a 3-1 win over Norway as he won 10 of 14 faceoffs. He also led Canada’s forwards with 16:15 of ice time. He finished with zero shots on goal and a zero rating. Canada will play Austria on Friday. 

Duncan Keith, defenseman, Canada 

Keith provided the primary assist on Shea Weber's goal to put Canada ahead 1-0 against Norway. Keith finished with one assist, one penalty, a plus-one rating and 16:39 of ice time. 

Patrick Sharp, forward, Canada 

Sharp was held without a shot on goal in Canada’s win. He had one penalty, won his lone faceoff and had a plus-one rating. He also played 14:21 of ice time.

Prospect watch: Pirri AHL All-Star MVP
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Here’s a look at how some of the Chicago Blackhawks prospects are doing throughout the world: 

Brandon Pirri, forward, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), drafted second round in 2009: The 22-year-old Pirri was named the MVP of the AHL All-Star Game Classic after having two goals and an assist in a 7-2 win over Färjestad BK on Wednesday. He also has one goal and one assist in two games for the IceHogs since being reassigned from the Blackhawks last week. 

Jeremy Morin, forward, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), acquired via trade in 2010: The 22-year-old Morin recorded his first professional hat track in the IceHogs’ 8-3 win over the Iowa Wild on Saturday. He also added an assist in the victory. He has six goals and three assists in his last six games. He had 15 goals and 16 assists in 35 games this season. 

Ryan Hartman, forward, Plymouth Whalers (OHL), drafted first round in 2013: The 19-year-old Hartman is on a five-game points streak. He has six goals and one assist during the streak. He’s come on again after having just three points in his previous eight games. He has 19 goals, 17 assists, and a minus-16 rating in 38 games this season. 

Teuvo Teravainen, forward, Jokerit (Finland), drafted first round in 2012: The 19-year-old Teravainen pushed his points streak to 11 games with an assist in Jokerit’s 4-2 loss to Porin Assat on Tuesday. He has 20 points during the streak and leads Jokerit with 37 points, which includes five goals and 32 assists, in 40 games this season. 

(Read full post)
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A number of Chicago Blackhawks were in action as Olympic men's hockey play began on Wednesday. 

We'll keep you updated on how the Blackhawks are faring in Sochi throughout the Olympics. Here's an update from Wednesday's games: 

Michal Rozsival, defenseman, Czech Republic 

Rozsival and his Czech Republic teammates had a rough going in their first game of pool play. Sweden built a 4-0 lead on the Czech Republic, and Rozsival was on the ice for two of the first three goals. Sweden won 4-2. Rozisval finished with two shots on goal, a minus-two rating and played 24 shifts and 19:16 of ice time, which was third most among the team's defensemen. The Czech Republic plays next against Latavia on Friday. 

Marcus Kruger, forward, Sweden 

Kruger had his usual type of consistent game, playing on Sweden's fourth line with 17 shifts and 10:14 of ice time. He had one shot on goal, won 3-of-5 faceoffs and had a zero plus/minus rating. He also had one penalty, a hooking call in the third period. Sweden will play again against Switzerland on Friday. 

Johnny Oduya, defenseman, Sweden 

Oduya and Blackhawks teammate Niklas Hjalmarsson were kept together and were a defensive pairing on Wednesday. Oduya had one shot on goal, a zero rating and played 26 shifts and 17:28 of ice time. He was on the ice for a Sweden goal and a Czech Republic goal. 

Niklas Hjalmarsson, defenseman, Sweden 

Hjalmarsson had a similar game to Oduya. Hjalmarsson also had one shot on goal and a zero rating. He played 26 shifts and had 18:16 of ice time. He was fourth among the team's defensemen in ice time.

Marian Hossa still keeping up at 35
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Like most young people, Marian Hossa once considered anyone in their 30s as old. 

Hossa would have seen players such as Grant Ledyard and Kevin Dineen as old-timers back when they were Ottawa Senators teammates in 2000. Hossa turned 21 in January 2000 and was just a few seasons into the league, while Ledyard and Dineen were beyond 35 and nearing the end of their careers. 

[+] EnlargeMarian Hossa
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Marian Hossa tries to be smart with his practice time to stay fresh for the season.Now that Hossa is 35 himself, his perspective has changed. 

"To tell you the truth, when I was 21 or 22 and somebody was in the same dressing room and he was 35, I thought he was really old," Hossa said recently. "Now that old guy is me. As long as I can keep up with the young guys, it's fun." 

Hossa, who will begin playing in his fourth Olympics for Slovakia on Wednesday, may be old in age, at least relative to other players in the league, but his play isn't showing signs of deterioration. Growing older has made Hossa a smarter player and more careful with his body -- he'll skip on-ice workouts whenever he feels necessary -- but his numbers for the Chicago Blackhawks this season indicate he's still at an elite level. 

Hossa is tied for 13th in the NHL with 24 goals and is on the verge of scoring 30 goals for the eighth time in his career and first time since the 2008-09 season. He's also 22nd with 50 points and will have a shot at reaching 70 points for the eighth time in his career. 

Hossa also still plays 20-plus minutes a game, including on the power play and penalty kill, and remains one of the NHL's top defensive players, leading the league with 63 takeaways and is tied for third with a plus-26 rating. 

None of that equates to being old in the eyes of 22-year-old Hawks teammate Andrew Shaw. 

"You couldn't tell he was 35," Shaw said recently. "He's an amazing hockey player. He still is. He acts like a kid around the room. It shows there's a little kid in everybody. He's a great player, and he's got years left of hockey." 

Hossa has been attempting to add on years to his career and fulfill his contract, which runs to 2021, by monitoring his body closely. The last few seasons haven't been kind to him from a health standpoint as he suffered a severe concussion during the playoffs in 2012 and injured his back in the playoffs last season. 

Hossa sat out the preseason after aggravating his back injury and missed three games because of an undisclosed lower-body injury in November, but he's otherwise been healthy. In recent weeks, he's opted to skip the team's on-ice workouts at practice and morning skates and work with the team's trainer in the locker room. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville has described the days where Hossa isn't on the ice as maintenance work, and Hossa wouldn't say whether something was bothering him. Quenneville has been OK with the routine as long as Hossa continues to produce in games. Hossa has done that by recording points in five of the team's past six games heading into the Olympic break. 

"I think he likes that strategy -- just come play games," Quenneville said last week. "I think most players wouldn't mind that, as well. But you know he's got a lot of experience, knows his body. He knows when it's game time he's ready." 

Hossa said he could feel the benefits of not skating as much. 

"Every day is a little different, but so far when I wasn't practicing I feel like I had the jump," Hossa said. "I don't think Q is going to mind [me] not practicing." 

Playing consistently well does get some leeway with Quenneville. He's been pleased with Hossa all season. 

"He's been good this year," Quenneville said. "That consistency is a good measuring stick for a guy like him because he represents how you want the perfect players to play as far both sides of the puck, puck possession, puck protection, play recognition, finish." 

If only the 21-year-old Hossa could see 35-year-old Hossa now.

2014 Winter Olympics: U.S. Hockey Coach Dan Bylsma on Kane Leadership
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U.S. Hockey coach Dan Bylsma talks about the leadership of Patrick Kane

Hawks aim to take advantage of break
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Waterfalls, surfing, lounging by the pool, scenic views -- by the looks of the Twitter accounts of the Chicago Blackhawks who aren't playing in the Olympics they're already enjoying their break. 

While 10 Blackhawks are off in Sochi, Russia playing for their respective countries in the Olympics, 13 other Blackhawks have the time off and don't have to get back on the ice until Feb. 23. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville was hopeful those 13 players would rest and return refreshed for the regular season's final 22 games. 

"I don't think we've ever visited this extended time away," Quenneville said during the team's recent road trip. "I guess we're going to have to rely on the trust that these guys are going to be ready and rested. The rusty part, hopefully if they are, we'll have enough time to get it off them. I would expect these guys fresh, lead the charge when they come out of the Olympic break." 

The Blackhawks appear to be listening to their coach. Andrew Shaw has tweeted out photos of him at a pool, hiking by a waterfall and surfing in Hawaii. Bryan Bickell and Brandon Bollig have also tweeted scenic photos from much warmer locations than frigid Chicago. 

Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews was also hopeful his teammates not in the Olympics would utilize their two weeks off. 

"For us, we have the maturity to use this to our advantage," Toews said recently. "Guys are going to take advantage and maybe do some things and take some time off. I think that's good mentality and physically, so you come back in even better shape and are prepared to play your best hockey down the stretch." 

Quenneville has said throughout the season he will be mindful of Olympic players' ice time when they return to Chicago. That could especially be the case for 36-year-old Michal Handzus and 35-year-olds Marian Hossa and Michal Rozsival, who are all playing in the Olympics. Some players could play as many as seven games between Wednesday and Feb. 23 in Russia. 

Olympic teams began practicing in Russia on Monday, and games will begin on Wednesday. Sweden's Marcus Kruger, Johnny Oduya and Niklas Hjalmarsson and the Czech Republic's Rozsival will be in action for the Blackhawks on Wednesday. Slovakia's Handzus and Hossa will face the United States' Patrick Kane, Canada's Toews, Duncan Keith and Patrick Kane will play on Thursday. 

Quenneville wished all of his players a positive Olympic experience. 

"I hope they play well," Quenneville said. "I hope they represent their country extremely well and make themselves and their countrymen proud of them. I hope somebody wins gold medals."

Handzus still valuable to Hawks, Slovakia
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Michal Handzus

Joel Auerbach/Getty Images

Michal Handzus' arrival helped the Blackhawks in their Stanley Cup run last season.The thought crossed Michal Handzus' mind last season that his playing career may be nearing its end. 

Handzus had turned 36 in March 2013, was in the final year of a contract with the San Jose Sharks, and was being made a healthy scratch on a consistent basis after producing two points and a minus-9 rating in 28 games. He understood the reality of his situation. 

“I always have a confidence in myself, but in those times, sometimes you start to worry,” Handzus said recently. “I was 35, 36; you start to worry that’s it. You always find a confidence that you can push through. I had a long career. I had been down before, and I dusted myself off and picked myself up. That was my mindset then, too.” 

Handzus eventually did that, but it was the Chicago Blackhawks that first revived his career. Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman believed Handzus still had something left to give a team and could help the Blackhawks win a Stanley Cup. 

Nearly a year has passed since Handzus was acquired by the Blackhawks. Since then, he has played a key role in the playoffs, won a Stanley Cup, signed a new contract and was selected to Slovakia’s Olympic team for the fourth time. 

(Read full post)

More chances for Raanta after break?
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Antti Raanta

Jerome Miron/USA TODAY Sports

Antti Raanta hasn't played as well since his playing time because limited. 

Rookie goaltender Antti Raanta hasn’t played much lately because the Chicago Blackhawks haven’t needed him to, but that will likely change when play resumes after the Olympics. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville has been able to ride Corey Crawford in net for much of the last six weeks because of Crawford’s play and the team’s schedule. 

Crawford started 14 of the Blackhawks’ last 18 games leading into the Olympic break. He had a 2.13 goals-against average and .929 save percentage during that span. The Blackhawks also benefited from a loose schedule with just four sets of back-to-back games during that span and one four-game week. 

(Read full post)

Quenneville, Tice excited for Derby hopeful
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Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville will be rooting for a Hawk to win on Saturday. 

It just won’t be his Blackhawks. 

Quenneville is part owner of Midnight Hawk, a three-year-old gray/roan colt, who will be racing in the $200,000 Robert B. Lewis Stakes at Santa Anita Park on Saturday. Midnight Hawk is undefeated in three career races and has created some Kentucky Derby buzz. 

Quenneville owns Midnight Hawk along with Blackhawks assistant coach Mike Kitchen, former Chicago Bears offensive coordinator and current Atlanta Falcons offensive line coach Mike Tice, Mike Pegram and John Sikura's Hill 'n' Dale Equine Holdings. Bob Baffert trains Midnight Hawk. 

Quenneville didn’t have much time to talk horse racing during the Blackhawks’ recent six-game road trip, but he said he hoped to attend Saturday’s race. He was unable to be there when Midnight Hawk won the Sham Stakes at Santa Anita Park on Jan. 11. 

“I’m excited,” Quenneville said earlier in the week. “I’m looking forward to it.” 

Tice said he, Quenneville and Kitchen planned to attend Saturday’s race with their wives. Tice and Quenneville developed a friendship through a mutual friend, Pegram, who has owned previous Kentucky Derby and Preakness Stakes winners. 

“We became friends when I went to the Bears,” Tice wrote in a text Saturday. “I sent Joel a note or text and told him we had a mutual friend, Mike Pegram. He came to some Bears games. I went to some Hawks games. And our friendship was on!! 

“We both had a common interest -- horses. And horse racing people tend to attract each other. We both speak the lingo.” 

Tice said he and Quenneville weren’t taking any credit for Midnight Hawk’s success. 

“We are lucky we have a friend like Mike Pegram who asked us to be a part of this horse,” Tice said. 

Midnight Hawk is one of eight horses in the 1 1/16 mile Robert B. Lewis Stakes. It will be race 8 on Saturday’s card with a 6 p.m. CST expected post.

Hawks end long trip on sluggish note
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GLENDALE, Ariz. -- If Friday's game was any indication, Phoenix Coyotes goaltender Mike Smith is properly geared up for the Olympics. 

The 31-year-old pitched a 30-save shutout, blanking the league’s highest-scoring team for the first time in 127 games dating back to Feb. 25, 2012, a 4-0 loss to the Los Angeles Kings. 

At the other end, power-play goals by Keith Yandle and Radim Vrbata spurred the Coyotes to victory, a 2-0 success over the Chicago Blackhawks in front of a record-breaking crowd of 17,525 at Jobing.com Arena. 

“We didn't seem to have that energy that we've had this last little while,” Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said. “It was a long [six-game] road trip with a lot of travel, and that might have impacted our performance a little bit. Either way, it wasn’t good enough and it isn’t the way we wanted to head into the break, but overall it was a successful road trip.” 

[+] EnlargeSmith

Rick Scuteri/USA TODAY Sports

Mike Smith's second-period save on Jonathan Toews was one of 30 in the Coyotes' shutout of Chicago.The Blackhawks picked up eight of a possible 12 points (3-1-2) over the the six-game journey. Head coach Joel Quenneville said he is pleased with that result looking back, but believes his team let a pair get away with a soft start against the Coyotes. 

“Disappointing game,” he said. “We battled back but [Smith] made some saves on us. Bottom line is you can’t start like that. We were in a hole right off the bat.” 

Indeed, it wasn’t the way they drew it up. An early penalty to Brandon Bollig proved costly for the sluggish Blackhawks, who had surrendered a myriad of quality chances by the midway mark of the opening period. It took just 8 seconds for Yandle to find the back of the net on the power play, rifling a one-timer past Corey Crawford at 1 minutes, 9 seconds of the first. 

The Blackhawks’ best chance of the period came late when Brandon Saad raced in alone, but even that wasn’t much of a test for Smith. The Canadian Olympian stood tall, coolly nabbing Saad’s fluttering backhand shot with the webbing of his outstretched mitt. 

Patrick Sharp was another victim of Smith’s heroics, peering skyward after his skillful swat of an aerial feed was thwarted by the goalie’s left pad late in the second period. 

It was otherwise a pedestrian night for the Blackhawks’ offense. 

“At the end of the day, I think they outworked us and deserved to win,” Hawks defenseman Duncan Keith said. “You've got to give the Coyotes credit, though. We weren’t even close to our best, but they played well and shut us down.” 

The Hawks played better as the minutes ticked by, outshooting the Coyotes 23-16 in Periods 2 and 3, but it wasn’t enough to overcome a listless start, a hot goalie and some ill-timed penalty trouble. 

Wheeling down the wing moments after Sharp’s chance, Saad was sprung on a partial break but couldn’t cash in the equalizer. Instead, he crashed heavily into Smith and multiple penalties were assessed -- the obvious one, goaltender interference, on Saaad, and to Michal Rozsival for unsportsmanlike conduct -- resulting in an extended two-man advantage for the home side. 

“I didn't like the whole sequence of events. I didn't like the calls -- or non-calls -- at all,” Quenneville said. 

The Coyotes wasted little time in securing an insurance marker, as Vrbata picked his way through the slot and beat Crawford for a wicked wrist shot at 18:29. 

Incredibly, the Coyotes are 9-0-2 this season (79-17-11 overall) when Vrbata scores a goal. 

“Every time we seemed to get some momentum going, we took a penalty and put ourselves in a tough spot,” Toews said. “Against a strong defensive team like that, you're not going to be able to play catch-up, especially when you’re on the road. 

“It wasn't our best effort, and it wasn't our best game as a team, but we also played into their hands a little bit by committing those kind of errors.” 

Ten Blackhawks are now off to represent their countries at the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi, Russia. The Hawks’ next game is Feb. 27 against the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden. 

“We played some tough teams in some tough buildings [on this road trip],” said Keith, who will suit up for Team Canada alongside Toews and Sharp. “Overall, I’d say it was pretty successful and that we’ve positioned ourselves well. Some guys can get some rest over the break while the others continue on into this bit of madness. 

“It’s going to be crazy. We’re heading back to Chicago tonight, flying to New York tomorrow and then we’re off to Russia on Sunday. 

“And I can’t wait.”

Mike Smith, Coyotes send Blackhawks to 1st shutout of season
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GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Mike Smith stopped 29 shots and the Phoenix Coyotes became the first team to shut out Chicago this season with a 2-0 victory over the Blackhawks on Friday night.

Coming off a disappointing loss to Dallas, the Coyotes charged at the Blackhawks following a pregame ceremony honoring the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team.

Keith Yandle scored 69 seconds in and had an assist on Radim Vrbata's goal late in the second period. Smith made it stand up with some tough saves late in the third period, closing out his second shutout of the season after rocker Alice Cooper played a three-song set during intermission.

Antoine Vermette extended his career-high points streak to nine games on Yandle's goal in front of a raucous, sold-out crowd.

(Read full post)

Rapid Reaction: Coyotes 2, Hawks 0
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GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 2-0 loss to the Phoenix Coyotes on Friday night at Jobing.com Arena. 

How it happened: The Blackhawks started slowly and couldn’t climb the 6-foot-4 mountain, Mike Smith, once they got engaged in the game. A power-play goal by Keith Yandle 69 seconds into the game put the Hawks in a hole, which was made worse by yet another man-advantage marker scored late in the second by Radim Vrbata. The Blackhawks got better as the game wore on, but Smith was there to preserve the victory, pitching a 30-save shutout in front of a record-breaking crowd of 17,525 in Glendale. 

The Blackhawks hadn’t been shut out since Feb. 25, 2012, when they dropped a 4-0 score to the Los Angeles Kings. 

What it means: The Blackhawks (35-11-14) saw their two-game winning streak snapped and will head into the Olympic break with 84 points. Chicago is currently atop the Central Division standings, but that could change, pending the outcome of Saturday’s game between the Winnipeg Jets and St. Louis Blues. The Coyotes (27-20-10), meanwhile, have overtaken the Vancouver Canucks for a playoff spot and are now only four points back of the Kings in the Pacific Division. 

Player of the game: Smith was exceptional when he had to be. The 31-year-old posted his second shutout of the season, improving to 20-16-0 overall. 

Stat of the game: The Coyotes are now 9-0-2 this season (79-17-11 overall) when Vrbata scores a goal. 

What’s next: Ten Blackhawks are off to Sochi, Russia, to participate in the Olympic Winter Games. Chicago’s next game is Feb. 27 against the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden.

Miracle on Ice team honored
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GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Neal Broten, Mike Eruzione and Buzz Schneider sat at a table telling stories, reliving their magical Olympic run, making everyone, including themselves, laugh.

The members of the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team haven't gotten together much since pulling off one of the greatest upsets in sports history, so it's a blast whenever they do.

"This is kind of fun," Eruzione said at Jobing.com Arena. "It's great for us to get together because we have a bond and a friendship and a love that we'll always have for each other. It's just hard to get 20 guys together, but when we do, it's fun. We're like little kids; we're very immature."

The Phoenix Coyotes honored the Miracle on Ice team before their 2-0 win over the Chicago Blackhawks on Friday night, capping two days of celebrations designed as a send-off to the Sochi Olympics.

Ten members of the team were introduced on the ice before the game, with a chant of "USA! USA! " breaking out after Eruzione, who had the winning goal against the Soviet Union, was introduced. Olympians from the Coyotes and Blackhawks also were introduced individually.

The entire 1980 team has been together just twice since winning the gold at the 1980 Olympics: at the 2002 NHL All-Star Game in Los Angeles and a year later when their coach, Herb Brooks, died.

Since then, they have been able to get together only in smaller groups. They never had been honored by an NHL team before.

"We feel really honored to be here for a couple of days to be a part of this event," Broten said.

(Read full post)

Regin to debut against Coyotes
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GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Peter Regin will make his Chicago Blackhawks debut Friday night against the Phoenix Coyotes, skating at center alongside Brandon Saad and Kris Versteeg on the team's second line. 

Regin, who will wear No. 12, was acquired Thursday, along with veteran farmhand Pierre-Marc Bouchard, from the New York Islanders in exchange for a fourth-round pick in the 2014 NHL draft. 

The 27-year-old recorded two goals and seven points in 44 games this season with the Islanders. 

"We weren't dissatisfied [with our depth] in any way," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. "We thought that if we could improve and deepen our lineup, that's what we'd look to do. Fortunately, we were able to do it. 

"When we were looking at our team, we always felt that if we were going to add something somewhere, it would be in the middle. He can play offensive minutes, defensive minutes. … He's got speed, which is what we look for. It's a good opportunity for everyone involved." 

The Blackhawks did not hold a morning skate Friday but are expected to go with the following forward line combinations: 

Patrick Sharp-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa; Saad-Regin-Versteeg; Bryan Bickell-Michal Handzus-Andrew Shaw; Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Ben Smith. 

Brandon Pirri has been assigned to the AHL's Rockford IceHogs. Patrick Kane, who has returned home to Buffalo, N.Y., to attend his grandfather's funeral, will miss his first game of the season and only his third since late 2010. 

On defense, Johnny Oduya is out, but he is day-to-day and he will be available to represent Sweden at the Olympics. With Mike Kostka subbing in at forward (Hossa) at Thursday's practice, it's expected Sheldon Brookbank will play in Oduya's place. 

Indeed, some significant changes as the Blackhawks search for a third straight win. 

"I think [Regin] will adapt quickly," Quenneville said. "It's a good chance for him to play with a couple nice players, and I'm looking forward to seeing how he does. The excitement of coming to a new team should help him get through the game. Just play and do what you do best. Without Kaner tonight, we might even try him out on the power play."

Prospect watch: First-round picks producing
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Here’s a look at how some of the Chicago Blackhawks' prospects are doing throughout the world: 

Ryan Hartman, F, Plymouth Whalers (OHL), drafted 1st round in 2013: The 19-year-old regained his scoring touch in the Whalers’ last two games with a goal against the Kingston Frontenacs on Jan. 31 and two goals against the Belleville Bulls on Feb. 1. Those were his first goals since Dec. 14. He has 16 goals, 16 assists and a minus-18 rating in 35 games this season. 

Kevin Hayes, F, Boston College (NCAA), drafted 1st round in 2010: The 21-year-old senior had his points streak snapped at 12 games in Boston College’s 2-0 win over Providence on Jan. 31. He had a goal in a 3-1 win over Boston University on Monday. He has 20 goals, 26 assists and a plus-25 rating in 27 games this season. 

Teuvo Teravainen, F, Jokerit (Finland), drafted 1st round in 2012: Teravainen, 19, is the hottest player in the system. He recently had two assists in Jokerit’s 4-2 win over SaiPa Lappeenranta, one assist in a 2-1 shootout loss to JYP Jyvaskyla and one assist in a 3-2 overtime win over Ilves Tampere. He has 18 points over the last nine games and leads Jokerit with 35 points in 38 games. 

Mark McNeill, F, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), drafted 1st round in 2011: The 20-year-old had a goal and two assists in the IceHogs’ 6-4 win over the Hamilton Bulldogs on Tuesday. He has 13 goals, 12 assists and a minus-eight rating in 49 games this season. 

Adam Clendening, D, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), drafted 2nd round in 2011: Clendening had two assists and a plus-four rating in the IceHogs’ win over the Bulldogs on Tuesday. the 21-year-old has six goals, 29 assists and a plus-five rating in 48 games this season. 

Dillon Fournier, D, Rouyn-Noranda Huskies (QMJHL), drafted 2nd round in 2012: The 19-year-old Fournier hasn’t played since Dec. 29 because of an upper-body injury. He has 13 goals, 19 assists and a plus-10 rating in 36 games this season. 

Tyler Motte, F, Michigan (NCAA), drafted 4th round in 2013: Motte, a freshman, scored a goal in each of Michigan’s wins over Wisconsin last weekend. the 18-year-old has seven goals, four assists, 68 shots and a plus-nine rating in 22 games this season. 

Travis Brown, D, Victoria Royals (WHL), drafted 5th round in 2012: The 19-year-old Brown’s offensive production has slowed down over the last few months. He had nine goals and 24 assists by the end of November. Since then, he’s had one goal and nine assists. He does have an assist in two of his last three games. He has 10 goals, 33 assists and a minus-26 rating in 54 games this season. He’s had one goal, four assists and a plus-six rating since being traded to the Royals last month. 

Maxim Shalunov, F, Toledo Walleye (ECHL), drafted 4th round in 2011: Shalunov has scored goals in four of his last five games. The 21-year-old has nine goals and one assists in 14 games for the Walleye. 

Alex Broadhurst, F, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), drafted 7th round in 2011: The 20-year-old has two goals and three assists over the last four games. He has nine goals, 17 assists and a minus-six rating in 48 games this season. 

Brandon Mashinter, F, Rockford IceHogs (AHL), acquired in trade in 2013: Mashinter, 25, scored three goals in the last two games. He has seven goals and five assists in 20 games since joining the IceHogs. 

Robin Press, D, Sodertalje SK (Sweden), drafted 7th round in 2013: The 19-year-old has three goals, five assists and a plus-one rating in 41 games this season. 

Kirill Gotovets, D, Cornell (NCAA), acquired in trade in 2013: Gotovets, a 22-year-old senior, has three assists, a plus-five rating and 43 blocked shots in 21 games this season. 

Mac Carruth, G, Toledo Walleye (ECHL), drafted 7th round in 2010: The 21-year-old Carruth has had a save percentage of .917 or higher in each of his last five games. He’s 7-10-0 with a 3.05 goals-against average and .907 save percentage in 18 games for the Walleye. 

Sam Jardine, D, Ohio State (NCAA), drafted 6th round in 2011: The 20-year-old sophomore has nine assists, a plus-five rating and 25 blocked shots in 23 games this season.

Stock Watch: Hossa strong without practice
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Marian Hossa

Dave Reginek/Getty Images

Marian Hossa is on pace for his first 30-goal season since 2008-09.RISING 

Up arrow

Marian Hossa

1. Marian Hossa, forward: Hossa may be taking time off the ice for maintenance work on his body, but it doesn't appear to be affecting his play. He's on a five-game points streak and has seven points over that span. He's recorded points in 11 of the last 13 games. His 24 goals put him on pace to have his first 30-goal season since the 2008-09 season. His season-high for the Blackhawks was 29 in the 2011-12 season. He also continues to lead the NHL with 62 takeaways. 

Up arrow

Corey Crawford

2. Corey Crawford, goaltender: Crawford recorded his first shutout of the season in the Blackhawks' 2-0 win over the Anaheim Ducks on Wednesday. He made 29 saves, including 11 against the power play, to secure the shutout. He's held opponents to two or fewer goals in seven of his past nine games and lowered his season goals-against average to 2.36 and raised his save percentage to .916. He's also improved his save percentage against the power play to .853. He had a .784 shorthanded save percentage prior to his injury. 

Up arrow

Jonathan Toews

3. Penalty kill: The Blackhawks' penalty kill has been trending positively for the past month. The Blackhawks have allowed one power-play goal on their last 33 penalty kills. They were especially impressive against the Ducks on Wednesday when they killed off a 40-second power play and a four-minute one in the 2-0 win. The Blackhawks have elevated their penalty-kill percentage to 80.2, which ranks 23rd in the league. 

FALLING 

Down arrow

Andrew Shaw

1. Penalties: The Blackhawks have allowed opponents four or more power plays in each of their past three games. The Blackhawks accumulated 28 penalty minutes in that span. Over the past three games, Andrew Shaw was called for three minor penalties, Niklas Hjalmarsson for two minors, and Patrick Sharp and Michal Rozsival each had a double minor. The Blackhawks average 3.14 minors a game this season. 

Down arrow
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2. Brandon Pirri, forward: Pirri wasn't able to impress during his nearly two weeks with the Blackhawks. He had zero points in four games and was made a healthy scratch against the Ducks on Wednesday. He was reassigned to the Rockford IceHogs on Thursday. It's unclear whether Pirri will get another chance with the Blackhawks after they traded for forward Peter Regin on Thursday. Regin will likely get a shot at second-line center.
By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com

Recommend

82

Tweet

22

Comments

0

Email

Print

The Chicago Blackhawks acquired forwards Peter Regin and Pierre-Marc Bouchard from the New York Islanders for a 2014 fourth-round draft pick Thursday.

Regin will join the Blackhawks, and Bouchard will report to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL. The Blackhawks also reassigned forward Brandon Pirri to the IceHogs.

The Islanders will retain 50 percent of Regin's and Bouchard's contracts, a source told ESPN.com's Pierre LeBrun. Both players will be unrestricted free agents after the season.

Regin, 27, has two goals, five assists and a minus-10 rating in 44 games this season. He has played 222 career NHL games over the past six seasons. He had a career-high 13 goals and 26 assists for the Ottawa Senators during the 2009-10 season.

The 29-year-old Bouchard has four goals, five assists and a minus-nine rating in 28 games for the Islanders this season. He also has six goals and 11 assists in 20 games for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers of the AHL this season. He has played 593 career NHL games since 2002.

Pirri was recalled by the Blackhawks on Jan. 27. He had zero points in four games and was a healthy scratch on Wednesday during his stint with the Blackhawks. He has six goals and five assists in 28 games for the Blackhawks this season.

(Read full post)

Blackhawks to play Oilers in Saskatoon
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The Chicago Blackhawks announced Thursday that they will play the Edmonton Oilers in a preseason game in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, on Sept. 28. 

The Blackhawks and Oilers previously played in Saskatoon -- about 320 miles from the Oilers' home ice in the neighboring province of Alberta -- in 2011. The Oilers won that game 4-2 before a capacity crowd. 

“The Chicago Blackhawks are excited about the opportunity to returning to Saskatoon -- one of Canada’s true hockey communities,” Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said in a statement. 

The Blackhawks will release their entire 2014 preseason schedule at a later date.
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ESPNChicago.com's Scott Powers takes your Blackhawks questions during a live chat at 1 p.m. CT Thursday. Click here to submit your questions.

Crosby just loves playing the Sabres
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Penguins 5, Sabres 1 

* Sidney Crosby (PIT): Goal, assist; has scored at least one point in each of his last 17 games against the Sabres, his longest career point streak versus one opponent. 

FROM ELIAS: Crosby tallied one goal and one assist when the Penguins beat the Sabres, 5-1, in Buffalo on Wednesday night. Crosby has recorded 21 points in 13 career games at First Niagara Center (9 goals, 12 assists), with at least one point in each game. Crosby’s run of 13 consecutive games with at least one point in that building is his longest regular-season point streak as a visiting player at any NHL arena. Crosby’s career average of 1.62 points per game at First Niagara Center is his third-highest as a visitor in a rink in which he’s played at least ten games, behind his averages at Nassau Coliseum (1.67) and Verizon Center (1.64). 

* Penguins: 3-0 vs Sabres this season (outscored Sabres 12-2 in those 3 games). 

* Sabres: 38 points, minus-61 goal differential this season (both worst in NHL). 

Blackhawks 2, Ducks 0 

* Blackhawks: iIprove to 27-1-6 when scoring first. 

* Marian Hossa (CHI): Goal (24), assist; three goals, four assists during five-game point streak. 

* Ducks: lost 3 straight for 1st time since an 0-3-2 skid in November. 

* Corey Crawford (CHI): First shutout in 38 starts this season (three in 28 starts last season). 

Sharks 2, Stars 1 (OT) 

* Tommy Wingels (SJ): GW goal in OT. 

* Sharks: Last 3 wins have each been in OT or SO. 

* Stars: Lost 8 straight games that were tied at the end of regulation. 

Penalty kill keys Hawks' win vs. Ducks
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ANAHEIM, Calif. -- The Chicago Blackhawks might as well have been testing the limits of their penalty kill on Wednesday. 

The Blackhawks had been steadily building confidence and percentage points on their penalty kill over the past month, but what they faced and overcame against the Anaheim Ducks’ power play was at a whole different level. 

The Blackhawks killed off 40 seconds of a five-on-three power play, a four-minute double-minor and a total of five power plays during a 2-0 win over the Ducks at the Honda Center. 

[+] EnlargeCorey Perry and Corey Crawford

Kevork Djansezian/Getty Images

Goaltender Corey Crawford came up big on the Blackhawks' penalty kill, registering 11 power-play saves Wednesday in Anaheim.“Gigantic,” Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said in describing the team’s penalty kill. “That five-on-three kill there with that power play and the looks, getting through it was huge. They had a couple good looks. [Goaltender Corey Crawford] made some key saves and had some blocks and had some fortunate bounces, but to me that was a big part of the game for us.” 

The Blackhawks gave the Ducks a five-on-three power play in the first period, when Andrew Shaw was called for hooking at 12:00 and Brent Seabrook was whistled for tripping at 13:20. During the 40 seconds, Crawford made four saves and the penalty-kill units of Niklas Hjalmarsson, Marcus Kruger and Duncan Keith and Jonathan Toews, Michal Rozsival and Hjalmarsson kept the Ducks off the board. 

The Blackhawks were given their next test when Rozsival caught the Ducks’ Patrick Maroon in the face with his stick and drew blood. Rozsival was given a double-minor for high-sticking with 3:49 left in the second period. 

From the first puck drop of the power play to the end of the second period, the Blackhawks thwarted every Ducks’ chance. Crawford made three saves. The Blackhawks blocked four shots. They also cleared the puck six times and made six line changes. Toews won the faceoff to begin the third period and the Blackhawks killed off the remaining 11 seconds of the power play. 

“Those things kind of give you confidence for the next periods,” Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa said. “That really helped us going to the second and third periods. That was a huge kill, especially the five-on-three against a top line like that.” 

Kruger led the Blackhawks with 5:31 of shorthanded ice time. Keith (4:38), Hjalmarsson (5:12), Seabrook (3:49), Sheldon Brookbank (1:37), Toews (3:23), Michal Handzus (4:38), Rozsival (3:26) and Hossa (3:03) also spent plenty of time on the penalty kill. 

Toews gave Crawford the most credit, though, on the penalty kill. He made 11 power-play saves. 

“He was awesome,” Toews said. “He was our best penalty killer. We needed him to be.” 

The Blackhawks have come a long way in their penalty kill from the beginning of the season. With the five kills, the Blackhawks have elevated their penalty kill percentage to 80.2 on the season. They had a 73.1 percentage and were ranked 29th in the league as of Dec. 14. 

“I think we’re getting better and better at those little details and just relaxing under pressure and making sure every guy is playing their own position,” Toews said. “I think we proved that tonight. For a stretch there, we weren’t doing those things, and things weren’t going really well for us.” 

Things went really well for them on Wednesday. 

Rapid Reaction: Blackhawks 2, Ducks 0
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ANAHEIM, Calif. -- Here’s a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks’ 2-0 win over the Anaheim Ducks at the Honda Center on Wednesday. 

How it happened: The Ducks pushed hard throughout Wednesday’s game to get out of their recent slump, but the Blackhawks were able to hold them off in a matchup of the league’s top two teams. The Blackhawks’ penalty kill was the story of the game. The Blackhawks killed off 40 seconds of a 5-on-3 Ducks’ power play in the first period and a four-minute double-minor, which began in the second period and ended early in the third period. The Blackhawks were 5-for-5 on the penalty kill, and the Ducks had 11 shots on goal off their power play. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford made 29 saves. Marian Hossa put the Blackhawks ahead 1-0 in the second period, and Jonathan Toews extended the lead to 2-0 with a goal with 2:31 left in the third period. Ducks goaltender Jonas Hiller made 23 saves. The Ducks once led 15-3 in shots on goal. 

What it means:  The Blackhawks moved within a point of the Ducks for the league high in points. The Blackhawks improved to 35-10-14 and 84 points. The Ducks fell to 40-14-5 with 85 points. The Blackhawks completed their season series with the Ducks with 2-0-1 record. The Ducks continued their recent slide, as they dropped their third game in the past four. The Blackhawks are now 3-0-2 on their six-game road trip. 

Player of the game:  Hossa has been taking morning skates and practices off as of late, but it hasn’t affected his game play. He had two points against the Ducks and has 50 points in 53 games this season. 

Stat of the game:  Blackhawks forward Marcus Kruger played 5:31 of short-handed ice time. 

What’s next: The Blackhawks will play the Phoenix Coyotes on the road Friday in their final game prior to the Olympic break. 

Corey Crawford blanks Ducks in meeting of NHL's best
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ANAHEIM, Calif. -- Corey Crawford made 29 saves in his first shutout of the season, and the Chicago Blackhawks pulled within one point of Anaheim for the overall NHL lead with a 2-0 victory over the Ducks on Wednesday night.

Marian Hossa scored in the second period and captain Jonathan Toews added a late goal for the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks, who improved to 3-0-2 on their six-game trip before the Olympic break.

Jonas Hiller stopped 23 shots for the Ducks, who have lost four of five. Anaheim also has lost four of its last seven home games after starting the season 20-0-2 at Honda Center.

The two teams had 15 combined Olympians on the Honda Center ice, including five key members of the Canadian team headed to Sochi.

(Read full post)

Hawks' Johnny Oduya out vs. Ducks
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ANAHEIM, Calif. -- Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Johnny Oduya missed a 2-0 win over the Anaheim Ducks on Wednesday because of a lower-body injury.

Oduya's scratch marked the first regular-season game he's missed for the Blackhawks since being traded to the team in February 2012,  a span of 124 consecutive games.

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville described Oduya, selected to play for Sweden in the Sochi Olympics, as being day-to-day.

"I don't think it's going to be a problem for him in the Olympics," Quenneville said after Wednesday's game. "I think we're being safe for that with him. We'll see how he presents [Thursday].

Oduya played just shy of 19 minutes against the Los Angeles Kings on Monday.

Oduya has three goals, 10 assists and a +7 rating in 58 games this season.

Oduya is questionable to play against the Phoenix Coyotes on Friday. He will be re-evaluated on Thursday. 

(Read full post)

Patrick Kane will take temporary leave
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ANAHEIM, Calif. -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Patrick Kane will miss Friday's game against the Phoenix Coyotes due to a personal matter, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said on Wednesday. 

Kane will return to his hometown of Buffalo, N.Y., to be with his family following the passing of his paternal grandfather, Donald F. Kane, on Monday. Kane played against the Anaheim Ducks on Wednesday before his departure. 

The Blackhawks will play the Phoenix Coyotes on the road Friday before beginning the NHL’s mandated Olympic break. Kane is also a member of the U.S. Olympic hockey team and is scheduled to leave for Sochi, Russia, this weekend. 

Kane spoke Monday about how close he was to his late grandfather. 

"He was a guy I kind of grew up with," Kane said. "He lived next door to me my whole childhood. We would do things like play cards and hang out by the pools throughout the summers. He came to a lot of my hockey games, but I think more importantly for him he was more worried about grades and being a good kid. It’s a tough day, for sure." 

The burial for Kane’s grandfather, who was 87, will be at 9:30 a.m. Friday at St. Ambrose Catholic Church in Buffalo, according to his obituary on the Buffalo News website. 

Kane has 27 goals and 36 assists for a team-high 63 points in 59 games this season.
ONE STREAKY OFFENSE
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NEWARK, NJ - MARCH 18: Corey Potter #6 of the Boston Bruins celebrates with his teammates after a 4-2 victory against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on March 18, 2014 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Jim McIsaac/Getty Images)

Jim McIsaac

By Jeff Pini / Boston.com Correspondent 

The Bruins almost month-long winning streak was nothing short of remarkable. Good for the franchise’s third longest in team history, the streak was snapped Monday night in a shootout loss to the Canadiens. But the stretch of 23 days between losses helped the Bruins build an almost insurmountable lead in the Atlantic Division, as well as catch and move ahead of the Pittsburgh Penguins for first place in the Eastern Conference.

What’s more impressive is of the 19 non-goalie players who played at least two games during the streak, all but Shawn Thornton had at least three points, while Thornton’s goal against Phoenix on March 22 was the game-winner. Five of the 12 forwards had double digits in points. 

Here’s a look at how the regulars faired during the impressive offensive stretch that saw the Bruins outscore their opponents 47-17.

Note: Points statistics are shown as follows: Goals-Assists-Total
Game 74 preview: Bruins at Capitals
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Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 29, 2014 10:14 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WASHINGTON – Good morning from the Verizon Center, where the Bruins will start a four-game road trip this afternoon against the Capitals. 

This could be a possible first-round meeting. Washington is in ninth place. The Capitals are one of four teams with 80 points. Columbus, Detroit, and Toronto are the others.

The Capitals gave the Bruins their last regulation loss. Washington beat the Bruins on March 1, 4-2. The Bruins have gained points in the 14 games since that loss.

Puck drop: 12:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 50-17-6, Capitals 34-27-12

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratches: Jordan Caron, Andrej Meszaros, Corey Potter

Storylines: The Bruins will be pushing for their eighth straight road win. This is their second-longest road winning streak since 2008-09. They haven’t lost on regulation on the road since Jan. 9, when they dropped a 4-2 decision to the Kings… Assuming Tuukka Rask starts today, he will be aiming for his 100th career win… The Capitals have the best power play in the league (24 percent). They’ve also gone on the power play a league-leading 262 times. In comparison, the Bruins only have 203 PP chances… Tim Peel and Frederick L’Ecuyer will be the referees. Tim Nowak and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

Game 73 preview: Blackhawks at Bruins
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 27, 2014 12:41 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The last time the Blackhawks were in the visitor's dressing room at the TD Garden, the floors were sticky with Champagne and there was a Stanley Cup to celebrate. The stakes aren't quite so high this time – nor is the room quite so dirty – but there were definitely a few memories floating around the Chicago side this morning. 

"It was fun," Corey Crawford said. "It was a little surreal after it happened, but looking back on it now, it was just an amazing time. It was awesome."

He wasn't the only one who felt that way. 

"It certainly is a great memory, was a great night," Chicago coach Joel Quenneville said. "Unpredictable. Amazing ending. A lot of good memories, for sure."

Not so for the Bruins, though they seem to be doing their best not to think about that night back in June that cost them a chance at a second Cup in three years.

"Obviously we would love to win, that's our goal," David Krejci said. 

Still, he also acknowledged the reality. As he put it, "If we win tonight, we're not going to get the Cup back."

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NHL Network/NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 49-17-6, Blackhawks 42-16-15

Bruins welcome Maddie Santosuosso for Make-A-Wish
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 26, 2014 12:23 PM
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WILMINGTON – After Bruins practice had ended this morning, an extra goaltender took the ice. Maddie Santosuosso, 9, from Topsfield, spent some time with Tuukka Rask this morning, taking shots from the forwards and getting some pointers on her butterfly as part of the Make-A-Wish Foundation.

Rask had met Santosuosso about a week ago to pick up some hockey gear at a store in Norwood, and she got a chance to use it for the first time for about 15 minutes after the team practice was over at Ristuccia Arena.

“I was pretty impressed,” Rask said. “That was her first time wearing that, and she was skating around stopping pucks, so I was pretty impressed with her. It’s always fun to brighten up a kid’s day.”

Rask helped pick out the same type of gear that he wears. He said he was just disappointed they ended up having to get her a mask in the Canadian colors. 

“It’s good for us that she likes goalies and I had a chance to help her out,” Rask said. “It means a lot. You always try to be a role model for the kids, and to do something like that, it’s great.

“We just talked about hockey stuff, how does it feel to be a goalie, and what do we do in the locker room. She’s not scared of the puck, which is a great start. I just told her to stand tall and try to catch as many pucks as she can. She was loving it.”

photo (4).JPG

It’s a full day of charity work for the Bruins, who have their annual “Cuts for a Cause” this afternoon at the Boston Park Plaza Hotel, with 21 of the Bruins having their heads shaved by auction winners to benefit the Shawn Thornton Foundation, the Boston Bruins Foundation and the Floating Hospital for Children at Tufts Medical Center. 

Thornton said they have raised more than $105,000 already, which would set a new record for the event. 

Asked if it was a tough sell to get his teammates to shave, Thornton quipped, “Just bad guys. Like Loui [Eriksson] and [Brad Marchand]. They’re bad people. Everyone else is great.”

Bruins playoff tickets to go on sale April 4
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Posted by Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent March 26, 2014 09:30 AM


Get your Black and Gold towels rally ready: the Bruins have announced that tickets for the first round of the 2014 Stanley Cup Playoffs will go on sale Friday, April 4.

Sales will begin at 11:00 a.m. for individual tickets and single game suite rentals. They can be purchased at the TD Garden Box Office, on bostonbruins.com, on the Bruins mobile app, or by phone.

The schedule, dates, and times for the Bruins’ home games will be determined by the NHL after the seedings for the playoffs are set. If any game scheduled at the TD Garden is not played due to the conclusion of the playoff round, ticket holders can receive a full refund of face value and service fees paid at the point of purchase.

FULL ENTRY 

Playoff weakness for the Bruins? Taking bad penalties
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Posted by Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent March 25, 2014 09:51 AM
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Johnny Boychuk takes down Montreal's P.K. Subban in the second period; Boychuk received a roughing penalty on the play. (Jared Wickerham/ Getty Images)

By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

The Bruins’ 12-game win streak ended in a shootout loss to the Canadiens on Monday night. The team has admitted that shootouts are one of their biggest weaknesses, but, as Claude Julien said after the game, “I don’t care about that because that doesn’t happen in the playoffs.”

A weakness that the Bruins did show in their loss to Montreal, and one they may need to address before the playoffs begin, is taking penalties and giving other teams the man-advantage.

The Bruins penalty kill is strong, but is surely not what it used to be; since top defenseman Dennis Seidenberg suffered a torn ACL, his presence in all aspects of the game has been missed, including on the penalty kill. Last season, the B’s finished with the fourth best penalty kill in the league at 87.1 percent; this season, they are just .2 percent away from being out of the top 10.

Some penalties you can’t get around, such as when you’re fighting for the puck and your stick gets lifted into an opponent’s head area, or jostling for position and a referee believes that you held someone.

But others, like Brad Marchand’s high stick on P.K. Subban and Johnny Boychuk’s collar grab of Subban from behind, can – and should – be avoided come playoff time. Boychuk admitted after the game that it was a bad penalty to take at that point in the game.

Sometimes it just depends on who you are playing; it’s no secret that the Canadiens' penalty-drawing tactics have come into question, most notably by Claude Julien last March, when he called out the Habs for embellishing after a 4-3 loss, calling it an “embarrassment for our game.”

The Bruins were able to kill off all but one of the Canadiens’ power plays, and the only one that resulted in a score was on an Alexi Emelin shot that took a bad bounce off Chris Kelly’s stick and into the net.

There’s no doubt that the Bruins would be better off staying out of the box, as was shown on Monday night, when the B’s outshot the Canadiens 22-9 when playing 5-on-5. They allowed 10 shots on Montreal’s six power plays, while also allowing three short handed shots.

The referees were whistle-happy for both sides in the game, with each team getting six power play chances. That won’t happen come the playoffs, as most refs tend to err on the side of “let the boys play,” rather than having a questionable penalty decide a tight postseason contest.

Any seven-game series, whether it’s against the Canadiens, Penguins, or anyone else, will get heated after a few hard-fought games, so the Bruins will need to keep up the intensity, but still hold their composure and keep the games 5-on-5 if they want to make a deep playoff run in 2014.

Game 71 preview: Bruins at Coyotes
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 22, 2014 05:21 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

PHOENIX -- The Bruins are set to finish off the second game of a Western Conference back-to-back, taking on the Coyotes at the Jobing.com Arena at 6 p.m. local time. 

They have already done their part, clinching the first playoff spot in the NHL on Friday night with a 2-0 win over the Avalanche in Colorado for their 11th straight win. They'll try to make it 12 tonight, further extending their lead in the East.

Boston has already beaten the Coyotes once during the streak, taking a 2-1 win on March 13 at the TD Garden.

Game time: 9 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 47-17-5, Coyotes 34-25-11

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The 11-game winning streak for the Bruins is their longest since a 13-game streak in 1970-1971. ... The team has earned a point in each of its last 13 road games, going 10-0-3. That's their longest such streak since a 14-gamer in 1975-1976. ... They are now tied with the Blues for the league lead with 101 points. Both teams have played 70 games, with St. Louis losing earlier today. ... The Bruins have outscored their opponents 43-15 during the streak, and have allowed two or fewer goals nine times. ... Boston has also killed 29-of-31 power-play chances in that time. ... The referees are Gord Dwyer and Mike Leggo. The linesmen are Jonny Murray and David Brisebois. 

Game 70: Bruins at Avalanche
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

DENVER – Welcome to the Pepsi Center, where the Bruins will take on the Avs tonight in the first game of a back-to-back against Western Conference opponents. The Bruins head to Phoenix to play the Coyotoes Saturday to conclude their three-game road trip. 

The big question for the Bruins tonight is whether they will be the first team in the NHL to clinch a spot in the playoffs. They can clinch if they beat the Avalanche tonight, or if they get one point against Colorado and the Rangers lose to the Blue Jackets in regulation.

Boston, of course, also comes into this game looking to extend its 10-game winning streak.

Game time: 9 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 47-17-5, Avalanche 44-20-6

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Johnny Boychuk will take part in warmups before the game tonight, and will be a game-time decision for coach Claude Julien. ... The Avalanche boast teenage phenom Nathan MacKinnon, who has played in all 70 games for the Avs and has 23 goals and 31 assists for 54 points. ... The Bruins' last streak of at least 11 consecutive wins came on a 13-game stretch in 1970-1971. ... The Bruins are still on a streak of getting at least a point in each of their last 12 road games, at 9-0-3, their longest such streak since 1975-1976. ... The referees are Francis Charron and Dave Jackson. The linesmen are Scott Driscoll and Derek Nansen. 

Johnny Boychuk practices with Bruins
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

DENVER -- Johnny Boychuk was on the ice Thursday afternoon for an optional skate with the Bruins. Boychuk has missed the last two games after going hard into the boards and suffering a leg injury in Saturday's game against Carolina. 

Coach Claude Julien said he had not yet made a determination on whether Boychuk would play Friday against the Avalanche.

"This is his first time on the ice," Julien said. "We'll have to chat after he gets off, and tomorrow is another skate. We’ll evaluate him day-by-day like we talked about, but again, if he’s not 100 percent, there’s no reason why he should play.

"And certainly, again, the situation we’re in, our guys who have played on D have been pretty good overall and we’ve had a good group of guys -- guys in, out, they come in, do a job -- and so again no need to rush things here."

Julien also provided a small update on Adam McQuaid, who is back with the team. It was announced March 5 that McQuaid would be shut down for 2-3 weeks to see if that might help the quadriceps strain that has plagued him since he reinjured it Jan. 19.

"We're obviously going to have to make a decision at some point," Julien said. "The reason we shut him down was to try and get him back on course, and I know he’s been working off ice longer and longer every day. 

"As far as I know, he’s going in the right direction, but whether we make a decision with him or not, I’ll probably know more once I get back home because he stayed back with our trainers there and is working out that way."

Tonight's Bruins lineup
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Corey Potter

 Andrej Meszaros-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

* Martin Brodeur (17-12-4, 2.50 GAA, .901 save percentage) will start in goal for the Devils.

Game 69 preview: Bruins at Devils
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEWARK – Good afternoon from the Prudential Center, where the Bruins will look to stretch their winning streak to 10 games tonight against the Devils. 

It is unknown whether Johnny Boychuk will be available tonight. Boychuk traveled with the team and is at the arena. Boychuk did not play in last night’s 4-1 win over Minnesota because of lingering soreness from his collision with the end boards on Saturday. 

Chad Johnson, who backed up Tuukka Rask last night, should get tonight’s start.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 46-17-5, Devils 29-26-13

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Andrej Meszaros

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Chad Johnson 

 Tuukka Rask

Healthy scratches: Jordan Caron, Corey Potter

Storylines: The Bruins remain in last place in power-play opportunities (190). New Jersey has the second-fewest PP chances (203). Puck possession is not an issue for either team. The low number of opportunities could reflect an overall lack of team speed for both clubs… Jarome Iginla (555 career goals) could tie Hall of Famer Johnny Bucyk for 25th place on the all-time list tonight. Iginla is one off Bucyk’s pace... Zdeno Chara turned 37 today… The Bruins will travel to Denver after tonight’s game. They will have a day off tomorrow and practice on Thursday in preparation for Friday’s game against the Avalanche… Dean Morton and Eric Furlatt will be the referees. Greg Devorski and Tim Nowak will be the linesmen.

Game 68 preview: Wild at Bruins
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 17, 2014 12:29 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins will attempt to do something tonight they've never done before: Beat the Wild at the TD Garden. The Wild have won all six games against the Bruins in Boston. In fact, the Bruins are just 2-10-0 lifetime against Minnesota. 

But the Bruins are also on an eight-game winning streak, and they are trying their best not to get complacent. 

"You know, this isn't our best," coach Claude Julien said earlier. "Trust me, it's not our best. When you look at the scoring chances you give, when you look at some of the breakdowns, it's nice to win some games, but you have to remember sometimes your goaltender does a pretty nice job of bailing you out.

"To us, we're good right now, don't get me wrong. I'm not saying we're playing bad, we're playing well. But I think there is still a lot of room for improvement here if we expect to go a long way in the playoffs, we're going to have to be better than what we are right now. So to me, that's not peaking."

Game time: 7:30 p.m.

TV/Radio: NBC Sports Network/TSN2/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 45-17-5, Wild 35-22-10

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Andrej Meszaros

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Wild are battling for a playoff spot in the West. They are at 80 points, and holding down the first wild-card spot. ... The Bruins' eight-game winning streak is their longest since November of 2011. ... The Bruins head out on the road after the game and play at New Jersey Tuesday. ... Jarome Iginla is playing in his 1,300th game tonight, making him the fifth active player to reach that milestone, along with Jaromir Jagr, Teemu Selanne, Ray Whitney, and Shane Doan, who got there on Thursday vs. Boston. ... The referees are Ghislain Hebert and Francois St. Laurent. The linesmen are Shane Heyer and Tony Sericolo. 

Johnny Boychuk out vs. Wild
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Johnny Boychuk, who went into the boards awkwardly in the third period of Saturday's game against the Hurricanes, will not play Monday against Minnesota. The defenseman was not on the ice for morning skate, and was confirmed out by coach Claude Julien. 

"He didn't skate this morning because he can't. Right now it's too sore, so he's day-to-day," Julien said. "It's from obviously the incident the other night. So he couldn't skate this morning, came in early, we tried to see if he could and he couldn't. Just go day-to-day with him."

Boychuk said he received X-rays after the game on Saturday, but did not yet know the results. Julien confirmed that they were negative. 

"If he tried to skate this morning, it would have been negative, but there's some damage in there obviously when you go in feet first," Julien said. "We looked at both his skates and he kind of crashed in there and twisted, so a little sore for him to skate on."

The Bruins had already been rotating defensemen into the lineup, with eight of them currently on the roster.

Game 67 preview: Hurricanes at Bruins
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins come into their game against the Hurricanes riding a seven-game winning streak as they head into the last month of the season. They've gone 10-1-2 in their last 13 games and 15-2-3 in their last 20 games. 

It's safe to say they've been playing well.

Now they can work on evaluating potential extra forwards, on solidifying their defensive pairings, on giving players extra rest. They'll continue that today by giving Matt Lindblad, who was called up from Providence, his first NHL start. 

Game time: 1 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 44-17-5, Hurricanes 29-28-9

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Matt Lindblad-Gregory Campbell-Daniel Paille

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Matt Lindblad will wear No. 52 in his NHL debut today. ... The Bruins begin a stretch of three games in four days today, with games on Monday against Minnesota and Tuesday in New Jersey. They also are ending a stretch of three-in-four, after playing Wednesday in Montreal and Thursday at home vs. Phoenix. ... Shawn Thornton, Jordan Caron, and Andrej Meszaros are expected to be the healthy scratches. ... The referees are Brad Meier and Chris Rooney. The linesmen are Darren Gibbs and Jonny Murray. 

Matt Lindblad ready to make NHL debut
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Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 14, 2014 01:49 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – Matt Lindblad is projected to make his NHL debut Saturday against Carolina at TD Garden. The Bruins recalled the forward from Providence Friday, and he was one of seven Bruins to participate in an on-ice session at Ristuccia Arena.

The first-year pro projects to be a bottom-six NHL forward. The Bruins, just about locked in to a top-two seed in the Eastern Conference, will use the next month to evaluate players like Lindblad. The three-year Dartmouth forward has 7 goals and 15 assists for Providence this season. 

Claude Julien did not specify which player would sit in Lindblad’s place against the Hurricanes.

* Daniel Paille should join Lindblad in the lineup. Paille missed the last two games because of a concussion sustained last Sunday against Florida. Paille skated Friday and said he felt no symptoms.

* Chad Johnson was the lone goalie to skate Friday and should be in goal Saturday.

Dougie Hamilton out, Andrej Meszaros in
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

MONTREAL – Bruins coach Claude Julien said on Tuesday that he would have some tough decisions to make regarding his defense. 

He has made his decision, and that means Dougie Hamilton will get a second consecutive healthy scratch, with newly acquired Andrej Meszaros taking his place in the lineup.

"Dougie is going to be out again," Julien said. "I'm going with the same D corps as I had the other night."

Hamilton spent extra time skating at morning skate with Corey Potter, another healthy scratch, and Daniel Paille, who returned to the ice after getting a concussion on Sunday in Florida.

Game 65 preview: Bruins at Canadiens
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 12, 2014 12:01 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

MONTREAL – It's Bruins-Habs at the Bell Centre tonight. What else, really, do you need to know as far as the rivalry goes? 

As for the Bruins, coach Claude Julien confirmed he'll go with the same defensive lineup he had Sunday in Florida. That means Andrej Meszaros is in and Dougie Hamilton is out. Hamilton skated extra this morning along with Corey Potter and Daniel Paille.

Paille sustained a "real minor" concussion on Sunday, as Julien called it. He participated in the optional morning skate. 

"Right now he's just going through the stages and going very well. Hopefully we move on to the next level by tomorrow," Julien said.

Game time: 7:30 p.m.

TV/Radio: NBC Sports Network/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 42-17-5, Canadiens 35-24-7

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Andrej Meszaros

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: Tuukka Rask, Carl Soderberg, Loui Eriksson, Jarome Iginla, and David Krejci all opted not to skate this morning. ... The referees are Ghislain Hebert and Marc Joannette. The linesmen are Steve Barton and Michel Cormier. 

Bruins players react to Rich Peverley health scare
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

MONTREAL – The Bruins were at a team dinner for Tuukka Rask's birthday at Sardelli in Hollywood, Fla., when they found out that former teammate Rich Peverley had collapsed at a game between the Stars and Blue Jackets on Monday night. 

"I felt sick to my stomach," Patrice Bergeron said.

"The whole room was pretty shaken," Chris Kelly said.

"Right away you just want to make sure he's OK," Shawn Thornton said. "That's the initial reaction. You have a terrible feeling in your gut and just hope that he's OK." 

The Bruins sent scores of text messages to Peverley and Tyler Seguin, just hoping to get some news on the situation, which they had found about on Twitter.

"I shot a bunch of texts to everybody," Thornton said. "Actually Segs called me right back and gave us the 411. 

"You never want to see that obviously, but he's one of our good friends on this team. He's one of the great guys. We were pretty worried. The room went pretty quiet, but he texted me back today though and I think he seems to be doing OK. That's a positive."

Peverley spent today undergoing tests to determine the reasons for the collapse, according to reports out of Dallas. Stars general manager Jim Nill said that Peverley was in stable condition after the incident.

"It was good to hear at least that he was feeling OK and he was stable," Bergeron said. "But with that being said, thoughts and prayers are with him and his family. And I'll send lots of positive energy, also."

Watch: Bruins top Panthers for fifth straight win
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Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff March 10, 2014 09:40 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

Torey Krug scored the go-ahead goal in the third period as the Bruins won a season-high fifth straight game on Sunday, beating the Florida Panthers, 5-2. Chad Johnson made 20 saves for Boston.

Daniel Paille out for game
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

SUNRISE, Fla. -- Daniel Paille, who took a big hit from Ed Jovanovski at 3:06 of the first period, will not return to the game, the Bruins announced.

The forward played just one shift, with 1:20 of ice time before sustaining the hit and leaving the ice to go down the tunnel. 

The Bruins have not announced the nature of the injury. 

Paille did miss some time in December with concussion symptoms, and has dealt with concussion issues in the past. 

Game 63 preview: Bruins at Lightning
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TAMPA, Fla. -- Good afternoon from the Tampa Bay Times Forum, where the Bruins are set to take on the Lightning this evening. It's a big game for Tampa Bay, which has struggled since returning from the break. The Lightning have lost their last three games and are 3-7-0 in their last 10.

The Lightning did get back star Steven Stamkos for their game against Buffalo on Thursday. The newly named captain of the Lightning had been out for 45 games, since he broke his shin in a game against the Bruins on Nov. 11. 

It's an interesting matchup, given that these two could possibly face each other in the playoffs. In fact, if the playoffs started today, they would be a first-round matchup.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 40-17-5, Lightning 34-24-5

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins will go with the same six defensemen as they used against the Capitals on Thursday. That means that new Bruins Andrej Meszaros and Corey Potter will get another game up in the press box. There is no set time for either player to see his first action with Boston. ... The Bruins had an optional skate this morning, with Chris Kelly, Gregory Campbell, Jordan Caron, and Shawn Thornton the only forwards to skate. Most of the defensemen skated, with the exception of Zdeno Chara and Johnny Boychuk. Tuukka Rask also took the morning off. ... The Bruins play back-to-back games in Florida, with a 5 p.m. start on Sunday against Roberto Luongo and the Panthers in Sunrise, Fla.
Bergeron, Eriksson return to ice with Bruins
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin February 26, 2014 12:15 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Patrice Bergeron and Loui Eriksson returned to the ice with the Bruins this morning, skating with the team for the first time since the players came back from winning gold and silver at the Olympics in Russia.

Both players admitted that they're suffering from jet lag, and said they were unsure of how they would feel for tonight's game, which will start at 4:30 a.m. Sochi time.

Asked if he was ready to go to sleep at noon, Bergeron said, "Yeah, I am."

"I'm going to have to battle through it," Bergeron continued. "I don't know exactly how I'm going to feel, but we'll see. I'm just going to try to do whatever I can to help and be good tonight and see how it goes."

Bergeron, who won his second gold medal in Sochi, said that it was a different experience for him than in Vancouver, when he played a small role as the team's 13th forward, mostly on the penalty kill and on faceoffs. That was not the case in Sochi, where he was one of the team's most important players and spent time playing on a line with Sidney Crosby.

"It was great," Bergeron said, of playing an increased role in Sochi. "It's something that made it even more special, I think. Vancouver was amazing to win and to be there, be part of the experience and get the gold medal, but every time you have a chance [to] help even more the team win it makes you feel a little better about yourself.

"That was a great experience from day one to the last day. It was something very special, something I'll never forget, and I'm very happy and proud of the way we've all done it."

For Eriksson, who won a silver with Team Sweden, the Olympics could prove crucial down the stretch. The forward has not really been able to get into a rhythm this season, suffering two concussions that have cost him 20 games. 

"I thought so," Eriksson said. "I thought it really helped me to go over there and play a lot. It's fun games to play too, when you get to the quarters and the semifinals. It's important games. I'll take a lot of things with me from that and go on from it."

live 

Game 58 preview: Bruins at Sabres
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Posted by Amalie Benjamin February 26, 2014 12:15 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

BUFFALO, N.Y. -- It's been two and a half weeks since the Bruins played their last game, but the team gets back on the ice tonight in Buffalo at the First Niagara Center against the Sabres. 

Patrice Bergeron and Loui Eriksson were back on the ice for morning skate, and will play for the team tonight despite still suffering from a bit of jet lag. Tuukka Rask, however, did not make the trip to Buffalo, with the Bruins bringing Chad Johnson and Niklas Svedberg.

The Bruins are well aware that it might be a sluggish start for them after the break.

"The hands are certainly going to be a bit of a debate there," coach Claude Julien said. "Your timing is a little bit off, even if you've practiced. Practices and games are very different. 

"So it’s going to be important for us to simplify our game but to focus on our skating a lot and the hands will follow.

"I think as the game goes on you’re going to see the team getting better and better, and probably that’s an advantage Buffalo has right now is they were able to get a lot of those kinks out and get themselves a win yesterday."

Game time: 7:30 p.m.

TV/Radio: NBC Sports Network/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 37-16-4, Sabres 16-34-8

Projected lineups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Notes: Adam McQuaid, who Julien had said was doubtful for tonight's game, is officially out against the Sabres. The Bruins are hoping he can make his return on Saturday. He has been out since Jan. 19. ... The game is the fourth of five this season against the Sabres. ... The Bruins have 25 games left in the season, which will be played in a 47-day span. Ten of those games are at the TD Garden, and 15 are on the road. ... The referees are Francois St. Laurent and Brian Pochmara. The linesmen are Mike Cvik and Brad Kovachik. 

Back with Bruins, Julien raves about Olympic experience
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By Nancy Marrapese-Burrell, Globe Staff

Bruins coach Claude Julien returned to practice with his team at TD Garden Tuesday afternoon and had an extra jump in his step.

After helping Team Canada to the gold medal as an assistant coach in Sochi, Russia, Julien said he came back from the experience energized and eager to resume the National Hockey League season.

The Bruins get back to work Wednesday night in Buffalo against the Sabres.

Julien didn’t get a medal for his efforts but he will be rewarded by Hockey Canada down the road in the offseason. He said it was a unique few weeks.

"I just enjoyed the experience, and it was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of thing that you wish everyone could experience at least once,’’ he said.

There’s no doubt that Canada’s squad was teeming with talent.

"We had two days of practice as a group,’’ said Julien. "Kind of the theme is the team keeps getting better and better every game we play and that’s basically what happened to us. We had a great buy-in from the guys and you look around and you look at the pool of talent that is out there – all great attitudes, everybody got along well. 

"Team chemistry was great right from the get-go. It was a lot of fun.’’

There was no sign of forwards Patrice Bergeron and Loui Eriksson or goaltender Tuukka Rask at practice.

But Bergeron, who won a gold medal with Team Canada in Sochi, and Eriksson, who won silver with Team Sweden, were scheduled to join the Bruins in time for their flight to Buffalo in the afternoon and are expected to play against the Sabres.

Rask, who won bronze with Team Finland, will not make the trip. He was scheduled to do an off-ice workout Wednesday and then resume practice with the Bruins at Ristuccia Arena Thursday.

"We’re going to use [Chad] Johnson [against the Sabres] and [Niklas] Svedberg will back him up so we left Tuukka behind,’’ said Julien.

Chara and Krejci return from Olympics
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins welcomed back two of their five Olympians Monday, with Zdeno Chara and David Krejci returning to the team from Sochi, Russia. Chara said they got back to the United States Friday, flying from Sochi to Newark.

Both players faced rather disappointing results in Sochi, with Chara's Slovakia team losing to Krejci's Czech Republic team in the qualifying round, then the Czech Republic falling to the US in the quarterfinals.

Chara also faces the fact that these could have been his third and final Olympics, considering his age (37 in March) and the uncertainty regarding NHL participation in South Korea in 2018. 

"You have to take advantage of the experience and you never know when you’re going to be able to either go or if Slovakia is going to be able to qualify, so it could have been possibly the last one," Chara said. "So you want to make the best of it."

And all that talk about accommodations?

"Everything was really, really good and really made it so easy to get around and you could feel really comfortable right away," Chara said. "Didn't feel at all like you were somewhere in Russia."

Now the focus turns back to the Bruins and their return to play Wednesday in Buffalo. Both players said they had some jet lag after their return from Sochi, especially after getting on the ice at TD Garden this morning.

"I’ve been back a couple days, but I have been to bed really early and waking up early so it’s a little bit different," Krejci said. "First day on the ice today I was really tired. I’m not going to hide that, but still got two days before the first game. Hopefully I’ll get back."

The rest of the Bruins who participated in the Olympics -- Patrice Bergeron, Tuukka Rask, and Loui Eriksson -- are not expected to participate in practice Tuesday before the team travels to Buffalo, according to assistant coach Geoff Ward.

Bruins guaranteed Olympic medal of every color
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 A 5-0 victory by goalie Tuukka Rask and Finland over the United States in the Olympics hockey bronze-medal game guarantees that the Bruins locker room will have a gold, silver, and bronze medalist.

Rask made 26 saves for the shutout as he returned to action after missing Finland's semifinal game vs. Sweden because of illness.

On Sunday, Bruins players Loui Eriksson (Sweden) and Patrice Bergeron (Canada) will be opponents in the gold-medal game.

Story: Finland blanks United States

Story: Sweden-Canada preview

Justin Florek, Matt Lindblad join practice
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – Justin Florek and Matt Lindblad were two new faces at Friday’s Bruins practice at Ristuccia Arena. Florek and Lindblad replaced Craig Cunningham and Alexander Khokhlachev, who were assigned to Providence after practicing with the Bruins Thursday. 

Florek was recalled earlier this season to play on the fourth line. This was Lindblad’s first NHL recall. Lindblad would have been a senior at Dartmouth this season, but he decided to turn pro after last year.

Eleven forwards and six defensemen practiced. Reilly Smith did not practice because he was sick. 

“Today, you may have seen a little more rust,” said assistant coach Doug Houda. “Yesterday, everybody was excited to get back. Today was a little more rust. But the battle drills help.”

The Bruins concluded practice in time to settle in for the US-Canada semifinal game.

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-Matt Lindblad-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Carl Soderberg-Justin Florek

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Brad Marchand

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

 Kevan Miller-Adam McQuaid

Chad Johnson

Bruins back to work after Olympic break
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins have concluded their first practice following the Olympic break. 

They are without their five Olympians: Tuukka Rask, Patrice Bergeron, Loui Eriksson, Zdeno Chara, and David Krejci. Chara and Krejci are expected to return to Boston today and perhaps practice on Sunday or Monday.

Adam McQuaid (leg) practiced with the team for the first time since suffering his injury on Jan. 19 against Chicago. McQuaid resumed skating before the break. He was not on the ice during the break. McQuaid is not sure whether he will be ready to play on Wednesday against Buffalo. If McQuaid can play, he would replace Kevan Miller on the third pairing.

Alexander Khokhlachev and Craig Cunningham were recalled from Providence to practice today. Cunningham was packing his gear after practice. The Bruins might bring up another player from Providence tomorrow.

The Bruins are scheduled to practice again tomorrow at Ristuccia Arena at 10:30 a.m. They should conclude their on-ice session in time to watch the US-Canada game at noon.

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-Alexander Khokhlachev-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Carl Soderberg-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Craig Cunningham

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

 Kevan Miller-Adam McQuaid

Chad Johnson

 Adam Geragosian

Tuukka Rask, Loui Eriksson lead teams at Olympics
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By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

Two Boston Bruins had major impacts on the Olympic hockey tournament Wednesday. 

Goalie Tuukka Rask stopped 37 shots as Finland eliminated host country Russia, 3-1. Afterward, NBC asked a sweaty Rask what the emotion was in his crease immediately following the win.

"I couldn't yell or speak," said Rask. "I was gassed, I had just made a save. I was pretty happy."

Teemu Selanne, Juhamatti Aaltonen, and Mikael Granlund had goals for Finland in the win.

Earlier in the day, Bruins forward Loui Eriksson led Sweden to a 5-0 win over Slovenia. Eriksson had a goal (below) and an assist.

Later on Wednesday. David Krejci and his Czech Republic teammates fell to the United States, 5-2, while Patrice Bergeron and Canada defeated Latvia, 2-1. Bergeron had four shots for Canada. Krejci took one shot.

eriksson1.jpg

Bruins in the Olympics: Chara, Rask struggle; Bergeron shines Thursday
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By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

Three of the five Boston Bruins players competing in the Sochi Games began their Olympic journeys Thursday.

Bruins captain Zdeno Chara, who is serving as captain of Slovakia in his third Olympics, suffered a 7-1 loss to the US team Thursday. Jonathan Quick made 22 saves in his Olympic debut for the US, but the story was the lack of defense from a team anchored by the big Bruin. Slovakia's next game is Saturday vs. Slovenia at 3 a.m. Boston time.

The result was better for goalie Tuukka Rask's Finnish team, though Rask himself was not on top of his game, giving up four goals on 20 shots in Finland's 8-4 win over Austria. Austria had two early leads in the game before taking control.

"The first goal, everybody was caught sleeping there," Rask said. "After that second goal, everybody kind of woke up and got back to playing again."

Finland plays Canada at noon on Sunday.

Speaking of Canada, Patrice Bergeron's team wasn't dominant but had no trouble dispatching Norway, 3-1. Bergeron, who was paired on a line with John Tavares and Jamie Benn and played on the wing, had two assists in 10:59 of ice time. He'll face Rask's team Sunday.

"I'm just happy to be here and chip in whichever way I can," Bergeron told NBC. "Whether it's the right side or the left side, it doesn't matter to me."

Center David Krejci and the Czech Republic lost to Sweden on Wednesday in their first game of the tournament and they play again Friday at 3 a.m. vs. Latvia.

Bruins looking to deal in tight trade market
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Prior to the March 5 trade deadline, GM Peter Chiarelli is looking to acquire help on defense. That is usually the case, but especially so this season because of the loss of Dennis Seidenberg. It is unknown, however, whether that help will come. 

Current prices, according to Chiarelli, are high on the rental market. They will remain so after the Olympic break. So while improving the defense is a priority, the Bruins are acknowledging that an acquisition might not take place because of the short supply and high demand.

“There’s really not that many players available,” Chiarelli said. “Beggars can’t be choosers, right? With each passing game, I see our D maturing. I see them making less mistakes. I always feel I like eight good NHL defensemen heading into the playoffs.”

Chiarelli is expecting Adam McQuaid (leg) to return, if not upon the break’s conclusion, shortly after resumption of play. Once McQuaid gets up to speed, he would replace Kevan Miller on the third pairing. 

The key player in the current mix is Matt Bartkowski. Assuming every defenseman is healthy, Bartkowski would be the left-side defenseman on the second duo, most likely paired with Johnny Boychuk. The Bruins must determine if there is an available defenseman who would be an upgrade on Bartkowski. If so, they’d have to figure out how much to give up for the acquisition. But Chiarelli said he’d be comfortable starting the playoffs with Bartkowski in the top-four formation.

Chiarelli said he has not ruled out acquiring a player with term beyond this season remaining on his contract. But that might mean dealing away a current roster player to account for future cap issues.

Game 57 preview: Senators at Bruins
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We're here at the TD Garden as the Bruins take on the Senators this afternoon. This marks the final game for the Bruins before the Olympic break, and the second game without Zdeno Chara, who carried in the flag for Team Slovakia at the Olympic opening ceremonies yesterday.

For now, the Bruins will attempt to finish off the run that they've been on since taking on Dallas on Jan. 16. In those last 10 games, the Bruins have gone 7-1-2, earning points in all but the loss to Montreal. That's 16 of the possible 20 points they could have earned.

Game time: 3 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 36-16-4, Senators 26-21-11

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

David Warsofsky-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: The Bruins have lost two games so far to the Senators this season, including one without Zdeno Chara. They are 1-2-0 against Ottawa, and finish out the season series today. ... Four more of the Bruins are off to Sochi, Russia, after this game, with Patrice Bergeron, Tuukka Rask, Loui Eriksson, and David Krejci joining Chara at the Olympics. ... The referees are Francis Charron and Eric Furlatt. The linesmen are Brian Mach and Brian Murphy. 

Zdeno Chara already a big hit at Olympics
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By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

 As the NHL's early arrival at the 2014 Winter Olympics, Bruins defenseman and Team Slovakia captain Zdeno Chara has already been a big hit.

Chara was selected by his country to carry the flag at the Opening Ceremonies.

"It’s a huge privilege," he said. "I can’t really describe until it all sinks in, probably tonight. It’s going to be very special. It is already. But like I’ve said many times, it’s something you don’t get to do or experience for many athletes. I’m very lucky and privilege to be able to do that."

Chara was given permission from the Bruins organization to take part in the Opening Ceremony, as he missed two Bruins games to head to Sochi early.

"Pretty much as soon as I found out that there is an opportunity for me carrying the flag, I went and talked to the general manager and head coach," he said. "We kind of talked about it. We kind of decided we were going to make a decision probably two days later. 

"There were some discussions with the ownership and among the management, and after three days, they basically told me ... They asked me if that’s something we have a right to do and if it’s important to me. I said, 'Of course. It’s a huge honor.' And basically after that, they said, 'We’re going support you. You've been with the organization for a long time, and you've done a lot of good changes.'"

"I can't thank them enough. Honestly, it's a dream come true."

Being the tallest player to ever play in the NHL, Chara’s presence in Russia has already produced some memorable tweets before the Opening Ceremonies get underway, including these that show the height difference between him and Canadian figure skater Kirsten Moore-Towers, as well the report on the size, or lack thereof, of the 6-9 Chara’s bed in Sochi.

The Olympic Opening Ceremonies took place Friday at 11 a.m. Eastern Time, but will be re-broadcast tonight at 7:30 p.m. on NBC.

The Canadian Press's Stephen Whyno contributed quotes to this report from Sochi.

Bruins left behind share teammates' Olympic dreams
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By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

Following a 3-2 overtime loss to the St. Louis Blues on Thursday, the Bruins are now one game away from the NHL Olympic break. Olympic hockey will kick off starting Feb. 12 in Sochi. 

Earlier this week, several of the younger Bruins weighed in on what it would mean to one day be a member of Team USA at the Olympics, which is looking to build off of its silver medal performance in Vancouver four years ago.

“There’s not many Americans on this [Bruins] team,” said defenseman Torey Krug. “So, in a few years, you really wish you could be in a position to help out with the Olympic team and represent the Bruins in that way.

“Obviously we have a lot of guys [here] representing other countries, so it would be nice if someone could finally represent the US.”

Krug is second to only Winnipeg’s Dustin Byfuglien this season in goals by an American defenseman, with Byfuglien having the advantage of his team having three more games played. Krug was the subject of debate earlier this year as to whether he should be heading to Sochi despite playing just 74 career NHL games, but was ultimately left off the roster.

Fellow young Americans Matt Bartkowski and Kevan Miller said that they too would like get the chance to make Team USA someday, but for now they’re just excited to watch the Winter Olympics as the Games officially get underway.

“Playing in the [NHL] now, you always want to get better and hopefully, once you get better and play your best, you like to think that maybe someday you could play at that level,” Bartkowski said. “I just like watching the Olympics, not just hockey, everything.”

“It would just be cool to kind of see your country out there,” said Miller. “Every four years it comes around so it’s pretty special. It would be cool to play one day, but still it’s kind of more rooting on your country.”

The Bruins are sending five players from five different countries to the 2014 Winter Olympics: Zdeno Chara for Slovakia; Patrice Bergeron for Canada; David Krejci for the Czech Republic; Tuukka Rask for Finland; and Loui Eriksson for Sweden.

“It’s going to be different; definitely an experience,” said Rask on his excitement level heading into his first Olympics. “Really don’t know what to expect. It’s a short tournament, but then again, there’s all sorts of stuff going on, other events, too. It’s kind of different, but I’m really excited.”

Rask said that he wasn't sure if he would be the starting goaltender for Team Finland.

"I don’t know, we’ll see when we go there,” he said. “I’m sure we’re going to have a talk with the coach to see what the role is, but I’m okay with it, whatever it is. If I get to play, that’s great; if not, then you just get your rest. We’ll see.”

Chara has an extra opportunity that his other teammates who are going to the Games won't. He was selected by Team Slovakia to carry the country’s flag in the opening ceremonies.

Chara left the Bruins to head to Sochi after their 3-1 win against Vancouver on Tuesday, and the team knows what an honor that selection is for their captain.

“This is a once in a lifetime opportunity and it’s definitely a huge honor as an athlete to be a part of something like this and be the flag bearer for your country,” said Milan Lucic. “I’m happy for him; I’m thrilled for him that he gets to do this and have this opportunity, and I know we’ll all be watching to see how he does.”

“As an individual, when you get to carry your country's flag, it means they think a lot of you,” said coach Claude Julien. “He’s done a lot of things in his career and building his career to earn that [selection]; he went from someone that nobody thought could ever play this game, let alone at the level he’s at right now. He’s become an elite player at this level; he’s represented his country every time he’s had a chance with pride, and he’s become a leader on that team.

“There’s a lot of things he has done off the ice; he’s a true professional, very classy, goes out of his way to do a lot of things that aren’t necessary, but he’s feels that are important, so I think he’s really earned the opportunity to do that, and I think they made a good choice.”

live 

Game 56 preview: Bruins at Blues

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff February 6, 2014 02:49 PM


ST. LOUIS – Welcome to the Scottrade Center here in St. Louis, where the Bruins will take on the Blues this evening in their first of two games without defenseman Zdeno Chara.

 Chara, of course, has headed to Sochi, Russia, where he will be the flag bearer for Team Slovakia in the Olympic opening ceremonies.

 The Bruins had an optional morning skate this morning, with the entire defense participating. The only players absent from the ice were Milan Lucic, David Krejci, Jarome Iginla, Gregory Campbell, Shawn Thornton, and Tuukka Rask.

 Game time: 8 p.m.

 TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

 Records: Bruins 36-16-3, Blues 37-12-6

 Projected lineups:

 Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

 David Warsofsky-Kevan Miller

 Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

 Notes: The Bruins are 7-1-1 in their last seven games, with just two left to play before the Olympic break. … The Blues won the one game between the two teams so far this season, taking a 3-2 shootout victory at the TD Garden. In fact, each of the Blues last three wins against Boston have come via the shootout. … David Warsofsky was initially drafted by the Blues, but was traded to Boston for Vladimir Sobotka in 2010. … The referees are Kyle Rehman and Francois St. Laurent. The linesmen are Don Henderson and Darren Gibbs. 

Bruins prepare for two games without Zdeno Chara

Link|Comments (8)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff February 5, 2014 01:13 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins concluded their first practice at Ristuccia Arena without Zdeno Chara. The captain will not play Thursday against St. Louis or on Saturday against Ottawa. Chara was scheduled to depart today for Sochi, where he will take part in the Olympics opening ceremony. 

With Chara absent, the Bruins will look to their baby-faced defense to support Tuukka Rask against the Blues.

“We’re looking forward to seeing those guys with a little more responsibility than when Z’s around,” coach Claude Julien said. “You don’t win hockey games with just one player. We know one player can make a difference. But at the end of the night, when you look at the game, it’s about the whole team. Right now, we’ve got to go into this game tomorrow and the game on Saturday knowing we have to play a real good team game.”

Matt Bartkowski and Johnny Boychuk will be the No. 1 pairing. Here is the rest of today’s practice lineup: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton/Jordan Caron

Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

 David Warsofsky-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

PP1: Krug, Warsofsky, Lucic, Krejci, Iginla.

PP2: Hamilton, Smith, Bergeron, Eriksson, Soderberg.

Game 55: Canucks at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin February 4, 2014 01:54 PM


Good afternoon from the TD Garden, where the Bruins are taking on the visiting Canucks, the team that they love to hate. Or just hate.

It's a rivalry that has maintained its fire, even though the two teams have only faced each other twice since that epic seven-game Stanley Cup Final back in 2011. There was plenty of bad blood spilled in the teams' January, 2012 matchup, and it again boiled over back in December when the Bruins visited Vancouver for the first time since Game 7.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 35-16-3, Canucks 27-21-9

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Canucks won the first matchup of the season, 6-2, in Vancouver, a game that resulted in Ryan Kesler saying that Brad Marchand has "no class." ... This game marks the final one before for the break for Zdeno Chara, with the Bruins captain missing the games in St. Louis and at home against Ottawa to go early to Sochi, Russia, for the Olympics. He will serve as the flag bearer for Team Slovakia. ... The Canucks played last night in Detroit and did not skate this morning in Boston. ... The referees are Gord Dwyer and Wes McCauley. The linesmen are Andy McElman and Bryan Pancich.

Bruins to renew rivarly with Canucks

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin February 3, 2014 12:19 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – It's been almost three years since the Bruins and Canucks met in the Stanley Cup Final in 2011, but there doesn't seem to be any weakening of the rivalry, which has spilled over in the two regular season games since. 

That is expected to continue when Vancouver comes to Boston tomorrow for the first time since January 7, 2012. 

"I think there's definitely hatred for that team," Brad Marchand said.

Marchand, you might recall, did his best to agitate the Canucks in the teams' most recent matchup, a 6-2 win for Vancouver in December. But he wasn't the only one who still felt the heat between the two teams.

Asked if there was an expiration date for the rivalry, Vancouver native Milan Lucic said, "We'll see, right? It seems to still be there. We'll see once the puck drops, if it's still there and if it's still going to be there."

He added, "It's there just because of the bad blood and all the emotion that was in that Final. There's still guys that were big parts of that Final that are still on the same team. I think that's what makes this rivalry continue, but we don't want to make too, too much of it like we did going into the Montreal game and then play the way we did, so I think we're just focusing more on our game and how we need to play more so than on the rivalry."

Puck drops for Bruins-Canucks at 7 p.m. tomorrow.

Bruins recall David Warsofsky

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin February 3, 2014 10:56 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins recalled defenseman David Warsofsky on Monday. Warsofsky was on the ice this morning with the team at Ristuccia Arena. 

The team will be without Zdeno Chara for two games this week, with the captain heading to Sochi, Russia, early to be the flag bearer for Slovakia at the opening ceremonies. He will be with the team for Tuesday's game against Vancouver, but will miss games at St. Louis on Thursday and against Ottawa on Saturday.

Adam McQuaid was not on the ice this morning, though coach Claude Julien said he had been making progress and working out. McQuaid will return as soon as he is back to 100 percent, but it is not clear whether he could be back before the Olympic break.

Warsofsky has played in four games for the Bruins this season, and has scored one goal.

Game 54 preview: Oilers at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin February 1, 2014 11:21 AM


Welcome to the TD Garden on this Saturday morning. The Oilers are in town, and that means former Bruin Andrew Ference, who told the media this morning that he has been cleared to play and will be in the lineup against his old team.

Ference left the Bruins on extremely good terms after last season, something which can be a rarity in sports. 

As he said, "It’s been as fairy tale as it gets in the sports world from a player’s perspective of how to go a different city and leave a city but be able to know you can come back to kind of open arms."

Should be a good reception for him in his return.

Game time: 1 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 34-16-3, Oilers 18-32-6

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Miller

 Torey Krug-Hamilton

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Claude Julien confirmed that Zdeno Chara will miss two games this week to be Slovakia's flag bearer in the Olympic opening ceremonies in Sochi, Russia. He will miss games against the Blues and Senators. ... The Bruins are coming off a poor performance against the Canadiens, a game in which they admitted they didn't come out with enough emotion or fight and which Patrice Bergeron called their worst game of the year. ... The Bruins won the first meeting between the two teams this season, 4-2, in Edmonton in December, and have won their last 11 straight against Edmonton. That's their longest active stretch against any opponent. ... The referees are Jean Hebert and Dave Jackson. The linesmen are David Brisebois and Matt MacPherson.
Bruins look for bounce back from Montreal

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 31, 2014 01:15 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- The Bruins went through practice this morning at Ristuccia Arena after a clunker of a game against the Canadiens Thursday night at the TD Garden. All healthy members of the team were on the ice, meaning that Adam McQuaid (leg) and Dennis Seidenberg (ACL/MCL) were the only ones missing.

The Bruins don't have much time to stew on the loss, with a 1 p.m. game against Andrew Ference and the Oilers Saturday, but there was a sense in the locker room that they need to get back on the track they were on before the Canadiens game.

"You come back the next day, today, you put your skates on and you go out and work hard," Chris Kelly said. "That’s how you can get over losses like that, is with hard work. I thought we had a good practice day today. 

"It’s good that we play tomorrow afternoon to redeem ourselves because a lot of that game you want to forget, you want to put it behind you, but you want to take something from that game as well, the bad things you did."

While the Oilers have the fewest points in the Western Conference, they have won their last three games. 

As Boston's Kevan Miller said, "We just need to get back to what we were doing and we’ll be fine.

"They've been playing well lately. We just need to be sharp like we were before Montreal, and get back to our game."

Power goes out on Bruins' surge in 4-1 loss

Link|Comments (14)

Posted by Staff January 30, 2014 11:24 PM


By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

After enjoying a three-game streak in which they scored six goals in each contest, someone pulled the plug on the Bruins' offensive surge Thursday night, and the result was a 4-1 loss to the Montreal Canadiens.

The Bruins outscored their opponents 18-6 in three wins against the Flyers, Islanders, and Panthers, but the team could not get much going against their rivals from the north, failing to earn at least a point for the first time since Jan. 14 against Toronto.

“There’s not much to really say; it was pretty clear how things went by watching the game,” said Milan Lucic. “We weren’t sharp in our decision-making and they were first on pucks, they won more battles than we did from the drop of the puck to the end; it’s unfortunate that we come out with that kind of effort against this team once again. 

“It’s one of those ones you have to suck it up and call a spade a spade; it wasn’t good enough from, I guess, an emotional standpoint and from a determination standpoint and you just have to get better from games like this.”

The Bruins came out slow and played questionable defense for most of the game, allowing Montreal to seize all of the momentum, none of which the Bruins could manage to get back.

“Our heads weren’t into it, and they deserved the win,” said Patrice Bergeron. “We didn’t play anywhere near where we needed to play to have success in this league… From what I remember it was our worst game of the year, and you can’t have success when you play like that.”

The Bruins trailed for all but the first 2:16 of the game, the first time they fell behind in a game since Jan. 19 against the Blackhawks. The Bruins had been 5-0-1 in their last six games.

“There were three things for me [that went wrong], said coach Claude Julien. “We didn’t skate well tonight; we didn’t make good decisions; and we didn’t execute well. When you’ve got none of those three things you’re not going to win too many hockey games. So, that was absent in our game tonight and we certainly didn’t pick a good night to play that kind of game, but the results are from a lack of those three things.”

One question that was on everyone’s minds after the game was why Claude Julien had pulled Tuukka Rask halfway through the second period with the team down by just two goals.

“It [was] a lot of everything. That’s a decision that I make and I don’t feel I have to explain every time,” Julien said.

“I don’t know, I felt OK,” Rask said. “I play as long as they tell me to play, I just try to battle out there as hard as I can and I stay out there as long as I can, and today it lasted just over a period, and that’s too bad.”

“It didn’t [help] tonight,” said Lucic on whether the Bruins would get a spark from Rask being pulled. “Usually you get somewhat of a response; you know something happens [after a pull]. In no way was [it] Tuukka’s fault on any of those goals, it just wasn’t there from all of us.”

The Bruins have now not been able to come up with a win against the Canadiens in five straight games dating back to last season, a trend that has the team shaking their heads.

“Usually we have found a way to rise to the occasion against these guys, but for some reason [we haven’t] the last four times we’ve played them,” Lucic said. “Maybe we get too caught up in the rivalry, or maybe our emotions get the better of us where we’re stuck in the headlights like we were tonight, but we need to find a way to turn this around against these guys, and hopefully it can be sooner than later.”

“It’s disappointing; it’s a big game, a rivalry [game]; you want to come out and compete hard, and we just didn’t have it tonight,” said Chad Johnson. “That emotion that you need in these types of games, that energy and that focus just wasn’t what we had tonight.”

Even in defeat, captain Zdeno Chara believed that there could be some silver lining in the Bruins re-learning how to play from behind after relatively cruising through the last three games.

“For the future we are not always going to play with a lead,” he said. “It’s not always going to be easy that we score four, five, [or] six goals, so we got to be ready to fight back from being behind.”

The Bruins will have the chance to regain their offense and get back on track Saturday when they host the Edmonton Oilers. Despite the loss to Montreal, the Bruins maintained their four-point lead in the Atlantic Division after Tampa Bay lost to Ottawa.

“You hope it’s just a one-game thing and hopefully the answer will come on Saturday,” Julien said. “When you score six goals [in] three consecutive games and then you meet a team like Montreal [they’re] going to be pretty stingy and played us tight, you realize that those goals don’t come that easily. So, again, I’m just looking at seeing our team bounce back on Saturday and move on.”

“I think it’s about obviously shaking [this] one off, learning from what we haven’t done, and just going out there tomorrow, work on things, and be back at it on Saturday,” Bergeron said. “It’s adversity, and we’ve been through it before, and it’s about looking forward.”

FULL ENTRY 

Game 53 preview: Canadiens at Bruins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 30, 2014 11:51 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Welcome to TD Garden, where the Bruins will host the Canadiens for the first time this season. The rivals have faced each other once so far this season, back on Dec. 5, when the Bruins lost a 2-1 game. In fact, the Bruins have not fared well against Montreal of late, going 0-3-1 in the last four meetings.

This is the Bruins' 28th home game of the season -- the latest ever for the Canadiens' first visit. The Canadiens did not visit until Feb. 1 in 2000-01, but that came in the Bruins' 26th home game.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV, radio: NESN, WBZ-FM (98.5)

Records: Bruins 34-15-3, Canadiens 28-20-5

Projected Bruins lineup: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Gregory Campbell-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins have scored 18 goals in their last three games, six in each. They are 5-0-1 in their last six games ... The Canadiens had lost four straight before beating Carolina Tuesday ... Reilly Smith has a seven-game point streak, with 8 points in the streak ... The referees for tonight's game are Frederick L'Ecuyer and Dan O'Halloran. The linesmen are Brad Kovachik and Tony Sericolo.

Watch: Zdeno Chara & Tuukka Rask discuss win over Panthers

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 29, 2014 08:54 AM


The Bruins recorded their third straight six-goal game Tuesday vs. the Panthers. Afterward, captain Zdeno Chara and goalie Tuukka Rask discussed the 6-2 victory.

Watch: Tim Thomas high-sticks Carl Soderberg

Link|Comments (29)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 29, 2014 08:43 AM


Panthers goalie Tim Thomas played his first game on TD Garden ice since leaving the Bruins in 2012, and things didn't go well for him – the Bruins won, 6-2.

One play will linger. Late in the third period, Thomas swung his stick at Carl Soderberg, who had run into Thomas as he attacked the crease. Thomas was called for high-sticking, although it happened with four seconds left.

“The play before that he did quite a hard jab and then all of a sudden the puck is up in the air, you’re catching it, and his stick is in my throat,” Thomas said. “With less than a minute left in a game and they’re up by four goals, 6-2, I took exception to that.”

Many speculated the incident could be reviewed by the NHL Department of Player Safety.

Should the NHL discipline Panthers goalie Tim Thomas for high-sticking Bruins forward Carl Soderberg Tuesday?

No

Yes

Vote

View Results

Quantcast

Tim Thomas plays in first game back at TD Garden

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 28, 2014 07:08 PM
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

During the Florida Panthers' first visit to TD Garden this season, Nov. 7, Tim Thomas was unavailable because of a groin injury.

This time, Thomas was healthy enough to be in the net.

On Tuesday night, the ex-Bruin made his first start at the Garden since his departure from Boston following the 2011-12 season. 

Thomas (14-14-3, 2.65 GAA, .915 save percentage), wearing No. 34 instead of the No. 30 he made famous as a Bruin, greeted former teammate Tuukka Rask at the red line during pregame warmups. During pregame introductions, Thomas received a good hand when his name was announced. 

Thomas made his first save on Loui Eriksson at 0:37 of the first period.

Aside from his injuries, the former Bruin has been very good for the down-and-out Panthers. Thomas, 39, whose presence on the team has allowed prospect Jacob Markstrom to develop in the AHL, was coming off a 26-save performance in a 5-4 shootout win over Detroit Sunday.

“He gives our young guys a lot of confidence,” Florida coach Peter Horachek told the Miami Herald. “When there’s breakdowns, he makes big plays. He scrambles and is competitive. He has a smile on his face when he makes those big saves. It allows guys to settle down.”

Thomas also has a no-trade clause in his contract, which he may exercise prior to the NHL trading deadline. Thomas will be an unrestricted free agent at year’s end and has not declared his future plans.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 28, 2014 06:39 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Gregory Campbell-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Tim Thomas (14-14-3, 2.65 GAA, .915 save percentage) will start in goal for the Panthers.

Chris Kelly activated, Ryan Spooner assigned to Providence

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 28, 2014 04:21 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins center Chris Kelly has been activated from injured reserve after missing 22 games because of a broken fibula. Kelly will center the third line Tuesday night against Florida at TD Garden.

Ryan Spooner, who had been the third-line center, was assigned to Providence. Spooner didn't play in the last two games; he was sick against Philadelphia Saturday and a healthy scratch against the Islanders Monday. 

Kelly will be a better defensive player and faceoff man than Spooner.

The Bruins also returned Zach Trotman to Providence. They are carrying one extra healthy player now in Jordan Caron.

Game 52 preview: Panthers at Bruins

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 28, 2014 12:36 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good afternoon from TD Garden, where the Bruins will host Tim Thomas and the Panthers tonight. 

Thomas will be in goal against Tuukka Rask. Thomas was injured for Florida’s previous visit Nov. 7. Since then, the Panthers overhauled their coaching staff, replacing Kevin Dineen with Peter Horachek.

The Bruins will be playing their third game in four days. They beat the Islanders last night, 6-3. They have scored six goals in each of their last two games.

It’s possible that Chris Kelly could return tonight. Kelly has missed the last 21 games because of a broken fibula.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV, radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), WBZ-FM, 98.5 (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Panthers 21-24-7, Bruins 33-15-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratches: Jordan Caron, Ryan Spooner, Zach Trotman

Story lines: Spooner didn’t play against Philadelphia Saturday because he was sick. But he practiced Sunday on Long Island and was scratched against the Islanders Monday night. Upon Kelly’s return, Spooner’s short-term future appears to be in Providence … The No. 2 line brings a six-game scoring streak into tonight’s game. Brad Marchand has seven goals and five assists during the streak … Florida's Brad Boyes is likely to be moved before the trade deadline. The ex-Bruin leads the Panthers with 13 goals. Boyes will be unrestricted at year’s end. His offensive touch would help a team looking for second- or third-line help on the wing … Florida has the worst power play in the NHL (8.8 percent) … Tonight will be the first of six games remaining on the Bruins’ schedule before the Olympic break. Five of the six will be at home … Ghislain Hebert and Chris Rooney will be the referees. Derek Amell and Brad Kovachik will be the linesmen.

Watch: Brad Marchand, Reilly Smith discuss win over Islanders

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 28, 2014 07:17 AM


Bruins forwards Brad Marchand and Reilly Smith played key roles in a 6-3 victory over the Islanders on Monday, and both spoke about the game afterward.

Game 51 preview: Bruins at Islanders

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 27, 2014 11:18 AM


UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- Welcome to the Nassau Coliseum on lovely Long Island, where the Bruins will be doing their best to pick up their play against the Islanders this evening. 

The Bruins have lost both games they've played against the Islanders this season, and played poorly in both games. In fact, the last time they were in this building, on Nov. 2, they played one of their worst games of the season.

Boston, though, is in a different place right now in terms of its play, coming off a 6-1 dismantling of the Flyers. They are 3-0-1 in their last four games.

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 32-15-3, Islanders 21-25-8

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

Chad Johnson

 Tuukka Rask

Notes: Chris Kelly will not play tonight against the Islanders, but it is a "good possibility" that he'll be in the lineup tomorrow vs. the Panthers at TD Garden. Kelly has missed more than seven weeks since fracturing his fibula on Dec. 7 ... Defenseman Lubomir Visnovsky returns tonight for the Islanders. ... New York will face the Rangers on Wednesday at Yankee Stadium. Islanders coach Jack Capuano chatted with Claude Julien about coaching in an outdoor game on Sunday. Julien has done it twice. ... The referees tonight are Frederick L'Ecuyer and Kevin Pollock. The linesmen are Derek Amell and Steve Barton. 

Today's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 25, 2014 12:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Carl Soderberg-Loui Eriksson

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

* Steve Mason (19-12-5, 2.57 GAA, .915 save percentage) will start in goal for the Flyers.

Game 50 preview: Bruins at Flyers

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 25, 2014 10:50 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

PHILADELPHIA – Good morning from the Wells Fargo Center, where the Bruins will start a two-game road trip this afternoon against the Flyers.

The Bruins could have reinforcements returning either today or on Monday against the Islanders. Chris Kelly and Dougie Hamilton are with the team. Kelly has missed 19 games with a broken fibula. Hamilton has missed the last four games because of a concussion. For now, we’ll assume the same lineup from Monday’s win over the Kings will be in against the Flyers.

Puck drop: 1 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 31-15-3, Flyers 25-21-6

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson 

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Zach Trotman

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: Brad Marchand will look to extend his goal-scoring streak to five games. Marchand has six goals in his last four games. Marchand is now the team’s leading goal scorer, with one more strike than Reilly Smith (15)… This will be the first of the Bruins’ three games against the Flyers. It is their first look at Philly with Craig Berube behind the bench instead of Peter Laviolette… Andrej Meszaros would have been an acquisition target for the Bruins. But the Flyers are chasing a playoff spot. They are likely to be buyers instead of sellers… Mike Hasenfratz and Dean Morton will be the referees. Derek Amell and Scott Cherrey will be the linesmen.

Dougie Hamilton cleared for contact

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 24, 2014 01:14 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – There was good news today for the Bruins, especially on defense, where they have been stretched thin of late. Dougie Hamilton (concussion) has been cleared for contact and participated fully in today’s practice. 

Center Chris Kelly, who is recovering from a broken fibula, has also been cleared for contact.

It’s not yet known when either player will make his return to the lineup, but it could come as soon as tomorrow afternoon against the Flyers in Philadelphia. It appears that Hamilton is ahead of Kelly, given that he has been out for a shorter time. 

Hamilton has missed the last four games with a concussion that he said he sustained in a game at Los Angeles Jan. 9. He played in a game after that, against San Jose two days later.

“It was pretty tough,” Hamilton said. “First couple days I guess were the toughest, frustrating with the headaches and everything. I kind of started to feel better, but still had my neck and headaches, and then when you don’t really do anything for a week, once you start skating again, it’s pretty hard to get back into shape and your legs aren’t feeling too good. 

“I think now I feel pretty good and I feel a lot better about myself. Kind of relieved.”

Hamilton believes it was the first concussion of his career. 

“I wasn’t sure,” he said. “I’d never really had anything like that. I didn’t really know and I played the rest of that game and the next game, so I could still play, but I just didn’t feel right. 

"And after the game in San Jose, I didn’t feel good at all, so I kind of knew after that game that there was something more than the usual thing. So that’s kind of when I really realized it.”

Kelly, Hamilton back on ice today

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 23, 2014 03:00 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins welcomed three players back to the ice at Ristuccia Arena Thursday morning, with Chris Kelly and Dougie Hamilton returning to practice and Zach Trotman coming back on an emergency recall from Providence. (Trotman had been returned after Monday’s game against the Kings.)

For Kelly, it was his first time back on the ice in a full practice since he fractured a fibula Dec. 7 in a game against Pittsburgh. He has missed 19 games so far. He had initially had a four-to-six-week timetable but has already passed that.

“I was excited to come today,” Kelly said. “It's been a little bit longer than I would have liked, but it's all part of the process of getting better, and today was a good step in the right direction.”

It is possible that Kelly is back “within the week,” coach Claude Julien said.

Hamilton has been out since the Jan. 11 game in San Jose, Calif., after suffering a concussion. He has missed four games. 

This is the second absence for Hamilton this season. He suffered an MCL sprain that cost him 10 games before coming back for five games, then getting injured. The defenseman took light contact but has not been cleared for full contact.

Both players have been skating of late, but this was the first time that either had participated in a practice with the team since their injuries. 

Adam McQuaid (leg) was the only Bruin not on the ice as they prepared for Saturday’s game at Philadelphia. 

Kevan Miller signs two-year, $1.6 million extension

Link|Comments (6)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 21, 2014 06:48 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins defenseman Kevan Miller has signed a two-year, one-way, $1.6 million extension. The rookie had been scheduled to become a restricted free agent at year’s end.

Miller has been efficient as a stay-at-home right-shot defenseman. He has one goal and one assist in 16 games while averaging 16:52 of ice time per appearance. Miller has played on all three pairings and on the penalty kill. In Monday's 3-2 win over Los Angeles, Miller threw the hit of the game on Kings captain Dustin Brown.

The 26-year-old Miller gives the Bruins depth on the right side, as Johnny Boychuk and Adam McQuaid will be unrestricted free agents after 2014-15. 

Bruins return Zach Trotman to Providence

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 21, 2014 09:56 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have returned Zach Trotman to Providence. Trotman was brought up on emergency recall on Sunday and played in Monday’s 3-2 win over Los Angeles. 

Trotman’s assignment indicates that either Dougie Hamilton (concussion) and/or Adam McQuaid (leg) will be ready when the Bruins return to practice Wednesday. The Bruins have a day off today. Their next game is on Saturday against Philadelphia.

Hamilton missed his fourth straight game Monday. McQuaid, injured in the second period against Chicago, is day-to-day.

Watch: Claude Julien says Brad Marchand is 'at the top of his game'

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 21, 2014 07:36 AM


Bruins coach Claude Julien was pretty satisfied with his team's effort Monday in a 3-2 victory over the Kings, especially the play of wing Brad Marchand, who scored two goals for the second straight game. Watch his postgame interview with NESN's Jamie Erdahl above.

Watch: Brad Marchand's 1-on-4 goal vs. Kings

Link|Comments (5)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 21, 2014 07:32 AM


Brad Marchand turned in a highlight-reel goal vs. the Kings on Monday – it was No. 2 on SportsCenter's Top 10 plays for Monday. Watch the replay above.

Today's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 20, 2014 02:38 PM


Based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Zach Trotman

Chad Johnson 

 Tuukka Rask

* Jonathan Quick (14-6-2, 2.05 GAA, .918 save percentage) will start in goal for the Kings.

Adam McQuaid out with leg injury

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 20, 2014 02:03 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins defenseman Adam McQuaid will not play in today's game against the Kings because of a leg injury. McQuaid missed all of yesterday’s third period against Chicago because of the injury. The length of his absence is unknown.

Zach Trotman will replace McQuaid for today's game at TD Garden.

After today, the Bruins don’t play again until Saturday in Philadelphia. Given the layoff, it’s possible that Dougie Hamilton (concussion) could return by then. Hamilton has resumed skating and could practice with the team this week. Hamilton will miss his fourth straight game today.

Game 49 preview: Kings at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 20, 2014 01:03 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good afternoon from TD Garden, where the Bruins will host the Kings. It will be a rematch of their meeting earlier this month. Los Angeles beat the Bruins, 4-2. 

The Bruins are coming off a 3-2 shootout loss to Chicago yesterday at the United Center. The Bruins were satisfied with everything save for the outcome. They have points in their last two games, including a 4-2 road win over Dallas on Thursday.

Adam McQuaid, who missed all of the third period with an undisclosed injury, will not play today. Zach Trotman, recalled on an emergency basis yesterday, will play in his second career NHL game. Trotman had to travel from Glens Falls, N.Y., to Ottawa for his NHL debut.

Puck drop: 3 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Kings 29-14-6, Bruins 30-15-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Zach Trotman

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: The Kings have changed backup goalies since their last meeting with the Bruins. LA traded Ben Scrivens to Edmonton for a 2014 third-round pick. Martin Jones, who excelled during Quick’s absence because of a groin injury, is now the full-time backup. Jones is yet another ex-Monarch to develop the right way in Manchester… Dougie Hamilton will miss his fourth straight game because of a concussion… This will be the eighth time in the last nine games the Bruins play a Western Conference opponent. The Bruins are 4-2-1 against the Western teams during this stretch… Brad Marchand brings a three-game goal-scoring streak into this afternoon. Marchand scored twice yesterday and added a shootout goal… Chris Lee and Greg Kimmerly will be the referees. Brian Murphy and Derek Nansen will be the linesmen.

Game 48 preview: Bruins at Blackhawks

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 19, 2014 11:48 AM


CHICAGO -- Welcome to the United Center, where the Bruins and Blackhawks will meet up for the first time since ... well, you know.

It's an unusual 11:30 a.m. start here in the Central time zone, which is something most of the players haven't experienced in years. In fact, Milan Lucic estimated he was 14 the last time he played a game this early in the day.

There was a lot of talk of the "hurt" that still exists for the Bruins from that Stanley Cup Final, with Lucic discussing the fact that he has replaced the final 1:15 of Game 6 probably 100 times in his head.

The Bruins can't erase that, but getting two points today would certainly help this year's team after Boston went through a dip against some of the tough Western Conference opponents in the last two weeks.

Game time: 12:30 p.m.

TV/Radio: NBC/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 30-15-2, Blackhawks 31-8-11

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Blackhawks are first in the NHL in goals per game, with 3.54. ... Chicago is 4-5-1 in its last 10 games. ... The Bruins are still without Dougie Hamilton (concussion), who did not make the trip to Dallas and Chicago. ... Tuukka Rask is back in goal after Chad Johnson got the win on Thursday against the Stars. ... The Bruins will travel home immediately after the game, with the Kings scheduled to face them at TD Garden at 3 p.m. on Monday in a tough back-to-back. ... The referees are Brad Meier and Don VanMassenhoven. The linesmen are Ryan Galloway and Andy McElman.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 16, 2014 08:07 PM


Based on pregame warmups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Chad Johnson 

 Tuukka Rask

* Kari Lehtonen (17-12-7, 2.63 GAA, .916 save percentage) will start in goal for the Stars.

Zdeno Chara to carry Slovakian flag in Olympics

Link|Comments (10)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 16, 2014 01:15 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Zdeno Chara will carry the Slovakian flag during the opening ceremonies for the upcoming Winter Olympics. The Bruins will allow Chara to miss at least one game, and perhaps two, to participate in the event. 

The opening ceremonies will take place on Feb. 7. The Bruins play at St. Louis on Feb. 6. Their final game before the Olympic break is on Feb. 8 at home against Ottawa.

“When you look at what Z has done for this club, I think it’s an easy decision to make,” Claude Julien said. “You’re carrying your country’s flag at the Olympics. Even if he misses a game and maybe two, I think that’s the least we can do for a guy who’s given us so much since he’s been here.”

With Chara away, the Bruins will be without their two best defensemen for at least one game. Dennis Seidenberg is out for the season.

Game 47 preview: Bruins at Stars

Link|Comments (2)

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff January 16, 2014 10:54 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

DALLAS – Good morning from the American Airlines Center, where the Bruins will start a two-game road swing tonight against the Stars. 

The Bruins are coming off a 4-3 home loss to Toronto. Things will not get easier after tonight. The Bruins play the Blackhawks in Chicago on Sunday. They need results against the Stars, who are six points out of a playoff spot.

Puck drop: 8:30 p.m. ET

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Jamie Erdahl), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 29-15-2, Stars 21-18-7

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Healthy scratch: Jordan Caron

Storylines: This will be the first game in Dallas for ex-Stars Reilly Smith and Loui Eriksson. Smith, initially projected to be the third-line right wing, has replaced Eriksson on the second line. Smith is the team’s second-leading scorer (33 points) after David Krejci (36). Tonight will be Eriksson’s third game back following his second concussion of the year… Chris Kelly (leg) and Dougie Hamilton (concussion) will not play tonight. Neither will play against Chicago on Sunday either… Assuming Tuukka Rask and Kari Lehtonen start tonight, it will be a showdown of two of Finland’s Olympic goalies. Antti Niemi of the Sharks is the third. Rask was in the lead for the No. 1 job, but his recent slide may have given Lehtonen and Niemi some late life… Steve Kozari and Mark Lemelin will be the referees. Brian Murphy and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

Watch: Claude Julien postgame comments

Link|Comments (1)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 15, 2014 09:09 AM


Here's what Bruins coach Claude Julien had to say after Tuesday's 4-3 loss to the Maple Leafs.

Watch: Bruins honor Sam Berns

Link|Comments (4)

Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff January 15, 2014 09:06 AM


The Bruins paid tribute to Sam Berns, the 17-year-old Foxborough High student who passed away last week after a battle with the fatal condition progeria, before their game vs. Toronto Tuesday. Watch the pregame event in the NESN video here.

Game 46 preview: Maple Leafs at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 14, 2014 12:42 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins return to TD Garden Tuesday for a brief home stint – all of one game against the Maple Leafs – before heading back out on the road to face Dallas and Chicago. 

They'll take on a Toronto team that has been hit with a flu-like bug that left David Clarkson vomiting all night and questionable for tonight's game.

But the Bruins have their own injury concerns, yet again. Claude Julien announced this morning that Dougie Hamilton is suffering from a "mild concussion," though he indicated that he didn't believe the absence would be extended.

"He’ll be out for a little bit," Julien said. "I don’t anticipate it being too, too long."

Game time: 7 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 29-14-2, Maple Leafs 22-20-5

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

 Torey Krug-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: There is no real timeline on Chris Kelly's return from his fractured fibula, he said on Tuesday morning. He began skating last week while the team was on the West Coast. ... Tuukka Rask's next win will give him a season-high for his career. He has 22, which he also had in 2009-2010. ... The Bruins have won the first two games of the season series against Toronto, one win in Boston, one in Toronto. ... The referees are Tim Peel and Justin St. Pierre. The linesmen are Greg Devorski and Derek Nansen.

Game 45: Bruins at Sharks

Link|Comments (0)

Posted by Amalie Benjamin January 11, 2014 04:12 PM


SAN JOSE, Calif. -- Welcome to the SAP Center where the Bruins are set to play the Sharks tonight. It's a big night for the team, which gets back both Loui Eriksson and Shawn Thornton tonight. Both have missed 15 games, Eriksson with a concussion, Thornton with a suspension. 

“I’m excited to be back, obviously,” Thornton said this morning. “It was a tough night to sleep for other reasons this time, which is good. I was a little excited. It’s been a long time.”

He's not alone. Eriksson echoed that same feeling.

"For sure," he said. "It's been a long time, it feels like. So it's going to be nice to be back."

Game time: 10:30 p.m.

TV/Radio: NESN/98.5 The Sports Hub

Records: Bruins 28-14-2, Sharks 28-11-6

Projected lineups:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Reilly Smith

 Carl Soderberg-Ryan Spooner-Loui Eriksson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Notes: The Bruins have lost the first two games of their West Coast road trip, falling to the Ducks and Kings and allowing nine goals in the process. ... The Bruins won the other matchup between these two teams in a game that Tuukka Rask stole for them. Rask was pulled 1:45 into the second period against Los Angeles on Thursday. ... Johnny Boychuk remains back in Boston for personal reasons, with Kevan Miller slotting into his spot in the lineup. ... Zdeno Chara said he was fine after taking a slash in a bad spot on Friday at practice.
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2014-03-28 11:45:00 | Linköpings HC 

Defensive Linköping progress to semi-final

(Photo: Tommy Holl, Pic-agency.com)

Linköping continue to take advantage of the extra life they were given by the new addition of the Play In-series, shutting-out the second ranked Frölunda in the seventh game of the quarter-finals to win the series 4-3.

It has not been the most consistent year in Linköping, dipping in and out of form and finishing ninth after the regular season. They will be thanking the hockey gods though, that this was the year that the SHL decided to change it's playoff format, including a Play In-series between teams ranked from 7-10 after the regular season.

After taking care of MODO Hockey in the Play In-series, Linköping have now progressed to the semi-final, shutting down Frölunda in a back-and-fourth quarter-final meeting.

Frölunda were unable to take advantage of the defensive style of play that Linköping presented in the series, something that they have struggled with throughout the whole season when they have been put up against teams that have been less aggressive offensively.

– Linköping have changed their play to fit the playoffs, to play a defensive style of hockey that we know does not fit us well, explains Frölunda Coach Roger Rönnberg to Kanal 9.

– We have had problems with Örebro and Leksand the whole season, who play in that way. We have never really found a way against it.

"We work hard for each other"

Linköping coach Roger Melin is obviously satisfied with the way that his troops have worked for each other during their quarter-final win, and how they have executed their defensive plan.

– We are really happy, we work hard for each other, we have got a good understanding of our defensive play and I hope that it can take us a long way, said Melin to Aftonbladet.

Linköping will now be looking to be giant killers once again when they take on Skellefteå in a tantalizing semi-final replay from the 2013 playoffs. "The White Lions" will once again head into that series as heavy underdogs, as they have done throughout this post season.

– We believe in ourselves even if Skellefteå are going to be big favourites in the series. We are going to do everything to take them, says Linköping defenseman Magnus Johansson.

Linköping will be looking to create as many problems for the reigning SHL Champions as they did in 2013, where 4-out-of-5 games in the series where sent to overtime, although Skellefteå still progressed with a 4-1 semi-final win.

– We played against them last year, so we just need to play against them the same way, it went pretty well, said goaltender Christian Engstrand.

Jeremy Darke

English Blog

red@shl.se 

2014-03-27 15:55:00 | Växjö Lakers HC 

Växjö Lakers continue to write history

(Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency.com) 

Last year’s finalists Luleå Hockey are the latest team to exit the 2014 playoff series, doing so at the hands of the Växjö Lakers who now move on to their first semi-final in the club’s short SHL/Elitserien history. ¨Everybody gave their bodies and their minds to win these matches¨ said goalie Teemu Lassila.

Växjö entered the 2014 playoffs as a rookie team that had never played in a finals series in Sweden’s highest league in the club’s existence. Their inexperience or hype of their achievement didn’t cause them any nerves, outclassing their opponents Luleå in a 4-2 series win.

 It was a very tight and controlled Växjö who took the quarter-final series, the Smålanders came together as a group and were dangerous all over the ice, proving too much for Luleå who could not continue to match their rivals.

– We met a really good Växjö, I can promise you that, explained Luleå Coach Jonas Rönnqvist to Kanal 9 after their series loss.

– Many say that they are not a dangerous team, but they could be the most dangerous team in the entire SHL. Their team staff have done a fantastic job. When you face them you feel that they are together as one, and they know what todays hockey is all about. We couldn’t come up to our opponents level. 

Växjö’s Finnish goaltender was the hero for Smålanders in their quarter-final win, Teemu Lassila recording three shut-outs in four of Växjö’s wins in the series. Lassila allowed no more than 8 shots go into his net, in the 6 games he protected his team’s goal, topping the league with a goals against average of 1.43. The modest net-minder could only give credit to the whole team after their quarter final win. 

– It wasn’t just my effort that got us the win, it was the whole team. They gave everything in every situation, it feels really good. Everyone gave their bodies and their minds to win these matches, said Teemu Lassila.

The Smålanders first line also played their part in taking their team to the semi-final, the forward pairing of Rhett Rakhashani, Dennis Rasmussen and Tomi Kallio led their team with 15 points this series while the defensive pairing of Noah Welch and Cory Murphy, continued to pull their weight offensively, as they have done all season long, producing 3 goals and 4 assists of their own.

The Norrbotteners were never up to the level that was expected in this quarter-final meeting. Luleå Hockey continued to find it difficult to come back from their poor end of the season, hitting the bottom of their form curve at the wrong time of the year, losing their final 5 matches heading into the playoffs to drop down to sixth place in the league.

Jeremy Darke
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2014-03-25 10:40:00 | Färjestad BK 

Färjestad outmuscle Brynäs in series win

(Photo: Jan Bulér / Pic-Agency)

Form strong Färjestad and Brynäs came together in a tough and physical series, that produced many crushing hits against the boards and spectacular open-ice contact, but it was the men from Karlstad that got on top of their opponents and took the series comfortably 4-1.

The meeting between the fourth and fifth ranked teams, after the 55 game season was always going to be one of the most exciting contests in the 2014 playoffs and it certainly didn’t disappoint, with five tight encounters.

It was Färjestad that outmuscled their opponents all over the ice and won the important battles in-front of the net, moving them into the semi-finals, which is an overwhelming achievement after their ordinary start to the season.

The Karlstad club where flirting with Kvalserien danger after their worst start to a season in modern times, ranking tenth in the standings as recent as November and looked as though they would have been fighting for survival in the SHL at this time of the year, not moving into a position to play off for the Le Mat Trophy.

- We have had a really tough season, but we have patiently worked our way forward and now we have made it to the semi-final, top four, it’s fantastic, said Färjestad Coach Leif Carlsson.

"We have come together since our trip"

Färjestad came back a new team from their exhibition matches in North American during the Olympic break, becoming the form strongest team in the SHL, winning 5 of their last 6 games, and carried that streak into their quarter-final meeting against Brynäs.

- We don’t have any special line or special guy that does everything, we are a team that work hard. We have come together since our trip to North America, continued Carlsson.

One performance that has stood out for Färjestad, is that of goaltender Fredrik Pettersson-Wentzel, who has been a saviour for his team in net. ”PW” has stopped 142 shots this series to top the league with a 94.04 save percentage. Many expectations were placed on ”PW” before the start of this season and he has answered in the most crucial time of the year.

For Brynäs it has been another year of what could have been, ranked fourth after the regular season to then go on and drop out in the first round of the playoffs, for the second year in-a-row after winning the Le Mat Trophy in 2012.

The Gävle club looks set to rebuild in the off-season, with many key players going off contract. The point producing pair of Ryan Gunderson and Johan Harju have, by rumors, already signed for new KHL club Jokerit. Brynäs will be hoping to bring in some new faces that will take them back, deeper into the playoffs next season.

Jeremy Darke
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2014-03-24 13:40:00 | Skellefteå AIK 

Skellefteå finish a brave HV71’s season

If you took a look at the series score between Skellefteå and HV71 it would appear as business as usual, the 4-1 win by the regular season champions against the tenth best team in a seven game series was what was expected. The score doesn’t tell the story in what was a tough quarter-final win for Skellefteå, HV71 forcing the Västerbotten team to produce their best to be the first team to progress into the semi-final.

It has been somewhat of a chaotic year for HV71, spending a good portion of the year fighting their way from the bottom of the standings. When Coach Torgny Bendelin took over the job in December his goal was to ensure that the Jönköping club stayed in Sweden’s highest league and did not face unpredictable Kvalserien playoff.

Bendelin and HV71 achieved that goal and also produced one of the bravest and impressive showings in recent times in the SHL, pushing Skellefteå right to the end and finishing their season with a performance to be proud of.

– I feel an enormous pride for the team, said coach Torgny Bendelin to C More. They have all battled the whole way, it was just small margins.

– I have been with the team three months; it has been an amazing experience.  A wonderful trip for an old man, every day during the last few month have been filled with happiness.

As impressive as HV71 were, Skellefteå were better and never looked like losing control of the quarter-final series. Beside their double overtime loss in game 4, that could have whitewashed the Jönköping club, the 2013 LeMat Trophy winners were mechanical in their play and gave a dominant series result that was expected.

Skellefteå’s big names have not wasted any time in the playoffs to hit their stride, a frightening fact for their unknown semi-final opponents. Viktor Arvidsson has already proven to be a playoff weapon, just as he was last year, along with the Oscar Möller, the pair both involving themselves in 7 goals throughout their series with HV71.

Their production, and also Captain Jimmie Ericsson’s 5 goal haul in the quarter-finals can mainly be credited to the flawless powerplay of their team. Its 43 percent efficiency was one of the margins that gave Skellefteå the edge throughout this series.

– We have played together a long time (on the powerplay), and have had the same people, explained Joakim Lindström after their series win. We know each other well and have different variations. We talk about it a lot during training and games.

Lindström has also been inspirational in Skellefteå’s first step to a back-to-back Le Mat Trophy, taking up the role of provider and playmaker, scoring 1 goal and 5 assists of his own. The home-grown talent controlled the play during long periods in this series and could be Skellefteå’s most dangerous weapon heading into the semi-finals.
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Big news regarding SHL in the future

An agreement has been reached between the boards of SHL and Hockey Allsvenskan where a complete solution for the development of Swedish icehockey has been presented. The arrangement includes new models for future qualification system and greater synergy between the leagues SHL and Hockeyallsvenskan in both sporting and other issues. 

14 teams in SHL 2015/2016

Kvalserien, where team 11 and 12 of SHL qualifys against teams from the league HockeyAllsvenskan, will be played as usual this season. Next season big changes are coming up when the winner of the league HockeyAllsvenskan goes to play in the SHL the upcoming season. By a qualifying league and a playoff another team also moves up to the SHL and the season 2015/2016 will consist of 14 teams.

Promotion and relegation between SHL and Hockeyallsvenskan will occur after the 2015/2016 season but then in two playoff series in best of seven games.

"We are very pleased with the cooperation"

- From SHL we are very satisfied with the cooperation with Hockeyallsvenskan to find a system that is good overall for all Swedish hockey, says Jörgen Lindgren, CEO of SHL:

- The development we want for SHL as a league continues, a program that began last summer with changing the name to SHL and the new vision of ”The complete sports experience”.

SHL
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Skellefteå and Frölunda battling perfection

This week in the SHL gave us everything that it promised heading into the Winter Olympics break, a record was broken, Patrik Hersley now the highest goal scoring defender in the history of Sweden’s top league, two veterans in Frölunda continue their hot form to lead their team on a point streak and a North American makes a break in his blight to be the SHL’s most effective goal scorer.

After a relatively slow start to the season for Frölunda veterans, Dick Axelsson and Magnus Kahnberg, the pair has begun to show their experience and peak at the right time of the year. Frölunda have taken all points on offer in their last six games, something that no other club has been able to do this season, and it has been the leadership of Axelsson and Kahnberg that have set the example. The veteran duo have combined for 7 goals and 9 assists in the Gothenburg club’s 6 game streak, Kahnberg doing the scoring with 5 goals and Axelsson being the provider with 6 assists.

Although Frölunda have been flawless in their hunt for the top spot in the league, the Swedish Champions, Skellefteå, have responded themselves. It was a tough start to 2014 for the league leaders, losing 5 games straight, but they have bounced back with force, taking 20 of 21 points in their last 7 games after their slump. This week it was Oscar Möller who was the difference for Skellefteå, the Los Angeles Kings prospect scoring a hat-trick in his team’s 4-2 victory over Örebro and then followed it up with a double against HV71 just two days later. The Norrlanders still maintain a 10 point lead at the top with just 18 points left on offer for the remainder of the season.

Hersley in the history books

Patrik Hersley’s quest for the goal scoring record for a defenseman is now conquered after, the 27 year-old, rocketed a slap-shot top corner from the face-off circle in Leksand’s 3-1 win against Örebro on Saturday, scoring his 22 goal of the season. The previous record for a goal scoring defenceman was also held by a Leksand defender, Jan Huokko, with 21 goals in a single season. Hersley has almost appeared out of nowhere this year to take Huokko’s record and with six games still left to play after the Olympic break, you can expect Hersley to increase his count from 22. 

Linköping, as a team, have undeniably had their problems this season, positioned ninth in the standings, but on an individual level things have not been going bad at all. Pär Arlbrandt has been at the top of the point scoring list for most of the season and appears to have the title of point king in the bag, leading by 10 points over Luleå’s Linus Klasen with just 6 games left. The goal scoring race is proving a much title battle, where American Chad Kolarik now moves in control of that category, taking over from teammate Simon Hjalmarsson and Linus Klasen. The former AHL star has come alive during the back-end of the season, despite his team’s lack of form, this week finding the back of the net four times, giving him a buffer of three in the goal scoring standings after 27 goals throughout the year.

The hockey world now has a break for the 2014 Winter Olympic Games, the SHL returning on the 25th of February for an intensive 6 game stretch to the playoffs.  
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Christensen: “It was just instant chemistry”

Christensen in the game vs AIK (Photo: Sami Grahn / Pic-Agency.com)

Erik Christensen took some time to get settle in to the SHL having a slow start to his career in Sweden, to his standard, with just 13 points in 22 games. But with the inclusion of young Swiss talent Kevin Fiala in January the sparks have flied and there chemistry has boosted the Canadians production to over a point per game. “It was just instant chemistry, sometimes chemistry you just can’t explain,” said Christensen.

The impact that Kevin Fiala has had on HV71 has been unimaginable, especially the way that the 17 year old has been able to lift the game of his line-mates Erik Christensen and Ted Brithén. His positive impact was no more noticeable than in their 3-1 loss to AIK in Stockholm on Tuesday night, when Fiala was scratched from the line-up. To make matters worse, Ted Brithén was injured just 2 minutes into the game to completely destroy HV71’s most current productive line and coincidently any real offensive creativity.   

– To not have Kevin and lose Ted early and not come back was just disappointing because we have had a lot of success lately in the last ten or fifteen games, said a dispirited Erik Christensen.

To say that the line of Christensen, Fiala and Brithén has been a success is an understatement, the combination scoring just under half of the team’s goals since Fiala joined the roster on the 8th of January. The treble have mounted a pile of points for HV71 since forming a line, scoring 12 goals and 18 assists between them and have become a real force the Jönköping club.  

– Kevin has added a whole new dimension to our line with his skill level. Ted and I are both fairly skilled guys ourselves and we are a bit bigger and skate well, but Kevin, his skill is at another level, explained Christensen.

 – He makes so many plays and creates so much room for us with the way he can pass the puck and see the ice. Right away we found ourselves getting a lot of chances and scoring a lot of points.

Christensen explained that Fiala’s ability to draw attention and players to him and create scoring chances has been a direct result of the increase in his own personal scoring of 6 goals and 7 assists in nine games since the young Swiss winger arrived.

– A lot of the time when Kevin has the puck he brings people to him and then passes it off when we are wide open. A lot of goals have been scored that way. He can have two guys on him and keep holding onto the puck and then just throw a pass and find us open.

– It was just instant chemistry, sometimes chemistry you just can’t explain.

Christensen’s NHL experience a plus for Fiala

The 30 year old, Edmonton born, center, has played 387 games for various clubs in the NHL and has a world of experience to pass on of Kevin Fiala, himself and line-mate Ted Brithén doing their best to guide the young talent in the right direction.

– We try to talk to Kevin a lot, it is a different game from playing junior to playing pro hockey. This is a big jump from junior and there is lots to learn and we try and help him out. He can make little mistakes that you need to weed out of your game when you get to higher levels.

– When I was 17 years old I was playing junior hockey in Canada, I wasn’t playing professional hockey like him. Just goes to show that he has got a pretty bright future.

“There is more detail”

Despite their most recent loss in Stockholm, HV71 have saved what was looking like their worst season in the recent times, turning a losing season into a winning one since coach, Torgny Bendelin joined the club during the Christmas break, taking over from the departed Ulf Dahlén.

Christensen puts the vast change of form down to Bendelin’s attention to detail defensively and the time he takes during practice to perfect the team’s systems.

– There is a little bit more detail with the stuff we do, especially with our systems, defensive zone coverage, neutral zone fore-checking and offensive zone fore-checking. There is just more detail to it and we practice it more often so we are ready when the games come.

Erik Christensen is contracted with HV71 only until the end of this season but is keeping closed lip about any contract talks, although he does admit that he is loving life in his new home, Sweden.

– It has been brought up (contract talks) but I just want to focus on next year, I don’t want it to be a distraction.

– I really enjoy it here. It was a tough year when I started out in Prague, playing in the KHL, things didn’t work out. This has been a much better situation for me. Sweden reminds me a lot of Canada and I live in a small little town that reminds me of home. I feel really comfortable and everyone has been really great to me. Playing in our home building, a sold out building, I really couldn’t ask for anything more right now. 
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Top four build towards the playoffs

It now appears that the top four teams in the SHL are in a league of their own, fighting it out amongst themselves, while the rest of the league scuffle below them with a desperate desire to find consistent form which will qualify them automatically into the playoffs. Linköping on the other hand are trying to discover what went so wrong that they now sit just one place out of Kvalserien.

Skellefteå, Frölunda, Växjö and Luleå continue to show why they are the top four teams in the league, as they look to hold their strong position coming up to the Olympic break next week. The only points that were dropped by these four clubs in each of their own three games this week were against each other.

Skellefteå returned to their top form with wins against AIK and Brynäs 1-4 (Highlights) after thumping Luleå 5-1 (Highlights) earlier in the week. Frölunda were also undefeated, finishing the week with an important 1-2 (Highlights) win against Växjö on Sunday, given them a 5 point buffer to their third place rival. Växjö’s goal production continues to be their strength, scoring 13 goals in their two wins against Brynäs and Örebro while Luleå focus on things at the other end of the ice, only allowing 1 goal in their two wins against Brynäs and Linköping.

Even though MODO Hockey also had a strong week, moving into fifth in the standings with their three wins, it now appears that the league is now split into two, with just 9 rounds of games left to play before the playoffs. The top four will be jostling for position amongst themselves as Frölunda, Växjö and Luleå do their best to catch Skellefteå at the top. Meanwhile, the rest of the league will be fighting it out for automatic qualification into the playoffs as some look over their shoulder, beware of the Kvalserien cut-off.

Linköping going backwards

You could not be blamed to think that by having the league’s highest point scorer and its’ top three goal scorers you would be competing with the SHL’s best, at the moment this is certainly not the case. At the beginning of the season many expected that Linköping would be fighting at the top of the standings especially now with three of the most productive forwards in the league, instead they are now the team in a full throttle reverse.

– I’ve had trouble finding good sources of motivation for the team this year and also finding ways to reverse negative trends, said Linköping coach Roger Melin to C More after their latest loss to Luleå.

– We have panicked in situations in some games, simply because we cannot keep calm in crucial moments, continued Melin.

The White Lions had another tough week this week letting in 15 goals, while scoring only 4 themselves, in their 3 losses to Färjestad, Frölunda and Luleå. The poor week now sees Linköping with one eye forward and one eye backward sitting in tenth position, just 9 points above the Kvalserien line with just a little over a month left in the regular season.

There is no more important week than the week ahead in this year’s schedule, every team knowing that it is vital to perform well in their three matches before a 17 day break during the Sochi Winter Olympic Games. Their will only be 6 games left after the return from the Games and a poor week this week could make things a lot tougher in the final run for playoff position. 
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Hot HV71 seems out of Kvalserien race

After last week all eyes were on the battle at the top of the standings as Skellefteå’s uncharacteristically stumbled momentarily, this week all eyes have turned to the bottom where it appears that HV71 have finally removed themselves from any talks of seeing them in Kvalserien this season. Meanwhile the return of Patrik Hersley and a clinical power play have helped Leksand and Växjö improve their place in the constant battle for playoff positioning. 

The return of Patrik Hersley gave Leksand IF a boost this week, now having three wins from their last three outings. Hersley returned in the Dalarna club's 1-2 win against Brynäs on Thursday, providing the defensive stability and firepower that they have missed whilst the goal scorer had been injured. Hersley then moved to just 2 goals away from his club’s goal scoring record for a defenceman, currently held by Jan Huokko, when he fired home a slapshot to give his team a 2-0 lead in Leksand’s 3-2 win against Frölunda..

The three win run of Leksand now puts them right in the middle of the fight for a direct playoff birth, sitting just above the automatic qualification line in sixth position.

Växjö were once again at their best this week after their two losses the previous week, beating MODO Hockey 3-1 and Färjestad 4-2 to regain third place in the standings. The vast improvement of the Smålanders power play has been the key to their return to form, scoring 5 extra man goals out of 6 opportunities in their two wins this week, the 83 percent success rate a big step above the 15 percent of power plays they were converting before this week’s two matches.

Also to note in Växjö is the return of Czechoslovakian center Jan Hlavac to the team. Hlavac has been signed once again by the club after playing 13 games last season where he scored 5 goals and 2 assists. The Czech comes in as a replacement for the injured Robert Rosén who is set to be out for another five weeks with a fractured leg.

HV71 looking up

The battle to stay out of Kvalserien looks to be over for HV71 after another strong week with two wins. The Jönköping club have now moved to four full-point wins ahead of Örebro, who occupy the last position into Kvalserien with AIK. Under new Head-Coach Torgny Bendelin, who joined the club on the 15th of December, HV71 have turned their season around, wining 7 from 11 games while taking points in their last five.

– There is constant development where you get to work with small pieces of the puzzle at a time, and sometimes it goes up. The most important thing in the long run is that it goes in the right direction, said Bendelin to HV71.se when talking about some of the improvements of the team before their match against Skellefteå.

This positive reverse in the play of HV71 saw them take down league leaders Skellefteå 4-2, whilst later in the week they secured another 2 points against Färjestad with an overtime win 3-4. Their two wins this week and their consistent form has begun to give them hope of an automatic place in the playoffs, just 8 points away from Leksand in sixth, something that was unimaginable just a short time ago.
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A new SHL star is born

The fight for the season champion has been given a spark of life this week after current run-away leaders Skellefteå fell against their opponents for their fourth straight loss, while contenders and Norrland rivals Luleå continued their hot start of 2014, winning twice and moving 6 points closer to the league Champions. Meanwhile, HV71’s fight for survival has been given a boost by the arrival of young Swiss talent Kevin Riala into their top team, and impressing significantly in his first four starts for the Jönköping club.

Luleå’s resurgence as an SHL contender continued this week, being the only team to take the maximum 6 points in their two games, and a now riding a three win run. A home victory against Skellefteå 2-1 and an away win against Linköping 3-2 now move them into third in the standings with 69 points, just 2 points from Frölunda in second.

The rejuvenation of the Norrbotteners, who have won six of their last seven matches, has been built around their outstanding goaltender pairing of Mark Owuya and David Rautio and their new defensive demeanour, allowing 0.71 goals against per game in their last 7 games this season.

League leaders continue slump

Skellefteå have continued their dip in form this week, after their two losses Thursday and Saturday to finish off the previous week. Those that expected that the SHL Champions would bounce back and come out firing this week, were completely caught off guard by the Norrlanders continuing their uncharacteristic form, losing both games against Luleå and then MODO Hockey 1-2 to extend their streak to 4 matches without a win. Skellefteå AIK has only managed to score 4 goals in their four latest losses, which is well below their season average of 3.54 goals a game before their losing streak began.

– It’s just not bouncing our way right now, we need to do some things so it does go our way, we are going to work on things to score goals, explained Skellefteå Assistant Coach, Bert Robertsson, in a press conference after his team’s latest loss against MODO Hockey.

The slump in performance by the current SHL leaders has diminished the mind-set, that Skellefteå were a ‘sure thing’ for the regular season win, their gap to Frölunda, in second, cut to just 12 points along with the disposition that they can’t be beat.

Fiala takes his chance

17 year old, Kevin Fiala, has taken full advantage of his opportunity of moving up into HV71’s SHL team from J20, after being a star for Switzerland in the World Junior Championships in Malmö during December and January. The young Swiss winger found his groove in just his third and fourth match in Sweden’s top league, scoring 1 goal and 1 assist in HV71’s 2-4 win against Leksand and 1 goal and 3 assists in their 4-5 penalty shoot-out loss to Brynäs.

– I just try to play hockey and do my best, I have good players around me and they help me to score points, said Fiala to C More after his 4 point haul.

The chemistry between Fiala and Canadian Erik Christensen was put on show for the rest of the league to sweat over, in HV’s loss to Brynäs, the pair combining for 7 points between them, sending out warning signals to their opposition of things to come. The new found partnership will hopefully lead the Jönköping club away from Kvalserien danger.
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Hurtubise: "Stay positive and play physical"

It was AIK’s first win since the 12th of December, on Thursday evening against Växjö, the Stockholmers hitting a season record of 8 matches without a win. AIK looked much more energetic than they have in recent times, playing physical and putting their opposition under pressure in their win against the Smålandiens. A performance that will help them to stay positive in their current situation of last place in the league.

– Obviously it was a frustrating stretch there, the guys were down on each other but we are just trying to stay positive, said Mark Hurtubise after AIK’s 3-1 victory on Thursday night.

The biggest issue for AIK has been their inconsistency over three periods of hockey, something that Hurtubise believes they overcame against Växjö.

– Everyone played for sixty minutes, a lot of our troubles and why we were losing was we were not putting sixty minutes together, tonight we did and it payed off.

"We need to play physical"

In their previous match against Brynäs, AIK showed similar signs of life like they did on Thursday against Växjö, but could not string it together for sixty minutes. The Stockholmers are their best when they play a physical style of hockey, but the challenge is keeping up the energy they need for the entire game.

– We need to be more physical out there. I think the last couple of games we have been doing a better job at it, but sometimes it has been in spurts. Tonight (against Växjö) we did it for sixty minutes, everyone was very physical and knew what they were doing out there for the whole game and it really helped us.

– We need to play some physical hockey, we want to be tough to play against. We don’t want to have teams coming in or going there and they are just doing what they want. We want to be physical with them and be a tough team to play against, Hurtubise continued.

– We want to get in on the forecheck and create some chances and score more goals. We want to spend as much time in their zone as possible.

AIK have been struck with quite an injury list, most recently the news that Fredrik Carlsson will not play the rest of the season due to concussion problems, adding to their depth issues for the final third of the year. AIK have been relying on their young junior talent to help them through their injury filled period, but certainly appreciated the return of Jonathan Andersson, Christian Sandberg and Michael Lindqvist, who were back in their line-up on Thursday.

– Obviously injuries hurt but I think every team has to go through it, obviously we are going through it with a couple of guys down, explains Hurtubise. The young guys that are coming in are doing a really good job.

"Still a lot of points to be had"

There are still 15 rounds of hockey to be played before the end of the season and AIK sit well below the Kvalserien cut-off line. HV71 currently occupy the final safe position in the league with 53 points, meanwhile, AIK sit 11 points back with 42.

The club is doing all that it can do in its current position, avoiding any negative train of thought and staying optimistic about the outlook of the rest of their season, a mind-set that the coaching staff are trying to embed into their players, while leading by example.

– We know that there is still a lot of hockey to be played. If we start being negative and stuff like that it won’t help us. We have been trying to stay positive and the coaches have been really good and they have been staying positive with us, explains Hurtubise.

– We know that there are still a lot of points to be had out there. I think they have been really good with us by keeping the mood up and trying not to get too down, cause that won’t help us if we start getting negative.
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Defence the focus for Luleå Hockey

Luleå have been in scintillating form since the Christmas break, winning their last two games of 2013 and their first of the New Year when they beat AIK in Stockholm on Wednesday 1-4. The win now puts them fourth in the standings and in the middle of a fight for position as the SHL season heads into the final third of the season. 

Throughout November and early December Luleå’s defence had been under question, consistently lapsing, and allowing cheap scoring opportunities and goals. Their undisciplined defence resulted in 10 losses and only 5 wins for the Norrlanders from the 1st of November until Christmas, a trend that they realized they needed to change.

– We had a stretch of games where we were not getting all the points we needed or should have got, so we focused more on our defence, explained Luleå forward Cam Abbott.

– Sometimes the puck is not going to go in the net for you offensively, but defensively you can tighten up a little bit and play more responsible, continued the Canadian.

After Luleå’s 0-2 loss to Färjestad on Boxing Day, they have certainly turned things around on the defensive front.

– For sure it has been better since the break at Christmas time, confirmed Abbott.

Owuya’s incredible start

Another factor that has influenced the flip in form is new goaltending recruit Mark Owuya. Owuya, who was without a club this season until Luleå picked him up on the 5th of December, has been a brick wall between the pipes in his first 3 starts for the club, guiding Luleå to three straight wins.

Owuya, 24, has been another piece to the strong defensive set of Luleå since Christmas, boasting a save percentage of 97.6, saving 80 of 82 shots he has faced in 9 periods of play. The Stockholm born goaltender can also claim a very impressive 0.66 goals against average after his 3 first matches back in Sweden, after spending the last two seasons in North America.

– He (Mark Owuya) has definitely done a tremendous job since he joined our club here. He has got three big wins in-a-row now, continued Cam Abbott, hats off to him, keep going.

“Take points and get wins”

Luleå’s win against AIK gives them 60 points in the standings and puts them in fourth, right in the heat of the mid-table jam where only 12 points separates second from ninth as the season heads into the run to the playoffs. The boys from the north are looking to take it game by game and focus on getting as many points and wins as they can. A simple but effective strategy.

– It is pretty tight from second to tenth. I think it is important in every game to just focus on ‘that’ game and take points as often as possible and get wins. The rest will look after itself in terms of playoff position and what not.

Växjö are the next challenge for Luleå, the Smålanders are on a very hot run themselves winning 7 of their last 8 games, including a 0-1 win against Luleå in Coop Arena. Abbott is hoping that his team will come out ready and with plenty of intensity in Friday’s tantalizing battle.

– We just need to bring the game that we brought tonight (against AIK on Wednesday), especially the intensity. They are hot right now sitting in third spot, so we need to come out ready to go on the road, and give ourselves a chance to win. We enjoy playing that team; it’s going to be a good battle.
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The Transatlantics worth their price tag

Before the SHL season began there was plenty of talk around the influx of North American players invading Sweden and the amount of money that was being spent to bring them over from their respected AHL clubs, and ultimately if they were worth their price.

The season is now two-thirds of the way through and it appears that the “get-out”-clause has been the most important part of many transatlantic players’ contracts. The likes of, Garrett Stafford (FBK), Devin DiDiomete (FBK), Dave Liffiton (FBK)Aaron Gagnon (HV71), Sean Sullivan (MODO) and most recently Ben Walter (OHK) have all been released from their contracts by their respected clubs. 

To put it simply all players were let go because of under-performance reasons andnot living up to the expectations that they carried heading into the season.

The risk of signing high-priced North Americans has paid off for many teams though, not only in individual production but also on an entire team coherency level.

It is clear to see that Chad Kolarik (19G+11A) and Greg Scott (11+16) have beenworth their price, both players adjusting quickly to the differences of SHL play from the North American style, and sitting third in their respective team’s internal point scoring standings.

Kolarik even finds himself currently sitting in second place in the league’s goal scoring standings, only two goals behind teammate Simon Hjalmarsson on 21 goals.

Tim Wallace has also impressed since his move from North America to Sweden, the former Carolina Hurricane scoring 12 goals and 12 assists so far in his debut season in the SHL as he helps Örebro in their quest to stay in Sweden’s top league.

Växjö have played themselves up into third position in the league standings after a very slow start to the 2013/2014 season. A lot of criticism was fired at the club’s management after spending much of their budget on North American players during the offseason, signing Rhett Rakhshani, Cory Murphy, Ryan Lasch, Liam Reddox and Colby Armstrong.

Patience paid off for the Lakers and although their transatlantic stars may not be at the top in the league’s individual standings, they all have done their share on and off the ice to create the winning culture that currently fills the Växjö change room.
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Växjö’s imports helps the team move up in the standings

SHL came back from the Christmas break in astonishing form to close out 2013, the final week of the year saw Växjö’s imports move them up into third in the standings as Skellefteå start slow after Christmas.

Champions Skellefteå gave the rest of the league the best Christmas present possible, coming out after the break with a slight hangover, losing two of their three matches to end the year.

Skellefteå faced their biggest loss of the season on Boxing Day against an under-strength Frölunda team, losing 1-6 at Skellefteå Kraft Arena. A back-to-back loss, for only the second time this season, followed two days later, Växjö being victorious over SAIK 3-2 in a penalty shoot-out. It was only a win of 4-1 against HV71 that gave the current champions something to celebrate heading into 2014.

Imports lead Växjö

One of the surprise packets of this season has been Växjö Lakers, who now move up to third position in the standings. Växjö had a strong end to the year wining all three matches this week, their imports continue to make the difference for the Småland team.

It was the Finn Tomi Kallio who gave Växjö a 2-1 overtime win against Örebro, scoring both goals in his team’s victory. It was then time for the North American’s to stand up against league leaders Skellefteå, Rhett Rakhshani scoring the 2-2 game tying goal, leaving it up to transatlantic defenseman Cory Murphy and Noah Welch to get the job done in the penalty shoot-out to give their team a 3-2 win. Colby Armstrong, who recently came back from a long-term injury, was the hat-trick hero in Växjö’s 2-5 win against Brynäs, the Canadian scoring three goals in eleven minutes in the third period handing his team their third victory in five days.

Kolarik joins clinical duo

Linköping have had their ups and down this season, currently sitting seventh in standings, but there individual talent is one thing that no one can question. Pär Arlbrandt has sat on top of the league’s point scoring table for most of the season, while line comrade Simon Hjalmarsson has lead the goal scoring for the league. Over recent times there has been a third musketeer that has joined the clinical point and goal scoring duo, in the shape of American Chad Kolarik.

Kolarik has shot his way into second in the league’s goal scoring standings with 19 goals, just two behind teammate Hjalmarsson at the top. The former AHL star has also made it into the top five of SHL players in point scoring, the highest ranked Non-Swedish player in the league.

The year ticks over to 2014 and moves the SHL season into the crucial final third of the season. With everything still up for grabs heading into the playoffs, every team will be looking to get off to a flying start to the new year.
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Off-ice distractions didn't bother Skellefteå

It has been a turbulent time for SHL as a basis for negotiations reached the tabloids, which stirred up lots of emotions. It has been a week where happenings off the ice have taken more of the attention than what has happened on the ice. But the off-ice distractions certainly didn't bother current champions Skellefteå, as they continue to go from strength to strength as the season now moves into it's Christmas break.

In more off-ice news HV71 head coach Ulf Dahlén was let go from the club as a repercussion of their poor first half of the season. The Jönköping club were quick to replace Dahlén with the club's Coaching Director Torgney Bendelin taking over directly. J20 coach Anders Olsson will now move in as assistant trainer for their SHL team also.

Skellefteå consistent and dominant

On the ice, Skellefteå continued their complete dominance this week, clearly outclassing their opponents and cruising to three victories, including a 1-4 win against Frölunda in an outdoor match at Gothenburg's Gamla Ullevi. Skellefteå are proving why they are last years's champions and this year's one and only favorite for the trophy, consistently taking home wins week in and week out with controlled defensive play and an unpredictable offense.

Pär Arlbrandt found his early season form this week scoring 3 goals and 3 assists in Linköping's two wins. Arlbrandt's 6 point week now gives him a 4 point lead in the league's individual point standings.??The season will now break for Christmas and return on the 26th of December. If that is too long of break you can get your hockey fix with the Channel One Cup, where Sweden and it's SHL stars will take on the Czech Republic, Finland and Russia from the 19th to the 21st of December.??

Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year!
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Skellefteå and Frölunda leads the way

In a week where European hockey has moved into a new era, SHL's top two teams Skelefteå and Frölunda continue to hold firm at the top. Leksand rediscovered their mid-season form, while MODO Hockey and AIK continue to deal with problems as they drop vital paces in the standings.

Skellefteå and Frölunda control things at the top of the standings, as they both continue to consistently bring home points from week to week. This week was no different, both teams collecting two wins each, giving Skellefteå an 11 point buffer in first position while Frölunda maintain a 6 point gap on Leksand in third.

After a tough week last week, Leksands IF found their winning ways again, beating Luleå Hockey 2-3 in OT, MODO Hockey 3-2 and HV71 2-3 this week, putting them on a three game winning streak heading into the last week before the international break. The Dalarna club have been strongly guided by their first line of Johan Ryno, Mikael Johansson and Jacob Blomqvist, who contributed to 6 of teams 9 goals this week. A combination that has blossomed as the year has gone and has been vital to the newcomers success so far this season.

MODO Hockey have been the biggest movers in the standings this week, but unfortunately in the wrong direction, the Örnsköldsvik club are on a four game losing streak which has dropped them from third place to seventh. Although their penalty killing has the highest success rate in the league, a lot of MODO’s trouble is their inability to stay out of the penalty box, ranking the second highest in the league by giving away 118 power play opportunities.

AIK's troubles continue

AIK are now the team with the worst record in the SHL, their 7-4-4-14 puts them on the bottom of the standings. It was another tough week for the club, the Stockholmers only managing to add 2 points to their total with their penalty shoot-out win against Växlö, going down to both Linköping and Skellefteå. AIK have been flirting dangerously at the bottom all season, the club not able to string together a streak of more than two wins all season.

In the individual point standings Skellefteå's Joakim Lindström has been able to take a large chunk out of the lead of Pär Arlbrandt and Linus Klasen. Lindström has scored 2 goals and 6 assists in his last 4 games to now edge within 4 points of Klasen and 5 of Arlbrandt at the top.

New era for European hockey

On Monday it was official that the SHL will participate in the Champions Hockey League which will replace the European Trophy in August 2014. The Champions Hockey League will consist of 26 founding clubs and the reigning champions and regular season winners from Sweden, Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Czech Republic and Finland. Luleå, Frölunda, Färjestad, HV 71, Linköping and Djurgården (if they play in the SHL in the future) are the permanent founding teams from Sweden.

The league will also include wildcard entries from other top European leagues that will participate in a 149 game schedule that will span from August 2014 until February 2015.
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HV71 begin to hit their stride

This week in the SHL we saw an epic battle between two previous champions, Skellefteå and Brynäs, meanwhile the revival of HV71 continued with the club going undefeated in 3 games. The same can not be said for Örebro and Linköping as their woes continue, the latter now deciding that it is time to shop their way out of trouble, signing two Canadians to help save their season.

The highlight in the SHL this week was goal-fest between champions Skellefteå and Brynäs, a 6-5 result going to the team from Gävle in overtime. The star of the show, one of this season's surprise packets, Andreas Thuresson, who put together a five point game with 3 assists and 2 goals, one of those goals being the game-winner in OT. With their 3-2 victory against Luleå later in the week, their fourth win in-a-row, Brynäs now sit fourth in the standings.

Rajala leads HV revival

HV71's revival from the bottom of the standings now appears to be near completion after a long start to the season. The Jönköping club picked up 3 wins this week and 7 out of a possible 9 points on offer beating Örebro, Färjestad and Växjö. The 3 game streak now gives HV a comfortable 3 point buffer over AIK who sit in eleventh place under the Kvalserien line.

A lot of HV71's revival comes down to the continuous hot form of speedy Finn Toni Rajala, who has scored over a point per game since joining HV71 when they were planted on the bottom of the standings. Rajala has scored 9 goals and 6 assists in 14 games with his new club and has been able to produce points in dyer situations to lead his team to the win.

Kent Johansson's initiation into Örebro Hockey certainly did not go to plan after losing all 3 games in his first week in charge. Besides being clearly outclassed by Skellefteå 1-4 in Kenta's home premier as coach, there were some good signs from his new club. Örebro clearly out-played HV71 in their OT loss but simply lacked the finishing touch against goaltender Gustaf Wesslau to get the win. They then pushed Färjestad all the way to a penalty shoot-out but once again lacked a hero that could finish the job.

Johansson will now have to have an instant impression on his new team if they are not to slip too far away from the rest of the league in last place in the standings.

Two new Canadians to Linköping

Although Linköping recorded their first 3 point win since the 26th of October, wining 1-4 against Leksand on Saturday, their season is still under pressure. The ”white lions” are now only one loss outside of the Kvalserien cut-off and have now decided that recruitment is the path that they will go down to help bring the team back to form.

Linköping have added Canadians Mark Matheson and Kent McDonell to their line-up, signing both players until the end of the season. Matheson is a defenseman that comes most recently from the Vienna Capitals and will complete the club's defensive pairings, while McDonell is a forward who has 232 games experience in the SHL, scoring a total of 121 points with Färjestad, Skellefteå and AIK.

The scuffle in the middle of the standings will continue this week as the league attempt to bridge the gap to Skellefteå at the top. Frölunda and MODO will go head to head on Wednesday night as two and three in the standings, while later in the week we will see many key mid-table clashes like HV71 vs. Leksand and Luleå vs. Växjö in a jam-packed hockey Saturday.
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Can Johansson rekindle the fire?

It was a disappointing result yet a bright start to Kent Johansson's coaching career in Örebro Hockey. His new team went down Wednesday to a HV71 outfit, clearly outplaying their opponents in their 2-1 overtime loss.

Of course a win in his first game in charge would have been a dream start for Johansson, unfortunately the result did not go his way, but there were many positive aspects to take out of the game that he can build on in his tenure at the club.

Kent Johansson could be exactly what the doctor ordered in Örebro, using his down to earth and realistic coaching style to drag the club out of it's current rut. Winning SM-Guld in 2007/2008 in his first year with HV71 has obviously been the pinnacle of Johansson's coaching career to date, but what must also be highlighted is the early years in Timrå where he created the platform of his coaching legacy.

Sure there was no title won, but the transformation in Timrå during Johansson's first year in charge in 2002/2003 was unbelievable. He took a group that was fighting for survival in the relegation playoffs of Kvalserien in 2001/2002, to a team that contested for the Elitserien title the following season. Timrå placed third in the regular season under Johansson, eventually going down to SM-Guld winners Väst Frölunda in a seven game semi-final series to cap off the remarkable turn around season for the club. This same revival attitude is what Kent "Lill-Kent" Johansson brings to Örebro and is what gives them hope of staying in Sweden's top league next season.

The form of the newcomers in the beginning of the season is something that needs to be reignited within the playing group, a spark that has been lost in the abyss over the past two months.

Johansson will need to bring back the fire and commitment that was shown when Örebro Hockey was sitting unbelievable in second position in the league early this season. A team that did not accept the result of a loss, a team that was forechecking to win the puck like their lives depended on it, a team that was throwing themselves constantly in front of firing bullets from the blue line, a team that was desperate to prove that they deserved to compete with Sweden's best.

There is now no better time for Örebro to demonstrate that commitment and desire than when they face the leagues most clinical and potent opponent Skellefteå, on Friday night. A task that Johansson and Örebro must be up for if they are to rekindle the hope within the clubs true and faithful.
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Leksand joins the fight at the top

It has been a big couple of weeks in the SHL after the national team break, although the league has come back right where it left off. Örebro, Linköping and Luleå continue to be slumping as they fight for points to stay intact in the standings. Meanwhile surprise packet Patrik Hersley and Leksand have moved their way up in the standings in hunt of front-runners Skellefteå and Frölunda who continue to show their class at the top.

Örebro's woes have continued after the break as their record stretched to 12 games without win, resulting in coach Patrik Ross leaving the club. Örebro's winless streak was eventually broken on Friday with a 2-1 win over MODO Hockey, which now gives newly appointed head coach Kent Johansson, who coached in Frölunda last season, some positive light to work with when he joins the club for the first time on the ice on Tuesday.

The downward spiral continues for both Linköping and Luleå, both clubs battling to keep a grip in the standings. Linköping have been suffering the most, dropping to ninth position in the league, the club only managing 3 points in their last 8 games. Luleå not managing too much better, winning only one match since the national team break, placing down in fifth in the standings.

Hersley on record pace

Leksand have began to show their worth in SHL, much to the thanks of defender Patrik Hersley, who is on pace to break Leksand's internal defender goal scoring record of Jan Huokko's 21 goals in one season. Hersley's 15 goals in 25 games has moved the Dalarna club into third position in the standings, winning five of their last six matches, including a 1-2 victory away from home against Skellefteå last Thursday.

Hersley's outstanding goal scoring performance has even caught the eye of of national coach Pär Mårts, who is now considering the offensive defender for Swedish national team duties in December during the National One Cup.

Frölunda now sit comfortably in second place in the league standings, 4 points ahead of Leksand, after a strong couple of weeks. The Göteborg club dropping only 2 points in their last five games as their young team strives for greatness. A lot of talk around their success has been about coach Roger Rönnberg, who coached Sweden's J20 national team the previous 3 years, and his ability to get the most out of his young players.

Rönnberg has been able to motivate and inspire his young players, as they now become the new team to contest last year's regular season winners Skellefteå at the top of the table.

It is no surprise that Skellefteå continue to sit comfortably in front of the rest of the league, being the only team that has been consistently impressive since the start of the season. The Swedish champions have ignored plenty of off ice drama, regarding the firing of last year's head coach Anders Forsberg, now MODO Hockeys head coach, to stay top of the standings. The team from Västerbotten taking 12 of a possible 15 points in their last 5 games after the break, continuing to show that they mean business in backing up their title this season.

The fight in the standings heats up this coming week with many key match ups between clubs jostling a for position in the middle of the standings, as the season edges towards it's half way point.
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A week for the cellar dwellers

It has been a positive week for the cellar dwellers at the bottom of the table as they begin to creep back into contention in the league. HV71 and Färjestad both found form this week, while Örebro, Linköping and Luleå performed well under their best in a week where the goaltenders took the spotlight.

It is astounding how fast things can change in the game of hockey. It was not long ago HV71's season looked over, before it had really even began. Sure the Jönköping club are still on the bottom of the table, but they now sit just two points from tenth position in the standings. 

After many crises meetings within the club over the past couple of weeks, things are now beginning to look up after winning back-to-back matches for the first time since round two and three of the season, taking a 3-0 win against Brynäs and a 2-3 win that put a stop to MODO's eight game winning streak.

Färjestad have also began to turn things around this week, winning two out of three games, a 1-2 penalty shoot-out win against Örebro and a 3-0 drubbing of Luleå, which was just their second home win of the season. The club has begun to rally together in their time of crises and now move up to tenth place in the standings and will look to continue their climb after the national team break next week.

Örebro's honeymoon is over

Örebro's SHL honeymoon period appears to be over after their eight straight loss this week. The newcomers had a dream start to their first SHL season but now find themselves in panic mode after another winless week. Going down to Färjestad and Luleå both in a penalty shoot-out earlier in the week, Örebro where then destroyed and humiliated by Växjö 7-0, giving them a true taste of reality in Sweden's top league.

Linköping have also found themselves in a form slump, losing all three matches this week and moving down to seventh in the standings. Recent times have seen the club struggle to keep the puck out of their own net, allowing an average of 3.66 goals against per game over their last three matches.

At the beginning of the week Luleå had the chance to take top spot in the league from Skellefteå, but a goal dry week has allowed Skellefteå to distance themselves by 8 points at the top of the standings. Luleå were goalless twice this week, the first coming against their Norrland rivals Skellefteå and their second against Färjestad, an uncharacteristic performance which gives them issues that will need to be addressed over the break.

Goaltenders steal the spotlight

Reigning champions Skellefteå continue to set the standard in the league, once again going undefeated and extending their lead on the rest of the competition. Besides their 0-3 dominant win against rivals Luleå, it wasn't easy for the team from Västerbotten, having to get the job done in a penalty shoot-out against both Växjö and AIK, but their ability to close out the win in any circumstance stamps their authority at the top of the table.

Pär Arlbrandt and Linus Klasen have been continuing their fight in the point scoring standings but this week the limelight was stolen by the goaltenders. Their have been seventeen games in the SHL this season where a goaltender has completely denied his opposition from scoring, five of those coming in just last weeks games. Markus Svensson, Linus Ullmark, Gustaf Wesslau, Fredrik Pettersson-Wentzel and Scott Munroe all kept their opponents scoreless, recording a shut-out and keeping the goal scorers honest.

The SHL now has a week off for national team duties but will be back in action, bigger and better than ever on Tuesday the 12 of November.

Jeremy Darke

English blog

red@shl.se 

2013-10-28 09:49:00 | Weekly reviews 

The league begins to tighten up

It has been a week of goals and close games in the SHL this week as the league begins to tighten up. Strong performances from MODO Hockey, Frölunda and Brynäs have seen them narrow the gap at the top of the standings, meanwhile Linus Klasen continues to put pressure on Pär Arlbrandt to be the league’s top point scorer. HV71 have begun to put things in motion to get out of their slump, recruiting four new players, which has had an instant impact on their performance.

MODO Hockey have become the hottest team in the SHL, winning their last six games in a row, after another stellar week. Modo produced two overtime wins this week, the first against AIK 1-0 in a tight affair, the next against the other form strong team of the league Luleå, a 3-2 win that put a stop to the norrbotteners five game winning streak. 

A combination of strong goaltending from Linus Ullmark and Anton Forsberg mixed with a sublime cohesion within the team has helped the Örnsköldsvik club climb to within one point of direct qualification into the playoffs.

Frölunda have been making their way through the standings, the Göteborgians sneaking their way up to third with 28 points. Their climb is a result of their current five game winning streak, going undefeated for a second consecutive week. 

It has once again been Frölunda's third line of Andreas Johnson, Robin Figren and Mathis Olimb that continue to come up with the goods. Figren scored two goals and the overtime winner against Örebro on Monday night to give his team the 3-2 win. It was then Andreas Johnson turn to be the hero for Frölunda, scoring the go-a-head goal in a penalty shoot-out against Färjestad sealing another 2-3 win.

Plethora of goals for Brynäs

There has been a goal rush in Brynäs, the men from Gävle scoring 12 goals in their 2 matches and staying undefeated this week. The flow of goals began away from home in Kraft Arena beating Skellefteå 3-7, they then backed that up two nights later with a 5-3 win against Örebro, for only their second 3 point win of the season at home. 

Canadian Greg Scott impressing the most for Brynäs, scoring 4 goals and 2 assists in the club's two wins, moving him up to fifth in the individual point standings, the best of all import players in the league.

The battle between Linus Klasen and Pär Arlbrandt continued this week both players producing three points in round 15. Klasen inched closer to Arlbrant's total of 29 points on Saturday though, taking advantage of the Linköpian's pointless match against AIK, Klasen registered 2 assists in Luleå's 3-2 overtime loss to Modo, bringing his season’s point total to 28 points.

HV71 spend big

It is no secret that HV71 have been in crises mode, the club now looking to buy their way out, signing Toni Rajala, Anssi Salmela, Erik Christensen and Chris Campoli. The recruiting has appeared to be helping, the Jönköping club winning two of their last three games which now moves them to within 3 points of the Kvalserien line.

The excitement only builds looking forward to next week, a tantalizing top of the standings clash between Skellefteå and Luleå on Tuesday could give us a new league leader, while the rest will look to take advantage of the opportunity to bridge the gap to the top two.
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Skellefteå´s lead cut short last week

The mighty stumble and the fallen began to show signs of hope this week in the SHL. Chinks have now been found in the armour of Skellefteå, the champions surprisingly finishing the week winless. While strong performances from Luleå and Frölunda saw them take full advantage of Skellefteå’s poor form, both teams moving five points closer to the top of the standings. Struggling HV71 and Färjestad both took vital wins on Friday and Saturday, bouncing back from some early week drama to build momentum into the upcoming week.

Skellefteå’s lead at the top of the standings was cut from 9 points to 4 this week. Last year’s champions were out of character in their two losses, going down to Frölunda 3-1 on Thursday, then following up that loss with another on Saturday, this time to a battling Färjestad 2-3 in a shoot-out. 

The uncharacteristic poor form of league leaders Skellefteå, opened the door for Norrbotten rivals Luleå to crawl back some much needed points in the standings, an opportunity that they did not let go. Luleå have now won four straight games, beating both HV71 and AIK 5-2 this week, reducing SAIK’s lead in the standings by 5 points.

Klasen challenges Arlbrandt’s point lead

Linus Klasen’s 2 goals and 3 assists in Luleå’s 5-2 win against AIK places him second in the individual point standings with 23 points, the left winger the only man that looks to be challenging the incredible 26 point haul of Linköping’s Pär Arlbrandt.

The consistent goal scoring power of 18 year old, Andreas Johnson, has helped Frölunda make a move in the standings this week. The Göteborg club are on a 3 game winning streak of their own, after beating Brynäs 3-2 on Tuesday and backing it up with a dominant win against Skellefteå on Thursday. Young Johnson has been the shining star for the Göteborgians this season, scoring goals in both matches this week and stepping up when his club needs him the most.

HV71 and FBK find hope

After six straight pointless games, HV71 took a minute piece of pressure off themselves when they beat E4 rivals Linköping 3-1 in Kinnarps Arena. The Jönköping club winning without Canadian Riley Holzapfel, the new recruit was suspended for 3 matches and fined 17 000 Swedish Crowns after being charged with a dangerous check with the knee on Luleå’s Johan Fransson. Fransson suffered a knee injury after the check from Holzapfel and will be out of action for three weeks.

It was a mixed week in Karlstad with tuff-guy Devin DiDiomete being let go from the Färjestad organisation on Friday. The Canadian has had a dismal average of 5:58 minutes of ice-time in his 12 games in the SHL. The clubs Director Håkan Loob saying that DiDiomete no longer had a roll to fill in the team. The loss of DiDiomete certainly did not distract the club, Färjestad turning around a day later to beat Skellefteå 2-3 in a shoot-out away from home. The win was FBK’s first win in four games and gives them a psycoligical edge of being over the Kvalserien cut-off line.

This week’s unexpected results only raise the anticipation of the week to come as the SHL season continues to be full of surprises.

Jeremy Darke

English blog

red@shl.se 

2013-10-18 14:55:00 | Players 

Patience is a Virtue

After the influx of transatlantic players to the SHL this season, coaches and general managers’ patience is beginning to be tested, as some wait to get their money's worth from their high price signings. The question to be asked is, will they be worth the wait?

Over the last couple of weeks we have seen two new North American recruits get the chop from their clubs, Aaron Gagnon from HV71 was the first to go, shortly followed by Sean Sullivan from MODO Hockey. There are also many other players skating on thin ice in the minds of their club's General Manager, as they ponder the thought of cutting their losses and begin searching for other prospects.

The big question they are asking themselves is, how patient must I be and how long do I need to wait before I begin to see results.

If we take a look back in time for a moment at some of the best and most established transatlantic players, that are still present in the league now and we glimpse at how they performed in the first quarter of their first season in Sweden, either in Elitserien or HockeyAllsvenskan, we find the results very telling.

2011/2012- Bud Holloway (SAIK), Elitserien:

4 goals and 4 assists in his first 13 games.

Season total, 49 points (21+28). Highest point scorer for Skellefteå.

2011/2012- Jason Krog (HV71), Elitserien:

4 goals and 6 assists in his first 13 games.

Season total, 40 points (12+28). Highest point scorer for HV71.

2010/2011- Ryan Gunderson (ÖHK), HockeyAllsvenskan:

3 goals and 6 assists in his first 13 games. 

Season total, 39 points (11+28). Most points by a defenseman in HockeyAllsvenskan.

2008/2009- Cam Abbott (RBK), Elitserien:

4 goals and 5 assists in his first 13 games.

Season total, 39 points (18+21). Highest point scorer for Rögle.

2008/2009- Chris Abbott (RBK) Elitserien:

1 goal and 3 assists in his first 13 games.

Season total, 38 points (18+20). Second highest point scorer for Rögle.

If we are to use these transatlantic players as a platform, we can see that none of them were instant superstars after their first quarter of their first season in Sweden, but if you look at them now you could arguably say that they are some of the biggest stars in the SHL today.

It is completely natural and understandable that when things are not going well for your club, questions need to be asked of some players, especially marquee signings, but how much blame can you put on a player that has in most cases, joined the club late in summer training camp, played a few trial matches and only a handful of SHL matches.

Some players have been an instant success, such as Greg Scott (BIF), Chad Kolarik (LHC) and Derek Joslin (AIK), but others will take time to hit their stride in the league, not that they are doing so bad in the first place. 

Växjö are a perfect example, the club as a whole had a slow start, so coincidently so did their new signings. The club as a whole began to perform and coincidently so did their new North American recruits.

At the end of the year there will be some flops, that is undeniable, but there will also be some unexpected talents that will rise out of the depths and surprise us all.

Jeremy Darke

English blog

red@shl.se 

2013-10-14 17:53:00 | Weekly reviews 

A week of winning and winless streaks

It has been a big week that past in the SHL as we see the overall standings begin to take on a new look. Skellefteå continue to control things at the top of the standings, while the rest of the field jostle for position underneath. The consistent point scoring has paid off for Växjö as they emerge as the big movers this week, unfortunately the same could not be said for either Färjestad or HV71, who both managed to finish the week without a win.

Swedish Champions, Skellefteå, continue to roll on like a well-oiled machine, having little trouble disposing of their opponents this week, taking all available points on offer and extending their lead at the top of the standings to a comfortable 9 points. The goaltending in Skellefteå has shined this week with both Henrik Karsson and Marcus Svensson recording shut-outs. Svensson facing 27 shots in Skellefteå’s 0-1 win against MODO, where Karlsson stopped 36 shots when the Västerbotten-team destroyed HV71 5-0 in Kraft Arena.

Cumiskey’s emphatic return

After a slow start to the season, Växjö have begun to cash in on their international stars, winning six out of their last eight games and taking 8 out of a possible 9 points this week. It has been an all-round team performance that has helped the Lakers rise to third in the standings, although it has been the awakening of their imports that has given them the edge that they lacked in the beginning of the year. Eight out of nine import players in Växjö recorded a point this week, even goaltender Scott Munroe posted his first shut-out in the SHL when the Lakers beat Brynäs 0-3 away from home.

Recognition must also go out to the emphatic return of Canadian Kyle Cumiskey, who has helped Modo to two straight wins since his return to Örnsköldsvik. The offensive defenseman lead his team with 3 points in his second game of the season, against Färjestad, scoring two goals and an assist in his team’s 3-4 win.

Färjestad and HV71 go pointless

It was a tough week for both Färjestad and HV71, both teams going pointless in the standings as they struggle to find any momentum or form. Färjestad’s nightmare start to the season has gone a little under the radar, compared with the problems in Jönköping, the Karlstad club are tied with AIK on 14 points, just two wins ahead of current wooden spooners, HV71. To make things worse for FBK, they will be without defensive signing Shawn Belle for around ten matches due to a knee operation and will also have to play this week’s games without their second highest point scorer, Pontus Åberg, who fractured his finger in a door over the past weekend.

HV71’s woes are certainly not disappearing, the Jönkoping club fastening themselves to the bottom of the standings after five straight matches without a point. General Manager Fredrik Stillman, has come out this week in full support of coach Ulf Dahlén and his playing group, saying that there will be no drastic changes and that he wants to solve the problems that they are having together, as a group. Although, the club is still on the hunt to recruit a defenseman and a forward to replace the fired Aaron Gagnon and injured Mattias Karlsson.

With second to eleventh place in the standings separated by only 7 points, we are set out to see another week of big battles in the SHL. Växjö will look to keep their momentum rolling to prove that they will be a top team this season, while Färjestad, AIK and HV71 will be hoping to change their fortune and string together a winning streak of their own.
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Matt Lashoff is Leksands new defenceman

Leksand have strengthened their defense with the signing of American Matt Lashoff, who comes most recently from Swiss team ZSC Lion. The club contracting the defenseman for the rest of the 2013/2014 season. "Matt is a two-way defenceman that I hope will fit well into our group and will help our team," says Leksand GM Tommy Salo.

Matt Lashoff has come in to fill the vacancy left by fellow American, Dan Spang, who was let go by Leksand after failing to impress during a try-out contract over the preseason period.

– I am glad that I could present Matt as our player today (Wednesday). We have scouted Matt for some time with very positive reports. Matt is a two-way defenceman that I hope will fit well into our group and will help our team, said Leksand General Manager Tommy Salo to the club webpage.

Lashoff has 74 games of NHL merit between the Boston Bruins, Tampa Bay Lightning and Toronto Maple Leafs, where he accounted for 1 goal and 15 assists. Lashoff boasts the status of a 'two-way' defenseman from his time in the AHL where he recorded a point every other match, playing 312 games in the NHL farm league.

Leksand and Salo will hope the 27 year old will bring consistency and strength to their defensive lineup and release some of the pressure off their goaltenders, the Dalarna club facing 349 shots in the first 10 rounds of the season, the most of any club in the SHL.
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Johnson: "It's been a big and fun step"

Andreas Johnson sits atop the junior point scoring leaders in the SHL after ten games, continuing his hot preseason from the European Trophy, where he topped the junior scoring table. "I couldn't imagine that I would progress so much in the beginning," said Johnson to SHL's English Blog.

This July, Andreas Johnson was taken in the seventh round of the NHL draft by the Toronto Maple Leafs, the 202 overall pick for the year. The Leafs choosing to leave Johnson in Sweden to take the step up into the SHL from Junior SuperElit and allow the 18 year old to develop further in Sweden's top league. Toronto saw the potential that Johnson showed in SuperElit last season, where he scored 54 points in 42 matches, not being able to pass up the opportunity to draft the Gävle born winger this year. They now want to allow his 5 foot 10" and 78kg frame to develop before reassessing him in the future. 

-We have talked a lot that I need to be stronger in my body. They want to see how I go in a big league, SHL, said Andreas Johnson.

Johnson has had a flying start to the season this year, having a very productive preseason in the European Trophy scoring 5 goals and 3 assists, to top all junior players in scoring in the tournament. He has then followed it up with 6 goals and 3 assists in the first 10 games of the SHL season, which sees him the shared highest junior scorer in the league and the second highest point scorer in Frölunda.

"Playing with Mathis and Robin helps a lot"

It appears that Johnson has had no problem adjusting to the differences between the level of SuperElit and SHL, a fact that is unimaginable for the young star.

– It is obviously a really big step. I couldn't imagine that I would progress so much in the beginning. It has been a big step and fun.

Although it looks to have been a simple and natural progression for Andreas Johnson into Frölunda, he believes that working on his game as an individual and also his combination with Mathis Olimb and Robin Figren have been the keys to his early success.

– I have worked on a lot of things individually, speed, strength and mobility. I get to play with Robin and Mathis and that helps a lot.

The J20 World Championships are at the end of the year, is that something you are working towards?

– Of course it would be cool to be there, it is certainly a goal I have.

Looking further ahead, do you see yourself involved in the Toronto Maple Leafs association, I guess beginning with their summer camps over the next few years?

– Obviously I want to test it out and take the chance, but it is hard to say how long long it will take.
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Surprises and superstar performances

Thuresson – 9 points in as many games. (Photo: Jan Bulér / Pic-Agency.com)

The week’s SHL action certainly did not disappoint, giving us some surprise results and a bunch of superstar performances. Brynäs were the only team to get through the week undefeated, while Örebro continued to impress taking a win over the hot Linköping and shutting out Frölunda. Skellefteå extended their lead at the top, while HV71 continue to struggle hitting the bottom of standings.

Brynäs began to find their feet in this year’s season, taking 7 points out of a possible 9 this week with wins against Frölunda 4-3 OT, MODO Hockey 3-4 PS and an impressive 3-1 win against Luleå. The forward combination of Canadian Greg Scott, Andreas Thuresson and Anton Rödin has proved to be vital for the Gävle club, the trio being involved in 7 of the clubs 11 goals this week. Scott, Thuresson and Rödin also sit at the top of Brynäs’s internal point league, sharing the load with 10, 9 and 8 points respectively.

Örebro continue to impress

Örebro continued to be the giant killers of the year, giving their fans two outstanding performances this week. On Tuesday the newcomers put a halt to Linköping’s momentum from last week, beating the White Lions 3-1 at home by keeping the clinical trio of Arlbrandt, Hjalmarsson and Sjögren pointless in the game. Örebro then backed up that performance by shutting out Frölunda in their next game goaltender Henrik Lundberg recording his second shut-out of the year, denying the Göteborgians 23 times to now sit at the top of the goaltending standings in the SHL.

Although, Skellefteå’s streak of 26 straight matches without a loss in ordinary time was broken this week by Växjö, the Champions still managed to extend their lead at the top of the standings to 5 points. SAIK were able to bounce back from their loss with a win against Leksands IF 2-1 and also a 4-2 victory in the top of the standings clash against Linköping.

"Crises" in Jönköping

HV71 are now in "crises mode" after another tough week for the Jönköping club. HV71 were held scoreless for the third time this season when they lost against Färjestad on Saturday 0-1, the loss their second of the week, going down to Linköping 3-6 two days earlier. If coach, Ulf Dahlén had questions to answer last week, he now finds himself under even more pressure after this week’s performance. To make matters worse for HV71, both national team defenseman Mattias Karlsson and Oscar Fantenberg will not be able to help get their team out. Karlsson confirmed to be out for the season, needing to have an surgery on an injured shoulder, while Fantenberg will be out for up to 3 weeks with a knee injury.

The week ahead is packed full of action, all teams having another three game week. Skellefteå will be looking to pull further away at the top, while the rest of the pack scuffle for position in the middle of the standings. Örebro will attempt to take another big name scalp when they face Luleå on Tuesday, as HV71 fight to keep their season intact and remove themselves from the last position. 

Another tantalizing week of SHL awaits us.
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Aaron Gagnon fired by HV71

Gagnon fired by HV71 (Photo: HV71, HVTV)

Aaron Gagnon has been fired from HV71, as they begin to lay blame for their poor start to the season. "Aaron has not met the expectations that we had for him when he came here", said HV71 General Manager Fredrik Stillman.

Canadian Aaron Gagnon has only produced 3 points, 2 goals and 1 assist, in his 9 games in the SHL and now finds himself the first head on the chopping block, as HV71 look to fix the big problems they have had to start the season.

Gagnon, 27, who has 38 matches experience in the NHL with Dallas and Winnipeg, has not reached the potential that HV71´s General Manager Fredrik Stillman had expected, now choosing to break their two year contract with the forward.

– Aaron has not met the expectations that we had for him when he came here. Aaron is a good guy, but has not given us his full potential on the ice, said GM Fredrik Stillman to HV71’s webpage. There are no hard feelings between us and Aaron and we wish him luck in his future endeavours.

Stillman also mention in the press release that the club is now looking for a forward and a defenseman to replace Gagnon and Mattias Karlsson, who is out for the season with a shoulder injury.
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MODO:s dream - Kyle Cumiskey returns

A dream has come true for Modo Hockey today, a press message coming from the club stating that Kyle Cumiskey will be returning to Örnsköldsvik for the 2013/2014 season, after the Canadian was unable to force his way into the NHL's Anaheim Ducks lineup before their season premier.

- We have always dreamed that Kyle would return to us, said Modo's GM Markus Näslund.

Kyle Cumiskey played a key role in the success of Modo Hockey last season, scoring 37 points (8+29) and helping his club to the quarter finals, before being knocked out by Färjestad. The point strong defender deciding to return to Örnsköldsvik were he will be welcomed back with open arms.

- We have always dreamed that Kyle would return to us. He has been hot property with other European clubs with different conditions, the fact that he has chosen to come back to us shows that he has a good life here and has strong feelings for Modo Hockey, said MODO General Manager Markus Näslund in a press message.

Modo Hockey, who currently have a strained economy, were aided with private sponsorship money to make this transaction and purchase possible.

- We are very grateful to the individuals and businesses that made it possible for us to welcome Kyle back to Modo Hockey again, expressed Näslund.
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Linköping rise in a record breaking week

FBK´s Oliver Kylington with General Manager Jörgen Jönsson congratulating.

It has been another interesting week in the SHL, as teams find their feet and settle into the routine of the hockey season. The emergence of Linköping as a title contender has become apparent, while the likes of HV71 and Växjö continue to struggle to pick up points early in the season. History has also been made this week with 16 year old, Oliver Kylington, scoring the game winner for Färjestad in his debut against MODO.

It is no surprise that Skellefteå are sitting at the top of the standings after the first six rounds of games, although the emergence of Linköping has begun to put doubts in the minds of many as to who holds the title of ”favorite”, moving into the third week of the season.

The productivity of Linköping’s first line with Pär Arlbrandt, Simon Hjalmarsson and Mattias Sjögren has been a big talking point already this season, the trio combining for 10 goals and 29 points after six played games. If you include Magnus Johansson (2G+6A) and Chad Kolarik (4G+2A) you can see why Linköping have dominated the scoring so far in the SHL with 24 goals. All five players sit in the top seven in the leagues point scoring, Pär Arlbrandt sitting comfortably at the top boasting 3 goals and 10 assists.

HV71 under pressure

Coach Ulf Dahlén and HV71 have been in the firing line this week, as the highly tipped club continue to under-perform. HV71 have lost their last three games and are still without a regular time win this season, putting them firmly on the bottom of table. Their inability to keep the puck out of their own net has been a big problem for the Jönköping club, letting in a league high of 22 goals, whilst also being scoreless themselves already twice this season against Örebro and Frölunda.

A lot of questions have been asked of Dahlén and the performance of number one goalkeeper Gustaf Wesslau, who has had a nightmare start to the year, beginning the season with an atrocious 4,17 goals against average and an 85,45 save percentage.

Fortunately, all is not lost for HV71 as many teams in the league have struggled to find consistency to begin the season. Växjö also continue to struggle, although managed to pick up their first win of the season this week against Örebro, who appeared to have a hangover from their dream start to the season, losing both of their matches this week.

SHL History has been made

Färjestad gave an opportunity this week to Oliver Kylington, who was 16 years, 4 months and 9 days old, when he made his debut for the club on Saturday night against MODO in Örnsköldsvik. Kylington may have expected to get a little bit of ice time and spend most of the match hanging in the bench, but that certainly was not the case. The previous Djurgården and Södertälje junior became the youngest ever player in Elitserien/SHL history to score a goal, which was also the game winner for the Karlstad club when they beat MODO 1-2.

– It is crazy. It is not what I expected before the match, but it is really cool, said Kylington to C More after his game winning performance.

It is another jam packed week of hockey ahead, all teams facing the physical and mental challenge of three games in five days. HV71 and Växjö will being trying to find their groove for the first time this season, while Linköping will be on a mission to continue their hot streak and take over the top ranking when they face Skellefteå in the top of the standigs clash on Saturday night.

2013-09-24 13:30:00 | Linköpings HC 

"I'm sure he is getting annoyed with me"

Linköpings Chad Kolarik (Foto: Stefan Lindgren, Pic-Agency Sweden) 

American Chad Kolarik  has only been in Linköping for a short time, playing only his fourth game in Sweden when LHC beat AIK 2-3 on Monday night. Kolarik has found guidance in team-mate Pär Arlbrandt, who has helped him adjust to the different style of play in Sweden and transition from North American hockey. "Pär Arlbrandt has been great for me. I pick his brain a lot, I'm sure he is getting annoyed with me", said Kolarik to SHL.se's English Blog.

Chad Kolarik has been an efficient point scorer since his days back playing NCAA hockey for Michigan State University. His ability to produce points in the AHL gave him the opportunity to play six NHL games, four for Henrik Lundqvist's New York Rangers and two matches for the Columbus Blue Jackets.

The center/wing has most recently come off a successful season in the AHL where he ranked third in the leagues point standings, Kolarik scoring a total of 31 goals and 37 assists for the Connecticut Whale and the Wilkes-Barre Scranton Penguins.

Kolarik is now in a new stage of his career, the 27 year old, moving to Sweden to play for Linköping and has been seeking advice from team-mate Pär Arlbrandt to help him adjust to the transition from North American hockey to the Swedish style of play.

- Pär Arlbrandt has been great for me. I pick his brain a lot, I'm sure he is getting annoyed with me. I ask him a lot of questions, he is a big help, says Chad Kolarik.

Kolarik and Arlbrandt have a very similar style of play, both players utilizing there strong skating skills to allow them create plays or give them room to let off a quick shot, a reason why Kolarik has seeked assistance from his Swedish counterpart.

- I don´t want to say we play alike, but we have a similar style. I like to watch him play and in practice I ask him a lot of questions and try and see what he is doing. He has helped me a lot.

Kolarik is still understandably working on his transition onto the bigger European ice and learning the key aspects of positioning and timing in relation to the extra space that the larger rink offers.

- I need to learn the positioning aspect of it. Like on defense then on offense, when to use my speed. Sometimes I am ahead of the play when it would be better to be behind the play and the guys pull up and pass across. Like Arlbrandt and Hjalmarsson, they do a really good job of that. I try to watch them a lot because they do a really good job of using their speed at the right times, explained Kolarik.

Linköping look to improve against Leksand

Linköping and Kolarik now make the trip up from Stockholm to Dalarna to face Leksand, where they will hope to improve on the performance that saw them take a scrappy 2 points against AIK.

- We need to get more guys to the net, there was a lot of rebounds tonight (Monday vs. AIK) and no one was there to bang any home. Everybody plays really good defense in this league, so we have to create opportunities in front of goal and capitalize that way, informed Kolarik.
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Weekly review - the first four rounds

The SHL season is already shaping up to be a tight hard fought year, with two thirds of all matches being deciding by just one goal after four complete rounds.  We have seen some surprise results and new stars begin to rise in this historic beginning to the SHL year.

Reigning champions Skellefteå continued where they left off last season, dominating in the first week of the new hockey year. Skellefteå already sit two points clear at the top after four rounds of games, the Norrbotteners only loss coming against impressive newcomers Örebro in a shoot-out. Joakim Lindström has began this season in hot form, leading the league in points with 3 goals and five assists.

Also to note for the Swedish Champions was the impressive comeback of both Oscar Möller and Jimmie Ericsson when they beat AIK 5-1. Both players registered their names on the score sheet directly, Möller answered for 1 goal and 2 assists in his return, while Ericsson's presence around the net was quickly established, the captain scoring 2 goals.

New teams surprisingly strong

Newcomers Leksand and Örebro have crucially started the year strong, the clubs sitting third and fourth respectively in the standings. Leksand goaltender Oscar Alsenfelt has helped guide his team to wins against Örebro 2-1, Modo 3-2 PS and Färjestad 3-2, the 26 year old being rock solid in the net boasting a 93.4 save percentage.

Meanwhile, Örebro have been the leagues biggest surprise packet after the first week of play, taking wins against Färjestad 3-2 PS, Skellefteå 4-3 PS and HV71 4-0. Örebro have shocked the experts, coming out and taking control of every match, no matter who the opponent, playing at a level of hockey that proves that they deserved to be in the SHL this season. Johan Wiklander, a.k.a "Mr 100%", has been the hero for the newcomers, scoring four penalty shots from four attempts, two of those being the match winner against Färjestad and Skellefteå.

- It has been a fun start to the season and for me personally it has been awesome to have put in the penalties. It is good for the confidence and it is especially gratifying when it is at the crucial point to win in penalties. It is always more fun to win and take the two points with you, said penalty hero Wiklander to SHL.se.

Växjö is waiting for a victory

Växjö find themselves at the wrong end of the table to begin the season, the Smålanders being the only team without a win after the first four rounds. The Lakers have the most expensive forward combination in the league, predominately concentrating their offseason purchasing on goal scorers in hope to rectify last years lack of ability to bury the puck behind the opposing goaltender. Unfortunately, to date, their plan has not prevailed, with the team only managing to score four goals in four matches as they struggle to create consistent chances in front of the opposition goal.

The slashing discussion

A big topic of discussion this week is the new interpretation of the referees on the 'slashing' rule. Players have been finding themselves sitting in the penalty box more frequently after doing things that they were able to do in previous season. There has been a sufficient increase in penalties this season after the referee board agreed to be raise the strictness on stick infringements, resulting in many players and coaches becoming frustrated, as they feel that the new interpretation is too petty.

The SHL only heats up this week with matches everyday to entertain the hockey lover. Will Skellefteå be able to continue their dominance or will Luleå be able to take points off their rival in Saturdays Norrbotten derby? Can Örebro and Leksand continue to surprise and take wins against the odds? Some of the questions that will be answered after another week of SHL action.
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The passion in "Gnaget"

The premier for AIK in Hovet Arena against HV71 had a feeling of 'old times', as 6532 Gnaget fans came to Johanneshov to cheer on their beloved black and gold.

It was hard not to be impressed by the atmosphere and aura that surrounded the arena when 6500 fans, (there may have been 32 HV71 faithful that didn't participate) stood up to chant and sing the AIK team song with more passion and heart than you would see most people sing their national anthem.

The passion in the Gnaget fans never died, if anything the intensity in their voices increased as the game went on. There may not have passed more than 5 seconds during the three periods, overtime and penalty shoot-out, where there was any silence. Every person doing everything in their power to cheer on their team or distract and disrupt their opponents.

I would be hard to be on the ice as an AIK player and not feel the passion of all of the fans rub off on you. Hearing 6500 people cheering them on to win on Saturday afternoon gave AIK the motivation and drive they needed to continually edge in front of HV71, eventually winning in penalties.

- We need six thousand or seven thousand people here every game, it helped us so much, said Teemu Ramstedt after the win.

AIK went into the match as heavy underdogs, but with 6500 Gnaget fans coming to the match, it felt like there was no way that the team was ever going to loose. The win against HV was an important one, reassuring the supporters that AIK are set for a strong year and also enticing even more fans to come to the next home match on Monday against Linköping.

- The fans like it when we win and it makes them want to come next time, which is really important, said Ramstedt.

If six or seven thousand fans can show up to every home game and turn Hovet Arena into the despised cauldron that it once was for all of AIK's opponents, it will not be easy to tip against Allmänna Idrottsklubben.
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The SHL 2013/2014-season is underway!

The long awaited season is now underway and the first round of matches are now complete. The players and coaching staff have now had their first taste of competition under the new SHL format and what a first day in the 2013/2014 season it was.

Örebro took their historic first win ever in Sweden's highest division, downing home team Färjestad 2-3 after penalties. Johan Wiklander became an instant hero in Örebro scoring twice in the penalty shoot-out and guaranteed a magic night for the new comers. Great character was shown by Örebro to come back and win the match, having to recoup after a nightmare start to there first SHL season when Färjestad took an early lead just 1:44 into the match.

Watch highlights from the game

Watch full shootout

It was a five goal haul in Luleå when last years's runners up dominated Linköping 5-1. Linus Persson continued his hot form from the end of last season scoring twice, whilst Niklas Fogström mirrored Persson's efforts also recording a double. Linköping simply could not hold the same pace as the Norrbotteners and were continually denied by Luleå goaltender David Rautio, who held a 96.97 save percentage.

Watch highlights from the game

Mattias Janmark ensured that AIK would walk away from Hovet Arena with a win over HV71, scoring 2 goals in regular time and the game winner in the penalty shoot-out to secure 2 points for his club, the final score ending 5-4. As in the preseason, the line combination of Mattias Janmark, Teemu Ramstedt and Björn Melin produced for AIK, accounting for 8 points in the match. A two goal game from American Brett Sterling helped HV71 salvage 1 point from the match, coming from a 4-2 deficit in the third period to send the match into overtime.

Watch highlights from the game

Watch full shootout 

It was a classic old time derby in Dalarna when Leksand hosted Brynäs, the visitors coming from behind to deny the host a dream comeback into Sweden's top division, winning the match 1-3. Andreas Thuresson stood up to be the hero for Brynäs scoring twice in the second period, to bring the Gävle club back after trailing 1-0 after the first. New American Recruit Bill Sweat then secured the win with his first goal in the SHL, giving Brynäs a 1-0 count in this tantalizing derby that promises to bring plenty of action throughout the season.

Watch highlights from the game

Joakim Lindström had his hand in all three goals for last years's Masters, Skellefteå beating Frölunda 3-2 in their season opener. Lindström scored 2 goals and 1 assist in the first two periods to give Skellefteå what turned out to be an unassailable 3-0 lead. The match did heat up in the third as Frölunda's juniors showed that they will never go down without a fight, Andreas Johnsson and Alexander Wennberg both scoring in the third to give SAIK a late scare.

Watch highlights from the game

MODO took there first win under new coach Anders Forsberg, beating Växjö on the road in overtime 1-2. It was a tight affair in Vida Arena with the match producing chances for both teams. Samuel Påhlsson proved to be the hero and the foe for MODO in the first period, giving his team a 0-1 lead to then comeback and loose possession of the puck resulting in Jani Lajunen tying the match for Växjö. The second and third period was back and forth, neither team able to capitalize on any chance. Viktor Lööv then took matters into his own hands in overtime to give MODO the extra point.

Watch highlights from the game
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Three Names to 'Break Out' this Season

The SHL and Sweden produce superstar talent from all over the league and country. In most cases it takes one 'break out' year to get the puck rolling on their road to superstar status in the hockey world.

Last year we saw the likes of Elias Lindholm and William Karlsson take a giant leap forward in their careers, after having their first dominant and success ridden season in Sweden's top league. Both players contributing more than what was expected of them before the beginning of the 2012/2013 season.

Here are three players that have the potential to 'break out' this season and post big numbers in the SHL, based on glimpses of brilliance that they showed last year in the league or in HockeyAllsvenskan.

One of the top goaltenders in the league? (Photo: Håkan Nordström)

Linus Ullmark, MODO Hockey

 The newly appointed Swedish national team goaltender has arguably the highest expectations of a goaltender in the SHL this season. At the young age of 20, Ullmark has represented Sweden twice, which is a big feat, considering the fact that he has only played six regular season matches and two in the playoffs at SHL level.

All of the belief behind Ullmark comes from his outstanding performance in the J20 SuperElit, the top junior league in Sweden, where the young swede was awarded best goalkeeper in the division in the 2012/2013 season. It was also his ability to step up to the top the level when given the chance to play for MODO in the SHL last season.

Linus Ullmark only played six matches in the regular season, but managed to maintain a 93.4 save percentage, which would have ranked him third in the league. It was also his two appearances in the playoffs that impressed, even though he finishing with a 1-1 win/loss record, he performed when the pressure was on and gave his team every chance to fight for the win. There are a lot of eyes on the Buffalo Sabres prospect in this upcoming SHL season and all will expect Ullmark to be one of the top goaltenders in the league.

Expect a strong year for Viktor Arvidsson (Photo: Bert Söderström)

Viktor Arvidsson, Skellefteå AIK

 Arvidsson's first complete season in the SHL last year was a learning experience for the young winger, performing as expected for a nineteen year old taking the step up from J20's into the SHL. He certainly didn't appear as a junior once Skellefteå hit the playoffs though, scoring 6 goals in 13 matches, where in 49 regular season games he only managed to net the puck 7 times.

Arvidsson's ability to perform under pressure in clutch situations turned many heads at the end of last season, so much that he made his debut for Sweden in the Czech Hockey Games recently.

His ability to produce an average of one point a game in junior international competition has caused a sense of anticipation with Arvidsson. Many expected that he would produce points directly for Skellefteå last season, although it seemed to take Arvidsson until the end of the season to adapt to the more complex SHL game. You can say that last season was a settler for Viktor Arvidsson, but you can expect 2013/2014 to be a strong year for the Skellefteå star.

Alexander Wennberg, Fölunda HC

Wennberg will play his first year in Sweden's top league this year, but expect him to make an impact directly for his new club Frölunda in the SHL. Last season's performance by the center in his first year in HockeyAllsvenskan put him on the radar around the hockey world, going from a 1 goal and 18 assist season in J20's in 2011/2012 to a 14 goal and 18 assist season in his first year of pro hockey with Djurgården.

His performance for the Stockholm club impressed so much that he found himself drafted number fourteen by the Columbus Blue Jackets in round 1 of the NHL draft this previous summer. Wennberg's ability to compliment his line-mates with his intelligence and hockey sense makes him a vital part of the Frölunda line-up.

Sweden J20 and Frölunda head coach Roger Rönnberg will no doubt be a big influence on Wennberg this season, which should see him develop into a more complete hockey player as the season progresses. Alexander Wennberg has already shown that he will be a force to be reckoned with this year, producing 6 points (2+4) in 7 games in the preseason European Trophy tournament, showing off his ability to produce goals and deliver them at a top level.

A successful year for Alexander Wennberg in 2013/2014 could see the 18 year old offered a place in the Columbus Blue Jackets roster next season.

Jeremy Darke

English blog

red@shl.se 

2013-09-12 12:53:00 | Weekly reviews 

Weekly review week 36

The SHL season is almost upon us and all of the clubs are beginning to finalize their rosters and discover the right line combinations for the start of the season. The European Trophy round-robin is now complete, with four of the seven Swedish clubs progressing to the finals. Chad Kolarik has already began to prove his worth for Linköping, topping the European Trophy point scorers list, while new AIK recruit Teemu Ramstedt has made a direct impact in Stockholm. 

AIK continued their team building this week, signing NHL merited defenseman Brett Carson. Carson is a two-way back with 90 NHL games under his belt, although has impressed AIK’s General Manager Daniel Rudslätt more with his ability to produce points in the AHL.

-Carson is good offensively and defensively. His point average in the AHL is impressive, at the same time he is stable in his own zone, said Rudslätt.

Färjestad have confirmed that try-out player Devin DiDiomete will be staying in Karlstad this season, after impressing the clubs GM Jörgen Jönsson throughout his trial period. DiDiomete recorded 1 goal and 70 penalty minutes during the clubs European Trophy campaign.

-He has done a good job of balancing his tough style of play while adapting to the way we play hockey, explained Jönsson.

Latvian defenseman Jekabs Redlihs will spend the next three weeks with Modo Hockey on a try-out contract. Modo GM Markus Näslund explaining in a press message that the club wanted to take a closer look at the defensive back. Redlihs has played 63 matches in the AHL and 152 matches in the KHL, most recently coming from Dinamo Riga.

The European Trophy group stage is now complete with Färjestad, Frölunda, Luleå and Djurgården progressing through to the final stage later this year. Färjestad, Luleå and Djurgården topped their respective divisions, while Frölunda finish second behind Färjestad. Linköping, HV71 and Brynäs all missed the cut to progress to the ET playoffs, finishing outside of the top two in their divisions.

Chad Kolarik Tops European Trophy Scoring

On a positive note for Linköping, leading into this year’s SHL season, is the hot form of newly signed American center Chad Kolarik. Kolarik has had no trouble settling in to his new club and life in Sweden, topping the Scoring Leaders list in the European Trophy with 12 points in 8 matches. Linköpings new star impressed big in their mini-series against SHL rivals HV71, scoring 2 goals and 1 assist in their 4-5 loss and 1 goal and 1 assist in their 5-4 revenge win two days later.

Teemu Ramstedt has had a direct impact on new club AIK, guiding them to two wins in their final two preseason matches. Ramstedt has only been with the club for one week, but has found success directly scoring 4 goals and posting 3 assists in the clubs two matches against Södertälje. The Finn has settled in instantaneously with new line mates Björn Melin and Mattias Janmark Nylen, which has given them the momentum that they were craving before the first drop of the puck in the SHL season.

It is now less than a week before the first round of the SHL season on Saturday, the hairs on all hockey fans arms are standing on end with excitement, while the coaches and players bottle their nerves and iron out the final creases before the beginning of the new hockey year.
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Joslin: "Heard there was a lot of skill here"

To come from North America and move to Europe to play hockey is not as simple as pack your hockey bag, your suitcase, hop on a plane and fly over the Atlantic. There are many variables that players and coaches must take into account throughout the recruiting process to make sure that a player will transition properly to the the European style of hockey and lifestyle.

Derek Joslin is one of the freshest North American's to make the move to Sweden, joining Stockholm club AIK. The Canadian defenseman is one of the most NHL merited players in the SHL, playing 116 matches in the world's strongest league, and has already noticed many differences in how the game is played in Sweden.

-It's a different game in the neutral zone, in the NHL it is a lot smaller. You can stay up on guys, you don't need to do as much skating and still be in position, where here you have to be a little bit smarter.

- You have to keep the guys in front of you because they are coming with speed and crisscrossing and there is a lot more room for them to make plays.

"Everyone can skate and stick handle"

It is not only the skating speed that Joslin and fellow transatlantic players have to adjust to, it is also the difference in puck movement and abundance of skillful players in the SHL.

-There is more puck possession and skating, everyone can skate and stick handle. You might make six or seven passes before you get into the offensive zone. Where as in the NHL you hit the red line, dump it in, finish your checks and win the puck that way.

-Before I came here I had heard that there was a lot of skill here and I'm really noticing that.

How has the transition been for you personally?

-It has been a good transition, first of all the ice is a bit bigger and my style of play is physical and skating, so it has been a bit of an adjustment to pick my spots to be physical and when to use my skating.

How has it been off the ice, joining a new team and moving to a new city and country?

-The guys on the team have been great, everyone on the team speaks English so it has been easy in that way. Stockholm the city is one of the nicest city's I've played in or lived in.

Are you hoping that a strong year in AIK will propel you back into the NHL?

-I signed here to be a part of this team and chase a championship and that's my goal, first and foremost. As a dream as a North American kid and Canadian kid you want to play in the NHL, but I'm not looking that far ahead. I'm just focusing on our goal and trying to be one of the best players to try and lead this team into the playoffs and beyond.
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SHL weekly review

Färjestad continue their dominance in the European trophy, keeping their undefeated status alive. MODO Hockey and Skellefteå AIK have also proven that they will be ready come the first drop of the puck this season, winning all matches in their three trial-game week. AIK continue to do it tough against SHL opponents in their trial matches, although they hope that latest signing Teemu Ramstedt will help to bring them some positive momentum into the final week and a half of preseason.

Färjestad remain the team to beat in this year's European Trophy, once again taking all six points on offer in their two matches this week. Both goaltenders Fredrik Pettersson-Wentzel and Danny Taylor were the match heroes for the Karlstad club, Pettersson-Wentzel recording a 97.1 save percentage in his teams 2-1 victory over Zurich on Friday, while Danny Taylor held a 96.2 save percentage when Färjestad beat EV Zug 4-1 the following day.

MODO take home the SCA-Cup

(MODO defeat Leksand in the final of the SCA-Cup. Photo: Andreas Jonsson Planck, Pic-Agency)

The SCA Cupen took place this week between Modo Hockey, Leksand, Timrå IK and IF Sundsvall Hockey, the clubs playing off in a three game series, which saw MODO take home the the Cup beating all three opponents comfortably. The SCA Cup win continues MODO's impressive form throughout the preseason, as they demonstrate an upbeat and offensive style of play under new head coach Anders Forsberg.

Skellefteå AIK also continue to prove why they hold the title of Swedish Masters, winning all matches in their replicated three game SHL week. The Norrbotteners beat BIK Karlskoga 2-1 in overtime, Örebro 3-1 and AIK 3-1 in their best performance of the preseason. The Swedish champions are without a loss after five trial matches and are looking stronger and more disciplined each time they step out onto the ice, naturally heading into the start of the season as favorites.

At the other end of the scale is AIK, the Stockholmers have been struggling to find consistency during this year's trial match period, having the worst points to games played percentage. AIK have not been able to take a win against any team that plays in Sweden's top league, the club only recording wins against HockeyAllsvenkan clubs Västerås and Almtuna. Even though the results have not gone their way, AIK did look sharp and better structured in their 1-3 loss to Skellefteå on Thursday, although they could not back it up the following day against Finnish club Espoo Blues losing 3-6 in another penalty filled game for the black and gold.

Two new players in the SHL

Finnish nationally merited center Teemu Remstedt will join Stockholm club AIK this upcoming week, signing a one year contract before joining Finland for the Czech Hockey Games. Remstedt's addition to AIK is set to strengthen their offensive power and give them more options on the power play.

- Teemu is a productive player with great offensive qualities. A center with a good understanding of the game and excellent on the power play. We are very much looking forward to having him at the club, said AIK GM Daniel Ruddslätt on the club's webpage.

Färjestad have taken on Canadian David Liffiton on a try-out contract in order to help strengthen the depth of their defense. Liffiton is a physical, stay at home defenseman with strong leadership skills, captaining AHL club Lake Erie Monsters in the 2011/2012 season before spending last year playing in Italy for Milano Rossoblu.
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"More grit and not as fancy with the puck"

Holloway

The 2012/2013 scoring title winner Bud Holloway returns to Skellefteå AIK. Photo: SAIK-TV

It has become a mini invasion of North Americans into the SHL this offseason, but there is one man who certainly knows what it is like to be successful in Sweden's top league already and that is the 2012/2013 scoring title winner, Bud Holloway.

- I love it here, I love all the guys on my team and the town Skellefteå, so it was comforting coming back for the third year.

Bud Holloway had a lot to think about over the summer break, receiving an offer from the Los Angeles Kings NHL organization, although the 2012/2013 SHL Highest Point Scorer turned down the offer, deciding to spend another year in Sweden with Skellefteå AIK.

- The deal they offered me didn't seem like the right one to take at the time. We didn't see that it was the best move for me to continue developing and moving forward, explained Holloway.

Skellefteå's coaching team Hans Wallson, Stefan Klockare and Bert Robertsson found themselves taking over the team at a precarious time of last season, after the firing of previous Head Coach Anders Forsberg, coming into the final weeks of the season. The new coaching trio now have the opportunity to mould their team from scratch, beginning with preseason training and finding the right combinations within the squad.

- Right now everything is just work, work, work, and get in shape. We are focusing now on working on our positions and working hard to try and get things going. I think they are doing a great job running things and getting us ready for the season, explained Holloway about his new coaches.

- Their style is a little bit more straight forward, a little bit more grit and not as fancy with the puck.

"I'm happy as long as we are winning"

Bud Holloway had a extraordinarily successful year in Sweden last year, winning the championship with Skellefteå, being the league's top scorer and also assisting more goals in one SHL season than any other before him. Coming into the 2013/2014 the Canadian native focuses on doing what he can for his team to keep them on a winning run.

- I just want to give my team a chance to win every night and I feel like I've played my best and done things right for the team. If I have zeros in my column I'm happy with it as long as we are winning.
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SHL weekly review

HV71's wobbly start to the European Trophy has been somewhat rectified as the Jönkopiens took two strong home wins this week, while Färjestad hold on to their undefeated status. Andreas Johnsson has emerged as a hot junior prospect for Frölunda, ranking second on the ET point scoring table. The week has also seen many of the transatlantic signings settle in and begin to produce goals and points for their new clubs, meanwhile Leksand have chosen not to renew tryout player Mike Seidel's contract.

HV71 put themselves back into the mix in the south division of the European Trophy, beating both HC Sparta Praha (5-3) and Pirati Chomutov (6-1) to place themselves up into fifth position on six points in their group, with two games in hand on leaders HC Slovan Bratislava.

Färjestad have continued their hot preseason form in the ET, being the only  club to stay undefeated and take full points in every match. The Karlstad club, who also had the luxury of two home games, beat new recruit Shawn Belle's old club Adler Mannheim 4-1 and ERC Ingolstadt 3-0.

18 year old, Andreas Johnsson has emerged as a junior to keep an eye on in Frölunda, the 2013 round seven Toronto Maple Leafs draftee has begun this year's season in blistering scoring form. The Frölunda bred winger has scored 4 goals and 2 assists in 4 matches in this year's European Trophy, making him the second highest point scorer in the tournament and the highest scoring junior, doubling any of his junior rival's efforts.

This week has seen many of the new transatlantic signings settle in to their clubs and begin to register their names on the score sheet. Colby Armstrong, Evan McGrath, Riley Holzapfel, Devin DiDiomete and Greg Scott all found the back of the net for the first time for their new team, whilst Scott Munroe held his first shutout for Växjö.

Leksand's American tryout player Mike Seidel was informed that he will not have his contract renewed in Dalarna for the upcoming SHL season. The club's General Manager Tommy Salo releasing a statement that Seidel had not come up to the level that he expected.

- Mike has had a real chance to prove himself here in the club but I don't think he has come up to the level that I expected he could maintain. He had, as I said a tryout contract with us that I have chosen not to renew, said Salo in a press message.
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SHL weekly review

Domare pratar

The referees have met with managers and coaches before the season.

 (Photo: Bert Söderström. Pic-Agency)

SHL's preseason is now in full swing, the training has been tough and the trial matches have been intense, as all clubs fight to get their fitness to its peak and begin working on new systems discovering their style of play.

Brynäs have done their best to replace NHL bound Elias Lindholm, bringing in Petteri Nokelainen who comes most recently from the Montreal Canadiens organization. Nokelainen has played 245 matches in the NHL with various clubs and also has national team merit with Finland.

- We have a very solid center who can even play out on the edge, but in the beginning he will be thought of as a center for us, says Brynäs Coach Tommy Jonsson. He is a player with both offensive and defensive quality, who has wide experience beyond his age.

The referees have now met with managers and coaches before the beginning of the season to discuss their focus for the upcoming SHL year, informing them on the specifics of what they expect from the players out on the ice. The key areas of focus will be eradicating the amount of slashing, holding and interference in front of goal. The referees will also like to see a more fluent game with fewer interruptions.

On the ice the action is starting to warm up with all clubs now participating in training matches in Sweden and within Europe, while some clubs are competing in the European Trophy, others have decided to get away from the distractions of their hometown and go on a mini camp in a neighbor country. SHL teams have started strong in the European Trophy, a preseason tournament that now extends into the season, with Luleå, Färjestad, and Frölunda undefeated after two matches, Linköping and Brynäs holding a one win one loss record and HV71 doing it tuff with two straight losses.

American Rhett Rakashani is already proving to be one of the trades of the offseason for Växjö, beginning the hockey year in firing form for the Lakers. The former HV71 star scoring 4 goals and 2 assists for his new club in just 2 trial matches, 3 goals and 1 assist coming when Växjö destroyed newly demoted Rögle last Saturday. Rakhshani has had no problem fitting in at Växjö, creating a combination with Finn Tomi Kallio directly, who has also scored 3 goals in 2 matches, two of those goals from a Rakhshani pass.

Örebro have been solid in their SHL preseason campaign, spending the last week in Switzerland playing 3 matches in four days against Rapperswil (1-0), Davos (3-5) and Ambri (2-1). Örebro came away from the Alps with 2 wins and 1 loss, drawing a lot of positives out of the trip and also pinpointing areas that may need work before the first faceoff on September 14. - To win two out of three games against Swiss teams is great and pretty good for our confidence, says Ben Walter to Örebro's homepage. It shows us what kind of team we can be and what we need to build on coming in to the regular season.

On the injury front, American Jack Connolly will be sidelined for approximately two weeks after he picked up a shoulder problem in their European Trophy match against Jokerit on Thursday. New recruit Garrett Stafford was also under an injury cloud for FBK, although he has now been cleared of any problem after he missed training only as a precaution.
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Hurtubise: "You guys love hockey"

Luleå vs Skellefteå

On Saturday AIK recruit Mark Hurtubise faced the task of playing against his old club Leksand for the first time since leaving Dalarna to join the Stockholm giants.

Hurtubise played a big role for Leksand last season in their flight to the SHL from HockeyAllsvenskan, being the clubs second highest point scorer behind Michael Raffl with 45 points, 18 goals and 27 assists. SHL.se's English blog took a moment with the Canadian after his 2-4 loss to his old team mates.

You played for Leksand for two years and left them as a free agent, were there any hard feelings when you left the club just as they got promoted to the SHL?

- No, not at all. When I heard that AIK was interested, I didn't hesitate, I jumped right onto the opportunity here. To play in the capital of Sweden is a great opportunity for me. I am really happy to be here, the guys are great and everyone has been nice to me in the organization so far, I'm very happy right now.

How has your transition been into AIK and working under the three new trainers?

- There have been some adjustments to do. You are coming to a new team so you have to find out how to fit into that team, so I am working on that right now. The coaches have been great they have been helping me out and explaining things to me. When the puck drops on that first regular season game i'll be ready and will be gelling with everybody.

You have lived in Sweden going into your third year now, are you looking to stay here long term?

- Sweden is very similar to Canada, the lifestyle is similar, you guys love hockey so for sure I love being in a country like this. It is really great to see other parts of the world. Swedish people are very nice people, I have no regrets coming here at all, I'm very happy here.
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SHL weekly review

Aaron Gagnon is signed by Jönköping club HV71. Photo: Johan Freijd, HVTV

August has arrived and the smell of hockey is in the air. All the players are back in the locker room lacing up their skates and stepping on the ice, breaking in their new skates and sticks. Some familiar faces are no longer around and some new and unfamiliar faces have moved in to replace them, as players try to create new combinations that will earn them the right to lift the LeMat Trophy at season's end.

All of the SHL clubs have made their official on ice premiers for all of their sponsors and fans and have been training hard to recapture their rhythm and retune their skills before the first puck drops in the 2013/2014 season on September 14.

This year's silly season has seen most clubs focus much of their attention on purchasing transatlantic stars, who have now began to arrive in Sweden and present themselves to their respected clubs, with much anticipation. Most have now stepped onto the training rink and began to create chemistry with their new team mates. A few have taken it further, like Leksand's trial player Mike Seidel and Växjö's Ryan Lasch, who buried their first puck in the back of the net in their new colors during their first trial match.

The beginning of August has also seen some high profile transactions, as all the clubs put together the final pieces of their team for the upcoming season.

Örebro have signed American Tim Wallace, who comes directly from the Carolina Hurricanes organization, where the hard-working forward spent last season playing 28 matches for the Hurricanes and 47 matches for their farm team the Charlotte Checkers. Örebro are hoping that Wallace's experience and point scoring ability will give them what they need to stay and compete in the SHL this season.

Canadian Aaron Gagnon is also set to make the move to Sweden from the AHL, being signed by Jönköping club HV71. Gagnon played 10 games last season in the NHL for the Winnipeg Jets scoring 3 goals. Gagnon, center/wing, spent most of last season playing for the St. John's IceCaps were he recorded 11 goals and 13 assists in 43 matches.

Rasmus Bengtsson, drafted by the Florida Panthers, agreed to a one year deal with Swedish Masters Skellefteå, after the Junior World Champion spent most of the summer training with the club. Bengtsson, an offensive defenseman, spent the previous two years playing in the USHL for the Muskegon Lumberjacks, developing his game. Last season he recorded 24 assists in 49 matches for the Lumberjacks and represented Sweden in J20's 16 times throughout the year.

There has been a lot of new talent come into the SHL this season, but the trend of young superstars leaving Sweden continues as Elias Lindholm confirmed that he will not begin the year in Brynäs. The 2013 number five pick in the NHL draft affirmed his decision to play with the Carolina Hurricanes organization, in hope to fulfill his childhood dream of playing in the world's top hockey league this season.

Looking forward, all of the clubs will continue their hard preseason training and test their combinations in trial matches while others will participate in the beginning of the European Trophy, which starts on Tuesday 13th of August.
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Örebro Sign Hurricane Wallace

Luleå vs SkellefteåTim Wallace will represent Örebro in the upcoming SHL. Photo: Michael Miller, Wikipedia Commons

Carolina Hurricane, Tim Wallace is set to make the move to Sweden and join newly promoted Örebro, which completes their troop for the upcoming season. - We are very satisfied and happy with the troop that we now have together for the SHL, says Örebro General Manager Pontus Gustavsson.

Tim Wallace will now join NHL merited North Americans, Justin DiBenedetto and Ben Walter in Örebro's lineup for the 2013/2014 season, in their plight to stay amongst the best teams in Sweden within the SHL.

- We are very pleased to have Tim Wallace here, a NHL merited forward which has the competence we are looking for. We are very satisfied and happy with the troop that we have together for the SHL, says Örebro General Manager Pontus Gustavsson in a press release.

Tim Wallace, 29 years old, is a player known for his strong attitude and passion for the the game. He has a good work ethic and isn't afraid to go hard along the boards and work in the corners. He also has good size at 185cm and 94kg.

- He is a tough forward who has a good shot. Tim is a leader and has been a captain in the AHL previously. Tim has had an uneasy roll in the NHL, where he has played on the third or fourth line, but when he moves down to the AHL he plays on the first line and scores points. Tim is a player that has love and passion in his play, informed Head Coach Tim Ross to Örebro's homepage.

Wallace has played a total of 101 NHL matches for the likes of the Pittsburgh Penguins, New York Islanders, Tampa Bay Lightning and most recently the Carolina Hurricanes. In the 2012/2013 season Wallace accounted for 1 goal and 1 assists in 28 games for the Hurricanes, he also played 47 matches in the AHL for the Charlotte Checkers where he produced 9 goals and 13 assists.
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International Player Transfers: April

The Elitserien season has come to an end on the ice, although the action certainly has not stopped off it, with teams looking for ways to strengthen their line-ups and fill the holes left by vacating players ahead to the 2013/2014 season.

Chris LeeChris Lee. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency

The biggest news from international player movement in April has to be the departure of Defensive Point King Chris Lee from Färjestad BK. Lee departs Karlstad to seek opportunities in the Russian KHL with Metallurg Magnitogorsk. A deal that was said to benefited all three parties, yet leaving a giant hole that will need to be filled in the Färjestad defence.

HV71’s Rhett Rakhshani is also another big name move, with the American moving down to club rival Växjö Lakers. Rakhshani played an important role for HV71 this season with a 39 point year, scoring 14 goals and 25 assists. The possible combination with 2011/2012 Point King Robert Rosén can only bring good things to the Växjö club.

RakhshaniRhett Rakhshani. Photo: Per Friske, Pic-Agency

Although Frölunda lost star goaltender Julius Hudacek to KHL, they have strengthened their goal scoring abilities significantly by picking up HockeyAllsvenkan’s Point Scoring Leader Evan McGrath. The dual Canadian/Polish national scored 50 points for Oskarshamn last season. His offensive prowess is not all he brings to the Göteborg team but also great defensive skills and a world of experience which will benefit the mass youth in the club.

After moving up from HockeyAllsvenskan for the 2013/2014 season, Leksand have lost key Canadian forward Mark Hurtubise to AIK. The Stockholm club have taken on board and experienced forward who can create scoring opportunities for himself and others, as he showed in his previous season in Leksand, being their second highest point scorer and HockeyAllsvenskan’s seventh best with 45 points.

International Player Transfers 

Kalle Kaijomaa (FIN) from Växjö Lakers to Espoo Blues (Finland)

Mikko Kousa (FIN) from MODO Hockey to Jokerit (Finland)

Ari Vallin (FIN) from Färjestad to Kärpät (Finland)

Mark Hurtubise (CAN) from Leksand to AIK

Chris Lee (CAN) from Färjestad to Metallurg Magnitogorsk (Russia)

Vyacheslav Truhno (RUS) from Asplöven to Luleå

Mika Pyörälä (FIN) from Luleå to Kärpät (Finland)

Daniel Bellisimo (ITA) from Timrå to Luleå

Mats Trygg (NOR) from HV71 to Lorenskog (Norway) 

Evan McGrath (CAN) from Oskarshamn to Frölunda

Mikko Luoma (FIN)  from HV71 to JYP Jyväskylä (Finland)

Julius Hudacek (SVK) from Frölunda to Sibir Novosibirsk (Russia)

Ville Varakas (FIN) from HIFK Helsinki to Växjö Lakers

Fredrik Norrena (FIN) from Växjö Lakers to TPS Turku (Finland)

Robin Dahlstrom (NOR) from IF Troja-Ljunby Örebro HK

Morten Madsen (DEN) from MODO Hockey to Hamburg Freezers (Germany)

Nick Plastino (ITA) from BIK Karlskoga to Örebro HK

Rhett Rakhshani (USA) from HV71 to Växjö Lakers
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Oscar Lindberg, 2013 Playoff MVP

Oscar Lindberg

Oscar Lindberg. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Skellefteå AIK´s Oscar Lindberg has been awarded the Stefan Liv Memorial Trophy, as this year's SM-Slutspel's most valuable player.

Lindberg recorded an impressive 4 goals and 8 assists to share the top rung of this year's points leader table in the playoffs with 12 points. It was not only his point scoring efficiency that lead to him achieving this great honor, but his courageous and hard working ethic all over the ice.

Lindberg was able to produce something out of nothing throughout this whole Slutspel series, creating scoring opportunities when his team needed them the most. A well-deserving winner of the Stefan Liv Memorial Trophy.

Lindberg shared his thoughts on his and his teams achievements to Kanal 5 after the match:

- Relief, happiness and a little emptiness. I feel proud that I can do this with the players that I have played with all season. I grow as a player all the time and now in the playoffs. I am not surprised that we have done so well. I don't think that I have taken it in one hundred percent yet.
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Skellefteå: "We Really Deserve This Gold"

Skellefteå AIKSkellefteå AIK. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Skellefteå vs. Luleå

Series: Skellefteå win 4-0

Skellefteå AIK stamp their ownership on this year's Elitserien with a 4-0 series victory in the SM-Final to become Sweden's 2012/2013 ice-hockey Masters.

- It's absolutely fantastic, I don't know when you will stop being happy, said a gold helmet wearing Joacim Eriksson.

It is a dream come true for Skellefteå, after going down in the final the previous two years to Brynäs and Färjestad, they now end their season as deserving champions, a point Skellefteå defenceman Fredrik Lindgren expressed:

- I'm so proud of the team and all the staff. We have been in the final twice before and now we are there as the winners. I think we really deserve this Gold as we have huge character and everyone has worked really hard.

Luleå forced the Norrbotten club to come from behind in game three of the series taking a 0-1 lead into the first intermission. It was only thirty-two seconds into the second period before Skellefteå defenceman, Martin Sevc found himself open in the slot to fire home the equalizer.

Viktor Arvidsson once again stepped up to be the hero for SAIK, burying a loose rebound, after some give and go passing with Melker Karlsson and Oscar Lindberg, to score the game winner with the match ending 2-1.

Game four was more of a one sided affair, the Luleå home fans watched their hopes of a miracle series fight back disappear by the minute. Skellefteå came out of their change room with gold on their minds, out skating their opponents and creating all the offensive pressure, resulting in an early goal for Oscar Möller 3:33 minutes into the match.

Erik Forssell then put the guests 2-0 up before the end of the period to take complete control of game four. Skellefteå then put both hands on the Le Mat Trophy when Johan Forsberg found himself with an open net after a fine pass from Oscar Lindberg, putting the game out of reach for Luleå at 3-0. Forssell scored his second for the match, sealing the victory with an empty net goal, winning the match and the series by a comfortable 4-0.

Skellefteå AIK

Skellefteå AIK. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Luleå simply did not have have the answers to stop a Skellefteå team that were on a mission for gold from the beginning of the season. Topping the Elitserien table with 114 points and losing only one match in the entire SM-Slutspel. Luleå's sporting director Lars Bergström explains to Hockeyligan.se:

- Obviously we are disappointed. We worked hard the whole season for this gold, only to realize that it wasn't enough when we met a better opponent, Bergström continues:

- They were much better in every moment. We may have been able to win a match, but over the whole series their is no question. They have been better than us and are deserving winners.

A large key to the success of Skellefteå in this year's SM-Slutspel and final was the outstanding performance of goaltender Joacim Eriksson. The 23 year old, Gävle born goaltender, has posted incredible statistics throughout this playoff series, recording a save percentage of 95.22 and a goals against average of a mere 1.06, while standing between the pipes for 10 matches. 

In the final against Luleå, Eriksson only allowed three goals in four matches and also recorded two of his three Slutspel shutouts against his northern rivals. It was not only the statistics that impressed, but also the clutch saves of Eriksson when his team needed them the most. The Skellefteå goaltender shared the secret of his success after his teams series victory;

- I got more confident this season and felt more stable in every way. I got better at reading the game and a little bit faster. The star goalkeeper continued on about his emotions of the win and returning home to Skellefteå:

- It feels great to win here in Luleå, it could not be better. It is going to be magic in Skellefteå in every way.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Skellefteå have a strangle hold on the Le Mat Trophy

Luleå vs SkellefteåLuleå vs Skellefteå. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Skellefteå vs. Luleå

Series: Skellefteå lead 2-0

Skellefteå have a strangle hold on the Le Mat Trophy, going out to an ascending 2-0 series lead in the SM-Final against Northern rival Luleå, taking their home win in overtime and an all important away win in game two of the series.

It was a 0-0 tie after regular time in game one, which saw the first meeting in the series go into extra time, where Elitserien Point King Bud Holloway reignited his playoff form scoring the 1-0 game winner, to draw first blood in this year’s final. Viktor Arvidsson was the hero for the Västerbotton club in game two, scoring one goal and providing two for his team mates, to help his team to a 4-2 win and adopt a 2-0 match lead in the best of seven series. 

Skellefteå dominated the proceedings in game one with a shot count of 45-18, but were denied repeatedly by the outstanding goaltending abilities of Luleå’s Johan Gustafsson. After a tight first period between the two Northern clubs, Skellefteå began to over-power their rivals, always looking the most likely to break the 0-0 score line, although they were continually stoned by big saves from a determined and focused Gustafsson. 

It was 8:30 into overtime before Skellefteå took the game winner when Elitserien’s Highest Point Scorer Holloway netted his first goal since game two of the quarter-finals, handing his team a 1-0 victory and a 1-0 series lead.

- It is a stepping stone, getting game one out of the way. We still have a lot of work ahead of us, but we have one in place, said match hero Bud Holloway on the importance of the win to Kanal 5.

Arvidsson Arvidsson and company after a goal. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Luleå came out a different team in game 2 taking the lead early, although a five minute lapse mid-way through the first period allowed Skellefteå to control the match, scoring three quick goals and go on and win 4-2. Linus Persson delighted the sold out home crowd in Coop Norrbotten Arena giving his team a 1-0 lead after only 2:35 in the match. It then became the Viktor Arvidsson show, first delivering a pin point pass to Petter Emanualsson, after winning the puck behind the net, who fired the puck past the goaltender to tie the match 1-1. 

Arvidsson then gave his team a 2-1 lead, scoring a beautiful breakaway goal, beating Gustafsson with a nice move on the backhand. Skellefteå’s third goal in five and a half minutes came from Captain Jimmie Ericsson, as he found himself free in front of the net, scoring the eventual match winner. Arvidsson then became the supplier again, turning goaltender Gustafsson inside out then served team mate Melker Karlsson a goal on a silver platter, giving their team an unassailable 4-1 lead.

Linus Persson scored his Slutspel toping eighth goal soon after, to give his team a glimmer of hope at 4-2 in the second period, but Skellefteå defended their lead well during the final half of the match, going on to win and attain an ascending 2-0 lead in the series.

Viktor Arvidsson, 20 years old, has become an important and key player for Skellefteå throughout this playoff period, maturing into a creative and speedy forward, something that Skellefteå’s Assistant Coach, Bert Robertsson is fully aware of.

- Viktor is a guy with fresh legs and it shows when he is on the ice, says Robertsson to Kanal 5, when he is on the ice he makes a difference, then it is irrelevant how much ice time you give him.

Persson

Linus Persson. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Luleå must now take full advantage of the one day rest and recover from their poor start. They must take the positives out of their two losses and start afresh in game three at Skellefteå’s Kraft Arena, if they are any hope of getting back into this SM-Final, something that Slutspel Point Leader Linus Persson explained after the game two loss:

- We just need to reload, we are taking steps in the right direction, I think we are better than Skellefteå and if we continue like this we will take them on Tuesday.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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SM-Final Preview

Skellefteå vs Luleå

Skellefteå vs Luleå. Photo Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

SM-Final Preview

(1) Skellefteå vs (3) Luleå

Elitserien 2012/2013: 

Skellefteå 3 wins (13GF, 10GA)

Luleå 2 wins (10GF, 13GA)

Slutspel History: Skellefteå 1-0 (2010/2011: 4-2)

It is no surprise that it has ended up as a Norrland derby for this year’s SM Slutspel Final. Both teams deserve to be there, as they have been arguably the most consistent clubs through the entire season and have certainly been the most clinical in this year’s playoffs.

Skellefteå vs Linköping

Skellefteå vs Linköping. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

ROAD TO FINAL

SKELLEFTEÅ: 

QF Brynäs 4-0, SF Linköping 4-1

Scoring Efficiency: 10.24%

Goals Against Average: 1.47%

You can put down consistency as the number one reason why Skellefteå have made it to this year’s final. They play each game with a calmness and composure that you do not get from any other team in the Elitserien. They are comfortable with the lead and keep to their game plan and be patient when they fall behind until the goals begin to flow. This is aided by the complete depth within their four lines which are filled with match winners and game breakers.

Luleå vs Färjestad

Luleå vs Färjestad. Photo Simone Syversson, Pic Agency

LULEÅ: 

QF Frölunda 4-2, SF Färjestad 4-1

Scoring Efficiency: 9.77%

Goals Against Average: 1.86%

Luleå may not be a team filled with superstars like their rivals Skellefteå but they still have goal scorers all over the ice throughout their four lines. Their ability to play tough and physical and grind out a win is one of their biggest attributes. It gives them the ability to hold onto a small lead or stay in the match until someone can tie up or score a match winner. The stellar performance of goaltender Johan Gustafsson is also key for this team. Johan’s capability to make clutch saves when needed has played a big role in his team’s progression to the final. 

SPECIAL TEAMS

Playoff Powerplay

SKELLEFTEÅ: 8 for 36 (22.22% 3rd in SM-Slutspel)

LULEÅ: 10 for 42 (23.81 2nd in SM-Slutspel)

Playoff Penalty Killing

SKELLEFTEÅ: 28 of 30 (93.33% 1st in SM-Slutspel)

LULEÅ: 26 of 34 (76.47 5th in SM-Slutspel)

Luleå’s powerplay improved dramatically from the quarter-final to the semi-final and played an important part in their move into the final. It is going to have to step up another level to break the superb box play of their Northern rivals. Skellefteå will be looking to exploit Luleå when they are a man short and take advantage of their average form throughout this Slutspel competition.

Oscar LindbergOscar Lindberg and Bud Holloway. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

Slutspel Standout Performer

SKELLEFTEÅ

- Oscar Lindberg: It has not only been Lindberg’s team topping point scoring throughout this year’s post-season that has impressed but also his ability to help out his defenders with strong back-checking and two-way hockey. He is constantly getting behind the opposition and creating space and scoring chances for himself and his team mates.

LULEÅ

- Linus Persson: During Luleå’s semi-final against Färjestad, Persson emerged as his team’s most in-form player, scoring goals in his last three matches and posting points in his last four. Persson has also been his team’s clutch performer, scoring the game tying goal in game 4 of the series in which Luleå moved on to win in over-time and also buried the OT winner in game 5 to put his team into the SM-Final.  

OFFENSE

Both of these teams offense have been impressive although for completely different reasons. Skellefteå’s superstar forwards put together magical movements and create plays that are simply beautiful to watch. Where, as Luleå are happy to do the hard work and dig deep in the offensive zone to create goals. Both teams have the men who can deliver a perfect pass under pressure and world class finishes.

DEFENCE

Skellefteå’s defensive abilities have been almost unbeatable in this year’s playoffs, amazingly allowing an average of less than 20 shots per match. This has a lot to do with the commitment of their players to deflect shots or put their body on the line and block them. Luleå’s defence has had some cracks this Slutspel although the offensive productivity of their defensemen has made up for the odd lapse of concentration at the back, with the likes of Fransson and Sandström being heavily involved in forward puck movement and goal creation.

Johan GustafssonGustafsson against Skellefteå. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

GOALTENDING

SKELLEFTEÅ: Playoff SVS% 93.61, GAA 1.47

LULEÅ: Playoff SVS% 92.47, GAA 1.88

Goaltending is going to play a big part in the outcome of this final series. Skellefteå began these playoffs alternating between Svensson and Eriksson although it now seems as the latter has taken the number one position playing the final four matches of the semis. 

Eriksson has not allowed more than 2 pucks behind him in regular time throughout the entire playoffs. Luleå’s Gustafsson has played all 11 playoff games for his team and has faced an average of 27 shots per match. Although his numbers may not be as impressive as his opponents, his ability to come up with big saves in critical moments has been a highlight of his game in these playoffs.

Summary

All attributes taken into account, this SM-Final certainly shapes up to be a tight and physical battle. Skellefteå’s flash and class goes up against the tough workhorse grind of Luleå. Superstar forwards go up against tough defenders and brick wall goaltenders, a series that is too hard to split and should not be missed.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Consistent and effective play from Luleå proved too much for Färjestad

Luleå HockeyLuleå Hockey. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic-Agency

Färjestad vs. Luleå

Series: Luleå win 4-1

Luleå ensure a Norrland derby final, holding off a strong and determined Färjestad team in game five to take the series 4-1. A semi-final win by a more effective and consistent team with great goaltending.

Färjestad were not going out of this series without a fight in game five, being the more aggressive of the two teams throughout the match. It seemed as it was going to be the Karlstad club's night, creating more chances and taking the lead 1-0 mid-way through the second period. 

Luleå began to fight back in the third period and tied the match up with eight minutes to play. Färjestad looked as though they were going to please their sell-out home crowd as they put on the pressure and continued to create scoring opportunities deep into the first period of overtime, but it was Luleå’s Linus Klasen who took advantage of his chance, putting the puck behind Salak to send his team into the SM-Slutspel Final.

Luleå wore down their Karlstad opponents in their four match wins. Constant, consistent and effective play from the Norrland club proved too much for Färjestad as they were not able to continually fend off the likes of Linus Persson, Linus Klasen and the always productive Abbott twins. Luleå were able to take their chances and hit the lead, then bog down their opponents and not let them back into the match.

- They were more effective than us and took the lead in more matches, which they are very good at playing with. We were never in the right place and no one put the puck in when we needed it said FBK captain Rickard Walin to Färjestads official website.

Johan Gustafsson

Johan Gustafsson. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency

The difference also in this series was the clutch goaltending of Luleå goaltender Johan Gustafsson. Gustafsson held a save percentage of 93.4 in his teams four wins but it was more the timing of his big saves that made a difference for his team. Besides his slight lapse in game three of the series, Gustafsson was there for his team when they needed him the most, coming up with big saves that shifted momentum and gave his team the opportunity to take the lead or maintain it, something that opposing goaltender Salak was unable to do.

- I am disappointed in myself, I played okay but not my best, I didn’t make the big saves which become the difference to win matches. (Johan) Gustafsson played fantastic in their goal, expressed a self-critical and disappointed Alexander Salak after the series loss.

Luleå are now set to take on their Northern rivals Skellefteå, in what shapes up to be a tough and competitive battle to become Sweden’s Hockey Masters.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Skellefteå AIK the first team to advance to the SM-final

Skellefteå vs Linköping

Skellefteå vs Linköping. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

Skellefteå vs. Linköping

Series: Skellefteå win 4-1

Skellefteå become the first team to advance to the SM-Slutspel final after beating Linköping 3-1 in game five to win the series by a deceiving 4-1 in matches.

The misleading 4-1 series win for Skellefteå, tells a false story, giving the impression that it was a comfortable semi-final victory for the Elitserien's best club, although that was not the case. Each match in this series was a colossus battle with momentum swinging both ways in all five matches. Skellefteå were forced to show during this series that they have not only the skill and quality to win SM Gold but also the will and determination, coming back from 0-1 in the series and also coming from behind in two matches, forcing overtime and allowing  one of their many superstars to net the winner.

- Above all we have learnt how to create a real winning feeling in the group and now before the SM-Final we have many winners in our team, stated Skellefteå star Petter Emanuelsson after clinching the series.

Game five was the most comfortable win of the series for Skellefteå, for the first time in this semi, not needing any more than regulation time to finish off a gallant Linköping. Petter Emanuelsson scoring the game wining 2-1 goal with some sweet hockey magic, dragging the puck between the defender's legs and scoring on the backhand. The final score ending 3-1 which saw Linköping take an earlier summer holiday than they would have wished for.

Skellefteå vs Linköping

Skellefteå vs Linköping. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

Despite the early exit from the Östergötland men, they can end their season with their heads held high. It was a courageous performance throughout their series loss, taking one win and forcing overtime in four of the five matches this series, a lot more than what most expected. Pär Arlbrandt and Simon Hjalmarsson proved that they are two of Elitserien's most talented players, finishing first and second respectively in Slutspel point scoring to date. Linköping coach Roger Melin expressed his pride for his men to C More after being knocked out of this year's title race;

- I am just so proud to be a part of this group who show immense character. They work and struggle for each other all the time. I think that they have proven that they deserve all the attention that they can get. It is just a shame that we could not turn some of these close matches into our favor.

Skellefteå can now take a well-deserved rest and reload before their third SM Slutspel Final in as many years, being proud of their quarter-final and semi-final wins. They will head into game one of this year's SM-final on Saturday 13th of April full of confidence, knowing that they are the team to beat and for very good reason.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Färjestad Face Uphill Battle

Luleå vs Färjestad

Luleå vs Färjestad. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Färjestad vs. Luleå

Series: Luleå lead 3-1

Luleå now look to close out the series as they hold a strong 3-1 lead in the best of seven semi-final. After a little hiccup in game 3 the Norrbotten club came back with a tight yet dominant overtime victory in game four to now be in complete control of the series.

It was the Färjestad of old which arrived back to Löfbergs Lila Arena in Karlstad for game three, displaying a much more organized and tighter game plan, as they have done previously during the year. Goaltender Salak was also back to his old self, coming up with important saves in the first period as Luleå were denied on multiple odd man rushes. This gave the Färjestad men the confidence to attack and bury the puck in the opposing net in key moments throughout the match, scoring two quick goals at the end of the first to make it 2-0 and the first goal of the third to maintain the two goal gap at 3-1, eventually taking the important win 4-1. Färjestad’s Anders Bastiansen analyzed the key moments after the match:

- Salak made some important saves at the beginning of the match which gave us the possibility to win. When we later scored the first goal it gave us a little more self-confidence. The most important today was when Salak saved the two against one in the first period, as Luleå are tough team when they have the lead.

Persson after his decisive goal

Persson after his sudden death goal. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

It was a physical and tight match as promised in COOP Norrbotten Arena for game four of the series, both teams coming out hard and pressing forward. Momentum swung back and forth throughout the first half of the match but it was Luleå who created the most chances, out shooting their opponents, 39-20 by the end of the game. The match stood at 2-2 half way through the second period when Luleå began to wear down their opponents and look more and more likely to score the go ahead goal. The 3-2 winning goal coming after 12 seconds of overtime, Luleå’s Linus Persson strolled in and beat Salak with a hard shot glove side, giving his team a dominant 3-1 lead in the series.

- I think that we began to take over the match more and more as it went on and then in the end we won. It was good to go into overtime and score directly, said match hero Linus Persson in his post-game interview.

Färjestad must now take three match wins in a row if they are to move on and into the final, an uphill task as coach Leif Carlsson explained to C More after the match.

- Now it is uphill. We do not have the time to dwell on this too much. We will try to go through why it is like this, then we must look forward.

Färjestad’s assistant coach Andreas Johansson also expressed his feelings of the tough task ahead as he gave his thoughts in the post-game press conference;

- We must win on Saturday first, then we can see what we can do. If we win there then we are in the series again. It is always tough to win matches away but first we must win on Saturday. We must play better than we did today.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Oscar Lindberg - A sudden hero

Oscar Lindberg. Sudden hero for Skellefteå.Oscar Lindberg, suddenhero for Skellefteå. (Foto Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency)

Skellefteå vs. Linköping

Series: Skellefteå lead 3-1

In an epic battle between Skellefteå and Linköping with all four games in this series ending at 2-2 after regular time, it has been Oscar Lindberg who has become the Norrland club’s sudden death hero, burying the puck in Linköping’s net in both games three and four in overtime to give his team a commanding lead in the series 3-1.

Skellefteå came firing out of the blocks in game three dominating the shots 22-5 in the first period, although Linköping’s goaltender Christian Engstrand was flawless with a shutout after the first 20 minutes. The Östergötland club took the second period 2-1 but Skellefteå continued to be patient, as they have been all series, finding the game tying goal mid-way through the third period off the stick of Petter Emanualsson. Oscar Lindberg then charged in on a loose puck 3min 27 sec into overtime to score his first sudden death goal of the series.

It was a much stronger and aggressive Linköping team who skated out in front of their home crowd inside the Cloetta Center in game number four. The White Lions held Skellefteå deep inside their own zone for longer periods of the match, some strong fore-checking and puck control allowed them to dictate much more of the game than their previous passive play. It was Skellefteå though who took the lead 2-0 after the second period, but Linköping fought back in the third to once again take the match into overtime at 2-2. Linköping’s joy was short lived as Oscar Lindberg accounted for his second straight sudden death goal in two matches to once again be the hero for his team.

-It feels good, I feel strong and quick, it is a good feeling inside the team also. It doesn’t matter who scores the goals as long as we are where we are, explained hero Lindberg after the match.

The game four win now puts Linköping under pressure as they head up to Northern Sweden to once again attempt to beat Skellefteå in Kraft Arena to stay alive.

-We must never give up, just get new courage and move on. We know that we have the capacity, we have shown this in these matches, says Linköping Coach Roger Melin to broadcasting Kanal 5.

The series is now Skellefteå’s for the taking with the opportunity to close out the semi-final on home ice. Linköping showed in game four that they have the ability to take more control of the match and are expected to come out all guns blazing in a do or die match for them on Friday.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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NHL Scout Swedish Stars

Calle JärnkrokCalle Järnkrok. Photo: Pär Olert, Pic-Agency

The National Hockey League continue to scout Sweden's talent over to North America. Calle Järnkrok, Jesper Fasth, Henrik Tömmernes and Sebastian Collberg have already made the move over the Atlantic to their respected clubs, meanwhile the NHL wait upon the end of Carl Söderberg, Oscar Lindberg and Filip Forsberg's respected playoffs to finish before talks will be finalized and these players go and join their NHL or feeder AHL clubs.

The Detroit Redwings have assigned Calle Järnkrok to their AHL club Grand Rapids Griffins on the 25th of March with all hopes that he will adapt to the American style of hockey throughout the end of the season. Järnkrok was more than impressive in this year's Elitserien being the eighth highest point scorer in the league answering for 13 goals and 29 assists, to lead Brynäs's point sheet with 42 points. Calle will play nine matches with Grand Rapids before returning home to play in the World Championships for Sweden.

Jesper Fasth

Jesper Fasth. Photo: Stefan Persson, Pic-Agency

In the same situation as Järnkrok, Jesper Fasth will make his way over to North America to play with the New York Rangers but must also come back to Sweden and play in the upcoming World Championships in Stockholm. With an impressive 18 goals and 17 assists this season the Rangers hope that Fasth will help them find some of their offensive firepower in which they have lacked so far this season.

Two of Frölunda's young stars are also on their way to North America. Henrik Tömmernes is in discussion with the Vancouver Canucks about moving into their line up although he is waiting on final visa clarification before they can move further. Junior team mate Sebastian Collberg has finalized an agreement with the Montreal Canadiens to play in their AHL feeder club, Hamilton Bulldogs for the rest of the season. The move is more likely to be part of Collberg's development as it is know that they want him in the AHL to see where he can improve his game as no permanent plan to keep the young star in North America is in place as of yet.

Carl Söderberg

Carl Söderberg. Photo: Tobias Josefsson

Once the respective playoff games end, Söderberg, Lindberg and Forsberg are also rumored to finish their seasons in North America. It is no news that Elitserien goal king Carl Söderberg is on his way to the Boston Bruins. The Linköping star has been linked with the club for many years now, but it is believed that the time has come for the Malmö born center to make his debut in the NHL. Anders Hedberg, New York Ranger European scout, was recorded saying that Oscar Lindberg would be playing his final year in Sweden and would be joining fellow Elitserien star Jesper Fasth in New York. 

Newly promoted Leksand look like losing their young Junior star Filip Forsberg, who scored 33 points in 38 games in HockeyAllsvenskan, as he looks to make his debut for Washigton Capitals farmer team Hershey Bears. Forsberg will finish the season in the AHL to see where he will best fit in the Capitals line-up and where he can make improvements before taking the step into the NHL.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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A Happy Easter For Luleå

Luleå HockeyLuleå Hockey vs Färjestad. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Färjestad vs. Luleå

Series: Luleå 2-0

Easter weekend has been a happy time of year for Luleå as they have the series in their grasp after two wins over the weekend to be 2-0 up in their semi-final clash against Färjestad.

It certainly was a Good Friday for the Norrland club when they took the first match of the series 4-1 in Färjestad’s Löfbergs Lila Arena. It was a goalkeeper’s win in game one as Johan Gustafsson was stone hard in goal holding a save percentage of 96.3 while he watched his team frustrate opposing goaltender Alexander Salak, pressuring him into an uncharacteristic performance. 

Luleå were patient with their play and took their chances when they came, scoring two goals on the powerplay to grind out a game one victory.

- The result is obviously good, but the performance was really good. He did an awesome match and it was needed, said Luleå’s goaltending coach Daniel Henriksson when ask about the result and Gustafsson’s performance.

It was Linus Klasen and Cam Abbot who stole the show in front of their home fans to lead their team to victory number two in the series with a 5-2 win. Canadian Abbott answered for two goals in the match and led from the front working hard and creating chances throughout the entire sixty minutes. It was once again Luleå’s powerplay that swung the match when Klasen delivered two beautiful passes to Jan Sandström and Joonas Vihko to score two extra man goals in 45 seconds in the beginning of the second period to make it 3-1, a feat Färjestad could never overcome.

- I think we played better today than in the first match. But then they scored two goals on the powerplay in the second period, we must be better at stopping their powerplay, explained Färjestad Captain Rickard Wallin to Kanal 5.

Luleå vs Färjestad

Luleå Hockey vs Färjestad. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Färjestad have simply been okay in this series so far, they have not been playing to the standard in which they can and the standard in which they need to take a semi-final win, something that coach Leif Carlsson explains to C More:

- We are not up to the standard that we want, we need to get into the shooting zone and be better there. We need to face the fact that we are in a semi-final and it takes more than this.

Luleå has shown a vast improvement on their special teams from their quarter-final against Frölunda, now boasting impressive statistics converting half of their powerplay chances into goals and only allowing one goal out of five when in box formation.  They have come out in the semi physical and strong all over the ice and have continued to play for the whole sixty minutes, not giving Färjestad any room to create chances.

- I think we are better over sixty minutes. We are good in all positions at the moment and we have a great goaltender which is everything you need to win matches, continues Linus Klasen after game 2, we can enjoy this now then it is full focus on the next game where it will probably be a similar result as this.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Fighting Character Gives Tied Series

Linköping vs SkellefteåLinköping vs Skellefteå. Photo: Peter Holgersson, Pic-Agency

Skellefteå vs. Linköping

Series: Tied 1-1

In what has been a rigorously intense series with a lightning fast tempo in both matches, it has been the team that has had their backs to the wall and faced a 0-2 score line that has fought back and showed immense character to tie the match and take the win in overtime giving the fans a series tied at 1-1.

It was Linköping who took the first away win of the series in Skellefteå Kraft Arena, coming back with two goals in the third period. The game tying goal coming from a controversial ‘play on’ decision from the referee after Robin Figren’s high stick met Bud Holloway’s helmet, Figren then continued on and assisted, clutch goal scorer, Simon Hjalmarsson to his third goal of this Slutspel. 

It was then left to unexpected Linköping hero Erik Lindhagen to finish off the White Lion’s comeback fifteen minutes into the first overtime period when he scored his first ever Slutspel goal of his career.

- This is incredibly nice. We showed good moral and never gave up. You just need to enjoy the moment, said match winner Lindhagen after game one.

The skate was on the other foot in game two as Skellefteå went down 0-2 after Linköping scored their fifth short-handed goal of this Slutspel as Carl Söderberg netted his first goal of the playoffs. Oscar Lindberg replied one minute later to make the score 1-2 in which it stood until the final 32 seconds of the match. Viktor Arvidsson equalized in the dying moments with a fine point shot finally beating Linköping goaltender Christian Engstrand, who played outstanding throughout the entire match. 

Engstrand’s hard work in goal could not stop Skellefteå from taking their momentum into overtime and equalizing the series 1-1, when John Klingberg hit the back of the net after finding himself with time to shoot in the high slot, after some nice work behind the goal from assistant captain Joakim Lindtröm who gave him a fine pass.

- It is obvious that it is important. They beat us in our home and now we have beat them here in theirs, so it feels good, explained OT hero Klingberg to C More when ask on the importance of taking the win in Linköping.

Linköping vs SkellefteåSkellefteå´s Lindberg in action. Photo: Peter Holgersson/Pic-Agency

Unfortunately a strong talking point in this series has been the performance of the referees. In both matches there have been key moments and decisions by the referees that have played an important role in the outcomes of the match. Consistency and key decision making has been under question after both matches as Linköping Coach Roger Melin expressed his concern at the post match press conference after game two:

- Today I think that there were unreasonable penalties and calls that were let go. It was strange what happened throughout the match.

The series promised to be tight and tight it has been, with the standard of hockey at its absolute highest and finest. Both teams have been skillful and physical and have created plenty of chances. Linköping have done a great job of restricting Skellefteå’s offensive pressure by being physical in the corners and always being ready to break out and counter-attack. 

Where Skellefteå have done their best to be patient and concentrate on their own game and wait for their chances to come. Game three goes back up north to Skellefteå where these two teams will once again prove their hunger for a finals place and attempt take control of the series.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Linköping will need to continue their "never say die attitude"

Skellefteå vs LinköpingSkellefteå vs Linköping. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

(1) Skellefteå vs. (5) Linköping

Elitserien 2012/2013: Skellefteå 3-2

Slutspel History: Skellefteå 2-0 (Most recent: 2010/2012 QF Skellefteå won 4-3)

If history and statistics are to go by then this semi-final promises to be a tight match up. Skellefteå and Linköping met in the playoffs twice in Elitserien history, both series going to game seven with Skellefteå walking away victorious. In this year’s Slutspel these two clubs top the statistics in most categories, SAIK have the most efficient powerplay and penalty kill, LHC following directly behind. Linköping top the table in scoring efficiency, tallied by goals for against shots on goal, with Skellefteå coming in second. 

Skellefteå’s goaltenders have been the most impressive these playoffs holding the highest save percentage and least goals against average whereas Linköping have the most offensive penalty kill, scoring three short-handed goals in their quarterfinal. In the five meetings these teams had in this year’s Elitserien, Skellefteå were winners three times and Linköping took the honours twice, with total goal scoring going to the White Lions 17-16. Each team also recorded one of their wins throughout the year on their opponent’s home ice.

Holloway and MöllerHolloway and Möller. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

Skellefteå to progress: All the coaching staff at Skellefteå need to say is as simple as, "continue what you’ve been doing the whole year". With a stellar year behind them and a first round white wash of last year’s champions Brynäs, there is not much that needs to be change. As expected in the quarterfinals, the goal scoring didn’t stop from Skellefteå’s power forwards, Holloway, Lindström, Möller and Lindberg and once again they will need to be at their clinical best and take advantage of a slightly weaker Linköping goaltending pair.

One thing that will need to be addressed over the break is the on ice discipline. The men from the north sat in the penalty box for a massive 74 minutes, 64 of those minutes being from 2 minute penalties. Although their penalty kill has been strong, they cannot afford to give Linköping much time with an extra man as it will get exploited.

Carl Söderberg

Carl Söderberg. Photo: Peter Holgersson/Pic-Agency

Linköping to progress: It is always a tough ask to take on the number one team in the league and it is no exception in this one. Linköping were impressive in their quarterfinal against HV71 knocking them out after five games. It was their mental strength that caught the eye the most after being stoned 0-6 in the first match of the series, they came back and won four straight with two games going to overtime after crawling back from two goal deficits. They will need to carry this momentum into their tough semi-final matchup and continue this "never say die attitude" if they are any hope to move into the final. 

Goal scoring king, Carl Söderberg returns to the line-up after his four match ban and will be looking to redeem himself in this series as he has watched his two forward line mates Pär Arlbrandt and Simon Hjalmarsson carry his team into the semi-finals. This reuniting first line will need to put forward a dominant show and continue their magical form to get the puck past the outstanding Skellefteå goaltenders, if not it will be difficult for their team to progress.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Luleå will head into this semi-final series as slight underdogs

Luleå vs FärjestadLuleå vs Färjestad. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

(2) Färjestad vs. (3) Luleå

Elitserien 2012/2013: Färjestad 4-1

Slutspel History: Färjestad 5-3 (Most recent: 2003/2004 QF Färjestad won 4-1)

Luleå will head into this semi-final series as slight underdogs after only being able to knock off the Karlstadiens once in this year’s Elitserien. Both teams played in tight, physical quarter-final matches, as most games in both series being decided by one or two crucial plays. Luleå had the tougher of the two quarter-final match ups, needing one extra game to progress than Färjestad, resulting in three days less recovery and preparation time before the semis.

Färjestad have also been more efficient on the powerplay and penalty kill than Luleå throughout this year’s regular season and playoffs. An interesting battle in this one will be in between the posts with Färjestad’s Alexander Salak and Luleå’s Johan Gustafsson going head to head. Salak having the more impressive save percentage so far in this Slutspel, although Gustafsson has the better goals against average. The winner of this battle could be the hero for their team and see their team into the final.

Over the five games played in the year’s Elitserien, Färjestad have clearly got the better of the Norrbotten’s club, taking all three home matches and an all important psychological win at Luleå’s COOP Arena.

Färjestad vs MODO

Färjestad knocked out MODO. Photo Simone Syversson, Pic Agency

Färjestad to progress: Färjestad will need to be a little more assertive in this series if they are to move to the final. They can ill afford to let Luleå into any match as they did against MODO, as the men from Norrland will have no hesitation in putting them away if they get a sniff of the win. A strong focus will need to be on playing hard in front of inform Luleå goaltender, Johan Gustafsson. 

If the forwards can work hard down low and give the likes of Chris Lee and Magnus Nygren the chance to shoot from the top into traffic, they will see the goals continuing to flow as they did in the quarter-finals. Salak will need to continue to be as strong as he has been all year if his team is going to play off to be Sweden’s Hockey Masters.

Luleå vs Frölunda

Luleå against Frölunda. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency

Luleå to progress: Luleå come off the longest series of any of the semi-finalists, being taken to six physical and rough matches by Frölunda. A lot of positives can be taken from the series and the shorter turn around can also play into their hands as they can harness their motivation and momentum. Having thirteen different goal scorers and eighteen different point scorers in the quarter-final proves that they are a four line team and they will need all the depth that they can to get past Färjestad in this semi. 

Luleå need to improve their special teams play and take advantage with the extra man during this series to be able to put pressure on their opposition. If they let the Karlstadiens into their rhythm or do not protect their lead when they have it, they will not see any more hockey in this year’s Slutspel.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Luleå Hockey knocked out Frölunda

Frölunda vs LuleåToni Koivisto and Niklas Olausson. Photo: Per Friske, Pic-Agency

Luleå vs. Frölunda

Series: Luleå win 4-2

Luleå and Frölunda put on another tough show in front of a packed crowd in Göteberg, although most of the ten thousand fans left Scandinavium with a bitter taste in their mouth after being knocked out of this year's SM-Slutspel, losing the series 2-4 against a well deserving Luleå.

With each team winning their home matches over the first five games, it was Luleå who finally broke their opposition away from home in another tight and physical match. First period goals to Cam Abbott and Daniel Gunnarsson were the difference in the match after Frölunda arguably got the better of their northern rivals in the second and third period. Luleå ran out to a 2-0 lead after the first and maintained their two goal lead to win the match 4-2. Something that Frölunda Coach Kent Johansson believed cost them the match.

- We came out bad. We had really good expectations but it was Luleå that totally dominated. I think that we tried extremely hard but we paid for the first period.

Kent Johansson

Frölunda Coach Kent Johansson. Photo: Per Friske, Pic-Agency

It has been a true playoff hockey series between these two fantastic teams, they have given their fans everything that they could have expected from Slutspel hockey, wearing their hearts on their sleeves and fighting to the absolute end. 

Luleå are moving on to the semi-finals thanks to some brilliant goaltending from Johan Gustafsson in the final two matches of this series and their ability to stay mentally strong and grind out the win in four tense and tight matches. Although Frölunda were a very worthy opponent and brought forth a zealous effort, they were beaten by a stronger and more determined Luleå team.

- It feels very good, I think we deserved to move on, we were the better team in almost every match, said Daniel Gunnarsson when asked how it felt to go to the semi-finals.

Series Points Leaders

Niklaus Olausson LHF- 8 points (1G+7A)

Linus Persson LHF- 5 points (3G+2A)

Joel Lundqvist FRÖ- 5points (3G+2A)

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Arlbrandt: "We worked a little bit more than HV71"

LinköpingLinköping after Thursday´s win. Photo: Stefan Persson, Pic-Agency

HV71 vs. Linköping

Series: Linköping win 4-1

It was do or die in game 5 for HV71 in which they needed a real team performance to dig themselves out of the 1-3 series hole in which they were in. Unfortunately, Linköping never gave them a chance, exploding out of the blocks to a 3-0 lead after the first period and taking the match comfortably 6-1, winning the quarter-final series 4-1.

- There is only emptiness and disappointment. We completely collapsed, it does not matter how hard you fight if you don’t fight together, said an extremely disheartened HV captain, Johan Davidsson after the loss.

It was the second, 6-1 win for Linköping this series with two tough overtime victories in between, in which they fought back from a two goal deficit. It has been a true gallant effort as the likes of all reliable Pär Arlbrandt and Simon Hjalmarsson lead the way for their team by providing opportunities for their comrades and continuously putting the puck in the back of the net when the pressure has been on. 

- We worked a little bit more than HV in this series and were more mentally strong to win, explained Pär Arlbrandt to LHC-TV after the series win.

Pär ArlbrandtPär Arlbrandt. Foto: Stefan Persson, Pic-Agency

With Linköping playing quality hockey, HV71 needed to be at their best in every match to beat the White Lions, but inconsistency and an inability to protect their lead cost them dearly this series. A lacklustre, under performance that sees them exit SM-Slutspel feeling frustrated and disappointed.

- It’s frustrating, the last two matches we gave away a two goal lead to loose in over-time and today we met Linköping who deserved to be in the semi-final, something that we didn’t, commented HV Coach Ulf Dahlen after the quarter-final loss.

Series Points Leaders

Pär Arlbrandt LHC- 8 ponts (5G+3A)

Simon Hjalmarsson LHC- 8 points (3G+5A)
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Wallin: "It was an awesome feeling"

Färjestad vs MODO Wallin celebrating his decisive goal. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency

Färjestad vs. MODO

Series: Färjestad win 4-1

It was a tough and hard fought battle which saw MODO exit this year's Slutspel, going down to Färjestad 0-1 in game 5 of the series losing the best of seven 1-4.

Both teams showed up to Löfberg's Lila Arena, with two star goaltenders in Alexander Salak and nineteen year old rookie sensation Linus Ullmark. Both goaltenders making spectacular saves at each end of the ice throughout the entire match, holding a 0-0 score line in normal time.

It took 40 shots to beat MODO's game 4 hero, when Färjestad captain Rickard Wallin was fed the puck in the slot and beat Ullmark glove side with a perfectly place top corner wrist shot.

- When I had the puck all I tried to do was shoot high, it was an awesome feeling that it went in, said overtime hero Wallin after the match to C More.

It has been a very tight series despite what the 4-1 score line perceives. MODO have had their chances to take each game in this quarter-final playoff, but have not been allowed by a more stable and well drilled Färjestad defence. The Karlstad team has been patient throughout this entire series and has taken their chances when they arose. With Salak doing his part between the pipes and an outstanding series by Canadian defenceman Chris Lee, FBK can focus on training hard and preparing for their semi-final encounter.

- We have played ok and we have learnt how to close out matches. We got a real lesson of how to do that in Örnsköldsvik. The playoffs are about adapting to your opponent. We will have a tough series no matter who we play, continued Wallin after the series clincher. 

Series Points Leaders

Chris Lee FBK- 8points (5G+3A)

Marius Holtet FBK- 4 points (3G+1A)

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Linköping steal two overtime wins

Frölunda vs LuleåFrölunda vs Luleå. Photo: Per Friske, Pic-Agency Sweden

Luleå vs. Frölunda

Series: Tied 2-2

After 4 matches have been played in this series nothing can split Luleå or Frölunda, with both teams taking two wins on their own home ice. Nothing proves this fact more than the extra 35 minutes needed to decide the winner in game 4 where Frölunda "held serve" to put the pressure back on Luleå at home.

It was Luleå’s Linus Klasen who took the initiative in game 3 in Coop Arena, accounting for 1 goal and 2 assists in the Norrbotten club’s 3-1 victory. It was Frölunda who served the game on a silver platter for Luleå sitting in the penalty box for 26 minutes and giving the home team nine chances on the powerplay, three of which resulted in goals.

- It is too many penalties; it cost us too much and gives us a disadvantage. We must correct this in the next match, said Frölunda Coach Kent Johansson after game 3 to Kanal 5.

Game 4 displayed an epic battle between these two clubs giving the fans and extra 35 mins of game time, going all the way to 15 minutes into period 5 before Mathis Olimb scored an emphatic overtime goal for the home team to win the match. It was this time key penalties and poor boxplay from Luleå which cost them the match, letting the home team impress the 11 363 strong Scandinavium crowd with two powerplay goals.

The pressure now falls on the team with home ice advantage as the team that can crack the other on their own soil will place mass amounts of pressure on their opponent or may be the last we see of them in this current Slutspel. 

The way this series has gone so far, the deciding factor may come down to goaltending performance, as whichever goaltender has been the strongest between the pipes has eventually lead their team to victory. An important moment in this nail biting series will also be who recovers more efficiently from the 95 minute game 4 and who will travel best back to the North of Sweden before game 5.

- Of course these matches take it out of you, but it is much easier when you win. Now we will try and go up and defeat them. Now we must only recharge the batteries and look at the possibilities, said overtime hero Mathis Olimb when asked how the extra 35 minutes would affect him and his team. 

Series Points Leaders

Joel Lundqvist FRÖ- 4points (3G+1A)

Linus Klasen LHF- 4 points (2G+2A)

Christian Bäckman FRÖ- 4 points (2G+2A)

Linköping vs HV71Linköping vs HV71. Photo: Tobias Josefsson

HV71 vs. Linköping

Series: Linköping 3-1

It is now sudden death playoff time for HV71 after losing games 2 and 3 in overtime and giving up a two goal lead in both matches. An inability to finish off their opponents has allowed their E4 rivals to creep back into their matches and steal two overtime wins, which now put them in a very vulnerable position heading back to Jonköping for game 5.

- We have been playing pretty well, doing a lot of things right although we have not been able to close out the match, said Andreas Jämtin to HV71.se after the fourth match.

Both games 3 in Kinnarps Areana and game 4 in the Cloetta Center played out in much the same way both resulting in a 5-4 OT win to Linköping. HV71 had a 4-2 and a 3-1 lead in those matches and allowed their rivals to come back and take game tying goals, both which were scored by Lee Goren. 

Then in overtime, in the absence of suspended goal king Carl Söderberg, one of his first line comrades took control of the situation and slotted the game winner, first Pär Arlbrandt scoring a penalty shot and second Simon Hjalmarsson scoring from the high slot with a sniper shot through traffic.

- It is wonderfully good moral and character in this team; we have really come together as a group, expressed Roger Melin, Linköping Coach, after their second overtime win.

A frightening component for HV71 is not only the opportunities they have given to Linköping to get back in the game using their powerplay, but the fact that they have not been safe defensively when they have had the extra man themselves. Linköping have scored one short-handed goal in each of their three wins this series, one of those being the game tying goal in game 3 to send it into OT.

- We had a powerplay when we had the lead 4-2 and they scored to reduce 4-3. These are things that shouldn’t happen but they happened, told HV Coach Ulf Dahlen to HV71.se after game 4.

Another worrying factor in this series is under performing goaltender, Gustaf Wesslau. The Väsby born goalkeeper has been well below his best in this series only managing an average save percentage of 85.57 due to a save percentage in games 3 and 4 of 79.1 percent, something that no playoff team can afford.

It is now back down the E4 to Jönköping where Linköping will try and strike the final blow to their adversaries and end this quarter final quickly.

Series Points Leaders

Pär Arlbrandt LHC- 6 points (3G+3A)

Simon Hjalmarsson LHC- 6 points (2G+4A)

Jason Krog HV71- 6 points (1G+5A)

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Skellefteå took a brutal revenge against Brynäs

Skellefteå AIKSkellefteå AIK. Photo: Jan Bulér / Pic-Agency

Skellefteå vs. Brynäs

Series: Skellefteå win 4-0

Skellefteå have taken brutal revenge for last year’s grand final loss against Brynäs, demoralising the 2011/2012 champions 4-0 in their series quarter-final.

- We really wanted to beat them and take revenge, which we did. We showed that we are a better team, said Skellefteå’s Viktor Arvidsson after game 4.

The Gävle club had a much more impressive outing in game 3 of the series, keeping Skellefteå at bay for most of the match, only falling behind on the scoreboard half way through the third period, although the game finished a much more unflattering 4-1. 

Brynäs also began game 4 strong but once again could only hold off the barrage of offensive pressure, that the Norrland club exudes, for a matter of time with the game ending in an ironic 4-0 victory.

Skellefteå dominated the series, as most believed would happen, although maybe not to the extent in which they completely flattened Brynäs. The quarter-finals ended with a goal difference of 20-4, giving a clear picture of where Brynäs were found wanting in this series. 

It is obvious that an average of 5 goals against in any series is going to leave you with a mass amount of offensive work to do to win a match, something that Brynäs could not create.

Alm vs Järnkrok

Alm vs Järnkrok. Photo: Jan Bulér / Pic-Agency

That is not to say that they did not have their chances, but with one shut-out each and a combined save percentage of 96.34, Skellefteå’s goaltending combination of Joacim Eriksson and Markus Svensson, basically stoned anything that the Gävle club could throw at them.

- I hate to lose and we lost four straight, it is too bad. They are too good, that is why they beat us, explained a deflated Calle Järnkrok on his opponent’s performance in the series. 

As the reigning champions get to take an early summer holiday, Skellefteå now have the opportunity to take a well-deserved rest and recuperate before heading into the semi-final with loads of confidence after completely overpowering their opponents in this series.

Series Points Leaders

Oscar Möller SAIK- 6 points (2G+4A)

Oscar Lindberg SAIK- 6 points (1G+5A)

MODO vs FärjestadMODO Hockey. Photo: Pär Olert, Pic-Agency

Färjestad vs. MODO

Series: Färjestad 3-1

MODO took an unlikely win in game 4 to deny Färjestad a clean sweep in this quarter-final and breathed a little bit of life back into their team and the series. It was a very controlled win by Färjestad in game 3 with Canadian Chris Lee once again being the hero and scoring the game winner while Elitserien’s best goal keeper Alexander Salak, held a save percentage of 96.9 behind him to take the win 2-1.

MODO went behind twice in their must win game 4 match in Örnsköldsvik, trailing 0-2 after just 3.09 minutes had gone by in the first period and 2-4 with 11min 19sec left to play in the third period. The comeback can go down to a key goaltending change after Färjestad’s second goal, where MODO brought in 19 year old Linus Ullmark, who had never played a Slutspel match in his young career. 

Ullmark made many key saves which lifted his team throughout the match and gave them the opportunity to fight back and force the game into overtime, where Ladislav Nagy got the puck behind Salak to win the match 5-4 for MODO.

- The goalie change was a signal to the team to bite the bullet and go. Ullmark came in and fought well with several good saves, especially in overtime, expressed MODO’s Head-Coach Ulf Samulsson to Kanel 9 after game 4.

This series continues to swing back and forth during each match with both teams not having the ability to close out a game comfortably, always leaving a door open for the opposition. Cheap penalties have continued to hurt both teams with any pressure being built simply destroyed by a man heading to the penalty box.

MODO vs Färjestad

MODO vs Färjestad. Photo: Pär Olert, Pic-Agency

Momentum is crucial in the game of hockey and MODO will be full to the brim after surviving certain expulsion from this series and taking their first win against the Karlstad club this year, as Färjestad Coach Leif Carlsson fears.

- MODO has got more energy and self-confidence after winning against us after so long. Now it is up to us to show that we can handle this in a good way.

The series now moves back to Karlstad where Färjestad will once again attempt to throw the knock-out blow to MODO as they fight to stay in the contest.

Series Points Leaders

Chris Lee FBK- 8 points (5G+3A)

Per-Åge Skröder MODOn - 5 points (2G+3A)

Kyle Cumiskey MODO- 5 points (1G+4A)

Jeremy Darke
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Lee leads the way for Färjestad

Chris LeeChris Lee scoring aginst MODO. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency

Färjestad have a commanding 3-0 lead in their quarter-final series against MODO and a lot of the thanks needs to go to the clutch play of Ontario Canadian, Chris Lee.

Lee has emerged so far in these playoff as the "go to guy" for the Karlstad club, scoring two game winning goals in games 2 and 3 of the series. His strong offensive skills from the attacking blue line have been exploited by his team throughout this series with Lee bragging the best scoring stats so far in these playoffs, not only for defenceman but out of all skaters. 

Lee has hit the back of the net more than anyone in these playoffs, scoring 4 goals in 3 matches and also being the provider twice, giving him 2 assists and a total of 6 points.

Chris Lee Chris Lee. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency.com

The more than modest Färjestad defenceman puts his playoff point scoring form down to taking his chances and hard work from his forwards in front of the net, saying the following to C More after his 2 goal performance in the second match.

- I’ve been able to see the opportunities when they are there and jump up into the play and just try to get shots through and I’ve been fortunate that they have found the net.

- You need a bit of luck and guys have been creating really good screens in front of the net which makes it easier to score, it is tough to score from the top without a good screen.

The offensive back’s scoring prowess was a key reason why the Karlstad organisation brought Lee to the club at the beginning of this year’s Elitserien. The Canadian had an impressive two year stint in the German Eishockey Bundesliga (DEL) before moving to Sweden, producing 13 goals and 32 assists, totalling 45 points, the highest of all defenceman in DEL in the 2011/2012 season. Lee also took the honours of the league’s Best Defenceman.

Färjestad vs MODOFärjestad vs MODO. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency

Lee has not disappointed this season in the Elitserien thus far pulling more than his fair share of the offensive duties scoring 12 goals and 29 assists in the regular season, his 41 points being more than any other back in the series. 

- He is great. It is nice to have him in your own team, obviously, said Färjestad coach Leif Carlsson after their 5-3 game 2 victory against MODO. After a strong start to his first SM-Slutspel, FBK will be hoping that the goals will continue to flow from Lee as they endeavour to take a series sweep against MODO and move closer to becoming Sweden’s Hockey Masters.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Frölunda and Linköping tied the series

Frölunda vs LuleåFrölunda´s Hudacek in action. Photo: Per Friske, Pic-Agency

Luleå vs. Frölunda

Series: Tied 1-1

The series hangs in the balance after both clubs took strong wins on home ice to begin this quarter final playoff. After a dominate showing in the north from Luleå all was cancelled out by an impressive performance from Frölunda goaltender, Julius Hudacek to draw the series 1-1.

The Norrbotten’s club dominated their opposition on home ice in the first match, taking a result of 5-2, as they never looked to be under any real threat from the Frölunda men. It was a different story in the first period of the second match in Göteborg, as Frölunda stretched out to an early 2-0 lead, a score line that stayed until the final siren.

It was a much stronger defensive front from the Indians that showed up on their home ice in Scandinavium Arena and also a goaltender that had something to prove after a standard performance in the North. Frölunda net minder Hudacek was unbeatable in his second match of the series, posting a solid shut out after facing 34 shots as Luleå controlled the second and third periods of the match.

Hudacek was also helped out by an all improved Frölunda defence, which Head-Coach Kent Johansson pointed out in the after match press conference.

- We were much better in front of our own goal tonight, when we let them take the first shot we took away the second chance, something which we talked about.

Now the series moves some 1300 kilometres north back to Luleå to see which team can take the series lead.

Series Points Leaders

Niklas Olausson LHF- 2 points (0G+2A)

Johan Fransson LHF- 2 points (0G+2A)

Karl Fabricus LHF- 2 points (0G+2A)

Linköping vs HV71Linköping vs HV71. Photo: Peter Holgersson/Pic-Agency

HV71 vs. Linköping

Series: Tied 1-1

It is hard to believe that these two teams were the same two teams which stepped foot on the ice only two days after each other. Both teams basically mirrored the other from game 1 to game 2, as one team took command and watch the other crumble in self destruction.

This is not even to mention Linköpings goal king, Carl Söderberg’s late match penalty, plus 7 match suspension, for cross-checking to the head in the first game and HV71’s Andreas Jämtin’s spear in the second game which also resulted in an early shower.

HV71 took a strong win at home in Jonköping 6-0 after some unselfish play from the usual goal scorers Jesper Fasth and Jason Krog who delivered 3 and 4 assists respectively throughout the evening. All was undone though when they took the trip up the E4 to Linköping two nights later where the White Lions reversed their fortunes and delivered a beating of their own, almost identically reversing the score from the first match, defeating HV71 6-1.

- We were a new team that played from the other match earlier as now we showed that we can play Slutspel hockey, said Linköping’s Assistant Coach Magnus Hävelid in the after game press conference at the end of the second match.

This quarter-final has been a physical battle between the players on the ice and also the two players standing in between the posts. HV71´s Gustaf Wesslau out performed Linköpings Christian Engstrand in goal in the first game delivering a shut out then Engstrand replied in the second posting an impressive save percentage of 96.8.

This series is turning into a real finals derby with plenty of emotion in the air concocting to a rugged and robust physical battle on the ice. If the first two matches have produced such drama as they have, who knows what will unfold in the remainder of the series.

Series Points Leaders

Jason Krog HV71- 4 points (0G+4A)

Simon Halmarsson LHC- 3 points (1G+2A)

Jesper Fasth HV71- 3 points (0G+3A)

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Skellefteå in control against Brynäs

Holloway Skellefteå celebrating a goal. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

Skellefteå vs. Brynäs

Series: Skellefteå  2-0

Elitserien champions, Skellefteå have begun SM-Slutspel were they left off in the regular season, taking complete control in their series against last year’s winners Brynäs. The series and match began in dramatic style with Robin Jacobsson receiving a match penalty, plus eventual six match suspension, 58 seconds after the first puck had dropped, for a check to the head of Pierre-Edouard Bellemare.

The Västerbotten’s club then strolled to a 5-0 victory in the first match after the strong defensive strategy of Brynäs held on for almost half of the evening, although throughout it only seemed like a matter of time before a goal would come, which it did and many more soon followed.

Skellefteå also took the second match with ease 7-3 as Erik Forssell took his chance, replacing the injured Bellemare, on the second line accounting for 2 goals. It wasn’t until SAIK raced to a 5-0 lead before American Ryan Gunderson could find the back of the net for Brynäs’s first goal of the series, 7 minutes into the third stanza, as they still posted no real offensive threat for Skellefteå at the back.

Brynäs vs SkellefteåBrynäs vs Skellefteå. Photo: Jan Bulér / Pic-Agency.com

After the two performances that have been on show, it is tough to see how Brynäs can combat the bombardment of pressure that Skellefteå have delivered, although Brynäs Head-Coach Tommy Jonsson has hope.

- We cannot do anything but look to the next fight, I will sit down with the coaching staff and discuss what we need to do. It isn’t over until it’s over, says Jonsson to Kanal 9.

Series Point Leaders

Bud Holloway SAIK- 4 points (3G+1A) 

Joakim Lindström SAIK- 4 points (1G+3A)

Färjestad vs MODOFärjestad vs MODO. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency.com

Färjestad vs. MODO

Series: Färjestad 2-0

Färjestad come back home to Karlstad with a 2-0 series lead, although it has not been as comfortable as one would have thought before the series began. The lead has changed seven times over the course of the first two matches in the series and it has only been the ability of Färjestad to knuckle down and dig in for a full 60 minutes that has given them the two victories.

Taking the first two games 4-2 and 5-3, Färjestad have impressed with their ability to fight it out and bring themselves back in the game. Per Åslund was the match winner for the team from Karlstad in the first game, providing the first goal of the match and also the game winning 3-2 goal.

Chris LeeChris Lee after one of his goals. Photo: Henrik Johansson, Pic-Agency.com

Outshining all individual performances out of any series has been the consistent work of thirty-three year old Canadian, Chris Lee. Defenceman Lee has been on the ice for seven out of nine goals that Färjestad have scored in these playoffs, whilst contributing 3 goals and 2 assists, one of those goals being the game winning goal in the second match.

- MODO has played well and has controlled the play in long stretches but we be patient and stay with our game plan and battle back. We lead the series 2-0 but we are not satisfied, said Chris Lee to C More after the second match.

MODO has only themselves to blame for the two loses, giving away vital penalties at key times in this series recording 46 total penalty minutes, 20 of those being two separate 10 minute penalties.

- Everything is harder in the playoffs and discipline is something we must be better at, says MODO Head-Coach Ulf Samuelsson to C More when asked what they need to change in this series. With plenty of playoff feeling floating around in this series, Färjestad will try and wrap things up fast before MODO can fine tune their play and crawl their way back.

Series Point Leaders

Chris Lee FBK- 5 points (3G+2A)

Per Åslund FBK- 4 points (2G+2A)

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Playoff preview

Skellefteå vs BrynäsSkellefteå vs Brynäs. Photo: Bert Söderström. Pic-Agency.com

(1) Skellefteå vs. (8) Brynäs

2012/2013 Series: Skellefteå won 3-2

Playoff series history: Brynäs 2-0 (most recent: 11/12 SM Final Brynäs won 4-2).

Skellefteå to progress: The series champs come into the quarterfinals full of confidence after taking the series comfortably and finishing the season relatively strong. Having the likes of highest point scorer Bud Holloway, Joakim Lindström and the clinical Oscars, Möller and Lindberg it is hard to see how the Brynäs defence will be able to stop the barrage of offensive pressure. 

The effectiveness of these stars on the powerplay and the inability of Brynäs’s boxplay will also prove a deciding factor in this series. As long as nothing disastrous happens it is hard to see this Västerbotten club move into the next round.

Brynäs to progress: After a pressure filled end to the season, the Gävle team face the daunting task of trying to knock off the series masters. A big plus for the defending SM champions is as a result of their mediocre season they move into the playoffs without any high expectation or pressure. 

If Brynäs are to take a surprise win in this series, Calle Järnkrok and young gun Elias Lindholm’s outstanding line combination will need to continue so they can find the back of the net on a regular basis. Ryan Gunderson and the Brynäs defence will need to get under the skin of the Skellefteå power forwards and disrupt their flow to have any chance of moving into the semi-final.

Färjestad vs MODOFärjestad vs MODO. Photo: Simone Syversson Pic Agency.com

(2) Färjestad vs. (7) MODO

2012/2013 Series: Färjestad won 5-0

Playoff series history: Färjestad 3-0 (most recent: 05/06 QF Färjestad won 4-1).

Färjestad to progress: Having a strong second half of the season giving them the vital second choice of opposition, the Karlstad club will hope this season’s dominance over MODO will continue. An average age of 24 brings life and fight into this team, but will it be their undoing now that playoff hockey is upon us and experience can be priceless. 

Färjestad’s first line has accounted for just under half of the team’s goals this season and will require something special from MODO to contain them. Alexander Salak recorded two shutouts and a goal against average of 1.0 against MODO this season. If this stellar goal scoring and goaltending continues, Färjestad should not have to many problems progressing on.

MODO to progress: Coming into the playoffs with the worst form of any active team and a horrible record against their opposition, it is going to be a tall order for MODO to progress.  Their hope lies on the shoulders of defensemen Richie Regher and Kyle Cumiskey, who will not only have to absorb the masses of forward pressure from Färjestad, but also continue to be as offensively productive as any forward in their team, as they have done all year long. 

Bernhard Starkbaum will have to outplay his rival goaltender throughout this series to give his men a chance of turning things around and move into the semis.

Luleå vs FrölundaLuleå vs Frölunda. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency.com

(3) Luleå vs. (6) Frölunda

2012/2013 Series: Luleå won 4-1

Playoff series history: Tie 2-2 (most recent: 08/09 QF Frölunda won 4-1).

Luleå to progress: Luleå finished the season with the strongest form out of any club and they take all of that momentum into their first playoff series. The Norrbotten club know how to knuckle down defensively, being the hardest team to score against this season. 

They also have the depth to score goals no matter which line is on the ice, boasting sixteen players with five or more goals this season, a claim that no other team in the league has. The offensive scoring power of Niklas Olausson, Toni Koivisto and new junior young gun Peter Cehlarik will need to remain to help Luleå move through this playoff series. 

Frölunda to progress: The Indians are at their best when they forecheck hard deep in the offensive zone, which is what they will need to do in this series. The strength of captain Joel Lundqvist, Dick Axelsson and Magnus Kahnberg around the net needs to be mirrored by the rest of the Göteberg club to be able to consistently unsettle the rock solid Luleå defence. 

Julius Hudacek will have to find the form that he has had in periods this season in the Frölunda goal and maintain it during the entire series. If this can happen, and the loyal Frölunda fans can fill the 12044 seats on offer at the Scandinavium when the games are in town, the Indians might have a chance to take this one.

HV71 vs Linköping

HV71 vs Linköping. Photo: Andreas Florin, Pic-Agency.com

(4) HV71 vs. (5) Linköping

12/13 Series: Linköping won 4-1

Slutspel series history: HV71 1-0 (07/08 SM Final 4-2).

HV71 to progress: Consistency is going to be the key for HV71 in this series and the worrying thing is that it has been lacking in recent times. The Jönköping club have game changes all over the ice in Jason Krog, Rhett Rakhshani and Jesper Fasth, who can simply score goals from nowhere. 

For these players to have a chance to win games, the team must stay out of the penalty box and focus on their discipline. HV71’s new look defence have had enough time to gel and must now stand strong in-front of goaltender Gustaf Wesslau and play hard, defensive playoff hockey against the likes of Linköping’s Carl Söderberg and Pär Arlbrandt. If HV71 can bring everything together they may scrape through this one and progress deep into this year’s Slutspel.

Linköping to progress:  The 100km trip down the E4 has been a success this season for the White Cats, as they have taken the win on all three occasions when on the road against HV71, giving them a real psychological advantage in this series.  Having the two leading goal scorers Carl Söderberg and Pär Arlbrandt playing on the same line, Linköping will prove to be a handful defensively for HV, who have been found wanting in defence on occasion this season. 

Christian Engstrand will have to retain his "brick wall" status in between the posts when he faces the inevitable multitude of shots from the HV71 offense. With strong offensive power and such a great record against the men from Jonköping, Linköping have a real shot at taking out this quarterfinal clash.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Bruins Hunt Goal King

SöderbergCarl Söderberg. Photo: Peter Holgersson/Pic-Agency Sweden

Since the Boston Bruins took over Carl Söderberg's contract in a trade with the St. Louis Blues in 2007, the goal scoring king has not been closer to a move into the NHL, says high profile American hockey reporter.

TSN's Darren Dreger reported late last week that Söderberg has expressed his interest in putting his Elitserien form to the test in the NHL on the completion of this year's SM-Slutspel for Linköping.

The Bruins and Carl have been in talks over the previous five years, as the club has made many attempts to lure Söderberg over the Atlantic to North America without any prevail, although it now appears that Söderberg is now ready to make the move.

Söderberg

Carl Söderberg in action. Photo: Peter Holgersson/Pic-Agency Sweden

Peter Chiarelli (Boston Bruins General Manager), was reported saying to the Boston Herald, “He’s had a hell of a year and he’s grown into a big strong kid now, a man, and he’s told us that he feels he’s ready now, he’s a good player, big strong player. There are still some steps to go, but it looks good.”

Boston previously had concerns about Söderberg's ability to play two way hockey and be able to defend as well as he scored goals. They were also anxious about how the six-foot-three forward would adjust away from Sweden and if he could mold his style to North American Hockey.

Söderberg

Goal King Söderberg. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency.com

After Söderberg's stellar year in the Elitserien as the leading goal scorer and second highest total point scorer (31G, 29A, 60P), and also boasting a plus/minus of +18  talk around the NHL is that this Swede would be a valuable commodity and addition to the Boston club, which needs a little more forward depth.

It is rumored that the Bruins are not only interested in Söderberg as a center but hope that he might be the missing piece to their third line, playing on the wing.

It will be interesting to see, if Söderberg makes the move, if he can continue his high flying form from the year's Elitserien and become another Swedish sensation in the NHL.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Summary of Elitserien 2012/2013

SkellefteåSkellefteå´s captain Jimmie Ericsson. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

Despite Skellefteå wrapping up the series with two games to spare, the remaining three vital top four positions were decided on goal differential after the final days play of the season, seeing Färjestad take second, Luleå third and HV71 fourth. 

Bud Holloway took out the highest point scorers title, Carl Söderberg dominated in the goal scoring category and Alexander Salak finished the season with the best goaltending save percentage. Whilst the top eight teams fight it out for SM-Gold, Timrå and Rögle will be defending their place in Elitserien, as they take on the finest of the HockeyAllsvenskan league in Kvalserien.

Skellefteå clinched the series with two games left in the season, last Thursday evening, with a 3-2 win over bottom of the table Rögle. It was a well deserved series win, with utter domination all over the ice this season taking their first Elitserien season win since 1980/1981.

Bellemare and MöllerBellemare and Möller. Photo: Bert Söderström. Pic-Agency.com

The Norrland's club overpowered their opponents on the ice all year, scoring the most goals, evidently giving them the best plus minus out of any club. Not only were they the hardest team to beat at home, the boys from the north also won more games away from home than any club in the series. It was a very complete year for the club, as they hope to take the series win's momentum into the playoffs and take their first SM-Gold in 35 years.

The fight for second position on the table went down to the wire between three clubs and took until the last day of the season to find out the final playoff order. Färjestad and Luleå both took wins on the final day to finish level on 102 total points with HV71. 

Luleå acquired the three points that they needed against HV71, with a 2-1 victory, on the final day of the series to move into second place, only to see Färjestad simultaneously steal second from them with a 4-1 victory over Rögle, giving them a higher goal differential of only +2.

After the playoff opposition selection from the top three clubs, the quarterfinals now stand as, 1st-Skellefteå vs 8th-Brynäs, 2nd-Färjestad vs 7th-Modo, 3rd-Luleå vs 6th-Frölunda and 4th-HV71 vs 5th-Linköping.

Holloway

Bud Holloway. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency

Bud Holloway (Skellefteå), became the Elitserien's second highest point score of all time by finishing the season with the most assists of any player in the history of the league recording an astounding 20 goals, 51 assists totaling 71 points. 

After becoming the highest point scorer of all time in a playoff series last year, Holloway was always going to be one to watch this season and he did not disappoint. With his sniper like shot, vision to pass the puck and powerful extra man play, the Canadian put on a show for the Skellefteå fans throughout the whole season and truly deserved to end the year as the Elitserien's highest point scorer.

Carl Söderberg (Linköping), finished the season as the Elitserien's highest goal scorer ending the season with 31 goals. With a strong start to the year and patches of mere brilliance during the season, Söderberg broke out an unassailable lead that could not be caught, beating his closest rival and team mate Pär Arlbrandt by 10 goals.

Salak

Alexander Salak. Photo: Simone Syversson, Pic Agency.com

The years best goaltender based on save percentage went to Alexander Salak (Färjestad), holding an outstanding percentage of 93.92. Salak has been a key part of Färjestad's success this season conceding  an average of only 1.62 goals in his 41 matches between the posts. If the Karlstad club are to progress deep into this years playoffs it will undoubtedly be due to the continual strong form of their Czech goaltender, Salak.

It will be Timrå and Rögle that will have to defend their Elitserien contracts in Kvalserien after finishing 11th and 12th respectively in this years series. After fighting until the second last round of the season, Timrå, find themselves in the Elitserien qualifier for the second year running. 

Where as, it is no uncommon ground for Rögle, who have been in the Kvalserien the previous seven years. Both teams will be hoping to repeat their efforts from last year and renew their Elitserien status as they take on the top three HockeyAllsvenskan clubs, Leksand, Södertälje and Västerås and also the winner of the Pre-Kvalserien competition between BIK Karlskoga, Djurgården, Örebro HK, IK Oskarshamn. The Kvalserien and the battle for Elitserien qualification will begin on Thursday 14th of March.

Now that the tight action filled season has come to a close, the time for unbeatable playoff hockey is now before us.

Jeremy Darke

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Cumiskey: "Played a decent game"

CumiskeyKyle Cumiskey in action. Photo: Stefan Persson, Pic-Agency.com

In MODO Hockey´s 1-0-overtime-win over Rögle BK 26-year-old Canadian Kyle Cumiskey scored the game winning goal. So far this season the former Colorado Avalanche-defender has recorded 6 goals and 25 assists in 43 games for MODO Hockey. 

Here you find MODO Hockey-TV´s post game interview with Cumiskey

Peter Karlberg

Editor, Hockeyligan.se

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Meet American Rhett Rakhshani

RakhshaniRhett Rakhshani. Photo: Per Friske, Pic-Agency Sweden

Ahead of Tuesday´s away game against AIK the 24-year-old American forward Rhett Rakhshani has recorded 13 goals and 19 assists in 43 games in Elitserien for HV71.

Here you find HVTV´s pre game interview with Rakhshani.

Peter Karlberg

Editor, Hockeyligan.se

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Ryan Lasch eager to play for Växjö Lakers

Ryan LaschRyan Lasch during his time in Södertälje. Photo: Gustaf Brundin / Stockmedia

On Tuesday 26-year-old American Ryan Lasch will most likely make his debut for Växjö Lakers. The former CJHL-, NCAA-, AHL- and ECHL-forward´s first opponent will be Timrå IK. Lasch is already known in Elitserien after his time in Södertälje 2010/2011, where he recorded 30 points in 55 games.

Click here to watch Växjö Lakers-TV´s pre game interview with Lasch.

Peter Karlberg

Editor, Hockeyligan.se

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Elitseriens Top Prospects for the NHL Draft

With the under 20’s World Championships coming to an end, it’s time to look at some of Sweden’s top prospects from the Elitserien going into the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

LindholmElias Lindholm. Photo: Andreas Sandström, Pic-Agency.com

Elias Lindholm – Brynäs

Having operated on the second line for Brynäs for most of the season, Lindholm has very much held his own and in 32 games has found the net 6 times as well as setting up another 15. According to the NHL scouts he is know for his puck skills, skating and offensive zone sense as well as showing some of those indefinable intangibles that arm him with what’s needed to succeed at the NHL level.

Robert Hägg – MODO

Has only appeared in the Elitserien 8 times this season and has spent most of his time at the U20s level, but at 6 foot 2 and just under 200 pounds he is probably ready to make the move over to North America. Hägg has captained the Swedish national side during the junior World Championships and despite a shaky start has managed to up his level of play. Known for his steady play and cool head under pressure, he looks to be a little bit of a development project with a lot of upside.

ArvidssonViktor Arvidsson. Photo: Fredrik Sundvall, Pic-Agency.com

Viktor Arvidsson – Skellefteå

Arvidsson is seen as a player with a scoring touch, bursting with energy and potential. During his time with Skellefteå this season at the top level his has netted 5 goals and 4 assists and whilst at the junior World Championships he compiled an impressive 4 goals in only six games played. He’s going to be slightly under the radar for many teams having been passed over in the previous two drafts, but look for him to be a solid pick-up for a late round selection.

Ross Watson

red@hockeyligan.se 
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Elitserien play during the Christmas period

Now that AIK have completed their series of ‘catch-up’ matches against Rögle and Frölunda, the mid season break is coming to an end. With that in mind, I would like to preview some of the things to look out for before this season enters it’s 2013 edition.

LHC-FBK

Linköping vs Färjestad. Photo: Peter Holgersson, Pic-Agency Sweden

- One of the key games of round 33 is the Linköping-Färjestad clash in the

middle of the table. Both teams are coming off of losses in round 32 and will be looking to once again establish themselves in good positions for the run up to the playiffs. With an outright win, Linköping can jump Färjestad in the table, whereas a Färjestad win will claw them a little closer to Luleå in third place.

- The other matchups in round 33 do not offer as much intrigue in terms of league position, but one game I will be keeping an eye on will be HV71 against Brynäs, Brynäs have won three straight games coming into the tie and find themselves in the middle of the pack, whilst HV71 are thoroughly entrenched in a race for the top spot against both Skellefteå and Luleå.

From now on, every game will give more clarity to the playoff picture, and HV71 will not want to start their post Christmas campaign by losing ground on league leaders Skellefteå.

Holloway

Bud Holloway. Photo: Bert Söderström, Pic-Agency.com

- Another thing to keep your eye on post Christmas is the play of points leader Bud Holloway. So far this season he’s had outstanding production and is contributing plenty of goals as well as assists. Will the break have knocked him out of his groove, or will he pick up right where he left off?

- If you didn’t know, Christian Berglund of Färjestad has recorded at least one point in his last 10 games, this production has seen him rise to 10th in the players points table. Will he keep the streak alive against Linköping?

Söderberg

Carl Söderberg. Photo: Peter Holgersson, Pic-Agency Sweden

- Talking of stats, can anyone catch Carl Söderberg in the goals table? He has lit the lamp 22 times so far this season with his closest rivals Joakim Lindström of Skellefteå and Färjestad’s Per Åslund both 7 scores behind on 15. Håkan Loob is currently the record holder for most goals in one Elitserien season with 42. Söderberg has another 22 games so overcome that mark. Can he do it?

- One of the big questions I have for these last few rounds of 2012 is whether Rögle can pick up another win or not? They are now on an eight game losing streak and despite coming close to winning in their last few games they just don’t seem to have the mentality to pull it off. Despite some decent offensive production, without consistently good netminding, the may never break this streak.

Ross Watson

red@hockeyligan.se 
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This week in Elitserien

SkellefteåSkellefteå´s Sevc and Bellemare. Photo: Bert Söderström/Pic-Agency

There was a lot of movement at the top of the table as Luleå took over top spot after their game against Frölunda, before relinquishing the lead to Skellefteå as they fell to third place behind HV71. The top three now look like this:

1st: Skellefteå – 60 points.

2nd: HV71 – 60 points.

3rd: Luleå – 59 points.

Meanwhile, the bottom five teams haven’t changed position whatsoever and their current spots are shown below. Remember that the 8th spot in the league means you’re in the playoffs, whilst the bottom two spots go into the Kvalserien to face teams from the HockeyAllsvenskan for the chance to stay in Elitserien.

8th: Frölunda - 46 points.

9th: Växjö - 42 points.

10th: Timrå – 34 points.

11th: AIK – 32 points.

12th: Rögle – 24 points.

Gävlebocken Arena

Gävlebocken Arena before Jubileumsmatchen. Photo: Jan Bulér/Pic-Agency

Brynäs took home the spoils in all three of their games this week, knocking off Skellefteå, Rögle and Timrå in succession, which helped them climb one spot to fifth in the table. The game against Timrå took place outside in the chilly Swedish night air at Gävlebocken Arena. A total of 15,009 fans watched the Swedish equivalent of the Winter Classic known as Jubileumsmatchen as Brynäs won 3-0.

Brynäs will certainly be hoping that they carry on this form after the break as they take on HV71, Färjestad and Luleå in their first three games back on the ice.

Once again, Rögle had a terrible week of play and didn’t manage to pick up a single win. Despite managing to keep it close and force overtime and penalties against Brynäs and HV71 respectively, the men from Ängelholm couldn’t find that winning instinct to seal either game. That’s now seven games lost on the bounce for Rögle with their last win coming in the VIDA Arena against Växjö.

Thursday night was a great night for hockey as all five games had something to keep everyone happy. First of all, shutouts from Fredrik Norrena and Marcus Svensson handed both Växjö and Skellefteå 3-0 wins, whilst the other three games gave us two 5-4 OT wins for MODO and Brynäs as well as a penalty shootout win for AIK. Never a boring night in Elitserien!

EldebrinkAnders Eldebrink. Photo: AIK

In a bid to stop the bleeding and fight their way out of the bottom two, AIK axed its head coach Per-Erik Johnsson and replaced him with Anders Eldebrink. Eldebrink comes over from Swiss team EHC Kloten and has a contract that keeps him at the club until the end of the season as well as having an option for a further two.

AIK juniors who impresses

  Double victories this weekend. AIK juniors showed class against Färjestadsvägen and Djurgården. 

If we start with Sunday's match against Everton as AIK won 5-2.

AIK played steady, put pressure on Djurgården high up and it also gave results.

The scoring was opened by Isaac Fir-Stenlund times two.

- It was great, it was a while ago I set some goals, says Isaac.

The chain with Isaac, Nils Niklasson and Marcus Eklund was also the best formation.

- We picked up a lot in the offensive zone. We also worked hard on their backs, they were stressed by the said Isaac.

His first goal was an opportunistic return, the other party, the better. A inåkning and a crisply shot straight up into the top corner.

- We worked well together in our chain and had a good snack out there on the ice, says Isaac.

The coach Lasse Marklund also praises the fourth chain.

- They got some long bouts and it always makes it difficult brought opponents.

Djurgården really had no chance. AIK was simply too good this day.

- We work really hard and is also good at getting in the line of fire. Alexander Selin is such fantastic at stopping shots, praises Lasse Marklund

AIK also have some really talented backs game with Sebastian Aho and Marcus Pettersson in the first place. Marus went on a bang at the end of the match, but luckily he dropped just air. With the two playmaker power play is of course also effective.

Though best defensemen was actually Andreas Soderberg including scored a classy goal. Kudos also to the goalkeeper Joel Vännström.

On Saturday it was tougher. Färjestadsvägen was in the game a long time ended 4-1.

- Färjestadsvägen is more difficult to meet. They play with a lot of pressure on our backs, says Isaac Fir-Stenlund.

Though the final period came dividend for AIK. Two goals in powerplay settled the game.

- I still think we are from the second period is the better team, says Lasse Marklund

All the teams in the top 10 going into the playoffs, plus six teams from continuing the series. The first eight select opponents in turn.

SHL players think he is the best

  Joakim Lindstrom awarded Golden Helmet 

Joakim Lindstrom, Skellefteå AIK, have the players in SHL voted the winner of the Golden Helmet.

Golden Helmet goes to the most valuable player in the SHL.

"This I value very highly because it is the players who voted," says Lindstrom in a press release.

Lindstrom did in SHL's regular season 63 points in 55 games and has continued to impress terms of games during the playoffs.

"I absolutely feel that this is one of my best seasons. I have primarily developed skating, become faster and more explosive ', "says Lindstrom.

This is the second consecutive year that the Golden Helmet goes to a player in Skellefteå Player. Last year won the Bud Holloway price.

Joakim Lindstrom will get the Golden Helmet in conjunction with one of the upcoming semi-final matches in Skellefteå Kraft Arena.

Six points for AIK juniors

  AIK won both weekend games against Frölunda and Rögle. 

AIK's juniors took a nice scalp when they met on Sunday series leader Frölunda Indians. AIK won 4-3 and won also in Saturday's match against Rogle 3-0.

This was the final round of the Top 10th AIK came thanks to his two wins in fourth place in the table.

- The tournament begins on Wednesday with an away game. Then we have at home Friday and Saturday if needed. Eighth final will be played in best of three games, the coach says Lasse Marklund.

Good game

Sunday's game against Frölunda became a very good match with junior measure dimensions.

High speed, good brightness and still a really good passing game.

- We wanted a playoff game and that was it, says Axel Holmstrom who scored two top matches this weekend with a total of two goals and three assists.

- I really want to play games because I had an injury so it feels real inspirational moment.

Since shows Axel that he also learned what happens when I ask what type of injury he had.

- Lower body, he replies with a big smile.

Strong trio

In the game against Frölunda was the chain with Axel Holmstrom, Henrik Marklund and Sebastian Man and mountain that was clearly sharpest.

- It's fun to play with those guys. They are fast on skates and work hard, says Axel.

He himself has not skating as their best. However, enjoying a game inside and up the gig to Sebastian Manbergs 1-1 was in my eyes the game was a disappointment.

- This whole chain has been really good throughout halgen, praises Lasse Marklund.

- Frölunda is a really good team. We really needed this game to get into the playoffs feeling says Axel Holmstrom.

Stable slopes

AIK also have some really solid runs by Marcus Pettersson at the tip. They play out situations in a nice way and it makes the attacks almost always starts with momentum.

Andreas Öhman was also really good with the puck and showed that A-lagsspelaren Sebastian Aho did not have yet.

AIK also have three really good goalies. Johan Kallio (Saturday) and Joel Wännström (Sunday) were both quite stable.

In addition, Jesper Eriksson received the green light to run at full speed after his knee injury in an international match last fall.

- But goalkeepers may also help. I am impressed by the morale of the team. Just look at the end when the guys basically Jaws puck and covers away shot, says Lasse Marklund.

Facts

AIK Frölunda

The goals: 0-1 (4:06) Sebastian Collberg (Mark Söberg), 1-1 (10:02) Sebastian Man and mountain (Axel Holmstrom, Henrik Marklund), 2-1 (18:01) Andreas Öhman (Jacob Andersson, Axel Holmstrom), 3-1 (29.03) Shaft Holmstrom (Sebastian Man and mountain, Petter Mäkitalo), 3-2 (31.19) Robin Söderquist (Christoffer Ehn, David Stenbacka), 3-3 (43.31) Sonny (Hetzberg, Kevin Elgestål), 4-3 (46.27) Sebastian Man and mountain (Henrik Marklund).

AIK Rögle 3-0

The goals: 1-0 (34.45) Shaft Holmstrom (Andreas Öhman, Isaac Fir-Stenlund), 2-0 (44.39) Sebastian Man and mountain (Andreas Öhman, Axel Holmstrom), 3-0 (49.55) Alexander Selin (Mark Hagglund).
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AIK juniors won premiere

  Skellefteå AIK began J20 top 10 with a three-pointer, 1-0 against Modo. 

A superb effort from goalkeeper Joel Wännström enough to AIK's J 20 would win the premiere of Top 10th Joel was zero and that meant 1-0 to AIK against Modo.

The first period was not good from AIK's side.

- It was noted that we have not played the game in six weeks. But it had not Modo either so really we can not blame it, said coach Jamie Erixon and continues:

- Modo won every close combat, we were not really there.

In contrast, the goalkeeper Joel Wännström there. He made some sweaty saves already in the first period.

- I had quite a lot to do. But it felt right from the beginning and then it flows just said Joel originally from Umeå.

Characters

In the second period came AIK running better. The pace was in itself turned up high throughout the match but now it was not too fast.

- We work ourselves into the game and it needed substantial work. We are a team with good characters who have to sacrifice for each other, says Janne.

After the law had was her period became final period level.

In the end, victory target, the hill Jacob Andersson became the match winner on a shot that did not see anything strange about this. But the important thing was that it went into the goal.

And since Joel Wännström held zero so it was enough this time.

- There is fierce competition for the goalkeeper record between John Kallio and me. We usually stand every other match, Joel.

He also notes:

- I got good help from the court players. It is needed to zero to keep.

Good 97: a

Janne Erixon was also happy with the whole crew back there A-lagsspelaren Rasmus Edstrom spread calm.

Personally, I was most impressed by Filip Berglund born 1997. Large and shapely and quite skilled with the puck. Reminiscent not so little about Marcus Pettersson, who now plays in the first team.

- He has had a knee injury and therefore not played that much, says Janne Erixon.

Extra kudos also to Emil Wikström, a real tough guy on the ice.

Covered shot

Forwards had it a little heavier. The job was hard the last two periods, but the guys had a hard time getting in on goal.

The chain with Petter Mäkitalo, Gustav Basic Power and Isaac Stenlund-fir gets the best score.

Plus also to Patrik Enberg that covered the shot ruthlessly with 10 seconds left. Such breeds heroes.
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Success in comeback

  Viktor Arvidsson was the game was great profile. 

Victor Arvidsson has missed five games. But it was not visible. Arvidsson was the game was great profile when AIK took revenge against Brynäsgatan.

Ironically, it was after the last away game against Brynäsgatan as Arvidsson injured. So Arvidsson, this was a form of immediate revenge, even if he himself is not real seemed to see it that way.

- Glad to be back. It is valid to come prepared to every game and I do not make any difference which team we face.

Arvidsson did AIK's second goal. A really hard shot that Brynäsgatan foremost, the goalkeeper Bernhard Strakbaum, had to drop behind.

- I got the puck free, so it's just to shoot.

Then did Arvidsson his patented goal celebration styles.

- I do really love to score and get happy. I does not make the gesture every time, but this time I got the really very surface.

Arvidsson was also responsible for a great performance when Adam Pettersson made AIK's third goal.

- Seems that Adam does it wonderfully well as wins over his old man.

More points

20-year-old has 17 points so far. That's three more than he did last year, which was his debut season.

- As long as the team wins not playing the point that important. It's clear that you want to score well, but the team's wins are most important.

AIK continue to give their young juniors the chance to play in SHL. Against Brynäsgatan was the talented Marcus Pettersson, who played his first game.

- I heard it this morning. And it is clear that there was a bit nervous.

The young talent is second generation Pettersson, who plays for AIK. His father, Daniel Peterson, had a long career in the AIK. Marcus's debut may well have been the beginning of an equally long career in AIK-shirt.
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The energy bundle is back

  AIK won 3-1 against Brynäsgatan and Wallson celebrates Arvidsson. 

AIK's coach Hans Wallson was pleased to have Viktor Arvidsson back in the team.

- He brings a lot of energy.

Wallson also praises the kid hill Marcus Pettersson.

- He's doing his thing and dare to keep the puck. A good first match.

- The mistake he makes at the end is something that happens all.

Otherwise the introduction of AIK not the best.

- We do not start well but eats us up more and more in the game.

Brynäsgatan coach Tommy Jonsson:

- The first part of the first period is absolutely acceptable. In others it will be just too many unnecessary penalties for us. I'm not happy with it - to put it mildly ...

AIK had many occasions to determine the power play in the second but failed to score.

But still it was a penalty that decided early in the third.

- We play well short-handed, but it goes a long way, says Tommy Jonsson.

AIK also had two fantastic short-handed in a row in the third.

- The audience knows its business that appreciates such also says Wallson.

AIK missing including Jonas Frögren and Pierre-Edouard Bellemare.

- It is a fever in the team. Are they just free of fever on Thursday as they play, says Wallson.
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Defensively behind Skellefteås gain

  Skellefteå AIK often hailed for its aggressive hockey. But behind the superb series leader's success is also the league's tightest defense game. We have got a really good defensive with five men who help each other, says Skellefteås forward Viktor Arvidsson after 3-1 victory at home against Brynäsgatan. 

Brynäsgatan came into the match with two straight victories in the Civil meetings with Skellefteå AIK. These matches have Gävle team additionally made a total of 13 goals ahead.

But on Tuesday evening showed why Skelleftea team not only scored the most goals, but also conceded the fewest goals in the SHL. Brynäsgatan toxic offensive was shut down, and Skellefteå was the team that spent the most time in attacking throughout the match.

- We can often win pucks in their own zone and goes to attack from there. We play with good speed and has a defensive that rubs off on our offensive, says Viktor Arvidsson.

Just Arvidsson pangade into match-winning 2-0 in a powerplay in the third period.

- I shot everything I could. It felt good to see the puck go in, and it was good that we got to build on 2-0 in the state, said Arvidsson.

Arvidsson, who has been on the injury list and has not played since last away meeting with Brynäsgatan, was in a super game mood. Arvidsson played incisive forward Adam Pettersson 3-0 ruling.

- Adam had beaten his guy in front of goal and the club had in the ice. It was perfect to be able to put the puck over to him, saying Arvidsson.

- I had not played for 1.5 weeks and it felt really fun to be in heat again and compete on the ice. The whole team showed where the furniture should go against Brynäsgatan and we played the hockey we are good at.

Skellefteås goalkeeper Markus Svensson was only 32 seconds to hold its fifth zero for the season. Skellefteå's 17-year-old back Marcus Pettersson, who made SHL debut, dropped the puck in their own zone and it gave Brynäsgatan Alexander Larsson with the goal to determine the final score to 3-1.

As the runner-up Frölunda dropped points at home against Örebro extended Skelleftea series lead in SHL to twelve points.

- We get to thank Forest says Arvidsson and refers to Thomas Forest, Örebro Hill who won championships with Skelleftea last season, accounting for Örebro late equalizer against Frölunda.
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Petterson's debut

  See the slideshow from when Marcus Pettersson makes its debut in the SHL. 

Skellefteå AIK's Marcus Pettersson, born in 1996, made his debut in the SHL in Tuesday's game against Brynäsgatan. The pictures are from the first period.
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Mark Smith is running again

  AIK J20 beating Modo 3-2 after shootout. Markus Svensson made a comeback in the case. 

The goalkeeper Markus Svensson made season debut for the season when AIK J20 met Modo. It was a strong debut of "Mackan" including saved three penalties.

The interesting thing about the job was obviously to Mark Smith was back after his injury.

And it was a loaded goalkeeper who helped AIK to victory.

- It was fun to be back. There is special matches even if I practiced on good the last time, saying "Mackan".

He did not like that very much to do.

- I think we make a solid match as law. Strong of the guys to turn disadvantage, he praises.

Accolades

"Mackan" itself may also praised coach Jamie Erixon.

- He comes into the team and are inspired. He pepper additionally our young guys, say "X".

"Mark Smith also got a starring role as the game went to penalties. He saved all three.

- I let the opponent make the first move and it did go home, he says with a smile.

AIK therefore needed to just put a penalty. It did Arvid Lundberg brilliantly.

First home

The match as a whole was otherwise not do that great gameplay.

- It was noted that this was the first home game. It was a bit tense and we did not really start skating, says Janne Erixon.

- However, the morale strong and it was great that we got the win.

AIK has a wealth games skilled defenders. Best of all yesterday was Marcus Pettersson, he has a fabulous game inside.

Kudos also to the team captain Markus Hagglund who took up the cudgels for their team.

Sebastian Aho, Arvid Lundberg and Sam Marklund also made their first games with the youth team.
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Top 10 Swedes faced draft pick right now

Editor Mike Lindberg

Updated: March 21, 2014 | time 16:37

johansson_jonas

It is about three months left until the NHL draft pick in 2014 is taking place, and a lot can still happen. But I have a clear picture of which, I think are the ten most wanted Swedes faced draft pick right now.

Can also happy to report that it continues to look really good for the Swedish juniors, for the chance to become NHL drafted.

I do not build my rankings solely on who is the best today. But it is also based on the potential, and the role that I think any player can get in the NHL in the future.

My top-10 ranking for the Swedish players right now are:

10) Lucas Wallmark, forward, Lulea.

 Was very good in the JVM. Is a real puck genius, who is also proficient in the face-off circle, and take great responsibility in the defensive game. Skating, he must work with. Having difficulty with figuring out what role he can possibly get over there.

9) Oscar Lindblom, forward, Brynäsgatan J-20.

 Has not quite got the developments during the season, as most had hoped for. Lindblom is an all round forward who is working hard. Could be a future role player in the NHL.

8) Marcus Pettersson, Reverse, Skellefteå J-20.

 Bi-Tank, mighty position for sure, which also takes good decisions on the ice very quickly. Need to put on more muscle, in order to play more physical. Could be a future defensive back in the NHL.

7) Luke Bengtsson, back, Mora.

 safety himself, who almost never make a mistake. Is very good in the offensive game. Has been overlooked in the past two draft pick, but I am very sure that Mora Hill gets drafted this year. Has the potential to be a top-4 back in the NHL.

888 Poker 

6) Sebastian Aho, back, Skelleftea.

 Truly skilled with the puck, and moves very well on skates. Also play physical in the defensive game. Aho's size is something that is to his detriment. Should he play in the NHL in the future, he must have a proactive role in their team.

5) Andreas Englund, back, Djurgården.

 skilled Defensive back, which has been developed as a steam train during the season. Real confident in the defensive, and can even fill in the attack. Has great potential to become a good defensive back over there in the future.

4) Jonas Johansson (pictured), goalkeeper, Brynäsgatan J-20.

 Large and dense keeper, who acts very calm in the case. Is one of the most talented goalkeepers, as Sweden has produced in years. However, it is difficult to predict the future for young goalkeepers, so also is it with Johansson.

3) Anton Karlsson, forward, Frölunda J-20.

 became a crowd favorite at the JVM, due to its physical and spirited style of play. Otherwise Karlsson also had a nice game inside. Should be drafted in the late first round, as it looks right now. May have a future as a player in a second chain in the NHL.

2) Adrian Kempe, forward, MODO.

 Powerful forward who is working hard in every game. Has a good shot, and is not afraid to push towards the finish. At present, it is likely that he will go in the first round. The potential for him to be a second chain players over there are great.

1) William Nylander, forward, MODO.

 Extremely skilled with the puck, good on skates, and shoots well. Nylander Jr. has every chance in the world, to become a top player in the NHL. Will probably be drafted among the first five players, can also be drafted among the first three.

The Sovereign league leaders has never played better.

A dazzling game introduction was enough to Skelleftea would defeat Färjestadsvägen 4-0 in the SHL-hockey.

- All players in all fives drives and do the job well, Erik Forssell said.

Oscar Moller made Skellefteås 2-0 targets.  

  Oscar Moller scored Skellefteå 2-0 goals. 

 Foto: TT 

Västerbottningen estimates have been supplying top matches on the assembly line, but better than in this initial period, the reigning champions never been.

The captain and Olympic player Jimmie Ericsson absence was not noticed a thing.

The team showed powerful authority and a seemingly boundless confidence. Skating flashed and every fitting sat hard on lagkompisens club during the match, the first 20 minutes. Färjestadsvägen was totally taken place and 3-0 to the home side after the first period was on the low side.

- We talk almost always about making a good start. Now we received dividends also said Skellefteås Erik Forssell.

Skellefteås first numerical superiority meant a bombardment against Fredrik Pettersson-Wentzel in Färjestads goals but no dividend. 1-0 came instead when Färjestadsvägen suffered his second deportation. Then could Joakim Lindstrom hit a return and make their 17th goal of the season. 2-0 was a few minutes later by the JVM player Oskar Sundqvist hitting the cross with the same precision as in the semi-final against Russia. Oscar Moller 3-0 in powerplay after 17:40 ending the Skellefteås impressive period.

"A fun bonus"

The rest of the game became a gäspig stairwell leading up to Skellefteå goalkeeper Markus Svensson was noted for the season's fifth zero. There are two more than any other goalkeeper in the SHL.

- When you keep clean sheet is a good proof that the team plays well. Sure it's a fun bonus, but the main thing is that we win, said Mark Smith, who from his goalie position could establish that Skellefteå makes perhaps his best match.

Still have not played in over a week.

- We talked a little extra for it. Then we come out strong and take command immediately, said Svensson.

Much of the credit for his zero, he wanted to give to outfield players.

- All plays sacrificing and blocking shots. We are generous in front of goal, said Skelleftea goalkeeper.

.

Thomas Eriksson / TT
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Facts 

Game, with five stars:

 Joakim Lindstrom, f, Skelleftea

Was a constant threat to the Detroit Red defense.

 Oscar Moller, f, Skellefteå

Played most of the team (over 23 minutes) and shot full ten shots. Also received dividends.

 Niclas Burström, b, Skelleftea

The security itself. Supported junior and reverse colleague Marcus Pettersson in a good way.

 Melker Karlsson, f, Skelleftea

Approaching the last years form.

 Joakim Nygårds f, Färjestadsvägen

Best in a pale Färjestadsvägen.

Goalkeeper: Markus Svensson, Skelleftea

Got to make some sharp saves to keep the clean sheet.

Jury: Nils-Petter Dufva, Skellefteå Kraft Arena.
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Pirates fall to Worcester, 5-3 

Former Maine coach Roy Sommer of the Worcester Sharks sets an AHL record by coaching his 1,275th game.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — On a night when the visiting coach – a former Maine Mariner – made history, the Portland Pirates continued their futility inside the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.
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Pirate Brandon Yip tries to slip a shot past Worchester goalie Troy Grosenick in the second period Wednesday. 
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Worcester’s Matt Tennyson slips a shot under the pads of Pirates goalie Louis Domingue in the first period Wednesday night. Domingue allowed two more and then was replaced. 
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The Pirates fell into an early hole and couldn’t climb out, losing 5-3 to the Worcester Sharks, whose coach, Roy Sommer, set an American Hockey League longevity record with 1,275 games behind the bench.

“It’s always good to get a win,” said Sommer, who won a Calder Cup in 1984 as a winger with the Mariners, “but I guess on a night like (Wednesday) makes it even more special.”

The Sharks jumped to a 3-0 lead in the first period and withstood a pair of comebacks by the Pirates, who closed the gap to 3-2 and 4-3 before an empty-net goal in the final minute sealed the victory for Worcester, currently in 10th place in the Eastern Conference.

Eight teams qualify for the playoffs. The Pirates, in 14th, have a dozen games remaining and could face mathematical elimination from the race as early as Friday, when they host Providence.

Lucas Lessio and Andy Miele scored within two minutes of each other late in the second period to pull the Pirates within one at 3-2.

A breakaway goal by Worcester’s Eriah Hayes returned the cushion to 4-2 heading into the third period.

Midway through the third, hooking and high-sticking penalties on Worcester gave the Pirates nearly a minute and a half of a five-on-three power play. Troy Grosenick, who finished with 27 saves for Worcester, denied them the tying goal.

“We missed, I think, three point-blank chances,” said Pirates Coach Ray Edwards. “The execution to get the chances was good. We just didn’t put the puck in the net.”

With a little more than a minute remaining and goalie Chris Rawlings on the bench for an extra attacker, the Pirates made it 4-3 on a goal from James Melindy. Twenty-four seconds later, Worcester’s Bracken Kearns scored the empty-netter.

A crowd announced as 1,667 saw the Pirates fall to 9-23 at the Colisee. The Pirates had been away from home – not that the Colisee has provided the sort of comfort or advantage one normally associates with a team’s domicile – for 16 days. They went to Newfoundland for three games against St. John and then took last week off as the Colisee hosted the NCAA Division III national men’s hockey tournament.

The team that returned had plenty of roster changes. Goaltender Mark Visentin is up with Phoenix of the NHL, likely for the rest of the season, because of an injury to Mike Smith. Rawlings, formerly of Northeastern, is up from Arizona of the Central Hockey League.

Although the playoffs are improbable, Edwards said the remaining 12 games are important.

“There’s jobs on the line, there’s an opportunity to go up to Phoenix,” he said. “There’s a lot to play for and this group knows it.”

NOTES: The previous AHL coaching mark was held by Frank Mathers, who coached for 18 seasons between 1956 and 1985. Sommer is in his 16th season as coach of San Jose’s top minor-league affiliate.

As a player, Sommer appeared in three NHL games, with the 1980-81 Edmonton Oilers of Wayne Gretzky, and scored a goal in his debut.

“It was the decisive seventh goal of an 8-1 blowout against Montreal,” Sommer said with a laugh. “Gretzky had five points that game.”

The Pirates will wear purple jerseys Friday night in Lewiston against Providence to promote cancer awareness and raise money for the Central Maine Comprehensive Cancer Center. Each jersey will be signed and auctioned off on eBay, and the Pirates will also donate all proceeds from their 50/50 raffle that night. Also, a practice jersey signed by actor Patrick Dempsey will be raffled off, with the money going to his namesake Center of Cancer Hope & Healing’s Maine Fund for Cancer Patients.

Since last they played in Maine, the Pirates signed defenseman Joel Hanley (whose career at UMass recently ended) to a tryout contract. Another defender, Cade Fairchild, arrived by trade from St. Louis. Forward Sebastian Stalberg, who played at Vermont, is on loan from San Jose. He had played for Worcester earlier this season.

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH
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UMaine hockey team partially achieved its goal 

The Black Bears are again respectable but a long way from being champs.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — Red Gendron and Devin Shore see bigger things ahead for the Maine men’s hockey team.
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Red Gendron 
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Bigger skaters, bigger stakes.

The Black Bears wrapped up a 16-15-4 season with a sweep by Providence in the Hockey East quarterfinals a week ago.

The question was, did the undersized team hit a wall late in the season or did it just find its ceiling?

“I believe we could have done a little bit better than we did in terms of the results. But I don’t think what you can question is how committed these people were to getting that done,” Gendron, in his first year as head coach, said last week.

“You go into the last week of the season and you can finish second in Hockey East, which is a pretty good conference, that says something about the body of work our people had put together to that point. There were a lot of good things. But nobody up here is happy.”

The offseason began with the team voting for its captains for next winter. Shore, a first-line center who led the team in scoring as a sophomore, will wear the C. Defenseman Jake Rutt and winger Stu Higgins, who will be two of the team’s four seniors next season, will be alternate captains.

They will look to build on what Maine was able to accomplish during a two-month stretch that revealed the Black Bears at their hard-charging best. Maine went 7-3-2 from mid-November to mid-January, with a pair of blowouts of Boston University and a stirring 5-1 home victory against first-place Boston College.

The Black Bears were jumping on opponents early, unrelenting on the forecheck.

But that stretch of play masked the team’s stunning inability to win on the road, where Maine finished 1-12-3.

And it also showed that pluck will take you only so far. Maine lacked size and was a relatively young team, with 15 underclassmen.

Shore said fatigue was not a factor in a 1-5-1 finish to the season, but the Black Bears seemed to be playing with heavier legs as the winter wore on.

On the final weekend of the season, they had the chance to secure a first-round bye and home ice in the quarterfinals of the playoffs. Instead they were swept at home by Providence, forced to fend off last-place Merrimack in a one-game playoff, then ousted at Providence last weekend.

“We weren’t able to get it done down the stretch and we weren’t able to score those big goals to win those big games. It still stings a little bit,” Shore said.

“That’s no secret that we were a small team. There’s ways to work through that. And when the season’s on the line, you can’t blame the fact that you weren’t physically able to find the energy or find the strength because that’s what championship teams are able to do.”

Help is on the way. Gendron is bringing in a recruiting class that emphasizes size. Incoming freshmen are expected to include defensemen Malcolm Hayes (6-foot-3, 210 pounds) and Mark Hamilton (6-2, 210), and forwards Joseph Widmar (6-0, 205) and Nolan Vesey (6-1, 185).

Gendron also expects his returning players, like Shore, to pack on some muscle. Shore led the Black Bears with 43 points with 185 pounds on his 6-1 frame. He and defenseman Ben Hutton were named first-team Hockey East as sophomores.

“If his body will handle being 10 or 12 pounds heavier, all muscle, to me he’s a scary player,” Gendron said of Shore. “Because he’s really strong right now. That makes your shot a little bit better, that inch or two that you need to get free and get to the net and get a really good chance. That’s really what it comes down to when you get to this level. An improvement in your strength, your explosiveness, can really show up in your numbers.”

(Continued on page 2)

Shore plans to return to his home near Toronto this summer to work on his game. The Dallas Stars’ draft pick said he never gave much thought to turning pro.

“We have so much unfinished business. I see so much potential with this group. And the past two years that I’ve been here, we haven’t been able to get it done,” Shore said.

“That (turning pro) would be something I’d have to talk to my family about, but right now my plan is to come back. It would be a dream come true to get to the (TD) Garden (for the Hockey East semifinals) and to the national tournament, and really put this program back on the map. Because there have been so many legends that have come before us and have put their mark on Maine hockey, and everyone who still gets the opportunity to put on the jersey still wants to leave their own legacy of being one of the championship teams at Maine.”

It will help if the Black Bears can identify a strong goaltender. That is the biggest question for next season. Martin Ouellette set a program record with 926 saves in his senior season. His backup, Dan Sullivan, also graduates.

That leaves a competition among three goalies with limited experience in Division I.

Matt Morris started two games as a freshman before taking a medical redshirt last season. Nik Nugnes came aboard at midseason to get a taste of what major college hockey looks like. And Sean Romeo is expected to arrive after posting an unremarkable 6-19-1 record with a 3.49 goals-against average this year for the Youngstown Phantoms of the U.S. Hockey League.

Despite that uncertainty, Gendron is confident his program is on the upswing. The Black Bears were 11-19-6 in 2012-13, after which Tim Whitehead was dismissed. Reaching .500 was a significant step. But Gendron knows it can’t become the plateau.

“The way that I’ll be judged eventually is whether or not we can win championships here. And that’s it,” Gendron said.

“We’re keeping score. Somebody has to win. And it needs to be us.

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH

March 22 

Fired Portland Pirates coach faces child solicitation charges 

Mike Minard, 37, of Falmouth has been charged with solicitation of a child and sexual misconduct with a child under 14. 

By David Hench dhench@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

A former assistant coach for the Portland Pirates hockey team is charged with soliciting sex from a 13-year-old fan and sending her a cellphone picture of his genitals.

click image to enlarge
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Now, the state is trying to block his plans to return home to Canada to coach at a boys’ and girls’ hockey camp, until the case is decided.

Mike Minard, 37, who lives in Falmouth, was charged last month with solicitation of a child to commit a prohibited act and sexual misconduct with a child younger than 14, both misdemeanors. He was charged after an investigation by sheriff’s deputies in Waldo County, where the girl lives, and the Maine State Police Computer Crimes Unit.

The Pirates’ National Hockey League affiliate, the Phoenix Coyotes, fired Minard immediately when they learned of the investigation.

Minard, who is married and has children, has pleaded not guilty and asked for a jury trial, said his attorney, Timothy Zerillo of Portland.

“This guy is not a threat to anybody,” Zerillo said. “He’s not a threat to boys or girls. It’s not a situation where he was coaching this alleged victim.”

Reports from the sheriff’s department and the state police describe how Minard and the girl met and their exchanges over the course of three months.

They met at Pirates’ games this season in Lewiston, where she sat with her family behind the Pirates’ bench. He introduced her to players and gave her and a friend hockey sticks signed by a player.

Later, she contacted him through the team’s Twitter account and, after direct messaging each other, they traded cellphone numbers. They started communicating in November, but Minard told investigators that their exchanges didn’t turn sexual until January, according to police reports.

At one point, while he was on the team bus returning from a game, he sent her a picture of his penis, the police reports say. She deleted it, as did a friend to whom she forwarded it. Analysts with the Computer Crimes Unit were unable to recover it, though they did recover some of the exchanges between Minard and the girl.

On two occasions, Minard suggested ways that they might be able to be alone to engage in sex, the police reports say.

The girl’s mother got suspicious when she asked to see her daughter’s phone and she deleted her texting history. The mother became aware of the alleged exchanges when she checked her daughter’s cellphone while the girl was in the shower.

In one message allegedly from Minard, he said he was sorry that the girl had been sick and wished he could cuddle her.

Minard was fired from his job as goaltending coach once the Pirates and the Phoenix Coyotes were alerted to the police investigation.

“On February 19, 2014, the Phoenix Coyotes were alerted by law enforcement that former Portland Pirates Goaltending Coach Mike Minard was the subject of a police investigation unrelated to his employment with the club,” said a statement from Executive Vice President and General Manager Don Maloney. “Later that day, upon learning the nature of the investigation, the Coyotes terminated the employment of Minard with the club effective immediately.”

The team declined further comment Friday, citing the ongoing criminal investigation.

On Friday, the Waldo County District Attorney’s Office asked a court to set bail conditions for Minard that would prohibit him from having contact with girls younger than 16 except for his own children and nieces, and prohibit him from using social media such as Twitter and Facebook.

The motion came in response to Minard’s plan to return to his hometown in Canada and coach at a hockey camp for girls and boys. A hearing on the motion is scheduled for Tuesday in Waldo County Superior Court.
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Steve Solloway: Maine fans have a hockey coach to admire 

Red Gendron has attracted admirers in his first season.

PROVIDENCE, R.I. — Red Gendron didn’t promise miracles for this season. The loyal fans of the University of Maine hockey team didn’t get one.

This time they’re not complaining.

The season is over. Maine stumbled again, losing its fourth and fifth straight games at the worst time. Providence won the first two games of the best-of-three Hockey East quarterfinals this weekend, sweeping Maine out of the tournament and out of the NCAA playoffs.

The stumbles, or failure to meet expectations, cost Tim Whitehead his coaching job last spring. The stumbles were the reason Gendron was brought back to Orono. The former assistant coach under Shawn Walsh was charged with restoring a program that won national titles in 1993 and 1999.

Gendron was told to make Maine hockey the state’s most popular team again. Bring back the wins, bring back some victory hardware, bring back the pride and the fans.

And while you’re at it, solve the crisis in Ukraine and find that missing Malaysian airliner.

Saturday night, Maine fans inside Schneider Arena didn’t care what was happening outside. Except, of course, to watch the afternoon’s quarterfinal game between Boston College and Notre Dame, won by BC 4-2 to even that series at 1-1.

Maine blue-and-white sweaters, T-shirts and caps seemed to be everywhere. When Ben Hutton scored the game’s first goal on a power play, it sounded like we were all back on Maine’s campus and Alfond Arena.

Maine hockey traveled well through the 1990s. Maybe because good hockey was expected. Or maybe after this particularly rough winter, Maine cabin fever was especially contagious.

Where did this Maine crowd come from?

They like what they see, I was told when I wandered the concession area before the game. They like the attitude, they like the effort. Most of all they like Red.

Funny, but I only occasionally heard the name Gendron. He’s Red, easily identified by his thick mop of white hair. Better, he’s easily approachable.

Red listens. Red answers. Sure, the conversation is typically about all things hockey. Sometimes they’re not. Bob Shank, the publisher of “The Eastern Gazette” weekly shopper in the struggling central Maine towns of Dexter and Dover-Foxcroft, heard Red say he’s got a family member in newspapers.

Shank has been a Maine hockey fan for decades. Now he’s a season ticket-holder. This winter he discovered that he and the hockey coach at Maine have a small patch of common ground.

That may not sell in Massachusetts or New York or Michigan. In Maine, the big state of small towns, that sells.

Gendron’s predecessor understood hockey and understood people but didn’t sell himself or his program. The disconnect between coach and fans grew.

After Friday night’s loss, Gendron talked about opponents finding the sleepers on his team and taking advantage. The context was those Maine players not at game speed for every minute. If it wasn’t for the seriousness of the game, the whole sleeper bit would have been funny.

Instead it was Red talking like Red and connecting with anyone listening. Red’s audience understands.

Which is why they traveled for hours for this weekend series. No, they don’t like the record. They didn’t like the weekend losses and those that seemed to come more frequently in February.

They like Red and they like his players, although everyone qualified the last part. These aren’t Red’s players, I was told again and again. He didn’t recruit them although they have played hard and, at times, well for him.

He praised them after the 4-2 season-ending loss. They played much better Saturday night and that’s what a coach wants. Red was honest. “You don’t get beat four times (Providence beat Maine twice during the season) by the same team and say you’re the better team,” he said. “It is a bitter pill.”

Maine hockey fans haven’t lived in a fantasy world for a long time. Red didn’t come back to Maine with a pointy wizard’s hat or long staff.

He had little magic in his bag and certainly no miracles. Maine hockey will have to earn those.

The fans will wait.

Steve Solloway can be contacted at 791-6412 or at:

ssolloway@pressherald.com

Twitter: SteveSolloway
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Maine’s hockey season ends with a loss to Providence 

The Black Bears are swept from the Hockey East quarterfinals.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

PROVIDENCE, R.I. — The Maine men’s hockey team tried everything Saturday night to shake loose of Providence.

The Black Bears scored first for a change. They played both of their goaltenders. They mixed up their forward lines. They tried throwing their weight around, leading to an endless procession to the penalty box.

In the end it wasn’t enough.

The Friars beat Maine for a fourth time, 4-2, this one ending the Black Bears’ season with a sweep of their Hockey East quarterfinal series at Schneider Arena.

“We were playing desperate hockey. It was do or die and that’s playoff hockey,” Maine defenseman Ben Hutton said.

The Black Bears took 10 penalties, resulting in a pair of Friars power-play goals and a 4-1 deficit after two periods. But the penalties revealed an aggressiveness that Maine carried into the third period. Maine outshot Providence 16-4 in the final 20 minutes, peppering goaltender Jon Gillies to no avail.

“We had a lot of shots, a lot of chances to bang in the rebound,” said Steven Swavely, who scored early in the third period to cut the margin to 4-2. “Just, Gillies, hats off to him. He stood his ground the last couple of minutes.”

Gillies, a native of South Portland, made 36 saves to send No. 9 Providence (21-9-6) into Friday’s semifinals at TD Garden.

It was evident early that this would be a rugged affair. Hutton was whistled for hooking just 49 seconds in. A strong penalty kill was punctuated by a pair of Martin Ouellette saves.

Soon Maine was on a power play and Hutton cashed in with a wrist shot that was concealed by a screening Devin Shore at 3:18. It was the first time in four games against the Friars this season that Maine held a lead.

“That was a huge kill right off the bat. The team was great there,” Hutton said.

The lead lasted eight minutes, Steven Shamanski fired a shot that Nick Saracino tipped past Ouellette at 11:20 to make it 1-1.

With Shore off for hooking at 15:01, Saracino struck again, whistling a shot past Ouellette for a 2-1 lead.

In the second period, Providence took control.

Derek Army sped behind the net and tried to stuff the puck inside the left post. Ouellette stopped it twice, but Army’s third whack produced a goal as Ouellette slammed his stick to the ice. It figured to be his last action as a Black Bear; Maine Coach Red Gendron pulled him for fellow senior Dan Sullivan.

After two penalties gave the Friars a five-on-three advantage, Ross Mauermann made it 4-1 at 15:36.

“Their five-on-three goal was very important. We had all the momentum going. We got a couple of penalties and they were fortunate enough to bury the five-on-three,” Hutton said. “That hurt.”

It appeared to ice the victory, but Maine wasn’t finished.

“It’s not over till the buzzer rings,” Swavely said. “We had them in their zone for a good portion of the (third) period.”

Swavely lunged to get to a rebound and backhanded it past Gillies to cut it to 4-2 at 2:45.

Shortly thereafter, the game took a bizarre turn when Sullivan came to the Maine bench with a broken lace. After several minutes of working on it, Sullivan never seemed comfortable and finally the officials ordered Ouellette back into the game.

The Black Bears pulled Ouellette with 2:29 left but couldn’t solve Gillies again. No. 19 Maine ended a promising campaign by going 1-5-1 in its final seven games to finish 16-15-4.

“I think the difference between tonight and (Friday) was we as a team got a little discouraged for a time (Friday),” Gendron said. “Regardless of what the score was, we kept clawing.

“If you let people get away from you over the first 40 minutes, it’s rare that you come back and win.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Old Pirate woes revived in Newfoundland 

Portland loses two out of three to the IceCaps.

By Chris Ballard 

 Special to the Telegram

ST. JOHN’S, Newfoundland — Momentum swings came back to haunt the Portland Pirates again on Saturday night in a 3-2 loss to the St. John’s IceCaps.

Ahead 2-1 going into the third period, thanks to good defense and goaltending, the Pirates let it slip away – again.

Just 4:58 into the third period, the IceCaps tied the game as Portland goaltender Mark Visentin let out a huge rebound on a Kyle Mackinnon shot and Carl Klingberg one-timed a slapper from the slot.

Then with just under seven minutes to play, Josh Lunden took the wind out of the Pirates’ sails with a backhander from the slot, and the IceCaps had their second win of the three-game series.

It was enough to have Portland Coach Ray Edwards admitting the mood in the dressing room was heavy after yet another potential win slipped out of grasp.

“This was a game we thought we were going to win,” Edwards said. “It was a way better game from us. It was a tighter checking game and more of what you want to see. Obviously you don’t want to give up a lead in the third period but I liked what we did overall. We played better but closing games out has been a problem for us. That’s what’s disappointing.”

The IceCaps opened the scoring near the midway point of the first period as Jerome Samson patiently swung behind the net and laid a tape-to-tape pass on Andrew Gordon’s stick and he made no mistake, beating Visentin at 11:36.

Brandon Yip tied the game in the second period as he took a goalmouth pass from Lucas Lessio, performed a tight spin in front of the net and flipped the puck behind Tyler Beskorowany at 7:37.

Just over one minute later, Jordan Szwarz parked himself in front of the net and executed a perfect deflection on a point shot from Mathieu Brodeur to give the Pirates the lead as the momentum shifted in their favor – but not for good.

Much of the reason was Beskorowany, who turned in a solid performance in his first home start, stopping 29 shots.

But despite dropping two of three at The Rock, Edwards found some positives in the fact that his Pirates at least played close games against one of the hottest teams in the American Hockey League.

“We just have to keep stressing the positives and keep teaching,” he said.

“It’s easy to get frustrated and start hammering guys and being negative. I don’t think that helps us at this point. We’re trying to develop young players and as much as it’s frustrating for everybody, that’s not the way to go. Hopefully we can get through some of these mental hurdles.”

A trip to the Calder Cup playoffs seems unlikely for the Pirates who sit 14th in the Eastern Conference.

“Right now, we’re just taking it game to game and trying to win every game and learn how to win and play the right way,” Edwards said.

“We still have some players that have the ability to play in the NHL this year and we have to have this group ready to play in case someone in this group gets called upon. We’re a prideful group and we want to continue to get better. As much as the playoffs are a distant thought, we still have a million reasons to play.”
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Bruins’ winning streak reaches eight 

Boston has few problems with the Carolina Hurricanes, 5-1.

The Associated Press 

BOSTON — Boston winger Milan Lucic didn’t hide the thoughts many of his teammates may have had in the Bruins’ locker room Saturday following a fairly easy victory against Carolina.

click image to enlarge

Boston Bruins’ Jarome Iginla, second from left, celebrates with David Krejci, 46, and Milan Lucic after scoring on Cam Ward in the second period Saturday at Boston. 

The Associated Press 
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Jay Harrison of the Carolina Hurricanes may have sent Milan Lucic of the Boston Bruins sprawling in the first period Saturday, but it was the Bruins who won their eighth straight and sent Carolina sprawling to its eighth loss in 11 games, 5-1. 

The Associated Press 
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“I just hope we’re not peaking right now and keep wanting more,” Lucic said after the Eastern Conference-leading Bruins beat the Hurricanes 5-1 their eighth straight victory.

“We’ve done a good job of staying focused and keeping on the task at hand. It seems like we’re playing at our highest level of the season so far. It seems to have gotten better since the start of February and Olympic break.”

Jarome Iginla scored a pair of goals and backup goaltender Chad Johnson made 29 saves, helping extend the Bruins’ longest winning streak since a 10-game stretch in November 2011.

Lucic had a goal and two assists, Torey Krug and Chris Kelly each scored a goal, and David Krejci added three assists, his first coming as he was falling to the ice on Lucic’s score.

Coach Claude Julien wouldn’t say his team is playing its best.

“If he thinks we’re peaking too soon I can show him areas where we can play better,” Julien said, breaking into a grin. “We’re playing well and working hard.”

Alexander Semin had the goal and Cam Ward made 36 saves for the Hurricanes, who lost for the eighth time in 11 games.

Johnson, playing with regular goalie Tuukka Rask getting the day off, is 8-0-1 in his past nine starts.

Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk had to be helped off the ice favoring his right leg after going off-balance into the boards midway into the third period. He was back about a minute later and ended up blocking a shot before limping off on his next shift.

Boston grabbed a 1-0 lead on Lucic’s goal 15:28 into the opening period. Krejci was falling after being tripped on what would have been a penalty on Eric Staal, but he pushed the puck ahead to Lucic. The winger then snapped off a quick shot inside the right post into a wide-open area with Ward over near the other post.

“It’s funny. I was talking to him after the play,” Lucic said, smiling. “He said he was going to shoot it. It’s a bit of a lucky play to come back to me. Again, you’ve got to be lucky to be good sometimes. That’s what happened there. That’s how it goes sometimes. You can be working hard and playing well, and things don’t go your way.”

Lucic set up Iginla to make it 2-0 at 17:24 of the second. Lucic outworked defenseman Jay Harrison for the puck in the corner, hustled to it behind the net and passed out front to Iginla, who put a wrist shot inside the far post over Ward’s glove.

Semin ended Johnson’s shutout bid 3:53 into the third when his shot caromed off the stick of Boychuk and bounced in.

Boston broke it open with two goals later in the period before Krug scored in the final seconds.

“They’re a good hockey team; they’re physical,” Carolina Coach Kirk Muller said. “It was disappointing for us because we’ve been playing pretty good hockey recently. Usually as the game goes on we get stronger and stronger, but I don’t think we pushed back well enough after they came out hard in the first. They set the tone and I don’t think we really responded, even though it was a 2-1 game for the most part.”

Kelly made it 3-1 at 12:49 and Iginla scored his team-leading 23rd goal 13 seconds later, firing a wrister by Ward from the slot.

(Continued on page 2)

Johnson had a key save late in the second after Boston made it 2-0 when he made a right pad stop on Staal at the end of a two-on-one break.

“I thought we didn’t capitalize on opportunities and that always hurts us obviously early in the game, and then they just kept coming,” Hurricanes forward Nathan Gerbe said.

NOTES: Bruins center Matt Lindblad played his first NHL game and Krug was back in the lineup after being a healthy scratch in the previous game. … The Hurricanes entered the game with the league’s 29th ranked power play and went 0 of 3. … Playing a team not known for physical play, Julien elected to make enforcer Shawn Thornton a healthy scratch. … Iginla played his 1,300th career game. … Boston swept the three games against Carolina this year. … Boston forward Gregory Campbell impressed the crowd and drew loud ‘oohs’ when he tipped a shot between his legs with his back to Ward in the second period. ... Boston center Patrice Bergeron was whistled for three minor penalties. …Boston defenseman Dougie Hamilton sent Jeff Skinner of Carolina flying to the ice with a hard check in the third period.
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Hockey East playoffs: Maine falls in Game 1 of quarterfinals 

The Black Bears are one game away from elimination after a 3-1 loss at Providence.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

PROVIDENCE, R.I. — After losing three games in the past two weeks to Providence, it’s no secret what Maine needs to do Saturday if it wants to keep its hockey season alive.
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Maine goalie Martin Ouellette keeps the puck out of the net with help from his defense Friday night in Game 1 of the Hockey East quarterfinals at Providence, R.I. The Black Bears lost to Providence 3-1 and must beat the Friars two straight to avoid elimination. 

Glenn Osmundson/The Providence Journal 
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GAME 2

WHO: Maine at Providence

WHAT: Hockey East playoffs

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

SERIES: Providence leads 1-0 (best-of-three)

Passes need to be crisper. The forecheck needs to be more tenacious. Every mistake must be eliminated.

The Friars made the Black Bears pay for early careless play, then never opened the door for a rally Friday in a 3-1 victory. It gives them a 1-0 lead in the best-of-three Hockey East quarterfinal series at Schneider Arena, with a chance to send Maine packing in Game 2 at 7 p.m. Saturday.

“We had some moments in the game where we looked pretty good. But moments in a game against a highly motivated opponent will not spell victory,” Maine Coach Red Gendron said. “You have to play for 60 (minutes). And everybody has to be sharp. You can’t have a couple guys sleeping and expect to win. Because it’s funny, whenever you have a guy sleeping, somehow, some way, the other team finds him.

“They find the sleeper and they take advantage of him.”

No. 19 Maine (16-14-4) fell behind 2-0 in the first seven minutes. Providence’s first goal came after two Black Bears chased Mark Jankowski into the corner, leaving Trevor Mingoia alone in the left circle. Mingoia one-timed Jankowski’s quick pass past goaltender Martin Ouellette for a 1-0 lead.

The No. 9 Friars (20-9-6) extended the lead 1:30 later after Maine blew its defensive assignment off a faceoff in its end. Brandon Tanev’s shot from the slot was redirected into the net by Derek Army, and the Black Bears were back on their heels, much as they were while being swept by Providence in Orono two weekends ago.

Maine gathered itself to play even with Providence for the final 53 minutes, but even then it wasn’t inspired hockey. Quality chances were few as Black Bear passes kept drifting off-target, and they didn’t forecheck aggressively enough to mount sustained attacks.

Providence goaltender Jon Gillies of South Portland made 34 saves, left no rebounds and saw the puck well most of the game.

The most telling sequence might have been a Black Bear power play in the third period during which the only chance belonged to Providence. Tanev stole the puck and broke into Maine’s zone, but his shot hit the pipe. The Black Bears had no shots on goal.

Maine cut the deficit to 2-1 in the second period when Ben Hutton lofted a shot from the blue line that fluttered high into the net, a testament more to its trajectory than its velocity. It was his 14th goal of the season, setting a record for Black Bear defensemen.

But the momentum was turned back by a Providence power-play goal at 14:05 of the second. Jankowski carried the puck behind the net and into the right circle before whirling and firing it into the goal.

“I think it went through my legs and through (Ouellette’s) legs. It kind of squeaked in,” Hutton said. “It was kind of a back-breaker for us.”

It left Maine with its season on the brink and searching for answers, with less than 24 hours to find them.

“They’re very strong defensively, so if we’re going to want to put some pucks in their net, we’re going to have to earn it,” Black Bear center Devin Shore said. “It’s not just going to come. We’re going to have to make our own bounces.”

Ouellette, who made 29 saves, knows his Maine career could end Saturday.

“We got outworked by them all game long,” he said. “We want to come back stronger (Saturday) or it will be the end of our season if we play like tonight.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPHMarch 14 

Goalies hold key to Maine-Providence series 

Martin Ouellette and Jon Gillies have much in common – size, skill and the ability to keep cool in the heat of college hockey’s torrid postseason.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

PROVIDENCE, R.I. — They will be separated by 200 feet this weekend on the Schneider Arena ice, facing each other but never coming in contact.
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Maine’s Martin Ouellette, a mainstay in goal for the Black Bears the past two seasons, wants to finish his collegiate career on a winning note. 

2013 Press Herald File Photo/Gordon Chibroski 

Jon Gillies 
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GOALTENDING TALE OF THE TAPE

MARTIN OUELLETTE, MAINE

Age: 22

Hometown: St.-Hippolyte, Quebec

Size: 6-2, 190

NHL team: Columbus Blue Jackets (seventh round, 2010 draft)

2013-14 statistics: Started 32 of 33 games, going 15-13-4 with a 2.22 GAA, .927 save percentage and four shutouts.

JON GILLIES, PROVIDENCE

Age: 20

Hometown: South Portland

Size: 6-5, 215

NHL team: Calgary Flames (third round, 2012 draft)

2013-14 statistics: Started 29 of 34 games, going 16-7-5 with a 2.22 GAA, .927 save percentage and three shutouts.

But in one sense there’s no distance between Maine goaltender Martin Ouellette and Providence’s Jon Gillies. Both sport a 2.22 goals-against average and a .927 save percentage. Each recorded three shutouts in the regular season.

A physical divide, a statistical dead-heat. Somewhere in that breach, destiny will be decided in the Hockey East quarterfinals.

“It doesn’t matter who’s at the other end of the ice, your job is first and foremost to give your team a chance to win,” said Gillies, a sophomore from South Portland. “Do what you can to be sure you match the other guy save for save. If it comes down to a tight game, make that one save that he might not.”

Nothing is more crucial in hockey’s tense postseason than goaltending. Maine and Providence enter their best-of-three series with two of the best backstops.

Ouellette and Gillies both are large but nimble. Ouellette stands 6-foot-2, Gillies 6-5.

Both started their youth careers as forwards before finding a home between the pipes for family reasons. Ouellette followed the lead of his older brother, Luc, who was a goalie growing up in St.-Hippolyte, Quebec.

“I just decided to do the same thing as him. He was my role model when I was young,” Ouellette said.

Luc stopped growing at 5-8 and had to ditch his hockey career.

Ouellette is a senior who has seized the starting job at Maine the past two seasons after playing sparingly as a freshman and sophomore.

“I use my speed and my size to get square to the puck,” Ouellette said. “I’m pretty quick and pretty athletic and a pretty big goalie.”

Gillies had a grandfather, father and uncle who were all collegiate goaltenders. He said he wasn’t pressured to play the position, but why wouldn’t he? The family photos were all around him growing up, a source of inspiration.

Gillies, 20, was good enough to start for Team USA in the world junior championships in Sweden this winter.

He has started for the Friars from the moment he arrived, helping them win a quarterfinal series last year against New Hampshire before falling 2-1 to UMass-Lowell in the semifinals at TD Garden.

He will draw on those experiences this weekend for No. 9 Providence (19-9-6).

“I remember it’s big to have the home-ice advantage, but I also remember getting out there, it’s just like any other game. You can’t really prepare differently. It’s just kind of staying on an even keel,” Gillies said.

“But you also have to learn the ups and downs of the playoffs. Especially that loss to Lowell, learning how fast things can change over the course of a period.”

Two weeks ago, Providence visited Orono and handed Maine 4-2 and 3-2 losses. The No. 19 Black Bears (16-13-4) had fallen just once at home before that.

Even more humbling, Ouellette was pulled in the second period of the second game, which was senior night. Maine fell to the sixth seed in Hockey East and had to host Merrimack in a one-game playoff Saturday.

Coach Red Gendron said he was going to spend the week deciding whether Ouellette or Dan Sullivan would be in net for that one. The day before the game, he told his senior goaltenders his decision. Ouellette, who has started all but one game this season, would get the nod for the playoff game.

“I just worked hard in practice. I couldn’t really worry about that. I had to worry about my game and be ready,” Ouellette said.

(Continued on page 2)

Ouellette focused on seeing the puck well and getting his feet set before shots were fired at him. Those were two aspects of his game that he felt had gotten away from him during the last two weekends of the season, in which Maine went 0-3-1.

He said he never lost faith in himself.

“I’ve been playing pretty well consistently all year, so I don’t think two weekends can affect your confidence that much,” Ouellette said.

His response was to stop all 29 shots in a 2-0 victory over Merrimack, his fourth shutout this winter.

“I was feeling good and obviously it showed in the game,” Ouellette said. “We played great as a team, so it was an awesome game for us. Now we’re ready for the next step. We’re going to have to play better than we did two weeks ago, and we know we can. It wasn’t our best weekend as a team. So we’re excited to go back there and beat them at their place.”

Gillies will have a lot to say about that.

“My job’s more ... to be the pillar of strength if possible. Make sure my guys have confidence in me,” Gillies said. “To know that they have the ability to play fast, to take chances, because I’m going to be there to bail them out if something goes awry.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Size: 6-2, 190

NHL team: Columbus Blue Jackets (seventh round, 2010 draft)

2013-14 statistics: Started 32 of 33 games, going 15-13-4 with a 2.22 GAA, .927 save percentage and four shutouts.

JON GILLIES, PROVIDENCE

Age: 20

Hometown: South Portland

Size: 6-5, 215

NHL team: Calgary Flames (third round, 2012 draft)

2013-14 statistics: Started 29 of 34 games, going 16-7-5 with a 2.22 GAA, .927 save percentage and three shutouts.

March 13 

Bruins stretch winning streak to six 

Goalie Tuukka Rask comes up big in a 4-1 victory against Montreal.

The Associated Press 

MONTREAL — Tuukka Rask didn’t look like a goalie who has had fits trying to beat the Montreal Canadiens.

click image to enlarge

Goalie Tuukka Rask of the Boston Bruins guards the post and prevents a wrap-around shot by Lars Eller of the Montreal Canadiens from getting past him during the first period of the Bruins’ 4-1 victory on the road Wednesday night. Boston will be home Thursday night against Phoenix. 

The Associated Press 
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Rask stopped Max Pacioretty and Alex Galchenyuk on first-period breakaways and the Boston Bruins stretched their winning streak to six with a 4-1 victory Wednesday night.

Rask made 35 saves for his third win in 15 games against Montreal.

“They had a couple of breakaways, but we kept it on the outside pretty good,” said Rask, who ended Boston’s five-game losing run against the Canadiens that was dating to last season.

Carl Soderberg, Patrice Bergeron and Milan Lucic scored in the second period for Boston, and Zdeno Chara added a goal.

The Bruins (43-17-5) improved to 9-1-2 in their last dozen games and also extended their run without a regulation loss on the road to 11 games.

“He’s been great all year,” winger Brad Marchand said about Rask. “He’s the guy we look to be big for us. We didn’t worry about anything that’s happened in the past. It’s more about how we’ve been playing lately.

“We focused on how we have to play.”

With 91 points, the Bruins moved within one point of idle Pittsburgh for the Eastern Conference lead.

They return to Boston to face the Phoenix Coyotes on Thursday night.

“We’re in this building and they come at us with a full court press,” Lucic said.

“Tukka kept us in there. Whenever we can withstand that pressure it gives us a chance to win.

“We did that and we were able to get a few good shifts in at the end of the first that carried over into the second period.”

David Desharnais scored for Montreal.

The Canadiens have lost three in a row and are 3-4-1 without their injured No. 1 goalie, Carey Price, since the break for the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia.

“We felt good about how we pushed the play in the first period and we wanted to play the same way,” Montreal Coach Michel Therrien said.

“Obviously, after their first goal, we know we have to respond better.”

Soderberg scored for Boston from close range early in the second after Montreal rookie Jarred Tinordi misplayed the puck off a faceoff.

Boston went on a counterattack after Andrei Markov fell and Bergeron finished off a give-and-go with Brad Marchand at 9:25.

Lucic bumped Alexei Emelin off the puck and then trailed in on a rush to score on a routine shot that got between Peter Budaj’s pads for his 20th of the season at 18:32.

Chara got another 23 seconds into the third when he broke in from the point and put in his own rebound.

Desharnais then found the puck in a scramble with newcomer Thomas Vanek tying up traffic in the crease.

It was Vanek’s first point in three games since he was acquired from the New York Islanders in a trade-deadline deal last week.

NOTES: Galchenyuk played his 100th National Hockey League game. …

Francis Bouillon was back in the Montreal lineup for the first time since Feb. 8, bumping Mike Weaver from the lineup. Brandon Prust returned after missing seven games with an upper- body injury. …

Boston sat defenseman Dougie Hamilton for a second game to make room for a newcomer, Andrej Mezsaros.

March 9 

Pirates lose to Falcons, 9-3

After a bevy of callups, including Sunday’s recall of Andy Miele, Portland is routed by Springfield.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Last week, on the eve of the National Hockey League trading deadline, the Portland Pirates lost one of their top forwards, Chris Brown, and two of their best defensemen, Rostislav Klesla and David Rundblad.

click image to enlarge

Brett Hextall of the Portland Pirates looks to beat Springfield’s Mike McKenna in the first period of Portland’s lopsided loss to the Falcons at the Colisee in Lewiston on Sunday. Hextall scored a second-period goal for the depleted Pirates. 

Photos by Derek Davis/Staff Photographer 
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Portland’s Mark Louis dishes out a big hit on Springfield’s Dana Tyrell in the first period on Sunday, but it was the Falcons who did damage on the scoreboard in a 9-3 win over the Pirates at Lewiston. 

Derek Davis/Staff Photographer 
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NEWFOUNDLAND BOUND

THE PIRATES play the IceCaps at St. John’s on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday at 6 p.m.

On Friday, the parent Phoenix Coyotes recalled defense prospect Brandon Gormley to the NHL. On Sunday morning, just hours before the Pirates were set to give away 1,000 Andy Miele bobbleheads, the Coyotes summoned Miele as well.

So perhaps it wasn’t completely surprising that the last-place Pirates laid an egg Sunday afternoon, losing 9-3 to the first-place Springfield Falcons before a crowd announced as 2,458 at the Colisee.

Never before had a Pirates team given up as many as nine goals in a game in Maine.

“It hasn’t been a perfect year, obviously,” said Pirates Coach Ray Edwards, “but I’ve got a lot of respect for our team, because in games like this, they keep fighting and we appreciate the effort.”

The score was 2-0 after five minutes, 4-0 after one period, 7-1 after two periods and 9-1 two minutes into the third. Determined to salvage something positive, however, the Pirates never coasted.

Tim Kennedy scored his first goal of the season early in the third, with assists from Connor Murphy and Tobias Rieder. Late in the period, Brandon Yip added his seventh, with help from Sam Klassen and Brendan Shinnimin.

“Our guys don’t quit,” Edwards said. “They’re good kids.”

That the Pirates, after 30 attempts, are still looking for their 10th victory at home this season is not lost on Edwards, nor is the fact that, had negotiations between team management and trustees of their true home – the recently renovated Cumberland County Civic Center – gone more smoothly, the Pirates might have bid adieu to Lewiston in January.

“It’s embarrassing,” Edwards said of Sunday’s lopsided loss. “We’re embarrassed by that game and we’ve been embarrassed by the way we’ve played at home. But this team, we’ve had to deal with a lot, and they’ve never quit.”

Springfield scored on three of its first five shots against Pirates starting goalie Mark Visentin. The first two goals, by Patrick McNeill and Sean Collins, came 32 seconds apart.

The Falcons added a pair of power-play goals to make it 4-0 at the first intermission.

“We got some good breaks early, as far as throwing pucks on net,” said Springfield Coach Brad Larsen. “That first goal (from low on the left side at an improbable angle) was a tough goal for their goalie.”

Louis Domingue replaced Visentin for the second, and Brett Hextall broke up the shutout after a faceoff in Springfield’s zone, with assists from Kyle Hagel and Ethan Werek. Any comeback thoughts quickly disappeared, however, when Springfield again tallied twice in 32 seconds, first on a power play and then while shorthanded, for a 7-1 lead.

The Falcons converted all three of their power plays while the Pirates, who had been seventh in the league with Miele playing a pivotal role, were 0 for 5.

“They’re a skeleton of what their team was a month ago,” said Larsen, whose Falcons lost a 4-3 shootout at home in their previous Pirates encounter. “You take out Miele and Brown and Gormley, and that’s a lot of subtractions. It’s not that the (replacements) aren’t capable, it’s that you’re re-teaching everything you’ve been doing all season. You don’t have much time to get these guys on the same page.”

Edwards said he understands his special teams will take time to develop with new personnel, and that Visentin (who returned to net after Jack Skille scored twice in 26 seconds to open the third) and Domingue both had off days. Miele, a deserving young player, had earned a promotion to the NHL, so the day was not a total loss.

“I told him in my text that we’d be sure to save a few bobbleheads for him,” Edwards said of the 5-foot-8 former Hobey Baker Award winner, and couldn’t resist a grin. “They’re life-size.”

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH

March 8 

Black Bears advance to Hockey East quarterfinals 

Martin Ouellette shuts out Merrimack, 2-0

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — Martin Ouellette made 29 saves for his fourth shutout of the season as the University of Maine extended its men’s hockey season Saturday night with a 2-0 victory over Merrimack before a crowd of 3,678 at Alfond Arena.

The victory sends the Black Bears (16-13-4), who finished sixth in Hockey East, into a best-of-three quarterfinal series next weekend at Providence. The Friars haven’t played since sweeping a two-game set in Orono last weekend.

An errant Devin Shore pass in the final minute gave Merrimack (8-22-3) an opportunity to tie, but Ouellette denied Hampus Gustafsson from the low slot. Moments later, Shore won a race to the opposite net and tapped in an empty-net goal for the clincher with 20 seconds left.

The Black Bears took a 1-0 lead with the game barely two minutes old. Andrew Cerratani, at the blue line, thwarted an attempted Merrimack breakout and sent the puck to Steven Swavely, who dropped it to a closely followed Mark Anthoine in the slot. As he was falling, Anthoine managed a backhand flip over Merrimack goalie Rasmus Tirronen.

Shortly thereafter, the Black Bears had chances on two power plays to increase their lead but failed to convert. Momentum swung to Merrimack late in the period, as the Warriors enjoyed a nearly five-minute stretch with a man advantage, including nearly half a minute of a delayed call just as a Cam Brown hooking penalty was expiring, allowing Tirronen to leave the ice for an extra attacker.

Through it all, Ouellette, who had been pulled from the Maine goal in the second period of last Saturday’s 3-2 loss to Providence in favor of fellow senior Dan Sullivan, protected the lead. Ouellette stopped 17 shots in the first two periods as the Black Bears killed off five Merrimack power plays.

Brian Morgan and Cam Leen each had good chances in the second period denied by Tirronen, who entered the third with 20 saves and finished with 33.

This marked the third meeting of the season between Merrimack and Maine, which won a pair of one-goal games last month at the Alfond, 2-1 and 3-2.

After that, the Black Bears went on a four-game winless streak to end the regular season, with a tie preceding three losses.

Merrimack had lost eight of its previous nine games but brought three bus loads of supporters to Orono, including a pep band. With the Maine campus on spring break, the notoriously raucous student section at Alfond was half empty and lacking its usual energy.

With Ouellette in net, however, it didn’t matter.

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

March 7 

UMaine ready for a win-or-else hockey game 

The Black Bears must beat Merrimack to keep their season alive.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — It’s not as if Devin Shore is a robot on the ice. There’s a flair to the Maine center’s game that’s obviously driven by a love for hockey.

Devin Shore 
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UMAINE HOCKEY

WHO: Maine vs. Merrimack

WHEN: 7 p.m. Saturday

WHERE: Alfond Arena, Orono

AT STAKE: Spot in quarterfinals of Hockey East tournament

But it was startling to see his emotions boil over at the end of another frustrating loss last Saturday. The sophomore appeared to set his team up for a six-on-four advantage in the final minute by forcing a Providence hooking penalty.

When he was also whistled for embellishment, Shore lunged toward the official with malice in his eyes. He was restrained by a teammate but drew a 10-minute misconduct penalty and could only watch as his team lost, 3-2.

The first penalty was questionable. The second was inexcusable, Shore said.

“I’m a very emotional, intense player, but I don’t think that’s the type of player I am. I learned from that, and that’s the first and probably last time you’ll see that from me,” Shore said.

“I’m a competitive guy and I really just want our team to win at all costs. But I’m also a disciplined guy.”

Shore had reason to be upset with the predicament he and his team put themselves in. A four-game winless stretch to end the regular season forced the Black Bears into a one-game playoff to advance to the Hockey East quarterfinals. They will be home against last-place Merrimack at 7 p.m. Saturday.

Shore is Maine’s leading scorer with 39 points. He’s often a barometer for how his team performs. And Coach Red Gendron indirectly called him out after last Friday’s loss to Providence, saying the Black Bears needed their best players to perform in big moments.

Gendron backed off that sentiment this week, correctly pointing out that all players need to be at their best come playoff time, that any one of them can make a difference.

It’s just that Shore has shown he can be the biggest difference for Maine.

“You always want to bring your best to a big game,” Shore said.

“I haven’t been in a one-and-done game in a long time, maybe even including juniors, and I think any hockey player who loves the game and loves the competition, loves and thrives in this situation. It’s what you dream about when you’re playing pond hockey or road hockey, just that all-or-nothing mentality is really exciting, and hopefully our team comes together and we can grasp that opportunity.”

If Maine wins, it will head to Providence for a best-of-three series. Gendron said he has been encouraged to see his team practicing with its usual pep this week. Last week he sensed a tentativeness.

“They were a little nervous about the magnitude of the game,” Gendron said. “I don’t see any of that this week.”

Gendron pulled starting goaltender Martin Ouellette in the second period last Saturday, giving fellow senior Dan Sullivan his first meaningful minutes of the season. Gendron said Thursday it was still an open competition for who starts Saturday.

Shore, meanwhile, credited Gendron with helping him become more aggressive about putting the puck on net, opposed to trying to make the clever pass. He said he’s also become better at finishing his checks.

He’s eager to put those skills on display in the postseason.

“These are the most important, fun games of the year,” Shore said. “You’re going to have a long offseason so you don’t want to look back saying I wasn’t emotionally ready.”

There is at least one referee who won’t question Shore’s emotions.

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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Pirates rout Wolf Pack, 5-1, with Louis on the line

The defenseman finds a new home up front and gathers three assists in an impressive victory.

By Glenn Jordan gjordan@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON — Through five months of the American Hockey League season, Mark Louis took the ice 36 times for the Portland Pirates without assisting on a goal.

UP NEXT

WHO: Pirates vs. Albany Devils

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday

WHERE: The Colisee, Lewiston

A former stay-at-home defenseman making the transition to right wing, Louis returned to action Sunday afternoon after being a healthy scratch for two games and found himself, for the first time all season, on a line with left wing Lucas Lessio and center Brendan Shinnimin.

Their line produced four goals, three of them set up by Louis, as the Pirates ended a four-game Hartford winning streak with a 5-1 victory before a matinee crowd of 2,031 at the Colisee.

“Obviously, we had good chemistry,” said Louis, whose three assists matched his season total from last winter. “When you play with guys like Lessio and Shinnimin, you just have to get them the puck and they’re going to do the rest.”

Both Lessio and Shinnimin scored twice for the Pirates, who remained in the Eastern Conference cellar, one point behind Adirondack and two behind Hartford. Sunday marked the third time in six days the Pirates played the Wolf Pack, a string that began in frustrating fashion last Tuesday when Hartford rallied from a 3-0 deficit to win 4-3 in Lewiston.

The Pirates built another 3-0 lead Sunday afternoon, but this time they held it.

Shinnimin scored the first period’s only goal when he tracked down the rebound of a Lessio shot, skated across the goal mouth and tucked it past netminder David LeNeveu.

“It was a hard-working goal,” said Pirates Coach Ray Edwards. “We got the puck to the net and he found the rebound and popped it home.”

The Wolf Pack had several good early chances, but Mark Visentin, who finished with 27 saves, turned them aside.

“He really stood his ground and kept us in there,” Lessio said.

Tobias Rieder tallied his 21st goal of the season early in the second period and 41 seconds later Shinnimin scored again, from the right side, with assists from Louis and Randy Jones.

Hartford finally got on the board with a power-play goal from Ryan Bourque, who tipped a shot from Oscar Linberg past Visentin. Lessio closed the door with a pair of third-period goals, giving him 20 for the season.

The first was the prettiest. Breaking out after a prolonged Hartford attack, Louis outraced a Hartford defenseman along the left boards and dropped a blind pass to Lessio, whose shot from the left circle found the back of the net for a 4-1 lead.

“That play was all him for sure,” Lessio said of Louis. “He beat the defender, made a beautiful drop pass to me and I was just lucky to put that one in.”

The Pirates return to action Friday night at home against Albany. 

NOTES: With the NHL trade dealine Wednesday, Edwards said any move by Phoenix could affect the Pirates. The team wore red jerseys for cardiac awareness and players joined a public skate after the game. Proceeds from a 50/50 raffle went to the Central Maine Heart and Vascular Institute. The American Heart Association sold mystery pucks to benefit heart-related causes.

Glenn Jordan can be contacted at 791-6425 or at:

Gjordan@pressherald.com

Twitter: GlennJordanPPH
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Maine loses again to Providence in Hockey East 

It’s a second straight lost weekend for the Black Bears.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — The Maine men’s hockey team will get one more game at Alfond Arena, but this is not how they wanted it.

The Black Bears spent two periods sputtering before finally pressuring Providence on Saturday, falling 3-2 in the regular-season finale.

The No. 18 Black Bears (15-13-4, 9-8-3 Hockey East), winless in their final two weekends, fell to sixth in Hockey East and will host a one-game playoff against Merrimack at 7 p.m. Saturday.

Maine honored its five seniors Saturday, but only four of them were supposed to see action. That changed after a pivotal sequence in the second period.

First, Maine had a five-on-three advantage for 2 minutes, controlled the puck throughout and sent six shots at Providence goaltender Jon Gillies, a native of South Portland. Gillies, and a swarming defense, were equal to the task.

“The guys did a great job of getting in shot lanes, and when they weren’t they were doing a good job of getting right out of the way, so I could see everything,” said Gillies, who made 35 saves. “The shots that went wide were because our guys were in the lanes, and that’s all you can ask for in a five-on-three.”

No. 12 Providence (19-9-6, 11-7-2) went on a power play 5 minutes later. Anthony Florentino floated a shot from the right point through traffic that nestled high into the net to give the Friars a 3-1 lead.

Maine Coach Red Gendron immediately replaced goaltender Martin Ouellette with Dan Sullivan. Both are seniors, but it was Sullivan’s first meaningful minutes of the season.

“He wasn’t playing well. It’s pretty simple,” Gendron said of Ouellette. “And I also thought that the team needed a jump-start, something positive.”

Sullivan stopped all 13 shots he faced, including a terrific pad save during a power play in the third period. Gendron said he wasn’t sure which goalie would start against Merrimack.

Sullivan said he was surprised to be called on.

“Marty’s been spectacular, nothing short of spectacular this entire season. His performances have just been inspiring for me and our team,” he said. “I think that the guys believe in the goaltenders that we have. It doesn’t matter who’s in the net. And that’s just a great thing.”

In the third period, Maine owned a 16-9 advantage on shots. Steven Swavely brought the Black Bears within 3-2 on a wrist shot at 3:39. Ryan Lomberg, who scored Maine’s first goal, was foiled by Gillies on two doorstep chances.

It was the theme of the weekend for Maine, which lost 4-2 on Friday. Providence blocked 31 shots in the two games, and the Black Bears sometimes looked hesitant on offense.

“They’re just a tough, battling team,” Lomberg said. “They’re a bunch of big guys that hit and move their feet pretty well.”

Providence earned the third seed and will host a quarterfinal series in two weeks. If Maine beats Merrimack, that would be its likely destination.

Maine swept Merrimack 2-1 and 3-2 in a bruising series three weeks ago. A win is not assured.

“We’re a resilient bunch of guys here,” Sullivan said. “I look forward to how we’re going to respond.”

Mark Emmert can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

memmert@pressherald.com

Twitter: MarkEmmertPPH
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UMaine hockey: Black Bears stumble in season finale 

Providence completes a weekend sweep with a 3-2 win.

By Mark Emmert memmert@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

ORONO — The Maine men’s hockey team waited too long to start pressuring Providence on Saturday, falling short in a 3-2 loss at Alfond Arena in the regular-season finale.

The Black Bears were winless in their final two weekends, costing themselves a chance to host a Hockey East quarterfinal series. Maine dropped to sixth place in the final standings and will have to play a preliminary round game next weekend at home against Merrimack.

Providence (19-9-6, 11-7-2 Hockey East) took a 1-0 lead just 1:49 into the game when Shane Luke lifted the puck over Martin Ouellette’s glove at close range.

Maine (15-13-4, 9-8-3) tied it at 12:18 when Connor Leen fed Ryan Lomberg, whose one-timer from the slot hit the back of the net.

The Black Bears got sloppy on the power play minutes later. Noel Acciari broke in on a two-on-one with Brandon Tanev. Maine’s Jake Rutt hooked Acciari to the ice, but Tanev pounced on the loose puck and blasted it into the net for a 2-1 lead. To make matters worse for Maine, Rutt was penalized on the play to negate the remaining 1:46 of its man advantage.

A second-period sequence may have told the whole story for Maine this weekend. The Black Bears had a 2-minute five-on-three advantage and kept the puck in the offensive zone the entire time, firing five shots at South Portland native Jon Gillies. But they failed to score.

The Friars went on the power play shortly thereafter, and Anthony Florentino floated a shot from the right point that nestled high into the back of the net for a 3-1 lead at 11:10. Maine Coach Red Gendron immediately removed Ouellette, who had played every meaningful minute this season, and replaced him with senior Dan Sullivan,

Maine dominated the third period, starting with a Steven Swavely wrist shot from the slot that got past Gillies at 3:39. But Maine couldn’t get the equalizer.

What to watch for this weekend: Andrew Hammond returns for Binghamton Senators

Posted on March 27, 2014 by mweinste


Goalie Andrew Hammond was playing his best hockey of the season prior to his emergency recall to Ottawa last week, and will likely get his first game action in almost two weeks on Friday against St. John’s.

Hammond’s record over the past six games (3-3) doesn’t tell the full story as he also sports 2.02 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage. Hammond, 26, struggled at the start of his rookie season but he has improved as his workload increased.

He figured to spell starter Nathan Lawson this season but due to callups and injuries, Hammond has played in 39 games (Lawson has played 28). Hammond has lowered his GAA (2.86) and save percentage (.907) to season bests while improving his record to 20-15-3.

Here are other things to watch for this weekend:

IceCaps look for sweep. The B-Sens have defeated all but two of their opponents this season, and one of those teams is their opposition Friday.

The St. John’s IceCaps hold a 3-0 series lead, winning one of the contests in a shootout, and are one of three teams to shut out the high-scoring B-Sens. Binghamton has struggled against the IceCaps since their inception in 2011, compiling a 2-8-0-1 record. Both wins have come at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Center John Albert has six goals in his past four games for the IceCaps, who are 8-2 in their past 10 contests and currently in the midst of a six-game road trip.

St. John’s (41-21-1-3, 86) are tied for the second-best record in the Eastern Conference but hold the No. 4 seed in the playoff race because they trail Manchester in the Atlantic Division. The B-Sens hold the No. 3 seed as East Division leaders.

Amerks are struggling. The Rochester Americans’ defense has been decimated by injuries and recalls, the Democrat and Chronicle reports. They lost not just one but both goalies to the parent Buffalo Sabres.

Right winger Jamie Tardif suffered what appeared to be a serious lower body injury on Wednesday and will be out about two weeks. Buffalo’s Tyler Myers and Torrey Mitchell were hurt on Tuesday night, meaning Rochester defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen and forward Johan Larsson will likely be recalled.

“That means it will be back to a defense of two bona fide AHLers (Nick Crawford and Nick Petrecki) and four ECHLers. You ask guys to step up. You can expect players to excel when given a challenge. But not for two of every three shifts at a most critical position.”

Culek looking to make impact. Forward Jakub Culek has been recalled from the Elmira Jackals. Culek, who is scoreless in two games with the B-Sens this season, has 30 points (8-22) in 49 games with the Jackals. Forward Danny Hobbs was re-assigned to Elmira. With three games in three days and only two extra forwards, Culek figures to see some action this weekend.

  Tagged andrew hammond, Binghamton Senators
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Binghamton faces important weekend

Posted on March 26, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators have only 12 games remaining on their schedule before the conclusion of the regular season.

Of those contests, seven are within the American Hockey League’s East Division and all but three are against teams in the current playoff picture. On Friday, the B-Sens play host to the St. John’s IceCaps. The IceCaps have given Binghamton fits all season, beating them all three of their previous meetings this season.

St. John’s would be the fourth seed in the Eastern Conference playoffs with 86 points if the season ended today.

Binghamton is sitting in third place despite having only 81 points, due to being the East Division leader. The B-Sens only have a slim one-point lead in the division though over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and a four-point advantage over the Norfolk Admirals.

On Saturday and Sunday, the B-Sens are on the road to face the Syracuse Crunch and Albany Devils respectively. Syracuse topped the B-Sens 4-3 in their last contest, scoring three unanswered goals in the third period on March 9.

Albany has a record of 2-3 against the B-Sens this season. The Devils are fighting for a playoff berth, sitting sixth in the seeding. As of Wednesday afternoon, Albany and Binghamton would square off in the AHL quarterfinals.

    | | |  

Bingamton Senators practice report: Shane Prince moves to top line

Posted on March 25, 2014 by mweinste


Embedded image permalink

Philippe Trudeau prepares to make a save at practice on Tuesday at SUNY Broome. Trudeau is one of three goaltenders on the Binghamton Senators roster.

With Mark Stone on recall in Ottawa, Shane Prince has moved into the top line at right wing with center Stephane Da Costa and left winger Matt Puempel.

Prince, 21, has 18 goals and 20 assists in 57 games with the B-Sens this season. He was a healthy scratch for a few games early as a victim of an organization loaded with depth, but he kept working hard and found his way back into the lineup. He had 35 points (18 goals-17 assists) in 65 games last season as a rookie.

Binghamton’s top line has undergone a heavy makeover with Prince stepping in for Stone and Puempel replacing Mike Hoffman last month.

Coach Luke Richardson worked his team hard on Tuesday at SUNY Broome with several fast-paced drills and sprints. With the team in the midst of a five-day break between games, Richardson is making sure to keep his team’s endurance high.

Forward Jim O’Brien and defenseman Tyler Eckford were not on the ice. Defensemen Danny New and Ben Blood practiced on limited basis as both are recovering from injuries.

Goaltender Philippe Trudeau, who was signed last week when Andrew Hammond was recalled to Ottawa, is still on the roster despite Hammond returning on Monday. Trudeau and Scott Greenham were sharing a net and Hammond had the other net during practice.

Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Shane Prince

Buddy Robinson-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

David Dziurzynski-Derek Grant-Danny Hobbs

Darren-Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Patrick Mullen

Alex Grant-Fredrik Claesson

Chris Wideman-Mike Sdao/Troy Rutkowski

Embedded image permalink

Fredrik Claesson pinches to keep a puck in the offensive zone during a drill on Tuesday at SUNY Broome.

The B-Sens (38-21-1-4, 81 points) leads the American Hockey League East Division by a point over Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and and four points over Norfolk. Binghamton holds the third seed in the Eastern Conference as the division leader with the least amount of points.

Binghamton hosts st. John’s on Friday night at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena and then concludes the weekend on the road in Syracuse on Saturday and then in Albany on Sunday afternoon.
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Five important stats: Binghamton Senators dominant in overtime period

Posted on March 25, 2014 by mweinste


Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson has mentioned in the past about liking his team’s chances in 4-on-4 situations, and the numbers show he has reason to.

With Saturday’s 6-5 overtime victory over Norfolk, the B-Sens have played nine games this season that ended in overtime. Binghamton has won eight of them, at least two more overtime victories than any other team in the American Hockey League.

The secret to their success?

Speed. Not only do the B-Sens have plenty of playmakers, they have a lot of speed up front that can cause problems for opposing defensemen because off all the room on the ice.

Mike Hoffman (on recall to Ottawa), Chris Wideman and Codey Ceci (on recall to Ottawa) each have two overtime winners. Cole Schneider and Jean-Gabriel Pageau have the others.

Binghamton’s good fortune in overtime hasn’t translated to shootouts, however. The B-Sens are only 2-4.

Here are a few other telling numbers:

+38: Defenseman Fredrik Claesson’s plus/minus rating, which is the best in the AHL. The team’s steadiest defenseman makes all the right moves with the puck and rarely puts his goalie in a tough position because of a bad play in the defensive zone. Claesson, in his second season with the B-Sens, also leads all defensemen in shorthanded assists (three) and points (4). I don’t have the numbers, but it would not surprise me if he’s a league leader in minutes as well.

43: Points by Chris Wideman, the most points by a B-Sens defenseman since Andre Benoit scored 55 (11 goals-44 assists) in 2010-11. Wideman serves as the quarterback on the B-Sens’ top power-play unit and is third among AHL defensemen in power-play points (26). Wideman has seven goals and 36 assists on the season, his second with Binghamton.

20:05: Average time spent in the penalty box per game for the B-Sens. Binghamton has the ninth highest average in the AHL and is the last of the nine that averages over 20 minutes per game. As the B-Sens march toward the playoffs, they will need to take this number down. A few times this season the B-Sens have been bit by too many penalties, whether it hampers a comeback bid or costs them a lead.

80: Goals scored by the B-Sens in the third period, which is the most in the AHL. Richardson stresses 60-minute hockey to his team and this stat shows they listen. They have a plus-21 goal differential in the third period and are plus-23 in the second period. Binghamton does have a trend of slow starts as they are minus-7 in the first period.
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Binghamton Senators sign goalie with Andrew Hammond still in Ottawa

Posted on March 21, 2014 by mweinste


OTTAWA, ON – MARCH 11: Philippe Trudeau #29 of the Ottawa 67′s makes a stick save against the Kingston Frontenacs as team mate Jonathan Duchesne #6 looks on during an OHL game at Canadian Tire Centre on March 11, 2014 in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. (Photo by Jana Chytilova/Freestyle Photography/Getty Images)

The Binghamton Senators signed goaltender Philippe Trudeau to an amateur try-out contract and he will serve as backup to Scott Greenham in Norfolk on Friday.

Trudeau, 20, signed with Binghamton following his final season with the Ottawa 67’s of the Ontario Hockey League.  In 63 games this season with Ottawa, Trudeau compiled a 22-32-6 record with a 4.03 goals-against average and a 0.900 save percentage.

Prior to joining the 67’s, Trudeau split the 2012-13 season between the Cape Breton Screaming Eagles and Val d’Or Foreurs, both of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, going a combined 11-19-9 in 44 games.  The 6-6, 213 pound native of Blanville, PQ, has amassed a total of 50 victories in 163 games over his four-year junior hockey career.

Trudeau on February 7, 2014. Photo by Jana Chytilova/Freestyle Photography/Getty Images)

Andrew Hammond, who was re-called to Ottawa on Wednesday, will remain with the Senators for now with both Craig Anderson and Nathan Lawson, who is also on re-call from Binghamton, both injured.

The B-Sens play in Norfolk on Friday and Saturday night with first place in the American Hockey League East Division on the line. The B-Sens lead Norfolk and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton by one point.
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In-game report: Binghmton Senators lose to Albany Devils

Posted on March 19, 2014 by mweinste


The Albany Devils scored twice in the final 7:06 to defeat the Binghamton Senators, 2-1, on Wednesday.

Albany outshot Binghamton, 28-18.

Reid Boucher tied the score at 1 for the Devils with 7:06 remaining on a power-play goal. Scott Timmins picked up a long rebound off the left boards following a slapshot by Mike Sislo and glided a short pass to Boucher in the right circle. Boucher then wristed a shot over the left shoulder of Hammond for the goal.

Binghamton’s Cole Schneider saved a goal less than a minute later, whacking a puck out of midair just before it crossed the goalline.

Mike Sislo used his speed to give the Devils a 2-1 lead with 2:43 left. Binghamton had control in the offensive zone until Harri Pesonen raced down a loose puck and flipped it out to center ice. Sislo then raced around two B-Sens defenders, picked the puck up inside the blueline and beat Hammond between the legs for the goal.

SECOND PERIOD: Matt Puempel scored a power-play goal late in the period to give the Binghamton Senators a 1-0 lead over the Albany Devils after 40 minutes on Wednesday.

After looking sloppy on its first three opportunities, the B-Sens power-play unit struck late in the second period. After Devils goalie Scott Wedgewood made the save on a slapshot from Mark Stone, Puempel backhanded the rebound into the back of the net from the right of the crease to give the B-Sens a 1-0 lead with 4:06 remaining.

Puempel leads the team with 24 goals and is tied for second among all rookies.

Albany leads Binghamton in shots, 17-11.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators and host Albany Devils played a competitive first period and head into the locker room scoreless after 20 minutes at the Times Union Center.

The B-Sens had several scoring chances coming from odd-man rushes but had trouble putting the puck on net. Binghamton leads in shots, 9-8.

Binghamton’s Andrew Hammond and New Jersey’s Scott Wedgewood are in goal for their respective teams.

PREGAME: B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond made his fourth straight start with Nathan Lawson still in Ottawa. Binghamton scratched defensemen Troy Rutkowski, Danny New, Tyler Eckford and Ben Blood, and forwards Danny Hobbs and Jim O’Brien.

Forward lines

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Cole Schneider-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

Shane Prince-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-Corey Cowick

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Patrick Mullen

Alex Grant-Fredrik Claesson

Chris Wideman-Mike Sdao
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Binghamton Senators Alumni Report: Former B-Sens leading Ottawa’s offense

Posted on March 18, 2014 by mweinste


Here’s a look at selection of former Binghamton Senators and how they are faring elsewhere. If there is a player you are interested in knowing about that is not listed, let us know:

 League Games G A P +/- PIM 

Erik Karlsson, Ottawa NHL 67 17 44 61 -15 26 

Jason Spezza, Ottawa NHL 62 18 37 55 -22 40 

Mika Zibanejad, Ottawa NHL 57 12 14 26 -12 16 

Andre Benoit, Colorado NHL 66 6 18 24 0 16 

Rob Klinkhammer, Phoenix NHL 63 11 9 20 6 17 

Zack Smith, Ottawa NHL 67 11 7 18 -8 83 

Jakob Silfverberg, Anaheim NHL 39 7 11 18 3 10 

Patrick Wiercioch, Ottawa NHL 42 4 13 17 0 14 

Colin Greening, Ottawa NHL 67 6 9 15 -14 37 

Jared Cowen, Ottawa NHL 61 5 9 14 -1 39 

Erik Conrda, Ottawa NHL 61 5 8 13 -1 24 

Eric Gryba, Ottawa NHL 42 2 8 10 7 47 

Cody Ceci, Ottawa NHL 35 2 5 7 -2 10 

Mike Hoffman, Ottawa NHL 11 1 1 2 1 2 

Brandon Bochenski, Barys Astana KHL 54 28 30 58 17 55 

Hugh Jessiman, Medvescak KHL 37 8 3 11 1 72 

Craig Schira, HPK Ham. SM-liga 54 9 16 25 3 16 

Kaspars Daugavins, Geneve Swiss-A 44 18 26 44 22 24 

Geoff Kinrade, Bern Swiss-A 48 6 17 23 13 57 

Ryan Keller, Zurich Swiss-A 37 11 10 21 6 18 

Corey Locke, Abbotsford AHL 54 6 33 39 -3 20 

Bobby Butler, San Antonio AHL 60 19 19 38 -3 12 

Cody Bass, Springfield AHL 45 5 9 14 9 99 

Dustin Gazley, Hershey AHL 28 8 5 13 -3 16 

Goalies

 League Games W L OT GAA Save % 

Ben Bishop, Tampa Bay NHL 52 31 11 6 2.10 .929 

Robin Lehner, Ottawa NHL 27 7 12 5 3.13 .910 

Mike McKenna, Springfield AHL 29 19 7 1 2.25 .921 
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In-game report: Binghamton Senators beat Rochester Americans

Posted on March 15, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators defeated the Rochester Americans, 2-1, on Saturday to win their second straight game and stay within a point of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton for first place in the American Hockey League East Division.

The B-Sens took advantage of bad positioning by the Amerks to take a 2-0 lead 7:20 into the third period. With Rochester in the midst of a line change, Pageau took the puck from teammate Cole Schneider in the neutral zone, skated into the offensive zone then glided toward the left circle before unleashing a low wrist shot that beat Lieuwen stickside.

Johan Larsson put the Amerks on the scoreboard with 6:50 remaining in regulation. Hammond made the initial save on a shot by Larsson from the left circle, but the puck then bounced over Hammond’s head and into the net behind him.

Rochester outshot the B-Sens, 39-33.

SECOND PERIOD: Cole Schneider scored the lone goal as the Binghamton Senators took a 1-0 lead over the Rochester Americans into the locker room after 40 minutes on Saturday.

The B-Sens’ power-play unit converted early in the second period on their third attempt of the game to take a 1-0 lead. Stephane Da Costa had the puck at the left point, skated down the boards and sent a pass to Mark Stone behind the net. Stone immediately sent the puck to Schneider in the slot for the one timer past the glove of Amerks goalie Nathan Lieuwen. It was Schneider’s 17th goal of the season.

B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond was stellar in the period and is 20 minutes away from his second shutout of the season. He has 26 saves.

Rochester is outshooting Binghamton, 26-23.

FIRST PERIOD: Both teams had chances on the power play but the Binghamton Senators and Rochester Americans skated into the locker room scoreless after one period on Saturday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The Amerks had a two-man advantage for 40 seconds after Jean-Gabriel Pageau was whistled for tripping early in the first period. B-Sens goalie Andrew Hammond made a spectacular kick save with his right leg to deny a backdoor feed during the power play and Binghamton managed to get back to even strength unscathed.

Rochester outshot Binghamton, 12-11. The Amerks are 0-for-3 on the power play and the B-Sens are 0-for-2.

PREGAME: Andrew Hammond started in goal for the second straight day for the Binghamton Senators as Nathan Lawson continues to back up Robin Lehner in Ottawa. Binghamton’s scratches on Saturday included defensemen Danny New, Tyler Eckford, and Mike Sdao; and forwards Wacey Hamilton and Darren Kramer.

Forward lines

Corey Cowick-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Buddy Robinson-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Danny Hobbs

Defensive pairings

Mark Borowiecki-Patrick Mullen

Fredrik Claesson-Alex Grant

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
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In-game report: Binghamton Senators defeat Norfolk Admirals

Posted on March 14, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators snapped a six-game losing streak, defeating the Norfolk Admirals, 3-1, on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

The B-Sens (34-20-1-4, 73 points) remain in second place in the American Hockey League East Division, a point behind Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. Norfolk is a point behind Binghamton in third place.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau scored an empty-net goal for the B-Sens with 1:08 left.

Andrew Hammond stopped 30 shots for the B-Sens, who outshot Norfolk 34-31.

SECOND PERIOD: The Norfolk Admirals got on the scoreboard but the Binghamton Senators still lead, 2-1, after 40 minutes on Friday.

Binghamton is outshooting the Admirals, 27-19. Both teams had 11 shots in the second.

Devante Smith-Pelly cut the Binghamton lead in half 13 seconds into the second period. Norfolk won the opening faceoff and cycled the puck to Pelly, who scored on a high slapshot from the left point.

FIRST PERIOD: The Binghamton Senators dominated the Norfolk Admirals in the first period and took a 2-0 lead into the locker room after 20 minutes on Friday at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena.

Binghamton outshot the Admirals, 16-8.

Norfolk goalie Brad Thiessen was leaving some big rebounds early and the B-Sens took advantage 6:19 into the first period. Thiessen made a save on a soft shot from the left circle by Jean-Gabriel Pageau, but the puck bounced right to David Dziurzynski in the left circle. Dziurzynski flipped it into the half-open net to give Binghamton a 1-0 lead.

Stephane Da Costa gave the B-Sens a 2-0 lead with 5:32 left in the first off a shot from the slot. The puck nearly dribbled across the goal line seconds earlier after a shot got past Thiessen but Da Costa took the excitement out of the ensuing video review with his 15th goal of the season.

PREGAME: Mark Borowiecki was in the lineup for the first time since suffering an upper-body injury against Hamilton on Feb. 21 in Montreal, which also happened to be the team’s last victory. He missed six games. … Tonight’s scratches for Binghamton are defensemen Mike Sdao, Danny New and Tyler Eckford, and forwards Wacey Hamilton and Darren Kramer. … Andrew Hammond (17-14-3, 2.99 goals-against average, .903 save pefcentage) starts in goal for the B-Sens.

Forward lines

Buddy Robinson-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Cole Schneider

Corey Cowick-Derek Grant-David Dziurzynski

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Jim O’Brien-Danny Hobbs

Defensive pairings

Fredrik Claesson-Alex Grant

Mark Borowiecki-Patrick Mullen

Chris Wideman-Ben Blood
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Things to watch this weekend: Can Binghamton Senators retake first place in the East Division?

Posted on March 14, 2014 by mweinste


The Binghamton Senators seemed destined for one of the top four seeds in the conference once the playoffs commence next month but a six-game losing streak has put everything in jeopardy.

The B-Sens (33-20-1-4, 71 points) are a point behind the Norfolk Admirals and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins for first place in the East Division and currently seventh seed in the playoffs. Albany is eighth with 70 points and Hershey is currently on the outside in ninth place with 67 points.

Binghamton, with 18 games remaining, has a game in hand on the Admirals, Devils and Bears and two games in hand on the Penguins.

The B-Sens host the Admirals Friday at 7:05 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena and then close the weekend with a home-and-home series against Rochester starting Saturday in Binghamton.

Here are some other things to watch this weekend:

Petersson returns: Forward Andre Petersson will make his first appearcne against his former team and fans tonight with the Admirals. Petersson was traded last week at the National Hockey League trading deadline for defenseman Alex Grant.

Petersson has a goal and an assist in two games with the Admirals this season and is their leading scorer with 42 points (18 goals, 24 assists) in 49 total games.

Pressure on the goalies: The Binghamton Senators seemingly upgraded their group of defensemen with the additions of Alex Grant and Patrick Mullen but opponents keep putting up goals. The B-Sens have allowed 24 goals during the six-game losing streak and only once held a team to under three goals in that span.

Goaltender Andrew Hammond will likely start at least two games this weekend with Nathan Lawson currently in Ottawa on an emergency basis. Scott Greenham, who won his only appearance this season, was called up for Elmira of the ECHL.

Penalty kill struggling: Binghamton opponents are 7-for-30 (23 percent) on the power play during the six-game losing streak and the B-Sens have allowed a power-play goal in each game.

The B-Sens are 21st in the AHL on the penalty kill, successfully killing off 80.1 percent of opponents’ power-play opportunities.

Ottawa recalls goaltender Nathan Lawson

Posted on March 14, 2014 by mweinste


With Craig Anderson still recovering from an upper-body injury, the Ottawa Senators recalled goaltender Nathan Lawson on an emergency basis from the Binghamton Senators.

Scott Greenahm was promoted to the B-Sens from the Elmira Jackals of the ECHL to take Lawson’s spot.

Lawson, 30, is on recall from the B-Sens for the second time this season. He previously served as back-up to Robin Lehner for two games in early November, but did not appear in a game.

A Calgary native, Lawson has a record of 15-7-1, in addition to a 2.90 goals-against-average and a .910 save percentage through 28 appearances with Binghamton this season. He earned a record of 1-4-2 over 10 games with the New York Islanders in his only previous NHL season of 2010-11.

The Senators return to action when they oppose the Canadiens in Montreal on Saturday at 7 p.m.

Greenham won his only start for the B-Sens this season against Albany in January. In 26 games for Elmira, Greenham is 8-14-3 with a 3.13 GAA and .905 save percentage.

The B-Sens host the Norfolk Admirals and former teammate Andre Petersson tonight at 7:05 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena. Binghamton hosts Rochester Saturday night before finishing the weekend in Rochester on Sunday.
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Mike Hoffman scores first NHL goal; updates on other B-Sens

Posted on March 13, 2014 by mverderame


Only a month remains in the National Hockey League season, and main ex-Binghamton Senators are going to have their fingerprints all over the races.

One such man might be Ottawa Senators forward Mike Hoffman, who scored his first career National Hockey League goal on March 8 against the Winnipeg Jets. Hoffman also notched his initial assist in the NHL on the same night.

Hoffman was the B-Sens lone American Hockey League all-star this season, amassing 67 points (30 goals, 37 assists) in 51 games, still second-best in the league.

Below is how the past week went for ex-B-Sens in the NHL, along with their stats for the season:

Jakob Silfverberg (Anaheim Ducks): 3 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 37 games, 7 goals, 10 assists, plus-2, 10 PIM.

Jason Spezza (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 1 goal, 5 assists, plus-3, 2 PIM. Season: 60 games, 17 goals, 36 assists, minus-21, 38 PIM.

Eric Gryba (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 1 goal, 0 assists, plus-3, 4 PIM. Season: 40 games, 2 goals, 8 assists, plus-6, 47 PIM.

Jared Cowen (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 2 goals, 0 assists, plus-3, 7 PIM. Season: 59 games, 5 goals, 9 assists, minus-2, 37 PIM.

Mike Hoffman (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 1 goal, 1 assist, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 9 games, 1 goal, 1 assist, plus-1, 2 PIM.

Colin Greening (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 2 PIM. Season: 65 games, 6 goals, 9 assists, minus-12, 37 PIM.

Cody Ceci (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 2 PIM. Season: 33 games, 2 goals, 5 assists, minus-1, 10 PIM.

Patrick Wiercioch (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 42 games, 4 goals, 13 assists, EVEN, 14 PIM.

Erik Karlsson (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, minus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 65 games, 17 goals, 41 assists, minus-14, 26 PIM.

Chris Neil (Ottawa Senators): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 7 PIM. Season: 59 games, 8 goals, 4 assists, minus-10, 141 PIM.

Robin Lehner (Ottawa Senators): 1 games, 0-0-1, 1 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 25 games, 7-11-4, .912 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 3.05 GAA.

Anton Volchenkov (New Jersey Devils): 1 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 47 games, 0 goals, 7 assists, EVEN, 18 PIM.

Ray Emery (Philadelphia Flyers): 0 games, 0-0, 0 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 22 games, 7-9-1, .898 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 3.02 GAA.

Ben Bishop (Tampa Bay Lightning): 2 games, 0-0-0-2, 6 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 50 games, 29-11-6, .929 sv. percentage, 4 shutouts, 2.10 GAA.

Andre Benoit (Colorado Avalanche): 4 games, 2 goals, 0 assists, plus-2, 2 PIM. Season: 64 games, 5 goals, 18 assists, EVEN, 16 PIM.
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Wednesday’s game against Rochester Americans postponed

Posted on March 12, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators will have to wait until the weekend for a chance to snap their six-game losing streak.

Wednesday’s game against the Rochester Americans at Blue Cross Arena has been postponed due to inclement weather. The game has been re-scheduled for Sunday, March 16 at 5:05 p.m.. All tickets bought for Wednesday’s contest will be valued on the 16th, or can be redeemed for any Amerks regular season home game.

Binghamton will have a busy weekend before St. Patrick’s Day, being scheduled to play the Norfolk Admirals on Friday night before have a home-and-home with the Amerks on Saturday and Sunday.

Four games were originally scheduled to be played across the American Hockey League on Wednesday, including Portland visiting St. John’s. Except for the B-Sens game, all others are still on.

Binghamton is scheduled to be in action next against the Admirals at Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Friday night. The B-Sens trail Norfolk and the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins by one point for the lead in the East Division.
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Syracuse tops Binghamton 4-3 with third period comeback

Posted on March 9, 2014 by mverderame


The Syracuse Crunch snapped a three-game losing streak, beating the Binghamton Senators 4-3 on Sunday afternoon at the War Memorial at OnCenter.

Syracuse trailed 3-1 going into the third period but came back on goals by Philippe Paradis, Brett Connolly and Vladislav Namestnikov. For the B-Sens, it was the second time in as many days they relinquished a two-goal lead in the final period.

At 7:42 of the third, Paradis cut the lead to 3-2 when he picked up a rebound left by Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond and pushed it home on the power play.

Brett Connolly then tied the game at 12:59 of the third, sending the crowd into hysterics. Connolly came out from behind the net and found a space amidst the scrum in front, putting the Crunch on the verge.

Finally, with only 2:42 remaining, Namestnikov scored his 17th of the season when he created room in the slot and put a low, hard shot past the glove of Hammond.

Binghamton plays next on Wednesday against the Rochester Americans on the road.

SECOND PERIOD

With one period remaining, the Binghamton Senators lead the Syracuse Crunch 3-1 on Sunday afternoon at the War Memorial at OnCenter.

Coming into the second period with a 2-0 advantage, Binghamton saw its lead cut in half at 8:18 of the frame. After killing off a 5-on-3 power play, the B-Sens could not halt the opportunities any longer. Crunch forward Cedric Paquette found room at the right circle and beat Binghamton goaltender Andrew Hammond over the glove.

However, the B-Sens responded with the first even-strength goal of the contest for either side. Matt Puempel blasted a shot from the left wing, which Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis stopped. The rebound popped out to the right edge of the crease, easy pickings for B-Sens center Stephane Da Costa, who hoisted the puck into a vacant net for a 3-1 lead.

After two periods, shots are 28-15in favor of Binghamton.

FIRST PERIOD

After 20 minutes, the Binghamton Senators are leading the Syracuse Crunch 2-0 at War Memorial at OnCenter on Sunday afternoon.

Both goals came courtesy of the power play, with Shane Prince and Matt Puempel tallying their 17th and 22nd markers on the season respectively. Prince’s goal was unassisted while Stephane Da Costa earned his 47th point.

The B-Sens got on the board only 3:15 into the contest. Following a hooking minor on Tanner Richard, Prince beat Syracuse goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis over the glove with a wrist shot from the slot.

After 10 minutes of a stalemate, Binghamton went on the power play for the third time after defenseman Michael Sdao was boarded by Crunch forward Cedric Paquette. Only 13 seconds into the man-advantage, Puempel took a hard, cross-ice feed from Da Costa and one-timed a low shot past Gudlevskis.

After one period, Binghamton has a 15-5 shots advantage. B-Sens goaltender Andrew Hammond has not been tested much.

Forwards:

Cole Schneider-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

Corey Cowick-Wacey Hamilton-David Dziurzynski

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Shane Prince-Derek Grant- Jim O’Brien

Defense:

Fredrik Claesson-Patrick Mullen

Ben Blood-Alex Grant

Chris Wideman-Michael Sdao
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Binghamton leads 5-3 over Utica after two periods

Posted on March 9, 2014 by mverderame


With two periods played, the Binghamton Senators are leading the Utica Comets 5-3 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Saturday night.

Coming into the second period with a 1-0 lead following Jean-Gabriel Pageau’s shorthanded tally at 11:07, the B-Sens extended their lead with a flurry of scoring in a frame that saw seven combined goals.

Starting at 3:17 of the middle period, Binghamton scored three consecutive times in a span of 79 seconds, chasing Utica goaltender Joacim Eriksson. Pageau netted the first of them, his second of the night. Both Pageau goals have been assisted on by Buddy Robinson, who now has 21 points on the season.

Only 25 seconds later, Binghamton forward David Dziurzynski walked out from the corner and roofed a backhanded flip past Eriksson, giving the B-Sens a 3-0 lead. Eriksson’s night would only last 54 more seconds, when Michael Sdao beat him clean from the high slot with a slap shot. Eriksson was replaced by Comets backup Joe Cannata.

Utica would respond, scoring two goals of its own in 1 minute and 30 seconds, courtesy of defenseman Alex Biega and forward David Marshall at 12:03 and 13:33 respectively.

After a few tense moments in which B-Sens goaltender Nathan Lawson stood tall, Binghamton regained a three-goal lead on the power play. Matt Puempel notched his 21st of the season on a one-timer from the slot, given a perfect pass from behind the net by Mark Stone at 15:20.

Only 2:06 later, Pascal Pelletier shrunk the advantage to a pair with a Utica power-play marker at 17:26.

FIRST PERIOD

After 20 minutes, the Binghamton Senators lead the Utica Comets 1-0 at the Broome County Veterans Memorial Arena on Saturday night.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau scored his 11th goal of the season, benefiting from a Buddy Robinson pass on a shorthanded 2-on-1 at 11:07. Robinson came down the left wing and fed a pass to Pageau on the right side of the crease, who slid the puck past Comets goaltender Joacim Eriksson.

For Binghamton, the tally was its 16th shorthanded marker of the campaign, an American Hockey League best. Robinson’s assist gives him 10 assists and 20 points this season.

Nathan Lawson made a couple nice saves in net for the B-Sens, stopping all eight shots sent his way. Eriksson also saved eight shots, including a few from point-blank range.

B-Sens lines:

Matt Puempel-Stephane Da Costa-Mark Stone

Cole Schneider-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Buddy Robinson

Shane Prince-Derek Grant-Jim O’Brien

Darren Kramer-Wacey Hamilton-David Dziurzynski

B-Sens defensive pairs:

Patrick Mullen-Ben Blood

Michael Sdao-Alex Grant

Chris Wideman-Troy Rutkowski
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With new faces, Binghamton readies for important weekend

Posted on March 7, 2014 by mverderame


The Binghamton Senators hit the ice Friday for their last full practice of the week before taking on the Utica Comets and Syracuse Crunch on Saturday and Sunday respectively.

Binghamton had most of its players participating, most notably captain Mark Borowiecki. Still, coach Luke Richardson ruled him out for Saturday’s home tilt and said he does not realistically expect him ready for Sunday either. Borowiecki should be back in action on Wednesday versus the Rochester Americans.

Blue liners Alex Grant and Patrick Mullen, acquired this week from the Norfolk Admirals and Utica respectively, will play this weekend. The duo shared their thoughts on how to fit in with their new teammates down the stretch.

“I just want to be a puck-mover,” Grant said. “Get it up to the forwards. They have a lot of good forwards here.”

“Keep it simple,” Mullen said. “This team is already so good as it is. If I can come in and help out anyway I can, it will make it easier for everyone.”

Richardson said both Mullen and Grant will be seeing consistent time, with other defenseman already in-house having to make way. When healthy, it is projected that Fredrik Claesson, Chris Wideman, Borowiecki, Grant and Mullen will be everyday defenseman with a rotation of Ben Blood, Tyler Eckford, Danny New and Michael Sdao for the sixth spot.

“It is always a competition out there, it’s professional hockey,” Richardson said. “Everyday is a day you come to the rink and give it your best, and good thing happen. Going forward we have injuries right now and a one-game suspension, and things like that happen all year.”

    | | |  

NHL back in full swing after Olympics

Posted on March 6, 2014 by mverderame


With the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics behind us, the National Hockey League is back into its normal routine.

Most teams have only 20-or-so games left in the regular season before the postseason begins. Of course, some teams will be hitting the golf course as well.

For the Ottawa Senators, they have plenty of work to do if they want to make a return trip to the playoffs. After earning the Eastern Conference’s seventh seed last year, Ottawa currently sits in sixth place of the Atlantic Division, 12th in the conference.

Since returning from the Olympics, the team is 1-3-0. Of all the players on the roster who are ex-Binghamton Senators, Jason Spezza has been the best performer in that span. Spezza, who holds the Binghamton record for at least one point in consecutive games (20) has a goal and an assist over his past three games.

Defenseman Erik Karlsson also has a pair of goals in that time, but hasn’t been solid on the blue line. Karlsson has a minus-13 rating for the season.

Jakob Silfverberg (Anaheim Ducks): 2 games, 1 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 2 PIM. Season: 34 games, 7 goals, 9 assists, plus-2, 10 PIM.

Jason Spezza (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 1 goal, 1 assist, EVEN, 2 PIM. Season: 58 games, 16 goals, 31 assists, minus-24, 36 PIM.

Eric Gryba (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, o goals, 1 assist, plus-1, 8 PIM. Season: 38 games, 1 goal, 8 assists, plus-3, 43 PIM.

Jared Cowen (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 57 games, 3 goals, 9 assists, minus-5, 30 PIM.

Mike Hoffman (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, plus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 7 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 2 PIM.

Colin Greening (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 1 goal, 1 assist, EVEN, 4 PIM. Season: 63 games, 6 goals, 9 assists, minus-11, 35 PIM.

Cody Ceci (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 1 goal, 0 assists, plus-1, 2 PIM. Season: 31 games, 2 goals, 5 assists, EVEN, 8 PIM.

Patrick Wiercioch (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, EVEN, 2 PIM. Season: 42 games, 4 goals, 13 assists, EVEN, 14 PIM.

Chris Phillips (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 49 games, 1 goals, 12 assists, minus-6, 20 PIM.

Erik Karlsson (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 2 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 63 games, 17 goals, 40 assists, minus-13, 26 PIM.

Chris Neil (Ottawa Senators): 3 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, EVEN, 6 PIM. Season: 57 games, 8 goals, 4 assists, minus-9, 134 PIM.

Robin Lehner (Ottawa Senators): 0 games, 0-0, 0 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 24 games, 7-11-3, .912 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 3.05 GAA.

Anton Volchenkov (New Jersey Devils): 3 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, minus-1, 0 PIM. Season: 46 games, 0 goals, 7 assists, minus-1, 18 PIM.

Ray Emery (Philadelphia Flyers): 0 games, 0-0, 0 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 22 games, 7-9-1, .898 sv. percentage, 1 shutout, 3.02 GAA.

Ben Bishop (Tampa Bay Lightning): 3 games, 1-2, 9 goals against, 0 shutouts. Season: 48 games, 29-11-4, .931 sv. percentage, 4 shutouts, 2.07 GAA.

Andre Benoit (Colorado Avalanche): 2 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, EVEN, 0 PIM. Season: 60 games, 3 goals, 18 assists, minus-2, 14 PIM.

    | | |  

Andre Petersson dealt for Alex Grant

Posted on March 5, 2014 by mverderame


For the second time in as many days, the Binghamton Senators have added a defenseman.

After trading for Utica Comets defenseman Patrick Mullen on Tuesday, the Ottawa Senators swapped forward Andre Petersson for Anaheim Ducks defenseman Alex Grant on Wednesday, per multiple media reports.

Petersson has been a top-six forward throughout the year for Binghamton, scoring 40 points (17 goals, 23 assists) to rank third on the team behind only Mike Hoffman – who has since been called up by the National Hockey League’s Ottawa Senators – and Stephane Da Costa.

Grant comes in from the American Hockey League’s Norfolk Admirals to join a stable of defenseman that can use the added boost. The B-Sens are second in the AHL in goals with 205 (Texas Stars have 208 but have also played two more games), but rank an ugly 25th in goals against.

The former Admirals blueliner adds some offensive punch as well, with 20 points (7,13) in 52 games. Grant has been around the AHL block, playing four seasons with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins before joining Norfolk this season.

    | | |  

Patrick Mullen acquired from Utica Comets

Posted on March 4, 2014 by mverderame


The Ottawa Senators and Vancouver Canucks executed a trade on Tuesday afternoon, with forward Jeff Costello going to Vancouver in exchange for defenseman Partick Mullen.

Mullen has been assigned to the Binghamton Senators, giving the B-Sens another body on the blue line. Mullen, 27, has been playing this season with the Utica Comets of the American Hockey League, appearing in 46 games.

In those contests, Mullen registered 20 points (7 goals, 13 assists) to lead all Utica defensemen and rank him seventh overall on the club. Mullen has spent parts of five seasons in the AHL with the Chicago Wolves, Manchester Monarchs and Comets.

Mullen will add to the defense core in Binghamton which currently includes Troy Rutkowski, Mark Borowiecki, Danny New, Chris Wideman, Fredrik Claeeson, Tyler Eckford and Michael Sdao.

However, Claesson is suspended for Saturday’s tilt due to an illegal hit to the head over the weekend in St. John’s. Borowiecki is skating but remains questionable for this weekend’s games with a lower-body injury.

  | | |  

Southern Tier’s Jerry D’Amigo on a roll

Posted on February 26, 2014 by mverderame


Many fans of the Binghamton Senators probably had conflicting feelings on Wednesday morning during their team’s 4-2 loss against the Toronto Marlies.

On one hand, Binghamton dropped its second consecutive game, never something to take lightly in the tight East Division of the American Hockey League. However, the Marlies won due in large part to Jerry D’Amigo, the Johnson City native making good in the large Canadian city.

D’Amigo assisted on Toronto’s first tally and scored a power play goal in the victory, helping to keep him on perhaps the hottest tear of his AHL career. Over his past nine games, D’Amigo has 11 points (8 goals, 3 assists).

Without question, the 2013-14 campaign has been D’Amigo’s best for a multitude of reasons. The forward has scored 22 points in 36 games with the Marlies this season, after totaling a previous high of 41 in 76 games with the squad back in the 2011-12 season. Last year, D’Amigo scored only 29 points in 70 games.

The 23-year-old also broke into the National Hockey League for the first time, getting called up by the Toronto Maple Leafs back on Dec. 5. He stayed with the parent club for 19 games, tallying a goal and an assist before returning to the Marlies.

Should he keep up his torrid pace in the AHL, it seems only a matter of time before his phone rings again.

P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses 
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By Mark Divver 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

The Providence Bruins were shut out on Friday night and scored only two goals on Sunday, but they still managed to take two critical points out of the 25th weekend of the season and maintain their playoff position. After splitting a pair of home games – a 2-0 loss to Hershey and a 2-1 win over Worcester — the P-Bruins are in eighth place in the Eastern Conference. With 10 games left, Providence remains five points ahead of ninth-place Hershey for the final playoff spot. My take on the good, the bad and the ugly.

Good

*** Malcolm Subban was terrific in making 38 saves in Sunday’s 2-1 win over the Sharks. The biggest one was on Bracken Kearns’ shorthanded breakaway in the third period. Seconds after Subban denied Kearns, Zach Trotman scored what would turn out to be the winner for Providence.

*** Subban has six wins and one shootout loss against Worcester.

*** With 10 games left – 5 at home and 5 on the road – Providence’s magic number to clinch a playoff spot is 18 points.

*** Seth Griffith took a late hit from behind in the first period on Sunday, but it didn’t slow him down a bit. He had a hand in both Providence goals and now has 8-7-15 in 10 games this month.

*** Nick Johnson returned to the lineup for the first time after being out with an upper-body injury since Feb. 5.

*** Joe Morrow, out since early February with a knee injury, probably will be back this week, possibly as soon as Wednesday.

*** After drawing 9,283 on Friday and 8,869 on Sunday, the P-Bruins are averaging 8,027 fans per game.

*** Alex Khokhlachev is third in AHL rookie scoring with 19-31-50 in 56 games. Seth Griffith is sixth with 19-26-45 in 59 games.

*** With 38 shots in his last 10 games, Ryan Spooner is shooting more. It’s probably no coincidence that he has 3-8-11 in those 10 games.

Bad

*** Providence’s third-ranked power play went 0-for-5 in Friday’s 2-0 loss to Hershey.

*** The penalty kill gave up two goals in four chances on Friday.

*** Anthony Camara was lost to an upper-body injury on Sunday.

Ugly

*** The P-Bruins have had the fewest power-play chances in the AHL – 250.

*** The injury list: David Warsofsky (hand), Alex Fallstrom and Andrew Cherniwchan (shoulder), Matt Fraser (knee), Anthony Camara (upper body).
P-Bruins weekend plusses and minuses 
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By Mark Divver 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

The Providence Bruins took care of business on the 24th weekend of the season. After winning just 1 of a possible 4 points on Friday and Saturday, the P-Bruins made sure they earned 2 points on Sunday with a 3-2 overtime win over Hartford. They finished the weekend where they started it – in sixth place in the Eastern Conference and five points ahead of ninth-place Hershey. My take on the good, the bad and the ugly.

Good

*** With 12 games left – 7 at home and 5 on the road – Providence’s magic number to clinch a playoff spot is 24 points.

*** Seth Griffith, who is up to 19 goals, continues to put together an excellent rookie season. With snipes on Saturday and Sunday, he has 8 goals in his last 8 games. And he made a slick, David Krejci-like dish to Alex Khokhlachev for the OT winner on Sunday.

*** Ryan Spooner had a strong weekend with 2-3-5 and 16 shots on goal in 3 games.

*** Providence’s power play had a great weekend – 1 for 3 on Friday, 1 for 5 on Saturday, 2 for 6 on Sunday. They have the best road power play in the AHL, clicking at 25.5 percent. Overall, they are second in the league at 21.9 percent.

*** Matt Lindblad got his first taste of NHL action in Boston on Saturday, then came back down to Providence and scored his first goal in 14 games just 21 seconds into Sunday’s game.

*** Alex Khokhlachev cooled slightly from his torrid pace with three points and a minus-two in three games, but he buried the OT winner on Sunday.

*** The P-Bruins killed all 7 Hartford power plays on Sunday. The PK is now 23rd in the AHL at 80.3 percent, a solid improvement from early in the season.

*** Bobby Robins had a terrific heavyweight bout with Worcester nemesis Jimmy Bonneau on Friday, then fought Hartford’s Michael Haley twice on Sunday. And, as usual, he rattled the boards with opponents’ bodies on the forecheck.

Bad

*** David Warsofsky was lost to a hand injury on Friday night. It’s not clear how much time he will miss.

*** Providence blew a one-goal lead in the final minute twice over the weekend, with 54 seconds left on Friday night and with 46 seconds left on Sunday.

Ugly

*** A little over a minute after Seth Griffith tied the game late in the second period in Springfield on Saturday night, a blown icing call by a linesman opened the door for a Falcons goal that put the P-Bruins behind for good.

*** The injury list: David Warsofsky (hand), Nick Johnson (upper body), Alex Fallstrom and Andrew Cherniwchan (shoulders), Joe Morrow and Matt Fraser (knees).

On Twitter: @MarkDivver
P-Bruins defeat Wolf Pack in overtime, 3-2 
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By special to the journal 

special to the journal 

PROVIDENCE — Alexander Khokhlachev scored the game winner at 2:21 of overtime to lead the Providence Bruins to a 3-2 victory over Hartford on Sunday.

Seth Griffith carried the puck into the Wolf Pack zone and Khokhlachev followed, creating a 2-1 advantage. Griffith then sent a pass to Khokhlachev, who slipped the puck in behind Hartford goalie Dov Grumet-Morris. It was Khokhlachev’s 19th goal of the year.

Matt Lindblad got Providence off to a fast start by scoring at the 21-second mark of the opening period. Anthony Camara had the assist on the play as Lindblad fired a wrist shot from the right circle getting the puck past Grumet-Morris. It was Lindblad’s eighth goal of the year.

The P-Bruins scored again in the first period, this time on the power-play at 3:38 when Seth Griffith connected for this 19th goal of the year. Assists went to Craig Cunningham and Zach Trotman.

The Wolf Pack got on the board at 10:22 into the second period on Michael Haley’s sixth goal of the season. It was Haley’s sixth goal of the year as he jammed the crease and was able to get the puck past Niklas Svedberg.

Hartford tied the game at

19:06 into the third period on a score by Jesper Fast, and it stayed that way until Khokhlachev’s game-winner.

Svedberg made 27 saves for Providence, and Grumet-Morris 36 for the Wolf Pack.
Home > sports > providence bruins

P-Bruins Journal: Knight has a huge weight off his shoulders 
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The P-Bruins’ Seth Griffith and the Devils’ Reece Scarlett mix it up last Sunday during a March 2 game at The Dunk. 
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By MARK DIVVER 

Assistant Sports Editor 

mdivver@providencejournal.com 

PROVIDENCE — After Jared Knight scored a goal and three assists in a 6-0 win over Hartford on Nov. 10, it looked like the muscular winger was on his way to a good season.

Little did Knight know that he’d have to wait four months and 35 agonizing games for his next goal.

Knight, 21, finally got the gorilla off his back on Sunday, beating Adirondack goalie Carsen Chubak at 7:03 of the second period after a feed from Alexander Khokhlachev in a game the P-Bruins won, 9-3.

The look of relief on Knight’s face as he celebrated with his teammates told the story.

“Honestly, it was like a big weight was lifted off. It felt good,” he said after the game.

It’s been a trying first couple of pro seasons for Knight, who was drafted by Boston in the second round, 32nd overall, in 2010 after a 36-goal season for London of the Ontario Hockey League. A quadriceps injury limited him to 10 regular-season and six playoff games during his first season as a pro in 2012-13.

Knight gave himself a lift early in Sunday’s game when he made a nice pass to Tyler Randell for a goal.

“He was going to the net and he called and I put it over there. It was a nice bury by him. Your confidence definitely rises when you can get on the board right off the start,” said Knight, who has Type 1 diabetes.

Keeping a good frame of mind during the goal drought wasn’t easy.

“There were times when I’d leave the rink thinking that I’m never going to score again,” he said. “All you can really do is stay positive and work as hard as you can. Do the things that you’re capable of doing. Get as many chances as you can. Sooner or later the puck will go in.”

On Sunday, finally, it did.

Hot stuff

It was a great weekend for Khokhlachev and Seth Griffith, both rookies.

Khokhlachev, 20, had a goal and an assist on both Friday and Saturday, and a goal and four assists on Sunday for 3-6-9 totals in three games. He was named AHL Player of the Week on Monday.

He has eight goals and 12 assists for 20 points in his last 14 games and is the P-Bruins’ leading scorer with 18-28-46 totals and plus-13 in 51 games. He is fourth in the AHL in rookie scoring.

Griffith, 21, scored a goal and an assist on Friday, an assist on Saturday and then four goals and an assist on Sunday. He has 6-3-9 totals in his last five games and is second on the team in scoring with 17-22-39 in 54 games.

“I owe a lot to Koko,” Griffith said after his four-goal game. “He found me and I just tried to bear down on the shots. We’ve been on the same line for a couple of weeks and we’re starting to find some chemistry.”

“They’re creative guys and they’re hungry,” said coach Bruce Cassidy.

“They compete for pucks even though they’re not heavy guys. Koko’s goal (on Saturday) was a shot and a rebound. He out-willed two guys to get it in. He’s got a little Zach Parise in him around the net, a smaller guy who really has a good nose for the net. … With Koko, you just have to keep him in check with his play away from the puck.

“I think it took Koko a while to understand what was happening here, what we’re trying to do, what his timeline was. Everybody wants to get out of this room and into the (Boston) room. We all get it. But that‘s a Stanley Cup lineup you’re trying to crack. It’s not just a matter of having a good month. I think they’re starting to understand that.

“The thing I like about Koko, as a centerman he’s a high plus (plus-13) player. Even though there are some deficiencies in his game, he’s valuing his play away from the puck, and not getting scored on, more than he did at the start of the year. He’s understanding the way the Bruins play a little more.”

Trifecta

With two goals, an assist and a heavyweight fight against Zack FitzGerald, Randell posted his second Gordie Howe hat trick in just over a month on Sunday.

“I felt good today. When everything seems to be going right, you just play your game. Some days you get a few bounces. Today was one of those days,” said Randell, who was Boston’s sixth-round pick, 176th overall, in 2009.

He has four goals, 10 points and 12 fighting majors in 33 games this season.

Long time coming

Sunday’s game was the first time Providence has scored nine goals since a 9-4 win at Hartford on Oct. 7, 2000.

“We all needed this — the coach, the players — we’ve been in a lot of close games for two months now. You need one of those every once in a while so you can breathe a little bit,” said Cassidy.

The Calder Cup winning 1998-99 team set the franchise record for goals in a 14-2 victory at Syracuse on Nov. 25, 1998.

Randy Robitaille scored five goals and added two assists for seven points, which is still a team record for one game. Landon Wilson scored three goals and seven points.

Providence set an AHL record with 10 goals in the first period.

In a good place

The P-Bruins finished the weekend in sixth place in the Eastern Conference. The top eight teams make the playoffs. Nine of Providence’s final 15 games are at home. Eight of their last 15 are against teams that will not make the playoffs.

On Twitter: @MarkDivver
Amerks coach Cassidy: 'We just stopped playing'
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They announced three stars, as always, after Sunday's 7-3 loss to Binghamton Senators; Kevin Porter was No. 2.

Even he knew better than to skate out for the curtain call.

A goal and two assists hardly meant Porter was a "star" in the game. None of the Amerks were on the same level as the Senators for the final 30 minutes.

"We just stopped playing," coach Chadd Cassidy said. "We decided we didn't want to push back."

Now there's something the entire Amerks team can be proud of.

What began as the weekend to start the climb toward the Toronto Marlies ended up as a complete waste of time.

The Amerks earned just one point in the standings -- from Friday's 2-1 overtime loss to the Toronto Marlies -- lost three points worth of ground on the first-place Marlies (the gap went from four to seven) and are just four points from being outside the playoff cut line.

And it may get a whole lot worse before it gets better for the Amerks. Their No. 1 goalie, Nathan Lieuwen, went to Buffalo in the morning on emergency recall; Michal Neuvirth was listed as day-to-day with a lower body injury.

Then late in the second period tonight, Sabres starter Jhonas Enroth suffered a lower body injury and Lieuwen was forced into his first NHL action of any kind. He'd never even appeared in a preseason game.

So if neither Neuvirth and Enroth is ready to play on Tuesday, the Sabres will have Lieuwen and Matt Hackett as their goalies for the game in Calgary. They play at Edmonton on Thursday and finish the trip with a Sunday game in Vancouver.

You can bet that, privately, Lieuwen is hoping one of those goalies can't play next Sunday. He is from Abbotsford, British Columbia, somewhere around 45 minutes from Vancouver. That would be the ultimate reward for a second-year goalie who has climbed from rarely used backup to No. 1 on the Amerks depth chart.

Through the first three full months and 34 games of the season, Lieuwen made just 10 starts. Hackett started the other 24 games. Since then, Lieuwen has started 19 of the past 28 games.

The Sunday morning goalie recall was based solely on who was starting for the Amerks against Binghamton. Lieuwen played Friday at Saturday (also a 2-1 loss, at Binghamton) and Hackett had been the scheduled Sunday starter. Thus, Lieuwen went to Buffalo, but coach Chadd Cassidy was quick to add that his young goalie certainly had earned the promotion.

Hackett, meanwhile, continues to search for his game. This is a guy that took the Houston Aeros to the Calder Cup finals in 2011. Now he can't win a game for the Amerks. He has lost his past four starts (over a long stretch of 37 days) giving up 23 goals.

His confidence is lacking. His teammates appear to lack confidence in him, because they don't react well to goals against.

If the Sabres do take one -- or both -- goalies on the trip to Western Canada, the Amerks will cal up from the ECHL Andrey Makarov or Connor Knapp, or both. If they need one goalie, then the most deserving comes up, Cassidy said.

Knapp is playing for Alaska and Makarov is in Fort Wayne. Knapp (11-12-3) is 12th in the ECHL with a 2.53 GAA and seventh in save percentage (.920). Makarov (15-11-2) is 18th in GAA (2.79) and 20th in save percentage (.906).

* * * * * * *

The Amerks defense is a muddled mess as well. Rasmus Ristolainen and Chadd Ruhwedel are on recall. Mark Pysyk couldn't play Saturday or Sunday because of an upper body issue, though Cassidy said they're hopeful he can play Friday in Cleveland against Lake Erie.

Luka Vidmar joined the Amerks from ECHL South Carolina on Saturday and played both games against Binghamton.

Kyle Bushee from ECHL Elmira was signed to a PTO Sunday morning as insurance, just so the Amerks had seven defensemen. He's going back Elmira now.

* * * * * * *

Forwards Alex Hutchings and Frederick Roy were healthy scratches. So, whatever that meant.

Hutchings was getting power play time on Friday night (not that it was productive time) but didn't play Sunday. Roy likely will be back in the lineup against Lake Erie because someone may have played their way out of the lineup.
And these Amerks really want to make the playoffs?
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The Rochester Americans came home and unpacked Tuesday night after a three-game road trip, then promptly packed it in tonight.

To say they went through the motions for two periods would

be an insult to anyone who has ever moved fervently.

In the first 40 minutes against the Milwaukee Admirals, the Amerks had six shots on goal and trailed 3-0 -- but only 3-0 because their rookie goalie, Andrey Makarov, exhibited care, something a whole lot of others certainly didn't show.

They played a solid third period -- or was it that the Admirals put it on cruise control because they knew they couldn't lose to a no-effort team -- and lost by a final score of 3-1. That's eight consecutive losses (0-6-2).

"Six shots, it's not acceptable," center Dan Catenacci said.

Said center Kevin Porter of the ugly start: "That's the older guys, that's my fault. The leaders, the veterans."

Then again, the all can see what's left of their roster. Their defense has been decimated by injuries and recalls. They lost not just one but both goalies to the parent Buffalo Sabres. A key player or two on the forward lines always seems to be hurt or ill.

They're just not very good anymore. And they're now even worse than when the night began.

Right winger Jamie Tardif, who was appointed captain over the weekend, suffered what appeared to be a serious lower body injury, perhaps to his knee. Coach Chadd Cassidy said he would be out weeks.

And because Tyler Myers and Torrey Mitchell were injured during the Sabres game in Montreal on Tuesday night, defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen and forward Johan Larsson are apparently being recalled.

That means it will be back to a defense of two bona fide AHLers (Nick Crawford and Nick Petrecki) and four ECHLers. You ask guys to step up. You can expect players to excel when given a challenge. But not for two of every three shifts at a most critical position.

How in the world does a team go 40 minutes and get just six shots on goal? These are numbers that would have embarrassed some of the worst teams in hockey history. I don't think even the 11-win Binghamton Whalers of 1989-90 were ever less of a threat for two periods.

The Amerks did finish with 16 shots after launching 10 in the third period; Admirals goalie Marek Mazanec still didn't break a sweat.

They're no longer in a playoff spot either. Charlotte passed them by, winning 7-0 at Iowa. The Checkers have 71 points in 67 games. The Amerks have 70 in 66 games.

Cassidy was asked about now being on the outside looking in at the playoffs.

"To quote Jim Mora, 'Playoffs?' " Cassidy said. "Let's win a game. Seriously. We have to win a game."

Then, he says, they can think about the playoffs again.

The truth is, should they somehow stop this nosedive and sneak into the playoffs, they might do a little damage. They'd have decent goaltending, Ristolainen, Chad Ruhwedel, Mark Pysyk and Matt MacKenzie would rejoin the defense corps, and Nic Deslauriers would come down from the Sabres along with Larsson.

Yet getting there with this lineup just seems improbable. They have four more games with Toronto and another against Binghamton. Syracuse is mediocre (two more meetings) and so are Utica and Hamilton. But mediocre is still better than not very good, especially when the not-very-good lineup exerts no effort.
Rochester Amerks' woes keep mounting
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Adding to the misery: right winger Jamie Tardif was hurt and will miss weeks not just days
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Apparently a seven-game losing streak that left them teetering on the edge of being a non-playoff team wasn't enough to provide the Rochester Americans with a sense of urgency on Wednesday night.

No, instead of dynamic play from the first puck drop, they needed to play two embarrassing periods and dig a 3-0 hole before realizing that maybe the time had come for drastic measures.

Like playing hockey.

And by then it was far too late. After allowing the Amerks just six shots in the first 40 minutes, the Milwaukee Admirals overcame the little third-period speed bump called Amerks desperation, maintained control and defeated Rochester 3-1.

Welcome to loss No. 8 in a row (0-6-2). Welcome to non-playoff status, with just 10 games to go. Welcome to misery at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

"You can't come out like that, in a big game with lots of playoff implications, and play like that," said winger Kevin Sundher, who scored the Amerks goal 1:37 into the third period.

This team — or what's left of it — isn't spiraling downward; it has done a bellyflop toward an early spring.

Owners of a playoff position since Jan. 23, the Amerks are now on the outside looking in the American Hockey League's Western Conference. The Charlotte Checkers zoomed by on Wednesday night with a 7-0 victory at Iowa.

"To quote Jim Mora, 'Playoffs?' Let's win a game," coach Chadd Cassidy said afterward. "Seriously. We have to win a game first."

He was pointing at Friday's 7:05 p.m. home game with the Toronto Marlies. But by game time, who knows who will be in the lineup.

Right winger Jamie Tardif, who was just appointed captain, suffered a serious injury to what appeared to be his knee. Cassidy said Tardif will miss weeks.

With captain Drew Bagnall done for the year because of shoulder surgery, with defenseman Mark Pysyk and Matt MacKenzie hurt and with two more recalls by the Buffalo Sabres apparently coming, the Amerks won't have much of a real lineup left.

The equipment bags of Rasmus Ristolainen and Johan Larsson were packed on Wednesday night, meaning they could be joining the Sabres in Nashville because defenseman Tyler Myers and winger Torrey Mitchell are hurt.

A team with so little confidence already may not have any left.

"For sure confidence is a huge issue right now," Cassidy said.

The players tried to say they're OK, pointing to their very good third period.

"That's the way we have to start the game," center Dan Catenacci said, "for our fans, for us and our pride.

"We're in a spot where we're going to decide our fate."

The effort for the first two periods against Milwaukee said they had already decided what they want. "It's disappointing to come out like that," center Kevin Porter said. "That's the older guys, that's my fault; the leaders, the veterans.

"We have to come out and play like we did in the third period. We know we can. That's how we need to play the rest of the season, with that urgency."

Miikka Salomaki and Mark Van Guilder scored 61 seconds apart late in the first period to give the Admirals a 2-0 lead and Salomaki's goal at 16:46 of the second period extended the lead to 3-0.

This, despite very solid play by rookie goalie Andrey Makarov for the second day in a row. He made 29 saves on Wednesday — including a glove stop on Joonas Rask's penalty shot at 14:31 of the third period — and 33 in a 3-1 loss at Toronto on Tuesday. "He was our best player for two periods," Cassidy said.

KEVINO@DemocratandChronicle.com

Kevin's 3 stars

1. Miikka Salomaki, LW, Admirals

... Scored 1st and 3rd goals, 5 shots.

2. Scott Ford, D, Admirals

... Just his usual own-the-front-of-the-net self.

3. Mark Van Guilder, C, Admirals

... Scored 1 goal, fearless on penalty kill.
Rochester Amerks drop seventh straight game

Staff report 10:46 p.m. EDT March 25, 2014

Rochester Amerks Americans

(Photo: File graphic)

Story Highlights

The Amerks have lost seven straight and scored just six goals in the past six games

The patchwork defensive corps played better even without reinforcements

Rookie goalie Andrey Makarov made 33 saves in his AHL debut
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And the losing goes on for the Rochester Americans.

Despite a 44-shot onslaught and a solid performance by rookie goalie Andrey Makarov in his American Hockey League debut, the Amerks still lost, 3-1, to the Toronto Marlies in a mid-day Tuesday game at Ricoh Coliseum in Toronto.

Kevin Porter scored the only Amerks' goal, giving them the lead 57 seconds into the second period. But the Marlies tied it on a goal by Spencer Abbott 1:28 later and went ahead when Greg McKegg scored with 1:23 left in the second period.

The score didn't change until Trevor Smith hit an empty net with nine seconds remaining.

Thus, the Amerks will take a seven-game losing streak (0-5-2) into Wednesday's 7:05 p.m. home game against the Milwaukee Admirals. They have scored just six goals in the past six games.

"While we didn't win, this was a good step for us," Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said. Our 'D' (defensemen) played with a lot more confidence. We got out of our own zone a lot more cleanly and because of that we generated a lot more offense."

That was not the case during back-to-back weekend shutouts in Cleveland against the Lake Erie Monsters. The Amerks rarely threatened offensively because their six-man defensive corps included one regular (Nick Crawford), a veteran on loan from Worcester (Nick Petrecki) and four players up the from the ECHL.

"On Friday we literally couldn't get out of our zone (a 5-0 loss) and on Sunday we were a little better (in a 3-0 loss)," Cassidy said. "Today we got out of our zone with speed on several occasions and our defensemen helped us maintain a forecheck."

There's a chance rookie defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen could play against Milwaukee. He was returned from emergency recall by the Buffalo Sabres on Monday night but didn't play on Tuesday due to a virus, Cassidy said.

Ristolainen did play on Sunday in Vancouver despite illness, but his condition may have worsened.

No other defensemen are expected back this week: Mark Pysyk (upper body injury) and Matt MacKenzie (lower body) are hurt, Drew Bagnall had season-ending shoulder surgery, and Chad Ruhwedel is on recall to the Sabres.

While Joel Armia is one of the Amerks more talented offensive players, the rookie right winger was kept out of uniform because of ineffective play in recent games. He has just one goal (but nine assists) over the past 20 games.

"We need guys who are going to get to tough areas," Cassidy said. "He's got to be part of the solution."

Makarov stopped 33 shots in his AHL debut. He was given the start after Connor Knapp took both losses in Cleveland.

Makarov was promoted last week from ECHL Fort Wayne, where he was 15-11-2 with a 2.79 goals-against average and .906 save percentage.

"He was very good," Cassidy said. "He made some huge saves when we needed him to keep the game close."

Hockey night

The matchup:

Amerks vs. Milwaukee Admirals (affiliate of the NHL's Nashville Predators).

Time/place: 

7:05 p.m. Wednesday/Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

Tickets:

$20, $22, $24, with a two-for-one Wednesday special.

Last meeting:

The Amerks lost 2-1 in overtime on March 2 in Milwaukee.

Radio: 

WHTK-AM (1280).
Lifeless Sabres shut out by Montreal

Associated Press, @ap 1:59 a.m. EDT March 26, 2014

Sabres Canadiens Hockey

(Photo: Graham Hughes/, AP)
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MONTREAL – The Montreal Canadiens used a strong third period to fend off the lowly Buffalo Sabres.

Carey Price made 24 saves and Max Pacioretty and for Sabre Daniel Briere scored third-period goals to lead the Canadiens to a 2-0 victory over the Sabres on Tuesday night.

Pacioretty’s goal was the 100th of his career. The Canadiens earned their third win in a row and the sixth in seven games — a stretch that included a 2-0 win in Buffalo on March 16.

“Mentally, the emotional high to come back and get motivated for a game against the Buffalo Sabres was the toughest part,” Briere said. “We were a little sloppy in the first period, no doubt about it, but it got better as the game went on.”

The Sabres have one win in their past 10 games. They played their fourth game of a five-game road trip that ends Thursday in Nashville. Their top player was goalie Matt Hackett, who made 33 saves in his second start of the season.

“You have to give the kid credit. He played well,” Buffalo coach Ted Nolan said of Hackett. “He looks like he’s fighting for a job and that’s what you want.”

The Canadiens had played three games in four nights, including a 4-3 victory in Toronto on Saturday and a win against the rival Bruins in Boston on Monday night.

With eight regular season games to play, they are two points up on Tampa Bay for second place in the Atlantic Division, but the Lightning have two games in hand.

“This is a very important time for us,” Price said after his fifth shutout of the season and 24th of his career. “Obviously, everybody’s trying to make the playoffs and to be able to pick up points against divisional teams and play well — it’s definitely a confidence-builder.”

The win in Boston was costly as two fourth line players left with injuries.

Coach Michel Therrien said Dale Weise, who was checked from behind into the boards, has an upper-body injury and will be out for two to three weeks.

Therrien said Travis Moen, who jumped to Weise’s defense and got rocked by a punch from Boston’s Kevan Miller, “feels better” but has a concussion and will miss at least a week.

Already missing Brandon Prust to an injury, the Canadiens had a new fourth line of Lars Eller with Ryan White and Michael Bournival.

They may have had the most jump on a team that looked short on energy to start the game.

Through two scoreless periods, the loudest cheers from the Bell Centre fans were for a sharp Price save on Matt D’Agostini during a Sabres power play and when Olympic moguls gold medalist Alex Bilodeau was shown on the scoreboard screen.

“The first period was even, we even outshot them, but we couldn’t keep it going into the second,” Nolan said. “Then there were bad penalties again.”

Montreal broke the scoreless tie on a rush after a Buffalo power play when Thomas Vanek slipped a diagonal pass that Pacioretty put in off Hackett at 10:53 of the third period.

Briere picked the puck out of a crowd and beat Hackett with a wrist shot from close range on a power play at 16:54.

“What I liked was that we didn’t change anything when it was 0-0,” Therrien said. “We stuck to the game plan and we were rewarded. Hackett played really well for them, but we were patient and disciplined with the puck.

“I expected a tough start after the wins in Toronto and Boston.”

The Canadiens had a four-minute power play in the second period when D’Agostini was called for holding and got an extra two for banging his stick on the glass in protest, but failed to cash in.

Sabres defenseman Tyler Myers left the game at 6:15 of the third when he looked to hurt an arm or his ribs crashing into a goalpost. There was no immediate word on his condition.

Myers was in his first game since sitting out five with an arm injury. 
Rochester Amerks shut out again
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Rochester Amerks Americans
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Story Highlights

The Rochester Amerks lost to the Lake Erie Monsters 3-0 on Sunday.

Rochester has lost six straight games.

The Amerks were shut out back-to-back games for the first time in nearly two years.
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The Rochester Amerks extended their losing streak and scoreless streak on Sunday.

Rochester was shut out for the second straight game and lost 3-0 to the Lake Erie Monsters at Quicken Loans Arena.

The Amerks are 0-4-2 during a six-game losing skid. Rochester looked like a contender earlier in the season but are is in jeopardy of missing the Calder Cup playoffs. The Amerks (30-24-6-4, 70 points) are clinging to the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

Guillaume Desbiens, Stefan Elliott and Mike Sgarbossa scored for the Monsters. Sami Aittokallio stopped all 23 shots he faced in the win.

Rochester, which lost 5-0 at Lake Erie on Friday, hasn't scored in more than 124 minutes. The last time the Amerks were blanked back-to-back was March 31 and April 1, 2012, losing 1-0 to Toronto and 4-0 to Abbotsford.

Jerome Gauthier-Leduc nearly put the Amerks on top when his one-timer beat Aittokallio but rang off the post in the first period.

The Monsters (28-28-0-7, 63) jumped out to a 2-0 lead with two goals 43 seconds apart.

Desbiens got an unassisted tally on a slap shot from just inside the Rochester blue line at 16:04 of the first period. Elliott scored his 12th goal of the season and third against Rochester at 16:47. Moving down from his post at the blue-line, Elliott accepted a pass in the high slot out of the corner from Mark Olver and beat Rochester goalie Connor Knapp.

Lake Erie made it 3-0 with a power-play goal by Sgarbossa in the second period.

Knapp, a York native, lost both games of the series in his first two starts of the season. He made 21 saves. Forward Luke Adam finished with a game-high four shots on goal.

Rochester closes out its three-game road trip at 11 a.m. on Tuesday at Toronto.
Amerks' skid reaches 5 losses

Staff report 4:05 a.m. EDT March 22, 2014

Rochester Amerks Americans

(Photo: File graphic)

Story Highlights

The Amerks drop their fifth in a row.

Connor Knapp makes 34 saves in first game with Amerks.

Amerks stay tied for sixth place in the Western Conference.
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The Rochester Amerks troubles continued Friday night as they dropped their fifth straight with a 5-0 loss to the Lake Erie Monsters at Quicken Loans Arena.

The Amerks roster has been torn apart lately with many of the Amerks best players having to go fill in for the Sabres, who are dealing with a rash of injuries.

Amerks head coach Chadd Cassidy said they can't just wait around for players to come back.

"We need something to spark us now," said Cassidy. "Our confidence is a little down right now and we need to find a way to get going."

The one positive coming from Friday night was the Amerks are still tied with Milwaukee for sixth place in the Western Conference after Milwaukee lost Friday as well.

With Matt Hackett and Nathan Lieuwen going to Buffalo, York native Connor Knapp saw his first start in goal this season in the AHL. Knapp made 34 saves.

Knapp, the Sabres sixth-round draft pick in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft, started seven games for the Amerks a year ago, going 1-6-0 with a 3.34 goals against average.

This was the first time this season the Amerks failed to pick up a point against Lake Erie, losing to the Monsters for the first time in regulation. Rochester was 4-0-1-2 against the Monsters coming into Friday.

Troy Bourke scored the first of the game at 11:20 in the first period and Michael Schumacher added a power-play goal 7:22 into the second period.

J.T. Wyman netted the next two goals for the Monsters. Wyman made it 3-0 12:11 into the second period and tacked another on with 8:03 left in the third.

Mark Olver added a goal with 3:14 left.

It's been almost two months since the Amerks faced the Monsters, with their last meeting on Jan. 23. The Amerks will see Lake Erie two more times before the end of the regular season, including their next game on Sunday.
Quick Shots: Where did IceHogs' offense go?

 email print           

 By Reed Schreck

Rockford Register Star 

 Posted Mar. 25, 2014 @ 10:34 am 

Once upon a time, not so long ago, lived a fabulous offense. Adorned in Rockford IceHogs jerseys, there were Winchesters and Pirris and Morins, oh my. 

They scored goals, lots of goals. Opposing goalies could not sleep the night before, knowing their goals against average would take a hit. Then they had nightmares afterward.

Then, poof! The offense disappeared. Partly by trade (two), also by recall (one).

The net result shows one regulation goal managed in the past two games. Fortunately, the ’Hogs secured a 2-1 shootout win Saturday over Chicago.

Instead of 5-4 games, Rockford needs to win 3-2, 2-1 now. That’s asking for a lot of improvement defensively, but at least it showed it is capable in that win over the Wolves.

Stiff suspensions 

Rockford will be extremely shorthanded defensively after losing Bobby Shea (eight games) and Jared Nightingale (six) to suspension following Friday’s 6-0 loss at Chicago.

Obviously, coach Ted Dent had to have a talk with his team afterward. It got the message, and it showed Saturday.

The message?

“We’re down to (11) games in the season, “ he said, ”and the guys we have here now are our team moving forward, and that’s it. We’ve got to find a way to get it done.”

And those suspensions?

“I think we made some bad decisions. We let our emotions get the best of us. I don’t agree with all the decisions made by the league, but it’s not my call.”

So far, so good

Ted Dent tried his 88th or so variation on the team’s last-ranked penalty kill recently with potential payoff.

He started using Terry Broadhurst and veteran Wade Brookbank, and the team held Chicago to 0-for-5 on Saturday.

“We’re trying to add some different people into the mix,” Dent said. “And we’re trying to watch some NHL video as well of teams that kill penalties well, and walk our guys through it.”

Not so long ago

Rockford had an envious penalty kill as recently as the first half of last season, with guys like Marcus Kruger, Ben Smith, Ryan Stanton and Dylan Olsen. Of course, they all are in the NHL now.

“Smitty and Krugs are two of the best and Stants for sure,” Ted Dent said. “Olsen has a long body with a big reach. We definitely miss those guys.”

Read more: http://www.rrstar.com/article/20140325/Sports/140329585#ixzz2xC2r4PIN
Saginaw Spirit collapse in third period of Game 4 loss to Erie Otters 

1 / 17

Tim Goessman | Mlive.com Justin Kea, left, and Nick Moutrey, right, of the Saginaw Spirit, celebrate a goal during Game 4 of the OHL playoffs versus the Erie Otters, Wednesday, March 26, 2014 at the Dow Event Center.

Tim Goessman | Mlive.com

Print 

Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on March 26, 2014 at 10:36 PM, updated March 26, 2014 at 10:45 PM 

0 

Reddit 

SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit finally found a little bit of luck to pull out a close game against Erie in Game 3.

But it appears they couldn’t muster up enough for an encore.

The Otters struck with two power play goals in the first period and leaned on a feisty defense to limit Saginaw’s chances before exploding in the third to grab a 7-3 win.

Erie takes a 3-to-1 series lead with Game 5 scheduled for 7:11 p.m. Thursday, March 27 at The Dow Event Center.

“Overall, we played a pretty soft game,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “We didn’t hit anybody. We didn’t punish anybody, and you’re not going to win hockey games when you don’t play the right way.”

Dylan Sadowy scored at 9:31 of the third period to draw the Spirit within a goal at 4-3, but they sat back on their heals after that and Erie quickly took advantage with goals by Dane Fox, Connor McDavid and Brendan Gaunce in a five-minute span to pull away.

“You’ve got to battle back,” Gilbert said of the tide-turning fifth goal. “You’ve got to forget about it. There was still eight or nine minutes left I think. You’ve got to battle back.”

Saginaw scored the game’s first goal, for the third time in the series, when Blake Clarke led a rush into the offensive zone and buried it top shelf at 3:19 of the first for a 1-0 advantage.

But the Otters were ignited by the power play.

Dane Fox scored on the power play at 9:55 of the first and added a second goal five minutes later for a 2-1 lead. Then Connor Brown broke through on the power play with two and a half minutes remaining to take a 3-1 lead into the second period.

Andre Burakovsky has been on fire all series long and the Sweden native kept it up in Game 4 when he lifted a wristshot from the slot over Jake Paterson’s shoulder in the second period for a 4-1 advantage.

The Spirit fought back with a power play goal from Cody Payne in the second period, and they made it a one-goal game on Sadowy’s goal in the third before Erie pulled away.

Saginaw struggled creating opportunities in the second and third periods, and when they did, the Otters blocked their shots.

Erie outshot Saginaw 36-32 for the game, including 13-7 in the second period.

“First and foremost it was turnovers,” Gilbert said. “Secondly, not shooting when we had open opportunities. They did a good job, you’ve got to give them credit. They did a good job getting into shooting lanes and our shot selection was not very good.”

Paterson finished with 29 saves, and Saginaw native Devin Williams also had 29 saves for the Otters.

Fox had a hat trick and an assists, while Brown finished with a goal and three assists.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
Cody Payne scores game winner for Saginaw Spirit in thrilling overtime win over Erie Otters

1 / 9

Tim Goessman | Mlive.com Saginaw Spirit players celebrate after winning Game 3 of the OHL playoffs versus the Erie Otters with an overtime goal, Monday, March 24, 2014 at the Dow Event Center in Saginaw.

Tim Goessman | Mlive.com
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit have been a day late and dollar short all series long against the Erie Otters.

But in Game 3 they were right on time.

Erie poured in three straight goals in the second period to take a 5-3 lead, but the Spirit fought back to take a 6-5 advantage. The Otters scored late to send it to overtime where Cody Payne found himself in the right place at the right time to score the 7-6 game-winner.

“I was pretty tired actually and thinking about getting off the ice when it rimmed on my side,” Payne said. “I don’t know where it came from, but I saw it, picked it off, turned and put it on net.”

Saginaw drew within a game in their best-of-seven series at 2-1, and the Spirit host the Otters in Game 4 on Wednesday, March 26.

The Otters trailed by a goal when they pulled their goalie with just under two minutes remaining, and they tied it 6-6 on Brendan Gaunce’s second goal of the game with 33 seconds left to send it to overtime.

The Spirit were outshot 48-33 in regulation, but they outshot Erie 5-4 in overtime and tallied the game winner at 4:13 of overtime when Payne threw a wristshot on net from outside the faceoff circle by the glass and snuck it by Devin Williams.

“Hopefully we’ll be able to build some confidence off that win,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “But there are still areas to clean up.”

Eric Locke, who has regained his captaincy, struck quickly with his second goal of the playoffs a minute into the game for an early 1-0 lead, but Erie’s Andre Burakovsky answered a little more than a minute later to tie it 1-1. Both goals came on their respective team’s first shot of the game.

Dylan Sadowy charged hard on net and banged home a rebound in front of Erie starter Oscar Dansk for a 2-1 advantage at 4:44 of the first. It lasted until early in the second when Burakovsky scored his fifth goal of the series at 1:26 of the second to knot it up 2-2.

The Spirit suffered through a dreadful second period. They took a 3-2 lead on Dylan Sadowy’s second goal of the game, but the Otters fought back with goals from Spencer Abraham, Gaunce and Adam Pelech to take what appeared to be a commanding 5-3 lead.

But Saginaw’s resiliency, which has been on display all series, came to light once again in Game 3.

Jacob Ringuette scored his first career playoff goal at 14:38 of the second period to bring the Spirit within a goal heading into the third.

They found their rhythm again and brought their compete level back up to contend with the Otters and take a 6-5 goal on two straight goals from Jimmy Lodge that chased Dansk from goal and brought in Saginaw native Devin Williams, who started the first two games of the series.

Lodge had two goals and an assist, and Sadowy had two goals. Payne had a goal and an assist, and Kristoff Kontos had two assists.

Paterson finished with 46 saves.

"Pater had a tough night, but he made the saves when we needed him to," Gilbert said.

Dansk started and allowed five goals on 25 shots before being pulled for Williams who had 11 saves.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

Saginaw Spirit drop second straight heartbreaker to Erie Otters in overtime

Saginaw Spirit lose to the Erie Otters 4-2

Erie scored in overtime of Game 2 to beat Saginaw 4-3 and take a 2-0 series lead. (Neil Barris | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit suffered a heartbreaking loss when Erie scored on the power play late in Game 1 to pull out the win.

Saturday’s heartbreaker came in 5-on-5, but not until overtime.

The Otters jumped out to a 2-0 lead on the Spirit, and they led 3-1 in the third period. However, Saginaw fought back with goals from Luke Cairns and Cody Payne to send the game to overtime, but the league’s leading goal scorer, Dane Fox, lit the lamp for this second goal of the game and third of the series for a 4-3 win.

Erie now takes a 2-0 advantage on the Spirit in their best-of-seven series. Game 3 moves to The Dow Event Center in Saginaw on Monday, March 24.

Andre Burakovsky gave the Otters a 1-0 lead midway through the first period, and Fox scored his first goal of the game at 4:26 of the second period for the two-goal advantage.

Justin Sefton got Saginaw on the board with a goal at 18:12 of the second, but Erie answered with Adam Pelech’s goal 43 seconds later to take a 3-1 lead into the third period.

The Spirit fought back to force overtime where Fox ended it.

Connor McDavid had three assists for the Otters, and Saginaw native Devin Williams made 22 saves in goal for Erie.

Jake Paterson had another strong performance with 38 saves, and Kristoff Kontos had two assists.

Erie outshot Saginaw 42-25, including 23-11 in the second period and 2-1 in overtime.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

Saginaw Spirit hope to rebound in Game 2 of playoff series, get a three straight home game

Saginaw Spirit lose to the Erie Otters 4-2

Erie scored a power play in the closing minutes of its playoff opener against the Saginaw Spirit to claim a 4-3 win. (Neil Barris | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — Game 1 of the Saginaw Spirit’s opening round Ontario Hockey League playoff series didn’t go as the Spirit would have hoped after surrendering a late power play goal in a 4-3 loss to Erie.

But Saginaw is hoping it can turn things around in Game 2 on the road before heading back to The Dow Event Center for potentially three home games in its best-of-seven series with the Otters.

The Spirit are scheduled to host Erie in Game 3 on Monday, March 24, and Wednesday, March 26. If Saginaw can get on track after the tough loss and record a win, it could force a third straight home game on Thursday, March 27. The puck drops at 7:11 p.m.

The final two games of the series, if necessary, would be played in Erie.

Fans in attendance can purchase $1 slices of Jets pizza and $1 cups of Pepsi from 5:30 to 7 p.m. Tickets start at $10.50 for children and $13.50 for adults. They can be purchased by calling the Spirit at 989-497-7747.

Saginaw outscored Erie 3-1 in the opener on even strength, but the Otters struck on 3 of 5 power plays to secure the win.

Saginaw native Devin Williams started the opener in goal for the Otters, and he made 25 saves for the win.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit had it set up perfectly in their playoff opener on the road against the Erie Otters.

The Spirit just couldn’t get out of their own way.

Saginaw outscored the Otters 3-1 at regular strength, but it surrendered goals to the Otters on 3 of 5 power play opportunities, including a Dane Fox tally with 1:42 left in the third to drop a 4-3 heartbreaker.

Erie took a 1-0 lead in the best-of-seven series that rejoins at Erie Insurance Arena for Game 2 on Saturday, March 22.

The No. 1 line for the Spirit came out firing on all cylinders and struck 64 seconds into the game on an Eric Locke goal that was assisted on by Kristoff Kontos, and Luke Cairns broke through for a 2-0 Saginaw advantage five minutes later.

Jake Paterson did his job, finishing with 44 saves, and he turned aside the Otters time and again to keep Saginaw on top. Seemingly the only way Erie was able to best him was with the man advantage, and the Spirit gave them several opportunities.

Connor Brown scored the first power play goal late in the first period and Andre Burakovsky scored with the man advantage at 6:25 of the second period to tie it 2-2.

But the Spirit didn’t quit.

They didn’t generate too my quality scoring opportunities, but they took advantage of the ones they did have, including one that became a Kristoff Kontos goal with 3:30 left in the second period to make it 3-2.

And Paterson did his best from there, but it wasn’t enough.

Burakovsky scored five minutes into the third and Fox scored the game winner on the power play at 18:18 of the third to secure the win.

Saginaw native Devin Williams made the start for Erie and had 25 saves.

Locke and Kontos had a goal and two assists apiece.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

Goalies like view from WHL 'penthouse'
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Trade gives veteran Boes a turn with a winning franchise 

by: TRIBUNE PHOTO: JONATHAN HOUSE - Corbin Boes, from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, is 12-1-0-1 in 14 games with the Portland Winterhawks since the club acquired him on Jan. 9 to back up regular starter Brendan Burke.

by: TRIBUNE PHOTO: JONATHAN HOUSE - Corbin Boes, from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, is 12-1-0-1 in 14 games with the Portland Winterhawks since the club acquired him on Jan. 9 to back up regular starter Brendan Burke.

Goaltender Corbin Boes received the news after a game, and it became official on Jan. 9. 

And it wasn’t like he then back-flipped and smiled and shouted joyfully on his way away from the Lethbridge Hurricanes, one of the Western Hockey League’s worst teams, to the Portland Winterhawks, one of the best. 

“I didn’t ask to be traded. I’m not that kind of guy,” Boes says. “It was a tough situation there in Lethbridge, and they wanted to give me a chance to win. I’m more than grateful for that.” 

Still, the trade gave him new junior hockey life. 

“When you get traded, there are emotions all around,” he says. “You’ve leaving guys you played with and billets who took you in and cared for you. It’s sad in that respect. But, once I got on the plane heading to Victoria (to meet the Winterhawks), I started to get pretty pumped up.” 

The 20-year-old Boes joined the Hawks to implicitly serve as veteran backup — insurance — for starting goaltender Brendan Burke. 

A few weeks ago, the season took a turn that placed Boes smack in the middle of Portland’s record winning streak and push for another WHL championship — Burke came down with mononucleosis. 

Burke was out of action and returned home recently to Phoenix, Ariz., to rest. He rejoined the team last week, and skated in practice, but his timeline to return to the net wasn’t immediately determined. 

The 18-year-old Burke, a Phoenix Coyotes NHL draft pick, had posted back-to-back shutouts before his sickness. He helped the Winterhawks obliterate the previous franchise record of consecutive wins (15), as the club won 21 in a row before losing 4-1 Saturday at Seattle. 

Mike Johnston, Portland general manager and coach, said that Burke would be his starting goalie again, when healthy. 

Burke, who wouldn’t talk about his sickness last week, says he feels he earned the right to be the No. 1 goalie, when ready. 

“You always have to play well to play,” Burke says. “I’ve played a lot of games for this team. They’re going to give me a shot. It’s an unfortunate 

situation to get sick, but I’m trying to get back healthy for the playoffs.” 

Burke had really good numbers — a 31-10-2-2 record, .908 save percentage, 2.85 goals-against average — and he feels he needs some game action in the final seven tilts before the WHL playoffs. 

“It’ll take a game or two to get back,” he says. 

Boes, 6-3, 225 pounds and from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, likes the feeling now of going from the WHL basement to the penthouse. 

He had a 5-24-2-2 record in 35 games with Lethbridge. The year before, he was 13-23-2-3 with Brandon. He went to the playoffs in 2011 and 2012. 

Boes joined Portland just as the Hawks were putting their full lineup of stars on the ice, including defenseman Mathew Dumba, another midseason acquisition. 

So, Boes has enjoyed a string of wins and being thrust into the thick of WHL title contention. 

“I knew the Memorial Cup wasn’t going to happen in Lethbridge,” he says. “I had to achieve personal goals and make the best of the situation. It’s a different story, different tales of the tape — in Lethbridge, I’d get 40 shots a night and as long as I kept the game close I felt pretty good. Here, you’re expected to win every game. 

“It’s fun coming to the rink when you’re winning lots. It’s such a great staff here that helps you get better every day. It’s a really good situation for my last year in junior hockey.” 

Technically, this is Boes’ second stint with the Winterhawks. He was drafted and listed with Portland and even met in 2010 with current Hawks stars Brendan Leipsic and Derrick Pouliot. But he never saw the ice with Portland before joining Brandon. So, being traded back to the Winterhawks was comforting, in a way. 

Boes also knows Hawks forward and captain Taylor Leier from their Saskatoon days. 

Backstopping the talented Winterhawks has been enjoyable, so far, and he has settled down his game with the winning team. 

“The defense does a great job; the forwards are very skilled and put the puck in the net,” Boes says. “It takes pressure off you. If you’re in a close game, you’re confident they’re going to get (a winning goal).” 

Boes hopes to earn a pro contract. If he doesn’t, he intends to pursue law school at a university in Canada. But, clearly, he and/or Burke have some work to do before either of those things happen. 

Boes likes Burke’s game. 

“He’s a big guy, and he’s pretty positional,” Boes says. “He knows how to take away space and stuff for shooters. He seems really calm in the net.” 

The 6-4, 185-pound Burke says Boes has been a welcome addition to the Hawks, and that Boes has helped elevate his game. 

“Obviously, it was a tough situation for him in Lethbridge. That team was having a tough year,” Burke says. “He’s had good years in this league. It’s no surprise that he’s contributed. Nobody’s surprised. 

“He’s a nice, friendly guy. When somebody new arrives, we go out of our way to make somebody feel welcome. We were lucky with Corbin coming in.” 

by: COURTESY OF PORTLAND WINTERHAWKS - Brendan Burke, who waited in the wings behind Mac Carruth for two years, took over this season as the Portland Winterhawks No. 1 goaltender. He posted a 31-10-2-2 record until a recent illness, but the Hawks expect him to return soon as they wrap up the Western Hockey League regular season and head to the playoffs.

by: COURTESY OF PORTLAND WINTERHAWKS - Brendan Burke, who waited in the wings behind Mac Carruth for two years, took over this season as the Portland Winterhawks No. 1 goaltender. He posted a 31-10-2-2 record until a recent illness, but the Hawks expect him to return soon as they wrap up the Western Hockey League regular season and head to the playoffs.

Burke, a two-year backup to Mac Carruth before this season, expects to return to his pre-sickness form. He has said that being the potential No. 1 guy in the playoffs doesn’t faze him. He watched as Carruth let his emotional volatility get in the way of his performance, albeit among some stellar wins and championships. 

Burke looks forward to the postseason. 

“I’m not too concerned about (playoff pressure),” he says. “People kind of hype that up. As long as you don’t let yourself get overrun by the moment, the moment doesn’t really change that much. We’re still playing the same teams in the same league — obviously the intensity level goes up. But I’ve always felt like I could handle it. 

“I’ve played in big games. With how the team plays in front of me, I’m very confident we’ll have success.” 

Boes clearly has helped the Winterhawks, and he’ll continue to help, whether it be as Burke’s backup or starting for whatever reason. 

Adin Hill, a 17-year-old prospect, has been serving as goaltender backup with Burke on the sidelines. 

Boes says he doesn’t want to think about the competition with Burke at goaltender. 

“I guess I’ll play it by ear,” he says. “I’ve got to come to the rink ready, and put in my work.”
Hawks Sign Adin Hill, Joe Mahon
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The Portland Winterhawks have signed goaltender Adin Hill and forward Joe Mahon. 

Hill, 16, was added to the team’s protected list after training camp last summer. The 6’1”, 156-pound goaltender played last season for the Calgary Minor Midget Rangers AAA team, where he went 8-6-2 with a save percentage of 92.7% and 3.37 goals against average.

“Adin came into training camp last year and was outstanding. He followed that performance with a tremendous season, and then once again has been terrific in training camp. We were pleasantly surprised at how much he has grown and filled out since last August,” said Portland Winterhawks General Manager & Head Coach Mike Johnston.  

Mahon, 18, was added to the team’s protected list last year. The 6’5”, 210-pound forward played 35 games with the Calgary Mustangs of the Alberta Junior Hockey League last season, totaling two goals and six assists for eight points, along with 90 penalty minutes.

“Joe is a big player who will add toughness and grit to our team. He played very well during the Neely Cup and has been impressive in training camp. We’re excited to add him to the team,” said Johnston.

Season tickets and 20-, 12- and 6-game ticket packages for the 2012-13 season are on sale now. Visit winterhawks.com or call 503-236-HAWK to reserve the best seat locations.

WINTERHAWKS: Shuffling continues going into 3-game B.C. weekend
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Nic Petan (with puck) and Derrick Pouliot are among Portland's returning players from world junior hockey competition.

Nic Petan (with puck) and Derrick Pouliot are among Portland's returning players from world junior hockey competition.

The Portland Winterhawks are still a team in transition, but the pieces are coming together — bit by bit — for a second-half run. 

It's been a midseason of comings and goings for the Hawks, and the adjustments continued Friday. Before the Western Hockey League trade deadline hit at 11 a.m. PT, Portland traded goalie Jarrod Schamerhorn to the Lethbridge Hurricanes for a seventh-round pick in the 2014 bantam draft. 

That leaves Brendan Burke, the Hawks' No. 1 goalie before his recent injury, and new acquisition Corbin Boes between the pipes. 

Adin Hill, 17, who made 28 saves to win his WHL debut 4-1 Wednesday at Everett, is going back to his Junior A team, coach/general manager Mike Johnston says. 

Boes will start Friday night at Victoria as the Winterhawks open a big, two-game series, and a three-game British Columbia weekend, on the Royals' ice. 

Burke "should be ready sometime on the weekend," Johnston says. "He skated today for the first time since his injury." 

The back line is still awaiting the arrival of Mathew Dumba, who is coming back to juniors from the NHL Minnesota Wild. 

Dumba is not likely to make it before Sunday night's game at Vancouver, as he gets healthy at home in Calgary. 

"I will talk to him tomorrow," Johnston says, "and we'll take a look at what makes sense going forward." 

Dumba picked up a virus at the world junior championships in Malmo, Sweden, and "he's lost 10 to 12 pounds," Johnston says. 

Up front, the Hawks are whole again with the return of Nic Petan and Taylor Leier from the world juniors. 

They were teammates of Dumba and Portland D-man Derrick Pouliot on Canada's tourney squad. 

Petan, Leier and Brendan Leipsic, who has completed a seven-game WHL suspension, have played one game with the Winterhawks in 2014 — the Wednesday win at Everett. 

After this weekend, Petan, Leier and Leipsic will return to their respective homes in Canada for a few days of R&R before rejoining Portland for its next game, Jan. 17 at home against Moose Jaw. 

"It's going to take them a little while" to get back to playing as efficiently together as they had been in the WHL, Johnston says. 

The Victoria games will match two of the WHL Western Conference leaders. 

The Royals recently beat shorthanded Portland 3-2 at Memorial Coliseum and downed the Hawks 3-2 in November. 

"Victoria has played well against us," Johnston says. 

Victoria (28-14-0-2) has a two-point lead, 58-56, in points over Portland (26-12-2-2). 

The Royals trail B.C. Division leader Kelowna (33-5-0-2) by 10 points, though, while the Hawks have a three-point U.S. Division edge on Seattle (24-14-2-3) and are four points ahead of Spokane (25-13-5-1) and Everett (23-13-5-1). 

Portland had won only three times in nine outings before Wednesday. 

Boes has WHL seasoning. He was 5-14-2-2 this season with Lethbridge, with a 4.11 goals against average and .900 save percentage in 35 games. 

Boes spent three previous seasons with the Brandon Wheat Kings, appearing in 117 regular-season games and posting season goals-against averages of 3.76 in 2012-13, 2.84 in 2011-12 and 3.44 in 2010-11. His combined record with Brandon was 46-45-3-11. 

"He's a 20-year-old with good experience in the league," Johnston says. 

In the 2011 and 2012 WHL playoffs with the Wheat Kings, Boes played in a total of 14 games, going 5-9-0-0. 

He was a 2008 bantam draft pick (10th round) of Portland in 2008. 

He's also big — 6-3 and 225 pounds.

Flames youngster Wotherspoon beginning to attract attention for all the right reasons

Former Portland Winterhawks defenceman turned plenty of heads with his pass to Joe Colborne on Monday

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary Herald March 25, 2014  
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Flames youngster Wotherspoon beginning to attract attention for all the right reasons

Calgary Flames defenceman Tyler Wotherspoon is showing the right signs in the first few NHL games of his career.

Photograph by: Christina Ryan , Calgary Herald

Tyler Wotherspoon, in cramped quarters, shows remarkable mobility.

Head up, he swivels deftly to his left.

Nevertheless, reporters are not fooled. Wotherspoon is immediately surrounded by microphones.

Quite naturally — and quite comically — Wotherspoon had assumed the post-game media herd was waiting for his dressing-room neighbour, captain Mark Giordano. But on this night — after that sensational pass to set up the locals’ lone goal — the rookie was the focal point.

And he survived his brush in the spotlight.

“I thought they were all going for Gio . . . he usually has the scrum after games,” Wotherspoon, grinning, explains Tuesday, the day after the Calgary Flames’ 2-1 shootout win over the visiting San Jose Sharks. “So I went, ‘Oh, I’ll get out of your way.’ It was funny. A little miscommunication.

“I don’t find (the media attention) a pain at all. You’ve got to enjoy it. It’s fun.”

Which Bob Hartley would be happy to hear.

The coach, after all, wants no wallflowers in his lineup.

“He’s starting to feel good about himself,” Hartley says of Wotherspoon. “Gosh, that’s great. We don’t want timid kids, sitting in their stalls, looking at the carpet.”

New on the scene, Wotherspoon came advertised, as a shutdown defender. One of those quietly efficient rearguards.

But he may have opened eyes — and raised expectations — with his perfect shot-pass to a wide-open Joe Colborne.

“All the credit goes to Spooner — he made an NHL pass there,” says Colborne. “Fake shot. Froze (goalie Alex) Stalock. Froze the defencemen. Found me with a crisp pass right on the tape. Flat. It doesn’t get any better than that. Those are the ones you dream of getting.”

Adds Hartley: “What a pass. I would have bet my house that he was shooting. Then, suddenly, pow — that rifle across to Colby.”

With the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League, Wotherspoon topped out last season at 37 points. Now, alongside partn er Ladislav Smid, he has three helpers in 10 appearances with Calgary.

“I want (offence) to be a key part of my game moving forward,” Wotherspoon says. “Hopefully, I can keep making those plays . . . and right now, I’m growing into that mindset. I’d like to add that component to my game. I’d like to be a threat in that area.”

He has Hartley’s blessing on that count.

The bench boss pushes for well-roundedness from all of his lads — a point he made Monday morning to Wotherspoon.

“I don’t want to hear (the term) ‘defensive defenceman,’ ” says Hartley. “I told him, ‘You’re such a young guy, don’t give yourself that label. I tell Ladislav Smid to jump into the play. I tell every defenceman to jump into the play. Chris Butler. I want you to jump in the play. When you have the puck, the puck is your friend. Don’t beat it up. Be friendly to it. Make some plays.’ ”

The coach acknowledges it’s a natural part of the process for many youngsters — to minimize swagger, to stay out of the way, to keep fuss to a minimum.

“They don’t want to do anything where a veteran will give them the big eyes,” says Hartley. “But this is not our group. We have a great veteran group. I told him, ‘You have to feel comfortable. The veterans are making you feel comfortable. We’re trying to make you as comfortable as possible. Feel good about yourself.’ ”

In what stands as one of Jay Feaster’s best moves, malcontent prospect Tim Erixon (and a fifth-round draft choice) had been shipped to the New York Rangers for Roman Horak and two 2011 second-round selections.

One pick? Markus Granlund.

The other? Wotherspoon.

“I know I have confidence in myself — I try to go out there and not worry about anything else,” says Wotherspoon, six foot two, 210 pounds. “If I do my best, I feel I can succeed. I just go out there with an empty mind.

“The first couple games, it’s a big stage. Everything’s happening all at once. Now that everything’s settled down, you can relax and play your game and let things come to you instead of trying push things. I feel that’s been the biggest difference — being more relaxed, being more calm.”

Only 10 games into his career, Wotherspoon, apparently, is an easy read.

“He looks like an NHL defenceman — that’s what he looks like,” says Hartley. “It’s just unbelievable the progression he has shown.”

Freshman on NHL campus, Agostino set to begin learning curve in the big leagues

Yale star pumped to play his first NHL game on Friday vs. the Nashville Predators

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary Herald March 20, 2014  
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Freshman on NHL campus, Agostino set to begin learning curve in the big leagues

Kenny Agostino, seen celebrating with the NCAA championship trophy after his Yale Bulldogs won last April, will play his first NHL game on Friday night for the Flames vs. Nashville.

Photograph by: Justin K. Aller , Getty Images

Being a Yale man (“Boola, Boola, Boola, Boola!” goes the ol’ school fight song) Ken Agostino’s in good company. Bill Clinton, William F. Buckley Jr., Sinclair Lewis, Cole Porter are, or were, too.

Well, he’s on a different sort of campus now, one, in its own way, also of the highest learning. Once again he finds himself in good company. NHL company.

“I think I’m as comfortable as I could be,” said the 21-year-old who marks his Calgary Flames/NHL debut Friday against the Nashville Predators. “I think there’ll be some nerves on that first shift, but hopefully I get hit and get engaged right away.

“Obviously, I’m really excited. Since I’ve been here, how comfortable and confident I’ve gotten over the past three or four days has improved a lot.

“I’m very fortunate to be here. Just like everyone is when they get the chance to play in the NHL. So I’m just going to take time to appreciate where I am but I also have to prepare to play hockey, that’s first and foremost.

“It’s crazy how it has all come together. You sort of have to rebound real quick from dealing with your college career ending and then three days later you’re signing with an NHL organization and now playing my first NHL game. It’s going to be a special night for me, my family, my close friends. I want to take that in stride. I’m not going out there just to be there.”

The Flames are flying Agostino’s parents in for the game.

“That’s great. The Flames have done a great job, letting them share this experience with me. It obviously means a lot.”

At Thursday practice, Bob (The Rebuilder) Hartley had Agostino teamed with a couple of other moppets, Sean Monahan and Joe Colborne.

“Hey, I like to put them in situations to see how they’ll adjust,” reasoned Hartley. “Here’s three kids, and two of t hem have done unbelievably well in their first NHL season. So, hey, I throw them out there and say: Find a way.

“He looks pretty good. I’m happy that we invested a few days in Kenny. He’s had a few nights of sleep, he’s had a video session, we skated with him yesterday morning, he practised today with his teammates. So it’s sinking in. Tomorrow, obviously, there’s lots of nerves for your first NHL game, which is normal.

“What we’ve tried to tell him, to do with him, was like ‘Don’t overthink the game.’ Don’t be caught on the ice wondering ‘Should I be right or should I be left?’ Play the game. Make mistakes. That’s OK. It’s a game of mistakes. Just don’t get caught after the game saying ‘I didn’t move my feet.’

“Play the game. Have fun.”

That message hasn’t been lost on Agostino.

“I’m definitely getting information. I think that’s important. But they’re telling me as far as systems go and everything, bottom line everyone keeps saying: You just gotta play the game. It’s a hockey game. The most important thing is not to think too much, just let your instincts take over.”

The fact that Agostino was part of the deal that sent franchise icon Jarome Iginla to Pittsburgh 13 months ago makes him a bit of local curiosity. But he’s not feeling any extra weight on his shoulders.

“Not so much. There was probably more pressure on (Ben Hanowski, also a part of the trade), being that it was the same year. It’s been a year now. As I’ve said time and time again it was such an honour to be part of a trade with such a legend as Iginla but that’s in the past and certainly I’m not feeling any added pressure, being part of that trade.”

Of more anxiety are his marks from school.

“Actually,” revealed Agostino, “I just got an e-mail back from the most important class, the one I was worried about. And he said ‘Congratulations. We’ll work it out. Have fun.’ So that’s one down.”

Friday, Bob Hartley is doing the grading. And while a stickler for detail, a notoriously hard marker, he understands that on this particular campus, Agostino is a raw freshman.

“I look at Kenny’s poise with the puck, his vision with the puck. He’s pretty gifted. He has good hands. The understanding of the game? Well, obviously, he’s a kid coming out of college or junior. They always need time.

“This is a big jump for him.”

Scanlan: This could be the new (Mark) Stone age

By WAYNE SCANLAN, OTTAWA CITIZEN March 26, 2014 2:37 PM  
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Scanlan: This could be the new (Mark) Stone age

Ottawa Senators right wing Mark Stone (61) scores a goal against Florida Panthers defenseman Ed Jovanovski (55) and goalie Roberto Luongo (1) during the second period of an NHL hockey game, Tuesday, March 25, 2014 in Sunrise, Fla.

Photograph by: Wilfredo Lee , AP Photo

Usually, it’s a detriment in hockey to have “hands of stone.”

But the hands of Mark Stone? They look pretty good, judging by the play of the Senators winger during a two-game stint in Florida replacing the injured Bobby Ryan.

Ryan is pretty banged up, so Stone should get more looks during Ottawa’s final 10 games of the season. In the Senators 3-2 shootout loss to the Florida Panthers Tuesday, Stone had a goal, was plus-1 and played 18 minutes, 32 seconds.

The previous night, in Tampa Bay, Stone made a gorgeous play to set up centre Kyle Turris for a goal during Ottawa’s 4-3 shootout victory over the Lightning. Stone re-joined the Senators on the weekend, after a hot stretch in the AHL with Binghamton.

Head coach Paul MacLean, for one, has been impressed.

“He might be your first star and my second, or my first and your second of our forwards,” MacLean told TSN 1200’s Gord Wilson post-game, “but he’s been one of our best players in the past two games.”

Amen to someone new getting a shot. With the pipe dream of a playoff spot long gone, the Senators need to provide playing time to their prospects. What else do Ottawa fans have to anticipate (beyond their twisted obsession with the collapsing Toronto Maple Leafs)?

Though it’s a small study sample, Stone looks like a different player than the one who appeared in seven Ottawa games in January, scoring two points before injuring his shoulder in a weird practice mishap.

Injuries have plagued Stone the past few seasons, to the point where he joked upon his recall from Binghamton Sunday that he couldn’t believe his own good health recently. He has a better sense of the NHL in this return visit.

“I’m making better plays,” Stone said, following the Panthers game. “I feel now, I’ve realized that guys make good plays, and you have more time than you actually think, whereas in the minors, sometimes, you don’t have that time.”

Considering his late acceptance into the NHL, sixth round, 178th overall in 2010, the Senators have been bullish on Stone because he’s produced at every level. His skating impacted his draft position, but in the two junior seasons after Ottawa selected Stone, he justified the pick by scoring 78 goals, 37 in 2010-11 and 41 in 2011-12, the latter a 123-point season for Stone with the WHL Brandon Wheat Kings.

When healthy, he’s been prolific in the AHL, scoring 38 points in 54 games as a rookie last season, and better than a point a game this season, 15 goals and 23 assists in 35 games.

Big and rangy at 6-3, 200 pounds, Stone seems more comfortable this time, and his skating has improved dramatically.

The Turris line, with Stone and Clarke MacArthur had a four-point night Tuesday, including two assists for Turris. MacArthur’s goal came on a power play.

Turris, still just 24 himself, is the perfect mentor for Stone, a Winnipeg native who turns 22 in May.

He sees the ice so well, he’s real strong on the puck, he’s got great anticipation, great hand-eye (co-ordination),” Turris said. “It seems he bats pucks down from around the walls. He’s got great hockey sense and it’s been lots of fun to play with him – we’re just looking to feeding off that with him.”

Except for a bit of bad luck, Stone would have had a pair of goals against the Panthers. Staring at an open net with Roberto Luongo out of position, Stone clanged a shot off the post, though from a sharp angle. Stone looked skyward in disgust as failed to cash in.

“That was a tough one,” Stone said. “He almost stopped the one that did go in, so it was nice to get a goal. I don’t have too many, so I just want to start to contribute and help the team win.”

Stone’s second NHL regular season goal was a thing of beauty, as he calmly worked a give-and-go with Erik Karlsson, before shooting a low shot past Luongo, who did get a piece of it.

His point-per-game production aside, Stone is keeping up with the play, and getting involved, at a level he wasn’t in previous stints.

“He’s been here a couple of times before, where circumstances got in the way, be it injuries or bad breaks or whatever, and he’s had to go back and play,” MacLean said. “But we’ve always felt he was a player who had the ability to play at the National Hockey League level and it appears right now that he’s prepared and ready to do that.”

Now, it’s all in the hands of Stone.

“I’m still a young guy, I’ve had success at other levels but at the same time this is the best league in the world so, yeah, . . . that’s what I want to strive to become,” Stone said. “If I can be a point producer, that’s what I want to do.

Johnson: Captain Mark Giordano in running to be first defenceman to ever lead Flames in scoring

The greats — MacInnis, Housley and Suter — never did, which goes to show the kind of season the blueliner is having

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary Herald March 24, 2014  
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Johnson: Captain Mark Giordano in running to be first defenceman to ever lead Flames in scoring

Calgary Flames captain Mark Giordano is sandwiched between Sharks goaltender Alex Stalock and Brad Stuart during NHL action at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Monday.

Photograph by: Gavin Young , Calgary Herald

Al MacInnis, famed for a shot hard enough to batter down the walls of a city, never did it. Phil Housley, capable of feathering a puck through three sets of skates on the tape while confined in a windowless room with the light switch off, either.

Or Gary Suter.

“Whoa! You’re throwing some pretty impressive names around there,” begs off Mark Giordano.

Indisputably. But the fact remains that no defenceman has ever led the Calgary Flames in scoring in a season.

Unsurprisingly, Hall of Famer MacInnis narrowly missed out, a runner-up three times, including an immaculate 1990-91 season when his mind-blowing 103 points from the back end fell one short of Theo Fleury.

Housley finished second in ’98-99.

Well, with a dozen games left on the 2013-2014 docket, Giordano finds himself only three points off the top rung.

In comparison to the MacInnis years, say, a relatively low rung, to be sure, but it’s still the top one, nevertheless.

The pixieish Jiri Hudler, a sublime conjuror when the mood strikes, has returned from injury and is apt to have a final say in Giordano’s assault on history. But still, in the month of March, among all players only Claude Giroux, Mike Cammalleri and Tyler Seguin have accounted for more points than the 15 rung up by No. 5.

So the signs are unmistakably there.

That Giordano tops the Flames in ice time (25:14 per night) and plus-minus (+11) and ranks fifth in hits (89) is pretty standard fare around here. We’ve become accustomed, even maybe to the point of taking for granted, to his workaholic, heart-on-the-sleeve, give-no-quarter attitude by now.

What’s really evolved in Bob Hartley’s first full season in charge is the attacking side of Giordano’s game: Tied for the lead in assists (31) on the team and second in shots (155), he’s already set a career high in goals (12) and equalled his career best point total (43). Despite missing those 13 games due to a broken ankle.

“It’s a whole team thing,” argues Giordano, “not just me. We’re all told by our coaches to jump up from the back end. Look at all our D. Look at Brodes. He’s had career highs, too. And that’s because our mindset is ‘If we get chances, we’re going.’ I think every one of us is more confident now, in our offensive decision-making. I know I am. We’re being trusted to make the right read and join the rush.

“It’s contagious.”

Right now, the man’s hitting the offensive holes with the power and precision of a Jon Cornish.

“I don’t want one trick-ponies on defence,” says Hartley. “I just told (Tyler) Wotherspoon this morning ‘OK, you’ve jumped in the water. Now swim.’ I want guys who have the intelligence, the common sense, to jump into the rush when it’s there. My favourite light is green.

“You look at the way we’ve been scoring goals. How tight a group we are.

“And Gio leads the way. He’s comfortable being our captain, being our leader, being the guy everyone looks to.”

In attack. In defence. On the PK. On the PP. Five-aside. In the last minute, ahead or behind.

No defenceman in hockey, anywhere, is in finer form at the moment.

Ain’t buying it? OK. Name one.

“For sure, he’s up there, with the best,” lauds Hartley. “For sure. I really believe, I’ll go as far as this — if we’d had a full season last year, Gio would’ve been on the Canadian Olympic Team for Russia. No doubt in my mind.

“He empties himself every game. Not a drop left. Know when I had no doubt that he was our new captain? The last game in Chicago last year. We’re out of the playoffs, everybody’s minds are already on summer and he’s out there blocking shots by Duncan Keith and Seabrook. Watching that game, watching that commitment when it would’ve easier to get out of the way with those guys loading up, just put the cherry on top of the sundae in my mind. My only candidate.

“Gio never takes an easy day. He does things with pride. He’s seeking perfection. And he’s so much fun to work with, he’s always happy, always open-minded. Ask him a question, you always get the truth and you always get an answer full of common sense.”

The isn’t just a local crush, understand. The HNIC boys were giving were pitching Giordano some Norris Trophy woo during on intermission of Saturday’s dismantling-of-the woebegotten-Oilers telecast, mentioning him in the same breath as the NHL’s current Big Five — Chara, Suter, Keith, Weber and Doughty.

“Pretty cool to hear,” says Giordano.

And fully warranted.

“This is a guy who just keeps elevating his game; keeps climbing,” says Hartley. “Pretty soon he’ll be on top of the mountain.”

Stuck in a playoff-less desert that long ago was one of the game’s oasis, it has taken a while for a wide-ranging spotlight to alight on Mark Giordano.

He’s caught in its glare now.

Despite those props from his HNIC fans, though, it’s hard to see him being on the Norris radar come voting time. Guys languishing on mid-20s teams in the standings aren’t generally required to drag their tuxes out of mothballs and practice witty, yet sincere, acceptance speeches in front of mirrors, no matter how individually efficient, or indispensable, they may be.

But this year, Mark Giordano could still make local history; do something that neither MacInnis nor Housley nor Suter could. And someday, the individual hardware will happen. Because nowadays not only is that possibility alive in the imagination of an appreciative city, it’s spread to the four corners of the hockey world.

“We used to have him all to ourselves,” muses Hartley. “We used to call Gio ‘the best-kept secret in the NHL.’ ”

Sorry, Bob.

Secret’s out.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at
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Silvertips lose 4-3 in OT, trail Thunderbirds 3-0 in series

The Silvertips' Jujhar Khaira (7) and the Thunderbirds' Jared Hauf (33) collide during Tuesday night's game.  

Sofia Jaramillo/ The Herald

The Silvertips' Jujhar Khaira (7) and the Thunderbirds' Jared Hauf (33) collide during Tuesday night's game.
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

KENT — The Everett Silvertips know they can play with Seattle. But now it’s going to take a miracle to overcome the Thunderbirds.

Everett and Seattle played their third consecutive tight contest, and for the third straight time it was the T-birds who finished on the winning end, prevailing 4-3 in overtime Tuesday night at ShoWare Center.

Mathew Barzal scored the winner 3 minutes, 47 seconds into overtime to give Seattle a commanding 3-0 lead in the best-of-seven first-round playoff series.

Fourth-seeded Seattle and fifth-seeded Everett came into the postseason dead even. The teams finished with the same number of points during the regular season, and they split the season series 5-5.

The first three games of the playoff series reflected that evenness, with two one-goal games and one two-goal game. Indeed, the Tips outshot the T-birds in all three games — 31-29 Tuesday — and scored first in the past two. But Seattle found a way to win all three, giving the T-birds complete command of the series. Only twice in WHL history has a team rallied from a three-game deficit to win a seven-game series.

“They always play us tough, it’s always a tight game between us two,” Barzal said. “We thought we had one of our stronger games this series. Credit to them, they battled all 60 minutes. It was exciting and we’re real glad to come out with the W.”

Seattle will have a chance to clinch the series in Game 4 on Friday in Everett. Meanwhile, the Tips will have to find a way to emulate the Kelowna Rockets, who came back from a 3-0 deficit last year to defeat Seattle in the first round.

Scott Eansor scored two goals and Branden Troock also scored for Seattle, which fell behind three times in the game and tied it all three times. But despite being outshot and playing from behind much of the game, the T-birds were the aggressors throughout and largely controlled play. That was in contrast to Games 1 and 2, when the Tips had the edge in scoring chances, but struggled to convert.

Taran Kozun earned the win in goal with 28 saves.

Patrick Bajkov scored twice and Mirco Mueller also scored for Everett. Manraj Hayer set up all three goals. Austin Lotz finished with 25 saves in net for the Tips.

Everett was fortunate to get the game into overtime, surviving a late penalty as the Tips killed off 1:52 to end the third period and 0:08 at the start of the extra period. The Tips then had the first chance to win it as Zane Jones had a free look at goal, but was denied by Kozun.

Then Barzal made the winning play less than a minute later. Barzal spun away from Everett defenseman Cole MacDonald in the corner, circled around the net, then was forced into the high slot. But Barzal was still able to turn and slide a shot toward goal. The puck glanced off traffic and trickled just inside the post, sending the home crowd into a celebration.

“(Ryan) Gropp made a good chip in, then (Justin) Hickman did what he did all night, battled hard again and gave me the puck,” Barzal said. “I came around the net and we’ve been stressing pucks on net the entire series. I threw one at the net and I don’t know if it hit something or not, but it’s a good goal and I’m excited for the next game.”

The first period was an enigma. Seattle completely dominated play, overwhelming Everett physically and forcing turnovers. Lotz was forced to make four good saves before the game’s first whistle, which came 2:45 into the game.

But Seattle’s physical play also led to penalties, and the Tips took advantage twice on the power play to build a 2-1 lead completely against the run of play.

The Tips took the lead at 5:54 when a quick back-door pass from Hayer set up Bajkov for a one-timer, with Kozun having no idea where the puck was. The shot was Everett’s first on goal.

Seattle continued to control play five-on-five, and the T-birds tied it at 13:32. Seattle caught Everett in a line change, and although Russell Maxwell put his shot high, Roberts Lipsbergs was able to set up Troock at the back door during the ensuing scramble to make it 1-1.

But Everett continued to get power plays, and the Tips regained the lead with 59.6 seconds remaining. Once again it was the Hayer-Bajkov connection as Hayer pulled the puck out from a scrum at the side of the net and fed it to the far post for Bajkov to slam in, making it 2-1.

Seattle continued to be the initiator in the second period, and the T-birds tied it again at 4:02. Jerret Smith pushed a shot toward goal from the right point, and Eansor tipped it so that it gently floated over Lotz and into the back of the net, making it 2-2.

But again Everett regained the lead late in the period, this time with 2:06 remaining. On a quick counter attack, Joshua Winquist feathered the puck into the offensive zone for Hayer. Hayer then fed Mueller, jumping into the play from his defensive position, and Mueller was able to force the puck past Kozun to make it 3-2.

Seattle tied it a third time 4:31 into the third period. Yakubowski was able to keep an Everett clearance off the glass in the zone, then whipped a pass to the opposite slot, where Eansor snapped a shot past Lotz to knot it at 3-3.

Slap shots

Everett lost defenseman Noah Juulsen to injury in the first period. Juulsen remained down on the ice after being checked from behind by Seattle’s Jaimen Yakubowski, who was assessed a double-minor penalty on the play. Juulsen left the ice under his own power and temporarily stayed on the bench, but later left for the locker room and did not return. … The game was briefly delayed midway through the first period when Maxwell followed through with a hit on Mueller and a panel of glass popped free.

Thunderbirds 4, Silvertips 3

Everett 2 1 0 0 — 3

Seattle 1 1 1 1 — 4
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Silvertips have just 2 goals in the first 2 games of playoff series
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By Nick Patterson, Herald writer 

EVERETT — Two goals.

That's all the Everett Silvertips mustered in the first two games of their first-round playoff series against the Seattle Thunderbirds.

Everett now find itself in a 2-0 hole in the best-of-seven series as it heads back to Kent for tonight's Game 3, and the Tips know that to get back in the series they need to put some pucks into the net.

"(Seattle goaltender Taran) Kozun has been playing pretty well," Everett leading scorer Joshua Winquist said. "But we're just not bearing down on chances. We're having open nets and we're missing the net or hitting the post or stuff like that. We're just not bearing down in front."

The Tips scored just one goal in each of the games, falling 2-1 in Kent on Saturday and 3-1 in Everett on Sunday. Saturday's goal was a five-on-three tally by Patrick Bajkov, Sunday's goal was scored by Carson Stadnyk following a Seattle turnover.

Otherwise, it's been nada for the Tips. Everett hasn't found a way to break through five-on-five, and the Tips are 0-for-10 in their five-on-four opportunities.

However, Everett coach Kevin Constantine isn't too concerned about the Tips offensively. Everett had substantial advantages on the shot clock in both games, outshooting Seattle 39-22 in Game 1 and 27-16 in Game 2, and Game 2's outcome could have been different if not for multiple Tips shots off the post.

"You have to examine the scoring chances and shots and so forth," Constantine said. "We're not dissatisfied with how much offense we're creating. It would be nice if we found the net. But if you look at those pipes, if a couple of those go in we're not even talking about that right now. If we weren't getting shots or scoring chances, then we could have that conversation. But right now we're getting those. We just have to hope the puck starts going in."

A big reason why it hasn't is Kozun. The T-birds acquired the 19-year-old veteran from Kamloops at the January 10 trade deadline specifically to give Seattle the kind of playoff goaltending performances it received in the first two games, as Kozun was named the game's first star both nights.

"Their goalie has stolen the show," Everett winger Brayden Low said. "We haven't found a way to beat him yet.

"We have to get in front of him, get to the hard areas, keep going, keep shooting, stick to the plan," Low added when asked how to get pucks past Kozun. "They're going to go in, he's not going to keep getting this lucky. We have to find a way to get in front of him and keep working the paint. Give him full marks, he's playing out of his skin right now, and it's going to take a couple bounces going our way to stop that."

The T-birds have also done a good job of containing Everett's top line of Joshua Winquist, Jujhar Khaira and Ivan Nikolishin. The trio combined for two points in the first two games, both of those being assists on Bajkov's five-on-three goal in Game 1.

"They're a good line, they score a lot of their goals," Seattle coach Steve Konowalchuk said, noting that the defensive pairing of Shea Theodore and Jerret Smith has received the bulk of the playing time against the Everett trio. "If we can continue to do that it will help our chances. It's not all of it, but it's a big part of it."

Winquist is used to the extra attention. The fifth-year Tip set a new franchise record for goals this season with 47 and tied the franchise record for points with 93, despite being by far Everett's most dangerous offensive threat.

"It's been the same all year," Winquist said. "I'm pretty sure we've played against those same guys every single game all season. We have to find a way to get around that and score some goals."

It's imperative the Tips figure it out soon, as Everett's chances are minuscule should the Tips fall into a 3-0 hole. Just twice in WHL history has a team rallied from a 3-0 deficit to win a best-of-seven playoff series. One of those, however, came last season when the Kelowna Rockets rallied from a 3-0 deficit in the first round against these same T-birds.

But even with Seattle's recent history in front of them, the Tips know they can't afford to lose tonight.

"(Coming back from a 2-0 deficit) has been done before lots of times, obviously," Low said. "It's definitely a challenge going into their building down 2-0. It's a must-win game and we're looking forward to the opportunity."

It's just a matter of whether the Tips can conjure up enough goals to do it.
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Silvertips can’t find net, lose 3-1 to T-birds in Game 2

Down 2-0, Silvertips must win 4 of 5 to win first-round series

 Next >> 

The Thunderbirds’ Justin Hickman (9) and the Silvertips’ Joshua Winquist (21) fight during Game 2 of their playoff series at Comcast Arena...  

Sofia Jaramillo/ The Herald

The Thunderbirds’ Justin Hickman (9) and the Silvertips’ Joshua Winquist (21) fight during Game 2 of their playoff series at Comcast Arena on Sunday.

The Silvertips’ Ivan Nikolishin (89) controls the puck during Sunday’s game against the Seattle Thunderbirds.  
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The Silvertips’ Ivan Nikolishin (89) controls the puck during Sunday’s game against the Seattle Thunderbirds.

The Thunderbirds’ Justin Hickman (9) and the Silvertips’ Joshua Winquist (21) fight during Game 2  

Sofia Jaramillo/ The Herald

The Thunderbirds’ Justin Hickman (9) and the Silvertips’ Joshua Winquist (21) fight during Game 2

Thunderbirds goaltender Taran Kozun looks on as teammate Jerret Smith (2) tries to control the puck.  

Sofia Jaramillo/ The Herald

Thunderbirds goaltender Taran Kozun looks on as teammate Jerret Smith (2) tries to control the puck.

Silvertips coach Kevin Constantine yells at a referee during Sunday’s game against the Thunderbirds.  

Sofia Jaramillo/ The Herald

Silvertips coach Kevin Constantine yells at a referee during Sunday’s game against the Thunderbirds.
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

EVERETT — The Everett Silvertips must have heard echoes of the ping that emanates from rubber meeting metal in their sleep Sunday night.

They heard plenty of it during their game earlier in the evening.

The iron was not kind to the Everett on Sunday at Comcast Arena as the Tips fell 3-1 to the Seattle Thunderbirds in Game 2 of their first-round Western Conference playoff series.

For the second straight game the Tips outshot the T-birds by a considerable margin — Sunday it was 27-16. But for the second straight game Everett was only able to turn its shot advantage into a single goal.

And those times when the Tips were able to get the puck past Seattle goaltender Taran Kozun, more often than not the puck smacked the post. Everett drew iron three times: once when the Tips were leading by a goal, once when it was tied, and once when they trailed by one.

“Those were probably the turning points,” said Everett winger Brayden Low, who smacked the inside of the post early in the third period when the score was tied 1-1. “Opening the third period tied in the game and I had it on my stick, another two inches less and it would have been in. It wasn’t, then three minutes later they go back and score. That’s a tough pill to swallow, to say the least.”

Branden Troock and Russell Maxwell scored third-period goals as Seattle overcame an early Everett goal to take a 2-0 lead in the best-of-seven series. Roberts Lipsbergs also scored for the T-birds, and Kozun played another strong game, making 26 saves.

“They’re a good team,” Seattle coach Steve Konowalchuk said about the Tips. “To be up 2-0 in the situation we are, I’m happy. There’s a lot of hockey left, by no means is the series over. When you come in here you’re going to need a couple bounces and a couple big saves. They played a good game and we had to keep fighting and battling, and guys came up big for us.”

Carson Stadnyk scored while Austin Lotz finished with 13 saves in goal for Everett, which must win four of five to take the series, beginning with Game 3 Tuesday in Kent.

“Both games have been close, and they’ve just found a way to find key goals at the right moments,” Everett coach Kevin Constantine said. “But the series is close.

“At the start of the third that would have been a nice goal to get,” Constantine added. “The situations were pretty even for the teams. They found a way to hit the back of the net. We were close, but we didn’t.”

It was anyone’s game at the start of the third period, as the score was tied 1-1, and within 20 seconds Everett could have had the lead. An intricate passing play in transition set up Low with an open shot from the left slot. Low fired past Kozun, but the puck hit the inside of the post and rocketed out the other direction, keeping the score tied.

Seattle then took the lead at 2 minutes, 58 seconds. While skating four-on-four, the T-birds entered the zone two-on-two. Mathew Barzal took a look and fed the opposite wing for Troock, who had gotten behind his defender. Troock then cut back across Lotz and scored to make it 2-1.

Everett had chances to tie it. Jujhar Khaira, who nearly gave the Tips a 2-0 lead in the first period when he blasted a shot flush off the post, managed to poke the puck into the goal during a scramble. However, it came just after the referee blew the play dead. Then Dawson Leedahl got an angle on the defense, but his shot glanced off the outside of the post.

The T-birds then gave themselves some cushion at 8:45. Just as an Everett penalty expired, Lipsbergs fired a shot from the right circle that was saved by Lotz. But a scramble ensued, with Maxwell eventually putting the loose puck in to make it 3-1.

Though it wasn’t technically a power-play goal, it came before Khaira was able to get out of the box and back into the play, and special teams have favored Seattle so far in the series. If one includes Seattle’s third goal Sunday, the T-birds have scored four goals as a result of eight power-play chances in the first two games. Meanwhile, Everett went 0-for-5 Sunday and is 1-for-11 in the series.

“Each team scored on its five-on-three (Everett scored on it’s chance Saturday in Seattle’s 2-1 victory in Kent, the T-birds scored on their chance during the second period Sunday),” Constantine said. “But they’ve gotten more out of their power play than we have. We’ve had some decent chances on ours, but for sure they’ve been the better special teams team so far.”

In Saturday’s Game 1 it was Seattle that got onto the scoreboard in the opening minutes. Sunday it was Everett that struck early as the Tips opened the scoring just 3:51 into the game. Miscommunication behind the net between Kozun and the defense resulted in a turnover, allowing Low to tap the puck out front. Stadnyk, who had just come off the bench, glided in free and one-timed a shot past a recovering Kozun to give Everett a 1-0 lead.

Seattle received a five-on-three power play early in the second period and the T-birds capitalized. Adam Henry drifted across the high slot, then sent a back-door feed to Lipsbergs, who one-timed the puck into the top of the net to make it 1-1 at 5:01.

Both goalies were called into action later in the period. Lotz had to make a good lunging save on Maxwell at the back door during a Seattle power play. Then Kozun robbed Khaira, diving across the goal when it looked like Khaira was going to score from the slot.

Thunderbirds 3, Silvertips 1

Seattle 0 1 2 — 3

Everett 1 0 0 — 1
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Silvertips vs. Thunderbirds breakdown

Tips fans from Stanwood are road warriors

advertisement | your ad here

By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

Here’s a breakdown of the best-of-seven first-round Western Conference playoff series between the fourth-seeded Seattle Thunderbirds and fifth-seeded Everett Silvertips.

Offense

Goals scored: Seattle 232, Everett 215

Power play: Seattle 20.5 percent, Everett 21.1 percent

Seattle can come at opponents in waves. The T-birds don’t have a dominant offensive player, but they have two balanced lines filled with players who averaged between 0.69 and 1.00 points per game. They also have a third line that hasn’t scored a lot for Seattle, but put up big numbers in the past for Lethbridge.

In contrast, Everett does have that dominant offensive weapon in winger Joshua Winquist, who broke the franchise record for goals in a season (47) and tied the franchise record for points in a season (93). The question for the Tips is whether they have enough other threats to keep the T-birds from concentrating all their defensive efforts on shutting Winquist down.

The difference maker may be Seattle defenseman Shea Theodore. The first-round NHL draft pick is a major offensive threat from the blue line, leading the league in scoring among defensemen with 79 points (22 goals, 57 assists).

Advantage: Seattle

Defense

Goals against: Seattle 245, Everett 203

Penalty kill: Seattle 79.0 percent, Everett 79.2 percent

With Kevin Constantine back behind the bench this season, Everett has become a picture of defensive discipline. The defensemen, led by first-round NHL draft pick Mirco Mueller, work in perfect concert with the backchecking forwards to keep the puck away from the Tips’ net, and as a result Everett allowed the second-fewest shots on goal per game in the league at 26.67. The defense has been particularly tight of late as the Tips allowed just 24 goals in their final 13 games of the regular season.

Seattle finished in the middle of the pack defensively, both in goals allowed and shots allowed (34.40). The T-birds allowed just one goal in their final game of the regular season, but they surrendered 34 in their previous six.

Both teams are secure in goal. Everett’s Austin Lotz righted the ship in the last month of the regular season, finishing fourth in the league in goals against average at 2.53. Seattle acquired Taran Kozun from Kamloops at the trade deadline and he immediately shored up the T-birds’ goaltending issues, compiling a 2.40 goals against average in 24 games with Seattle.

Advantage: Everett

Intangibles

By far the biggest intangible is the way the teams were playing as the regular season ended.

Everett finished the season on a roll, winning 11 of its final 13 games — and both losses were in shootouts against U.S. Division champion Portland. Three of those victories came against the T-birds. Seattle, in contrast, struggled to the finish line. The T-birds needed a 6-1 victory at Tri-City on the final day of the regular season to hold off the hard-charging Tips and maintain home-ice advantage in the first round.

As for that home-ice advantage, there’s scant evidence it will play much of a factor in the series. Both teams won more often in their opponents’ building during the regular season (three times each) than in their own (twice each). With the short distance between the two locations, it seems unlikely the unusual schedule that sees the teams alternate home games throughout the series will have much of an affect on the outcome.

Discipline could be a factor. Everett was assessed the fewest penalty minutes in the league (816) while Seattle was assessed the second-most (1315), so the Tips could be in line for an advantage in power plays. However, it may also work against Everett as referees tend to swallow their whistles during the postseason, and the Tips may not receive the same kind of power-play benefit from their discipline as their used to receiving.

Neither team has any experience with playoff success to draw upon. Each team has one player who’s ever been on a team that won a playoff series: Everett winger Zane Jones won two series with Calgary last season, while Seattle’s Kozun was a part of three Kamloops winning series the previous two seasons, though he never saw the ice as he was the Blazers’ back-up goaltender.

Advantage: Everett

Overall

All the above analysis can probably be thrown out the window, as when it comes down to Everett versus Seattle it seems no matter the circumstances it’s always going to be a nail-biter. The teams finished even with 88 points during the regular season, they split the season series 5-5 for the fourth straight season, and six of the games were decided by one goal.

Everett and Seattle have never met before in the playoffs, but they did play what amounted to a Game 7 on the final weekend of 2012, when the teams met in a winner-takes-all game for the Western Conference’s final playoff berth. Everett went to Kent knowing it needed to win on the road, and the Tips pulled out a 6-4 come-from-behind victory. Could history, in a sense, repeat itself?

Prediction

Everett in seven games.
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Silvertips’ Winquist a second-team all-star

Silvertips left wing Joshua Winquist (right) skates with the puck ahead of Seattle’s Mitch Elliot.  
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Silvertips left wing Joshua Winquist (right) skates with the puck ahead of Seattle’s Mitch Elliot.
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

EVERETT — Joshua Winquist was momentarily at a loss for words.

The Everett Silvertips star winger needed a moment to collect himself when he was informed he’d been named a second-team WHL Western Conference all-star following Thursday afternoon’s practice at Comcast Arena.

“I’m kind of stunned right now,” Winquist said after being informed of the honor.

But while Winquist may have been taken aback, there’s no question his season was worthy of recognition.

Winquist had arguably the greatest offensive season in Everett’s 11-year history. The 20-year-old from St. Albert, Alberta, set a franchise record for goals in a season with 47, besting the previous mark of 42 set by Shane Harper in 2009-10. Winquist also tied the franchise record for points in a season, matching the 93 Zach Hamill amassed in 2006-07. Winquist finished tied for fourth in the league in goals and 10th in the league in scoring.

“(The season) went pretty well,” Winquist said. “I scored some goals this year, but I had a lot of good linemates. Guys were looking for me all year, which was nice.”

Winquist became the 11th player in Everett’s history to receive all-star honors, and the first since defenseman Ryan Murray was named a second teamer in 2011-12.

“That’s a pretty big honor,” Winquist said as he fumbled for an immediate reaction to being named an all-star. “I’m proud of myself, I guess.

“It’s pretty cool,” Winquist added. “It’s something my parents will be really proud of. Mostly I think my family will be more proud and care a little more than I will. But it’s still a cool honor.”

Winquist was the only member of the Silvertips organization to be recognized Tuesday as the league released its all-star teams and award nominees.

The Western Conference’s first-team all-stars were forwards Nicolas Petan (Portland), Mitch Holmberg (Spokane) and Oliver Bjorkstrand (Portland), defensemen Derrick Pouliot (Portland) and Shea Theodore (Seattle), and goaltender Jordon Cooke (Kelowna). The rest of the second team consisted for forwards Todd Fiddler (Prince George) and Mike Aviani (Spokane), defensemen Damon Severson (Kelowna) and Madison Bowey (Kelowna), and goaltender Eric Comrie (Tri-City).

The Eastern Conference’s first-team all-stars were forwards Sam Reinhart (Kootenay), Leon Draisaitl (Prince Albert) and Curtis Lazar (Edmonton), defensemen Josh Morrissey (Prince Albert) and Ryan Pulock (Brandon), and goaltender Tristan Jarry (Edmonton). The second team was forwards Curtis Valk (Medicine Hat), Jaedon Descheneau (Kootenay) and Chandler Stephenson (Regina), defensemen Griffin Reinhart (Edmonton) and Julius Honka (Swift Current), and goaltender Patrik Bartosak (Red Deer).

The league’s awards were narrowed down to two finalists, one from each conference. The nominees for Rookie of the Year were Saskatoon forward Nikita Scherbak and Kelowna forward Nick Merkley; for Goaltender of the Year they were Jarry and Cooke; for Defenseman of the Year they were Morrissey and Pouliot; for Most Sportsmanlike Player of the Year they were Sam Reinhart and Holmberg; for Coach of the Year they were Medicine Hat’s Shaun Clouston and Victoria’s Dave Lowry; and for Executive of the Year they were Calgary’s Mike Moore and Victoria’s Cam Hope.

The nominees for Player of the Year will be announced at a later date.

Check out Nick Patterson’s Silvertips blog at http://www.heraldnet.com/silvertipsblog, and follow him on Twitter at @NickHPatterson. 
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Silvertips-Thunderbirds playoff series has makings of a classic

Everett’s Carson Stadnyk (left) and Seattle’s Adam Henry battle for the puck earlier this season at Comcast Arena. The Silvertips and Thunderbirds spl...  

Jennifer Buchanan / The Herald

Everett’s Carson Stadnyk (left) and Seattle’s Adam Henry battle for the puck earlier this season at Comcast Arena. The Silvertips and Thunderbirds split their 10-game series this season and their best-of-seven playoff series should be one of the most competitive in the WHL postseason.
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

EVERETT — In the sports world, when making comparisons, people like to talk about margins. Wide margins, narrow margins — even razor-thin margins.

Then there’s comparing the Everett Silvertips and Seattle Thunderbirds, where the whole concept of a margin doesn’t seem to exist.

The Tips and T-birds begin their first-round best-of-seven, Western Hockey League playoff series when they face off Saturday at ShoWare Center in Kent, and the margin that separates the teams amounts to nil.

“We’re excited,” Everett captain Matt Pufahl said. “Our games are always like playoff games, even if they’re in the regular season. Every game we play against them is so physical and tight.

“Every time we’re on the ice against them you want to work the guy across from you,” Pufahl added. “You want him laying on his back and you to be standing over him. That’s how it’s going to be all series. It’s going to be competitive and hard and there’s going to be a lot of bumps and bruises. But that’s the fun part of hockey, and it’s going to be one heck of a series.”

Just how close are Everett and Seattle? 

The term “dead heat” doesn’t even begin to do it justice. The teams tied in the standings with 88 points each. They split the 10-game series 5-5, with each team winning once in overtime, meaning they both took 11 points from the other. Six of the 10 games were decided by a single goal. The results on the ice make the close geographic proximity — the 45-mile separation between Everett and Kent is easily the shortest in the WHL’s Western Conference — seem as wide as the Pacific Ocean.

This is no new phenomenon, either. For four consecutive years, the Tips and T-birds have split their season series 5-5, and in those four seasons the teams were never separated by more than three points. The teams are only getting closer together as each season the gap narrowed by a point.

Therefore, it doesn’t get any more competitive than Everett versus Seattle.

“Ever since I’ve been here it’s been that way,” third-year Seattle coach Steve Konowalchuk said. “Two years ago they beat us by (two) points, last year we finished ahead by a point, this year we finished tied, and the games are always tight to the end. I expect the same thing in the playoffs.”

Said Everett coach Kevin Constantine: “In the playoffs anything can happen and I’ve seen where the obvious may not happen, so you don’t know that just because the teams were 5-5 and finished with the same number of points that the series will be a 4-3, seven-game, overtime thriller. But it could be, because based on the regular season the teams are pretty competitive. On paper, it looks like two fairly evenly matched teams.”

But while the season series finished in a dead heat, the pendulum was swinging Everett’s way at the end of the season. The Tips finished the campaign with wins in 11 of their final 13 games, with both losses coming in shootouts against U.S. Division champion Portland. Everett also won its final three meetings against Seattle, two of those on the road.

Meanwhile, Seattle struggled to the finish line, needing a 6-1 victory at Tri-City on the season’s final day to hold off the charging Tips and hang onto the fourth seed, thus maintaining home-ice advantage over fifth-seeded Everett. Before that the T-birds dropped six of their previous seven.

Everett allowed just 24 goals during its 13-game, season-ending stretch, meaning the T-birds will have to find a way through a sturdy Tips defense to prevail in the series.

“They play a smart hockey game,” Konowalchuk said of the Tips. “They play a defense-first game and make you grind it out. We have to be willing to grind against them.

“We’ve got to establish our forecheck a little more,” Konowalchuk added. “When we’ve had success against them we’ve had good forechecking. Our last game against them (a 5-2 Everett victory on March 8 in Kent), we didn’t have our energy or forechecking. We have to make sure we play with energy, play physical and are a good forechecking team.”

The attributes that make Seattle’s forecheck effective are the T-birds’ advantage in the series, as Seattle has the edge in size and experience. Seattle has eight forwards who measure in 6-feet or taller, along with five who weigh 200 pounds or more, and those players like to use their size to create a physical dominance. The T-birds also have 12 players aged 19 or older, meaning even their smaller players are more physically mature. Seattle will try to use those physical attributes to wear Everett down, and the Tips’ biggest challenge in the series will be withstanding that physical barrage.

“They’re very experienced, so that gives them some size and experience with a good crop of 19-year-olds,” Constantine said. “You don’t really look at them and go, ‘Well, here’s where they’re weak.’ So they have a nice blend of everything.

“They are big and physical,” Constantine added. “But the playoffs is a special time of year, and it’s a time of year in hockey that brings out the best in players. It wouldn’t matter who we’re playing, it’s a time where we have to compete. Our challenge is to show up at the rink ready to compete every night.”

And if history is an indicator, there may not be a more competitive first-round playoff series in the WHL than Everett versus Seattle.

Check out Nick Patterson’s Silvertips blog at http://www.heraldnet.com/silvertipsblog, and follow him on Twitter at NickHPatterson.
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Silvertips mum on health of the team
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

EVERETT — The Everett Silvertips are heading into the Western Hockey League playoffs traveling at full steam.

What’s not known is which Everett players will be on board the playoff train when it pulls into Kent on Saturday.

The historic first-round series between the Silvertips and the Seattle Thunderbirds gets underway Saturday when Everett heads to ShoWare Center for Game 1 of their best-of-seven set. But the status of several key Everett players remains unknown.

This is the first playoff series between the I-5 rivals since Everett entered the league in 2003. The Tips and T-birds finished tied in the standings with 88 points, with Seattle earning home-ice advantage on the tiebreaker by having more total wins. The teams split the season series 5-5, the fourth straight year the season series ended in a dead heat.

The proximity of the teams — their arenas are just 45 miles down the freeway from one another — along with the teams’ historic competitiveness and an unusual schedule that sees the venues alternate each game, sets up for an enthralling and exciting series.

“It’s exciting for hockey in the area,” Everett coach Kevin Constantine said. “It’s been 11 years and the teams have never met in the playoffs. It’s a good rivalry, a competitive rivalry, I just think it’s really fun. 

“I don’t think you purposely try to end up playing anybody in hockey, you just play the regular season and whoever you end up playing you end up playing. But, that being said, when you get your closest rival and biggest rival, I think it’s special and I’m excited to be part of it.”

What Constantine was not willing to discuss was the status of his players.

Everett had two key players who did not finish Sunday’s season finale, which the Tips lost 5-4 in a shootout at Portland. Goaltender Austin Lotz, making his fourth start in five nights, played the first period, but gave way to 15-year-old Carter Hart the rest of the way. Center Jujhar Khaira left the ice injured after falling awkwardly into the boards during the first period and did not return.

In addition, winger Tyler Sandhu and defenseman Noah Juulsen did not play. Juulsen was a late scratch. He participated in the warm-up, but ended up not dressing. Sandhu was scratched from the beginning after playing the previous two games, though he sat out 20 straight prior to his return Friday in Everett’s 5-3 victory at Victoria.

During the regular season teams are required to provide injury information to the WHL on a weekly basis, and that information is posted on the league’s website. However, those requirements come to an end once the postseason begins. Everett, like all WHL teams, is hushing up with regards to player statuses.

“We won’t discuss anything about the health of our players,” was the extent of Constantine’s response to questions regarding the players who missed time Sunday.

The one Silvertip certain to be out on Saturday is center Kohl Bauml, who suffered a fractured leg during the Tips’ 5-1 victory over Kelowna on March 4. The original prognosis said Bauml would need four-to-six weeks to recover, making it unlikely he play for Everett again this season unless the Tips are able to advance to the Western Conference finals.
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WHL notebook: Rebels, Raiders meet in 1-game playoff
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By Nick Patterson, Herald writer 

The WHL’s final playoff spot is going down to one game, winner takes all.

And the circumstances that led to it are generating questions.

For the first time since 2009 the league has a one-game playoff for a conference’s final playoff berth as the Prince Albert Raiders and Red Deer Rebels face off tonight with everything on the line.

Prince Albert and Red Deer finished tied for eighth place in the Eastern Conference with 75 points, thus creating the need of the playoff game to determine the eighth playoff seed. Red Deer holds the tiebreaker and thus is hosting tonight’s game. It’s the league’s first one-game playoff since Edmonton topped Prince Albert 2-1 in 2009 to earn the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot.

But it was the machinations by the Edmonton Oil Kings that raised a few eyebrows.

Brandon, Prince Albert and Red Deer went into the final weekend of the regular season neck-and-neck for the conference’s last two playoff spots. Brandon swept a home-and-home against Regina to clinch the seventh seed. Prince Albert then came from behind to be Saskatoon on Saturday to take a two-point lead over Red Deer, meaning the Rebels had to win a road game at Edmonton on Sunday to force the playoff.

That normally would have been a tough task for the Rebels, as Edmonton is the Eastern Conference’s top seed. However, with first place wrapped up the previous night, the Oil Kings sat four of their top players — defenseman Griffin Reinhart and forwards Henrik Samuelsson, Curtis Lazar and Edgars Kulda — and kept No. 1 goaltender Tristan Jarry on the bench. The Rebels proceeded to walk all over the Oil Kings, outshooting Edmonton 32-12 in the first two periods en route to a 5-0 thrashing. This was in front of an Edmonton fan appreciation crowd of 13,912, the team’s largest of the season.

However, the Oil Kings may have had ulterior motives. Edmonton will play the winner of tonight’s game in the first round. Now the winner will not only have had to expend itself an additional time, it will have less time to prepare for the Oil Kings. Edmonton also gave itself a chance of having a considerably shorter commute should the Oil Kings face Red Deer (a 90-minute drive away) instead of Prince Albert (a six-hour drive).

But Edmonton coach Derek Laxdal defended his roster decisions.

“I didn’t sit anybody,” Laxdal told the Edmonton Sun. “We’ve got some guys with nagging injuries they have battled through, we’ve got some guys with sickness.

“We’re not going to push these guys to the limit and force them to play injured. We had to make sure that guys are rested, and we’ve got some guys with some injuries, and it’s been a long haul the last three weeks ... so at the end of the day we did what’s right for our hockey club.”

Just don’t expect the Raiders to be on board.

Around the WHL

The WHL has established a trust fund for Kootenay forward Tim Bozon, who remains in the intensive care unit at Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. Bozon has been hospitalized since being diagnosed with Neisseria Meningitis, and he remains in critical but stable condition. Donations can be sent to the Tips Bozon Trust c/o Western Hockey League, 2424 University Drive NW, Calgary, AB, T2N 3Y9. ... Spokane overage forward Mitch Holmberg finished as the league leader in both points (118) and goals (62). The 62 goals were a new franchise single-season record, and his 147 career goals are also a franchise record. ... Prince Albert’s Collin Valcourt was named the WHL Player of the Week. The 20-year-old forward had five goals and six assists as the Raiders went 2-2.

Final leaders

Points — Mitch Holmberg (Spokane) 118; goals — Holmberg 62; assists — Nicolas Petan (Portland) 78; penalty minutes — Ryan Rehill (Kamloops) 182; wins — Tristan Jarry (Edmonton) 44; goals against average — Jarry 2.24; save percentage — Coleman Vollrath (Victoria) .928.

Check out Nick Patterson’s Silvertips blog at http://www.heraldnet.com/silvertipsblog, and follow him on Twitter at @NickHPatterson.
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Tips lose finale, open on road against Seattle on Saturday in Game 1
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 Herald staff  

PORTLAND — The Everett Silvertips are headed to Kent.

Everett came ever so close to earning home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs, but the Tips came up just short by falling to Portland 5-4 in a shootout Sunday evening in the final game of the WHL season.

The Tips went into the final game knowing they would face the Seattle Thunderbirds in the first round of the playoffs. However, which team had home-ice advantage was still to be determined as Everett had a one-point lead on the T-birds going into the season's final day.

Seattle won 6-1 at Tri-City, then the Tips took the defending league-champion Winterhawks all the way to a shootout. But the Winterhawks prevailed in the shootout 2-1. Therefore, Everett and Seattle finished tied with 88 points, and the T-birds held the tiebreaker because they had two more wins.

Game 1 of the first-round series between fourth-seeded Seattle and fifth-seeded Everett is Saturday in Kent. The rest of the best-of-seven series will be played at alternate sites.

Joshua Winquist scored two goals for Everett to achieve yet another individual honor. Winquist finished the season with 93 points, tying the franchise single-season record set by Zach Hamill in 2006-07. Winquist, who already surpassed the franchise single-season goals record, extended that record to 47. Winquist also scored his 100th career WHL goal, finishing with 101.

Taylor Leier scored twice to lead Portland (54-13-2-3), which finished the season winning 28 of its final 29 games. Alex Schoenborn and Nicolas Petan also scored, while Adin Hill earned the win in goal with 17 saves. The second-seeded Winterhawks face seventh-seeded Vancouver in the first round of the playoffs.

Dawson Leedahl and Matt Pufahl scored the other goals for Everett (39-23-7-3), which came a hair away from ending the season on a 10-game winning streak. Austin Lotz played just the first period in goal for Everett, stopping 10-of-12 shots. Fifteen-year-old call-up Carter Hart played valiantly in relief, stopping 30 of 32.

Everett lost key center Jujhar Khaira to injury early in the game. The nature or severity of the injury was not known.

Portland took control of the game with two goals in three minutes midway through the first period. Leier opened the scoring at 9 minutes, 4 seconds when he poked home a rebound following a faceoff win. Then Schoenborn made it 2-0 at 12:19, cutting toward goal and firing past Lotz.

But Everett battled back in the second. Leedahl tipped a shot from the point in 1:45 to get the Tips on the board, and Winquist fired a one-timer past Hill at 7:25 to tie it up. Portland regained the lead at 11:47 when Brendan Leipsic fed Petan on an odd-man rush, but Everett tied it again at 14:10 when Pufahl's shot from the point found its way through traffic and into the net.

The Tips took their first lead 5:24 into the third as he was the beneficiary of Ivan Nikolishin's steal and feed. But Portland made it 4-4 while short-handed at 8:13, Petan setting up Leier.

Everett held on the rest of the way, including killing off a penalty in overtime, but the Tips couldn't earn that decisive second point in the shootout.

Winterhawks 5, Silvertips 4 (SO)

Everett 0 3 1 0 — 4

Portland 2 1 1 0 — 5

Portland won shootout 2-1
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Silvertips win 9th straight, will play Seattle in playoffs

The Silvertips' Dawson Leedahl (12) and Victoria's Brandon Fushimi (25) fight during Saturday's game.  

Sofia Jaramillo/ The Herald

The Silvertips' Dawson Leedahl (12) and Victoria's Brandon Fushimi (25) fight during Saturday's game.
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

EVERETT -- It's taken 11 years, but the Everett Silvertips and Seattle Thunderbirds will finally meet in the playoffs.

The Tips continued their late-season roll, defeating the Victoria Royals 3-2 in dramatic fashion Saturday night for their ninth straight victory before a fired-up sold-out crowd at Comcast Arena.

And with Spokane falling 3-0 at Tri-City minutes later, that means for the first time since Everett entered the league in 2003 the bitter I-5 rivals will butt heads in the postseason.

"It'll be a fun series," said Everett winger Dawson Leedahl, who set up Saturday's game-winning goal with less than two minutes remaining. "We're good rivals and the crowds will be great, so it will be a fun series to be a part of.

"Everyone wants to have a series with their rival. It will be competitive."

Which team has home-ice advantage is still to be determined. Seattle lost 7-0 at Portland on Saturday, meaning the Tips passed the T-birds into fourth place in the WHL's Western Conference. Everett goes into the final day of the regular season with 87 points, one ahead of Seattle. Tonight Everett plays at Portland, which is the conference's No. 2 seed, while Seattle plays at Tri-City, the conference's No. 8 seed. If the teams finish tied, Seattle would earn fourth via the tiebreaker by virtue of having more total wins.

But regardless of how it finishes, Tips and T-birds will be making the 50-mile drive between Everett and Kent in the four-versus-five series, renewing a rivalry that couldn't get any more competitive. The teams split their 10-game season series 5-5, the fourth straight time the season series finished in a dead heat.

Everett needed a late-season surge to get into this position. A month earlier the Tips were worried they may not be able to fulfill their guarantee to season ticket holders of finishing sixth or better in the conference. But Saturday's victory was Everett's ninth straight as they head toward the postseason riding high.

And Satuday's game was just the latest notch in Everett's belt as Carson Stadnyk's late goal gave the Tips a sweep of the home-and-home against a Royals team that racked up 100 points this season.

"That was awesome," Leedahl said about the game. "It was a great crowd, good energy in the building, and the guys really wanted that one.

"We played well," Leedahl added. "We had a couple letdowns, but played well overall and got the win."

Mirco Mueller and Ben Betker scored the other goals and Manraj Hayer dished out two assists for Everett (39-23-7-2). Austin Lotz, making his 12th consecutive start in goal for the Tips, earned the win with 22 saves.

Logan Nelson and Tyler Soy scored, while Coleman Vollrath made 21 saves in net for Victoria (48-20-1-3), which was already locked into the third seed in the Western Conference. The Royals face sixth-seeded Spokane in the first round.

Everett had the better of play through the first two periods and took a 2-1 lead onto the third. However, the Tips played cautiously, allowing Victoria to gain some initiative. Lotz had to make point-blank stops on Steven Hodges and Brandon Magee before the Royals finally tied it with 3:31 remaining. Magee wriggled free along the right boards and fired a shot that banked off the goal and out front, where Soy banged it in to knot it at 2-2.

It looked as though the Tips were going to have to work overtime if they wanted their two points, but then they to conjured up the winner with 1:28 remaining. Dawson Leedahl won a puck battle at the Everett blue line and steamed the other direction, creating a two-on-one. He sent a perfect saucer pass into the path of Stadnyk, who one-timed his shot back across the grain and past Vollrath, sending the crowd into a frenzy.

"The guy fumbled the puck at the blue line, and luckily it was a two-on-one with Stads," Leedahl said. "I just fed it over (the defender's) stick, and Stads made a nice shot and scored.

"That was a big relief," Leedahl added. "We didn't want to go to overtime because we were tied from the road trip today."

There was plenty of action at both ends during the first period, but it was the Royals who struck late. Joe Hicketts' home-run pass sprung Nelson free on a breakaway, and Nelson made a move past Lotz to give Victoria a 1-0 lead at 18:51.

The Tips came storming back during a second period that got chippy toward the end. Everett tied it up on the power play 7:12 as Mueller's slap shot from the point found its way past Vollrath. Then the Tips took the lead at 14:52, Hayer racing down the ice and dropping a pass for Betker to fire past Vollrath.

 Slap shots

Everett overage winger Joshua Winquist achieved another milestone Saturday as he reached the landmark 300-game mark in his WHL career. Winquist also became just the third player to appear in 300 games with the Tips, joining Shane Harper (335) and Zack Dailey (330). … Fifteen-year-old goaltender Carter Hart has rejoined the Tips as his midget team's season is complete. Hart, Everett's eighth-round pick in the 2013 bantam draft, was called up once earlier this season, making his WHL debut when he backstopped the Tips in their 5-3 loss at Spokane on Feb. 16. He will be here for two weeks and was a healthy scratch Saturday.

Silvertips 3, Royals 2

Victoria 1 0 1--2

Everett 0 2 1--3
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Silvertips win eighth straight game
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 Herald staff  

VICTORIA, B.C. — The Everett Silvertips desperately want out of sixth.

The Tips continued their drive toward moving up the WHL’s Western Conference standings, defeating the Victoria Royals 5-3 Friday night for their eighth straight victory.

Everett remained in sixth place in the conference standings, but the Tips are inching ever closer to the two teams ahead of them. Seattle lost to Portland, while Spokane beat Tri-City in a shootout. Therefore, Everett is just a single point behind Seattle and Spokane, which are tied for fourth. Everett and Seattle have two games remaining, Spokane has one.

The Tips had to recover in the third period Friday to extend their winning streak. Victoria tied it it 3-3 after entering the period trailing 3-1.

But Manraj Hayer and Ivan Nikolishin scored 27 seconds apart midway through the third to restore Everett’s two-goal lead.

Noah Juulsen, Matt Pufahl and Zane Jones also scored for Everett (38-23-7-2), while Austin Lotz earned the win in goal for the Tips with 23 saves. Nikolishin and Joshua Winquist each had two assists. Winquist’s assists gave him 91 points, moving him within two of Zach Hamill’s franchise record with two games remaining.

Former Silvertip Mitch Skapski, Steven Hodges and Tyler Soy scored, while Patrik Polivka made 26 saves in net for Victoria (48-19-1-3), which is already locked into the conference’s third seed. The Royals would be Everett’s first-round playoff opponent if the Tips remain in sixth. The same teams play tonight in Everett’s final home game of the regular season.

Everett seemed in control, taking a 3-1 lead into the third. But Victoria rallied to tie it. Skapski scored at 2 minutes, 11 seconds when he put in a rebound during a delayed penalty. Then Soy tied it at 9:07, converting out front following a steal by Axel Blomqvist.

But in an instant the Tips restored their two-goal lead. Hayer converted following a give-and-go with Patrick Bajkov on the rush at 11:42 to make it 4-3. Then on the following shift Nikolishin finished off a nice passing move involving Winquist and Jujhar Khaira to make it a two-goal game again. This time the Tips held it.

Everett scored the game’s first goal at 11:16 of the first period. Juulsen fired a shot from the point, and it deflected off traffic and past Polivka to stake the Tips to a 1-0 lead.

The Tips doubled their lead 2:14 into the second period. On the power play, Pufahl’s one-timer from the point found its way through traffic and into the net, making it 2-0.

Victoria got back within one at 9:26. The Royals had a good stretch of pressure, with Hodges eventually cleaning up out front to get Victoria onto the board.

But Everett regained its two-goal lead at 14:52. Kevin Davis fired a tame shot from the point, but Jones was able to redirect the puck in, giving the Tips a 3-1 lead heading into the third.

Silvertips 5, Royals 3

Everett 1 2 2 — 5

Victoria 0 1 2 — 3
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Silvertips seek better seeding in postseason
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

EVERETT — The Spokane Arena curse has been vanquished.

Now it’s a sprint to the finish line for the Everett Silvertips.

On Thursday, the Tips were still basking in the glow of ending their 18-game road losing streak against the Spokane Chiefs, courtesy of their 4-2 victory at Spokane Arena on Wednesday.

“That was a pretty cool feeling, finally winning in that building,” said overage center Manraj Hayer, who had never won a game at Spokane Arena in his four seasons with the Tips. “Usually I’m just used to getting right off the bench and being angry headed to the dressing room. It was nice to celebrate on that ice, finally.”

That result turned the last weekend of the regular season into an intriguing one for Everett. The Tips go into their final three games in position to finish anywhere from fourth to sixth in the WHL’s Western Conference. Everett could play any of Victoria, Seattle or Spokane in the first round of the playoffs, and it’s still possible for the Tips to have home-ice advantage.

But none of that would have been possible without Wednesday’s curse-breaking victory at Spokane. Everett hadn’t won at Spokane in more than four years. The last time the Tips won at Spokane Arena was on Feb. 24, 2010. Only one player on Everett’s current roster, overage winger Joshua Winquist, had ever tasted victory in Spokane as a member of the Silvertips.

Winquist scored twice during the second period Wednesday, turning a 2-1 deficit into a 3-2 lead. Then Carson Stadnyk scored his second goal of the game in the third period to give Everett the insurance it needed to end four years of Spokane Arena agony.

“The last time we won there I was a 16-year-old,” Winquist said. “It’s been a while and it felt good to beat those guys there.

“Everyone felt pretty good, all the older guys especially because we haven’t won there in a long time,” Winquist added. “It felt good and everyone was happy.”

Wednesday’s result set up a dramatic final weekend to the regular season. Had Everett lost, the Tips would have needed a miracle to finish anywhere other than sixth in the conference. But now Everett has a shot at finishing fourth, fifth or sixth. Seattle currently sits in fourth place with 86 points, Spokane is in fifth with 84 and Everett is in sixth with 83. Seattle and Everett each have three games remaining, Spokane has two. The team that finishes fourth earns home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs and will face the team that finishes fifth. The team that finishes sixth will start the playoffs on the road against third-seeded Victoria.

“This is why you play hockey, for these type of games that mean everything,” Hayer said. “This is where players really show up and show who they are. This is what you want to play for: Not for barely squeezing into the playoffs, you want to try playing for home ice.”

While Everett still has a chance to earn home ice in the first round, to do so the Tips will need to get help, as well as successfully navigate a brutal final weekend. Everett starts the weekend with a home-and-home set against Victoria, then travels Sunday to face second-seeded Portland. Both Victoria and Portland already have surpassed the 100-point mark.

“It’s going to be tough,” Winquist admitted. “If we want to make a run in the playoffs we’re going to have to knock some of these teams out. So this will be a good way to test ourselves. Who knows, this could be a preview of a playoff series.

“The whole year we’ve been trying to get home-ice advantage in the playoffs,” Winquist added. “We still have a shot at fourth place, so that’s what we’re going to try and do this weekend.”

The teams that will determine the final fates of Everett, Seattle and Spokane are Victoria, Portland and Tri-City. Seattle’s final games include a home-and-home set against Portland, followed by a road game against Tri-City. Spokane finishes the season with a home-and-home set with Tri-City.

Complicating matters is that Portland, Victoria and Tri-City are all already locked into their playoff positions. Portland will be the second seed, Victoria the third seed and Tri-City the eighth seed. Therefore, none of those teams have anything left to play for.

Slap shots

If Everett finishes sixth, it will open the playoffs with games at Victoria on Saturday, March 22 and Sunday, March 23. The Tips’ first home game of the first round would be Wednesday, March 26. … Winquist still has individual honors at stake this weekend. Winquist already broke the franchise record for goals in a season, a total that currently sits at 45. His 89 points are four short of the franchise single-season record of 93, set by Zach Hamill in 2006-07. Winquist is also two games away from joining Shane Harper and Zack Dailey as the only players to appear in 300 career games with the Tips.

Check out Nick Patterson’s Silvertips blog at http://www.heraldnet.com/silvertipsblog, and follow him on Twitter at NickHPatterson.
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Silvertips' Winquist has a knack for finding the net

Everett's Josh Winquist (21) tries to put the puck past Spokane's goalie Eric Williams (35) in the Silvertips' game against the Chiefs on Dec. 15.  

Jennifer Buchanan / The Herald

Everett's Josh Winquist (21) tries to put the puck past Spokane's goalie Eric Williams (35) in the Silvertips' game against the Chiefs on Dec. 15.
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

EVERETT — When Joshua Winquist was a 16-year-old rookie in 2009-10, he had a front-row seat for watching then overager Shane Harper have the greatest goal-scoring season in Everett Silvertips franchise history.

Saturday night the circle was completed when Winquist, now an overager himself, supplanted Harper in the record books.

Winquist broke the franchise record and became the Silvertips' single-season goal-scoring king with two goals in Saturday's 5-2 victory at Seattle.

The two goals gave Winquist 43 this season. That surpassed the previous franchise best of 42 set by Harper in 2009-10.

"It feels pretty good," the 20-year-old from St. Albert, Alberta, said about breaking the record. "I've had a lot of help from playing with good linemates all season and the puck has just been going in for me this year."

Winquist had a mere three goals the season Harper set his record. His path to history closely mirrored that of Harper, who went from scoring six goals as a 16-year-old to setting the franchise record as a 20-year-old.

"It's kind of cool I know the guy who's record I beat," Winquist said. "I played with him and saw him score all 42 of them. It's just a cool thing to do."

Winquist had the good fortune of both tying and breaking the record in the same game.

First, Winquist scored his 42nd of the season at 13 minutes, 2 seconds of the second period last Saturday. With the scored tied 1-1, the Tips broke three-on-two. Jujhar Khaira drove the net, drawing the defense. Ivan Nikolishin then fed a cross-ice pass to Winquist, who had a free run at goal. Winquist made a quick move, then put the puck over Seattle goaltender Taran Kozun's shoulder at the near post, giving the Tips the lead and himself a piece of the record.

Winquist then made the record his own with 1:45 remaining in the game — in somewhat anticlimactic fashion. Nikolishin sprung Winquist free for a breakaway at an empty net, with Winquist giving a little more celebration than an empty-net goal usually warrants.

"All I could think was don't be that guy who misses the net," Winquist said. "Usually you don't celebrate empty-net goals. You kind of just skate off or skate to the bench. But the boys came and congratulated me because it was a pretty big moment. It was pretty cool.

"My job is to help contribute offense to the team," Winquist added. "If it's a goal or an assist, it doesn't really matter. If I can help the team generate offense, that's all that really counts. I got lucky and I got it that night. The more important thing was it was a must-win game and we got the two points."

Winquist broke the record despite missing five games because of injuries.

Winquist also has 43 assists this season, giving him 86 points. He'd have to have a great final week to catch Zach Hamill's single-season franchise record of 93 points set in 2006-07. Winquist's 97 career goals rank third in franchise history behind Maxwell (107) and Harper (100).

Winquist managed to avoid any drama about setting the single-season goal-scoring record. In 2010-11 Tyler Maxwell scored his 41st goal of the season in Everett's 67th game, but he then went goalless over the final five contests to finish one short of the record. Winquist managed to break the record with four games still to play.

"Now I'm going to try and make (the record) as big as I can," Winquist said.

With the record firmly in hand, Winquist and the Tips can spend the final week of the regular season concentrating on trying to move further up the Western Conference standings.

Everett still can finish anywhere between fourth and sixth place in the conference. When the week began the Tips were in sixth with 81 points, trailing fourth-place Seattle by five and fifth-place Spokane by one. All three teams had four games remaining. Spokane played at Seattle on Tuesday, with the Tips traveling to Spokane tonight.

For Everett to have a chance of passing Spokane — and thus setting up the possibility of the first Everett-Seattle playoff series in the 11 years the Tips have been in the league — Everett will likely have to win tonight against the Chiefs. However, that would require an accomplishment Everett hasn't managed in more than four years. The last time the Tips won a game at Spokane Arena was Feb. 24, 2010. Since then Everett has lost 18 straight road games against Spokane.

"It's a big game," Winquist said. "We know we have to try and go there and beat them in regulation, try and keep it a two-point game instead of a three-point game.

"We just need to play a full 60 and not let it get in our heads that it's the weirdest rink in the world," Winquist added, referencing the long line changes that take place in two periods in Spokane, rather than just once in all other rinks. "We just need to go there and beat them by working hard."

Check out Nick Patterson's Silvertips blog at http://www.heraldnet.com/silvertipsblog, and follow him on Twitter at NickHPatterson.
Published: Saturday, March 8, 2014, 10:21 p.m.
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Tips fulfill guarantee, Winquist sets record
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 Herald staff  

KENT — Joshua Winquist put himself into the Everett Silvertips record book Saturday night, and the Tips fulfilled a guarantee.

Winquist scored two goals to break the franchise record for goals in a season as Everett defeated the Seattle Thunderbirds 5-2.

Winquist’s goals gave the 20-year-old from St. Albert, Alberta, 43 this season. That breaks the previous record of 42, set by Shane Harper in 2009-10. Winquist tied the record with the second-period goal that gave Everett a 2-1 lead it wouldn’t relinquish. Then he broke the record with the empty netter that sealed the victory.

Everett’s win, combined with Vancouver’s 4-1 loss to Portland, also assured the Tips at least sixth place in the Western Conference. Everett issued a guarantee to season ticket holders before the season that the Tips would finish no worse than sixth, or else those season ticket holders would receive a $100 credit toward next season.

Patrick Bajkov, Dawson Leedahl and Zane Jones also scored for Everett (36-23-7-2), which won its sixth straight game and suddenly finds itself in the hunt for home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs. The Tips pulled within three points of fourth-place Seattle, with fifth-place Spokane one point ahead of the Tips. Everett and Spokane have four games remaining, Seattle has five.

Austin Lotz picked up the victory in goal, making 31 saves. He did most of his work in the third period as the T-birds dominated play after Everett went ahead 4-1.

Shea Theodore and Russell Maxwell scored for Seattle (39-22-2-4), which dropped its third straight. Taran Kozun stopped 23 of the 27 shots he faced before being pulled early in the third period. Danny Mumaugh stopped both shots he faced in relief.

After a scoreless first period, Everett opened the scoring 5 minutes, 33 seconds into the second when Bajkov banged home a rebound following Kevin Davis’ shot from the point.

Seattle tied it at 7:32. Jaimen Yakubowski drove the net on the rush, and although Lotz made the save, Theodore followed up to put in the rebound and knot it at 1-1.

But the Tips regained their lead at 13:02. Winquist got free on goal and scored past Kozun to give Everett the lead and match Harper’s record. Then the Tips took a two-goal advantage on the power play at 16:12 when Leedahl tipped Matt Pufahl’s shot past Kozun to make it 3-1.

Jones made it 4-1 2:14 into the third, benefitting from Remi Laurencelle’s hustle play to score his first goal as a Silvertip. Seattle made its goalie change and used a series of power plays to gain control of the game, with Maxwell putting in a rebound on the power play at 8:44 to get the T-birds within two. Seattle continued to pressure, but Lotz kept the puck out, and Winquist assured both the game and the record with 1:45 remaining.

Silvertips 5, Thunderbirds 2

Everett 0 3 2 — 5

Seattle 0 1 1 — 2
Published: Friday, March 7, 2014, 12:01 a.m. 
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Silvertips’ Bauml likely out for season with broken leg
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By Nick Patterson, Herald Writer 

LYNNWOOD — With less than two weeks remaining in the regular season, the Everett Silvertips are riding high.

However, it’s likely the Tips will have to travel the rest of the journey without one of their heart-and-soul players.

Key center Kohl Bauml has been diagnosed with a broken leg, and it’s feared he’s done for the season.

Bauml suffered the injury in the opening minutes of Everett’s 5-1 victory over the Kelowna Rockets on Tuesday at Comcast Arena. Bauml and a Kelowna player got tangled together and crashed hard into the boards in front of the Everett bench. Bauml needed to be assisted off the ice and did not return to the game.

Thursday it was revealed that Bauml suffered a compound fracture to his tibia. The typical recovery period for that injury is six weeks. Therefore, Everett likely would have to advance past two rounds of the playoffs for there to be a chance of Bauml returning to the lineup this season.

“It’s a huge loss,” Everett coach Kevin Constantine said following Thursday’s practice at Lynnwood Ice Center. “I think he’s done for the year.”

The news comes just as things were picking up for Everett. The Tips have won four straight games and six of their past seven, and Tuesday’s victory over a Kelowna team ranked No. 1 in the entire Canadian Hockey League might have been the team’s best game of the season.

But replacing Bauml will be a difficult task for the Tips. The 19-year-old from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, is a heady and seasoned veteran who’s in his third season with Everett, and he also serves as an alternate captain.

Bauml’s statistics are modest — 14 goals and 14 assists in 65 games. However, his contributions go far beyond the numbers. Bauml is often assigned the responsibility of playing against the opposition’s top line. He’s also a member of Everett’s top power-play unit, and he’s the Tips’ top penalty-killing forward.

“He was a part of everything,” Constantine said. “He was on our first power-play group, he was our first penalty killer every penalty kill and he played a very regular shift, doing a lot of good work against the top players on the other team.

“There’s a lot of things besides what you see on the ice,” Constantine added. “He’s a good kid from a high character family. He brings a lot of locker room stuff to our team too, because he’s a pretty mature kid and good around the room. It’s a big loss.”

Among the players who could be asked to pick up the slack from Bauml’s absence are wingers Tyler Sandhu and Logan Aasman. Sandhu has missed the past 17 games and Aasman sat out the previous two, both because of upper-body injuries. Both have been cleared to return for tonight’s game at Tri-City.

Tonight’s game begins Everett’s sprint to the finish line. The Tips’ recent winning ways elevated Everett into sixth place in the Western Conference with six games remaining. The Tips have a five-point cushion on seventh-place Vancouver, and they’ve crept within one point of fifth-place Spokane.

However, if Everett wants to leapfrog Spokane and set up a potentially mouth-watering first-round playoff series against Seattle, the Tips will have to get the job done on the road. Five of their final six games are away from the friendly confines of Comcast Arena.

Everett struggled on the road though much of the second half of the season, losing its first 10 road contests after the calendar flipped to 2014. However, the Tips won their past two road games, taking 3-2 in a shootout at Tri-City on Feb. 22, then prevailing 3-1 at Seattle last Sunday. Those are the same two places Everett travels to this weekend.

“Earlier in the year we won games at home and won them on the road, then in the middle of the year we lost games at home and lost them on the road,” Constantine said. “Minus Bauml’s injury, we’re healthy now and winning at home, hopefully we can be a competitive team on the road. I don’t know that for sure, but if we want to have success we have to be, whether it’s in the playoffs or finishing down the stretch. We have to figure it out.”

Slap shots

This weekend Everett leading scorer Joshua Winquist will be looking for a piece of Silvertips history. Winquist has 41 goals, which is one short of the franchise single-season record of 42 set by Shane Harper in 2009-10. Winquist has six games in which to break the record. … Kelowna defenseman Dalton Yorke received a three-game suspension for his game misconduct Tuesday, and the Rockets were fined $250. Yorke line changed to instigate a fight with Everett’s Zane Jones after Jones put a big hit on Kelowna’s Nick Merkley.

Check out Nick Patterson’s Silvertips blog at http://www.heraldnet.com/silvertipsblog, and follow him on Twitter at NickHPatterson.
Published: Tuesday, March 25, 2014, 10:58 p.m.

Game 3: Seattle 4, Everett 3 (OT)
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TALKING POINTS

Everett is in dire straits now.

The Tips and T-birds played their third straight closely-contested game, and for the third straight time it was Seattle that came out on top. The T-birds now own a commanding 3-0 lead in the best-of-seven series. Only twice in WHL history has a team overturned a 3-0 deficit in a seven-game set. Everett is going to have to try and find a way to emulate Kelowna from last season, when the Rockets overcame a 3-0 deficit in the first round to defeat these same T-birds.

But while tonight's game was another close one, the gameplay was drastically different. In Games 1 and 2 Everett outshot Seattle by a considerable margin, but struggled to capitalize on an edge in scoring chances. The Tips outshot the T-birds again -- 31-29 tonight -- but that number is misleading as Seattle was the aggressor throughout. The T-birds set the tone from the beginning with their physical play, forcing Everett goaltender Austin Lotz into four good saves before the game's first whistle.

However, Seattle's physical play also led to penalties, and the Tips were able to build a 2-1 lead in the first period on a pair of power-play goals. Indeed, Everett led on three different occasions, only for the T-birds to tie it up each time. Everett was then fortunate to get out of the third period as the Tips were forced to kill off the final 1:52 while short-handed, but Everett survived some scares.

Seattle's physicality also took its toll as the Tips lost defenseman Noah Juulsen to injury in the first period. Juulsen was checked from behind by Jaimen Yakubowski and remained down on the ice. Juulsen eventually returned to the bench under his own power, but he later departed for the locker room and did not return. Yakubowski was given a double-minor for the hit.

TURNING POINT

Everett had the first good scoring chance in overtime as Zane Jones had a free look at goal, but Taran Kozun made the save. Less than a minute later Mathew Barzal won it for Seattle as he spun away from Everett defenseman Cole MacDonald in the corner, circled the net, got forced into the high slot, but still turned and slid a shot toward goal that glanced off traffic and trickled just inside the post.

THREE STARS

First star: Barzal. One goal, overtime game winners often claim this spot.

Second star: Scott Eansor, Seattle. Two goals, caused the Tips all kinds of problems on the forecheck.

Third star: Patrick Bajkov, Everett. Two goals, three in the series for the 16-year-old.

The Herald's honorable mention: Manraj Hayer, Everett. Three assists, and all three were primaries.

BOX SCORE
Published: Tuesday, March 25, 2014, 6:53 p.m.

Game 3: Everett at Seattle lineup notes
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Note: Lines and defensive pairings are not provided during the postseason.

EVERETT

Forwards: Khaira, Bajkov, Low, Leedahl, Laurencelle, Stadnyk, Fonteyne, Hayer, Winquist, Aasman, Jones, Nikolishin.

Defensemen: Juulsen, Pufahl, Betker, Mueller, MacDonald, Davis.

Goaltenders: Lotz, Amundrud.

Scratches: Sandhu, Adam, Cochrane.

Notes: Same lineup for the third straight game. Tyler Sandhu (undisclosed) remains out injured, while center Kohl Bauml (leg) is not on the roster for this series.

SEATTLE

Forwards: McKechnie, Elliot, Eansor, Hickman, Troock, Gropp, Barzal, Yakubowski, Delnov, Kolesar, Lipsbergs, Maxwell.

Defensemen: Smith, Henry, Theodore, Bear, Wardley, Hauf.

Goaltenders: Kozun, Mumaugh.

Scratches: Wolf, Spencer, Pederson.

Notes: Also the same lineup for the third straight game. Winger Connor Honey (upper body) is not on the roster for the series.
Published: Sunday, March 23, 2014, 8:19 p.m.

Game 2: Seattle 3, Everett 1
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TALKING POINTS

Another close one today, and once again it was the T-birds who prevailed to take a 2-0 series lead.

This one followed a similar pattern to Game 1, and indeed to many of Everett's games this season. The Tips had the advantage on the shot clock -- 27-16 today after it was 39-22 Saturday -- but wasn't able to turn that shot advantage into goals.

And the Tips were oh so close today. Three times Everett drew iron at opportune moments -- once when the Tips were leading 1-0, once when it was tied 1-1, and once when they trailed 2-1. Any one of those could have changed the complexion of the game.

Seattle can thank its special teams for taking a 2-0 lead in the series. The T-birds essentially scored two power-play goals today -- their third goal came just as an Everett penalty expired. Therefore, Seattle is basically 4-for-8 with the advantage over the two games. Everett finished 0-for-5 today and is 1-for-11 in the series. Those three extra goals that resulted from power plays provide the entire margin in the series.

Everett now has a tough task ahead. The Tips must win four of the final five games in the series to advance, beginning with Tuesday's Game 3 in Kent.

TURNING POINT

Of the three posts Everett hit, the second one was probably the one that made the biggest difference. It was 1-1 at the start of the third period, and on the first shift the Tips made an intricate passing move in transition to set up Brayden Low for an open shot cutting in from the left. Low's shot beat Kozun, but it hit off the inside of the post and ricocheted out the opposite direction, keeping it tied.

THREE STARS

First star: Taran Kozun, Seattle. 26 saves, including a dramatic diving stop on Jujhar Khaira in the second period that kept it 1-1.

Second star: Branden Troock, Seattle. One goal, showed some speed.

Third star: Roberts Lipsbergs, Seattle. One goal and one assist, effective on the power play.

The Herald's honorable mention: Low. One assist. Set up Everett's goal, came an inch away from giving the Tips the lead.

BOX SCORE

Seattle 3, Everett 1
Published: Sunday, March 23, 2014, 3:01 p.m.

Game 2: Everett vs. Seattle lineup notes
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Note: Lines and defensive pairings are not provided during the postseason.

EVERETT

Forwards: Khaira, Bajkov, Low, Leedahl, Laurencelle, Stadnyk, Fonteyne, Hayer, Winquist, Aasman, Jones, Nikolishin.

Defensemen: Juulsen, Pufahl, Betker, Mueller, MacDonald, Davis.

Goaltenders: Lotz, Amundrud.

Scratches: Sandhu, Adam, Cochrane.

Notes: No changes for Everett as the Tips maintain the same lineup from Game 1. Tyler Sandhu (undisclosed) remains out injured, while center Kohl Bauml (leg) is not on the roster for this series.

SEATTLE

Forwards: McKechnie, Elliot, Eansor, Hickman, Troock, Gropp, Barzal, Yakubowski, Delnov, Kolesar, Lipsbergs, Maxwell.

Defensemen: Smith, Henry, Theodore, Bear, Wardley, Hauf.

Goaltenders: Kozun, Mumaugh.

Scratches: Wolf, Spencer, Pederson.

Notes: Likewise, the T-birds use the same lineup for the second straight day. Winger Connor Honey (upper body) is not on the roster for the series.
Published: Saturday, March 22, 2014, 10:41 p.m.
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TALKING POINTS

Everett coach Kevin Constantine is always stressing how a team's start is more important than it's finish. That turned out to be the case tonight. The Tips got into penalty trouble early in the game, and Seattle led 2-0 after 11:44 thanks to two power-play goals.

Everett improved from that point, outshooting Seattle 26-10 over the final two periods, including 19-4 in the second period. However, the only thing the Tips were able to produce from that was a five-on-three goal.

Then in the third period Seattle did a good job of slowing the game down and preventing the Tips from getting quality scoring chances.

I don't think either side was thrilled with the officiating tonight. Constantine was particularly agitated during the sequence that led to Seattle's second goal. Everett's Jujhar Khaira was given a goaltender interference penalty that Constantine argued vociferously. Then the T-birds scored on a slap shot from the point by Shea Theodore, a play in which the Tips though Everett goaltender Austin Lotz was interfered with. Then in the second period Seattle was whistled for three penalties in the first 4:28, drawing the ire of the Seattle bench.

Lastly, I saw something new tonight. With 5:22 remaining in the third period the game had to be stopped because Seattle's Justin Hickman got his hand stuck between two panels of glass. Hickman was eventually able to free himself and finished out the game. The stoppage, by the way, ended a stretch of about 10 minutes without a whistle.

TURNING POINT

As important as those goaltender-contact incidents turned out to be, Everett really needed to score more than once during the second period.

THREE STARS

First star: Taran Kozun, Seattle. 38 saves, this is why the T-birds got him at the trade deadline.

Second star: Patrick Bajkov, Everett. One goal, excellent first playoff game for the 16-year-old.

Third star: Russell Maxwell, Seattle. One goal, staked Seattle to an early lead.

The Herald's honorable mention: Mirco Mueller, Everett. No points, but did some nice work defensively, especially when he thwarted a Seattle two-on-one late in the second period.

BOX SCORE

Seattle 2, Everett 1
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Game 1: Everett vs. Seattle lineup notes

Nick Patterson  

Everett Silvertips page

Note: Lines and defensive pairings are not provided during the postseason.

EVERETT

Forwards: Khaira, Bajkov, Low, Leedahl, Laurencelle, Stadnyk, Fonteyne, Hayer, Winquist, Aasman, Jones, Nikolishin.

Defensemen: Juulsen, Pufahl, Betker, Mueller, MacDonald, Davis.

Goaltenders: Lotz, Amundrud.

Scratches: Sandhu, Adam, Cochrane.

Notes: The main news for Everett is that goaltender Austin Lotz and center Jujhar Khaira, who did not finish last Sunday's season finale against Portland, will play tonight, with Lotz getting the start. Winger Tyler Sandhu (undisclosed) is out. Center Kohl Bauml (leg) will miss the series and is not listed on the roster. Call-up goalie Carter Hart is also not listed.

SEATTLE

Forwards: McKechnie, Elliot, Eansor, Hickman, Troock, Gropp, Barzal, Yakubowski, Delnov, Kolesar, Lipsbergs, Maxwell.

Defensemen: Smith, Henry, Theodore, Bear, Wardley, Hauf.

Goaltenders: Kozun, Mumaugh.

Scratches: Wolf, Spencer, Pederson.

Notes: Like Everett, Seattle has a key forward -- winger Connor Honey -- who is not listed on the roster. Honey has missed most of the season because of an upper-body injury. The T-birds are otherwise at full strength.
Published: Thursday, March 20, 2014, 4:30 p.m.

Winquist named second-team all-star
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Everett overage winger Joshua Winquist added another honor to his growing resume today as he was named a second-team Western Conference all-star. He becomes the 11th player in franchise history to be named to one of the all-star teams, and the first since defenseman Ryan Murray was named a second teamer in 2011-12.

 Winquist is certainly deserving of the honor. The native of St. Albert, Alberta, had arguably the greatest offensive season in Everett's 11-year history. He broke the franchise's single-season record for goals with 47, and he also tied Zach Hamill's single-season record for points with 93. He finished tied for fourth in the league in goals and 10 in the league in scoring.

 But while Winquist had a great season, he wasn't assured a spot on the all-star teams. There were a lot of standout forwards in the Western Conference this season, particularly among overagers, and it says something that Portland's Brendan Leipsic couldn't crack either the first or second team.

 Winquist was the only Everett player who received recognition as the WHL announced its all-star teams and award nominees. One has to think Everett coach Kevin Constantine was at least considered in the Coach of the Year category, but Victoria's Dave Lowry was certainly worthy of the Western Conference's nomination.
Published: Saturday, March 15, 2014, 6:18 p.m.
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EVERETT

Forward lines:

Winquist-Khaira-Nikolishin

Leedahl-Fonteyne-Stadnyk

Low-Hayer-Bajkov

Jones-Laurencelle-Sandhu

Defensive pairings:

Pufahl-MacDonald

Betker-Juulsen

Mueller-Davis

Goaltenders:

Lotz

Amundrud

Scratches: Bauml, Aasman, Adam, Cochrane, Hart.

Notes: Everett, which can still finish anywhere from fourth to sixth in the Western Conference, fields the same lineup that won 5-3 in Victoria on Friday night. Winger Tyler Sandhu retains his spot after returning Friday from a 20-game absence. Center Kohl Bauml remains out with a fractured tibia. Fifteen-year-old goaltender Carter Hart has rejoined the Tips as his midget team's season is over, but he's in the stands tonight. The Tips will be keeping a close eye on Seattle (at Portland) and Spokane (at Tri-City), which are both a point ahead of Everett in the standings.

VICTORIA

Forward lines:

Crunk-Fisher-Nelson

Blomqvist-B. Walker-Magee

Fushimi-Soy-Skapski

Carroll-Hodges-Palmer

Defensive pairings:

Cote-Kanzig

Hicketts-Brown

Reddenkopp-Gagnon

Goaltenders:

Vollrath

Polivka

Scratches: Fransoo, Kohlhauser, J. Walker, Oleksyn.

Notes: Victoria, which is playing its final game of the season and already locked into the third seed in the Western Conference, nevertheless plays essentially a full lineup. The only regular rested is overage defenseman Jordan Fransoo. Coleman Vollrath gets the start in goal after Patrik Polivka got the call Friday in Victoria.
Wednesday, 19 March 2014

Saskatoon (Brandon) Wins WHL Draft Lottery 

The WHL Bantam Draft lottery was held today at the WHL Office in Calgary to determine the order of the first six selections in the first round of the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft. The WHL Bantam Draft Lottery involved the six non-playoff teams (Lethbridge, Kamloops, Saskatoon, Moose Jaw, Prince George and Red Deer) from the 2013-14 season. A team could only move up a maximum of two positions in the Bantam Draft. 

A Saskatoon Blades ball was drawn, meaning Saskatoon moves up two spots in the first round of the draft, and will select first overall. The Lethbridge Hurricanes will have the second selection, the Kamloops Blazers will select third, the Moose Jaw Warriors have the fourth selection, the Prince George Cougars will select fifth, and the Red Deer Rebels will have the sixth overall selection.

With six balls in the lottery, the Hurricanes had the best chance at picking first overall, but Head Scout Blake Robson is still pleased. “There’s a lot of depth at the draft this year and from what we’ve seen there’s probably 4 or 5 guys that could go first or second. It will be an interesting day and at number two we’re going to get a top end player that will step in as a 16-year old and start contributing right away.” 

Hurricanes General Manager Brad Robson reiterated that point saying nothing changes. “Where we are today there’s probably three players all close together, all three are very good players. If you polled all 22 times, all of them have those top three guys so it doesn’t change anything we’re still going to get a good player.” 

The order of the second round and all other rounds will be the inverse order of final 2013-14 WHL regular-season standings.

2014 WHL BANTAM DRAFT 1st ROUND ORDER OF SELECTION

Following is the order of selection for the 1st round of the WHL Bantam Draft:

1. Saskatoon Blades

2. Lethbridge Hurricanes

3. Kamloops Blazers

4. Moose Jaw Warriors

5. Prince George Cougars

6. Red Deer Rebels

7. Tri-City Americans

8. Vancouver Giants

9. Prince Albert Raiders

10. Brandon Wheat Kings

11. Kootenay Ice

12. Swift Current Broncos

13. Regina Pats

14. Spokane Chiefs

15. Everett Silvertips

16. Seattle Thunderbirds

17. Medicine Hat Tigers

18. Victoria Royals

19. Calgary Hitmen

20. Edmonton Oil Kings

21. Portland Winterhawks

22. Kelowna Rockets

For the 2nd and all subsequent rounds of the WHL Bantam Draft (not including traded picks) the Lethbridge Hurricanes will select 1st overall. 

Players eligible for the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft will be 1999-born players with the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft being held on Thursday, May 3rd in Calgary. 
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Tuesday, 18 March 2014

WHL Draft Lottery Wednesday 

The 2014 WHL Bantam Draft Lottery will be held at the Western Hockey League office in Calgary, Alberta on Wednesday, March 19, at 11:00 AM MST.

 The Bantam Draft Lottery will involve the six non-playoff teams from the 2013-14 season, and will determine the order of the first six picks in the 1st round of the WHL Bantam Draft.

 The Lottery will use a total of 21 balls and the allotment of balls will be as follows:

Lethbridge Hurricanes - Six balls

Kamloops Blazers - Five balls

Saskatoon Blades - Four balls

Moose Jaw Warriors - Three balls

Prince George Cougars - Two balls

*Prince Albert / Red Deer - One ball

(*Sixth lottery Club will be determined following Tuesday’s tiebreaker game)

 A team can move up a maximum of two positions in the Bantam Draft. Only one ball is drawn in the Lottery.

 The following are the scenarios that can take place following the Lottery selection:

 1). If Lethbridge wins the lottery, Lethbridge will have the first pick, Kamloops will have the second pick, Saskatoon will have the third pick, Moose Jaw will have the fourth pick, Prince George will have the fifth pick and Prince Albert / Red Deer will have the sixth pick in the first round of the WHL Bantam Draft.

 2). If Kamloops wins the lottery, Kamloops will have the first pick, Lethbridge will have the second pick, Saskatoon will have the third pick, Moose Jaw will have the fourth pick, Prince George will have the fifth pick and Prince Albert / Red Deer will have the sixth pick in the first round of the WHL Bantam Draft.

 3). If Saskatoon wins the lottery, Saskatoon will have the first pick, Lethbridge will have the second pick, Kamloops will have the third pick, Moose Jaw will have the fourth pick, Prince George will have the fifth pick and Prince Albert / Red Deer will have the sixth pick in the first round of the WHL Bantam Draft.

 4). If Moose Jaw wins the lottery, Lethbridge will have the first pick, Moose Jaw will have the second pick, Kamloops will have the third pick, Saskatoon will have the fourth pick, Prince George will have the fifth pick and Prince Albert / Red Deer will have the sixth pick in the first round of the WHL Bantam Draft.

 5). If Prince George wins the lottery, Lethbridge will have the first pick, Kamloops will have the second pick, Prince George will have the third pick, Saskatoon will have the fourth pick, Moose Jaw will have the fifth pick and Prince Albert / Red Deer will have the sixth pick in the first round of the WHL Bantam Draft.

 6). If Prince Albert / Red Deer wins the lottery, Lethbridge will have the first pick, Kamloops will have the second pick, Saskatoon will have the third pick, Prince Albert / Red Deer will have the fourth pick, Moose Jaw will have the fifth pick and Prince George will have the sixth pick in the first round of the WHL Bantam Draft.

 The Lottery only applies to the first round of the WHL Bantam Draft. For each round following the first round, WHL teams shall draft in the inverse order of final regular season standings with Lethbridge receiving the first pick. 

 Posted by  Pat     at  12:28     4 comments:      

Email This

BlogThis!

Share to Twitter

Share to Facebook

Share to Pinterest

Monday, 17 March 2014

Ramsay & Derko Sign ECHL Tryout Contracts 

One day after seeing their Western Hockey League careers come to a close, a pair of Lethbridge Hurricanes are taking the next step. Forwards Brady Ramsay and Josh Derko have signed amateur tryout contracts with teams in the East Coast Hockey League.

Brady Ramsay, 21, signed with the Stockton Thunder which reunites him with former Lethbridge Hurricanes teammate Landon Oslanski. Ramsay was passed over in the Bantam Draft but scouts noticed his play and invited him to training camp. His grit, tenacity and toughness along with his offensive upside are what he’s showcased throughout his time in the WHL. The Calgary native played his entire WHL career with the Hurricanes registering 129 points (53G, 76A) in 255 career games.

20-year old Josh Derko signed his ATO with the Gwinnett Gladiators. Derko was acquired in a deadline trade with Swift Current in the 2012-2013 season. The native of Sherwood Park, AB suffered a knee injury in late December but was able to return to play the final five games of the season. Despite being limited to just 42 games this season, his strong physical play made him tough to play against. Derko tallied 53 points (29G, 24A) in 207 career WHL games.

Both Derko and Ramsay are expected to join their respective teams later this week.

 Posted by  Pat     at  17:00     1 comment:      

Email This

BlogThis!

Share to Twitter

Share to Facebook

Share to Pinterest

Sunday, 16 March 2014

Hurricanes Lose 14th Straight to End Season 

LETHBRIDGE - The Medicine Hat Tigers dealt the Lethbridge Hurricanes their 14th consecutive loss to end this WHL season as they defeated the Canes 6-2 Sunday afternoon at the ENMAX Centre.

 Not the start the Hurricanes were hoping for in their final game of this WHL season. The Tigers opened things up with three goals in the first 12 minutes of the first period. Chad Butcher got things going with a tip shot past Stuart Skinner to make it 1-0. Six minutes later Medicine Hat would go ahead 2-0 when Jacob Doty snapped home the puck, beating Skinner on the short side. A couple of minutes later the Tigers would add another, this time on a power play. Miles Koules was allowed to simply skate right in and lift a backhander over Skinner to make it 3-0 Medicine Hat through 20 minutes of play. The Tigers also had a goal called back in that period. The Hurricanes were out shot 12-10.

 In the second, the Tigers would score again to go ahead 4-0. Cole Sanford, who's having a career season lifted a shot over Skinner to increase Medicine Hat's lead. The Hurricanes finally broke the shut out bid of Medicine Hat's goalie Nick Schneider when Brady Ramsay scored in his last-ever Western Hockey League game. That was his 15th of the year and cut the Tigers lead to 4-1 after 40 minutes of play. It was also a power play goal. The Tigers held a 23-19 edge in shots.

 In the third, the Tigers would keep the offence going. They'd make it 5-1 when Curtis Valk notched his 47th goal of the season. That would pretty much seal the game for Medicine Hat. The Hurricanes did however get one more. Riley Sheen scored his team-leading 19th goal of the season to cut the Tigers lead to 5-2, but Medicine Hat added one more before it was all said and done. Connor Hobbs scored on the power play and the Tigers skated away with a 6-2 victory. The Tigers out shot Lethbridge 33-26. The Canes went 1/5 on the power play and the Tigers 2/4. The Hurricanes end the year on a 14 game losing skid. They end the year with a franchise-worst 12-55-2-3 record in 72 games 

2013-2014 Hurricane Player Awards

 Community Relations Award: Jamal Watson

 Scholastic Players of the Yerar Award: Tyler Wong

 Hardest Working Award: Brady Ramsay

 Top Defenceman Award: Lenny Hackman

 Top Scorer Award: Riley Sheen

 CJOC Three Stars Award: Jamal Watson

 Fan Favourite Award: Tyler Wong

 Perseverance, Dedication, & Sportsmanship Award: Tyler Wong

 Rookie of the Year Award: Giorgio Estephan

 Most Valuable Player: Brady Ramsay

Final Hurricanes This Week Radio Show 

To wrap things up, we will bring back the Hurricanes Media Roundtable Monday night on CJOC. Dylan Purcell from the Lethbridge Herald and Paul Kingsmith from Global TV will join Fred and I in-studio to go over the season that was for Hurricanes. There will be plenty talk about given this season turned out nothing like anyone expected when the puck first dropped back in September.  The show starts at 7:00 pm MDT.

WHL Draft Lottery

 The WHL's Draft Lottery will take place on Wednesday (Mar. 19) in Calgary. The Hurricanes, finishing last in the league overall will have the greatest chance at getting the first overall pick. The Canes can only move down one spot, so they can pick no worse than second overall. If the Hurricanes do get the first overall selection in the May 1st Bantam Draft it would be first time in franchise history. 

 That's All She Wrote!

 As tough as this season been, it's been a pleasure to broadcast the games on 94.1 CJOC. On behalf of myself and Colour Analyst Fred Jack, thank you to all those who tuned into Hurricanes hockey. You are the reason we have kept doing what we do. And even in tough times we tried to do the best job and in the most professional manner possible. Thank you to all our listeners once again!

 Thanks,

 Pat
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Saturday, 15 March 2014

Canes Drop 13th Straight, Losing 6-3 in Medicine Hat 

MEDICINE HAT - The Medicine Hat Tigers scored twice shorthanded and twice more on the power play as they beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 6-3 Saturday night.

 The Medicine Hat Tigers opened the scoring in what was a mean-nothing game for both teams in terms of the standings. Dylan Bredo's point shot was re-directed by Alex Mowbray to make it 1-0 Medicine Hat. No chance for Stuart Skinner on that play. Skinner made his second consecutive WHL start in this game. Late in the period Medicine Hat struck again, this time while the Canes were on a power play. Curtis Valk moved in shorthanded and snapped the puck home for his 45th goal of the year. The Hurricanes had a great chance to get back into the game late in the period with a lengthy 5-on-3 power play, but they couldn't beat Marek Langhamer in the Tigers net. Medicine Hat held on to that 2-0 lead through 20 minutes of play. The Canes were out shot 17-12.

 In the second, the Tigers would score again while the Hurricanes were on a power play.  The Canes got caught in the Medicine Hat zone and the Tigers moved up 2-on-1 shorthanded and they made no mistake, scoring their second shorty of the night when Trevor Cox buried a shot by Skinner making it 3-0. Before the end of the period, the Tigers would get one more goal, this time a power play marker by Cole Sanford. That put the home town Tigers ahead 4-0 after 40 minutes of play. They held a sizable edge in shots on goal at 35-18.

 In the third, the Tigers would keep to offence coming. Trevor Cox scored his second goal of the hockey game, when he beat Skinner. That made it 5-0 and then yet another power play goal by Medicine Hat, Curtis Valk getting his second of the evening and that put the home team ahead 6-0. The Hurricanes finally started to find some offence in the last 8 minutes of the game when they scored three times. Bryton Sayers scored his 4th of the season on a power play and that was followed up less than minute later off a great backhander from Reid Duke. That was his 15th of the season and cut the Tigers lead to 6-2. Before the final buzzer sounded, the Canes would get one more on the power play, this time from Tyler Bell who scored his 6th of the year. That cut the Tigers lead to 6-3 and that's the way this game would end. Medicine Hat out shot Lethbridge 41-35. The Canes went 2/8 on the power play and the Tigers 2/6. The Canes have now lost a season-high 13 games in a row and see their overall record fall to 12-54-2-3 in 71 games.

Next Up

The Hurricanes will wrap up this WHL season Sunday afternoon (Mar. 16) when they host the Tigers in the re-match. This game was supposed to have been played Friday but had to be re-scheduled because of a water emergency which has since ended.  Game time is 4:00 pm MDT. The pre-game show on CJOC at 3:30. That'll put an end to the Canes 72 game schedule for the 2013-2014 WHL campaign. 

Thanks,

Pat
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Thursday, 13 March 2014

Water Emergency Re-Schedules Final Home Game 

The City of Lethbridge remains in a State of Local Emergency this afternoon due to a critical water storage situation and a boil water order remains in effect.

Positive gains at The City Of Lethbridge Water Treatment Plant are being made and the communities conservation efforts are assisting the City to address this State of Local Emergency.

In an effort to provide our fans with a safe and enjoyable experience, The ENMAX Centre, The Hurricanes Hockey Club, The Medicine Hat Tigers and the WHL have made the decision to move this game to Sunday March 16th at 4:00PM. Concessions will be providing bottled products and all facilities within the venue will adhere to AHC Guidelines and Regulations.

All tickets for Friday, March 14th can be used at the door on Sunday, March 16th. Please note that due to these circumstances, there will be NO Season Tickets exchanged on Sunday. Doors open at 3:00PM, Game Time is 4:00PM.

The ENMAX Centre and Lethbridge Hurricanes Hockey Club thank you for your consideration regarding this and we look forward to seeing you all at the game on Sunday, March 16th at 4:00PM. 

 Posted by  Pat     at  14:39     10 comments:      

Email This

BlogThis!

Share to Twitter

Share to Facebook

Share to Pinterest

Tuesday, 11 March 2014

Hitmen Defeat Lethbridge 5-3 in Calgary 

CALGARY - The Calgary Hitmen opened up a two goal lead in the third period and skated away with a 5-3 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes Tuesday night.

 A great start for the Hurricanes on the road in this one. Less than a minute into the game, Lethbridge opened the scoring when Riley Sheen wrapped the puck in from behind the Hitmen goal, beating Chris Driedger to make it 1-0 Lethbridge. That was Sheen's 17th of the season. The goal was also the start of a wild opening 8 minutes to this game. Right after that Sheen goal the Hitmen tied it up, also on their first shot of the night. Travis Sanheim slid a shot under Stuart Skinner, who was making his first-ever WHL start in goal. That tied things up at 1-1. Shortly after that, the Canes took the lead again, on Riley Sheen's second of game. It was also Sheen's 18th overall this year and less than a minute after that goal, Calgary would tie the game on just their second shot. That was a power play goal from Alex Roach to even things at 2-2. That was four goals on just six shot between the teams in the opening 8 minutes. After the goal scoring fest, both clubs settled down and there was no more offence the rest of the period. The game remained tied at 2-2 after 20 minutes of play. The shots favour Calgary 12-9.

 In the second, the Calgary Hitmen started to pick up the pace and eventually took their first lead of the night when Jake Virtanen tipped in a a shot for his 43rd goal of the season. That made it 3-2 Calgary. It stayed that way until the final few minutes, when Calgary extended it's lead thanks to goal from Kenton Helgesen. That made it 4-2 Hitmen. Lethbridge though got that back seconds later when Tyler Wong floated a shot over Driedger and in to cut the Calgary lead to 4-3 after 40 minutes of play. That was Wong's 18th goal of the season. Calgary also made a goaltending change following that goal. Mack Shields came in for the rest of the game. The shots favoured Calgary 31-17.

 In the third, the Hurricanes would push hard to try and find the equalizer but Calgary ended up adding some insurance on a power play when Adam Tambellini beat Skinner to increase the Hitmen lead to 5-3. Those two power play goals actually turned out to be the difference because that's the way this game would end. Calgary went 2/2 on the power play and Lethbridge finsihed the night 0/1. The Hitmen out shot the Canes 44-27. The Hurricanes have lost 12 games in a row and see their overall record fall to 12-52-2-3 in 70 games this season. The Canes actually played pretty well in my opinion and Stuart Skinner, in his first full WHL game was solid. He was able to shake off the first two goals he allowed and rebounded well.

Yearly Awards Night

Friday night the Lethbridge Hurricanes will hand out their year-end awards, including Rookie of the Year, Hardest Working and MVP during a pregame ceremony. The team will also recognize their graduating players before taking on the Tigers in the game that is sponsored by Green Prairie. Following the game, we’ll be having a LIVE auction giving fans a chance to win their favorite players’ jersey as we auction off our alternate jersey; the blue airplane logo

Next Up 

 The Lethbridge Hurricanes enter their final two games of the season this weekend when they close things out against the rival Medicine Hat Tigers. The Canes will host the Tigers Friday (Mar. 14) and then travel to the Hat Saturday (Mar. 15). Game time Friday is 7:00 pm MDT. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. The Saturday game is a 7:30 pm MDT start in Medicine Hat.

 Thanks,

 Pat
Tuesday, 11 March 2014

WHL Commissioner Ron Robison Speaks 

Western Hockey League Commissioner Ron Robison spent a few minutes on 94.1 CJOC Monday night to address a number of different issues regarding rumours surround the Lethbridge Hurricanes.

 Fred Jack and I put a number of questions to the Commissioner and the entire interview can be listened to below. Hurricane fans though should not worry about Lethbridge losing its WHL team. Ron Robison made it very clear at the end of our chat that, "There is no question in our minds that Lethbridge is an outstanding hockey community and can support a Western Hockey League franchise. We've had no thoughts whatsoever of ever vacating the Lethbridge market. It's a very important market for us in Alberta and in our Central Division. The fans are great, but they're like all fans that want a reason to get excited about their team and to get there you need to be competitive season in and season out".
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Saturday, 8 March 2014

Canes Lose 11th Straight, 5-3 to Swift Current 

LETHBRIDGE - The Swift Current Broncos scored three times in a very short span late in the second period as they came back to beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 5-3 Saturday night.

  The Hurricanes, for the first time in a while opened the scoring in a game. Tyler Wong walked in and rifled a wrist shot over the blocker of Landon Bow to give the Canes a 1-0 lead. That was Wong's 16th goal of the season. It was also the Canes first shot of the game. The Broncos had a few solid chances as well as the period moved along, but Teagan Sacher was solid in goal to keep the visitors off the score sheet. The Hurricanes held on to that 1-0 through 40 minutes of play. The shots favoured Swift Current 10-6.

 In the second, the teams would exchange a total three goals in very short order. Swift Current tied the game at 1-1 when Jay Merkley hammered a shot off the crossbar and in to get the Broncos on the board. Lethbridge though restored its one goal lead literally seconds after that when Brady Ramsay snapped the puck by Landon Bow for his 14th goal of the season, giving the Canes a 2-1 lead. That didn't last long as the the Broncos came right back to tie the game again, this time a nice goal by Graham Black to even the score at 2-2. That was three goals in just 1:14 between the two clubs. The Broncos ended up blowing the game wide open with three goals late in the period over a span of just 92 seconds. Graham Black scored his second of the game to make it 3-2 Broncos. Then right after that, Jay Merkley fired home his 2nd of the game to make it a 4-2 game. Shortly after that Coda Gordon would get in on the action with a goal and just like that Swift Current opened things up with a 5-2 lead after 40 minutes of play. The Broncos held a 33-16 edge in shots.

 In the third, the Hurricanes made a goalie change. Stuart Skinner came in to replace Teagan Sacher. This was Skinner's first-ever WHL action. The Hurricanes scored early in the period when Jamal Watson scored his team-leading 18th goal of season. That would cut the Broncos lead to 5-3. The Canes kept pushing to get back into the game, but on this night, that would be as close as they could manage to get. The loss was the Canes 11th in a row and drops their overall record to 12-52-2-3 in 69 games this season. The Broncos went 1/3 on the power play and Lethbridge 0/4. Swift Current out shot the Hurricanes 42-25. 

Hurricanes This Week

 Our second-last Hurricanes radio show hits the airwaves on CJOC Monday night (Mar. 10) at 7:00 pm MDT. On the show Fred Jack and I will be joined by Hurricanes Captain and overage forward Josh Derko, Western Hockey League Commissioner Ron Robison, and Bob Ridley, the long time radio voice of the Medicine Hat Tigers.

Next Up

 The Hurricanes are down to their final three games in this WHL campaign. They travel to Calgary Tuesday (Mar. 11) to take on a very good Hitmen team at the Saddledome. Calgary has been a big fight for weeks with Edmonton for the number one overall spot in the Eastern Conference. The Canes will return home Friday (Mar. 14) to host Medicine Hat in their final home game of the season and then wrap things up Saturday (Mar. 15) against the Tigers again, this time in Medicine Hat.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Friday, 7 March 2014

Regina Pats Beat Hurricanes 5-2 at ENMAX Centre 

LETHBRIDGE - The Regina Pats handed the Lethbridge Hurricanes their 10th straight loss as they beat the Canes 5-2 Friday night at the ENMAX Cente.

 Not a good start for the home team in this game. Just 4:00 into the first period, Dyson Steveson, who's had the Hurricanes number all season long cashed in a rebound by Teagan Sacher to give the Pats a 1-0 lead. A few minutes later the Hurricanes got back to even terms. Josh Derko, who missed 27 games with a knee injury scored his 10th goal of the year to tie the game at 1-1. The Pats, though continued to roll throughout the period, pounding pucks at the Lethbridge goal, but Sacher kept his team in it. Regina heavily out shot the Hurricanes 18-3.

 In the second, the Pats opened things up with three goals in a span of 2:17. While the Hurricanes were on the power play, Regina scored it's 15th shorthanded goal of the season when Braden Christoffer slid a backhander behind Sacher to make it 2-1 Pats. 60 second later Regina's Logan McVeigh scored to make it 3-1 and then a few minutes later on a power play, Boston Leier got a nice bounce and fired the puck in the back of the net and just like that, the Regina Pats grabbed a 4-1 lead. Regina added one more with just 6 seconds left in the period, when Colby Williams floated a shot by Sacher to make it 5-1 Pats after 40 minutes of play. The Hurricanes closed the gap in shots on goal. The Pats held a 31-22 edge.

 In the third, the Canes would score the only goal on a power play, when Josh Derko notched his second of the night and 11th of the season to cut the Pats lead to 5-2 and that's the way this one would end. Regina out shot the Hurricanes 44-32. Lethbridge went 1/6 on the power play and the Pats 1/3. The Hurricanes have now lost 10 games in a row. They see their record fall to 12-51-2-3 in 68 games this season. 

Canes Call Up Prospect (G) Skinner

 The Hurricanes goalie of the future is now with the hockey club for the rest of this WHL season. Stuart Skinner, who the Canes selected 17th overall in the 2013 WHL Bantam Draft backed up Teagan Sacher during Friday's game against Regina. Assistant Coach Mike Craig says he expects Skinner will get a start or two in these final few games of the season.

Derko Returns For Final Week

 Overage forward Josh Derko made his return to the Hurricanes line-up after missing nearly 30 games with a knee injury. The Canes Captain will suit up for the team's final few games and his final games in the WHL. Derko told me before the game Friday he's excited to be back and feels better now than before the injury. 

Next Up

 And then there were four! The Canes have two home games and two road game remaining as this current WHL season quickly winds down. The Hurricanes will be looking to avenge a 7-4 loss in Swift Current last week when they host the Broncos Saturday night (Mar. 8). Game time is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. During the final week of the season next week, the Hurricanes will play in Calgary Tuesday (Mar. 11) and then finish things up with back-to-back games against Medicine Hat Friday and Saturday (Mar. 14 in Lethbridge and Mar. 15 in the Hat).

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Thursday, 6 March 2014

Hurricanes Announce Season Ticket Renewal 

Hurricanes hockey fans can get an early jump on next season by renewing or purchasing their season tickets for the 2014-2015 season! Loyalty Pricing, for existing Season Ticket Holders, is in effect until June 21st.  

Loyalty Pricing: 

Adult                     $488.70

Senior                   $374.25

Student                 $363.75

Youth                    $167.25

*all taxes and facility fees included

If you’re a NEW Season Ticket Holder, you can purchase your tickets at our special Early Bird Pricing which is in effect until July 26th. 

Early Bird Pricing:

Adult                     $504.45

Senior                   $427.00

Student                 $379.50

Youth                    $183.00

*all taxes and facility fees included

Season Tickets will be available NEW or for RENEWAL starting on Friday, March 7th on the concourse. 

For more information on the 2014/15 Hurricanes Season Tickets, call the Hurricanes Office (403) 328-1986 or the ENMAX Ticket Centre at (403) 329-7328. 
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Saturday, 1 March 2014

Hurricanes Lose 9th Straight, 7-4 to Broncos 

SWIFT CURRENT, SK - The Lethbridge Hurricanes erased a 3-0 first period deficit, but it wasn't enough as they fell 7-4 to the Swift Current Broncos Saturday night.

 Just like the last number of games, the Hurricanes opposition would open the scoring. Swift Current defenceman Julius Honka floated a point shot which beat a screened Jonny Hogue, giving the Broncos a 1-0 lead. Four minutes later, Swift Current added another. Graham Black wired a shot to make it 2-0. Then less than two minutes after that, Julius Honka scored his 2nd of the game to put the Broncos ahead 3-0. That was it for goalie Jonny Hogue who allowed 3 goals on just 10 shots. Teagan Sacher replaced him in goal and that appeared to light a fire under the Hurricanes. Lethbridge came storming back with three goals in the final 6:30 to even the score. Lenny Hackman scored his 2nd of the season, then Jamal Watson stole the puck while shorthanded and he snapped home his 17th of the season to cut the Broncos lead to 3-2. That was the Canes 2nd shorthanded goal of the year. In the final minute of the period, the Hurricanes tied the game when Carter Folk knocked in his 5th of the season and the game would go from a 3-0 Swift Current lead to a 3-3 tie after 20 minutes of play. The shots favoured the Broncos 14-12.

 In the second, the Broncos would regain the lead when Andrew Johnson snapped home a shot, beating Sacher to make a 4-3 game in favour of Swift Current. Before the end of the period the Broncos scored once more, this time a power play goal by Dillon Heatherington. The goal had to go to video review before it was confirmed to be a good goal. It was and Swift Current would grab a 5-3 lead heading into the dressing room after 40 minutes of play. The shots favoured Swift Current 27-17.

 In the third, the Broncos kept the offence coming. Jake DeBrusk, 2:11 into the period, hammered the puck by Sacher to give Swifty a 6-3 lead early in the period. The Canes got one of those back when Michael Holub tucked in his 2nd goal of the year to cut the lead to 6-4. The Canes pulled the goalie in the final few minutes, but Colby Cave iced the game with an empty netter and the Broncos skated away with a 7-4 victory. Swift Current out shot Lethbridge 42-30 in this game. The Canes went 0/7 on the power play and the Broncos 1/5.

The Hurricanes have now lost nine games in a row with just five games left in the season. This loss sees their overall record fall to 12-50-2-3 in 67 games this season. This year will already go down as the least amount of wins in franchise history. Prior to this season, the least amount of victories for Lethbridge Hurricanes came in the 1987-88 and 2009-10 season when the club had only 20.

Hurricanes This Week

We are down to our final three radio shows on CJOC. Coming up on Monday (Mar. 3) Fred Jack and I will be joined by Head Coach Drake Berehowsky, Hurricanes overage forward Brady Ramsay, and Shawn Mullin, the radio voice of the Swift Current Broncos. The show airs at 7:00 pm MST. 

Next Up

The Hurricanes will now remain in southern Alberta for the remainder of this WHL season. With just five games to go, the Canes will play their next two at home on Friday (Mar. 7) and Saturday (Mar. 8) when they host Regina and Swift Current respectively. Both games at 7:00 pm MST starts on CJOC. Then he's Eason wraps up the following week with games in Calgary and the back to back against rival Medicine Hat to close out the 72 Western Hockey League schedule.

Thanks,

Pat 
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Friday, 28 February 2014

Canes Drop 8th Straight, Losing 5-2 in Moose Jaw 

MOOSE JAW, SK. - The Moose Jaw Warriors scored once even-strength, once shorthanded, and once on the power play, all in the first period as the beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 5-2 Friday night.

 The Warriors opened  the scoring in this game. Just 3:20 into the first period, Jack Rodewald was fed the puck at the side of the Lethbridge goal and he beat Teagan Sacher on the shortside to put Moose Jaw ahead 1-0. The Warriors kept it coming with a pair of special teams goal before the end of the period. While the Hurricanes were on the power play, they coughed up the puck up, the Warriors moved down the ice shorthanded and Sam Fioretti scored to give the home team a 2-0 lead. In the final minute the Canes took a slashing penalty with just 3.7 seconds left on the clock defenceman Alexey Sleptsov hammered a point shot giving Moose Jaw a comfortable 3-0 lead after 20 minutes play. The Hurricanes were out shot 12-7.

 In the second, the Hurricanes got on the board when former Warrior Tyler Bell floated a point shot from the blue line. That beat goalie Justin Paulic to cut the Moose Jaw lead to 3-1. The Canes continued to claw their way back into the game. Just past the midway point in the period, Taylor Cooper moved in on a two-on-one rush with Giorgio Estephan and Copper snapped a shot over the goaltender to get the Hurricanes to within one goal. That was Cooper's 12th goal of the season and it cut the Warriors lead to 3-2 after 40 minutes. Moose Jaw held a slight 20-16 edge in shots on goal.

 In the third, the Canes would push hard to try and get the tying the goal, but Moose Jaw would hold them off the score sheet. The Warriors added some insurance when Miles Warkentine snapped a shot over Sacher to make it 4-2 Moose Jaw and then in the final minute of the the game, Colton McCarthy put a shot off a Lethbridge defender and in to make it a 5-2 final. Lethbridge was out shot 32-26 in this game. Moose Jaw went 1/7 on the power play and the Hurricanes 0/6. That actually turned out to be the difference in this game. The Canes have lost 8 straight games and see their record drop to 12-49-2-3 in 66 games this season. 

Next Up

The Hurricanes close out a very busy week of five games in 8 days when they take on the Broncos in Swift Current Saturday (March 1). This will be the third of four meetings between the clubs this season. Swift Current will make the return trip to Lethbridge next Saturday (March 8) for the final match-up between the teams this season.  The Canes are down to their last six games, 3 away and 3 at home.  Their next home game is Friday (March 7) when they host the visiting Regina Pats.

Thanks,

Pat
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Wednesday, 26 February 2014

Wheat Kings Defeat Hurricanes 6-2 in Brandon 

BRANDON, MB. - The Brandon Wheat Kings scored four times in the second period as they beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 6-2 Wednesday night.

 A very decent opening period for the Lethbridge Hurricanes in this game. They were the better team for most of the opening 20 minutes, but unfortunately it was the Brandon which got things going. Eric Roy hammered a shot by Jonny Hogue to give the home team a 1-0 lead. The Canes were able to shake that off. Late in the period, they evened the score on a two-on-one rush. Carter Folk's pass went off a Brandon defender and past goalie Curtis Honey to even the score at 1-1 after one period of play. The Canes had some very good chances. They out shot the Wheat Kings 16-10.

 In the second, the Wheat Kings would take advantage of a double minor for high sticking called against Canes forward Tyler Wong. In the last half of the power play, Rene Hunter blasted a point shot, beating a screened Jonny Hogue to make it 2-1 Brandon. The Wheaties added three more before the end of the period. Jayce Hawryluk with a great slap shot on yet another power play to give Brandon a 3-1 lead. Just over a minute after that Rihards Bukarts made it 4-1 Wheaties halfway through the second period. Brandon added one more when Jens Meilleur beat Hogue after a great pass from Ryan Pulock. That made it 5-1 Wheat Kings after 40 minutes of play. The home team made some big adjustments after lack-luster first period. They hammered 23 shots on goal in that period and held a 33-25 edge after 40 minutes of play.

 In the third, the Wheaties extended their lead once again. Jayce Hawryluk early in the period, less than a minute in snapped one by Hogue. The Hurricanes ended up scoring one more before the final buzzer sounded. Tyler Wong with a nice back-hander, scoring his 15th of the season to cut Brandon's lead to 6-2. That's the way this game would end. Brandon out shot Lethbridge 46-38. The Wheaties went 2/5 on the power play and the Canes 1/3. The Hurricanes have now lost seven games in a row and this loss drops their overall record to 12-48-2-3 in 65 games this season. The Canes have also given up 319 goals this season, the most out of any team in the WHL.

Next Up

 It's down to the final 7 games for the Lethbridge Hurricanes. They get Thursday off for a travel day back east. The Canes play game three of this four game road trip Friday (Feb. 29) when they take on the Warriors in Moose Jaw. This will be the last meeting of the season between the teams. Game time is 6:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 5:30. The road trip ends Saturday (Mar. 1) when they travel to Swift Current. Lethbridge has three remaining games at home. They're back Friday (Mar. 7) to host Regina and Saturday (Mar. 8) when Swift Current comes to town.

 Thanks,

 Pat

Tuesday, 25 February 2014

Regina Pats Hammer Hurricanes 8-0 

REGINA, SK. - It was the Dyson Stevenson show as the Regina Pats rolled over the Lethbridge Hurricanes 7-0 Tuesday night at the Brandt Centre.

 The Hurricanes appeared to have opened the scoring on the road in this game until a video review overturned it. Carter Amson scored, but the video replay indicated the puck was directed in off a hand. Regina eventually opened the scoring on a goal by Dyson Steveson, who would actually become a goal scoring machine in this game. That goal made it 1-0 Pats. Just over two minutes later, Stevenson would get another one to put the Pats ahead 2-0. It looked like that's the way the period was going to end until Stevenson found a way to complete the natural hatrick, scoring his third goal of the period to give Regina a 3-0 lead after 20 minutes of play. The shots favoured the Pats 11-9.

 In the second, the Pats kept it rolling with Morgan Klimchuk getting in on the action. Klimchuk snapped a bullet by Teagan Sacher to make it 4-0 Pats. That was his 3rd point of the night. That was it for Teagan Sacher. He allowed 4 goals on 18 shots. Jonny Hogue came in between the pipes and he didn't fair much better. The Pats scored twice on Hogue before the end of the period. Braden Christoffer scored to give the Pats a 5-0 lead and then in the final minute of the period, Patrick D'Amico took a feed from Morgan Klimchuk and he scored to make it 6-0 after 40 minutes of play. The shots were even at 23-23.

 In the third, the Pats and Dyson Stevenson would keep it coming. Stevenson notched his 4th goal of the night on the power play to make it a 7-0 score. The Pats would get one more before the final buzzer sounded. Patrick D'Amico scored on a 5-on-3 power play late in the game to put the Pats ahead 8-0 and that's the way this would end. The Pats out shot Lethbridge 35-29. The Canes went 0/6 on the power play and Regina 2/6. The Hurricanes have lost 6 games in a row and see their overall record fall to 12-47-2-3 in 64 games this season.

 From Global's Paul Kingsmith on Twitter: 11th time this season the @WHLHurricanes have given up at least 7 goals. 4th time in 9 games. #YQL #WHL

Wong Returns to Line-Up

 After missing a number of weeks with back-to-back concussions, forward Tyler Wong made his return to the Hurricanes line-up Tuesday night in Regina. Wong had been leading the Hurricanes in goals scored prior to his injuries. He has 14 goals on the season and 27 points in 44 games. Tyler Bell sat out the game against the Pats. He was suspended one game for a hit to the head in Medicine Hat last weekend. It's the third time a Lethbridge player has been suspended in the last two weeks. Prior to Bell, Macoy Erkamps and Carter Amson were also handed suspensions by the WHL disciplinarian.  

Next Up

 The Hurricanes are down to their final 8 games of the season. They're next action takes them into Brandon to face the Wheat Kings on Wednesday (Feb. 26). Game time is 6:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 5:30. This will be the final meeting of the season between the teams. The Canes beat the Wheaties the last time these clubs played in Lethbridge. That also happened to be the Hurricanes last victory. Lethbridge will have Thursday off and then play in Moose Jaw Friday (Feb. 29) and in Swift Current Saturday (Mar. 1).

 Thanks,

 Pat 

 Posted by  Pat     at  20:43     6 comments:      

Email This

BlogThis!

Share to Twitter

Share to Facebook

Share to Pinterest

Saturday, 22 February 2014

Tigers Drop Hurricanes 5-3 in Medicine Hat 

MEDICINE HAT - Penalty trouble proved costly again as the Medicine Hat Tigers scored three times on the man advantage and once on a penalty shot as they beat the Hurricanes 5-3 Saturday night.

 Not a good start for the Hurricanes in this game. 56 seconds into the opening period, Medicine Hat was awarded a penalty shot when Nick Walters tried to knock the puck off the stick of Myles Koules. The Medicine Hat forward was given the penalty shot and he made no mistake, beating Teagan Sacher to make it 1-0. The Tigers would keep it coming. A few minutes later Medicine Hat got two great chances back-to-back and both times they put the puck off the goal post. They would eventually jump ahead by a pair when the Hurricanes got caught with too many men on the ice. On the ensuing power play, Medicine Hat's Cole Sanford scored to make it 2-0. Before the end of the period though, Lethbridge got one of those back when Jamal Watson got behind the defence and scored his 16th goal of the season. That cut the Tigers lead to 2-1. The Tigers hit the post for a third time shortly after that Lethbridge goal. The scored remained 2-1 Tigers after 20 minutes. The shots favoured the home team 14-11.

 In the second, the Tigers deadly power play would click twice in the first 3:05 of the period. The Hurricanes Tyler Bell took a major penalty near the end of the first period for a hit to the head. Medicine Hat made the Canes pay in the second. Kyle Becker scored on the man advantage to make ti 3-1. Just 1:04 later, the Tigers struck again on the same power play, when Dylan Bredo scored to put Medicine Hat ahead 4-1. The Canes didn't have many chances in the second frame with only 8 shots on goal. The Tigers took a three goal lead into the dressing room after 40 minutes of play. The shots favoured the Tigers 27-19.

 In the third, the Tigers would add to their lead. A great passing play finished off by Myles Koules who scored his 2nd of the game to give Medicine Hat a 5-1 lead. The score stayed that way until the final few minutes when the Hurricanes ended up scoring a pair of goals. Giorgio Estpehan got his 12th of the season on a power play to cut the lead to 5-2 and then just over a minute later Reid Duke tipped a Jamal Watson shot for his 14th of the year to make it a 5-3 game in favour of Medicine Hat and that's the way this game would end. The Tigers out shot the Canes 40-29. Lethbridge went 1/5 on the power play and the Tigers a perfect 3/3. That was difference right there.........special teams! The loss is the Hurricanes 5th in a row and drops their overall record to 12-46-2-3 in 63 games. 

Next Up

The Hurricanes have nine games remaining in this WHL season and next week they head on their final road trip of the year. The Canes will play four games in five nights starting Tuesday (Feb. 25) is Regina against the Pats. Regina is playing its best hockey of the season right now. They're in first place in the East Division and second place overall in the Eastern Conference. The Hurricanes will then play in Brandon on Wednesday (Feb. 26), Moose Jaw on Friday (Feb. 29), and then cap off the swing with a game Saturday (March 1) in Swift Current. All these teams, with exception of Moose Jaw are fighting for their playoff lives so I expect some high tempo games. All four match ups start at 6:00 pm MST. The pre-game shows on CJOC at 5:30. 

Thanks,

Pat
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Friday, 21 February 2014

Canes & Cops Game This Sunday 

Members of the Lethbridge Regional Police Service and Lethbridge Hurricanes are lacing up their skates for a free exhibition game this weekend. 

The Cops and Canes game will feature mixed teams that include a combination of police officers and Hurricanes players. The game is set for Sunday, February 23rd at 3:00p.m. at the Civic Ice Centre (6th Ave & Stafford Drive South) and is open to the public. The Police and Hurricanes will be collecting non-perishable food items to donate to the local food banks.

On the ice the teams will be battling for bragging rights and a special trophy, but off the ice Cops and Canes is an opportunity for the young players to connect with law enforcement officers and learn more about a career in policing.  

Members of the Police Service and Hurricanes will be available for media interviews at the game. 
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Wednesday, 19 February 2014

Vancouver Giants Beat Hurricanes 5-2 

LETHBRIDGE - The Vancouver Giants scored a pair of quick first period goals and that was the difference as the defeated the Lethbridge Hurricanes 5-2 Wednesday night.

 The Vancouver Giants came out gunning at the ENMAX Centre in this game. Things stayed scoreless until just after the halfway mark when Vancouver would open the scoring with a pair of goals just 19 seconds apart. Teagan Sacher made a stop, but he didn't fully cover the puck. Travis McEvoy came in and tapped it into the goal to make it 1-0 Giants. Right after the draw from centre ice, Vancouver came straight down the ice and score again. Alec Baer put the puck by Sacher and just like that it was 2-0 Giants. That's the way the period ended. It was also a feisty period, featuring three fights. Vancouver held a 17-8 edge in shots on goal.

 In the second, both clubs would get some quality scoring chances and late in the period the Hurricanes got back into the game, thanks to a power play goal. Carter Folk banged home his 3rd goal of the season, beating Jared Rathjen to cut the Vancouver lead to 2-1. With less than a minute remaining in the period, the Canes would take a penalty and the Giants would re-take a two goal lead. Carter Popoff, the Giants leading scorer buried one to make it 3-1 Vancouver after 40 minutes of play. The Canes were out shot 33-22 through two periods.

 In the third, the Giants blew the game open with a couple of goals. Cain Franson scored to make it 4-1 Giants and then a few minutes later Joel Hamilton scored to give the visitors a commanding 5-1 lead. Lethbridge would get one more before the end of the game. Giorgio Estephan, on the power play notched his 11th goal of the season to make it 5-2 and that's as close as they would get in this game and the Giants would beat the Canes for the second time in a month. In the two games these clubs played this season, Vancouver beat Lethbridge by a combined score of 15-2. The Giants out shot Lethbridge 48-29 in this game. The Canes went 2/5 on the power play and Vancouver 1/4. The loss drops the Hurricanes overall record to 12-45-2-3 in 62 games this season.

Final Push at Home

 The Hurricanes have just three remaining home games left. Their next action at home is March 7th when they host the Regina Pats. The Canes will also take on Swift Current March 8th and then play their final game of the season at the ENMAX Centre March 14th vs. Medicine Hat. 

Next Up

 The Hurricanes have just 10 games to go in the season and hit the road for their next five straight. The Hurricanes will take on the rival Tigers in Medicine Hat on Saturday night. This will be one of three games these two clubs will play against each other in the last three weeks of the season. Game time is 7:30 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 7:00. The Hurricanes will then head off to Saskatchewan and Manitoba next week where they will play 4 games in 5 nights.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Monday, 17 February 2014

Edmonton Oil Kings Hammer Hurricanes 12-0 

EDMONTON - The Edmonton Oil Kings rattled off five goals in the second period as they embarrased the Lethbridge Hurricanes 12-0 Monday afternoon at Rexall Place.

 The Lethbridge Hurricanes were under heavy fire in the opening 5 minutes of this matinee in Edmonton. The Oil Kings struck first on an early power play when Reid Petryk beat goalie Teagan Sacherto make it 1-0 Edmonton. At that time the Oil Kings were out shooting Lethbridge 8-0 just three minutes into the game. The Hurricanes settled down after that until they took another penalty with under five minutes to go in the period and the Oil Kings power play, which has struggled all season long, hit pay dirt for a second time when Curtis Lazar wired a point shot by a screened Sacher to make it 2-0 Edmonton. Before the period came to an end, the Oil Kings would score once more, this time a nice shot by Henrik Samuelsson gave the home team a big 3-0 after 20 minutes of play. The shots end up close, 12-10 Oil Kings.

 In the second, the Oil Kings kept the offence coming. The Hurricanes were unable to clear the puck when Henrik Samuelsson kept it in, dropped it back to Brett Pollock and he hammered a shot by Sacher to make it 4-0 Edmonton. A few minutes later the penalty trouble would continue for the Canes. Edmonton would get a 5-on-3 power play when Ashton Sautner beat Teagan Sacher. That made it 5-0 Edmonton. The Oil Kings kept it coming. Mads Eller got in on the action to make it 6-0. That was it for Teagan Sacher who surrendered 6 goals on 20 shots. Jonny Hogue came in and the Oil Kings got to him too. The Hurricanes ended up taking back-to-back-to-back penalties, putting Edmonton on two 5-on-3 power plays for two full minutes each and the home team would score on both. Mitch Moroz scored to make it 7-0 and then Henrik Samuelsson got his 2nd of the afternoon to put Edmonton ahead 8-0 after 40 minutes of play. The shots favoured the Oil Kings 33-16.

 In the third, Edmonton made it 9-0 early in the period when Edgars Kulda beat Jonny Hogue. They would keep racking up the goals after that too. Mitch Moroz scored his second of the game to make it 10-0. Brett Pollock then notched his second of the afternoon to put Edmonton ahead 11-0 and before the end of the game Curtis Lazar potted his second of the game and this one ended 12-0. It was an ugly one at Rexall Place for the Hurricanes. Edmonton's 11 goals and 6 power play goals were both team records. Edmonton went 6/11 on the power play and Lethbridge 0/3. The Oil Kings out shot the Canes 53-25. The loss dropped the Canes overall record to 12-44-2-3 in 61 games this season. 

Next Up

 The Hurricanes are down to their final 11 games and play 5 of their next 6 away from the ENMAX Centre. The Canes return home Wednesday (Feb. 19) to host the visiting Vancouver Giants. This will be the second and final meeting of the season between the two teams. The last time the Canes faced the Giants was a month ago on the coast and Vancouver won a very lopsided game beating thee Hurricanes 10-0.  Game time Wednesday is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. The Canes will then play their next 5 on the road over the course of only 8 days including games in Medicine Hat, Regina, Brandon, Moose Jaw, and Swift Current.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Saturday, 15 February 2014

Calgary Hitmen Beat Hurricanes 8-1 

LETHBRIDGE - A three goal first period and three more in the second as the Calgary Hitmen to a 8-1 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes Saturday night.

 The Calgary Hitmen, who've been scoring goals like crazy lately opened the scoring in this game. Just under three minutes into the period, Alex Roach lit the red light on the Hitmen's first shot of the night, beating Teagan Sacher to give Calgary a 1-0 lead.  Just past the midway point of the period, the penalty parade continued for the Hurricanes and Calgary would make the home team pay again. Pavel Padakin with a picture perfect tip. He would score on the man advantage to give the Hitmen a 2-0 lead. Before the end of the period, Calgary would add one more when Adam Tambellini snapped the puck by Sacher to make it 3-0 Calgary after 20 minutes of play. The Hurricanes were out shot 12-9. Despite the three goals, it really wasn't a bad period for the Canes as they had a number of solid scoring chance, just couldn't beat goalie Mack Sheilds.

 In the second, the Hurricanes started the period with a goalie change as Jonny Hogue replaced Teagan Sacher. It didn't long for the high-scoring Hitmen to get to Hogue. Chase Lang would find the back of the net to make it 4-0 Hitmen and then shortly after that Lang would set up Alex Roach for his 2nd of the game and Calgary jumped ahead 5-0. Before the end of the period, the Hitmen would keep scoring. Jake Virtnanen this time with his 7th goal in 5 games against Lethbridge this season. That made it 6-0 Calgary after 40 minutes of play. After that 3rd goal, Lethbridge made yet another goalie switch. Jonny Hogue out and Teagan Sacher back in. The shots were actually close, favouring Calgary 23-21.

 In the third, the troubles continued for Lethbridge. Alex Tambellini would score his second of the game to make it 7-0 Calgary. More penalties for the Hurricanes when Macoy Erkamps was ejected from the game for kneeing. He was given a 5 minute major and on the ensuing power play Tambellini would make it 8-0 with his 3rd goal of the night. The Hurricanes were able to break the shut out bid for Calgary's Mack Sheilds when Giorgio Estephan scored late in the period, his 10th goal of the season. That cut the Hitmen lead to 8-1 and that's the way the game would end.

 Calgary unloaded for 24 shots in the final period of play and out shot the Hurricanes 47-30 on the night. The Hitmen went 4/8 on the power play and Lethbridge 0/3. The loss drops the Hurricanes overall record to 12-43-2-3 in 60 games this season. 

Next Up

 The Hurricanes are down to their final dozen games and play 5 of their next 6on the road as we head into the final three weeks of this 2013-2014 WHL season. The Canes will play Monday afternoon (Feb. 17) on the road in Edmonton against the Oil Kings. It's a Family Day matinee at Rexall Place. Game time Monday is 2:00 pm MST. The pre-game show at 1:30 on CJOC. The Canes return home Wednesday (Feb. 19) to host the Vancouver Giants and then it's back on the bus for five straight away from the ENMAX Centre. Because of the game Monday, there will be no Hurricanes This Week radio show. Our next program is February 24th. Just four more radio shows to go on CJOC before this season is in the books.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Friday, 14 February 2014

Moose Jaw Warriors Beat Hurricanes 4-2 

LETHBRIDGE - Ben Duperreault broke a 2-2 tie in the second period as the Moose Jaw Warriors beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 4-2 Friday night at the ENMAX Centre.

 The visitors got off to a very energetic start in this game. The Canes didn't generate much offence with just two shots in first 13 minutes. Moose Jaw opened the scoring when Bryson Gore stole the puck and moved down the right side, hammering a shot off Teagan Sacher and in, to make it 1-0 Warriors. The Hurricanes got that one back with a great goal by Reid Duke. An end-to-end rush on the power play by Duke and he scored a highlight reel goal, his 13th of the season to even the game at 1-1. The Warriors had a lengthy 5-on-3 power play in the late stages of the period, the Canes managed to kill that off to keep the game tied through 20 minutes of play. The shots on goal favoured Moose Jaw 16-7. Despite only 7 shots, the Canes had some great scoring chances.

 In the second, the Warriors took the lead just 15 seconds into the period when Jack Rodewald beat Sacher to give the visitors a 2-1 lead. That didn't last long. Just 30 seconds after that goal, the Hurricanes came right back down the ice and Riley Sheen potted his 16th goal of the season to even the score again, this time 2-2. The Warriors, for a third time in the game though would end up regaining a one goal lead. Ben Duperreault found the back of the goal to give Moose Jaw a 3-2 lead. That's the way the period ended. The Warriors held a 24-17 edge in shots on goal.

 In the third, the Hurricanes would do everything to try and find the equalizer, but Zach Sawchenko did a great job in the Moose Jaw goal to keep the Canes off the score board. Lethbridge pulled the goaltender with a minute to go, but the Warriors iced the game with an empty net goal from Torrin White and Moose Jaw would win the game 4-2. The Warriors out shot Lethbridge 34-29 in this game. The Hurricanes penalty kill was solid. The Warriors finished the game 0/5 on the power play and the Canes 1/5. The loss drops the Hurricanes record to 12-42-2-3 in 59 games this season. The Canes are down to their final 13 games. 

Next Up

 The Hurricanes next action is Saturday (Feb. 15) when they play host to the visiting Calgary Hitmen. This will be the 5th of 6 meetings this season between the two Central Division clubs. Calgary has won all four meetings so far. Game time is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. The Canes will be on the road on the Family Day Monday for a matinee game in Edmonton against the Oil Kings. Game time is 2:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 1:30.

 Thanks,

 Pat

Wednesday, 12 February 2014

Hurricanes Beat Wheat Kings 3-2 in OT 

LETHBRIDGE -Taylor Cooper scored the game winner against his former team in overtime as the Lethbridge Hurricanes came back to beat the Brandon Wheat Kings 3-2 Wednesday night.

A pretty good period of hockey at the ENMAX Centre between two teams that haven't played in three months. The game remained scoreless through the majority of the period, until the Hurricanes took a "too many men on the ice" penalty. The Wheat Kings made the Canes pay on what was their 3rd power play of the period, when Richard Nejezchleb scored, beating Teagan Sacher to give the Wheaties a 1-0 lead through 20 minutes of play. Ryan Pilon's return to the ENMAX Centre was marked with boos by the fans each time he touched the puck. The Canes best chance came when Reid Duke rung one off the goal post midway through the period. Brandon held a 10-6 edge in shots on goal.

 In the second, the Hurricanes didn't register a shot until the final 8 minutes of the period, they came on strong and had several good chances to even the score. But Jordan Papirny came up with a few big stop for Brandon to keep Lethbridge off the score board. The Wheaties pushed hard as well. Teagan Sacher kept it a one goal game through 40 minutes, 1-0 Wheat Kings. Brandon held an 18-12 edge in shots.

 In the third, cue the comeback for the Lethbridge Hurricanes. The Canes tied the game 8:40 into the period when Riley Sheen broke the shutout bid for Jordan Papirny, scoring his 15th goal of the season to tie the game up at 1-1. Just over three minutes later, the Hurricanes took the lead when Brady Ramsay ripped home his 13th goal of the season to give Lethrbidge a 2-1 lead. Late in the period the Wheaties came charging back to even the score when Quinton Lisoway scored to even things up at 2-2. That goal sent this game in extra time. 

 In the overtime session, Brady Ramsay sprung Taylor Cooper free on a breakaway just 20 seconds into OT and he scored the winner, beating Papirny and the Hurricanes would skate away with an exciting 3-2 come back victory on home ice. The victory ends a three game losing skid for the Canes and improves their overall record to 12-41-2-3 in 58 games this season. Lethbridge went 0/1 on the power play and Brandon 1/4. The Wheat Kings out shot Lethbridge 27-26.

Family Weekend

The Hurricanes are kicking off Family Weekend! The players’ parents and families will be in town and taking part in a pregame ceremony prior to Friday's game. It's also a good chance to get a Canes Family Pack for only $55. You’ll receive (2) Adult tickets, (2) Youth tickets, (4) Medium Pop and (2) Large Popcorn. Also, for the second straight year the band Mahoney is back and bringing LIVE music back to the ENMAX Centre Friday night. 

Next Up

The Hurricanes play a pair of home games this week before heading out on the road for an afternoon game Monday in Edmonton on Alberta's Family Day. The Canes will host the Moose Jaw Warriors Friday night (Feb. 14). This will be the 3rd of 4 meetings between the clubs, with both team winning on the road. Game time is 7pm MST on CJOC. The Canes and Warriors will meet for the final time in Moose Jaw at the end of this month. On Saturday (Feb. 15) the Hurricanes close out this re game home stand with a visit from the Calgary Hitmen. 

Thanks,

Pat
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Saturday, 8 February 2014

Kootenay ICE Double Lethbridge Hurricanes 4-2 

CRANBROOK, BC -Sam Reinhart had a three point night as the Kootenay ICE beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 4-2 Saturday night.

 The Kootenay ICE opened the scoring in this game. Rinat Valiev took a great pass from Sam Reinhart and he buried behind Teagan Sacher to give the ICE a 1-0 lead. Before the end of the period the Hurricanes would even the score with a power play goal. Bryton Sayers' point shot was deflected in by Reid Duke, his 12th goal of the season and that tied things up at 1-1 after 20 minutes of play. The Canes had a number of great scoring chances in the first period and out shot Kootenay 19-7.

 In the second, the ICE would regain their one goal lead. Jagger Dirk cashed in a rebound from behind the goal to give the home team a 2-1 lead and then a few minutes the ICE made good on a power play. A great passing play between Jaedon Descheaaneau and Sam Reinhart resulted in Reinhart scoring a pretty goal. That made it 3-1 ICE. It was also Reinhart's 3rd point of the hockey game. Through 40 minutes of play the Hurricanes held a slight 25-23 edge in shots on goal.

 In the third, the ICE would increase their lead when Luke Philp got in on the offence with a nice backhander, beating Sacher on the short side. That made it 4-1 Kootenay. Things started to get a little rough a few minutes later as the penalty parade started for both teams. That Canes were given a power play for 4 minutes. Riley Sheen ripped home his 14th goal of the season to cut the ICE lead to 4-2. After that Sheen skated over the Kootenay penalty box, which was full at the time, and let them know he was upset. He was given a penalty for unsportsmanlike conduct for that. The Canes pulled the goalie later on to try and come back from the two goal deficit, but that's as close as they would get and the ICE would win the game 4-2. The final shots ended even at 34-34 in this one. Lethbridge went 2/7 on the power play and Kootenay 1/4. The loss drops the Hurricanes record to 11-41-2-3 in 57 games this season. This was another chippy affair between these two Central Division rivals. There were several penalties called in this game against both clubs.

Hurricanes  This Week

 Our weekly Hurricanes radio show is back on the radio Monday night (Feb.10). Fred Jack and I will be joined by General Manager Brad Robson. We will talk with Bruce Luebke, the radio voice of the Brandon Wheat Kings as well. We only have five Hurricanes This Week radio shows left on CJOC. The program starts at 7:00 pm MST.

Next Up

 The Hurricanes are down to their final 15 games. They return home for their next three games. Wednesday the Brandon Wheat Kings pay a visit to the ENMAX Centre. This game will mark the return of Ryan Pilon to Lethbridge for the first time since he was dealt to the Wheaties a few months ago. Brandon is having a solid season and currently sit in 1st place in the East Division. On Friday (Feb. 14) then Canes will play host the Moose Jaw Warriors and then on Saturday (Feb.15) the Calgary Hitmen come to town. Game time for all three games is 7:00 pm MST.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Hurricanes Fire Assistant Coach Lukowich 

The Lethbridge Hurricanes announced Saturday, Assistant Coach Brad Lukowich is no longer with the team.

Lethbridge Hurricanes General Manager Brad Robson says Lukowich has been “terminated for cause.”

Lukowich joined the Hurricanes coaching staff in June 2013 after more than a decade in the National Hockey League with 6 different teams.
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Friday, 7 February 2014

Kootenay ICE Hammer Hurricanes 8-1 

LETHBRIDGE - The Kootenay ICE exploded for five goals in the first period as they easily skated by the Lethbridge Hurricanes 8-1 Friday night at the ENMAX Centre.

 The Hurricanes were able to hold the ICE off for the first five or so minutes, but the visitors did end up striking first on the score board. Luke Philp scored for Kootenay to give the ICE a 1-0 lead. In the last half of the period, the ICE would keep the offence coming in a big way with four more goals in the final 7:30. Jaedon Descheneau, who's been red hot all season scored his 35th goal of the year to give the ICE a 2-0 lead. A few minutes later Kootenay would go on the power play, when Sam Reinhart hammered home a shot, beating Jonny Hogue to make it 3-0 Kootenay.  The Canes got one of those back right off the draw at centre ice when Riley Sheen was sprung free and he beat Mackenzie Skapski to cut the ICE lead to 3-1. That was Sheen's 13th goal of the season. Kootenay though would get two more before the end of the period to take a commanding lead. Tim Bozon was set up with a one-timer and ripped a shot by Hogue to make it 4-1 and then shortly after Luke Philp notched his 2nd of the night to make it 5-1 Kootenay after 20 minutes play. The ICE out shot Lethbridge 17-11.

 In the second, the ICE would add to their already sizable lead. The Canes started the period with a goaltending change and Kootenay managed to get to Teagan Sacher early. That goal made it 6-1 ICE. After that though, Sacher settled in and was brilliant for the remainder of the period. Kootenay continued to pepper shots at the Lethbridge goal and Sacher was solid the rest of the way. The score remained 6-1 ICE after 40 minutes of play. Kootenay fired 19 shots at Sacher in that period and held a 36-18 edge shots.

 In the third, the ICE would add to their lead. Tim Bozon would complete the hatrick when he beat Teagan Sacher with a shot over the glove hand. That gave the ICE a 7-1 lead. Before the end of the game Kootenay made it 8-1 with a goal by Zach Franko. That would be it and that would end what was a rough night for the home town Lethbridge Hurricanes. The ICE out shot the Lehbridge Hurricanes 43-24. The ICe went 1/4 on the power play and Lethbridge 0/3. The loss drops the Canes overall record to 11-40-2-3 in 56 games this season.

Next Up

 The Hurricanes have 16 games remaining in this 2013-2014 WHL season. Their next action is on the road Saturday (Feb. 8) when they play the back end of this home-and-home set against the Kootenay ICE, this time in Cranbrook. This will be the final meeting of the season between the Canes and ICE. Game time is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. The Hurricanes return home next week for three games at the ENMAX Centre: Wednesday (Feb. 12) vs. Brandon, Friday (Feb. 14) vs. Moose Jaw, Saturday (Feb. 15) vs. Calgary.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Thursday, 6 February 2014

Large Crowd Attends Canes Shareholders Meeting 

Lots of questions at Thursday night's Mid-Season Hurricanes Shareholders Information Meeting.

 A crowd, much bigger than the one at last fall's Annual General Meeting gathered upstairs in the lounge at the ENMAX Centre to hear President Brian McNaughton, Business Manager Terry Huisman, GM Brad Robson, and Head Coach Drake Berehowsky speak about this current WHL season.

 As expected shareholders wanted answers to a number of things ranging from the current state of finances to the coaching staff. Brian McNaughton stated, "This is not a re-build, but a re-set of our organization. This has been tough on the board, but for the most part our board has stuck together and we're confident we have the right people in place." He said restructuring of the Hurricanes lease with the ENMAX Centre will likely be done in 3-4 weeks. Regarding finances, McNaughton said the team secured a line of credit with Servus Credit Union. "We are not over budget. We are just short cash." He said the team's current total operating debt is at $100,000, but feels they can't get close to break even by the end of the season. "I feel extremely confident we're going in the right direction. I feel as good about the team now as I have in the last 5 years." You can listen to the full media scrum with Brian McNaughton below.

 Business Manager Terry Huisman said attendance at Hurricanes games this year is down 12%, but the club has made up revenue in other areas like in merchandise sales and cutting down on expenses. He says the Hurricanes are trending an average of 660 fans less per game from last season. "That impacts our bottom line significantly. We have run into cash flow issues. Working with banks to secure that. Our debt has not increased."

 General Manager Brad Robson had plenty say as well. He talked about the direction the club is heading in and about some of the things which have gone on this season. "This has been frustrating. It hasn't been easy. There's been a lot of sleepless nights. We're doing our best." Robson was also asked about why Assistant Coach Brad Lukowich hasn't been around. He said Lukowich is not sick and is fine. But that it was a "personnel matter" and would not be discussing it in the public. You can here more of the media's interview with Robson below.

 Head Coach Drake Berehowsky spoke passionately about the kind of year it's been. "We've begun changing the character. I know it's been frustrating. It's a process that takes time."

 Some shareholders brought up the fact that perhaps it was time to consider selling the club. McNaughton stated: "There's never been a (purchase) offer presented to the board of the Lethbridge Hurricanes." He also mentioned that Kris Versteeg never approached the Board of Directors. McNaughton also said the WHL picks its owners and locations for it teams.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Wednesday, 5 February 2014

Blades Storm Back to Beat Canes 6-3 

LETHBRIDGE - The Saskatoon Blades erased a 2-0 deficit late in the second period and came back to defeat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 6-3 Wednesday night.

  The Lethbridge Hurricanes struck first in this game. Nearly 5 minutes into the period, Tyler Bell let a long shot go from the blueline and that beat Saskatoon's goalie Troy Trombley to give Lethbridge a 1-0 lead. That was Bell's 4th goal of the season. The Canes had some solid chances as the period moved on. The Blades best chance came when Ryan Graham hit the crossbar. Other than that, Jonny Hogue was able to shut the door and the Hurricanes would hold on to that one goal lead through 20 minutes of play. The shots favoured Lethbridge 9-6.

 In the second, the Hurricanes would add a little insurance to their lead when Jamal Watson cashed in his 14th goal of the season to give the home team a 2-0 lead.  It appeared as if that two goal lead would hold up through the the rest of the period, but the Blades would have something to say about that. Saskatoon would tie the game late with a pair of quick goals from Austin Adamson and then shortly after that, Cory Millette tied it up on the power play to even the score at 2-2 through 40 minutes of play. Lots of shots in this one. Lethbridge held a 32-22 edge in shots on goal.

 In the third, just over 90 seconds into the period, the Blades would take their first lead of the night when Mitch Lipon scored, beating Jonny Hogue to give Saskatoon a 3-2 lead. The Blades were down 2-0 late in the second period and three quick goals turned this game around in very short order. The Hurricanes had a glorious chance to tie the game when they had a 5-on-3 power play for nearly 1:20. The Blades killed off the first penalty, when Dylan Busenius stepped out of the penalty box and moved in on a shorthanded breakaway, beating Jonny Hogue upstairs to give the Blades a big 4-2 lead. The Canes got one of those back when Jamal Watson notched his second goal of the night and 15th of the season to cut the Blades lead to 4-3. Just when it looked like the Hurricanes may be on their way back, Saskatoon came back right off the face-off at centre ice, came storming down and scored to take a two goal lead for a second time in the game. Ryan Graham scored the goal off a rebound to give Saskatoon a 5-3 lead. The Hurricanes pulled the goalie with a couple of minutes remaining, but Brett Stovin scored into an empty goal to give Saskatoon a 6-3 come-from-behind victory. This was a very wide open game. Lethbridge out shot Saskatoon 53-38. The Canes went 0/6 on the power play and gave up a shorthanded goal while the Blades finished the game 1/5. The loss ends the Hurricanes two game win streak and drops their overall record to 11-39-2-3 in 55 games this season.

 Assistant Coach Brad Lukowich was absent for the Hurricanes bench for a second straight game. He did not accompany the team to Red Deer last weekend and has not been at practice all week. Media was told Lukowich is not feeling well and no date was given for his return. 

Mid-Season Shareholders Meeting

This is to remind all Lethbridge Hurricanes Shareholders of the upcoming Shareholders Mid-Term Information Meeting on Thursday, February 6th, 2014 at 7:00pm in the ENMAX Centre Lounge (upstairs of the ENMAX Centre, 2510 Scenic Drive South). The purpose of this meeting is to give all Lethbridge Hurricanes Shareholders an overview of the Hockey Club at this point of the season as well as to allow for a question and answer session. Shareholders can expect to hear from Board President Brian McNaughton as well as Business Manager, Terry Huisman. The Hurricanes Board of Directors and the hockey club encourage all of the shareholders to attend and take part in this event. Please Note: this meeting is for Lethbridge Hurricanes SHAREHOLDERS ONLY. 

Next Up  

The Hurricanes next action is Friday at home when they take on the visiting Kootenay ICE. Game time is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. This will be the the 5th of 6 meetings between the two clubs. The Canes and ICE will close out their regular season set Saturday night in Cranbrook.

Thanks,

Pat
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Saturday, 1 February 2014

Hurricanes Defeat Rebels 6-5 in Shoot Out 

RED DEER - The Lethbridge Hurricanes erased a two goal deficit and battled back to beat the Red Deer Rebels 6-5 in a shoot out Friday night.

 It was a wild opening period at the ENMAX Centrium as the two teams exchanged 5 goals. Red Deer opened the scoring on their first shot of the night when Rhyse Dieno beat Jonny Hogue to make it 1-0 Rebels. That was also a shorthanded goal. That lead was short-lived because just 31 seconds later the Canes stormed back on the power play when Reid Duke scored his 10th goal of the season to even things at 1-1. Less than two minutes later the Rebels would go on the power play and they'd get another one, this time Raymond's Brooks Maxwell scored to make it 2-1 Red  Deer. That was the Rebels' second goal on their first 5 shots of the night. The Canes got themselves into more penalty trouble a few minutes later and Red Deer would increase it's lead with another power play goal, again Maxwell getting the goal for Red Deer, his second of the game to make it 3-1 Rebels. Lethbridge got one of the back before the buzzer sounded when Carter Folk snapped home his 2nd goal of the season, beating Patrick Bartosak to make it a 3-2 game in favour of Red Deer through 20 minutes of play. Despite being down, the Canes out shot Red Deer 15-13.

 In the second, the Rebels would jump ahead by a pair of goals again, when Nick Charif found the back of the net to give the home team a 4-2 lead. Shortly after that, the Hurricanes would get back to within one when Nick Walters fired a shot, scoring his 2nd goal of the season to cut the Rebels lead to 4-3. Those two goals cam early in the period and Hogue and Bartosak were perfect for the rest of the period and the score stayed 4-3 Red Deer through 40 minutes. The Rebels held a slight 26-24 edge in shots on goal.

 In the third, the Rebels would take a two goal lead for a third time in the game, with yet another power play goal. This time Preston Kopek lit the red light to give Red Deer a 5-3 lead. Things weren't looking all that good for the Hurricanes, but they managed to battle back and tie the game again with a couple of goals. A power play goal by Kolten Olynek, his 4th of the season got Lethbridge to within one and then with just under 8 minutes left, Reid Duke scored his second goal of the night, 11th of the season to even the score at 5-5.  Neither club was able to score the rest of the period and the game would head into overtime.

 The extra period solved nothing, so the game would head to a shoot out to decide a winner. Through 5 rounds of the shoot out, the only player to score for either team was Kolten Olynek and the Hurricanes would skate away with a 6-5, come-from-behind victory. The Hurricanes didn't once have the lead in this game until Olynek's shoot out winner. The Rebels slightly out shot the Canes 41-34 in this game. Special teams were huge. Red Deer went 3/5 on the power play and also scored a goal shorthanded. The Canes went 2/7 with thee man advantage.

 The Hurricanes called up goaltender Stuart Skinner to back up Jonny Hogue for this game. The Hurricanes re-assigned Jarrod Schamerhorm to Merritt of the BCHL earlier in the day. Teagan Sacher, who's been injured since late December is very close to returning and likely will be back in action in the coming days. That will certainly boost the Hurricanes between the pipes for the final 18 games of the season.

Three Quarterway Point in the 2013-2014 WHL Season

 The Lethbridge Hurricanes are now officially through 3/4 of this WHL season and now have just 18 games remaining before things wrap up and the players head home for thee off-season. Through 54 games, the Canes sit with a record of 11-38-2-3. During the exact same 54 game sample last season, the Hurricanes had compiled a record of 24-22-1-7 for 56 points.

Hurricanes This Week

 Our first program of February hits the CJOC airwaves at 7:00 pm MST on Monday night (Feb. 3). We hope to have Assistant Coach Mike Craig on the program for a little bit. Goaltender Teagan Sacher, and Les Lazaruk, the radio voice of the Saskatoon Blades.

Next Up

 After a very hectic schedule which kept the Hurricanes on the road a lot last month, the Hurricanes will stick around southern Alberta for pretty much the majority of the first three weeks of February. The Canes have 12 games this month, 6 at home and a6 on the road. The Hurricanes will play 3 games in 4 nights this coming week. Their next action is Wednesday (Feb. 5) when they host the Saskatoon Blades. Game time is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. The Canes will host Kooteny Friday (Feb. 7) and then head to Cranbrook for the re-match Saturday (Feb. 8).

 Thanks,

 Pat

Friday, 31 January 2014

Canes Re-Assign Goalie Schamerhorn 

The Lethbridge Hurricanes announced Friday they have re-assigned Goalie Jarrod Schamerhorn to the Merritt Centennials of the BC Hockey League who own his rights.

The Hurricanes acquired the Kelowna, BC native at the January 10th WHL trade deadline from the Portland Winterhawks in exchange for a 7th round Bantam pick in 2014.

Prior to joining the Hurricanes, the 6’2, 189 pound netminder had played in 10 games with the Winterhawks posting a 3-2-0-0 record with a 4.40 GAA and .875 save percentage. He was acquired to help the Hurricanes goaltending situation with Teagan Sacher sidelined with an injury. In four appearances with Lethbridge, Schamerhorn was 0-2 with a .822 save percentage.
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Canes End Losing Skid, Beat Raiders 3-2 

LETHBRIDGE - The Lethbridge Hurricanes erased a 2-0 deficit and came back to beat the Prince Albert Raiders 3-2 Wednesday night at the ENMAX Centre.

 The Canes found themselves down a pair of goals when PA's Josh Morrissey scored twice in the opening 10:00 of this game. The Canes got one of those back later in the period when Jamal Watson scored on a power play, his 13th goal of the season to cut the Raiders lead to 2-1 after 20 minutes of play. That was the Hurricanes first goal in their last three games. Goalie Jonny Hogue was very good between the pipes as the Canes were out shot 17-6.

 In the second, the Raiders kept pumping shots at the Lethbridge goaltender, but Hogue was solid as a rock the rest of the night. The Hurricanes tied the game late in the period when Taylor Cooper notched his 10th goal of the season to even the score at 2-2 through 40 minutes of play. The Raiders held a wide edge in shots, 33-14.

 In the third, both teams would go hunting for the go-ahead goal. It looked as if things might head to overtime, but with about 6:30 left Brady Ramsay scored his 12th goal of the season for Lethbridge, to complete the comeback and give the Hurricanes their first lead of the night 3-2. The Raiders pushed to get back to even terms, but Hogue shut the door and the Canes would hold on for the one goal victory and at the same time end a long 8 game losing skid. It was also Jonny Hogue's first-ever WHL win in goal. When it was all said and done Prince Albert out shot Lethbridge 43-20. The Canes went 1/3 on the power play and the Raiders 0/3. The victory improves the Canes record to 10-38-2-3 in 53 games this season.

Next Up

 The Hurricanes end the month of January with a game on the road Friday (Jan. 31) in Red Deer. This will be the 6th and final meeting of the season between the teams with the Rebels holding a major edge in the season series. It's been a very busy month for Lethbridge. This will be their 14th game in 31 days. After this they will stay mostly in southern Alberta for the first three weeks of February before heading to Saskatchewan and Manitoba the final week of the month. Their next home action is Wednesday (Feb. 5) against the visiting Saskatoon Blades. Game time from Red Deer Friday is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. Paul Kingsmith from Global TV will be calling the play-by-play for that game as I'm still away with my company in Vancouver for radio hearings. I'll be back next Wednesday when the Canes begin their final quarter of the season.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Saturday, 25 January 2014

Rockets Blank Hurricanes 5-0 in Kelowna  

KELOWNA, BC - The Kelowna Rockets scored four times in the first 10 minutes of the 3rd period and beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes 5-0 Saturday night.

 Not a bad first period for the Lethbridge Hurricanes. The CHL-leading Kelowna Rockets opened the scoring this game on a Hurricanes turnover. Goalie Jonny Hogue came out to play the puck behind his goal, when he fanned on the clearing attempt. The puck went out in front and it was cashed in by Justin Kirkland. That made it 1-0 Rockets. Hogue bounced back extremely well after that goal and shut the door for the rest of the period. The Canes had a couple of decent chances as well, but the game remained 1-0 Rockets after 20 minutes of play. The shots on goal favoured the Rockets 16-8.

 In the second, the Hurricanes would get a couple of fantastic chances, including a shorthanded breakaway, but Jackson Whistle came up with some big stops to keep the Rockets in the lead. On the other side of the ice Jonny Hogue kept up his stellar play, shutting the door and through 40 minutes that one goal by Kelowna back in the first period held up as the Rockets stayed ahead 1-0. The shots on goal favoured Kelowna 29-19.

 In the third, the Rockets blew the game wide open with four goals in a span of 9:54. Myles Bell, Marek Tvrdon, Rourke Chartier, and Tyson Baillie all scored for the number one ranked Rockets and before the 3rd period was 10 minutes old, Kelowna had taken a 5-0 lead. The Canes pushed to try and break the shut out bid for Jackson Whistle, but he would shut the door and the Canes would fall 5-0. It's the second game in a row the Canes have been shut out. They were out scored 27-3 on this four game BC road trip. Kelowna out shot the Hurricanes 49-26. Lethbridge went 0/2 on the power play and Kelowna 0/5. The Canes also lost Reid Duke to what appears to be an injury to his arm. He blocked a shot in the second period and left the ice and did  not return. Assistant Coach Mike Craig said on the post game show that Duke went to hospital to be looked at. The Canes are also without defenceman Nick Walters who was injured the previous game in Vancouver.

Next Up

 The Hurricanes are back in southern Alberta for a brief period this coming week with a pair of games on what is a much lighter schedule for a change. The Canes play host to the visiting Prince Albert Raiders Wednesday night (Jan. 29). This will be the final meeting of the season between the two clubs, with PA winning all but one of the 5 match-ups so far. Game time is 7:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 6:30. The Canes will then finish off the month of January Friday (Jan. 31) with another game on the road, this time in Red Deer against the Rebels. Like the Raiders, the Rebels hold a 4 games to one edge in the regular season series. I will be away for both those games as my News Director's job takes me to Vancouver for CRTC hearings with my company. So with me being away, Fred Jack will be calling the play-by-play against PA at home and Paul Kingsmith from Global TV has kindly accepted the invitation to fill in for me in Red Deer Friday. After next week's games, the Hurricanes will officially hit the three quarter point in the season and kick off February with a home date on Wednesday (Feb. 5) vs. Saskatoon. I'll be back to broadcast that game and the rest of the season from that point on. A big thanks to Fred and Paul for filling in for me while I'm gone for other radio station business.

 Cheers,

 Pat 
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Friday, 24 January 2014

Hurricanes Hammered 10-0 in Vancouver 

VANCOUVER, BC - The Vancouver Giants scored and scored often as they hammered the struggling Lethbridge Hurricanes 10-0 Friday night at Pacific Coliseum. 

 The Lethbridge Hurricanes had to battle from behind in the opening period of this game. The Giants got on the score sheet first when Tyler Morrison's point shot hit the post, went off goalie Jonny Hogue and into the goal. That was a power play goal and gave the Giants a 1-0 lead. After 5 minutes later, the Giants would get another one. Travis McEvoy out the puck by Hogue to put the home team ahead 2-0 after 20 minutes of play. Vancouver out shot Lethbridge 11-6.

 In the second, things got worse for the Canes. While on the power play, the Hurricanes got caught deep in the Giants zone and Vancouver came down the ice with a 3-on-1 shorthanded and scored when Dalton Sward made it it 3-0 for the Giants. They kept the offence coming. Just over two minutes later, Luca Leone snapped one past a screened Jonny Hogue to put Vancouver ahead 4-0. That was it for Hogue who surrendered 4 goals on 16 shots. Jarrod Schamerhorm came in relief and the Giants got to him too. Thomas Foster beat him with a nice shot to make it 5-0 Giants after 40 minutes of play. The shots favoured Vancouver 22-12.

 In the third, the Giants scored two more in a span of 35 seconds and then added three more after that to hit double digits in this game. Dalton Sward and Jackson Houck both scored in that quick span. That made it 7-0 for Vancouver. The goals would continue coming. The Giants scored three straight on the power play on goals by Ty Ronning, Arvin Atwal, and Jackson Houck. That made it 10-0 and that's the way this ugly game would end. The Canes were out shot 40-18 in this game. Vancouver went a perfect 5/5 on the power play and Lethbridge 0/2. The loss drops the Canes overall record to 9-37-2-3 in 51 games this season.

Next Up

The Hurricanes will conclude this busy week with a game Saturday night (Jan. 25) when they take on the Western Hockey League's number one ranked team. The Kelowna Rockets already have two wins against the struggling Hurricanes this season.  The last time the Canes played in Kelowna back in October the Rockets fired 62 shots on the Lethbridge goal in what was an 6-0 victory. Game time Saturday is 8:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 7:30. The Hurricanes return home next Wednesday (Jan. 29) when they host Prince Albert.

Thanks,

Pat
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Thursday, 23 January 2014

Hurricanes Hold Mid-Season Shareholders Mtg. 

The Hurricanes Board of Directors will be holding their Shareholders Mid-Season Information Meeting on Thursday February 6th, 2014 at 7:00pm in the ENMAX Centre Lounge (upstairs of the ENMAX Centre, 2510 Scenic Drive South).

The purpose of this meeting is to give all Lethbridge Hurricanes Shareholders an overview of the Hockey Club at the mid-point of the season as well as to allow for a question and answer session. Shareholders can expect to hear from Board President Brian McNaughton as well as Business Manager, Terry Huisman.

The Hurricanes Board of Directors and the hockey club encourage all of the shareholders to attend and take part in this event.

The hockey club would also like to invite all members of the media to the mid-season information meeting of the Shareholders.
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Wednesday, 22 January 2014

Blazers Beat Hurricanes 7-1 in Kamloops 

KAMLOOPS, BC - A first period let down by the visitors powered the Kamloops Blazers to a 7-1 victory over the struggling Lethbridge Hurricanes Wednesday night.

 A disaster of a first period for the Lethbridge Hurricanes. The Kamloops Blazers opened the scoring in this game with a pair of goals in a span of just 14 seconds. Tyson Ness got things going when his shot beat Canes goaltender Jarrod Schamerhorn. That made it 1-0 Kamloops. Right off the face-off at centre ice the Blazers came down the ice and scored on their next shot when Cole Ully found the back of the net. That made it 2-0 Blazers. Just over three minutes later, Kamloops got another. This time Chase Souto was left alone in front of the net and buried it by Schamerhorn to give Kamloops a big 3-0 lead. That was it for Schamerhorn. He was pulled in favour Jonny Hogue. Not too long after that, the Blazers were given a power play and they made good when Sam Grist's point shot was tipped by Matt Revel. That goal put the home team ahead 4-0 after 20 minutes of play. Schamerhorn surrendered 3 goals on just 7 shots. Lethbridge out shot Kamloops 12-11.

 In the second, things settled down, at least on the offence side of things. There were three fights in the period. As for scoring, there was nothing in this period. The Hurricanes best chance came when Jamal Watson was sprung free on a shorthanded breakaway, but he rung the shot off the post and out. Kamloops managed to keep the Canes off the shore sheet in the second period. Lethbridge held a slight edge in shots at 23-22.

 In the third, the Hurricanes finally got on the board when Giorgio Estephan tipped home his 9th goal of the season on a Lethbridge power play. That cut the Kamloops lead to 4-1. That didn't last long. Just 11 seconds later, Kamloops forward Tyson Ness moved in off the face-off at centre ice and scored his second of the game to make 5-1 Blazers. Kamloops wasn't done there. They'd keep the offence coming. Collin Shirley lit the red light, beating Jonny Hogue to make it 6-1 Kamloops and before it was said and done Chase Souto scored his second of the game and that would be the end as the Blazers would skate away with a lop-sided 7-1 victory. The Hurricanes went 1/3 on the power play and Kamloops finished the game 1/3. The Blazers out shot the Canes 38-31. The loss drops the Hurricanes overall record to 9-36-2-3 in 50 games this season.

Next Up 

 The Hurricanes will get a much needed day off Thursday before two very tough games to conclude this BC road trip. The Canes will play a very improved Vancouver Giants team on Friday (Jan. 24) at Pacific Coliseum. The Giants, after finishing the season last year with the worst overall record and then scoring the first overall pick in the WHL Bantam draft in May, are back in the playoff picture in the West less than pne year later. The Giants have 6 wins in their last 10 games and are a well over .500 hockey club. This is the first of two meetings this season between Lethbridge and Vancouver. The Giants will make the return trip to southern Alberta February 17th. Game time Friday in 8:30 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 8:00.

 Thanks,

 Pat 
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Tuesday, 21 January 2014

P.G. Cougars Defeat Lethbridge Hurricanes 5-2 

PRINCE GEORGE, BC - A pair of goals in the final few minutes of second and two more in the third lifted the Prince George Cougars over the Lethbridge Hurricanes 5-2 Tuesday night at CN Centre.

  The Lethbridge Hurricanes got off to a nice start in this game. Just 3 minutes into the first period, Bryton Sayers was allowed to skate in from the point untouched on the power play and he hammered home his 3rd goal of the season to give Lethbridge a 1-0 lead at the CN Centre. Three minutes later the Cougars got things back to even terms. Tyler Mrkonjic was allowed to skate off the half wall untouched and he slif the puck by Jonny Hogue to tie the game at 1-1. Both teams were able to have a few more scoring chances as the period moved on, but the game remained tied through 20 minutes of play. Lethbridge out shot PG 14-12.

 In the second, the two teams would go hard to find the go-ahead goal. With just over 6 minutes remaining in the period, the Cougars would jump into the lead for the first time when Troy Bourke fired the puck by Hogue to give PG a 2-1 lead. That didn't last long. A few minutes later Taylor Cooper moved down the wing and fired a sharp angled shot which beat Adam Beukeboom to even thee score at 2-2. That was Cooper's 9th goal of the season. Shortly after the tying goal, the Cougars would retake the lead for a second time when Jordan Tkatch tipped in the puck. It appeared the puck was kicked in, but after video replay the goal stood and PG would take a 3-2 into the dressing room after 40 minutes of play. The shots favoured the Cougars 27-20.

 In the third, the Cougars would keep firing away at the Hurricanes and before it was all said and done they would light the red lamp two more times. With about six minutes left in the game, Brett Roulston scored to give the Cougars a bit of breathing room and extend their lead to 4-2. Less than a minute later, PG would put the icing on the cake when Marc McNulty ripped home a point shot on the power play to give the home team a 5-2 lead and that's the way this game would end. Lethbridge finished the game 1/4 on the power play and Prince George went 1/5. PG out shot Lethbridge 44-26 in this game, but after the Hurricanes out shot the Cougars 14-12 after one period, the Cougars took things over, out shooting the Canes 31-12 in the final 40 minutes of play. The loss drops the Canes overall record to 9-35-2-3 in 49 games this season. 

Banged Up & Sick

 With 23 games to go in the season, the Hurricanes remain a banged up team. The good news is that some of those players who've been sidelined for a while are getting close to getting back into action. Carter Amson played in Prince George. It was his first game in three months as he's been out with an upper body injury. Carter Folk is getting close to retuning to the line-up as well.  Tyler Wong and Teagan Sacher are still out with concussion issues and there no word on when they might return. Captain Josh Derko has knee surgery recently and is now recovering with a brace. The Canes have also been battling the flu bug which has been making the rounds the past week or so as well. Both Macoy Erkamps and Michal Holub missed the game in PG, while three others played under the weather.

Next Up

 This whirlwind trip to BC continues Wednesday night (Jan. 22) when the Hurricanes play the Blazers in Kamloops. This is a match up between two teams sitting at the bottom of the Western Hockey League standings. Like the Canes, the Blazers have really struggled this year with only 10 wins in 26 games. This will be Hurricanes second trip into Kamloops this season. The Blazers won the first meeting back on Thanksgiving Monday. Game time is 8:00 pm MST. The pre-game show on CJOC at 7:30. The Canes will get Thursday off before playing in Vancouver Friday and then in Kelowna Saturday night.

 Thanks,

 Pat

Broncos 3, Tigers 1: Game notes
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Do you think the PC Party will still be in government after the 2015 provincial election?

 Yes
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Follow Medicine Hat News on Twitter @MedicineHatNews Latest Tweet 

about 6 minutes ago  BREAKING: RCMP also confirm Arkell was seen moving Hunchak's body behind residence on RR 60. Arkell shot by police shortly after. #medhat

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on pinterest_share

More Sharing Services

0

By Sean Rooney on March 26, 2014.

WHL 
Playoffs Eastern Conference quarter-final

Best-of-seven:
x-if necessary
Medicine Hat Tigers vs.
Swift Current Broncos

(Tigers lead series 2-1)

Game 1 
‑Friday:
Tigers 2, Broncos 1

Game 2 
Saturday:
Tigers 4, Broncos 2

Game 3 
‑Tuesday:
Broncos 3, Tigers 1

Game 4 
‑Wednesday, 7 p.m.,
Swift Current

Game 5 
‑Saturday, March 29, 7:30 p.m., The Arena

x-Game 6 
‑Sunday, March 30, 7 p.m.,
Swift Current

x-Game 7 
‑Tuesday, April 1, 7 p.m.,
The Arena

News’ Three Stars

1. Marek Langhamer, Tigers: Czech product had another stellar effort in goal turning away 36 of 38 shots fired his way to suffering his first loss of the series. Held the Tigers in during the second period, when they were outshot 20-7.

2. Eetu Laurikainen, Broncos: Finnish product finally came out on the winning side in goal in a game in this series. He stopped 30 shots in another spectacular effort.

3. Nathan Burns, Broncos: Overage centre had a goal and an assist in a solid two-way game for the home side. He was also a plus-one in the plus-minus department and brought a physical presence.

Related: Broncos get one back

Odds and Ends

Boos from the jaws of victory: With the host Broncos holding a 3-1, the pubic address announcer at the Credit Union i-plex played the role of party pooper. Right before the game’s final faceoff with 12.9 seconds left, an announcement was made that the night’s 50/50 number wouldn’t be drawn, because the jackpot was that big. Spectators were told to check the Broncos website for the number and to come claim the jackpot later. For one split second, the loud cheers turned into loud boos. The size of the jackpot wasn’t stated either.

Scratches

MH: The Tigers scratches included forwards Hunter Shinkaruk (hip, season ending), Gavin Broadhead (concussion, day to day), Anthony Ast (appendix, series) and Steven Owre (head, day-to-day) and defencemen David Quenneville and Connor Hobbs.

SC: The Broncos scratches included left-wingers Geordie Maguire and Justin Spagrud and defencemen Cole Bevan and Bobby Zinkan and goaltender Travis Child. Cavin Leth, a 17-year-old rookie who was scratched the first two games, dressed in Maguire’s place.

Game Sheet

Broncos 3, Tigers 1

First Period

Point wins fans choice and player of year for Warriors

Matthew Matthew GourliePublished on March 17, 2014
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The Moose Jaw Warriors salute the crowd following the final game of the 2013-14 season at Mosaic Place.

Other news

Graduation day

Peacock avoids trap in Hoopla final

Caronport keeps the faith in comeback Hoopla victory

Defence and depth help lead Peacock to provincial title

Moose Jaw community rallies for fire victims

'Every time the Elks get together, good things happen'

Wayne Gretzky of reined horse visits Moose Jaw

Hot tunes and a cool band

Brayden Point capped off a torrid second half of the season with a big haul during the Moose Jaw Warriors Yara Awards night.

Point was the big winner as he won the RBC Top Scorer award with 91 points — the most since Troy Brouwer had 102 points in 2005-06 — along with the Yara Fan's Choice Award, the Three Stars Award and he was named the Warriors' Player of the Year.

"It's cool to win the fan's choice award," said Point. "It's not anything I ever thought I would get. Winning the most valuable player is a huge honour too. It could have gone to a lot of players on the team.

"You always want to have team success more than anything, but I'm happy with my season. I got off to a slow start, but it finished well."

Warriors captain Sam Fioretti was named the Moose Jaw Co-op Humanitarian of the Year and he also received the Shanon Maclachlan True Warrior Award. He played all four of his WHL seasons with the Warriors and helped create a pair of new community initiatives this season.

Fellow 20-year-old Jesse Forsberg was named the Canada Safeway Top Defenceman. Tanner Eberle won the Mark Mackay Hustle & Desire Award for an unprecedented third straight season.

Dallas Valentine was named the Vanier Collegiate Scholastic Player of the Year and was also named the Andy's Transmission & Automotive Most Improved player. 

Goaltender Zach Sawchenko was named the McDonalds Rookie of the Year.

Jack Rodewald was Moose Jaw Warriors Booster Club Unsung Hero, while Torrin White C & E Mechanical Most Sportsmanlike Award.

Portland Winterhawks dominate Vancouver Giants 6-3 to take a 3-0 playoff series lead (updated with video)

Winterhawks win Game 3 postgame: Mike Johnston, Taylor Leier

The Portland Winterhawks defeated the Vancouver Giants 6-3 to take a 3-0 lead in the first round of the Western Hockey League playoffs. Hawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston, along with team captain Taylor Leier talk after the game about the win.
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VANCOUVER, B.C. — Portland Winterhawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston has talked about how important it is to get off to a fast start. Players have talked about staying away from silly penalties.

They did both Tuesday night, beating the Vancouver Giants 6-3 before 5,680 fans at Pacific Coliseum, and take a 3-0 lead in their best-of-seven series in the first round of the Western Hockey League playoffs.

Fast start? Derrick Pouliot scored 5 minutes, 30 seconds into the game when he ripped a slapshot past Giants goaltender Payton Lee on Portland’s first power play of the game.

Penalties? The Hawks finished with four penalties for eight minutes, and went 3-for-3 on the penalty kill (one of the penalties was offsetting). 

But Johnston wasn’t satisfied. There’s more work to be done.

“I didn’t really like our game tonight. I thought that was our weakest game of the series,” Johnston said. “We gave up too many scoring chances.”

That’s where goaltender Brendan Burke came in. He gave up two goals in the third period, after the Hawks had built a 5-1 lead, but stopped several close-in shots, controlled rebounds and was able to help maintain Portland’s momentum through most of the game. He finished with 25 saves on 28 shots, the most he’s faced in a single game the series.

“I thought Burke was solid in goal. He made some great saves in the first period,” Johnston said. “He had a lot of action, a lot of their scoring chances around the crease, low plays around the net. Bang-bang plays and I thought he did a good job.”

Portland converted the first two of their five power-play chances. First, Pouliot, then Brendan Leipsic. Leipsic turned Portland’s second power play into a goal when he turned on a pass from Nic Petan at 16:29.

The Hawks got a quick start in the second period as well, taking a 3-0 lead 81 seconds in when Taylor Leier stole a pass and skated 1-on-1 on Lee, going forehand-backhand-forehand for the goal.

“Vancouver is a very good team with starting out really hot and getting lots of shots and getting to the net hard,” Leier said. “We’ve done a pretty good job of keeping them away from the net.

“Now we’ve just got to get ready for (Wednesday).”

And Vancouver's Lee, who has faced 122 shots in the three games so far in this series, handled an entry shot from Pouliot later in the second. But he couldn’t hold off an opportunistic Leipsic who grabbed the rebound, skated the puck behind the net and scored on a wraparound shot that beat Lee to the post to boost Portland's lead to 4-0.

Leipsic had four points in Tuesday’s game, giving him seven in the series.

The Giants woke up fans when Alec Baer got a breakaway of his own, slipping behind Portland’s defense and beat Burke to cut Portland’s lead to 4-1 at 15:29 in the second.

Portland took a 5-1 lead, when Oliver Bjorkstrand turned a 3-on-1 advantage into a goal at 8:49 in the third and had all the momentum, going on its fifth power play.

Vancouver responded with a short-handed goal from Joel Hamilton at 9:33 and Trent Lofthouse cut Portland’s lead to 5-3 with a goal at 11:55 but from there, the Hawks shut the Giants down.

Portland’s Paul Bittner’ goal at 15:48 sent Giants fans trickling to the exits and set Portland up for a chance to sweep the first-round series. The Hawks have beaten Vancouver in all seven games head-to-head, regular season and playoffs to this point
Winterhawks defeat Giants 3-0, take a 2-0 playoff lead as they head to Vancouver
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The Portland Winterhawks answered a couple of questions in their 3-0 win against the Vancouver Giants on Saturday.

Portland’s power play is fine, thank you very much; and goaltender Brendan Burke has settled in nicely early in the playoffs, backstopping his first postseason shutout before a sold-out crowd of 10,947 fans at the Moda Center.

The Hawks head to Vancouver with a 2-0 lead in the first round of the Western Hockey League playoffs. They play Tuesday and Wednesday at 7 p.m. at Pacific Coliseum. 

Burke backed up Mac Carruth last season and played during Portland's Memorial Cup campaign, but never got a start.

“Personal stats always feel good, but that’s really not the point,” Burke, who stopped all 15 of Vancouver’s shots, said. “I think the best thing to take out of this game is how well we played defensively, and how little we really gave them.

"I had to make a couple of saves, but I really wasn’t relied on too much today.”

After going 0-for-5 on the power play in Friday’s 4-3 win, Portland converted on two of its first three chances with a man advantage on Saturday before a sold-out crowd of 10,947 at the Moda Center and finished 2-for-9 in the game.

“I thought we were real businesslike tonight,” Portland coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. “Our power play responded tonight with more action, with more quality scoring chances. Those are all positives.”

The Hawks, who led the league during the regular season in power-play percentage (27.5 percent), didn’t waste their first opportunity.

Portland took a 1-0 lead at the 16-minute mark in the first period while Giants’ left wing Cain Franson was serving two minutes for kneeing. Portland’s Nic Petan — on his 19th birthday — ripped a slap shot off Oliver Bjorkstrand’s cross-ice pass, beating Vancover goaltender Payton Lee.

On a second period power play, Hawks captain Taylor Leier gathered a long pass from Derrick Pouliot and skated in on a breakaway, beating Lee 1-on-1 to give Portland a 3-0 lead at 7:37.

“We talked about it. He said, ‘make sure you’re ready,’ and I said ‘I’ll tap my stick,” Leier said. “The one time, I had a lot of speed and he found me, and it worked out.”

Between those two goals, Alex Schoenborn, the right wing on Portland’s third line, scored at 5:57 off assists from center Dominic Turgeon and left wing Keegan Iverson.

The best-of-seven series moves to Vancouver, where Portland plays the Giants at 7 p.m. on Tuesday and Wednesday at Pacific Center.

“Like everything else in a playoff series, you want to be building on what you’re doing,” Johnston said. “We’ve got to get better in a few areas.”
Winterhawks' Brendan Leipsic gets thirsty, drinks from opposing goaltender's water bottle

_IB11939.jpg

Brendan Leipsic of the Portland Winterhawks scores Portland's first goal of the game against the Vancouver Giants in the best of seven playoff series on Friday, March 21, 2014 at the Moda Center in Portland, Ore. Steven Gibbons/Special to the Oregonian 
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Portland Winterhawks center Brendan Leipsic just wanted something to drink.

During the Winterhawks' Western Hockey League playoff game with the Vancouver Giants on Wednesday at the Moda Center, Leipsic took a slug off Giants' goaltender Payton Lee's water bottle. Leipsic was assessed an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty for the action, but the hometown crowd didn't care one bit.
Winterhawks win the first game of the playoffs against Vancouver, beating Giants 4-3

1 / 8

PORTLAND, OREGON -- March 21, 2014 -- Goalie Brendan Burke, (1), of the Portland Winterhawks stops a breakaway by Thomas Foster, (16) of the Vancouver Giants in the second period of WHL playoff game at the Moda Center on Friday, March 21, 2014. Steven Gibbons/Special to The Oregonian

Special to The Oregonian
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The Portland Winterhawks overcame weird bounces, weird periods and a weird goal to beat the Vancouver Giants 4-3 Friday.

Oliver Bjorkstrand scored two goals, including the game-winner with 1 minute, 37 seconds left in the game, giving the Hawks a 1-0 lead in the best-of-seven series against Vancouver in the first round of the Western Hockey League playoffs.

“It was a tough game, but somehow we found a way to win,” Bjorkstrand said. “(Matt) Dumba shot it, somehow it found its way to my stick, and it was wide open.”

Portland goaltender Brendan Burke turned away 13 of 16 shots. He never saw the one that hurt the Winterhawks the most.

Vancouver’s Brett Kulak’s shot from the neutral zone bounced off the end board behind Burke. It got caught behind Burke’s leg as he was backing into the net. It crossed the crease. Goal.

“For sure, you have to fault (Burke), he’s the only guy there.” said Mike Johnston, Portland’s coach and general manager. “He thought it was going to bounce back out in front of the net.

“The puck just came in behind him. It’s one of those freak bounces you never really see.”

Kulak’s fluke goal tied the game 3-3 and sucked the energy and momentum out of the 9,756 fans at the Moda Center. 

Bjorkstrand’s goal put the momentum and the series lead squarely back to the Winterhawks.

Add a malfunctioning player gate along Vancouver’s bench that cut short the first period, and it was a weird game all around. Officials sent both teams to the locker room with 2:52 left in the first.

The gate was fixed, the ice was resurfaced and when play resumed, Thomas Foster scored 14 seconds into the restart, technically 17:22 in the first, tying the game 2-2.

Did that hiccup disrupt the Hawks? “No,” Johnston said.

Portland got off to a slow start, but started pounding Vancouver goaltender Payton Lee with shots, especially in the second period, when the Hawks hammered him with 14, while the Giants managed just two on Burke.

Lee finished with 41 saves on 45 shots, and along with Kulak and Foster, the Giants got a goal from Jackson Houck, who gave Vancouver a 1-0 lead at 6:08 in the first period.

They will meet for Game 2 at 7 p.m. Saturday at the Moda Center.
The Portland Winterhawks ended the regular season with just one loss in nearly three months and a 54 win season. It's their third such mark having had 57 last year and 50 three years back. Under General Manager and Coach Mike Johnston, the Hawks have won at least 40 games each season and have picked up some hardware along the way such as the WHL Western Conference title, the WHL trophy and a Memorial Cup final. Each year, the makeup of the team has changed as players have either graduated from the league or NHL teams have come calling. The last three games saw the Hawks knock off Seattle Thunderbirds 5-2 and then 7-0 before ending the season on a 5-4 shootout win against Everett Silvertips that the Tips needed as a win in order to host round one versus Seattle. 

The Winterhawks start the playoff as the number two seed in the Western Hockey League behind the Kelowna Rockets and a chance to gain another WHL trophy, but there are 4 rounds to go before this happens.

Let's take a look at the match-ups along the way.
Nic Petan, Oliver Bjorkstrand, Derrick Pouliot earn WHL Western Conference all-star honors
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The Portland Winterhawks are the only team to have three players named to the First All-Star Team from the Western or Eastern conferences in the Western Hockey League this season.

From the Winterhawks:

The Western Hockey League announced its all-star teams and conference award winners yesterday, and the Winterhawks had three players named to the Western Conference’s First All-Star Team and two players nominated for league awards.

Forwards Oliver Bjorkstrand and Nic Petan, and defenseman Derrick Pouliot were named to the Western Conference First All-Star Team, making the Hawks the only team with three players named to either conference’s First All-Star Team.

Petan led the Hawks and was second in league scoring with 113 points, while Bjorkstrand scored 50 goals and finished third in scoring with 109 points. Pouliot led the Winterhawks’ defensemen and finished third among all blueliners in the WHL with 70 points.

Pouliot was also honored as the Western Conference finalist for the Bill Hunter Memorial Trophy as the league’s Defenseman of the Year. Prince Albert’s Josh Morrissey was named the Eastern Conference Finalist for the award.

In addition, Winterhawks forward Dominic Turgeon is the Western Conference finalist for the Daryl K. (Doc) Seaman Memorial Trophy as the league’s Scholastic Player of the Year. Saskatoon’s Nelson Nogier was named as the Eastern Conference Finalist for the award.

“Having three players on the First All-Star Team speaks highly of how balanced our team is this year, and we’re glad Derrick, Oliver and Nic were honored,” said Portland Winterhawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston.

“We’re also excited for Derrick and Dominic to be nominated for their awards. Derrick took his game to a new level this season and Dominic is a conscientious student who works as hard in the classroom as he does on the ice.”

Pouliot and Turgeon will find out if they win their respective awards on April 30 when the league hosts its annual awards luncheon.
Playoffs Day 1: things kick off in Calgary

Print 

Dylan Bumbarger, community blogger By  Dylan Bumbarger, community blogger   

Follow on Twitter 

on March 20, 2014 at 6:00 AM, updated March 20, 2014 at 6:11 AM 

0 

Reddit 

Tonight

Kootenay (6th) at Calgary (2nd) 06:00 PM

Calgary is actually the third seed because they didn't win their division.

Last season we only had one first round upset, seventh seed Medicine Hat beating the Memorial Cup hosts (more on that in a second). Although we almost hit the motherload of playoff upsets when Seattle went up 3-0 on Kelowna.

This year I see four series that have a really good shot.

--Everett over Seattle. Not actually an upset, in my opinion. I'd be more surprised if it went the other way. I don't know how you can say Seattle is a better team at this point, especially now that the records are even. All they have going for themselves is home ice advantage...in a series with almost no travel, in a 1-1-1-1-1-1-1 format. Which gets them home ice in Game 7, but it would be a surprise to me if it got that far. If Austin Lotz is hurt that would change things.

--Spokane over Victoria. Their records aren't that far apart, 14 points. Victoria's style is going to keep the scores down, making it more likely that a fluke bounce will decide a game. Spokane's top players have an edge in playoff experience. The assumption is that the Royals will shut down Mitch Holmberg and Mike Aviani and no one will be left to score, but that strategy, especially the "shutting down" part, hasn't worked very often against the Chiefs this season. 

--Kootenay over Calgary. The Ice are banged up some, but their top-end talent is as good as Calgary's, with Sam Reinhart and Jaedon Descheneau. They probably can't match Calgary's depth, but you can win one playoff series without a ton of depth. And don't forget they'll be playing for Tim Bozon who we're finally hearing some good news about.

--Brandon over Regina. There's only an 8 point difference between them even though it's a 2 v 7 matchup. Neither team seems to be that impressive; Chandler Stephenson is the main standout of the series. The teams look pretty well matched.

Saskatoon "wins" the lottery

They won the draft lottery, but Brandon will be making the pick, because of some convoluted trading that had the Giants involved and teams swapping picks. This is some fallout from Saskatoon's quixotic at one week of glory. I never want to host the Memorial Cup.

The weird thing is this WHL press release, which totally buries the lede, not mentioning that it would be Brandon's pick. I'm still trying to figure out what purpose that serves.

Pouliot: almost a Canuck

Steve Ewen's article suggests that the Penguins being unwilling to part with Derrick Pouliot  helped kill a possible Ryan Kesler trade. And a Pittsburgh front office guy called him the Penguins best prospect not in the NHL. If I were them I wouldn't part with him either.

Talk about the first playoff game or anything else here; I may drop in from time to time during the game.
After defeating Everett 5-4 in a shootout Sunday, Winterhawks players Taylor Leier and Nic Petan and coach and general manager Mike Johnston talk about Portland’s remarkable regular season, which included a franchise best 21-game win streak, and a closing run that included 28 wins in the final 29 games. By  Molly Blue | mblue@oregonian.com   
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Everything is settled. The Portland Winterhawks are the U.S. Division champions, the No. 2 seed in the Western Conference and have home ice advantage through the first two rounds of the playoffs, should they get that far.

So on Saturday, in their second-to-last game of the regular season, Hawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston mixed things up, moving guys on and off the ice in different pairings and different lines, an alchemist looking for the right formulas to counter a penalty-riddled matchup with U.S. Division rival Seattle.

Nearly everything worked — Portland overwhelmed the Thunderbirds 7-0 before 8,019 fans at Veterans Memorial Coliseum, behind Oliver Bjorkstrand’s hat trick and a breakout second period where the Hawks scored four goals.

“I was just trying to balance (the lines out),” Johnston said. “Also, we had a number of penalties there, which tended to mix up the lines. I don’t have an intention of doing that long-term, that’s for sure.”

Bjorkstrand scored his third goal on a power play with 4:36 remaining in the game, and the game was stopped so fans could pay their respects to the Danish national and Columbus Blue Jackets prospect who now has 50 goals this season.

“I thought for sure I’d get it in the last three games,” Bjorkstrand said of reaching the 50-goal mark. “I wasn’t sure I’d get it tonight. It’s pretty amazing I got a hat trick on the day I got 50.”

Before that, Johnston had to play a mix-and-match lineup during a seemingly endless second period when the two teams racked up 66 penalty minutes.

But that’s also when Portland, whatever the lineup on the ice, ignited for four goals. Even strength or power play, the Hawks hammered Thunderbirds goaltender Danny Mumaugh. By the break before the third period, Portland had a 35-13 advantage in shots on goal, 20 to 9 in the second.

Bjorkstrand opened the scoring at 4:23 in the second. Adam Rossignol, Taylor Leier and Mat Dumba also scored. Dumba also had two assists, giving him three points the period.

Dumba picked up his fourth point when he and Keegan Iverson assisted on a goal from Paul Bittner early in the third, and Bjorkstrand had an unassisted goal at 6:16, and then came the power play.

No. 50 for Bjorkstrand came off assists from Brendan Leipsic and Derrick Pouliot.

Portland (53-13-2-3) beat Seattle (40-25-2-4) on Friday night on the Thunderbirds’ home ice in Kent, Wash. The Hawks finish the season 8-2-1-1 against their U.S. Division rivals.

Seattle is in a tight battle with Spokane and Everett for the fourth, fifth and sixth spots in the U.S. Division with playoff positions at stake.

Portland goaltender Brendan Burke, in his third consecutive start since returning from illness, posted his fourth shutout of the season, stopping all 28 shots he faced.

The Hawks play host to Everett on Sunday at 5 p.m. at the coliseum, in their final game of the regular season. The playoffs start with two home games for Portland in the Moda Center, where they will face the Vancouver Giants Friday and Saturday, March 21 and 22, at 7 p.m.
Winterhawks: Third line is a charm as Portland prepares for playoffs

Winterhawks: Third line is a charm as Portland prepares for playoffs

Dominic Turgeon, Keegan Iverson and Alex Schoenborn — big, physical guys — give the Hawks a different look and a tough matchup for other teams.
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Winterhawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston has said Portland’s depth has been key throughout the season, and that putting together Dominic Turgeon, a puck-moving center, with Keegan Iverson and Alex Schoenborn on the third line, they offer a gritty, chip-and-grind game that gives opponents a tough matchup.

Johnston, Turgeon, Iverson and Schoenborn talked recently about improved communication and the confidence they’ve built as the Winterhawks finish the regular season and head to the Western Hockey League playoffs.
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Brendan Burke wasn’t feeling all that well during an early February road trip to Prince George, but he was strong enough to stop 28 of 32 shots in the Portland’s 8-4 win on Feb. 10.

That was it. After the win, he was scratched. For a month. He was ill, and even when back home to Scottsdale, Ariz., for some sun and home cooking.

Tuesday, Burke was back in goal, with 18 saves on 20 shots, and got the Winterhawks to overtime. Brendan Leipsic’s goal 30 seconds into overtime gave Portland the 3-2 win.

“Obviously, when you miss four weeks, you’re going to feel a little rusty,” Burke said. “So I felt a little rust, but the boys played really well and bailed me out a little bit.”

Burke had been among the Western Hockey League’s leaders in games played, total minutes and wins. He picked up where he left off against Tri-City.

“It’s great to get him in right now,” Mike Johnston said. “I think he managed the game well.”

He wasn’t tested much. Late in the first period, he made a nifty glove save on Mitch Topping. That was Tri-City’s sixth shot of the game. By the end of the first, Portland had 22 shots on goal. By the end of the game, the Hawks had 49 shots to the Americans’ 20.

In the second, Burke stopped an entry shot, but left the rebound right in front of Tri-City’s Jackson Playfair. Playfair had an unobstructed shot that Burke snared in his glove. Rusty? Maybe, but his reflexes seemed game-ready.

Portland (51-13-2-3) scored first when Chase De Leo made a matador-like move to slip a cross-ice pass to Taylor Leier, who banged the puck past Tri-City goaltender Eric Comrie at 8:59 in the second period. Ole.

The Americans (28-32-4-5) responded with a goal from Parker Bowles, who beat Burke at 11:30.

Bowles converted on a power play 37 seconds into the third period to give Tri-Cities a 2-1 lead, and Mat Dumba tied the game with a blast past Comrie at 11:07.

Comrie stopped 46 of 49 shots and kept Tri-City competitive and earned his team the much-needed point to clinch a playoff spot, as the overtime loss put the Americans in and knocked Prince George out of the race for the eighth spot.

In the first period, De Leo skated in and had a clear shot one-on-one that the Americans goaltender blocked. When the puck went out of play, De Leo skated away just shaking his head.

Portland’s Brendan Leipsic didn’t keep Hawks fans waiting, scoring 30 seconds into overtime for the Winterhawks win.

“They kind of overskated on defense in the neutral zone,” Leipsic said. “Nic (Petan) picked it up and I just kind of flew down the other side and he hit me just before the defenseman’s stick got in the way.

“I just put it over (Comrie’s) glove and thankfully, it went in.”
The Portland Winterhawks' future is now
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The math: Portland Winterhawks 4, Vancouver Giants 1. The Winterhawks have officially hit the 50-win mark. 

We'll see ya' later: Based on current standings, the Winterhawks will probably play the Giants again in the first round of the playoffs.

The future is now: Adin Hill earned the well-deserved first star of the night, after stopping 28 of the 29 shots he faced. His WHL career record is now 3-0. 

Welcome back: To Brendan Burke, who returned to the lineup as Adin's backup. 

The lines, they are a' changin': Brendan Leipsic and Nic Petan played on different lines last night (Leier-Petan-Bittner), (Leipsic, De Leo, Bjorkstrand). Wondering what's up with that? I know I did. "Nic and I have played together for a long time, but weren't getting any scoring chances last night. It [changing lines] was just to try something new. Change is never a bad thing." Indeed it did turn out to be a good thing, as evidenced by Chase De Leo's first goal, scored with help from Oliver and Brendan. Although my personal choice for goal of the game goes to: 

Let me help you with that: Brendan scored at 7:36 of the second period, with some really crafty help from Alex Schoenborn and Derrick Pouliot. For my money, it gets honorable mention alongside his ESPN highlight reel goal. Absolutely brilliant move by all players, especially Alex. 

Don't we know you?: I asked Brendan to critique his bobblehead and although "it doesn't look anything like me," he gave it praise: "it was a good effort." To give it a little more authenticity he suggested that "it should be missing a few teeth." 

Wish you were here: If you follow the players on Twitter, you'll notice that they frequently change their profile descriptions. My personal favorite Twitter profile du jour belongs to Shane McColgan: "Laugh, love, be weird. Because honestly, who gives a ---t." It's too bad his stint with the Winterhawks didn't work out, because that is so totally Portland. 

Change is never a bad thing: This weekend, the Winterhawks changed a few lines and put a new goaltender in net, and they walked away with two consecutive victories. In addition, on Saturday they wore special jerseys honoring the team's 100 years of hockey in Portland. Brendan is right: changing things up this weekend infused new life into the team as they head into the final week of the season. The more things changed throughout this entire season, the more one thing remained the same: the Winterhawks' ability to continue winning. Recent games have been a glimpse of the future to come and whatever changes Mike Johnson does or doesn't make, one thing is clear: the future is bright.
On the Portland Winterhawks: the current plan is successful 
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Signs of things to come: 

I opened a fortune cookie at dinner last week to find the prediction that "your current plans will be successful." A day later, my horoscope said that after a brief disappointment, new doors will open. And so they have for the Portland Winterhawks, who racked up a 21 game winning streak, suffered a brief disappointment with a loss to Seattle last Saturday and roared back with a win in Kennewick and a playoff-like victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds in a sold-out Mascot Night game. And they'll take that U.S. Division title while they're at it, thank you. 

Two out of 22 ain't bad: In fact, it's pretty darn good if you're the Portland Winterhawks and you score two goals en route to a shutout of the opponent. In their 2-0 win over Spokane on Friday, Feb. 28, the Winterhawks took a total of 22 shots. The first goal, which also turned out to be the game winner, was scored by #22 Alex Schoenborn. Alas, it was not a sign of 22 wins to come on Saturday, but still:

Sometimes 2nd best is more than good enough: On Saturday, March 1 the Winterhawks' glorious and nearly history-making streak came to an end at the hands of the Seattle Thunderbirds, a night the Hawks could have also clinched the U.S. Division title. But things happen for a reason: On Sunday, the T-Birds lost to the Everett Silvertips, handing the Winterhawks their second straight U.S. Division title. It's their third in four years. Captain Taylor Leier summed it up best on Twitter: "Proud of the guys. Second best winning streak in WHL history. Special group of guys w/ the @pdxwinterhawks #21 #heater." 

D is for offense. On Wednesday night, defensemen Josh Hanson and Anton Cederholm contributed to the scoring en route to a 5-1 victory over the Tri-City Americans. Friday, Anton scored again, putting the cherry on top of the first period sundae at the 19:12 mark. The Winterhawks entered the second period with a 3-1 lead. Mathew Dumba opened and closed the third period scoring with goals at 5:35 and 13:39, earning a well-deserved second star of the night. 

It's all Adin Hill from here: Well, ok, it's not all Adin Hill, but I can't resist a good play on words. In two games played with the Winterhawks, he looks up to the task of starting tonight's game, should Corbin Boes not be able to do so. A standout at training camp, Adin is already showing a lot of confidence, smarts and natural instinct in the 32:56 minutes that he played last night. He saved all 12 shots that he faced. Corbin Boes has stepped up more than admirably in Brendan Burke's place, and I hope he recovers from the literal whack job Seattle did on him Friday night. In the meantime, it's clear to see that the future of the Portland Winterhawks' goaltending is secure. 

We're all on the same team: I haven't seen anything official, but reports emerged today that 19-year-old Kootenay Ice forward Tim Bozon has been placed in an artificial coma in an effort to slow down the progression of meningitis. Hockey can be an ugly game full of intense rivalries and downright hatred, but when it comes down to it, the hockey world is also a community. Portland is part of that community. Even as we go about our normal game day routines today, I know Bozon and his family will continue to be in the hearts, thoughts and prayers of Portland fans as we head to the rink this evening. 

It's beginning to feel a lot like playoffs around here: With one week and five games to go in the regular season, it's that time of year when we get a glimpse of both the near and long-term future of the team. The Seattle game gave us a very good glimpse into just how breathtaking the 2014 are going to be. It was also the first time it really hit me that this will very likely be the last season in a Winterhawks jersey for NHL-signed players Derrick Pouliot, Taylor Leier and Brendan Leipsic, even though I could swear they just got here 11 seconds ago. Judging by recent games, they are going out with a bang. It makes you wonder, how did we ever live without them? They've been such an integral part of the Winterhawks success the past three years, it's hard to imagine the team without them. The good news is that players like Skyler McKenzie and Adin Hill are ready and waiting to continue building on the past several years' glorious achievements. As for the near future, I'll save epic playoff predictions for next weekend, but for now, there is one thing I know for sure: for the Portland Winterhawks, the best is yet to come.
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Winterhawks forward Oliver Bjorkstrand reached 100 points Friday in Portland’s 7-3 win against Seattle.

“It’s a big achievement, obviously,” Bjorkstrand said. “I just want to keep going now, the last few games of the season and keep it up.”

Bjorkstrand, a Columbus Bluejackets prospect from Herning, Denmark, has 44 goals and 56 assists in 64 games so far this season.

Through the Friday slate of Western Hockey League games, Bjorkstrand is third among top scorers, behind teammate Nic Petan (107 points) and Spokane’s Mitch Holmberg (109).

Two other Portland players reached milestones in Friday’s win at the Moda Center: Derrick Pouliot had two assists, boosting him to 200 points in his career, becoming the sixth defenseman in Winterhawks history to reach that mark,  and Josh Hanson played in his 250th career game.

Back at the Moda Center Saturday morning, blades were sharpened, players made their way to the locker room and the Vancouver Giants arrived for a morning skate before the puck drops at 7 p.m.

Morning skate tweets and video are in the comments below.
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Seattle's Branden Troock had the puck on his stick, had the speed as he accelerated on goal and had a shot that he was so sure he scored, he went into full celebration mode — stick raised, arm pumping.

It took the 10,947 Portland fans at the sold-out Moda Center a moment, but as they realized what happened, they rose to their feet to applaud.

Because the Winterhawks' Adin Hill made the save.

“I came out a bit to challenge, to cut down the angle,” Hill said. “I just got my glove on it.”

Hill, in his second appearance with the Hawks, came in for an injured Corbin Boes and stopped all 11 shots he faced, helping Portland to a 7-3 win over the Thunderbirds on Friday.

Winterhawks forward Brendan Leipsic scored two goals and added two assists; defenseman Matt Dumba had two goals and one assist. Chase De Leo and Anton Cederholm also scored.

The game was tied 3-3 in the second period when Oliver Bjorkstand scored with 44 seconds before the break. With the goal, he has 100 points this season.

After that, the Hawks took control of the game, and Hill was a big factor.

“I think (Hill) was stable right from the beginning,” Portland coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. “That’s an important time of the game. They were having power plays, they were having some pressure on us. I think Hill came in and really settled the team down.”

In the third, the Winterhawks played a physical game with a relentless uptempo pace that was missing last Saturday, when Portland lost to Seattle 4-1 at the ShoWare Center in Kent.

Portland (49-13-2-3) led 3-1 through the first period, with goals from De Leo, Leipsic and Cederholm.

In the second, Portland started racking up the penalties — six — and Seattle (39-21-2-4) took advantage, with two power-play goals, including Ryan Gropp’s that tied the game at the 7:04 mark.

Just before that goal, Boes went down hard and stayed face down after battling an onslaught of shots. He came out with 12:56 remaining, after Gropp converted on the 5-on-3 power play.

Watching Boes as he was slow to get up, Hill said, “I was just trying to get myself mentally prepared in case I had to go in.”

After Bjorkstand broke the tie, Dumba scored both his goals and Leipsic's goal was initially waved off before a video review made it clear that the puck broke the crease.

Hill played with the Hawks in their 4-1 win at Everett on Jan. 8, when Brendan Burke was hurt. Shortly after that, Portland traded for Boes. Hill rejoined the team in mid-February when Burke went out with an illness.

-- Molly Blue
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Last night

Give credit to the Thunderbirds. 

They got in the faces of Nic Petan and Brendan Leipsic and got them off their games. Between them, five minor penalties and three power plays allowed, mostly retaliatory, costing Portland quite a lot of power play time. They also forced Petan into a couple of key turnovers leading to goals.

They were similarly good against Portland's second line, in particular forcing Oliver Bjorkstrand into a quiet game. And they kept Portland's third line, which has been getting five or six good cycle shifts a game, down to generously one; the three players on that line were -5. Portland still had 42 shots, but most were from the outside (Tarun Kozun did play well though).

So they shut down all three Winterhawks lines. It's a good effort, but can they do that every time? History would say no. 

Portland and Seattle play three more times. If they can do it a couple more times, that would be interesting.

Until then, just write it off as a good team who didn't want to have the division clinched in their own house, and to stick it to the record pursuit. Nothing to worry about. 

Another chance to clinch

Saskatoon (11th) at Edmonton (1st) 03:00 PM

 Everett (6th) at Seattle (4th) 05:05 PM

 Brandon (7th) at Swift Current (6th) 05:00 PM

The Winterhawks clinch if Seattle doesn't win. I'll be additionally curious to see if the Thunderbirds suffer a letdown. Might give us some insight into how above and beyond their effort last night was.
Portland Winterhawks win streak ends in 4-1 loss against Seattle Thunderbirds
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KENT, Wash. — The Portland Winterhawks’ consecutive-game win streak ended Saturday in a 4-1 loss to the Seattle Thunderbirds.

Portland had not lost since Jan. 10, winning a franchise-best 21 games in a row. A win at Seattle would have tied a Western Hockey League consecutive-games win streak record, and also would have clinched the U.S. Division title for the Winterhawks (47-13-2-3).

But it didn’t happen.

“It’s disappointing obviously, there was a lot on the line,” said Corbin Boes, Portland’s goaltender. “It would have been cool to be part of history. It’s a little bit more than just another loss, I guess, with a streak like that on the line and we come up short.”

The Estevan Bruins have the league record of 22 wins in a row in a single regular season, set in 1967. Portland is vying for its second division title in a row, and its third in four seasons.

The Winterhawks led 1-0 at 2:43 in the first period, when Chase De Leo banged a rebound past Seattle goaltender Taran Kozun. Taylor Leier, who gathered a pass from Oliver Bjorkstrand, launched the first shot.

With the 6,031 fans at the ShoWare Center chanting “Portland sucks,” throughout, the Thunderbirds (39-19-2-4) went on to score the next four goals by using a grinding, physical forecheck and by taking advantage of Portland’s penchant for penalties and turnovers.

With two Winterhawks in the penalty box, Seattle turned the 5-on-3 power play into a goal when Shea Theodore converted a pass from Adam Henry and Ryan Gropp to tie the game 1-1 at 6:55 in the first period.

The Thunderbirds took a 2-1 lead at 11:16 in the first when Alexander Delnov skipped the puck past Boes, who was making his ninth start in a row.

Boes was 11-0-0-1 before Saturday’s loss, his first in regulation since he came to Portland in early January.

Seattle took a 3-1 lead at 16:32 in the second when Justin Hickman capitalized on a Portland turnover in its own zone. Jaimen Yakubowski and Russell Maxwell pounced on the puck and two passes later, Hickman slipped the puck into the net behind a lunging Boes.

The Hawks had their chances. In the second, Portland had the advantage in shots, 16-8 and in one flurry, Brendan Leipsic landed in Seattle’s goal, losing his helmet as he was buried beneath a scrum of players. As he was getting up, a linesman skating in lost an edge and slammed into the Hawks’ forward, pushing the net even further off its moorings.

But Seattle kept up the pressure. After another Hawks turnover, Thunderbirds forward Branden Troock got behind Portland’s Derrick Pouliot, skated in one-on-on and flipped the backhand past Boes, extending the lead to 4-1 at 12:40.

After that, the Hawks poured on the shots and looked as though they had scored when referee Sean Raphael signaled goal immediately after Taylor Leier slammed a shot at Kozun. But a video review showed no goal, quashing Portland’s last best chance.

“The streak, winning the U.S. Division, those are all key things for us," Winterhawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. "But at the same time, it’s just a matter of just making sure that we’re playing the right hockey play heading into the stretch run and we’re taking from tonight’s game what we need to learn for a playoff game and we get better.”

The Winterhawks play Seattle three more times — twice at home — in their final seven regular-season games.

Kozun stopped 41 of 42 shots for Seattle. Boes finished with 31 saves on 35 shots.
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In their last game, the Portland Winterhawks didn’t score until midway through the third period, 52 minutes into the game in the 2-1 shootout win at Everett last Sunday.

Friday, the Hawks didn’t wasted any time, scoring within the first two minutes of the first and second periods, on their way to a 2-0 win against the Chiefs before 10,023 fans at Spokane Veterans Memorial Arena.

“The way the game turned out, it really important to get off to a good start,” Portland coach and general manager Mike Johnston said in a phone interview after the game. 

“I thought it was tough to get scoring chances on both sides,” he added. “We didn’t have a lot of chances and the chances we had, we didn’t capitalize much.”

With the win, the Winterhawks complete a regular-season sweep against Spokane, winning all eight matchups.

Portland (47-12-2-3) also boosts its consecutive win streak to 21 games. The Western Hockey League record is 22 wins in a row during the regular season, a mark the Winterhawks can tie with a win at Seattle on Saturday.

Against Spokane (36-22-3-3), Alex Schoenborn took advantage of a turnover forced by Keegan Iverson off a faceoff, and beat Chiefs goaltender Eric Williams for a 1-0 Portland lead at 1 minute, 40 seconds into the game.

The Winterhawks struck quickly again to open the second period when Chase De Leo, off a pass from Derrick Pouliot, flipped the puck over Williams’ blocker for the 2-0 lead, at the 1:52 mark.

Corbin Boes stopped all 30 of Spokane’s shots -- his third career shutout -- in his eighth start in a row for the Winterhawks, and improves to 12-0-0-1 since coming to Portland from Lethbridge in January.

“I thought he was really steady and handled a lot of pucks well,” Johnston said. “He helped out our defense. I was really happy with his play.”
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Portland Winterhawks goaltender Brendan Burke is working his way into the lineup after an illness, which has sidelined him for about two weeks.

“I feel like I’m taking the right steps and I feel like I’m very close,” Burke said at practice on Thursday. “I’m hoping to be back in game shape next week and hopefully be getting ready for playoffs.”

Burke was back on skates earlier this week, and next week he expects to be on the ice with the team.

“I think next week, the stage is for him to get on the ice and work with Tyler Love, our goaltending coach,” Portland coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. Typically, Johnston added, a player coming back from injury or illness skates on his own, then works his way back into practice with the team.

It’s an undisclosed illness, which ranks among the top three vague hockey descriptions when a player is scratched — upper body injury, lower body injury, illness.

Burke won’t be on the trip as Portland plays at Spokane on Friday and at Seattle on Saturday, but he will practice with the team when it returns.

Burke hasn’t played since the Hawks’ 8-4 win at Prince George on Feb. 10. Since then, Corbin Boes has played in seven consecutive games — all wins, and has helped keep Portland’s franchise-best win streak alive.

Boes, who came over in a trade with Lethbridge on Jan. 9, was in goal last Sunday in Everett when the Hawks tied the game in regulation and won in a shootout. He is unbeaten since coming to Portland.

That victory stretched the Hawks' streak to 20 games in a row.

That gives the Hawks an impressive 1-2 punch in goal as they get ready for the playoffs. Burke, despite missing two weeks, anchored the team earlier in the season and remains third in the Western Hockey League in wins (31 in 45 games) and has three shutouts.

Boes is 11-0-0-2 since coming to Portland. As a result of that stretch, he’s moved into 12th place in the WHL goaltender standings in minutes played, with 2,572; Burke is next at 13th place, with 2,570 minutes, a 120-second difference.

“We’re confident with whoever’s going,” in goal, Portland forward Brendan Leipsic said. “Whichever guy is going, we’re confident that he can make some timely saves for us and hold the fort down.”

-- Molly Blue
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Blaze of Glory (Friday): Portland Winterhawks 4, Kamloops Blazers 2.

Raiding Party (Saturday): Portland Winterhawks 6, Prince Albert Raiders 3.

First round or bust: On Friday, linemates Chase De Leo and Taylor Leier both scored their 32nd goals of the season. Chase picked up an additional point for the assist on Taylor's goal and the first star of the night. But why stop there when you can do this: On Saturday, Chase nabbed two goals, two assists and his second consecutive first star of the game. That's why I believe Chase will be picked in the first round of the 2014 Entry Draft if the NHL knows what's good for them. 

Trivial Pursuit: Chase and Nic Petan scored their 33rd and 34th goals of the season on Saturday night. 

Streak times two: On Saturday, Nic extended his team-leading point streak to 15 games. Oliver has earned points in 13 straight games. 

Trifecta!: As of Sunday morning, three players each have 34 goals on the season: Nic Petan, Brendan Leipsic and Chase.   

Dress for success: On the eve of the the Canada vs. Sweden Gold Medal Game, I took a moment to query Anton Cederholm and Derrick Pouliot on who would win. True, it was a loaded question since I knew how they'd respond, but I kept it interesting by asking for their predicted score. Anton hadn't thought too much about the score, but he believed that Erik Karlsson was going to be a big part of the win. Also, he's purchased a special blue shirt and yellow tie to wear today. Derrick didn't have a festive ensemble planned, but he was all in for Canada to win gold in a one-goal game, maybe 2-1. I must make note to ask Derrick for predictions more often; he was slightly off on the score, but he was right about the number of goals scored, as Canada shut out Sweden 3-0. But Anton still has good cause to wear that blue and yellow ensemble; Sweden is an outstanding team that had an outstanding tournament in spite of injuries to key players (including their captain), earning a well-deserved silver medal for the collective effort that put them in Sunday's game. 

Like I said, rookies to the rescue: On Saturday, Chase kicked off the team's scoring with a goal at the 17:58 mark of the first period with a huge assist from Keoni Texeira, a game changer that set the stage for a four-goal explosion in the second period. 

Keeping score: Nic Petan is currently the WHL's points leader, with 105. Spokane Chief Mitch Holmberg has 103 and Oliver Bjorkstrand is third, with 95 points. A healthy portion of Oliver's point total has been fueled by his team-leading 42 goals. Speaking of 105:

Out of the box, on the breakaway: Alex Schoenborn leads the team in penalty and infraction minutes, with 105. This would be a good time to point out something that I've personally found to be universally true about hockey players: The players with the most penalty minutes or the biggest reputations for being agitators are always the nicest guys on the team. And when they do score and assist, they go big with clutch goals at the exact right moment. Alex is no exception to this. He's hands down one of the nicest, most polite and well-spoken players on this team and when he scores, it's usually in spectacular fashion. The same was also true of Brad Ross and Joe Mahon, who are absolutely two of the nicest guys you'll ever meet. 

Birthday boys: Anton Cederholm celebrated his 19th birthday on Friday, the same day his country's hockey team punched their ticket to the gold medal game. Former Winterhawk Captain Brett Ponich turned 23 on Saturday, Feb 22 (the anniversary of the "Miracle on Ice" game) and Dominic Turgeon will be 18 on Wednesday, Feb. 25. 

Adjective: "Of such excellence, grandeur, or beauty as to inspire great admiration or awe."

Chemistry: "Change directly into vapor when heated, forming a solid deposit upon cooling." 

- Dictionary definitions of sublime

Simply sublime: Ridiculous doesn't really do the winning streak justice. It's gone beyond that at this point. When the Winterhawks are on fire, they generally tend to thoroughly vaporize the opponents, before returning to their solid state upon cooling. How much hotter will they get and how many more opponents will they totally vaporize? There are 10 games left in the regular season, five of which will be played on the road, where the Winterhawks often do their best work. The only thought more staggering than 20 is 29. Kelowna Rockets head coach Ryan Huska certainly seems to think it's possible. If one of the league's best coaches thinks so, who am I to disagree? The man knows what he's talking about. Whatever happens in the next five weeks, the Portland Winterhawks have already given us a sublime season we can all be proud of. What they do next is simply icing on the cake. The best way to decorate it: the Memorial Cup. I will be proud of the boys no matter what, but I must say it all the same: after 19 consecutive wins and counting, anything less simply will not do.
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The Portland Winterhawks don’t score every single time they control the puck, but for about a 10-minute stretch on Saturday, they very nearly did.

Portland scored four times in the second period, in just under 10 minutes to take a commanding lead en route to an 6-3 win against the Prince Albert Raiders.

The win extends the Winterhawks’ franchise-record win streak to 19 games before a near-sellout crowd of 9,059 fans at Veterans Memorial Coliseum.

“I thought the turning point in the game was the second period,” Portland coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. “With our speed and our pace to the game, I thought we started to wear on some of their defense.

“I thought we just made it hard for them to get their matchups and made it hard for them to make their changes.”

Portland (45-12-2-3) played from behind early, after Prince Albert’s Josh Morrissey scored on the Raiders’ first shot of the game. Dakota Conroy made it 2-0 in the first before Chase De Leo scored for Portland.

The Winterhawks’ scoring deluge began in the second period when Nic Petan scored at 6:46. They went on the power play 37 seconds later and as it was winding down, Mat Dumba one-timed a rocket past Raiders goaltender Cole Cheveldave at 9:12, giving Portland a 3-2 lead.

Portland’s Alex Schoenborn and Prince Albert’s Matteo Gennaro picked up matching roughing penalties at 12:21, and in an example of how critical line changes can be, one second after both teams returned to even strength, De Leo scored again to give Portland a 4-2 lead.

Oliver Bjorkstrand scored Portland’s fifth goal, fourth of the period, and that was all for Cheveldave, who was replaced by Nick McBride.

When the teams headed for their locker rooms at the break, Portland’s shots-on-goal advantage was 21-4 in the second period.

“We realized we got off to a horrible start” Petan said. “We came back in the dressing room, had a little talk and got back right into it.”

Prince Albert (29-29-2-2) rallied for a goal in the third, when Conroy scored his second of the game. Petan countered with his second goal of the game. Both came on power plays.

Portland goaltender Corbin Boes, in his sixth consecutive start (Brendan Burke remains out with an illness) stopped 23 of 26 shots and improves to 10-0-0-1 since coming Portland from Lethbridge Jan. 9.
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The Portland Winterhawks have started a third period tied only three times before Friday. In 61 games.

So, when Keegan Iverson scored on a rocket from the blue line to give Portland a 3-2 lead at 5 minutes, 27 seconds in the third, the Winterhawks felt the rush of relief.

That opened the door for Brendan Leipsic’s goal at 9:05 in the third giving the Hawks a 4-2 win — their 18th in a row — against the Kamloops Blazers Friday before 7,619 fans at Veterans Memorial Coliseum.

Playing with the score tied so late in the game, players “got a little tighter, but towards the end, we just broke away from them,” Iverson said. “Once I got that game-winning shot, the boys were just rolling right after.”

Portland (44-12-2-3) trailed early, and struggled with some uncharacteristic sloppy play in the defensive end. When Winterhawks had trouble clearing the zone, goaltender Corbin Boes paid the price. He faced six shots in the first period, most in close, and Kamloops converted two of them. 

Kamloops (12-44-2-3) scored first at 3 minutes, 12 seconds, when Portland’s Nic Petan’s pass was intercepted by Matt Revel, who skated in and ripped a shot that got by Boes’ glove. The second Kamloops goal came on a power play when the Hawks’ defense got sloppy behind their net on a penalty kill and Carson Bolduc swooped in to score unassisted.

“We were a little bit sloppy there,” Winterhawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. “We gave them a few chances in the first that we shouldn’t have. I thought we tightened it up as we went along.”

Chase De Leo scored Portland’s first goal, which tied the game at 7:09, on a power play.

“It was kind of a slow start, and that’s not good for us,” De Leo said. “It’s not the way we want to start.”

But the Winterhawks picked up their relentless pace. Taylor Leier scored 42 seconds into the second to tie the game 2-2, off an assist from De Leo.

Iverson’s gave the Winterhawks the lead and a lift, and they poured shots from all angles on Bolton Pouliot, who had kept the Blazers in the game that long.

The close game, tied going into the third, was “good,” De Leo said. “As of late, obviously, we haven’t been in too close of games, or trailing any teams. It’s going to get us ready for playoffs, and we can’t take any team lightly.”
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Now that the franchise record for consecutive wins in a row has been broken, one can't help wonder where will the Portland Winterhawks go from here? Will the answer include London, Ontario? Time will tell, but with just about a month to go until playoffs, one thing is for sure: the Winterhawks' future -- short and long term -- is bright.   

They're good, thanks. With Brendan Burke out week to week due to illness, there's even more chatter than usual about the "goaltending situation." Translation: The team's current netminders aren't as good as Mac Carruth. Few goaltenders in junior are, because talent like that is rare. That being said, provided the defense is also playing well, I like the team's chances in net. That's probably because I also love the story of players who get a second chance and I truly do believe that things happen for a reason. Corbin Boes was originally drafted by the Winterhawks in 2008, but was most recently playing for the Hurricanes until fate brought him back around to Portland. He could have spent his overage season in Lethbridge circling the drain but instead, Corbin is here, making the most of one last chance to win a championship. Is he good enough to help the team win another title or two? We will see, but as a writer and storyteller, I do know this much is true: the second act of a story is usually the best part. And so it is with Corbin Boes. He's working hard to prove that the team can rely on him while we await word on Brendan's return to good health, and that's all players or fans can ask of him. That's why, when it comes to the team's goaltending, I'd say they're good, thanks. 

#Feartheleier. Taylor's meteoric rise in what is likely his final season with the Winterhawks continues. He returned from the World Junior team with a vengeance, and he's showing no signs of relenting. This week he was named WHL and CHL Player of the week on the wings of some thoroughly ridiculous statistics. For the week ending February 16, they went like so: 

•He tallied four goals and six assists for 10 points with a +4 rating in four games over the past week, helping the Winterhawks to four straight road wins in that span. 

•On Monday, February 10th: Netted a goal and three assists to help lead the visiting Winterhawks to an 8-4 win over the Prince George Cougars. 

•On Wednesday, February 12th, he scored once in a 6-4 victory over the Cougars in Prince George. 

•On Friday, February 14th, he tallied two goals, including his 30th of the season, and added two assists while earning 1st Star honors in a 7-4 win in Kamloops. 

•On Saturday, February 15th, his 20th birthday, Taylor drew an assist to help the Winterhawks set a new franchise record with their 16th consecutive victory in a 7-4 win in Vancouver

As for where he will help lead the team next, I've thinking of another number and not just because he wears it: 20. With three games on tap this weekend, it's entirely possible. 

Scrappy Doo, where are you? That's what a fan in my section used to call Brendan Leipsic in his rookie season. I never thought of Brendan as scrappy, because I always saw that inside the boy who still likes to mow down everything that isn't nailed down was a high scoring player with tremendous potential. Over the course of four seasons with the Portland Winterhawks, Brendan has evolved into a finesse player and a team leader. He was drafted in the third round of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft after many critics said he would be passed over altogether. On May 23, four days after his 19th birthday, the Predators signed him to an entry level contract. That same month, Brendan shared the WHL scoring trophy with Nic Petan. And of course, who will ever forget the ESPN Top 10 Highlight Reel goal? It all takes me back to smaller moments of glory that didn't necessarily make the above-the-fold headlines: Like the goal he scored in the last five minutes of the Memorial Cup that triggered the team's valiant effort at a comeback; or his very first WHL goal, complete with totally airborne celebration. But my very favorite happened way back in October 2010, when Brendan scored on a penalty shot, becoming the first 16-year-old in Winterhawks history to do so. True, he lands himself in hot water now and again, but when he commits to playing a better game, there's really no stopping Brendan Leipsic from his appointed scoring rounds. I expect great things in playoffs from a player whose signature move is never giving up on a play, and I know Brendan will deliver.   

Welcome to Portland. We hope you enjoy your stay. Keeping a streak alive is no mean feat, but that's where rookies come in quite handy. They have boundless energy and an eternal hopefulness that anything is possible. Given the Winterhawks' history to date, fans and players alike have good reason to put our faith in first year players. Exhibit A: Rookies Ty Rattie and Taylor Aronson combined to score the game winning goal in overtime against the Spokane Chiefs in 2010, propelling the team into the second round of the playoffs. Exhibit B: Teddy bear toss 2014, when rookie defenseman Keoni Texeira scored his first WHL goal to send 11,862 teddy bears flying to the ice, a game in which Paul Bittner also recorded his second hat trick of the season. And finally, Tyson Predinchuk scored his first WHL goal in his first game with the Winterhawks and challenged Brendan for highlight reel goal of the week in Tuesday's game. Winning streaks are a mysterious and powerful thing full of magic and wisdom and beauty. Not unlike Winterhawks rookies. That is why I'm all about newbies to the rescue this weekend and beyond. 

Bring it: I didn't see exactly who or what triggered the fight between Mathew Dumba and Zach Gonek on Tuesday, but I might suggest that in future opponents refrain from instigating a scrap with him. If they simply must drop the mitts, they'd better come ready to play; because the boy is not fooling around. I'm only surprised that it took more than one punch to end it. 

That Petan kid's pretty good too. After profiling Nic in his rookie season, I'm quite sure he can recite every single Friends episode from memory. But it's a small quirk in an otherwise flawless player who dazzled from the minute he arrived in Portland. Nic has always been wiser than his years and smarter than the average teenager. And speaking of fights, I don't advise starting any business with him either; because he's just as deadly serious as Mathew Dumba. I'm all in for Nic to score a game winning goal this weekend, maybe two. Or, if he wants to just get it over with and score a hat trick, carry on. No one around here will mind. 

History lesson. The streak now sits at 17 and counting. The team has already made history by setting a new record for consecutive wins. But like an insurance marker goal, it's always good to extend the lead. I'm not going to make grandiose predictions about how long the streak will go on, for fear I will curse it. Instead, I will turn my eye to the playoffs that will start just about a month from now. Current fans know this but for those of you just now tuning into the Winterhawks, get ready; because this is just a preview of the display the team typically puts on in playoffs. And trust me when I say that the whole movie is worth the price of admission.
By  Molly Blue | mblue@oregonian.com   
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on February 18, 2014 at 10:22 PM, updated February 19, 2014 at 7:19 AM 

The Portland Winterhawks, with coach and general manager Mike Johnston at the helm, want to play puck-possession hockey at a fast-faster-fastest pace.

Tuesday, the Prince George Cougars tried to counter with punch, punching and more punching.

It didn’t work.

Portland beat Prince George for the third time in two weeks, 5-1 before 4,724 fans at Veterans Memorial Coliseum, extending its franchise-record win streak to 17 games.

Teams will “play physical against us but we’ve shown we can respond with a physical game,” Johnston said. “I don’t like us taking the extra penalties we took tonight. I’d rather play 5-on-5 with speed and tempo.”

Right wing Oliver Bjorkstrand had a goal and two assists, defenseman Derrick Pouliot had two goals and center Nic Petan extended his assist streak to 13 games with two against the Cougars.

“A big staple of our game is our speed and how quick we are,” Pouliot said. “Any time that gets disrupted, we’re thrown off a little but. But I think we handled it well. We battled the entire game and came out on top." 

But it took a while for the Winterhawks to find their rhythm. To use their speed. To make use of their depth. The first period was nearly 40 minutes and featured 52 minutes in penalties.

Prince George took advantage of that that stop-start staccato pace, scoring first on a power play when left wing Todd Fiddler deflected an entry shot and tipped the puck past Portland goaltender Corbin Boes.

The Winterhawks tied the game on a power play when Bjorkstrand beat Cougars goaltender Ty Edmonds. Assists came from Matt Dumba and Petan.

Steadily, Portland began take control and dictate the pace, starting in the second period.

The Hawks took a 2-1 lead on another power play late in the second, but just barely. With five seconds left on the Prince George penalty and four seconds left before the break, Pouliot’s wrist shot got past Edmonds. The assists came from Taylor Leier and Brendan Leipsic, but one of those passes got caught up by a broken stick on the ice.

Portland’s third goal came in the third period. It started at the other end, when Boes made an acrobatic save that sent the puck up the ice. Keegan Iverson took a pass from Bjorkstrand and turned it into his 19th goal of the season.

The fourth came from Pouliot on another power play, off a rebound from a shot by Bjorkstrand and Petan added an assist at 6:13 in the third period. Tyson Predinchuk scored his second goal of the season at 13:47 in the third, from Layne Viveiros and Dominic Turgeon, boosting Portland’s lead to 5-1.

Boes got the start in net for Portland as goaltender Brendan Burke sat out with an illness. After getting beat by Fiddler at 6:49 in the first period, Boes gave the Winterhawks a lift when he fended off a flurry of three shots from Prince George center Zach Pochiro. Boes finished with 30 saves. 

— Molly Blue
By  Molly Blue | mblue@oregonian.com   
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After the Portland Winterhawks earned their 16th win in a row, a franchise record, they celebrated.

“We got back on the bus and came back to Portland,” Winterhawks captain Taylor Leier said.

Portland won all four games on its recent road trip, the last one, a 7-4 victory in Vancouver. That win propelled the 2013-2014 Winterhawks into the franchise record books.

Portland coach and general manager Mike Johnston has said throughout the record run that he doesn’t talk much to the players about it, but tries to keep them focused, game-by-game, as the playoffs loom.

“It’s tough to win that many games in a row,” Johnston said. “So I was really proud of the guys, and how they did it. And now basically, the slate’s wiped clean and we’re just playing games down the stretch.”

The Hawks already have clinched a playoff spot. Players in the last two weeks have talked about securing home ice through the playoffs.

The Hawks have 13 games remaining in the regular season, starting with a visit from Prince George on Tuesday. The final home stand is March 15-16, when Portland plays host to Seattle on Saturday and Everett on Sunday.

“You have to be able to play four games in six nights as we did last week,” Johnston said. “And be able to play with that consistency. And I think any time you’re on a streak it shows that your habits are really good, your team’s playing sharp and consistent.”

Then, there’s the playoffs.

For the Hawks to be successful, depth is a factor and rest is crucial. Before the streak began, several Portland players were off representing their countries in international tournaments.

“The guys coming back, as tired as they were, we gave them some time off to rest and recover,” Johnston said. “ But they know how fast the second half (of the season) goes. We’ve got a veteran team here. They know the second have goes with the snap of the fingers. They know how important it is to be sharp.”
By  Molly Blue | mblue@oregonian.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on February 17, 2014 at 5:26 PM, updated February 17, 2014 at 5:32 PM 

0 

Reddit 

After the Portland Winterhawks earned their 16th win in a row, a franchise record, they celebrated.

“We got back on the bus and came back to Portland,” Winterhawks captain Taylor Leier said.

Portland won all four games on its recent road trip, the last one, a 7-4 victory in Vancouver. That win propelled the 2013-2014 Winterhawks into the franchise record books.

Portland coach and general manager Mike Johnston has said throughout the record run that he doesn’t talk much to the players about it, but tries to keep them focused, game-by-game, as the playoffs loom.

“It’s tough to win that many games in a row,” Johnston said. “So I was really proud of the guys, and how they did it. And now basically, the slate’s wiped clean and we’re just playing games down the stretch.”

The Hawks already have clinched a playoff spot. Players in the last two weeks have talked about securing home ice through the playoffs.

The Hawks have 13 games remaining in the regular season, starting with a visit from Prince George on Tuesday. The final home stand is March 15-16, when Portland plays host to Seattle on Saturday and Everett on Sunday.

“You have to be able to play four games in six nights as we did last week,” Johnston said. “And be able to play with that consistency. And I think any time you’re on a streak it shows that your habits are really good, your team’s playing sharp and consistent.”

Then, there’s the playoffs.

For the Hawks to be successful, depth is a factor and rest is crucial. Before the streak began, several Portland players were off representing their countries in international tournaments.

“The guys coming back, as tired as they were, we gave them some time off to rest and recover,” Johnston said. “ But they know how fast the second half (of the season) goes. We’ve got a veteran team here. They know the second have goes with the snap of the fingers. They know how important it is to be sharp.” By  Molly Blue | mblue@oregonian.com   
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The Portland Winterhawks set a franchise record with their 16th consecutive win Saturday, beating the Vancouver Giants 7-4

"We didn't talk about (the win streak) it until (Friday) night," Winterhawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston said. "We didn't until we tied it.  But it is quite an accomplishment, especially when you consider the history of the team.

"We're proud of it, that's for sure."

The 1979-1980 team and the 1997-1998 Memorial Cup championship team each had win streaks of 15 games. Portland (42-12-2-3) finishes with a sweep in this late-season four-game road trip, outscoring opponents 28-16 in that span.

Portland's last loss was against Victoria at Veterans Memorial Coliseum Jan. 10 when the Royals won 3-2. The streak is evenly split, with eight wins in Portland and eight on the road.

There are are several streaks within the this new franchise mark.

Nic Petan's point streak is at a career-high 12 games -- he finished with a goal and an assist in the win at Pacific Coliseum in Vancouver. He scored on a power play to open the third period, giving him at least 100 points for the second consecutive season. In 50 games this season, he has 32 goals and 68 assists.

Dominic Turgeon has a six-game point streak and 10 goals this season. He finished with with two assists and his third-period short-handed goal chased Vancouver goaltender Peyton Lee, who was replaced by Jared Rathjen.

With the win, goaltender Corbin Boes is 3-0 against the Giants since coming to Portland. He stopped 30 of 34 shots from Vancouver (27-23-7-3). He hasn't lost a game in a regulation loss as a Winterhawk.

Portland's league-leading power play converted two out of five chances, and the Winterhawks killed five of seven Vancouver power plays.

The Winterhawks' seven goals came from seven different players. Along with Petan and Turgeon, the scoring came from Alex Schoenborn, who also had two assists, Paul Bittner, Derrick Pouiliot, Brendan Leipsic and Keoni Texeira. Oliver Bjorkstrand had a team-high three assists.

"This was a real tough road trip," Johnston said. The Hawks played in Portland last Saturday, left town in the midst of a rare Pacific Northwest snowstorm, played at Prince George Monday and Wednesday and in Kamloops on Friday before Saturday's game in Vancouver.

"To come out with wins in those five games, that's quite an accomplishment," Johnston said.
By  Molly Blue | mblue@oregonian.com   
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Portland Winterhawks center Nic Petan sits in second place among the Western Hockey League’s top scorers. Last season, he finished tied for first with teammate Brendan Leipsic.

“That’s when I kind of figured it out, at the beginning of last season” Petan said by phone from Prince George, B.C., where the Hawks play the Cougars Wednesday night.

Petan has 92 points (29 goals and 63 assists) through Monday. It starts with his mindset.

“I think it’s just playing simple hockey,” he said. “Offense comes from defense. It’s not doing anything special, it’s moving the puck with linemates and teammates. We just get things going. That’s my main goal.”

Mitch Holmberg of the Spokane Chiefs is the league’s leading scorer with 93 points, including 47 goals through Monday.

Portland extended its win streak to 13 games on Monday with an 8-4 win at Prince George, B.C. 

The streak creates “the excitement of going to the rink every day and playing,” Petan said. “The streak is definitely important and we don’t want to lose it, we’ve got to keep it going.”

The two teams play again on Wednesday, when the Hawks can clinch a playoff spot with a single point. Playoffs have been on the team’s radar for a while.

“It’s been one of our goals. I think we knew we had a good chance (to reach the playoffs), but it’s not our only goal,” Petan said. “It’s a big step for the team, though.”

Another goal is having home ice through the playoffs. Petan said the Winterhawks love playing in front of the home fans.

“That’s a really big advantage for us, considering we have one of the best crowds in the league,” Petan said.
By  Molly Blue | mblue@oregonian.com   
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The Portland Winterhawks signed 15-year-old center Reed Morison on Tuesday.

Morison plays for the CRAA Gold Team, located in Calgary, Alberta, in the Alberta Midget Minor Hockey League. He leads his team and ranks fourth in league scoring with 22 goals and 35 assists for 57 points in 29 games this season. The Winterhawks added Morison to their protected list in October.

"We have been impressed with Reed's development since listing him in October. He has the size and puck skills which will allow him to be an impact player in the WHL," Winterhawks coach and general manager Mike Johnston said.
By  Samantha Meese, community blogger   
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On the headline: I tried, I really did, but I simply could not resist. I've been waiting to use "baker's dozen" in the headline since the last streak was snapped. There. I used it. Now I feel better.  

The math: 

Portland Winterhawks 10, Tri-City Americans 3 (Friday)

Portland Winterhawks 5, Everett Silvertips 3 (Saturday)

Portland Winterhawks 8, Prince George 4 (Monday)

The triple play weekend ran the winning streak up to 13, Portland's longest stretch of consecutive victories this season. They are now two short of the team record of 15, set in both the 1979-80 and 1997-98 seasons. 

Odd man out: 17 out of 18 skaters registered at least one point in Friday's game. Josh Hanson set a career high with three assists. The only skater who missed out on the fun was defenseman Anton Cederholm. I see no harm in Anton making up for it with a few points on Wednesday night. 

It runs in the family: Tyler Wotherspoon's younger brother Parker is quickly making a name for himself this season. He is in his first full season with the Americans, having played in five regular season games and two playoff games last season. The 16-year-old defenseman scored the Americans' third goal shorthanded with 1:31 to go in the third period.

They have an answer for everything: The Winterhawks answered those three goals with three of their own from Derrick Pouliot (on the power play), Paul Bittner and Ethan Price. They repeated the feat on Saturday. The Winterhawks and Everett were tied going in the third period. About two minutes after Kohl Bauml scored a shorthanded go-ahead goal for Everett, Portland promptly proceeded to score at 4:16 (Taylor Leier), 5:49 (Alex Schoenborn) and 6:46 (Nic Petan). On Monday, every time the Prince George Cougars took a step forward with a goal, the Winterhawks scored one or more goals in response. 

The sign of things to come: Both the Winterhawks and the Americans took 13 shots on goal in the third period of Friday's game. 

Dudes, what, no hat tricks?: Nic Petan and Alex Schoenborn scored twice on Friday night. Captain Taylor Leier scored two goals on Saturday and Chase De Leo notched two goals on Monday, plus three assists for a five-point afternoon and first star of the game. I'm kidding of course – a five point night in particular is always totally ridiculous in a good way and well deserving of a first star, no matter who the player is. 

Tuned in: Prince George players to whom I'll be paying a little closer attention in Wednesday's game include Zach Pochiro, Todd Fiddler, Marc McNulty, Troy Bourke and Brad Morrison. 

One and done: The Winterhawks are now one point from clinching a playoff spot. 

Powered by Portland: The Winterhawks' power play is first overall in the WHL. So it's no surprise that six out of Monday's eight goals were scored by special teams (four on the power play and two shorthanded). 

Draft stock rising: Keegan Iverson, Dominic Turgeon and Alex Schoenborn are coming on strong as the 2014 Entry Draft inches ever closer. Along with Chase De Leo, they are ranked as follows among North American skaters on the NHL Central Scouting Midterm Rankings: 

Chase: 26. I'm all in for Maddy's favorite player to go first round. 

Alex: 57. Pretty nifty for a kid who was playing in Wenatchee, WA at this time last year. 

Keegan: 64. Proof that in one's draft season, it's best to stay out of the box (and suspensions) and on the really crafty goals nobody saw coming. 

Dominic: 130. Good things come to those who start scoring more in the second half of their draft year. I'd be surprised only if Dominic's ranking doesn't improve by the time the final rankings are released. 

"Come on, Annie, think of something clever to say, huh? Something full of magic, religion, BS. Come on, dazzle me."

Kevin Costner as Crash Davis, Bull Durham

Come on, dazzle us: I've been sitting here for the past 24 hours trying to come with a clever blog post that was full of magic, religion, wisdom and BS about winning streaks, only to realize that I don't need to. The Winterhawks have done it for me; the winning streak is a self-promoting enterprise, full of five point nights, two shutouts in a row, ESPN highlight reel goals and various milestone goals, points and games. A 13-game winning streak is a thing of staggering beauty, powered by 22 young men from the United States, Canada, Sweden and Denmark. Perhaps the only thing more staggering is the beauty that is yet to come. So go ahead, Winterhawks, dazzle us some more. If that includes running the now officially ridiculous streak up to 14 on Wednesday night, I don't think anyone around here will mind.
By  Mike Richman | mrichman@oregonian.com   
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The Portland Winterhawks continued their win steak Monday afternoon beating the Prince George Cougars 8-4 for the club's 13th consecutive win. The team's played in the afternoon – 2 p.m. start – because of Family Day in British Columbia. Here's the full release on the game from the Winterhawks:

The Portland Winterhawks (39-12-2-3) made it 13 straight wins with an 8-4 victory in Prince George Monday against the Cougars (24-27-2-5).

The 13 consecutive wins are two behind the franchise record of 15 set in both the 1979-80 and 1997-98 seasons. The Hawks also had a 14-game streak last season.

Chase De Leo tied a career-high with five points (two goals, three assists), while Taylor Leier had four points (one goal, three assists).

Winterhawks defenseman Garrett Haar opened the scoring 7:25 into the game when his shot from the right faceoff circle beat Cougars netminder Adam Beukeboom for a 1-0 lead. Later in the period with the Hawks on a power play, De Leo collected a rebound and scored his 30th of the season to make it 2-0, which remained the score going into the second.

Prince George got on the board 2:18 into the second on a goal by Zach Pochiro, but the Hawks responded just 30 seconds later with a goal from Oliver Bjorkstrand as they regained the two-goal lead at 3-1.

Midway through the frame, De Leo scored his second power play goal of the game to push the lead to 4-1. The Hawks added to the lead when Paul Bittner banged in a rebound on a power play at the 15:31 mark for a 5-1 advantage. Pochiro scored late in the frame, his second, as Prince George cut it to 5-2 heading into the third.

The Cougars got within two when Brad Morrison scored a power play goal 6:03 into the third to make it 5-3, but the Hawks responded 1:32 later when Taylor Leier scored shorthanded to go back up by three, 6-3. After Prince George's Marc McNulty scored a power play goal at the 11:24 mark, the Hawks came right back and scored shorthanded just 18 seconds later when Dominic Turgeon scored off a rebound on a two-on-one to make it 7-4. Keegan Iverson scored a late power play goal as the Hawks finished with the 8-4 win.

Portland scored six goals on special teams in the win, four power on the play goal and two shorthanded.

The Hawks and Cougars meet again Wednesday in Prince George at 7 p.m.
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Johnny Gaudreau, the 5-foot-7, 150-pound forward many call the best college hockey player in the nation, is wearing black leggings and sitting on a couch surrounded by his teammates, casually picking at his younger brother Matt’s hair in a fashion similar to that of a caring gorilla.

 For the moment, the Boston College men’s hockey team has traded skates, pads, and pucks for towels, flip flops, and Dunkin’ Donuts. Gaudreau and his teammates are relaxed and joking around in the locker room, and head coach Jerry York is beaming, because the worst of the waiting is over—despite recent struggles, BC is still a one seed.

 Now, BC waits to learn the name of its opponent. As the selection show kicks into gear, the mood is dampened slightly for a brief moment. Low, hushed murmurs snake across the room as Notre Dame’s name is called on ESPN—outscored 13-8 in three games and ushered out of the Hockey East Tournament by the Irish, last weekend’s failure is not far from the players’ thoughts.

 The atmosphere lightens up again within seconds, and soon enough, it’s BC’s turn. Kevin Hayes claps his hands and the room collectively focuses on the TV as the name is read aloud: Denver.

 The last time one of York’s teams played Denver was Oct. 14, 2011—Gaudreau had scored only one collegiate goal, and Parker Milner was the man guarding the net for the Eagles. Things have changed a lot since that loss to the Pioneers in Conte Forum. BC has another star on the back of its jerseys, Gaudreau’s goal tally has reached a whopping 74 scores, and rookie Thatcher Demko has emerged as the heir to Milner’s pipes. Heading into Worcester on Saturday afternoon, BC’s goal is simple: beat the Pioneers and stay alive.

“I’m just trying to do whatever it is to help my team win,” Gaudreau said on Sunday. “Whether it’s offense, defense, I’ve gotta work on the little things to make sure that we get past the regionals and get to Philly.”

Helping his team win will mean getting the better of Sam Brittain, Denver’s senior goaltender, who boasts a .932 save percentage, a 2.11 goals-against average and is ranked as the country’s 12th best goalie—one place above Demko. On the other end of the ice, BC’s defensemen and backchecking forwards will need to contend with a host of offensive threats. Whereas BC’s offense is certainly not limited to—but fairly concentrated around—the heralded Gaudreau-Bill Arnold-Hayes line, the Pioneers’ weapons are very spreadout: only one player has scored more than 30 points this season, but nine have collected 20 or more. Trevor Moore has set the Pioneers’ pace with 13 goals and 18 assists for 31 points.

 Heading into the tournament, York said BC’s struggling fourth line will see fewer minutes. “We basically play three lines through our regionals, through the Frozen Four,” York said. “We’re trying to look for a fourth line that can really check, you know, win that game with their shifts and give us seven to eight solid minutes, but we haven’t come up with that pairing yet, those three guys.”

York did say, however, that Matt Gaudreau—despite playing in five of BC’s games, scoring only one goal over the course of the season, and at one point not dressing for 17 consecutive games—will have a spot on the fourth line.

“He just had a great week of practice, he’s kind of jumped at us, you know he’s been on the cusp all year long, knocking at the door, and we’re gonna give him a chance,” York said.

 Last season, a BC team bent on repeating as national champions drew Union in the first round of the NCAA Tournament and was listlessly obliterated in a 5-1 massacre of a game. This Saturday, the Eagles will look to avoid a repeat of 2013’s one-and-done performance. According to York, BC’s biggest challenge is simply being better than Denver.

“They are a hot team, they’re playing well, and arguably have probably the best goaltender that we’ll face this year in the Brittain boy, but whoever you play in the national tournament is a big challenge because, like I said, there’s no lousy teams left now,” York said. “They’ve earned the right to get there.”

POINT / COUNTERPOINT: Who Will Be More Important In A Tournament Run?
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Gaudreau’s offense will be essential

Tommy Meloro | Heights Staff

It’s no secret that Thatcher Demko didn’t have the best Hockey East quarterfinals, posting a .833 save percentage in three games against Notre Dame. But as Boston College moves forward toward the NCAA Tournament, it’s not imperative for Demko to pitch a shutout in every round for BC to advance. It’ll be up to the Eagles’ offense to produce in a way that it was unable to do in the Hockey East Tournament, and the player that will be most crucial in that endeavor is Johnny Hockey himself—Johnny Gaudreau.

 Let’s say that as the NCAAs begin, Demko looks like he did against Notre Dame—he lets up an early soft goal, looks tentative in net, and gives up a backbreaking late goal in the first period. If that’s the case, what can BC head coach Jerry York do? York isn’t stuck playing his freshman goaltender. Sitting on the end of his bench, York has a veteran whom he deemed able to compete with Demko for the starting job throughout most of the first half of the year before Demko simply took over. Brian Billett—who went 12-3-1, had a .920 save percentage, and let up an average of 2.42 goals per game—hasn’t started in net since Feb. 15 against Vermont, when he backstopped the Eagles to the Hockey East regular season title. Don’t let that lack of action fool you, though—if York had to, he could make the switch in the one-and-done format, and Billett has proved capable of keeping BC close in almost any game.

 On the offensive side of the puck, the Eagles are obviously a deep team, with three of the nation’s top six scorers on their first line. On any given night, the energy that drives an average of 4.05 goals per game can come from any given player. BC has a number of different ways it can score—its tape-to-tape passing is beautiful to watch, its third and fourth lines work hard near the crease, and the power play excels at spreading the ice and finding space to work. Yet, in BC’s past four games, Notre Dame jammed up BC’s offense, holding the Eagles to just nine scores and an average of 2.25 goals per game.

 The blueprint for how to beat BC wasn’t anything new—the Irish simply clogged up the middle of the ice, were physical along the boards, and utilized a ferocious transition offense to overwhelm the Eagles. What was different from other teams is that Notre Dame, despite being the eight seed in the Hockey East, is a talented, senior-laden team with a goaltender who plays out of his mind, Steven Summerhays. Not many other teams that BC played this year had all of those characteristics, but in the NCAAs, that won’t be the case. Minnesota, Notre Dame, and Union are just three of the teams that could stand in the way of the Eagles’ quest for star number six, and all are talented enough to knock off BC, except in one case—and that case’s name is Johnny Hockey.

Gaudreau is the best player in college hockey today. His vision on the ice is impeccable, his speed uncatchable, and his skill unparalleled. When Gaudreau is on his game, his presence changes the complexion of the entire game. If teams attack Gaudreau, he dishes to the open teammate, and if they back off and give him space, he makes defenders and goalies look downright silly with his vast array of skill moves. Against Notre Dame in the Hockey East quarterfinals, Gaudreau had one night when the Fighting Irish were unable to contain him—the game BC won 4-2, with Gaudreau involved in all four goals. In Notre Dame’s two wins, Gaudreau tallied just one point—an assist on Patrick Brown’s goal in the third period of Game One to make the score 7-2.

Demko is an important part of BC’s run to Philadelphia, make no mistake, but he is also a replaceable part. Billett is a perfectly capable backup, able to step in at a moment’s notice should Demko look like he is faltering. Gaudreau, on the other hand, is irreplaceable. At the top of his game, there is no team in the nation able to contain both him and the rest of the Eagles’ offense. If Gaudreau is at his best for the four games starting March 28, the Eagles will hoist that trophy, no matter who might stand in their way. In a tournament wherein the team with the most skill generally comes out on top, the most skillful individual in college hockey needs to come through for the Eagles.

Demko will need to step up in goal

Tom DeVoto | Heights Staff

Offense wins games. Defense wins championships.

The old saying holds true across every major sport. One would be hard-pressed to find a championship team at any level that lacked a lights-out defensive unit. 

In hockey, one of the most important positions on the ice is goaltender. Whereas a strong offensive attack can sneak a team into the postseason, the goalie pulls his team through the Frozen Four. 

Now, the youngest team in the country has to rely on the youngest player in the country to take it to the biggest stage in its sport. That team is Boston College, and that player is Thatcher Demko.

After starting the year in a platoon role splitting time with junior Brian Billet, Demko took over the starting job midway through the season and blossomed into the No. 1 goalie prospect that many experts project him to be. 

He faltered in the Hockey East quarterfinals against Notre Dame, though, getting pulled in Game One and giving up numerous soft goals. This can’t be a cause for concern, though, as it is the first time Demko has truly slumped as a collegiate athlete. 

The conference quarterfinals took place in three straight days and Demko started each of the three games, giving him a workload that he had not yet experienced at BC. Demko started in two games on consecutive days just once this season in a doubleheader against UMass-Lowell. The layoff between now and the NCAA tournament could prove to be the best thing for the freshman, as he can use the time off to rejuvenate and refocus himself. 

The good news for Demko is that BC will not have to play on three consecutive days again—the worst that would happen is two games back-to-back in the regional rounds of the tournament.

There are generally 18 skaters (12 forwards, six defensemen) on a team, each of them with the ability to score. Only one player at a time, however, can play goalie.

If Johnny Gaudreau is having an off night, chances are that any one of BC’s countless offensive weapons will step up to fill the void. Johnny Hockey is the Eagles’ offensive motor, but plenty of other players are more than capable of converting chances on their own.

With Kevin Hayes and Bill Arnold among the top six in scoring in the country, and the Ryan Fitzgerald, Patrick Brown, and Austin Cangelosi line starting to contribute more often offensively, goal scoring should not be BC’s primary concern.

Although he’s struggled as of late, it can’t be forgotten that Demko is still statistically one of the best goalies in Division I hockey. Demko is 14th in goals-against average, despite the fact that he did not play in many of BC’s “gimme” games earlier in the season, including contests against Bowling Green, Penn State and Army. He is one of three freshmen in the top 15, but the two other freshmen are already 21 years old.

Furthermore, as the youngest player in college hockey, Demko is allowed to experience growing pains. While they might have been ill timed, Demko’s challenges against Notre Dame are no indication of how he will fare in the upcoming tournament.  

With the 2014 NHL Draft just a few months away, Demko will not get a better chance than the one he’s been given to prove his worth to professional teams. People will be watching, and a standout performance could seriously affect his potential draft stock. Expect his level of play to increase as he approaches the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, the location of the finals and the building in which he hopes to hear his name called in late June.

Although Demko hasn’t been nearly as solid as he has in the past, he is far from the only issue heading into postseason play. BC’s defensive corps have not done much to cover for Demko, often leaving opposing forwards uncovered as they stare down a wide-open net. 

On multiple occasions against Notre Dame, BC gave up goals in the last 10 seconds of a period, leaving Demko hanging out to dry.

Although goal scoring and setting the tone offensively are important, Gaudreau doesn’t have to be the player to do it. In fact, the Eagles might be better off receiving additional production from people not named Gaudreau, Hayes and Arnold. But there can only be one goalie, and Demko is the best one on the Eagles’ roster. His play, and the play of the defense as a whole, will be the key for the Eagles to make a run in the NCAA tournament.

COLUMN: Looking Outside Of Hockey East

By Marly Morgus

Assoc. Sports Editor
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With the way that the Boston College men’s hockey team’s schedule is set up, it’s easy to get caught up in the Hockey East. The last time that the Eagles played a game against a non-conference opponent, apart from a brief stint in the holiday tournament series in the Three Rivers Classic, was on Nov. 29, when BC was upset by Holy Cross.

 That’s just how the scheduling works. The teams play all of their out of conference games in the beginning of the season, then move into conference play—it’s a clear contrast with the typical NCAA football schedule, in which the non-conference matchups are better dispersed throughout the season. Basically, for three months, the conferences are in their own worlds. Certain teams establish themselves as powerhouses along the way, but are rarely tested against their equivalents from other conferences beyond the first few games.

 BC finished its non-Hockey East play on that low note, but since that day in November, the Eagles have pulled together a record of 16-3-2 against Hockey East teams, with all three of those losses coming within about two weeks of each other and all of them to Notre Dame—two during the opening round of the Hockey East tournament last weekend and one as the last game of the regular season.

 For a while there, the Eagles were riding high as the kings of Hockey East. Johnny Gaudreau had his 31-game point streak, and linemates Bill Arnold and Kevin Hayes came together with Gaudreau to form one of the most formidable trios in all of college hockey. Meanwhile, Thatcher Demko established himself as the sole starter of the team and racked up one of the NCAA’s highest save percentages behind a couple of freshmen who starred in defensive pairings.

 It was easy to forget how the season, and non-conference play, started out.

 The Eagles entered the season with their tag line already laid out—the team lost some big contributors in last year’s senior class but had what some were calling the best freshman class in all of college hockey. While nobody was sure exactly what to expect against Michigan, there were generally high hopes.

 It didn’t work out in the opener. Eagles fans watched as the young team struggled to find its feet against a more established Michigan team. The final score was 3-1 in favor of the Wolverines.

 The next high profile game was the home opener against Wisconsin. Conte Forum was full and loud, welcoming the Badgers and bringing up memories of the 2010 National Championship victory—the final game of which was played against Wisconsin.

 Meeting the Badgers for the first time since that game, the Eagles looked like a firing squad. Fifteen different players contributed a point in the 9-2 win in which it appeared that everything that could have gone wrong did for the Wisconsin club.

 Maybe it was luck. Maybe BC’s offense had Wisconsin’s seasoned defense figured out just right. Whatever it was, it didn’t last. Faced with its next Big 10 foe—the future conference champion Minnesota—the Eagles were forced down from the high that came with dominating Wisconsin as they failed to win either game, tying the first and losing the second 6-1.

 And that was effectively the end of it. While there were a couple more non-conference matchups to come, none of them held the same competition as that first stint against Big 10 programs. For the last four months, Hockey East has played in its corner while the Big 10 played in its own.

 While the Eagles bullied the other Hockey East teams, Minnesota did something similar, racking up a 14-3-3 Big 10 record and heading into the first ever Big 10 tournament as the top seed.

 The Golden Gophers, who took over the No. 1 national ranking from the Eagles after BC’s final regular season loss to Notre Dame two weekends ago, may win their conference tournament, and they may make a first round exit like the Eagles, but that doesn’t matter.

 What will matter is when BC comes face to face with a top-notch non-conference team for the first time since October, likely in the NCAA quarterfinal round. It’s not just the Big 10 opponents that the Eagles have to look out for. Teams like Union, Ferris State, Quinnipiac, and even Wisconsin have been building their resumes in their own conference schedules. While it was easy to let them do their thing during the regular season, casually watching their names move in and around the top 10, the Eagles and their fans could have a rude awakening when they step outside of the Hockey East bubble and onto the even bigger stage.

 Sure, the Eagles are a very different team from the last time they faced a Big 10 opponent, but all of the time for growth that BC has had this year has also benefitted their competitors.

 With the schedule pushing all of the high profile non-conference games to the beginning of the season, dominant teams emerge in each of the major conferences without the respective powers ever being tested against each other after the first few weeks of the season. With very limited television coverage and such a regional focus in the media—Boston news outlets only providing updates on Hockey East, if they cover college hockey at all—it is as though the teams exist in completely different leagues for the better part of the season.

 Right now, within the safe boundaries of the Hockey East bubble, it would be easy to brush off a couple of losses to Notre Dame—write the Irish off as a weak spot for the Eagles, say that Demko had a bad weekend and Steven Summerhays had a good one, and move on, feeling optimistic, even confident about the Eagles moving forward. In 11 days, however, that bubble will pop, bringing in opponents who can no longer be overlooked, and a new, even bigger set of bumps, and very possibly even roadblocks, on the way to a national championship.

MEN'S HOCKEY NOTEBOOK: Late-Period Goals Cripple BC’s Momentum, No. 13 Fades In Game Three

By Tommy Meloro

Heights Staff
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Emily Fahey / Heights Editor

As the second period wore on, it was clear that the little things would decide the game. A small mistake here or there could provide the slim margin that would be crucial in the do-or-die game of the Hockey East quarterfinals. That mistake came with less than 10 seconds to go in the period.

 BC dumped the puck into the offensive zone, where Notre Dame collected it and broke out. An Eagle got caught too far forward on the forecheck, and the Irish were rewarded with a 4-on-3 break. Some nice tape-to-tape passing from Shayne Taker and T.J. Tynan gave Bryan Rust the puck and a large portion of the net open. Thatcher Demko’s lunge was too slow, as Rust ripped it over his glove and into the net with just 4.2 seconds remaining on the clock. BC wouldn’t score again, and Notre Dame captain Jeff Costello added an insurance goal with under two minutes to go in the game.

 It was the second time in the last three games that Notre Dame had scored as the seconds ticked down.

“First minute, last minute of games are important to us,” York said.

 Those goals are disheartening to any team, and certainly did the Eagles no favors in this series. In Game One, Notre Dame’s first goal came with nine seconds to go in the first period. The Irish scored the next six goals after that, completely destroying the Eagles. Whether a result of bad luck, good play, or something else entirely, the Eagles must limit the number of goals they give up during the final minutes of periods, or else the resulting massive momentum shift could knock the Eagles out of the tournament they really have their eyes set on—the national championship.

Where’s Johnny?

Do-or-die—that’s the time for stars to shine. It’s when Lebron James takes over a game for the Heat, it’s when Derek Jeter delivers a clutch RBI, and when the star forward scores four points.

 On Saturday, that’s exactly what Johnny Gaudreau did for the Eagles, scoring four points to help BC bounce back after a humiliating 7-2 defeat on Friday night. On Sunday, however, with BC needing another win to stay in the Hockey East tournament, Gaudreau was unable to deliver.

 It’s hard to fault the odds-on favorite for the Hobey Baker for having a bad game—despite having a 31-game point streak, it’s unfair to expect Gaudreau to carry the team every night. With Notre Dame goaltender Steven Summerhays having a stellar game in net, it was clear it would take some of the classic Gaudreau magic to get BC to the Garden next weekend. However, it was the way in which Gaudreau was absent that was so conspicuous. Apart from one or two moments that had the crowd oohing with his display of skill, Gaudreau was nearly unnoticeable whenever he touched the ice.

 Notre Dame’s stifling defense deserves some credit, make no mistake, but that defense didn’t stop Adam Gilmour from having an excellent game or Kevin Hayes from notching two points. Gaudreau very rarely touched the puck, and even more rarely looked prone to do something with it. Throughout the year, teams have made stopping Gaudreau a focal point of their game plan, but that hasn’t even slowed him down, as he’s accumulated an astonishing 69 points in 37 games.

 There was no sugarcoating Gaudreau’s performance—he looked tentative without the puck, and even more tentative with it. If BC wants to advance in the NCAA Tournament, it can do so with the performances of players like Hayes and Arnold, with guys like Brown, Smith, and Gilmour supplementing them. But if BC wants to win it all, it will need its superstar to step it up, in a way he was unable to do on Sunday night.  

MEN'S HOCKEY: Crashing And Burning

By Michael Hoff

Heights Staff

Published: Monday, March 17, 2014

Updated: Monday, March 17, 2014 03:03

Share on email

4

fsdas  

Emily Fahey / Heights Editor

Before its weekend series with Notre Dame, Boston College had not played three games in the Hockey East quarterfinals since Boston University bounced BC in 2004—it swept every opponent en route to the semifinals for nine years in a row. Now, for the first time since it was called the Fleet Center, BC won’t be making the mid-March trip to the TD Garden. Despite a third period barrage on Irish territory, the Eagles were eliminated by Notre Dame, 4-2, on Sunday in the third and deciding game of the series between the Catholic rivals.

“Certainly a very difficult loss for us,” said BC head coach Jerry York after the game. “But I thought our team played well, we competed really hard, we had numerous opportunities to score goals. When you look at our chances we had, and we only had two goals from those chances, you’ve gotta give [Notre Dame goalie Steven] Summerhays a tremendous amount of credit there. He was certainly the difference in the game tonight, from my perspective.”

By puck drop on Sunday, the Irish matching or outplaying BC, which they did for much of Game Three, was not a revelation. BC has been beaten at home four times this season, and Notre Dame has done it three times. Summerhays played well in all three of those games, but on Sunday, his play gave his team the chance to make the trek to the East Coast from Indiana, yet again, come Friday.

“[Summerhays’ play is] a big part of the reason we’re going to the Boston Garden,” said Notre Dame head coach Jeff Jackson. “He’s the backbone, he’s got to hold us in there when the storm’s coming, and there were plenty of storms tonight. He played big, and that’s what a great goalie does.”

The first of those storms came very early in the first period, when BC benefited from two uncharacteristic lapses in awareness from Notre Dame. A botched line change in the game’s opening minutes led to a half-breakaway down the left wing for BC forward Quinn Smith, but Smith’s wrist shot from the left circle rang off the inside of the post.

“Even some of the opportunities we missed the net wide with, [Summerhays] was on a good angle … probably influenced where the shots were going to go,” York said. “One of the very first shots of the game, when Quinn hit the post and [the puck] came back out through Summerhays’ legs, it was that type of frustration during the course of the night.”

BC capitalized a couple minutes later when Gilmour raced off the bench and into the Irish zone and blew up a Notre Dame breakout with staggering ease just inside the blue line. Scrambling, Notre Dame left Kevin Hayes open at the far post, and Gilmour spotted the right wing and fed him for an easy one-timer at 4:43 as BC went up 1-0.

 In all three games of the series, the team who scored first lost, and Notre Dame answered later in the first period Sunday just as they did Friday. The visiting team, laden with upperclassmen, stayed steady and picked up its play as the period went on.

 A little over halfway into the frame, senior defenseman Stephen Johns skated the puck from his own zone, through the neutral zone and the BC defense, and backhanded in a goal short-side from the inside of the left circle. Ruled a no-goal on the ice, upon review there was little dispute that the game should have been tied. The goal was Johns’ third of the series and one of the softest freshman goalie Thatcher Demko has let in during his young career.

 Notre Dame took its first lead of the game four and half minutes into that second period when senior forward Bryan Rust pounced on a blocked shot from the point. Rust then finished a great shift by Notre Dame’s top line by burying a wrist shot top shelf from the right side of the slot. Rust’s linemates Sam Herr and T.J. Tynan picked up the assists on the goal.

 After Notre Dame threatened to extend its lead with a couple quality chances, BC tied and then took the lead for a brief moment on the back of its power play. At the right point on a 5-on-3, Hayes hit Arnold at the left post, and Arnold’s deflection hovered over the crease before captain Patrick Brown batted in the tying goal at 8:05. Brown drove toward the net again at the end of the man advantage and was credited with another goal off a Johnny Gaudreau rebound, but upon review, Brown was called for goaltender interference on top of the goal being disallowed.

 Notre Dame capped off the second by utilizing its patented transition counterattack to go up 3-2 with 4.2 seconds left.

 BC started the third firing and sustained the pressure like it hadn’t all series, but Summerhays made the 14-5 shot differential in BC’s favor inconsequential.

“The only goals they really score on him are from inside the crease or wide open back doors,” Rust said. “And with a team like us in front of him who is gonna block shots, who’s gonna pay the price, he’s there to make the easy saves and the really tough ones when we need him to. Having a guy like that, backing us up, gives us a lot of confidence.”

Notre Dame countered one last time when Steven Fogarty blocked Scott Savage’s shot at the Irish blue line, and retrieved the puck in the neutral zone, and proceeded to send captain Jeff Costello on a breakaway. Costello beat Demko five-hole to ice the game at 18:08.

 After Friday’s 7-2 drubbing, Notre Dame did not sing the fight song in the locker room because the job wasn’t finished. It’s still not completed, but a big part of it is. Rust wasn’t ashamed to say he, along with his teammates, belted out the rally cry Sunday in the visiting locker room.

“Nice and loud,” he said.

COLUMN: BC Suffers Historically Awful Weekend
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  Fans flooded out of Conte Forum in disappointed droves, abandoning any hope of a comeback as the numbers on the clock trickled toward zero. Pulled out of his often-besieged crease and onto the bench to make way for an extra attacker, the battered goaltender sat hunched forward, head down, stick obscuring his face, his solemn frame rendered immobile by the weight of the goals scored on his net. The 18-year-old’s upbeat “Timber,” head-bobbing demeanor was nowhere to be found, and after 13 goals against him and two losses, it was official: Thatcher Demko had a tough weekend.

 The Boston College men’s hockey team bombed out of the Hockey East quarterfinals, losing two of three games to Notre Dame over the weekend. Demko was shelled along the way, giving up multiple soft goals and finishing the series with a .833 save percentage. The youngest player in college hockey clearly wasn’t at his best, but it would be completely unfair to tag all the blame on the man between the pipes—the Irish simply proved to be the better club, and BC will have about two weeks to think about it before heading into the NCAA Tournament.

 While the men’s hockey team and Demko had a devastating weekend, they can take solace in the fact that they won’t wallow in their misery alone. All in all, the past few days may go down as the worst weekend for BC athletics since the one that started on Friday Nov. 18, 2011.

 On that weekend, the BC women’s soccer team was defeated 2-0 by Stanford in the third round of the NCAA Tournament, and on the men’s side, No. 4 overall BC was upset by Rutgers in its first match. The No. 3 men’s hockey team lost 3-2 to No. 4 Notre Dame with 1.1 seconds left in overtime, and on the same South Bend road trip, BC football came tantalizingly close to upsetting the Irish, but it fell 16-14 on the road. Holy Cross trounced the men’s basketball team 86-64, and the women lost by 25 points to Arizona State. It was, for fans of the Eagles, an unmitigated disaster of a weekend.

 It took over two years, but it’s finally happened: BC’s teams and the athletic department have finally kamikazed their way through a weekend with a collaborative degree of disaster exponentially high enough to rival that infamous stretch in 2011.

 As unbelievable as it seems, women’s hockey is done—captain Corinne Boyles will leave Chestnut Hill without winning a national championship. Frozen Four favorites heading into the season, the women began collapsing at the worst possible time by losing 3-2 to Boston University in the Hockey East Tournament final. Unable to right the ship, the Eagles spiraled on Saturday and were wiped out of the NCAA Tournament 3-1 by Clarkson, their hopes of avenging last season’s defeat to Minnesota crushed in the process.

Birdball played a harrowing series against No. 3 UVA. Demolished 8-1 in the first game, BC hung around for 12 innings only to lose 3-2 in the first half of a doubleheader and then dropped the second bout 2-1. Head coach Mike Gambino’s team is leagues better than its 6-12 record suggests, but the breaks aren’t coming yet.

 On an administrative side, the lack of transparency surrounding the fate of embattled men’s basketball head coach Steve Donahue has—without much hyperbole, here—angered the entire fan base. Whether the proverbial guillotine will fall or not, stretching out the decision has been about as positive as setting a beehive on fire and punting it at a cluster of irritated alligators.

 Despite the team’s disappointment, BC men’s hockey is in the best shape coming out of the weekend’s wreckage. Demko will get back to stonewall form—he has too much talent and experience to dwell on the shortcomings, and in no time he’ll be back to singing Ke$ha and waving at fans.

 In the end, this past weekend might end up helping the men’s hockey team. Johnny Gaudreau’s point streak is dead, BC’s dropped three of its last four, and the Eagles are at rock bottom and fully aware of their mortality—vulnerability can be overlooked during 19-game winning streaks. The Eagles have one trophy left to play for, and two weeks to let the slow burn of defeat turn to incendiary motivation.

 Unless they have to play Notre Dame again. Then they’re doomed.

MEN'S HOCKEY: Shutout From Demko Boosts BC Past Friars In Fifth Straight Win
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Brendan Silk acquired the puck in the neutral zone and went charging down the ice toward Jon Gillies in net, flanked by Patrick Brown. As Silk coasted in, he waited patiently for his moment against one of the nation’s top goaltenders. Just as he was exiting the left circle, he saw his chance and flicked his shot up glove side, beating Gillies and putting the game’s first tally on the scoreboard.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Who Would Perform Better In The Pros Next Year?
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Hanlan has NBA-caliber size and skills

Tom DeVoto | Heights Staff

Johnny Gaudreau is undoubtedly one of the best players in college hockey. He’s quick, smart, and a magician with the puck. There’s just one glaring problem: he’s too small.

Gaudreau, despite his immense amount of talent, might get lost among the massive defensemen bearing down on him in the National Hockey League. Just imagine him trying to work his way around 6-foot-9 Zdeno Chara. That’s the reason he fell into the fourth round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, and that’s why he’ll struggle to make an impact early for the Calgary Flames.

At 6-foot-4, however, Olivier Hanlan is on the taller end as far as NBA guards go. With teammate Joe Rahon handling most of the point guard duties, Hanlan plays primarily as a shooting guard for head coach Steve Donahue. Nevertheless, Hanlan has no problem bringing the ball up himself, and will most likely be a point guard in the NBA.

Hanlan is fast. Unbelievably fast. When Hanlan decides to drive to the basket, there are only a few people in college basketball who he can’t beat off the dribble. He’s showcased that ability in games time and time again, most notably against Florida Atlantic University, in which he went for 38 points on 11-of-19 shooting.

In Boston College’s 3-pointer-heavy offensive, everyone is given plenty of opportunities to show off their shooting ability. Hanlan currently ranks third in scoring in the ACC. He sits just over a point behind Duke’s Jabari Parker, whom many experts project to be one of the top three picks in the upcoming draft.

What cannot be overlooked, though, is Hanlan’s significance as a leader and a facilitator on the court. Hanlan has scored over 20 points in a BC victory only once this season, against Florida Atlantic University—he doesn’t need to score big in order to help the team. His ability to find teammates and spark plays, even when he doesn’t get recognized with an assist, would be valuable to any NBA franchise.

The biggest knock on Hanlan is his ability to play sound defense. In the modern era, though, professional basketball has become defense-optional. Just ask James Harden, Steve Nash, or Nick “Swaggy P” Young.

While it would be dumb to assume that Hanlan will get drafted early in the first round and start immediately in the NBA, he could be a key role player coming off the bench in his first season. Energy and production off the bench are absolutely vital in professional basketball, especially during an 82-game season.

Despite the fact that his minutes might be limited early, Hanlan could find himself taking a career path similar to Reggie Jackson, another BC basketball star. Jackson logged important minutes off the bench for his first two seasons in relief of teammate Russell Westbrook, and started in Westbrook’s place when he went down with an injury. His stats have improved considerably each season since his debut in 2011, and they show no signs of slowing down at this point.

Gaudreau, however, will likely spend time with the Flames’ minor-league affiliate, the Abbotsford Heat of the AHL, before he gets a chance in the big leagues. The time to go from prospect to everyday player in the NHL is much longer than that of the NBA, in which many rookies only play a single season in college and become franchise centerpieces in their first season.

Despite the fact that some short players in hockey been successful, like NHL veterans Brian and Stephen Gionta, Nathan Gerbe and Martin St. Louis, each of those players are considerably bulkier than Gaudreau. While most players in the 5-foot-8 range are around 180 pounds, Johnny Hockey is currently listed at 159 pounds. At that weight, he would be the lightest player in the league.

Each player has the potential to be wildly successful in his respective sport, but this one comes down to Gaudreau’s size. Hanlan is better suited for the professional level, and it’s considerably easier to break out in one’s rookie campaign in the NBA. Look for Hanlan to make an impact off the bench for a contender next season.

Gaudreau’s game can translate to NHL 

Steve Principi | For The Heights

It’s hard to explain just how good Johnny Gaudreau has been this season. A quick look at his numbers gives you some idea of what he’s done, but not the whole picture. His ridiculous pace of almost two points per game this season puts him a laughable distance ahead of anyone else in the country, he’s first in the nation in game-winning goals, and he has registered a point in all but one game this season.

By any statistical measure that you look at, it’s hard to say that Gaudreau isn’t the best player in college hockey by a wide margin. The same criticisms about his size persist, though, and have led people to believe that he will not be successful when he inevitably turns pro. Meanwhile, Olivier Hanlan has been linked with the NBA draft despite being in the midst of a 7-20 season wherein he has not played as well as his numbers indicate. While Hanlan may indeed have a professional career in his future, therefore, he is not as close to being ready as Gaudreau.

The most noticeable part of Gaudreau’s game outside of his statistical dominance is just how much better he makes everyone around him. He is virtually untouchable when he has the puck, and he has the ability to open up all kinds of space for his line mates. This has never been more obvious than this season. Gaudreau was put on a super line with Kevin Hayes and Bill Arnold earlier this season, and the three of them have been putting up points at a remarkable rate. In fact, they have been so dominant that all three rank in the top four in scoring across all of college hockey.

Last year, however, they were not skating together. Arnold and Hayes had decent enough seasons, with Arnold putting up 35 points and Hayes putting up 25 while missing a significant amount of time, but this year they have been unstoppable. Hayes has more than doubled his point total from last year already with 51, while Arnold has jumped to 44. It’s certainly worth mentioning that both of them had success at Boston College before being put on Gaudreau’s line, and that they both are NHL draft picks themselves, but it is impossible to deny that being able to play with college hockey’s most dominant player has lifted their games immensely.

As great as Gaudreau’s offensive game is, it is his defense that may allow him to succeed in the NHL one day. He is easy to lose on the ice because of his small stature, but the trust that Jerry York has for him in the defensive zone is evident. To start with, Gaudreau has six empty-net goals on the season. While this can lead some to think that his goal totals are inflated as a result, what it really shows is the faith that York has in him.

Empty-net situations typically occur when a coach wants the best defenders on the ice to protect a one-goal lead with a minute left in the game, and Gaudreau is always out there. More amazing is the fact that York sends Gaudreau out on the penalty kill time and time again. The PK is a situation in which players are frequently asked to block shots that risk an injury and play for long stretches in their own zone.

BC is full of great penalty killers like Quinn Smith and Michael Sit who do not contribute nearly as much offensively as Gaudreau does. Yet Gaudreau always finds himself on the ice when his team is down a man—and often with the first unit. Simply put, Gaudreau is not a one-dimensional player. He is a stud in all three zones and as good at preventing goals as he is at scoring them.

Hanlan, on the other hand, is still raw. His defensive game has a long way to go, and he has been criticized for disappearing on the court for long stretches of games. His assist numbers have only climbed slightly as a sophomore, his turnovers have gone up, and his shooting numbers are down across the board. Therefore, while Hanlan may have a bright future in the NBA some day, the simple fact is that Gaudreau is the more prepared player today

The last NCAA meeting

Posted on March 25, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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The last time that UND and Wisconsin met in the NCAA tournament, it was the Midwest Regional final in the Kohl Center in 2008. Wisconsin beat Denver in the first round to advance to the final, while UND knocked off Princeton.

In the regional final, the Badgers outplayed UND, but goaltender Jean-Philippe Lamoureux was outstanding and helped UND steal it.

Wisconsin led 2-0 after two, but UND scored two quick goals in the third period, then Andrew Kozek won it in overtime. Here’s a trip down Memory Lane via YouTube.
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The NCHC held its inaugural tournament this weekend, the 2014 Frozen Faceoff, at the Target Center in Minneapolis.

I thought that the first year went smoother than I was expecting, and all of the fans who I talked to down in the Cities said that they had a good time, like usual.

For starters, it’s obviously not the old Final Five. Nothing ever will be. It can’t based on geography and rivals. And the Target Center is not the Xcel Center. But it certainly wasn’t the terrible option that many thought when the league chose the venue.

According to the players, the ice was pretty rough for practice Thursday but it continued to improve throughout the weekend. I wonder if, in the future, the Target Center will do away with the state girls basketball games in the venue for one day before the Frozen Faceoff. Ice conditions will be something they look at improving.

The other noticeable defect was that the nets came off their base extremely easy. A goalie would slide from one post to the other to make a save and accidentally knock it off. It appeared that the crew tried to drill holes deeper during Friday’s UND-Miami game. But that will be another item they take care of.

There were some weird spots in the boards that caused strange bounces of the puck. The crew figured out some of them on Thursday and fixed them.

I also heard that UND’s locker room needed more lighting and the team requested the league help them out. A few minutes later, commish Josh Fenton came in carrying portable lights. Clearly, league officials went the extra mile this weekend to make sure the tournament was a success.

For the fan, I think it was a pretty good weekend. The hotel options in Minneapolis are significantly better than St. Paul, and there were more than enough food and beverage options downtown.

The games were entertaining. They got a pretty solid deal with the single-session tickets and the ability to leave the venue with a wristband and get back in.

The merchandise selection was pretty good. I heard they ran out of commemorative pucks — they were the hot item.

For the media, everything was great. Especially the Skittles in the press box.

The league is looking to improve next season and is hoping for some feedback from people who attended the event. If you want to participate, go here.

The other takeaway is that UND being at the Frozen Faceoff will be key to the league’s success. About 95 percent of fans in attendance were UND fans. One league official even commented that he knew UND fans traveled well, but this completely surpassed his expectations.

If the tournament gets lucky and lands UND and St. Cloud/Duluth in the same season, I could see it being a great atmosphere in a pretty full building.

The first year usually is the toughest year. And if it only improves from here, I think it has quite a bit of potential, especially with the upgrades that are coming to the venue.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged und hockey, und sports
  |  10 Replies 

The road to the tourney
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UND made the national tournament in unconventional fashion, waiting until the final pre-tournament game to find out whether it would be in or out.

In one sense, this team backed into the tournament, because it needed help from others in the end.

In another sense, it really didn’t.

UND went 19-6-1 in its last 26 games of the season, a winning percentage of .750. That’s not exactly a small sample size, either. That’s about four months worth.

The best winning percentages nationally since Nov. 30 are Union (.852), Boston College (.826), Wisconsin (.759), MSU-Mankato (.759) and North Dakota (.750). So, essentially, since that Friday night loss to St. Lawrence, UND has been one of the top five teams in the nation.

The biggest factor in UND’s tight battle to get to the NCAAs was the struggles of the league in nonconference play. For example, had Omaha not lost to Bentley in the season opener, UND would have been in the NCAAs no matter the result of the UW-Ohio State game. Same if Colorado College won just a single nonconference game instead of going 0-9-1.

Heading into the NCAA tournament, UND has a .628 winning percentage. During the current 12-year NCAA tournament streak, UND has been a No. 2 seed three times with a lower winning percentage than that. In past years, UND wouldn’t have been sweating it out with this type of record.

UND also has a better winning percentage than one No. 2 seed (Notre Dame) and one No. 3 seed (Colgate) in this year’s tournament. But Hockey East and the ECAC outperformed the NCHC in nonconference play.

One thing is for sure: If UND would have lost one more game this season — any game on the schedule — it would be done for the year. That made me go back and think of a few games that UND pulled out earlier this season, allowing for the team to still be alive.

Interestingly enough, two guys who had a big-time impact on keeping the team’s season alive probably won’t be in the lineup this weekend — Clarke Saunders and Gage Ausmus.

Three key games that allowed UND to continue

1. UND 5, Western Michigan 0. The third-place game is always highly debated. Should leagues have one or not? As it turns out, it worked out extremely well for the league to have one this season. Without it, UND probably wouldn’t have been in the NCAAs. That win was clutch.

2. UND 3, Omaha 2. Remember that game back in November when half the team got sick and a couple of guys were vomiting on the bench during the game? UND was down to four defensemen and Omaha outplayed UND for the majority of the game. But Saunders was outstanding and stole this one for UND. If not for his performance in this game, UND would be done.

3. UND 3, Northern Michigan 1. It was a major struggle for UND to get anything going. The Wildcats led 1-0 with less than 10 minutes to go when Ausmus made a heck of a one-time shot from an awkward position into the corner of the net. His goal got The Ralph going and UND soon scored the game-winner. A clutch goal by Ausmus saved this one.
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Three leave NCHC early
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With teams’ seasons starting to end, the signing season is heating up in college hockey and the NCHC has already bid farewell to three standouts.

Over the weekend, Minnesota Duluth’s Caleb Herbert signed with the Washington Capitals and Nebraska Omaha’s Josh Archibald signed with the Pittsburgh Penguins. On Monday, Colorado College rookie defenseman Gustav Olofsson signed with the Minnesota Wild.

Archibald, the son of former UND great Jim Archibald, was the NCHC player of the year, scoring 29 goals this season — a whopping 15 more than anyone else on his team. Omaha loses a lot of offense and speed with his signing. Omaha has another player that could sign early in defenseman Jaycob Megna.

Herbert was probably the most skilled of Duluth’s very talented forward group. He led the team in scoring with 31 points. Even with his signing, the Bulldogs still have a very skilled group coming back up front.

Olofsson was one of the key pieces to Colorado College’s strong, young defensive corps. It’s a tough hit for the Tigers, who were hoping to watch that group grow and continue to be the team’s strength. The Wild reportedly tried to get Olofsson to leave Colorado College after the World Juniors and go to the WHL. Olofsson declined. So, it’s no surprise the Wild came after him.

NCHC early signings

Colorado College (1)

 Gustav Olofsson, fr, d, Minnesota Wild

Minnesota Duluth (1)

 Caleb Herbert, jr, f, Washington Capitals

Nebraska Omaha (1)

 Josh Archibald, jr, f, Pittsburgh Penguins
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Fans react to the UW goal
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UND fan Ryan Lindberg ended up capturing video of the action at a bar in downtown Minneapolis, where fans were watching the Wisconsin-Ohio State game. UND fans were knowledgeable enough to know that the Badgers needed to win for UND to get into the NCAA tournament. Here’s their reaction to the overtime goal.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  8 Replies 

A writer’s perspective of Saturday night

Posted on March 23, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


34


MINNEAPOLIS — I have been covering college hockey for nine years now, and as a writer, game days are quite routine.

Get to the rink at a certain time. Watch the game/live blog/etc. Go get quotes. Write the game story. Go home.

Not the case Saturday night.

It ended up being the strangest process to filing a game story in my time at the Herald. So, I’ll take you through it from my perspective.

5:57 p.m. — UND game ends. Final score: UND 5, Western Michigan 0. I head downstairs for the press conference. Before Western Michigan takes the podium, Goon makes the gigantic journalist mistake of saying the ‘O’ word in reference to the night games. I immediately thank him for guaranteeing that Wisconsin and Ohio State would go into overtime (yes, that’s the O-word), and in turn, crush my deadline.

6:20 p.m. — UND takes the podium. It’s Dave Hakstol, Connor Gaarder and Stephane Pattyn. I get a few quotes about the game. But most are along the lines of: “We did our part, now it’s time to sit and wait and see if we get in.”

Obviously, I cannot use that type of a quote in my game story for Sunday morning’s paper, because by then, we’ll all know whether they got in or not. So, I knew I would have to try to track down quotes before the team left for Grand Forks. I knew they were going to stick around downtown for a while and I figured I would seek them out after the results of the Wisconsin and Lowell games.

6:32 p.m. — Pressers are over. I grab dinner at the Target Center and head back upstairs to the press box to start writing my story. I fill in details about the game at the bottom of my story, but leave the top completely blank. The angle of my story is whether the team is getting into the NCAAs or not and I have to wait for the results. By this time, Lowell takes a 2-0 lead on New Hampshire.

7:38 p.m. — By the start of the Denver-Miami game, I have my quotes transcribed and I start writing what I can. I’m also quite distracted by the game and the free Skittles in the press box. That slowed my progress considerably. I post something on the web saying that UND beat Western, the highlights of the game and that it is waiting for Lowell and Wisconsin to determine its fate. By this time, Lowell is in full control of the game and we all know it’s going to come down to the Badgers.

8:51 p.m. — Ohio State leads 3-2. I’ve done all that I can at the Target Center. I decide to leave the NCHC title game late in the second period go to back to the Marriott, where I hope to be in position to track down the coaches after the Badger game ends.

9:05 p.m. — I arrive at the Marriott, where the lobby is on the fifth floor. There’s a very large open lounge area there with lots of TVs. I see all of them are on the OSU-UW game and the lounge is filled with UND fans. I walk over there to watch a little bit of the game. Within a minute, the Buckeyes score to go up 4-2 with 6:52 left. I said, “That’s it,” and I turned to head back to my room and start writing the UND-misses-the-NCAA-tournament-for-the-first-time-in-12-years story. A UND fan nearby heard me and said with a disgusted look, “No, it’s not.” I turned and looked at him like he had three heads and said, “Yeah dude, it is.” He angrily interjects again, “No, it’s not!” I think he is delusional and I head to the elevators.

9:06 p.m. — I walk on the elevator. Dane Jackson happens to be on it. I inform him that Ohio State just scored again and it’s 4-2. He looks dejected knowing how close UND came to making the NCAAs.

9:07 p.m. — I get to the room, open up my laptop and prepare to write. But the first tweet I see says, “Wisconsin, Ohio State tied up 4-4.” What? Are you kidding? Wisconsin scored not once but twice during my 30-second elevator ride? No chance. I flip on Big Ten Network and sure enough, it’s tied. Crazy.

9:20 p.m. — Overtime. Thanks, Goon.

9:21 p.m. — It’s probably going to be a tight deadline, so I know I better start writing. Since I already looked up some good stats about UND missing the tournament — and how the team would have been in the NCAAs had Omaha beat Bentley in the opening game of the year or if CC won just a single nonconference game this season — I decided to start the UND-misses-the-NCAA-tournament-for-the-first-time-in-12-years story first.

9:36 p.m. — Overtime begins. My OSU-wins, UND-is-out story is complete. I just need to insert a couple of quotes from coach Dave Hakstol about things not working out.

9:50 p.m. — Zengerle scores. Control-A delete.

9:51 p.m. — I knew the lobby must be going nuts, so I went to check out the scene and try to find players/coaches for quotes, knowing the team is probably leaving pretty quick now. I get in the elevator on the 15th floor. I can hear the fans in the lobby. Yes, from the 15th floor.

A couple of Purdue women’s swimmers were on the elevator with me and looked a bit frightened. One said: “Oh my God, what is going on at this hotel right now?” As Chris Dilks tweeted, “The worst night of your life is happening right now, Purdue swimming girl.” They probably didn’t get much sleep.

9:52 p.m. — I reach the lobby. It is, indeed, chaos. The “Let’s Go Sioux” chants are ringing out. Fans are still cheering. A couple players watched the game with them in the lobby. Others starting coming down.

As each group of players reached the lobby, they embraced. Captain Dillon Simpson hugged just about everyone he saw with an excited, relieved look on his face, knowing he hasn’t played his last game yet. Senior Clarke Saunders sat alone in the corner, smiling from ear to ear, taking in the scene around him.

The lobby/lounge area is open there and you can see the elevator bank on the other side. When all the fans saw Hakstol walk out, they erupted and cheered again. Hakstol gave them a fist-pump.

Former UND coach Dean Blais happened to be standing nearby and walked up to Hakstol and said: “Cheering for Wisconsin? You’ve got to be (kidding) me!” They had a good laugh. You could tell that Blais was genuinely happy about UND getting in.

Amid their celebrations, I cut in to get some quotes. Simpson said the game took three years off his life. Pattyn held out his hands and said, “I’m still shaking.”

Our web/multimedia manager Lori Weber, who made the trip, finished up loading video and photos to the website at Target Center and headed back to the hotel, but missed the chaos by about 5 minutes. So, unfortunately, no video of it.

A group of about 20 players walked out of the hotel together. The fans saw them leaving and started chanting again.

I was told that at the Target Center, there wasn’t much happening on the ice, when all of the sudden, fans started cheering all over. They were following the games on their cell phones. A “Let’s Go Sioux” chant also erupted there during the middle of the third period of the Denver-Miami game.

Others tweeted at me that the same repeated at bars in downtown Minneapolis.

10:13 p.m. — I head back to the room to type the new, UND-is-in-the-NCAA-tournament-for-a-12th-straight-year story. I file that as quickly as possible to make deadline. Here was the end result.

10:32 p.m. — Story is filed. I double check to make sure I e-mailed the UND-is-in story and not the UND-misses-the-NCAA-tournament-for-the-first-time-in-12-years story. That would have been bad.

11:25 p.m. — Two blog posts complete. Bracket nerding is done. I can finally take a break from this chaotic night and relax. That means one thing. Pepperoni pizza in the lobby.

Midnight — The UND fan who heard me say, “It’s over,” stops by to remind me that the UW-OSU game was, indeed, not over. I concede.
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UND headed to Cincy to play UW
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UND is headed to Cincinnati to take on the University of Wisconsin in the first round of the NCAA tournament on Friday.

The top-seeded Badgers are coming off of a victory in the Big Ten championship game.

CINCINNATI

(1) Wisconsin vs. (4) North Dakota, 7 p.m. Friday, ESPNU

 (2) Ferris State vs. (3) Colgate, 3:30 p.m. Friday , ESPN3

ST. PAUL

(1) Minnesota vs. (4) Robert Morris, 4:30 p.m. Saturday, ESPN2

 (2) Notre Dame vs. (3) St. Cloud State, 8 p.m. Saturday, ESPN2

WORCESTER

(1) Boston College vs. (4) Denver, 3 p.m. Saturday, ESPNU

 (2) UMass-Lowell vs. (3) MSU-Mankato, 6:30 p.m. Saturday, ESPN3

BRIDGEPORT

(1) Union vs. (4) Vermont, 1 p.m. Friday, ESPNU

 (2) Quinnipiac vs. (3) Providence, 4:30 p.m. Friday, ESPNU
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My bracket projection
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Disclaimer: I’ve never correctly picked an entire NCAA bracket the night before. The committee always seems to change something along the way. But this is the most confident I’ve been in picking one. So, we’ll see.

I think UND is most likely to head to Bridgeport, Conn., to play against Union in the first round. Union, champs of the ECAC, hasn’t lost in a month and a half.

The Selection Show will be on ESPNU at 11 a.m.

ST. PAUL

1 Minnesota vs. 4 Robert Morris

 2 Notre Dame vs. 3 St. Cloud State

CINCINNATI

1  Wisconsin vs. 4 Vermont

 2 Ferris State vs. 3 Colgate

WORCESTER

1 Boston College vs. 4 Denver

 2 UMass-Lowell vs 3 MSU-Mankato

BRIDGEPORT

1 Union vs. 4 North Dakota

 2 Quinnipiac vs. 3 Providence

The only question is whether the committee would flip UND and Vermont so they wouldn’t have to pay to fly two teams and they could bus Vermont instead.
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UND to make 12th straight NCAA tournament
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MINNEAPOLIS — The longest streak of consecutive NCAA tournament appearances is still alive for UND — barely.

It will reach its 12th straight national tournament when the bracket is revealed at 11 a.m. today on ESPNU.

Thanks to UND’s 5-0 win over Western Michigan in the third place game at the NCHC tournament — and victories by UMass-Lowell and Wisconsin later in the evening preventing an upset winner and an automatic bid, UND will be the last team to get an at-large bid.

It was quite a scene in Minneapolis with the Marriott City Center lobby filled with UND fans and a few players. It erupted after UND won the game and the rest of the team eventually made their way down from their hotel rooms feeling relieved.

For a full story and quotes from the players and coach Dave Hakstol, check this out on the Herald site.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/#sthash.4gX7qgGY.dpuf
Gameday final: UND 5, WMU 0 Posted on March 22, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 14 TONIGHT’S VIEWING: No television. Free webcast available here. Lineup note: Mitch MacMillan is back in for Andrew Panzarella. First period UND 1, Western Michigan 0 — Connor Gaarder (Keaton Thompson, Brendan O’Donnell) 1:42. Thompson gets the puck at the point and launches a shot-pass to the slot, were Gaarder tips it past Slubowski. UND 2, Western Michigan 0 — Connor Gaarder (Stephane Pattyn, Troy Stecher) 10:27. Thompson moves the puck to Stecher at the right point. Stecher’s shot is tipped by Pattyn and kicked to the slot, where Gaarder knocks it in for his second of the game. Second period No scoring. Third period UND 3, Western Michigan 0 — Jordan Schmaltz (Dillon Simpson, Luke Johnson) 11:00. The puck is wrapped to the point where Simpson sends it to Schmaltz at the other point. With lots of traffic in front, Schmaltz blasts one that hits the post, off the goalie and in. UND 4, Western Michigan 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Stephane Pattyn, Nick Mattson) 13:34. Just as a five-on-three power play ends, Pattyn finds the puck at the top of the crease and swings away. It eventually goes to the side, where Grimaldi slides it just across the line before Morrison is able to dig it out. UND 5, Western Michigan 0 — Paul LaDue (Nick Mattson, Brendan O’Donnell) 14:53. UND goes on another five-on-three power play and Mattson moves it to LaDue, who one-times it past Slubowski. UND’s lines 9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders Western Michigan’s lines 8 Sheldon Dries–29 Will Kessel–28 Sam Mellor 14 Colton Hargrove–16 Nolan LaPorte–27 J.T. Osborn 2 Mike McKee–10 Josh Pitt–17 Justin Kovacs 24 Shane Berschbach–13 Chase Balisy–25 Mike Cichy 3 Thomas Nitsche–7 Kenney Morrison 9 Chris Dienes–20 Taylor Fleming 15 Jordan Oesterle–11 Dennis Brown 1 Frank Slubowski 35 Sam Bloomberg 55 Lukas Hafner Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged gameday, und hockey, und sports | 14 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); The things that need to happen (updated) Posted on March 21, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 61 After spending about a half an hour running different scenarios into College Hockey News’ Pairwise Predictor, I believe that UND’s NCAA tournament fate will basically rest in the hands of three games on Saturday. 1. UND needs to beat Western Michigan. It all starts with the 3:38 p.m. game, the only afternoon game of the day. If UND doesn’t win this game, the night games don’t matter. Because it’s a third-place game, there would be a tie declared after a five-minute overtime. A tie isn’t good enough for UND, either, so we could see the strange situation of UND pulling its goalie if there’s a tie game. 2. UMass-Lowell needs to beat New Hampshire (6 p.m.). The RiverHawks, the top-remaining seed in Hockey East, needs to win that game. If UNH wins, UND is out. Lowell hasn’t played New Hampshire since Nov. 1-2. 3. Wisconsin needs to beat Ohio State (7 p.m.). If the Buckeyes win the Big Ten, UND is trouble, but not necessarily done. There is a perfect storm listed below. The Badgers split both series with the Buckeyes this season. THE PERFECT STORM There’s one other perfect storm of events that allows UND to get into the NCAAs even with an Ohio State win over Wisconsin. A reader found this one for me: UND over Western Michigan; Canisius over Robert Morris in AHA; Miami over Denver; Ferris State over MSU-Mankato. I don’t think the results in the ECAC have an impact on UND’s tournament hopes. If you can find a scenario to prove this wrong, let me know. The Pairwise Predictor is located here. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 61 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gameday final: Miami 3, UND 0 Posted on March 21, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 11 TONIGHT’S VIEWING: CBS Sports Network. There’s NO web feed. Lineup notes: UND goes with the same lineup as Sunday. Miami goes with the same lineup it used both games against St. Cloud State. Full lines and live chat are below. First period Miami 1, UND 0 — Blake Coleman (Matthew Caito) 11:24 (pp). A very poor sequence in UND’s own zone leads to an early RedHawk lead. Coleman is left all alone in front of the net. Gothberg makes the stop on that attempt and UND has a chance to get it out, but Caito holds it at the point and gets it back to Coleman, who puts it away for his ninth goal in nine games. Second period Miami 2, UND 0 — Austin Czarnik (Blake Coleman) 19:33. After a careless icing, Miami makes UND pay. The RedHawks win the draw back to Czarnik and he immediately snipes one off the post and in for a two-goal lead. Third period Miami 3, UND 0 — Anthony Louis (Riley Barber) 6:13. More careless play in the defensive zone leads to another RedHawk goal. This time, Barber circles behind the net and spots Louis wide open in the high slot. Louis snipes the corner of the net for a 3-0 lead. UND’s lines 9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks 21 Brendan O’Donnell–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–22 Andrew Panzarella 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders Miami’s lines 25 Blake Coleman–7 Austin Czarnik–14 Cody Murphy 95 Anthony Louis–9 Sean Kuraly–11 Riley Barber 19 Max Cook–26 Justin Greenberg–12 Alex Gacek 10 Alex Wideman–22 Kevin Morris–18 John Doherty 5 Chris Joyaux–8 Matthew Caito 4 Matt Joyaux–28 Ben Paulides 55 Trevor Hamilton–6 Michael Mooney 35 Ryan McKay 1 Jay Williams Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged gameday, und hockey, und sports | 11 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday morning reading Posted on March 21, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 18 MINNEAPOLIS — The biggest buzz item from the first day of the conference tournaments — other than Penn State’s win over Michigan — was the attendance (or lack of) at the Big Ten tournament in the Xcel Energy Center. The WCHA and the NCHC tournaments begin today. And while I’m expecting to see more fans than what attended Michigan-Penn State today, I think it will continue to hammer home the point that we all knew would be true: No tournament will be able to replicate the old Final Five. UND fans have already started arriving in the Twin Cities. I’ve seen them all over our hotel and milling around downtown Minneapolis and more are expected to arrive today. If the NCHC draws 8,000-10,000 paid attendance, I think it would have to consider that a successful start to the tournament. Obviously, North Dakota will have the largest fan base at the event. That brings us to tonight’s semifinal between UND and Miami. The big question: What Miami team will show up? Will it be the one that went 2-12-1 in its first 15 games after Christmas? The one that got shelled 9-2 by UND a few weeks ago? Or will it be the one that has won three games in a row, including a sweep at league champion St. Cloud State last weekend? I think we’ll see more of the latter. Why? The No. 1 reason is that Blake Coleman is back in the lineup for Miami, playing extremely well, and his presence completely changes the depth of that team. Earlier, they were throwing Riley Barber and Austin Czarnik on the same line. After that, there wasn’t much scoring. Now, they have a line with Barber and Sean Kuraly (who has scored goals in 3 of the 4 games this season against UND and has points in all 4). Their second line has Coleman and Czarnik. So that gives the RedHawks two very explosive scoring lines up front instead of one. The key for UND is to try to play in Miami’s end as much as possible. That’s probably easier said than done, but if UND plays in that end, it is attacking Miami’s weakness (the back end), while preventing Miami from playing to its strength (offensive zone). UND did a terrific job of that in the first four meetings between the teams. It will be harder this time around with deeper lines thanks to the return of Coleman. For today’s paper, I wrote a piece on Dillon Simpson, who came to UND as a 17-year-old and had some interesting times. I also had a piece on what to watch in this weekend’s Frozen Faceoff. For Thursday’s paper, I profiled the goaltenders. Despite their fierce competition on the ice, they have become each other’s biggest supporters off the ice. Read about that here. USCHO has a preview on its site here. College Hockey News also has a preview here. So, what’s my pick for the weekend? Well, this is an unusually hard one. All of these teams have had their ups and downs. And I fully realize that any team I pick could very well end up taking fourth. With that being said, you’re supposed to pick the hot goaltender at this time of the year, and nobody was hotter last weekend than Denver’s Sam Brittain. So, I’ll say that the NCHC goalie of the year carries the Pioneers back to the NCAAs. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged friday morning reading, und hockey, und sports | 18 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Penn State highlights Day 1 Posted on March 21, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 3 There were only two games to open the weekend on Thursday, but there was one key result that went UND’s way. Penn State upset Michigan in double overtime in the first Big Ten postseason game ever. That result dropped Michigan below UND in the Pairwise Rankings, and started opening the door of the possibility that UND could make the NCAA tournament with only one win this weekend. That being said, there’s still a lot of hockey to be played, and we’ll know a lot more after today’s 12 games. Here’s an updated list of the five most important things that will determine UND’s NCAA fate. 1. UND needs to win. First and foremost, if UND does not win any games this weekend, there’s zero chance of the NCAAs. UND could keep control of its own destiny by winning twice this weekend. 2. Union and Quinnipiac winning in the ECAC today. Cornell and Colgate are trying to earn NCAA spots. Wins by Union and Quinnipiac would be of huge help to UND. 3. Either Minnesota or Wisconsin winning the Big Ten. Both of them play semifinal games today against teams that had to go to overtime Thursday. If either Penn State or Ohio State end up winning the Big Ten, that would be bad for UND. 4. Anybody but New Hampshire in Hockey East. 5. Ferris State or MSU-Mankato winning the WCHA. The best-case scenario would be Ferris State beating Bowling Green in the championship. The worst-case scenario is Bowling Green or Anchorage winning the Broadmoor. You can have fun with situations here. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 3 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Coaches talk tourney formats Posted on March 20, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 1 MINNEAPOLIS — The NCHC and Big Ten hockey tournaments are both going on in the Twin Cities this weekend. Both leagues use different formats — the Big Ten sends everyone to the tournament, the NCHC sends only the first-round winners — and some coaches sounded off about those formats this week. Some like their league’s setup. Others don’t. Since this is the first year of the new leagues, changes could be made in the future, though there doesn’t seem to be anything imminent. Both the Big Ten and the NCHC have deals signed with arenas for postseason tournaments for a few years. UND coach Dave Hakstol: “Absolutely I feel we have the right setup the way it is right now. You earn your way to our league championship tournament.” Michigan coach Red Berenson: “We’re used to playing on campus sites. I think it’s really good for those fans on those campuses. That will be something, I’m sure, they will discuss at the Big Ten after this first year. I’m a big fan of a series before you go to a major final four type of rink.” Minnesota coach Don Lucia: “The good thing is that with the way the league is — we’re more spread out — it gives fans the opportunity to know that when the year begins, if they want to go to St. Paul, they know their team is going to be there. Hopefully this can grow and fans will make arrangements. If we were on a campus site and we didn’t make it (to St. Paul), it would be a tough draw. Same thing if Michigan or Michigan State didn’t make it to Detroit. I understand the big picture.” Penn State coach Guy Gadowsky: “I like the setup because it mirrors what we try to do in the NCAA tournament. That’s the way it goes in the tournament. That’s the ultimate goal. I think to have a similar situation in the league championship is fitting. To win the national tournament, you have to win each game, no matter who you are up against. This mirrors that situation. So, I think it’s a good fit.” Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, und hockey, und sports | 1 Reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); NCHC hands out major awards Posted on March 20, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 8 UND was shut out of major awards on Thursday night at the Muse Event Center in downtown Minneapolis. UND’s Dillon Simpson was a finalist for the league’s offensive defenseman award, the league’s defenseman of the year award and the league’s player of the year award. Both defenseman awards went to DU’s Joey LaLeggia. The player of the year award went to Omaha’s Josh Archibald. Below is a list of all the major award winners. Player of the Year — Josh Archibald, Nebraska Omaha Forward of the Year — Josh Archibald, Nebraska Omaha Defenseman of the Year — Joey LaLeggia, Denver Rookie of the Year — Jaccob Slavin, Colorado College Coach of the Year — Bob Motzko, St. Cloud State Goaltender of the Year — Sam Brittain, Denver Defensive Forward of the Year — Nic Dowd, St. Cloud State Offensive Defenseman of the Year — Joey LaLeggia, Denver Sportsmanship Award — Eamonn McDermott, Colorado College Student-athlete of the Year — Nic Dowd, St. Cloud State Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, und hockey, und sports | 8 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); The conference tourney streak Posted on March 20, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 18 A lot of UND fans are expected to descend upon Minneapolis this weekend for the NCHC Frozen Faceoff. UND getting out of the first round of the conference playoffs and making it to the conference tournament seems like an annual assumption at this point. But when I looked up other teams’ streaks, it is clear that not every program is able to do that. UND’s run of 12 consecutive conference tournaments quadruples every other team in the nation outside of Michigan and Miami. Longest conference tourney streaks 25 — Michigan* 12 — North Dakota 5 — Miami 3 — Providence 3 — Mercyhurst 3 — Niagara 3 — Union 3 — Minnesota* 2 — MSU-Mankato 2 — Notre Dame 2 — Canisius 2 — Quinnipiac 2 — UMass-Lowell 2 — Wisconsin* 2 — Ohio State* 1 — Colgate 1 — Cornell 1 — Robert Morris 1 — Anchorage 1 — Denver 1 — Western Michigan 1 — New Hampshire 1 — Ferris State 1 — Bowling Green 1 — Michigan State* 1 — Penn State* *Big Ten member, received automatic entry this season As you can see, Michigan has an absolutely absurd run going of 25 years, dating back to 1989, when it was bounced by Bowling Green. Then, it’s UND, Miami and everybody else. It’s not easy in playoff time to consistently advance like UND and Michigan have been able to. I think the consistency is reason No. 1 why UND has built the crowds it has been able to during the past few years at the Final Five. Fans started assuming that UND would be in the Twin Cities. They attended the tournament, had fun, and made plans to do it the following year, figuring the team would be back. It certainly helped the cause that UND won it four times in seven years. This time, the tournament is on the other side of the river, but once again, expect a strong showing from UND fans. Many have planned to be there since the start of the season, and once again, the team delivered. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged nchc, und hockey, und sports | 18 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND heads to Minneapolis Posted on March 19, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 9 UND and Denver are headed to Minneapolis today to meet up with Miami and Western Michigan — two teams that have been there all week. After Miami defeated St. Cloud State first round and Western Michigan beat Duluth, both teams decided to stay in Minnesota for the week and prepare for the NCHC Frozen Faceoff. Neither school is on spring break like UND. Western had spring break the weekend it came to Grand Forks. Miami’s spring break is next week. The teams will hold their first practices at the rink Thursday. UND will go from 12:30 to about 1:30 p.m. It is open to fans. Miami goes after UND. Not a lot of breaking news at today’s weekly presser. Not expecting to see any changes in the lineup for Friday night after a strong Sunday from Andrew Panzarella at forward. I haven’t heard any updated numbers on ticket sales, but UND sports info director Jayson Hajdu tweeted earlier this week that all of the suites are sold for the event. I’m guessing that ticket sales picked up after UND clinched a spot in the tournament on Sunday night. Two other quick notes: There’s an awards banquet tomorrow at about 5 p.m. in Minneapolis, where they will announce the major award winners for the league. I’m expecting UND senior Dillon Simpson to be named the defenseman of the year in the league. He also could win offensive defenseman of the year, but DU’s Joey LaLeggia is a prime candidate for that, too. The Hobey Baker Award top 10 will be announced at 9 a.m. Thursday. Not expecting any UND guys on the list. I think that Omaha’s Josh Archibald will make it. Miami should have at least one, too. Whether that’s Riley Barber, Austin Czarnik or both… I’m not sure. I also wouldn’t be surprised to see DU goalie Sam Brittain on it. Those have to be the NCHC’s top candidates. - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=2#sthash.u8v2xpIH.dpuf
UND still needs to win to get in

Posted on March 17, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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UND is at No. 13 in the Pairwise Rankings after the first round of the playoffs and will definitely need to win at least one game at the NCHC Frozen Faceoff in order to make the NCAA tournament for a 12th straight year.

There’s a very good chance that UND will need to win both games to get in.

If the dominoes fall right, there is the possibility of UND getting in with just one win in Minneapolis, though (whether it be the semis or in the third-place game).

You can go to College Hockey News and play around with this and look at different scenarios.

If you want to do some scoreboard watching this weekend, here’s what you need to know (based on my calculations) if UND is to get into the NCAAs with only one win in Minneapolis:

1. Union and Quinnipiac in ECAC

The ECAC tournament will be the No. 1 follow. UND really needs Union and Quinnipiac to win in their semifinal games Friday. Union plays Cornell. Quinnipiac plays Colgate. If BOTH Union and Quinnipiac win, it would help UND. If even one of them loses, it’s a tough spot.

2. Bowling Green over Mankato

If Bowling Green beats Mankato… AND Ferris goes on to win the WCHA, it would open up some more doors for UND.

3. Penn State over Michigan

If Penn State knocks off Michigan on Thursday afternoon, it would be big for UND. Michigan has already lost to Penn State twice this season. I don’t see it happening a third time.

4. Anybody but New Hampshire (or Ohio State, Penn State, Michigan State)

No reason really to follow Hockey East with the exception of needing New Hampshire to lose somewhere along the way so the Wildcats don’t take up a tourney spot. UND also doesn’t want to see the Buckeyes, Nittany Lions or Spartans winning Big 10. AHA doesn’t affect UND.

If you’re bored, check out the College Hockey News device and let me know if you come up with anything else interesting.
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Sunday night rewind

Posted on March 17, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


In what was one of the most challenging first-round series for UND in the last decade — and that probably shouldn’t be a surprise to close followers of the NCHC — UND emerged victorious with a 4-3 win over Colorado College in Sunday’s Game 3.

It’s the 10th straight first-round victory for UND, which I believe is second only to Michigan nationally. Miami is the only other NCHC team that has made multiple appearances at the conference tournament. The RedHawks are going to their fifth straight.

Stories:

Grand Forks Herald gamer

Grand Forks Herald sidebar on the decision to put the Pattyn-Gaarder-Rodwell line back

Colorado Springs Gazette

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND moved to No. 13 in the Pairwise Rankings with the win. More analysis on that coming later.

◾I actually thought this was Colorado College’s best game of the weekend. It was really a toss up. The big difference? Goalie Josh Thorimbert, who was the No. 1 star and the difference in Saturday’s game, wasn’t nearly as sharp in the first period. He may want two of those back.

◾For good measure, Alexander Krushelnyski had to score once again against UND. He finished his outstanding career with 101 points. It felt like 89 of them were against UND. His line was tremendous in Game 3. He and Cody Bradley combined for 11 of CC’s 30 shots.

◾Jaccob Slavin ended up leading CC in scoring. He’s the first defenseman to lead the Tigers in scoring in at least a decade. On another note, can anyone remember a freshman defenseman leading any team in scoring?

◾Since Thanksgiving, Zane Gothberg has made 19 starts. He has only allowed more than two goals three times. Strangely enough, it was CC (one of the country’s lowest scoring teams) that did it all three times.

◾UND dominated in the faceoff circle again, going 45-26. Its leaders were Rocco Grimaldi (15-7), Mark MacMillan (11-4) and Colten St. Clair (8-1). Faceoff wins on the PK were big.

◾No matter what happens at the NCHC Frozen Faceoff, coach Dave Hakstol has clinched at least a .600 winning percentage again. His worst season as head coach has been over .600.

◾I think Andrew Panzarella earned another start with his play. He added physicality. He was reliable. He made one great tip that nearly went in. And I had to double check the number on his jersey after he dangled a defenseman twice on that rush at the end.

◾After the game, Stephane Pattyn lamented the fact that he couldn’t score on one of his two breakaways at the end of the game and make it a three-goal game.

◾Every player in the lineup Sunday night registered at least one shot on goal except for St. Clair. Michael Parks and Keaton Thompson led the way with four.

◾UND heads to the Frozen Faceoff going 18-5-2 in the last 25 games.

◾Derek Rodwell registered the first multi-point game of his career (two assists). It came in his final game at The Ralph.
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Gameday final: UND 4, CC 3

Posted on March 16, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. There’s a FREE webcast on the right side of this page at nchchockey.com. Lineup notes: UND goes with Panzarella for Mitch MacMillan and puts the Pattyn-Gaarder-Rodwell line back together. O’Donnell goes to the Grimaldi line. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

UND 1, Colorado College 0 — Nick Mattson (Stephane Pattyn, Derek Rodwell) 3:41. Rodwell makes a great outlet pass to start a 2-on-1 rush. Pattyn carries the puck in the zone on the right wing and launches a shot far pad. Mattson jumps in the play on the left wing and scores on the rebound.

UND 1, Colorado College 1 — Alexander Krushelnyski (Cody Bradley, Jaccob Slavin) 6:41. Krushelnyski’s line has threatened every time on the ice and this time scores. Krushelnyski finds a loose puck in the scoring area and snipes one over Gothberg’s glove to tie it. First goal in six games for Krushelnyski.

UND 2, Colorado College 1 — Troy Stecher (Keaton Thompson, Rocco Grimaldi) 10:06. UND moves the puck around to Stecher at the right point. Stecher blasts one through a Johnson screen that gets five-hole on Thorimbert. It’s Stecher’s first goal in 30 games.

UND 3, Colorado College 1 — Stephane Pattyn (Connor Gaarder, Derek Rodwell) 12:22. After a couple of great chances for Colorado College, UND gets it out of the zone and goes the other way with numbers. Gaarder gets it to Pattyn coming up the right wing and Pattyn snipes blocker side from the top of the right circle.

Second period

UND 3, Colorado College 2 — Michael Morin (Jeff Collett) 17:17. LaDue has time to make a pass out of the zone but puts it right on Collett’s stick at the blue line and Collett sends a shot-pass to the net that Morin tips just inside the post.

Third period

UND 4, Colorado College 2 — Brendan O’Donnell (Rocco Grimaldi) 2:29. A turnover lands on the stick of Grimaldi in the right circle. He winds up like he’s going to take a big slap shot, but makes a brilliant feed to O’Donnell backdoor for the goal.

UND 4, Colorado College 3 — Alex Roos (Jaccob Slavin, Archie Skalbeck) 18:31 (ex). Moments after the Tigers pull Thorimbert for the extra attacker, Roos tips a point shot by Slavin.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 28 Stephane Pattyn–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair–22 Andrew Panzarella

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Colorado College’s lines

18 Scott Wamsganz–9 Sam Rothstein–28 Alex Roos

 12 Archie Skalbeck–21 Jeff Collett–17 Charlie Taft

 16 Alexander Krushelnyski–10 Cody Bradley–8 Luc Gerdes

 19 Michael Morin–15 Christian Heil–26 Zach Aman

6 Peter Stoykewych–13 Gustav Olofsson

 27 Aaron Harstad–5 Jaccob Slavin

 20 Ian Young–7 Eamonn McDermott

39 Josh Thorimbert

 29 Courtney Lockwood
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Saturday night rewind
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Colorado College used an overtime goal by Alex Roos to extend the series and force a Game 3 tonight.

It continued UND’s recent struggles to win OT games at home. Of the last 10 games that have been decided in OT (not including ties), UND has won 3 and lost 7. The only three playoff games that have gone to OT in the first round in the past decade have all been UND losses.

UND’s OT-decided games at REA

L — vs. Colorado College (Alex Roos), 3-15-14

 W — vs. Minnesota Duluth (Mark MacMillan), 11-17-12

 L — vs. Nebraska Omaha (Ryan Walters), 12-9-11

 L — vs. Minnesota Duluth (Justin Fontaine), 11-6-10

 W — vs. Colorado College (Darcy Zajac), 3-1-09

 W — vs. Bemidji State (Brett Hextall), 1-3-09

L — vs. Michigan Tech (Tyler Shelast), 3-15-08

L — vs. MSU-Mankato (Rob Rankin), 3-10-06

 L — vs. St. Cloud State (Matt Stephenson), 1-28-06

 L — vs. Colorado College (Brett Sterling), 11-5-04

W — vs. Michigan Tech (Drew Stafford), 3-13-04

W — vs. Denver (Nick Fuher), 3-16-03

W — vs. Denver (Brandon Bochenski), 3-15-03

 L — vs. Denver (Kevin Doell), 3-1-02

Game stories from Friday:

Grand Forks Herald

Colorado Springs Gazette

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND plummeted to No. 15 in the Pairwise Rankings after the loss. Not only will UND have to win tonight to extend its season, it will almost surely have to win at least one game in Minneapolis, too.

◾UND actually may have played better Saturday than Friday, but once again found itself playing from behind. The Tigers jumped to a 2-0 lead. UND eventually caught up and tied it on a Jordan Schmaltz goal and really dominated overtime, but couldn’t get another one by Tiger goalie Josh Thorimbert.

◾UND seemed to continue shooting at Thorimbert’s glove on Saturday, but it was significantly better. He made some real nice glove saves and both goals actually beat him on the stick side.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol mentioned on Friday night that he wanted the team to do a better job blocking shots. That will be another key tonight. Three of Colorado College’s goals this weekend have been point shots that hit something and went in.

◾Drake Caggiula continued to be a big factor for UND. He had nine shots on goal, one goal and one assist.

◾Shot attempts for the game were 90-55 in favor of UND.

◾It was a very strange game in that there was only one power play. UND got it early in the game, but didn’t convert. Colorado College coach Scott Owens said he thought it was a clean game.

◾UND won the faceoff battle 39-30 and got better in the circle as the game progressed.

◾Obviously a big key will be not getting behind early. UND only generated five shots on goal in the first period, then launched 20 shots on goal in the second.
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Season on the line in Game 3
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UND is headed to Game 3 today against Colorado College, and almost certainly, the season is on the line.

UND plummeted to No. 15 in the Pairwise Rankings after an overtime loss Saturday to the Tigers, and if UND does not win the NCHC tournament, it will need to get in the top 14 in the Pairwise to get in. That’s not going to happen if it goes 0-1 before Selection Sunday.

It was another day of upsets in the NCHC with home teams losing all four games. For three of them — St. Cloud State, Nebraska Omaha and Minnesota Duluth — they are knocked out of the NCHC tournament and Omaha and Duluth are done for the season. UND will try to avoid that fate tonight.

If UND wins, it will play Miami on Friday in the NCHC semifinals, while Western Michigan and Denver play in the other semifinal. The commissioner will decide which game is played at which time. UND-Miami would seemingly be a much larger draw and I would be surprised if it’s not the night game.

If Colorado College wins, it will play rival Denver on Friday in the NCHC semifinals, while Western Michigan and Miami play in the other semifinal. That one is a tough call for the night game, but if I had to guess, I would say the CC-DU rivalry wins out and that one is at night.

Full rewind coming in the late morning/early afternoon.
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Gameday final: CC 3, UND 2, OT

Posted on March 15, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. There’s a FREE webcast at on the right side of this page. Lineup notes: UND goes with Thompson for Ausmus on defense. CC goes with Morin for Aman up front. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

Colorado College 1, UND 0 — Peter Stoykewych 16:43. Stoykewych gets the puck at the point and blasts one that hits the stick of Parks, falls into a crowd of players in the slot area and trickles five-hole on Gothberg.

Second period

Colorado College 2, UND 0 — Scott Wamsganz (Peter Stoykewych) 1:17. Wamsganz skates the puck in the zone going from left to right. When he reaches the top of the right circle, he snaps a wrist shot past Gothberg from the top of the right circle, going stick side.

Colorado College 2, UND 1 — Drake Caggiula (Nick Mattson) 3:45. Slavin rimmed one around the boards, but Mattson holds it at the point and launches a shot to the crease area. Caggiula tips the puck on goal, but Thorimbert can’t cover. Thorimbert stops Caggiula’s first rebound attempt, but he scores on the second one.

Third period

Colorado College 2, UND 2 — Jordan Schmaltz (Drake Caggiula, Mark MacMillan) 16:04. Schmaltz starts a transition play from his own end and UND has a three-on-two. Caggiula rushes it up the right wing and centers it to Schmaltz, who catches it on his backhand and lifts it past Thorimbert’s stick.

Overtime

Colorado College 3, UND 2 — Alex Roos (Sam Rothstein, Scott Wamsganz) 7:00. Rothstein takes a shot from the slot area that Gothberg kicks to the right circle, where Roos picks it up and sends it to Game 3.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Colorado College’s lines

18 Scott Wamsganz–9 Sam Rothstein–28 Alex Roos

 12 Archie Skalbeck–21 Jeff Collett–17 Charlie Taft

 16 Alexander Krushelnyski–10 Cody Bradley–8 Luc Gerdes

 11 Hunter Fejes–15 Christian Heil–19 Michael Morin

6 Peter Stoykewych–13 Gustav Olofsson

 27 Aaron Harstad–5 Jaccob Slavin

 20 Ian Young–7 Eamonn McDermott

39 Josh Thorimbert

 29 Courtney Lockwood
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Just as we thought, the era of the gimmes in the playoffs is over.

Three of the four home teams lost Friday night. And UND, the lone home team to win, was feeling fortunate to do so after falling behind by two goals against Colorado College. Here’s a quick rundown on the NCHC playoffs:

DENVER 5, OMAHA 1 (Series tied 1-1)

One night after Omaha scored three power-play goals, the Pioneers only took one minor penalty and evened the series 1-1. Game 3 is today. According to the Omaha World Herald, Denver goalie Sam Brittain was sensational in this one.

MIAMI 5, ST. CLOUD STATE 4, OT (Miami leads 1-0)

Husky defenseman Kevin Gravel scored a game-tying goal with :00.1 left on the clock to force overtime, but Riley Barber scored on a rebound at 10:10 to end a see-saw battle. Barber entered the game with a season-long five-game point drought, but he broke that in a big way with a three-point game.

WESTERN MICHIGAN 3, MINNESOTA DULUTH 2 (Western leads 1-0)

Western Michigan goalie Lukas Hafner continued his outstanding play. In four March games, he’s now 3-1 with a .950 save percentage. In his previous four games, he was 0-2-1 with a .881. He stopped 31 of 33 on Friday. The Bulldogs actually scored both of their goals after the Broncos scored an empty-netter to go up 3-0.

NORTH DAKOTA 4, COLORADO COLLEGE 2 (UND leads 1-0)

Grand Forks Herald

Colorado Springs Gazette

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND actually dropped one spot in the Pairwise on Friday to No. 11. As CollegeHockeyRanked.com pointed out this week, it’s a huge series for Pairwise purposes.

◾A lot of times, there are tiny details in the coaching staff’s preparation that none of us see. But one of them seemed to be glaring on Friday night: All four of UND’s goals were over the glove of Tiger netminder Josh Thorimbert. Clearly, UND picked up something there (Mark MacMillan also tried to go there on his breakaway).

◾UND turned a one-goal deficit into a one-goal lead in the second period. The Tigers are +1 in the first period and -28 in the second period and -16 in the third this season. UND, meanwhile, is +6 in the first, +19 in the second and -5 in the third. So, the second has been, by far, CC’s worst and UND’s best.

◾Earlier this season, I posted a detailed analysis of Michael Parks’ goals, showing that he doesn’t go top shelf to score. Parks is starting to ditch that trend. He went top shelf from in tight on Friday.

◾Speaking of Parks, is there anyone on the team with more poise around the net? I don’t think so. If he spots an opening, he will quickly shoot it there. But he also doesn’t panic when he does have time and he will out-wait a goalie.

◾Dillon Simpson blocked a game-high five shots and now has an NCHC-leading 86 blocks on the season. Nobody in the league is within 10 of him.

◾UND dominated faceoffs, going 42-25. Rocco Grimaldi led the way at 12-5. Cody Bradley had a tough night for CC, going 3-14.

◾Grimaldi’s seven-game point streak came to an end, but I thought he was a big factor in the game. He gave the Tigers some trouble with his speed, drawing one penalty. He also gave UND and the building energy when it needed it.

◾Bryn Chyzyk snapped a 15-game goal drought. Seems that he likes playing against Colorado College. He had three points in the series against the Tigers in early January. He had one point in the next 14 games.

◾Brendan O’Donnell was rewarded for his strong game with a goal. I thought his line with Colten St. Clair and Chyzyk was pretty good and might have been one of the better units in the first period when UND was struggling.

◾Gage Ausmus played his first game in a month. Difficult situation to step back into the lineup in a playoff game. I think we see Keaton Thompson back in tonight.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol said that he thought it was “an even game,” and referenced the 22-22 shot totals. He also said he thought his team was fortunate to get out of the first period down just one goal, and he was happy that his team took advantage of that good fortune.

◾For Colorado College, it was more of the same. The Tigers didn’t play poorly, but like their first two games at The Ralph earlier this season, they found a way to lose. CC is now 1-14-2 on the road this season (lone win at Denver). And it needs to win two in a row now.

◾During UND’s current run of 11 straight first-round series victory wins, it has gone to Game 3 five times. It will try to avoid that fate in tonight’s series finale. A year ago, UND lost Game 2 to Michigan Tech and had to come back on Sunday.

◾Check out the shot charts below and look at Colorado College’s shot attempts from the prime scoring area below the dots. After getting some good looks in the first period, there’s almost nothing there in the second and third periods.
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Gameday final: UND 4, CC 2

Posted on March 14, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. FREE webcast here at nchchockey.com. Click on the right side to watch the games. Lineup notes: UND goes with Ausmus for Thompson at defense. Mitch and O’Donnell switch lines. Thorimbert vs. Gothberg in goal. Full lines and live chat below.

First period

Colorado College 1, UND 0 — Sam Rothstein (Peter Stoykewych, Gustav Olofsson) 1:15. Stoykewych gets the puck at the point and launches it through a ton of traffic. Rothstein tips it by Gothberg to give the Tigers an early lead.

Colorado College 2, UND 0 — Aaron Harstad (Jaccob Slavin, Sam Rothstein) 7:05. Gaarder can’t control a pass and turns it over to the Tigers, who worked it back to Harstad. He blasts one that hits traffic in front and goes in.

Colorado College 2, UND 1 — Drake Caggiula (Mark MacMillan, Paul LaDue) 12:11. Schmaltz makes a great play in the defensive zone to break up a breakaway for the Tigers and UND comes down the other way and scores. Caggiula, on a rush, launches a wrist shot from the top of the right circle, beating Thorimbert short side.

Second period

Colorado College 2, UND 2 — Michael Parks (Mark MacMillan, Drake Caggiula) 7:14 (pp). MacMillan gets the puck in the middle of the ice after a turnover and spots Parks open down low. Parks shows great poise to face up the goalie and snipe a shot top shelf from in tight.

UND 3, Colorado College 2 — Bryn Chyzyk 18:07. Slavin makes a pass from behind the net to the middle of the ice for Heil, but Heil fails to pick it up at his feet and Chyzyk walks up to the loose puck and slaps one by Thorimbert on the glove side.

Third period

UND 4, Colorado College 2 — Brendan O’Donnell (Jordan Schmaltz, Derek Rodwell) 8:08. Rodwell does some good work around the net and gets the puck to Schmaltz, who is open at the point. Schmaltz, I think, tries to shoot, but O’Donnell picks it up on top of the crease, does a quick turnaround shot and beats Thorimbert short side.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 25 Mitch MacMillan–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 20 Gage Ausmus–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Colorado College’s lines

18 Scott Wamsganz–9 Sam Rothstein–28 Alex Roos

 12 Archie Skalbeck–21 Jeff Collett–17 Charlie Taft

 16 Alexander Krushelnyski–10 Cody Bradley–8 Luc Gerdes

 11 Hunter Fejes–15 Christian Heil–26 Zach Aman

6 Peter Stoykewych–13 Gustav Olofsson

 27 Aaron Harstad–5 Jaccob Slavin

 20 Ian Young–7 Eamonn McDermott

39 Josh Thorimbert

 29 Courtney Lockwood
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The WCHA went to 10 teams in 1999-00, adding Mankato State.

And all we’ve ever known in that era is boring playoff series for the top seeds.

In the 14-year span from 1999-00 to present in the WCHA, No. 1 seeds are 14-0 in the first round, going an astounding 28-2 in games in that span. The only two losses by top seeds were Anchorage over Minnesota in 2007 and Duluth over North Dakota in 2001. Both top seeds ended up winning Game 3.

Furthermore, No. 2 seeds have gone 13-1. The lone second seed to lose was Denver in 2005-06, when it was upset by Duluth.

So, since Mankato was added to the WCHA, the top two seeds are 27-1 in the first round.

Now, it’s a new era.

This weekend, the NCHC playoffs begin with four intriguing matchups. The No. 1 seed is included in that. St. Cloud State, the regular season champion, takes on Miami, the league’s preseason champion and one of the nation’s top five programs over the last decade.

I can’t see the top two seeds going 27-1 in the next 14 years.

Here in Grand Forks, UND hosts Colorado College in an interesting matchup. The Tigers bounced UND from the Final Five a year ago, ending UND’s WCHA record playoff winning streak.

This time, it’s a series that will go a long way in determining whether UND will make the NCAA tournament. If UND loses this series, it will not be in a very comfortable spot while it waits for the NCAA selection show.

Curious where other teams are likely to end up in the Pairwise after this weekend? CollegeHockeyRanked.com has you covered here.

This was an interesting week in the NCHC offices trying to schedule flights to the host cities in five days notice. In a lot of cases, they weren’t able to, so there are some interesting travel schedules in the league. Read about that, and other notes about the NCHC tournament, in this notebook.

Earlier this week, I also wrote a feature on Derek Rodwell, who missed several games at the start of the season, but has earned his way into the lineup and will be there for the rest of the season.

The Colorado Springs Gazette has a story on goaltender Josh Thorimbert and his teammates, who are trying to extend their season this weekend.

The Gazette also has three storylines to watch this weekend.

I’ll add a few.

1. Watch the play of CC defenseman Gustav Olofsson. The Tigers gave the Minnesota Wild draft pick the night off on Saturday in order to try to re-charge his batteries for the playoffs. He was one of CC’s better players in REA earlier this season.

2. The penalties. CC scored three of its five goals earlier this season against UND on the power play. The Tigers struggle to score five-on-five, so UND will want to stay out of the box.

3. The blue liners. Both of these teams generate a lot of offense from the back end.

This week, we have NCHC playoff matchup boxes in the Herald on the Ice Time page. I have my predictions there. Check it out at this link.

It will be a busy day at UND with the women’s basketball team playing in the Big Sky semis at 5 p.m., the men’s basketball team playing in the Big Sky semis at 5:30 p.m. and hockey starting at 7:38 p.m.

There’s some good news here, too. All three of those games will be streamed for FREE. Check nchchockey.com for the free hockey games and Big Sky TV for the free basketball streams. Enjoy.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=3#sthash.fUszZfAN.dpuf
Simpson leads major award finalists

Posted on March 13, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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UND captain Dillon Simpson is a finalist for three major awards, while Zane Gothberg is a finalist for goalie of the year and Dave Hakstol is a finalist for coach of the year. Simpson is a finalist for NCHC player of the year, defenseman of the year and offensive defenseman of the year.

The awards will be handed out Thursday at a banquet in the Twin Cities.

Player of the Year

 Josh Archibald, Jr., F, Nebraska Omaha

 Sam Brittain, Sr., G, Denver

 Nic Dowd, Sr., F, St. Cloud State

Dillon Simpson, Sr., D, North Dakota

Herb Brooks Coach of the Year

 Dean Blais, Nebraska Omaha

Dave Hakstol, North Dakota

 Bob Motzko, St. Cloud State

Forward of the Year

 Josh Archibald, Jr., Nebraska Omaha

 Austin Czarnik, Jr., Miami

 Nic Dowd, Sr., St. Cloud State

Defenseman of the Year

 Joey LaLeggia, Jr., Denver

Dillon Simpson, Sr., North Dakota

 Andrew Prochno, Jr., St. Cloud State

Goaltender of the Year

 Sam Brittain, Sr., Denver

 Ryan Faragher, Jr., St. Cloud State

Zane Gothberg, So., North Dakota

Rookie of the Year

 Jake Guentzel, F, Nebraska Omaha

 Trevor Moore, F, Denver

 Jaccob Slavin, D, Colorado College

Offensive Defenseman of the Year

 Joey LaLeggia, Jr., Denver

Dillon Simpson, Sr., North Dakota

 Jaccob Slavin, Fr., Colorado College

Defensive Forward of the Year

 Chase Balisy, Sr., Western Michigan

 Nic Dowd, Sr., St. Cloud State

 Alexander Krushelnyski, Sr., Colorado College
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Knight scores first NHL goal
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Corban Knight scored his first NHL goal on Wednesday night for the Calgary Flames in a 7-2 victory over the Anaheim Ducks.

Knight’s first goal came in his fifth NHL game.

With 1:57 to go in the game, a puck was fired across to the high slot, where Knight picked it up and made a quick turnaround shot that hit the post and went in past Ducks goalie Frederik Andersen.

The linesman accidentally threw Knight’s goal puck to a fan in the stands, but a Flames player went and traded his stick for the puck, which was retrieved for Knight.
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The NCHC announced its all-conference teams today. UND had four selections. Captain Dillon Simpson is on the first team, Michael Parks and Jordan Schmaltz are on the second team and Paul LaDue is on the rookie team.

First team

F – Josh Archibald, Omaha; Austin Czarnik, Miami; Nic Dowd, SCSU

D – Dillon Simpson, UND; Joey LaLeggia, DU

G – Sam Brittain, DU

Second team

F – Chase Balisy, WMU; Michael Parks, UND; Riley Barber, Miami

D – Jordan Schmaltz, UND; Jaccob Slavin, CC

G – Ryan Faragher, SCSU

Rookie team

F – Trevor Moore, DU; Jake Guentzel, Omaha; Alex Iafallo, UMD

D – Paul LaDue, UND; Jaccob Slavin, CC

G – Charlie Lindgren, SCSU
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It’s time for our postseason awards, including the big list, the 2013-14 all-dining team. After researching some new places and re-visiting old favorites, I’ve compiled the top spots that I’ve hit on the road with the UND men’s hockey team this season.

FIRST TEAM (pizza places, no particular order)

1. T. Anthony’s Pizza, Boston. Great place just a couple of blocks from the arena. Has a college hockey flavor inside. I ate an entire pizza by myself.

2. Erbelli’s Pizza, Kalamazoo, Mich. Not too far down the road from Lawson, Erbelli’s came highly recommended and didn’t disappoint.

3. Will’s Pizza, Oxford, Ohio. Pizza-by-the-slice place near campus. It was popular and I can see why. Had to go back and get seconds.

4. SDS, Oxford, Ohio. Solid take out/delivery place that I hit upon getting to town. Not as good as Will’s, but I still enjoyed.

5. Deek’s Pizza, Grand Forks. Obviously.

SECOND TEAM (restaurants, no particular order)

1. Cherry Cricket, Denver. An old favorite. Went there twice on this extended stay in Denver. The Cricket burger is a must.

2. Upstream Brewing Company, Omaha. They had a breakfast buffet going on Sunday afternoon when we hit this favorite Omaha stop. I over-ate. Good sign.

3. Paesano’s Pasta House, Oxford, Ohio. This came highly recommended by Dave Starman and it didn’t disappoint. Small place. Get there early or you won’t get a spot. Smells great. Outstanding authentic Italian food.

4. Chili’s, Minneapolis airport. My favorite chain restaurant. And when they are willing to break their rules and bring out chips and salsa for me at 9 a.m. on a layover back from Grand Rapids, it certainly earns a spot on the all-Schlossman team.

5. Parrot’s Cay, Grand Forks. For those visiting town, it’s a must. I’ve ordered their cajun pasta with chicken this season so many times that they know my name now when I call in take-out.

THIRD TEAM (bars, no particular order)

1. Bleacher Bar, Boston. Located inside the center field wall at Fenway Park. Greatest bar setting ever? I think so. We went there twice.

2. Bar 209, Bemidji. Met Bemidji Pioneer writer Jack Hittinger there and this is a hidden gem. The 209 burger is a mix of sausage and hamburger meat. So good. And the cheese curds are the best I’ve ever had.

3. Cheers, Boston. Where everyone knows your name. A must.

4. Rathskeller, Duluth. This is a bar underneath Tycoon’s. You have to go to the back and take an elevator down to level -1. It used to be the old jail. Really unique setting, cool lighting, very comfortable chairs, quiet enough to be able to have conversations.

5. D.J.’s Dugout, Omaha. I’ve been to D.J.’s more times than most places in Grand Forks in the last two years. Good place to watch games. Great location close to the arena and hotels. Food isn’t anything special, but it’s good enough.

MVP

 Cherry Cricket. I don’t foresee myself making many trips to Denver without stopping at The Cricket.

ROOKIE OF THE YEAR

 T. Anthony’s Pizza. Not sure when UND will be back in Boston, but I’ll definitely be making a stop at T. Anthony’s again when UND does go back.

COACH OF THE YEAR

 Brian Kelley.  Boston University’s SID took us/recommended three places on this list, so he edges out Western Michigan SID Adam Bodnar and Hittinger as coach of the year. After Kelley brought us to center field at Fenway, we started feeling a little bad. He comes to Grand Forks and we take him to Kelly’s Bar. We go to Boston and he takes us to Fenway and Cheers.
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The NCHC is letting fans vote on the goal of the year. After watching all of them, I’m thinking it will probably come down to Josh Pitt of WMU vs. Drake Caggiula of UND. Go to NCHChockey.com to vote.

)
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The inaugural National Collegiate Hockey Conference regular season is over and the Penrose Cup went to St. Cloud State after the Huskies beat Colorado College on Saturday night and UND lost to Western Michigan in the regular-season finale.

Now that we know the final standings, I decided to go back and look the preseason poll that I e-mailed the league.

My preseason poll

1. Miami

 2. Omaha

 3. St. Cloud State

 4. North Dakota

 5. Duluth

 6. Denver

 7. Western Michigan

 8. Colorado College

For starters, I completely botched the Miami pick (as did everyone else). Their goaltending was very good a year ago and shockingly struggled big-time this year. The defensive corps really struggled, too. Miami winning the league was the pick I was the most confident in at the start of the year. I never would have imagined the RedHawks would finish last.

While Omaha ended up getting voted last place by the media, this ended up being one of my better picks. I really liked a lot about this Omaha team. The only question was goaltending, which didn’t end up being very good. But the Mavs still finished third with lots of explosive offensive players and a solid D corps.

Prior to the season, I said that if Omaha finishes last as predicted, I won’t eat pizza for two weeks. Thankfully, it won’t come to that.

St. Cloud State did a great job overcoming the losses of Drew LeBlanc, Nick Jensen and Ben Hanowski to win the league. As I said in the preseason preview, the Huskies had a number of guys who were ready to for larger roles like Joey Benik and David Morley. I still didn’t think they would be able to win the league after losing such prominent players.

I underrated UND in the picks. UND’s young defensive corps ended up coming around faster than I thought it would. I also never imagined this team would go on a run like it did to close the season, especially in a deep league like this one. Like St. Cloud, UND was trying to overcome the loss of some very prominent players, like Hobey finalists Danny Kristo and Corban Knight, and it did that.

I was only one spot off with Duluth and Colorado College and right on with Denver, so those teams did exactly as I thought they would. There wasn’t much about those teams that surprised.

Western Michigan finished two spots higher than I thought. The emergence of Shane Berschbach, who tripled his goals from his junior season, was huge. Justin Kovacs and Nolan LaPorte also increased their production by quite a bit.

*************************************************************************************

So, now we’re headed toward the postseason.

As it stands, only St. Cloud State (No. 5) and North Dakota (No. 10) would make the NCAA tournament if it started today. I think St. Cloud State is in no matter what happens from here. I’m thinking that UND has to win the first-round series against Colorado College to get in, but I’ll wait for Jim Dahl’s weekly Pairwise predictor to make any definitive statements on that.

In past years in the old WCHA, the winner of the Final Five was always a team that was going to the NCAAs anyway (until last year). That’s where things could get interesting this year.

I would not be surprised in the least if a team other than UND or St. Cloud State won the Frozen Faceoff.

Right now, in the WCHA, the only team that would be in the NCAAs would be Ferris. Likewise, it would not surprise me in the least if Ferris did not win the Final Five.

That means you might have to finish higher in the Pairwise than years past in order to get an at-large bid.

Atlantic Hockey does not have a team in the top 30, therefore, it will take up one spot. So, at minimum, you need to be in the top 15 to get in. If we have “upset” winners in the NCHC and WCHA, which is very, very possible (not to mention the possibility in the ECAC), that would mean a top 13 spot is necessary.

So, as the conference tournaments start to play out over the next two weeks, keep an eye on that. If you finish No. 16, you are out. If you finish 14 or 15, I’d be nervous.

Nebraska Omaha and Colorado College’s combined nonconference record of 3-16-1 did not do the NCHC any favors in the Pairwise.

How much of an impact does that have?

If Omaha wouldn’t have lost to Bentley — and if it would have been able to gain splits against Cornell and New Hampshire instead of getting swept by both — then the NCHC would be in position to get four teams in: St. Cloud State would be 4, UND would be 7, Omaha would be 13, Duluth would be 15.

But as it stands, Omaha is 26 and Duluth is 19.
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UND will host Colorado College in the first round of the NCHC playoffs next weekend in Ralph Engelstad Arena.

The four home teams are St. Cloud State, UND, Nebraska Omaha and Minnesota Duluth. If all four top seeds win, it would create an ideal situation for attendance for the NCHC Frozen Faceoff in the Target Center.

Also of note, Denver will be on the road for the first time in more than a decade. The last time the Pioneers were on the road in the first round of the playoffs was 2002-03, when they came to Grand Forks and lost in three. I am envisioning Gwoz in Florida sitting by a pool with his feet up and a little smirk on his face.

NCHC first round

No. 8 Miami at No. 1 St. Cloud State

 No. 7 Colorado College at No. 2 North Dakota

 No. 6 Denver at No. 3 Nebraska Omaha

 No. 5 Western Michigan at No. 4 Minnesota Duluth
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Gameday final: WMU 2, UND 1
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network 3 (That’s Ch. 323 in GF). Midco Sports Network will join the game in progress after basketball ends. Webcast at UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Same lineup for UND. Gothberg starts. Western makes a couple of slight line adjustments. Full lines and live chat are below.

First period

Western Michigan 1, UND 0 — Colton Hargrove (Justin Kovacs, Sam Mellor) 7:22 (pp). Kovacs makes a pass to send Hargrove in the zone up the middle. Hargrove loads up and launches a wrist shot from the high slot that beats Gothberg clean on the blocker side for a power-play goal.

Second period

Western Michigan 1, UND 1 — Stephane Pattyn (Rocco Grimaldi, Luke Johnson) 8:55 (pp). Grimaldi picks up the puck at the left point, skates it down to the right circle and sees some room in the middle. He speeds to the top of the slot and fires a shot that Hafner saves, but Pattyn jumps on the rebound and ties it.

Third period

Western Michigan 2, UND 1 — Colton Hargrove (Mike Cichy, Jordan Oesterle) 7:56 (sh). Cichy sends Hargrove on a shorthanded breakaway. He gets to the top of the crease, fakes to the forehand and chips a backhand while being hooked by LaDue.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Western Michigan’s lines

8 Sheldon Dries–29 Will Kessel–25 Mike Cichy

 24 Shane Berschbach–13 Chase Balisy–16 Nolan LaPorte

 2 Mike McKee–28 Sam Mellor–23 Aaron Hadley

 14 Colton Hargrove–10 Josh Pitt–17 Justin Kovacs

3 Thomas Nitsche–7 Kenney Morrison

 9 Chris Dienes–20 Taylor Fleming

 15 Jordan Oesterle–11 Dennis Brown

55 Lukas Hafner

 1 Frank Slubowski

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=4#sthash.d9yFvZxL.dpuf
EGF wins state championship Posted on March 8, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 2 East Grand Forks won its first boys hockey state title this afternoon, beating Hermantown 7-3 in the championship. Check the Herald site for full coverage. Tom Miller is at the tournament. East Grand Forks, coached by former Sioux forward Tyler Palmiscno, used a lot of its UND connections in the championship. Three sons of former Sioux scored goals — Grant Loven (son of Tim), Eddie Eades (son of Cary) and Dixon Bowen (son of Jeff). Mark Poolman’s son, Colton, also had a strong game. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged east grand forks, und hockey, und sports | 2 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday night rewind Posted on March 8, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 16 On the final night of the regular season, UND will get to play for an NCHC championship and the Penrose Cup. The team gave itself that chance thanks to a 2-0 win over Western Michigan in the series opener. Game stories: Grand Forks Herald USCHO UNDsports.com Kalamazoo Gazette Playoff race notes – UND has the tiebreaker over St. Cloud State, so a win guarantees UND the No. 1 seed and the league championship. – Three teams have clinched home ice: UND, SCSU and Omaha. – The final home ice spot will go to either Duluth or Denver. The Bulldogs are in the driver’s seat. Western Michigan was eliminated from home-ice contention tonight. – UND and SCSU are guaranteed the top two spots, so UND’s first-round opponent will be either Colorado College or Miami. Other notes UND stayed at No. 9 in the Pairwise Rankings. Jim Dahl didn’t post a Pairwise predictor this week, but it appears that UND has built a little gap between itself and the tightly-packed group from Nos. 10-13. UND also is very much on the heels of teams at Nos. 7-8. UND is now 16-3-1 in the last 20 games dating back to the St. Lawrence loss at home. UND is 10-1 in its 11 home games since that SLU loss as well. UND’s 2-0 lead kind of felt more like 5-0 with the way it was limiting Western Michigan’s chances and with the way goalie Zane Gothberg is playing. Since Thanksgiving, Gothberg is 13-1-1 with a .936 save percentage and a 1.59 goals-against average. We all knew he could be this good if he eliminated some of the soft goals. He hasn’t given up a soft one in a long time and this is the result. He has allowed six goals in his last five games. Since UND made some subtle changes to the power play a few weeks ago, UND is converting at 25.8 percent (8 of 31). Prior to that, UND was at 16.8 percent. One of those new power-play pieces, Steph Pattyn, got the first power-play goal of his career on Friday. Paul LaDue added another plus to his resume and is now an absurd +21 in the last 18 games. The difference in UND from the start of this run until now looked pretty evident tonight. In December, Western Michigan outshot UND 38-24 and 25-16. Granted, UND was at home tonight, but it flipped the tables and outshot the Broncos 35-18. Both the UND men and women reached the 20-win mark within hours of each other on Friday. For women’s coach Brian Idalski, it’s his fourth straight 20-win season. For men’s coach Dave Hakstol, it’s his 10th in 10 years as coach. Student turnout was better on Friday, but I’m sure that they are still going to get some seats taken away from them for next season. Shot charts are below. You can see how UND dominated the second period. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports | 16 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND women reach WCHA championship Posted on March 8, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply It was deja vu for the UND women in the WCHA Final Faceoff. It beat Wisconsin in the semifinals in a one-goal game thanks to a great performance by Shelby Amsley-Benzie and it will now head to the championship game for the second year in a row. Amsley-Benzie stopped 35 shots in posting a 1-0 shutout win over the Badgers on Friday in Bemidji’s Sanford Center. Meghan Dufault scored the lone goal, forcing a turnover, launching a shot and finding the rebound. That sets up a showdown between North Dakota and Minnesota for the WCHA championship for the second year in a row. That game will be played at 7 p.m. Saturday in Bemidji. UND needs to win the game in order to get to the NCAA tournament. Minnesota has lost only twice in its last 96 games — both times against UND. Earlier this season, UND split with the Gophers at Ridder Arena when the team was at full strength. The Gophers swept UND in The Ralph when UND was missing its Olympians. The Bemidji Pioneer’s Jack Hittinger covered the game for us. Check out his story here. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und sports, und womens hockey | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Gameday final: UND 2, WMU 0 Posted on March 7, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. Webcast on UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: No surprises for UND. Gothberg vs. Hafner in net. Full lines and live chat are below. First period No scoring. Second period UND 1, Western Michigan 0 — Stephane Pattyn (Paul LaDue, Nick Mattson) 17:21 (pp). LaDue gets the puck at the point and snaps a shot that Pattyn deflects past Hafner from the top of the crease. UND 2, Western Michigan 0 — Luke Johnson (Rocco Grimaldi) 17:39. Grimaldi picks the pocket of Pitt in the corner and quickly centers a pass to Johnson, who turns around and snaps a shot just underneath the crossbar. Third period Scoreless. UND’s lines 9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz 5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher 31 Zane Gothberg 33 Clarke Saunders Western Michigan’s lines 8 Sheldon Dries–29 Will Kessel–25 Mike Cichy 24 Shane Berschbach–13 Chase Balisy–17 Justin Kovacs 2 Mike McKee–26 Michael Rebry–28 Sam Mellor 14 Colton Hargrove–10 Josh Pitt–16 Nolan LaPorte 3 Thomas Nitsche–7 Kenney Morrison 9 Chris Dienes–20 Taylor Fleming 15 Jordan Oesterle–11 Dennis Brown 55 Lukas Hafner 1 Frank Slubowski Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged gameday, und hockey, und sports | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Friday morning reading Posted on March 7, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 9 One of the most fun parts of this job is interviewing players in the second half of their senior year. You start interviewing them after they commit, often times as 16- or 17-year olds. You get to know them a little bit once they get on campus as freshmen. But it isn’t until later in their careers where they really come out of their shells, become comfortable around the media and show their personality. By the time their careers are winding down, they usually gain a great perspective on everything and they are very interesting to talk to. This weekend is Senior Weekend at UND, and next weekend, they will play their final games in Ralph Engelstad Arena during the first round of the NCHC playoffs. I will catch up some of the seniors at that time. But this week, I caught up with one senior on Western Michigan who people around here know well — former Sioux Mike Cichy. Cichy was always a good quote even when he was back here, but it was good to catch up with him, and in true senior form, he seems to have a great perspective on everything. While we always focus on what’s happening on the ice, Cichy will become the first member of his family to earn a college degree — a significant accomplishment. Read the full story on Cichy here. Cichy has bounced from defensive lines to scoring lines this year, filling in wherever he is needed. Not sure where he will play this weekend. There’s a lot on the line for both teams. UND is playing for a chance to be the first winner of the Penrose Cup. With St. Cloud State playing at seventh-place Colorado College, UND may have to sweep in order to lift the Penrose. Read a little bit of what the players are saying about the series here. According to this USCHO story, it doesn’t sound like NCHC commish Josh Fenton knows exactly where he’s going to be at this weekend. Western Michigan enters this series coming off of a 3-1 win over Denver — a contest that has Bronco coach Andy Murray confident heading into this weekend. He told the Kalamazoo Gazette that he sees some good signs. I’ll be really curious to see how this series plays out. The series in Kalamazoo was pretty much a toss-up both nights. If anything, the Broncos may have outplayed UND. But the two best players on the ice — both games — were Zane Gothberg and Rocco Grimaldi. The series was pretty physical and I’d expect the same this weekend. Western Michigan may be the toughest team physically that UND plays against in the NCHC this season. It wasn’t easy for UND to get to the paint during last Saturday’s game against St. Cloud State, and that part probably won’t be any easier this weekend. In the last three years, these teams have played three times. They have all been one-goal games if you take away empty-netters. UND has won all three. On to this weekend’s picks…. St. Cloud State at Colorado College: Everyone will be keeping their eyes on this series. And yes, even though the Tigers are playing better as of late, I think that UND will need to sweep the Broncos to lift the Penrose. St. Cloud State sweep. Omaha at Duluth: Forgotten in the Penrose race is that Omaha actually has a chance to get the Cup as well. The Mavs are only three points back of UND and SCSU. Armed with a 7-4 record in their last 11 games, they might just make this thing interesting. Omaha regulation win, Omaha shootout win. Miami at Denver: The Pioneers are expected to get Joey LaLeggia back after he missed five games with an injury, but they will likely be without Quentin Shore and Josiah Didier. The return of Blake Coleman, meanwhile, has been a big factor for the RedHawks. Split. Western Michigan at UND: I think we see two more close games this weekend. The difference last time was Gothberg and Grimaldi. The difference this time is Ralph Engelstad Arena. UND sweep. ******************************************************************************* For the women, it’s now or never. They know they need to win the WCHA Final Faceoff in order to make the NCAA tournament because of their 1-6-1 record in the month without the Olympians. Here’s my preview for today’s semifinal game against the University of Wisconsin. UND has played Wisconsin four times this season, and actually, has probably been the better team overall in those games. But the Badgers have arguably the top goaltender in the nation in Alex Rigsby. UND has only scored one goal in two games against Rigsby, who is aided by a strong defensive system and defensive corps. The Badgers are patient, wait for opponent mistakes and capitalize. UND has struggled a bit offensively lately, so it might not be easy to get that cranked back up against a team like the Badgers. But the Olympians are all back and have had some time to get their body clocks on to a normal schedule. The fact that UND only had to travel to Bemidji also helps. It appears that the WCHA wants to start moving the Final Faceoff around. Today, the league commish told the Bemidji Pioneer that next year’s event will be in Grand Forks. Eight of the last 10 WCHA Final Faceoffs have been at Ridder Arena. Here’s a preview on the tournament from the Bemidji Pioneer. That’s it for now. I’ll post if there are any updates this afternoon. Have a good one. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged friday morning reading, und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | 9 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Karvinen leads UND honors Posted on March 6, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply Four UND players were honored in the all-WCHA women’s awards, led by Michelle Karvinen’s first-team all-WCHA selection. Josefine Jakobsen was named third-team all-WCHA and Susanna Tapani and Gracen Hirschy earned all-rookie team honors. First team F — Michelle Karvinen, UND F — Hannah Brandt, Minnesota F — Kelly Terry, Minnesota D — Milicia McMillen, Minnesota D — Rachel Ramsey, Minnesota G — Alex Rigsby, Wisconsin Second team F — Brittany Ammerman, Wisconsin F — Sarah Davis, Minnesota F — Rachael Bona, Minnesota D — Courtney Burke, Wisconsin D — Kari Schmitt, Ohio State G — Amanda Leveille, Minnesota Third team F — Josefine Jakobsen, North Dakota F — Jenna McParland, Minnesota Duluth F — Blayre Turnbull, Wisconsin D — Sara Schmitt, Ohio State D — Lara Stalder, Minnesota Duluth G — Danielle Butters, MSU-Mankato Rookie team F — Susanna Tapani, North Dakota F — Dani Cameranesi, Minnesota F — Sarah Nurse, Wisconsin D — Gracen Hirschy, North Dakota D — Lara Stalder, Minnesota Duluth G — Ann-Renee Desbiens, Wisconsin G — Brittni Mowat, Bemidji State Player of the year — Hannah Brandt, Minnesota Rookie of the year — Dani Cameranesi, Minnesota Defensive player of the year — Rachel Ramsey, Minnesota Coach of the year — Brad Frost, Minnesota Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); The Ralph to host 2015 Final Faceoff Posted on March 6, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman Reply Ralph Engelstad Arena will host the 2015 WCHA Final Faceoff women’s hockey tournament, the Bemidji Pioneer’s Jack Hittinger reported today. The tournament will feature the four teams that advance out of the first-round series. UND has made it to the Final Faceoff four years in a row. It is currently being played in Bemidji. Grand Forks has hosted it one other time about a decade ago. UND did not make it that time. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports, und womens hockey | Leave a reply GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); UND Sports Zone Show: Basketball and hockey Posted on March 6, 2014 by gfherald 4 brightcove.createExperiences(); Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged und hockey, und sports | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Knight has strong debut Posted on March 6, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 4 Corban Knight played just over 10 minutes in his NHL debut for the Calgary Flames on Wednesday night. Knight registered one shot on goal. His best stat? You guessed it. Faceoffs. Knight won more than 60 percent of his draws and was the top faceoff man in Calgary’s 4-1 win over Ottawa. Knight also screened the Ottawa goaltender during Calgary’s second goal of the game, a power-play marker. Knight was put out on the power play at the very end. Another Flame forward sustained an injury in the game, which could lead to more ice time for Knight in the next game. Posted in Uncategorized | Tagged corban knight, und hockey, und sports | 4 Replies GA_googleFillSlot("areavoices_largeformat"); Frattin traded to Columbus Posted on March 5, 2014 by Brad Elliott Schlossman 13 Former UND All-American Matt Frattin has been traded from the Los Angeles Kings to the Columbus Blue Jackets. The Jackets acquired Frattin in exchange for Marian Gaborik as part of an NHL trading deadline deal. Frattin never really got things going with the Kings, where he played in 40 games, scoring two goals and tallying six points. He was in-and-out of the lineup at the end of his tenure there. Frattin was originally picked up by the Kings in the Jonathan Bernier trade with the Toronto Maple Leafs. - See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=5#sthash.d6uFdRkE.dpuf
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Former UND standout Corban Knight will make his NHL debut tonight for the Calgary Flames at home against the Ottawa Senators.

Knight was called up on Wednesday morning.

Knight has put together a strong season for the Abbotsford Heat in the AHL. He has 14 goals and 37 points in 57 games for Abbotsford.

Knight will be the 12th former UND player to suit up in the NHL this season.
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Western Michigan is on spring break this week, so the Broncos have some unique travel plans for the trip to Grand Forks.

Western Michigan drove from Kalamazoo to Chicago on Tuesday night. Today, they are scheduled to fly from Chicago to Minneapolis. Then, they will bus from Minneapolis to Grand Forks.

They will skate on Wednesday and Thursday in The Ralph before Friday’s game day.

Broncos coach Andy Murray said that they couldn’t get the entire WMU team on one flight, so it was either take two flights from MSP to GFK or drive. They decided to drive.

Because of the spring break timing, Murray also said that he is able to take his entire team on this trip. He said it was nice not having to tell some kids that they aren’t coming on the trip.

I’ll have some more on his comments later in the week.
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In case you haven’t seen, Jonathan Toews scored quite a goal in the outdoor game Saturday night and his former linemate, T.J. Oshie, tried to one-up him on Tuesday night. See the goals below.
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The UND women took care of business this weekend, sweeping Bemidji State in the first round of the playoffs to reach the WCHA Final Faceoff for the fourth consecutive season.

On Saturday night, Meghan Dufault scored the overtime winner to clinch the trip to Bemidji.

UND will take on Wisconsin at 4:07 p.m. Friday in the Sanford Center. Minnesota will play Duluth in the late game.

UND has to win the tournament in order to make the NCAAs.

For the first time since the start of the year, UND went with the same goaltender on back-to-back nights. It appears that the team will go with Shelby Amsley-Benzie for the playoff run once again.

Amsley-Benzie was fantastic in the playoffs last season, leading UND to a win over Wisconsin in the Final Faceoff, and holding the top-ranked Gophers off the scoreboard for more than three periods in the NCAA regional.

More to come on the women later this week.
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One thing is for sure: The final weekend in the NCHC is going to be an interesting one. There’s home ice up for grabs, and after Saturday night’s 3-1 St. Cloud State win over UND, the Penrose Cup also is up for grabs. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column

St. Cloud Times

Other notes:

◾ UND moved stayed at No. 9 in the Pairwise Rankings after the loss. If you look at Jim Dahl’s latest Pairwise predictor, UND will need to win at least one against Western Michigan to stay in a good spot in the Pairwise heading into the playoffs.

◾The Cup dilemma. Where does it go this weekend? Well, as many of you found out two weeks ago when people were posting pictures from both Duluth and Denver with the Penrose Cup, there are two of them. So, I’m assuming they’ll have one ready to go in both Grand Forks and Colorado Springs. The interesting part is that Omaha still could creep into contention if things go its way.

◾Clearly, in the series finale, St. Cloud State did a much better job defensively. There were times in the opener where the Huskies didn’t seem too concerned to tie up players in front of the net. But that was much more difficult in the series finale. I thought Husky goalie Ryan Faragher left his share of rebounds again, but UND was unable to get to them this time.

◾I thought the best player on either team might have been Zane Gothberg. He made a couple of saves where Husky fans were already standing assuming a goal was about to be scored, including one on Jonny Brodzinski in the first period. Another very good performance by UND’s netminder.

◾UND wasn’t pleased with the number of penalties it took in the game. St. Cloud State had five power plays to UND’s two.

◾Saturday night’s game (nothing coming easy) should be good preparation for this weekend against Western Michigan. The Broncos are a hard-nosed, physical team. They may be as gritty and tenacious as anyone UND has faced in the league this season. UND swept the Broncos in Kalamazoo, but got outshot by 14 and 9. Gothberg was the difference.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports
  |  6 Replies 

Gameday final: SCSU 3, UND 1
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Charter Cable locally. Webcast available here. No, it is not on DirecTV. Lineup notes: UND goes with the same lineup. St. Cloud State scratches David Morley and Joe Rehkamp up front for Garrett Milan and Joey Holka. Huskies go with Brandon Burrell for Jarrod Rabey on D on Senior Day.

First period

UND 1, St. Cloud State 0 — Rocco Grimaldi 14:17 (sh). Grimaldi stole the puck from Prow at the point and skated in on a breakaway. Grimaldi tries to shoot five-hole and Faragher makes the save, but Grimaldi picks up the rebound and scores a shorthanded goal.

UND 1, SCSU 1 — Joey Benik (Kalle Kossila, Jonny Brodzinski) 15:44. Right as the power play expires, Kossila finds Benik with a cross-crease pass and Benik one-times it into the open side of the net before Gothberg can get over.

Second period

SCSU 2, UND 1 — Cory Thorson (Tim Daly) 18:55. UND entered the zone on a rush but turned the puck over and Thorson took it the other way on a one-on-one against Simpson. He cuts from the right circle across the slot and shoots high glove to give the Huskies the lead.

Third period

SCSU 3, UND 1 — Kevin Gravel 19:51 (en). Graven launches one from his own zone into the empty net to seal the win for SCSU.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

SCSU’s lines

9 Joey Benik–26 Nic Dowd–16 Jimmy Murray

 10 Ryan Papa–11 Kalle Kossila–22 Jonny Brodzinski

 27 Nick Oliver–8 Cory Thorson–21 Brooks Bertsch

 18 Garrett Milan–6 Daniel Tedesco–17 Joey Holka

15 Niklas Nevalainen–12 Ethan Prow

 7 Kevin Gravel–40 Tim Daly

 19 Ben Storm–20 Brandon Burrell

29 Ryan Faragher

 35 Charlie Lindgren

 33 Joseph Phillippi
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While UND and St. Cloud State battle for the Penrose Cup, Omaha is lurking not too far behind. Meanwhile, a big-time race is heating up for home ice with Denver currently holding down the No. 4 spot and Western Michigan and Duluth lurking one point back.

Here are some random notes about NCHC teams:

**Last night, UND’s Mark MacMillan scored his first goal on the road this season. Prior to that, all eight of his goals came at home.

**Omaha has been saying for a while it would like to take the North Dakota path this year and surge at the end of the season. The chance is now. The Mavs are 1-13 in their last 14 games in March and can start turning that around tonight in a series finale against CC.

**All of the sudden, Josh Archibald is only one back of Johnny Gaudreau in the race for the national goal-scoring title. Archibald has 10 goals in the last six games and is at 28 for the season.

**St. Cloud State started the season 11-1-2, but is only 7-7-3 since then after Friday night’s 5-2 loss to North Dakota.

**Miami, the preseason favorite to win the NCHC, could clinch a last-place finish with either a loss or a Colorado College win today.
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The NCHC has posted the goal videos from Friday night’s 5-2 UND victory over St. Cloud State.
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Heads up: WDAY 970 AM (wday.com) has decided to bring back the Saturday Morning Sports Show from 9-11 a.m. with Dom Izzo and Jeff Kolpack. I will be joining them at 10:45 a.m. to talk college hockey. It sounds like that will be a regular spot for the rest of the season for those interested in tuning in.

Obviously the topic will be UND’s 5-2 win over St. Cloud State — and probably in larger part — the fact that coach Dave Hakstol once again has his team surging through the second half of the schedule. The stories from Friday:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the offense

St. Cloud Times

UNDsports.com

Other notes and comments:

◾ UND moved up one spot in the Pairwise to No. 9. As per Jim Dahl’s prediction, UND can move up to the No. 5-7 range with a win Saturday, or else fall to No. 9-11 range with a loss.

◾UND has clinched a top-three finish now in the NCHC. If it wins in the series finale, it will clinch first.

◾Defenseman Paul LaDue is +20 in the last 16 games. He has the best plus-minus of any defenseman in the nation since Dec. 7 (next closest is +16). He was +3 on Friday.

◾Goalie Zane Gothberg is 12-0-2 in his last 14 games. He hasn’t lost a start since Nov. 9. He has only allowed more than two goals once in that stretch (5-3 win over Colorado College).

◾With one more win this season, Hakstol will become the only coach to have 20 wins in each of the past 10 seasons. It’s a feat that two of college hockey’s three winningest all-time coaches — Jerry York and Jack Parker — have never done.

◾A stat that displays how UND is getting scoring from everywhere in the lineup: Of the 18 players in the lineup Friday, 15 of them have scored goals in the last six games.

◾Since Nov. 30, UND ranks fourth nationally in scoring, only behind Boston College, MSU-Mankato and Quinnipiac.

◾UND has lost just one of its last nine road games (3-0 at Denver). And UND outshot Denver by 17 in that game. UND is going for its third road sweep of the season Saturday. It has only done that once in the Hakstol era — the 2010-11 team had four road sweeps (Bemidji State, Wisconsin, Mankato, Michigan Tech).

◾UND finally got to Ryan Faragher. The goaltender, who had a 6-3-1 record and a .940 career save percentage against UND, was yanked after allowing five goals in the second period.

◾UND has outscored its opponent 14-0 in the second period during the last four games — 4-0 vs. Miami, 1-0 vs. Duluth, 4-0 vs. Duluth, 5-0 vs. SCSU.

◾Remember when UND was involved in down-to-the-wire, hold-your-breath-til-the-last-second games every day? In the last 10 games, UND has not been within a goal of its opponent (up or down) at the 19:00 mark of the third period.

◾The last time UND swept a series in the National Hockey Center, Keaton Thompson was 3 years old.
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: CBS Sports. No webcast. Lineup notes: Same lineup as last weekend. Gothberg starts. Live chat and full lines are below.

First period

SCSU 1, UND 0 — Joey Benik (Kalle Kossila, Jonny Brodzinski) 10:43 (pp). Kossila has the puck at the point, skates it in and gets LaDue to drop and block the shot. Instead, he dishes it to Benik at the bottom of the right circle. Benik spots an opening five-hole and fires it in.

Second period

SCSU 1, UND 1 — Connor Gaarder (Brendan O’Donnell, Paul LaDue) 5:10. LaDue starts the transition with a nice pass to O’Donnell, who is rushing up the left wing. O’Donnell leaves a drop pass for Gaarder, who rockets a wrister off the back bar and in to tie the game.

UND 2, SCSU 1 — Luke Johnson (Rocco Grimaldi, Brendan O’Donnell) 9:27. Johnson forces a turnover in the neutral zone and dishes it to O’Donnell, who makes a nice touch pass to Grimaldi, who is rushing up the right wing. Grimaldi skates in and shoots far pad. Johnson crashes and scores on a rebound.

UND 3, SCSU 1 — Mark MacMillan (Jordan Schmaltz, Dillon Simpson) 10:17. Schmaltz makes a nice play to gain zone entry, then shoots far pad from the right circle. Rabey loses MacMillan, who is cutting down the slot and MacMillan pounds home the rebound.

UND 4, SCSU 1 — Connor Gaarder (Nick Mattson, Brendan O’Donnell) 13:54. Mattson skates around the entire zone, goes behind the net and makes a perfect centering pass to Gaarder, who picks the glove-side portion of the net from the slot.

UND 5, SCSU 1 — Drake Caggiula (Mark MacMillan, Michael Parks) 19:16. MacMillan and Caggiula enter the zone on a rush. MacMillan gets it to Caggiula in the slot. Caggiula gets tied up and has to try a between-the-legs shot. Faragher stops it, but Caggiula gets another swing at it and scores.

Third period

UND 5, SCSU 2 — Kevin Gravel (Cory Thorson) 15:25. Thorson enters the zone along the left wing. As he gets pinched along the boards, he drops the puck to Gravel, who blasts one through a screen to make it 5-2.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

SCSU’s lines

16 Jimmy Murray–26 Nic Dowd–13 David Morley

 10 Ryan Papa–11 Kalle Kossila–22 Jonny Brodzinski

 9 Joey Benik–8 Cory Thorson–21 Brooks Bertsch

 27 Nick Oliver–37 Joe Rehkamp–6 Daniel Tedesco

15 Niklas Nevalainen–12 Ethan Prow

 7 Kevin Gravel–40 Tim Daly

 19 Ben Storm–2 Jarrod Rabey

29 Ryan Faragher

 35 Charlie Lindgren

 33 Joseph Phillippi

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=6#sthash.Nla3xTXq.dpuf
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The Penrose Cup is in the house. The commissioner will be on hand. The NCHC is ready to present the league championship trophy this weekend if it has to.

The only way that can happen is if there’s a sweep — and that’s something we haven’t seen for a loooong time in the National Hockey Center.

The last time there was a sweep between these two teams in the NHC? That would be 2001-02, when the Huskies swept the only UND team of the last 17 years not to make an NCAA tournament.

Since then, St. Cloud State has ruled on Fridays (6-1-4) and UND has ruled on Saturdays (10-1). Last year marked the lone UND win on Friday and SCSU win on Saturday.

This will be a typical weekend in the NCHC — one where nobody knows quite what to expect.

UND has been hot lately, going 14-2-1 in the last 17 games. SCSU is just 7-6-3 since its blistering start.

But the Huskies have had UND’s number like nobody else in recent times. UND has just one win in its last six games against St. Cloud State, including the Husky sweep in Ralph Engelstad Arena earlier this season.

That all starts with SCSU goalie Ryan Faragher. The junior made a surprise first-career start in the Ralph two years ago because of an injury to starter Mike Lee. Faragher ended up posting a 44-save shutout in that game and he hasn’t slowed down much since then.

For his career, Faragher has a .940 save percentage against UND and a 6-3-1 record.

A side story to watch is the absence of SCSU defenseman Andrew Prochno. The biggest thing that has allowed the Huskies to turn the tide against UND in recent years, in my opinion, has been the improved play of their D. A few years ago, they had a very explosive offense, but a soft defensive corps. Not anymore.

The guy replacing Prochno on the back end played in the Frozen Four last year, so it’s not like they are throwing an inexperienced guy back there. But even so, Prochno is very good and will be missed.

While we’re discussing goaltenders and defense, that’s probably been UND’s biggest strong suit recently.

Zane Gothberg hasn’t lost a start since early November and he was able to pick up right where he left off after his injury.

On the blue line, Brad Berry has helped mentor a young defensive corps into one of the league’s best. Their hands will be full this weekend against the NCHC’s top-scoring offense, one that goes three lines deep with big scorers.

Who has the hardest slap shot and wrist shot on the UND team? Who is the toughest to stop in breakaway/shootout situations? I talked to UND’s goalies this week (who are both well spoken and thoughtful guys). Here’s what they had to say.

For Friday’s paper, I have a short preview on the series with some notes.

The St. Cloud Times has its preview posted here.

UND captain Dillon Simpson appeared on The Pipeline Show this week. He talks about his recent scoring surge and more. Listen to it here.

Where will UND be in the Pairwise Rankings after this weekend? Check out Jim Dahl’s weekly forecast here.

On to this weekend’s picks….

Denver at Western Michigan: Two teams that have been pretty inconsistent as of late. Denver is trying to rebound from the sweep at the hands of its rival, Colorado College. I think the Pioneers get one on senior weekend for Western Michigan. Split.

Duluth at Miami: After climbing into NCAA contention, the Bulldogs have dropped four games in a row. Granted, those four came against the teams tied atop the standings — UND and SCSU. The Bulldogs get a win this weekend, but Blake Coleman’s return to the lineup for the RedHawks prevents the sweep. Split.

Colorado College at Omaha: Colorado College is feeling good after sweeping rival Denver. Omaha has had a hard week with eight players getting displaced from their dorm rooms and losing all of their possessions because of a fire. I think the Mavs have too much firepower for the Tigers and have a happy ending to the week. Omaha sweep.

North Dakota at St. Cloud State: With no sweeps either way in the last 11 years in this building, that’s not the smart-money bet this weekend. UND is the only team in the NCHC or Big Ten that has not participated in a single shootout this season. That ends sometime, right? UND regulation win, SCSU shootout win.

*************************************************************************************

On the women’s side, it’s now or never for UND.

It needs to win the WCHA tournament in order to make the NCAAs for a third straight season, and it enters the postseason on a four-game losing streak and a 1-6-1 record in the last eight.

The good news is that the Olympians are back. Michelle Karvinen flew back from Columbus, Ohio, last weekend with the team. Susanna Tapani and Tanja Eisenschmid returned on Tuesday.

The big question is whether UND can mentally turn the corner and not let this slide continue. Coach Brian Idalski said the team hasn’t been playing terrible or anything, it just hasn’t been able to finish off plays and build leads.

Having a few Olympians back should help in that department.

The other interesting note is that this weekend will mark the first time all year that UND has a full roster. Prior to the Olympics, Leah Jensen wasn’t healthy. Now, they have the Olympians and Jensen back. That could be interesting.

It sounds like UND is going to appeal to the NCAA to try to get a fourth year of eligibility for Karvinen, but I wouldn’t bank on it happening. So, Karvinen will be recognized on Saturday after the game for her Senior Day (she missed the regularly scheduled Senior Day because of the Olympics).

Karvinen’s parents are going to be in the house, making the trip from Denmark.

Here’s a story that I wrote about Karvinen and her impact on the UND program.

That’s all for now – it is time for some sleep and a drive to St. Cloud in the morning/afternoon. Catch you then.
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Toews back on SI cover
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Jonathan Toews is back on the cover of Sports Illustrated after winning his second Olympic gold medal. This is his second appearance on the SI cover.
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I’ve been asked about this several times recently. Here they are directly from the league:

Seeding of teams for the NCHC Tournament shall be determined by the final NCHC standings at the end of the regular season. If two or more teams have the same number of points in the final standings, they tie will be broken based on the below formula.

In the case of ties among three or more schools, the criteria will be used in order until a team, or teams, is separated from the pack. At that point, the process will begin anew to break the “new” tie. In other words, when a four-way tie becomes a three-way tie, the three-way tie is treated as a “new” tie and the process begins with the first criterion.

1. The team with the greater number of NCHC regular-season wins shall be the higher seed.

2. Head-to-head competition. Among the teams tied in the standings, the team with the highest winning percentage will be the higher seed.

3. Goal differential: Total goals for and against in contests between the teams tied in the standings.

4. Winning percentage of the teams tied in the standings against the remaining NCHC teams, starting at the top of the standings and working toward the bottom until the tie is broken.

5. Coin flip.
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Watch this week’s UND Sports Zone Show
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GF sports chat Feb. 26
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&lt;a href='http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=6b2a43132d' &gt;GF sports chat Feb. 26&lt;/a&gt;
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Playoff tickets go on sale Wednesday
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UND has clinched home ice once again and tickets are going on sale tomorrow. Here’s the release that I got from UND today:

Ticket packages for the NCHC quarterfinal round, to be hosted by UND from March 14-16, will go on sale to the general public and to UND students at 10 a.m. Wednesday.

Series ticket packages are reserved seating and are $40 for adults, $20 for UND students and $20 for youth. Adult and youth series packages may be purchased in person at the UND Box Office at Ralph Engelstad Arena or online at http://ticketmaster.com/artist/821823.

UND students may purchase up to four series packages and may do so in person at the UND Box Office at Ralph Engelstad Arena. A valid UND student ID must be presented with game ticket to gain admittance into each game.

Season ticket holders already received their NCHC Quarterfinal tickets as part of their season ticket package.

All unclaimed student tickets will become available to the general public as series packages at 10 a.m. Saturday.

Single-game tickets for the NCHC Quarterfinals will go on sale to the public on Wednesday, March 12 at 10 a.m.

The NCHC Quarterfinals take place March 14, 15 and 16 (Game 3 if necessary). Game times are 7:38 p.m. on Friday and 7:08 p.m. on Saturday and Sunday. UND’s first-round opponent has not yet been determined.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged und hockey, und sports
  |  6 Replies 

Saturday night rewind
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Trivia question: Of the 59 college hockey teams, how many of them have finished in the top half of their league’s standings (or home-ice position as we call it in the West) for each of the last five seasons?

Answer: Only six.

In another stat the shows the remarkable parity in college hockey these days, only six teams have had top-half finishes for each of the last five years, and two of those streaks are guaranteed to end this season.

Most consecutive top-half finishes

1. North Dakota – 11 (clinched 12th straight)

 2. Denver – 10

3. Boston University – 9

4. Miami – 8 

5. Air Force – 7 (clinched 8th straight)

 6. Yale – 6

Boston University and Miami will both see their streaks end. Neither can finish in the top half. Denver, currently in the bottom half, could see its streak go by the wayside, too.

Boston College, Ferris State and Union all will reach their fifth straight top-half finish this season.

UND officially extended its home-ice streak to a nation-leading 12 years in a row thanks to a 6-2 win over Minnesota Duluth on Saturday night. Come March, UND’s streak of top-half finishes will double every other team in the country outside of Air Force and maybe Denver and Yale.

Must be nice for UND/The Ralph to be able to budget to have that every year.

Anyway, UND clinched home ice with an impressive performance in front of a record AmsOil Arena crowd. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on the power play

Duluth News Tribune

UNDsports.com + photos

Other notes:

◾UND climbed to No. 10 in the Pairwise Rankings after the weekend sweep of the Bulldogs. That’s exactly where Jim Dahl’s weekly Pairwise forecast pegged UND if it swept.

◾Since the 0-for-10 power play performance against Omaha, UND has scored a power-play goal in four straight games, going 7 for 21 (33.3 percent).

◾Goalie Zane Gothberg is 11-0-1 in his last 12 starts. The last time he lost a start was Nov. 9 at Nebraska Omaha.

◾Paul LaDue is +11 in the last six games. He has been outstanding on both ends of the rink for UND.

◾In the first eight games after Christmas, UND’s Rocco Grimaldi tallied five points (0.63 ppg). Since being put on a line with Stephane Pattyn, Grimaldi has seven points in four games (1.75 ppg). His production has more than doubled.

◾Grimaldi led the team with six shots on goal on Saturday. And he led the team in the physicality department, too, throwing two huge hits including a hip check that upended a Bulldog player.

◾Mitch MacMillan, somewhat surprisingly, went back into the lineup this weekend. He finished his weekend with a two-point (1 goal, 1 assist), +3 night. Mitch had 1 point in 11 games this season and hadn’t played since Dec. 7. The coaches must have seen something in practice.

◾UND’s top faceoff guys had another nice night. Mark MacMillan went 16-8. Grimaldi went 14-9.

◾UND has the most productive D-corps in the nation, averaging 2.93 points per game. New Hampshire’s is second at 2.74 points per game. UND’s D had seven points on Saturday and 10 points for the weekend. It has 18 points in the last three games.

◾Very strong showing from UND fans on Saturday night in AmsOil.

◾The team that couldn’t do anything easy early in the season suddenly has been on cruise control in the third period during the last three games with big leads.

Posted in Uncategorized   |  Tagged rewind, und hockey, und sports
  |  12 Replies 

Toews wins another Olympic gold
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Former UND standout Jonathan Toews is golden again.

Toews scored the game-winning goal as Canada defeated Sweden 3-0 in the gold medal game, giving Toews his second Olympic gold. He previously won two World Junior Championship gold medals as well.

Toews finished the tournament with a goal and two assists, Canada’s fifth-leading scorer.

At age 25, he now has two Stanley Cups and two Olympic gold medals.

“It’s an amazing feeling to be part of a team like that, whether your role was big or small. We were just an amazing team to watch, the way we worked together and the way we were all over them. It was a fun team to be a part of,” Toews said. “You look at the skill we have across our lineup and it is amazing to see the guys who have the raw talent and ability to commit themselves to doing all the little things right.

“We knew that is what it was going to take to win the championship.”

UND’s Olympic gold medalists

2014 — Jonathan Toews, Canada

 2010 — Jonathan Toews, Canada

 2002 — Ed Belfour, Canada

 1980 — Dave Christian, United States
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UND clinches home ice
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There was a point this season where it looked like, for the first time in a long time, UND might finally have to make travel plans for the first round of the playoffs.

That won’t be the case.

UND may be in a new league, but it’s the same old result. For the 12th consecutive season, UND has clinched home ice for the first round of the playoffs.

Ticket information will likely be coming sometime in the next week.
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Gameday final: UND 6, Duluth 2
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network. My9 locally. Lineup notes: No changes for UND. Gothberg starts again. Duluth starting McNeely in net. Spurrell replaces Basaraba in the lineup up front. Tim Smith for Corrin on D.

First period

UND 1, Duluth 0 — Mitch MacMillan (Derek Rodwell, Bryn Chyzyk) 3:38. Simpson starts a three-on-two rush with a good breakout pass. Chyzyk gives it to Rodwell, who is flying up the right wing. Rodwell goes far pad with the shot. Mitch finishes off the rebound. First goal in 15 games for Mitch.

UND 1, Duluth 1 — Kyle Osterberg 5:08. Stecher falls in the neutral zone and the Bulldogs start a two-on-one the other way. Osterberg shoots from the left circle and beats Gothberg on the short side for Duluth’s first goal of the weekend.

Duluth 2, UND 1 — Caleb Herbert (Justin Crandall, Austin Farley) 13:37. Crandall makes a perfect backhand chip pass from the neutral zone to Herbert, who gets by Gaarder and Stecher with his speed and chips a forehand past Gothberg’s stick.

Second period

Duluth 2, UND 2 — Paul LaDue (Rocco Grimaldi, Luke Johnson) 3:36 (pp). Grimaldi gets the puck at the bottom of the left circle and centers one to the front of the net. It hits traffic and LaDue picks it up and scores on his backhand.

UND 3, Duluth 2 — Michael Parks (Jordan Schmaltz) 5:23. Schmaltz has the puck in his own end and makes a perfect pass off the boards to send Parks into the zone with speed and on a two-on-one. Parks takes the shot himself and beats McNeely high stick side.

UND 4, Duluth 2 — Dillon Simpson (Drake Caggiula, Jordan Schmaltz) 9:46 (pp). Caggiula has the puck in the right circle. Simpson sees open space in the slot and creeps in, calling for the puck. Caggiula hits him, Simpson snipes one.

UND 5, Duluth 2 — Paul LaDue (Rocco Grimaldi, Nick Mattson) 10:56 (pp). Grimaldi makes a spin move in the left circle to create space, then spots LaDue cutting back door. Grimaldi makes a perfect pass and LaDue finishes it off.

Third period

UND 6, Duluth 2 — Colten St. Clair (Dillon Simpson, Bryn Chyzyk) 2:36. Gothberg loses his stick in the corner and nobody goes and gets it for him. Instead, UND goes the other way and tacks on a sixth goal. Chyzyk hits Simpson at the point. Crandall stops Simpson’s shot, but both Mitch and St. Clair crash the net and St. Clair gets the rebound.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Minnesota Duluth’s lines

11 Austin Farley–21 Caleb Herbert–25 Justin Crandall

 14 Alex Iafallo–17 Dominic Toninato–26 Adam Krause

 8 Kyle Osterberg–13 Tony Cameranesi–19 Max Tardy

 23 Austyn Young–27 Cal Decowski–28 Sammy Spurrell

4 Carson Soucy–7 Andy Welinski

 6 Derik Johnson–15 Willie Raskob

 16 Tim Smith–3 Dan Molenaar

36 Matt McNeely

 1 Aaron Crandall

 30 Alex Fons

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=7#sthash.GQGXtMwj.dpuf
Friday night rewind
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(Photo courtesy Eric Classen, UND athletics)

UND surged into a first-place tie with St. Cloud State and continued to work on its Pairwise Ranking (up to No. 11 now) with a 3-0 win over Minnesota Duluth in AmsOil Arena on Friday night. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Duluth News Tribune

UNDsports.com

Other notes and comments:

◾UND is now 13-2-1 since that loss at home against St. Lawrence, and the team has led at some point in 15 of the last 16 games. The only team in the nation with a better record since Nov. 30 is Boston College with a ridiculous 17-0-1 mark.

◾Zane Gothberg was outstanding and I voted him the first star of the game, despite Luke Johnson’s impressive three-point outing. The Bulldogs had several great chances, but Gothberg was there on all of them. Probably his best game at UND (and his first shutout).

◾I know this sounds like a weird comment after the Bulldogs got shutout, but I was really impressed with their forward group. The scary part for the NCHC is that all their top forwards are freshmen or sophomores. It kind of reminds me of the Connolly class a few years back. They are already very good. They will only get better.

◾Both UND coach Dave Hakstol and Duluth coach Scott Sandelin said in postgame comments that they thought the game was even and a toss-up. Again, Gothberg probably the difference.

◾The area where UND gave Duluth its most trouble was coming out of the zone. Bulldog defensemen had trouble with the forecheck and trouble in the neutral zone at times. The third goal was a bad turnover by the Bulldogs that ended up in the back of the net.

◾UND won the faceoff battle 28-21. Its top faceoff guys were Mark MacMillan (12-8) and Rocco Grimaldi (10-6).

◾A big key to the game was UND winning the special teams battle. UND got an early power-play goal from Johnson, while holding the Bulldogs scoreless on four chances with the extra man.

◾Perhaps it was appropriate that on North Dakota state hockey weekend, five of UND’s seven points came from North Dakotans. Johnson had three points. Paul LaDue and Keaton Thompson each had assists.

◾LaDue is plus-10 in his last five games.

◾Since Hakstol took over at UND, his team is 21-8-3 against the Bulldogs during his tenure.

◾UND has shut out Duluth in two of its four games in AmsOil Arena.

◾The Bulldogs dropped to 4-6-3 at home this season. They are in risk of their first losing season at home since 2005-06, when they went 4-13-1 in the DECC.

◾Tonight, the 2003-04 Bulldog Frozen Four team will be welcomed back to Duluth. That team was in position to win the MacNaughton Cup with four games to go. The MacNaughton Cup was in the DECC for a series against UND (it could have been presented that weekend) but UND swept the Bulldogs. The MacNaughton Cup made the trip down U.S. Highway 2 to Grand Forks and UND clinched it the next weekend.
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Zach Parise, T.J. Oshie and Team USA won’t be bringing home any medals from the 2014 Sochi Games.

The Americans lost the bronze medal game 5-0 to Finland today, ending their hopes of getting a medal in a second-consecutive Olympics.

Team USA was hoping to win medals in back-to-back Olympics for the first time since 1956 and 1960, and it hasn’t won a medal overseas since 1972 in Sapporo, Japan.

After scoring 20 goals during its first four games of the tournament, the Americans were held without a goal in back-to-back games against the Canadians and the Finns.

Parise was aiming to become UND’s first men’s player to win multiple Olympic medals.s
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: FSN Plus (consult your local listings for channel). Lineup notes: Mitch MacMillan is in the lineup for Gage Ausmus. Gothberg vs. Crandall in net. Live chat will appear soon.

First period

UND 1, Duluth 0 — Luke Johnson (Nick Mattson, Paul LaDue) 7:49 (pp). Johnson gets the puck in the left circle and walks it toward the slot. With some space, he snaps a shot, beating Crandall on the glove side. It’s his first goal in 12 games.

Second period

UND 2, Duluth 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Luke Johnson, Keaton Thompson) 4:46. Keaton Thompson gets the puck at the point and launches a shot that Johnson deflects. Crandall can’t cover the deflection and three UND players crash the crease. Grimaldi sweeps it in.

Third period

UND 3, Duluth 0 — Luke Johnson 12:52. The Bulldogs turn the puck over high in their own zone. Johnson walks it down the right circle and snipes the glove-side corner of the net. It’s the first even-strength goal of his career.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Michael Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 25 Mitch MacMillan–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

31 Zane Gothberg

 33 Clarke Saunders

Minnesota Duluth’s lines

11 Austin Farley–21 Caleb Herbert–18 Joe Basaraba

 14 Alex Iafallo–17 Dominic Toninato–26 Adam Krause

 8 Kyle Osterberg–13 Tony Cameranesi–25 Justin Crandall

 19 Max Tardy–27 Cal Decowski–23 Austyn Young

4 Carson Soucy–7 Andy Welinski

 6 Derik Johnson–15 Willie Raskob

 5 Willie Corrin–3 Dan Molenaar

1 Aaron Crandall

 36 Matt McNeely

 30 Alex Fons
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Since I’ve been on the college hockey beat, I have missed two series in Duluth.

In 2005-06, the Herald opted to use the Duluth News Tribune’s story (same company) and have me stay home and help out with UND football instead. Then, in 2007-08, I was very sick and couldn’t leave my apartment.

The only two times that UND has swept a series in Duluth in the last decade? Yep, 2005-06 and 2007-08.

So, I’m sure many of you are hoping that this winter storm strands me in Bemidji, Grand Rapids, or somewhere along the way to Duluth.

The team arrived early Thursday afternoon — before the storm started dumping snow — in preparation for a huge NCHC series that has implications on both the conference level and the national level.

As you will see with Jim Dahl’s latest Pairwise forecast, UND could end up anywhere from No. 7 to No. 21 in the Pairwise after this weekend.

A lot has changed since these teams played in Ralph Engelstad Arena in November. For starters, the Bulldogs will probably see Zane Gothberg in goal this weekend. Gothberg did not start the first time around.

Here’s my story this week about Gothberg, who said he feels pretty good.

Another difference is that the Bulldogs will contend with a healthy Mark MacMillan and Michael Parks. They were both banged up after the Omaha series in November. But lately, they’ve been a huge key to UND’s 12-2-1 run in the last 15.

The Bulldogs also have been significantly better in the second half of the season. After starting the year 6-8-1, the Bulldogs are 7-3-3 in the last 13. Last weekend, they were swept by St. Cloud State, but threw 81 shots on goal in two games.

While last weekend’s opponent, Miami, was top-heavy with its scoring. The Bulldogs present a lot more balance.

The team’s top two goal scorers, Kyle Osterberg and Alex Iafallo, are on different lines. The team’s overall leading scorer, Caleb Herbert, is on a third line. Their top three lines have combined for 21, 25 and 22 goals this season. So, it’s hard to say which is their top line and which is their third line.

Duluth charged up the Pairwise Rankings by losing just once in an 11-game span, but UND passed the Bulldogs after last weekend. So, these teams are jockeying for position.

The Duluth News Tribune has a short preview for the series here.

On to some predictions for the weekend…

Omaha at Western Michigan: Since getting swept by UND, the Broncos are 8-4-2. During that span, Lukas Hafner as actually been the better goalie, going 5-3-2 with a 2.51 GAA and a .914 SP. Frank Slubowski is 3-1 with a 3.32 and a .899 in that stretch. Goaltending remains an issue for Omaha. Split.

St. Cloud State at Miami: Rico Blasi made it sound like the return of Blake Coleman is a week away. And after last weekend, fans are questioning whether the RedHawks have mailed it in. St. Cloud State sweep.

Colorado College at Denver: Denver may be missing Joey LaLeggia this weekend, but I still like the Pioneers here. The Pioneers haven’t had a sweep since mid-November, but I think that stretch ends this weekend. Denver sweep.

North Dakota at Duluth: This is a matchup of the NCHC’s two best teams since the break. UND is 7-2-1. Duluth is 6-3-3. Both teams are showing some depth up front, and I don’t think either team has a huge advantage this weekend. Split.
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Less than a minute away from gold, the U.S. allowed a game-tying goal, then lost the gold medal final in overtime, 3-2 to Canada on Thursday.

Marie Philip Poulin, who scored both goals of Canada’s 2-0 win in the finals four years ago, had both the game-tying goal and the game-winning goal to lift the Canadians to their fourth consecutive gold medal.

In what will surely be the most bitter of any Olympic loss for the U.S., they led 2-0 with less than four minutes to go. Canada got the first one on a shot that went off of a U.S. defenseman and in. Then, Poulin picked up a poke-check attempt from U.S. goalie Jesse Vetter and tied it.

In overtime, the Canadians scored on a four-on-three power play, setting up Poulin on the back door.

UND’s Jocelyne Lamoureux led the Olympics in assists with five. Monique Lamoureux finished third in goals with three. Warroad’s Gigi Marvin led Team USA in ice time.
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In the summer of 2009, I talked to one prominent college hockey coach, trying to gauge whether the Lamoureux twins could make Team USA for the 2010 Vancouver Games.

The coach’s response?

“Yes.”

Why?

“They need them against Canada.”

The coach went on to explain that the Americans are talented enough to win against pretty much everyone, but that Canada brings a totally different challenge. Canada is tough, gritty and physical.

A lot of the American skill players cannot play that game. The Lamoureux twins can.

Needless to say, that coach was correct, and the Lamoureux twins did make Team USA in 2010.

That brings us to today. The Americans are once again competing for gold. If the game is not called tight, it will get physical. That’s what happened in the pool play game between the teams.

But surprisingly, the U.S. coaching staff played Monique Lamoureux just 12 minutes. Jocelyne played 15 minutes. They ranked eighth and ninth of 11 forwards in ice time in that game. If the game gets physical again, I don’t think we’ll see that again.

Although the twins haven’t seen as much ice time as they did in Vancouver, Monique leads the team in goals and Jocelyne leads the team in assists. And their line, along with former Wisconsin forward Meghan Duggan, could be a major key in today’s gold medal game.

A few key stats heading into today’s final:

◾Canada has not allowed an even-strength goal this tournament. It allowed one even-strength goal in the 2010 Games and none in the 2006 games. That’s remarkable.

◾The last time the U.S. scored an even-strength goal against Canada in the Olympics was in 1998 during pool play.

◾The Lamoureux twins have not been on the ice for a goal against this tournament.

◾Canada is expected to start Shannon Szabados in goal, the netminder who blanked the U.S. in the 2010 gold medal game. Charline Labonte was the goalie who beat the U.S. earlier this tournament, though.

◾The U.S. virtually only played nine forwards against Canada the first time around. They perhaps wore out. The U.S. got outshot 12-3 in the third and gave up all three goals in the third. Watch the ice time for Julie Chu and Lyndsey Fry, and watch to see if the U.S. wears down in the third again.

◾Canada’s Marie-Philip Poulin is the women’s version of Jonathan Toews. She scored both goals in Canada’s 2-0 win in the gold medal game in Vancouver. She is dominant on draws and could be key for Canada in this one again.

◾Warroad’s Gigi Marvin leads the team in ice time and shots on goal. She will become Warroad’s first two-time Olympic medal winner today.
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Parise scores, USA-Canada is next

Posted on February 19, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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Captain America Zach Parise scored his first of the Olympics and helped Team USA grab a 5-2 win over the Czech Republic on Wednesday, setting up a showdown between the U.S. and Canada at 11 a.m. Friday.

James vanRiemsdyk, Dustin Brown, David Backes and Phil Kessel also scored for the Americans, who once again put forth a strong effort.

Canada, meanwhile, survived an upset bid by surprising Latvia. Thanks to a late goal by Shea Weber, with an assist to UND’s Jonathan Toews, the Canadians advanced to the semifinals.

So, there will be USA-Canada games on back-to-back days.

Lastly, here’s a photo that displays what the Olympics does: Gophers, Sioux and Badgers become friends.
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UND Sports Zone Show: Hockey, basketball and more
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Offense during Hakstol era
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One of the popular comments that I hear (or e-mails that I receive) is about UND’s lack of offense under coach Dave Hakstol, and about how he has a “strict system” that does not lend to the team producing offense.

So, I became curious to see what the numbers say. And finally, with a gigantic assist to Nathan Fiala (who has mastered Excel much more than myself), I have very up-to-date data on every team in college hockey during the Hakstol Era (2004-present).

The stats say the exact opposite of these fans’ theories.

UND has actually been one of the best offensive teams in the nation since Hakstol took the reins. This data involves all games from the start of 2004 through the middle of last week (but one weekend in a 10-year span isn’t going to change much, even if UND did score nine goals in a game).

The numbers are below, as measured by goals per game.

NCAA top offensive teams (2004 to Feb. 12, 2014)

1. Boston College

 2. Michigan

3. North Dakota

 4. Minnesota

 5. Mercyhurst

 6. New Hampshire

 7. Miami

 8. Denver

 9. RIT

 10. Niagara

 11. St. Cloud State

 12. Yale

 13t. Omaha

 13t. Quinnipiac

 15. Boston University

 16. Air Force

 17. Colorado College

 18. Wisconsin

 19t. Dartmouth

 19t. Duluth

 21. Maine

 22. Mankato

 23t. St. Lawrence

 23t. Union

 25t. Bemidji State

 25t. Ohio State

 27. Holy Cross

 28. UMass-Lowell

 29. Robert Morris

 30t. Colgate

 30t. Ferris State

 32. Notre Dame

 33. Cornell

 34t. Clarkson

 34t. Sacred Heart

 36. Michigan State

 37. Bentley

 38. Princeton

 39t. Canisius

 39t. Harvard

 41t. Western Michigan

 41t. Northern Michigan

 41t. Northeastern

 44. UMass

 45. UConn

 46. Wayne State (limited sample)

 47. RPI

 48. Vermont

 49. Penn State (limited sample)

 50. Providence

 51. Findlay (limited sample)

 52. Brown

 53t. Bowling Green

 53t. Lake Superior State

 55t. Anchorage

 55t. Fairbanks

 57t. Army

 57t. Merrimack

 59. Michigan Tech

 60t. American International

 60t. Huntsville

So, why do so many people have this theory that UND has struggled offensively under Hakstol? Easy – because everyone in the nation has struggled to score more in the recent era of college hockey.

What are the five lowest-scoring seasons in the history of NCAA hockey (national average)?

1. 2012-13

 2. 2008-09

 3. 2009-10

 4. 2011-12

 5. 2013-14

So, what the data tells you is that Hakstol has coached during the lowest-scoring era in college hockey history. Goals are not being scored at the same rate as they were in the 1980s or 1990s. Most have a narrow scope and only see what’s happening to goals per game here in GF and don’t realize what’s happening on a national scale.

But, when you compare the numbers of the last 10 years to everyone else in the country, it shows that Hakstol’s squads have been among the best offensive teams in the nation.

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=8#sthash.9RgkXg8Y.dpuf
Old CCHAers struggling
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It’s only one year, and it could be an anomaly, but right now, the old CCHA isn’t doing much to convince people of its strength.

Only 2 of 10 teams from the CCHA have a winning record in their new conference — Michigan (6-5-1) and Ferris State (16-4-2).

Even worse, two of the CCHA’s most powerful teams — Miami and Notre Dame — are at or near the bottom of their leagues. Miami and Notre Dame combined to win 5 of the last 8 CCHA titles. Miami is dead last in the NCHC. Notre Dame sits only ahead of Merrimack, BU and UMass in the 10-team Hockey East.

Alaska Anchorage, which never once earned home ice in the WCHA playoffs in 20 years, is on track to do it in the new WCHA.

So, was the CCHA due for a down year with Miami’s injuries/CHL losses and the Big Ten teams having to deal with strong Gopher and Badger teams? Or wasn’t the CCHA all that great?

Impossible to tell at this point, but let’s hear your thoughts.
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North Dakota’s Olympic medalists
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On Thursday, regardless of the result, Jocelyne and Monique Lamoureux will become the first North Dakotans ever to win two Olympic medals. They also could become the first North Dakotans to win gold.

Here’s our list of North Dakotans winning Olympic medals. Let me know if I’m missing anyone.

1956 — Ken Purpur, silver, men’s ice hockey

 1956 — John Bennett, silver, long jump

 1960 — Cliff Cushman, silver, 400 hurdles

 1984 —  Virgil Hill, silver middleweight boxing

 2010 — Jocelyne Lamoureux, silver, women’s ice hockey

 2010 — Monique Lamoureux, silver, women’s ice hockey
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U.S. to play for gold again
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The Lamoureux twins, who have been working four years to get another shot at gold, will have it on Thursday morning.

Monique scored a goal, Jocelyne set it up, Warroad’s Gigi Marvin added an assist and the Americans easily beat Sweden 6-1.

Team USA outshot the Swedes 70-9 in the game, including a 29-1 margin in the first period.

Jocelyne Lamoureux joined her twin sister, Monique, in the USA Hockey Century Club as she tallied her 100th point in a USA jersey with her assist.

For a full story, see the Herald site here.
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Olympic pairings set
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WOMEN’S BRACKET

Monday’s semifinals

 USA vs. Sweden, 6:30 a.m.

 Canada vs. Switzerland, 11 a.m.

MEN’S BRACKET

Tuesday’s qualifications

Top half

 Slovenia vs. Austria, 2 a.m. Tuesday; winner to play Sweden in quarters, 2 a.m. Wednesday

 Russia vs. Norway, 6:30 a.m. Tuesday; winner to play Finland in quarters, 6:30 a.m. Wednesday

Bottom half

 Switzerland vs. Latvia, 11 a.m. Tuesday; winner to play Canada in quarters, 11 a.m. Wednesday

 Czech Republic vs. Slovakia, 11 a.m. Tuesday; winner to play USA in quarters, 11 a.m. Wednesday
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Women’s final: MSU-Mankato 2, UND 1

Posted on February 16, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Senior Day for the UND women, aka, Kayla Berg day. She’s in the lineup. Lexie Shaw starts in goal.

First period

UND 1, MSU-Mankato 0 — Meghan Dufault (Layla Marvin, Josefine Jakobsen) 5:40. UND gets the puck to the crease area, where Marvin slips it past Butters, but the puck sits on the line. MSU tries to clear it, but Dufault finds it and knocks it in.

Second period

No scoring.

Third period

UND 1, MSU-Mankato 1 — Kari Lundberg (Lauren Barnes, Kathleen Rogan) 11:44 (pp). Early in the power play, Barnes holds the puck in the right circle and spots Lundberg wide open back door. Lundberg easily puts away the tying goal.

MSU-Mankato 2, UND 1 — Nicole Germaine (Tracy McCann, Anna-Maria Fiegert) 16:30. McCann goes wide on a UND defenseman and takes the puck hard to the net. When she gets there, there’s a collision and Shaw is moved out of position. Hirschy doesn’t see the puck at her feet and Germaine taps it in.

UND’s lines

25 Leah Jensen–63 Josefine Jakobsen–19 Meghan Dufault

 15 Kayla Gardner–51 Becca Kohler–10 Andrea Dalen

 11 Shannon Kaiser–55 Lisa Marvin–21 Amy Menke

 9 Kayla Berg–14 Marissa Salo–13 Layla Marvin

16 Tori Williams–18 Halli Krzyzaniak

 4 Sam LaShomb–6 Gracen Hirschy

 5 Johanna Fallman–8 Samantha Hanson

29 Lexie Shaw

 1 Shelby Amsley-Benzie

 34 Annie Chipman

MSU-Mankato’s lines

15 Tracy McCann–18 Nicole Germaine–13 Kathleen Rogan

 23 Melissa Klippenstein–26 Kari Lundberg–11 Natalie Stoltz

 7 Kelsie Scott–5 Lauren Barnes–10 Katie Johnson

 29 Casey Hirsch–3 Savannah Quandt

28 Dani Scholzen–12 Anna Fiegert

 27 Shelby Moteyunas–9 Giulianna Pallotta

 21 Haley Northcote–17 Elisabeth Hewett

 19 Carina Randazzo

37 Danielle Butters

 33 Erin Krichiver

 30 Brianna Quade
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U.S. reaches quarterfinals

Posted on February 16, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


The U.S. beat Slovenia 5-1 on Sunday morning to win Pool A and earn a bye to Wednesday’s quarterfinals.

The Americans are the second team to clinch a bye, joining Sweden.

All five goals came from old WCHA players — Minnesota’s Phil Kessel getting three, Wisconsin’s Ryan McDonagh getting one and Minnesota State-Mankato’s David Backes getting one.

There’s a story on the Herald site here.
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UND, which hasn’t been able to do anything easy this season, gave its fans their most relaxing night of the season, unleashing a 9-2 beat down on Miami in Ralph Engelstad Arena. The game was UND’s largest margin of victory since March 2011, and Miami’s worst defeat in the 15-year tenure of Rico Blasi. Game stories:

Grand Forks Herald

Grand Forks Herald column on Oshie inspiring UND

USCHO

UNDsports.com

Other notes:

◾UND moved up to No. 12 in the Pairwise Rankings with the sweep of the RedHawks, passing Minnesota Duluth to be the second-highest team in the NCHC

◾With six games to go, UND is still in control of its own destiny in the Penrose Cup race, but St. Cloud State is definitely in the driver’s seat. The Huskies have a series against UND left, but its other two series are against Colorado College and Miami

◾UND is 9-1 in its last 10 home games.

◾The last time UND chased two goalies in one game was March 2011, when it beat Michigan Tech 11-2 in Houghton. The Huskies played all three of their goalies on that night.

◾UND is the second-best team in the nation since Nov. 30. The top five since that point: 1. Boston College 16-0-1 (.971); 2. North Dakota 12-2-1 (.833); 3. Union 14-3-2 (.789); 4. Minnesota 11-2-4 (.765); 5. Bentley 11-3-4 (.722).

◾Michael Parks registered his fourth consecutive multi-point game and his fifth in the last six games. All of the sudden, he’s second in the NCHC scoring race, three points back of leader Josh Archibald. Since Christmas, Parks has 6 goals and 14 points in 10 games.

◾Mark MacMillan also has been great since Christmas, tallying 13 points in 10 games.

◾Zane Gothberg was sharp in his return to the net. Gothberg lost four consecutive starts from Oct. 19 to Nov. 9. He has not lost a start since. Gothberg is 9-0-1 in his last 10.

◾There’s been a lot of talk about UND’s power play, especially as of late. But guess who leads the NCHC in power play points (league games)? Yes, it is a UND player. Dillon Simpson. Jordan Schmaltz is tied for third. Simpson also leads the NCHC in defenseman points.

◾UND had two goals taken away on reviews. The first one was taken away because MacMillan was called for running into the goalie. The second one was ruled that it was inconclusive whether the puck crossed the line. But it looked like it should have been a good goal to me. The puck went into the jersey of a Miami player, who was halfway in the net. For those asking why it wasn’t a penalty shot — it is because he didn’t actively make a move to cover the puck in the crease.

◾The officials also did a review to see if Stephane Pattyn was offsides on the Rocco Grimaldi goal, but replay clearly showed that he was not.

◾UND defenseman Nick Mattson on what the reviews did to the team: “We were playing so well that we didn’t think it would take away our momentum. But we thought the refs were going to get their heads ripped off by the crowd. Hopefully, those guys get out of here safely.”

◾Pattyn and Grimaldi definitely seem to have some chemistry. Pattyn made a very skilled play to get the puck to Grimaldi on his goal and there were several other flashes.

◾Paul LaDue registered a plus-6 rating. Miami’s Taylor Richart, who turned 22 years old on Saturday, registered a minus-6 rating.

◾UND coach Dave Hakstol used its grinder line on the power play at the end of the game.
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UND-Miami postgame Saturday

Posted on February 16, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman


Some quick thoughts after UND’s 9-2 blowout win over Miami on Saturday.
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Gameday final: UND 9, Miami 2

Posted on February 15, 2014  by  Brad Elliott Schlossman
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TONIGHT’S VIEWING: Midco Sports Network and UNDsports.com. Lineup notes: Gothberg is starting for UND; McKay is starting for Miami. Otherwise, both teams are going with the same lineups.

First period

UND 1, Miami 0 — Jordan Schmaltz (Mark MacMillan, Rocco Grimaldi) 3:35 (dp). UND gets the extra guy on the ice after a delayed penalty. MacMillan drives wide into the left corner and spots Schmaltz pinching. MacMillan makes a perfect pass to Schmaltz, who one-times it into the far side of the net.

UND 2, Miami 0 — Colten St. Clair 6:24. Ausmus causes havoc behind the net as McKay goes to play the puck. The puck comes out into the crease, where Cook tries to clear it, but St. Clair bats his clearing attempt out of midair for his first goal in 12 games. St. Clair’s last goal was against Miami in Oxford.

UND 3, Miami 0 — Rocco Grimaldi (Stephane Pattyn, Paul LaDue) 8:56. LaDue makes a long pass up the wall to Pattyn, who touches it to Grimaldi. The UND sophomore comes in on McKay alone, fakes a shot to get him down and goes forehand for the goal.

UND 4, Miami 0 — Keaton Thompson (Brendan O’Donnell, Derek Rodwell) 12:58. O’Donnell passes it out of the corner to Thompson, who is alone on top. He waits for traffic to set up, then blasts it high glove, chasing McKay.

UND 4, Miami 1 — Sean Kuraly (Austin Czarnik, Max Cook) 15:17 (pp). Schmaltz fell down while battling Kuraly for a puck, and Kuraly skates in alone. He makes a move and slides it five-hole.

Second period

UND 5, Miami 1 — Drake Caggiula (Rocco Grimaldi, Michael Parks) :54. Right away in the second period, Grimaldi flies up the right wing with speed and it appears like he’s about to go for a wraparound. Instead, he slips the puck into the crease area. Caggiula can’t put it in on his first attempt, but the RedHawk D can’t clear it and Caggiula scores on his second one.

UND 6, Miami 1 — Dillon Simpson (Mark MacMillan, Michael Parks) 2:28 (pp). Parks makes a good pass to MacMillan in the crease. MacMillan makes a re-direct and Williams gets the first one, but Simpson chips a backhand in for a power-play goal.

UND 7, Miami 1 — Nick Mattson (Paul LaDue) 8:26. Mattson skates the puck into the corner and below the goal line and throws a puck to the crease, where it goes off of Williams and in the net.

UND 8, Miami 1 — Nick Mattson (Rocco Grimaldi) 13:00. Mattson has the puck at the point and launches a puck through a Pattyn screen for the eighth goal.

Third period

UND 8, Miami 2 — Riley Barber (Austin Czarnik) 17:19. Barber gets the puck in the slot area off the draw and snaps one by Gothberg on the blocker side.

UND 9, Miami 2 — Brendan O’Donnell (Nick Mattson, Connor Gaarder) 19:04 (pp). Mattson carries the puck to the top of the left circle, drawing all the attention. Then, he threads a pass to O’Donnell, who launches a one-timer by McKay.

UND’s lines

9 Drake Caggiula–16 Mark MacMillan–15 Micahel Parks

 28 Stephane Pattyn–19 Rocco Grimaldi–27 Luke Johnson

 21 Brendan O’Donnell–13 Connor Gaarder–11 Derek Rodwell

 20 Gage Ausmus–29 Bryn Chyzyk–17 Colten St. Clair

5 Nick Mattson–6 Paul LaDue

 18 Dillon Simpson–24 Jordan Schmaltz

 4 Keaton Thompson–2 Troy Stecher

33 Clarke Saunders

 31 Zane Gothberg

Miami’s lines

95 Anthony Louis–7 Austin Czarnik–11 Riley Barber

 10 Alex Wideman–9 Sean Kuraly–12 Alex Gacek

 14 Cody Murphy–26 Justin Greenberg–19 Max Cook

 18 John Doherty–22 Kevin Morris–15 Bryon Paulazzo

8 Matthew Caito–5 Chris Joyaux

 4 Matt Joyaux–28 Ben Paulides

 2 Taylor Reichart–55 Trevor Hamilton

35 Ryan McKay

 1 Jay Williams
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Congrats to T.J. Oshie and the U.S. men’s hockey team on a huge win! Never stop believing in miracles. #GoTeamUSA -bo

— The White House (@WhiteHouse) February 15, 2014

I don’t know if the US won or TJ Oshie won that was amazing. Great win. Strap on your boots gonna get exciting

— MIKE ERUZIONE (@MERUZIONE) February 15, 2014

TJ Oshie.. Badass? No doubt.

— Bruce Feldman (@BFeldmanCBS) February 15, 2014

TJ Sochi. #thinmints #cawlidgehawkey #NoDak pic.twitter.com/ID4Xub9XCj

— John Buccigross (@Buccigross) February 15, 2014

With the world watching & your country hanging on every shot, insane amount of pressure. Unreal work by @OSH74 & @JonathanQuick32 #USA

— JJ Watt (@JJWatt) February 15, 2014

TJ Oshie that was one of the greatest displays of one on one iv ever seen Osh!!! Great job. So proud of u. Keep it up

— Jeremy Roenick (@Jeremy_Roenick) February 15, 2014

What a game!!! Welcome the invention of the Oshie Trick – 4 goals in a shootout. Congrats @OSH74 couldn’t be happier 4 ya!!! #OwnTheMoment

— David Backes (@dbackes42) February 15, 2014

If you need a guy to go every round in a shootout for you, just take the guy who went to North Dakota. #Toews #Oshie

— Joe Yerdon (@JoeYerdonPHT) February 15, 2014

Cool to have watched Oshie do this while we’re still in Grand Forks. Town abuzz now. Probably buzzed also :) . @UNDMHockey

— Dave Starman (@DStarmanHockey) February 15, 2014

- See more at: http://undhockey.areavoices.com/?paged=9#sthash.E7zCPjQd.dpuf
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Denver’s Landon Smith, captain of trail-blazing 2010 Colorado Thunderbirds, is BCHL scoring champion for Salmon Arm

By Mike Chambers  The Denver Post  
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BCHL scoring champion Landon Smith (43 goals in 58 games) was captain of the trail-blazing Colorado Thunderbirds' U16 team that won the state's first Tier I, triple-A national championship. (Stacey Smith photo)

BCHL scoring champion Landon Smith (43 goals in 58 games) was captain of the trail-blazing Colorado Thunderbirds’ U16 team that won the state’s first Tier I, triple-A national championship. (Stacey Smith photo)

Former University of Denver recruit Landon Smith, who is heading to Quinnipiac this fall after being caught up in the coaching change at DU, has won the Brett Hull Award as British Columbia Hockey League regular-season scoring champion. In 58 games, Smith amassed 83 points (43 goals) for the Salmon Arm SilverBacks. 

I haven’t seen an official announcement from the league, but the Brett Hull Award goes to the BCHL’s points leader, and Smith’s 83 points were matched by Victoria’s Myles Fitzgerald, a fellow 20-year-old who has committed to Bemidji State. Fitzgerald produced 27 goals and 56 assists. 

Other Brett Hull Award winners include former DU standouts Tyler Bozak (2007) and Beau Bennett (2010), who are currently playing for the Toronto Maple Leafs and Pittsburgh Penguins, respectively. Brett Hull racked up a league-record 188 points in 1984. 

Smith, who attended Arapahoe High in Centennial and admittedly is a family friend, was captain of the 2010 Colorado Thunderbirds’ U16 team that won the state’s first Tier I, triple-A national championship. He previously played for Cedar Rapids and Chicago of the United States Hockey League, under the guidance of DU and the former staff led by George Gwozdecky, who was fired April 1.

Smith was asked by new DU coach Jim Montgomery to play a third full junior-A season, and ultimately the opportunity to play in the BCHL arose. Smith and Montgomery cut their ties in late Novemeber, despite the fact Smith was tearing up the BCHL from Day 1. 

Montgomery has just two seniors and obviously wants to bring in his own scholarship guys. But in a year or two from now, he might look back and regret letting Smith go. Smith, who went undrafted in the NHL when he was eligible (ages 18-19), is getting free-agent looks by a handful of NHL teams. 

Thus, he might not last too long at Quinnipiac, the 2013 Frozen Four participant which nabbed Smith over the likes of Michigan, New Hampshire, Vermont and Nebraska Omaha, among others. North Dakota swooped in recently, asking him if he would come in mid-season after UND loss Adam Tambellini to major-junior. Smith says he likes the small-school atmosphere at Quinnipiac, which is currently 22-8-6 and No. 7 in the PairWise Ranking.
With Season Over, Men's Hockey Program Stands at a Crossroads

By Michael D. Ledecky, CRIMSON STAFF WRITER March 11, 2014 
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Next On Deck 

“Let’s play hockey.”

The chant rang out loud and clear on the Yale side of the Payne Whitney Gymnasium on Friday night in New Haven, Conn. as the Harvard men’s basketball team closed in on a third straight outright Ivy League Championship. A couple of blocks away at Ingalls Rink, however, the Bulldogs were in the process of thoroughly dismantling the Crimson, 4-0, in game one of the first round of the ECAC Men’s Hockey Tournament.

The pecking order of Harvard’s Big Two winter teams was in sharp focus this week. While men’s basketball opened SportsCenter the next morning as the first team in the country to punch its ticket to March Madness, men’s hockey fell in the first round of its conference tournament for the second straight season.

In the lead-up to this past weekend, SB Nation published a long-form feature on men’s basketball coach Tommy Amaker, in which writer David Tannenwald explores the social impact that Amaker’s squad has had on Harvard. Since Amaker arrived from Michigan in 2007, the Crimson’s following has grown rapidly—so much so that University President Drew G. Faust has reportedly described home men’s basketball games at Lavietes Pavilion as “the most diverse event on Harvard’s campus.”

But once upon a time, men’s hockey was the school’s social touchstone. In the late 1980s, legendary coach Bill Cleary ’56 and his team packed the Bright Center weekly as the Crimson made reaching the Frozen Four a near-annual tradition. Students stood in long lines across the Yard for ECAC Tournament tickets in 1989, the year Cleary's kids took home Harvard's first NCAA team title in any sport.

The icemen developed a committed undergraduate fan base, led by the infamous and masked “Harvard Hares.” The Hares traveled well, outshouting opposing crowds up and down the Northeast.

This week, I don’t think I saw any Harvard Athletics promotions to bus students down to New Haven for a hockey game. I certainly didn’t see any masked rabble-rousers at Ingalls.

A question for the Harvard men’s hockey team as it enters the offseason is whether this pecking order is truly a New Harvard Athletics World Order, or just a passing fad. The Crimson skaters will begin to decide that question for themselves next year.

When Harvard’s young guns retake the ice next October, they will not be so young. The Crimson’s beleaguered bench backers and highly-touted prospects will face more pressure than ever before to prove that prep school and junior league ringers can consistently develop, excel, and win in Cambridge.

Harvard’s reputation as a men’s hockey school is at stake. Since 2007, Amaker has out-recruited the competition. Men’s hockey coach Ted Donato ’91 has, too. I don’t care what you say about Academic Index or Tom Stemberg conspiracy theories; in the last decade, Donato’s team has attracted top talent year after year.

Donato’s recruiting crown jewel was, arguably, the class of 2013. A 2009 blog post by Hockey News columnist Ryan Kennedy hailed a Crimson class headed by Louis Leblanc and Alex Fallstrom ‘13 as the cream of the ECAC crop. Four years later, Leblanc had long-bolted for the pros, and the remaining 2013ers left Cambridge without a conference ring to their names after becoming the first Harvard class to graduate in the ECAC cellar.

Because NCAA hockey teams accept commitments from junior skaters two or three years before they arrive on campus, Harvard has yet to feel the impact of this most recent lack of success on the recruiting circuit. The Crimson’s class of 2016 and class of 2017 also ranked among the top in the nation. Whether or not Harvard continues to attract skilled players on its reputation alone, one more losing season would send the wrong message to a full team’s worth of prospective recruits: “If you want to win, go to Yale.”

With the graduation of the 2013 class, the 2013-2014 season was always going to be a rebuilding year. By game two on Saturday, however, the Crimson looked more “broken down” than rebuilt.

Harvard entered the night with freshman stars Alex Kerfoot and Luke Esposito sidelined by upper body injuries, and the team also lacked the services of seven other skaters with whom it began its season.

On one hand, the depleted squad’s performance pointed to the team’s promise on a night in which the defending national champions barely edged the Crimson, 2-1. On the other, the visitors’ lack of personnel reflected a pattern in which the program has failed to put forth its full potential.
The true legacy of this season will not become clear until next year. In the meantime, we can only speculate. Will the Crimson’s young lines begin to click? Will potential recruits continue to buy into Donato’s system? Will Kerfoot and company get through four years in one piece?

All these questions are important because they feed into a bigger question:

“Hey, do you want to go to Lavietes tonight?”

—Staff writer Michael D. Ledecky can be reached at michael.ledecky@thecrimson.com. Follow him on Twitter @MDLedecky.
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The Harvard men’s ice hockey team entered Ingalls Rink on Saturday night with one mission in mind – extending its season to a tiebreaking game on Sunday. With less than ten minutes to go in the third period, it looked as if Harvard might be able to hold on to a one-goal lead.

But less than a minute later, the Crimson found itself behind and quickly in desperation mode in a hostile environment.

Yale mustered two third period goals – both of which came on the man advantage - en route to downing Harvard for the fourth and final time of the season.

“I think we could have done some things better,” Crimson coach Ted Donato ’91 said. “But the effort was outstanding.”

As senior goaltender Raphael Girard was pulled with less than a minute remaining for the extra attacker in an effort to capture an equalizer, it would prove to be the last time he would ever don the Harvard sweater on college ice.

“It’s been great playing for Harvard,” Girard said. “It’s been a great honor.”

A FAILED FINAL PENALTY KILL

Boasting one of the conference’s better penalty kills over the course of the season, the Crimson was ultimately done in by one final power play.

A boarding call on sophomore forward Brian Hart in the middle of the third period allowed for the Bulldogs to pull their goalie, as the team retained possession and tested the ECAC’s third-best penalty kill.

Harvard managed to kill off the first two Yale power plays on the night. But the third proved to be the breakthrough, as freshman forward Stu Wilson drove home a rebound to knot the game at one goal apiece.

“There were a lot of sticks out front,” Girard said. “One guy made a good shot top left.”

The Bulldogs then officially went on a power play as Hart went to the penalty box. After Yale won a faceoff in its zone, sophomore forward Kenny Agostino sent a puck off Girard’s shin guard and into the back of the net as the Crimson watched its lead evaporate.

“When you put traffic out front, that’s what happens,” Girard said.” [It was a] good bounce for them, but it was unlucky for us. It’s a part of the game…. It’s tough to beat the defending national champions.”

RAPH’S FINAL STAND

By all appearances, Girard seemed determined not to let Saturday night be his final collegiate appearance. The senior had turned away 35 shots entering the middle of the third period in order to preserve Harvard’s tenuous lead before two snuck by on Yale’s man advantage.
Girard was outstanding,” Donato said. “He gave us a chance to have a lead with ten minutes to go.”

Girard was not the only one who wanted to play on Sunday.

The entire squad gave all that it could so that the puck never saw the back of the Crimson net. Defensemen and forwards alike were dropping to the ice, interfering with the puck’s path to the crease. That determination helped Harvard keep its lead for much of the game.

But it wasn’t long enough.

“With all of the guys being juggled around, we probably didn’t have the ability to sustain enough offensive zone time,” Donato said. “Because of that, you certainly get a little more tired playing defense.”

“They put a lot of shots on net,” he added. “But I thought in general our guys really battled and did a lot of good things. I though the effort and energy were excellent. But it was a frustrating result.”

Girard finished the year third in the conference in save percentage, turning away 92.4 percent of the shots he saw on net. Despite maintaining that high performance during Saturday’s game, turning away nearly 95 percent of the Yale shots on net, the Crimson was unable to capitalize.

“For them to get two goals with extra guys on the ice, it’s a tough pill to swallow,” Donato said.

Such quality performance has been the norm over Girard’s career. After taking on a bigger role sophomore year, he stood atop of the ECAC in save percentage with a rate of .947, putting him at fifth in the nation.

Although Girard’s collegiate career came to a close on Saturday, his hockey career has not.

“[That was] definitely not [my last game],” Girard said. “Right now, I don’t know where it’s going to be. I’m opening to play anywhere else to keep my career going.” 
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Senior goaltender Raphael Girard, shown here in earlier action, recorded 37 saves in the Crimson's Game Two loss to Yale. 

NEW HAVEN, Conn.— Raphael Girard stepped into the crease with confidence. The last time he had started against the Yale in the ECAC Tournament, he led his team to a come-from-behind series win. On Saturday night, “Raph” was prepared to do it again—or at least extend his collegiate career to one more game.

Through 50 minutes, the Bulldogs barraged Girard with shots but could not break through on even strength while the Crimson clung to a one goal lead. Yet the game would prove to be the senior netminder’s last stand.

The No. 16/15 Yale men’s hockey team skated to a 2-1 win to complete its series sweep of Harvard (10-17-4, 6-12-4 ECAC) in Game Two of first round ECAC Tournament play Saturday night at Ingalls Rink. The Bulldogs (17-9-5, 10-8-4) ended the Crimson’s season with a come-from-behind win on the back of two man-up goals 38 seconds apart off a boarding minor from sophomore forward Brian Hart in the third period.

“I thought Raph was outstanding,” said Harvard coach Ted Donato ’91. “The penalty was tough, because, quite frankly, he didn’t look like he was going to give up a goal five-on-five.”

After Hart gave the Crimson a one-goal lead with a power play strike late in the first period, officials charged the sophomore forward with a delayed boarding minor midway through the final frame of regulation. On the delay, the Bulldogs pulled freshman goaltender Alex Lyon for an extra attacker, and sophomore center Stu Wilson elevated the puck through a scrum in front of the Harvard net for the tying goal.

On the ensuing power play, senior forward Kenny Agostino pulled the hosts ahead with his 14th goal of the season. Classmate center Jesse Root assisted on the go-ahead goal from the right faceoff circle with an outside wrist shot that clipped Agostino’s shin guard before skimming over Girard’s right leg pad.

Following Friday’s 4-0 loss to the Bulldogs, Donato called on his squad for better execution, and he got it on Saturday.

“The kids played really hard,” Donato said. “I thought the effort was outstanding.”

While the Crimson struggled to transition out of its own zone, Girard received good net support on defense as Harvard skaters kept most of Yale’s opportunities to the outside.

“Obviously, I had to play a good game, but it helps a lot when you see guys diving to block shots and taking hits just to get the puck out of your zone,” Girard said.

Despite the Bulldogs’ dominance on the possession, a power play strike from Hart put the Crimson on the board first at 16:42 in the opening frame. After a close-angle shot from freshman linemate Sean Malone clipped the shoulder of Lyon, Hart tapped in a dribbling rebound on the far side of the crease with Lyon out of position.

The Crimson would get precious few fortunate bounces after that. In the middle frame, Yale limited the Crimson to four shots on goal for the second straight night. In the third, Harvard did not register a shot on goal until the 12-minute mark.  With the win, Yale became the first team to sweep Harvard in the first round of the ECAC Tournament since Brown shut out the Crimson on back-to-back nights in 2009.

While Donato brushed aside concerns about personnel issues on Friday, he acknowledged the team’s limitations on offense on Saturday. Freshman center Alex Kerfoot, who left Game One with a shoulder injury, was the latest addition to the team’s disabled list. In all, Saturday’s Harvard line-up was missing nine players with whom the squad started the season in October.

“[The season] at times was frustrating, a little bit up and down,” Donato said. “We certainly were devastated there with injuries.”

In Kerfoot’s absence, Donato called up junior Mike Seward to fill out the Crimson’s fourth line at center. Seward, who was added to the team’s roster just three weeks ago, played for Harvard last year but made his 2014 debut in the team’s final game of the season.

Friday night was a difficult send-off for Girard, who finished with 37 saves and made a series of acrobatic stops in the third period before Yale broke through. The Quebec native hopes to continue his playing career after graduation.

“It’s been great playing for the Crimson these four years,” Girard said. “It definitely hurts. Maybe tomorrow my leg or my knee is going to hurt, but there’s nothing more that hurts than knowing my career is over here.”

As for the team’s non-graduating players, the Crimson has something to look forward to this offseason. The young team may return up to 22 of its 26 roster spots next season.

“I thought there was a great deal of improvement [this year],” Donato said. “I think we in general laid the foundation for what will be a more positive future.”

—Staff writer Michael D. Ledecky can be reached at michael.ledecky@thecrimson.com. Follow him on Twitter @MDLedecky.
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NEW HAVEN, Conn.— Raphael Girard stepped into the crease with confidence. The last time he had started against the Yale in the ECAC Tournament, he led his team to a come-from-behind series win. On Saturday night, “Raph” was prepared to do it again—or at least extend his collegiate career to one more game.

Through 50 minutes, the Bulldogs barraged Girard with shots but could not break through on even strength while the Crimson clung to a one goal lead. Yet the game would prove to be the senior netminder’s last stand.

The No. 16/15 Yale men’s hockey team skated to a 2-1 win to complete its series sweep of Harvard (10-17-4, 6-12-4 ECAC) in Game Two of first round ECAC Tournament play Saturday night at Ingalls Rink. The Bulldogs (17-9-5, 10-8-4) ended the Crimson’s season with a come-from-behind win on the back of two man-up goals 38 seconds apart off a boarding minor from sophomore forward Brian Hart in the third period.

“I thought Raph was outstanding,” said Harvard coach Ted Donato ’91. “The penalty was tough, because, quite frankly, he didn’t look like he was going to give up a goal five-on-five.”

After Hart gave the Crimson a one-goal lead with a power play strike late in the first period, officials charged the sophomore forward with a delayed boarding minor midway through the final frame of regulation. On the delay, the Bulldogs pulled freshman goaltender Alex Lyon for an extra attacker, and sophomore center Stu Wilson elevated the puck through a scrum in front of the Harvard net for the tying goal.

On the ensuing power play, senior forward Kenny Agostino pulled the hosts ahead with his 14th goal of the season. Classmate center Jesse Root assisted on the go-ahead goal from the right faceoff circle with an outside wrist shot that clipped Agostino’s shin guard before skimming over Girard’s right leg pad.

Following Friday’s 4-0 loss to the Bulldogs, Donato called on his squad for better execution, and he got it on Saturday.

“The kids played really hard,” Donato said. “I thought the effort was outstanding.”

While the Crimson struggled to transition out of its own zone, Girard received good net support on defense as Harvard skaters kept most of Yale’s opportunities to the outside.

“Obviously, I had to play a good game, but it helps a lot when you see guys diving to block shots and taking hits just to get the puck out of your zone,” Girard said.

Despite the Bulldogs’ dominance on the possession, a power play strike from Hart put the Crimson on the board first at 16:42 in the opening frame. After a close-angle shot from freshman linemate Sean Malone clipped the shoulder of Lyon, Hart tapped in a dribbling rebound on the far side of the crease with Lyon out of position.

The Crimson would get precious few fortunate bounces after that. In the middle frame, Yale limited the Crimson to four shots on goal for the second straight night. In the third, Harvard did not register a shot on goal until the 12-minute mark.  With the win, Yale became the first team to sweep Harvard in the first round of the ECAC Tournament since Brown shut out the Crimson on back-to-back nights in 2009.

While Donato brushed aside concerns about personnel issues on Friday, he acknowledged the team’s limitations on offense on Saturday. Freshman center Alex Kerfoot, who left Game One with a shoulder injury, was the latest addition to the team’s disabled list. In all, Saturday’s Harvard line-up was missing nine players with whom the squad started the season in October.

“[The season] at times was frustrating, a little bit up and down,” Donato said. “We certainly were devastated there with injuries.”

In Kerfoot’s absence, Donato called up junior Mike Seward to fill out the Crimson’s fourth line at center. Seward, who was added to the team’s roster just three weeks ago, played for Harvard last year but made his 2014 debut in the team’s final game of the season.

Friday night was a difficult send-off for Girard, who finished with 37 saves and made a series of acrobatic stops in the third period before Yale broke through. The Quebec native hopes to continue his playing career after graduation.

“It’s been great playing for the Crimson these four years,” Girard said. “It definitely hurts. Maybe tomorrow my leg or my knee is going to hurt, but there’s nothing more that hurts than knowing my career is over here.”

As for the team’s non-graduating players, the Crimson has something to look forward to this offseason. The young team may return up to 22 of its 26 roster spots next season.

“I thought there was a great deal of improvement [this year],” Donato said. “I think we in general laid the foundation for what will be a more positive future.”

—Staff writer Michael D. Ledecky can be reached at michael.ledecky@thecrimson.com. Follow him on Twitter @MDLedecky.
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Two weeks ago, news broke that a second installment of the Rivalry On Ice will take place between the Harvard and Yale men’s hockey teams in 2015. However, the rivalry is set to renew itself even sooner.

After picking up two points during the season’s final weekend, the Crimson (10-15-4, 6-12-4 ECAC) received the 11th seed in the conference tournament, earning itself a trip to New Haven to take on the sixth-seeded Bulldogs (15-9-5, 10-8-4) this weekend.

“We’ve played Yale three times, so we pretty much know what we’re going to get,” sophomore defenseman Patrick McNally said. “They like to play it fast, they like to play offensively, [and] they like to get their [defense] up in the rush. We’ve got to be ready for all of that.”

Harvard will have its work cut out for it against the defending national champions. Ranked No. 15/16 in the nation, the Bulldogs are currently on the bubble for an at-large bid to the NCAA tournament, likely needing to make a postseason run to secure a spot in the field for the fifth time in the last six years.

On the other hand, there is only one way the Crimson can expect to hear its name called on Selection Sunday—by winning the ECAC tournament. That quest will begin Friday night at Ingalls Rink in the opening game of a best-of-three series.

“We’re expecting it to be a hostile environment,” sophomore forward Kyle Criscuolo said. “We know they’re going to come out firing, especially trying to defend the national championship last year. They obviously don’t want to go out in the first round.”

These Ivy League rivals have certainly seen plenty of each other this season, as the two sides have met three times. In their most recent tilt in February, Yale mustered three power-play goals against Harvard’s then league-best penalty kill unit en route to a 5-2 victory. The Bulldogs also bested the Crimson in the inaugural Rivalry on Ice matchup, 5-1, on January 11.

Harvard’s best performance against Yale came back in December. The Crimson appeared poised to knock off the defending champions after goals from freshman forwards Alexander Kerfoot and Luke Esposito put Harvard up by two heading into the third period. However, the Bulldogs stormed back with two tallies of their own in the final frame to earn a 2-2 tie.

“We tied them at their place, so we know we can play with them,” McNally said. “Obviously the results we got two weekends ago and at Madison Square Garden weren’t what we wanted, but we knew that they weren’t anything special or anything we [couldn’t] handle. We’ve just got to go in and play our game and hope for the best result.”

If the Crimson hopes to advance past the first round, it will need to find a way to break Yale goaltender Alex Lyon. The freshman has recorded 77 saves and allowed just one even-strength goal against Harvard this season.

On the other end of the ice, the Crimson will have to be wary of the Bulldogs’ senior duo of Jesse Root and Kenny Agostino, which has combined for 59 points this year.

This will be the second time in three years that the Crimson has played Yale in the postseason, as the two sides met in the 2011-2012 quarterfinals. Harvard dropped the first game but won the next two, including a double overtime thriller in game two, in which now-senior captain Dan Ford netted the game-winner.

The Crimson fell just shy of receiving an NCAA tournament berth that year, falling to Union in the ECAC championship game. The team last reached the  national tournament in 2006 in Harvard coach Ted Donato’s ’91 second season at the helm.

Now, coming off strong performances against two ranked teams last weekend, the Crimson will look to carry its momentum into the playoffs and end its eight-year tournament drought. Harvard has won eight out of nine postseason contests against the Bulldogs, but the team still has a difficult task ahead.

“We’ve been trying to play our best hockey come this time of year,” Criscuolo said. “Yale’s obviously a great opponent, but it’s also a rivalry for us, so we’re going to go into it taking one game at a time. [We want to] keep playing like we’ve been playing as of late and hopefully ride it out.”
Harvard gets more talent than Yale in the recruiting of hockey players. They have more NHL draft picks on their roster, yet they continue to underachieve and not play well as a unit. I was reading about Keith Allain's coaching philosophy and leadership and he really has created a great program at Yale and the players obviously buy into it . Same as BC and Jerry York . They have a coaching philosophy and recruit and play to that philosophy. Harvard has none of that and it is very obvious because they play horribly togegther despite all their talent. They can't even break out of their own zone well and play a boring brand of hockey and just seem unable to put any offense together, or prevent opposing offenses from scoring. It's a very sad time for what has always been a great hockey program . I see Bill Cleary at the home games and he must be dying inside as he watches a great player that he once coached unable to put a competitive team on the ice despite a load of talent.
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Ugh. 4-0. The kids on WHRB were blaming injuries. Fact is, Harvard Hockey just sucks. I thought Harvard has/had one of the best underclass lines in the nation. Problem is coaching. ANother craptacular season with Ted Donato as head coach... Harvard will never learn. Sad. Harvard hockey under Donato is under achieving under performing and a downright miserable experience for almuni and fans. At least H earned double digit win this season and did not end up in last place ECAC.
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The Harvard men’s hockey team split the final two games of its regular season over the weekend to finish second-to-last in both the ECAC and the Ivy League. On Friday, the Crimson edged out No. 16/15 Colgate, 2-1, in Hamilton, N.Y., before ceding a two-goal advantage on Saturday, losing in the final minute of overtime at No. 11/11 Cornell, 3-2.

The results set up a first-round postseason matchup next weekend in New Haven, where Harvard (10-15-4, 6-12-4 ECAC) will face the defending national champion Yale Bulldogs (15-9-5, 10-8-4) in a best-of-three series.

CORNELL 3, HARVARD 2 (OT)

Like the fish that the Lynah Rink faithful threw on the ice before the game, the Crimson was reeled in after a quick start in Ithaca, N.Y., Saturday night. Cornell junior forward Joel Lowry put back a rebound to complete a Big Red comeback from two goals down with 36 seconds to go in the extra frame.

“I feel bad for our guys because I feel they worked very hard and did a lot of good things in a very hostile environment,” said Harvard coach Ted Donato ’91.

Harvard started quickly, racing out to a 2-0 lead with power play goals from freshmen centers Sean Malone and Alex Kerfoot in the first two frames.

A charging penalty from Lowry put the visitors on the man advantage one minute into the contest. Malone converted on a low crossing feed from sophomore linemate Brian Hart to beat Cornell senior goaltender Andy Iles on the right side of the crease for the game’s first goal.

Harvard struck on the man advantage again 11 minutes into the second period. This time, sophomore forward Kyle Criscuolo set up Kerfoot from the left wing for a one-timer in the slot that caught Iles on the wrong side of the net.

Cornell drew even before the second intermission with goals from junior forward John McCarron at 12:46 and Matt Buckles at 17:18. Outshot by wide margins in the first and third frames, the Crimson received another strong outing from sophomore goaltender Steve Michalek, who made 32 saves.

After a scoreless third period in which the Big Red outshot the visitors, 10-5, Harvard had the better of the opportunities to open the extra period, but a wraparound attempt from junior Cornell forward Cole Bardreau with under a minute to play set up Lowry for the game-winning rebound.

“Playing at Cornell is always really exciting, a lot of emotion on both sides, the crowd was really into it,” captain Dan Ford said. “Obviously losing in overtime for us is kind of tough to swallow…. But the game itself was really exciting and a fun game to play in.”

Starting sophomore defenseman Patrick McNally sat out with an upper body injury for the fourth straight game Saturday but will likely return for next weekend’s action.

HARVARD 2, COLGATE 1

Goals from senior defender Danny Fick and freshman forward Phil Zielonka propelled Harvard to a 2-1 victory at Colgate (16-12-5, 12-6-3) in the penultimate game of its regular season.

“It was an excellent road win,” Donato said. “We did a lot of little things right.”

After a scoreless second period, Zielonka broke a 1-1 stalemate less than seven minutes into the final frame of regulation. After receiving a redirected Colgate clearing attempt from sophomore linemate Greg Gozzo, Zielonka split the legs of freshman defender Brett Corkey and beat rookie goaltender Charlie Finn glove-side with a high wrist shot from just inside the right faceoff circle.

The Raiders got on the board first with a power play marker from sophomore forward Murphy Darcy with seven and a half minutes left in the opening period. Minutes later, Harvard failed to find the back of the net on an extended 5-on-3 opportunity after Colgate was whistled for consecutive penalties 36 seconds apart.

The Crimson’s tying response came from the unlikeliest of its skaters. With just over two minutes left in the first period, Fick rushed the Colgate crease and batted a crossing feed from freshman forward Luke Esposito out of the air and past Finn for the senior defender’s first career goal in 93 collegiate games. Fick's strike ended a streak of 33 straight goals scored by Crimson underclassmen.

“[Fick] made a great play to really drive the net hard,” Ford said. “Everyone was really excited for him personally and also because it was such a great play against a good Colgate team to tie the game back up for us.”

Colgate outshot Harvard, 9-2, in the third period, but Michalek finished with 33 saves to collect his fifth win of the season. The victory was the Crimson's first road win over the Raiders since 2006.

-Staff writer Michael D. Ledecky can be reached at Michael.Ledecky@thecrimson.com
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Thirty Seconds to Meaghers 

Thirty three.

This marks the number of consecutive goals for the Harvard men’s hockey team (9-14-4, 5-11-4 ECAC) scored by freshmen and sophomores. To put this in perspective, the next longest streak in the ECAC belongs to Clarkson, which boasts a whopping total of three.

Now, an even larger number. Fifty three.

This represents the number of days that have elapsed since a junior or senior last lit the lamp for Harvard. However, as remarkably high as these numbers are, do they really surprise anyone? Youth has long been destined to take over this Crimson squad. Just take a look at its last few recruiting classes.

Following a third place finish in 2011-2012, Harvard landed the conference’s top batch of recruits. Led by a pair of upper-round NHL draft picks, sophomores Brian Hart and Jimmy Vesey, the class of 2012 was considered the school’s best in years.

Then, even after a dismal showing the following year, Harvard continued its offseason success, compiling the seventh-best tandem of recruits in the nation, according to Overtheboards.net. Buffalo Sabres’ draft choice Sean Malone and New Jersey Devils’ selection Alexander Kerfoot were expected to become immediate contributors.

Sure enough, Harvard’s two newest classes have delivered. In fact, freshmen and sophomores have accounted for 82 percent of the Crimson’s points this season. Yet, the lack of production from the upperclassmen has made winning hockey games a difficult task, and Harvard currently sits in eleventh place in the ECAC. But alas, don’t fret Crimson hockey fans! Haven’t you heard how good this team is going to be in a year or two? Just wait until these young guys develop…

This sense of optimism surrounding the “team of the future” has plagued the Bright-Landry Hockey Center for the past two seasons. If the youth of this team is really going to create a glamorous future for Harvard hockey, the underclassmen need to make a statement sooner rather than later.

One of the most critical aspects of player development is experience. The Crimson underclassmen have certainly earned their share of ice time, but if they want to live up to their labels as some of Harvard’s greatest recruits, they need “big-game experience.” Over the last two years, Harvard has had three such opportunities, two of which came at TD Garden’s annual Beanpot Tournament. In addition, the Crimson traveled to Madison Square Garden this January to take on Ancient Eight foe Yale in the first ever Rivalry on Ice matchup. There may have been rivalry, but there was not much competition between the two sides as the Bulldogs cruised to a 5-1 victory.

If Harvard wants its future to be as bright as its potential, it needs to find a way to win big games. Luckily for the Crimson, such an opportunity exists with the ECAC playoffs right around the corner. Once the tournament begins, regular season records are tossed aside—just what the doctor ordered. Though it may be unreasonable to think Harvard has what it takes to make a championship run this season, it is also unreasonable to think that the Crimson cannot put up a fight.

A history lesson: earlier this season, the Crimson won three consecutive games for the first time since 2011. That year, Harvard had been 6-19-1 heading into those final three games, but the improbable winning streak propelled Harvard into the postseason, where it won three more games, knocking off Clarkson and narrowly missing the semifinals. The point is that anybody can beat anybody come playoff time. Heck, even last season’s Crimson squad—the same team that won just one game over a three-month span—earned a playoff victory!

This year’s edition of Harvard hockey is certainly capable of matching up with anyone. The team has faced 13 ranked opponents, earning a win or a draw in six of them, while three others were one-goal losses.

So even though the Crimson’s 2013-2014 campaign suggests that the time to win is not now, anything can happen going into the last weekend of the regular season. A playoff series victory might be just what Harvard needs to launch itself toward the better days that lie ahead.

—Staff writer Jake T. Meagher can be reached at jmeagher@college.harvard.edu.
Look for Head Squid Kevin Guiltinan to put up some absurd numbers during the postseason. Kid has the best hands I've seen in a while.
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The only way these will develop, is 1) away from Harvard, or 2) they fire Donato and hire some folks with "real" coaching experience. Volunteering as a coach at the Hingham or Hobomock rink with your pee wee, whilst looking for the next pay check, does not constitute coaching experience.

I truly feel sorry for the kids that come to H and play hockey under Donato.

 △  ▽   

•

Reply

•

Share › 

Avatar

Equation For Failure > Donato Blows as a Coach  • 25 days ago   

(Donato is a terrible coach) + (Low AI slots have been lost to other sports) = (Worst Harvard hockey since Billy Cleary showed up on campus as a freshman in 1952)
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Riding a four-game decision streak into last weekend the Harvard men’s ice hockey team had hopes of earning home-ice advantage in the first round of the ECAC conference tournament.

But after dropping two critical matchups last Friday and Saturday, those dreams have all but disappeared. With a road playoff matchup on the horizon, the Crimson (9-14-4, 5-11-4 ECAC) will use its last weekend of the regular season to prepare for the tournament against some of the league’s top competition.

“We’re excited to play a couple of big road games,” said captain and defenseman Dan Ford. “[In] these games at the end of the year, teams are all fighting for spots.”

Harvard will venture to New York this weekend for its final two games before postseason play begins. On Friday, the Crimson takes on No. 17 Colgate (16-11-5, 12-5-3), which stands in second place and has already secured a bye in the first round of the ECAC postseason tournament. On Saturday, Harvard will travel to Ithaca to cap off its regular season campaign against No. 12 Cornell (14-7-5, 10-6-4).

The Raiders emerged victorious at Harvard, 4-2, in January. Despite the Crimson’s efforts to crawl back from a 3-0 first period deficit with two power play goals from sophomore forward Kyle Criscuolo, Colgate was able to stave off the comeback attempt, and earn the win. Colgate has been on a hot streak as of late, recording three victories and two ties in its last five games. In Ithaca, the Big Red will have more to play for than the Raiders, as the team holds a slim two-point cushion over No. 21 Yale. The Crimson fell at the hands of Cornell in Cambridge earlier this season, 3-2.

In that earlier matchup, after Harvard fought back to tie the game at two goals apiece late in the second period, a score from the Big Red’s Dustin Mowrey with 20 seconds remaining in the second frame proved too much for the Crimson to overcome.

“[Cornell’s arena is] usually one of the best atmospheres in college hockey,” junior defenseman Max Everson said. “If you can get a couple of goals and get a lead, it’s fun...because you can feel the frustration through the crowd.”

Cornell is currently riding a two-game win streak, including a convincing win at Princeton that allowed the team to officially clinch the Ivy League title. The Big Red also took down No. 6 Quinnipiac on the road, propelling itself into fourth in the conference standings.

The Big Red boasts one of the best goaltenders in the conference in senior Andy Iles. The fourth-year star ranks third in the conference with a 2.26 goals against average. In the past two years, Iles has missed only one start.

Harvard’s own goalies have performed just as well on the season in everything but the win column. Both senior Raphael Girard and sophomore Steve Michalek have save percentages of .922 on the year, tied for third in the conference. With the Crimson’s output of goals per game ranking second to last in the conference, the goalies have been crucial in each of the team’s wins.

“It’s healthy competition,” Everson said. “[Both of them] want to push each other in practice. They each want to be the best they can, and it shows up in games.”

With the season coming to a close, Harvard has one weekend before elimination play begins. After a tough pair of losses last weekend, the Crimson hopes to regain the form it displayed earlier in February by the start of the postseason.

“These games this weekend are a good opportunity [to see] what winning on the road and what playoff-type games will be like,” Ford said. “We want to have a good weekend and build off that as we move into March.”
NOTEBOOK: Power Play Problems Plague Men's Hockey in Loss to Yale

By Kurt T. Bullard, CRIMSON STAFF WRITER February 23, 2014 
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Sophomore forward Brian Hart, pictured in earlier action, contributed a power-play goal against Yale, but it was not enough as Harvard fell, 5-2. 

On a night where the Harvard men’s hockey team was looking for redemption, it instead found an ugly reminder of past troubles.

Looking to erase the memory of the team’s 5-1 loss at Madison Square Garden against Yale last month, the Crimson (9-13-4, 5-10-4 ECAC) was unable to skate with the Bulldogs (14-8-4, 9-7-3) for the duration of the game, losing control of the game in the second period and falling once again at the hands of its archrival, 5-2.

“We feel like if we’re rolling, we can eat up teams down low with our lines against any team in the country,” freshman forward Alexander Kerfoot said. “So that’s what we want to do. When we’re going, we’re going. Five-on-five, we can play with any team in the country, but we have got to bring it for sixty minutes of the game, and we didn’t have that tonight.”

Kerfoot’s power play goal with 15:29 left in the third frame sparked hope for Harvard, cutting the deficit down to two. But the Bulldogs’ three second-period goals in the span of 10 minutes proved too much for the Crimson to overcome.

MOMENTUM SWING

Harvard came into the matchup in Cambridge riding a four-game point streak and played the first period as such, generating several offensive chances in Yale’s defensive zone in the first 20 minutes of the game. A boarding penalty on the Bulldogs’ freshman forward John Hayden with the first period seconds from expiring seemed to swing momentum in the Crimson’s favor entering the second period.

But Harvard was unable to generate even one shot on the power play. Less than 90 seconds later, Yale found itself with a man advantage and was able to convert, giving the Bulldogs a lead that they would not surrender for the remaining of the contest.

“I just think that we didn’t play well enough,” Harvard coach Ted Donato ’91 said. “We had chances, two breakaways [that we didn’t convert]… Between those and the power plays, that was the difference.”

POWER PLAY PROBLEMS

The Crimson entered Friday’s matchup boasting a penalty kill rate of over 90%, leading the ECAC and qualifying as the seventh-best rate in the NCAA Division I. But Yale was able to shred the Harvard special teams play, converting three out of four chances. Harvard had only given up 14 power play goals on the entire season before Friday’s tilt.

With junior defenseman Patrick McNally out on the night with a shoulder injury, the Crimson was hard-pressed to stop Yale’s man-advantage attack, which seemed calm and collected during its opportunities.

Bulldog forward Stu Wilson he fired a shot—from a seemingly impossible angle just inches from the goal line—that managed to find its away past Harvard goaltender Steve Michalek’s pads and into the back of the net for the first goal of the game.

Captain forward Jesse Root and sophomore defenseman Ryan Obuchowski were also able to register goals in special teams play,

After the night, the Crimson fell to third in the ECAC in penalty kill rate and out of the top 10 in the nation.

Harvard also had success on the power play on the evening, scoring its two goals on the man advantage.

Freshman forward Luke Esposito was hooked rushing towards the net with puck, drawing a minor penalty. Then, Kerfoot was able to break past the Yale defense and put a shot on net, collect his rebound, and slip the puck past the Bulldogs’ Alex Lyon outstretched right pad to end Yale’s hopes of a shutout.

Sophomore forward Brian Hart’s power-play goal with less than five minutes remaining gave Harvard its second goal on four power play attempts on the night.

NATIONAL CHAMPIONS COMMEMORATED

On a night where the defending national champions stole the show, the 1989 Harvard men’s ice hockey team was commemorated during the first intermission for its own title run 25 years earlier, receiving a standing ovation from the crowd at the Bright-Landry Center.

The MVP of the Frozen Four that year was none other than current Harvard coach Donato, who scored twice in the national championship game against Minnesota to help lead his team to a 4-3 overtime victory.

“Its great to see them,” Donato said. “I think the bond you have from winning a national championship is extra special. I think everyone on that team would be quick to tell you that it was not only a great experience winning, but winning with those guys.”

—Staff writer Kurt T. Bullard can be reached at kurtbullard@college.harvard.edu.

Men's Hockey Falls Short Against Rival Yale

By Jake Meagher, CRIMSON STAFF WRITER February 23, 2014 
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Sophomore forward Brian Hart, pictured in earlier action, contributed a power-play goal against Yale, but it was not enough as Harvard fell, 5-2. 

Assuming the underdog role at No. 26 Clarkson last Friday, the Harvard men’s hockey team (9-13-4, 5-10-4 ECAC) managed to pull off an upset. Up against another ranked foe in No. 14 Yale (14-8-4, 9-7-3) this past Friday, the Crimson was not quite as fortunate.

In a rematch that drew several parallels to last month’s Rivalry on Ice contest at Madison Square Garden, the Bulldogs utilized a three-goal scoring outburst in the second period to top Harvard, 5-2.

“We were all getting pretty pumped up for this game,” freshman forward Alexander Kerfoot said. “It’s obviously always exciting to get [Yale], and it’s easy to get up for those games, so it’s fun. But we didn’t really bring it in all aspects of the game, and didn’t come out of the game with a win.”

Just like in January, the Crimson entered the first intermission even with the Bulldogs. But goals in the second frame from a trio of Yale sophomores—Stu Wilson, Matthew Beattie, and Ryan Obuchowski—helped build what proved to be an insurmountable lead.

Nonetheless, Harvard attempted to mount a comeback in the final stanza. After Bulldog forward Frankie DiChiara took away a breakaway opportunity from sophomore forward Brian Hart with a hook, the Crimson took advantage on the ensuing power play.

Surrounded by four Yale skaters, Kerfoot carried a puck over the blue line and fired a low shot that was stopped by the left blocker of Bulldog goaltender Alex Lyon. But the puck bounced right back out to the freshman, who capitalized on his second opportunity, cutting the deficit to 3-1 with 15:29 remaining.

Harvard finished the night two-for-four on the man advantage after Hart added a power-play goal of his own later in the period. But it was the special teams play of Yale that stole the show.

With nine minutes remaining in the contest, a cross-checking call sent Crimson forward Luke Esposito to the box. On the subsequent power play, Bulldog captain Jesse Root corralled a pass from forward Kenny Agostino and ripped a shot from the right circle past the glove of Harvard goaltender Steve Michalek, essentially sealing the win.

“We took a couple of needless penalties and weren’t able to do a good job killing their power play,” Crimson coach Ted Donato ’91 said. “[That was] the difference in the game.”

Root’s score—the first of two for the senior—marked the third conversion of the night by Yale’s power play unit. Now having surrendered five such goals in its last two games, Harvard has fallen from third to 12th in the nation in penalty killing, currently boasting a 84.7 percent kill rate.

The Bulldogs began their work on the man advantage less than five minutes into the second period. Without much of an angle, Wilson unleashed a shot from the bottom of the right circle, but Michalek allowed just enough space on his left post for the puck to sneak through, as Yale took its first lead of the night.

All of the momentum then shifted in the Bulldogs’ favor. The Crimson had established a strong physical presence and had controlled the pace of play in the opening frame, but after falling behind, the team lost its edge.

“We had a little bit of a letdown after they scored the first goal,” Donato said. “The nature of it put us back on our heels a little bit.”

As aforementioned by Donato, Yale’s next score caught Harvard off guard. Midway through the period, freshman defenseman Clay Anderson lost his glove, so when play shifted to the opposite end of the ice, he skated toward the bench to retrieve it.

But at the same time, Bulldog defenseman Gus Young gained control of the puck and sent a long pass to Beattie who skated right through the vacant hole in the Crimson defense, easily beating Michalek on a breakaway.

Three minutes later, Harvard nearly cut the deficit in half. From his own blue line, Hart sent a cross-ice pass to sophomore forward Jimmy Vesey, who gained a step on a Yale defenseman and carried the puck in on Lyon. But Vesey lost control on the doorstep, and afterwards, the Crimson was whistled for a charging penalty behind the net.

As a result, the Bulldogs quickly capitalized on the power play again, as Obuchowski found a seam in the Harvard defense and notched his fourth goal of the season. Earning an assist on the play was Agostino, who now has 14 points in his career against the Crimson.

“We didn’t play smart enough to win the hockey game,” Donato said. “We got beat with special teams and goaltending, and that’s usually a tough recipe to overcome.”

Admirals move into first place with 3-1 win at Scope
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NORFOLK

When Andre Petersson was traded to the Admirals by Binghamton on Wednesday, the first thing he did was check the schedule.

“Yeah, definitely,” he said, adding that he found that the teams would meet five more times in the season's final 17 games. 

It was clear that he delighted in meeting a team for which he played the last three seasons.

“It's going to be fun,” he said . “I know there's going to be a lot of chirping going on on the ice.”

For a night, he was able to look down on the Senators after scoring a goal for the Admirals in a 3-1 win over Hershey at Scope. The win sent Norfolk ahead of Binghamton and into first place in the AHL East Division.

It also gave Norfolk a 4-2 record in its six-game home stand and earned the Admirals some respect after a miserable loss to Hershey on Friday.

“We were a little apprehensive at the start, but I thought we got better as the game went on,” coach Trent Yawney said.

The difficulty began with the final two periods of a Tuesday loss to Charlotte, ran through Friday's game and continued for a period on Saturday, in which the Admirals found themselves down 1-0 and with only five shots.

And then a light went on over the players' heads, and over the Bears' goal.

Two ugly goals. 

One beautiful one.

The scoreboard didn't make judgments of quality, nor did the 8,386 on hand, the second-largest crowd at Scope this season.

Norfolk got second-period goals from Petersson, Chris Wagner and Max Friberg, finally getting shots to the net by cracking a Bears' defense that played in the Admirals' face all weekend in splitting a two-game series.

“I think we learned something from last night,” Wagner said.

Petersson's goal came when he took a backhand swat at a loose puck just sitting in the crease. The goal was set up by Emerson Etem's pass from behind the net to Charlie Sarault, who sent a shot that glanced off the glove of Hershey goalie David Leggio and waited for and sat there a bit, waiting for Petersson's stick.

It was Petersson's 18th goal of the season, 17 of them scored for Binghamton. It was his third goal and seventh point in nine games against Hershey.

Norfolk took a 2-1 lead when a shot by the Bears' Jeffe Taffe rattled around the corner. The puck slid out to the blue line, where Steve Whitney gathered it in with open ice in front of him and Wagner on his left wing.

Hershey's Steve Oleksy took that open ice away, and also Whitney's legs, but as he was falling to the ice, Whitney swept a lunging pass to Wagner, who beat Leggio.

“The puck was bouncing on the ice, and he made a great pass,” Wagner said. “I just tapped it in.”

Friberg's goal came when he stood between the faceoff circles and deflected a long shot by Kevin Gagne into the net on a power play.

“The first was kind of a weird period because we didn't have the puck a lot,” Yawney said. “In the second, we started to shoot it on the power play and one went in (tipped by Friberg). It's amazing! A novel idea, isn't it?”

Coaches have been pleading with the Admirals to shoot more on power plays.

“Then in the third period, we might have played the best defensive period we've played all year,” Yawney said.

Goalie John Gibson turned back 23 of 24 shots in winning after successive losses. It was the 16th consecutive game in which he has given up three or fewer goals.

“He had a big save in the second period when we had a breakdown,” Yawney said. “I believe it was the turning point of the game.”
Admirals score early, often - but fall in OT
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Everywhere you looked Saturday at Scope, there was Chris Wagner.

His first professional hat trick wasn’t enough – even for the Admirals, who have given up the fewest goals in the AHL.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau took a loose puck the length of the ice, outracing Jesse Blacker and beating goalie Brad Thiessen at 1:34 of overtime for a 6-5 Binghamton win.

Wagner assisted on Devante Smith-Pelly’s goal that brought the Admirals back to even at 4-4, then scored on with 5:05 to play to make it 5-5.

Wagner even took a delay-of-game penalty that forced Norfolk to finish regulation by killing off only the second power play of the game.

“I was really sweating that one,” he said.

It was that kind of night for Wagner, and for his team – which found itself

in the kind of game it seldom plays and less often wins at Scope. It was more track meet than hockey.

“We can’t play that game with them,” Wagner said of the Senators. “We’re not offensively built the way they are. We’re more of a grind-it-out, defensive team. Keep things under control. We talked about that before the game.”

Wagner’s two goals, scored within 26 seconds of each other in the opening period, made it easier to keep that kind of control. The Admirals held Binghamton shotless for 15 of those 18 minutes, until Pageau’s first goal cut Norfolk’s lead to 2-1.

Andre Petersson scored only 50 seconds into the second period to extend Norfolk’s lead to 3-1 and signaled that the race was on.

“They’re a very good team on the rush, and we played into that a little bit,” Admiral coach Trent Yawney said of Binghamton, which has won five of six games against the Admirals with two more to play. “But give the guys credit, we also found a way to score five goals.”

Binghamton evened the score at 3 on Stephane DaCosta’s third period goal. He scored again at 9:57 to give the Senators a 4-3 lead.

Devante Smith-Pelly won a wrestling match with Binghamton’s Chris Widerman and pushed in the tying goal only 35 seconds later. The goal was set up when Wagner fielded a puck off the end boards and sent it out in front of the net.

Binghamton’s Corey Cowick scored to make it 5-4, countered by Wagner’s third goal. It was scored when he jammed in a puck sent to him with a backhanded pass by Max Friberg.

“We’ve just got to be better than that,” Yawney said of mistakes that led to Binghamton goals all weekend. The Senators, who lead the AHL’s East Division, outscored the Admirals 11-7 at Scope. Binghamton has won four of its last five. The Admirals have lost seven of their last 10.

“There’s no secret formula to it. We talked about it this morning, mistakes at critical moments in the game. It’s nice to score that many goals, but I think when they see what they gave up, they’re not going to be very happy.”

The Admirals have a week to think about it. They host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in two games next weekend in a series with playoff impact. By earning a point Saturday, Norfolk has 77, tied with Albany for sixth in the Eastern Conference. Eight teams make the playoffs, and Hershey – which lost 4-2 to Worcester on Saturday -- is ninth, five points behind the Admirals.

“There are 22 points out there still available,” Yawney reminded of the 11 remaining Admiral games. “The one point tonight was a big one.”

And not, apparently, a consolation prize.

Tying goal turns tide as Binghamton sinks Admirals
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With 51.9 seconds to play in the second period Friday at Scope, Binghamton’s David Dziurzynski cut behind Admirals defenseman Garnet Exelby and in front of Nolan Yonkman to tip a long shot by Fredrik Claesson past goalie John Gibson.

The goal tied the score, but the effect lingered.

Shane Prince broke a tie with a third-period goal, Cole Schneider added one in the game’s waning minutes and Stephane Da Costa scored into an empty net in Binghamton’s 5-2 win.

“I guess they just kind of carried the momentum from there,” Norfolk winger Devante Smith-Pelly said of Dziurzynski’s goal.

Asked about the third-period, Admirals coach Trent Yawney countered, “what about the second period? There was no reason for that play. They didn’t score on the rush, and we were in total control of the period.”

“We had the puck in the offensive zone with a lot of ice, and we turned it over trying to be a Globetrotter,” Yawney said. “You can’t do that. Our team can’t do that. When we do that, we’re asking for trouble.”

Turnovers finished the Admirals, who are 1-4 against Binghamton this season and were playing the Senators for the third time with the lead for the AHL’s East Division was at stake.

Norfolk has lost all three of those. The Admirals play Binghamton three more times in their final 12 games, including tonight at Scope.

Before the game, parent Anaheim announced that winger Emerson Etem would return to the Admirals, for whom he has 16 goals and 42 points in 39 games.

Prince’s goal to make it 3-2 came on a power play in which Admirals winger John Kurtz had the puck but couldn’t clear it. Schneider’s goal came when Buddy Robinson intercepted a Smith-Pelly pass in the Admirals’ defensive end.

“I thought for the first 39 minutes and 10 seconds we played pretty well,” Yawney said. “But when you give up a goal in those last few seconds, it’s hard to rebound after something like that.”

The teams matched goals the first two periods.

Chris Wagner took a pass from Kevin Gagne – playing an unaccustomed left wing – and beat Binghamton goalie Scott Greenham for a 1-0 Norfolk lead.

Binghamton’s Mark Borowiecki countered, firing from just inside the blue line. The puck passed through a thicket of sticks and past Gibson, who was screened by Dziurzynski.

Smith-Pelly made it 2-1 at 7:40 of the second period when he intercepted a pass on the penalty kill, then started the other way. At the other end of the ice, the puck went behind the net, from which Max Sauve sent it to Smith-Pelly, who sent in the short-handed shot.

But Dziurzynski equaled things with what became the crushing goal in a game that ended up with scraps around the ice.

“When you play a team that many times, I guess bad blood,” said Kurtz, who was bleeding from the bridge of his nose after what he termed a “cheap shot” by Binghamton’s Darren Kramer in a melee at game’s end. “I look forward to playing these guys because they give you a battle.”

Shorthanded Admirals win at home
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Andre Petersson, the Admirals' leading scorer, was out with an injury. Emerson Etem, their second-leading scorer, moved up to the parent Ducks. Rickard Rakell, the fourth-leading scorer, is heading to the NHL.

So who was going to score for Norfolk on Wednesday at Scope?

Max Friberg, David Steckel and Steve Whitney, that's who. All in the second period. And Devante Smith-Pelly, who broke a tie with a goal with 1:58 to play, then added an empty-net goal in a 5-3 win over Charlotte.

"I got a little more ice time," said Steckel. "Anytime you lose your top... scorers, there's going to be opportunities for others."

In this case, to prosper.

"The guys deserve a lot of credit," said coach Trent Yawney. "Guys stepped it up. Steckel and Devo (Smith-Pelly) were really strong for us. Steckel was really a horse out there."

The Admirals won for only the third time in their past seven games and they did it the hard way, giving up a tip-in goal by Chris Terry, who has eight points in eight games against Norfolk this season.

He won a wrestling match with the Admirals' Chris Wagner with 2.2 seconds to play in the opening period for a 1-0 Charlotte lead. It was the kind of goal that can break a fragile team's psyche, particularly against a team Norfolk has struggled with all season.

"It was more us than them," Yawney said. "We were soft in front of the net, and the guy didn't have control of (Terry's) stick. But I think at this time of the year, if you let those things bother you too much, you haven't done your homework."

Instead of being disheartened, Norfolk responded with a goal from Max Friberg only 1:29 into the second. It came on a rebound of his own shot at Checkers goalie John Muse and followed the third straight faceoff win by Admirals center Maxime Sauve.

"Once we began to shoot the puck, to get the puck on goal, we at least were getting some second chances," Yawney said.

The goal was countered by Charlotte's Matt Marquardt, who fired a shot from left wing that Admirals goalie John Gibson slowed, but could not stop. The puck bounced around behind him, and he reached back and swept it away, but not before it crossed the goal line completely, according to the four officials who huddled after the play.

Steckel equaled things at 2 when he reached out for a Charlotte clearing effort and kept the puck in the attacking zone on a power play. Steckel pulled the puck back, skated in two strides and beat Muse from between the faceoff circles.

Only 13 seconds later, Steckel fed Steve Whitney, who was true from the right faceoff dot for a 3-2 lead.

"It's been a while," said Whitney, who hadn't scored in more than two months. "I don't know how long it was, but lately I've been getting a few chances. Coaches have been after me to shoot, and it's nice to bury one."

A goal by Charlotte's Brett Sutter made it 3-3, but then Smith-Pelly scored from the right faceoff circle to give the Admirals two standings points.

He later added an empty-net goal.

By winning the first game of a five-game homestand, the Admirals moved from eighth place in the Eastern Conference to a tie for fifth with Albany and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, going into a two-game weekend series with Binghamton.

Eight teams make the playoffs from each conference.

Petersson is expected to return against Binghamton, his former team.

"Our guys really sucked it up, and we found a way to come away with two points, and that's all you're looking for at this time of year," Yawney said.

Struggling Hershey surprises Admirals
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Well, finally hosting Hershey on Friday didn't help.

Even playing the Bears when they were struggling, with an 0-5-0-1 record in their last six games.

Thrice this season the Admirals had played in Hershey on Sunday afternoons, as the third of a three-game weekend spent on buses and short sleep. Norfolk was 1-2 on those sojourns, but, hey, wait until Hershey comes to Scope...

Second period goals by Michael Latta and Casey Wellman, and a third-period score by Dane Byers gave Hershey a 3-2 win and the Admirals a two-game losing streak. They had begun a six-game homestand with three straight wins, but Norfolk needs to beat Hershey tonight to salvage anything better than break-even on the longest home stretch this season.

"We were sloppy, very sloppy," Admiral coach Trent Yawney said. "It's probably a carryover from the last two periods of the Charlotte game."

Norfolk lost 3-2 to Charlotte on Tuesday.

"We made mistakes you expect to see in October," Yawney said. "You don't expect to see them in March.... We had more turnovers in the first period than we probably have had in the last month."

And still, they played a scoreless 20 minutes, a status that was broken in the second when the Admirals took a 1-0 lead.

Devante Smith-Pelly, playing an unaccustomed center with Emerson Etem on one wing and the new guy, Andre Petersson, on the other, took a pass from Petersson, wove his way through the Hershey team and beat defenseman Tyson Strachan and then goalie David Leggio at 2:25 of the first period.

It was the high-water mark of the Admirals' evening.

Petersson came to Scope on Friday from Binghamton and played his first game as an Admiral after being traded Wednesday for defenseman Alex Grant. Just by walking in the building, Petersson leads the Admirals in scoring with 40 points, and his pass to Smith-Pelly made that 41.

"It's kind of tough, because I know Binghamton's system is different from ours," Smith-Pelly said of meshing the threesome into a line. "I thought he did a good job, and you could see the skill that's going to come out when he's here longer."

Hershey came back only 1:49 after Smith-Pelly's goal with a score by Latta, and added a power-play goal by Wellman from the left faceoff circle at 8:46 of the second to make it 2-1.

Byers' goal came on a 3-on-2 break, on a pass from Latta.

Norfolk got a consolation goal with 5.6 seconds left from Max Friberg, who tipped home a shot by Antoine Laganiere.

"When you're not prepared to play the way you need to play, the first thing that sets in is frustration, and that's a useless emotion," Yawney said. "We got frustrated. They were in our face, and we weren't prepared to play that way.

"... If you're not motivated to play games like this at this time of year, you might not be in the right business."

It was the second game in a row that the Admirals have lost when they had a chance to pass Binghamton and move into the East Division lead in the playoff race with 18 games to play.

"They played it like it was a playoff game, and we played it like it was just another game," Yawney said, adding that the Admirals were slow to react and slower to make decisions, looking for the pretty, rather than the effective play

OKC Barons: Barons on four-game skid, clinging to playoff hopes

Oklahoma City will try to pick up two standings points at 7 Tuesday night against a last-place San Antonio team.
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For six weeks the Oklahoma City Barons were the hottest team in the American Hockey League, but a current four-game losing streak has jeopardized their chances of making the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season.

After dropping two-game series’ against the top-two teams in the Western Conference, Grand Rapids and Texas, the Barons host last-place San Antonio at 7 Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“One or two guys can’t make it happen. It comes down to all 20 guys in that room coming together to get on a run,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We have to make sure our special teams are good and we play stingier defense.”

Before losing twice to Texas and Grand Rapids, the Barons were on a 13-2-2 roll since late January. The run included a franchise record nine-game home “unbeaten” streak (no regulation losses), which ended March 14 against Grand Rapids.

With 11 games left in the regular season, the Barons are in ninth in the Western Conference, three standings points behind Rochester and four behind seventh-place Rockford. Oklahoma City needs to finish in the top eight to qualify for the postseason.

“After getting just one (standings) point the past four games, we have to get on a run like we did before,” Nelson said. “We’re running out of games, but we still control our destiny because we have games against other teams in the playoff race.”

Under Nelson, the Barons have qualified for the playoffs all three seasons since the Edmonton Oilers moved their Triple-A affiliate to Oklahoma City. The Barons have made back-to-back trips to the Western Conference finals.

Mark Arcobello, the Barons’ all-time scorer, has at least one point in a franchise-record 15 consecutive games since being reassigned to OKC on Feb. 2. But he sat out last weekend’s two games at Texas with an undisclosed injury. Arcobello is listed day-to-day.

“We were scoring four or five goals a game, but we dropped by more than a goal a game,” Nelson said. “We have to play better on defense and try to get back to where our offense is cranking it up again.”

Veteran goaltender Richard Bachman has started 19 of the past 21 games. Nelson plans to ride Bachman down the stretch, but Ty Rimmer, recalled Monday from Quad City of the Central Hockey League, might need to provide occasional relief.

“I think Richard was maybe getting a little fatigued, so we gave him the game off last Saturday,” Nelson said. “We’ll play it by ear. (Rimmer) will get one game this weekend when we play at Charlotte Saturday night and a quick turnaround Sunday afternoon.”

Regardless who is net, the Barons need to string some wins together if they’re to reach the playoffs.

“We’re still playing pretty good hockey,” Nelson said. “Those losses came against the top two teams in the conference. We’re right there. We now have an opportunity to get some wins against teams below us. The bottom line is we have to take care of business

OKC Barons: Barons host San Antonio at 7 p.m. Tuesday in Cox Center

The Edmonton Oilers have recalled goaltender Laurent Brossoit. He will replace Viktor Fasth, who was injured during an Oilers practice. Fasth was knocked woozy after colliding with Oilers forward Anton Lander.
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San Antonio Rampage at Barons

•When: 7 p.m. Tuesday

•Where: Cox Convention Center

•Radio: KXY 96.1 FM. Jim Byers play-by-play, Doug Sauter color analyst

•Tickets: Prices range between $10 and $40. Tickets can be purchased at the Cox Center box office or by calling 232-4625.

•Scouting report: The Barons own a 7-2-2 series lead, including wins in the past five meetings...With team captain Anton Lander playing in Edmonton, Mark Arcobello (28 points in 15 games), Roman Horak (47 points) and Brad Hunt, one of the American Hockey League’s top scoring defensemen (44 points), are OKC’s best offensive weapons. But Arcobello missed two weekend games in Texas with an upper body injury. His status for Tuesday’s game is not known....Goaltender Richard Bachman is 20-17-4 with a .907 saves percentage. His backup will be Ty Rimmer, who was recalled on Monday from Quad City of the Central Hockey League. Rimmer is replacing Laurent Brossoit, who was called up by Edmonton. Brossoit is filling in for Oilers backup Viktor Fasth, who was injured in practice.

OKC Barons: Barons lose in overtime, pick up valuable standings point

Oklahoma City and Texas will wrap up the two-game series at 7 p.m. Saturday at Cedar Park Center.

From Staff Reports •  Published: March 21, 2014  

CEDAR PARK, Texas — Scott Glennie scored two goals, including the game-winner at the 2:50 mark of overtime, and the Texas Stars trimmed the Oklahoma City Barons 4-3 on Friday night in an American Hockey League game at Cedar Park Center.

A crowd of 5,808 watched the first-place Stars (40-17-8) come back from 1-0, 2-1 and 3-2 deficits. Texas trailed by a goal halfway through the third period, when Brett Ritchie tied it 3-3 with 10:45 left in regulation. The Stars scored on two of four power-play chances against the Barons, whose penalty-kill unit ranks 29th in the 30-team league.

Oklahoma City had goals from Matthew Ford, C.J. Stretch and newcomer Alex Lavoie, who joined the Barons from the Allen Americans of the Central Hockey League. The Barons played without Tyler Pitlick, who was recalled by the Edmonton Oilers on Thursday, and Mark Arcobello, who sat out with an upper body injury.

The Barons (29-26-9) picked up a standings point for going into overtime. They have 67 points for the season, just two behind Rockford for the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

Oklahoma City and Texas will wrap up the two-game series at 7 p.m. Saturday in Cedar Park.

OKC Barons travel to Texas
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Barons at Texas

•When: Friday, 7:30 p.m.; Saturday 7 p.m.

•Where: Cedar Park (Texas) Civic Center.

•Radio: KGHM-AM 1340-AM (Friday); KXXY-FM 96.1 (Saturday).

•Scouting report: The Barons, ninth in the Western Conference, face the AHL’s hottest team. The Stars, first in the Western Conference, are 8-1-1 in their past 10 games, but OKC swept two games in Cedar Park last month. … Mark Arcobello, the Barons’ all-time scoring leader, has scored in all 15 games (28 points) since being reassigned to OKC six weeks ago. … Brad Hunt (44 points) is among the AHL’s top defensemen. … The Barons flip-flopped backup goalies. Laurent Brossoit, who posted seven shutouts for Bakersfield, has replaced Tyler Bunz. … Texas is led by Travis Morin (75 points), who leads the league in scoring, and Colton Sceviour (63 points), who is fourth.

OKC Barons fall to Grand Rapids

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: March 15, 2014  

The Grand Rapids Griffins are showing why the Detroit Red Wings’ AHL affiliate is a viable candidate to win back-to-back Calder Cup championships.

The Barons were the hottest team in the American Hockey League before the Griffins notched back-to-back wins in Oklahoma City, capped by a 4-3 win Saturday night in front of 4,492 fans at the Cox Convention Center.

“I don’t think these two games are indicative of the way our team has played the past two months,” said Barons forward Matthew Ford. “The reason they’re the champs is they work hard. They won a lot of battles, which showed the most in five-on-five play.”

The Barons hadn’t lost a home game in regulation in nearly two months before the Griffins posted a one-goal win Friday night to end OKC’s club record nine-game, home “unbeaten” streak.

Similar to Friday’s game, Grand Rapids never trailed in the rematch Saturday night.

Ford scored with 7:42 left. The Barons had two power-play opportunities the final five minutes but couldn’t record the equalizer.

“We’ve played a lot of good hockey lately, but we have to play the right way every period,” Ford said. “We can’t wait until the third period to turn it on like some other games where we had some heroics late in games.”

All three Barons goals were scored with the man advantage. In a penalty marred game, Oklahoma City was 3-of-10 on the power play and the Griffins were 2-of-6.

OKC’s penalty-kill unit has allowed eight power-play goals the past four games, including four in the two losses to Grand Rapids.

“We’re having too many misreads on the penalty kill,” said coach Todd Nelson. “Right now it seems like every mistake we make goes into the back of the net.”

The weekend series with Grand Rapids closed out a grueling stretch of nine games in a little over two weeks for the Barons. Nelson said he will give the players Sunday and Monday off.

“When you’re on a roll you like playing a lot,” said defenseman Brad Hunt, who had a goal and an assist. “But after these two losses it’s good to have a little break, take a step back and recuperate and rest up before we go to Texas next weekend.”

Before Grand Rapids arrived in OKC, the Barons were 8-0-1 the past two months at home and were 13-2-2 overall to climb into a tie for the eighth and final playoff berth.

After dropping two games to the Griffins, the Barons once again have some ground to make up with 13 games remaining.

“We had so much momentum going our way, but I felt you could see some things cropping up in our 5-2 win earlier in the week over San Antonio,” Nelson said. “Bad habits creeped in, things we’ll address. We just have to take a step back and regroup.”

OKC Barons: Barons get outworked in 3-2 loss to Grand Rapids

Oklahoma City coach Todd Nelson said his American Hockey League team needs “to get back in the saddle” for Saturday’s 7 p.m. game against Grand Rapids at Cox Convention Center.
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The Oklahoma City Barons’ club record home “unbeaten” streak ended Friday night.

Defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids never trailed en route to a 3-2 win in front of 3,294 fans at the Cox Convention Center.

It was the Barons first regulation home loss in two months. In their previous nine home games, Oklahoma City was 8-0-1.

“We got outworked,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “We have to move past this and get back in the saddle (Saturday). You can’t get outworked by a team that played the previous night.”

Special teams played a key role. The Griffins, the Detroit Red Wings Triple-A affiliate, scored two power play goals and killed off all five penalties.

“We weren’t able to connect,” said forward Andrew Miller, who scored in his first game back after being sidelined two months with a broken hand. “We’ve got to bear down on the power play.”

The Barons (29-25-8) feature one of the American Hockey League’s top power-play units, but the flip side, their penalty-kill, ranks 29th out of 30 teams.

In their last three games, the Barons have surrendered six power-play goals. Two of Grand Rapids’ three goals Friday night were with the man advantage.

“Both parts of our special teams weren’t very good tonight,” Nelson said. “Our power play lacked execution, and our PK has to be better than that.”

After the Griffins (38-18-6) scored twice early in the third period to go up 3-1, Barons forward Mark Arcobello added to his franchise record scoring streak by taking advantage of a turnover in front of the Griffins net with 5:45 left.

Unlike other games during the home “unbeaten” streak, the Barons failed to score the equalizer. Grand Rapids outshot OKC 29-26 to move to the top of the Western Conference standings.

“It was one of those nights our guys looked like they just didn’t have it,” Nelson said. “We’ve played a lot of hockey lately. Hopefully it’s not catching up to us.

“I think our guys will be a lot better (Saturday night). We turned the puck over too often, and that’s usually a sign you’re not working hard enough. Grand Rapids is a very good hockey team where you can’t make those type of mistakes.”

OKC Barons notebook: Andrew Miller returns from injury, scores a goal

Miller scored his sixth goal of the season midway through the second period of a 3-2 loss to Grand Rapids on Friday night at the Cox Center.
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Barons rookie forward Andrew Miller scored a goal in his first game back after being sidelined the past two months with a broken hand.

Miller scored his sixth goal of the season midway through the second period of a 3-2 loss to Grand Rapids on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“I’ve been itching to get back in a game and be a little more part of the team,” Miller said. “It’s tough when you’re not practicing and you don’t go on road trips, but everyone goes through it at some point.”

Miller, 25, is older than most prospects after playing four years at Yale. He has 20 points in 38 games with the Barons.

ARCOBELLO STREAK CONTINUES

Mark Arcobello recorded his 10th goal of the season with just under six minutes to extend his franchise record scoring streak to 14 consecutive games.

After spending the first three months of the season in the NHL with Edmonton, Arcobello has scored 27 points in 14 games with the Barons. Arcobello has scored in every game since he was assigned to Oklahoma City on Feb. 2.

LEACH SCORES IN AHL DEBUT

Promoted from Double-A Bakersfield (Calif.) earlier in the week, defenseman Joey Leach scored in his American Hockey League debut. Leach, who scored seven points in 56 games with the Condors, supplied the key assist on Miller’s goal.

“It’s always nice to hit the stat sheet, especially your first game. It’s great for your confidence,” Leach said. “I just made a simple play in the corner. Pitty (Tyler Pitlick) made a nice pass to me, and Millys took off (for a breakaway).”

SATURDAY CAR GIVEAWAY

The Barons and Griffins play again Saturday night at 7 at the Cox Center. The first 2,000 fans will receive a Justin Schultz bobblehead doll. One fan also will win a Volkswagen Jetta.

OIL SPILLS…

Edmonton recalled Barons team captain Anton Lander, who played with the Oilers in a 2-1 shootout loss Friday night at Detroit... Barons goaltender Richard Bachman has started 17 of the past 18 games, going 12-3-2.

Oklahoma City Barons: OKC's streak to be tested against defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins
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The Oklahoma City Barons’ “unbeaten” home streak will face a stiff test Friday night and Saturday night when the defending Calder Cup champions visit the Cox Convention Center.

It’s been almost two months since the Barons have lost a home game in regulation. Since the streak started on Jan. 18, the Barons are 8-0-1 at the Cox Center.

While the Barons are fighting just to get in the playoffs, the Grand Rapids Griffins are in second in the Western Conference, poised to make another postseason run.

“This will be a good test,” said Barons team captain Anton Lander. “Every game for us is huge right now. We’ve been playing really well but we’re going to have to continue to play well to make the playoffs.”

The Barons’ only home loss in the past eight weeks was a 5-4 shootout to Milwaukee a month ago.

“You always want to protect home ice,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “You should feel no one will come into your building and win. Our guys are taking pride in that. They’ve certainly provided a lot of excitement.”

There’s been some drama during the streak.

Six of the eight wins have been by one goal. The Barons twice won in the final four minutes of regulation, once in overtime and once in a shootout.

“That’s been big for us,” Lander said. “We’ve said since Christmas we needed to start winning games. We’re playing way better hockey right now. We’re playing hard, we’re playing tough.”

Goaltender Richard Bachman said traditional advantages seem magnified when teams get on a roll at home, factors like playing in front of hometown fans, sleeping in your own bed and familiar facilities.

“I try not to get caught up in the (streak), but one thing they always say is you need to take care of your business at home and split on the road,” Bachman said. “For us it’s a situation we need to win almost every game, home or road.”

The Barons have played well on the road since Mark Arcobello, the franchise’s all-time leading scorer, was re-assigned to OKC.

Notching a 13-2-2 record the past seven weeks, the Barons are tied with Milwuakee for the eighth place, which is the final playoff berth. OKC is only two points behind Rockford (seventh) and three behind Rochester (sixth).

“We’ve really matured a lot as a team since Christmas,” said defenseman Brad Hunt. “Rookies aren’t rookies anymore and second-year guys aren’t really second-year guys. Everyone has stepped up. It’s been fun, but we need to keep it going.”

Power-play unit lifts OKC Barons past San Antonio
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Mark Arcobello’s two-points-a-game pace since he returned to Oklahoma City six weeks ago has given the Barons a shot at making the playoffs for the fourth consecutive season.

Arcobello’s biggest impact has been on the power play.

The Barons scored three more power-play goals in a 5-2 win over San Antonio on Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“Right now there’s great chemistry among those five guys,” said coach Todd Nelson. “They really know how to feed off each other. Adding Arco made that unit really strong.”

After spending the first three months of the season with the Edmonton Oilers, the Barons’ NHL parent team, Arcobello has scored 26 points in 13 games with the Barons.

The telling stat is half of Arcobello’s points (13) have come when the Barons have owned the man advantage.

“Arco is very patient with the puck,” said team captain Anton Lander, who scored a goal and added two assists. “He ends up making the type of pass that leads to a goal. Plus, he has a good shot, too.”

Since Arcobello was reassigned to Oklahoma City on Super Bowl Sunday, the Barons have a sizzling 30.5 percent success rate on the power play. They’ve scored at least one power-play goal in 14 of their last 18 games.

Oddly enough, the Barons were in a power-play slump before Tuesday’s three-goal breakout. Going just 1-of-12 on the power play their previous three games, OKC was 3-for-7 against the Rampage.

“Special teams are such a big key in hockey,” Lander said. “If you have a good penalty kill and a good power play, that’s huge. We need to work on our PK some, but the power play has been really strong.”

Nelson said Matthew Ford’s role is often overlooked. Ford, who scored his 16th and 17th goals of the season in Tuesday’s win, is a big body camped near the net who can stuff in rebounds.

“Fordy does a great job providing screens,” Nelson said. “On the flanks you have Anton and Arco that are a threat off the sides. You have (Roman) Horak in the middle and you finish it off with Brad Hunt, who has a bomb from the point.”

The Barons broke open a 1-1 tie with two power-play goals late in the first period. Acrobello had the key assist on Hunt’s and Lander’s goals.

Since Arcobello was reassigned to Oklahoma City six weeks ago, the Barons are 13-2-2 the past six weeks to move into a tie for eighth place in the Western Conference.

“You have four really skilled forwards, plus Hunt,” Nelson said. “Everybody on that power-play unit brings a little something different to the table. No question, one big reason we’ve had success lately is our power play has really been clicking.”

OKC Barons: Brad Hunt having a big year
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With a goal and two assists in the Barons’ 5-2 win over San Antonio on Tuesday, defenseman Brad Hunt moved up to third in the American Hockey League in blue-line scoring.
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“It’s a tribute to how good our team has been playing,” Hunt said. “You can’t give the credit to me; it’s due to the players I’m playing with. Ever since Christmas, we’ve been on a roll.”

With 15 games left in the regular season, Hunt already has established a professional career high with 45 points, including 34 assists.

HOME STREAK CONTINUES

It’s been nearly two months since the Barons have lost a home game in regulation.

Following a 5-2 win over San Antonio Tuesday night at the Cox Convention Center, the Barons are 8-0-1 at home since mid-January. Their only loss was in a shootout Feb. 15 against Lake Erie.

“It’s great because you come to the rink every night you just come to play, you don’t overthink everything,” Hunt said. “Early in the season when we were losing games, you were on edge, walking on eggshells.”

BARONS TIED FOR EIGHTH

The top eight teams in the 15-team Western Conference advance to the playoffs.

Posting a 13-2-2 record the past six weeks, the Barons have climbed into a tie for eighth with Milwaukee.

“We put our backs against the wall (with a poor start), so it’s pretty much a have-to-win every night situation,” said goalie Richard Bachman, who has been in net 19 of the past 20 games. “We’re having to fight and dig and claw, but we’re being rewarded for playing hard for 60 minutes and doing the right things.”

UP NEXT

The Barons on Friday night and Saturday night will host defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids, which eliminated the Barons in the Western Conference finals last season. The Griffins are in second in the West.

OKC Barons: Defenseman Taylor Fedun has made an offensive impact

Fedun has 28 points in 51 games for Oklahoma City, which hosts San Antonio at 7 p.m. Tuesday at the Cox Convention Center.
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Oklahoma City Barons defenseman Taylor Fedun has only played professional hockey for two seasons, but he is one of the blue-line leaders on a team gaining momentum.
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Fedun has 28 points in 51 games for the Barons, who host San Antonio at 7 p.m. Tuesday at the Cox Convention Center.

“Taylor has had a fantastic year for us,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “On a team with a very young defensive group, he’s shouldered a lot of responsibility and has logged a lot of ice time. He’s been one of our captains. Taylor has meant a lot to this team.”

After playing a key role on last year’s team that used a late-season roll to reach the American Hockey League’s Western Conference finals, Fedun sees similarities to this team after Mark Arcobello, the franchise’s all-time scorer, was sent down to Oklahoma City six weeks ago.

Fedun, 25, is an offensive defenseman who also plays a key role on the power play.

“I feel I’ve had a pretty good season,” Fedun said. “As of late, I haven’t scored as much as I’d like. When that happens you try to make sure you’re taking care of the puck in the defensive zone. As a defender that’s the most important thing.”

The Barons’ chances of making a fourth consecutive playoff berth appeared to be a long shot a month ago. But since Arcobello returned, Oklahoma City is 13-2-2 since Jan. 30.

With 16 games left in the regular season, the Barons are in ninth, two standings points behind Milwaukee, currently the team setting above the playoff bubble. Milwaukee has played two fewer games than Oklahoma City, too.

“We still have to put a lot more wins together, but in recent weeks we’ve shown we can do that,” Fedun said. “Moving forward, we have a lot of confidence. We just have to keep it rolling.”

Fedun is the classic underdog story, an undrafted free agent who signed with the NHL team from his hometown, Edmonton. He nearly made the Oilers’ roster as a rookie three years ago after a stellar career at Princeton.

His dream was derailed when he suffered a horrific shattered leg in the Oilers’ final NHL preseason in the fall of 2011. Doctors inserted a steel rod in his leg.

The leg no longer is an issue. Even though he’s surpassed last year’s point total, he’s not viewed as a top-tier prospect because of his size (6-foot, 190 pounds).

However, Fedun made his NHL debut earlier this season. Despite scoring two goals for the Oilers, he was sent back to OKC after four games.

“Obviously he’s produced offensively,” Scott said. “He also played well in the games he played in Edmonton. Not many guys can say they scored two goals in their first two NHL games.”

After spending his entire pro career with the Oilers’ organization, Fedun will have to wait until after the season to see if he figures into Edmonton’s long-term plans.

“It would be nice to try and get to prove something more at the next level, because ultimately that’s where you want to be,” Fedun said. “It’s something always in the back of your mind, but those things are out of my power. Next season, I’ll be a restricted free agent again. The ball’s not really in my court.”

OKC Barons: Streaking Barons return to Cox Center at 7 p.m. Tuesday against San Antonio.

Barons captain Anton Lander returns from Edmonton Oilers. Mark Arcobello has 24 points in 12 games since being sent down by the Oilers.
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San Antonio at Barons

•When: 7 p.m. Tuesday

•Where: Cox Convention Center

•Radio: KXY 96.1 FM. Jim Byers play-by-play, Doug Sauter color analyst

•Tickets: Prices range between $10 and $40. Tickets can be purchased at the Cox Center box office or by calling 232-4625.

•Scouting report: The Barons have gone 12-2-2 the past six weeks to move up to ninth in the Western Conference, two standings point behind Milwaukee. San Antonio is 12th, seven points behind OKC... The Barons are 6-4 vs. the Rampage, including 4-0 at the Cox Center... Mark Arcobello, the Barons all-time leading scorer, has scored in all 12 games since he was sent down by Edmonton. Arcobello has scored 24 points in 12 games...The Barons’ leading scorer and captain, Anton Lander, was returned to to Oklahoma City on Monday. Lander was recalled by the Oilers over the weekend....Goalie Richard Bachman (19-14-5, 3.03 GAA, .907 saves percentage) has been in net for all but one of the dozen wins during the hot streak...The Rampage is led by Bobby Butler (37 points)... San Antonio’s No. 1 goalie is Michael Houser (12-11-5, 2.56 GAA, .918 saves percentage).

OKC Barons: Barons make big comeback but fall in shootout

Steve Pinizzotto and Jack Combs score for Barons to send game into overtime. But Utica goaltender Joacim Eriksson comes up big in shootout. Oklahoma City still gets a standings point to close gap on Milwaukee for final playoff berth in Western Conference.
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UTICA, N.Y. — Pascal Pelletier and Nicklas Jensen scored shootout goals to lift Utica to a 4-3 American Hockey League victory over Oklahoma City on Wednesday night before 2,808 fans inside Memorial Auditorium.

Utica goaltender Joacim Eriksson allowed just one goal — by Jack Combs — in the extra session to help the Comets survive a hot Oklahoma City team. Utica (24-26-7) blew a two-goal lead in the third period after Steve Pinizzotto and Combs scored about seven minutes apart. Combs’ fifth goal of the season tied the game 3-3 with 4:10 left in regulation.

Mark Arcobello assisted on Combs’ goal. Arcobello has 20 points in 10 game since he joined Oklahoma City from the Edmonton Oilers.

The Barons (26-24-8) picked up a standings point for taking the Comets into a shootout. OKC is two points behind Milwaukee for the eighth and final playoff berth in the Western Conference.

Oklahoma City continues its three-game road trip at 6:30 p.m. Friday against in Hamilton, Ontario. The Bulldogs, who are 25-25-5 and five standings points behind OKC, added former Edmonton goaltender Devan Dubnyk on Wednesday. Dubnyk started the season with Edmonton and was traded to Nashville. He was released by the Predators and signed with the Montreal Canadiens’ organization.

OKC Barons: Edmonton Oilers leave Barons roster intact

Oklahoma City’s big scorers, Mark Arcobello and Anton Lander, remain with the team. But they are only an Oilers injury away from getting a call to the NHL.
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Bolstered by Mark Arcobello’s arrival a month ago, the Oklahoma City Barons have been the American Hockey League’s hottest team the past five weeks.

The good news for Barons fans is Arcobello and everyone else on the roster, for now, will remain in OKC even though the Edmonton Oilers, the Barons’ NHL affiliate, traded two veterans before Wednesday’s trade deadline.

“Obviously, Oilers management realized how close we are to (a playoff berth) and didn’t want to tinker with the chemistry we have right now,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “They also know we have a lot of capable players they can call on when needed.”

Going 10-2-1 since Jan. 30, the Barons are back in the Western Conference playoff chase. Entering Wednesday’s road game at Utica they were three points out of the eighth and final playoff spot with 18 games remaining.

After spending the first three months with Edmonton, Arcobello has been the AHL’s leading scorer (19 points in nine games) the past month. For now he will remain with the Barons, who are gunning for their fourth consecutive playoff berth.

“When you’re fighting for the playoffs like we are, it’s always good to have a cohesive unit that’s played together several games after undergoing more than 100 roster transactions earlier this season,” Scott said.

On Wednesday, the Oilers traded Ales Hemsky to Ottawa and Nick Schultz to Columbus for draft picks, but Edmonton will go with a bare-bones roster to preserve three “free recalls,” hockey’s version of baseball roster expansion.

Edmonton won’t have any healthy scratches for any game, but if someone is injured, a call would be made to Oklahoma City.

Edmonton officials’ decision on Wednesday doesn’t mean the Barons roster will remain stable the final six weeks.

At some point the Oilers probably will want to evaluate players such as forwards Tyler Pitlick, Anton Lander, Roman Horak and Arcobello or defensemen Oscar Kelbom and Taylor Fedun.

“(If that happens) we have to piece it together just like we did last year,” said Oklahoma City coach Todd Nelson. “The biggest thing is it’s up to us as a staff to get guys working together, find line combinations where players complement one another and maintain that winning feeling we have right now.

“(Call-ups) give players an opportunity to establish themselves at this level but also give guys opportunities to go up to the NHL and see if they’re ready for that league. From that standpoint, we just have to keep forging ahead.”

Fedun, 25, is only in his second pro season, but the former Princeton star is among a handful of veterans the Barons will rely on down the stretch. Fedun said the trade deadline is always in the back of Triple-A players’ minds.

“It’s almost a sense of relief,” Fedun said. “You know where you’re going to play so now you can really get buckled in.

“It’s sort of like comparing it to a college team. Once they start a season, they know what their roster will look like going forward. We don’t have to worry about trades or call-ups. The deadline gives you continuity, which can be really positive.”

OKC Barons: Brandon Davidson's back-to-back goals lift Barons to win over San Antonio

Oklahoma City blew a 3-0 lead and trailed 5-3 in the third period. But defenseman Davidson keyed a big comeback to keep the Barons in the American Hockey League playoff race.

 By Michael Baldwin   Modified: March 2, 2014 at 8:58 pm •  Published: March 2, 2014  

Before Sunday’s game at the Cox Convention Center, defenseman Brandon Davidson had scored two goals in 94 career games with the Oklahoma City Barons.

He matched that on Sunday.

Davidson scored the tying goal, and then supplied a dramatic game-winner with 35 seconds left to lift the Barons to a 6-5 American Hockey League win over San Antonio.

“Things just kind of happened for me,” Davidson said. “I’ve been trying to shoot the puck more. Today, I was just shooting the puck and it somehow went in.”

The paid attendance was announced at 2,567, but an estimated crowd of 500 braved icy roads to witness one of the wildest games of the season.

The Barons (26-24-7) took a 3-0 lead midway through the first period, but San Antonio (24-24-8) answered with five consecutive goals to lead 5-3 early in the third period.

Twenty-six seconds after Travis Ewanyk scored to give the Barons hope, Davidson’s first goal in a year tied the game with 8:30 remaining. Davidson then won it with a shot from the point.

“The way we’ve been playing, I felt we would come back strong, but I didn’t know it would be me,” Davidson said. “This is huge trying to get on a run to get into the playoffs.”

Davidson, 22, last season was sidelined for three months to undergo treatment for testicular cancer. This season, he was stronger but struggled at times during the first half of the year.

“I want to shoot the puck and be more of a scorer like I was in juniors,” Davidson said. “The key for me is to be strong defensively, but I feel there’s an offensive side that can contribute as well. To get two in one game is definitely something I’ll always remember.”

Barons coach Todd Nelson said the five unanswered San Antonio goals could be traced to playing three games in three days — all Oklahoma City victories.

“We were a tired team,” Nelson said. “We didn’t have much gas left in the tank, but we found a way to get it done. The guys played with a lot of heart and desire.”

Bolstered by Mark Arcobello, the AHL’s leading scorer the past month (19 points in nine games), the Barons are 7-0-1 their past eight home games and are 10-2-1 overall since Jan. 30.

By winning three high-scoring games over the weekend, the Barons are back in the playoff race.

With six weeks left in the regular season, Oklahoma City is three standings points behind Milwaukee, currently in the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference. Oklahoma City has reached the Western Conference finals the past two seasons.

“We knew this could be our season in a nutshell,” Nelson said. “If we lost all three we knew the playoffs probably wouldn’t be very realistic. Taking care of business at home puts us in position. Now we just need to keep the momentum going.”

OKC Barons: Mark Arcobello's status with Barons remains unclear

With the NHL trade deadline on Wednesday, the Oklahoma City forward might have played his final game in a Barons uniform. The loss of Arcobello would be huge to the Barons’ offense. He has 19 points in nine games since being sent down by the Edmonton Oilers.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: March 2, 2014  

With the NHL trade deadline on Wednesday, forward Mark Arcobello, the Barons’ all-time scorer, might have played in his final American Hockey League game with Oklahoma City.

Arcobello, who was re-assigned to Oklahoma City a month ago after playing the first three months of the season with Edmonton, has 19 points in nine games with the Barons, including two points in Sunday’s 6-5 win over San Antonio.

“I’m here with this team right now, so that’s what I’m focused on,” Arcobello said. “Whatever happens later this week is nothing I can control.”

NELSON NOTCHES 300th WIN

Todd Nelson collected his 300th career win as a pro coach. Nelson, 44, has compiled 151 wins in four seasons with the Barons. He was 149-58-25 in three seasons with Muskegon in the old United Hockey League.

“Things have been good. I’ve been really blessed to coach some good hockey teams,” Nelson said. “It’s been a good run, but I’m not finished, yet.

“I wasn’t even aware. Fordo (Matthew Ford) always looks at those kind of milestones. It’s something I can be proud of, but then you turn your focus to the next game.”

BUNZ GETS START

Goaltender Tyler Bunz played Sunday’s game to end Richard Bachman’s streak of 12 consecutive starts. Bachman had started every game since Jan. 24.

After appearing in four November games, Bunz spent most of the season with Double-A Bakersfield (Calif.) before being recalled two weeks ago. In his first game with the Barons since Nov. 19, Bunz recorded 31 saves to earn his second career AHL win.

RAMPAGE DEALS WITH ICE ISSUES

On Saturday, the San Antonio Rampage dealt with two ice issues. The Rampage’s game against the Texas Stars on Saturday night was suspended in the first period due to unsafe ice conditions at the AT&T Center in San Antonio.

Hours later, the Rampage’s bus driver had to slow down for icy roads in Oklahoma. The team arrived in Oklahoma City at 6:15 a.m.

UP NEXT

The Barons start a three-game road trip Wednesday night in Utica followed by games in Hamilton (Friday) and Rochester (Sunday). The Barons return home March 11 against San Antonio and a two-game weekend series with defending AHL champion Grand Rapids (March 14-15).

Oklahoma City Barons notebook: Power play on fire

Since Mark Arcobello returned a month ago, the Barons have owned the AHL’s best power play

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: March 1, 2014  

Barons’ power play on fire

Since Mark Arcobello was reassigned to Oklahoma City a month ago, the Barons have owned the best power-play unit in the American Hockey League.

The Barons scored two more power-play goals Saturday night in a 5-4 victory against Rockford. Over the past month, the Barons have been a sizzling 36.7 percent (17-for-49) on power-play opportunities.

“There are four talented guys out there,” said Matthew Ford, who scored the first power-play goal. “They move the puck around really well. I just stand in front of the net. Sometimes you tip one in.”

For the season, the Barons are fifth in the 30-team AHL with a 21.8 power-play percentage.

BACHMAN IN NET (AGAIN)

Goaltender Richard Bachman has started 12 consecutive games dating back to Jan. 24. The Dallas Stars’ backup the previous two seasons, Bachman already has logged 37 games this season, including three starts with Edmonton. It’s Bachman’s highest game total since he played in 55 for the Texas Stars three years ago.

With three games in three days, there’s a chance Tyler Bunz will end Bachman’s streak Sunday. Recalled from Double-A Bakersfield two weeks ago, Bunz was 1-1-1 in his first stint with OKC in November. Bunz was 5-2-3 with a 2.64 goals against average with Bakersfield.

BACHMAN STOPS PENALTY SHOT

Once hockey went to shootouts to eliminate games ending in ties, penalty shots aren’t quite as glamorous as they once were but they can still be huge momentum swings. Midway through the second period, Bachman stopped Alex Broadhurst’s penalty shot to preserve a 3-2 OKC lead.

UP NEXT

The Barons host division rival San Antonio on Sunday afternoon at 4. The Barons lead the season series 5-4 and are 3-0 against the Rampage at the Cox Convention Center.

OIL SPILLS…

Coach Todd Nelson notched his 150th career win with the Barons, the 299th win of his seven-year career … Forward Curtis Hamilton scored his sixth goal of the season, his first in two months. Hamilton was sidelined since Jan. 10 with a knee injury before returning Friday night ... Defenseman Brad Hunt’s five-game point streak was snapped Friday night but he returned to the scoring column with an assist. With 35 points, Hunt is seventh in the AHL in blue-line scoring.

By Mike Baldwin

OKC Barons: Tyler Pitlick scores game-winner, Barons top Rockford in OT

Oklahoma City never leads game until Pitlick buries a shot 46 seconds into overtime. The Barons are back at the .500 mark for the season.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: February 28, 2014  

The Barons’ only lead Friday night at the Cox Convention Center was the only time it mattered.

Tyler Pitlick’s goal 46 seconds into the extra period lifted Oklahoma City to a 5-4 overtime win over the Rockford IceHogs in an American Hockey League game before a crowd of 3,853.

With the win, Oklahoma City is riding a season-high six-game, regulation “unbeaten” streak at home. The Barons’ only home loss in February was a shootout setback to Lake Erie two weeks ago.

“This was a huge win to be trailing the entire game and find a way to get it done,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson after his club improved to 24-24-7 on the season. “Rockford has been the hottest team in the league. This will give our team a huge boost of confidence.”

Pitlick scored the game-winner on a one-timer off an overtime draw. But Matthew Ford factored in all four regulation goals to help force the extra period. Ford set up Ben Eager’s game-tying goal with 2:46 left in regulation.

“Ben has so much speed,” Ford said. “He came down and almost used their own defenseman as a screen. I don’t think (Rockford goaltender Jason) LaBarbera ever saw it.”

Nelson said the tying goal was an example that good things happen when you fire shots instead of looking for the perfect pass.

“He backed off the defenseman and gave our other guys time to get to the net,” Nelson said. “With trailers coming late, we instruct them to throw the puck at the net. That’s what Benny did. He has a heavy shot. It was a huge goal for us.”

The IceHogs owned 2-0, 3-2 and 4-3 leads, but Oklahoma City stayed within striking range.

Rockford entered the game 11-1-1 over the past five weeks. The Chicago Blackhawks affiliate didn’t lose a game in regulation in February. Friday night, the Hogs (29-21-8) watched the Barons continue to rally.

“This was big,” said Barons forward Mark Arcobello, who recorded a goal and an assist. “It doesn’t matter how you win as long as you get two points in the end.”

It was a matchup between two goaltenders with NHL experience. Richard Bachman was making his 11th consecutive start for OKC dating back to Jan. 24. The IceHogs countered with LaBarbera, who started the season with the Edmonton Oilers and even played in two games for Oklahoma City before he was traded.

“If you told me before the game those two goalies would give up nine goals, I wouldn’t have believed you,” Nelson said. “But Rockford is a very explosive team, and we’ve been playing well for more than a month now.”

The Barons have undergone 107 roster transactions this season. One change was Edmonton sending Arcobello back to Oklahoma City. He is the Barons’ all-time scorer.

Since he was reassigned to OKC, Arcobello has 14 points in seven games.

“Having Arco come down gives us a lot more depth,” Nelson said. “The biggest thing the past couple of months is the same group of guys has been together. We’re finding some continuity, jelling together.”

By  Pete Krupsky   
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From left, Columbus Blue Jackets drafts Gianluca Curcuruto and Kerby Rychel are seeing a lot of each oher in the Whalers-Storm playoff series.

Rena Laverty

GUELPH – The Plymouth Whalers played with grit and determination on Saturday against Guelph in Game Two of the best-four-of-seven Western Conference quarterfinals.

Playing without Carter Sandlak and Yannick Rathgeb – both suspended after Game One – and then losing Ryan Hartman to a game misconduct in the second period, the Whalers lost, 3-0, on Saturday before 3,572 at Sleeman Centre.

GAME SUMMARY

Guelph leads the series, two-games-to-none. The series shifts to Compuware Arena for Game Three on Tuesday and Game Four on Wednesday. Both games start at 7 pm. Both games will be shown on CN-900 and broadcast on 88.1FM WSDP.

Guelph captain Matt Finn scored in the first period, Nick Ebert in the second and Brock McGinn added an empty net goal late in the third. Veteran Zach Mitchell assisted on all three Storm goals as the game’s third star and Kerby Rychel drew assists on the first two Guelph goals.

Justin Nichols stopped 30 Plymouth shots to record his first Ontario Hockey League playoff shutout as the game’s first star.

Plymouth goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic was the harder worked goaltender and earned the second star in stopping 35-of-37 Guelph shots.

With Sandlak and Rathgeb out to start the game, Plymouth head coach Mike Vellucci made some adjustments, moving Danny Vanderwiel on a forward line with Zach Lorentz and Ryan Hartman. Vanderwiel has a history of playing well in Guelph. He recorded a hat trick at the Sleeman Centre on Jan. 2, 2013 in an 6-2 Plymouth victory over the Storm.

In addition, Mathieu Henderson played in played in Rathgeb’s place.

As the highest scoring team over the course of the regular season, Guelph has a mobile and offensive-minded defense group. Veteran defensemen (Finn and Ebert) scored the first two goals in the game.

Finn finished off a three-way passing play at 4:39 of the first period to give Guelph a 1-0 lead, taking Mitchell’s pass in the Plymouth high slot and scoring from the right circle with a low shot that went five-hole on Nedeljkovic.

Guelph outshot Plymouth, 14-6, in the first period.

Already playing shorthanded, the Whalers received another jolt when Hartman received a game misconduct because of something he said to the referee at 3:25 of the second period. Hartman reacted to a heavy, shoulder-to-head-high hit by a Guelph player that was not called a penalty.

After Hartman left the game, Vellucci did more juggling. Bryce Yetman saw more ice time and played relatively well the rest of the way.

Ebert’s goal in the second period at 5:33 to give the Storm a 2-0 is proof that any shot towards the goal is a good shot. With Mitchell breaking to the Plymouth goal by covered by a Whalers defender at the hash marks, Ebert’s pass towards the front of the Plymouth goal caromed off traffic outside the blue ice and past Nedeljkovic, who didn’t have a chance. Although Mitchell was part of the scrum in front of Nedeljkovic, Ebert got credit for the goal.

Trailing, 2-0, the Whalers started to push back offensively and received an excellent opportunity to cut into the Guelph lead late in the second period on a five-on-three power play on penalties to Rychel at 16:03 and McGinn at 16:19. Vellucci called a time-out at 17:17 to map out offensive strategy and to give his power play unit a rest, but Plymouth couldn’t score during the power play.

The Whalers continued to press in the third period. Nichols made his best stop of the game on Matt Mistele (set up by Gianluca Curcuruto) midway through the period.

With 2:29 left in regulation, Vellucci pulled Nedeljkovic for the extra attacker and a face-off in the Guelph zone. But 14 seconds later, McGinn scored on the empty Plymouth net from the right faceoff circle in his own zone to complete the scoring.

Guelph outshot Plymouth, 38-30, in the game.

Guelph scratches included Robbie Fabbri, Tyler Bertuzzi and Garrett McFadden. Plymouth scratches were Jordan Addesi, Carter Sandlak, Yannick Rathgeb and Brook Hiddink.
By  Pete Krupsky   
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Plymouth's Victor Crus Rydberg score in the second period on Sunday in th Whalers' 3-1 win over Saginaw at Compuware Arena.

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH – Zach Lorentz’s goal at 15:26 of the third period snapped a 1-1 tie and the Plymouth Whalers defeated the Saginaw Spirit, 3-1, in an Ontario Hockey League game played Sunday afternoon before 2,573 at Compuware Arena.

GAME SUMMARY

Plymouth improves to 27-31-0-7, good for 61 points and eighth seed in the Western Conference race. The Whalers are five points behind seventh-place Owen Sound (29-28-3-5, 66 points) with both teams having three games remaining. Plymouth plays in Owen Sound on Wednesday (6:50 pm, 88.1FM WSDP).

Plymouth is 16-11-0-3 since December 20, when they came from behind to beat Oshawa, 4-3, in a shootout.

Saginaw is locked into sixth place in the Western Conference and is 32-28-4-1, 69 points.

First star Victor Crus Rydberg scored a goal (12th of the year) and assisted on Lorentz’s game-winning goal, his team-leading 26th of the season. Ryan Hartman added an empty net goal, his 25th of the season.

Lorentz's game-winning goal was set up by two Whalers who started the play, but do not get assists. 

The puck was cleared into the Plymouth zone. With Saginaw's Justin Kea chasing the puck, Whalers goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic - the last man back - gambled correctly and dove to the puck in the right circle, knocking it away from Kea to start the rush the other way.

Hartman carried the puck into the Saginaw zone and waited in the high slot before feeding it to Gianluca Curcuruto, who passed to Crus Rydberg, who found Lorentz all alone on the left side of the Saginaw goal. Lorentz scored on the empty net with a back hand. 

Earlier, Cody Payne scored the lone Saginaw goal (25th) to open the scoring at 9:30 of the second period, scoring a rebound of a Ryan Orban point shot. 

Crus Rydberg tied the game at 1-1 on a power play goal at 14:40 of the second period with a well-placed shot at the left goal line. Although it looked like he had no room to score, Crus Rydberg did, severe-angle at the left goal line, over Nikita Serebryakov's shoulder.

Trailing 2-1 in the final minute of play, Saginaw head coach Greg Gilbert called a timeout and pulled Serebryakov. But Hartman found the puck in neutral territory, fought off a Spirit defender and scored on the empty net at 19:11.

Both goaltenders played well. Nedeljkovic earned the game’s second star with 35 saves. Serebryakov stopped 35-of-37 shots as the game’s third star.

Plymouth's penalty kill played well, stopping all six Saginaw power plays, while scoring once on its own power play.

After playing in Owen Sound on Wednesday, the Whalers finish the regular season at home, hosting Erie on Friday and Windsor on Saturday at Compuware Arena. Both games start at 7:05 pm.

The Whalers locked up a playoff berth last Thursday in a 4-3 win in Niagara. Plymouth has made the OHL Playoffs for 23 straight years, a current OHL record.
By  Pete Krupsky   

on March 04, 2014 at 2:00 PM, updated March 04, 2014 at 2:15 PM 

0 

Reddit 

OHL31995.jpg

Plymouth Whalers goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic

Rena Laverty

PLYMOUTH - Not long ago, Plymouth Whalers goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic was a rookie looking for playing time.

Now, he is one of the leaders of a young team learning how to survive and eventually flourish in the tough Ontario Hockey League Western Conference.

After going through a nine-game losing streak in December (points in three games due to shootouts), the Whalers have rebounded since December 18, going 14-10-0-3 ever since.

And Nedeljkovic has done his part during that time frame, going 14-7-0-3 and posting a 2.31 goals against average with a sizzling .941 save percentage.

Through games of March 3, Nedeljkovic is tied for the league lead with London’s Anthony Stolarz in save percentage (.925) and leads the OHL in minutes played (3194) and overall saves (1918). He also leads the OHL with six shootout wins.

Nedeljkovic’s season reflects why the National Hockey League’s Central Scouting Bureau has him rated as the top Canadian Hockey League goaltender eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

He relishes playing in big games in tough buildings around the league. We chatted the morning of the Plymouth’s game in Kitchener on Feb. 25 at the Kitchener Memorial Auditorium. 

The Rangers – desperate to catch the Whalers – needed to win the game in order to move closer to Plymouth for the final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

Nedeljkovic took a look around the Aud, mostly empty, and spoke about how he enjoyed playing in Kitchener.

“I like the way it looks and the way it feels to play here,” he said. “There’s a lot of history here and it’s always packed, no matter if it’s Tuesday night or Friday-Saturday. There are a lot of people here and there’s a lot of buzz going on around the rink.”

It’s easy to think that Nedeljkovic would be nervous before a big game in front of a hostile crowd, but that’s not how he saw it. 

“I just love playing in front of all the people and being in a rink that’s got so much history,” he said. “Tonight’s one of the bigger games since I’ve been here, definitely. Its two teams battling for their lives right now. Every point counts as it comes down to the last few games of the season. So this is the biggest game of the year for the two of us.”

That night, Nedeljkovic did his part, stopping 35-of-37 shots in the Whalers’ 4-2 win over Kitchener before a full house of 7,076. 

Veterans Carter Sandlak and Zach Lorentz led the way offensively for the Whalers with a goal and assist each. Victor Crus Rydberg and Cullen Mercer also scored. 

In truth, the game was a total team effort as everyone on the Whalers contributed to the victory. Plymouth has played several games in the same fashion over the second half. The big crowd started the leave the Aud with eight minutes left and the Whalers in control.

Plymouth general manager and head coach Mike Vellucci spoke in the Detroit Free Press about Nedeljkovic and the Kitchener game.

“We give up a lot of shots, but not all are great scoring chances," Vellucci said. "He’s just solid. He makes that first save. Down the stretch, he’s made the big save when we needed it.

“We’re in Kitchener the other night, and they tie it up, 2-2, in a tough building. ... He makes three outstanding saves, and we come down and score on the other end and win the game, 4-2.”

See the rest of the story.

“Since Christmas, we’ve come a long way,” Nedeljkovic said. “Almost every night we’re coming out ready to play and battle, no matter who it (the opposition) is. We’re doing our best and we’re giving teams a hard time, no matter if they’re close games or they’re not close. 

“We’re giving teams something to think about come playoff time.”

Some goaltenders might want a night off. Not Nedeljkovic, who seems to relish the workload while being a leader on and off the ice.

“It doesn’t bother me at all,” Nedeljkovic said. “Like I said at the beginning of the year, I like taking all of these shots and playing all of these minutes. I try to do whatever I can to help the team win. On the ice, that’s making saves. In the locker room, I try to be a leader as best as I can for the younger guys. So we’re taking it one game at a time and we’ll see what happens.”

THIS WEEK: Plymouth plays in Erie on Wednesday (6:50 pm, www.plymouthwhalers.com) and in Niagara on Thursday (6:45 pm, 88.1FM WSDP) before returning home on Sunday at 2 pm at Compuware Arena against Saginaw. You can Skate with the Whalers after Sunday's game.
By  Pete Krupsky   
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Plymouth's Francesco Vilardi scors on of his two goals Saturday night in the Whalers' 5-0 win over Windsor.

Rena Laverty

  PLYMOUTH - The Plymouth Whalers continue to improve and may be a team that will be tough to play against during the Ontario Hockey League playoffs. 

On Saturday night, the Whalers led from start to finish in a 5-0 victory over the Windsor Spitfires in an Ontario Hockey League game played Saturday before 2,985 at Compuware Arena.

Every player who wore the Plymouth green jersey contributed to the victory.

Plymouth improves to 25-30-0-7 and remains in the eighth and final spot in the Western Conference playoff race. The Whalers are ten points ahead of ninth place Kitchener with seven games remaining for both teams. The Rangers lost, 2-1, in Sault Ste. Marie on Saturday.

Plymouth is five points behind seventh-place Owen Sound (27-26-3-5, 62 points). The Attack defeated Mississauga, 4-1, on Saturday.

Windsor is 36-23-3-0 and is locked in fifth place in the Western Conference playoff race. 

Francesco Vilardi led the Whalers offensive attack with two goals (11-12) and an assist, Matt Mistele scored a goal (15) with two assists.Ryan Hartman (23) and Brook Hiddink (2) also scored for the Whalers. Alex Nedeljkovic stopped 26 Windsor shots to record his first shutout of the season and third in his career.

The Whalers led, 2-0 after one period and 3-0 after forty minutes.

Hartman got the scoring start for the Whalers at 9:36 of the first period, taking advantage of a Windsor turnover just inside the Spitfires' zone and blistered a shot from the hashmarks past Windsor goaltender Dalen Kuchemy.

Later in the period, Mistele followed Vilardi's rush on the left wing in the Windsor zone and followed up the play to score, five-hole, with a shot from the hashmarks at 15:11 of the first period.

Import Yannick Rathgeb took a heavy check from Windsor's Ty Bilcke to start the third Plymouth goal, which came at 11:40 of the second period. He dug the puck off the right boards in the Plymouth zone as he was being checked to start the rush into neutral territory. Vilardi followed up Mistele's shot to score on a rebound to give the Whalers a 3-0 lead.

Plymouth extended the lead to the 5-0 final with two more goals in the third period by Vilardi at 7:44 and then Hiddink with his second of the season, set up by Mistele's good pass from the right borads to Hiddink at the left circle, who made no mistake with a one-timer from the left circle.

All that was left was to preserve Nedeljkovic's shutout and the Whalers did that as they won battles for the puck all night long in one of the most complete efforts of the season.

Plymouth hits the road for its next two games, playing in Erie on Wednesday (6:45 pm, 88.1FM WSDP) and Niagara on Thursday (6:45 pm, 88.1FM WSDP). The Whalers next home game is Sunday, Mar. 9 against Saginaw at 2 pm at Compuware Arena.
Monday, March 24, 2014

Wheat Kings Grab 2-0 Lead 

Richard Nejezchleb had a goal and two assists Sunday 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings have back-to-back road victories for the first time since early December, and they couldn’t have come at a better time.

  Tim McGauley had two goals and an assist to pace the Wheat Kings to an 8-4 victory over the Regina Pats on Sunday night, giving Brandon a 2-0 lead in the Best-of-Seven Eastern Conference Quarter-Final series.

  Coming off a 6-3 win in Game One on Saturday, the Wheat Kings weathered an early storm from the Pats despite falling behind 1-0 on a goal by Connor Gay 1:37 into the contest.

  Fourth-year forward Jens Meilleur tied the game with 8:30 left in the opening period and Tim McGauley scored his first goal just over three minutes later to give the Wheat Kings a lead they wouldn’t relinquish.

  “I think that was, for me, the key stretch in the game.  They scored first, gave them momentum, and (Saturday) night, we had so much trouble getting the momentum back,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Tonight, I thought we had so much poise and composure and pushed back, scored the next goal, put 16 shots on goal in the first period, added to the lead to go into the break 2-1 so, for me, that was real good sign for our team.”

  Richard Nejezchleb added a goal and two assists for the Wheat Kings, who were playing without right-winger Peter Quenneville and defenceman Eric Roy due to undisclosed injuries.

  Those injuries not only meant Kord Pankewicz and Tyler Coulter made their WHL playoff debuts, it also meant more minutes for a few other players that were in the lineup for Game One.

  “We didn’t know that we’d put that to the test in Game Two, but this is something we talked to our team about before playoffs ever started,” said McCrimmon, “When you’re playing at this time of year, there’s a good chance you’re going to need to use people that weren’t in the lineup on the opening night of the playoffs.”

  Coulter had a pair of assists while playing on a very effective ‘fourth line’ with Meilleur and Ryley Lindgren, who finished with a goal and an assist.

  Ryan Pulock also had a goal and an assist with Chad Robinson and John Quenneville notching the other Brandon goals.

  Connor Gay, Morgan Klimchuk, Boston Leier and Dryden Hunt scored the goals for the Pats.

  The series now shifts to Brandon for Games three and four on Wednesday and Friday.

Chaff...the Wheat Kings have had 11 different players score goals in the series...Brandon was 2-for-8 on the power-play Sunday while Regina was 0-for-3...after missing the final two games of the regular season and Game One Saturday with what is reportedly a broken hand, Dyson Stevenson returned to the Pats’ lineup on Sunday...the WHL announced a fine of $500 to the Pats on Sunday for violation of WHL Media Services Policy.
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Sunday, March 23, 2014

Big First Propels Wheat Kings to Win 

Jayce Hawryluk scored on his first shift in his return

 to the Brandon lineup Saturday 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings jumped out to a 4-0 first period lead and went on to a 6-3 win over the Regina Pats on Saturday night to open their Eastern Conference quarter-final.

  Jayce Hawryluk returned to the Brandon lineup after missing the final four games of the regular season and opened the scoring on his first shift of the game 3:05 into the opening frame and combined with linemates John Quenneville and Jesse Gabrielle to score three goals and eight points.

  “There were a lot of positive things in the first period,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “There was a big crowd here tonight and if you can get that kind of start to take their crowd out of it a little bit, I think that is real beneficial.”

  Hawryluk and Gabrielle had a goal and two assists each for Brandon with John Quenneville, Ryan Pulock and Ryan Pilon having a goal and an assist each.

  Brandon chased Regina starting goaltender Dawson McAuley by scoring on four of their first ten shots, being replaced by former Wheat Kings’ prospect Tyler Fuhr after the fourth Brandon goal with 3:14 left in the opening frame.

  Peter Quenneville had the other Brandon goal while Jordan Papirny made 31 saves in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  The Pats had closed to within a pair of goals by scoring twice in the second period, but Brandon captain Ryan Pulock restored a three-goal cushion with a highlight reel end-to-end rush with 3:15 left in the second to help stop Regina’s momentum.

Jordan Papirny - 31 saves 

  “Ryan Pulock scoring that fifth goal was a huge goal for our team.  Great effort, obviously, beautiful 

 goal and gave a little breathing room,” said McCrimmon, “I really felt in the third that our guys got their composure back and played a pretty solid period all around.”

  Dryden Hunt, Connor Gay and Morgan Klimchuk did the scoring for the Pats.

  Game two of the Best-of-Seven series is Sunday night in Regina.

Chaff...Brandon D Eric Roy left game one Saturday midway through the second period and did not return...11 Wheat Kings’ players made their WHL playoff debuts on Saturday...the Pats have been fined an undisclosed amount by the WHL after breaking WHL policy by closing their practices earlier this week.
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Saturday, March 22, 2014

Playoff Game #1 - Brandon at Regina (March 22, 2014) 

Goaltenders

 33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

 6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 19. Nolan Patrick

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 24. Jens Meilleur

Notes

 - I'm guessing at the lineup since the Pats, in their infinite wisdom, have decided not to post the scratches and starters until after the pre-game warmup, which is a violation of the WHL Policy (as I understand it). I wonder if the league will give them another pass on this one?

 - I've been broadcasting WHL hockey for 21 years and 19 playoff seasons, and this is the first time I remember a team ever pulling this type of manoeuvre prior to any game, regular season or playoffs.

 - Kord Pankewicz, who took a puck in the face in practice earlier this week, is out tonight for Brandon only with Tyler Coulter, Brett Kitt and Braylon Shmyr.
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Friday, March 21, 2014

Playoff Primer - Wheat Kings vs Pats 

Peter Quenneville won a USHL title with

 the Dubuque Fighting Saints in 2013. 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings visit the Regina Pats on Saturday night to open the first playoff matchup in 11 years between the East Division rivals.

  Both teams had relatively potent offences during the WHL regular season with the Wheat Kings having seven players score 20 or more goals and finishing fifth with 271 goals while the Pats had four 30-goal scorers and finished seventh in the league with 257 goals.

  Conventional wisdom suggests that both teams will find a way to score goals in this series, so whomever looks after their own end the best may be the team that comes out on top.

  “It’s important that we really take care of our own end, and that’s everybody buying in, making sure we know our matchup on the ice, making sure we know our responsibilities in the D-Zone, getting a save when we need it, but making sure we’re hard to play against” said Brandon assistant coach David Anning after Friday’s practice, “Lately, I’ve liked the way we’ve started to compete better in the D-zone, I think we’re working a lot harder and we’re a lot harder to play against.”

  Brandon allowed an average of 3.74 goals per game, the highest mark for any team in this year’s post-season.

  Offensively, the Wheat Kings got a big boost when Peter Quenneville returned to their lineup for the final two regular season games after missing the previous ten with a lower body injury.

  Quenneville brings something to the table that Brandon doesn’t have  alot of – championship experience.

  The 19-year old Quenneville helped the Dubuque Fighting Saints won the Clark Cup USHL title last spring, scoring six goals and nine points in nine playoff games in the process.

  I asked the Columbus Blue Jackets’ draft pick what he learned in the championship runs with the Fighting Saints last season.

  “Just learning how to deal with adversity, and understanding that the way you’re playing is to wear down the opponent and set yourself as the series continues,” said Quenneville, “You have to understand that wins are most important, and you have to be willing to sacrifice anything for the team.”

  Quenneville is one of 16 players on Brandon’s 24-man roster that has never appeared in a WHL playoff game.

  That’ll change tonight when the club opens their first round series in Regina.

Jens Meilleur (above), Ryan Pulock and Eric Roy lead

 the Wheat Kings with 15 career playoff games each.  

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

SERIES SCHEDULE

Saturday, March 22 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m. (CDT) 

 Sunday, March 23 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m. (CDT)

 Wednesday, March 26 - Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m. (CDT)

 Friday, March 28 - Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m. (CDT)

 *Saturday, March 29 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m. (CDT)

 *Monday, March 31 - Regina vs. Brandon, 7:30 p.m. (CDT) (at Dauphin)

 *Wednesday, April 2 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m. (CDT)

REGULAR SEASON SERIES

The Wheat Kings were 5-3-0-0 against the Pats in their season series in 2013-2014, but won just one of four games at the Brandt Centre.  Peter Quenneville led Brandon with 14 points (7 G, 7 A) in seven games against the Pats while Richard Nejezchleb has 12 points (4 G, 8 A) in eight games.  Jordan Papirny was 5-1-0 with a 2.78 GAA and .918 SPCT in six starts.  The Wheat Kings were 10-for-30 (33.3%) on the power-play and were 24-for-33 (72.7%) on the penalty-kill vs. Regina.

March 15 - Regina 3 at Brandon 6 – Peter Quenneville had a hat-trick.

March 14 - Brandon 4 at Regina 3 (OT) – Eric Roy scored a PPG in OT.

 February 17 - Brandon 0 at Regina 4 – Jordan Papirny – 35 saves.

 January 4 - Regina 3 at Brandon 4 (OT) – Richard Nejezchleb scored a PPG in OT.

 December 28 - Brandon 4 at Regina 8 – Tim McGauley scored two goals.

 December 27 - Regina 0 at Brandon 8 – Rihards Bukarts with 2 G, 1 A. 

 December 4 - Regina 4 at Brandon 5 – Jayce Hawryluk scored GWG w/29 secs left.

 October 14 - Brandon 1 at Regina 5 – Jens Meilleur had Brandon’s lone goal.

PLAYOFF HISTORY

The Wheat Kings and Pats have met in seven playoff series in WHL history, with the most recent being the first round of the 2003 post-season.  In addition to the series, the two teams have also been involved in three round-robin playoff affairs (1984, 1980 and 1978).

2003 – Brandon def Regina 4-1 in Eastern Conference quarter-final.

1998 – Brandon def Regina 4-1 in Eastern Conference semifinal.

1994 – Brandon def Regina 3-1 in East Division quarter-final.

1984 – Regina def Brandon 2-1 in East Division semifinal 

Note: Previous to series, Medicine Hat (4-0) advanced to Division final through a 2nd round round-robin while Regina (2-2) and Brandon (0-4) fell into semifinal series.

1982 – Regina def Brandon 4-0 in East Division quarter-final.

1981 – Regina def Brandon 4-1 in East Division quarter-final.

1980 – Medicine Hat (4-0) & Regina (2-2) eliminate Brandon (0-4) in East Division semifinal.

1978 – Flin Flon (4-4) & Regina (4-4) eliminate Brandon (4-4) in East Division semifinal.

1972 – Regina def Brandon 4-2 in League semifinal.

BY THE NUMBERS

•F Tim McGauley finished the regular season on an eight-game point streak (3 G, 8 A)...

•D Ryan Pulock had eight points (2 G, 6 A) during a season-ending three-game point streak…

•D Ryan Pilon had 12 points (0 G, 12 A) in the last 12 games of the regular season… 

•D Eric Roy had 11 points (2 G, 9 A) in the last 12 games of the regular season…

•Rookie F Jesse Gabrielle had ten points (4 G, 6 A) in the last 11 games of the regular season…

•F Peter Quenneville had seven points (5 G, 2 A) in the last two games of the regular season…

•F John Quenneville had 11 points (3 G, 8 A) in the last 11 games of the regular season... 

•F Richard Nejezchleb finished the regular season on a four-game point streak (2 G, 6 A) and had 11 points (3 G, 8 A) in the last eight games of the regular season… 

•F Richards Bukarts had 11 points (7 G, 4 A) in the last 12 games of the regular season…
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Papirny Set to Carry Playoff Mail 

Jordan Papirny 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings could have as many as 16 players make their Western Hockey League playoff debuts this weekend when they open their Eastern Conference quarter-final series in Regina.

   However, none may be more important that rookie goaltender Jordan Papirny.

   Papirny slowly took over the club's #1 role during the second half of the season, going 11-7-4 after the Christmas break with a 2.94 goals against average and a .912 save percentage.

   Now, the 17-year old Edmonton product is looking forward to the opportunity to perform in the playoffs.

   "Now much is going to change for me.  I think I've really taken some big strides here lately, and gotten a lot of confidence for myself and I'm just going to carry that through to the playoffs," said Papirny this week, "I love the moments when everyone has their eyes on you and the pressure's building."

   Papirny may be short on WHL playoff experience, but has was the playoff MVP in the Alberta Midget Hockey League last season.

   He led the SSAC Athletics into the AMHL Final by compiling a 1.61 GAA and .946 SPCT including a 62-save shutout in a 1-0, quintuple overtime victory over Lloydminster in the North Division Final.

   "I think I got a lot of experience there, playing almost 1,000 minutes last year with South Side.  I think going forward here, the emotion will be the same," said Papirny, "There's always going to be emotional games.  That's what we had last year and, obviously it's a little different, it's a higher level, bigger crowd and there's more at stake, but if I keep that mindset and keep it simple, I'll be doing some good things."

   The Wheat Kings closed out the regular season with back-to-back victories over a Pats team that features some top-end offensive talent, including four 30-goal scorers Chandler Stephenson, Dyson Stevenson, Morgan Klimchuk and Boston Leier.

   "We've played them a lot here lately, so I feel I have a good grasp on their players and their lineup," said Papirny, "I think one thing that could benefit is that's our closest road trip going to Regina.  I think we'll all comfortable playing in that arena, and that goes a long way in the playoffs."

   Papirny will be the first rookie to be Brandon's clear-cut starter going into the playoffs since Tyler Plante in 2005.

Chaff...the Wheat Kings appear to have a healthy lineup going into the post-season, although D Kord Pankewicz missed a second straight day Thursday after taking a puck to the face during Tuesday's practice...the WHL playoffs opened Thursday night with Sam Reinhart having two goals and an assist in Kootenay's 5-2 win over the Calgary Hitmen in Game One of their Eastern Conference quarter-final...this year's AMHL Final begins Friday and features a pair of Wheat Kings' prospects as Kale Clague and the Lloydminster Bobcats battle T.J. Brown and the Red Deer Optimist Chiefs.  Clague has two goals and ten points in eight playoff games while Brown has one assist in seven post-season contests.
Thursday, March 20, 2014

Pulock Named to All-Star Team 

  Brandon captain Ryan Pulock was the only Wheat Kings' player honoured when the WHL unveiled its award finalists and Conference All-Stars on Thursday afternoon.

   The fourth-year blueliner was named to the Eastern Conference first all-star team after finished fourth among all defencemen (and second among Eastern Conference D) in scoring with 23 goals and 63 points in 66 games.

   Pulock became the Wheat Kings all-time goal-scoring leader among defencemen earlier this month and finished the 2013-2014 campaign with 23 goals and 40 assists.

   The 23 goals were the second-most among defencemen in the WHL while his 14 power-play goals led all blueliners, and his 34 power-play points were tied for second-most among defencemen.

   Here's the full list of All-Stars and Award Finalists, courtesy www.whl.ca 

WHL EASTERN CONFERENCE ALL-STAR TEAMS

FIRST ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Tristan Jarry (Delta, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

 Defenceman – Josh Morrissey (Calgary, AB), Prince Albert Raiders

 Defenceman – Ryan Pulock (Grandview, MB) Brandon Wheat Kings

 Forward – Sam Reinhart (Vancouver, BC), Kootenay Ice *

 Forward – Leon Draisaitl (Cologne, Germany), Prince Albert Raiders

 Forward – Curtis Lazar (Vernon, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

SECOND ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Patrik Bartosak (Koprivnice, CZR), Red Deer Rebels

 Defenceman – Griffin Reinhart (West Vancouver, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

 Defenceman – Julius Honka (Jyvaskyla, Finland), Swift Current Broncos

 Forward – Curtis Valk (Medicine Hat, AB), Medicine Hat Tigers 

 Forward – Jaedon Descheneau (Edmonton, AB), Kootenay Ice

 Forward – Chandler Stephenson (Saskatoon, SK), Regina Pats

WHL WESTERN CONFERENCE ALL-STAR TEAMS

FIRST ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Jordon Cooke (Leduc, AB), Kelowna Rockets

 Defenceman – Derrick Pouliot (Weyburn, SK), Portland Winterhawks

 Defenceman – Shea Theodore (Aldergrove, BC), Seattle Thunderbirds

 Forward – Nicolas Petan (Delta, BC), Portland Winterhawks *

 Forward – Mitch Holmberg (Sherwood Park, AB), Spokane Chiefs *

 Forward – Oliver Bjorkstrand (Herning, Denmark), Portland Winterhawks

SECOND ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Eric Comrie (Edmonton, AB), Tri-City Americans

 Defenceman – Damon Severson (Melville, SK), Kelowna Rockets

 Defenceman – Madison Bowey (Winnipeg, MB), Kelowna Rockets

 Forward – Joshua Winquist (St. Albert, AB), Everett Silvertips

 Forward – Todd Fiddler (Meadow Lake, SK), Prince George Cougars

 Forward – Mike Aviani (North Vancouver, BC), Spokane Chiefs

* indicates unanimous selection

The WHL announced the 2014 Awards Finalists in the following categories:

WHL Rookie of the Year, Jim Piggott Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Nikita Scherbak (Moscow, Russia), Saskatoon Blades

 Western Conference – Nick Merkley (Calgary, AB), Kelowna Rockets

WHL Goaltender of the Year, Del Wilson Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Tristan Jarry (Delta, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

 Western Conference – Jordon Cooke (Leduc, AB), Kelowna Rockets

WHL Defenceman of the Year, Bill Hunter Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Josh Morrissey (Calgary, AB), Prince Albert Raiders

 Western Conference – Derrick Pouliot (Weyburn, SK), Portland Winterhawk

WHL Most Sportsmanlike Player of the Year, Brad Hornung Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Sam Reinhart (Vancouver, BC), Kootenay Ice

 Western Conference – Mitch Holmberg (Sherwood Park, AB), Spokane Chiefs

WHL Scholastic Player of the Year, Daryl K. (Doc) Seaman Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Nelson Nogier (Saskatoon, SK) Saskatoon Blades

 Western Conference – Dominic Turgeon (Cherry Hills, CO) Portland Winterhawks

WHL Coach of the Year, Dunc McCallum Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Shaun Clouston, Medicine Hat Tigers

 Western Conference – Dave Lowry, Victoria Royals

WHL Executive of the Year, Lloyd Saunders Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Mike Moore, Calgary Hitmen

 Western Conference – Cam Hope, Victoria Royals

WHL Humanitarian of the Year, Doug Wickenheiser Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Sam Fioretti (Calgary, AB) Moose Jaw Warriors

 Western Conference – Mitch Topping (Red Deer, AB) Tri City Americans

WHL Marketing / Business Award

 Eastern Conference – Regina Pats

 Western Conference – Seattle Thunderbirds

WHL Regular Season Champions, Scotty Munro Memorial Trophy

 Kelowna Rockets: GP – 72 W – 57 L – 11 OTL – 0 SL – 4 Pts. – 118

WHL Top Scorer – Bob Clarke Trophy

 Mitch Holmberg (Sherwood Park, AB), Spokane Chiefs

 GP – 72 G – 62 A – 56 Pts – 118 PIM – 25
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Wheat Kings Headed to Dauphin 

(Courtesy www.wheatkings.com)

 The Brandon Wheat Kings, in conjunction with the Western Hockey League have announced that should a sixth game be necessary in their Eastern Conference Quarterfinal series with Regina, it will be played at Credit Union Place in Dauphin.

 While the Wheat Kings will host games three and four of their best of seven opening round playoff series next week at Westman Communications Group Place, the WHL club will be forced to play game six away from home due to the annual Royal Manitoba Winter Fair, scheduled for the Keystone Centre from March 31st to April 5th.

 Game six of the series will be played Monday, March 31st at 7:30pm.

 The Wheat Kings and Pats will kick off the series this weekend with back to back games in Regina on Saturday and Sunday nights, before shifting to Brandon for games three and four on Wednesday and Friday, March 26th and 28th respectively. Game five (if necessary) is scheduled for Saturday, March 29th while the seventh and deciding game would be played on Wednesday, April 2nd at the Brandt Centre.

"This will be an exciting venue for our players should game 6 be necessary," says Brandon general manager and head coach Kelly McCrimmon. "It is close enough for our fans to attend, and we feel it will be well received in Dauphin and area."

 "We would like to recognize and thank Marlin Murray and the Dauphin Kings organization for their cooperation and assistance in securing this game for Dauphin," McCrimmon went on to say.

 Three current members of the Wheat Kings grew up in the Parkland region and played AAA Midget with the Rangers. Among them captain Ryan Pulock from Grandview.  The other two are Roblin's Jayce Hawryluk and 20-year old veteran Rene Hunter. 

 A first round draft choice (15th overall) of the New York Islanders in last June's National Hockey League Draft, Pulock recently set a franchise record for Most Career Goals Scored by a Defenceman - a record that had been previously held by former all star Brad McCrimmon.

 While Hunter is winding down his fourth and final year of junior hockey, Hawryluk is coming off a successful second season in Brandon in which he led the club in scoring with 24 goals and 64 points.

 Dauphin's Credit Union Place is a 1,763 seat (plus 752 Standing Room) arena that is home to the Manitoba Junior Hockey League's Kings. This $8.6 million facility, which opened on April 7th, 2006, has all the amenities both fans and players alike require.   
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Former Wheat King CIS Goaltender of Year 

  Former Brandon Wheat King Jacob DeSerres of the Calgary Dinos was named the CIS Goaltender of the Year and a First-Team All-Canadian on Wednesday night.

  DeSerres was 13-2-2 with a 2.15 goals against average and .916 save percentage with the Dinos this year, his third season with Calgary.

   "Jake is very deserving of this award," said Calgary head coach Mark Howell in a release, "He has been consistent from start to finish this year, has played tremendous hockey and helped us win games. He has been a leader and one of the best goaltenders in the league, and it's fitting that he receives this recognition."

   DeSerres spent the 2009-2010 season with the Wheat Kings after being acquired from Seattle in October of 2009 and was Brandon's starting goaltender when they hosted the Memorial Cup in May of 2010.

   The next year, DeSerres joined the Saint John Sea Dogs and led them to the 2011 Memorial Cup, being named the QMJHL's Goaltender of the Year in the process. 
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Wednesday, March 19, 2014

Balls Drop Wheat Kings' Way 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings will have the first overall pick in the 2014 Western Hockey League Bantam Draft.

  The Saskatoon Blades won the WHL Draft Lottery on Wednesday, but the Wheat Kings had acquired the right to swap first round picks with the Blades when they dealt Brenden Walker to Saskatoon on Bantam Draft Day in 2012.

   "Great for our organization.  It's a chance to select the player that we think is the best in his age group.  You need to have a season where you finish last to be in this position and we're fortunate from a previous trade that we had the right to flip picks," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "It's going to be real nice for our staff in terms of our final selections, and obviously a really important day for the organization when you look at some of the young players that we already have.  It gives us a chance to add a real premiere guy to that group."

   It'll be the first time in the 25-year history of the Bantam Draft that the Wheat Kings will have the #1 pick, and it'll give the team another quality building block to join an already strong prospect group that includes Nolan Patrick and Kale Clague, who were the fourth and sixth overall picks in the 2013 Bantam Draft.

   "It's going to give us a chance to draft a star player," added McCrimmon, "The more good players you have, the more depth you have, the stronger your team is going to be in the future and this is a big part of it."

   The WHL Bantam Draft will be held May 1st in Calgary.

   It'll be the first draft for Wade Klippenstein as the Wheat Kings' Director of Scouting.

   He was hired last August to replace long-time Director of Player Personnel Al MacPherson, who stepped down last July. 
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Hawryluk Set to Return to Lineup 

  Jayce Hawryluk will make his return to the Brandon Wheat Kings' lineup when they open the Western Hockey League playoffs on Saturday.

   Hawryluk sat out Brandon's final four games of the regular season due to a league-imposed suspension that followed a charging major the Roblin took against the Edmonton Oil Kings on March 7th,

   "I hate watching games, whether I'm injured or suspended," said Hawryluk after Tuesday's practice, "It sucks to watch games. I always want to be out there trying to help the team. Now I'm back, I've just got to watch it out there."

   Hawryluk served three separate suspensions during the 2013-2014 games, sitting out a total of nine games for his transgressions.

   The 18-year old knows he'll need to alter his game, but wants to retain his playing style as much as possible.

   "I still want to work hard, my work ethic, I don't want to change that," said Hawryluk, who led Brandon in scoring with 64 points, "Just be a little more cautious when making hits or whatnot, but it'll be fine. I'm ready to play, be smart, be cautious, but play my game."

   The Wheat Kings are continuing preparations for the start of their Eastern Conference Quarter-Final against the Regina Pats, with the Best-of-Seven series beginning with the opening two games in Regina this Saturday and Sunday.

   Hawryluk is one of 15 Brandon players who could make their WHL playoff debuts this weekend, but he doesn't feel that'll be an issue.

   "We've realized how far we've come this year as a team, and that we deserve this," said Hawryluk, "We're really excited for it, we've heard it's a great time from the vets, and we're excited for the challenge."

   The first round matchup also features two teams that turned their fortunes around in 2013-2014.

   Brandon finished 21 points better than they did in 2012-2013 while Regina finished 26 points ahead of where they were a year ago.

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

   The Brandon Wheat Kings will be pulling for the Saskatoon Blades on Wednesday.

   The WHL will conduct its Bantam Draft lottery, with the Wheat Kings having the option to swap first round picks with Saskatoon this year as part of the trade that saw Brenden Walker sent to the Blades two years ago.

   Saskatoon finished with the third-worst record in the WHL, giving them a 19 per cent chance of winning the lottery and having the first overall pick, which would then be transferred to Brandon.

   The Wheat Kings have never had the #1 pick in the Bantam Draft.

   If not #1, Brandon's pick will be either #3 or #4.

Chaff...former Wheat King Dakota Conroy had a goal and an assist to help Prince Albert beat Red Deer 5-3 Tuesday in the tiebreaker game for eighth-place in the Eastern Conference...former Wheat Kings' player and assistant coach Mike Vandenberghe won't be back with the Moose Jaw Warriors next season.  He's leaving the team to focus on his business interests...the Pats are facing a fine from the WHL after the club broke league policy this week by closing their practices to the media.

Monday, March 17, 2014

Pats, Wheat Kings Series Schedule Announced 

Regina Pats vs Brandon Wheat Kings

(Best-of-Seven Eastern Conference Quarter-Final)

**All times CDT**

Saturday, March 22 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m.

Sunday, March 23 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m.

Wednesday, March 26 - Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

Friday, March 28 - Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

*Saturday, March 29 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m.

*Monday, March 31 - Regina vs Brandon, 8 p.m. (Location TBD)

*Wednesday, April 2 - Brandon at Regina, 8 p.m.

* - if necessary.
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Sunday, March 16, 2014

Wheat Kings Double Pats, Earn Post-Season Berth 

Peter Quenneville scored his first career WHL hat-trick

 Saturday 

    It took until the final game of the regular season, but the Brandon Wheat Kings clinched a spot in the Western Hockey Laegue playoffs on Saturday night.

   Peter Queneville had a hat-trick and Nolan Patrick scored his first career WHL goal as the Wheat Kings downed the Regina Pats 6-3 to earn a post-season berth for the 13th time in 14 years.

   Quenneville had five goals and seven points in the last two games after returning from a ten-game absence due to a lower body injury.

   "It was really good to be back with the boys.  More than anything, just missed playing hockey and being able to have that feeling of winning games," said Quenneville on CKLQ's post-game show, "Aside from having a good personal weekend, just being able to get those two crucial wins with the stakes where they were at, and to finish things off at home was pretty special."

   Ryan Pulock added a goal and two assists for the Wheat Kings, who played before their largest crowd of the season at 5,247.

   The victory not only allowed the Wheat Kings to earn a playoff spot, it was also the 364th career coaching victory for Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon.

   The pushes him past Bob Lowes and into top spot on the club's all-time list.

﻿

Nolan Patrick scored his first

 career WHL goal Saturday 

   "As I said to the guys, it's lots of wins," said McCrimmon, "I enjoy winning with good people, and this particular win realy significant in terms of what it meant for our team."

   The Wheat Kings finish the season with a 34-29-6-3 record and 77 points, a 21-point improvement over last season.

   Brandon will face Regina in the first round of the playoffs, with the series starting Saturday and Sunday (March 22-23) in Regina.

   The rest of the series schedule is expected to be released either late Sunday or Monday.

Chaff...Quenneville's hat-trick gave him 21 goals on the season, becoming the seventh Brandon player to score 20 or more goals.  The Wheat Kings are one of two WHL teams to have that many (Portland is the other)...Tim McGauley had three assists to extend his point streak to eight games (3 G, 8 A)...McGauley's older sister Patricia sang the national anthem.  She plays hockey at Yale...Brandon D Ryan Pilon left the game briefly in the third period with a skate problem but returned before the end of the game.
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Wheat Kings Roll Out Award Winners 

Ryan Pulock won three awards Saturday in the MVP

 award for the second straight year 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings also handed out their year-end awards during and after Saturday night's game.

   Here's the complete list of winners...

Most Valuable Player; Top Defenceman; Top Manitoba-born Player

Ryan Pulock

Leading Scorer; Hardest Working Player

Jayce Hawryluk

Most Improved Player

John Quenneville

Fans Choice Award

Jesse Gabrielle

16-year old rookie Jesse Gabrielle won the Fans Choice Award 

Unsung Hero

Colton Waltz

Top Graduating 20-year old

Rene Hunter

Defenceman Rene Hunter was named the Wheat Kings'

 top Graduating 20-year old player 

Most Community Mind Player

Chad Robinson

Chad Robinson took home the Most Community Minded Award 

Most Sportsmanlike Player

Tim McGauley

Rookie of the Year

Jordan Papirny

Most Inspirational Player

Quintin Lisoway

Scholastic Player of the Year

Ryley Lindgren

Three Star Award

Richard Nejezchleb

  at 1:13 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, March 15, 2014

Game #72 - Regina at Wheat Kings (March 15, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 17. John Quenneville - 19. Nolan Patrick - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quinton Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - It's pretty simple math for the Brandon Wheat Kings tonight.  A win will clinch a playoff spot for the club for the 13th time in 14 years.  Actually, a single point via an overtime or shootout loss would accomplish the same thing, but that's far less dramatic.

 - A win tonight would also be meaningful for Brandon GM/Head Coach Kelly McCrimmon.  McCrimmon has 363 career victories as the Wheat Kings' head coach, tied with Bob Lowes atop the franchise's all-time list.  A win tonight would be #364.

 - Wheat Kings' top scorer Jayce Hawryluk sits the fourth and final game of his suspension tonight while Braylon Shmyr, Brett Kitt and Kord Pankewicz are the other Brandon scratches.

 - After going 2-for-2 Friday in Regina, including Eric Roy's overtime winner, the Wheat Kings are 16-for-43 (37.2%) on the power-play in their last 11 games.  However, the penalty-kill has started to show some cracks, allowing eight power-play goals against in their last eight games.

 - Pats are shorthanded again, with goaltender Daniel Wapple, defencemen Kyle Burroughs and Colby Williams and forward Dyson Stevenson all sidelined again tonight.  Sam Steel, the #2 overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft, is also scratched tonight for the Pats.

  at 6:40 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Pull Out Dramatic Win 

  Peter Quenneville scored the game-tying goal with 35.3 seconds left in the third period and Eric Roy scored a power-play goal 2:18 into overtime as the Wheat Kings downed the Regina Pats 4-3.

   The Wheat Kings fell behind 3-1 in the first period with the Pats getting an even strength goal from Dryden Hunt to open the scoring, and then getting a pair of power-play goals from Dmitry Sinitsyn and Connor Gay sandwiched around a Peter Quenneville goal for Brandon.

   Richard Nejezchbleb scored a power-play goal 6:47 into the second period to get the Wheat Kings to within one, setting the stage for the late-game equalizer.

   "It was a battle, it was competitive game.  I thought our guys, outside of a couple of penalties early, I thought was had prepared pretty well in terms of having perseverance and resilience regardless of what happened here tonight we just had to keep playing," said Wheat Kings' GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "I thought our players deserved a lot of credit for that."

   It was a rare case where both teams got what they wanted.

   Regina clinched the East Division pennant with the 'loser' point while Brandon moved into sole possession of seventh-place, two points ahead of Prince Albert and Red Deer.

   The Wheat Kings can do no worse than a tiebreaker game for eighth-place and could clinch a playoff spot with a victory or an overtime or shootout loss in their final regular season game on Saturday night.

   The Brandon Wheat Kings gave themselves a big boost in their quest for a playoff spot in the WHL's Eastern Conference on Friday night.

Chaff...the victory was the 363rd for Wheat Kings' GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, tying him with Bob Lowes for the franchise record...Brandon scored their four goals in four different ways on Friday - even strength, 5-on-4 power-play, 6-on-5 with an extra attacker and a 4-on-3 power-play in overtime...Prince Albert downed Saskatooon 7-2 Friday to move into a tie with idle Red Deer for eighth-place, two points behind Brandon.  The Raiders visit Saskatoon Saturday while the Rebels host Edmonton...the Tri-City Americans announced Friday that they had signed Strathclair product Morgan Geekie to a WHL education contract.  Geekie, the son of former Wheat King Craig Geekie, was a fifth round pick of the Ams in the 2013 Bantam Draft...the WHL announced details on the Tim Bozon Fund on Friday. Donations to help cover medical and rehabilitation costs for the Kootenay Ice forward can be made at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

Friday, March 14, 2014

Game #71 - Brandon at Regina (March 14, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 19. Nolan Patrick

 21. Tyler Coulter - 28. Quinton Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - for the first time in a while, the Wheat Kings' injury list is empty.  F Peter Quenneville and F Jens Meilleur both return to the lineup from lower body injuries tonight.  Jayce Hawryluk (suspension), Brett Kitt, Braylon Shmyr and Kord Pankewicz are Brandon's scratches.

 - the Wheat Kings have picked up win in just two buildings so far in 2014 -- Westman Communications Group Place and Credit Union Centre.  Brandon is 4-8-3-2 on the road in the second half of the season, with three of those four wins coming in Saskatoon.  The other victory was a December 30th win in Red Deer.

 - not surprisingly, rookie Jordan Papirny looks like he's going to carry the mail for the Wheat Kings the rest of the season.  Papirny is 9-7-4 with a 2.94 GAA and .912 SPCT in the second half.

 - not only a lot on the line for Brandon tonight, but the Pats also have a lot to play for.  Regina needs one more point (or a Swift Current loss to Moose Jaw tonight or tomorrow) to clinch the East Division pennant.  You just know they'd like to do it on their own.

 - milestone watch tonight -- a Wheat Kings' victory would be the 363rd for Brandon GM/Head Coach Kelly McCrimmon, which would tie him with Bob Lowes for top spot on the franchise list.

  at 7:19 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Set for Challenge 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings are in control of their own destiny as they open the final weekend of the Western Hockey League regular season tonight in Regina.

   If the Wheat Kings win their final two games, they'll play in the post-season for the 13th time in 14 years.

   "We'll stay true to what we've talked about all week, worrying about our own games.  If we do that, that'll serve us well," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on Thursday, "We've obviously got a good challenge with the home-and-home with Regina.  They're a good hockey club, and we're looking forward to it."

   In order to accomplish what they want to this weekend, the Wheat Kings will have to do something Friday night that they haven't done very often in the second half of the season.

   Win on the road!

   Brandon is 4-8-3-2 in 17 road games since the Christmas break, with three of those victories coming 

 against the Blades in Saskatoon.

   "We've had some situations that weren't perfect in terms of our road games.  (Tonight) is all about one game.  I think getting a good start, getting our feet underneath us and controlling their top playersm," said McCrimmon, "We're going to have to be consistent through 60 minutes.  We're going to have to really pay attention to their top guys, they've got some guys that have really good seasons, we're going to need to do a good job against them.  Then, in turn, we have to be excited about having some people back in our lineup as well.  It'll be a good test but one that the guys are really excited about getting started."

   Anything other than a sweep of the Pats will leave Brandon relying on the results of the other two teams challenging for the final two playoff spots.

   Brandon will welcome a pair of players back to their lineup tonight as Peter Quenneville and Jens Meilleur both return from lower body injuries.

   The Wheat Kings are tied with Red Deer for seventh-place in the Eastern Conference, two points ahead of ninth-place Prince Albert.

   The Rebels are idle Friday before starting a home-and-home series with Conference-leading Edmonton at home Saturday night while the Raiders host Saskatoon Friday and visit the Blades on Saturday.

  at 11:38 AM  0 comments       

Last Hurrah for 20-Year Olds 

Chad Robinson 

   Chad Robinson has played in over 250 regular season games during his four-year Western Hockey League career.

   This weekend, the Minnedosa product will play in his final two.

   Robinson is one of three 20-year olds who will graduate from the Wheat Kings once the season is over.

   "I think just being with the guys, getting to know a lot of different guys, meeting new people," said Robinson after practice Thursday, "All the experiences on the road and on the bus and in the hotels, it's been a pretty sweet ride."

   Robinson is only one of the three Brandon 20-year olds that didn't spend his entire WHL career with the Wheat Kings.

   Brandon acquired him in October of 2012 after he had spent his first two WHL seasons with the Red Deer Rebels.

   "It was awesome being close to home like this, growing up watching the Wheat Kings," said Robinson, "I've said it before, it's been awesome.  Kelly (McCrimmon) been great here, and so have Darren (Ritchie) and Dave (Anning) so it's been an awesome experience here in Brandon."

   Meanwhile, Jens Meilleur will get a chance to play in the final regular season games of his WHL career this weekend.

   That didn't seem to be possible earlier this week, as Meilleur had missed five straight games with a lower body injury and had yet to practice fully with the Wheat Kings.

   That changed on Thursday, and it appears the Elie, Manitoba product will be in the lineup this weekend.

   "It's huge going into this weekend.  We have a lot of big points on the line here.  At first, I thought I was going to be watching but I worked really hard the last two weeks to get myself in the lineup and I'm really excited to be part of something big."

   Meilleur spent his entire four-year WHL career with the Wheat Kings, beginning in the 2010-2011 season.

   "I think I grew as a player and especially a person," said Meilleur, "I'm really honoured to come out of such a great organization."

   Robinson indicated he's leaning toward using his WHL Scholarship and playing CIS hockey next spring; Meilleur is not only exploring the CIS option but also obtained his German passport last spring and could use it to play overseas and fellow 20-year Rene Hunter is expected to try playing professionally next season.

   Brandon is still vying for a playoff spot as they go into the final weekend of the WHL regular season.

   The Wheat Kings can clinch a spot outright by sweeping the Regina Pats in their home-and-home series that begins Friday night in Regina.

   Brandon is tied with Red Deer for seventh-place in the Eastern Conference, two points ahead of ninth-place Prince Albert.

   All three teams have two games left in the regular season.

Chaff...the Pats need one more point or a loss by the Swift Current Broncos in one of their remaining two games to clinch first-place in the East Division...the Lethbridge Hurricanes had to postpone Friday's home game against Medicine Hat due to a water-related state of emergency in that Alberta city.  It'll be played Sunday instead...Kootenay Ice forwad Tim Bozon remains in critical condition in a Saskatoon hospital, but a statement by the Saskatoon Health Region indicates he's stable and improving.  Bozon was admitted and placed in a medically induced coma on March 1st after being diagnosed with Neisseria Meningitis.  The WHL has established a trust fund to assist the Bozon family with medical and rehabilitation costs.  More details on the Tim Bozon Trust are to be released soon.
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Thursday, March 13, 2014

Quenneville Set for Return 

Peter Quenneville (in gold) will return to Brandon's

 lineup this weekend. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings are expected to welcome Peter Quenneville back to their lineup this weekend.

   Quenneville has missed the last ten games with a lower body injury but practiced without restrictions on Wednesday and is set to go for Brandon's final two games of the regular season.

   "There's a lot at stake, and we know that.  The expectation to play well and to perform and to log big minutes is always going to be there," said Quenneville, who has 16 goals and 45 points in 42 games this season, "I'm just looking forward to stepping back in and trying to contribute and helping the boys get the wins this weekend."

   Brandon goes into the final weekend of the regular season in a tie with Red Deer for seventh-place in the WHL's Eastern Conference, two points ahead of the ninth-place Prince Albert Raiders.

   The Rebels edged Kootenay 3-2 on Wednesday while the Raiders were whallopped 7-1 in Regina.

   "It's good to get back, get my feet going back into game play," added Quenneville, who skated on a line with Tim McGauley and Richard Nejezchleb Wednesday, "In playoffs, the speed is always going to ramp up and the intensity and I think these last two games, as important as they are, will simulate a playoff atmosphere so I think that's big for me."

   Jens Meilleur also practiced on Wednesday, but in a no-contact jersey.

   Meilleur has missed the last five games with a lower body injury.

   Brandon visits Regina on Friday night before hosting the Pats Saturday to close out the regular season.
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Wednesday, March 12, 2014

Wheat Kings Earn Much-Needed Win 

Jesse Gabrielle opened the scoring for Brandon on Tuesday. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings got goals from eight different players in an 8-5 victory over the Saskatoon Blades on Tuesday night.

   Ryan Pulock and Richard Nejezchleb had a goal and two assists each for Brandon as the Wheat Kings moved two points ahead of Prince Albert and Red Deer in the three-team race for the final two playoff spots in the WHL's Eastern Conference.

   The Raiders and Rebels both have a game in hand, and both of those teams will be in action Wednesday.

   "We needed a win.  Compared to the alternative, it would have been pretty disappointing," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "It gives us something to build on to start our week, which is a big week for our team.  We talked earlier about making sure we got through this one and got our two points, which we did."

   Brandon had a 3-1 lead after the opening period and extended that lead to 5-1 on goals by Nejezchleb and Braylon Shmyr in the opening 2:31 of the second period.

   From there, the game deteriorated into an exchange of scoring chances, defensive zone miscues and turnovers.

   "For the week to play out, we needed to win tonight.  I would have liked us to have won a little bit cleaner," added McCrimmon, "We were the better team, we built a lead and we did some of those things.  We know we have to be better in some areas and we will be on Friday."

   Jesse Gabrielle, Rene Hunter, Rihards Bukarts, John Quenneville and Tim McGauley also scored for the Wheat Kings.

   Rookie Jordan Papirny was outstanding in net despite giving up five goals, making 40 saves including at least a half-dozen spectacularly.

Nolan Patrick made his 

 WHL debut Tuesday. 

   The game also included the WHL debut of 15-year Nolan Patrick, the fourth overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft.

   Patrick played a regular shift on a line with John Quenneville and Jesse Gabrielle and finished +2 on the night.

   He thought he had scored his first WHL goal in the third period, but the whistle had blown milliseconds before the puck went into the net to access a penalty.

   Next up for the Wheat Kings is a crucial home-and-home series with the Regina Pats, with Friday's game in Regina and Saturday's at Westman Comunications Group Place.

Chaff...Ryan Pilon had three assists for Brandon for the first three-point game of his WHL career...Bukarts' second period goal extended his goal-scoring streak to four games while McGauley shorthanded marker in the third period extended his current point streak to six games...Wawanesa product Jordan Thomson of the Blades played in Brandon for the first time in his WHL career and earned an assist...former Wheat King Ayrton Nikkel was out of the Blades' lineup and will miss the rest of the season with a lower body injury.

Tuesday, March 11, 2014

Game #70 - Saskatoon at Wheat Kings (March 11, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papriny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 17. John Quenneville -19. Nolan Patrick - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quinton Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - F Jayce Hawryluk sits Game #2 of a four-game suspension tonight; F Peter Quenneville (lower body) misses his tenth straight game while F Jens Meilleur (lower body) misses his fifth in a row.  Both players are listed as day-to-day.  Kord Pankewicz (healthy) is the final Wheat Kings' scratch.

 - As expected, Nolan Patrick makes his WHL debut tonight.  Patrick was the fourth overall pick in the 2013 WHL Bantam Draft and will centre a line between John Quenneville and Jesse Gabrielle.  It's interesting to note that Patrick is a late 1998 birthday, meaning he's the first player in the WHL that's eligible for the 2017 NHL Draft.

 - I made this note today - 4 + 3 = 2.  It's a rather odd equation, but the Wheat Kings are 26-4-3-0 when scoring four or more goals this season; 26-4-1-1 when allowing three or fewer goals.  I think the formula for success is pretty apparent considering those records.

 - A lot of people are asking about the Wheat Kings' playoff scenario and, because it's a three-team race, it's actually up in the air.  This much is certain -- if Brandon wins their final three games, they'll at least guarantee themselves in a one-game tiebreaker for a playoff spot.

 - Interesting matchup tonight is Saskatoon's Nikita Scherbak and Brandon's Rihards Bukarts. Scherbak is the WHL's leading rookie scorer and will win that title, but he and Bukarts are tied for the WHL lead in goals by a rookie with 27 apiece.  Bukarts has six goals and ten points in nine games since his return from a concussion.
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Hawryluk Sits for Rest of Season 

  The Wheat Kings' are in a battle for a playoff spot, and won't have their leading scorer available to help them try and get to the post-season this week.

   Jayce Hawryluk has been suspended for four games by the Western Hockey League for the charging major he took in Friday's loss to the Edmonton Oil Kings.

   Hawryluk has already served one game, and will miss Brandon's final three games of the season this week to complete the suspension.

   The second-year forward has now been suspended three times this year, totalling nine games.

   Hawryluk leads Brandon with 24 goals and 64 points in 59 games this season.
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Monday, March 10, 2014

Wheat Kings' Greats into Saskatchewan Hockey Hall of Fame 

  Former Brandon Wheat King Brian Propp will be inducted into the Saskatchewan Hockey Hall of Fame this summer.

   Propp scored 511 points in 213 games with the Wheat Kings from 1977 to 1979 and is the club's all-time leading scorer, and went on to amass over 1,000 points while playing more than 1,000 games during a 15-year NHL career.

   The late Brad McCrimmon will also be inducted into the Saskatchewan Hockey Hall of Fame on July 18, and Propp says that makes the honour even more special for him.

   "I look at this year with Brad McCrimmon being one of my closest friends over the years as a special place in my heart.  To be there with Kelly, his parents and everyone else I've known for a lot of years," said Propp, "That brings back a lot of great memories and just glad to be sharing the moment with Brad, even though he won't be with us."

   Long-time Prince Albert Raiders head coach and general manager Terry Simpson, the 1981-82 Centennial Cup winning Raiders hockey team and the 1972 Rosetown Red Wings, the Intermediate AA champions from that year, will also be enshrined this summer.

   Byron McCrimmon, Brad and Kelly's father, was playing head coach of that 1972 Rosetown team.

   Here's my full interview with Brian Propp on the honour...
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Patrick Joining Wheat Kings 

John Quenneville (left) chats with the 'new guy', Nolan Patrick,

 during Wheat Kings' practice on Monday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings top pick in last spring's Bantam Draft will be getting a little Western Hockey League experience this week.

   Nolan Patrick will be joining the Wheat Kings for the remainder of the season, and could make his WHL debut tomorrow night when Brandon hosts the Saskatoon Blades.

   "I want to take in as much as I can from the vets here," said Patrick after Monday's practice, "They know a lot more than I do, so I just want to be a sponge here."

   Patrick was the fourth overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft and had 33 goals and 63 points in 39 games with the Manitoba AAA Midget Hockey League's Winnipeg Thrashers during the regular season.

   He added three goals and ten points in eight playoff games, but his Thrashers were eliminated in the MMHL playoffs on Friday night.

 "It was a pretty good season," said Patrick, " I started off pretty slow but then I got in a groove. We didn't get the result we wanted at the end of the year but, overall, it was a good year for myself."

   There's no word on whether Duncan Campbell or Tanner Kaspick from the Brandon AAA Midget Wheat Kings could possibly join the team this week as well.

   They were eliminated from the MMHL playoffs on Sunday.

   Sixth overall pick Kale Clague and the Lloydminster Bobcats are facing the St. Albert Raiders in the Dodge Division Final of the Alberta Midget Hockey League.

   Clague has five points (all assists) in five playoff games after scoring 11 goals and 33 points in 31 regular season contests. 
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Sunday, March 9, 2014

Wheat Kings Lose Fourth Straight 

Jordan Papirny stopped 34 shots on Saturday night 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings saw their losing streak hit four games with a 3-2 loss in Prince Albert on Saturday night.

  Calder Brooks and Leon Draisaitl scored goals 13 seconds apart late in the third period to lift the Raiders to their fourth straight win, tying them with Brandon and Red Deer for the final two playoffs spots in the WHL’s Eastern Conference.

  The Wheat Kings and Raiders were tied 1-1 heading into the third period, but Brandon generated just six shots and scored their second goal with 19 seconds left in the final frame after Prince Albert had taken the 3-1 lead with just over four minutes left. 

  “The next step for us to win, we need a little more urgency, a little more push.  Right now, we’re just on the teeter of going either way,” said Brandon assistant coach Darren Ritchie on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Never felt like we could ever get a cycle going.  We also needed to find more shots to the net and I thought we didn’t create enough shots to the net where you create second chances, and if we did, we never had anyone around the net for the second shot.”

  Rihards Bukarts scored both goals for the Wheat Kings while Jordan Papirny made 34 saves in the  Wheat Kings’ net including 16 in the first period.

   “In the first, I thought they had a lot of pressure.  (Papirny) made some big, big saves for us, and that’s what we want,” said Ritchie, “We want those guys, him and Curtis, to give us an opportunity every game.  I thought Jordan did give us an opportunity, it’s just offensively, we need to do a better job.”

﻿

GM/Head Coach Kelly McCrimmon was not 

 behind the bench Saturday. 

   The Wheat Kings, Raiders and Red Deer are now all tied with 71 points apiece heading into the final week of the regular season though Prince Albert does have a game in hand. 

  Brandon will finish the regular season by hosting Saskatoon Tuesday and then playing a home-and-home series with Regina on Friday and Saturday.

Chaff...the length of Hawryluk’s suspension will likely be determined early this week but it should be noted that Mads Eller, the player Hawryluk hit Friday, did not play for Edmonton in Moose Jaw on Saturday day...Prince Albert D Graeme Craig left Saturday’s game with what appeared to be an injury to his right shoulder and did not return...Wawanesa product Jordan Thomson scored his first goal as a Blade Saturday in Saskatoon’s 2-1 loss to Calgary.

Saturday, March 8, 2014

Game #69 - Brandon at Prince Albert (March 8, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 20. Chad Robinson - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 17. John Quenneville - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 22. Braylon Shmyr - 27. Brett Kitt

Notes

 - To say the Wheat Kings are facing adversity tonight would be an understatement.  The club has not only seen its grip on a playoff spot loosen thanks to 11 losses in their last 14 games, but they're also without their leader scorer and their head coach tonight.  Jayce Hawryluk has suspended by the WHL earlier today for the charging major he received in Friday's loss to Edmonton while Kelly McCrimmon will be missing from behind the Brandon bench tonight.

 - I mulled this over during the 6 1/2 bus trip to Prince Albert, but tonight's game could be a defining moment for Brandon's organization in the context of where this Wheat Kings' team is at.  It's time for some of the players, particularly those that are going to be part of this organization over the next couple of years, to step forward and show they can handle adverse situations and shine through.  That hasn't been a strong point for Brandon the last couple of years.

- You may or may not agree with Hawryluk's suspension, whose length is undetermined at this point, based on the incident itself, but I'm certain reputation played a part in the WHL's determination.  This is Hawryluk's third suspension of the season and I'm guessing the league is waiting to see the extent of the injury to Edmonton's Mads Eller from the hit.  If Eller is injured at all, I'm guessing Hawryluk will not play another regular season game this year.  The moral might be -- if you take a run at a player from 25 feet and hit him high, and you've already been suspended twice for bad hits this season, it's probably not going to work out positively for you.

 - The other Brandon scratches are Peter Quenneville (lower body), who misses his ninth straight game, while Jens Meilleur (lower body) misses his fourth in a row.
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Playoff Grip Loosens for Wheat Kings 

Wheat Kings' F Richard Nejezchleb takes a check from 

 Edmonton D Dustin Mayo during Friday's game. 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings' grip on a playoff spot is starting to slip away.

   Edmonton scored three times in the opening seven minutes, led 4-0 after the first period and went on to a 6-3 victory over the Wheat Kings Friday night.

   "We didn't move our feet in the first period at all.  I wouldn't signal anyone, but I wouldn't leave anyone out either," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "We didn't move the puck, our defence did a very poor job of getting the puck moving out of our zone.  Our forwards never won a shift in the first period where he played in their end for an entire shift and sustained pressure."

   Curtis Lazer and Mads Eller scored a pair of goals each for the Oil Kings while John Quenneville, Rihards Bukarts and Ryley Lindgren scored for Brandon.

   The loss coupled with wins by Red Deer and Prince Albert on Friday night leaves the Wheat Kings tied with the Rebels for seventh-place in the Eastern Conference, two points ahead of the ninth-place Raiders.

   Next up for Brandon - a trip to Prince Albert on Saturday night.

   "Pretty simple math.  We need to win a game," said McCrimmon, "That has to be clear in everyone's minds in terms of importance, and that'll be our focus."

   Brandon could be without top scorer Jayce Hawryluk for Saturday's contest.

  Hawryluk took a charging major in the second period of Friday's contest and is facing a possible (probable) suspension.

   It would be the second-year forward's third suspension of the season.

   Hawryluk has suspended 23 days apart in December, the first was for two games under supplemental discipline and the second for three games for a checking-from-behind major.
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Friday, March 7, 2014

Game #68 - Edmonton at Wheat Kings (March 7, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

21. Tyler Coulter - 20. Chad Robinson - 28. Quintin Lisoway

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 27. Brett Kitt

Notes

 - F Peter Quenneville (lower body) misses his eighth straight game; F Jens Meilleur (lower body) misses his third in a row; Braylon Shmyr (healthy) is the final scratch.

 - The Wheat Kings have had their share of problems against some of the WHL's top teams.  Brandon is 2-10-3-0 in 15 games against teams that currently have a .600 or better winning percentage.  One of those two wins was the 4-3 victory over Edmonton on home-ice in early October.

 - Brandon's magic # to clinch a playoff spot remains at nine (points).  Any combination of the Wheat Kings collecting points (ie: 2 pts for a win; 1 pt for a OT/SO loss) and Prince Albert not gaining points (ie: regulation loss = 2 pts; OT/SO loss = 1 pt) would give Brandon a playoff spot.

 - The Oil Kings are currently tied with Calgary for first-place in the WHL's Eastern Conference in a race that is likely to continue until the end of the regular season.  Edmonton is on the verge of a third straight 50-win season.

 - The Wheat Kings would be wide to keep an eye on Henrik Samuelsson tonight.  The Phoenix Coyotes' first round pick in 2012 has eight goals and nine assists for 17 points in eight career games against Brandon.
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Thursday, March 6, 2014

Papirny Named Player of Month 

Courtesy www.wheatkings.com

 Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries, in association with the Brandon Wheat Kings have announced that rookie goalkeeper Jordan Papirny has been chosen the Western Hockey League club's IMPACT Player of the Month for February.

   A former first round bantam draft choice (22nd overall) of the Wheat Kings, Papirny appeared in eight of the club's 14 games last month, compiling an impressive 2.86 goals against average, a .920 save percentage and a 2-3-2 record.

  In 39 games for the Wheat Kings this season, the 6' 170 lb netminder has posted a 3.22 goals against average, an .899 save percentage and a record of 19-12-6 between the pipes.

   Papirny, who appeared in three games for the Wheat Kings as an affiliate in 2012-13, was chosen the Most Valuable Player in last year's Alberta AAA Midget League Playoffs as a member of the SSAC Edmonton Athletics. 

   The 17-year old Edmonton product joins Ryan Pulock, Peter Quenneville, Jayce Hawryluk and Richard Nejezchleb as winners of this year's monthly honour.

This award is presented to the Wheat Kings who contributes to the team and exemplifies the characteristics of what IMPACT stands for...Inspire, Motivate, Participate, Achieve, Champion and Team.

  at 11:13 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, March 5, 2014

Wheat Kings Home for Playoffs - Maybe? 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings could have home playoff games at Westman Communications Group Place for the first time in four years.

   The Royal Manitoba Winter Fair begins March 31st, leaving the week of the first round open for playoff games.

   While Brandon will play at least two games at home, a possible third 'home' game in the first round is up in the air.

   One possibility is following a 2-3-2 format which would give the Wheat Kings that third game at Westman Place.

   If that's not the case, Brandon may have to use another WHL arena for that home game.

   That's because the Wheat Kings' usual home-away-from-home playoff venue, the MTS Centre in Winnipeg, is unavailable because of the Juno Awards taking place in Winnipeg.

Wednesday, March 5, 2014

Poor Second Hurts Wheat Kings 

Jayce Hawryluk was named CHL Player of the Week Tuesday,

 but saw his five-game point streak end against Calgary 

   A three-goal second period helped lead the Calgary Hitmen to a 5-1 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Tuesday night.

   Connor Rankin and Brady Brassart scored power-play goals in the middle frame for the Hitmen as they collected their 12th win in 13 games.

   "The second period there, we had too many turnovers going through the neutral zone," said Brandon defenceman Colton Waltz on CKLQ's post-game show, "Ultimately, the led to one of their power-play goals and then they got another power-play goal later in the period that shifted the momentum their way."

   Greg Chase also scored in the second period for Calgary, with his goal at the 5:45 mark extending the Hitmen's lead to 3-0.

   Ben Thomas and Pavel Padakin also scored for Calgary with Rihards Bukarts scoring Brandon's only goal.

   It came with 1:29 left in the third period.

   "We had spurts where guys worked real hard but in terms of consistent effort, we got caught from behind a handful of times tonight in the neutral zone with them working harder to get back than we were working to enter the zone," said Wheat Kings' GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "Those types of things are work ethic indicators."

   Jordan Papirny made 35 saves in the Brandon net while Chris Driedger stopped 23 shots for Calgary.

   The loss leaves Brandon seventh in the Eastern Conference, six points behind sixth-place Swift Current and four points ahead of both Red Deer and Prince Albert.

﻿

Brandon's John Quenneville and Calgary's Kenton Helgeson

 engaged in some third period fisticuffs Tuesday 

   The Wheat Kings next game is Friday, when they host the Edmonton Oil Kings.

Chaff...Eric Roy saw his six-game point streak end Tuesday while Jayce Hawryluk and John Quenneville both had their five-game point streaks snapped...Brandon product Carson Perreaux scored his 17th goal of the season in Prince Albert's 9-2 win over Moose Jaw Tuesday...former Wheat Kings Jacob DeSerres of the Calgary Dinos was named the Canada West Goaltender of the Year Tuesday while ex Wheat Kings' assistant and current Calgary Dinos' coach Mark Howell was named the CWUAA Coach of the Year.

  at 7:59 AM  0 comments       

Tuesday, March 4, 2014

Game #67 - Calgary at Wheat Kings (March 4, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 21. Tyler Coulter

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quinton Lisoway

Notes

 - Peter Quenneville (lower body, week-to-week) missed his sixth straight game; Jens Meilleur (lower body, week-to-week) misses his second straight; Braylon Shmyr is a healthy scratch.

 - Eric Roy (1 G, 6 A) brings a six-game point streak into tonight's contest while Jayce Hawryluk (7 G, 7 A) and John Quenneville (1 G, 5 A) are both on five-game point streaks.

 - Rihards Bukarts and Richard Nejezchleb both have 49 points on the season heading into tonight's contest.  They could become the first imports to record 50-points in the same season for the Wheat Kings since the CHL Import Draft began.

 - The Wheat Kings are trying to break a personal 10-game losing streak against the Hitmen.  Brandon hasn't beaten Calgary in a regular season game since a 5-2 home-ice victory on November 4, 2011.

 - Elkhorn product Travis Sanheim enters tonight's contest with four goals, 28 points and a +23 rating in 60 games with Calgary including 13 assists/points and a +10 rating in the last 12 games.  The Hitmen have gone 11-0-0-1 in those 12 contests.

  at 6:22 PM  0 comments       

Hawryluk Named WHL Player of the Week 

Jayce Hawryluk 

   Brandon Wheat Kings' forward Jayce Hawryluk was named the Western Hockey League Player of the Week on Monday.

   Hawryluk had six goals and four assists for ten points in three games last week, helping the Wheat Kings earn five of a possible six points.

   The Roblin product leads the Wheat Kings in scoring with 64 points.

   It's Hawryluk's second Player of the Week award this season.

  at 7:43 AM  0 comments       

Monday, March 3, 2014

Brandon Win Streak Ends in Shootout 

Jayce Hawryluk scored twice Sunday, giving him six goals

 and ten points in the last three games 

  Jayce Hawryluk continued his hot streak but the Wheat Kings’ win streak ended on Sunday night as Brandon dropped a 4-3 shootout decision to the Swift Current Broncos.

  Hawryluk scored twice including the game-tying goal with 2:39 left in the third period, giving him seven goals and 14 points in five games since returning from injury.

  The tying goal came on a bank shot off Broncos’ netminder Eetu Laurikainen, with Hawryluk scoring from behind the end line after an initial shot from defenceman Ryan Pilon was stopped by Laurikainen.

  “Jayce just threw it into his feet.   When you’re a goaltender now that’s turned around and has to re-position yourself, that’s what can happen,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “This is all done with everything else going on around the goaltender to its one of those things you see every so often and it was a fortunate bounce for our team.”

  While Hawryluk continued his hot streak, Brandon’s three-game winning streak ended with what was their ninth loss in the 13 games they’ve had deciding in overtime or a shootout so far this season.

  “We’ve left a lot of points on the table,” said McCrimmon, “You don’t expect that you’re going to get the second point every time, but you don’t expect you’re going to shut out every time.  That part of it has been disappointing.”

﻿

Eric Roy played his 250th

  career game Sunday. 

  The Wheat Kings won their first three games in 2013-2014 that were deciding in overtime of a shootout but have now lost nine of their last ten that have gone to extra time including five in a row.

  Tim McGauley also scored for the Wheat Kings, becoming the sixth Brandon player to score 20 or more goals this season.

  The Wheat Kings and the Portland Winterhawks are the only two WHL teams to accomplish that feat so far this season.

  Jordan Papirny made 36 saves in the Wheat Kings net, with Andrew Johnson scoring twice and Jay Merkley also scoring for Swift Current.

  The loss leaves Brandon (31-26-6-3) four points behind the sixth-place Broncos in the WHL’s Eastern Conference and six points ahead of both Red Deer and Prince Albert, who are tied for eighth-place and the final playoff spot.

  The Wheat Kings’ next game is Tuesday when they host the Calgary Hitmen (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

  at 4:48 AM  0 comments       

Sunday, March 2, 2014

Game #66 - Brandon at Swift Current (March 2, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 21. Tyler Coulter

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 -Fourth-year F Jens Meilleur (lower body) misses tonight's game after being injured in the first period of last night's game in Saskatoon.  That snaps Meilleur's  consecutive games streak at 107, and leaves Chad Robinson as the only Wheat Kings' player to appear in every game this season.  Robinson's new 'ironman' mark is 82 games (and counting).

 - F Peter Quenneville (lower body) misses his sixth consecutive game while Brandon's final scratch will be determined after warmup.

 - Jayce Hawryluk has 12 points (5 G, 7 A) in four games since returning from Brandon's injury list, while linemates John Quenneville (1 G, 4 A) and Jesse Gabrielle (3 G, 2 A) are also on four-game point streaks.

 - A scoring change from last night left defenceman Eric Roy with two assists instead of a goal and an assist, but the fourth-year blueliner still record his 150th career point last night.  Tonight, Roy plays in his 250th career game.

 - Former Wheat King Geordie Maguire remains out of Swift Current's lineup because of mono.  He's missed 15 straight games, including tonight.

Sunday, March 2, 2014

Special Teams Key on Special Night for Pulock 

Ryan Pulock passed Brad McCrimmon for most career goals

 by a defenceman in Wheat Kings' history on Saturday 

   It was a career night for Jayce Hawryluk, and a career milestone for Ryan Pulock as the Brandon Wheat Kings beat the Saskatoon Blades 8-5 on Saturday to open a two-game Saskatchewan road trip.

   Hawryluk had a career-best five points on two goals and three assists to pace Brandon offensively while Pulock’s second period power-play goal was the 62nd of his career, allowing him to pass Brad McCrimmon for the Wheat Kings’ franchise record for most goals by a defenceman.

   “Something that isn’t reflective of a good week or a good season, it’s reflective of four great years in our organization,” said McCrimmon, “Couldn’t happen to a better guy and, certainly, for the record to be passed from Brad McCrimmon to Ryan Pulock is something that we all feel good about.”

  Special teams were key for the Wheat Kings, with Brandon scoring three shorthanded goals and three power-play goals. Quintin Lisoway, with his team-leading third shorthanded goal of the season, Hawryluk and Chad Robinson did the honours with Brandon a man short.

Jayce Hawryluk had a career-high five points Saturday. 

   “For me, they always shift momentum – when you get one or when you give one up,” said McCrimmon, “ I thought, each time, pretty big goals for our team, certainly the first two. When you look to energy on the road, I just felt it really gave our team momentum.”

  Tim McGauley and Richard Nejezchleb added a goal and an assist each for Brandon with John Quenneville also scoring for the Wheat Kings.

   Brandon (31-26-6-2) remain in seventh-place in the Eastern Conference, three points behind sixth-place Swift Current and five ahead of both Red Deer and Prince Albert, who are tied for eighth-place.

   The Wheat Kings conclude their two-game Saskatchewan road trip by visiting the Broncos on Sunday night (6:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ). 

  at 2:39 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, March 1, 2014

Game #65 - Brandon at Saskatoon (March 1, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 28. Quinton Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - Peter Quenneville (lower body) missed his fifth consecutive game tonight while Brett Kitt and Tyler Coulter are both healthy scratches for the Wheat Kings.

 - Good and bad news for the Wheat Kings as they open a two-game Saskatchewan road trip in Saskatoon.  Brandon is 3-7-3-1 in 14 road games since the Christmas break.  The good news -- two of their three road wins in that span are at Credit Union Centre in Saskatoon.

 - Defencemen Ryan Pulock and Eric Roy both bring four-game point scoring streaks into tonight's contest while all three members of the Quenneville, Hawryluk and Gabrielle line are on three-game point streaks.

 - A couple of milestones worthy of mention -- Jayce Hawryluk recorded in 100th career WHL point Wednesday.  It came in his 116th career game.  Meanwhile, Eric Roy enters tonight's contest two points shy of 150 of his career.  Roy is also playing career game #249 tonight.

 - Wawanesa product Jordan Thomson was pointless and -3 in his Blades' debut Friday, a 4-2 Saskatoon loss to the Kootenay Ice.  Thomson joined the Blades earlier this week for a 'get to know you' session, and will play again tonight.  I caught up to Jordan for a couple of minutes earlier today and will have that interview for you on our pre-game show tonight.

  at 6:12 PM  0 comments       

Friday, February 28, 2014

Bukarts, Nejezchleb 1-2 Import Punch 

Rihards Bukarts 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings have gotten great offensive production from their two import players so far this season.

  Richard Nejezchleb leads the team with 29 goals and is sixth team scoring with 46 points in 58 games, and Rihards Bukarts is currently third in rookie scoring in the Western Hockey League with 49 points including 23 goals.

  The duo are two of seven Brandon players with 40 or more points and two of five Wheat Kings’ players to have reach 20 or more goals this season.

  “I think I’m playing really good this half, and trying to take the things that I’ve learned from the first half,” said Bukart earlier this week, “I think my second half since Christmas break has been really good, and I’m trying to be even better.”

  Bukarts has 12 goals and 25 points in 22 games during the second half of the season including two goals and six points in four games since returning from a six-game absence due to an upper body injury.

  “Kind of had two hard practices and working hard in the gym.  I don’t want to say I’m in the best shape right now, but I’m feeling better like last game, I was getting pretty good,” said Bukarts, “ I’m hoping everything going to be good and I’ll be in shape.”

  During Wednesday’s 6-2 home-ice victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes, Bukarts was re-united on a line with four-year veterans Chad Robinson and Jens Meileur.

  The trio seem to play their best when playing together and combined for two goals and seven points on Wednesday night.

  “When I’m playing with (Robinson) and Jens, I’m feeling really good.  I’m confident about myself, I know what these guys are going to do with me, I know where they’re going to go,” said Bukarts, “I feel really great and really excited when I’m playing with them.”

  Bukarts is also about to hit some rare territory.

  The Wheat Kings have had only two imports score more than 50 points in a single season in the last 14 years, Toni Rajala in 2009-2010 and Juraj Simek in 2006-2007.

Chaff...F Wade Allison, a seventh round pick of the Wheat Kings in the 2012 Bantam Draft, has committed to attend Western Michigan next season.  The 6-foot-1, 200 pound Allison is playing for the Omaha AAA U16 team this season.

  at 6:38 PM  0 comments       

Thursday, February 27, 2014

Hawryluk Paces Wheat Kings to Win 

Jayce Hawryluk had two goals and an assist on Wednesday 

   Jayce Hawryluk had two goals and an assist to pace the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 6-2 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Wednesday night.

   Brandon erupted for four unanswered second period goals after the teams were tied 1-1 after the opening 20 minutes, with the 'Canes outshooting the Wheat Kings 16-10.

   One could assume that Brandon, perhaps, didn't take the 12-win Hurricanes as seriously as they should have off the bat.

   "They have a dangerous team.  They have a lot of guys that are skilled and off the transition they can make plays and they showed that tonight," said Hawryluk on CKLQ's post-game show, "If we stayed structured and we got pucks deep, we're a strong team and they're not very structured.  After the first period, we realized that and we buckled down and played our game."

   Eric Roy, Rene Hunter, Rihards Bukarts and Jens Meilleur also scored for Brandon while Ryan Pulock, Ryan Pilon and John Quenneville all contributed a pair of assists each.

   Roy and Meilleur scored their 10th goals of the season, giving Brandon ten players with double-digit goals while Hawryluk became the fifth player with 20 or more goals this season on Wednesday.

   "I think that bodes well for us.  At playoff time, you need everybody ready to contribute and, obviously, we have a lot of work to do to get to playoffs still," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "That's an important aspect of our team and one that has become our identity a little bit in terms of balanced offence."

   Curtis Honey made 36 saves in the Brandon net, with Carter Folk and Tyler Wong scoring the goals for Lethbridge.

   The victory allows Brandon to remain in seventh-place in the Eastern Conference, two points behind sixth-place Swift Current, four points ahead of eighth-place Red Deer and five points ahead of ninth-place Prince Albert.

   The Wheat Kings hit the road for a pair of games this weekend, visiting Saskatoon on Saturday and Swift Current on Sunday.

  at 6:59 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, February 26, 2014

Game #64 - Lethbridge at Wheat Kings (February 26, 2014) 

Goaltenders 

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

 6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - It's a near return to perfect healthy for the Brandon Wheat Kings tonight.  Peter Quenneville (lower body, week-to-week) is out but for the first time in about three weeks, Brandon has healthy scratches tonight in Kord Pankewicz and Tyler Coulter.

 - Richard Nejezchleb returns from a two-game absence and it couldn't have come at a better time for him.  The Czech import has scored six of his 29 goals this season in three games against the Hurricanes, helping Brandon to a 2-0-1-0 head-to-head record.

 - Brandon's specialty teams are finally firing together.  After a bit of a drought, the Wheat Kings are 5-for-15 on the power-play in their last three games (33.3%) while their penalty-kill is 33-for-39 (84.6%) in their last 12 contests.

 - John Quenneville plays his 100th career game tonight.  The second-year forward has 30 goals and 68 points in 99 games in the WHL career to date.

 - The 'Canes are coming off an 8-0 loss in Regina on Tuesday night.  They've lost six in a row and nine of their last ten games, being outscored 62-17 in the process.  However, keep in mind that their only win in that span was the 3-2 overtime victory over Brandon on February 12th.

Wednesday, February 26, 2014

Carrying Momentum Key for Brandon 

Chad Robinson 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings look to keep their momentum going when they host the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Wednesday night (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   The Wheat Kings snapped an eight-game winless streak Saturday with a 7-4 home-ice win over the Moose Jaw Warriors.

   "That was a bounce-back game for us.  I thought we played okay against Calgary (on Friday) too, but it just wasn't good enough," said Brandon centre Chad Robinson on Tuesday, "We just need to keep the momentum going forward here."

   Brandon finally had a breather in their schedule this week.

   Saturday's game against Moose Jaw was the Wheat Kings' 15th game in a 26-day span and ninth game in 14 days.

   "Our schedule was ridiculous," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on his weekly Coaches' Corner show on CKLQ, "15 games in 26 days, we just finished nine games in 14 days, we've been to Alberta twice.  Not fair to our players, I didn't think, in any shape or form and I think a real contributor to the number of injuries that we had during that stretch."

   In fact, the four days between the home games is the longest stretch in the second half where the Wheat Kings haven't been either playing or travelling.

   "The last couple of days, we've already started to feel a little more rested," added Robinson, "I think it was well-needed for our team, and hopefully we can use it to our advantage moving forward."

   From a lineup standpoint, the Wheat Kings should be much better off Wednesday as well.

   Defenceman Colton Waltz returns after serving his three-game suspension while Richard Nejezchleb and Rene Hunter are also expected to return from injury.

   Peter Quenneville was the only player on the sidelines for practice on Tuesday, with the 19-year old listed as week-to-week with a lower body injury.

   "The guys were sort of playing all over the place," said Robinson, "We had Jens (Meilleur) on 'D', which he did really well for himself back there, but it's good to get back to where guys are comfortable."

   Brandon enters Wednesday's contest in seventh-place in the Eastern Conference, three points ahead of eighth-place Prince Albert and four up on ninth-place Red Deer.

Chaff...Wednesday's game is the first back in Brandon for former Wheat Kings Nick Walters and Taylor Cooper since they were traded to Lethbridge for Ryan Pilon on November 16...Brandon captain Ryan Pulock brings a three-game goal-scoring streak into Wednesday's contest...Wawanesa product Jordan Thomson is set to suit for the WHL's Saskatoon Blades, at least temporarily.  Thomson will join the Blades this week and is scheduled to play three games with them this weekend including Saturday's game against Brandon.  The 17-year old decided not to join Saskatoon after the Blades acquired his rights from Kamloops on January 8th.  He has been playing with the MJHL's Dauphin Kings. 

  at 8:32 AM  0 comments       

Sunday, February 23, 2014

Brandon Snaps Winless Streak 

Tim McGauley scored his first career WHL hat-trick

 on Saturday night 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings' eight-game winless streak came to an end with a 7-4 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors on Saturday night.

   Tim McGauley scored his first career WHL hat-trick, with all three of his goals coming as part of a five-goal second period for Brandon.

   "Getting some guys back from injury definitely helped with the offensive ability of our team.  It started against Calgary (on Friday) and guys were going really hard," said McGauley on CKLQ's post-game show, "Tonight, we brought the same mentality into this game and, fortunately, pucks were going into the net for us."

   Jesse Gabrielle added a pair of goals for Brandon while Ryan Pulock had a goal and two assists.

﻿

It was a milestone night for Brandon

 captain Ryan Pulock Saturday 

   Pulock's second period power-play goal was his 20th of the season and 61st of his career, tying Brad McCrimmon's franchise record for career goals by a defenceman. 

  The Grandview, Manitoba product also recorded his 200th career point, becoming the fifth defenceman in Wheat Kings' history to reach that plateau.

   "It was a great goal.  I've seen it before over the course of the four years, more than once, but pretty much a trademark Ryan Pulock goal," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "He was begging for the puck, wanting to shoot it and he scored a great goal as we've seen him do many times."

   Brett Kitt also scored for Brandon while Jordan Papirny made 41 saves in the Wheat Kings' net.

   It was the Wheat Kings' first victory since an 8-1 home-ice win over Swift Current on February 7.

﻿﻿

  "To win this one was huge for our team.  We knew, going into this game, we had to win," said McGauley, "We've lost too many games in a row to lose this.  To win this game was a huge relief for our team and everyone in the room is a lot more confident now."

   Brandon (29-26-6-2) remains two points behind sixth-place Swift Current and moves four points ahead of Prince Albert and Red Deer for the final two playoffs spots in the WHL's Eastern Conference.

   After playing 15 games in 26 days, the Wheat Kings get a bit of break before hosting the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Wednesday night (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

  at 12:12 AM  0 comments       

Saturday, February 22, 2014

Game #63 - Moose Jaw at Wheat Kings (February 22, 2014) 

Goaltenders 

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 24. Jens Meilleur

 6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 21. Tyler Coulter

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 20. Chad Robinson - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 27. Brett Kitt - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - no changes to the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight, meaning D Colton Waltz (suspension), D Rene Hunter (upper body), F Peter Quenneville (lower body) and F Richard Nejezchleb (lower body) remain out.

 - A good omen for Brandon as they attempt to break their eight-game winless streak.  The club is a perfect 7-0-0-0 against the Warriors heading into their eighth and final meeting of the 2013-2014 season tonight.  John Quenneville (5 G, 4 A) and Eric Roy (1 G, 8 A) have nine points each vs. Moose Jaw this season.

 - Tonight's game concludes a busy stretch for the Wheat Kings as they play their 15th game in 26 days.  Brandon won't play again until Wednesday, when they host Lethbridge, so not only will they get a few days off (finally!) but they also won't have to travel.

 - a tough season for the Warriors, who are 15-36-3-6 overall including a 5-15-0-3 record since the Christmas break.  One bright spot is Brayden Point, who is 17th in the WHL in scoring with 69 points.  That's 27 points higher than his closest teammate in the Warriors' scoring race. 

  at 6:43 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings' Comeback Falls Short 

Jayce Hawryluk had a goal and an assist

 in his return to Brandon's lineup Friday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings' comeback attempt came up just short in a 5-4 loss to the Calgary Hitmen on Friday night.

   Jake Virtanen had a goal and two assists to pace the Hitmen offensively, while Jayce Hawryluk had a goal and an assist in his return to the Brandon lineup.

   Brandon trailed 2-0 and 3-1 at the period breaks before coming alive in the third period, outshooting Calgary 17-13 while closing to within a goal three times without ever getting the equalizing goal.

   "Our compete level was higher for sure.  I think we realized that we're just as good as this team out here, and if we work hard we can create chances," said Hawryluk on CKLQ's post-game show, "We did that, and it was a battle until the end."

   Jesse Gabrielle, Quintin Lisoway and Ryan Pulock also scored for the Wheat Kings while Jordan Papirny stopped 39 shots in the Brandon net.

   The loss extended Brandon's winless streak to eight games, but if the third period was any indication, the team looks poisted to break out of their slump in the near future.

   "If you can start the game with some energy, even if you get some stretches in the game that don't go as well as you need to, I think you've always got a game to come back to," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "I thought that was the case tonight in the third.  Guys played really hard, and that part I don't think our guys can be faulted in any way."

   The loss leaves Brandon just two points ahead of Prince Albert and Red Deer for the final two playoff spots in the WHL's Eastern Conference.

   The Wheat Kings continue their home stand by hosting the Moose Jaw Warriors on Saturday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

  at 1:46 AM  0 comments       

Friday, February 21, 2014

Game #62 - Calgary at Wheat Kings (February 21, 2014) 

Goaltenders 

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 24. Jens Meilleur

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 21. Tyler Coulter

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 20. Chad Robinson - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - Well, a case of three in and two out for the Brandon Wheat Kings tonight.  John Quenneville, Jayce Hawryluk and Kord Pankewicz all return from the injury list but Richard Nejezchleb and Rene Hunter go back on.  Brandon will dress 11 forwards and six defencemen, one under the limit.

 - Peter Quenneville (lower body) misses his second straight game and is wearing a walking boot, so his return in the immediate future looks doubtful.  D Colton Waltz serves the second game of his three-game suspension tonight.

 - The Wheat Kings are out to break a seven-game winless streak against one of the WHL's hottest teams in the Calgary Hitmen.  The Hitmen have won eight in a row, outscoring their opponents 48-14 in the process.  Brady Brassart is leading the way offensively, notching 10 goals and 23 points during an 11-game point streak.

 - Brandon forward and Minnedosa product Chad Robinson will play his 250th career WHL game tonight.  Robinson has 28 goals and 95 points in a career split between Brandon and the Red Deer Rebels.

 - Elkhorn product Travis Sanheim plays his first WHL game back in his home province and brings a four-game point streak (0 G, 10 A) into tonight's game.  Sanheim has four goals, 26 points and a +23 rating in 56 games this season.

Friday, February 21, 2014

Rarified Air for Wheat Kings' Pulock 

Ryan Pulock 

   Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock is closing in on a pair of milestones.

   Pulock played his 250th career game Wednesday, and enter the weekend just four points shy of 200 for his career.

   The Grandview, Manitoba product would join Brad McCrimmon, Cam Plante, Burke Henry and Justin Kurtz as the only blueliners to record 200 or more career points in a Wheat Kings' uniform.

   Pulock has been consistent throughout his Brandon career, producing seasons of 42, 60 and 45 points in his first three years and scoring 18 goals and 49 points in 55 games so far in 2013-2014.

   "My first few years, I was able to play with a lot of great players and I think that helped me put up some numbers," said Pulock on Thursday, "I just have to keep working on my game and it's good to be consistent that way, I'm going to just keep working on that for the rest of the year here."

   Pulock also has 59 career goals, and needs to score three more times to pass Brad McCrimmon's franchise record for career goals by a defenceman.

   "When you can hold a record like that, it's something pretty special.  Just who has it right now makes it that much more special," said Pulock, "But, for me, I'm not going to go out there and try and change something to score a bunch of goals.  I'm just going to go out there and play my game and, if I do that, hopefully they'll come."

   Wheat Kings' forward Chad Robinson is also going to hit a milestone on Friday night, playing in his 250th career WHL game.

   Meanwhile, the lineup shuffle could continue for the Wheat Kings when they host the Calgary Hitmen Friday (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   John Quenneville and Jayce Hawryluk both practiced without restrictions Thursday and are expected to return to the lineup tonight.

   Quenneville has missed the last four games and Hawryluk the past three.

   However, Peter Quenneville remains out and Richard Nejezchleb missed practice yesterday after leaving Wednesday's game early.

   In addition, Colton Waltz will miss this weekend's games after his suspension was finalized by the WHL on Thursday.

   Waltz was suspended earlier this week under supplemental discipline for an unpenalized hit on Regina's Dryden Hunt during Monday's loss to the Pats.

   The final sentence is three games, meaning Waltz is eligible to return to Brandon's lineup on Wednesday.

Chaff...F Rihards Bukarts current nine-game point-scoring streak is the longest for any Wheat Kings' player this season...the Wheat Kings are getting an early start on 2014-2015 season tickets, mailing our renewal forms for next season.  Those that renew prior to March 17 will get their season rickets for this year's price plus free tickets for the first two home games (presumably) for his year's playoffs.  For information is available on the Wheat Kings' website at www.wheatkings.com.

  at 8:58 AM  0 comments       

Thursday, February 20, 2014

Poor Start Hurt Wheat Kings 

A second period scramble around he Wheat Kings' goal

 on Wednesday night 

   The Victoria Royals jumped out to a 4-1 first period lead and went on to a 5-3 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings Wednesday night.

   Ryan Pulock, Tyler Coulter and Rihards Bukarts did the goal-scoring for Brandon while Curtis Honey stopped 44 shots in the Wheat Kings' net.

   Pulock opened the scoring 4:42 into the opening period, but the lead was short-lived as Logan Nelson scored just 16 seconds later to even the game 1-1.

   That seemed to take some air out of the Wheat Kings' balloon, and Victoria padded their lead with three more goals in the first period and outshot the Whaet Kings 21-6 in the opening 20 minutes.

   Injuries and a suspension meant Brandon dressed 16 skaters last night and GM/Coach Kelly 

 McCrimmon said on CKLQ's post-game show that the slow start may be attributed to a lack of belief.

   "I don't know if that's a reflection of guys not fully believing that we can get the job done going into the game, if that's why we're a little bit hesitant starting out," said McCrimmon, "For me, we're in our building and I expect to win every single time that we play here, and I expect to have energy to start the game."

   Steven Hodges had a goal and two assists for Victoria, who outshot Brandon 49-26 overall.

   Tyler Soy, Keagan Kanzig and Austin Carroll also scored for the Royals while Patrik Polivka made 23 saves in the Victoria net.

   The victory was the Royals' seventh in a row, eighth straight on the road and left them unbeaten in regulation in 14 straight games (12-0-1-1).

   The loss leaves Brandon (28-25-6-2) winless in their last seven games, and leaves the Wheat Kings seventh in the Eastern Conference, just four points ahead of both Red Deer and Prince Albert.

   "We just have to continue to stay together and work our way out of it," said McCrimmon, "These type of challenges make it hard on people.  You can't give in, you have to keep pressing forward and looking for ways to win, and that's what we expect to do."

   Brandon returns to action Friday night, hosting the Calgary Hitmen (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Bukarts extended his point-streak to nine games with his third period power-play goal (7 G, 5 A)...Brandon F Richard Nejezchleb played sparingly in the second period before leaving the game for good in the second intermission...attendance was a season-low 2,702. 

  at 7:00 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, February 19, 2014

Game #61 - Victoria at Wheat Kings (February 19, 2014) 

Goaltenders 

 35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 24. Jens Meilleur

Forwards

28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 27. Brett Kitt

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 21. Tyler Coulter

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - D Colton Waltz (suspension), D Kord Pankewicz (lower body), F Peter Quenneville (lower body), F John Quenneville (upper body) and F Jayce Hawryluk (lower body) are all out of the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight.  For the second time in three games, Brandon will dress ten forwards and six defencemen for a game, with the difference this time around being that veteran F Jens Meilleur is one of the six blueliners.

 - F Rihards Bukarts returns after missing six games with an upper body injury, and brings an eight-game point streak into tonight's contest (6 G, 5 A).  D Rene Hunter also returns after missing two games with an upper body injury.

 - An injury to Pankewicz and the suspension of Waltz, both of which occurred after the main portion of practice Tuesday, means that any chance of Eric Roy playing forward got put on the back burner pretty fast.

 - Tell-tale sign of the Wheat Kings' chance to break a six-game winless srtreak tonight could come down to this -- Brandon is 23-3-3-0 when scoring four or more goals this season.

 - A pair of former Wheat Kings are in Victoria's lineup in Jordan Fransoo and Jack Palmer.  Fransoo, the Royals' captain, will be my guest in the second intermission show tonight.  Fransoo was dealt by Brandon along with Dakota Conroy and a first round Bantam Draft pick to Victoria on January 9, 2012 for F Kevin Sundher.  The first round pick is current Royals' blueliner Chaz Reddekopp.  Think Brandon would like a do-over on that one?

  at 6:21 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Desperate for Win 

Eric Roy practiced on a line with Tim McGauley and

 Richard Nejezchleb on Tuesday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings will be out to break a six-game winless streak on Wednesday night when they host the Victoria Royals (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   The old adage is that 'desperate times call for desperate measures'.

   After scoring seven goals in the last six games and having a lengthy injury list, the Wheat Kings could be at that point.

   During practice on Tuesday, fourth-year defenceman Eric Roy practiced as a forward on a line with Tim McGauley and Richard Nejezchleb although it was uncertain if he'll be playing in that spot come puck drop on Wednesday night.

   "I used to play forward when I was a first-year bantam," said Roy after Tuesday's session, "It's (Wheat Kings' GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon's) decision today, he wanted me up front and I just go with what he has to say.  I thought it went well, and it was a lot of fun."

   The Wheat Kings' scoring slump is a surprise in some ways, considering they averaged 3.9 goals per game during their first 54 contests.

   However, injuries that have knocked four of their top offensive forwards out of the lineup lately and their power-play has also dried up, going 1-for-25 over the last six games.

   "The team is going through a dry spell up front," added Roy, "If it takes anything to generate offence, I'll listen to what the coaches have to say and just go out there and play my game."

﻿﻿

  Brandon had just two players not participate in practice Tuesday, with leading scorer Jayce Hawryluk (upper body) and Peter Quenneville (lower body) both on the sidelines.

   Quenneville is a new addition to the injury list after being hurt Monday in Regina.

﻿

John Quenneville 

   John Quenneville (upper body) practiced in a no-contact jersey Tuesday while forward Rihards Bukarts and defenceman Rene Hunter both participated fully in practice.

﻿﻿

  Bukarts has missed the last six games with an upper body injury, Hunter the last two.

﻿﻿

  Meanwhile, Wednesday's game will be the first for former Wheat King Jack Palmer against Brandon since being dealt to the Royals on November 6th for a pair of fifth round picks in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft.

   "It should be interesting.  They've had success this year, and so have we so it should be a good game," said Palmer on Tuesday, "Both teams are pretty strong so I'm pretty excited."

   The deal sent Palmer back to his hometown to play, which was the perfect landing spot if he wasn't going to remain in Brandon.

   "I've thought it before and it's definitely a cool experience playing in front of friends and family and living with my family," added Palmer, "It's great, and having home-cooked meals isn't that bad either."

   Palmer has three goals and eight points in 35 games since joining the Royals in early November.

   Former Wheat King Jordan Fransoo also returns to Brandon for the second time since he was dealt to Victoria as part of the Kevin Sundher deal in January of 2012.

   Fransoo first trip back to Brandon came in just his second game as a Royal on January 14, 2012, Victoria's last visit to the Wheat City.

Chaff...three members of the Wheat Kings wree named in the latest Red Line Report, an independant scoutint review.  John Quenneville was ranked 30th, Jayce Hawryluk was ranked 40th and Rihards Bukarts was ranked 96th for the 2014 NHL Draft...the Canadian Hockey League has signed a 12-year agreement with Sportsnet, giving the sports network broadcast rights for the CHL and the Memorial Cup through 2025-26...Greg Gatto was fired as head coach at the University of Lethbridge on Tuesday after nine seasons on the job.  Gatto, a former Wheat Kings' player, led the Pronghorns to a 7-18-3 record this season. 

  at 7:45 AM  0 comments       

Waltz Suspended by WHL 

Colton Waltz 

   Brandon Wheat Kings' defenceman Colton Waltz has been suspended by the Western Hockey League.

   The suspension comes under supplemental discipline for an unpenalized hit on Regina forward Dryden Hunt during the first period of Monday's loss to the Pats.

   Reports are Hunt suffered a concussion on the play.

   The length of Waltz's suspension has not been set.

Tuesday, February 18, 2014

Wheat Kings' Licence Plates Unveiled 

  Wheat Kings' fans will now be able to show their support on their bumpers.

   Manitoba Public Insurance has unveiled a Wheat Kings' specialty plate, which will be available beginning on Monday (February 24th).

   "We've been asked ever since the first specialty licence plates came out," said Wheat Kings' owner and governor Kelly McCrimmon at a media conference Tuesday, "As its gone along with the Bombers, the Jets, Goldeyes, firefighters, Provincial Curling, more and more fans were wondering when we were going to get one."

   The plate will cost 70 dollars, with 30 dollars of that fee going toward the Brandon Humane Society.

   "We get no sort of municipal grants or government grants.  We're solely through fundraising and the community is so supportive, along with the businesses," said Brandon Humane Society president Darren Creighton, "This just helps so much, keeps us going, keeps the lights going, helps with the animals and everything that comes with it."

   The Wheat Kings' plate is the seventh specialty plate issued by the province.

   "To be connected with the Wheat Kings, it's such a great organization and community supporters,"

 added Creighton, "It's such a unique endeavor to have the licence plates and to be associated with that first time endeavor, we couldn't ask for anything more and we're so thankful to be involved."

   Wheat Kings' fans will be able to visit any of Manitoba's more than 300 Autopac agents to purchase their plates. 

  at 1:20 PM  0 comments       

Monday, February 17, 2014

Brandon Blanked in Regina 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings’ winless streak hit six games Monday with a 4-0 loss to the Regina Pats.

  Daniel Wapple stopped 23 shots for the shutout in the Regina net while Dyson Stevenson had two goals and an assist to spark the Pats offensively.

  “Our score today we reflective of our shots, how few we had, how few second shots we had, and I think it was also a reflection of how many quality scoring chances that we had,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “I think it also really spoke to the ineffectiveness of our power-play.”

  Brandon went 0-for-5 with the man advantage, leaving the Wheat Kings 1-for-25 in the last six games – a stretch that has seen Brandon score just seven times overall.

  “When you’re on the power-play in the second period and you have ten shots on the shot clock, I think you have to look to get some pucks to the goal with some traffic and some second chances, and we don’t like to do that,” said McCrimmon, “We like to be fancy on our power-play, and it’s not getting the job done for us as a result.”

  Carter Hansen and Morgan Klimchuk also scored for the Pats, who took over sole possession of first-place in the WHL’s East Division.

  Regina is two points ahead of Swift Current and four points ahead of Brandon in the race for top spot.

  The Broncos fell 3-1 to Prince Albert on Monday.

  Brandon’s next game is Wednesday, as they’ll open a four-game home stand by hosting the Victoria Royals.

  The Wheat Kings will close out the regular season with eight of their final 12 games on home-ice.

  at 9:43 PM  0 comments       

Game #60 - Brandon at Regina (February 17, 2014) 

Goaltenders 

 33. Jordan Papirny

35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 5. Colton Waltz

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 21. Tyler Coulter - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - Richard Nejezchleb and Rene Hunter are both scheduled to return to the Wheat Kings' lineup this afternoon after missing Saturday's game with lower and upper body injuries respectively.  However, Brandon remains without Jayce Hawryluk (lower body), John Quenneville (upper body) and Rihards Bukarts (upper body).

 **UPDATE**  Hunter (upper body) was scratched following warmup.

 - The Wheat Kings are on a season-high five-game winless streak heading into today's contest.  They've scored seven goals in those five games, with their power-play going 1-for-20 after that span.  Injuries mean you can't expect Brandon to score at their usual pace, but history tells us that scoring at least four goals will go a long way today.  The Wheat Kings are 23-3-3-0 this season when scoring four or more goals (5-20-3-2 when they don't).

 - Jordan Papirny has allowed three or fewer goals in 13 of his last 14 starts, and has a 2.24 GAA and .923 SPCT along with a 7-2-2 record since the Christmas break.  He'll get the start in goal for Brandon today.

 - The Wheat Kings enter the game sitting two points behind the Pats and Swift Current, who are tied for top spot in the WHL's East Division.  The Broncos are hosting Prince Albert in one of the other four games in the WHL on Monday.

 - The Pats are 6-2-0-1 in their last nine games.

  at 1:20 PM  0 comments       

Saturday, February 15, 2014

Ice Dump Short-Staffed Wheat Kings 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings winless streak hit five games Saturday night with a 5-2 loss to the Kootenay Ice.

  Jaedon Descheneau had a goal and three assists for the Ice, who jumped out to a 4-2 first period lead and then completed the scoring with an empty-net goal in the final minute.

  "I feel like we gave up too many shots to Kootenay," said Brandon defenceman Colton Waltz when discussing the first period on CKLQ's post-game show, "They have high offensive talent up front.  We gave up too many shots, 21 against, and the different in the game was a power-play goal against and they also managed to get a shorthanded one on us and that, ultimately, was a margin we couldn't make up."

  Ryan Pulock and Jens Meilleur scored the goals for the Wheat Kings, who played with four of the top seven scorers in Jayce Hawryluk, John Quenneville, Richard Nejezchleb and Rihards Bukarts.

  20-year old defenceman Rene Hunter also missed the game because of an upper body injury.

  There were no additions to the Brandon lineup, meaning the Wheat Kings dressed ten forwards and six defencemen for the contest.

  "I know guys worked hard all night.  I don't think the loss had anything to do with lack of effort.  We had effort all night from all the guys in the lineup," added Waltz, "I know there are some situations when you do want to conserve energy, just being shortstaffed.  It was just a situation where we got down two goals, and we got that extra push in the last two periods."

  Curtis Honey started and allowed all four first period goals before being replaced by rookie Jordan Papirny, who stopped all 22 shots he faced over the final 40 minutes.

  MacKenzie Skapski stopped 28 shots in the Kootenay net.

  Brandon (28-23-6-2) is now seventh in the Eastern Conference and third in the East Division.

  However, the Wheat Kings remain just two points behind Swift Current and Regina, who are tied for top spot in the East Division.

  The Broncos edged the Pats 4-3 in a shootout on Saturday night.

  Brandon will visit Regina on Monday afternoon (1:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...the Westman products on the Kootenay blueline had a good night, with Virden product Landon Peel had two assists and was +1 on Saturday while Brandon product Landon Cross had one assist and was +2...Kootenay's Sam Reinhart extended his point streak to 17 games with a goal and an assist.

  at 11:56 PM  0 comments       

Gme #59 - Kootenay at Wheat Kings (February 15, 2014) 

Goaltenders 

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 5. Colton Waltz

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - Rene Hunter (upper body), Richard Nejezchleb and Jayce Hawryluk join a Wheat Kings' injury list that already included John Quenneville (upper body) and Rihards Bukarts (upper body).  That means Brandon will be playing without four of their top seven scorers in Saturday's contest.

 - Playing without a combined 89 goals and 186 points (the combined total for Hawryluk, Quenneville, Nejezchleb and Bukarts) won't make it any easier on a Brandon offence that has scored two or fewer goals in five of the last six games.

 - One player that may be able to help the Wheat Kings' offence is Quintin Lisoway.  He picked up two assists in Friday's loss and has three goals and six points in the last eight games.

 - Brandon's chief rivals in the East Division go head-to-head tonight as Regina hosts Swift Current.  The Pats are leading the Division by one point over the Wheat Kings and Broncos going into tonight's contest.

 - Virden product and Kootenay defenceman Landon Peel will guest during the second intermission of tonight's contest.  Peel has three goals, 14 points and a +3 rating in 54 games with the Ice this year.  I had the unfortunate embarrassment of referring to him as 'Jeff' at one point in the interview, which is Landon's older brother.   Ooops!   Luckily, Landon was good humoured about my error!!

Friday, February 14, 2014

Ice Edge Brandon in Shootout 

Brett Kitt had both Brandon goals on Friday night 

   A better performance but still a loss for the Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday night, dropping a 3-2 shootout decision to the Kootenay Ice.

   Brett Kitt scored both goal for the Wheat Kings, doubling his season total, while Jordan Papirny stopped 33 shots in the Brandon net.

   After generating just 72 shots on goal in their previous three games combined, the Wheat Kings threw 34 shots at Kootenay netminder MacKenzie Skapski and while generating offensive chances more readily.

   "The 65 minutes ahead of it remain unchanged, whether we won the shootout or didn't, so I think that's how you have to look at the game," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "I think, for the most part, we did a lot of things that we set out to do and disappointed that we didn't get the overtime win."

   Extra time continues to be unkind to Brandon, who have lost eight of their 12 games that have been deciding in overtime or a shootout this season.

   Kitt's performance was another positive for the Wheat Kings.

   The Brandon product had been out of Wheat Kings' lineup for 11 of their previous 14 games.

   "You just have to be positive all the time.  It's tough not being in the lineup every night, but when I get a chance like this, I'm always looking to step up and tonight I stepped up, " said Kitt, who scored for the first time since November 29th, "Obviously it sucks that we didn't win, but it's kind of nice to get the monkey off the back."

   Quintin Lisoway assisted on both Brandon goals, giving him five points in the last five games.

   The Wheat Kings (28-22-6-2) are now tied with Swift Current for second-place in the WHL's East Division, one point behind the front-running Regina Pats.

   The Pats edged Prince Albert 5-4 in a shootout Friday while the Broncos fell 7-3 on home ice to the Medicine Hat Tigers.

   Brandon will host Kootenay again on Saturday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

  at 11:45 PM  0 comments       

Game #58 - Kootenay at Wheat Kings (February 14, 2014) 

Goaltenders 

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 21. Tyler Coulter - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 27. Brett Kitt

Notes

 - F John Quenneville (upper body) and F Rihards Bukarts (upper body) are both out of the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight.  The third and final Brandon scratch will be determined after warmup.

 - The absence of Quenneville (47 points) and Bukarts (43 points) won't make it any easier for Brandon to create more offense, but they'll need to do exactly that.  Brandon has scored two or fewer goals in four of their last five games, and has just 74 shots on goal in their last three games (all losses).  Wheat Kings' assistant coach David Anning says one of their keys is getting more pucks on net, and getting into the 'hard areas' of the ice (ie: front of the net) in collecting loose pucks and rebounds.

 - Jordan Papirny gets the start in goal for Brandon.  The rookie has allowed three of fewer goals in 11 of his last 12 starts, with a 2.29 GAA and .921 SPCT in those 12 games.

 - Brandon is in the midst of playing 15 games in 26 days, with Friday's game the 10th of those contests.  Brandon is 2-5-1-1 in the first nine games of the stretch.

 - The Ice include a pair of Westman products in Brandon's Landon Cross and Virden's Landon Peel. Cross has seven assists and is -3 in 44 games since joining Kootenay in an early season trade from Kamloops. Peel has three goals, 14 points and a +3 rating in 51 games. 

  at 6:51 PM  0 comments       

Thursday, February 13, 2014

Ex Wheat King Net OT Winner 

Quintin Lisoway 

  Overtime continues to be very unkind for the Brandon Wheat Kings.

  Former Wheat Kings Taylor Cooper scored 20 seconds into extra time as the Lethbridge Hurricanes downed Brandon 3-2 on Wednesday night, leaving the Wheat Kings with just two wins in eight games decided in overtime this season.

  Quintin Lisoway sent the game into overtime by scoring his seventh goal of the season With 4:16 left in the third period.

  “We didn’t give up a lot in the way of chances, which is something that we talked about,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “They had six shots in the first, six shots in the second so we hadn’t given a lot up.  The third was a little more open, both ways, and it was a pretty evenly played game.”

  A Richard Nejezchleb power-play goal late in the first period gave Brandon a 1-0 lead, a lead that held up until the Hurricanes tied it on Riley Sheen’s goal 8:40 into the third period.

  Brady Ramsay then gave the Hurricanes a 2-1 lead 3:03 later.

  “We had stretches in the game tonight where we just didn’t shoot the puck,” added McCrimmon, “We had some great looks, particularly in the second period where we missed some wide open nets on what would have been, you would think, pretty easy goals for our team.  So, some of those things bit us a little bit as well.”

  Jordan Papirny stopped 23 shots in the Brandon net while Teagan Sacher made 25 saves for Lethbridge.

  The Wheat Kings do earn a single point, and are now tied with Regina for second-place in the East Division, one point behind first-place Swift Current.

  Brandon returns home to face the Kootenay Ice on Friday and Saturday (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Brandon F John Quenneville left Wednesday’s game in the second period and did not return...Wednesday’s game was the fourth time in five games that Brandon had been held to two goals or less...Nejezchleb's goal was his 29th of the season, breaking the Wheat Kings' unofficial single season record for goals by an import that had been held by Juraj Simek, who scored 28 times in 2006-2007.

  at 9:53 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, February 12, 2014

Game #57 - Brandon at Lethbridge (February 12, 2014) 

Nick Walters (left) and Taylor Cooper play first game vs. Brandon tonight. 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

28. Quintin Lisoway - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - The term 'gut-check time' might apply to the Brandon Wheat Kings entering Wednesday's game.  Brandon has lost six of their last eight games, and have won just three of 12 road games since the Christmas break.

 - Rihards Bukarts (upper body) misses his third straight game while Jesse Gabrielle is also out tonight for Brandon.  The Wheat Kings final scratch will be determined following the pre-game warmup.

 - This is the first game between Brandon and Lethbridge since the November 16th blockbuster that saw the Wheat Kings acquire Ryan Pilon and prospect Colt Conrad from the Hurricanes for Nick Walters, Taylor Cooper and prospect Tanner Browne.  Pilon and Walters will be among the guests on our pre-game show on CKLQ.

 - Quick, name the three former Wheat Kings that are playing at 2014 Olympics in Sochi.  If you said Milan Bartovic (Slovakia), Ole-Kristian Tollefsen (Norway) and Gerhard Unterluggauer (Austria), give yourself a pat on the back.

 - Did you know...Brandon is 25-3-0-0 when allowing three of fewer goals; 21-4-3-0 when scoring first; 10-3-5-1 in one-goal games; 24-2-4-0 when leading or tied after two periods; 10-8-2-1 in 21 games since the Christmas break and 7-8-2-1 vs. Central Division opponents this season.

  at 7:18 PM  0 comments       

Tigers Tame Wheat Kings 

Richard Nejezchleb scored Brandon's only goal Tuesday. 

  Miles Koules had two goals and two assists to pace the Medicine Hat Tigers to a 6-1 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Tuesday night.

  Anthony Ast also scored twice for Medicine Hat while Richard Nejezchleb scored the lone goal for Brandon.

  The Wheat Kings found themselves down 3-1 by the first period marketing timeout, a poor start Brandon never seemed to fully recover from.

  “I thought our start to the game was very poor,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Very disappointed that we didn’t have more pace and work ethic to our game than we did.  We had all kinds of penalty trouble, which is rarely an issue for our team.  We had four penalty-kills in the first period, and were within two seconds of killing all four to stay in the game.”

  The Wheat Kings had a little offensive push in the second period but were unable to score the 3-2 goal, and any thoughts of a Brandon comeback were likely extinguished when Koules’ scored his first goal with 3:38 left in the middle frame.

  The loss was Brandon’s sixth in eight games and leaves the Wheat Kings still two points behind first-place Swift Current in the WHL’s East Division.

  “There’s no quick solution, you have to work your way out of it,” said McCrimmon, “We have put ourselves in a spot where our team isn’t playing well, and I think we have to have a better team effort than what we’re getting and I think we have to have a better work ethic than what we’ve seen here the last few times out.”

  The Wheat Kings conclude their three-game road trip by visiting the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Wednesday (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Tuesday, February 11, 2014

Game #56 - Brandon at Medicine Hat (February 11, 2014) 

Jens Meilleur focuses on the Wheat Kings' bench prior to Tuesday's game. 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - F Rihards Bukarts (upper body) misses his second straight game for Brandon while Kord Pankewicz (healthy) and Braylon Shmyr (healthy) are the Wheat Kings' other scratches tonight.

 - The Wheat Kings are 25-3-0-0 this season when allowing three or fewer goals but, interestingly enough, two of those three losses have come in the last week.  Brandon fell 3-2 on home-ice to Medicine Hat last Wednesday and dropped a 3-0 decision in Swift Current on Sunday night.

 - Richard Nejezchleb (27) and Rihards Bukarts (21) are the first imports to hit 20+ plus goals in the same season with the Wheat Kings since the CHL Import Draft began.  Nejezchleb also enters tonight's game one goal shy of Brandon's 'club record' for goals by an import player, 28, set by Juraj Simek in 2006-2007.

 - Speaking of records, Brandon captain Ryan Pulock enters tonight's game with 193 career points, seven points shy of the 200 plateau.  Only four defencemen in Wheat Kings' history have hit 200 career points -- Brad McCrimmon (279), Cam Plante (248), Burke Henry (207) and Justin Kurtz (200).

 - Medicine Hat returns home after a successful East Division road trip, during which they were 3-1-0-0 including last Wednesday's 3-2 win in Brandon.  The Tigers, however, have been a just above .500 team so far in the second half, going 11-9-0-0 since the Christmas break.  By comparison, Brandon is 10-7-2-1 in 20 games in the second half.

  at 7:10 PM  0 comments       

Monday, February 10, 2014

Road Trip Continues Tuesday 

Jens Meilleur 

  Another day, another opportunity at first-place for the Brandon Wheat Kings on Tuesday night.

  The Wheat Kings continue their three-game road trip by visiting the Medicine Hat Tigers, with a victory moving Brandon back into a tie with idle Swift Current for first-place in the WHL’s East Division.

  Unfortunately for the Wheat Kings, the road hasn’t been overly kind in the second half.

  The team having collected just three wins in 11 road games (3-5-2-1) since the Christmas break, although they’ve had opportunities in nearly every one of those contests to come out on top.

  “I think we have to play a grittier, 60-minute road game,” said fourth-year Wheat Kings’ forward Jens Meilleur, “We have to be expecting a 3-2, 2-1 win, and be a lot harder on our opponents.”

  As the race for top spot hits the final quarter of the season (Brandon has 17 games left including Tuesday’s contest), the theme of being a little grittier seems to have come to the forefront for the Wheat Kings.

  “We have to go out there, and each guy get three hits.  It’s not one guy getting 15, it’s everybody and that’ll wear teams down by the third period,” said Meilleur, “You don’t have to go looking for them, and you don’t have to put them through the boards but you have to bump them, hit them and let them know you’re there.”

  The Wheat Kings enter Tuesday’s game two points behind the front-running Broncos with two games in hand.

  Those two games in hand will be the contest in Medicine Hat and Wednesday’s affair in Lethbridge, as Swift Current is idle until Friday night.

  at 9:42 PM  0 comments       

Sunday, February 9, 2014

Wheat Kings Blanked in Speedy Creek 

Curtis Honey makes one of his 32 saves in Sunday night. 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings were shut out for the first time this season, dropping a 3-0 decision to the Swift Current Broncos on Sunday night.

  Eetu Laurikainen recorded his fourth shutout of the season in the Swift Current net while Brycen Martin scored a pair of goals for the Broncos, who scored all three of their goals in the second period.

  Brandon generated just 24 shots on goal in the contest while going 0-for-8 on the power-play.

  “I thought it was just an extension of our game.  I don’t think we paid a price to win at all in tonight’s game,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “Those same ten guys that we praise on nights when our power-play is good should be looking in the mirror tonight because our power-play was very poor, to the point where it spilled over and affected our game.”

  Not only were the Wheat Kings unable to score with the man advantage, they also surrendered a shorthanded goal.

  That goal by Swift Current’s Nathan Burns 1:47 into the middle frame opened the scoring and proved to be the game-winning goal for the Broncos.

  It’s the second time in a week that the Wheat Kings have struggled to generate offence in a game, a rare occurance for a team that is currently fourth in the WHL, averaging 3.8 goals per game.

  “There’s times in the game when there’s two teams and one puck,” added McCrimmon, “You can talk systems to death, and structure and different types of things that you incorporate into your team play but there comes a time when you have to win some battles, and I thought we were limp with that part of it.”

  Curtis Honey stopped 32 shots in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  The loss drops Brandon (28-21-5-1) two points behind Swift Current in the race for first-place in the East Division, with the Wheat Kings having two games in hand.

  Brandon continues their road trip Tuesday night when they visit the Medicine Hat Tigers (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

  at 11:33 PM  0 comments       

Game #55 - Brandon at Swift Current (February 9, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 10. Kord Pankewicz

Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 21. Tyler Coulter - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren

Notes

 - Rihards Bukarts (upper body) will not be in the Wheat Kings' lineup for tonight's first-place showdown with Swift Current.  Braylon Shmyr (healthy) will also be out, with Brandon's final scratch to come after warmup. **UPDATE: Brett Kitt was Brandon's final scratch**

 - With Bukarts out, Tyler Coulter moves into the left-wing on a line with Chad Robinson and Jens Meilleur.  Coulter had a bit of a hot streak in December and early January but has slowed down offensively lately, producing just one assist in his last eight games. 

 - This is the fourth straight head-to-head game between the Broncos and Wheat Kings that's been for first-place.  Games on January 17, January 22 and this past Friday (February 7) have also resulted in the winner being atop the East Division.

 - Look for Brandon to draw from experience heading into this contest.  The Wheat Kings blasted Regina 8-0 in their first game after Christmas, and then went into Regina the following night and lost 8-4.  Being unprepared or thinking it was going to be easy was part of the issue that night, but don't look for a repeat after Friday's 8-1 victory over Swift Current.

 - Former Wheat King Geordie Maguire (mono) misses his sixth straight game for Swift Current while Bobby Zinkan sits his second game of a three-game suspension for coming off the bench and getting involved in an altercation on Friday night.  Dakota Odgers was also suspended, for one game, for the same reason and incident and served his one-game suspension last night.  Tonight, he sits as, presumably, a healthy scratch. 

  at 6:12 PM  0 comments       

Saturday, February 8, 2014

Nejezchleb Breaks Out of Mini-Slump 

Richard Nejezchleb 

   Brandon import Richard Nejezchleb appears to have broken out of a mini-scoring slump this week.

   Nejezchleb had two goals and three points in the last two games, breaking a four-game pointless and six-game goalless streak for the Wheat Kings' top goal-scorer this season.

   "It was actually nice to score against Medicine Hat (on Wednesday)," said Nejezchleb after Brandon's practice on Saturday, "I tried to not think about it and help team in other ways.  Good defensive play, try to make simple plays and it worked out for me."

   Nejezchleb has a team-high 27 goals and 44 points in 51 games this season but hadn't experienced a similar slump to the one he broke out of Wednesday through the first 2/3's of the season.

   "I think I had lots of chances," added Nejezchleb, "I play with good players, they always find me and I just wasn't able to put the puck in the net."

   The Wheat Kings are hoping the re-emergence of Nejezchleb continues on Sunday, when they club opens a three-game road trip in Swift Current.

   Brandon is coming off an 8-1 home-ice victory over the Broncos on Friday night, bringing back memories of another situation where they played a team back-to-back and beat them handily the first time out.

   "After Christmas break, we beat Regina 8-0 and then we went into their barn and got beat up badly (8-4)," said Nejezchleb, "We have set our mind that it's not going  to be easy.  We have to take it like a playoff game and just start from begining, play simply, get pucks deep and find a way to win."

   The Wheat Kings will also visit Medicine Hat on Tuesday and Lethbridge on Wednesday as part of their three-game road trip.

Chaff...The WHL fined Swift Current $500 and suspended Broncos' D Bobby Zinkan for three games and Swift Current F Dakota Odgers for one game for the third period incident Friday in Brandon.  Zinkan and Odgers both came off the bench and were involved in a scrum on the ice, with Zinkan fighting Brandon F Jesse Gabrielle...Broncos beat Moose Jaw 6-3 Saturday to pull back into a tie with Brandon for first-place in the WHL's East Division.

Saturday, February 8, 2014

Wheat Kings Put Up Eight Spot, Take Over First 

Tim McGauley had a goal and an assist on Friday and has

 16 points in his last 11 games 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings moved into sole possession of first-place in the WHL's Esat Division with an 8-1 victory over Swift Current on Friday night.

   Richard Nejezchleb had two goals and an assist for the Wheat Kings with Jayce Hawryluk adding a goal and helpers in tying Brandon's biggest offensive output of the season.

   It comes after one of the Wheat Kings least offensive outputs, a two-goal, 23 shot effort in Wednesday's 3-2 loss to Medicine Hat.

   "Our speed and our energy was so much different than Wednesday," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "When it was all said and done that night, I really felt like it was like that first game back after long road trip.  We just didn't have any jump.  I expected that our team was going to be better tonight and I thought that we were."

   "It left a little sour feeling in our stomach there after we lost to Medicine Hat," added Tim McGauley, who had a goal and an assist, "So, we came into this game knowing that we really had to get this win.  All the boys knew that this was a huge game for us.  Everyone was focused before the game, we came out here and played our hardest and got the result we wanted."

   John Quenneville had a goal and an assist in his return to the Brandon lineup after a six-game absence while Quintin Lisoway also had a goal and an assist, with Eric Roy and Jesse Gabrielle scoring the other Wheat Kings' goals.

   The victory moves Brandon two points ahead of Swift Current and three points ahead of idle Regina in the race for first-place in the WHL's East Division.

   "We knew this a huge game for us coming in," said McGauley, "Of course, take the lead in the standings so we came out expecting to play our hardest game and we, obviously played a great game, each and every one of us."

   Brandon is idle Saturday before opening a three-game road trip by visiting Swift Current on Sunday (6:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...Rihards Bukarts extended his point-scoring streak to eight games with pair of assists while Peter Quenneville also had two assists...Curtis Honey stopped 24 of 25 shots in the Wheat Kings' net...Swift Current D Bobby Zinkan could be facing a possible suspension after coming off the bench and getting involved in a fight with Wheat Kings' F Jesse Gabrielle with three minutes left in the third period.  That could also result in a possible suspension for Broncos' GM/Coach Mark Lamb.

  at 12:19 AM  0 comments       

Friday, February 7, 2014

Game #54 - Swift Current at Wheat Kings (February 7, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

 Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 28. Quintin Lisoway - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - John Quenneville will return to the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight after missing six games with an upper body injury while Rene Hunter has back after missing Wednesday's loss to Medicine Hat.  Brandon's scratches tonight are Kord Pankewicz, Braylon Shmyr and Brett Kitt.

 - Rihards Bukarts brings a seven-game point streak into Friday's, registering nine points (6 G, 3 A) in that span.  Bukarts is tied for 3rd in rookie scoring in the WHL with 41 points (21 G, 20 A) while teammate Peter Quenneville is 5th in rookie scoring with 40 points (16 G, 24 A).  Quenneville had an eight-game point streak end Wednesday against Medicine Hat.

 - The Wheat Kings' power-play has scored at least one goal in ten consecutive games, going 13-for-44 (29.5%) in that span.  Brandon is currently second in the WHL in power-play success rate at 25.3%.  The last time the Wheat Kings had the WHL's #1-ranked power-play at the end of the season was 2004-2005.

 - Despite being tied for first-place in the East Division, both the Wheat Kings and Swift Current have struggled as of late.  Brandon has lost five of their last seven games (2-3-1-1) while the Broncos have lost seven of their last ten contests (3-5-1-1).

 - Swift Current has some top offensive weopons, but it's been a little bit of a struggle lately for the Broncos as far as scoring goals is concerned.  Swift Current has scored 16 goals in their last six games, scoring two or fewer goals in four of those contests.

  at 6:39 PM  0 comments       

Thursday, February 6, 2014

Quenneville Set to Return 

John Quenneville is expected to return

 to Brandon's lineup Friday after a

 six-game absence 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings are expected to get one of their key players back on Friday night when they entertain the Swift Current Broncos (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   John Quenneville has missed the last six games with an upper body injury but practiced without restrictions on Thursday, skating on a regular line with Jayce Hawryluk and Jesse Gabrielle.

   “It’s been a long time coming, I’ve really missed the game and I just want to play,” said Quenneville on Thursday, “My injury is 100 per cent now, and my game is back to where it was before I got hurt so I feel good.”

   Quenneville was leading the Wheat Kings in scoring when he was injured back on January 22, scoring 21 goals and 45 points in 46 games.

   Friday’s game is a first-place showdown, with Brandon and Swift Current tied atop the East Division and meeting twice in the next three days.

   The Wheat Kings are 2-2-1-0 in five matchups with the Broncos so far this season but have just one win in three home games versus Swift Current.

   “We’re best against them when we get pucks on goal and really give their goaltender a tough time,” said Quenneville, “I think if we do that Friday night, I think we’ll be fine.”

   The Wheat Kings are coming off a 3-2 home-ice loss to Medicine Hat on Wednesday night, which was Brandon’s fifth loss in their last seven games.

   “(Wednesday), we had a really good chance to get ahead in the standings and we played a pretty bad game out there,” added centre Tim McGauley, “We just have to make sure we come to the rink, play 100 per cent, put all our effort into the game and I think we’ll be fine.”

   20-year old defenceman Rene Hunter also practiced on Thursday after missing Wednesday’s loss to Medicine Hat.

  at 4:56 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Offense Grounded 

Richard Nejezchleb snapped a

 six-game goalless streak 

   It's not often the Brandon Wheat Kings have trouble creating offense, but that was the case Wednesday night in a 3-2 loss to the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers.

   The Wheat Kings generated just 23 shots on goal, their second lowest total of the season, and never led in the contest.

   "I don't think we got pucks behind as much as we could have.  Our coaching staff really stressed getting the pucks behind the D and getting in on the forecheck and then putting pucks on net, and I don't think we did enough of that," said Brandon centre Ryley Lindgren on CKLQ's post-game show, "They have a good goaltender and I don't think we tested him enough and I think if we did that, it might have been a different outcome."

   Cole Sanford opened the scoring for Medicine Hat just over six minutes into the first period, with Brandon tying the game on a Richard Nejezchleb power-play goal at the 11:30 mark.

   That goal broke a six-game goalless drought for Nejezchleb, and was just his third in the last 11 games.

   Medicine Hat's Trevor Cox scored the only goal of the second period to give the Tigers a 2-1 lead, and then Cox notched his second of the game just 19 seconds into the third period to make it 3-1.

   Jayce Hawryluk got Brandon to within a goal at 6:03 of the final frame but the Wheat Kings couldn't produce the equalizer despite having a pair of power-play chances in the final 10:44 of the third period.

   "I'm also a very strong proponent of measuring power-play opportunities when they're really at key times of the game," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, "For me, there's a big difference tonight in the third period with two opportunities where we don't score.  I think that really hurt our team."

   Jordan Papirny stopped 26 shots in suffering his first loss in a starting assignment since December 6th, while Marek Langhamer made 21 saves in the Medicine Hat goal.

   Brandon remains tied with Swift Current for first-place in the East Division and drops five points behind the Tigers for fourth-place in the Eastern Conference.

   The Wheat Kings will host the Broncos on Friday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Medicine Hat's top line of Curtis Valk, Trevor Cox and Cole Sanford combined for three goals and four assists...Brandon went 1-for-4 on the power-play, giving the team at least one power-play goal in ten consecutive games...Peter Quenneville's eight-game point scoring streak came to an end Wednesday while Rihards Bukarts extended his streak to seven straight games...attendance was 2,825, the smallest crowd of the season.

  at 7:22 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, February 5, 2014

Game 53 - Medicine Hat at Wheat Kings (February 5, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 5. Colton Waltz

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz

 Forwards

12. Jesse Gabrielle - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 21. Tyler Coulter - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

Notes

 - John Quenneville (upper body) misses his sixth straight game tonight but is listed as day-to-day on this week's WHL Injury Report, meaning there's a good chance he'll return this weekend.  D Rene Hunter (undisclosed) and F Brett Kitt (healthy) are Brandon's other scratches.

 - The Wheat Kings have scored at least one power-play goal in nine consecutive games, going 12-for-40 (30.0%) in the span.  Brandon has the second-ranked power-play in the WHL this season at 25.3%.  The Wheat Kings haven`t had the top power-plain the WHL since 2004-2005, when led by Eric Fehr and Ryan Stone, they finished at 24.3%.

 - Brandon is 8-1-1-0 in their last ten home games and, at 16-6-2-0 this season, are one of just seven WHL teams with a .700 winning percentage or better on home-ice this season.

 - Peter Quenneville carries an eight-game point streak into tonight`s contest, having scored five goals and 13 points in that span.  It`s the longest point streak for any Brandon player this season.  Rihards Bukarts has a six-game point streak intact (6 G, 2 A).

 - On the other side of the coin, Richard Nejezchleb went pointless on Brandon`s four-game road trip last week and has just two goals and four points in his last ten games.

Wednesday, February 5, 2014

Big Week Opens for Wheat Kings 

Ryley Lindgren 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings look for their ninth win in 11 games Wednesday night when they entertain the Medicine Hat Tigers (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   The Wheat Kings will be without top centre John Quenneville for the sixth straight game, although he did practice in a no-contact jersey on Tuesday.

   Rookie Ryley Lindgren has seen more ice-time with the Wheat Kings during Quenneville's absence, and he's enjoying the extra responsibility.

   "It's something I've been looking forward to for a long-time now.  I'm just waiting my time out here and I finally got the opportunity, unfortunately, with Johnny going down here," said Lindgren after practice on Tuesday, "It was a chance for someone to step up and I wanted to be that guy so I'm just trying to do my best and help the guys get two points."

   Lindgren was initially playing on a line with Jayce Hawryluk and Richard Nejezchleb after Quenneville went down, but has bounced around with some other players in the last couple of Brandon games.

   The East St. Paul, Manitoba product says he tries to maintain his same game regardless of who his linemates are.

   "I just try to play the same game every day.  I want to be consistent in the league," said Lindgren, "I just keep skating, keep shooting the puck, keep moving my feet and, hopefully, things work out."

   Brandon enters the game tied with Swift Current for first-place in the East Division and three points behind Medicine Hat for fourth-place in the Eastern Conference after the Broncos lost 5-2 in Prince Albert on Tuesday while the Tigers were 4-1 winners in Regina.

   The Wheat Kings open a home-and-home with Swift Current Friday and then visit Medicine Hat on Tuesday, making this next week a pretty important one for the club.

   "We're fighting for top spot in our division, obviously with Swift Current right there with is, and Medicine Hat right ahead of us for home positioning in the top four in the Conference," said Brandon defenceman Colton Waltz, "So, huge games and very tough opponents."

   Brandon brings a 27-19-5-1 record into Tuesday's game including a 16-6-2-0 home-ice record.

   The Wheat Kings are one of seven WHL teams with a .700 or better winning percentage on home ice and have gone 8-1-1-0 in their last ten home games.

Chaff...the annual CKLQ Wheat Kings' Sportsman's Dinner takes place on Thursday, with Hockey Hall of Famer Bryan Trottier and Gord Stellick the guest speakers.  Stellick will be my guest on the second intermission of Wednesday night's Wheat Kings' broadcast on CKLQ...the WHL Goaltender of the Month is Winnipeg Jets' draft pick Eric Comrie (kom-ree).  The Tri-City Americans' netminder had an 8-2-1 record with a 1.35 goals against average and .962 save percentage in 11 appearances last month...the WHL Player of the Month is Todd Fiddler of the Prince George Cougars.  Fiddler amassed 16 goals and 29 points in 14 games in January.

  at 8:32 AM  0 comments       

Monday, February 3, 2014

Pulock Named Wheat Kings' POM 

Ryan Pulock 

(courtesy www.wheatkings.com)

Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries, in association with the Brandon Wheat Kings have announced that 19-year old captain Ryan Pulock has been chosen the Western Hockey League club’s IMPACT Player of the Month for January.

A first round draft choice (15th overall) of the New York Islanders in the 2013 National Hockey League Draft in New Jersey, Pulock finished second in team scoring last month with three goals, thirteen points and a plus-3 ranking in eleven games.

A 19-year old native of Grandview, Manitoba, Pulock is averaging close to a point per game this season, having scored sixteen goals and 44 points in 46 games. The WHL all star is currently eighth in scoring among WHL blueliners. As well, he has been a steady influence on second year partner Ryan Pilon.

“Going into the Christmas break, I don’t think I was playing the best hockey,” Pulock recently told CKLQ’s Bruce Luebke. “Over Christmas, I forgot about it (World Junior Hockey Championships), re-focused and came back. I’m happy about my game. I feel good, I’m just looking forward to winning games down the stretch and then making a good playoff push.”

“Overall, I’m playing better – even in the defensive zone, which is leading for me to jump up and create more offence,” he went on to say. “I think it’s kind of a complete area of my game where I’m playing better, and it’s giving me the opportunity to help out more offensively.”

Since joining the Wheat Kings in September 2010, the former Parkland AAA Midget Ranger has scored 57 goals and 191 points in 241 career WHL games.

He joins Peter Quenneville, Jayce Hawryluk and Richard Nejezchleb as winners of this year’s monthly honour.

This award is presented to the Wheat King who contributes to the team and exemplifies the characteristics of what IMPACT stands for…Inspire, Motivate, Participate, Achieve, Champion and Team.

Pulock will be recognized at this Friday’s game against Swift Current at Westman Communications Group Place. 

  at 2:30 PM  0 comments       

Saturday, February 1, 2014

Wheat Kings Bust Losing Skid 

The Wheat Kings broke a 3-game losing streak Saturday/ 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings snapped a three-game losing streak with a 4-1 victory over the Saskatoon Blades on Saturday night.

  Rihards Bukarts scored twice in hi return to the Brandon lineup while Jordan Papirny made 33 saves in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  Bukarts, who missed Friday’s game in Calgary due to a one-game suspension, opened the scoring with a power-play goal 1:37 into the second period and also netted the insurance goal, extending Brandon’s lead to 3-1 at the 11:53 mark of the third period.

  “Early in the game, I thought he great jump and really gave us a boost having him back in our lineup,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show.

  Bukarts extended his point-scoring streak to six games (6 G, 2 A), and is second among WHL rookies in goals (21) and tied for third in points (40) with teammate Peter Quenneville.

  His opening goal gave the Wheat Kings their first lead since midway through the second period on Tuesday in Edmonton, a span for over 170 minutes.

  “Because of that , it helped us sustain the game that we were hoping to play,” said McCrimmon, “I thought, for the most part, our guys stuck to our systems and our foundation throughout.”

  Eric Roy and Jesse Gabrielle also scored for the Wheat Kings while Cameron Hebig was the only Blade to beat Brandon netminder Jordan Papirny.

  Coming off a humbling 7-4 loss in Calgary on Friday, it was interesting to see how the Wheat Kings would react in Saturday’s contest.

  The response, for the most part, was a positive one.

  “Points are everything, of course, and that’s what we’re here for is for two points, but there were a lot of other factors we me tonight,” said McCrimmon, “Questions that needed to be answered for our guys and for our team, and I think we responded very positively.”

  The victory coupled with Swift Current’s 6-2 home-ice loss to Prince George lifted the Wheat Kings back into a tie for first-place in the WHL’s East Division.

  Brandon’s next game is Wednesday, when they entertain the Medicine Hat Tigers.

  at 11:06 PM  0 comments       

Game #52 - Brandon at Saskatoon (February 1, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz 

 10. Kord Pankewicz

 Forwards

12. Jesse Gabrielle - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 21. Tyler Coulter - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

22. Braylon Shmyr - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

Notes

 - F John Quenneville (upper body) misses his fifth straight game tonight, with F Brett Kitt (healthy) also scratched tonight.  They'll be joined by one more scratch following pre-game warmup.

 - Brandon is trying to end a three-game losing streak tonight, the club's third streak of three or more losses (their longest is four in a row).  The Wheat Kings are 2-4-2-1 in nine road games so far in the second half.

 - Peter Quenneville tries to extend his point-scoring streak to eight games tonight, which would be the longest streak for a Wheat Kings' player this season.  Quenneville has five goals and 12 points in the last seven games.

 - Interesting stat(s) of the night: Curtis Honey has a 5.11 GAA and .878 SPCT in 15 appearances on the road this season (4-9-2 record) while Jordan Papirny is 6-4-2 with a 3.36 GAA and .892 SPCT on the road this season.  Papirny starts in Saskatoon tonight.

 - Blades' leading scorer Nikita Scherbak (upper body) misses his second straight game tonight after being injured in Wednesday's loss to Prince George.  Scherbak has 64 points this season, with Connor Sanvido next on the Blades' scoring list with 33 points.

  at 6:20 PM  0 comments       

Wheat Kings Fall in Calgary 

Ryley Lindgren had a career-high three points Friday. 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings are 0-for-3 on this week’s road trip after a 7-4 loss to the Calgary Hitmen on Friday night.

  The Hitmen jumped out to a 3-0 first period lead before the Wheat Kings rallied for three unanswered goals in the final 8:20 of the second period to enter the third in a 3-3 tie.

  That second period stretch was, perhaps, the lone highlight for Brandon as they surrendered four third period goals to the Hitmen while being outshot 16-7 over the final 20 minutes.

  “We were awful, no excuses, we didn’t play well,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “We had zero structure to our game.  We didn’t have one aspect of our game that was played with any structure.”

  Greg Chase had a goal and two assists for Calgary including the go-ahead goal 5:32 into the third period while Ryley Lindgren had a goal and two assists for Brandon.

  Eric Roy, Quintin Lisoway and Jayce Hawryluk also scored for the Wheat Kings, with Hawryluk’s goal an inconsequential power-play marker in the final minute of the third period.

  The loss drops Brandon to 26-19-5-1 on the season and leaves the Wheat Kings two points behind first-place Swift Current in the WHL’s East Division.

  I asked McCrimmon is he felt it was a lack of preparation or focus that was an issue on Friday.

  “I think it’s a lack of understanding the situation, is what I think.  This isn’t minor hockey, these are big games,” added McCrimmon, “We’re in a playoff race, we’re trying to win a division, we’re trying to make the playoffs and, for me, we’re getting on in the year and we have to be a lot more committed than we showed here tonight.”

  Brandon will conclude their four-game road trip Saturday night when they visit the Saskatoon Blades (6:35 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Friday, January 31, 2014

Game #51 - Brandon at Calgary (January 31, 2014) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey 

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz 

 Forwards

18. Richard Nejezchleb - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 21. Tyler Coulter - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 24. Jens Meilleur

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 22. Braylon Shmyr

Notes

 - Rihards Bukarts (1-game suspension), John Quenneville (upper body) and Kord Pankewicz will be the Wheat Kings' scratches for tonight's game in Calgary.

 - It would be a stretch to say Brandon has struggled on the road, but they haven't picked up wins as often as their play would suggest so far in the second half.  The Wheat Kings are 2-3-2-1 in eight road games since the Christmas break, with six of those eight games behind decided by two goals or less.

 - Ryan Pulock brings a seven-game point streak into tonight's contest, with three goals and 11 points in that stretch, while Peter Quenneville has points in six straight games (5 G, 6 A).

 - Calgary is 2-5-1-0 in eight games since the January 10th trade deadline, and have lost three in a row going into Friday's contest.

 - Brandon is looking to end a five-game losing streak at the ScotiaBank Saddledome.  The Wheat Kings haven't won in Calgary since January 28, 2011, a 4-3 victory that night.
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Thursday, January 30, 2014

Pulock Keying Wheat Kings' Attack 

Ryan Pulock has 17 points in his last 14 games. 

   It’s been a pretty good month for Brandon Wheat Kings’ captain Ryan Pulock.

   The Grandview product has three goals and ten assists for 13 points in the ten games he’s played this month, but his offensive numbers are only telling part of the story.

   Pulock has been a steady influence on partner Ryan Pilon, and his leadership has helped the Wheat Kings move into contention for first-place in the WHL’s East Division.

   “Going into the Christmas break, I don’t think I was playing the best hockey. Over Christmas, I forgot about it, re-focused and came back,” said Pulock on Thursday, “I’m happy about my game. I feel good, I’m just looking forward to winning games down the stretch and then making a good playoff push.”

  Pulock’s impressive month gives the New York Islanders’ 2013 first round pick 44 points in 44 games, one of only six defencemen in the Western Hockey League averaging a point per game or more.

   The 19-year old is tied for sixth in scoring among blueliners, tied for second in goals (16) and leads all defencemen in power-play goals with ten.

   “Overall, I’m playing better – even in the defensive zone, which is leading for me to jump up and create more offence” said Pulock, “I think it’s kind of a complete area of my game where I’m playing better, and it’s giving me the opportunity to help out more offensively.”

  Pulock’s partner Ryan Pilon has three goals and eight points in 11 games this month, meaning the duo have combined for 21 points in January.

   Now, the focus for Pulock, Pilon and the rest of the Wheat Kings is to come up with a few more victories on the road.

   Brandon is 2-3-2-1 in eight road games in the second half, with six of their eight games decided by two goals or less.

   It isn’t that the Wheat Kings have been poor on the road since the Christmas break, but moral victories like Wednesday’s shootout loss in Red Deer needs to turn into the kind that generate two points in the standings a little more often.

   “We’re doing a lot of good things but they are little stretches in our game where we’re just not sharp enough, and it seems to have cost us a few games” said Pulock, “Whether it be a full period or just a five-minute span, we have to clean those areas up and, I think if we do that, we’ll have a lot better chance to win.”

  The Wheat Kings will continue their current road trip Friday night when they visit the Calgary Hitmen (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

   Brandon will be without Rihards Bukarts for Friday’s game after the import forward was suspended for one game by the WHL for the kneeing major he was assessed in Wednesday’s game in Red Deer.

Chaff…Pulock takes a seven-game point streak into Friday’s contest while Peter Quenneville has points in six consecutive games…Bukarts and Quenneville are tied for third in rookie scoring in the WHL behind Saskatoon’s Nikita Scherbak and Swift Current’s Julius Honka…Brandon is 6-3-1-1 in 11 games so far this month, outscoring their opponents 43-38. 
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Wheat Kings Fall in Shootout to Rebels 

Ryan Pilon set up Brandon's game-tying goal on Wednesday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings were stymied by a hot goaltender on Wednesday night, dropping a 4-3 shootout decision to the Red Deer Rebels.

   Patrik Bartosak stopped 39 shots in regulation and overtime and six of seven Brandon attempts in the shootout as the reigning WHL and CHL Goaltender of the Week continued his strong January.

   Peter Quenneville scored the game-tying goal for Brandon with 1:42 left in the third period while Rihards Bukarts and Ryan Pulock also scored for the Wheat Kings.

   Brandon trailed 2-1 after the opening 20 minutes but outshot Red Deer 32-13 over the final 45 minutes but could only beat Bartosak twice in that span.

   “We gave up 13 shots in 45 minutes so I thought that was important for us and, because of that, we were able to generate a lot of offence,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “The game got better for sure as the game went along.”

  The Wheat Kings also played the game short-staffed up front after Rihards Bukarts was assessed a kneeing major a couple of shifts after be had opened the scoring for Brandon in the first period.

   With Brandon having dressed 11 forwards and seven defencemen for the game, it left the Wheat Kings basically playing three lines for most of the night.

   “Once we lost Bukarts, it was a ten forward game and it was just impossible to play four lines and it turned into a three-line game,” said McCrimmon, “The length of shifts become important and I thought, for the most part, our guys did a really good job.”

  Jordan Papirny stopped 26 shots for Brandon including 14 in the first period.

   The Wheat Kings did earn a single point with the regulation tie, moving Brandon to 26-18-5-1 and leaving them tied with Swift Current for top spot in the WHL’s East Division.

   The Wheat Kings will continue their road trip Friday when they visit the Calgary Hitmen (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff…Bukarts’ major will automatically be reviewed by the WHL office for a possible suspension…rookie Braylon Shmyr scored Brandon’s only goal in the seven-round shootout…Ryan Pulock extended his point streak to seven games while Peter Quenneville has points in six straight contests…Killarney product Reid Gow scored twice including the game-tying goal with 4:36 left in the 3rd period to help the Spokane Chiefs rally from a 5-2 deficit to beat Kelowna 6-5 in a shootout.

  at 2:08 AM  0 comments       

Wednesday, January 29, 2014

Game #50 - Brandon at Red Deer (January 29, 2014) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey 

Defencemen

6. Ryan Pilon - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz 

 Forwards

21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 15. Peter Quenneville

 13. Richards Bukarts - 20. Chad Robinson - 24. Jens Meilleur

 18. Richard Nejezchleb - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - F John Quenneville (upper body) misses his third straight game for Brandon with Brett Kitt (healthy) also out of the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight.  They'll be joined by one more Brandon scratch after the pre-game warmup.

 - Brandon has an opportunity to move into sole possession of first-place in the WHL's East Division with a victory tonight.  The Wheat Kings are one point behind Swift Current with two games in hand.  Brandon is 2-3-2-0 in their last seven road games.

 - The Wheat Kings are 2-1-0-0 against the Rebels so far in 2013-2014 and have won nine of the last 11 meetings between the two teams including five straight at the Enmax Centrium.

 - Patrik Bartosak is a big reason for Red Deer's recent success.  The Rebels have won six of their last seven games and Bartosak, the reigning WHL and CHL Goaltender of the Week, has three shutouts so far this month and, overall, has a 2.43 GAA and a .933 SPCT in 11 January starts.

 - The Rebels feature two of the top WHL Prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft in defenceman Haydn Fleury and forward Connor Bleackley.  Fleury was rated 6th among North American skatings in the NHL Central Scouting Services' mid-term rankings while Bleackley was ranked 31st.  Both played in the CHL Top Prospects Game earlier this month in Calgary.
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Tuesday, January 28, 2014

Brandon Comes up Short in Edmonton 

Jayce Hawryluk broke his 12-game goalless drought Tuesday 

  Three second period goals helped propel the Edmonton Oil Kings to a 4-2 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Tuesday.

  The game was played in the early afternoon as part of the Oil Kings’ annual Hockey Hooky promotion with more than 11,000 in attendance including some 8,000 school-aged kids.

  Jayce Hawryluk and Peter Quenneville scored the goals for the Wheat Kings, with Hawryluk’s first period power-play goal not only giving Brandon a 1-0 lead but also snapping a 12-game goalless streak for the Roblin product, his first goal since December 10th.

  Edmonton countered with a Brett Pollock power-play goal at 9:29 of the second period followed by Riley Kieser’s go-ahead goal just 40 seconds later.

  It was the Kieser goal in that sequence of events that really cost Brandon, according to Wheat Kings’ GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon.

  “So it’s 1-1 which, in of itself, isn’t the end of the world.  We gave up the next goal,” said McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “For me, of the goals we gave up today that hurt us, I thought getting scored on the shift immediately following the 1-1 goal, I thought that was really disappointing and I thought that really gave them momentum for the balance of the period.”

  Mitchell Moroz gave Edmonton a two-goal lead in the final minute of the second period before Pollock’s second of the game 4:50 into the third period made it 4-1.

  However, the two-goal outburst midway through the second period completely turned the complexion of the game and spoiled what was otherwise a decent road effort for the Wheat Kings.

  “We had a real good first period, we outshot them 14-7, we scored, we had the lead so in terms of some of those things you do need to do, we did some real good things tonight,” said McCrimmon, “Unfortunately, we just had the lapses where they climbed back into the lead.”

  Curtis Honey made 25 saves in his fourth straight start in goal for Brandon while Tristan Jarry stopped 27 shots in the Edmonton net.

  The victory was the Oil Kings sixth in a row and 12th in 13 games, giving them a three-point cushion over Calgary in the race for first-place in the Eastern Conference.

  The loss for Brandon was just their second in regulation in their last nine games, but prevented the Wheat Kings from taking over sole possession of first-place in the WHL’s East Division.

  Brandon still trailed the front-running Swift Current Broncos by a single point and get another chance to leapfrog past Swift Current on Wednesday when they visit the Red Deer Rebels (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff…Henrik Samuelsson had two assists Tuesday, giving the Edmonton forward eight goals and 17 points in eight career games against Brandon…Quenneville’s third period goal extended his point streak to five games while Ryan Pulock assisted on the goal to give him points in six straight games…F Tim McGauley’s five-game point streak ended on Tuesday.

Thursday, March 20, 2014

WHL Award Nominees / All-Star Teams 

WHL Rookie of the Year, Jim Piggott Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Nikita Scherbak (Moscow, Russia), Saskatoon Blades

 Western Conference – Nick Merkley (Calgary, AB), Kelowna Rockets

 WHL Goaltender of the Year, Del Wilson Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Tristan Jarry (Delta, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

 Western Conference – Jordon Cooke (Leduc, AB), Kelowna Rockets

 WHL Defenceman of the Year, Bill Hunter Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Josh Morrissey (Calgary, AB), Prince Albert Raiders

 Western Conference – Derrick Pouliot (Weyburn, SK), Portland Winterhawk

 WHL Most Sportsmanlike Player of the Year, Brad Hornung Trophy

Eastern Conference – Sam Reinhart (Vancouver, BC), Kootenay Ice

Western Conference – Mitch Holmberg (Sherwood Park, AB), Spokane Chiefs

 WHL Scholastic Player of the Year, Daryl K. (Doc) Seaman Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Nelson Nogier (Saskatoon, SK) Saskatoon Blades

 Western Conference – Dominic Turgeon (Cherry Hills, CO) Portland Winterhawks

 WHL Coach of the Year, Dunc McCallum Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Shaun Clouston, Medicine Hat Tigers

 Western Conference – Dave Lowry, Victoria Royals

 WHL Executive of the Year, Lloyd Saunders Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Mike Moore, Calgary Hitmen

 Western Conference – Cam Hope, Victoria Royals

 WHL Humanitarian of the Year, Doug Wickenheiser Memorial Trophy

 Eastern Conference – Sam Fioretti (Calgary, AB) Moose Jaw Warriors

 Western Conference – Mitch Topping (Red Deer, AB) Tri City Americans

 WHL Marketing / Business Award

 Eastern Conference – Regina Pats

 Western Conference – Seattle Thunderbirds

 WHL Regular Season Champions, Scotty Munro Memorial Trophy

 Kelowna Rockets: GP – 72 W – 57 L – 11 OTL – 0 SL – 4 Pts. – 118

 WHL Top Scorer – Bob Clarke Trophy

 Mitch Holmberg (Sherwood Park, AB), Spokane Chiefs

 GP – 72 G – 62 A – 56 Pts – 118 PIM – 25

 WHL EASTERN CONFERENCE ALL-STAR TEAMS

 FIRST ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Tristan Jarry (Delta, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

 Defenceman – Josh Morrissey (Calgary, AB), Prince Albert Raiders

 Defenceman – Ryan Pulock (Grandview, MB) Brandon Wheat Kings

Forward – Sam Reinhart (Vancouver, BC), Kootenay Ice *

Forward – Leon Draisaitl (Cologne, Germany), Prince Albert Raiders

 Forward – Curtis Lazar (Vernon, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

 SECOND ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Patrik Bartosak (Koprivnice, CZR), Red Deer Rebels

 Defenceman – Griffin Reinhart (West Vancouver, BC), Edmonton Oil Kings

 Defenceman – Julius Honka (Jyvaskyla, Finland), Swift Current Broncos

 Forward – Curtis Valk (Medicine Hat, AB), Medicine Hat Tigers 

Forward – Jaedon Descheneau (Edmonton, AB), Kootenay Ice

Forward – Chandler Stephenson (Saskatoon, SK), Regina Pate

 WHL WESTERN CONFERENCE ALL-STAR TEAMS

 FIRST ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Jordon Cooke (Leduc, AB), Kelowna Rockets

 Defenceman – Derrick Pouliot (Weyburn, SK), Portland Winterhawks

 Defenceman – Shea Theodore (Aldergrove, BC), Seattle Thunderbirds

 Forward – Nicolas Petan (Delta, BC), Portland Winterhawks *

 Forward – Mitch Holmberg (Sherwood Park, AB), Spokane Chiefs *

 Forward – Oliver Bjorkstrand (Herning, Denmark), Portland Winterhawks

 SECOND ALL-STAR TEAM

 Goaltender – Eric Comrie (Edmonton, AB), Tri-City Americans

 Defenceman – Damon Severson (Melville, SK), Kelowna Rockets

 Defenceman – Madison Bowey (Winnipeg, MB), Kelowna Rockets

 Forward – Joshua Winquist (St. Albert, AB), Everett Silvertips

 Forward – Todd Fiddler (Meadow Lake, SK), Prince George Cougars

 Forward – Mike Aviani (North Vancouver, BC), Spokane Chiefs

 * indicates unanimous selection 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  4:02 PM       

Playoff Notes 

The ICE are in the playoffs for the 16 consecutive year, the longest active streak in the WHL.

 The Hitmen have made the postseason in 16 of the last 17 years. (2011 was the year the missed the playoffs in that span)

 All-time the ICE have a playoff record of 153 games, 86-67, 46-29 at home, 40-38 on road, 24-11 in overtime.

 History

 15 times the ICE have not had home-ice advantage and have won the series 7 times. (11 Portland, 11 Medicine Hat, 11 Saskatoon, 08 Medicine Hat, 03 Kamloops, 02 Spokane, 00 Calgary)

 Since the trade deadline.

 ICE – 28 games 18-8-0-2 38 points

 Hitmen – 30 games 19-9-1-1 40 points

 This is the 4th time the ICE and Hitmen will meet in the playoffs.

 2 of the 3 previous meetings has seen the team lower in the standings win the series.

 1999 – 1st round Hitmen won 4-3

 2000 – East Final ICE won 4-1

 2007 – 1st round Hitmen won 4-3, game 7 went to overtime

 The ICE have a career playoff record of 10-9 vs Hitmen, 7-2 at home, 3-7 on road.

 In overtime the ICE have a record of 3-2.

 Head-to-Head during the regular season – ICE 4-2-1-1, Hitmen 4-4-0-0.

 Playoff Experience Leaders.

 ICE – Jagger Dirk 28, Zach Franko 20, Landon Cross 18, Sam Reinhart 16, Tyler King 14. (Tim Bozon 19)

 Hitmen – Brady Brassart 38, Jaynen Rissling 31, Connor Rankin 30, Alex Roach 23, Greg Chase 22. 

 Memorial Cup Experience

 ICE – Jagger Dirk 5 games, Sam Reinhart 1.

 Hitmen – Jaynen Rissling 1, Joe Mahon 1,

 Playoff Stats Leaders.

 Goals

 ICE – Zach Franko 4, Luke Philp 2, Sam Reinhart 1, Landon Cross 1, Tyler King 1. (Tim Bozon 9)

 Hitmen – Brady Brassart 10, Elliott Peterson 5, Greg Chase 4, Connor Rankin 4, Alex Roach 3.

 Assists

 ICE – Zach Franko 8, Sam Reinhart 2, Tyler King 1, Luke Philp 1, Jaedon Deschenau 1. (Tim Bozon 2)

 Hitmen – Connor Rankin 12, Jaynen Rissling 8, Greg Chase 8, Alex Roach 6, Brady Brassart 4, Jake Virtanen 4.

 Points

 ICE – Zach Franko 12, Luke Philp 3, Sam Reinhart 3, Tyler King 2. (Tim Bozon 11)

 Hitmen – Connor Rankin 16, Brady Brassart 14, Greg Chase 12, Alex Roach 9, Jaynen Rissling 9.

 Wins

 ICE – Mackenzie Skapski 1.

 Hitmen – Driedger 11.

 Coach

 ICE – Ryan McGill 66 43-23 .652%.

 Hitmen – Mike Williamson 99 52-47 .525%. 
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Wednesday, March 19, 2014

Bozon Improving 

(March 19, 2014) Saskatoon – Saskatoon Health Region is providing a new update on the condition of Kootenay Ice hockey player and Montreal Canadiens prospect Tim Bozon, at the request of his family.

 Last week Tim Bozon’s condition was changed to critical but stable and improving. Over the weekend his condition continued to improve and he was moved out of the intensive care unit (ICU) and into one of the hospital wards. His physicians have listed his condition as stable. His parents say Tim is awake, moving around in his bed, trying to feed himself and trying to speak. They add they are very appreciative of the care he received while in the ICU.

 Since arriving in Saskatoon, the family has received a lot of support from the hockey community, friends and even strangers. Anonymous gifts from restaurant vouchers, fruit baskets to a box containing blankets and other bedding has been brought to the hospital. The Bozons are once again asking the media to share their thanks for these gifts. 

 While his condition continues to improve, Tim Bozon faces a long recovery. The Western Hockey League (WHL) has established a trust fund to assist Kootenay Ice player Tim Bozon and his family with medical and rehabilitation costs. The public can make donations at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba. Anyone from outside Western Canada who would like to contribute to the Tim Bozon Trust can send the donation to the Tim Bozon Trust c/o Western Hockey League, 2424 University Drive NW, Calgary AB, T2N 3Y9.

 The family appreciates the media’s interest in Tim and in educating the community about meningitis. They do not wish to provide any interviews at this time and will coordinate updates to media, when appropriate, through Saskatoon Health Region Communications. 
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Tuesday, March 18, 2014

1st Round Match-ups 

Calgary vs Kootenay

 History – 2007 1st round Calgary 4-3, 2000 East Final Kootenay 4-1, 1999 1st round Calgary 4-3.

 Season – Calgary 4-4-0-0, Kootenay 4-2-1-1.

 October 4th in Calgary – Hitmen 4-3 OT

 October 5th in Kootenay – ICE 4-2

 November 5th in Kootenay – ICE 3-1

 November 11th in Calgary – ICE 5-1

 December 30th in Calgary – Hitmen 4-1

 February 1st in Kootenay – ICE 5-2

 March 14th in Kootenay – Hitmen 5-4 SO

 March 15th in Calgary – Hitmen 6-3

 Edmonton vs Prince Albert

 History – 1st ever meeting.

 Season – Edmonton 2-1-0-1, Prince Albert 2-2-0-0.

 October 4th in Prince Albert – Oil Kings 9-1

 October 15th in Edmonton – Raiders 3-2 SO

 December 11th in Prince Albert – Oil Kings 7-5

 February 12th in Edmonton – Raiders 4-3

 Regina vs Brandon

 History – 2003 1st round Brandon 4-1, 1998 2nd round Brandon 4-1, 1994 1st round Brandon 3-1, 1984 2nd round Regina won round robin tiebreaker, 1982 1st round Regina 4-0, 1981 1st round Brandon 4-1, 1980 2nd round round robin, 1978 round robin, 1972 East Final Regina 4-2.

 Season – Regina 3-3-0-2, Brandon 5-3-0-0.

 October 14th in Regina – Pats 5-1

 December 4th in Brandon – Wheat Kings 5-4

 December 27th in Brandon – Wheat Kings 8-0

 December 28th in Regina – Pats 8-4

 January 4th in Brandon – Wheat Kings 4-3 OT

 February 17th in Regina – Pats 4-0

 March 14th in Regina – Wheat Kings 4-3 OT

 March 15h in Brandon – Wheat Kings 6-3

 Medicine Hat vs Swift Current

 History – 2009 1st round Medicine Hat 4-3, 2006 1st round Medicine Hat 4-0, 2004 1st round Medicine Hat 4-1, 2003 1st round Medicine Hat 4-0, 1997 1st round Swift Current 4-0, 1994 1st round Swift Current 3-0, 1993 2nd round Swift Current 4-2, 1992 1st round Swift Current 4-0.

 Season – Medicine Hat 2-2-0-0, Swift Current 2-2-0-0.

 September 28th in Medicine Hat – Tigers 3-1

 January 4th in Medicine Hat – Broncos 3-1

 January 31st in Swift Current – Broncos 4-3

 February 14th in Swift Current – Tigers 7-3

 Kelowna vs Tri City

 History – 2010 2nd round Tri City won 4-1, 2009 2nd round Kelowna won 4-2, 2004 2nd round Kelowna won 4-2, 1996 1st round Tri City won 4-2.

 Season – Kelowna 4-0-0-0, Tri City 0-3-0-1.

 November 22nd in Tri City – Rockets 4-1

 February 19th in Kelowna – Rockets 5-1

 February 26th in Tri City – Rockets 4-3 SO

 March 8th in Kelowna – Rockets 7-0

 Portland vs Vancouver

 History – 2010 2nd round Vancouver won 4-2, 2006 2nd round Vancouver won 4-1.

 Season – Portland 4-0-0-0, Vancouver 0-3-0-1.

 January 12th in Vancouver – Winterhawks 5-4 SO

 January 20th in Portland – Winterhawks 5-2

 February 15th in Vancouver – Winterhawks 7-4

 March 8th in Portland – Winterhawks 4-1

 Victoria vs Spokane

 History – 2011 1st round Spokane 4-1.

 Season – Victoria 1-3-0-0, Spokane 3-1-0-0.

 September 24th in Victoria – Chiefs 6-2

 September 25th in Victoria – Chiefs 6-1

 October 19th in Spokane – Royals 4-1

 February 3rd in Spokane – Chiefs 5-3

 Seattle vs Everett

 History – 1st ever meeting.

 Season – Everett 5-4-1-0, Seattle 5-4-1-0.

 November 2nd in Everett – Silvertips 5-0

 December 27th in Everett – Thunderbirds 3-2

 December 28th in Seattle – Silvertips 4-3 OT

 January 25th in Seattle – Thunderbirds 4-3 OT

 January 31st in Everett – Thunderbirds 2-1

 February 4th in Seattle – Thunderbirds 5-3

 February 15th in Everett – Thunderbirds 3-2

 February 21st in Seattle – Silvertips 2-1

 March 2nd in Seattle – Silvertips 3-1

 March 8th in Seattle – Silvertips 5-2 
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WHL Made and Missed Playoffs 

Kootenay ICE 

 Made Playoffs – 16 years in a row

 Medicine Hat Tigers

 Made Playoffs – 12 years in a row

 Tri City Americans 

 Made Playoffs – 11 years in a row

 Everett Silvertips 

 Made Playoffs – 11 years in a row

 Spokane Chiefs

 Made Playoffs – 8 years in a row

 Kelowna Rockets

 Made Playoffs – 7 years in a row 

 Portland Winter Hawks

 Made Playoffs – 5 years in a row

 Victoria Royals

 Made Playoffs – 5 years in a row

 Edmonton Oil Kings

 Made Playoffs – 4 years in a row

 Calgary Hitmen

 Made Playoffs – 3 years in a row

 Prince Albert Raiders

 Made Playoffs – 2 years in a row

 Swift Current Broncos

 Made Playoffs – 2 years in a row

 Seattle Thunderbirds

 Made Playoffs – 2 years in a row

 Regina Pats

 Made Playoffs – 1 year in a row

 Vancouver Giants

 Made Playoffs – 1 year in a row

 Brandon Wheat Kings 

 Made Playoffs – 1 year in a row

 Lethbridge Hurricanes

 Missed Playoffs – 5 years in a row

 Prince George Cougars

 Missed Playoffs – 3 years in a row

 Moose Jaw Warriors

 Missed Playoffs – 2 years in a row 

 Kamloops Blazers

 Missed Playoffs – 1 year in a row 

 Saskatoon Blades 

 Missed Playoffs – 1 year in a row

 Red Deer Rebels

 Missed Playoffs – 1 year in a row 
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Monday, March 17, 2014

ICE Prospects Update 

Declan Hobbs

 15-year-old goalie

 3rd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Saskatoon 18 GP 13-3-1 2.26 .921% 1 SO

 Jayden Sittler

 17-year-old goalie

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 18 GP 12-4-2 2.03 .913% 2 SO 

 Playoffs 7 6-1 1.58 .936% 1SO

 Kootenay 1 GP 1-0-0 0.00 1.000%

 Keelan Williams

 17-year-old goalie

 AJHL Okotoks 14 GP 8-3-1 2.39 .904% 2 SO 

 Bryan Allbee

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC AAA Midget Cariboo 39 GP 16-21-37 85pm

 Playoffs 2 GP 1-0-1 14pm

 Jake Dube

 17-year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Okotoks 47 GP 4-7-11 22pm

 Playoffs 5 GP 0-2-2 0pm

 Cale Fleury 

 15–year-old defenseman

 4th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Notre Dame 44 GP 7-22-29 50pm

 Dallas Hines 

 15–year-old defenseman

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Alberta Minor Midget Lloydminster 33 GP 7-16-23 54pm

 Matt Krawiec 

 15-year-old defenseman

 6th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Minor Midget Red Deer 37 GP 1-18-19 16pm

 Mark O’Shaughnessy

 16-year-old defenseman

 BC U-18 POE 44 GP 1-21-22 26pm 

 Dylan Overdyk 

 16-year-old defenseman

 2nd round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Edmonton

 Kootenay 4 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Andy Stevens 

 15-year-old defenseman

 5th round in 2013 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Okanagan 45 GP 2-25-27 4pm

 Jack Thomas

 17-year-old defenseman

 12th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Hockey Calgary 

 Shane Allan 

 16-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Alberta AAA Midget Calgary

 Connor Barley 

 15-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Midget Winnipeg 33 GP 13-9-22 37pm

 River Beattie 

 16-year-old forward

 6th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Lloydminster 36 GP 2-2-4 37pm

 Playoffs 7 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Robert Johnson 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 PIJHL Delta 34 GP 4-6-10 10pm

 Playoffs 6 GP 1-1-2 2pm

 Owen LaClare

 18-year-old forward

 SJHL La Ronge 49 GP 24-18-42 52pm

 Jared Legien 

 15-year-old forward

 1st round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Moose Jaw 43 GP 13-17-30 20pm

 Playoffs 4 GP 0-0-0 0pm

 Vince Loschiavo 

 15-year-old forward

 2nd round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Manitoba AAA Bantam Winnipeg 23 GP 10-9-19 14pm

 Playoffs 6 GP 1-2-3 21pm

 Zac Paziuk 

 16-year-old forward

 10th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Prince Albert 6 GP 1-0-1 2pm

 Ryley Risling

 17-year-old forward

 7th round pick in 2011 Bantam Draft

 AJHL Canmore 38 GP 5-5-10 23pm

 Playoffs 6 GP 0-0-0 4pm

 Carter Sawicki

 17-year-old forward

 Alberta AAA Midget Red Deer 

 Logan Schatz 

 16-year-old forward

 9th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Beardy’s 44 GP 19-30-49 22pm

 Drew Warkentine 

 15-year-old forward

 5th round pick in 2013 Bantam Draft

 Sask AAA Midget Tisdale 43 GP 6-14-20 47pm 

 Playoffs 5 GP 2-0-2 8pm

 Austin Wellsby 

 16-year-old forward

 4th round pick in 2012 Bantam Draft

 BC AAA Midget Fraser Valley 38 GP 19-30-49 18pm

 Playoffs 2 GP 0-1-1 2pm

 Kootenay 5 GP 0-0-0 0pm 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  3:30 PM       

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE finished the 2013-2014 regular season with a 39-28-2-3 record (22-11-0-3 at home, 17-17-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 5-3 in shootouts) and in sixth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...The ICE finished the 2013-2014 regular season with a .500 or better record for a League record 15th consecutive season (KAMLOOPS BLAZERS - 1982 - 1996 - previous record)...KOOTENAY is in the playoffs for a 16th consecutive season (longest active streak in the WHL) and will be facing the CALGARY HITMEN in the EASTERN CONFERENCE QUARTER FINAL presented by KAL-TIRE.

 TIM BOZON TRUST FUND: A Trust Fund has been set up for TIM BOZON to assist with medical and rehabilitation costs...Donations can be made at any BMO BANK OF MONTREAL in WESTERN CANADA...Donations outside of this area can be mailed to the WESTERN HOCKEY LEAGUE, c/o TIM BOZON, FATHER DAVID BAUER ARENA, 2424 UNIVERSITY DRIVE NW, CALGARY, AB, T2N 3Y9.

 PLAYOFF EXPERIENCE: KOOTENAY has a career playoff record of 86-68 (46-29 at home, 40-39 on the road, 23-11 in overtime)...JAGGER DIRK (28), ZACH FRANKO (20) and LANDON CROSS (18) lead the ICE in games played in the playoffs...KOOTENAY will face CALGARY in the post season for the fourth time in franchise history (1-2 career playoff series record).

 EASTERN CONFERENCE QUARTER FINAL: Games One (March 20th at 7:00 pm) and Two (March 22nd at 7:00 pm) of the EASTERN CONFERENCE QUARTER FINAL vs CALGARY presented by KAL-TIRE will be played on the road...Games Three and Four will played in CRANBROOK on Monday, March 24th and Tuesday, March 25th...The puck will drop for both games at 7:00 pm...Individual game tickets go on sale Wednesday, March 19th at the KOOTENAY ICE Office or by phone at 250-417-0322.

 PLAYOFF PACKAGES AVAILABLE: 2014 playoff packages are still available for anyone to purchase at the KOOTENAY ICE Office...Eight game ticket packages are $160.00 for Adults, $128.00 for Seniors, $112.00 for Students, and $88.00 for Youth…The deadline to purchase your package is Tuesday, March 18th...For more information please call 250-417-0322.

 DID YOU KNOW: The ICE were 4-2-1-1 against CALGARY this season (3-0-0-1 at home, 1-2-1-0 on the road, 0-1 in overtime, 0-1 in shootouts)...SAM REINHART (3-14-17), JAEDON DESCHENEAU (9-5-14) and LUKE PHILP (4-8-12) led the team in scoring against the HITMEN... SAM REINHART, who finished the regular season second in the WHL in assists with 69, set a franchise record for most assists in one season against CALGARY on March 14 (previous record - 66 - JARRET STOLL in 2000 - 2001)...REINHART, who recorded his 100th WHL career goal on March 14 against the HITMEN, became the second player in franchise history to reach 100 points in a season with 105 (106 - JARRET STOLL in 2000 - 2001)...REINHART, who played in his 200th WHL career game in EDMONTON on March 11, finished the season tied for fourth in the League in points with 105 (36-69-105)...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who finished the regular season seventh in the League in points with 98 (44-54-98), was also seventh in goals scored with 44...MACKENZIE SKAPSKI, who finished the season sixth in the League in save percentage (.916), is third in franchise history for most games played by a goaltender with 141 (JEFF GLASS - 143, NATHAN LIEUWEN - 175)...AUSTIN VETTERL played in his 200th WHL career game on March 12 in RED DEER (VANCOUVER / KOOTENAY).

 SCORING STREAKS: SAM REINHART (2-6-8), LUKE PHILP (3-4-7) and JAEDON DESCHENEAU (2-2-4) have each recorded at least a point in their last three games.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 72 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 35-35-2-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday March 18 Practice 12:00 - 2:00 pm Western Financial Place

 Wednesday March 19 Practice 12:00 - 2:00 pm Western Financial Place

 Thursday March 20 ICE @ Calgary 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Friday March 21

 Saturday March 22 ICE @ Calgary 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 WEEK IN REVIEW:

 Tuesday, March 11 – Kootenay 0 @ Edmonton 1 – Record 37-26-2-2 – Attendance: 6,275

 Goalie: Mackenzie Skapski (29 Saves, 1 GA)
Sunday, March 16, 2014

March Team Records 

Kootenay – 8 2-5-0-1 5

 Calgary - 8 6-2-0-0 12

 Edmonton - 10 6-4-0-0 12

 Lethbridge - 6 0-6-0-0 0

 Medicine Hat - 7 4-2-0-1 9

 Red Deer - 7 5-2-0-0 10

 Brandon - 8 4-3-0-1 9

 Moose Jaw - 8 4-4-0-0 8

 Prince Albert - 8 6-2-0-0 12

 Regina - 7 3-3-1-0 7

 Saskatoon - 8 0-8-0-0 0

 Swift Current - 8 7-1-0-0 14

 Kamloops - 7 -1-6-0-0 2

 Kelowna - 8 6-2-0-0 12

 Prince George - 5 1-4-0-0 2

 Vancouver - 7 2-4-0-1 5

 Victoria - 7 4-3-0-0 8

 Everett - 8 6-0-02 12

 Portland - 8 7-1-0-0 14

 Seattle - 9 3-6-0-0 6

 Spokane - 8 4-4-0-0 8

 Tri City - 8 2-4-1-1 6 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:10 PM       

Saturday, March 15, 2014

ICE vs Calgary Playoff Schedule 

Game 1 - Thursday, March 20 Kootenay @ Calgary

 Game 2 - Saturday, March 22 Kootenay @ Calgary

 Game 3 - Monday, March 24 Calgary @ Kootenay

 Game 4 - Tuesday, March 25 Calgary @ Kootenay

 Game 5 - Thursday, March 27 Kootenay @ Calgary

 Game 6 - Saturday, March 29 Calgary @ Kootenay

 Game 7 - Monday, March 31 Kootenay @ Calgary

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:35 PM       

Pics of the Game 

From Cranbrook Photo

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:32 AM       

Notes 

The WHL has established a trust fund to assist Kootenay Ice player Tim Bozon and his family with medical and rehabilitation costs. The public can make donations at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

 The ICE magic number to clinch 5th place in the East Conference is 2 points. Any combination of the ICE earning points and Swift Current not earning points adding up to 2 will put the ICE in 5th place.

 The ICE have clinched a playoff spot for the 16th consecutive season which is the longest active streak in the WHL.

 In 3 of the last 4 years the ICE have had a winning record on the road.

 After 35 road games this season they have a record of 17-16-2-0.

 This is the 15th straight year that the ICE will have a .500 or better record. Last year they finished exactly at .500.

 Jaedon Descheneau is the latest to reach the 40-goal mark, 13 times an ICE player has scored 40-or-more goals in a season. 

 (50 Nigel Dawes 04-05, 49 Jay Henderson 97-98, 47 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 47 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 

 47 Nigel Dawes 03-04, 45 Duncan Milroy 01-02, 43 Mike Green 99-00, 43 Jaedon Deschenau 13-14, 42 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 41 Scott Burt 97-98, 40 Steve DaSilva 07-08, 40 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 40 John Kachur 96-97).

 Sam Reinhart has 67 assists which is a new Franchise Record. 

 (66 Jarret Stoll 00-01)

 Sam Reinhart has 103 points which is the 2nd most in a season, Jaedon Descheneau has 96 and is 3rd most in a season and it’s the 10th and 11th time an ICE forward has reached 90 or more points in a season.

 (106 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 94 Jay Henderson 97-98, 93 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 93 Dustin Sylvester 09-10, 92 Mike Green 99-00, 92 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 91 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 91 Steve DaSilva 06-07, 90 Steve DaSilva 07-08).

 Jagger Dirk, with 309 games, is the 7th player to play over 300 regular season games with the ICE. 

 (344 Dale Mahovsky, 340 Joe Antilla, 335 Kevin King, 325 Colin Sinclair, 324 Adam Taylor, 307 Dustin Sylvester). 

 Mackenzie Skapski is 3rd overall for games played by an ICE goalie with 140. (178 Nathan Lieuwen, 143 Jeff Glass).

 Sam Reinhart with 101 goals is 5th player to reach 100 career goals. (159 Nigel Dawes, 124 Jarret Stoll, 111 Dustin Sylvester, 103 Steve DaSilva).

 Luke Philp is the 28th forward to reach 50 career goals.

 Sam Reinhart is 2nd all-time with 151 career forward assists. (162 Jarret Stoll). 

 Zach Franko has 139 career assists, 12 with Kootenay.

 Tim Bozon has 126 career assists, 32 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 114 defenseman assists. (128 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is 3rd all-time with 252 career forward points. (286 Jarret Stoll, 272 Nigel Dawes)

 Jaedon Descheneau is 13th all-time with 188. 

 Luke Philp is 28th with 122. 

 Tim Bozon has 231 career points, 62 with Kootenay.

 Zach Franko has 220 career points, 21 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 140 career defenseman points. (176 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is tied with Steve DaSilva for 4th place with 19 career game winning goals. (29 Nigel Dawes, 22 Dustin Sylvester, 21 Andrew Bailey)

 Mackenzie Skapski is 4th all-time with 74 career wins (85 Nathan Lieuwen, 82 Taylor Dakers, 75 Jeff Glass). 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  8:00 AM       

Friday, March 14, 2014

Remaining Schedules 

After March 14th 

 Kootenay 1

 Away 1 – Calgary

 Calgary 1

 Home 1 – Kootenay

 Edmonton 2

 Home 1 – Red Deer

 Away 1 – Red Deer

 Red Deer 2

 Home 1 – Edmonton

 Away 1 – Edmonton

 Brandon 1

 Home 1 – Regina

 Prince Albert 1

 Away 1 – Saskatoon

 Regina 1

 Away 1 – Brandon

 Swift Current 1

 Away 1 – Moose Jaw 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:00 PM       

ICE Year-End Awards 

Cranbrook, BC – The Kootenay ICE handed out their 16th annual team awards prior to the start of the game against the Calgary Hitmen tonight. Seven different players were recognized for their achievements. The individual winners are listed below:

 Rod Hunter Ltd. Players Award – Luke Philp

 Apollo Ristorante Most Valuable Player - Sam Reinhart

 Ron Collision / Dixon Service Centre Top Defenseman – Rinat Valiev

 Alpine Toyota Rookie of the Year – Rinat Valiev

 Skyway Distributors Most Improved Player – Luke Philp

 BDO Dunwoody Most Underrated Player – Jaedon Descheneau

 East Kootenay Community Credit Union Community Relations Award – Mackenzie Skapski

 Rocky Mountain Diesel Scholastic Player of the Year – Jordan Steenbergen

 Steeples Construction Player of the Month – Jaedon Descheneau

 East Kootenay Community Credit Union Community Player of the Month –

Tanner Faith

 Fan Club’s Player of the Year – Sam Reinhart

 The Boston Pizza Top Play-off Performer will be announced at the conclusion of the Playoffs
Friday, March 14, 2014

Bozon Trust Fund 

ICE helmet stickers

 Calgary, AB – The WHL has established a trust fund to assist Kootenay Ice player Tim Bozon and his family with medical and rehabilitation costs. The public can make donations at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba.

 Tim Bozon was admitted to the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) at Royal University Hospital on Saturday March 1, 2014 and was diagnosed with Neisseria Meningitis. He remains in ICU however doctors have indicated his condition remains critical but stable and improving. He has been in a coma but doctors are now working to slowly wake him. His family has indicated that Tim has responded to verbal stimuli.

 Tim’s parents, Philippe and Helene, have been overwhelmed by the e-mail and social media messages from people around the world showing their support for their son. The family is very appreciative and will respond sometime in the near future. The family also wants to express thanks to the doctors and staff at Royal University Hospital for the care Tim has received.

 The family appreciates the media’s interest in Tim and in helping to educate the community about meningitis. They do not wish to provide any interviews at this time and will coordinate updates to media, when appropriate, through Saskatoon Health Region communications. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  5:43 PM       

Thursday, March 13, 2014

Bozon Update 

March 13, 2014) Saskatoon – Saskatoon Health Region provides the following update on the condition of Kootenay Ice hockey player and Montreal Canadiens prospect Tim Bozon at the request of his family.

 Tim Bozon remains in the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) at Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon after being admitted on March 1 with Neisseria Meningitis. He remains in ICU however doctors have indicated his condition remains critical but stable and improving. He has been in an induced coma since being admitted to the ICU but doctors are now working to slowly wake him. His family has indicated that Tim has responded to verbal stimuli.

 Tim’s parents, Philippe and Helene, have been overwhelmed by the e-mail and social media messages from people around the world showing support for their son. The family is very appreciative and will respond sometime in the near future. The family also wants to express thanks to the doctors and staff at Royal University Hospital for the care Tim has received.

 There have been many enquiries from individuals and organizations wanting to make donations to assist the family during this difficult time. The Western Hockey League (WHL) has established a trust fund to assist the Bozon family with medical and rehabilitation costs as insurance coverage is limited. Details regarding the “Tim Bozon Trust” will be released by the WHL later this week. 

 The family appreciates the media’s interest in Tim and in helping to educate the community about meningitis. They do not wish to provide any interviews at this time and will coordinate updates to media, when appropriate, through Saskatoon Health Region communications. 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  2:00 PM       

Notes 

The ICE magic number to clinch 5th place in the East Conference is 3 points. Any combination of the ICE earning points and Swift Current not earning points adding up to 3 will put the ICE in 5th place.

 The ICE have clinched a playoff spot for the 16th consecutive season which is the longest active streak in the WHL.

 In 3 of the last 4 years the ICE have had a winning record on the road.

 After 35 road games this season they have a record of 17-16-2-0.

 This is the 15th straight year that the ICE will have a .500 or better record. Last year they finished exactly at .500.

 Jaedon Descheneau is the latest to reach the 40-goal mark, 13 times an ICE player has scored 40-or-more goals in a season. 

 (50 Nigel Dawes 04-05, 49 Jay Henderson 97-98, 47 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 47 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 

 47 Nigel Dawes 03-04, 45 Duncan Milroy 01-02, 43 Mike Green 99-00, 43 Jaedon Deschenau 13-14, 42 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 41 Scott Burt 97-98, 40 Steve DaSilva 07-08, 40 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 40 John Kachur 96-97).

 Sam Reinhart has 65 assists which is the 2nd most in a season by an ICE player. 

 (66 Jarret Stoll 00-01)

 Sam Reinhart has 99 points which is the 2nd most in a season, Jaedon Descheneau has 95 and is 3rd most in a season and it’s the 10th and 11th time an ICE forward has reached 90 or more points in a season.

 (106 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 94 Jay Henderson 97-98, 93 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 93 Dustin Sylvester 09-10, 92 Mike Green 99-00, 92 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 91 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 91 Steve DaSilva 06-07, 90 Steve DaSilva 07-08).

 Jagger Dirk, with 308 games, is the 7th player to play over 300 regular season games with the ICE. 

 (344 Dale Mahovsky, 340 Joe Antilla, 335 Kevin King, 325 Colin Sinclair, 324 Adam Taylor, 307 Dustin Sylvester). 

 Mackenzie Skapski is 3rd overall for games played by an ICE goalie with 139. (178 Nathan Lieuwen, 143 Jeff Glass).

 Sam Reinhart is 1 goal away from being the 5th player to reach 100 career goals. (159 Nigel Dawes, 124 Jarret Stoll, 111 Dustin Sylvester, 103 Steve DaSilva).

 Luke Philp is 1 goal away from being the 28th forward to reach 50 career goals.

 Sam Reinhart is 2nd all-time with 149 career forward assists. (162 Jarret Stoll). 

 Zach Franko has 139 career assists, 12 with Kootenay.

 Tim Bozon has 126 career assists, 32 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 112 defenseman assists. (128 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is 4th all-time with 248 career forward points. (286 Jarret Stoll, 272 Nigel Dawes, 251 Dustin Sylvester)

 Jaedon Descheneau is 13th all-time with 187. 

 Luke Philp is tied for 29th with 118. 

 Tim Bozon has 231 career points, 62 with Kootenay.

 Zach Franko has 220 career points, 21 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 138 career defenseman points. (176 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is tied with Steve DaSilva for 4th place with 19 career game winning goals. (29 Nigel Dawes, 22 Dustin Sylvester, 21 Andrew Bailey)

 Mackenzie Skapski is 4th all-time with 74 career wins (85 Nathan Lieuwen, 82 Taylor Dakers, 75 Jeff Glass). 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  11:34 AM       

Wednesday, March 12, 2014

Bozon Stickers 

Posted on Twitter a few days ago 

 by Tim's brother Kevin Bozon

 @kevboz12 

 by Aurélien Jimmy Omer 

 @jimmyomer 

 Hockey Equipment Manager Geneve Servette Hockey Club

 During the play-offs @officialGSHC players will wear a logo on there helmets support to @timbozon94

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  1:29 PM       

Notes 

The ICE have clinched a playoff spot for the 16th consecutive season which is the longest active streak in the WHL.

 In 3 of the last 4 years the ICE have had a winning record on the road.

 After 34 road games this season they have a record of 17-15-2-0.

 This is the 15th straight year that the ICE will have a .500 or better record. Last year they finished exactly at .500.

 Jaedon Descheneau is the latest to reach the 40-goal mark, 13 times an ICE player has scored 40-or-more goals in a season. 

 (50 Nigel Dawes 04-05, 49 Jay Henderson 97-98, 47 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 47 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 

 47 Nigel Dawes 03-04, 45 Duncan Milroy 01-02, 43 Mike Green 99-00, 42 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 

 42 Jaedon Deschenau 13-14, 41 Scott Burt 97-98, 40 Steve DaSilva 07-08, 40 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 40 John Kachur 96-97).

 Sam Reinhart has 63 assists which is the 2nd most in a season by an ICE player. 

 (66 Jarret Stoll 00-01)

 Sam Reinhart has 97 points which is the 2nd most in a season, Jaedon Descheneau has 94 and is tied for 3rd most in a season and it’s the 10th and 11th time an ICE forward has reached 90 or more points in a season.

 (106 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 94 Jay Henderson 97-98, 93 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 93 Dustin Sylvester 09-10, 92 Mike Green 99-00, 92 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 91 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 91 Steve DaSilva 06-07, 90 Steve DaSilva 07-08).

 Jagger Dirk, with 307 games, is the 7th player to play over 300 regular season games with the ICE. 

 (344 Dale Mahovsky, 340 Joe Antilla, 335 Kevin King, 325 Colin Sinclair, 324 Adam Taylor, 307 Dustin Sylvester). 

 Mackenzie Skapski is 3rd overall for games played by an ICE goalie with 138. (178 Nathan Lieuwen, 143 Jeff Glass).

 Sam Reinhart is 1 goal away from being the 5th player to reach 100 career goals. (159 Nigel Dawes, 124 Jarret Stoll, 111 Dustin Sylvester, 103 Steve DaSilva).

 Luke Philp is 1 goal away from being the 28th forward to reach 50 career goals.

 Sam Reinhart is 3rd all-time with 147 career forward assists. (162 Jarret Stoll, 148 Dale Mahovsky). 

 Zach Franko has 139 career assists, 12 with Kootenay.

 Tim Bozon has 126 career assists, 32 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 113 defenseman assists. (128 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is 4th all-time with 246 career forward points. (286 Jarret Stoll, 272 Nigel Dawes, 251 Dustin Sylvester)

 Jaedon Descheneau is T-13th all-time with 186. 

 Luke Philp is 30th with 117. 

 Tim Bozon has 231 career points, 62 with Kootenay.

 Zach Franko has 220 career points, 21 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 138 career defenseman points. (176 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is tied with Steve DaSilva for 4th place with 19 career game winning goals. (29 Nigel Dawes, 22 Dustin Sylvester, 21 Andrew Bailey)

 Mackenzie Skapski 4th all-time with 74 career wins (85 Nathan Lieuwen, 82 Taylor Dakers, 75 Jeff Glass). 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  9:00 AM       

Tuesday, March 11, 2014

Notes 

The ICE have clinched a playoff spot for the 16th consecutive season which is the longest active streak in the WHL.

 In 3 of the last 4 years the ICE have had a winning record on the road.

 After 33 road games this season they have a record of 17-14-2-0.

 This is the 15th straight year that the ICE will have a .500 or better record. Last year they finished exactly at .500.

 Jaedon Descheneau is the latest to reach the 40-goal mark, 13 times an ICE player has scored 40-or-more goals in a season. 

 (50 Nigel Dawes 04-05, 49 Jay Henderson 97-98, 47 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 47 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 47 Nigel Dawes 03-04, 45 Duncan Milroy 01-02, 43 Mike Green 99-00, 42 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 42 Jaedon Deschenau 13-14, 41 Scott Burt 97-98, 40 Steve DaSilva 07-08, 40 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 40 John Kachur 96-97).

 Sam Reinhart has 63 assists which is the 2nd most in a season by an ICE player. 

 (66 Jarret Stoll 00-01)

 Sam Reinhart has 97 points which is the 2nd most in a season, Jaedon Descheneau has 94 and is tied for 3rd most in a season and it’s the 10th and 11th time an ICE forward has reached 90 or more points in a season.

 (106 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 94 Jay Henderson 97-98, 93 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 93 Dustin Sylvester 09-10, 92 Mike Green 99-00, 92 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 91 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 91 Steve DaSilva 06-07, 90 Steve DaSilva 07-08).

 Jagger Dirk is the 7th player to play over 300 regular season games with the ICE. 

 (344 Dale Mahovsky, 340 Joe Antilla, 335 Kevin King, 325 Colin Sinclair, 324 Adam Taylor, 307 Dustin Sylvester). 

 Mackenzie Skapski is tied for the 3rd most games by an ICE goalie with 137. (178 Nathan Lieuwen, 143 Jeff Glass, 137 Taylor Dakers).

 Sam Reinhart is 1 goal away from being the 5th player to reach 100 career goals. (159 Nigel Dawes, 124 Jarret Stoll, 111 Dustin Sylvester, 103 Steve DaSilva).

 Luke Philp is 1 goal away from being the 28th forward to reach 50 career goals.

 Sam Reinhart is 3rd all-time with 147 career forward assists. (162 Jarret Stoll, 148 Dale Mahovsky). 

 Zach Franko has 139 career assists, 12 with Kootenay.

 Tim Bozon has 126 career assists, 32 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 112 defenseman assists. (128 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is 4th all-time with 246 career forward points. (286 Jarret Stoll, 272 Nigel Dawes, 251 Dustin Sylvester)

 Jaedon Descheneau is T-13th all-time with 186. 

 Luke Philp is 30th with 117. 

 Tim Bozon has 231 career points, 62 with Kootenay.

 Zach Franko has 220 career points, 21 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 138 career defenseman points. (176 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is tied with Steve DaSilva for 4th place with 19 career game winning goals. (29 Nigel Dawes, 22 Dustin Sylvester, 21 Andrew Bailey)

 Mackenzie Skapski 4th all-time with 74 career wins (85 Nathan Lieuwen, 82 Taylor Dakers, 75 Jeff Glass). 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  7:00 AM       

Monday, March 10, 2014

From The ICE Office 

ICE CHIPS: The KOOTENAY ICE enter this week's action with a 39-25-2-2 record (22-11-0-2 at home, 17-14-2-0 on the road, 0-2 in overtime, 5-2 in shootouts) and in fifth place in the EASTERN CONFERENCE...KOOTENAY is 21-9-0-1 since the Christmas Break...The ICE have clinched a playoff spot for the 16th consecutive season, which is the longest active streak in the WHL…KOOTENAY will conclude the regular season this week by playing four games in five nights (one at home).

 PLAYOFF PACKAGES AVAILABLE: 2014 playoff packages are now available for anyone to purchase at the KOOTENAY ICE Office...Eight game ticket packages are $160.00 for Adults, $128.00 for Seniors, $112.00 for Students, and $88.00 for Youth…The deadline to purchase your package is Friday, March 14...The ICE Office will be open from 8:30 - 5:00 pm including lunch all week for your convenience...For more information please call 250-417-0322. 

 GIFT CARDS: Get the gift that keeps on giving…The KOOTENAY ICE now have reusable and reloadable GIFT CARDS for any dollar amount…Your special someone can use the gift card to buy individual game tickets or playoff packages…Gift Cards are available at the Kootenay ICE Office.

 DID YOU KNOW: The ICE will finish the 2013-2014 regular season with a .500 or better record for a League record 15th consecutive season (KAMLOOPS BLAZERS - 1982 - 1996 - previous record)...SAM REINHART, who is second in the WHL in assists with 63, needs four more assists to set the franchise record for most assists in one season (66 - set by JARRET STOLL in 2000 - 2001)...REINHART, who needs to record one more goal to reach 100 in his WHL career, needs three more points to become the second player in franchise history to reach 100 points in one season (106 - JARRET STOLL in 2000 - 2001)...MACKENZIE SKAPSKI, who is sixth in the League in save percentage (.918), is tenth in the WHL in goals against average (2.64)…SKAPSKI, who is tied for first in the LEAGUE for shootout wins with five, is tied for third in franchise history for most games played by a goaltender with 137 (TAYLOR DAKERS - 137, JEFF GLASS - 143, NATHAN LIEUWEN - 175)...JAEDON DESCHENEAU, who is tied for sixth in the WHL in goals scored with 42, became the first ICE player to record 40 goals in one season on March 8 against REGINA since STEVE DASILVA in 2006 - 2007.

 INJURIES: Defensemen LANDON CROSS and LANDON PEEL will be out of the ICE line up for one to two weeks with upper body injuries...Forward TIM BOZON will be out of the KOOTENAY line up for an undetermined amount of time with an illness...Forward RYAN CHYNOWETH will be out of the ICE line up for an undetermined amount of time with an upper body injury...Defenseman TANNER FAITH will be out of the KOOTENAY line up three to five months with an upper body injury.

 ONE YEAR AGO: After 68 games of the 2012-2013 season the ICE were 33-33-2-0, after 69 games were 34-33-2-0, after 70 games were 34-34-2-0, after 71 games were 34-35-2-0 and after 72 games were 35-35-2-0.

 UPCOMING WEEK:

 Tuesday March 11 ICE @ Edmonton 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Wednesday March 12 ICE @ Red Deer 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive) 

 Thursday March 13 Practice 3:45 - 5:45 pm Western Financial Place 

 Friday March 14 ICE vs Calgary 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)

 Saturday March 15 ICE @ Calgary 7:00 pm (102.9 FM – The Drive)
Saturday, March 8, 2014

Notes 

The ICE have clinched a playoff spot for the 16th consecutive season which is the longest active streak in the WHL.

 In 3 of the last 4 years the ICE have had a winning record on the road.

 After 33 road games this season they have a record of 17-14-2-0.

 This is the 15th straight year that the ICE will have a .500 or better record. Last year they finished exactly at .500.

 Jaedon Descheneau is the latest to reach the 40-goal mark, 13 times an ICE player has scored 40-or-more goals in a season. 

 (50 Nigel Dawes 04-05, 49 Jay Henderson 97-98, 47 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 47 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 47 Nigel Dawes 03-04, 45 Duncan Milroy 01-02, 43 Mike Green 99-00, 42 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 41 Scott Burt 97-98, 41 Jaedon Deschenau 13-14, 40 Steve DaSilva 07-08, 40 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 40 John Kachur 96-97).

 Sam Reinhart has 62 assists which is the 2nd most in a season by an ICE player. 

 (66 Jarret Stoll 00-01)

 Sam Reinhart has 96 points which is the 2nd most in a season, Jaedon Descheneau has 91 and it’s the 10th and 11th time an ICE forward has reached 90 or more points in a season.

 (106 Jarret Stoll 00-01, 94 Jay Henderson 97-98, 93 Adam Cracknell 05-06, 93 Dustin Sylvester 09-10, 92 Mike Green 99-00, 92 Nigel Dawes 02-03, 91 Zdenek Blatny 99-00, 91 Steve DaSilva 06-07, 90 Steve DaSilva 07-08).

 Jagger Dirk is the 7th player to play over 300 regular season games with the ICE. 

 (344 Dale Mahovsky, 340 Joe Antilla, 335 Kevin King, 325 Colin Sinclair, 324 Adam Taylor, 307 Dustin Sylvester). 

 Mackenzie Skapski has played the 4th most games by an ICE goalie with 136. (178 Nathan Lieuwen, 143 Jeff Glass, 137 Taylor Dakers).

 Sam Reinhart is 1 goal away from being the 5th player to reach 100 career goals. (159 Nigel Dawes, 124 Jarret Stoll, 111 Dustin Sylvester, 103 Steve DaSilva).

 Luke Philp is 2 goals away from being the 28th forward to reach 50 career goals.

 Sam Reinhart is 3rd all-time with 146 career forward assists. (162 Jarret Stoll, 148 Dale Mahovsky). 

 Zach Franko has 139 career assists, 12 with Kootenay.

 Tim Bozon has 126 career assists, 32 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 111 defenseman assists. (128 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is 4th all-time with 245 career forward points. (286 Jarret Stoll, 272 Nigel Dawes, 251 Dustin Sylvester)

 Jaedon Descheneau is tied for 14th all-time with 183. 

 Luke Philp is 30th with 116. 

 Tim Bozon has 231 career points, 62 with Kootenay.

 Zach Franko has 220 career points, 21 with Kootenay.

 Jagger Dirk is 2nd all-time with 136 career defenseman points. (176 Brayden McNabb). 

 Sam Reinhart is tied with Steve DaSilva for 4th place with 19 career game winning goals. (29 Nigel Dawes, 22 Dustin Sylvester, 21 Andrew Bailey)

 Mackenzie Skapski 4th all-time with 73 career wins (85 Nathan Lieuwen, 82 Taylor Dakers, 75 Jeff Glass). 

 Posted by  Jeff Hollick     at  12:00 PM       

Tuesday, March 4, 2014

Reinhart WHL Player of the Month 

CALGARY, AB – The Western Hockey League announced today that forward Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice is the WHL Player of the Month for February, 2014.

 Reinhart, an 18-year-old from Vancouver, B.C., amassed 10 goals and 22 assists for 32 points along with a +15 rating in 13 games in February, helping the Ice post an 11-2-0-0 record in that span. The 6’1”, 183-lb center recorded at least one point in all 13 games he played in February, and recorded multiple points on nine occasions including seven games in which he recorded three or more points. Reinhart scored in eight games in February, including netting three game-winning tallies, and recorded at least one assist in all 13 games. Reinhart led all WHL players in assists and points during the month, and was tied for fifth in plus-minus.

 Reinhart’s strong performance during February saw him selected among the 3 Stars on seven occasions, including four 1st Star selections and three 2nd Star nods. His productive month also helped Reinhart set new Kootenay Ice franchise records for longest point streak at 22 consecutive games and longest assist streak at 15 games.

 Reinhart is in his third season in the WHL with the Kootenay Ice. The Ice’s first-round pick, 15th overall, in the 2010 WHL Bantam Draft, Reinhart has accumulated 99 goals and 243 points in 196 career regular-season contests. A member of Canada’s national junior team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, Reinhart is considered one of the top prospects for the 2014 NHL Draft.

 Reinhart’s accomplishments make him a deserving choice as the WHL Player of the Month for February.
Wednesday, March 26, 2014

Not many witness Comrie's clinic 

Shoot the Breeze Photography - Marissa Baecker 

•Eric Comrie put on a goaltending clinic Tuesday night at Toyota Center. To bad only about two thousand fans witnessed the heroic effort. The Tri City Americans goalie made 52 saves, including the first 34 he faced in the opening 40 minutes, in a 4-3 victory. Comrie's best save came in the first period when the game was scoreless. Comrie shutdown Ryan Olsen on a two on none with line-mate Tyrell Goulbourne. Goulbourne picked off a pass just inside the Americans blue line, skated in and promptly dished the puck to the left side of the net where Olsen was waiting with no one around him. Comrie niftly slid across to make the save to keep the game scoreless. 

•While Comrie was full marks for his first star status, Jordon Cooke was also dialed in at the other end of the ice. Despite seeing little activity in the first period, the Rockets 20 year-old made the stops he needed to make until the Americans exploded for three goals in a span of 3:23 of the second period.   

•As bad as the Rockets were over that 3:23 span, they showed a lot of resilience in getting back in the game by scoring three times in the third period and almost pulling off the comeback. The key to the three goals was traffic in front of Comrie. In playing more desperate hockey to get back in the game, red shirted Rockets were winning puck battles and heading to the net for secondary chances. If shots weren't beating Comrie cleanly, bodies were in the 18 year-old's line of vision in an effort to make life miserable for the Winnipeg Jets draft pick.  

•When was the last time the Rockets put up +55 shots on net in one playoff game? You don't have to look that far. In an opening round series against Seattle the Rockets fired 59 shots at Brandon Glover in a 5-4 overtime win. That 59 shot effort was also on the road.          

•While Comrie was the story in game three, sadly you can't ignore the bad crowd. For those that showed up, pat yourself on the back, but it was the worst crowd I've witnessed in my 19 years of calling games at the Toyota Center.  Just 2,010 fans were on hand for game three. Playoff dates are tough at this time of the year for American based teams. Even last year against Spokane in round one, just over 3 thousand showed up at Toyota Center to watch arch rival Spokane face the Americans in a 2013 playoff match up.      

•Isn't it interesting how Rockets forward Ryan Olsen has probably had the best scoring chances in this series but Comrie, for the most part, has had Olsen's number? The two are both Winnipeg Jets prospects and are both signed players. Does Comrie have the book on Olsen? But shouldn't Olsen have the book on Comrie? 

•Jets Director of Amateur Scouting Marcel Comeau took in last night's game to watch both Comrie and Olsen. I would imagine he liked what he saw from both players.   

•Tri City forward Brian Williams didn't get any three star love last night but the 18 year-old was dynamite. The 36 goal man from the regular season just won't take no for an answer. It sounds like me when I was attempting to date my now wife of 18 years. When Williams has a scoring chance in tight on the goaltender he sticks around until the job is complete. Williams second period goal was one where it looked like Cooke had made the save but Williams literally willed the puck into the net. That goal, and another scoring chance he created in the third period where he didn't score, reminded me a little bit of Brendan Gallagher and how determined he was in getting the puck past the goalie.      

•Myles Bell, Marek Tvrdon and Mitch Wheaton are the three players that have a point in every game in this series.    

•While the Rockets power play came alive in the third period with two goals,  it was a lack of execution early in the game that bit them in the rear. The Rockets were granted three of the first four power plays in the game but came away empty handed. Even one goal at that crucial time would have made a world of difference.

•Every play during a game is crucial. Despite having all the momentum in the third period and out-shooting the Americans badly, a miscue at the Rockets blue line allows Justin Gutierrez to go in all alone on a breakaway where he scores. That makes the score 4-2, but after Marek Tvrdon's power play goal with 1:03 remaining in the game, the Gutierrez goal becomes the game winner. It makes you scratch your head wondering how you can surrender a breakaway goal with under 3 minutes left in regulation time.

•Game four goes tonight at the Toyota Center with game five back in Kelowna on Friday.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:45 AM     No comments:      

Monday, March 24, 2014

Gatenby and Myers have something in common 

What a great photo by Marissa Baecker - Shoot the Breeze  

•There has been a lot of talk about Eric Comrie’s strong play in the first two games of this series, but let’s not forget Jordon Cooke’s efforts. While not tested as often, Cooke has been solid with a save percentage of .966. In his first full season as a starter, Cooke’s goals against average was over three in last years playoffs which was significantly higher than his regular season totals. In this year’s playoffs, Cooke wants to mirror his statistics from the regular season. The 20 year-old had the second best goals against average in the league over the 72 game schedule.    

•Wouldn’t it be fun to have a skate off between Kelowna Rockets forward Tyrell Goulbourne and Americans speedster Lucas Nichols? Both are arguably the fastest players on their respective teams and I still can't determine who’s quicker. Without the puck, I will give Goulbourne the nod. With it, Nichols may make it to the finish line first. Regardless, those two dudes can fly.

•For the record, Eric Comrie has two masks that he keeps with him at all times. The 18 year-old had his mask malfunction in game one and fortunately he had a back up with him in his hockey bag.

•I’ve noticed two trends in the officiating in the first two games of this series. A punch after the whistle or any rough play will have the guilty party sitting in the penalty box. I don’t mind that. If crap is called after the whistle and only one player engages in it, I have no problem with that call. More times than not during the regular season even the player who gets punched also serves a penalty. I have also noticed that any contact with a goaltender, even minor in nature, has the skater serving a penalty for goaltender interference.  

•Quiet coaches. If you have watched the first two games of this series closely, you have noticed that neither Rockets bench boss Ryan Huska nor Americans head coaches Jim Hiller are overly animated on the bench. Both are as competitive as they come but don’t believe they need to rant and rave on the bench and continually yell at the officials in order for calls to go their way. I can only imagine what it is like when Victoria’s Dave Lowry goes us up against Everett’s Kevin Constantine. Those two are the most animated in Western Conference.   

•Joe Gatenby was all the smiles the day after I talked to him about scoring his first career WHL goal. Wouldn’t you? The 16 year-old scored his first goal in a playoff game, on home ice and against one of the best goaltenders in the WHL. Who was the last 16 year-old Rockets rookie to score his first career WHL goal in the playoffs? Tyler Myers. Myers, who now plays with NHL’s Buffalo Sabres, scored his first career goal in the 2006 playoffs in Cranbrook in game four of an opening round series against the Ice.

•I wouldn’t have thought two games into the WHL playoffs that Gatenby would have more goals than teammate Madison Bowey. Bowey had 21 during the regular season.

•Rockets second year forward Rourke Chartier has something in common with Americans forward Rodney Southam. The two won the Saskatchewan Midget League title a couple years back as members of the Saskatoon Contacts.   

•Best late picks in the WHL bantam draft for both teams? I am not sure the Rockets scouting staff would have projected Damon Severson to turn into the player he did. Severson was a 9th round pick. On the other side, did Americans GM Bob Tory think Brian Williams would score 36 goals after taking him in the 8th round in 2010?      

•The spring break allowed the Rockets to bring in 16 year-old goaltender Jake Morrissey this week for a few on ice workouts. Morrissey is the teams 5th round selection in the 2012 WHL draft.
Saturday, March 22, 2014

Goalies a factor in Rockets game one win  

Eric Comrie was good and Jordon Cooke was equal to the task 

•Tri City Americans goaltender Eric Comrie was solid. Kelowna Rockets crease keeper Jordon Cooke was equal to the task. The two goaltenders were the focal point heading into this best of seven series and played a prominent role in game one of this best of seven series. Cooke made 32 saves and Comrie made the same number in the Kelowna Rockets 3-1 win Saturday night, grabbing game one of this best of seven Western Conference Quarter Final series. Game two is set for Sunday afternoon at 5:05 at Prospera Place before the series shifts to Kennewick for games three and four next Tuesday and Wednesday night.        

•Comrie was the busier of the two goaltenders in the early going as the Rockets came out hard in the first five to seven minutes by dictating the play. Leading scorer Myles Bell took a two minute penalty with about 7 minutes left in the first period and the Americans seemed to find their game after that. The visitors were equally as good as the Rockets, if not at times better in the second period, for the remainder of the game.     

•Comrie experienced an equipment problem with his mask in the third period that took a significant amount of time to sort out. It had the Americans training staff hurrying back to the dressing room in an effort to repair and then eventually replace Comrie's mask. In the end it looked like they had to go with a second mask Comrie may have had with him? I know for a fact it wasn't back up Evan Sarthou's. Sarthou's mask has no design on it and it is simply white in colour like counterpart Jordon Cooke's. 

•Everybody in the building couldn't believe the interference call assessed to Tyson Baillie after he was caught up in the crease with Comrie. It appeared Comrie was holding Baillie in the crease, and as the Rockets forward attempted to break loose, the Americans goaltender fell on his back and Baillie was sent to the penalty box. From there on out the officiating crew of Adam Griffiths and Sean Raphael were booed every time they skated onto the ice for the start of the second and third periods.     

•Rourke Chartier played in just three playoff games last spring after getting hurt in game three of an opening round series against Seattle. The 17 year-old made up for lost time with two goals, not only opening up the scoring but also closing it with an empty net goal. Obviously it was Chartier's first two career playoff goals.

•I thought Mitch Wheaton had a strong game on the blue line. Not only did he chip in with an assist, I really liked his shot block in the third period when he stood in the way of a point drive that appeared to strike him in the arm. It is obvious that Wheaton is 'in it to win it' as Randy Jackson on American Idol often tells the competitors after a strong singing performance. I thought Wheaton was the Rockets best defender.

•I didn't notice him much in the seasonal series but Americans d-man Josh Thrower is a solid player.  Thrower made some sweet outlet passes and looked composed with the puck. The 17 year-old also plays an aggressive game like his older brother Dalton. I like Thrower and 16 year-old Parker Wotherspoon. They are two young guys that will anchor the Americans d-core for years to come.   

•Tyson Baillie was back in the line up for the Rockets in game one. Playing with Myles Bell and Justin Kirkland, the trio didn't light it up but the chemistry between the three will only improve as the series goes along.     

•The crowd at Prospera Place was solid. The weather outside may have played a factor in coming close to a sell out in game one. Just over58 hundred fans watched the game and had the privilege of buying a 50/50 ticket where someone in the building walked away with 20 grand.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:27 PM     No comments:      

Let's begin 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets open the 2014 Western Hockey League playoff tonight when they host the Tri City Americans. These two teams met four times this season with the Rockets going 4-0-0-0, out-scoring the Americans 20-5 including 12-1 at home. Jordon Cooke played three of the four games but the Americans elected to start #1 goaltender Eric Comrie just once. The Rockets out-scored the Americans 9-0 in the first period in the four game series. The Rockets out-shot the Am’s in all four games, 186-83. Game two is tomorrow night before games three and four are back in Kennewick Washington next Tuesday and Wednesday night. This is the 5th time these two teams have met in the playoffs and the second time in round one. They have met in the playoffs in 2010, 2009, 2004 and in 1996.         

Scoring breakdown in seasonal series: 

Period:        1     2    3   SO   Total

Rockets:     9     6    4     1     20 

Americans: 0     1    4     0      5

Rockets Award Winners: The Rockets handed out their team awards last Sunday. Jordon Cooke was named the team MVP. Damon Severson was the Top Defenceman. Nick Merkley was named Rookie of the Year. Rourke Chartier picked up three awards including Top Defensive Forward, Most Sportsmanlike and Scholastic Player of the Year. Jackson Whistle was the Most Improved Player. Cole Martin was the Top +/- Player. Myles Bell was the Top Scorer for a second straight year.  

More League Love: Twenty year-old goaltender Jordon Cooke was named a 1st Team Western Conference WHL All-Star on Thursday. Cooke was also named the Western Conference nominee for Goaltender of the Year. Teammates Damon Severson and Madison Bowey were named 2nd Team Western Conference All-Stars. Sixteen year-old Nick Merkley is the Western Conference nominee for Rookie of the Year.    

Broken Record or Breaking Records? The Rockets set new franchise records for wins (57), fewest losses (11) and most points (118). Madison Bowey set a new team record for goals by a defenceman in a season with 21, breaking the old mark of 19 set by Tyson Barrie. Nick Merkley tied the team record for goals by a 16 year-old rookie. Merkley and Shane McColgan both put up 25 goals as 16 year-olds.      

This and That: The Kelowna Rockets are playing their 190th playoff game tonight…This is the 35th playoff series the Rockets have been involved in since relocating from Tacoma to Kelowna for the start of the 1995-96 season…Rockets assistant coach Dan Lambert and Americans head coach Jim Hiller were both selected in the 1989 NHL draft. Lambert was taken in the 6th round by Quebec while Hiller was taken in the 10th round by the LA Kings…The Rockets tied the league record with 29 road wins this season…The Rockets were regular season champions for a third time. The team also captured league crowns in 2003 and 2002…Cole Martin lead the entire WHL with a +/- rating of +61…The Rockets were rated as the #1 team in the CHL Top 10 rankings for 12 straight weeks.   

Who’s Hot: Nick Merkley has points in twelve of his last 15 games. Merkley has 12+7=19 over that period. Marek Tvrdon has 21 points in his last 18 games (7+14=21). Damon Severson has points in 14 of his last 20 games…The Rockets are 48-6-0-4 in their last 58 home games dating back to last season. Rourke Chartier has 5+9=14 in his last 12 games…Chartier has 37 points in his last 36 games.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:44 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, March 20, 2014

Commish isn't ruling out reducing # of games in WHL  

     video

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:39 PM     No comments:      

Tuesday, March 18, 2014

A few thoughts and connections between Rockets/Americans  

Americans last line of defence - Eric Comrie 

•It will be interesting to see what the attendance figure will be when the Kelowna Rockets open the playoffs Saturday night against the Tri City Americans. If you look at games one and two last year against Seattle, 5,467 fans took in game one before 5,578 showed up for game two. While less than a thousand short of a sell out, they were solid crowds for late March. The smallest crowd of the 2013 playoffs was in round two against Kamloops when 4,584  watched game two.

•What Kelowna Rockets captain was drafted by the Tri City Americans in the bantam draft? Answer at the bottom of the article. 

•You can forgive the Rockets for feeling a sense of deja vu heading into Saturday's opening game against the Tri City Americans. The Rockets had 50 more points than the Americans during the regular season. Against Seattle last year in round one the difference was also 50 points. 

•19 year-old Kelowna Rockets forward Ryan Olsen is a draft pick of the NHL's Winnipeg Jets from 2012. Americans goaltender Eric Comrie (pictured right) is also a pick of the Jets from 2013. Comrie was taken in the second round. Olsen is a 6th rounder. 

•The Rockets and Americans have only selected first overall once each in the WHL bantam draft. That my friends is a good thing. The only time the Rockets picked first overall was in 1991 - their expansion year - when they took Adam Smith. The Americans only first overall selection came in 2003. They picked a Winnipeg kid named Jonathon Toews. Ya, that Jonathan Toews...the captain of the Chicago Blackhawks. Toews never played a game in the WHL but GM Bob Tory had to pick the high profile player with the outside hope he would choose major junior hockey. My generally feeling is it were today, now with the Americans outstanding track record in tact, Toews may have spent some time in an Americans uniform. 

•Rockets assistant coach Dan Lambert and Americans head coach Jim Hiller were both selected in the 1989 NHL entry draft. Lambert was taken in the 6th round by Quebec and Hiller was selected in the 10th round by the LA Kings. Lambert would play 29 games in the NHL. Hiller would play 63 in the show.  

•Did you know Americans GM Bob Tory rents his Edmonton home to Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal? You do now.  

•What two current WHL head coaches were once head coaches with the Americans? Don Hay of the Vancouver Giants and Don Nachbaur of the Spokane Chiefs.  

•The Americans drafted  Liam Gorges back in 2005. Liam is indeed the cousin of former Rockets captain Josh Gorges. 

•The Rockets will play their 190th WHL playoff game Saturday night since re-locating from Tacoma for the start of the 1995-96 season.   

•This is the 35th playoff series the Rockets have been involved in since moving to the Okanagan. 

•The Kelowna Rockets have been involved in a game seven six times in those 35 playoff series. Only eight times has a series ended in a four game sweep.

•Lucas Bloodoff was drafted in the 6th round by the Americans in 2004 WHL bantam draft. Bloodoff would go on to captain the Rockets in 2009-2010 and was a member of the 2009 WHL championship team.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:14 PM     No comments:      

Monday, March 17, 2014

Playoff Primer: Rockets/Americans 

Rourke Chartier accepting awards   

•Playoff experience. Is it a big deal? If it is the Kelowna Rockets have a significant advantage heading into game one of their Western Conference quarter final series Saturday night against the Tri City Americans. The Rockets have 235 games of playoff  experience. The Americans by comparison have just 171 games under their belt. The Rockets top forward when it comes to playoff experience is Colton Heffley (25). Damon Severson has 25 games of playoff war scars on the blue line. The Americans most experienced playoff performer is Mitch Topping who has 29 games with Tri City and the now defunct Chilliwack Bruins. 

•Rourke Chartier, pictured to the right, is hungry for a long playoff run. The 17 year-old was hurt in game three of an opening round playoff series with Seattle when he was hit by defenceman Evan Wardley. Chartier never returned from the back injury.    

•These two teams met four times in the seasonal series with the Rockets winning all four games. The Rockets out-scored the Americans 20-5 including 12-1 at home. Jordon Cooke played in three of the four games but surprisingly 16 year-old Evan Sarthou played in three of the four meetings for the Americans. 

•The story in the seasonal series was the Rockets ability to score in the first period. In four games the Rockets out-scored the Americans 9-0. 

•Outside of the 7-0 win in the final meeting of the season where the Rockets went 4 for 4 on the power play, the Americans were a perfect 9 for 9 in the three other games on the penalty kill.

•The Americans give up a lot of shots. In the four games, the Rockets out-shot them 186-83. That is an average of 47 shots on goal per game the Americans goaltenders were facing.    

•This series features two of the top goaltenders in Jordon Cooke (Rockets) and Eric Comrie (Americans). Again, Cooke has more playoff experience with 11 games played while Comrie has just one game after appearing in a relief appearance against Spokane in the 2011 post season. Don't forget Comrie didn't participate in the playoffs last season after he was shutdown in February to undergo hip surgery.  

•This series features several Tri City Americans that have connections with Kelowna or the general area known as the Okanagan. Jessey Astles is a former player with the Rockets. Astles was taken in the 6th round by Lorne Frey back in 2008, the year the team picked Shane McColgan in round one and Jordon Cooke in round four. 

•Tri City forward Parker Bowles is a former member of the Okanagan Midget Rockets. Justin Marrek is a West Kelowna resident and Lucas Nickles is from Salmon Arm. 

•These two teams were separated by 50 points in the WHL standings. The Americans were in a similar position in the 2012 playoffs when they too enjoyed a 50 point difference on the 8th seeded Everett Silvertips in round one.  The Americans would win in a four game sweep but game four was decided in overtime. 

•Marek Vrdon has just six WHL playoff games of experience but has 3+3=6 in those six games.

•The story in last seasons playoffs was the play of Tyson Baillie. In my opinion the teams playoff MVP, Baillie had 8+8=16 and was the teams leading scorer. When it came to clutch goals, Baillie was the man. All indications he will be ready for Saturday night's opener.    

•This is the fifth playoff meeting between the two teams and the second time they have met in round one. In 2010, The Americans beat the Rockets in five games in round two.Three of the five games in the series were decided by a goal.  The series was tied at one win apiece before the Americans won three straight including the series clincher in Tri City in overtime.

• The Rockets met Tri City in the second round of the 2009 playoffs. The series went 6 games with the Rockets advancing to the Western Conference final against Vancouver. Many forget the Americans won the first two games on home ice before the Rockets won four straight. 

•The Rockets were so decimated by injuries in last seasons opening round playoff series, Nick Merkley and Justin Kirkland both made their WHL debuts. Even 16 year-old Dalton Yorke dressed after MacKenzie Johnston went down in the opening round series to Seattle. Merkley was 15 at the time while Kirkland had just completed his 16 year-old season of midget hockey. Even 16 year-old Austin Glover had a chance to dress in 7 playoff games with the loss of captain Colton Sissons in the second to last game of the regular season.  

•The Rockets are in a much healthier situation this year than last season as they enter the playoffs. Carter Rigby and Mitch Wheaton were out with shoulder injuries before the puck even dropped.  

•Jackson Whistle saw action in one playoff game last season. It was in game three of the Rockets-Blazers series. Cooke was yanked after the first period and Whistle ended  up taking the loss in a 5-4  overtime setback.

•The Rockets played in 11 playoff games last season. Of those 11, seven were decided in overtime.   

• These two battled in the 2004 post season again in round two. It went six games with the road team winning the first four games before the Rockets won games #5 and #6. In the 1996 playoffs the two teams met in round one with the Americans winning in six games. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:34 PM     No comments:      

Sunday, March 16, 2014

Now we're Cook'n. Jordon Cooke named MVP 

Cooke cooling off because he was so hot! - Shoot the Breeze Photography   

     video •Jordon Cooke is the Kelowna Rockets Most Valuable Player. The 20 year-old picked up the award at the teams annual year end banquet at the Kelowna Community Theater Sunday afternoon.  Cooke is the 6th goalie to win the award behind Kevin Swanson, Shane Bendera, Derek Yeomans, Kelly Guard and Adam Brown. Cooke had the second most wins (39) and second best goals against average (2.28) in the WHL this season. Cooke also won the Humanitarian Award for his work in the community.

•Damon Severson captured the Top Defenceman award for a second straight season. Severson had a career high 61 points in his 19th year-old season. Severson is one of several players to win the award twice (Tyson Barrie/Luke Schenn), with Scott Hannan winning it three straight years.

• Rourke Chartier was the big winner (audio conversation above). The 17 year-old was named Top Defensive Forward, Top Scholastic Player (which he also won last season) and Sportsmanlike Player of the Year. The Saskatoon resident had just eight penalty minutes in 72 games. Chartier also registered just eight penalty minutes in his rookie season.

•Nick Merley was named the Rookie of the Year. Merkley scored more points than any 16 year-old in the WHL this season (25+33=58).   

•Cole Martin was the plus-minus winner. Martin had the top +/- in the entire WHL at +61. The 19 year-old Texan is the first player in Kelowna Rockets franchise history to win the league award. What makes his +61 so impressive is he never scored a goal and collected just 21 assists.

•Jackson Whislte was the Most Improved Player. Whistle lost just four times in 22 appearances in his second season in the WHL.

•The Top Scorer for the second straight year was Myles Bell. Bell had 42 goals, which was four more than last season. The 20 year-old had 77 points, 13 more than Ryan Olsen. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  7:34 PM     No comments:      

A banner season indeed! 

Huska at the Helm - Shoot the Breeze Photography  

•You will have to excuse the Kelowna Rockets record book if it looks a little banged up. You would too if you were assaulted as many times as it was during the 2013-2014 Western Hockey League regular season. The Rockets set new records for points (118) wins (57), fewest losses (11) and most road wins (29). The 29 road victories tied at WHL record that was set last season by the Portland  Winterhawks. Those impressive totals came about as the team wrapped up the regular season Saturday night with a 5-3 home ice win over the Vancouver Giants. The win, the teams 28th at Prospera Place, fell three shy of the team record of 31 set last season and accomplished during the 2002-2003 season.

•Nick Merkley tied a franchise record for goals by a 16 year-old. Merkley scored his 25th Saturday night tying him with Shane McColgan for the most goals by a first year player. 

•Madison Bowey ended the season with 21 goals, which is now the franchises best for a d-man. The previous record was 19 goals set by Tyson Barrie in the 2009-2010 season.  Barrie was the team scoring leader with 72 points. Bowey ended his season with 60.

•Myles Bell won the team scoring title for a second consecutive season. The 20 year-old had 42 goals and 77 points. Bell led the team in power play goals (10) and game winning goals (9). The last player to win back-to-back scoring titles was Shane McColgan in 2010-2011 and again in 2011-2012.  

•Three players enjoyed playing in all 72 games this season. Bowey, Cole Martin and Rourke Chartier accomplished the feat. Last season only 20 year-old Dylen McKinlay played in all 72.

•Cole Martin led the team with a +61 rating. That smashes the previous club record of +55 set by Dylen McKinlay last season.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  1:59 PM     3 comments:      

Friday, March 14, 2014

Rockets game notes vs. Giants 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets play their final road game of the regular season tonight in Vancouver against the Giants. A win will tie the WHL record for road wins, which is 29, set last season by the Portland Winterhawks. The Rockets are coming off a 4-1 victory in Kamloops Wednesday night which allowed the club to clinch the Western Hockey League regular season title for a third time in franchise history. Ryan Olsen scored twice while Nick Merkley and Tyrell Goulbourne added singles. The Rockets are 5-1-0-0 in the seasonal series against the G-Men with five of the six games decided by two goals or less. The Rockets have won twelve of their last fifteen games overall. The Rockets close out the regular season tomorrow night at home against this same Vancouver Giants hockey club.  

Who’s Hot: Nick Merkley has points in eleven of his last thirteen games. Merkley has 11+5=16 over that period. Marek Tvrdon has 18 points in his last 16 games (7+11=18). Damon Severson has points in thirteen of his last 19 games…Myles Bell has points in 7 of his last 11 games. The 20 year-old has 3+5=8 over that period….The Rockets are 47-6-0-4 in their last 57 home games dating back to last season. Rourke Chartier has 3+8=11 in his last ten games…Chartier has 34 points in his last 34 games.

Better than before: Several players are enjoying career seasons. Madison Bowey has 27 more points than he had last season. Bowey has 6 more goals and 21 more assists…Damon Severson has 60 points, 8 more than a season prior. Severson has 15+45=60…Rourke Chartier has 24 more points than a year ago. Chartier has scored 9 more goals and 16 more assists than in 2012-2013…Tyrell Goulbourne has 9 more points than last season including three more goals. 

This and That: The Rockets have claimed the WHL regular season title in 2013, 2003 and 2002…The Rockets will face the Tri City Americans in round one of the WHL playoffs for the fourth time in franchise history. Game one is Saturday March 22nd at Prospera Place…Madison Bowey is one goal away from tying Tyson Barrie’s single season record for goals by a Rockets d-man…Dalton Yorke is able to return to the lineup after serving a three game suspension assessed in a fight against Everett last Tuesday….For the first time in franchise history the Kelowna Rockets are enjoying back-to-back 50 wins seasons….Myles Bell became the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have seven more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 41 goals this season, 22 have been scored on the road with 19 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 10-6-0-0 in their last 16 road games…The Rockets are 9-2-0-2 in their last 13 home games…The Rockets are 22-6-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 11-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +107 over the last two seasons…The Rockets have scored six or more goals twelve times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 18-4-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for an 11th consecutive week….After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won 16 of his last 18 games…The Rockets have played in 9 shootout games this season and are 5 and 4. Four of the five shootout wins have come on the road in Tri City, Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 45-7-0-3 at home in last 55 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 25 of their 35 road games this season…In 9 of the Rockets 11 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score…Bell is tied for the league lead in game winning goals with 9….Bell has just 23 power play points. That translates into 51 of his points coming even strength…Two birthdays in March. Cole Martin will turn 20 on March 15th. Ryan Olsen will turn 20 on March 25th….Nick Merkley is one goal shy of Shane McColgan’s record of 25 goals scored by a 16 year-old rookie…Seventeen year-old Tanner Wishnowski made his debut Tuesday night scoring his first WHL goal in his first career game.       

Rockets Three Star Leaders:

                          1st Star      2nd Star    3rd Star    Total           

Jordon Cooke:           8                  1              6                 15

Nick Merkley:             2                  6              5                 13

Rourke Chartier         5                  5              2                 12

Madison Bowey:        7                  3              0                 10

Myles Bell:                 5                  4              1                 10

Tyson Baillie:             4                  3              3                 10

Jackson Whistle:        2                  5              3                 10

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:05 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, March 13, 2014

Rockets capture regular season crown 

•It has been referred to by management as the worst schedule the Kelowna Rockets have ever endured. I'm just glad the players didn’t catch on to how taxing it really was. For the third time in franchise history the Rockets are WHL regular season champions. Ryan Olsen scored twice while Nick Merkley and Tyrell Goulbourne also scored in a 4-1 win Wednesday night in Kamloops. Had it not been for the spectacular play of Blazers starting goaltender Bolton Pouliot, this game would have been ugly.  Instead, thanks to Pouliot’s first star performance, the Blazers were within a goal with under four minutes to play in the third period. Tyrell Goulbourne sealed it with a backhand shot that beat Pouliot, who made the first save but couldn't contain the rebound.

•While Pouliot was great and one end, Rockets starter Jackson Whistle was no slouch at the other. Despite facing only eight shots through the final 40 minutes, Whistle was especially sharp in the first period when the two teams combined for 23 shots. Even over the final two periods, Whistle made a handful of good stops despite the majority of the game being played at the other end of the ice.

•It was hard to believe but just one penalty was called in the first 40 minutes of the game. It was an interference call with just over four minutes left in the second. Mike Campbell and Mark Pearce read the game correctly and didn’t have to get involved. It wasn’t a chippy game in the least bit and they both stayed out of it rather than making questionable calls. I think those two officials should be commended for getting a good feel of the game early and acting accordingly.     

•The Rockets won all eight games against the Blazers during the regular season. The last time that happened was 2009 when they won all nine games including a four game sweep in the opening round of the playoffs.

•I thought Blazers PR Director Dave Chyzowski was kidding when before the game he shouted at me from down the hallway that I was picking the three stars. I have often chastised the Blazers for the ‘homer’ picks they make when handing out the three stars. Chyzowski was a man of his word, handing me the form to fill out with six minutes left in the game. It was an honour to pick the stars in the opposition building. I say that seriously. I was also pleased that the Blazers faithful gave a huge round of applause for my first star - and the obvious choice - Blazers goaltender Bolton Pouliot.

•Pouliot deserves a lot of credit for not quitting despite being peppered and likely feeling the pain of a long season. It was an inspirational effort. Not to be out done, I thought Blazers d-man Ryan Rehill was excellent in blocking numerous shots. The 18 year-old was not mailing it in.

•The Rockets will face the Tri City Americans in the first round of the playoffs. Games one and two are Saturday and Sunday – March 22nd and 23rd. These two teams have a long playoff history. They met in 2010, 2009, 2004 and 1996.    

•The Rockets end the regular season with a home and home series this weekend against the Vancouver Giants. Make no mistake, the Rockets won't get burned like they did one season ago when on the last weekend of the regular season they played the Giants and ended up losing captain Colton Sissons to a broken collarbone.
Tuesday, March 11, 2014

Rockets game notes vs. Royals 

Tonight’s Preview: This has been an odd seasonal series between the Rockets and Royals. The road teams have had the majority of the success. The Rockets are 3-3-0-1 in the first seven games with a lackluster record of 0-2-0-1 on home ice yet are 3-1-0-0 in Victoria. Overall, the Royals have out-scored the Rockets 22-20 in the seven games. Jordon Cooke has played in all seven games in the seasonal series. Patrik Polivka has started in four of the seven games. While the success of the road team has been the big story, you can’t but notice the Rockets power play numbers against the Royals. The Rockets are 0 for 30 in the seven games. The Royals are 6 for 35 (17.1) with the extra man. The Rockets have won eleven of their last thirteen games overall. With four games left in the regular season, the team faces Victoria tonight are in Kamloops Wednesday before closing out the regular season with a home and home series with the Vancouver Giants this weekend. 

Who’s Hot: Nick Merkley has points in ten of his last eleven games. Merkley has 10+5=15 over that period. Marek Tvrdon has 17 points in his last fourteen games (7+10=17). Damon Severson has points in thirteen of his last 17 games…Myles Bell has points in 7 of his last 9 games. The 20 year-old has 3+5=8 over that period….The Rockets are 47-5-0-4 in their last 56 home games dating back to last season. Rourke Chartier has 3+6=9 in his last eight games…Chartier has 32 points in his last 32 games.

Better than before: Several players are enjoying career seasons. Madison Bowey has 25 more points than he had last season. Bowey has 6 more goals and 19 more assists…Damon Severson has 60 points, 8 more than a season prior. Severson has 15+45=60…Rourke Chartier has 23 more points than a year ago. Chartier has scored 9 more goals and 14 more assists than in 2012-2013…Tyrell Goulbourne has 8 more points than last season including two more goals. 

This and That: The Rockets need one point in their final four games to clinch first place in the WHL standings for the first time since 2002-2003… Madison Bowey is one goal away from tying Tyson Barrie’s single season record for goals by a Rockets d-man…Dalton Yorke is serving game three of three game suspension assessed in a fight against Everett last Tuesday….For the first time in franchise history the Kelowna Rockets are enjoying back-to-back 50 wins seasons….With two road games left in the regular season the hockey club can tie the WHL record for road wins if they win their remaining two games. The Rockets have 27 road wins while the league record is 29 wins on opposition ice.    …Myles Bell became the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have six more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 41 goals this season, 22 have been scored on the road with 19 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 9-6-0-0 in their last 15 road games…The Rockets are 9-1-0-2 in their last 12 home games and have won seven straight…The Rockets are 21-5-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 10-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +106 over the last two seasons…The Rockets have 4 games left in the regular season. Two are on home ice with two on the road…The Rockets have scored six or more goals twelve times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 17-4-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for a 10th consecutive week….After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won fifteen of his last seventeen games…The Rockets have played in 9 shootout games this season and are 5 and 4. Four of the five shootout wins have come on the road in Tri City, Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 45-6-0-3 at home in last 54 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 24 of their 34 road games this season…In 8 of the Rockets 10 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score…Bell is tied for the league lead in game winning goals with 9….Bell has just 23 power play points. That translates into 51 of his points coming even strength…Bell has points in 13 of his last 17 games…Two birthdays in March. Cole Martin will turn 20 on March 15th. Ryan Olsen will turn 20 on March 25th….Nick Merkley is two goals shy of Shane McColgan’s record of 25 goals scored by a 16 year-old rookie.      

Rockets Three Star Leaders:

                          1st Star      2nd Star    3rd Star    Total           

Jordon Cooke:           8                  1              6                 15

Nick Merkley:             2                  6              5                 13

Rourke Chartier         5                  4              2                 11

Madison Bowey:        7                  3              0                 10

Myles Bell:                 5                  4              1                 10

Tyson Baillie:             4                  3              3                 10

Jackson Whistle:        2                  5              2                  9

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:43 AM     No comments:      

Sunday, March 9, 2014

Rockets' record setting season rolls on 

Shoot the Breeze Photography - Marissa Baecker 

•Leading scorer Myles Bell missed Saturday night's game with the flu. Can you imagine how sick to the stomach the Tri City Americans must have been feeling after a 7-0 loss at Prospera Place? Outside of a four minute span of the first period, it was all Rockets in this one. The Americans looked like they had played the night before and had traveled through the night to Kelowna to play the game. Oh....right.....they did.   

•Ryan Olsen played one of his best games of the season and was arguable the best player on the ice in the first period. Olsen scored once and added an assist helping the Rockets build up a 2-0 lead heading into the first intermission. I thought he should have received a game star. I look at the player that made a dramatic difference when the game was in doubt. Ryan Olsen was that player. The goal, his 28th, was his first in eight games. Olsen is a powerful player with a great shot but has to play the power game. If he plays with urgency, like he did last night, he is a tremendous find. What Ryan Olsen can't be is mediocre. I am sorry, but at 19 he has to make an impact all the time. Olsen is drafted, signed and is a stone throw away from playing pro. He has everything going for him.

•Ryan Olsen reminds me a little bit of Cody Almond. Remember him? Almond didn't really find his way as a player until he turned 19. The coaches and fans always thought Almond could give more but he was just an average 17 and 18 year-old. In his final season with the Rockets, at 19, Almond scored 33 times and was a force to play against. Big, powerful with good skill, Almond was 6'2, which is  almost a mirror image to Olsen's body type. Almond took it to a new level - at 19 - in the 2008-2009 playoffs. The Calgary resident would score 10+17=27 in 22 playoff games on the way to a WHL title. Can Ryan Olsen crank it up? You don't score 60 goals over the last two seasons not to have high expectations for a player of that ability.       

•The Rockets power play went 4 for 4. When was the last time four power play goals were scored in one game?  The team scored four power play goals against Kamloops September 26, 2008.       

•Nick Merkley scored his 23rd goal of the season, moving within two goals of the 25 Shane McColgan scored as a 16 year-old rookie in 2009-2010. The only other 16 year-old Rockets rookie to score 20 or more goals was Marty Flichel in Tacoma back in 1992-93.

•Jordon Cooke made 20 saves for his 4th shutout of the season and 9th of his career. What I liked about Cooke was his mental toughness. Despite seeing little work, the 20 year-old stayed mentally strong and made the saves when he had too. Cooke had to make two nice stops on Americans Lucas Nickles and Parker Bowles.

•I was surprised the Americans elected to start 16 year-old Evan Sarthou against the Rockets for the third time in the four game seasonal series. Franky that is asking a lot from a young goaltender to come into a game against the best team statistically in the WHL. Does Eric Comrie not give you the better chance of winning? Are points not crucial considering it is a slim four point lead on Prince George for the 8th and final playoff spot in the Western Conference. Maybe its mind games? A false sense of security for the Rockets should they face the Am's in round one? I am grasping at straws why Sarthou would start considering his goals against average in Kelowna this season was 6.00 with a save percentage of .876. 

•Comrie has played just two regular season games in Kelowna. Both were a year apart in November of 2011 and again in November of 2012. 

•Madison Bowey scored his 18th goal of the season which is one off the club record for goals by a defenceman. Bowey's 18 matches the mark set by Tomas Slovak in 2002-2003. Tyson Barrie scored 19 back in the 2009-2010, which is the club record. As good as the d-men have been in Kelowna, Shea Weber, Duncan Keith, Scott Hannan, Tyler Myers and Josh Gorges have never scored as many as Bowey.  

•He won't brag about it but I will pump his tires. Assistant Coach Dan Lambert scored 20 or more goals twice as a defenceman with the Swift Current Broncos. Lambert had 20 in 87-88 and 25 in 88-89.

•The Rockets need one win in their remaining four games, or a Portand loss, to claim the WHL regular season title for the first time since 2002-2003. The Rockets host Victoria Tuesday night to wrap up a three game home stand before playing two of their final three games on the road with stops in Kamloops (Wednesday) and Vancouver (Friday).

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:52 PM     1 comment:      

Saturday, March 8, 2014

Rockets game notes vs. Americans 

 Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets have won ten of their last twelve games heading into a date with the Tri City Americans tonight at Prospera Place. This is fourth and final meeting of the season between the two teams’. The Rockets are 3-0-0-0 having out-scored the U.S Division rivals 13-5. These two teams could meet in the opening round of the playoffs. They last met in 2009 in round two with the Rockets winning in six games. These two teams also met in 2004 with the Rockets again eliminating the Americans in six games. With five games left in the regular season, the team faces Tri City tonight, host Victoria Tuesday, are in Kamloops Wednesday before closing out the regular season with a home and home series with the Vancouver Giants this weekend. The Rockets are coming off a 3-1 win over the Spokane Chiefs Wednesday night for their 53rd win of the season.

Oh, What a Night: The Kelowna Rockets set a new franchise record for wins (53) and points (110) in a season following a 3-1 victory Wednesday night over the Spokane Chiefs. The 53 wins break the old mark of 52 set just last season. The 110 points also snaps the old mark of 109 set by the 2002-2003 club. Here is a list of the top team records over the years.

2013-2014: 53 wins

2012-2013: 52 wins

2002-2003: 51 wins

2008-2009: 47 wins

2003-2004: 47 wins

Who’s Hot: Nick Merkley has points in nine of his last ten games. Merkley has 8+5=13 over that period. Marek Tvrdon has 15 points in his last thirteen games (6+9=15). Damon Severson has points in twelve of his last 16 games…Myles Bell has points in 7 of his last 9 games. The 20 year-old has 3+5=8 over that period….The Rockets are 46-5-0-4 in their last 55 home games dating back to last season. Rourke Chartier has 2+5=7 in his last seven games…Chartier has 30 points in his last 31 games.

Better than before: Several players are enjoying career seasons. Madison Bowey has 24 more points than he had last season. Bowey has 5 more goals and 19 more assists…Damon Severson has 58 points, 6 more than a season prior. Severson has 14+44=58…Rourke Chartier has 21 more points than a year ago. Chartier has scored 8 more goals and 13 more points than in 2012-2013…Tyrell Goulbourne has 8 more points than last season including two more goals. Surprisingly the 19 year-old has 33 fewer penalty minutes.       

This and That: For the first time in franchise history the Kelowna Rockets are enjoying back-to-back 50 wins seasons….With two road games left in the regular season the hockey club can tie the WHL record for road wins if they win their remaining two games. The Rockets have 27 road wins while the league record is 29 wins on opposition ice.    …Myles Bell became the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have six more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 41 goals this season, 22 have been scored on the road with 19 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 9-6-0-0 in their last 15 road games…The Rockets are 8-1-0-2 in their last 11 home games and have won six straight…The Rockets are 20-5-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 10-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +103 over the last two seasons…The Rockets have 5 games left in the regular season. Three are on home ice with two on the road…The Rockets have scored six or more goals eleven times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 17-4-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for a 10th consecutive week….After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won fifteen of his last seventeen games…The Rockets have played in 9 shootout games this season and are 5 and 4. Four of the five shootout wins have come on the road in Tri City, Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 44-6-0-3 at home in last 53 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 24 of their 34 road games this season…In 8 of the Rockets 10 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score…Bell is tied for the league lead in game winning goals with 9….Bell has just 23 power play points. That translates into 51 of his points coming even strength…Bell has points in 13 of his last 17 games…Two birthdays in March. Cole Martin will turn 20 on March 15th. Ryan Olsen will turn 20 on March 25th..          

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:28 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, March 6, 2014

Setting the record straight! 

How good is this guy? Nick Merkley. Shoot the Breeze Photo  

Nick Merkley's goal celebrations are like his personality - quiet and unassuming. The 16 year-old rookie, who is called 'Merks' by his teammates, usually has a big smirk on his face when he scores. That's as good as it gets when it comes to any emotion from the Calgary resident, who looks like he's scored a few goals in his day. Merkley found the back of the net twice Wednesday night in a 3-1 win over Spokane, helping his team to a pair of franchise records. 

 The victory set a new franchise record for wins (53) and points (110). The old record was 52 wins set last season while the record point total of 109 was set in 2002-2003. The team still has a chance to tie the WHL record for road wins (29) which means they need to win their remaining two visits to Kamloops and Vancouver. 

 Head Coach Ryan Huska admitted on our post game show on AM 1150 that his right hand man predicted at the start of the season his team would win more than last season. Assistant Coach Dan Lambert felt the team could better its 52 win total considering they lost only four players from last years squad. That is a lot of handshakes on the bench between Huska and Lambert at games end.  It is 105 'job well done' handshakes between the two over the last two seasons. 

 Jordon Cooke's greatest attribute? Timely saves. A clutch stop on Chiefs 20 year-old Mike Aviani was massive to keep it a scoreless tie and his effort on a breakaway stop on Dominic Zwerger on a third period turnover was also large. Cooke, in my opinion, is the clear choice as team MVP for his large body of work over the season. Cooke has won 37 times, the same number he won all of last season. 

 Back to Nick Merkley for a second. Do you realize he is the top scoring 16 year old rookie in the WHL? It should also be mentioned that Justin Kirkland is the second leading scorer in the league when it comes to 17 year old rookies. 

Damon Severson is having one heck of a season. Now the fourth most points of any blue liner in the WHL, Severson played a hard game last night and his awareness in the o-zone is uncanny. The 19 year-old's pass to Nick Merkley for his second goal was golden. Watch the video replay and see how he pin points the pass by an outreached Chiefs stick and gets the puck right on Merkley's blade.  Severson has been pretty solid since being cut by Team Canada in advance of the World Juniors.  Severson has 30 points since the snub in 33 games.

If you missed it, rookie d-man Dalton Yorke was suspended three games for his fight in Everett Tuesday night.  It was viewed that Yorke left the bench to scrap with Tips forward Zane Jones after a hard hit on Nick Merkley. The Rockets argue Yorke was the next man up for a line change and simply came on the ice for a change and then the fight ensued.

Ryan Olsen showed some good effort despite his name failing to find the score-sheet. The 19 year-old is currently on his longest goal scoring drought of the season - which has reached 7 games. It is tough to ignore that stat from a former 30 goal man who can't go through huge dry spells for this team to have success in three weeks.

In the last 16 games, the 19 year-old players on the Rockets roster have accumulated 53 points. That is followed by the 17 year-old's, who have manufactured 47 points.  The 20 year-olds (all of two of them) have 36 combined points in those 16 games while the 18 year-old's have 23 points. Nick Merkley and Joe Gatenby have 21 points combined when it comes to the 16 year-old's. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:32 AM     No comments:      

Wednesday, March 5, 2014

Notes, quotes and anecdotes 

Respect a man that wears a kilt 

•How concerned are the Kelowna Rockets in clinching first place in the overall WHL standings? Forward Myles Bell says they are trying not to put too much pressure on themselves but its tough to avoid. "We thing about that all the time. Most importantly, you see what happened last year. We have to stay healthy heading into the post season. We have the team that can do it, we just need everyone going. That is are main goal right now is to clinch first spot and keep everybody healthy".

•I wouldn't say Tyrell Goulbourne is superstitious, but it is interesting that before every game in Kelowna the 19 year-old sits in row 12, seat 12 to prepare his sticks before the game. Goulbourne's favourite number is 12, the one he wears on his jersey and the one that is worn by his favourite NHL player, #12 Jarome Iginla.    

•With the injury of Tyson Baillie other players on the roster have been forced to step up. I asked Head Coach Ryan Huska who he believes has elevated his play. "I think Cole Linaker has been very good for us with his work ethic. I think because he has been around pucks and has been skating and moving his feet he is generating a little bit more. That is great for him to get a little more confidence offensively."   

•Thanks to all the Twitter messages I received Tuesday prior to my 1000th regular season game with the Kelowna Rockets. It is humbling. I am not sure of the right prodigal for answering all of those messages but I attempted to individually. I thought re-tweeting them is a little over the the top but appreciate all the kind words regardless. If I call another 1,000 games I will be 66 years old. Trust me, I won't be around for the 2,000th. You may see me in a sunny climate with a golf club in my hand though. Don't tell Gord McGarva I suggested that. I forbid him to talk golf on our broadcasts.     

•Thanks to the Kelowna Daily Courier and Kelowna Now for recognizing my accomplishment. Again, humbling. 

•Marek Tvrdon is an interesting character. When I interviewed him after his one goal performance in Vancouver against his old team Saturday night, he suggested he wasn't nervous against his former team. "It was a good feeling because I scored with them when I was there. It felt pretty nice. I never show too much emotion. I never feel pressure", Tvrdon added.

•The Everett Silvertips are wickedly good. As much as an egg laid by the Rockets Tuesday night, the Tips are a handful for any team they face in the playoffs. Can you imagine an opening round series between Everett and Victoria? I would pay money to watch that best of seven affair.

•How about that guy pictured to the right? That is Scott Fowler, the husband of Tri City Americans beat writer Annie Fowler. Scott gears up before every Americans home game and is literally dressed from head to toe. Can't but like a guy who wears a kilt. 

•Annie Fowler smells good. Just saying. No Scott, I didn't get that close.  

•What I like about the Tips is their ability to outwork, hit hard but in the process take few penalties. Is that taught? They just don't take bad penalties or lazy penalties. It is impressive to see how the players have bought in.

•Speaking of buying in, the Vancouver Giants players are doing whatever it takes to win. How about their willingness to block shots? It is painful to watch yet impressive to see these players sacrifice their bodies in an effort to win. When Ty Ronning blocked a shot with his arm Saturday night in a 3-1 loss to the Rockets, it showed his commitment to winning at all costs.

•Is Nick Merkley not the hardest working player on the team? Does he not compete at a high level every night? Wow. The 16 year-old is noticeable every time he is on the ice. I can't say that about some of the older players on the roster who pick and choose when to ramp up their game.                 

What is this kid in Everett doing? 

•The goal scoring horn they use in Everett is worth its weight in gold. I think Tri Cities is louder but the low roof in both buildings makes you feel like an ear drum will be shattered every time the home team scores.

•With seven games left to play in the regular season, I wouldn't be surprised to see injured forward Tyson Baillie making his triumphant return in the near future. 

•The Everett Silvertips have a program where they offer young kids a chance to gear up and skate with the hopes of growing the game in the area. Excellent initiative. Close to 60 kids were skating on the ice as we arrived at the arena yesterday before 5 pm. As I was about to interview Coach Huska on the bench as the kids were playing on the ice, I noticed this young guy amongst all of the Everett Silvertips green and white jerseys. Talk about a smart little kid!!

•Good luck to the Okanagan Rockets as they open the playoffs this Friday at Prospera Place against Fraser Valley Thunderbirds. The Ok Rockets have a wickedly good team and Tyson Jost, the Everett Silvertips 1st round pick, is the real deal. This kid is outstanding and will play in the NHL. You can watch him Friday night for free. Game time is 6:30.           

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  2:27 PM     No comments:      

Tuesday, March 4, 2014

Rockets vs. Tips 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets have won nine of their last ten games heading into a date with the Everett Silvertips. The Rockets are 3-0-0-0 in the seasonal series against the Tips, having out-scored their U.S Division rivals 15-7. These two teams last met January 22nd with the Rockets earning a 6-3 win. The Rockets last visited Everett on October 2nd and recorded a 6-3 win. Nick Merkley and Madison Bowey each scored twice in the teams’ third win of the season. The Rockets have won 4 straight after a 3-1 victory Saturday night in Vancouver. Marek Tvrdon scored the game winner on the power play in the second period as the Rockets scored the final three goals of the game. Following tonight’s game the Rockets host Spokane tomorrow night before welcoming Tri City on Saturday. 

Racing for a Record: The Kelowna Rockets are trying to set a franchise record for the most wins in a season. The current mark is held by this year’s team and last year’s, which won 52 times. Here are the top records:

2013-2014: 52 wins

2012-2013: 52 wins

2002-2003: 51 wins

2008-2009: 47 wins

2003-2004: 47 wins

The facts on 1st place: The Rockets lead the Portland Winterhawks by 9 points for first place in the WHL standings. The Rockets have 7 games left while the Winterhawks also have seven. Portland plays five of its’ final 7 games on home ice. Of those seven games, three are against arch rival Seattle. Five of the Rockets last 7 games are against teams in the BC Division.  The Rockets magic number for claiming the WHL regular season title is 3.5. Any combination of Rockets wins and Winterhawks losses adding up to 3.5 will give the hockey club its first WHL regular season championship since 2002-2003.   

Who’s Hot: Nick Merkley has points in ten of his last eleven games. The 16 year-old has 8+6=14 over that period. Marek Tvrdon has 15 points in his last eleven games (6+9=15). Damon Severson has points in twelve of his last 15 games…Myles Bell has 20 goals in his last 27 games….The Rockets are 45-5-0-4 in their last 54 home games dating back to last season. Rourke Chartier has 4+8=12 in his last 9 games…Chartier has 30 points in his last 29 games.

This and That: At this point last season the team was 46-15-3-1 after 65 games…The Rockets can set a new franchise record for points in a season. The Rockets have 108 points while the team record is 109 points set by the 2002-2003 team…After 65 games last season the team had scored 285 goals. This year after 65 games the team has scored 282 times….The team has surrendered 164 goals this season. At this point last season the Rockets had allowed 166 goals against…For the first time in franchise history the Kelowna Rockets are enjoying back-to-back 50 wins seasons….With three road games left in the regular season the hockey club can set a new WHL record for road wins if they win all three games. The Rockets have 27 road wins while the league record is 29 wins on opposition ice.    …Myles Bell became the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have six more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 41 goals this season, 22 have been scored on the road with 19 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 9-5-0-0 in their last 14 road games…The Rockets are 7-1-0-2 in their last 10 home games and have won five straight…The Rockets are 19-4-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 10-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +104 over the last two seasons…The Rockets have 7 games left in the regular season. Four are on home ice with three on the road…The Rockets have scored six or more goals eleven times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 16-4-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for a 9th consecutive week….After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won fifteen of his last sixteen games and is riding a personal 8 game winning streak….The Rockets have played in 9 shootout games this season and are 5 and 4. Four of the five shootout wins have come on the road in Tri City, Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 43-6-0-3 at home in last 52 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 24 of their 34 road games this season…In 7 of the Rockets 9 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score.  
Sunday, March 2, 2014

Rockets clinch BC Division crown  

•Marek Tvrdon had a calm demeanour as he celebrated his game winning goal Saturday night over the Vancouver Giants. With his arms open wide after picking the corner on Giants goaltender Jared Rathjen, the 20 year-old must have been doing cart wheels inside after scoring against his old team. Tvrdon, playing in his first game in Vancouver since a trade with the Rockets in January, was part of a two goal second period as the visitors rallied for a 3-1 win. The victory, the teams’ 52nd of the season, matched the franchise record set last season.  The Rockets also captured the

Shoot the Breeze Photography 

 BC Division title for the second straight season.

•It was no surprise that the Giants ramped up their physical play in the back end of the home and home series between the two teams.  After a 6-0 loss Friday night in Kelowna, the Giants were clearly the aggressor but the Rockets wouldn’t back down. Rookie Justin Kirkland found himself in a fight in the first period before Damon Severson dropped the gloves for the first time in the second period tilt with Giants leading goal getter Jackson Houck.   

•The game took a dramatic turn 5 minutes into the second period.  With the Giants leading 1-0, sixteen year-olds Joe Gatenby and Nick Merkley set up Rourke Chartier for his 21st goal of the season. Moments later Tyrell Goulbourne nailed Giants forward Travis McEvoy at the Vancouver blue line.  Then with Dalton Sward in the penalty box for interference, Tvrdon would score a power play goal and the Rockets had the lead for good.

•As has been the case over the last few years in hockey, Goulbourne’s hit on McEvoy would usually generated a response. But there wasn’t one G-Men who wanted to step up and tangle with one of the toughest guys in the league. Goulbourne was expecting retribution and was looking around for a dance partner but no one entertained the notion of fighting the Philadelphia Flyers draft pick.          

•I thought it was an excellent game from 16 year-old defenceman Joe Gatenby.  You can take the assist away from him on the Chartier goal and I still thought his play was terrific. Smart, composed plays were the norm on this night. Gatenby looked fresh, confident and his passes were crisp.  

•Few mention that the Rockets are winning games without their third leading point getter Tyson Baillie. That's a significant loss but the team is still picking up w's. 

•The best shift of the game came in the third period when Tyrell Goulbourne, Colton Heffley and Cole Linaker won board battle after board battle inside the Giants zone. Goulbourne eventually fired the puck in front where Linaker one timed it into the net to give the Rockets a 3-1 lead. That goal was basically lights out for the Giants at that point.   

•The Giants may have had more jump in the game but it doesn't take a Rocket Scientist to see why. The Rockets were playing their 4th game in 5 nights. The Giants were playing their second game in a week, or half as many games.  

•The win moved the Rockets 9 points up on Portland for first place in the WHL standings with 7 games left in the regular season. The Winterhawks suffered a 4-1 loss in Seattle for their first in 22 games.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:28 AM     2 comments:      

Saturday, March 1, 2014

Dandy defensive effort in 51st win 

•They say defense wins championships. If that is true, which it in fact is, the Kelowna Rockets will need the type of performance they displayed Friday night in a 6-0 win over the visiting Vancouver Giants. The Rockets kept the Giants, for the most part, to the outside in the lopsided win. Jordon Cooke earned his 3rd shutout of the season and 8th career goose egg with a 31 save effort. The 20 year-old goaltender made three solid stops with his right pad in helping his team earn its 51st victory of the season. It was Cooke's timely saves and the limited giveaways/turnovers by the Rockets that really caught my eye in one of their best d-zone efforts of the season.

•Oh sure, the Rockets scored six goals with four of them coming in the third period.  Rookie forward Nick Merkley scored twice giving him 20 goals on the season. The last 16 year-old rookie to score over 20 goals was Shane McColgan. Damon Severson chipped in with three assists giving the 19 year-old the bragging rights of being second in team scoring behind only Myles Bell.  Bell scored his 41st goal of the season late in the second period to give the team a 2-0 lead.

•Marek Tvrdon had one assist in his first game against his old team. Tvrdon should have had two assists after setting up Nick Merkley, who sent the puck into the slot for line mate Rourke Chartier who missed a wide open net. The three way passing play was another example of how good the trio is working together right now. Tvrdon extended his point streak to six.    

•Madison Bowey scored his 16th goal of the season. It marked his first goal in 17 games. The team record for goals by a defenceman is 19 set by Tyson Barrie in 2009-2010.   

•Damon Severson had 16 points in February. So did Bell, who scored 10 goals in the month. Since December 7th, Bell has scored 32 times. That is 32 goals in his last 38 games.   

•The Rockets hit two posts in the game including Cole Martin hitting the pipe in an attempt to get his first goal of the season. Rookie Joe Gatenby also had a real good chance to get his first career goal with a startling slap shot in the first period that just missed the far post. 

•Giants 15 year-old Tyler Benson came close to scoring his first career goal. The Edmonton product had a great chance at the left face-off circle in the second period only to see fellow Albertan (Leduc) Jordon Cooke make a nice blocker save.

•The Rockets ended the month of February with 10 wins in 13 games. That is the fourth straight month where the team has manufactured 10 or more victories. The team accomplished the feat in November, December, January and February.         

•The win (51) is one off the team record of 52 set last season. 

•A solid crowd of over 57 hundred were an active bunch. While not a sell out, the crowds over the last two games have had more energy and spunk then what we saw in the first five months of the season.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:16 AM     No comments:      

Friday, February 28, 2014

Rockets game notes vs. G-Men 

Marek Tvrdon faces old team - Shoot the Breeze 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets have won seven of their last eight games heading into a date with the Vancouver Giants tonight at Prospera Place. The Rockets are 3-1-0-0 in the eight game seasonal series and will meet the Giants four times in the final 9 games of the regular season. The two teams meet tomorrow night in Vancouver and then close out the regular season with a home and home series March 14th and 15th. Overall, the Rockets have out-scored the G-Men 14-11. The Rockets are coming off a 4-3 shootout win in Tri City Wednesday night. Myles Bell scored the game winner and also responded with his 40th goal of the season. Marek Tvrdon added two goals in the teams’ 50th win of the season. Following tonight’s game the Rockets are in Vancouver tomorrow night before traveling to Everett on Tuesday.

50 Shades Of Grey: For the first time in franchise history the Kelowna Rockets are enjoying back-to-back 50 wins seasons. The Rockets had 52 victories last year, which is a franchise record. With nine games left the team can eclipse that total. With four road games left in the regular season the hockey club can set a new WHL record for road wins if they win all four games. The Rockets have 26 road wins while the league record is 29 wins on opposition ice.    

Race to 100: For the first time in franchise history the team earned 100 points in back to back seasons. Last season the team had 108 points. This season they have 104. The last time the franchise came close was in 2002-2003 when the team accumulated 109 points but then fell shy with 98 points in 2003-2004. Only four times have the Rockets earned 100 points or more.  

Racing for a Record: The Kelowna Rockets are trying to reach a franchise record for the most wins in a season. The current mark is held by last year’s team which won 52 times. This year’s club has 50 victories. Here are the top records:

2012-2013: 52 wins

2002-2003: 51 wins

2013-2014: 50 wins

2008-2009: 47 wins

2003-2004: 47 wins

The facts on 1st place: The Rockets lead the Portland Winterhawks by 7 points for first place in the WHL standings. The Rockets have 9 games left while the Winterhawks also have nine. Portland plays five of its’ final 9 games on home ice. Of those nine games, four are against arch rival Seattle. Six of the Rockets last 9 games are against teams in the BC Division.  

Who’s Hot: Nick Merkley has points in eight of his last nine games. The 16 year-old has 6+5=11 over that period. Marek Tvrdon has 13 points in his last nine games (5+8=13). Damon Severson has points in eleven of his last fourteen games…Myles Bell has 19 goals in his last 25 games….The Rockets are 44-5-0-4 in their last 53 home games dating back to last season.

This and That: Marek Tvrdon plays against his old team for the first time. Tvrdon played 90 games with the G-Men…Myles Bell became the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have five more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 40 goals this season, 22 have been scored on the road with 18 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 8-5-0-0 in their last 13 road games…The Rockets are 6-1-0-2 in their last 9 home games…The Rockets are 17-4-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 10-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +101 over the last two seasons…The Rockets have 9 games left in the regular season. Five are on home ice with four on the road…The Rockets have scored six or more goals ten times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 15-4-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for a 9th consecutive week….After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won fifteen of his last sixteen games and is riding a personal 8 game winning streak….The Rockets have played in 9 shootout games this season and are 5 and 4. Four of the five shootout wins have come on the road in Tri City, Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 42-6-0-3 at home in last 51 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 24 of their 33 road games this season…In 7 of the Rockets 9 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score.    

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:24 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, February 27, 2014

50 shades of.......black, teal and red 

Saturday Night Live's Sally O'Malley - I'm 50! 

•The Kelowna Rockets were expected to have a good team heading into this season. With the loss of just four players from the 2012-2013 squad that won 52 times, expectations were they could challenge for a league title. It would be safe to say 50 wins would be tough to accomplish though, especially after just 63 regular season games had been played. Last night in Tri City, Myles Bell scored the shootout winner in a 4-3 victory over the Americans. The win marked the first time in franchise history the team earned 50 or more wins in back-to-back season. With nine games left to go, the Rockets have a 7 point lead on Portland for first place in the overall WHL standings.  

•The Rockets had to use late game heroics in this one after building up a 2-0 first period lead. Marek Tvrdon opened the scoring and then Myles Bell found the back of the net with his 40th of the season which put the road team in a comfortable position. The Americans had other ideas though. Three unanswered goals had the home team with the lead late in the third period until Tvrdon scored his second of the game to send this one into overtime and the eventual shootout.

•The Rockets are a perfect 4 and 0 on the road in the shootout. At home they stink with only one win in five shootout games. 

•Bell's goal in regulation time came shorthanded. The 20 year-old is the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 goals. Bell has an outside shot at 50 but would have to pick up the pace with nine games left in the regular season. You would think a 45 goal season is within reach.

•Marek Tvrdon has obviously found his game. Playing with Nick Merkley and Rourke Chartier, the trade deadline acquisition now has 19 points in 20 games. Tvrdon has put up two solid back-to-back efforts. It will be interesting to see how he plays against his old team - the Vancouver Giants - in a home and home series this weekend.

•How about Cole Linaker getting into a fight? With just 12 penalty minutes heading into the game, Linaker elected to drop the mitts with 6'4 Justin Gutierrez. It was Linaker's first fight of the season and Gutierrez's 8th.

•The best tilt of the night came in the second period when Rockets d-man Riley Stadel fought Americans forward Rodney Southam. These two players threw some nice bombs at one another in a split decision. Did you know that Stadel has 8 fighting majors this season? Team leader Tyrell Goulbourne has 10.

•Jackson Whistle earned the start and recorded his 8th consecutive win. The 18 year-old, who was less spectacular than he was in a 2-1 win last Friday in Prince George, also earned his 15th win of the season, one more than the 14 he had last season.

•The Rockets won both games in Tri City this season. That is the first time that has happened in 11 seasons. The last time the team won both regular season games at Toyota Centre was in 2002-2003.

•The Rockets needed these two wins over the last two night's to take advantage of the games in hand they had on Portland. Now with nine games left to go it is a fight to the finish to see who earns the right to be declared WHL regular season champions which means home ice advantage in the playoffs.

•Something tells me the Rockets are going to be back in Kennewick Washington for the WHL playoffs. While only holding a two point lead on Prince George for the 8th and final playoff spot, I can't bet against a team that has Eric Comrie as their starting goaltender. The Americans, while having a tougher schedule than PG, do have three games in hand.

•The Rockets are now 5-16-0-0 with one tie in their last 22 regular season appearances at Toyota Centre. That just shows you how good the Americans have been on home ice over the years.

•In talking to Annie Fowler, the beat writer for the Americans, it was confirmed that the Tri City Herald Best of the West Poll has met its end. The poll, which allowed players, coaches/management and media to vote on several categories has been a staple for the last 25 years and has always been an interesting conversation piece.  The process is time consuming and receiving ballots from teams was always a chore. Let's hope after a one year hiatus it returns next season.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  5:35 AM     1 comment:      

Wednesday, February 26, 2014

Enough goals for ya? 

Shoot the Breeze Photography - Marissa Baecker  

•The Kelowna Rockets need to tighten up their defensive game if they hope to make a long push into the WHL playoffs. The Prince George Cougars should also take a similar path if they want to play past the end of the regular season. The two teams combined for 14 goals Tuesday night in the Rockets 9-5 win. After playing to a 1-1 tie after 20 minutes, it was a wild second period where the two BC Division rivals exploded for 9 goals. When the dust had settled, the Rockets moved five points up on the idle Portland Winterhawks for first place in the WHL standings while the Cougars remain a point back of Tri City for the final playoff spot with the Americans holding four games in hand.

•Why all the goals and the lackluster defensive play? My theory is this often happens when teams' meet each other several times over a short period of time. The Rockets and Cougars were playing each other for the third time in five days.

•When was the last time the Rockets were involved in a game where 14 goals were scored? It happened December 9/2009 in Regina when the Rockets beat the Pats 9-5. Back in the 2008/09 season the Rockets also combined for 14 goals in a 8-6 loss in Everett.

•Putting up 9 goals against the Cougars is huge, but not as massive as the 11-1 win in Prince George January 11/ 2008.     

•What are the most combined goals the Rockets have been involved with an opponent? How about a 9-9 tie with the Tri City Americans October 11/1997. Brett McLean had five points. Chris Noble and Jordon Watt shared the duties in goal and had a rough night. Head Coach Marcel Comeau likely aged a bit. Tri City was 5 for 7 on the power play.

•The positive side in this one was the line of 20 year-old Marek Tvrdon, 17 year-old Rourke Chartier and 16 year-old rookie Nick Merkley. All three individuals are extremely quiet off the ice, but put a stick in their hands and they are the life of the party! The trio combined for 9 points.  Tvrdon had a goal and three assists, Chartier had three assists and Merkley had two goals.

•Despite what you may have read elsewhere, Tyrell Goulbourne did not register his first career hat trick Tuesday night. The 19 year-old managed a four goal game last season.

•In a game that featured 14 goals, you would think Rockets' leading scorer Myles Bell and second leading point getter Ryan Olsen would have played prominent roles. Bell chipped in with a lone assist while Olsen failed to hit the score sheet. Olsen sat in Coach Huska's doghouse for the majority of the second period and didn't see the ice after taking a double minor which resulted in a power play goal against. That goal gave the Cougars a fighting chance even though the visitors found themselves down 4-1 after three quick goals which eventually chased starting Prince George goaltender Ty Edmonds.

•I hate to correct people and I often need correction myself, but the Cougars win last Saturday over the Rockets did not snap a 13 game losing steak against their Okanagan rivals. The Cougars beat the Rockets last season at the CN Centre by a 6-3 score. The only streak that came to an end last Saturday was the Rockets 6 game winning streak at the CN Centre. 

•The Rockets immediately after the game boarded the bus where they meet the Americans in Tri City tonight. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  4:15 AM     No comments:      

Tuesday, February 25, 2014

Rockets/Cougars game notes  

Marek Tvrdon has 7 points in last 7 games 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets have won five of their last six games heading into their third straight meeting with the Prince George Cougars. The two teams split a weekend series in Prince George with the Rockets winning Friday night 4-2 before the Cougars responded with a 2-1 victory a night later.  The Rockets are 6-1-0-0 in the seasonal series but four of the seven games have been decided by a single goal. The Rockets are playing four games in five nights. Following tonight’s game the Rockets are in Tri City tomorrow before welcoming Vancouver on Friday. The Rockets are in Vancouver Saturday night. 

Race to 100: For the first time in franchise history the team earned 100 points in back to back seasons. Last season the team had 108 points. This season they have 100. The last time the franchise came close was in 2002-2003 when the team accumulated 109 points but then fell shy with 98 points in 2003-2004. Only four times have the Rockets earned 100 points or more.  

Racing for a Record: The Kelowna Rockets are trying to reach a franchise record for the most wins in a season. The current mark is held by last year’s team which won 52 times. This year’s club has 48 victories. Here are the top records:

2012-2013: 52 wins

2002-2003: 51 wins

2013-2014: 48 wins

2008-2009: 47 wins

2003-2004: 47 wins

2005-2006: 46 wins

2004-2005: 45 wins 

The facts on 1st place: The Rockets lead the Portland Winterhawks by three points for first place in the WHL standings. The Rockets have 11 games left while the Winterhawks have nine. Portland plays five of its final 9 games on home ice. Of those nine games, four are against arch rival Seattle. Seven of the Rockets last 11 games are against teams in the BC Division.  

Who’s Hot: Nick Merkley has points in six of his last seven games. The 16 year-old has 4+4=8 over that period. Marek Tvrdon has 7 points in his last seven games (2+5=7). Damon Severson has points in ten of his last twelve games and had his nine game point streak snapped Saturday night in Prince George. Myles Bell has 18 goals in his last 23 games….The Rockets are 43-5-0-4 in their last 52 home games dating back to last season.

This and That: The WHL record for road wins is 29. The Rockets have 25 road victories, a franchise record. The previous mark was 24 road wins in 2003-2004…Myles Bell is trying to become the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have four more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 39 goals this season, 21 have been scored on the road with 18 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 7-5-0-0 in their last 12 road games…The Rockets are 5-1-0-2 in their last eight home games…The Rockets are 15-4-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 10-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +99 over the last two seasons…The Rockets have 11 games left in the regular season. Six are on home ice with five on the road…The Rockets have scored six or more goals nine times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 14-4-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for a 8th consecutive week….After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won fourteen of his last fifteen games….The Rockets have played in eight shootout games this season and are 4 and 4. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 41-6-0-3 at home in last 50 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 23 of their 32 road games this season…In 7 of the Rockets 9 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score.    

Milestone Makers: 

Damon Severson played in his 250th career game Saturday night.  

Tyrell Goulbourne played in his 200th career game last Wednesday.  

Cole Martin is playing in career game 200 tonight. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:05 AM     No comments:      

Sunday, February 23, 2014

Hot goaltender hands Rockets' 9th loss 

•The Kelowna Rockets simply ran into a hot goaltender. 17 year-old Ty Edmonds stood on his head Saturday night making 43 saves leading the Prince George to a 2-1 win on home ice. The Rockets dominated the first period but were unable to get one past Edmonds, who faced 14 shots in the opening 20 minutes alone. The only Rockets player to get one past Edmonds, who was playing in front of his parents during the Cougars 'parents weekend', was Rourke Chartier, who scored his 20th goal of the season with 1:11 remaining in the second period. While seeing their five game winning streak come to an end, the Rockets can't hang their heads after this one. This was a terrific up tempo game that on most nights would see them skating away with a victory. Edmonds was named the games first star for his solid effort. While at times unorthodox, the Winnipeg resident was the main reason why his team was able to win its 12th home game of the season.  

•The Cougars scored the game winner after Todd Fiddler was able to keep a puck just inside the Rockets blue-line and found 16 year-old Jansen Harkins hiding behind the defence. Harkins received the pass and  backhanded the puck through the legs of Jordon Cooke, who attempted to poke check it off Harkins stick. Cooke faced just 25 shots in the game, with no less than four long range clear ins. This was a terrific defensive effort by the Rockets, who were significantly better in all aspects of their game after a 4-2 win the night previous.

•The Cougars are a good team. They should frankly not be in the situation they are in right now, which is one point out of the final playoff spot in the Western Conference. If you think they are a weak sister in the WHL you are sadly mistaken. In fact, my belief they are every bit as good as the Tri City Americans if not better. They can score and work hard. Despite Edmonds heroics on Saturday, clearly the weak link is in goal. That is a crucial position where strength is needed to earn the final playoff spot in the Conference. That is the reason many people believe the Americans have the upper hand with Eric Comrie.

•Rookie Dalton Yorke should be mentioned here for his two fight game. The 17 year-old scrapped with Zach Gonek in the first period and then re-introduced himself to the 17 year-old who has 16 fighting majors this season. Yorke has only 7 tilts yet proved to Gonek that it isn't the number of fighting majors that proves you are a worthy combatant.      

•I sure like Marc McNulty. Somewhat isolated in Prince George, the lanky Cougars defenceman has 15 goals, which is 7 shy of the club record of 22.  A 10th round bantam pick of the Cougars, the team hit a home run with the 6'6 blue liner.         

•It marked only the third time this season the Rockets have managed one goal on the road. The team lost 3-1 in Victoria, 4-1 in Seattle and 2-1 in Prince George.

•Overall, the team has won six of seven games against the Cougars in the seasonal series. The two teams' close things off Tuesday night at Prospera Place before potentially meeting in round one in late March.      

•As mentioned, a nice ceremony before puck drop in Prince George during parents weekend. The parents were all ushered onto the ice for a pre-game ceremony. Each parent was introduced and then the player of that parent skated towards them from the bench and presented their loved one with a flower. Nice touch.   

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  3:19 PM     No comments:      

Saturday, February 22, 2014

First to 100 

Photo by Marissa Baecker - Shoot the Breeze Photography   

•For the first time in franchise history the Kelowna Rockets were able to amass 100 or more points in back-to-back seasons. Ryan Olsen scored the game winner and  Jackson Whistle made 35 saves in a 4-2 win Friday night in Prince George. The win, the Rockets 48th of the season, also earned them 100 points in the standings. The team accumulated 108 points last season.

•Jackson Whistle doesn't get a star in the building, but for me he was the best player on the visitors side. The 18 year-old made two massive saves on Todd Fiddler and Klarc Wilson in the first period to keep the game scoreless. Whistle then made a huge save on Cougars forward Zach Pochiro in the third period by getting a piece of the puck at the last second and deflecting it wide. After that save was made, Marek Tvrdon would go down and score giving the Rockets a 4-2 lead. Had Pochiro scored, the game would have been tied at three goals apiece.

•Ryan Olsen found the back of the net for his 27th goal of the season. Snake bitten as of late, Olsen has been in good scoring areas but hasn't had the ability to finish. Last night he out waited Cougars goaltender Adam Beukeboom before going high over his glove hand side.

•This was a fairly sloppy game to be honest with you. The Rockets played just good enough to win. I thought they gave up way to many quality chances in the game where Whistle had to come up large. I didn't think many forwards had much jump in the game either. Tyrell Goulbourne was the one skater that actually had consistent urgency in his game. I could count just one good hit the Rockets had all night and it came from their leading scorer Myles Bell.

•Damon Severson earned his 52nd point of the season which matches his career high of 52 points set last season. Riding a personal high 9 game point streak, Severson  also snapped a 9 game goal scoring drought with his 13th of the year. 

•The Rockets set a new franchise record last night with their 25th road win of the season. The previous record for road wins was 24 set back in 2003-2004. With six road games left the team can still break the WHL record for road wins but that means winning five of their last six to break the current mark of 29 set by the Portland Winterhawks last season.   

•Justin Kirkland snapped a seven game goal scoring drought with his 13th of the season. It will be regarded as his ugliest goal considering his sharp angle shot was stopped by Beukeboom before it went off the skate of Cougars d-man Marc McNulty and into the net.         

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:25 AM     2 comments:      

Friday, February 21, 2014

Who is responsible for Weber/Benn/Keith wearing Kelowna Rockets colours?  

Lorne Frey 

It is unbelievable to think that Shea Weber, Duncan Keith and Jamie Benn were never drafted in the WHL Bantam draft. All three are now in the NHL and all three are a win away from helping Canada win gold at the 2014 Winter Olympics. The trio were key players in helping the Kelowna Rockets win WHL titles in 2003-2005 and 2009 with Weber also being apart of the Memorial Cup winning team in 2004. How did these three players land in the hands of the Kelowna Rockets? Director of Player Personnel Lorne Frey had a lot to do with it. Here is a portion of my interview with Frey Wednesday night. We will revisit the interview in our first intermission of tonight's game in Prince George because of its relevancy.   

Shea Weber: 

"The year we listed him he was a 15 year-old playing in Sicamous with the bantams. I went to a game on the Westside (West Kelowna) and they were playing and we were looking at two other guys we had already drafted out of Sicamous. I’m watching and this number five defenceman looked pretty good. He was a smooth skater and moved the puck well but he wasn’t dynamic at that time. The following week they were back there again and I saw him (Weber) and we thought we would take a chance on this guy and listed him”.

A season later Weber would play junior ‘B’ in Sicamous before earning a spot on the Rockets when he was 17.

Duncan Keith:

Keith with his wife 2010 in Penticton 

“At the BC U17 program, the summer program, that was the first time I saw him.  He was a little defenceman at that time.  We invited him to training camp in Strathmore that fall and he showed up and he had a great camp out of there. We listed him right out of there.  A lot of the scouts were wondering what we were doing because he was five foot nothing but he had the puck all the time. They said he wouldn’t play but I said he would.  In discussions with Duncan, he wanted to play here from day one but his dad didn’t think he was big enough at the time so that is why he went to college before finally playing here (Kelowna) as a 19 year-old.”

Jamie Benn:

Benn dominant playing with Colin Long  

“I don’t like to take the credit, but in this case with Jamie Benn, I may have too”, Frey says with a chuckle. “I saw him as a bantam on the Island and he was a small player. I never saw him as a fifteen year-old year-old but at 16 I am checking the leagues and all of a sudden I notice he is leading his Junior B league in scoring as a rookie. I quickly called up another scout of ours, Corey Curtis, and I asked him if he had seen this Jamie Benn play. Curtis went out to see him the next day. I asked him (Curtis) if Jamie had grown a bit and he told me he was about 6 feet tall. I listed him that day. I knew how good he was at 5 foot 8 and I knew that if he got to six feet he would be something. I went out and saw his mom and dad and told both of them and Jamie that he will be playing in the National Hockey League at 20. Len Barrie, Tyson Barrie’s father, also had a lot to do with getting Jamie to play in Kelowna as an 18 year-old.”      
Wednesday, February 19, 2014

Rockets and Am's collide in possible 1st round matchup 

Shoot the Breeze Photography - Tyrell Goulbourne 

Tonight’s Preview: This could be a possible playoff preview tonight between the Kelowna Rockets and the Tri City Americans. If the playoffs were to begin tonight these two teams would meet in round one. This is only the second of four meetings between these two teams this season. The Rockets and Americans will see each other three times in the next 18 days including twice in a week. The Rockets are in Kennewick, Washington next Wednesday. In the lone meeting of the season on November 22nd, in Tri City, the Rockets were a 4-1 winner. Madison Bowey scored twice while Jordon Cooke made 18 saves. Following tonight’s game the Rockets are in Prince George for back-to-back games this weekend. The Rockets then return to Prospera Place to host the Cougars on Tuesday. The Rockets will play their final 14 games in 24 nights.       

Jordon Cook’n it up: Veteran goaltender Jordon Cooke moved into sole possession of second place on the Kelowna Rockets all-time wins list among goaltenders in a 2-1 victory last Wednesday night in Spokane. Cooke earned his 84th career win, moving past Kelly Guard for second-all time in wins. Guard has 83 victories while Cooke now has 85 wins on his belt. The franchise leader is Adam Brown, who amassed 107 wins over his four year career.

Racing for a Record: The Kelowna Rockets are trying to reach a franchise record for the most wins in a season. The current mark is held by last year’s team which won 52 times. This year’s club has 46 victories. Here are the top records:

2012-2013: 52 wins

2002-2003: 51 wins

2008-2009: 47 wins

2003-2004: 47 wins

2013-2014: 46 wins

2005-2006: 46 wins

2004-2005: 45 wins 

Who’s Hot: Damon Severson has points in eight of his last nine games and is riding a seven game point streak. Severson has 11 assists over that period and is a + 7…The power play is 11 for 42 (27.5%) in its last nine games…Rourke Chartier has 7+9=16 in his last 17 games…Myles Bell has 17 goals in his last 20 games..The Rockets are 42-5-0-4 in their last 51 home games dating back to last season.

This and That: Myles Bell is trying to become the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have three more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 38 goals this season, 21 have been scored on the road with 17 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 6-4-0-0 in their last ten road games…The Rockets are 4-1-0-2 in their last seven home games…The Rockets are 13-3-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 10-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +98 over the last two seasons…The Rockets have 14 games left in the regular season. Seven are on home ice with 7 on the road…The Rockets have scored six or more goals nine times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 14-3-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for a 7th consecutive week….Six alumni of the Rockets’ are playing  for their respective countries at the Sochi Olympics. Jamie Benn, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith will wear colours for Canada. Alex Edler (Sweden), Lauris Darzins ( Latvia) and Thomas Raffl (Austria) will also compete…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won thirteen of his last fourteen games….The Rockets have played in eight shootout games this season and are 4 and 4. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 40-6-0-3 at home in last 49 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 22 of their 30 road games this season…In 6 of the Rockets 8 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score… 

Milestone Makers: 

Damon Severson will play in his 248th career game tonight – 2 shy of 250.

Tyrell Goulbourne plays in his 200th career game tonight. 

Ryan Huska, according to HockeyDB, has 288 WHL regular season victories.

Cole Martin is playing in career game 197 tonight – 3 shy of 200.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:30 AM     No comments:      

Monday, February 17, 2014

Things that make me go hmm 

Marissa Baecker - Shoot the Breeze Photo 

•The Prince George Cougars gave up a fifth round pick to Moose Jaw for Todd Fiddler? Is that not the trade of the season in the WHL? That's like selling a Ferrari for 5 thousand dollars. Even if Fiddler isn't a team player or is a bad influence in the dressing room, who cares!! The guy is scoring. Maybe he eats with his mouth open? Again, it doesn't matter. Fiddler is scoring goals and could reach 50 by seasons end. A 50 goal scorer for a 5th rounder. Mark it down as one of the best trades the Cougars have ever made.

•The Rockets have won 46 times this season. The team won 52 games last year. This franchise has never had back-to-back 50 win seasons. The Rockets' have won 50 or more games only twice. They did it in 2002-2003 and as mentioned last season.      

•The best Kelowna Rockets' player in February? The guy to the right. Second year forward Rourke Chartier.    

•Attendance numbers across the league are down and Spokane is no exception. I thought Wednesday's game was extremely disappointing.  It wasn't the smallest crowd they have had on a Wednesday night but it was extremely weak. What's amazing is only a few days later they played in front of close to 10 thousand. 

•I have called games in the WHL for 19 seasons and didn't know until yesterday that the Chiefs mascots name is Boomer the Bear. Who knew?    

•I like to take my friendly shots at the Kamloops Blazers organization, especially over their three star selection process, but you have to hand it to them for drawing significant fans to games despite a tough season in the standings. I am sure the team will also report a drop in attendance at seasons end but they are still getting over 4 thousand bodies in the building every game. The first place Rockets' are getting just over a thousand more. There goes the theory that if you win they will come.       

•Hard to imagine Shea Weber wasn't selected in the WHL bantam draft. Neither was Jamie Benn. Both are playing for Canada at the Olympic games. Dan Hamhuis wasn't either for those wondering.

•I hate the bigger Olympic ice. The thought was it created more scoring chances. Funny thing is, it doesn't.  

•Am I the only one concerned about two teenage hockey players taking their lives over the last three weeks? I won't name names, but these two players, one in the Central and one who was involved with a South Okanagan team, have been put to rest. Is it just coincidence or part of a bigger problem? Mental illness is all around us without question. It makes me wonder what pressures these players faced from coaches and parents as they moved up the ranks? If they fail in reaching the goals many people envisioned for them, what safety nets are in place to help these individuals deal with disappointment? Maybe that wasn't a factor at all? I don't know? I am saddened to see this loss of life being a father of twin 11 year old boys. My heart goes out to the families and friends of these two individuals.

•I will never understand junior hockey. Prince George plays three games in three nights and losses the first two games in Kelowna and Kamloops. The loss in Kelowna Friday is a total collapse when they were leading 2-1 while a set back against the Blazers must have been painful considering it was a loss against the worst team in the Western Conference. The Cougars then go into Seattle for a 5 pm start and beat the Thunderbirds, regarded now as one of the best teams in the Western Conference.  

•While the play in the WHL gets better, shouldn't the officiating follow a similar path? 

•Spring training is underway. Are the Blue Jays going to be mediocre again?  My guess is yes.  

•That NBA All-Star game was outstanding last night. Honestly, I didn't see a second of it. 

•If Nic Petan plays in the WHL as a 19 year-old next season, can you imagine what type of point totals he will put up? The Portland Winterhawks forward doesn't take a night off and always finds the score-sheet. The 18 year-old has been held without a point in just 7 games this season.

•Belated congratulations to Saskatoon Blades broadcaster Les Lazaruk for calling his 15 hundredth WHL game on the weekend. An amazing feat for a special person. That is a lot of miles on the team bus, numerous interviews and lots of time at arena's across Western Canada and the United States. To accomplish that feat in our league is amazing. The travel is wicked when compared to the OHL and QMJHL.     

•Loved how CBC's Jim Hughson held his tongue when colour commentator Craig Simpson asked him if he was surprised at no penalty call after Jamie Benn was hit hard from behind into the end boards  in overtime against Finland. Hughson said nothing and just kept going. I would have loved to have seen his facial expression though. 

•Why do organizations send out press releases Friday afternoon after 5 pm when the majority of news agency's have closed their doors? The objective is to get the message out isn't it, or do they want it buried?

•Did you know Team Canada head coach Mike Babcock was the captain of the Kelowna Wings in the 80's? It was 1982-83 in fact. His picture is up at Memorial Arena if you need proof.

•Figure skating judging at the Olympics confuses me. A flawless performance doesn't always dictate a high score. I don't get it? 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:28 AM     2 comments:      

Friday, February 14, 2014

Rockets vs. Cougars: A Preview  

Tonight’s Preview: Happy Valentine’s Day! There will likely be no love lost when the Kelowna Rockets welcome the Prince George Cougars tonight to Prospera Place. The two teams are on a collision course to meet in the first round of the WHL playoffs if two things happen. The Rockets would have to remain in first place in the Western Conference while the Cougars, who are five points out of the final playoff spot, will have to leap frog over Tri City and into the 8th seed in the Conference. These two teams haven’t seen one another since November 8th when the Rockets earned a 5-2 win. The Rockets are 4-0-0-0 in the seasonal series but two of the four games have been decided by a single goal. These two teams will get to know each other very well over the next three weeks. The two teams play each other four times in the next five games. The Rockets are in Prince George for back-to-back games next weekend before a return visit to Prospera Place on Tuesday February 25th. The Rockets have won two straight after a 2-1 win in Spokane Wednesday night and a 7-3 victory over Seattle on Monday. This is the teams 5th game in 8 nights.       

Cook’n in the Kitchen: Veteran goaltender Jordon Cooke moved into sole possession of second place on the Kelowna Rockets all-time wins list among goaltenders in a 2-1 victory Wednesday night in Spokane. Cooke earned his 84th career win, moving past Kelly Guard for second-all time in wins. Guard has 83 victories. The franchise leader is Adam Brown, who amassed 107 wins over his four year career.

Rewriting the Record Books: The Kelowna Rockets tied a franchise record Wednesday night. The Rockets registered their 24th road win of the season. That matches the win total of the 2003-2004 club, which also recorded 24 wins. The WHL record for road wins in a season is 29 set by the Portland Winterhawks last season.    

Who’s Hot: Damon Severson has points in seven of his last eight games. Severson has 10 assists over that period…The power play is 11 for 40 (27.5%) in its last eight games…Rourke Chartier has 7+9=16 in his last 16 games…Myles Bell has 17 goals in his last 19 games..The Rockets are 41-5-0-4 in their last 50 home games dating back to last season.

This and That: Myles Bell is third in the WHL in goals with 38. That is 9 off league leader Mitch Holmberg of the Spokane Chiefs….Bell is trying to become the first player since Geordie Wudrick to score 40 or more goals in a season. Wudrick had 43 in 2010-2011….The Rockets have three more wins on the road than the 21 they had all of last season…Of Myles Bell’s 38 goals this season, 21 have been scored on the road with 17 coming on home ice…The Rockets are 6-4-0-0 in their last ten road games…The Rockets are 3-1-0-2 in their last six home games…The Rockets are 12-3-0-2 since the WHL trade deadline.…The Rockets have been involved in 10-one goal games on home ice this season…Cole Martin is +97 over the last two seasons…Myles Bell has 7 goals this month after scoring 12 times in January…The Rockets have 15 games left in the regular season. Eight are on home ice with 7 on the road…The Rockets have scored six or more goals nine times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 14-3-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for a 7th consecutive week….Six alumni of the Rockets’ are playing  for their respective countries at the Sochi Olympics. Jamie Benn, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith will wear colours for Canada. Alex Edler (Sweden), Lauris Darzins ( Latvia) and Thomas Raffl (Austria) will also compete…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won thirteen of his last fourteen games….The Rockets have played in eight shootout games this season and are 4 and 4. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 39-6-0-3 at home in last 48 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 22 of their 30 road games this season…In 6 of the Rockets 8 regulation losses this season, leading scorer Myles Bell has failed to score… 

Milestone Makers: 

Damon Severson will play in his 247th career game tonight – 3 shy of 250.

Tyrell Goulbourne plays in his 199th career game tonight – 1 shy of 200

Myles Bell recorded his 100th career goal and 250th career point January 25th vs. Lethbridge.

Ryan Huska, according to HockeyDB, has 288 WHL regular season victories.

Carter Rigby is played in his 150th game last Saturday night.

Madison Bowey has 101 career points.

Cole Martin is playing in career game 196 tonight – 4 shy of 200.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:16 AM     4 comments:      

Thursday, February 13, 2014

Linaker finds the back of the net in one goal win  

Cole Linaker's game winner - Colin Mulvany Photo 

•It won't go down as one of Cole Linaker's prettiest goals he's scored in his two seasons in a Kelowna Rockets uniform, but the 18 year-old was all smiles Wednesday night after collecting the game winning goal in a 2-1 win over the Spokane Chiefs. Linaker saw a pass from teammate Damon Severson go off his skate and past Chiefs goaltender Eric Williams. The goal came with 27 seconds left in regulation time when it appeared the game was headed into overtime.

•The Rockets can thank goaltender Jordon Cooke for his late game heroics too. The 20 year-old goaltender stopped Chiefs forward Adam Helewka on a two on one with Mitch Holmberg when a turnover just outside the blue line created the odd man rush. With Riley Stadel out of position in an effort to join the attack, Holmberg saucered a pass to Helewka who was denied on the back hand by Cooke's left pad.  

•Cooke is at his best when he makes timely saves. While a heavy workload wasn't necessary, when called upon he was terrific. Cooke's positioning was perfect and he made himself big in the net and didn't have to scramble to make saves. Positioning and not overplaying pucks was the key in his third star performance. On my broadcast I gave him the first star, but he was chosen as the third star in the building.              

•Williams was no slouch at the other end for the Chiefs. The overage goaltender robbed Rockets forward Rourke Chartier with a paddle save late in the game when the 17 year-old appeared to have Williams dead to his rights with a great forehand move with the puck in the crease. 

•The win was a big hurdle for the Rockets', who have been no strangers to giving up third period leads. Carrying a 1-0 lead into the final frame, the Chiefs scored the tying goal but the visitors were able to find a way to fight back and score a goal of their own in the tightly fought game.

•The win was the Rockets 24th on the road this season. It ties a franchise record set by the 2003-2004 edition. A new mark can be set next Friday in Prince George.

•Jordon Cooke won his 84th career game Wednesday night moving into sole possession of second place all-time in wins by a Rockets goaltender. Cooke's 84 wins is one better than Kelly Guard's 83. Adam Brown is the franchise leader with 107 victories.

•The team announced before the game that second leading scorer Tyson Baillie will be lost to the team for between 3 and 6 weeks with a lower body injury. Baillie suffered the injury Monday against Seattle.

•The Chiefs played the game without Liam Stewart. Stewart broke his foot attempting to block a Damon Severson shot when the two team's battled at Prospera Place on January 29th.                  

•The Rockets kept WHL leading point getter Mitch Holmberg off the board. It was the 17th time the 20 year-old has been held off the score sheet. Without a point, Holmberg was passed in the WHL points parade by Portland's Nic Petan.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  4:18 AM     No comments:      

Monday, February 10, 2014

Goulbourne skates and punches his way to victory 

Tyrell Goulbourne - Shoot the Breeze Photography 

•My sense is Tyrell Goulbourne doesn't realize how much of an impact he can make both with his gloves on and off. When he eventually does, look out! Goulbourne scored twice and added an assist in the Kelowna Rockets 7-3 win Monday afternoon over the Seattle Thunderbirds snapping a two game home ice winless streak (0-1-0-1). Goulbourne was named the games first star in the teams' 44th win of the season.   

•The 19 year-old forward again showed off his tremendous speed by shocking Seattle Thunderbirds defenceman Shea Theodore. Theodore was beaten twice by Goulbourne, who skated wide on the first round Anaheim Ducks draftee and scored once and was denied a second time on a backhand attempt. Theodore, who is arguably one of the best skating defenceman in the Western Conference, will have a greater appreciation for Goulbourne's outright speed after his second goal was scored shorthanded. Theodore again tried to track down the Edmonton product but simply couldn't catch him.

•Rockets Head Coach Ryan Huska put it perfectly when looking at Goulbourne's three point game. "People don't like it when he is on the ice because he is such a tough, tough kid. Our challenge is to try to find a way to get him to do it consistently. There are certain nights when you don't notice him on the ice and that should never be the case. He has such a great ability to change the complexion of a game and not just with his fists".         

•It was a much cleaner game for the Rockets in their own zone. The breakout was much smoother as the d-core played a simpler but affective game. I thought it was a telling sign when veteran defenceman Damon Severson made a second period chip off the boards when the puck was just inside his own blue line. Small play yes, but a smart play that simply allowed the Rockets to get out of trouble. I know the nice long passes that Severson delivers on the tape of waiting forwards is impressive, but those smart plays when in trouble makes me believe that the d-core, and even the best of the d-core, are learning and progressing is small ways. 

•I know many are still questioning the trade that saw Zach Franko shipped to Kootenay and Marek Tvrdon brought in from Vancouver, but is the 20 year-old slowing coming into form with his new team? I thought again Tvrdon made some nice plays and could have had a few goals, outside of the one he scored from a sharp angle in the second period. Tvrdon has a little more fight in his game while battling for loose pucks and does such a great job when he has possession of it. 

•I didn't like the Rockets again giving up three-third period goals but I like the fact that they were able to find the back of the net themselves in the final period. Two of the three goals the T-Birds scored were from long range, so those are obviously much more difficult to defend. 

•How did you like Goulbourne's fight with 6'6 T-Birds defenceman Jared Hauf?  Another impressive tilt against a much larger player. Hauf took more than a few and didn't go down against Goulbourne, who was swinging with will with a hay maker left.         

•The Rockets hit no less than five posts in the game. 

•Madison Bowey had two assists giving him 100 career points in his WHL career.

•Damon Severson is riding a five game point streak with 6 assists. Severson's longest point streak is 8 games.

•The win could be a costly one for the Rockets, who lost second leading point producer Tyson Baillie to a lower body injury. Baillie went what appeared to be knee-to-knee with Seattle d-man Jared Hauff in the second period. Baillie did not return.

•The Rockets concluded a five game home stand with a record of 3-1-0-1. That is 7 out of possible 10 points. The only regulation loss came in a 6-4 loss to Victoria when the Royals scored three times in the third period.

•Up next is a date with the Spokane Chiefs, in Spokane Wednesday night.         

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  10:01 PM     No comments:      

Sunday, February 9, 2014

Power outage on power play instrumental in home loss  

•Over the course of a 60 minute game, several factors play a role in a win or a loss. In the Kelowna Rockets 6-4 setback to the Victoria Royals last night, it would be safe to say the lack of production on the power play was the main difference. The Rockets' failed to cash in on eight power play chances which resulted in only their third regulation home ice loss this season. Sure, other mistakes were made but it was the power play that could have, in a worse case scenario, earned them a point against an arch nemesis.    

•The lack of production on the power play is never a good sign. It says or shows that your skilled players aren't executing. Going 0 for 8 is proof that bad decisions are being made with the puck. Often times the more power play chances you receive and the less success you have is a momentum killer. Oddly, the power play went dry Saturday night when it had turned the corner with significant success in the last four games.      

•I say the Royals are the Rockets arch nemesis because the boys from the Island play them tough. The Royals are 2-0-0-1 in Kelowna this season while the Rockets were 3-1-0-0 in Victoria. Face it, the road teams in this seasonal series have had success not the home teams. The road team is 5-1-0-1 in the first seven games with the final regular season meeting in early March at Prospera Place.

•The third period, for whatever reason has been an Achilles heel for the team. In three of their last five home games the Rockets' have surrendered three-third period goals. Spokane, Red Deer and now Victoria have lit the lamp three times in the final frame. 

•Is it mental fatigue or a lack of composure that is costing the team games right now? For whatever reason the Rockets are playing tentative and the opposition is sensing a chance to pounce on them. The Royals fired an uncanny 21 shots on net in the third period alone. Earlier this season it would be tough for some teams to manufacture that many against the Rockets in an entire game.

•When your best players are struggling it makes an impact. Madison Bowey has points in only one of his last eight games and is a -6. Bowey is a 15 goal man but is finding it tough going in the offensive zone. The 18 year-old had 11 goals in his first 21 games. In his last 21 games, Bowey has found the net just four times. The tougher schedule with more games and less rest may be a contributing factor in the significant lack of production. I am not picking on him, but just showing how one of the teams best players isn't finding the score sheet like he did early. And honestly, with any player that is going to happen over the course of a 72 game schedule.     

•Rookie Dalton Yorke earned his first career point with an assist    

•The Rockets are 2-1-0-2 in their last five home games.   

•Up next the Rockets host the Seattle Thunderbirds in a Monday matinee game at 2:05. 

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  11:05 AM     1 comment:      

Saturday, February 8, 2014

Can't hang head over that one  

Marissa Baecker - Shoot the Breeze Photography 

•If the Kelowna Rockets exited Prospera Place last night after a 3-2 shootout loss to the Edmonton Oil Kings disappointed that would be natural. But they couldn't leave the building feeling glum about their effort in the one goal loss. Outside of a shaky opening period, the Rockets played an inspired, emotional game against a team that is red hot. The win was the Oil Kings 10th in a row. Despite being out-shot 17-9 in the first period, the home team out-shot the visitors 19-10 through the final 45 minutes before the game was settled in the shootout.

•Unfortunately this game had some controversy attached to it. Rockets' forward Ryan Olsen stole a puck at his own blue line in overtime, escaped a check of Oil Kings forward Reid Petryk and appeared to score on goaltender Tristan Jarry with under five seconds left in overtime. Jarry made the original stop on Olsen's backhand attempt but the puck appeared to go in before the 18 year-old's back left leg kicks the puck back out. The original call on the ice was no goal but one camera angle showed those in the building that the puck indeed made its way across.  The overhead angle showed nothing. After a significant delay, the video goal judge ruled the puck either didn't go in or that the net was dislodged before the puck entered the net. Either way, no goal was allowed and the two teams had to settle the game in the shootout.

•This was a great game. It was filled with lots of emotion as neither team wanted to give an inch on the ice. I can't say how the Oil Kings have been playing, but this was an encouraging game for the Rockets who have looked a little flat as of late. They played with good emotion and had solid push back as the game went along. Ryan Olsen played a strong game for the home team with a massive hit on Edgars Kulda in overtime and even managed a fight with Oil Kings tough guy Mitch Moroz.          

•Where was the level of the Rockets' compete and wanting the win as much or more than the Oil Kings? I can count at least four blocked shots in the game, including one from Rourke Chartier that fractured his stick in the second period. I haven't seen that from the Rockets in quite some time where they were committed as a unit when it came to getting into shooting lanes. 

•Jordon Cooke made a tremendous save on Oil Kings forward Curtis Lazar in the third period when the game was tied at two. Lazar found himself one-on-one with Cooke who made a nice left pad save. Lazar was held off the score-sheet for only the 7th time this season. 

•Carter Rigby had a nice goal to tie the game at two. The 19 year-old fielded a high pass at centre, skated wide on the defenceman before firing a backhand low on the ice past Tristan Jarry's blocker. Rigby needs to do more of that. Skate with the puck and drive the net. How does an opposing defenceman defend that? You can't because Rigby's size is a major factor. I can't honestly remember the last time I saw the 19 year-old cut towards the net with the puck with authority.        

•With Jesse Lees out with an injury, 16 year-old rookie Joe Gatenby played some significant minutes and really fared well. For Gatenby to see the ice as much as he did against a good team like the Oil Kings is invaluable. Did the Oil Kings dress a 16 year-old rookie on defence? Nope. The visitors only have one 16 year-old on their roster in Jesse Mills. The Peachland resident was a scratch.   

•I thought the crowd was excellent. Much of the noise they made was for the officiating crew, who made some questionable calls. The crowd was also good when Olsen's goal late in overtime was being reviewed. Chants of 'goal ...goal.....goal' were heard across the arena as the officiating staff were on the phone to the video goal judge.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:28 AM     1 comment:      

Friday, February 7, 2014

Rockets game notes vs. Oil Kings  

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets play game three of a five game home stand tonight when they host the Edmonton Oil Kings. These two teams have met twice this season. The Rockets were a 2-0 winner on home ice back on November 9th before falling 4-2 on January 8th in Edmonton. Jordon Cooke picked up the shutout in the first game before Oil Kings goaltender Tristan Jarry was the story in the January contest making 43 saves. This is the start of four games against what would be considered legitimate teams challenging for an Ed Chynoweth Cup. The Rockets enter tonight’s game having won 27 of their last 32 games overall and 36 of their last 42 games. The Rockets host Victoria tomorrow night before welcoming Seattle Monday afternoon (2 pm). The team is back on the road Wednesday in Spokane to face the Chiefs. 

Dare to Compare: The Rockets have scored 14 more goals then the Oil Kings, who have allowed five fewer against. Edmonton has played one fewer game. The Rockets have 13 players with 20 or more points. The Oil Kings have 12. The Rockets have 10 players with 10 or more goals. The Oil Kings have 8. Edmonton has six players with 15 or more goals. The Rockets have five.     

Giddy Up Go: The Rockets are opening a stretch playing five games in eight nights. Of those five games, four are on home ice against Edmonton, Victoria, Seattle and Prince George.     

Who’s Hot: The power play is 7 for 17 (41.2%) in its last four games…Rourke Chartier has 7+9=16 in his last 13 games…Myles Bell has 14 goals in his last fifteen games..Madison Bowey has 2+7=9 in his last twelve games…The Rockets are 40-4-0-3 in their last 47 home games dating back to last season.

This and That: The Rockets are 10-2-0-1 since the WHL trade deadline. The Oil Kings are an impressive 11-1-0-0 since January 10th….The Rockets have surrendered an average of 34 shots on net in their last three home games…The Rockets have been involved in 9-one goal games on home ice this season…Myles Bell is the WHL Player of the Week. Bell had 6+3=9 in three games last week. Bell was also named POW from December 30th to January 5th….Rourke Chartier has been named a game star in five of the last 12 games….Mitch Wheaton turned 19 yesterday…Cole Martin is +97 over the last two seasons…Myles Bell had 11 goals in January. Ryan Olsen had 7 goals in January. Rourke Chartier has 6 goals…The Rockets have 19 games left in the regular season. Eleven are on home ice with 8 on the road…The Rockets are in their longest home stand of the season which consists of five consecutive games….The Rockets have scored six or more goals eight times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 14-2-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for 6  consecutive weeks….Six alumni of the Rockets’ will play for their respective countries at the Sochi Olympics. Jamie Benn, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith will wear colours for Canada. Alex Edler (Sweden), Lauris Darzins ( Latvia) and Thomas Raffl (Austria) will also compete…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won twelve of his last thirteen games….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 3. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 39-5-0-2 at home in last 46 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 22 of their 29 road games this season. 

Milestone Makers: 

Myles Bell recorded his 100th career goal and 250th career point January 25th vs. Lethbridge.

Ryan Huska, according to HockeyDB, has 286 WHL regular season victories.

Carter Rigby is playing in his 149th WHL game tonight – 2 shy of 150.

Madison Bowey has 98 career points.

Rockets Three Star Leaders:

                          1st Star      2nd Star    3rd Star    Total           

Madison Bowey:   7               3              0             10

Jordon Cooke:      6               0              4            10

Myles Bell:            5               3              1             9

Tyson Baillie:        4               2              3             9

Jackson Whistle:   2               5              2             9

Nick Merkley:        1               4              3             8
Thursday, February 6, 2014

43rd win doesn't come without its warts  

Jackson Whistle - Marissa Baecker - Shoot The Breeze 

•What is with sloppy third periods? For the second time in three home games the Kelowna Rockets surrendered three-third period goals. Fortunately this time around, the Rockets escaped with a 4-3 win last night over the visiting Red Deer Rebels. A week ago the Rockets had a 5-2 lead heading into the third period before the Spokane Chiefs rallied back with three straight goals and won the game in a shootout. Last night's win came after arguably the teams' best first period of the season. The Rockets dominated play firing 23 shots on net and scoring four times. It wasn't even close. No less than 90 percent of the play was inside the Rebels zone. The visitors were over matched and looked like they were in a heap of trouble with two periods to play. 

•The jump that the Rockets had in the first period was exceptional. The play that impressed me the most in the first period was Tyrell Goulbourne chasing down Rebels forward Aspen Sterzer. Goulbourne skated back hard inside the Rockets zone, separated Sterzer from the puck and then took it back up ice. That was textbook back checking by a player, that only this season is showing everyone how fast he really is.   

•The biggest surprise for me was the Rebels starting goaltender. Head Coach Brent Sutter went with 16 year-old back up Taz Burman and elected to sit veteran 20 year-old Patrik Bartosak on the bench. Why would the coach throw his raw rookie to the wolves against a team that has lost only 7 times this season is beyond me? The experiment lasted all but 1:34 as Burman allowed two goals on four shots. Bartosak came into the game, and while allowing two goals of his own, settled his team down with his steady play. Bartosak stopped 36 of 38 shots the rest of the way but was rarely tested in the third period. 

•Whatever Rebels Brent Sutter said to his team in the first intermission, it worked. The Rebels played a more physical game and simply out hustled the Rockets for the final 40 minutes. Instead of playing significant minutes chasing the puck, like they did in the first period, the Rebels were able to force turnovers inside the offensive zone. Much like Friday in a win over Kamloops, had Jackson Whistle been average, his team would have been in a heap of trouble. 

•Whistle was named the first star and rightfully so. The Rebels had several glorious chances in the second period but couldn't beat the 18 year-old until the third period. The key to Whistle's success was his lack of going down into the butter fly prematurely. Whistle's stand up style allowed him to make two to three blocker saves that looked routine but were anything but. Had the veteran gone to his knees, as many goaltenders tend to do, the Rebels would have likely beaten him high over the shoulder. 

•From what I have seen of Whistle over the last few games, I have as much confidence in his play as I do in Jordon Cooke. I wouldn't have said that last year, nor would I have said that to start the season. Whistle is the real deal. He's proved it. He is a legit number one goaltender. While not as technically sound as some, Whistle battles and his big body is a massive advantage. The West Kelowna resident is extremely quick down low too. The only negative in his play is once he goes down it takes him a long time to regain his feet. 

•It wasn't Marek Tvrdon's best game with the Rockets, but it was his best effort on home ice. Tvrdon scored a goal, had a great chance against Bartosak in the second period but failed to score and set up line mate Tyson Baillie for a tremendous chance in the second period. Being involved in the play allowed the 20 year-old to see time on the power play. Funny how when you work hard the coach notices and gives you time with the man advantage.  If you work, you will be rewarded with power play time. 

•A nice tilt between Rockets defenceman Riley Stadel and Rebels leading scorer Connor Bleackley. Bleackley had Stadel in trouble until the 17 year-old d-man changed hands and fired lefts towards the Rebels captain. How odd was it that the fight started while the Rebels were on the power play. You don't see that often.     

•Austin Glover made his return after spending 3 months on the sidelines with a broken ankle. Glover made an immediate impact with a goal to make the score 3-0. Glover played the game alongside Colton Heffley and Carter Rigby. As a unit, that line had a relatively quiet game. 

•I am looking forward to Friday night's game against the Oil Kings. The challenge will be great against a team that makes you pay for the mistakes you make. If the Rockets play against Edmonton like they did in the final 40 minutes against the Rebels, the crowd at Prospera Place will be even more deathly quiet then they were Wednesday night in the teams' 43rd win of the season.

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  9:38 AM     2 comments:      

Wednesday, February 5, 2014

Rockets game notes vs. Rebels 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets play game two of a five game home stand tonight when they host the Red Deer Rebels. This is the second meeting of the season between the two teams. The Rockets were a 6-2 winner back on November 28th. The Rockets do not make a visit to Red Deer in 2013-2014. These two teams played three times last season – twice in Red Deer and once in Kelowna. The Rockets were a 3-1 and 6-1 winner in the Central Alberta city and earned an 8-1 win at Prospera Place on November 9, 2013. The Rockets are coming off a 7-3 win over the Kamloops Blazers Saturday night. Myles Bell had a record tying 6 point game (4+2=6) in the teams’ 42nd win of the season. The Rockets enter tonight’s game having won 26 of their last 31 games overall and 35 of their last 41 games. Five of the Rockets next seven games are on home ice. The Rockets host Edmonton Friday and Victoria Saturday night. 

Bell`s 6 Point Game: Leading scorer Myles Bell`s six point game Saturday tied a franchise record. Jamie Benn also had 6 points (2+4=6). Several players have recorded five point games, including teammate Damon Severson, who had five assists two seasons ago. A Tacoma Rockets player may have recorded six or more points in a game but that information is unavailable.  

Who’s Hot: The power play is 7 for 13 in its last three games…Rourke Chartier has 7+8=15 in his last twelve games…Damon Severson has 2+8=10 in his last twelve games…Myles Bell has 14 goals in his last fourteen games and has eight  – two goal games this season…Madison Bowey has 2+7=9 in his last eleven games…The Rockets are 39-4-0-3 in their last 46 home games dating back to last season.

This and That: Myles Bell is the WHL Player of the Week. Bell had 6+3=9 in three games last week. Bell was also named POW from December 30th to January 5th….Rourke Chartier has been named a game star in five of the last 11 games….Mitch Wheaton turns 19 tomorrow…Cole Martin is +95 over the last two seasons…Riley Stadel had 7 goals in his first nine games. The 17 year-old has three goals in his last 34 games….Myles Bell had 11 goals in January. Ryan Olsen had 7 goals in January. Rourke Chartier has 6 goals…The Rockets have 20 games left in the regular season. Twelve are on home ice with 8 on the road…The Rockets are in their longest home stand of the season which consists of five consecutive games….The Rockets have scored six or more goals eight times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 14-2-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for five consecutive weeks….Six alumni of the Rockets’ will play for their respective countries at the Sochi Olympics. Jamie Benn, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith will wear colours for Canada. Alex Edler (Sweden), Lauris Darzins ( Latvia) and Thomas Raffl (Austria) will also compete…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won eleven of his last twelve games….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 3. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 39-5-0-2 at home in last 46 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 22 of their 29 road games this season. 

Milestone Makers: 

Myles Bell recorded his 100th career goal and 250th career point January 25th vs. Lethbridge.

Ryan Huska, according to HockeyDB, has 285 WHL regular season victories.

Carter Rigby is playing in his 148th WHL game tonight – 3 shy of 150.

Ryan Olsen played in his 250th career game January 24th vs. Medicine Hat.  

Madison Bowey has 98 career points.

Rockets Three Star Leaders:

                          1st Star      2nd Star    3rd Star    Total           

Madison Bowey:   7               3              0             10

Jordon Cooke:      6               0              4            10

Myles Bell:            5               3              1             9

Tyson Baillie:        4               2              3             9

Nick Merkley:        1               4              3             8

Jackson Whistle:   1               5              2             8

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:22 AM     No comments:      

Sunday, February 2, 2014

All is well with Myles Bell  

Myles Bell had record setting 6 point game - Shoot The Breeze Photography 

•Last month Myles Bell and I reflected on his 300 games in the Western Hockey League. In the interview in Victoria, the 20 year-old told me his fondest memory was a game seven playoff series win over the Seattle Thunderbirds last season when his team came back from being down 3 games to none. His biggest goal was a toss up between his first ever in the WHL against the now defunct Chilliwack Bruins or the overtime goals he scored most recently on an Eastern Division road trip prior to the Christmas break. Let's just say that will all change after the overage forward put up a franchise tying six points with four goals and two assists in a 7-3 win Saturday night over the Kamloops Blazers. Bell now has 35 goals, which is the third highest total in the WHL. This will go down as Bell's greatest moment - individually - in his major junior career. 

•How does Bell measure up after a 6 point game? Jamie Benn had 6 points (2+4=6) against the Prince George Cougars in a 6-3 win January 19, 2008. Cody Sylvester had a seven point game with the Calgary Hitmen last season. Portland's Taylor Leier and Regina's Chandler Stephenson had 6 point games last season. Thanks to Andy Kemper for that data. 

•What makes Bell's accomplishment so impressive is he scored the first goal of the first period, the first goal of the second period and the first goal of the third period. Bell opened the scoring and closed out the scoring thanks to his 4th goal of the game. It is mind boggling that it was only his first three goal game of his WHL career.

•Coach Ryan Huska on Bell's big night. "When we look at our weekend, he was by far the best player. There are a lot of nights where, when you look at our team, you can't pick out the guy that is the best guy out on the ice. It has been very evident the last two nights that Myles did a fantastic job. I thought early on tonight he was one of our only guys that had jump consistently".  

•Bell was one of only a handful of players that brought their 'A' game to the table. It was another struggle for the home team, who had a slim 4-3 lead on the last place Blazers heading into the third period. The Rockets played with more urgency in the final period after the visitors scored back-to-back goals 82 seconds apart to make a four goal deficit into just a two goal deferential with 20 minutes left to play.        

•While the Rockets scored seven goals, work is badly needed at the other end of the ice. The defensive zone is a bit of a mess right now as the d-men and forwards are making uncharacteristic plays, which against a top flight team would result in more than a fair share of pucks in the back of the net. The biggest thing the Rockets need on this five game home stand is practice time.       

•Ryan Olsen had a two point game with a goal and an assist. The 19 year-old could have scored twice but missed a wide open net in the second period when he had Blazers goaltender Bolton Pouliot dead to his rights. Olsen's shot missed wide to the right much to the amazement of the fans and Olsen himself. Olsen is now 7 points shy of his career high of 56 points set last season. It would be fair to say he has been one of the better forwards over the last two weeks.  

•Kris Schmidli had two assists with family in attendance Saturday night. The rookie is coming off a January where he recorded 8 points, his highest monthly output of the season.         

•Jordon Cooke earned his 30th win of the season.

•The Rockets are 8 for 13 on the power play in their last three games.  

•My apologies. Rookie Joe Gatenby picked up an assist against the Blazers, his second career assist of his career. I think I mentioned on the air that it was his first WHL point. That is not the case. Gatenby had an assists in Regina on the prairie road trip prior to Christmas.

•Rourke Chartier has been one of the best forwards over the last 12 games. The 17 year-old has six multi point games over that stretch with 16 points.

•The Rockets continue a five game home stand Wednesday against the Red Deer Rebels.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:12 AM     No comments:      

Saturday, February 1, 2014

Whistle instrumental in road win  

Jackson Whistle - Shoot the Breeze  

•So much for a slumping power play. The Kelowna Rockets scored three power play goals last night in a 4-2 win over the Kamloops Blazers. Justin Kirkland scored both of his goals courtesy of the man advantage, which went 3 for 5 on the night. The power play has generated five goals on its last ten chances. Myles Bell also scored twice in the victory. While the power play will get much of the credit in the win, the strong play of goaltender Jackson Whistle can't be overlooked. The 18 year-old made several strong saves in the teams 41st win of the season. Had Whistle had an average game, this wouldn't have been a two goal victory at games end.

•Like any good goaltender, Whistle's battle level is unquestioned. Making desperation saves, Whistle shut the door on leading goal scorer Chase Souto on no less than two glorious chances. In Kamloops you can stand on your head and still not be named a game star. From where I was watching, Whistle was the best player on the ice.

•The Rockets gave up 38 shots, which is far to many against a team like Kamloops. Dressing two rookies that are 15 and 16, the defensive core gave up way to many quality chances. That has to change. When a 16 year-old affiliated player is beating one of your best skating defenceman to the outside that is not a good sign. 

•Myles Bell became just the 7th player in team history to score 30 goals in back-to-back season. 

•The coaching staff elected to shake up the lines last night in an effort to jump start the offense. The only line that remained somewhat intact was Carter Rigby with Colton Heffley and Rourke Chartier. Ryan Olsen had the privilege of playing with Myles Bell and Tyrell Goulbourne, but it will take time for those three to get on the same page.    

•Two of the Blazers best players last night are raw rookies. Fifteen year-old Jake Kryski had a tremendous game. Playing in his third WHL game, the Okanagan Rockets forward honestly didn't look out of place. Good decisions and strong passes were the norm for Kryski, who even received power play time late in the game. I also liked Blazers rookie Deven Sideroff. The 16 year-old made some nice plays and should have had a goal had it not been for the desperation save of Whistle at his right post in the second period. Even 16 year-old Nick Chyzowski had a goal wrapped up on a giveaway by defenceman Damon Severson in the slot but again Whistle came up large.  

•This was an odd game. Specifically in the second period, the Rockets played large stretches inside the Blazers zone. The puck movement was so impress it looked like a power play. The only negative of that was the number of shots generated with the sustained pressure. The Blazers blocked a lot of shots which translated into 34 at games end. 

•The officiating was really weak last night. Blazers Sam Grist elbows Madison Bowey in the head and no call. Carter Rigby interferes with Kamloops goaltender Bolton Pouliot. Nothing. Ryan Olsen's roughing call after a good hit was laughable and those are just three examples.   

•I haven't seen it in any other arena's to that degree, but the video guys at the Interior Savings Centre replay a lot of missed calls on the video screen for the fans to see. It shows you how many calls are missed over the course of the game. Maybe that is a contributing factor on why I thought the officiating was well below league standards last night.     

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:29 PM     1 comment:      

Friday, January 31, 2014

Game notes vs. Blazers 

Tonight’s Preview: The Kelowna Rockets close the month of January with the first of a home and home series with the Kamloops Blazers. The Rockets are 5-0-0-0 against the Blazers in the seasonal series and are coming a 7-1 win in the last meeting on December 27th. In the Rockets last visit to the Interior Savings Centre (November 30th) Jackson Whistle made 35 saves in a 3-2 shootout win. Following tonight’s game the two teams meet tomorrow night at Prospera Place. The Rockets enter tonight’s game having won 24 of their last 29 games overall and 33 of their last 39 games. Seven of the Rockets next nine games are on home ice. 

Bell closing in on 30: Leading scorer Myles Bell is one goal shy of scoring 30 goals for a second straight season. Bell would become just the 7th player to accomplish that feat in franchise history. The last Rockets player to score 30 or more goals in back-to-back seasons was Jamie Benn. Also on that list, Colin Long, Justin Keller, Cam Paddock, Brett McLean and Jason Deleurme are part of the 30/30 club.         

Who’s Hot: Rourke Chartier has 6+7=13 in his last ten games…Damon Severson has 2+8=10 in his last ten games…Myles Bell has 8 goals in his last twelve games and has seven – two goal games this season…Madison Bowey has 2+5=7 in his last nine games…The Rockets are 38-4-0-3 in their last 45 home games dating back to last season.

This and That: The Rockets are playing their 18th game in 34 days…..In February the team will play 13 games in 28 days….Marek Tvrdon turns 21 today….Cole Martin is +92 over the last two seasons…Rourke Chartier has points in seven of his last ten games…Riley Stadel had 7 goals in his first nine games. The 17 year-old has three goals in his last 33 games….Myles Bell has 10 goals in January. Ryan Olsen has 7 goals in January. Rourke Chartier has 6 goals…The Rockets have allowed 86 fewer goals than the Blazers this season…The Rockets have 22 games left in the regular season. Thirteen are on home ice with 9 on the road…The Rockets open their longest home stand of the season tomorrow night when they play five consecutive games on home ice…The Rockets have scored six or more goals seven times on home ice this season… The Rockets are 13-2-0-0 in the second game when facing back-to-back scenarios this season….The team has been rated as the best team in the CHL according to the Top 10 junior rankings for five consecutive weeks….Six alumni of the Rockets’ will play for their respective countries at the Sochi Olympics. Jamie Benn, Shea Weber and Duncan Keith will wear colours for Canada. Alex Edler (Sweden), Lauris Darzins ( Latvia) and Thomas Raffl (Austria) will also compete…After losing two of his first three games, Jackson Whistle has won ten of his last eleven games….The Rockets have played in six shootout games this season and are 4 and 3. Three of the four shootout wins have come on the road in Victoria, Prince George and Seattle…Jordon Cooke is 38-5-0-2 at home in last 45 starts at home dating back to last season…The Rockets have scored 4 or more goals in 21 of their 28 road games this season. 

Milestone Makers: 

Myles Bell recorded his 100th career goal and 250th career point January 25th vs. Lethbridge.

Ryan Huska, according to HockeyDB, has 283 WHL regular season victories.

Carter Rigby is playing in his 147th WHL game tonight – 3 shy of 150.

Ryan Olsen played in his 250th career game January 24th vs. Medicine Hat.  

Madison Bowey has 96 career points.

Rockets Three Star Leaders:

                          1st Star      2nd Star    3rd Star    Total           

Madison Bowey:   7               3              0             10

Jordon Cooke:      6               0              4            10

Tyson Baillie:        4               2              3             9

Nick Merkley:        1               4              3             8

Jackson Whistle:   1               5              2             8

Myles Bell:            4               3              1             8

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  12:10 PM     No comments:      

A new edition  

A new edition to our family. We picked up our new 2014 Kia Forte Ex from Kelowna Kia.

 Thanks to Mak and Marshall for making this possible. The service at Kelowna Kia is outstanding and the product is worth looking at. I checked the competition and found this to be the best sedan out there for our family. You will be as impressed as I was at the look of the car, its features and the service.  

 Posted by  Regan Bartel     at  8:51 AM     No comments:      

Thursday, January 30, 2014

From in control to out of control 

Photo by Marissa Baecker 

•Now they know how the Brandon Wheat Kings feel. Back on December 13th the Kelowna Rockets shocked the Wheat Kings in a come-from-behind 6-5 overtime win. The Wheat Kings were in total command of that game with a 5-3 lead with less than three minutes left in regulation time. The visitors would roar back and score three unanswered goal including the game winner in overtime in a shocking comeback. Last night at Prospera Place, the Spokane Chiefs scored three-third period goals and then found the game winner from defenceman Jason Fram in a shocking 6-5 shootout win. Yep, the top team in the WHL had a 5-2 lead heading into the third period after a dominating second where they scored four goals and out-shot the Chiefs 20-6. The third period was a different story though, as the comeback started with a goal just 25 seconds into the third period and the rally was on.

•The Chiefs elected to change goaltenders after 40 minutes as 20 year-old Brian Williams was replaced  by back-up Garret Hughson. Did Spokane head coach Don Nachbaur make the change to give his team a spark or was he saving Williams from a tough night where his goals against average was going to take a beating? If you want to believe that the change was made to give his team a boost, then I guess it worked. Honestly, a goaltendering change usually makes little difference but the Chiefs played a much more inspired game in the third period regardless, out-shooting the Rockets 13-4. And lets give Hughson some credit here. The 18 year-old stopped all 8 shots he faced, including all six shooters in the shootout. 

•The Kelowna Rockets still have much to learn. They have the best record in the WHL but like any junior hockey team they made mistakes that will  need correction with 23 games left in the regular season. The Rockets made uncharacteristic errors in the third period by failing to make the easy play inside their own zone. Specifically the defenceman over-handled pucks and instead of moving the puck up ice, played it behind their net resulted in at least one goal making the score 5-4. The decision making process when under siege has to change. The Rockets will never be in total control of the game. Last night's third period has to be used as a learning tool so when it happens again - which it will - they will be better prepared to make the right decisions. 

•I didn't like two of three penalty calls made against the Rockets in the third period, specifically the Kris Schmidli penalty with five minutes left in the third period which resulted in the games tying goal.  But in saying that, why as a player do you put yourself in that position to take a questionable penalty late in the game? You have to play smart. You can make contact, but you can't take an extra stride or leave your feet. You can't use your stick in a careless manner. The officials will be looking for any minor infraction, especially when you've been granted five straight power plays.

•Speaking of the power play, a true positive in last night's setback. While giving up a shorthanded goal, the extra man generated two goals including a beautiful pass from Ryan Olsen to Rourke Chartier to make the score 4-2. The key to the power play was quicker puck movement. Colton Heffley's power play goal snapped a 0 for 27 slump.

•I thought Ryan Olsen had a great game. The 19 year-old had a goal and two assists and worked hard. I thought he was the teams best older forward. Again, a quiet night for the line of Tyson Baillie, Myles Bell and Tyrell Goulbourne. Those three have to be difference makers in games against the better teams. That line didn't generate a point and two of those three players are the top two point producers.        

•Ugly stat of the night. Three of the Rockets top four point getters (Bell, Baillie and Bowey) didn't register a point last night. If your last name started with 'B' it was bad news.  

•The Rockets can thank Jordon Cooke for the one point earned in the shootout. Cooke made a glove hand save on Adam Helewenka in the third period that will surely make the WHL Plays of the Week. It was a tremendous save when the Chiefs were buzzing inside the Rockets zone. I thought Cooke did a good job of bouncing back after surrendering a goal by Spokane's Reid Gow 8 minutes into the game.

•A rough night for the defensive pairing of Cole Martin and Madison Bowey. You won't often see those two with a combined rating of -4. Martin and  Bowey were asked to play against the Chiefs top line, which included WHL points leader Mitch Holmberg. Speaking of Holmberg, a quiet night for the 20 year-old yet he still walked away from Prospera Place with a goal and two assists. Hard to call that a quiet night, but seriously he didn't stand out in a big way. Holmberg is very opportunistic and makes smart plays, whether it be in the o-zone or at the other end of the ice. Holmberg is sneaky good. 

•Colton Heffley's goal was his first in 15 games and matches his goal total from last season.   

•Damon Severson's goal was his first in nine games. That was the New Jersey Devils longest scoring drought of the season.

•The loss snapped the teams 9 game home ice winning streak.

•The Rockets are 4-3 in the shootout. The three shootout losses have come against Victoria, Seattle and Spokane.   
Gillis draft record giving critics lots of ammo

He’s been part of six NHL drafts, and out of the 37 players selected, just six have played NHL games

By Jim Jamieson, The Province March 23, 2014

Nicklas Jensen is giving Mike Gillis a much-needed lift.

Often criticized for his drafting record, the Canucks GM can finally point to a first-round draft pick — with the exception of Cody Hodgson — who has come into the lineup and made an immediate impact.

Even Jensen, who appears to have the high-end hockey sense to go along with the physical tools, looked a bit dicey when he started his first full season in the minors last fall after a shoulder injury with no goals in his first 18 games.

But the big Danish winger, who just turned 21, has fit in remarkably well on the top line and seems to have a bright future — albeit based on a small snapshot of seven games so far.

Gillis gets harsh treatment for his drafting since taking over the hockey team in the spring of 2008, following a playoff miss and the firing of Dave Nonis. Probably, it’s a little too harsh, but his record is far from stellar.

Sure, the Canucks haven’t had a high first-round pick the last five years due to the team’s strong regular seasons. But if you look at, for example, the Blackhawks — who also haven’t had any high first-rounders in the same time frame — you wonder where the Canucks equivalents of Brandon Saad (43rd overall in 2011; 116 NHL games), Andrew Shaw (139th overall in 2011; 152 NHL games) and Marcus Kruger (149th overall in 2009; 194 NHL games) are.

Gillis has also traded away some second- and third-round picks at the trade deadline to acquire pieces for a playoff run. Of course, this catches up to you if those deals don’t work out.

Last spring, The Hockey News ran its list of top 50 NHL prospects. The Canucks didn’t have any players on it. Zero.

THN also ranked NHL teams on their top drafted prospects and development — in which the Canucks finished 29th, ahead of just San Jose. But the publication also provided a weighted list that took into account that some teams — such as the Canucks — haven’t had a high first-round pick for most of the past five years. In this, the Canucks finished mid-pack.

Those rankings should be improved by the inclusion of 2013 first-rounders Bo Horvat (ninth overall) and Hunter Shinkaruk (24th overall) to the Canucks’ prospects list.

The GM has overseen six NHL drafts since taking over, and in that time, just six of the 37 players selected have played NHL games.

The best of those who have made the Big Show so far — and not coincidentally the highest pick of that group (10th overall in 2008) — was Hodgson, but the club and player’s inability to see eye-to-eye led to his trade two years ago for winger Zack Kassian.

Jensen (29th overall in 2011) looks like a future top-six forward, while minor-leaguer Frank Corrado, 20, (150th overall in 2011) could be in the Canucks’ top-six defence as early as next season.

Centre Jordan Schroeder (22nd overall in 2009) was drafted for his offensive chops, but missed the first half of the season with injury and hasn’t exactly seized the opportunity (3-3-6 in 20 games) with the Canucks desperate for goals.

He’s set to become a restricted free agent this summer and you wonder where his future lies.

Defenceman Yann Sauve (41st overall in 2008) has played eight NHL games, but ranks 10th on the Canucks’ current organizational depth chart and appears to be sinking. Kevin Connauton, another D-man, was traded in the Derek Roy deadline deal in 2013, but has played 34 games with the Stars this season.

The Canucks under Gillis have also been criticized for seemingly ignoring the Western Hockey League, when players such as Brendan Gallagher were playing in their backyard. But the team is trying to concentrate more on the West and took Shinkaruk from the WHL’s Medicine Hat at the 2013 draft.

The Gillis regime has been active signing undrafted free agents and has had, at best, mixed results. The most notable, by quite a margin, has been defenceman Chris Tanev — whose quick development has been equivalent to getting another first-round draft pick. Goaltender Eddie Lack is another, and while he’s had a solid rookie season, the jury is still out.

© Copyright (c) The Province

Botchford: Two years after trade, Zack Kassian and Cody Hodgson both yet to deliver

By JASON BOTCHFORD, The Province March 23, 2014

Zack Kassian mused it would be years before people stopped comparing him to Cody Hodgson.

Turns out, all it took was Nicklas Jensen.

The Danish rookie has not only captured the hearts of Canucks fans with his three goals — it doesn’t take much these days — he has done something Kassian sure hasn’t been able to do.

He has won over John Tortorella.

While Jensen was preparing to play with the Sedin twins against Buffalo, Kassian was answering questions about why he hasn’t got that same opportunity.

“I think I’ve progressed over the season, but I still think I’ve underachieved,” Kassian said.

Tortorella was asked to address why he’s so willing to trust Jensen so quickly while refusing all season to show the same faith in Kassian.

“(Jensen’s) awareness is above where I’d thought it would be,” Tortorella said. “Him and Zack are two different players. I don’t want to compare them because I’d have to be critical of one, and that’s just not fair.

“But with Jense, he’s stepped in and he immediately made an impact, offensively and he’s not hurting us terribly away from the puck.”

Wonder which one he’d have to be critical of if he compared them?

Maybe Kassian hasn’t met lofty expectations some had of him in the summer. But he has 11 goals, and has been deployed this season almost exclusively in defensive roles.

His offensive zone starts — 42% — are the third lowest on the team. His power-play time is virtually non-existent — 37:57 total for the season. Just like his shifts with the twins.

It’s a point Kassian drove home when he thought he was being asked to compare himself to Hodgson.

“We’re in two different situations with our hockey teams,” Kassian said. “He’s putting up a lot of points, but obviously I’m in a checking role.”

A third-line checker is not exactly how Kassian was pitched when the trade went down two years ago. But then, it was considered a marquee deal.

Now? Well, it’s lost a lot of its sizzle, from either side’s point of view. The question is no longer who won the trade? It’s who lost the trade least?

Hodgson has just 36 points, and has spent most of the year proving he is not a No. 1 centre. In fact, in three recent games he wasn’t even a centre after head coach Ted Nolan moved him to the wing on the team’s second line.

Hodgson said Saturday he planned to go out with some of his old Canucks teammates for dinner where he’d find out what has gone wrong in Vancouver this year.

But they could easily be trying to find out what has gone wrong with him.

Nolan did underscore the reality that it’s probably unfair to judge Hodgson this year, when the roster looks like it was specifically designed to tank the season.

“You realize certain players are gifted in certain areas,” Nolan said of Hodgson. “Cody is one of those guys, that if you get him within 10, or five feet of that net and they’re going to go in.

“But we have to find some people who can ... You’re only as good as your surroundings.”

For his part, Hodgson said he’s grown significantly this year. At least he’s done something this season.

“I’ve matured in a lot of ways,” Hodgson said. “I’ve learned to play with different types of linemates.

“I’ve been sliding around the lineup. I’ve really enjoyed my time in Buffalo so far, and for the next six years too.”

Oh ya, that contract. After a decent lockout-shortened season, Hodgson signed a six-year, $25.5-million deal. It looks huge now, because he’s struggled. But if you really believed he was a first-line centre, and he showed he was, it would have been peanuts.

There are those in NHL circles who are convinced he wanted a six-year deal because there were still lingering concerns about the health of his back, which was an ongoing topic for a couple of years when he was still with the Canucks.

Back problems or not, it’s remarkable that two years after the trade, Kassian still can’t get off the third line and Hodgson still can’t stay on the first.

Lake Erie Monsters fall to Toronto Marlies, 4-3, in a shootout

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Lake Erie Monsters and Toronto Marlies, teams that don't like each other in the least, concluded their regular-season series Wednesday night with another entertaining contest.

The Marlies had more fun. Toronto converted two shootout attempts and held the Monsters to none in posting a 4-3 victory at The Q. The Monsters slipped to 26-28-0-7; Toronto is 37-19-2-3.

The Monsters went 3-3-0-2 against the Marlies this regular season after going 4-4-0-0 against them last season. If they are to meet in the playoffs, the Monsters need to be brilliant over their final 15 games and receive plenty of help. They entered Wednesday 11 points out of the eighth and final spot in the Western Conference.

The Monsters played reasonably well against Toronto on Wednesday, but having secured one point provided no consolation.

"This time of year,'' Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth said, "we need two points."

The Marlies were successful on two of their three shootout attempts against goalie Calvin Pickard. The Monsters went 0-for-4 against goalie Garret Sparks -- and looked bad doing so. Three pucks rolled off sticks or otherwise were mishandled late.

The Monsters are 6-7 in shootouts. They have lost three of the last five.

Lake Erie took a 1-0 lead at 1:28 of the second period. Sparks fumbled the puck in the trapezoid, and Lake Erie winger Michael Schumacher eventually made him pay for it. Schumacher used a bank shot off Sparks' skate for his sixth.

Toronto scored the next two goals. Trevor Smith beat Pickard on the power play at 10:38 and Josh Leivo delivered at 14:54. Leivo's shot, which came from a tight angle in the right circle, squeezed through Pickard's pads and trickled over the line.

The Monsters tied it at 18:18. Relentless center Colin Smith possessed the puck along the left boards, turned and located defenseman Stefan Elliott in the right circle. Smith's pass across three Marlies was on the tape of Elliott, who notched his 11th.

Early in the third period, Monsters defenseman Brett Clark scored from the left point for a 3-2 lead. Clark snuck the puck inside the right post after receiving a pass from Mark Olver.

Toronto tied it at 17:30 when defenseman Korbinian Holzer scored from the left point through a screen.

"Tough goal to give up,'' Chynoweth said. "I can't tell from the video if it was deflected. I know there was traffic."

The Monsters controlled the pace and generated more chances in the five-minute, 4-on-4 overtime. They out-shot Toronto, 4-1.

The scoreless first period featured a fight between Lake Erie's Guillaume Desbiens and Toronto's David Broll at 15:20. Both landed shots before tiring.

Early in the first, a Marlie dropped a high hit on Lake Erie defenseman Gabriel Beaupre, who exited to the locker room for treatment. No penalty was called. Toronto had issues with Beaupre the previous time the teams played at The Q.

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- The Monsters and Toronto Marlies repeatedly resorted to varying degrees of rough stuff Friday night at The Q. On the occasions when players didn't throw haymakers, they pushed and shoved and smashed and grabbed. The plexiglass portion of the boards got a workout.

Oh, by the way: The Monsters won, 3-2, in front of an electric crowd of 13,034.

Center Brad Malone scored two goals in support of goalie Calvin Pickard as the Monsters rebounded from a 5-2 loss Sunday in Toronto. Stay tuned, because the Monsters and Marlies meet again Saturday afternoon in Toronto. The officials will need to have their skates sharpened and their heads on swivels.

The Monsters (24-26-0-6) improved to 3-2-0-1 in the eight-game season series. They have won three of four overall at home.

The Marlies (33-19-2-2) continue to lead the Western Conference North Division.

"That was a wild one, eh?'' Lake Erie coach Dean Chynoweth said.

The Monsters easily set a franchise record with 97 penalty minutes (on 17 infractions). The Marlies had 103 penalty minutes on 20 infractions. The 200 combined minutes tied the record for a game involving Lake Erie.

"They're a big, strong team,'' Pickard said of Toronto. "We didn't shy away at all. We took it to them. We stood up for ourselves.''

Lake Erie led, 3-0, before Toronto rallied late in the third period. The Marlies scored at 17:19 and 18:34 and continued to apply pressure until the final horn. As the clock read zeroes, Pickard pumped his fists and slammed his stick against the right post. Pickard made 38 saves.

"Emotions were running high,'' said Pickard, whose team had 47 shots. "The crowd was into it from the start."

The tone was set at opening faceoff, Monsters tough guy Daniel Maggio tangling with Toronto forward Frazer McLaren. Maggio, listed at 6-3, 210, later admitted to being a tad nervous against the 6-5, 235-pound McLaren.

Maggio vs. McLaren was the first of two fights in a period dominated by the Monsters, who held a 17-9 advantage in shots and led, 1-0. At 14:22, Malone redirected a Brett Clark blast for his seventh.

At 12:01 of the second, multiple fights occurred. They resulted in the ejections of three players, including Lake Erie's Mitchell Heard and David van der Gulik. Toronto defenseman Kevin Marshall, who received five for fighting, had seemed to be hunting Monsters.

Not long after the equipment had been picked up and blood scraped out of the ice, the Monsters made it 2-0 with a power-play goal. Toronto goalie Drew MacIntyre rejected Matt Hunwick's breakaway attempt, but Hunwick secured the rebound and found Malone in the left circle. Malone's one-timer squirted through MacIntyre.

Lake Erie out-shot Toronto, 16-11, in the second.

The third period brought more fights and the 3-0 lead for the Monsters. Paul Carey tipped in a blast from the point by Karl Stollery on the power play at 14:17.

Then the Marlies made matters interesting.

"I'm proud of our guys,'' Chynoweth said. "They stuck together. They played hard. That was a hard, hard game.''

By  Dennis Manoloff, The Plain Dealer   
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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- Lake Erie Monsters defenseman Karl Stollery talks with Plain Dealer beat reporter Dennis Manoloff:

LEMSTOLLERY_MUG_16354859.JPG

KARL STOLLERY

Position: Defenseman

Born: Nov. 21, 1987, Camrose, Alberta.

Ht/Wt: 5-11, 185.

Shoots: Left.

Courtesy Lake Erie Monsters

PD: Jan. 10-12 was a wild time for you as a pro. Explain.

KS: I played for the Monsters in Rockford, Ill., the first night. The next morning, I took a car to Chicago and flew to St. Paul, Minn., for my NHL debut with the Avalanche against the Wild that night. The next afternoon, I got the call that I was going from Chicago to Milwaukee to rejoin the Monsters. I played in Milwaukee that night.

PD: Did the excitement of your NHL debut live up to the dream?

KS: It was awesome. A very exciting experience, for sure. There were a couple of moments that made me realize how cool it was actually to be playing in the NHL.

PD: Your uniform No. 3 is different than last year’s No. 6. What happened?

KS: Nothing, really. I wore No. 6 last season, and when I re-signed with Colorado this season, I was given No. 3. I wore No. 3 in juniors. I’d say my favorite number is 7, which I wore in college.

PD: You played four years (2009-2012) at Merrimack College in North Andover, Mass. Summarize the experience.

KS: I liked it because it was a small school. I grew up on a farm, so I was used to small-town stuff. And I had the opportunity to play right away.

PD: Best part of growing up on a farm?

KS: All the open space. I liked being outdoors. In the winter we were able to skate on all of the frozen ponds and dug-outs that were on and around our land.

PD: So you learned to skate on those ponds?

KS: Yes. My dad got me into it. We had a big garden, so we’d make a backyard rink right outside the door. I was out there every day. 

PD: Origin of shooting left-handed?

KS: I guess that’s how I picked up a stick when I started playing.

PD: Why defenseman?

KS: I don’t really remember how that started. For some reason I liked playing defense, and I’ve never changed.

PD: Did you know that the Monsters game notes list you at 5-11, 165?

KS: (Chuckle) I haven’t been 165 since maybe my first year in juniors.

PD: Regardless, you are not a hulking defenseman.

KS: My size has forced me to be alert and smart on the ice. Shooting is a big part of my game, and I’m a fairly fast player. I’ve worked really hard in the gym to bulk up and get stronger.

PD: Monsters play-by-play voice Doug Plagens says you have a high hockey IQ. It makes sense given that you were an All-Academic selection multiple times at Merrimack. Favorite subject in school?

KS: I wasn’t a huge fan of school, actually. But if I had to pick a favorite subject, it would be something along the lines of a nutrition class I took at Merrimack.

PD: At least you’re honest about saying you didn’t like school despite the high standing.

KS: Realistically, I was there more for the hockey. I didn’t particularly enjoy school, but I managed to be pretty good at it.

PD: What animals were on the farm?

KS: We had cows, a few horses and some chickens for a little while.

PD: Most impressive animal you’ve ever seen in Alberta?

KS: Moose. You don’t see them often, but when you do, it’s unreal. You can’t believe how big they are.

PD: Worst hockey injury ever suffered?

KS: The most painful was a dislocated elbow in midget. My elbow was against the boards, and a guy hit me from behind.

PD: Misperceptions that those in the United States have about those from Alberta?

KS: That there’s never a time without snow; that we live in Igloos; that we use dogsleds to go places. We have a warm period. It’s not quite as long, but there definitely are a few months when it is nice.

PD: Preferred off-ice activities?

KS: In the summer, it’s golf. I’ve played some really nice courses in the mountains in Alberta. You can’t beat mountain golf.

PD: Anything besides golf?

KS: I like to cook. My go-to is salmon with vegetables and maybe some rice.

PD: Favorite junk food?

KS: At this level, you can’t afford to eat junk food. But if I’m going to have something, it would be a homemade cinnamon bun.
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Wildcats blanked by Lowell in Hockey East final
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UNH advances to Hockey East final

Allen Lessels on College Hockey: High-stakes semifinal for Wildcats

 BOSTON – In the wake of its semifinal win over Providence, a smiling Dick Umile spoke endearingly of his University of New Hampshire hockey team, which had grinded its way to 22 wins and the Hockey East championship game through a series of injuries, slumps and, eventually, a few tilts that turned into must-wins.

“This team here,” said the coach, “is a special team.”

At various points he praised the team’s leadership, its effort, its commitment, pointing toward a playoff run the saw the Wildcats eliminate Northeastern and Providence, a pair of national-tourney hopefuls. He said he enjoyed coaching this club, his 24th edition, and all of those qualities might’ve given it a chance to do something special if they could find a way to get into the NCAA tournament themselves.

But that opportunity will not be forthcoming.

Instead, UNH’s season is over after UMass-Lowell simultaneously dashed New Hampshire’s hopes of both a national bid and a Hockey East title with an impressive 4-0 triumph before 12,051 at TD Garden – the River Hawks repeat championship finishing the Wildcats’ season prior to selection Sunday for the second time in three years.

“I’m very pleased with the way my team played tonight,” Umile said. “You may not believe that with a 4-0 loss, but I thought they played well, moved the puck, and things just didn’t happen for us tonight.”

Despite its 22 wins, UNH began the night knowing the PairWise Rankings made clear that the ‘Cats needed to win their first league title in 11 years in order to extend their season, and they came out with an according sharpness. Through 10 minutes they arguably had the better of the play.

However, 12:12 into the action, Lowell took advantage of a UNH misplay to take the initial lead – and the game tilted instantly. It seemed an innocuous play, really, but goalie Casey DeSmith couldn’t cover the soft bouncer Joseph Pendenza floated into the crease, and A.J. White was there to bury the miscue.

Barely three minutes later DeSmith briefly appeared to redeem himself, making a sensational sprawling save on Pendenza after White forced a turnover in the UNH defensive zone, though the resulting rebound found the stick of Josh Holmstrom, who whipped it to the twine to put the River Hawks up 2-0.

And that, history said, was practically a death sentence for UNH’s season. Built around disciplined defense and elite goaltending, the River Hawks entered the tilt 17-0-3 when leading after a period – and, furthermore, at that point nobody had scored against Lowell goalie Connor Hellebuyck on the Garden ice in his last nine and a half periods.

“They’re a great defensive team,” said UNH captain Eric Knodel. “They play their systems; their defense blocks every shot. They do a great job making sure their goalie gets the easy saves.”

The climb facing the Wildcats was steep. And it got steeper in the second. Three minutes in, Joe Gambardella beat DeSmith from between the faceoff dots after joining as the trailer on a rush up the ice, then the lead ballooned to 4-0 with 77 seconds left in the middle stanza, when Jake Suter tipped home White’s shot during a Lowell power play.

By that point reality was setting in quickly, the only question seeming to be whether Hellebuyck would notch his second consecutive Hockey East final shutout (he did), his second straight tournament MVP award (he did, unanimously), and how long his Garden invincibility would last (it’s ongoing at 230 minutes, 1 second). There was some excitement in the third: Pendenza had a goal waved off for using a high stick; UNH’s Harry Quast pinged the crossbar; DeSmith denied Pendenza on a penalty shot; Wildcat Jay Camper had a golden chance blocked by a defenseman’s stick on the way to an open net; then senior Jeff Wyer took over for DeSmith with 5:09 left.

But any drama was momentary because the result – and UNH’s fate -- had long been decided. The Wildcats continued playing hard, and hung tough enough that at the end of the night there was hardly a discrepancy between the two sides in terms of shots on goal (35-30, UML), though they were skating the final shifts of a campaign was never short on challenges.

“It’s been a great couple of weeks,” Knodel said. “We always knew from the start of the year we had a great team. The kids in that locker room are unbelievable. We knew we could do something special – we hit a couple bumps in the middle of the season there – but we battled through it, tried to stay positive and keep going.”

On top of competing in their typically loaded league, the ‘Cats opened with nonconference games against Minnesota and Michigan. They traveled to face a ranked Rensselaer team, and also faced quality foes like Cornell and Union.

The hope was that such a challenging schedule would give UNH a boost in the RPI and PairWise rankings that helped the selection committee seed the national tournament, though the Wildcats never fully recovered from a 1-5-1 start. They did wind up 22-18-1, and that included winning six of eight games to earn a spot in Saturday’s final.

But ultimately that’s where things ended for the Wildcats, one win shy of doing something special.

“The difficult part is it’s a team with great chemistry. We wanted to keep going,” Umile said. “Not only were they winning, and playing hard, but we were enjoying it and having fun doing it. It’s tough for the season to end.”
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UNH advances to Hockey East final

DURHAM --- Last year, Providence College beat New Hampshire in the battle to get to Boston.

Tonight, they do battle in Boston and the stakes are even higher.

No. 3 seed Providence and No. 4 UNH square off in the second of two Hockey East semifinal matches at TD Bank Garden. The game is scheduled for 8 p.m., but will probably start at least a little after that.

No. 2 UMass-Lowell takes on No. 8 Notre Dame — the team that took out No. 1 Boston College last week in the quarterfinals — in the first semifinal of the night at 5 p.m.

The semifinal winners meet for the Hockey East tournament championship and an automatic berth in the NCAA tournament on Saturday night at 7.

Providence is 21-9-6 overall and will likely earn an at-large berth to the NCAAs no matter tonight’s outcome, but would like to make more sure of things with a win.

UNH, 21-17-1, needs to win the Hockey East tournament to get into the NCAA tournament.

The Friars and Wildcats played six times last season — Providence won four and one was a tie — and they split a pair of games in Providence in November. Providence won the quarterfinal series two games to one.

“It was a great series last year,” UNH coach Dick Umile said. “It was hard-fought and we know that’s exactly how it’s going to be in Boston. They go to the net hard, very similar to Northeastern.”

UNH knocked off Northeastern in a tight quarterfinal series at the Whittemore Center last weekend.

“We thought Northeastern’s transition game was as good as we’ve played,” Umile said. “They take it to the net and get into the grade A areas, throw the puck in there. It’s a hard area to defend when they’re on the rush.”

There were Huskies all around the UNH net and goalie Casey DeSmith, a junior from Rochester, much of last weekend.

The Wildcats expect to see more of that from the likes of Providence forwards Nick Saracino, Ross Mauermann and Mark Jankowski this weekend.

“We’ve really got to control the front of our net,” said UNH sophomore defenseman Brett Pesce. “Pick up sticks as best we can, just get people out of there.”

At the other end, UNH will be trying to cause problems for, and create traffic in front of, Providence goalie Jon Gillies. The 6-foot-5 sophomore from South Portland, Maine, is the son of Bruce Gillies, a standout goalie at Bishop Brady High School in Concord and then at UNH.

“He’s a big guy and he’s pretty athletic for a big guy,” Umile said.

“He’ll catch everything if we don’t screen him. We’re not going to beat him unless we make him move and make him work in there.”

Providence and Gillies had a very good start to the season, stumbled a bit at the start of the New Year and have come on strong in recent weeks.

The Friars won a couple of games at Maine to clinch home ice for the playoffs the last week of the regular season and beat the Black Bears again at home in two games in the quarterfinals last weekend.

Providence ranks last in Hockey East with a 13.9 success rate on the power play, but the unit has picked up the pace in recent weeks. The power play had three goals in 10 chances last week against Maine.

Gillies is third in Hockey East with a .930 save percentage. DeSmith is tied for eighth at .920.

Gillies is fifth with a 2.17 goal-against average and DeSmith is eighth at 2.39.

Gillies and DeSmith played juniors together with the Indiana Ice in the United States Hockey League.

40 years ago

No. 8 Notre Dame’s upset of No. 1 Boston College brought back memories of one of the great moments in UNH hockey history.

Actually, it was 61 seconds of playing time and it came, oddly enough, during a Wildcat loss.

Forty years ago this month, on March 5, 1974, UNH was the No. 1 seed in the ECAC tournament and was playing No. 8 RPI in a single elimination, first-round game at home in Snively Arena.

UNH started future All American Cap Raeder in goal, but he had been injured in the previous game and soon he had been replaced and UNH was in a 4-1 hole to the visitors.

The Wildcats and Engineers were skating three-on-three at the start of the second period because of a series of penalties and UNH coach Charlie Holt put three forwards on the ice.

Not just any forwards, mind you, but three of the best ever to play at UNH in senior Gordie Clark, who was already an All American, and sophomores Cliff Cox and Jamie Hislop, who would be All Americans before long.

Cox scored once 44 seconds into the period and again at 1:05. Clark scored at 1:45, still three-on-three, and just like that it was all tied up at 4-4.

Snively was absolutely rocking.

RPI scored again to go in front. Cox scored his third of the game to tie it.

RPI scored again and this time Mike Burkart scored with 1:37 left in the game and it was 6-6.

The Engineers won it with a goal 1:38 into overtime and knocked UNH out of the tournament.

The whole segment — that’s longtime voice of the Wildcats Jim Jeannotte on play-by-play and keep an eye out for Bob Norton, then the assistant to Holt and later a hockey TV analyst, on the UNH bench — is available on YouTube.

Check it out. It’s well worth a few minutes.

Filip Forsberg called up; Admirals get Paul Crowder, Josh Shalla

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 23, 2014 11:19 a.m.  

Filip Forsberg has been called up on an emergency basis by Nashville and is already in Chicago for the Predators' game today.

Milwaukee has also recalled forwards Josh Shalla and Paul Crowder from Cincinnati.

Forsber has seven assists and two goals in his last seven games with the Admirals.

After Milwaukee's last home game March 15, Admirals' coach Dean Evason had this to say ...

"A lot of times I forget that he's 19," Evason said. "And if he's playing in Portland in the Western Hockey League, he's got 70 goals - I would think. He wants to be in the NHL. We want him to be in the NHL. But he's developing here as a 19-year-old hockey player in the second-best league in the world, and producing. It's not a negative Filip Forsberg is here. In the long run, this is going to help his career."

Shalla has four points in 24 games with Milwaukee this season.

Crowder appeared in five games with the Admirals last season.
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Admirals lose Calle Jarnkrok

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 20, 2014  

After another goal Saturday gave Calle Jarnkrok five of them in five games with Milwaukee, Admirals coach Dean Evason was asked if he continues to be more and more impressed with the center.

"I don't know if I can like him anymore than I like him now," Evason said. "Because, boy, he's a hockey player. He just does everything well. He's just a pro. ... He is so crafty and so intelligent. He plays all three zones extremely well. We won't have him here too long."

On Thursday, Nashville recalled Jarnkrok and he is expected to make his NHL debut on Friday.

Jarnkrok, who also had two assists in Milwaukee, was part of Nashville's trading of David Legwand to Detroit on March 5. 
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Magnus Hellberg cleared to play

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 19, 2014  

Goalie Magnus Hellberg posted on Twitter this afternoon that he is "finally healthy and cleared to play games again. Can't wait to get back."

He hasn't played for Milwaukee since Jan. 16 at San Antonio and has just one win in his last five decisions. Overall, Hellberg is 5-13-1. 
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Admirals 4, Rampage 2: Mark Van Guilder's rebound goal the difference

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 15, 2014  

Other than going in, Anthony Bitetto's shot off the chest of goalie Scott Clemmensen couldn't have been any better.

That's because Mark Van Guilder was about two feet away for the rebound, leading to a 4-2 victory over San Antonio Saturday in front of 13,659 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

The score was tied, 2-2, when Bitetto's shot dropped straight down after hitting the goalie.

Van Guilder was in front of Clemmensen and swiped the puck in. Only it wasn't as easy as it looked.

"I almost missed," Van Guilder said. "I just barely snuck it in the far post. He's a good goaltender and takes up a lot of space. I just got a fortunate bounce that hit him up high. It was a tough shot for him to handle from Bitetto and it just kind of fell right in my lap there."

Miikka Salomaki added an empty-net goal with 13.7 seconds remaining to give Milwaukee 38 goals in their winning six of its last seven games.

Goalie Scott Darling made his first start with the Admirals since Feb. 23, and just his third since Jan. 12, to finish with 25 saves.

"Even when you're not playing, you work just as hard in practice," Darling said. "Playing a couple of games in Cincinnati helped me. You're always ready to go, or you should be, and any chance I get I want to play as good as I can."

In the first period, Milwaukee was on the power play when it took a 1-0 lead thanks to Calle Jarnkrok's fifth goal in his fifth game with the Admirals.

He was at the right post when he slammed home a rebound that slide in off the backside of Clemmensen with 9:36 remaining.

San Antonio got the goal back with 6:25 left compliments of John McFarland.

In the second, Austin Watson was in front of the crease when he deflected the puck between the legs of Clemmensen for a 2-1 lead with 2:36 left.

Once again, San Antonio tied the score.

It was a questionable call, however, that led to a penalty shot that was converted by Ryan Martindale with 14:22 remaining.

Milwaukee was on a power play when it turned the puck over to Martindale in the neutral zone. He burst ahead for a breakaway and was in the motion of shooting in front of the right crease when Patrick Cehlin was called for hooking.

Replays showed Cehlin's stick slightly tapped the back right shoulder of Martindale as he pursued him in the slot.

Evason disagreed with the call, but felt it was more important to not let it affect his team.

"The group knows what happened," he said. "Our composure was good. It was 100% the right way to conduct ourselves and we just went about our business after that. It would've been a shame if that was an impact on the hockey game. But it wasn't."

Milwaukee not only jumped over Rockford for third place in the Midwest Division, but for seventh place in the Western Conference playoff standings.

The Admirals head for a four-game road trip starting Friday at Hamilton. 

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Game preview: San Antonio at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 15, 2014  

Here's a preview of the San Antonio at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

SAN ANTONIO (25-26-3-6)

Against Milwaukee: 2-1

Standings: 5th in the West

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 27th (11-18-0-3)

Special teams: PP 16th (15.9%), PK 28th (79.2%)

Scoring leader: Bobby Butler- 38 points in 58 games (19 g 19 a)

Other notes: San Antonio has just two wins in the last 13 games in Milwaukee. ... The Rampage is 1-4 in its last five road games. ... Vincent Trocheck still has the most points on the team (41), despite being recalled by Florida March 5.

MILWAUKEE(28-20-6-6)

Against San Antonio: 1-0-0-2

Standings: 4th in the Midwest; 8th in the Western Conference (1 point behind Rockford)

Streak: W 1

Home rank: 8th (18-8-3-2)

Special teams: PP 15th (17.5%), PK 15th (82.2%)

Scoring leader: Calle Jarnkrok- 42 points in 61 games (17 g 25 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee beat San Antonio, 4-0, in its only visit to the Bradley Center Dec. 20. ... The team won a shootout, 6-5, over visiting Rockford last night. ... The Admirals have won five of their last six games and have outshot their opponent in all six. ... The team opens a four-game road trip Friday at Hamilton. ... Cassadee Pope will perform after the game.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Admirals 6, IceHogs 5: Mathieu Tousignant helps break shootout skid

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 14, 2014  

The stat sheet shows Milwaukee's Mathieu Tousignant has just five goals this season.

Admirals' coach Dean Evason doesn't care.

He picked Tousignant to go first in the shootout, and his goal was all Milwaukee needed to secure a 6-5 victory over Rockford Friday in front of 6,394 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"Tousi is cocky enough; he doesn't care where he is, what he's doing," Evason said. "He has confidence that he's going to score a goal. That's what we love about him. ... More than anything it's his competitiveness, his confidence, is the reason we put him first."

Milwaukee won the shootout, 3-0, as Taylor Beck and Vinny Saponari also added goals to get the Admirals within one point of third-place Rockford in the Midwest Division.

The team had lost its previous five shootouts and hadn't won one since Jan. 6.

"We're going to need some shootout wins down the stretch to help us out," Evason said. "No doubt it's a confidence builder."

Especially for rookie goalie Marek Mazanec, who stopped all three shots in the shootout to improve to 1-3 in that department.

"I'm so happy right now; I was so scared of it," Mazanec said. "This helps a lot. When I see the guys score, it always helps me."

In a game that featured seven goals in the first 18 minutes, Tousignant's goal was the difference.

After several dekes confused goalie Jason LaBarbera, Tousignant slid the puck between his legs to improve to 3 for 4 in shootout attempts.

Tousignant recalled his showing in a exhibition game that caught Evason's attention.

"I think I was the ninth shooter to go after nobody scored," Tousignant said. "I went and did that same move and I scored. Since then the coach has had confidence in me."

Beck added his fifth shootout goal in the second round and Saponari clinched Milwaukee's fifth win in the last six games with his goal in the top of the fourth.

Mazanec stopped shots from Joakim Nordstrom, Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Terry Broadhurst to give the Admirals a 4-1 home record against Rockford.

"Maz was great," Evason said. "Obviously when the goaltender doesn't give up a goal, you can hopefully find one."

Milwaukee held a 4-3 lead after the first period, as the seven goals easily surpassed the previous first-period high total of four by the Admirals and any opponent this year.

The scoring spree began just 65 seconds in with Francis Wathier's first goal in his second game with Milwaukee.

After two goals by Rockford's Jeremy Morin, Mark Van Guilder tied the score.

The IceHogs' Brad Mills made it 3-2, before Patrick Cehlin and Saponari scored 17 seconds apart for the one-goal lead.

"I can't even remember it," Evason said. "My gosh, we were just reeling. We were up, we were down. Up. Down. Emotionally we were all over the place. The really good part for us is we stayed composed throughout. There were situations where we maybe could've got uncomposed with some of the calls, some of the things that happened throughout the game."

The only goal of the second period came from Rockford's Joakim Nordstrom with 16:55 to go.

Milwaukee took a 5-4 lead on Calle Jarnkrok's fourth goal in his fourth game with 16:18 left in the third, but Rockford got the goal back thanks to Mills' second goal just 4 seconds into a power play with 14:27 remaining. 

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Game preview: Rockford IceHogs at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 14, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Rockford at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

ROCKFORD (30-24-5-3)

Against Milwaukee: 4-5

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (2 points ahead of Milwaukee)

Streak: L 2

Away rank: 21st (11-15-4-1)

Special teams: PP 12th (18.3%), PK 30th (72.6%)

Scoring leader: Adam Clendening - 48 points in 61 games (8 g 40 a)

Other notes: The IceHogs are 1-3 since their 11-game point streak. ... Rockford is 1-3 in Milwaukee by giving up a total of 18 goals. In the season series, goalie Jason LaBarbera is 3-1 and Kent Simpson is 1-4. ... The IceHogs have played three more games than the Admirals. ... Clendening is second among defensemen in the AHL with 48 points and is first with 40 assists.

MILWAUKEE(27-20-6-6)

Against Rockford: 5-2-2-0

Standings: 4th in the Midwest; 8th in the Western Conference (2 points behind Rockford)

Streak: L 1

Home rank: 11th (17-8-3-2)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.4%), PK 15th (82.6%)

Scoring leader: Calle Jarnkrok- 41 points in 60 games (16 g 25 a)

Other notes: If this Friday is anything like the last two, be sure to visit the Bradley Center. Milwaukee beat Iowa (Feb. 28) and Rockford (March 7) by a combined score of 17-4 and there were plenty of fights in the final period. The IceHogs' last two games were losses to the Admirals by a total score of 14-5, so they will not be in a very good mood, either. ... Milwaukee is coming off a 3-2 loss to visiting Iowa after a four-game winning streak. ... Jarnkrok has four goals and five assists against Rockford in 10 games, including three goals while playing for Milwaukee. Goalie Marek Mazanec is 4-2 against the IceHogs. ... Milwaukee has outshot its opponent in the last five games. ... The team hosts San Antonio tomorrow night at 7.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Wild 3, Admirals 2: Four-game win streak ends

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 12, 2014  

Iowa wasn't trying to get back at Milwaukee on Wednesday, the Wild was trying to get back with the Admirals.

And it showed, as Iowa scored three times in the first 14 minutes and held on for a 3-2 victory at the BMO Harris Bradley Center. As a result, the last-place Wild got within eight points of Milwaukee in the Midwest Division.

"They played with desperation," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "They started the game the right way. We did not. We were not ready to play that game. And that's on us. And by us, I mean coaching staff. Clearly the players play the game, but it's our job to prepare them. We've had two days, we thought, of real good practices. Our morning skate this morning was sloppy and it carried into the game. That's our fault. We have to find a way to get them ready. Their team was ready. They were pushing to gain points on us and everybody else. They played with desperation and we did not."

Iowa is desperate because it began the night with the second-fewest points in the Western Conference.

So the 9-1 loss at Milwaukee Feb. 28 wasn't a concern.

"We weren't even thinking about it," Iowa coach Kurt Kleinendorst said. "They whipped us pretty good, but that's not what tonight was about. This was about survival for us. We're chasing Milwaukee right now and if you take a look at the standings, there might be some people that say we're not going to catch them. And we might not. But if we don't get tonight, we're not catching them. We have no chance. So that's what it was."

Milwaukee could have moved into a tie for third place in the Midwest Division with Rockford, but its season-high four-game winning streak came to an end. It was also just the second time in eight games the Admirals lost to the Wild.

The troubles began when Taylor Beck was called for a penalty to negate his team's power play early in the first period.

Shortly after, Iowa took a 1-0 lead when Brett Bulmer scored a 4-on-4 goal with 13:14 left.

Joel Piskula's delay-of-game penalty led to an Iowa power-play goal from Zack Phillips with 8:52 remaining.

And another penalty, this one to Miikko Salomaki, paved the way for Stephane Veilleux's power-play goal to give Iowa a 3-0 lead with 6:25 to go.

"I think in the first period, we were good 5 on 5," Piskula said. "But we took some bad penalties ... we weren't ready at the start. It's going to be tough to battle back from a 3-0 deficit."

Milwaukee tried to win for just the fourth time when allowing three goals but fell short.

The team got its first goal from Salomaki with 10:57 left in the second period to make the score 3-1.

The Admirals trimmed the margin to 3-2 with 10:57 left in the third on Piskula's goal.

But Milwaukee had to waste 2 minutes killing off another penalty, and they could not convert a 6-on-4 advantage in the final 1:14 - the Admirals were on a power play and they pulled goalie Marek Mazanec.

Mazanec was hoping to win his third straight game for the first time since starting the season with a 5-0 record.

ROSTER UPDATE: Zach Budish returned from Cincinnati. The right wing was recalled after missing the last six games with the Admirals.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Iowa Wild at Milwaukee: Admirals going for fifth win in a row 

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 12, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Iowa at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

IOWA (23-25-6-4)

Against Milwaukee: 1-4-1-1

Standings: 5th in the Midwest (10 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 15th (13-10-3-3)

Special teams: PP 19th (16.4%), PK 28th (79.1%)

Scoring leader: Brad Winchester - 31 points in 60 games (17 g 14 a)

Other notes: Iowa lost at Milwaukee, 9-1, on Feb. 28. Goalie Johan Gustafsson has allowed 15 goals in five games against the Admirals and is 0-3-1. ... The team is hoping for its first two-game win streak since Jan. 24-25. ... It beat Grand Rapids on Saturday to snap a six-game losing streak. ... The Wild has not scored more than three goals in its last 13 games.

MILWAUKEE(27-19-6-6)

Against Iowa: 6-1

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (2 points behind Rockord); 8th in the Western Conference

Streak: W 4

Home rank: 8th (17-7-3-2)

Special teams: PP 13th (17.7%), PK 13th (83.1%)

Scoring leader: Calle Jarnkrok- 40 points in 59 games (16 g 24 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee will try to win five consecutive games for the first time since March 8-22 of last season. The team has won the last four by a total score of 25-7 after a five-game winless streak in which the Admirals were outscored, 17-6. ... This will be the first game for Francis Wathier with Milwaukee, as he was loaned from Texas in exchange for the Admirals' Kevin Henderson on Sunday. Wathier spent his entire nine-year career with the Stars organization and the left wing had five goals and four assists in 48 games with Texas this year. In three-plus seasons with the Admirals, Henderson totaled 54 points, including 28 goals, to go with a +11 rating in 147 games. This season, Henderson had seven goals and seven assists in 50 games. ... Colton Sissons was recalled by Nashville Monday. He had five goals and two assists in his last four games with the Admirals and ranked seventh in the AHL with 24 goals at the time of his promotion. ... Bryan Rodney has a four-game point streak that includes one goal and six assists after a stretch of 12 games with just two points. Against Iowa, he has a team-high eight points (3-5). ... Vinny Saponari has one goal and five assists in his last four games. ... Jarnkrok has three goals and an assist in his first two games with the team. ... Goalie Marek Mazanec has won back-to-back games for the first time since Jan. 21-24. The last time he won three straight was when he got off to a 5-0 start. Mazanec has yet to give up less than two goals in a game, however.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Admirals' Colton Sissons recalled by Nashville 

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 10, 2014  

Colton Sissons was recalled by Nashville this morning.

The forward had five goals and two assists in his last four games with Milwaukee, and he ranks seventh in the AHL with 24 goals.

He has played in four games with the Predators earlier this season and has an assist. 
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Francis Wathier heads to Admirals and Kevin Henderson leaves

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 9, 2014  

In what essentially is a trade, Nashville has loaned Milwaukee's Kevin Henderson to the Texas Stars in exchange for Francis Wathier.

In three-plus seasons with the Admirals, Henderson totaled 54 points, including 28 goals, to go with a +11 rating in 147 games. This season, Henderson had seven goals and seven assists in 50 games.

Wathier spent his entire nine-year career with the Stars organization and the left wing had five goals and four assists in 48 games with Texas this year.
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Friday leftovers: Marek Mazanec vs. Kent Simpson

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 8, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 8-3 victory over Rockford Friday ...

WANNA GO? There was almost a goalie fight between Rockford's Kent Simpson and Milwaukee's Marek Mazanec at center ice after the scrum following Bobby Shea's hit on Simon Moser.

At first they stood and looked at each other, then LaBarbera motioned to Mazanec to meet in the neutral zone. They skated toward each other and were about to square off when the officials stepped in.

"I was laughing the whole time," Mazanec said. "I just tried to have some fun and make some fun for the people."

Teammate Scott Darling was in a fight earlier this season. And Mazanec?

"Never before," Mazanec said.

NICE DEBUT: Calle Jarnkrok made his Milwaukee debut and finished with two goals on three shots for a +1 rating.

"Calle Jarnkrok is a quality player," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "You get a player like that when you give up a player like David Legwand."

Nashville traded Legwand to Detroit, and Jarnkrok was sent from Grand Rapids to Milwaukee as a result.

"At first, I was kind of shocked," Jarnkrok said. "I was taking my pre-game nap. I had like seven calls on my phone."

Jarnkrok showed his versatility late in the game, when several of his teammates were already ejected or in the penalty box.

"He played a little defense at the end, just to see if he could do everything for us," Evason said. "We only had two or three 'D' so we said, 'go and play 'D.' He's a real good player, both ends of the rink. He killed penalties, took faceoffs, played on the PP, five on five he's sound. We're excited to have him here."

AROUND THE RINK: Milwaukee outshot Rockford, 35-25, including 14-5 in the final period ... The IceHogs' three-game win streak against the Admirals came to an end ... Milwaukee allowed three power-play goals after going 15 for 15 on the penalty kill the previous four games ... A victory tonight in Rockford would give the Admirals their first four-game winning streak since Oct. 26-Nov. 3 ... Colton Sissons has 22 goals, which is seven more than anyone else on the team ... The team is eighth in the Western Conference, two points behind Rochester and two points ahead of Oklahoma City.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page 

Post a Comment

.Comments (0) 

Permalink | Email This Blog .

Admirals 8, IceHogs 3: More offense, fights and Calle Jarnkrok's debut

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 8, 2014  

View video highlights here.

There were all sorts of statistical tidbits in Milwaukee's 8-3 victory over Rockford Friday at the BMO Harris Bradley Center. The most important, however, was the fact the IceHogs ranked 30th - and last - in the American Hockey League on the penalty kill.

It showed, as the Admirals scored a season-best four power-play goals for their first three-game winning streak since Dec. 1-12.

There were also plenty of other numbers and such, including Milwaukee scoring at least eight goals for the second time in three games after not having more than six in the first 54 contests. The Admirals also matched a season high for goals in a period with four in the second.

"There were a lot of factors in that," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We thought we did a lot of right things early in the hockey game to give ourselves a chance to be up. Clearly you don't expect to score eight goals, but we did a lot of good things, for sure."

Calle Jarnkrok became the seventh Admiral with a two-goal outing this season, and he did it in his first game with the Admirals. The center was playing for Grand Rapids and sent to Milwaukee as part Nashville's trade of David Legwand to Detroit on Wednesday.

"It was easy for me to fit in," the Sweden native said. "I was glad we could win the first game we played. I'm very happy to be here."

Colton Sissons finished with his first two-goal game since Oct. 26 and Mathieu Tousignant snapped a 20-game streak without one by also scoring twice.

And don't forget goalie Marek Mazanec, who snapped a five-game losing streak for his first win since Feb. 5.

"It was pretty tough," Mazanec said. "I tried to watch some videos with our goalie coach. What I did good before and then what I did bad, and tried to get better."

But it wasn't fun for every Admiral, however.

With 6 minutes 25 seconds left in the game and Milwaukee ahead, 6-2, Brad Mills elbowed Milwaukee's Patrick Cehlin in the face. He had to be helped off the ice and did not return.

On the ensuing face off, Milwaukee enforcer Mike Liambas fought Mills. A few seconds later, Admirals' captain Scott Ford and Brandon Mashinter dropped the gloves.

With 4:12 to go, Bobby Shea leveled Milwaukee's Simon Moser. Several on-ice teammates charged Shea in his defense. Mazanec and Rockford goalie Kent Simpson even skated toward center ice and were ready to fight before the officials separated them.

"We think (the hits) were terrible, as simple as that," Evason said. "Yeah, the game's out of hand. But I just don't think you go seeking people out. Regardless of it's to the head or high or leaves his feet - that's for the league to determine - I just don't like the fact people are seeking people out with the intent to hurt them.

"To actually blindside people, I don't think is the right way to play the game."

Unfortunately, Evason says Cehlin and Moser will be out for some time. Moser was seen in the locker room with his left arm in a sling.

"Both, at this point without later evaluation, seem like they're (out) long term," Evason said. "And that's really, clearly, disappointing."

Milwaukee was so irritated, Liambas and Mills fought again once they got out of the box with 18.7 seconds left. Moments after that, Admiral Scott Valentine battled Shea for the sixth fight in the final 8 minutes.

By the way, Rockford hosts Milwaukee on Saturday.

It'll be an intense game," Evason said.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page
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Game preview: IceHogs at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 7, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Rockford at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

ROCKFORD (30-22-5-3)

Against Milwaukee: 4-3

Standings: 3rd in the Midwest (6 points ahead of Milwaukee)

Streak: W 1

Away rank: 19th (11-14-4-1)

Special teams: PP 12th (17.9%), PK 30th (73.5%)

Scoring leader: Adam Clendening - 46 points in 59 games (8 g 38 a)

Other notes: Rockford is 10-1-1-1 in its last 13 games and is averaging 4.3 goals per game during that time. ... The IceHogs own a three-game winning streak against Milwaukee, and goalie Jason LaBarbera is 3-0 in the series by allowing five goals. ... Rockford hosts Milwaukee on Saturday.

MILWAUKEE (25-19-6-6)

Against Rockford: 3-2-2-0

Standings: 4th in the Midwest; 8th in the Western Conference (2 points ahead of Oklahoma City)

Streak: W 2

Home rank: 12th (16-7-3-2)

Special teams: PP 17th (16.4%), PK 11th (83.5%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 37 points in 54 games (20 g 17 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee's two-game winning streak is its longest since three in a row Dec. 1-12. ... The Admirals are six points behind Rockford but they have played four fewer games. Goalie Marek Mazanec is 2-2 against Rockford with 10 goals allowed. Scott Darling, called back from Cincinnati to take Pekka Rinne's place, is 1-0 with a 1.50 goals-against average. ... Nashville traded David Legwand to Detroit on Wednesday, and Calle Jarnkrok is the newest Admiral as a result. The 22-year-old forward had 13 goals and 23 assists in 57 games with Grand Rapids this season. Sissons and Miikka Salomaki are the only Milwaukee players who have more points. The Gavle, Sweden native was recently rated No. 41 in The Hockey News' Top-50 NHL-affiliated prospects. ... Simon Moser was reassigned from Nashville after he missed the last three Admirals' games. Because of call-ups to the Predators and also playing for Switzerland in the Olympics, the left wing has appeared in just two of Milwaukee's last 13 games.
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Admirals get Jarnkrok as part of Legwand trade

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 6, 2014  

Here's some roster news following a trade and reassignments ... 

MEET THE NEW GUY: Nashville traded David Legwand to Detroit on Wednesday, and Calle Jarnkrok is the newest Admiral as a result.

The 22-year-old forward had 13 goals and 23 assists in 57 games with Grand Rapids this season. Sissons and Miikka Salomaki are the only Milwaukee players who have more points.

The Gavle, Sweden native was recently rated No. 41 in The Hockey News' Top-50 NHL-affiliated prospects.

OTHER PLAYER MOVEMENT: With Rinne's return to Nashville, Milwaukee recalled Scott Darling from his short stay in Cincinnati. He went 1-0-1 in two games last weekend. He is 8-4-1 with the Admirals this season. ... Simon Moser has been reassigned from Nashville after he missed the last three Admirals' games. Because of call-ups to the Predators and also playing for Switzerland in the Olympics, the left wing has appeared in just two of Milwaukee's last 13 games. ... Joonas Jarvinen did not play Sunday because of an injury. It was the first time he missed a game since sitting out the first seven games of the season with an injury. 
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Milwaukee Admirals 2, Rochester 1 (OT): Roussel scores twice; Rinne's rehab ends

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 2, 2014  

The welcome back party may have been more entertaining than his send off, but the bottom line is Pekka Rinne helped Milwaukee win consecutive games this weekend for the first time in five-plus weeks.

Rinne finished with 17 saves and Charles-Olivier Roussel scored both goals Sunday in Milwaukee's 2-1 overtime victory against Rochester in front of 15,021 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

"Everything you did on the ice mattered," Rinne said.

That's because Rinne was on cruise control Friday, as he finished with 16 saves in a 9-1 victory over visiting Iowa in his first game with the Admirals since capping a three-year career with the team in 2008.

But two games was all Rinne needed in his rehab assignment, as he returned to the Nashville Predators afterward.

"We hope these two hockey games jump start us to the playoffs," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We've got a lot of work to do, but the way that we've played these two games, it's certainly a step in the right direction."

Roussel was the other hero in the first meeting between these two teams since 2007.

The defenseman began the day with one goal in 49 games. And he thinks the last time he scored twice in a game was at the junior level.

"I don't even remember, to be honest," Roussel said.

His second goal, with 3 minutes 32 seconds left, gave his team its first winning streak since Jan. 21 and 24.

Moments after Rinne tried the play the puck behind his own net only to have it hop his stick which led to a shot by Luke Adam that clanked off the left post, Chad Ruhwedel was trying to bounce the puck off the wall in the Rochester zone.

Austin Watson stopped the puck with his hand a few feet away and quickly made a short pass to Roussel. From the right circle he skated a few steps to the slot and scored on a backhanded shot past the left side of goalie Nathan Lieuwen.

"I didn't even think at all," Roussel said. "I just got the puck on my blade and just tried to bring it on net. I kind of panicked, to be honest, and then it went in."

Roussel's first goal gave Milwaukee a 1-0 lead with 9:47 left in the third. He scored on a shot from the right side of the net that bounced in off the left foot of Lieuwen before Roussel crashed into the back wall.

But just 7 seconds later, Rochester tied the score.

Phil Varone won the faceoff and the puck went to Chad Ruhwedel just outside the American's zone.

Ruhwedel lofted a pass through the neutral zone to a wide open Jamie Tardif, as Milwaukee's Scott Valentine was out of position on the play.

Tardif skated ahead untouched and deked Rinne to score past his left side.

"You want to stay aggressive after goals, but you want to be in control," Evason said. "We weren't in control."

Other than the unfortunate bounce that almost led to Rochester winning in overtime, Rinne was in control in both games. Getting acclimated with Milwaukee wasn't as easy, however.

"It was fun to kind of roam around," Rinne said. "When I first got into the city I didn't really even remember where everything is. It was nice to get back on the map a little bit and recognize some places, go to some old restaurants I used to go to."

And the weather?

"It's still really cold," Rinne said. "It's like back in Finland." 
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Game preview: Rochester Americans at Milwaukee Admirals

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 2, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Rochester at Milwaukee game at 3 this afternoon:

ROCHESTER (28-19-3-4)

Against Milwaukee: 0-0

Standings: 2nd in the North (5 points behind Toronto)

Streak: L 1

Away rank: 22nd (11-12-2-1)

Special teams: PP 8th (20.2%), PK 19th (81.4%)

Scoring leader: Phil Varone - 43 points in 47 games (12 g 31 a)

Other notes: Rochester plays Milwaukee for the first time since 2007 ... The team's five-game point streak came to an end following a 6-2 loss to at Chicago on Friday ... The Americans are 6-2 in their last eight road games.

MILWAUKEE(24-19-6-6)

Against Rochester: 0-0

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (6 points behind third-place Rockford)

Streak: W 1

Home rank: 15th (15-7-3-2)

Special teams: PP 16th (16.7%), PK 12th (83.3%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 37 points in 53 games (20 g 17 a)

Other notes: Milwaukee snapped a five-game winless streak with a 9-1 victory over visiting Iowa on Friday. The last time the team scored nine goals was in 2006 ... The Admirals are eighth in the Western Conference standings, three points behind Rochester and three ahead of Oklahoma City ... Milwaukee is hoping to win back-to-back games for the first time since Jan. 21 and 24.

Follow me on Twitter or 'like' my Facebook page 

Post a Comment

.Comments (0) 

Permalink | Email This Blog .

Friday leftovers: Admirals score most goals since 2006

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


March 1, 2014  

A little bit of this and a little bit of that following Milwaukee's 9-1 victory over Iowa on Friday ...

Game highlights can be seen here, and Pekka Rinne highlights are here.

IT'S BEEN THAT LONG? The last time Milwaukee scored nine times was Nov. 18, 2006, against Cincinnati. Another goal would have given the team 10 for the first time since Feb. 3, 1995, against Detroit.

Had the score ended up 9-0 - Milwaukee was 4-plus minutes away from keeping Iowa off the scoreboard - it would have tied the team record for the largest margin of victory in a shutout. The Admirals blanked Peoria, 9-0, Dec. 5, 1986.

It was the 108th time Milwaukee has scored at least eight goals in a game, and somehow the team actually lost two of them. The last one was an 11-8 loss to Flint in 1988.

Milwaukee's record for largest margin of victory is 10. It happened twice, and both games were in 1984.

Thanks, Don Tanner, for the information.

REVOLVING DOOR: The were 33 penalties called, including 18 on Iowa, and five fights in the game. Milwaukee ended up 2 for 6 on the power play and the Wild was 0 for 4.

"To be honest, it's not a bad thing for our group," Millwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "Our group stuck together. We seemed to fight at the right times. ... Again, to state obvious things, a struggling team sometimes needs a game like that. Obviously we need the win. And it's great to score nine goals. But we need to stick together and be a team, regardless of the score."

Even Rinne was impressed, saying he liked the bravado displayed by Mike Liambas. Although he didn't use "bravado" when talking about his new teammate and drew laughter among those covering his press conference after the game.

Needless to say, it was not a fun night for Scott Dorman.

"It was an official scorer's worst nightmare," he said.

SURE, I'LL STAY: Rinne admitted he'd rather head back to Nashville even if he only faced 17 shots, but knows why he's remaining here for the game Sunday.

"It's for my own good," Rinne said. "I'm actually excited to play against Rochester. I don't want to jinx anything, but hopefully I get a few more shots."

AROUND THE RINK: Only four players did not get a point for Milwaukee ... Anthony Bitetto was the Admirals' only scratch. It was the third time he did not play this season ... Milwaukee is 6-1 against Iowa ... The Wild has allowed 20 goals in losing its last four games and the team has just one win in the last eight contests.

QUOTE OF THE NIGHT: Besides Rinne using the anatomy to describe Liambas' toughness, statistician and Seattle Seahawks' fan Andrew Sutliff had this to say walking out of the Bradley Center ... "The Admirals just scored more points than the Denver Broncos in the Super Bowl!"
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Admirals 9, Wild 1: Rinne returns, so does offense

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 28, 2014  

No, Pekka Rinne, Milwaukee does not always make it this easy for its goaltender.

The Admirals matched the most lopsided margin of victory in an American Hockey League game this season by cruising to a 9-1 victory over Iowa Friday in front of 6,492 people at the BMO Harris Bradley Center.

Milwaukee's nine goals also matched a season-high in the AHL and was three more than the Admiral's previous best this year.

It made for an easy night for Rinne, the Nashville Predators' goalie in town this weekend on a rehab assignment and playing his first game with Milwaukee since 2008.

"I'll take that," said Rinne, recently voted the top Admiral of all time. "It's a good way to come back. Guys really made it easy for me. I can't remember when I've been in a game like that. It was a crazy game with a little bit of everything."

Playing his first game since Oct. 22 because of an E. coli infection, Rinne finished with 16 saves and was staked to a 9-0 lead when Iowa's Zach Miskovic scored on a shot from the right circle with just 4 minutes 25 seconds left.

"I'm happy that I got to make at least a few good stops," Rinne said. "Playing the full 60 minutes, that was the main goal. Get that game conditioning, even though it was quite an easy game for myself."

Rinne was the spark Milwaukee was looking for, especially considering Milwaukee scored a total of only six goals on its season-high five-game winless streak that finally came to an end.

The Admirals also avoided their first six-game home losing streak since they played at Wilson Park in the 1987-'88 season.

"It was a combination of the way we played our last game (a 5-1 loss to visiting Grand Rapids Wednesday) and him being here, for sure, energized the group," Milwaukee coach Dean Evason said. "We had a great crowd because of Pekka being here. We had a lot of energy, played with a lot of passion ... yeah, to state the obvious, it certainly was what our hockey club needed."

Milwaukee scored four times in a 10 minute-1 second span in the first period, and added four more in the second period.

Defenseman Joonas Jarvinen entered the game with two goals but doubled that total with one in each of the first two periods.

Scott Valentine, another defenseman, scored his first goal of the season, and center Mark Van Guilder picked up his first power-play goal of the year.

Milwaukee's final goal was a shorthander by forward Joonas Rask, whose only other goal came on Dec. 13.

Miikka Salomaki finished with three assists and Colton Sissons provided a goal and two assists.

"We got timely goals from different people that normally don't score," Evason said. "We sensed it (Thursday), and lots built around Pekka being here. But (Thursday) are practice was real good. We really were passionate. We really competed, were intense and I think that carried over. The combination of him being here plus the way that we played (Wednesday in a 5-1 loss to Grand Rapids), the guys were motivated and it showed early in the game."

Roster update: With Rinne in town, Milwaukee assigned goalie Scott Darling to Cincinnati. Forward Zach Budish was also sent to the Cyclones. 
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Game preview: Pekka Rinne returns to Admirals against Iowa

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Feb. 28, 2014  

Here's a preview of the Iowa at Milwaukee game at 7 tonight:

IOWA (22-22-6-4)

Against Milwaukee: 1-3-1-1

Standings: 5th in the Midwest (4 points behind Milwaukee)

Streak: L 3

Away rank: 13th (12-7-3-3)

Special teams: PP 14th (17.0%), PK 23rd (79.6%)

Scoring leader: Brad Winchester - 30 points in 56 games (16 g 14 a)

Other notes: Iowa was 0-5 against Milwaukee when it beat the Admirals, 3-1, at the Bradley Center Feb. 14. Goalie Johan Gustafsson is 0-3-1 with a 3.39 goals-against average in the series. ... The Wild have have allowed 11 goals in its last three games and have just one win in the last seven outings. ... Winchester was acquired from Rockford this week and will appear in his second game with Iowa. Brian Connelly, who was the team's leading scorer, was traded to the IceHogs.

MILWAUKEE (23-19-6-6)

Against Iowa: 5-1

Standings: 4th in the Midwest (7 points behind third-place Rockford)

Streak: 0-4-0-1

Home rank: 15th (14-7-3-2)

Special teams: PP 18th (16.3%), PK 13th (83.0%)

Scoring leader: Colton Sissons - 34 points in 52 games (19 g 15 a)

Other notes: Nashville goalie Pekka Rinne is here for the weekend on a rehab assignment. He was voted the top Admiral of all-time last year after spending three seasons here (2005-'08). Rinne is one of just two Milwaukee goalies to have won at least 30 games twice. He hasn't played for Nashville since Oct. 22 thanks to an E. coli infection. ... Milwaukee not only has lost its last five home games by a combined score of 19-7, the team has just one win in its last eight games at the Bradley Center. Going back to the 2005-'06 season, the Admirals have not lost six in a row at home. ... They have six goals on their current season-high five-game winless streak and 13 goals in winning once in the last nine tries. ... Sissons and Austin Watson each have three goals in the series. ... Milwaukee holds the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference, two points ahead of San Antonio and four ahead of Iowa. ... With Rinne in town, Milwaukee assigned goalie Scott Darling to Cincinnati. Forward Zach Budish was also sent to the Cyclones.

.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/blogs/sports/admirals.html#ixzz2wossXnwQ 
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on March 19, 2014 at 4:05 PM, updated March 19, 2014 at 5:15 PM 

DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have lost defenseman Jonathan Ericsson for at least the remainder of the regular season.

The club announced Wednesday that Ericsson will miss four-to-six weeks after undergoing successful surgery on his broken finger. It was needed to stabilize the fracture and repair a partially torn tendon.

It's a significant loss for a team whose defense hasn't been that strong this season. The 6-foot-4, 221-pound Ericsson is the club's shutdown defender, playing on the top pairing with Niklas Kronwall. He's one of their leading penalty-killers and was averaging 21:14 in ice time.

If Ericsson is out the minimum four weeks he wouldn't return until the first round of the playoffs, if the Red Wings qualify.

For now, Brendan Smith will go from left wing on the fourth line to right defense on the top pairing in a matter of two days.

“Losing a guy like that is hard, He plays a lot of hard minutes and he’s a very good player. We just have to rally together.” -- Brian Lashoff

Coach Mike Babcock said he’ll pair Smith with Kronwall for Thursday's game against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Joe Louis Arena (7:30 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit). They  figure to see a lot of minutes against Sidney Crosby’s line, with Chris Kunitz and Lee Stempniak.

Smith played forward for the first two periods in Tuesday’s 3-2 victory over Toronto before moving back to defense in the third, after Ericsson was injured.

“He’s just got to compete hard and make good decisions with the puck,” Babcock said. “Smitty’s got the competitive nature you need, he’s got the skating you need, the skill you need. His decision-making with the puck gets him in trouble at times and his decision-making being active, so those are things you grow with, you become a better player. 

“Do more by doing less, make the simple play, don’t force things. Lots of shifts are 50-50, nothing happens.”

Babcock said he’ll keep the Danny DeKeyser-Kyle Quincey pairing intact.

The third pairing would be Brian Lashoff and Jakub Kindl.

The Red Wings recalled defenseman Adam Almquist Wednesday from the Grand Rapids Griffins as insurance in case one of their six defensemen can’t play. The move had to be made Wednesday because the Griffins will be on a bus to Iowa on Thursday, general manager Ken Holland said.

Ericsson was injured late in the second period Tuesday when hit by a shot. He has had a rough season, missing 10 games from Oct. 21 to Nov. 12 with a separated shoulder and 10 more games from Dec. 28 to Jan. 20 due to broken ribs.

“Losing a guy like that is hard,” Lashoff said. “He plays a lot of hard minutes and he’s a very good player. We’re going to have to do it by committee and take advantage of the opportunity we have. We just have to rally together.”

DeKeyser, who was paired with Kronwall in the third period Tuesday, said: “I think we have pretty good depth on this team and guys just got to step up when guys get injured.”

Red Wings sign free-agent forward Colin Campbell (Lake Superior State), assign him to Grand Rapids
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have signed Lake Super State University forward Colin Campbell to a two-year contract and assigned him to the Grand Rapids Griffins for the remainder of the season on an amateur tryout.

Campbell (6-foot-1, 200) just finished his senior season, picking up 14 goals, 15 assists and 26 penalty minutes in 36 games.

Campbell is viewed as a hard worker with good compete level, in the mold of Red Wings center Luke Glendening.

“He plays a real hard brand of hockey,” Red Wings assistant general manager Ryan Martin said. “He’s going to be a checker at the next level. He’s a good skater. He was one of their better offensive players.”

An injury limited Campbell to just nine games in 2012-13. In four seasons with the Lakers, he appeared in 119 games, collecting 27 goals, 37 assists and 64 penalty minutes.

His contract doesn’t take effect until next season.
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have recalled forward Landon Ferraro from the Grand Rapids Griffins on an emergency basis, in case Justin Abdelkader isn’t available for Tuesday’s game against the Toronto Maple Leafs at Joe Louis Arena (7:30 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

Abdelkader suffered a lower-body injury in Sunday’s 4-1 loss at Chicago; he didn’t play the final six minutes.

The club will know more about his status Tuesday morning. That is also when a decision will be made on Todd Bertuzzi, who missed Sunday’s game due to a lower-body injury.

Ferraro (6-0, 179) has 13 goals, 28 points and 44 penalty minutes in 60 games this season with the Griffins, the third full year in Grand Rapids for Detroit’s top pick (32nd overall in the second round) in 2009. He has 46 goals, 49 assists and 135 penalty minutes in 190 career AHL games.

Ferraro, 22, is a fast skater and right-handed shooter. He is a center who can play all three forward positions. He has yet to make his NHL debut.

Helm has setback; Weiss going for second opinion

Darren Helm (concussion) has had a setback. It doesn’t appear he will return soon.

Helm hasn’t played since March 4. He was unable to practice on Saturday but skated on Sunday with a couple of other injured players.

Stephen Weiss (hernia surgery) will go for a second opinion and is not close to returning.

Daniel Cleary has had fluid drained from his knee twice and hasn’t practiced in a couple of weeks.

Weiss and Cleary skated Monday during the team’s day off.

Jonas Gustavsson (groin) skated Monday and is close to returning.

Joakim Andersson, who has a hairline fracture in his foot, will be out at least another week, likely longer.

Tomas Jurco (broken rib) will be reassessed next week.

Pavel Datsyuk, who the club said on March 5 would be shut down for three weeks due to his knee injury, will be reassessed in a week to 10 days.

The Red Wings still hope Henrik Zetterberg (back surgery) can return in the playoffs, if the team makes it.
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – The Grand Rapids Griffins begin a season high seven-game road trip tonight that includes the most challenging itinerary with an ever-changing lineup.

The Griffins play at San Antonio tonight, then bus to Oklahoma City for games Friday and Saturday. There are also away games March 21-22 at Iowa, March 23 at Chicago and March 28 at Rockford before the next home game on Saturday, March 29, also against Rockford. 

In March, they play nine of 13 games on the road.

The Griffins, who lead the Midwest Division and are second in the Western Conference with 79 points (at 37-18-2-3), are 17-7-2-1 on the road. 

They also depart with momentum, having won seven of eight.

But the Griffins’ roster continues to change as the injuries continue to mount in Detroit. Teemu Pulkkinen, the team’s leading scorer (26-25-51), was recalled Tuesday to replace an injured Tomas Jurco. Those two were on a line together earlier this year in Grand Rapids, where both were also originally expected to spend most of the season.

They are the latest in a series of call-ups. Goalie Petr Mrazek, who has a seven-game winning streak with the Griffins, rejoined the Red Wings on March 8 and center Cory Emmerton went back to Detroit on Monday, March 10.

That has led to the signing of forwards Alden Hirschfield (March 8) and Travis Novak (March 11).

It could be the most tumultuous season ever for roster moves for the defending Calder Cup champions. Overall, 10 players whose names are on the Calder Cup Trophy are now with the Red Wings in Joakim Andersson, Danny DeKeyser, Luke Glendening, Brian Lashoff, Gustav Nyquist, Teemu Pulkkinen, Riley Sheahan, Tomas Tatar, Jurco and Mrazek. That’s just one fewer from the championship roster that are still with the Griffins.

With the changes, defenseman Adam Almquist becomes the leading active points leader on with 42 (3-39-42) and Tom McCollum returns to his role as No. 1 goalie. Mitch Callahan now leads with 21 goals in 60 games.
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DETROIT – Unlike many young European players, Teemu Pulkkinen doesn’t need to be told to shoot the puck.

The Detroit Red Wings hope he’ll get some opportunities to unleash his wicked shot on Friday, when he’ll make his NHL debut against the Edmonton Oilers at Joe Louis Arena (7:30 p.m., Fox Sports Detroit).

The club recalled Pulkkinen Wednesday from the Grand Rapids Griffins, after rookie Tomas Jurco suffered a rib injury in Tuesday’s 4-1 loss at Columbus when he was cross-checked by Blake Comeau (who was suspended for two games for boarding Brendan Smith). Jurco is out at least 10-to-14 days.

Pulkkinen leads the Griffins with 26 goals and 51 points in 60 games.

This is the first full AHL season for the right-handed shooting, Finnish-born Pulkkinen, who the Red Wings selected in the fourth round of the 2010 entry draft (111th overall).

“As guys got called up from Grand Rapids to Detroit, he became the go-to guy,” Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer said. “Every game he plays, he is dangerous. Every team Grand Rapids plays against, they talk about him in their pre-game meetings. 

“He’s got a very dangerous shot; he’s got a lot of confidence to shoot the puck. Now, off the rush, he’s not afraid to challenge defensemen one-on-one.”

Pulkkinen practiced with the Red Wings’ non-Olympians for a few days during the break. He took the pregame warm-ups last Thursday against Colorado but scratched for the game.

“I like offensive game, try to make plays and shoot the puck,” Pulkkinen said last month.

Pulkkinen did not make a quick adjustment to the North American game last season, when he was a frequent scratch in the playoffs during the Griffins’ run to the Calder Cup championship.

His stock has soared this season. 

“This year when he showed up, he was on a mission,” Fischer said. 

Pulkkinen gained fame for his shot, but he can also set up teammates. He set the rookie assist record in the Finnish Elite League in 2010-11 with Jokerit (36).

After totaling 54 points in 55 games as a rookie in the Finnish League, Pulkkinen’s production tailed off; he posted 37 and 34 points in each of the next two seasons.

“I believe he thought it was going to be easier for him to get better,” Fischer said. “Last year he started to work a little bit harder. He showed up in our development camp and he won the treadmill test. He showed up in great shape.”

Pulkkinen lasted only one shift in his lone preseason game, Sept. 17 at Chicago. He was ejected after boarding Michael Kostka at 2:16 of the first period. It resulted in a four-game suspension for the preseason.
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DETROIT – The Detroit Red Wings have lost yet another center after Joakim Andersson broke his left foot when he was he was hit with a shot in Sunday's 3-0 loss to the New York Rangers.

Anderson said he'll be out for "a couple weeks" before his foot is reexamined. He joins Henrik Zetterberg (back), Pavel Datsyuk (knee), Darren Helm (concussion) and Stephen Weiss (sports hernia surgery) on the sidelines.

The Red Wings recalled center Cory Emmerton from the Grand Rapids Griffins. Emmerton has appeared in 11 games this season for Detroit (no goals, two assists, minus-1) and 43 games for the Griffins (14 goals, 21 assists, plus-11).

Andersson's injury, however, leaves the Red Wings even more short-handed at center.

"It's the bad position, I guess," Andersson said. "It's not fun. We already had a lot of centermen out so it's no fun."

Andersson said he was hit on the foot with a shot from the point while killing a penalty in the second period and the pain got worse as the game went on.

The foot was X-rayed after the game and a CAT scan Monday morning revealed a broken bone in the middle of his foot near his ankle.

"Usually you shake it off after five minutes but I didn't shake it off," said Andersson, whose foot is in a walking boot. "It was still hurting in the third period. I had shots on the feet before and never broke it. So I didn't know.

"I felt it in the third period but I didn't know it was broken. It didn't really swell. I looked at it this morning and it wasn't really swollen so I was happy about it."

"I have those shot blockers (for protection). I thought I was good but it hit the bad spot, I guess."

In 58 games this season, Andersson has seven goals, eight assists and a minus-10 rating.

Coach Mike Babcock made Monday's practice optional but most of the Red Wings chose to participate. 

Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson, Daniel Alfredsson and Jonas Gustavsson did not skate. Gustavsson did not dress for the loss in New York because his troublesome groin is acting up again.

The Red Wings play at Columbus Tuesday. Babcock, apparently overlooking Andersson's injury, said all of the Red Wings who played against the Rangers will be available vs. the Blue Jackets.

By  MLive.com   

on March 08, 2014 at 11:09 PM, updated March 08, 2014 at 11:14 PM 

0 

Reddit 

13024573184_bebcde80a3_z.jpg

Courtesy Grand Rapids Griffins Mark Newman

GRAND RAPIDS, MI -- Johan Gustafsson stopped 28 of 29 shots on Saturday to backstop the Iowa Wild to a 3-1 victory over the Grand Rapids Griffins in front of the season’s fifth sellout of 10,834 at Van Andel Arena.

 The fifth-place Wild carried a six-game losing skid and a 25-point standings deficit into this rematch with the first-place Griffins, whose 4-0 triumph over Iowa on Friday pushed their winning streak to seven games. But Gustafsson was brilliant for the visitors, allowing only a first-period rocket off the stick of Teemu Pulkkinen to elude his grasp.

 Tom McCollum was nearly as impressive for Grand Rapids, turning aside 26 of 28 – and having little chance to stop either goal – before the Wild sealed matters with a late empty-netter. 

 With the conclusion of this week’s modest three-game home stand, the Griffins (37-18-2-3) will now embark on a season-high seven-game road trip that will begin with a visit to San Antonio on Thursday at 8 p.m. EDT. Grand Rapids will not play on home ice again until three weeks from today, when it will host Rockford on Saturday, March 29. 

 The Griffins peppered Gustafsson with seven shots in the first four-plus minutes of the game, but it was the Wild who took a 1-0 lead on their first shot of the night to snap their goal drought at 129:10. Jonathon Blum fired a shot from the right point that Brad Winchester redirected past McCollum at the 4:45 mark. 

 Grand Rapids killed off 1:16 of a 5-on-3 Iowa advantage midway through the frame to keep the deficit at one before capitalizing on its own power play with 2:52 left before intermission. Mitch Callahan carried the puck over the Iowa blue line and centered a pass for Pulkkinen, whose cannon from the high slot sailed past Gustafsson to even the score. Pulkkinen’s team-leading 26th goal of the season gave the rookie points in six straight games (7-2—9) and goals in five of the last six outings.

 Following a scoreless middle period, Iowa (23-25-6-4) struck again just 32 seconds into the third. With Brennan Evans hurt and down on the ice behind the Griffins’ net, Blum tracked down the puck in the right corner and threw it across the goal mouth to Marc Hagel for a backdoor tally, giving the Wild their second lead of the game at 2-1.

 The Griffins’ path to a comeback tilted sharply upward when Pulkkinen was whistled off on a four-minute high-sticking penalty with just 3:59 remaining. Their penalty killers did their job until McCollum was pulled in the final 20 seconds, and Warren Peters connected on a long shot into the empty net with nine seconds remaining for the final margin.

 Each team tallied 29 shots for the game and finished 1-for-5 on the power play. 

 Notes: The Griffins have now had three winning streaks of exactly seven games this season…Grand Rapids is 5-2 versus the Wild in 2013-14, with a pair of games remaining in Des Moines during its upcoming road trip (March 21 and 22) and one at Van Andel Arena (April 2).
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DETROIT -- Jonas Gustavsson's troublesome groin flared up again following the Detroit Red Wings' 7-4 victory over the New Jersey Devils Friday, forcing the club to recall goaltender Petr Mrazek from the Grand Rapids Griffins.

Mrazek will back-up Jimmy Howard for Sunday's game at the New York Rangers (12:30 p.m., ABC).

This is the third time this season Gustavsson has been idled by a sore groin. He Missed four games at the start of the season and nine more from Dec. 30 to Jan. 20 with the same issue, one that plagued him much of last season.

He also missed three games from Nov. 1-4 with a stiff neck.

When Gustavsson has been healthy, he's played well, going 15-4-3, with a 2.54 goals-against average and .912 save percentage.

Mrazek, 22, is 1-3, with a 1.64 GAA and .924 save percentage with the Red Wings this season. The win was his first career shutout, 5-0 at Edmonton, on Nov. 2.

Mrazek is 18-5-1, with a 2.01 GAA and .928 save percentage for the Griffins.

By  MLive.com   

on March 07, 2014 at 11:15 PM, updated March 07, 2014 at 11:19 PM 
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI -- Two goals by Cory Emmerton in a 2:35 span of the opening period provided more than enough scoring for the Grand Rapids Griffins on Friday, as they coasted to a 4-0 victory over the Iowa Wild in their third annual Purple Community Game to benefit the Van Andel Institute and cancer research.

 Emmerton finished with three points, Petr Mrazek posted his third shutout of the season with 16 saves in light duty, and Adam Almquist chipped in a goal and an assist to power the Griffins (37-17-2-3) to their third seven-game winning streak this season and their fourth run of seven or more games in two seasons under coach Jeff Blashill.

 Iowa, meanwhile, dropped its second straight 4-0 decision and its sixth consecutive game in regulation, a slump during which the team has been outscored 28-6. The Wild were outshot tonight by a 36-16 margin.

 The Griffins, who extended their lead atop the Midwest Division to seven points over idle Chicago and reclaimed Western Conference supremacy by one point over idle Texas, will host a rematch with the Wild (22-25-6-4) at 7 p.m. Saturday before embarking on a season-high seven-game road trip. It will be Star Wars Night at Van Andel Arena, with an anticipated crowd of more than 10,000.

 Midway through the first period, Almquist took advantage of an Iowa line change to hit Emmerton with a stretch pass at the Wild blue line. Emmerton sped in alone on John Curry and deked right before pulling the puck back to his forehand and flipping it into the twine at 10:42. Almquist’s assist gave him 40 points on the season, making him just the fifth defenseman in franchise history and the first since Garrett Stafford in 2008-09 to reach that milestone.

 Minutes later, Emmerton beat Curry again for his third shorthanded goal of the campaign. Leading a 2-on-1 down the right side, he fed a pass across to Nick Jensen, whose quick shot was denied. But the puck fluttered into the air behind Curry and Emmerton batted it into the open cage at the 13:17 mark. 

 The Griffins added a pair of third-period tallies to salt away the game. Almquist one-timed a stray puck into the top of the net from the high slot at 11:07, and Teemu Pulkkinen ripped a patented slap shot over Curry’s glove from above the right circle with just 35 seconds remaining. Pulkkinen’s 25th goal of the campaign established a new record for a Griffins rookie, beating the 24-goal efforts of Justin Abdelkader and Francis Pare in 2008-09.

 Curry made 32 saves in defeat for Iowa.

 Notes: A pre-game moment of silence was held in honor of Ryan Fischer, the senior co-captain of Grandville High School’s hockey team who passed away in his sleep last night due to an enlarged heart…The Griffins are 20 games over 0.500 for the first time since April 9, 2009, when they owned a 43-23-6-6 mark before dropping their final two regular season games…Only four of the eight head coaches over Grand Rapids’ first 16 seasons led a streak of at least seven wins, and each of them accomplished the feat just once.

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on March 07, 2014 at 9:15 AM, updated March 07, 2014 at 9:40 AM 
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI –The spotlight just got a little brighter on Teemu Pulkkinen, whose development will be watched closer than ever following the departure of Calle Jarnkrok.

Pulkkinen and Jarnkrok were part of three young forwards expected to make an impact this season in Grand Rapids. While Martin Frk has struggled, Jarnkrok, a center, progressed nicely and Pulkkinen thrived in their first full seasons in the AHL. 

The trade Wednesday, March 5, that included Jarnkrok and former Griffin Patrick Eaves to Nashville for David Legwand, leaves Pulkkinen as the best first-year scoring threat on the team. 

The 22-year-old leads the Griffins in scoring with 49 points (24-25-49) in 58 games. He leads all AHL rookies in goals and is second in the league in scoring among first-year players. He has a team-best seven points (5-2-7) the past four games heading into home games Friday and Saturday against Iowa.

“I have fun on the ice and that’s the biggest thing for me,” said Pulkkinen, who also has a plus-19 rating, tied for the best on the team. 

He also has gotten two brief trips to Detroit, albeit without playing time. He was called up as insurance for Thursday’s game.

The late trade Wednesday of Jarnkrok also affected Pulkkinen, a ative of Vantaa, Finland.

“In the morning I skated with him (in skate around) and then when I came back (in the afternoon to ready for the game) he wasn’t here,” Pulkkinen said of Jarnkrok, who was third on the team in scoring (13-23-36). “We had played like the last 30 games with him. So it wasn’t the easiest of games for me.”

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill had a makeshift line in Wednesday’s 4-2 win against Chicago that had Pulkkinen paired with Frk and Andrej Nestrasil, who moved from wing to center. 

Those two look to get more opportunity now. 

Frk benefited against Chicago, getting his second goal of the season, and he saw time on the first line power play, while Nestrasil, who will likely go back to wing with Cory Emmerton available, has 19 points (7-12-19). He’s in his third year with the Griffins.

Meanwhile, the Griffins (36-17-2-3 and first in the Midwest Division) take a six-game winning streak into the games against Iowa. The streak follows a skid of losing seven of nine.

“I don’t think the differences are huge (between the two streaks), I think they are little,” coach Jeff Blashill said. “I didn’t think we were that far off when we were struggling but we were off enough. We’ve been just a little bit better in every facet.”

Defensively, the Griffins have clamped down. In the nine-game skid they allowed 32 goals; they have allowed 11 in the past six games.

The Griffins’ two home games this weekend will be the last game at Van Andel Arena until March 29. They embark on a seven-long seven-game road trip, including San Antonio on March 13 and back-to-back games March 14-15 at Oklahoma City. Friday’s game will be the third annual Purple Community Game to benefit Van Andel Institute (VAI) and cancer research.

By  Peter J. Wallner | pwallner@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on March 05, 2014 at 10:20 PM, updated March 05, 2014 at 11:21 PM 
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GRAND RAPIDS, MI – On a team where juggling has become an art form, even the Grand Rapids Griffins had a lot up in the air Wednesday.

About three and a half hours before their home game against division rival Chicago, Griffins prospect center Calle Jarnkrok was shipped to Nashville as part of trade by the Detroit Red Wings, who received 15-year veteran center David Legwand.

Earlier in the day, the Red Wings called up Cory Emmerton from Grand Rapids. The veteran center practiced in Detroit and then returned to Grand Rapids after the trade was announced. He was a scratch. 

As has been the case most of the season, the shakeup didn’t affect the team on the ice. The Griffins got a late second-period goal from Triston Grant and a late empty-netter for a 4-2 victory before 5,343 at Van Andel Arena to improve their winning streak to six games and hold off the second-place Wolves in the Midwest Division.

The 6-foot, 188-pound Jarnkrok, who was third on the Griffins in scoring with 36 points (13-23-36) and had a plus-19 rating, stuck around and said goodbyes with players in the locker room afterward. 

“I’m going to miss all the guys, miss the team, the coaches and everything, but it seems like a good opportunity,” said Jarnkrok, who has been hot of late with nine points (3-6-9) the past six games, including back-to-back three-point games.

He said was sleeping following the morning skatearound when he learned of the trade about 3:30 p.m.

“I was shocked a little bit,” he said. “A lot of things were going around in my head.”

The 22-year-old Gavle, Sweden, Detroit’s second pick in 2010, is expected to be assigned to Milwaukee. The Griffins play at the Admirals on March 30.

Right winger Patrick Eaves, who spent about a month and nine games with the Griffins, was also included in the deal.

 The timing of the trade was also a challenge to the Griffins because it came just before facing Chicago, their chief rivals in the Midwest Division. The Wolves entered just three points behind and on a four-game winning streak.

The Griffins (36-17-2-3) scored twice within just over three minutes to go from a 2-1 deficit to a 3-2 lead against Chicago (33-18-4-2). 

Martin Frk got the first goal while Nathan Paetsch was credited with the empty-net goal in the final seconds.

“The Jarnkrok trade happened later in the day and caught guys as they were coming to the rink,” coach Jeff Blashill said. “He was a big part of this team, and a good friend to a lot of these guys, so I thought we did a real good job through our leadership of focusing in and going on.”

After a game-tying goal by Landon Ferraro at 14:45, Grant, who hadn’t scored since Dec. 21, also against Chicago, took a pass from Mitch Callahan in front of the net and beat Jake Allen, Chicago’s all-star goalie, a couple of minutes later.

Petr Mrazek, in his sixth consecutive start in goal, allowed a goal in the opening two minutes and one early in the second among the 34 shots he faced.

NOTES

 On Friday, the Griffins will host their annual Purple Game to benefit the Van Andel Institute on Friday when the face Iowa. The team will also wear purple jerseys, which will be auctioned off afterward. … The Griffins and Iowa also meet Saturday, the last home game until March 29 … Detroit’s trade of Calle Jarnkrok to Nashville was the first time a Griffins was traded during the season since defenseman Sebastien Piche went to Tampa Bay as part of the Kyle Quincey trade in Feb. 2012 … Teemu Pulkkinen, who had five goals his past three games, picked up an assist on Frk’s goal.
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VIDEO | AHL: Abbotsford Heat gets goals from five different skaters, downs Bulldogs 5-1

BULLDOGS 

Scott Gardner,The Hamilton Spectator

Bulldogs goalie Dustin Tokarski keeps his eye on the puck as the Heat pressure the Hamilton net during AHL action between the Hamilton Bulldogs and The Abbottsford Heat at First Ontario Centre Saturday night.

HAMILTON - The Abbotsford Heat scored three goals in 53 seconds of the first period en route to a convincing 5-1 win over the Hamilton Bulldogs in the American Hockey League on Saturday. 

Corey Locke, Chad Billins, Ben Street, Sven Baertschi and Max Reinhart each had goals for the Heat (35-23-7). Aaron Dell made 36 saves. 

Nathan Beaulieu had the lone goal for the Bulldogs (28-32-5). Dustin Tokarski stopped 19 shots before being replaced to begin the third period. Devan Dubnyk stopped all five shots he faced in relief. 

Tokarski made an exceptional save to keep the game scoreless 12 minutes into the first period, sliding to his right to deny the Heat in close at his far post. 

But a night that started so well for the Hamilton goaltender quickly turned sour. 

Locke, who had set up the previous chance, provided the finish as the Heat opened the scoring at 14:28. 

Locke moved into the low slot with Kane Lafranchise holding the puck along the boards, and tipped a slap-pass from the defenceman high and past Tokarski. 

Abbotsford doubled its lead just 19 seconds later, when Billins fired a wrist shot from the point that moved through a screen and surprised Tokarski. 

The Heat scored their third goal in quick succession at 15:21. 

Tokarski sprawled to deny Josh Jooris' initial shot as the forward crashed the net, but Street was on hand at the post to slot the rebound into the open net. 

Dell worked hard to preserve his shutout bid in the second period. Nick Tarnasky was unguarded in the low slot, but Dell dropped into his butterfly to deny the Hamilton winger from point blank range six minutes in. 

Louis Leblanc was whistled for closing his hand on the puck at 9:22, and Abbotsford quickly extended its lead on the ensuing power play. 

The combination of Greg Olsen, Derek Smith and Baertschi sprung a three-on-two rush, and after Olsen was turned back, Smith slipped a short pass to Baertschi, who slapped a one-time shot past Tokarski from close range at 10:00 of the second. 

Dell was forced into action late in period, and kicked aside a tipped shot before recovering to deny a hard wrist shot from Bournival with his right pad. 

Devan Dubnyk came in to replace Tokarski to begin the third period after Tokarski allowed four goals on 23 shots. 

Christian Thomas spoiled Dell's shutout bid at 3:59 of the third. Thomas' initial shot from the blue-line hit a Heat defender and bounced to Beaulieu at the left faceoff dot. But with Dell out of position, the defenceman easily fired a shot into the open near side of the net. 

Reinhart added an empty-net goal at 19:11. 

UP NEXT 

Hamilton begins a stretch of nine road games on Tuesday,  when the ‘Dogs will visit the Texas Stars (AHL affiliate of the Dallas Stars) at Cedar Park Center at 8:30 p.m. The Bulldogs return to FirstOntario Centre on April 12 when they will host the Rochester Americans (AHL affiliate of the Buffalo Sabres) at 7 p.m. 

The Canadian Press

Three Stars:

1. ABB – Aaron Dell (37 saves)

2. ABB – Corey Locke (One goal)

3. ABB – Derek Smith (Two assists)

Dan Lawrie Insurance Premium Player of the Game: Michael Bournival

Mar 22, 2014   |  Vote  0     0  

C’est vrai! Bulldogs win two-in-a-row

By  Ken Peters  

Les chiens de Hamilton sont formidable! And that means great in any language. 

On bleu, blanc et rouge night to honour their Montreal Canadiens' parent organization, the Hamilton Bulldogs won their second consecutive game with a 4-2 victory Friday night over the Milwaukee Admirals. 

While the victory, before a delighted FirstOntario Centre crowd of 4,339, kept the Bulldogs' slim post-season hopes alive it blew a major hole into the hull of the Admirals who entered the contest tied in sixth spot. 

Hamilton entered the contest 10 points in arrears of a post-season berth. With the win the Bulldogs improved to 28-30-1-4 on the season with 13 games remaining. 

Fittingly, it was a francophone who was the star for the home side on a night when all game announcements were made in both official languages. Montreal Canadiens' loaner Michael Bournival notched two goals to pace Hamilton. 

The Bulldogs opened the festivities with a power-play goal. The Dogs were buzzing around the Admiral's net when the loose puck squirted out to the point. Nathan Beaulieu's blast was off the mark but the puck came off the back boards and onto the stick of Bournival who bulged the twine. The score came at 5:23 of the first period. 

The Dogs weren't done. Another power play. Another score. This time it was a Greg Pateryn wrister from the blue-line that beat Admirals' netkeeper Marek Mazanec. That marker came at 8:05. C'est que ce pas? Two power plays in the first period from a Bulldog squad with the worst home man advantage efficiency rate in the league. C'est vrai, Pitou. 

Hamilton has a record of 27-9-1-4 when scoring two or more goals this season so the $3 a beer night glasses were definitely half-full on this one. 

And there was more to toast in the second period. Bournival was awarded a penalty shot at 9:09 — the second consecutive game the Dogs have been awarded the chance — and the crafty forward popped it behind Mazanec. The last time the Bulldogs had a 3-0 lead on anyone Jean Chrétien was in power. Or so it seemed. 

But Milwaukee struck back. Mathieu Tousignant dug it out behind the net and fed Michael Liambas out front. His quick shot beat Dustin Tokarski over the blocker at 12:02. 

Bulldog Nick Tarnasky scored his 12th of the season when he swiped a loose puck in front of Mazanec into the cage. That came at 13:46. 

But the Admirals made it interesting. With five minutes to play the Dogs found themselves two men short. Taylor Beck wired a wrister over the glove of Tokarski to pull within two. 

Tokarski was solid for the second straight game, stopping 27 shots. 

The Bulldogs will try and make it three wins in a row when they host the Abbotsford Heat Saturday night. Game time at FirstOntario Centre is 7 p.m. It's the final Bulldog home contest before the club embarks on a nine-game, 12 day road trip. 

kpeters@thespec.com

Mar 19, 2014   |  Vote  0     0  

It’s spring and the Bulldogs still alive 

BOURNIVAL 

Gary Yokoyama,The Hamilton Spectator

New Bulldog Michael Bournival charges the Abbotsford net early in the first period. The Canadiens assigned Bournvial to the Bulldogs this week for a conditioning stint as he finishes his recovery from a concussion last month.

By  Ken Peters  

Hamiltonians awoke to the first day of spring, a season of hope, of new beginning, of rebirth and their beloved Bulldogs still not dead. Actually breathing. Barely. 

The Bulldogs, who had lost five of their past six, played with a pulse Wednesday night and bested the Abbotsford Heat 3-1 before 2,379 non-CBC Dragons' Den fans at FirstOntario Centre. 

It was the Bulldogs first win at home since a Feb. 28 shootout victory over Lake Erie. 

It has to be said the Heat entered the contest colder than a two-day old cadaver. The Abbotsford squad had lost seven of their past eight games. So that wasn't exactly the 1970 Boston Bruins out there but still. 

The Bulldogs took a 2-1 lead into the final period, a more positive and upbeat omen than spotting a robin on the lawn. The Dogs are 19-0-1 this season when they take a lead into the third period. 

The Dogs got a great effort from netminder Dustin Tokarski, coming off a 2-0 NHL shutout win for Montreal over Buffalo. Tokarski stopped 27 shots none bigger than a great glove stop off Max Reinhart with five minutes to play. 

The Heat lit the lamp first at 8:56 of the first period. Abbotsford defenceman Chris Breen took a perfect pass in the high slot from former Bulldog star Corey Locke. Breen stepped into a wrister that beat Tokarski glove side. 

But Mike Blunden, who has been red-hot of late, got it back. Blunden picked the pocket of Heat defenceman Shane O'Brien with two minutes to play in the first period and picked the top corner on Heat netminder Aaron Dell. It was Blunden's 15th marker of the season. 

Christian Thomas gave the Bulldogs the winner at 12:42 of the second period. Sven Andrighetto dug the puck out of the corner and got it to Michael Bournival, who got it across the crease to Thomas who got it behind Dell. And that all got the Dogs a 2-1 lead heading into the final 20 minutes. 

Hamilton's Gabriel Dumont iced it with a penalty shot goal with 3:59 left to play. It was Dumont's team-leading 16th score of the season. 

The Bulldogs entered the contest dead-last in the American Hockey League western conference, 12 points out of a playoff berth. The squad had scored just eight goals in their past seven games. 

Team Canada women's Olympic gold medallists Meghan Agosta-Marciano and Laura Fortino were honoured pre-game by the Bulldog organization. 

The Bulldogs are back in action Friday night when the club hosts the Milwaukee Admirals. Game time at FirstOntario Centre is 7:30 p.m. 

kpeters@thespec.com 

905-526-3388
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Bulldogs power play needs a boost

By  Ken Peters  

Hey Bulldog fans, have you noticed the team's power play lately? 

We didn't think so. 

The Bulldogs' scoring woes have been well-documented, but nowhere is the lack of production more pronounced than on the power play. Clicking at just 13.6 per cent, the Bulldogs' efficiency with a man-advantage ranks 29th in a 30-team league. 

And at home? Hoo boy! When the Bulldogs' public address announcer roars 'It's time for another Bulldog power play' the concession staff readies for a crowd. Hamilton lights the lamp at FirstOntario Centre 11.6 per cent of the time with an opponent in the sin bin. 

The Dogs have had 146 man- advantage chances at home. The canines have come through just 17 times this season. That's dead … and we mean fatal … last in the league. 

The Bulldogs don't keep club records on fewest power play goals scored at home but the club had just 21 of them last season. And that team was abysmal. Which means, with five home games remaining, this season's power play crew could live on in infamy for ineptitude. 

During the three-game home stand last weekend, the Dogs went 1-16 on the power play. But here is the rub. Overall the Bulldogs' power play, clicking at 13.6 per cent for home and away, is actually better than it was last season. That's when the squad connected on just 10.7 per cent of the power play chances. 

Marty St. Pierre is the club's leading points' producer with 40 this season and a stalwart on the first power play unit. He leads the team with four power play tallies at home this season. 

"That's been my bread and butter for the last few years and I lick my chops when I go out on the power play. It's just a matter of not getting frustrated and just getting some shots through and getting back to basics. You watch the NHL and it's just shots on net and rebounds," he said. 

It might speak to a larger issue. For some strange reason the Bulldogs are better on the road, where they have captured 13 of their 25 wins. Bench boss Sylvain Lefebvre spoke to it recently when he suggested his players have to change their wake-up routines before heading to FirstOntario Centre. 

"I think it's just trying not to over think ourselves. I don't know if it's because guys are too complacent or comfortable at home or too lackadaisical. It's mind boggling because we are 20 guys with the coaching staff trying to figure it out for the next 18 games," he said. 

Lefebvre said the power play is just a subtext of the goal scoring woes. 

"When you are on the power play and you don't get the goals or don't get the chances it deflates everyone. You tend to lose confidence or you tend to do too much," he said, adding goal-scoring begins with good defensive play and with good tape-to-tape passes coming out of your own zone. 

Forward Mike Blunden works the Dogs' power play. He scored the last one at home on Saturday night in a 4-2 loss to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. 

"I think we create some good opportunities but we just don't bury them or we make a bad decision. Coming on the power play it is a privilege to be out there. I think some times our decision-making might not be the greatest but at the same time we have to find ways to get pucks to the net and get bodies to the net and find those loose rebounds," he said. 

Blunden said changing the P-P fortunes comes down to two issues: Make better decisions with the puck and put the rubber on the net. 

The Bulldogs are on the road for three weekend contests. The squad is back home Wednesday night when it hosts the Abbotsford Heat. And maybe a little inspiration is in the offing. Hamilton's Laura Fortino, who set up the most famous power play goal to date in the history of the Canadian women's hockey team, will be honoured at the contest. 

kpeters@thespec.com 

905-526-3388

Mar 12, 2014   |  Vote  0     0  

The net result for these Bulldogs? Not enough goals

GOALIE 

Hamilton Spectator file photo

Swiss rookie Sven Andrighetto has been very solid for the Bulldogs, but he can't put pucks in the net.

By  Scott Radley  

As the Hamilton Bulldogs continue their now-annual pre-playoff death march, it's time to ask how it's come to this. 

A franchise that for the longest time was the model of stability and competitiveness in the American Hockey League has now become an on-ice 12-car pileup. After missing the playoffs just twice in its first 15 seasons — and never in consecutive years — it finished near the bottom of the standings in the spring of 2012, finished dead last a season ago and may well be heading that direction this time around. 

Eleven points out of a post-season berth with 18 games remaining — 13 of those on the road — means that barring a Lazarusian miracle there will once again be no playoff hockey here this year. If eighth-place Milwaukee merely plays .500 the rest of the way, the Dogs must nearly run the table to even have a chance to get in. And there's no evidence to suggest that's going to happen. 

So what's going on? 

The answer is simple. It's the same answer to what plagued the Dogs last year. It's the same answer to what killed the team the season before that. It's the same answer that was identified as a possible Achilles heel at the start of this season. And it's the same answer to why it's sinking now. 

This team can't score. 

These Bulldogs are tied for second-last in the entire AHL largely because they're the second-lowest scoring team. Which, amazingly, is an improvement over last season when they scored the fewest goals in the league. And in franchise history. 

They're second-worst on the power play, and second-worst in shootout scoring percentage. In 19 games this year they've scored one goal or none at all. Fourteen more times they've managed just two. In other words, finding the net for this team has been about as easy as finding an Academy Award on Charlie Sheen's shelf. 

Why is this? 

"If you have an answer, please let me know," quips head coach Sylvain Lefebvre. "If I had an answer, I think we would've fixed it by now." 

That's nothing more than some gallows humour. He actually has plenty of ideas. While he says his team has shown it can do things right in the offensive zone, his list of contributing factors to the scoring woes is long. 

Poor execution. A lack of focus. A shortage of confidence. An unwillingness sometimes to take a hit to make a play. Too many turnovers. Not keeping things simple. Forcing plays. Passing when they should be shooting and shooting when they should be passing. 

Not enough driving to the net. Not stopping in front of the net for rebounds. Missing the net on too many shots. Not getting the puck to the net from the point enough. Trying to beat guys one on one when there's a teammate to use. 

For the record, has he and his staff been preaching these points for two years now? 

"Yes," he says. 

So who's to blame? Is it Lefebvre for not being able to get his players to buy what he's selling? Is it the players for failing to produce? Is it the Montreal Canadiens' hockey operations department for the team it built? Is it all of the above? 

Go with the last answer. Everyone involved has had a hand in this misery. 

Here's the irony. This team is not without its bright spots. The goaltending has generally been very good. Swiss rookie Sven Andrighetto has been solid. Lefebvre's pedigree as a rugged NHL defenceman has rubbed off on a number of the rearguards in Hamilton. 

Jarred Tinordi is now up with the Canadiens and doing quite well. Nathan Beaulieu looked good when he was there for an extended stretch before the Olympic break. Greg Pateryn has been impressive here this season. 

But to win you still need to score and this team can't. Three straight years of a popgun attack and two playoff-less springs — with a third looming — have surely proven that beyond any reasonable doubt. 

sradley@thespec.com 

905-526-2440 | @radleyatthespec

Spectator columnist Scott Radley hosts The Sports Lounge weeknights at 9 on 900CHML
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AHL: Dubnyk’s Wednesday was a hectic one, moving from Nashville to Hamilton 

Newest Bulldog 

Gary Yokoyama,The Hamilton Spectator

Devan Dubnyk, pictured practising with the Hamilton Bulldogs on Thursday, originally drafted by the Oilers’ 14th overall in the 2007 draft, has played in 173 NHL regular-season contests. He has a 2.90 goals-against average, a .909 save percentage and eight shutouts. 

next play/pause pre 1/2 

By  Ken Peters  

So you thought your Wednesday was a tad hectic. 

Consider the plight of new Hamilton Bulldogs goaltender Devan Dubnyk. 

The easygoing 27-year-old Regina native awoke that day in his Nashville condo with his wife. It would have been early and without the benefit of an alarm clock. The couple's 6½-month-old son would have taken care of that. 

Dubnyk, a member of the Nashville Predators, had been advised the night before by general manager David Poile that the team would try to trade him before the 3 p.m. NHL trade deadline arrived on Wednesday. If they were unsuccessful, Dubnyk would be sent to the club's American Hockey League affiliate in Milwaukee the next day. 

So Wednesday was a packing day. As it turned out, Dubnyk's wife and son were returning that afternoon to the family home in Edmonton after a month stay in the country music capital. 

So the scene was this. As one parent packed and the other occupied baby, the cellphone was plugged and charged and television sports stations were playing in each room just in case a trade was announced. 

Just before 1 p.m. Hamilton time, Poile called. Dubnyk had been traded to Montreal and was being assigned to the Bulldogs. 

Then the sports stations called for phone interviews. 

"We're getting phone calls left and right and talking to people and then you stop and it's time to take them (wife and child) to the airport. And that's a rush because I don't know when I'm going to see them again. And then you go home, grab your gear and turn around and go back to the airport," he said. 

After a flight delay, Dubnyk flew from Nashville to Toronto. Dubnyk checked in to his new temporary home at the Staybridge Suites Hamilton just before 11:30 p.m. 

He was on the FirstOntario Centre ice for 11 a.m. practice Thursday. And he will be between the pipes at 7:30 p.m. Friday when the Bulldogs host the Oklahoma City Barons. 

"The business of this sport is crazy. But it was a good feeling (Wednesday). You get gut feelings, but it was a positive one coming here," the Bulldogs' new goaltender said. 

It's the first of a rare three-games-in-three nights all-home-stand for the Bulldogs, currently seven points in arrears of a post-season berth. The Dogs host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Saturday at 7 p.m. and the Lake Erie Monsters Sunday at 3 p.m. 

So, all in all, a whirlwind day for Dubnyk who has already enjoyed a whirlwind season. Dubnyk started the season as the Edmonton Oilers starter, was traded to Nashville Jan. 14 and played two games for the Predators before getting his travel papers to Hamilton. 

Dubnyk, originally drafted by the Oilers' 14th overall in the 2007 draft, has played in 173 NHL regular-season contests. He has a 2.90 goals-against average, a .909 save percentage and eight shutouts. 

He is a big lad, standing 6-foot-6 and tipping the scales at 210 pounds. 

Dubnyk doesn't say it, but he gives the sense that, given he was going to begin Thursday in the AHL, he would prefer to do it with a new organization willing to give him a new chance. Hence, he is happy in Hamilton as it were. 

"I assume I would have been sent to Milwaukee (on Wednesday) had there not been a trade. To get an opportunity where an organization as good as Montreal picks me up, I'm just going to come here and play games. And I'm excited about it. There is no letdown or disappointment. It's just working to get back to where I want to be and everyone here wants to be and that's the NHL. I'm happy to be in this organization." 

Dubnyk's arrival could cause a logjam in the Hamilton net. Previous Bulldogs netminder Dustin Tokarski is in Montreal with starter Carey Price on the injured list. But, once Price returns, Tokarski, who backstopped the Habs to a 4-3 shootout win Wednesday night over Anaheim, is expected to return to the Dogs and join Dubnyk and Robert Mayer in a three-man-carousel for netkeeping assignments. 

"The goal is to get to Montreal but I don't know too much of what the situation there is right now. But I'm going to come here and play as hard as I can for as long as I'm down here and give these guys the best chance to win as I can," Dubnyk said. 

Dubnyk's last start came Jan. 24 in Calgary with the Predators, a 5-4 shootout loss to the Flames. 

"I'm just going to try to relax and keep it simple," he said of his upcoming Friday start. "Obviously, I'm going to be pretty excited. I haven't played a game for a little while. It shouldn't look like I'm doing too much if I'm playing the way I should be," he said. 

Bulldogs head coach Sylvain Lefebvre said the newcomer gets the Friday start for one key reason: "He is an NHL goalie and Montreal went to get him for a reason. He is going to play (Friday)." 

Lefebvre said Dubnyk's best asset is the most obvious one. 

"Obviously his size. He is a 6-foot-6 goalie and you don't see that very often. And he moves well in the net. And he has NHL experience. He has a lot of potential that is for sure." 

NOTES: The Bulldogs have released defenceman Jordon Southorn from his professional tryout contract. Southorn, who's spent this season with the ECHL's Fort Wayne Komets and Elmira Jackals, didn't see any game action with the Bulldogs. … The Bulldogs have announced seven guaranteed home dates for the 2014-15 season: Oct. 17 (opening night), Dec. 5, Dec. 12 (toy toss night), Jan. 9, Jan. 23, Feb. 13 (Pink in the Rink), and Feb. 16 (Family Day). 

kpeters@thespec.com 
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Hershey Bears hockeyHershey Bears-Manchester Monarchs scouting report

Late rally lifts Worcester Sharks to stunning win over Hershey Bears

Roy Sommer poised to pass Hershey Bears icon Frank Mathers in all-time AHL games coached

Roy Sommer absent from Worcester Sharks due to family death, Reading Royals reach 40 wins, and more

Hershey Bears-Worcester Sharks scouting report

All Stories | All Videos

With three late goals in a span of 3:15, the Worcester Sharks stunned the Hershey Bears Saturday night at DCU Center in Worcester, Mass.

Down a goal in the third period, Worcester summoned scores by Dan DaSilva (14:04), Taylor Doherty (15:10) and Travis Oleksuk (17:19) to skate off with a 4-2 victory.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Nicolas Deschamps had given Hershey a 2-1 lead at 9:36 of the third. Casey Wellman also scored for Hershey.

The regulation loss by the Bears, who haven't won consecutive games since Feb. 15-16, puts added pressure on them to earn two points at Manchester on Sunday.

Ninth-place Hershey (72 points) failed to gain ground on idle eighth-place Providence (75 points) in the Eastern Conference and used up one of its two games in hand on the P-Bruins.

Following Friday night's shutout of Providence, Bears goalie David Leggio had a 36-save effort and ran his shutout streak, dating back to a March 15 win over Adirondack, to 148:29 before Worcester's Freddie Hamilton scored at 18:47 of the second.

Hamilton's tally also ended Leggio's shutout streak against Worcester at 98:47. Leggio blanked the Sharks on Dec. 22 at Giant Center.

NOTEBOOK

Wellman's goal was his 16th, tying his career high set last season between Hershey (nine) and San Antonio (seven). 

Former Bears winger Derek Whitmore has produced 3-0-3 in his first five games with Adirondack. 

Hershey 1 0 1 - 2

Worcester 0 1 3 - 4

A focus on the power play in practice this week paid off for the Hershey Bears Friday night at Dunkin' Donuts Center in Providence, R.I.

Getting power play goals from David Kolomatis and Ryan Stoa, Hershey beat the Providence Bruins 2-0 to claim a key Eastern Conference game.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

Ninth-place Hershey (72 points), which went 2-for-4 on the power play and 5-for-5 on the penalty kill, moved within three points of eighth-place Providence (75 points). The Bears have two games in hand on the P-Bruins.

Kolomatis, who has produced three points in the last four games, scored in the first period and Stoa scored in the second. Bears goalie David Leggio made 28 saves to earn his second shutout of the season and the team's fourth.

Hershey, starting to show signs of emerging from a February-March swoon, has earned points in three of its last four games (2-1-0-1).

NOTEBOOK

The Washington Capitals signed 2010 fifth-round draft pick Caleb Herbert, 22, to a two-year, entry-level contract beginning in 2014-15. The centerman, who produced 12-19-31 this season for Minnesota-Duluth, is slated to sign an amateur tryout contract with Hershey for the rest of this season. It is typically more of a learning experience than a playing experience when college and junior players join a team late in a season.

After playing in the first 62 games, Peter LeBlanc, who had one point in the previous seven games, was a healthy scratch for the first time this season. Jeff Taffe is the only Bear who has played in all 63 games.

Casey Wellman returned to the lineup after missing four games on recall to Washington.

Kris Newbury had two assists for his first multi-point game for Hershey.

Hershey 1 1 0 - 2

Providence 0 0 0 - 0

Welcome to the Hershey Bears mailbag, which provides a look at some of your most interesting questions about the AHL's most historic franchise.

You can send questions through email (tleone@pennlive.com) or Twitter (@timleone).

Some members of the class were a bit unruly this week. You will see one example below.

Q: Myself and some others have been wondering about the status of the Hershey-Washington affiliation. Many of us would like to see it extended for many years as it has worked out well.

A: Caught up with Bears President-GM Doug Yingst on Thursday for an update on the affiliation, which is scheduled to expire after this season. He said negotiations are ongoing in a positive way. The affiliation has indeed been highly successful, with Calder Cups in 2005-06, 2008-09, 2009-10 (also an AHL-record 60 wins) and another Calder Cup Finals appearance in 2006-07. The Bears have made the playoffs every season since the affiliation began in 2005-06. However, the team lost in the first round the past three seasons and is on the bubble for a playoff berth this season, so there is some affiliation unrest in the fan base.

Q: Where can we learn the nuances of hockey so that we can be better fans of the Hershey Bears?

A: I guess the best way is simply following the game by watching and reading. One handy guide is “Hockey For Dummies” by John Davidson and John Steinbredder. Don't be fooled by the title. It provides earnest information on history, rules and strategies.

Q: Coke or Pepsi? Jif or Peter Pan?

A: The folks at RC Cola, the brand favored by Meathead on “All in the Family,” and Skippy peanut butter aren't going to be happy about the limited parameters of this question. Actually, the favored beverage is the Arnold Palmer (iced tea and lemonade). I must withhold a formal peanut butter endorsement. Fortunately, you didn't ask about a preference between crunchy and smooth, which is a highly personal matter.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

Heading into the most critical weekend of the 2013-14 season, the Hershey Bears haven't even played a game and already they've lost ground.

The Norfolk Admirals and Albany Devils won their Wednesday night games to increase their leads to six points over Hershey.

Ninth-place Hershey, which began the week four points out of eighth place in the Eastern Conference, is now five points out of the final playoff berth.

The math is simple Friday night when the Bears visit the Providence Bruins, who currently reside in eighth.

A regulation win will close the Bears (31-23-4-4, 70 points) within three points of Providence (33-22-2-7, 75 points). Hershey has two games in hand on the P-Bruins.

A regulation loss will drop Hershey a daunting seven points behind with less than a month remaining in the regular season.

“We're chasing Providence with games in hand,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Thursday. “We have an opportunity where we're not counting on other teams.

“They know it. They understand it. We've talked about it. Now we have to execute. It's all about execution and our compete level. We've got to break it down to almost every shift – winning your shifts and winning your battles.”

Hershey also is scheduled to visit hot Worcester, which has won six in a row, Saturday night and Manchester, currently the AHL's top team, on Sunday.

The Bears have gone 11-13-3-1 on the road. With 10 of their final 14 games on the road, they are going to have to dramatically improve their .464 road points percentage to earn a postseason slot.

Eighty-two points has been the average total needed to claim the No. 8 slot in the Eastern Conference under the conference playoff format adopted in 2011-12, with Manchester getting in with 83 points in 2011-12 and Hershey getting in with 81 points last season.

This season, based on Providence's current .586 points percentage, it is right now projecting to 89 points being needed. That certainly could change – up or down – as clubs joust in the home stretch.

Hershey needs 19 points to get to 89. That translates to a .679 points percentage the rest of the way for a club that is currently at .565.

“I think if you start talking like that, then you're going to put yourself in a position where what if you get to that number and you don't make it?” Bears winger Matt Watkins said. “Or what if you don't need that much? There's way too many hypotheticals.

“I think if you just have a small, narrow focus and focus on preparation and focus on the small things that need to get done each day, you'll have success.”

The Bears are going to need to start amassing points in bunches. They've shown themselves capable of it with a six-game winning streak in January and a five-game winning streak in February.

“We have to get [a minimum] four points coming out of this weekend,” Haviland said. “It's one game at a time. That's how we're going to take it. But it's huge.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

At 30,000-plus views and counting, Hershey Bears goalie David Leggio has become a YouTube.com hit this week with his impression of NBC hockey broadcaster Pierre McGuire.

Leggio, prompted by a question from teammate Tyson Strachan about a dog named Butler from Philadelphia during a Tuesday promotional event for the Strachan's Strays pet adoption charity, went into Pierre mode as WHP-TV's Jason Bristol videotaped.

“Tyson asked me to do it for Jason,” Leggio said Thursday. “I didn't realize it would be on the Internet and everything, because I was talking about a dog. But I've done it for the boys before.

“The guys like it. They get a little kick out of it. They say where they're from and I make up a fact about their town that is probably not true. It's something to get the guys to laugh.”

McGuire, stationed between the benches, is renowned for his highly tangential references and name-dropping during game broadcasts. 

Leggio's hilarious version, helped along by Strachan's artful questioning, took off on YouTube.com after it was featured on Yahoo! Puck Daddy.

“Can I get paid off that?” joked Leggio, who dropped in a reference to his alma mater, Clarkson University, during the bit.

“I wish I had done a better one, to be honest. It was all Tyson's idea.”

McGuire isn't the only imitation in Leggio's portfolio. He said he also does an impression of actor Christopher Walken.

“I think I'm a decent impersonator,” Leggio said. “I like to impersonate singers. I have no singing voice, but I could probably vaguely make up somebody else. It probably sounds like a terrible version of whoever it actually is.

“I don't even know if I actually know what my real voice is anymore. I'm normally just repeating what somebody else says or a movie line or something like that.”

Casey Wellman, reassigned by the Washington Capitals to the Hershey Bears on Wednesday, didn't practice with the AHL team Thursday at Hersheypark Arena.

Instead, the forward is scheduled to travel straight to Providence, R.I., and meet the team there for Friday night's game against the Providence Bruins.

While Wellman was sent back to Hershey, Chris Brown was recalled to the Caps. Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Wellman, who has scored seven of his 15 goals this season on the power play, will be plugged back into the team's power play.

“For sure, he will,” Haviland said. “We've been working on it the last couple days here. He'll definitely go in. You lose Brown on it, but you pick up Wellman.”

Thursday's practice focused primarily on power play work. Hershey's power play has dipped back under 16 percent (15.8).

“We just want everybody to be on the same page and understand that we need to work on it, too,” Haviland said. “You can't go out and just assume it's going to happen for us.”

Dustin Gazley, who has missed the last four games with a lower body injury, has been cleared to return to the lineup and might provide a power play boost. The forward has scored four of his eight goals on the power play.

NOTEBOOK

Hershey's affiliation with the Washington Capitals, which began in 2005-06 and has produced three Calder Cups, is up following the 2013-14 season. Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said talks are ongoing about continuing the affiliation. “Negotiations are going on in a positive way,” Yingst said.

Goalie Pheonix Copley, signed as a free agent out of Michigan Tech to a two-year entry level contract by Washington that begins next season, is slated to sign an amateur tryout contract with Hershey and join the Bears next week. The Hershey stint is slated to be a pro hockey learning experience for Copley and he isn't expected to play. “The plan is to fly him in here early next week,” Yingst said, “and get him on the ice with the team some and with Scott Murray, our goaltender coach.” 

ON TWITTER: @timleone

The Washington Capitals added to their organizational depth at goaltender with Wednesday night’s announcement that free-agent netminder Pheonix Copley had signed a two-year entry level contract beginning with the 2014-15 season and would join the AHL’s Hershey Bears on an amateur tryout basis.

The 22-year Copley – who’s first name looks like a typographical error but isn’t – played the past two seasons at Michigan Tech University of the Western Collegiate Hockey Association, where he posted a combined record of 18-28-7 with a 2.82 goals-against average, .906 save percentage and four shutouts in 54 appearances.

With Philipp Grubauer and David Leggio already on Hershey’s roster and the capable Riley Gill and Brandon Anderson playing for the ECHL’s Reading Royals, it’s unclear whether Copley will get the chance to do anything more than practice with the Bears and learn the professional ropes during the final month of the AHL regular season.

Pheonix Copley Michigan Tech head shot

Pheonix Copley

Michigan Tech photo

Copley figures to attend the team’s July prospects camp in Arlington, Va., and thenn show what he can do when training camp rolls around in September.

In The Hockey News’ recent Future Watch issue, which ranks each NHL team’s top 10 prospects, none of Washington’s listed players were goalies. The Caps did not select a netminder with any of their six choices at the 2013 NHL Draft, which might explain Copley’s acquisition.

During his just-completed sophomore campaign, the North Pole, Alaska, native went 10-13-6 with one shutout, a 2.51 GAA (sixth-best in the league) and .911 SvP (seventh-best). Copley earned WCHA Defensive Player of the Week honors two times during the 2013-14 season for the Huskies.

He played 24 games as a freshman in 2012-13 and finished with an 8-15-1 record, three shutouts, a 3.22 GAA and .900 save percentage.

Prior to his college career, Copley spent time at the junior level with the Des Moines Buccaneers and the Tri-City Storm of the United States Hockey League and the Corpus Christi Ice Rays of the North American Hockey League.

The Washington Capitals, fresh off Tuesday night’s 3-2 road victory against former coach Bruce Boudreau's Anaheim Ducks, shuffled their support personnel Wednesday by recalling forward Chris Brown from the Hershey Bears and returning forward Casey Wellman to their AHL affiliate.

The 23-year-old Brown was acquired in a March 4 trade with the Phoenix Coyotes and played one game without a point for the Caps before being reassigned to the Bears. The 6-foot-2, 215-pound Brown scored two goals in three games with Hershey this past weekend.

Overall, Brown has 16 goals, 21 assists and 68 penalty minutes in 54 AHL games for the Portland Pirates and Bears this season. In 17 games with the Coyotes and Caps, Brown doesn’t have a point to go with his 17 penalty minutes.

Wellman, 26, has two goals and an assist in 13 games with Washington this season. In 45 AHL games, he has 15 goals, 14 assists and 10 penalty minutes for Hershey.

The Caps continue their road swing through California on Thursday night with a stop in Los Angeles for a game against the Kings. The West Coast trip wraps up Saturday night down the coast in San Jose vs. the Sharks.

Wellman and the Bears practice Thursday morning at 9:15 at Hersheypark Arena before heading out on their own road trip through New England this weekend. Hershey visits Providence, R.I., on Friday night before making stops in Worcester, Mass., on Saturday night and Manchester, N.H., on Sunday afternoon.

The Bears (31-23-4-4) find themselves four points out of a playoff spot in the AHL’s Eastern Conference standings heading into action Wednesday night. The weekend trek to New England figures to be anything but easy.

Manchester leads the Eastern Conference with an AHL-best 88 points. Providence is sixth with 75 points, and while Worcester ranks just behind Hershey with 64 points, the Sharks have a game in hand and are 7-3 in their last 10 outings.

Having produced eight U.S. chief executives, Ohio claims the nickname, “The Mother of Presidents.”

It also can claim maternity for a significant part of the Hershey Bears' blue line.

Ohio State's Tyson Strachan and Miami University's Cameron Schilling have formed Hershey's top defensive pair for most of this season.

“If you want to call them the Ohio connection, they've been together for a while and they've been pretty good,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said.

“For a majority of the year, they've been our shutdown guys against the top lines, the top players in this league. They've done a very good job. They're plus players. Just in this last little while, maybe that has slipped a little bit. But for the most part they have been a steady, calming influence back there that eats up a lot of minutes.”

Indeed, a Buckeye and a RedHawk have worked together quite well.

Tyson Strachan 13-14

Tyson Strachan 
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Said Strachan: “I'd say probably their football program's not worth me mentioning. And hockey-wise, he's had the edge on me, so I'm not going to start any battles there. I think they've turned into a pretty great program there at Miami-Ohio and they build a beautiful rink there.”

Said Schilling: “We talk about it, but we don't really talk about college hockey too much. Strachs has been out of the college hockey scene for a while and this is my second year out.”

Stay-at-home pairing Strachan (plus-12) and Schilling (plus-nine) have been atop Hershey's plus-minus rankings most of the season. Strachan now is tied with Michael Latta (plus-12) for the team lead.

A critical three-in-three road weekend looms for Hershey, which is trying to climb back into the top eight in the Eastern Conference.

Strachan, 29, and Schilling, 25, will have the task of dealing with the likes of Providence's Alexander Khokhlachev (19-31-50), Worcester's Freddie Hamilton (18-17-35) and Manchester's Jordan Weal (16-40-56).

“I think we're just kind of two likeminded defensemen,” Strachan said. “We're not the guys that are going to go out and get 100 points.

“We're guys that, hopefully, at the end of the night have some blocked shots and end up in the plus side of the column and the PK looks good. I think we both take a lot of pride in that and we've kind of bonded on that and worked off each other together.”

Schilling, Hershey's rookie of the year in 2012-13, has continued to make excellent developmental strides in 2013-14. He was finally rewarded when the Washington Capitals summoned him on March 6 for his first NHL recall of the season.

“I've kind of slowed my game down in the areas that need to be slowed down,” said Schilling, who played one game for Washington before being reassigned to Hershey. “I'm kind of trying to let the play come to me rather than trying to go after it.

“Especially as a defenseman, and the type of defenseman I am, I don't want to get out of position too much. I don't want to take too many chances.”

Schilling doesn't play a flashy role that puts him in the spotlight. But his importance was highlighted when Hershey went 0-5-0-1 during a six-game stretch that started on Feb. 22 when the second-year pro was sidelined by a lower body injury.

“I think he's gotten stronger and stronger as the year has gone on,” Strachan said. “I think in your first couple years even, it's maybe hard to find an identity where you fit in. Everybody at this level came from a level before where they've been the No. 1 guy, basically.

“When you come into a pro situation, especially the American League and NHL level, everybody is in the same boat, so you've got to kind of find your niche. I think he's really found that strength on the PK and found where he can fit in is being just a strong defender and good puck-moving guy.”

Since originally joining the Hershey Bears in 2011-12, Ryan Potulny has played in every March game the club has played.

Until last weekend.

The centerman was a healthy scratch for all three games amid the late-season push for playoff positioning.

“I just approach every day to try to get better, to try to be a better hockey player and help the team,” Potulny said Tuesday. “Just be ready to play whenever my chance is. Hopefully, it's soon.”

Last week's AHL trade deadline transactions, in which veteran Kris Newbury arrived from the Adirondack Phantoms and veteran Derek Whitmore departed for the Phantoms, has left Potulny as the odd veteran out of the lineup for the time being.

The 29-year-old's offensive production – he also has played key unsung defensive roles during his Hershey tenure – has slipped to .28 points per game. He averaged 1.07 in 2011-12 when he produced 33-32-65 for the Bears.

Potulny, who led the AHL in playoff scoring in 2010-11 for the Binghamton Senators when they won the Calder Cup, knows that roster attrition could change his plight. 

And he took note of the classy way that Whitmore handled his veteran scratch situation, which resulted when Potulny re-signed with the team in December.

“That's the best thing that I can do right now is stay positive, be a good team guy and be ready when my chance comes,” Potulny said. “You've got to be ready for it.

“I've made some long runs before with teams. We used a lot of guys when we did it in Binghamton. The main thing is to stay positive and stay ready.”

NOTEBOOK

Dustin Gazley (lower body) participated in Tuesday's practice at Giant Center in a non-contact jersey. Bears head coach Mike Haviland said it is possible that the forward could be cleared Wednesday to return to the lineup. “He went through a majority of the drills here and felt pretty good,” Haviland said.

With Brooks Laich out 4-6 weeks in the wake of surgery, Haviland said he isn't expecting to get Casey Wellman back from the Washington Capitals anytime soon. “I wouldn't think we'll see Casey unless they think somebody else can help them and they flipflop guys,” Haviland said. “But I know they like him and he's played pretty well for them.”

Cameron Schilling and Jeff Taffe were absent from practice for what Haviland termed maintenance days.

In the wake of a disappointing Sunday loss and facing a critical weekend, Hershey Bears head coach Mike Haviland didn't like what he saw at the start of Tuesday's practice at Giant Center.

Thus, he stopped the workout and loudly admonished the Bears for a lack of effort and attention to details.

“We're doing a drill that was about back pressure stuff,” Haviland said. “We were kind of just gliding and weren't working.

“We'd had a meeting in the morning: We're not working for 60 minutes all the time, and that's what you're doing in practice and that's why it's carrying over to games. That's why I kind of laid into them a little bit. You can't do it. You've got to do it here; you've got to it there [in games].”

Haviland said he was happy with the effort the rest of the way in a practice that closed with a hard conditioning skate that focused on stops and starts.

“We competed,” Haviland said. “It was a good, hard practice. We'll see tomorrow.”

Sunday's home loss to the Norfolk Admirals kept the Bears in ninth place in the Eastern Conference, four points out of a playoff berth.

“It's what we needed,” defenseman Tyson Strachan said of Haviland's outburst. “It's that time of year, right? It's halfway through March. We're seeing the end. We're 14 games away. Whether the guys realize it or not, the end of the season sneaks up fast.

“It's a detail game at this point in the year. It basically comes down to compete level. We've obviously showed we can play with every single team in this league when we bring our A game. So we're going to focus. Especially a day like today after a disappointing weekend, we've got to go out there and show the hard work, put in the hard work and keep those details. You've got to do that all week and hope it carries over into the weekend.”

In an all-road weekend, Hershey is scheduled to visit Providence Friday night, Worcester Saturday night and Manchester Sunday.

“Sunday, I think, we lacked intensity and it showed,” centerman Ryan Potulny said. “He's not going to let that happen again throughout the rest of the year is what it sounds like. He's going to make sure everyone takes ownership on their game.

“Now is not the time to sit around and hope other teams do this or that. This is the time where you've got to kind of look in the mirror and say, 'OK, we've got to do our job here.' He's been pretty stern on that today with us, that we have to do our job. It's too late in the season to be thinking, Well, we've got another weekend; we've got another weekend to catch up. We can't do that anymore.”

The Bears have gone 2-7-1-1 in their last 11 games.

“I thought we've had some good practices lately leading up to weekends,” Haviland said. “Now it's a matter of every little inch counts and every little detail counts. We need to understand that. That's why it's a little harder today.”

Headed out on a three-game road swing through California, the last thing the Washington Capitals needed was to get caught short on healthy bodies. As a result, the NHL club recalled defenseman Patrick Wey from the AHL’s Hershey Bears on Monday before departing for the West Coast.

Wey has played three games for Washington this season and picked up a pair of assists. The first-year pro has a goal and five assists in 28 games for the Bears during the 2013-14 campaign.

The Caps visit Anaheim (Tuesday), Los Angeles (Thursday) and San Jose (Saturday) during their six-day trip. Since defenseman John Erskine listed as questionable to face the Ducks because of a lower-body injury, Wey provides some needed insurance depth to Washington’s blueline corps.

With Caps center Brooks Laich sidelined from four to six weeks after undergoing surgery Monday to repair a groin/abdominal muscle problem, center Casey Wellman remains on recall from the Bears. He was promoted to the AHL last week.

Minus Wey and Wellman, Hershey faces its own road swing through New England this weekend with the PIAA boys’ and girls’ basketball championships taking over Giant Center. The Bears visit Providence, R.I., on Friday night before stops in Worcester, Mass., on Saturday night and Manchester, N.H., on Sunday afternoon.

Despite Wey’s departure, the Bears still have seven available defensemen on the roster in Chay Genoway, Tyson Strachan, Cameron Schilling, Steve Oleksy, Julien Brouillette, David Kolomatis and Patrick Wellar. Genoway and Wellar sat out as healthy scratches for Sunday night’s 3-2 loss to the visiting Norfolk Admirals.

Hershey had a scheduled off day Monday and will return to practice Tuesday with a 10 a.m. workout at Giant Center.

A weekend in which they earned three of a possible six points left the Hershey Bears in ninth place in the Eastern Conference.

Hershey lost 3-2 in overtime at Syracuse Friday night, beat Adirondack 4-1 Saturday night at Giant Center and lost 3-2 to Norfolk Sunday at home. 

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the week:

1. Michael Latta. The centerman recorded goals on Saturday and Sunday and was a combined plus-4 in the three games.

2. Chris Brown. The forward scored goals in each of his first two games after joining the team from the Phoenix Coyotes organization.

3. Nicolas Deschamps. The winger produced three assists in Saturday's win.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
No. 8 is the Norfolk Admirals' current place in the Eastern Conference standings.

However, No. 1 is their AHL rank in penalty killing (86.9 percent). Norfolk showed why in a 3-2 victory over the Hershey Bears Sunday at Giant Center in which it went 7-for-7 on the PK.

“They're aggressive,” said Bears defenseman Tyson Strachan, who scored a short-handed goal. “I think they're probably as aggressive as we've seen. I think we did a decent job getting in the zone, but they don't really let you set up.

“It takes two, three really good plays just to get set up. We made those plays at times and I think we had a lot of good opportunities. It was a shot away from kind of a breakthrough kind of thing.”

That breakthrough never came. 

Hershey got four first-period opportunities to jump-start itself in a key East Division game. The fact that the Bears exited the period being outshot 13-6 – and trailing 1-0 – showed the effectiveness of Norfolk's PK.

Hershey's struggling power play is ranked No. 22 and dropped under 16 percent (15.8) for the season.

“We were, first period, very nonchalant,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “You know they're going to be working hard.

“We went out and we thought it was going to be even easier on the power play. We got outworked and couldn't get set up and couldn't do anything. All of a sudden you give them momentum that way.”

<br>

PLAYOFF HUNT: The Admirals entered the game two points ahead of Hershey and riding a two-game losing streak. They stretched that lead to four points and kept the Bears in ninth place in the conference.

The Bears certainly remain in the thick of the playoff hunt. But they did serious damage to their East Division title hopes – division champions get a minimum No. 3 postseason seed – with an overtime loss at Syracuse, a win at home over Adirondack and the Norfolk defeat during a weekend three-in-three.

The Bears (70 points) have dropped seven points behind first-place Binghamton (77), which has a game in hand on Hershey.

“Tonight for whatever reason, the first 20 – maybe parts of the first two periods – the legs and hands weren't quite where they needed to be,” Strachan said. “Obviously, there's still a lot of fight left in us.

“It's disappointing to come out of the weekend with only three points and to lose that one tonight, because that was a big one with them only two points ahead.”

CLOSE MARGINS: The Admirals have played 62 games and 39 of them have been decided by one goal. The win over Hershey was their 21st by a one-goal margin.

“You can't replicate that in practice,” Ads head coach Trent Yawney said. “Usually our penalty killing has been pretty strong for most of the year. We've got good goalies. I think they keep us in there so they can allow us a mistake here or there.”

Against Hershey, Norfolk preserved a one-goal lead for the final 23:35. Goalie John Gibson withstood a 16-shot assault and two power plays in the third period.

“Maybe they're built around their goalie and defense,” Haviland said. “When you play a lot of them, you kind of know where you're at in those games.

“We had chances in the third. You can't deny that. You can't wait until the third to put the foot on the gas.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

A day after Michael Latta scored a weird-bounce goal, the Hershey Bears got an even stranger one from Tyson Strachan Sunday at Giant Center.

The defenseman's penalty kill clear from his own right circle traveled about 160 feet and was mishandled by Norfolk goalie John Gibson.

Strachan said he wasn't trying to shoot the puck on net.

“It just takes a funny bounce,” Strachan said. “It was a good bounce for us to get the goal.”

Call it a rubberized Strachan stray.

The score drew Hershey within 3-2. 

“We get the bounce goal,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It gives you some momentum a little bit. Maybe you start getting some bounces your way.”

Instead, highly touted prospect Gibson shook off the misfortune and stopped all 16 shots he faced in the third period to preserve the one-goal lead.

“I thought our guys rallied behind that a little bit,” Ads head coach Trent Yawney said. “Obviously, they had a big push after that. But our goaltending has kept us in so many games this year, I think the guys felt obligated. He's entitled to a mistake here or there, too.”

NOTEBOOK

It is understandable that the Admirals might be sick of St. Patrick's Day. They faced teams wearing special green jerseys – a loss at Binghamton Friday night, a loss at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Saturday night and a win at Hershey Sunday – on three straight days. “We didn't handle it very well,” Yawney joked. “One-for-three.”

A moment of silence in honor of Lilian Fausnacht, who died Friday at 84, was held before the game. She was the widow of on-ice official Arthur Fausnacht, a member of the inaugural class of the Hershey Bears Hockey Club Hall of Fame.

Hershey drew a combined 21,748 for weekend games against Adirondack and Norfolk.

ON TWITTER: @timleone

There was a stretch during one point of the 2013-14 season where the Hershey Bears line of Nicolas Deschamps, Ryan Stoa and Brandon Segal was arguably the hottest in the AHL.

In the wake of assorted recalls, they were reunited in Friday night's overtime loss at Syracuse.

“That line at one point was very, very good for us,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “Not that they lost their magic. But when you go through your ups and downs of the year, sometimes you've got to make little tweaks in your lines. I felt last night in Syracuse they really didn't have it.”

Thus, Haviland broke up the line in Saturday night's 4-1 win over the Adirondack Phantoms at Giant Center.

Segal moved to a line with Jeff Taffe and Kris Newbury. Chris Brown took Segal's spot at right wing with Deschamps and Stoa.

The result was a combined seven points for the trio.

Segal and Stoa each had a goal and an assist. Deschamps had three assists, tying a team season high for assists in a game.

“We just thought it was time to make a change from that line, and more balance in the lines,” Haviland said. “It worked out for us tonight.”

Segal scored with two seconds left in the first period to tie the game 1-1 and assisted on a Michael Latta goal that made it 3-1 with 57.1 seconds left in the second.

“Anytime you get a late-period goal, it gives you momentum going in between periods there,” Haviland said. “I think it just fed right into that third.”

Hershey limited Adirondack to eight shots in the final 20 minutes and stretched a two-goal advantage to three.

“I thought the third period was one of our best periods,” Haviland said. “I thought we really shut them down and didn't really give them chances that maybe we had given them in the second.”

After a six-game winless streak, the Bears have earned points in three of their last four.

“Sometimes when things are going well, you kind of take a step back and get comfortable,” Segal said. “You can't do that right now. This is too hard of a conference to sit back. When you do that, the next team's going to pass you right by.”

<br>

NEW ADDITIONS: Newly acquired Brown and Newbury made their home debuts for Hershey.

Brown, who muscled his way out of the left corner and skated to the crease to score a third-period goal, has scored in each of his first two Hershey games.

“You saw that move coming out of the corner,” Haviland said. “He's got a power move. He's a power forward. Two nice additions to us right now. Hopefully, we just keep them going in the right direction.”

Newbury, added on loan at Wednesday's AHL trade deadline from Adirondack, played against his former team.

“It was exciting,” Newbury said. “It gave me a little bit more jump. Obviously, you want to prove something. My main objective was to help the team get two points tonight and work as hard as I could.”

Haviland lauded Newbury's faceoff work. He said the centerman won 17 of 19 faceoffs in the first two periods.

“Nothing against our centermen, but we haven't had a guy like that this year,” Haviland said. “He won some big draws. He wins draws in the D-zone and gives us possession of the puck. It's a huge part of the game.”

In the second, Newbury also drew a double-minor for high-sticking former teammate Nick Cousins. Hershey killed it off.

“I was kind of going for the puck,” Newbury said. “I thought maybe he knew he was going to get hit. I think our D was stepping up, too. He kind of just moved his stick the last minute and I was trying to lift his stick. Caught him in the face. Right away I knew. Skate to the penalty box. No questions asked for that one.”

QUICK REUNION: Former Bears winger Derek Whitmore, acquired by Adirondack on loan from Hershey Wednesday, also played against his former team. He recorded five shots on goal.

Bears goalie David Leggio was teammates with Whitmore in Portland, Rochester and Hershey. He said he hadn't played against Whitmore since they both were teens.

“It's definitely a little weird,” Leggio said. “I spent a lot of time playing pro hockey with that guy. He's a good dude.

“He almost had one in the third. He made a nice play, took it up about three feet up in the air. I kind of looked at him and asked him kindly not to do that.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone

New additions Chris Brown and Kris Newbury had an early impact for the Hershey Bears Friday night at Onondaga County War Memorial in Syracuse, N.Y.

Brown, converting a Newbury feed, scored a power play goal at 9:50 of the first period to give Hershey a 1-0 lead over the Syracuse Crunch.

But it was a late impact by former Bears winger Jon DiSalvatore that delivered a 3-2 overtime victory for the Crunch.

LINK TO GAME SHEET

DiSalvatore, who has produced 5-2-7 in seven games against Hershey, scored the game-winner at 1:50 of OT to give Syracuse its third straight win over the Bears.

Charles Landry, scoring his first AHL goal, and Dalton Smith countered Brown's goal to give Syracuse a 2-1 lead before Hershey's Matt Watkins tied it 2-2 in the third.

The ninth-place Bears (68 points), who have gone 1-6-1-1 in their last nine games, earned a point for the OT loss and gained ground on eighth-place Albany (70) in the Eastern Conference. The Springfield Falcons rallied with a four-goal third to defeat Albany 6-4 Friday night at MassMutual Center.

NOTEBOOK

An interference call against Smith in the first period was the game's lone penalty. Bears broadcaster Scott Stuccio reported that it was Hershey's first penalty-free game since March 9, 1990, at Utica.

Defenseman David Kolomatis played his 300th AHL game and assisted on Watkins' goal.

Hershey went 3-4-1-0 against Syracuse in the eight-game season series.

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said Thursday that Brown was slated to play center, but instead he played right wing on a line centered by Newbury.

Ryan Potulny was the veteran scratch.

Service Electric is scheduled to televise Saturday night's Hershey-Adirondack game at Giant Center to Allentown.

Hershey 1 0 1 0 - 2

Syracuse 1 1 0 1 - 3
In their last eight games, the Hershey Bears have given foes 36 power plays for an average of 4.5 per game.

Nine of those opportunities – 25 percent – have been converted for goals. Largely as a consequence of that, the Bears are mired in a 1-6-0-1 rut.

Bears head coach Mike Haviland has been hit with bench minors in two of the last three games. He got ejected from a March 2 loss to Charlotte and was handed an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty in last Saturday's loss at Norfolk for arguing about an unpenalized hit that sidelined Nate Schmidt with a knee injury.

“It's something we've got to cut back on,” Haviland said. “That's me. I'm the guy who took the two minors.

“I was pretty animated about it [Schmidt]. We do have to cut back on it, certainly me. And it's going to be addressed here before we go into this weekend with the whole team and myself. It's great to show passion, but we also have to know when the right time to do it and when the wrong time to do it.”

Haviland is known for his fiery bench demeanor. Bears captain Dane Byers, known for intensity himself, backs his coach.

“It shows a lot of passion,” Byers said. “I love seeing a coach sticking up for your players. I think you have to have that. I think players have to see how passionate the coach is and I think it motivates you on the ice.

“But, obviously, you can't get too passionate and you've got to keep it in check. We've got to just worry about getting the two points.”

The current slide has dropped the Bears to fourth place in the East Division and ninth place in the Eastern Conference.

Given high preseason expectations, the Bears figured to be challenging for the division crown rather than fighting for a playoff spot in March.

In a tightly packed conference, they are in the odd position of doing both at the same time.

“It's weird the way things have worked this year,” winger Brandon Segal said. “Ups and downs, for sure.”

Hershey is three points behind eighth-place Albany in the conference, where the top eight make the playoffs. And it is five points out of first place in the division, where the division champion is guaranteed a minimum No. 3 seed for the postseason.

“I think it's the hardest division in the league and, obviously, the standings show that,” Byers said. “I think whoever comes out of this and whoever makes playoffs in our division is going to definitely make a run in the playoffs or is going to be a dangerous team.

“We've got some work to do ahead of us. But I think we're definitely up for the challenge. I think the additions we added are going to help.”

New trade acquisitions Chris Brown and Kris Newbury are poised to make their Hershey debuts Friday night at Syracuse. The Bears also are scheduled to host Adirondack Saturday night and Norfolk Sunday.

“We're clawing our way to stay in the playoffs,” forward Jeff Taffe said. “One weekend can hurt you or help you.”

Taffe has been a voice stressing the importance of team discipline, including from himself.

“We have a lot of guys on the team that care,” Taffe said. “I think when things aren't going well for you as a team, as players I find myself yelling at the linesmen once in a while. Doing that, it affects us. Like I said, we just need to settle down.

“If we could just stay calm. We're not going to change some of the calls that they've already had. It's frustrating because we can't do anything about it, but I think we just need to take a deep breath. I think it just shows how passionate our team is and how much we want to win.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
The hockey world's collective heart stopped Monday night when Rich Peverley's heart stopped functioning properly.

Brandon Segal 13-14

Brandon Segal 
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A cardiac event caused the Dallas Stars forward to collapse on the home bench. Quick work by emergency medical personnel saved his life.

With the Stars and Columbus Blue Jackets stricken with emotion, the game was suspended. 

The event hit home for shaken Hershey Bears winger Brandon Segal. Peverley was his road roommate with the Milwaukee Admirals, who lost to Hershey in the 2005-06 Calder Cup Finals.

“It was devastating to watch,” Segal said. “I was really close with him and his wife, Nathalie. You never want to see something like that happen.

“It's really, really scary. My thoughts and prayers are going out to him and his family. And I hope everything is going well.”

Peverley's season is over and his career is in question. The 31-year-old is scheduled for further treatment for atrial fibrillation.

Segal said Peverley didn't show signs of having a heart condition when they were teammates.

)

“I don't know how it comes about,” Segal said. “I just couldn't imagine being in the situation. Not only do you feel for him, but his wife who had to be at that game and to witness that. I couldn't imagine being in her position or having my wife in that position, too. It just puts everything into perspective.”

Peverley also played for the ECHL's Reading Royals in 2005-06, where he was teammates with former Bears forward and current Royals head coach Larry Courville.

Former Bears centerman Cody Eakin plays for Dallas and was in the game. Nick Foligno, son of former Bears head coach Mike Foligno, played in the game for Columbus.

Dallas equipment assistant Josh Richards, in his first season after serving as assistant equipment manager of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins for six seasons, also was on the scene at Peverley's collapse.

Bears broadcaster Scott Stuccio and forward Jeff Taffe both have ties to Richards from their days with WBS.

Scott Stuccio 9-11-12

Hershey Bears broadcaster Scott Stuccio. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

“I remember he put out a message on his Facebook page about seeing that firsthand,” Stuccio said. “He called him his brother Rich. He's really been taken under the wing of that team, kind of like he was in Wilkes-Barre. He's a very good guy and does a great job.

“He's a protector of a guy. He really watches out for everybody. He admitted that it was nerve-wracking for him and, obviously, it was. It affected some of the other players, too, to the point where they had to get attention, too. I know he's that kind of a guy who would react the right way. It's a good thing he was there, too.”

Taffe said he got to visit with Richards when he returned to Wilkes-Barre during the NHL's Olympic break.

“He's a funny character, but once you get to know him he's a smart guy,” Taffe said. “He's one of those guys who will do anything for you. He's a pretty quick thinker. After seeing what happened, that's really scary.”

Taffe said he was involved in a frightening episode while playing for the Baby Pens when Paul Bissonnette's wrist was severely lacerated and required emergency treatment to stem the blood flow.

When he was assistant coach at Elmira College from 1996-98, Bears head coach Mike Haviland said he witnessed a scary incident in a game at the State University of New York College at Plattsburgh.

A player collapsed and went into convulsions after being struck in the head and required CPR on the ice.

“You're talking about a building with 6,000 people – they used to jam it up there in Plattsburgh – and was going nuts to dead silence,” Haviland recalled. “People praying on the bench. They revived him, but it took them almost two and a half minutes. Very scary. It brings you back to reality.

“That kid ended up being OK. He came back and ended up playing the next year. He was in the hospital for a long time. He was in a coma for a bit and then he came out of it.”

For Haviland, the incident highlighted the importance of trainers and medical staff.

“Obviously there [in Dallas], you saw how they all jumped in from both teams,” Haviland said. “I certainly think the NHL did the right thing canceling the game. The mindsets of people are not right at that point.”

The Bears are prepared for medical emergencies.

“Game nights, obviously, we have our trainers,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said. “We have the physical therapists. Hardly ever less than two physicians, team doctors, here. All the necessary equipment and the EMTs that are within seconds of where anything would happen.

“I think medically, operationally we're well taken care of. It's a scary situation. I think we have the staff to take care of it and take care of it really good.”

A heart defibrillator is stationed near each team bench.

Bears trainer Dan “Beaker” Stuck said he and the club's emergency medical staff hold summer training sessions in which they go over protocols of what to do during assorted scenarios.

“When that fist goes up in the air, it means all on board,” Stuck said. “There's an emergency situation.”

Gavin Morgan being struck in the face by a puck in 2003-04 is perhaps the scariest incident at a Bears home game since Giant Center opened in 2002. That involved initial concerns about his vision – not his life – which turned out to be undamaged.

Stuck said he and fellow trainers constantly compare notes about events like the 2009 seizure suffered by Philadelphia Phantoms winger Garrett Klotz in the wake of a fight with Manchester's Kevin Westgarth.

“You learn from other people,” Stuck said. “You talk to people and say, 'Hey, how was that situation and what did you guys do? What would you have done different?' When we go to trainers meetings, we all talk about things like this and learn from it.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
By  Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com   
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Late rally lifts Worcester Sharks to stunning win over Hershey Bears

Roy Sommer poised to pass Hershey Bears icon Frank Mathers in all-time AHL games coached

Roy Sommer absent from Worcester Sharks due to family death, Reading Royals reach 40 wins, and more

Hershey Bears-Worcester Sharks scouting report
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Kris Newbury, acquired by the Hershey Bears at Wednesday's AHL trade deadline, is slated to join the team in Syracuse, N.Y., and didn't practice Thursday at Hersheypark Arena.

But Chris Brown, acquired last week, has been practicing with the club and is poised to make his Hershey debut in Friday night's game against the Syracuse Crunch.

Based on the final practice before the Bears departed for Syracuse, Brown will initially get a look at center. He centered a line with Jeff Taffe and Peter LeBlanc on the wings.

“We've kind of talked about it organizationally,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They want to see him there, too, Washington.

“I think it's good for his career and kind of see where he's at in the middle. They tried him in the middle up there [with the Portland Pirates] a little bit. We'll see how he goes.”

Bears captain Dane Byers heartily endorsed the Newbury addition. He and Newbury were teammates in Hartford and Newbury was in Byers' wedding party.

“He's going to help us big-time, I think, in the faceoff circle and just bringing that extra edge to our team,” Byers said. “It's going to help us going down the stretch here. Obviously, he's a guy that can put up numbers.

“He can make plays. He can hit you when you're not expecting it.”

Because Newbury was obtained on loan from the Philadelphia Flyers organization, he can be subject to NHL recall by the Flyers. In Hershey, the forward, who has played four games for the Flyers this season, is closer than he was while playing for the Adirondack Phantoms in Glens Falls, N.Y.

“I've had guys loaned to us [at previous AHL coaching stops],” Haviland said. “No one has ever gone back up, so we'll see.”

NOTEBOOK

The Caps announced they've re-signed former Bears defenseman Dmitry Orlov to a two-year contract extension.

Newbury is expected to make his Hershey debut Friday night at Syracuse. Based on Friday's line combinations, it would seem logical for him to slip into the slot occupied by Ryan Potulny.

Lines: 

Deschamps-Stoa-Segal

Taffe-Brown-LeBlanc

Byers-Latta-Watkins

Walker/Galiev-Potulny-Rechlicz/Galiev

D-pairs:

Schilling-Strachan

Brouillette-Wey

Wellar-Oleksy

Genoway-Kolomatis

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Derek Whitmore started the 2013-14 season playing against the Adirondack Phantoms and is going to finish it with them.

The winger, stuck in a veteran scratch slot with the Hershey Bears, was loaned to Adirondack Wednesday at the AHL trade deadline.

“I guess it's the nature of the business,” Whitmore said. “Obviously, there's no hard feelings with the Bears organization. It's a great place to play.

“Getting a chance to play at this point in the season, this point in my career, that's all I want to do is just get a chance to play. I'm looking forward to it.”

The season started auspiciously for Whitmore when he scored a short-handed goal in the Oct. 5 regular-season opener against Adirondack at Giant Center. 

He recorded 4-5-9 in Hershey's first 17 games. But since Ryan Potulny's re-signing on Dec. 22, Whitmore has found himself the odd veteran out in Hershey's lineup.

Since Dec. 27, Whitmore has been scratched in 27 of 31 games.

“I could not say enough good things about Derek Whitmore,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said. “He's been the ultimate professional. It's been a tough situation for him.

“Certainly, there's other teams in our league that he can certainly play for. I've tried to provide assistance to him and finally it came about and deservedly so for him. We wish him the best of luck.”

Whitmore will be making a quick return to Hershey. The Phantoms are scheduled to visit Giant Center Saturday night.

“I skated with these guys today,” Whitmore said. “Worked out with them. I get to play against them Saturday night, three days later. But it's all part of the business.

“In the game of hockey, guys get traded, guys get moved. You meet so many great guys along the way, teammates and everything, but I've got a job to do Saturday night as a member of Adirondack. I'm looking forward to playing at Giant Center.”

New Bears forward Kris Newbury, acquired on loan from the Philadelphia Flyers organization Wednesday, will be playing against his former Adirondack club Saturday night.

Newbury said a similar experience happened to him while playing junior in the OHL. He was traded from Belleville to Sarnia in 1999-2000 and played his first game for Sarnia against Belleville.

“It's something I've done before,” Newbury said. “It will be an experience and one I'm looking forward to and, hopefully, help the Bears get the two points.”

NOTEBOOK

Before the AHL trade deadline, Yingst had said the Bears also were in the market for a power play defenseman. With Nate Schmidt sidelined by a knee injury, Yingst indicated that David Kolomatis might be poised to take a larger power play role. “We were actually looking to try to find a power play defenseman and didn't have any luck,” Yingst said. “We were pretty close. But we also have, besides Schmidty, a good power play defenseman that's been in and out of the lineup and has been productive in Kolomatis. I would expect to see more of him on the power play.”

Adirondack also is scheduled to visit Giant Center on April 19 for the regular-season finale. With the Phantoms unlikely to make the playoffs and slated to move to Allentown in 2014-15, that figures to be the final game of the Adirondack Phantoms.

Garrett Mitchell resumed skating for the first time Wednesday in the wake of his December shoulder surgery and remains optimistic that he might be able to return before the season ends.

Hershey reassigned goalie Riley Gill to Reading (ECHL) after he practiced with the team on Wednesday.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Kris Newbury's vehicle was in the shop Wednesday when he was informed that he had to report to a new destination.

The veteran Adirondack Phantoms centerman was acquired by the Hershey Bears on loan from the Philadelphia Flyers organization at the AHL trade deadline.

The wheels are ready to go. So is Newbury.

“I'm looking forward to it,” said Newbury, who is scheduled to rendezvous with the Bears in Syracuse for Friday night's game against the Crunch. “It was kind of disappointing being in the place we were here in Adirondack and kind of not having a shot at the playoffs. I'm excited to kind of get a new, fresh start and, hopefully, help the Bears here.”

The Phantoms are in 14th place in the Eastern Conference and basically out of the running for the postseason.

The Bears are hoping that the addition of Newbury's scoring prowess and hard-nosed play will boost a stretch-run playoff push. The 32-year-old, an 11th-year pro, has reached the 20-goal mark three times in the AHL and exceeded 100 penalty minutes nine times.

“It's a player that not only have we targeted recently, but we've tried to sign him in the past,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said. “It's a player we really like.

“He's an in-your-face player. If you ask members of your own team who don't they like to play against, he's a guy you don't like to play against.”

Newbury (14-22-36) ranks second to Jason Akeson in Adirondack scoring this season. He has produced 0-3-3 in three games against Hershey in 2013-14 and also has played four games for the Flyers.

“He's a guy that he competes, he's good on draws, he can put up some numbers,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He plays hard. I think it's a great acquisition for us.

“We've talked about this since day one, since the summer, that we wanted to be a tougher team to play against. I think we have been this year. I think he adds even more for us.”

The 5-11, 213-pound Newbury has previously been teammates with Bears forwards Dane Byers, Brandon Segal and Casey Wellman with the Hartford Wolf Pack/Connecticut Whale. Newbury said he texted Byers after the deal.

“I told him I'm going to bring my energy and, hopefully, play a lot younger than I actually am,” Newbury said, “and create energy and put some points up on the board.

“It's not like I'm going into a place where I don't know anyone. That's always nice to go somewhere where you know some people and kind of get comfortable right off the bat.”

Hershey, which loaned veteran winger Derek Whitmore to Adirondack, remains at six veterans (more than 260 NHL, AHL and European elite league games played ) in the wake of the addition of Newbury (720), who is scheduled to become an unrestricted free agent this summer.

Thus, the Bears still have one more veteran than they can dress in games. Forward Ryan Potulny may find himself in the veteran scratch slot that had been occupied by Whitmore.

“We're down to 17 games,” Haviland said. “All those guys have to understand that this is about winning now. We have to get in.

“Whoever is going to be able to help us is going to help us. We acquired [Newbury] and he's certainly going to go into our lineup. We'll make decisions on how this team plays game by game.”

Newbury's edge was on display on Feb. 16 in a 2-0 Adirondack loss to the Portland Pirates in which the teams combined for 329 penalty minutes. He was given a four-game suspension for his role in a fracas late in the contest.

“I don't know how it all started, to tell you the truth,” Newbury said. “One of our best players here, Akeson, got hit. We were down in the game and all hell kind of broke loose.

“I was escorted to the penalty box and the door was still open. Seeing their goalie charge down the ice at one of our players who was already in an altercation and me, not thinking too smartly, left the penalty box and ended up getting in a scuffle myself.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
With goalie David Leggio a bit hobbled after being struck by a puck in practice earlier this week, the Hershey Bears recalled goalie Riley Gill from the ECHL's Reading Royals on Wednesday.

“Leggy took one the other day in the knee, just a shot,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “It's a precaution-type thing.”

Leggio, Gill and Philipp Grubauer participated in practice at Hersheypark Arena. Leggio didn't seem restricted in his movement, and it is possible that Gill soon could be sent back to Reading.

“He looked pretty good,” Haviland said of Leggio. “It's something we'll be re-evaluating.”

In addition, the Bears got good news on Nate Schmidt's knee injury. Early hopes were confirmed and the defenseman indeed will not require surgery.

“I think from what I hear, it could be 2-4 [weeks], maybe even longer,” Haviland said. “The swelling's going down. He feels better.

“It's certainly a blow to us. I thought he was playing some pretty good hockey for us.”

NOTEBOOK

Dane Byers was absent from practice due to illness.

Dustin Gazley (lower body) participated in practice warmups in a non-contact jersey before departing. “Could be a week,” Haviland said. “We're really going to watch how he feels. He said he felt pretty good. That's a good sign.”

Josh Brittain was reassigned to Reading.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Head coach Mike Haviland's Hershey Bears had a scheduled day off Tuesday, but center Casey Wellman and defenseman Patrick Wey didn’t spend time sitting around. The two were recalled by the NHL’s Washington Capitals and joined the team in Pittsburgh for Tuesday night’s rematch against the Penguins.

The 26-year-old Wellman has two goals and an assist to show for 10 games played with the Caps this season. In 46 games with the Bears, Wellman has 29 points (15 goals, 14 assists), good for fifth on the team.

The Pittsburgh-born Wey saw action in three previous games for Washington this season and picked up a pair of assists. The first-year pro has a goal and five assists in 25 games for the Bears during the 2013-14 campaign.

The news wasn't all bad for the Bears. Prior to Monday night’s 3-2 loss to the Penguins at Verizon Center, the Caps reassigned center Ryan Stoa to Hershey. The 26-year-old forward played three games for Washington during his recall stint without picking up a point. Stoa has 12 goals and 21 assists this season for the Bears in 51 games.
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Hershey, like its NHL affiliate, finds itself battling for a playoff berth in the AHL’s Eastern Conference. The Bears are idle until Friday night’s game in Syracuse, N.Y., against the Crunch.

The AHL trade deadline comes Wednesday at 3 p.m., and despite losing Wellman and Wey, neither departure figures to be a long-term thing. Both are likely with Washington to provide short-term depth with the Caps playing the second game of a back-to-back situation.

Washington center Brooks Laich has battled through nagging injuries, and Wellman’s presence offers some insurance if he’s unable to go against the Pens. Wey does the same for Washington’s defense corps, which is already without John Erskine (upper body injury), who is questionable for Tuesday night’s game.

After playing at Pittsburgh, the Caps are idle until the free-falling Vancouver Canucks visit Verizon Center on Friday night.
After splitting a pair of games with the Norfolk Admirals last weekend, the Hershey Bears remain on the outside of the Eastern Conference playoff picture.

Hershey begins the week in ninth place in the conference, three points behind eighth-place Albany.

The Bears are scheduled to visit Syracuse Friday night before hosting Adirondack Saturday night and Norfolk Sunday.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Chris Brown. The former Portland Pirates forward, reassigned to Hershey by the Washington Capitals Sunday, will begin getting acclimated to his new team after being acquired in a trade with the Phoenix Coyotes organization last week.

2. New-look Crunch. In an NHL trade deadline deal last week between the Tampa Bay Lightning and Columbus Blue Jackets, Syracuse added forwards Jonathan Marchessault and Dalton Smith from the Springfield Falcons while forward Dana Tyrell and defenseman Matt Taormina joined Springfield.

3. AHL trade deadline. The AHL's trade deadline is Wednesday. Players on AHL contracts can be traded and NHL-contracted players can swap AHL teams on loan-loan deals.

4. Tune in. The game at Syracuse will be televised on WHTM-TV's RTV Channel 27.2, Comcast Channel 246, Verizon Fios Channel 461, Blue Ridge Cable Channel 152 and Kuhn Communications Channel 67.

5. Early start. The Norfolk game is scheduled to start at 4 p.m. instead of the usual 5 p.m. Sunday start time. It is the second game of a two-game experiment as the Bears try to gauge whether fans prefer the earlier start.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
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Chris Brown encountered a potentially awkward situation when he joined the Hershey Bears.

Dustin Gazley 13-14
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The University of Michigan alum entered a locker room where Michigan State alum Dustin Gazley already was in residence.

“It's obviously a hated rivalry while you're at school,” Brown said. “I played against him. He's a really good player. Obviously, a guy that when I was at school we had to key on him and make sure he didn't have the puck too much.

“I think there could be some jokes thrown around here and there. But he's a really good guy. I just met him and I'm looking forward to being on the same team.”

Just last weekend, the Wolverines and Spartans split a pair of games. Michigan beat Michigan State 7-1 Friday in Ann Arbor, but Michigan State rebounded to beat Michigan 4-3 Saturday in East Lansing.

“I know Michigan State just beat Michigan last weekend,” said Gazley, noting he's already had maize and blue exposure this season by being teammates with Michigan alum Louie Caporusso in Reading (ECHL). “So I'll have to give him a little grief over that.”

Brown, 23, acquired from the Phoenix Coyotes organization last week, practiced with the Bears for the first time on Monday.

The 6-2, 215-pounder adds size and scoring touch to the forward corps.

“He's a big body with a tremendous shot,” Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel said. “He skates well. He's definitely going to help us.

“He provides an element of a guy who can shoot and definitely help our power play.”

Fourteen of Brown's 29 goals last season for the Portland Pirates came on the power play, along with five of his 14 goals this season. Hershey's power play currently ranks No. 20 (16.1 percent) in the AHL.

“I'm trying to contribute any way I can,” Brown said. “I'm a power forward kind of player. Shot. Speed. Physical play. Anything that the team needs me to do to get into the playoffs is kind of what I'm looking to contribute.”

The second-year pro played one game for the Washington Capitals in the wake of his trade. Ironically, Phoenix visited Washington Saturday night, but Brown, reassigned to Hershey on Sunday, was a healthy scratch.

“I took warmups,” Brown said. “Yeah, it was surreal. I thought I was going to play. Didn't end up playing. A lot of respect for the guys in Phoenix, too. They've helped me out the past three, four years ever since I was drafted. I owe a lot of credit to those guys. Again, they were the enemy that night and, fortunately, the Caps came out with the win.

“It was a shocker to get traded. I wasn't ready for it. But it sounds like it's going to be a really good situation here.”

Due to a lease dispute with Cumberland County Civic Center, the Pirates have played their home games in Lewiston, Maine, this season.

“It was something that wasn't expected,” Brown said. “At least after Jan. 1, we were supposed to be back in Cumberland County and it didn't happen.

“I think it's taken a toll on a couple of the guys, for sure. It's been rough, but it was our home and we had to do the best that we could with that being home.”

In Hershey, Brown has been reunited with Bears tough-guy winger Joel Rechlicz, a 2012-13 Portland teammate. 

“He's helped me out since I've been here, driving me around a little bit,” Brown said.

“He does a very good job, and it's a very tough job to do and he's very good at it. He had some really good fights last year against Worcester and Jimmy Bonneau. Those were always fun to watch. The Brett Gallant fight in Bridgeport was probably the scariest fight I've ever seen.”
A low-bridge hit by Norfolk Admirals defenseman Garnet Exelby knocked Hershey Bears defenseman Nate Schmidt out of Saturday night's game at Norfolk Scope.

Schmidt, who suffered a right knee injury, is expected to be sidelined a minimum of two weeks.

The rookie is scheduled for more exams, but hopes remain that he only suffered a sprain that won't require surgery.

“If it's just his MCL [sprained],” Bears assistant coach Ryan Mougenel said Monday, “we're looking probably 2-4, 4-6 [weeks].”

With Schmidt down, the Admirals got loose on a 2-on-1 that resulted in a Chris Wagner goal that broke a 1-1 tie.

“It's tough,” Schmidt said. “He wants to eliminate time and space. I understand that as a defenseman. But I felt like he kind of went out of his way.

“He felt the need to eliminate me out of the play. Obviously, I guess it worked because they ended up going down and scoring.”

Exelby wasn't penalized on the play, which was a hip-on-knee hit and not a knee-on-knee hit. The Bears don't plan to seek supplemental discipline from the AHL office for the hit, Mougenel said.

“I think it would be hard to show intent,” Mougenel said. “It's a hockey play. If anything, it's late. For us in the game collectively, that's a hit that we're trying to get out of the game.

“I think it's a hit that they're trying to get out of the game, that's for sure, because of the repercussions of it. It was targeted low. You see the repercussions.”

On the play, Schmidt said, Exelby theoretically should have been tracking Bears forward Jeff Taffe. Instead, he lined up Schmidt.

“It's a hit that's kind of phasing itself out of the game a little bit,” Schmidt said. “You don't see it that often anymore, so guys don't look for it as much.

“I didn't really see it until I passed it [to Taffe]. The next thing I knew, I looked up and I was trying to step around him.”

NOTEBOOK

Newly acquired forward Chris Brown practiced with the Bears for the first time Monday at Hersheypark Arena. He slotted at right wing on a line with Nicolas Deschamps and Peter LeBlanc.

Dustin Gazley, who suffered a lower body injury Friday night at Norfolk, didn't practice. Mougenel said a timeframe on his return is pending.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
The Hershey Bears treaded water last weekend during their trip to Norfolk, Va.

Hershey, ending a six-game winless streak, defeated the Norfolk Admirals 3-2 Friday night but followed with a 3-1 loss to Norfolk Saturday night.

Here are the picks for Hershey's three stars of the week:

1. Michael Latta. The centerman had a goal and an assist in Friday night's win and followed with another goal in Saturday night's loss.

2. David Leggio. The goalie made 31 saves Friday night to record his 16th win of the season.

3. Dane Byers. The winger had a goal and an assist and recorded a team-high five shots in Friday night's win.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Since being acquired from the Phoenix Coyotes organization last week, Chris Brown has only joined the Hershey Bears on paper.

Now the forward is poised to join them in person.

The Washington Capitals reassigned Brown and forward Casey Wellman to Hershey on Sunday. Both were healthy scratches for Washington in Saturday night's win over Phoenix.

Brown, who played one game for Washington in the wake of his acquisition as the Caps faced injury issues at forward, figures to slot into a role on one of Hershey's top two lines. Friday night's game at Syracuse could mark his Hershey debut.

Second-year pro Brown has scored 43 goals in 119 AHL regular-season games.

Wellman, ranked No. 2 in goals for Hershey (15), scored in Friday night's win at Norfolk. He was recalled before Saturday night's loss at Norfolk
It has been an exciting year for Hershey Bears roommates Nicolas Deschamps and Julien Brouillette.

Brouillette made his NHL debut with the Washington Capitals on Feb. 6. On Feb. 27, Deschamps made his NHL debut with the Caps.

“My family was happy,” Deschamps said. “I was happy.

“It was a good experience for me. The first game I was a little nervous. It was a little different. After that, I think I adjusted and I played well. It was easy with those guys up there. They helped me a lot.”

Deschamps produced 0-0-0 in three games with the Caps before being reassigned to Hershey on Tuesday.

The winger was absent from Hershey's lineup for the past three games, but he is slated to play Friday night at Norfolk as the Bears try to end a six-game winless streak. 

“Hopefully, now that I'm back here I can help the guys get back on the winning side,” said Deschamps, who ranks No. 4 in team scoring (13-16-29).

Along with euphoria, each roommate expressed a bit of disbelief at news of the other's recall.

“At first, when I told him I was getting called up, he couldn't believe it,” Brouillette said. “He was like, 'Don't lie to me.' When he told me that two-and-a-half, three weeks later, it was like, 'Well, don't mess with me.'”

Defenseman Brouillette played two games for the Caps, recording his first NHL point in his first game and his first NHL goal in his second.

He said he learned that Deschamps was getting his NHL chance the day the Bears traveled to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton for a Feb. 25 game. Games at WBS call for an up-and-back bus trip with no overnight hotel stay.

“We woke up from our nap heading to Wilkes and he's like, 'Well, I've got to bring a suitcase,'” Brouillette said. “I'm like, 'What are you talking about?' He said, 'Yeah, I'm probably going [to Washington] after the game.'

“It was almost like you can't stop breathing. It was awesome.”

NOTEBOOK

Alex Grant has been Norfolk's leading scorer in the season series against Hershey, producing 2-2-4 in three games. But the defenseman was traded from the Anaheim Ducks organization to the Ottawa Senators organization on Wednesday in exchange for forward Andre Petersson. Grant was assigned to the Binghamton Senators and Petersson, who produced 2-3-5 in seven games for Binghamton against Hershey, was assigned to Norfolk. “I think that kid [Petersson] gives them some speed down there up front,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “They lose Grant, who was a power play guy for them, but they add some speed up front with some skill.”

Anaheim recalled Rickard Rackell (14-23-37), tied for Norfolk's scoring lead, on Thursday.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
The Hershey Bears have 19 games remaining in the regular season, but Julien Brouillette can only play in nine of them to avoid becoming an AHL roster veteran in 2014-15.

For the defenseman, his on-ice duties trump off-ice considerations.

“It wasn't something I'm actually paying attention to right now,” Brouillette said. “The team's in the playoff race now. As of now, two games in Norfolk, and we need to get back on that winning track.”

Under AHL rules, a player is deemed a veteran if he has played more than 260 games in the NHL, AHL or any European elite league.

In their 18-man game lineups, AHL teams are allowed to dress five players who come into a season having played more than 260 games. In addition, there is a provision that allows teams to dress up to six if one of the veterans has played no more than 320 games.

Goalies are exempt from the calculation.

In broad strokes, non-veterans are more marketable than veterans as free agents because they don't count against lineup limits.

Brouillette, scheduled to become an unrestricted free agent this summer, has played 251 games.

Bears centerman Peter LeBlanc, who has played 253 games, is in a similar situation. He is scheduled to become a restricted free agent this summer. 

“That might be something I want to think about going forward, for sure,” LeBlanc said.

Last season, the Bears monitored the games played by Ryan Stoa and Patrick Wellar to keep them under 261 and in non-veteran status for 2013-14.

“We have some tough decisions going forward,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said.

Right now, the Bears are in the thick of a close Eastern Conference playoff race. The top eight make the playoffs and Hershey is in ninth place.

“I know Bru we've talked to, but I think the situation we're in we have to win hockey games,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “This conference, as I've been saying for a while, is so tight that we can't be maybe looking at next year. We've got to look at what's going on right now.”
In two seasons as head coach of the Norfolk Admirals and one as associate coach, Mike Haviland spent plenty of time in the home locker room at Norfolk Scope.

The head coach of the Hershey Bears hasn't been inside the visitor's locker room since 1999-2000, the last time the city was home to an ECHL franchise.

This weekend, Haviland will get a chance to see if there's a fresh paint job and whether former Bears agitator Louis Robitaille, who bedeviled his Admirals during a 2005-06 playoff series, left his initials in the woodwork.

“It was always a great place to go into and I got treated very, very well there by the fans,” Haviland said Thursday. “It will be fun to go down there, but it's a business trip. We need to have a really good weekend here. The guys know it.”

Hershey's first visit to Norfolk this season comes at a critical time and features two teams currently going in opposite directions.

The Bears are mired in a six-game winless streak that has dropped them to ninth place in the Eastern Conference and out of playoff position. 

The Ads, who had a four-game winning streak ended by Charlotte Tuesday night, have gone 6-3-0-0 in their last nine and climbed into a share of first place in the East Division.

But Hershey is still within five points of Norfolk. A pair of regulation wins Friday night and Saturday night would cut the deficit to one point.

“It's the biggest weekend of the year so far,” Bears winger Nicolas Deschamps said. “We've got to win both games to set ourselves up for playoffs and get back into the winning side. It's a good test for us. They're a good team and they're doing well lately.”

Defense and goaltending, headlined by John Gibson, are Norfolk's hallmarks. The Admirals have allowed the fewest goals in the Eastern Conference and the second-fewest in the AHL (142), while the Bears have been held to two or fewer goals four times during the current skid.

“They're a detailed team,” Bears forward Peter LeBlanc said. “They keep things pretty simple. They're good in their own end.

“Kind of a Wilkes-Barre-type thing where they don't give you much, but when you get your chances you've got to make sure you capitalize on them.”

The Bears are going to have to be road warriors heading into the home stretch of 2013-14. Thirteen of their final 19 games will be away from Giant Center.

“We have to be way better on the road,” said Haviland, whose club has gone 10-12-2-1 on the road. 

“In this little stretch here, we're going to have to get back to our identity and play a simple road-hard hockey game. Simple is going to be the word. Nothing flashy for us.”

NOTEBOOK

The Bears departed Hershey Thursday morning and were scheduled to practice in Norfolk.

Chris Brown, acquired in a Tuesday trade, still hasn't physically joined the Bears. The Washington Capitals formally recalled the winger from Hershey Thursday. He is expected to play for the Caps Thursday night at Boston, but it's possible he could still rendezvous with Hershey in Norfolk.

Goalie Philipp Grubauer, reassigned by Washington after replacing Braden Holtby in Wednesday night's loss at Philadelphia, rejoined the Bears in time to make the trip to Norfolk.

Dane Byers was named Hershey's player of the month for February and received a watch from Leitzel's Jewelry.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
The Hershey Bears have missed Cameron Schilling, who has been sidelined the past six games with an upper body injury.

The defenseman has been cleared to return to action, but he is slated to do it for the Washington Capitals.

Washington announced Schilling's recall Thursday. With defenseman John Erskine sidelined, Schilling is expected to make his 2013-14 Caps debut Thursday night at Boston.

Hershey has gone 0-5-0-1 with Schilling out of the lineup and allowed an average of 4.7 goals per game during that span.

The Bears departed Thursday for games at Norfolk Friday night and Saturday night. It is possible Schilling could play for the Caps Thursday night and then rendezvous with the Bears in Virginia.

Schilling ranks No. 2 in plus-minus for Hershey (plus-13) behind Tyson Strachan (plus-15), his partner on Hershey's top defensive pair. The 25-year-old made his NHL debut with Washington last season.
As a member of the Washington Capitals organization, Michal Neuvirth established an indelible legacy with the Hershey Bears by backstopping the club to Calder Cups in 2008-09 and 2009-10.

The goalie's Washington tenure ended Wednesday when the Caps traded him, along with defenseman Rostislav Klesla, to the Buffalo Sabres in exchange for goalie Jaroslav Halak and a 2015 third-round draft pick.

The way Neuvirth's departure materialized – with no net loss in goalies for the organization – worked to Hershey's benefit because Philipp Grubauer will remain in an AHL depth spot.

Grubauer was recalled from Hershey to back up Braden Holtby for Wednesday night's game at Philadelphia, but he is expected to return when Halak joins the Caps.

“Possibly they've improved their goaltending because of the success Halak's had in the past,” Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said. “It settles down that we keep Grubauer and [David] Leggio, our two goaltenders.”

When he was with the Montreal Canadiens, Halak derailed the Stanley Cup hopes of Washington, which won 54 regular-season games, with a first-round playoff upset in 2009-10. On March 1, Buffalo acquired Halak in a deal that sent Ryan Miller to the St. Louis Blues.

The Caps did not make paper transaction reassignments of defensemen Dmitry Orlov and Connor Carrick to make them eligible to play for Hershey again in the 2013-14 season. To be eligible, an NHL player had to be on an AHL roster at Wednesday's 3 p.m. NHL trade deadline.

Orlov has 10 games of Calder Cup playoff experience with Hershey. Rookie Carrick has no pro playoff experience and won't get any this season if the Caps don't make the playoffs.

“We certainly would have been happy to have Connor Carrick be a part of our roster,” Yingst said. “The decision was made that he spent most of the year in Washington, so he stays there.”

The addition of Klesla, acquired in a Tuesday Caps trade that sent Martin Erat to the Phoenix Coyotes, put Hershey's veteran roster count at seven, two more than the five allowed to dress for games. His quick departure put the Bears back to the six they have carried most of the season.

Winger Chris Brown, ticketed for Hershey, also was acquired from Phoenix in the Erat deal. The AHL's trade deadline is March 12.

“After the [NHL] trade deadline, we potentially gain one very good quality forward [Brown] with potentially more yet to come,” Yingst said. “We have one week yet.

“We got the forward that we were going after. I'd still like to look for one more forward and potentially a power play defenseman.”

NOTEBOOK

In addition to Grubauer, the Caps recalled centerman Ryan Stoa. Both recalls were made after 3 p.m., so they are eligible to return to Hershey.

Buffalo also traded former Bears forward Cody McCormick to Minnesota. Detroit traded forward Patrick Eaves, son of former Bears head coach Mike Eaves, to Nashville.

Neuvirth made a Dec. 14 conditioning start for Hershey. He made 33 saves in a 7-4 win over the Binghamton Senators at Giant Center.

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Hershey Bears winger Garrett Mitchell was appearing at a Defend the Kids charity event Tuesday night in Camp Hill when a well-wisher stunned him.

“A fan came up to me and said, 'Hey, good luck in Phoenix,'” Mitchell said Wednesday. “I'm like, what?!”

Mitchell was without his own cell phone, which was being recharged. The fan showed him media reports on Twitter that said he'd been included in a Washington Capitals trade that sent Martin Erat to the Phoenix Coyotes.

“I was like, 'That's news to me. I don't know anything more than what you're telling me right now.'” Mitchell said. “Obviously, for me it was a shock. I'm like, holy smokes! I kind of walked around looking for somebody to ask what was going on.”

A few minutes later, though, the Caps formally announced details of the deal and Mitchell quickly got the correct word.

It was Bears winger John Mitchell -- not Garrett Mitchell -- exiting Hershey for the Phoenix organization.

“It was a little bit of a heart-stopper,” Mitchell said.

“It's always sad to see a guy in Mitchy leave. At the same time, hopefully, he gets a good opportunity in that organization. I'm glad it wasn't me. At the same time, it's a little bittersweet when you see a guy leave.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland said he was unaware of the trade misadventure until Mitchell told him about it Wednesday. Haviland said he was informed about the trade details before it was announced and knew all along it was John Mitchell being included in the deal.

“For him,” Haviland said, “I'm sure it was scary.”

Mitchell said his Twitter feed blew up with reaction. He said his wife, Talita, fortunately remained unaware of the “trade.”

“Thank God she didn't see anything,” he said. “I'm sure she had a bunch of missed calls.”

Mitchell is recovering from shoulder surgery and was briefly confused as to how he could be involved in a trade while rehabilitating an injury.

“It's kind of exciting this whole time of year,” Mitchell said. “When your name's thrown around, it kind of got me in the gut.

“It was kind of a crazy few minutes. Even in junior, I never had to go through any sort of trade or anything like that. For every hockey player, this time of year is a busy time. You kind of walk on eggshells because you never know.”

NOTEBOOK

Cameron Schilling (upper body), who has missed the last six games, fully participated in practice Wednesday at Hersheypark Arena. “He's had two good days of practice here,” Haviland said. “It's another good sign for us. We've really missed him.”

Michael Latta got practice off for maintenance, Haviland said. Ryan Stoa departed early for the same reason, Haviland said.

Haviland was ejected from Sunday's loss to Charlotte. “I'm sure I'll get a fine,” he said. “It is what it is. You've got to move on. Certainly don't want to be doing that.”

ON TWITTER: @timleone
Mike Haviland wasn't wearing a holster Wednesday as he awaited the arrival of newly acquired Chris Brown and Rostislav Klesla, but he did recite a line that would work in a movie western.

“Until you get the whites of their eyes,” Hershey Bears head coach Haviland said, “then you kind of go from there.”

The Bears practiced at Hersheypark Arena without the duo, ticketed to report to Hershey. Haviland said he was awaiting advisement on when they would join the team.

Winger Brown and defenseman Klesla were acquired Tuesday in a trade by the Washington Capitals that sent Martin Erat to the Phoenix Coyotes.

Brown, who led the Portland Pirates in goals last season (29-18-47) as a rookie and has produced 14-21-35 in 51 games this season, adds a top-six forward to Hershey's mix.

“Brown, I've heard a lot of good things about,” Haviland said. “I've talked to some people that I know. A lot of people say a lot of good things about him.

“He's certainly had some pretty decent numbers in two years at this level and certainly has the potential to play in the National Hockey League.”

Bears winger Joel Rechlicz played with Brown last season in Portland.

“He's a great player,” Rechlicz said. “He's a great teammate. He plays tough. He's got a lot of skill. He's going to be a huge addition to the team. He's great off the ice, too. One of the best teammates I've ever had.”

The NHL trade deadline doesn't come until 3 p.m. Wednesday and the AHL trade deadline is March 12. But, for the moment, Klesla's addition gives Hershey two more veterans than they are allowed to dress in games.

“If Klesla gets sent here, then he does and we have to deal with it if nobody else gets moved,” Haviland said.

“That's part of the game for all of us at this level. Guys have to understand that and we're going to have to make it work if they don't move anybody.”

Winger John Mitchell, who has played just two of the last 23 games, exited the Bears in the Erat deal and is ticketed to join Portland.

“Maybe he gets an opportunity,” Haviland said. “I think he kind of got caught up in numbers around here. I wish him the best. He was a good pro.”

Trade deadlines make things uncertain for coaches and players, but Haviland said they are entertaining.

“I like it,” he said. “It's fun to watch the ticker and see who's going to get moved and who wins out on deals and who doesn't.

“You see at our level who gets moved and who gets better.”
With Wednesday’s NHL trading deadline approaching, the Hershey Bears’ roster got a tweak Tuesday night with the Washington Capitals’ second deal of the day.

Washington traded underachieving right winger Martin Erat and Hershey left winger John Mitchell to the Phoenix Coyotes for right winger Chris Brown, defenseman Rostislav "Rusty" Klesla and a fourth-round pick in the 2015 NHL Draft.

Brown and Klesla – once the fourth overall choice in his draft year – have been assigned to Hershey. Earlier in the day, the Caps acquired left winger Dustin Penner for a 2014 fourth-round choice, and they might not be done dealing yet.

Brown, 23, has 14 goals, 21 assists and 68 penalty minutes in 51 games for the AHL’s Portland Pirates this season. He also has 17 penalty minutes to show for six NHL games with the Coyotes.

The 6-foot-2, 215-pound forward was born in Texas and attended the University of Michigan before being drafted 36th overall by Phoenix in 2009. Last season, he led the Pirates and all AHL rookies with 29 goals and was tied for third in the league overall with 14 power-play goals.

“We think he has the potential to be a top-six forward in Hershey,” Bears president and general manager Doug Yingst said Tuesday night. “Chris has good speed, skill and some size, too.

Rostislav Klesla
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Defenseman Rostislav Klesla knocks Philadelphia Flyers forward Wayne Simmonds to the ice during a game earlier this season in Glendale, Ariz. Klesla, a defensive-minded defenseman, was traded by the Phoenix Coyotes to the Washington Capitals on Tuesday night and was assigned to the AHL's Hershey Bears.

AP Photo / Ross D. Franklin

“With him arriving in this trade, it gives our team more speed up front and he possesses a natural scoring touch.”

The 31-year-old Klesla had a goal, three assists and 24 penalty minutes in 25 games with Phoenix this season plus three goals, six assists and 16 penalty minutes in 21 AHL games with Portland.

The 6-foot-3, 215-pound stay-at-home defender has 659 career games of NHL experience with the Coyotes and Columbus Blue Jackets, who took him fourth overall in the 2000 NHL Draft. He has 48 goals and 111 assists in that span.

His acquisition gives Hershey seven players with more than 260 career games of experience in the NHL, AHL and European elite leagues. AHL rules stipulate only five such players can suit up for each game, so two will be forced to sit out as healthy scratches pending further roster movement.

Mitchell, 27, arrived in the Sept. 28 trade that sent former Hershey center Mathieu Perreault to Anaheim. Oddly enough, the fourth-round pick Washington acquired along with Mitchell in the Perreault trade was sent back to Anaheim earlier Tuesday in the Penner deal.

“John’s arrival in Hershey as part of that [Perreault] deal was unexpected,” Yingst said, not long after informing Mitchell he was moving on again. “John became a very good penalty killer for us.

“More than anything, though, he was a victim of numbers here. We have 26 healthy bodies and he didn’t play very much. With fewer bodies, we would have been very interested in keeping him for the future, but this trade gives him a chance to play regularly [for Portland] and he deserves to be playing.”

Hershey Bears lose 5-1 to the Binghamton Senators

View full size

John Mitchell goes hard to the net Binghamton Senators goalie Andrew Hammond during a game earlier this season at Giant Center. The Hershey Bears forward was traded by the Washington Capitals to the Phoenix Coyotes on Tuesday night.

Paul Chaplin | pchaplin@pennlive.com

Mitchell was tied for Hershey’s team lead with two short-handed goals. In all, he appeared in just 20 of the team’s 57 games this season, contributing three goals, three assists and 18 penalty minutes.

Acquired in a deal for former Washington first-round pick Filip Forsberg at last year’s trade deadline, the 32-year-old Erat had just one goal and 23 assists in 53 games for the Caps this season.

NHL player personnel departments were busy Tuesday, with plenty of deals being announced well in advance of Wednesday’s 3 p.m. deadline. It’s only the beginning, Yingst predicted.

“There’s lots of talk going on,” Yingst said, adding that AHL rosters don’t have to be finalized for another week. “I think there will be quite a few more deals yet to come.”
Nearly eight years ago, Dustin Penner scored two goals against the Hershey Bears in what many consider one of the most exciting playoff games in franchise history. On Tuesday, the forward was dealt to Hershey’s NHL affiliate.

In advance of Wednesday’s 3p.m. NHL trading deadline, the Washington Capitals acquired Penner from the Anaheim Ducks in exchange for a fourth-round pick in the 2014 NHL draft, putting him on the same team as defenseman Mike Green and forwards Eric Fehr and Brooks Laich.

All four played critical roles in Game 7 of the AHL’s Eastern Conference finals on May 30, 2006. That night at Giant Center, Penner – assigned to the minors by the Ducks along with Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry – had two goals for the Portland Pirates. Penner’s second score snapped a 3-3 deadlock, and the Pirates led the Bears late in regulation before Graham Mink’s goal with 2:09 remaining forced overtime.

Fehr’s second goal of the game at 9:07 of extra time gave the Bears a 5-4 victory and sent the Bears to the Calder Cup finals, where they beat the Milwaukee Admirals for the title in six games. Green had a goal and an assist in Game 7 vs. Portland. Laich assisted on Fehr’s OT winner.

The 31-year-old Penner is a 10-year NHL veteran, who also has spent time with the Los Angeles Kings and Edmonton Oilers. He won Stanley Cup rings with the Ducks (2007) and Kings (2012).

Standing 6-foot-4 and weighing 247 pounds, Penner provides Washington with some needed size up front. He’s expected to make his debut for the Caps on Wednesday night on the road against the Philadelphia Flyers, wearing uniform No. 17.

In 571 career regular-season NHL games, Penner has 150 goals, 157 assists and 352 penalty minutes. Additionally, he has 35 points (13 goals, 22 assists) and 58 penalty minutes in 78 career postseason games.

This season with Anaheim in 49 games, Penner has 13 goals, 19 assists and 28 penalty minutes.

The draft pick the Caps used to acquire him Tuesday from the Ducks originally belonged to Anaheim. Washington received it as part of a Sept. 28, 2013 trade, when former Bears forward Mathieu Perreault was reunited with Ducks head coach Bruce Boudreau and assistant coach Bob Woods, two of his former coaches in the Washington/Hershey organization.
Nicolas Deschamps’ first stay in the NHL ended Tuesday when the Washington Capitals reassigned the left winger to the AHL’s Hershey Bears.

The 24-year-old Deschamps played three games for Washington after being recalled from Hershey on Feb. 26 and did not register a point.

Perhaps his return can help pull the Bears out of their six-game winless skid. Deschamps ranks fourth among Hershey players this season in points (29) and goals (13) and sits fifth in assists (16). The team lost all three games Deschamps missed during his time in Washington and was outscored by a combined 12-5 margin.

The Bears are off until Friday night, when they play the first of back-to-back games against the Norfolk Admirals in Norfolk, Va. Both games will be televised by WHTM-TV and can be seen over the air on RTV Channel 27.2, Comcast Ch. 246, Verizon FiOS Ch. 461, Blue Ridge Cable Ch. 152 and Kuhn Communications Ch. 67.
A four-game winning streak has lifted the Norfolk Admirals into a tie with the Binghamton Senators for first place in the East Division.

A heavy dose of Norfolk is on the Hershey Bears' agenda. The Bears are scheduled to visit Norfolk Friday night and Saturday night.

Here are five things to watch this week:

1. Scope homecoming. Bears head coach Mike Haviland served as Norfolk's associate coach last season and previously served as the team's head coach. Hershey's first visit to Norfolk Scope this season will mark a return for Haviland.

2. Stecks reunion. Former Bears and Washington Capitals centerman Dave Steckel was on recall to the Anaheim Ducks when Norfolk visited Hershey on Feb. 2. Steckel currently is back on Norfolk's roster.

3. Standings math. Despite a six-game winless streak, the fourth-place Bears still remain within five points of Norfolk, which is scheduled to host Charlotte Tuesday night. A pair of regulation wins would significantly close the gap.

4. Trade deadline. The NHL's trade deadline is scheduled for Wednesday and could affect Hershey's roster.

5. Literally watch. Both games at Norfolk are scheduled to be televised in conjunction with WHTM-TV. The broadcasts will be available on WHTM-TV's RTV Channel 27.2, Comcast Channel 246, Verizon Fios Channel 461, Blue Ridge Cable Channel 152 and Kuhn Communications Channel 67.
Bulldogs send Heat down to defeat for 10th time in last 11 games

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 20, 2014 10:00 AM 

Updated: March 20, 2014 10:25 AM     

The Abbotsford Heat let an early lead slip away on Wednesday evening, as they opened a six-game road trip with a 3-1 loss to the Hamilton Bulldogs.

Defenceman Chris Breen staked the Heat to a 1-0 lead at the 8:56 mark of the first period, jumping into the play and wristing a shot from the slot past Bulldogs goalie Dustin Tokarski. Corey Locke and Sven Baertschi picked up assists on the play.

But Hamilton otherwise dominated the opening frame, out-shooting the Heat 16-6, and they got on the board with 2:05 to go before the intermission when Mike Blunden took advantage of a turnover and beat Abby goalie Aaron Dell.

Christian Thomas gave the Bulldogs their first lead midway through the second period, and Gabriel Dumont scored on a third-period penalty shot after being hauled down on a breakaway.

Dell picked up third star honours after keeping Abbotsford in the game despite being out-shot 39-28.

Baertschi, making his return to the lineup after missing four games due to an unspecified injury, extended his points streak to five games with his assist on Breen's goal.

It was the 10th loss in 11 games for the Heat (34-23-7, 75 points), who were first in the Western Conference less than a month ago but have slid to fifth since their roster was decimated by recalls and injuries around the NHL trade deadline. With 12 games to go in the regular season, they've got a nine-point cushion on the ninth-place Oklahoma City Barons – the top eight teams in the conference make the playoffs.

The Heat and Bulldogs (27-30-5) renew hostilities on Saturday (4 p.m. Pacific time), and Abbotsford visits the Toronto Marlies on Sunday (11:30 a.m. Pacific).
Slow-starting Heat snuffed by Comets, fall 3-1 to Canucks affiliate

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 15, 2014 11:00 PM 

Updated: March 15, 2014 11:19 PM     

Ex-Abbotsford Heat forward Colin Stuart scored twice and Joacim Eriksson turned in an outstanding 38-save performance as the Utica Comets knocked off the Heat 3-1 on Saturday at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

The Vancouver Canucks affiliate beat the Heat for the seventh time in 10 head-to-head meetings this season, leaving the hosts to bemoan what might have been after a lacklustre start to the game.

Abbotsford had four consecutive power plays in quick succession in the first period, and failed not only to score, but to generate much in the way of good looks at the Utica goal.

That left the door open for the Comets, who salvaged a split of the two-game weekend set at the AESC. The Heat had won 3-1 on Friday.

"I was happy with maybe the 39 shots, but it's the way we started the game," Abby head coach Troy Ward said. "We just didn't shoot to score a lot, and I thought our special players weren't special early.

"My only big problem with our power play in the first period was, there was no intent to score. There was a lot of passing.

"Until we start to learn to shoot, we're going to have our issues with winning."

In the wake of the Heat's toothless power-play performance in the opening frame, Utica's Brandon DeFazio opened the scoring at 8:47 of the second on a fortuitous bounce. The rebound off Yann Sauve's initial shot caromed to DeFazio at the far side of the cage, and he whipped a sharp-angle shot past Heat goalie Olivier Roy, who was moving left-to-right and couldn't get across in time.

Stuart made it 2-0 at 15:25 of the middle stanza, collecting an off-the-boards bank pass from Alex Friesen on the rush and beating Roy with a five-hole wrist shot.

He notched his second of the game early in the third, firing a shot through a screen that found its way past Roy.

Eriksson, meanwhile, was bedevilling the Heat at the other end. He did his best work in the second period, when the Abbotsford line of Max Reinhart, Corey Locke and Josh Jooris put together a handful of dangerous shifts in succession.

Locke had a great look from in tight, but Eriksson kicked out the right pad to stymie him. Shortly thereafter, Reinhart found himself alone to the left of the Comets goalie courtesy a nice feed from Locke behind the net, but Eriksson made a glove save.

The Heat derailed Eriksson's shutout bid with 7:20 to go in the third period during an extended two-man advantage, as Ben Street hammered home a one-timer off a pass from Locke.

But the Comets kept them at bay from there to get back to the .500 mark (27-27-7, 61 points). Abbotsford fell to 34-22-7 for 75 points, good for fifth in the AHL's Western Conference.

“We didn’t score early in the game and that maybe took the momentum away,” said Heat defenceman Chad Billins. “It’s a work in progress. We’ve got some different personnel in there. We’ve got to start converting."

Street's third-period goal could be a silver lining for the Heat – the team's top scorer could use the confidence boost, having registered just one goal and one assist over the previous six games to go with a minus-8 rating.

"He's having a really tough stretch," Ward said of Street. "He's playing minutes beyond what he's usually capable of playing. Does he want to play those minutes? Yes – any good player wants to play those minutes.

"It's important that a Ben Street or a Corey Locke or a Max Reinhart, certain guys that we're going to turn to right now, that they get their goals and their confidence stays high."

Locke probably needs a goal even more than Street did. The veteran centre has been a productive playmaker for Abbotsford, with 14 assists in 18 games since coming over in a trade from the Chicago Wolves in late January. But he's still looking for his first goal as a member of the Heat, and his exasperation is palpable.

“It’s frustrating,” said Locke. “I’ve been getting looks but can’t find a way to get the puck behind that goal line. It cost a goal today. I stayed out to try and score, extending a shift, and they go back and score that second goal. That’s unacceptable.”

Stuart, who suited up for the Heat during their inaugural 2009-10 season, savoured a strong showing his return to Abbotsford.

“It’s still neat coming here,” said Stuart, who serves as Comets captain. “And not just the arena, but the city itself. It’s interesting to see how things have changed around town. And obviously I was here in the inaugural season so there was a lot going on, so that makes it special too.”

Picking up first star honours was Eriksson, whose recent play garnered post-game praise from Comets coach Travis Green.

“He was good the whole game,” said Green. “I liked him last night and really liked him for the last three months. He’s been real solid for us. He had a tough start to the year but he’s starting to develop."

ICE CHIPS:

• Sven Baertschi, sidelined the last four games with what Ward termed a "mid-body" injury, took warm-up on Saturday but did not play. Ward said the winger could have potentially played, but it was decided they didn't want to rush him. Baertschi is expected back on Wednesday when the Heat open a six-game road trip against the Hamilton Bulldogs.

• Ward suggested that forward Blair Jones, who missed both weekend games with multiple unspecified injuries, may not travel with the team on the road trip.

Heat beat Canucks affiliate to snap eight-game losing skid

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 14, 2014 11:00 PM 
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The Abbotsford Heat's eight-game losing streak is history, and a pair of unusual suspects led the way.

Goalie Olivier Roy, who got the hook in his last two starts, was outstanding on Friday evening, turning aside 26 of 27 shots in the Heat's 3-1 victory over the Utica Comets.

The winning goal was supplied by Brendan Connolly, a mid-week call-up from the ECHL who notched his first career AHL goal with 12 seconds remaining in the second period.

The victory not only snapped the Heat's recent run of futility, it also ended a six-game losing skid against the Comets. The Vancouver Canucks' affiliate has given Abbotsford fits this season, having won the last six head-to-head match-ups.

“It’s huge,” Roy said, reflecting on the significance of the result. “We’ve been having a rough stretch lately, especially against Utica, who came in here before and stole games. They play hard and never quit. We tried to match their intensity today and we did a good job of keeping it in their zone.”

The Heat's recent losing streak has dovetailed with a rash of NHL recalls and injuries. The likes of Markus Granlund, Corban Knight and Joni Ortio are currently up with the NHL parent Calgary Flames, while Sven Baertschi and Blair Jones headline the group of players in the sick bay.

The personnel situation got so bad last Sunday that Heat head coach Troy Ward ended up playing three defencemen out of position at forward during a loss to the Chicago Wolves.

Abbotsford got some relief this week, as Max Reinhart returned from the Calgary Flames and Connolly and Tim Miller (acquired for future considerations from the San Antonio Rampage) were also added to the forward corps.

But by and large, it was still a patchwork lineup that took to the ice on Friday, which made the victory all the more impressive and meaningful.

"For this group to win, that's important, because I don't know if the group's really going to change that much," Ward said. "We'd be banking on something to happen in Calgary, if they were to get healthy or things like that. We don't have any time to wait for that. This is the group we have right now, and we have to understand that."

Josh Jooris opened the scoring for the Heat on a power play at 12:25 of the first period, backhanding a feed from Reinhart past Comets goalie Joacim Eriksson for his 10th of the season.

Abby dominated the second, out-shooting Utica 16-7, but it took until the waning seconds for Connolly to sneak a shot past Eriksson, who was outstanding in the frame. After Eriksson denied Derek Smith and then Corey Locke on the rebound, the puck caromed over to Connolly, and he swatted it into a wide-open net.

"It’s definitely nice to get the first one,” said Connolly, who has been a prolific scorer at the ECHL level but hadn't scored in 18 previous AHL games.

“That net didn’t look too big when I was shooting that puck, so when I saw it go in it was definitely a good feeling.”

The only puck that got past Roy was actually a bank shot by Utica's Alex Grenier off Heat centre Ben Street during a power play at 8:33 of the third.

But Smith, into an empty net with 28 seconds remaining, rounded out the scoring to clinch Abbotsford's first win since Feb. 21 at the Milwaukee Admirals.

The Heat's last six losses had come over a compressed nine-day stretch, and Ward felt that having four full days between games did his team good.

"I just thought it was critical that we had good energy, and the energy would hopefully transfer into something more manageable than what we've played like of late," he said.

A big part of that energy came from Connolly, who earned a promotion from the fourth line to the second unit with Street and Brett Olson early in the second period and stayed there for the duration of the game.

"Brendan, I thought, had really great legs in the first . . . but he only got three shifts," Ward explained. "I thought he was playing more like a thoroughbred, like we want to play. We want to play fast, and Trupper (Evan Trupp, who started on the second line) wasn't necessarily playing poorly, in my opinion, he just didn't have the energy in his legs. So I made the switch.

"He got a big goal, so it worked out for us."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat (34-21-7, 75 points) and Comets (26-27-7, 59 points) renew hostilities on Saturday (7 p.m., AESC).

• The Heat signed Brown University forward Garnet Hathaway to an AHL contract on Friday morning.
Versatile Olson does it all for Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 13, 2014 3:00 PM 

Updated: March 13, 2014 3:16 PM     

Brett Olson can tend to fly under the radar in terms of his contributions to the Abbotsford Heat.

He doesn’t boast the blue-chip prospect pedigree of a Sven Baertschi, a Markus Granlund or a Max Reinhart.

He doesn’t score at a point-per-game pace like fellow 26-year-olds Ben Street or Blair Jones – his offensive numbers (11 goals and 25 assists in 60 games) are good, but not jaw-dropping.

And unlike all of the aforementioned players, he doesn’t have an NHL contract – he attended Heat training camp in the fall of 2012 on a tryout basis and has played his way into AHL contracts each of the last two seasons.

But when head coach Troy Ward looks down his bench for a forward to send out in a key situation, his gaze often settles on the versatile Olson, who can play all three forward spots with some offensive bite while maintaining a conscientious posture defensively.

“He’s just a real useful tool to have,” Ward said. “He can play top six, he can play bottom six. He can play on the power play, he can play on the penalty Kill. Plus he’s a good pro – he trains hard, and he’s good off the ice.

“He’s been an overachiever his whole life.”

Ward is highly qualified to make that statement, as he’s been keeping tabs on Olson dating back to his junior hockey days with the Waterloo (Iowa) Black Hawks of the USHL.

Ward served as a scout and advisor for the Black Hawks, who are coached by his friend P.K. O’Handley, and also helped out at several hockey camps Olson was working at.

He’s watched Olson work for everything he’s gotten in the hockey world – most significantly, overcoming a shattered hand and a torn MCL during his junior season with the NCAA’s Michigan Tech Huskies to return and lead the team in scoring as a senior.

“I was never a slotted guy, knowing exactly where I was going to end up (each season),” Olson said, reflecting on his rise through the ranks. “I took a few extra years as an overager in junior before finding my way to college. Then it took me a couple years to fit in there.

“Usually for me, the first year (at a new level of hockey) is a feeling-out year, a learning-curve kind of mentality. Then I just try to take what I learn from the first year and excel from there.”

Olson’s AHL tenure has followed that very pattern.

His graduation from Michigan Tech in 2012 coincided with the NHL lockout, which meant pro hockey jobs were scarce. Against all odds, he managed to stick with the Heat out of training camp, and had a solid start to the season, registering 10 points in his first 18 games.

But while he maintained a role as a key penalty-killer and two-way presence, his point production slowed to a trickle – he posted just eight points in 52 games the rest of the way.

This season, he’s already doubled his point total (18 to 36) in 10 fewer games. And save for a 13-game pointless stretch bridging December and January, he’s been an offensive threat on a night-to-night basis.

“In general, he’s just been way more consistent,” Ward said. “Going through your first pro season, there are ups and downs, and mental things that make you tired. I think, in his second year in Abby, he’s learned to manage his life as a pro.”

Olson attributes his increased production to his linemates, which, given his versatility, has encompassed most of the forwards on the roster at different points of the season.

The Heat have had a talented group up front for the bulk of the campaign, but over the last few weeks, they’ve been decimated by injuries and NHL recalls, robbing them of the likes of Granlund, Reinhart and Baertschi.

That’s thrust Olson to the forefront to an even greater extent, and he’s excelled, notching 15 points in his last 18 games. He’s been swimming against the current, though, as the depleted Heat are on an eight-game losing streak.

“That type of stuff happens in the AHL – it’s a developmental league,” noted Olson, whose +10 rating is tops among players currently with the Heat. “The good thing is, there’s still time before the end of the season where we can get our group of guys back before the playoffs and get our winning edge back.

“We don’t have that panicked feeling right now.”

Ward believes that Olson has done enough to earn an NHL two-way contract for next season – whether an offer actually materializes, be it from the Calgary Flames or another organization, remains to be seen.

Olson, for his part, isn’t about to take anything for granted, nor will he be distracted thinking about the future.

“It’s something that you’re conscious about, but at the same time, it’s something that can stay in the back of your mind,” he said. “The season is what we need to focus on.

“We feel we have something special here (with the Heat).”

Wolves goalie Climie sparkles as Heat losing streak hits eight games

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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3D is generally a good thing at the movie theatre.

But playing three D out of position at forward is not typically a recipe for success in pro hockey.

That's precisely the predicament the Abbotsford Heat found themselves in on Sunday afternoon. Decimated by injuries and NHL recalls, the AHL club dressed nine defencemen against the Chicago Wolves, with three of them playing up front.

They lost by a 4-1 count at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre – hardly a stunning outcome given the circumstances. But the hosts actually acquitted themselves rather well despite the makeshift lineup.

The Heat out-shot the Wolves 29-19 and generated a boatload of high-quality scoring chances in the second and third periods, but Chicago goalie Matt Climie sparkled en route to first star honours.

Abbotsford's goaltending didn't measure up to Climie's standard – Heat starter Olivier Roy got the hook for the second straight night, departing 14 minutes into the first period after surrendering two goals on the Wolves' first three shots.

Backup Aaron Dell stopped 11 of 13 shots after coming on in relief, as the Heat (33-21-7, 73 points) suffered their eighth straight defeat and fell three points back of the Wolves (35-18-6, 76 points) for fourth place in the Western Conference.

Abbotsford head coach Troy Ward, having lost the services of Sven Baertschi and Turner Elson to injury this week and with seven recent members of the Heat up with the Calgary Flames, had the option of dressing eight blueliners instead of nine on Sunday. But he elected to scratch forward Jordan Knackstedt – signed out of the ECHL on Friday – because he preferred to face adversity with the players who have been with the team on a longer-term basis.

"I just felt it was important that our group stayed together during this tough time," he explained. "Knackstedt is only going to be here a few days, and we're hopefully going to get some players back this week from Calgary.

"So come hell or high water, I was going to play nine D today."

The three D up front were Derek Smith, who was in the starting lineup on the left wing with Corey Locke and Josh Jooris, and Kane Lafranchise and Brady Lamb, who skated on the fourth line with Brett Lyon.

The Heat didn't give up much in the way of scoring chances during an exceedingly defensive-minded first period which saw Chicago out-shoot them by a 5-3 margin.

But the Wolves were nothing if not efficient, and got goals from Alex Bolduc and Cody Beach less than three minutes apart to chase Roy.

They gave Dell a rude welcome, too, as Dmitrij Jaskin scored just over two minutes after he entered the game.

The Heat were the better team from that point, and got on the board in the second period courtesy one of their repurposed blueliners. Evan Trupp chipped the puck ahead to Lamb, and he split the defence, caught up to the puck and deftly flicked it over Climie's shoulder.

It was a legitimately sweet offensive play from a stay-at-home blueliner whose experience playing forward is extremely limited.

"I think I played three games of forward when I was 14, and maybe when I was five, I don't know – it's been a long time," Lamb said.

"I've been spending 21 years playing D now, and every single player on the ice is usually in front of me.

"It's a bit of a change there, trying to figure out where everyone is going and trying to get on the same page with my linemates. Lots of guys on the team have been giving me advice here and there, and it's helped."

The Heat had several other terrific looks at Climie, but the Wolves goalie was up to the task. He particularly bedevilled Trupp, who had at least three point-blank chances but was denied each time.

Chicago's Tyler Shattock rounded out the scoring, converting a cross-crease pass from Pat Cannone at 8:38 of the third period.

“(Climie) is a good goalie over there," Trupp said. "I got pretty good setups from my linemates too. He had my number, that’s for sure.

"Being snakebitten is tough because you can’t go into every game thinking ‘I haven’t scored in so many games.' You kind of have to forget about that and keep trying to shoot the puck and eventually the bounces will go my way.

“We don’t want negativity to creep into our locker room, and it’s hard when you’re on a losing slump like this.”

The Heat's effort in defeat drew praise from Wolves coach John Anderson.

"That fourth goal really put a crimp in them a bit and three goals in the first throws you back for a loop a bit," he noted. "But I have to give them credit, they did not quit. They played better than we did tonight, quite honestly. They were a bit more disciplined than us. We need certain guys to come up big for us and Matt Climie was the guy tonight.”

Ward said he's never been in a situation in his coaching career where he's felt compelled to play three defencemen up front.

"If I even go back to the mid-90s when I was in the IHL . . . I remember some weird stuff, but I don't remember ever playing three D up front, one as your starting left wing," he said with a wry chuckle.

"We've played Chicago three times now in the last two weeks, and we've played three of the four games with a minimum of eight D in the lineup."

The Heat, after six games in nine days, have some much-needed time off this week – their next games are Friday and Saturday vs. the Utica Comets, the Vancouver Canucks affiliate (7 p.m. both nights, AESC).

"The biggest thing they are is, we're extremely tired . . . we're literally out of gas," Ward said. "But they're really upbeat, they're pretty good. They're wounded, some guys physically – and mentally a little bit, because they're not getting their goals. But they're doing great.

"I'm truly blessed for the team I have. You wouldn't know in that room that we've lost . . . eight straight.

"We're very mature about our business, very professional, and understand what's at stake."

The boys played hard, but it is not acceptable for an NHL team Flames) to gutt the Heat line-up and expect fans to support a sub-par line-up at the AHL level. Calgary should be more supportive of this franchise knowing they are skating on thin ice already in regards to attendance. With Grand Rapids, Texas and Chicago coming to town-all on lengthy winning streaks along with Utica who has won four in a row and always play the Heat tough, we can ill-afford to field a line-up resembling the ECHL. The Flames are not giving this team much of a chance by calling up Reinhart, Granlund. Hanowski, Knight, Wotherspoon, and both the starting goalie Ortio and back-up MacDonald at the same time. Add the injuries to the top forward who is finally on a roll injured in Sven Baertschi and Elson, it is impossible to challenge these top teams. It almost seems unreasonable to expect success in this market when this happens. My praise remains high for this team and the coaches who work so exceedingly hard to put a great product on the ice. Go Heat GO!!

Heat losing streak hits seven games, Wolves prevail 7-2

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat and Chicago Wolves both unveiled new players in their defensive corps on Saturday evening, and their respective resumés said a lot about the current state of both clubs.

The Wolves – a franchise recently described as "the Yankees of the American League" by Abby head coach Troy Ward due to their financial resources – recently added Joe Corvo, a longtime NHLer who was waived at the trade deadline by the Ottawa Senators. Corvo, who has 708 NHL games under his belt and hadn't played in the AHL since 2005, was in the Chicago lineup on Saturday at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre, and notched a second-period power-play goal.

The Heat, meanwhile, have seen their roster picked clean by the NHL parent Calgary Flames – seven players who were in Abbotsford as recently as two weeks ago suited up in Calgary's 2-1 road loss to the Vancouver Canucks on Saturday evening.

Among the moves to cover those absences was the recall of Zach Davies, late of the ECHL's Alaska Aces. He played his first career AHL game on Saturday. He, unlike Corvo, did not score.

And Chicago, utterly unsurprisingly, won 7-2.

"It's been tough," Heat forward Carter Bancks acknowledged, reflecting on the Heat's recent roster attrition.

"But we can't make excuses. We've got a lot of good guys here, a lot of really good hockey players. The bottom line is, we're kind of shooting ourselves in the foot. We talk about a lot of things like not giving up goals at the end of the period . . . and taking untimely penalties.

"We're doing things kind of the opposite of what we take pride in doing."

The Wolves dominated the first period, out-shooting the Heat 17-8 and building a 2-0 lead on goals by Adam Cracknell and Michael Davies.

The Heat had a nice start to the middle frame, as forward Brett Olson notched a lovely breakaway goal – sent in alone by Kane Lafranchise, he sniped top-corner over the glove of Chicago goalie Jake Allen.

But that was as close as the hosts would get. Wolves centre Pat Cannone potted a hat trick over the latter half of the game, and Corvo and Eric Selleck chipped in with singles.

In the midst of the Chicago outburst, Heat centre Ben Street scored his 22nd of the season, one-timing a feed from Derek Smith.

“It was pretty cool,” Cannone said of his hat trick, adding that he probably hadn't scored three goals in a game since squirt hockey. “I’ve been out for six weeks now so it was just nice to contribute and help out offensively. Getting some goals is always nice.

“We know we have a lot of skill so we if we add the element of hard work we’re pretty tough to beat. We know we have a great goalie back there. He keeps us in games every night.”

Allen picked up the win, turning aside 28 of 30 Abby shots, while Heat keeper Olivier Roy (28 saves on 33 shots) got the hook in favour of recent signee Aaron Dell (six saves on eight shots) in the third period.

It was the seventh loss in a row for Abbotsford (33-20-7, 73 points), which fell behind Chicago (34-18-6, 74 points) for fourth place in the AHL's Western Conference standings.

The Heat took another roster hit as winger Sven Baertschi was unable to play due to an unspecified injury suffered late in Wednesday's 4-3 shootout loss to the Texas Stars. Head coach Troy Ward said it doesn't appear to be a long-term issue, but Baertschi is doubtful to play in Sunday's rematch vs. the Wolves (4 p.m., AESC).

"Right now, we're really trying to survive and fight," Ward said afterward, acknowledging the reality of his team's personnel situation but refusing to offer excuses.

"No panic, no frustration. Fans, media, my parents, they all look at the score. We don't look at the score. We understand where we're at. The score doesn't alter our confidence right now. We just stay with it."

ICE CHIPS:

• Along with Zach Davies – of whom Ward was generally complimentary post-game – Jordan Knackstedt also made his Heat debut on Saturday. Signed on Friday from the ECHL's Bakersfield Condors, the 25-year-old Saskatoon native skated on a line with Corey Locke and Josh Jooris and had a first-period fight with Tyler Shattock after knocking the latter into the side boards.

• Add Heat forward Turner Elson's name to the injury list – he departed in the second period, and his status for Sunday is uncertain at this point.

• The recent Heat players who dressed for the Flames on Saturday included forwards Markus Granlund, Corban Knight, Max Reinhart and Ben Hanowski; defenceman Tyler Wotherspoon; and goalies Joni Ortio and Joey MacDonald.

Wotherspoon, playing his second career NHL game, notched his first point – an assist – and tied for the team lead with five blocked shots.

Gaunce's OT goal lifts Stars past shorthanded Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 06, 2014 10:00 AM 

Updated: March 06, 2014 10:43 AM     

The vast majority of the Abbotsford Heat's elite offensive components were in Calgary on Wednesday evening, the AHL club's roster having been picked clean by recalls on NHL trade deadline day.

The Heat, though, managed to grind out a point against the Western Conference-leading Texas Stars, falling 4-3 in overtime at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Travis Morin of the Stars and Sven Baertschi of the Heat exchanged power-play goals in the first period, but the Heat suffered a letdown over the last 10 minutes of the second period which yielded late goals from Jamie Oleksiak and Scott Glennie to stake the visitors to a 3-1 lead through 40 minutes.

Abbotsford managed to rally, though, as Blair Jones and Brett Olson found the net in the final frame to force OT.

Stars defenceman Cameron Gaunce notched the game-winner – he jumped into the rush and pounced on a rebound off ex-Heat forward Justin Dowling's initial shot.

Heat goalie Olivier Roy took the loss after stopping 27 of 31 shots, while his Texas counterpart Cristopher Nilstorp made 33 saves on 36 shots.

The Stars (35-16-8, 78 points) maintained their grip on first place in the Western Conference, while the Heat (33-19-7, 73 points) sit fourth.

It was Abbotsford's sixth consecutive loss, but given the events of the day, it was an admirable effort. With key contributors like centre Markus Granlund and goalie Joni Ortio already up with the NHL parent Calgary Flames, forwards Max Reinhart, Corban Knight and Ben Hanowski and goalie Joey MacDonald were summoned on Wednesday. Those moves were prompted by the Flames trading away winger Lee Stempniak and goalie Reta Berra on deadline day.

The Heat did get defenceman Derek Smith back from Calgary, but the mass exodus of forwards meant blueliner Brady Lamb was asked to play out of position up front.

"We have a different group it seems like every game, so we have to learn to win with this particular group," Heat head coach Troy Ward noted. "As it changes, that takes a lot of patience.

"We had guys all over the rink that normally don't normally play in those spots, and what a wonderful opportunity," he added, noting that playing well in expanded roles can go a long way towards advancing careers, either with the Flames/Heat or in another organization.

"In life, I told them that it only takes one person to like you. That's all it is. Some of them are still searching for that person off the ice, and some are still searching for that person in the rink. That's the reality of the business, buddy. You're trying to find one person to like you."

It was a big night for the erstwhile Heat players in Calgary – Knight made his NHL debut, Granlund notched his first career NHL goal (assisted by Reinhart) and Ortio earned his first big-league victory in a 4-1 triumph over the Ottawa Senators.

Abbotsford hosts the fifth-place Chicago Wolves (33,18-6, 72 points) on Saturday (7 p.m. start) and Sunday (4 p.m.) at the AESC.

Stars snuff Heat in school day game

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 04, 2014 2:00 PM 

Updated: March 04, 2014 4:16 PM     

Nearly 7,000 screaming middle school students gave the Abbotsford Heat a jolt of energy during a rare morning game, but the Texas Stars weathered a strong start by the hosts and won 3-1.

The defeat extended Abbotsford's losing streak to a season-high five games, and they fell four points back of the Stars for first place in both the West Division and Western Conference standings.

Despite the result, the Heat were very pleased with elements of their performance – they allowed very little by way of scoring chances to the top-scoring team in the Western Conference, and gave the Stars' league-leading power play just one man-advantage opportunity.

The Heat's own offence, though, wasn't able to get much done.

"I thought it was a great game from both sides," said Sven Baertschi, who scored the Heat's lone goal in the first period. "It was up and down, and great speed, too. It was a lot of fun to play today.

"We just couldn't put the puck in. I don't think we had too many great chances – we were on the puck a lot, but in the end, they played some good D."

The official attendance number for the Heat's annual school day game was 6,827, and the energy at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre was terrific. The kids counted down the clock, not only at the end of periods, but also during warm-ups. They did the wave. They knew every lyric to "What Does the Fox Say?"

The red-hot Baertschi gave them another reason to cheer – not that they needed it – by opening the scoring at 15:40 of the first period. The Swiss winger had the puck land on his stick on a broken play and picked the top corner on Stars goalie Jack Campbell, giving him five points (two goals, three assists) in his past three games.

But that was all the offence the Heat would muster, and Stars forward Dustin Jeffrey powered the comeback by snapping a season-long scoring slump. Jeffrey entered Tuesday's game with a grand total of zero goals in 33 games, split nearly evenly between the Pittsburgh Penguins, Dallas Stars and Texas Stars.

He got the monkey off his back with 38.4 seconds left in the first period, parking himself at the top of the crease and tapping in a terrific feed from Brendan Ranford.

Jeffrey made it 2-0 at 8:55 of the second on another sweet look from Ranford – the nephew of former Edmonton Oilers goalie Bill Ranford slipped a drop pass to Jeffrey on the rush, and he one-timed it past Heat keeper Joey MacDonald.

"It's been a difficult year," said Jeffrey, who was claimed off waivers from the Penguins by the Dallas Stars in November. "It's been different experience than I've had before.

"To get these two goals is big. I thought I've been playing pretty well, helping our team in different ways with the penalty kill and whatever they need, so to contribute this way at a 10:30 a.m. game is big."

Brett Ritchie added an insurance marker in the third period on a terrific individual effort. He blocked Chad Billins's shot at the Stars blue line and took off on a breakaway, finishing with a backhander over a sprawling MacDonald.

Ritchie took a boarding penalty with 2:35 left in regulation, and the Heat waved MacDonald over to the bench in favour of an extra attacker. But they weren't able to get anything going offensively.

"It's probably the best game we've played in a couple months," Heat head coach Troy Ward asserted. "Overall, systematically, we just did a lot of really nice things. It was a game of match-ups, and not one match-up was ever missed.

"In general, they (the Stars) were opportunistic. We had a couple of those chances, and we didn't score."

Strength of schedule is certainly a factor in the Heat's losing streak – their last five games have been against the Chicago Wolves, Grand Rapids Griffins and the Stars, who are ranked fourth, second and first in the Western Conference, respectively.

"We're just getting some good hard lessons," Ward said.

"Even though we're losing, there's a lot of good things that are happening. It's just that what's dried up compared to early parts of the year is, we're not getting the goals."

It's an interesting time of year in the pro hockey world, as the NHL trade deadline is on Wednesday. With the Calgary Flames firmly in "sell" mode, it will be interesting to see how the Heat are affected. Even if none of the players on the AHL affiliate are involved in deals, there's a great chance that roster spots could open up in Calgary if/when deals are made.

"Obviously a lot of guys are thinking about it," Abby defenceman Chris Breen said. "But I'm just trying to block it out – it's kind of a distraction if you let it be. You try to ignore it the best you can, and whatever happens, happens."

ICE CHIPS:

• The Heat (33-19-6) and Stars (34-16-8) renew hostilities on Wednesday (7 p.m., AESC).

• Markus Granlund, the erstwhile Heat centre currently on recall with the Calgary Flames, was named AHL rookie of the month on Monday after posting five goals and seven assists for 12 points in 10 games in February.

Reinhart's two goals go for naught as Griffins rally to beat Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: March 01, 2014 10:00 PM 

Updated: March 01, 2014 10:54 PM     

Max Reinhart dominated the first period, but the Grand Rapids Griffins dominated the rest of the game.

Reinhart, the Abbotsford Heat's red-hot sophomore forward, bookended the first period with a pair of goals to stake the hosts to a 2-0 lead at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

But it was all Griffins from there – they out-shot the Heat 32-11 over the last 40 minutes, scoring five unanswered goals along the way in a 5-2 victory.

Pity poor Joey MacDonald – the Heat goalie was seeing his first game action since Jan. 25, having been sidelined by a concussion in the interim. He was essentially a sitting duck in a shooting gallery over the last two periods, but acquitted himself reasonably well under the circumstances.

"We hung him out to dry, just like we did Roysie (Olivier Roy) last night," Heat captain Dean Arsene confessed afterward, making reference to Grand Rapids' 4-3 shootout win on Friday to open the two-game set.

"They (the Griffins) do a great job in the offensive zone of forechecking, and in the neutral zone – they're sound system-wise. We just had too many turnovers, and a skilled team like that in transition, they just ate us up."

Reinhart opened the scoring just 1:23 into the contest, tipping Dean Arsene's point shot past Grand Rapids goalie Tom McCollum.

He made it 2-0 with just 11.1 seconds left in the frame, playing give-and-go with linemate Corey Locke before picking the top corner from a sharp angle.

Reinhart's shot appeared to take McCollum by surprise, and it also effectively ended his night, as Griffins coach Jeff Blashill gave him the hook in favour of Petr Mrazek to start the second period. McCollum's final stat line featured two goals against on 10 shots in 20 minutes of action.

Mrazek had precious little to do over the last two periods, but the move seemed to spark the Griffins.

First, they dodged a bullet when Blair Jones, during a Heat power play early in the middle frame, banged a shot off the post from point-blank range off a feed from – who else? – Reinhart.

Within a couple of minutes, Andrej Nestrasil got the Griffins on the board, taking advantage of some sloppy play by Abbotsford in their defensive zone.

After the Heat advanced the puck to within an inch of the blue line on multiple occasions without clearing it out, Nestrasil claimed possession, walked in and ripped a top-corner wrister over MacDonald's glove.

That was the only one of the Griffins' 20 shots in the second period that got behind MacDonald, but the floodgates opened in the third.

Hope native Jeff Hoggan, the Grand Rapids captain, knotted the score at the 4:34 mark, sneaking one past MacDonald on a wrap-around.

David McIntyre gave the Griffins their first lead of the game just over four minutes later, converting a backdoor slap pass from D-man Nick Jensen, and Jordin Tootoo made it 4-2 on another top-corner snipe. Teemu Pulkkinen rounded out the scoring with an empty-netter.

The Griffins (35-17-5, 75 points) and Heat (33-18-6, 72 points) were tied at 71 points heading into the weekend series, but Grand Rapids extended Abbotsford's losing streak to four games while reclaiming top spot in the Western Conference.

“We’ve been up and down since the All-Star break,” Hoggan said. “We were flat in the first (period) but stuck with it. It was a big win for us . . . that’s a good team over there.”

The Heat were without two of their better defencemen on Saturday – Chad Billins was recalled by the Calgary Flames after Friday's game, and Chris Breen sat out due to illness, thus increasing the degree of difficulty against the reigning Calder Cup champs.

"We've just got to be patient – we're not playing great," head coach Troy Ward acknowledged. "We've got players who are playing out of position, some players who are playing way too many minutes for their posture right now, where they're at in their game and their age. When that happens, it becomes tough.

"It eventually cost us this game.”

ICE CHIPS:

• Sven Baertschi notched his second straight multi-point game, assisting on both of Reinhart's goals.

• The Heat made a trio of lineup changes on Saturday – Brady Lamb and John Ramage drew in on the blue line in place of Billins and Breen, while recent ECHL call-up Jordan Kremyr assumed Zach McKelvie's duties on the fourth line.

• Up next for the Heat is a Tuesday-Wednesday set against the West Division-leading Texas Stars (33-16-8). Tuesday's game is a 10:30 a.m. start – it's the team's annual school day game, played in front of thousands of students from the Abbotsford school district.

"It changes the way you prepare in the morning – you've got to get up earlier, get that good nutrition and that good mindset even when you're a little sleepy," Arsene said. "We're going to take Monday and try to prepare like it's a game day, and come ready to play Tuesday so it's not so much of a shock to the system."

Griffins edge Heat 4-3 in shootout

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: February 28, 2014 11:00 PM 
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The Abbotsford Heat iced a bit of a MacGyver lineup on Friday, held together by metaphorical duct tape, rubber bands and paper clips.

But they managed to manufacture just enough magic to take one of the AHL's elite teams into a shootout.

With leading scorer Markus Granlund and top goalie Joni Ortio basking in the NHL limelight (both players made their big-league debuts on behalf of the Calgary Flames on Thursday), the Heat fell 4-3 after an eight-round shootout to the Grand Rapids Griffins on Friday evening at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

"It's just a turnstile of players right now," said Heat head coach Troy Ward, estimating that he used 26 different line combinations on Friday.

"What we have to do right now is just weather some storms, take the fresh bodies, but we've got to get them up to speed real quick in how we have to play our hockey games right now.

"We just have a lot of working parts kind of up in the air. I feel like we're kind of juggling a lot of players.

In addition to missing the likes of Granlund and Ortio, the Heat were assimilating forwards Ben Street and Corey Locke and defenceman Kane Lafranchise back into the lineup after injury absences of varying lengths. Ward acknowledged that both Street and Locke, who were nicked up during the team's recent five-game road trip, played at less than 100 per cent on Friday.

The Heat also brought in forwards Jordan Kremyr and Brett Lyon from the ECHL to add depth, but neither player dressed vs. the Griffins.

The roster flux aside, the 3,068 paying customers were treated to a thoroughly entertaining conclusion to Friday's game.

The Griffins took a 3-2 lead into the third period courtesy of goals from Teemu Pulkkinen (2) and Calle Jarnkrok, with Sven Baertschi and Max Reinhart replying for the hosts.

It took the Heat just over 16 minutes to find the equalizer, with Baertschi and Reinhart clicking once again. Baertschi, entering the offensive zone, zipped a fantastic pass through a pair of Griffins defenders and onto Reinhart's stick, and he simply had to tap the puck into the yawning cage to the right of Grand Rapids goalie Petr Mrazek.

"I went across the blue line, and the whole time I was skating I heard Max," Baertschi recounted with a chuckle. "He was yelling the whole time – 'Baerts, Baerts, I'm over here!' I was like, 'Yeah, yeah, I know where you are.' I kind of took my time, got my ice and then I saw him. He was going back door, and it worked out well. It went right on his tape, and he put it home."

The Heat had some great chances to end matters on a late power play that continued into overtime, and the extra session was rife with odd-man rushes both ways once that man advantage expired.

Baertschi had a couple of great looks at Mrazek, while Griffins D-man Ryan Sproul jumped into the rush and rang a shot off the crossbar behind Heat goalie Olivier Roy.

The shootout was an epic, with Baertschi, Abby's fourth-round shooter, the first player to score.

Brennan Evans, the Griffins' fifth shooter, had to convert to extend the affair, which he did, and fellow blueliner Gleason Fournier notched the winner in the eighth round.

Afterward, Ward said his team needs to find an extra gear in terms of effort, but noted the Heat have traditionally struggled in their first game back at home after a long road trip.

"It's a little disappointing to let it slip away," Reinhart said. "But having said that, I thought it was a good effort in the third to tie the game up."

Reinhart had spent the better part of two months playing alongside Granlund, but he transitioned seamlessly back to Baertschi, with whom he played frequently last season.

"(Granlund) and Sven are pretty similar skill level," Reinhart said. "Both players are very fun to play with. You have the puck on your stick, not a lot of D-zone time when you play with guys like that."

Ward lauded Reinhart's ability to play all three forward positions and make those around him better. Baertschi, with a goal and an assist, notched his first multi-point game in 27 AHL contests this season playing alongside Reinhart.

"Max is a very flexible player," Ward noted. "It's a coach's dream that you can move him around."

The Heat and Griffins are jockeying for position near the top of the AHL's Western Conference standings, with Grand Rapids (34-17-5, 73 points) edging one point ahead of Abbotsford (33-17-6, 72 points) based on Friday's result.

The two teams clash again on Saturday (7 p.m., AESC).
Allen, Wolves blank Heat 2-0

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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Chicago Wolves goalie Jake Allen stymied the Abbotsford Heat on Sunday, backstopping his team to a 2-0 victory.

Allen's 21-save performance sent the Heat to their second loss in two nights vs. the St. Louis Blues affiliate – they'd dropped a 5-3 decision on Saturday.

Both Wolves goals came on the power play, with Evan Oberg tallying in the first period and Ty Rattie doubling the lead in the third.

Aaron Dell, signed earlier in the week from the ECHL's Utah Grizzlies, was making his first career AHL start in goal for the Heat, and allowed two goals on 21 shots. He was released on Monday, as Abbotsford netminder Joey MacDonald is poised to return from a concussion.

The Heat (33-17-4) are back at home this week for an important Friday-Saturday set vs. the defending Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins (7 p.m. both nights, Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre).

ICE CHIPS:

• After the game, Heat leading scorer Markus Granlund was recalled by the Calgary Flames.

• Heat centres Ben Street and Corey Locke missed both games vs. the Wolves due to injuries.
Heat comeback falls short in Chicago

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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The Chicago Wolves staved off a third-period comeback by the Abbotsford Heat, winning 5-3 at Allstate Arena on Saturday evening.

The Wolves built a 4-1 lead through two periods on the strength of goals by Adam Cracknell, Alex Bolduc, Evan Oberg and Shane Harper, with Chad Billins mustering the lone Abby marker.

In the final frame, the Heat rallied on goals by Brett Olson and Corban Knight, but that was as close as they would get, as Chicago's Ty Rattie scored into an empty net to ice the victory.

Heat goalie Olivier Roy got the hook just past the midway point of the second period after allowing four goals on 20 shots, paving the way for Aaron Dell to make his AHL debut. Dell, an Airdie, Alta. native, was signed by the Heat earlier in the week after Joni Ortio was summoned by the Calgary Flames. He stopped all seven shots he faced.

The Heat (33-16-5) wrap up their five-game road trip with a rematch vs. the Wolves on Sunday, and subsequently return home for a Friday-Saturday set vs. the Grand Rapids Griffins.
Competitiveness, consistency fuel Granlund's rise

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward, quizzed as to what improvements his star pupil Markus Granlund might need to make in order to nail down full-time NHL employment, takes the question in a different direction.

All Granlund really needs, in Ward's opinion, is a chance at the NHL level.

"Nothing more, nothing less," he asserted.

"He needs a chance, and he needs experience. And how can you get experience until you get a chance? And then I think all those things will fall into place."

Indeed, based on his remarkably consistent and prodigious offensive production in his first season in North America, the 20-year-old centre from Oulu, Finland appears ready to step in as soon as the NHL parent Calgary Flames have an opening.

Through 47 games, Granlund leads the Heat in goals (23) and points (42), and he's already shattered the team's rookie points record of 34, previously shared by T.J. Brodie (2010-11) and Dustin Sylvester (2011-12). He's tied for the team lead with eight power-play goals, but his +9 rating suggests he's also effective at even strength.

Granlund is third in points among rookies and 13th overall in the league, and he's tops among AHL freshmen in goals. He also leads the circuit in shootout game-winners with three.

The Flames' second-round selection in the 2011 NHL entry draft has been particularly hot of late, racking up seven goals and seven assists over the last nine games. He's had six multi-point outings during that span, and failed to register a point in just one game.

"Of course, it's surprised me a little bit," Granlund said, reflecting on his smashing debut on this side of the pond. "But I knew that I can play here and that I can be a good player."

Granlund's instant success is less of an eyebrow-raiser in light of the fact he spent the past two seasons playing against men with HIFK Helsinki in Finland's SM-liiga, where he was second in team scoring in 2012-13 with 10 goals and 20 assists in 50 games.

The rap on Granlund as a young prospect was his foot speed, but he hasn't struggled in the least to keep up to the pace of play in the AHL – in fact, he's dictating it.

"I've never seen his foot speed as an issue," Ward noted. "It just doesn't behoove you to listen to a scouting report or listen to anything until you get somebody and you're with them every day."

Granlund's rapid development has received crucial assists from teammates Joni Ortio and Max Reinhart.

Ortio, a goalie from Finland who is having a tremendous season in his own right, has helped his countryman (and former HIFK Helsinki teammate) adjust to North American culture off the ice. Granlund's English was rudimentary when he arrived last fall, but he's much more comfortable conversing now, and it's noticeable in his interactions with media.

"That was the biggest thing (in transitioning to North America) – English and everything like that," he said. "But I think Ortio helped me a lot. Now I know what's going on, and I'm even more comfortable."

Granlund has forged a terrific chemistry with Reinhart, who has been on his left wing for over a month now. They've been joined in recent weeks by veteran sniper Blair Jones on the right.

"He (Reinhart) is a good player, and we think about the game the same," Granlund analyzed. "We try to find each other, and we can both score and pass the puck. It's fun to play with those guys."

Granlund's brother Mikael, one year older, is already a full-time NHLer at this point. The ninth overall pick in the 2010 draft split last season between the AHL's Houston Aeros and the Minnesota Wild, and he's established himself with the Wild this season, registering five goals and 23 assists in 46 games.

Mikael is currently playing at the Olympics in Sochi, Russia, and he's been a fixture on Finland's top line with Teemu Selanne. On Wednesday, he notched a goal and an assist as Finland knocked host nation Russia out of the tourney with a 3-1 quarter-final win.

Markus said he and his older brother generally chat two or three times a week during the season, and he's enjoyed watching him play in Sochi.

"I'm mad because Canada beat Finland," he said with a wry chuckle, referencing his nation's 2-1 overtime defeat on Sunday. "But it's fun to watch."

The same could be said of Granlund himself – his high-end skill has been readily apparent.

But Ward has been most impressed with the centre's tremendous competitiveness.

"He's just a really competitive dude," Ward said. "He doesn't go off the rails like other young players, and he doesn't have outside focuses like other players. You put all those things together over a period of time, and you get a lot of consistency.

"A lot of rookies are just young kids that are, just being truthful, into a lot of stuff that they shouldn't be into. Their focus is friends and their focus is tweeting, playing video games – stuff that he (Granlund) quite frankly just doesn't have over here. He's just a hard-working guy who doesn't know a lot of people – he just keeps his nose to the grindstone and he wants to improve.

"He's more competitive than most of our rookies, almost more than any rookie, from Sven (Baertschi) on down. He just doesn't have a lot of other things that interfere with his development."
Phantoms need to play their system

Print Email 
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(2) Comments

GLENS FALLS -- There has been a common refrain after many of the Adirondack Phantoms’ wins this year.

What was different tonight? “We stuck to our system.” “We played our game.” “Everyone played their roles.”

The system largely works. When the Phantoms play with the defensive focus head coach Terry Murray preaches, they can typically play a close game and often win. When they don’t, they almost never win.

“It’s a pretty big mental thing to be able to prepare like that for every game, every day of the season,” Ben Holmstrom said. “It’s a mental grind more than anything else. You gotta be able to focus in on the details over the course of a three-game weekend and when you’re on your ninth period of the weekend, you still have to make sure you’re taking care of the small things.”

The Phantoms are not a big goal-scoring team. They have the fewest goals for in the league. Until recently, they also had one of the fewest goals against. That was before they started losing. The correlation is not a coincidence.

“When you get behind early, I think, human nature, it’s natural for an athlete to want to take things into their own hands,” Kyle Flanagan said. “Although that’s not the right thing to do, I think everyone’s guilty of it on our team, at times.”

That’s what the Phantoms do. They try to do too much and win the game all at once, in one fantastic play, rather than bit by bit as they’re built to do. For two years, Murray has expressed some frustration with his team’s tendency to try the “home run” or “Hail Mary,” rather than taking the conservative move to get the puck up the ice.

He suggested that everyone has good intentions and means to stick with the system, and most of the problems come from poor possession in the defensive zone.

“I think what’s happened is those plays are now ending up in our net,” Murray said. “The poor puck management, the giveaway, the takeaway, the pass that does connect, those are the plays that come back at us. Now you’re down one. Now you’re down two.”

Some of those turnovers are coming from trying to do too much instead of sticking to the system — those Hail Mary passes aren’t in the game plan.

“You gotta trust the system,” Flanagan said. “You gotta trust the coach and what they tell you. There’s obviously breakdowns in any game, but you can’t counter it with trying to do to much. You gotta stick with it. Like Terry said all season, we’re a checking team first, we gotta check first.”

Loose pucks: The Phantoms signed defenseman Kyle Bushee to a professional tryout contract Thursday.

The seven-year ECHL veteran has played 56 games with Elmira this year, scoring six goals and 18 assists. He played two games with Utica early in the season.

The Phantoms were down to six healthy defensemen before signing Bushee.
Hagg headed to Phantoms 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced Thursday that they have signed prospect Robert Hagg and expect him to join the Phantoms on Tuesday.

The 19-year-old defenseman was the Flyers' second-round pick in the 2013 draft.

He played 50 games with MODO of the Swedish Hockey League this season. Hagg scored one goal and five assists with 47 penalty minutes and 77 hits. He also had a plus-minus of zero.

Hagg's addition comes at a good time for the ailing Phantoms. The team signed Kyle Bushee to a professional tryout contract on Thursday. Bushee played on Friday as yet another defenseman, Brandon Manning, was forces to sit out.

18 hours ago
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Phantoms sign defenseman Bushee 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms have signed defenseman Kyle Bushee to a professional tryout contract. 

The seven-year ECHL veteran has played 56 games with Elmira this year, scoring six goals and eighteen assists. He played two games with Utica early in the season.

Bushee has played 19 AHL games over the course of four season. His longest stint was eight games with St. John in 2011-12, when he scored his only AHL goal.

The Phantoms are currently down to six healthy defensemen, not including Zack FitzGerald who switched to forward last season. Wednesday, Terry Murray said both Oliver Lauridsen (knee) and Steven Delisle (upper-body) were going to be out longer term.

Maxim Lamarche was reassigned from Elmira on March 13 and played in Sunday's loss at Bridgeport.

The Phantoms have no players left in the ECHL, though Tyler Hostetter is in the CHL.

March 20, 2014 3:33 pm
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Johnston reassigned to Phantoms 

By Diana C. Nearhos

There's been a roster influx on the Phantoms. After adding Chris VandeVelde, Cal Heeter and Maxim Lamarche on Thursday, the Flyers reassigned Andrew Johnston from Orlando on Friday.

There is no one in the organization left in the ECHL, though Tyler Hostetter is in the CHL. 

Johnston, who played 29 games with the Phantoms last season, had four goals and 15 assists in 50 games with Orlando this season. 

He has been injured for the last three weeks and is still injured as he returns to the Phantoms.

VandeVelde and Heeter were both with the Flyers for injury reasons. VandeVelde played 3:53 against the Devils on Tuesday. Heeter backed up Steve Mason for two weeks, but did not play.

Lamarche's reassignment from Elmira may not be a good sign for Oliver Lauridsen, who hurt his knee on Saturday, sliding into the wall awkwardly with his legs extended. 

On Monday, Terry Murray said they would see where Lauridsen was next week. With him, Konan and Bourdon all hurt, the Phantoms do not have a healthy scratch at defenseman.

March 15, 2014 12:15 am
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Phantoms, Bears exchange Newbury, Whitmore 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers have loaned Kris Newbury to the Bears and, in return, Hershey has loaned Derek Whitmore to the Phantoms.

The Phantoms are losing their second-leading scorer in Newbury. He has 14 goals and 22 assists for 36 points, second behind Jason Akeson's 52 points (18 goals and 34 assists).

That the Flyers loaned Newbury to Hershey rather than trading him to the Capitals means they can recall him if they wish, but they cannot send him to any AHL team other than the Bears.

Whitmore has been a frequent veteran scratch for the Bears, a problem the Phantoms do not have. In 26 games, Whitmore has four goals, five assists and 13 penalty minutes.

A six-year AHL veteran, Whitmore has 161 points in 351 career games. He is currently on a one-year AHL contract with Hershey.

After the Flyers recalled Chris VandeVelde and now have loaned Kris Newbury to another team, the Phantoms have lost two goal scorers in two days.

The Phantoms have not been mathematically eliminated, but are close. 

Albany, currently in eighth place, is on pace for 90 points. The Phantoms are on pace for 68, which would be a new all-time low, and can reach a maximum of 88 points.

March 12, 2014 2:56 pm
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Eddy steps in at forward 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Cullen Eddy did something he hasn't done in about three years on Saturday: play forward.

The defensemen played right wing on the fourth line because Terry Murray wasn't sure Bruno Gervais would make it through the whole game after being hurt the night before.

Gervais did play the whole game, but Eddy switched back to defenseman temporarily when Oliver Lauridsen left the game in the second period.

Eddy, who played one game at forward three years ago, said he approached Murray about getting in the lineup and maybe even playing forward. He has been a healthy scratch in all but one game since returning from breaking his leg Dec. 27. Eddy said Murray "wasn't opposed to it."

Murray approached Eddy Saturday morning about stepping in at forward that night.

"I'm the type of player where skill isn't my whole thing," Eddy said. "So I just try to get pucks deep and get on the forecheck, add some energy. You know your role, it's not like you're pressured to score goals."

Eddy suggested knowing how the defense thinks could help him at forward.

He did not record any points, shots or penalty minutes on Saturday.

March 08, 2014 11:14 pm
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Game 57 rewind: Springfield 5, Phantoms 3 

The Phantoms scored three power-play goals but were "not good enough," according to Terry Murray.

They were flat, especially in the first period, and gave up five goals to Springfield.
Konan has been out with a concussion since Dec. 20. RT @cncoltre : @dianacnearhos what is the injury to Matt Konan?

March 8 at 6:38 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms forwards: McGinn-VandeVelde-Akeson, Newbury-Bordson-Holmstrom, Brown-Flanagan-Alderson, FitzGerald-Cousins-Eddy.

March 8 at 6:40 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Lauridsen-Alt, Matczak-Delisle.

March 8 at 6:42 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Eddy is playing his second game since breaking his leg on Dec. 27 (other was Feb. 9 at Bridgeport). I don't know when he last played forward
March 08, 2014 6:15 pm
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Flyers trade Mangene to Islanders 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers have traded Matt Mangene to the Islanders for defenseman Andrew MacDonald.

Mangene had six points, three goals and three assists, in 51 games with the Phantoms this season, most of which he spent on the fourth line.

The second-year pro said he was "shocked" when he got the call from Phantoms general manager, and Flyers assistant GM, Ron Hextall and hadn't expected to be moved and wasn't even watching the trackers or rumors that closely, unlike some of his teammates.

"I thought I was going to be here for the rest of the year," Mangene said. "But it's all part of the business. I was shocked but I'm excited for the opportunity."

Mangene will play for 10th-place Bridgeport and said he has already spoken to the Islanders GM, assistant GM, director of player development and Bridgeport's head coach.

"They told me that they're pretty depleted at forward spot right now and I'm gong to get my chance," Mangene said. "They know the kind of player I am from having played against them the past two years. They said just to keep my work ethic up."

Mangene also attended the Islanders development camp after his freshman year.

He signed with the Flyers as a free agent after his junior year at the University of Maine, when he scored 34 points in 40 games.

Mangene spent just over a month in the ECHL last season, playing 14 games before the end of the NHL lockout. In 36 games in the AHL last season, he scored 11 points.

"Sometimes a fresh start is what you need," Mangene said. "That's what it's going to be for me. A new coach for me, that's something I'm excited for."

Mangene said he is grateful to the organization for the chance, but his comment pointed to some truth in rumors that he and head coach Terry Murray had some differences.

The Long Island native said he's gotten a lot of texts from people back home in the hour since the trade was announced. He said he didn't grow up an Islanders fan, but has been to "hundreds of games" so it will be nice to go home.

The Flyers also gave up a third-round draft pick in 2014 and a second-round pick in 2015 for MacDonald, who will play in the NHL.

The Phantoms have 15 forwards on the roster after losing Mangene. They will not necessarily need to replace him, unless it works out in another trade for the Flyers.

March 04, 2014 4:35 pm
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Game 55 rewind: Phantoms 3, Crunch 0 

The Phantoms finally got over their second period issues and won their first game at the Civic Center since Jan. 15. Yann Danis made 19 saves for his second shutout of the season.

The second period was actually the Phantoms' strongest, with goals from Bruno Gervais and Tye McGinn. Mike Matczak added his first goal of the season in the third.
Phantoms d-pairings: Manning-Gervais, Alt-Lauridsen, Matczak-Delisle.

March 2 at 4:33 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Newbury does not rejoin Akeson and McGinn on the first line. VandeVelde stays on the first line and Newbury is second line left wing.

March 2 at 4:34 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

Phantoms lines: McGinn-VandeVelde-Akeson, Newbury-Bordson-Holmstrom, Brown-Flanagan-Mangene, FitzGerald-Cousins-Alderson.

March 2 at 4:35 PM

Twitter
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Scratches are Clarkson, Noebels, Mathers (healthy), Straka (injured last night), Bourdon, Konan (concussions) and likely Eddy (healthy).

March 2 at 4:38 PM

Twitter

Diana C. Nearhos

@dianacnearhos

I do not know what Straka's injury is. He left last night's game in the second period.
March 02, 2014 4:15 pm
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Heeter recalled by Flyers 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Cal Heeter has been recalled on an emergency basis, according to the Flyers.

Ray Emery is day-to-day with a lower body injury after leaving Thursday's game in the third period. CSN's Tim Panaccio reported that he tweaked his groin.

This is Heeter's second recall by the Flyers. He served as a backup in one game last season.

At one point top of the league in both, Heeter is now 16th in the AHL in save percentage (.916) and 17th in goals against average (2.48).

Heeter served the final game of his AHL suspension Friday night.

February 28, 2014 10:26 pm

(0) 

Emery has MRI, Heeter on call 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Flyers GM Paul Holmgren told the Philadelphia media that Ray Emery had undergone an MRI after leaving last night's game in the third period, saying "something didn't feel right."

CSN's Tim Panaccio reported that a source told him Emery tweaked his groin in practice and again during the game.

Holmgren said he was waiting to see the results of the MRI before deciding to call Cal Heeter up.

Heeter is serving the last game of his suspension Friday and thus did not travel to Utica with the team and would be able to travel to Philadelphia for tomorrow's matinee against the Rangers if needed.

At one point top of the league in both, Heeter is now 16th in the AHL in save percentage (.916) and 17th in goals against average (2.48).

Heeter was called up by the Flyers for one game last year, in which he served as Ilya Bryzgalov's backup. 

February 28, 2014 6:39 pm

(0)
Union’s Gostisbehere, Stevens earn ECAC honors

Posted on March 21, 2014  |  By Sean Martin
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LAKE PLACID – Following their team’s 5-2 win over Cornell in its ECAC hockey semifinal game, Union’s Shayne Gostisbehere and Colin Stevens were honored by the league for their achievements this season for the Dutchmen hockey team. 

Gostisbehere, a junior defenseman, shared the league’s Player of the Year award with Greg Carey of St. Lawrence and also was named as co-winner of the Defensive Defenseman award along with Brown’s Dennis Robertson.

Gostisbehere has eight goals and 20 assists and is a plus-22 this season.

Stevens, a junior from Niskayuna, was named the ECAC Goaltender of the Year in his first year as the Union starter.

Friday’s win over Cornell pushes Stevens’ record to 23-4-2 this season with a 1.95 goals against average and a save percentage of 93.1-percent.
Dutchmen ready to take on Cornell

Posted on March 21, 2014  |  By Sean Martin
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LAKE PLACID – The pre-game skate has concluded for the Union College Dutchmen and now the team has a few hours to relax and focus on playing its ECAC hockey semifinal game against Cornell in Herb Brooks Arena. 

Faceoff is scheduled for 4:07.

“Guys have got their own pre-game routines, some guys take naps, we’ll have a pre-game meal,” captain Mat Bodie said.  ”Once we get on the ice, it’s just all about playing. There’s going to be some butterflies probably before that but after that first shift, they all go away.”

Union swept Cornell in the two games between the teams this season and is in looking for its third straight conference tournament championship.

“We know they (Cornell) is going to bring their best,” Daniel Carr said. “We’ve got to make sure to match their work ethic and intensity and do the things that make us successful and just get pucks deep and get to work down low.”

The winner will skate for the conference title against the winner of tonight’s nightcap between Colgate and Quinnipiac.
One RPI, four Union players picked all-ECAC

Posted on March 20, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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Four players from regular-season champion Union and one from RPI were selected to the six-man all-Eastern College Athletic Conference hockey first team, which was announced today.

From Union, senior defenseman Mat Bodie, senior forward Daniel Carr, junior defenseman Shayne Gostisbehere and junior goaltender Colin Stevens were on the team. RPI junior forward Ryan Haggerty, who last week signed a pro contract with the New York Rangers, also is on the first team.

Junior forward Daniel Ciampini was chosen to the third team. Freshman forward Mike Vecchione was voted to the ECAC Hockey all-rookie team.

Bodie, a two-year captain, is the fifth-leading scorer in the country among defensemen (.85 ppg). He leads the Dutchmen in assists (25) and ranks second in blocked shots (49), and third in scoring (29 points) and plus/minus (+20).

Carr leads the Dutchmen in goals (20), points (40), plus/minus (+22) and multiple-point games (12). He recently became Union’s all-time Division I scorer (147 points) and ranks fifth nationally among active players in scoring.

Gostisbehere earlier today was named as one of 10 finalists for the Hobey Baker Award, given to the top college hockey player in the country. He ranks 10th nationally in defenseman scoring (.78 ppg) and has set a school record for shots in a season by a defenseman (141). Gostisbehere is the team’s co-leader in plus/minus (+22).

Stevens, a Niskayuna native, ranks in the top 10 in four NCAA categories — first in winning percentage (.821), second in shutouts (6), fifth in goals-against average (1.95) and seventh in save percentage (.931). He was named ECAC Hockey Goaltender of the Week five times.

Haggerty had 28 goals with 15 assists in 35 games this season. Ten of his goals came on the power play. He is second in Division I with six game-winning goals, third in goals per game (.80), fifth in power-play goals and 14th in points per game (1.23).

Ciampini has had a breakout season, ranking second in team goals (18) and points (30), both career season-highs.

Vecchione stands 10th nationally in rookie scoring (0.91 ppg). He leds Union rookies in scoring (29 points) — third overall on the team — and paces the squad in faceoff wins (264) and faceoff percentage (52.4).

FIRST TEAM ALL-LEAGUE

 Forward Greg Carey, St. Lawrence

 Forward Daniel Carr, Union

 Forward Ryan Haggerty, Rensselaer

 Defense Shayne Gostisbehere, Union

 Defense Mat Bodie, Union

 Goaltender Colin Stevens, Union

SECOND TEAM ALL-LEAGUE

 Forward Sam Anas, Quinnipiac

 Forward Kellen Jones, Quinnipiac

 Forward Jesse Root, Yale

 Defense Gavin Bayreuther, St. Lawrence

 Defense Joakim Ryan, Cornell

 Goaltender Andy Iles, Cornell

THIRD TEAM ALL-LEAGUE

 Forward Kenny Agostino, Yale

 Forward Daniel Ciampini, Union

 Forward Brian Ferlin, Cornell

 Defense Spiro Goulakos, Colgate

 Defense Dennis Robertson, Brown

 Goaltender Charlie Finn, Colgate

ALL-ROOKIE TEAM

 Forward Sam Anas, Quinnipiac

 Forward Matt Carey, St. Lawrence

 Forward Mike Vecchione, Union

 Defense Gavin Bayreuther, St. Lawrence

 Defense James de Haas, Clarkson

 Goaltender Charlie Finn, Colgate
RPI loses another forward as Zalewski turns pro

Posted on March 14, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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Two days after losing scorer leader Ryan Haggerty to the New York Rangers, the RPI hockey team today lost forward Mike Zalewski, who has signed a free-agent NHL contract with the Vancouver Canucks.

Zalewski, 21, the younger brother of former Albany Devils forward Steve Zalewski, will join the Canucks on their current road trip through Washington, Florida and Tampa Bay. He is 6-foot-2, 210 pounds and played for the Vernon Vipers of the British Columbia Hockey League before joining RPI.

“It is a bittersweet time for me and my family,” Zalewski said. “Being at RPI the last two years has been a terrific experience in which I have developed a great deal as a player, in particular as a power forward.

“I have my coaches and teammates to thank for helping me grow into the player I am today. I am very excited for this opportunity with such a first-class organization like Vancouver. It has been a lifelong dream of mine to play in the NHL and the Canucks are providing that chance.”

Zalewski, a native of New Hartford, had nine goals and 17 assists in 35 games for RPI. Two of his goals came shorthanded.

“We are thrilled to see Mike earn his lifelong dream of signing an NHL contract going directly from RPI to the NHL,” RPI head coach Seth Appert said. “His work ethic has helped him develop into a power forward in his two years at RPI. He is a great teammate and will be missed, but we are excited to watch him with the Vancouver Canucks.”
A-Devils notes: Zajac available for weekend games

Posted on March 13, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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ALBANY — Forward Darcy Zajac, who has been sidelined since Oct. 19 because of a lower-body injury, has been cleared to play this weekend for the Albany Devils, coach Rick Kowalsky said today.

The Devils embark on their second consecutive three-game weekend beginning Friday night at Springfield. Albany plays its first game at Times Union Center since Feb 28 when Hartford visits on Saturday night. Syracuse comes to town for a 5 p.m. Sunday game.

The only player who isn’t an option for the A-Devils this weekend is rookie defenseman Reece Scarlett, who suffered an upper-body injury Friday night against Portland. Kowalsky said that Scarlett is out at least through the weekend.

Three out of six was half-bad

Despite outshooting their opponents 112-65, the Devils came away with only one victory in three games last weekend. A shootout loss at Worcester gave them three of a possible six points.

“I thought we outplayed all three teams,” Kowalsky said. “We didn’t get quite the number of points out of it that we felt we deserved.”

All three games last weekend finished in 4-3 scores. Albany won Friday in Portland before losing Saturday in Hartford and Sunday at Worcester.

“We did a lot of good things,” Kowalsky said. “I told the guys, sometimes the pucks just don’t go in, but what I liked about all three games is we spent a lot of time in the offensive zone. If some find some of those rebounds, the results are different.

“Still, there’s no question you’ve still got to find a way to come out on top, because those are big points we left out on the table.”

Shootout woes continue

Somehow it wasn’t surprising today when the only three Devils to score in the practice-ending shootout competition were defenseman. The last three shooters in the competition — Alexander Urbom, Adam Larrson and Seth Helgeson — scored on their initial shots. All missed in the next round.

The A-Devils are 4-7 this season and 7-19 the past two years in games decided by shootouts.

“We’ve had some days where the usual suspects score,” Kowalsky said. “We’ve talked about it all year. You learn some things. We’ve had a couple of shootouts that have gone five rounds. Now you’re getting into potentially six, seven and eight. We have a pretty good idea who are top five are, but beyond that, this is a showcase for that.”

The five who shot for Albany on Sunday were Mattias Tedenby (2 of 5 on the season), Reid Boucher (2 of 8), Mike Sislo (2 of 10), Joe Whitney (3 of 8) and Stefan Matteau (3 of 8). Those five account for 39 of the Devils’ 52 attempts this season.

In goal, Keith Kinkaid is 3-4 in shootouts with a .600 save percentage (18 of 30), and Scott Wedgewood is 1-3 with a .571 save percentage (12 of 21).

A couple of other notes: 10 of the 11 shootouts have been on the road (the other was a “home” game in Atlantic City), and the Devils haven’t won an overtime game since Jan. 6, 2012, at Norfolk. Albany has lost 10 of its past 11 overtime decisions.

Going to the dogs

Fans are encouraged to bring their dogs to Saturday’s game. Tickets are $13 for humans and $5 for canines, and portions of the proceeds will be donated to the Mohawk Hudson Humane Society.

Tickets can be purchased in advance by calling the Devils’ ticket office (518 433-8457) or by visiting http://thealbanydevils.com/paws.
Haggerty ends RPI career by signing with Rangers

Posted on March 12, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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Junior forward Ryan Haggerty, whose RPI season ended Sunday night with a playoff loss to Dartmouth, has decided to bypass his senior year by agreeing to terms on a free-agent contract today with the New York Rangers.

Haggerty, 21, had an ECAC-leading 28 goals and 15 assists and a plus-seven rating in 35 games with the Engineers. He current is third third in the NCAA in goals and tied for eighth in points.

The Rangers did not immediately announce their plans for Haggerty, a Stamford, Conn., native who previously played for the U.S. National Development Team, but Katie Strang of ESPN.com reported that he will report to the NHL club and not the AHL affiliate in Hartford.

Haggery finished his RPI career with 47 goals and 37 assists in 106 games.
Dartmouth ends RPI’s hockey season with 5-4 victory

Posted on March 9, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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By Buzz Gray

TROY — Brad Schierhorn’s goal with 2:14 remaining snapped a 4-4 tie and gave Dartmouth a 5-4 victory over RPI in the third and deciding game of a first round ECAC playoff series tonight at Houston Field House.

The No. 10-seeded Big Green advanced to next weekend’s quarterfinals where it will face top-seeded Union in a best-of-3 series at Schenectady.

Dartmouth (10-18-4) capped a three-goal rally in the third period to stun No.7 RPI,, which entered the session with a 4-2 lead. It marked the first time in two years Dartmouth had rallied to when a game after trailing after two periods.

Scoring goals for RPI was Ryan Haggerty, Mike Zalewski, Mark McGowan and Chris Bailey. Goalie Scott Diebold stopped 34 of 39 shots.

The Engineers finished the season at 15-16-6. RPI has reached the decisive third game of a playoff series six straight years and lost five of them.
Current A-Devils — plus Merrill, Gelinas — playoff-eligble

Posted on March 9, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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So with the Albany Devils competing for a playoff berth, which players are on the team’s American Hockey League “Clear Day” list? None. There is no longer a Clear Day roster.

The most recent Collective Bargaining Agreement between the NHL and its players eliminated the Clear Day, which established in early March the 22 players eligible for playoff participation. Instead, any eligible player on a club’s roster at the time of the NHL’s trade deadline — which was Wednesday — is eligible.

That’s why you’ll see among last week’s AHL transactions that defenseman Jon Merrill and Eric Gelinas were returned on loan from Albany and recalled on loan from New Jersey on the same day, without ever leaving Newark.

Therefore, those two players, in addition to the players currently with Albany, are eligible to be put on the A-Devils’ playoff roster, which is due at 3 p.m. Monday, April 21.

The Devils certainly weren’t the only NHL club to execute such transactions. Binghamton, Grand Rapids, Hershey, Springfield, Toronto, Utica, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Worcester made similar moves Wednesday.
NHL lightens sanctions against Devils

Posted on March 6, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer
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The National Hockey League announced today that it has modified sanctions imposed on the New Jersey Devils in conjuction with signing of Ilya Kovalchuk in July 2010.

The Devils, who forfeited a 2011 third-round draft pick as part of the penalty, originally were supposed to lose one first-round pick between 2011 and 2014. The club had deferred the choice to this year, but the league has now restored the pick.

New Jersey will have the 30th overall selection in the upcoming draft — the last pick in the first round — regardless of the Devils’ final standing. The team is not permitted to trade the pick. The NHL also reduced the club’s fine. According to reports, the original $3 million fine has been reduced in half.

According to the NHL, the Devils recently “applied to the league for reconsideration and relief from a portion of the original penalty, citing primarily changes in circumstances which, in the club’s view, changed the appropriateness of the sanctions initially imposed.”

Kovalchuk returned to his native Russia after last season and is now playing in the Kontinental Hockey League.

“After due and thorough consideration, the league has decided that a modification of the original circumvention penalty associated with the Kovalchuk contract is warranted,” the league said in a statement.
Devils notes: Kinkaid, Gelinas in; Hedberg, Merrill out

Posted on February 19, 2014  |  By Pete Dougherty, Staff writer


Print

4

LANSINGBURGH — This weekend’s defensive plans became clearer Wednesday as the Albany Devils returned to practice Wednesday at the Knickerbacker Recreational Facility.

Goaltender Keith Kinkaid, who has missed the past four games because of a groin strain, practiced today, enabling the Devils to release 40-year-old Johan Hedberg from his professional tryout contract.

Defenseman Jon Merrill, who was reassigned to Albany on Feb. 9 but never reported, was recalled by the New Jersey Devils today. Defenseman Eric Gelinas, assigned to the A-Devils on Jan. 31, was back on the ice after missing last weekend’s game because he was ineligible to play AHL games during the NHL’s Olympic break.

Coach Rick Kowalsky on Kinkaid:  “He felt good over the weekend. He skated yesterday, looked pretty good today. Maxime Clermont (injured goalie with ECHL Elmira) has been skating. We have some options now.”

Merrill was expected to come to Albany and get some playing time during the Olympics. Kowalsky said last week that the organization wanted to give him a break, which extended into not having him play at all. Merrill practiced with New Jersey today, the first day NHL players are permitted back on the ice.

The Devils would have liked to have had Gelinas last week, but he spent too many days on the NHL roster (more than 87) to be eligible. He played three games for Albany after he was reassigned to the AHL but missed the past four because of the elgilibility rules.

Gelinas, who was not allowed to practice with the A-Devils last week, returned home to Montreal and said he skated alone four or five times.

“I was getting good skates out there, skating a lot, just by myself, hard skates,” Gelinas said. “I’m ready to go again.”

Kowalsky said: “The way he’s played for us and in New Jersey, as well, he’s a guy that can help us, even if he isn’t at 100 percent.”

No regrets about goalie decision

Kowalsky expressed no regrets about giving Scott Wedgewood three consecutive starts over the weekend, even though he had said previously he didn’t want to do that because of the time span (three games in 47 hours) and the travel involved.

Wedgewood was shelled Sunday in a 7-3 loss at Bridgeport, removed after giving up five goals on 11 shots in 22 minutes, 19 seconds. Hedberg got his only A-Devils action in relief that day, stopping 11 of 13 shots.

“It’s easy to look back on it,” Kowalsky said. “Hindsight’s 20-20, right? Unfortunately, it didn’t work out the way we had planned, but it was more for his (Wedgewood’s) confidence moving forward, give him three games the opportunity to play well, the opportunity to get five out of six points. He looked good in the first two. Unfortunately, it didn’t go well as a team. I can’t put it all on him.”

With Wedgewood in goal, the Devils lost 3-2 in a shootout to Hershey on Friday night in Atlantic City and defeated Adirondack 4-1 Saturday at home.

Shorthanded Phantoms

The Devils return to action Friday night against Adirondack in Glens Falls, and the Phantoms will be without five players who were suspended this week for their actions on a melee Sunday against Portland in Lewiston, Maine.

Centers Kris Newbury and Ben Holmstrom, left wings Zack FitzGerald and Tye McGinn, and goaltender Cal Heeter all will sit out the game. Holmstrom and McGinn were suspended for one game. The others received longer sentences: Newbury (four games total), Heeter (three) and FitzGerald (two).

Newbury, McGinn and Holmstrom are three of the Phantoms’ top four scorers. Heeter (15-19-0) is Adirondack’s top goalie.

Injury report

Left wing Chris McKelvie, who suffered a lower-body injury Friday night in the Devils’ loss to Hershey, has been ruled out of this weekend’s game.

The only other player definitely out because of injury is center Darcy Zajac, who has missed all but five games this season with a lower-body injury and is still a few weeks away from a potential return.
Penalty sparks Albany to win

Devils score twice in game's final 7:06 to rally vs. Binghamton

By Pete Dougherty
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Taking a penalty isn't the textbook method to spark a team, but it fired up the Albany Devils on Wednesday night and put them on course to a critical American Hockey League victory.

After killing off a 101-second two-man disadvantage, the Devils scored twice in the final 7:06 to upend the Binghamton Senators, 2-1.

The victory was the third straight for the Devils and moved them six points ahead of idle Hershey for the final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. With 13 games to play, Albany remained tied with Norfolk for seventh place.

"To be down by a goal and to see our guys have a lot of resilience and fight back was good," said right wing Mike Sislo, who scored the game winner on a breakaway with 2:43 remaining.

Already behind 1-0, the Devils were 19 seconds into killing off Reid Boucher's interference penalty when Adam Larsson was called for boarding. Binghamton kept the puck for most of the 5-on-3 power play but managed only two shots.

"We held the puck too long and didn't move it quick," Senators coach Luke Richardson said. "That gave them some momentum, and when they got their power-play chance, they made it count."

That power-play chance was converted by Boucher, whose wrist shot showed sniper-like precision to find the top corner of the net.

"We had to bear down and be desperate on that power play," Boucher said. "We did a great job of battling for pucks."

The Devils continued to press until Harri Pesonen, along the left-wing boards in his own zone, found Sislo streaking toward the Binghamton blue line.

" 'Pesi' found some ice to get the puck in there," Sislo said, "and I did my best to beat their 'D' (defensemen) and get to it first."

"It seemed like we had it hemmed in," Richardson said, "but they had some speed and we didn't. It was either let him go or take a penalty, or a penalty shot."

"We've seen that time and time again," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said of Sislo's speed. "He didn't use it until the third, but that's all that mattered. As a group we skated and competed, and we got a big push after that big (penalty) kill."

Goaltender Scott Wedgewood, the reigning AHL Player of the Week after back-to-back shutouts over the weekend, got his third consecutive victory. His shutout streak ended at 162 minutes, 44 seconds on Matt Puempel's power-play goal late in the second.

"We're playing well in front of him," Kowalsky said, "but he's making the saves when we need him to make them."
Devils rely on veteran down stretch

Sislo seeing plenty of ice time as Albany makes push for playoffs in last 14 games

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:22 pm, Tuesday, March 18, 2014 

.

Devils' Mike Sislo, left, and Adam Larsson celebrate a first-period goal during their hockey game against the Phantoms on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) Photo: Cindy Schultz / 00025430A

Devils' Mike Sislo, left, and Adam Larsson celebrate a first-period goal during their hockey game against the Phantoms on Saturday, Jan. 25, 2014, at Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Cindy Schultz / Times Union) | Buy this photo 
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Ice bags are as common as skates and helmets in locker rooms at this time of the season.

The Albany Devils are in pursuit of a playoff berth, which has eluded New Jersey's American Hockey League affiliate in 12 of the past 13 seasons. With only 14 regular-season games remaining, they aren't going to let a few bruises or a little swelling take away their focus.

"If you look around our dressing room," goaltender Scott Wedgewood said, "there's guys limping, guys not in the lineup because of injuries, guys coming in and stepping up and playing big roles."

Coach Rick Kowalsky would like to be smarter about how he deploys personnel, especially his veterans, but it isn't always easy.

The Devils and Norfolk Admirals enter the week holding down the Eastern Conference's final two playoff positions, each with 74 points, but the Hershey Bears are only four points behind.

"Right now it's about winning hockey games," Kowalsky said. "The best lineup has got to go in."

Right wing Mike Sislo, whose 21 goals are a career high for pro or college, is a prime example. He is tied for the team lead in both power-play goals (six) and short-handed tallies (two).

He plays in virtually all situations. Sislo even leads the Devils with 10 shootout attempts.

"At this point in the season, everyone's a little tired, everyone's a little bruised," he said while an ice bag was strapped to his wrist. "I've got little bumps and bruises, but I feel well."

Sislo, who has scored eight times in the past 11 games, shares the team lead in goals with Joe Whitney and is second behind Whitney (47) in points (36).

"He's a guy I get concerned about because he plays so many minutes — power play and penalty kill," Kowalsky said. "I've tried to even that out up front. (Scott) Timmins would be the only other guy that consistently plays in both those situations. They're both guys, up by a goal or down by a goal, that you're going to consider for face-offs and in those situations."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Albany Devils this week

(All games on WTMM 104.5 FM)

Wednesday: vs. Binghamton, 7 p.m., Times Union Center

Saturday: at Syracuse, 7 p.m., Onondaga County War Memorial, Syracuse

Sunday: vs. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, 4 p.m., Boardwalk Hall, Atlantic City, N.J.
Wedgewood eases to shutout

Albany goalie faces just 13 shots, blanks second straight foe

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:32 pm, Sunday, March 16, 2014 
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Despite outward appearances, Scott Wedgewood did need a shower Sunday after tending goal for the Albany Devils.

Wedgewood hardly worked up a sweat, making 13 saves, but that's the number of shots the Syracuse Crunch managed to fire on net as the Devils skated off with a 3-0 American Hockey League victory in front of 3,016 at Times Union Center.

"It helps the goals-against (average), but not the save percentage," Wedgewood said after his second shutout in as many days.

He is the first goalie in the Devils' eight-year franchise history to post back-to-back shutouts and the third in Albany's 21-year pro hockey history. Mike Leighton (2007) and Justin Peters (2009) did it for the Albany River Rats.

What's more telling is that the Devils yielded more than five shots in only one of six periods over the weekend, which included a 2-0 home victory Saturday over the Hartford Wolf Pack.

"A lot of guys in that room do take pride in that," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "As coaches we do. We're tight defensively, but it's more about taking away time and space. If you ask anybody that's seen us play our better games, that's what it's about."

Syracuse coach Rob Zettler, who hadn't seen Albany since Nov. 14, took notice.

"They're playing really well," Zettler said. "They were in our face, they didn't give us a whole hell of a lot. You could tell by the shots."

The Devils, who unleashed 37 shots, expanded their margin for the Eastern Conference final playoff spot to four points over Hershey. Albany remained in a seventh-place tie with Norfolk.

Part of the reason for the low shot totals is the Devils' defense, including the forwards, are blocking shots before they reach the goaltender.

"You get down to playoff hockey time, that's how it is," said Wedgewood, who reduced his goals-against average to 2.54 (from 2.75) and upped his save percentage to .894 (from .888) over the weekend. "You block shots, you put your body on the line. You pay a price to win hockey games."

Raman Hrabarenka, a healthy scratch in 12 of the past 19 games, gave Albany the lead with a power-play goal at 16:53 of the first. That margin remained until Mike Sislo got his 20th with 6:15 remaining and scored into an empty net with 21.5 seconds to play. 

"We emphasize that in our D-zone, playing strong in front of our goalie, no matter who it is," Sislo said. "Wedgewood's played two great games. We have to give a lot of credit to him, but we did minimize their shots, so that's a good thing."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 3, CRUNCH 0 

Syracuse 0 0 0 — 0

Albany 1 0 2 — 3
Pair boosts Albany's playoff hopes

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:59 pm, Saturday, March 15, 2014 
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As the American Hockey League regular-season schedule enters its final month, the Albany Devils are trying to hone in on which players can help carry them to playoff land, a place rarely visited this century.

Two second-year pros stepped forward Saturday to move the Devils a step closer to what would be the team's second postseason berth in 14 seasons.

Scott Wedgewood earned his second career shutout and Harri Pesonen scored for the third consecutive game in Albany's 2-0 victory over the Hartford Wolf Pack at Times Union Center, where 4,415 humans and 85 dogs watched on "Pucks and Paws" night.

Neither player was barking about himself afterward, but both were happy to contribute to the team's playoff charge.

"Two points is a lot more important than a shutout for me," said Wedgewood, who made 16 of his 23 saves in the third period.

"This time of year, the most important thing is that your game has to be at its best now, not early in the year," said Pesonen, who has 10 goals after going without one for his first 19 games. "We getting to the playoffs (is important), and hopefully we get there and everything starts over. It's anybody's game after that."

The Devils ended a three-game losing streak. They still hold the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference with 15 games remaining — eight of them at home.

Pesonen's goal at 7:05 of the second gave Albany a lead heading into the third, but that isn't always a winning formula. The Devils have dropped nine games in which they've held a third-period lead, including Friday night in a 6-4 loss at Springfield.

"We addressed it this morning," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "It's not something you harp on all the time. You've got to play with confidence, play with composure. My biggest message was ... play the game, not the score."

Rod Pelley gave Wedgewood a two-goal cushion with 6:11 to play. After surrendering goals in all three of their short-handed situations Friday night, the Devils killed off two penalties in the third to preserve the shutout.

The performance of Wedgewood, who lost last Saturday in Hartford 4-3, should give the Devils confidence that they can rest starting goalie Keith Kinkaid when necessary.

"They've had confidence in me all year," said Wedgewood, who improved to 10-12-3 on the season. "I've been at the end of some personal mistakes and some team games where it doesn't go your way. I'm developing, and that's the main thing. If they can rely on me, I'd like the opportunity more often."

Pesonen, who had 14 goals and 31 points as a rookie, is trying to capitalize on his recent puck luck. He now is at 25 points.

"I've tried to work hard all year, but sometimes I get those slumps where I don't get the puck in and you get frustrated," he said. "Now I'm enjoying what's coming in. I'm enjoying these games. High stakes. We need points every game. I feel like I'm at my best this time of year."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 2, WOLF PACK 0

Hartford 0 0 0 — 0

Albany 0 1 1 — 2
Zalewski signs with Canucks

Staff reports

Published 8:22 pm, Friday, March 14, 2014 
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Mike Zalewski, who just completed his sophomore season with the RPI hockey team, signed a free-agent NHL contract with Vancouver on Friday.

Zalewski, a forward, forgoes his final two years of college eligibility. He will join the Canucks on their current road trip.

"It is a bittersweet time for me and my family. Being at RPI the last two years has been a terrific experience in which I have developed a great deal as a player," Zalewski said. "I have my coaches and teammates to thank for helping me grow into the player I am today."

"We are thrilled to see Mike earn his lifelong dream of signing an NHL contract going directly from RPI to the NHL," RPI coach Seth Appert said. "His work ethic has helped him develop into a power forward in his two years at RPI. He is a great teammate and will be missed."

In 35 games this season, the New Hartford native scored nine goals with 17 assists. Zalewski is the younger brother of Steve Zalewski, who played 173 games with the Albany Devils.

Zalewski's RPI teammate Ryan Haggerty signed with the New York Rangers on Wednesday.
Sestito stepping up at right time

Devils' center trying to provide example for young teammates in playoff push

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 6:33 am, Friday, March 14, 2014 
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Albany Devils' Tim Sestito, top, during practice at the Times Union Center Thursday Oct. 3, 2013, in Albany, NY.(John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00024096A

Albany Devils' Tim Sestito, top, during practice at the Times Union Center Thursday Oct. 3, 2013, in Albany, NY.(John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 
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Of the thousands of face-offs Tim Sestito has taken in a nine-year professional hockey career, the one this past Friday night may have been his worst.

"I've never lost a draw so clean in my life," Sestito, a center for the Albany Devils, said of his puck drop against Tim Kennedy of the Portland Pirates.

Sestito never touched the puck. Kennedy did, catching so much of it that he backhanded it into his own goal. It went down as Sestito's 12th goal of the season, but he didn't even know the puck went in until he saw linemate Harri Pesonen celebrating.

"I've scored bad goals in my career," Sestito said, "but that ranks up there."

With 12 goals and 13 assists, Sestito already has his second-highest American Hockey League total for points, but that's not what measures the 5-foot-11, 195-pound forward.

"With Timmy it's not always about the scoring," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "He was real physical (this past weekend) when the opportunity presented itself — being vocal on the bench, making points in the room and just being a reliable, steady guy out there."

Sestito takes a four-game scoring streak into the weekend, which begins with the Devils holding a three-point edge on Hershey for the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference with 17 games to play. 

Albany has been here before. The Devils approached the three-quarters pole each of the past two seasons in a playoff spot, but they won only four of their final 20 games last season and four of their last 18 two years ago.

"Nothing against those teams in years past," Sestito said, "but the skill level, the chemistry, the attention to detail of this group is a little better. The last couple of years we were on the outside looking in, trying to make a big push. This year it's really tight from (standings positions) four to nine. I'm a little more confident, but nothing is going to be given to us."

Sestito will be a major factor if the New Jersey Devils' AHL affiliate is to make the playoffs for only the second time in 14 years.

"He's playing smart, hard, simple hockey, not making a lot of mistakes," Kowalsky said. "He has picked up his physical play and his energy."

At 29, Sestito is among the elder statesmen and an assistant captain for the Devils, who have six rookies on their roster.

"For a lot of the young guys who haven't played a lot of these games, I like to lead not so much by saying stuff, but by my actions," Sestito said, "whether it's in the weight room or on the ice playing hard and physical and doing little things and being accountable. That's something I've always done, especially late in the season, where every game is almost like a playoff game."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty
Albany ends Sunday rut, gets weekend sweep

Devils tally six points in three days for first time this season

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:05 pm, Sunday, February 23, 2014 
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On the seventh day the Albany Devils didn't rest, and they finally got rewarded for it.

The Devils on Sunday, for the first time this season, finished a three-game American Hockey League weekend sweep. Mike Sislo and Reid Boucher scored second-period goals for the second straight game as the Devils tripped the Utica Comets 2-1 at Times Union Center.

"Not having a Sunday win was eating us a little bit," said goaltender Scott Wedgewood, who made 15 saves. "It could have separated us from the pack during the year had we had a couple of more of them."

Sunday for the Devils had become a holey day, denoted by the big goose egg in their record. The next step would have been to join the Mormon church so they wouldn't have to play Sundays.

Of their seven Sunday losses, five had capped three-games-in-three-days stretches. In three of those situations the Devils had won the first two games, only to fritter away their opportunity for a six-point weekend.

"I didn't want to curse us and talk about it too much," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said, "but this is our third or fourth opportunity to get the trifecta here. I just said we're due. We're due to win on a Sunday, and based on how we played last night, we wanted to reproduce that."

The Devils, who began the weekend in a three-way tie for seventh in the Eastern Conference, moved into fifth place. They beat Norfolk 4-1 at home on Saturday.

The Comets, whose lone goal was scored by former Union College star Jeremy Welsh, had a four-game winning streak end.

"We gave ourselves a chance," said Utica coach Travis Green, whose team had a 6-on-4 skater advantage over the final 50 seconds. "That's a good hockey team over there. They play well."

Six of the Devils' seven previous Sunday games had been away from their home building, where they are 17-8-2. 

"Being at home, three-in-three like this," Kowalsky said, "certainly plays in the home team's favor."

Albany played without Adam Larsson and Eric Gelinas, defensemen who have spent a majority of the season in the NHL.

Gelinas had just come back from a week off because he was ineligible to play in the AHL during the NHL's Olympic break. Larsson had what Kowalsky described as lower-body soreness.

"Playoff game, he probably dresses," Kowalsky said.

Rookie defenseman Reece Scarlett, seeing his first action of the weekend, got the Devils started. He stole the puck at the right point on a clearing attempt by Utica goalie Joe Cannata and fired a shot, which Sislo tipped in. It was Sislo's fourth goal of the weekend.

"It's tough sitting for a couple of days and jumping in there, but I'm a young guy," said Scarlett, who turns 21 next month. "I've got to make the best of my opportunities when I get them."

Boucher piled on 91 seconds later on a power play. The Devils' special teams had four goals on the weekend, and the penalty-killing unit hasn't allowed a goal in eight games, dating back to Feb. 4 — covering 37 times short-handed.

"We won the special teams battle all weekend," Kowalsky said. "Even though Friday the power play looked really ugly (0-for-4), we got two short-handed goals. The PK Friday was our penalty-kill and our power play."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 2, COMETS 1

Utica 0 1 0 — 1

Albany 0 2 0 — 2
Albany passes foe with win

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:53 pm, Saturday, February 22, 2014 
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Down on the ice, Norfolk Admirals' #5 Kevin Gagne, at right, can only watch as Albany Devils' # 28 Dan Kelly drives past during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Down on the ice, Norfolk Admirals' #5 Kevin Gagne, at right, can only watch as Albany Devils' # 28 Dan Kelly drives past during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) | Buy this photo 

Albany Devils' goalie Keith Kincaid stops a shot by Norfolk Admirals' #9 Dave Steckel, at left, during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Albany Devils' #26 Mike Hoeffel takes a shot during Saturday's game against the Norfolk Admirals at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Albany Devils' #9 Joe Whitney and #18 Stefan Matteau get the better of Norfolk Admirals' #5 Kevin Gagne and #3 Nolan Yonkman during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A

Albany Devils' #18 Stefan Matteau, left, is congratulated by team mate #9 Joe Whitney after Matteau's goal during Saturday's game against the Norfolk Admirals at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00025826A
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Albany Devils' #26 Mike Hoeffel takes a shot during Saturday's game against the Norfolk Admirals at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union)  

Albany Devils' #9 Joe Whitney and #18 Stefan Matteau get the better of Norfolk Admirals' #5 Kevin Gagne and #3 Nolan Yonkman during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center Feb. 22, 2014, in Albany, NY. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union)  
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Only one team claimed to have cared that the Albany Devils and Norfolk Admirals were tied in the American Hockey League standings entering Saturday's game at Times Union Center.

For the Devils, what you know doesn't necessarily hurt you.

Fully aware of the situation, Albany broke out of a seventh-place Eastern Conference tie with Norfolk with a 4-1 victory.

"We know where we stand and talk about it a lot," said Stefan Matteau, who got the Devils started with a goal 4:38 into the game. "We've got to get those points, big points, this time of the year."

The day began with six teams separated by two points from fourth through ninth place.

That didn't seem to faze Admirals coach Trent Yawney.

"Why would you look at the standings now? " he said. "There's 25 games left. It's a quarter of the season. Things are going to change once the NHL starts. There are going to be injuries."

The Admirals dropped two points behind the Devils. Norfolk has 24 games remaining, Albany 23.

"These are still four-point games now," said coach Rick Kowalsky, whose Devils split their four-game season series. "You take a step above them. That's our last shot at them."

Albany got its first victory against a team other than Bridgeport or Adirondack since Jan. 17, winning for only the fifth time in 14 games.

Keith Kinkaid made 26 saves to record back-to-back victories after not playing for 13 days because of a groin strain.

"We want to ride the hot hand," Kowalsky said. "With the injury, we probably have to look at giving him tomorrow off and not push him too much here. These games are getting important. We're going to go with the guy we think is going to win that night. He proved us right."

Second-period goals by Mike Sislo, on a power play, and Reid Boucher, off a turnover, broke a 1-1 tie. Sislo added to his career-high total with his 16th goal.

Boucher, who had 62 goals in junior hockey last season, scored only his third in 13 games since returning last month from the New Jersey Devils. He had goals in five straight games when he was called up to the NHL in early December.

"He had some hits early," Kowalsky said. "He was involved physically. He was moving his feet. It's the way the game works. You do the little things. Your play away from the puck improves, those chances come."

"You can't do nothing," Boucher said. "You can't not score and then let them score a bunch of goals on you. You have to clean up your end and do the little things to get those chances."

The Devils improved to 14-7-2-0 at Times Union Center. After Sunday's game against Utica, they won't see Albany ice again until March 17.

"As a group," Kowalsky said, "from the net out, we were focused to a man and did a lot of good things." 

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 4, ADMIRALS 1 

Norfolk 1 0 0 — 1

Albany 1 2 1 — 4
Albany takes advantage of shorthanded Phantoms

Devils top Adirondack team missing several suspended players

By Pete Dougherty

Published 12:15 am, Saturday, February 22, 2014 
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Facing a team whose roster was absent five suspended players, the Albany Devils decided to play shorthanded themselves for a while Friday night against the Adirondack Phantoms.

It wound up being to their advantage.

The Devils' penalty-killing unit not only shut down the Phantoms' power play, it scored twice in the second period to produce a 4-2 victory at Glens Falls Civic Center.

Adirondack was missing five players — including three of their top four scorers and their No. 1 goaltender — who were suspended following a brawl Sunday against Portland.

"We knew about it," said Devils forward Mike Sislo, who scored twice, including one shorthanded. "We also knew that it was going to be opportunities for other guys on their team. They were going to play hard. They wanted to prove themselves."

The Phantoms outshot the Devils 32-23 and drew seven penalties, but the difference was that Albany did its biggest damage during Adirondack's power play.

With the game tied 1-1 early in the second, Sislo stole the puck at his own blue line and had a breakaway to give the Devils the lead for good. Before the period was over, Rod Pelley stripped the Phantoms' Jason Akeson and backhanded with puck into the net.

"They're a better team than what we are," Phantoms coach Terry Murray said. "They've got some really good players that capitalized on opportunities."

"We knew they were going to have energy," Devils coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We knew they were going to have hungry guys in their lineup. They at times certainly took it to us. Those were all pretty timely goals. We got into way too much penalty-killing."

Sislo scored at even strength in the third period, giving him career high totals of 15 goals and 28 points for the season.

"I have personal goals that I set that I keep to myself," said Sislo, in his third pro season. "I wanted to contribute more offensively, and getting to that 20-goal mark would be nice. Every game I try to contribute offensively. At the end of the day the numbers will take care of themselves."

"That's a typical Sislo goal," Kowalsky said of the shorthanded score. "A lot of his goals come off the rush because of speed. It was good to see him score one in zone. I'd like to see him score a couple of more rebound goals and get into those dirty areas. If he can heat up for us, he can alleviate a little pressure on (Joe) Whitney and (Reid) Boucher and some of the guys who are maybe squeezing a little."

Whitney, the Devils' top point producer, has gone pointless in six of 10 games since a one-game NHL stint last month. Boucher has one point in his past seven games.

The offense may be less significant if goaltender Keith Kinkaid rounds into form. Playing his first game in nearly two weeks because of a groin strain, he was sharp. Shortly after Sislo's go-ahead goal, Kinkaid made a sparkling save on a back-door play by Adirondack's Bruno Gervais.

"I felt a little refreshed," he said. "I'm a little tired because of two weeks off, but they got me ready this week."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

DEVILS 4, PHANTOMS 2

Albany 1 2 1 — 4

Adirondack 0 1 1 — 2
Helgeson the busiest of Devils

Defenseman only one on Albany roster to play every game this season

By Pete Dougherty

Published 8:04 pm, Thursday, February 20, 2014 
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Coach Rick Kowalsky appeared to be stumped when asked to name the only Albany Devils player who hasn't missed a game this season.

"It's not (Rod) Pelley. (Scott) Timmins ... no. It's not (Mike) Sislo. (Tim) Sestito? You've got me. Somebody on the back end?"

The back end means defensemen, which triggered Kowalsky's memory just before he waved the white flag: "Oh ... Helgeson."

Seth Helgeson enters the weekend as the only player to have appeared in all 51 A-Devils games. A rookie playing a position that is the team's deepest wouldn't be the first choice.

"Credit to him," Kowalsky said, "being a young guy. (Even) with nine D here, we haven't seen a reason to take him out."

"I was told that a couple of weeks ago," Helgeson said. "It does surprise me a little. Coming from college, you don't play as many games. It's new to me."

Helgeson, 23, averaged 37.5 games per season in four years at the University of Minnesota. A Faribault, Minn., native, he played 58 games in each of two seasons at Sioux City of the U.S. Hockey League.

Coaches generally worry about first-year pros, especially those coming from American colleges, "hitting the wall" as the number of games pile up. 

"He brings a lot of energy to the rink every day," Kowalsky said. "We're going to have to be smart. This is a lot of hockey for him. He may be a guy (who needs a rest), but he hasn't shown any signs for us to take him out."

"The coaches do a great job of maintaining our energy and making sure we're ready for the weekend," Helgeson said. "Maybe I've gone through the wall a little bit, knowing that there are plenty more games left. You have to keep on going and keep giving it your all."

Helgeson's all is a frame measuring 6-foot-5 and 215 pounds. He isn't as adept offensively as teammates Adam Larsson, Eric Gelinas and fellow rookie Reece Scarlett, but he capitalizes on his size to be adept physically.

He is among the team leaders with a plus-6 rating and carries a team-high 74 penalty minutes.

"At Minnesota, I played on an Olympic sheet (15 feet wider than a pro rink) for four years," he said. "Playing on the smaller rink helps my game. I can play a lot more physical. There's not as much room out there in the corner and below the goal line.

"It's the way I'm going to have to play. I have to use my size to my advantage, play physical and keep the puck out of the net. That's the way I like it."
Goalie Kinkaid back, others on move

Hedberg given release; Merrill returns to N.J.; Gelinas cleared to play

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:28 pm, Wednesday, February 19, 2014 
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Albany Devils' Goalie Keith Kinkaid (35) stops a Syracuse Crunch shot during the second period of their AHL hockey game, Wednesday, Feb. 13, 2013, in Albany, N.Y. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) Pro Sports Photo: Hans Pennink / Hans Pennink

Albany Devils' Goalie Keith Kinkaid (35) stops a Syracuse Crunch shot during the second period of their AHL hockey game, Wednesday, Feb. 13, 2013, in Albany, N.Y. (Hans Pennink / Special to the Times Union) Pro Sports 
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Goaltender Keith Kinkaid, who missed four games with a groin strain, was back at Albany Devils practice on Wednesday, meaning that Johan Hedberg's brief return to the American Hockey League is over.

Hedberg, a 12-year NHL veteran who was signed to a professional tryout agreement last week, was released by the Devils.

Scott Wedgewood, who has been Kinkaid's backup, wound up starting all three games last weekend, resulting in a victory, a loss and a shootout loss.

"Our original intention was never to do that," coach Rick Kowalsky said. "We changed our thought process based on how the games went."

Hedberg, 40, had been expected to start one of the three games, but he wound up playing only a relief role Sunday in a 7-3 loss at Bridgeport. He allowed two goals on 13 shots in 37:41.

"We're about trying to develop these kids, and that has nothing to do with Hedberg," Kowalsky said. "I didn't think he (Wedgewood) was tired. It didn't work out. ... Hindsight's 20/20, right?"

Meanwhile, the Devils also lost the services of rookie defenseman Jon Merrill, although they never actually had them. Merrill was recalled Wednesday by the New Jersey Devils.

Merrill was reassigned Feb. 9 after New Jersey's final game before the Olympic break. He never reported to Albany — Kowalsky said last week that the organization wanted to give him a break — and practiced Wednesday with the NHL Devils in Newark.

Third-year defenseman Eric Gelinas was on the ice Wednesday for Albany. Gelinas, sent down by New Jersey on Jan. 31, was forced to sit out last weekend's games because he had spent too much time on the NHL roster to be eligible to play AHL games during the Olympic break.

"When they sent me down, I was pretty sure I wasn't going to be able to play," Gelinas said, "so it wasn't really a big surprise. It was a little weird two weeks."

Gelinas played three games for Albany before the Olympic break began, picking up an assist and compiling a plus-5 rating.

In 44 games for New Jersey, he had six goals and 16 assists.

"The three games I played here, I really focused on playing defense," said Gelinas, who is eligible to play Friday for Albany. "I think I played well. I'm not worried about the points. I proved I can provide some offense at both levels, so I'm not really worried about that. It's just the little details I need to work on."

Muller loudly gets message across to Canes

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Monday, Mar. 17, 2014
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The Canes head coach Kirk Muller watches the action.
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RALEIGH It all spilled out of Carolina Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller on Monday.

There was frustration, fire and anger. There was emotion and there was exhortation. And, yes, there were some expletives mixed in.

At the end of the team practice at Raleigh Center Ice, Muller gathered his players around him on the ice for a few words. He was loud and his message clear.

Muller talked of “wanting guys who want to make a difference.” He said “losing is for losers” and that too many of the players were cheating and “playing their own way.”

Too many, he said, were “playing for the scoresheet” and worried about getting theirs. Some were more worried about new contracts, he said, and others about somehow holding on and playing another year in NHL.

“You’re a good group of guys but the culture is going to change,” he said. “It takes work, it takes togetherness. We have a lot of fans who support you guys and care about you and we’re not quitting. We’re staying together. You better stay together.”

Muller told the players he liked the energy at practice. But he said the consistency has not been there in games, or enough mental toughness.

At one point, he asked the players if they were upset – albeit in more graphic terms. 

“We’re moving forward,” Muller said. “If you want to fit in, show it. Do it with work. I don’t want guys who don’t show up, who have bad body language. We’re going to practice hard, we’re going to play hard and we’re going to win games.”

The Hurricanes have not done enough winning this season. Back-to-back losses to the Boston Bruins and Edmonton Oilers have dropped Carolina to 29-30-9 and nine points out of playoff position after Sunday’s games.

Center Jordan Staal summed up the Canes’ position succinctly Sunday after the 2-1 loss to the Oilers: “Not in a good spot.”

Muller was particularly upset with the 5-1 loss in Boston on Saturday, saying the Canes did not compete. But losing to the Oilers at PNC Arena, giving up the winning goal on a third-period power play, did not set well with him, either.

Canes captain Eric Staal said he has seen Muller that fiery before, but usually behind closed doors. 

“He’s been clear before,” Staal said Monday. “I think everybody knows where we’re at right now, our situation. The frustration everybody feels is coming through with him, and now it’s about how you respond and how you respond as a player and how you carry yourself going into the next game. It’s all about sticking together.”

The Canes play the next three on the road, beginning with Tuesday’s game against the Columbus Blue Jackets. Then it’s on to face the Chicago Blackhawks and Winnipeg Jets.

“We have to do it together, we can’t have any passengers,” Muller said after practice. “We’ve got to play the game the right way and we’ve got to go earn it.

“We’re no different than any other organization. We’ve got fans that back this team and organization and it’s our obligation to go out and play as hard as we can and as well as we can in every game we suit up for.”

Since winning the Stanley Cup in 2006, the Canes have been a part of the playoffs only once, reaching the Eastern Conference finals in 2009. Only a miracle run now can prevent them from missing the playoffs for a fifth straight season.

Staal, a big part of the Cup run, said he senses and understands the disappointment of Canes fans aching for their team to again be a part of the playoffs. 

“I’ve been here a long time and our fans have been great,” Staal said. “They’re supportive and they’re probably as frustrated as I am. We expect better and we’re going to have to deliver. 

“We appreciate, obviously, our fans and the support they’ve given us over the years. We’re going to continue to fight and compete. Ultimately, you need to do your best for the fans because they’re always there supporting you.”

NOTE: Canes forward Jiri Tlusty, who missed the Oilers game with a lower-body injury, won’t play against Columbus but could return this week, Muller said. Defenseman John-Michael Liles, sidelined the past five games because of a concussion, returned to practice Monday and wore a no-contact jersey. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/17/4773521/muller-loudly-gets-message-across.html#storylink=cpy

Chris Terry stays hot in Checkers’ 4-3 win against Rampage

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Saturday, Mar. 22, 2014

One of the Checkers’ best second periods of the season began with Aaron Palushaj crumbling to the ice. 

Following a scoreless – and relatively flat – first 25 minutes against the Rampage on Friday night at Time Warner Cable Arena, the Checkers came to life after seeing San Antonio defenseman Greg Zanon send Palushaj face-first into the boards in a 4-3 Charlotte victory. 

Zanon headed to the penalty box for boarding, only to be joined seven seconds later by teammate John Lee, who was found guilty of the same infraction. Palushaj picked himself up and remained in the game.

The penalties set up one minute and 53 seconds of 5-on-3 play for the Checkers. 

“There was something like 38 seconds left and I just said to the guys, ‘Relax, we still have time here,’” Checkers assistant captain Chris Terry said. “I just tried to calm them down and, you know, say all it takes is one shot and we’re up 1-0.” 

With seven seconds remaining, Terry made good on those words, sending a shot from the point through the legs of Brett Sutter and past San Antonio goaltender Michael Houser, who finished with 41 saves. 

The goal was the first of three Checkers power-play strikes on the night, and set the tone for the eventual win. 

Palushaj and Brody Sutter scored one apiece later in the second before Charlotte allowed a San Antonio goal with 20 seconds to play in the frame. 

Although the late goal put a damper on an otherwise inspired period, the Checkers still managed to outshoot the Rampage, 21-9. 

In the third, goals by John McFarland and Matt Gilroy tied the game at 3-3 with 8:41 to play. 

Gilroy’s goal came after Checkers defenseman Michal Jordan fell at the blue line after making contact with a Rampage player. 

However, again the Checkers’ power play had an answer.

When San Antonio defenseman Ryan Whitney was sent off for cross-checking at the 14:30 mark in the third, Charlotte’s power-play unit took to the ice. With 4:01 remaining in the game, another blast from the point by Terry – again with Sutter screening – found the back of the net. 

“None of us wanted to see them tie the game,” Terry said. “But the power play was good for us tonight – three goals. It stepped up. Sometimes it’s not how many you score, it’s when you score and tonight (the power play) did what it needed to do.”

Terry extended his current scoring streak to five games and his point streak to six. Over his past 25 games, Terry now has 31 points (12g, 19a).

“Things are working well,” Terry said. “I’m just trying to put pucks on net. I got good screens by Sutter on both goals. You go through streaks like this where you can’t miss almost.” 

The Checkers (32-29-3) will face the Rampage (25-29-9) again on Sunday. 

SA 0 1 2 - 3 

CHA 0 3 1 - 4

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/22/4784772/chris-terry-stays-hot-in-checkers.html#storylink=cpy

Charlotte Checkers’ big names heating up at right time

By Seth Lakso

Correspondent

Posted: Sunday, Mar. 16, 2014

The Checkers are in the midst of one of their best 10-game stretches of the season and it’s not a coincidence that the run has coincided with Charlotte’s top four scorers playing their best hockey of the season. 

The Checkers are 7-3-0 in their past 10 games – eight of which were on the road – and have climbed back into playoff contention, setting up an exciting final few weeks of the regular season. 

Despite Sunday’s 3-2 loss to Lake Erie at Time Warner Cable Arena, the Checkers (31-28-3) remain just four points behind the Rockford IceHogs for the final playoff spot in the Western Conference with 14 games left.

Brett Sutter, Aaron Palushaj, Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry all recorded multiple points in Saturday’s win and Terry remained hot with a short-handed breakaway goal in Saturday’s defeat. 

“Over the last month, it seems like they’ve all been going well,” Checkers coach Jeff Daniels said of his top four scorers. “They need to, for us to have a chance to get into the playoffs. They have a lot of pride and they’re kind of taking this team on their backs and carrying us. The other guys are following their lead.”

Boychuk (56 points), Terry (56) and Palushaj ( 55) entered Sunday ranked in the top 11 in the AHL in scoring. With four of the AHL’s top 10 in scoring currently playing with their NHL clubs, Boychuk and Terry entered Sunday ranked third with Palushaj tied for fifth. 

Boychuk has 11 points (5g, 6a) is his past nine games. Terry has points in nine of his past 10 games (5g, 6a), Palushaj has 11 points (3g, 8a) in his past eight.

Sutter – who on Saturday passed Zac Dalpe for third all-time on the Checkers’ scoring list and added an assist Sunday – now has 10 points (5g, 5a) in his past 10 games.

“Things are getting interesting every game. Every point is so big for us,” Sutter said. “We’re trying not to watch the scoreboard too much, focus on ourselves and take advantage of these home games.”

Palushaj’s impact has gone even further this season. The 2007 second-round pick entered Sunday tied for the AHL lead with six game-winning goals this season.

The Checkers are 15-4 in games where he finds the back of the net. 

The team’s success is reflected in ticket sales. All six remaining home games either sold out or are expected to sell out. 

“We’ve got six games – all weekend dates – here in the month of March and we’re going to sell all six of them out,” Checkers Senior Vice President of Ticket Sales Shawn Lynch said. “People are turning out either for their first game, or hopefully, they’ve been to a game before and they’re bringing their family or friends back. It’s that kind of word-of-mouth advertising that’s catching fire for us.” 

For the season, the Checkers rank eighth in the AHL in average ticket sales (6,016) – a number that is expected to rise in the coming weeks.

“I think we’ve had a good core group of guys here, with Boychuk and Terry especially,” Lynch said. “You want to see those guys succeed. You want them to get to the NHL, but fortunately for us they’ve been here for four years now and their names are becoming familiar and they’re fan favorites here.”

The Checkers will be back in action on Wednesday when they travel to Norfolk and take on the Admirals. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/16/4772131/charlotte-checkers-big-names-heating.html#storylink=cpy

Time running out on Hurricanes after 2-1 loss to Oilers

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Sunday, Mar. 16, 2014
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Karl B DeBlaker - AP

Carolina Hurricanes' Nathan Gerbe (14) loses his edge and the puck to Edmonton Oilers' Taylor Hall (4) during the first period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Sunday, March 16, 2014.
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RALEIGH When the Carolina Hurricanes’ season is over, which should be in a few weeks, they’ll have a lot of time to think about all of the hot goalies they faced.

Goalies who handed them regulation losses. Goalies who kept them from picking up points. Goalies such as Ben Scrivens of the Edmonton Oilers.

Scrivens had 29 saves Sunday as the Oilers handed the Hurricanes a 2-1 loss at PNC Arena, further narrowing the Canes’ slim chances of reaching the Stanley Cup playoffs.

Scrivens allowed a first-period goal to Jordan Staal on a funky play when the goalie tried to bat the puck out of the air and Staal whacked it in the net. But he shut the door from there as the Canes (29-30-9) followed Saturday’s 5-1 road loss to the Boston Bruins with the loss at home and now are nine points out of playoff position with 14 games remaining.

“We do a good job of making goalies look good,” Staal said. “There’s a lot of opportunities and we’ve got to get in front of him more and create better shots. We’re getting shots but not good chances.”

They’re also not scoring on the power play. That has been a season-long issue for the Canes and it flared up again Sunday.

The Oilers (24-36-9) were 29th on the road in the NHL on the power play, but they scored the winner with a man advantage as defenseman Justin Schultz ripped a shot past goalie Anton Khudobin almost nine minutes into the third period.

The Canes, 29th on the power play at home and 29th overall in the NHL, came up empty all three times.

“It’s frustrating,” Staal said. “There are times we play so well and do a lot of good things and play smart, and then at times it’s just not working.”

The Canes were pushed around Saturday by the physical Bruins. Sunday, they faced a young, quick team that did not play Saturday and was finishing a four-game road trip.

Carolina coach Kirk Muller said it was a matter of the Canes not finishing their offensive chances, noting, “The puck was on the right guy’s stick.”

Staal, who extended his point streak to six games, had seven shots on goal and forced Scrivens to make tough saves early, at the end of the second period and then early in the third. Alexander Semin and Jeff Skinner each had four shots for the Canes, who had 30 shots on goal and another 20 blocked.

“It’s tough when you’re fighting like that and you lose 2-1 and a third-period goal you give up,” Canes defenseman Justin Faulk said.

The Canes played without forward Jiri Tlusty, sidelined by a lower-body injury. Forward Radek Dvorak left the game with an upper-body injury.

Matt Hendricks gave the Oilers a 1-0 lead in the first after the puck glanced off Canes defenseman Jay Harrison. 

But Jordan Staal tied it on a rush into the zone when he took a pass in the slot from Eric Staal for a shot that hit the stick of the Oilers’ Sam Gagner and bounced up. Scrivens swatted at the puck, but Jordan Staal knocked it in the net for his 14th goal of the season.

The Schultz power-play goal came after Andrei Loktionov was called for high-sticking. Carolina had killed off the Oilers’ first three power plays, but Schultz used a screen by Ryan Smyth to beat Khudobin.

The Canes will play their next three games on the road, facing Columbus, Winnipeg and Chicago. 

“You’ve got to battle every day,” Muller said. “You can’t sit there and look at the standings and the points and what-if this or whatever. … You’re all pros and you’re expected to be at your best every day, and that’s what we have to be.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/16/4771375/time-running-out-on-hurricanes.html#storylink=cpy

Skinner sets Canes record with 13 shots on goal

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Friday, Mar. 14, 2014
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Gregg Forwerck - NHLI via Getty Images

Jeff Skinner #53 of the Carolina Hurricanes attempts to maintain control of the puck while defended by Henrik Tallinder #20 of the Buffalo Sabres during their NHL game at PNC Arena on March 13, 2014 in Raleigh, North Carolina. 
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 Tlusty, Semin help Hurricanes push past Sabres for 4-2 win
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RALEIGH Jeff Skinner’s 13 shots on goal Thursday in the Carolina Hurricanes’ 4-2 win over the Buffalo Sabres established a new franchise record. 

It also led to some post-game banter with the previous record-holder, Eric Staal, who had 12 shots in a March 2008 game against Atlanta.

According to Skinner, Staal said something to him about “maybe passing the puck a little bit more.”

Skinner had a quick retort. Something about Staal “maybe getting open a little more.”

The Canes could smile and joke about such things Friday. Skinner scored a goal – and easily could have had one or two more – and Staal an assist in the victory. Their line, with rookie Elias Lindholm at right wing, combined for 19 shots, just four less than the Sabres’ team total.

The Canes closed with 55 shots, a season high and two shy of the franchise record since the team’s relocation to North Carolina in 1997.

“We had a lot of chances,” Skinner said Friday. “It’s a good sign when you’re generating that much offense.”

For the Hurricanes, who play in Boston on Saturday against the Bruins, consistent offensive production is a must if they’re to make a big late-season push and possibly get in playoff contention. They need Skinner scoring. They need Alexander Semin and Jiri Tlusty scoring. They need the top two lines, centered by Jordan and Eric Staal, putting up points each game.

Semin, who has a six-game point streak, and Tlusty both had goals against the Sabres during the third-period rally and Jordan Staal finished with two assists. In the past few games, their line has been the Canes’ best line.

“I’m fine with you calling them the first line, too. It’s OK,” Eric Staal said.

But Skinner is heating up again. He has scored a goal in three of the past four games and now has a team-leading 26 for the season.

Skinner beat Sabres goalie Michal Neuvirth, who appeared impregnable much of the game, with a wicked tight-angle shot in the first period. Even he wasn’t sure how the puck got past Neuvirth.

“I didn’t see it go in,” Skinner said. “It went through the goalie’s armpit or something. I heard the crowd and knew it went in.

“I had so many great chances and then the one you least expect to go in goes in for us.”

Skinner had seven shots in a game six times this season before Thursday. Against the Sabres, he had seven shots by the end of the second period and didn’t let up.

“You’re not going to get that many shots unless your teammates are finding you,” Skinner said. “A lot of my shots are off the cycle or off the rush. It’s often (Staal) or ‘Lindy’ winning a battle and me finding a hole and getting the puck in the right area.”

Despite all the offense from that line, Canes coach Kirk Muller said Eric Staal probably played his best two-way game of the season against Buffalo. Staal worked hard in the defensive zone and backchecked with a purpose.

“I thought he made good choices and was always in the right position,” Muller said Friday.

Staal’s 12-shot game came on March 28, 2008, when Staal had a goal and two assists in a 7-1 win over Atlanta. He had six shots against the Sabres, equaling his shot production in the three previous games.

Skinner’s 13 shots were the most taken by an NHL player since Dec. 28, 2010, when Nashville’s Patric Hornqvist had 14.

“That’s remarkable,” Muller said. “That means he’s on the puck, using his creativity, having a shooting mentality, the whole combination. That’s when he’s at his best when he plays like he did last night.”

The Canes (29-28-9) now face the Eastern Conference-leading Bruins (44-17-5) with a two-game winning streak. Muller said defenseman Justin Faulk, who missed the past five games with an upper-body injury, may return. 

“Hopefully we can keep this thing rolling and keep that good feeling,” Skinner said. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/14/4766461/skinner-sets-canes-record-with.html#storylink=cpy

Injured Pitkanen says he's making progress

By Chip Alexander
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The Hurricanes Joni Pitkanen (25) drives the Caps Brooks Laich (21) into the boards during the first period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the Washington Capitals at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on April 2, 2013. Pitkanen was injured later in the game; it was announced on Sept 11, 2013 that he would miss the entire 2013-2014 season because of the injury to his heel.
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Carolina Hurricanes defenseman Joni Pitkanen, in a statement released Thursday by the team, said he is making progress in recovering from a broken heel bone but can't say when he will be able to return to hockey.

Pitkanen, 30, suffered a broken left calcaneus bone on April 2, 2013, against the Washington Capitals. He missed the remainder of the 2012-13 season and was ruled out of the 2013-14 season.

“I’ve been working with Raleigh Orthopaedic throughout this season with the hope of returning to play hockey," Pitkanen sad. "There is no timetable as of now, but I’ve been making progress with my rehab and it remains my goal to resume my professional hockey career. It’s been frustrating to be away from the ice, but I want to thank all of the people who have expressed support throughout the season.”

Pitkanen has scored 57 goals and earned 225 assists in 535 career NHL regular-season games with Philadelphia, Edmonton and Carolina. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/13/4763674/injured-pitkanen-says-hes-making.html#storylink=cpy

Canes’ Jordan Staal ready to relax and play

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Wednesday, Mar. 12, 2014
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The Canes Jordan Staal (11) celebrates after he scored during the first period.

Store

More Information

Get the latest Canes news, photos and scores

Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog

More NHL news

RALEIGH It has taken a lot longer than he wanted, but Jordan Staal of the Carolina Hurricanes believes he finally has learned to relax and play.

Don’t worry about the big contract. Don’t worry about how many points he has. Don’t worry about what people might be saying about him.

“I’ve been just going out and playing and letting my mind go a little bit,” Staal said Wednesday. “There has been a lot of ups and downs mentally for me since I’ve been here. Wanting so much more for this team and for myself and not having it was frustrating for me. 

“I’ve learned a lot, how to mentally carry myself from day to day. I’m still learning, but right now things are going well, but it’s because of hard work and getting the mind frame right.”

At times in recent Canes games, Staal has resembled Ryan Getzlaf of the Anaheim Ducks or Joe Thornton of the San Jose Sharks – both quintessential power centers. He has been a force on the ice, a presence, checking the other team’s best line but also more of an offensive threat.

“He’s playing a simple, hard game,” Canes captain Eric Staal said. “Not thinking, just playing. That’s when he’s at his best.” 

No doubt, a line change that has Jordan Staal playing with wingers Jiri Tlusty and Alexander Semin is a big part of that. Staal has two goals and three assists in the past three games, scoring the game-winning goal Tuesday in the Canes’ 3-1 victory against the New York Rangers.

“Their line has been very effective,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “(Staal) is getting different results, so he’s feeling better. That was the big thing he wanted – the extra responsibility. 

“I think he’s coming into his own, playing his best hockey since he’s been here. He’s become a power forward, taking the puck wide, going to the net.”

Muller smiled, adding, “Now, what we’re saying is, ‘Hey, there’s nights you can be the best player on the ice and that’s OK. Push yourself that way.’”

That’s the kind of play the Canes expected when they obtained Staal in a trade with the Pittsburgh Penguins during the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. The Canes then quickly signed Staal to a 10-year, $60 million extension.

Staal was the Pens’ third center behind Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin. He was eager to join his brother, Eric, take on a bigger offensive role with the Hurricanes and justify the investment in him.

But Staal had a modest 10 goals and 21 assists in the NHL’s shortened season last year. He had just one goal and two assists in the first 14 games this season as Carolina stumbled to a 4-7-3 start.

“That’s the difference between playing here and playing in Pittsburgh,” Eric Staal said. “You play in Pittsburgh with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, they’re going to take the brunt (of criticism) when things aren’t going well. He’s in a smaller market with a big contract, so people are going to be harder on him. 

“That’s life. That’s the way it goes. I’ve been down that road for a lot of years now. I know what I can bring and what I can do, and you need to believe in yourself and believe in your ability and try not to think. It’s hard, because you care and want to do your best every night.”

Jordan Staal’s line may now be the Canes’ top line. Tlusty, who also had a goal and assist in the victory against the Rangers, is a smart two-way player and Semin is underrated defensively.

The Hurricanes (28-28-9), who face the Buffalo Sabres (19-38-8) on Thursday at PNC Arena, will need consistent production from that line and nearly everyone on the ice if they are to somehow claw back into playoff contention. 

“For me to play at an elite level and lead this team, I need to be mentally and physically ready every night,” Jordan Staal said.

The Canes are counting on it. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/12/4761072/canes-jordan-staal-ready-to-relax.html#storylink=cpy

With Cam Ward in net, Canes beat Rangers 3-1

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com

Posted: Wednesday, Mar. 12, 2014
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Alexander Semin #28 of the Carolina Hurricanes watches as a shot by teammate Jiri Tlusty (not pictured) of the Carolina Hurricanes goes past Henrik Lundqvist #30 of the New York Rangers for a goal in the second period of a game at PNC Arena on March 11, 2014 in Raleigh, North Carolina. (Photo by Grant Halverson/Getty Images) 
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RALEIGH It’s hard, nigh impossible, to try and chase down a team when you keep losing to them.

The Carolina Hurricanes had lost 10 straight times to the New York Rangers before the puck dropped Tuesday at PNC Arena. The Canes also had lost six in a row on home ice to the Rangers, which was galling.

But both streaks ended as the Canes won 3-1, getting some sound play in net from Cam Ward and goals from Jiri Tlusty, Jordan Staal and rookie Elias Lindholm.

“We played a really strong 60 minutes,” Canes coach Kirk Muller said. “There’s still a lot of fight in these guys. We had a lot of guys who showed they’re not going to quit.”

The Hurricanes (28-28-9) had dropped seven of their past eight games, including a 4-2 loss Friday to the Rangers when New York surged in the third period to score four goals. They had fallen down the Metropolitan Division standings and were 11 points behind the second-place Rangers (35-27-4) in the Metro.

Anton Khudobin was in net Friday against New York, making 40 saves but taking the loss. Ward then relieved a struggling Khudobin on Saturday against the New Jersey Devils as the Canes rallied from a 4-1 deficit before losing 5-4.

Muller had a decision to make: Khudobin or Ward on Tuesday. Ward got the call, making his first appearance at PNC Arena since the New Year’s Eve game against Montreal.

“The reason I started him is because the big word in team sports is chemistry,” Muller said. “For us to move forward here, your best players have to come up big and he’s one of the leaders of this team. 

“It was a team we’re trying to catch and we said, ‘You’ve got the ball.’ I think he wanted it.”

It has been a challenging, frustrating season for Ward. A groin injury in October was a setback. He returned, only to be injured again.

While Ward was out, Khudobin played well enough to be named the NHL’s first star for January. Khudobin had become the Canes’ No. 1 goalie and general manager Jim Rutherford talked recently of Ward’s struggles being more mental than physical.

But Ward made the big stops Tuesday in earning his first victory since beating the Canadiens on Dec. 31. The Rangers’ goal came on defenseman Kevin Klein’s blast from the high slot early in the second period.

The Rangers, while outshot 35-25, had pucks crazily bouncing around Ward at times. It wasn’t always smooth. But Ward was effective. 

“It’s been a long time coming,” Ward said, smiling. “I was slightly overdue to get a win and have some positives happen. As a goaltender in my position, I need to come up with the save when it matters and fortunately tonight things went better for me.”

Jordan Staal’s line, with Tlusty and Alexander Semin on the wings, also came up big. Staal set up Tlusty for a shot that beat Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist 33 seconds into the second period for a 1-0 lead. Klein tied it, but Staal then outraced Rangers defenseman Anton Stralman to the puck along the boards in the Rangers zone, passed across ice to Tlusty, then broke in to take a Tlusty pass and score his 13th of the season.

Lindholm’s goal came with 5:29 left in regulation after Jeff Skinner stickhandled the puck through traffic to get off a shot. Lindholm knocked the loose puck last Lundqvist.

“We did a lot of good things on both sides of the puck,” Jordan Staal said. “We’ve been working hard these last few games but tonight we were working smarter.”

Against the Rangers on Friday, the winning goal came on a 5-on-3 New York power play after the Canes twice flipped pucks over the glass for penalties. But the Canes avoided those mistakes, killed off three Rangers power plays -- one after a late tripping call against Eric Staal -- and outworked the Rangers.

“We won a lot of the races, a lot of the battles,” Muller said.

The Canes, with 65 points, are eight points behind third-place Columbus in the Metro and eight points behind Philadelphia for the last wild-card playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. It’s still a steep climb.

“It’s never over until the end,” Tlusty said. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/03/11/4758887/with-cam-ward-in-net-canes-beat.html#storylink=cpy
Friday, March 21, 2014

Chris Terry stays hot in Checkers 4-3 win over Rampage

Two goals by Chris Terry and a Checkers power-play until clicking on all cylinders helped Charlotte move past San Antonio, 4-3, on Friday night in front of 8,213 at Time Warner Cable Arena.

One of the Checkers best second periods of the season began with Aaron Palushaj crumbling to the ice. 

After a scoreless – and relatively flat – first 25 minutes against the Rampage on Friday night, the Checkers, as well as the 8,213 on hand at Time Warner Cable Arena, came to life after seeing San Antonio defenseman Greg Zanon send Palushaj face-first into the boards. 

Zanon headed to the penalty box for boarding, only to be joined seven seconds later by his teammate John Lee, who was found guilty of the same infraction, while Palushaj picked himself up and remained in the game. 

The penalties set up one minute and 53 seconds of five-on-three play for the Checkers. 

With time winding down on the power play, the Checkers had generated several scoring chances, but had not found the back of the net. 

“There was something like 38 seconds left and I just said to the guys, ‘Relax, we still have time here,’” said Checkers assistant captain Chris Terry. “I just tried to calm them down and, you know, say all it takes is one shot and we’re up 1-0.” 

With seven seconds of five-on-three play remaining, Terry made good on those words, sending a shot from the point through the legs of a screening Brett Sutter (1 assist) and past San Antonio goaltender Michael Houser (41 saves). 

The goal was the first of three Checkers power-play strikes on the night, and set the tone for what ultimately turned into a 4-3 victory for Charlotte. 

The Checkers went on to score two more goals in the second, with Palushaj and Brody Sutter doing the honors, before allowing a San Antonio goal with 20 seconds to play in the frame.  

Although the late goal put a damper on an otherwise inspired period, the Checkers still managed to outshoot the Rampage, 21-9. 

In the third, goals by John McFarland and Matt Gilroy tied the game at 3-3 with 8:41 to play. 

Gilroy’s goal came after Checkers defenseman Michal Jordan had fallen at the blue line due to contact with another Rampage player. 

However, again the Checkers’ power play had an answer. 

When San Antonio defenseman Ryan Whitney was sent off for cross-checking at the 14:30 mark in the third, Charlotte’s power-play unit took to the ice and with 4:01 remaining in the game, another blast from the point by Terry, with Sutter once again screening, found the back of the net. 

“None of us wanted to see them tie the game,” said Terry, “but the power play was good for us tonight -- three goals. It stepped up. Sometimes it’s not how many you score, it’s when you score and tonight (the power play) did what it needed to do.”

The two-goal night for Terry extended his current scoring streak to five games and his point streak to six. Over his last 25 games, Terry now has 31 points (12g, 19a).

“Things are working well,” said Terry. “I’m just trying to put pucks on net. I got good screens by Sutter on both goals. You go through streaks like this where you can’t miss almost.” 

The Checkers (32-29-3), who finished the night three-for-six on the man advantage, will face the Rampage (25-29-9) again on Sunday.

Asked about how he feels about his game going into Sunday, Terry responded: “Things are going in right now and I’m going to keep shooting.”
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Getting to know the newly signed Dennis Robertson 

Caught up with Dennis Robertson in between the first and second period of Friday’s game between the Checkers and Rampage. 

The 6-foot-1-inch, 215-pound, left-shot defenseman arrived in Charlotte on Thursday night and made it to the Checkers morning skate the following day.  

The 22-year-old signed a two-year, entry level-contract with the Hurricanes on Thursday. He was originally drafted in the sixth round of the 2011 NHL draft. Carolina acquired his negotiation rights as part of the John-Michael Liles-Tim Gleanson trade on 1/1/14. 

A two-year captain at Brown University, Robertson scored 70 points (17g, 53a) during his four years with the Bears and led the team in power-play goals (5), plus/minus (+11), blocked shots (56) and penalty minutes (78) in his senior season  

Q: Have you ever been to Charlotte before?

Robertson: No, I’ve never been. I’m from a very small town in British Columbia (Forth St. John), so this whole area is kind of new to me.  

Q: Familiar with anyone already on the Checkers?

Robertson: I’ve played against (Danny) Biega (who played for Harvard). The rest of the guys, I’ve never met any of them, but with hockey being so small and (tight knit), I knew a few guys who knew them. It’s a small world in that way. 

Q: How was morning skate?

Robertson: I talked to a couple of the college guys that came in here last year. I mean, it’s just day 1. We just had one skate there and I stayed late with (Hurricanes Director of Defensemen Development) Glen Wesley there doing some extra work and he put me through the ringer a bit, but that’s good. 

Q: Has the team given you any idea when you might play and what your role could be?

Robertson: They didn’t mention anything explicitly, you know. They said that I’m here to be a part of the team. They said that I have to be ready to get a chance. They have seven (defensemen) and if they ever put me in the lineup I need to be ready to go. They didn’t try to overwhelm me on my first day with systems and stuff like that. They just wanted to start getting me comfortable and go from there.

Q: Describe your style of play and what you bring to a hockey team.

Robertson: I’m a physical player, a guy that’s going to be solid defensively. I can make some plays coming out of our zone, if I can chip in offensively with a shot of two, that’s great.

*For those interested in such things, Robertson will wear No. 20. 
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Game 64 Preview: San Antonio Rampage at Charlotte Checkers 

 After a stretch of seven wins in eight games brought the Checkers to within four points of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference, Charlotte has hit a bit of a bump with back-to-back losses. Luckily for the Checkers, Rockford – who currently holds that final spot – hasn’t been able to stretch its points lead past four.

 Tonight (and Sunday) the Checkers will play host to the San Antonio Rampage, who ranks last in the West Division with 59 points. 

 Puck Drop: 7:00 p.m.

TV/Radio info: Video TWC CH. 521 / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 31-29-1-2, Rampage 25-28-3-6

Projected Checkers lineup:

 Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Justin Shugg

 Zach Boychuk-Sean Dolan-Aaron Palushaj

 Philippe Cornet-Brody Sutter-Nicolas Blanchard

 Matt Marquardt-Victor Rask-Jared Staal

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

 Keegan Lowe-Mark Flood

 Rasmus Rissanen-Matt Corrente

 John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Dennis Robertson (newly signed)

Injured: Greg Nemisz, Brandon Woods

Storylines:

Chris Terry (4 goals, 2 assists) and Brett Sutter (4g, 4a) both have five-game point streaks. … Terry’s 57 points (24g, 33a) this season rank sixth in the AHL, while his teammate, Zach Boychuk, ranks eighth with 56 points (28g, 28a). … Another Checker to watch is center Sean Dolan, who has four goals and four assists this month after entering February with just six points (1g, 5a) overall. … On Thursday, the Carolina Hurricanes announced the signing of former Brown University defenseman Dennis Robertson, 22. His rights were acquired from the Toronto Maple Leafs as part of the trade involving John-Michael Liles and Tim Gleason in January. Robertson scored 70 points (17g, 53a) and recorded 267 penalty minutes in 128 games with Brown. Although his status is uncertain at the moment, the Checkers didn’t rule out the possibility that the 2011 sixth-round pick could see the ice this weekend. … San Antonio center Vincent Trocheck is 11th in the AHL in scoring among rookies with 41 points (16g, 25a). … The Rampage is 2-7-0-1 in its past 10 games. … Forwards Brandon Woods and Greg Nemisz are not expected to play due to injuries.

 Standings Update:

source: www.theahl.com 
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Thursday, March 20, 2014

Hurricanes agree to terms with Dennis Robertson, assign to Charlotte 

Per team release...

 Defenseman recently completed four-year career at Brown University

RALEIGH, NC – Ron Francis, Vice President of Hockey Operations for the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has agreed to terms with defenseman Dennis Robertson on a two-year, entry-level contract. In the first year, the deal will pay Robertson $550,000 at the NHL level, or $60,000 at the American Hockey League (AHL) level. In the second year, he will earn $575,000 in the NHL, or $60,000 in the AHL, and the deal pays Robertson a $120,000 signing bonus. He will join Carolina’s AHL affiliate, the Charlotte Checkers, for the remainder of the 2013-14 season.

“Dennis had a very good collegiate career at Brown, and was consistently recognized for his play and leadership,” said Francis. “We are excited to see him begin his professional career.”

Robertson, 22, recently completed his senior season at Brown University, and was named First-Team All-Ivy and was a finalist for ECAC Best Defensive Defenseman. He served his second consecutive season as the team’s captain, and led all Bears skaters with a plus-11 plus/minus rating, 78 penalty minutes, five power-play goals and 56 blocked shots. The Fort St. John, BC, native also led team blueliners and ranked fourth on the team in scoring with 17 points (6g, 11a) while playing in 30 of Brown’s 31 games.

Following his freshman season of 2010-11, Robertson (6’1”, 215 lbs.) was named ECAC All-Rookie and Second-Team All-Ivy, the latter of which he repeated in 2011-12. After a junior season that saw him serve as Brown’s captain and lead the team in assists (17) and blocked shots (65), he was named First-Team All-Ivy. Robertson completed his four-year collegiate career with 17 goals, 53 assists (70 points), 12 power-play goals, 210 blocked shots and 267 penalty minutes in 128 games at Brown. The Hurricanes acquired Robertson from Toronto on Jan. 1, 2014, along with John-Michael Liles in exchange for Tim Gleason. The Maple Leafs drafted Robertson in the sixth round, 173rd overall, in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. His career statistics are below.
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Wednesday, March 19, 2014

Checkers fall after goal in final moments is disallowed 

 With 19 seconds remaining in regulation and the Checkers trailing the Norfolk Admirals 4-3, Brett Sutter netted the game-tying goal. However, instead of taking the puck to center ice, the referees instead convened and chose to waive off the goal.

 Though there was nothing about Sutter's goal -- which appeared to be his second of the game -- that appeared illegal, referees explained that they had called coincidental minor penalties on Zach Boychuk and the Admirals' Dave Steckel, who had gotten tangled up along the wall during the play.

 Moments after play had resumed, the Admirals added to the heartbreak by scoring an empty-netter with five seconds on the clock to hand the Checkers their second loss in a row, 5-3, in front of 3,072 at Scope Arena.

 After allowing the go-ahead goal with a little over four minutes to play in Sunday's 3-2 loss to Lake Erie, the Checkers again let points slip away in the third period on Wednesday, allowing Norfolk's Devante Smith-Pelly to net the game-winner with 1:58 to play.

 Chris Terry, Matt Marquardt and Sutter scored for the Checkers, while John Muse -- who entered the game on a personal five-game winning streak -- stopped 23 of 27 shots to take the loss.

 With both Oklahoma City and Rockford off on Wednesday, the Checkers remained in 10th place, four points out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference (and one point behind the ninth-placed Barons).

 Terry, who spent Monday playing with the Carolina Hurricanes, returned to the Checkers lineup and got the scoring started with just three seconds remaining in the first period, when he redirected a shot from Michal Jordan.

 The Admirals tied the game at, 1-1, less than two minutes into the second period. A goal with less than seven minutes to play in the frame by Marquardt, made it look like the Checkers would take a 2-1 edge into the third. However, two Admirals goals in the span of 13 seconds, beginning at the 16:55 mark changed the complexion of the game.

 Brett Sutter pulled the Checkers even with the Admirals at the 7:42 mark in the third period, setting up the tense final minutes.

 The Checkers have 13 games remaining on their schedule. They'll now return to Time Warner Cable Arena this Friday and Sunday where they'll face the San Antonio Rampage.

Notes: Chris Terry has now scored goals in four straight AHL games and has a five-game point streak overall (4g, 2a). ... Brett Sutter also extended his current point streak to five games (4g, 4a). ... The Checkers finished up their season-series 5-3-0 against Norfolk to win their second consecutive GEICO Challenge Cup. ... Checkers forwards Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury.
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Monday, March 17, 2014

Hurricanes recall Chris Terry (Updated)

Per team release...

Marks forward’s second NHL recall of 2013-14 season

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled forward Chris Terry from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL).

This marks the second NHL recall this season for the 24-year-old Terry. The Brampton, Ont., native played in seven games with the Hurricanes from Nov. 7-21, averaging 11:19 of ice time per game before being reassigned to the Checkers on Nov. 22. Terry (5’10”, 195 lbs.) ranks second among Charlotte skaters this season in goals (23), assists (33) and power-play goals (11), and is tied for first on the team with 56 points in 56 games. He has scored one goal in 10 career NHL games with Carolina since being drafted by the Hurricanes in the fifth round, 132nd overall, in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft.

 ---

 On Wednesday, the Hurricanes reassigned Terry to Charlotte. The forward logged 13:47 of ice time in Carolina's 3-1 win over Columbus on Tuesday, including 4:47 of power play time. He finished the game with a blocked shot. 

 Terry should be back in the Checkers lineup for their game at Norfolk later tonight. He currently has a four-game AHL point streak, as well as a three-game goal streak. 
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Sunday, March 16, 2014

Checkers drawing crowds with play despite loss on Sunday

 The Checkers are in the midst of one of their best 10-game stretches of the season and it’s not a coincidence that the run has coincided with the Charlotte’s top four scorers playing their best hockey of the season.

 The Checkers are 7-3-0 over their last 10 games – eight of which came on the road – and have climbed right back into playoff contention, setting up an exciting final few weeks to the season.

 Despite Sunday’s 3-2 loss to Lake Erie in front of 7,892 at Time Warner Cable Arena, the Checkers (31-28-3) remain just four points behind the Rockford IceHogs for the final playoff spot in the Western Conference with 14 to play. 

 Brett Sutter, Aaron Palushaj, Zach Boychuk and Chris Terry all recorded multiple-points in Saturday’s win and Terry remained hot with a short-handed breakaway goal in Saturday’s defeat.

“Over the last month, it seems like they’ve all been going well,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of his top four scorers. “They need to, for us to have a chance to get into the playoffs. They have a lot of pride and they’re kind of taking this team on their backs and carrying us. The other guys are following their lead.”

Boychuk (28g, 28a -- 56 points), Terry (23g, 33a -- 56) and Palushaj (21g, 34a -- 55) all entered Sunday ranked in the top 11 in the AHL in scoring. With four of the AHL’s top 10 in scoring currently playing with their perspective NHL clubs, Boychuk entered Sunday ranked third in the League with Palushaj and Terry tied for fifth.

 Boychuk has 11 points (5g, 6a) in his last nine games. Terry has points in nine of his last 10 games (5g, 6a), Palushaj has 11 points (3g, 8a) in his last eight and not to be forgotten is the work Sutter has been putting in lately.

 The Checkers’ captain – who on Saturday passed Zac Dalpe for third all-time on the Checkers’ scoring list and added an assist on Sunday – now has 10 points (5g, 5a) in his last 10 games.

“Things are getting interesting, every game, every point is so big for us,” said Sutter on Saturday. “We’re trying not to watch the scoreboard too much, focus on ourselves and take advantage of these home games.”

Aaron Palushaj’s impact has gone even further this season. The former second-round pick in 2007, entered Sunday tied for the AHL-lead with six game-winning goals this season.

 The Checkers are 15-4 in games where he finds the back of the net.

 The team’s success has shown in its recent ticket sales. With all six remaining home games either sold out or expected to sell out. Right now, you almost need to know someone to get a seat.

“We’ve got six games -- all weekend dates -- here in the month of March and we’re going to sell all six of them out,” said Checkers Senior Vice President of Ticket Sales Shawn Lynch. “People are turning out either for their first game, or hopefully, they’ve been to a game before and they’re bringing their family or friends back. It’s that kind of word-of-mouth advertising that’s catching fire for us.” 

For the season, the Checkers rank eighth in the AHL in average ticket sales (6,016) – a number that is expected to rise over the coming weeks.

“I think we’ve had a good core group of guys here, with Boychuk and Terry especially,” continued Lynch. “You want to see those guys succeed. You want them to get to the NHL, but fortunately for us they’ve been here for four years now and their names are becoming familiar and they’re fan favorites here.”

The Checkers will be back in action on Wednesday, when they’ll travel to Norfolk and take on the Admirals.

Notes: Mike Murphy took the loss in net on Sunday despite stopping 40 shots. The loss was the third in a row for the Checkers' goaltender. “I thought for me, (Murphy) should have been the first star out there tonight. He gave us a chance to steal a point tonight,” said Daniels following the game. ... Sean Dolan has quietly caught fire, since February began the 26-year-old center has four goals and four assists. His play has led Daniels to move him to the second line with Boychuk and Palushaj on his wings. "Dolan has played incredible and he’s been flying every night," said Murphy following Sunday's game. "He’s extremely confident and he's been promoted, which he’s deserved. He’s been quiet about it all year. He has chemistry with the players he's (out there) with and he's putting pucks in the net and been the difference in a couple games for us." ... The Checkers split their season series with Lake Erie, despite holding them scoreless on 25 attempts over four games. ... Brendan Woods and Greg Nemiscz missed the game due to injuries. ... Austin Levi was a healthy scratch.   
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Saturday, March 15, 2014

Palushaj, Terry, Boychuk and Sutter have big nights in Checkers win

 After having to watch the Checkers play their last 10 games on the road, 8,002 fans packed Time Warner Cable Arena on Saturday for Charlotte’s showdown with the Lake Erie Monsters.

 For those that hadn’t been able to see the team since its last home game on Feb. 18, the Checkers – who netted three goals in the third period to break the game open – made sure it was worth the wait by securing their seventh win in their last eight games with a 5-2 victory over the Monsters.

 Brett Sutter (1g, 1a), Aaron Palushaj (1g, 1), Zach Boychuk (2a), Chris Terry (1g, 1a), and Michal Jordan (2a) all recorded multiple-points in the win, as the Checkers (31-27-3) moved to within three points of idle Milwaukee for the Western Conference’s final playoff spot with 15 games still to play.

 “It was key to come home and start with that same winning feeling that we had on the road,” said Terry following the game. “It’s a good start to the home stand and hopefully we can keep it going.”

 “I guess we were saving (our wins) for when it matters,” said Sutter. “Things are getting interesting. Every game, every point is so big for us. We're trying not to watch the scoreboard, focus on ourselves, and take advantage of these home games.”

 John Muse, who entered the game fresh off a career-high 43-save performance in a 3-1 win over Texas on Wednesday, was again solid in net, turning away 35 of 37 shots.

 The win brought the Checkers’ record at home to .500 (15-15-1) for the first time this season after the club opened up the year 0-6-0 in their home arena.

 “It doesn’t matter where we play, we need to win games,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels, whose team went 6-3-1 during its stretch of 10 straight away games. “We’re not in a situation to let games slip by. That was why it was great to come out of that road trip over .500, but I told the guys that means nothing if we don’t take care of things at home.”

 Just before the five-minute mark of the first period, Sean Dolan put the Checkers up 1-0 on a play that began with him nearly giving the puck away in his own zone.  

 After the puck deflected off the stick of a Monsters’ defenseman, Palushaj was able to control it and quickly feed Boychuk, who was streaking up the middle of the ice, with Dolan on his left.

 At the last moment, Boychuk slid the puck back to Dolan, for his fifth goal of the season. 

 Thanks to two Monsters’ penalties within 40 seconds of each other, the Checkers were able to take a 2-0 lead with 3:52 to play in the first period when Terry connected on his 22nd goal of the season with Charlotte playing 5-on-3.

 A trend of flat second periods continued for the Checkers, who entered Saturday’s game having been outshot 686-650 in the second frame of games, despite carrying a positive shot differential in the first and third periods this season.

 Three minutes in, the Monsters – who outshot Charlotte 12-9 in the period – cut the Checkers’ lead to 2-1 after Trevor Cheek crashed the net and forced home a puck that Muse thought he had frozen under his left pad.

 A little over seven minutes later, Lake Erie defenseman Setfan Elliott’s 10th goal of the season tied the game at 2-2.

 However, Charlotte came out skating in the third period and regained it’s two-goal edge just 2:34 into the period on goals by Danny Biega (set up by Boychuk) and Sutter.

 With a goal and an assist on Saturday, Sutter moved two points ahead of Zac Dalpe (132) for sole possession of third place on the Checkers’ all-time points list.

 "I didn’t even know that until you said it to me just now to be honest," said Sutter of passing Dalpe. "It’s pretty cool. I’ve been in Charlotte for a long time and I hope there’s more (points) coming."

 Palushaj added the final bit of insurance with the Checkers on the power play midway through the third, sending a chip shot up and over Lake Erie goaltender Calvin Pickard (21 saves).

 "It’s really nice to be home," said Sutter. "It’s always good to sleep in your own bed, get comfortable again, get out of the hotels. But at the same time, it was a little bit of an adjustment after spending almost a month away from this rink. It's going to be nice once we get into the swing of things here."

 The Checkers and Monsters will finish up their two-game set on Sunday afternoon at 1:30. Charlotte now leads the season-series two games to one.  
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Game 61 Preview: Lake Erie Monsters at Charlotte Checkers 

 Remember the Checkers? After a franchise-record 10 consecutive road games, Charlotte will get back on its home ice for the first time since Feb. 18 today when it plays host to the Lake Erie Monsters for the first of back-to-back games at Time Warner Cable Arena.

 After beginning their road trip 0-3, the Checkers rallied to finish up the trip – which saw them play the Western Conference-leading Texas Stars four times – with a 6-3-1 record. Charlotte has now won six of its last seven games and, as of Saturday, has climbed to 10th place in the Western Conference, just five points out of a playoff spot.

* A few additional notes: Today's game, as well as tomorrow afternoon's look like they're going to be sold out. ... If you notice that several of the Checkers players and staffers seem to have significantly less hair than they did before the road trip, it's not stress related. They cut it for charity this past Friday. The team raised more than $82,000 to go towards childhood cancer research as part of its St. Baldricks initiative.

Source: Matt Marquardt's Twitter page @CertainlyMag37 

Puck Drop: 7:00 p.m.

TV/Radio info: Video TWC CH. 521 / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 30-27-3, Monsters 25-27-6

Projected Checkers lineup:

 Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Justin Shugg

 Zach Boychuk-Sean Dolan-Aaron Palushaj

 Philippe Cornet-Brody Sutter-Nicolas Blanchard

 Matt Marquardt-Victor Rask-Jared Staal

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

 Keegan Lowe-Mark Flood

 Rasmus Rissanen-Matt Corrente

 John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Austin Levi

Injured: Greg Nemisz, Brandon Woods

Storylines: Since the last time the Checkers played at home, Chris Terry (21) and Aaron Palushaj (20) have joined Zach Boychuk (28) with 20-plus goals this season. All three now rank in the AHL’s

 top 12 in points and have been hot as of late. Boychuk has nine points (5g, 4a) in his last seven games. Terry has points in seven of his last eight games (3g, 5a), and Palushaj has nine points (2g, 7a) in his last six. … John Muse, who will likely get the start in net, is coming off a career-high 43 save performance in a 3-1 win over the Stars this past Wednesday. … Charlotte has 16 games remaining on it schedule, with eight coming at home and seven against team’s with a record below .500. ... The Monsters, who are 5-3-2 in their last 10 games, split their only two games with the Checkers this season. … Charlotte will be without the services of injured forwards Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods. Woods is a few weeks away, while Nemisz may be lost for the remainder of the season.

Western Conference standings update:

source: www.theahl.com 
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Thursday, March 13, 2014

Muse makes career-high 43 saves in Checkers win

 What's happened with the Checkers this season has been difficult to fully explain, or even understand.

 Justin Peters was supposed to be their starting goaltender. However injuries to the Hurricanes' Cam Ward and backup Anton Khudobin led to Peters being needed elsewhere.

 In the meantime, Charlotte has started a franchise-record nine different goalies this season.

 Here's a refresher: Allen York (1 game), Ward (2 games), Rob Madore (1 game), Peters (6 games), John Muse (33 games), Khudobin (2 games), Mike Murphy (16 games), Jesse Deckers (1 game) and finally, Rick DiPietro (5 games).

 Muse, who leads the team in starts in net by 17 games, wasn't even on the opening day roster.

 None of the players have admitted as much, but the revolving door in net has had a lot to do with the volatile nature of the Checkers season. 

 In games started by Peters, Murphy, Khudobin, Ward, and Muse, the Checkers have gone 30-23-1-3. Otherwise, they've gone 0-5-1-0.

 A four-point month of November put Charlotte in a huge hole in the Western Conference. But 14 points in December and 14 more in January put them right back in the thick of things.

 Just when it seemed like they'd hit their stride, a five-game winless streak in February threatened to undo everything.

 However, with Wednesday's 3-1 win over the Texas Stars, which concluded a franchise-record 10-game road trip, the Checkers have secured 12 of a possible 14 points in the month of March and are once again within three points of the eighth and final playoff spot in the West with 16 games still to play.

 After beginning the road trip with three consecutive losses, the Checkers will return to Charlotte tomorrow with a record of 6-3-1 in their last 10.

 It took a career-high 43 saves (on 44 shots) from Muse on Wednesday night and goals from Zach Boychuk, Nicolas Blanchard, and Chris Terry for the Checkers to defeat the Stars at the Cedar Park Center in Texas.

 The goal for Boychuk was his 28th of the season. It leaves him six goals short of Terry's franchise-record mark of 34, set during the 2010-11 season. 

 Texas entered the game as the Western Conference's top team, but played without two of its top scorers in Travis Morin and Colton Sceviour, who were recalled to Dallas after Rich Peverley's frightening collapse during Monday's game between the Stars and Columbus Blue Jackets.

 Just prior to the six minute mark in the first period, Matej Stransky scored the Stars first and only goal of the game.

 In the second period, Boychuk got the Checkers on the board, with Aaron Palushaj registering the assist at the 5:39 mark. Less than two minutes later, Blanchard's sixth goal of the season put Charlotte on top for good.

 With Texas attempting to rally in the final minutes of the third, Terry potted an empty-netter to put the game away.

 The Checkers, who now have points in seven of their last nine games (6-2-1), are set to return to Time Warner Arena on Saturday when they'll host Lake Erie.

Notes: Charlotte (30-27-3) is currently in 10th place in the Western Conference, though it is now just three points behind Milwaukee (eighth place with one fewer game played) and Oklahoma City (ninth place with one more game played). … According to Sportsclubstats.com, the Checkers now have a 26.75-percent chance of making the playoffs (up from 9.43-percent following their 3-2 loss to Norfolk on Feb. 26) . ... Charlotte finished its eight-game season series against the Stars at 3-4-1. … Michal Jordan was in the lineup after the Carolina Hurricanes reassigned him to Charlotte on Tuesday. … Terry (1g) now has points in 11 of his last 13 games (7g, 8a), while Aaron Palushaj (1a) has nine points (2g, 7a) in his last six games … Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury. ...  Austin Levi was the healthy scratch.

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/#storylink=cpy
Monday, March 10, 2014

Hurricanes recall Michal Jordan (Updated)

Per team release...

Defenseman joins Carolina on an emergency basis 

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team recalled defenseman Michal Jordan (MIH-kahl yohr-DAHN) from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL) on an emergency basis.

Jordan, 23, has totaled three goals and 12 assists (15 points) in 53 AHL games for Charlotte this season. The Zlin, Czech Republic native ranks third among Checkers defensemen in scoring and second in goals this season. Selected by the Hurricanes in the fourth round (105th overall) in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Jordan (6’1”, 195 lbs.) made his NHL debut for Carolina last season and has appeared in five career games for the Hurricanes.

 ---

 After sitting out the Hurricanes' 3-1 victory over the New York Rangers on Tuesday, Jordan has been reassigned to the Checkers and will be in uniform for Wednesday's game in Texas against the Stars.

 Jordan, who plays on the Checkers' top defensive pairing, was recalled to the Hurricanes as a precaution with Justin Faulk and John-Michael Liles currently injured.
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Palushaj and Sutter power Checkers to victory 

After being shutout for the second time this season on Saturday, the Checkers -- and forward Aaron Palushaj -- responded on Sunday with a 4-3 win over the San Antonio Rampage that gave Charlotte points in five of its last six contests (5-1-0). 

After relinquishing a 3-2 edge entering the third period, it was Palushaj's 20th goal of the season -- which came midway through the frame -- that made the difference for the Checkers (29-27-3), with Brett Sutter (two goals) and Jared Staal taking care of the rest of the scoring. 

John Muse picked up his second win in the past three days against the Rampage, stopping 34 of 37 shots -- one more than he stopped in a 5-4 shootout win on Friday.  

A day after seeing their four-game winning streak come to an end, the Checkers again moved to within five points of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference with 17 games remaining.

Brett Sutter got the scoring started in the first period and was followed just over two minutes later by Staal's first goal of the season at the 6:14 mark in the first. 

The Rampage responded with two power-play goals of their own (one by Ryan Whitney and the other by Jed Ortmeyer) to enter the second period with the score tied at 2-2. 

In the second, Sutter netted a power play goal of his own, with Palushaj assisting, to put Charlotte back on top. 7:42 into the third period, the Rampage again tied the game and set the table for Palushaj's sixth game-winning goal of the season (tied for fourth in the AHL).

With the win, the Checkers improved to 5-3-1 on their current 10-game road trip. Charlotte still has one road game remaining – a Wednesday showdown against Texas (who shut them out on Saturday) – before it returns to Time Warner Cable Arena on Saturday.

Notes: Palushaj (20) became the third Checker to reach 20 goals this season, joining Zach Boychuk (27) and Chris Terry (20). ... Palushaj now has eight points (2g, 6a) over his last five games. ... Staal’s goal was his first since March 29 of 2013, ending a 41-game drought. ... Forward Brett Sutter played in 450th AHL game, while defenseman Michal Jordan suited up for his 250th. ... Austin Levi was the healthy extra. ... Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game with injuries.
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Saturday, March 8, 2014

Checkers win streak snapped at four by Texas

 For the third time this season, a Checkers win streak came to an end at four games. And for the second time, it was the Texas Stars that did the honor.

 Texas shutout the Checkers, 3-0, on Saturday night in front of 5,469 at the Cedar Park Center thanks to a 23-save performance from 2010 first-round pick Jack Campbell and goals from Dustin Jeffrey, Colton Sceviour and Patrik Nemeth.

 Campbell became the second goaltender to shutout the Checkers (28-27-3) this season, joining Lake Erie's Calvin Pickard ( 33 saves on Jan. 31). Although, Campbell's job was made considerably easier by Charlotte, who posted its lowest shots on goal total since December 1st's 18-shot performance against Milwaukee.

 Texas (36-16-8), who now has a seven-game point streak and leads the Western Conference, entered the game on three days rest, while the Checkers played for the second time in two days, and it showed.

 Chris Terry led the Checkers in shots on goal with five, while Zach Boychuk, both Sutters, and Victor Rask all failed to register a single shot on net. Terry (5), Boychuk (4), Aaron Palushaj (3), and Sean Dolan (3) all saw point-streaks of three or more games come to an end.

 The Checkers remain in 10th place in the conference, but now sit seven points out of a playoff spot (after Milwaukee's win tonight) with 18 games still play. They'll face San Antonio tomorrow to conclude a stretch of three games in three days.

 The Stars improved to 5-2-0 against the Checkers this season. The two team's will meet for the eighth -- and final -- time this season on Wednesday in Texas (the final game of Charlotte's 10-game road trip).

Notes: Forwards Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury … Defenseman Austin Levi was a healthy extra. ...  Matt Corrente returned from a one-game suspension he served on Friday. Murphy started in the net for the first time since Feb. 20. ... Texas, who boasts the top power play in the Western Conference, finished the night 1-for-4 on the man advantage against the Checkers, with Sceviour netting his AHL-leading 32nd goal of the season.
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Checkers win fourth straight 

 The Checkers picked up their fourth win in a row to tie their longest win-streak of the season with a 5-4 shootout victory over the San Antonio Rampage on Friday.

 Despite playing without Justin Peters (recalled back to the Hurricanes from his 14-day conditioning stint with Charlotte), who had recorded the team's last three wins in net and defenseman Ryan Murphy (Recalled to the Hurricanes after Justin Faulk was placed on IR), who was in the midst of an 11-game point-streak at the time of his recall, the Checkers managed to continue their momentum.

 John Muse, playing for the first time in two weeks, made 35 saves in net -- including a walk-off stop of the Rampage's Alex Petrovic during the shootout to record his 18th win of the season.

 On the offensive side of the ice, Sean Dolan (2g, 1a) netted a a career-high three points in the win, with Justin Shugg and Aaron Palushaj supplying the other two goals in regulation.

 Palushaj’s goal gave him 200 career professional points and six points (1g, 5a) in his last three games overall.

 In the shootout, Muse stopped four of the five Rampage shooters, making the two goals from Brody Sutter and Palushaj all the Checkers needed.

 Charlotte is now 4-2-1 on its franchise-record run of 10 consecutive road games. A stretch that is set to continue with a game against Texas on Saturday night. A set of three games in three nights will conclude when the Checkers return to San Antonio for a rematch on Sunday.

 With both Milwaukee and Oklahoma City winning on Friday night, the Checkers remained in 10th place, five points out of the final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

Notes: Chris Terry (5), Zach Boychuk (4), Michal Jordan (4) and Sean Dolan (3) each recorded points on Friday to extend their current-point streaks. ...Defenseman Matt Corrente missed the game due to a one-game suspension. Rookie Austin Levi, recalled from ECHL Florida on Thursday, played his first AHL game since Jan. 3 in his place. … Forward Brendan Woods missed the game due to injury.
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Thursday, March 6, 2014

Corrente suspended, Levi recalled

Per AHL release...

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. … The American Hockey League today announced that Charlotte Checkers defenseman Matthew Corrente has been suspended for one (1) game as a consequence of an illegal check to the head of an opponent in a game at Norfolk on Mar. 4. 

Corrente was suspended under the provisions of AHL Rule 28.1 (supplementary discipline). 

Corrente will miss Charlotte’s game Friday (Mar. 7) at San Antonio. 

---

The Checkers have also recalled defenseman Austin Levi from the ECHL's Florida Everblades. 

Beau Schmitz, who had more experience in Charlotte this season, is out 4-to-6 weeks. It's likely he would have been recalled if healthy.
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Hurricanes recall Ryan Murphy

Per team release...

Faulk placed on injured reserve

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled defenseman Ryan Murphy from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL). In addition, the Hurricanes have placed defenseman Justin Faulk on injured reserve, retroactive to March 2.

Murphy, 20, earned 18 points (1g, 17a) in 16 games with the Checkers since being assigned to Charlotte on Jan. 24. The Aurora, Ont., native leads Charlotte defensemen in assists, and was on an 11-game assist streak at the time of his recall – the longest by an AHL player since the 2011-12 season and longest by an AHL defenseman since 2008-09. Murphy (5’11”, 185 lbs.) scored his first career AHL goal on March 2, and his 11-game point streak is the longest by an AHL defenseman this season. He has totaled two goals and nine assists (11 points) in 39 NHL games with Carolina this season and is in his first full professional season since being drafted by the Hurricanes in the first round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft.
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Wednesday, March 5, 2014

Hurricanes recall Justin Peters

Per team release...

Goaltender was 3-1-1 during his conditioning stint with Checkers

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled goaltender Justin Peters from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL).

Peters, 27, was assigned to Charlotte for a conditioning stint on Feb. 19. The Blyth, Ont., native was 3-1-1 during the assignment, and has a record of 4-1-1 with a 2.14 goals-against average and .932 save percentage in six AHL games this season. Peters has spent the majority of the 2013-14 season with Carolina, posting a 7-9-4 record, 2.50 goals-against average and .919 save percentage in 21 NHL games.

Selected by Carolina in the second round, 38th overall, in the 2004 NHL Entry Draft, Peters (6’1”, 210 lbs.) has a career NHL record of 22-31-8, with a 3.05 goals-against average and a .904 save percentage in 68 career games.

---

Hurricanes GM Jim Rutherford spoke on Wednesday and said that Carolina was considering carrying three goaltenders for the remainder of the season.  
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Tuesday, March 4, 2014

Ryan Murphy extends point streak to 11 in Checkers win

 The Checkers season of peaks and valleys continued on Tuesday with a 3-2 come-from-behind win over the Admirals at Norfolk Scope Arena.

 With the win -- which required Charlotte to score two goals in the game's final five minutes -- the Checkers (27-26-3) extended their winning streak to three games and improved their record on their current 10-game road trip to 3-2-1. 

 After falling behind, 2-1, with 10 minutes to play in regulation, the Checkers earned their first power-play opportunity of the night. 

 Philippe Cornet made sure it hurt, netting his 11th goal of the season to even things at two with 4:30 to play. 

 With under a minute to play in the third, Charlotte's Sean Dolan sealed the comeback with his second goal this season, thanks to a nice setup from Aaron Palushaj. 

 Justin Peters, likely playing in his final conditioning game with the Checkers, made 24 saves to pick up his third win in the last four days. 

 The Hurricanes -- who have had Peters in the AHL for 13 of the maximum 14 days allowed by the NHL's CBA -- must now either recall the 27-year-old goaltender, place him on waivers and hope he clears, or trade him. 

 To this point, Peters has amassed a 4-1-1 record, 2.14 goals-against average and .932 save percentage at the AHL level in six games this season. 

 Defenseman Ryan Murphy was also able to continue both his point and assist streaks in the win when he picked up the primary assist on a Chris Terry breakaway goal midway through the second period. 

 Both Murphy's point and assist streaks now sit at 11 games, which ties a Checkers franchise record and ranks as the fifth-longest in the AHL this season. 

 After beginning their road trip 0-2-1 and seeing their chances to make the playoffs dip below 10-percent, according to SportsClubStats.com, the Checkers can once again hold their heads high knowing they've picked up points in six of their last eight games (5-2-1). 

The win also moved Charlotte into 10th place in the Western Division (its highest position since Feb. 5) and just five points out of a playoff spot with 20 games still to play. 

 The Checkers will now return to Charlotte for a few days of practice before heading out to San Antonio for the conclusion of their franchise-record 10 consecutive road games. 

 Notes: Murphy's 11-game point streak is tied for the longest by an AHL rookie this season. He now has 18 points (1g, 17a) in 16 games with Charlotte. … Terry’s goal was his 20th of the season and extended his current point streak to four games. ... The Checkers, who went 3-for-3 on the penalty kill on Tuesday, are now 15-for-15 on the PK over the last four games … Brett Sutter, who had an assist, also extended his point streak to four games. … Matt Marquardt and Keegan Lowe were healthy extras. … Brendan Woods (out three to five weeks) and John Muse missed the game due to injury.
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Monday, March 3, 2014

As trade deadline looms, several Checkers making a push

 With the NHL trade deadline looming less than 41 hours away and the Hurricanes in the midst of a five-game losing streak, here's a look at several Charlotte Checkers that might be worth an extended look in Raleigh...

 We'll start with the hero of Sunday afternoon, Zach Boychuk. The 24-year-old former first round pick in 2008, netted goals 25, 26 and 27 of the season during the third period of the Checker's 6-3 win over the Bears in Hershey.

 The hat trick was the third this season for Boychuk, whose previous career-high in goals had been 23. After what he terms a wake-up call last season, Boychuk no longer seems content to float around on the ice at times and it's shown in his numbers.

 Over the last seven games, Boychuk has nine points (4g, 5a) and his 49 points (27g, 22a) overall are tied with Chris Terry for the most on the Checkers this season. 

 Almost since day one this year, Charlotte coach Jeff Daniels has praised Boychuk's focus and commitment. 

 Next up is another Checker who recorded three points on Sunday, in Aaron Palushaj (3 assists). With 47 points (18g, 29a) this season, the 24-year-old wing has already put together his best year since his 2010-11 campaign with Hamilton, where he finished the season with 57 points (22g, 35a). 

 Palushaj had the Checkers' points lead for much of the season, before turning in a five-point month of January (3g, 2a). He remains a speedy, hard-working forward with 68 career NHL games already under his belt.

 On the day the Hurricanes assigned Ryan Murphy to the Checkers, a scout at the game told me that I was going to enjoy watching him play, adding also that Murphy should be a point-a-game guy in the AHL.

 Safe to say that the scout has been dead on so far. With a goal and an assist on Sunday, Murphy extended his current point-streak to 10 games. He also has an assist in all 10 games, which is a franchise record for a Checkers defenseman. 

 You can live with Murphy's mistakes on defense when he's producing on the other end of the ice like he has. In his 15 games with Charlotte, Murphy has 17 points (1g, 16a) and is a plus-2 overall. His 1.13 points per game average is tops on the Checkers, among players who have 10 or more appearances this season.

 Now for the one I get more emails and tweets about than anyone else, Victor Rask. For a guy who turned 21 this past Saturday, his season hasn't been anything to shake your head at. Despite being buried on the third and fourth lines at times, Rask -- who was drafted in the second round in 2011 -- has still managed to record 28 points (10g, 18a).

 A two-month goal drought (from early October into December) seemed to set Rask back a bit, but since snapping that skid, he's produced 11 points (5g and 6a) -- including one goal and two assists in his last two games.

 Many fans -- and some scouts -- would have liked to have seen him progress a bit faster, especially with the Hurricanes record of developing prospects as of late. But Rask should still figure prominently into Carolina's future plans.

 He'll need to learn to take better care of the puck if he wants to succeed at the next level, but there's no doubting that the talent's there. He might have the most posts of anyone in Charlotte this season.

 Last for today's list is Chris Terry. He's been a model of consistency since the Checkers came back into existence in 2010, with point totals of 64, 59 and 60. With 49 (19g, 30a) already this season and 21 games remaining, he's right about where you'd expect him to be.

 Its tough to pick any one skill that the 25-year-old excels at the most, or that would best translate to the next level. As time has gone on, he's become more than just an offensive threat, often being tabbed by Daniels to put in extra time on the PK.

 After a 13-game goalless streak that stretched from December into January, Terry has caught fire, netting 10 points (5g, 5a) over his last seven games. In the game Terry broke out of his scoring slump, he ripped off a season-high nine shots (two of which found the back of the net).

Justin Shugg 28 points (13g, 15a) and rookie defenseman Danny Biega are also guys to watch out for, while Brett Sutter 29 points (8g, 21a), Nicolas Blanchard, Michal Jordan and Mark Flood could all potentially fill holes on an NHL team. 
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Sunday, March 2, 2014

Boychuk nets hat trick in Checkers win

 Checkers forward Zach Boychuk entered the third period of Sunday afternoon's game against the Hershey Bears scoreless.

 When the final horn sounded twenty minutes later with the score 6-3 in favor of Charlotte, the 14th overall pick in 2008 skated off the ice with his third hat trick of the season and sole possession of fourth in the AHL in goals this season with 27.

 The win was the second in as many days over the Bears for the Checkers (26-26-3), who again pulled back to .500 on the season.

 Justin Peters, who has one game remaining on his conditioning assignment from the NHL's Hurricanes (before he would need to clear waivers to remain with the team), finished the game with 37 saves.

 Peters, who started in net for the Checkers on their opening night, is now 3-1-1 with a 2.17 goals-against average and .933 save percentage at the AHL level this season.

 Defenseman Ryan Murphy (1g, 1a), who the Hurricanes selected in the first round in 2011, extended his franchise-record assist streak to 10 games, while also netting his first AHL goal of the season.

 Chris Terry got the scoring started for the Checkers late in the first when he connected on a 5-on-3 power-play goal with three seconds remaining in the period. The goal was Terry's 19th of the season.

 Second period goals by Mark Flood (his 13th of the season) and Murphy (1) put the Checkers up 3-0, 10:15 into the period.

 The goal gave Murphy, who picked up the second assist on Terry's goal in the first, 17 points (1g, 16a) in the 15 games he's played with the Checkers. It also led to the ejection of Hershey coach Mike Haviland, who believed Bears' goaltender David Leggio (20 saves on 26 shots) had been interfered with.

 Hershey recovered momentarily to score the game's next two goals before Boychuk took over in the third.

 Just 39 seconds after the Bears had pulled to within a goal, Boychuk scored his first thanks to a slick set up from Aaron Palushaj (3 assists).

 At the 15:13 mark in the the third, the 24-year-old Boychuk notched his AHL-leading 13th power-play goal of the season. And, with time running out, he completed the hat trick with an empty-netter.

 The Checkers will look to extend their current winning streak to three games on Tuesday when they travel to Norfolk to take on the Admirals to makeup Jan. 28's postponed game. 

Notes: Checkers center Sean Dolan (2 assists) registered his first multi-point night of the season. ... Greg Nemisz, who had missed the previous eight games due to injury, recorded an assist on Murphy's goal. ... The Checkers successfully killed off four Bears power plays and went 10-for-10 in the two-game series. ... Brett Sutter played in his 500th professional game. ... Flood's 13 goals this season are a Checkers franchise-record for a defenseman. ... With back-to-back wins over the Bears this weekend, the Chckers chances of making the playoffs have climbed to 13.7-percent (a jump of 4.9-percent) with 21 games to play, according to SportsClubStats.com. ... Forwards Justin Shugg and Brendan Woods (out 4-to-6 weeks), defenseman Keegan Lowe (illness) and goalie John Muse (injury) did not play.

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-03-13T03:32:00-04:00&max-results=10#storylink=cpy
Sunday, March 2, 2014

Checkers stop slide, defeat Hershey 4-1 

Victor Rask's first multi-point game since Nov. 24, coupled with 29 saves from Justin Peters helped the Checkers defeat the Bears, 4-1, on Saturday night in front of 9,784 at the Giant Center in Hershey, PA.

Rask (1g, 1a) helped get the scoring started for the Checkers (25-26-2) in the first period when he waited out a sprawling Hershey defender before sending a quick cross-ice feed to Zach Boychuk, that resulted in the forward's 23rd goal of the season. 

Late in the second, Rask, who turned 21 on Saturday, scored the last of three Charlotte goals in the period to put his team up 4-1. The goal, which was the young center's 10th of the season wound up chasing Hershey goaltender Philipp Grebauer (15 saves) from the game. 

Defenseman Ryan Murphy was credited with the assist on Rask's goal and extended his assist streak to nine games -- the longest in the AHL this season. 

In 14 games since coming down from the Hurricanes in January, Murphy has already amassed the most assists by a Checkers defenseman this season and broken Michal Jordan’s team record for most assists by a rookie defenseman in a single season (15).

Peters, with Charlotte on a conditioning stint from the Hurricanes, picked up his first win of any kind since Dec. 14., while cousins Brody and Brett Sutter took care of the rest of the scoring. 

The win was big for the Checkers, who saw their playoff chances dip below 10-percent (according to SportsClubStats.com) following an 0-2-1 start to their current 10-game road trip. 

The Checkers will have a chance to square their season-series with the Bears at 2-2 tomorrow when they'll once again go head-to-head at 4 p.m.. Peters is expected to be back in net.  

Notes: After being outshot 16-7 in the first period, the Checkers rallied to win the shots on goal battle 32-30 overall. ... With 23 goals (a career-high), Boychuk is now tied for fourth in the AHL. ... Matt Marquardt was a healthy scratch. … Peters can continue to play for the Checkers until March 5th (two more games) without the Hurricanes needing to make a move. For him to remain with the team longer, he'd need to pass through waivers. ... With the win, Charlotte (53 points) remained seven points out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference with 22 games to play. ... Forwards Greg Nemisz and Brendan Woods (out 4-to-6 weeks) and goalie John Muse missed the game due to injury.
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Wednesday, February 26, 2014

Checkers fall 3-2 in battle of NHL goaltenders

Viktor Fasth won the battle of NHL goaltenders on conditioning stints on Wednesday night, out dueling the Checkers' Justin Peters on the way to a 3-2 win for the Norfolk Admirals at Scope Arena.

Despite seven power-play opportunities for the Checkers (24-26-2), Fasth -- who has a career record of 17-8-3 (2.32 goals against average) in two seasons with the NHL's Anaheim Ducks -- needed just 22 saves to record the win. 

Peters, who made his second start since rejoining the Checkers, stopped 21 of 24 Admirals' (29-17-7) shots. 

Philippe Cornet put Charlotte on top early with his ninth goal of the season 1:35 into the first period. However, Norfolk countered with the game's next three goals, with Antoine Laganiere (8:32 into the second), John Kurtz (19:14 into the second) and Rickard Rakell (6:08 into the third while on the man advantage) doing the honors. 

Rakell's goal, which was his 13th of the season, wound up being the game-winner after a Chris Terry shot deflected off Brett Sutter and into the back of Fasth's net with 3:22 remaining in regulation. 

The goal came on a power play that began with 4:20 to play in regulation after Dave Steckle was hit with a double-minor for high-sticking. 

With two minutes still remaining on the man advantage after Sutter's seventh goal of the season, the Checkers were unable to capitalize. They finished the game 1-for-7 on the power play. 

Defenseman Ryan Murphy picked up assists on both of the Checkers goals to extend his current point streak to eight games. He now has 14 assists in 12 games since joining up with Charlotte. 

With the loss, the Checkers -- who mustered just 12 shots through the first two periods on Wednesday -- saw their GEICO Challenge Cup points advantage over Norfolk drop to 8-6, with the home team winning all six games. 

Three games into their franchise-record 10-game road trip things aren't looking great for the Checkers (0-2-1), who now head to Hershey to take on a Bears (29-19-3) team that currently sits just one point out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. 

Notes: The loss kept Charlotte seven points out of the final playoff spot in the Western Conference with just 23 games remaining. ...  Ryan Murphy is just one game shy of tying the longest point streak posted by a Checker this season (Chris Terry holds the current mark with a nine-game stretch back in October). ... Greg Nemisz (skating during non-contact drills in practice), Brendan Woods (out 4-6 weeks) and John Muse (limited in practice) missed the game due to injury. ... Defenseman Keegan Lowe was a healthy extra.
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Sunday, February 23, 2014

Peters solid in Checkers 3-2 shootout loss

Justin Peters turned away 34 shots in the first game of his conditioning stint with the Checkers, keeping Charlotte neck-and-neck with the Texas Stars all the way to the seventh round of a sudden-death shootout on Saturday. 

After surrendering two goals in regulation, Peters stopped three of the Stars first six shootout attempts before Matej Stransky netted the game-winner to hand Texas the 3-2 overtime win at the Cedar Park Center in front of 6,863. 

Philippe Cornet and Mark Flood took care of the scoring in regulation for the Checkers, while Chris Terry – who did his best T.J. Oshie impression in the shootout – saw his three-game scoring streak come to an end. 

Terry improved to a perfect 5-for-5 (3-for-3 with Charlotte and a 2-for-2 with Carolina) this season on shootout attempts. 

Defenseman Ryan Murphy, however, was able to continue his point-streak – now at seven games – with his 12th assist in 12 games since being assigned to Charlotte from the Hurricanes, the longest active streak of any AHL blue-liner. 

The goal for Flood was his career-high 12th of the season, and extended the Checkers record (which he already had) for most goals by a defenseman in a single season.  

Texas netminder, Cristopher Nilstorp (34 saves), started the seventh round with a save on Checkers captain Brett Sutter to pick up the win. 

Aaron Palushaj, Terry and Brody Sutter each scored shootout goals for the Checkers, who finished their two-game set in Texas with one point. 

Peters, in his first game at any level since his last start for Carolina on Jan. 19, helped Charlotte end an ugly streak of nine-straight games where it allowed three of more goals in regulation. 

Ironically enough, the last time the Checkers had successfully held a team under three goals in regulation was Jan. 31 (a 1-0 loss) with Carolina goalie Cam Ward in net on a conditioning stint of his own. 

The Stars put their league-best power-play (27.9-percnet) to work against the Checkers on Saturday, scoring on two of their three opportunities with a man-advantage. 

The Checkers will now return to Charlotte for a few days of practice before heading out to face the Norfolk Admirals for two (beginning on Wednesday) and Hershey.

Greg Nemisz, Brendan Woods and John Muse missed the game due to injury, while defenseman Matt Corrente was the healthy extra on defense.
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Saturday, February 22, 2014

Terry scores in third straight, but Checkers fall 4-1

 With the newly assigned Justin Peters still a day away from game-shape, the goaltending duties fell to Mike Murphy on Friday night in Texas, and for the fourth consecutive start, the Checkers all-time leader in wins, surrendered four goals.

 The end-game was a 4-1 loss for the Checkers and an end to their two-game winning streak, despite Chris Terry -- who played in his 350th AHL game -- scoring for the third consecutive game.

 The goal tied Terry (18g, 27a) with Zach Boychuk (23g, 22a) for the Checkers lead in points with 45 and was assisted by defenseman Ryan Murphy, who now has 11 helpers in 11 games with Charlotte since his assignment from the Hurricanes.

 After snapping a 13-game scoreless streak, Terry now has four goals in his last three games and six points (4g, 2a) overall.

 After allowing three goals on 13 shots on goal in the first period, Mike Murphy rebounded to stop 17 of the next 18 the Stars threw at him, but the damage had already been done. Christopher Nilstorp turned away 36 of Charlotte's 37 shots on goal -- five of which (a team-high) came from the stick of Aaron Palushaj.

 Brett Ritchie led the Stars with goals 13 and 14 of the season.

 John Muse and Greg Nemisz missed the game due to injuries, while Keegan Lowe and Matt Marquardt sat out as the healthy scratches.

 The Checkers will look to rebound in the second game of their franchise-long 10-game road trip Saturday night against Texas at the Cedar Park Center at 8 p.m. It's likely Peters, who was assigned to Charlotte on Thursday for a conditioning stint, will get the start in net.
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Wednesday, February 19, 2014

Justin Peters assigned to Charlotte on conditioning stint

 Per team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has assigned goaltender Justin Peters to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL) on a conditioning stint.

 Peters will join the Checkers as they travel to Austin, TX, for back-to-back games against the Texas Stars on Friday and Saturday.

 Peters, 27, was recalled from Charlotte on Oct. 14, and has posted a 7-9-4 record, a 2.50 goals-against average and a .919 save percentage in 21 NHL games played with Carolina this season.

 The Blyth, Ont., native started the season with the Checkers and earned a 1-0-0 record and a 2.00 goals-against average in one game prior to his recall. Peters (6’1”, 210 lbs.) has posted a 22-31-8 record, 3.05 goals-against average and .904 save percentage in 68 career NHL games with the Hurricanes since making his NHL debut on Feb. 6, 2010.

 Carolina drafted Peters in the second round, 38th overall, in the 2004 NHL Entry Draft.

---

 With John Muse of the Checkers leaving Tuesday night's win over the Norfolk Admirals with an apparent leg injury, the timing of Peter's arrival could loom large for Charlotte -- who currently stands six points out of the final playoff spot in the Western Conference with 26 games to play.

 Mike Murphy, who entered Tuesday's game in relief of Muse in the third period, allowed two goals on 10 shots. The Checkers all-time leader in wins has not looked strong this month, allowing 17 goals in 252:03 of ice time (4.05 GAA) on just 117 shots (.881 SP) over six appearances.

 If Muse is out for an extended period of time, Peters could stick around for a bit longer with the Checkers with the Hurricanes already carrying Cam Ward and Anton Khudobin. More will be known following the Olympic break when the Hurricanes resume play on Tuesday.

 The longest the Hurricanes could leave Peters with the Checkers -- per the NHL's CBA -- would be 14 days. A span that would cover six games of the Checkers upcoming 10-game road trip. For Peters to remain with Charlotte for a longer period, he'd need to pass through waivers. 
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Tuesday, February 18, 2014

Boychuk helps Checkers hold on for second straight win

What looked like it was going to be one of the Checkers best-played games of the season, turned into 4,913 Charlotte fans simultaneously holding their breath as the final 60 seconds ticked slowly off the clock on Tuesday night at Time Warner Cable Arena.

After taking a 4-1 lead four minutes and 58 seconds into the third period, Charlotte goaltender John Muse suffered a leg injury and had to leave the game, opening the door for the Norfolk Admirals, who had only put one of their 27 shots in the back of the net to that point. 

On the Admirals third shot on Mike Murphy, who replaced Muse, they cut the lead to two goals. Eight and a half minutes later, they dropped Charlotte’s advantage to one, setting up a tense final minute of play before the game came to a close with the score 4-3 in the Checkers favor. 

“I’m not crazy about the goals against,” said Charlotte coach Jeff Daniels, whose squad won its second in a row. “I thought we made it more interesting than it should have been.”

Murphy stopped 10 of the 12 shots he faced, but looked far from steady for the second-straight time out. 

Asked if he felt the injury changed the game’s momentum, Daniel’s kept his reply short.

“Yeah,” he said. 

Pushed to explain, Daniel’s added, “We’ll just leave it at that.” 

On the offensive side of things, the Checkers (24-24-2) turned in a solid performance all the way around, with Chris Terry (1g, 1a), Michal Jordan, Zach Boychuk (1g, 2a) and Sean Dolan each finding the back of the net. 

After a scoreless first period in which the Checkers outshot the Admirals, 14-7, Charlotte successfully carried momentum into the second period, scoring three goals to take a 3-1 advantage entering the third. 

Terry got the scoring started with his third goal in the last two games during a Checkers power play, with Boychuk and Aaron Palushaj assisting. 

Prior to a two-goal one-assist performance in the Checkers come-from-behind 5-4 overtime win over the Abbotsford Heat at PNC Arena in Raleigh on Sunday, Terry had gone a career-long 13 games without registering a goal.

“It’s huge (to have Terry scoring),” said Daniels. “He’s a big part of our team, both offensively and defensively. He’s a guy that puts a lot of pressure on himself to step up in those big moments and he’s done that the last couple games.” 

At the 9:08 mark in the period, Boychuk again played the role of facilitator, when he set up Jordan for his third goal of the season with a quick pass to the backside of the net. 

With the karma of two assists behind him, Boychuk then scored one of the strangest goals of his career with five minutes to play in the period and the Checkers on the power play, when he weakly flipped a puck in on Admirals goaltender Brad Thiessen (39 saves).

The Norfolk goalie never saw it until it had floated over his shoulder and into the back of the net. 

“It’s probably one of the (weirdest goals I’ve had) for sure,” said Boychuk, who tied his career-high for goals in a season with 23. “I’ve had some crazy ones go off my butt, off my leg, off my head – but that one was just a little floater that nobody saw.”

With 26 games remaining this season and Boychuk already at his career-mark, Daniels took stock in his 24-year-old forward's play this season. 

"Day in, day out he’s skating," said the Checkers coach. "He’s always been a guy that if you give him the puck around the net there’s a good chance he’s going to score. Right now, his game’s a lot more consistent then it has been in the past. It’s shown not only when he’s been here, but up in Carolina. They’ve been real happy with him."

Boychuk agreed with his coach's assessment. 

"I feel like this year has been a big step forward for me," he said. "I think I took a bit of a step backwards last year, and coming into this season I really wanted to prove some people wrong and I’m trying to do that."

The Admirals Devante Smith-Pelly then scored the first of his three goals on the night to close out the second-period scoring. 

Just under five minutes into the final frame Dolan, who centered the third line with Terry and Justin Shugg on his wings (because of a last-minute scratch of Brody Sutter), scored his first goal of the season. 

"It’s a different game playing with Chris and Justin," said Dolan. "They’re two very skilled players and it’s fun to get that opportunity. I’m glad we made the most of it."

The Checkers will now head out of town for a season-long 10-game road trip beginning on Friday when they'll play their first of two games against the Texas Stars.

 "Obviously being down against Abbotsford 4-1 in that first period (on Sunday), we could have shut it down and quit a little bit," said Boychuk. "But we stuck together as a group and fought back and we’ve been playing some good hockey the last five periods. Hopefully, we can take that on to the long road trip that we have. It’s going to be a grind, but we need these points right now." 

 Notes: Checkers coach Jeff Daniels had no updates immediately following the game on John Muse's condition. ... Should Muse be out for an extended period, Charlotte could see its 10th different starter in net this season -- a franchise-record by four already. ... According to Daniels, Brody Sutter's injury is one that the team will monitor day-to-day. He'll likely be back in the lineup on Friday. ... Defenseman Ryan Murphy recorded his 10th assist in 10 games with the Checkers this season and is on now a five-game point streak. ... Boychuk's power play goal was his 13th of the season and set a new franchise-record for the Checkers. ... Sean Dolan's goal was first since the playoffs last season. ... Coming into the night, the Admirals had allowed just four goals over their last 240 minutes of play. ... For the first time in seven games, the Checkers held an opponent below four goals. ... Greg Nemisz missed his fourth straight game due to injury. ... Keegan Lowe was a healthy scratch. 
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Game 50 Preview: Norfolk Admirals at Charlotte Checkers 

Checkers coach Jeff Daniels shuffled his forward lines in search of a more consistent offensive attack prior to Sunday's game with the Abbotsford Heat at PNC Arena in Raleigh and it seemed to spark the Charlotte offense.

 Daniels dropped a seemingly snake-bitten Chris Terry from the top line down to the third with Brody Sutter and Justin Shugg and slotted Philippe Cornet on to the top line. The Checkers coach also shifted Victor Rask back to the second line, surrounding the talented youngster with a playmaker in Aaron Palushaj and a hard-nosed tough guy in Nicolas Blanchard.

 The newly created lines -- especially the third -- played well on Sunday and were able to turn a 4-1 first period deficit into a critical 5-4 overtime win.

 Terry snapped a 13-game scoreless streak with two goals and an assist, while Aaron Palushaj, Justin Shugg (1g, 1a) and Brett Sutter (who score the game-winner in OT) also made their way into the scorer's book.

 Scouts have been clamoring to see Rask up on one of the Checkers' top two lines. It should be interesting to see how he fares if Daniels decides to keep him pared with Palushaj and Blanchard. Rask began the season as a top-six forward and put up 10 points (5g, 5a) in his first 10 games before a slow November led to a demotion to the third line.

 With just 27 games remaining this season, and a 10-game road trip looming after today's game with Norfolk, it's now or never for the Checkers who currently sit eight points out of a playoff spot.

 "I think that was the most positive our team has been in the locker room with having guys' backs and picking guys up when they're down," Brett Sutter told Checkers team writer Paul Branecky following Sunday's game, which snapped a five-game winless streak for Charlotte (0-4-1). 

 The Checkers have won their last three games against Norfolk this season and recorded a season-high 52 shots in a 4-3 shootout win in their most recent showdown on Jan. 19. 

Puck Drop: 7:00 p.m. ET

TV/Radio info: Video AHL Live / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 23-24-2, Admirals 27-15-7

Projected Checkers lineup: (Updated)

Philippe Cornet-Brett Sutter-Zach Boychuk

Nicolas Blanchard-Victor Rask-Aaron Palushaj

Chris Terry-Sean Dolan-Justin Shugg

Matt Marquardt-Brendan Woods-Jared Staal

Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

Mark Flood-Ryan Murphy

Rasmus Rissanen-Matt Corrente 

John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Matt Marquardt, Keegan Lowe.

Injured: Greg Nemisz, Brody Sutter. 

Storylines: After suffering through a 13-game scoreless drought, Checkers forward Chris Terry broke out in a big way on Sunday at PNC Arena with two goals and an assist in a come-from-behind 5-4 overtime win for Charlotte. ... The victory snapped a five-game (0-4-1) winless streak for the Checkers. ... Charlotte has allowed four or more goals in six consecutive games and is 2-16-1 this season in such games. ... With 27 games to play the Checkers are eight points out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference. ... Tuesday marks Charlotte's final home game before it embarks on a season-long 10-game road trip. ... Since joining the Checkers from the Hurricanes on Jan. 24, Ryan Murphy (9a) has nine points in nine games, good for third among Charlotte defensemen this season. ... The Checkers ( No.12 Palushaj, T-No. 13 Boychuk, T-No. 13 Terry) along with the Texas Stars are the only two teams in the AHL to have three or more players in the top 16 in points in the league. ... Charlotte has won three of its four meetings this season with the Admirals, but two of those required extra time. Each team has scored 15 goals against the other. ... Emerson Etem (12g, 19a) leads the Admirals with 31 points this season, with rookie Rickard Rakell (11g, 19a) just a point behind.

 GEICO Challenge Cup Standings: 6-4 in favor of the Checkers.  

Western Conference standings update:

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-03-02T20:24:00-05:00&max-results=10&start=10&by-date=false#storylink=cpy
Sunday, February 16, 2014

Terry, Sutter and Shugg lead Checkers to OT win in Raleigh

 One period into Sunday afternoon's matchup with the Abbotsford Heat it looked as though the Checkers were on their way to a second consecutive loss in front of the Hurricane's brass at PNC Arena in Raleigh and sixth straight overall. 

 The Heat, who had already defeated the Checkers on three separate occasions this season -- including a 5-1 loss on Saturday -- held a 4-1 advantage and seemed to be rolling. 

 However, four unanswered goals by Chris Terry (in the second period and early in the third), Justin Shugg, and Brett Sutter in overtime sent Abbotsford out of town shaking its head following a 5-4 loss. 

 Terry, who finished the game with three points (2g, 1a), put an end to a 13-game scoreless streak that had tied the longest such drought of his career. Mike Murphy (28 saves) recovered from a shaky first period, where he allowed four goals on 13 shots, to record his fourth win of the season in net. 

 “I think everyone gets to take a breath of fresh air now,” Sutter told Checkers team writer Paul Branecky. “This game is so much about confidence and when you’re on a bit of a skid it weighs on you mentally. Tonight we found a way.”

 After allowing a breakaway goal just 24 seconds into the first period, Aaron Palushaj's 18th goal of the season evened the game at 1-1 just a minute and 10 seconds later. However, the Heat then countered with three consecutive goals to claim a three-goal edge entering the second period. 

 According to reports, Daniels let his players do the talking during the first intermission, with Justin Shugg's voice figuring prominently. 

 Daniels also shook up his lines dramatically prior to the puck drop on Sunday, dropping Terry and Brody Sutter to the third line with Shugg, while bouncing Victor Rask up to the second line and Philippe Cornet to the top line. 

 The move paid off for the third line, which combined to record nine points, with Terry posting a team-high nine shots on Abbotsford goaltender Joni Ortio (37 saves).

 Terry began the comeback midway through the second period when he finished his own rebound. On the third line's next trip out onto the ice, Terry found Shugg with a drop pass that led to his 13th goal of the season to bring the Checkers to within one goal of the West Division-leading Heat.

 In the opening minutes of the third, the Heat's Max Reinhart was called for interference and Terry made sure his team paid for it with a blast from the left point to tie the game at 4-4.

 Later in the third, Terry looked on the verge of capping a spectacular individual performance when the Checkers were awarded a penalty shot after Derek Smith played the puck with his hand while it was in the Abbotsford crease, but his attempt came up empty when the puck leaked off his stick sending the game into overtime.

 Checkers captain, Brett Sutter, did the honors 1:53 into the extra period.

 Charlotte -- who did not commit a penalty in the win -- will now return to Time Warner Cable Arena for the conclusion of its five-game home (technically) stand on Tuesday when they'll face the Norfolk Admirals.  
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Saturday, February 15, 2014

Checkers winless streak stretched to five in Raleigh

The Checkers were hoping that the AHL All-Star break and a trip to play on the Hurricanes home ice would get them back on track, but on Saturday night that's not how things played out. 

Charlotte fell behind the West Division-Leading Abbotsford Heat during the second minute of the first period in front of 4,354 at PNC Arena in Raleigh and was forced to play catchup all game on their way to a 5-1 loss. 

The setback was the Checkers (22-24-2) fifth in a row (0-4-1) and dropped the team two games below the .500 mark on the season. Victor Rask scored the lone Charlotte goal midway through the second period on the power play. John Muse, who got the start in net, stopped 28 of 33 shots. 

After going 12-2-0 from mid-December through January, Muse has now dropped three consecutive starts, allowing 16 goals over 124 minutes of work. There's a good chance Mike Murphy -- the Checkers backup for the majority of the season -- gets the next start in net. 

The goal for Rask was his ninth of the season and first since Jan. 24. Ryan Murphy and Chris Terry were credited with the assists. 

Terry has not scored a goal in 13 games, tying the longest such drought in his career (set during the 2012-13 season). 

Nicolas Blanchard and Brendan Woods each dropped the gloves in defense of a teammate to give the crowd something to cheer about. 

Sean Dolan, Danny Biega, Justin Shugg and Rask led the Checkers with three shots on goal each. 

Jared Staal got back into the lineup for the first time since being injured on Jan. 3 and recorded two shots on goal. 

Any chance of a comeback in the third period was shot down by two Checkers penalties that led to two more Heat goals. Abbotsford, who outshot Charlotte 33-30, finished the night 2-for-4 on the man-advantage. 

The Heat (32-15-4) and Checkers will play again at PNC Arena tomorrow. The puck drop has been pushed back from 1:30 to 4 p.m. 

 Posted by Seth Lakso   at 8:13 PM  0 comments     

Game 48 Preview: Abbotsford Heat at Charlotte Checkers

*Sunday's game at PNC Arena in Raleigh has been pushed from 1:30 to 4:00 p.m. 

 Good afternoon, many of the Checkers spent this morning watching the United States defeat Russia in one of the more exciting Olympic matches you'll ever see.  The U.S. eventually won the game in a shootout thanks in large part to Jonathan Quick and T.J. Oshie. 

 Here's a few reactions...

Charlotte will be looking to play with some of that excitement tonight when it hosts the Abbotsford Heat in Raleigh at PNC Arena at 5 p.m.

 In two games in Abbotsford this season, the Heat handled the Checkers without too much trouble. However, weather conditions delayed their arrival to Raleigh until 4 a.m. last night, so Charlotte should be the more-rested team.

 These two games at PNC Arena (tonight and Sunday) represent an important opportunity for the Checkers players to show the Hurricanes brass that their future is in Raleigh.

 "This is where the guys want to get to," Checkers coach Jeff Daniels told the News & Observer's Chip Alexander earlier today. "This is something they're down in Charlotte working for, and they want to get up to Carolina at some point. And just a taste of playing in a big-league building. This is where they want to perform."

For Chip's full preview, which features Zach Boychuk heavily, click HERE. 

Puck Drop: 5:00 p.m. ET

TV/Radio info: Video AHL Live / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 22-23-2, Heat 31-15-4

Projected Checkers lineup:

Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Zach Boychuk

Nicolas Blanchard-Brody Sutter-Aaron Palushaj

Philippe Cornet-Victor Rask-Justin Shugg

Brendan Woods-Sean Dolan-Jared Staal (not played since Jan. 3)

Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

Rasmus Rissanen-Ryan Murphy

Keegan Lowe-Matt Corrente

John Muse

Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Matt Marquardt, Beau Schmitz, Mark Flood (his first healthy scratch of the season).

Injured: Greg Nemisz (undisclosed injury, not expect to play in either game this weekend)

Storylines: Charlotte enters Saturday's game winless in its last four (0-3-1), it's longest skid since dropping an AHL-high seven straight in November. ... In the team's only previous experience at PNC Arena in Raleigh (Jan. 6, 2013), the Checkers defeated the Norfolk Admirals 3-1 in front of a crowd of 10,256 on the day the NHL lockout came to an end. U.S. Olympian Justin Faulk played in that game for the Checkers. ... Mark Flood (healthy scratch) and Ryan Murphy both missed Friday's practice at PNC after having travel difficulties of their own. Daniels told reporters that Flood's healthy scratch was unrelated to his tardiness. ... Zach Boychuk has seven goals in his last seven games including his second and third career hat-tricks. ... Chris Terry has gone 12 games without lighting the lamp, his longest such stretch of this season. ... Unable to fly into Raleigh, the Heat took a 14-hour bus ride from Chicago to get into town for this game. ... The Heat, who currently sit in first place in the Western Conference (66 points), have outscored the Checkers 11-4 in two meetings this season in Abbotsford. 

Western Conference standings update:

source: www.theahl.com 
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Thursday, February 13, 2014

Friday's game at PNC Arena moved to Saturday

Per team release...

Existing tickets may be used Saturday or exchanged for use Sunday 

CHARLOTTE, NC—Due to hazardous weather and travel delays in North Carolina, Friday’s 7:30 p.m. game between the Charlotte Checkers and Abbotsford Heat at PNC Arena in Raleigh has been postponed until Saturday, Feb. 15, at 5 p.m.

The Checkers understand that this postponement may cause inconveniences and will offer several options for exchanging tickets. Those with tickets for Friday’s game may use them at Saturday’s game or exchange the unused ticket for one of comparable value for Sunday’s 1:30 p.m. game at PNC Arena. Exchanges for Sunday’s game can be made at the PNC Arena box office. Finally, those who have purchased tickets and are unable to use them Saturday or Sunday may opt for a refund through Ticketmaster. For more information on exchanging tickets, please email tickets@gocheckers.com.
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Monday, February 10, 2014

Checkers prospects update 

Two weeks ago the Checkers were playing their best hockey of the season. After a dreadful month of November (2-9-0; 4 points), Charlotte had climbed back into the playoff race -- reaching as high as seventh place in the Western Conference -- by winning eight of its previous 10 games. 

A 9-3 win over the Oklahoma City Barons on Jan. 24 that featured six fights and a franchise-record five power-play goals marked the high-point of the season. Unfortunately for the Checkers, it also marked an end to their hot streak. 

Since the win over the Barons, the Checkers have gone 1-3-1 in their last five games. With Cam Ward joining the team for a two-game conditioning stint, Charlotte split a pair of games in Lake Erie and then went on to be swept in a two-game series by the Abbotsford Heat.  

A trip back to Time Warner Cable Arena to, again, host Oklahoma City was supposed to allow Charlotte to get back on track, but the Barons had other ideas, winning the first matchup on Friday, 8-5, and the second, 4-3, in overtime on Sunday afternoon.

John Muse (16-10-1, 2.71 gaa, .913 save percentage) has been pulled from the net in each of his last two starts and was on the bench in Sunday's loss with Mike Murphy (3-7-0, 3.86 gaa, .883 save percentage) getting the nod in net. 

The Checkers (22-23-2), who now sit six points out of the eighth playoff spot in the Western Conference, will be back in action on Friday where they'll host the Heat at PNC Arena in Raleigh. 

"We're tired, but we'll use the break to regroup," said Checkers second-line center Brody Sutter. "We need to be a lot better as a team. Obviously, everyone knows what the standings are like right now. We need to go on a big run. We'll use this time to get our legs back and make sure that we're ready to go in Raleigh."

Prospect Updates: 

Forwards

Zach Boychuk

The 14th overall pick in 2008 has put together a career-year. His 22 goals (.55 per game) this season rank fourth in the AHL and have him one shy of tying his career-high set in 2012-13. In his last seven games, Boychuk has seven goals, including the second and third hat tricks of his career on Jan. 24 and Feb. 1. Although he hasn't yet developed into the player the Hurricanes hoped they were getting in '08, he's been remarkably steady on the offensive end with four consecutive 20-goal seasons in Charlotte. 

Aaron Palushaj

It doesn't matter what it is, Palushaj does it quickly. His pre-game ritual of running laps around the arena before taking the ice in his underwear and shoes has become famous among those who work at the rink. I've had more than a few employees ask me, "who is that crazy guy on the ice?" 

Peculiar pre-game routines aside, Palushaj has had an excellent season for the Checkers and has twice earned one-game promotions to play with the Hurricanes. He leads the team in points (42) and assists (25), while ranking second in goals with 17. The knock you'll hear from scouts on Palushaj is that he can try to get too fine and overpass at times. Scouts would also like to see his on-ice vision improve. As the season has gone on, the 44th overall pick in 2008 (20 behind his roommate Boychuk), has only gotten stronger, through the first two months Palushaj had six goals and eight assists. In the past two, he's had 11 and 17.

Chris Terry

Terry's season has been tough to figure out. He's battled through some injuries and still managed to score 14 goals and dish out 23 assists. He's not going to be able to consistently beat NHL players with his speed, but there's no denying his offensive skill.

It feels like the 24-year-old has been a bit overlooked at times this season. Terry's defense has continued to improve to the point where he's become a regular on the PK. In Sunday's game, Checkers coach Jeff Daniels dropped him off the top line for the first time this season. It's been 12 games since Terry last scored, his longest drought of the season. 

Centers 

Brett Sutter 

Sutter plays with a ton of energy. He's great on the forecheck, but likely lacks the scoring touch required to play on a top line in the NHL. The 26-year-old has five goals and 19 assists this season and is currently on a three-game point-streak (1g, 4a). 

Victor Rask 

Last week a scout mentioned that Rask's game seems to have "faded" as the season's gone along. Much was expected out of the 2011 second-round selection (42nd overall) and early on this season it looked like he might deliver, with 10 points (5g, 5a) in his first 10 games. For the season, Rask has eight goals and 15 assists. However, after beginning the year as the Checkers top-line center, Rask has dropped down to the third line. As a result, he's been forced to create a lot of his own opportunities. A 24-game scoreless drought (Nov. 3 - Jan. 10) seemed to do a number on his confidence. 

The same scout that said Rask has faded this season, mentioned that he'd like to see the 20-year-old get some time back on the top line. "I don't feel like he's in a position to succeed on the third line," he added. 

Defensemen 

Ryan Murphy 

After registering two goals and nine assists in 39 games with the Hurricanes this season, Murphy was reassigned to Charlotte where he's recorded six assists in seven games. The 20-year-old is fun to watch. He's got a surprisingly heavy shot for his size and the ability to skate past most AHL defenders. However, he needs some work on the defensive end and to cut down on his giveaways. 

Charlotte coach Jeff Daniels on Murphy following Sunday's game: "He's getting his feet wet. He gets in trouble when he tries to do too much. He's got to simplify his game. You like that he wants the puck and to be a difference maker, but sometimes less is more." 

Danny Biega  

One of four rookies currently on the Checkers roster, Biega -- who was drafted in the third round (67th overall) out of Harvard in 2010 -- went 38 games this season without registering a goal before netting the first two goals of his AHL career in Wednesday's loss to Abbotsford. After missing a little over a week with an undisclosed injury, Biega (2g, 9a) has played well, joining Michal Jordan as Charlotte's top defensive paring.
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Sunday, February 9, 2014

Checkers salvage a point in OT loss to Oklahoma City

After falling to the Charlotte Checkers in each of their first six matchups of the season, the Oklahoma City Barons got a measure of revenge this weekend. 

After an 8-5 win on Friday, the Barons (21-22-6) completed a two-game sweep of the Checkers on Sunday with a 4-3 overtime win in front of a sellout crowd of 8,168 at Time Warner Cable Arena. 

The Baron’s Roman Horak (four goals in the series) capitalized on a Brett Sutter turnover in his own zone 3:28 into the extra period of play to give Oklahoma City its fifth consecutive win overall. 

Justin Shugg, Brendan Woods and Brody Sutter took care of the scoring for Charlotte, with Sutter’s goal coming with just 38 seconds remaining and goaltender Mike Murphy (26 saves on 30 shots) off the ice for an extra attacker. 

The game's final result led to some mixed emotions following the game. 

“It’s exciting to tie it, but we needed the two points tonight,” said Brody Sutter. “There was some excitement for a couple minutes and then it switched to disappointment.”

The loss was the fourth in a row for the Checkers, who now enter the AHL’s All-Star break a game under .500 (22-23-2) and six points out of the final playoff spot in the Western Conference. 

“I think it was good to get that point,” said Woods. “But I know we’d be a lot happier if we went into the break with two points. You can look at the positive, we got one point, but with the standings so close, we really would have liked to have both.” 

Shugg got the scoring started on the power play in the first period when he finished off a nice pass from Ryan Murphy. The goal was Shugg’s 12th of the season and snapped a string of 21 straight scoreless power play chances for the Checkers (their longest drought of the season). 

The Barons scored the game’s next two goals, drawing even in the opening minutes of the second period on an Austin Fyten goal and pulling ahead, 2-1, on a Jack Combs goal that had to be reviewed. 

Woods’s fifth strike of the season, tied things at 2-2 12 minutes and 17 seconds into the second.

“Today was a good step,” said Woods, who dropped the gloves with veteran enforcer Ben Eager in the game, of his play. “I think I’ve been struggling a little bit the past couple games, but I had a meeting with (coach Jeff Daniels) and we talked about what’s going to make me successful and I thought I did well tonight, but I’d rather have two points.” 

The Barons again responded, taking a 3-2 lead six and a half minutes into the third thanks to a Will Acton goal. 

The score stayed that way until Brody Sutter batted home a rebound in the final minute of play. The goal was his second in as many games and it provided a short-lived burst of excitement. 

Following the break, the Checkers will return to action for a pair of games at PNC Arena in Raleigh on Friday and Sunday against the Abbotsford Heat.

“It will probably be good to mentally get away,” said Daniels. “Obviously, it hasn’t been a good couple weeks and we know we have to make a big push coming up and a lot of these games coming up are on the road so it will be a good time for the guys to mentally get away, regroup, and come back ready to play."
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Friday, February 7, 2014

Checkers score five but fall

 After a tough road trip that saw the Checkers go 1-3-0, 0-for-17 on the power play and drop back to .500 on the season, Charlotte fans were happy to welcome the Oklahoma City Barons to town on Friday. 

Who better to set the Checkers back on track than the Barons, right? Charlotte entered the night 6-0-0 against their West Division foe and fresh off a 9-3 win against them two weeks ago that saw the team score a franchise-record five power play goals. 

The Barons, who entered on a three-game winning streak since their loss at Charlotte, had a different script in mind and, instead, exacted some seemingly overdue revenge in an 8-5 win in Charlotte’s annual Pink in the Rink game at Time Warner Cable Arena in front of a sold-out crowd of 8,189. 

“I’m sure they were upset about what happened the last time they were in here,” said Checkers defenseman Mark Flood. “We beat them pretty bad. We knew they were going to come back and have a strong game today.”

John Muse, who allowed four goals in 13 minutes of play his last time out, was pulled from net for his second start in a row, after allowing four third-period goals (the last of which completed Roman Horak’s hat trick), that took the game from tied 3-3 and turned it into a laugher for Oklahoma City.

The Checkers answered with two goals of their own late by Michael Jordan and Flood, but the damage had already been done. 

“We just stopped skating,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels, whose team didn’t arrive back in Charlotte until late Thursday night. “For whatever reason we weren’t able to move our legs and were just standing still and they had three-four guys attacking and because of that, we couldn’t match their speed tonight. 

“We’ve had a tough week,” continued Daniels. “It’s been a long week, but we knew that was the schedule and that we had to find a way to win tonight and we didn’t.”

The loss snapped a four-game home winning streak for the Checkers and was their third in a row overall -- their longest such stretch since dropping seven straight in November. 

The Barons kicked off the scoring five minutes and 44 seconds into the first period, when a miscommunication between Keegan Lowe and Flood – who was in the process of a line change – led to a breakaway for Matthew Ford. 

Some hustle and a bit of luck allowed Aaron Palushaj to tie the game at 1-1 just over five and a half minutes later. 

Palushaj found himself in a race to the puck with Oklahoma City goaltender Richard Bachman (37 saves) near the right faceoff dot. Bachman got to the puck first, but Palushaj was able to tip away his clear attempt and send a tight-angled shot towards the net. 

The puck clanked off the post and back into play just in time to bounce off Barons defenseman Martin Gernat and back into the net. 

The unassisted goal was Palushaj’s 17th of the season and his seventh in the Checkers last 10 games. 

With the first period winding down, Brody Sutter snapped a 23-game scoring drought with his fourth goal of the season, batting home the rebound from a Ryan Murphy shot. 

Even if you weren’t aware of Sutter’s drought, you could tell based on his celebration, as he raised his arms to the sky and mimed the motion of removing a monkey from his back. 

Following an emotional intermission, where the Checkers entire team remained on the ice to honor the late Jen Pagani and her family (as part of the team’s Pink in the Rink event), Charlotte pulled ahead by two on a Brett Sutter goal. 

Again, the goal came under somewhat fluky circumstances, as Sutter – who was situated behind the Barons net – appeared to be trying to send a centering pass that, instead, caught a skate and redirected past Bachman. 

The goal marked the first time both Sutters have scored in the same game. 

The Barons recovered to score the period’s next two goals and even things at 3-3 entering the third thanks to strikes from David Musil and Roman Horak, with the latter redirecting an Anton Lander slapper. 

Unfortunately for the Checkers, the Barons were just getting started. Oklahoma City eventually stretched its unanswered goals streak to six, before Jordan and Flood got into the scorer’s book. 

With Mike Murphy off for an extra attacker, the Barons added an empty netter to seal the win. 

The two teams will go back at it on Sunday at 1:30 p.m. at Time Warner Cable Arena

“We’re just not playing well right now,” said Daniels. “That’s five games in a row that we haven’t been sharp. Again, we’re not in a position to lose any more really. If you want to get into the playoffs, you can’t lose two-three in a row.”
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Game 46 preview: Oklahoma City Barons at Charlotte Checkers

 Good morning, the Checkers will look to get back on track Friday night after dropping consecutive games (both against Abbotsford) for the first time since midway through December.

 Both Sean Dolan and Beau Schmitz were recalled from the ECHL's Florida Everblades on Thursday and should be in Charlotte in plenty of time for their Pink in the Rink showdown with the Oklahoma City Barons.

The Checkers have owned the Barons this season, going 6-0-0 against their West Division rival, including a wild 9-3 win at Time Warner Cable Arena their last time out. 

Puck Drop: 7:30 p.m. ET

TV/Radio info: Video AHL Live / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 22-22-1, Barons 19-22-5

Projected Checkers lineup:

Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Zach Boychuk

Philippe Cornet-Brody Sutter-Aaron Palushaj

Greg Nemisz-Victor Rask-Justin Shugg

Nicolas Blanchard-Sean Dolan-Brendan Woods

Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

Mark Flood-Ryan Murphy

Keegan Lowe-Matt Corrente

John Muse

Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Beau Schmitz, Matt Marquardt, Jared Staal (has not played since Jan. 3)

Injured: Rasmus Rissanen (illness)

* Sean Dolan (out since Nov. 30 with an upper-body injury) had two goals and two assists in his three-game condition stint with the ECHL's Florida Everblades.  

Storylines: After a rough four-game road trip that saw the Checkers go 1-3-0, Time Warner Cable Arena and the Oklahoma City Barons should be a welcome sight for Charlotte players. The Checkers defeated the Barons 9-3 in their last meeting (on Jan. 24), while scoring a team-record five power-play goals. ... The victory over the Barons was the sixth this season (6-0) for the Checkers against their West Division rival. ... There were 12 fighting majors whistled the last time these two teams went head-to-head, with goaltenders John Muse and Chet Pickard nearly becoming numbers 13 and 14. ... Since that Jan. 24 win, Charlotte has gone 0-for-its-last-17 on the power play. ...  Zach Boychuk scored his team-leading 22nd goal in Wednesday's 4-3 loss. He's now just one goal shy of tying his AHL career-high set in 2012-13. ... The Checkers will wear special pink jerseys as part of their eighth annual Pink in the Rink game. The jerseys will be auctioned off live after the game to benefit several charities that help raise awareness and funds for the fight against breast cancer.

Western Conference standings update:

source: www.theahl.com 
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Thursday, February 6, 2014

Updated: Checkers recall Dolan & Schmitz 

According to a team release, center Sean Dolan and defenseman Beau Schmitz have been recalled to the Checkers for Friday’s home game against the Oklahoma City Barons. 

Both players have spent the majority of the season in Charlotte, with Schmitz being assigned to Florida on Jan. 25 and Dolan heading down on Jan. 31 as part of a conditioning stint.

Dolan, who had been sidelined with an upper-body injury, recorded four points (2g, 2a) in three games with the Everblades. 

Schmitz, 22 , tallied four assists in six games in the Everblades. The second-year pro was originally sent to the ECHL to make room for Ryan Murphy. He has two goals and four assists in 23 games with Charlotte this season.

“We can’t travel with everybody and (Dolan and Schmitz) were ready to play,” Jeff Daniels told Charlotte Checkers writer Paul Branecky on Friday morning. “It gave them a chance to keep playing games as opposed to staying back here and skating with one or two guys. This way they got back in game situations.”

With Jared Staal and Nicolas Blanchard each ready to return from injuries, the Checkers sent A.J. Jenks and Matthew Pistilli back to Florida by way of releasing them from their pro tryout agreements.

“Blanchard was probably playing his best hockey of his career before he got hurt, just being very composed with the puck, wanting the puck, scoring some goals but also being that hard player to play against,” Daniels told Branecky. “It showed in practices and games where he had a smile on his face and he was ready to go. He’ll be a good plus for us tonight.”

 Jenks and Pistilli both began this season in the ECHL with Florida. Jenks scored five points (2g, 3a) in 24 games with Charlotte, while Pistilli, the ECHL's leading scorer at the time of his signing with the Checkers this season, had eight points (4g, 4a) in 14 outings.

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-02-18T10:14:00-05:00&max-results=10&start=17&by-date=false#storylink=cpy
Thursday, February 6, 2014

Biega's two-goal night not enough for Checkers

 The Abbostford Heat completed a two-game sweep of the Charlotte Checkers on Wednesday with a 4-3 win at the Abbostford Entertainment & Sports Center.

 The losses dropped the Checkers, who hadn't lost consecutive game since Dec. 19-20, to 1-3-0 on thier now-concluded four-game road trip.

 Rookie Defenseman Danny Biega notched his first two professional goals in the win, while Zach Boychuk upped his goal-total on the season to 22 (seven in his last five games). Boychuk now sits one goal away from tying his AHL career-high. 

 After entering Tuesday's 7-1 loss in the first period in relief of John Muse, Mike Murphy, was again in net for the Checkers. Murphy stopped 24 of 28 shots to fall to 3-6-0 on the season.

 The Heat and Checkers traded goals, with Abbotsford scoring the first and, ultimately, last strikes of the game to improve to 30-14-1 on the season. The Heat (64 points) now sit three points ahead of the Texas Stars for first place in the West Division. 

 With losses in three of their last four the Checkers (22-22-1) now find themselves back at .500 on the season and five points out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference.

 After being handed their largest road-defeat in team history on Tuesday,  the Checkers rebounded to out-shoot the Heat 37-28 in the game and 27-14 in the final two periods, but couldn't recover after Abbotsford rookie Corbin Knight netted his 13th of the season with 3:23 to play in the third period.

 Brett Sutter (2a), Biega (2g) and Boychuk (1g, 1a) each registered multiple-point nights for the Checkers, despite the power play's continued struggles (0-for-4, 0-for-its-last-17-overall).

 The Checkers -- who will face the Heat again in Raleigh at the PNC Arena on Feb. 14 and 16 -- are set to return to Time Warner Cable Arena on Friday for their annual Pink in the Rink game against the Oklahoma City Barons.

 *Hearing the game is nearly sold out, so get your tickets now if you plan on attending. 

Notes: Defenseman Ryan Murphy continued to contribute, recording his fifth assist in as many games with the Checkers on Biega's second goal in the third period. ... For the first time this season Checkers coach Jeff Daniels chose to play seven defenseman. Forwards Matt Marquardt and Brendan Woods were Wednesday's healthy scratches, while Nicolas Blanchard and Jared Staal remained sidelined due to injuries. ... The 0-for-17 drought on the power play is the longest cold spell for the Checkers this season.
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Wednesday, February 5, 2014

An ugly loss in Abbotsford for Checkers 

 Keeping tonight's gamer short because, well, you'll see...

 The Checkers fell 7-1 to the Heat in Greg Nemisz' return to the Abbotsford Entertainment & Sports Center on Tuesday night. 

 With John Muse in net, Charlotte fell behind 4-0 in the first 13 minutes of play and never really threatened a comeback. Muse, who entered the game on a personal five-game winning-streak, stopped eight of the 12 shots he saw before being replaced by Mike Murphy.

 Murphy (24 saves on 27 shots) held the Heat (28-14-1) scoreless in the second period, before they poured on three more in the third.

 Philippe Cornet's seventh goal of the season saved the Checkers from their second shutout in three games. Rookie defenseman Danny Biega was credited with the assist.

 In his first appearance with the Heat, goaltender Olivier Roy stopped 25 of 26 shots. Roy's other four appearances in the AHL this season came with Oklahoma City.

 Nemisz, who was acquired by the Checkers (22-20-1) on Dec. 30 from the Heat in exchange for Kevin Westgarth, finished the night with one shot on goal and a minus-one. After being drafted 25th overall by Calgary in 2008, Nemisz, had spent the previous three seasons with the Heat.

 Charlotte went 0-for-4 on the power play (0-for-their-last-14 overall) and found themselves down a man on eight separate occasions -- three of which resulted in Heat goals.

 Seven different players scored goals for Abbotsford, with Ben Street (1g, 1a), Corban Knight (1g, 2a), Max Reinhart (1g, 1a), Markus Granlund (1g, 1a), Derek Smith (2a) and Brett Olson (2a) all registering multiple-point nights.

 Keegan Lowe and Matthew Pistilli were Tuesday's healthy scratches, while Nicolas Blanchard and Jared Staal sat out with injuries.

 The Checkers will play the Heat again on Wednesday, same place and time.
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Sunday, February 2, 2014

Cam Ward heading back to Hurricanes

Per team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled goaltender Cam Ward from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL).

Ward, 29, was 1-1 with a 2.02 goals-against average and .937 save percentage in two AHL games for the Checkers during his conditioning stint. 

The Saskatoon, Sask., native has missed the Hurricanes’ last 14 games due to a lower-body injury and the conditioning assignment. Prior to the injury, Ward (6’1”, 185 lbs.) had posted a 6-7-5 record, a 3.15 goals-against average and an .895 save percentage in 19 games with Carolina this season. 

He is the Hurricanes franchise’s all-time leader in games played by a goaltender (450), wins (220) and shutouts (21). The Hurricanes drafted Ward in the first round, 25th overall, in the 2002 NHL Entry Draft.
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Saturday, February 1, 2014

Boychuk steals spotlight from Ward in Checkers win

 Checkers forward Zach Boychuk stole the spotlight from Cam Ward on Saturday night, recording his second hat trick in his last three games in a 5-3 win over the Lake Erie Monsters at Quicken Loans Arena.

 Ward (1-1), with the Checkers (22-20-1) on a conditioning stint, turned away 24 shots after stopping 35 in Friday's 1-0 loss to the Monsters, to pick up the win. Overall, the veteran goaltender stopped 59 of the 63 shots he saw in the past two games.

 Charlotte took a 3-0 lead in the second period thanks to a goal from Mark Flood (1g, 1a) and Boychuk's first two strikes of the night. However, the Monsters rallied to score the game's next three goals, tying things up at the 11:35 mark in the third period.

 The Monsters (19-21-4) got their first goal a little over half way through the second period, when Mitch Heard cleaned up the rebound from a shot that Ward did well to stop in the first place.

 Heard was again in the right place at the right time just over five and a half minutes later, when he batted home another Ward rebound to cut the Checkers lead to 3-2 entering the third period.

 The game-tying goal was more on the Checkers than the 2006 Conn Smythe Trophy winner.

 With an offensive zone face-off and one second remaining on a power-play, Charlotte completely forgot to check Mark Olver as he came out of the box for a breakaway goal.

 Aaron Palushaj, who had a seven-game point-streak snapped in Friday's shutout, got back on track with the game-winner with just under three minutes to play. For good measure, Boychuk capped off his hat trick with an insurance goal 26 seconds later.

 Palushaj has now recorded points in 17 of his last 20 games (10g, 16a) for the Checkers, while his roommate, Boychuk, has points in nine of his last 12 (12g, 5a).

 The Checkers, who have won eight of their last 10, now travel to Abbotsford for a two-game set with the Heat (27-14-1) beginning on Tuesday at 10 p.m. Based on the way the Hurricanes handled Anton Khudobin's condition stint, it's unlikely that Ward will travel with the Checkers and a recall to the NHL may be in short order.

Notes: Boychuk's first goal of the night was the 100th of his AHL career and his second goal secured his fourth consecutive 20-goal season. ... Defenseman Ryan Murphy recorded an assist in the win and now has four points (4a) in three games with Charlotte. ... Flood's goal was his 10th of the season and tied him with Bobby Sanguinetti (2011-12) for the most goals by a defenseman in a season all-time for the Checkers. ... Chris Terry added two more assists in Saturday's win and now has seven helpers in his last four games. ... The Checkers went 0-for-4 on the power play and are 0-for-their-last-10 overall, after connecting on franchise-record 5-of-7 chances in last Friday's 9-3 win over Oklahoma City. If there's a silver-lining it's that Charlotte has now killed off 13 of its last 14 penalties. ... Matthew Pistilli, Keegan Lowe and Mike Murphy were Saturday's healthy extras.

 * Sean Dolan, who was sent to the ECHL's Florida Everblades on Thursday, recorded a goal and an assist Saturday night. In two games back in the ECHL, the former University of Wisconsin Badger has a goal and two assists.
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Checkers blanked in Ward's debut

In his first action since being assigned to the Charlotte Checkers on a conditioning stint, Cam Ward stopped 35 of 36 shots in a 1-0 loss to Lake Erie at Quicken Loans Arena on Friday.

 The loss snapped a four-game winning streak for the Checkers, who had not been shutout this season until Friday night.

 Monsters goalie Calvin Pickard stopped all 33 shots he faced just one-week after the Checkers put up a season-high nine goals (on 47 shots) against his brother, Chet, who plays for Oklahoma City.

 The game's only goal came five minutes into the first when Paul Carey sent a one-timer from the slot past Ward.

 Both Aaron Paushaj (seven games) and Greg Nemisz (six games) saw their point-streaks come to an end in the shutout. It was just the third time in the last 19 games that Palushaj failed to record a point.

 Ward is expected to get the start in net again tonight, as Charlotte concludes its two-game set with the Monsters. The puck drops at 7 p.m.

 Here's a look at some of the highlights, courtesy of Lake Erie...
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Friday, January 31, 2014

Game 42 preview: Charlotte Checkers at Lake Erie Monsters

Good afternoon, the Checkers will look to extend their winning-streak to a season-high five games with a victory in Lake Erie tonight. Veteran goaltender Cam Ward (with the Checkers on a conditioning assignment), or the "new guy" as his locker reads, should get the start in net. 

Ward has not played in a game since being injured on Dec. 31. He has gone 6-7-5 in 19 appearances this season with the Hurricanes.

Lake Erie and Charlotte have not played each other yet this season. Their two-game set will conclude on Saturday. 

Puck Drop: 7:30 p.m. ET

TV/Radio info: Video AHL Live / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 21-19-1, Monsters 18-20-4

Projected Checkers lineup: 

Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Zach Boychuk

Greg Nemisz-Brody Sutter-Aaron Palushaj

Philippe Cornet-Victor Rask-Justin Shugg

Matt Marquardt-A.J. Jenks-Matthew Pistilli

Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

Rasmus Rissanen-Ryan Murphy

Mark Flood-Matt Corrente

Cam Ward

John Muse

Mike Murphy

Healthy scratches: Keegan Lowe, Brendan Woods

Injured: Nicolas Blanchard (Out since Jan. 17 with upper body injury), Jared Staal (out since Jan. 3 with unspecified injury).

* Sean Dolan (out since Nov. 30 with an upper-body injury) has been assigned to the ECHL's Florida Everblades for a conditioning stint. 

Storylines: With Ward and defenseman Ryan Murphy joining the team, the Checkers have a bit more star-power than usual... Things have not gone well for Lake Erie as of late. The Monsters are 1-7-1 over their last nine games and barely defeated last-place Utica on Tuesday, 3-2, in a shootout. The Checkers can relate to the Monsters struggles, as Lake Erie and Charlotte are the only two teams in the AHL this season to drop seven consecutive contests... Lake Erie Rookie Joey Hishon -- a 2010 first-round draft pick who missed nearly two seasons with concussion problems -- has had a nice bounce-back season with 18 points in 30 games... Aaron Palushaj has points in each of his last seven games (Jan. 10-24: 6g, 5a), while Greg Nemisz has points in each of his last six games (Jan. 3-24: 3g, 5a) and goals in each of his last three (Jan. 19-24: 3g, 1a).

 Western Conference standings update:

source: www.theahl.com 
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Dolan assigned to ECHL's Florida Everblades 

The Charlotte Checkers announced on Friday that Sean Dolan has been assigned to the ECHL's Florida Everblades. 

Dolan has missed the last 21 games with an undisclosed upper-body injury suffered on Nov. 30. The 25-year-old is expected to be with the Everblades for at least their home games against Greenville on Friday and Saturday. 

Dolan is in his third season with the Checkers since signing a professional tryout offer after graduating from the University of Wisconsin, where he recorded 18 goals and 24 assists. He last appeared in the ECHL in December of 2011, where he played for the South Carolina Stingrays. 

Because of the area of his injury, Dolan has been able to skate with the Checkers throughout his recovery and was cleared for full-contact in practice last week. 

A.J. Jenks, who Charlotte signed from the Everblades to play forward after Nicolas Blanchard, Jared Staal and Dolan all were sidelined with injuries, is 20 games into his 25-game PTO. A roster decision will need to be made soon after the Checkers return from their current four-game road trip.

Jenks -- who has played well since joining the Checkers -- has two goals and two assists, while Dolan has 20 points (9g, 11a) in 111 career AHL games. 
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Thursday, January 30, 2014

Cam Ward to have conditioning stint with Checkers 

 The season of the high-profile cameos looks like it will continue this weekend for the Checkers.

According to Hurricanes President and General Manager, Jim Rutherford, Cam Ward will join the Checkers for their two-game set in Lake Erie on Friday and Saturday as part of a conditioning stint.

Ward (who had a lower-body injury) was back on the ice for the 'Canes for the first time since Dec. 31 on Thursday. Following the morning skate, Carolina coach Kirk Muller told reporters that the 29-year-old goaltender would head out to join Charlotte later tonight.

"It's important that he go down and play a couple of games with Charlotte," Muller told the Raleigh News & Observer’s Chip Alexander. "I think that would be great for him for the simple reason, health-wise, that this is his first practice he's had. So we gave him the net for the full 40 minutes to get the timing and endurance back.

"The opportunity to go down there and play will get him in a good mindset. The biggest thing is. health-wise, that he can get through a game and he feels good and feels comfortable."

Ward has gone 6-7-5 in 19 appearances this season with the Hurricanes, while battling multiple injuries. The 2002 first-round pick (25th overall) has allowed 3.15 goals per game and has a .895 save-percentage.

Once Ward is fully healthy, it'll be interesting to see how things shake out in Raleigh with Anton Khudobin (9-4-0 since Ward went down) playing well and Justin Peters unable to re-join the Checkers without first clearing waivers.

Ward -- who last had a conditioning stint with Charlotte during the 2005-06 season -- joins a list of current and former NHL players that includes Ryan Murphy (currently with the Checkers), Khudobin, Peters, Elias Lindholm, Manny Malhotra and Rick DiPietro that have all seen time in Charlotte this year.

If Ward laces up on Friday, he will be the ninth goalie to start in net for the Checkers this season (Ward, Khudobin, Rob Madore, Rick DiPietro, Allen York, John Muse, Jesse Deckert, Mike Murphy, Peters). The previous franchise-record was five.
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Wednesday, January 29, 2014

Palushaj on way back to Charlotte 

 After one game with Carolina, the Hurricanes have reassigned forward Aaron Palushaj to Charlotte. 

 Palushaj, who leads the Checkers in points with 39 points (15g, 24a), finished Tuesday's 3-0 loss to Montreal with one shot and two hits in 9:35 of ice time. 

 The 24-year-old has now appeared in two games for the Hurricanes this season. He made his debut on Jan. 5, in a 2-1 win for Carolina over Nashville at PNC Arena and has now played in 68 career NHL regular-season games with Montreal, Colorado and Carolina, scoring three goals and earning 11 assists (14 points). 

 Palushaj should be back in time to join the Checkers for their visit to Lake Erie on Thursday. The former 44th overall pick in 2007, is currently on a seven-game point streak with Charlotte and has recorded points in 16 of his last 18 overall (9g, 16a).

 “(Recalling Palushaj) was their call,” said coach Jeff Daniels of the Hurricanes on Wednesday morning to Checkers team writer Paul Branecky, prior to the reassignment of Palushaj. “They watch the games and they know what’s going on. He played well in that one game up top when he was there (on Jan. 5) and obviously he’s been a big part of our success over the last month and a half. He earned it.”

Because Monday's game at Norfolk was postponed due to the snow, Palushaj remains one of just four Checkers to appear in all 41 games this season, joining Victor Rask, Justin Shugg and Mark Flood. 

According to Branecky, Daniels also said that forward Brendan Woods (out since Jan. 17 with lower body injury) would have played on Tuesday night if the game had not been cancelled. Fellow, forward Sean Dolan (out since Dec. 1 with an upper body injury) participated in practice as well, while Nicolas Blanchard (out since Jan. 17 with upper body injury) got in some condition work while wearing a yellow non-contact jersey. 

 Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.com/#storylink=cpy

The Checkers (21-19-1) have won eight of their last 10 games and currently sit one-point out of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference.  
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Tuesday, January 28, 2014

Acton suspended for late fight with Brody Sutter on Friday (Video) 

The American Hockey League announced a one-game suspension of Oklahoma City Barons center Will Acton today for his instigator penalty against Brody Sutter during the final five minutes of Friday's game against the Charlotte Checkers. 

Acton -- who also dropped the gloves with Brett Sutter earlier in the game (see picture above) -- finished the 9-3 loss with a team-high 22 penalty minutes. He will miss Oklahoma City’s game Thursday (Jan. 30) vs. Toronto.

"It was good that we stuck together at the end with the fights," said Checkers forward Chris Terry after Friday's game. "But that’s the kind of stuff that you don’t want to see. You don’t want to wind up with an injury in a fight like that in a 9-3 game. I think we’re all good though. We stuck together."

"I like that guys had each other’s backs and stuck with it until the end," said Brett Sutter. "There were some good fights and those are the types of games that make you stronger as a team and we’ll just try to carry that on."

To see the tail end of the fight with Brody Sutter, scroll to the 3:59 mark of the video...

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-02-06T15:47:00-05:00&max-results=10&start=26&by-date=false#storylink=cpy
Tuesday, January 28, 2014

Checkers game in Norfolk postponed 

Per AHL release...

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. ... The American Hockey League has announced that tonight’s game between the Charlotte Checkers and the Norfolk Admirals (AHL #637), scheduled to be played at Scope Arena in Norfolk, Va., has been postponed due to impending inclement weather. 

The game has been rescheduled for Tuesday, March 4th at 7:15 p.m. ET. The Admirals have announced that tickets for tonight will be honored on March 4, or can be redeemed for a ticket to any remaining home game during the 2013-14 regular season. 

---

Weather reports are predicting somewhere between five and eight inches of snow in the hours leading up to what would have been game time. 

The Checkers are planning to take their bus back to Charlotte later today and then fly to Lake Erie on Thursday to begin what is now a four-game road trip.

The postponement is the first for the Checkers this season, while the Hurricanes have had to reschedule games twice already this month.
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Monday, January 27, 2014

Hurricanes recall Aaron Palushaj 

Per the team release...

RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has recalled forward Aaron Palushaj (pul-LOO-shigh) from the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League (AHL). Palushaj will travel with the team to Montreal tonight, and he will be eligible to play in the Hurricanes’ game on Tuesday at the Bell Centre against the Canadiens.

 Palushaj, 24, has played in all 41 of the Checkers’ games thus far this season, and leads the team in assists (24) and points (39). The Livonia, MI, native made his Hurricanes debut on Jan. 5, in Carolina’s 2-1 win against Nashville at PNC Arena. Palushaj (6’0”, 187 lbs.) has played in 67 career NHL regular-season games with Montreal, Colorado and Carolina, scoring three goals and earning 11 assists (14 points). The St. Louis Blues drafted Palushaj in the second round, 44th overall, of the 2007 NHL Entry Draft, and he signed with Carolina as a free agent on July 11, 2013.

---

Palushaj, who leads Charlotte with 39 points (t-7th AHL), is currently on a seven-game point streak (6g, 5a) with the Checkers. He has 25 points (9g, 16a) in his last 18 AHL games. During that time period and at least one point in 16 of those games to go along with eight multi-point outings. 

Palushaj's 24 assists rank 15th in the AHL and are at least five more than any other Charlotte skater this season. His 14 goals rank second on the team behind his roommate Zach Boychuk (18).

 Checkers forwards Brandon Woods  (out since Jan. 17 with lower body injury) and Sean Dolan (out since Dec. 1 with an upper body injury) were full participants in Monday's practice and could be back in the lineup when Charlotte plays at Norfolk on Tuesday night.

 Should Woods and Dolan both be unable to go, the Checkers would be short a forward and may look to the ECHL for a call-up.   

 Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.com/#storyli
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Saturday, January 25, 2014

Beau Schmitz assigned to Florida 

 When the Hurricanes assigned defenseman Ryan Murphy to Charlotte on Friday, it left the Checkers with eight healthy defenseman. 

 As a result, the team assigned Beau Schmitz to the ECHL's Florida Everblades on Saturday. 

 The 22-year-old, second-year blue-liner, had played well when given the chance this season in Charlotte. Injuries to Michal Jordan, Danny Biega and Rasmus Rissanen allowed Schmitz -- who began the season as Charlotte's seventh defenseman -- to play in 23 games, registering two goals, four assists. 

In Schmitz' most recent appearance, on Jan. 18, he posted a season-high plus-3 rating in a 6-1 win over the Texas Stars.

 It's likely that Murphy, who was selected in the first round in 2011 by the Hurricanes, will remain in Charlotte until the NHL's Olympic break comes to a close at the end of February. So, barring an injury, it might be a little bit before Schmitz returns to the team. 
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Friday, January 24, 2014

Checkers roll on Race Night 

The Checkers simply could not have scripted Race Night any better. 

They scored a season-high nine goals, dropped the gloves six times, stopped a penalty shot, and had two players record hat tricks – one of which being of the Gordie Howe variety. 

In one of the wilder games of the season, the Checkers (21-19-1) dispatched the Oklahoma City Barons, 9-3, in front of a sold out crowd of 8,160 at Time Warner Cable Arena on Friday. 

“That had a bit of everything,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels, whose squad won for the fourth time in a row. “There were some goals, some fights, some saves. You know, it was a win and we just needed the win and we’ll move on from there.”

Zach Boychuk led the way with the second hat trick of his career, while Brett Sutter recorded a goal, a couple assists, and a fighting major. 

“That was probably one of the most exciting games I’ve been apart of with the Checkers,” said Boychuk, who leads Charlotte with 18 goals this season. “You can’t get more exciting than that. You get a bunch of fights, a bunch of goals, a hat trick and a big win – that’s the most important part.” 

John Muse, who tried to drop the gloves with Baron’s goaltender Chet Pickard late in the third before referees intervened, finished the game with 26 saves and won for the 12th time in his last 14 starts. 

The win also tied Muse with Justin Peters for second all-time in wins as a Checkers goalie with 33.   

Both Aaron Palushaj and Greg Nemisz extended their current point streaks. Palushaj, whose streak is now at seven games, recorded a goal and an assist. Nemisz (one goal, one assist) remained one game behind his line mate, recording at least a point for his sixth consecutive contest. 

After a week of struggling on the power play – and a 0-for-5 showing on Thursday – the Checkers’ special teams came out firing on all cylinders, scoring on their first three chances up a man. 

When the final horn sounded, the Checkers had set a new franchise-record for power play goals in a single game with five (they finished the night 5-for-8).

“When we get in trouble, we try to over-pass the puck,” said Daniels. “Tonight, we just kept a shooting mentality and it wound up being one of those nights where the puck found the back of the net.” 

Palushaj got the scoring started for the Checkers when he sent a slap shot whistling past Pickard (38 saves) at 10:41 in the first. 

Brody Sutter earned the assist by laying out to block a Barons (16-22-6) shot. The puck kicked hard off him and sprung Palushaj for the breakaway. 

“That was huge,” said Daniels. “I thought they came out and were a different team tonight than they were last night. They were trying to set a physical tone. I thought we responded in the right way. Obviously, Palushaj made a nice shot, but you’ve got to look back at Brody, who laid down and got the big block to set up that goal.” 

Almost exactly a minute later, the Barons evened the score at one, when C.J. Stretch redirected a shot off the ice and then up and over the shoulder of Muse, who never had a chance at it.

Muse, who shutout the Barons on Thursday, continued his run of solid goaltending later in the first when he turned away a Tyler Pitlick penalty shot.

Goals by Nemisz, Brett Sutter and Boychuk sent the Checkers into the third period leading 4-2. 

The Checkers then erupted for five goals in the third period (Boychuk, Boychuk, Victor Rask, Matt Marquardt and Rasmus Rissanen). 

 Ryan Murphy, who was assigned to the Checkers earlier in the day from the Hurricanes, finished the game with three assists, including a long cross-ice pass that led to Rask's goal. 

The win moved the Checkers to two games over .500 on the season and into seventh place in the Western Conference, a remarkable turnaround for a team that sat seven games below .500 on Dec. 7.  

“It’s a funny game,” said Chris Terry, who had four assists on the night. “Back in November, we were down in the dumps. We’d almost taken ourselves out of the playoffs. And now, we’re full of confidence, but at the same time we know what we’re doing and why we’re winning.”

 An earlier version of this story may have implied that John Muse had tied Justin Peters for the Checkers record for wins as a goalie. Muse tied Peters for second all-time. Mike Murphy holds the Checkers record for all-time wins.
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Game 41 preview: Oklahoma City Barons at Charlotte Checkers 

Good afternoon, tonight is "Race Night" at Time Warner Cable Arena. The Checkers will be looking to close out their two-game series with the Barons by picking up their sixth win against their West Division foe this season.

 The Checkers defeated the Barons, 4-0, on Thursday on the strength of John Muse's third shutout of the season and two goals from Justin Shugg. Charlotte, who has won eight of its last 11 now sits a game above .500 after being seven games below that mark (8-14-1) as recently as Dec. 7.

 Puck Drop: 7 p.m. ET

 TV/Radio info: Video AHL Live / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

 Records: Checkers 20-19-1, Barons 16-21-6

 Projected Checkers lineup: 

 Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Zach Boychuk

Greg Nemisz-Brody Sutter-Aaron Palushaj

Philippe Cornet-Victor Rask-Justin Shugg

Matt Marquardt-A.J. Jenks-Matthew Pistilli

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

Rasmus Rissanen-Ryan Murphy

Mark Flood-Matt Corrente

 John Muse

Mike Murphy

 Healthy scratch: Beau Schmitz, Keegan Lowe

 Injured: Brendan Woods (out since Jan. 17 with lower body injury), Sean Dolan (out since Dec. 1 with an upper body injury), Nicolas Blanchard (Out since Jan. 17 with upper body injury), Jared Staal (out since Jan. 3 with unspecified injury).

 * All four players participated in the non-contact portion of Wednesday's practice.

 Storylines: Based on reports from the morning skate, it looks like Ryan Murphy -- who was assigned to Charlotte by the Hurricanes this morning -- will play tonight. ... Time Warner Cable Arena is expected to be sold out. ... John Muse is one win away from tying Justin Peters for second all-time in wins as a Checkers goalie. ... Aaron Palushaj and Greg Nemisz each are in the middle of point streaks. ... Palushaj, who had an assist last night, has five goals and four assists over the last six games, while Nemisz (who scored last night) has two goals and four assists in his last five. ... As of right now, 25-percent of the Checkers wins this season have come via Oklahoma City. The franchise record for wins against one team in a single season is seven, which Charlotte has done twice (2010-11 against Norfolk & 2011-12 against Peoria). 

 Western Conference standings update: 

source: www.theahl.com 
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Hurricanes assign Ryan Murphy to Charlotte 

From the team release...

Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League's Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has assigned defenseman Ryan Murphy to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey Leahue (AHL).

 Murphy, 20, has totaled two goals and nine assists (11 points) in 39 NHL games with Carolina this season. The Aurora, Ont., native is in his first full professional season since being drafted by the Hurricanes in the first round, 12th overall, of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. Because he was reassigned today, Murphy (5’11”, 185 lbs.) is eligible to play with Charlotte during the NHL’s Olympic Break.

...

Based on reports from Friday morning's skate, the 12th overall pick in the 2011 draft will likely lace up tonight for the Checkers (20-19-1), with both Keegan Lowe and Beau Schmitz participating in a post-skate workout.   

Murphy has been a healthy scratch for the past four games in Raleigh. By joining the Checkers before today's 5 p.m. deadline, Murphy is now eligible to play for Charlotte through the NHL's Olympic break (assuming he stays in Charlotte until Feb. 9). 

 There remains a possibility that Elias Lindholm -- the only other 'Canes player on an entry-level contract who is not playing in the Olympics -- could spend some time in Charlotte over the NHL's hiatus. 

 The 2013 first-rounder (fifth overall) remains eligible to play with the Checkers because he has not accrued as many days on the Hurricanes roster as Murphy. Lindholm missed time while playing in the World Juniors for Sweden earlier this month, allowing him to be exempt from today's 5 p.m. deadline.  
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Thursday, January 23, 2014

Muse and Shugg lead Checkers to shutout win over Barons 

John Muse isn’t flashy like Rick DiPietro could be. 

He doesn’t have the prototypical body for a goaltender, a la Justin Peters, and he’s not ranked in the top-five in the American Hockey League in wins (15), goals against average (2.36), or save percentage (.923). 

The 25-year-old, is soft-spoken – almost to the point where he can be difficult to hear at times – and, although he’s always willing to speak with the media, it’s clear he’d rather avoid the post-game spotlight. 

But that’s where he found himself on Thursday night, after making 31 saves on the way to his third shutout of the season in a 4-0 win over the Oklahoma City Barons for the Checkers in front of 5,916 at Time Warner Cable Arena. 

“It feels good to get the shutout,” said Muse, who has now won 11 of his last 13 starts. “But, it’s a testament to how the team played as a whole and it was good to get two points for us.” 

It’s been Muse’s emergence as the Charlotte’s every-day goaltender – after not even making the team to begin the season – that has helped the Checkers rally from a four-point November, back into playoff contention over the past month and a half. 

“He’s proven to be a winner throughout his career,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels of Muse, whose record now stands at 15-8-0. “He’s proved he can win at this level. Last year was kind of an off year for him and he’s bounced back this year and is always very focused and ready to play.” 

The Checkers (20-19-1), who moved to within one point of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference with the win, are 5-11-1 when anyone other than Muse gets the start in net. 

“Muser’s playing with a lot of confidence right now,” said Checkers forward Justin Shugg, who scored his 10th and 11th goals of the season in the win. “As a team, we’re confident that he’s going to make that big save for us.” 

Charlotte’s second line of Brody Sutter, Aaron Palushaj and Greg Nemisz got the scoring started in the first period, when Palushaj found Nemisz open in front of the net for a one-timer at 12:12. 

The goal gave Nemisz at lease a point in all five of his games (2g, 4a) since joining the Checkers on Jan. 3 and the assist extended Palushaj’s current point streak to six games (5g, 4a). 

“That line has been real good for us and Brody deserves a lot of credit because he’s been real solid down the middle of the ice,” said Daniels of his second line. “Palushaj, for the last month and a half, has been a go-to guy for us and (Nemisz) has come in with a fresh start and is playing with a lot of confidence.”

An unassisted Shugg goal put the Checkers up 2-0 one minute and 31 seconds after the Nemisz strike. 

Shugg came racing in on a two-on-one, with Philippe Cornet to his left, before he flicked a wrist shot past Oklahoma City goalie Richard Bachman (24 saves). 

“I was just working hard to win my battle on the wall and (the puck) squirted out for a nice two-on-one chance,” said Shugg. “I was thinking pass...thinking pass... and eventually, I had a breakaway and was able to open him up five-hole.” 

The Checkers’ second short-handed goal of the season put them up 3-0 at 15:50 in the second period. It came on another two-on-one, when Chris Terry threaded a last-second cross-ice pass to Brett Sutter for the easy finish. 

Shugg’s second goal of the night came late in the second period and gave the Checkers a 4-0 lead. It also gave him 21 points (11g, 10a) this season, tying his total from all of last season. 

The Checkers penalty killers shut down the Barons on all seven of their chances with the man-advantage. 

With the win, Charlotte improved to 5-0 against the Barons – who it will face again on Friday.  The Checkers can now credit Oklahoma City for 25-percent of their total wins this season. 

“I think it’s just two clubs battling hard and we’ve just had more bounces go our way then they have,” said Shugg. “They’ll be a different hockey club (Friday) and we just have to come back with the great pace we had tonight.” 

For Muse, who went undrafted out of Boston College – despite leading the Eagles to two NCAA Division I National Championships – it’s been a good run, but there’s still more work to do.

“Obviously, you want to play at the highest level and I’m still not there right now,” he said. “I know I can improve on parts of my game and that’s what I’m working on in practice everyday. At the same time, it feels good to be back here and I know there’s still a lot of work to be done.”
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Game 40 preview: Oklahoma City Barons at Charlotte Checkers 

 Good morning, the Oklahoma City Barons are in town for a matchup at Time Warner Cable Arena tonight. The game will be the first for the Checkers since Saturday afternoon's 4-3 shootout win over the Norfolk Admirals, in which they recorded a season-high 52 shots on goal. 

 Charlotte, who has won seven of its last 10 to even its record at .500 on the season, has won all four of its games this season against the Barons and currently sits one point ahead of Oklahoma City in the Western Conference standings. 

Puck Drop: 7 p.m. ET

TV/Radio info: Video AHL Live / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 19-19-1, Barons 16-20-6

Projected Checkers lineup: 

 Chris Terry-Brett Sutter-Zach Boychuk

 Greg Nemisz-Brody Sutter-Aaron Palushaj

 Philippe Cornet-Victor Rask-Justin Shugg

 Matt Marquardt-A.J. Jenks-Matthew Pistilli

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

 Rasmus Rissanen-Mark Flood

 Keegan Lowe-Matt Corrente

 John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratch: Beau Schmitz

Injured: Brendan Woods (out since Jan. 17 with lower body injury), Sean Dolan (out since Dec. 1 with an upper body injury), Nicolas Blanchard (Out since Jan. 17 with upper body injury), Jared Staal (out since Jan. 3 with unspecified injury).

 * All four players participated in the non-contact portion of Wednesday's practice.

Storylines: Saturday’s shootout win over Norfolk evened the Checkers record at .500 on the season for the first time since Nov. 7 when they were 5-5-1. … The Barons have allowed the most shots against per game in the AHL this season, with opponents averaging 33.41 per game. Charlotte is coming off a season-high 52-shot effort against Norfolk on Saturday. ... Oklahoma City has also allowed the most goals in the Western Conference this season (139). ... Barons second-year defenseman Taylor Fedun is 12th among AHL blue-liners in points this season with 22 (6g, 16a). He is currently on a three-game points streak (1g, 3a). ... Thursday's game will be the fifth of 12 matchups with Oklahoma City this season for the Checkers. 

 Palushaj on fire: Charlotte forward Aaron Palushaj has recorded points in 14 of his last 16 games (8g, 14a) and jumped up to 10th in the AHL in scoring with 36 points (14g, 22a). He is currently on a five-game point streak (5g, 3a). 

 Checkers team writer, Paul Branecky, recently wrote a nice feature on the idiosyncrasies of Palushaj's pre-game routine. 

 Muse getting the job done: Checkers goalie John Muse has won his last three starts and 10 of his last 12 overall. He's not flashy, but he's become extremely reliable and solidified a position that was a revolving door for Charlotte earlier this season (IE: the Rick DiPietro experiment). Muse's record stands at 14-8-0, while the seven other goalies to start a game this season for Charlotte are a combined 5-11-1.

 Western Conference standings update: 

source: www.theahl.com 
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Sunday, January 19, 2014

Lowe helps Checkers fight back to .500

Keegan Lowe spent Saturday watching the Checkers win from the stands. 

After finding himself a healthy scratch for the first time in his professional career, the 20-year-old defenseman arrived at the Time Warner Cable Arena ice on Sunday determined to make his presence felt.

The Checkers came out of the gate flat against the Norfolk Admirals and quickly found themselves trailing 2-0, 10 minutes and 22 seconds into the first period.

Knowing the team – which was playing its third game in three days – needed a spark, Lowe took matters into his own hands and challenged Norfolk center Joseph Cramarossa to a fight. 

The two went punch-for-punch for about 30 seconds, before Lowe, who stands 6-foot-2, 195-pounds, sent his opponent crashing to the ice with one last right.

From that point on, Charlotte outscored the Admirals 3-1 on their way to a 4-3 shootout victory in front of a home crowd of 6,784.

“We weren’t playing with much emotion (early on) and then Keegan took it upon himself to give the team a spark,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels. “He was upset that he didn’t play yesterday, and he came out and played with an edge and was a big part of the win tonight.” 

The Checkers put a season-high 53 shots on Norfolk goalie Brad Thiessen, who turned away 49 despite Sunday being the 2011 AHL goaltender of the year's first game action in over a month.  

"Thiessen's a good goalie," said Checkers netminder John Muse, who finished the game with 36 saves. "I’ve played against him since we were both in college and he’s always been real tough to beat."

Aaron Palushaj got the Checkers started on the comeback trail a couple minutes after Lowe's fight, when he sent a wrist shot past Thiessen with three seconds remaining on a Charlotte power play. 

In the second, Mark Flood’s ninth goal of the season – which also came with the Checkers on a man advantage – evened the game at 2-2. 

After the Admirals pulled ahead with a power play goal of their own early in the third, the Checkers began to dominate play. 

It began to feel like it was just a matter of time before the Checkers would tie the game.  

And with 5:13 to play, the newly acquired Greg Nemisz did just that, batting the puck into the back on the Norfolk net on his third swipe.

"We had a really good third period and it felt like we were building the whole time," said Nemisz. "Their goalie made a couple big saves, but we just stuck with it."

The goal was Nemisz’ first as a Checker. He now has five points (1g, 4a) in four games for Charlotte.

“He has very quietly been a real solid player for us in all situations,” said Daniels of  Nemisz who was drafted 25th overall in 2008. “Obviously, he’s had more of a defensive role with us, but he’s a guy I wouldn’t hesitate to put up on the power play to create some offense. 

“He’s a guy with a track record of a lot of points as a junior,” continued Daniels. “It hasn’t happened in pro yet, but he’s still a young guy and I think the change has been good for him.” 

By the end of the third period, Charlotte had recorded a season-high 23 shots, while the Admirals had managed just eight in the frame. 

After a scoreless overtime period, the game went to a shootout. 

Having gone to a shootout just once before this season, the Checkers managed to look like seasoned veterans when Matthew Pistilli, Aaron Palushaj, and Chris Terry all connected on Charlotte's first three attempts on the way to a 3-2 win.

"It’s been awhile, but we work on (shootouts) in practice and we’re always doing them," said Muse, who was in net for the third game in a row after entering Friday night's loss in relief of Mike Murphy. "It’s nothing new."

After opening their three games in three days stretch with a 7-1 loss to the Texas Stars, the Checkers have now won two in a row and are back to .500 on the season (19-19-1) for the first time since Nov. 7.

“That was a good bounce back after a tough night (on Friday),” said Daniels. “It was one game. We didn’t want to dwell on it. We wanted to move on. We talked about the good one last night (a 6-1 win over Texas), and (Sunday) was about getting back to .500 and moving on from there.”  

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-01-28T20:24:00-05:00&max-results=10&start=36&by-date=false#storylink=cpy
Sunday, January 19, 2014

Game 39 preview: Norfolk Admirals at Charlotte Checkers 

Good morning, the Norfolk Admirals are in town for a matchup at Time Warner Cable Arena tonight. The game will be the third in three days for the Checkers, who split a two-game series with the West Division-leading Texas Stars on Friday and Saturday afternoon.

 Charlotte has won two of three against the Admirals this season despite being outscored by Norfolk 12-10 overall.

Puck Drop: 5 p.m. ET

TV/Radio info: Video AHL Live / Audio 730 AM Charlotte

Records: Checkers 18-19-1, Admirals 21-13-6

(Updated) Projected Checkers lineup: 

 Philippe Cornet-Brett Sutter-Zach Boychuk

 Greg Nemisz-Brody Sutter-Aaron Palushaj

 Chris Terry-A.J. Jenks-Justin Shugg

 Matt Marquardt-Victor Rask-Matthew Pistilli

 Michal Jordan-Danny Biega

 Mark Flood-Matt Corrente

 Rasmus Rissanen-Keegan Lowe

 John Muse

 Mike Murphy

Healthy scratch: Beau Schmitz

Injured: Brendan Woods (out since Jan. 17 with lower body injury), Sean Dolan (out since Dec. 1 with an upper body injury), Nicolas Blanchard (Out since Jan. 17 with unspecified injury), Jared Staal (out since Jan. 3 with unspecified injury). 

Storylines: The Checkers have now won six of their last nine and can, once again, reach .500 on the season with a win tonight. ... Aaron Palushaj has been Charlotte's hottest scorer as of late, with seven points (4g, 3a) in a current four-game point streak and 21 (7g, 14a) in his last 15 overall. He's now tied for 11th overall in the AHL in scoring with 35 points ... Today's game will also conclude a three-in-three set for the Admirals, who split a pair of overtime games with the Worcester Sharks on Friday and Saturday. ... Norfolk is now 8-2-1 in its last 11 games and has climbed into sixth place in the Eastern Conference standings. ... The Admirals started rookie goaltender John Gibson in both Friday and Saturday's games, which opens up the possibly that 2011 AHL goaltender of the year Brad Thiessen will get the start. He's 1-1-0 on the season with a 1.94 goals-against average. ... Norfolk's top scorer, Rickard Rakell (10g, 18a) has not played in the past two games. ... Today the Checkers are celebrating Chubby's birthday. Rumor has it that some pretty important people have recorded special messages for Charlotte's mascot. They're scheduled to air throughout the game on the jumbotron.

Darth Vader dropped the ceremonial first puck on Saturday as part of Star Wars Day at Time Warner Cable Arena.  
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Saturday, January 18, 2014

Checkers turnaround Stars with 6-1 win

Aaron Palushaj scores his second of the game on a breakaway late in the first period of Saturday's 6-1 Checkers win over the Texas Stars. . 

Sometimes a short turnaround can be a good thing. 

Roughly 15 hours after taking an ugly 7-1 loss to the Texas Stars in front of a sold out crowd at Time Warner Cable Arena, the Checkers flipped the script with a 6-1 win in a noontime rematch on Saturday. 

With two goals, Aaron Palushaj helped the Checkers set a season-high for goals in a game, while John Muse stopped 23 of 24 shots from the league’s highest scoring offense (3.73 goals a game).

“We responded the right way,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels. “The guys were upset with (Friday) night’s loss and wanted to come out and make a statement against the top team in the league.” 

The Checkers (18-19-1), who can even their record at .500 on the season with a win against Norfolk on Sunday, snapped a Stars (25-11-5) four-game winning streak with the victory.

“It always sucks to lose 7-1,” said Zach Boychuk, who scored his team-leading 15th goal of the season in the win. “We know they’re a good hockey team, but it was nice to get a chance right away to go out there and beat them just like they beat us. It’s nice to get some revenge.” 

Justin Shugg got the scoring started for the Checkers in the first period when he snuck a wrist shot past Texas goaltender Christopher Nilstorp eight minutes into the first period. 

Palushaj took care of the next two goals for the Checkers, first burying a wrist shot from a tough angle and then converting on a breakaway opportunity that was set up by a long pass from Greg Nemisz. 

The goals extended a point streak for Palushaj to four games (4g, 3a) and spelled the end of the night for Nilstorp (nine saves on 12 shots), who was replaced in net by Josh Robinson (24 saves). 

“(Palushaj’s) feeling good about his game,” said Daniels. “The biggest thing is that he’s skating. He’s making plays, finishing plays and involved. We’ve talked before about him playing a simpler game. He’s not trying to complicate things out there. He’s taking what’s given to him and not forcing plays.”

The only blemish of the first period for the Checkers came in the final minute when Muse tried to glove an attempted dump in by Curtis McKenzie, but instead knocked it in his own net.   

The goal was the strangest the Checkers have allowed all season. 

After a bit of a lull to begin the second period, Boychuk put Charlotte back up three. Later in the second, Philippe Cornet stretched the lead to four with his sixth goal of the season. 

Victor Rask was the lone Checker to find the back of the net in the third, as Robinson managed to deny multiple breakaway chances for Boychuk and Chris Terry.  

“I’ve got to work on those breakaways, I guess,” said Boychuk. “(Coach Daniels) told me that maybe next time I should just turn up and try to find somebody late, or maybe just dump it in the corner or something. We’ll figure something out.“

Jokes aside, Saturday’s game marked the midway point of the season for the Checkers, who as of Saturday afternoon sit five points of the eighth and final playoff spot in the West.

“I think we’re just hitting our strike,” said Boychuk. “Obviously, (Friday) was a bit of a setback, but we answered back with a huge win. We want to get to that point where we’re in playoff contention and every game is going to mean something in the second half of the season.”

 Posted by Seth Lakso   at 4:56 PM  0 comments     

Checkers rattled in 7-1 loss to Stars 

 Charlotte Checkers coach Jeff Daniels has been a creature of habit all season.

One of those habits is a bit strange.

After nearly every Charlotte loss, as he answers questions to reporters about the game, Daniels plays with change in his left pocket.

If you turn up the volume on any postgame audio, you can – with remarkable accuracy – tell if it was a win or loss simply by the sound of quarters, nickels and dimes bouncing off one and other.

Following Charlotte’s 7-1 loss to the Western Division-leading Texas Stars in front of a sellout crowd of 8,102 at Time Warner Cable Arena on Friday, Daniels had change rattling in both his pockets.

“I thought we came out and had a couple of good chances,” said Daniels, whose team dropped to 17-19-1 on the season. “Their goalie made some big saves. Then we gave up the one, then the two. Then, we showed them too much respect. We stopped moving and when you stop skating against a team like that it is bad news.”

The Stars (25-10-5), who entered Friday night as the top scoring team in the American Hockey League (averaging 3.64 goals a game), handed the Checkers their second-most-lopsided home defeat of the season.

Texas center Travis Morin, who entered the game leading the league with 50 points (23g, 27a), added five more points to his season total with a goal and four assists.

Morin’s teammate, Colton Sceviour, who entered the game tied with him for the team lead in goals (23), netted two more to go along with an assist.

Aaron Palushaj scored the lone goal for the Checkers in the second period to make the score 4-1.

Mike Murphy got the call in net for the Checkers and probably went home wishing he hadn’t after allowing six goals on 22 shots. John Muse entered late in the second period and stopped four of the five shots he faced.

After outshooting the Stars 14-6 through 10 minutes of play, things began to go against the Checkers.

After the Stars pulled ahead 1-0, an A.J. Jenks interference call led to a Sceviour power play goal and a little over two minutes later, Morin made the score 3-0.

Clearly frustrated with his team’s play, Matt Corrente triedto pick a fight with a minute remaining in the first, but was instead hit with two minutes for roughing and two more for a cross-check.

The resulting time in the box killed any chance of the Checkers coming out with momentum in the second. And moments after they had killed off Corrente’s penalties, a turnover in their own zone led to a Justin Dowling goal and a 4-0 lead for the Stars.

The Checkers were penalized three times in the second period, and ultimately wound up allowing four more goals.

After entering the game with the league’s top power play, the Stars finished the night three-for-six on the man advantage.

“It was disappointing for sure,” said Palushaj. “I thought we were going to come out and play a little better. I thought the first five-six minutes of the game went really well. We had the puck in their zone, we rolled out lines, and then a couple penalties really hurt us.  

“We’ve got to stay out of the box,” he continued. “Obviously, you could tell how good their power play is and we shot ourselves in the foot there.”

Thanks to a double-header at Time Warner Cable Arena tomorrow with both the Checkers and Bobcats scheduled to play, Charlotte will host the Stars again at 12 p.m. on Saturday.

“They scored a few and it kind of took the wind out of our sales and then we never really got back to our game after that,” said Checkers captain Brett Sutter. “We get a chance to play them again in half a day. We have enough time to go home, look ourselves in the mirror and come ready tomorrow.”

If you want to know how the rematch turns out, a close listen to Daniel’s postgame audio will tell you all you need to know.
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Friday, January 17, 2014

Game Preview: Texas Stars at Charlotte Checkers 

Here's a preview of tonight's 7 p.m. game between the Stars and Checkers. 

 STARS (24-10-5)

 Against Charlotte: 1-1

 Standings: Second in the West Conference (18 points up on the Checkers)

 Streak: W 3

 Special Teams: PP 29.3% (1st) PK 86.9% (4th)

 Scoring leader: Travis Morin 50 points (23g, 27a in 33 games)

 Other notes: The Stars, who split a two game set with Charlotte on Jan 2-3,  have four of the AHL’s top 10 scorers this season in Travis Morin (50 points), Colton Sceviour (40), Chris Mueller (34) and rookie Curtis McKenzie (33). ... Both Morin and Sceviour were named to this year's AHL All-Star team. ... The Stars have won six of their last seven games and hold a one point edge over Abbotsford for the top spot in the West Division.  

 CHECKERS (17-18-1)

 Standings: 11th in the Western Conference (seven points out of the final playoff spot)

Streak: W 3

Special Teams: PP 23.3% (3rd) PK 80.4% (t-21st)

Scoring leader: Aaron Palushaj 32 points (10g, 22a in 36 games)

 Other notes: A win on Friday would bring the Checkers to .500 on the season for the first time since Nov. 7. … The Hurricanes returned Zach Boychuk and Brett Sutter to Charlotte on Saturday and both are expected to play. Boychuk recorded four points in nine games in Raleigh, while Sutter notched two in five appearances … After missing two games with an infection, newly acquired Greg Nemisz should be back, as well as rookie defenseman Danny Biega, who has missed the past 11 games. … Likely out for Checkers: Sean Dolan, Nicolas Blanchard (likely out two weeks), Jared Staal.

 *It's sounding like there's a reasonable chance Time Warner Cable Arena sells out tonight. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/01/16/4618232/texas-stars-at-charlotte-checkers.html#.Utmm12Qo4y4#storylink=cpy

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/01/16/4618232/texas-stars-at-charlotte-checkers.html#.Utmm12Qo4y4#storylink=cpy

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2014/01/16/4618232/texas-stars-at-charlotte-checkers.html#.Utmm12Qo4y4#storylink=cpy

 Posted by Seth Lakso   at 5:15 PM  0 comments     

Greetings from Time Warner Cable Arena 

Just killing some time before the Charlotte Checkers host the first of two games against the Western Division-leading Texas Stars here at Time Warner Cable Arena at 7 p.m. tonight.

 Saturday's contest will mark the official midway point of the season (game 38 of 76). With a win tonight, the Checkers would enter the second half with a .500 record (18-18-1).

 If you haven't noticed my name in the Charlotte Observer before, there's a good reason. I started here just a few months ago after working for the Boston Globe for the past four years. While in Boston, I was lucky enough to cover everything from Bill Belichick's awkward press conferences to a Bruins Stanley Cup Final.

 That said, it was time for me to try something new and the Queen City has graciously taken me in. Being from New England, I'm enjoying the warm weather and barbecue. I should probably apologize now for the continual Parks and Recreation references and how many times you'll be reading the term "wicked wrister" in the next few months. If I'm not home, chances are you'll find me at the rink, the French Quarter, or annoying the nice people over at Not Just Coffee.

 The plan for the second half of this season is to do a lot of blogging (covering Checkers games, injuries, transactions, etc.) along with weekly features. The Observer has always emphasized the importance of speed and accuracy with its blogs and my goal is to continue with that tradition in mind here.

 I'm always open to suggestions, so feel free to email (sethlakso@gmail.com or @sethlakso) with whatever you have.

 As for the Checkers, they'll need to go something in the neighborhood of 24-11-5 the rest of the season to reach 88 points (the average amount of points it has taken to make the Western Conference playoffs over the past two seasons).

 Before you dismiss that as impossible, remember that through 38 games last season, Charlotte -- with largely the same roster they have now -- went 22-11-5. (Hat tip to Checker's team writer Paul Branecky for doing the math)

 Currently, the Checkers roster has five players who have seen time in Raleigh this season. (Zach Boychuk, Chris Terry, Brett Sutter, and Aaron Palushaj). They're a fun group to watch and I hope that comes across in my writing as the season continues to unfold.

 I stole the general format for this introduction from the Globe's Red Sox writer, Peter Abraham, who, whether he knows it or not, has had a huge impact on how I write and what it means to be a sports journalist. 

 Thanks for reading, feel free to comment away, and please check back often. I'll toss up a preview for tonight's game in just a little bit

Read more here: http://ihockey.blogspot.ca/search?updated-max=2014-01-19T21:54:00-05:00&max-results=10&start=45&by-date=false#storylink=cpy
CANTLON: PACK SMACKED BY ICE CAPS – GO DOWN LIKE TITANIC

hartford-wolf-pack-logo2-150x133111      VERSUS      St.-Johns-IceCaps1

Gerry-Cantlon1-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT – Carl Klingberg’s two goals and an assist paced the St. John’s Ice Caps to a 6-1  shellacking of the Hartford Wolf Pack at the XL Center Friday night.

The Ice Caps are 39-20-1-3 (82 points) are six points behind the idle, first place and league-leading, Manchester Monarchs in the Atlantic Division. They are now third in the conference standings jumping ahead of the Binghamton Senators who did not play.

The Wolf Pack are 27-30-1-6 (61 points) remain three points behind the Worcester Sharks and 11 behind the Hershey Bears and will travel to Adirondack Saturday night while Ice Caps continue their road trip in Bridgeport to face the Sound Tigers.

Wolf Pack have failed to beat the Ice Caps in Hartford (0-5-1) since St. John’s rejoined the AHL.

The Ice Caps wasted little time in taking control of this game hemming the Wolf Pack in their own zone with furious forechecking the lead to the game’s first goal at 2:36.

St. John’s Josh Lunden found himself all alone on the left wing side and converted a pass from Austen Brassard after getting the inside position on right wing Shawn O’ Donnell.

Brassard started the play by knocking Pack captain, defenseman Aaron Johnson, off his feet to jar the puck loose in the right corner.

All five St. John’s players touched the puck on the play as the Pack surrendered the game’s first goal for the 27th time this season and for the fifth straight game in a row.

“They were (on top of us) and penalties compounded the problem,” said head coach Ken Gernander.

The Ice Caps made it a 2-0 lead on a five-on-three powerplay generated by a pair of soft calls from the referees on Johnson. The first was a boarding on what seemed like a clean hard hit, and the second was tagged on to Jesper Fast for a tripping call.

Andrew Gordon on the left point with a right-handed shot, drilled one that starting goaltender Dov Grumet-Morris initially stopped, but the rebound went right to Jerome Samson’s stick on the left side and the right-handed shooter patiently put the puck upstairs for his 21st of the season at 9:48.

“They have a good powerplay and we took penalties they made the most of it,” O’Donnell said after the game.

The Ice Caps made it 3-0 by scoring their third goal on their sixth shot of the game off a bad play by Grumet-Morris when he played a clear in attempt behind the net. The puck wound up the right wing boards and missed defenseman Tommy Hughes, who appeared to not be expecting it. Klingberg bounced off and around Conor Allen, got to the loose puck on the right wing boards and fired it at the open net. Fast was coming back on Lunden, but not fast enough as he deflected the pass/shot by Klingberg between Grumet-Morris’ legs at 11:44. Lunden was credited with the goal his third of the season.

O’Donnell looked to wake the team up from their malaise with a spirited battle with Ryan Schnell at 14:39. It had some limited effect for the Pack.

“I thought we did respond from that,” Gernander said. “We carried larger portions of the second period and we played our best hockey then.”

The Wolf Pack finally awoke its in the second period and scored.

At 9:16, Danny Syvret was able to fire a rising slapshot from the left point with Kyle Jean screening in front of the Ice Caps’ goal with defenseman Ben Chariot and Zach Redmond for his ninth of season. The shot eluded Ice Caps’ goaltender, Tyler Beskorowany, playing in just his third game since being recalled from Idaho Steelheads of the ECHL.

O’Donnell made the play possible intercepting Chiarot’s clearing attempt up the right wing boards while being checked by rookie Nik Latta.

“Danny has a good shot back there and we had to find ways to get pucks to the net and that one found its way in,” O’Donnell said.

The head coach could only hand his hat on that play. “That was where we had our best success, with plays like that and we capitalized there.”

The Ice Caps answered back with Klingberg on a breakaway off the left wing. The play was off a nice lead pass from Wes O’Neill out-racing a hard charging Dylan McIlrath.

Grumet-Morris went to go for the poke check, but Klingberg flipped a perfect backhander to the top shelf hopping over the prone netminder for his 17th of the season while a sliding McIlrath went hard into the boards for a 4-1 Ice Caps lead.

With the AHL’s 11th best power play on the ice, St. Johns went to work early from a Micheal Haley roughing call at the end of the second period. Just 40 seconds into the final frame, they scored goal number five.

Once the slick passing Ice Caps broke the Wolf Pack team down, Samson quickly fed O’Neill at the right point who slid the pass over to Gordon, who just drilled a 50 footer that kept rising until it found the top shelf under the crossbar for his 22nd of the season.

The Ice Caps were three for six on the powerplay. O’Neill had three assists and was a plus-three on the game.

“The penalties were not undisciplined per se, but they were one step ahead and caught us in a compromising situation. We didn’t draw them, but it is what is,” said a somewhat sullen Gernander.

Klingberg, closed out the scoring on a breakaway at 14:05 on a perfect pass from Kyle MacKinnon and made a move on David LeNeveau, who had replaced Grumet-Morris when he suffered a minor injury in a goal mouth collision with Brassard and Bretton Stamler at 11:18 of the third. MacKinnon’s goal was his 18th of the season.

“Hats off to them. They have only lost a few games since the new year and we got to see first hand why tonight,” O’Donnell said. “They kept their feet moving and hopefully we learn from this game and move on.”

The Ice Caps have lost just eight games since January 1st.

NOTES:

◾The Ice Caps scratched Kael Moullierat who had five points in his last game at the XL Center. Fellow ex-Sound Tiger, Blair Riley, sat out, as did Kris Freidman.

◾The Ice Caps have won 11 of their last 12 and 19-4-0-1 in their last 24 games.

◾Ice Caps’ Jason Jaffray has a point in six straight games with a total of nine points in that span.

◾Grumet-Morris has started six consecutive games and 12 of the last 20. Gernander has only a pulled a goalie once in that stretch back on February 25 in Portland.

◾Jersey of the Night: A WHA Indianapolis Racers Wayne Gretzky jersey was spotted on a fan who was in Indy at the time he played. “The Great One,” played just 17 games in Indianapolis before he was traded to Edmonton to start his glorious run in Alberta. His last game was with the Racers was against the New England Whalers, a 5-3 loss on November 15, 1977.
CRAWFORD: PLAYOFF HOPES FADING WITH PACK CRUSHING 6-1 LOSS

Posted on March 22, 2014 | Leave a comment 

bob-crawford3-150x139BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford, CT, March 21, 2014 – Carl Klingberg had two goals and an assist, and Josh Lunden also scored twice, to lead the St. John’s IceCaps to a 6-1 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack Friday night at the XL Center.

Andrew Gordon and Jerome Samson added a goal and an assist for St. John’s, which was 3/6 on power plays, and Will O’Neill had three assists.  Danny Syvret scored the only goal of the game for the Wolf Pack, who had a six-game home winning streak snapped.

“Hats off to them,” Wolf Pack forward Shawn O’Donnell said, “I think they’ve only lost a handful of games here in the New Year and we got to see why first hand here tonight.  Hopefully we can learn from this game and move forward.” 

Penalties hurt the Wolf Pack in the first period and allowed the IceCaps, who came into the game winners of 10 of their last 11 games, to build a 3-0 lead.

Lunden opened the scoring only 2:37 into the game with an even-strength goal, rapping the puck high into the net from right on top of Wolf Pack goaltender Dov Grumet-Morris, after Austen Brassard forechecked it away from the Wolf Pack’s Aaron Johnson in the right-wing corner.

Then, at 9:21, Johnson and Jesper Fast both received minor penalties, Fast for tripping and Johnson for boarding.  St. John’s capitalized on the five-on-three, when Gordon fired a shot from the left point and it hit traffic in front of the net, and deflected right to Samson in the left circle.  Samson buried it at 9:48 for a 2-0 IceCap lead.

With Fast still in the box, Johnson was sent off for tripping at 10:21.  The Wolf Pack got the 60 seconds of two-man disadvantage killed off, but St. John’s scored on the five-on-four at 11:44.

Grumet-Morris came out to his left to try to clear a loose puck, and Klingberg blocked his attempt.  Klingberg slid the puck toward the front of the net, and Lunden fought off a check and slid it in, before Grumet-Morris could get fully re-set.

The two teams traded goals in the second period, with the Wolf Pack’s Syvret and St. John’s’ Klingberg scoring only 1:11 apart.

Syvret got the Wolf Pack on the scoreboard at 9:16, flinging a shot from the left point through a Kyle Jean screen past the stick side of IceCap goaltender Tyler Beskorowany (26 saves).

Klingberg restored the three-goal margin at 10:27, though, after some strong Wolf Pack pressure.  After the puck got past Hartford’s Dylan McIlrath at the St. John’s blue line, Klingberg grabbed it and raced toward the Hartford zone.  With McIlrath hustling to cut him off, Klingberg cut from left to right and wired a backhanded shot over sprawling Grumet-Morris and into the top shelf.

The IceCaps would get two more in the third period, the first on a power play created by a roughing penalty against Micheal Haley at the 20:00 mark of the second period.  O’Neill set Gordon up for a one-timer at the left point, and Gordon’s shot cleanly beat Grumet-Morris at the 40-second mark.

Grumet-Morris was shaken up and left the game at 8:42, after Brassard headed hard toward the net and was met in the goalmouth by the Wolf Pack’s Bretton Stamler, who fell hard into Grumet-Morris (17 saves).  David LeNeveu entered the game at that point, and he would surrender the IceCaps’ sixth goal to Klingberg at 14:05.

Klingberg moved down the left side and got a step on Johnson, before powering a backhand shot up under the crossbar on LeNeveu’s stick side.

The Wolf Pack travel to Glens Falls, NY Saturday night for their next game, taking on the Adirondack Phantoms at 7:00 PM.  All of the action of that battle can be heard live on Fox Sports Radio 1410, and on-line at FoxSportsRadio1410.com and iHeartRadio.  Video streaming is available at AHLLive.com.

The Wolf Pack’s next home game is Friday night, March 28, a 7:00 PM contest against the Springfield Falcons.  All Wolf Pack Friday-night home games feature $1 hot dogs and $2 beers through the start of the second period, presented by Marc’s Appliance Warehouse, located at 75 Prospect Ave., Hartford, CT.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

St. John’s IceCaps 6 at Hartford Wolf Pack 1

 Friday, March 21, 2014 – XL Center

St. John’s 3 1 2 – 6

 Hartford 0 1 0 – 1
HAWK’S EYE: NICK LATTA, THE NEW KID IN TOWN

Posted on March 20, 2014 | Leave a comment 

Latta Action Shot

bob-crawford3-150x139

BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Nick Latta, a native of Pelting, Germany, is the first German-born player to suit up for the Hartford Wolf Pack in its 17-year history. You’d never know, though, that Latta was not North American by talking to him.

The 20-year-old centerman, who signed an Amateur Tryout (ATO) deal with the Wolf Pack on Tuesday, speaks with only the slightest trace of a European accent, having grown up in a totally bilingual household. Latta’s mother Karin is German, but his dad, Ken Latta, was born and raised in Thunder Bay, Ontario and played in the Ontario Hockey League, roughly 30 years before his son would do the same.

“My dad, he was drafted to Philadelphia in the fourth round in ’81,” Latta said Thursday. “He played over here (North America) for a bit, and then he went over to Germany, played first league over there, and that’s how he met my mom. And obviously I got right into hockey when I was young, and fell in love with the game right away.”

Latta played hockey in Germany until the age of 17, when he headed over to his dad’s home province to follow his footsteps into the Canadian Junior ranks. Although Germany boasts one of Europe’s more prosperous pro leagues, the level of interest in the game is much different from what Latta found in North America.

“It’s (hockey in Germany) not as big as over here,” he said. “Here Junior hockey fills rinks, back home you’re lucky if you get a hundred people for a game. I like it a lot more over here to play hockey.”

On the other hand, Latta is grateful for his international background, and for the ability to switch seamlessly back and forth between two very useful languages.

“I think it’s helped me a lot along the way here, with my dad speaking English and my mom speaking German all the time,” he said of his upbringing.

Also, his being of German nationality has allowed Latta the opportunity to represent his country a number of times in international events, a chance he might not have gotten if he had grown up in Canada. Many Canadian kids would give their eye teeth to be able to go to even one World Junior championship, and Latta has been to three with the German National Junior Team.

“That was always a blast,” Latta said. “The first time I played at World Juniors was in Buffalo, I was just 16 years old and it was a great time. Even though we moved down (relegated to a lower level), it’s just unreal how much they (North Americans, particularly Canadians) care for Junior hockey and how good the level is.”

And although there have been a number of good NHL players to come out of Germany in recent years, Latta always looked toward the land of the Maple Leaf for his hockey heroes.

“Ever since I started playing hockey, my goal was to play in North America,” he said. “I always followed the NHL, and I kind of picked my favorite players through that.”

The top sporting icons in his native country are soccer players, and Latta is proud to identify himself as a big fan of the iconic Bayern Munich soccer club.

“I actually used to play soccer,” Latta said, “until a soccer coach actually gave me the option between soccer and hockey, so I obviously went with hockey on that one.”

Right around his 17th birthday, Latta moved across the Atlantic to Sarnia, Ontario, where he would play four OHL seasons with the Sarnia Sting. Culturally, that transition was no big deal for Latta, considering he had spent many a summer in Thunder Bay, but hockey-wise he found it quite a step up.

“I thought the biggest thing at the start was the small ice surface,” Latta said. “Over there (in Europe) you have a lot more time and space. So I think that was really the biggest thing when I came over, and then obviously the speed too.”

With every new step he has taken in hockey, Latta has had the advantage of being able to benefit from his dad’s experience, as well of that of his uncle, David Latta. David was a first-round pick of the Quebec Nordiques in 1985, and played ten years of pro hockey in the NHL, AHL, IHL, WCHL and Germany.

“They always tell me how it is, and how you have to work so much harder every level you get to,” Latta said of his dad and uncle. “I don’t speak to my uncle too often, just in the summer when I go up to Thunder Bay, but my dad, I’ve got to give him a lot of credit for what he’s done so far in my career.”

Latta’s Sting had a tough season as a team this year, finishing with the worst record in the OHL at 17-44-2-5 for 41 points, but he had a good year individually. Latta’s career-high 38 goals were good for a tie for the team lead, and he added 28 assists for 66 points in 65 games. After landing the ATO from the Wolf Pack, Latta stepped right into the lineup and had an assist in his first game, helping set up a key third-period goal in the Wolf Pack’s 4-1 home win over Bridgeport Wednesday.

“I was happy with my game,” Latta said of his pro debut. “I was a little nervous at the start, but after the first couple of shifts I got settled in, and it was good to get an assist my first game, too.”

As for the difference between the OHL and the AHL, Latta found that to be a mixed bag.

“On the one side it’s harder, on the other side it’s easier,” he said. “In Junior hockey, I’m not going to say no one knows their place, but here everyone knows their job, and not too many guys make mistakes. Obviously the pace is quicker, and it gives you less time to make plays.”

Compounding the challenge is the fact that Latta plays center, a position that carries with it a host of different responsibilities on both sides of the puck. That, however, is one thing that does not seem to faze Latta a bit.

“I’ve been actually playing center my whole life, except for the first two years in Sarnia, so I think I know my job real well as a centerman,” he said. “You’ve just got to be solid defensively.”

Being good on faceoffs is obviously another component of being a successful pivot, and it was that element of the game that led to Latta’s first mark on the scoresheet as a pro. He won a draw in the offensive zone, getting the puck back to defenseman Danny Syvret, and headed right to the front of the net, screening Bridgeport goaltender Kevin Poulin as Syvret fed to McIlrath for a shot that would beat Poulin low to the stick side.

“I always work on my draws,” Latta said. “I think it’s a big key in the game to get the puck right off the start and have puck possession. On that play, the defensemen made a good pass and nice shot.”

So a fine start to Latta’s first taste of pro hockey, but he is being careful not to look too far ahead, mindful of the fact that the ATO arrangement offers no guarantees.

“I’m just happy to get the opportunity here,” he said. “I always want to make sure I play hard and keep working hard here. I’m happy to get the chance here, and hopefully I can make the most of it.”

(Photo by Chris Rutsch)
CANTLON: WOLF PACK KEEP HOPE ALIVE
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HARTFORD, CT, March 19, 2014 – The Hartford Wolf Pack used three third period goals to pull away from the Bridgeport Sound Tigers 4-1 before an announced crowd of 1,711 at the XL Center.

The Wolf Pack have a record of 27-29-1-6 (61 points) and sole possession of the tenth spot in the conference. At 60 points, Bridgeport having a 27-30-2-4 record trail the Pack by one point.

For the Wolf Pack to have a realistic chance of making it to the post season, they must win all thirteen of their remaining games to get to 87 points. Hartford trails the Worcester Sharks by three points. Worcester has two games in hand on the Wolf Pack while the Norfolk Admirals, who hold the eighth and final playoff spot, are 13 points ahead of the Rangers’ AHL Affiliates.

The Wolf Pack, as has been their season long habit, had a weak first period, and just like they have so often, finished with a strong third period.

“We certainly saved our best hockey for the end portion of the game and even though I thought (goaltender) Dov (Grumet-Morris) was challenged more in the third than in the first period, we did come from behind to win,” head coach Ken Gernander, whose team now has won ten times after trailing after one period, said.

The Wolf Pack got the game winning goal via the hard work of one, Ryan Bourque, even though he was out a little longer than his coach might have wanted.

He didn’t give up late in his shift and out-raced Sound Tigers’ forward Scott Mayfield, curled off the left-wing boards and made a shot along the goal-line while Danny Kristo out-positioned his check on Aaron Ness and made a perfect deflection that sailed up and over Bridgeport goaltender Kevin Poulin’s shoulder and into the net for his team leading 19th goal at 2:11.

“To be honest, I might have needed an oxygen tank out there on that shift,” Bourque said. “We had it there for awhile and we knew they would be tired and we got some fresh troops out there and Danny is pretty crafty around there and it was fortunate for us it went in.”

“You applaud all his effort on that play on the goal and your short cutting yourself over extending a shift,” Gernander said. “But a very good play on the goal.”

The third period output is not by design. The Pack are quite aware as the period started, exactly what was at stake.

“We know really going into any third period lately we have to put in our best effort,”Bourque said. “We’re playing desperate hockey. We’re at the point in the season where we have to empty the tanks out. It just seems we’re always in close games in the third period. It’s just about rallying together and giving our best effort.”

The Pack got the two goal lead with a perfect play courtesy of a rookie.

Nick Latta, playing his first AHL game, won the draw cleanly from the Sound Tigers’ Joey Martin. Latta got the puck back to Danny Syvret at the right point and the defenseman laid a nice short pass to his partner, Dylan McIlrath, who put all of his 6’5 frame into his shot. The puck beat Poulin low to the stick-side for a 3-1 lead. The goal was McIlrath’s sixth goal and came at 9:18.

Oscar Lindberg, who had a strong game, had his second point of the night scoring an empty net goal at 18:53. and was a plus-three on the night.

Grumet-Morris shut the door on the Sound Tigers rejecting Joe Broda, Scooter Vaughn and off a two on one  stopped John Perssson.

The Wolf Pack tied the game at one in the second frame when Micheal Haley, on the right-wing, was the recipient of a Lindberg backhander after he took the puck away from Sound Tigers defenseman Jake Newton on a deep forecheck.

Haley then one-timed a rolling puck for his seventh of the season past Poulin at 11:20.

“That’s one area we have been stressing because sometimes we’re too passive and don’t force the issue,” Gernander said. “Our play without the puck, put pressure on and track (the player with the puck) and make them hurry their play. That was a perfect example. We took away his time and space and Lindy stripped him of the puck and made the play to Hales who scored the goal.”

The score remained tied because Grumet-Morris came up with maybe the save of the year. The Sound Tigers, off a turnover, found themselves with a three-on-none and Martin’s shot ticketed top shelf was snatched out of the air by Grumet-Morris at 13:10.

Grumet-Morris was far too modest for his own good about that save.

“It was an unfortunate turnover and could have been a five-on-two the other way. It happens so quickly from the hash marks in. I was just trying to read him to see if he was gonna shoot or pass and that was the most important thing I could do on that play.”

Grumet-Morris deserved to take a bow for that incredible play.

Bourque was effusive of his teammate’s save and what he means to this team.

“That could have been the turning point in the game and he was back there to save our butt,” Bourque said. “He’s been playing like that ever since he got here. It’s nice to have him there day-in and day-out in games, but he challenges us in practice too. It shows his character and effort and what a true professional he is. That’s why he’s out there. It helps to have someone like that back there.”

Gernander agreed. “It was an unfortunate play off the wall. We were going for the weak-side defenseman, and Dov was right here to make the save.”

The Sound Tigers scored the game’s first goal because of a neutral zone breakdown as defenseman Adam Brace, playing his first game as Sound Tiger, was on the left wing at the center red line. Brace was able to make a cross ice pass to Mayfield on the right wing and he went in on net unchecked as Conor Allen was making a beeline to cut down his angle.

Mayfield got his shot off before it went off the stick of Grumet-Morris and went across the crease. Rookie Jessie Root, from Yale, had the puck deflect off him and into the net as both Haley and defenseman Bretton Stamler converged to check him.

Root lost his balance and fell down. Referee Terry Koharski, on the video review, affirmed it was a good goal.

It was Root’s first pro goal in his first game. Mayfield retrieved the puck from the ref to give to him.

It was 26th time this season Hartford has given up the games first goal.

The Wolf Pack had the edge in shots and had a quite a few top quality chances, but never the second and third chances they needed.

The best came late off the stick of Johnson as Poulin, a butterfly goalie like Grumet-Morris snatched Johnson’s shot with 1:35 remaining in the period.
CANTLON’S CORNER: THE PACK PARTY IS NEARLY OVER

Posted on March 19, 2014 | Leave a comment 

gerry-cantlon1-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

Perhaps you’ve heard the old saying about the chances being, “Slim and None,” and Slim just left the building? Well, for the Hartford Wolf Pack‘s post season aspirations, while Slim is still in the building, it’s starting to look like he’s packing up his hockey gear.

Despite a strong turnaround in the second half of the season, and two strong efforts, the two losses suffered in Albany (2-0) and Providence (3-2) in overtime despite the late goal by Jesper Fast to tie the game, have pushed the Pack to nearly being eliminated from the post season with just 14 games remaining in the regular season.

“We need to finish with 88 points to do it,” Veteran defenseman Danny Syvret said last Friday. “We have only a few games that we can lose to accomplish this.” While Syvret’s logic and mathematics are right, the clock and schedule are not in their favor.

The Wolf Pack are also in danger of finishing their season below .500 for the first time ever in team’s 17 year history. It’s never happened to the team before.

The Wolf Pack play their last regular season mid-week game against Bridgeport Wednesday night and will host the St. John’s Ice Caps for the last time at home this season on Friday night. The Pack will visit Newfoundland in the second to last weekend of the regular season. On Saturday night, Hartford takes to the road to complete their ten-game season-series with Adirondack in Glen Falls.

It’s the last meeting with the Phantoms in Adirondack as they will relocate to their brand new PPL Center in Lehigh Valley, PA next fall.

New Signees

Defenseman Ryan Graves is from Nova Scotia. He is no relation to Rangers’ great, Adam Graves. He is a 4th pick, 110th overall from the 2013 entry draft and he signed a deal on Monday with New York.

A left handed shot and stands 6’4 and 225 pounds, Graves started the year with the Charlottetown Islanders (QMJHL) where he put up 39-3-9-12 numbers with 52 PM before he was traded to the Val D’Or Foruers on January 7th.   Graves finished strong. In 26 games he put up 2-8-10 and 16 PM and a heady plus-22.

In his three year QMJHL career with PEI/Charlottetown and Val D’ Or he played in 195 games tallying 10 goals and 37 assists with 192 PM. He was drafted by PEI 1st overall and was the 9th pick in the 2011 QMJHL Entry Draft.

Val-D’Or completes its regular season this weekend and leads the West Division as well as holding the third best record in the QMJHL.

Tuesday the Wolf Pack signed and ATO to a German-born, right-handed shooting C/RW named, Nickolas (Nick) Latta.

In 63 games with the Sarnia Sting (OHL) he was tied for the team lead with 36 goals, 28 assists and is third in scoring with 66 points. Latta was a minus-41 for the OHL worst Sting who’s record was 17-44-2-5 in a 68 game schedule.

Believe it or not, as unsightly as his minus-41 was, Latta was tied for the SECOND worst plus/minus on the Sting. Another teammate was a minus-54.

In his four year OHL career, all with Sarnia, Latta’s totals were 235 games 66 goals, 52 assists, for 118 points and 202 PM.

Latta also played on the last three German World Junior Championship teams captaining this year’s teams.

NOTES: 

◾Brandon Mashinter traded for Kyle Beach on December 6th has signed a two year contract extension with the Chicago Black Hawks.

◾Jesse Root of Yale signed and ATO contract with the Sound Tigers. Root, the Bulldogs captain, has completed his four years at Yale. he hails from Pittsburgh, PA and played his prep school hockey at Taft (Watertown). He is expected to make his pro debut Wednesday night in Hartford.

◾Fellow Yalie Kenny Agostino signed a two year NHL contract with the Calgary Flames on Monday. His contract calls for $900,000 to be paid over two years. Like Ryan Haggerty, who signed with the Rangers, he can only play in the NHL this year because he was signed after the trade deadline. He makes his pro debut Friday night in Calgary.

◾West Haven’s Mike Pereira who played at UMASS-Amherst has signed an ATO contract with the Worcester Sharks and played his very first pro game 15 minutes from his hometown in Bridgeport last weekend.

◾Former Sacred Heart University goalie Eddy Ferhi has retired from pro hockey. Ferhi has played in his native France the past six years with HC Anglet in France Division 2.

◾The crisis in Ukraine caused the KHL to move a Game 7 of their opening round playoff series between its Ukrainian team Donbass Donetsk, which is located in Eastern Ukraine, and the Latvian team, Dynamo Riga, to Bratislava, Slovakia on Sunday.

◾The KHL announced it will allow seven foreign imports per team next season with expansion teams not bound by that requirement. The still fluid crisis in Ukraine with Russia might force North American players, mostly veteran AHL’ers, to think twice about plying their trade in the KHL with potential new sanctions, including visa restrictions being contemplated by the US and Canadian governments.

◾Former Wolf Pack/CT Whale Chad Kolarik continues his OT magic in the Swedish Hockey league playoffs. In a quarterfinal meeting between his team HC Linkopings and HC Frolunda, Kolarik scored two minutes into double overtime for a 2-1 win and tied their series at one game apiece.

◾Retiring from pro hockey in Europe was former Hartford Whaler and Springfield Falcon Sami Kapanen (40), who after retiring from the NHL in 2008, has played five of the last six years in his native Finland on a team he owns KalPa Kuopio.                                                                                                                                         He had 831 NHL games 402 in the Finnish Elite League for 1,261 regular season games played 323 totals goals (189/120), 459 assits (269/173) for 782 points (458/293). His AHL totals 14-17-31 in 28 games.

◾Petr Nedved, (42) with HC Liberc in the Czech Elite League after posting 50 points in 49 games this year and played for the Czech Olympic team in Sochi.

                         He played 1,367 games (982-NHL/355 Czech Elite League/30                              AHL & IHL) 475 goals (310/150/15), 624 assists (407/197/20)                          and 1,099 points (717/347/35).
CANTLON: PACK VANQUISH PHANTOMS IN SHOOTOUT
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By: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - Danny Kristo scored the only goal in the shootout as the Hartford Wolf defeated the Adirondack Phantoms at the XL Center 2-1 in front of 3, 826 Friday night.

Kristo went down the middle of the ice, waited and then snapped a shot past Phantoms goalie, Yann Denis.

“I tried to come down with a plan. I wanted to see if the goalie was moving much.  I saw him moving quite a bit and I just pumped fake once, and let it go right between his legs,” the rookie right winger said.

Kristo spoke to the team’s new shootout guru, goalie David LeNeveu, for advice before he took his turn. “I asked (LeNeveu) what he thought of the goalie; what his tendencies were. He likes to come out and challenge a lot. He said to try to get him moving, which I did, and get him to make the first move, which he did.”

The Pack are now 26-28-0-6 (58 points) tying them with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers who are ahead by just percentage points after getting smoked by the AHL’s best, the Manchester Monarchs, for the 12th spot in the conference, 7-0. The Syracuse Crunch knocked off the Hershey Bears, who are in the ninth spot, 3-2 in OT. That said, the Wolf Pack are ten points behind the Bears.

The Wolf Pack travel to meet the Albany Devils Saturday night. The Devils hold the eighth and last playoff spot. They lead the Pack by twelve points, making it technically a four-point game for Hartford. With the loss, Adirondack dropped to 24-30-1-4 (53 points), dead last in the conference.

Dov-Grumet Morris turned in a masterful performance in stopping all five Phantoms shooters in the shootout and closed the five-hole on Kyle Flanagan to seal the victory after he tried to fire a shot to force an extension of the shootout.

“Shootout guys have hot streaks and cold streaks. I saw (the Pittsburgh Penguins’) Marc-Andre Fluery play the other day against Anaheim. He was really zoned in, and sometimes you can give up two-out-of-three. Maybe tonight was my hot end,” Grumet Morris said.

Maybe using a three named goalkeeper is the key to shootout winners?

Jason Akeson, Chris VandeVelde, Tye McGinn and Nick Cousins got to see all parts of Grumet-Morris’ save package from the poke check, to the glove save and then stacking the pads all in the Pack goaltenders’ repertoire to keep the Phantoms off the board.

In regulation Grumet-Morris and Danis dueled throughout keeping the shooters at bay as the two former college opponents in the ECAC (now ECACHL) battled it out.

The Wolf Pack used the powerplay to tie the game late after putting on furious pressure, but either got turned away by Danis and or the puck was going just wide on chances they generated.

Changing their powerplay look to an, “Umbrella formation,” paid dividends as defenseman Danny Syvret took a cross ice pass from J.T. Miller and drilled a 55 foot blast that sailed through a maze of players.

“It was relief.,” Syvret said. “We had three guys screening in front and I shot it past (Ben) Holstrom, who came out to block it, and between (Jesper) Fast’s legs. I saw a whole lot of white jerseys. There were a lot of bodies for the goalie to see through and thankfully it went in.”

The change in strategy was one their head coach lets them handle as situation dictates.

“They got running around a bit and they sagged a bit in the box so it opened it up top for us,” Syvret said. “The coaching staff is really good with us they let us the ability to be creative. Not dictate what we do and gives us options. They let us freelance and  let us do what we think is working. We tried a little bit of an overload and it wasn’t working very well for us, so instead of going down behind the goal line we were bypassing and coming back to me.”

Head coach Ken Gernander was pleased with his team’s effort and perseverance – especially as they exhibited it in the third period and the game tying goal. “We persevered and got the two points we needed and with each passing game were getting better and better.”

The screen in front by Bourque and Fast said much about their determination.

“When you get the traffic in front with two of the biggest power forwards in the league in Bourque and Fast,” Gernander said wryly of two of his smaller, but quick forwards. “It shows it doesn’t matter what size you are, but your willingness to do those things and the small things we’re doing make the whole product better.”

The second period, the latest Wolf Pack issue, saw the team getting hemmed in their own zone and thanks to Grumet Morris’ goaltending, it kept the deficit in the score from expanding.

Early on, the Phantoms pressed the Hartford defense. McGinn got a chance at 1:42 into the period. Cousins was all alone on the right side of the net Grumet Morris was there and all he had to was flip it upstairs, but fanned on a golden chance at 6:30. The Pack got into the Adirondack zone but took an offensive zone penalty.

Grumet-Morris took a shot near his neck, right off the bottom plate of his mask, but made the save. Then at 14:12, ex-CT Whale Steve Delisle’s right side shot was stopped and in a mad scramble Grumet-Morris was able to dive push the puck out.

The Wolf Pack did managed two quality opportunities late in the period.

The first came at 15:14 on the power play as Conor Allen spotted Kristo open on the left side of the net, but the Pack forward was unable to pull the trigger. the second came with 1:03 left in the period as Bourque couldn’t get a quality shot off.

The best save for Grumet-Morris came before the period was about to expire. It was Cousins again, this time weaving from the slot area to the left wing and sought to sweep it past Grumet-Morris, but he extended his right pad to keep the score to just a 1-0 Adirondack lead.

The Phantoms grabbed the game’s first goal, a season long issue for the Wolf Pack.

The goal came off a broken play as a pass out of the zone by the Pack bounced to McGinn who just turned around and fired a shot that went off a Pack defenseman and into the left wing corner where Jason Akeson, a nemesis the past two years against Hartford was able to retrieve it, turn and find an open Chris VandeVelde, who fired his tenth of the season at 5:36.

It was one of three shots they had while the Wolf Pack would toss ten at Danis.

Bourque was turned away at 7:51 off the right wing. Allen was coming off the left point while Fast was stopped 12:42 and Dylan McIlrath was denied at 15:20 as his rising slapshot hit off Danis’ right shoulder.

Then the Phantoms’ Bruno Gervais swept Kyle Beach’s deflection heading toward an open net away from danger keeping the Wolf Pack off the board. Danis stopped Micheal Haley and right winger Shawn O; Donnell 24 seconds apart as the Wolf Pack executed a strong forecheck on the Phantoms that generated their opportunities.

Miller had a quality chance off a two-on-one coming down the right wing denied by Danis and Aaron Johnson’s shot from the left point was prevented from turning on the red light as the first period buzzer sounded.

NOTES:

Correction newly signed Rangers forward Ryan Haggerty of RPI cannot be assigned to Hartford despite his college season ending because he was signed after the trade deadline. The Rangers want to protect his contract and have the three year clock start next season under the new cap limit.

Former Hartford Whaler Sami Kapanen officially retired from pro hockey in Finland. Kapanen, after retiring from the NHL in 2008, played five of the last six years with KalPa Kuopio in the Finnish Elite League a team he has owned since 2003. Kapanen played with the NHL played a combined 1,251 games.  He played a little over two years in Hartford and played 30 AHL games with Springfield.

Former N.Y. Rangers of seven seasons in the 1990’s Petr Nedved also announced his retirement at the age of 42 in his native Czech Republic. He played with HC Liberec Czech Elite League where he posted 50 points in 49 games this season.

Nedved came to the North American after defecting in 1988 from then an Eastern block country that was then called, Czechoslovakia. Nedved had over 800 NHL games and played in the Sochi Olympics last month representing his native country.
HAWK’S EYE: HUGHES GROWS IN HARTFORD
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By: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford Wolf Pack rookie defenseman Tommy Hughes had three years of Major Junior hockey experience prior to joining the Wolf Pack this season, but this year’s Wolf Pack campaign marks the first time Hughes has actually lived away from home.

A native of London, Ontario, Hughes played his entire Ontario Hockey League career with his hometown London Knights, living at home with his parents, Brian and Laurie, instead of with a “billet” family, the usual living situation for a Junior player in a locale away from his hometown.

“It was a pretty unique experience,” Hughes said this week of staying home to play Junior. “Not a lot of guys can live with their parents when they’re at home, but they obviously take good care of me, and they treated me like they were kind of billeting me, like with having meals prepared and things like that. It was different, but at the same time, it was kind of the same as a billet family, in a sense.”

Nutrition and training meals are such a huge part of the regimen at the higher levels of hockey these days, and Hughes’ mom and dad were right on board as far as making sure his diet conformed to what he was expected to be fueling himself with.

“They’d buy all the chickens and all the pastas,” Hughes said. “I gave them the input and they got the stuff I needed, so that worked out nicely.”

Seems like an enviable arrangement, considering most of his teammates saw their folks only once in a while and didn’t get to keep all their stuff in their boyhood bedrooms. There was no jealousy on the part of the rest of the team, though, Hughes is quick to assert.

“They liked coming over for home-cooked meals,” he said with a chuckle, “and the year before last year, we had four guys who were from London that lived at home. So it wasn’t popular, but there were a few guys in the same position.”

Playing with the Knights also afforded Hughes the chance to fulfill a dream of sorts, as he got a chance to wear the colors of a team he cheered hard for growing up.

“I followed them a bunch, we had season tickets, and I watched [current Wolf Pack teammate, and fellow former Knight, Danny Syvret] out there, winning the Memorial Cup,” Hughes said. “It was a huge hockey town, and all the fans were really into it, so it was a great honor to actually wear the jersey when I was old enough.”

The Knights have enjoyed tremendous success under President/Head Coach Dale Hunter and his brother, Vice-President/General Manager Mark Hunter, both former NHL players. Last season, in Hughes’ last year, the team won its third OHL championship in the past nine seasons, and the 2004-05 club that Syvret played on won the Memorial Cup, the championship of all of Canadian Major Junior hockey. The Knights have not had a sub-.500 record since 2001-02, but Hughes did not feel all that success generated an inordinate amount of pressure, even on the “local boy”.

“It wasn’t unbearable or anything,” he said. “Just like any team, their fans are pretty loyal, so they want results. And if you don’t perform, then they’re not going to be too happy, but I think we gave them what they needed and made them happy.”

Playing for the Hunters, too, was a boon for Hughes and his fellow Knights, given the braintrust’s knowledge of what it takes to get to, and have a good career in, the NHL.

“They’re great guys to have leading the organization,” Hughes said. “They obviously are experienced enough to guide us in the right direction, and it’s just a first-class organization, through and through. A lot of great experiences from them.”

Now, however, the Junior days are in the rear-view mirror, and Hughes is truly on his own for the first time. Through camaraderie with his Wolf Pack teammates, though, and solid life skills he learned from his parents, he has weathered the transition with no problem.

“There’s changes, but I haven’t been overwhelmed by them at all,” Hughes said. “So I think they trained me well.

“A lot of the teammates pitch in and do meals together, so I haven’t found it too bad. I think I was well trained growing up with my parents. I was pretty active in the kitchen at some points, so I think that’s helped. I’ve kind of welcomed the experience and change.

“You’re not used to playing with guys that are in their thirties or whatnot, so that’s a bit of an adjustment, but they’ve been great.”

While the Wolf Pack roster does sport some grizzled (compared to Hughes, anyway), over-30 veterans, there is also a large cadre of youngsters, single guys just starting out in the pro game. The majority of those young guns live under the same roof in downtown Hartford, in the “Hartford 21” apartment tower right above the XL Center, and that situation has been excellent for team togetherness.

“That’s really nice, having a bunch of guys in the same building,” Hughes said. “We do meals together and go to watch movies, or just hang out basically the whole day. So that’s really nice, to have guys that you can go to and just hang out with.”

So even though Mom and Dad aren’t as close as the next room any more, Hughes is hardly alone as he faces his first venture outside the family home. Overall, he is upbeat about how it has worked out.

“I guess it’s a lot of responsibility, but I’ve welcomed the change,” he said. “And I wouldn’t say I’ve really missed home, the change has been nice. And I’ll be back there in the summer, so we’ll catch up then.”
CANTLON’S CORNER: ROSTER DECISION FOR 2014-15 LOOM FOR WOLF PACK
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Waterbury, CT - Wednesday saw the AHL Trade Deadline come and go. There was some movement that’s documented below in the Notes section. For the Hartford Wolf Pack. the lineup for the remainder of this season is secure, but for the Rangers, the work begins to look at the organizational depth as a whole, and they’ll need to outline the needs for the team for the 2014-2015 season.

To say this season has been, “Trying,” would be an understatement. The Pack’s struggles have been well chronicled, and despite a second half rebirth with some strong play over the past seven weeks, the team has some clear deficits that will need correcting.

Let’s look at each of the positions:

GOALTENDING:

Clearly, the most glaring area of concern is in net.

The Rangers organization really have no immediate prospects in net. The elevation of Cam Talbot to be Henrik Lundqvist’s backup came a year earlier than expected. Considering the start to his season, a 7-0 loss in his first preseason game in Springfield, and then getting pulled after two periods the following night against the same team, Talbot’s play in New York has been remarkable.

Talbot’s perseverance and dedication, combined with the skills of Rangers’ goaltending guru, Benoit Allaire, had him ready for Broadway just thirty days later after Martin Biron’s flame-out in the New York net.

Talbot’s highly cap friendly contract was a far better alternative than scouring the marketplace to replace Biron, who has since retired and is now an NHL Network analyst.

Jason Missiaen’s loss of confidence in the 4×6 cage combined with Jeff Malcolm’s difficulties adjusting to the pro-level game made for a very tough patch for the Pack through the first half of the season. Both were dispatched to the team’s ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors where Missiaen has since rebounded a bit.

Malcolm however, will not be back next year.

A year after winning the NCAA title at Yale University, sources in New Haven hockey have confirmed that Malcolm will look to use his Yale degree and has begun that process and will not pursue anything further in pro hockey.

Missiaen, a Restricted Free-Agent, (RFA) will likely not be back either and would likely just be offered the minimum required under the CBA.

The Pack’s co-MVP’s are the two veteran netminders, Dov Grumet-Morris and David LeNeveu, who have literally saved the season.

The more likely of the two to be signed would be Grumet-Morris. Offering the career minor league journeyman a two-year deal would be the right reward and would give the Wolf Pack some stability in net while they look to draft or sign a quality prospect.

While LeNeveu has done well, he will likely hook-up somewhere else.  It’s easy to see how he could be like Chad Johnson (Boston) or Al Montoya (Winnipeg) and become a solid NHL backup.

The only goaltending prospect is Mackenzie Shalapski who is currently with the Kootenay Ice of the WHL. While Scott Stajcer, after playing with three ECHL teams this year and the Pack this year, is an RFA, he likely will not be resigned.

DEFENSE:

Conor Allen will be back. Allen has two years left on his entry-level deal while Dylan McIlrath will likely start his third pro year in a Wolf Pack uniform. With two years left on his deal following this season, Tommy Hughes will be back as well.

Bretton Stamler, a four year minor league pro, would like to obtain a law degree and become a player agent. He too would likely not be back next season.

The rest of the defensive corps will likely change with all three being Unrestricted Free Agents, (UFA).

After not having a captain named last season, little time was wasted in naming veteran defenseman Aaron Johnson to that post. Johnson is well liked and depending on the marketplace will likely be resigned.

Stu Bickel, who was supposed to play up front as a forward this season, but due to injuries returned to play the blue line had his season curtailed by lower abdominal surgery. He will likely not be resigned.

Bickel will be looking to catch on with another club. Bickel’s popularity and work ethic saw him make it to the NHL after he was traded to Hartford for Nigel Williams, who is no longer in pro hockey.

Danny Syvret, was brought in for his offensive abilities, particularly on the powerplay. He provided that in stretches this season, but his problems in his own end were, along with the whole team, quite glaring at times.

Syvret is likely to head over to Europe next season. As a nine year AHL veteran, he could catch on with another team looking for what the Wolf Pack initially signed him for.

FORWARDS:

Up front the team has two important player decisions to make.

Ryan Bourque will be an RFA this summer. His very strong play in the second half of the season combined with his on-ice leadership and play make him a major priority to getting a new deal.

The other decision comes on Danny Kristo. Traded for Christian Thomas last summer, Kristo’s deal signed with the Canadiens expires making him an RFA. Kristo has had some injuries this season and shown some rough defensive play, but he has the offensive skill level the team needs.

Then there’s Assistant Captain, Micheal Haley. He will be a UFA, and despite two years of battling various injuries, and the Rangers acquiring Daniel Carcillo to play the role of small gritty physical forward, it seems likely Haley will either get a sweetheart of an AHL deal or land a prized NHL contract and play in the AHL somewhere else, as former CT Whale Kris Newbury had the previous two years.

Two players who will not be back are Darroll Powe and Arron Asham.

Both Powe and Asham spent the season in the AHL with NHL deals at $1.06 and $1 million respectively.

Powe has been a solid contributor at both ends of the ice. He could land a job with a team in need of a strong penalty kill specialist or if the NHL does expand to Seattle and Quebec, he would be a very good fit.

Asham, a tough, hard-nosed winger has probably reached the end of the road. Injuries have limited his play and combined with his veteran status he could retire at the season’s conclusion.

J.T. Miller, who has played very strong offensively in Hartford could likely stay in New York next season or he could just as likely finish his last year of his entry-level contract at the AHL level in Hartford.

Oscar Lindberg and Jesper Fast will return as forwards. Based upon their second half play, they are poised to have a very strong 2014-2015 campaign.

Marek Hrivik’s play over the past month is what management has expected of him and he should be back in the last year of his deal.

Andrew Yogan has one year remaining on his deal while Kyle Jean, an RFA at season’s end, have both struggled mightily. Jean just returned from a stay at Greenville while Yogan was just sent there. The pair will likely be  bought out in Yogan’s case and offered the bare minimum in Jean’s case, especially considering the Ryan Haggerty signing. More on this below.

Kyle Beach, acquired from Chicago for Brandon Mashinter, is an RFA. He came with a history of being tough to deal with, and while his play has improved, it’s not likely he’ll be resigned.

Jason Wilson, playing in Wichita (CHL) and Andrew Carroll off in Idaho (ECHL) are both on AHL deals and both will likely be cut loose after the season ends.

Justin Vaive, who got a freak injury recently, just as he started to play well, will look to get an AHL deal for next year.

NOTES:

◾The New York Rangers signed RPI junior forward Ryan Haggerty, a right handed shot, to a free agent contract on Tuesday.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              In 35 games this season, the Stamford, Connecticut native scored 28 goals with 15 assists for 43 points, leading the Engineers in goals and total points. In addition, Haggerty had ten power-play goals and six game-winning goals.                                                                                                                                                      Nationally, Haggerty was second in Division I in game-winning goals and fifth in power-play goals.                                                                                                                                                                                            In 106 career games at RPI, Haggerty had 47 goals and 37 assists for 84 points.                                                                                                                                                                                                                     According to New York Post columnist Larry Brooks, “A requirement for signing free agent Ryan Haggerty out of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute was that the winger remain with the Rangers for the rest of the season. The 21-year-old, who will thus complete the first year of his three-year entry-level contract, will begin to practice with the club on Monday.”                                                                                                                               The most likely scenario is that unless something radically changes, Haggerty will finish the season in New York and then would likely be one of the Wolf Pack forwards in the 2014-2015 season.

◾AHL Trade deadline saw former Wolf Pack/CT Whale Kris Newbury  moved from Adirondack to Hershey for Derek Whitmore. The Bears are three points behind Albany in the chase for the last playoff spot in Eastern conference. The 11th year veteran sought a trade from the Whale last spring and wasn’t dealt till the off season to Philadelphia.

◾Portland continues to change their lineup getting D Cade Fairchild from Chicago (AHL) and San Jose reassigning C Sebastien Stalberg from Ontario (ECHL) to the Pirates. Stalberg who left Univ. of Vermont early played 20 games with Worcester and scored his only AHL goal against Hartford was moved to Ontario when San Francisco franchise folded early last month.

◾Worcester also sent 6’4 220 lb. defenseman Neil Petrecki to Rochester.

◾Bridgeport continues shuffling their deck moving D Dallas Jackson who spent a part of three years with the Sound Tigers to Springfield for C Jeremy Langlois who played at Quinnipiac University last season.                                                                                                                                                                                                              Langlois led the ECHL in rookie scoring with Evansville with 53 points.

◾The Falcons defense has been hit by injuries and recalls so the division leading and second in the conference team is shoring up for the post season. Sound Tigers will likely get a new defenseman shortly in a sought after collegiate free agent in Kevin Czuczman from Lake Superior State who signed with the Islanders.  Speaking of the Islanders, they have 10 AHL contracts playing with Stockton (ECHL).

◾San Antonio moved Tim Miller to Abbotsford who has been hit with injuries and recalls to Calgary and have gone (1-6-2-1) over their last 10. It’s Miller fourth AHL team and fifth team overall this season alone. He started in Chicago went to Springfield who sent him briefly to Evansville (ECHL).

◾The European playoffs have begun and former Wolf Pack/CT Whale Chad Kolarik led the Swedish Hockey League with 30 goals in the regular season and helped his team HC Linkopings to win game two of a three game series with an OT power play goal deflection in a come from behind 5-4 win that eliminated MODO from the post season.
HAWK’S EYE: DOV-GRUMET-MORRIS
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Grumet-Morris Action Shot 4BY: Bob Crawford, Hartford Wolf Pack

Hartford, CT March 10, 2014 - Even with their 3-2 loss Sunday in Manchester, the Hartford Wolf Pack have played better than .650 hockey over a span of 19 games (12-6-0-1), exactly a quarter of an AHL season, and no single factor has been more responsible for that run than the goaltending of Dov Grumet-Morris.

With his 33-save performance in the Wolf Pack’s 4-3 win over the Albany Devils Saturday at the XL Center, Grumet-Morris improved to 10-1-1 in his last 12 decisions, dating back to January 24. In 22 total appearances since being acquired by the Wolf Pack from the San Antonio Rampage December 13, the ninth-year pro is 12-5-4, with a 2.32 goals-against average and a fine 92.5% save percentage.

Before Sunday’s game, in which he backed up David LeNeveu, Grumet-Morris spoke about the team’s recent surge, which has taken the Pack from last overall in the AHL to within two points of 11th place in the Eastern Conference standings.

“I think that this game is about momentum, both within a game itself, in between periods or during periods, and then also within a season,” the recently-turned-32-year-old said. “You can see the power of the negative, downward momentum, and I think that’s what happened to the team in November, and now you see the effects of the positive, upward momentum. Right now we’re not really focused on the points, we’re focused on appreciating and enjoying the process, because points happen when you take the proper steps. And when you focus on the steps, the points usually just come.”

Saturday’s game against Albany featured several momentum swings, the most abrupt of which came in the seventh minute of the third period. After giving up the first goal of the game in the second period, the Wolf Pack had countered with two quick ones, and then made it a 3-1 lead with a tally by J.T. Miller only 2:02 into the third. Shortly after that, though, the Devils struck for a pair of scores only 28 seconds apart, starting at the 6:29 mark. The Wolf Pack ended up shrugging off that punch in the gut, and got a goal from Ryan Bourque at 12:25 that would hold up as the game-winner. From an outsider’s perspective, the team’s recovery from those two rapid-fire goals-against seemed significant, but the always-analytical Grumet-Morris dismisses that notion.

“Goals happen, both for and against,” he said. “The fact that they could score quickly is not really indicative of anything, that’s just the way the game went. There were two quick goals in 30 seconds, that’s not ideal, but it’s not really that unusual, especially in this league, and it doesn’t matter. We just continued to play after that, they had some chances, we had some chances, and we ended up scoring and they didn’t. And at the end of the day, what does it matter if they score one in the first, one in the second and one in the third? It’s still three goals.

“People fixate sometimes on the number of seconds between goals, but it’s essentially irrelevant, if you, again, are focusing on each individual step, focusing on the process, because we scored four and they scored three. I don’t think they gained any victory whatsoever over the fact that they tied the game three to three. It doesn’t matter, they’re still [angry] about losing four to three.

“I don’t really focus on that, and I try to play my game accordingly. Sometimes people say, ‘Oh, well you settled down after that,’ it has nothing to do with settling, it just has to do with playing. What does it matter if I had made the save before? I still have to make the next save. So I don’t really focus on that.”

Similarly, Grumet-Morris is not about to turn handsprings over the record he has put together in a Wolf Pack uniform, even as compared to the 1-6-1 slate he compiled in his eight appearances with San Antonio prior to the trade. In considering that point, he had some interesting things to say about the significance, or lack thereof, of individual goaltending statistics.

“If you want to digest blocks of the season, I started in San Antonio 1-6-1,” Grumet-Morris said. “In my six losses, five of those games I had either zero or one goal scored-for, and in only one game did we have more than one goal. So you can’t win games 1-0. You can win one a year, maybe two.

“If my team had scored four goals each and every one of those games, I would have been 6-1-1. Would that mean that I was playing better hockey because my team was scoring four goals? No, it means that offensively we were clicking, and when I was there we weren’t. And that’s just part of hockey. I don’t blame anyone, it’s not my responsibility to worry about goal-scoring, and that’s why the record was 1-6-1. And then you come here, and maybe you’re struggling one night but your team scores six goals, and you win 6-3. Great, OK, good job, does that mean that it was a better game than the previous game that you lost 2-1, but maybe statistically you had a better game?

“It really doesn’t matter, I think people get fixated because it’s hard to watch every individual game, and every individual save, and analyze it down if you’re not doing it for your living. I don’t really worry about the stats in that sense, I worry about the process and I worry about doing the right thing all the time.”

The team as a whole has seemed to feed off of that approach, and Grumet-Morris feels that the entire group is in a good collective rhythm at this point.

“It helps that we’re playing some home games, because we get the crowd behind us and we’re sleeping in our own beds and we’re just a little more comfortable, so that’s nice,” he said. “And overall I think our team has been just much more consistent from day to day, and even from shift to shift. So we’re getting better, it’s a process but we’re real excited, we’re making a great push right now. We have to continue that, we understand, but we are excited.”

Grumet-Morris’ own situation has stabilized considerably as well, now that he has moved his wife, Rachel, and their two daughters, Gabriella and Leah, from San Antonio out to Connecticut. Rachel was still pregnant with Leah when Grumet-Morris was traded, and Leah did not arrive until January 19. Shortly thereafter, the three ladies relocated north to rejoin their favorite goaltender, who had made several trips back and forth to Texas prior to Leah’s birth.

“It’s great,” said Grumet-Morris of having the whole brood back under the same roof. “It certainly is chaotic with a family, and it’s very difficult when you’re trying to move a whole crew and all your stuff, especially the toys, but it’s been great and I appreciate having my family here. And I do think it makes a difference, and I think it helps.”
CANTLON: PACK LOSE GROUND AND GAME IN LOSS TO MONARCHS
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

Manchester, New Hampshire – The Hartford Wolf Pack entered the AHL’s lion’s den with the league leading Manchester Monarchs where early on, it look like feeding time.

The Monarchs led 3-1 at the end of  the first period.

The Monarchs recently acquired defenseman, Brayden McNabb, was just inside the Wolf Pack blue line on the powerplay when he found Linden Vey on the right wing being chased by Marek Hrivik. Vey dished the puck back to Colin Fraser in the right wing faceoff circle and he fired it past the Pack’s starting netminder, David LeNeveu, for his third goal of the season, at 9:14.

Sensing the team needed a pick me up, the Wolf Pack’s Dylan McIlrath fresh off a faceoff challenged Scott Sabourin, and the two big men just threw bombs at each other in a furious toe-to-toe exchange. McIlrath, with his fifth right hand, staggered Sabourin. To his credit, Sabourin gallantly got up and the southpaw threw some tough shots on “Big Mac” at 11:16.

The Monarchs however were able to get the next goal.

Defenseman Andrew Campbell launched his third of the season from the right point as Wolf Pack defenseman Conor Allen crossed in front of LeNeveu just as the shot was launched and he never saw the puck as it sailed over his right shoulder giving the Monarchs a 2-0 lead.

The Monarchs nearly made it 3-0, but LeNeveu rejected three shots on one rush from Greenwich native Sean Backman, one time Yale Bulldog Brian O’Neill and Campbell.

The Monarchs, perhaps sensing the Pack struggles, expanded their lead to 3-0, when Jordan Weal received a nice pass from behind the net by Zach O’Brien. It was O’Brien who corralled Nike Bodnarchuk’s left point shot that missed the net, but the puck came off the backboards sharply. Weal fired his 16th goal past a besieged LeNeveu at 16:53.

The Wolf Pack did answer back however as Allen, at the left point, beat a pair of Monarchs to a loose puck and found an open T.J. Hensick, who was patient with the puck and let Jean-Francois Berube make the first move. When he did, Hensick was able to slip his 8th of the year between the pads with 23 seconds left.

The second period was a style better suited for the Wolf Pack, who had to slow down Manchester thoroughbred offense as each team had just eight shots on goal.

The first half of the third period the Monarchs team defense lassoed the Wolf Pack offense and limited them to just one shot on goal. That shot came off the stick of Oscar Lindberg. By the same token, Hartford ended the Monarchs’ quality chances and LeNeveu made a crucial stop on O’Neill on a two-on-one to keep the Pack’s chance to get back in the game alive.

On the following shift, the Monarchs’ James Livingston was rejected in just his third game since being acquired from Worcester. The Wolf Pack had chances via the power play, but never tested J.F. Berube going 0-6.

The Wolf Pack began to get their legs with about seven minutes to go and started spending more time in the Manchester zone than in their own end.

Miller had a quality wrist shot chance that went off from the right wing with 4:10 left, but Berube scooped it up.

The Pack finally lit the lamp with 59 seconds left in regulation off a mad scramble at the net. The puck squirted out in front and Miller took it on his backhand, held it, and then sent a forehand pass to a wide-open Hensick, who came on the ice as the extra attacker and buried his second of the game. The lead narrowed to 3-2, but that was as far as their comeback would yield.

Miller has a three game scoring streak with eights point in that stretch and Hensick has four goals in four games.

The Wolf Pack are off until next Friday (14th) when they pay at home at 7pm against  Kris Newbury and the Adirondack Phantoms. They then have two road games in Albany and Providence on Saturday and Sunday respectively.

NOTES:

Micheal Haley returned to the lineup after missing four games with a lower body injury. Arron Asham sat out for the Wolf Pack after playing four straight games.

Justin Vaive is still out with a infection in his left hand, but on a good note, was released out of the hospital as of yesterday.

Michael Kantor (concussion) and Stu Bickel (surgery) remain out of the lineup on a long term basis.

Chad Kolarik finished the season as fifth leading scorer (38 points) of  the Swedish Hockey League and had the most goals with 30. The LeMat Trophy playoffs start next week.

Russian Olympic coach and former Springfield Falcon assistant coach Zinetula Bilyaletdinov resigned from the national team after their poor Olympic performance and signed a deal to be the President/GM of AK Bars Kazan in the KHL,
CRAWFORD: WOLF PACK COME UP SHORT AGAINST LEAGUE’S BEST, LOSE 3-2

Posted on March 9, 2014 | Comments Off 

bob-crawford3-150x139Manchester, NH, March 9, 2014 – The Hartford Wolf Pack fell behind the AHL’s top team, the Manchester Monarchs, 3-0 in the first period Sunday at Verizon Wireless Arena and nearly recovered, but ended up on the short end of a 3-2 score.

A pair of T.J. Hensick goals closed the final to a one-goal margin, after Colin Fraser, Andrew Campbell and Jordan Weal scored for the Monarchs in the first.

“It just seems the first period is our Achilles’ heel right now,” Hensick said.  “We’ve had strong thirds lately, but we’ve got to find a way to have better starts.  We give up three goals early and it’s a tough battle to climb back, especially against the best team in the league.  They’re the best team in the league for a reason, and if you spot them three goals early, they’re going to shut it down defensively pretty solid.” 

The loss broke a two-game Wolf Pack win streak, and cost the Pack (25-28-0-6, 56 pts.) a chance to move into a tie with the idle Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the Northeast Division standings.  The win improved the Monarchs’ league-best record to 39-16-2-6 for 86 points.

Manchester outshot the Wolf Pack 11-4 in the first period, and jumped on top on a power play at 9:14, with Tommy Hughes in the penalty box for tripping.  Linden Vey carried the puck down the right side in the Wolf Pack zone and dropped it off to Fraser, whose snapshot beat Hartford goaltender David LeNeveu (22 saves) over the catching glove.

Campbell, a veteran defenseman and Manchester’s captain, scored his third goal in 62 games on the year at 12:54 to make it a 2-0 Monarch lead.  Wolf Pack defenseman Conor Allen skated in front of LeNeveu just as Campbell fired the puck from the top of the right circle, and the shot got by LeNeveu and into the top shelf.

A four-on-four goal upped the Manchester lead to 3-0 at 16:53.  A shot from the blue line by Andrew Bodnarchuk went wide, but Zach O’Brien jumped on the carom behind the net and fed it in front to Weal, who shot it past LeNeveu from point-blank range.

That would be it for the Monarch offense, though, and the Wolf Pack got on the scoreboard with only 22.6 seconds remaining in the period.  Allen stopped an attempted Monarch breakout just inside the Manchester blue line, and found Hensick all alone in front of Manchester goaltender J.F. Berube (18 saves).  Hensick had time to put a fake on Berube, and Hensick slipped his eighth goal of the year through the pads.

The second period was nearly dead even, with neither team scoring, despite both enjoying two-man advantages, the Monarchs a five-on-three of 1:19 and the Wolf Pack one of 49 seconds.  Shots on goal were eight apiece in the middle frame.

It was nearly a scoreless standoff in the third as well, but the Wolf Pack were finally able to cut the lead to one with 58.2 seconds remaining.  With LeNeveu on the bench for an extra attacker, Ryan Bourque worked the puck out of a scrum to J.T. Miller in the slot, and Miller passed to the right-wing side to Hensick, who whipped the puck behind a sliding Berube.

The Wolf Pack were able to pull LeNeveu successfully again, but Berube and the Monarchs held on, dropping the Wolf Pack to 14 points out of a playoff spot in the Eastern Conference.

The Wolf Pack’s next action is a home game at the XL Center this Friday, March 14, a 7:00 PM contest against the Adirondack Phantoms.  All Wolf Pack Friday-night home games feature $1 hot dogs and $2 beers through the start of the second period, presented by Marc’s Appliance Warehouse, located at 75 Prospect Ave., Hartford, CT.

Tickets for all Wolf Pack 2013-14 home games are on sale now at the Public Power Ticket Office at the XL Center, on-line at HartfordWolfPack.com and by phone at (877) 522-8499.  Wolf Pack tickets start as low as $12 for youth 12 years old or younger.  To speak with a representative about season or group tickets, call (855) 762-6451.

Hartford Wolf Pack 2 at Manchester Monarchs 3

Sunday, March 9, 2014 – Verizon Wireless Arena

Hartford         1 0 1 – 2

Manchester 3 0 0 – 3
CANTLON: WINNING WAYS CONTINUE FOR WOLF PACK
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT – Ryan Bourque’s goal with 6:32 remaining turned out to be the difference as the Hartford Wolf Pack defeated the Albany Devils 4-3 Saturday before 5,973 at the XL Center.

Bourque was along the right wing boards and received a perfect pass from J.T. Miller. The son of Hall-of-Famer, Ray Bourque, then exploded down the right wing because there was an open lane created by Shawn O’ Donnell’s hit. The left-handed shooting Bourque, was on the off wing and drilled a shot off the inside of Devils’ goalie Scott Wedgewood’s left pad and into the back of the net. The game winning goal secured an important two points for the Wolf Pack.

“After that big hit by Shawn O’Donnell, we were able to go two-on-one because of the back pressure we had,” Bourque said. “I put my head down and shot and was fortunate that it went in.”

In scoring his seventeenth goal of the season, Bourque is just one behind team leader Danny Kristo, but his first game winner of the season was clearly intended for it’s targeted far side and succeeded.

“It wasn’t nearly our best effort tonight,” Miller said. “But once we started skating we got control of the puck got pucks deep and put them back in the hole”

The goal capped a three point night for Bourque and for Miller, his fourth point of the game (goal and three assists. That line along with Jesper Fast finished with a combined plus-11.

“They have been on a bit of a roll offensively lately and have been a big part of our success right now,” Head coach Ken Gernander said.

“We know they are on every team’s scouting report as our number one line and they go against the top checking line and top defensive pairing and to play like that is pretty impressive,” goaltender Dov-Grumet Morris noted.

The Wolf Pack (7-3-0-1) in their last eleven games are now within two games of reaching .500. The team is now 25-27-0-6 (58 points) and with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers losing in OT in St. John’s to the IceCaps, they hold just a two-point lead on the Wolf Pack. Hershey’s lead at the number nine playoff spot dropped to just eleven over the Pack with the Bears falling 3-1 to the Norfolk Admirals.

Hartford travels to Manchester Sunday afternoon to play the AHL league leading Monarchs at 3pm.

The Devils slipped to 30-19-3-6 (69 points) and hold the eighth and final playoff spot. They travel to Worcester Sunday. The Sharks are tied with the Pack in points but have just one more win.

It seemed though as if both, “Jekyll and Hyde” played for the Wolf Pack tonight.

After seemingly having control of the game and a two goal lead, the Wolf Pack frittered away that lead giving up two goals in a span of 18 seconds.

Mike Sislo jammed in a rebound of Harri Pesonen’s shot that Grumet-Morris couldn’t control for his 19th followed immediately by Joe Whitney who corralled a loose puck and whipped in his 20th goal at 6:57.

It was looking ominous for the home team, but they found their resolve again as it’s been over the last eleven games where they bent, but did not break.

The Wolf Pack were finally able to take control of the game in the second half of the second period.

A perfect three way play set up the first Pack goal as J.T. Miller started it on the right-wing feeding an open Bourque in  the middle who in turn snapped a pass/shot that Jesper Fast redirected for his 12th of the year at 14:31.

“That goal by Jesper really gave us some life and jam out there,” Bourque said.

Another fine three way play followed and resulted in their second goal.

Back in their own end of the ice, Bretton Stamler made a nice play and Conor Allen took possession of the puck. As he was coming up ice, he found Miller who then put a perfect tape-to-tape pass on Stamler’s stick. The right-handed shot waltzed through the Devils’ defense on the left wing and took his shot. The puck went off the ankle of the Devils’ Brandon Burlon and went back to Stamler.  He fired the black biscuit past Wedgewood at 17:05 for his second goal of the season.

The Devils finally broke through on their second powerplay on Kyle Jean’s second goaltender interference penalty of the night.

Kelly Zajac was in the right wing faceoff circle and able to throw a cross ice pass to a wide open Burlon coming in off the left point. Burlon danced with the puck and fired a wrist shot to the top shelf  for his fourth of the season at 8:04.

The first period only remained scoreless due to Grumet-Morris’ exceptional play in net for the Wolf Pack.

While his teammates seemed to sleep walk through the first period managing to register just five shots on goal, including a 9:39 stretch where they put just three shots on Wedgewood.

The Wolf Pack had three power plays and were still outshot 6-2. The first quality chance came 2:14 in as Tim Sestito was on a semi-breakaway courtesy of a Miller turnover. Grumet-Morris said, “No!” Then Mike Sislo came down the right wing and again Grumet-Morris repelled that opportunity at 8:24. Scott Timmins had a quick shot denied for the Devils at 10:02.

Grumet-Morris’ Top 10 bell ringer of a stop came on the Devils’ Rod Pelley. Coming out of the penalty box all alone, Pelley charged the Pack net hard, but Grumet-Morris jumped out and knocked away his scoring bid at 12:31.

The offensive ineptitude by the Pack was best highlighted when they received a gift turnover and had a quick two on no one  break-in. Kyle Beach couldn’t handle the puck and fell down and Jean inexplicably fell down as well taking out Wedgewood and earning a goaltender interference minor.

The Pack’s best chance meanwhile came late in the period from Dylan McIlrath who’s shot from the right point ended their shot drought with 1:32 left in the period.

“He played super,” Miller said of Grumet-Morris. “Without him, no way we would have won this game. He is the first star in my book.”

The sentiments were echoed by his line-mate, Bourque. “The first period was very frustrating. They came out hard and were all over us. Every time you play Albany, you know they’re gonna get stingy and up in your face. (Grumet-Morris’s) play made all the difference.”

Grumet-Morris remained philosophical, “Sometimes it comes in the first, sometimes it’s in the third. We got out of it zero-zero. It was enough to help us win the game.”

NOTES:

◾Former Wolf Pack/CT Whale defenseman Sam Klassen has signed a PTO with Portland who lost three defenseman on Wednesday’s NHL Trade Deadline.

◾Former Wolf Pack Ed Campbell, who played on the very first Wolf Pack team 17 team years ago, has signed with the Danbury Whalers of the Federal Hockey League. At age 39, Eddie C has played with several teams in Connecticut and captained two, the Sound Tigers and infamous UHL Danbury Trashers. Campbell has played in just about every minor league that has been around since he turned pro from UMASS Lowell.
CANTLON: PACK DOMINATE FALCONS – MOVING FORWARD
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BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack exploded for three goals in the third period to beat the Springfield Falcons 6-2 at the XL Center Friday night.

For the Pack, it was their fourth straight win over the Falcons after having lost the first six games. Hartford was paced by Jesper Fast and J.T. Miller each with a goal and two assists. For the Pack, it was a good sign as six different players scored in the game.

The Wolf Pack (24-27-0-6) are closing in on reaching .500 and are fourth in the division and twelfth in the conference. They find themselves tied in points with Worcester at 54, but the Sharks have one more win and a game in hand. The Wolf Pack have closed to within three points of the Bridgeport Sound Tigers who lost 3-2 earlier in the night in St. John’s.

Hartford plays Albany Saturday at 7 at the XL Center while Springfield (34-18-1-5) with 74 points and second in the conference – eight points behind Manchester – play Adirondack Saturday.

“We had a strong third period and we put emphasis on getting pucks to the net,” Head Coach Ken Gernander said. “We got some fortuitous bounces and good things happen when you put the puck on the net.”

The game winning goal that was scored by Fast came in the second period after Kyle Beach had received a long stretch pass from team captain, Aaron Johnson in the defensive zone. Beach was along the left wing boards at the offensive blue line and spotted J.T. Miller open at the goal line and Miller just patiently waited for the defense to collapse toward him and hit Fast, who’d come in off the left wing between the defense and alone on the left side of the crease. Fast fired a snapper past Jeremy Smith for his eleventh of the season. The goal was Fast’s fourth game winning goal and came at 7:35.

“He (Miller) was playing great out there I just got open and he made a nice pass,” remarked Fast.

It wasn’t so simple. Miller, who was strong all over the ice, was very matter of fact about it. “He made the right move,” Miller said. “He goes anywhere else, it would have been tough to feed him; instead he came right at me. All I really had to do was give him a four foot pass.” And like a four foot birdie putt, he made it count.

Just a few minutes earlier, at 3:10, the Falcons had a gorgeous chance to take the lead as newly acquired defenseman Matt Taorimina was coming down the center lane with a quality chance, but rookie forward Shawn O’Donnell dove and blocked the shot.

O’Donnell’s effort did not go unnoticed by his teammates.

“The whole bench was up cheering him after that play, banging their sticks on the board. It was an excellent play,” Miller said. “It  took a lot of (courage) to do that and that’s a big part of his game doing the little things.”

The Wolf Pack, after giving up fifteen shots in the first period, held Springfield to just five in the second and in the third period were able to keep a step ahead of the Falcons.

“We’re playing some of our best hockey of the year,” Miller said. “We’re making better reads; shooting the puck more. We’re out there keeping it simple and if we keep winning you never know what can happen; other teams could start dropping.” Miller of course was alluding to a playoff spot.

Hartford expanded their lead to 4-2 when Arron Asham scored his third goal of the season after Marek Hrivik’s forechecking forced as a Falcons’ turnover by Carter Camper in front of the net. Asham was right here and fired the loose biscuit  into the net at 8:59. It was at that point you could sense the tide had turned.

The Wolf Pack got their crowd of 4,339 back on their feet cheering after growing the lead to 5-2.

The team got a bounce to go their way as defenseman Bretton Stamler, from the right point, found an open T.J. Hensick down low on the right wing side. Hensick fired the shot high and it went off Smith’s mask a little further along his goal line than he should have normally been and the puck fell over the Falcon’s netminder and into the net. The tally was Hensick’s seventh and came at 13:12.

Just 1:24 later the Pack put the icing on the cake when Tommy Hughes was all alone at the right point and let a booming slapshot go off a soft pass from Miller. The rocket blew right past Smith and was Hughes second and made for the sixth different Wolf Pack goal scorer.

Hartford started out the game just like they wanted to by scoring just 1:45 into the game and got a break in the tally.

Danny Kristo, appearing  in his first game after missing the previous eight with a lower body injury, was down low, behind the net and battling for a loose puck. Kristo won that battle and fired it at the back of Falcons’ defenseman Patrick MacNeill’s skates and somehow the puck found its way to the back of the net for the 1-0 lead.

“The first goal was very important for us so we don’t have to go chasing the puck around (the ice). We had talked (a lot about) getting that first goal,” Fast stated.

The Falcons tied the game at one when captain Ryan Craig, who always finds a way to burn the Wolf Pack, was on the doorstep and banged in his tenth off a rebound of newcomer Dana Tyrell‘s shot. Tyrell was acquired on Wednesday and was playing in his first game as a Falcon. Tyrell took a Michael Chaput pass and fired it from just inside the blue line at 10:55.

The Wolf Pack regained the one goal lead on a five-on-three powerplay after the Falcons Darryl Boyce high-sticked Beach and earned a double minor while at the same time, Austin Madaisky was sent off for elbowing.

After several quality scoring chances, including two beautiful stops by Smith on Miller before the standout forward’s shot from the right point was perfectly deflected in off the skate of Falcons’ defenseman Will Weber. Oscar Lindberg was in on the play right on top of Weber and Smith. For Miller, it was his eleventh of the season at 14:17.

The Falcons tied up the game in the last minute of play in the first as Craig was able to roll off Johnson in the right wing corner and came in on the net. Craig’s first shot was stopped by Dov Grumet- Morris, but the Wolf Pack starter was unable to re-regain control. Johnson’s D partner was already on the ice as Craig’s first shot was stopped. Morris was unable to regain control of the rebound and on his second whack, Craig put the puck over the goal line for his second of the night at 19:05.

GAME SUMMARY and OFFICIAL SCORER’S SHEET

NOTES:

◾Micheal Haley is still day to day with a lower body injury. Winger Justin Vaive is hospitalized with a infection Gernander did not want to identify. Micheal Kantor is still out with concussion and defenseman Brendon Nash is still out.

◾Former Rangers (2009-2011) Vaclav “Vinny” Prospal has been hired to be a pro scout to cover the NHL Southern and Southwest teams.

SIGHTS AND SOUNDS:

Ken Gernander:
CANTLON’S CORNER: TRADE DAY FALLOUT
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The best player move for the Hartford Wolf Pack at the NHL Trade Deadline Day on Wednesday came from within the organization.

Forward J.T. Miller was reassigned for the fifth time this season back to Hartford from the parent New York Rangers. That’s good news for Head Coach Ken Gernander heading into a busy three-in-three weekend while dealing with a couple of forwards out with injuries.

Of course the big news of the day was the captain-for-captain trade of one-time Wolf Pack, Ryan Callahan and Rangers captain, being traded to the Tampa Bay Lightning for their 38 year-old captain, Marty St. Louis, who happens to reside in the quiet corner of Connecticut – Greenwich – in the off season.

The Rangers also sent their first round pick in 2015 and a conditional second rounder in this year’s draft that would be upgraded to a number one if the Rangers get to the Eastern Conference finals. The Lightning give up a seventh round pick (the second to last round) this year should Callahan sign with Tampa Bay.

The Wolf Pack saw some of their opponents in the race to get to the playoffs get hurt, while one solidified themselves.

Portland, who the Wolf Pack just jumped over in getting out of the AHL Eastern conference cellar, was hurt most. The Pirates lost forward Chris Brown and defenseman Rostislav Klesla to a trade with Washington. Both players were assigned to Hershey, who are also battling for that last playoff spot in the conference with the Providence Bruins, Wilkes Barre/Scranton Penguins and Albany Devils.

Klesla never will see Hershey as a member of that roster as he was flipped by the Caps in a deal with Buffalo Sabres a few hours later.

Portland also lost two other defenseman. The parent Phoenix Coyotes dealt both David Runblad and Mathieu Brisebois to the Chicago Blackhawks for a second round draft pick.

Meanwhile, the AHL’s best, the Manchester Monarchs – who play the Wolf Pack on Sunday – lost a quality defenseman in Nicholas Deslauriers. He was part of a deal of prospects between the LA Kings and Buffalo.

The Springfield Falcons have been shorthanded due to injuries on defense, but received Cody Golobeuf back from Columbus. In a trade late in the day the team announced a deal between the parent clubs, the Columbus Blue Jackets and Tampa Bay that made serious strides up front and on the blue line.

Leaving the Falcons will be former CT Whale Jonathan Audy-Marchessault and defenseman Dalton Prout, who scored his first NHL goal last week. Coming back to Springfield and currently residing in Syracuse are forward Dana Tyrell, who played for Calder Cup champ Norfolk two years ago, and defenseman Matt Taormina who played in Albany for half a season before being called up to the New Jersey Devils.

The AHL Trade Deadline is next Wednesday (March 12th) at 3pm. There will no longer be, “Clear Day Rosters” as they have been eliminated.

Future Wolf Pack Players

The Canadian major junior and American collegiate hockey seasons are winding down. Some future players who could find their way to Hartford are having solid seasons and their teams are in contention for league championships. When those seasons end, they could wind up playing in Hartford as the regular season ends.

One such prospect is Anthony Duclair, of the Quebec Remparts (QMJHL). Duclair was signed just before the season began,  is the league’s third leading scorer with 50 goals and 99 points in 50 games heading into the last week of the regular season. The Ramparts are sixth overall in the QMJHL.

Defenseman Brady Skjei is a member of the University Minnesota Golden Gophers of the Big 10. The Gophers are ranked #1 nationally in the Pairwise standings and  sit at #2 in the USHCO.com poll. In 31 games, Skjei has three goals 10 points and is a plus-20.

Forward Steven Fogarty of the Notre Dame FIghting Irish has just three goals and eight points in 27 games. The Fighting Irish are #10 in Pairwise rankings, #14 in the USHCO.com poll and seventh overall in the Hockey East standings where they play.

Defenseman Cristobal “Boo” Nieves plays for the University of Michigan Wolverines of the Big 10. They are #12 in the NCAA Pairwise and #13 in the USHCO.com poll. Nieves, in 29 games, has two goals and 15 points. Nieves also played for Kent Prep school at one time.

Center Adam Tambellini has done very well with the Calgary Hitmen of the WHL, playing in 25 games has 16 goals and 33 points. Tambellini left the University of North Dakota (NCHC) having played in 16 games had two goals and four points. After just one semester his WHL rights were traded from the Portland (OR) Winterhawks to Calgary.

The Hitmen lead the WHL Eastern Conference and have the third best overall record in the league and look like they could be a Memorial Cup team.

The only Rangers goalie prospect, Mackenzie Shapski, is playing with the Kootenay Ice (WHL). In 47 games, Shapski has a record of 26-17-3 and a 2.69 GAA and is under the guidance of former Wolf Pack head coach Ryan McGill and one time Wolf Pack player assistant coach Jay Henderson. The team is battling Swift Current for the last Eastern Conference playoff spot with six games remaining in the regular season and are ahead by one point.

6’7 200 lb. defenseman, Troy Donnay, of the Erie Oilers (OHL) has had a turnaround year. In 60 games, Donnay has one goal and 14 points with 87 PIM. He also sports a plus-27, a big turnaround from last years minus-39.

Defenseman Ryan Graves started the year with the Charlottetown Islanders (QMJHL) playing in 39 games and adding three goals and 12 points to his stats. He was traded to the Val d’or Foreurs and in 20 games has two goals and eight points and is a plus-16.

Over in Europe, Calle Andersson, a 19 year old Dane defenseman, is playing with Malmo IF in the Allsvenskan. In 43 games, Andersson has two goals and 10 points .

Forward Pavel Buchnevich is toiling with Severstal Cherepovets in the KHL. In 40 games he’s scored seven goals and has 18 points, He played for the Russian World Junior championship team and had seven points in seven games.

NOTES:

Former Wolf Pack defenseman Drew Bannister, an assistant coach with the Owen Sound Attack (OHL), has been named Head Coach of the 2015 Canada Winter Games U-16 Team.

Former Springfield Falcons’ goaltender, Devan Dubnyk, was traded to his third NHL team this season – the Montreal Canadiens – and was assigned to Hamilton (AHL).

After clearing waivers, Ottawa reassigned defenseman Joe Corvo to the Chicago Wolves rather than their AHL affiliate, the Binghamton Senators.

In acquiring David Legwand from the Nashville Predators, the Detroit Red Wings dealt a prospect rookie, Calle Jarnkrok, from Grand Rapids. One problem, they couldn’t reach him to tell him he’d been traded because he had his phone turned off. the reason?  According to TSN’s Ray Ferraro, the former Hartford Whaler great and whose Landon plays on Grand Rapids, said he was in his pre-game nap.
RAPHAEL DIAZ – A NEW YORK RANGER
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CaptureBY: The New York Rangers

New York, New York - New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has acquired Raphael Diaz from Vancouver in exchange for a fifth round pick in the 2015 NHL Entry Draft.

Diaz, 28, has registered one goal and 12 assists for 13 points, along with 12 penalty minutes in 52 games with the Vancouver Canucks and Montreal Canadiens this season. He recorded two points (one goal, one assist) in six games with Vancouver following his trade to the Canucks on February 3. Prior to his trade, he tallied 11 assists in 46 games with the Canadiens. Diaz ranked third among Montreal defensemen in assists and was tied for third among team defensemen in points at the time of his trade. He led Montreal with 37 blocked shots during the month of November, and has registered 107 blocked shots this season. Diaz tallied a power play assist and was credited with four blocked shots while skating in his 100th career NHL game on November 10 against the NY Islanders.

The 5-11, 197-pounder has skated in 134 career regular season games over three seasons with Montreal and Vancouver, registering five goals and 38 assists for 43 points, along with 48 penalty minutes. He established career-highs in games played (59), goals (three), assists (13), points (16), and penalty minutes (30) as a rookie during the 2011-12 season. Diaz made his NHL debut on October 6, 2011, at Toronto, and recorded his first career point with an assist on October 15 against Colorado.

Internationally, Diaz is a two-time Olympian (2010, 2014) as a member of Team Switzerland, and has represented Switzerland in the IIHF World Championships three times (2008, 2011, 2013). He captured a silver medal with Switzerland at the 2013 IIHF World Championships.

The Baar, Switzerland native was originally signed by Montreal as an undrafted free agent on March 13, 2011.
RANGERS TRADE EX-PACK CALLAHAN FOR ST. LOUIS
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RANGERS ACQUIRE FORWARD MARTIN ST. LOUIS

Send Ryan Callahan and two draft choices to Tampa Bay

BY: The New York Rangers

NEW YORK, March 5, 2014 – New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has acquired Martin St. Louis from Tampa Bay in exchange for Ryan Callahan, a second round pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft and a first round pick in 2015.

St. Louis is a two-time Art Ross Trophy winner as the league’s leading scorer (2003-04, 2012-13), and a former Lester B. Pearson Award and Hart Memorial Trophy winner as the NHL’s most valuable player as selected by the players and league, respectively, in 2003-04. The three-time Lady Byng Memorial Trophy recipient as the league’s most gentlemanly player (2009-10, 2010-11, 2012-13), was also a member of the 2004 Stanley Cup championship winning Tampa Bay Lightning.

St. Louis has registered 29 goals and 32 assists for 61 points, along with six penalty minutes and a plus-12 rating in 62 games this season. He is tied for fifth in the league in goals and eighth in points. He is also tied for eighth in the NHL with nine power play goals, and ranks third among league forwards with 21:41 average ice time. St. Louis has registered 23 points (12 goals, 11 assists) over his last 20 games, including a 10-game point streak from January 7 at Winnipeg to January 25 against Colorado. He posted his eighth career hat trick with a career-high, four goals, on January 18 against San Jose, and skated in his 1,000th career NHL game on November 19 at Los Angeles. On January 30 at Ottawa, St. Louis became the eighth active NHL player to register his 600th career assist.

Last season, St. Louis captured his second career Art Ross Trophy as the NHL’s leading point scorer with 60 points in the lockout-shortened season. He became the oldest player in NHL history at 37 years old to win the Art Ross Trophy, and joined Mario Lemeux and Gordie Howe as the only three players to post a 1.25 points per game or better average at 37 years of age or older. His 1.25 points per game put him on pace for 103 points over a full 82-game season. St. Louis also led the league with 43 assists, ranked fifth with 17 power play assists, and ninth with 20 power play points. He registered his 900th career NHL point with a two-assist performance on April 9 against Ottawa.

The six-time NHL All-Star (2003, 2004, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2011) has skated in 1,041 career regular season games over 15 seasons with the Tampa Bay Lightning and Calgary Flames, registering 369 goals and 604 assists for 973 points, along with 286 penalty minutes and a plus-24 rating. St. Louis currently ranks eighth among active NHL skaters in career assists and points, and 13th in career goals. He has reached the 30-goal and 50-assist marks six times, and has surpassed the 90-point plateau on four occasions. In 2006-07, St. Louis established career-highs with 43 goals and 102 points in 82 games.

The 5-8, 183-pounder was selected as an NHL First Team All-Star following the 2003-04 season, after capturing his first Art Ross Trophy as the league’s leading scorer with 94 points. He captured the Lester B. Pearson Award as the league’s MVP, as chosen by the players, and the Hart Memorial Trophy as the NHL’s MVP that season. St. Louis has also been selected as an NHL Second Team All-Star on four occasions (2006-07, 2009-10, 2010-11, 2012-13).

In post-season competition, St. Louis has registered 33 goals and 35 assists for 68 points, along with 28 penalty minutes and a plus-seven rating in 63 career playoff games with Tampa Bay. He tallied 20 points, including a career-high, 10 goals, in 18 games during the 2011 playoffs. His 10 goals ranked third in the NHL that post-season, while his 20 points tied for third in the league. St. Louis established playoff career-highs with 15 assists and 24 points in 23 games, en route to winning the 2004 Stanley Cup championship. He led the league in playoff assists and ranked second in points that post-season.

Internationally, St. Louis is a two-time Olympian (2006, 2014) and a gold medal winner as a member of Team Canada at the 2014 Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia. He has registered two goals and one assist in 11 career Olympic contests. St. Louis is also a two-time silver medalist with Canada at the IIHF World Championships (2008, 2009). He was named to the tournament All-Star team after leading all skaters in scoring with 15 points at the 2009 World Championship. In addition, St. Louis captured a gold medal with Canada at the 2004 World Cup of Hockey, tallying two goals and two assists in six tournament games.

The Laval, Quebec native was originally signed by Calgary as an undrafted free agent on February 19, 1998. He made his NHL debut on October 9, 1998 against San Jose, and registered his first career point with a goal on October 20, 1998 at Dallas.

Callahan, 28, has registered 11 goals and 14 assists for 25 points, along with 16 penalty minutes in 45 games this season. The Rochester, New York native was originally selected by the Rangers as a fourth round choice, 127th overall, in the 2004 NHL Entry Draft.
CANTLON’S CORNER: THE WEEKEND AHEAD
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CROMWELL, CT - The NHL trade deadline is a nervous time for every hockey player in North America. It doesn’t matter whether that player is in the NHL or the AHL, the deck can be shuffled and someone could be moved.

Things are no different for the Hartford Wolf Pack as, even with the looming trade deadline, the team must focus on trying to see if they can  pull off  a Lazarus-like recovery after a dreadful start to their season.

The team is coming off their busiest, and most successful, week of the season as they captured four-of-five games and sliced some of their mountainous point deficit and now look to chop off some more with a three-games-in-three-nights weekend.

The Pack have a pair of home game Friday and Saturday nights. Their I-91 rivals, the Springfield Falcons come to town Friday night while the Albany Devils, the team currently holding the eighth and last spot in the conference, visit Saturday and make their final regular season appearance at the XL Center.

On Sunday afternoon, the Pack do battle with the AHL’s best team, the Manchester Monarchs, in a trip to New Hampshire and the Verizon Wireless Arena.

“If we get into a run-and-gun game with Springfield, we could get burned and if we let Albany slow things down and play their game it won’t help us,” Head Coach Ken Gernander said. ”We have to get off to a good start, get a lead and forecheck; that’s our game.”

Last week’s effort displayed what the team can do when they follow the Gernander prescription.

“We battled hard, came from behind a couple of times and ran out of a little juice on Sunday,” The winningest coach in team history said. “Some of our players who carried us earlier in the week didn’t have the pop they had earlier and I’m sure Lenny (goaltender David LeNeveu) would have liked a couple (of goals allowed) back and some people at the bottom of the lineup need to step it up a bit.”

The impending trade deadline won’t change Gernander’s singular focus.

“Everyday in the AHL is like (trade deadline). Lineups change quickly. Its not like they send out a memo we’re gonna shake things up,” Gernander said with a smile. “You can’t plan for things that may never come to fruition. You can’t go in with any preconceived notions. If somebody can get an opportunity, or we can improve our club, all the better.”

One player who could be attractive to potential suitors is forward Darroll Powe. The NHL veteran has had a strong last five weeks for the Wolf Pack while handling a variety of roles. He’s been a center duties at times, on the wing while on the powerplay and has had some solid hits that are forcing turnovers and has also been at the center of the team’s penalty killing for most of the season.

“He has a lot of admirable qualities. On the defensive side of play, he works so hard and is so diligent. He plays a physical role, gets his share of bumps and bruises and he’s been everything you expect him to be for a guy who has been around the NHL and the American (Hockey) League and he has done all those things for us.”

The team has found an equilibrium that wasn’t there two months ago.

“We’re playing much better. We still have to work on our starts. We have been able to pick up (our play) in the second and third periods and pull out some games, but I think once we get that 60-minute game going we will have a lot more success,” Team Captain Aaron Johnson said.

Johnson has been around the ice rink a few times, and has learned what trade day is like and that a player can’t let it affect them. “It’s a wait and see for everybody. You can’t really prepare for it. I’ve been traded after deadline. The time had gone past and I thought I survived and then you get the phone call. You can only control what you can control, so you just get ready for the next game wherever it might be.”

The change in communications with social media Twitter and Facebook and the Internet has certainly changed the landscape for Deadline Day.

“You’ll probably hear it about on TV or on Twitter before you hear from the GM,” Johnson said. “Technology today is so quick that it’ll notify you (of any trade) before they can notify you from the team! That’s the new age.”

NOTES:

◾Injuries continue to affect the team’s forwards. However, Danny Kristo is back on the ice practicing, but his playing this weekend is anyone’s guess.

◾Micheal Haley remains day-to-day with a lower body injury. Justin Vaive could return this weekend and Michael Kantor is still dealing with post concussion symptoms and has not skated.

◾Stu Bickel is nowhere near being ready as he’s still recovering from surgery. No time frame has been put on his return.

◾One time Wolf Pack defenseman Corey Potter was waived by Edmonton Oilers Tuesday.

◾Former Wolf Pack Alexandre Giroux signed a contract extension with HC Ambri Piotta in Switzerland A League.

◾Milford, CT native and former Yale and high school star at Fairfield Prep and Salisbury Prep, Mark Arcobello was named AHL Player of the Week on Monday.

◾Congratulations to the aforementioned Salisbury Prep (26-1-4) for winning the New England Division I prep championship for the fifth time this past Sunday night at Ingalls Rink at Yale, 3-2 in overtime. Salisbury Prep defeated Gunnery Prep (Washington, CT) in a highly entertaining game as Evan Smith (Stouffville, ON) scored the game winner at 16:39 of OT spoiling a fantastic effort in net for Gunnery’s goalie Matt Schneider (Manilus, NY) who made 34 saves.

◾Loomis Chaffe (Windsor, CT) won the second game in dramatic fashion 3-2 over St. Paul School (Concord, NH) with Alex Esposito (West Haven, CT) contributing two goals and an assist. The second goal was the game winner scored with 3:28 left in regulation on a breakaway.

◾In the first game of three games Sunday, Kimball Union (Meriden, NH) knocked #1 ranked Dexter School (Brookline, MA) 5-1 in the small prep school title clash.
CANTLON: SATURDAY’S PACK WIN WITH NOTES
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HARTFORD, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack won their fourth straight game 4-2 over the Portland Pirates on the strength of a three goal first period and the stellar goaltending of Dov Grumet-Morris who made 31 saves at the XL Center Saturday night.

“We had a fortuitous start I think have more to give than we showed tonight. It wasn’t our best hockey,”  Head Coach Ken Gernander remarked.

The Wolf Pack are now 23-26-0-6 for 52 points tied with Worcester for 13th spot while the Pirates are 20-26-2-7 and have lost  seven of their last eight games. The Wolf Pack have shaved a few points off their playoff deficit and are 14 points out of the eighth spot currently held by Albany.

The Pirates inched back into the game at 3-2 on the powerplay in the third period. The sixth best powerplay in the AHL and Andy Miele started the whole scoring sequence by beating Darroll Powe on the draw.

Then he was in the spot to convert a rebound of Daine Todd’s shot and got it past Grumet-Morris at 4:17 for his team leading 23rd goal. Todd extended his point scoring streak to five games.

Aaron Asham closed out the scoring with an empty net goal made all possible by good defensive zone work by Jesper Fast in clearing the puck to him by out working three Pirate players.

The Wolf Pack sought to excise the first period demons which have plagued them all season for one night they vanquished them.

The Wolf Pack scored three goals on seven shots and chased starter Louis Domingue.

The Pack barrage was started by a nice short pass by Powe to defenseman Danny Syvret whose left point blast his seventh of the season streaked pass Pirates starter Louis Domingue with a semi-screen in front from Ryan Bourque at 6:40 for a 1-0 lead.

Then at 8:05 red hot T.J. Hensick in the right spot on the doorstep had an easy jam in of Powe’s wraparound attempt that hit the post, but the puck was lying in the crease and Hensick got his sixth goal and has eight points in his last nine games.

“I was in right spot for that one. Powsy did all the work on that play.”

Then defenseman Dylan McIlrath to score the third Wolf Pack goal. McIlrath made a sweet move coming off the right point and got a perfect pass from Hensick from the mid-left wing wall at 14:01 he deked Domingue to the ice and jammed his shot home while getting crosschecked into the goalie by the Pirates Connor Murphy for his efforts.

“Mac and I made eye contact on that one good for him. He made a nice play there he looked like a 50 goal scorer on that one,” joked Hensick.

The only blemish was the Pirates scoring with 8.2 seconds left in the period as Jordan Martinook came off the left wing wall and was wide open and snapped a shot high over Grumet-Morris shoulder to shrink the Wolf Pack lead to 3-1.

The second period was a Grumet-Morris goaltending clinic stopping pucks in every conceivable fashion to keep the Pirates from advancing further.

At 5:26 he stopped Lucas Lessio twice first from the left point with right pad and then dove out in front of the crease on a backhand attempt. Then at 9:02 when the defense backed off and let him take the shooter Chris Brown he cut down the angle and made the glove save.

He was lights out on a bang-bang save stopping Todd’s right point shot and then with split pad save stopped Brown.

Brown would be denied later in the period at 14:38 on a wide open chance with a glove save and Brandon Yip rang one off his mask and then he made a blocker save on Murphy late in the period.

Brown will be counting Grumet-Morris saves as he goes to sleep tonight.

In all he made 14 saves that seemed like 24 as the Pirates had the better of puck possession and territorial advantage. Credit some good Wolf Pack back-checking that took away some potential other quality chances by Hensick and Andrew Yogan.

Gernander was succinct. “He was the number one star that says it all.”

Grumet-Morris was eloquent and analytical about the win.

 “The second period was the pivotal period we jumped out to a lead. We took one penalty in the second and they got the momentum and we were able to hold and not break by guys blocking shots and its about trust I trust them and they trust me and it makes everyone better,”.

Without his goaltending this W would not have been possible.

NOTES:

◾GM Jim Schoenfeld and Ranger pro scouts were on hand as the NHL Trade Deadline looms next week.

◾The season series between the Pirates and Wolf Pack will conclude tomorrow afternoon in Lewiston at the Androscroggin Bank Colisee at 4pm.

◾Pirates have the seventh best penalty kill in the AHL at 83.9 % and 6th best powerplay at 21.2 %. The Wolf Pack are sadly in the bottom five in both categories 25th on the PP at 15.1 % and 23rd on the PK at 79.5%.

◾One NHL scout on NHL Trade Day, “I expect will see some significant movement. Everybody is talking this year. I think the Rangers, by signing Girardi, wanna keep their lineup pretty intact.”

◾Girardi, the former Wolf Pack, signed six-year extension yesterday with a no movement clause the first three years and a limited no trade clause the final three years.

◾Reminder he was a training camp invitee, undrafted and no AHL contract and started his first pro season in the ECHL. Now he has a gigantic NHL contract.

◾Correction from last night’s game former CT Whale Casey Wellman was not scratched by Hershey however was recalled late yesterday by Washington Capitals and former Wolf Pack D Juilian Brouillette was reassigned.
CANTLON: HENSICK, HRIVIK AND GRUMET-MORRIS SHINE IN SHOOTOUT WIN
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HARTFORD, CT, February 28, 2014 - T.J. Hensick scored the clinching shoot-out goal that propelled the Hartford Wolf Pack to a 2-1 win over the Hershey Bears at the XL Center before 4,172 Friday night.

It took two goals by the Pack to win the shootout over the visiting Bears. The other shootout goal came from Marek Hrivik and was a thing of beauty. Hrivik faded back to the right wing side on Dave Leggio going against the grain and flipping the puck over the netminder’s left shoulder into to the top part of net.

On what would prove to be the game-winner, Hensick got some help from a friend before his shootout attempt as the Pack forward took some advice from the night’s backup goalie, David LeNeveu.

“It was the first time in a shootout that I didn’t go first, so I got a chance to sit back and look from a goalie’s perspective. (Leggio) was standing pretty much on the goal line and it wasn’t necessarily the worst move because there wasn’t much room because he was so far back,” Hensick said. “I came down and shot it where (LeNeveu) told me to, so give him credit. Obviously, getting a goalie’s perspective is huge and it helped out. Maybe I should listen to our goalies more often?”

Pack starting netminder, Dov Grumet-Morris, stopped ex-Wolf Pack Jeff Taffe on the Bears last attempt when Taffe came wide from the left wing. Grumet-Morris was patient and poke-checked the puck away from Taffe securing the win.

“I wasn’t 100 percent sure what he was going to do,” Grumet-Morris said. “But he brought it into position that  I could get a piece of it. I tried that in my first shootout against Adirondack here at home.”

Grumet-Morris’ play is something head coach Ken Gernander appreciates greatly.

“He always competes and made a great play on Jeff Taffe, one of the high-end skill guys in our league. He is one our most aggressive guys and made a big play.”

The Wolf Pack picked up two points and upped their record to 22-26-0-6 tying them with the idle Worcester Sharks in points. The Sharks however remain ahead with one more win. Worcester has won three in a row, all wins coming from behind.

Hershey fell to 29-19-3-4 (65 points) ahead of the eighth place Wilkes Barre/Scranton Penguins who were shutout 4-0 by the Syracuse Crunch.

The Wolf Pack play host to Portland Saturday night at 7 while Hershey returns home to play the Charlotte Checkers at the Giant Center.

The game’s first goal came on the only semi-breakdown by either team in the game. Former Wolf Pack captain, Dane Byers, was able to out position Bretton Stamler in the left wing corner. Hershey’s Matt Watkins swept in to secure the loose puck before Conor Allen came out on the right wing side of the net. Watkins fired a pass to an open Peter LeBlanc on the left wing. LeBlanc had a wide open short-side of the net on Grumet-Morris and buried his 12th of the season at 18:56.

The Wolf Pack powerplay, a source of help lately, struggled and blanked on three consecutive high quality opportunities, but finally cashed in on their second straight five-on-three powerplay.

After struggling to find the net on the first two-man advantage, Gernander took a well-timed use of his timeout and it paid dividends.

“You’re going to only get so many chances on the powerplay. We have to capitalize. We just wanted to give those guys a little bit of a rest and we had some good looks the previous shift, so you gotta stick with them because they are your guys.”

Ryan Bourque, back in the lineup after missing a game with an injury, was perfectly positioned in front of Leggio and deflected Oscar Lindberg’s hard wrist shot from atop the right wing circle and used Bears’ defenseman Chay Genoway as a screen. The goal came at 8:43 for Bourque’s 15th of the season.

“Third periods have been good to us this season and we stuck with it on the powerplay. It was a big goal to send it into overtime slash shootout. It was a big two points,” remarked Gernander.

The Wolf Pack had two good chances in the second period. The first came from veteran Arron Asham who was patient with the puck on the right wing side and found Dylan McIlrath coming in off the right point. Leggio though was able to stretch to stop McIlrath’s shot.

Then Kyle Beach set up Shawn O’Donnell coming in on the left wing at 9:52  that Leggio also handled.

Pack defenseman Danny Syvret had two chances, one from both points, from the point turned away.

“We did a good job in the second period controlling the puck and getting shots on them,” Gernander said.

Byers had a chance at 22 seconds of the second period that hit off Grumet-Morris and hit the post. Then at 4:58, Grumet-Morris rejected LeBlanc who was open on the left wing to keep the game scoreless.

“We’re like somebody who plays a musical instrument,” Grumet-Morris stated. “You have lots of tough starts and finally one day you go, ‘OK I can do that.’”

The Pack’s musical chords are sounding pretty nice about now.

NOTES:

Earlier in the day the Connecticut bond commission approved a $35 million dollar bonding package to begin repair projects to the XL Center. Phase One is set to begin in April.

Ribbon board advertising, changes in the scoreboard making a brand new club bar are the many features being planned.

The Bears scratched Casey Wellman and the suspended Brandon Segal. Jack Hillen down on a conditioning assignment was also scratched.

Wolf Pack saw surprise scratches Justin Vaive (lower body and doubtful for Saturday), Micheal Haley, (lower body day-to-day also likely out Saturday), Danny Kristo (lower body, just started skating yesterday for the first time). Kyle Jean returned from Greenville wearing his jersey number 7 filled in for Vaive.

Surprisingly in the lineup and starting was Asham who had not played since January 19th against Bridgeport. Asham was not dressed for a total of 15 games. He played quality minutes and was picked for the shootout.

“Early on he was one of our better forwards,” Gernander said. “He played poised with the puck he had a good game tonight.”

He was clearly being showcased with his one way NHL deal of $1.2 million as the NHL trading deadline is next Wednesday. TEN NHL teams scouts were in the house including Minnesota assistant GM and former AHL VP of Discipline and Hartford native Jim Mill.

CaptureSpeaking of LeNeveu, the Pack goaltender tweeted out what his new helmet will look like when he debuts it in his next appearance.
ONE DOWN, ONE TO GO – RANGERS RESIGN GIRARDI
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action_girardiRANGERS AGREE TO TERMS WITH DAN GIRARDI ON CONTRACT EXTENSION

BY: The New York Rangers

NEW YORK, February 28, 2014 – New York Rangers President and General Manager Glen Sather announced today that the club has agreed to terms with defenseman Dan Girardi on a contract extension.

“Dan has been a Ranger for his entire career, signing with us as an undrafted free agent and working his way to become a top defenseman in the NHL,” said Sather. “His dedication to this club, as a leader both on the ice and in the locker room, is invaluable to this team. We are happy to have been able to ensure that he will continue to wear the Blueshirt.”

Girardi, 29, has ranked in the top six in the NHL in blocked shots in each of the last four seasons, and in the top 15 in average ice time in each of the last three entering this season. The eight-year veteran ranks ninth in franchise history in games played by a defenseman, having skated in 548 career regular season games with the Rangers. Selected as an NHL All-Star in 2011-12, he was awarded the John Halligan Good Guy Award for cooperation with the media following last season, and was named Rangers Fan Club Rookie of the Year in 2006-07.

In 548 career games, Girardi has registered 35 goals and 136 assists for 171 points, along with 215 penalty minutes. He led Rangers defensemen in scoring during the 2010-11 season, and has ranked in the top three in scoring among team defensemen in each of his six full NHL seasons. Girardi has led the league in blocked shots twice – in 2010-11 (236) and 2012-13 (125) – and ranks first in the NHL with 847 blocked shots since the start of the 2009-10 season.

Girardi has registered four goals and 13 assists for 17 points, along with 14 penalty minutes in 60 games this season. He ranks second among team defensemen in goals, assists, and points. He also leads the Rangers in hits (145), blocked shots (121), and shorthanded assists (two), and ranks second in average ice time (22:40). Girardi recorded a point in four of five games during a five-game road trip from December 27 to January 4 (one goal, three assists over the span), and skated in his 500th career NHL game on October 31 against Buffalo.

The Welland, Ontario native established career-highs in assists (27) and points (31) during the 2010-11 season. He led all Rangers defensemen and ranked second and seventh on the team, respectively, in assists and points, and led the league with a career-high, 236 blocked shots that season. In 2011-12, Girardi posted career-highs in plus/minus rating (plus-13), hits (211), and power play assists (nine), and was selected to participate in the NHL All-Star game. He tallied one assist in the contest skating with Team Alfredsson. Girardi notched a career-high, 10 goals, in his first full season with the Rangers in 2007-08, including his first career goal on October 18, 2007 at Atlanta. His 10 goals tied for 20th among NHL defensemen that season.

In post-season action, Girardi has registered five goals and 14 assists for 19 points, along with 20 penalty minutes in 64 career playoff contests. He helped lead the Rangers to Game 6 of the 2012 Eastern Conference Finals, posting playoff career-highs in games played (20), goals (three), assists (nine), points (12), plus/minus rating (plus-six), and game-winning goals (three). Girardi led all league defensemen and tied for first in the NHL overall in game-winning goals, ranked third among NHL defensemen in points and assists, ranked second on the team in points and tied for first in assists that post-season.

Girardi was originally signed by the Rangers as an undrafted free agent on July 1, 2006. He made his NHL debut on January 27, 2007 at Philadelphia, and finished his rookie season with six assists in 34 games to capture the Rangers Fan Club Rookie of the Year award.
CANTLON’S CORNER: A PACK RE-VAIVE-AL
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Gerry-Cantlon1-150x150BY: Gerry Cantlon, Special to Howlings

HARTFORD, CT - The Hartford Wolf Pack right now have a good, “Vaive,” going.

The “Vaive” is Justin Vaive and the young rookie has a three-game point scoring streak and was a critical factor in setting up the team’s game winning goal in Tuesday nights 4-3 win in Lewiston, Maine at the Androscroggin Bank Colisee over the Portland Pirates.

“We encourage him to use his size and keep his feet moving,” Head Coach Ken Gernander said.  ”(His feet moving) enhances his skating and you don’t want him reacting in situations; you want him initiating things. To use his body to create turnovers, protect the puck and he did a little of it all that on that play,”  said .Gernander.

Vaive himself is not gushing over it, or his effort in competing at this point.  ”It was kind of a broken play. I was at the right place at the right time. I was able to get up ice and Jesper was talking to me the whole time. I knew I was gonna find him there and the puck just found him.”

He would rather focus on the teams success than his. “It’s been kind of a little theme lately, but not obviously a good one, in getting behind the eight ball early; but were finishing well and taking care of the back end lately.”

The Pack are shorthanded with the injury to Ryan Bourque and the call-up of J.T. Miller by the New York Rangers prior to game time. It created extra ice time for several players, including Vaive.

“We always say, whether it be an injury or call up, that it creates a chance for somebody. It creates an opportunity and you can see who is gonna seize that chance and make the most of it,” Gernander said. “(Vaive) has certainty done that.”

 Sensing the need for someone to step into the breach, Vaive decided he needed to do it. “With all the injuries, you get a chance to get into other roles. (In terms of  powerplay time), you take it in stride and do what you can do to help the team out.”

The season started off slowly for Vaive who had to deal with the effects of recovering from a sports hernia surgery done in the off season. “It’s a constant type of pain and with playing hockey, it’s not a natural thing for your body. You’re feeling it every single stride you take. Whether you’re going fast or slow, taking different directions, you just have so much stress on that area (the groin and lower abdomen), especially coming back. That’s why it’s such a crippling injury for players,”

The University of Miami at Ohio alum said that the rehab was more intense than the injury itself. “To play through an injury is so intense and to be honest the rehab is even worse than the injury itself. It was three months going everyday into the gym. Sometimes for an hour or an hour-and-a-half working to restore this little area. Its not like tearing a big muscle and nobody thinks about doing inner core.”

Vaive is back to being 100% and the time he spent in the ECHL with the Greenville Road Warriors was important to his being where he is today. Vaive signed with the Road Warriors back in October and didn’t play until December and posted an impressive 18 points in 13 games. “It took awhile with no training camp. Guys were ahead of me and it took some time to feel comfortable. But once I was out there, I felt better and back at full strength.”

Following famous parents and siblings is always difficult, but for the Pack forward, he’s carving out his own niche.

His father Rick was a perennial 50-goal scorer in the early 1980’s with the Toronto Maple Leafs. Rick Vaive scored 50-plus for three straight years and followed that up with 43 with Chicago in 1987-‘88.

For the younger Vaive, it was tough because there were expectations following in those footsteps. “At times early on, I did a fairly good job with it. I realized early on that we were two different players and that’s what people need to do. That’s where people can struggle; to live up to the expectations or live up to a sibling or a father. That’s why, when I was younger and began to develop as a player, I realized I wasn’t gonna be the same player (his father) was and took what he taught me and made it for my game.”

Rick Vaive came to the XL Center, then known as the Hartford Civic Center, first during the last year of the WHA with the Birmingham Bulls, and then with the NHL as a member of the Maple Leafs, Chicago and then Buffalo and in the AHL and later as a coach with St. John.

“He asked me a few questions about the place,” Vaive said. “It hasn’t changed too, too much since he played here. He liked hearing things about places he played in; not too many buildings are still around and its different now then when he played and brings him back to when he played.”

In fact, his father has been the only coach to ever be tossed out of a game in the 17 years of the Wolf Pack’s AHL existence.

“I remember it. I think I was 13 or 14 at the time,” Vaive said laughing. “He’s a fiery one for sure.”

Weekend Warriors

The Pack have gone 7-4-0-1 in their last twelve including back-to-back comebacks against Springfield and Portland.  The game were exciting, but the poor starts have been a season long headache and need to end.

“While we’re happy with the win and the way we finished, we have to find a way to get better starts. I will take a game where we start off slowly and end with a bang and get the two points rather than one like the game prior to that where we let one slip away (against Bridgeport).” Gernander said.

For the Wolf Pack head coach, the first period was an easy diagnosis. “We weren’t physical and we weren’t the forechecking team we can be and got away from.”

A small play late in the first was a spark for the team as a scrap with Portland’s Randy Jones by rookie Shawn O’ Donnell ignited the team. “The first thing Odie did was he finished his check (on Jones) at one end of the rink. Jones took exception and came back. They challenged one another. In the course of events, Odie was sending a message – ‘We had to be more physical, pay a price to be more invested in the game.’ It didn’t go unnoticed,” Gernander said.

Bourque Update

Ryan Bourque injured in Springfield looks to be ready to return to the Pack lineup. “Between you, me and the fence post,” Gernander said, “I expect him to play tomorrow.”

Right winger Michael Kantor continues to be sidelined by concussion symptom and hasn’t even skated.

Arron Asham is not likely to play because of a veteran issue on the team despite being short a forward.

Stu Bickel is recovering from surgery.

Bears Come Calling

Hershey (29-19-3-3, 64 points) is in 9th spot in the conference. The Bears will visit the XL Center Friday night at 7. Hershey is one point behind the Providence Bruins for that elusive last playoff spot, but they have lost three in a row after a 6-1-0-0 stretch. With both teams needing points, this should be quite the contest.

The Bears continue to lose players to recall. LW Nicolas Deschamps and former Wolf Pack D Julien Brouillete have both been called by the Washington Capitals.

Brandon Segal, who led the CT Whale in scoring last year, will not play Friday after receiving his first ever AHL suspension. After 637 games, Segal was suspended for a hit he delivered on Syracuse’s Joey Mormina last weekend.

QUICK TRIVIA: Mormina played a part in one of the more strange moments in Hartford hockey history. Can you name what that was? Answer below.

Speaking of Hershey, they’re a lot like a Wolf Pack/CT Whale alumni team. The Bears are led by captain Dane Byers – who also leads the team with 171 pm, Jeff Taffe – the team’s second leading scorer, who also holds a minus 14, Casey Wellman, Tomas Kundratek, who’s out for the season after having knee surgery and Segal, the team points leader with 38.

While you’re at it, throw in three ex-Sound Tigers, Steve Olesky, Joel Rechlicz and defenseman Jack Hillen, who’s start a conditioning stint with the Bears after getting injured in the second game of the year with the Caps. Hillen’s only AHL time was a half a season in Bridgeport in 2008-2009. It certainly would have the feel of a Homecoming game.

NOTES:

◾Critical state bond commission meeting tomorrow at 10:30am on the on request for $35 million to repair much of the aging, crumbling parts of the XL Center on the CTN network that can be seen on your local cable outlet or online here!

◾Former Wolf Pack Akim Aliu signed yesterday for the rest of the season with AIK of the Swedish Hockey League.

◾Springfield lost another defenseman to recall in Cody Golobeuf who is also their top shootout scorer.

◾Sound Tigers have signed two players to PTO’s in Justin Mercier who played 15 games with Iowa (AHL) plus Idaho (ECHL) and EHC Wolfsburg (Germany-DEL) this season and Joey Martin Stockton (ECHL).

◾Former Taft Prep goalie John Curry was recalled from Iowa by the Minnesota Wild.

Trivia Answer: 

Mormina, then with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, was the last person to fight with Sean Avery who inexplicably sucker punched the 6’6’ rearguard after scoring his last pro goal a shorthanded breakaway touching off a melee.

Avery was ejected. When asked after the game, if he had inquired to Avery why he did it, Ken Gernander famously replied, “I didn’t even bother to ask?”

Ironically, ABC announced today Avery was going to be on the wildly popular “Dancing With the Stars” show this upcoming season.

Maybe Avery will sucker punch a judge on a perceived bad score doing the Cha-cha or start a conga line brawl? Just thinking out loud!
CANTLON: PACK RALLY FROM BEHIND FOR SECOND STRAIGHT WIN
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The ever confounding Hartford Wolf Pack did it again…on the positive side of ledger.

The team rallied for a second game in a row, this time coming from a 3-0 first period deficit to beat the Portland Pirates on the road no less, 4-3 and in the process, lifted themselves out of last place in the Northeast division, Eastern conference and last overall in the AHL for the first time in almost two months.

The Wolf Pack are now 21-26-0-6 for 48 points and leapt over both Portland, at 19-25-2-7 and the Adirondack Phantoms. Hartford is now one point behind the Syracuse Crunch in the conference standings.

For the Pack, the game winning goal was a thing of beauty.

Rookie right Justin Vaive started the play in the Wolf Pack end delivering a thundering hit to a Pirates’ player separating him from the puck. Vaive then took the loose puck up the ice, down the right wing side and feathered a soft pass along the ice that was redirected by Swedish rookie forward, Jesper Fast past Pirates goaltender Louis Domingue at 16:30.

For Fast, it was his tenth goal and third game winner of the season. Meanwhile, Vaive has put up points in three straight games.

The Wolf Pack trailed 3-2 entering the third period and nearly tied it early in the frame when Micheal Haley was stopped just fifteen feet out by Domingue’s right pad. The Wolf Pack persevered and veteran Darroll Powe got a cross-ice pass from defenseman Conor Allen coming off the left point and the veteran forward got all of it, drilling his eleventh of the season on a forty foot blast through a screen to even game at three at 12:42.

The Wolf Pack scoring rally continued on the powerplay in the second with Allen blasting a shot from dead center of the offensive zone that went past Domingue at 5:42. Powe was screening Domingue on the play. Allen’s goal was his sixth with a rejuvenated Marek Hrvik’s fourth point in six games and Oscar Lindberg assisting now has fifteen points in his last thirteen games.

The revived powerplay has helped the Wolf Pack get eight wins in the last 12 games.

The second goal was another thing of beauty.

Andrew Yogan took a perfect pass from Kyle Beach just inside the Pirates blue line and turned on the jets. Yogan got behind the defense and fired the puck on the short, stickside for his fifth of the  season and scored for a second game in a row.

The first period was simply all Pirates as the hosts outshot the visitors by a count of 14-7.

Lucas Lessio started the Pirates scoring with a breakaway goal after receiving a perfect pass from David Rundblad that broke him into the Wolf Pack zone.  Lessio caught Wolf Pack captain defenseman Aaron Johnson flat footed and beat starter David LeNeveu with a great forehand move at 8:50 for his 18th goal.

Andy Miele, Portland’s leading scorer, doubled the Pack deficit with his twenty first of the year at 12:21. Shortly thereafter, the Wolf Pack finished killing a penalty.  Powe had his clearing attempt blocked near the Hartford blue line, and Tobias Rieder sent a pass to a wide open Miele, off the right wing boards. Miele fired a snapshot top shelf on LeNeveu’s glove side for the 2-0 Pirates lead.

The Pirates extended their lead to 3-0 at 18:01. Defenseman Rotislav Klesla scored through a screen from the top of the right wing circle.  Ex- CT Whale Tim Kennedy played the puck from right-wing half wall to Klesla, whose shot appeared to hit Wolf Pack defenseman Tommy Hughes in front of the net and skipped past LeNeveu.

That was it for LeNeveu as head coach Ken Gernander inserted Dov Grumet-Morris in to replace him at to start the second period. That gesture helped the Wolf Pack start their rally. Grumet-Morris stopped all 16 shots he faced.

Shawn O’ Donnell help the cause with a scrap late in the first period with Randy Jones that seemed to ignite his teammates after a listless period of play.
CANTLON: WEEKEND PREVIEW STARTS TONIGHT
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Hockey seasons always have turning points, and for the Hartford Wolf Pack, the last best chance they have to salvage this difficult regular season starts tonight in Lewiston, Maine.

The Wolf Pack begin a critical schedule as they play the Pirates at the Andoscroggin Bank Colisee, the temporary home of the Portland Pirates. The two teams will meet in three-of-the-four games the Pack play this week.

The two will knock heads Saturday in Hartford then Sunday afternoon back in Lewiston. Between those two games, Friday the Hershey Bears will make their only appearance of the season in Hartford.

Going for 4-0 this week is more than hoped for; it’s required for the serious point gap that exists for the Wolf Pack.

The team currently has 46 points putting them 18 behind the Norfolk Admirals who hold the final playoff spot. That 46 points ranks them last in the conference playoff standings. However, there are just nine points separating six teams Bridgeport, Worcester, Syracuse, Adirondack, Portland and Hartford.

Four wins, especially three against Portland, would improve their chances to a level that a 2-2 split just won’t do.

Things didn’t get any easier for the Pack with the late recall by the New York Rangers Tuesday of center J.T. Miller. They are also short forward Ryan Bourque, out with a upper body injury. In order to deal with that, the Wolf Pack recalled rookie forward Michael St. Croix from their ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, to fill the roster spot.

St. Croix is the second leading scorer among ECHL rookies with 40 points. In 37 games with Greenville, St. Croix has 13 goals and 27 assists. Those are impressive numbers. In his three recalls, St. Croix has played in nine games and is pointless for the Wolf Pack. A 20-year-old rookie, St. Croix hails from Winnipeg and also ranks second on the Greenville club in assists and tied for third in points.

The loss of Bourque came in Saturday’s come-from-behind win in Springfield. It’s difficult and helpful for the team.

“It is a double edged sword. You never want to lose a guy like him, but it presented us with opportunities for more ice time. We stayed disciplined and with the extra ice time you’re gonna get in more situations. It was a strong effort and it worked out for us and we responded very well,” T.J. Hensick said.

Looks like the test gets a bit harder starting tonight in Portland.

NOTES:    

◾Hershey is like a Wolf Pack/CT Whale alumni team led by captain Dane Byers, who leads the team with 171 pm; Jeff Taffe is the second leading scorer, but has an ugly minus-14; Casey Wellman, Julien Brouillette, who before the break got his first NHL goal – a game winner – and two points, Tomas Kundratek, who’s out for season after knee surgery and the Bears leading scorer, Brandon Segal with 38 points. Segal is serving the second game of a two game suspension for an illegal check to the head in Syracuse last Saturday.

◾On the topic of ex-Wolf Pack on the Bears, how about throwing in three ex-Bridgeport Sound Tigers? Steve Olesky, Joel Rechlicz and defenseman Jack Hillen are on the Hershey roster. Hillen will begin a conditioning stint with the Bears after getting injured in the second game of the season with the parent Washington Capitals. Hillen’s only time in the AHL was a half-season with the Sound Tigers in 2008-2009. The game with The Pack and the Bears will certainly have a Homecoming feel to it.

◾This report indicates that Adirondack’s bid to bring an AHL team next season for the departing Phantoms has fallen through. 

◾Former Providence Bruin, Lane MacDermid, son of former Hartford Whaler Paul MacDermid, has been suspended by Calgary for his failure to report to Abbotsford.

◾Sound Tigers took a tough hit losing their three best players – all forwards from their top line – to recall. Ryan Strome, Anders Lee and Mike Halmo are now with the Islanders.

◾Springfield lost defenseman Dalton Prout who’s going up to Columbus as a result of the injury to ex-Wolf Pack/NY Ranger, Fedor Tyutin, who was hurt while playing on the Russian Olympic team.

◾Former CT Whale defenseman Jeff Woywitka has signed a one year contract extension with Augsburger of German DEL league.

◾Former Wolf Pack Akim Aliu is being rumored to sign potentially with AIK in the Swedish Hockey League.

Olympic wrap-up for Connecticut-based players, comprised of ex-Wolf Pack, ex-Sound Tigers, ex-New Haven Beast and ex-Springfield Falcons. 

Columns are:

Player Name / (Team affiliation) / Games Played / Goals / Assists / Pts / PIM

USA 

◾Ryan Callahan (HWP) 6-0-1-1-0   SOG 5

◾Ryan McDonagh (HWP) 6-1-1-2-0   SOG 9

◾Max Pacioretty (New Canaan/Taft Prep) 5-0-1-1-4-   SOG 9

◾Keith Shattenkirk (Greenwich/Brunswick Prep) 6-0-3-3-0   SOG 13

◾Jonathan Quick (Hamden/Avon Old Farms) 5 GP 2-3 2.17 GAA

Sweden-Silver

◾Carl Hagelin (HWP) 6-2-0-2-0   SOG 13

Finland-Bronze

◾Lauri Korpikoski (HWP) 6-2-2-4-2  SOG 11

◾Jarko Immonen (HWP) 5-2-0-2-2  SOG 8 

Austria

◾Thomas Pock (HWP) 4-0-1-1-0  SOG 4

Slovakia

◾Ivan Baranka (HWP) 3-0-0-0-0  SOG 4

◾Tomas Zaborsky (HWP) 3-0-1-1-0  SOG 7

◾Marcel Hossa (HWP) 4-0-0-0-0  SOG 4

◾Branko Radivojevic (SPR) 4-0-0-0-0 SOG 4

◾Tomas Marcinko (BST) 1-0-0-0-2

Russia

◾Artem Anisimov 5-0-0-0-2  SOG 8

◾Fedor Tyutin (HWP) 5-0-0-0-2    SOG 2

◾Alexander Svitov (SPR)   0 GP

Switzerland

◾Andres Ambuhl  (HWP)  4-0-0-0-0  SOG 13

◾Mark Streit (BST) 4-0-1-1-2   SOG 5

◾Nino Neiderreiter (BST)  4-0-0-0-2  SOG 10

◾Tobias Stephan (BST)  0 GP

Latvia

◾Herbie Vasiljevs (New Haven)  3-1-0-1-0   SOG 3

Norway

◾Mats Zuccarrello (HWP) 3-0-0-0-2   SOG 10
Latta’s Heritage is both German and Canadian

March 20, 2014  

Here’s a feature I wrote on new Wolf Pack addition Nick Latta for the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com:

Nick Latta, a native of Pelting, Germany, is the first German-born player to suit up for the Wolf Pack in its 17-year history.  You’d never know, though, that Latta was not North American by talking to him.

The 20-year-old centerman, who signed an Amateur Tryout (ATO) deal with the Wolf Pack on Tuesday, speaks with only the slightest trace of a European accent, having grown up in a totally bilingual household.  Latta’s mother Karin is German, but his dad, Ken Latta, was born and raised in Thunder Bay, Ontario and played in the Ontario Hockey League, roughly 30 years before his son would do the same.Action Shot for Blog - 03-20-14 - Latta

“My dad, he was drafted to Philadelphia in the fourth round in ’81,” Latta said Thursday.  “He played over here (North America) for a bit, and then he went over to Germany, played first league over there, and that’s how he met my mom.  And obviously I got right into hockey when I was young, and fell in love with the game right away.”

Latta played hockey in Germany until the age of 17, when he headed over to his dad’s home province to follow his footsteps into the Canadian Junior ranks.  Although Germany boasts one of Europe’s more prosperous pro leagues, the level of interest in the game is much different from what Latta found in North America.

“It’s (hockey in Germany) not as big as over here,” he said.  “Here Junior hockey fills rinks, back home you’re lucky if you get a hundred people for a game.  I like it a lot more over here to play hockey.”

On the other hand, Latta is grateful for his international background, and for the ability to switch seamlessly back and forth between two very useful languages.

“I think it’s helped me a lot along the way here, with my dad speaking English and my mom speaking German all the time,” he said of his upbringing.

Also, his being of German nationality has allowed Latta the opportunity to represent his country a number of times in international events, a chance he might not have gotten if he had grown up in Canada.  Many Canadian kids would give their eye teeth to be able to go to even one World Junior championship, and Latta has been to three with the German National Junior Team.

“That was always a blast,” Latta said.  “The first time I played at World Juniors was in Buffalo, I was just 16 years old and it was a great time.  Even though we moved down (relegated to a lower level), it’s just unreal how much they (North Americans, particularly Canadians) care for Junior hockey and how good the level is.”

And although there have been a number of good NHL players to come out of Germany in recent years, Latta always looked toward the land of the Maple Leaf for his hockey heroes.

“Ever since I started playing hockey, my goal was to play in North America,” he said.  “I always followed the NHL, and I kind of picked my favorite players through that.”

The top sporting icons in his native country are soccer players, and Latta is proud to identify himself as a big fan of the iconic Bayern Munich soccer club.

“I actually used to play soccer,” Latta said, “until a soccer coach actually gave me the option between soccer and hockey, so I obviously went with hockey on that one.”

Right around his 17th birthday, Latta moved across the Atlantic to Sarnia, Ontario, where he would play four OHL seasons with the Sarnia Sting.  Culturally, that transition was no big deal for Latta, considering he had spent many a summer in Thunder Bay, but hockey-wise he found it quite a step up.

“I thought the biggest thing at the start was the small ice surface,” Latta said.  “Over there (in Europe) you have a lot more time and space.  So I think that was really the biggest thing when I came over, and then obviously the speed too.”

With every new step he has taken in hockey, Latta has had the advantage of being able to benefit from his dad’s experience, as well of that of his uncle, David Latta.  David was a first-round pick of the Quebec Nordiques in 1985, and played ten years of pro hockey in the NHL, AHL, IHL, WCHL and Germany.

“They always tell me how it is, and how you have to work so much harder every level you get to,” Latta said of his dad and uncle.  “I don’t speak to my uncle too often, just in the summer when I go up to Thunder Bay, but my dad, I’ve got to give him a lot of credit for what he’s done so far in my career.”

Latta’s Sting had a tough season as a team this year, finishing with the worst record in the OHL at 17-44-2-5 for 41 points, but he had a good year individually.  Latta’s career-high 38 goals were good for a tie for the team lead, and he added 28 assists for 66 points in 65 games.  After landing the ATO from the Wolf Pack, Latta stepped right into the lineup and had an assist in his first game, helping set up a key third-period goal in the Wolf Pack’s 4-1 home win over Bridgeport Wednesday.

“I was happy with my game,” Latta said of his pro debut.  “I was a little nervous at the start, but after the first couple of shifts I got settled in, and it was good to get an assist my first game, too.”

As for the difference between the OHL and the AHL, Latta found that to be a mixed bag.

“On the one side it’s harder, on the other side it’s easier,” he said.  “In Junior hockey, I’m not going to say no one knows their place, but here everyone knows their job, and not too many guys make mistakes.  Obviously the pace is quicker, and it gives you less time to make plays.”

Compounding the challenge is the fact that Latta plays center, a position that carries with it a host of different responsibilities on both sides of the puck.  That, however, is one thing that does not seem to faze Latta a bit.

“I’ve been actually playing center my whole life, except for the first two years in Sarnia, so I think I know my job real well as a centerman,” he said.  “You’ve just got to be solid defensively.”

Being good on faceoffs is obviously another component of being a successful pivot, and it was that element of the game that led to Latta’s first mark on the scoresheet as a pro.  He won a draw in the offensive zone, getting the puck back to defenseman Danny Syvret, and headed right to the front of the net, screening Bridgeport goaltender Kevin Poulin as Syvret fed to McIlrath for a shot that would beat Poulin low to the stick side.

“I always work on my draws,” Latta said.  “I think it’s a big key in the game to get the puck right off the start and have puck possession.  On that play, the defensemen made a good pass and nice shot.”

So a fine start to Latta’s first taste of pro hockey, but he is being careful not to look too far ahead, mindful of the fact that the ATO arrangement offers no guarantees.

“I’m just happy to get the opportunity here,” he said.  “I always want to make sure I play hard and keep working hard here.  I’m happy to get the chance here, and hopefully I can make the most of it.”

Wolf Pack Face Red-hot St. John’s Friday

The Pack will get a stern test at the XL Center on Friday, when the St. John’s IceCaps come to town, bringing with them a 10-1-0-1 record in their last 12 games.  Keith McCambridge’s IceCaps are 18-4-0-1 in 23 games since January 20, and a huge part of that run has been the play of goaltender Michael Hutchinson, who grabbed the number-one role with a 2-0 shutout of league-leading Manchester January 20 in St. John’s, the first game of a run that saw him start 20 out of 22.  Hutchinson was called up to Winnipeg on Saturday, though, with Ondrej Pavelec hurt, and IceCap scoring leader Kael Mouillierat, who has eight points (three goals, five assists) in his last two visits to the XL Center, and had a hat trick and an assist in a 6-2 win in Hartford January 25, has missed the last four IceCap games with an injury.  Other big offensive threats that have been absent due to recall include John Albert and Eric O’Dell, and Patrice Cormier was called up Saturday along with Hutchinson.  None of that has knocked St. John’s off stride, though.

On the Wolf Pack side, today’s skate was optional, and there were no rumblings of any lineup changes for tomorrow.  The only healthy scratch in Wednesday’s win was Kyle Beach, and gotta figure that Dov Grumet-Morris will get his fourth straight start in net.
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Infusion of New Blood has Begun

March 18, 2014  

Hard to believe it’s here already, but it’s ATO season.

The college and Junior regular seasons have ended, and players from those teams that did not make their respective playoffs are starting to make their way into the pro ranks, via Amateur Tryout (ATO) contracts, and the Wolf Pack inked their first newcomer today.

Nick Latta (sarniasting.com)

Nick Latta (sarniasting.com)

He’s Nick Latta, a forward from the Ontario Hockey League’s Sarnia Sting.  Latta, 20, scored 38 goals for the Sting this season in his fourth year with the club, a total that tied him for the team lead.  He also added 28 assists for 66 points, third-best on the team, and had 87 penalty minutes, the fourth-highest total on the Sting squad.  Latta was an ugly -41, but that seems to be more of a reflection of the tough season the team had than of any particular deficiencies on Latta’s part, as Sarnia finished with an OHL-low 41 points, and their top four scorers were all -30 or lower.

Latta’s heritage is Canadian, but he was born in Pelting, Germany, where his father, Ken Latta, was playing.  Ken Latta was a fourth-round pick of the Philadelphia Flyers in 1981 and played one year in the old Atlantic Coast Hockey League (the predecessor of the ECHL), before heading overseas.  He had a long playing career in Germany and is still coaching there, and his brother, Nick’s uncle David Latta, was an NHL first-rounder in 1985, selected 15th overall by the Quebec Nordiques, and got into 36 NHL games with the Nords during an 11-year pro career.

So Nick Latta has some good bloodlines, and he may get a chance to get some game action in with the Wolf Pack.  Oftentimes guys on ATOs are just in to get a taste of the pro life and show their stuff in practice, but the Wolf Pack right now have only 13 healthy forwards on the roster, counting Latta.  That’s after Josh Nicholls was returned to Greenville today following practice.  Justin Vaive practiced today for the first time since he was shut down two weeks ago, but it sounds like he might still be a game or two away from returning to the lineup.

Latta lists his hometown as Thunder Bay, Ontario, but it seems as though part of his heart resides in Deutschland.  The first item on his Twitter profile is “fan of FC Bayern Munchen”.
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Hughes “Out of the Nest” for the First Time

March 14, 2014  

Just posted a feature to the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on Pack defenseman Tommy Hughes, and the fact that, despite having played a full Junior career in the AHL, Hughes is living away from the family home for the first time this season:

Wolf Pack rookie defenseman Tommy Hughes had three years of Major Junior hockey experience prior to joining the Wolf Pack this season, but this year’s Wolf Pack campaign marks the first time Hughes has actually lived away from home.

A native of London, Ontario, Hughes played his entire Ontario Hockey League career with his hometown London Knights, living at home with his parents, Brian and Laurie, instead of with a “billet” family, the usual living situation for a Junior player in a locale away from his hometown.Action Shot for Blog - 03-14-14 - Hughes

“It was a pretty unique experience,” Hughes said this week of staying home to play Junior.  “Not a lot of guys can live with their parents when they’re at home, but they obviously take good care of me, and they treated me like they were kind of billeting me, like with having meals prepared and things like that.  It was different, but at the same time, it was kind of the same as a billet family, in a sense.”

Nutrition and training meals are such a huge part of the regimen at the higher levels of hockey these days, and Hughes’ mom and dad were right on board as far as making sure his diet conformed to what he was expected to be fueling himself with.

“They’d buy all the chickens and all the pastas,” Hughes said.  “I gave them the input and they got the stuff I needed, so that worked out nicely.”

Seems like an enviable arrangement, considering most of his teammates saw their folks only once in a while and didn’t get to keep all their stuff in their boyhood bedrooms.  There was no jealousy on the part of the rest of the team, though, Hughes is quick to assert.

“They liked coming over for home-cooked meals,” he said with a chuckle, “and the year before last year, we had four guys who were from London that lived at home.  So it wasn’t popular, but there were a few guys in the same position.”

Playing with the Knights also afforded Hughes the chance to fulfill a dream of sorts, as he got a chance to wear the colors of a team he cheered hard for growing up.

“I followed them a bunch, we had season tickets, and I watched [current Wolf Pack teammate, and fellow former Knight, Danny Syvret] out there, winning the Memorial Cup,” Hughes said.  “It was a huge hockey town, and all the fans were really into it, so it was a great honor to actually wear the jersey when I was old enough.”

The Knights have enjoyed tremendous success under President/Head Coach Dale Hunter and his brother, Vice-President/General Manager Mark Hunter, both former NHL players.  Last season, in Hughes’ last year, the team won its third OHL championship in the past nine seasons, and the 2004-05 club that Syvret played on won the Memorial Cup, the championship of all of Canadian Major Junior hockey.  The Knights have not had a sub-.500 record since 2001-02, but Hughes did not feel all that success generated an inordinate amount of pressure, even on the “local boy”.

“It wasn’t unbearable or anything,” he said.  “Just like any team, their fans are pretty loyal, so they want results.  And if you don’t perform, then they’re not going to be too happy, but I think we gave them what they needed and made them happy.”

Playing for the Hunters, too, was a boon for Hughes and his fellow Knights, given the braintrust’s knowledge of what it takes to get to, and have a good career in, the NHL.

“They’re great guys to have leading the organization,” Hughes said.  “They obviously are experienced enough to guide us in the right direction, and it’s just a first-class organization, through and through.  A lot of great experiences from them.”

Now, however, the Junior days are in the rear-view mirror, and Hughes is truly on his own for the first time.  Through camaraderie with his Wolf Pack teammates, though, and solid life skills he learned from his parents, he has weathered the transition with no problem.

“There’s changes, but I haven’t been overwhelmed by them at all,” Hughes said.  “So I think they trained me well.

“A lot of the teammates pitch in and do meals together, so I haven’t found it too bad.  I think I was well trained growing up with my parents.  I was pretty active in the kitchen at some points, so I think that’s helped.  I’ve kind of welcomed the experience and change.

“You’re not used to playing with guys that are in their thirties or whatnot, so that’s a bit of an adjustment, but they’ve been great.”

While the Wolf Pack roster does sport some grizzled (compared to Hughes, anyway), over-30 veterans, there is also a large cadre of youngsters, single guys just starting out in the pro game.  The majority of those young guns live under the same roof in downtown Hartford, in the “Hartford 21” apartment tower right above the XL Center, and that situation has been excellent for team togetherness.

“That’s really nice, having a bunch of guys in the same building,” Hughes said.  “We do meals together and go to watch movies, or just hang out basically the whole day.  So that’s really nice, to have guys that you can go to and just hang out with.”

So even though Mom and Dad aren’t as close as the next room any more, Hughes is hardly alone as he faces his first venture outside the family home.  Overall, he is upbeat about how it has worked out.

“I guess it’s a lot of responsibility, but I’ve welcomed the change,” he said.  “And I wouldn’t say I’ve really missed home, the change has been nice.  And I’ll be back there in the summer, so we’ll catch up then.”

Pack Start Another Three-in-three Tonight

It’s a third straight three-game weekend for the Wolf Pack starting tonight, when the Adirondack Phantoms make their last of five visits on the year to the XL Center.

The morning skate made it look like the same lineup for the Pack as Sunday in Manchester, with the exception of Dov Grumet-Morris starting in goal.  Appears as though Arron Asham will be out again, and Brendon Nash, Justin Vaive and Stu Bickel all skated after practice.

The Phantoms are coming off of a 9-3 pounding at the hands of the Providence Bruins Sunday in Providence, and are in the throes of a terrible stretch.  Adirondack has lost three straight, are 2-10-1-1 in their last 14 games, and since January 15, when they beat Binghamton to improve to 20-14-0-2 and were eighth in the Eastern Conference, the Flyer farmhands have gone 4-16-1-1 in 22 games, dropping all the way into a tie for last overall in the league.  The Phantoms had some fairly significant roster changes since that meltdown in Providence, though, including old friend Kris Newbury being moved to Hershey, in exchange for fellow veteran forward Derek Whitmore, and number-one goaltender Cal Heeter returning from a recall stint in Philly that saw him miss the last eight Adirondack games.  So it’s likely that they’ll be energized coming into this one, and they will definitely be eager to get some revenge on the Wolf Pack for four consecutive defeats in the season series.

After tonight, the Pack visit Albany, against whom they have won the last two meetings after losing four straight, Saturday and then travel to Providence on Sunday.  The Wolf Pack have had no success against the Bruins this year, going 0-3-0-1 in four earlier tilts.
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Miller Nosed out for AHL Player of the Week

March 10, 2014  

Thought that J.T. Miller might get the nod for AHL Player of the Week today, after his eight-point (two goals, six assists), +6 performance in the Wolf Pack’s three games this past week, and he probably would have, had it not been for the Providence Bruins’ explosion yesterday.

The P-Bruins swamped Adirondack 9-3 Sunday at the Dunkin’ Donuts Center, and that game saw Alexander Khokhlachev erupt for five points, on a goal and four assists.  That gave Khokhlachev nine points (three goals, six assists) in three games on the week, and he ended up taking Player of the Week honors.Action Shot for Blog - 03-10-14 - Miller

I thought maybe Miller’s glittering plus/minus number (Khokhlachev was +3), as well as the fact that the Wolf Pack won two of their three games, while the Bruins had a regulation loss and a shootout defeat to go along with their blowout win, might swing the decision in Miller’s favor, but such was not the case.  It also might have hurt Miller that the P-Bruins’ Seth Griffith also had eight points on the week, and five of his were goals, including four in the strafing of the Phantoms.  Sometimes goals get weighted as more important than assists in these types of things, so the feeling might have been, if we don’t give it to Khokhlachev, then how do we give it to Miller over Griffith, with Griffith having scored three more goals?

Regardless of how the decision was arrived at, though, there can be no taking anything away from the strong statement Miller made in his latest return from the NHL.  He had chalked up a goal and an assist in the three games he had played with the Rangers before being sent back, and could have easily been wondering why that wasn’t good enough to keep him up, but if that kind of thought was going through his mind, he channeled it into his play in a very positive way.  His line was on the ice for only one goal-against the whole weekend, and he made some tremendous skill plays, like the nifty little deflection he scored on early in the third period of the Albany game, and a great pass to T.J. Hensick for the score that brought the Wolf Pack to within one goal in Manchester yesterday, in the last minute of regulation with the goaltender pulled.

As I was getting ready to interview Albany coach Rick Kowalsky before Saturday’s game, he bemoaned the fact that Miller had been sent back to the Wolf Pack just in time to play his team, and that sentiment proved to be prophetic.  The Devils certainly could have won that game, outshooting the Pack 36-21 and controlling significant stretches of play, but Miller and linemates Ryan Bourque and Jesper Fast, with important help from backstop Dov Grumet-Morris, ended up carrying the day in the end.

The Wolf Pack have two four-point games on the year and Miller has both of them, after scoring one of the Hartford goals Saturday and assisting on the three others.

The Wolf Pack haven’t had a Player of the Week in over two years, since Kris Newbury in the last week of calendar year 2011, but if Miller continues to dominate like he did last week, the only thing that will stop him from winning one of those nods will be if he doesn’t stay in the league long enough.
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Grumet-Morris, Wolf Pack Relish “the Process”

March 10, 2014  

Here’s a feature I just posted on the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on the always-articulate Dov Grumet-Morris, and how his fine play has helped spark the Wolf Pack:

Even with their 3-2 loss Sunday in Manchester, the Wolf Pack have played better than .650 hockey over a span of 19 games (12-6-0-1), exactly a quarter of an AHL season, and no single factor has been more responsible for that run than the goaltending of Dov Grumet-Morris.

With his 33-save performance in the Wolf Pack’s 4-3 win over the Albany Devils Saturday at the XL Center, Grumet-Morris improved to 10-1-1 in his last 12 decisions, dating back to January 24.  In 22 total appearances since being acquired by the Wolf Pack from the San Antonio Rampage December 13, the ninth-year pro is 12-5-4, with a 2.32 goals-against average and a fine 92.5% save percentage.Action Shot for Blog - 03-10-14 - Grumet-Morris

Before Sunday’s game, in which he backed up David LeNeveu, Grumet-Morris spoke about the team’s recent surge, which has taken the Pack from last overall in the AHL to within two points of 11th place in the Eastern Conference standings.

“I think that this game is about momentum, both within a game itself, in between periods or during periods, and then also within a season,” the recently-turned-32-year-old said.  “You can see the power of the negative, downward momentum, and I think that’s what happened to the team in November, and now you see the effects of the positive, upward momentum.  Right now we’re not really focused on the points, we’re focused on appreciating and enjoying the process, because points happen when you take the proper steps.  And when you focus on the steps, the points usually just come.”

Saturday’s game against Albany featured several momentum swings, the most abrupt of which came in the seventh minute of the third period.  After giving up the first goal of the game in the second period, the Wolf Pack had countered with two quick ones, and then made it a 3-1 lead with a tally by J.T. Miller only 2:02 into the third.  Shortly after that, though, the Devils struck for a pair of scores only 28 seconds apart, starting at the 6:29 mark.  The Wolf Pack ended up shrugging off that punch in the gut, and got a goal from Ryan Bourque at 12:25 that would hold up as the game-winner.  From an outsider’s perspective, the team’s recovery from those two rapid-fire goals-against seemed significant, but the always-analytical Grumet-Morris dismisses that notion.

“Goals happen, both for and against,” he said.  “The fact that they could score quickly is not really indicative of anything, that’s just the way the game went.  There were two quick goals in 30 seconds, that’s not ideal, but it’s not really that unusual, especially in this league, and it doesn’t matter.  We just continued to play after that, they had some chances, we had some chances, and we ended up scoring and they didn’t.  And at the end of the day, what does it matter if they score one in the first, one in the second and one in the third?  It’s still three goals.

“People fixate sometimes on the number of seconds between goals, but it’s essentially irrelevant, if you, again, are focusing on each individual step, focusing on the process, because we scored four and they scored three.  I don’t think they gained any victory whatsoever over the fact that they tied the game three to three.  It doesn’t matter, they’re still [angry] about losing four to three.

“I don’t really focus on that, and I try to play my game accordingly.  Sometimes people say, ‘Oh, well you settled down after that,’ it has nothing to do with settling, it just has to do with playing.  What does it matter if I had made the save before?  I still have to make the next save.  So I don’t really focus on that.”

Similarly, Grumet-Morris is not about to turn handsprings over the record he has put together in a Wolf Pack uniform, even as compared to the 1-6-1 slate he compiled in his eight appearances with San Antonio prior to the trade.  In considering that point, he had some interesting things to say about the significance, or lack thereof, of individual goaltending statistics.

“If you want to digest blocks of the season, I started in San Antonio 1-6-1,” Grumet-Morris said.  “In my six losses, five of those games I had either zero or one goal scored-for, and in only one game did we have more than one goal.  So you can’t win games 1-0.  You can win one a year, maybe two.

“If my team had scored four goals each and every one of those games, I would have been 6-1-1.  Would that mean that I was playing better hockey because my team was scoring four goals?  No, it means that offensively we were clicking, and when I was there we weren’t.  And that’s just part of hockey.  I don’t blame anyone, it’s not my responsibility to worry about goal-scoring, and that’s why the record was 1-6-1.  And then you come here, and maybe you’re struggling one night but your team scores six goals, and you win 6-3.  Great, OK, good job, does that mean that it was a better game than the previous game that you lost 2-1, but maybe statistically you had a better game?

“It really doesn’t matter, I think people get fixated because it’s hard to watch every individual game, and every individual save, and analyze it down if you’re not doing it for your living.  I don’t really worry about the stats in that sense, I worry about the process and I worry about doing the right thing all the time.”

The team as a whole has seemed to feed off of that approach, and Grumet-Morris feels that the entire group is in a good collective rhythm at this point.

“It helps that we’re playing some home games, because we get the crowd behind us and we’re sleeping in our own beds and we’re just a little more comfortable, so that’s nice,” he said.  “And overall I think our team has been just much more consistent from day to day, and even from shift to shift.  So we’re getting better, it’s a process but we’re real excited, we’re making a great push right now.  We have to continue that, we understand, but we are excited.”

Grumet-Morris’ own situation has stabilized considerably as well, now that he has moved his wife, Rachel, and their two daughters, Gabriella and Leah, from San Antonio out to Connecticut.  Rachel was still pregnant with Leah when Grumet-Morris was traded, and Leah did not arrive until January 19.  Shortly thereafter, the three ladies relocated north to rejoin their favorite goaltender, who had made several trips back and forth to Texas prior to Leah’s birth.

“It’s great,” said Grumet-Morris of having the whole brood back under the same roof.  “It certainly is chaotic with a family, and it’s very difficult when you’re trying to move a whole crew and all your stuff, especially the toys, but it’s been great and I appreciate having my family here.  And I do think it makes a difference, and I think it helps.”
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Pack Flirting with .500

March 9, 2014  

The thing that jumped out most at me from the Wolf Pack’s two-out-of-three weekend, which got them to within three games of even for the season (25-28-0-6), was the team’s resilience in circumstances that I think would have sent them over the brink earlier in the year.

Given the final score of Friday’s 6-2 verdict over Springfield, the Wolf Pack’s most lopsided victory of the year, it’s hard to remember that was a one-goal game headed into the third period, or that the Falcons outplayed their hosts for much of the first frame. Twice the Pack grabbed the lead in the first, and twice they coughed it up to the division leaders, both on goals by Ryan Craig, the second coming with only 54.5 seconds left in the period.

I strongly suspect that the deflation of losing two leads like that would have derailed the Wolf Pack of earlier this season, but the team seemed to shrug it off pretty quickly. They threw a blanket over the Falcons in the second period, while getting a goal from Jesper Fast that turned out to be the game-winner, and then swamped their I-91 rivals with three goals in the third.

Jesper Fast

Jesper Fast

A side note…if I’m not mistaken, Craig actually scored four goals in the first period. In addition to the two that the Falcon captain put into the Wolf Pack net, Danny Kristo’s tally 1:45 into the game appeared to go into the Springfield goal off of Craig’s skate, and the replay made it look like J.T. Miller’s five-on-three goal later in the period hit Craig’s stick before getting by Falcon goaltender Jeremy Smith. Don’t mean to make fun of Craig, he’s a pro’s pro and a solid, gritty player, but what a run of luck, both good and bad. One of those funny kinds of things that make the game so entertaining.

After that, the Wolf Pack had almost no jump in the first half of Saturday’s home game against Albany, one of the teams that the Pack is going to have to try and pass if they are going to get into the playoffs. The Pack were outshot 13-5 in the first period, and needed some great work in goal from Dov Grumet-Morris to avoid falling into a big early hole. After Albany finally solved Grumet-Morris on a power play midway through the second, the Pack quickly got their feet under them, and would go on to score the next three goals of the game.

Another psychological challenge faced the Pack in the third period, when the Devils struck for a pair of goals in only 28 seconds, suddenly turning it into a tie game. Again, if this happens in November or December, I think the air goes out of the Wolf Pack balloon and they go into a shell, but Saturday night saw the crew recapture the momentum, close Albany out the rest of the way and get a great goal from Ryan Bourque at 12:25 of the third that provided the winning margin.

The Pack were slow out of the gate again in Manchester Sunday against the league-leading Monarchs, and were not so lucky this time on the scoreboard. It was 3-0 by the time the Wolf Pack even made a peep, and I was thinking, boy, this is going to be one ugly blowout. Then, though, Conor Allen makes a great play to find T.J. Hensick alone in front of the goal to stem the tide 22.6 seconds before the end of the first, and the Pack were nip and tuck with the Monarchs the rest of the way.

Hensick made it really squirrelly for Manchester with another goal inside the final minute of the third, with David LeNeveu pulled for an extra skater, and the Pack got some decent pressure after that as well, forcing the Monarchs back on their heels and making them really earn the two points.

So…plenty of progress continues to be made, and the Wolf Pack are to within two points of the tenth spot in the Eastern Conference. If they can get there, then one big jump remains to be made, as nine points currently separate tenth place from ninth. Above that, it’s anybody’s game, as the gap between fourth and ninth is only a mere nine points.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Wolf Pack win Three of Four in Busy Week

March 2, 2014  

The Wolf Pack ended the week on a down note Sunday, losing 5-1 to Portland in Lewiston, but that was not before the Pack rolled up four straight wins, to get as close to a playoff spot as 14 points.

The Pack had to come from behind in the third period in three of those four wins, including a rebound from a 3-0 deficit Tuesday at Portland, a game that ended in a 4-3 Wolf Pack verdict, and a recovery from being down 1-0 to Hershey at home Friday, ultimately a 2-1 shootout win.  That made it eight times, out of 22 total wins on the season at that point, that Ken Gernander’s team has won when trailing after two.

Dov Grumet-Morrs

Dov Grumet-Morrs

They needed Dov Grumet-Morris to bail them out Saturday night at home against the Pirates, with Portland outshooting the Pack 33-24 and nearly climbing all the way out of a 3-0 hole of their own, and once the Wolf Pack spotted Portland another 3-0 lead in Sunday’s game, they simply didn’t have enough left in the tank for another revival.  Still, the club is 6-3-0-1 in its last ten games and 10-5-0-1 in the last 16, by far its best stretch of the season since the first month.

Individually, no one has been more responsible for the recent success than Grumet-Morris, who is 8-1-1 in his last ten decisions, with a 2.26 goals-against average and a 92.5% save percentage over that span.  His battling, scrambling style of play has energized the fans at the XL Center, and the team as whole seems to feed off of his tenacity.  Up front, T.J. Hensick is the leading scorer on the squad during the 10-5-0-1 run, with 4-12-16 and a +8, and Conor Allen is also a +8, tops among blueliners, while having contributed 1-7-8.

The Wolf Pack’s points percentage is .656 over the last 16 games, which, if they kept it going for the rest of the season, would give them a final total of 78 points.  Frighteningly enough, that still probably wouldn’t be enough to secure a playoff spot, as the current eighth-place team, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, already has 67.  So the Pack are going to have to find a way to get it cranked up even stronger here in the final 20 games.

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Comeback Kids

February 25, 2014  

The Wolf Pack are acquiring quite the comeback personality all of a sudden, after pulling out their second straight come-from-behind win Tuesday night, beating Portland 4-3 in Lewiston, Maine after trailing 3-0 coming out of the first period.

That was after the Pack wiped out a 3-1 third-period deficit in Saturday’s visit to Springfield, which also ended as a 4-3 triumph.

In an interesting statistical tidbit, a full one-third of the Wolf Pack’s victories on the year, seven out of 21 total, have come in games that they trailed after two periods.  And the Pack played with a short roster in Tuesday’s win, after J.T. Miller was recalled to New York late in the afternoon.  That left Ken Gernander & Co. with only 17 available skaters, as they could not dress Arron Asham due to the AHL’s veteran restriction.

Andrew Yogan

Andrew Yogan

The Pack are doing a nice job of spreading out the offense in a recent run that has seen them pick up at least a standings point in nine of their last 13 games (8-4-0-1).  Conor Allen chipped in a goal and an assist for the blue line on Tuesday, Andrew Yogan scored for a second straight game and both Kyle Beach and Justin Vaive extended their first Wolf Pack point-scoring streaks to three straight games.  Darroll Powe also scored a huge goal for the Pack Tuesday, as Marek Hrivik did in Saturday’s win, for his fourth tally in a span of six games.

Meanwhile, the two-headed veteran goaltending monster, so to speak, of Dov Grumet-Morris and David LeNeveu is combining to ensure that the team has confidence that enough big saves are coming at big times.  LeNeveu got the win in his old stomping grounds in Springfield on Saturday, and then Grumet-Morris came on in relief Tuesday night and shut the door for the final two periods, after a wretched first in which LeNeveu could have sued for non-support.

Tuesday’s game finished a stretch in which the Pack played six out of eight games on the road, and their road record recently has been eye-opening.  With Tuesday’s win, the club now has points in five straight away games and seven of its last nine (6-2-0-1).

Posted in Uncategorized | Leave a Comment »

Stamler a Gritty Worker on the Ice, Serious Student off of it

February 25, 2014  

This is a feature I wrote for the Wolf Pack’s official website, www.hartfordwolfpack.com, on defenseman Bretton Stamler’s post-hockey aspirations:

Hartford Wolf Pack defenseman Bretton Stamler is a hard-edged type of player, the kind of guy who consistently brings a “lunch bucket” mentality to his on-ice work.

Off the ice, however, the 26-year-old Edmonton, Alberta native, who joined the Wolf Pack on a Professional Tryout January 4th from its ECHL affiliate, the Greenville Road Warriors, is of a distinctly intellectual bent.

Stamler already has a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration from the University of New Brunswick, and his ambition is to attend law school, with the goal of becoming a player agent when his own playing career is done.

When asked recently what motivated him to consider that path, Stamler responded, “Following the (NHL) lockouts, in particular the one (in 2004-05) with (then-NHL Players Association head) Bob Goodenow, and then reading up on some of the resumes of (former NHL GM) Brian Burke, (GM Peter) Chiarelli in Boston, and then also following the careers of (Detroit Red Wings head coach) Mike Babcock and (former Tampa Bay Lightning head coach) Guy Boucher, both educated guys, made me think that once I got my BBA from UNB., pursuing something beyond that when my career’s over and allowing me to transition into something different.”

Stamler played four seasons of Canadian University hockey at UNB while getting his bachelor’s, after a five-year Major Junior career in the Western Hockey League with the Seattle Thunderbirds, Edmonton Oil Kings and Swift Current Broncos.  Throughout all those years of hard-battling hockey, he always strove to keep academics and intellectual pursuits a priority.

“I think my parents instilled that in me when I was in grade school, that followed up through high school,” Stamler said.  “I didn’t take a ton of classes in Junior, and then going into college, I had good grades and had a high GPA, and that academic environment is something I really enjoyed, especially in my third and fourth years.  And I looked at a lot of different avenues beyond hockey, as far as doing a Masters in Finance or an MBA or going into law school, and those are all things that I’m still interested in, but I’ve narrowed my focus more so towards law school once I’m done playing.”Action Shot for Blog - 02-25-14

Academic interests and intellectual stimulation are obviously a big part of the university experience, but Stamler has found that he has been able to broaden his non-athletic interests in all of his various playing situations.

“It’s more difficult, in Major Junior and in pro, because the focus isn’t based upon your grades or that’s really not part of it whatsoever,” he said.  “In saying that, there’s definitely guys, on all teams that I’ve played on, that you can have conversations with them beyond hockey, or even on the business aspect of hockey, and that’s refreshing too.  It’s always nice to find a guy or two on each team that shares the same interests or is willing to talk about things other than X’s and O’s on the ice.”

With his bachelor’s work complete, the next step for Stamler will be to take the LSAT, the universal “entrance exam” for law school, which he hopes to do this June.  If he scores well enough, he will be qualified to begin law studies any time in the following five years.

“I don’t have a timeline where I want to go to law school specifically,” Stamler said, “but I do know hypothetically, worst case, say I was to sustain an injury and couldn’t play hockey, without the LSAT I still can’t apply to law school.  So if I get the exam out of the way, I can still continue to play hockey, but at some point if I want to return to law school, I can submit my application without having to wait a full year to write the exam and then get all my marks in.”

Once he accomplishes passing the LSAT, Stamler does not have a specific law school targeted as his top choice.

“Most likely it would be in Canada, because in the U.S. I’d be considered an international student,” he said.  “I’d like to go back to the west, maybe the U of C (Calgary), a lot of good contacts out there and it’s a good school too.  U of A (Alberta), back to UNB, U of T (University of Toronto) is the top school in Canada, but tuition is extremely high, so that one I would have to wrestle with a little bit.  And Dalhousie, in Halifax (Nova Scotia), is another strong school and I really like the Maritimes.”

Throughout his hockey career Stamler seems never to have been intimidated by anything that happens on the rink, despite his fairly rough-and-tumble playing style.  One might well wonder, though, is the prospect of three years of challenging law school work intimidating?  According to Stamler, there is not an intimidation factor to the coursework itself, but there definitely is to another element.

“More so the financial commitment,” he chuckled, “because there’s a lot of outflow and not much inflow, but I’ve lived on a student budget for a while.  And I’ve actually tried to do that even in pro, because it helps you save money for later on.  So the financial commitment is probably the biggest deterrent to going back.”

The time commitment is huge as well, making it unlikely that Stamler will attempt to duplicate the feat of Hall of Fame goaltender Ken Dryden, who completed much of his law school work while simultaneously tending goal for the great Montreal Canadiens teams of the early 1970s.  That is not to say, though, that Stamler might not try to mix some academic work into his pro hockey routine.

“If my career were to be prolonged, I would definitely welcome the opportunity to take classes while playing,” he said, “because, as busy as we may tell people we are, we’re great at wasting time sometimes.  So I think I could fit some time into my day to take a few classes every semester.”

Assuming that Stamler does get through all the rigors of attaining a law degree, he would be excited to bring his varied experience into the field of player representation.

“In my opinion, and obviously I’m just a player at this point, in comparing the resumes of agents who are NHLPA certified, with a lot of them, there’s either agents that have the academic background, or there’s agents that have the playing background but don’t have the academic background,” Stamler said.  “So I think it would be a nice mix to be able to have some playing experience as well as having some academic background, meaning my law degree, because then I could relate to the player, obviously to their on-ice experiences, but could also serve them well with regards to contract negotiations and understanding the CBA and best representing my clients that way.”

It’s not hard to imagine that many high-level athletes would be eager for their agent to have that sort of nuanced perspective, and to have an individual like Bretton Stamler bring the same kind of battle level that he now shows on the ice, to the negotiating-table scrums at contract time.

And…some additional quotes that I did not use in the story:

On his parents, who encouraged him to prioritize academics:

“My mom is a speech and language pathologist, and she works in Edmonton, and my dad is a retail manager.  So he works with a lot of corporate properties and essentially fills them with tenants, and does some real estate and developing.”

On whether he has an agent:

“I’m working with a young man right now, we haven’t signed anything yet, but when you’re playing in the [ECHL] or coming out of school, you don’t really necessarily need an agent, just because you’re making so little.  If an agent’s only making three percent (commission), and if you’re making less than $20,000 a year in the East Coast Hockey League, they’re not exactly getting a huge cut,

 so the incentive for them to work hard for you is pretty slim.  So you have to find a pretty loyal person to be able to help you out at that level.”

On whether he has done any internships, or other summer work, in the legal or business world:

“Not a ton, just because of where I live.  I live in the Maritimes in the summer, so they’re smaller centers.  This past summer I lived in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, which is a lobster-fishing town, so my BBA’s not going to go too far in Yarmouth.  But if I were to go back to a bigger center, like Edmonton or Calgary out west, then I would definitely look at doing something like that, potentially with a firm that’s representing pro athletes.”

On doing what Ken Dryden did, going to law school while playing pro hockey:

“I’ve heard of it actually once recently.  I teammate of mine was from the Czech Republic and his dad did that when he played in the

 Czech.  But currently I don’t know.  There was a player, I think one of the Sweatt brothers, they were both in the American League, and I read that the younger one, Bill, he was working on his MBA while he was also playing.  I’ve looked at something like that, but you typically have to have quite a bit of work experience, at least in Canada, before you can undertake a program such as that.  And I haven’t been working for five years for a large corporation in a management position, so I probably wouldn’t fit the criteria.  So I think that avenue’s closed for now.”

Wolf Pack in Lewiston Tonight

The Wolf Pack play the first of four games in six days tonight in Lewiston, Maine, the temporary home of the Portland Pirates while the Cumberland County Civic Center in Portland is being renovated.

The Pack come into the game only a point behind the Pirates and Adirondack in the Eastern Conference standings, so a regulation win would leapfrog Hartford past both of those teams.  Portland has lost three straight and five of its last seven, and, while they are .500 on the road, the Pirates have the worst home record in the league, at 7-12-0-6, as they battle the challenge of shuttling the nearly 40 miles north from Portland to Lewiston for each home game.  Still, the Pirates have an excellent power play, clicking at better than 21% on the year, and a host of dynamic young offensive players, led by the likes of Andy Miele, Chris Brown, Tobias Rieder and Lucas Lessio.  So the Wolf Pack’s attention to their two-way game is going to have to be thoroughgoing tonight.

Michael St. Croix will go in for the injured Ryan Bourque, and it sounds like St. Croix will get an opportunity to show what he can do in a top-six role 16 points in 11 games with Greenville vaulted him up into second place in ECHL rookie scoring.  David LeNeveu gets his second straight start in net.
Sound Tigers fall to Wolf Pack

Michael Fornabaio
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Coach Bernie Lofton speaks to his cross county team during practice in an alley on the campus of Bassick High School, in Bridgeport, Conn. Oct. 12th, 2012. Lofton also attended Bassick, and currently works as a security gurad at the school

Chris Elsberry: ECHO helps kids get down to business

Connecticut's Leon Tolksdorf, left, and Niels Giffey, right, defend Villanova's JayVaughn Pinkston during the first half of an NCAA college basketball game in Hartford, Conn., Saturday, Feb. 16, 2013. (AP Photo/Fred Beckham)

Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

Former Bridgeport Sound Tigers forward Micheal Haley helped do in his former team Wednesday night. Haley had a goal and an assist in the Hartford Wolf Pack's 4-1 win at the XL Center.

Bridgeport has lost seven out of eight and is without its top eight scorers, five called up, two traded, one sent down for playoff eligibility in the ECHL.

Haley tied the game at 11:20 of the second period after Oscar Lindberg forced a Jake Newton turnover in the left circle, feeding Haley in the slot.

The Wolf Pack scored three in the third, the last into an empty net, to leap over Bridgeport into third place in the Atlantic Division standings, though both teams are far back of playoff position with 13 games to play.

The Sound Tigers struck first, 13:07 into the first period. Scott Mayfield carried up the right side; Dov Grumet-Morris made the stop, but Jesse Root, driving to the net and sliding with two defenders into the crease, got a friendly bounce off his skate into the net.

Root, Yale's captain, got credit for the goal in his professional debut. He signed an amateur tryout with Bridgeport earlier this week.

Adam Brace got the second assist in his Bridgeport debut. The Sound Tigers acquired him in a trade last month; he was called up from Stockton (ECHL) with Riley Wetmore on Monday, when Bridgeport sent Alan Quine and Joey Diamond to Stockton.

Kevin Poulin and Grumet-Morris both made some big saves, but a funny carom made for the game-winner early in the third.

Ryan Bourque's bad-angle shot from the left side hit Danny Kristo's stick and popped up over Poulin's left shoulder, undetected, and into the net. Dylan McIlrath scored through traffic midway through the third. Haley set up Lindberg for an empty-netter.

Bridgeport plays home games Saturday and Sunday.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

BRIDGEPORT...................................1 0 0--1

HARTFORD......................................0 1 3--4
Sound Tigers break 6-game losing streak

Michael Fornabaio
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Sound Tiger Scooter Vaughan, left, races in on net defended by Adirondack defenseman Mark Alt in the 3rd period of the Soundtigers 5-4 AHL hockey win at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 16, 2014. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post
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Coach Bernie Lofton speaks to his cross county team during practice in an alley on the campus of Bassick High School, in Bridgeport, Conn. Oct. 12th, 2012. Lofton also attended Bassick, and currently works as a security gurad at the school

Chris Elsberry: ECHO helps kids get down to business

Connecticut's Leon Tolksdorf, left, and Niels Giffey, right, defend Villanova's JayVaughn Pinkston during the first half of an NCAA college basketball game in Hartford, Conn., Saturday, Feb. 16, 2013. (AP Photo/Fred Beckham)

Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- On a six-game losing streak, without a goal in over 170 minutes, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers wanted to make their game simpler.

It didn't get any simpler than the goal that snapped their drought and started them toward a 5-4 win Sunday over the Adirondack Phantoms at Webster Bank Arena.

Dimitry Antipin outworked two Phantoms to win the puck to Chris Langkow. Langkow centered to Scooter Vaughan. Vaughan beat former Sound Tigers goalie Yann Danis for Bridgeport's first goal in 178 minutes, 48 seconds.

"After we hadn't scored for two games now, we wanted to try to throw pucks on net, to get people and pucks to the net," forward Andrew Clark said. "We did that early and got one. It was a relief for us." 

Clark and linemate Jeremy Langlois had two goals and an assist apiece; for Langlois, the Quinnipiac product acquired in a Wednesday trade, they were his first two AHL goals.

Bridgeport took a 3-0 lead, and the Phantoms could never quite catch up, despite scoring three power-play goals in the second period.

"We got back to the same chapter, back to getting into some penalty trouble," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "They capitalized. They made some plays, and all of a sudden they made it into a hockey game." 

Clark's and Langlois' second goals both stopped Adirondack's momentum and gave Bridgeport a two-goal lead.

Derek Whitmore's second goal got the Phantoms back into it one last time with 7:10 to go. Bridgeport killed an Antipin penalty soon after and held on at the end, with defenseman Jake Newton (who had two assists, stepping up on the right side) clearing the puck late to preserve the win and cap a long weekend with a victory.

Vaughan's goal ended the third-longest scoreless drought in Bridgeport's 13 seasons.

It was the longest since 2004-05, when the team was shut out three games in a row.

The Sound Tigers had three five-on-three power plays in the first period but only scored on one.

That was Langlois' first AHL goal off Alan Quine's setup.

"It's definitely a little bit of a monkey off my back to see it go in," Langlois said.

Clark's first goal made it 3-0, and then the penalty parade began in the other direction. An Andrey Pedan slash led to the Phantoms' first goal. A Joe Finley penalty, working over Ben Holmstrom (who'd thrown a hit on Pedan that knocked the Bridgeport defenseman out of the game), led to another.

Clark scored his second goal 20 seconds later off Langlois' feed and Joey Martin's work. 

Then Matt Mangene was given an unsportsmanlike-conduct penalty on a faceoff, and the Phantoms needed 12 seconds to score.

Langlois' second made it 5-3 at 4:14 of the third.

Attendance was 4,673.

Pellerin didn't think Pedan's injury was serious, but the rookie, who appeared to be favoring an arm going to the bench, will be evaluated in the coming days.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Adirondack 0 3 1--4

Bridgepor 2 2 1--5
Sound Tigers shut out again

Michael Fornabaio
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Coach Bernie Lofton speaks to his cross county team during practice in an alley on the campus of Bassick High School, in Bridgeport, Conn. Oct. 12th, 2012. Lofton also attended Bassick, and currently works as a security gurad at the school

Chris Elsberry: ECHO helps kids get down to business

Connecticut's Leon Tolksdorf, left, and Niels Giffey, right, defend Villanova's JayVaughn Pinkston during the first half of an NCAA college basketball game in Hartford, Conn., Saturday, Feb. 16, 2013. (AP Photo/Fred Beckham)

Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- Since the Bridgeport Sound Tigers last scored a goal, they've allowed 13 goals, including Worcester's 4-0 win Saturday at Webster Bank Arena. 

They've taken somewhere around 60 shots over 170 minutes, 59 seconds without beating a goalie, the fourth-longest streak in team history. 

And they've had to try to kill 21 penalties, which may be the toughest part of the whole drought, the back half of a six-game losing streak. 

"I don't even know what else to say anymore about (discipline)," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "I've laid into the players about it for the last time." 

His other option is taking away ice time. Andrey Pedan and Brett Gallant missed shifts after second-period penalties in Saturday's loss. 

"Guys won't be playing because of their undisciplined penalties," Pellerin said. "You have to be in control to win hockey games. We seem to find ways to hurt ourselves. We aren't good enough to hurt ourselves." 

The Sharks, like Manchester on Friday in the Monarchs' 7-0 win, went 3-for-8 on the power play Saturday, building a 3-0 lead with a power-play goal in each period. The first was Brock Higgs' first pro goal; he added an even-strength goal in the third. 

It doesn't help that it's about as inexperienced a lineup as the Sound Tigers have had all year after losing five players to the NHL the past two weeks.

"Guys are tired. Guys are playing roles they've never played before in a league they're trying to break into," Pellerin said. "We're asking them to do things they're not ready for. You put stress on yourself."

Faced with that much time a man down for the second night in a row, Bridgeport used 15 of their 18 skaters -- under the right circumstances, they've been closer to eight some nights -- to kill penalties, partly, Pellerin said, to spread out that time, and that stress. 

"Everybody's getting a chance," forward Alan Quine said. "There's tons of opportunity. That's just the way things are right now."

There was opportunity on the other side, too: Worcester signed West Haven's Mike Pereira to an amateur tryout, and he made his pro debut after finishing his senior year at UMass. 

"It was pretty cool, especially, getting the phone call today," Pereira said. "It's Saturday. I'd been thinking of going home. They said, `We're playing in Bridgeport.' My parents got to see it, my close family friends."

He helped Worcester control play at times. The Sharks outshot Bridgeport 34-25. Kevin Poulin made 30 saves for the Sound Tigers.

Harri Sateri stopped 25 shots for the Sharks but wasn't tested often. Bridgeport has been shut out in back-to-back games, and neither goaltender was chosen in the arena as one of the game's three stars.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars 

1. BROCK HIGGS, WORCESTER: Scored his first two professional goals. 

2. KONRAD ABELTSHAUSER, WORCESTER: Defenseman had a goal and an assist. 

3. JOHN McCARTHY, WORCESTER: Two assists. 

UNSUNG HERO: Kevin Poulin, unlucky enough to arrive here when a number of others left, is somehow 0-5 despite another 30 saves Saturday. 

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Adirondack, 3 p.m. 

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO 

WORCESTER 1 1 2--4 

BRIDGEPORT 0 0 0--0
Langlois happy about coming to Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Coach Bernie Lofton speaks to his cross county team during practice in an alley on the campus of Bassick High School, in Bridgeport, Conn. Oct. 12th, 2012. Lofton also attended Bassick, and currently works as a security gurad at the school

Chris Elsberry: ECHO helps kids get down to business

Connecticut's Leon Tolksdorf, left, and Niels Giffey, right, defend Villanova's JayVaughn Pinkston during the first half of an NCAA college basketball game in Hartford, Conn., Saturday, Feb. 16, 2013. (AP Photo/Fred Beckham)

Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- He had an inkling he could be traded, but when Jeremy Langlois heard Wednesday morning that he was coming here, he was still a little surprised. 

He was more happy, though, to be coming back to the AHL with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. 

"I'm excited to come back to the AHL," said Langlois, who had his first practice at Webster Bank Arena on Thursday. "Going to school at Quinnipiac, I kind of know the area."

The rookie forward, a member of the Bobcats' national runner-up team last year, had played only five games for the Springfield Falcons, and not since the beginning of January. 

He was the ECHL's leading rookie scorer with 52 points for Evansville when the Falcons traded him to Bridgeport for defenseman Dallas Jackson. 

"Looking at what we have right now," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said, "it's a good fit to get him into the lineup."

Langlois spent his first Bridgeport practice on right wing along with John Persson and Andrew Clark as the Sound Tigers rearranged a couple of lines. One or two more could be rearranged Friday, as the Islanders recalled centerman Johan Sundstrom. 

Langlois, 23, grew up playing roller hockey in Arizona before getting on the ice. He scored at least 20 points in all four years at Quinnipiac.

He hoped to get to a Bobcats game and would've loved to see this weekend's playoff series against Yale. But the Sound Tigers have games every night, too, Friday at Manchester, then home games Saturday with Worcester and Sunday with Adirondack. 

"I'll definitely be able to see some friends with Quinnipiac so close here," Langlois said. 

He steps into a lineup that has now lost its top four forwards to the NHL. Sundstrom, recalled to replace the injured Michael Grabner, could make his NHL debut Friday. 

Of Bridgeport's top eight scorers, five are in the NHL and two have been traded, leaving Alan Quine to lead the team with 24 points. 

Langlois could contribute to fill the void, but that's not all Pellerin wants from him.

"We're looking for him to be responsible on both sides of the puck," Pellerin said, "to make a play when it's time to make a play and defend when it's time to defend."

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Antipin joins Sound Tigers for serious skating practice

Michael Fornabaio
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Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- It had been a few days since Dmitry Antipin skated. Lucky him, he joined the Bridgeport Sound Tigers after the rest of the team had two days off, too. His first day as a pro hockey player was a hard-skating practice at the Wonderland of Ice.

"One more practice," the UMass Dartmouth senior said, "I'll be ready to go, for sure." 

If recent history holds, Antipin could be just the first of a number of college players to finish out the year with the Sound Tigers. They and the parent New York Islanders haven't been shy lately about bringing in amateur players to finish the year here.

In 2010-11, Bridgeport had 12 ATOs by the end of the season, three of them draft picks. They've had at least six in each of the past two seasons, about half of them either draft picks or already under contract for the following season.

Antipin, a Kazakhstan-born forward, had hoped to go to an Ivy League school after a year playing junior hockey on Cape Cod, but just learning English, he said, his SAT scores weren't good enough.

He should graduate in three years in May, though, studying operations management. He played one year of college at Finlandia in Michigan before joining the Corsairs.

"I like to skate a lot, to play smart hockey," Antipin said. "I move the puck, I play physical, shoot the puck. I try not to get too fancy." 

Bridgeport has 17 games to go. The deadline for AHL trades and reassignments of players under NHL contracts is Wednesday at 3 p.m.

The team goes to the deadline with 15 forwards (including six players on pro tryouts), seven defensemen (including one PTO) and two goalies. Another 10 players on Bridgeport AHL contracts are assigned to the ECHL.

One college player who won't be coming to Bridgeport: defenseman Kevin Czuczman, a Lake Superior State junior defenseman who signed with the Islanders on Tuesday. The 23-year-old is going straight to the NHL, though, beginning his two-year entry-level contract this season.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Poulin tough in goal, but Sound Tigers fall to IceCaps

Michael Fornabaio
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Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

Kept in the game yet again by goalie Kevin Poulin, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers had a chance to win Saturday night in St. John's, Newfoundland.

The IceCaps allowed them to muster just two shots in the third period and two more in overtime, and Adam Lowry's goal in the final minute sent the Sound Tigers to a 3-2 defeat at Mile One Center, Bridgeport's fourth loss in a row.

St. John's outshot Bridgeport 11-2 in a scoreless third, 37-17 for the game.

"We got outplayed, honestly," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "They're a very good hockey team. We weren't able to sustain any type of forecheck. They broke out with tons of speed. They put us back on our heels." 

Marc Cantin's neutral-zone turnover set up the winning goal, which turned easier when Cantin's defense partner, Dallas Jackson, lost an edge and fell. Patrice Cormier sent Lowry in alone.

Poulin stopped 34 shots a night after stopping 36 of 39 in a 3-2 regulation loss. In four games since coming down from the New York Islanders, he has stopped 122 of 132 shots, but he's 0-4.

"Pouly was the best player on our team again," Pellerin said.

Poulin stopped Kyle MacKinnon's penalty shot in the second period.

The IceCaps, winners of eight in a row, outshot Bridgeport 17-7 in the first period, but the Sound Tigers twice took a lead.

Scooter Vaughan, moved onto the power play Saturday, scored from the center point 7:00 into the game. The IceCaps tied it, but less than a minute later, Aaron Ness' short-handed goal, set up by Chris Langkow's intercept and carry up the right wing, made it 2-1 at 13:36.

St. John's scored a five-on-three goal in the second to tie it. The IceCaps had seven power-play chances to Bridgeport's three; Friday night, they had nine to Bridgeport's five.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

Bridgeport 2 0 0 0--2

St. John's 1 1 0 1--3
Sound Tigers' rally falls short in loss to St. John's

Staff reports
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Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

ST. JOHN'S, Newfoundland -- Despite 35 saves from goalie Kevin Poulin, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers were defeated by the St. John's IceCaps 3-2 Friday night.

The Sound Tigers trailed 3-0 in the third period, but goals from Johan Sundstrom and Joey Martin made it a one-goal game late. 

In the first period, the Sound Tigers killed off three straight penalties through the early stages, before finally giving one up at the 16:19 mark. Jerome Samson took the puck near the top of the blue line after receiving a feed from Jason Jaffray. Samson stickhandled and found the back of the net to notch his team-leading 19th goal of the season. Poulin was otherwise outstanding in the first and made 23 saves on 24 IceCaps shots. 

It remained a 1-0 game through the late stages of the second period, when the IceCaps doubled their lead on a goal from Julian Melchiori. Melchiori had the puck at the top of the right circle and, with a screen in front fired a wrist shot past Poulin at the 14:25 mark of the middle frame.

The IceCaps took a 2-0 lead into the third, and former Sound Tiger Blair Riley got on the board to extend the lead early in the period. Kyle MacKinnon skated into the zone and looked to shoot, but he fanned on the opportunity, the puck got caught up in the skates of the Sound Tigers defense, however, and Riley crashed the net to poke it in with just 1:13 gone by in the third. 

The Sound Tigers stayed in the game, though, with a goal less than two minutes later from Sundstrom. He took the puck at the right point and put a shot on net through traffic. IceCaps goaltender Michael Hutchison was late to react, and the puck got past him for Sundstrom's seventh of the season. 

The Sound Tigers continued their comeback later in the period when Martin drove to the net for his second of the season. Scooter Vaughan had the puck below the goal line and found Martin with a centering pass to make it a 3-2 game with 2:10 left to play in regulation. 

The Sound Tigers were unable to get any closer, however, as Aaron Ness was whistled for a kneeing penalty and was assessed a five-minute major and a game misconduct with less than 1:30 to play. Though the Sound Tigers were able to get Poulin out of the net for an extra attacker, they were not able to sustain any offensive-zone pressure.

The teams play again tonight at 6 at at Mile One Centre.
Diamond, Mangene reunited as Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio

Published 6:54 pm, Wednesday, March 5, 2014 
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Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- Growing up on Long Island, Long Beach's Joey Diamond used to line up against a kid from Manorville named Matt Mangene. They went on to play together at the University of Maine and signed with different pro teams.

They were back together again Wednesday morning at the Wonderland of Ice. Diamond, a Bridgeport Sound Tiger since last spring, and Mangene, traded from the Philadelphia Flyers on Tuesday, were reunited.

"He's a great guy," Diamond said. "I know him pretty well from growing up, playing mite hockey against each other.

"It's nice now to see him up here, both playing professional hockey in the Islanders organization." 

Wednesday's NHL trade deadline cost Bridgeport forward Mike Halmo and defenseman Matt Donovan. The New York Islanders called them up after trading Andrew MacDonald and Thomas Vanek the past two days.

Mangene and two draft picks came from the Philadelphia Flyers' organization for MacDonald. Mangene said he wasn't expecting the call, around 4 p.m. Tuesday; it made for a frantic few hours to get to Bridgeport in time for Wednesday's practice and Thursday's trip to Newfoundland.

"I know Bridgeport's in a playoff push here," Mangene said. "It's good to be in a playoff race; the last two years, I haven't been."

Mangene had 34 points in 40 games in 2011-12, his senior year at Maine, where his coach was Bob Corkum. Corkum is now in player development with the Islanders, whose Maine alumni include Pellerin, general manager Garth Snow and Islanders coach Jack Capuano.

Mangene signed with Philadelphia after that season, and the right-handed shot played all three forward positions for the Adirondack Phantoms, though he was usually deployed on the third or fourth line.

"I was stuck in one role for the whole year and never got a chance to get out of that role," Mangene said. "It was an honor to play for the Flyers organization. I wouldn't have had it any other way." 

His speed seems to come up in every conversation. Pellerin said his consistency, hockey sense and versatility are assets as well.

"He's a very good skater. He's got a good defensive game," Diamond said. "I played with him for three years up at Maine and grew up playing against him. It's nice to see him here, close to home." 

The Islanders traded Vanek to Montreal for 20-year-old right winger Sebastian Collberg and a conditional draft pick. Collberg, the 33rd pick in the 2012 NHL draft, is playing in his native Sweden; Snow said the organization has been high on him since his draft year.

Bridgeport still has 14 forwards and seven defensemen on the roster going to St. John's for games Friday and Saturday.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Veteran Johnson rewarded for hard work, perseverance

Michael Fornabaio
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Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- His teammates whacked their sticks on the ice at the end of practice at the Wonderland of Ice, calling Justin Johnson to the middle of the circle to lead the stretches. 

And as usual, Johnson added a little extra, a few extra moves as his teammates cheered him on. 

"He brings energy. He brings fun to the rink," said coach Scott Pellerin, who has had Johnson on his teams for three years. "Even for the oldest guy on the team, he brings youthful energy. He's a guy you want to be around."

Tuesday, for the first time in his 32 years, Johnson brought an NHL contract to the rink, too. 

The New York Islanders signed him, replacing the AHL contract he signed last summer, and assigned him back to the Sound Tigers. It gives them the option of calling him up at some point over the last month and a half of the season.

"It's something to treasure, to hold onto," Johnson said. "I'll definitely keep the paperwork nice and flat, probably frame it. I'll hold onto it for my son one day if he wants to be a hockey player."

It's been a ride for Johnson, who played four years in his hometown for Alaska-Anchorage, four years in the ECHL, then three years for Manchester, where Pellerin was his assistant coach for the first two years. 

"He works hard," Pellerin said. "He's persevered, and he's gotten better as a player."

"He can shoot the puck," Pellerin added. "He's got good hands. He's got hockey sense. And he's still putting it all together."

And that's not to mention the physical presence at 6-foot-1, 220 pounds (his best shape in training camp since Pellerin knows him, the coach said), never afraid to drop the gloves. 

Hard as a couple of suspensions have been, he has enjoyed the year in Bridgeport, especially playing with Brett Gallant, whom he respects a lot. Getting a deal on top of that? 

"It's very classy of (the Islanders) to do that for a 32-year-old," Johnson said. "I'm just very grateful to play for this team and be acknowledged by a team at this level, something you've worked for your whole life."

NOTES: The Islanders traded former Sound Tigers defenseman Andrew MacDonald to Philadelphia on Tuesday for Matt Mangene, a second-year pro forward who turns 25 next week, and two draft picks. Mangene has 17 points in 92 AHL games, including six in 51 games this year with Adirondack; he's assigned to Bridgeport. 

The NHL trade deadline is Wednesday at 3 p.m., and any other moves the Islanders make could have effects on Bridgeport's roster before its trip to Newfoundland for two weekend games at St. John's.
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Utica's perfect play beats Sound Tigers

Michael Fornabaio
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Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- While the Bridgeport Sound Tigers adapt to new roles, the Utica Comets scored the game-winning goal on a perfect play among a trio of AHL veterans.

Cal O'Reilly to Pascal Pelletier to Benn Ferriero: The power-play goal gave the Comets a 2-1 win Sunday at Webster Bank Arena. Bridgeport, meanwhile, went 0-for-8 on the power play, up a man for most of the last four minutes.

"The second, third periods, we had some good opportunities on the power play," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "We weren't able to execute those little plays that make a difference, maybe a 2-on-1 out of the corner." 

Joacim Eriksson made 29 saves for Utica, the new AHL team paying its only visit this season to Bridgeport. Kevin Poulin made 27 saves for the Sound Tigers.

Bridgeport scored two power-play goals Friday in a 4-2 win at Providence, the first game after sending the whole top line to the NHL. In two home games since, the Sound Tigers are 0-for-12.

"I think both (power-play) units had some chances we'd like to have back. We had a few bounces I think could've gone either way," said Alan Quine, who scored Bridgeport's goal on a deflection not all that long after one power play expired. "We got a lot of power plays. ... (At 5-on-5), we were moving our feet. We can be happy with that." 

Bridgeport got Mike Halmo, who'd gone up to the Islanders last Monday with Anders Lee and Ryan Strome, back from New York before the game. He jumped right back into his spots on both the power play and penalty kill.

Other spots have been filled with players of all sorts, some stepping into bigger roles, some joining the team in new roles.

"It takes a little while to get used to each other, where everybody is," Halmo said. "Every power play comes down to work. I don't think we did that as well as we've done in the past." 

Utica took a lead 17 seconds into the game. Defenseman Matt Donovan took a Utica turnover into the right circle for a shot. But nobody covered for him -- something Bridgeport had harped on in pregame meetings, Pellerin said -- and Utica took it the other way on a 2-on-1.

Former Sound Tiger Brandon DeFazio fed Niklas Jensen for a good shot short-side on Poulin and a 1-0 Comets lead.

Quine deflected home Marc Cantin's shot to tie it at 4:00 of the second, but Utica won it at 2:42 of the third after Pelletier took his time in the right circle and threaded a pass to Ferriero.

Combined games played for the three men who got points on that goal: 227 NHL, 1,056 AHL. Bridgeport's 18 skaters combined: 100 NHL, 1,720 AHL.

"We could've maybe been a little tighter, the strong-side defenseman on Pelletier," Pellerin said. "He makes a forehand saucer pass all the way to the other side, and Ferriero one-times it short-side.

"Ferriero, Pelletier, O'Reilly: quality veterans, a good hockey play. They capitalized. We had opportunities to respond, and we didn't." 

Attendance was 4,934.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

3 stars

1. JOACIM ERIKSSON, UTICA: Made 29 saves.

2. BENN FERRIERO, UTICA: Scored the game-winner off a great bad-angle shot. 

3. ALAN QUINE, BRIDGEPORT: Scored the Sound Tigers' goal on a deflection.

UNSUNG HERO: Marc Cantin got back into the Sound Tigers lineup with an assist.

UP NEXT: Friday at St. John's, 6 p.m.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Utica 1 0 1--2

Bridgeport 0 1 0--1
Sound Tigers 'flat' in loss to Sharks

Michael Fornabaio
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Not much has changed as former Big East foes UConn, Villanova collide

Jim Calhoun (AP)

Kevin Duffy: Calhoun opens the door a crack: Would he coach BC?

BRIDGEPORT -- All winning streaks end somehow. And the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at least went down swinging in the third period of Saturday's 2-1 loss to the Worcester Sharks at Webster Bank Arena. 

It was the first 30-40 minutes that bothered them, denying them an eighth win in a row. 

"We just weren't ready to compete," defenseman Matt Donovan said. "We came out flat. We didn't want to work hard. We didn't want to support the puck. 

"In the third period, we turned the switch on," he added. 

"In this league, really in any league, you can't win games when you don't play 60 minutes."

The Sharks hadn't held a lead during a seven-game losing streak of their own. But they struck first, then scored the winner in the closing seconds of the first period. 

"We definitely didn't play a 60-minute game," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said, "which has been our identity the last little while. We didn't skate. We got outworked the first period, period and a half."

The third was everything the first two periods weren't, mostly in the Worcester end. 

It was helped by a major penalty to Worcester's Dan DaSilva with 12:20 to play. Donovan caught him with his head down and threw a hard hit that drew a crowd. 

When DaSilva, apparently groggy, got up and joined the scrum, the closest Sound Tiger was Joey Diamond; DaSilva cross-checked Diamond in the face, picking up a major penalty. 

Bridgeport peppered Sharks goalie Harri Sateri, but he made 10 saves in the third; several other Bridgeport shots either went wide or hit posts. 

"I think I had 30 chances in the third period," Donovan said. 

"It felt like everything I shot had a chance to go in, but (it hit) the goalie's knob, or he made a good glove save on one. I hit two posts in one shift."

Diamond scored Bridgeport's goal on a breakaway in the first period, 2:01 after Worcester took the lead. 

Kevin Poulin played goal for Bridgeport, his first game action since Jan. 27 and his first AHL time in 53 weeks. The New York Islanders sent him down and called up Anders Nilsson on Saturday. 

"It was a little slow start, but I thought it wasn't that big, that huge," Poulin said. "There were just little details I had to adjust."

Freddie Hamilton scored on his own rebound 5:38 into the game; his initial shot caught Poulin in the right shoulder and caromed back toward Hamilton. 

Travis Oleksuk beat Poulin glove-side with 13.7 seconds left in the first after a weird bounce in the left corner; two quick passes set up Oleksuk in the left circle. 

"It was rolling," Poulin said. "It hit the boards and popped right up. The team was caught off-guard, myself included." 

Attendance was 5,711 for the 500th regular-season game in Bridgeport's home arena; the Sound Tigers have played four home games in other arenas. 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio 

WORCESTER 2 0 0--2

BRIDGEPORT 1 0 0--1
3 stars

1. HARRI SATERI, WORCESTER: Made 25 saves, came up big in the third. 

2. FREDDIE HAMILTON, WORCESTER: Created chances and scored the first goal. 

3. JOEY DIAMOND, BRIDGEPORT: Blocked a shot and scored on a breakaway.

UNSUNG HERO: Matt Donovan produced scoring chances throughout the third period.

UP NEXT: Sunday vs. Utica, 3 p.m.
ATOs from UNO
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Two new amateur tryout forwards this morning: Brock Montpetit and Ryan Walters. Two-year teammates of Joey Martin’s at Nebraska Omaha. Edit: And apparently there’s a quota on Mavericks: AHL transactions have Martin released from his PTO.

Wearing recycled numbers, we’re told: Walters 88, Montpetit 72. Will have to get Leni DiCostanzo a list just in case. (56, for starters.) 

(“We’re told” as I’m still down but hopeful for tomorrow.)

Phil mentioned part of this during the broadcast of this one, and it was something I almost tweeted last night (and probably good I didn’t, because I’d have used yesterday’s practice combos, and I’d have been wrong about tonight’s group). 

On opening night, Bridgeport’s lineup included 16 guys on NHL contracts and four guys on AHL SPC’s. Now, obviously, the year goes on, guys get hurt here, guys get hurt up there, things change. (Though, remarkably, there are really only a few right now. The Big Club has four injuries; Bridgeport, two, counting Andrey Pedan, caught between that arm/illness this week.) 

Still, tonight, Bridgeport dressed a lineup that included 10 NHL contracts, three AHL contracts, two amateur tryouts and five PTOs. And two of those NHL contracts were guys who started the year on AHL contracts. 

Worth pointing out once in a while. 

(For the heck of it, below, italics are AHL, underscored are ATOs, bolded are PTOs.) 

F: Brace-Root-Persson

Miller-A.Clark-Langlois

Broda-Langkow-Vaughan

 Gallant (A)-Mangene-Johnson

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Finley (A)-Cantin

Leboeuf-Newton

 G: Poulin

 Reiter

As noted on teh Twitter, I’m out of commission for a couple of days. Hopefully back by Saturday. 

Two points for Micheal Haley. 

Smallest crowd in this long ‘n’ storied rivalry. Though not by much; night before Halloween this year was 1,857. 

From the IceCaps’ site, how the team has adopted some Newfoundland culture. 

Tim Bozon is out of intensive care.

And Fairfield Prep hockey had some growing pains but is the best program in the state. Darien had some late losses but was the best team all year. 45 minutes (plus overtime?) for the state championship on Saturday. Sounds about right.

Frequent changes: Tuesday notes
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So, the new-look Sound Tigers, three in and three out, skated at Wonderland this morning. Newbies Jesse Root, Yale’s captain (amateur tryout), and Adam Brace were alongside John Persson. Riley Wetmore was with Brett Gallant and Chris Bruton, who remained non-contact. Andrey Pedan went non-contact but left early, not feeling well, Scott Pellerin said. 

Matthew Pistilli was let go from his PTO. They’ve got 14 healthy forwards with Root in. “With everything happening here — I thought (Pistilli) did a very good job. He probably hadn’t played as well recently,” Pellerin said. It looked like he wasn’t going to play much, and his ECHL team is in a playoff race; “I wasn’t going to do that to Florida,” Pellerin said. 

So welcome Jesse Root, NCAA champion. “I’m hoping to bring some energy,” Root said. Pellerin said he’s heard good reports of Root’s abilities on special teams. “I heard a lot of good things from Keith (Allain),” Pellerin said. “He’s a character kid. He plays both sides of the puck very well. He’s got tremendous work ethic. We’ll give him an opportunity here to play.”

Wetmore’s back, his confidence bolstered, he said. “It’s a good league,” Wetmore said. “The players are good. I just worked on my confidence and tried to get pucks on net. My last game I think I had seven shots on net. … I feel good. I’ve got to bring it every night. My consistency wasn’t there when I was here last time.”

Junior seasons are done; Hartford picked up centerman Nick Latta on an ATO; point-a-game with Sarnia (OHL) this year. 

And with a hat tip to Elite Prospects, onetime Sacred Heart goalie (and Cincinnati Mighty Duck) Eddy Ferhi has retired after a long career in France.

Diamond, Quine to Stockton/Wetmore, Brace up
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Bridgeport has sent Joey Diamond and Alan Quine down to Stockton and called up Adam Brace, acquired about a month ago for Mike Dalhuisen, and Riley Wetmore. 

The timing seemed more curious to me than the move (though Diamond was in-and-out even now), but Scott Pellerin said there were other factors around the rest of the roster at different times that made it prudent to keep Diamond and Quine here until now. 

“It’s tough timing at any point,” Pellerin said. “We’re going to take a hit here in Bridgeport, two quality players. At the end of the day, we believe, in the long-term development of our guys, this is a move we had to make.”

Beyond that, if they play five games for Stockton, the two of them will be eligible to play in the playoffs. But Pellerin was stressing development and situational playing time. 

“They’re important pieces on the offensive side of the puck right now,” Pellerin said. “The way we see things moving forward, we want to develop their confidence, have them play important minutes.”

Wetmore returns after going down to the Thunder on Feb. 20, six days after Brace came from San Antonio for Dalhuisen. Brace has six points in 10 AHL games this year and 29 points in 40 ECHL games for two teams. Wetmore played eight games out there.

Offensive outburst instead: Adirondack postgame
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Yeah, they needed that. 

“It’s little things,” Jeremy Langlois said after his first three points in the AHL. “I think we played hard again tonight. … We were cycling well. We kept it in their end.”

They got back in the penalty box again, repeatedly, constantly in the second, and it cost them three goals. But Adirondack never caught up after Bridgeport took a 3-0 lead. 

They have “a lot of guys playing to establish themselves in this league,” Scott Pellerin said. “It’s a good league with a lot of good hockey players. We’ve got to find the right chemistry to have success.”

They seemed to have some with Joey Martin, Andrew Clark and Langlois, who scored four of the five goals. 

“Obviously I know Marty, how he plays, what he’s like, what his tendencies are,” Clark said. “We didn’t get to play with each other a ton when we were in Stockton, but you learn from practice. (Langlois) is an easy player to play with.”

Adirondack’s reeling pretty hard itself, and one game does not a turnaround make, usually. But for this group, it’s a relief. 

…..

The first goal was a big relief after 178:48. It started with Dimitry Antipin, on his third professional shift, throwing a hit and winning a one-on-two battle to retrieve a dump-in and get it to Chris Langkow. Langkow fed Scooter Vaughan for a good shot and one of those goals we seemed to remember. 

Antipin got some praise from Pellerin and was pretty happy himself, except for a tripping penalty with 6:07 left. “I was a little nervous, but as soon as I got on the ice, that was gone,” Antipin said. “I felt great. I had so much fun. It was probably the best day of my life so far.”

Andrey Pedan left the game after taking a hit from Ben Holmstrom; he went to the bench, seemed to be trying out his arm, took one more shift (took a penalty), but that was it. Pellerin said he’ll be evaluated. 

Prescout. Down 2-0 four minutes in, come back to get a point. Micheal Haley with a goal and two fights. So Wednesday will be for third place with 13 games to go. 

No Ryan Pulock for a while: Brandon clinched a WHL playoff spot last night. 

Day off tomorrow for them; more Tuesday unless warranted, and this time of year, you never know.

Offensive offense: context, Adirondack pregame
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If no one comes back down and Alan Quine (6-16-24) doesn’t go all Mark Arcobello in the last 15 games, Ryan Strome will lead the Sound Tigers in scoring. (Part of that is that pretty much everyone else in hailing distance left with him, but anyway.) Strome left with 13-36-49. By the goals tiebreaker, that will be the lowest leading scoring total in Bridgeport’s 13-season history. Rhett Rakhshani was 20-29-49 in 49 games in 2011-12. 

We chuckled two years ago about how a player could do that in under 50 games. Strome will do it in 37. 

…..

Last night was the seventh time this team has been shut out. That’s now tops in the livepuck era (six in 2010-11) and tied for second all-time (10 in 2004-05, seven in 2003-04). 

This is the fifth time the team has been shut out back-to-back nights, and it’s tied for the worst combined score in those five. March 29-30, 2003: 3-0 at Manchester and, yep, 8-0 at Hartford, the worst defeat in team history for many years, the night half the team got benched and Eric Godard separated Mike Wilson from his senses. 

Of course, Bridgeport didn’t lose again after that until the second round of the playoffs. Don’t suspect that’ll happen this year, but I guess any crazy thing is possible. 

…..

After sitting out after his penalties last night, Brett Gallant sits out today. Dimitry Antipin makes his pro debut, and Joey Diamond draws back in for Matthew Pistilli. Justin Johnson gets the third ‘A’ with Gallant out. One to scratch on defense. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Martin-A.Clark-Langlois

 Quine-Broda-Persson

 Antipin-Langkow-Vaughan

 Diamond-Mangene-Johnson (A)

 D: Finley (A)-Pedan

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Leboeuf-Newton

(Cantin-scratch)

 G: Poulin

 Reiter

ADIRONDACK

 F: McGinn (A)-Holmstrom (C)-Akeson

 Whitmore-Cousins-Alderson

 Brown-Bordson-Noebels

 Clarkson-Flanagan-Mathers

 D: Manning (A)-Gervais

 Lamarche-Alt

 Matczak-Eddy

 G: Danis

 Heeter

R: Lewis. L: Colby, Galvin.

Droughts: Worcester postgame
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If Adirondack keeps Bridgeport scoreless for four minutes Sunday afternoon, the Sound Tigers will be in their longest scoring drought of the livepuck era. 

They’ve gone 170:59 without a goal after this tonight. The team record overall is 215:58 (2004-05), which is in play Sunday.

Gamer’s mostly about discipline, or lack thereof, for the second night in a row (and got the good quotes). You could write it about a lineup that’s got nine NHL contracts (one of which was just upgraded a couple of weeks ago), two AHL SPCs, six PTOs and an ATO; that’s touched on in there, too, as an assortment of penalty killers the likes of which we haven’t seen paraded out there tonight. 

Kill that much, and you’re killing yourself. Takes away your offense. Spend that much time in your zone, and you won’t be scoring, either. Tonight’s third ended a streak of eight consecutive full periods in which they’d been outshot (overtime in St. John’s was 2-1 Bridgeport), and tonight’s third was even. 

It’s not going to work that way. 

…..

Giving up 13 goals, seven of them on power plays, in those 171 minutes isn’t going to help, either. 

Only one Sharks skater didn’t put a shot on goal (Rob Davison). Seven Sound Tigers had none; three more had one. Of Bridgeport’s 25 shots, Andrew Clark had six of them. He and John Persson combined for 40 percent of them. Add in the other linemate, Jeremy Langlois, and you’re at essentially half. 

Puck hit the scoreboard tonight, the underside. I think that’s the first time. Though you know my memory. I asked tonight’s PA guy, and he didn’t remember any last year. 

Did a separate post on the debut of Mike Pereira for Worcester. 

Prescout. Something has to give Sunday. Unless both teams find a way to lose. 

Stockton’s Nick Tremblay was hurt last night. He’s the player acquired for Greg Miller a few weeks ago. 

Quinnipiac finished off Yale tonight. 

So after a night on Twitter when we managed to bring up two of the worst playoff moments ever for Bridgeport, we’ll see tomorrow if Bridgeport makes history or avoids it. 

Heck, while we bring that up, it’s been a while: @BSTSoundinOff provides links to new blog posts and newspaper stories within a half hour or so.

Pereira’s debut
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Bright side on the other side: Mike Pereira, who was thinking about coming home for the weekend this morning when he got a call: Wanna come to Worcester? He got to make his pro debut with family and friends around. 

“I just tried to tell myself to be confident with the puck,” West Haven’s Pereira said. “Early on, I just wanted to use my speed. … It’s a ‘play for tomorrow’ type of deal. I want to show my worth.” 

He did that, getting in position for a couple of shots on net in the first period, the second of them driving around Aaron Ness from the right side and getting a shot away. 

“That kind of loosened me up a bit,” Pereira said. “(I saw) those plays still work here. It comes down to being confident.”

A third shot came in the third period on the rush after an icing. 

Pereira said a few teams had been in contact with him, but the Sharks were one that had been in touch the whole season. 

“When they called, it was a split-second decision,” Pereira said. No deal for next year yet, but he’s hopeful.

Pereira debuts: Worcester pregame
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Edit: The Islanders announced they’ve got contract terms with Adam Pelech. He plays on with Erie, and could play for a while. But he’s under contract.

It’s ATO season everywhere, and West Haven’s Mike Pereira is going to make his pro debut tonight for the Worcester Sharks. He just finished his senior year at UMass, and he arrived in time to see his former high school, Notre Dame-West Haven, file out after beating New Canaan 2-0 here in the state quarterfinals. 

(You may remember his brother Joe, who played one game for Worcester, then came here. Joe’s now an assistant coach at UConn, with Mike Souza.)

Kevin Poulin gets the start for Bridgeport; still on baby watch as far as we know. One to scratch; first glance was Diamond, and if so, same skaters as last night in slightly different arrangement. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Persson-A.Clark-Langlois

 Martin-Broda-Pistilli

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 Quine-Mangene-Johnson

(Diamond-scratch)

 D: Finley (A)-Pedan

 Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Leboeuf-Newton

 G: Poulin

 Reiter

WORCESTER

 F: McCarthy-Kearns-DaSilva

 Tarasov-Oleksuk-Hamilton (A)

 Schwartz-Higgs-Viedensky

 Pereira-Rau-Bonneau (A)

 D: Davison (C)-Bigos

 Abeltshauser-Doherty

 Comrie-DeMelo

 G: Sateri

 Grosenick

R: Hanson. L: Briggs Galvin, Redding.

Bridgeport let Justin Mercier go after last night’s game. He’d been scratched the past two after playing four.

Speed kills: Manchester postgame
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Even when Manchester wasn’t getting shots on Kenny Reiter’s net in the first, it was spending time around his net. The first period was right in front of us in the press box. J.F. Berube had to stop two shots for about the first 17 minutes.

And by that time it was, hard to say it, pretty much over. 

Berube’s best saves came in the third. The Sound Tigers came out conservatively to start the game, trying to slow the Monarchs down; nothing slowed them down. They got more aggressive, threw a few different forechecks at them. They still scored seven, took 43 shots. 

“We came in with a game plan, and we weren’t able to execute it the way we would’ve liked,” Scott Pellerin said. “We got in penalty trouble early. That put a lot of stress, and they scored two goals (on power plays in the) first period.”

“Speed” was the word of the night, if not “penalties.” One kind of led to the other, I guess. The Monarchs had it tonight. Bridgeport, meanwhile, hasn’t scored at even strength in two games, hasn’t scored more than two since the last game of the winning streak. 

There’s an assortment of turnover that may explain some of it, not that they’re willing to use it as an excuse. 

…..

Bridgeport shortened the bench to pretty much 10 forwards for most of the second, but facing the three-in-three, it more or less rolled four in the third: Persson-Clark-Langlois intact, Martin-Broda-Pistilli, Quine-Mangene-Johnson, and the old familiar Gallant-Langkow-Vaughan. 

The Sound Tigers’ worst loss in three years and two days. Justin Johnson almost scored a goal in both, nearly beating Berube inside the left post in the third, but not quite. (Although then this wouldn’t have been the worst loss in… never mind.) 

Guy Leboeuf’s debut: “He stepped right into the fire here,” Pellerin said. “He did a lot of good things. A lot of good first passes.” Had to be a quick study, going over systems before the game. “He made some good plays.”

Kevin Moore definitely got the loudest ovation from the friends-and-family waiting area after the game. A few of his pupils were in attendance. 

Tough three-stars call. I think we voted before they changed the scoring on Brian O’Neill’s third goal — it had been Bodnarchuk’s — so Weal still had three assists to his credit when we did. It turned out to be a rare night when (a) a goalie got a shutout but didn’t get a star; and (2) a night when guy scores four points and isn’t No. 1. (I had Berube third, for what it’s worth; considered Weal, considered Reiter.) O’Neill took nine shots in all.

Prescout; a little drama in the PVD. Winner tomorrow wins the season series. I know, the excitement pulses.

Trivia answer, in order of non-appearance: Dan Lombard, Jim Sanca, Sebastien Laplante, Gregg Naumenko, Nick Boucher, Brett Abel, Leni DiCostanzo, Alex Petizian (who appears, or rather kind of doesn’t, in that 7-0 game three years ago), Nick Niedert, Nic Riopel, Dan Clarke. Kevin Moore becomes No. 12, unless something changes.

Nice to be back here, always. Was joking (and I think have joked here, now that I think about it) how it used to feel like I lived here. Lots has changed since then. Anyway. More tomorrow.

New guys: Manchester pregame
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Guy Leboeuf makes his pro debut on that amateur tryout. Pronounce both names French, Guy Lafleurish: He is Florida born and raised, West Palm as the bio says, but his dad’s from Montreal. Game plan is to be that big, tough defenseman in his own end but willing to join the rush if he can. He’s wearing No. 2. 

Kevin Moore (edit: catches right, BTW) is in the area, coaching goalies at Mike Buckley’s Goaltending Development Services and for the Junior Monarchs. “When you’re teaching goaltending, you’re getting that mental repetition,” Moore said. He’ll wear No. 33 behind Kenny Reiter. 

Looks like Alan Quine moves up to the spot where Johan Sundstrom had been, with Joel Broda moving to the middle, and with the reconfigured Persson-Clark-Langlois line as the latter makes his Bridgeport debut. 

Joe Finley gets the third ‘A’ in Sundstrom’s absence. One to scratch each way, though all indications were Cantin and Crescenzi. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Quine-Broda-Pistilli

 Persson-A.Clark-Langlois

 Mangene-Langkow-Vaughan

 Gallant (A)-Martin-Johnson

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Finley (A)-Pedan

 Leboeuf-Newton

(Cantin-scratch)

 G: Reiter

 Moore

MANCHESTER

 F: O’Neill (A)-Weal-Backman

 Bishop-Shore-O’Brien

 Andreoff-Vey-Sabourin

 O’Connor-Fraser-Livingston

(Crescenzi-scratch)

 D: Forbort-Campbell (C)

 Schultz-McNabb

 Bodnarchuk (A)-LoVerde

 G: Berube

 Niederberger

R: Skilliter, Hanson. L: Bathe, Ross.

No word to date on the Poulins. 

As asked on The Twitter, coming into the night, 11 men have suited up as a backup goalie for Bridgeport but never played. Name ‘em! 

Next Sunday is Max’s Star Wars Birthday Party here. Darn it, Monarchs, you couldn’t do that tonight? (Saw a car on the way over here that had one of those family decals on the back window. Boba Fett, Leia, Vader, C-3PO and R2-D2.)

Poulin home, Leboeuf in: Friday morning skate
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Kevin Poulin is home from Manchester; his wife’s pregnant. So backing up Kenny Reiter tonight is Kevin Moore, former UMass goalie, who apparently lives around Manchester.

Bridgeport also has defenseman Guy Leboeuf , late of RPI, in on an amateur tryout. Could make his pro debut tonight.

Not Friday yet: Thursday notes
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Edit, 5:10 p.m.: Well, it’s CBA Friday: The Islanders have called up Johan Sundstrom. He could get his first crack in an NHL sweater tomorrow night. In this case, they’ve used emergency recall. Original post follows.

So we await word on a recall. The Islanders have defensemen like Bridgeport has forwards — you’d think there’d have been a balancing at some point, but no — so they could go with seven D tomorrow night, as Arthur Staple noted this morning, but there could be a call-up, too. 

There wasn’t one yet this morning. Bridgeport had everybody out there (with Justin Johnson on defense to give them seven), including for a while, Chris Bruton, out for going on two months with an upper-body injury. “He looked good,” Scott Pellerin said. “He looked happy. He skated well. We’ll see how that progresses.”

Johnson on the blue line left five lines of forwards, including newbie Jeremy Langlois, in town early this morning, on right wing with John Persson and Andrew Clark. 

New Canaan and Notre Dame-West Haven will play here Saturday at 3 in the state quarterfinals. (Separate admission.) 

The Islanders have an exhibition game set for St. John’s on Sept. 22. 

And that John Tavares guy is all right.

The Rangers just announced they’ve signed Stamford’s Ryan Haggerty to an entry-level deal. The contract begins this year, so he’s going straight to the Rangers for the rest of the year. 

Haggerty was a Hobey Baker nominee this year, scoring 28 goals and 15 assists as a junior for RPI. He had 47 goals in three years for the Engineers. 

Haggerty was a standout at Trinity Catholic before he went to the U.S. National Team Development Program (along with Westport’s Michael Paliotta, who’s at Vermont; caught up with both to talk Olympics earlier this year).

Today’s deal, yesterday’s ATOs, snow and sadness
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Edit: Took a while to get the “that’s all” signal, but just the Jackson for Langlois deal for Bridgeport. No reported call-ups or send-downs, either: 16 F (with one presumed to be going for Michael Grabner), 6 D, 2 G. They’ll adjust if they have to, Scott Pellerin said, but that’s what they’ve got for now. 

Most-interesting deal around the league: Hershey picked up Kris Newbury from Adirondack for Derek Whitmore.

Deadline day hasn’t been a busy day for Bridgeport in the past, but we’ve already got one deal, the aforementioned acquisition of Jeremy Langlois, which surely excites the Quinnipiac contingent in the front office and its alumni. (“Its” meaning the front office’s, though maybe the school’s, too.) The ECHL joined in on Twitter to point out that Langlois leads that league in rookie scoring at 16-36-52 in 49 games. He’d been scoreless in five for Springfield. 

Jackson was part of the power play all year, bouncing between the first and second units depending on who else was around at the time, but he’d been in and out of the lineup the past few weeks since the defense corps got healthy. He goes to a Springfield team that’s been short on the blue line for various reasons recently, and he gets himself into playoff position, too. 

So at this writing Bridgeport has 16 forwards (Langlois is coming here and apparently is assigned No. 20), six defensemen and two goalies. But there’s over an hour to go. 

…..

The old “let’s use the blog to supplement coverage” idea, joining today’s story based on Dmitry Antipin’s arrival and the broader ATO thing: Players signed to amateur tryouts by the Sound Tigers, and how many of them were draft picks (with noted exceptions for guys who arrived with contracts for next year in their pockets): 

Year

Total ATOs

Draft picks

2001-02 2-d 1 

2002-03 1-j 0 

2003-04 2-j 0 

2004-05 2 0 

2005-06 4 3 

2006-07 5 1-a 

2007-08 3 1 

2008-09 4 3 

2009-10 2 1 

2010-11 12 3 

2011-12 7-q 2-b 

2012-13 6 2-c 

a-plus Trevor Smith was signed for 2007-08. b-plus Mike Halmo was signed for 2012-13. c-plus Riley Wetmore was signed (AHL) for 2013-14. d-including backup Dan Lombard. j-including emergency backup Jim Sanca. q-including backup Dan Clarke.

That’s compiled from season-ending rosters and supplemented by a couple of other files. There are exceptions to this like Sean Bergenheim and Ryan Strome, who arrived already signed to NHL SPCs that were already in effect. 

…..

If you were going to Rochester for tonight’s Senators-Amerks game, don’t. In fact, if you were going to Rochester for anything today, don’t. (Though the Amerks may be aiming bigger, wondered if Jackson might’ve been going there. Edit: Looks like the Americans got their man in Worcester’s Nick Petrecki, reassigned by the Sharks. San Jose also assigned Sebastian Stalberg to Portland.)

And that ongoing sad story from the OHL ended the worst way possible: RIP, Terry Trafford.

Czuczman signs with Islanders
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As Elliotte Friedman first reported, Kevin Czuczman has signed with the Islanders, going straight to the NHL. So this’ll be the first year of that two-year deal. A lefty defenseman with some size who put some points up, too. And if this is indeed his Twitter account, solid handle.

First ATO: Tuesday notes
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The first Bridgeport ATO — the first skater in the league this year, it appears — is Dmitry Antipin, listed as a left winger out of UMass Dartmouth. (He’s “Dimitry” in some places.) Joined a group that was otherwise the way we’d left it (except for the Halmo and Donovan recalls) at Wonderland six days ago. Some line tweaks for the moment, with Joey Martin centering Brett Gallant and Justin Johnson, with Antipin where Martin had been with Justin Mercier and Joey Diamond. 

So with Antipin that’s 15 forwards, seven defensemen and two goalies. That could change, in an assortment of ways. For one, in the Big Club’s wacky win last night in Vancouver, Michael Grabner left with an upper-body injury. They were going to get him evaluated when they got home. If they need someone to replace him, they next play when Bridgeport next plays, Friday, beginning a four-game homestand. 

Tomorrow is also the AHL trade deadline at 3 p.m. Plus, you know, it’s ATO season.

Eric Hornick pointed out that Johan Sundstrom has played with Sebastian Collberg. First time I’d seen him since the deal: “He’s a skilled forward,” Sundstrom said. “He’s got a quick release. He likes to play the big minutes as much opportunity as he gets. Like I said to the other guys, I’m happy he’s coming to us. He’s a really good hockey player. He wants to play here next season. … He’s definitely a goal-scorer. He’s fast. He likes to get in the dirty areas. I haven’t seen him for a while, but that’s pretty much it.”

Scott Pellerin said Chris Bruton was expected to ride the bike today and see how it went. 

Robin Short reported this morning that Kael Mouillierat is out for the year after being injured Friday. Rough luck for a guy who was leading the team in scoring. 

A whole bunch of tangential 2007-08 Bridgeport history in one short video from Sunday night: Jordan Nolan slugs Jesse Joensuu. Nolan got a game’s suspension on Monday.

Rich Peverley came off the ice and collapsed in Monday’s game at Dallas, needing defibrillation. Seems to be doing OK, but it was a petrifying few minutes, following along on Twitter and later seeing video. 

And junior player Terry Trafford is missing.

First ATO: Tuesday notes
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The first Bridgeport ATO — the first skater in the league this year, it appears — is Dmitry Antipin, listed as a left winger out of UMass Dartmouth. (He’s “Dimitry” in some places.) Joined a group that was otherwise the way we’d left it (except for the Halmo and Donovan recalls) at Wonderland six days ago. Some line tweaks for the moment, with Joey Martin centering Brett Gallant and Justin Johnson, with Antipin where Martin had been with Justin Mercier and Joey Diamond. 

So with Antipin that’s 15 forwards, seven defensemen and two goalies. That could change, in an assortment of ways. For one, in the Big Club’s wacky win last night in Vancouver, Michael Grabner left with an upper-body injury. They were going to get him evaluated when they got home. If they need someone to replace him, they next play when Bridgeport next plays, Friday, beginning a four-game homestand. 

Tomorrow is also the AHL trade deadline at 3 p.m. Plus, you know, it’s ATO season.

Eric Hornick pointed out that Johan Sundstrom has played with Sebastian Collberg. First time I’d seen him since the deal: “He’s a skilled forward,” Sundstrom said. “He’s got a quick release. He likes to play the big minutes as much opportunity as he gets. Like I said to the other guys, I’m happy he’s coming to us. He’s a really good hockey player. He wants to play here next season. … He’s definitely a goal-scorer. He’s fast. He likes to get in the dirty areas. I haven’t seen him for a while, but that’s pretty much it.”

Scott Pellerin said Chris Bruton was expected to ride the bike today and see how it went. 

Robin Short reported this morning that Kael Mouillierat is out for the year after being injured Friday. Rough luck for a guy who was leading the team in scoring. 

A whole bunch of tangential 2007-08 Bridgeport history in one short video from Sunday night: Jordan Nolan slugs Jesse Joensuu. Nolan got a game’s suspension on Monday.

Rich Peverley came off the ice and collapsed in Monday’s game at Dallas, needing defibrillation. Seems to be doing OK, but it was a petrifying few minutes, following along on Twitter and later seeing video. 

And junior player Terry Trafford is missing.

If ‘if’ was a horse: St. John’s postgame

Posted on March 8, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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The Sound Tigers could’ve been up 2-0 in the first three minutes. Seriously. Joey Martin had a point-blank shot stopped. Scooter Vaughan was stopped on a two-on-one with Brett Gallant; Robin Short thought maybe off the shaft of Michael Hutchinson’s goal stick. 

And then Bridgeport took five penalties in the first period, the IceCaps took a franchise-record 24 shots (shots were 20 for the Caps, those two for Bridgeport about 15 minutes in), they led 1-0 as Jerome Samson got one through a screen from just inside the right circle*, and off St. John’s was. 

Except that the Sound Tigers could’ve tied it. Long five-on-three in the second. John Persson hit the right post from the slot and, after the whistle, tossed his head back and threw his arms up in agony. And then Justin Melchiori got one through a screen from the right point, and off St. John’s was. 

Except Bridgeport crept closer in the third after Blair Riley flipped in a rebound of a weirdly broken play (neutral-zone turnover, fanned-on shot, carom off Joe Finley’s skate, Riley’s stick jabbed in to flick it over the pile) to make it 3-0. Sundstrom got a bounce and got one back not long after Riley’s goal. Martin scored late, working in front. Poulin finished with 36 saves. But that was it. 

A lot of could’ves that weren’t. They’ll try again tomorrow. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Broda-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

 Quine-A. Clark-Persson

 Mercier-Martin-Diamond

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Pedan-Finley

 Newton-Cantin

 G: Poulin

 Reiter

R: Kaval. L: Horwood, Vail. 

Aaron Ness was given a major and a game misconduct for kneeing Carl Klingberg in the final minutes. Klingberg needed help off. 

Scratches, then: Johnson, Mangene and Jackson. 

Blair Riley with a goal and an assist, his third AHL three-point game. He has six points (3-3-6) in the past seven games and nine (4-5-9) in the past 12; he’s got a career-high 16 points in 54 games already, one better than he had in 74 games last year. Had a few other chances, too, including a post with about 3:30 to go. Meanwhile, Kael Mouillierat’s eight-game scoring streak ended. But Jordan Hill was on for the five-on-three penalty kill. 

The power play went 0-for-5; it’s 18 in a row, including the last one in Providence. That includes about two minutes of five-on-three in total. 

So they’re 11 behind eighth place, 13 behind fifth, 17 behind fourth as well as the division lead, with 18 games to go. 

Always enjoyable to hear Brian Rogers and Robin Short. (Even when they’re jabbing at the city.) Rog was especially agitated when someone threw something — he thought a cell phone, of all things — on the ice in the second period. Yeah, not a good thing. 

Sacred Heart lost to Canisius in the first game of their playoff series. Game 2, must-win for the Pios, is Saturday night. 

Round 2 tomorrow. Should be around in time for some kind of liveblog. Live-ish, anyway. 

*-”Ooh la la,” current en-vogue pronunciation of “Sampson” be darned

Bus terminal of the skies: Thursday notes

Posted on March 6, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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There you go. 

Programming note: On assignment Friday night, so the liveblog won’t be so live. Will set up some links beforehand. Should be back for Saturday, though. St. John’s had centerman John Albert called up today. 

Also traveling Thursday was Sacred Heart, playing Canisius in a best-of-3 first round of the Atlantic Hockey tournament. The Pioneers had two players on the all-rookie team. 

The Big Club watched the trade coverage like the rest of us and wasn’t thrilled by some comments, writes Arthur Staple (who played Twitter therapist to the fan base this morning). Anders Lee has a goal tonight; they’re winning in the third period at this writing.

And RIP, Dr. Frank Jobe (with reaction from his most famous patient). 

Categories: Alumni watch, College, RIP, The Big Club

Vanek for Collberg

Posted on March 5, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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The Islanders traded Thomas Vanek to Montreal at the wire, bringing back Sebastian Collberg, a 20-year-old right winger, under contract per CapGeek but playing at home with Frolunda (SHL). There are conditional draft picks reported in a few different directions contingent on the Habs’ making the playoffs. Collberg was the 33rd pick in the 2012 draft. 

Awaiting word if the Islanders paper-transactioned anyone down to Bridgeport, or who they may be recalling, since they’ve got two open spots now. 

5:07 p.m.: Garth Snow wouldn’t say who, if anyone, was papered down. Arthur Staple reports Mike Halmo and Matt Donovan are on their way up.

5:30 p.m.: Snow on Collberg: “Sebastian Collberg is a prospect our scouts have liked for a few years now, going into his draft year. Our scouts projected him as a potential first-round pick. … He’s got good speed, good hands, great hockey sense. He has the potential to be a top-six forward.” 

Over there, Collberg’s a teammate of Robin Figren’s. They’re in the upper echelon of the SHL so could be playing into April.

In not talking about who may’ve been papered down, Snow referred to next week’s AHL trade deadline (after last year’s changes, there’s no more Clear Day, just an eventual playoff roster) and that they’d be making assessments between now and then. He did say there’s nothing else waiting (edit: nothing for them, to be clearer) to be announced trade-wise that could trickle out. Like this one, that popped out about an hour ago: Columbus sends Jonathan Marchessault and Dalton Smith to Tampa Bay for Dana Tyrell and Matt Taormina. 

So Bridgeport will bring 23 players (14-7-2) to the Rock. 

6:15 p.m.: Just to make the point: It’s conceivable they didn’t paper anyone, that the assortment of waiver-exempt players are NHLers the rest of the way. Was told earlier that Lee and Strome were both converted from emergency recalls to regular recalls, for what it’s worth. 

Another minor deal affecting the upcoming schedule: Worcester’s James Livingston to the Kings (and Tim Thomas’ wasn’t the only bobblehead night affected today).

Categories: Transactions

Trainer Dave Stickney was holding Scott Pellerin’s phone this morning at Wonderland. And when Sticks called Pellerin over, I wondered what was about to go down. 

But all 23 skaters stayed on the ice. They continued with practice. And then at the end, Stickney handed the phone over again. And nothing happened. 

So, had to ask. Pellerin laughed. “It’s something to do with my house,” he said. A 603- phone number kept calling, and Stickney figured he’d better check. “I’m sure the guys were wondering.” Well, yeah, the guy in the stands was, too. 

All hands on deck (except for Chris Bruton, who remains out, upper-body); Joe Finley returned, and Scooter Vaughan was on in a red no-contact jersey, but no call-ups at this point. Matt Mangene has arrived in town. He was in gray with Gallant-Langkow-Johnson; Alan Quine was again in green with Mercier-Martin-Diamond. 

At this time of year, especially, all those lineup decisions are moment-to-moment. We’ll revisit everything sometime after 3 p.m. today and take the pulse; the team travels tomorrow. 

At that point, the only deal to go down was a big one, Ryan Callahan and two picks for Marty St. Louis. The whole situation, from all four corners, just seems like a shame. But it’s done.

AMac for Mangene (and some picks)

Posted on March 4, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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The Islanders have traded mainstay Andrew MacDonald for a Maine Black Bear and two draft picks. MacDonald goes to the Flyers; they get two picks and Matt Mangene, second-year pro forward who’s been with Adirondack. Capgeek has him a restricted free agent after this year. 

Edit: As you’d expect, AHL transactions have Mangene assigned to Bridgeport.

After an offensively challenged couple of days, Bridgeport’s lines were tweaked when the Sound Tigers got back to work Tuesday. Andrew Clark was where Johan Sundstrom had been Sunday (presumably for the return of Mike Halmo, they wore Argentina/Columbia blue). Sundstrom was with John Persson and Matthew Pistilli. Alan Quine joined the otherwise-intact Mercier-Martin-Diamond trio. 

Two missing this morning. One was Joe Finley, who had a follow-up doctor’s appointment on his hand, Scott Pellerin said. The other was Scooter Vaughan, who Pellerin said took a hit in Sunday’s game; Vaughan had appeared to be in some discomfort at the bench about midway through the second, getting some attention from Dave Stickney, but he didn’t miss a shift. They’ll see how he is tomorrow.

They’ll see who they’ve got tomorrow, too. One more day of practice, then the deadline at 3 p.m. (reports that Anaheim’s trade of Dustin Penner may be partly to clear room for Thomas Vanek), and then they’ll travel early Thursday. (Sadly not making that trip myself.) 

Talked to Justin Johnson about his contract; story tomorrow. 

The Oilers’ official site had a Mark Arcobello feature. 

Trevor Smith is among those on waivers. As you can’t send guys down after the deadline who weren’t down at the deadline, it’s a big waivers day.

Tim Bozon, son of former NHLer Philippe and a Montreal prospect, is hospitalized with meningitis; his parents tweeted this from his account this afternoon.

Looks like we saw Patrick Mullen‘s last game as a Comet. 

And the BCVMA in Binghamton will have a new name, and though it’s a veteran’s name, it was placed there through purchased naming rights.

As first noted by Justin Bourne and confirmed on the AHL transactions, Justin Johnson has himself an NHL deal. He remains with Bridgeport. Believe that’s his first NHL contract at age 32.

As first noted by Justin Bourne and confirmed on the AHL transactions, Justin Johnson has himself an NHL deal. He remains with Bridgeport. Believe that’s his first NHL contract at age 32.

We joked last night about the hundreds of points Milford’s/Fairfield Prep’s/Yale’s Mark Arcobello had in his nine AHL games. To stay true to the joke, we should probably say he had 244 of them in three games this week to earn AHL Player of the Week honors. It was only seven (3-4-7), but still.

Halmo’s back: Utica pregame

Posted on March 2, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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With the return of Frans Nielsen up top, Mike Halmo comes back here. For now, at least. Wednesday at 3 p.m. creeps ever closer. 

He appears to take Matthew Pistilli’s spot today. The other lines revert to Friday-like, but the third defense pair appears to swap out entirely to get them back in. 

One to scratch each way. Saw at least one Brandon DeFazio Bridgeport sweater today. He’s back to 24 with the Utica Comets, who make their first Bridgeport appearance. They’re far enough east that we’ll still treat the rest of that conference as a rumor. 

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Broda-Sundstrom (A)-Halmo

 Quine-A.Clark-Persson

 Mercier-Martin-Diamond

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Finley-Donovan

 Cantin-Newton

(Pedan-scratch)

 G: Poulin

 Reiter

(Accidentally left Johnson on earlier; a leftover note from yesterday. He wasn’t out there today.)

UTICA

 F: Jensen-O’Reilly-DeFazio

 Archibald-Pelletier (A)-Ferriero

 Stuart (C)-Welsh-Mallet

 Friesen-Lain-Marshall

(Kaunisto-scratch)

 D: Sauve (A)-Biega

 Huskins-Corrado

 Negrin-Mullen

 G: Eriksson

 Cannata

R: R.Murphy, Montsion. L: Briggs, Colby.

Eight is not happening: Worcester postgame

Posted on March 1, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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Streak’s over. 

“It (is objectionable or inadequate),” Matt Donovan said. “Obviously you want to keep that streak going. I felt that was a very winnable game if we showed up the first 40 and played like we did in the third. It was ours to take, those two points.”

A rough first two periods; a long stretch of the second period, they didn’t establish any zone time, it felt, at all. A good third, helped by the major but well on its way to good even before that. But it wasn’t enough. 

“We missed a couple of chances,” Scott Pellerin said. “We’ve got to build off those positives and get ready for Utica.”

Things picked up toward the end of the second, beginning with a power play, but they were never able to bury one. 

So they’ll try again tomorrow, again against a rested opponent; The Comets were already in town. 

…..

Just a lineup decision, Quine vs. Johnson, Pellerin said. Broda-Sundstrom-Pistilli stayed together in general. Lines started as Vaughan-Clark-Persson, Mercier-Martin-Diamond, Gallant-Langkow-Johnson. To start the third, they were Persson-Clark-Mercier (or the other way around, I think, at least once), Diamond-Martin-Johnson and a reunited Gallant-Langkow-Vaughan. They all had some good moments early in the third. Things changed up after the power play. 

Kevin Poulin had some ups and downs — some adjustments, he said, to the differences between the leagues — but felt good, mostly. “He hasn’t played in a while,” Pellerin said. “He was finding his timing. He made some big saves when we needed — he’s an NHL goaltender. … We’ll continue to work with him. He made some quality saves. I’m sure he’d like to have one back. It was good to see him on the ice.” First goal caught him in the shoulder, popped up high, he said, and kind of landed between him and Aaron Ness, which let Freddie Hamilton find it again. The second took a weird bounce in the corner and froze everybody in white. 

Joey Diamond was supposedly OK after taking the cross-check to the face, played a couple of shifts after it.

Having had players suspended for fighting after coming off the bench, the Sound Tigers may be curious about Taylor Doherty’s fighting Brett Gallant on a line change. See if anything comes of that. (As noted on Twitter, Gallant now has 63 fighting majors as a Sound Tiger, tied with Eric Godard for second, two behind Micheal Haley.) 

For those who dig such things: February’s 8-1 makes it, in pure, get-yer-shootouts-outta-here-and-take-your-OTL-points-with-ya terms, the second-best full calendar month in team history (only to November 2003′s 10-0-1 in the middle of the 20-game unbeaten streak). (There were those two 4-0 Aprils, too, ’03 and ’09.) Add those points back in, and the only other month to top it is January 2012, in which they went 10-0-0-1 with two shootout wins. Considering where they were on New Year’s Eve that year, that run was mind-boggling. This is probably the only run in team history to rival that.

Tim Jackman re-signed with the Ducks. 

Texas at San Antonio postponed: unsafe ice conditions. 

Brandon DeFazio and the Comets tomorrow.

Milestones: Worcester pregame

Posted on March 1, 2014  |  By Michael Fornabaio
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Though Kevin Poulin doesn’t get them there, Bridgeport’s nearing a milestone: If you include the backup goalies and the playoff players, the next new guy to dress for a Sound Tigers game will be No. 400 in team history to wear the sweater during a game. They’re only at 388 who’ve actually played, not counting the 11 guys who’ve only served as a backup goalie, and 384 in the regular season, not counting four guys who only played in the playoffs. But it’s a number. 

(None of those count Mike Sellitto and T.J. Fast, who only dressed in warmup, so you could say either Joey Martin or Justin Mercier hit the mark last night. But we don’t, so we digress.) 

There’s also that milestone possible of “longest regulation-time winning streak in team history,” which could come tonight. Appears to be the same Bridgeport lineup as last night, except for that morningtime swap in goal (Kevin Poulin’s got his No. 38 back). One to scratch each way. Late change, apparently: They’ve scratched Quine and put Justin Johnson in the lineup. See how they line up.

BRIDGEPORT

 F: Broda-Sundstrom (A)-Pistilli

(Quine-scratch)-A.Clark-Persson

 Mercier-Martin-Diamond

 Gallant (A)-Langkow-Vaughan

 Johnson

 D: Ness (A)-Mayfield

 Finley-Donovan

 Pedan-Jackson

 G: Poulin

 Reiter

WORCESTER

 F: Tarasov-Kearns-Hamilton (A)

 Gourde-Oleksuk-DaSilva (A)

 Livingston-Viedensky-Reid

 Bonneau-Rau-Hayes

(Scheidl-scratch)

 D: Davison (C)-Comrie

 Abeltshauser-Doherty

 Petrecki-DeMelo

 G: Sateri

 Grosenick

R: Ragusin, LeBlanc. L: Baker, Cooke.

Though we lived through Bridgeport Home Game No. 500 a few weeks ago, this is No. 500 at Harbor Yard, not counting the two on the Island in the first lockout year and the two in the Maritimes in 2008-09. They’re 291-149-15-22-22 (ties-OTLs-SOLs) here with 25 shootout wins. (So to save you the math, 266-171-62.)

The Islanders swapped goalies this morning, sending Kevin Poulin to Bridgeport, calling up Anders Nilsson. 

Since his last stint in the NHL, when Evgeni Nabokov was out injured, Nilsson has had his best stretch in two years. He had played nine of the past 10, winning his last six. He has a .918 save percentage and a 2.34 goals-against average in those nine games.

Poulin hasn’t played since Jan. 27, with help/harm from the Olympic break. His last AHL game was Feb. 22, 2013, kind of a momentous day.

WBS 2, Syracuse 0 3/21

March 21st, 2014

4 Comments

Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis had one of those “Other than that, how did you enjoy the play, Mrs-Lincoln?” kind of games tonight.

Gudlevskis, who made a name for himself with a 55-save performance for Latvia in a 2-1 Olympic quarterfinal loss to Canada, had a handful of really good saves among the 26 he made tonight. He also had a first-period stickhandling snafu that turned into the only goal the Penguins needed.

Less than eight minutes into the game, Scott Harrington made a stretch pass out of the defensive zone and Andrew Ebbett, stationed near the red line, tipped it deep into the left-wing corner. The puck popped out to the side of the net and Gudlevskis reached out with his stick to control it. He couldn’t, and a hard-charging Spencer Machacek scooped and scored.

Machacek, who has eight goals in 14 games with the Penguins, apparently left the game with an injury in the second period. More on that when it becomes available.

The Penguins added a power-play goal later in the period. Anton Zlobin entered the offensive zone on the left wing and made a spinning pass to Denver Manderson on the half wall. Manderson hit Adam Payerl streaking in alone on goal to make it 2-0.

The Penguins went on the power play seven times in the second and third periods. Payerl and Jayson Megna had breakaways. Gudlevskis stopped all that, but the damage was already done.

Peter Mannino, on the other hand, suffered no damage. He pitched his second straight shutout and hasn’t allowed a goal in eight periods. He wasn’t very busy, stopping 16 shots on the night, but he was especially stout on Syracuse’s lone power play in the second period.

It was another game with a major power-play discrepancy — the Penguins were 1 for 8 while Syracuse was 0 for 1 — and that always makes me uneasy. In general, I thought T.J. Luxmore didn’t have his best night. He called some stuff he could have let go and didn’t call anything on a couple of dangerous hits, especially in the second period. If I were Al the Gorilla — is he still around? — I’d probably not be pleased with the officiating tonight.

Putting that aside, it was a third straight dominant performance for the Penguins. They’ve allowed a grand total of 28 shots in their last two games. That’s remarkable. One of the biggest reasons for that stat, tonight especially, was that the Penguins spent long stretches in the offensive zone.

The Penguins have won five in a row and are 7-1-3 in their last 11. That’s impressive, but what really strikes me is that streak hasn’t helped the Penguins pull away in any meaningful way in the Eastern Conference standings. I think it’s safe to say it’s nine teams for eight spots and it’s coming down to the wire.

On personnel, Harry Zolnierczyk, day to day with an upper-body injury, didn’t play. Chuck Kobasew was the veteran scratch. Matia Marcantuoni officially signed his ATO.

And at the risk of burying the lead, Beau Bennett, out since Nov. 22 with a hand/wrist injury, will start a conditioning assignment with WBS, perhaps as soon as tonight against Utica. There aren’t many tickets left and it’s free umbrella night, so if you want to go, you better act fast,

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 3/21

March 21st, 2014

1 Comment

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit. This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the four games on the schedule before the next podcast — a three-in-three against Syracuse, Utica and Albany and a Wednesday night game vs. Providence.

The Penguins are 5-0-0-1 in their last six games, and that makes them one of the hottest teams in the AHL heading into this weekend. They’re coming off their most complete game of the season, a 4-0 whitewashing of Norfolk in which they outshot the Admirals 40-12. Penguins winger Adam Payerl played a significant role in that victory, and he joins Jonathan and Michael as this week’s guest.

With amateur try-out players starting to filter in across the American Hockey League, Jonathan compiled a list of the top undrafted college players who signed with Pittsburgh and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in recent seasons and later became contributors in the NHL.  There’s plenty of discussion about that in this episode, and the Real or Jabroni debate segment also makes a return to the airwaves.

There’s a lot more inside, so click the link below or the player to listen.

PenguinsPit032114
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Amateur hour 3/20

March 20th, 2014

0 Comments

Let’s dig a little deeper into this amateur tryout topic.

Conor Sheary and Matia Marcantuoni are here already because their teams in college (UMass-Amherst) and junior (Kitchener Rangers) didn’t make the postseason. More players will likely arrive later.

The most likely candidates to show up are always the ones who have exhausted their college or amateur eligibility.

This year, that group consists of Notre Dame forward Bryan Rust and Rouyn-Noranda winger Jean-Sebastien Dea.

When Rust was drafted in the third round in 2010, he was projected to be a checking kind of center. The last two years, though, he’s put up some pretty good numbers. His 16 goals this year are tied for the team lead and his goal in the closing seconds of the second period was the game winner as the Irish beat BC in the Hockey East playoffs last weekend. Notre Dame plays in the conference semis against UMass-Lowell tomorrow.

Dea is an undrafted kid signed to an NHL deal after strong showings in development and rookie camp last summer and fall. He scored 49 goals in 65 games in the Q this year, so you know what his game is about. Rouyn-Noranda is the 10th seed in the QMJHL playoffs. They open with Quebec.

Beyond that, you’re looking at junior kids with eligibility left whose seasons end, college kids who come out early and undrafted free agents.

In the first category, there is defenseman Derrick Pouliot and goalies Tristan Jarry and Matt Murray.

Pouliot had another outstanding year in juniors, putting up 17 goals, 70 points and a plus-40 rating in 58 games. I’m sure the Penguins would like to see him get some more pro playoff experience. The question is whether WBS will be playing longer than Portland is. The Winterhawks are the No. 2 seed in their conference in the WHL.

The same applies to Jarry and Murray. They could be in for long playoff runs. Jarry, 18, went 44-14-3 (2.24, .914) with Edmonton, which is the No. 1 seed in its conference in the WHL playoffs. Murray, 19, went 32-11-6 (2.57, .921) with Sault Ste. Marie, the second seed in its conference in the OHL.

In the second category, you’ve got to look at Nebraska-Omaha forward Josh Archibald. He just finished his junior year, so he may fully intend to return to college for another season, but it’s hard to imagine his stock will be any higher than it is right now. A 5-10 speedster, Archibald had a huge second half of the year to finish with 29 goals in 37 games, just behind Hobey Baker favorite Johnny Gaudreau of BC on the national goal scoring chart. If he goes pro and signs an ATO, I would expect him to get right into the WBS lineup.

The final category is the undrafted college free agents.

This site did an awesome overview of 40 top undrafted college players. Check it out. TSN’s Bob McKenzie says 6-3 UMass-Lowell defenseman Christian Folin from Sweden is the consensus No. 1 in the class. As a Big Ten guy, I’m partial to Wisconsin center Mark Zengerle and his 157 points in 148 games. A big-time playmaker and first-team all-Big Ten pick. Reminds me of Andrew Ebbett. He was a BCHL scoring champ before heading to college, so he’s got a pedigree too. Here, check out some highlights.

It’s a writing day for me, so I don’t have any fresh updates from practice. Check out more on the Penguins’ track record with undrafted college players in the paper and online tomorrow. More tomorrow after the game in Syracuse.

Bye for now,

jb
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Sill, Goers, Marcantuoni and more 3/19

March 19th, 2014

5 Comments

Some notes from today’s practice at Coal Street:

– Zach Sill is back on the ice practicing with the team. He’s wearing a red, no-contact jersey as he recovers from surgery to repair a skate-blade cut to his arm suffered Jan. 25. He said the goal is to get back in the lineup before the end of the regular season. When he had surgery in late January, the initial estimate was that he’d miss eight to 10 weeks. Even if he hits the back end of that window, there would be five games left.

– Barry Goers signed a standard AHL deal for the rest of the season. He strikes me as this year’s Cody Wild, a blue-collar guy who is well-liked in the locker room and gives the Penguins a viable option as a seventh defenseman (especially on the nights Brendan Mikkelson sits as the veteran scratch). How many seventh defensemen can get thrown into the lineup, play on the power play and actually produce a few points? Goers has five in 12 AHL games this season. Coach John Hynes said the following about Goers:

“It’s a really nice thing for Barry. It’s a situation where he’s been a little bit up and down throughout the year. He’s certainly deserved to be here even in situations where he’s been sent down to Wheeling. He’s a real high-quality kid, strong work ethic, and he’s shown he can really step into our lineup and play. It’s us trying to add and make sure we have a real quality defenseman in our locker room and also a guy we feel real good about playing.”

– With Chris Kunitz and James Neal back, Jayson Megna has been sent down by Pittsburgh, though he wasn’t at Coal Street yet for practice. I would expect Megna to play on a line that will include Andrew Ebbett and Chuck Kobasew or Spencer Machacek. Guys should be lining up at the bat rack, to mangle a metaphor, to play with Ebbett these days. He’s on top of his game.

– Harry Zolnierczyk also practiced in a red, no-contact jersey today. Hynes said he “should be” ready to play this weekend.

– New ATO Conor Sheary is practicing with the team. On the idea of Sheary getting into games this season, Hynes said the Penguins have plenty of healthy bodies and since the team is trending in the right direction, he’s not inclined to make too many lineup changes, but he didn’t rule it out. First (very basic) impression: Sheary is a little guy with some wiggle to his game. He can definitely keep up as far as his skating goes.

– Matia Marcantuoni is expected to join the team on an ATO by the end of this week now that his season with Kitchener of the OHL is over. Marcantuoni is an interesting prospect. The last time I talked to someone from the Penguins about him, Bill Guerin said he liked his speed and energy and saw him as an excellent bottom-six center in the future. His numbers, though, haven’t been great. This year, for instance, he had 15 goals, 32 points and a minus-30 rating in 54 games. I’d like to get a look at him in a game situation to see what’s what.

– Marcantuoni and Sheary are the only ATO names I’ve heard at this point. Tomorrow on the blog I’ll take a longer look at some of the players who could theoretically come in this season as well as some of the undrafted college free agents who are out there, so check back for that.

Bye for now,

jb
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Heroes and Generals 3/18

March 18th, 2014

2 Comments

One bit of news before I go on a tangent. Harry Zolnierczyk didn’t practice today after suffering an apparent upper-body injury Saturday night. Coach John Hynes said then that it wasn’t believed to be serious and said today that Zolnierczyk is day to day.

OK, on to the tangent. Working on a story today about the run Peter Mannino is on. It’s really striking, especially considering how his season has gone, what with the suspension, the notoriety, the deportation to Canada and that country’s subsequent refusal to accept him.

Since being called up from Wheeling on Feb. 28, Mannino is 4-0-1 with a 1.06 goals-against average and .954 save percentage. By way of contrast, the Penguins’ other goalies went 3-7-1 with a 3.82 and .852 in February.

Goalie stats are useless without context, of course. The Penguins were playing poorly in February and very good in March, so you get into a chicken-and-egg kind of situation. I think there’s enough evidence that Mannino is a big part of the cause of the team’s turnaround — rather than a symptom of it. If I were making a list of players most responsible for the turnaround, I’d put Mannino first.

In fact, why don’t I do just that?

1. Mannino

2. Andrew Ebbett. He’s produced pretty consistently whenever he’s been in the AHL this season, but his three goals and eight points have been the catalyst for an offense that has scored 16 goals in its last four games.

3. Brian Dumoulin. Can’t be a coincidence that the losing streak happened while he was out and the turnaround happened once he got back. Hynes said he’s playing some of his best hockey of the season lately and I concur. Adding him to the mix spreads out the difficult defensive shifts and offensively, he’s been getting pucks to the net.

4. Brendan Mikkelson. He’s got a goal, four points and a plus-3 rating in five games played during the turnaround. He was a minus-7 in the eight games before that. There’s definitely a chicken-and-egg component to plus-minus, probably more than any other stat, but it applies in a broad sense here. That is, Mikkelson is playing better in his last five games than he did in the eight before that.

5. Reid McNeill and Adam Payerl. These guys fall into the unsung category. I included them because the way they’ve been playing lately typifies how the Penguins as a whole play when things are going well. Notably, they’ve both been physical and strong on the puck. They’ve hit early in games when setting a tone is in order. They’re playing some of their best hockey as a pros.

I didn’t include Tom Kostopoulos on this list not because he hasn’t been good lately — he’s been very good, 2-4-6 in his last six games — but because he’s been so damn steady all year long that it’s hard to say he was a cause of the slide or the turnaround. I considered Denver Manderson and Anton Zlobin too. The Penguins need their non-veteran forwards to help out with the scoring, and those two guys, along with Dominik Uher, have given the team its best third-line production of the season.

One other thing to note: The turnaround coincides with Simon Despres’ call-up to Pittsburgh. I’m not one of these chemistry guys who says sometimes losing talent can make a team better. I’ll take more talent any day. But in this case, the D corps has been far less prone to errors with Despres out of the lineup than in it, so make of that what you will.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 4, Norfolk 0 3/15

March 15th, 2014

11 Comments

A surprisingly thorough beating of the Norfolk Admirals delivered by the WBS Penguins tonight.

Surprising because Norfolk was 4-0-1 against the Penguins this season and had won on 12 straight trips to the Mohegan Sun Arena over the last three years.

Didn’t look like it tonight. The Penguins scored two greasy goals in the first period then added two special-teams-type goals in the second. They went on the power play 10 times and outshot Norfolk 40-12. A thorough beating.

The goals scored in the first period were interesting. Rookie John Gibson had owned the Penguins before tonight, going 4-0 and stopping 97-of-101 shots against them. So the Penguins tried a different tack this time. They brought pucks to the crease from below the goal line. Harry Zolnierczyk scored on a wraparound and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond stuffed in a loose puck after Adam Payerl dragged it to the blue paint from below the goal line. Payerl did that all night, incidentally. One of his best games as a pro.

Coach John Hynes said there wasn’t a plan to attack Gibson from behind the net, but there was a focus on not playing a perimeter game against him.

There were a ton of penalties in the second period. Brian Dumoulin scored on a one-timer on a 5-on-3 and Chuck Kobasew scored for the second straight game when he finished off a 2-on-2 with Bobby Farnham in a 4-on-4 manpower situation. Farnham had two assists on his bobblehead night. Kobasew ran his nine-year AHL scoring streak to five games.

Power plays ended up being 10-3 in favor of the Penguins. I always hate to see a discrepancy like that. I asked Hynes if he thought the Penguins were playing so well that Norfolk had no choice but to take penalties against them. He said no, adding: “They’re a competitive group and they’re big and strong. Some of the penalties they took were hard hits. Some of the stick penalties, sometimes those are tough. They’re incidental, but it ends up in a cut and it’s four minutes.”

Four of the 10 power plays were on two double minors for high sticks that drew blood, so I guess that explains a lot of it.

Overall, I think what we saw this weekend was a natural progression of events that started a month ago.

For three games from Feb. 14-16, the Penguins got beat up pretty good by Binghamton and Hershey. Then they got a little better and got loser points for losses to Binghamton and Providence Feb. 19 and 22. Then they got a little better and went 4-1-1 from Feb. 25 to March 9, including two narrow wins on the road last weekend. Then they got a little better and rolled Hamilton and Norfolk by a combined 9-1 score at home this weekend.

The trick, of course, is keeping that trend going for another month or two.

On the personnel side, Harry Zolnierczyk left the game in the third period with an apparent upper-body injury, but Hynes said after the game he thought it was minor. Brendan Mikkelson was the veteran scratch, with Barry Goers taking his spot in the lineup.

I have a couple other assignments early next week, so expect the next full-fledged blog update after Wednesday’s practice. Maybe some news and notes and whatnot between now and then.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 5, Hamilton 1 3/14

March 14th, 2014

4 Comments

I’ll recap this one, a 5-1 WBS Penguins victory over Hamilton, quickly, then get to the fun stuff, some weird stats and unusual events.

The Penguins had little trouble running their winning streak to three games tonight. Andrew Ebbett scored on a first-period shorthanded penalty shot, Anton Zlobin had two goals and an assist and Peter Mannino made 26 saves. They’re 5-1-3 in their last nine and are in first place in the East Division, one point up on Binghamton and two up on Norfolk.

A critical juncture came midway through the first period tonight. The Penguins came out playing a physical style, which was effective and led to some scoring chances, but it also led to a cross-checking call on Reid McNeill at 10:53.

About a minute into the power play, Ebbett stole a puck, took off on a breakaway and was tripped by Gabriel Dumont. He beat Devan Dubynk with a backhand move on the penalty shot.

About two minutes later, Mannino made a key stop on a shorthanded break by Maxime Macenauer. About a minute after that, Zlobin scored from the high slot on the power play.

Michael Blunden cashed in a rebound to make it 2-1 late in the first, but the Penguins blew the game open with two goals in 23 seconds in the second. Chuck Kobasew followed his own rebound from the left-wing corner and made it 3-1. Brian Dumoulin scored past a Dominik Uher screen to make it 4-1.

Dubnyk was pulled at that point, having stopped 10-of-14 shots. The Penguins definitely got the better of the goaltending battle. Mannino has allowed two goals or fewer in all five appearances since being called up from Wheeling on Feb. 28.

Zlobin added his second goal in the third period when he flew past Greg Pateryn up the left wing and beat back-up goalie Robert Mayer.

It’s been noted on this blog quite a bit the last few days that the team’s top five scorers since Feb. 1 are all veterans. Coach John Hynes has talked about getting more secondary scoring. The players held a meeting a few weeks ago talking about getting more production from more players. If Zlobin gets going, that would help that situation.

OK, now the fun stuff.

Stat No. 1: Kobasew has a four-game, nine-year AHL scoring streak. He had a point in each of his last three games with Lowell in 2004-05, spent the next nine years in the NHL, then scored tonight in his WBS debut.

Stat No. 2: Hamilton hasn’t won at the Mohegan Sun Arena since Nov. 13, 2002. Granted, they don’t visit here that often — five times since 2002 — but it’s a long time all the same.

Finally, an unusual event in the third period of this game.

With 11:20 left and the Penguins up 4-1, Hamilton’s Christian Thomas rang a shot off the crossbar. Play didn’t stop until Zlobin scored with 7:17 left. Referee T.J. Luxmore then went to review the replay of the Thomas shot.

If it went in, the score would be 4-2 and about four minutes would go back on the clock. It didn’t, though, and the Penguins led 5-1 with 7:17 to play.

Here’s what Mannino had to say about it: “Zlobin came up to me and was like, ‘Was it a goal?’ I go, ‘I don’t know. Did you kick it?’ He said, ‘No, yours.” I got a pretty good piece of it. I was pretty confident. When they review it, all of a sudden you start to second guess it, but they called it no goal. I’ll take it.”

Some personnel notes before I go. Jayson Megna was called up to Pittsburgh today because James Neal is out with a concussion. Mike Carman was back after missing Sunday’s game with an upper-body injury. Dumoulin returned after getting Sunday off to rest. Spencer Machacek was indeed the veteran scratch.

Bye for now,

jb
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Penguins Pit 3/14

March 14th, 2014

0 Comments

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming weekend slate of games against Hamilton and Norfolk.

It’s an extra-special edition of the podcast this week, as Jonathan and Michael are joined by two Penguins players — fan-favorite Bobby Farnham, the subject of Saturday night’s bobblehead promotion, and veteran winger Chuck Kobasew, who was assigned to the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins after Pittsburgh made two trades for wingers at the NHL trade deadline last week.

This week also return of the Real or Jabroni segment, in which Jonathan and Michael weigh in some of the pertinent issues in the hockey world and beyond. Topics include Lee Stempniak as a top-line winger in Pittsburgh, Peter Mannino as an AHL playoff goalie and which AHL team was the biggest winner now that the NHL and AHL trade deadlines have come and gone.

There’s a lot more inside, so click the link below or the player to listen.

PenguinsPit031414
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The first veteran scratch is … 3/13

March 13th, 2014

2 Comments

Feel like I’m harping on this veteran scratch angle a little bit the last few days, but there’s a reason for that. It’s very rare for WBS to have a surplus of veterans.

A search for the term “veteran scratch” in the Times-Shamrock archives yielded one result. Last year, when Mark Eaton and Tom Kostopoulos came in at the end of the NHL lockout, Joey Mormina missed a game against Toronto as a veteran scratch. I’m sure there have been other instances in the last 15 years, but they’ve been few, far between and short in duration.

This situation may end up being short in duration too. You never know. Someone could get hurt or called up at any time. But for now, the first victim of the veteran scratch is Spencer Machacek. He will sit out tomorrow’s game with Hamilton, coach John Hynes said after practice today.

You have to feel for Machacek for a couple of reasons. First, he has seven goals in 11 games since joining the Penguins in a trade last month. What else could the guy do? Second, he thought he was escaping a too-many-veterans situation in Springfield when he was traded to the Penguins, and as it turned out, he’s right back in one. Hynes’ thoughts:

“It’s not an easy situation for any of the guys. We really feel this group we’ve had this year are guys we really went after. They’re high-character players. They’re obviously very good players. We like where they’re at in their careers. They’re hungry. They have a strong desire to play in the NHL or be strong leaders. Whoever comes out, it’s difficult, but particularly for Spencer. He’s kind of dealing with it again. It’ll be a situation here where he’s going to get more opportunity to play.”

Hynes said he doesn’t have a set rotation in place for the veteran scratch, that it will be decided on a game-by-game basis, but that no one player is going to sit out for long stretches of time.

I also talked to Bobby Farnham for a little while after practice today. It’s a big weekend for him, what with his bobblehead night coming up Saturday. If you scroll two posts down to the list of WBS scoring leaders since Feb. 1, you’ll see Farnham occupies a fairly prominent spot with two goals and three assists. The team has only scored 40 goals during that stretch, so figuring in on five them is pretty significant.

More on Farnham online and in the paper tomorrow, as well as on the weekly Penguins Pit podcast, which is posted here every Friday.

Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing Services

Share|

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

Author: 

jbombulie


Categories: 

Uncategorized


Tags: 

ATO season, AHL trade deadline 3/12

March 12th, 2014

2 Comments

Wanted to post a quick update on some transactions from today.

First, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton has signed undrafted college free agent Conor Sheary to an amateur tryout contract and agreed to terms on an AHL deal for next season.

Sheary is a 5-9 forward who averaged about 10 goals and 30 points in each of his last three seasons with UMass-Amherst. He was a co-captain as a senior. Teammates and coaches had nice things to say about him in this story.

With the Penguins trading away draft picks pretty routinely in recent years to stock the NHL roster at the trade deadline in pursuit of the Stanley Cup, this type of transaction is vital to replenishing the prospect pool. Ben Street and Brandon DeFazio, off the top of my head, are two guys who started on AHL deals and went on to be regular contributors in the league and sign NHL contracts.

Sheary is expected to report to Wilkes-Barre next week.

Second, some notes on today’s AHL trade deadline. The Penguins decided to stand pat, as expected. It’s tough to get an impact player at the AHL trade deadline. The Penguins tried with Derek Nesbitt last year and that didn’t really work out. It’s nearly impossible to get an impact player who isn’t a veteran.

Hershey made the biggest splash, picking up Kris Newbury on loan from Adirondack in exchange for Derek Whitmore. Newbury is a perennial 20-goal, 100-PIM man in the AHL. He should help the Bears.

The move Rochester made looks to me like the kind of AHL trade deadline deal that generally works out best. They lost captain Drew Bagnall, a big, physical defenseman, to shoulder surgery. They picked up Nick Petrecki on loan from Worcester as a direct replacement. He too is a big, physical defenseman.

Portland picked up a productive puck-moving defenseman from St. Louis in Cade Fairchild, largely because the Chicago Wolves had a surplus on the blue line. The Pirates also got winger Sebastien Stalberg, who hasn’t done much in three years with Worcester.

Finally, you’ve got this Springfield-Bridgeport deal, which doesn’t include big names (Jeremy Langlois for Dallas Jackson) but stands out from the rest because two fairly young players are involved.

More tomorrow,

Extra extra 3/12

March 12th, 2014

5 Comments

The WBS Penguins had an extra veteran and an extra goalie at practice this morning at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

Winger Chuck Kobasew practiced, giving the Penguins six veterans with more than 320 games of high-level pro experience, one more than AHL rules allow. Eric Hartzell is back from Wheeling, giving the team three goalies.

The goalie situation probably won’t be a long-term thing. Hynes said the team wanted all three goalies in one place this week to work with goalie coach Mike Buckley in practice. They’ll probably be back to two goalies by this weekend.

The veteran situation is a little trickier. And here’s why. Here’s a list of Penguins scoring leaders since Feb. 1. As a frame of reference, the team has played 15 games since then.

EBBETT 5–8–13 

KOSTOPOULOS 5–8–13 

DRAZENOVIC 4–9–13 

MACHACEK 7–2–9 

MIKKELSON 3–4–7 

ZOLNIERCZYK 3–3–6 

DESPRES 0–6–6 

FARNHAM 3–2–5 

UHER 0–5–5 

MEGNA 2–2–4 

HARRINGTON 0–3–3 

SAMUELSSON 0–3–3 

GIBBONS 2–1–3 

CARMAN 2–1–3 

ZLOBIN 1–2–3 

The top five names on that list are all veterans, and when Kobasew is in the lineup, one of them will not be. I would think that while Zach Sill and Mike Carman are out with injuries, it would be difficult to scratch a center like Drazenovic or Ebbett. That would leave Kobasew, Mikkelson, Machacek and Kostopoulos in the veteran scratch rotation. Hynes said it’s a situation that will require a lot of communication between players and coach. I believe that.

The AHL trade deadline is coming up in about an hour, so I asked Hynes whether either of these personnel situations might be remedied that way. Here’s how the exchange went:

Me: “When you have this type of situation where you have an extra goalie or an extra veteran like you do at this point, sometimes teams rectify that at the AHL trade deadline. Do you expect that to happen in the next few hours?”

Hynes: “No.”

So there’s that. He wasn’t being a jerk about it, by the way, if it comes off that way in print. He added, “It’s a good question, but a quick answer.”

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 4, Toronto 3 (shootout) 3/9

March 9th, 2014

10 Comments

The WBS Penguins walked a tightrope during a three-game road trip this weekend.

Despite holding a third-period lead in all three games, they were 13 seconds away from going 1-1-1, which would have been bad. They were also eight seconds away from a perfect 3-0-0 trip, which would have been good.

In reality, thanks to Nick Drazenovic, they went 2-0-1, which I’m sure no one is complaining about. That games-with-at-least-one-point-in-the-standings stat is up to seven of their last eight (4-1-3) and they moved into a tie with Norfolk atop the East Division standings, one point ahead of Binghamton.

With the score tied 2-2 and less than five minutes left tonight, it looked like Trevor Smith had burned his old team. He stole a puck from Scott Harrington on the right wall, ducked inside Jayson Megna, faked a pass into the slot, then scored on a backhand move at the right post to give the Toronto Marlies a 3-2 lead. An amazing individual effort.

The Penguins answered with Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers pulled in favor of an extra attacker. Harry Zolnierczyk took a pass from Nick D’Agostino in the left-wing corner and centered to Andrew Ebbett at the left post. Ebbett made a crazy spinning backhand cross-ice pass to Nick Drazenovic in the right circle for a knee-drop one-timer with 12.9 seconds left. Quite the highlight.

The Penguins came into the game as the worst shootout scoring team in the AHL, hitting on about 16 percent of their chances this season. They fixed that stat in a hurry. After Drew MacIntyre stopped Denver Manderson, Tom Kostopoulos, Drazenovic and Ebbett converted consecutive chances to give the Penguins the win. Deslauriers stopped three of four Toronto shooters.

All in all, this was a pretty interesting game. The Marlies outshot the Penguins 15-11 in the first period, but Deslauriers was excellent and the Penguins took a 1-0 lead on a weird goal by Harrington. He picked off a clearing attempt that had been rimmed around the boards and took a shot from the left wing. It didn’t look like it went in the net at all, but the referee standing right there ruled that it did. He didn’t even consult replay, so he must have been sure of his call. Strange.

The Penguins pretty much dominated the second period, outshooting Toronto 19-4, but they couldn’t add to their lead.

Kenny Ryan scored a shorthanded goal to tie it before Anton Zlobin lunged to knock in the rebound of a Brendan Mikkelson point shot late in the period.

Take the Harrington goal and add the fact that the Penguins went 0 for 8 on the power play while Toronto went 1 for 3, and you’d have to think the Marlies weren’t thrilled with how this game was officiated. The Toronto power-play goal, incidentally, came on a Spencer Abbott shot from the top of the left circle early in the third period, tying the score 2-2.

Wrapping up with some personnel notes. Brian Dumoulin, who played Friday and Saturday after missing the previous five weeks with an ankle injury, got the day off to rest. Barry Goers took his spot. Mike Carman was injured in Saturday night’s game at Hamilton and did not play tonight. Zlobin took his spot in the lineup. Chuck Kobasew was technically a healthy scratch. He’s been given until early this week to report to WBS.

Check for the next blog update after practice Tuesday.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 4, Hamilton 2

March 8th, 2014

4 Comments

You know that stat from last night about how many times the WBS Penguins have recorded at least one point in the standings lately? It’s starting to look a little more impressive. It’s up to six of their last seven and it’s 3-1-3.

Not a dominant performance tonight or anything, but Andrew Ebbett had two goals and an assist, Tom Kostopoulos added a goal and an assist and Peter Mannino made 30 saves as the Penguins held on for a 4-2 win at Hamilton.

Starting in the middle of the first period, the Penguins took three straight penalties and fell behind 1-0 on a Gabriel Dumont goal off a cross-ice pass from Martin St. Pierre one second after the middle power play ended. It was the kind of penalty trouble I think a team can live with. No little stick fouls. An elbow, a cross-check and a board.

Hamilton then returned the favor and took three straight minors late in the first and into the second and the Penguins scored on two of the power plays. On the first, Ebbett tipped in a Nick Drazenovic one-timer from the top of the right circle. On the second, Ebbett won a faceoff back to Kostopoulos for a slap shot from the top of the left circle three seconds into the man advantage.

The Penguins added to their lead with an ugly goal midway through the second period, and it proved to be a critical one. Adam Payerl muscled a puck out from the end wall to the crease and Denver Manderson shoved it over the goal line to make it 3-1.

The Penguins went into the third period with a two-goal lead for the first time since Jan. 29 and they while they protected it, it was far from comfortable.

Michael Blunden redirected in a Dumont centering pass on the power play early in the period to make it 3-2. Hamilton outshot the Penguins 15-7 in the period, but Mannino held his ground. With about a minute left, Blunden was bearing down on a loose puck at the top of the crease intent on tying the score, and Kostopoulos tied up his stick to end the threat. Ebbett tacked on the empty netter with 57 seconds left and that’s your ballgame.

Two big-picture takeaways from this game: First, the Penguins didn’t blow the Bulldogs away, but they found a way to win. That was missing from a couple of games during the 3-1-3 streak. Second, in a development that would have seemed impossible a few weeks ago, Mannino is making a huge impact. He has stopped 92-of-97 shots (.948) since being called up Feb. 28. Those are big-time numbers.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb
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Utica 2, WBS 1 (shootout) 3/7

March 7th, 2014

Comments Off

The WBS Penguins have recorded at least one point in the standings in five of their last six games, which sounds impressive. It’s not really.

They gave up a 6-on-5 goal to Brandon DeFazio with 7.2 seconds left tonight, then failed to convert on all five shootout attempts in a 2-1 shootout loss to the Utica Comets. They’re 2-1-3 in their last six games.

The Comets have been pretty good lately — 9-4-1 since Feb. 5 — but they were without three of their top nine scorers tonight, with two called up to Vancouver and Patrick Mullen traded to the Senators. On top of that, leading goal scorer Benn Ferreiro left the game after taking a hit from PL3 in the first period and did not return.

The Penguins outshot Utica 21-10 in the first two periods, but managed only a 1-0 lead. The goal came from the newly created line of Jayson Megna, Andrew Ebbett and Spencer Machacek. Megna tracked down a puck on the end wall and centered a pass off the outside of the net to Machacek at the left post.

Machacek has seven goals in 10 games since joining the Penguins in a Feb. 6 trade.

The Penguins finished with 33 shots, which is way over their average, so the problem wasn’t getting pucks to the net like it sometimes is. I don’t think they did a particularly good job getting bodies to the net, however, which made goalie Joacim Eriksson’s night bearable.

Anyway, when you’ve only got a 1-0 lead in the third period despite outplaying an opponent, you’re pretty much asking for trouble. With the Utica goalie pulled, Cal O’Reilly threw a puck into a pile-up at the net front and DeFazio jammed it past goalie Peter Mannino.

In the shotoout, the Penguins went 0 for 5, which is nothing new. They’re dead last in the 30-team AHL in shootout scoring percentage, hitting at 16.2 percent (6 for 37). They’re 2-5 in the shootout this season and they’re two points out of first place in the East Division. Not hard to do that math.

In a personnel note, Tom Kuhnhackl and Harrison Ruopp were sent to Wheeling today. The Nailers are in this part of the country this weekend, at Reading tonight and at Elmira tomorrow, so those guys could easily be back by Monday. Brian Dumoulin made his return to the lineup after missing five weeks with an ankle injury. He was paired with Barry Goers. Nick D’Agostino and Adam Payerl were scratched.

Meanwhile, in Anaheim, Brian Gibbons is scratched and, as I write this, Lee Stempniak and Marcel Goc have been on the right wing with Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz at various times. I like the idea of trying different wingers in Pascal Dupuis’ spot on that line. It only makes sense. But I also think you’ve got to be open to the possibility that Gibbons will end up being the best option. He really might be.

Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing Services

Share|

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on email

Share on print

Author: 

jbombulie


Categories: 

Uncategorized


Tags: 

Penguins Pit 3/7

March 7th, 2014

1 Comment

Greetings, everyone.

It’s Friday, which means it’s time for another edition of Penguins Pit.

This week, hosts Jonathan Bombulie and Michael Cignoli get you up to speed on the latest news surrounding the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and get you prepared for the coming weekend slate of games against Utica, Hamilton and Toronto.

Their guest is Penguins goaltender Peter Mannino, who discusses the rather unusual path he’s found himself on this season. Mannino speaks about his suspension for not reporting to ECHL Wheeling in November, subsequent reinstatement after deciding to report in January and his recent call-up to the Penguins, where he now finds himself as the de facto No. 1 goalie heading into this road trip.

Jonathan and Michael also break down the transactions from the National Hockey League trade deadline on Wednesday afternoon and explore which AHL teams are the biggest winners now that the dust has settled. They also weigh in on Pittsburgh’s acquisitions of Lee Stempniak and Marcel Goc and discuss how that might impact the Penguins organization in the final few weeks of the regular season.

There’s a lot more inside, so click the link below or the player to listen.

PenguinsPit030714
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Kobasew update 3/6

March 6th, 2014

7 Comments

Just a quick update from practice before the WBS Penguins got on a bus bound for Utica.

Coach John Hynes said Chuck Kobasew, sent down by Pittsburgh at the trade deadline yesterday, will report to WBS. Hynes said Kobasew was in transit Thursday and didn’t know exactly when he would be joining the team, but he will be joining the team.

Kobasew scored goals in his first two games with Pittsburgh back in October, then went on a 30-game pointless streak and was squeezed out when the Penguins acquired Lee Stempniak and Marcel Goc yesterday.

Two AHL-centric notes on Kobasew: He puts the Penguins over the veteran limit, creating a bit of a complicated situation.

AHL teams are allowed to dress six players with more than 260 games of high-end pro experience so long as one of them has less than 320 games of pro experience. I’ll call these 260-320 players tweeners. The only tweener on the Penguins roster is Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, so he’s basically out of this veteran calculation.

What you’re left with is scratching one of Kobasew, Tom Kostopoulos, Andrew Ebbett, Nick Drazenovic, Spencer Machacek and Brendan Mikkelson every night. Not an ideal situation.

Second, the last time Kobasew played in the AHL, he was with the Lowell Lock Monsters during the 2004-05 lockout, recording 38 goals, 75 points and 110 PIMs in 78 games. His center was Eric Staal and his the No. 1 goalie was Cam Ward. Quite a year.

Finally, with 600 NHL games to his credit, Kobasew will become the 18th player to appear in at least one game for WBS and at least 500 games in the NHL. How many of the other 17 can you name? It’s a tricky list because many of the players were in Wilkes-Barre for only a short time.

Bye for now,

jb
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Deadline wrap-up 3/5

March 5th, 2014

7 Comments

The Pittsburgh Penguins were prudent at the NHL trade deadline today, overhauling the third line but not making a big, bold move.

They got Marcel Goc from Florida for a 2014 fifth and 2015 third and Lee Stempniak from Calgary for a 2014 third. Play them with Brandon Sutter and you’ve got an experienced, dependable trio with good size. Or play them on the third line with someone like Chris Conner, Brian Gibbons, Taylor Pyatt or Tanner Glass and use Sutter in the top six. Seems like very sound tinkering to me.

It sounded like Vancouver ownership wasn’t as keen on trading Ryan Kesler as it seemed before the deadline, and if he wasn’t available, Shero apparently wasn’t too interested in consolation prizes. Like I said, a prudent approach.

Meanwhile, Gibbons and Simon Despres were sent down on paper at the 3 p.m. deadline to ensure they will be eligible to play in the AHL down the stretch and in the playoffs. I don’t expect either to be sent down for real anytime soon, but if Pittsburgh gets healthy and they get squeezed out of the lineup, they can now come down and play.

Pittsburgh also assigned Chuck Kobasew to WBS. I’ll post info about when and if he’ll actually report as soon as I get it.

Elsewhere, former Penguins D Alex Grant was on the move again, going to Ottawa for winger Andre Petersson. Grant can help anyone’s power play, and WBS plays Binghamton three times in April. Also, Grant and nemesis David Dzurzynski are now teammates, so some fences need to be mended there.

Binghamton didn’t get Joe Corvo from Ottawa, however. After clearing waivers, he was assigned to Chicago, his hometown team, instead. Now that they’ve acquired Grant and Patrick Mullen, though, I don’t think the B-Sens will miss Corvo.

In another AHL deal, Springfield sent Jonathan Marchessault and Dalton Smith to Syracuse for Matt Taormina and Dana Tyrell. Marchessault and Taormina especially are difference makers at the AHL level.

Scroll down to the deadline day Storify for some thoughts on other moves today. Also, don’t forget to check out a story tomorrow online and in the paper about Peter Mannino. He talks about how surprised he is to be back in Wilkes-Barre. Pretty interesting.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS Penguins Deadline Day 3/5

March 5th, 2014

2 Comments

Trying to do this with Storify:
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Trade Deadline Eve 3/4

March 4th, 2014

4 Comments

Some notes on the eve of the NHL trade deadline:

– General manager Ray Shero could easily sit back in the next 24 hours, citing a lack of cap space and noting how difficult it is to replace a player like Kris Letang or Pascal Dupuis on the trade market, and have an uneventful deadline day. But I don’t think that’s going to happen. Do you? The Crosby-Malkin window won’t stay open forever. The Penguins have lost to a lower seeded team in the playoffs for four straight seasons. I think they’re willing to be aggressive, just like they have been for most of the last six years.

–In my opinion, I don’t think there is a player out there who will tip the balance in Pittsburgh’s favor. Not even Ryan Kesler. If the Penguins win a Cup, it will largely be because Crosby and Malkin make it so and because Marc-Andre Fleury regains his 08-09 playoff form. I’d give Brandon Sutter a winger to work with and call it a day, but that’s just me.

– If an aggressive move is made, it’s hard to imagine it won’t include a young defenseman (or two). The names of Simon Despres and Brian Dumoulin have been mentioned. The name of Scott Harrington has not, but I would think a GM of a rebuilding Canadian team could sell a two-time top shutdown defender at World Juniors as a great return for an expiring contract to his fans. Derrick Pouliot is a stud prospect and his value might never be higher. Portland just won 21 straight games and he had seven goals and 29 points during the streak.

– Speaking of Dumoulin, coach John Hynes said he is still day to day with a lower-body injury, but he returned to practice in a full-contact capacity for the first time today and looks very close to getting back in the lineup. His return could give WBS a boost even if they don’t catch a break on deadline day. More on Dumoulin online and in the paper tomorrow.

– For an AHL team, it really is about breaks on deadline day. You’d expect an organization like Pittsburgh would be moving young players in an effort to win now at the NHL level, but these deals sometimes get complex and become more than just a rental for a prospect. Sometimes a good AHL player gets added. Sometimes NHL additions at the deadline mean players are sent down who would otherwise be up. Basically, it’s hard enough to predict how the deadline will affect a given NHL team’s roster, so it’s nearly impossible to predict its impact on an AHL roster.

– Chuck Kobasew cleared waivers today, but there is no indication he has or will be sent assigned to WBS. Waiving him lets Shero have a little bit of roster flexibility tomorrow. Sending down players who don’t have to clear waivers — Despres and Brian Gibbons come to mind — would serve the same purpose.

– Other teams are doing the same thing, which has led to a handful of players on waivers. Cory Conacher was so good for Norfolk in 11-12, is one. He hasn’t been great for Ottawa this year, but he’s fast, feisty and has a nose for the net. I’d be very surprised if he goes unclaimed. If Shero is looking for a Letang replacement, he could do worse than Joe Corvo. I’d also throw in a plug for Corey Potter too. He’s 6-3, right-handed, played great for WBS in 10-11 and is an even for Edmonton this year, which given their goal differential, is like being a plus-20 somewhere else.

– If there’s an addition specifically targeted for WBS, either tomorrow or before the AHL trade deadline next Wednesday, I wonder if it will be a goalie. A veteran third or fourth goalie usually doesn’t cost much at this time of year. Hynes said today that he’s happy with the three guys they have — Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, Peter Mannino and Eric Hartzell — because all three have been very good at one point or another this season. That’s true, but I can’t help but think conditions now are similar to 06-07 when WBS picked up Nolan Schaefer at the deadline. Nashville’s Devan Dubynk cleared waivers. Reunite the Dubynk-Deslauriers tandem from Edmonton in Wilkes-Barre? I’m kidding. (I think.)

– One thing that might affect the goaltending situation in Wilkes-Barre the next few weeks: A porential Tomas Vokoun conditioning assignment. Hynes said that hasn’t been discussed, but the idea does make sense.

– EDIT: OK, here’s the plan for tomorrow. Follow me on Twitter (@CVBombulie) from 11 to 12 roughly for any updates from Coal Street during WBS practice. Then, starting at around 1, check back here as I use Storify to follow things through the 3 p.m. deadline.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS 2, Albany 1 3/1

March 1st, 2014

5 Comments

Four a.m. in Atlantic City can be ugly. It can be great too, don’t get me wrong, but more often than not, you’ve got the losers who finally gave up on breaking even mingling with the overserved. It can be a bad scene.

It was ugly for the WBS Penguins at 4 Saturday morning too, but for different reasons. That’s when their bus pulled in after a 4-0 loss in Syracuse on Friday night. The Penguins were in a state of peril. Before Friday, they had played pretty well for three straight games, losing to Binghamton in overtime and Providence in a shootout before snapping a six-game winless streak with a victory over Hershey.

But was it hard to believe a decisive loss in Syracuse followed by some tough travel and a 5 p.m. start the next day would send them into another tailspin?

That didn’t happen thanks to a third-period comeback. Brendan Mikkelson and Tom Kostopoulos scored in the last seven minutes of the game and Peter Mannino made 19 saves in his first AHL start since Nov. 8, and the Penguins beat the Albany Devils 2-1 to improve to 3-0 all-time at Boardwalk Hall.

“We had a tough drive last night, getting in here at 4 in morning, getting ready to play a good team that was rested. It could have been an easy excuse. We could have lost two games in a row easily,” Kostopoulos said. “For the guys to dig it out and regroup after last night’s beating in Syracuse, it was a good game for us.”

Although the big stuff happened at the end, let’s tackle this one chronologically.

The Penguins took three penalties in the first 11 minutes of the game, which has been a problem in the past month or so. The back-breaker was an unsportsmanlike conduct minor on PL3 at 10:41 while the Penguins were already killing an offensive-zone trip on Andrew Ebbett. Mike Sislo shoveled in a backhand on the 5-on-3.

Even more than being down 1-0, the penalties prevented the Penguins from getting any kind of offensive rhythm together. They only had four shots in the first period and didn’t really start to threaten Keith Kinkaid until the last six or eight minutes of the second.

At that point, Scott Harrington hit a post and a power play buzzed around the net, but the score remained 1-0 heading into the third. Coach John Hynes thought that was a key point in the game. It let the Penguins know that if they kept playing the way they were, they’d probably get a goal or two eventually.

But first, the Penguins had to kill some penalties. Ebbett was given a double minor for high-sticking Mattias Tedenby and Mike Carman was whistled for delay of game for clearing a puck over the glass with 3 seconds left in the kill. They basically spent six of the first seven minutes of the third period shorthanded. In a key juncture in the game — and at the risk of being melodramatic, who knows, maybe a key juncture in the season — the Penguins allowed only three shots in the six minutes, giving themselves a chance to stay in the game.

Mikkelson tied the score with 6:27 left. Harry Zolnierczyk tried to dig out a puck on the forecheck and Mikkelson kept it in at the right point with his skate. He drifted toward the middle of the ice, patiently waited for a shooting lane to develop and scored through traffic.

Less than two minutes later, Albany’s Corbin McPherson was called for tripping Zolnierczyk on the corner. Kostopoulos scored on the power play with 3:52 to go. Nick Drazenovic found Spencer Machacek wide open at the right post, well behind Kinkaid, but Machacek couldn’t get a handle on the puck to shoot it into an empty net. Instead it bounced out to Kostopoulos on the goal line and he scored from a bad angle.

It was Kostopoulos’ 20th goal of the season, the fourth time he hit that mark with the Penguins. The third time came 11 years ago. No one else has done it more than twice.

Mannino’s impact shouldn’t be overlooked as well. He didn’t have to make a ton of saves, but he was solid. Hynes’ comments sum up his game pretty well.

“When the pucks went to him, plays died,” Hynes said. “He made key saves when we needed them and kept it at 1-0. Even though it wasn’t a barrage of chances, he didn’t give up a soft goal.”

Overall, the Penguins didn’t take a giant step forward tonight. They still had too much trouble getting out of their own zone. Too many of their trips into the offensive zone end quickly with a deflected pass or blocked shot. Albany’s defense had something to do with that, of course. But if they had played in the second and third periods tonight like they did in the first, taking a bunch of penalties and not generating any offense, they would have taken a big step back. That they didn’t is significant, I think.

A quick personnel note before I go. Anton Zlobin and Tom Kuhnhackl were called right back up today after a one-game stint with the ECHL’s Wheeling Nailers for a trip to Elmira. They were both scratched tonight.

Expect the next blog update after practice Tuesday, though at this time of year, with the trade deadline looming on Wednesday, expect the unexpected.

Bye for now,

jb

Penguins ready for the grind

 March 20. 2014 11:35PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

UP NEXT

• Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (34-20-3-5, 76 points, 2nd place in the East Division) at Syracuse Crunch (24-27-4-6, 58 points, 5th place in the East Division)

• 7 p.m. today, Onondaga County War Memorial Arena, Syracuse, N.Y.

• Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch

Syracuse — Jonathan Marchessault, acquired by the Crunch earlier this month in a trade with Springfield, has only faced the Penguins twice with his former team. But he has had success in the past against them, including a three-point night at the beginning of last season.

Penguins — Jayson Megna is back from another stint in Pittsburgh, and the talented center has two goals in three games against the Crunch this season.

More 
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Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond admits that the seven-month AHL season can be a grind.

But there is a light at the end of the tunnel.

“The first two months of the season are exciting because it’s new guys and you want to prove yourself. Then it slows down and February is a tough month,” he said. “March is tough, and then when you see April around the corner, it’s the best time of the year. It’s going to be fun.”

With the postseason in sight and the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins right in the thick of things, the end of March is not only fun, it could prove to be very eventful.

Heading into the weekend, the Penguins are in the fifth spot in the Eastern Conference. They are one point behind Binghamton for first place in the East Division, they are tied with Albany and Norfolk at 76 points, eighth-place Providence is just one point behind and Hershey trails by six.

With three games this weekend, do the Penguins have a chance to pull away a bit? Does anyone?

“It’s going to be a situation where you have to take care of your own business. It’s so tight with so few games left, and all the teams in the mix are quality teams that no one’s taking a step back,” Penguins coach John Hynes said. “We’re anticipating it’s going to be tight the rest of the way.”

The Penguins travel to Syracuse to play the Crunch tonight, come back home for a Saturday matchup against Utica and then leave for Albany for a Sunday game against the Devils. It will mark the ninth three-in-three weekend for the Penguins this season with two more to go.

It’s a grind, Leblond admitted, but there is another focus that diverts attention away from the grueling travel and quick turnarounds.

“Right now the games matter even more. You see the end and you want to be in the playoffs, so the adrenaline kicks in,” he said. “By the third game, to me, you don’t feel tired. But the day after, you do hurt.”

With 58 points, Syracuse’s playoff hopes are quickly fading. But that doesn’t mean the Crunch will be pushovers against the Penguins. In eight matchups this season, the Crunch have beaten the Penguins three times, including a 4-0 shutout the last time the teams faced each other on Feb. 28.

Utica is another team on the outside looking in, but the Comets are eight points out of the last playoff spot in the Western Conference, so there is hope. They’ve faced the Penguins twice this year and both games have been extremely tight. The Penguins won the first matchup 1-0 on Dec. 14, and the Comets got a 2-1 shootout win on March 7.

Sunday’s game against the Devils could result in some movement in the playoff seedings, as the Devils are tied with the Penguins at 76 points.

Three games in three days with a lot on the line. Sounds like the pressure of the postseason has already surfaced.

“We’ve been playing playoff hockey for weeks,” Leblond said. “We know what we have to do.”

Penguins blast Admirals

 March 16. 2014 12:01AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins forward Tom Kostopoulos and Norfolk's Dave Steckel get tangled up as they chase the puck into the corner during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Twp.
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Penguins forward Tom Kostopoulos and Norfolk's Dave Steckel get tangled up as they chase the puck into the corner during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Twp.

Penguins forward Harry Zolnierczyk reacts after scoring the first goal of the game against Norfolk during the first period Saturday at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Twp. Penguins teammate Nick Drazenovic rushes to celebrate with Zolnierczyk.

Norfolk's Maxime Sauve, right, grabs the arm of Penguins forward Adam Payerl to keep him from pursuing the puck during Saturday's game at Mohegan Sun Arena in Wilkes-Barre Twp.

More 
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. – The Norfolk Admirals came into Saturday’s game against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins with an 12-game winning streak at the Mohegan Sun Arena.

That didn’t faze the Penguins, however, who had their minds on a streak of their own.

The Penguins scored four times against Admirals goaltender John Gibson — who won his previous four starts against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton without allowing more than one goal in each, to beat Norfolk 4-0 for their fourth straight win.

“We didn’t talk about (12 losses at home to Norfolk),” Penguins head coach John Hynes said. “We did talk about the season series so far and we were severely on the short end of the stick. But our focus was giving ourselves the best chance of winning the game, not the 12-game streak.”

It was a convincing win for the Penguins, who had lost four of five against Norfolk this season. The victory improved them 34-20-3-5 and extended their East Division lead over third place Norfolk to four points and maintain a one-point advantage over Binghamton for first place.

Harry Zolnierczyk got the Penguins on the board in the first period when he took a pass down low from Nick Drazenovic, raced around the back of the net and deposited a wrap around to the far side to make it 1-0.

Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond made it 2-0 late in the period when he tipped in an Adam Payerl pass at the corner. The goal was Leblond’s second of the season and first since Nov. 30, 2013.

During a penalty-filled second period, the Penguins managed to limit Norfolk’s offensive attack and build their lead.

Brian Dumoulin connected on a 5-on-3 power play to make it 3-0, and minutes later, Bobby Farnham feathered a pass to Chuck Kobasew in the slot during a two-on-one rush for a 4-0 lead.

The goal was Kobasew’s second in two games with the Penguins.

All of the Penguins goals against Gibson came from down low, something Hynes said is critical to beating a good goaltender.

“We knew we had to work to score goals tonight,” he said. “He’s an excellent goalie and we didn’t want to stay on the perimeter against them.”

At the other end, goaltender Peter Mannino was rarely tested as the Penguins silenced Norfolk’s offense for most of the night. The Admirals didn’t get their 10th shot until the 18-minute mark of the second period. Mannino stopped all 12 shots he faced on the night for his first shutout since Oct. 8, 2011.

Former Penguin Brad Thiessen started the third period in goal for the Admirals, but Norfolk took themselves out of the game with a high-sticking double minor on Ran Parent followed by a boarding call on Nolan Yonkman to put the Penguins on the power play for almost five minutes.

Notes

• D Brendan Mikkelson (veteran scratch), C Zach Sill (injury), C Mike Carman and LW Conor Sheary were scratched for the Penguins.

• Since being recalled from Wheeling late last month, Mannino has allowed one goal or less in four of his five starts.

• Zolnierczyk left the game midway through the third period favoring his shoulder. Hynes said he will be fine.

• Despite scoring once on 10 power play opportunities, Hynes was happy with the way his players executed with the man advantage. “The power play does three things for you: scores, gives you momentum or takes it away from you. Tonight it gave us a lot of momentum and brought life to our team. That’s what you want out of your power play”

Hockey Firsts: spencer machacek

 March 16. 2014 12:00AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Spencer Machacek joined the Penguins after a trade from Springfield earlier this season.

More 
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By the time a player reaches the AHL or NHL, they have already achieved a lot in their careers and made plenty of memories along the way. Each week, we’ll sit down with one of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and talk about some of the memorable “firsts” they’ve had during their careers, ranging from their first time on skates to their first goal as a pro.

Player: Spencer Machacek

Age: 25

Position: Right wing

Birthplace: Lethbridge, Alberta

Years pro: 6

First time on skates: “The first time I remember I was 3 years old. It wasn’t hockey, it was skating with a figure skating teacher in a learn-to-skate class. It was all little kids. You get a sticker on your helmet if you’re good.”

First team: “Our team name was the Ninja Turtles. I was 5 years old. We had green jerseys and we played on mini ice rink in my hometown for little kids.”

First coach that influenced you: “I don’t have any hockey relations in my family, but I went to Rich and Ron Sutter’s hockey school as a kid in my hometown. I ended up working at it when I was 15 until I was about 18.”

First goal that you remember: “My first WHL goal. Growing up as a kid in the hometown where there was a WHL team and then to score in that league is one that I remember.”

First time you won anything in hockey: “In atom AA we won the championship. There was six teams in the league and our team won. I have buddies who I’m still friends with from the other teams and we still talk about that championship. We got a big team trophy and did the laps around the ice.”

First time hockey took you away from home: “I moved away at 15. It was tough. You leave all your friends and your family. I only moved two hours away, but when I was 16, I moved 14 hours away to Vancouver. You live with billets and they’re kind of like your parents. A couple of the billets made me do my laundry and stuff just to teach me the facts of life. When I signed after junior, I lived on my own and knew what I was getting into going pro. I was prepared for it by then.”

First pro contract: “My last year at junior. I was in the playoffs and I was really excited. It happened right in the first round of the playoffs. It makes you feel that all you worked for is starting to pay off. It wasn’t much negotiating on my level. I was ready.” 

First time you faced adversity in your hockey career: “There’s always a lot of little things. Injuries are obviously tough. I had a couple in my draft year. You have to come back from an injury and catch back up to the team. I hurt my shoulder and missed four weeks. It was tough but ended awesome, winning the Memorial Cup.”

Veteran status forces Machacek out of Pens lineup tonight

 March 13. 2014 11:46PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Winger Spencer Machacek won't be on the ice tonight for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton because of an AHL rule that limits the number of veterans a team can dress.

Penguins’ veterans and the number of pro games they have played:

1. Tom Kostopoulos - 1,028 (398 AHL, 630 NHL)

2. Chuck Kobasew - 727 (127 AHL, 600 NHL)

3. Nick Drazenovic - 442 (430 AHL, 12 NHL)

4. Andrew Ebbett - 440 (242 AHL, 198 NHL)

5. Spencer Machacek - 430 (405 AHL, 25 NHL)

6. Brendan Mikkelson - 386 (255 AHL, 131 NHL)

Up Next…

Hamilton Bulldogs (25-28-1-4, 55 points, 5th place in the North Division - Western Conference) at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (32-20-3-5, 72 points, 2nd place i nthe East Division)

7:05 p.m. today at the Mohegan Sun Arena

Listen live on The Sports Hub, 102.3 FM

Players to watch:

Hamilton - Martin St. Pierre leads the Bulldogs with 40 points.

Penguins - Chuck Kobasew last played an AHL game nine years ago during the 2004-05 season. He compiled 38 goals and 75 points in 79 games with Lowell that year.

More 
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins head coach John Hynes assured that none of his team’s six veterans would be left in the dark as he configures the lineup to comply with an AHL rule prohibiting teams from playing more than five veteran players.

However, as an unfortunate side effect, the rule assured that one of the Penguins veterans will be left out of the lineup when they host the Hamilton Bulldogs tonight. Under the rule, AHL teams can dress no more than five players with 320 games of pro experience. They are allowed to dress six players with more than 260 games as long as one has less than 320 games of pro experience.

After Thursday’s practice at the Mohegan Sun Arena, Hynes said winger Spencer Machacek would be the odd-veteran out for tonight’s game. Suiting up will be veterans Chuck Kobasew, Tom Kostopoulos, Nick Drazenovic, Brendan Mikkelson and Andrew Ebbett. Winger Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond is safe from the rule because he has played less than the 320 games.

Considering Machacek has seven goals and nine points in 12 games since the Penguins acquired him in a trade in early February, it wasn’t an easy decision to leave him out of the lineup. Machacek also dealt with the veteran issue while he was with Springfield earlier this season.

“Whoever comes out, it’s difficult,” Hynes said. “For Spencer, he’s kind of dealing with it again.”

Machacek’s scratch likely won’t be long-term, however. Hynes said the issue will be handled “day-by-day” and will be based on a number of factors, including lineup needs, injuries, call-ups and, to a lesser degree, matchups against opponents.

After learning he would sit out tonight’s game, Machacek took the news in stride but admitted it’s tough.

“All of our veterans are key players here, so it’s a tough situation,” he said. “It’s not easy for (coaches) or us. We just have to work hard and battle for a lineup spot.”

While he didn’t take issue with Hynes’ decision, Machacek wasn’t as kind toward the rule itself.

“I think the rule is pretty ridiculous. It should be an organizational decision if they want to play veterans or not,” he said. “Most teams want to develop their young players anyway.”

Machacek added that he felt the rule is pushing veteran players away from the AHL and toward Europe, and he wasn’t alone.

Drazenovic, who said he has never been involved in the veteran rule issue before this season, agreed with Machacek’s assessment.

“I’m not a big fan of it. It waters down the league a little bit and forces guys to go overseas,” Drazenovic said.

NOTES

- While the veteran issue was resolved on Thursday, the Penguins goaltending situation is still up in the air. Eric Hartzell, Jeff Deslauriers and Peter Mannino all practiced, and Hynes said a decision on which two will dress for the weekend won’t be made until later today.

Pens welcome veteran Kobasew

 March 12. 2014 11:34PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Chuck Kobasew took care of some family matters, made the drive from Pittsburgh and arrived in Wilkes-Barre this week bringing with him some pretty impressive credentials.

Kobasew, 31, skated in his first practice with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Wednesday. He gives the AHL Penguins another proven veteran with an impressive resume.

In 12 pro seasons, Kobasew has played in exactly 600 NHL games with five teams, topped the 20-goal mark three times and played in the Stanley Cup Finals in 2004 with the Calgary Flames.

So what does Kobasew hope to accomplish here?

“I’m excited to help this team get in the playoffs,” he said. “To be honest, I’m not even thinking about what’s going on up there (Pittsburgh). It’s about this locker room. I know some of the guys here and it’s fun to be a part of this group.”

Not that Kobasew wouldn’t like a return trip back to the NHL.

With Pittsburgh he played sparingly over the last month-and-a-half. While Kobasew wants to help the AHL Penguins make the playoffs, on a personal level he plans on logging some big minutes and getting his timing and game shape back in order.

“Fine tune those things and get my game back to where it should be,” Kobasew said.

Kobasew is no stranger to the AHL. He last played in the league during the lockout of 2004-05 with Lowell, scoring 38 goals and 75 points in 79 games on a team deep with future NHL stars such as Eric Staal, Chad Larose, Mike Commodore, Mark Giordano and Cam Ward.

“That was one of the funnest years of my career and a good development opportunity for all of us,” Kobasew said.

The addition of Kobasew gives the Penguins two players with at least 600 NHL games - Tom Kostopoulos has 630.

Head coach John Hynes sees a lot of similarities between the two.

“You look at their professionalism, work habits and how they present themselves both on and off the ice and that’s why those guys have spent so much time in the NHL and worked for everything they’ve gotten,” Hynes said. “(Kobasew) is another great example for our young guys and another guy who’s going to be a real impact for our team.”

NOTES

- The addition of Kobasew puts the Penguins one over the veteran limit. That means Hynes will have to scratch either Kobasew, Kostopoulos, Nick Drazenovic, Brendan Mikkelson, Andrew Ebbett or Spencer Machacek. “That will be a difficult decision,” he said. “They’ve all been exceptional.”

- Goaltender Eric Hartzell returned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton from Wheeling and practiced with the team on Wednesday. Along with Peter Mannino and Jeff Deslauriers, the Penguins have three goaltenders. Hynes said the situation isn’t permanent.

“That’s going to change. For the week of practice we felt it was important for Eric to come back here and get all three guys to work with (goaltending coach) Mike Buckley,” Hynes said. “It’s not a situation where we’re using this week of practice to determine who plays. The three goalie thing strictly this week is because of our goalie coach being here.”

- Speaking of Hartzell, he was happy to be back with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and seemed to have put his poor February behind him. “Sometimes the game doesn’t go the way you want it to go, but ultimately it happens to every athlete in every sport. You go through tough times,” Hartzell said. “But that’s what makes you the person you are. I kept my head on straight and I’m feeling pretty good now.”

- Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond didn’t practice on Wednesday. Hynes said it was just a maintenance day for Leblond.

- The Penguins assigned F Tom Kuhnhackl and D Harrison Ruopp to Wheeling on Wednesday.

- The Penguins signed forward Conor Sheary to an amateur tryout agreement (ATO) on Wednesday and agreed to terms on an American Hockey League contract for the 2014-15 season.

Sheary, 21, recently completed his senior season at the University of Massachusetts, where he compiled 28 points (9g-19a) in 34 games. He served as team captain while leading the Minutemen in assists (19), points (28) and shorthanded goals (2).

Hailing from Melrose, Massachusetts, Sheary was a four-year letterman for the Minutemen and totaled 38 goals, 66 assists and 53 PIM in 138 games.

Second win of weekend puts Penguins in first place

 March 09. 2014 11:54PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

More 

 Story Tools  PrintPrint | E-MailEMail | SaveSave |    Hear   Generate QR Code QR 

Send to Kindle

Font size:  

Get E-Mail AlertsGet Text Alerts

As the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins wrapped up a scoreless overtime against the Toronto Marlies on Sunday, they were one point out of first place in the East Division.

Shootout goals by Tom Kostopoulos, Nick Drazenovic and Andrew Ebbett put them in a tie.

With a 4-3 shootout win over the Marlies in Toronto, the Penguins wrapped up the weekend with five points in three games and now have won four of their last six. Better yet, they move into a tie with Norfolk for the division lead and are fifth overall in the Eastern Conference.

The win, which improved the Penguins to 32-20-3-5, is their third victory in March - matching their total for all of February.

A couple of new faces to the scoresheet gave the Penguins a 2-1 lead heading into the second period. Scott Harrington scored his fourth goal of the season in the first period, and Anton Zlobin scored his first goal since Jan. 19 with less than two minutes remaining in the second period.

The Penguins outshot the Marlies 19-4 in the period, but Toronto tipped the scales in the third.

Spencer Abbott tied the score for the Marlies midway through the period on the power play, and former Penguin Trevor Smith gave them the lead five minutes later as Toronto outshot the Penguins 13-5.

Down 3-2 and with Jeff Deslauriers pulled for the extra attacker, Ebbett and Drazenovic teamed up to give the Penguins a second chance at two points. With 13 seconds left in the game, Ebbett picked up a rebound in front of the Marlies net and fed a no-look backhand pass across the crease to Drazenovic, who nailed home a one-timer to force overtime.

The Penguins didn’t muster a shot in overtime while Toronto registered two, but in the shootout the offense came back to life.

First, Kostopoulos connected in the second round of the shootout, followed by a Drazenovic shot through the five-hole. With Smith scoring the only goal for Toronto through four rounds, Ebbett sealed the win with a backhander.

After entering the game with the worst shootout percentage in the league, the Penguins found some much-needed redemption to earn the extra point.

Notes

- The Penguins went 0-for-8 on the power play while also allowing a shorthanded goal to Toronto.

- D Brian Dumoulin, who returned from an injury to play Friday and Saturday, sat out Sunday’s contest. Mike Carman also was scratched, as was Chuck Kobasew, who was sent down by Pittsburgh last week after clearing waivers.

Penguins`1`1`1`0` — 4

Toronto`0`1`2`0` — 3

Ebbett powers Pens past Hamilton

 March 08. 2014 10:23PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins offense truly clicked for half a period in Saturday’s matchup against the Hamilton Bulldogs at the FirstOntario Centre.

The Penguins scored three times - including twice on the power play, in the first 11 minutes of the second period to beat the Bulldogs 4-2. The win improves the Penguins to 31-20-3-5 and moves them from eighth to sixth overall in the Eastern Conference.

After Hamilton carried a 1-0 lead into the second period, the Penguins wasted no time evening things up.

Andrew Ebbett kicked off the scoring during a power play that carried over. Ebbett connected just 42 seconds into the period to make it 1-1 and notch his first of two goals on the night.

Less than two minutes later, Hamilton’s Martin St. Pierre was called for hooking, giving the Penguins their third power play of the night. It only took them three seconds to gain the lead when Tom Kostopoulos found the back of the net at the 2:21 mark for the Penguins second power play goal of the game.

Ebbett got the assist on the goal for his sixth multi-point game of the season.

And there was more to come.

Midway through the period Denver Manderson stuffed in a shot in front for his second goal of the season to give the Penguins a commanding 3-1 lead heading into the third period.

Hamilton wasn’t done, however.

Less than four minutes into the third period Mike Blunden made it 3-2 as Hamilton continued to press.

The offensive pressure earned the Bulldogs two power plays in the period and they outshot the Penguins 15-7, but failed to get another puck past Peter Mannino, who stopped 30-of-32 shots on the night for his second win in three starts since being recalled from Wheeling last week.

Ebbett scored his second goal of the night with an empty netter at the 19:03 mark after Hamilton pulled goaltender Robert Mayer for the extra attacker.

The Penguins wrap up their five-game road stint today in Toronto against the Marlies.

NOTES

- C Zach Sill (injury), F Chuck Kobasew, F Anton Zlobin and D Barry Goers were scratched for the Penguins.

Late goal costs Pens valuable point

 March 07. 2014 11:32PM

By Anne Delaney For The Times Leader 
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UTICA, N.Y. — The Penguins will take the point and move on.

That’s all Wilkes-Barre/Scranton can do after dropping a 2-1 shootout loss to the Utica Comets Friday at the Utica Memorial Auditorium.

The Penguins (30-20-3-5) were 7.2 seconds away from getting two points in a game they controlled, but Brandon DeFazio’s goal late in the third quickly reversed their fortunes.

“I’m really satisfied with the way we played,” Penguins coach John Hynes said. “Nine times out of 10, the way we played we come out with a win. We’ll take the point and move on.”

Utica’s Cal O’Reilly, the 10th and final shooter was the only player to convert in the shootout round. O’Reilly went to the top shelf on Penguins goalie Peter Mannino to give the Comets (25-26-3-5) their third-straight victory and seventh in the last nine.

Utica looked down and out for most of the game, flattened by an effective Penguins forecheck that paid off with Spencer Machacek’s 16th goal of the season just 1:12 into the second period. Machacek went to the net and took a pass that he poked past Utica goalie Joachim Eriksson on a play set up by Jasyon Megna and Andrew Ebbett.

The Penguins, playing the first of three games in three days, outshot the Comets 33-22 but dominated until DeFazio’s equalizer with seconds to play in the third period.

The Comets pulled Eriksson in favor of a sixth skater and DeFazio took advantage by poking in his 10th goal of the year around a crowded Penguins net.

“There were a lot of bodies there and somehow it found it’s way into the net,” Hynes said. “It could’ve bounced the other way.”

The teams went to the shootout following a scoreless OT. The Penguins rediscovered their control late in the five-minute OT but couldn’t connect for another goal against Eriksson, who had 32 saves.

“He played well,” Hynes said. “It was a really well-played hockey game. We had some chances that we didn’t connect on and if we did, it might have been a different result.”

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, holding a two-point lead on Hershey for the eighth and final playoff spot coming into Friday, play at Hamilton tonight and at Toronto Sunday afternoon. The Penguins return home against Hamilton at 7:05 p.m. Friday.

***

Comets 2, Penguins 1 (SO)

Penguins`0`1`0`0`—`1

Utica`0`0`1`0`—`1

Hockey firsts: Nick D’Agostino

 March 08. 2014 9:42PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

Penguins defenseman Nick D'Agostino is in his first pro hockey season after playing at Cornell University.
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By the time a player reaches the AHL or NHL, they have already achieved a lot in their careers and made plenty of memories along the way. Each week, we’ll sit down with one of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins and talk about some of the memorable “firsts” they’ve had during their careers, ranging from their first time on skates to their first goal as a pro.

Player: Nick D’Agostino

Age: 23

Position: Defense

Birthplace: Bolton, Ont.

Years pro: 1

First time on skates: “It was before I was 4. My dad would put me in a house league in Ontario. My favorite thing was my dad would always take me to practice at six in the morning and we’d always go to McDonalds for breakfast afterward. I’d collect all the hockey cards. I’m a sausage McMuffin guy — was and still am.”

First team: “The Mighty Ducks in Port Credit, Ont. It was right around when the Mighty Ducks movies came out. Paul Kariya was my favorite player and I still have my jersey.”

First coach that influenced you: “My dad, Paul. Not just in hockey but in everything — school, athletics and life. My dad played pro soccer and he tried to get me involved in as much as possible — hockey, soccer, basketball, volleyball and golf.”

First goal that you remember: “I remember it took me a while to score my first goal. I was on the blueline and didn’t get involved much offensively as a kid. When it did happen, my parents bought me a big painting called First Goal — a young kid off to the side by himself after scoring his first goal. I still have the puck.”

First time you won anything in hockey: “Growing up we won Silver Stick championships in atoms or pee wees when I was really young. It was in Michigan and a big deal for a kid. I got a nice big trophy, which I still have. My parents kept all the hardware from when I was little.”

First time hockey took you away from home: “I played two years in junior in Toronto and commuted every day about 45 minutes. My first year away was my freshman year at Cornell. I was 19 when I left home. I definitely think being a little older helped me with the transition. In college, you have to take care of yourself — meals and laundry. I actually went with two guys on my team so the transition wasn’t bad at all.”

First pro contract: “I was on the golf course this past May with my buddies. I had been talking with Pittsburgh for a couple months and wasn’t sure how it would develop. My agent called and said they made a good offer and that I should consider it. I called my parents and said alright let’s do it. I told my buddies and it was a fun day and night to.” 

First time you faced adversity in your hockey career: “First time was when I was 16 and I went undrafted to the OHL. In Ontario, the OHL is a big deal. My buddies were getting drafted. I thought I was good enough but got passed over and I was real disappointed. Three hundred players in Ontario in your age group get picked and you’re not one of them. A lot of kids just shut it down. I used it as motivation. I went back and played another year in midget, committed to Cornell the next year and the year after that got drafted by Pittsburgh. It’s a pivotal time. I had some buddies who didn’t get drafted and just played hockey for fun. Some got drafted and never made their OHL team. It was good for me and helped me set my sights on going to school.”

Penguins edge Devils in Atlantic City

 March 01. 2014 10:48PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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When goaltender Peter Mannino was suspended in late November after refusing to report to the Wheeling Nailers, the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins had no choise but to move on.

On Saturday against the Albany Devils in Atlantic City, they were happy to have Mannino back.

After giving up 34 goals over the last eight games — and losing seven — Mannino stopped 19-of-20 shots in his first start since Nov. 8 to lead the Penguins to a 2-1 win over the Devils.

Trailing 1-0 going into the third period, the Penguins received goals from Brendan Mikkelson and Tom Kostopoulos to complete the comeback. The win was crucial as it allows the Penguins to pass Albany for the sixth spot overall in the Eastern Conference.

On Saturday, a day after being shutout by the Syracuse Crunch, the Penguins offense struggled again, totaling just nine shots through the first two periods without a goal. Albany got on the board midway through the first period after Andrew Ebbett was called for tripping, followed by Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond for unsportsmanlike conduct. That allowed the Devils to go on their third power play, this time a 5-on-3, and Mike Sislo connected to give them a 1-0 lead.

Penalty trouble would continue to haunt the Penguins throughout the game, including the first half of the third period when Ebbett was given a double minor for high-sticking and Mike Carman was called for a delay of game after shooting the puck over the glass with three seconds left on the four-minute power play.

That gave the Devils almost six minutes of power-play time, but the Penguins held fast to kill it all off and prevent Albany from extending the lead.

After that the offense surfaced for the Penguins.

Mikkelson gained the puck at the blue line, waited for a spot and fired a shot through traffic and past Albany goaltender Keith Kinkaid to tie it up, 1-1.

Then it was the Penguins turn to connect on the power play. With less than four minutes remaining in the game, Kostopoulos scored his 20th goal of the season to put the Penguins up 2-1.

After Albany pulled Kinkaid for the extra attacker, Mannino and the Penguins staved off a last-minute attack to preserve the win.

After posting a 3-5-2-1 record in February, the Penguins open March with a win and a valuable two points to move one ahead of Albany in the conference. The win is Mannino’s second with the Penguins. He posted a 3-3 record with the Nailers after he reported to Wheeling in January.

Notes

• D Brian Dumoulin (injury), C Zach Sill (injury), F Tom Kuhnhackl, F Anton Zlobin and D Barry Goers were scratched for the Penguins.

• Kostopoulos’ goal marked his fifth AHL season with at least 20 tallies. He has four 20-goal seasons with the Penguins. Kostopoulos is also tied for third in the AHL with 12 power play goals and five game-winners.

• The Penguins had 14 shots on the night, their lowest total of the season.

Howden Shining with Panthers

Posted on March 19, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski
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I felt a little awkward.

I was standing downstairs after another Rampage loss. It was very quiet down there.

Quentin Howden came out of the locker room and we had a moment.

I felt awkward because I’ve been impressed with Howden’s speed and his work ethic, but a little disappointed in his production.

The bottom line I thought with Howden was, dang it, with his skill set, he should be ripping up the AHL.

He had a nice AHL career. Notice the past tense.

And we had a very nice conversation. Usually, players see me and fly by like tracking down a dump in in the corner. But for some reason, Howden stopped and actually visited.

It was kinda cool. And now that he’s punched a one-way ticket to Florida, the moment makes me feel much better about the former Panthers first-round draft pick.

Howden is ripping up the NHL now.

Three goals in four games.

As opposed to no goals and no assists in 18 games last season.

Howden has been a force. He and Vinnie Trocheck got together on Vinnie’s second goal vs. Vancouver Sunday, and last night, Howden scored his third goal in the Panthers win over San Jose on the coast.

Howden also picked up two high sticking penalties in the third period, something we didn’t see much from him here.

Nice. Nice that Howden stopped to say hi. Nice that he’s on his way and living up to his potential. And nice that the Panthers were patient with him. He can burn the pants on most skaters on most nights.

But have to admit — his nights of skating on AT&T Center ice are most likely over. The kid is the real deal.

P.S.

Nice to also see Garrett Wilson make his NHL debut against the Sharks Tuesday night. Wilson, who has transformed himself this season into a very useful player, especially in front of the goaltender, played just over eight minutes and registered THREE hits!

Colby Robak also logged 17:17 in the game, while Joey Crabb assisted on Scottie Upshall’s goal that proved to be the winner.

Good to see the Rampage players winning in the NHL.
Another Non-Participation Post Season for Rampage

Posted on March 17, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski
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Oh well. There’s something to be said about consistency.

For the ninth time in 12 AHL seasons, there will be no playoffs for the San Antonio Rampage.

Sure, the coaches will tell you the math shows a chance.

The players will let us know they are still playing hard for that eighth playoff spot.

Facts are facts, however.

And here is the hard fact.

The Rampage are 10 points out of eighth place with 14 games left to play.

That’s 28 points up for grabs and yes, there is wiggle room there.

But a closer look shows some inconvenient truths.

The team is 1-5-0-1 since the rodeo road trip. That doesn’t include the game with Texas, which will commence 8 minutes into the game and the Rampage already losing 2-0. Giving the best team in the conference a two-goal gimme is not a great idea.

Sunday’s 2-1 loss was the first time in those six non-wins the team has allowed fewer than four goals.

In the six non-wins, the Rampage have allowed 26 goals…that’s over four a game. Not too many teams will win with that formula.

What’s really frustrating to Rampage fans is the success up I-35.

The Texas Stars have not only been a playoff team in four of the five years they’ve been around, the Stars went to the Calder Cup finals in their inaugural season. Winning is expected there.

The Milwaukee Admirals, a tad on the bubble right now, have missed the playoffs THREE times since 1977.

THREE!

Winning is expected there.

The Oklahoma City Barons have been in the league four seasons.

They’ve made the playoffs each year. AAAAAAnnndddddd have made it to the conference finals the last two seasons AND have been on a tear lately to make another post-season run. The Rampage can’t win in the empty Cox Center…losing six straight there this season.

And the worst thing is no one  cares there. The nearby downtown development is called Bricktown. The Cox Center should be called Ghost Town on hockey nights.

Even with half of the Edmonton Oilers playing there last season, the Barons were outdrawn by high school assemblies.

So here in San Antonio, with the Rampage driving eight hours to play in OKC only to return grumbling for eight hours, it gets a little frustrating to see consistent winning all around but here.

And what’s really confusing is the parent organizations of these three teams have been in the playoffs only three times combined over the last five years. The Nashville Predators, Milwaukee’s top club, have those three post-season appearances. None for the Dallas Stars or the Edmonton Oilers over that span. The Oilers have the longest non-playoff streak going in the NHL right now–seven.

Even when Houston was in the same league as San Antonio hockey teams, the H-Town clubs dominated SA, while their parent team, the Minnesota Wild, made the playoffs for the first time in five years last season.

Now the Rampage, for some unknown reason, kick some big time Grand Rapids Griffins butt. And considering the all-time franchise record of 397-435-19-34-49 (13 ties), being three games under .500 could be thought of as an improvement. And considering the Rampage parent club, either Florida or Phoenix, made the playoffs in all but TWO of their collaboration, it’s a hockey conundrum folks.

But once again — no playoffs.

Bummer.

SPOILER ALERT

Perhaps we’ve been spoiled in San Antonio with winning lately.

It’s a curse.

Winning becomes expected from professional sport teams when winning happens every year.

The Spurs have the NBA record for 15 STRAIGHT seasons with 50 or more wins. FIFTEEN!

The Los Angeles Clippers won 50 games for the FIRST time last season. How long have the Clips been in the NBA? Answer, you go back to 1970 as the Buffalo Braves — Bob McAdoo, Ernie DiGregorio days folks. How many times did the Clippers LOSE 50? That would be 27.

Then you look at the San Antonio Missions, who won the Texas League title last season, have won the championship five times in the last 12 years.

Not sure what it will take to get a winning hockey team in San Antonio.

Panthers Throwing the Rampage Under the Playoff Bus?

Posted on March 12, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski
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Last week, Rampage leading scorer Vincent Trocheck got the phone call he’s been waiting for since birth…welcome to the NHL, kid.

Joey Crabb got the same call, only, welcome back. Crabb’s hat trick in the last Rampage win may have had something to do with it, but Crabb, who most likely expected to be in Florida this season, has been a model citizen here, working hard and helping the club win.

Now, the Panthers have recalled Quinton Howden and Alex Petrovic and combined with the trade of goaltender Jacob Markstrom to Vancouver, and the voila, the Rampage can still put some pucks in the net, but they’ll be at a huge disadvantage once again playing against the defending Calder Cup champs Thursday night, the Grand Rapids Griffins.

The Rampage have recalled Jonathan Hazen to fill one of the gaps.  Trevor Lewis was called up last week when Crabb was dispatched to South Florida.

Let’s just say the Rampage offense will be diminished this weekend.

Yes, this is the nature of the beast in the AHL, where your affiliation can work wonders when the right players are signed, sealed and connected. But when the callups catchup, it’s tough for the team to be competitive.

Just ask the Abbotsford Heat, who led the West Division most of the season, but Calgary has come calling and the Heat is hurting, going 0-6-1-1 since the fire sale began.

The Rampage have fallen off the playoff radar thanks to an 0-3-0-1 March. Overall, San Antonio is 1-5-0-1 in the last seven games, after winning a franchise high seven straight road games to put them back in the hunt.

At the end of February, the Rampage were two points out of eighth place. Now, they are 11 points back since the 8th place Milwaukee Admirals have won four straight. The Admirals always do this — they ALWAYS make the playoffs. Their current 11-year straight stretch is the longest post-season run of any AHL team right now, including one Calder Cup.

No telling what Tom Rowe will do now that his team has been picked over by the Panthers. It’s nice to have the big club take a look at guys like Howden and Petrovic especially since they are getting to the point in their careers where the NHL club will decide if there is a major league future for them with Florida.

Howden’s speed is impressive, but he went 0-0-0 in 18 games last season. He’s a former first round pick. It’s his time to show what he can do up there.

Petrovic, one of the few Rampage players this season willing to drop the gloves, has improved dramatically to be, along with Colby Robak, the most dependable defensemen on the team.  The former 2nd round pick was called up earlier, but was injured after playing five games.  He played six games in Sunrise last season, and was -8 … but was +4 this season in his earlier trial.

Crabb, who played with the Washington Capitals last year with a couple of goals, had 12 goals and 14 assists for the Rampage and his offensive savvy will be missed.

So the mantle of offense will slide onto the shoulders of Drew Shore, Bobby Butler, Greg Rallo, John McFarland and Garrett Wilson. Butler was benched for the OKC game Tuesday. Not a good sign.

Rallo has only one goal in 26 games — most unusual for the typically consistant Rallo, who has averaged more than 20 goals in his AHL career. At nine goals, he’ll be hard pressed to reach that figure.

Shore is here because of procedural rules. Shore is five games shy of having to go through waivers to be sent here. He would most assuredly be claimed if the Panthers tried to get him through that process, so Shore remains here, taking one for the organization. Enjoy watching Drew play the rest of the season. Only place you’ll see him is on NHL Center Ice.

McFarland has had some big goals for the Rampage this season, and Rowe loves the kid. Wouldn’t be surprised to see Big Mac on the top line this weekend.  All of his six goals seemed to be big ones this year.

Wilson’s offense left him in January, scoring two goals in 26 games, but he has two this month.

Jed Ortmeyer, Wade Megan, and newcomer Mark Mancari will also be counted upon more to contribute on the scoresheet.

No matter what the front line does, it won’t matter unless Scott Clemmesen returns to form as an exceptional NHL goaltender. Clemmensen has been porous to be kind, allowing nine goals in his two Rampage appearances. If Clemmensen is playing for a contract next season, as Rowe has suggested, he may have trouble getting one in the Southern Professional League.

All is not lost on paper. The Rampage have 17 games remaining.  Once their roadwork gets done this weekend in Milwaukee and Iowa and next weekend in Charlotte, the Rampage will be home for 11 of the last 12.

Trying to put this into numerical perspective, the Rampage need to go “Norfolk Admirals” on the AHL this month and next. The eastern Admirals, you may recall from two years ago, went 28-0-0-0 to end the season on the way to the Calder Cup.

The Rampage margin of error is zero. The other Western Conference clubs are playing well, with the exception of Iowa and the aforementioned Heat.  Heck, the Utica Comets, who began the season losing 10 straight, are now ahead of the Rampage.

The must win games right now are right here this week.

For whatever reason, the Rampage are 3-0 against Grand Rapids this season, including a remarkable 6-5 win in January, where San Antonio recovered from a 5-2 second period deficit. This weekend’s Milwaukee and Iowa games are crucial.

These games will decide if this club has any playoff push left in it. As of right now this month, with the callups and the goof-ups, it will be an uphill battle.

Rampage Early Game Woes Continue

Posted on March 10, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski


Print

0

The Rampage returned from their annual February sojourn around the AHL with vim and vigor, winning seven of the 10 games. The future prospect of fighting for a playoff spot seemed a logical situation.

However, since the team’s return, it’s been one thing after another to completely push the Rampage post-season train off the track.

First the hard facts: Since opening the road trip with a 6-0-0-1 run, the Rampage lost back-to-back games in Toronto and Hamilton, scoring only one goal in each game.

A 3-0 win in Utica ended the trip on a positive note, as Joey Crabb wore the hat — scoring all three goals.

But then came the suspended game. The Rampage played as bad as the ice under their skates, falling behind the Texas Stars, 2-0 just eight minutes in. The game was stopped three times before finally being suspended for bad ice that was installed following the rodeo stay in SA. The game will resume on Mar. 27 from where the game was halted.

The next day in OKC, the Rampage fell behind 3-0 in the first period before rebounding to score five straight goals, only to have the Barons score three in the last nine minutes of the game to shutout the Rampage in the standings.

Enter the lost weekend with Charlotte.

The Checkers took a 1-0 lead (another game allowing the first goal), but again, the Rampage stormed back for a 3-1 lead. Charlotte scored three of the last four goals of the game, forcing overtime and winning in the shootout.

Another point lost.  Actually, losing three points. If the Rampage won in regulation — something they haven’t done at home since Jan. 7, they gain two standing points and the Checkers get none. If they win in the shootout, they get two and the Checkers get one. But since they lost in the shootout, they only get one, while the Checkers add two to their total.

After the Checkers went up to Austin to lost 3-0 to the Stars Saturday night while the Rampage watched reruns of Downton Abbey, Charlotte drove back to SA to jump out to a 2-0 lead. We’ve seen that before.

The Rampage tied it 2-2. We’ve seen that before.

The Checkers went up 3-2. Rampage tied it, 3-3. We’ve seen that before.

The Checkers scored in the third to win. We’ve seen that before.

What we haven’t seen in San Antonio since Jan. 7 is a win in 60 minutes of hockey. The Rampage wins have been in either overtime or shootouts.

That means the Rampage leave too many standing points on the table for opponents.

With 18 games left on that table, and the Rampage behind Milwaukee by nine points (4 and half games in baseball terms), the Rampage need to start winning and start winning yesterday.

Tough stretch for SA this week. Tomorrow night in OKC where the Rampage haven’t won this year.

Thursday back home for the defending Calder Cup Champs, the Grand Rapids Griffins — who, for some reason, forget they are champs when playing the Rampage this season. SA is 3-0 vs GR this season. So the Griffins are due.

Saturday night, the Rampage play in the Bradley Center — another known Rampage killer when Milwaukee is concerned.

Then Sunday, it’s Iowa — the only team of the four with a losing record over the past month.

That’s four games in six days in four different cities.

The Rampage can’t afford to spot teams a goal or two or three and expect to be playing hockey in late April.

Suspended Games Haunt Stars Organization

Texas Stars goaltender, Cristopher Nilstorp is probably thinking he’s seen it all the last two weeks. Sitting on the Stars bench in SA on Mar 2, the backup goaltender witnessed his team go up 2-0, only to have the game suspended because of bad ice.

Dallas starting goaltender Kari Lehtonen gets a concussion this weekend, and the Swedish netminder replaces the Finnish masked man as the backup to Tim Thomas, only to have the big league Stars game suspended six minutes into the game because Rich Peverley, his Stars teammate, collapsed on the bench and needed to be rushed to the hospital. No way you can play videos of cheerleaders trying to eat cookies on the big screen after that happens.

Fortunately, reports suggest Peverley is going to be ok. Reminds me of what happened to all-time leading Rampage scorer, Brett MacLean, who collapsed during a pick up game in Canada two years ago. If not for emergency CPR by his friends, who are medics in real life, MacLean wouldn’t have made it.

But how odd it must seem to Nilstorp for these suspension happenings.

Trocheck a Hit!

The word is out — former Rampage center Vincent Trocheck can cancel his lease here in San Antonio. The high scoring rookie from Pittsburgh made quite the impression in Florida this weekend. In his first NHL game, Trocheck played quality minutes and received praise from his former Rampage coach and now head coach with the Panthers, Peter Horachek. Then Sunday, Trocheck worked second only to defenseman Brian Campbell in time on ice.

As was reported here in October, it would be wise to get your tickets this season to see Trocheck in action so you can say now, “hey, that’s the kid was saw in San Antonio back in the day,” when he’s tearing up the NHL.

Busy Week — Important Week — Rampage Playoff Hopes On Line

Posted on March 7, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski
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Looking at the Rampage playoff chances, it’s apparent this is the week that will most likely tell us if the post season is in the offing for the San Antonio entry in the AHL.

The Rampage have made the playoffs only three times in 11 seasons, including their last appearance two years ago when they advanced to the second round against Chicago, but lost to OKC.

The team had quite a week on and off the ice.

On the ice — or off it — depending how you look at it, the Rampage saw the momentum they built up on their successful rodeo road trip fade when the ice surface at the AT&T Center was messed up to where they couldn’t finish their game with Texas. They only played 8:01 of the first period and were losing 2-0 when play was halted and rescheduled for Mar. 27. The game will start from that point and fans can use the tickets not only for that game, but for any other home game as well.

It’s tough that the last image of Jacob Markstrom was in that game, when the Stars scored twice on two goals the Swedish goaltender looked like he didn’t have a clue how to stop them. He barely reacted to the first goal and the second goal, although a deflection, made him look bad as well.

Markstrom was shipped off to Vancouver in the Roberto Luongo trade this week, and got into the game in Dallas against the big league Stars when fellow countryman, Eddie Lack, was ineffective for the Canucks in the game.

The Rampage also managed to blow much needed two points last Sunday in OKC, and now trail 8th place Milwaukee by six points, or three games if you’re looking at the standings baseball-style.

Tonight’s game with Charlotte, a team that’s won three straight to get back into the playoff hunt, should give us an indication of where the Rampage are going in these last 20 games. A loss tonight will severely singe those playoff desires. A win will keep them in the hunt.

The week ahead? At OKC Tuesday. Back home Thursday vs. Calder Cup Champion Grand Rapids. At Milwaukee next Saturday and then in Des Moines next Sunday.  Overall, San Antonio plays six games in the next 10 days.

Realistically, the team has to get 10 of the possible 12 points, nine minimum. Just about everyone else is winning in the conference, with Abbotsford (o-4-1-1) and Iowa (0-5-0-0) the exceptions. And with shootout and overtime losses in the mix, it’s tough to make up lost ground. That’s why getting the only points in games like tonight vs. a team ahead of you in the standings, is crucial for San Antonio playoff hopes.

Goaltender Merry-Go-Round Continues

Posted on March 5, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski
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For those fans dying to see how newly acquired Florida Panthers goaltender, Roberto Luongo would get along with Tim Thomas, his Stanley Cup rival three years ago, they’re going to have to wait until the Panthers play the Dallas Stars.

That would be Sunday, April 6 in Sunrise, when the Stars visit the Miami area. It won’t happen in the Panthers locker room, which would have been the case if Thomas stayed with Florida.

The Tim Thomas Panthers era came to an end today when Florida traded the Cup champion to Dallas for Dan Ellis.

Ellis will most likely come to San Antonio since Scott Clemmensen is the backup in Florida. Ellis was playing second fiddle to Kari Lehtenan, and may end up here to backstop the Rampage into the playoffs. Otherwise, after Panthers GM Dale Tallon dealt Florida’s goaltender of the future, Jacob Markstrom to Vancouver yesterday for Luongo, San Antonio goaltending would have been handled by Michael Houser and Rob Madore.

Although Houser has had his moments, he’s one year removed from junior hockey, where he shined as the OHL MVP two years ago. But that’s a tough one to hang on a kid at the AHL level.  It doesn’t help that Houser had his worst effort of the season Sunday in Oklahoma City, where the Barons rebounded from the Rampage’s initial  rebound in scoring a 6-5 win.

The Barons jumped out to a 3-0 lead, only to have San Antonio score five straight goals, only to have the Barons score three in the last nine minutes of the game to claim the important two points in the standings.

There was no mention where Ellis would play, but he’s a proven NHLer, with 198 big league games on his resume, including 14 this year in his second tour of duty with the Stars. Ellis has also played in Nashville, Tampa Bay, Anaheim and Carolina.

Ellis was a teammate of the recently departed Greg Zanon in Nashville, where Ellis was the starter before Pekka Renne took the top job. But Ellis averaged 35 games a year in a backup role there.  His best NHL season was his first with the Preds in 07-08, when he went 23-10-3 with a nice 2.34 goals against average.

You’ve seen him play here as a member of the Iowa Stars back in the 2006-07 season, a very impressive four straight wins over the Rampage where he allowed seven goals, and four of those were in one game.

He was with the Charlotte Checkers, this weekend’s foe, last season before going up to Carolina, but didn’t play here.

We’ll see if he comes here. There is always the chance Tallon will keep three netminders in Florida. But it would make more sense to have Ellis here, playing, rather than have him munching on nachos in Florida in the seats.

For the record, the Thomas era produced 16 wins in 40 for the Panthers, with a GAA of 2.87.

More importantly, Thomas’ signing right before the season kept Markstrom here and having Thomas around had to affect the Swedish prospect, who struggled at the beginning of the season with a 1-6-3 record with the big club before his reassignment here.

Markstrom has been the Panthers goalie of the future for the past four seasons, including his first year when the Panthers proteges were in Rochester. The 6-6 netminder showed flashes of brilliance, like this past month when he was honored by the AHL as its top goaltender, and in the playoffs two years ago, when he took the Rampage on his back into the second round, losing four one-goal games to OKC including two in overtime.

Just before the Rampage won the first series in double overtime over Chicago on the biggest goal in San Antonio AHL history by defenseman Roman Derlyuk, it was an incredible save by Markstrom on Michael Davies that kept the Rampage in the game.

Ironically, it was a huge save on a huge rebound by Markstrom, and that seemed to be his achilles heel here. For all his length, his technical skill, positioning, glove and stick hands, Markstrom had trouble with rebounds here and in the NHL and that may be what prompted Tallon to lose patience with the second round pick in the 2008 NHL draft.

Should Ellis play here, and if he is the pro he has shown in the past and works through his disappointment of playing in the A, rather than the N, these moves will be an upgrade for San Antonio in the crease.

It’s a 20 game stretch left, and the Rampage, with two games against Charlotte, a team on a three-game winning streak and one point ahead of them in the standings, will find out how serious their chances are for a post-season berth.

Friday’s contest is the typical “four-poing” game — they win, they are one-point ahead, if they lose, they fall three behind — that’s a four-point difference.

This should be a good test for a team that had the ice fail in one game, and their defense fail in the second game of March.

Markstrom Goes to Vancouver

Posted on March 4, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski
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In a late breaking story, the Rampage have lost their starting goaltender to the Vancouver Canucks as Roberto Luongo will return to the Florida Panthers.

Markstrom leaves the Rampage off a sterling goaltender of the month February, helping the Rampage to a franchise best 7-2-0-1 rodeo road trip.

Overall, in his three seasons here, Markstrom was 45-38-6 with a 2.53 goals against average. Markstrom played in 43 NHL teams with the Panthers and showed signs of being an elite goaltender one night, only to have a sup-par performance the next. His 11-25-3 record with the Panthers, including a disappointing 1-6-3 with a 3.53 GAA and .874 save percentage, put him third on the depth chart behind Tim Thomas and Scott Clemmensen.

The Rampage goaltending will now fall on the shoulders of Michael Houser and Rob Madore, unless another deal is made by Florida GM Dale Tallon.

Rough Weekend for Rampage — New Date for Make-up Game

Posted on March 4, 2014  |  By Tony Uminski
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The Rampage returned home after a franchise record 7-2-0-1 rodeo road trip, only to play poorly for eight minutes and have their game with the Texas Stars postponed with over 10,000 fans in the house.

Then, Sunday, after an all-night bus ride, fell behind 3-0 in the first period, storm back for a 5-3 lead and then play prevent defense and, as pro football teams who seem to take that track in playing the game, allow three goals in nine minutes to lose to OKC, 6-5.

The game with the Stars has just been announced to be played on Mar. 27 and will start with 12:01 left in the first period with the Rampage losing 2-0.

Fans with tickets for that game can use their original ticket for entry, and they are also eligible to present those Mar. 1 tickets for ANOTHER Rampage game before the season ends.

The Friday night mishap was also Military Appreciation Night, and that highly popular event will now take place on Apr. 12. Once again, military members can get tickets for 50 percent off!

For whatever reason, the ice was chipping in chunks in front of the Rampage bench in particular, and in other places on the ice where the boards meet the frozen surface.

There is always a chance of problems every time you put in a new surface, and this happens every year when the rodeo comes in and then leaves. The changeover crew drains the ice and then replaces the rodeo dirt with a new surface.

For those who aren’t aware, most pro ice surfaces are no more than an inch in height. The further the ice gets from it’s frozen source — tubes imbedded in the cement below — the softer the consistency.

The ice at the AT&T Center has the reputation as being among the worst in the league anyway, mostly due to the climate outside the building. If you pay close attention, you’ll see players struggling with puck control, missed passes and pucks that do silly things like chip off the wall in weird ways. Players trying to keep the puck in the zone at the blue line are also very nervous when the puck comes back to them on edge or jumping over their sticks.

Given the climate here in San Antonio, ice movers and shakers do a pretty good job of keeping the surface in playing shape. But there’s only so much you can do. The crew has until Friday to figure things out and prepare for the game with the Charlotte Checkers.

There was other positive news coming out today concerning the Rampage.

Jacob Markstrom was named the CCM/AHLGoaltender of the Month for February after going 4-1-0-1 in seven appearances on the road trip. His 1.31 goals against average was even more impressive when it’s noted that four of his nine goals allowed were in the first game of the trip in Toronto.

The Rampage have also picked up AHL veteran forward Mark Mancari for the playoff stretch run. Eric Selleck and Doug Janik went to the St. Louis organization, although the Janik deal was separate.

Mancari has been a Rampage killer over his years with the Chicago Wolves and Rochester Americans. Mancari has 212 goals in nine AHL seasons…that’s 24 per season. He’s also played in Portland, when the Buffalo Sabres had their affiliate there before moving their recruits back to Rochester last season.

Selleck leaves with the second most PIM’s in team history — 385 in 131 games…only the Frankie Lessard’s 613 was higher. But Selleck, along with giving the Rampage their ONLY puncher the last couple of seasons, could play the game with 13 goals and 18 assists and he was considered the fastest skater on the team.

Janik didn’t have much opportunity here, signing with an injury. But he did play 13 games with a goal and seven assists, taking a regular shift on the first power play unit on the point.

The Florida Panthers also picked up Brandon Pirri for a couple of draft picks from the Chicago organization. Pirri is expected to play in Sunrise for GM Dale Tallon, who drafted him in the second round in 2009. Pirri has been the MVP of the AHL All Star Game and also led the league with 53 assists and 75 points last season.

If Pirri doesn’t work out with the Panthers, he could be here for the stretch run as well.

Saginaw Spirit waste shutdown performance by Jake Paterson, surrender three power play goals in playoff opening loss to Erie Otters

Saginaw Spirit lose to the Erie Otters 4-2

Saginaw led 2-0 in the first, but it surrendered three power play goals to the Erie Otters in Game 1 of their Ontario Hockey League playoff series in a 4-3 loss. (Neil Barris | MLive.com)
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit had it set up perfectly in their playoff opener on the road against the Erie Otters.

The Spirit just couldn’t get out of their own way.

Saginaw outscored the Otters 3-1 at regular strength, but it surrendered goals to the Otters on 3 of 5 power play opportunities, including a Dane Fox tally with 1:42 left in the third to drop a 4-3 heartbreaker.

Erie took a 1-0 lead in the best-of-seven series that rejoins at Erie Insurance Arena for Game 2 on Saturday, March 22.

The No. 1 line for the Spirit came out firing on all cylinders and struck 64 seconds into the game on an Eric Locke goal that was assisted on by Kristoff Kontos, and Luke Cairns broke through for a 2-0 Saginaw advantage five minutes later.

Jake Paterson did his job, finishing with 44 saves, and he turned aside the Otters time and again to keep Saginaw on top. Seemingly the only way Erie was able to best him was with the man advantage, and the Spirit gave them several opportunities.

Connor Brown scored the first power play goal late in the first period and Andre Burakovsky scored with the man advantage at 6:25 of the second period to tie it 2-2.

But the Spirit didn’t quit.

They didn’t generate too my quality scoring opportunities, but they took advantage of the ones they did have, including one that became a Kristoff Kontos goal with 3:30 left in the second period to make it 3-2.

And Paterson did his best from there, but it wasn’t enough.

Burakovsky scored five minutes into the third and Fox scored the game winner on the power play at 18:18 of the third to secure the win.

Saginaw native Devin Williams made the start for Erie and had 25 saves.

Locke and Kontos had a goal and two assists apiece.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit are no strangers to the postseason with nine straight appearances for the franchise and several players who’ve made deep playoff runs with other clubs.

The Spirit secured a berth in the second season a couple weeks ago, but it took an overtime win in the regular season finale to claim the No. 6 seed and set up a best-of-seven series in the opening with the No. 3-ranked Erie Otters who finished with the second best record in the league.

Guelph beat out the Otters by two points for the Midwest Division title, while Sault Ste. Marie claimed the No. 2 seed as winners of the West Division.

Saginaw and Erie kick off their series at 7 p.m. Friday, March 21 at Erie Insurance Arena. 

Here is your Spirit playoff guide from A to Zed.

A is for assists. Erie forwards Connor Brown and Connor McDavid lead the Ontario Hockey League in helpers with 83 and 71 apiece. Kristoff Kontos leads the Spirit with 50 assists.

B is for Brown. The Otters forward, captain and Toronto Maple Leafs prospect blew up in 2013-14 with 45 goals and 83 assists for a league high 128 points to earn the Eddie Powers Memorial Trophy as the scoring champion and Jim Mahon Memorial Trophy as top scoring right wing. After finishing minus-72 as a rookie and minus-11 in his sophomore campaign, the Ontario native capped out the regular season at plus-44. He also led the league with 20 power play goals.

C is for Cody Payne. The Dallas Stars prospect came over to Saginaw in an offseason trade with Plymouth and set a new career high with 26 goals, which is tied for second on the team, despite missing nine games. At 6-foot-2, 220-pounds, he’s a big, skilled forward. Payne was originally drafted by the Boston Bruins, but his rights were sent to Dallas in a package deal that sent Jaromir Jagr to Boston.

D is for disastrous December. At Thanksgiving, the Spirit were two games back of Sault Ste. Marie for first place in the West Division. Then Santa sent all kinds of coal Saginaw’s way in a month that saw the Spirit get rolled in 9 of 10 games, allowing an average of 5.4 goals a game. They’ve been locked in third place in the West ever since.

E is for Erie. The Otters struggled to the second-worst record in the league last year, but they rebounded to finish with the second best record in the league at 52-14-2-0 with 106 points. Erie finished a game back of Guelph for the No. 1 overall seed, but surrendered the No. 2 seed to West Division champion Sault Ste. Marie. 

F is for Fox. Erie forward Dane Fox led the league with 64 goals and was second in the league with 107 points, while finishing plus-46. He signed an entry level contract with the Vancouver Canucks. Fox finished second in the league, behind teammate Connor Brown, in power play goals with 18.

G is for goalies. Both teams have elite netminders between the pipes with Detroit Red Wings prospect suiting up for the Spirit and Blue Jackets prospect Oscar Dansk as the No. 1 for Erie. Paterson played for Canada in the World Junior Hockey Championships in Malmo, Sweden, while Dansk suited up for the host country. Dansk finished with a league best 2.39 goals-against average. Paterson has been brilliant at times and inconsistent at others. He was clutch in the playoffs two years ago, but struggled in 3 of 4 postseason games last year against London. Each player can dominate the game and change the direction of the series.

H is for home. Where everybody knows your name and the Spirit are a better hockey club. The Spirit have gone 20-12-2-0 at The Dow Event Center compared to 13-18-2-1 on the road. Erie has home-ice advantage in the 2-3-2 series (first two games in Erie, three in Saginaw, last two in Erie).

I is for inconsistency. That accurately sums up Saginaw’s regular season. The Spirit traded for three veterans in the offseason and added a few more pieces early in the year to make a run at the division title and OHL crown — it hasn’t worked so far. Saginaw has played with and beaten the best teams in the league such as Guelph, Erie, London and Sault Ste. Marie, but it continues to suffer mental lapses and setbacks that have cost the team time and again. Countless times this year, the Spirit have dominated play for the majority of the game only to let up and suffer a defeat.

J is for Jake Paterson. The Saginaw goalie still has a year of eligibility remaining in the OHL, but after signing an entry level contract with the Detroit Red Wings, it appears his days in Saginaw are limited to the upcoming postseason. In four years with the club, he is 70-54-7-5 with four shutouts and a career 3.44 goals-against average. Paterson is four wins shy of Ryan Daniels for the Spirit’s career wins record by a goalie.

K is for Kontos. Saginaw traded for the overage forward with Mississauga, and he rewarded the Spirit with a career year. His 25 goals are third on the team, and he leads the Spirit with 50 assists and 75 points. Kontos immediately stepped into a leadership role with Saginaw, serving as an assistant captain all season.

L is for Eric Locke. The 20-year old is a feel-good story. After suffering through injuries and two trades, Locke came into his own as a member of the Spirit. He put together a 97-point season last year, which resulted in his being drafted by the Buffalo Sabres. He overcame a shoulder injury early in the season to serve as a leader for Saginaw off and on the ice. He's second on the team with 26 goals and 61 points, despite missing 20 games.

M is for McDavid. Erie's Connor McDavid was granted exceptional player status and allowed to join the OHL a year early last year as a 15-year old, and he didn’t disappoint with 25 goals and 41 assists to be named the rookie of the year. He has been compared to Wayne Gretzky and Sidney Crosby and will be the No. 1 overall pick when he is eligible for the 2015 NHL Entry Draft. In what should have been his rookie season this year, McDavid scored 28 goals with 71 assists to finish the regular season as the No. 3 point producer in the league.

N is for Niagara. The Spirit needed an offensive jolt on the defensive end and they turned their sights on IceDogs defenseman and captain Jesse Graham. The New York Islanders prospect came to Saginaw in a trade before the holidays and has produced at nearly a point per game with five goals and 32 assists in 42 appearances. He became an assistant captain for the club, too.

O is for overtime. Saginaw is one of the worst teams in he league in terms of playing in overtime. The Spirit were ranked last in the league in overtime performance before winning the season finale in extra time. Prior to that game, Saginaw had lost 5 of 8 games that went to overtime or a shootout.

P is for power play. Erie has the top-ranked power play and No. 2-ranked penalty kill units in the OHL. They’ve capitalized on 30.7 percent of their opportunities with the man advantage, while denying opponents on 84.1 percent of opportunities.

Q is for question marks. Primarily with the Spirit. Saginaw has the talent to make a playoff run, but they’ve yet to put it together over the long haul. If the Spirit can play consistent, disciplined hockey for 60 minutes each night, they have a chance to knock off Erie and advance. The question is, will they?

R is for rookies. Each team has at least one prized first-year player. Spirit forward Mitchell Stephens has scored nine goals with 12 assists and moved up the depth chart to serve as the first-line center at times, while defensemen Ryan Orban and Michael Holmes have seen extended minutes as rookies. Meanwhile, Erie’s Dylan Strome is the No. 6 leading scorer among rookies in the league with 10 goals and 29 assists. Travis Dermott has three goals and 25 assists for the Otters.

S is for Sadowy. Second-year forward Dylan Sadowy has turned heads and become one of the most improved players in the OHL this year. After scoring two goals with six assists and a minus-13 rating as a rookie, Sadowy has exploded onto the scene with a team-high 27 goals. After being left off the Central Scouting Services prospect rankings early in the season, the Woodbridge, Ont. native has worked his way into consideration as a mid-round pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

T is for Terry Trafford. A cloud of grief has hung over the Spirit hockey club since the 20-year old went missing and was found dead in his truck Tuesday, March 11 of asphyxiation. The organization has brought in the team chaplain and grief counselors to help players and members of the organization cope with the player’s loss.

U is for underrated. The OHL released the results of its coaches' poll and Sadowy came in third for most underrated players in the Western Conference. He's been ranked a mid-round prospect by the Central Scouting Service heading into the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

V is for veteran presence. Saginaw traded for overagers Kontos and Justin Sefton in the offseason and both players became assistant captains and secured spots on the top offensive line and defensive pairing, respectively. Fellow overage forward Locke was the victim of a numbers crunch in Rochester of the American Hockey League and sent back to Saginaw at the beginning of the season, however, all three have become the leadership group for the Spirit. Similarly, Fox served as an overage forward for the Otters and led the league with 64 goals

W is for Williams. Saginaw native Devin Williams is the No. 2 goalie for Erie, but he’s put together a breakout campaign with a 23-5-1-0 record .905 save percentage. He’s tied for No. 5 in the league with a 2.57 goals-against average, and he’s tied for second with five shutouts. He’s been listed as a mid-round prospect in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

X is for x-factor. The Spirit have a couple that are key to Saginaw’s success against the Otters. The Otters have some of the most potent offensive players in the league in Dane Fox, Connor Brown and Connor McDavid. Saginaw counters with one of the best defensive forwards. At 6-foot-4, 206-pounds, Justin Kea is a physical presence. He had tied a career high with 22 goals and set a new career record with 27 assists, despite missing 10 games with a broken hand. Kea is the point man on Saginaw’s top defensive line and specialty teams. He finished third in the coaches’ poll of best defensive forwards in the Western Conference.

Y is for where you can find results of the playoffs. All Saginaw Spirit results will be reported on MLive.com, and you can listen to the games live on WSGW.

Z is for the zoo-like atmosphere that accompanies the postseason. There is more media, more fans and more pressure. Teams grind night in and night out for seven months to get to the postseason and the pressure amps up considerably during the win-or-go-home season. Last year, Saginaw fielded the third youngest team in the league and struggled in the postseason against London. The Spirit added key veterans such as Sefton, who won an OHL championship last season with London, and Graham, who made playoff runs with Niagara.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — With a win in the regular season finale, the Saginaw Spirit moved up in the final standings to secure a lower seeded opponent in the first round of the Ontario Hockey League playoffs.

But it may be a harder draw.

The Erie Otters were relegated to the No. 3 seed after falling a game shy of Guelph for the Central Division crown and No. 1 overall seed, but at 52-14-2-0 they own the second best record in the league. And they’ll welcome the No. 6 seeded Spirit to the Erie Insurance Arena for the first game of their best of seven series at 7 p.m. Friday, March 21.

“They’re a heck of a team, there’s no question about that,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said.

Saginaw is scheduled to play in Erie on Friday and Saturday before hosting the Otters at The Dow Event Center on Monday, March 24, and Wednesday, March 26. If necessary, Game 5 would be played Thursday, March 27, in Saginaw with the final two games scheduled for Sunday, March 30, and Monday, March 31, in Erie.

The Otters finished with the second worst record in the league last year, but breakout campaigns by several Erie players quickly turned the rebuilding project into one setting its sights on an OHL title and a berth in the Memorial Cup.

Erie features the third most potent offense in the league, fronted by Dane Fox, who led the league with 64 goals and finished second behind teammate Connor Brown with 107 points. Brown led the league with 128 points on 45 goals and 83 assists. Second-year prodigy Connor McDavid was the No. 4 point producer in the league with 28 goals and 71 assists, while Dylan Strome finished sixth among rookies with 10 goals and 29 assists for 39 points.

And much of that success stems from one source.

“First and foremost, they’re first on the power play,” Gilbert said. “If that doesn’t tell us right there to play hard but disciplined and to stay out of the box, I don’t know what will. That’s a flashing red neon sign right there.”

Brown and Fox lead the league with 20 and 18 power play goals, respectively, leading a unit that led the league with a success rate of 30.7 percent with the man advantage. 

And the Otters were equally impressive on the defensive end of special teams with the No. 2 ranked penalty kill unit at 84.1 percent, behind Sault Ste. Marie.

Defensively, Erie has arguably the best tandem of goaltenders in the league with Columbus Blue Jackets prospect Oscar Dansk, who led the league with a 2.39 goals-against average and Saginaw native Devin Williams, whose 2.57 GAA finished tied for fifth.

“They’re a skilled team,” Spirit forward Eric Locke said. “They’ve shown that this year, but we’ve showed we’re skilled at times, too. 

“It’s a new season. Everybody’s 0-0, and from here on out, it’s about whoever wins four games.”

The Spirit players and organization are looking forward to a change of pace after struggling with the death of former player Terry Trafford. The 20-year old was sent home from the team for disciplinary action and went missing for eight days before his body was found Tuesday, March 11.

"For everything these young men have gone through in the last week, it takes its toll," Gilbert said. "They're just worn out."

Saginaw aims on countering Erie's elite attack and dynamic defense with a varied offensive attack that has five players who’ve scored 20 or more goals, led by Dylan Sadowy’s 27. Locke and Cody Payne are tied for second on the team with 26 goals, while Kristoff Kontos has 25 goals and leads the team with 50 assists and 75 points.

“Everybody’s got to chip in,” Gilbert said. “That’s the way we’ve been all year. … In the playoffs, if you don’t make the opposition pay on your chances, it’s going to be a short postseason.”

The two teams have faced off four times this year with the Otters securing two wins in regulation and a shootout victory over the Spirit. However, three of the four games were within two goals of each other.

“The main thing is to stay out of the box and keep those skilled guys off the ice with the man advantage,” Locke said. “5-on-5, I feel like we match up really well with them.

“We have a good shutdown line with (Justin) Kea. That’s what he does. He’s got a big body and plays defensively. He’s a tough player and a plus player. If everyone’s plus, then we’re going to come out with wins.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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Terry TraffordSaginaw Spirit player Terry Trafford's funeral brings memories, questions left unanswered

Watch video tribute to Terry Trafford by Saginaw Spirit and Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds

Jodi McFarland: Terry Trafford's death raises suicide prevention questions

Saginaw Spirit teammate: Terry Trafford was a guy 'you'd always look over to him and be smiling'

Fans and Saginaw Spirit pay tribute to Terry Trafford in first home game since his death

All Stories | 

TORONTO — Terry Trafford's funeral on Tuesday, March 18, brought plenty of tears and memories to the people in places the former Saginaw Spirit player called home.

"I was Terry's teammate for four years and, when you're on the same hockey team with a person for four years, you get very close," Spirit player Justin Kea said. "He was always happy, always laughing. This doesn't make sense. I wish we knew what he was thinking."

Trafford, 20, died from what investigators are calling self-inflicted asphyxiation. He was found in his truck in the parking lot of a Saginaw Township Walmart on March 11.

Trafford's funeral and burial was Tuesday at the Ward Funeral Home in Toronto, not far from his home and school where one friend said, "We never had a bad day in the backyard of the Trafford's home."

Spirit owner Dick Garber and team president Craig Goslin attended, as did many of Trafford's teammates, including Kea, Cody Payne, Nick Moutrey, Jake Paterson, Jeremiah Addison, Brandon Prophet and Dylan Sadowy. 

They raised their sticks to provide a canopy for Trafford's casket as pallbearers carried him out after the service.

"People tell me that things happen for a reason ... I'm still looking for that reason," Payne said. "One thing I know for sure is that when it's my time, it won't be so bad because Terry will be waiting for me with a big smile."

Payne and Trafford were teammates on the Mississauga midget team before they were drafted by the Ontario Hockey League; Payne by Oshawa and Trafford by Saginaw.

"When I found out during the summer that I might get traded to Saginaw, he was the first person I called," Payne said. "It was like old times. We were closer than ever. We could live our dream."

Trafford played 221 games with the Spirit, scoring 29 goals with 49 assists.

"He's the fastest kid I've ever skated with," Kea said. "He always knew how to make me laugh more. I laugh a lot, but he made me laugh even more. He always had pranks, and he had a way of framing someone else."

Some of the pranks that Kea could talk about included putting clear tape on skates, loosening the top of a water bottle or putting Icy Hot on the inside of a helmet.

"We have chapel services, all voluntary, and Terry would come to them," Rev. Chuck Jacobson said. "He was always happy, always laughing. That's why this doesn't make sense.

"This morning, I looked up a verse in Proverbs that said to trust in the Lord with all our hearts and lean not on our own understanding. That was a perfect verse because we don't understand why this happened. Only God and Terry know what he was thinking and what happened."

Jacobson rode to the funeral on the Saginaw Spirit bus.

"We are counseling them, and each day they seem to be getting better," Jacobson said of the team. "Hockey is a very close-knit family. They look out for each other. When someone falls, another person lifts them up.

"These players are doing that. Now they have to ask themselves what they can learn from this. What do we do now? How will we deal with this in the future? Maybe it's as simple as this. When someone asks how you're doing, you don't have to say, 'OK.'"

Friends, teammates and family gathered outside the funeral home after a hearse took Trafford away for burial. Few left, opting instead to exchange stories, hugs and plenty of tears before going home.

"At the midnight cry," Tuesday's soloist sang, "we'll be going home."

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit were sluggish and looked a little exhausted Monday against Sault Ste. Marie.

But they had enough in the tank to score two third-period goals by Eric Locke and a Justin Kea tally in overtime to down the Greyhounds 4-3.

“The whole game we kept making mental mistakes,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “We looked mentally tired out there. For everything these young men have gone through in the last week, it takes its toll. They’re just worn out.

“But they battled through adversity and showed some versatility, and now it’s time to step up to ‘A’ game.”

Saginaw improved to 33-30-4-1 with 71 points, while the Soo fell to 44-17-2-5 with 95 points. If the Greyhounds had won in regulation, they would have played the Spirit in the first round of the playoffs. With the win, Saginaw moved into the No. 6 seed. It’ll hit the road for the playoff opener Friday at No. 3 Erie.

The Spirit generated a few scoring opportunities on Brandon Halverson early, but the rookie goalie turned them aside. And the Greyhounds took a 1-0 lead late in the first on a Jorgen Karterud wristshot that beat Jake Paterson through the 5-hole.

It took Saginaw until 8:49 of the second period to even it up 1-1 on Cody Payne’s 26th goal of the season, but it only lasted for 41 seconds when Patrick Watling scored off a rebound to regain the lead.

Saginaw picked it up in the third period, however, and tied the game with an Eric Locke goal two minutes into the period. And he added a power play goal two minutes later for a 3-2 lead.

Watling scored his second goal of the night with just under four minutes remaining to send the game to overtime.

Saginaw outshot the Greyhounds 5-0 in overtime and scored the game winner with a minute and a half remaining when Kea buried a shot from the slot for the win.

“It’s good to see (Kea) score and Locker score and Payner score,” Gilbert said. “We need our big guys to finishing off for us, and our young guys have to finish off, too. They’ve got opportunities and they’ve got to bury ‘em. 

“In the postseason, if you don’t make the opposition pay on your chances, it’s going to be a short postseason.”

Paterson finished with 31 saves for Saginaw.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit struggled through an emotional start to their game Saturday against London and the Knights struck with a goal 25 seconds into the game.

They added three more in the first period and cruised to a 6-2 win over Saginaw.

Saginaw fell to 32-30-4-1 with 69 points and fell to seventh in the West, while London improved to 49-13-1-4 with 103 points.

Chris Tierney’s 40th goal of the season put London on top 25 seconds into the game, and Mitchell Marner added a tally at the two minute mark for a quick 2-0 lead for the Knights.

Matt Rupert added a goal midway through the first, and Max Domi scored shorthanded with 1:24 left in the first for a commanding 4-0 lead heading into the second.

The Spirit got on the board with a power play goal from Kristoff Kontos at 6:51, only to see London answer with goals from Owen MacDonald in the second and Bo Horvat in the third for a 6-1 advantage.

Justin Sefton scored on a wristshot from the blueline with 29 seconds left for the Spirit.

Saginaw outshot the Knights 43-30, and Jake Paterson finished with 24 saves.
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Terry TraffordSaginaw Spirit player Terry Trafford's funeral brings memories, questions left unanswered

Watch video tribute to Terry Trafford by Saginaw Spirit and Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds

Jodi McFarland: Terry Trafford's death raises suicide prevention questions

Saginaw Spirit teammate: Terry Trafford was a guy 'you'd always look over to him and be smiling'

Fans and Saginaw Spirit pay tribute to Terry Trafford in first home game since his death

All Stories | 

SAGINAW, MI — Terry Trafford was absent from The Dow Event Center on Saturday, March 15, when the Saginaw Spirit hockey team took on the London Knights.

But the No. 16 he wore as a forward for the team was seen all around the arena.

"Terry's spirit is with us here tonight," said Carrie Hodges of Saginaw. "He loved this arena and he loved these fans."

Trafford, a 20-year-old Toronto native and four-year Spirit player, was found dead on Tuesday, March 11. Police said he died of self-inflicted asphyxiation.

Saturday’s game marked the first opportunity for the Saginaw Spirit hockey team and its fans to mourn his loss and remember him together.

Hodges and her family attend nearly every Spirit game right down by the tunnel where the players make their way onto the ice, and Trafford in particular struck a cord with her family and specifically her 7-year old daughter Haylee. 

“He was one of my favorite players,” she said. “Every time I held my hand out, he’d hold his stick up and I’d try to grab it.”

Haylee Hodges made a sign in memory of Trafford with his number, a heart and a picture of when the two skated together at skate-with-a-player night.

Trafford had become a fixture in Spirit blue, white and red over his four years with the team. He joined Saginaw in the 2010 OHL Priority Selection and suited up for the team 243 times during his career. The Toronto native scored some goals, assisted on others and got into fights backing up his teammates. 

And he made a lasting impact on a team, a franchise and a community in the process.

He graduated from high school in Toronto, but made lasting relationships during his two years attending Heritage High School in Saginaw Township and four years with the team.

“He was a real high-energy guy,” said season ticket holder Ted Oberhellman. “He was a very good skater and he wasn’t afraid to drop the mitts when need be. The team’s obviously going to miss that.

“(Trafford) was the kind of guy that, you love 'em when they’re on your team, but you hate to have to play against them.”

In a tribute to Trafford, the Spirit and crowd observed a moment of silence before Saturday's game. The players displayed a ‘TT 16’ decal and patch on their helmets and jerseys they will wear for the rest of the season. 

The team played a video tribute to Trafford, showing him scoring a goal on the ice and laughing with teammates off the ice, capping the memory with, “One young man. Four years. One team. Memories forever.”

And in support, the visiting London Knights went through and shook the hand of each Spirit player.

“The perfect end to the season is the Spirit winning it all in Terry’s honor,” Carrie Hodges said. “He loved this club, and he loved this team.”

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   
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SAGINAW, MI — It hasn’t been flashy, but Jacob Ringuette is quietly putting together a strong season with the Saginaw Spirit.

A fourth-year defenseman, Ringuette has ascended to the top defensive pairing for Saginaw opposite Justin Sefton. And he’s provided the shutdown defense to go with Sefton’s offense.

“We’ve needed a shutdown pair and those guys are facing the opposition’s top line every night,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “And they’ve done a pretty good job.”

Becoming the team’s defensive specialist wasn’t exactly what Ringuette, 19, had in mind when he was drafted by Saginaw in the second round of the 2010 OHL Priority Selection, No. 33 overall, one pick after current goalie Jake Paterson, after notching 12 goals and 53 assists in minor midget hockey for Huron-Perth.

“When I got drafted to this league, I was drafted as more of an offensive defenseman,” Ringuette said. “But I didn’t get much of an opportunity when I was younger, so they had me focus on the defensive side of my game and it’s really taken over.”

Ringuette.jpg

Jacob Ringuette

 At 6-foot-1, 191-pounds, Ringuette isn’t the biggest guy on the ice, however, he’s made up for that by working on that by developing his hockey sense and working on positioning.

“He’s gaining confidence with not only ice time and experience, but he’s understanding the little things about the position he plays,” Gilbert said. “I think he understands the game a big better and the dynamics of that position.”

He’s suited up against NHL prospects such as Kerby Rychel, Tyler Bertuzzi Max Domi and Bo Horvat and held his own to build a plus-6 on ice rating, which is a career high.

Ringuette has had an even or plus-rating in 11 of Saginaw's last 13 games, and he's been a plus player in every month this season, except for December.

The Goderich, Ont. native has tied a career high with two goals and set a new career mark with 14 assists, while working with Sefton who has also had a career year with 15 goals and 16 assists.

“He knows where I’m going to be, and I know where he’s going to be,” Ringuette said. “We’ve played a lot of games and minutes together, and I think as we keep moving on it gets better and better. We’re real comfortable with each other.”

That chemistry and dependability is what has kept the two blueliners together since early on in the season, while the rest of the lines and defensive pairings have undergone constant shuffling to find the right rhythm.

“He still tries to do too much at times and that gets him in trouble,” Gilbert said. “He’s got to bare down on clearing pucks out of the zone on penalty killing. … But he’s turned into a pretty steady defenseman for us. He’s just got to keep learning the game and realize those little details are huge.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Jesse Graham

Saginaw Spirit

GrahamJesse2442.JPG

Jesse Graham

Resume: Graham spent the first three and a half seasons of his career with Niagara, becoming the captain earlier this season. And he came to Saginaw in a trade prior to the Hockeytown Winter Festival. Graham has five goals and 27 assists in 38 games with the Spirit. He was selected by the New York Islanders in the 6th round of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. He was recently named an assistant captain for Saginaw.

Position: Defenseman

Age: 19

Hometown: Scarborough, Ont.

Parents: Tom and Joanne Graham

Nickname: Grammar

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? It's a great time. It's fun and I like my teammates.

Who is your favorite NHL team? New York Islanders

What is your favorite movie? Anchorman

What is your favorite video game? NHL '14 and Call of Duty

Do you have a special pregame meal?  Pasta

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  Hang out with the guys.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Duncan Keith (Chicago)

What is your most memorable hockey moment?  Winning the Eastern Conference championship two years ago with Niagara.

If you could play in a pairing with any other defenseman in NHL history, who would it be? Paul Coffey

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  I don't let the blade of my stick touch the ground after its been taped.

What was your favorite subject in school?  Gym

When did you start playing hockey? 3 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score?  I'd go 5-hole.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? I scored into my own net in minor hockey.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Playoff time is never a good time to have questions about leadership, but that’s the position Saginaw is in.

Much has been made of the talent on the Spirit roster this season and its inability to play consistently at a high level. So on their most recent road trip, coach Greg Gilbert made a last-ditch effort to spark the team’s competitive fire.

On Saturday, Feb. 22, Saginaw hit the road for a game against Owen Sound without a captain.

Prior to the game, Eric Locke was demoted from captain to assistant captain and Justin Kea’s assistant captain position was given to veteran defenseman Jesse Graham.

Gilbert was very brief in explaining the reason for the change saying, “it was a coach’s decision.”

However, a playoff berth as the No. 6 seed is no doubt a reason for a team that was expected to challenge for the Ontario Hockey League championship and a berth in the Memorial Cup.

The Spirit came into the season with five NHL draft prospects, and they added another when Locke was returned to Saginaw from the American Hockey League. After a strong start to the season, goalie Jake Paterson signed an entry level contract with the Detroit Red Wings, and strong play before the holidays brought Graham, a New York Islanders prospect, over in a trade from Niagara.

At the time, Saginaw was in second place in the West Division and two games back of Sault Ste. Marie for the division lead.

Fastword through a disastrous December and inconsistent second half, and the Spirit are fighting off Owen Sound for the No. 6 seed at 31-27-4-1 with 67 points — three points ahead of the Attack. 

And that’s nearly identical to last year’s team that was a surprise playoff team last year at 32-29-4-3 with 71 points and the third youngest roster in the league.

The change in letters appears to have caught the attention of the players who have won 4 of 5 games, but time will only tell how lasting of an impact it will be.

Standings

Saginaw improved to 31-27-4-1 with 67 points and has secured a playoff berth for the ninth straight season. The Spirit current are in position to secure the No. 6 seed in the Western Conference, but Owen Sound is nipping at their heals with 64 points.

Guelph leads the Western Conference and the league with 101 points, and Sault Ste. Marie leads the West Division putting them in the second seed with 86 points. Erie is in position for the No. 3 seed with 94 points one point ahead of London. Windsor sits in fifth place with 75 points followed by Saginaw and Owen Sound. Plymouth holds a 10-point lead over Kitchener for the final playoff spot in the West.

With 87 points, Oshawa has a strong hold on the No. 1 seed in the Easter having already secured its division title. Sudbury is second with 72 points followed by Kingston with 73. North Bay is in a battle for the No. 4 seed one point ahead of Barrie. Peterborough is the only other team to have secured a playoff berth yet, and the Petes are in sixth place. The final two playoff spots are up for grabs with Ottawa and Mississauga at 51 points and Niagara at 50.

Spirit Schedule

Saginaw Spirit at Windsor Spitfires

Puck Drops: 7:05 p.m., Thursday

Record: Saginaw 31-27-4-1, Windsor 36-23-3-0

Notes: The Spitfires are led by ‘A’ list prospect Josh Ho-Sang who has 29 goals and 52 assists, while Brady Vail leads the team with 31 goals. Defenseman Slater Koekkoek is among the league leaders at plus-44, while forwards Ben Johnson and Remy Giftopoulos have 24 and 23 goals, respectively. Windsor is second in the West Division ahead of Saginaw behind Sault Ste. Marie.

Saginaw Spirit at Plymouth Whalers

Puck Drops: 2 p.m., Sunday

Record: Plymouth 25-30-0-7

Notes: The Whalers are closing in on the final playoff spot in the Western Conference, despite rebuilding this year. Zach Lorentz leads the team in stats with 25 goals and 49 assists, while Carter Sandlak has 24 goals and 20 assists. But Chicago Blackhawks first round pick Ryan Hartman is the team’s leader. He has 23 goals and 25 assists.

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Wednesday

Record: Sault Ste. Marie 40-16-1-5

Notes: The Greyhounds have secured a playoff berth and are inching closer to securing the West Division title and the No. 2 seed in the Western Conference. Captain Darnell Nurse was the No. 7 overall pick in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft by Edmonton, and Carolina Hurricanes prospect Sergey Tolchinsky leads the team with 27 goals and 81 points. Phoenix prospect Tyler Gaudet and Jared McCann have 26 goals apiece, and Patrick Watling leads the team with a plus-33 rating. Matt Murray has a 31-10-1-5 record in goal and 2.51 goals-against average, which is tied for second best in the league.

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Dylan Sadowy 26, Kristoff Kontos 23, Cody Payne 23

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 50, Jesse Graham 38

Points: Kontos 73, Eric Locke 54

Plus-minus: Locke +22, Daniel De Sousa + 19

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 120, Justin Sefton 90

PP goals: Justin Sefton 10, Payne 7, Jimmy Lodge 7

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (22-17-2-0, 3.37, .908), Nikita Serebryakov (9-10-2-1, 3.48 .898)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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Spirit SpotlightSpirit Spotlight: Saginaw assistant captain and New York Islanders prospect Jesse Graham likes Anchorman

Spirit Spotlight: Luke Cairns has been productive with Saginaw since trade from Belleville

Spirit Spotlight: Jimmy Lodge following the Saginaw connection to the NHL and Winnipeg

Spirit Spotlight: Justin Sefton of Saginaw 'Supermanned' into a one-timer

Spirit Spotlight: Saginaw rookie Ryan Orban likes the Ottawa Senators

The Saginaw News and MLive.com will profile one Saginaw Spirit player each week of the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season. 

Luke Cairns

Saginaw Spirit

Resume: Cairns played the first three years of his career with the Erie Otters where he scored 31 goals with 61 assists. He was traded to Belleville in the offseason, and he had six goals and eight assists in 19 games with the Bulls before being dealt to the Spirit. He has seven goals and 14 assists in 36 games for Saginaw.

Position: Forward

Age: 19

Hometown: Stoney Creek, Ont.

Parents: Brenda and Dave Cairns

Nickname: Cairnsy

What do you like most about playing in the OHL? I like playing in front of 5,000 people every night.

Who is your favorite NHL team? Toronto Maple Leafs

What is your favorite movie? Beerfest

What is your favorite video game? NHL

Do you have a special pregame meal?  Steak and potatoes

When you’re not playing hockey, what do you like to do?  Go to the gym and golf.

Who is your favorite NHL player? Peter Forsberg

What is your most memorable hockey moment?  Winning a championship in minors.

If you could play on a line with any two players in NHL history, who would they be? Pavel Datsyuk and Sidney Crosby

Do you have any gameday superstitions?  No

What was your favorite subject in school?  Gym

When did you start playing hockey? 5 years old

It's overtime in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup finals and you get a breakaway to score and win the Cup. What move do you do to score?  I'd go forehand, backhand then cheese.

What's the most embarrassing thing that's ever happened to you playing hockey? When I was a rookie we were playing in Kitchener and I fell and slid into their zone.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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The combination of a struggling Syracuse offense and hot Wilkes-Barre/Scranton goalie Peter Mannino produced predictably gruesome results for the Crunch on Friday.

In perhaps the most listless home effort of the season, Syracuse put just 16 shots on net and all were turned aside by Mannino in a 2-0 Pens win in the War Memorial.

The Crunch has been blanked two games in a row, and is on a scoreless streak of 133 minutes, 18 seconds. In its last two games, it has mustered a mere 29 bids total.

The team's 16 shots Friday were three less than the previous season-low for a home game.

"We just need to up our compete (level) a bit, stick with it, trust in the system, give a little more,'' said Crunch forward Dalton Smith. "We've got to first get shots to the net. When we do, we need guys out front, making it hard for the goalie.''

The Crunch was a different area code away from that strategy Friday as the Pens wrapped Mannino in a bubble. The goalie has pitched two straight shutouts and is now 5-0-0-1 with a .82 goals-against and a .961 save percentage in March.

Mannino's post-game stationary bike ride was, by far, his most strenuous work of the night.

"I think the system is clicking,'' Mannino said. "We've made some adjustments the past couple of games to play playoff hockey. It's just happening. We're going to try and ride it as far as we can.''

While the Penguins are challenging for the top of the East Division, the Crunch is in a race to make its spring tee times. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton's Spencer Machacek and Adam Payerl scored first-period goals that easily stood up for the rest of the game.

The fundamentally sound Penguins put on a clinic in the neutral zone and in the Crunch end, but no AHL squad should look as bad as Syracuse did Friday trying to set up breakouts and mount an attack the other way.

"We've been talking a lot about having good jump in the neutral zone. I think a lot of it comes from the forwards. It shows how hard they are working,'' said Penguins defenseman Philip Samuelsson.

"I think we're just having a little trouble getting out of our end,'' Smith said. "We keep going back, allowing other teams to set up. We need to play a little bit of a faster game.'' 

A complete Crunch penalty kill breakdown with 2:21 left in the first set up Payerl for the chance that made it 2-0 Pens.

Payerl somehow got lost down the middle of the ice as the puck flopped around the left boards. Denver Manderson saucered a pass to Payerl, who put a deke on Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis before sliding home his bid.

"We came out flat tonight. You have to be ready to battle,'' said Crunch forward Jon DiSalvatore. "You have to be ready to pressure. We ran into the same problem against Albany (Sunday).''

Gudlevskis gift-wrapped the game's first goal for Machacek with 12:22 left in the opening period. The goalie played the puck along the left post, and let it sit there thinking a teammate was nearby to scoop it up.

But Machacek got to the biscuit first and easily beat the out-of-position netminder for a 1-0 Pens edge.
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The Tampa Bay Lighting picked up another player who could factor into the Syracuse Crunch's depth next season on Thursday by signing free agent forward Cody Kunyk to a one year, two-way NHL contract.

Kunyk will report directly to the Lightning, although it's possible he could see time with the Crunch next season.

Kunyk, 23, skated in 37 games for the University of Alaska-Fairbanks Nanooks this season, posting 22 goals and 43 points to go along with 22 penalty minutes and a plus-13 rating. He led the Nanooks in goals, points, power-play goals (six) and shorthanded goals (two). 

Kunyk was named the WCHA's Player of the Year and to the first team All-WCHA team. He also led the WCHA for scoring during the 2013-14 season.

The Sherwood Park, Alberta, native skated in 148 games over four seasons at the University of Alaska-Fairbanks, amassing 60 goals and 133 points. He set career highs his senior year for goals, assists (21) and points. Kunyk became the 30th Nanook in program history to join the 100-point club with a goal on November 22, 2013. 

Kunyk also participated in the Lightning's development camp last summer.

Former Syracuse Crunch forward Ondrej Palat opening eyes around the NHL
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Former Syracuse Crunch winger Ondrej Palat has a knack of making the right plays with the puck. (Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com)
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 Hockey fans in Norfolk, Syracuse and Tampa Bay have learned to appreciate the nuances of forward Ondrej Palat's game.

Palat did the little things right as consistently as anyone in recent Crunch history last season. Watching him play keepaway on the penalty kill was often worth the price of admission alone.

Now, it seems like the rest of the NHL is tuning into Palat's talents.

This article by ESPN.com's Pierre LeBrun marvels at the rookie's development since he was taken with the 208th pick of the 2011 draft.

"He's slowly gotten better, he's slowly gotten stronger," an NHL team executive from a rival Eastern Conference team told ESPN.com. "You watch him play, he's not afraid to go into tough areas. His strength is getting better and better, and he's become a legitimate top-six forward. That was a great pick for them. Those guys that you get that late that turn into players, that's found money." Added a front-office source from another Eastern team: "He is a smart two-way player. Has some [Valtteri] Filppula in him."

That's pretty heady stuff, but certainly warranted. As the article points out, Palat is second in the NHL's rookie points race, with 46 (18-28) and leads first-year players at plus-28.

"Did you ever hear the term, 'You never know what you have until you coach him?' That's kind of like what he is," Lightning coach Jon Cooper said Wednesday"We really appreciated him from the day we got him. He was a healthy scratch at first in the American league; we thought we might send him back to junior, and we kept him, and he kept just finding a way. Once we got to his second [AHL] year, we knew we had a special player."
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 Syracuse Crunch defenseman Luke Witkowski balanced his rooting interests with his workplace environment when asked for a prediction on the Syracuse University-Western Michigan NCAA Tournament first-round game Thursday in Buffalo.

Witkowski, a rookie, played four seasons of hockey with the Broncos and is friends with a few of their players. He also enjoys the support of Crunch fans, many of whom, of course, would be aghast at the notion of the Orange losing in the tournament's first round.

So you can press him for a final score guess, but you won't get one.

"I think it's going to be a close game. Western is playing really well,'' he said after practice Wednesday. "Syracuse has a lot of big guns. Obviously, they are a powerhouse in college basketball. I don't want to root against my alma mater. We'll see what happens. Michigan will work their butts off and Syracuse has something to prove.''

Witkowski said he thought about going to the game. The Crunch's practice typically ends around noon, and the basketball game starts at about 2:45.

Witkowski procured a ticket for himself, but he also wants to bring along a couple of friends, including teammate Drew Olson. When he couldn't land a couple of reasonably priced tickets to the game for them, he decided to stay here.

"Western is the underdog. I like to root for the underdog,'' he said. "It'd be good for the school (if it wins) but bad for the city of Syracuse. It's a grey area. I'd be happy with either team winning.''
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 Anyone who has followed the minor league career of former Syracuse Crunch goalie Dustin Tokarski knows that he turns such distractions as pressure and nerves into little more than a pregame snack.

So even though Canadiens coach Michel Therrien gave Tokarski a little more advance notice of his challenge on Sunday, it likely didn't impact Tokarski's steely approach to the challenge.

Tokarski pitched the first NHL shutout of his career Sunday, blanking Buffalo 2-0. According to the Montreal Gazette, Therrien told Tokarski Saturday night he would get the start.

When Tokarski made his first appearance for the Canadiens two weeks ago in Anaheim, Therrien waited until the day of the game before telling Tokarski he'd play.

 "It must have been the right strategy because it worked out," Therrien told the paper. "The kid played well. He battles. The team played a good game in front of him but we had some breakdowns and he made some key saves."

Technically, Tokarski was supposed to be in Syracuse with Hamilton on Saturday. Tokarski was assigned to the Bulldogs that day, and the Crunch hosted Hamilton later that evening.

But the Gazette said Tokarski was recalled Sunday while Montreal goalie Carey Price, who is just getting over an injury, was left at home.

Tokarski stopped 29 Sabres shots to get the whitewash.

"I'm going day-to-day and trying to enjoy it," he said. "(This shutout) is definitely up there. I've had some great moments with some great people, but it's up there."
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Syracuse Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis kept his team in its game against Hamilton deep into the night on Saturday, making save after save through regulation, overtime and eight rounds of a shootout.

Gudlevskis has often played his best when tired, but eventually a quick snapper by the Bulldogs' Mike Blunden caught Gudlevskis just a half-blink too slow.

Blunden sent everyone home in the bottom of the ninth round of the tie-breaker to push Hamilton past Syracuse 2-1.

Hamilton won the shootout 1-0, after Gudlevskis and Hamilton netminder Robert Mayer combined to stop the previous 17 shootout attempts.

But after Syracuse went 0-for-9, Blunden flipped a quick shot past Gudlevskis' glove side for the win. Gudlevskis, who beat Hershey in overtime on Friday, made 28 saves through regulation and overtime.

"I think I gave the team a chance to win the game,'' Gudlevskis said. "That's the most important thing. The shootout, you feel comfortable, confident about yourself. That's the way it goes.''

Brett Connolly potted the Crunch's only regulation goal of the night.

Mayer stopped 31 shots on the evening, and denied Connolly, Yanni Gourde, Jonathan Marchessault, Evan Rankin, Vladdy Namestnikov, Jon DiSalvatore, Mike Angelidis, Philippe Paradis and Jordan Henry in the shootout.

Including a failed penalty shot by Gourde during regulation, Mayer stopped 10 Syracuse shooters one-on-one.

"He was big in the net. We have to give him credit tonight,'' Marchessault said. "I think he played really good. Obviously, our goalie was awesome. It (stinks) not to have those two points.''

Hamilton's Louis Leblanc tied the game with 9:24 left in the third, cueing home a rebound from the left side off a bid by Morgan Ellis.

Connolly gave the Crunch a 1-0 lead with 13:18 left in the third on a slick sleight-of-hand. He skated through the left circle, took a pass from Vladdy Namestnikov and quickly dealt a hard flip high over Mayer's glove side.

Penalty killing pressure by Gourde set up a chance for Syracuse earlier in the third.

With 14:39 remaining and the Bulldogs on a power play, Gourde puckhandled behind Mayer. Mayer tried to make a play on Gourde, but as he did his stick flew out toward him.

Referee Tom Chmielewski ruled that Mayer intentionally threw his lumber at Gourde, and awarded him a penalty shot.

Gourde tried to solve Mayer 5-hole, but the goalie shut it down to keep the game scoreless.

Apart from the two goals, the most rousing action of the game came in the second period when Syracuse's P.C. Labrie threw down with Hamilton's Nick Tarnasky. Labrie said the problem started when Tarnasky began taunting the Crunch bench.

"I just asked him what was going on. He was just chirping, telling guys to (get lost),'' Labrie said.

Labrie initially tossed Tarnasky to the ice, then let him up so the the pair could swap a long series of blows.

"When he was on his knee, I laid off,'' Labrie said. "I didn't want to hit him. I gave him a chance to stand up.''

Earlier in the game, Labrie yapped a lot with 5-foot-9 Hamilton forward Martin St. Pierre. Labrie said during warmups, St. Pierre tried to make friendly small talk.

"As soon as he had a chance (in the game), he sucker-punched me. It's just the game. There's no friends,'' Labrie said.

 Syracuse visits Albany 5 p.m. Sunday.
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Syracuse Crunch forward Jon DiSalvatore watched the puck leave his stick in overtime on Friday night and was prepared to chase it down behind the Hershey net.

He didn't need to expend the energy. When the biscuit landed, the game was over.

DiSalvatore looped in the game-winner at the 1-minute, 50-second mark of OT to carry the Crunch to a 3-2 win over Hershey at the War Memorial

DiSalvatore whacked at a puck out front that deflected off a Bears' stick, climbed over the left shoulder of Hershey goalie Philipp Grubauer, hit off the crossbar and plopped across the goal line.

"It came down in the right spot,'' DiSalvatore said. "It was just a whack at the puck. That's getting the bounces, for sure.''

DiSalvatore now has five goals and two assists in seven games against his former team this season.

The win pulled Syracuse within 13 points of the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference. The Crunch, defending conference champion, has 17 games left in the regular season.

"We have a group of guys in there who feel anything is possible,'' DiSalvatore said. "We'll keep playing until its all done.''

Charles Landry and Dalton Smith scored in regulation for Syracuse. Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis made 31 saves.

But the Crunch may have lost blueliner J.P. Cote again. Cote returned to the lineup for the first time since suffering a knee injury against Norfolk on Feb. 14. He left Friday's game in the first period favoring his left knee, although it's unclear whether the latest ailment is related to his original injury.

Hershey's Matt Watkins knotted the game at 2-2 with 10:47 left in the third. Teammate David Kolomatis made the play by darting down the middle of the Crunch zone, then dishing to his left for an easy setup to Watkins.

Smith, acquired from the Columbus organization two weeks ago, potted his first goal for Syracuse to put up the only goal of the second period. He shoveled a bid from the right circle past Grubauer at the 2:48 mark for a 2-1 Syracuse advantage.

"I think it was a bit of a screen (in front of Grubauer),'' Smith said. "It was all kind of a blur. I was kind of in the right spot in the right time. That's the thing with backhand shots. Most of the time you don't know where they are going, and neither does the goalie.''

Landry tied the game with 5:56 left in the first with his first career AHL goal. He unleashed a shot from the right point that navigated through traffic outside the crease and slithered past Grubauer.

Before Friday, Landry had played 55 AHL games in three seasons with Norfolk and the Crunch and posted eight assists in that span.

New Syracuse forward Yanni Gourde got the second assist on Landry's score for his first point with the Crunch. Playing on a line with DiSalvatore and Cedric Paquette, Gourde created several chances.

"I think he made a lot of little plays in tight areas,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

"I think he's a crafty little player,'' DiSalvatore said. "I'm sure as he gets a little more comfortable in here you're going to see some skilled offensive ability.''

Gourde, signed as a free agent Sunday, said he was nervous until he got through his first couple of shifts in the game.

"You always want to look good, make a good first impression,'' he said. "The more the game was going, the better I felt.''

The Bears' Chris Brown bit the Crunch with a power-play goal for the game's first score at the 9:50 mark. His one-timer from the near left side of the slot ticked off Gudlevskis' right leg and saved enough momentum to spin in the net.

The was the only power play enjoyed by either team. Syracuse was called for only one minor penalty and its two PIM were a season low.

The Bears weren't whistled for anything, the first time since 1990 that Hershey played an entire game without getting called for an infraction.

Syracuse defenseman Nikita Nesterov missed the game with a lower body injury and is expected to be out the entire weekend.
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Syracuse Crunch forward Tanner Richard, shown here eluding Utica's Alexandre Grenier in a game in February, is expected to miss his team's three-in-three set this weekend.

Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com

Three more games this weekend will push the Syracuse Crunch a lot closer towards the AHL's regular-season finish line.

And the problem remains that in a crowed field, the Crunch is still looking at the backs of too many rival jerseys.

Syracuse has 18 games left in the regular season heading into tonight's home game against Hershey. Eight teams from the Eastern Conference will qualify for the playoffs, and the Crunch is currently 13th with 55 points.

The Crunch would have to jump five teams to secure a postseason berth: Albany (70 points), Hershey (67), Worcester (58), Bridgeport (58) and Hartford (56).

"I know what the standings are,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "I can't focus on that right now. What I'm focused on is winning hockey games.''

The Crunch's lineup, depleted by the end of Sunday's win over Binghamton, will be in a much better position to do that. Defensemen J.P. Cote (knee), Luke Witkowski (leg) and Dmitry Korobov (leg) and forward Dalton Smith are all expected to return from injury.

Defensemen Andrej Sustr (shoulder/collarbone) and Joey Mormina (concussion) and forwards Geoff Walker (neck) and Tanner Richard remain out. Richard crashed into the end boards Sunday and, at the very least, incurred a smashed nose. Zettler said Richard's injury runs a little deeper than that, although he would not elaborate.

In other news, new forward Yanni Gourde will make his Crunch debut on Friday, expected to skate on a line with Cedric Paquette and Jon DiSalvatore.

And Zettler said he expects to keep Drew Olson on the blueline this weekend. Olson had played forward all year before being moved to defense, his natural position, for the Binghamton game.

Hershey will have a new look as well. Forward Chris Brown, acquired in a trade from the Phoenix organization last week, is expected to make his Bears debut.
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 The tape measure has been kind to new Syracuse Crunch winger Yanni Gourde the past few seasons.

Gourde is currently listed at 5-foot-9. He might not stop there. A couple of years ago, Gourde, 22, was just 5-foot-7.

"I might still be growing,'' he said hopefully.

That would be good for Gourde, but not a prerequisite for development in the Tampa Bay system. In that organization, big shot forwards come in all sizes.

Gourde was signed as a free agent Sunday. Fellow forward and long-time friend Jonathan Marchessault (5-8) was picked up in a deal with Columbus/Springfield last week. Both came to an organization with a blind spot for size.

Former Lightning superstar forward Martin St. Louis (5-8) is the most prominent example of that. Of more recent and relevant note, Tampa Bay struck gold with Cory Conacher (5-foot-8) and Tyler Johnson (5-9).

Both those sparkplugs were AHL MVPs, Conacher with Norfolk two seasons ago and Johnson with Syracuse last year.

"I know they like those skilled players, those smaller players who put up points. I'm excited to try to follow those guys, get my game to that level,'' Gourde said.

"All the players we bring in have a dimension to them that we like,'' said Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. "Then it's a matter of giving them the resources to round out their game, and then its a matter of seeing if they can reach the NHL.''

Marchessault, 23, already did, skating in two games with Columbus last season. But he sees a bigger portal to that level after joining an organization with a proven patience for working with smaller players.

"I think it's how they develop the player,'' he said. "I feel like when I was in Springfield, I wasn't getting developed as a hockey player. It was weird. That's why I was happy to come here.''

Part of Tampa Bay's touch in spotlighting smaller players - especially under former Crunch coach Jon Cooper - is the willingness to put them in offensive systems that give them freedom to highlight their speed and elusiveness.

"You work with them a little bit differently, just because he doesn't have the body and physical game of bigger players. Someone like Yanni will have to be quick, dart in holes,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

"I think every player is different. I'm a player with character,'' Gourde said. "Even though you are smaller, you still have different tools. They are going to coach me the right way. I'm going to try to find my way to be successful.''

The challenge in developing players like Gourde and Marchessault comes on the other side of the puck, where their lack of bulk makes them defensive mismatches for the opposition. That was a problem for Marchessault in Springfield, where he was a minus-7. Gourde was a plus-2 in Worcester this season.

Defense is where positioning and instinct can help smaller players turn the corner.

"You have to be more smart. You have to know what to expect. You can't always go for the body,'' Marchessault said.

"You just have to defend differently, play a little smarter,'' Zettler said. "You're not going to be able to defend bigger guys, often times.''

Regardless of the challenges, mite-sized dynamos like Gourde and Marchessault have spent their whole careers meeting and then exceeding them.

"Every time I go on the ice, I need to prove myself again,'' Gourde said. "I have to work hard in practice. In games, I have to keep doing the same thing I was doing in Worcester. This is the way I want to play every game. I have to work hard every day.''

Blueliner Mark Barberio, who helped the Syracuse Crunch reach the Calder Cup finals last year, promised that when he scored his first NHL goal for Tampa Bay he'd cut his hair.

Barberio accomplished that feat on Jan. 19, and on Wednesday he paid the bill.

Barberio and several Lightning players and staff had their hair snipped and donated to Locks of Love.

Barberio told the Tampa Bay Times that it was his first haircut in two years.

"A lot lighter," was how Barberio described to the paper how he felt after his hair was cut. "It's two years of my life without cutting my hair, to buzz it off in one shot was a little nervous," Barberio said. "But to do it for a good cause it's great."
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Syracuse Crunch captain Mike Angelidis remains a mainstay on the team's top penalty kill group while upheaval has forced the unit as a whole to struggle.

Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com

A week of player movement and a parade of injuries have greatly altered the composition of the Syracuse Crunch.

For the team's penalty kill in particular, it's been a a gruesome look.

At best, the unit has been mediocre this season. It currently ranks 16th in the AHL with a success rate of 82.4 percent.

But the loss of Dana Tyrell in last week's trade with Columbus, plus the absence of injured defensemen Andrej Sustr, J.P. Cote and Joey Mormina, have thrown the unit into flux.

Opponents are capitalizing, and with stunning quickness.

Against Rochester on Saturday, Syracuse allowed power play goals within seven and 10 seconds, respectively, of the start of a penalty kill.

On Sunday, Binghamton rang the bell for power play goals at the 10- and 13-second mark, respectively, from the start of its man-up opportunity.

"Penalty kill is a critical part of success as a team,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "When they score right away like that, it's deflating.''

Zettler said video indicates the problems center around a combination of coverage issues and a couple of missed chances to clear.

Tyrell's departure broke up the Crunch's top PK forward pairing of him and Mike Angelidis. Angelidis was on the ice for all four of those power-play goals, twice teaming with forward Evan Rankin and once with Max Parent and Brett Connolly.

The first penalty kill defensive pairing was a potpourri: Luke Witkowski-Dmitry Korobov; Artem Sergeev-Korobov; Jordan Henry-Charles Landry; and Sergeev-Nikita Nesterov.

"We've had some mistakes, getting scored on that quick,'' Angelidis said. "We have to be all on the same page. Guys have been put in situations they haven't played as much in. Guys are going to make mistakes. It's how you learn from it.''
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 While technically there's still much of the string to be played out this season for the Syracuse Crunch, Tampa Bay's recent moves pertaining to its affiliate indicate that major pieces are already being assembled for for 2014-15.

Last week, the Lightning swapped veteran defenseman Matt Taormina and forward Dana Tyrell to Columbus in exchange for forwards Jonathan Marchessault and Dalton Smith.

While Smith and Marchessault remain under contract for next year, Tyrell and Taormina will be free agents.

Sunday, Tampa Bay signed free agent forward Yanni Gourde from the San Jose organization. Gourde will complete this season under the terms of an AHL deal but then will begin a two-year, two-way pact after that.

Here's a look at the contract statuses of every player currently on the Syracuse Crunch roster entering the off-season, according to information provided by Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois. As you can see, much of the possible framework of next year's team is already in place:

Goalies

Cedrick Desjardins, unrestricted free agent

 Kristers Gudlevskis, two years left

Defensemen

Andrej Sustr, restricted free agent

 Joey Mormina, one year

 Artem Sergeev, two years

 Jordan Henry, UFA

 J.P. Cote, one year

 Charles Landry, RFA

 Dmitry Korobov, RFA

 Luke Witkowski, one year

 Nikita Nesterov, two years

Forwards

Geoff Walker, UFA

 Mike Angelidis, UFA

 Evan Rankin, UFA

 Max Parent, UFA

 Cedric Paquette, two years

 Jonathan Marchessault, one year

 P.C. Labrie, UFA

 Drew Olson, UFA

 Brett Connolly, RFA

 Eric Neilson, UFA

 Dalton Smith, one year

 Jon DiSalvatore, UFA

 Philippe Paradis, RFA

 Tanner Richard, two years

 Vladdy Namestnikov, one year

 Yanni Gourde, two years

- From boltprospects.com: Gourde adds more skill to Lightning system
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 Even when the Syracuse Crunch ramps it way down, players still find themselves in peril.

The battered and bruised Crunch had a low-scale workout on Tuesday. So low-key, actually, that it included only goalies Kristers Gudlevskis and Cedrick Desjardins, forward Drew Olson, forward Yanni Gourde and defenseman J.P. Cote.

Still, during one routine drill, Gudlevskis took a shot off his right shoulder and doubled over in discomfort. Unlike many of his teammates who haven't been able to so quickly shake off their ailments, however, Gudlevskis eventually got up and kept practicing.

Here's an update on the long list of Syracuse's dinged players, according to head coach Rob Zettler:

 - Cote (knee)

There was no contact on Tuesday, but Cote skated through the full session without any obvious problems. Zettler said Cote will take part in Wednesday contact practice and that he's "hopeful'' the veteran blueliner can return for the team's three-in-three this weekend.

 - Defenseman Andrej Sustr (shoulder/collarbone)

He skated around the workout in a red (non-contact) jersey. Zettler ruled him out for this weekend but said he could be back next weekend.

- Defenseman Dmitry Korobov (leg)

Expected to practice Wednesday and possibly be ready for this weekend.

 - Forward Geoff Walker (neck)

He's feeling better and should skate by the end of the week, but will not play this weekend.

- Defenseman Joey Mormina (concussion)

Will not play this weekend.

- Forward Tanner Richard (face)

Richard left Sunday's game against Binghamton after slamming face-first into the boards. Tuesday, he sported a black left eye and a huge gash on his nose, but he should be OK for the weekend.

- Foward Dalton Smith (unknown)

Will practice on Wednesday and then re-assess from there.

- Defenseman Luke Witkowski (leg)

Expected to practice Wednesday and possibly be ready for this weekend.
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 Yanni Gourde was a bit of a wreck the past couple of days as he stared down the prospect of finding a new job.

Gourde, a left winger, was on a PTO with Worcester that expired Saturday night. Sure, he had built a strong resume for himself with four goals and 21 assists in 25 games, but it was a small snapshot.

In the world of hockey, you just never know.

"I didn't know what was going to happen. I was really, really nervous all weekend,'' Gourde said Monday.

Actually that was only half true.

Gourde fretted on Saturday, but by early Sunday morning his concerns vanished. That's when his agent called to tell him that Tampa Bay was pitching him a deal that carried through the rest of this season and then two years after that.

And not just any deal. The next two seasons are a two-way NHL contract. Speed is an integral part of Gourde's game, but even he couldn't say yes quickly enough.

"That's when Tampa Bay sent me an offer I couldn't refuse,'' said Gourde, 22. "I was very excited. Tampa Bay offered me exactly what I wanted.''

So for the rest of Sunday Gourde packed and Monday he drove to Syracuse. He will practice with the Crunch on Tuesday and play with the team for the remainder of the season under an AHL deal.

Gourde doesn't know if his career options could have carried him in another direction, and frankly he doesn't care. He said Worcester offered him an AHL-only pact, a proposal that was trumped by the Lightning's NHL-AHL contract.

Beyond that, Gourde said he's unsure if any other teams would have jumped in on the bidding for his services.

"We wanted to make sure we did that (take the contract) pretty quickly,'' Gourde said. "We didn't want the offer to expire. We took what they offered us. We thought it was a great deal.''

The undrafted Gourde played 54 games with Worcester last year, chipping in eight goals and six assists. He went to camp with Utica this preseason but didn't stick.

But whatever lessons the 5-foot-9 Gourde picked up as a rookie seemed to take hold this season. He dominated with Kalamazoo of the ECHL (15-19 in 30 games) before jumping up to become a catalyst in Worcester.

"I went back there, I didn't feel any pressure. I just wanted to play good. I was more confident,'' he said. "It was going more my way this year than it did last year. I wasn't as rushed when I had the puck. For sure, it did help.''

Gourde said his new deal with Tampa Bay, while reducing job insecurity, will only spark his game even more.

"Every game is a new challenge,'' he said. "Every time I go in the ice, I need to prove myself again. I have to work hard in practice. In games, I have to keep doing the same things I was doing in Worcester.

"This is the way I want to play every game. I have to work every day. I think the fans in Worcester liked me. I hope the fans in Syracuse will also like (me).''
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 Drew Olson reported to the War Memorial on Sunday with a simple job description: hockey player.

Where exactly that might put him on the ice for the Syracuse Crunch's game against Binghamton was unclear.

As it turned out, Olson helped the Crunch by taking several strides backward.

An emergency pinch on the blueline returned the rookie to defense for the first time since his college career ended at Minnesota-Duluth last year. That was Olson's natural position but the Crunch converted him to forward this season.

Except for working there for a few practices, Olson had not played defense this season before holding down the spot in the Crunch's 4-3 win over Binghamton.

 "I think he did fine,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "He learned to keep it simple. We were, to say the least, a depleted defensive corps back there.''

That was a given even before this weekend started, with J.P. Core (knee), Andrej Sustr (shoulder/collarbone) and Joey Mormina (concussion) all scratched. Then Saturday, Syracuse defenseman Dmitry Korobov incurred a leg injury against Rochester.

That meant Olson was prepared to move back for the game, but when he met with Zettler before the contest the coach told him he'd likely stay at forward.

Korobov tested the leg during warmups, and decided he couldn't go. So Olson was switched back to defense moments before the start of the game.

"All I knew is I'm playing. When the time comes, I have to figure out what I have to do,'' Olson said. "It wasn't necessarily hard. It was tough to get back into the swing of things. Once I was out there, things just kind of clicked. It was a lot easier than I thought it would be.''

The endurance of Olson and the rest of the defensemen was tested when Syracuse's Luke Witkowski suffered a leg injury in the first period. He did not return, leaving the Crunch with five healthy blueliners for most of the contest.

The prognosis for Korobov, who was seen limping noticeably after the game, is unclear. Zettler said Witkowski should return to practice this week.

Either way, Olson will be ready.

"If he (Zettler) needs me at D, I'll be more than happy to play D,'' Olson said. "At this point, it doesn't really matter to me. Whatever I can do to help the team, I'll be more than happy to play.''
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Syracuse, N.Y. — Syracuse Crunch second-year forward Vladdy Namestnikov may not quite have an NHL-caliber game just yet, but he sure looks ready to graduate from the AHL.

Namestnikov slammed home the winning goal with 2 minutes, 42 seconds left in the third period on Sunday to cap an improbable Crunch comeback and a 4-3 win over Binghamton.

Undermanned Syracuse rallied for three unanswered scores in the final 20 minutes to erase a 3-1 Sens lead. Philippe Paradis and Brett Connolly also scored in the third before Namestnikov's heroics.

Namestnikov returned last week from a three-game trial with Tampa Bay, where his speed was up to elite level but the rest of his game needed rounding out. In his three games with the Crunch since the demotion, Namestnikov has two goals and two assists.

"It's hard to say,'' Namestnikov said when asked if he's ready for the NHL. "You can always improve. That's what I'm trying to do here. You can never be too good.

"I felt good (in Tampa Bay). I was nervous to begin with. But anyone who is up there feels nervous.''

Syracuse goalie Kristers Gudlevskis was sensational for the Crunch Sunday, setting up the comeback with 33 saves. The Crunch snapped a three-game losing streak overall and a five-game slump at the hands of the Senators.

Syracuse's Jonathan Marchessault set up the winner by working the puck behind the net. He patiently waited until he found Namestnikov alone in the slot, and Namestnikov had plenty of time to solve Senators goalie Andrew Hammond.

"I think he lost me for a second,'' Namestnikov said of a nearby defender. "I just tried to find an open lane.''

Connolly tied the game at three with 12:59 remaining, knocking in a rebound out of a goal-mouth scramble. The score snapped a 12-game goal-less streak for Connolly.

"It seems like it's been too long since I scored,'' Connolly said. "It was nice to see the goal. I've had kind of a roller-coaster year. I feel like I've been playing the right way. That's how hockey works.''

Paradis jolted the Crunch back into the game at the 7:42 mark of the third, swiping in a rebound of a bid by Mike Angelidis for a power-play score.

"It's all about momentum,'' Connolly said. "We found our legs. It's good to see.''

The Crunch climbed back into the game despite playing with five defensemen most of the contest. Blueliner Luke Witkowski suffered a leg injury in the first period and didn't return.

Syracuse also lost forward Tanner Richard after he slammed into the end boards in the first period. And defenseman Dmitry Korobov was scratched after warmups when a leg injury he suffered against Rochester on Saturday proved too painful to overcome.

Namestnikov's magic set up Cedric Paquette's power-play goal at the 8:18 mark of the second that halved Binghamton's 2-0 lead. 

He danced through the neutral zone and then into the Sens' end, where he veered past defenders and to the right. Namestnikov then dropped a pass back to Paquette, who lasered a shot past Hammond.

"Offensively, he's got NHL tools and he's playing at an NHL level,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

"I just tried to use my speed,'' Namestnikov said. "Teams back off. I just skated. You have to make that play. It doesn't always work. But good thing it worked this time.''

The Senators charged out of the gate with a pair of first-period power-play scores. Shane Prince tallied on the man advantage at the 3:15 mark and Matt Puempel scored with 5:25 left.
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Rochester Amerks forward Johan Larsson continued to huff and puff on the flickering flame that is the Syracuse Crunch's playoff chances on Saturday.

Larsson scored twice, including the game's key goal in the third period, to help the Amerks take a 5-3 win over Syracuse at the War Memorial.

The loss was the third in a row for Syracuse, which fell to Rochester on Friday as well. Larsson scored once in that game.

With just 18 games left in the regular season, the Crunch remains mired in 13th place in the Eastern Conference, 16 points out of the eighth and final playoff spot.

"Tonight, I thought we deserved a better fate. Everyone gave all they had tonight,'' said Syracuse captain Mike Angelidis. "We should have won. We can't hang our heads now.''

The Crunch faces a quick turnaround in this three-in-three weekend, hosting Binghamton at 3 p.m. Sunday.

"All we can focus on is winning that game tomorrow and bringing that effort,'' said Syracuse forward Jon DiSalvatore. "Tomorrow we end the weekend on a good note, battle for 60 minutes, get two points.''

Vladdy Namestnikov, Cedric Paquette and Evan Rankin each scored for Syracuse on Saturday.

The swing moment of the game came at the 5:02 mark of the third and the contest tied at 2-2. Syracuse defenseman Jordan Henry, recalled from Florida of the ECHL earlier on Saturday, was sent to the box for checking Larsson in the head.

Right off the ensuing faceoff, the Amerks' Jamie Tardif, on the left side of Syracuse netminder Cedrick Desjardins, made a slick spinning pass to Larsson on the right. Larsson quickly flipped a shot past the goalie at the 5:12 mark.

Rochester's Phil Varone scored an empty-netter at the 18:34 mark, a goal that was answered by a power-play score from Rankin 1:02 later. But Rochester's Mike Zigomanis set the final margin with another empty-netter, with 18 seconds remaining.

"We got better in the third,'' Angelidis said. "But you make a mistake, good teams find a way to put it in the net.''

While Rochester scored twice on the power play, before Rankin's late tally the Crunch frittered away five power-play chances that could have changed the course of the game.

"We could have shot the puck more,'' DiSalvatore said. "Your special teams have to pull through.''

Paquette tied the game at 2-2 just 1:55 into the third. He rushed the net from the left side of the crease just in time to redirect a pass from DiSalvatore past Amerks goalie Nathan Lieuwen,

Rochester scored twice just 58 seconds apart in the second to wipe out a 1-0 Syracuse lead.

Luke Adam clipped a 1-1 tie with a power-play goal at the 10:57 mark. He circled behind the Crunch net, popped out to the left of Desjardins and roofed a shot into twine.

Larsson pulled the Amerks even with 10:01 remaining, snapping a wrister from the slot past Desjardins.

After a scoreless first, Namestnikov put a charge into the crowd with a shorthanded goal at the 5:13 mark of the second. Teammate Brett Connolly flipped the pass that freed Namestnikov on a breakaway, and Namestnikov faked Lieuwen out of position before beating him 5-hole.
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The Syracuse Crunch fell to I-90 rivals the Rochester Americans 4-1 on Friday at the Blue Cross Arena in Rochester.

The loss drops the Crunch's overall record to 22-25-4-5 and 12-16-2-2 away from the War Memorial Arena. The Crunch lead the eight-game season series against Rochester 4-1-0-0.

Crunch netminder Kristers Gudlevskis allowed four goals on 26 shots, while his Rochester counterpart Nathan Lieuwen stopped 28 of 29 shots faced. Syracuse failed to convert on five power-play chances and allowed one power-play goal on five Rochester man-advantage opportunities.

Rochester jumped out to a 3-0 lead after the opening frame. Johan Larsson opened the scoring with a wrist shot from the left circle with 11:29 to play in the first period. 

Rochester added a power-play goal when Jamie Tardif deflected a Phil Varone shot at the 14:41 mark. Left wing Tim Schaller rounded out the first-period scoring with his fourth goal of the season with 2:09 to play.

The Amerks extended their lead to 4-0, adding one goal in the middle frame. Joel Armia scored his sixth goal of the season 14:05 into the period, assisted by Colton Gillies and Chad Ruhwedel.

Syracuse got on the board 8:56 into the third period with Captain Mike Angelidis' 10th goal of the season. Vladislav Namestnikov flipped the puck on net from the high-slot and Angelidis was able to redirect it past Lieuwen to make it 4-1. Nikita Nesterov was credited with the secondary helper.

Rochester will visit Syracuse 7 p.m. Saturday in a game televised by Time Warner Cable SportsChannel.

Notes: Crunch defenseman Dan Milan made his AHL debut tonight...Forwards Dalton Smith and Jonathan Marchessault made their Syracuse Crunch debuts after being acquired from the Columbus Blue Jackets by Tampa Bay on Wednesday...

With an assist on Angelidis' goal, Nesterov picked up his first point since Feb. 7 at Springfield...Angelidis has at least one point in six of his last seven games...Gudlevskis made his first appearance for the Crunch since representing Latvia at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi.

- Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch
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 The developmental process has turned into a slow and painful one for Syracuse Crunch defenseman Andrej Sustr.

Sustr's learning things here, alright, but unfortunately he's become a graduate student in patience.

The 6-foot-7 rookie is out of the Crunch lineup again for the second time since Tampa Bay sent him down in mid-January, and while the timetable for his return is unclear it doesn't seem imminent.

This time around, Sustr is sitting because of a left shoulder/collarbone ailment he incurred by crashing into the boards against Utica on Feb. 21.

In his first game with Syracuse, Jan. 17 against Hershey, Sustr suffered a concussion. That cost him two weeks.

Sustr has still managed to squeeze in nine games with the Crunch, but that wasn't the workload the Lightning envisioned when they sent him down after he played 38 games in Tampa Bay.

"I wasn't injured in the past. Now I have two injuries (in a row),'' Sustr said. "It seems like bad luck. It was frustrating to get hurt. When I came down here, I was excited to play a lot, develop as a player. It kind of slowed me down. 

"Whether you like it or not, almost everybody gets injured. I don't think it will slow me down in the long run. Right now, it did.''

The nature of Sustr's injury limits his workout options, but he said he's putting a lot of time and energy into grueling legwork.

"It gets tough. I'm just trying to use it as an advantage to address some areas I'm trying to work on,'' he said. "Everyone is trying to get bigger and stronger. You cannot be sad about it (the injury). You have to have a good mindset when you're injured.''

Injuries to Sustr, Joey Mormina and J.P. Cote and Wednesday's trade of defenseman Matt Taormina have left Syracuse with the minimum six healthy defensemen heading into tonight's game at Rochester.

Lightning assistant GM Julien BriseBois said via text Friday morning that as of the moment, the team probably won't be adding an extra blueliner today.
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 When forward Jonathan Marchessault was a free agent two seasons ago, the finalists for his services included Tampa Bay and Columbus.

He went with the Blue Jackets.

"I was trying to figure out what was a good (spot) for me at the moment,'' he said. "I don't think I made a good choice.''

Shortly after noon on Thursday, he got a do-over.

Marchessault and fellow forward Dalton Smith walked into the War Memorial, hockey bags in hand, just as the Syracuse Crunch was ending its practice. They made the drive from Springfield, Mass., in about 3 1/2 hours, a decent clip for a pair of prospects who were leaving the Northeast Division-leading Falcons for the East doormat Syracuse.

But both players shifted into a higher gear with the hope that the Crunch's ice is a pond of opportunity for them.

Marchessault, 23, and Smith, 21, were acquired by Tampa Bay in exchange for Syracuse defenseman Matt Taormina and forward Dana Tyrell at the trade deadline Wednesday. It was a swap made with clear vision from opposite perspectives.

The Falcons see themselves as playoff troublemakers and needed the sort of experience that Taormina and Tyrell bring. But both will be free agents after this season.

Tampa Bay is at the point where it needs to start auditioning depth players for next year, and both Marchessault and Smith have one year left on their deals after this season.

"I see this as a move that can also help us right now,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "We got a high-end skilled guy (in Marchessault). That's a big plus for us, especially on the power play, where we've struggled. We could use some more offense.''

Marchessault is an instant mix of that. As a rookie three years ago, he went 24-40 for the Connecticut Whale. Last year he contributed 21-46 for Springfield and this year was the Falcons' leading scorer at 14-27.

But Marchessault's 5-9 frame and defensive inconsistency worked against him. He got only two games in Columbus last season and none this year. He's now in an organization that can find NHL roles for undersized prospects (see: Tyler Johnson, Cory Conacher). 

"I was happy (with the trade). I wasn't developing myself like I wanted in Springfield,'' Marchessault said. "I was happy to come to where they want me. I was ready to up (to the NHL). Hopefully, I can perform here, help the team get a playoff spot.''

STCC Digital Photograpy Program - Jake Fish.jpg

New Syracuse Crunch forward Dalton Smith, right, then with Springfield, tangles with Worcester's Matt Pelech.

Photo courtesy of Jake Fish

The 6-foot-2 Smith, a second-round pick by Columubus in 2010, plays a much different game but carries similar aspirations. He's an ideal third-line candidate who has four goals, 15 assists and 99 PIM to his credit this season.

And, by his accounting, 16 fights.

"Obviously, being on a second-place team (in the conference) is nicer. But it's also nice to be in an organization that's really well-balanced and has a great reputation,'' he said. "It (being a grinder) is a role that I've fallen into. It's tough at times, but someone has to do it. I've embraced it this year and figured it out.''
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The Syracuse Crunch's lineup got a major makeover on Wednesday in what could loom as the team's last-ditch attempt to creep back into the Eastern Conference playoff race.

The Lightning traded a pair of Syracuse veterans, defenseman Matt Taormina and forward Dana Tyrell, to the Columbus organization in exchange for forwards Dalton Smith and Jonathan Marchessault.

The 5-foot-8 Marchessault, 23, paces Columbus farm team Springfield with 41 points (14-27). He's a two-time AHL all-star.

The 6-2 Smith, 21, has four goals, five assists and 99 penalty minutes.

Tyrell is 9-12 for Syracuse this season while Taormina is 6-12. Both those players will be free agents at the end of this season, while Marchessault and Smith have one year left on their contracts.

The news was officially tweeted out by the Columbus Blue Jackets late in the afternoon. When contacted by a reporter, Taormina said he knew nothing about it and was surprised to hear of the deal. 

Later in the evening, given time to digest the news, Toarmina was philosophical.

"It kind of came as a little bit of a shock to me, but it could be a better opportunity for me in the long run,'' he said. "This stuff happens. You're just going to have to get over it and move on to our next adventure.''

Tyrell could not be reached for comment.

Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said the organization has a pipeline of young blueliners coming up, so for now it made sense to get younger up front.

"To keep the pipeline full, it makes sense to trade for two younger forwards,'' BriseBois said.

BriseBois said the deal may also give Taormina and Tyrell a fresh chance for career advancement.

"We don't currently have NHL opportunities for them,'' BriseBois said. "Hopefully, by going to a new organization they will have a better opportunity to play in the NHL.''

BriseBois said both new players will arrive in town in time for Friday's morning skate. The Crunch visits Rochester on Friday night.

The trade also leaves the Crunch painfully thin on the blueline. Syracuse is down to six healthy defenseman, and potential ECHL callup Jordan Henry is also hurt.

With 21 games left in the regular season, Syracuse sits 14 points out of the eighth and final Eastern Conference playoff position. That spot is currently held by Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, although Hershey (65 points) and Bridgeport (57) are lodged between the Crunch and Penguins.

 - In other news Wednesday, former Syracuse Crunch star Cory Conacher was claimed by Buffalo off waivers from Ottawa.
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 Richard Panik has played his way off of the Syracuse Crunch for the rest of the regular season and the playoffs.

Tampa Bay recalled the veteran forward on Wednesday and returned forward Vladdy Namestnikov to Syracuse.

The move makes Namestnikov eligible for the Crunch in the stretch run and playoffs but takes Panik out of that mix. A player must be on an AHL's team's roster by 3 p.m. today (the NHL's trade deadline) in order to be eligible to return from the NHL at any point in the rest of the season.

Panik has been on a tear since playing for his native Slovakia in the 2014 Winter Olympics. In six games back with the Crunch, Panik posted three goals and six assists.

Namestnikov leads Syracuse with 34 points (15-19).

The Lightning could make some paper transactions demoting other players by the 3 p.m. deadline to have them eligible to play for the Crunch, but Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said Wednesday morning there won't be any such moves.

After 3 p.m., the only players who can join AHL rosters for the rest of the year are those from college, juniors or a lower league such as the ECHL, or those who are on AHL-only deals.
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Syracuse Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis stopped 55 shots for Latvia in a 2-1 quarterfinal loss to Canada in the 2014 Winter Olympics.

Mark Humphrey | The Associated Press

Kristers Gudlevskis left the Sochi Winter Olympics without a gold medal but with a stomach full of the golden arches.

The rookie goalie practiced with the Syracuse Crunch on Tuesday for the first time since playing for his native Latvia in the Winter Games.

When asked about the coolest part of the Olympics (non-hockey division), Gudlevskis didn't hesitate.

"McDonald's was free (in the athletes' village),'' he said. "I didn't eat a lot there, but after some games, yeah.''

As quickly as Gudlevskis is upgrading his game and reputation, a better menu of post-game meals is sure to follow.

The rookie left for Sochi as a virtually unknown minor-league prospect and played his way into the international spotlight in one game. Of course, that one-game was an epic, 55-save performance in a 2-1 loss to eventual gold medal winner Canada.

Weeks later, the only one unimpressed with the near-miracle upset is Gudlevskis. Part of the reason for that is he expected to come out of the game with a win, not a moral victory.

"When you are in the game, then everything seems a little bit different. I felt good, I felt confident,'' he said. "But after the game, when I go through all the moments, all the shots, I didn't think it was something special. I was kind of surprised how everybody was so excited about the game.''

While Gudlevskis was in the middle of one of the Olympic's showcase moments, he experienced what could be equally important career mileposts far away from such glare. He spent much of last month recalled to Tampa Bay, and while he did not play in any games he dressed for four contests and also practiced with the team.

"I think he can stand a little taller and know he can compete at that level. It's been quite a ride for him,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

"It's exciting. It's my first professional season,'' he said. "You want to be there (the NHL). It's my biggest dream. It was a big thing for me. But I need to still prove myself in this league to get an opportunity.''
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 A couple of names familiar to Syracuse Crunch fans might be headed back to the AHL.

Could they return to Syracuse? Probably not. But this seems as good a time as any to review NHL waiver rules.

The Maple Leafs placed former Syracuse forward Trevor Smith on waivers Tuesday, and Ottawa did the same with ex-Syracuse standout Cory Conacher. Both have until noon on Wednesday to clear.

If they clear, both could be assigned to the AHL. In Smith's case, that could mean a trip to the Toronto Marlies. For Conacher, that would put him in line to skate for an already loaded Binghamton squad.

But let's say, for instance, that Tampa Bay wanted to put in a claim for Conacher, the AHL MVP two seasons ago when he helped take Norfolk to the Calder Cup. While that would make for a great comeback story, Conacher would still be a long way from playing for the Crunch again.

Any NHL team that claims a player off waivers has the immediate option of putting him in its lineup, of course. But if the claiming team wants to send him to its AHL affiliate, it gets a little more complicated.

The demoted player would once again have to go through NHL waivers before that could happen. And every other NHL team would have a chance to claim and then play him.

If the only team to put in a claim was the original team - Ottawa, in Conacher's case - that team has the right to send the player down to the AHL without further waiver requirements.

That free pass extends only to the original team. If a new team snared the player, the same waiver rules would apply before he could be sent down to the AHL. 

So while it's a long shot that either Smith or Conacher pulls on a Crunch sweater this season, there's still a good chance they could play in the War Memorial if they clear waivers.

Binghamton visits Sunday and March 29 while the Marlies come to town April 12.
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 Heading into its second straight weekend of three-in-three play, the Syracuse Crunch's roster remains ravaged by injuries.

Here's the update, provided by Syracuse coach Rob Zettler after practice:

Defenseman J.P. Cote (knee): tried to skate last weekend, felt some discomfort so he backed off. Day-to-day as far as being able to continue to skate.

Defenseman Andrej Sustr (shoulder/collarbone): Definitely out this weekend. Unclear when he can return.

Defenseman Joey Mormina (concussion): working out a little more, but doubtful for this weekend.

Forward Geoff Walker (neck): doubtful for this weekend, long-term prognosis unclear.

"We're happy to get them back when they get back, and hopefully sooner rather than later,'' Zettler said.
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The NHL tradeline is 3 p.m. ET on Wednesday, and whatever possible wheeling and dealing Tampa Bay might do to impact the Syracuse Crunch remains very much an open-ended question.

Lighting assistant general manager Julien BriseBois covered all his bases when asked if there's anything in the works that might affect the Crunch.

"Probably nothing. Maybe something. Probably nothing,'' he said. "It's tough to get a deal done. There are so many moving pieces. I would manage expectations.''

Asked if he thinks the Crunch needs a trade jolt to boost its fading playoff chances or whether the team can make a run as is, BriseBois was equally diplomatic.

"I think regardless of the time of year, regardless of where the team is in the standings, you are always trying to improve yourself,'' he said.

While official insight will have to wait, the experts at boltprospects.com have put together some excellent informed speculation in a reader mailbag about the trade deadline and possible Tampa Bay/Crunch-related deals.

One "bonus'' bit of opinion should be most interesting to Crunch fans: the author's guess is that the player most likely to be moved is Syracuse forward Brett Connolly.

"Connolly's entry-level contract is up at the end of the year and the former No. 6 overall pick isn't banging down the door to the NHL,'' the site writes. "He's still a gifted prospect with second line upside. Do the Lightning want to give him a standard raise to around a million? It's hard to see how he fits in next year with Richard Panik and Jonathan Drouin due spots (Drouin all but a lock). Whose spot is he going to take? His value isn't as high as it could be, but it might be time to move on and use him as part of a bigger trade, or get a decent pick. A fresh start may be the best thing for him as a player. We hope for good things.''
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The Tampa Bay Lightning have recalled goaltender Anders Lindback from his conditioning assignment with the Syracuse Crunch, and also reassigned goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis to the Crunch. 

Lindback was sent to Syracuse for conditioning on Feb. 26. While with the Crunch he appeared in two games, posting a 1.54 goals-against average, a .939 save percentage and one shutout. 

Lindback has appeared in 18 games this season with the Lightning, posting a 5-11-1 record to go along with a 3.23 goals-against average and .880 save percentage. The goaltender hasn't played with the Lightning since suffering a lower body injury against the Ottawa Senators on Jan. 30. 

Gudlevskis, 21, was recalled to the Lightning on Feb. 12 while with Team Latvia at the Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia. He dressed for his first NHL game on Feb. 8 against the Detroit Red Wings. Gudlevskis did not see any game action during the recall, backing up Ben Bishop on four occasions. 

He has appeared in 22 AHL games in his first season in North America. His four shutouts lead Syracuse and are tied for second in the AHL. Gudlevskis has assembled an 11-8-2 record with a 2.69 goals-against average and .900 save percentage.

Sherwood Park gets winner in double overtime to take 3-2 series lead over Spruce Grove Saints  0 
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Goalie Anders Lindback came to the right place to get some conditioning work.

In his first game for the Syracuse Crunch on Friday, Lindback faced 11 Wilkes-Barre/Scranton shots in the first period and 30 overall.

He had the answer for every one of them.

Defenseman Matt Taormina scored twice and Tanner Richard and Drew Olson added one each in support of Lindback as the Crunch blanked the Penguins 4-0.

Every inch of Lindback's 6-foot-6 frame looked like an NHL goalie as he helped the Crunch extend its winning streak to three games, the team's longest since taking three in a row on Nov. 6, 8 and 9. 

Lindback, sent down by the Lightning on Thursday, made his first of what's expected to be a two-game conditioning stint with the Crunch. It was his first game since suffering a leg-ankle injury on Jan. 30.

Lindback is scheduled to play again Sunday when the team visits Adirondack.

"It felt like it really held up good. That's the first and most important thing,'' Lindback said of his injury. "I got a couple of good shots early on. Then continuously the whole game, it was kind of an even pace.''

But the part that Lindback controlled was a mismatch. Besides plugging up the net like an oversized boulder his stick work was crisp, especially on the penalty kill and when moving the puck up to his blueliners.

"He was like another defenseman back there, playing the puck,'' Taormina said.

"It's a fun thing to watch,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "That's a great skill. And it was very noticeable out there tonight.''

Taormina knocked out W-B/S starting goalie Jeff Deslauriers with his second goal of the game, at the 5:23 mark of the second. Taormina put a shot on net that deflected off two Penguins out front and past Deslauriers for a 3-0 Syracuse edge.

"I had my head up. I was looking. It happened to hit one of their guys, then it hit another guy who was coming back to the net,'' Taormina said. 

Deslauriers, who allowed three goals on eight shots, was replaced by backup Peter Mannino. Just 1:27 after he made his entrance, Olson slammed a behind-the-net pass from linemate Evan Rankin into the left side of the W-B/S net to pump the lead to 4-0.

Lindback was nearly flawless through the first 40 minutes and even when he got sloppy he cleaned up his own mess.

With a minute left in the second, the goalie played the puck behind his net and threw a pass out front. The biscuit was intercepted by W-B/S' Jayson Megna, who had a clear shot at an open net from the left circle.But Lindback showed his NHL reflexes by lunging out front, covering the near post and gloving the shot.

"I misread that a little bit,'' Lindback said. "It was a bad pass - a good pass to him. It was nice to save the situation.''

Syracuse scored on its first bid of the game, at the 2:02 mark of the opening period. Crunch forward Richard Panik served up an offering from along the right boards to Richard breaking down the middle of the Pens' zone.

Richard was all alone and had plenty of time to line up Deslauriers before solving him high stick side.

"We talked about it,'' Zettler said of his team's early energy. "That was kind of our motto tonight, come out with a fast start.''

Panik also set up the Crunch's second goal of the first. He chased down the puck in the neutral zone and flipped it to Taormina cruising into the Pens' end. Taormina snapped a shot from the right side that hit off Deslauriers and hit paydirt with 41.5 seconds left in the period.

The Penguins' tried to answer Syracuse early push by outshooting Syracuse 11-6 in the first, but Lindback wasn't giving back a drop of that momentum.

"He's huge,'' Zettler said. "He takes up a lot of the net. You have to make a good shot to beat him.''

The Crunch hosts Adirondack on Saturday.

Notes- With two assists tonight, Panik has 21 AHL multi-point games and six points in his past two games...

Four different goalies have contributed to the Crunch's AHL-leading eight shutouts (Cedrick Desjardins, Kristers Gudlevskis, Allen York, and Lindback)
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 Syracuse Crunch forward Richard Panik's Olympic experience stretched a little longer than he originally planned.

Panik returned to the team on Friday after representing his native Slovakia in Sochi. He played against Utica that night.

Unfortunately for Panik, all his gear spent some extra time on the road. It did not arrive back with him on Friday and Panik had to take on the Comets with old skates and equipment.

"It's pretty hard,'' Panik said Thursday. "But it's another experience.''

Panik's current equipment finally made it to town on Saturday, and then his game went into throwback mode.

In the first eight games since Tampa Bay sent him down last month, Panik netted a total of one helper.

Against Hershey on Saturday, he produced his first Crunch goal of the season. Sunday, he tossed in another score and three helpers in another Crunch win.

"I just thought his last two games, especially his last game on Sunday, he was just dominant,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler. "They were just good, solid hockey plays, taking advantage of his size, taking advantage of his speed, and taking advantage of his skill.''

Panik, who has two goals and nine assists in 39 games with Tampa Bay this season, said he wasn't happy with his encore performance in Syracuse before the break. He said the couple weeks spent with a different set of elite players in the Olympics - as opposed to his teammates in the NHL - should give him a fresh motivation.

"I refocused in the Olympics. Now I'm ready to go,'' he said. "You're with the best players in the world. You watch them, how they prepare for the game. There are more new guys, the guys I looked up to when I was young.''

Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said Panik could be the victim of oversized expectations.

"I think expectations got out of whack (for Panik),'' BriseBois said. "If he doesn't get a number of goals and a number of assists, everyone's thinking he's not playing well. In reality, he was getting chances.

"I think he was more assertive (last) weekend, a little more consistent trying to make a difference every shift he's on the ice.''

Panik, who was 22-19 in 51 games for Syracuse last year, understands the new standards he's measured against. 

"The people expect points from me,'' he said. "You can't just think about it. You play the game hard.''

Anders Lindback hopes some Friday night hockey in Syracuse and then a winter bus trip to Glens Falls is just the sort of relaxation he needs to settle his game again.

Lindback practiced with the Crunch on Thursday for the first time after arriving for what should be a two-game conditioning stint. He is scheduled to play at home against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Friday and then at Adirondack on Sunday.

That's a prescription for a lower-body injury that has kept him out of action since Jan. 30, but that's only half the objective. Lindback has struggled when healthy this season, posting a 5-11-1 mark, 3.23 goals-against average and a .880 save percentage.

He said he's been pressing when given the opportunity to play for the Lightning, a product of uncertainty about when he'll get another chance. Two starts in 48 hours for Syracuse could at least provide the framework of helping him veer into a more productive pattern.
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Tampa Bay Lightning goalie Anders Lindback during a break at Syracuse Crunch practice on Thursday at the War Memorial.

Photo courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch

"It's been a frustrating season for me,'' he said after practice. "Ben (Bishop) has been playing unbelievable. I don't think I've played as good as I can. But I think I've played better than my numbers are. Every time I got the chance, each five or six games, I almost overdo things. I try too hard.''

The 6-foot-6 Lindback could have declined the conditioning assignment to the Crunch, but instead considered it a perfect final test for his recovery.

"It's fun. I'm just looking forward to playing,'' he said. "For me, it's just getting back to game shape. Getting playing time is always good.

"Usually you only get practices and jump right back into it. I just look at it as a perfect way to do it. And hopefully, I can help the team a little bit.''

The Tampa Bay-Syracuse connection makes Lindback feel at home in either lockerroom. The Crunch currently includes Lightning teammates such as Dana Tyrell, Andrej Sustr, J.P. Cote, P.C. Labrie and Brett Connolly.

And in Tampa Bay, Lindback is already familiar with the Crunch-flavored contributions of players like Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat, Nikita Kucherov, J.T Brown, Mark Barberio and Radko Gudas, as well as head coach Jon Cooper.

"I'm really impressed. They are adjusting really fast,'' Lindback said of the prospects. "It seems like they are doing a great job drafting and then developing guys here. It shows they are doing things right here. It's fun to be a part of.''

With the NHL's March 5 trade deadline steaming around the bend, how much longer Lindback will be enjoying it is a topic ripe for speculation. Bishop is one of the NHL's best goalies, and rookie prospect Kristers Gudlevskis has been fast-tracked to the AHL.

Lindback might not have much trade value now, he's still just 25 and a couple of strong efforts before the deadline could alter that outlook.

"I haven't heard anything,'' he said. "No rumors out there. Usually, things happen at the last hour.''
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 Syracuse Crunch leading scorer Vladdy Namestnikov is returning to the Tampa Bay Lightning, and this time he'll likely get more of a chance to showcase his skills.

The second-year forward was recalled to the Lightning on Wednesday afternoon. Namestnikov made his NHL debut with Tampa Bay earlier this month, but played just one game for the team, skating 11 minutes, 55 seconds against Detroit.

Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois indicated that Namestnikov is coming to Tampa Bay with the intention of getting some regular playing time. Namestnikov leads the Crunch with 34 points (15-19).

The Crunch picked up a player on Wednesday, but not up front.

Defenseman Dan Milan was brought in from Brampton of the CHL. The second-year pro posted two goals, six assists and 103 PIM for the Beast.

Milan's recall reflects the Crunch's dwindling numbers on the blue line. J.P. Cote has one game left on his AHL suspension and is still hurt; and Joey Mormina and Andrej Sustr are also injured.
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 Tampa Bay Lightning goalie Anders Lindback will spend the weekend with the Syracuse Crunch.

Lindback will be on a conditioning assignment with the team in the final steps of his recovery from a lower-body ailment he suffered against Ottawa on Jan. 30.

Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said Lindback is scheduled play for the Crunch at home Friday against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and then at Adirondack on Sunday.

If all goes well, BriseBois said. Lindback will rejoin the Lightning after the weekend. Presumably, goalie Kristers Gudlevskis would then return from Tampa Bay to the Crunch.

Lindback has played in 18 games for Tampa Bay this season, going 5-11-1, 3.23, ,880.

To make room for Lindback on Syracuse, Crunch goalie Allen York was released from his tryout contract. York was 1-2-1, 2.92, .900 for the Crunch, including a shutout of Hershey on Sunday.
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Even the most veteran of goalies like the Syracuse Crunch's Cedrick Desardins can only rely on muscle memory for so long.

At some point, the best ones have to feast on minutes. Now that Desjardins is getting that chance again, he showing why he deserves them.

Desjardins has played four Crunch games since Feb. 14, and has allowed two goals in each of them. His save percentage for the month is a playoff-worthy .930.

Desjardins, 28, has the AHL resume to induce yawns with those numbers. And he's coming off a season in which he was a playoff stopper for the Calder Cup-runnerup Crunch.

But this could be Desjardins' best mini-run of the season. His February stats compare favorably with his overall numbers of 2.66 goals against, .906 save percentage.

"He's been pretty focused in practice, which translates to focus in a game,'' Crunch coach Rob Zettler said Wednesday. "He seems like the old Ceddy right now, where he's in tune with what's going on in a game.''

It's easier to do that when you're actually playing in games.

Desjardins played just four contests for Syracuse in January. And only two of those were full games - he came on in relief in one and was yanked early in another.

Desjardins spent some time as insurance in Tampa Bay on two separate recalls in January and February. He was also relegated to co-No. 1 with the Crunch when rookie Kristers Gudlevskis was promoted from the ECHL to get an AHL sampling.

For now, with Gudlevskis first in the Winter Olympics and then sticking up with Tampa Bay, Desjardins is clearly the top choice in Syracuse's crease again.

"It was tough to get into it. I was just waiting for a shot to help the team. I couldn't find a way to win a game,'' Desjardins said of January's inaction. "When you play, you can bring repetition, duplicate game after game. There's a lot of good players in this league. Every night is a challenge. You have to be ready.''

Desjardins tried his best to transfer game lessons to practice.

"You work on repetitions. For me, it was like, be ready. You never know,'' he said. "Be positive. Be a team guy. Just finish the year strong. That's all you can do now. Every game I need to step up.''

Desjardins hopes that sort of stretch run carries him into the off-season, although he pulls up short of speculating about that now.

Still, job security is always an issue for someone like Desjardins, who has played on five straight one-year deals.

 "It's too early to know what's going to happen after the season,'' he said. "Every year, you need to prove (yourself). It's a tough business, sometimes.''
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Syracuse Crunch forward Geoff Walker scored his first two goals of the season in consecutive games in late November, but after getting hurt has tallied just two more since then.

Scott Schild/SSchild@Syracuse.com

  The way this season is going for Syracuse Crunch forward Geoff Walker, even when he does nothing it turns out the wrong way. 

Walker practiced all last week with the team. When he went to sleep on Thursday night, he had every intention of playing in the Crunch's three-in-three stretch starting last Friday. 

But Friday morning turned out to be a real pain in the neck.

Literally.

Somehow, and Walker can't explain why, a herniated disc issue flared up again overnight. He initially incurred the injury in a game against St. John's on Nov. 29.

The pain had come and gone since then as Walker tried to manage the problem. But the discomfort kept him out of action last weekend, and was still bothering him at the start if this week. It's unclear when he might be able to play again.

Walker said he doesn't think surgery will be need to fix the problem, and is trying other remedies instead. He said he hopes to try to practice again later this week.

"It's all about how I feel. It's pretty depressing at this point. It's not like a sprained ankle, or a broken foot. You know how long you are going to be out,'' he said. "I was starting to feel better. It's definitely not what I was looking forward to coming into this year.''

While the neck injury would slow anybody, it's a huge dent in the game of a power forward like Walker. He was signed as a free agent last summer to add a little muck to the lineup, but in 40 games has just four goals and two assists.

The real grinding part of the injury is that the game before he suffered it, Nov. 27, Walker scored his first goal of the season. He scored again in the game he got hurt. So there was at least a hint of a roll.

But in 21 games since then, he has just two more tallies.

"I think about it every day,'' he said of his production struggles. "It's hard to wrap your head around what's happened. All you can do is work hard and hope things turn around. Our team is way better than where we (are). And I'm way better than where I (am). It's not been fun.''
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 Syracuse Crunch goalie Allen York was a disgusted man on the night of Feb. 8.

Most of that emotion was directed at himself. His teammates had given him five goals worth of support, yet even that bounty wasn't enough to earn two points. York allowed Springfield to find the back of the net six times in a 6-5 overtime loss.

Conventional goalie wisdom mandated that York shrug off that loss by the dawn of the next day.

But conventional wisdom isn't looking for a full-time job somewhere. The performance gnawed at York, a discomfort that stretched for two weeks until he played again. Those days passed like drops of water falling from an icicle.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

"You try to let it go right away,'' York said. "But the first couple of days it's in your mind. Yeah, you think about it. But you have to use it in a positive way.''

Saturday, York got that chance and crushed it for all it was worth. He blanked host Hershey 5-0 in his first start since the Springfield debacle. The Bears weren't used to such treatment in their barn - they had won 12 straight home games before York's whitewash.

And if the Crunch rallies to make the playoffs, that win might turn out to be its most important of the year. Going into that game, Syracuse had dropped 12 of 13.

"The last week of practice was good. I built on that for the weekend,'' York said after practice on Tuesday. "Any time you get lit up a bit, you get back to basics, trying to see pucks, get back to what gives you success. Sometimes it (a bad outing) opens your eyes. 

"It (a shutout) just verifies you belong in the league. Any shutout is good for your confidence.''

It also looks good on a resume, which York realizes he'll have to update again soon. The end of the Winter Olympics means York's tenure with the Crunch has turned into a day-to-day proposition.

York is here because Kristers Gudlevskis, who had been playing for his native Latvia, went from Sochi straight to Tampa Bay. Gudlevskis is needed on the Lightning because Anders Lindback is hurt.

But Lindback could soon return to the lineup there and when he does Gudlevskis will be loaded up with minutes in Syracuse. And York, who has played on six teams already this season, will be packing again.

"You want to play well. I feel comfortable where I'm at (personally),'' he said. "You have to have an individualistic approach to it. You have to keep your game sharp. If you get shipped out of here, you have to hope you keep playing well and go somewhere else.''

Syracuse Crunch goalie Kristers Gudlevskis no doubt brought a ton of memories and a bunch of gear back from the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi.

That's where he played goal for his native Latvia. His acrobatics in a 2-1 loss to eventual gold medal winner Canada was one of the most buzzed-about performances in the tournament.

But upon returning to Tampa Bay on Monday, it was clear there was one thing he didn't stuff into his suitcase: a moral victory for the near-miss.

"We lost that game and we can't be satisfied with losing; it almost doesn't count," Gudlevskis told Lightning beat writer Missy Zielinski.

While Gudlevskis will eventually return to Syracuse, he was brought back to Tampa Bay after the Games because Lightning goalie Anders Lindback remains injured.

"There was no way we were going to put him in games in Syracuse after what he went through in the Olympics," Lightning coach Jon Cooper told Zielinski. "We thought it was best to bring him here and get him into the flow of our team and taking shots."
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 The Syracuse Crunch defeated the Hershey Bears 5-2 in the AHL Showcase tonight at the Verizon Center in Washington, D.C.

The victory moves the Crunch to 20-23-4-5 on the season and 4-2-0-1 in the season series with the Bears. Paid attendance was 15,763.

Crunch goaltender Cedrick Desjardins stopped 24 of 26 shots faced in victory, while Bears goaltender Philipp Grubauer saved 29 of 34 in defeat. The Crunch converted on one of four power-play opportunities. The penalty kill unit allowed one goal on seven Bears man-advantages.

A back-to-back sweep of the Bears on Saturday and Sunday gives the Crunch consecutive wins for the first time since Jan. 11-17.

The Crunch opened scoring with 37 seconds remaining in the first period. Richard Panik took a shot from the right side of the crease off a pass from Dana Tyrell. Grubauer made the initial save, but Vlad Namestnikov was able to score on the rebound.

The Bears tied the game with a power-play goal 1:57 into the second. Desjardins stopped a Ryan Stoa shot, but Jeff Taffe was able to control the puck and beat Desjardins on the rebound. Julien Brouillette earned a point with the secondary assist. 

The Crunch took the lead back at the 6:15 mark when Panik found the back of the net with a shot from the top of the right circle. Tyrell and Namestnikov both picked up their second points of the game on the play.

Mike Angelidis redirected a P.C. Labrie feed past Grubauer four minutes later, extending the Crunch's lead to 3-1. Charles Landry was credited with the secondary assist.

The Crunch went into the second intermission carrying a 3-2 lead after Nicholas Deschamps scored on a wraparound goal from the right side of the net with 2:30 remaining in the period. David Kolomatis and Casey Wellman each picked up a point with the assists.

The Crunch scored twice in the third period. Tyrell added one when he redirected a cross crease feed from Panik at the 9:01 mark. 

Jon DiSalvatore added to the Crunch's edge with a power-play goal at the 16:38 mark. DiSalvatore one-timed a pass from Brett Connolly to seal the win over the Bears. The secondary assist gave Panik his fourth point of the game.

Syracuse returns home to face the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at 7 p.m. Friday at the War Memorial Arena.

- Story courtesy of the Syracuse Crunch

Notes: Angelidis is on a three-game points streak (1g; 2a)...The Crunch is 13-14-2-2 on the road this season...It is 16-2-2-3 when scoring first...Panik had four points (1g; 3a) tonight for the first time this season...Tyrell earned a season-high three points (1-2).

- Boxscore
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 The second go-round between goalie Riku Helenius and Tampa Bay ended abruptly on Sunday when the Lightning terminated his NHL deal for breach of contract.

 That move came after Helenius cleared unconditional waivers, a process that would have allowed any NHL team to claim him for the bargain basement price of $125.

Helenius was playing under a one-way NHL deal that paid him $650,000 this season. He loses $160,000 with the termination.

BriseBois would not say what caused the breach but it could have something to do with his refusing to accept assignment to another ECHL team. Helenius had been getting paid to sit inactive in Syracuse while the Lightning looked for such an opening for him.

Thursday, BriseBois said Tampa Bay was close to finding an ECHL roster spot. But Saturday, the Lightning announced that Helenius was put on unconditional waivers for the purpose of terminating his contract.

Helenius was a first-round pick by Tampa Bay in the 2006 draft. He skated for Norfolk in 2008-09 and 2009-10 before going overseas to play in Sweden and then his native Finland.

The Lightning lured him back before the the 2012-13 season with a two-year deal that included the one-way provision this year.

Helenius was 17-14, .900, 2.57 for the Crunch last year, a season that was marred by tragedy when his mother died after a long illness. 

 Helenius started this season 2-3, 3.43, .875 for the Crunch before he lost his spot when rookie Kristers Gudlevskis was promoted from Florida.

Helenius initially balked at an assignment to Florida of the ECHL, as was his contractual right. He then agreed to the demotion but left the Everblades late last month, a move that led to a breach of contract suspension.

Helenius ended that suspension by agreeing to return to Florida, but that was a technicality. Florida moved on without him, Syracuse didn't need him anymore and he sat idle while BriseBois tried to place him somewhere.

"We were hoping for a different outcome. I'm sure he was as well,'' BriseBois said of bringing back Helenius last year. "I don't think it was a mistake to bring him over. You'll never find out if you don't try.''

Helenius could not be reached for comment Sunday. He addressed his situation in this interview in January.

In other news on Sunday, Tampa Bay claimed defenseman Mike Kostka off waivers from Chicago. Kostka is a former Lightning farmhand who played on the 2011-12 Norfolk team that won the Calder Cup. He had two goals and one assist in nine games with the Blackhawks this season.

BriseBois said Kostka, a veteran minor leaguer, was claimed to add depth on the blueline in light of injuries to Syracuse defensemen J.P. Cote and Andrej Sustr.

"We've been looking to balance out our right side on D,'' BriseBois said. "We know him. He can fit right in.''

If Tampa Bay wanted to eventually send Kostka to the Crunch, he would first have to clear NHL waivers, If that happened and Chicago was the only team to put in a claim, the Blackhawks could send him to the AHL if they wanted.

Sustr hurt his left shoulder/collarbone area in a loss to Utica on Friday. He returned to that game but sat out Saturday's win at Hershey. BriseBois said he will not play against the Bears today and it's unclear how long he'll be out.

BriseBois said forward Geoff Walker will also sit out today. Walker missed the first two games this weekend with an unspecified injury.
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Allen York and the Syracuse Crunch shut out the Hershey Bears 5-0 tonight at the Giant Center.

Crunch netminder York made 39 saves to improve the Crunch to 19-23-4-5 on the season and now lead the Bears 3-2-0-1 in the season series.

The win snapped a five-game losing streak for Syracuse, which had also lost 12 of its last 13.

The Crunch capitalized on one of three power-play chances and the penalty kill unit was perfect stopping three Hershey man-advantages.

Defenseman Luke Witkowski opened the scoring 3:53 into the opening frame with his first professional goal. Bears goaltender Philipp Graubauer made the initial save but a fluke bounce sent the puck over the goal line. Assists were awarded to Dmitry Korobov and Jon DiSalvatore.

DiSalvatore doubled the Crunch lead halfway through the first period with his seventh goal of the season. DiSalvatore beat Grubauer on a play set up by Crunch captain Mike Angelidis and Dana Tyrell.

Richard Panik scored his first AHL goal of the season to extend the Crunch lead to 3-0 at the 11:39 mark of the middle stanza. Panik's goal came on the power play and was assisted by Vladislav Namestnikov and Artem Sergeev.

Namestnikov gave the Crunch a 4-0 lead 7:07 into the final frame, assisted by Charles Landry and Joey Mormina. Landry's assist was his first point as a member of the Crunch.

Syracuse's Max Parent scored his first AHL goal 12:54 into the third period, assisted by Tanner Richard and Evan Rankin, to give the Crunch a five-goal lead.

The Crunch and Bears will rematch Sunday afternoon at the Verizon Center in Washington, D.C. at 5 p.m.

Notes: An assist on Panik's second-period goal was Artem Sergeev's first point since Dec. 18 at Hershey... With his third-period goal Namestnikov is now tied with Cedric Paquette for the team lead in goals with 14...Five goals matches the Crunch's largest margin of victory this season
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It looks like Riku Helenius has forced Tampa Bay's hand, and in turn the Lightning is cutting short his tenure with the organization.

According to Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois, the Syracuse Crunch netminder has been put on unconditional waivers.

If he clears at noon Saturday, BriseBois said, Helenius' contract will be terminated. Helenius has about $160,000 left on his salary of $650,000.

In the latest twist to a long and winding tale, BriseBois said Helenius' deal is being terminated for breach of contract. BriseBois would not say what constituted that breach.

One possibility is that Helenius is balking at a return to the ECHL. Friday, BriseBois said he was close to landing an ECHL spot for the veteran goalie.

When asked Saturday if the Lightning had indeed found a new ECHL home for Helenius, BriseBois said "I don't want to get into that.''

Helenius, in his second year with the Crunch, hasn't played for Syracuse since Nov. 27. He had a brief stint with Florida of the ECHL, but hadn't dressed for that squad since bolting in on Jan. 29. 

That departure resulted in Tampa Bay suspending Helenius for a breach of contract, but the goalie quickly ended that punishment by agreeing to report back to the Everblades earlier this month.

That move was a technicality, however, and while his salary was re-instated Helenius never played again for Florida.

BriseBois explained that unconditional waivers mean that if a claiming team pays the flat nominal fee of $125, it can have the player for no further costs. Players on regular waivers carry claiming fees that vary.

Helenius was a first-round pick by Tampa Bay in 2006 who was brought back from playing in his native Finland when the Lightning signed him to a two-year pact before last season.

Helenius could not be reached for comment Saturday.

Klingberg, Lunden each score twice as IceCaps open road trip on a winning note
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St. John's sinks Wolf Pack 6-1 in Hartford

Josh Lunden and Carl Klingberg each scored two goals and netminder Tyler Beskorowany made 26 saves as the St. John’s IceCaps opened up a six-game road trip with a decisive 6-1 win over the Hartford Wolf Pack Friday night in Connecticut.

IceCaps logo

Andrew Gordon, with his team-leading 22nd goal of the season, and Jerome Samson, with his 21st, also scored for the IceCaps (39-20-4), who have gone 11-1 in their last 12 games.

Veteran defenceman Danny Syvret was the only member of the Wolf Pack (27-30-4) — the farm team of the New York Rangers — to beat Beskorowany, who earned his third win in as many decisions with St. John’s.

Klingberg, who scored both his goals on breakaways, added an assist for a three-point night that gave him the nod as the game’s first star.

St. John’s defenceman Will O’Neill also continued what has been a strong second half of the season, picking up two helpers and posting a plus-three rating in the game. Samson and Gordon each added an assist for the IceCaps, who totalled 26 shots against Hartford goalies Dov Grumet-Morris and David LeNeveu.

St. John’s continues its road trip with a game tonight in Bridgeport, Conn., against the Islanders (8:30 p.m. NT) and finishes up a three-in-three weekend Sunday afternoon in Springfield, Mass., where the Falcons will provide the opposition.

Notes

Defenceman Kris Fredheim, out with an injury since January, is travelling with the IceCaps and has been cleared to play, but didn’t play Friday after coming down the flu. Other scratches for St. John’s were rearguard Cody Lampl and forward Blair Riley, the latter sidelined by a mild case of food poisoning … With Riley out, winger Colton Beck made his pro debut for the IceCaps. Beck was signed to an amateur tryout contract by St. John’s earlier this week after finishing up his collegiate career with the University of Alaska-Fairbanks … Forward Jamie MacQueen, in his second game with St. John's, picked up his first point as an IceCap with an assist on Klingberg's second goal ... Friday’s Molson Canadian three stars were all IceCaps: 1. Klingberg, 2. Gordon 3. Lunden … Brian Rogers’ choice as the Mary Browns hardest-working IceCap was rookie forward Austen Brassard, who had an assist and an end-of-the game fight with Hartford’s Shawn O’Donnell …
Three stars — 1. Carl Klingberg, SJs; 2. Andrew Gordon, SJs; 3. Josh Lunden, SJs
The numbers back up IceCaps’ special teams’ play
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By Brendan McCarthy

The Telegram

What’s the number right now, Kinger?” Mark Morrison called over to fellow St. John’s IceCaps assistant coach Jason King.

“102.9,” replied the Corner Brook native.

That’s not a feverish temperature or the frequency of an FM radio station.

It’s a number based on a simple formula. Add together a hockey team’s success rates for the power play and penalty killing. If it’s above 100, you’re probably better than average. The higher the number, the more effective your special teams.

“We’d like to be at 103. To be at 105 would be great,” said King.

But the number doesn’t reflect another contributor to the IceCaps’ power-play success: overall team discipline. 

The IceCaps are great at drawing penalties. Heading into Friday night’s game in Hartford against the Wolf Pack, St. John’s had a total of 325 power-play opportunities, more than any team in the American Hockey League. By comparison, they’ve only had to deal with 276 penalty kills. That equates to about two extra power plays every three games.

“We always have a lot of power plays,” said Morrison, whose duties include looking after St. John's special teams. “All three years I’ve been here, we’ve had a lot.”

In fact, St. John’s was third among AHL teams in power-play opportunities last season and fourth in 2011-12.

Morrison puts that down to the IceCaps being a hard-working team, with players who draw penalties by keeping their feet moving, getting that little edge that can lead to some desperation on the part of an opposing checker.

As far as St. John’s giving up fewer power plays, Morrison suggests it’s a matter of prudence that cuts both ways.

“I believe that shows our discipline,” he said. “We brief our players on things like keeping their sticks down and not taking offensive zone penalties, because those are the ones that seem to kill you. And where we have a lot of back-to-back games (against the same opponent at home), I think that might lead to a little more undisciplined play (from the opposition) because they’re not so used to playing that kind of schedule, where we are.”

Again, the official numbers back up Morrison’s assertion — St. John’s has drawn 1,100 penalty minutes through 62 games, while their opponents have picked up 1,259 PIMs. 

Heading into the weekend, the IceCaps’ penalty-kill success rate sat at 84.1 percent, eighth best in the league, with a power play at 18.8 percent, 11th overall.

It’s translated into a distinct special-teams advantage for St. John’s, which had scored 61 power-play goals and given up just 43 prior to Friday. Factor in shorthanded goals for (11) and shorthanded goals against (13), and it means St. John’s is plus-16 on special teams.

“And we’ve been as high as 21 percent on the power play this season,” said Morrison. “But for me, it’s not just about percentages and amount of goals, it’s also about the ability of a power-play goal or a successful penalty kill to change the flow of a game.

“It’s being able to have a strong power-play chance, say in a 3-2 game. Even if we don’t score, we get some momentum there because we’re threatening. We’ve shown the ability to score. But if it’s a 3-2 game and the other team takes a penalty and we have a crappy power play, that kills momentum.

“For me, the best measure of a power play is if it has the ability to change a game. If we win 8-2 and we’ve scored three goals on the power play, that’s nice, but I don’t really care. If we win by one goal and the goal that won it was our only one in seven chances, I’m happy because it was a difference maker.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
City faces tough sell in AHL quest
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It certainly didn’t take long for the Binghamton Senators to react to reports out of St. John’s that this city is eager to cosy up to the Ottawa Senators now that a divorce is imminent with the Winnipeg Jets.

Responding to stories in The Telegram that Ottawa might be a suitor for St. John’s when the Jets take off from Newfoundland for good next year, Binghamton executive vice-president Tom Mitchell and Ottawa assistant general manager Randy Lee went before the Bingo microphones last week with the message that everything is just swell in that neck of the AHL woods.

Binghamton’s contract expires with Ottawa following the 2014-15 AHL season, which if nothing else makes for convenient timing here, given the Winnipeg-St. John’s deal closes at the same time.

“My president (Bryan Murray) has empowered me to talk to Tom,” Lee told reporters.

“They want to start negotiations on an extension right away.”

That could be lip service on behalf of Ottawa. Or it might not. Ottawa and Binghamton have a relationship dating back to 2002.

It wasn’t always chummy, but it’s worked. Bingo has developed players for the big club, and it helps that Ottawa’s only a few hours away. Too much has been read into the fact that Ottawa is one of the teams coming here for an NHL exhibition, against the New York Islanders.

Fact is, as Lee puts it, the Sens were approached by a promoter who wanted a couple of games. And St. John’s happened to be one of the cities which would take a pair of teams destined to finish out of the Stanley Cup playoffs. It’s not like Ottawa went seeking out St. John’s.

“That’s all it is,” Lee said. Truth is, Ottawa is no more or no less interested in setting up shop here than Montreal, the Islanders, New Jersey Devils or any one of a number of other NHL teams.

Not saying the Sens are writing off St. John’s. But it’s safe to say there’s certainly nothing on the table now. Look, this whole travel thing is nothing but a convenient argument, anyway. The number of times a player has to be summoned from the farm to the parent club in an emergency are rare.

Half the time either the NHL team or the AHL team is on the road, anyway.

Face it, regardless of the fan and corporate support St. John’s receives, this city is off the beaten path in the eyes of many NHL officials. We may as well be in Russia.

So, it’s going to take one heck of a sales job, and a lot of luck, to land another AHL franchise. Not to be a sourpuss about all this — hopefully it doesn’t overshadow this year’s Calder Cup playoff run, where I expect the IceCaps to go deep — but it’s not going to get any easier as we move forward. If the AHL ever decides to go further west — and western-based NHL teams have more than hinted they’d like to see it happen — that would leave more longtime AHL cities (i.e. the competition) vying for NHL partners, places like Worcester, Mass., and Manchester, N.H., if the Sharks and Kings ever left town

Not that it’s all doom and gloom. There is a faint hope. With the Sens and, especially, the Isles, money talks. Cash is king, and kings make the rules. Maybe the Islanders could be convinced to look at St. John’s, to bring the AHL team they own to Mile One instead of Uniondale, N.Y., their current home until their new digs at the Barclays Centre in Brooklyn is ready in 2015. But in order to make it happen, another pro team would have to replace New York’s AHL club in Bridgeport, Conn.

Maybe that team could be the Devils, moving a bit closer to home from Albany, where they currently reside, drawing flies. Maybe the New York Rangers, supposedly not thrilled with the way things are going in Hartford. But you see, that’s the problem.

There are way too many maybes, ifs and buts. Strangely enough, St. John’s best bet might rest with a city that doesn’t even have an NHL team. But Quebec City won’t be without one for long.

The NHL is said to be looking at Seattle and Las Vegas, but with a new $400-million rink going up in Quebec City, no one can convince me that city isn’t getting a team when the first sheet of ice is made. Nobody, not an individual or government (municipal, provincial or otherwise) would travel down the slippery, expensive slope without some form of backroom assurance that a team — be it relocation or expansion — is on the way.

And a new NHL team needs a farm team. But there is a quandary to that, too. This scenario won’t likely play out for at least a couple of years, leaving Mile One sitting empty after the Jets leave town (and make no mistake, they’re gone next year, regardless if there’s a rink in Thunder Bay or not).

And we’re not even certain Quebec City would fancy St. John’s as a minor league partner. Hard to believe NHL teams would overlook this city, with its a model franchise, dedicated fan following, committed corporate backing and first-class front office itching for another crack at the American Hockey League.

Even more hard to believe, however, is they probably don’t even care.

Robin Short is The Telegram’s Sports Editor. He can be reached by email rshort@thetelegram.com. Follow him on Twitter @TelyRobinShort

IN SHORT

Just about every sport in Canada has a national Hall of Fame, except one — hockey. Yes, there is a Hockey Hall of Fame, but that’s run by the NHL people. I’m talking about a Canadian Hockey Hall of Fame, for Canadians who built and excelled in the game. For every Wayne Gretzky and Bobby Orr enshrined, there’d be a George Faulkner, or Forbes Kennedy over on P.E.I., or a Fabian Joseph of Nova Scotia, who played on the national team for years and years. Or a Don Johnson. Grass roots Canadian hockey people … There are umpteen minor basketball programs on the go across St. John’s and Mount Pearl and C.B.S., so why is there no minor basketball league, like the minor hockey and soccer leagues? … Those in the know suggest the Conception Bay North CeeBee Stars are done. Which is too bad for provincial senior hockey. That means it will be harder on the Mount Pearl H.J. Bartlett Electric Blades next season, who will face more travel. And considering the folks in that town aren’t exactly spinning the turnstiles at The Glacier supporting their senior hockey team, increased costs aren’t what the Blades need. Imagine if the Blades packed it in again? That would mean no senior A hockey on the east coast … Why does the hockey media across Canada and U.S. even bother reporting “upper body” and “lower body” injuries. So ridiculous. Just report “injured” and be done with it.
Young and stingy
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Having given up 167 goals through their first 62 games, the St. John's IceCaps are well on pace for their stingiest season in their three-year AHL existence.

Solid goaltending from Eddie Pasquale in the first half of the campaign and Michael Hutchinson over the last two months have been big contributors in that regard, but so has a defensive corps that has performed with poise well beyond its overall experience.

Maybe its not patently obvious - Brenden Kichton is the only pro rookie on the blueline - but this is not a particularly seasoned group, at least compared to the IceCaps' first two seasons, when Derek Meech, Brett Festerling, Arturs Kulda, Travis Ramsey and Dean Arsene all arrived here having spent three or more seasons in the AHL.

Paul Postma was entering his fourth pro year when he started the 2013-13 campaign with St. John's, and then there were Mark Flood and Richard Petiot, who were with St. John's for briefer periods of time.

But discounting Postma's four-game conditioning stint around New Years, only Kris Fredheim, who played three seasons with the Houston Aeros prior to this season, really meets that criteria.

Jason Hill has been in the league since 2010, but spent parts of his first two seasons in the ECHL, while Cody Lampl has been a pro since 2009, but only played two AHL games prior to joining the IceCaps.

In fact, with Fredheim sidelined by injury the past eight weeks, Redmond had seniority amongst IceCaps' rearguards with just 155 combined NHL and AHL games, followed by Hill (147), Ben Chiarot (137), Will O'Neill (122), Julian Melchiori (93), Kichton (52) and Lampl (34).

Redmond's status could end soon. Fredheim, who has practised taking contact this week, travelled with the team for its six-game road trip, beginning tonight in Hartford against the Wolf Pack, and he could play in one of St. John's three games this weekend (the IceCaps face Bridgeport Saturday and Springfield Sunday).

But consider this: Even counting Fredheim's 241 games with Houston, St. John's and the NHL Minnesota Wild (for whom he played three games), the total AHL and NHL experience of the eight defencemen on the St. John's roster is still considerably less than put up by the combination of two Hartford blueliners, Aaron Johnson and Danny Syvret.

Neither is ancient - Syvret is 28 and Johnson is is still 30 - but between them, they have dressed for 1,085 games in the two leagues.

*****

Earlier this week, we ran a piece detailing Winnipeg Jets draft picks and prospects playing in the junior and college ranks, with a focus on which ones we could be seeing playing with the IceCaps this spring and/or fall.

But we left out one.

He's not a Jets' draft pick, isn't yet signed to a pro contract and isn't on Winnipeg's reserve list, but there is still a lot of organizational interest in defenceman Zach Bell, who attended the IceCaps' training camp last September. The St. John's-born, Ontario-raised Bell started this past season with the Ontario Reign, the Jets' affiliate in the ECHL, but after his Ontario Hockey League rights were traded from the North Bay Battalion to the London Knights, he returned to the OHL for his overage junior year.

In 40 games with the Knights, who had the OHL's third-best record in the just-completed regular season, the 21-year-old Bell had three goals, 14 assists, 53 penalty minutes and a plus-29 rating.

*****

Still with those Jets' prospects, defenceman Josh Morrissey's possible springtime stint with St. John's was delayed earlier this week when his Prince Albert Raiders downed the Red Deer Rebels in a tiebreaker game to determine the eighth seed in the Western Hockey Leagues Eastern Conference.

But the Raiders and Morrissey, who led all WHL defenceman with 28 goals, will be in tough in their first-round matchup with the two-time defending conference champion Edmonton Oil Kings.

The series could end as soon as Wednesday, and would be extended to April 1 if it goes the distance.

The same gives for another first-round WHL series involving a Jets prospect starring for an eighth seed. That would be goaltender Eric Comrie and the Tri-City Americans, who are taking on the Kelowna Rockets, owners of the best record in the WHL, in the first round.

It's rare for a teenage goalie (Comrie doesn't turn 19 until the summer) with remaining junior eligibility to show up in the AHL for a springtime stint, but Comrie, who is expected to be a finalist for the WHL's goalie of the year award, may be an exception if and when Tri-City's season ends.

*****

There isn't a coach in the league who won't tell you that it's too early to consider such things, but the AHL is now regularly posting its Calder Cup Playoff Primer on its website (theahl.com).

There are lots of stats in the primer, but the one worth the most attention is the magic number, which, for the IceCaps, is 19 heading tonight's game against the Wolf Pack. In other words, if St. John's goes at least 9-4-1 (or some points equivalent) in its remaining 14 games, it will make the post-season no matter what teams below it in the standings do. The IceCaps' magic number also decreases by the number of available points not earned by the ninth place team in the conference, which currently is the Hershey Bears.
Amateur joining IceCaps on road trip
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Colton Beck coming from Alaska

The St. John’s IceCaps have gone just about as far as they can go in bringing in their first amateur tryout player of the 2014-14 American Hockey League season.

Colton Beck, a 23-year-old forward from the University of Alaska-Fairbanks, is coming cross-continent to join the IceCaps for their upcoming six-game road trip beginning this weekend in Connecticut.

Colton Beck

A native of Langley, B.C., Beck had 14 goals and 25 assists for 39 points in 37 games with UAF this season and saw his university career end when the Nanooks were knocked out of the Western Collegiate Hockey Association (WCHA) playoffs earlier this month.

The Alaska team captain, Beck finished tied for third overall among all WCHA players this season (his linemate Cody Kunyk, the WCHA player if the year, was No. 1) and was a second-team conference all-star.

He’s a nephew of former National Hockey League defenceman Barry Beck.

Beck, who played junior A hockey for his hometown Langley Chiefs of the BCHL before heading to UAF, has never been drafted by an National Hockey League team, but the five-foot-10, 190-pounder did attend the New York islanders’ prospect camp last summer.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
On the road again
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© — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Carl Klingberg (48) steals the puck from the Portland Pirates’ Ethan Werek (8) during one of the teams’ two American Hockey League games this past weekend at Mile One Centre. In 54 games, Klingberg has 16 goals and 14 assists. At rear is Josh Lunden who scored his first of the season in Saturday’s 3-2 win over the Pirates.

IceCaps set for six games in nine days

The St. John’s IceCaps head onto the road Thursday facing a schedule that will test their motors — individually and as a team.

It’s been 24 days since the IceCaps’ last road swing, and in that period, St. John’s (38-20-4) played seven home games at Mile One Centre, going 6-1-0. By comparison, the six games that make up the upcoming road trip will be played in nine days in a half-dozen cities.

It kicks off with a three-in-three weekend, starting Friday night in Hartford against the Wolf Pack and continuing with games Saturday and Sunday in Bridgeport and Springfield. Matchups in Syracuse (March 26), Binghamton (March 28) and Hershey (March 29) make up the back half of the trip.

This will just about complete the IceCaps’ road schedule for 2013-14, save for a couple of regular-season finishing games in Worcester and Portland. In between are six home games during the first half of April.

•••

Interestingly, that season-ending game against Portland is the only divisional contest left for St. John’s. But 12 of the remaining 14 — the exception being two home dates with the Hamilton Bulldogs — are within the Eastern Conference, and given how the IceCaps have been working to establish playoff position — which is based for the greatest part on conference standings — that’s important.

That’s not to say a first-place finish in the Atlantic Division — and the resulting guaranteed top-three seed — is outside the realm of possibility for St. John’s, which is eight points behind the division- and league-leading Manchester Monarchs, but has three games in hand on Manchester. It’s just that the task is a little more difficult with no remaining head-to-head games between those two teams.

•••

You can be sure that IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge isn’t trumpeting this fact to his players, but only four of St. John’s remaining 14 games are against teams currently sitting in playoff positions.

Those four games include three against Springfield, which sits second in the Eastern Conference, and the one against Binghamton, which leads the Northeast Division.

•••

A few statistical notes: St. John’s is averaging 3.52 goals each game, tied for second-most in the entire AHL. defensively, the IceCaps have allowed 2.69 goals per game, which is the eighth-stingiest record in the league … Rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton has been held off the scoresheet the last four games, but the next assist he gets will be his 34th of the 2013-14 campaign, and will set a record for most helpers in a season. Team captain Jason Jaffray had 33 in 2013-13 … There are often awards handed out for most improved player, based upon showing from one season to another. But how about one for in-season improvement? In the IceCaps’ case, it would have to go to defenceman Will O’Neill. On Dec. 3, after 17 games, the sophomore rearguard had one goal, six assists and a team-worst minus-11 rating. In 39 games since, O’Neill has scored seven goals, added 17 assists and has gone plus-12.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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© — Photo by The Joe Gibbons/The Telegram 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Carl Klingberg (right) has the puck knocked off his stick by the Portland Pirates’ Mathieu Brodeur during the teams’ American Hockey League game Saturday night at Mile One Centre. The IceCaps closed out a seven-game homestand with a 3-2 win over the Pirates.

Newest puckstop collects first win at Mile One as St. John’s closes homestand with win over Portland

It was only six weeks ago that Tyler Beskorowany wasn’t sure if he’d be playing hockey again this season.

No, he had not been sidelined by injury, and he wasn’t released from his contract. Well, kind of not released.

Beskorowany was tending goal for the ECHL’s San Francisco Bulls, where he was playing fairly regularly and enjoying life in northern California. At the same time, he was trying to make his way back to the American Hockey League after two years in Austin, Tex., with the Texas Stars.

Then Beskorowany found himself out of work. In fact, the whole team lost their jobs when the Bulls folded Jan. 27 after a search for a new owner proved fruitless. The Bulls reportedly lost $2 million last season and were on their way to losing another pile of money this year.

It was no shock to Beskorowany and his teammates. The Bulls had already bounced a few cheques on the players.

San Francisco had five players under contract from the San Jose Sharks, and they were assigned to other clubs. The others on the rosters were deemed unrestricted free agents, free to sign with another team.

So Beskorowany waited around San Francisco for a while before deciding to head back to Ottawa, a U-Haul trailer in tow.

“There was word Winnipeg might be interested,” Beskorowany said. “I got to Ottawa, waited there for couple days and found out they (the Jets) didn’t need me.

“I had no offers in my back pocket. I didn’t know what was going on. I talked to a few teams, but there was nothing concrete.”

Until the Orlando Solar Bears of the ECHL reached out. So Beskorowany packed up the car and headed south, arriving in Florida Thursday night.

On Friday morning, he got the call from the Jets — fly to St. John’s.

Beskorowany landed in Newfoundland to back up Michael Hutchinson Feb. 8 and 9, Saturday and Sunday, against the Worcester Sharks.

Monday morning, it was back to Orlando for a pair of ECHL games Tuesday and Thursday. On Friday, he was told to meet the IceCaps that night in Providence, R.I.

That was a month ago. He’s been with the team ever since, and Saturday night Beskorowany became the latest IceCap to contribute to what’s becoming a pretty good hockey story around St. John’s, posting his first win on home ice as the IceCaps registered a 3-2 come-from-behind victory over the Portland Pirates at Mile One Centre.

The victory followed a 7-4 Portland decision Friday night, snapping a nine-game IceCaps win streak.

Saturday, St. John’s scored twice in the third period to overcome a 2-1 deficit, with Josh Lunden, who missed the first half of the season to a concussion, picking a good time to net his first goal of the year for the winner.

Beskorowany, making his second AHL start this season — he beat the Pirates 6-5 late last month in Maine — turned in a solid, if not unspectacular, effort between the pipes with a 29-save performance.

Beskorowany was pressed into service when Michael Hutchinson was summoned to the parent Winnipeg Jets to replace an ailing Ondrej Pavelec.

“It’s been an, um, interesting year,” said the 23-year-old Sudbury, Ont., native, drafted 59th overall by the Dallas Stars in 2008. “It’s not something you want to go through.

“So this win is sweet … being back in the AHL and getting that win at home, especially given the circumstances we’re in right now with the guys being called up.”

Hutchinson wasn’t the only IceCap missing from the lineup. Patrice Cormier was recalled to Winnipeg earlier Saturday, joining John Albert and Eric O’Dell already with the Jets.

But the IceCaps didn’t seem to miss a beat early on, scoring the only goal of the first period when Andrew Gordon netted his team-leading 21st.

It appeared to be a carry-over from Friday night when, after a horrible first period, one which saw St. John’s trail Portland 4-0 at the intermission, the IceCaps rallied to make it a one-goal game only to give up a goal on a costly turnover in the third period by rookie defenceman Brenden Kichton. The Pirates added an empty-netter for good measure.

After Brandon Yip and Jordan Szwarz scored in the second period Saturday, Carl Klingberg scored 4:58 in the third to tie things up and set the stage for Lunden.

“We’ve all been around the American league long enough to know this is a part of what happens,” said coach Keith McCambridge. “You never know what your lineup is going to be. You can put it up in the morning, work on certain things in the morning (at practice) and then you get a call in the afternoon that takes some people out of that lineup.

“So I’m proud of the guys to be able to push forward. That team over there, regardless where they sit in the standings, is an excellent team,” he said of the Pirates.

“I was impressed with the way we pushed back in the third period.”

The IceCaps improved to 38-20-1-3, and remain fourth overall in the Eastern Conference, five points up on the Binghamton Senators. The Pirates are second-last in the league at 22-30-2-8.

The IceCaps’ win over Portland Saturday, said captain Jason Jaffray, without Hutchinson, St. John’s top two centres in Albert and O’Dell, and Cormier, who brings a physical element to the club, is credit to the depth on the roster.

“This is something that’s been happening all year,” Jaffray said. “A different guy steps up every night.

“And give credit to the depth of this hockey team, and the guys we bring in. Look at Jamie MacQueen tonight (playing his first game on a professional tryout contract). He played big minutes. Beskorowany, with one AHL game under his belt, made some big saves to keep us in the game.

“It just seems as we lose a guy, someone else steps in and takes advantage of the opportunity. And that’s all you can hope for. Josh Lunden definitely took advantage of it tonight. Tyler Beskorowany took advantage. So did Ryan Schnell, with a big hit at the end of the first period, and a big fight.

“It all contributes to winning hockey games.”

The three-game series with the Pirates, one which saw St. John’s win twice, ends a seven-game homestand for the IceCaps. They now prepare to hit the road for six games, beginning Friday night in Hartford, Conn.

rshort@thetelegram.com

Notes: The Michael Hutchinson callup meant the IceCaps signed Ryan Mior to an amateur tryout contract to backup Tyler Beskorowany. Mior, from St. John’s, was the MVP in the Newfoundland Senior Hockey League’s East Division this season toiling for the Mount Pearl H.J. Bartlett Electric Blades. He played five years in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League with P.E.I. and Gatineau and appeared in seven games with the AHL’s Rochester Americans in 2009-10. Mior won a silver medal for Canada at the 2005 world under-18 championship, where his goaltending teammate was Carey Price … The IceCaps wore special green and white St. Patrick’s Day jerseys Friday and Saturday … The Mary Brown’s hardest working IceCap Saturday was Jordan Hill. The Molson Canadian three stars were 1. Kyle MacKinnon 2. Jordan Szwarz 3. Josh Lunden … It was an eventful night for The Telegram at Saturday’s game. Sports scribe Kenn Oliver won the 50-50 draw (word is he’s treating his sports department colleagues to dinner and drinks), and photographer Joe Gibbons took an errant puck to the face and required stitches. The puck’s okay ...
IceCaps’ rookie heating up as season winds down
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There are any number of reasons for the St. John’s IceCaps’ red-hot play of late, from Michael Hutchinson’s emergence to AHL stardom via the ECHL, to the balanced scoring up and down the IceCaps’ lineup, to the strong special teams play and, not the least of which, an ability to win games on the road.

And chipping in with his two cents’ worth to the IceCaps’ cause is rookie Adam Lowry, who quietly is having a very fine rookie season.

Heading into last night’s game against the Portland Pirates, Game 2 of a three-game set with the IceCaps’ Atlantic Division rival, Lowry had 15 goals and 26 points through 52 games. More impressive is the fact 10 of those goals have come in the past 21 games, including a game-winner last Saturday night against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers when he got the jump on a Bridgeport defenceman, skated in on a partial breakaway on goalie Kevin Poulin and scored on the backhand for the overtime winner.

Wednesday night, in the IceCaps’ 5-1 thumping of the Pirates, Lowry found himself centering St. John’s top line between captain Jason Jaffray and Andrew Gordon. Jaffray and Gordon both had a goal and an assist, and Lowry, who doesn’t turn 21 until the end of the month, collected a pair of assists.

“I’m not overly surprised because he was such a good player in Swift Current,” IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said of Lowry’s production. “He can obviously find the back of the net.

“He’s a big part of our organizational depth.”

Lowry was Winnipeg’s second pick in 2011 NHL Entry Draft, tabbed 67th overall from the Swift Current Broncos of the Western Hockey League. The Jets’ first pick in that draft was Mark Scheifele, selected seventh overall.

Now, while Lowry isn’t mentioned in the same breath as Scheifele and fellow Winnipeg rookie Jacob Trouba, there’s no question the big 6-5 centre has a bright future ahead in Winnipeg.

But not all 20-year-olds earn NHL jobs. Most, like Lowry, need seasoning in the minors.

“For him to produce this early in his first year is definitely something we’re pleased with,” McCambridge said. “But it’s going to take time. It’s not something that’s going to happen overnight with regards to him making that transition to the National league. It’s a processs.

“There are going to be ups and downs, just as there have been here when there were stints where his game wasn’t where we wanted it. But he’s given himself a chance to string together a chunk of time with the ability to be a big part of our team.”

Lowry, the son of long-time NHLer Dave Lowry, saw his start to the 2013-14 season hampered by whiplash he sustained in training camp and a shoulder injury in St. John’s that sidelined him for eight games. When he did get back in the lineup, it took him 13 games before he scored a goal.

“That 10 days off at Christmas really helped me in that it allowed me to get back in the gym, allowed me to gain confidence,” he said. “I feel stronger and a lot better on the ice. With that, I’m hanging around the net, scoring some garbage goals. Pucks are going off me, and I’m able to get rebounds.”

He’s also gaining the confidence of McCambridge and the coaching staff. Despite his rookie status, Lowry is one of the IceCaps’ primary penalty killers, and also sees time on the power play.

“He’s adjusted himself to the speed of the American league,” the coach said. “It takes first year guys a while to get comfortable, and that’s to be expected. It’s a progression, it’s development.

“How you like your team to progress is to see your young guys after Christmas narrowing that gap with your older players,” McCambridge said. “That’s how the American league, to me, has to work. The veteran players, of which we have a core group, and your second- and third-year players, they set the way to start, they set the tone. And now, after Christmas, your younger players take a bigger bite out of things.

“He’s come in, felt his way as a young player, earned some trust from the coaching staff, earned trust from his teammates and now he’s got those opportunities in an overtime game to go on the ice and have a chance to win the game.”
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They had their Paddy’s Day duds on Friday night, but the luck of the Irish was not on the St. John’s IceCaps side as the American Hockey League’s hottest team saw its nine-game win streak snapped with a 7-4 loss to the Portland Pirates.

Portland Pirates’ Ethan Werek (8) heads towards the St. John’s IceCaps goal as he is pursued by IceCaps’ Josh Lunden during first-period AHL  action at Mile One Centre Friday night. — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram

For a game that featured a sluggish start for the home team, the IceCaps sure offered an exciting finish, rallying from a four-goal deficit to draw within a goal of the Pirates, only to fall just short in the third period.

Tobias Rieder, Jordan Szwarz, Jordan Martinook, Phil Lane, Darian Dziurzynski, Brandon Yip and Lucas Lessio scored for the winners. Adam Lowry, Will O’Neill, Patrice Cormier and J.C. Lipon replied.

The IceCaps opened the first period flatter than a shamrock, and the Pirates took advantage as Rieder put the visitors in the board 7:50 in when he streaked down the right wing, cut to the middle and caught IceCaps netminder Michael Hutchinson going the other way.

Yip made it a 2-0 game just over three minutes later on the power play, and Szwarz staked Portland to a 3-0 lead, redirecting a Jordan Southorn shot from the point after a poor clearing attempt by IceCaps defenceman Zach Redmond.

Dziurzynski cranked the heat up on the IceCaps even more, scoring with less than a minute left in the opening frame for a most comfortable 4-0 lead.

Read more special articles:
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The IceCaps got back in the game in the middle stanza, drawing to within two goals of the Pirates. Lowry got St. John’s on the scoreboard five minutes into the period, cashing in his 16th goal on the season, 11th in the past 21 games.

Then O’Neill – and you knew an O’Neill would score on Paddy’s Day weekend – scored his eighth goal to make it a 4-2 game.

Ben Chiarot picked up a five-minute boarding major and game misconduct late in the second period, and Portland cashed in early in the third on Lessio’s tally. But wouldn’t you know it, Cormier scored shorthanded. That was followed by a Lipon goal, his third in two games, to make it 5-4 and it was game on.

Mile One was alive, but the electricity fizzled when rookie Brenden Kichton turned puck over in his own zone and Lane scored at 12:08, effectively ending the game.

Martinook scored into an empty net.

The teams go at it again 7:30 tonight.

rshort@thetelegram.com
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IceCaps, not wanting to disturb current winning chemistry, stand pat on on AHL trade deadline day

The St. John’s IceCaps made moves at the last two American Hockey League trade deadlines and with the recent loss of leading scorer Kael Mouillierat to injury, there was some expectation that this year they might look at swinging some sort of a deal to address the situation.

But Wednesday’s deadline came and passed without St. John’s doing anything.

IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge wouldn’t say whether the team was mulling over something with regards to a trade or loan-out, or if there were offers coming in, but it’s obvious there was consideration given to what effect a move or moves — maybe even just the tinkering kind — would have had on a winning lineup and contented dressing room.

“I’ll say this. I like the work ethic of this group and we realize there is good chemistry in that room and we didn’t want to disrupt that,” said McCambridge on Thursday as his team — on a nine-game winning streak — prepared for tonight’s game against the Portland Pirates at Mile One Centre.

The attention to chemistry also applies to when it comes to possible line juggling.

An example: With John Albert and Eric O’Dell on recall to the parent Winnipeg Jets, the IceCaps are much thinner at centre. McCambridge could have moved Patrice Cormier, who has been playing on the wing on a line with Blair Riley and Kyle McKinnon, back to centre, where he has mostly operated during his three years as an IceCap. Instead, he made a temporary pivot out of Josh Lunden, who last played as a regular centre five years ago when he was at the University of Alaska-Anchorage.

“I thought about the idea of splitting them up,” McCambridge said of the Cormier-McKinnon-Riley partnership. “We actually did split them up for one practice — and I didn’t like it. We realized those three are reading off each other well in all three zones, so I’d like to keep them together for as long as I can, which is as long as we can maintain balance on our four lines.”

•••

Going by tweets and e-mailed inquiries, there are quite a few people reading tea leaves when it comes to the two teams that will square off in a National Hockey League exhibition game at Mile One Centre in September, the thinking being that it’s an indication the New York Islanders and Ottawa Senators may be frontrunners to provide a new affiliate for the IceCaps once the Winnipeg Jets do their westward-ho! move in 2015.

Truth is, any NHL team is in the running as a potential parent team — the IceCaps can’t afford to be picky — and there is little, besides supposition, to suggest the Isles or Sens are particularly prime targets. But for information purposes, here’s a status report on the two teams’ present affiliations.

The Senators have had their farm team in Binghamton, N.Y., since 2002, although the present affiliation agreement is scheduled to end at the end of the 2014-15. The franchise, however, does not belong to Ottawa, but to a local, multi-person ownership group.

Read more special articles:
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The Islanders, meanwhile, own their farm team, — the Bridgeport Sound Tigers — which has been located in the Connecticut city since 2001. The Isles, through the Sound Tigers, also have a deal to manage the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, one which runs until 2020. That agreement includes a clause saying there must be a pro hockey team as a major tenant, although it does not specify that the team must be the Islanders’ affiliate.

However, most talk about the Isles and their AHL franchise has centred on the possibility of it relocating to the Nassau County Coliseum in Uniondale on Long Island once the Islanders move their NHL operations from there to Brooklyn in 2015. In fact, last August, the head of the company that will be redeveloping the Nassau Coliseum stated plans were in place for the Isles to eventually put their farm club in Uniondale, although the Sound Tigers quickly denied it.

Notes

The IceCaps’ nine-game winning streak is a team record, but there may be an argument to be made that it isn’t a franchise record. That’s because the Manitoba Moose, the previous incarnation of the team, once won 10 in a row …  IceCaps goalie Michael Hutchinson now has played enough games with St. John’s to officially qualify to be listed among the AHL goaltending leaders, and finds himself with the best save percentage (.929) in the league. His 2.14 goals-against average is fourth-best among qualifying netminders … Forward Jamie McQueen, who had been brought in by St. John’s earlier this season, but didn’t appear in any games, is joining the IceCaps again. The 25-year-old McQueen, who has 19 goals and 32 points in 38 games for the ECHL’s Utah Grizzlies, has 46 AHL games to his credit, including 14 with the Norfolk Admirals earlier this season. St. John’s has dressed only 11 forwards for its last three games … IceCaps defenceman Kris Fredheim, who has been out with injury since Jan. 26, continues his progress towards a return; he’s been skating in practice with a red non-contact jersey … 
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Portland takes on St. John's tonight at Mile One Centre

It hasn’t been that long since the St. John’s IceCaps played the Portland Pirates — the teams squared off twice during the IceCaps’ most recent road trip — but the Pirates team that will take on the IceCaps three times this week at Mile One Centre, starting with a matchup tonight, will be far different than the one that took to the ice for those two games in Lewiston, Me., last month.

St. John's IceCaps

No fewer than seven players who played for the Pirates in one or both of those contests aren’t with the team this week, and we’re not talking about fringe players.

Since the IceCaps took on the Pirates three weeks ago, Andy Miele, Portland’s leading scorer, has been recalled to the parent Phoenix Coyotes, as have Brandon McMillan, Chris Summers and Brandon Gormley. Meanwhile, Rotislav Klesla, David Rundblad and Chris Brown are out of the Coyotes’ organization, having been included in deals at least week’s NHL trade deadline.

Four of those seven — Summers, Gormley, Klesla and Rundblad — are defenceman, meaning rookie rearguard and Goulds native James Melindy has suddenly zoomed up the Portland depth chart. Melindy, who had only played in 21 of the Pirates’ first 56 games, has dressed for the last three.

Melindy isn’t the only youngster Portland is counting on these days. With Miele (23-34-57) in Phoenix, the Pirates’ top scorers are rookie wingers Lucas Lessio (20-20-40) and Tobias Rieder (22-15-37).

Portland (21-28-10) enters tonight’s game (7:30 p.m. NT) having gone 2-7-1 in its last 10 games, including three straight losses over the weekend. The Pirates look to get back on track against the hottest team in the AHL — St. John’s (36-19-4) has won a team record eight straight games — and one that has dominated them so far in the season series; the IceCaps have won seven of their eight meetings to date.

Besides tonight's games, the teams will also square off Friday and Saturday nights at Mile One.

•••

It isn’t accompanied by a whole lot of fanfare, with day-long television coverage and crowded panels of rumour-spouting analysts, but today marks the American Hockey League trade deadline, when teams — especially those on playoff runs — often look to fine-tune their lineups.

Officially, only players under AHL contracts can be dealt as swaps involving those with National Hockey League deals had too be completed by last week’s NHL trade deadline. However, the rules do allow for loan-loan transactions, whereby an organization transfers a player on an NHL contract from one AHL team to another, often with a similar move the other way. In fact, the AHL deadline often involves more of these loan-loan arrangements than straight-out trades.

Read more special articles:
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With Tuesday’s news that the IceCaps have lost leading scorer Kael Mouillierat to injury for the rest of the season, it will be interesting to see if the team might make a move to fill the vacuum before this afternoon’s 4:30 p.m. (Newfoundland time) cutoff. The IceCaps and parent Winnipeg Jets have shown a willingness to participate in the process in the past, such as the 2012 deadline, when they traded Shawn Weller, loaned out Kenndal McArdle and received forwards Brock Trotter and Ray Sawada in return.

•••

See ALBERT, page C2

After the Jets lost centre Mark Scheifele to a knee injury last week, Winnipeg general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff said the team would not immediately bring up a replacement from the IceCaps, because they didn’t want to use up one of the four non-emergency recalls they were permitted between now and the end of the regular season. However, the next day, they promoted centre John Albert from St. John’s.

It turns out the Jets were able to bring Albert in on a non-emergency basis, meaning he wouldn’t count against the four-recall quota. Here’s why: Although the Jets’ Dustin Byfuglien has been playing as a forward for some time now, he is officially listed as a defenceman. With Scheifele and Chris Thorburn (day-to-day) both injured and Byfuglien counted as a rearguard, Winnipeg could technically claim to have only healthy 11 forwards, one below the lineup minimum, creating an emergency situation.

However, if Thorburn returns to action — and that could happen for tonight’s game against Vancouver — the Jets would have to make a move, either returning Albert to St. John’s, make him a non-emergency call-up or declare another forward as injured.

Albert played sparingly Tuesday night in Winnipeg’s 3-2 overtime loss to the Colorado Avalanche, seeing four shifts and just over two minutes of ice time.
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The St. John’s IceCaps Kael Mouillierat will miss the remainder of the American Hockey League regular season after he suffered an unspecified injury Friday against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers at Mile One Centre. The 26-year-old was leading the IceCaps with 49 points in 56 games. 

IceCaps lose leading scorer to injury, return for playoffs uncertain

There was some good news coming out of the St. John’s IceCaps’ practice Tuesday morning as Carl Klingberg skated before the team hit the ice, meaning Klingberg is listed as day to day after suffering a leg injury Friday night against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

But that tidbit of information, however, overshadowed news that the IceCaps’ leading scorer, Kael Mouillierat, is done for the season.

Mouillierat suffered an unspecified injury Friday against the Sound Tigers and like Klingberg, was scratched from the lineup the next night. Following practice Tuesday, St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge confirmed the 26-year-old Edmonton native is done for the remainder of the American Hockey League season, saying only that surgery is not required.

The IceCaps have not yet officially clinched a playoff spot, so McCambridge could not speculate if Mouillierat will be available if St. John’s secures a ticket to the Calder Cup post-season dance.

“Injuries happen and you have to deal with it,” shrugged McCambridge.

Mouillierat is leading with IceCaps with 49 points through 56 games, six more than captain Jason Jaffray and rookie Brenden Kichton. His 18 goals trail Andrew Gordon and Jerome Samson, who each have 19. Mouillierat was one of the IceCaps’ most consistent skaters this season, witnessed by the fact the longest he went without registering at least one point was four games. And that was back in November.

“He’s been a real key part of our team this season,” said McCambridge. “We’ll certainly have to make adjustments to our power play. He was a key fixture on one of our power play units, so we will have to reconfigure that.”

Read more special articles:
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The loss of Mouillierat means players who have been in and out of the lineup — namely rookie Austen Brassard, Ryan Schnell, who’s been injured and hasn’t played since Jan. 26, and Josh Lunden, who missed 47 games to a concussion — will now get a chance to play, barring the IceCaps bringing in a player to replace Mouillierat.

The IceCaps brought Mouillierat in from the ECHL on a tryout contract in early December, 2012. He produced 11 goals and 42 points in 50 games last season, good enough to put him third in team scoring and earn him an AHL contract.

“The players know by this point of the season what the expectations are from the coaching staff,” said McCambridge when asked if some of the veteran IceCaps will be asked to shoulder a greater workload now that Mouillierat’s gone.

“They’re playing pro hockey, so they realize that if they’re getting bigger minutes on the power play, they have to make the most of it,” he said.

The IceCaps refused to make Mouillierat available to The Telegram.
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The St. John's IceCaps’ Jason Jaffray  (19) gets out of the way of a shot from teammate Eric O’Dell (14) during an American Hockey League game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday night at Mile One Centre. In net for the Sound Tigers is Kevin Poulin, while Alan Quine (22) and Andrey Pedan (3) and Marc Cantin (15) defend. The IceCaps won 3-2.

Hard-working St. John’s team improves to fourth in Eastern Conference

Depending on what happens to the St. John’s IceCaps’ fortunes in this year’s Calder Cup playoffs — and given their standing in the Eastern Conference today, sitting comfortably in fourth place, the IceCaps are playoff-bound save for a late-season collapse — the team’s turning point just might be pinpointed to a Saturday night early in the New Year when the Manchester Monarchs took the IceCaps to school on St. John’s ice.

On Jan. 18, the IceCaps laid an egg to the tune of an embarrassing 6-0 loss to the league-leading Monarchs. The result followed a 4-1 IceCaps win the previous night.

It was after the loss that team captain Jason Jaffray called a players-only meeting inside the team’s Mile One digs. Noone, outside the players, knows for certain what was said but it’s not a stretch to suggest Jaffray reminded those wearing blue and white jerseys they’d just been slapped in the face, kicked in the groin and generally humiliated at home before an angry and agitated sellout crowd.

“If anyone can sleep tonight,” Jaffray told reporters afterwards, “they shouldn’t be in our dressing room, I’ll tell you that.”

So disgusted was Jaffray that he offered up free tickets to the next St. John’s game to a young contest winner and his family who won the right to meet the captain after languishing through the three miserable periods.

Well, guess what? Since that Manchester beatdown, the IceCaps are the American Hockey League’s hottest team, going 16-4.

The latest win was a 3-2 overtime decision over the Bridgeport Sound Tigers Saturday night at Mile One, a franchise record eighth straight win for the IceCaps, who sit in fourth place in the American Hockey League’s East with a 36-19-1-3 record.

“Definitely, definitely,” Jaffray said Saturday when asked if that Manchester game was a turning point in the season so far. “It wasn’t a huge speech. I think everyone realized that maybe we weren’t as good as we thought we were. Manchester was the top team in the league at the time, and they absolutely embarrassed us on home ice. It was one of those meetings that had to be called, and it woke the boys up, I think.

“Everybody realized that we weren’t a skilled hockey team. We’re not a skilled team. We’re a hard-working team that draws a lot of penalties due to how hard we skate and how hard we backcheck, how hard we track pucks on the ice.

“We realized that after the game. We realized the way we had to play was to grind it out for 60 minutes of in-your-face hockey. There are not too many games in this eight-game streak that you can say we didn’t play a 60-minute game.”

The IceCaps must be living right these days. They lose starting goalie Eddie Pasquale to season-ending surgery and Michael Hutchinson steps in and promptly goes 14-3-1. Eight players are in double digits in goals. They wear down an NHL goalie in the Sound Tigers’ Kevin Poulin (he’s 11-16-1 for the parent New York Islanders this season) over the weekend, bombarding Poulin with 73 shots, minus John Albert, who is on recall to Winnipeg, and Carl Klingberg and Kael Mouillierat, who are injured and missed Saturday’s game.

The way things are going, no wonder Jaffray says he wished the playoffs were starting tomorrow.

To a man, the IceCaps kept the faith all season, even when they were a middling win-a-game, lose-a-game team, one that was incapable of putting away teams in a two-game, back-to-back homestand.

That seems like ancient history now for a St. John’s club that actually has the second-most wins in the East (the IceCaps are fourth overall in the conference because the top three seeds go to the divisional leaders, and St. John’s trails Manchester in the Atlantic Division).

Read more special articles:
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As Andrew Gordon says, “right now, we’re rolling and we’re really feeling real confident.”

Gordon also agrees the shutout loss to the Monarchs in January was a turning point to the season, though he also points out it’s been a case of a team that is now, as the playoff stretch looms, learning how to win.

“It’s not like we woke up the next morning and said, ‘Let’s win now.’ You have to work and practice those habits that allow you to win ... you have to learn how close out those third periods and come with energy in the first period of every game.

“But don’t get me wrong, it was a low point, for sure ... rock bottom.

“At the time, it took a veteran leader like Jaff to step up and bring it to our attention. And when someone like that steps up and speaks, you listen. He’s got that respect. When Jaff stands up and talks, that’s the law.

“It’s guys like him who are pushing us in this direction, and he’s bringing it every night. When you hear the words that he’s embarrassed by this team right now, that’s stings you.”

Certainly one of the players who took notice is 20-year-old Adam Lowry, who’s scored 10 times in that 20-game stretch, a streak which included goals in five straight games.

See PIRATES, page B2

The latest came Saturday night as the rangy rookie from the Swift Current Broncos scored with 25 second remaining in the extra session. Lowry took a pass from Patrice Cormier and had a partial breakaway on Poulin (Sound Tigers defenceman Dallas Jackson fell on the play, giving Lowry all the room he needed), beating the Bridgeport netminder for his 15th goal of the season.

Eric O’Dell, with his 16th, and Gordon, with his 19th, tying him for the team lead with Jerome Samson, also scored for the IceCaps. Jaffray had two assists.

Scooter Vaughan and Aaron Ness, with a shorthanded goal, an IceCaps Achilles heel this season, replied.

Hutchinson made 15 saves.

Friday night, St. John’s won 3-2 with Jaffray collecting a pair of helpers in that game as well. Blair Riley, a former Sound Tiger, had a goal and an assist.

The IceCaps prepare to play host to the Portland Pirates Wednesday, Friday and Saturday and the status of Klingberg and Mouillierat remains up in the air. Klingberg was caught by Ness in a knee-on-knee collision with less than two minutes remaining Friday night (Ness received a five-minute major and game misconduct), and was seen walking gingerly outside the IceCaps’ dressing room Saturday.

Mouillierat, the team’s leading scorer with 49 points, was injured in what coach Keith McCambridge would only describe as a “contact” play.

The two will be re-examined prior to Wednesday’s game.

The Pirates come to town minus three defencemen they lost at the NHL trade deadline last week — Rotislav Klesla, David Rundblad and Mathieu Brisebois. Portland did not get any rearguards in return.
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Southpaw goalie learned early how to focus and adapt

It’s not hard for a lefthander to be a goaltender in hockey, but it’s not all that easy to become one.

Michael Hutchinson

Just ask St. John’s IceCaps netminder — and lefty — Michael Hutchinson, who had to learn how to adapt when he decided early on that he just had to play between the pipes.

His quest began during his first season of minor hockey in his hometown of Barrie, Ont.

“Starting out, our house league team had a rotation of goalies,” recalled Hutchinson. “Every kid got a turn, but after about four or five games, there weren’t many who wanted to play goal. I really enjoyed it, so I got to play there most of the year.”

Problem was that the young goaltenders were using equipment owned by the minor hockey association and it was all made for right-handers — a left-handed catching glove and right-handed blocker. So Hutchinson improvised, using a baseball glove (a first baseman’s mitt) on his right hand and a regular hockey glove substituting as a blocker on his left.

That went on for about two years until Hutchinson obtained a set of gloves made for a lefthander — but they were old, almost ancient: a brown leather catching glove, hard and dry, and waffle-look blocker.

“At that age, you don’t worry too much. I was just glad to get them,” said Hutchinson of the used equipment. “What I do remember is that the glove was so old, it wouldn’t close. Looking back, it was pretty much like playing with two blockers.

Christmas present

“I had that (set) for a year-and-half. It was after I made my first rep team when I got a new set of Vaughn gloves for Christmas.

“Needless to say, I was very happy.”

In some cases, lefthanders looking to become goalies have forced themselves to adopt the orthodox style used by the right-handed majority.

And then there was former St. John’s Maple Leafs goaltender Francis Larivee, who made the change unbeknownst to even himself. Larivee is a southpaw who played like a righty, because when he started goaltending as a six-year-old, neither he and his parents — who weren’t hockey savvy — realized the association equipment he was using wasn’t made for lefties. He never let on to his coaches there was a problem and simply learned to play opposite to his inclination.

There are similar conversions in other sports. Years ago, thousands of novice golfers whose tendency was to swing from a left-handed stance were encouraged to turn around — golf courses were made for right-handers was the feeling back then — and many did. And baseball switch-hitters have had to learn to take cuts from one side or another, perhaps channelling some latent ambidexterity.

But nobody tried to switch Hutchinson, not that he ever wanted to. If there was a problem being left-handed, he simply found a way to solve it.

“In goalie camps, for example, you learn pretty early how to switch everything around in your head because the instructors were only showing how to do it the one way most goalies played,” said the 23-year-old.

“I’d have to figure out for myself how to flip those instructions so that for example when doing a particular move, my left leg would be the right leg for other goalies.

“I learned at a young age how to focus and adapt.”

Then there was the difficulty trying to obtain new equipment. In most cases, it would have to be custom-ordered for lefthanders like Hutchinson, so to get a first-hand look at the selections, he would go to a local sporting goods store, try on blockers and gloves made for right-handers and try to imagine how they would feel on the opposite side.

Read more special articles:
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 Column: If it’s not broke ... 

 NHL returning to St. John’s 

 One down, two to go 

That’s one reason Hutchinson was so glad to meet other southpaw goalies. Besides the chance to discuss what it was like belonging to a fairly exclusive club, it also provided an opportunity to try on their gloves and blockers to see if they might suit him.

He still keeps track of fellow lefthanded netminders — who ironically are also described as “full-rights” by some in the hockey community.

The latest perusal of AHL rosters shows there are seven in the league, besides Hutchinson. That includes a couple on Atlantic Division rivals — Louis Domingue of the Portland Pirates and Malcolm Subban of the Providence Bruins, which was Hutchinson’s team for three years before he signed as a free-agent with the Winnipeg Jets organization over the summer.

There are those who believe goalies like Hutchinson, Domingue and Subban may have advantage over those catch the the other way. One line of thinking is that shooters  — conditioned to firing pucks at netminders who catch with their left hands and hold their sticks with the right — can be initially thrown off by having to deal with a mirror image.

And a few years ago, there was a study of penalty shots and shootouts that showed that left-handed shooters — who make up the majority of forwards and defencemen — had considerably less success against goalies who catch with their right hand.

Apparently not only opposing players can be messed up.

In 2010-11, Hutchinson’s first season as a pro with Providence, there was an extraordinary situation where the other P-Bruins goalie — veteran Nolan Schaefer — also caught with his right hand.

“It was a team that had a bit of hard time scoring,” said Hutchinson of a Providence squad that had 209 goals, third-fewest in the AHL that season. "Some of the guys used to blame it on us for throwing them off in practice.”

Hutchinson does laughingly note many of his IceCaps teammates had the “Oh, you catch the other way” reaction when first encountering him in practice, but they seemed to have adjusted quite well.

“No problems. It’s been great. And these guys have been scoring a lot,” said Hutchinson of a St. John’s team that has put up five or more goals in eight of the 20 games they’ve played since Hutchinson was recalled from the ECHL’s Ontario Reign.

And while his St. John’s teammates have picked up the pace offensively, Hutchinson has been stellar since taking over as the IceCaps No. 1 goalie, with a 12-4-1 record, 2.23 goals-against average and .929 save percentage heading into Friday night’s game against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

In other words, for this lefty, things are going all right.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
Big decision ahead for young hockey phenom
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For most of his minor hockey career, Adam Dawe has been ahead of the curve.

In his first year of novice hockey over a decade ago, the Gander native scored 19 of his team’s 22 goals in a pair of tournament games against a team from Twillingate. He assisted on the other three goals.

“We were almost embarrassed,” says his father, Dwight. “It wasn’t fair to the kids he was playing with and the kids he was playing against.”

It wasn’t long after that young Dawe began playing in the Gander Minor Hockey Association’s atom house league — two years before he was of atom age — and before the season was out, he was promoted to the B team.

“He wasn’t allowed to play on the atom A team, even though he was ranked second in the association,” says Dwight.

Dawe went on to play four years of atom, and during that stretch signed up with Xtreme Hockey in St. John’s, which led to an invite to join the New Brunswick Novice Selects team.

“They only had a defenceman’s position for him, but he went up and played it. I thought it was the best thing that ever happened to him,” says Dwight. “He learned to skate backwards really quickly.”

After a return trip with the Selects the following season, Dawe was invited to join the Atlantic Hockey Group team headed to tournaments in the U.S. 

Dawe’s obvious talents have been recognized at home as well. He made Hockey Newfoundland and Labrador’s High Performance Program under-14 team last season, and returned to the Atlantic Challenge Cup with the under-15 group, which finished third this past fall in Moncton.

“We did a lot better than we did the first year,” says the ginger-haired Dawe, who tied for the tournament lead in points with six in four games. “The first year, we lost to New Brunswick 7-2. This year, we beat them 6-2. Last year, we got smoked by Nova Scotia, and this year we tied them 4-4.”

Looking for spot

Next season, Dawe, who is part of the Central region boys’ hockey team at the 2014 Newfoundland and Labrador Winter Games in Clarenville, hopes to earn a spot on the under-16 team that will represent the province at the Canada Winter Games in Prince George, B.C. 

But between now and then, there’s a big decision looming on the horizon for the 15-year-old, one who claimed Newfoundland Major Midget Hockey League rookie of the year honours after a 12-goal, 32-point season with the Central IcePak.

Does he stay home, play another season with the IcePak and wait for the 2015 Quebec Major Junior Hockey League draft? Or is it time to leave friends and family behind for prep school hockey, and a chance to perhaps one day play NCAA hockey?

Thus far, Dawe says school which have expressed interest include Ontario’s St. Andrew’s College, Newbridge Academy in Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick’s Rothesay Netherwood School, which actually asked him to join their ranks this season.

Doug Shepherd of Andrews Hockey Growth Programs in Prince Edward Island is advising the family on the best course of action.

“He’s got his ear to the ground … he knows he can get (Adam) into any prep school he wants, so right now it’s up to Adam,” explains Dwight, who would like to see his son take the NCAA route as opposed to major junior.

“Doug thinks he’s custom built for it. He’s small, but highly skilled, so it will give him a little longer to develop.”

With the IcePak losing a bevy of players from this year’s roster — including midget league-leading scorer and longtime teammate Jordan Maher, projected as a top pick in the 2014 Q draft this summer — Dawe says he is leaning towards prep school next season.

But from there, he’s of two minds when it comes to his hockey future. 

“I want to play in the Q because it’s a better league, but I also want a good education,” he says.

“I don’t want to look back and say ‘what if?’ It’s a big decision.”

koliver@thetelegram.com

Twitter: @telykenn
St. John's could use an angel
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In the theatre business, they are known as angels. People who will back a particular production - either financially or with influence - when others are reluctant. Sometimes, money is the not-too-angelic motive, but in many cases, the backer simply believes in the product, profits be damned.

When it comes to the future of the American Hockey League production known as the IceCaps, St. Johns is badly in need of an angel.

We are almost a month removed from the AHL All-Star Classic at Mile One Centre, an event which was touted as an important showcase for a city which is scrambling to find a replacement for the Winnipeg Jets, who will relocate their minor-league franchise from here, most likely in 2015.

The All-Star Game was a huge success - St. John's never looked better as a "hockey town" - but as bait to attract a new team here, it probably had less than the desired effect. That's because not many of the sort of the fish that needed to be hooked - the right NHL-level decision-makers - were here to see it in person.

Good for Danny Williams for pledging to buy an AHL franchise if necessary. That's a $4 to $6 million commitment, substantial even for a man of his means. Good for AHL president David Andrews for stating St. John's is an important market for the league to retain, and for his assurances he will do all he can to assist in keeping an AHL presence here. Even good on the Jets for saying they'll help out in the effort to find their replacement.

But none of this matters unless there is an NHL team willing to have its AHL affiliate here.

Williams can own an AHL franchise, but it's useless unless there is an affiliation deal accompanying it. Andrews and members of the league's board of governors might badly want St. John's to stay in the AHL family, but unless there is a prospective parent club, their goodwill means little.

First and foremost, St. John's needs a willing NHL partner. And in this regard, St. John's requires an angel.

What's needed is one person in charge of decision-making when it comes to AHL affiliation who believes that when it comes to location of a farm team, the environment surrounding prospects is paramount, not proximity to the parent club.

Someone who wants players sent down to know they are being sent down and those who have been called up to fully have the sense of promotion. (This, for example, would not be anyone in the Toronto Maple Leafs organization, which appears quite content with a situation where promotion and demotion between the Leafs and Marlies involves a cab ride between the Ricoh Coliseum and ACC.)

Someone who feels it's important that prospects play in front of big crowds of knowledgeable fans - whether its a Tuesday night or a weekend date - and come to feel responsible to those fans.

Someone who wants first-class local treatment for their prospects as they come to learn what it means to be, and act like, a pro.

Someone who wants farmhands to feel the weight of notoriety, in a place where they are widely known, not mostly anonymous. Someone who sees the value of having the teams' exploits (and analysis of the same), along with stories on individual players, featured regularly on the front page of a newspaper's sports section, not sporadically on Page 5, Someone who wants almost every game carried on live local television, with accompanying scrutiny and interviews. Someone who wants their farm team in a place where AHL hockey is the unquestioned No. 1 sporting/entertainment attraction.

St. John's offers all of this, but the search for this "someone" will not be easy, in large because there are fewer of these types of people in NHL operations these days.

As well, that person - if they are out there - has to be attached to the right big-league team.

It's obvious now that those in western locales will be difficult to convince, no matter how positively they view St. John's. Others may have affiliation agreements - or in the case of NHL clubs, like the Jets, which directly own AHL franchises, leasing deals - that will not expire until well after Winnipeg pulls up stakes.

And there are those who will be part of a collective decision, who will need to convince others in their organization that the benefits of having AHL prospects in a hockey hotbed some distance removed from the parent team (and for St. John's, this will be most every case) can outweigh those that come with having the farm club closer at hand, whether that's easier access to prospects in times of roster needs or the resulting advantages in management of the salary cap, so important these days.

For Williams and Glen Stanford and the IceCaps (because the nickname is not moving with the Jets), this will be a difficult search, made even tougher because other cities - Glen Falls, N.Y., for one - are also looking for new affiliations. And the list of franchise-seekers will only grow, if as Andrews predicts, more western-based NHL teams look to move their prospect development operations closer to the Pacific.

But if you believe in angels, who knows what might transpire?

Like it did three years ago, when everything fell into place for St. John's, what with the Atlanta Thrashers moving to Winnipeg, leaving the Jets with a short time frame to find a new home for their AHL team, the former Manitoba Moose, and to find one within Canada (which was important to the Jets), one with the right operators (Williams and Stanford) and one that could get operations underway quickly and efficiently.

Heaven only knows if it can happen again.
Jets give Albert a call
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A day after the Winnipeg Jets general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff suggested his team would not immediately recall a forward from the St. John's IceCaps to replace an injured Mark Scheifele, the Jets did just that, promoting John Albert from their AHL farm club Thursday afternoon.

One reason for the apparent change in plans could be because Albert is being classified as an emergency recall, one which will not count towards the four-recall limit imposed on NHL teams between now and the end of the regular season.

The Jets are missing three forwards because of injury. Besides Scheifele, out four to eight weeks with a sprained knee, centre James Wright is sidelined with a sprained ankle and Chris Thorburn is listed day-to-day with an upper-body ailment. That left Winnipeg with just 12 healthy forwards for Thursday night's home game against the Los Angeles Kings.

This is Albert's second call-up to Winnipeg. He spent eight games with the Jets earlier this season, scoring one goal, which came in his NHL debut against the Rangers in New York.

The 25-year-old Albert has 33 points in 51 games for the IceCaps this season. That includes 17 goals, 11 of which have come in St, John's last nine games. He also leads the AHL with six shorthanded tallies.
IceCaps untouched on deadline day, but Albert recalled by Jets

Brendan McCarthyPublished on March 06, 2014
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Note: story updated to reflect recall of John Albert Thursday afternoon

The St. John's IceCaps emerged unscathed on Wednesday, NHL trade deadline day, as the parent Winnipeg Jets didn't make any moves, but the IceCaps still ended up losing a player to recall 24 hours later.

The Jets are dealing with the loss of star rookie centre Mark Scheifele, who will be sidelined for at least four weeks - and possibly as long as two months - with a knee sprain suffered in a game Tuesday night against the New York Islanders.

St. John's IceCaps

With centres Scheifele and James Wright (ankle sprain) on, (or about to go on) injured reserve, and winger Chris Thorburn being described day-to-day after being hurt Tuesday against the Islanders, Winnipeg has 12 healthy forwards, including defenceman-turned-winger Dustin Byflugien, and one opening on its 23-man roster.

On Wednesday afternoon, Winnipeg general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff told reporters the Jets weren't immediately drawing on the IceCaps for help, saying they would hold back because of the rule that limits NHL teams to four non-emergency recalls between the trade deadline and end of the regular season.

But that stance changed fairly quickly. This afternoon, the Jets announced they were recalling centre/winger John Albert from the IceCaps.

It's the second promotion to Winnipeg for Albert, who played eight games with the Jets earlier this season. In 51 games with St. John's, Albert  has 33 points (17G, 16A).

°°°°°

While the NHL trade deadline has passed, the American Hockey League trade deadline is not until next Wednesday. That's the last day when players on AHL contracts can be dealt to other teams within the league. However, players on NHL counteracts are also often moved at the AHL deadline as they are "loaned" to other AHL clubs by way of reassignments by NHL parent teams.

The IceCaps have seen players moves at the last two AHL trade deadline. In 2012, St. John's acquired forwards Brock Trotter and Ray Sawada, while sending Kenndal McArdle and Shawn Weller elsewhere. In 2013, the IceCaps got forward Mathieu Tousignant from the Texas Stars on loan from Dallas of the NHL.

°°°°°

A rundown of player movement involving AHL Eastern Conference teams as s result of deals on NHL trade deadline day:

Binghamton Senators - Add D Patrick Mullen, D Alex Grant; Lose F Andre Pettersson

Hershey Bears - Add F Chris Brown; Lose F John Mitchell

Manchester Monarchs: Add D Brayden McNabb; Add F/D Nick Deslauriers, F Jonathan Parker; F James Livingston

Norfolk Admirals - Add F Andre Pettersson; Lose D Alex Grant

Portland Pirates - Add F John Mitchell; Lose D David Rundblad, D Mathieu Brisebois, D Rotislav Klesla, F Chris Brown

Springfield Falcons - Add F Dana Tyrell, D Matt Taormina; Lose F Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, F Dalton Smith

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins - Add F Chuck Kobasew (assigned by Pittsburgh after clearing waivers)

Worcester Sharks; Lose F James Livingston

°°°°°

There will also be collateral moves associated with actions during the trade deadline, including those involving players being promoted to NHL teams to fill vacancies resulting from deadline deals.

Of note for the IceCaps in this regard ware the recalls of defenceman Matt Donovan and forwards Mike Halmo by the New York Islanders from their AHL affiliate, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, who will be St. John's opponents Friday and Saturday at Mile One Centre. They'll fill openings created when the Islanders traded rearguard Andrew MacDonald and forward Tomas Vanek for draft picks.

In other cases, some players should see increased roles on their AHL teams as a result of trades made Wednesday.

Goulds native and Portland Pirates defenceman James Melindy looks to be a good example. The Pirates lost three defencemen - Rotislav Klesla, David Rundblad and Mathieu Brisebois - in trades involving the Phoenix Coyotes, with no AHL blueliners coming back.

Melindy has appeared in 21 games so far in his rookie pro season.
Hutchinson gives IceCaps, fans a reason to smile
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Goalie a big part of St. John's six-game winning streak

When the St. John’s IceCaps step onto the ice at Mile One Centre for their pre-game warmup skates, the music is never mellow.

St. John's Ice Caps goaltender Michael Hutchinson (33) as well as players Ben Chiarot (18) and Andrew Gordon (10) watch the flying puck with Binghampton Senators player Matt Puempel (9) during their game at Mile One Centre Saturday night. The IceCaps earned a 1-0 victory, to extend their current winning streak to six games. — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

Think Motley Crue, which means it is a high-energy and it is loud and it’s a little bit angry.

But considering what goaltender Michael Hutchinson has done for the team in the last seven weeks, there may be a case to be made for the playing Bobby McFerrin’s laid-back and cheerful “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.”

Because that’s exactly the message Hutchinson — through his play — has delivered to IceCaps fans.

Eddie Pasquale will undergo season-ending hip surgery in Toronto today.

Given Pasquale entered the 2013-14 American Hockey League season as the unquestioned No. 1 goalie for the IceCaps and was a workhorse in the role, starting 30 of St. John’s’ first 39 games, his loss might have been a huge issue for the team two months ago.

Hutchinson, recalled from the ECHL in early part of January has made sure that it hasn’t been, going the distance in 16 of the IceCaps’ last 18 games, and posting a 12-3-1 record over that stretch. That includes two weekend wins over the Binghamton Senators at Mile One Centre, topped off by a 1-0 decision Saturday, with Hutchinson stopping 42 shots.

The first-star performance happened to come on the eve of Hutchinson’s 24th birthday, but it was the Barrie, Ont., native who bowtied a present for his teammates and the Mile One faithful as he willed St. John’s (39-14-4) to a sixth straight win.

Through the first five games of the winning streak — including a 6-2 victory over Binghamton Friday — St. John’s benefited from a potent offence, scoring 27 goals. But on Saturday, it was a different story.

The IceCaps struggled offensively, their power-play was unplugged and the Senators — the highest-scoring team in the AHL — came out strong, obviously determined to take more than sweaty gear back with them to Binghamton.

Hutchinson made sure the visitors were disappointed — and that their luggage was light by a point or two — thwarting them on numerous occasions, with some of his best stops — including a diving game-saver on Cole Schneider — coming in the last minute of the game when the Senators were on the power play and had their goalie, Andrew Hammond, on the bench for an extra attacker.,

“It was all him. He bailed us out numerous times,” said St. John’s had coach Keith McCambridge about Hutchinson.

The goalie seemed happy to oblige.

“These games are always fun to play, especially against a team with as much offensive power as Binghamton has,” said Hutchinson, who was also solid Friday night as St. John’s began a seven-game home stand.

“You know you’re going to get the shots and the chances against. You know you’re going to be relied on to keep your team in the game.

“Ever since I got here, our offence has been going pretty well. But every now and then, (it) isn’t going to be up to par and I just have to be ready and give us a chance.”

That he did on Saturday, making Eric O’Dell’s first-period goal stand up to the end.

With the IceCaps exactly three-quarter of the way through their schedule, they can only hope for more of the same down the stretch when the need arises.

“We love Eddie to death. He’s done great things for us and we wish him the best for next year,” IceCaps veteran forward Andrew Gordon. ‘But Hutch has done a great job filling that void … and it was a big one with Eddie gone.

“He’s stepped right into that role. He wants it. He wants to start every night.”

With 19 games left on the IceCaps’ schedule, could Hutchinson do just that — start every game the rest of the way?

“In my mind, I know how we would like to move … but there are so many elements in play when you try to determine whether you can go with one guy or not,” said McCambridge.

“You look at the schedule. You look at travel. You look at his workload on any given night. I look at the quality of shots he’s faced … and not just shots. I also look at the quality chances he faces because he’s working hard then, he’s expending energy there, too.”

But he did seem to give a little clue when asked about the importance of finding playing time for backup netminder Tyler Beskorowany.

“You do your best to keep the other goaltender sharp,” said McCambridge, “but there comes a time of the season when that thought process isn’t as much in the front of your mind.”

Know this much: Hutchinson, who came to the Winnipeg Jets organization after spending three years as a No. 2 goalie with the AHL’s Providence Bruins, won’t be asking for any nights off.

“I’m excited to finally get an opportunity after three years of backing up — a long three years,” said Hutchinson, who was signed as a free agent on the off-season. “I’m excited to be able to play a bunch of games and run with it. You come to realize that goaltending becomes a lot easier with the more games you play.

“And after being on the bench so much for three years, I’ll never complain about (getting) too many starts.”

Before being recalled to St. John’s, Hutchinson played in 28 games for the ECHL’s Ontario Reign, with a 2.02 goals-against average and .921 save percentage. Add in 18 total games with the IceCaps, for whom he has a 2.23 GAA and .929 save percentage, and that’s 46 appearance already. This also happens to the most games he’s ever played in one season; he got into 46 contests with the Ontario Hockey League’s London Knights in 2009-10.

“It’s kind of uncharted territory for me,” said Hutchinson of what is sure to be the heaviest workload of his career, “but the way I look at it, it’s just more excitement.”

Notes: St. John’s 72 points are two more than the Senators, but Binghamton officially remains in third place in the AHL’s Eastern Conference standings, with the IceCaps in fourth. That’s because the Senators lead the AHL’s East Division, and the division leaders in each conference occupy the top three spots in the standings, regardless of record. St. John’s is in second place in the Atlantic Division, eight points behind the conference-best Manchester Monarchs. The IceCaps have three games in hand on the Monarchs. … On Saturday, St. John’s used the same lineup as it had on Friday, which meant defenceman Cody Lampl and forwards Ryan Schnell, Josh Lunden and Austen Brassard are scratches, along with goalie Eddie Pasquale and defenceman Kris Fredheim, both injured. … The IceCaps had seven power-play opportunities Saturday, but didn’t generate much offence with the man advantage, include a one-minute, 42-second five-on-three chance in the opening frame. Binghamton went zero-for-six on the PP. In fact, some of the best scoring chances in the two games came from penalty-killers on both sides. … St. John’s continues its home schedule with games against the Bridgeport Sound Tigers (the farm team of the New York Islanders) Friday and Saturday … The Molson Canadian three stars Saturday: 1. Hutchinson 2. O’Dell 3. Binghamton forward Stephane Da Costa … The Mary Brown’s hardest-working IceCap: Julian Melchiori.

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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WORCESTER – The number is five, and counting.

Springfield reeled off three consecutive goals in the third period and skated to its fifth consecutive victory, 4-2, Friday night over the Worcester Sharks.

Even more important was the fact that the Falcons moved within four points of idle Manchester for the top seed in the Eastern Conference. And in the process Springfield broke Worcester’s six-game winning streak.

Fans were still viewing the Red Sox’ World Series Trophy (which was on display in the main lobby) when the Falcons grabbed a 1-0 lead.

With Worcester’s Dan DaSilva in the penalty box for kneeing at 3:20, Denny Urban won the draw to Carter Camper who slid the puck toward the slot where it was deflected by Andrew Joudrey past goaltender Troy Grosenick (26 saves).

As effective as the Falcons were on that power play, they were equally as ineffective on an ensuing power play.

With Eriah Hayes and Rob Davison in the box for 1:25, the Falcons were held to only one shot during the 5-on-3.

The Sharks capitalized on a Springfield miscue and tied the game at 5:44 of the second period.

DaSilva stole the puck in Springfield’s end and slid it to Bracken Kearns who stuffed it past Mike McKenna (30 saves) just inside the right post.

Springfield came within inches of snaring a 2-1 lead only to be denied by Grosenick. Jake Hansen snapped off a shot from the left circle but Grosenick flashed his glove hand to rob the Falcon forward with 5:05 left.

During a scramble in front of McKenna, Springfield’s Cody Golobouef was sent to the box for cross-checking at 18:13.

Worcester needed only 32 seconds to forge a 2-1 lead.

Konrad Abetshauer unloaded a slap shot from the high slot which was blocked by McKenna. McKenna also blocked John McCarthy’s shot off the rebound but he was unable to block a second rebound shot, by DaSilva.

Anybody who blinked may have missed Springfield’s game-tying goal which came 22 seconds after the third period faceoff.

Trent Vogelhuber passed to Dana Tyrell who was skating in front of the crease and Tyrell whipped home a forehand shot.

The Falcons cranked up their power play early in the third period and built a 3-2 lead.

Mike Chaput slid the puck between the skates of a Worcester defenseman to Tim Erixon, who in turn passed to Matt Tormina. Tormina slipped the puck inside the right post at 4:18.

Sean Collins drove home Springfield’s third consecutive goal at 11:41 when he wristed a shot by Grosenick for a 4-2 lead.

NOTES: Former UMass-Amherst forward Mike Pereira recently signed an ATO with the Sharks … During his four seasons with the Minutemen, Pereira recorded 53-54-107 totals … Pereira scored his first professional goal (which proved to be the game-winner) on March 16 during a 5-1 victory over the Manchester Monarchs … When Springfield and Worcester last faced off, on March 2, the Falcons eked out a 2-1 victory even though the Sharks allowed a franchise-low 11 shots which included one shot in the third period. Springfield stepped on the ice ranked sixth in the AHL in scoring with an average of 3.19 goals per game … Conversely, the Sharks were ranked 24th out of 30 teams with an average of 2.56 goals per game.
Springfield Falcons captain Ryan Craig continues hot streak as team prepares for Worcester Sharks
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SPRINGFIELD – As the Springfield Falcons gear up for a big weekend in the American Hockey League, their captain stands ready to lead them.

Yes, they can look to 11-year veteran Ryan Craig not only for leadership in the locker room, but for leadership by example on the ice.

Craig’s latest example: A seven-game point streak in which he has six goals and three assists. Three of the goals came during the team’s current four-game winning streak.

“I always try to do anything I can to help the team, and right now, I feel like I’m playing my best hockey of the season," he said. "I just hope it can continue. We still have 14 games to play (in the regular season)."

Craig duly noted the tough schedule the Falcons face over the next two and a half days.

“We’re going to Worcester (Friday night), and they’ve won six in a row. Then we play Manchester, a team we’re chasing, and St. John’s, another very tough team. The best way to approach it is to think about Friday’s game, and try to keep climbing the way we’ve been doing lately,” he said.

Craig with 14 goals and Sean Collins with 12 are among seven Falcons now in double-digits in goal-scoring. The others are Michael Chaput, Jean-Francois Jacques, Darryl Boyce, Dana Tyrell and Andrew Joudrey. Chaput’s the team leader with 17.

The Falcons also have been getting solid play from defensemen Tim Erixon (26 assists) and Patrick McNeill (22).

The Worcester Sharks appear to be out of playoff contention, but their six-game winning streak has given them new hope. Like all other teams trying to get in contention, they’ll be “playing desperate” when they face the Falcons.

The Sharks haven’t lost since March 2, when the Falcons eked out a 2-1 victory at the MassMutual Center. Friday’s game will mark the last meeting of these teams. The Falcons lead the season series 3-2-0-0.

ICE CHIPS: Goaltender Anton Forsberg, a seventh-round draft pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets in 2011, has been assigned to the Springfield roster after playing 22 games with Modo Hockey Ornskolsvik in Sweden . . . Earlier in the week, the Falcons sent goaltender Matt Clemente back to Evansville of the ECHL . . . Heather O’Reilly, a three-time Olympic soccer gold medalist with Team USA, will address fans in Meeting Room 2 of the MassMutual Convention Center Saturday at 5:30. The event, courtesy of Western Mass Pioneers, will be open to the public free of charge. O’Reilly will be at Saturday’s game for the ceremonial puck drop, and will sign autographs on the concourse from 7-8 p.m.
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Springfield Falcons

Springfield Falcons win fifth straight with 4-2 defeat over Worcester Sharks

Springfield Falcons captain Ryan Craig continues hot streak as team prepares for Worcester Sharks

Michael Chaput leads charge of high-flying Springfield Falcons

Springfield Falcons extend winning streak to four with 4-2 victory over Providence Bruins

Smart defense will be key to any Springfield Falcons' late-season success

All Stories | All Photos | All Videos

SPRINGFIELD – During their current four-game winning streak, the Springfield Falcons have found a new team leader in goal-scoring.

Say hello to Michael Chaput, a multi-talented 21-year-old center from Montreal. He’s in his second season with the Falcons after a Memorial Cup-winning career with the Shawinigan Cataractes of Canadian junior hockey.

In a streak which has seen the Falcons score 24 goals, Chaput had two, upping his season total to 17. 

“Chappy has a lot that they look for in the NHL. He’s playing with his intensity up, and doing it at a time when the games get more important,” coach Brad Larsen said in a recent interview.

As Chaput continues to elevate his game, players who have joined the Falcons over the last two weeks have been making major contributions, as well.

In his six games since coming to Springfield in a trade, center Carter Camper has contributed six assists and a shootout goal. Forward Dana Tyrell, acquired from Syracuse in a deadline deal, has two goals and four points in five games. Defenseman Matt Taorimina, acquired in that same trade, has a goal and five points in five games.

Another new defenseman, Denny Urban, has contributed a goal and seven points in his seven games. Right wing Paul Thompson, who joined the Falcons in February, has four goals and seven points in 16.

He’s playing with his intensity up, and doing it at a time when the games get more important” - coach Brad Larsen

A couple of Falcons veterans also have put their games in overdrive lately. Team captain Ryan Craig has scored three goals during Springfield’s four-game winning streak, Sean Collins two. Craig has a seven-game point streak, during which he has six goals and three assists.

Craig with 14 goals and Collins with 12 are among seven Falcons now in double-digits in goal-scoring. The others are Chaput, Jean-Francois Jacques, Darryl Boyce, Dana Tyrell and Andrew Joudrey.

The Falcons also have been getting solid play from defensemen Tim Erixon (26 assists) and Patrick McNeill (22). 

The Springfield squad took St. Patrick’s Day off, using the holiday for a team get-together. The players get back to work this morning in preparation for a three-game weekend.

It will start Friday at Worcester, where the Falcons will run into a non-contender that suddenly has mounted a six-game winning streak. On Saturday night, the Falcons host Manchester, leader of the Eastern Conference. On Sunday afternoon, they’ll play at home against St. John’s, a playoff-bound team that has won 10 of its last 11.

With 14 games left an an eight-point lead in the Northeast Division, the Falcons certainly look like a playoff team, but they don’t want to talk about it right now.

If they can merely win half of their remaining games, they would tie the franchise record for victories (45), set last season. Of course, they figure to be more than a .500 team over the closing weeks of the season – but they don’t want to talk about that, either.

ICE CHIPS: With goaltender Jeremy Smith coming off the disabled list, the Falcons returned Mike Clemente to Evansville of the ECHL on Monday . . . Screech, the team mascot, took part in Sunday’s “Walk for Wishes” at Holyoke Mall, for the benefit of the Massachusetts-Rhode Island Make-a-Wish Foundation . . . During their winning streak, the Falcons scored in seven straight power plays – three against Portland, three against Albany and one last Saturday against Providence. They now rank 13th in the 30-team AHL in power-play scoring with a 17.8 percentage . . . Falcons goaltender Mike McKenna currently has a 2.25 goals-against average (2.25) and .921 save percentage (.921) . . . Heather O’Reilly, a three-time Olympic Gold Medalist with the United States Women’s National soccer team, will sign autographs on the concourse at Saturday night’s game.
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By NATE OWEN

SPRINGFIELD – It’s rare for a team to have any complaints in the midst of a winning streak, but the Springfield Falcons weren’t happy with their defensive play after Friday’s 6-4 win against Albany. 

That wasn’t the case against Providence Saturday, as the Falcons used a better defensive effort and timely scoring to beat the Bruins 4-2 before 6,235 at the MassMutual Center for their fourth win a row. 

“I think we defended pretty well,” said Springfield coach Brad Larsen. “I would have liked to have spent more time in their zone.” 

Michael Chaput, Sean Collins, Dana Tyrell, and Ryan Craig scored for the Falcons, while Mike McKenna made 31 saves, including 15 in the second period. 

“To be truthful, last night was a little bit scary in terms of the numbers of two-on-ones and breakaways that we gave up,” McKenna said. “I think back to (Friday’s) game, and I think I covered the puck twice the whole game, which is just really odd. Tonight was more normal.” 

With the game tied at one thanks to a power-play goal by the Bruins’ Seth Griffith at 17:42 in the second, Springfield (37-18-1-5) took the lead for good on Collins’ goal a little more than a minute later. Carter Camper worked the puck free along the end boards, cut to the net, and backhanded the puck towards the left post to a waiting Collins, who beat Malcolm Subban (13 saves) to put the Falcons up 2-2-1 at 18:56. 

Tyrell made it 3-1 at 4:34 in the third, taking a pass from Jean-Francois Jacques on an odd-man rush and snapping it past Subban. Ryan Spooner’s short-handed goal pulled the Bruins (32-22-2-7) to within one at 7:10, but Craig restored Springfield’s two-goal lead at 14:25. 

The Falcons went up on 1-0 on Chaput’s 5-on-3 power-play goal at 9:02 in the first. It was the seventh consecutive power play on which Springfield had scored, although that streak was snapped on the second Bruins penalty. 

Providence controlled play for stretches early in the second period, but McKenna and the Falcons defense held strong. McKenna slapped away Craig Cunningham’s shot from close in following a Springfield turnover, and then denied Spooner on a penalty shot at 15:13. 

“They were putting a lot of pressure on us and (McKenna) held the fort,” Larsen said. “You build momentum a lot of times from your goaltending, and he was excellent.” 

NOTES: Springfield forward Jack Skille was out after leaving Friday’s game with a lower-body injury. He was replaced in the lineup by Jake Hansen ... Chaput’s goal was his team-leading 17th of the season.
Smart defense will be key to any Springfield Falcons' late-season success

Springfield Falcons vs Albany Devils

Disciplined play in the defensive zone will be crucial as the Springfield Falcons enter the home stretch of the American Hockey League regular season. (Dave Roback, The Republican)
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By NATE OWEN

SPRINGFIELD – The Springfield Falcons’ offense has been on a run-and-gun pace over the team’s current three-game winning streak. But head coach Brad Larsen knows the Falcons need to be more responsible in their own end entering the stretch run of the season.

Springfield scored 20 goals over that stretch, including four in the third period Friday against Albany to turn a 4-2 Devils lead into a 6-4 Falcons win. They’ve also converted six straight power-play opportunities entering Saturday’s game against Providence.

“The offense has picked up, which is great,” Larsen said. “You’re not going to win many 6-4 games in the playoffs. The chances we gave up [Friday] were turnovers and rush cover issues, which normally we’re pretty good at.”

At one point late in the second period, the Devils had four goals on twelve shots.

“I think guys just need a little bit better recognition of the situation, know who their man is and move their feet in our zone,” said Falcons defenseman Patrick McNeill.

A series of recent roster moves have helped Springfield bolster its depth at defense, which was a problem at times earlier this month. The Falcons dressed just five defensemen in a 2-0 win against Worcester on March 2.

Matt Taormina came over from Syracuse in a trade on March 5, while Dallas Jackson was acquired from Bridgeport Wednesday at the AHL trade deadline, and Cody Goloubef was returned to Springfield by NHL parent club Columbus on Thursday. That trio, along with Denny Urban, picked up in a trade with San Antonio last month, gives the Falcons eight healthy defenseman entering Saturday’s game against the Bruins.

“Great teams play great defense and you’ve got to be the rock of the team,” McNeill said. “We play a five-man defense, but having a solid d-core whether that be eight or nine defensemen, is definitely something you want to make a long playoff run.”

Despite the defensive breakdowns, Friday’s game was a big win for the Falcons, who increased their Northeast Division lead to ten points over Albany. Springfield has one more game against the Devils on April 19, the regular season finale for the Falcons.

“They win this game, they’re only six points back with a game in hand, which gives you a lot of hope,” Larsen said. “It was a gratifying win, but I know as a group we can be a whole lot better. It was great that we got the win but you still want to make sure you’re playing detailed hockey.”

NOTES: Taormina’s power-play goal Friday was his first as a member of the Falcons. He and forward Dana Tyrell have combined for seven points in eight games since coming to Springfield…Jackson was a scratch Friday and Saturday, as Larsen said he had only gotten into one practice since coming over from the Sound Tigers…Springfield forward Sean Collins had five goals and three assists in seven games against Providence this season entering Saturday’s game against the Bruins.
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By NATE OWEN

SPRINGFIELD – After exploding for nine goals Sunday in a blowout win at Portland, Springfield continued its hot scoring stretch with six goals against Albany. Only this time, the Falcons needed every one of them. 

Springfield scored four times in the third period to rally for a 6-4 win over the Devils Friday night at the MassMutual Center. With the win, the Falcons extended their Northeast Division lead to 10 points over Albany, with the Devils having a game in hand.

“It was a gratifying win, but I know as a group we can be a whole lot better,” said Falcons coach Brad Larsen. “The chances we gave up were turnovers and rush cover issues, which we’re normally good at.” 

Jean-Francois Jacques scored twice for Springfield, including the game-winning power-play goal at 12:14 in the third. 

Matt Taormina and Trent Vogelhuber each scored their first goals of the season for the Falcons, who now have 20 goals in their last three games. Mike McKenna made 19 saves. 

“After the second period, we talked about it, we’re like ‘winning 9-3 is fun, but let’s make a comeback and set ourselves up for a great weekend,’” Jacques said. 

Trailing 4-2 entering the final period, Springfield (37-18-1-5) closed to within one on Patrick McNeill’s power-play goal at 4:28, then Vogelhuber tied the game at 8:23. 

Jacques completed the comeback with a 4-on-3 power-play goal, taking a pass from McNeill on the opposite post and snapping it past Keith Kinkaid (22 saves) from in close. Ryan Craig completed the scoring outburst with a goal at 17:06. 

Springfield took a 1-0 lead on Jacques’ goal at 12:47 in the first. But the Devils scored twice in less than three minutes to take the lead. Joe Whitney’s power-play goal tied it 16:13, while Harri Pesonen beat McKenna with a wrist shot at 18:50. 

The Falcons tied it on Taormina’s power-play goal 2:56 into the second, while Albany’s Mattias Tedenby and Tim Sesito each scored on odd-man rushes later in the period to make it 4-2. 

“Guys have got to know who their man is and move their feet,” McNeill said of Springfield’s defensive breakdowns in the first two periods. 

Sesito’s goal came after the officials missed what appeared to be too many men on the ice for Albany (30-20-3-7). 

“The linesmen said he made a mistake and that happens, but it’s a tough thing to swallow at the time,” Larsen said. “We lost focus there and it cost us the fourth goal, but we did a good job resetting in the third.” 

Springfield hosts Providence Saturday at 7 p.m. 

NOTES:� Defenseman Cody Goloubef was in the lineup after being returned to the Falcons by NHL parent club Columbus on Thursday. Defenseman Dallas Jackson, acquired from Bridgeport at the AHL trade deadline earlier this week, was a healthy scratch ... Larsen said goalie Jeremy Smith, who was hurt during practice Wednesday, and forward Jack Skille, who left midway through Friday’s game, both had lower-body injuries ... Springfield scored on all three of its power plays.
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SPRINGFIELD - With veteran Fedor Tyutin set to return from injury, the Columbus Blue Jackets reassigned defenseman Cody Goloubef back to the Springfield Falcons of the American Hockey League.

Tyutin, who suffered an ankle injury playing for Russia in the Winter Olympics, was activated from injured reserve Friday after missing nine games. To make room, Goloubef, who has played in only five games for Columbus this season, was returned to the Falcons Thursday night.

In 48 games with the Falcons, Goloubef has six goals and 16 assists. His return to the Falcons further bolsters a defense corps that had been decimated by injuries and call-ups.

Tyutin is a top-line defenseman with four goals and 20 assists in 53 games for the Blue Jackets this season. His return will help a pair of former Falcons - David Savard and Dalton Prout - who have shouldered extra responsibility in Tyutin's absence.

Columbus also announced the signing of 19-year-old forward Marko Dano to an entry-level contract. Dano was the Blue Jackets' third first-round pick (No. 27 overall) in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft. The native of Austria has been playing for HC Slovan Bratislava of the Kontinental Hockey League.
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Paul Thompson is one of the new players on the Springfield Falcons.

SPRINGFIELD – Since the Springfield Falcons last played at home on March 1, trades and injuries have brought changes to their roster. 

 The “new-look” Falcons return to their Nest at the MassMutual Center Friday night with four new players and a solid hold on first place in the American Hockey League’s Northeast Division. 

 Their Friday foe, the Albany Devils, trails them in second place by eight points. With only 16 games left on their regular schedule, the Falcons are bearing down on a playoff spot. 

 Albany, meanwhile, is one of those “playing desperate” teams that Springfield coach Brad Larsen talks about at this time of the season. The Devils have a pretty good record, 30-19-3-7, but that puts them in the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference by only three points over Hershey. 

 As the Falcons host Albany on Friday and Providence on Saturday, their fans will get a look at players acquired at the trading deadline – defenseman Matt Taormina and Dana Tyrell. They’ll also get a look at Dallas Jackson, a solid and experienced defenseman who joined the Springfield roster as part of a Wednesday trade which sent rookie forward Jeremy Langlois to Bridgeport of the AHL. 

 Also with the Falcons is Matt Clemente, a goaltender who was brought up from the ECHL. The decision to promote Clemente came after Jeremy Smith got banged up in practice Wednesday. 

 In addition to the new faces, Springfield fans also will see recent newcomers Carter Camper and Paul Thompson on offense, Denny Urban on defense. 

 The Falcons come home after a road swing which saw them win three out of four to re-establish their hold on the Northeast Division race. They’re also riding a sudden scoring spree – five goals against Adirondack on Saturday, nine against Portland on Sunday. 

 That leaves them with a 36-18-1-5 record and a .650 winning percentage, good for second place in the Eastern Conference behind Manchester. 

 After this weekend, the Falcons have only five more home games – three this month and two in April. 

ICE CHIPS:� Prior to Saturday’s game, an on-ice presentation will be made by the ‘Buy Springfield Now’ organization to the winner of a gift certificate towards the purchase of a new home Springfield. Local companies will have representatives on the MassMutual Center concourse during the game, providing information to fans about becoming homeowners in the city ... Falcons center Darryl Boyce has two game-winning goals against Albany ... Defenseman Jackson had a goal and assist for Bridgeport against the Falcons in a Nov. 15 game at the MassMutual Center. The Falcons won it 3-2 .¤.¤. With Smith’s status questionable because of his injury, the Falcons likely will go with Mike McKenna in goal against Albany. McKenna stands 17-7-1 with a 2.20 goals-against average ... The St. John’s IceCaps rate as the hottest team in hockey right now. They have won nine in a row since a 4-3 shootout loss at Manchester on Feb. 16. In their streak, they have outscored their foes 39-19. The Falcons will visit the IceCaps April 4-5. 

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com 

By  Jason Remillard | jremillard@repub.com   

Email the author | Follow on Twitter 

on March 12, 2014 at 1:20 PM, updated March 12, 2014 at 1:22 PM 

0 

Reddit 

SPRINGFIELD - In the hours before the American Hockey League's 3 p.m. Wednesday trade deadline, the Springfield Falcons shored up their defense.

The Falcons shipped forward Jeremy Langlois - who has spent most of the season with their ECHL affiliate Evansville IceMen - to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers for defenseman Dallas Jackson.

The 24-year-old Jackson has been a steady producer for Bridgeport this season, recording 24 points (three goals, 21 assists), 36 penalty minutes and a -15 rating in 53 games.

Langlois moves closer to where he played college hockey, having helped Quinnipiac University to last season's NCAA Division I final. The rookie only played in five games with the Falcons but has come into his own as a scorer in the ECHL, as he led the IceMen with 16 goals and 36 assists in 49 games at the time of the trade.

At first glance, the trade appears to be a win-win for both teams. If the Sound Tigers elect to keep Langlois in the AHL, he can provide an extra scoring punch on a team that only has one player on the active roster with 20 or more points. His ties to Quinnipiac could also help draw fans to Webster Bank Arena.

Jackson left Bridgeport tied for fourth on the team in scoring, so he can bring an offensive element to the Falcons' blue line, especially with Frederic St. Denis and Cody Goloubef currently on NHL recall to Columbus.
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SPRINGFIELD – This marks Andrew Joudrey’s seventh year in professional hockey and his second with the Springfield Falcons.

At age 29, this solid centerman carries the full load, and also serves as one of his team’s alternate captains. He can handle every job required of his position, including playing on both the power play and penalty kill.

It’s in that penalty kill department that he’s especially effective. Since he joined the Falcons, he has scored five short-handed goals. He has two of those this season as part of an opportunistic team that has scored 10.

Joudrey’s Falcons career total of five makes him the franchise leader in that department. He’s pulled ahead of five darn good players in Falcons history – Matt Calvert (now with Columbus), Jeff Daniels, Jason Jaspers, Norm Milley and Erik Westrum.

This season, Jake Hansen and Darryl Boyce each have three shorthanded goals. They usually happen with a steal of the puck at the top of the opposing team’s power play. Then, it becomes a case of a race to the net and a showdown with the goaltender.

By the way, the AHL record for short-handed goals in a season is 11, held by Gary McAdam of the 1982-83 Rochester Americans.

 Peoria, which no longer has an AHL franchise, holds the league record with three short-handed goals in a game, set Feb. 26, 2006.

The NHL career record for short-handed goals? That belongs to The Great One, Wayne Gretzky, with 73. Among the NHL’s Top 40 in that department are former Springfield Kings star Butch Goring, with 40; and former Falcons coach Dirk Graham, with 35.

OFF-ICE TIME: Falcons coach Brad Larsen cancelled a scheduled on-ice practice Tuesday for his Falcons at Romeo Cyr Arena. Instead, he had the players spend their time working out at the MassMutual Center.

The Birds return to action Friday, hosting the Albany Devils. With Springfield leading the Albany club by eight points in the Northeast Division race, this looms as an important game for both teams. A Falcons victory would give them a solid lead with only 15 games remaining in the regular-season.

Springfield also plays at home Saturday, facing the Providence Bruins on “Irish Night” at the MassMutual Center.

ICE CHIPS: Defenseman Mike Banwell, signed to a professional tryout agreement last Friday, was released Tuesday by the Falcons without getting into a game . . . Recent defensive acquisitions Matt Taormina and Denny Urban each had three assists in Sunday’s 9-3 Springfield victory over Portland . . . Jack Skille, a veteran right wing, has been the most effective scorer for the Falcons. He has been slowed by injuries, but when he’s had the chance to play, he has delivered – nine goals and 10 assists in 19 games. With Columbus, he has shown the same skill – four goals in 12 games . . . Falcons captain Ryan Craig has a five-game point streak (four goals and two assists). He played the full 2004-05 season here, and 28 games in 2005-06, when he was a farmhand of the Tampa Bay Lightning. He rejoined the Falcons last season as a Columbus signee. For his Springfield career, Craig has a franchise record with 32 power-play goals.
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Five goals Saturday night, nine goals Sunday afternoon. 

 Who said the Springfield Falcons have trouble scoring? 

 They certainly did Friday night, when they lost 6-2 at Hartford. 

 Obviously embarrassed in falling for the fourth straight time to the lowly Wolf Pack, players vowed to return to the style of play that has made them a first-place team throughout this American Hockey League season. 

 They did just that, even though they were facing a game at Adirondack Saturday night in Glens Falls, N.Y., and an afternoon game against Portland Sunday afternoon in Lewiston, Maine. 

 When coach Brad Larsen’s Falcons are at their best, they grab the early lead. In Saturday’s 5-3 victory, they led 2-0 after one period. In their 9-3 breeze Sunday, they led 4-0 after one. In games when they score first, the Falcons are 27-5-0-2 . 

 They came out of the weekend in good shape, eight points ahead of Albany in the Northeast Division with 15 games left. 

 Against Adirondack, veteran and alternate captain Cody Bass led the charge with two goals. Captain Ryan Craig also scored (after getting two in Hartford), and newcomers Denny Urban and Paul Thompson completed the output. 

 Against Portland, the Falcons had an array of scorers – two goals from Jack Skille (within 26 seconds) and one each from Patrick McNeill, Sean Collins, newcomer Dana Tyrell, Darryl Boyce, Michael Chaput, Andrew Joudrey and Austin Madaisky. 

 Joudrey’s goal came with the Falcons short-handed. Madaisky’s came unassisted. 

 The victory at Portland – achieved after a five-hour trip following the game in Glens Falls – marked the Falcons’ biggest output since Nov. 4, 2012, when they won 10-2 at Hartford. 

 The most goals scored by a Falcons team in one game? That happened Dec. 30, 1999, in a 14-2 home victory over the Providence Bruins. 

 A crowd of 4,207 took delight that night in hooting at Kay Whitmore, the starting goaltender for Providence. The Falcons took a 6-0 lead against him in the first period, then drove him out with three more in the second. Relief goalie John Grahame didn’t do much better as the Falcons built a 10-1 lead after two. 

 When the fans hooted at Whitmore, he responded by pointing to the Calder Cup banner he had helped the Springfield Indians win in the 1990-91 season. 

 That record-setting night began with a goal by Tavis Hansen only 12 seconds in. He also scored Springfield’s fifth goal in the first. 

 Craig Mills, Daniel Briere, Brad Tiley and Shawn McCann also scored in the period. Shayne Toporowski had back-to-back goals in the second, when Ryan Huska and Francois Leroux also scored. 

 In the third, Wyatt Smith, Daniel Cohen, John Kosobud and Jean-Guy Trudel completed the Springfield scoring. 

 Details of that 14-goal game in 1999 were provided by Jason Chaimovitch, the AHL’s vice president of communications. 

 The 1999-2000 Falcons made the playoffs, but lost in the first round. Trudel led them with 34 goals. Briere had 29 as a Falcons rookie. 

 Records for some local hockey seasons are incomplete, making it impossible to determine if 14 is the top total scored by a Springfield team. Ralph Slate, the Springfield resident who runs the Hockeydb website, said he can pinpoint at least two instances of the Indians scoring 14 goals – against the Philadelphia Rockets Dec. 8, 1948, and the Cleveland Barons Oct. 29, 1958. 

 As for today’s Falcons, they resume practice Tuesday morning, in preparation for Friday, when they’ll play Albany in their first home game since March 1. The Falcons also play at home Saturday night, against Providence.�

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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By CHRIS ROY

LEWISTON, Maine – The Springfield Falcons wrapped up a four-game road trip in convincing fashion Sunday, hammering the Portland Pirates 9-3 in front of 2,458 at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee. 

 The Falcons (36-18-1-5) tied an American Hockey League season high for goals scored. They also gave the Pirates (21-28-2-8) the dubious distinction of allowing nine goals at home for the first time. 

 Springfield jumped on the Pirates early and often, scoring four times in the first period. 

 Patrick McNeil opened the scoring at 4:21, followed by Sean Collins’ 11th goal on a breakaway that beat goalie Mark Visentin only 22 seconds later. 

 Darian Dziurzynski went to the box for goaltender interference at 5:48 after colliding with Falcons netminder Mike McKenna, and with two seconds left on the ensuing power play, Dana Tyrell ripped a slap shot from the inside of the right circle for a 3-0 lead. 

 Springfield tallied its second power-play goal of the period for a 4-0 lead at 16:54 when Daryl Boyce tipped the puck between Visentin’s legs. 

 The Pirates made a goalie change to start the second, with Louis Domingue relieving Visentin, who made only six saves. 

 The Pirates finally got on the board at 3:02 when Brett Hextall beat McKenna off the faceoff in the right circle to cut the lead to 4-1, but Michael Chaput, who played at the Colisee as a member of the Lewiston Maineiacs, made it 5-1 with a power-play goal at the 9:28 mark. 

 As if that wasn’t enough, less than 36 seconds later, with Boyce in the box for interference, Andrew Joudrey scored a short-handed goal, extending the lead to a commanding 6-1. 

 The Falcons were perfect on special teams, scoring three times with the man advantage and adding the shorty while keeping the Pirates off the board with the man advantage. 

 Austin Madaisky scored his fourth goal unassisted at 14:31 and Springfield went into the locker room after 40 minutes up 7-1. 

 The floodgates opened in the first two minutes of the third when Jack Skille scored twice in a 26-second span. Skille finished with two goals and an assist. 

 Visentin came back in as coach Ray Edward pulled Domingue following Skille’s goals. 

 Tim Kennedy and Brandon Yip scored late for Portland. 

 McKenna finished with 27 saves on 30 shots as the Falcons took three of their four straight road games.
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By NATE OWEN

HARTFORD – The Springfield Falcons are likely headed to the playoffs next month.

 The Hartford Wolf Pack? Not so much.

 But that hasn’t mattered much lately, as Hartford scored three late goals to rout Springfield 6-2 Friday night at the XL Center. The win was the fourth in a row for the Wolf Pack against the Falcons, who won the first six meetings.

Ryan Craig scored both Falcons goals, while Jeremy Smith made 24 saves.

“We just fell asleep for too long,” coach Brad Larsen said. “We had a decent first, and in the second period we got sloppy and had coverage breakdowns.”

Newcomers Dana Tyrell and Matt Taormina were both in the Falcons lineup after being acquired from Syracuse for Dalton Smith and Jonathan Marchessault earlier this week. Tyrell skated on a line with Craig and Michael Chaput, while Taormina was paired with Thomas Larkin on defense.

“Those two guys actually added something to us,” Larsen said.

Jasper Fast scored the go-ahead goal for Hartford at 7:35 of the second, taking a backhanded pass from J.T. Miller and snapping a shot past Smith from the low slot.

But the Wolf Pack (24-27-0-6) blew it open with three goals in just under five minutes late in the third.

 A turnover by Carter Camper in front of the Springfield net set up Arron Asham’s goal at 9:59 to make it 4-2. T.J. Hensick and Tommy Hughes scored at 13:12 and 14:36, respectively, to complete the onslaught.

Danny Kristo put Hartford up 1:45 in, but the Falcons answered with Craig’s rebound goal at 10:55. Chaput zipped a pass near center ice to a wide-open Tyrell, who skated across the blue line and paused before lofting a shot that bounced off goalie Dov Grumet-Morris and right to Craig.

 Simultaneous penalties against Daryl Boyce and Austin Madaisky gave Hartford a five-on-three power play later in the first. Smith denied Miller on the left post with a great save at 13:53, but the Wolf Pack forward tipped Aaron Johnson’s shot into the net for a power-play goal and a 2-1 lead at 14:07.

With the opening period coming to a close, Craig broke out of Johnson’s check on the end boards, worked his way to the net and shoved the puck past Grumet-Morris (31 saves) to tie the game 2-2 at 19:05.

“We’ll sort through it and get on the video and talk to some guys,” Larsen said.

 Springfield (34-18-1-5) travels to Adirondack Saturday at 7 p.m.

NOTES:� The Falcons had a pair of roster moves Friday. Defenseman Frederic St. Denis was recalled by NHL parent club Columbus, while Springfield signed defenseman Mike Banwell to a professional tryout agreement. Banwell appeared in 19 games with the Falcons last season, and spent most of this year with the Reading Royals in the ECHL in addition to a brief stint with Bridgeport.
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SPRINGFIELD – With 19 games to go and a playoff spot in sight, the Springfield Falcons will spend this weekend blending in with their new players – defenseman Matt Taormina and forward Dana Tyrell. 

They were acquired Wednesay at the NHL trade deadline as the Falcons said goodbye to forwards Jonathan Marchessault and Dalton Smith, who went to the Syracuse Crunch. 

However, the Springfield club’s immediate concern has to be the Hartford Wolf Pack, whom they visit Friday night for the start of a three-game road weekend. 

While the Pack continues to languish a long way from playoff consideration, they have become very tough on the Falcons, beating them three in a row after losing the first six meetings.Springfield’s last loss to the Pack was especially hard to take. It happened Feb. 22 as the Falcons gave up three late goals to lose 4-3 after holding a 3-1 lead.

 The Hartford club has played better lately for two reasons – cutting down on its penalty minutes, and getting goaltender Dov Grumet-Morris back in a trade with San Antonio of the AHL’s Western Conference. This former Harvard star previously played for the Pack in 2010-11. 

Despite their recent struggle – a 12-12-0-2 record since Jan. 3 – the Falcons still hold an eight-point lead over Albany in the AHL’s Northeast Division. Thanks to their blazing run from October through December, the Falcons have a 34-17-1-5 record. That’s a .629 winning percentage, second to Manchester’s .667 in the Eastern Conference. 

What the Falcons need now is a strong finish. They’re hoping that the deadline trade will make their defense even stronger with the experienced Taormina in the mix. Offensively, they’re hoping that Tyrell can add some spark. 

With two forwards gone in the trade and one acquired, that means more playing time for somebody. Coach Brad Larsen will work out his lines at a morning skate before the team heads for Hartford.

 With the MAAC Tournament at the MassMutual Center now, the Falcons won’t play again at home until March 14. Of their 19 remaining games, only seven will be on home ice. 

ICE CHIPS:� In a post-trade interview with the Syracuse Post-Standard, Taormina said, “It kind of came as a little bit of a shock, but it could be a better opportunity for me in the long run. This stuff happens. You just have to get over it and move on to the next adventure “ . . . The trade puts Taormina and Tyrell on the road to the playoffs. Meanhile, with 21 games left, the Crunch stand 14 points behind the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference . . .It would behoove the Falcons to score first against Hartford, although that didn’t work the last time they met. In games when they do score first, the Falcons have gone 25-5-0-2.

By  Garry Brown | Special to The Republican   

on March 05, 2014 at 8:55 PM 

0 

Reddit 

SPRINGFIELD - Defensemen Matt Taormina and forward Dana Tyrell became new members of the Springfield Falcons at Wednesday's National Hockey League trade deadline.

They were acquired by Springfield's parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets, in a deal with the Tampa Bay Lightning. As part of the trade, forwards Jonathan Marchessault and Dalton Smith will be joining the Syracuse Crunch - the team that ousted Falcons from the American Hockey League playoffs last spring.

"That's the business of hockey," Falcons coach Brad Larsen said of the trade. "Marchie and Smitty are both quality people. We were very thankful to have them here, and we wish them well. As far as the trade is concerned, we think it will help us in our playoff push."

Marchessault scored 24 goals as an AHL rookie with the Connecticut Whale in 2011-12, and 21 last season as a member of the Falcons. This season, though, he has had scoring droughts, leaving him with 14 goals while playing in 56 of Springfield's 57 games.

Smith served as a checking forward for the Falcons, often showing a willingness to fight on behalf of his teammates. He played 50 games for the Springfield club, scoring four goals.

The acquisition of Taormina gives the Falcons another solid defenseman, one who has played 205 games in the AHL. With the Crunch last season, he played 55 games, plus 18 in the Calder Cup playoffs.

"He's a skilled D guy, a puck mover and a good player at both ends," Larsen said. "Tyrell? He has great speed, and NHL playoff experience."

Taormina played four seasons at Providence College before going pro. He twice won the Lou Lamoriello Award as his team's most valuable player.

With Taormina aboard, the Falcons have eight defensemen. That includes Tim Erixon, who is "day to day" with an injury.

There's also the possibility that, at some point, the Falcons could get AHL All-Star Cody Goloubef back from Columbus.

Tyrell, Tampa Bay's No. 2 draft pick in 2007, can play either center or left wing. In the 2010-11 season, he played 78 games for Tampa Bay, plus seven in the playoffs.

With the Crunch this season, he had nine goals in 44 games.

The new players likely will join the Falcons roster in time for the team's morning skate Friday, before it starts a three-game weekend by playing at Hartford.

In a trade with the Edmonton Oilers, the Jackets added depth on defense by acquiring Nick Schultz, a veteran of 871 NHL games. He's set to join them for their game Thursday night in Chicago. Schultz, 31, has a record of durability over his 12 seasons in the NHL. This season, he played in 60 of Edmonton's 63 games.

As part of its playoff push, Columbus cleared a big contract from its roster when it sent veteran Marian Gaborik to Los Angeles for winger Matt Frattin and two draft picks. Since coming to the Jackets in a trade last season, Gaborik has missed 40 of the team's 74 games because of injuries. On the ice, he hasn't looked like the 40-goal scorer the Jackets thought they were getting.

By  Jason Remillard | jremillard@repub.com   
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While the Columbus Blue Jackets have yet to address their lack of organizational depth on defense, the team has made one significant move with about 90 minutes remaining until the NHL trade deadline (3 p.m. Eastern).

Columbus dealt high-scoring forward Marian Gaborik - acquired from the New York Rangers at last year's deadline - to the Los Angeles Kings Wednesday afternoon in exchange for forward Matt Frattin and a pair of future draft picks.

Those selections could one day benefit the Blue Jackets' AHL affiliate, the Springfield Falcons. Los Angeles is sending a 2014 second-round selection to Columbus, and the Columbus Dispatch's Aaron Portzline reported the Jackets could also receive a third-rounder if the Kings either win a playoff series or resign Gaborik, who becomes an unrestricted free agent July 1.

Portzline reports that Columbus will pay a portion of the roughly $1.9 million remaining this season on Gaborik's $7.4-million contract.

Because of a series of injuries, Gaborik has played only 34 of a possible 74 games since arriving in Columbus last April. However, Kings general manager Dean Lombardi, a Ludlow native, is willing to take the chance that Gaborik rounds back into form in a potential partnership with talented center Anze Kopitar.

UPDATE (2:26 p.m.): TSN has reported that Columbus has traded a fifth-round pick to the Edmonton Oilers for defenseman Nick Schultz. Injuries to Columbus blueliners Ryan Murray and Fedor Tyutin made this move necessary.

By  Garry Brown | Special to The Republican   

on March 04, 2014 at 10:18 PM, updated March 04, 2014 at 10:20 PM 
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SPRINGFIELD – With the Columbus Blue Jackets short of defensemen and the Springfield Falcons down to the bare minimum in that department, it will be interesting to see what – if anything – develops before Wednesday’s National Hockey League trade deadline. 

Any moves involving the Blue Jackets and/or Falcons would come under the supervision of Columbus general manager Jarmo Kekalainen and his assistant, Chris MacFarland. 

MacFarland, who has charge of the Springfield roster, spent last weekend on a scouting trip. He covered games Friday in Hartford, Saturday afternoon in Boston, Saturday night in Springfield and Sunday afternoon in Worcester. 

Both the Jackets and their Falcons farm club played with only five defensemen in their most recent games – and both posted 2-1 victories. 

In Monday night’s game at Toronto, the Jackets lost prize rookie defenseman Ryan Murray to an injury in the first period, and went the rest of the way with five. Defenseman Jack Johnson logged 31:18 minutes, including 12:18 in the third period.

 Murray’s injury is not considered to be serious, but if he can’t go for a game or two, the Jackets could require a replacement. 

As for the Falcons, they won at Worcester in a freaky game in which they had only 11 shots – one in the last period. Clearly, their strategy had to be defensive as they played the entire game with five backliners instead of the usual six. 

That crisis developed when veteran defenseman Frederic St. Denis had to be scratched just before game time because of an injury. 

Springfield’s defensive situation eased somewhat on Tuesday, when St. Denis rejoined the team for a practice session at Cyr Arena. He most likely will be able to play by Friday, when the Falcons begin a three-game weekend with a visit to Hartford.

 They’ll play at Adirondack on Saturday and Portland on Sunday while MAAC basketball occupies the MassMutual Center arena. 

Tim Erixon, another injured Springfield defenseman, is still listed as “day to day” with the hope that he, too, might be ready by the weekend. 

ICE CHIPS:� Veteran winger Jack Skille had a goal and assist in Sunday’s victory, running his point streak to five games . . . Jean-Francois Jacques had his fourth game-winning goal this season . . . Falcons captain Ryan Craig now ranks eighth on the franchise scoring list with 128 points in 220 games . . . Craig has 32 power-play goals, tops in Falcons history . . . At 34-17-1-5, the Falcons lead AHL Northeast by seven points. They rank third in the Eastern Conference . . . Carter Camper, who came to the Falcons in a Columbus trade with Boston, finally got game action over the weekend after being held back because of an injury. He had Springfield’s only shootout goal in a 4-3 loss to Providence, his former team . . . “Pink in the Rink” jerseys wore by Falcons players last Saturday are now available by auction on the team’ eBay page. Proceeds go to breast cancer research.

By  Mike Scandura   

on March 02, 2014 at 8:28 PM 
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WORCESTER – The Springfield Falcons played Sunday’s game against the Worcester Sharks with one hand tied behind their backs. 

 Though injuries and call-ups by NHL parent Columbus reduced Springfield to five defensemen, it prevailed 2-1 on goals by Jack Skille and Jean-Francois Jacque, plus superb goaltending by Jeremy Smith (28 saves). 

“We were only missing (Tim) Erixon, (Dalton) Prout, (Cody) Goloubef and (Frederic) St. Denis,” coach Brad Larsen said with a smile. “Other than that, we were fine. 

“We haven’t been playing great. Guys knew they had to dig down. We didn’t generate (much offense) for sure. But the one thing we want to be is solid in defending. I think we got better as the game went on. We didn’t give them much.” 

Even though Larsen knew Springfield would be short-handed on the blue line, he didn’t have a magic formula for spacing out minutes to avoid tired legs in the third period. 

“We had Will Weber, who got into a fight and took a penalty in the third,” he said. “On our kill, we had three forwards. Jacque was playing on D. 

“Actually, figure this one out. We’re 2-0 when we go with five defensemen this year. It happened in Syracuse. A guy got sick, so we went with five D there. I don’t think it’s a recipe we’re going to use all the time. But guys found a way tonight.” 

Smith’s play was a major reason. 

 In the third period alone, he made two lightning-quick glove saves that could have resulted in goals. 

“Smitty played real well for us,” Weber said. “That was a huge help. He had some big saves. He made some huge glove saves at the end. Worcester had some Grade A scoring chances, and he stood tall for us. 

“It’s definitely nice to come in here and get a win because we’ve been up and down the last couple of weeks.” 

Skille broke a scoreless tie at 3:29 of the second with help from Lukas Sedlak. 

 Sedlak fed Skille, who sailed down the left wing and beat Harri Sateri (nine saves) with a snap shot to the far right corner. 

 That lasted until 12:18 when John McCarthy tied it. 

 McCarthy skated down the left wing, and when he stopped at the dot in the left faceoff circle, he snapped off a shot that beat Smith to the far right corner. 

 But Jacques gave Springfield a 2-1 lead going into intermission when he finished off a two-on-two rush with Skille. 

 Skille centered the puck for Jacques, who deflected it past Sateri at 17:01. 

 The victory moved Springfield into second place in the Eastern Conference with 74 points, with the top four teams gaining home ice for the first round of the Calder Cup playoffs. 

“This was a must-win,” Larsen said. “Even under the circumstances with the guys out, there weren’t any excuses. It wasn’t perfect. But it’s not about perfect play at times. You have to get desperate at the right time.”

Con Griwkowsky_op 

 By Con Griwkowsky
,Edmonton Sun  
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Saints forward Austin Hunter rings the puck off the net against Sherwood Park in Spruce Grove on Friday. The Sherwood Park Crusaders took Game 5 of the first-round playoff series 5-4. (Thomas Miller, QMI Agency)
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SPRUCE GROVE - At some point in this wild and wacky AJHL north division semifinal, you’d figure the home team would win a game.

Maybe.

Nicholas Jones scored at 11:52 of the second overtime period to give the visiting Sherwood Park a 5-4 win over the Spruce Grove Saints.

Sherwood Park now takes a 3-2 lead in the series with Game 6 scheduled for 7 p.m. Sunday in Sherwood Park.

Jones cruised through the high slot before firing off the game winner. It was the second goal of the game for Jones, whose power-play goal in the third had the Crusaders hanging on to a tenacious 4-3 lead.

It didn’t take a rocket surgeon to figure out Spruce Grove goalie Trevor McCorriston had already let in a pair of goals over his right shoulder and that’s where Jones aimed.

“I had a similar play last game when I cut inside and missed the net,” said Jones. “I’ve thought about that play a lot the last couple of days and I found my spot this time.

Now the team will have to see what killer instinct it has after taking the division regular-season pennant winner to their last life.

“We just laid it all on the line,” said Jones. “It gives us a lot of confidence. They’ll be coming hard the next game and we have to be ready for them. Right now, it feels good.”

Spruce Grove appeared to have won the game 1:01 into the extra frame. The on-ice Sherwood Park players immediately protested and after a lengthy discussion, it was ruled that the puck went in through the mesh at the back of the net.

“From our bench, it definitely looked it went in, because the puck was definitely behind the goal line,” admitted Sherwood Park coach Tim Fragle. “The ref made the tough call from there.”

The Saints, who figured they’d won, had to be called back from the locker room.

“Crazy game,” said Fragle. “What I did like is we got down 3-2 and had every reason to fold, but we got that fourth one back real quick after we tied it. I like the way our guys showed they wouldn’t quit.

“I like the way they battled through and in overtime anything can happen. We’ve got to be ready for game six.”

Andrew Tavener led the way with a goal and two assists for the Crusaders, who also got goals from Dillon Massie, Colton Meaver.

Parker Mackay, Tyler Busch, Paul Lovsin and Jarid Hauptman replied for the Saints.

“It’s one of those things,” Spruce Grove coach Jason McKee said about the disallowed goal. “We had a lot of time after that to put away the game.”

McKee gave his team a lengthy pep talk after the game and is none too pleased with their effort in this series.

“It’s a small margin of error and right now there’s no question the details of our game is not where they need to be, especially at this time of the year and that’s the difference right now.”

con.griwkowsky@sunmedia.ca
Saints come storming back 
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The Sherwood Park Crusaders were rolled over in a pair of losses at the Sherwood Park Arena, including a 4-3 defeat on Wednesday night, as their second-round playoff series against the Spruce Grove Saints is now a best-of-three affair. Photo by Shane Jones/Sherwood Park News/QMI Agency
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Home is where the heartache is.

Having home ice has proved to be a disadvantage to this point in the Yellowhead Trail series between the Sherwood Park Crusaders and the Spruce Grove Saints.

The Crusaders knew they had their work cut out for them as they took on the Saints in their Alberta Junior Hockey League best-of-seven second round series.

The Saints won the AJHL crown in the 2010 and 2011 seasons and lost in last year’s final after previously knocking out the Crusaders in the second round. This year, they finished with the best record in the Alberta Junior Hockey League at 47-10-3 and were ranked fourth in the nation entering the playoffs.

The Crusaders finished fourth in the AJHL North with a record of 29-28-3, but came into the series fresh off a three-game series sweep in the opening round over the Bonnyville Pontiacs.

The Cru carried that momentum forward to start the series against a Spruce Grove team coming off a first-round bye, coming away with a massive 4-2 win to start the series, and then taking a stronghold on the Saints with a 2-1 overtime victory on the road to lead 2-0 coming home to the Sherwood Park Arena.

Things, however, are even-stevens now.

The Saints kept the road show going as they came into the Park on Monday night and scored three first-period power play goals on their way to a 3-2 win.

The home side didn’t fare much better in Game 4 on Wednesday night, either.

The Saints jumped out to a 2-0 lead 12 minutes into the first period on goals just 25 seconds apart.

The Sherwood side got one back from Arthur Gordon later in the opening frame, but had a disastrous start to the second period as Spruce Grove completely tilted the ice in their direction and peppered the Crusaders net, scoring a pair of goals to take an almost insurmountable 4-1 lead.

The Cru did their best to overcome the deficit and were able to get big goals from Caleb Belter and Ryan Kruper to close out the middle period, but couldn’t get the equalizer in the third period as the series was knotted up 2-2 heading back to the Grove.

“You can’t spot a team like this a 4-1 lead like this and expect to win,” said Crusaders forward Nicholas Jones.

“We had a 10-minute span to start the second that really cost us,” said Crusaders head coach and G.M. Tim Fragle. “We gave up two goals and got down by three goals. I liked our push back, but we could only get it to 4-3. It was tight. We had a couple of chances in the third, but they know how to lock it down and don’t give you much. You really have to earn it.”

After such a strong start to the series, the disappointment of letting the Saints back into it was evident throughout the Crusaders locker room.

“It comes down to discipline,” said defenceman Dane Phaneuf. “We came back and played hard, but there’s nothing we can do about it. It’s a best-of-three now.”

“The guys are a little bit dejected because they know they weren’t good for the first 10 minutes of the second period,” Fragle added. “At the same time, after that we were back in the game. We will try and draw from that momentum heading into the next game. Of course we can still draw off of winning two games in Spruce Grove already in this series as well.”

The Crusaders are definitely taking solace in the fact that road teams have reigned supreme in the series as they prepare to return to Spruce Grove.

“The road team has won every game,” Jones said.

“They have all been difficult games, tight games. It’s a best-of-three series now, and we are hoping to go to Spruce and do whatever it takes to win. We have to get on the body and stop their cycle game and stay out of the box, mainly. Their power play has been very good. We need to get some shots on their goalie.

“We’re hoping to take some of the momentum we had at the end of this last game and take it forward.”

“We’ve won twice in that rink and we have to have confidence going back in there for Game 5,” Fragle echoed. “We don’t have home ice advantage anymore, but clearly home ice doesn’t mean anything in this series, if we can use that as a positive spin. We just need to go in on Friday and steal another one on the road and bring it back home.”

The Cru may be without captain Dillon Massie, who left Wednesday’s game after the second period with an injury.

“We have a lot of guys who are nicked up and fighting injuries, but all we can tell them is that it is mind over matter,” Fragle said. “We have a lot of guys playing through injuries and I commend them for it, but at the same time, we have to find a way to get our big guys to step up. Spruce Grove has done a good job shutting down our big guns the last couple of games, and I hope they can get it going again for Game 5.”

The Sherwood squad will also need continued strong goaltending from starter Tommy Nixon.

“He’s given us a chance every night, he really has,” Fragle said. “We’re really happy with where his game is at right now.”

Phaneuf said the Crusaders still believe they can take the series, even if they have to go back to a difficult barn to play in out west in Spruce Grove.

“It doesn’t mean anything at all,” he said of the home ice “advantage.”

“We are not worried about playing in their barn at all. I think we outplayed them for the majority of the game tonight, we just had some bad bounces. We turned it on in the second half of the game. We may not have won tonight, but I feel confident going into the next game. We’re not worried at all in this room.”

Game 5 goes on Friday in Spruce Grove, with Game 6 returning to Sherwood Park on Sunday at 7 p.m. at the Arena.

Should a seventh-and-deciding game prove necessary, it will be in Spruce Grove on Tuesday, March 25.

shane.jones@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/Realshanejones
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The Sherwood Park Crusaders’ final weekend of regular season play proved something that has been their hallmark all season.

The Crusaders are a scary team.

Unfortunately, the team alternates between being scary to opposing teams to scaring the heck out of their coaches and fans without warning.

With an opportunity to move into third place with a pair of road games to close out the schedule, the Crusaders travelled to Spruce Grove to take on the league-leading Saints (46-10-3) and once again proved that they could put up a frightful fight against one of the top teams in the entire country.

After a slow start to the game that ended up seeing the team down 3-0, the Cru came storming back on late third period goals from Cameron Brezinski and Nicholas Jones to nearly send the game to extra time.

“We weren’t great in the first period, but I thought we had the edge in play in the second and third,” said Crusaders head coach and G.M. Tim Fragle. “We had more possession and more scoring chances. I liked where our game was at. A bounce here or there and we may have been able to send that game to overtime after getting down early. With our recent win over Fort McMurray too, it shows that we can get up to play the top teams, that’s for sure.”

The scary to the coaches part came in their final game on Saturday as they fell 3-1 to the Grande Prairie Storm — the team that finished in last place in the Alberta Junior Hockey League’s North Division this season, although with a pretty respectable 21-36-3 record.

“The Storm really had our number this year,” Fragle said. “We went 2-4 against them. The last two losses to them, I put solely on their goaltender. He was exceptional in this last game again after being the difference maker in another win over us two weeks ago. He has just gotten into our heads. We just can’t score on him.”

In addition to losing their final two games of the year, the Cru also failed to get one of their players to a league scoring title. Park players Nicholas Jones and Sean MacTavish finished tied for third in AJHL scoring with 72 points apiece, three points back of joint winners Spencer Dorowicz of the Olds Grizzlies and Colten Mayor of the Whitecourt Wolverines.

Not that the Park pair didn’t have their chances in the final two games.

“It certainly wasn’t for a lack of chances,” Fragle laughed. “Jones hit three goal posts in the last game and MacTavish had two breakaways. They had five Grade A scoring chances in that game alone and Jones had a couple more opportunities in Spruce Grove. They had their opportunities.”

The Crusaders ended up retaining home ice advantage to start the playoffs with a 29-28-3 record, good for fourth in the North.

Fragle said while the team’s inconsistency can sometimes play havoc on the fragile nerves of the coaching staff, it is that very unpredictable nature that should have the rest of the league worried about facing them in the second season.

“It’s uncomfortable to play us,” he said. “It scares us as a coaching staff when we know that we can play as well as we do and sometimes it is just not there. We are hoping that in the playoffs the focus and mentality will come out in our team and we will be more consistent than we have been at times this year, because if we are not, it is going to be short.”

The Crusaders will face the fifth-place Bonnyville Pontiacs (26-27-6) in the opening round of the AJHL playoffs.

“They are a hard-nosed, gritty team that is going to make us go into the tough areas and play a hard game, which at times has been a bit of an issue for us,” Fragle said.

“That said, the home ice should really give us an advantage. I really feel that Bonnyville is a good team, but they are a better team at home. Having the home ice should really help us. The match-up should be a tough one. We are going to have to be really good on the special teams. I don’t think there is going to be a lot of offence created five-on-five.”

Game 1 of the first round series with the Pontiacs will take place on Thursday, March 6 at 7 p.m. at the Sherwood Park Arena, with Game 2 taking place at the same time and location on Friday.

Fragle is hopeful the hamlet will come out in force to cheer the Cru on and help them start the playoffs of their 35th anniversary season out on fine footing.

“For three years in a row we have made it into the second round and we have seen some really good crowds,” he said.

“It seems like a bunch of the other teams in Sherwood Park are already done now and we are hoping that we might reap the benefit of that.”

The remainder of the opening series had yet to be finalized by press time, but should now be available at www.ajhl.ca.

shane.jones@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/Realshanejones
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The Sherwood Park Crusaders had reason to celebrate this weekend as they stole both games against the regular season champion Saints in Spruce Grove to start the second round. Photo Courtesy Target Photography
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If the Sherwood Park Crusaders were going to have even a sniff of a chance of defeating one of the top teams in the country, they knew they would have to win at least one game on the road.

That sniff may have just turned into a potential snuff.

The Crusaders were able to take both of their games against the Saints in Spruce Grove last weekend, a destination they had not performed well at during the regular season, with only four goals in three losses.

Mind you, not many teams have done well in Spruce Grove at all in the last few years. The Saints finished with the best record in the Alberta Junior Hockey League at 47-10-3 and were ranked fourth in the nation entering the playoffs.

Spruce Grove won the AJHL crown in the 2010 and 2011 seasons and lost in last year’s final after previously knocking out the Crusaders in the second round.

Going into this year’s second round, the Crusaders (fourth in the AJHL North with a record of 29-28-3) knew exactly what they were up against.

The Cru, who swept an AJHL playoff series for the first time in 11 years when they eliminated the Bonnyville Pontiacs in the opening round, were simply hoping to keep their momentum going as they started the best-of-seven second round series in Spruce Grove on Friday, facing a Saints team that had been sitting idle with a first-round bye.

The Sherwood squad got off to the good start they were hoping for in the contest as they attempted to catch the Saints a bit flat-footed in their return, getting goals from Ryan Kruper and Andrew Taverner for a 2-0 first period lead.

The Saints got one back early in the second, but the Cru put the game away with middle frame goals from Arthur Gordon and Nicholas Jones to earn a crucial 4-2 Game 1 victory.

“Coming into the series, we felt like we were playing good hockey, but maybe we were playing better than we thought we were,” said Crusaders head coach and G.M. Tim Fragle. “We caught them off guard a bit in Game 1. We were in pretty good control of that game for the first 40 minutes. They came on strong in the third, but we ended up holding on. I don’t think it was that the Saints weren’t ready off the bye or played sloppy, I thought we really deserve some credit for the way we played. We skated hard and finished our checks and played a hard game. The game plan going in was that we couldn’t just sit back. We are supposed to lose, so you could sit back and go through the motions, but I was really happy with the way we went after it instead.”

The Crusaders went after Game 2 on Saturday night as well.

After a scoreless first, Taverner scored his second goal in as many games on the power play to give the Cru a 1-0 lead after 40 minutes.

The Saints tied it up with a power play goal of their own midway through the third to send the game to extra time.

The ice had barely dried from the Zamboni cleansing, however, when the Cru put it away for a thrilling 2-1 victory on a goal by captain Dillon Massie just 52 seconds in, giving the Cru an unlikely 2-0 series lead heading home.

“It was just a tight game, tight on both sides,” Fragle said. “It was good hockey and a game that could have gone either way. If you are going to win in the playoffs, you are going to need some fortunate saves and some timely goals and we got that. Tommy Nixon was strong in net, and we got a fortunate bounce off the back wall in overtime and I don’t think the goalie was expecting a shot. Dillon just threw it on net and caught the goalie off guard and snuck one through. It wasn’t pretty, but we will definitely take it.”

Fragle said it was nice to see Massie, the longest-serving member of the team, get a massive game-winning goal like that in what will be his final season with the squad.

“He’s been with our program for four years and has been the face of it and a real leader for the last number of years,” he said. “It was very fitting for him to get that goal. It was a nice reward for all the time he has put in.”

Nixon was named player of the game after making 42 saves on 43 shots in the Park net.

“Their power play is very dynamic and they had four of them and upwards of 15 shots on those four power plays,” Fragle said. “Five-on-five, the game was even, but they really took it to us on the power play. We got some good blocked shots, but Tommy had to make some big saves in traffic. He was sharp and held us in there.”

Fragle said it was a boon having the scoring prowess of Taverner in the lineup, as the sniper was questionable to start the series with a charley horse.

“He is showing a lot of character,” he said. “He is not healthy, but he is playing through it. I give him a lot of credit. He wants to play through it and said he has all summer to rest. He is still not skating the way he needs to, but he has that touch. He is a very valuable piece of our team and continues to contribute even when fighting through an injury.”

The goal for the Crusaders was simply to take home ice advantage away from the Saints and hope to win at home, where they won two of their three games over Spruce Grove this season and lost the other in overtime.

“If we want to win the series, we had to win one there,” he said. We were fortunate to win two. Now the ball has shifted into our court and we have to try and take advantage of our home ice. It’s easy to say let’s go home and take advantage of our home ice, but that’s what Spruce Grove probably said in the first two games as well. We still have lots of work ahead of us, there is no question.”

Game 3 takes place tonight, Monday March 17, at 7 p.m. at the Sherwood Park Arena, with Game 4 going on Wednesday, also at 7 p.m. at the Arena.

While Fragle said the Crusaders are clearly excited about their start to the series, they can’t get carried away by their emotions.

“It’s exciting, but we have to keep our heads cool,” he said. “We are looking at a Spruce Grove team that he gone on numerous winning streaks this year, at one point winning 17 games in a row. Just like we have been fortunate enough to win five straight games in these playoffs, they could come right back and do the same thing. You can’t get too high, because that’s when things can change. You have to remain level-headed. We can be excited about where we are at, but we can’t let the excitement take over. You have to continue to do the things that got you where you are.”

Game 5 would take place in the Grove on Friday, while Game 6 would shift back to the Park on Sunday, if necessary.

The Crusaders haven’t advanced to the North Division final since 2003.

shane.jones@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/Realshanejones

Cru still have goals to achieve 


By Shane Jones, Sherwood Park News 

 Thursday, February 27, 2014 2:56:39 MST PM  

The Sherwood Park Crusaders, pictured attempting to find a loose puck from an inside the net angle, are hoping to close out the regular season with a pair of wins this weekend and secure third place. Photo Courtesy Target Photography
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There are still some awfully big carrots for the Cru.

The Sherwood Park Crusaders final playoff position is still very much up in the air heading into a pair of regular season closing contests this weekend, as is a chance for a couple of its players to set a rare milestone on the individual front.

Fresh off a massive 4-3 shootout victory over the Fort McMurray Oil Barons up north last Sunday in a game made up after being cancelled by a snowstorm earlier in the season, the Crusaders sit in fourth place in the Alberta Junior Hockey League’s North Division with a record of 29-26-3, two points back of the third place Lloydminster Bobcats (29-23-5) and five points up on the fifth place Bonnyville Pontiacs (25-26-6).

“We can get up into third place,” said Crusaders head coach and G.M. Tim Fragle. “If we have a good weekend and they only win one of three, we have the tiebreakers because we have more regulation wins and we also beat them in the season series. If all goes well, we can put ourselves in a slightly better spot. On the other hand, if Bonnyville wins out and we lose out, we could end up losing our home ice advantage. A lot would have to go wrong for that to happen, but it is there to keep us on our toes. Third place is where we want to end up.”

The Cru finish off with games against the beast and the least in the North.

The Park players have their last two regular season tilts on the road as they take on the first place Spruce Grove Saints (45-10-3) on Friday before wrapping things up with a game against the last-place Storm (20-36-3) in Grande Prairie on Saturday.

Overall, Fragle believes his team is more than ready for its final test this weekend and for the playoffs themselves.

“You take away our eight-game losing streak in November and we would have been comfortably in third place, even if we had just gone .500 during that time,” he said. “I really like our game since December. We had a few games in January where we were win one, lose one, but a few of those losses were games we deserved better fates in that we played better than the other team but didn’t get the results we wanted. Over the last little bit we have had some big wins. Last weekend in Fort McMurray, we beat the Oil Barons for the second time in their building this season. They only had three losses at home this year and two of them were to us.

“That has really given our guys confidence that we can play against the teams that are higher in the standings when we get into the playoffs.”

In addition to the goal of a higher finish in the regular season standings, the Crusaders also have a pair of players who still have a shot at winning the regular season scoring title.

Nicholas Jones and Sean MacTavish are both just two points back of league leader Colten Mayor of the Whitecourt Wolverines, who has 73 points in 53 games, and are one point behind Spencer Dorowicz of the Olds Grizzlies with 72 points in 57 tilts.

Jones has 71 points in 50 games, while MacTavish has his 71 ticks on the scoresheet in 58 contests.

“They are both right there,” Fragle said. “They are going to have to have very good weekends, but so will the guys ahead of them. If there is an extra opportunity to give them a chance to get out there and add to their totals, we will look to give it to them. It’s always nice to see your guys in that mix. I can’t remember the last time a Crusader won a scoring title, certainly not in the time I have been around. Cody Kunyk was in the top five and Peter Quenneville was third three years ago. We have guys who were close, but not guys who have won it.”

Jones in particular would like to end up on top of the list after missing out on being named the AJHL’s MVP in last week’s awards announcement.

“I’m a little surprised he didn’t get it, but at the same time (award winner) Trey Phillips of the Canmore Eagles really put up some incredible numbers as a defenceman,” Fragle said. “It’s voted on by the league G.M.’s and coaches and I won’t find out how close the vote was until the end-of-the-year meetings. At least he was in consideration. To be nominated as a 17-year-old, that’s a pretty good feather to have in his cap.”

It is Jones’ final year with the Crusaders, as he has opted to report to Ohio State on a scholarship deal come the fall.

shane.jones@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/Realshanejones

Cru skate away with 4 crucial points 


Sherwood Park News reporter Daniele Alcinii.

By Daniele Alcinii, Sherwood Park News 

 Monday, February 24, 2014 4:03:37 MST PM  

Tempers boil over after a stoppage in play during the first period of Saturday’s Crusaders and Whitecourt Wolverines tilt. The visiting Wolverines (white) would take an early 3-0 lead before the Crusaders battled back for a 7-5 win at the Sherwood Park Arena. Daniele Alcinii/Sherwood Park News/QMI Agency
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The weekend looked to be a forgettable one for the Sherwood Park Crusaders (29-26-3).

Not even two minutes into Saturday night’s game against the Whitecourt Wolverines (24-31-3), the Cru found themselves trailing by two when Wolverines forwards Colten Mayor (0:45) and Ryan Berlin (1:30) handcuffed Cru goaltender Tommy Nixon on some of the first shots of the game.

While the numbers on the scoreboard indicated that the visitors had the lead, the story unfolding on the ice told of a different story.

The Cru stuck to their game plan, dictating the flow of play to out-shoot their out-of-town opponents 12-6 in the first frame while not finding any puck luck.

“We carried the play in the first period, we out-shot them 12-6, but we made a couple of errors and they just scored on us,” said Crusaders G.M. and head coach Tim Fragle.

The message heading into the first intermission was simple, the Cru bench boss added.

“Stick with it and we’ll get rewarded.”

Through the final 40 minutes of play, Fragle’s message began to shine through as star forward Nicholas Jones (40 G, 71 pts) opened the floodgates when he punched a shorthanded marker past sprawling Wolverines netminder Mac Engel less than a minute after Whitecourt took a 3-0 lead.

The second period saw additional goals from Cameron Brezinski (6 G, 13 pts), Caleb Belter (8 G, 23 pts) and Jones’ second tally of the night.

“Saturday night, I thought we had a slow start against Whitecourt and fought our way back,” Fragle said.

The Crusaders added another three goals in the final frame from assistant captain Andrew Taverner (28 G, 62 pts), Bryar Ortynski (5 G, 5 pts) and an empty netter to seal the 7-5 victory from captain Dillon Massie (15 G, 33 pts).

Following the come-from-behind win, the Sherwood Park boys boarded their awaiting bus for a four-and-a-half hour journey northbound to Fort McMurray to take on the Oil Barrons at the Casman Centre.

“We needed some valuable points at this time of year, so I thought we came out good and caught them off guard by getting the lead. We’re comfortable playing up there,” Fragle stated.

The Crusaders lead came midway through the opening frame when Ryan Kruper notched his 12th of the season with the Oil Barrons’ Alex Cromwell sitting in the box for holding.

Taverner then surprised the host Barrons when he extended the Cru lead to 2-0 five minutes into the second period before Fort McMurray cut the lead in half heading into the second intermission.

“Up in Fort McMurray, I didn’t think we had any standouts, but, there wasn’t really one guy that stood out as much as Taverner did on Saturday,” Fragle admitted. “I thought it was a real team effort on Sunday. We had was guys chip in and we had four lines going.

“Out of the three losses Fort McMurray have had at home, we’ve beaten them twice there, so we’ve had success there and we wanted to reiterate that on the drive up there.”

The Cru hung around until getting the much-needed two points in the shootout for a 4-3 road win.

”(Sunday night’s win) just gives you that confidence — we’ve had a good season series with Fort Mac where we’re 3-3 against them this year, we’ve won two of those games up there, so we feel comfortable that if we face them in the playoffs we would give ourselves an opportunity to win,” Fragle explained. “That’s a positive heading into the playoffs, we’ve got two games left, so it comes at a good time.”

With four more points up for grabs to determine playoff seeding, the Cru will look to close out the regular season on the road against the Spruce Grove Saints (45-10-3) on Friday, Feb. 28 and the Grande Prairie Storm (20-36-3) on Saturday.

daniele.alcinii@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/danielealcinii

Storm season draws to a close Saturday night 


By Logan Clow, Grande Prairie Daily Herald-Tribune 

 Thursday, February 27, 2014 5:33:12 MST PM  

Grande Prairie Storm coaches Jim Lawrence and Adam Manah address the team during practice at the Canada Games Arena in Grande Prairie on Wednesday. The Storm play their final regular season game against the Sherwood Park Crusaders Saturday. Logan Clow/Daily Herald-Tribune 
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Although the Grande Prairie Storm’s playoff hopes have been dashed, GM and Head Coach Matt Hughes says there’s meaning to their final regular season game.

Saturday, the Storm will play their final game of the Alberta Junior Hockey League season against the Sherwood Park Crusaders at the Canada Games Arena.

For the first time in the organization’s history, the squad failed to qualify for the post-season, unable to catch the Drayton Valley Thunder for the final playoff spot.

“These games show the character of the people you have in your organization and our responsibility is to win a hockey game on Saturday night and that’s what we’ve been doing this week,” said Hughes, whose been on a recruiting trip all week, taking in Kootenay International Junior Hockey League playoff games and talking with players.

Hughes says the game will also be an opportunity to honour their six 20-year old graduating players in forward Ryan Baskerville, forward Tyson McCallum, defenceman Drew Nikirk, defenceman Dalton Olsen, goaltender Nick Kulmanovksy and hometown forward Jordan McTaggart.

Hughes says Kulmanovksy, who saw 53 games this season, will get the start in goal.

“Junior hockey is one of those things that you can only do once. It’s one of those rare things that you can do until you’re 20 years old. Our guys have been citizens this year and they’ve worked hard for us, so we’re looking forward to giving them a nice send off,” noted Hughes.

The Storm, who sport a 20-39 record and are ranked second-last in the AJHL, have played the Crusaders (29-29) five times already this season. Their most recent game was a 6-3 victory on Feb. 19.

Crusaders forwards Nicholas Jones (40 goals, 31 assists) and Sean MacTavish (28 goals, 43 assists) lead the team with 71 points and are ranked third and fourth in the AJHL scoring race respectively.

Hughes says the key for the Storm will be to shut the duo down.

“If you get your match-ups against them and take away their time and space, you have a chance to have some success,” said Hughes.

“The other thing is discipline. You got to stay out of the box against them. They’re a quick team, so you have to be good on the forecheck, play defence and you have to try and clog things up in the neutral zone because their D have a lot of speed.”

Hughes says there will also be some young local players inserted into the Storm line-up for further evaluation. One such player will be 15 year-old defenceman Schael Higson, who has impressed the Storm brass through four games with the team. Higson played this season for the Ernie’s Sports Experts Midget AAA Storm.

Hughes adds that the coaching staff will make a decision on line-up changes closer to the game, including which regulars, if any, will come out to make way for younger players.

“Most of them have gotten into games so far this year for us, but we want to give guys an opportunity to see. We got to look at what’s best for the organization long-term,” noted Hughes.

Following the game, Hughes says the organization will continue recruiting.

Next season, the squad will have graduating players, captain Sasha Larocque, goaltender Jacob Suppes, defenceman Braeden Jones, forward Rory Court, forward Stephen Doane and forward Dylan Thudium.

“It’s not about time off right now. Now is when we have to put the extra work in to find some players for next year and to make sure this organization never misses the playoffs again,” said Hughes.

“We’ve been recruiting all year. Our eyes have been on looking at players for next year, so after this last game gets done, we’re going to continue on the recruiting process and get as strong of a spring camp (April 11-13) together as we can.”

The Storm will also have the grand prize draw for their Storm Ultimate Raffle in the second intermission at Saturday’s game.

Game time is 7:30 p.m. at the CGA.

logan.clow@sunmedia.ca

Twitter:@DHTLogan

Canmore Eagles blueliner Trey Phillips wins AJHL MVP, top defenceman award

Okotoks native has triumphed through highs and lows, culminating in the best season of his four-year junior A career

By Jefferson Hagen, Calgary Herald February 24, 2014  
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Canmore Eagles blueliner Trey Phillips wins AJHL MVP, top defenceman award

Canmore Eagles rearguard Trey Phillips, right, of Okotoks has been named the Alberta Junior Hockey League’s MVP and top defenceman.

Photograph by: Julie Wilson , Canmore Eagles

It’s a rare day when a hockey league honours a defenceman as its most valuable player.

But that’s what happened in the Alberta Junior Hockey League on Monday when Canmore Eagles star Trey Phillips was crowned as both league MVP and top defenceman.

Phillips, who grew up in Medicine Hat, moved to Okotoks at age 14 and played a season in Chestermere when he was 15, has been the bedrock that the Eagles have based a 31-24-3 campaign on, one that will carry them into the playoffs next week.

The 20-year-old blueliner, though, was surprised to be recognized for his talents.

“It’s funny, if you would have told me at the start of the year that I’d be winning these awards, I’d have told you you’re nuts,” said the four-year veteran of the Eagles, who has 23 goals and 60 points in 56 games this season. “I couldn’t foresee this at all. It’s been a great year and I owe it all to my teammates.”

One of those teammates — Patrick Steel — died unexpectedly in the night two years ago, a friend that all of the Eagles hold dear in their memories.

“We’ve been through quite a bit here my four years in Canmore, a lot of ups and downs,” said Phillips. “We’ve stuck with it here and I think that’s key, just persevering. Patrick passing, that was really tough for a lot of us here in Canmore.

“I think it only made us stronger as a group. There’s something to be said about going through those low times that makes the high times a lot better.”

Eagles GM head coach Andrew Milne, who was one of the runners-up for the AJHL’s coach of the year award (it went to Spruce Grove’s Jason McKee), is impressed by his veteran defenceman’s career in Canmore through high and low times.

“He’s experienced some pretty devastating things here in town and we’ve experienced some pretty good highs,” he said. “Trey’s been a part of that.

“I’m happy that Trey’s been rewarded and people are seeing that perseverance and commitment and all those cliché things in the game pay off because Trey’s definitely an ambassador for that.”

Phillips beat out Fort McMurray Oil Barons goalie Tanner Jaillet, Sherwood Park’s Nicholas Jones and Olds’ Spencer Dorowicz for the MVP award. For the top defenceman honour, he edged out Calgarians Grant Baker (Lloydminster Bobcats) and Tariq Hammond (Okotoks), and Corey Chorneyko (Spruce Grove).

“I’m very honoured. It’s very humbling. I’ve never won anything like that before, so it’s really special,” said Phillips, who is just the second player in Canmore Eagles franchise history to win the award after Mark Bomersback in 2002-03. “There’s a lot of good players up for both awards. They could have went to any of those players, so it’s a big honour.”

Milne describes Phillips, who will take his game to the University of Vermont next season, as a Drew Doughty type who pushes the offensive play while also handling his own end in all situations.

“His overall game has sort of been there at times the last four years. I think this year he’s really put it all together and that’s probably more or less from age and experience and maturity. He’s just sort of come into his game this year. It’s not a surprise to me, that’s for sure.”
AWARD RUNDOWN . . . Jaillet, a Red Deer native, was named the AJHL’s top goaltender (boasting a .933 save percentage, 2.01 GAA, 29 wins and six shutouts for the Oil Barons) . . . Fellow Red Deer product Chris Gerrie won the AJHL’s rookie of the year award (18 goals and 53 points for the Olds Grizzlys) . . . Airdrie’s Anthony Paskaruk won the most dedicated player award (captain of the Brooks Bandits has now played in 225 career AJHL games).

ICE CHIPS . . . The AJHL regular season wraps up on Sunday with the opening round of the playoffs (best-of-five) set to begin March 6 on six fronts. The Calgary Canucks and Grande Prairie Storm will miss the playoffs, while defending national champion Brooks has earned a bye past the first round as the No. 1 seed in the South Division. Spruce Grove has the inside track on the North Division’s top seed, up by three points on Fort McMurray with two games left, but the MOB have three games remaining . . . Projected first round playoff matches in the South are No. 2 Okotoks vs. No. 7 Olds, No. 3 Drumheller vs. No. 6 Calgary Mustangs and No. 4 Camrose vs. No. 5 Canmore (although just a point separates those teams in the battle for home-ice advantage) . . . Projected first round playoff matches in the North are No. 2 Fort McMurray vs. No. 7 Drayton Valley, No. 3 Lloydminster vs. No. 6 Whitecourt and No. 4 Sherwood Park vs. No. 5 Bonnyville.
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Patrik Bartosak was, at first, tongue-tied.

But then the graduating Red Deer Rebels netminder relented and spoke with the eloquence that he displayed while making a mind-boggling 4,546 saves in 145 regular-season games during his two and a half years with the Western Hockey League team.

Bartosak played his final game in a Rebels jersey in Tuesday’s 5-3 tie-breaker loss to the visiting Prince Albert Raiders. Less than 24 hours later, he talked about his time in Red Deer.

“I don’t even know what to say, it was a great time, a great experience and I’m really thankful for the chance I got here,” he said while facing the local media. “I got the chance to prove something in my career and I really enjoyed every minute, every second of being here. I’m grateful for that.”

The 20-year-old joined the Rebels out of the Czech Republic after being selected in the 2011 CHL import draft. He was an instant hit, backstopping a promising Red Deer team — a team that was gradually decimated by injuries — to 14 wins before suffering a severe shoulder ailment that required surgery and ended his rookie season.

“At that time my dream was to make the NHL . . . to get drafted and get signed,” he said. “It all happened actually, so I am thankful for that and for the time I got to spend here.”

Bartosak was passed over in the 2012 NHL entry draft and proved the NHL scouts wrong by turning in a magnificent 2012-13 campaign in which he was named both the WHL and CHL goaltender of the year. The Los Angeles Kings were convinced he was the real deal and picked him in the fifth round of last year’s draft.

“After the first year I thought I would get drafted, but I guess the shoulder injury didn’t help me,” he said. “So I tried as hard as I could the next year and it finally happened for me. But that was just the next step and now I have to keep going. 

“It’s time to move on for me. I will join the Manchester Monarchs and just go from there.”

Bartosak recently inked a three-year deal with Los Angeles and will join the Monarchs — the Kings’ AHL affiliate — in short order. He flies to Boston today. 

While the veteran stopper enjoyed another strong season this winter, he was naturally disappointed in the eventual outcome.

“The season wasn’t as good as we would like it to be, obviously. Our goal was to make playoffs and that didn’t happen, so that’s disappointing for us as a team,” he said. 

“For me, personally, I wanted to achieve something with the team. But we didn’t, so it’s disappointing and sad but we have to deal with that.”

Bartosak took to Twitter after Tuesday’s season-ending loss to thank Rebels fans.

“It was not something I felt I had to do, more that I just wanted to do it,” he said. “The fans and the support here have been outstanding.” 

Rhyse Dieno also played his final game as a Rebel Tuesday and along with Bartosak and fellow overage forward Lukas Sutter, whose season ended a month ago due to the need for shoulder surgery, will move on to the next stage of their respective lives.

Dieno was a nice find for Rebels GM/head coach Brent Sutter, who plucked the five-foot-10 winger out of the junior A ranks in November of 2012. The Saskatoon native recorded a team-leading 59 points — including 27 goals — in just 48 games through the rest of the season, earning him an invitation to the Minnesota Wild rookie camp last fall.

Dieno had earlier WHL experience, with Kamloops and Medicine Hat, but both teams felt he was better served as a junior A player. While a member of the SJHL La Ronge Ice Wolves, he attended the Canada West selection camp — and eventually made the team for the World Junior A Challenge — and attracted the eye of a Rebels scout.

“I was in contact with Brent after the camp and every since he’s given me every opportunity. I’ve been on the power play, the penalty kill and have played on the first line,” said Dieno.

“It was definitely a great experience being here. The opportunity the Rebels gave me was something I never got with another (WHL) team and I’m really thankful for that. I definitely wish it wasn’t over and that we could have made more of a push.”

Dieno credited his teammates for helping him fit in quickly during his first season with the club.

“They were so supportive. Turner Elson was just a great guy all around when I first got here and he showed me the ways of the organization,” said Dieno. “I thought Maxie (Brooks Maxwell) and Turner and I played really well together and that’s where it started.”

Dieno’s play dropped off a bit in the first half of this season, but he was one of the club’s better players down the stretch and finished with 66 points (25-41) in 65 games.

“I thought I did well with the opportunity I was given. Overall, I really liked it here and wish I could play until I was 25.”

While Bartosak has secured a pro contract, Dieno isn’t sure of what his future holds.

“I’m hoping something will happen (in regards to playing pro),” he said. “It definitely would have been nice to have put up some numbers in the playoffs and lead our team into a better spot than we are today, but moving forward I want to thank the Rebels for the opportunity they gave me and hopefully it does open some doors for me.”

Raiders punch ticket to playoffs with 5-3 win over Rebels

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 19, 2014
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Red Deer Rebels Grayson Pawlenchuk and Conner Bleackley collide with their goaltender Patrik Bartosack during a Prince Albert Raider drive to the net by Raider Jayden Hart during first period action at the Centrium Tuesday. Photo by Jeff Stokoe/Red Deer Advocate

The Prince Albert Raiders are heading to the playoffs.

In a winner-take-all tilt for the Eastern Conference's eighth and final playoff spot, the Raiders triumphed 5-3 over the Red Deer Rebels at the Enmax Centrium on Tuesday, punching their ticket to the post-season.

To get to this point the Raiders were forced to come flying down the stretch, winning six of their last 10 regular season games to clinch the one-game playoff with the Rebels.

Raiders GM Bruno Campese said the Raiders success coming down the stretch was simply a matter of the roster he's built finally finding its stride.

"The guys we made moves for have really come through in a big way," Campese said. "Sometimes it takes some time to get the chemistry going and I just think the guys are coming together at the right time."

With both team's struggling to generate solid scoring chances in the early going, centre Jayden Hart opened things up, putting the Raiders on the board just over seven minutes into the opening period with a cross-crease pass from left wing Calder Brooks.

The Rebels evened things up midway through the first period as centre Wyatt Johnson drove hard to the crease, slipping the puck through the pads of Raiders backstop Nick McBride.

While Rebels import backstop Patrik Bartosak was making his case as to why he is considered one of the league's elite goaltenders, facing 46 shots on Tuesday, the 17-year-old  rookie on the other end of the ice was equal to the task.

Campese said he was thoroughly impressed with not only McBride, but the Raiders full contingent of young guns. 

"For a kid to be put in that situation and come through the way he did, it was outstanding," Campese said of McBride who turned away 27 shots on Tuesday. "I thought Brendan Guhle may have had his best game as a Raider at this point.  We need those young guys to contribute, they are a big part of our team."

McBride turned away 12 shots in the first period, including a big pad save in the frame's final minute to carry a 1-1 stalemate into the second frame.  

After Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey whiffed on the puck in the Rebels zone, left wing Evan Polei took it the other way on a breakaway, beating McBride glove side to put the Rebels ahead 2-1 just under eight minutes into the second period.

With McBride standing on his head, the Raiders evened things up as centre Reid Gardiner broke free to snipe a game-tying marker over Bartosak's glove.

Finishing the season as the league's leader in saves, slipping one, let alone four, past Bartosak on Tuesday was no easy task.

"He's probably one of the best in the CHL let alone the Western Hockey League," Campese said of the Los Angeles Kings goaltending prospect. "For us to get four by him is a big deal for our club."

Working on their second power play of the game, the Rebels would regain the lead as right wing Rhyse Dieno beat McBride to give his team a 3-2 advantage heading into the third period.

After Bartosak shut the door on a number of strong scoring opportunities early in the third frame, the Raiders were finally afforded their first power play opportunity, opening  the door for a pair of quick goals to kick off the period.

Celebrating his 21st birthday in his hometown, Raiders left wing Collin Valcourt tallied his fifth goal in as many games, followed by a go-ahead marker by centre Dakota Conroy just over two minutes later.

Valcourt's power play marker about two and a half minutes into the third period would stand as the game-winner as with 15 seconds remaining, Morrissey chipped the puck into an empty-net to clinch a playoff berth.

Relieved and headed to the playoffs for the second-straight year, Campese said to come back in the third period against a team like Red Deer, is tough.

"Everyone knew what was on the line here and I thought our guys from start to finish played a great game," Campese said. " I thought our team scored some real timely goals, executed extremely well offensively and really shut the door  when they needed to."

The Raiders will begin playoff action on Saturday as they take on the Oil Kings at Rexall Place.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Tuesday were Craig Leverton, Tim Vanstone, call-up Brandan Riddle and Graeme Craig. Craig remains sidelined with an upper-body injury … Tuesday's one-game playoff for a trip to the WHL post-season was the first such game since 2009, when the Raiders fell in overtime to the Oil Kings 2-1. Tuesday's tilt was the fifth tiebreaker game in WHL history. All four previous tiebreaker games were decided by a single goal … On Monday, Valcourt became the second Raider this season to be named the Denny's WHL player of the week. Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl has received the honour twice this season … On Monday the WHL released attendance numbers for the 2014 season. The Raiders saw their attendance average drop to 2,496, 178 less than last season's average of 2,674.
Raiders prep for No. 1 Oil Kings in opening round
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Shane Danyluk shoots the puck into the chest of Edmonton Oil Kings backstop Tristan Jarry. Jarry enters the first round of the WHL playoffs as the league’s leader in goals-against-average, wins and shutouts. Herald photo by Perry Bergson. 

In an interview on Feb. 13, Dakota Conroy gave The Daily Herald something of a guarantee that the Raiders would make it to the post-season.

With a 5-3 victory over the Red Deer Rebels on Tuesday at the Enmax Centrium, Conroy and the Raiders made good on that promise, punching their ticket to the WHL playoffs for a second straight season.

With the eighth and final playoff spot secured, the Raiders will take on the defending Eastern Conference champion Edmonton Oil Kings, who for the third-straight season enter the playoffs as a No. 1 seed.  

Loaded with talent and one of the league’s top goaltenders, the Raiders must acknowledge the Oil Kings prowess, but not put them on a pedestal.  

“They finished first for a reason,” Morrissey said in a telephone interview from Red Deer on Wednesday. “We respect their ability and understand their strengths but at the same time we can’t go in fearing them.”

The Raiders were blasted 9-1 in their first meeting with the Oil Kings this season on Oct. 4. Morrissey agreed however, that the Raiders roster has changed significantly since then.   

Prior to the WHL trade deadline, the Raiders brought in a pair of players who have been instrumental in getting the team into the playoffs. 

“We’ve made some trades, acquired some players (since Oct. 4),” Morrissey said of wingers Collin Valcourt, Calder Brooks and injured defenceman Graeme Craig. “Those guys have been huge for us coming down the stretch.” 

In a controversial move, the Oil Kings scratched most of their top forwards from the lineup for their final regular season game against the Rebels, just about paving the way for Tuesday’s one-game playoff. 

Griffin Reinhart, Curtis Lazar and Henrik Samuelsson were all out of the lineup for Sunday’s tilt at Rexall Place, recharging their batteries for the opening round of the playoffs. 

“They have a pretty good group of forwards,” Morrissey said of the Oil Kings potent offence. “We have to be physical on them, keep them from getting those second and third opportunities.” 

Also not in the lineup for the Oil Kings on Sunday, was backstop Tristan Jarry, who finished the regular season the league’s leader in goals-against-average, wins and shutouts. 

After vanquishing Rebels keeper Patrik Bartosak, a thorn in the Raiders side throughout the season on Tuesday, the strategy for getting the puck past another elite goaltender remains the same. 

“The same story goes, you have to make it tough on those goalies,” Morrissey said. “When the goalie is fighting to see around traffic and to make that second or third save, it’s going to wear them down. We have to get lots of traffic and bodies to the net and jam away.”

When asked how he as captain preps the team’s young guns for playoff hockey, Morrissey said the last few weeks of action have just about primed them for the experience. 

“Really we’ve been playing playoff hockey here the last month or so,” Morrissey said. “Our last two games have been as pressure filled as you can get really. It’s given us confidence playing in those ‘game seven’ type games and hopefully we can carry that into the series.”

Rather than return home to Prince Albert, the Raiders will stand pat in Red Deer before making their way to Edmonton to take on the Oil Kings on Saturday at Rexall Place. 

2014 WHL Playoffs -- Edmonton Oil Kings VS Prince Albert Raiders

Who’s hot?

P.A. C Leon Draisaitl -- In his NHL draft year, the German import became the first Raider since Steve Kelly in 1996 to hit the 100-point plateau, finishing the season with 105. To close out a career season, Draisaitl posted 19 points in eight games in March, including a trio of four point nights.

P.A. LW Collin Valcourt -- The overage winger brought in at the WHL trade deadline has made a big impact at just the right time. Tallying the game-winner in Tuesday’s one-game playoff with the Rebels, Valcourt heads into the post-season riding a five-game goal streak.   

P.A. G Nick McBride -- A major reason the Raiders are even in the playoffs to begin with, McBride lost just one game in March, posting a goals-against-average of 2.73. Assuming the starter role as a 17-year-old rookie, McBride has thrived under pressure in “must-win” situations, finishing the season with a record of 12-7-2.

EDM G Tristan Jarry -- With 63 games played this season, Jarry enters the playoffs as one the league’s top goaltenders. Jarry finished the regular season leading the league in goals-against-average, wins and shutouts, posting a record of 44-14-3. 

EDM C Curtis Lazar -- Before he was scratched on Sunday, Lazar posted a four-point night in his last regular season game, capping an 11-point March. The Ottawa Senators prospect leads the team in scoring against the Raiders this season with six goals and three assists.

EDM C Henrik Samuelsson -- Also posting a four-point night in his last regular season game was Samuelsson, who enters the playoffs riding a three-game point streak. With 13 points in March, the Swedish import finished the season ninth in league scoring with 95 points.

Season series

The Raiders and Oil Kings split their season series at two games apiece, with neither team securing victory at home. 

Oct. 4 - Edmonton 9 @ Prince Albert 1

Oct. 15 - Prince Albert 3 @ Edmonton 2 (Shootout)

Dec 11 - Edmonton 7 @ Prince Albert 5

Feb. 12 - Prince Albert 4 @ Edmonton 3

Head-to-Head scoring -- top-five

Edmonton

C Curtis Lazar -- 6G, 3A

C Henrik Samuelsson -- 3G, 3A

C Brett Pollock -- 1G, 5A

LW Mitch Moroz -- 3G, 2A

D Cody Corbett -- 1G, 3A 

Prince Albert

C Dakota Conroy -- 4G, 5A

C Leon Draisaitl -- 3G, 5A

LW Collin Valcourt -- 4G, 2A

D Josh Morrissey -- 0G, 5A

D Sawyer Lange -- 0G, 3A

Playoff schedule

March 22 - Prince Albert @ Edmonton

March 23 - Prince Albert @ Edmonton

March 25 - Edmonton @ Prince Albert

March 26 - Edmonton @ Prince Albert

March 29 - Prince Albert @ Edmonton *

March 30 - Edmonton @ Prince Albert *

April 1 - Prince Albert @ Edmonton *

*If necessary

Injuries

Edmonton: C Brett Pollock, D Blake Orban

Prince Albert: D Graeme Craig

Tale of the tape - 2014 regular season

Edmonton/Prince Albert

50-19-3/35-32-5

GF: 290/243

GA: 179/258

PP%: 19.6/24.9

PK%: 85.3/76

Raiders prep for tense one-game playoff with Rebels

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 17, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders coach Cory Clouston, flanked to his left by assistant coach Tim Leonard, watches the action intently in Saskatoon on Saturday evening. The Raiders face another must-win game on Tuesday evening to keep their season alive. 

The Edmonton Oil Kings didn’t do the Prince Albert Raiders any favours on Sunday.

As the Oil Kings took on the Red Deer Rebels on Sunday at Rexall Place, some of their top players including Griffin Reinhart, Curtis Lazar, Edgars Kulda and Henrik Samuelsson, were scratched from the lineup.

An Oil Kings win on Sunday would have meant a playoff spot for the Raiders, however the Rebels trounced the depleted Eastern Conference leaders 5-0, clinching a one-game playoff for the final berth.

“It is what it is,” Raiders coach Cory Clouston said of the Oil Kings scratches. “They (Oil Kings) can answer those questions themselves, for us we just have to worry about Tuesday before we even consider who Edmonton has or doesn’t have in their lineup.”

According to WHL procedure, if two teams tie in points for the final playoff spot, they will face each other in an extra game to determined which team heads to the post-season.

On Tuesday, the Raiders and Rebels will play the first such game since 2009, when the Oil Kings triumphed over the Raiders 2-1 in overtime before being swept in the first round by the Calgary Hitmen. 

As the Raiders eagerly watched Sunday’s fate-deciding tilt, left wing Collin Valcourt said he saw the one-game playoff coming. 

“We saw what was happening when Edmonton started scratching people,” Valcourt said following an early practice on Monday. “They had nothing to lose so we weren’t overly shocked.” 

Taking the season series with the Raiders three games to one, the Rebels clinched home-ice advantage for Tuesday’s game. 

The winner on Tuesday, will head to Edmonton on Saturday to begin the first round of the playoffs. 

Facing a “must-win” situation in their home-and-home series with the Saskatoon Blades to close out the season, the Raiders are ready to face elimination one more time, Raiders captain Josh Morrissey said. 

Noting that the Rebels first three wins in the season series came prior to the WHL trade deadline, Morrissey said the Raiders are a far sharper team now than earlier in the season. 

“We have a lot of new players now,” Morrissey explained. “In the last little while we’ve been playing our best hockey. Going into this game we are pretty confident now in our abilities.” 

A major factor on Tuesday will be Rebels starting goaltender Patrik Bartosak, who shut out the Raiders 5-0 on Jan. 22 at the Art Hauser Centre.

Bartosak, a Los Angeles Kings prospect, finished his regular season leading the league in saves, posting a record of 33-26-5. 

Putting traffic in the Rebels crease will be the key to putting the puck past Bartosak on Tuesday, Morrissey said.

 “If they can’t see it, they can’t stop it,” Morrissey said of going up against the Czech backstop who also posts the league’s third-best save percentage.  “We are going to try and get bodies and pucks to the net, jam away at it. In a game seven type situation, sometimes it’s those little greasy ones that go in.” 

With Brent Sutter, who coached the Rebels to a 2001 Memorial Cup Championship at the helm, the Rebels finished their regular season with a record identical to that of the Raiders who finished the 2014 campaign 35-32-5. 

Along with Bartosak, the Raiders will need to keep their eyes on top prospects defenceman Haydn Fleury and center Conner Bleackley, projected to go in the first round of the 2014 NHL Entry Draft. 

The puck drops at 7 p.m. on Tuesday as the Raiders take on the Rebels for a playoff berth at the Enmax Centrium. 

The Raiders will be hosting a watch party for the game in the Ches Leach Lounge of the Art Hauser Centre starting at 6:30 p.m.

Admission for the event will be $5, with all proceeds going to the Tim Bozon Trust Fund. 

Valcourt named Denny’s WHL Player of the Week

On Monday, Valcourt became the second Raider this season to be named the Denny’s WHL Player of the Week.

Following the lead of Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl, who has received the honour twice this season, Valcourt took home the accolade in the final week of regular season play.

Valcourt finished off the 2014 WHL campaign riding a seven-game point streak, tallying six goals and eight assists in that span.

Prince Albert Raiders hand out awards

Perry Perry BergsonPublished on March 15, 2014
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• Belle Merrell/Calla Grasley Scholastic Award/WHL Scholastic Player of the Year Nominee 

Sponsored by Deloitte 

-- Nick McBride 

Herald photo by Perry Bergson

• Belle Merrell/Calla Grasley Scholastic Award/WHL Scholastic Player of the Year Nominee 

Sponsored by Deloitte 

— Nick McBride

“My tutor makes it really easy on me, she goes and talks to teachers whenever I’m sturggling with something and the teachers have been really accepting and understanding that I might be gone a lot and they cater the work for me to make it easier for me.”

• Dave Balon Leading Scorer Award

Sponsored by Northern Lights Casino

— Leon Draisaitl

“It’s thanks to a lot of teammates who made this happen. Without them I would have zero points. I’m happy about it obviously but a huge thank you to my teammates who made this happen.”

• Jim Neilson Most Valuable Defenseman

Sponsored by North Star Signs

— Josh Morrissey

“It’s pretty exciting. It’s a huge honour to win the award. It’s an award that I was lucky enough to win last year with Harrison Ruopp and it was pretty cool. It’s always nice to be honoured with any type of award; it’s pretty special for sure.”

• Prince Albert Raiders Humanitarian Award

Sponsored by Parkland Ambulance

— Sawyer Lange

“It goes to the guy who spends the most time in the community. We focus a lot on that with our team. It’s really important for us to get out in the community and do whatever we can to give back to the fans and the people who support us and pass some of the stuff that we know onto young kids.”

• Molson Cup Three Star Awards - Overall

— 1st – Leon Draisaitl,

— 2nd – Reid Gardiner

— 3rd – Cole Cheveldave

• Best Defensive Forward Award

— Shane Danyluk

“Top defensive forward feels pretty good because it’s a pretty huge part of the game. You have to play both ends of the ice.”

• 900 CKBI Radio Three Star Award

— Leon Draisaitl

• George Cowie Memorial Rookie of the Year Award 

Sponsored by Broda Construction

— Tomas Andrlik

“I feel pretty good. It’s a good thing for me because it was hard at the start of the season with the language and the hockey was different and the players were better. I did my best and everything is good.”

• Century 21 Realty Hardest Working Player of the Year

— Shane Danyluk

“It feels good to be named the hardest working guy on the team. One of my roles is to be working hard every game and setting an example for everybody on the team as a leader here.”

• Ches Leach Most Improved Player of the Year Award

— Mackenze Stewart

“It’s nice to get a little reward for all of my hard work over the season. I wasn’t in the lineup every night at the start and I worked my way up to get there. It’s nice to get noticed for that stuff. I think I have improved my game since the start of camp and I’m looking to improve even more going into next season.”

• Best Conditioned Raider

Sponsored by Investors Group

-- Jayden Hart

Not available.

• Most Inspirational Raider

Sponsored by Source for Sports

— Chance Braid

“It feels pretty good. It’s good to see that guys look up to me. Like Bruce (Vance) said (in the introduction speech), I’m a guy who leads more by example on the ice.”

• Fan Favourite

— Leon Draisaitl

“That’s actually the one that I’m most excited about. It shows me that the people like me and that I’m doing a pretty good job. For me, that’s the most important one because without fans in hockey, especially here in P.A., hockey is nothing. They come out every game and pay a lot of money just to support the boys, so it’s huge. It’s a great honour.”

• Orland Kurtenbach Most Valuable Player Award

— Leon Draisaitl and Josh Morrissey

Josh Morrissey: “Leon has been phenomenal for us this year. He’s been an unreal player for us; look at his stats, his leadership, how much he’s grown since he came over from Germany. He’s a learned a lot about being a leader. He’s come so far and it’s a huge honour to share it with him. To share it with Leon is exciting and humbling too.”

Leon Draisaitl: “Like I’ve said many times, I think he’s the best defenseman in the league. He’s probably the best powerplay quarterback I’ve ever seen at his age. His defensive game is really good too. He’s a tremendous player.”

Raiders trounce Blades in critical 7-2 win

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 15, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Gage Quinney wraps the puck around Saskatoon Blades goaltender Troy Trombley to put his team up 3-0 during first period action at Art Hauser Centre on Friday evening. Herald photo by Perry Bergson

The Prince Albert Raiders can breathe a sigh of relief, for now.

With a convincing 7-2 win over the Saskatoon Blades on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre, the Raiders kept  their playoff hopes alive, tying for the Eastern Conference's eighth and final post-season berth.

A trio of unanswered goals in the first period lifted the Raiders to their seventh win against the Blades this season as rookie backstop Nick McBride turned away 18 shots.

Raiders coach Cory Clouston agreed  that from the opening faceoff on, there was no indication his team would lose Friday's tilt.

"We wanted to get off to a good start and we did," Clouston said. "We wanted to make sure we set the tone early."

As the Raiders revolving door between the pipes continued to spin on Friday, the 17-year-old goalie found himself back in net after overage keeper Cole Cheveldave surrendered  seven goals on Wednesday against the Regina Pats.

The Raiders got the jump on the Blades early, scoring a pair of goals in the game's opening two minutes.

Just over a minute into the game, Raiders centre Reid Gardiner put a shot on net, which left wing Calder Brooks chipped away at to beat Blades backstop Troy Trombley. Thirty two seconds later, centre Leon Draisaitl buried his 37th of the season to give the Raiders an early 2-0 lead.

Keeping their feet on the gas, the Raiders dominated the Blades zone, pouring 17 shots on Trombley in the first period.

Midway through the opening frame, forward Gage Quinney added a third answered goal, netting a rebound as the Raiders carried a three-goal lead into the second period.

As the Raiders attack slowed slightly in the middle frame, the Blades upped theirs for a brief period. After testing McBride with a series of shots, the Blades eventually broke through onto the score sheet as rookie centre Mitch Lipon cut the deficit down to two with his sixth marker of the season. 

"I thought we came out without the same intensity in the second period," Clouston said of what he felt was the Raiders only blemish on Friday. "It took us about five or six minutes to get our game back but once we did, we were fine."

With McBride standing his ground to keep the Raiders lead intact, former Blade Collin Valcourt deked the puck past Trombley to net his third goal in as many games and carry a 4-1 lead into the final period.

Fifty two seconds into the third frame, the Raiders put the game out of reach, extending their lead to four goals as centre Dakota Conroy beat Trombley from an awkward angle.

With a key victory firmly in their sights, Valcourt and defenceman Josh Morrissey would add insult to injury with the Raiders sixth and seventh markers.

Playing with the same high level of intensity throughout the night, Clouston said the Raiders offensive onslaught in the Blades zone was brought on by contributions from all four lines.

"We shortened our bench a bit towards the end," Clouston said. "We wanted to play hard right to the end and I thought our young guys did a good job of that."

At the other end of the ice, the seemingly deflated Blades struggled to generate solid scoring chances in the third period. Although squeaking a meaningless marker past McBride, he remained vigilant to cruise to his 11th win of the season.

With their triumph over the Blades the Raiders are back in playoff position. Although the Brandon Wheat Kings beat the Regina Pats 4-3 in overtime on Friday, the Raiders can clinch a one-game playoff for the eighth seed with a win and a Wheaties regulation loss on Saturday.  

The Raiders are right back at it on Saturday to close out their regular season, taking on the Blades at the Credit Union Centre.

"We know Saturday night is going to be a tough game from the standpoint of what's on the line," Clouston said of the Raiders final regular season game. "We expect them (Blades) to play hard in their own building for their last game."

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Friday were Graeme Craig, Craig Leverton, Tim Vanstone and call-up Brennan Riddle … Craig remains sidelined with an upper-body injury sustained on Saturday against the Brandon Wheat Kings ... On Wednesday against the Regina Pats, Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl was held off the score sheet for the first time in March. Draisaitl has tallied eight goals and nine assists this month and on Friday, became the first Raider since Steve Kelly in 1996 to reach the 100-point plateau … The Raiders have dominated their eight-game season series with the Blades, leading six games to one ... Raiders centre Chance Braid played his 200th game on Friday.
Playoff hopes hang in the balance as Raiders host Blades

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 13, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders left wing Collin Valcourt carries the puck against his former team, the Saskatoon Blades. Valcourt is riding a four-game point streak, scoring seven points in that span as he prepares to take on his former teammates facing elimination on Friday. Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

So it’s come to this.

As the Prince Albert Raiders playoffs hopes hang in the balance, a loss in either game of their home-and-home series against the Saskatoon Blades to close out the season could spell the end of their campaign.

Trailing both the Red Deer Rebels and Brandon Wheat Kings by a pair of points for the Eastern Conference’s eighth and final playoff spot, a loss on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre coupled by wins for both teams will mathematically eliminate the Raiders from the playoffs.

Seventy games into the season with six against the Blades, the Raiders have had plenty of time to prepare for the potential season-ending tilt, captain Josh Morrissey said. 

“We know what we have to do,” Morrissey said of Friday’s tilt. “We need to go in there not gripping the stick too tight, not putting too much pressure on ourselves and be ready to go from the drop of the puck.” 

The good news for the Raiders; the Wheat Kings and Rebels will face off against playoff-bound teams on Friday and Saturday in the Regina Pats and Edmonton Oil Kings.

Meanwhile, the Raiders finish off their season against the 11th in the Eastern Conference Blades, leading the season series five games to one.

With a series of long winning and losing streaks this season, Morrissey agreed that the 2013-2014 campaign has been a roller coaster ride. Still, there is no use on dwelling on the games behind them.

“Sometimes it just seems that the hockey gods aren’t on your side, for us that has been a little bit of our year,” he said. “Right now though, we are not worried about the past 70 games, all we know is we have to win two.”

On Friday, the Raiders will likely be without the services of veteran defenceman Graeme Craig who is sidelined with an upper-body injury sustained on Saturday against the Wheat Kings.

As he emerged from a defensive-unit meeting, Morrissey said his fellow blue liners have been reviewing game tape, devising strategies to fill the void left by the injured overager. 

“He’s a key player for us, he plays a lot of minutes,” Morrissey said of Craig. “We need to have other guys step up and take on some of those minutes. We looked at some clips on some things we have to iron out, communication things we’ve maybe gotten away from in the last few games.”

Although it is unknown who will start between the pipes on Friday, Raiders rookie backstop Nick McBride has been thoroughly impressive as of late, collecting four wins in five consecutive starts.

Following a 6-3 loss to the Moose Jaw Warriors on Tuesday, the Raiders looked to overage keeper Cole Cheveldave on Wednesday as they were trounced by the Regina Pats 7-1.

Taking on a heavy load to close out the Raiders season, Morrissey has been impressed with McBride’s ability to handle the pressures of the starter role at 17-years-old. 

“Nick’s a calm, cool goaltender,” Morrissey said of McBride who posts a record of 10-7-2. “As long as you’re there to clear bodies and rebounds, he’s really effective. To come in (at that age) and play some pressure-filled games, he’s been great.”

Regardless of who starts in net, the rivalry between the Raiders and Blades will be in full swing on Friday as the East Division foes look to play the role of spoilers and put an end to the Raiders playoff hopes.

The puck drops at 7 p.m. when the Raiders take on the Blades on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre. The Raiders box office will be open until 7 p.m. on Thursday.

Raiders to hand out annual team awards following Friday’s game

Directly following the Raiders tilt with the Blades on Friday, GM Bruno Campese hopes fans will stick around, as the team will hand out their annual awards. 

The new league-wide format will see awards such as MVP and best defensive forward doled out immediately following Friday’s game.

“We’re excited,” Campese said. “It’s the first time we have an opportunity to share it, not only with billets and parents, but also our fan base which have really stuck behind us.”

Campese explained that the new format for team awards ceremonies was driven by the fact that teams, such as the Raiders who are playing games with critical playoff implications, can’t be distracted.

“We’ve got two humongous games coming up and we don’t want this to sidetrack us from what’s important,” he said. “We have two games we have to win, we (and the league) don’t want anything to distract the focus of the game itself.” 
Raiders in critical condition after 7-1 loss to Pats
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The Prince Albert Raiders are in a must-win situation after being trounced by the Regina Pats 7-1 on Wednesday at the Brandt Centre.

Losing their second straight game, the Raiders dropped to ninth in the Eastern Conference, trailing the Red Deer Rebels by a pair of points for the eighth and final playoff spot.

Right wing Dyson Stevenson netted a pair of goals, including the game-winner to lift the Pats to their 39th win of the season, tightening their grip on the East Division crown.

After serving as backup for five straight games, Raiders starting goalie Cole Cheveldave found himself back between the pipes, making 31 saves in the losing effort.   

The Raiders opened scoring 34 seconds into the game as left wing Collin Valcourt netted his third goal in four tilts, following up on a three-point night on Tuesday against the Moose Jaw Warriors.

Responding about five minutes later, Stevenson tied things up, slipping his 37th of the season past Cheveldave.

While Cheveldave faced nine shots in the first period, so did Prince Albert native and Pats goalie Dawson  MacAuley who made a series of big saves to carry a 1-1 tie into the second period.

Working on a power play early in the second period, Stevenson performed a nifty spin-o-rama move to fire his second of the night past Cheveldave three minutes into the middle frame.

Keeping their feet on the gas, the Pats added to the lead midway through the period as right wing Connor Gay tallied his 16th of the season, just as the Raiders had finished killing a penalty.

The Pats would get two more goals from Chandler Stephenson and Dryden Hunt to bring the total up to five unanswered markers in the second period as the Raiders faced a 5-1 deficit heading into the third frame.

Pouring the shots on net, the Raiders struggled to cut into the Pats as MacAuley continued to shine in the crease, turning away all 12 shots faced in the final frame.

In the closing minutes of the third period, Gay would add his second of the night followed by a marker by left wing Morgan Klimchuk to put the game on ice.   

The Raiders will return home for the first of their final two games, taking on the Saskatoon Blades on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre before heading back the other way to finish their season at the Credit Union Centre.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Wednesday were Craig Leverton, Darcy Zaharichuk and Graeme Craig  … Craig is sidelined with an upper-body injury sustained on Saturday against the Brandon Wheat Kings …Prior to Wednesday's game, the Pats honoured the memory of Saginaw Spirit forward Terry Trafford whose body was found on Tuesday in Michigan ...  Following the Raiders final home game on Friday against the Saskatoon Blades at the Art Hauser Centre, the organization will hand out its annual awards including best defensive forward, rookie of the year and MVP honours. Draisaitl is set to take home the leading scorer award, won last season by forward Mark McNeill, now playing for the Rockford Icehogs of the American Hockey League.
WHL Notebook: Draisaitl on the move in NHL draft rankings

Dave  Dave LeaderhousePublished on March 12, 2014
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Prince Albert Raider forward Leon Draisaitl is on the move! No, he is not being traded, but rather his stock has risen considerably in the second half of the Western Hockey League season - so much so that Craig Button from TSN has him ranked at No. 4 in his March evaluation of potential draft picks. Draisaitl has been on a tear since he returned from representing Germany at the world junior hockey championship during the Christmas break and is set to become the first Raider to register 100 points in a season since Steve Kelly accomplished the feat in 1995-96. In Button’s January report, Draisaitl was ranked 11th, but the top three have remained unchanged as Kootenay’s Sam Reinhart is No. 1 followed by Aaron Ekblad of Barrie and Sam Bennett of Kingston. Draisaitl’s teammate Reid Gardiner is No. 64 on Button’s list…Everett Silvertips’ forward Joshua Winquist has set a regular-season scoring record for the franchise after the 20-year-old collected his 43rd goal of the campaign last week. Winquist, who will reach 300 games in his career and should have 100 career goals (he presently has 97) when the season ends this weekend, bettered Shane Harper’s single-season mark by one set in 2009-10.

The news is still pretty grim out of Saskatoon as Kootenay Ice forward Tim Bozun has been put in an induced coma while he recovers from a bout with meningitis. Bozun, who scored a goal for the Ice on Feb. 28 in Saskatoon against the Blades, fell ill the next day and was admitted to Royal University Hospital where he has been in critical condition ever since. Bozun, who was drafted by the Montreal Canadiens in the third round of the 2012 NHL entry draft, has had his parents by his side as Philippe and Helene Bozun flew in from their home in Switzerland when their son was hospitalized. Geneve-Servette HC, a Division A team in Switzerland, is wearing logos on their helmets in support of Bozun as they begin their playoffs…The Portland Winterhawks set a team record with 21 straight wins, but they came up one short of the league mark of 22 set by the 1967-68 Estevan Bruins when they were defeated 4-1 by the Seattle Thunderbirds.

The rumour mill is in full swing in the WHL as the Kootenay Ice are said to be moving to Winnipeg in time for the start of the 2014-15 season while the Prince George Cougars have been put up for sale by Rick Brodsky and stories have former players Dan Hamhuis and Eric Brewer part of a group that has offered $7 million for the team. As mentioned, these are all rumours, but once something gets started there generally is some meat on the bone. If the Prince George sale is finalized it would be the second Brodsky franchise to be sold this year as Jack Brodsky (Rick’s brother) got a reported $9 million for the Saskatoon Blades back in September.

The Portland Winterhawks are helping with the 100 Years of Hockey in Oregon celebrations by bringing in both the Stanley Cup and Lester Patrick Cup next week. The Portland Rosebuds were presented the Stanley Cup in 1916 when they won the Pacific Coast Hockey Association championship while the Portland Buckaroos captured the professional Western Hockey League title in 1961, ’65 and ’71 and were awarded the Lester Patrick trophy for their efforts.

Here’s a story that makes you want to cheer for the Swift Current Broncos. Well, Graham Black at least. The 20-year-old forward is having the best season of his junior career having notched 91 points as the Broncos enter the final week of the regular season. What makes this so extraordinary is that Black suffers from Graves’ disease, an autoimmune disorder that is accompanied by insomnia, chronic fatigue and drastic weight loss. Black, who had 50 points in each of his first two years in Swift Current, was also battling the disease when he won the Saskatchewan Midget AAA Hockey League scoring title and most valuable player honours three years ago…Prince Albert product Dawson MacAuley is the No. 1 goalie in Regina again after the Pats lost their starter Daniel Wapple for the remainder of the regular season when he was bulldozed into the net during a game against the Edmonton Oil Kings. MacAuley was the Pats’ go-to- guy for the first half of the season, but has been on the bench a lot since Wapple came to Regina at the trade deadline from Medicine Hat. Tyler Fuhr has been brought in to back-up MacAuley as Fuhr became available when his LaRonge Ice Wolves failed to qualify for the Saskatchewan Junior Hockey League playoffs…Everett has also lost a veteran as defenceman Kohl Bauml suffered a broken leg while battling in front of the net in a game against Kelowna last week…Tri-City goaltender Eric Comrie has set a new team record for saves in a season as he has passed Aaron Baker’s standard of 1825 set in 1997-98…Brandon has brought up Nolan Patrick for the remainder of the season. Patrick, who is the nephew of former Raider defenceman James Patrick, was third in scoring in the Manitoba Midget AAA Hockey League this year scoring 33 goals and adding 31 assists in 39 games. Patrick was the fourth overall selection in last May’s WHL bantam draft.

Information for the WHL Notebook is gathered from submissions provided by the WHL Writer’s Group.
Raiders lose a life, fall 6-3 to Warriors

Staff ~ The Prince Albert Daily HeraldPublished on March 11, 2014
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Raiders

In what could be the last contest they can afford to lose, the Prince Albert Raiders fell 6-3 to the Moose  Jaw Warriors on Tuesday at Mosaic Place.

With a chance for his team to establish a grip on the Eastern Conference's seventh playoff seed, Raiders rookie backstop Nick McBride surrendered a pair of goals in the second and third periods as the Raiders four-game win streak came to an end.

With the loss and a 8-5 Brandon Wheat Kings win over the Saskatoon Blades, the Raiders sit tied for the conference's eighth and final playoff spot, knotted up at 71 points with the Red Deer Rebels as both clubs post identical records of 33-31-5.

Warriors centre Brayden Point's reign of terror over the Raiders continued on Tuesday, posting a trio of assists to bring his point total against his East Division rivals this season up to 16.

The Warriors struck first three minutes into the game with a marker by defenceman Jesse Forsberg before Draisaitl struck back just over four minutes later with his 36th of the season.

As he continues to mesh well with Draisaitl on the Raiders top line, left wing Collin Valcourt came through to give the Raiders their only lead of the game, netting his second goal in three games to carry a 2-1 advantage into the second period.

Working on a power play exactly one minute into the second frame, Point fed right wing Jack Rodewald  who netted his 26th of the season before scoring his 27th over ten minutes later, again with a feed from Point.  

Just over a minute after Rodewald's second of the night, Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey ripped a shot over the glove of Warriors goalie Zach Sawchenko to carry a 3-3 tie into the third period.   

Two minutes into the third frame, the Warriors regained the lead and would not look back as Forsberg netted his second of the night on a power play.

With Forsberg's 10th goal of the season standing as the game-winner, left wing Tanner Eberle added an insurance marker midway through the third period before sliding his second of the night into an empty net to clinch the Warriors fourth-straight win.  

The Raiders will look to bounce back as they continue their hunt for a playoff spot on Wednesday, taking on the Regina Pats at the Brandt Centre.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Tuesday were Graeme Craig, Tim Vanstone and Darcy Zaharichuk. Craig is sidelined with an upper-body injury sustained on Saturday against the Brandon Wheat Kings ... Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl is one point shy of becoming the first Raider since Steve Kelly in 1996 to hit the 100 point mark. The German import has posted  13 multi-point games this season … Heading into Tuesday’s game, Raiders captain Josh Morrissey led all WHL defenceman with 26 goals … The Moose Jaw Warriors have been eliminated from the playoffs for the second straight season. They will finish the season 10th in the Eastern Conference … Raiders defenceman Brendan Guhle is the only player on the team to not score a goal this season. Guhle has tallied seven assists in 48 games this season and holds a rating of minus-six.
Raiders keep on rolling with 3-2 win over Wheat Kings

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 08, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Calder Brooks slides the puck under Brandon Wheat King goaltender Jordan Papirny’s arm to put his team up 2-1 late in the thrid period at the Art Hauser Centre in Prince Albert on Saturday evening. Wheat King defenders Eric Roy (left) and Rene Hunter along with Raiders forward Reid Gardiner can also be seen. Herald photo by Perry Bergson

With serious playoff implications at hand, the Prince Albert Raiders wrapped up their season series with the Brandon Wheat Kings with a 3-2 victory on Saturday at the Art Hauser Centre.

A late third period marker by Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl stood as the game-winner as the Raiders secured their fourth-straight win, establishing a grip on the Eastern Conference's eighth and final playoff spot.

Holding the Wheat Kings to 24 shots on Saturday, Raiders coach Cory Clouston was pleased with his team's defensive effort.

"We did a very good job of keeping things to the perimeter," Clouston said. "I thought we did a good job of clogging it up, they are a very fast team and we did a very good job of defending their speed at their blue line."

Appearing in his fourth straight start, Raiders rookie backstop Nick McBride looked sharp in the early going until an unlucky bounce put the Wheat Kings on the board.

Eight minutes into the first period, rookie left wing Rihards Bukarts ripped the puck over the Raiders net. The puck then bounced off the glass and hit McBride's back, dropping into the net to give the Wheat Kings a 1-0 lead.

Though the Raiders applied plenty of pressure, dinging one off the post and pouring 16 shots on Wheat Kings backstop Jordan Papirny, they were held scoreless heading into the second frame.  

As the Raiders continue to look to the 17-year-old keeper to lead the team into the playoffs, Clouston said McBride, yet again, showed his ability to maintain composure, bouncing back from the first period fluke.

"He (McBride) showed mental toughness, that's a tough goal to give up early in the game," Clouston said. "He did a good job of just taking a big breath and our guys did good job giving him a chance to get his game back underneath him."

While McBride regained his composure, the Raiders finally broke through with forward Dakota Conroy's 28th of the season to knot things up at ones 11 minutes into the middle period.

With 28 shots after two periods, the Raiders ran into  the outstanding play of Papirny who made save after save to keep things tied up going into the third frame.

Papirny continued to close the door in the third period, robbing Conroy of his second of the night with a spectacular glove save.

Denying the Raiders on numerous strong scoring chances, Raiders left wing Calder Brooks said getting past Papirny on Saturday was no easy task.

"He had a very solid game," Brooks said of Papirny. "We would have liked to capitalized on some of those early scoring chances in the first period, a couple of bounces could have made the game a little less (nerve wracking) for us."

On the other end of the ice, McBride stood his ground as the Raiders solid defensive effort limited the Wheat Kings production.

With just over four minutes to go in the period, Brooks jumped on a loose puck and deeked out Papirny to give the Raiders their first lead of the game. Seconds later, the Raiders struck again with Draisaitl's game-winning marker, which extended his point streak to four games.

Though Bukarts snuck his second of the game past McBride in the game's dying seconds, the Raiders pair of late third period goals scored in a span of 13 seconds were enough to clinch victory.

As the Raiders playoff hunt continues, Brooks said worrying about the performance of other teams in the standings, is pointless.

"All you can do is worry about what you can control and that's winning," Brooks said.

The Raiders will have two days off before they embark on a brief road trip, facing the Moose Jaw Warriors on Tuesday and the Regina Pats on Wednesday at the Brandt Centre.

RAIDERS NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Saturday were Ryan Coghlan, Darcy Zaharichuk and Tim Vanstone ... Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl has exploded offensively in the last two months, scoring 37 points since Feb. 4 including 12 multi-point games in that span. Draisaitl is just three points shy of the 100 mark. The last Raider to do so was Steve Kelly in the 1995-1996 season ... After posting just a single point in February, Raiders centre Reid Gardiner has regained his offensive prowess, riding a four-game point streak ... The Raiders are on pace to finish the regular season with the lowest penalty total in franchise history. They entered Saturday's game with a league-low total of 796.
Draisaitl continues torrid scoring pace as Raiders finally beat Hitmen

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 07, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Calder Brooks tries to get out of the way of defenceman Mackenze Stewart’s shot -- the puck can be seen to Brooks’ left near the R on the sign on the boards -- as Calgary Hitmen goaltender Chris Driedger waits at the Art Hauser Centre on Friday evening. The shot went in, giving the Raiders a 4-2 lead on a night they won 5-2. Herald photo by Perry Bergson

The Prince Albert Raiders have beaten every team in their conference after a 5-2 triumph over the Calgary Hitmen on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre.

As the Raiders avoided a season series sweep at the hands of the Hitmen, centre Leon Draisaitl recorded a second-straight four-point night, netting the game-winning goal, an empty netter and a pair of assists to lift his team to their third victory in a row.  

While the Raiders are neck and neck with the Red Deer Rebels for a playoff spot, for the third straight game, coach Cory Clouston instilled his faith in 17-year-old rookie backstop Nick McBride over overage starter Cole Cheveldave, a natural decision, he said.

"Nick's playing well," Clouston said of McBride who made 32 saves on Friday. "Cole (Cheveldave) was 0-4 against Moose Jaw, 0-3 against Calgary, when you combine those two factors it was a pretty easy decision."

The sparks were flying early when a minute and a half into the game, Raiders defenceman Mackenze Stewart dropped the gloves for the eighth time this season, going toe-to-toe with Hitmen right wing Joe Mahon.

Perhaps ignited by Stewart's tilt, the Raiders struck first exactly one minute later when defenceman Josh Morrissey ripped a point shot past a screened Hitmen backstop Chris Dreidger.

Clouston agreed that Stewart did a good job of generating energy, igniting the team behind him.

"He's a big guy," Clouston said of Stewart. "He's got to play physically and make sure he create momentum for us as well as playing well defensively, that's part of his role."  

Adding another goal on a two-on-one, Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl fed Collin Valcourt who took one shot into Dreidger's chest and then banged the rebound into the net.

On the other end of the ice, McBride stood tall, stopping 13 shots in the first period to carry the Raiders 2-0 lead into the second frame.

The Hitmen put themselves on the board on a gaffe six minutes into the second period when McBride went to play the puck behind the net and lost it to Kenton Helgesen who fed right wing Jake Virtanen for an easy marker.  

Virtanen netted his second of the night just 43 seconds later, sniping a wrister past McBride to tie things up at twos seven minutes into the second period.

Though surrendering a pair of questionable goals, Clouston said McBride was able to bounce back and maintain his composure.

"I'm sure if you asked Nick he would have liked to have both those goals back but he showed a lot of character," Clouston said of the rookie keeper. "He (McBride) called a timeout and came to the bench and we said 'Nick, it's a brand new game, we need you to be big for us' and I thought the guys did a great job of bending but not breaking."

The game's chippy attitude continued throughout the middle frame as Draisaitl was driven head first into the boards, resulting in a scrum in the corner and Valcourt engaging with Hitmen captain Jaynen Rissling.

Both teams struggled to break the stalemate throughout the period's second half until with 51 seconds to go, Draisaitl hammered a one-timer past Dreidger on a power play to carry a 3-2 lead into the third frame.

After pouring the shots on Dreidger to kick off the third period, the Raiders finally broke through with an insurance goal by Stewart who netted his fifth of the season on a point shot midway through the frame.

In a last ditch effort, Hitmen coach Mike Williamson gave Dreidger the yank for an extra-man and Draisaitl was able to score from the Raiders zone to put the game on ice.

The Raiders are right back at in on Saturday as they continue their hunt for a playoff berth against the Brandon Wheat Kings at the Art Hauser Centre.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Friday were Ryan Coghlan, Tim Vanstone and Darcy Zaharichuk  ... Coghlan has not dressed for the Raiders since a Feb. 11 tilt against the Hitmen at the Scotiabank Saddledome ... Since being dealt to the Hitmen on Dec. 28 in exchange for left wing Calder Brooks and a second round draft pick, former Raider Mike Winther has not dressed against his former team this season. Winther has amassed eight points in 11 games with his new squad ... Raiders rookie backstop Nick McBride is the first 16-year-old keeper since Aaron Sorochan in 2001 to remain on the team's roster for an entire season ... Scoring his 33rd goal of the season on Friday, Draisaitl is red-hot, scoring 35 points since Feb. 4.
McBride carries heavy load in rookie year

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on March 06, 2014
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Prince Albert Raiders rookie backstop Nick McBride is the first 16-year-old Raiders keeper since Aaron Sorochan in 2001 to be on the team's roster full-time. McBride posts a record of 8-6-2 with a .909 save-percentage this season. Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

It’s been two decades since the Prince Albert Raiders instilled so much faith in a 16-year-old backstop.

With 22 appearances between the pipes this season, rookie goalie Nick McBride is the first 16-year-old Raiders keeper since Aaron Sorochan in 2001 to be on the team’s roster full-time.

Appearing as a starter in three of the Raiders’ last four games, McBride’s confidence is high as his role with the team has steadily increased throughout the season.

“I’m feeling good right now,” McBride said, having collected two straight victories to improve his record to 8-6-2. 

When asked if the Maple Ridge, B.C native is prepared to assume the club’s starter role to finish off the Raiders stretch run into the playoffs, McBride said he’s just looking to stay the course. 

“I’m not really thinking about roles, but if I keep playing well, I keep playing,” he said. “That’s all I am really focused on.”

McBride displayed his confidence and ability to maintain composure as a rookie on Tuesday against the Moose Jaw Warriors at the Art Hauser Centre. 

On a Warriors left wing Torrin White penalty shot early in the first period, McBride made a potentially game-changing toe-save.

“I was definitely a little nervous because that could have really changed the game,” McBride said of the penalty shot which could have given the Warriors a two-goal lead. “If we went down 2-0, it would have been really hard to come back so I knew I had to stop that one.” 

Whether it’s McBride or overage starter Cole Cheveldave between the pipes, the Raiders will look to extend their win streak to three games as they host the Calgary Hitmen on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre.

Posting a record of 0-3-0 against the Hitmen this season, Calgary is the only team in the Eastern Conference the Raiders have yet to beat. 

Chasing the Red Deer Rebels for the conference’s eighth and final playoff spot, spirits are high in the Raiders dressing room, McBride said.

“It’s a good atmosphere right now,” he said. “We are really happy, we scored lots of goals against Moose Jaw, hopefully we can keep that up and keep winning games.” 

With a game in hand, the Raiders currently sit ninth in the conference with a record of 31-30-5, two points behind the Rebels who grasp that final playoff berth.

Securing their first win against the Hitmen this season won’t be easy as they are red hot. The Hitmen currently sit third in the Eastern Conference with a record of 44-16-7, having won eight of their last 10 games.

On Friday, the Raiders will look to contain Calgary’s trio of potent forwards in centres Greg Chase, Brady Brassart and left wing Jake Virtanen who is projected to be a first round selection in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.   

The puck drops at 7 p.m. when the Raiders take on the Hitmen on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre.

2014 WHL playoff picture

Prince Albert Raiders -- 31-30-5 -- 67 points: Ninth

•Games remaining: Six

•Home: Calgary, Brandon, Saskatoon

•Away: Moose Jaw, Regina, Saskatoon 

Red Deer Rebels -- 32-30-5 -- 69 points: Eighth

•Games remaining: Five

•Home: Swift Current, Kootenay, Edmonton

•Away: Medicine Hat, Edmonton 

Brandon Wheat Kings -- 31-27-9 -- 71 points: Seventh

•Games remaining: Five

•Home: Edmonton, Saskatoon, Regina

•Away: Prince Albert, Regina 

According to the WHL’s tie breaking procedure, if the Raiders and Rebels were to finish the regular season tied in total points, the edge goes to the club with the most victories. 

If the two clubs remain tied, the edge will go to the club with the most points in games between the two. 

This season, the Rebels have collected six points against the Raiders who have tallied three. The two teams will not meet again this season as the Rebels took the season series three games to one. 

Raiders take precautions in wake of meningitis risk

In the wake of Kootenay Ice forward Tim Bozon’s diagnosis with meningitis, the Raiders are taking some precautionary measures.

On Wednesday, Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Time-Herald reported that Sask Health recommended the Warriors take Rifampin, a preventative medication used by people that have been in contact with the Neisseria meningitides bacteria that can cause the illness. 

Because Bozon did not make the trip to Prince Albert for the Ice’s tilt on Saturday, such a measure is not necessary for the Raiders, GM Bruno Campese said on Thursday. 

“Our trainers have been in contact with different personnel and we didn’t have to go to that measure,” Campese said of the team taking preventative medication. “The whole league has been in contact with Sask Health and they have provided direction for the teams that need it." 

Still, the Raiders are taking the necessary measures to ensure the safety of their athletes and staff.

“There are some precautions with the city that we took as far as making sure everything is disinfected and sterilized,” Campese said. “The only concern we had at all was making sure that everything was sterilized properly, which it is.”

On Wednesday, the Ice announced that Bozon, selected by the Montreal Canadiens in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, is at Saskatoon’s Royal University Hospital where he remains in critical condition. 

andrew.schopp@paherald.sk.ca
McBride comes up big on penalty shot as Raiders trounce Warriors 9-2
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Leon Drasaitl and Moose Jaw Warriors forward Ben Duperreault watch as the puck is momentarily suspended in the air between Warriors goaltender Justin Paulic’s arm and pad during second period action at the Art Hauser Centre in Prince Albert. Herald photo by Perry Bergson

Playing the way they should against a team eliminated from playoff contention, the Prince Albert Raiders trounced the Moose Jaw Warriors 9-2 on Tuesday at the Art Hauser Centre.

A thorn in their side throughout the season, the Raiders outshot the Warriors 36-21 en route to just their second win in seven meetings with the 17-40-9 provincial rivals this season as they continue to battle with the Red Deer Rebels for a playoff spot.

As the Raiders cruised to their second-straight win, coach Cory Clouston said the turning point, was a toe-save made by rookie backstop Nick McBride on a penalty shot by Warriors left wing Torrin White early in the first period.

"He (McBride) was very comfortable, very confident with that," Clouston said of McBride's penalty shot performance. "If he doesn't make that save it can be a very different game. It's not always how many saves you make it's the timeliness of them."

After delivering several big hits early in the first period, the Raiders found themselves in some penalty trouble when defenceman Brendan Guhle took a checking from behind penalty.

On the ensuing power play, Warriors centre Brayden Point netted his seventh goal against the Raiders this season just under four minutes into the opening frame.   

With just over five minutes to go in the opening period, Raiders centre Chance Braid ripped a shot on net which trickled through the legs of Warriors backstop Justin Paulic. As the puck slowly crept through Paulic's five-hole and towards the goal line, Raiders forward Carson Perreaux knocked it in to knot things up at one.

Less than a minute after Perreaux's 17th of the season, Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl continued his torrid scoring pace, netting his 31st of the season to carry a 2-1 lead into the second period.

Outshooting the Warriors by a wide 14-6 margin, the Raiders kicked off scoring in the second period early with a goal by Braid just over two minutes into the period  followed by a Mackenze Stewart marker 48 seconds later to give the Raiders a convincing 4-1 lead.

It was Stewart's fourth of the season that was the "nail in the coffin" as far as momentum was concerned, Clouston said.

"All four of our lines did a good job," he said. "We can't rely on one or two guys and tonight was a night where we had every guy playing well and contributing."

Scoring his second power play marker of the night, Point cut into the lead but that was about all the damage the Warriors were going to do as Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey added a pair of goals along with Reid Gardiner's 22nd of the season to carry a 7-2 lead into the third period.

Although the third period was nearly a moot point, it didn't stop the Raiders from running up the score as forward Calder Brooks added a tally along with Draisaitl's second of the game, capping a four-point night for the German import.  

Backed by his team's offensive onslaught, McBride cruised to his second-straight win, making 19 saves along the way.  

When asked what prompted his decision to start McBride over overage starter Cole Cheveldave, Clouston said it was simply a matter of "trying to win hockey games."

"He's (McBride) playing with confidence and when Cole (Cheveldave) goes in we are going to need him to do the same," Clouston said.

With the win, the Raiders improved their record to 31-30-5 as they earn a valuable two points in the Eastern Conference standings where the Rebels continue to nip at their heels.

The Raiders will have a day of rest before finish off their season series with the Calgary Hitmen on Friday at the Art Hauser Centre.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Tuesday were Ryan Coghlan, Tim Vanstone and Darcy Zaharichuk ... Following his sixth multi-point night in seven games, Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl is just eight points shy of the 100 mark. The last Raider to tally more than 100 points was Steve Kelly in 1995-1996. The Raiders post a record of 2-9-0 when Draisaitl is held off the score sheet ... Warriors forward Brayden Point has collected 13 points in seven games against the Raiders this season including a six-point night on Feb. 7  at the Art Hauser Centre ... The Raiders post a record of 21-1-1 when leading after two periods of play.
Gardiner looks to get going as Raiders host Warriors
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Prince Albert Raiders forward Reid Gardiner ends 20-game goal drought, ripping a shot past Kootenay Ice goaltender Mackenzie Skapski in the third period at the Art Hauser Centre on Saturday evening. Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

As the Prince Albert Raiders push to make the playoffs, centre Reid Gardiner hopes his first goal in 20 games will get him going at just the right time.

On Saturday, Gardiner netted his first goal since Jan. 18, an insurance marker to lift the Raiders to a 4-2 win over the Kootenay Ice at the Art Hauser Centre.

Needless to say, Gardiner’s late third period goal to end the drought was a weight off his shoulders. 

“It was a huge relief,” Gardiner said. “Going 20 games without scoring was obviously frustrating, I thought I was still playing well but the bounces just weren’t going my way.”

Scoring 34 points up until Dec. 31, Gardiner’s offensive production began fall off in the following two months, as he scored just five points in January and February.

With the Raiders tied with the Red Deer Rebels for the Eastern Conference’s eighth and final playoff spot, now’s a better time than ever for the 18-year-old Humboldt native to explode onto the scoresheet. 

“Some of the guys were saying if I get one, they will come in bunches,” Gardiner said. “I really hope it will pick up just as we are heading into the last stretch of the regular season and hopefully into the playoffs.”

Gardiner’s offensive production to begin the season did not go unnoticed as the NHL released its 2014 draft prospect midterm rankings with Gardiner ranked 40th among North American Skaters.

Though it is unknown how his recent dry spell will hurt that ranking, a return to his point-per-game prowess seen earlier this season certainly won’t hurt as the Raiders come down the stretch. 

After Saturday’s triumph over the Ice, the Raiders will look to string a pair of wins together as they host the Moose Jaw Warriors on Tuesday.

The 10th place Warriors have been troublesome for the Raiders this season, leading the eight-game season series five games to one.

“They work hard and they are a good team in their structure,” Gardiner said of the Warriors, who are eliminated from playoff contention. “Whether it’s bad breaks or good goaltending we’ve faced, things just haven’t gone our way (against them).”

A big thorn in the Raiders side has been Warriors leading scorer Brayden Point who has collected 11 points in six games against his provincial rivals this season.

Point’s dominance over the Raiders includes an explosive six-point night in the two team’s last meeting where the Raiders were trounced 7-1 on Feb. 7 at the Art Hauser Centre.

The Raiders stretch run includes a pair of games against the Warriors and the Saskatoon Blades, a schedule comparatively easier than that of the Rebels, who Gardiner said his team are unavoidably watching closely. 

“It’s always in the back of our heads, how can it not be with how close we are,” Gardiner said of the Raiders ongoing dogfight with the Rebels for a playoff spot. “We just want to take care of what we can control and the other intangibles will take care of themselves.”

On Monday, the Raiders and Rebels were knotted up at 65 points for the final playoff seed, while the Brandon Wheat Kings rode a four-game point streak to a six-point lead as they establish a firm grip on a playoff berth.

The puck drops at 7 p.m. on Tuesday when the Raiders take on the Warriors at the Art Hauser Centre. 

2014 WHL playoff picture

Prince Albert Raiders -- 30-30-5 -- 65 points: Tied Eighth

•Games remaining: Seven

•Home: Moose Jaw, Calgary, Brandon, Saskatoon

•Away: Moose Jaw, Regina, Saskatoon 

Red Deer Rebels -- 30-30-5 -- 65 points: Tied Eighth

•Games remaining: Seven

•Home: Medicine Hat, Swift Current, Kootenay, Edmonton

•Away: Kootenay, Medicine Hat, Medicine Hat, Edmonton 

Brandon Wheat Kings -- 31-26-9 -- 71 points: Seventh

•Games remaining: Six

•Home: Calgary, Edmonton, Saskatoon, Regina

•Away: Swift Current, Prince Albert, Regina
Top NHL draft prospects square off
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© Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

Prince Albert Raiders forward Leon Draisaitl checks Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart on Saturday evening at the Art Hauser Centre in Prince Albert, The two are both certain to be top icks in the next NHL draft. 

While Saturday's tilt between the Raiders and Ice had its playoff implications, there was much hype surrounding two players specifically.

While Sam Reinhart and Leon Draisaitl squared off against each other for the fourth time this season, the top prospects are no strangers to one another.

Having played against each other on both the WHL and World Junior Hockey Championship stages, the pair who are both projected to be top-five picks in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, offered their scouting report on one another as they squared off man-to-man on Saturday.

"All I know is he's a great player," Draisaitl said of Reinhart. "He's one of the best players in the league. He's a complete player and that's all I can say about him. His stats and his rankings are true."

Though he is aware of the hype the matchup between himself and Reinhart creates, Draisaitl doesn't put much stock into it.

"It's just a game," Draisaitl said. "It's not about him or me, it's about the team winning. People get excited about the game and they should, it's a great game."

Reinhart, who is projected by many to be selected first overall in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, said playing against Draisaitl is always a battle.

"He's (Draisaitl) a tough player to play against," Reinhart said. "He's strong down low especially. He's a big strong player, it's hard to knock the puck off him, there are  few players in the league that when you are up against them, you know their strength."

Clouston said he thought his team did a good job of containing Reinhart, who entered Saturday's game riding an explosive 22-game point streak.

"When you play against players like that you try and defend in numbers," Clouston said. "You have to create a situation where your team structure is your best defence and I thought we did that."

As the Raiders wrapped up the season series with the Ice at two games apiece on Saturday, Draisaitl took the upper hand in terms of offensive production.

In four meetings with the Ice this season, Draisaitl has tallied a goal and four assists while Reinhart has a trio of helpers.

Reinhart currently sits fourth overall in league scoring with 94 points while Draisaitl is not too far behind with 88 in 57 games this season.
Raiders comeback over Ice earns key points
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Kootenay Ice centre Sam Reinhart takes the opening faceoff on Saturday against Prince Albert Raiders counterpart Leon Draisaitl, a fitting start to a matchup pitting two of the league's hottest prospects against eachother. Draisaitl netted the game-winning goal to lift the Raiders to a 4-2 win over the Ice on Saturday at the Art Hauser Centre. Herald photo by Perry Bergson

Some of the league's top talent was on display as the Prince Albert Raiders took a step towards a playoff berth with a 4-2 triumph over the Kootenay Ice on Saturday at the Art Hauser Centre.

With just seven games to go in their regular season schedule, the Raiders gained valuable ground in their hunt for a playoff berth, as two of the WHL's hottest prospects in Leon Draisaitl and Sam Reinhart squared off.

While Reinhart was held off the score sheet on Saturday, Draisaitl netted the game-winning goal as the Raiders snapped a three-game losing skid.

Though admitting his squad was a tad sluggish returning home from a six-game road trip, Raiders coach Cory Clouston said his team played a disciplined game, backed by a 25-save performance by rookie backstop Nick McBride.

"I thought we had our game underneath us and McBride made a couple key saves," Clouston said. "We had some good chances to extend the lead, we didn't, but I thought we did a good job of not getting frustrated and just stuck with the game plan."

Striking first six minutes into the opening period, Ice centre Zach McPhee tallied his sixth of the season to give his team an early 1-0 lead.

McPhee's opening goal would serve as the period's lone marker as Ice backstop Mackenzie Skapski stood his ground as the Ice outshot the Raiders 8-6 in the frame.

Adding to the lead early in the second period, Ice left wing Levi Cable danced in all alone, sniping the puck over the shoulder of McBride, making his 20th appearance between the pipes this season.

With less than four minutes to go in the middle frame, the Raiders got on the board as centre Dakota Conroy ripped his 27th of the season past Skapski to cut the Ice's lead down to one. About three minutes later, centre Chance Braid fed the puck from behind the net to forward Carson Perreaux, who tied things up at twos going into the third period.  

Posting a goal and an assist on Saturday, Clouston agreed that Draisaitl's explosive offensive production in February, has come at just the right time as the Raiders come down the stretch and make a run at a playoff spot.

"He's obviously created some chemistry with his line," Clouston said of Draisaitl, Conroy and left wing Collin Valcourt. "We've had other lines contributing as well which sometimes take some of the pressure off him (Draisaitl) and that line which allows him to play a little bit more freely."

After notching an assist on Conroy's opening goal, Draisaitl continued to outshine Reinhart, beating Skapski with his 30th of the season to give the Raiders their first lead of the game early in the third period.

Outshooting the Ice 27-25, the Raiders added an insurance goal with three minutes to go, as centre Reid Gardiner found himself back in the goal column for the first time since Jan. 18.

McBride was solid stopping nine shots in the third period as he and the Raiders held on for the win.

As the Red Deer Rebels were dormant on Saturday, the Raiders win put them in a stalemate for the Eastern Conference's eighth and final playoff spot with both teams locked up with 65 points.

With increased production by Perreaux and centre Shane Danyluk over the past few games, Clouston said contributions from the team's bottom six players needs to continue if the Raiders are to make the playoffs.

"For us to have success we need balanced scoring," Clouston said. "Our third line of Danyluk, Braid and Perreaux is starting to score, we need all lines contributing."

The Raiders will look to keep things going as they host the Moose Jaw Warriors on Tuesday at the Art Hauser Centre.

RAIDERS NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Saturday were Ryan Coghlan, Tim Vanstone and Darcy Zaharichuk  ... Going into Saturday's game, the Raiders possessed the league's second best power play unit, scoring with a 24.7% efficiency ... Raiders forward Shane Danyluk has scored four goals in his last five games and is one marker shy of his total of eight last season ... Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl has found himself on the score sheet in 45 of 56 games so far this season, sitting seventh overall in league scoring ... In the Raiders first tilt with the Ice this season on Oct. 13, not a single penalty was called as the Ice triumphed 2-0 at Western Financial Place ... The penalty box stays relatively empty when the Raiders and Ice meet, with both teams combining for just 36 penalty minutes in four meetings this season.  
Playoff race tight as Raiders begin stretch run

Andrew Andrew SchoppPublished on February 28, 2014

Share 1 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

Prince Albert Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl currently sits seventh overall in league scoring with 86 points. In his rookie year last season, Draisaitl tallied 21 goals and 37 assists, for 58 points. Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

The Prince Albert Raiders haven’t fared particularly well in the last two months but luckily for them, neither have the Red Deer Rebels.

The race for the Eastern Conference’s eighth and final playoff spot has come down to the two teams, with the Rebels hanging on by a single point thread.

A disastrous January that included a five-game losing skid left the Raiders on the outside looking in on hockey’s second season. January was rough for the Raiders but a slight bounce back and an almost equally devastating February for the Rebels have thrust them back into contention.

Since Jan. 3, the Raiders posted a record of 9-13-3. The Rebels record of 11-13-2, punctuated by seven and three-game losing streaks, makes way for the league’s tightest race for a playoff berth.

One look at the Raiders February schedule would have speculators pegging them as dead in the water; 13 games, all but one against playoff teams.

The Raiders’ February included a season-long six-game road trip that had them tour the WHL’s U.S. Division.

The Raiders got through the potentially bubble team-burying trip, posting a record of 3-2-1 as they look to finish off the season strong in their remaining eight games.

March kicks off on Saturday as the Raiders take on the Kootenay Ice at the Art Hauser Centre, trailing the season series 1-2-0.

The marquee matchup pits two of the league’s hottest NHL prospects against each other as centres Leon Draisaitl and Sam Reinhart square off. While Reinhart sits seven points shy of his first 100-point season, Draisaitl has exploded with a 26-point February.

With 86 points on the season, Draisaitl sits seventh overall in league scoring with 29 goals and 57 assists.

As they take on the Ice to begin their stretch run, the Raiders will surely be watching the out-of-town scoreboard, evaluating the Rebels’ play as they dog fight for playoff position.

Should the Rebels play .500 hockey and go 4-4-0 to finish the season, the Raiders would need to post a record of 5-3-0 to clinch the eighth and final playoff spot by a single point.

Though the seventh place Brandon Wheat Kings seem to have a playoff spot all but locked up, a losing finish could see them fighting for their post-season lives as well, sitting ahead of the Rebels by four points with a record of 30-26-8.

A Rebels .500 record could be a worst-case scenario for the Raiders, given the rival’s harsh remaining schedule.

While the Raiders finish off the season with a pair of tilts against non-playoff teams, the Moose Jaw Warriors and Saskatoon Blades, the Rebels will face the Medicine Hat Tigers three times and the conference-leading Edmonton Oil Kings twice.

“I have no doubts in my mind that we are going to pull through into the playoffs,” Raiders centre Dakota Conroy told The Herald on Feb. 13.

With things as tight as they are, it may not be up to them.

The puck drops at 7 p.m. when the Raiders take on the Ice on Saturday at the Art Hauser Centre. 

2014 WHL playoff picture

Prince Albert Raiders -- 29-30-5 -- 63 points: Ninth 

•Games remaining: Eight

•Home: Kootenay, Moose Jaw, Calgary, Brandon, Saskatoon

•Away: Moose Jaw, Regina, Saskatoon

Red Deer Rebels -- 30-30-4 -- 64 points: Eight

•Games remaining: Eight

•Home: Medicine Hat, Swift Current, Kootenay, Edmonton

•Away: Kootenay, Medicine Hat, Medicine Hat, Edmonton 

Brendan Wheat Kings -- 30-26-8 -- 68 points: Seventh

•Games remaining: Eight

•Home: Calgary, Edmonton, Saskatoon, Regina

•Away: Saskatoon, Swift Current, Prince Albert, Regina 

Potential playoff suitors

Should the Raiders make it to the playoffs, they are likely to be there as the eighth seed, taking on the regular season conference champions.

On Friday, the Edmonton Oil Kings sit atop the conference with 91 points with their provincial rival Calgary Hitmen nipping at their heels with 89. 

With the Oil Kings and Hitmen the biggest contenders for the conference crown, they too are the Raiders most likely playoff foes. 

The Hitmen are the only team in the conference the Raiders have yet to beat, posting a record of 0-3-0 against them so far this season. 

The Raiders have fared better against the Oil Kings, posting a record of 2-2-0.

The last time the Raiders met the Hitmen in the post-season, they were ousted in the 1998-1999 Eastern Conference final as the Hitmen went on to win the championship with a 4-1 series triumph over the Kamloops Blazers. 

andrew.schopp@paherald.sk.ca
WHL Notebook: Winterhawks closing in on record for consecutive victories
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Will the Portland Winterhawks lose another game? That seems to be the big question as the Western Hockey League enters its final three weeks of the regular schedule. The Winterhawks, who have not lost since Jan. 10, enter this weekend riding a 20-game winning streak – two shy of the league mark set by the Estevan Bruins in 1967-68. With all of the successful teams in the Winterhawks’ rich history, the previous mark for consecutive wins by a Portland team was 15 with that standard being set in 1979-80 and equalled in 1997-98…The Moose Jaw Warriors’ education fund got a nice bump recently when a cheque for $80,136 was turned over to the club as a result of another successful K+S Potash alumni golf tournament. In four years that event has contributed over $300,000 to the education fund…Tri-City Americans have also raised a lot of money only their efforts are for breast cancer awareness. In eight years the Americans have donated $137,000 to the Tri-Cities Cancer Research Centre.

Red Deer Rebels netminder Patrik Bartosak set a new team mark for saves in a season when he stopped his 1,728th puck in a 7-1 loss to the Calgary Hitmen. Bartosak, who bettered the 14-year record set by Shane Bendera, will add to those totals as he will likely see most of the action in Red Deer’s final nine games this year…That wasn’t the only team standard being eclipsed in the last week as Prince Albert Raider captain Josh Morrissey scored his 23rd goal of the season to move ahead of Emanuel Viverois for most goals by a Raider defenseman in a single season…Brandon Wheat King captain Ryan Pulock also got into the act when he notched his 61st career goal to equal the team record for most goals by a defenseman set by former Raider Brad McCrimmon more than 30 years ago. Pulock also picked up his 200th career point putting him in an elite group that consists of McCrimmon, Cam Plante, Justin Kurtz and Burke Henry as the only Wheat King defensemen to reach that plateau…While not a record congratulations has to be passed out to Saskatoon Blades announcer Les Lazaruk who recently called his 1,500th game. Lazaruk has been the Voice of the Blades since 1994.

A pair of import players watched the Winter Olympics with extra interest as Everett Silvertips’ defenseman Mirco Mueller and Medicine Hat forward Markus Eisenschmid each had a sister competing in women’s hockey at the Games in Sochi, Russia. Mueller’s sister Alina scored the eventual game winner to lead Switzerland to a bronze-medal finish while Eisenschmid’s sister Tanja competed with the German squad…How is this for a stat? Kelowna Rockets defenseman Cole Martin is +50 in plus/minus this year and +97 in the last two seasons…The Canadian Hockey League and Sportsnet have reached an agreement to remain partners for 12 more years through the 2025-26 season. Sportsnet, which recently landed the NHL rights for $5.2 billion, will broadcast over 50 games each season, including the MasterCard Memorial Cup tournament, on all types of media.

It hasn’t been a good month for WHL goalies and team rules. The Silvertips have suspended back-up netminder Daniel Cotton indefinitely while Calgary sat out No. 1 goalie Chris Driedger for four games. Everett has also suspended Darcy Deroose indefinitely and it doesn’t look either Deroose or Cotton will be back with the team as the Silvertips have summoned 16-year-old Nik Amundrud from the North East Midget AA squad out of Nipawin to serve as the back-up to Austin Lotz for the remainder of the season. Amundrud was a third-round pick of the Silvertips in the 2012 bantam draft.

Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice is making a case for the No. 1 pick in the upcoming NHL entry draft as the skilled forward is riding a 21-game point streak entering this weekend’s action. In that span he has scored 18 goals and added 29 assists to move into fourth place in the league scoring race...The Vancouver Giants took advantage of the NHL break due to the Olympic Games when they added former captain Brendan Gallagher to their Ring of Honour. Gallagher, who now plays for the Montreal Canadiens, holds team records for goals with 136 and points with 280. Gallagher joins Milan Lucic and Evander Kane in the exclusive group…Slowly some of the top 15-year-olds will be joining their WHL teams as league rules only allow that to happen once their current team is eliminated from the playoffs. The Regina Pats are the first beneficiaries as Sam Steele, a gifted centre picked second overall last spring in the bantam draft, will be with the club this weekend as his Sherwood Park squad was ousted from the Alberta Midget AAA Hockey League playoffs last week…It likely wasn’t an easy decision, but Brent Sutter, the owner/coach/general manager of the Red Deer Rebels, has shut down his nephew Lukas Sutter for the remainder of the season. The younger Sutter has been hampered by shoulder injuries all season and the elder Sutter felt it was time to get the situation corrected with surgery. Lukas Sutter was in his final year of junior hockey and played his final game at that level on Feb. 17.

The WHL, in partnership with Okanagan Hockey Schools and Sport Testing Inc. will be launching a series of combine camps in April. The camps will be a full day of on and off-ice testing, instruction tips and developmental seminars. Bantam and midget-aged players are eligible with Saskatoon and Regina being the lone Saskatchewan centres selected to host a camp. Results from the camps will be made available to all WHL teams for scouting purposes. More information is available by going to www.whl.ca/page/ whl combines.
Playoff race tight as Raiders begin stretch run
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Prince Albert Raiders centre Leon Draisaitl currently sits seventh overall in league scoring with 86 points. In his rookie year last season, Draisaitl tallied 21 goals and 37 assists, for 58 points. Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

The Prince Albert Raiders haven’t fared particularly well in the last two months but luckily for them, neither have the Red Deer Rebels.

The race for the Eastern Conference’s eighth and final playoff spot has come down to the two teams, with the Rebels hanging on by a single point thread.

A disastrous January that included a five-game losing skid left the Raiders on the outside looking in on hockey’s second season. January was rough for the Raiders but a slight bounce back and an almost equally devastating February for the Rebels have thrust them back into contention.

Since Jan. 3, the Raiders posted a record of 9-13-3. The Rebels record of 11-13-2, punctuated by seven and three-game losing streaks, makes way for the league’s tightest race for a playoff berth.

One look at the Raiders February schedule would have speculators pegging them as dead in the water; 13 games, all but one against playoff teams.

The Raiders’ February included a season-long six-game road trip that had them tour the WHL’s U.S. Division.

The Raiders got through the potentially bubble team-burying trip, posting a record of 3-2-1 as they look to finish off the season strong in their remaining eight games.

March kicks off on Saturday as the Raiders take on the Kootenay Ice at the Art Hauser Centre, trailing the season series 1-2-0.

The marquee matchup pits two of the league’s hottest NHL prospects against each other as centres Leon Draisaitl and Sam Reinhart square off. While Reinhart sits seven points shy of his first 100-point season, Draisaitl has exploded with a 26-point February.

With 86 points on the season, Draisaitl sits seventh overall in league scoring with 29 goals and 57 assists.

As they take on the Ice to begin their stretch run, the Raiders will surely be watching the out-of-town scoreboard, evaluating the Rebels’ play as they dog fight for playoff position.

Should the Rebels play .500 hockey and go 4-4-0 to finish the season, the Raiders would need to post a record of 5-3-0 to clinch the eighth and final playoff spot by a single point.

Though the seventh place Brandon Wheat Kings seem to have a playoff spot all but locked up, a losing finish could see them fighting for their post-season lives as well, sitting ahead of the Rebels by four points with a record of 30-26-8.

A Rebels .500 record could be a worst-case scenario for the Raiders, given the rival’s harsh remaining schedule.

While the Raiders finish off the season with a pair of tilts against non-playoff teams, the Moose Jaw Warriors and Saskatoon Blades, the Rebels will face the Medicine Hat Tigers three times and the conference-leading Edmonton Oil Kings twice.

“I have no doubts in my mind that we are going to pull through into the playoffs,” Raiders centre Dakota Conroy told The Herald on Feb. 13.

With things as tight as they are, it may not be up to them.

The puck drops at 7 p.m. when the Raiders take on the Ice on Saturday at the Art Hauser Centre. 

2014 WHL playoff picture

Prince Albert Raiders -- 29-30-5 -- 63 points: Ninth 

•Games remaining: Eight

•Home: Kootenay, Moose Jaw, Calgary, Brandon, Saskatoon

•Away: Moose Jaw, Regina, Saskatoon

Red Deer Rebels -- 30-30-4 -- 64 points: Eight

•Games remaining: Eight

•Home: Medicine Hat, Swift Current, Kootenay, Edmonton

•Away: Kootenay, Medicine Hat, Medicine Hat, Edmonton 

Brendan Wheat Kings -- 30-26-8 -- 68 points: Seventh

•Games remaining: Eight

•Home: Calgary, Edmonton, Saskatoon, Regina

•Away: Saskatoon, Swift Current, Prince Albert, Regina 

Potential playoff suitors

Should the Raiders make it to the playoffs, they are likely to be there as the eighth seed, taking on the regular season conference champions.

On Friday, the Edmonton Oil Kings sit atop the conference with 91 points with their provincial rival Calgary Hitmen nipping at their heels with 89. 

With the Oil Kings and Hitmen the biggest contenders for the conference crown, they too are the Raiders most likely playoff foes. 

The Hitmen are the only team in the conference the Raiders have yet to beat, posting a record of 0-3-0 against them so far this season. 

The Raiders have fared better against the Oil Kings, posting a record of 2-2-0.

The last time the Raiders met the Hitmen in the post-season, they were ousted in the 1998-1999 Eastern Conference final as the Hitmen went on to win the championship with a 4-1 series triumph over the Kamloops Blazers. 

andrew.schopp@paherald.sk.ca
Raiders steal a point in 4-3 loss
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Raiders

The Prince Albert Raiders left Seattle with a point, falling to the Thunderbirds 4-3 in overtime on Tuesday at the ShoWare Center.

Down 3-2 with less than two minutes to go, Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey forced overtime, where Thunderbirds left wing Alexander Delnov delivered the sudden-death dagger two-and-a-half minutes into the extra frame.

Thomas Andrlik scored his second career goal while Leon Draisaitl continued his torrid scoring pace, extending his point streak to 10 games.

Thunderbirds centre Mathew Barzal, who was selected first overall in the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft, two picks before Raiders defenceman Brendan Guhle, netted a pair of goals.

Between the pipes, both Raiders backstop Nick McBride and former midget-AAA Prince Albert Minto Taran Kozun stopped 40 shots, lifting the T-Birds to their 38th win of the season.

With the overtime loss, the Raiders gained a point in the standings, good enough to surpass the Red Deer Rebels for the Eastern Conference’s eighth and final playoff spot with nine games to go in the regular season schedule.

The Raiders are right back at it on Wednesday, taking on the Everett Silvertips at the Comast Arena before they return home on Saturday to face the Kootenay Ice at the Art Hauser Centre.

RAIDER NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Tuesday were Brendan Guhle, Jayden Hart and Tim Vanstone … Morrissey’s game-tying goal late in the third period was also a record breaker. With his 23rd goal of the season, Morrissey eclipsed Emmanuel Viveiros’ franchise record of 22 goals by a defenceman in a single WHL season … Since being shipped to the Thunderbirds from the Kamloops Blazers earlier this season, former Minto Kozun has thrived, posting a record of 12-4-1 with four shutouts … Draisaitl has scored a explosive 22 points in his last 10 games, lifting him to seventh in league scoring, four behind fellow 2014 NHL Draft prospect, Ice centre Sam Reinhart.
Winterhawks comeback ends Raiders winning streak

Staff ~ The Prince Albert Daily HeraldPublished on February 23, 2014

Share 4 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

For 15 minutes, the Prince Albert Raiders were beating one of the best teams in the Western Hockey League.

The next 25 minutes belonged to the Portland Winterhawks as the Western Conference powerhouse scored five unanswered goals to salt away a 6-3 victory over the Raiders.

The game started with promise for P.A., after Josh Morrissey scored his 22nd of the season 3:27 into the first from Sawyer Lange and Leon Draisaitl.

Eleven minutes later, Dakota Conroy scored the first of his two goals on the night, putting the Raiders up two with a powerplay goal assisted by Collin Valcourt and Draisaitl.

But just three minutes later, at 17:58, Chase De Leo scored the first of his two goals, sending the Raiders to dressing room up 2-1 despite being outshot 14-6.

The Winterhawks poured it on in the second, outshooting the Raiders 21-4 and receiving goals from Morrissey’s World Junior teammates Nicolas Petan and Mathew Dumba, along with De Leo’s second and one from Oliver Bjorkstrand, who sniped his 42nd.

Starter Cole Cheveldave got the hook after the fifth goal on the 34th shot he faced. Nick McBride gave up one goal on 14 shots.

Conroy’s second powerplay of the game at 6:33 of third drew the Raiders to within a pair but Petan’s second at 13:38 iced the game for the Winterhawks.

The Winterhawks outshot the Raiders 48-26, with the Raiders going two-for-six on the powerplay and the Winterhawks going two-for-four. With the loss, the Raiders had a three-game win streak snapped and fell to 29-29-2-2.

The Red Deer Rebels lost to the Swift Current Broncos on Saturday, meaning the teams remain deadlocked at 62 points, with the Raiders holding a game in hand. The Brandon Wheat Kings beat Moose Jaw 7-4 to go up four points on the two teams, while the Broncos’ win put Swift Current up six.

The Raiders next see action on Tuesday as they meet the Seattle Thunderbirds (37-19-2-4, 80 points), who currently sit fourth in the Western Conference. They then visit Everett to meet the Silvertips (29-23-7-1, 66 points) on Wednesday before returning home for a game in the Art Hauser Centre next Saturday.
Raiders claw back into playoff position with second straight win
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Raiders

The Prince Albert Raiders clawed their way back into a playoff spot with a 4-1 triumph over the Spokane Chiefs on Wednesday at the Veterans Memorial Arena.

In their first tilt of a five-game tour of the WHL's U.S. Division, the Raiders took advantage of a 4-1 Red Deer Rebels loss at the hands of the Edmonton Oil Kings to reclaim the Eastern Conference's eighth and final playoff spot,  improving their record to 28-28-4. 

Forwards Dakota Conroy and Shane Danyluk each netted a pair of goals while centre Chance Braid contributed two assists as the Raiders scored three unanswered markers in the second period to clinch their second straight victory.

Danyluk's first goal seven and half minutes into the middle frame would stand as the game-winner, backed by a 36-save performance by Raiders starter Cole Cheveldave who improved his record to 22-21-3.

While blanking the Chiefs on five power play opportunities, the Raiders successfully contained league goals leader right wing  Mitch Holmberg, keeping the 51-goal scoring overager off the score sheet.

The Raiders now find themselves neck-and-neck with the Rebels for a playoff spot. With a game in hand over the Rebels, the Raiders post a total of 60 points in the standings with 12 games remaining in their regular season schedule.  

The Raider's American road trip trudges on as they travel to Kennewick, Wash., to take on the Tri-City Americans on Friday at Toyota Centre.  

RAIDERS NOTES: Not dressed for the Raiders on Wednesday were Brendan Guhle, Craig Leverton and Tim Vanstone ...

Scoring a pair of goals and an assist on Wednesday, Conroy has tallied five points in his last three games, posting his third three-game point streak of the season ... After an 11-point December, Raiders centre Reid Gardiner has scored just five points since Jan. 1 ... The Raider's needn't worry about any team other than the Rebels for the conference's eighth and final playoff spot as the Moose Jaw Warriors, currently sitting 10th, are 21 points behind the Raiders and Rebels ... The Raiders are the league's least penalized team, posting just 684 penalty minutes ... Scoring the Chiefs lone goal on Wednesday, was Spokane native Keanu Yamamoto.
Raiders earn key victory over Broncos
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© Southwest Booster photo by Steven Mah 

Prince Albert Raiders' defenseman Tomas Andrlik (right) denied a scoring chance from Broncos' forward Glenn Gawdin during a 3-1 win in Swift Current Monday. 

After a weekend when the Prince Albert Raiders lost a pair at home and looked to be in big trouble to make the playoffs, they’ve shown some life on the road.

The Raiders scored a goal in each period en route to a 3-1 victory over the Swift Current Broncos during a rare Monday afternoon tilt at the Credit Union iPlex.

Collin Valcourt, Graeme Craig and Leon Draisaitl scored for the Raiders, with two of the goals coming on three chances with their resurgent powerplay.

Nick McBride made 31 saves for the win, the sixth of the 16-year-old rookie’s career.

Finnish defenceman Julius Honka broke the shutout with a powerplay goal midway through the third period, while his countryman Eetu Laurikainen made 24 saves for the Broncos.

After dropping the first three games of the season against the Broncos and then ending up on the wrong end of a 7-0 on Jan. 20, the Raiders have now won three in a row against the Broncos.

The season series against the Broncos stands this way; a 5-2 road loss on Oct. 5; a 4-3 OT home loss on Nov. 6; a 6-2 road loss on Nov. 9; a 1-0 home win on Nov. 20; a 7-0 road loss on Jan. 20; a 3-2 road shootout win on Jan. 24; and a 5-2 home win on Feb. 4.

With the win, the Raiders now sit at 27-28-2-2, good for 58 points and ninth in the Eastern Conference.

They remain two points back of the Red Deer Rebels, who lost in Calgary to the Hitmen on Monday. The Raiders have one game in hand on the Rebels.

It’s been an underwhelming battle for the final playoff spot, with the Raiders posting a record of 4-5-0-1 in their last 10 and the Rebels going 1-7-1-1.

The Raiders have just 13 games left in the regular season, with five of them coming in a week as they make the tough swing through the U.S. Division.

All of the American teams have better records than they do.

ICINGS: Raiders defenceman Mackenzie Stewart and Broncos forward Dakota Odgers fought in the first period … One of things the Raiders identified as a problem in their 2012 summer summit was that the team took far too many penalty minutes. They apparently took the message to heart; the Raiders and Everett Silvertips have drawn the fewest penalty minutes in the league ... The Raiders have a four-game home stand after they get back from their road trip ... The team makes the 981-km drive down to Spokane from Swift Current, where they face the Chiefs on Wednesday ... Schedule makers did the team few favours. After their final game of the U.S. trip, in Everett on Wednesday, Feb. 26, the Raiders drive more than 1,700 km in time to get home for a Saturday game against Kootenay ...
Warriors will pick fourth in WHL draft
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For the final two weeks of the season the Moose Jaw Warriors could neither move up, nor down in the Western Hockey League standings.

Moose Jaw Warriors

Other news

Winter Challenge Cup was highly competitive

Moose Jaw investments 'no surprise' for local MLAs

Sask. mystery author Anthony Bidulka headed for Festival of Words

Moose Jaw seeing health, education investments in budget

City busy filling potholes with cold mix (updated)

UPDATE: Driver charged in Tuesday afternoon collision

Two in custody after home invasion Wednesday morning

Two crews currently fixing potholes in the city

The same held true in Wednesday's WHL draft lottery where the Warriors remained fixed in the fourth spot for the WHL bantam draft on May 1.

The Saskatoon Blades won the draft lottery which saw them vault the Lethbridge Hurricanes. The real winners, however, were the Brandon Wheat Kings. Brandon has the right to swap first round picks with Saskatoon which they will surely take.

During the 2012 bantam draft the Wheat Kings dealt Brenden Walker to the Blades for a second round pick in 12, a second round pick in 13, a third round pick in 14 and the rights to swap first round picks with the Blades in 14.

The Warriors could have moved up as high as second in the draft had they won or dropped as low as fifth had Prince George or Red Deer won. The Warriors had a 14.3 per cent chance of winning the lottery.

It is early in the draft process as the provincial championships and provincial all-star tournaments will take place over the next five weeks. Jordy Bellerive from Vancouver's North Shore Winter Club entered the season as a possible first overall pick after he scored 68 goals and had 128 points in 65 games as a first-year Bantam. 

Winnipeg's Stelio Mattheos has also turned heads this season. Mattheos, a six-foot-one centre, had 53 goals and 103 points in 32 games to lead the Manitoba midget AAA league in scoring
Point wins fans choice and player of year for Warriors

Matthew Matthew GourliePublished on March 17, 2014

Share 0 

0 Comment

Send to a friend

Print

© Times-Herald photo by Matthew Gourlie 

The Moose Jaw Warriors salute the crowd following the final game of the 2013-14 season at Mosaic Place.
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Brayden Point capped off a torrid second half of the season with a big haul during the Moose Jaw Warriors Yara Awards night.

Point was the big winner as he won the RBC Top Scorer award with 91 points — the most since Troy Brouwer had 102 points in 2005-06 — along with the Yara Fan's Choice Award, the Three Stars Award and he was named the Warriors' Player of the Year.

"It's cool to win the fan's choice award," said Point. "It's not anything I ever thought I would get. Winning the most valuable player is a huge honour too. It could have gone to a lot of players on the team.

"You always want to have team success more than anything, but I'm happy with my season. I got off to a slow start, but it finished well."

Warriors captain Sam Fioretti was named the Moose Jaw Co-op Humanitarian of the Year and he also received the Shanon Maclachlan True Warrior Award. He played all four of his WHL seasons with the Warriors and helped create a pair of new community initiatives this season.

Fellow 20-year-old Jesse Forsberg was named the Canada Safeway Top Defenceman. Tanner Eberle won the Mark Mackay Hustle & Desire Award for an unprecedented third straight season.

Dallas Valentine was named the Vanier Collegiate Scholastic Player of the Year and was also named the Andy's Transmission & Automotive Most Improved player. 

Goaltender Zach Sawchenko was named the McDonalds Rookie of the Year.

Jack Rodewald was Moose Jaw Warriors Booster Club Unsung Hero, while Torrin White C & E Mechanical Most Sportsmanlike Award.
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Published on November 24, 2013

Sam Fioretti from the Moose Jaw Warriors, left, tries to beat Swift Current Broncos defenceman Jordan Harris to the outside Saturday night at Mosaic Place.
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Forsberg and Fioretti move on after lengthy WHL careers

Sam Fioretti and Jesse Forsberg have logged a lot of kilometres during their time in the Western Hockey League.
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Forsberg has played 307 games, while Fioretti's 289 games have all come with the Moose Jaw Warriors. Both players spent a season as the captain of their teams.

Saturday the 20-year-olds played their final WHL game. Over their lengthy junior careers they became better hockeys players, but just as importantly, they became better people. They learned a lot about the game and themselves.

"I had some tough times when I was younger in the league, but I think I grew tremendously as a person," said Forsberg. "Getting a chance to wear a C for a year and getting the chance to be a leader on these teams has been a real humbling experience.

"I've learned how to work hard and how to work with people. I've learned how to dedicate myself to something and I think the biggest thing is how to overcome things. Things don't always go your own way and you have to look past it and keep moving forward."

The Warriors had their share of adversity this season, but Fioretti feels this season's hardships will make the returning players better and he expects them to build off of what they learned this season.

"Maybe things didn't go our way at points… but there's always little lessons that the guys can take going into next year. Ultimately, the biggest thing, is that you have to hate to lose," said Fioretti who went from an undrafted list player to the 29th captain in Warriors' history over four seasons.

"It was definitely an adjustment period being the captain," said Fioretti. "You're leaned upon and looked at a little more every night, but I enjoyed the pressure. It taught me a lot about how to communicate with people. You have to bring your best each and every night. You have to have accountability within yourself so you can hold others accountable."

Fioretti finished with exactly 200 regular season points. He was named the teams Humanitarian of the Year for his involvement initiating two new programs. Warriors workouts saw players go into schools to talk about health, nutrition and fitness. Another program partnered with the Moose Jaw Police Service to go into schools to talk about bullying, drugs and alcohol and cyber bullying.

"It's pretty sad. It's been four years of my life. I've enjoyed every minute of it and I'm just sad to say goodbye to this part of my life," said Fioretti who listed the 2012 run to the Eastern Conference final as the highlight of his WHL career.

"You can get pretty close to a group of guys when you go as far as we did. It is definitely the thing that I'm going to remember the most," said Fioretti.

Forsberg was taken 11th overall in the bantam draft by the Prince George Cougars. He was the Cougars captain before asking for a trade. He was dealt to Seattle for his 19 year old season. He only played two games with Seattle this season before losing out in their overage battle.

"I had a couple of tough times there, but I worked through it and I'm pretty proud of my career looking back on it," said Forsberg who set career highs with 10 goals and 36 points this season in 60 games. 

While the Waldheim product wasn't in Moose Jaw long, he was grateful for his time in the Friendly City.

"It's hard to hold back the tears. It's really overwhelming. It's hard to go out with a loss like that, but it's been an amazing time and I'm so happy I was able to finish off in Moose Jaw," said Forsberg. "It's such a unique place. Both the community itself and the relationship the team has with the community. It's second-to-none in the league. It's been such a good experience to be to be part of this organization."

Forsberg will join the Colorado Eagles of the ECHL for the remainder of their season. This summer to decide if he wants to try to take the pro route or head to school and play CIS hockey.

Fioretti is pretty certain that he will be headed to university in the fall.

"Right now it looks like the CIS is where I'm heading. Which school is up for debate right now," said Fioretti.

Though they are both leaving, Warriors head coach Mike Stothers expects them to have a lasting impact on the returning players.

"Forsy wasn't around as long, but he swooped into the room and kind of embraced it and everyone embraced him. I think that has to do with his personality. He saw the need for that kind of an out-going, energetic and intense individual," said Stothers. "Sammy is a perfect example of a guy that had to do everything the hard way. Nothing was given to Sammy. He wasn't drafted. When I first got here you had (Dylan) McIlrath and (Quinton) Howden who were first rounders and no one seemed to ever talk about Sam. You couldn't help but notice the extra effort he put in. His growth as a person and a hockey player is very satisfying. 

"I'm proud of him. He's a great kid."
Stothers and Millar get vote of confidence
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Board vows no changes coming for 14-15 season

The Moose Jaw Warriors won't be making any major changes this off season.

© Times-Herald photo by Matthew Gourlie 

Assistant coach Mark O'Leary, left, and head coach Mike Stothers will both be back behind the bench next year, while fellow assistant coach Mike Vandenberghe will move on to pursue other interets.
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They hope that will make a big difference in the standings.

General manager Alan Millar and head coach Mike Stothers were both given a vote of confidence by the Warriors board of directors after the team concluded the WHL season with a 21-42-3-6 record.

"We've got two great men and their support staff is phenomenal," said Warriors president Chad Taylor. "We're happy with what they've done with the organization. It keeps growing. We have to recognize that we're a young team and we're going to have our challenges. We think we have two good men to lead us going forward.

"We're very well-respected in the hockey world and it's thanks to those guys. They do a good job."

The Warriors will miss the playoffs for the second straight season, but the board is showing patience in Millar and Stothers and have faith that they're the right men moving forward.

"Wins and losses are great, but you also have to recognize that you're trying to grow. We have to recognize that we completed a cycle of core players and that's what we're trying to do now — get that core group of players and build around them," said Taylor. "The WHL is so competitive. Everyone is good. You have to do things the right way. You have to build through the draft and develop your players. It sucks. It takes time, but I think when we look back in a few years I think we'll be happy with what we've done."

Millar said he appreciates the support of the board and feels their backing allows him to work towards his long-term vision for the team instead of trying to cut corners in the process.

"In the situation that we're in and the challenges that we face two years out of the playoffs I've had nothing but support in terms of how we're doing things," said Millar. "Sometimes in the game, owners or managers can get caught up in short-term fixes. The board has never done anything but support me, our team and our coaching staff in terms of getting it right. They don't want to just get by. They don't want this team to be in what I call 'junior hockey purgatory' where the team is just getting by and just getting into the playoffs. That's not what we want.

"I've had nothing but tremendous support in terms of turning this thing around and getting it right."

Part of getting it right has been a revamping of the scouting operations. The Warriors have scouts in four American states and are making a stronger push to attract wherever they can find it.

"We want to be involved in all territories," said Millar. "We feel we have the building here, we have the people here, we have the facilities here and we feel we have the community here. It's not like the old days when people questioned coming to Moose Jaw. People want to play here.

"I only know one way to try to try to turn this thing around. That's to be patient. That's to go back to our roots in terms of scouting and in terms of player development."

While Mike Vandenberghe decided to leave the team at the close of the season, Millar was clear where the current coaches stood.

"There's no changes with our coaching staff. Mike Stothers is our head coach and Mark O'Leary will be promoted," said Millar. "We know where we're at as a team and we know what the challenges are as a team moving forward. These are the guys that Iw want to get it done with. I have full confidence in Mike Stothers for his coaching ability and his hockey ability. Equally or more important how he cares about his players, how he cares about this team and this community is invaluable. He's big, he's tough, he's challenges our players. He's demanding, but he has a heart as big as this room."

Stothers said the public vote of confidence is always nice, but wasn't necessary.

"I've never doubted that from any of them anyway," said Stothers. "(Millar) has been nothing but supportive since day 1. He knows the drill. People that are in the hockey world, they know. The board themselves have been nothing but terrific. They support us and try to help. They always ask 'how can we help?' Whether it's an upgrade to equipment or whatever we need."

The Warriors remain the only team to have fired Mike Babcock after the Canadian Olympic team coach failed to get them into the playoffs in his second season in charge. They've moved away from making those kinds of knee-jerk reactions in the last decade or more.

It has been the same league-wide, but showing patience has been a mixed back in terms of rewards. 

Swift Current GM/head coach Mark Lamb guided his team into the playoffs in consecutive seasons after missing in back-to-back years. Guy Charron's Kamloops Blazers were swept in the playoffs in his first two seasons and missed the playoffs in his third before going on two good playoff runs in the past two seasons.

On the flip side Lethbridge GM/head coach Rich Preston was in charge for four seasons and the Hurricanes didn't make the playoffs in any of them. Prince George Cougars general manager Dallas Thompson has been at the helm for 10 seasons despite the fact that the Cougars haven't won a playoff game in seven years.

Millar firmly believes that building through the draft and developing players is the best path and he's willing to endure the growing pains, even if it pains him to do so.

"The biggest mistake teams make, all across the board, is that ownership puts managers and coaches in a position to save their job not do their job. I can't say enough about the board in terms of giving me the flexibility to do my job right and not worry about having to save it," said Millar.

It's safe to say that Warriors fans were growing impatient as the team struggled through a second straight 10th place finish in the Eastern Conference.

The Warriors season ticket base surpassed 3,000 for the second straight season and averaged a paid attendance of 3,613, but the number of people who passed through the doors at Mosaic Place was consistently well below the announced crowds.

"We do have our challenges. Unfortunately, the walk-up gate is down considerably. We're going to have to work to keep our fans excited for next year. We're going to have to sell some hope," said Taylor. "I always about attendance. It's not like this club hasn't been there before. It's our job to prove that we deserve their support. We have a very good core group of season ticket holders. Hopefully we have a good start and people come out and see the difference."

Tribe tidbits … the Warriors signed Blake Bargar to a WHL contract Monday. Bargar was the Warriors seventh round pick in the 2013 WHL bantam draft. The 5-10, 1998-born centre is from Torrance, Calif. but spent last season with the Arizona Bobcats 98 AAA team.
Warriors end disappointing campaign with loss
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A disappointing season drew to a fitting close Saturday night.
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Bryson Gore from the Moose Jaw Warriors, right, beats Swift Current Broncos defenceman Brett Lernout wide Saturday night in WHL action at Mosaic Place.
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Warriors play well in loss

The Moose Jaw Warriors played well, but that wasn't good enough in a 3-1 loss to the Swift Current Broncos as both teams concluded their Western Hockey League regular season schedule.

The Warriors generated plenty of chances, but were stymied by Eetu Laurikainen in the Broncos net and at the other end two turnovers and a power play led the Broncos' three goals.

"It definitely would have been nice to leave with a win, but it was a good effort from the guys tonight. We battled hard," said Warriors winger Jack Rodewald. "It's been a tough season, no question about that. It's going to be a long off-season. We're going to have a lot of time to think about what we could have done better. Next year is going to be different. We want to come in here and win."

The Warriors will finish the season with a 21-42-3-6 record but arguably played their best hockey in the last four weeks of the season where they posted a 6-5 record.

"It's always tough when you're eliminated and you're still playing. You're basically playing for the pride of the game," said Warriors head coach Mike Stothers. "I'm proud of our guys. There were nights when we could have made it easy on the opposition, but I thought we played hard until the last game. That's an impressive trait from our guys and it shows a lot of character. It shows that we have the people in place to head in the right direction."

The Warriors mounted a modest four-game winning streak a week ago and beat the two best teams in the Eastern Conference in the process. Rodewald is hoping that taste of success will be good for the team going forward.

"The game is all about consistency. It's a lesson for next year for the young guys. It shows what happens when you can put together a string of wins — it starts to become contagious," said Rodewald who is expected to be a key contributor as a 20-year-old next season.

Swift Current moved into fifth place with the win and will meet Medicine Hat in the first round of the playoffs.

"We knew what was at stake in these last two games," said Broncos captain Colby Cave. "(The Warriors) are a hard working group and they've given us some really tough games this season. It's really important to have those games going into the playoffs. Having these close games shows the younger guys on our team what it's going to be like heading into the post-season."

Jay Merkley opened the scoring 5:33 into the game before Coda Gordon doubled their lead on the power play.

Jack Rodewald ripped his 28th goal of the season past Eetu Laurikainen with 18.1 seconds left in the first period to get the Warriors on the board.

Swift Current's Jake DeBrusk had a goal disallowed due to a high stick in the second period.

Brayden Point came the closest to tying the game in the third period. His wrap-around attempt deflected off of Broncos defenceman Brycen Martin and behind Laurikainen who was able to keep it from crossing the line with his stick.

Nathan Burns scored with 2:14 left to put the game away for the Broncos.

Point drew an assist on Rodewald's goal to extend his point streak to 12 games to close out the season.

Justin Paulic made 31 saves in goal for the Warriors.
Warriors play well in loss
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Moose Jaw wraps up season at home tonight

As much as Mike Stothers hates to lose, it's possible that the inconsistency his Moose Jaw Warriors have displayed this season has been even more vexing.

Moose Jaw Warriors
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Friday the Warriors lost 5-4 to the Swift Current Broncos in the penultimate game of a disappointing season. While the loss snaps the Warriors four-game winning streak, Stothers was pleased with how team played and is happy to see them string together five straight strong performances.

"I felt we played good enough to win. it was a good game and the guys worked hard," said the Warriors head coach.

The Warriors (21-41-3-6) will conclude the regular season Saturday (7 p.m., Mosaic Place) when they host the Broncos.

Neither team has anything to play for, but Stothers doesn't expect that to quell the intensity between the division rivals too much.

"There's some dislike of the opposition, so I expect both teams to play hard," said Stothers.

Both teams played hard Friday night in the iPlex. 

Brayden Point and Bryson Gore staked the Warriors to a 2-1 first period lead before the Broncos went ahead 3-2 in the second until Warriors captain Sam Fioretti tied the game late in the middle frame.

"It was a fast-paced game. There were some long stretches where there weren't any whistles. It was pretty good hockey," said Stothers. 

Colby Cave gave the Broncos a 4-3 lead midway through the third period.

The Warriors earned a late power play to try to tie the game, but Jay Merkley scored his second of the night into an empty net with 36 seconds left. Gore scored his second goal of the game on the power play with 11 seconds left.

It was Gore's second multi-point game in the last eight days and leaves him with 10 goals on the season.

"He had a really good night. It was nice to see. It's been a long time coming," said Stothers.

Warriors defenceman Ryan Gardiner made his WHL debut after being called up from the Winnipeg Thrashers at the end of his midget AAA season.

"He played well in the moments he was out there. We tried to ease him in a little bit and get him some good match-ups," said Stothers. 

The Broncos were battling to stay alive in the hunt for the East Division title. The Regina Pats picked up a point in their 4-3 overtime loss to Brandon to clinch the East Division crown. Brandon is two points ahead of Red Deer and Prince Albert in the race for the final playoff spot, but Red Deer still has a game in hand. 

Scott Cooke returned to the lineup after missing Tuesday's game with an lower body injury. Defenceman Kirk Johnson was out due to illness and is questionable for Saturday's finale.

Justin Paulic will get the start in goal for the Warriors at home tonight.

The WHL will hold its bantam draft lottery Wednesday. The Warriors currently sit with the fourth overall pick. They could move up to second or drop as low as fifth. They have a 14.3 per cent chance of moving into that second overall draft slot.
Warriors hurt Raiders playoff hopes
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Moose Jaw wins fourth straight game as they double-up P.A.

After being embarrassed a week ago in Prince Albert, the Moose Jaw Warriors exacted a measure of revenge.
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Moose Jaw Warriors goalie Zach Sawchenko stretches to rob Prince Albert Raiders forward Collin Valcourt at the side of the net Tuesday in WHL action at Mosaic Place

Other news

Warriors win fourth straight

Sugar Shack event set for March 21

Pathways developed through puzzles

Mower, asphalt packing truck among equipment requests

Today file – March 11, 2014

Victim of Trans-Canada fatality named

Preliminary equipment reserve budget presented

Chamber releases MJBEX Award nominees for 2014 (updated)

The Warriors did their best to spoil the Prince Albert Raiders' playoff hopes by handing them a 6-3 defeat Tuesday at Mosaic Place. The loss dropped the Raiders out of a playoff position as the Warriors won a season-high fourth straight game.

"It feels good to know that right now it appears we're heading in the right direction," said Warriors head coach Mike Stothers. His team is playing their best hockey of the season and have beaten Calgary, Edmonton and Prince Albert at home in consecutive outings.

"There is some satisfaction for a team that has taken its lumps all year to upset the apple cart for teams that are trying to get into the playoffs or trying to get first in the conference — or just flat out had their way with you," added Stothers. "I'm not referring so much to P.A., but Calgary and Edmonton haven't held back or let up on us when we've been inexperience and young and a little bit naive. It's a great feeling."

The Warriors (21-40-3-6) will finish the season with a weekend home-and-home with Swift Current.

A week ago the Warriors trailed the Raiders 2-1 after the first period when the roof caved in. The Raiders scored five goals in the middle stanza and posted a 9-2 win. The Warriors haven't lost since.

Tuesday, the Warriors trailed 2-1 after the second but fought back to enter the third tied 3-3.

Though the Raiders were playing for their playoffs lives, the Warriors had the better of the third period and out-worked the visitors. Jesse Forsberg got a break when his power play point shot was deflected past Raiders goalie Nick McBride by his defenceman Sawyer Lange to give the Warriors a 4-3 lead. Tanner Eberle padded the lead after taking advantage of a Tomas Andrlik turnover before scoring his second of the night into an empty net.

"It's definitely nice to get a little revenge after they kicked our butts up there," said Warriors right winger Jack Rodewald. "I'm proud of all of the guys. They're really working hard. They want to show the coaching staff what they have. The way we're playing we're earning these wins and I think it's a really good thing for our team to close out the season."

Forsberg gave the Warriors an early lead before reigning WHL player of the week Leon Draisaitl took over for the Raiders. He tied the game and then helped put the Raiders ahead. Draisaitl made a no-look backhanded pass from the corner and hit Collin Valcourt on the tape and in stride as he drove to the net. Warriors goalie Zach Sawchenko stopped Valcourt's first attempt, but was powerless to stop the rebound. The Raiders had a chance to go up 3-1, but had a goal disallowed due to a Calder Brooks being in the crease.

"We were turning pucks over and we were a little loose on (Draisaitl). We tried to tighten up and make sure we're in his face and in good position," said Forsberg who has 10 goals on the season after his two-goal night. "We have nothing to lose. We're laying everything on the line and it's been a lot of fun."

The Warriors tied the game on a power play goal by Rodewald and he put them ahead briefly when he made a quick deke on McBride after Brayden Point showed off his quick hands to get out of traffic before setting up Rodewald.

Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey tied the game with a blast that lodged in the twine of the net to even things up heading into the third period.

The Raiders were in a three-way tie for seventh place heading into the game and after Brandon's 8-5 win over Saskatoon they are tied with Red Deer with both teams having three games remaining. Red Deer holds the tiebreaker between the teams.

"We need every single point right now. We're in a tight spot and obviously it's disappointing that we lost this one," said Draisaitl. "We had way too many turnovers at their blue line and at our blue line — in fact in every area of the ice we had too many turnovers."

The Warriors are the hottest team in the Eastern Conference right now. The players acknowledged it would have been nicer to be on this kind of roll when it may have helped their playoff hopes, but they're happy to be playing well after a tough season.

"We're hot right now and we had some chances to do it earlier in the season, but we didn't get a couple of good bounces and we can't control that. We just have to take advantage of the roll we're on now," said Rodewald.

Tuesday's win was their fifth game in eight days. For the fourth time in that stretch they didn't ice a full roster and Stothers was proud of his under-manned team continued to battle.

"I'm really proud of the way the guys have come in and competed," said Stothers. "We haven't shied away from anything. I think this group, despite our win-loss record has given an honest effort most nights. It's a good sign of character in our room that you're playing a team that is very good and playoff bound and you don't let up."

Point chipped in with three assists. The Warriors were two-for-two on the power play.

Sawchenko made 26 saves to win his second straight start.

It was the Warriors' second annual Snowbirds night. The team wore special edition Snowbirds jerseys. Those jerseys — plus the 11 jerseys that the Snowbirds wore during the pre-game ceremonies — which will be  auctioned off with the proceeds going to the Children's Hospital Foundation of Saskatchewan. Conexus Credit Union is matching the funds raised through the jersey auction. The jersey action will continue on mjwarriors.com.

The Warriors dressed 11 forwards as Scott Cooke (lower body) was out of the lineup. Reid Zalitach (knee) and Brandon Potomak (upper body) continue to be sidelined. The Raiders were missing defenceman Graeme Craig with an upper body injury.
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Moose Jaw wins fourth straight game as they double-up P.A.

After being embarrassed a week ago in Prince Albert, the Moose Jaw Warriors exacted a measure of revenge.
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Moose Jaw Warriors goalie Zach Sawchenko stretches to rob Prince Albert Raiders forward Collin Valcourt at the side of the net Tuesday in WHL action at Mosaic Place
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The Warriors did their best to spoil the Prince Albert Raiders' playoff hopes by handing them a 6-3 defeat Tuesday at Mosaic Place. The loss dropped the Raiders out of a playoff position as the Warriors won a season-high fourth straight game.

"It feels good to know that right now it appears we're heading in the right direction," said Warriors head coach Mike Stothers. His team is playing their best hockey of the season and have beaten Calgary, Edmonton and Prince Albert at home in consecutive outings.

"There is some satisfaction for a team that has taken its lumps all year to upset the apple cart for teams that are trying to get into the playoffs or trying to get first in the conference — or just flat out had their way with you," added Stothers. "I'm not referring so much to P.A., but Calgary and Edmonton haven't held back or let up on us when we've been inexperience and young and a little bit naive. It's a great feeling."

The Warriors (21-40-3-6) will finish the season with a weekend home-and-home with Swift Current.

A week ago the Warriors trailed the Raiders 2-1 after the first period when the roof caved in. The Raiders scored five goals in the middle stanza and posted a 9-2 win. The Warriors haven't lost since.

Tuesday, the Warriors trailed 2-1 after the second but fought back to enter the third tied 3-3.

Though the Raiders were playing for their playoffs lives, the Warriors had the better of the third period and out-worked the visitors. Jesse Forsberg got a break when his power play point shot was deflected past Raiders goalie Nick McBride by his defenceman Sawyer Lange to give the Warriors a 4-3 lead. Tanner Eberle padded the lead after taking advantage of a Tomas Andrlik turnover before scoring his second of the night into an empty net.

"It's definitely nice to get a little revenge after they kicked our butts up there," said Warriors right winger Jack Rodewald. "I'm proud of all of the guys. They're really working hard. They want to show the coaching staff what they have. The way we're playing we're earning these wins and I think it's a really good thing for our team to close out the season."

Forsberg gave the Warriors an early lead before reigning WHL player of the week Leon Draisaitl took over for the Raiders. He tied the game and then helped put the Raiders ahead. Draisaitl made a no-look backhanded pass from the corner and hit Collin Valcourt on the tape and in stride as he drove to the net. Warriors goalie Zach Sawchenko stopped Valcourt's first attempt, but was powerless to stop the rebound. The Raiders had a chance to go up 3-1, but had a goal disallowed due to a Calder Brooks being in the crease.

"We were turning pucks over and we were a little loose on (Draisaitl). We tried to tighten up and make sure we're in his face and in good position," said Forsberg who has 10 goals on the season after his two-goal night. "We have nothing to lose. We're laying everything on the line and it's been a lot of fun."

The Warriors tied the game on a power play goal by Rodewald and he put them ahead briefly when he made a quick deke on McBride after Brayden Point showed off his quick hands to get out of traffic before setting up Rodewald.

Raiders defenceman Josh Morrissey tied the game with a blast that lodged in the twine of the net to even things up heading into the third period.

The Raiders were in a three-way tie for seventh place heading into the game and after Brandon's 8-5 win over Saskatoon they are tied with Red Deer with both teams having three games remaining. Red Deer holds the tiebreaker between the teams.

"We need every single point right now. We're in a tight spot and obviously it's disappointing that we lost this one," said Draisaitl. "We had way too many turnovers at their blue line and at our blue line — in fact in every area of the ice we had too many turnovers."

The Warriors are the hottest team in the Eastern Conference right now. The players acknowledged it would have been nicer to be on this kind of roll when it may have helped their playoff hopes, but they're happy to be playing well after a tough season.

"We're hot right now and we had some chances to do it earlier in the season, but we didn't get a couple of good bounces and we can't control that. We just have to take advantage of the roll we're on now," said Rodewald.

Tuesday's win was their fifth game in eight days. For the fourth time in that stretch they didn't ice a full roster and Stothers was proud of his under-manned team continued to battle.

"I'm really proud of the way the guys have come in and competed," said Stothers. "We haven't shied away from anything. I think this group, despite our win-loss record has given an honest effort most nights. It's a good sign of character in our room that you're playing a team that is very good and playoff bound and you don't let up."

Point chipped in with three assists. The Warriors were two-for-two on the power play.

Sawchenko made 26 saves to win his second straight start.

It was the Warriors' second annual Snowbirds night. The team wore special edition Snowbirds jerseys. Those jerseys — plus the 11 jerseys that the Snowbirds wore during the pre-game ceremonies — which will be  auctioned off with the proceeds going to the Children's Hospital Foundation of Saskatchewan. Conexus Credit Union is matching the funds raised through the jersey auction. The jersey action will continue on mjwarriors.com.

The Warriors dressed 11 forwards as Scott Cooke (lower body) was out of the lineup. Reid Zalitach (knee) and Brandon Potomak (upper body) continue to be sidelined. The Raiders were missing defenceman Graeme Craig with an upper body injury.
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The Calgary Hitmen were playing for a division title.

© Times-Herald photo by Matthew Gourlie 

Jesse Forsberg of the Moose Jaw Warriors celebrates his goal in front of teammate Jack Rodewald.
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The Moose Jaw Warriors were playing for pride.

The Warriors showed a lot of resilience as they rebounded from a 9-2 loss in Prince Albert with one of their best games of the season. They ended the Hitmen's 13-game point streak with a 6-1 win Wednesday at Mosaic Place.

"All of the guys had a fire in their belly and we really wanted that one," said Warriors centre Brayden Point who scored three times and added an assist. "It says a lot about those guys in the room. We may not win every game, but we have a lot of compete and we have a never-quit mentality."

The Warriors (18-40-3-6) will travel to play Saskatoon Friday before hosting Edmonton Saturday night.

Point and Tanner Eberle staked the Warriors to an early 2-0 lead as they took the game to the Hitmen. 

"We just seemed flat off the start. Our willingness to get to traffic areas, to get to their net and prevent them getting to ours was something we've done very well the last little while and tonight that just wasn't the case," said Hitmen head coach Mike Williamson. "We had a lot of areas of our game and lot of guys on our team that didn't play well tonight."

Point scored on the first shift of the second period before Calgary began to gain some momentum. Joe Mahon finally beat Warriors goalie Justin Paulic, but less than two minutes later Warriors defenceman Jesse Forsberg ripped a rocket past Calgary goalie Mack Shields to give the Warriors a 4-1 lead.

"Obviously they're a good team — they're first in the conference for a reason — but we had our legs moving, we had our speed and our compete," said Point who completed his hat trick early in the third period before Jack Rodewald scored into an empty net.

Paulic was in goal for all nine goals against Tuesday as Zach Sawchenko was out of the lineup. He rebounded from one of his poorest outings of the season with one of his best. He made 41 saves against the Hitmen. While he wasn't under the onslaught the shots may suggest he made key saves at the right time to keep his team in front. 

"(Tuesday) night was not a game I'd like to remember," said Paulic. "For the whole team to come play like that was huge. It was a great win."

It had been more than years since the Warriors had last beat the Hitmen.

"You look at the score (in Prince Albert) and you think 'oh boy we're coming home to Calgary' and I thought the response was terrific from everybody," said Warriors head coach Mike Stothers who was happy with his team's ability to limit odd-man rushes. "Our forwards did a great job of getting back tonight and supporting our D, knowing we only had five (defencemen). I thought Paulic responded and rebounded really well. It was like night and day."

After a long season the post-game mood was night and day from many nights in Mosaic Place this season.

"Calgary is a good team. I think they can go a long way. They've kind of hard their way with us. It was nice to see the underdog — even if it was just for one evening — get a win. It feels good," said Stothers.

Ben Duperreault joined Point and Rodewald on the top line and had three assists. Rodewald finished with four points.

The Warriors fans gave the team a standing ovation as the clock ran out and the players appreciated the gesture.

"We saw our fans standing up for us and I think that will go a long way for us," said Point. "We haven't given them much to cheer about, but seeing how behind us they are it's awesome. Moving forward that's always going to be motivation for us."

Tribe tidbits … Warriors defenceman Dallas Valentine and Zach Sawchenko were both out due to the side effects of the meningitis medication they are on (for more please see page 8). Brett Banda was the Warriors emergency goalie…. Former Moose Jaw Warriors captain Kendall McFaull has been named to the Canada West first-team all-rookie team as a member of the Univ. of Saskatchewan Huskies.
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The Prince Albert Raiders probably owed the Moose Jaw Warriors one.

© Prince Albert Daily Herald photo by Perry Bergson 

Prince Albert Raiders forward Chance Braid and Moose Jaw Warriors defenceman Spenser Jensen watch as the puck squirts through Warriors goaltender Justin Paulic during first period action at the Art Hauser Centre in Prince Albert. Raiders forward Carson Perreaux nudged the puck into the empty net a moment later to tie the game at 1-1.
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After being dominated — and at times blown out — by the Warriors in the past few seasons, the Raiders returned the favour Tuesday when they trounced the Warriors 9-2 at the Art Hauser Centre.

"We just didn't have it tonight," Warriors assistant coach Mike Vandenberghe told Country 100 after the game.

The task doesn't get any easier for the Warriors (17-40-3-6) as they prepare to host the Calgary Hitmen Wedensday.

The Warriors two biggest wins of the last two season came against the Raiders. They were 5-0-1-0 heading into Tuesday game and coming off of a 7-1 win in Prince Albert.

The night started well for the Warriors.

Brayden Point picked up where he left off following a six-point night in Prince Albert a month ago. He scored his 30th goal of the season on the power play 3:40 into the game. The Warriors had a golden opportunity to double their lead when Raiders defenceman Sawyer Lange slashed Torrin White's stick on a short-handed breakaway and White was given a penalty shot. White's attempt was stopped by Raiders goalie Nick McBride.

"(McBride) was very comfortable, very confident with that," Raiders coach Cory Clouston told Andrew Schopp of the Prince Albert Daily Herald. "If he doesn't make that save it can be a very different game. It's not always how many saves you make it's the timeliness of them."

For the first time this season Warriors goalie Justin Paulic wasn't on top of his game against the Raiders. Fellow netminder Zach Sawchenko was back in Moose Jaw recovering from the flu. The Warriors dressed Logan Morhart, a midget AA player from Prince Albert, as their back-up goalie. That forced Paulic to play the entire 60 minutes.

A Mackenze Stewart shot trickled through Paulic's legs and Carson Perreaux is able to tap the rebound over the line to tie the game. Leon Draisaitl scored the first of his two goals on the night on a great individual effort to give the Raiders a 2-1 lead after 20 minutes.

The Warriors second period woes continued. For the third time in seven games the Warriors have gave up five goals in the middle frame.

Stewart and Chance Braid scored 48 seconds apart early in the second to give the Raiders a 4-1 lead. 

The Warriors replied with their second power play goal on as many chances. Point was credited with his 16th power play goal of the season, though it appeared that Jesse Forsberg's initial shot crossed the line first.

The momentum was short-lived as Josh Morrissey scored twice in two minutes.

Reid Gardiner and Calder Brooks also scored for the Raiders.

McBride finished with 19 saves, while Paulic stopped 27 shots.

Warriors defenceman Dallas Valentine was out after being hit by the same flu bug that kept Sawchenko out. Reid Zalitach (knee) and Brandon Potomak (upper body) remain out of the lineup.

Rielly adapting to NHL game
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Former Warrior focused on helping Leafs in playoff push 

For the first time in over a year, Morgan Rielly took a break from playing hockey.

© AP Photo/Keith Srakocic 

Morgan Rielly pulls on his Toronto Maple Leafs jersey at Friday’s NHL draft.
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Long-term solution needed for grain crisis

As Team Canada skated to gold at the Olympic Games, the rookie defenceman for the Toronto Maple Leafs headed back to Vancouver, B.C. during the break.

“It was nice to go home for a little bit and take it easy,” said Rielly. “I didn’t do much.”

With more than half of the season done, the 19-year-old defenceman is still learning and developing while playing at the highest level.

“I think it has gone pretty well, but there is always that period of time after you make the jump from junior to pro where you have to change your game a little bit and keep learning on the fly and you have to be able to make adjustments,” he said via a phone interview from Montreal. “I think I have handled them pretty well, but there is always room to improve.”

Rielly produced highlight reel plays during his three seasons with the Moose Jaw Warriors, scoring 100 points in 143 games. He missed 55 games in the 2011-12 season due to a torn ACL injury, but that didn’t stop him from coming back stronger and proving why he was drafted fifth overall in the NHL draft that summer.

Although he only has two goals and 19 points thus far this season, Rielly is focused on becoming a better all-round player.

“It is not too easy to get points in this league. You have to be able to play at each end of the ice and you have to be good in your own end,” said Rielly of the difficulties of scoring in the NHL. “If you have a chance to play offence and get a chance to score, you have to make the most of it, but you are playing against high quality players … it is not that easy to get those breaks, but hopefully as I keep learning and keep playing, that is just an aspect of the game that will come naturally.”

Rielly is getting a lot of help from others on the Leafs team on learning to adapt at a young age, including head coach Randy Carlyle and having Dion Phaneuf as his mentor.

“He (Dion) has really taken me under his wing and tried to teach me a lot about the league and how it all works. I think he has done a great job. All the guys really like him and he has really made a point of trying to help me out and try to teach me the ways,” said Rielly. “I have a great coach here in Randy Carlyle, who played when he was a young guy. He was an offensive-defenceman, so he has helped me a lot.”

Not only is it a big step to go from junior hockey, where Rielly never played a full season, to playing against the world’s top players, but when he was drafted fifth overall to the Leafs, the scrutiny that came with that was overwhelming for the soft-spoken defenceman.

“It has been tough. I always really enjoyed playing in Moose Jaw. I had a great time there,” he said. “When you go to Toronto and the cameras are always around and there are always people around after practice asking you questions, it is a pretty big change.

“I think you just have to deal with it and you can’t worry about it too much, you have to cope with it and that is just an aspect of playing in Toronto. I think all the players here really enjoy playing in Toronto and you have to handle once in a while, you have to do that.”

On Monday evening, Rielly had one assist in a 2-1 Leaf loss to Columbus in NHL action.

Warriors can't be spoilers
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Pats clinch playoff spot as they sweep season series

It takes a lot for the Regina Pats not to be the villains at Mosaic Place.

© Times-Herald photo by Matthew Gourlie 

Brayden Point from the Moose Jaw Warriors was able to get the puck behind Regina Pats goalie Daniel Wapple, but wasn't able to score from the side of the net Saturday night at Mosaic Place.
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It was that kind of night Saturday.

The Pats had a perfect night as they completed a season series sweep over the Moose Jaw Warriors with a 7-3 win and clinched a playoff berth in the process.

It was another frustrating night for the Warriors and their fans in a wild game that featured 18 power plays and six power play goals.

"I don't have a lot of playoff experience in the past four years as a Regina Pat," said Pats 20-year-old Dyson Stevenson who had a Gordie Howe hat trick. "(Moose Jaw) took us out in the playoffs (in 2012) when we had a heck of a d-corps and good goaltending, but the Warriors found a way to win.  They ended it quickly. That's why it feels so good to win all eight games against them this year. It feels really good right now."

It was the last meeting in the rivalry for Warriors captain Sam Fioretti and it obviously didn't end the way he had hoped.

"Like every good rivalry you grow to hate them over the years. We've had some good games against them over the years and I have some good memories against them, but this year it's tough to swallow that we couldn't get that last one," said Fioretti who had a goal and an assist.

The game was dominated by special teams. The Pats scored four power play goals off of eight chances, while the Warriors were 2-for-10 with the man advantage, but also scored short-handed.

"I thought our guys played hard and battled through a lot of adversity," said Warriors head coach Mike Stothers. "They didn't let their emotions get away from them when it could have spiralled and escalated. They stuck with it. They did their best to beat Regina and the officials.

"I thought they played hard. I thought they played hard until the end. I don't think the score is indicative of their lack of effort."

Moose Jaw's Brayden Point was called for an early goaltender interference call when he collided with Pats goalie Daniel Wapple after his shot was saved. That was relevant when Warriors goalie Zach Sawchenko stopped Chandler Stephenson off the rush and Stephenson knocked Sawchenko over. Morgan Klimchuk had most of the net to shoot the rebound into to give the Pats a 4-1 lead. 

Stothers was fuming, the home fans were raging and it didn't get any better a few minutes later. Pats defenceman Colby Williams gave Warriors centre Colton McCarthy a shove in front of the Pats net. The contact resulted in McCarthy bumping into Pats defenceman Dmitry Sinitsyn who fell on top of Wapple as Warriors defenceman Alexey Sleptsov appeared to score. The goal was waived off and McCarthy went to the penalty box.

He didn't have to stay there long as Sinitsyn scored on the subsequent power play to give the Pats a 5-1 lead.

"I'll evaluate our team and hopefully the league will evaluate what has become an inconsistent effort from the guys on the ice," said Stothers. "We're held accountable and we're held responsible for improving our players and our on-ice product. Sometimes I don't know if that same urgency applies to some of the decisions that are made by the guys reffing. I honestly don't."

The Warriors earned the last five power plays of the game after the call on McCarthy — and scored twice to make things interesting heading into the third period — but Stothers wasn't buying that make-up calls were going to compensate for calls that affected three goals that all went against his team.

"Now you think you're going to make it favourable by giving power plays later on? It's the momentum of the game in the now," he said. "I've seen it all year long, you touch a goalie and the goal doesn't count. So how does that goal count?"

Trailing 5-3, the Warriors had a four-minute power play early in the third period when Regina's Carter Hansen picked up a double-minor. One of Hansen's holding penalties came when he pulled McCarthy from behind on a breakaway when Hansen didn't have a stick which had the fans howling for a penalty shot.

The Warriors failed to score on the extended power play and Sinitsyn and Stephenson scored for Regina to put the game away.

"We had some opportunities there for sure. We would have liked to have scored on that four-minute power play — we got some good chances, but we need better execution," said Fioretti.

The Pats knew they gave the Warriors life with their lack of discipline. Heading into the playoffs, Stevenson knows his team has to cut down on their time spent short-handed. 

"We're second in the league in penalty minutes. If we're going to go far in the playoffs we're going to have to take four (minors) or less per game," said Stevenson. "Our PK is struggling. It's been close to last place most of the year and that's because we take too many penalties."

The Warriors have two shootout losses to show for their efforts against the Pats this season. The silver lining is that the shoe was on the other foot not too long ago. In Stevenson's rookie season, the Warriors were 7-0-1-0 against the Pats.

"I've been a part of both ends. I felt like this year we wanted it a little more than they did. I thought we out-worked them in all eight games this year," said Stevenson who added that even when the rivalry is one-sided over the course of a season, each game is still a great battle. "I'm sad that (the rivalry) ends for me today because I always loved it. I don't know if the fans like me too much, but it's always fun to come here. I played my midget hockey here too and it's a good hockey town."

Point had a goal and an assist for the Warriors, while Tanner Eberle also scored.

Sinitsyn had a four-point night and Colby Williams added three assists for Regina. Klimchuk scored twice and Kyle Burroughs also scored.

Sawchenko made 23 saves in goal for the Warriors. Wapple made 26 saves for the Pats.

Warriors notch elusive home win
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Published on March 01, 2014

Lethbridge Hurricanes goalie Teagan Sacher makes a pad save after Moose Jaw Warriors winger Tanner Eberle deflects a shot on net.

Times-Herald photo by Matthew Gourlie

It wasn't perfect, but it was far better than the alternative.
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The Moose Jaw Warriors scored three first period goals and made them stand up in a 5-2 win over the Lethbridge Hurricanes to record their first win at Mosaic Place in 2014.

"It's obviously been awhile and I think it's great that the fans get to experience a win after that long of a wait," said Warriors right winger Jack Rodewald who had a goal and an assist. 

"I thought that for the most part we had the momentum. They did a really good job of coming back and getting pucks to the net and using their speed. but I thought we did a really good job of battling back every time they got a little momentum."

The momentum was squarely in the Warriors' favour in the early stages of the game. Brayden Point did great work behind the net to set up Rodewald to open the scoring 3:20 into the game. Sam Fioretti scored short-handed and Alexey Sleptsov scored a power play goal with 3.7 seconds left in the first period to give the Warriors a three-goal lead.

"We've been struggling to get the first goal. In the games where we have scored first, we've seen that it has been a closer game and we've been scratching right to the end," said Rodewald.

The Hurricanes — the owners of the worst record in major junior hockey — came out hard to start the second period.

Former Warriors defenceman Tyler Bell scored on a deflected point shot and Taylor Cooper scored midway through the period.

"We thought we played one of our best games of the road trip, we just didn't get the bounces," said Bell after the Hurricanes' eighth straight loss. "We have a lot of skill. When I first got traded (to Lethbridge) I was actually pretty shocked how much skill we had. We just need to come together a bit more and in the last six games we have to keep building.

"You hear a lot around the league about how Lethbridge is the laughing stock and I totally disagree."

Seven of Cooper's 12 goals this season have come against Moose Jaw. Those seven goals have come in six games.

The Canes speed earned them some good scoring chances, but Justin Paulic was strong in goal for the Warriors.  Cooper hit the post in the first period and Paulic stoned him in the second period. He robbed Giorgio Estephan and then stopped Jamal Watson twice on short-handed chances while the game was still in doubt.

"We always tend to have some moments where we get away from things a bit — whether it's a turnover or not making the wisest decision when we have the puck based on where we are on the ice when we have it," said Warriors head coach Mike Stothers. "Overall I thought it was pretty good. I thought the guys played well and played hard."

In the third period Miles Warkentine scored his third goal of the season on a feed from Colton McCarthy and then McCarthy got a break with 21 seconds left when Cooper re-directed McCarthy's shot past Teagan Sacher in the Lethbridge net.

"I feel like I have a lot more confidence out there," said McCarthy who has been playing on the second line after striving together some solid performances. "It's been great. It's nice playing with (Fioretti) and Torrin (White). They're really good down low and it has been great having them on my line."

McCarthy got a break on his goal, but he made a confident cutback on the rush against Griffin Foulk to get a shooting lane in the first place. Defenceman Dallas Valentine set up Fioretti on a short-handed odd-man rush as some of the young Warriors have impressed in recent outings.

"It's nice to see that some of those other guys are having success," said Stothers. "We never stop thinking about lines and combinations and where guys will fit when we come back. There's a hole there, who's going to fill it? What role will he have and what-not. We're obviously still trying to win games now, but we're looking at where our strengths are and what are areas we want to try to improve upon and address. Who is going to step into bigger roles? There's some guys that are making some noise."

McCarthy who has four goals and seven points in his last six games. McCarthy has six goals and 11 points on the season. 

"Mac looks like he's picked up his skating. That seems to be the biggest thing, he's seems to have a little more quickness to him," said Stothers. "We always felt he had the ability around the net. It's just a matter of getting there. It's a guy that's taking advantage of a bit of an opportunity and making the most of it. We need that."

Paulic made 24 saves in goal for the Warriors.

The Warriors had lost eight straight home games since beating Prince Albert on New Year's eve.

They will host the Regina Pats Saturday night (7:30 p.m., Mosaic Place).

Ice freeze out Warriors 
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Reinhart and Bozon score 30 seconds apart en route to 5-1 win

The look at Zach Sawchenko’s face provided clues as to how badly this latest loss stung.

© Katie Brickman 

Jagger Dirk of the Kootenay Ice shoves Jack Rodewald of the Moose Jaw Warriors into the boards as they fight for the puck during Western Hockey League action on Wednesday night at Mosaic Place. Times-Herald photo by Katie Brickman

Other news

Prairie South committed to early learning: Meyer

Great job, great friends, great burger

A comedic conundrum

Showing “Moose Jaw At Work” at the MJMAG

A "sluggish start to the spring"

Province asks financial institutions to be flexible with farmers

Today file – March 5, 2014

Long-term solution needed for grain crisis

The Moose Jaw Warriors goaltender hung his head and shrugged his shoulders more than once before answering questions.

“It was a good game all around, things just fell apart in the third,” said Sawchenko. “It is a tough one to swallow right now knowing we were with that team the whole way and they just came out on the other end of the stick.”

The Moose Jaw Warriors and the Kootenay Ice were tied for about 50 minutes before the dam broke open.

Two quick goals by Sam Reinhart and Tim Bozon just 30 seconds apart midway through the third period was the nail in the coffin for the Warriors as the Ice skated to a 5-1 victory on Wednesday night in Western Hockey League action.

“A couple blown defensive zone assignments and they capitalized on them,” said Mike Stothers, head coach for the Warriors. “It was a pretty good game up to that point, but you have to give them credit — they capitalized on their chances that were presented to them.”

Reinhart extended his point streak to 21 games in the first period when he picked top corner over Sawchenko’s shoulder to give the Ice the lead.

Jesse Forsberg scored his seventh of the season late in the second period to tie the game and go into the third period with a chance to steal two points from the playoff-bound Ice.

The Ice appeared more determined in the third period to seal the victory, but Sawchenko made some giant saves to keep the score deadlocked.

“We had a lot of chances,” said Bozon. “We have to give credit to the goalie … he played really good.”

Although Bozon and the Ice gave the Warriors credit, they also knew where both teams sat in the standings and the pressure was on the Ice to perform.

“We are supposed to play better than that. It is a team we are supposed to beat, but we know they are a greasy team, so coming into the third, we knew what to do,” said Bozon. “We don’t want to lose these points in the standings.”

Reinhart scored his second of the game on a tip that went through Sawchenko’s five-hole. It was just 31 seconds later that Bozon scored from the slot to open the game.

Bozon then scored another on the power play to put the Warriors away for good.

“We are on short bodies too. We have been playing with only three lines for the last two weeks,” said Bozon. “It is the last nine or 10 games of the season … no matter who you play, you have to be ready every game.”

With about three minutes left, Bozon attracted three Warrior defenders behind the net, which left Jaedon Descheneau alone in the slot to score his 39th of the season.

“We are battling for fourth place in the Eastern Conference,” said Bozon. “We can’t afford to lose points to team like that, even though we respect these teams.”

Although playoffs are not in the cards for the Warriors this season as they have been mathematically eliminated, the hunger is still there.

“There is always pride, showing Moose Jaw what we are made of and getting them ready for next year,” said Sawchenko. “There is also that spoiler mentality that we can take people out of the playoffs … that is always a good feeling.”

The Warriors will be back in action on Friday (7 p.m., Mosaic Place) when Lethbridge comes to town.

Warriors snap skid
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The Moose Jaw Warriors experienced a feeling they haven’t felt much this season.

Moose Jaw Warriors Logo
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Victory.  It was their 16th win this season. 

Although both the Saskatoon Blades (16-42-2-3) and the Warriors (16-37-3-6) have been eliminated from playoff contention, the Warriors scored three goals in 2:07 into the third period, lifting them to a 5-2 win over the Blades on Tuesday night in Saskatoon. It snapped a five game losing streak.

“When you win, it feels so good that you want to do it again,” said Stothers.

It was a back-and-forth game with the Blades opening the scoring, but Jesse Forsberg scored just over a minute later in the first period.

Tanner Eberle gave the Warriors the lead in the second period, but again, about a minute later, a Warrior defenceman stumbled behind the net and coughed up the puck. Logan Harland was able to score his second of the game to tie the game once again.

“I thought we played pretty well, but it wasn’t really reflected in the shot clock, which I’m not sure how accurate it was,” said Stothers. “We came in after the second talking about wanting to apply more pressure on them in their end, get more pucks on net.”

The third period was the turning point for the Warriors as Sam Fioretti, Josh Uhrich and Alexey Sleptsov scored in a span of two minutes and seven seconds to secure the victory.

“The guys came out and did a real good job on the forecheck and were able to keep the puck in their zone. It paid off as it went in the back of their net,” said Stothers. “We talked about it before that we need that contribution from everybody and it just makes for a good feeling.”

Sleptsov’s third of the season came on the power play, an area that has been a struggle for the Warriors this year. They also killed off all three Blade extra man opportunities.

“It always feels good to capitalize on your power play opportunities,” said Stothers. “Special teams are an important part of any hockey team. I thought our specialty teams responded very well.”

Jack Rodewald had two assists and now has six points in his last five games. Brayden Point continues to produce for the Warriors, adding three assists against the Blades and has 13 points in his last seven games.

Zach Sawchenko was solid in net for the Warriors. This was the first time in three games that the starting goaltender hasn’t been pulled. Both Justin Paulic and Sawchenko have been pulled the last couple of games.

“It is never something you want to do,” said Stothers of pulling his goalies. “He has been good for us and he has given us a good effort and a good game. He looks like he is pretty confident in there right now. He played very well.”

The Warriors will look to win two games in a row. They haven’t put back-to-back wins together since Dec. 15, Dec. 17 and Dec. 27 when they faced Kamloops, Prince Albert and Swift Current.

Sam Reinhart and the Kootenay Ice will be in town on Wednesday night (7 p.m., Mosaic Place). They recently lost to Spokane on Saturday and this starts a three game road trip through Saskatchewan for the Ice.

“We know that Kootenay is a very good team, but we certainly would like to build on it,” said Stothers. We need to start the way we finished this game. We need to play like we did in the third.”

Turbo Tigers torch tepid Tribe

Matthew Matthew GourliePublished on February 22, 2014
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Visitors use their speed to great use in 6-0 win

They say speed kills.

© Times-Herald photo by Matthew Gourlie 

Medicine Hat Tigers goalie Marek Langhamer kicks out his right pad to rob Moose Jaw Warriors Sam Fioretti in close in the first period of Friday's game.
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It certainly killed the Moose Jaw Warriors Friday.

The Medicine Hat Tigers' used their ample speed to carve up the Warriors as they skated away from Mosaic Place with a 6-0 win in Western Hockey League action.

"They're fast, but we made them look fast. We did a lot of standing around. We were very hesitant and indecisive. I don't know if their speed paralyzed our thinking process, but we weren't sharp mentally," said Warriors head coach Mike Stothers.

The Tigers' had beaten the Warriors 6-1 a week ago in the Medicine Hat Arena, but the lessons from that game didn't stick. A week ago the Tigers scored three times in less than four minutes in the second period and Friday the Tigers scored five goals in 7:34 early in the second period to break the game open.

"The only way for us to counter their speed is to move the puck. They can't skate as fast you can pass the puck. You have to head-man it to the guy that's open and give it to him right away," said Stothers who felt his team tried to rush the puck themselves too often or dwelled on it trying to make a decision with time they didn't have against the aggressive Tigers' forecheck.

"They're hard to play against in all zones," said Stothers. "They have a good forecheck going, they're quick to recover, they come at you and they pressure through the neutral zone. Their forwards do a good job of coming back and supporting their D."

While the Warriors had a decided size advantage up front, they spent the second period chasing shadows. Five of the six Tigers goal-scorers were five-foot-nine or shorter.

"We're a smaller team. We're not the biggest bunch, but we pride ourselves on our speed. We're a really fast team, a quick team," said Tigers left winger Trevor Cox. "When we get pucks deep we really put pressure on the other team's d-men to make good plays. When they make a mistake, we try to capitalize on it."

Cox scored on the Tigers first shot of the game as he finished off a three-on-two rush 3:39 in.

The Warriors were actually the better team for the rest of the first period. Warriors forward Sam Fioretti rolled a shot through the crease, hit the side of the post and was robbed by Medicine Hat goalie Marek Langhamer. The Czech goalie stoned Jack Rodewald in close and Bryson Gore just missed with a short-handed chance.

"We might have been OK in the first, but we weren't great," said Fioretti, the Warriors captain, who returned after missing three games due to injury. "We're too easy to play against right now. We're losing battles all over the ice and it caught up to us in the second period. They exposed it for what it was."

The Tigers scored four goals in 4:16 to blow the game wide open. Two of the goals came on odd-man rushes, another was on a partial breakaway. The fifth goal came when Warriors goalie Zach Sawchenko coughed up the puck behind his net and Chad Butcher potted his second goal in as many shifts.

Sawchenko was pulled after allowed five goals off of a dozen shots.

Stothers called a time out after the third Tigers goal, but it did nothing to stop the bleeding or stem the Tiger's momentum.

The Tigers defence made quick, crisp passes to spring their speedy forwards and create odd-man rushes. The Tigers had a pair of three-on-ones that failed to bury or it could have been worse.

"Our game plan most nights is to be relentless — get pucks deep, keep it simple, get bodies to the net, get pucks to the net. We seem to wear teams down. By the second and third period we're usually rolling over teams and that seemed to happen here tonight," said Cox who had a goal and two assists.

Cole Sanford also had a goal and two assists for the Tigers who also got goals from Curtis Valk and Miles Koules.

German import Markus Eisenschmid and enforcer Jacob Doty are the only Tigers forwards who are six-feet tall or more.

"If you have enough speed up front I think you can make up for the lack of size," said Stothers. "They have some smart hockey players who can play with the puck and without the puck. I think we have the makings to be a fast team down the road. I think we're faster than we showed tonight."

The Warriors (15-36-3-6) are in Brandon tonight.

Warriors winger Tanner Eberle laid out Tigers defenceman Matt Staples with a big hit in the first period, but left the game in the third period with a lower body injury. He is questionable for Saturday's game in Brandon.

Langhamer made 24 saves to pick up his second shutout of the season.

Justin Paulic made 21 saves in relief of Sawchenko.

Before the game the chair of the K+S Potash Canada Warriors Alumni golf tournament presented a cheque for $80,136 to the the Warriors Education Fund. In four years the alumni golf tournament has raised in excess of $300,000.

Matt Berkovitz named finalist for Wisconsin high school player of the year award

By Andy Johnson  @AndyJohnsonB5Q  on Feb 12 2014

inalists for the 2014 Wisconsin high school American Family Insurance WHCA Player of the Year award have been announced, and Wisconsin recruit Matt Berkovitz is one of eight players to make the final cut.

After an initial list of 28 players, voters from the Wisconsin Hockey Coaches Association narrowed the list to eight players this week. The eight finalists will be honored at an awards banquet on Wednesday, March 5, the night before the Wisconsin state tournament begins.

Berkovitz, a defenseman for Ashwaubenon high school, was the only blueliner to make the cut. Other finalists include Mason Appleton (Notre Dame Academy), Jake Bresser (Eau Claire Memorial), Zed Dietrich (Waukesha), Brett Gruber (Notre Dame Academy), Charlie Parker (Verona), Caleb Schroer (Wisconsin Rapids) and Michael Wilson (Fond du Lac).

In 23 games this season for the Jaguars, Berkovitz has notched 11 goals and 26 assists for 37 points. Berkovitz has 10 penalty minutes on the season and is a +16 for the year.

Ashwaubenon is 15-7-1 this season, and is the No. 3 seed in Section 5. The Jaguars will host the winner of Manitowac Lincoln co-op and DePere/West DePere in a regional final on Feb. 20. The top two seeds in the section are Notre Dame Academy (No. 1) and Bayport (No. 2).

Overall, the coaches did a nice job with the voting. One omission would be Notre Dame Academy's Luke Davison -- the brother of Wisconsin freshman, Tim. That's not entirely surprising though, given two of his teammates were already named in the final eight. Other than that, I have a tough time arguing anyone that's on the list should be taken out.

If you're looking for a favorite to win the award, that's tough to say. While the coaches have hit the nail on the head a number of times, there have been years where the best player hasn't won for a variety of reasons.

Berkovitz is clearly the best defenseman in the state and Wilson is the most talented forward. The problem for Wilson is that his point total isn't as high as many of the other finalists. If the coaches vote based strictly on the best player, one of those two should win.

For more hockey coverage, follow Andy on Twitter -- 

You can also reach Andy via e-mail (AndyJohnsonB5Q@gmail.com)

Scouting the Elite League: Defense and Goalies

September 15, 2013 · by Jasper Kozak-Miller · in Scouting Report, Uncommitted Prospects 
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Hello there! If this is your first time visiting Over The Boards, consider subscribing for updates on this topic and many others.

This is the second half of our coverage of the Elite League’s opening weekend of play in New Hope, MN. You can see our take on the forwards here.

Scouting the defenders and goalies were an entirely different task than the forwards were. Where up front there was an excess of talent and we really had some divisive opinions about many of their games and overall play, we didn’t feel as strongly about this group after the top 3. Gauging a defender’s competency in the first showings of a showcase league isn’t the hard part – it’s differentiating between them that was, so we’re going to hold off on sharing any ranked opinions on the later-noted guys here until we’ve seen more. That said, we’ve ranked three who absolutely rocked it here in our eyes, and a few more who showed glimpses of being serious impact players as soon as this season.

Top 3

1. 96 D Tyler Nanne – Edina – 5’10 – 180 – Elite – Uncommitted (#57)

Unbelievable talent on the back-end. Nanne keeps one of the best gaps I’ve ever seen for a high school defenseman and always seems to be a step ahead of the play. Absolutely no rattle to his game with a sharp stick that he uses exactly when he needs to, no more and no less. A terrific passer with elite offensive vision and defensive awareness, the ceiling on Nanne in theory is ‘low’ because he doesn’t have a typical frame for an NHL defenseman, but if he continues to develop I see no glaring negatives to his game. Has to ensure he doesn’t become complacent in high school hockey this season where he should easily dictate the tempo. Is not your typically ‘dominant’ offensive defenseman in the Ryan Lindgren mold, just a terrific skater with an elite, well-polished skillset. Accurate dart of a shot which he gets off quickly.

2. 96 D Matt Berkovitz – Ashwaubenon (WI-HS) – 6’1 – 175 – Elite – Wisconsin

It’s not hard to see why Mike Eaves committed the talented in-state prospect a year ago, and Berkovitz is developing into a very talented skater. Looked like one of the best 96-born defensemen in the country here with a big frame complemented by a smooth stride and awareness in every zone. A defensive anchor with a great stick who doesn’t waste time making decisions and they tend to be right on the money. Sees things most blueliners don’t as they develop and continues to impress the more you pay attention. Doesn’t have game-breaking offensive upside but can definitely move the puck around and contribute on the man advantage.

3. 97 D Tye Ausmus – East Grand Forks – 5’7.25 – 150 – Elite – Uncommitted (LV)

Athletic defenseman may be under-sized but he has a ton of talent. Quick skater jets around the ice and is a great passer, making poised plays at a good speed and not trying to do too much, which can be exactly what you want in a defenseman. Ausmus pays diligent attention to his play in his own end and has an inherent understanding of where to be. Competes…should only get better.

Other Standouts

95 D Johnny Austin – Benilde-St. Margaret’s – 5’9 – 180 – Elite – Uncommitted (#31)

Austin sees the ice so well sometimes it’s scary. With elite offensive vision and all the other tools in his bag of tricks, Austin is extremely effective although a smaller frame and efficient stickwork don’t always make him the ‘toughest’ to play against. Breaks out the puck quickly and generates chances consistently in the final third.

95 D Luc Snuggerud – Eden Prairie – 6’0.25 – 180 – Elite – Nebraska-Omaha

The knock on Snuggerud last year was that his feet were too heavy to play his game without getting caught up too far in the play. Well, his feet are a lot quicker now and he was paired with a defensive defenseman (Jacob Olson) here that really let Snuggerud’s nose for the offensive side of the game shine. Great shooter, passer in the final third, and has really added ‘mobile’ to his list of fitting adjectives, though I do question his ability to get the puck out of the zone with any regularity and general decision-making at times.

96 D Nolan Carothers – Colorado Rampage – 6’1 – 185 – Elite – Uncommitted

Carothers could be a real diamond-in-the-rough defenseman. He processes the game well, has an athletic frame and great instincts but has yet to put it all together entirely. Has a bit of pro potential in him, with size and steady, zipped distributions in all three zones. Projects very well from a natural ability standpoint.

96 G Jacob Weatherly – Colorado Rampage – 5’10 – 180 – Elite – Uncommitted

The Colorado Rampage veteran stood on his head here and frustrated a pretty offensive team here time and time again. Initially, we felt that Weatherly was just the benefactor of sound positional work and a healthy helping of luck, but Weatherly continued to impress and step up his play as the game demanded it. A quiet, poised skater in the crease with controlled, deliberate movements, Weatherly seemed to have a save for everything thrown at him and somehow did so with relatively minimal flashiness.

96 D Mitch Reinke – Stillwater – 5’9.75 – 151 – Elite – Michigan Tech

Reinke didn’t ‘wow’ us here but solidified his position as a strong talent in the MN-HS circuit. We questioned some of his decision-making, at times sending glowing passes up the ice but other times not effectively breaking the puck out of the zone. Wasn’t a catalyst for much offense but got better as the day went on and started to show glimpses of some trademark offensive excellence. Would have liked to see him take a few more shots and drive the puck towards the net with more scoring intent.

96 D Seamus Donohue – St. Thomas – 5’11 – 179 – Elite – Air Force

Donohue has really come on strong as of late. His decision-making was a question mark for us last season and that has become less of a concern for us, specifically in his own end, but it’s still something hampering his effectiveness. That said, Donohue is a creative, resourceful blue liner who can usually get the puck out of his zone and onto someone’s tape with efficient, non-telegraphed passes.

In the offensive zone, he was too trigger happy for our taste – not that he released the puck whenever he got it, but Donohue seemed too willing to bite at a potential opening even though he may be the only defender back – the puck was regularly blocked and thrown the other way for an odd-man rush. Donohue positions himself well offensively but struggled a bit to be effective regardless of where he was. Possesses lots of natural talent and instincts, so the odds are stacked firmly on Donohue’s side.

96 D Tom Muck – Eagan – 5’10 – 160 – Elite – Uncommitted

96 D Alex Copa – Blaine – 5’10.75 – 170 – Uncommitted

97 D Jason Krych – Totino-Grace – 5’8.75 – 165 – MSU – Mankato

97 D Nicky Wolff – Eagan – 6’3.5 – 200 – Elite – Uncommitted (#69)

95 D Ryan Swanson – Holy Family – 5’11.75 – 190 – Uncommitted

95 D Jake Miller – Arrowhead (WI-HS) – 6’2 – 180 – Uncommitted

96 D Dylan Woolf – Holy Family – 6’0.25 – 199 – Elite – Uncommitted

95 D Colton Poolman – East Grand Forks – 6’0.25 – 182 – Uncommitted

96 D Luke Davison – Notre Dame Academy – 5’11 – 173 – Uncommitted

96 D Nick Thompson – Duluth Denfeld – 6’3 – 175 – Elite – Uncommitted

97 D Jacob Olson – Hill-Murray – 6’2 – 205 – Uncommitted

96 D Chandler Lindstrand – Wayzata – 5’11.5 – 180 – Uncommitted

96 D Travis Brown – Rogers – 6’1 – 201 – Elite – Michigan Tech

96 G Ryan Wischow – Ashwaubenon – 6’1 – 190 – Uncommitted

96 D Cooper Watson – Appleton North – 6’2 – 172  - Uncommitted

97 D Keith Muehlbauer – Eastview – 6’1 – 195 – Uncommitted

96 G Andrew Lindgren – Eagan – 5’10.25 – 160 – Uncommitted

95 D Eddie Eades – East Grand Forks – 6’4.5 – 200 – Elite – Uncommitted

97 G Jacob Berger – Minnetonka – 5’10.25 – 150 – Uncommitted

97 G Zach Driscoll – Eastview – 5’10.25 – 169 – Elite – Uncommitted
Badger Hockey Recruit Review: Matt Berkovitz, Ashwaubenon High School

By Andy Johnson  @AndyJohnsonB5Q  on Jun 3 2013, 10:15a +  

The "Badger Hockey Recruit Review" will run every Monday, Wednesday and Friday for the next five weeks. We open the feature series with Ashwaubenon, Wis., defenseman Matt Berkovitz. 
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Class

Position

Hand

Height

Weight

2014 or 15

Defense

Left

6-1

175

Team

Hometown

DOB

Ashwaubenon (HS) / Team Wisconsin U16

Ashwaubenon, Wis.

2/6/1996

Statistics Verbal Commitment 

The Badgers have had a lot of success with in-state defensemen in the past and are certainly hoping that continues with Ashwaubenon, Wis., native Matt Berkovitz. Berkovitz committed to Wisconsin after an unofficial campus visit in late September 2012.

Once head coach Mike Eaves exteded a scholarship offer, it wasn't a hard decision for Berkovitz, who also has been an elite performer in the Team Wisconsin midget program.

"I knew right away," Berkovitz told the Wisconsin State Journal. "I loved the campus. I loved the arena. I loved the students."

Berkovitz chose the Badgers over Michigan Tech, Notre Dame and Ohio State.

Statistics Coach Comments

Rival high school coach Cory McCracken from Green Bay Notre Dame on Berkovitz: 

"Matt has been a standout player on the Team Wisconsin U16 team this fall, getting ice time in all the critical situations," McCracken told Bucky's 5th Quarter earlier this year. "Certainly one of the elite U16 players in the country at his position.

"(Berkovitz) is a strong skater, thinks the game well, very good stick defensively with a good ability to recover. Very reliable defensively, manages his puck decisions well. Initiates offense with solid breakout/transition decisions. Quality young man, good character kid."

Team Wisconsin U16 coach, and former Badger John Parker on Berkovitz:

"He's a smooth-skating defenseman who's good with the puck, a good decision-maker and an excellent teammate," Parker told the Wisconsin State Journal. "He's got some great potential."

Statistics Scouting Report

The first thing that stands out when you watch Berkovitz is how fluid he is in everything he does on the ice. From his skating ability to the way he moves the puck, everything is smooth. Berkovitz has a solid frame and will have to get stronger before he comes to Madison, but he's looking like a really nice pickup for the Badgers.

U.S. Hockey Report's scouting report on Berkovitz from the Bauer Invitational in Chicago (November 2012):

"The University of Wisconsin recruit has seen his stock rise significantly over the last couple of months. For a 6'2" kid his skating is effortless and his stride is executed with perfect form. Berkovitz is someone we think the NTDP will consider adding at certain points this season -- and potentially on a full-time basis next year. If he continues to develop at his current rate there is a good chance he will be drafted in the upper rounds of the 2014 NHL draft. A good in-state get for the Badgers."

Statistics Statistics 

2012-13 (Ashwaubenon, HS): 23 games, 11 goals, 14 assists, 25 points, 14 PIM, +8

2012-13 (Team Wisconsin U16): 5 goals, 29 assists, 34 points, 14 PIM

2011-12 (Ashwaubenon, HS): 24 games, 11 goals, 14 assists, 25 points, 6 PIM

2010-11 (Ashwaubenon, HS): 26 games, 9 goals, 24 assists, 34 points, 10 PIM

Honors Honors

-- Selected by the Chicago Steel in the 4th round of the USHL Draft (May, 2013)

-- Invited to the USA Hockey Select 17 Festival in Rochester, N.Y. (May, 2013)

-- Fox River Classic All-Conference First-Team (March, 2013)

-- WHCA Wisconsin All-State Honorable Mention (2013)

-- WHCA Wisconsin All-State Honorable Mention (2012)

Press Clippings Recent Press

Bucky's 5th Quarter: Berkovitz is a Badger (October, 2012)

Wisconsin State Journal: Ashwaubenon's Matt Berkovitz commits (October, 2012)

Multimedia Twitter

@MattBendovitz

More Info Additional Info

Berkovitz was recently selected in the USHL Draft by the Chicago Steel in the fourth round, No. 46 overall. Berkovitz told me recently that he hasn't made up his mind yet about where he will play next season. It's likely he won't make a decision until after Chicago's main camp, which runs June 18-21.

Berkovitz is committed to Wisconsin for either 2014 or 2015, but I think it would be best for his development to spend a full season in the USHL after graduation and then come to Madison for the fall of 2015. That said, with the way Berkovitz has been progressing, it wouldn't be entirely surprising to see him in a Badger uniform in 2014, especially if Jake McCabe turns pro after his junior season.
Sat. 11/10/12

Bauer Invite, Part II: The U16s

 As promised, here is Part II of our Bauer World Invitational review. Today we’re going to be looking at the U16 division, which was won, deservedly so, by the hometown Chicago Mission – a simply excellent team. Looking deeper, there were other teams we liked, but we just want to mention a few, like the Arizona Bobcats who, by attracting top talent from all over the Pacific and Rocky Mountain districts, are fast becoming a team to be reckoned with out west. Compuware probably has the most talent; if they can gel as team they will be very tough to beat. And finally, we reported extensively on the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Knights last year and would like to give our readers an update on the U14 National Champions. They are still a good team, but they are not what they were. Their top player from a year ago, Daniel Sprong, has returned to Quebec and is playing Midget AAA hockey there. A couple other faces are also missing including Cody Petawabano, who at 6’3”, 210 lbs. intimidated the heck out of opponents. This will likely be the final year this team skates together as their top talent, shipped in from Russia, will become top prospects in the USHL and other junior leagues.  It will be hard to keep the group together, much less replicate what they had last year.

Here are the players who stood out for us at the U16 level:

Ryan Wagner, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission U16) — Was absolutely fantastic here over the weekend.  Was named tournament MVP en route to leading the Mission to the championship. Plays on a star-studded team, but there was no question as to who was the team’s #1 forward here. This is a kid who did not make it out to the Select 15 Festival over the summer as the Central District cut him. While Wagner lacks size -- he’s probably about 5’9”, 160 lbs. -- he more than compensates. He is tenacious, intelligent, and has a knack for scoring goals. He is always creating plays, and constantly creating turnovers. Quite simply, he was a pleasure to watch. Is a USHL/D-I prospect, though he does not have the upside of some of the players that will be following him on this list. All we can say is that, in Chicago last weekend, Wagner was the man.

Matt Berkovitz, D, ’96 (Team Wisconsin U16) — The University of Wisconsin recruit has seen his stock rise significantly over the last couple of months. For a 6’2” kid his skating is effortless and his stride is executed with perfect form. Berkovitz is someone we think the NTDP will consider adding at certain points this season -- and potentially on a full-time basis next year. If he continues to develop at his current rate there is a good chance he will be drafted in the upper rounds of the 2014 NHL draft. A good in-state get for the Badgers.

Nikita Pavlychev, F, ’97 (Wilkes-Barre/Scranton U16) — High upside. Was the first line center on last season’s Bantam AAA championship squad. Has continued growing and is probably about 6’5” right now. He’s not an awkward 6’5” either — he can skate, has a great stick and, like many Russians, shows exceptional poise with the puck. His challenge over the course of the next couple of years will be adding some explosiveness to his skating and edge to his game. If he can improve in those two areas there is no reason to think he can’t be a 1st round NHL draft pick in a couple years. Is reminiscent of Quebec Remparts (QMJHL) forward, and Buffalo Sabres 2012 1st round pick, Mikhail Grigorenko.

Denis Smirnov, F, ’97 (Wilkes-Barre/Scranton U16) — The offensive catalyst for the Knights. Has the innate ability to slow the game down whenever the puck is on his stick. Is on the small side, 5’8” or so, and does not appear as if he’s ever going to be a big kid. That said, he is as skilled as they come. He also plays with an edge, is strong on the puck, and is at his best when the game is on the line. Will be a big-time point producer in the CHL should that be the route he chooses. 

Ivan Provorov, F/D, ’97 (Wilkes-Barre/Scranton U16) — Does not stand out as much this year as he did last year, but that is likely because there is no longer as much of a gap between he and his peers physically. He still stands out, however, and is one of the top ‘97s in the country. Can really hammer the puck. The Wilkes-Barre powerplay is all about teeing the puck up for Provorov, who isn’t shy about burying his head and letting his 95 mph one-timer go, whistling the puck by the necks of those standing in front. Provorov is also a good skater who is explosive, and strong as an ox in 1x1 situations. Not too many Russians make it to the NCAA, so our guess is that a USHL team grabs him next season before a CHL team drafts him in the 2014 Import Draft. Ditto for Smirnov and Pavlychev.

Christian Evers, D, ’97 (Omaha U16) — A raw, uncut piece of filet mignon — just the way the North Dakota Fighting Sioux like their recruits. Evers has a fluid stride for someone who is roughly 6’3”, 200 lbs. and just 15 years old. In terms of pro upside, Evers, along with Noah Hanifin and Zach Werenski, are the best USA Hockey has to offer. There is a strong chance he will be skating for the NTDP next season.

Austin Matthews, F, ’97 (Arizona Bobcats U16) — We wrote about Matthews one year ago, stating that we felt he was one of the top ’97-born forwards we had seen. We also noted in our wrap-up of the Select 15 Festival that we were surprised he was not in attendance. After doing some digging we found out that Matthews and his teammate, Christian Cakebread (see below), passed on attending the Festival due to the cost. Matthews stands about 6’1” or 6’2” and has great hands and a quick release to his shot. Our guess is that he will be included in the NTDP Final 40 camp in March and he very well could make the team. However, we are also told there is a good chance he will be playing for the Everett Silvertips (WHL) where he was their 3rd round pick in last year’s bantam draft. His lack of urgency to put his skills on display in front of USA Hockey last summer may indicate that his heart is in Everett.

Christian Cakebread, D/F, ’97 (Arizona Bobcats U16) — Was playing forward when we saw him last year, but was lined up on the back end this time around. We prefer him up front. Cakebread hasn’t grown much in the last 12 months and likely has topped out around 5’10” or 5’11”. Is fast, explosive, competes hard, and make plays. Was drafted in the 4th round of the WHL’s bantam draft by the Kelowna Rockets. Is another player who would compete for a spot on the NTDP should he choose that route. Would make for a great player at the NCAA level and we think that’s the route he should choose as his pro upside might not be as high as some of the above-mentioned players. He certainly has a memorable name.

JR Gates, F, ‘97 (Compuware U16) — Notre Dame commit continues to get better. His skating has greatly improved over the course of the last year and he uses his big frame to get to the front of the net and create scoring opportunities. The NTDP is not allowed to release the names of any players they have offered contracts to for the 2013-14 season, but we have heard that Gates is one of the early commits. Does not have high-end/flashy scoring capabilities, but for a 6’2” forward he’s an honest worker with a skill set that will enable him to be an effective power forward for years to come. Is off to a slow start in HPHL play this season as he has only produced a 2-2-4 scoring line through nine games played. He did, however, score two goals against Omaha in a fast-paced, high intensity game here.

Mitchell Vande Sompel, D/F, ’97 (London Jr. Knights) — The Knights’ captain was dominant at times. Has the ability to single-handedly take over games. Has dynamic speed, is creative in traffic, and has a goal scorer’s release. Plays both forward and defense and was equally effective at both. Was excellent on top of the PP. Will likely be a top round pick in the OHL draft this spring.

Gordie Green, F, ’97 (Compuware U16) — A smart cat. Is playing chess while most of his peers are playing checkers. Knows how to play the game and has that sixth sense of putting the puck where his teammates are going as opposed to where they are. Could end up being a fantastic college hockey player -- he’s committed to Miami-Ohio – and will likely be included in the NTDP’s Final 40 camp. If he does not make the team he will be a top pick in the USHL draft. Is leading Compuware in scoring with an 8-8-16 scoring line in nine games played.

Brendan Warren, F, ’97 (Compuware U16) — We only saw Compuware play once, against Omaha, so it is very possible that Warren just had an off game, but in that game he was invisible. Seemed disinterested, just going through the motions. Warren was our #1 rated forward at the Select 15 Festival and is a Michigan recruit. Is also rumored to be committed to the NTDP. We have only really seen Warren playing summer hockey, at the Pro-Am tournament in Boston and at the Select Festival — and at both showings he was nothing short of dominant, with a skill set that was off the charts.  We even compared him to the Bruins’ Tyler Seguin at the same age. At any rate, time will tell what he really is. Has posted a 3-4-7 scoring line through nine HPHL games, below-average numbers given his skill set.

Trent Fox, F, ’97 (London Jr. Knights) — Big, strong, power forward with a soft set of hands and some finish around the net. Is probably about 6’3” and is still getting his coordination, but when his game comes together he could be a good one. Will likely be a top two round OHL draft pick this spring. Is the younger brother of Erie Otters (OHL) forward Dane Fox.

Patrick Grasso, F, ’96 (Omaha U16) — UNH recruit was absolutely fantastic against Compuware. While his team lost 5-3, Grasso showed up ready to play and scored two of his team’s three goals. Was all over the ice, competing extremely hard and making his  presence felt each time he hit the ice. It is a good sign of things to come, because 85%, maybe 100% of Compuware’s D-corps will end up playing D-I hockey and Grasso managed to be highly effective against them. Right now, he is probably about 5’6”. 135 lbs. -- it is only a matter of time until he grows.

Kip Hoffman, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission U16) — Before seeing the Mission ’97 team for the first time a year ago we inquired as to who their top forward was. Hoffman’s name was given to us. When we watched him, though, we quickly wrote him off as someone who may have peaked early. This weekend Hoffman forced us to change our opinion. In the past he may have gotten by because he was big and strong, but he no longer has the edge in that department. He is only 5’8” or 5’9” and has to rely on skill and tenacity, which he did here. Has quick hands and feet. Made a lot of crafty plays in traffic and exhibited good hockey sense. Was another casualty of the Central District as he did not make it out to the Select 15 Festival, but we assure you that he belongs with the top ’97 forwards.

Nick Boka, D, ’97 (Compuware U16) — Michigan State recruit is developing into a big, two-way defender who plays with an edge. Has good feet for a big kid and seemed more confident with the puck on his stick this weekend than at the Select Festival over the summer. Will likely be in the conversation when it comes to piecing together the NTDP.

Vas Kolias, D, ’97 (Chicago Mission U16) — Plays very freely right now, which is nice to see. You can see he just loves playing the game. For every two scoring chances he creates he may give up one, but at the end of the day he’s usually a plus defender. Is a dynamic skater who displays a ton of puck confidence — nothing scares him. Is a top D-I prospect and also stands a good chance of making the NTDP.

Tarek Baker, F, ’97 (Omaha U16) — Plays with energy, pace, grit and has a fairly high skill level. Is uncommitted right now, but we do not think that will be the case for too much longer. Baker is a safe player to bring into your program because he has a chance to develop into a top six forward, but at worst he ends up being a third line energy guy who can chip in a goal here and there.

Brett Gruber, F, ’96 (Team Wisconsin U16) — Is not a player who exudes potential, but he’s someone you just know will always score goals. Is not very big – he’s around 5’8” -- but will do just about anything to score. Plays much bigger than he is and wears his heart on his sleeve. Is likely going to have to prove he can score at the USHL level before a D-I school jumps on him, but we are confident he will accomplish that.

Mitchell Vanderlaan, F, ’96 (Rothesay Netherwood) — If you missed him this weekend you may have to make the trek up to New Brunswick to see this lanky and talented forward. Projects well and is very smooth with the puck on his stick. Is very elusive in traffic. Is a draft pick of the PEI Rockets (QMJHL). Played for Canada Atlantic at the World U17 Hockey Championship last winter.

Tyson McLellan, F, ’96 (San Jose Jr. Sharks U16) — The son of San Jose Sharks (NHL) head coach Todd McLellan. Decent size kid (5’11”) with great puck skills. Makes a ton of plays, but is on a rather weak team. Not sure what his citizenship is as his father is from Melville, Saskatchewan and was coaching in Swift Current (WHL) when he was born, but has now been in the US for over 10 years. Whatever the case, the younger McLellan is a D-I/WHL prospect.

Nick Heid, D, ’97 (Minnesota Blades U16) — Arguably the top ’97-born defenseman from the state of Minnesota, at least that we have seen. That said, as it always is with hockey players from the frontier states, the best often tend to surface a little later than in other parts of the country. Heid has good size at 6’1” and has a raw skill set, but it’s clear that he thinks the game well, especially on the offensive side of the puck. Will likely be invited to the NTDP Final 40 camp.

Brett Huebner, F, ’96 (Minnesota Blades) — Had not seen or heard of the Andover (Minn.) High School forward prior to this tournament, but he was without question his team’s most consistent scoring threat. Has good hands, gets a lot of pucks to the net and has pretty good wheels. Our guess is that, playing Minnesota high school hockey, he’ll put himself on the map this season.

Ethan Szypula, F, ’97 (London Jr. Knights) — Crafty and skilled forward. Is not very big at 5’9”, but his hands and hockey smarts match up with the best of them. If an NCAA school can get through to him he’d make for an excellent college hockey player. If he decides to head to the OHL our guess is that he ends up being a 2nd or 3rd round pick this spring. Is currently leading the Jr. Knights in scoring.

Tory Dello, D, ’97 (Chicago Mission U16) — Notre Dame recruit is well rounded and makes a positive impact on both ends of the ice. Is 6’1” but has not really filled out yet. There are some who would make the argument that he is the top defender on a very good Mission team. Is a safe pick for the NTDP Final 40 camp.

Tony Stillwell, D, ’97 (Team Wisconsin U16) — A fun player to watch. Is a very small defenseman, our guess would be 5’7”, 140 lbs. but as sharp as a knife. Moves the puck up ice very effectively and defends well. Doesn’t seem to get himself into too many physical battles for the puck, mainly because he wins most of them with his stick. Will mature in time and his hockey IQ should remain intact. Will end up being a D-I player.

Christian Fischer, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission U16) — Fischer is a tough player to figure out. We feel he is someone who could go on to put up minimal points in the USHL and be a role player in college -- or he could end up right near the top of this list and be drafted into the NHL. Shows flashes up being a power forward capable of scoring goals and then goes through long stretches unnoticed.

Ethan Price, F, ’97 (Omaha U16) — Team captain and heart-and-soul player. Plays with 100% effort every shift – really wants to win. Can really fire the puck and has one of the best one-timers in his age group. Because of that he will likely always scores goals. Needs to work on becoming a more fluid skater.

Brody Stevens, F, ’97 (Compuware U16) — Someone who gets overlooked a bit because of the talent surrounding him. Is not very flashy, but his name always ends up on the score sheet. Has good hockey sense and is one of those “right place, right time” kind of players. Confident in scoring areas and has finishing abilities. Has compiled a 4-7-11 scoring line in nine games played this season, more than highly-regarded prospects Brendan Warren and JR Gates.

Grant Gabriele, D, ’97 (Compuware U16) — Last season we saw Gabriele playing for Belle Tire’s bantam team and would have had him pegged as an NTDP-caliber defender. This season he seems less confident on the #1 ranked U16 team in the country. Did not make it out to the Select 15 Festival, but we think he is one of the better defenseman we have seen at the ’97 age group. Has outstanding feet and is difficult to beat because he skates so well. Would like to see him take control of the game because we feel he has that type of ability.

Jason Dhooghe, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission) — Diminutive forward has a slick set of hands and is creative when given time and space. Is not quite as physically mature as his peers but when he catches up he will begin to attract D-I interest.

Ryan Langford, G, ’97 (London Jr. Knights) — An imposing figure in the net. Stands 6’4” and has athletic ability — a scary combination. Takes up the entire net and leaves very little to shoot at. There is a lot of work with here. Could be molded into a top netminder.

Grant Jozefek, F, ’97 (North Jersey Avalanche U16) — A smart hockey player who makes good decisions with the puck. Is rarely out of position and gives an honest effort every time he touches the ice. Is not an NTDP-level player, but he will end up in D-I hockey.

Charlie Raith, D, ’97 (Chicago Young Americans U16) — Does not have the same physical tools as some of the other top ’97-born defensemen. Is likely in the #10-20 group nationally. Has a good stick, makes an excellent first pass, and is poised on the PP. If he grows a couple inches he could shoot up this list.

Jordan Mitchell, F, ’97 (Chicago Mission U16) — He is what he is — a 5’9” forward who plays hard, will kill penalties, and can chip in offensively on occasion. Every D-I team needs this type of player, but they are generally not the first ones you give your scholarships to.

Elliot Gerth, G, ’97 (Chicago Mission U16) — May never be a pro, but we enjoy his game and love how aggressive he is. Is quick and athletic. If he were two or three inches bigger he’d likely be under consideration for the NTDP.

Lawton Courtnall, F, ’96 (Omaha U16) — A native of West Lake Village, California who played for the California Titans U16 team last year. Has a good all-around skill set and shows flashes of becoming a late bloomer.

Zed Dietrich, F, ‘96 (Team Wisconsin U16) — Played for the Waukesha HS in Wisconsin last year and posted an impressive 43-40-83 scoring line in 23 games played. His feet move at 100 mph. Not sure if he ends up playing D-I hockey, but he sure is an exciting player to watch.

Kevin Charyszyn, F, ’96 (NJ Rockets U16) — Smart hockey player who has a heavy shot. Would be an effective player in the New England prep school ranks.

Note:

 Mason Appleton, F, ’96 (Team Wisconsin U16) — A high-end talent who we were looking forward to seeing play again. Unfortunately, he was not here with his team over the weekend. A top ’96 forward, Appleton is really coming into his own. Is growing – he’s 6’0” -- and has superb vision. Finds the man on the backdoor on the PP with regularity. Attends Notre Dame HS in Wisconsin and is someone you should make a point of getting out to see. Appleton was not at the Select 16 Festival either.
Wild 6, Islanders 0: Yeo's line-juggling produces most goals this season
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- Matt Moulson spent his customary pregame nap rolling around without any sleep Tuesday. 

There were too many nerves, too many unknowns as he entered his first game against the New York Islanders, the team he once imagined he'd spend the rest of his career, since being traded away. 

At the end of the day, though, there was little that could have gone better both for Moulson and his new Wild teammates. 

The game ended with a sparsely filled Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum chanting, "We want Moulson." 

Moulson netted two goals in his return to Long Island and was a big reason the Wild exploded out of a scoring slump with a 6-0 shellacking of the host New York Islanders. 

"It's a great feeling when something like that happens," Moulson said of the reaction he got. "I appreciate them just as much as they were showing (me) out there. This place has a big place in my heart." 

His big night was vitally important for the Wild's formerly anemic offense. 

On the team's charter plane Monday night, coach Mike Yeo laid out the blueprint for the team's explosive win when he altered the team's bottom three lines. 

During the Wild's stretch of five losses in six games entering Tuesday, they too often were stuck relying only on production from the top line. So Yeo changed the lines. 

He moved Justin Fontaine onto the second line with Moulson and Mikko Koivu because he wanted a right-handed shot playing with the two lefties. He moved Charlie Coyle to a line with Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley because he wanted another line that could score. And he moved Kyle Brodziak to the fourth line with Matt Cooke and Cody McCormick because he wanted the units to have more defined roles. 

For one night, it all added up to the Wild's biggest blowout of the season and their first six-goal game. 

After weeks without much secondary scoring, the Wild got plenty of it Tuesday. 

"I wish we could've saved some," Yeo joked.

Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Mikael Granlund, right, tries to duck under New York Islanders&#8217; Lubomir Visnovsky&#8217;s stick during the third period of the

Minnesota Wild's Mikael Granlund, right, tries to duck under New York Islanders' Lubomir Visnovsky's stick during the third period of the NHL hockey game, Tuesday, March 18, 2014, in Uniondale, N.Y. The Wild defeated the Islanders 6-0. (AP Photo/Seth Wenig) 

The Wild hadn't scored more than three goals in a game since Jan. 30. In that time, the top trio of Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville and Zach Parise has been dominant. But the lines behind them had scored little. 

Tuesday, the second line trio of Moulson, Koivu and Fontaine combined for three goals and five assists. 

"It's a team game," Koivu said. "But I think at the end you've just got to stay patient with it. And I think that comes with experience of going through tough times. At the end of the day, all of us still were creating, so we truly believed it was just a matter of time before (pucks) started getting in." 

Suddenly, an offense that had mustered just 12 goals in six games since acquiring Moulson could do little wrong. 

That took pressure off, finally, the top trio, which has produced 15 goals in the 14 games since becoming a line. 

Despite the lack of production from the Wild's bottom three lines entering Tuesday, there was little worry it would come around, Moulson said. 

"We'd been getting some chances the last couple games," he said. "We knew if we kept working it'd get going." 

Overshadowed by the sudden presence of secondary scoring was Ilya Bryzgalov's 36-save shutout. 

Early, when the Wild played, "tight" according to Yeo, Bryzgalov kept the Wild in it. 

Moulson scored his first goal of the game in the first period. 

"I was pretty nervous before the game," he said. "I don't think I slept a minute during pregame nap. It was an emotional one. But I think getting that first goal kind of calmed me down." 

Jared Spurgeon, skating on defense with the Wild's new third line, smacked a slap shot top-shelf over Anders Nilsson. Granlund added a second-period tally, and defenseman Clayton Stoner and Fontaine scored in the third to put the Wild up 5-0. 

But the night ended as it seemingly started -- with Moulson taking the spotlight. He scored his second goal with less than four minutes remaining in the third period and brought the fans to their feet. 

At the end of a blowout, fans were left chanting for a former Islander. 

"This is a guy that's obviously very, very well respected here," Yeo said. "You see what the crowd is doing here. It reflects on what kind of person he is." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- Winger Jason Zucker likely will miss the rest of the season with a knee injury that worsened after doctors tried to repair it in late February with what the Wild had called a "minor procedure." 

Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said a doctor's appointment Tuesday would yield more information Wednesday but that his inclination was that Zucker would likely miss the Wild's remaining 13 regular-season games. 

Fletcher said Zucker suffered a setback in his rehab, which led to Tuesday's revelation. 

Zucker, 22, entered this season with high expectations after the highly touted speedster played a big role in the Wild's opening-round playoff series against the Chicago Blackhawks last season. 

But Zucker didn't make the team out of training camp, and didn't seem to find a rhythm with the Wild until January. Through 21 NHL games this season, Zucker recorded four goals and one assist. 

Via text message, Zucker declined comment until a later date. About 7 p.m. Tuesday, he tweeted, "I have no idea how to handle this...#rattled." 

Earlier in the month, Zucker wore ice around his left knee, which is likely the site of what now appears to be a season-ending injury.

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- Anders Lee's adjustment to the NHL has been quick, and the New York Islanders center can thank fellow Minnesotans Kyle Okposo and Brock Nelson for at least part of that. 

While Lee, a former standout at Edina High School, settles in with the Islanders, he's had Okposo, of St. Paul, and Nelson, of Warroad, Minn., to lean on for advice. 

Entering Thursday's game against the Minnesota Wild, the team Lee grew up watching, the comfort level was paying dividends for Lee. Since being called up from the Bridgeport Sound Tigers of the American Hockey League three weeks ago, he has produced six goals and four assists in nine games. 

"Just seeing familiar faces around the locker room can really ease things up and you're not as tense," Lee said. "You can just go out there and play your game." 

Lee, 23, and Nelson, 22, figure to play a part in the Islanders' future as well, along with Okposo, 25, an established star who entered Tuesday ranked fourth in the NHL in points with 69. 

"We've got a bunch of local boys, got some good Minnesota boys on the team," Okposo said. 

Both Lee and Nelson said they kept tabs on the Minnesota high school boys hockey tournament last week, and Lee watched one of Edina's games on his computer. He was thrilled to see his alma mater win a state championship for the second year in a row. 

But Tuesday he was focused on playing the NHL team he grew up watching. 

"It'll be fun," Lee said. "I grew up watching them and now I'll be playing against them. I'm sure all my buddies back home will be watching."

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- In search of some semblance of scoring from someplace other than his top line, Wild coach Mike Yeo used Tuesday's morning skate to tinker ahead of Tuesday night's game against the New York Islanders. 

After a discussion with assistant coaches, it became more of a touch-up than full-blown makeover. 

The Wild have scored three or fewer goals in every game since Jan. 30 and have lost five of their past six games entering Tuesday despite trade deadline moves they thought would solidify the team down the stretch. 

Still, Yeo wasn't ready to tear apart his top line of Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville. 

"Let's be honest, those guys are going," Yeo said. "So our first priority is to see if we can keep those guys going (and also) find another mix. We're going to be willing to do whatever it takes, there's no question, And if (breaking up that line) is what it takes, (we will). But our first priority is to try to maintain what they've got going, but fix the areas around it." 

The top line has done the heavy lifting of late. 

Pominville and Parise lead the team in goals with 26 and 23, respectively, and Granlund leads all forwards with 30 assists. 

But new addition Matt Moulson, who had scored 17 goals combined with the Islanders and Sabres at the time of the trade, hasn't made the second line -- with center Mikko Koivu and winger Charlie Coyle -- the consistent scoring threat the Wild had hoped for, so they're in store for a change. 

Indications from the team's morning skate were that rookie fourth-line center Erik Haula would be a healthy scratch for the first time since being called up from the American Hockey League on Jan. 8. If that's the case, third-line center Kyle Brodziak could be slotted on the fourth line, leaving Coyle to center the third line. 

If it doesn't work, Yeo may not have an option other than breaking up the top line. 

"We're still trying to get completely on top of our game," Yeo said. "I'd like to put a few more pucks in the net. It's hard to win scoring one goal a night. ... I feel like our game is not too far off. We've been playing some really good hockey. Obviously, this time of year it's just one mistake that makes the difference, and we have to take the next step." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- There was no big celebration. The official word didn't even come until well after the game had ended. 

But after a review, officials awarded Mikko Koivu an assist on Justin Fontaine's third period goal Tuesday night. It was his third assist of the game and more importantly the 438th point of his career, setting a franchise record for most points in a Wild sweater. 

Koivu surpassed Marian Gaborik on the Wild's all-time scoring list. 

"Obviously passing Gaborik, who's a pretty good scorer, so I did something right as well," Koivu said with a smile. 

Koivu has 127 goals and 311 assists in 587 games. 

He was drafted by the Wild in the first round of the 2001 draft and has been with the organization his entire career. 

"It means a lot," Koivu said. "First off being able to be in an organization for all those years (is special, and) I played with a lot of great players. I think more than anything you look back and obviously there's been some ups and downs like sports always is. It's a great feeling, but I think I'll realize that more when I think about it after the season or whenever that is."

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- Matt Moulson always thought he would sign a long-term contract that kept him with the New York Islanders. 

Even after initial negotiations during the preseason reportedly went sour, Moulson said he figured he and the team would end up coming to an agreement. Instead, Moulson was traded to Buffalo 11 games into the season, a move that set up his trade to Minnesota two weeks ago. 

Tuesday, he returned to Long Island, where he played four full seasons, for the first time since leaving the Islanders last fall. 

"It's a little weird," Moulson said. "I don't think I've ever been in the visiting changing room here." 

Moulson is still trying to get accustomed to the Wild's system and new linemates, which he said often takes a few games. The goal-scorer is an unrestricted free agent this summer and could be a longterm target for the Wild if he meshes well with the team down the stretch. 

"It's a great bunch of players (with the Wild)," Moulson said. "It's easy to see that. For myself, it's been an easy transition."

Wild out of their depth in loss to Bruins

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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BOSTON -- Among other things, the Wild's first playoff appearance in five years last season taught them about the importance of secondary scoring. 

In their first-round loss to Chicago, the Wild's top line didn't score, but it effectively wiped out the Blackhawks' top trio. 

The eventual Stanley Cup champs beat the Wild with depth. 

Since then, the Wild have made improvements in their depth, notably the additions of Nino Niederreiter and, two weeks ago, Matt Moulson. 

Pitted against the Stanley Cup runner-up Boston Bruins, the Wild again lacked scoring beyond the top line Monday night and fell 4-1. 

It was their fifth loss in the past six games, though three of them went to overtime, yielding the Wild a point in each. 

Simple as it may seem, scoring has been the Wild's issue. 

For too long, they've been a one-line team relying on offensive production from the top trio of Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville. During the stretch run as the Wild fight for a playoff spot, they need more secondary scoring -- again. 

"We know that we do," coach Mike Yeo said. "We haven't been scoring goals lately. We've been defending hard, but you get down and we need something there." 

The Wild haven't scored four or more goals in a game since Jan. 28. 

In their biggest test since making trade-deadline moves, the Wild lost a battle of attrition to the much deeper Bruins. 

Boston got goals from three different lines, while the Wild were able to muster just a solitary goal by Pominville, the team's leading scorer. 

Because of that, Yeo said he's going to change some of the lines. After the Wild acquired Moulson on March 5, they became a much deeper team but have only won one game. 

"Certainly, we're going to look at our lines," Yeo said. "I'm not sure we have exactly the right mix. We have to figure that out, though, because it doesn't quite have the right feel right now." 

Against the NHL's hottest team -- now winners of nine straight games -- the Wild opened the game well. They had more shots and more scoring chances than the Bruins. But they couldn't convert. 

Jarome Iginla, who always seems to play well against the Wild, fluttered a soft shot that goalie Darcy Kuemper didn't see until it was too late. 

The slow-moving puck rainbowed past a slow-reacting Kuemper. 

The Bruins followed that up eight minutes later when Loui Eriksson beat Kuemper on a play that was extended thanks to a poor defensive effort and bad turnover by Kyle Brodziak. 

"Unfortunately, I think we took a little bit of a dip after that first goal, but that alone is not enough," defenseman Keith Ballard said. "We started off the game too good controlling the play until that point." 

In a closer-than-it sounds loss, the Bruins' depth served as a foil to the Wild's top-heavy lineup. 

The Wild, again, had plenty of chances. But Tuuka Rask stopped 33 shots including two great bids from Mikko Koivu early to set the tone. 

"It's tough (to score) every night," Ballard said. "And it's not us. I think teams are coached well, players are coached well, players are smart and goalies are good. I don't know if there's a formula to score more goals. It always seems to fall back to get people to the net, create traffic and score on your second and third opportunity because if a goalie sees the first shot, chances are he's going to save it." 

Since acquiring Moulson, which made this roster the deepest Yeo has had in his three seasons in Minnesota, the Wild have scored 12 goals in six games. 

The need for more secondary scoring isn't a new issue for the Wild. 

But in a loss to the Bruins ib Monday night, it stood out as the most pressing issue. 

"They are pretty deep," Charlie Coyle said. "All four lines can do some damage. But I think we have a good team as well and I think we can match up against them. So we'll just learn from this game." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

The top-ranked University of Minnesota men's hockey team, winners of the inaugural Big Ten regular-season title, added a few more conference awards Monday. 

Adam Wilcox was named player of the year and goaltender of the year, Mike Reilly was named the conference's best defensive player and Don Lucia was coach of the year. 

Wilcox, a Hobey Baker Award candidate, ranks third nationally in wins (23), save percentage (.934) and goals-against average (1.91). The sophomore allowed 30 goals in 18 conference games. 

Reilly, a sophomore, led all Big Ten defensemen in goals (eight), assists (21) and points (29). Wilcox and Reilly also were named first team all-Big Ten. Junior forward Kyle Rau was named to the second team, and freshman forward Hudson Fasching was named to the all-freshman team. 

The Gophers enter this weekend's Big Ten tournament at the Xcel Energy Center as the top seed and have a first-round bye. They will play the winner of Thursday's Ohio State-Michigan State game at 7 p.m. Friday.

BOSTON -- After five games out as a healthy scratch, the Wild's third-leading scorer is set to return to the lineup Monday night. 

Justin Fontaine's 12 goals tie him with Dany Heatley and Nino Niederreiter for third most on the team, but he has been scratched each game since the Wild acquired Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick at the trade deadline. 

Monday is an opportunity for Fontaine to earn more playing time. 

"It's exciting," Fontaine said. "It's never fun sitting out, but you put in work to stay sharp, and now I've got to take advantage of it." 

Moulson has scored 18 goals combined in 60 games for three different teams. Fontaine's 12 goals have come in just 54 games. 

"Hopefully he gets right back to where he was when he first came out of the lineup," coach Mike Yeo said. "When we added a couple players, it had a big impact on a lot of guys, and probably him more so than anybody." 

Fontaine was expected to take the place of McCormick. 

The Wild wanted to give McCormick a chance to get accustomed to the team and see what he could bring, and because Fontaine doesn't play special teams, on, Yeo said, it made it easier to remove Fontaine from the lineup. 

"When he's playing well," Yeo said, "he's playing a strong game in the offensive zone, he's executing along the wall and he's a reliable two-way player." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

BOSTON -- Standing at the blue line at TD Garden during Monday's morning skate, coach Mike Yeo and winger Dany Heatley engaged in a long, spirited conversation as drills continued around them. 

The subject was Heatley's production and his new role on the fourth line. 

Heatley isn't happy that he has been relegated to 8-10 minutes of ice time since the deadline additions of forwards Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick. That's OK, Yeo said; a player like Heatley shouldn't be happy on the fourth line. 

"We had a talk when it first happened, and he's been handling it really well," Yeo said. "I don't want him to be, 'Oh everything is great.' I want him to be demanding more ice time. But the No. 1 way to do that is through your play." 

Entering Monday night's game against the Bruins, the former 50-goal scorer had 12 goals, 14 assists and was a minus-12. Still, Yeo credited him with playing a big role in January, when the Wild weathered the losses of Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise to climb back into playoff contention. 

Until the Wild acquired Moulson, Heatley was playing on the second line, and he still is a member of the power-play unit. 

"I talked to him about his game and what we need from him," Yeo said. "And at the same time, I think we have to find ways to get him more involved through the course of the game, so he's not sitting on the bench for five (straight) minutes, which is tougher for a bigger body." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

BOSTON -- On Wild game days, it's often an unannounced open house at the Coyle household in East Weymouth, Mass., 20 minutes south of Boston. 

The door remains unlocked and friends and relatives of Charlie Coyle, one of the Wild's brightest young forwards, come in and out as they please. 

They make their way through mementos of Coyle's young career -- his first skates, pucks from each team, old sticks -- and toward a large television, which serves as the epicenter of activity for the evening. 

Everyone wants to see something different. 

His uncle wants Coyle to play more physical. His cousins want him to fight more. His 86-year-old grandma wants a few more points. 

And now, for the first time in his NHL career, Coyle is headed back to TD Bank Garden where he watched Bruins games as a child. 

The epicenter during Wild games is moving. 

Chuck Coyle, Charlie's father, estimates a couple thousand people are going to Monday's Wild-Bruins game because of some connection to Charlie. 

It's a figure so large it sounds like it can't be true. 

"Really," Chuck said. "A thousand to 2,000 people." 

Teachers from the local school district have scooped up tickets. Local hockey teams are going to see him in bunches. 

After advancing to a high school state final and a couple seasons at Boston University, Charlie has become a bit of a local celebrity. 

"I can't go to the grocery store anymore without people stopping me saying they watched Charlie the other night," Chuck said. 

WANTING MORE 

After spending last season on the top line with Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise, Coyle entered this season with high expectations. 

During training camp, coach Mike Yeo said he was having one of the best preseasons on the team. 

But in the second game of the season, Coyle suffered a sprained knee. 

After returning, it took time for him to build confidence in his skating with a knee brace. 

After posting eight goals and six assists in 37 games last season, Coyle, 22, was tabbed as a breakout candidate. 

But he has just seven goals and 13 assists through 55 games this season. 

Yeo compares his situation to Mikael Granlund last year. Granlund, with massive expectations, struggled. This season, Granlund is one of the Wild's best forwards. 

"I think he wants more, there's no question," Yeo said of Coyle. "But it's good for a young player to have to deal with that. You look at what Granlund did last year and how he had to go through it. And I don't think Charlie really had to go through it. This is the first year where there was really strong expectations for him and he was forced to try to meet them. 

"Last year Granlund came in with those expectations and he had to deal with it all year, and I think he's a better player for it. I think it's important for any young player to have to deal with that, to fight through that. It's only going to make him stronger." 

Yeo still raves about Coyle. He said he has "tremendous confidence in that kid," and compared him to St. Louis Blues captain and U.S. Olympian David Backes. 

"(Coyle's) a guy that off the ice is going to do everything he can conditioning-wise in the gym, and he's certainly a guy that puts his career first every day," Yeo said. "And that's impressive for a young kid." 

GETTING BIG 

As a 5-foot-6, 140-pound freshman at Weymouth High, Coyle was a far cry from his current 6-foot-3, 225-pound frame. 

He sprouted a few inches his sophomore year, but the biggest difference was the time spent in the gym. 

"He's always been good at hockey," Chuck Coyle said. "He's always had the skill. But a lot of people do." 

Charlie, by all accounts, never took a workout off. Still, during road trips with the Wild, he always takes the second bus back to the hotel so he can spend extra time working out. 

"He was just motivated to do it," Chuck said. "He never cheats (on his workouts), never misses a session. He's just driven." 

Charlie spent his free time in high school working out with trainers. 

Then, as a highly coveted prospect, he met with legendary Boston University coach Jack Parker. 

Charlie explained that his ultimate goal was the NHL. Parker nodded. Parker told him his program would set Charlie up for that. 

Chuck expected Parker to say that was because of the tradition at BU or Parker's jam-packed resume. 

Instead, Parker said two words: "Mike Boyle." 

Boyle was the team's strength and conditioning coach and now is a consultant for the Boston Red Sox. 

"And I was like 'Wow,' " Chuck said. "I always knew strength and conditioning was a big part of it. But for Jack Parker to say that." 

BU teammate Alex Chiasson, now a forward for the Dallas Stars, said Charlie showed up to the first team workout testing and put on a show. 

"He killed the testing," Chiasson said. "As a freshman, he was already the strongest kid on the team. And we knew right away that we had a bit of a superstar." 

BACK HOME 

Monday night will be Charlie's first game in front of extended family since several members visited St. Paul for a game in April last season against the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

Charlie lasted 17 seconds in that game. After levying a big hit to Columbus' Artem Anisimov, Brandon Dubinsky came over to defend his teammate and challenged Charlie to a fight. 

Charlie obliged and fared well in the scuffle. After that, he was ejected for the hit on Anisimov. 

After the game, Charlie's younger cousins were re-enacting the fight outside the Xcel Energy Center. 

"They've always been hounding me to do that so it's just funny that happened," Charlie said. "I gave them a good show for 17 seconds. And to them I couldn't have done anything else better." 

But now Charlie gets to play in front of friends and family again. 

To many of them, he's still the same quiet, well-mannered kid who likes to go out with friends when he's home and spends too much time staring at his phone, Chuck said. 

The Coyle household will be a hotbed with visitors Monday. But Chuck has a bus coming to pick everyone up and drop them off at the arena. 

It's a place Charlie grew up watching the Bruins. 

And he readily provides his record in the Garden -- 0 for 3 after an appearance with his high school team and two Beanpot tournaments with BU. 

"Hopefully, I can get my first win there," Charlie Coyle said. "Especially with everyone coming." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Gradually, since his call-up before the Wild's Jan. 7 game, center Erik Haula has received more opportunity and responsibility. 

Haula isn't just a 22-year-old rookie. This is his first season in a professional organization. He was playing for the Gophers a year ago. 

Because of that, Wild coach Mike Yeo has slowly eased Haula into more roles. With each opportunity, Haula has succeeded to the point at which it brings up a new question: 

Is Haula, the team's fourth-line center, ready to jump veteran Kyle Brodziak on the depth chart and take over as the third-line center? 

"I mean, there's always going to be consideration," Yeo said. "With Haula, I think we've done a pretty good job handling his development, and he's improved. We've increased his role and responsibility, and we haven't done it too quickly. We haven't pushed him into a position he wasn't ready for." 

Now, it appears Haula may be ready for even more responsibility. 

In the previous 16 games before the Wild's matchup with Columbus on Saturday night, Haula had three goals, two assists and a plus-7 rating. In that same span, which dates to Jan. 18, Brodziak has two goals, four assists and a minus-6 rating. 

The two play similar defense-first roles on the team and are major cogs in the penalty kill. 

Brodziak is the proven veteran who brings more defensive consistency. Haula is the flashier player. He's the fastest skater on the team and generates more offense because of that. 

"We have moved (Haula) up a couple times here and there, and we will use him a little more in this next stretch," Yeo said. "He's become a very good penalty killer for us. We'll gauge it game by game, but it's something where he's just got to keep earning it."

Three fast-paced periods, overtime and 62 combined shots before a shootout decided by video review. 

For a pedestrian 2-1 final score, Saturday night's clash between the Columbus Blue Jackets and the Wild at the Xcel Energy Center packed one heck of a wallop. 

The entertainment ended with the victorious Blue Jackets skating off with two points while the Wild gnashed their teeth over missed scoring chances and a goaltending nemesis. 

Minnesota's fate was decided by one goal for the sixth straight game and 11th time in its past 12 games. This defeat concluded a four-game homestand that netted just five points (1-0-3) as the Wild travel east for three games against the Boston Bruins, New York Islanders and New Jersey Devils.

Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Matt Cooke, left, topples over Columbus Blue Jackets goalie Sergei Bobrovsky in the first period. (AP Photo/Jim Mone)

Minnesota Wild's Matt Cooke, left, topples over Columbus Blue Jackets goalie Sergei Bobrovsky in the first period. (AP Photo/Jim Mone) 

The Wild had two chances to bury Columbus after Sergei Bobrovsky yielded the first two goals of the shootout to Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu. But Bobrovsky denied Matt Moulson and Jason Pominville to keep the Blue Jackets alive. 

Darcy Kuemper stopped Cam Atkinson but was beaten three straight times by Artem Anisimov, Mark Letestu and Ryan Johansen. 

Johansen lost the puck bearing down but pulled it back to his forehand and swept it into the left corner to win the shootout 3-2. 

Officials initially disallowed the goal, assuming Kuemper poke-checked the puck from Johansen. But replays showed Kuemper did not touch the puck and Johnson regained control before firing it home, even though the goaltender disagreed. 

"I guess it's kind of a gray area on the ruling," Kuemper said. "I mean, I guess when you poke it, it doesn't count as a shot or whatever, so I guess that's what they decided. It is what it is. Bottom line, I had two chances before that to finish it." 

Kuemper finished with 28 saves. 

"It's disappointing," said Wild coach Mike Yeo. "You'd certainly like to close out the game at that point. But at the same time what I don't want is Kuemps to start thinking about that as a negative. I thought he played really well. We had an opportunity, and we missed it." 

Bobrovsky was Columbus' hero. He stopped 31 of 32 shots, several from point-blank range, and was aided by goalposts that ricocheted shots by Pominville and Clayton Stoner. 

"It's tough because it paints a bad picture for a good game," Yeo said. "We can't sit here and let a shootout affect how we feel about the way that we're playing the game. We gave ourselves a really good chance to win, and that's what we have to do night after night." 

It was an up-tempo, hard-hitting game between evenly matched teams that carried a playoff atmosphere. Referees Greg Kimmerly and Kelly Sutherland swallowed their whistles and let the players decide this late-season matchup between 2000-01 expansionists. 

Pominville scored his team-leading 25th goal to finally break the Bobrovsky spell at 3:12 of the third period. 

Ryan Suter's three-line feed skipped past Parise, who chased the puck down behind the Blue Jackets' goal. He fed a streaking Pominville in the right circle and the game was tied 1-1. 

Shots were even 24-24 entering the third period, but it was Columbus that claimed the one-goal lead with 21.6 seconds remaining in the second. 

It was a harmless shot. Defenseman Dalton Prout was backpedaling to the blue line when the puck wound its way onto his stick. He unloaded a slap shot that sailed through traffic and past a stunned-looking Kuemper. 

The Wild earned a point for the 15th time in their past 17 games but ended up leaving three on the table capping a four-game homestand in which they lost three shootouts, including a blown 3-0 lead to Edmonton. 

"It's a weird, yeah, we did lose three of four," Parise said. "But those are big points for us at the same time, so there's a couple ways to look at it. Unfortunately, it's still a loss. You still have that losing feeling. It's too bad because we played pretty decent in a few of the games we lost." 

Follow Brian Murphy at twitter.com/murphPPress.

Justin Fontaine entered Saturday night's game against Columbus tied for third among Wild scorers with 12 goals, but the rookie right wing remains caught in the numbers crunch initiated by Minnesota's trade deadline acquisitions. 

Fontaine was scratched for the fifth consecutive game against the Blue Jackets. He has not dressed since the Wild acquired forwards Cody McCormick and Matt Moulson on March 5. 

Fontaine remains the odd man out as coach Mike Yeo assimilates his new-look lineup and special teams, which excludes the first-year forward. 

"Part of it is a little based on roles right now," Yeo said. "We're going to need a fourth line to play and eat up minutes. It's not just the five on five. We've got (Dany) Heatley playing on the power play, and so he's taking up minutes there. And you've got (Erik) Haula and McCormick who are both key guys in our penalty kill right now. 

"And unfortunately for Fontaine, he wouldn't factor into either one of those right now. We do want to get him in the lineup, but at the same time we've got guys in roles right now, so we have to approach it that way." 

Yeo planned to preserve the line combinations from Thursday's 2-1 victory over the New York Rangers. He continued the rotation on Minnesota's third defense pair, scratching Keith Ballard for Nate Prosser.

In a lot of ways, Darcy Kuemper's rookie season has felt like a few seasons combined. An overwhelmed prospect in November, the 6-foot-4 goaltender became an up-and-comer in January before graduating to a full-fledged NHL starter in February. 

That last step was the toughest to declare complete. 

As coach Mike Yeo said, a starting NHL goaltender is more than a backup on a hot streak, which is what Kuemper was in January. Ultimately, he has to learn to bounce back from a bad night, often the most challenging step for a young goalie. 

Kuemper seems to have that part licked. 

After allowing three goals in a shootout loss to the Edmonton Oilers on Tuesday, he rebounded with a 29-save effort as the Wild ended a three-game losing streak with a 2-1 victory over the New York Rangers on Thursday.

Kuemper pauses during a stoppage in the Feb. 28 game against the Vancouver Canucks. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Darryl Dyck)
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Since his call-up in early January, Kuemper has allowed three goals or more seven times. In the seven games after each of those outings, he has posted a 1.85 goals-against average, .938 save percentage and 5-0-2 record. 

In four of those starts, he allowed only one goal. 

It's those performances that have earned Kuemper true starter status in the NHL. 

"You can't be one without it," Yeo said. "Without having the mental makeup to be able to come to the rink with a renewed focus and be able to prepare a certain way, it's tough (to be a starter). That's what makes the starting goalies, the elite goalies, what they are." 

That makeup can be acquired, Yeo said, but Kuemper's seems to be innate. Still officially a rookie, he's only 23 years old. 

Kuemper said he never had any doubt about his ability to put a game behind him, win or lose. What's important, he said, is that his teammates know he can do it. 

"It gives the team confidence in me, that I'll be able to bounce back," he said. "It's also important after a win, too, because you don't want to get too high." 

Kuemper is the goalie the Wild are relying on down the final stretch of the regular season and, they hope, into the playoffs. He's expected to start Saturday night's game at the Xcel Energy Center against the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

He's also the goalie who helped the Wild when they clawed back into the playoff race after a six-game losing streak to close December -- the longest skid in franchise history. 

And now, because of his ability to overcome tough games, he has become the starter. 

"Everybody is going to have an off night, everybody is going to have a great night. You can't sit around and be thinking about that and preparing for the next game at the same time," Yeo said. "So I think that's an extremely important quality." 

Yeo attributes Kuemper's experience as a starter in junior hockey, which has a game schedule similar to the NHL's, as the reason he has been able to adapt so quickly. 

There's no substitute for overcoming the challenges that come with being an NHL starter, but Kuemper said it has become easier. 

"I've been through lots of different experiences that you go through as a starter," he said. "It gives you a background to look upon and say to yourself, 'I've been here before.' " 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Left to right, Mikael Granlund, Zach Parise and Jonas Brodin celebrate a goal by Parise against the New York Rangers during the third period of the Minnesota Wild's 2-1 victory Thursday, March 13, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (Photo by Hannah Foslien/Getty Images)

Left to right, Mikael Granlund, Zach Parise and Jonas Brodin celebrate a goal by Parise against the New York Rangers during the third period of the Minnesota Wild's 2-1 victory Thursday, March 13, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (Photo by Hannah Foslien/Getty Images)

Minnesota Wild's Zach Parise, right, scores the tie-breaking goal off New York Rangers goalie Cam Talbot in the third period. Wild's Jason Pominville, left, assisted on Parise's goal. (AP Photo/Jim Mone)

Minnesota Wild's Jonas Brodin, left, and New York Rangers' Chris Kreider get their arms hooked in the first period. (AP Photo/Jim Mone)

A scoring attempt by Minnesota Wild's Mikael Granlund is broken up as New York Rangers goalie Cam Talbot defends the net in the first period. (AP Photo/Jim Mone)

Minnesota Wild's Jared Spurgeon (46) and New York Rangers' Brian Boyle slide into Minnesota Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper, right, who deflects a shot by Boyle in the first period. (AP Photo/Jim Mone)
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As the stretch run continues and the NHL playoffs draw near, there will be fewer and fewer games that feature eyebrow-raising plays, Wild coach Mike Yeo said. There will be fewer blowouts and so-called easy games. 

As a result, the teams that can pull out tight games are the teams that advance to play when it really matters. 

On Tuesday night, the Wild blew a three-goal lead to the Western Conference's worst team in what amounted to a shootout loss and the Wild's third straight defeat. 

Thursday night, the Wild responded with a 2-1 victory over the New York Rangers in a game that required ugly goals and playing tight defense. 

"It's going to be important from here on out to learn how to protect leads and win games the hard way," said Zach Parise, who scored the game-winner. "And tonight it was a hard game with the way they played. They were in our face the whole time through the neutral zone. Really, we didn't have much tape to tape. It was a lot of chip in and chase. Sometimes you have to work with that. It was good what we did." 

The Wild are 13-6-3 in one-goal games this season decided in regulation or overtime. 

Their defense-first structure should lend itself nicely to playing with a lead. Tuesday, the Wild's defensive game collapsed. Thursday, they played a sound defensive game even before they had the lead and won. 

Yeo emphasized that in order to snap the team's three-game losing streak, they needed to play offense with a playoff mentality. 

Nino Niederreiter got the scoring started after a Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke got in on the forecheck and forced a turnover. New York's Rick Nash wasn't able to control a rushed pass, and the puck popped out to Niederreiter who banged home his 12th goal of the season. 

Then, 1 minute, 3 seconds into the third period, Parise scored the winner after Mikael Granlund drove hard to the front of the net. His bid didn't go, and neither did two follow-up chances from Jason Pominville. 

But Parise got the trio's fourth shot of the possession past Rangers goalie Cam Talbot. 

"That was one of our keys to the game was we need a playoff-offense mentality," Yeo said. "I still think we can be a little more aggressive going to the net, but we got one off the forecheck (Niederreiter's goal), and that's the way you have to do it. (And we) got one in the offensive zone where you get a step on a guy (Parise's goal)." 

Parise's goal was his 23rd of the season. Almost all of them have been prettier, but few have been bigger. 

With 16 regular-season games remaining, the emphasis will remain on scoring goals from in tight and playing with a lead. 

"At that part of the game we needed to start getting some pucks to the crease there and get an ugly one," Parise said. "Luckily it went in." 

The Wild now are five points ahead of eighth-place Dallas and six points ahead of ninth-place Phoenix, who lost to the Boston Bruins on Thursday. 

"It's important," Yeo said, "getting wins this time of year and finding ways to win games like this. We're going to have a lot of games that don't feel perfect at the end of the game. We're going to be playing against a lot of desperate teams. 

"So I expect a lot of close games down the stretch and being able to find a way to win, being comfortable playing when you're in own zone, when you're up a goal playing late in the third period and being able to have the right focus -- those are important things for our team and those are things you have to do to be where you want to be." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

The Wild's blue line carousel was set to continue Thursday night. 

Since the beginning of the month, coach Mike Yeo has rotated through the trio of Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser and Keith Ballard. 

Thursday night was Prosser's turn to sit, but as the Wild stared down a stretch of eight of 10 games on the road, the question was how long will Yeo continue the carousel? 

No change, Yeo said. The coach said he favors the rotation because, "all those guys deserve (to play)." 

"I don't think any of those guys deserve to just come out of the lineup and stay out of the lineup," Yeo said. "We have to go by more than just one-game sample sizes. That's the way we always do it. And those guys played really good hockey for us for a long time." 

Largely, it's a reward for the trio's performance in January, when they helped the team overcome injuries to top defensemen Jared Spurgeon and Marco Scandella. 

"You look at how we counted on them when Spurgeon was out of the lineup, how we counted on them when Scandella was out of the lineup, and those guys not only got us through those but really helped us kind of take our game to another level," Yeo said. "So they deserve the opportunity to not just be taken out of the lineup and not have a chance to get in there." 

Since the rotation began, Prosser is the lone of the three defensemen without a negative plus/minus. But Thursday was his turn, so he was expected to sit as planned. 

"We said we were going to go through this rotation a couple times here and re-evaluate it after that," Yeo said. "So it'll continue that way." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

For the first time in more than two months, Josh Harding put on goalie pads and faced shots on the ice Thursday. 

The Wild goalie who has multiple sclerosis hasn't played in a game since Dec. 31. But after months away, Harding has begun spending time around teammates at Xcel Energy Center. 

Still, with just a month left in the season, the Wild aren't counting on a return. Harding has been on injured reserve since Jan. 3. 

"It's a great sign that he's feeling much better and he's focused and motivated to try to get back with us," coach Mike Yeo said. "It's a great sign. But that said, we're still a few steps away. This is not something where it's like he's a week away from joining us. But it's a good first step." 

Harding was one of the NHL's best goaltenders for the first few months of the season; his name is still atop the league's goals-against leaders (1.65) and second in save percentage (.933). 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Danes suspend 3 hockey players for match-fixing
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COPENHAGEN, Denmark—Denmark's ruling sports federation has suspended and fined three ice hockey players in the country's top league after they admitted to match-fixing in January. 

The federation, which doubles as Denmark's national Olympic committee, gave Esbjerg Energy goalie Dennis Jensen a one-year suspension and fined him 12,550 kroner ($2,331) on Wednesday for attempted match fixing. Two teammates, Kiril Starkov and Tyler Mosienko, received five-game suspensions and smaller fines for placing bets on a match involving their own team. 

The men were immediately fired from their clubs in January after they had admitted trying to fix the results of games. The suspensions come into force if they are rehired to play. 

Esbjerg Energy is fifth in Denmark's nine-team top ice hockey league.

Minnesota Wild: So far, deadline trades net two points and a reality check

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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Minnesota&#8217;s Matt Moulson, right, celebrates with Charlie Coyle after Coyle&#8217;s goal in the second period against the Dallas Stars in Dallas on

Minnesota's Matt Moulson, right, celebrates with Charlie Coyle after Coyle's goal in the second period against the Dallas Stars in Dallas on Saturday, March 8, 2014. (AP Photo/Richard W. Rodriguez) 

When the Wild acquired goal-scorer Matt Moulson at the trade deadline last week, the early reviews were positive. The Wild, the consensus said, would enter the stretch run with maybe their most talented roster since they joined the NHL for the 2000-01 season. 

There is no doubt the roster is the best Mike Yeo has had in his three seasons as coach, but the early results have squelched the giddiness. After going winless since the trade (0-1-2), it's clear the Wild still have a lot of work in front of them. 

"You're almost starting from scratch again to build your team game," Yeo said. 

Since the Wild added Moulson, winger Cody McCormick and goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov, their nine-point cushion in the Western Conference playoff race has shrunk to four over the ninth-place Phoenix Coyotes. 

The addition of the wingers has changed every line, and Bryzgalov has replaced Nik Backstrom (lower body injury) as Darcy Kuemper's backup. 

"That's where our work is," Yeo said. "Obviously you've got different guys in different roles now in different positions." 

But with 17 games remaining -- starting Thursday against the New York Rangers at the Xcel Energy Center -- the Wild don't have the luxury of time. The additions were expected to yield immediate results, and in some ways they have. Moulson has a goal and an assist in his three games, but none was a victory. 

"We're kind of struggling to find the right mix, the right chemistry, whatever it is," Yeo said. 

After practice Wednesday, players were quick to point out that their two most recent losses came in shootouts -- less-than-affectionately known as the skills competition. If the shootouts had gone differently the past two games, Zach Parise noted, the Wild would be winners of seven of their past eight games. 

But the problem in Tuesday's 4-3 loss to Edmonton wasn't so much that the Wild lost in a shootout; it was that they even needed to go to a shootout after jumping out to a 3-0 lead in the first period. That prompted concern over how a team could play with a lack of energy on home ice with a big lead. 

Did it have to do with finding chemistry on the revamped roster? 

"I don't think there's a chemistry problem at all," Parise said. "Everyone wants to search for solutions outside for this and that; all around we just played a bad game, and that's it." 

He said the shootout losses skew how well the Wild played Sunday against St. Louis and in the first period Tuesday. 

"(If we win those), we're the (hottest) team in the West," Parise said. "That's why it's important to look at the big picture. And I know when you lose a couple it's easy to jump on different aspects of a game and start looking for a solution, but in reality we're fine. I don't think we lack chemistry." 

Still, the Wild were hoping for more than two points in their first three games with the new additions, especially in light of the fact they had won five straight when the trades occurred. 

The season outlook, captain Mikko Koivu said, "is not going to change over one game -- or half a game. There were a lot of good things, but losing to a team that's below you (in the standings) sucks. You have to learn from that and respond the right way and keep building." 

It's been a long week for a team that became a buyer at the trade deadline but hasn't received immediate results. On Tuesday night, Parise used the word "cocky" in his description of the team's lackadaisical effort. 

"There's no question that all the sudden you start to think, 'OK, we're a really good team,'â " Yeo said. "And one important factor in winning hockey games is understanding how hard it is. It doesn't matter how good your team is." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Yeo will call on Kuemper again versus Rangers
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Edmonton right wing Jordan Eberle puts a shot past Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper in the shootout round of Tuesday&#8217;s 4-3 Wild loss at Xcel Energy

Edmonton right wing Jordan Eberle puts a shot past Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper in the shootout round of Tuesday's 4-3 Wild loss at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

Wild coach Mike Yeo is anxious to see how goaltender Darcy Kuemper responds against the Rangers on Thursday after the rookie allowed three goals in a shootout loss to Edmonton Tuesday. 

Kuemper's start Thursday would be his 18th in the Wild's past 19 games. 

"He's coming back, and we'll see if he can continue to do what he's done -- and that's bounce back after a game like (Tuesday)," Yeo said. "And that's for our entire group." 

Kuemper enters Thursday with an 11-4-3 record, .920 save percentage and 2.32 goals-against average. It will be his first career game against the Rangers. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild goalie Josh Harding, sidelined since Dec. 31 to deal with multiple sclerosis symptoms, skated at Xcel Energy Center on Tuesday, but his return to the team this season remains unlikely, according to people familiar with the situation. 

The Wild were happy to see Harding's health improve to the point that he has been around the rink the past few days. But he hasn't put on goalie pads in more than two months and, with only have a month remaining in the regular season, his return to the lineup is doubtful. 

Coaches said they haven't discussed a rehab plan for Harding. They were just happy to see him at the rink again. 

"It's great that he's around the rink," coach Mike Yeo said. "He looks way better. We don't know what's going to happen a month from now, but he's been off for a long time." 

Harding, who won last season's Masterton Trophy for his return to the Wild after being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, was the Wild's most valuable player during the first half of this season. With Niklas Backstrom nursing injuries, Harding was the starter through December, recording an 18-7-3 record, .933 save percentage and 1.65 goals-against average. 

But he faces a long road to returning to the lineup this season. Backstrom's return this season also remains unlikely. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Blown lead, shootout loss allow rivals to gain ground
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Edmonton's Jordan Eberle puts a shot past Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper in the shootout round of the Wild's 4-3 loss Tuesday, March 11, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

Edmonton's Jordan Eberle puts a shot past Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper in the shootout round of the Wild's 4-3 loss Tuesday, March 11, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

Minnesota left wing Zach Parise is in the perfect spot to put the puck into the net against Edmonton goalie Viktor Fasth during a Minnesota power play the first period. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

Minnesota left wing Matt Cooke rests on the bench during a break in the action against Edmonton in the overtime period. It was Cooke's 1,000th NHL game. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper uses his body to deflect a shot by Edmonton left wing David Perron in the first period. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

Minnesota right wing Jason Pominville, right, celebrates his goal against Edmonton goalie Viktor Fasth in the first period. (Pioneer Press: John Autey)

‹›

Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper can&#8217;t stop a shot by Edmonton left wing David Perron in the third period Tuesday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer

Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper can't stop a shot by Edmonton left wing David Perron in the third period Tuesday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

From the bench, Zach Parise could feel it. Most players could. 

It was obvious. 

Even as the Wild built a 3-0 lead, there wasn't much energy at the Xcel Energy Center Tuesday night. There was even less on the bench. 

A team that entered confident despite consecutive losses got a lesson in complacency. 

The Wild scored three goals within five minutes in the first period. Then the game gradually but unmistakably started to slip away. And the Wild -- for a variety of reasons, players and coach Mike Yeo said -- gave away a game to the Edmonton Oilers in a 4-3 shootout loss. 

Parise, with his head down and a ball cap on, provided a blunt assessment of the blown lead and the team's third straight loss. 

"We got really complacent when we were up 3-0," Parise said. "There was just a lack of energy on the bench even when we were up 3-0. You could just sense, even though we were up 3-0, we weren't feeling good. 

"We played with no intensity, no urgency, it felt like we got a little cocky and that was it. We let them right back into the game. And they didn't go away." 

The Wild's lead in the Western Conference wild-card race continued to shrink, as eighth-place Dallas and ninth-place Phoenix both won. 

The Wild have played only three games since March 3, earning two points. But in that time, their lead in the playoff race has shrunk from nine points to four. 

At a time -- with 17 regular-season games remaining -- that the Wild should be playing with a high sense of urgency, they lacked both Tuesday night. 

"We didn't have that mentality when we were up 3-0 to put them away," Parise said. "It was almost just, 'Let's hang on and win this 3-0.' ... We were flat. I don't know. Not a lot of energy in the building, we were flat, it was a bad game by us." 

The Wild's 3-0 lead, built on goals by Parise, Jared Spurgeon and Jason Pominville, didn't fall apart in a flurry of Edmonton goals. 

It slowly fell apart, which might have been the most frustrating part of the loss. Or perhaps it was the way the Wild let chances slip by. 

With a chance to close the game, the Wild struggled mightily on a long 5-on-3 advantage in the second period, then couldn't capitalize on a power play in overtime. 

"It goes way beyond the power play," Parise said. "If you're up 3-0, you can't give up three straight." 

In the past three games, the Wild have been outscored only 9-8, suffering two consecutive shootut losses. 

But a team with plenty of young players can't afford to continue dropping games like that down the stretch run. 

"We have to find ways to win games where we're not perfect, where we're not great," Yeo said. "Because we're going to have a lot of these down the stretch, so it's going to be important. I felt this was a game that was there for us, and we've got to find a way to win those games." 

The Wild lacked energy but still carried a 3-1 lead into the third period. 

That's when the Oilers, the Western Conference's worst team, caught up. The Wild played a passive third period, and Edmonton capitalized. 

"We just didn't play with the intensity when we needed to," Ryan Suter said. "Going into the third period, you've got to take it to them, and we sat back." 

After acquiring goal scorer Matt Moulson and physical Cody McCormick, the Wild talked about possessing a deep roster. 

But since those moves, they are 0-1-2. They've shown glimpses of great play, such as the three goals they scored within five minutes in the first period Tuesday. But they haven't done it enough. 

After winning five straight, the Wild have now lost three straight. 

"Now we're kind of struggling to find the right mix, the right chemistry whatever it is," Yeo said. "We not the same, not what we were, not consistently enough. So as long as we keep working to find that, and once we find that we'll be fine." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

For Wild's Erik Haula, being in the NHL is right role
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Ottawa goalie Robin Lehner, right, stops a scoring attempt by Minnesota&#8217;s Erik Haula on Tuesday, Jan. 14, 2014 in St. Paul. (AP Photo/Jim Mone)

Ottawa goalie Robin Lehner, right, stops a scoring attempt by Minnesota's Erik Haula on Tuesday, Jan. 14, 2014 in St. Paul. (AP Photo/Jim Mone) 

There's a reason, coach Mike Yeo said, that Erik Haula has stuck in the NHL as a rookie while several young forwards -- including talented forward Jason Zucker -- have bounced in and out of the lineup. 

The rookie who was starring for the Gophers a year ago, has put aside his desire to play on a skilled line for now as he focuses on providing a defense-first role while centering the fourth line. 

Haula is set to play in his 31st NHL game Tuesday night in his rookie campaign. And while ultimately he'd like to return to being relied of for his offense, Haula's ability to grasp Yeo's structured game and provide speed to the fourth line keeps him receiving playing time. 

"This is a journey, and it's just how everything goes," Haula said. "I've accepted my role on the team and I think it's awesome. I have nothing against that. I think it's just important to realize that it's all about winning and doing whatever you can to help the team." 

Because of that, he's drawn ample praise from Yeo. 

After playing at Minnesota for three years, there was concern at the beginning of the season whether Haula would be able to quickly adapt to the more structured pro game. 

But as the Wild enter the stretch run, Haula has adapted well and plays a big role on the team's penalty kill. 

"I think that he's shown good maturity in being able to understand what he needs to do night in and night out," Yeo said. "Quite often, a young player will come up and they think it's one great play, it's one good thing that they do that's going to keep them on the team. But the reality is, it's about going out and not making bad plays. And then with that, finding a way to contribute and finding your opportunity to do a little bit more. 

"Especially with him in that role. We need him to go out and be solid on the penalty kill, we need him to go out and be solid in the defensive zone, to go out and bring momentum and use his speed. But there has to be a foundation to his game and he's been able to bring that." 

Haula has three goals and three assists with the Wild, including a shorthanded goal in Saturday's 4-3 loss at Dallas. 

And after recording 100 points in 80 games in his last two seasons at the U, Haula knows he may one day be counted on to provide offense. 

"To look at it and think of yourself as a skilled forward, it's not out of the question," he said. "I'm 22-years-old, so I'm happy with where I am." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Jason Zucker, who underwent what was called a "minor procedure" in early February, still hasn't taken the ice with Wild teammates and is "not really progressing too quickly," coach Mike Yeo said. 

Zucker is out with a lower body injury. 

The team had hoped he'd return in late February, but as mid-March approaches, an imminent return seems unlikely. 

Currently, though, there's little room on the Wild's roster for a player like Zucker. If the lineup remains the same, Zucker might have to return to the American Hockey League's Iowa Wild when he's healthy. 

"The only thing I can say is we were hoping to have him on the ice a while ago and he's still not with us," Yeo said. "We'll just wait for more word as far as when we can take things up a notch, but certainly it's not going as quickly as we would've liked." 

BRIEFLY 

Cody Corbett, an offensive-minded defenseman from Lakeland, Minn., signed a three-year, entry-level contract with the Colorado Avalanche last week. 

Corbett has recorded 16 goals and 40 assists in 61 games this season with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League. 

"I couldn't be happier to be a part of an awesome organization like Colorado," Corbett said in an article on the team's website. "This means I'm one step closer to my ultimate goal of playing in the NHL." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

2014 Minnesota AP All-State boys hockey team

By The Associated Press
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The Associated Press 2014 All-State team for Minnesota boys hockey: 

PLAYER OF THE YEAR 

Avery Peterson, Grand Rapids 

FIRST TEAM 

F—Avery Peterson, sr, Grand Rapids 

F—Jake Wahlin, jr, White Bear Lake 

F—Zach Yon, sr, Roseau 

D—Nick Wolff, sr, Eagan 

D—Luc Snuggerud, sr, Eden Prairie 

G—Zach Driscoll, jr, Eastview 

SECOND TEAM 

F—Miguel Fidler, sr, Edina 

F—Tommy Novak, jr, St. Thomas Academy 

F—Brock Boeser, jr, Burnsville 

D—Tyler Nanne, sr, Edina 

D—Travis Brown, sr, Rogers 

G—Vaughan Arens, jr, Wayzata

Past AP Players of the Year for prep boys hockey

By The Associated Press

Posted:   03/10/2014 09:12:12 PM CDT | Updated:   9 days ago

A list of the players of the year for Minnesota boys high school hockey since The Associated Press started the award: 

2014—Avery Peterson, F, Grand Rapids 

2013—Grant Besse, F, Benilde-St. Margaret's 

2012—Jake Randolph, F, Duluth East 

2011—Kyle Rau, F, Eden Prairie 

2010—Nick Bjugstad, F, Blaine 

2009—Ben Hanowski, F, Little Falls 

2008—Aaron Ness, D, Roseau 

2007—Patrick White, F, Grand Rapids 

2006—David Fischer, D, Apple Valley 

2005—Brian Lee, D, Moorhead 

2004—Tom Gorowsky, F, Centennial 

2003—Mike Lundin, D, Apple Valley 

2002—Gino Guyer, F, Greenway 

2001—Gino Guyer, F, Greenway 

2000—Paul Martin, D, Elk River 

1999—Dan Welch, F, Hastings 

1998—John Pohl, F, Red Wing 

1997—Dylan Mills, D, Duluth East 

1996—Dave Spehar, F, Duluth East 

1995—Matt Cullen, F, Moorhead

Peterson of Grand Rapids is AP Player of Year

The Associated Press

Posted:   03/10/2014 09:10:26 PM CDT | Updated:   9 days ago

MINNEAPOLIS—Avery Peterson of Grand Rapids is the Minnesota Associated Press Player of the Year for high school boys hockey. 

The award and the AP all-state team were announced on Monday. 

Peterson was selected by the Minnesota Wild last year in the sixth round of the NHL draft. He had 37 goals and 30 assists this season in 27 games. He has committed to play in college at Nebraska-Omaha. 

Joining Peterson on the first team: Junior forward Jake Wahlin of White Bear Lake, senior forward Zach Yon of Roseau, senior defenseman Nick Wolff of Eagan, senior defenseman Luc Snuggerud of Eden Prairie and junior goalie Zach Driscoll of Eastview.

Wild's power play units deeper, but so far less successful

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   03/10/2014 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   9 days ago

Minnesota&#8217;s Matt Moulson, right, celebrates with Charlie Coyle after Coyle&#8217;s goal in the second period against the Dallas Stars in Dallas on

Minnesota's Matt Moulson, right, celebrates with Charlie Coyle after Coyle's goal in the second period against the Dallas Stars in Dallas on Saturday, March 8, 2014. (AP Photo/Richard W. Rodriguez) 

In his first press conference after his team acquired goal scorer Matt Moulson, Wild coach Mike Yeo raved about what the acquisition would do to the team's power play. 

He said it was hard to know which was the team's top unit and which would be the second. 

But on Sunday, it didn't matter; neither unit was successful. The Wild went 0 for 3 with the man advantage in a 3-2 shootout loss to the Blues. 

They didn't record a shot on goal on the first two power plays and weren't able to convert on a golden opportunity late when the Wild were awarded a power play with less than two minutes remaining in regulation. 

They're now 1-for-7 on the power play since acquiring Moulson, who assisted on the lone power play goal in a 4-3 loss at Dallas on Saturday. 

"Obviously if we get one power play goal at the end, it's a different game," Yeo said of Sunday's loss. "We're still working on some different power-play units, and with that we're still trying to work on some chemistry. But the bottom line is we've got the personnel that we've got to find a way in those situations to get one in." 

The Wild's power play ranks 16th of 30 NHL teams this season with an 18.5 percent conversion rate. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild happy to see Bryzgalov rebound from tough start

By Chad Graff
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St. Louis&#8217; Alexander Steen, right, scores a goal against Wild goalie Ilya Bryzgalov during the shootout of the game on March 9, 2014 at Xcel Energy

St. Louis' Alexander Steen, right, scores a goal against Wild goalie Ilya Bryzgalov during the shootout of the game on March 9, 2014 at Xcel Energy Center in St Paul, Minnesota. The Blues defeated the Wild 3-2 in a shootout. (Photo by Hannah Foslien/Getty Images) 

Eighteen minutes into his Wild debut, Ilya Bryzgalov had seen three shots. Two had beaten him. 

But after a shaky start, Bryzgalov stopped the St. Louis Blues' final 19 shots before being beaten by TJ Oshie and Alexander Steen in the shootout as the Wild fell to the Blues Sunday, 3-2. 

"Those were good goals," Bryzgalov said of the first two that got behind him. "Obviously, you're nervous because you're playing for a new team and a little bit nervous because of the new crowd. First time for the team in front of them is a special game." 

Bryzgalov will likely return to his new role with his new team as the backup to Darcy Kuemper when the Wild take on the Edmonton Oilers Tuesday at Xcel Energy Center. 

After sending a fourth-round pick to Edmonton for Bryzgalov, the Wild were happy to see him become more comfortable as the game wore on. 

"He got better," coach Mike Yeo said. "I thought he was settling things down and grabbing the puck. He didn't need to be exceptional, but I thought he got better as the game went on." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild: Will addition of Moulson alter shootout strategy?

By Chad Graff
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Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Zach Parise shootout attempt is stopped by St. Louis Blues goalie Brian Elliott on Sunday. (AP Photo/Andy Clayton-King)

Minnesota Wild's Zach Parise shootout attempt is stopped by St. Louis Blues goalie Brian Elliott on Sunday. (AP Photo/Andy Clayton-King) 

Wild coach Mike Yeo called the NHL's shootout a "skills competition" earlier this season, and in many ways it is. 

But the shootout, which decided the Wild's 3-2 loss to the St. Louis Blues Sunday night, also is built on strategy and statistics as coaches decide which players partake. 

As the Wild enter their stretch run, Yeo's top two shooters haven't found as much success as previous seasons. 

After missing their attempts Sunday, Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu are each 3 for 10 this season, and with the Wild's addition of scorer Matt Moulson, there's reason to wonder whether Parise and Koivu will stay the Wild's first two shootout options. 

For now, Yeo seems set on the incumbents. 

"Obviously we've got more guys down the line that have the ability to put the puck in the net," Yeo said. "But usually when I'm back there, and we're making the decision as coaches, we want those guys having the opportunity to make the difference." 

Moulson, with both the Islanders and Sabres, is 4 for 9 in the shootout this season and 13 for 25 in his career. 

Parise's 35 career shootout goals (on 79 attempts) are second most among active players. Koivu is 33-for-80 in his career, and Jason Pominville, who's been the Wild's third shootout skater, is 3 for 8 this season and 21-for-55 in his career. 

The Wild are 7-5 in the shootout this season. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Hair apparent: Watch Roseau winger win state hockey's mane event
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Saturday was the day that Minnesota hockey fans had been waiting for an entire year. The day for a new champion to be crowned in one of the State of Hockey's most hallowed events. 

The state hockey championships? Not exactly. While the victories by Edina and East Grand Forks were noteworthy, they were eclipsed by the title earned by Roseau senior forward Alex Halstensgard. 

He's Minnesota new Mr. Hockey Hair! 

The mysterious Pulltab Productions posted its annual All-Hockey Hair Team on YouTube on Saturday. For the past four years it has been as much a part of the Minnesota hockey landscape as Lou Nanne. Old Louie even makes a cameo appearance in Pulltab's new video, showing off his "wild and crazy guy" locks from 1975.

Roseau hockey player Alex Halstensgard. (Photo from YouTube)

Roseau hockey player Alex Halstensgard. (Photo from YouTube) 

We love these Hockey Hair videos, because there are a few features we can always count on. 

-- Gorgeous, luscious hair ... the likes of which we haven't seen in the mirror since our own high school days up on the Iron Range. 

-- The dry, droll wit of the humble narrator who employs literally dozens of terms to describe follical growth. 

-- The regular, prominent featuring of the Pioneer Press' own state tournament sports pages. Now that's news you CAN use! 

So here's the top 10 for 2014, along with a pithy comment from Mr. Pulltab. 

1. Roseau senior forward Alex Halstensgard 

"Facial hair. Huge flow. Classic program. Love everything about it." 

2. New Prague senior forward Austin Kottke  

"Oh my goodness. Look at the size of that." 

3. New Prague senior forward Austin Kilian  

"Captain ... or is that C for coiffe?" 

4. Eagan senior defenseman Tom Muck 

"Dual exhaust pipes." 

5. Totino-Grace senior defenseman Chandler Nauman  

"Slicks it straight back Andy Garcia style." 

6. Chisago Lakes junior defenseman Zack Pautz 

"Just crazy mane." 

7. Totino-Grace junior defenseman Jason Schirck 

"Just straight up, great flow." 

8. Chisago Lakes junior defenseman Joseph Kimlinger  

"A little bit of a Clark Gable-Clutterbuck here." 

9. Hermantown sophomore defenseman Wyatt Aamodt  

"Huge, huge flow." 

10. East Grand Forks junior goalie Garrett Lieberg  

"He loves himself." 

Follow Kevin Cusick at twitter.com/theloopnow

Grand Rapids' Avery Peterson named Mr. Hockey; teammate Hunter Shepard named top goalie
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Grand Rapids recorded a daily double of sorts after sweeping the top two awards given to a senior boys hockey player. 

Forward Avery Peterson was selected the winner of the Mr. Hockey Award during a banquet Sunday at the St. Paul RiverCentre, and teammate Hunter Shepard was the winner of the Frank Brimsek Award, given to the top goalie. 

Peterson, selected in the sixth round of the NHL draft last summer by the Minnesota Wild, scored 37 goals and had 30 assists this past season. He finished his prep career with more than 200 points. He has signed to play at Nebraska-Omaha. 

Shepard had a 2.64 goals-against average, a .918 save percentage and an 18-9 record. He will play with Bismarck (N.D.) of the North American Hockey League.

Edina was the midseason favorite to successfully defend its state boys hockey championship after defeating Hill-Murray in the title game of the Schwan's Cup tournament during the holiday break. 

But wait. The Hornets turned in a stinker two weeks later, a head-scratching, five-goal loss to Hill-Murray in a nonconference rematch. 

Lakeville North, meanwhile, was on a two-month, 19-game winning streak that lifted the Panthers to the No. 1 ranking in Minnesota for the first time in school history. After past state tournament miseries, perhaps the Panthers were ready to win it all. 

The questions were answered succinctly and without debate Saturday night when the teams met with the Class 2A championship at stake at the Xcel Energy Center. Nothing was wrong with Edina. The only head-scratching comes from wondering how the Hornets play with such polish. 

Miguel Fidler and Kieffer Bellows, sons of former Minnesota North Stars players, scored two goals each to help power the Hornets to an 8-2 victory over Lakeville North in the big-school title game. It was the ninth championship for the Hornets (26-4-1) and third since 2010. An additional three championships were won by Edina East High. 

Saturday's margin of victory was the largest in a big-school championship game since 2006, when Cretin-Derham Hall defeated Grand Rapids 7-0. 

The victory puts Edina in position to become the first school to win three in a row since Bloomington Jefferson accomplished the feat from 1992-94. Jefferson won Tier I titles in 1992 and '93 and the first Class 2A championship in 1994. 

Edina ended the season on a 14-game unbeaten string since losing to Hill-Murray, which was upended in the Section 4 semifinals by Stillwater. Edina raced past Stillwater 6-1 in the quarterfinals Thursday. The Hornets outscored their three state tournament opponents 16-4. 

"After we got our butts kicked, we had to do some soul searching,'' Edina senior defenseman Tyler Nanne said. "It was the turning point of our season.

Edina junior defenseman Ben Foley&#8217;s wrist shot makes it though the five hole for the goal against Lakeville North freshman goalie Jake Oettinger in

Edina junior defenseman Ben Foley's wrist shot makes it though the five hole for the goal against Lakeville North freshman goalie Jake Oettinger in the first period of the 2014 Minnesota Boys Hockey State Tournament Class AA Championship game, Saturday night at the Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

 We really evaluated. Without the coaching staff, we wouldn't be here. They completely turned around our season. We hit a bump in the road. It was good for us. We learned a lot. That's what got us here.'' 

Edina, sharp on both ends of the ice and on special teams, and willing to get physical when necessary, pulled away with three unanswered goals in the second period to build a 6-2 lead. Two more in the third period, capped by Cullen Munson's goal with 1:57 left, gave the Hornets an 8-2 lead and sent the game to running time because Edina had a six-goal margin. 

"I don't think we played very well,'' Lakeville North coach Trent Eigner said. "That is a great hockey team we just lost to. We were out of sorts. They have the ability to make teams do that. We knew we had our work cut out for us. Ultimately, you have to play a heck of a game against them.'' 

Lakeville North, after scoring both of its goals in the first period, was held to a combined eight shots on goal for the remaining 34 minutes of play. 

"They buy into the defensive side,'' Edina coach Curt Giles, a former North Stars defenseman, said of his players. 

Edina held a 3-2 lead after a frenetic first period. 

Max Johnson pulled Lakeville North to within one goal late in the first period after slamming a long rebound past Edina goalie Andrew Rohkohl. The Hornets had built a 3-1 lead when Fidler scored on a one-timer 14 seconds into a power play. Edina snapped a 1-1 tie on a wrister by Ben Foley from just inside the right circle. The goal came 33 seconds after Lakeville North had tied the score on Johnson's first goal, a lunging backhand tip-in past Rohkohl. 

"I think we were fine,'' Giles said of the back-and-forth first period. "If you stay with the system, it will all settle down. You can't expect to be up 16-0. There was nothing to panic about. You will see ups and down. I give the kids a world of credit. We started flowing.'' 

Bellows, a sophomore who won state championships at the youth level, was in awe afterward. 

"Nothing compares to this; this is unbelievable,'' he said. "We came out on top because we stuck to the game plan.''

Hermantown can't point to the private-school sector this time around. 

The Hawks, winless in the previous four Class A Minnesota boys hockey championship games and outspoken about losing to private schools, were left mostly mum after their latest setback in the small-school title game. 

Top-ranked East Grand Forks scored five goals in the second period to blow past the Hawks 7-3 Saturday afternoon at the Xcel Energy Center. 

It was the Hawks' fifth straight loss in the state championship game. 

Sophomore center Grant Loven scored a goal and assisted on three in the five-goal surge to power the Green Wave (28-2-1) to their first state championship in two trips to the title game. In 1999, East Grand Forks was the small-school runner-up to Benilde-St. Margaret's. 

The Green Wave outscored their three state tournament opponents by a nearly 3-to-1 margin, 14-5. The potent offense and staunch defense didn't surprise East Grand Forks, making its ninth state tournament trip. 

"Our offense was doubted this season,'' said Green Wave coach Tyler Palmiscno, who has led East Grand Forks to a 51-7-4 record the past two seasons. "We knew what we had in that locker room. We went out and made plays in the second period.'' 

Hermantown, the No. 2 seed, was widely viewed as the favorite to finally end its championship dry spell. 

"We got the message,'' Palmiscno said of hearing that chatter. "We felt all year that when we played our best, it was going to be tough for anyone to beat us. To come in here, to be honest with you through two games, the feeling in our locker room was that we had yet to play our best game. I thought (Saturday), we came out with our best for the majority of that hockey game.'' 

Beleaguered Hawks coach Bruce Plante was convinced. 

"If it didn't hurt so much, I'd laugh,'' he said of finishing runner-up for the fifth consecutive year. 

In 2010, the Hawks lost to Breck in the small-school championship game. The past three seasons, Hermantown lost to St.

East Grand Forks&#8217; Dixon Bowen scores on Hermantown goaltender Adam Smith during the second period Saturday . (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo)

East Grand Forks' Dixon Bowen scores on Hermantown goaltender Adam Smith during the second period Saturday . (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

 Thomas Academy in the title games. Breck and St. Thomas Academy are private schools, an issue that Plante willingly addressed publicly and candidly. After its three-peat last season, St. Thomas Academy opted to play in Class 2A this season. 

"I am completely OK,'' Plante said. "Our kids played so hard, the best they could. This was kind of a rebuilding team. This was a bunch of kids that didn't play much last year. We ran into a better team. They were more physical. I am very proud. It feels a lot better losing to East Grand Forks than anyone else. They are a simple program like we are.'' 

East Grand Forks trailed 1-0 after the first period, a victory of sorts after the Green Wave killed off four penalties.

East Grand Forks student section holds up a sign that says &quot;Our Year Our Time&quot; as the team holds up the first place trophy. (Pioneer Press:

East Grand Forks student section holds up a sign that says "Our Year Our Time" as the team holds up the first place trophy. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

Dixon Bowen started the avalanche of goals with an impressive mini-breakaway with about 2-1/2 minutes into the second period. Two more followed in the next four minutes. It didn't end until Reed Corbid scored with 32 seconds left to give the Green Wave a 5-1 lead. 

"It was overwhelming, everything was going our way, and here we are right now as champs,'' junior defenseman Tye Ausmus said. 

"When you are against a team like that, it is a feeding frenzy,'' Plante said of the Green Wave's second-period surge. "Once that momentum switches and they are kicking your butt, you have to hope that (something positive) happens.''

Eagan was taking out top teams left and right heading into the Class 2A semifinals of the Minnesota high school boys hockey tournament. 

Then the Wildcats ran into defending state champion Edina -- the tournament's No. 1 seed. 

That was a different story. 

The Hornets knocked off No. 5 Eagan 3-1 on Friday night at the Xcel Energy Center to earn a title-game matchup with Lakeville North on Saturday. 

"Edina's a good team -- no question about it," Eagan senior defenseman Nick Wolff said. "We just had to work our butts off and keep on battling every shift, and we did that. We left it all out there. It's a tough loss." 

Eagan (19-10-1) continued to play the staunch defense that powered it to wins over St.

Eagan senior defenseman Tom Muck and Edina senior forward Miquel Fidler battle for the puck. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

Eagan senior defenseman Tom Muck and Edina senior forward Miquel Fidler battle for the puck. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

 Thomas Academy in the Section 3 final and Duluth East in the state quarterfinals Thursday. Junior goaltender Andrew Lindgren delivered another outstanding performance, stopping 23 Edina shots. 

But the Hornets (25-4-1) broke through in the first period. Dylan Malmquist sent a shot on net from in close. Lindgren got a pad on the shot, but the puck was inadvertently hit into the net by an Eagan player. 

The play from that point forward was fairly even until sophomore forward Garrett Wait scored from the top of the circles to give Edina a 2-0 lead with 11 seconds left in the second period. 

"We weren't nervous," Wolff said. "We've been down 2-0 before, we've been down 4-0 before. We knew we had to play our game, keep battling and execute systems." 

But the Wildcats couldn't find the scoring touch. They were held to 16 shots on goal. 

Eagan's only goal came when senior forward Jack Jenson scored with 46 seconds to play in the third period. 

"Our team has a lot of heart," Wolff said. "We persevere, and we just leave it all out there. That's what we did." 

But Edina responded moments later when Malmquist scored an empty-netter. 

Much of Eagan's success this season has been built on physical play. But Friday night, Edina matched it. 

"We knew we had to," Hornets coach Curt Giles said. "They're strong kids, and they work extremely hard. ... If you run and hide, you have issues. You can't run and hide; you've got to face up to it." 

The tournament appearance was Eagan's fourth -- with three coming in the past four seasons. 

Eagan will face Eden Prairie at 4 p.m. Saturday in the Class 2A third-place game. A win would match the best finish in school history.

In years past, Lakeville North was a mere blip on the radar screen of the Minnesota high school boys hockey tournament. 

Opponents regularly dispatched the Panthers on their way to the next round. 

But the Panthers have proven themselves to be a force this time around, and they now find themselves slotted into this year's Class 2A state title game after their 5-4 double-overtime win over Eden Prairie on Friday at the Xcel Energy Center. 

"It takes a special group of kids to forge a new path, and these kids are doing it," Lakeville North coach Trent Eigner said. "To say it's exciting is a mild understatement." 

Junior forward Nick Poehling scored the winning goal off a rebound in the second overtime to send Lakeville North (25-4-1) into Saturday night's championship game against Edina or Eagan. 

"In overtime, all you're trying to do is just get the puck on net," Poehling said. "Any shot can go in, and it went in." 

The Panthers became the first Section 1 team to advance to the big-school title game since the two-class system came into play in 1994. 

The first period turned into a shooting display as the two teams combined to score five goals on 10 shots, with Eden Prairie (18-9-3) emerging with a 3-2 lead. 

After the Eagles struck first in the second period on a goal from senior forward Michael Parrish, the Panthers faced a two-goal deficit and a serious threat to their championship-game aspirations. 

Poehling said in the past, a comeback in that situation wouldn't have been possible. The Panthers, who had been beaten in the quarterfinals in each of their four previous state appearances, likely would have faded. 

But that's not the mentality of this tight-knit squad. 

"With this group of guys, it's totally different," Poehling said. "I don't even know how to describe it; it's just a lot better." 

The Panthers came roaring back. 

Lakeville North scored two goals less than a minute apart near the end of the second period -- the first by Tristen Hazlett and the second when Poehling cleaned up a rebound of his brother Jack Poehling's shot to tie the score with just 36 seconds left in the period. 

That's where the score stood through the third period and one overtime. 

Panthers freshman goaltender Jake Oettinger was beaten early, but never late. He made save after save in the third period and overtimes and finished with 26 stops. 

"I made the big save when it needed to be made," Oettinger said. "It feels good to help the team. I couldn't have done it without them." 

Lakeville North also needed overtime in its quarterfinal game, a 2-1 win over Roseau. 

"For Lakeville North, every step right now is a first," Eigner said. "We'll go pump these kids full of fluids and get them ready to go for tomorrow."

Stillwater made a Cinderella run to the Minnesota Class 2A hockey quarterfinals -- its first state tournament appearance in school history. 

But it was clear from the get-go Thursday night that the slipper no longer fit. 

No. 1 Edina (23-4-1) used four first-period goals to blow by the Ponies 6-1 and sail into Friday night's semifinals at the Xcel Energy Center. 

"Sometimes in this game, you make your own bounces," Stillwater coach Matt Doman said. "(Edina) came out hard. They dictated pace of play to start the game, and you've got to give them all the credit in the world." 

But for the Ponies (16-11-2), what a run it was. 

Stillwater was 13-10-2 entering Section 4 play and wasn't expected to be a factor.

Edina sophomore forward Casey Dornbach&#8217;s slap shot gets past Stillwater sophomore goalie Josh Benson for a goal in the second period Thursday.
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 A crash-course collision between Hill-Murray and White Bear Lake was anticipated in the section final. 

Nobody told Stillwater. 

The Ponies knocked off White Bear Lake and Hill-Murray by identical 2-1 scores to reach the X. 

The run gave Stillwater confidence heading into its matchup with the defending state champions. 

"Those were two pretty big wins," senior forward Brandon Jungmann said. "Once we beat those two, we knew that we were one of the top teams up here and we deserved to be here." 

But two bizarre goals early in Thursday's game shifted the momentum in Edina's favor. 

The first occurred when Edina senior defenseman and Mr. Hockey finalist Tyler Nanne sent the puck toward the net from the blue line. The puck bounced off the boards behind the net, off the skate of Stillwater's sophomore netminder Josh Benson and into the net. 

Less than five minutes later, Nanne struck again. This time, he attempted to cross the puck across the front of the net to a teammate on a power play, but the puck was redirected by a Stillwater player's stick and slid across the crease. 

"Usually I'm kind of an unlucky guy," Nanne said. "It was kind of a holiday out there for me today." 

Nanne finished off a hat trick later in the period and Stillwater went into the first intermission in a 4-0 hole. 

"That hurt us," Doman said. "That was not part of the game plan for sure. Falling behind to a team like that, it's going to be a long night for you." 

Edina outshot Stillwater 27-13, and Nanne finished with four goals -- he came into the game with eight on the season. 

The Ponies' only score came in the second period when Jungmann found the back of the net. 

Stillwater will finish its season at Mariucci Arena. The Ponies play at noon Friday in a consolation semifinal.

Minnesota Wild: Ballard sits, Prosser plays

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   03/09/2014 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   03/09/2014 06:33:16 PM CDT

In a move that coach Mike Yeo said had nothing to do with Keith Ballard's bad third-period turnover Saturday night, Ballard was removed from the Wild lineup Sunday. 

Nate Prosser, who sat Saturday for the first time since Dec. 21, re-entered the lineup. 

Saturday, Yeo said the Wild would rotate Ballard, Prosser and Clayton Stoner through the lineup the rest of the season as long as the team remained healthy. He did that Sunday, while noting Ballard's scratch didn't have to do with his errant pass that led to the game-winning Dallas goal Saturday. 

"That (decision) was determined before we played the game (Saturday)," Yeo said. "So that play that happened had no relevance on that decision. This is something we talked about (Saturday) morning and that's what I talked about with Ballard, too." 

BRIEFLY 

For the first time, a Wild draft pick was named Minnesota's Mr. Hockey. 

Avery Peterson, a Wild sixth-round selection last summer, won the award Sunday after a stellar season for Grand Rapids High School. 

Nick Leddy, a Wild first-round selection in 2009, was named Mr. Hockey a few months before he was drafted by the Wild. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Edina repeats as Class 2A boys hockey champion

The Associated Press

Posted:   03/08/2014 09:44:14 PM CST | Updated:   11 days ago

ST. PAUL, Minn.—Early in the third period of Saturday night's Class 2A championship game at the Xcel Energy Center, the Edina student section started chanting, "This is our house." 

That'll hold true for at least another year. 

Miquel Fidler and Kieffer Bellows both scored twice and Edina earned its second straight Class 2A boys hockey title with an 8-2 win over Lakeville North. 

Casey Dornbach, Ben Foley, Parker Mismash and Cullen Munson also scored for the Hornets, the first school to win consecutive big-school titles since Bloomington Jefferson won three straight from 1992-94. 

"It's a difficult tournament to win, it's a difficult journey to get here, and to do it back-to-back is a credit to our kids," said coach Curt Giles. "This team here is a true group of kids that were really dedicated to the team and making this thing happen." 

"It was 20 brothers pitching in with a goal of winning a state championship and that's what we did," added forward Tyler Nanne, who had three assists. "All we had to do is play." 

Max Johnson scored twice for Lakeville North (25-5-1). 

"That's a good hockey team that soundly beat us tonight," said Panthers coach Trent Eigner. 

The Hornets (26-4-1) scored three times in a 4-minute, 17-second span midway through the second period to take a commanding 6-2 lead. 

Fidler converted a behind-the-net pass from Dylan Malmquist, Mismash ripped a shot past Jake Oettinger after intercepting a clearing attempt and Bellows tipped in a pass from Alec Oesterreich. 

Lakeville North had a 5-minute power-play spanning the second and third periods, but managed just two shots. They only had 14 in the game. 

"Against a team like Lakeville North you've got to play consistently defensively well," Giles said. "The kids committed to it." 

They also did it against a tired team. The Panthers needed overtime to beat Roseau in the Thursday's quarterfinal and double-overtime in Friday night's semifinal win over Eden Prairie. 

"We were having trouble creating offense and getting puck possession and getting those things going," Eigner said. "Whether or not they were fresher, they're just a good hockey team." 

Edina led 3-2 after a chippy first period that seemed to be a battle of the Hornets' speed against the physicality of the Panthers (25-5-1). 

The Hornets fired the game's first five shots and took a 1-0 lead when Dornbach scored in front barely 2 minutes in. 

Lakeville North didn't record a shot until the midway point of the period, but scored on their second when Johnson put home a rebound of a shot by Tristan Hazlett. But the tie was short-lived because Foley scored on a wrist shot from the right circle 33 seconds later. 

Fidler made it 3-1 Edina with a redirect of a pass from Malmquist for a power-play goal at 13:16, but Johnson countered for the Panthers with a power-play goal 80 seconds later. 

"You're going to see peaks and valleys in these things and you've got to be mentally tough, mentally strong to handle these things," Giles said. "Our kids just changed gears and away they went." 

Eagan beat Eden Prairie 6-4 for third place; Roseau beat Duluth East 3-2 for the consolation crown.

East Grand Forks wins Class 1A boys hockey crown

The Associated Press

Posted:   03/08/2014 02:48:27 PM CST | Updated:   11 days ago

ST. PAUL, Minn.—East Grand Forks didn't let a slow start get in the way of a school first. 

Grant Loven had a goal and three assists as the Green Wave beat Hermantown 7-3 in the Class 1A Boys Hockey Championship on Saturday. 

It's the first hockey title for East Grand Forks, which scored five times in the second period. 

"This is something you dream about when you're 5 years old and step onto the ice for the first time," said Reed Corbin, who had a goal and two assists. 

It was another year of heartbreak for Hermantown. The Hawks have lost five straight title games. 

"If it didn't hurt so much, I'd laugh," said coach Bruce Plante. 

Things looked good early when Scott Wasbotten gave the Hawks (24-5-2) a 1-0 lead with 32.7 seconds left in the first period when his rebound from below the goal line deflected off goaltender Josh Weber and into the net. 

Hermantown could have had more, but was 0 for 4 on the power play in the opening 17 minutes—including three opportunities in a 6-minute, 16-second span. It finished 1 for 7 with the man advantage. 

"I thought we won this game in the first period," said East Grand Forks coach Tyler Palmiscno. "To kill off those penalties and to come out only down 1-0 and give up a goal that was kind of fluky, I thought that was a win for us. We took that in stride and in the second period you saw what you saw." 

The Green Wave (28-2-1) scored three goals in a 4:17 span to take control in the second period. 

Dixon Bowen took a pass from Tanner Tweten at the blue line and quickly split a pair of defenders before going left to deke goaltender Adam Smith and slide a backhand into the net at 2:36. Eddie Eades scored on a low wristshot from the slot 1:07 later. 

"We needed to come out a lot stronger in the second period, but they came out a lot harder. We should have been ready for it," Wasbotten said. 

Jace Pesch made it 3-1 about three minutes later on the power play. Corbid intercepted a pass behind the net and quickly passed it to Tweten, who skated out from behind the end line and passed to Pesch at the edge of the crease in front. Smith got a piece of the shot, but the puck trickled across the line just before a defenseman could reach in to stop it. 

"We kept getting the bounces and everything was going our way," said defenseman Tye Ausmus. "We just capitalized on our opportunities." 

Loven and Corbid scored about two minutes apart late in the frame for a 5-1 lead. 

"We felt all year that when we played our best it was going to be tough for anybody to beat us," Palmiscno said. "Through two (tournament) games, the feeling in our locker room was that we have yet to play our best. I thought today we came out with our best for the majority of that hockey game." 

Parker Hawk scored 2:31 into the third period to cut the Hermantown deficit to three, but Cale Mack and Tweten iced the game with goals midway through the frame. Jared Zeleznikar scored his first of the year on a power play with 4:08 to play. 

"They were nasty physical; they were fast. They were great and they stuck it to us," Plante said. 

New Prague beat St. Cloud Cathedral 5-2 for third place; Totino-Grace beat Luverne 4-3 in double-overtime in the consolation game.

With health, Minnesota Wild now have a defensive carousel

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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Minnesota Wild defenseman Clayton Stoner on the bench in the third period as the Minnesota Wild play the Buffalo Sabres at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul

Minnesota Wild defenseman Clayton Stoner on the bench in the third period as the Minnesota Wild play the Buffalo Sabres at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Thursday, January 2, 2014. Wild won 4-1. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

DALLAS -- Saturday was Nate Prosser's turn so he obliged and stayed late after practice getting in extra work with coaches. 

But Sunday likely won't be Prosser's turn because Saturday was his turn. Sunday will be Keith Ballard's turn, or maybe Clayton Stoner's turn. 

As the Wild enter a stretch run featuring 20 games in 37 days, which kicked off Saturday night, three Wild defensemen -- Prosser, Ballard and Stoner -- are entering a carousel of sorts. 

As long as the team remains healthy, two of the three will play each night. One will sit. 

Saturday, Prosser was scheduled to sit for the first the first time since Dec. 21. 

It's a decision the Wild haven't had to make in recent weeks because not all seven defensemen have been healthy. Now they are. 

"I don't want to get in a situation where we just scratch one guy repeatedly," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "So, if we have to rotate things a little bit here, we have a lot of games coming up in a not a lot of time, so we're going to need everybody healthy. We're going to need everybody on top of our game. So we get Stoner back in and Prosser out and then there's obviously a good chance Prosser will get back in Sunday." 

Earlier in the season, when the seven defensemen were healthy, Prosser sat. At one point, he went a month between games. But after getting an opportunity in late December thanks to a Stoner injury, Prosser has shown his value. 

He's no longer the automatic scratch thanks to a strong stretch of games, which means the Wild will juggle a trio of defensemen they believe in down the stretch. 

"It's going to be tough every game," Yeo said. "We've got seven guys who are healthy and who are playing well. ... If everybody keeps performing the way that we have, then we'll keep getting everybody in. We'll make sure everybody stays on top of our game. There's going to be plenty of opportunity for everybody there." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Justin Fontaine set to be scratched against Dallas
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Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Justin Fontaine (14) scores against Phoenix Coyotes&#8217; Mike Smith, left, as Wild&#8217;s Matt Cooke (24) looks on during the

Minnesota Wild's Justin Fontaine (14) scores against Phoenix Coyotes' Mike Smith, left, as Wild's Matt Cooke (24) looks on during the first period in an NHL hockey game, Thursday, Jan. 9, 2014, in Glendale, Ariz. (AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin) 

DALLAS -- The Wild's third leading goal-scorer was set to watch Saturday night's game against the Stars from the press box as a healthy scratch. 

Despite 12 goals this season, Justin Fontaine has found himself on the outside looking in after the Wild's midweek trades for Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick. 

"It's obviously a tough thing, but you've got to look at how much depth we've gained as a team and how much we've improved," Fontaine said. "So you've just got to pay your dues and wait for your opportunity and stay fresh. That's just how it works. It's my first year." 

The rookie is tied with Dany Heatley for the third-most goals on the team, though Moulson's 17 this season for the Islanders and Sabres would be good for third most on the Wild. 

But Saturday, there wasn't room in the lineup for Fontaine. 

The Wild wanted to get McCormick into the lineup for his first game with the team, so the decision on who would come out of the lineup came down to Heatley or Fontaine. 

"I'm not disappointed with Fontaine, but truth be told, Heatley has outperformed him in this last little bit," coach Mike Yeo said. "We've got a new guy (McCormick) that I want to get him in the lineup. I want to blend his physical presence into our game, so that's kind of how you end up finding yourself out in that situation." 

Bryzgalov likely 

Yeo said there's a "good chance" goalie Ilya Bryzgalov, who the Wild traded for last Tuesday, makes his Wild debut Sunday night against the St. Louis Blues in St. Paul. 

Typically, Yeo will keep the same goalie in net if he is coming off a good start. 

But with daylight saving time coupled with late travel in back-to-back games, there's little doubt Bryzgalov will play Sunday regardless of Kuemper's efforts Saturday. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.comChadGraff.

Bad penalty, pass add up to bad loss for Wild
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DALLAS, TX - FEBRUARY 08: Clayton Stoner #4 of the Minnesota Wild holds Antoine Roussel #21 of the Dallas Stars in the first period on March 8, 2014 at American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas.(Photo by Thomas B. Shea/Getty Images)

DALLAS, TX - FEBRUARY 08: Clayton Stoner #4 of the Minnesota Wild holds Antoine Roussel #21 of the Dallas Stars in the first period on March 8, 2014 at American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas.(Photo by Thomas B. Shea/Getty Images)

Dany Heatley #15 of the Minnesota Wild checks Antoine Roussel #21 of the Dallas Stars over the boards in the first period on March 8, 2014 at American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas. (Photo by Thomas B. Shea/Getty Images)

Stars wear Mike Modano (9) jerseys during warm ups before before the Dallas Stars play against the Minnesota Wild on March 8, 2014 at American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas.(Photo by Thomas B. Shea/Getty Images)

Mikko Koivu #9 of the Minnesota Wild shoots while Erik Cole #72 of the Dallas Stars blocks the shot in the second period on March 8, 2014 at American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas.(Photo by Thomas B. Shea/Getty Images)

Alex Goligoski #33 of the Dallas Stars tries to get off the back of Matt Moulson #26 of the Minnesota Wild in the second period on March 8, 2014 at American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas.(Photo by Thomas B. Shea/Getty Images)

‹›

DALLAS -- With his right hand, Keith Ballard swung his stick at Erik Cole, a final, hopeless attempt at slowing the Stars forward. 

But by the time Ballard's stick made it all the way around his body, Cole already was celebrating the eventual game-winning goal. 

In a game in which Wild defensemen couldn't do much right, Ballard had committed the most costly mistake. 

Cole buried a breakaway that was started by a bad Ballard pass at the blue line, and the Wild's debut of a new, deeper lineup was spoiled. A team that's built to win defensively wasn't good enough on the defensive end and fell 4-3 in a crucial game. 

"That mistake was kind of coming all night long," coach Mike Yeo said. "We turned over way too many pucks tonight all night long and we gave up way too many odd-man rushes and I don't feel like we were on top of our game the same way. We gave up more odd-man rushes tonight than we gave up in the last month." 

The hottest team in the NHL had its five-game winning streak snapped in a building in which they've so often struggled. 

The Wild have just one win in their past 20 tries at American Airlines Center. Saturday night's game went like too many before it. 

With the Stars inching closer to Minnesota for the seventh seed in the Western Conference, the Wild missed a chance to widen the gap. Their lead over Dallas now sits at just three points. 

Early in the third period, it seemed the Wild were on their way to a win. Kyle Brodziak had scored to give his team a 3-2 lead -- another positive sign of the Wild's improving depth -- and they were controlling possession. 

But six minutes into the third period, Erik Haula was tripped heading into the net at full speed and smacked into Dallas goalie Kari Lehtonen, whose mask flew up as Lehtonen crashed into the ice. 

Lehtonen exited the game with an apparent head injury and Haula was given a five-minute major.

Dany Heatley of the Minnesota Wild checks Antoine Roussel of the Dallas Stars over the boards in the first period Saturday at American Airlines Center in

Dany Heatley of the Minnesota Wild checks Antoine Roussel of the Dallas Stars over the boards in the first period Saturday at American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas. (Photo by Thomas B. Shea/Getty Images) 

The Wild came within 26 seconds of killing off the long power play before Tyler Seguin buried the equalizer. Cole's goal followed Seguin's four minutes later. 

"The major itself, it's a tough one," Yeo said. "I'm not sure what else a player can do. You're trying to score a goal. Unless you want the players not to try to score a goal. I'm not saying that we want our players (to crash into the goalie) and I feel bad for the goalie; he got hurt and everything. 

"But you watch the replay and Haula, he's trying to make a play to score a goal. He gets tripped up a little bit. There's really nowhere for him to go, so I would say it's incidental, but what can you do? 

"I'm not going to sit here and complain about that. Like you said, we did enough things in this game to shoot ourselves in the foot." 

Ryan Suter didn't play well, and neither did Jared Spurgeon. 

But on the night Nate Prosser was removed from the lineup for the first time since Dec. 21, the third defensive pairing -- where Prosser would've been -- struggled to find consistency. 

In fairness, the Wild struggled to find consistency defensively all night. But at the end of it, much of the blame was assigned to Ballard because his bad pass yielded the game-winner. 

"Bad read on my part," Ballard said. "It was pretty obvious what I was looking to do. I don't know if I telegraphed it a little bit or I just kind of misjudged how high he was playing in the 'D' zone. It's a split-second decision of, 'Is he open or is he not?' and I thought I could slide one across to him, but obviously the guy picked it off. It's a tough way to lose a game." 

The Wild had plenty to be encouraged about. They got strong debuts from Matt Moulson, who recorded an assist, and Cody McCormick, who played a big role in the penalty kill. 

But at the end of a loss in a big game, there was no avoiding the subpar defense. 

"I think in a lot of ways, we made it tough on our defensemen," Yeo said. "I think we turned too many pucks over. I don't think that our checking game was quite as good tonight as it has been. I think that we turned over a lot of pucks in the offensive zone that I thought drew a lot more time in our zone." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Fans react after Minnesota&#8217;s Dany Heatley scores a goal for the Wild, their only of the game, in the third period against the Phoenix Coyotes at Xcel

Fans react after Minnesota's Dany Heatley scores a goal for the Wild, their only of the game, in the third period against the Phoenix Coyotes at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Wednesday, November 27, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

DALLAS -- After trading for top-6 forward Matt Moulson Wednesday, coach Mike Yeo had a talk with Dany Heatley. 

Thanks to the addition of Moulson, there was no longer a spot in the top-6 for Heatley. Instead, Yeo moved Heatley to the fourth line. 

It's not Heatley's first stint on the fourth line. That was earlier this season. That was when he wasn't playing well. 

But Heatley's game has improved since then despite landing in the same role. 

"You're never happy (about the fourth line), but at the same time we've got four good lines right now," Heatley said. "I think it'll be similar to before where I'm jumping around helping here and there. It's the time of year where it doesn't really matter (where you play) -- you've just got to win games." 

After talking with Heatley, Yeo said the former 50-goal scorer was "awesome" about taking on a lesser role. 

Heatley, 33, is in the final year of his contract meaning this stretch run could be his final games with the Wild. 

"I feel good," Heatley said. "A slow start this year but I feel I've gotten better since the year has gone on. I'm just excited about these last 20 games." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

2014 Minnesota Boys High School Hockey State Tournament
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 CLASS 2A 

2014 Minnesota Boys State Hockey Tournament 

At Xcel Energy Center, St. Paul 

Thursday, March 6 

Quarterfinal 

Lakeville North 2, Roseau 1, OT 

Eden Prairie 4, Centennial 3 

Edina 6, Stillwater 1 

Eagan 3, Duluth East 0 

Friday, March 7 

Semifinal 

Lakeville North 5, Eden Prairie 4, 2OT 

Edina 3, Eagan 1 

Consolation Semifinal 

At Mariucci Arena, Univ. of Minnesota 

Roseau 5, Centennial 3 

Duluth East 2, Stillwater 1 

Saturday, March 8 

Consolation Championship 

At Mariucci Arena, Univ. of Minnesota 

Roseau 3, Duluth East 2 

At Xcel Energy Center, St. Paul 

Third place 

Eagan 6, Eden Prairie 4 

Championship 

Edina 8, Lakeville North 2 

CLASS 1A 

At Xcel Energy Center, St. Paul 

Wednesday, March 5 

Quarterfinal 

Hermantown 6, Luverne Cardinals 3 

New Prague 5, Chisago Lakes 2 

East Grand Forks 5, Orono 1 

St. Cloud Cathedral 4, Totino-Grace 3, OT 

Friday, March 7 

Semifinal 

Hermantown 4, New Prague 2 

East Grand Forks 2, St. Cloud Cathedral 1 

Thursday, March 6 

Consolation Semifinal 

At Mariucci Arena, Univ. of Minnesota 

Luverne Cardinals 5, Chisago Lakes 2 

Totino-Grace 4, Orono 1 

Saturday, March 8 

Consolation Championship 

At Mariucci Arena, Univ. of Minnesota 

Totino-Grace 4, Luverne Cardinals 3 

At Xcel Energy Center, St. Paul 

Third place 

New Prague 5, St. Cloud Cathedral 2 

Championship 

East Grand Forks 7, Hermantown 3
Eagan boys hockey coach Mike Taylor referred to his team as a "mucker, grinder" squad after the Wildcats won the Section 3 title last week. 

His players held true to that sentiment Thursday night. 

No. 5-seeded Eagan mucked and grinded its way to a 3-0 victory over No. 4 Duluth East in a Class 2A state quarterfinal game at the Xcel Energy Center. 

"That's pretty much what we did," Taylor said. "This group works so hard. ... They've all bought in to just playing their role." 

Both teams struggled to score through the first two periods, until Eagan finally (19-9-1) broke through. 

The Wildcats' first two goals came from senior forward Max Elsenheimer -- one off of his knee, the other off of his stick.

Eagan goalie Andrew Lindgren blocks a shot attempt from Duluth East&#8217;s Brian Bunten in the first period Thursday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer

Eagan goalie Andrew Lindgren blocks a shot attempt from Duluth East's Brian Bunten in the first period Thursday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

Elsenheimer redirected the puck off a slap shot from senior defenseman Nick Wolff into the net for a power-play goal with 1.1 seconds left in the second period. 

"It felt good," Wolff said. "We needed something." 

In the third period, Elsenheimer delivered a snipe from an extremely difficult angle, nearly level with the net, that somehow found the back of the net to put Eagan up 2-0. 

"We just practice getting pucks on net," Elsenheimer said. "That's just what I did. I got it on the net. Good things happen when you shoot the puck." 

Elsenheimer has scored five goals in Eagan's four playoff games. 

"I really think the chemistry with my linemates is helping out," he said. "We're all banging bodies, we're all getting pucks to the net. It just happens to be me that's burying them." 

Eagan received an outstanding performance from junior goalie Andrew Lindgren, who stopped all 28 shots Duluth East (21-7-1) fired his way. 

Eagan will play defending champion and top seed Edina in a semifinal game Friday night. The Wildcats beat Edina 2-1 in December. 

"We're not the same team," Taylor said. "It was so long ago, I don't even think it's valid at this point. ... We have to prepare for the Edina team that played right before us, and they looked pretty good. (My players) will sleep tonight; I don't know if I will." 

Taylor's muckers and grinders are two wins away from delivering Eagan its first state hockey title. 

"We're a family," Wolff said. "We just dig deep down and we execute our systems and play our game. That's how we win games."

State boys hockey: Hermantown hopes fifth time's the charm in Class A state final

By Dane Mizutani

dmizutani@pioneerpress.com
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Hermantown's Ryan Carlson, right, celebrates his first-period goal with teammates. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri)

Hermantown's Ryan Carlson, right, celebrates his first-period goal with teammates. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri)

Hermantown's Ryan Carlson, left, scores a goal against New Prague goalie Conner Wagner during the first period Thursday. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri)

Hockey fans cheer after Hermantown scores a goal in the first period against New Prague in a Class A semifinal game of the State Boys' Hockey Tournament at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul Thursday, March 7, 2014. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri)

New Prague's Cody Shimota, left, gets tangled up with Hermantown's Josh Lenard in first period action during a Class A semifinal game of the State Boys' Hockey Tournament at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul Thursday, March 7, 2014. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri)

New Prague head coach Chris Lonke talks to a referee near the end of the third period in the Trojans 4-2 loss to Hermantown. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri)

‹›

Hermantown boys hockey coach Bruce Plante said he has thought about this exact moment a lot over the past season. 

And he knows he can't walk away with another loss. 

Not this year. Not when his program is aiming for its first title since 2007. Not with his team's biggest rival having moved up to Class 2A and out of the way. And certainly not when the Hawks finally are the odds-on favorite to win it all. 

"I'm not going to be able to go in public if we lose," Plante said. 

Hermantown earned its fifth consecutive trip the Class A title game at the state tournament with a 4-2 victory over New Prague on Friday at the Xcel Energy Center. 

The Hawks (24-4-2) will meet East Grand Forks (27-2-1) at noon Saturday with the state title on the line. East Grand Forks beat St. Cloud Cathedral 2-1 in the other semifinal. 

"I don't even know what to think about that game," Plante said in anticipation. "I've thought about this so much." 

It's a game that represents a chance for the Hawks to bust out of their six-year stretch without a state title. It also represents the chance for a public school to win a Class A title for the first time since Hermantown did it in 2007. 

The Hawks have been close in past seasons but haven't been able to kick down the door. Hermantown lost by one goal in three of the past four state title games. The Hawks bowed to St. Thomas Academy in each of the past three seasons and to Breck in the 2010 final. 

"It's a battle every time, and we all want it real bad this year," Hermantown senior forward Scott Wasbotten said. 

St. Thomas Academy moved up to Class 2A the season, a move that instantly made Hermantown a favorite to win the title. 

"Not a lot of teams can do five years in a row, so it's going to be awesome to play in that fifth title game," senior defenseman Ryan Carlson said. 

Hermantown got out to a fast start against New Prague (22-5-3), scoring 5:09 into the game on Carlson's goal. The Hawks also got a goal from Kori Ochs 56 seconds in the second period and another from Wasbotten 1:17 into the third for a 3-0 lead. 

Still, following Austin Isaacson's midway through the third, New Prague coach Chris Lonke said his squad thought it had a chance to come back. 

"We knew if we got that first one it'd make them start thinking, 'Is it not our year again?' " Lonke said. "We made that push, and there was a lot of confidence there." 

Hermantown took a pair of penalties in the third period that helped keep New Prague in the game. 

"I couldn't breathe for the whole time there," Plante said, adding he was not happy about the penalties. "I was just holding on, hoping the kids could suck it up." 

Wasbotten sealed the game with an empty-net goal with about four minutes left. He celebrated in front of the New Prague student section. 

"I just sort of skated over to their section just for fun," he said with a grin. "They weren't too happy." 

New Prague answered with a goal from Casey Busch with 3:58 left, but Hermantown hung on. 

And amid the expectation that surround the Hawks' fifth straight trip the title game, the players seem to be handling the moment with more calm than their coach. 

"I don't feel a lot of pressure," Carlson said. "I just know it's going to be the last game I play in this Hawks uniform ... so I'm going to lay it all on the line."

East Grand Forks was in the same situation a year ago -- a win away from the state title game. And the Green Wave got blitzed off the ice. 

East Grand Forks lost 11-0 to eventual champion St. Thomas Academy in the semifinals. That team, a youthful group of players who were a little green to the big moment, has matured since that 11-0 loss. 

And that was on full display in East Grand Forks' 2-1 win over St. Cloud Cathedral on Friday at Xcel Energy Center. 

The Green Wave will face off with Hermantown at noon Saturday with the state title on the line. 

"We're a different team than we were last year," East Grand Forks coach Tyler Palmiscno said. "We weren't ready for that moment." 

A year ago marked the first time many players on that Green Wave roster had experienced the bright lights of the state tournament. It was all new for the players -- the hotel, the NHL rink and the attention. And it showed. 

"It was a little bit of a shock last year," senior defenseman Eddie Eades said, adding that it was helpful to be familiar with the lay of the land this season. "I think this year we all came out a little more relaxed and a little more poised." 

Palmiscno returned most of his roster, and he said that experience across the board was pivotal in the team's success this season. 

"It makes a big difference," he said, "and I think that's what people saw." 

It's definitely what St. Cloud Cathedral saw. Though the final score didn't indicate it, the Green Wave dominated much of the game. They looked bigger, faster, and stronger. 

East Grand Forks got an early goal from senior defenseman Colton Poolman about two minutes into the game, but the Crusaders leveled the score at 1-1 in the second period with a goal from sophomore forward Erik Gadbois. 

"We kind of got a little helter skelter there in the second period," Palmiscno said, "but in the third period we played a good, solid period." 

East Grand Forks retook the lead in the third period with a goal from sophomore forward Tanner Tweten following a well-executed two-on-one break. 

"They've been through this game before, and they handled it well," St. Cloud Cathedral coach Eric Johnson said, adding that the East Grand Forks defensemen gave his team. 

The title-game matchup between East Grand Forks and Hermantown will be the first Class A title game between two public schools since 2003. 

Eades said last year's loss in the semifinals fueled his team this season and that this team is ready to face Hermantown. 

"This is what we've worked for all the way growing up from youth hockey," Eades said. "And to have a chance at (a title) is really something special."

Freshman forward Henry Enebak wasn't on the Lakeville North varsity roster when the season started. 

But he is now, and that's a good thing for the Panthers because it was his overtime goal that lifted the Panthers to a 2-1 quarterfinal victory over Roseau in the Class 2A boys hockey state tournament Thursday. 

Lakeville North (24-4-1) will play Eden Prairie (18-8-3) in a semifinal game at 6 p.m. Friday. 

Enebak corralled a rebound off a faceoff, twirled and fired a wrist shot on net 1 minute, 21 seconds into overtime. He said he was "just trying to get a puck to the net." 

He did more than that. 

"I didn't really know what happened there," the freshman said sheepishly. "I saw my teammates coming for me. I guess I scored.

Roseau goalie Ryan Anderson, left, makes a save against Lakeville North&#8217;s Ryan Poehling, right, in the first period of a Class AA quarterfinal game

Roseau goalie Ryan Anderson, left, makes a save against Lakeville North's Ryan Poehling, right, in the first period of a Class AA quarterfinal game of the Boys State Hockey Tournament at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Thursday, March 6, 2014. Defending is Roseau's Nate Broten, center. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri) 

" 

His winning goal exorcised demons for the Panthers that date to last season. Excited to be a part of the state tournament in 2013 despite a losing record, Lakeville North was humbled by a 9-3 first-round loss to Edina. 

A year later, the Panthers are back at the X with a different approach. 

"It was a lot of players' goals just to get here last year," junior forward Jack Poehling said. "And this year, everyone in the locker room believes we can win the state tournament." 

That isn't as far-fetched as it sounds this time around. 

Though Section 1 hasn't produced a Class 2A state finalist since the tournament split into the two-class system in 1994, Lakeville North has a legitimate shot to buck that trend. 

A big reason for that is the Panthers' depth. They skate three lines, each capable of making an impact in a game. 

That depth was on display in the win over Roseau (20-8-1). 

Lakeville North generated worthy scoring chances from all three lines, but its depth also gave it a boost in overtime. 

While Roseau players appeared to be wearing down as regulation wound to a close, the Panthers looked fresh heading into the extra session. 

"I thought we were going to have a slight advantage (in overtime)," Lakeville North coach Trent Eigner said. "I thought our depth would be a factor because it has been all year long." 

The Rams got a strong effort from their top line, but it wasn't enough down the stretch. 

"It wasn't our game," Roseau coach Andy Lundbohm said. "I'm super proud of the effort our boys put in. They absolutely laid it on the line." 

Roseau struck first with a goal about seven minutes into the second period, but Lakeville North responded with a goal by Poehling less than a minute later. 

"I definitely wanted to get that one back," Poehling said. "I knew that shift was a big shift." 

Poehling scored after a dynamic rush during which his two brothers, Ryan and Nick, were credited with assists. Poehling stretched his total to a school-record 29 goals this season. 

Still, after the game, the state title seemed like the only thing on his mind. 

"That's the reason we're here," Poehling said, "and now we're one step closer."

State boys hockey: Lakeville North and Eden Prairie have met before

By Jace Frederick and Dane Mizutani

Pioneer Press
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Eden Prairie&#8217;s Jack Sullivan celebrates his team&#8217;s third goal in the first period against Centennial in a Class 2A quarterfinal game Thursday

Eden Prairie's Jack Sullivan celebrates his team's third goal in the first period against Centennial in a Class 2A quarterfinal game Thursday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri) 
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No. 2 Lakeville North and No. 3 Eden Prairie will meet Friday night in the first Class 2A semifinal of the boys state hockey tournament. It's a rematch of December meeting won by Lakeville North 7-0. 

"The first time we played them, they beat us by a touchdown," Eagles coach Lee Smith said. "I think we're better prepared this time; we're going to have to be. We don't want to get embarrassed again." 

The semifinal also serves as a rematch of a 2011 state quarterfinal, when Eden Prairie beat Lakeville North 5-0. But as Smith was quick to point out, unlike in previous state tournaments, Lakeville North is not an underdog. 

"They're a tremendous hockey team," he said. "They move the puck well, they move well, they're highly skilled, they've got great goaltending." 

Talent infusion 

Lakeville North rolled into the Class 2A semifinals on the back of its depth; that includes big contributions from a couple of freshman transfers. 

Panthers goaltender Jake Oettinger is a transfer from Farmington. He finished with 29 saves Thursday, including 12 in the third period of the Panthers' 2-1 overtime victory over Roseau. 

While Oettinger was impressive between the pipes, his teammates stole the spotlight late in the game. 

Lakeville North freshman forward Henry Enebak, a transfer from Lakeville South, scored the winning goal, one of his four shots in the game. 

Family affair 

Centennial senior forward Ryner Gorowsky scored a goal and assisted on another as the Cougars fell 4-3 to Eden Prairie. 

Gorowsky is the last in a line of hockey talents to put on the Centennial jersey. His brother Hans graduated last year after he and Ryner led the Cougars to the 2013 state quarterfinals. 

The most well-known of the Gorowskys, cousin Tom, was named Minnesota Mr. Hockey in 2004 after he led Centennial to the state title before moving on to Wisconsin. 

"Growing up, we watched Tom a lot," Ryner said. "We really looked up to him, and he helped us a lot through last year and the years prior." 

Ryner is currently tendered with the Fairbanks Ice Dogs, a Junior A team in Fairbanks, Alaska -- where Hans currently plays. 

And though Hans has committed to play for Lake Superior State -- a Division I school in the WCHA -- in 2015-16, he and Ryner will be reunited with the Ice Dogs next season for the chance to lace up the skates together at least one more time. 

Ryner said there is another hockey player in line, his 7-year-old cousin Rocko Gorowsky, who lives in Andover. 

"He's a good little player," Ryner said. "He skates well." 

Title in tow 

Though Eagan has never won a state hockey title, the Wildcats have some championship experience. 

Senior forward Jack Jenson played on St. Thomas Academy's Class A title team in 2012. Eagan defeated the Cadets 4-2 in the Section 3AA final to advance to the X. 

Jenson is the cousin of former Gophers star Gino Guyer, who won the Minnesota Mr. Hockey Award in 2002. 

Mr. Big Shot 

Roseau senior forward Zach Yon fired an impressive 14 shots on net in a 2-1 loss to Lakeville North. 

Yon, a Minnesota Mr. Hockey finalist and a University of North Dakota commit, was all over the ice in the game but couldn't muster a goal. 

"He's a fantastic hockey player," Roseau coach Andy Lundbohm said. "I thought they did a really good job of keeping an eye on him." 

Trend bucked 

The past two times Edina entered the Class 2A state tournament as the No. 1 seed, the Hornets lost their quarterfinal matchup. 

No. 1 Edina avoided a similar fate Thursday, topping Stillwater 6-1, but Hornets coach Curt Giles didn't care about the stat, or the seed. 

"I could care less," Giles said. "This is a new group of kids. We lost 12 kids from last year's team. ... We really don't care where we're ranked. We could care less." 

Jace Frederick can be reached at jfrederick@pioneerpress.com; Dane Mizutani can be reached at dmizutani@pioneerpress.com.

Centennial could have taken the easy way out. It could have folded after falling into a 3-0 first-period hole in its Class 2A quarterfinal game Thursday against Eden Prairie. 

But that's not what the Cougars do. 

"We just told them not to panic, and we told them that we believed in them," Centennial coach Ritch Menne said. "It wasn't the way we wanted to start (the game) ... but we knew they had the character to come back.' 

That comeback fell just short, though, and Centennial lost 4-3 to Eden Prairie in the boys hockey state tournament at the Xcel Energy Center. 

The third-seeded Eagles (18-8-3) will face second-seeded Lakeville North (24-4-1) in a semifinal game at 6 p.m. Friday at the X. The Cougars will play Roseau at 10 a.

Eden Prairie goalie Jake Gerdes deflects the puck but seconds later Centennial&#8217;s Tyler Nyman, bottom left, scores on the rebound during the first

Eden Prairie goalie Jake Gerdes deflects the puck but seconds later Centennial's Tyler Nyman, bottom left, scores on the rebound during the first period of a Class AA quarterfinal game Thursday at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (Pioneer Press: Jean Pieri) 

m. Friday in a consolation game at Mariucci Arena. 

"I think our guys are pretty disappointed," Menne said, "but I think they're proud of their effort minus the first eight or nine minutes." 

Eden Prairie jumped to a commanding 3-0 lead and outshot the Cougars 7-0 during the first eight minutes, 38 seconds. Jack Sullivan scored the Eagles' first two goals, and Marc Sullivan added the third. 

But Centennial (16-11-2) managed to take the one-two-three punch in stride. 

"We knew the game plan, and we were (following) it," Cougars senior forward Ryner Gorowsky said. "We needed to switch that around midway through the first period." 

Centennial has showcased its ability to respond to adversity all season. The Cougars seemed to get stronger whenever they seemed out of it. 

Centennial was 13-10-2 during the regular season, then rattled off three consecutive wins in the Section 5 tournament. That resolve was evident in the Cougars' comeback loss Thursday. 

Centennial responded to the 3-0 deficit with a goal from Tyler Nyman at 12:26. When Eden Prairie scored again and looked ready to run away with the win, Centennial fought back with a strong second period. 

"We played so well (early in the game that) it was almost too easy," Eden Prairie coach Lee Smith said. "Then we got dealt some adversity and we started to reel." 

The Cougars got two goals in the second period, from Ryner Gorowsky and Adam Anderson, to cut the deficit to 4-3. 

Menne challenged his players during the second intermission. 

"I would love to ... say that my intermission speech is what (led us back), but it's not," he said. "We have 21 kids on this team that are truly gamers." 

Centennial turned up the heat in the third period and Gorowsky had a wide-open net with a chance to tie the game, but his shot glanced off the right post. 

"It was fluttering a bit, but I'm not going to make excuses," he said. "I just rang it off the pipe." 

Gorowsky shifted the focus to Centennial's consolation games. Menne made it clear the season isn't over yet. 

"I take zero credit for the way these guys played and bounced back," Menne said. "They played great, and all the credit goes to the guys with the skates on."
Minnesota Wild like how their three new players will fit in

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick were sitting next to each other on barstools at Jackson's Bistro in Tampa, Fla., on Wednesday when they learned they both had been traded to the Wild. 

Wild forward Jason Pominville was first to alert them with a text message, with official word coming soon after from the team. 

When they got the news, they were with some Buffalo Sabres teammates, so they tried to tamp down their excitement about moving from the NHL's worst team to its hottest team. 

"It was tough to (leave) them, but it's something we're really happy to be a part of," McCormick said. 

Dealt to the Wild just minutes before Wednesday's NHL trade deadline, Moulson and McCormick joined goalie Ilya Bryzgalov, acquired Tuesday, and Wild teammates for their first practice with their new team Thursday at Braemar Arena in Edina. 

Coach Mike Yeo immediately went to work on figuring out new line combinations for the most skilled unit he's coached in his three seasons in Minnesota. 

Yeo said he will keep his top line of Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Pominville intact, adding Moulson to the second line with Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle, and putting McCormick on the fourth line with Dany Heatley and Erik Haula. 

Yeo looked at the lines on paper and was pleased. 

"And I liked the look of them after we came off the ice, too," he said Thursday. "Obviously, guys are excited. We felt really good about our team and where we were at going into this trade deadline, and we feel we're a strong team now, we're a deeper team now. So we're excited to put it to work." 

Moulson, 30, a three-time 30-goal scorer in five full NHL seasons, is the most important addition to the lineup. 

In the final year of his contract playing with a bad team, Moulson knew he was going to be traded to a contender. So before embarking on a road trip with Buffalo on Wednesday, he packed as many clothes as he could squeeze into a couple of bags. 

Those are the clothes he's left with as he joins the Wild for his first game with new teammates Saturday in Dallas.

Cody McCormick (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 
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After fretting over where he might land, Moulson said he was expecting to have his best sleep in three weeks Thursday night. 

He's also looking forward to his new line, one which, even at 6 feet 1, 200 pounds, he is the smallest of the trio with Koivu and Coyle. 

"It was fun out there playing with those two guys; (they're) obviously great hockey players," Moulson said after practice. "I'm sure once we get to know each other better, we'll be clicking." 

For the new players, most of Thursday's practice was spent getting to know their new teammates. Bryzgalov arrived in Minnesota on Wednesday night. Moulson and McCormick didn't get in until late Thursday morning. 

"It's a lot to digest right now, but it was fun to be out there," McCormick said. 

The threesome's Wild debut Saturday in Dallas is a big game for Minnesota, which is battling the Stars in the wild-card race. 

Yeo made it sound as if McCormick will play quite a bit over the final 20 games of the regular season. He brings a physical element the Wild have lacked. 

"My game is a lot of grit, a lot of body contact," McCormick said. "I like to play an in-your-face kind of style, and that's what I've been doing my whole career, so I'm not going to change anything now." 

With the addition of Moulson, the Wild are as skilled as they've ever been. The roster features several playmakers and speedy forwards. 

Justin Fontaine, tied for third with Heatley in goals for the Wild with 12, could be a healthy scratch with McCormick taking his spot on the fourth line.

Ilya Bryzgalov (Photo by Christian Petersen/Getty Images)
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But none of that depth matters unless players produce. 

"That's just on paper," Koivu said. "Now we have to make it work." 

Several members of the team echoed what general manager Chuck Fletcher said after making the move -- that the trades sent a message to the players, that it was a reward for their success the past two months. 

After slumping in December, the Wild are 14-4-2 in 2014 and poised to make a run with the reinforcements. 

"It shows that they're backing us up," Pominville said of the front-office moves. "It shows that we put a lot of work in and they put a lot of work in to add players. You look around and, with the players they added, we're probably a better team now. I think the guys we added are really going to help us down the stretch." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
GM: League-leading Ducks can win Stanley Cup as is
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ANAHEIM, Calif.—General manager Bob Murray is confident the Anaheim Ducks can win a Stanley Cup championship as currently constructed. 

He was still "confused" after his deadline attempts to make them even better didn't pan out. 

Anaheim swung no major deals Wednesday despite getting deep into talks on a handful of available players, Murray said before his NHL-leading Ducks faced the Montreal Canadiens. 

Murray didn't name any of those players, but the Ducks were widely known to be interested in Vancouver center Ryan Kesler, who ultimately stayed with the Canucks. 

"I thought we were going down the right track for most of the day," Murray said. "We were trying to accomplish something. It obviously didn't get done. It's funny." 

Although Anaheim is loaded with talented forwards, Kesler would have provided a formidable one-two punch down the middle behind first-line star Ryan Getzlaf. The Ducks have few areas of weakness, but faceoff effectiveness is among them, and Kesler is among the NHL's best on draws. 

Murray was surprised, but not mad. 

"I can't state enough that they've already proven they don't need any help," Murray said of his Ducks, who were 43-14-5 heading into Wednesday's game. "They've proven they can play, so it's a lot of good young players in there that are going to have a chance to continue going, and we didn't bring anybody in there that's going to upset the apple cart." 

The Ducks made three moves a day earlier, acquiring defenseman Stephane Robidas from Dallas and shipping out forward Dustin Penner and goalie Viktor Fasth. Robidas should be a regular on the blue line when he returns from a broken leg in two weeks, and the departures provided clarity at two crowded roster spots. 

Murray was frank about his strategy on deadline day: All of the Ducks' high-round picks in the upcoming drafts were in play, but the GM wouldn't offer any player currently on the Anaheim roster in any deal. He thought two first-round picks this summer would be enticing to trade partners, but nobody bit. 

"With Robidas coming in, we've shored up the defense, and I believe it's a good hockey team in there with the depth we have," Murray said. "We were not going to put any players in that dressing room out there, and we didn't. But pretty much every pick we had was out there." 

Canucks general manager Mike Gillis told reporters in Vancouver that he had received several trade proposals for Kesler, but said none of them were "adequate enough" to land him. 

Murray said he even spoke with other teams about using his first-round picks to land players scheduled to be unrestricted free agents this summer, even though Murray generally dislikes the concept of rental players. 

So the Ducks will play the final 20 games and the playoffs with the current team, hoping to add postseason success to what's been the best regular season in franchise history. 

"All year long, this group has managed to do things," Murray said. "So we've left it in their hands, and they've come through pretty well so far. I have total faith in that group in there."

NHL teams make a flurry of deals before deadline

By LARRY LAGE AP Sports Writer
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Martin St. Louis told Tampa Bay Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman more than once he wanted to play for another team. 

The reigning NHL scoring leader got his wish—hours before the league's trade deadline—in one of 20 trades that involved 38 players Wednesday. 

Tampa Bay dealt its unhappy captain to the New York Rangers for their rugged captain, Ryan Callahan. 

"Are we better? I don't know," Yzerman acknowledged at a news conference. "We're different." 

St. Louis, who ranks among league leaders this season, should help the Rangers' chances of finishing among the top three in the Metropolitan Division to avoid falling into the Eastern Conference's wild-card logjam.

FILE - In this Jan. 12, 2014 file photo, Nashville Predators center David Legwand warms up to play against the Minnesota Wild in an NHL hockey game in

FILE - In this Jan. 12, 2014 file photo, Nashville Predators center David Legwand warms up to play against the Minnesota Wild in an NHL hockey game in Nashville, Tenn. The Nashville Predators announced Wednesday, Feb. 5, 2014 that they have traded away their first draft pick, sending forward David Legwand back to his hometown Detroit. The Predators got Patrick Eaves, a prospect and a third-round draft pick in exchange for Legwand. ((AP Photo/Mark Humphrey, File))

Callahan joins a Lightning team that hopes his grit and soon having star Steven Stamkos in the lineup for the first time since he broke his right leg in November will help them be in the Atlantic Division's top three when the regular season ends April 13. 

Here's a look at five other trade-deadline observations as teams made moves—or chose not to—in an attempt to get in a better position for the playoffs in the hopes of hoisting the Stanley Cup in three months. 

GOALIE GO-ROUND: The Central Division-leading St. Louis Blues made a big splash Friday, acquiring goaltender Ryan Miller, to perhaps improve enough to at least reach the Western Conference finals for the first time since 2001. The Sabres acquired goalie Jaroslav Halak as part of the deal and dealt him four days later to the Washington Capitals, who hope he can help them close the regular season well enough to earn a spot in the playoffs. The Florida Panthers are almost mathematically out of the playoff race, but they're putting Roberto Luongo back in their net for the future after giving up on him in the past. After lots of talk about the possibility, the Vancouver Canucks finally decided to part ways with Luongo.

Vancouver Canucks fans make the best of it after learning goalie Roberto Luongo had been traded, as they stand up with a makeshift sign during the third

Vancouver Canucks fans make the best of it after learning goalie Roberto Luongo had been traded, as they stand up with a makeshift sign during the third period of an NHL hockey game against the Phoenix Coyotes on Tuesday, March 4, 2014, in Glendale, Ariz. The Coyotes defeated the Canucks 1-0. ((AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin))

 "When I was least expecting it, something happened," Luongo said at a news conference in South Florida. To make room for Luongo, the Panthers traded goalie Tim Thomas to Dallas. Minnesota also acquired goalie Ilya Bryzgalov from Edmonton. "A lot of goalies changed hands," Sabres general manager Tim Murray said. "That's surprising this late in the year that so many teams would feel they would need to make a change at that position. I haven't seen that before." 

MONTREAL'S MANEUVER: Some teams stayed out of the fray for big names because they didn't want to pay a steep price for a player, especially one with an expiring contract. The Montreal Canadiens, meanwhile, made what seems to be a shrewd move. The Canadiens acquired high-scoring forward Thomas Vanek from the New York Islanders for a prospect, second-round pick and conditional fifth-round selection. Vanek, who becomes Montreal's leading scorer, has 53 points this season and 541 in his nine-year career, which was spent in Buffalo until he was traded to the Islanders early this season. 

COMING HOME: The banged-up Detroit Red Wings, who are without four players who could play center, brought David Legwand back to play next to his hometown of Grosse Pointe, Mich., as they cling to hopes of playing in the Stanley Cup playoffs for the 23rd straight time. If Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk, Stephen Weiss and Darren Helm were healthy enough to play for the Red Wings, they wouldn't have needed to make a deal with Nashville for the 33-year-old Legwand. Zetterberg, though, will miss the remainder of the regular season with a back ailment. Datsyuk is going to rest for a few weeks in the hope that heals his left knee. Weiss has a lingering groin injury. Helm might be out indefinitely with a concussion. 

MOULSON ON THE MOVE: Matt Moulson will play for his third team when he suits up for Minnesota. He started his fifth season with the Islanders and was traded Oct. 27 to Buffalo with draft picks for Vanek. The forward with 17 goals, 38 points and an expiring contract was dealt again on Wednesday along with center Cody McCormick to the Wild for a pair of second-round picks and fourth-line forward Torrey Mitchell. "I think the rumors out there had me traded about 300 times by the time I got into Buffalo," Moulson said.  

STANDING PAT: The defending champion Chicago Blackhawks didn't budge from their plan to stay away from talks about possibly adding a high-profile player when the Blues made a big move to add Miller. Instead, Chicago is choosing to chase a third Stanley Cup in five seasons with players they have on their loaded roster. "You have to be aware of what your competitors do, but can't simply react just because one team does one thing," Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said. The New Jersey Devils decided to keep Martin Brodeur, the NHL's winningest goaltender, and the Canucks chose not to part ways with talented center Ryan Kesler after there was much speculation that both players would get moved. 

——— 

AP Sports Writers John Wawrow in Buffalo, N.Y.; Dave Campbell in St. Paul, Minn.; and Andrew Seligman in Chicago contributed to this report. 

———
Wild acquire Moulson in trade with Sabres
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ST. PAUL, Minn.—The Minnesota Wild emerged from the NHL trade deadline with an experienced goalie, another proven scorer and some size and grit for the fourth line. 

They didn't part with any prospects or first-round draft picks, either, which was general manager Chuck Fletcher's prerequisite for any deals. 

The day after sending a fourth-round selection to Edmonton for goalie Ilya Bryzgalov, the Wild acquired left wing Matt Moulson and center Cody McCormick on Wednesday from Buffalo for two second-round picks (2014 and 2016) and fourth-line forward Torrey Mitchell. 

"We liked our depth. But you never know what can happen in the NHL, and again this team has shown me a lot in the last month and a half," general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "I think they deserve the opportunity to be rewarded with some additional help for the push for the next month here." 

The Wild are 14-4-2 since the new year began. They're in seventh place in the Western Conference playoff race. 

"We're trying to get to a place where we have at least three lines that can score and play defense," Fletcher said, adding: "We saw this a little bit in the playoffs last year: You need to have more than one line that you can rely on." 

McCormick will essentially take the place of Mitchell, who had one goal and eight assists in 58 games. McCormick, who has split this season between Buffalo and AHL Rochester, and has one goal and five points in 29 games. He's a 10-year veteran. 

The 30-year-old Moulson switched teams for the second time this season, having been sent to the Sabres in October in a trade for Thomas Vanek with the New York Islanders. In 55 games for the Sabres, Moulson had 17 goals and 21 assists. 

He's a three-time 30-goal scorer who will likely end up on the second line in Minnesota with captain and center Mikko Koivu and perhaps veteran Dany Heatley. That would allow Charlie Coyle to center the third line with Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter, a former Islanders teammate of Moulson's. Zach Parise and Jason Pominville, acquired at the trade deadline from the Sabres last season, are skating with Mikael Granlund on the first line. 

The Wild acquired Pominville with one year left on his contract, so they planned on making him a part of their future at the time of the deal. They've already signed him to an extension. 

"I'm always open-minded. I don't have anything set in stone for me," Moulson said. "I'll obviously take it day by day, but the Wild are obviously a great team and I just hope that I can be a part of this team going forward and winning a championship." 

Mitchell, who has one more year on his contract at $1.9 million, was traded to clear salary cap space for next season. So Moulson could be more than a two-month-or-so rental. But the Wild weren't worried about that when they put this deal together. 

"He's a guy we think will thrive in the playoff drive that we're undergoing now and if we're able to get into the playoffs to help us there. This is a move made to help us win games right now," Fletcher said. 

Last season, the Wild were willing to part with more. They sent a first-round draft pick, a second-rounder and two prospects to the Sabres for Pominville. This time, they didn't need as much, and they weren't going to budge on the asking prices, either. 

"Any time you're paying second round picks for good hockey players, to me it's a really good move," Fletcher said. "We're very comfortable with the gamble."

LA Kings pick up Marian Gaborik from Blue Jackets
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COLUMBUS, Ohio—The Los Angeles Kings have struggled to score goals all season, and few NHL players do it better than a healthy, hungry Marian Gaborik. 

The Kings hope that's just what they've got after acquiring the Slovak scoring whiz from the Columbus Blue Jackets on Wednesday. 

The Blue Jackets got right wing Matt Frattin and two conditional draft picks for Gaborik, who's finally healthy after an injury-plagued season. 

Just as Jeff Carter did two years ago when he left Columbus for Los Angeles in a deadline deal, the Kings hope Gaborik fits right in on their defense-minded roster. He could be in the lineup in Winnipeg on Thursday for the Kings, who have won five straight to solidify their playoff position. 

"We're a very good team, but if you're looking at what you could add to the mix, I guess it's fair to say it's a player who can make something out of nothing with his speed and ability," Kings general manager Dean Lombardi said. "You want to make sure your team has all the weapons necessary, and I think this is one weapon we were lacking." 

Lombardi has been circling Gaborik for two months, eager to add one of the NHL's most gifted goal-scorers to an outstanding defensive team that has scored just 152 goals in 63 games. While the Kings have allowed a league-low 134 goals, Los Angeles' offense was even more stagnant than usual before the Olympic break, managing just 21 goals in the final 14 games. 

Gaborik, who turned 32 on Feb. 24, has three 40-goal seasons in his career and seven 30-goal seasons. Although his finesse and skill don't immediately seem to be an ideal fit with the hard-nosed, defense-minded Kings, Lombardi is confident Gaborik can mesh at both ends of the ice. 

"There's very few players that are capable of doing what he does in his game," Lombardi said. "There was a very short list for us, and one of the reasons we initiated discussions is he's one of very few people we thought would be available." 

Although Gaborik will be a free agent after the season, Lombardi is optimistic he can lock up the speedy forward before he hits the market, saying Gaborik already has indicated strong interest in sticking with the Kings. 

Gaborik was making $7.5 million a year for the Blue Jackets, who are paying half of his $1.9 million in remaining salary. The Jackets also landed what's likely to be a second-round pick and a third-rounder if the Kings win their first-round playoff series or re-sign Gaborik. 

"Our goal was to protect the future of the franchise in the best possible way that we could," said Columbus general manager Jarmo Kekalainen, saying it had been apparent for a while that Gaborik would not re-sign with the club. "We're a young team, a blue-collar team, a hard-working team. And he's a finesse, skilled player that wasn't the greatest fit. I'll take responsibility for that." 

Gaborik has missed games with a sprained knee and a broken collarbone this season, limiting him to just six goals in 22 games and keeping him out of the Olympics. Gaborik is healthy for the stretch run, playing in Columbus' last four games. 

Frattin has two goals and four assists in 40 games during his only season with the Kings, who made him a healthy scratch in eight of the last 10 games. His last appearance was on Feb. 6—against the Blue Jackets. 

Both clubs are currently in the playoff picture, but had differing needs for the stretch run. 

The Blue Jackets, down two of their top defensemen, needed cap space to possibly make more deals, and to unload a player who could leave without compensation after the season. Columbus is tied for third in the Eastern Conference's Metropolitan Division with 69 points (32-25-5). The Jackets hold the final playoff qualifying spot after winning their last three. 

On Feb. 23, 2012, the Kings acquired Carter for defenseman Jack Johnson and a first-round pick. With Carter adding a jolt of offense, the Kings went on to barely make the postseason but then rampaged through the playoffs to win their first Stanley Cup. 

There's a danger that could be the case again, with the Blue Jackets dealing a proven player to a contender—albeit in the other conference this time.  

"He could go to L.A. and be the missing piece for them and take them to the Stanley Cup," Kekalainen said. "Who knows?" 

Gaborik was acquired by the Blue Jackets from the New York Rangers in a draft-deadline deal a year ago. He was the highest-paid Columbus player, and the sides had not really discussed a new contract, with Gaborik hurt most of the season and the Blue Jackets holding out hope he might come on strong late. 

"This guy, when he's on, is one of the hardest guys in the league to play against," Lombardi said. "He's very difficult to defend, and you have to be cognizant of him on the rink all the time." 

Gaborik has 342 goals and 346 assists in 791 career games with Minnesota, the Rangers and the Blue Jackets. 

Frattin was a disappointment in his only season with the Kings, who acquired him in a trade for touted goalie Jonathan Bernier. 

"He can shoot the puck," Kekalainen said. "Obviously, we didn't get him based on what he's done this year. He's had a bad year. He'd be the first one to admit it. He's a gritty player. I think he'll fit our style of play."
Rangers, Lightning swap captains on deadline day
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NEW YORK—The New York Rangers and Tampa Bay Lightning pulled off the biggest deal on NHL trade deadline day Wednesday, swapping captains Ryan Callahan and Martin St. Louis in a blockbuster. 

The surprising move was announced just hours before the afternoon deadline and shortly before the Rangers were to host the Toronto Maple Leafs—with the hope of having St. Louis in the New York lineup. 

The Rangers had been trying to sign Callahan, who can become an unrestricted free agent this summer, but weren't able to reach an agreement with the gritty forward. They sent him packing instead of risking losing him for nothing on the open market, 

"It's still tough," Callahan told Canada's TSN. "I knew it was an option that was going to happen if I didn't re-sign with New York. No matter how prepared you are for it or knowing it's going to come, when you hear that initial 'You've been traded' it's definitely a shock." 

New York dealt Callahan, a second-round pick in this year's draft, and a first round pick in next year's draft to Tampa Bay for St. Louis, a disgruntled two-time NHL scoring champion. 

The second-round selection this year would become a first-rounder if the Rangers reach the Eastern Conference finals this season. If Callahan re-signs with the Lightning, the teams will then trade picks in next year's draft. New York would acquire the Lightning's second-round pick, and Tampa Bay would get the Rangers' seventh-round selection. 

Callahan was reportedly seeking a six-year deal worth $6.5 million per season. It is believed the Rangers were willing to agree to a six-year term, but not pay more than $6 million a season. 

To Callahan's surprise, the sides couldn't bridge the gap. 

"I truly thought we'd work something out," Callahan said. "I said all along going through this that I wanted to stay there and get a deal done, and that was the truth. But it's part of the business that, unfortunately, you have to deal with. We couldn't find a deal that worked for both sides, so I parted ways with New York. 

"I have nothing but great things to say about that organization. Everybody has been great to me." 

The 38-year-old St. Louis, who led the NHL in the lockout-shortened 2013 season with 60 points, had been seeking a trade after initially being left off Canada's Olympic roster by Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman, who served as Canada's executive director. St. Louis was added to the squad when Lightning teammate Steven Stamkos was unable to play because of injury. 

Callahan, a Rochester, N.Y., native, was a member of the U.S. Olympic team at the Sochi Games. He plans to wait before deciding whether to open contract talks with the Lightning. 

"Right now you just get down there and get settled and then get used to my surroundings. Once that happens, I'm open to anything," he said. "If that's contract talks, it is. If not, then we see what happens in July. 

"I'm extremely excited. I'm going to a great organization, great owners, great GM. I've heard nothing but good things from players that have played there, and they're in the playoff hunt, too, which is big." 

Both the Lightning and Rangers are in Eastern Conference playoff positions with 20 games remaining for each. 

St. Louis had a no-trade clause, and recent reports stated the Rangers were the team he wanted to join. The 38-year-old right wing has one year left on his contract. He will earn $5 million next season and be a $5.625 million salary-cap charge. 

"We'd like to thank Marty for everything he has done on and off the ice during his outstanding 13-year career in Tampa Bay," Yzerman said in a statement. "He has been one of the greatest players in the organization's history, but in the end we honored his request." 

This trade reunites St. Louis with forward Brad Richards, who was his high-scoring teammate with Tampa Bay before the Lightning traded him to Dallas in February 2008. Richards signed a free-agent deal with the Rangers in July 2011. 

They will likely be linemates again with the Rangers. St. Louis was traveling to New York on Wednesday. 

St. Louis was the Hart Trophy winner as NHL MVP in the 2003-04 season, and he has captured the Lady Byng Trophy as the league's most gentlemanly player three times. 

In 62 games this season, St. Louis has 29 goals and 32 assists with a plus-12 rating. He is fifth in the league in goals and eighth in points. Last season he became the oldest player to win the scoring title and joined Mario Lemieux and Gordie Howe as the only players to post at least 1.25 points per game at 37 or older. 

St. Louis, a six-time All-Star, has 369 goals and 604 assists in 1,041 career games over 15 seasons with Tampa Bay and Calgary. 

Callahan, who will turn 29 later this month, has 11 goals and 14 assists in 45 games this season. He was chosen by the Rangers in the fourth round of the 2004 draft and has 132 goals and 254 points in 450 career NHL games with them over eight seasons. 

He became Rangers captain before the 2011-12 season—the fifth youngest in team history at age 26. Callahan was also the first New York state native to be Rangers captain. 

Callahan took part in the Rangers' morning skate on Wednesday but didn't speak to reporters afterward. He is expected to make his Lightning debut on Thursday at home against Buffalo. 

"The Lightning are very excited to have Ryan Callahan join the organization and help us in our quest to make the playoffs," Yzerman said. "Ryan is an outstanding player and leader who we look forward to seeing on the ice."
Wild GM sends his team a message: 'We want to win right now'
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Minnesota Wild&#8217;s Torrey Mitchell warms up before the first period against the Florida Panthers at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Friday, November

Minnesota Wild's Torrey Mitchell warms up before the first period against the Florida Panthers at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Friday, November 15, 2013. (AP Photo/Jim Mone) 

The Wild entered Wednesday's trade deadline as the hottest team in the NHL, their 14-4-2 record since Jan. 1 the best in the league. So when general manager Chuck Fletcher and coach Mike Yeo said they were fine with the team they had, it made sense. 

But as it became clear Wednesday that the Wild could nab a top-end forward without giving up a prospect, Fletcher decided to send a message: 

The 2013-14 Wild are in it to win it. 

With the 2 p.m. deadline approaching, Fletcher acquired three-time 30-goal scorer Matt Moulson and tough guy Cody McCormick from the Buffalo Sabres in exchange for two second-round draft picks and fourth-line winger Torrey Mitchell. 

"This is a move made to help us win games right now," Fletcher said.

Wild moves 

Have the Wild's trades improved their Stanley Cup chances?

 Yes 

 No 

 I don't know. 

Despite riding a five-game winning streak into Saturday's game against the Stars in Dallas, the Wild are just seventh in the Western Conference, eight points ahead of ninth-place Phoenix and 11 behind third-place Chicago. 

"To me it was very important to recognize what our players have done," Fletcher said. "We weren't prepared to give up our top prospects or our first-round picks, but I felt if we could move anything else to help our team this year and to show our team that we believe in them -- to reward them for what they've done in the last two months in particular -- I felt it was very important." 

Moulson and McCormick will be unrestricted free agents at the end of this season, while Mitchell still has another year on a contract with a $1.9 million salary cap hit next season -- part of the reason the Wild were fine with parting ways. Also, Mitchell has one goal and eight assists in 58 games. 

Bottom line: A Wild team that already had plenty of salary cap space in the summer of 2014 now has even more. 

Moulson, depending on what happens the rest of this season, might be a target for the Wild to re-sign, but on Wednesday he said a new contract is "the last thing I've thought about." 

"Minnesota is an incredible hockey state," Moulson said.

Matt Moulson (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

Matt Moulson (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

 "The fans of Minnesota, it's pretty easy to see how passionate they are. It's exciting to go to a team that's doing extremely well right now and has a great fan base. I'm just excited to get there and help this team win any way I can." 

Moulson, McCormick and goalie Ilya Bryzgalov, whom the Wild acquired from Edmonton on Tuesday for a fourth-round pick, are expected to join the team for an afternoon practice Thursday. 

Bryzgalov will be Darcy Kuemper's primary backup in the wake of Niklas Backstrom (abdomen) being shut down. But Moulson is the biggest addition. In 55 games this season with Buffalo and the New York Islanders, he has 17 goals. Only two Wild players have more: Jason Pominville (22) and Zach Parise (21). 

Fletcher said he would have been happy with his team without acquiring a forward at the deadline, but the Wild on Wednesday ranked 25th in goals per game (2.36) and 27th in shots per game (26.8). 

Moulson should help there, but perhaps most important to Fletcher is the size Moulson brings. At 6 feet 1, 200 pounds, he's the latest in a string of big forwards the Wild have acquired, joining fellow former Islander Nino Niederreiter and McCormick (6-2, 225), who has accumulated 503 penalty minutes in 398 NHL games. 

"We really are trying to get bigger," Fletcher said. "First you try to get skill, then hopefully you can add some size. It's a big-man's league. ... You have to compete, and certainly size helps, but I think that's an area every team looks to this time of year." 

When the Wild play Saturday night, they'll have a new top-six forward, a new fourth-line forward and a new goalie. 

"We think we're deeper, and yet we liked our depth (before)," Fletcher said. "But you never know what can happen in the NHL and, again, this team has shown me a lot in the last month and a half. I think they deserve the opportunity to be rewarded with some additional help for the push for the next month here." 

Mitchell apparently had grown frustrated with his role. After he signed in 2012, the Wild added Parise, Pominville and Matt Cooke. Several young players also took bigger roles. 

It was reported that Mitchell requested a trade, but Fletcher declined to "even confirm or deny that.

Cody McCormick (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

Cody McCormick (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

" 

"Looking at our situation going forward, it was an opportunity for us to create some cap space," the GM said. "Certainly this will be an opportunity for Torrey to go to Buffalo and play a bigger role and hopefully reignite his career." 

The Wild have 20 games remaining in a 37-day sprint to end the regular season. After his injury-riddled team bounced back from the franchise-worst six-game regulation losing streak in December, Fletcher wanted to help. 

"It's very important in this business to send messages, and our players have played hard," Fletcher said. "Our coaches have done a great job. Who knows where this team will go? But I'm pretty excited to see the journey." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
Luongo sent to Florida on busy NHL trading day
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NEW YORK—NHL trade deadline day was widely expected to be busy. The day before might prove to be even wilder. 

Several big-name hockey players were on the move Tuesday, 24 hours before time for dealing runs out, including star goalie Roberto Luongo, who was ushered out of Vancouver and sent back to Florida eight years after he was sent packing. 

The Panthers, on their way to missing the playoffs for the 13th time in 14 seasons, dealt goalie Jacob Markstrom and forward Shawn Matthias to the Canucks for Luongo and forward Steven Anthony. 

"We're getting a great goaltender, a proven commodity," Panthers general manager Dale Tallon said. "Jacob has got great upside but we needed to make a statement, and Luongo's numbers are terrific. He's already been in this community and is a very popular figure in the South Florida area. 

"I just like what he brings to the table, giving us stability and his experience and a chance for us to win. You have to pay the price to get guys like this." 

Luongo is first in Panthers history in games played (317), single-season games played (75), career wins (108), single-season wins (35), and career shutouts (26). He also own single-season records for most saves, most minutes played, and consecutive scoreless minutes. 

Markstrom had been considered the Panthers' goalie of the future for several years. 

"Jacob's a great young goaltender, with a lot of potential, but that's what you have to pay sometimes," Tallon said. 

Luongo was the highest-profile netminder on the move Tuesday, but he was hardly alone as several goalies changed addresses in a flurry of trades. In fact, his acquisition in Florida could prompt the Panthers to trade veteran Tim Thomas before Wednesday's 3 p.m. EST deadline. 

On Tuesday, the Anaheim Ducks sent goalie Viktor Fasth to the Edmonton Oilers for a 2014 fifth-round draft pick and a 2015 third-round selection. Edmonton then traded veteran goalie Ilya Bryzgalov to the Minnesota Wild for a fourth-round draft pick this year. 

The Wild were in the market for another netminder, with high-profile names such as Martin Brodeur and Jaroslav Halak mentioned as possible acquisitions. 

General manager Chuck Fletcher said the team must assume that neither Niklas Backstrom nor Josh Harding will be healthy enough to mind the net again this season. Rookie goalie Darcy Kuemper has played well, but the Wild needed depth heading into a stretch of 20 games in 37 days. 

"We have a lot of work ahead of us to get where we want to get to, but clearly having two quality goaltenders was very important," Fletcher said. 

Halak was traded from St. Louis to Buffalo last week in the deal that brought goalie Ryan Miller to the Blues, and could still be flipped somewhere else before Wednesday's deadline. 

Brodeur made what could be his final start with New Jersey at home Tuesday night against Detroit. The future Hall of Famer has a full no-trade clause that he can invoke. 

The trade of Luongo came as a bit of a surprise after he was the goalie the Canucks decided to keep when they dealt Cory Schneider to New Jersey after last season. Now they are both gone. 

Luongo seemed destined in his mind to stay with Vancouver because of his 12-year, $64 million contract. However, the situation soured even more Sunday when Luongo didn't play in the Heritage Classic. Canucks coach John Tortorella decided to go with Eddie Lack instead. 

Now, with eight years left on his contract, the 34-year-old Luongo is headed back to Florida, where he has his offseason home. 

The Panthers were already active Tuesday before acquiring Luongo, sending defenseman Mike Weaver to the Montreal Canadiens for a 2015 fifth-round draft pick. 

The Western Conference-leading Ducks traded forward Dustin Penner to the Washington Capitals for a fourth-round draft pick this year and then quickly moved that pick to the Dallas Stars for veteran defenseman Stephane Robidas. 

"We're going for a Stanley Cup, and that's what I've been waiting for for a long time," Robidas said. "I think it's a great opportunity for me, and I'm just very excited for the chance the Ducks are giving me." 

Robidas hasn't played since breaking his leg against Chicago on Nov. 29, but he has been participating extensively in practice.  

"Everything has been going really well," Robidas said of his recovery. "I've just got a few little things I need to get a little more comfortable." 

The New York Islanders, well on their way toward missing the playoffs, started their sell-off by dealing coveted defenseman Andrew MacDonald to the Metropolitan Division-rival Philadelphia Flyers for a pair of draft picks and minor league center Matt Mangene. 

"Andrew MacDonald is a solid two-way defenseman who brings us depth and experience," Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren said. 

New York also is expected to deal veteran forward Thomas Vanek, who was acquired earlier this season from Buffalo. Vanek was scratched from the Islanders' lineup at Winnipeg at Tuesday night in anticipation of a trade before the deadline. 

In other deals, the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks acquired defensemen David Rundblad and Mathieu Brisebois from the Phoenix Coyotes for a second-round draft pick this year; the Ottawa Senators traded forward Jeff Costello to Vancouver for defenseman Patrick Mullen, who was then assigned to Binghamton of the AHL; and Phoenix received forwards Martin Erat and John Mitchell from Washington for forward Chris Brown, defenseman Rostislav Klesla and a fourth-round selection in the 2015 draft. 

Still in play in the final hours before trading time runs out was New York Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, who was trying to work out a new deal with the only NHL team he has been with. Reports suggested the sides grew closer in contract talks, but the Rangers might be inclined to trade him if Callahan is headed to unrestricted free agency this summer. 

——— 

AP Sports Writers Tim Reynolds in Florida and Greg Beacham in Anaheim, Calif., contributed to this report.
Roberto Luongo returns to Panthers

By TIM REYNOLDS AP Sports Writer

Posted:   03/04/2014 05:27:20 PM CST | Updated:   15 days ago

Roberto Luongo thought he was untradeable. The Panthers found a way to bring him back to Florida. 

After nearly eight years apart, Luongo was the centerpiece of a four-player trade between Florida and the Vancouver Canucks on Tuesday. The Panthers sent goalie Jacob Markstrom—once considered their future in net—and forward Shawn Matthias to the Canucks for Luongo and forward Steven Anthony. 

It's a bold move for the Panthers, who almost certainly will wind up missing the playoffs for the 13th time in the last 14 seasons. 

"We're getting a great goaltender, a proven commodity," Panthers general manager Dale Tallon said. "Jacob has got great upside but we needed to make a statement and Luongo's numbers are terrific. He's already been in this community and is a very popular figure in the South Florida area. And I just like what he brings to the table, giving us stability and his experience and a chance for us to win. You have to pay the price to get guys like this." 

And the Panthers paid a big price. 

Markstrom's potential had been spoken about for years and he certainly could have been a more affordable option than Luongo, whose $64 million deal doesn't expire until the end of the 2021-22 season. 

"Jacob's a great young goaltender, with a lot of potential, but that's what you have to pay sometimes," Tallon said. 

So now the question in Florida becomes what to do with Tim Thomas—the winning goalie when Boston topped Luongo and Vancouver in the 2011 Stanley Cup finals. 

Thomas was with the Panthers, ironically enough in Boston for Tuesday's game, when the deal for Luongo went down. Thomas has a no-trade clause, and Tallon expected to meet with him no later than Wednesday morning to see how the 39-year-old wanted to proceed. 

Thomas started in net for Florida on Tuesday night in a 4-1 loss to the Bruins. Around the start of that game, Luongo tweeted that he and Thomas would be a "dream team" together. 

Thomas said after the game he felt he could work in tandem with Luongo, but was also open to the possibility of going to a contender. He said a lot would depend on his upcoming conversation with Tallon. 

"I don't know what their plans are. I don't really know anything at this point," Thomas said. "I've got to see the situation and see what they're thinking." 

If Thomas was on the market, there would likely be buyers, and Tallon certainly knows Florida needs plenty of pieces to eventually become a contender. The NHL trade deadline is Wednesday afternoon. 

"I'll see what he would like us to do," Tallon said. "Goaltending's pretty solid with those two guys." 

Tallon also said Matthias and his agent both expressed that they would prefer a change of scenery, and that the Panthers had no issue in making that happen. 

Florida already has undergone a coaching change this season from Kevin Dineen to Peter Horachek, and the big trade comes one day after longtime team president and CEO Michael Yormark announced he was leaving the organization to work for rap mogul Jay Z and his Roc Nation agency. 

Nonetheless, the Panthers found a way to make the huge deal, and bring back a three-time Vezina Trophy finalist and two-time Olympic gold medalist with 367 career victories and a 2.51 goals-against average. 

"Go figure, right?" Luongo told reporters before leaving Phoenix. "I'm really out of words right now." 

Luongo told Canada's TSN Radio that he thought his contract would make him untradeable. He was napping when he got word, preparing to play for Vancouver against Phoenix on Tuesday night. 

Instead he quickly boarded a flight to South Florida. 

"He's over the moon," said Tallon, who was busy Tuesday, also trading defenseman Mike Weaver to Montreal for a fifth-round draft choice in 2015 and signing forward Brad Boyes to a two-year contract extension. 

Luongo spent parts of eight seasons with Vancouver, which acquired him from Florida in 2006. His time with the Canucks was often rocky, and it's almost become a rite of summer in recent years for speculation to ramp up about when Luongo would be leaving Vancouver.  

A few hours before Tuesday's Canucks game would have started, he posted a palm tree icon on his Twitter feed. 

The message was simple: He's going home, or at least to the place he's long considered home
Wild acquire Bryzgalov, with Backstrom shut down

By DAVE CAMPBELL AP Sports Writer

Posted:   03/04/2014 02:34:29 PM CST

Updated:   03/04/2014 06:43:09 PM CST

ST. PAUL, Minn.—The Minnesota Wild traded for goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov on Tuesday in conjunction with their decision to shut down ailing veteran Niklas Backstrom. 

The Wild sent a fourth-round draft pick to Edmonton to complete the deal one day before the NHL trade deadline. 

General manager Chuck Fletcher said the team must assume that neither Backstrom nor Josh Harding will be healthy enough to mind the net again this season. Rookie Darcy Kuemper has been stellar in their absence, but with a finishing stretch of 20 games in 37 days starting Saturday, he's not enough. 

"We have a lot of work ahead of us to get where we want to get to, but clearly having two quality goaltenders was very important," Fletcher said. 

Kuemper has started 15 straight games, so Bryzgalov is more for insurance, though he's certain to have his time, too. The Wild are 14-4-2 in 2014 and in firm control of the first wild-card spot in the Western Conference playoff race. 

"I will do my job as best I can. Making the decisions on who is supposed to play is not my job," Bryzgalov said on a conference call. He added: "I look at this as a great opportunity for me to play, and yeah it's like a new challenge." 

Backstrom has been bothered by injuries all season, most notably to his midsection that will probably prompt surgery, and the 36-year-old has a career-worst 3.02 goals-against average over 21 games. Fletcher told him Monday of their preference to hold him out until training camp. 

"His pain threshold is tremendous," Fletcher said. "He's a competitive guy and I know he's really disappointed because the team has taken a really strong step the last couple months. He's been through some of the lean times, and I know he wants to be a part of it but our goal for Nik is to get him healthy." 

Harding was superb early in the season, but the 2013 Masterton Trophy winner—for sportsmanship, dedication and perseverance—has not played at all in 2014 due to illness related to medication for multiple sclerosis. With not much more than a month left in the regular season and Harding not yet ready to resume skating, Fletcher said he's probably finished until the fall, too. 

The search for a replacement intensified in the last couple of days. Martin Brodeur and Jaroslav Halak also were potentially available via trade, but their price was far higher than what it took to nab Bryzgalov. 

The 33-year-old Russian has a 5-8-5 record in 20 games for the Oilers this season, with an ugly 3.01 goals-against average. He's on an expiring contract, a requirement for the Wild. This is a rental, plain and simple. 

That's largely because Kuemper has tied a Wild rookie record with 11 wins and since Jan. 7 has a 1.70 GAA with two shutouts and a .939 save percentage. 

"We've always felt he'd be a very good No. 1 goalie down the road, and we just didn't realize down the road would mean this January and February," Fletcher said. 

The pick sent to Edmonton was originally acquired last year from Buffalo in the trade that brought first-line right wing Jason Pominville to Minnesota. 

Bryzgalov has 38 games of playoff experience over five postseasons with Anaheim, Phoenix and Philadelphia, including three stellar starts against the Wild in the Western Conference quarterfinals in 2007. He stopped 73 of 77 shots in the first three games of that series, all Ducks victories. Bryzgalov struggled in defeat in the next game, Jean-Sebastien Giguere replaced him thereafter and the Ducks went on to win the Stanley Cup. 

Bryzgalov's career record is 213-157-50, including a 42-20-6 mark for the Coyotes during the 2009-10 season, his best in the NHL. He had a 2.29 goals-against average and a .920 save percentage. 

Then came his ill-fated time in Philadelphia. The Flyers signed him to a $51 million, nine-year contract in 2011 and used a salary-cap compliance buyout to release him last June, just two seasons into the megadeal. General manager Paul Holmgren said then the contract was "a costly mistake." Bryzgalov didn't sign with the Oilers until last November. 

After signing goalie Ben Scrivens to a two-year contract extension last week, the Oilers took their first step away from Bryzgalov. Then they acquired goalie Viktor Fasth from Anaheim on Tuesday for a fifth-round draft pick this summer and a third-round selection in 2015.
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NEW PRAGUE 

Record: 21-4-3 

Nickname: Trojans 

Coach: Chris Lonke (6th season, 99-54-11) 

Conference: Missota, 2nd place 

Section: 1 

Road to state: beat Red Wing 2-0, beat Northfield 3-0, beat Mankato West 3-2 

Tournament appearances: 1 

State titles: none 

What to expect: The Trojans are the first team other than Rochester Lourdes to represent Section 1A in five seasons. A three-pronged offensive attack in Augie Isaacson, Seth Kriha and Alex Gregor sparks the offense. The Trojans are on an eight-game winning streak, having outscored opponents 38-13 in those games. 

ORONO 

Record: 19-8-1 

Nickname: Spartans 

Coach: Kasey Yoder (1st season, 19-8-1) 

Conference: Wright County, 2nd place 

Section: 2 

Road to state: beat Chaska 6-2, beat Bloomington Kennedy 2-1 OT, beat Breck 2-1 

Tournament appearances: 7 

State titles: none 

What to expect: The Spartans snapped Breck's five-year hold on the Section 2 championship by knocking the Mustangs out in the final. This is Orono's first trip back tournament trip since 2009. The Spartans, 3-4 against Class 2A teams, have played a schedule that benefits them for the stretch run. Their first-round opponent, East Grand Forks, is a title contender; the Spartans will have to be in full shutdown mode to advance. 

LUVERNE 

Record: 27-0-1 

Nickname: Cardinals 

Coach: Derrick Brown (5th season, 98-29-5) 

Conference: Southwest, 1st place 

Section: 3 

Road to state: beat Morris Benson 13-2, beat Hutchinson 4-0, beat New Ulm 6-1 

State tournament appearances: 1 

State titles: none 

What to expect: The Cardinals are the only unbeaten team in high school hockey. Naysayers suggest their schedule is not tough enough, but a closer look shows a program that is 49-4-2 over the past two seasons, so they're doing something right. Over the Christmas break, they won the Schwan Cup Open division, and they are 4-0-1 against metro-area teams. They outscored opponents 206-32. The balanced offense is led by seniors Gunnar Olson and Logan Norman, and eighth-grader Jaxon Nelson. 

TOTINO-GRACE 

Record: 17-10-1 

Nickname: Eagles 

Coach: Mark Loahr (33rd season, 508-286-26) 

Conference: North Suburban, 1st place 

Section: 4 

Road to state: beat Como Park 7-1, beat South St. Paul 1-0, beat Mahtomedi 5-4 OT 

Tournament appearances: 5 

State titles: 1 (2002) 

What to expect: The Eagles return to the state tournament after a nine-year absence after pulling out a pair of one-goal wins in sectional play, including a classic 5-4 overtime decision over Mahtomedi. After starting the season 4-6-1, the Eagles finished 13-4-0. Totino-Grace challenges itself with a difficult schedule and was 3-4-1 against Class 2A teams. 

CHISAGO LAKES 

Record: 20-8 

Nickname: Wildcats 

Coach: Paul Gibson (2nd season, 38-17-1) 

Conference: Mississippi 8, 3rd place 

Section: 5 

Road to state: beat North Branch 13-0, beat Proctor 5-2, beat Princeton 5-4 

Tournament appearances: 2 

State titles: none 

What to expect: The Wildcats captured their first section title since 1995. They put together an impressive 20-win season playing the Mississippi 8 Conference, which features a number of Class 2A teams. Since the Stadstad tournament over the holiday season, the Wildcats went on a 12-3 run, winning seven of their past eight games. Chisago Lakes relies on the one-two offensive punch of Brandon Gillespie and Blake Lizotte. 

ST. CLOUD CATHEDRAL 

Record: 20-7-1 

Nickname: Crusaders 

Coach: Eric Johnson (10th season, 185-61-9) 

Conference: Granite Ridge, 1st place 

Section: 6 

Road to state: beat Little Falls 8-1, beat Sartell-St. Stephen 3-1, beat Alexandria 2-1 

Tournament appearances: 6 

State titles: none 

What to expect: The Crusaders are back in the state tournament for the first time since 2009 after moving down from Class 2A to play with the other St. Cloud-area schools. Will Hammer, the school's all-time leading scorer, provides offensive punch. 

HERMANTOWN 

Record: 22-4-2 

Nickname: Hawks 

Coach: Bruce Plante (25th season, 462-190-20) 

Conference: Lake Superior, 1st place 

Section: 7 

Road to state: beat International Falls 9-0, beat Duluth Denfeld 6-1, beat Duluth Marshall 6-2 

Tournament appearances: 11 

State titles: 1 (2007) 

What to expect: The Hawks have been to the big dance five straight years. They advanced to the championship game each of the past four years only to lose each time. This year, the Hawks have championship credentials. Ryan Kero and Nate Pionk were regular contributors from last year's team and Coach Bruce Plante has two high-level goaltenders in Adam Smith and Jace Thomas. 

EAST GRAND FORKS 

Record: 25-2-1 

Nickname: Green Wave 

Coach: Tyler Palmiscno (5th season, 77-47-6) 

Conference: Mariucci, 1st place 

Section: 8 

Road to state: beat Lake of the Woods 10-0, beat Detroit Lakes 8-1, beat Warroad 3-2 OT 

Tournament appearances: 9 

State titles: none 

What to expect: The Green Wave allow 1.20 goals per game, have a power play over 24 percent and have a penalty kill that registers over 90 percent efficiency. Offensively, Dixon Bowen is hot, producing 10 points in three playoff games -- four goals and six assists -- to take over the team lead despite playing in only 18 games this season. 

-- MNHockeyMag.com
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Edina&#8217;s Connor Hurley scored a hat trick as Edina beat Lakeville North 9-3 in the State High School Class AA quarterfinals at Xcel Energy Center in

Edina's Connor Hurley scored a hat trick as Edina beat Lakeville North 9-3 in the State High School Class AA quarterfinals at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Thursday, March 7, 2013. At left is Lakeville North's Angelo Altavilla, in goal is Will DuPont. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi) 

The boys hockey state tournament begins its four-day run Wednesday at the Xcel Energy Center. Since 1945, the tournament has drawn a combined attendance of more than 5.4 million. Here is a behind-the-scenes look at the 70th edition of the state tournament: 

CLASS 2A 

Top-ranked Edina is defending its big-school championship and is the favorite to win a title for the ninth time. The Hornets (22-4-1) are 10-0-1 since losing to Hill-Murray 6-1 on Jan. 11, outscoring opponents by a 2-to-1 margin (111-50). Senior forward Miguel Fidler has 18 goals and 27 assists, and junior Dylan Malmquist has 14 goals and 25 assists. 

-- What a difference a year has made for Lakeville North (23-4-1). Last season, the Panthers qualified for the state tournament with an 11-16-1 record.

Stillwater sophomore goalie Josh Benson turns away Hill-Murray senior forward Josh French point blank shot in the third period of the section 5AA final at

Stillwater sophomore goalie Josh Benson turns away Hill-Murray senior forward Josh French point blank shot in the third period of the section 5AA final at the State Fair Coliseum in Falcon Heights on Friday, February 28, 2014. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

 They have righted themselves and are the No. 2 seed this week. Among the Panthers' highlights this season are wins over fellow state tournament qualifiers Eden Prairie, Eagan (twice) and Duluth East. Jack Poehling has 28 goals and 23 assists, and brother Nick has 12 goals and 29 assists. 

-- No. 3 seed Eden Prairie (17-8-3), the big-school champ in 2009 and '11, knows how to play in big games. Senior defenseman Steve Spinner has 20 goals and 27 assists; senior defenseman Luc Snuggerud has nine goals and 37 assists. 

-- Roseau (20-7-1) is in the tournament for the 34th time. The Rams have scored 46 power-play goals this season. 

-- Stillwater (16-10-2) upset No. 2 White Bear Lake and top-seeded Hill-Murray in the section playoffs to qualify for the tournament for the first time. 

-- Look out for Centennial goalie Blake Miller. He made 38 saves in the Cougars' upset win over top-seeded Blaine in the Section 5AA final. Miller, a midfielder on Centennial's soccer team, scored two goals in the Cougars' 2-1 victory over Blaine last fall in the soccer playoffs when the Bengals were also the top seed. 

-- Eagan junior goalie Andrew Lindgren has a .933 save percentage. 

-- Familiar trip down Interstate 35: Duluth East is in the state tournament for the sixth consecutive season and 21st overall. 

CLASS A 

Hermantown can't gripe anymore about St. Thomas Academy. 

The small-school runner-up the past four seasons openly complained about STA's presence in the Class A bracket, and it didn't help that the Hawks lost to the Cadets the past three years. STA moved up a class this season, losing to Eagan in the Class 2A Section 3 final. 

Hermantown (22-4-2) has qualified for the tournament for the fifth consecutive season and was awarded the No. 2 seed. The Hawks are capable of returning to the championship circle for the first time since 2007. Junior center Ryan Kero has 21 goals and 28 assists, and junior wing Nate Pionk added 22 goals and 26 assists. 

-- East Grand Forks (25-2-1) earned the top seed, in part because of two victories over Roseau, which is in the Class 2A field. Junior forward Reed Corbid leads the Green Wave with 16 goals and 26 assists. Junior center Dixon Bowen has 17 goals and 20 assists. Eleven days ago, the Green Wave were the top seed in the Class A girls hockey tournament and finished runner-up to Blake. 

-- Tournament rookie New Prague (21-4-3) is the No. 3 seed. Senior forward Austin Isaacson leads the Trojans with 23 goals and 30 assists. Senior forward Seth Kriha has 11 goals and 35 assists. 

-- Luverne (27-0-1) is unbeaten -- but unseeded in its state tournament debut. The Cardinals have a 32 percent success rate on the power play. 

-- Chisago Lakes (20-8-1) is in the state tournament for the first time since 1995. Senior forward Brandon Gillespie has 25 goals and 26 assists.

Hermantown&#8217;s Travis Koepke, right, watches his tying goal go into the net against Breck goalie Henry Johnson, which sent the game into overtime.

Hermantown's Travis Koepke, right, watches his tying goal go into the net against Breck goalie Henry Johnson, which sent the game into overtime. Hermantown won 4-3 in double overtime at Xcel Energy Center, Friday, March 8, 2013. At left is Breck's Jorgen Salveson. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff) 

-- Orono (19-8-1) was state runner-up in 2004. 

-- The final small-school quarterfinal between Totino-Grace (17-10-1) and St. Cloud Cathedral (20-7-1) is a rematch of a game played Jan. 25. St. Cloud Cathedral won 5-4. 

FIRST THINGS FIRST 

Totino-Grace senior defenseman Carter Lyons is putting off surgery to repair a torn anterior cruciate ligament so he can play in the tournament. Lyons continues to play by wearing a brace to give his knee some stability. 

In a 5-4 overtime victory over Mahtomedi in the Class A-Section 4 final, he scored the tying goal with less than five minutes remaining in regulation. He then assisted on the winner in overtime that sent the Eagles to the state tournament for the first time since 2005, when Totino-Grace was the small-school runner-up to Warroad. 

"He's a gutsy kid. There's no question about that," Totino-Grace activities director Mike Smith said. "He either ends his career with surgery or things work out like they have. He's having a blast and making memories." 

CAN YOU HEAR THEM KNOCKING? 

Roseau's Alex Strand has 199 career points (83 goals, 116 assists) and can become the 68th player in Minnesota boys hockey history to reach 200 for his career. During the season, Spencer Naas of Benilde-St. Margaret's (271 points) and Avery Peterson of Grand Rapids (203) joined the club. 

Here are Minnesota's top 10 all-time leading scorers: 

1. Ben Hanowski, Little Falls, 2009 graduate, 405 points 

2. John Pohl, Red Wing, 1998, 378 

3. Dave Spehar, Duluth East, 1996, 304 

4. Joey Benik, St. Francis, 2010, 283 

5. Gino Guyer, Greenway, 2002, 282 

6. John Mayasich, Eveleth, 1951, 273 

7. Grant Besse, Benilde-St. Margaret's, 2013, 272 

8. Aaron Broten, Roseau, 1979, 269 

(tie), Corey Carlson, Two Harbors/Greenway, 2003, 269 

10. T.J. Roo, Totino-Grace, 2013, 264
High school hockey: Class 2A state tournament preview
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Record: 23-4-1 

Nickname: Panthers 

Coach: Trent Eigner (3rd season, 48-36-2) 

Conference: South Suburban, 1st place 

Section: 1 

Road to state: beat Dodge County 11-1, beat Owatonna 7-1, beat Lakeville North 6-0 

Tournament appearances: 8 

State titles: none 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

Jack Poehling        28        23        51 

Nick Poehling        12        29        41 

Tristen Hazlett        12        26        38 

Ryan Poehling        11        22        33 

Max Johnson         12        19        31 

Jack McNeely        4        26        30 

Goaltending 

Player        Rec.        GAA        Sv 

Will Dupont        14-1-0        1.87        .904 

Jake Oettinger        9-2-1        1.62        .937 

What to expect: The Panthers head to the state tournament for the second straight year -- this time as the No. 2 seed. There's plenty of offensive balance, and Lakeville North keeps the puck out of the net with one of the best goaltending tandems in the league. Senior Tristen Hazlett had nine points (three goals, six assists) as the Panthers dominated the Section 1 tournament, winning three games by a combined score of 24-2. 

EDINA 

Record: 22-4-1 

Nickname: Hornets 

Coach: Curt Giles (14th season, 301-102-15) 

Conference: Lake, 1st place 

Section: 2 

Road to state: beat Prior Lake 8-2, beat Bloomington Jefferson 5-1 

Tournament appearances: 36 

State titles: 11 (1969, 1971, 1974, 1978, 1979, 1982, 1984, 1988, 1997, 2010, 2013) 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

Miguel Fidler        18        27        45 

Dylan Malmquist        14        25        39 

Cullen Munson        18        19        37 

Tyler Nanne        8        22        30 

Kieffer Bellows        11        18        29 

Goaltending 

Player        Rec.        GAA        Sv 

Andrew Rohkohl        20-4-1        1.90        .920 

Kobi Boe        2-0-0        1.00        .944 

What to expect: The Hornets are making their eighth straight trip to the state tournament and 36th overall. The Hornets have won 10 straight games, and the defense has been solid all season, allowing less than two goals a game behind goaltender Andrew Rohkohl. The Hornets are the favorite to capture back-to-back championships, something no team has done in Class 2A since Bloomington Jefferson's threepeat from 1992-94. 

EAGAN 

Record: 18-9-1 

Nickname: Wildcats 

Coach: Mike Taylor (11th season, 202-95-11) 

Conference: South Suburban, 5th place 

Section: 3 

Road to state: beat East Ridge 5-1, beat Cretin-Derham Hall 2-1, beat St. Thomas Academy 4-2 

Tournament appearances: 4 

State titles: none 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

Jack Jenson        20        36        56 

Kyle Stebbing        18        18        36 

Tommy Muck        9        21        30 

Nick Wolff        10        15        25 

Max Elsenheimer        9        12        21 

Goaltending 

Player        Rec.        GAA        Sv 

Andrew Lindgren        18-9-1        1.73        .934 

What to expect: After starting the season 9-7-1, the Wildcats have gotten hot. They have won five in a row and are 8-2 in the past 10 games. Coach Mike Taylor has taken teams to the state tournament three of the past four seasons, and this team earned its spot with wins over top-seeded Cretin-Derham Hall and three-time Class A state champion St. Thomas Academy in the sectional. The Wildcats' power play is tough, and they have the goaltending to shut anyone down in Andrew Lindgren. Eagan beat Edina earlier in the season and is capable of putting together three more wins to earn a first state championship. 

STILLWATER 

Record: 16-10-2 

Nickname: Ponies 

Coach: Matt Doman (1st season, 16-10-2) 

Conference: Suburban East, 4th place 

Section: 4 

Road to state: beat Tartan 6-3, beat White Bear Lake 2-1, beat Hill-Murray 2-1 

Tournament appearances: 1 

State titles: none 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

John Heddle        17        17        34 

Devin Cates        9        14        23 

Sam Sagissor         12        11        23 

Brandon Jungmann        9        12        21 

Mitch Reinke        5        14        19 

Goaltending 

Player        Rec.        GAA        Sv 

Josh Benson        11-8-1        2.59        .892 

Scotty Finberg        2-0-0        2.50        .844 

Daniel Ahrendt        3-2-1        3.79        .809 

What to expect: For the first time since 2004 and just the second since 1981, a team other than Hill-Murray and White Bear Lake is representing this section at state. The Ponies knocked off White Bear Lake and Hill-Murray with back-to-back 2-1 wins in the Section 4 semifinals and final, shutting down a pair of prolific offensive teams. Goalie Josh Benson was lights out in back-to-back efforts. The Ponies have a tall order in tournament-tested, top-seeded Edina in the quarterfinals. 

CENTENNIAL 

Record: 16-10-2 

Nickname: Cougars 

Coach: Ritch Menne (3rd season, 51-26-4) 

Conference: Northwest Suburban, 5th place 

Section: 5 

Tournament appearances: 3 

State titles: 1 (2004) 

Road to state: beat Champlin Park 5-1, beat Maple Grove 4-0, beat Blaine 2-1 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

Ryner Gorowsky        25        16        41 

Connor Lovick        18        16        34 

Adam Anderson         7        21        28 

Collin Hughes        11        12        23 

Colton Berg        7        13        20 

Goaltending 

Player        W-L-T        GAA        Sv 

Blake Miller        12-10-1        2.49        .897 

Jon Albers        4- 0-1        2.13        .892 

What to expect: The Cougars are at state for the second year in a row, ready to get past last year's heartbreaking overtime quarterfinal loss to Wayzata. Centennial is 5-0-1 in its past six games, and a spirited section final win over Blaine is proof that the Cougars can beat any team in this field. They bring a solid blend of skill and grit led by Ryner Gorowsky, the cousin of Tom Gorowsky, who led the 2004 team to the school's only state championship. 

EDEN PRAIRIE 

Record: 17-8-3 

Nickname: Eagles 

Coach: Lee Smith (21st season, 394-143-30) 

Conference: Lake, 3rd place 

Section: 6 

Road to state: beat Robbinsdale Armstrong 8-0, beat Holy Family Catholic 6-2, beat Benilde-St. Margaret's 3-2 OT 

Tournament appearances: 7 

State titles: 2 (2009, 2011) 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

Steven Spinner        20        27        47 

Luc Snuggerud        9        37        46 

Michael Graham        18        20        38 

Colton Schmidt        12        11        23 

Riley Argetsinger        10        10        20 

Goaltending 

Player        Rec.        GAA        Sv 

Jake Gerdes        11-7-2        2.75        .897 

Erik Evers        3-1-1        2.35        .898 

What to expect: After stumbling through a difficult Lake Conference schedule, going 3-4-1, the Eagles stepped it up in the sectional with impressive wins over Holy Family and Benilde-St. Margaret's. The Eagles have won state titles in their past two appearances in St. Paul. Eden Prairie opens the tournament against Centennial in what should be a defensive chess match from the opening faceoff. 

DULUTH EAST 

Record: 21-6-1 

Nickname: Greyhounds 

Coach: Mike Randolph (26th season, 544-149-20) 

Conference: Independent 

Section: 7 

Road to state: beat St. Francis 6-0, beat Grand Rapids 5-2, beat Elk River 3-2 OT 

Tournament appearances: 21 

State titles: 3 (1960, 1995, 1998) 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

Nick Altmann        20        26        46 

Phil Beaulieu        18        24        42 

Alex Trapp        7        26        33 

Jack Kolar        19        9        28 

Brian Bunten        8        17        25 

Goaltending 

Player        Rec.        GAA        Sv 

Gunnar Howg        16-5-1        1.85        .912 

Lucas Hedin        2-1-0        2.29        .879 

What to expect: The Greyhounds are making their sixth straight appearance and 21st overall. But the program hasn't won a championship since 1998. Since then, the 'Hounds have come up empty nine times in the new millennium. They have a Mr. Hockey finalist in Phil Beaulieu, who has the ability to control a game and will play significant minutes, and have won seven games in a row. 

ROSEAU 

Record: 20-7-1 

Nickname: Rams 

Coach: Andy Lundbohm (5th season, 88-47-3) 

Conference: Mariucci, 3rd place 

Section: 8 

Road to state: beat River Lakes 4-3, beat Bemidji 4-1, beat Moorhead 7-4 

Tournament appearances: 34 

State titles: 7 (1946, 1958, 1959, 1961, 1990, 1999, 2007) 

Scoring leaders 

Player        G        A        Pts. 

Zach Yon        39        41        80 

Alex Strand        29        48        77 

Cole Bjugson        9        36        45 

Alex Halstengard        19        23        42 

Brady Castle        11        10        21 

Goaltending 

Player        Rec.        GAA        Sv 

Ryan Anderson         20-7-1        2.25        .901 

What to expect: The Rams mustered a .500 record and a third-place finish in the Mariucci Conference behind Class A clubs East Grand Forks and Warroad -- but that's nothing to be ashamed of considering they are three of the top programs in the state. Zach Yon is a Mr. Hockey finalist, and Cole Bjugson is a Reed Larson Award finalist for top senior defenseman. Roseau averages about five goals a game but has a difficult task in the first round against Lakeville North. 

-- MNHockeyMag.com
High school hockey: Lakeville North's message: 'Hey, we're for real'

By Jace Frederick
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Lakeville North&#8217;s Nick Poehling, left, and Edina&#8217;s Anthony Walsh fight for the puck as Edina beat Lakeville North 9-3 in the 2013 Class 2A

Lakeville North's Nick Poehling, left, and Edina's Anthony Walsh fight for the puck as Edina beat Lakeville North 9-3 in the 2013 Class 2A quarterfinals at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi) 

Lakeville North walked into last year's boys state hockey tournament with a sub-.500 record -- the third time it had done so in the past four years. 

And as on their previous two trips to the Xcel Energy Center, the Panthers bowed out in the first round, losing 9-3 to Edina. The Hornets went on to win the state championship; the Panthers went home with their tail between their legs. 

"We were embarrassed beyond belief," senior forward Tristen Hazlett said. "I would rather have not gone to state last year than lose 9-3 in the first round in front of everyone." 

Section 1 of Class 2A isn't known for sending juggernauts to state, or even contenders. The section hasn't produced a state finalist, let alone a champion, since the tournament split into the two-class system in 1994. 

Lakeville North hopes to change that this week. The Panthers head into Thursday's quarterfinal game against Roseau as Class 2A's No. 2 seed, sporting a 23-4-1 record highlighted by regular-season victories over the tournament's Nos. 3, 4 and 5 seeds. 

For the Panthers, last year's loss to Edina was a sign of how far they had to go. 

"We got our butts kicked," coach Trent Eigner said. "I think it (gave our kids) a better understanding of where they really stood and how much work needed to go into not just getting to the tournament, but getting there and being a factor." 

Eigner said his team has a solid core of seniors leaders, but on the ice, you can't miss the talented crop of juniors led by twin brothers Jack and Nick Poehling, the top two scorers. 

"That group matured as 10th-graders and learned how to play at the high school level," Eigner said. "It's just a very skilled group that's kind of grown together, and I think they've helped give us a lot of confidence." 

The added contributions of three budding freshmen, including a third Poehling, Ryan, have given the Panthers something they've lacked -- depth. 

"We're deep, and I knew we had something special this year," Jack Poehling said. "I didn't think it'd be this dramatic, but I knew we'd have a good team." 

It didn't take Lakeville North long to discover where it stood. 

Eigner placed an emphasis on scheduling the best teams in the state when he took the coaching job three years ago, so he reached out to the likes of Hill-Murray and St. Thomas Academy and added them to the Panthers' schedule. 

"(Our team) wanted to realistically compete at the highest level," he said. "To do that, you've got to play those teams, or you're just never going to know." 

After a bumpy 2-3 start this season, Lakeville North rattled off a 19-game unbeaten streak that included four wins over teams in this year's state tournament. 

"We just got to that point where we came into games expecting to win instead of just hoping to," Hazlett said. "We realized maybe we do have the skill, the manpower, to really do something this year." 

The streak ended in Lakeville North's final game of the regular season, a 1-0 loss at Prior Lake. 

Jack Poehling said that although that loss stung, it reminded the team of what it felt like to lose. 

"I think they've got a little fire in the belly," he said. 

Lakeville North demonstrated that in the sectional playoffs, winning three games by a combined score of 24-2. 

"When we go into our section, we dominate our games and score a lot of goals," senior forward Conner Hyden said. "That's our objective, to kind of let everyone know, 'Hey, we're for real.
Bryzgalov deal gives Wild room to make more moves
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Calgary Flames&#8217; Mikael Backlund (11) is stopped by Edmonton Oilers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov (80) during a March 1 game in Edmonton. (AP Photo/The

Calgary Flames' Mikael Backlund (11) is stopped by Edmonton Oilers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov (80) during a March 1 game in Edmonton. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jason Franson) 

As one of few teams in the market for a goalie, the Wild inquired about several options, including New Jersey's Martin Brodeur and Jaroslav Halak of St. Louis. 

But the price tags on those goalies were higher than the Wild were willing to meet, and perhaps most important, those two goalies came with higher cap hits than Ilya Bryzgalov, the goalie the Wild got from Edmonton for a fourth-round pick Tuesday. 

Bryzgalov's cap hit is $2.26 million, Brodeur's is $4.5 million and Halak's $3.75 million. That extra space gives the Wild some freedom in the final hours before the NHL's trade deadline at 2 p.m. Wednesday. 

"That was a big part of it," Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "When you looked at it, there were certainly some other teams that we spoke to. And when you look at Ilya, his cap hit and contract is very manageable, and we felt the fourth-round pick was something we could handle, as well. We weren't interested in moving any of our younger assets and certainly were not interested in moving higher picks in this situation." 

That's partly because the Wild know if starter Darcy Kuemper continues to play well, Bryzgalov might not get more than five or six starts before becoming a free agent at season's end. 

But it's also because it gives the Wild space to make more moves. 

According to Montreal-based NHL reporter Renaud Lavoie, Wild winger Torrey Mitchell requested a trade out of Minnesota. Members of the Wild front office didn't immediately respond to messages seeking comment on the situation, but Mitchell is one of several Wild players who still could be dealt. 

"We're certainly talking to teams," Fletcher said. "And if there's a deal that makes us better, we'll do it." 

The Wild are 9-2-2 in their past 13 games and have won all three since returning from the Olympic break. Fletcher and coach Mike Yeo each said he's happy with the team's current personnel. Still, neither discounted the possibility of another trade. 

"Clearly we're playing well," Fletcher said. "And yet we recognize there are some very good teams and we have a lot of work ahead of us." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild douse Flames, stretch win streak to 5

By DAVE CAMPBELL AP Sports Writer

Posted:   03/03/2014 09:51:27 PM CST

Updated:   03/03/2014 11:17:37 PM CST

ST. PAUL, Minn.—Surging into and out of the Olympic break, the Minnesota Wild have created a significant cushion between them and their competitors for the two Western Conference wild-card playoff spots. 

That's not enough. With five days before they play next, this was still a game they were worried about—and had to win. 

Jared Spurgeon and Zach Parise scored in the third period, and the Wild notched their season-high fifth straight victory, 3-2 over the Calgary Flames on Monday night. 

"You don't want to go a week without getting any points the way things are, even if you have a cushion," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "The cushion to me is nothing ... because it's not about where the people are behind you. To me it's much more of a race of what you need to get to." 

The Wild have 75 points, nine ahead of the cut, but they are off until Saturday. Then they will launch their final stretch of 20 games in 37 days. 

"I don't think we were at our best. I don't think we played at a level we need to play. But it doesn't matter when you look back at the score," Parise said. 

Kyle Brodziak also scored, rookie Darcy Kuemper stopped 21 shots during his 15th start in a row, and the Wild raised their record at home to 22-7-2 while playing in front of their fans for the first time in 25 days. 

Captain Mikko Koivu, back from a 17-game absence due to a broken ankle, skated on the second line with Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle, apart from Parise for the first time. 

Parise gave the Wild some insurance by camping in the crease and deflecting a shot past Reto Berra with 5:16 remaining for his 21st goal. Just 77 seconds later, Mark Giordano scored to bring the Flames back within a goal. But Kuemper hung on to raise his record to 11-3-2. 

Kuemper has played so well in place of Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom that the Wild might not need to trade for a goalie before the deadline. 

"The confidence he has now, you can see that, and it's just kind of the edge he's playing with that's good to see," Koivu said. "He's playing winning hockey right now, so obviously that's a huge part of the team." 

Mikael Granlund had two assists while playing in the NHL for the first time against his brother Markus Granlund, who was called up from the AHL last week by the Flames. 

After a scoreless, sluggish and penalty-free first period, the pace picked up in the middle frame. Matt Cooke swooped in behind the net to poke the puck away from Berra. Brodziak crept toward the crease to corral the puck and knocked it in for the game's first goal. 

"If you make a mistake the puck ends up in the net. I feel bad for the team because they played really hard tonight and we had a great chance to win," Berra said. 

Mike Cammalleri, playing perhaps his last game for the Flames with the NHL trade deadline looming on Wednesday, tied it 1-1 in the second period when Koivu's pass ricocheted across the slot to him for an easy tap-in that Kuemper had no chance to stop. 

"No moral victories. We know they're playing well, but we'd like to win," Cammalleri said. 

With Coyle screening Berra on a power play, Spurgeon sent a slap shot through traffic for the lead. 

"We had to kind of grind that one out. I had a feeling this was going to be a difficult game for us right from the start," Yeo said. 

The Flames, buried in the Western Conference playoff race, could make some moves this week. Cammalleri scored for the first time since Jan. 6. He missed nine games during that stretch because of a concussion. 

"Cammi, you always know that he's going to show up to work," coach Bob Hartley said. 

NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman, as a guest of Wild owner Craig Leipold, watched from a suite. Leipold took him earlier in the day to Target Field, where baseball's Twins play, and TCF Bank Stadium, the football home of the University of Minnesota, for tours of possible outdoor game venues. The NHL put on six this season. Bettman has assured the Wild they will be awarded an outdoor game but hasn't committed to a timeframe. 

NOTES: Flames RW David Jones hurt his upper body in a collision against the boards. "It doesn't look very good," Hartley said. ... Koivu missed 17 games, plus the Olympics for his native Finland, because of a broken ankle. ... Markus Granlund posted his first NHL assist, on Giordano's goal.
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FIRST TEAM

ANDREW COLVARD 

School: Roseville 

Position: Defense 

Year: Senior 

Had 20 goals and 25 assists and scored seven short-handed goals for the Raiders. Finished three-year varsity career with 41 goals and 50 assists. Three-sport captain for the Raiders as a junior and senior. 

ZACH DRISCOLL 

School: Eastview 

Position: Goalie 

Year: Junior 

Compiled a 19-7 record with 53 goals allowed in nearly 1,335 minutes. Had a 1.99 goals-against average, .932 save percentage, three shutouts and seven games with one goal allowed. 

JOSH FRENCH 

School: Hill-Murray 

Position: Forward 

Year: Senior 

Minnesota State Mankato commitment had 25 goals and 20 assists for the Pioneers, the No. 1 seed in Class 2A-Section 4, who fell one game short of the state tournament after a 2-1 loss to Stillwater. A three-year varsity player. "He's a complete player," Hill-Murray coach Bill Lechner said. 

TOM NOVAK 

School: St. Thomas Academy 

Position: Forward 

Year: Junior 

Had 30 goals and 48 assists for the Cadets, who finished runner-up in Section 3 in the school's first year in Class 2A. Had nine power-play goals and five game-winning goals. "He has that special knack to score the winning goal in big games," Cadets co-coach Greg Vannelli said. 

JAKE WAHLIN 

School: White Bear Lake 

Position: Forward 

Year: Junior 

Pioneer Press player of the year produced a school-record 41 goals and 36 assists for the Class 2A-Section 4 semifinalists. Broke single-season school record for scoring (71 points) and shattered the career scoring record (152) held by Brian Bonin. Finished three-year prep career with 189 points (89 goals, 100 assists). Plans to skip senior season and play for Tri-City Storm of the United States Hockey League. Has committed to UMass. 

NICK WOLFF 

School: Eagan 

Position: Defense 

Year: Senior 

The 6-foot-4, 205-pound blue liner is ranked No. 97 by the Central Scouting Service. Has 10 goals and 16 assists for Wildcats as they head into state tournament. Has four power-play goals and is a plus-40. "He's a fearless shot-blocker," Eagan coach Mike Taylor said. 

SECOND TEAM

TYLER CLINE 

School: Blaine 

Position: Forward 

Year: Senior 

Had 27 goals and 17 assists to lead the Bengals to the Class 2A-Section 5 championship game. Finished career with 71 goals and 69 assists. Had six power-play goals, three assists on power-play goals and scored two short-handed goals. Blocked 27 shots. 

BRETT GRAVELLE 

School: Forest Lake 

Position: Forward 

Year: Senior 

His 30 goals broke school's single-season record of 29 set by Bryan Peltier in 2000. Had eight power-play and four short-handed goals. His 47 points this season rank third all time at Forest Lake. Finished with 115 career points (53 goals, 62 assists). "He is slippery in open ice and doesn't shy away from traffic," Rangers coach Aaron Forsythe said. 

DEREK OLMSCHENK 

School: Cretin-Derham Hall 

Position: Defense 

Year: Senior 

The 6-foot-4, 225-pound blue liner was the Suburban East Conference defenseman of the year. Had eight goals and 18 assists for the Raiders (17-7-3) this season and finished career with 66 points. A four-year letterman and two-time captain, he plans to play in the USHL next year. "He was a shutdown defenseman who ran our power play," Raiders co-coach Jim O'Neill said. 

JACK POEHLING 

School: Lakeville North 

Position: Forward 

Year: Junior 

His 28 goals and 23 assists helped the Panthers (23-4-1) earn a spot in this week's state tournament. Had five goals during the Panthers' run to the Class 2A-Section 1 championship. "I would consider him one of the best two-way players in the state," Panthers coach Trent Eigner said. 

MITCH REINKE 

School: Stillwater 

Position: Defense 

Year: Senior 

Blue line anchor for a Stillwater team that went on an upset binge in the Class 2A-Section 4 playoffs to earn the school's first state tournament berth. Had five goals and 14 assists this season, 10 goals and 36 assists for this career. Two-year captain. "He sees plays happening before anyone on the ice has a clue what's going on," Ponies coach Matt Doman said. 

MITCH SLATTERY 

School: Hill-Murray 

Position: Forward 

Year: Senior 

Ranked No. 67 by the NHL's Central Scouting Service, he had 19 goals and 32 assists for the Class 2A-Section 4 runners-up. Mr. Hockey finalist has committed to St. Cloud State. "He's got excellent offensive skills and exceptional hands," Pioneers coach Bill Lechner said.
Class of 1996 ready to come of age 
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Hill-Murray junior forward Mitch Slattery

By Tom Lynn

Most of the amateur hockey world will be focused on the Class of 1995-born players as the NHL Entry Draft approaches this June, but it will be interesting to pay attention to what happens with the Class of 1996 as the Spring tournaments unfold. The 2014 NHL Draft will be the end-game for those born after Sept. 15, 1995, and before Sept. 15, 1996 (hence, the “Class of 1996”), but a good portion of the groundwork for those future draft picks will be laid in the Reebok High Performance U17 camps and USHL tryout camps, and the USA Hockey National Camp thereafter.

Last spring, a few Minnesota high school players emerged from local stars to national prospects. Many scouts knew Connor Hurley, but the performances of Teemu Kivihalme, Tommy Vannelli and Parker Reno being selected for Team USA for the Ivan Hlinka Tournament vaulted them onto the national stage.

This year, at least 21 Minnesota State High School League skaters look to have a strong chance to make NHL Central Scouting Preseason Watch List in the fall (goalies are treated on a separate list). Although the depth of the list is stronger than that of the Class of 1995, it is the quality of forwards that really sets the Class of 1996 in Minnesota apart. 

And this list would be even stronger, absent the high number of defections in the Minnesota high school ranks to the U.S. National Development Program, juniors and Shattuck-St. Mary’s. It is to be expected that, with the strength of this class, a number of the players discussed here will follow those players out of the MSHSL by next season.  The NHL Draft Class of 1996 from Minnesota may turn out to be one of the deepest ever, but a good portion of those players will have moved on from their high school teams before their names are called.

The forward group has a strong quartet at the top, led by the Cloquet-Esko-Carlton’s Karson Kuhlman, whose strong all-around play and leadership as a captain for Team USA in the Ivan Hlinka will already be in the forefront of scout’s minds.

Shane Gersich of Holy Family is right there, too, after being taken first overall in the USHL’s Futures Draft last year and demonstrating an inspiring mix of heels and hands for Holy Family in high school action.

Edina’s Dylan Malmquist should merit close attention, as the Hornets’ leading goal-scorer as a sophomore has carried that team at times when other top forwards were struggling (like scoring all of the team’s three goals in an overtime loss to Minnetonka).

His teammate Cullen Munson will be getting a lot of looks after helping to lead Team USA to a gold medal in last summer’s Five Nations Tournament in the Czech Republic.

Last, but definitely not least of the top five is Austin Poganski of St. Cloud Cathedral, who led the USA Five Nations entry in points and was a dominant force in the USA Hockey National U16 Camp. He seemingly came out of nowhere (according to scouts I talked to at the National Camp) to be a potential pick in the top two rounds of the NHL Draft if he can continue his performance.

There are a good number of forwards who are candidates for the later rounds. Although too numerous to discuss here, there are a few candidates who could break into the top group with a strong showing this Spring.

Steve Spinner of Eden Prairie has looked like a younger Connor Hurley at times, although not all of the time, and his team’s uneven performance this year has not helped him.

Spencer Naas has looked great in his opportunities for Benilde-St. Margaret’s, but with a top line of Besse/Labosky/Moore, those opportunities have necessarily been more limited.

Mitch Slattery took the road less traveled in returning to the high school ranks to play for Hill-Murray after leaving Shattuck. He will have to demonstrate in the next year whether he is an agitator with some skill, or a skill player with some sandpaper.

The defensive corps of the Class of 1996 in Minnesota is not deep, but has three big names at the top. Jack Dougherty of St. Thomas Academy has all of the skills, size and personality to become an all-around force on the blueline. Many felt he was Team USA’s best defenseman in the Five Nations Tournament, and if he builds on that he will be near the top of his class nationally. 

Right with him is Eagan’s huge, skilled defenseman Nick Wolff.  When you are a 6-4 and a smooth, rangy skater who likes to hit, it is hard not to get the attention. He was a dominant defenseman at the National Camp last season, and had scouts finding me in the crowd to ask who he was.

Eden Prairie’s Hunter Warner is another big body with a good skill set, although he is more raw than the first two and it remains to be seen how far and how fast he will develop those skills in tandem with his aggressive game. 

The Minnesota Wild scouting staff will be looking at some familiar faces next season. Former coaches Mike Ramsey and Matt Shaw both have sons who will be vying for spots on the draft board next year. 

Future Gopher Jack Ramsey is a big power forward for Minnetonka, while Hayden Shaw has done a fantastic job on the blueline in relative obscurity in Woodbury.

Current Wild scout Marty Nanne has another son, Tyler, who has a chance to go in the NHL Draft like his older brother, Louie, a draft pick of the Wild last June.

Outside of Minnesota, former Aeros coach Todd McClellan’s son, Tyson, will be a blue-chipper, currently playing AAA hockey for the San Jose Junior Sharks.

In all, the MSHSL will have a number of its players hear their names called at the NHL Draft in 2014.  When those names are called, and how many there are, will depend on the process that will begin to unfold this spring.

Tom Lynn of Veritas Hockey is a Saint Paul-based advisor to amateur players and agent for professionals, as well as father of five (and soon to be six) Minnesota Hockey players. He formerly served as Assistant General Manager of the Minnesota Wild and General Manager of the Houston Aeros.

Wild grind out win over Flames to run winning streak to five
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Wild teammates huddle around Kyle Brodziak, center, who scored the first goal of the game in the second period as the Minnesota Wild played the Calgary Flames at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Monday, March 3, 2014. From left: Marco Scandella, Brodziak, Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter. The Wild won 3-2. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi)

Wild teammates huddle around Kyle Brodziak, center, who scored the first goal of the game in the second period as the Minnesota Wild played the Calgary Flames at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul on Monday, March 3, 2014. From left: Marco Scandella, Brodziak, Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter. The Wild ...

The Wild's Nate Prosser, right, and Calgary's Paul Byron get in a shoving match as they stand over the puck in the first period. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi)

Dany Heatley (15) of the Wild tries to score on Flames goalie Reto Berra in the first period. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi)

Calgary's Mark Giordano crashes into the boards after tangling with the Wild's Charlie Coyle in the first period. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi)

Calgary goalie Reto Berra keeps the puck out of the net in the second period as teammate TJ Brodie helps defend. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi)

‹›

The Wild&#8217;s Keith Ballard draws a two-minute penalty for goaltender interference as he falls on Calgary&#8217;s Reto Berra in the third period Monday

The Wild's Keith Ballard draws a two-minute penalty for goaltender interference as he falls on Calgary's Reto Berra in the third period Monday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi) 

We've arrived at the point in the NHL season, Zach Parise, said where the games start to even out. 

Certain teams pull away and others fade as small-sample problems erode and the bigger picture comes into play. 

The Wild were not at their best Monday night in their first game back in St. Paul in nearly a month, but they won nonetheless. After losing games they felt they should have won earlier this season, there was no shame in grinding out a 3-2 victory over the Calgary Flames, a team stuck in the basement of the Western Conference. 

"That's how the game works," Parise said. "You feel like you do everything right, you control the puck and get a lot of shots, and you end up losing 4-1. That's how it goes and now everything is starting to even out. We're finding different ways to win the games even when we're not playing at our best and you've got to do that." 

The Wild weren't outplayed Monday night, but they weren't dominant, either. Instead, thanks to timely saves and a pair of third-period goals, they found a way to win. 

In doing so, they made a case for themselves as the hottest team in the NHL, before and since February's Olympic break. 

The Wild have won all three post-break games, five in a row overall and have earned at least a point in 11 of their past 13 games, nine of which were wins. 

Thanks to the streaky play, they've built a nine-point cushion in the wild-card race, the first step in navigating a tough remaining schedule that includes a stretch of eight of 10 road games later this month. 

"It's huge," said Kyle Brodziak, who scored the game's first goal. "We talked about building on what we started before the break. It's easy to talk the talk, but to go out there and actually do it is another thing, and now we've got to use this as a confidence builder and keep improving our game." 

Coach Mike Yeo isn't one to talk about the team's growing playoff cushion. A team that has said it wants to improve on last season's eighth-place finish doesn't want to just sneak into the playoffs. 

"The cushion to me is nothing," Yeo said. "It means nothing to me because it's not about where the people are behind you. To me, it's more of a race to where you need to get to. We have to make sure we keep pushing to get to the number of points that we need to get." 

Darcy Kuemper continued his hot play Monday, stopping 21 of 23 shots. In three post-break games, Kuemper has allowed just three goals. 

"That's a big one," Yeo said. "We had to kind of grind that one out. I had a feeling this was going to be a difficult one right from the start. Our guys fought through it. That was a big win for our guys." 

It also was the team's last game before Wednesday's NHL trade deadline. They don't play again until Saturday night in what will be a key game against Dallas, the team right behind the Wild in the playoff standings. 

"We've got four days off coming up and there's lots of teams playing in those four days, so we wanted to make sure that we could get the wins when we needed," Spurgeon said. "So now that we have that break we can take the time to work on some things." 

There are things to work on, certainly, even for a team that's won five in a row. But as the Wild continue to climb the standings, they know the games won't always be pretty. What's important is winning some of the ugly ones. 

"We said that we wanted to get better each game," Yeo said. "I don't feel that we got better this game, but we can use it to get better the next game." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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White Bear Lake junior forward Jake Wahlin is the 2014 Pioneer Press boys hockey player of the year. He was photographed at the Vadnais Heights Sports

White Bear Lake junior forward Jake Wahlin is the 2014 Pioneer Press boys hockey player of the year. He was photographed at the Vadnais Heights Sports Center on Thursday, February 27, 2014. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

Jake Wahlin is getting an early lesson in the business side of hockey. 

The White Bear Lake junior forward, selected by the Des Moines Buccaneers in the fifth round of the United States Hockey League's Future's Draft two years ago, has been traded twice since. 

"I kept thinking I was doing something wrong," he said. "But after the coaches and management explained things to me, I now understand (getting traded) isn't a bad thing." 

After playing three games for the Buccaneers and assisting on two goals following his sophomore season with White Bear Lake, Wahlin was traded last summer to the Sioux City Musketeers. Without playing a game for Sioux City, he was part of a trade in late January that sent him to the Tri-City Storm in Kearney, Neb. 

Wahlin will get an even closer look at how things run at the next level. He told the Pioneer Press on Sunday that he will skip his senior season at White Bear Lake so he can play a full season with the Storm in 2014-15. He already has verbally committed to play collegiately at UMass. 

"It is time to move on to the next chapter," he said. 

The Pioneer Press boys hockey player of the year, Wahlin scored a school-record 41 goals for the Bears (19-7-1), and his 36 assists made him the school's single-season points leader, as well. 

The school's previous single-season record for points was 71, set by former University of Minnesota standout Jake Hansen. Tom Jensen set the previous single-season record for goals (40) in 1996. 

Wahlin finished his prep career with 89 goals and 100 assists, also shattering the White Bear Lake career scoring record of 152 points set by former Bears standout Brian Bonin in 1992. Bonin, Minnesota's Mr. Hockey Award winner in '92, went on to play for the Gophers and won the Hobey Baker Award in 1996. 

"To be mentioned in the same sentence with Brian Bonin and Jake Hansen is pretty amazing," he said. "Bonin has been the face of White Bear Lake hockey for, like, forever." 

Wahlin has left some lasting impressions of his own. 

"I, for one, really appreciate his playing skills," Cretin-Derham Hall co-coach Jim O'Neill said. "He's a really good playmaker, a guy who can not only beat you with his scoring but also by setting someone up. It's impressive that it hasn't been just one or two guys he sets up; it's a bunch of guys." 

Said Bears coach Tim Sager: "He is off the charts with offensive creativity. He had a phenomenal year, and we're just scratching the surface with his skill sets." 

Wahlin chuckles at the defensive attention he gets on the ice. 

"Teams usually keep one or two guys on me at all times to get me frustrated," he said. "They hack the heck out of me and chirp in my ear. I get why they're doing it.

White Bear Lake junior forward Jake Wahlin passes the puck to a teammate while in the Stillwater zone during first period in the Class 2A-Section 4 boys

White Bear Lake junior forward Jake Wahlin passes the puck to a teammate while in the Stillwater zone during first period in the Class 2A-Section 4 boys hockey semifinal game at the State Fair Coliseum on Tuesday night, February 25, 2014. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

 You try to let it go in one ear and out the other." 

Sager said Wahlin's poise has been a key to his success. 

"He doesn't get flabbergasted in tight traffic," he said. "It's just beyond his years." 

Sager is disappointed in Wahlin's decision to leave his prep career behind. He was hoping Wahlin would resist the temptation of junior hockey for a shot at leading the Bears to next year's state tournament. This season, White Bear Lake reached the Class 2A Section 4 semifinals, losing 2-1 in overtime to Stillwater. 

"Basically, there's no reason for him to leave," Sager said. "He has a scholarship. We're here to support Jake. If it's his decision, I support it. I wish him all the luck in the world. He's a great kid." 

Wahlin was scheduled to leave Monday to join the Storm for the finish of their USHL season. He will continue his junior year of academics at White Bear Lake by doing his schoolwork online. 

"I want people to remember me as someone with class and character, someone that always put the team before myself," Wahlin said.

Wild 3, Flames 2: Minnesota continues post-break roll

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   03/03/2014 12:01:00 AM CST

Updated:   03/03/2014 10:00:21 PM CST

Calgary&#8217;s Mark Giordano holds onto Minnesota&#8217;s Mikael Granlund, who momentarily can&#8217;t find the puck, in the second period Monday night at

Calgary's Mark Giordano holds onto Minnesota's Mikael Granlund, who momentarily can't find the puck, in the second period Monday night at Xcel Energy Center. In goal for Calgary is Reto Berra; at right is TJ Brodie. (Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi) 

A dominant shift late in the third period from Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville led to the game-winning goal, a pretty tap in by Parise from Pominville. 

The Wild's two-goal lead was short-lived when Mark Giordano scored shortly after on a play that got Markus Granlund, Mikael's younger brother, his first NHL point. 

Jared Spurgeon netted a third-period power-play goal and Kyle Brodziak scored his fifth of the season in the second period for the Wild. 

Calgary's Mike Cammalleri made it 1-1 in the second period when he netted his first goal in 10 games after a puck deflected off a skate right on to his stick. 

MEANING: The Wild might be in the hottest team in the NHL. 

They've won all three games to open the post-Olympic stretch run, have won a league-leading five in a row overall and are 9-2-2 in their past 13 games. 

Their lead in the wild-card race expanded to nine points. 

ETC: Ryan Suter took over the team lead in assists with 28, thanks to a helper on Spurgeon's goal. ... Brodziak's goal was his first since Jan. 9. ... Goalie Darcy Kuemper has allowed three goals in his past three games.
Weather:    Saint Paul, MN|Now: 33°|High: 36° |Low: 21° |5-Day Forecast 
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Wild's short-term needs send Coyle back to wing

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   03/03/2014 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   16 days ago

Minnesota Wild center Charlie Coyle continues to fight for the puck after losing his helmet against the Phoenix Coyotes. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin)

Minnesota Wild center Charlie Coyle continues to fight for the puck after losing his helmet against the Phoenix Coyotes. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

The return of Mikko Koivu for Monday night's game against the Calgary Flames has left the Wild with a decision: How do they balance short-team needs against long-term goals? 

For now, Charlie Coyle will move back to the wing after filling in ably at center when Koivu was hurt. Many within the organization believe center is Coyle's best position, but the Wild are focused primarily on earning one of the eight playoff spots in the tough Western Conference. 

They enter Monday's game in seventh place, seven points ahead of ninth-place Winnipeg. 

Coyle, coach Mike Yeo said, "has shown that he has the ability and the capability to be a real strong physical centerman in this league. Whatever we need in the short term, certainly in the longer term that's something we'll continue to look at -- because he's continued to grow there." 

Playing center in the NHL generally has a longer learning curve than wing. That was the case, Yeo said, for St. Louis Blues captain David Backes, who now is regarded as one of the best two-way centers in the league. 

Like Coyle, Backes spent time on the wing before becoming an everyday center. 

"It took him some time to find himself, but look what he is now," Yeo said. "With a young player, you have to have a little bit of patience. But as far as I'm concerned, (Coyle) has grown leaps and bounds at the center ice position this year." 

His numbers aren't what many projected. After recording eight goals and six assists in 37 games last season, Coyle had six goals and 13 assists in 49 games this season entering Monday. 

But Yeo said he has seen more from Coyle this season in terms of growth and isn't worried about point production because he has been sacrificing numbers to help the Wild by switching positions multiple times this season. 

"We have just a ton of confidence in that kid," Yeo said. 

Coyle has gotten used to bouncing between center and the wing. 

"Each position calls for something different," Coyle said. "So going back and forth you've got to kind of turn your brain on to what you're doing and really think about it. I'm kind of used to it now." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: When Granlunds collide

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   03/03/2014 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   16 days ago

Minnesota&#8217;s Mikael Granlund, right, is congratulated by teammate Zach Parise after Granlund scored the Wild&#8217;s first goal of the game against

Minnesota's Mikael Granlund, right, is congratulated by teammate Zach Parise after Granlund scored the Wild's first goal of the game against the Edmonton Oilers on Feb. 27. Parise assisted on the goal. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jason Franson) 

Mikael Granlund can't remember the last time he faced his brother, Markus. They were always in the same youth organizations growing up in Finland, but the elder brother rarely played his younger brother. 

That was set to change Monday night. 

Mikael, who has risen to the first line for the Wild, was prepared for his first NHL matchup against younger brother Markus, a 20-year-old center playing in his third NHL game for the Calgary Flames after being drafted in the second round in the 2011 draft. 

"It's special for sure for both of us," Mikael said. "I'm really happy for him. He made it to the NHL. I've talked to him a little bit, but he's a good player and he can figure it out by himself. I don't want to get too involved. I'm just letting him enjoy the moment."
Wild: Marco Scandella's return means Clayton Stoner will sit

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   03/03/2014 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   16 days ago

Minnesota defenseman Marco Scandella. (Jeff Gross/Getty Images) 

Minnesota defenseman Marco Scandella. (Jeff Gross/Getty Images) 

Marco Scandella might be one of the Wild's best defensemen, but his return to the lineup for Monday's game against the Calgary Flames at Xcel Energy Center came with some mixed emotions for coach Mike Yeo. 

Scandella's return meant Yeo had to sit Clayton Stoner. 

"Obviously we're excited to have (Scandella) back," Yeo said. "He's a great player for us, a guy we definitely want to get back in the groove here -- especially (because of) the level he was playing before he got hurt. But our defensive group has been playing well lately, so it was a tough choice. 

"The message to Stoner is he shouldn't expect to just get sat every game. We're very pleased with his game." 

Scandella hasn't played since Feb. 4 but missed three games because of the Olympic break. 

"It's been a month," he said. "I'm really excited for the first game."
Wild's Mikko Koivu officially penciled into lineup

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   03/03/2014 12:01:00 AM CST | Updated:   16 days ago

Wild center Mikko Koivu checks the tape on his stick during the first period before a face off against Tampa Bay on January 4, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center.

Wild center Mikko Koivu checks the tape on his stick during the first period before a face off against Tampa Bay on January 4, 2014, at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

After two months out of the lineup because of a fractured ankle, Wild captain Mikko Koivu was penciled into the lineup for Monday night's game against the Calgary Flames at Xcel Energy Center. 

"I'm very excited and a little nervous," he said. 

Koivu suffered the injury when he blocked a shot with his left foot on Jan. 4 and underwent surgery Jan. 6. The injury forced him to miss the Sochi Olympics, where he was supposed to captain the bronze medal-winning Finnish team. 

"It's been a long wait and frustrating the (whole) time," he said. 

His return altered the lineup and sent Nino Niederreiter to the third line. 

Even after missing 17 games, Koivu enters Monday's game with the team lead in assists, with 27 in 44 games. 

"We're getting a great player back," coach Mike Yeo said. "We know what he means to our team. You use a guy like that in every situation. It's all the little things, all the intangibles."
St Cloud St beats North Dakota 3-1

The Associated Press

Posted:   03/01/2014 09:33:39 PM CST | Updated:   18 days ago

ST. CLOUD, Minn.—St. Cloud State didn't need five goals in the second period to get even with North Dakota on Saturday. One goal was all it took. 

Cory Thorson's goal late in the second period led St. Cloud State over North Dakota 3-1 and into a first-place tie in the National Collegiate Hockey Conference. 

St. Cloud State and North Dakota share the lead in the NCHC with two games remaining in the regular season. The winner earns the first Penrose Cup and gets the top seed for the playoffs. 

Thorson got the game-winner at 18:55 of the second period. 

One night after UND scored five times in the second period, the Huskies needed just one goal and goalie Ryan Faragher did the rest. Faragher didn't play the third period in Friday's 5-2 loss, but he made nine saves in the third period and 33 overall on Saturday. 

"I thought we played hard," UND coach Dave Hakstol said. "It was a hard-fought game and we came up on the wrong side of it." 

Joey Benik scored in the first period for St. Cloud State (19-8-5, 13-6-3), just a minute and a half after UND went up 1-0. 

"That was a huge goal," Hakstol said. 

Kevin Gravel added a late empty-net goal to ensure UND's third loss in its last 19 games. 

Rocco Grimaldi had the only goal for UND (19-10-3, 14-8-0). He was the only UND player with a point as no assists were awarded on the play. Grimaldi skated in on Faragher with UND skating shorthanded and took a shot that bounced off Faragher's pad. Grimaldi then knocked in the rebound, similar to many of the second-chance goals UND scored in the first game of the series. 

Goalie Zane Gothberg had his 14-game unbeaten streak stopped despite making 29 saves, including 13 in the third period. 

North Dakota's defense held the Huskies scoreless on five power-play opportunities. It was 0-for-2 with a man advantage. 

"We didn't have quite the energy out of parts of our lineup tonight," Hakstol said. "We just didn't have enough jump out there." 

Fifth-ranked St. Cloud State won three of four games against 10th-ranked UND and improved to 5-1-1 in its last seven games against North Dakota. 

"We came into this series in control of our own destiny, we leave it in control of our own destiny," Hakstol said. "There's no easy path here." 

Both teams head into the final weekend of the regular season with 42 points. North Dakota plays host to Western Michigan for two games to close out the year and St. Cloud State travels to Colorado College.
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Ken Schott blogs about college hockey & more

Union-St. Lawrence pregame report

By Ken Schott

Saturday, February 22, 2014

Good evening from Messa Rink, where it’s Senior Night and the final home game of the regular season for ECAC Hockey-leading and third-ranked Union as it faces St. Lawrence.

Union

The Dutchmen (15-3-1 ECACH, 21-6-4 overall) clinched a share of the Cleary Cup regular-season title Friday night with a 5-0 win over Clarkson. At first, everyone thought they had also clinched the top seed for the ECACH tournament when Quinnipiac was eliminated with its 2-1 loss to Cornell.

However, Colgate remains alive. The Raiders, along with Quinnipiac, trail the Dutchmen by six points. Quinnipiac is out because it loses the league wins tiebreaker with Union. The Dutchmen have four more wins that the Bobcats. The teams split the season series, which is the first tiebreaker.

Colgate can tie Union for first. If that happens, the Raiders will get the top seed for the tournament because they won the season series against the Dutchmen.

Union’s magic number to clinch the top seed is one point.

Daniel Ciampini led Union in its win over Clarkson with two goals and an assist. He has a six-game goal-scoring streak.

Union has won nine straight at home, the second-longest active streak in the nation. Minnesota State has the longest at 11.

St. Lawrence

The Saints (6-9-4, 12-15-4) are coming off Friday’s 4-0 win at RPI. The line of center Matt Carey, left winger Greg Carey and right winger Chris Martin combined for two goals and five assists. The Dutchmen will have to keep an eye on them.

Goalie Matt Weninger made 22 saves in the game.

One player to keep an eye on is freshman defenseman Gavin Bayreuther. He has seven goals and 23 assists this season, and is one of the top candidates for ECACH Rookie of the Year.

The Saints have been an odd team this season. They have struggled at home, going 4-9-1 at Appleton Arena. But they have been road warriors, posting an 8-6-3 record. They have won their last three road games.

Last meeting

The Saints upset the Dutchmen, 2-1, at Appleton on Jan. 31. Drew Smolcynski and Mike Graham scored for the Saints. Daniel Carr scored for Union, which played without coach Rick Bennett, defenseman Mat Bodie and center Eli Lichtenwald. Those three were suspended for their roles in the Mayor’s Cup fracas.

However, that was no excuse. The Dutchmen didn’t play well at all. They had only 22 shots in the game.

Series

The Saints lead the all-time series, 35-24-2, including a 31-20 mark in the Division I era. There hasn’t been a tie game between the two teams in Division I play. The only ties came in the first two meetings, a 3-3 standoff Feb. 22, 1929, in Troy, and a 4-4 draw Dec. 28, 1938, in Lake Placid.

Union lineup

Michael Pontarelli is back in after missing the Clarkson game. David Roy is out. Still missing because of injuries are Theo DiPauli and Max Novak.

Forwards (LW-C-RW):

Matt Hatch/Mark Bennett/Kevin Sullivan

Daniel Carr/Eli Lichtenwald/Matt Wilkins

Daniel Ciampini/Mike Vecchione/Nick Cruice

Cole Ikkala/Sam Coatta/Michael Pontarelli

Defense:

Mat Bodie/Sebastien Gingras

Shayne Gostisbehere/Jeff Taylor

Noah Henry/Charlie Vasaturo

Colin Stevens starts in goal

St. Lawrence lineup

Forwards:

Greg Carey/Matt Carey/Chris Martin

Gunnar Hughes/Patrick Doherty/Jeremy Wick

Drew Smolcynski/Brian Ward/Woody Hudson

Alex Hagen/Alexander Dahl/Kyle Essery

Defense:

Gavin Bayreuther/Justin Baker

Eric Sweetman/Pat Raley

Riley Austin/Ross McMullan

Weninger starts in goal.

The officialsMike Baker and Andy O’Brien are the referees. Andy Petrus and Justin Prusak are the linesmen.

Twitter and hashtags

Follow me on Twitter @slapschotts. The hashtags for the game are #UnionHockey, #SLUHockey and #ECACHockey. If you have questions before, during and after the game, please ask. I will try to reply as quickly as possible.

Facebook

Please like the “Slap Schotts College Hockey Segment" page on Facebook by clicking here, as well as The Daily Gazette On Ice Facebook page here.

Enjoy the game!
Off the Radar: Saints’ Bayreuther using NCAA stage to improve draft ranking

By Chris Roberts 

 February 17th, 2014 
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Gavin Bayreuther - St. Lawrence University

Photo: St. Lawrence University defenseman and 2014 prospect Gavin Bayreuther was passed over in the 2012 and 2013 NHL Drafts but could have his name called at this year’s draft in Philadelphia, PA (courtesy of Tara Freeman/SLU)

The NCAA narrative begins early for most players planning to play collegiate hockey. By Grade 10 the player is being actively recruited and generally takes the next year or two to choose the school they feel will be best suited to their needs. The top recruits – the ones with NHL interest – are typically selected in the NHL Draft prior to even suiting up for their school of choice.

And then there’s the less common late bloomers. Just five players were selected out of the NCAA in last June’s draft. St. Lawrence University’s freshman defenseman Gavin Bayreuther is hoping to be one of the few selected this year.

A native of Canaan, New Hampshire, Bayreuther was passed over in the past two drafts, but is putting the scouting world on notice this season with a phenomenal campaign that has him second in the nation in scoring by a defenseman with 29 points in 30 games.

He was the 186th ranked North American skater in last year’s draft, but wasn’t picked despite being named to the USHL All-Rookie Team and collecting 33 points in 50 games. To his credit, he earned the attention of a few schools before joining Head Coach Greg Carvel’s St. Lawrence Saints program.

“He’s been an important player from day one,” said Carvel, a former assistant with the Anaheim Ducks and Ottawa Senators. “And we told him that when we were recruiting him. We said ‘we have no player like you.’”

By that, Carvel is referring to Bayreuther’s offensive capabilities. He lauded the former lacrosse standout’s skill with his stick and praised his booming shot.

His 22 assists have come in a variety of different ways, but it’s his one-timer from the point – both the power behind his shot and the ability to get it through traffic – that Carvel is most impressed with. Oftentimes his assists are a result of a howitzer being mishandled by the opposing goaltender; and on seven occasions this season he’s found the back of the net himself.

“Those goals aren’t garbage. He’s blowing the puck past goaltenders from the point,” emphasized Carvel.

Already, Bayreuther has made scouts reconsider their opinion of the 6’, 181-pound defender. He was ranked 115th on Central Scouting’s midterm rankings, up 71 spots from where he finished the year prior.

Carvel also recalled one scout, following a recent game against Quinnipiac, who had told him that he had completely written Bayreuther off following his one and only season in the USHL, but upon seeing the defenseman again had completely changed his mind.

And Bayreuther only continues to get better as the season progresses. His overall game has climbed, and his offensive abilities have helped to give St. Lawrence one of the top power-plays in the country.

“We were hard on him early in the year, and to his credit he’s adjusting,” said Carvel of Bayreuther’s effectiveness this season.

The coach has particularly been enthralled with his play over the last month. Since returning from the Christmas break, Bayreuther has 13 points through 11 games, and was recently honoured with the ECAC Rookie of the Week award.

There’s holes in his game – Carvel noted his skating and conditioning in particular – but not many defensemen in the NCAA possess the shot or offensive instincts he does. And as just a freshman, he has three more seasons to refine his game enough to impress his potential future employers should they select him this June.

Either way, if he focuses on his feet, he’s going to be alright.

“If he improves his skating, he’s going to be dangerous,” Carvel noted.

Canaan Skater Crosses the NHL's Radar

 Published 6/22/2012 - By Greg Fennell -Valley News Staff Writer

 Canaan -- Here's a measure of how far things have advanced for Gavin Bayreuther in the past year: The NHL knows he's out there.

The 18-year-old Canaan resident realizes it's a stretch to think he'll be selected in the NHL entry draft, which begins tonight and continues through tomorrow in Pittsburgh. For now, just showing up on the NHL Central Scouting Bureau's list of North American skaters is signal enough that he’s moving in the right direction.

This time last year, the recent Holderness School graduate was seriously considering a college lacrosse future. A highly successful year with the Bulls on the ice, which led to high-level interest from pro scouts and a verbal commitment to St. Lawrence University, led Bayreuther to change his plans.

 Those designs adjusted further last week when Bayreuther accepted an invitation to join the Cedar Rapids Roughriders of the United States Hockey League, the country's top junior circuit. It's a move that will allow the offensive-minded defenseman to begin college hockey a year sooner than he first thought.

“It's truly an honor; it's pretty shocking a kid from Canaan, New Hampshire, would be on that list,” Bayreuther said this week of his NHL notice. “I'm a no-name kid going to Holderness, which is a no-name prep school. I've always been an underdog, so I’m not expecting much this weekend since I’m still one of the youngest guys in my age group.

“I'm happy to be on the list. If I'm drafted, great; it would be in one of the last rounds. If not, I'll work harder the next couple of years.”

The opportunity in Iowa comes as a direct result of Holderness' past season, which included a 22-9-2 record and a trip to the NEPSAC Piatelli-Simmons small-school tournament finals.

Bayreuther hadn't shown up on the NHL's radar prior to the tournament semifinals and finals, which were staged at the Icenter in Salem, N.H., in early March and which drew a number of pro and college scouts. Bayreuther believes his team's play opened some eyes that might not ordinarily have been focused on him.

“I was already verbally committed to St. Lawrence, but my name was a little bit out there,” said Bayreuther, who didn't show up on CSB's mid-term rankings over the winter. “Most NHL teams, or their New England representatives, were there. The downside of that was most scouts only have seen me play two games. Compare that to the top kids, those in the higher numbers on the draft list; they've seen them in 50 games.”

That will most certainly change with a season in Cedar Rapids.

The USHL club selected Bayreuther in the third round of its entry draft on May 22 and invited him to a tryout camp in Iowa. Out of that performance, Bayreuther received an invitation to join the club for next season, which he accepted late last week.

“We saw him throughout the year; we have a lot of contacts out east,” Cedar Rapids coach Mark Carlson said in a phone interview yesterday from Pittsburgh, where he's attending the NHL draft. “We were aware of him as the season went along. We always thought he was a really good player. We were thrilled to have the opportunity to draft him.”

It's a heady thing for Jessica and John Bayreuther, Gavin's parents, to consider. Their oldest son could have returned to Holderness for one more year, but accelerating his course load to graduate early made the USHL a viable hockey option.

St. Lawrence was going to accept Bayreuther in 2014, but new head coach Greg Carvel -- who took over for the since-retired Joe Marsh in March -- said he'd bring Bayreuther in a year sooner if he completed a season in the USHL.

“That's been a tough decision, especially for me,” said Jessica Bayreuther, who works in the Cardigan Mountain School's admissions office, as does her husband. “I thought St. Lawrence was far, but my husband said going out to Cedar Rapids will make St. Lawrence seem close. … This is a big decision for our family, to choose to do this instead of going back to Holderness for senior year. There are a lot of factors involved, but the bottom line is it's Gavin’s decision and he thinks it’s the right move.

“We talked with other coaches and families that play high-level hockey, and it just seemed like a natural fit to get ready to play college hockey. They see the potential to play at a high level after college.”

The Bayreuthers moved from Denver to New Hampshire when Gavin was 10 to take jobs at Cardigan. (An assistant lacrosse coach at Denver University, John Bayreuther now coaches the sport at CMS.) Gavin skated two years with the Hanover Hockey Association before committing all of his skating energies to Cardigan.

Up to and including this past school year, Bayreuther split his sporting time between soccer, hockey and lacrosse.

He was scheduled to captain all three next year had he returned to Holderness before his hockey possibilities skyrocketed.

“It's funny; I was always kind of the goal-scorer, the one who cherry-picked,” Bayreuther said. “In seventh grade, my team needed defensemen; it was always the smallest kid and was always getting beaten up in sixth grade on the jayvee team where everyone was older. I figured I'd play some defense and maybe it would help my IQ of the game. So I switched, and I've played there every since.”

Gavin's ascension mirrors that of another person with Canaan and Cardigan connections: Orford's Ben Lovejoy.

Like Bayreuther, Lovejoy moved to the area from elsewhere (Massachusetts), lived in Canaan and attended CMS as part of his hockey development.

Bayreuther has been occasionally working with Lovejoy -- on summer hiatus from the Pittsburgh Penguins -- in a Thursday adult pro-am league in Hooksett.

“He's been great; he's given me a lot of pointers,” Bayreuther said.

Others will be picked up as his Cedar Rapids season begins.

“I have a lot of weaknesses on defense,” admitted Bayreuther, who had 34 points and 36 penalty minutes in 29 games for Holderness last season. “I'm called a defenseman, but my strength is playing in the offensive zone. It works well because the best part of my game is my vision. Being behind everyone helps me decide where to go and where the puck is. I feel I can move accordingly.”

There will be other adjustments, too. The USHL permits fighting -- something Bayreuther called “cool.” Be it a job or a college prep class, he'll have to find something to do to occupy his downtime in Iowa. (Mom is rooting for the latter.) Bayreuther has a Cedar Rapids summer camp to attend, and he will move there in late August to prepare for the seven-month junior hockey campaign.

“He won't have too much downtime,” Carlson said. “He'll either work a couple of days a week part-time or take a couple of community college classes. We practice every day. We lift weights two days a week. We play 64 regular-season games. We do community service. He'll be plenty busy, for sure.”

As for this weekend, Bayreuther is taking the low-key approach to his NHL draft status. If he goes unchosen -- likely, given that he's ranked 186th out of 210 players on the CSB list -- he'll still be eligible for two more years. If two games in a NEPSAC tournament created this much notice, a season in the USHL can only be better.

Bayreuther: “I've been hearing people say that I'm ready to move on.”

West first, then east. After that, up would seem a good possibility.

RoughRiders Put Trust In Goodwin; Two Players Charged With Shoplifting

By Jeff Johnson, Reporter
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CEDAR RAPIDS, Iowa — The nickname “Suitcase” fits David Goodwin really well.

That’s what his previous teammates have been calling him, and the dude has a lot of previous teammates considering this is his third season in the United States Hockey League and now his third team.

The Cedar Rapids RoughRiders picked him up in a trade last week from the Sioux City Musketeers. He was dealt to Sioux City last season from the Green Bay Gamblers.

It’s a lot how you look at it. It’s not that your team doesn’t want you anymore, it’s that another does.

“It’s a lot easier the second time around,” the well-spoken, well-traveled forward said. “I’m thankful for my previous trade because it makes this experience a lot easier. Going into my USHL career, I never thought I’d be traded twice. But, to be honest, both times it’s been great. I think it’s been a great experience to meet new guys, play for a new coach. I feel from a personal development standpoint, it’s been a benefit for me. Each coach likes a different style, so there’s definitely some positives to being a suitcase, as I’ve been referred to.”

Goodwin, 20, brings speed and skill to a RoughRiders team that plays two games this weekend at Muskegon. Cedar Rapids (7-10-3, 17 points) is seeking to end a six-game losing streak.

And the guy brings experience, obviously. The Penn State signee has played 135 USHL games: 68 with Green Bay, 65 with Sioux City and two and counting with Cedar Rapids.

“It’s great. I like Cedar Rapids. The people have been great to me so far, and I’m happy here,” Goodwin said. “I hope to bring veteran leadership, this being my third year in the league. And hopefully some goals and some wins. Speaking to Coach (Mark) Carlson, he’s expecting me to be on one of the top lines, the power play and simply put the puck in the net.”

Pair of players charged

— Two RoughRiders were charged with shoplifting last month at the Coral Ridge Mall in Coraville, according to police reports obtained by The Gazette. Defensemen Sam Wolfe (who has since been sent to Bismarck of the NAHL) and Gavin Bayreuther were charged with fifth-degree theft after leaving Scheel’s with T-shirts and hats concealed in their coat pockets worth $68.89 and $87.97, respectively.

Carlson said the pair were disciplined with missed games and added community service. They have court dates set for Dec. 12.

“Unfortunately, people make mistakes sometimes,” Carlson said. “You hope that they learn from those mistakes.” 

Read more: http://www.kcrg.com/sports/local/RoughRiders-Put-Trust-In-Goodwin-Two-Players-Charged-With-Shoplifting-182463492.html#ixzz2wPK6DbOI

Updated: 27 October 2012 | 1:24 am in Diamonds and Ice by Jeff Johnson, Hockey, RoughRiders, Sports

After nixing lacrosse, Riders’ Bayreuther excels at hockey
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Gavin Bayreuther

CEDAR RAPIDS — Had you talked to Gavin Bayreuther about a year and a half ago, he’d have told you he wouldn’t be playing hockey right now. Yet here he is, the USHL’s top-scoring defenseman and a rising star.

“I was almost 90 percent sure I was going to play lacrosse instead,” Bayreuther said after his goal and assist helped the Cedar Rapids RoughRiders to a 5-1 win Friday night over Indiana before 2,156 fans at the Cedar Rapids Ice Arena. “I didn’t think I could play hockey. I assumed lacrosse would be the way I would go. My dad is a lacrosse coach, so that was the way I was looking.”

But a funny thing happened on the way to what seemed an inevitability. Bayreuther excelled as a senior on the ice last winter at Holderness prep school in New Hampshire, got a Division I offer from St. Lawrence and accepted.

He also ended up on the NHL Central Scouting Bureau’s final list of 2012 draft-eligible players. No NHL team took him, but the RoughRiders did in this past summer’s USHL Entry Draft.

He’s got four goals and seven assists in eight games, not to mention a very bright future. By the way, his father, John, a prep school head lacrosse coach who at one point was an assistant at the University of Denver, fully supports his decision.

“Really, this was kind of a shock,” Gavin said. “I was blown away. It’s awesome, though.”

Bayreuther, 18, also played soccer in prep school. Hockey always was strictly a winter thing.

So for him to excel at the level he is despite never concentrating on the sport is exciting. That and his skating and play-making ability have drawn comparisons to former RoughRiders defenseman and New York Islanders prospect Matt Donovan.

“The sky’s the limit,” RoughRiders Coach Mark Carlson said. “(Kids like Bayreuther) are the thing that excites me the most about scouting. When we see a three-sport athlete like him, we get really excited. I love to see it. I wish there was more of it in the United States of America. Kids should play two or three sports growing up and not specialize until as late as possible.”

Carlson said he sees lacrosse in Bayreuther’s hockey game.

“Just the way he moves, the way he looks for things,” Carlson said. “The way he processes the game. You’d have to ask him (specifically), but that’s what I see.”

“In lacrosse, it was always attack. I was a forward, so I couldn’t cross the half-way line,” Bayreuther said. “But I kind of always have a bad habit (because of lacrosse) in that I keep my stick in the air a lot. Lacrosse and hockey are very different sports, yet very similar. In lacrosse, I’d like to run and then pass it. In hockey, I kind of like to do the same thing.”

Cedar Rapids improved to 5-1-2 with a strong overall performance that included giving up just 16 shots on goal. Corey Petrash scored in the first period for the Riders. Bayreuther scored a toe-drag goal in the second, with defenseman Scott Moldenhauer, Jack Rowe and Riley Bourbonnais adding third-period markers.

Chad Catt played one of his better games of the season, losing his shutout late in the third period.

“I thought we had confidence going into the game,” Catt said. “We’d beaten this team twice last week. We didn’t take them for granted, but we knew we could get the job done if we could perform and do the things Coach puts on the board. Make the basic save, protect your rebounds, protect the puck. I thought it was a good performance overall.”

The RoughRiders play Saturday night at Dubuque.

Read more: http://thegazette.com/2012/10/27/after-nixing-lacrosse-riders-bayreuther-excels-at-hockey/#ixzz2wPKJMDZ7

Maine’s Parker Dismissed From Hockey Team December 19, 2012 9:17 AM 

Maine sophomore right wing John Parker has been dismissed from the Black Bears for what coach Tim Whitehead told the Bangor Daily News was “several alcohol-related infractions.” 

“It’s a shame. We were really looking forward to having him on the team. He had the potential to be an impact player and was coming off a good freshman year,” said Whitehead.

“But this is the right thing to do. Hopefully, he can learn a lesson and get a clean start with another team,” said Whitehead. “He’s a great kid,.” he said of Parker, who had been named a Maine Scholar-Athlete Rising Star.

The Maine coach said Parker will finish out this semester and then join a junior team or look to transfer to another college

Parker had three goals and four assists in 33 games last season to lead the team’s rookies, and was a valuable penalty-killer because of his exceptional quickness, tenacity and grit.

Before coming to Maine, Parker captained the Muskegon Lumberjacks of the United States Junior Hockey League and had nine goals and 22 assists. He had previously won a national championship with the Indiana Ice of the USHL.

Defenseman Sam Wolfe, who verbally committed to attend the University of Maine next fall, has been dropped by Whitehead after being charged with fifth-degree theft after allegedly shoplifting $68.89 of merchandise at a shopping mall in Coralville, Iowa, in November.

Defensemen Sam Wolfe and Gavin Bayreuther were charged with fifth-degree theft after leaving Scheel’s with T-shirts and hats concealed in their coat pockets worth $68.89 and $87.97, respectively.

Wolfe was eventually traded to the Bismarck Bobcats of the North American Hockey League. Gavin Bayreuther was sent to Fargo. 

Whitehead said Wolfe called him and apologized, but the coach decided against bringing him in as the result of the shoplifting charge.

Let these stories be a warning to all of those players "living the dream". Every action has a cause and effect. You never know who is watching you on and off the ice. You may not be in the NHL, but you should always act like you are.

By Joseph Kolodziej

Taking stock of the bluechips
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If Josh Morrissey and the Prince Albert Raiders lose to the Red Deer Rebels in tonight’s Western Hockey League tie-breaker for the eighth and final playoff spot in the major junior circuit’s Eastern Conference, the Winnipeg Jets 2013 first-round draft pick could join the St. John’s IceCaps sooner rather than later.

IceCaps could soon be welcoming Jets prospects like Josh Morrissey and others to St. John’s

Most local hockey fans wouldn’t have much reason to pay attention to a particular Western Hockey League game, but it may be a different case when it comes to the WHL tiebreaker in Red Deer, Alta., tonight.

The Red Deer Rebels are hosting the Prince Albert Raiders in a game to decide the eighth and final playoff spot in the WHL’s Eastern Conference. (The Raiders and Rebels each finished with 75 points; Red Deer got home ice for tonight’s game, having won three of the four regular-season meetings).

There may be something at stake for followers of the AHL’s St. John’s IceCaps because the Prince Albert lineup features Winnipeg Jets 2013 first-round draft pick and Canadian world junior defenceman Josh Morrissey. There’s a very good chance that whenever the Raiders’ season is finished, whether that’s tonight or sometime in the future, Morrissey will be the joining the IceCaps.

Morrissey who turns 19 later this month, was the 13th overall pick of the 2013 draft, had 28 goals and 73 points for the Raiders this season and was named the team’s top defenceman and co-MVP this past weekend.

The Prince Albert team captain, Morrissey is signed to an entry-level contract by the Jets, but while he could conceivably start next season with Winnipeg, he has another year of regular junior eligibility, meaning he can’t begin the 2014-15 campaign in the AHL.

•••

This is the time of the year when the AHL begins to see a steady inflow of NHL draft picks from major junior and U.S. college teams, along with undrafted free agents. Some like Morrissey, already have contracts, but the majority will be signed to amateur tryouts.

In a few instances, the arriving player may be counted on to play a regular contributing role to the AHL club. However, in most cases, his presence is designed to help him acclimate to a pro organization that he could join permanently sometime the future, or to give the team a chance to determine whether he has the potential to warrant a contract.

Morrissey is one of four Winnipeg draft picks playing in the WHL already signed by the Jets.  The other three — goaltender Eric Comrie (Tri-City), centre Ryan Olsen (Kelowna) and centre Nic Petan (Portland) —  are headed to the playoffs, but like Morrissey, are candidates to join St. John’s if their junior seasons end before the IceCaps’.

Olsen — set to turn pro next season — and Petan — the WHL’s second-leading scorer who doesn’t turn 19 until next week — are with the two top seeds in the WHL’s Western Conference. The 18-year-old Comrie has played in 60 of the 72 games for eighth-seeded Tri-City, which will face Olsen and Kelowna in the first round.

The Jets have two other signed players in the major junior ranks.

Undrafted Swedish forward Alex Blomqvist is with the WHL’s Victoria Cougars, also about to start the playoffs, while Scott Kosmachuk of the Guelph Storm, the top team in the Ontario Hockey League, had 48 goals and 100 points in the regular season, finishing third in both categories among OHL players. Kosmachuk turned 20 in January, meaning he’ll enter the pro ranks, most likely with the IceCaps, in the fall.

Unsigned Jets’ draft picks playing major junior are forward Jimmy Lodge of the OHL’s Saginaw Spirits as well as defenceman and Czech world junior player Jan Kostalek of the QMJHL’s Rimouski Oceanic. They, too, are about to enter the playoffs.

Not all, but most, of the above would be candidates to hook up with the IceCaps this spring, although many could go deep into their junior playoff seasons — Petan, Olsen, Kosmachuk and Kostalek are all members of teams ranked in the top 10 in all of major junior hockey.

•••

The Jets also have a number of draft picks playing NCAA hockey in the States, but only one who will definitely graduate from the college ranks this year. That’s forward Jordan Samuels-Thomas of Qunnipiac, which will play in the ECAC semifinals starting next weekend.

Samuels-Thomas is actually one of the last few Atlanta Thrashers draft picks still on the Jets’ reserve list and outside the pro ranks. Winnipeg must decide whether to sign the 23-year-old by August.

The Jets had to make a similar call last season on Vinny Saponari, another one-time Thrashers’ pick, after he finished up university. They brought Saponari to St. John’s on a tryout deal and he played seven games for St. John’s, however he was not ultimately signed (he ended up in Nashville’s organization playing with the AHL’s Milwaukee Admirals).

Two other NCAA players worth noting are forward Andrew Copp of the University of Michigan, who played for the American team at this year’s world junior championship, and goaltender Connor Hellebuyck of the UMass-Lowell, for whom he has posted a 35-11-2 record, 1.63 goals-against average and .944 save percentage over two seasons.

Both Copp and Hellebuyck have two seasons of NCAA eligibility remaining, although it is not uncommon for some university players to turn pro before graduation.

The AHL is also full of players from the NCAA ranks who were never drafted. On the IceCaps, there are no fewer than seven — Kael Mouillierat, Blair Riley, Kyle MacKinnon, Josh Lunden, Jamie MacQueen, Cody Lampl and Jussi Olkinuora —  although Olkinuora, signed last spring after two years at the University of Denver, is the only one on an NHL deal.

All seven turned pro weeks after leaving college, with each of them, except for Lampl, starting out in the AHL.

St. John’s has four players — team captain Jason Jaffray, Jerome Samson, Jordan Hill and Ryan Schnell — who played major junior and were never drafted. Hill is the only one who turned pro the same season as his last junior campaign, appearing in a couple of games for the AHL’s Manitoba Moose in 2009-10. 

bmcc@thetelegram.com

The following is a list of Winnipeg Jets’ draft picks and signed prospects playing at the amateur levels in 2013-14. Not everyone listed will play in the Jets’ organization and some will probably not be in the professional ranks at all. What’s more, with Winnipeg moving its minor-league operations from St. John’s as soon 2015, the number who will have the opportunity to suit up for the AHL IceCaps is further limited. Nevertheless more than a few could see some ice time with St. John’s over the next year or so. Of the players in the major junior (CHL) ranks, forwards Scott Kosmachuk, Ryan Olsen and Lukas Sutter would be age-eligible to start the 2014-15 season in the AHL.

SKATERS

CHL

Player, Pos,13-14 Team   Draft1    3-14 stats

• Axel Blomqvist (F), Victoria (WHL)  Undrafted  46GP  16-27-43  14 PIMs  +24

Big (6-6) Swede signed entry-level deal after attending ‘13 training camp on a tryout

• Scott Kosmachuk (RW), Guelph (OHL)   3rd Rd ‘12  68GP  48-52-100  83 PIMs  +52

Third-leading scorer in OHL, will turn pro this fall

• Jan Kostalek (D), Rimouski (QMJHL)  4th Rd ‘13  55GP  5-22-27  40 PIMs  +10

Defensive defenceman, played for Czech Republic at ‘13 world championship

• Jimmy Lodge (C), Saginaw (OHL)  3rd Rd ‘13   59GP   19-27-46   49 PIMs  +5

Attended last U.S, world junior identification camp, did not make the team

• Josh Morrissey (D), Prince Albert (WHL)  1st Rd ‘13  58GP  28-45-73  59 PIMs  +6

Played for Canada at ‘14 world juniors, among favourites to win WHL defenceman of the year award

• Ryan Olsen (C), Kelowna (WHL)  6th Rd ‘12  71GP  30-34-64  73 PIMs  +37

Second-leading scorer on the No.1-ranked team in all of major junior hockey

• Nic Petan (C), Portland (WHL)   2nd Rd ‘13  63GP  35-78-113  69 PIMs  +47

Second-leading scorer in WHL, Portland co-MVP, played for Canada at ‘14 world junior championship

• Lukas Sutter (C), Red Deer (WHL)   2nd Rd ‘12  45GP  10-13-23  74 PIMs  -6

Season was cut short by shoulder surgery, member of famed Sutter clan, not yet signed by Jets

———

NCAA

Player, Pos,13-14 Team   Draft     13-14 stats

• Andrew Copp (C), U of Michigan  4th Rd ‘13  32GP  15-14-29   26 PIMs  +2

Sophomore forward played on U.S team at 2014 world juniors

• Aaron Harstad (D), Colorado College   7th Rd ‘11   37GP   2-7-9   37 PIMs  -12

Played for Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper with Green Bay (USHL), winning league title in ‘10

• Tanner Lane (F), Nebraska-Omaha  6th Rd ‘10 (Atl)   34GP  5-4-9   12 PIMs  -6

• Jordan Samuels-Thomas (LW), Quinnipiac  7th Rd ‘09 (Atl)  32GP  13-16-29  46 PIMs  +17

Transferred to Qunnipiac after beginning collegiate career with Bowling Green

• Brennan Serville (D), Michigan  3rd Rd ‘11  32GP  0-0-3  14 PIMs  +2

• Pete Stoykewych (D), Colorado College  7th Rd ‘10 (Atl)   37GP  1-8-9 40 PIMs  -18

Winnipeg native was named Colorado College’s most improved player last season

———

Other Leagues

Player, Pos,13-14 Team   Draft    13-14 stats

• Tucker Poolman (D), Omaha (USJHL)  5th Rd ‘13   53GP  14-25-39  21 PIMs  +18

Has committed to attend University of North Dakota next season

• Markus Karlström (D), AIK (Swedish Div.3)   7th Rd  19GP  3-19-22  39 PIMs

———

GOALIES

Player, Pos,13-14 TeamDraft13-14 stats

• Eric Comrie (G), Tri-City (WHL)  2nd Rd ‘13  60GP  26-25-9   2.57 GAA  .925 Sv%

Leading candidate to be Canada’s No. 1 goalie at next world junior championship

• Connor Hellebuyck (G), UMass-Lowell (NCAA)5th Rd ‘12  25GP 15-8-2  1.87 GAA.  938 Sv%

Hockey East goalie of the year in 12-13 on conference champion Lowell

• Jason Kasdorf (G), RPI (NCAA)  6th Rd ‘11  2GP  1-1-0   3.49 GAA  .786 Sv%

After outstanding rookie campaign at RPI in 12-13, missed almost all of this season with injury

• Jamie Phillips (G), Michigan Tech (NCAA)  7th Rd ‘12  13GP  4-6-1  2.82 GAA  .892 Sv%

MENDES: 10 GAMES THAT LIKELY COST SENATORS A PLAYOFF SPOT

IAN MENDES

Most Senators fans are still reeling from Saturday night's epic collapse against the Montreal Canadiens, when their team became the first in NHL history to lose a game in which they had a three-goal lead in the final five minutes.

The loss was painful on so many levels and seemed to put a definitive nail in the coffin when it came to the Senators' playoff chances. And while it's easy to point to that loss as the one that killed the team's post-season hopes, it was merely the final straw in a season-long string of disappointments. 

That collapse against Montreal was spectacular and historic (for the wrong reasons), but it wasn't an anomaly when it comes to the 2013-14 Ottawa Senators. On too many occasions this season, this team squandered opportunities to get two points – either settling for one or being blanked altogether. 

Here is a look at the 10 games that will likely cost the Senators a playoff spot this season:

1) October 5th – 5-4 shootout loss at TOR

Just 24 hours after shutting out the Buffalo Sabres in the season opener, the Senators jumped out to a 4-2 lead against the Maple Leafs midway through the second period. But with time running out in that frame, Joffrey Lupul scored a goal to pull the Leafs to within one goal heading into the third period. And in what would become an eerie preview of what to expect defensively throughout the season, the Senators would allow the Leafs to tie the game – and then win it in a shootout. 

2) November 1st – 5-4 shootout loss vs NYI

The Senators managed to blow a two-goal lead twice in this game, squandering 2-0 and 4-2 advantages. And knowing what we know about the 2013-14 New York Islanders now, this loss looks even more ridiculous in hindsight. Adding to the lunacy of this night was the fact the Senators surrendered 57 shots on goal to New York. That's not a typo. 

3) December 10th – 2-1 shootout loss at BUF

Granted, the Senators played the night before and beat the Philadelphia Flyers in a spirited shootout on home ice. But the Sens looked pretty average against the NHL's worst team the very next night and managed to score only a single goal. The offensive malaise even extended into the shootout, which required 10 rounds before the Sabres eventually won it. 

4) December 19th – 4-2 loss vs FLA 

This was another costly loss to an Eastern Conference lightweight – only it was more damaging because it occurred in regulation time. The Senators led this game 2-1 after the first period and should have been sparked by a brilliant highlight reel goal from Jason Spezza. Instead, the Panthers scored twice in the final 2:32 of the game to stun the Sens with a 4-2 victory. Ottawa was on the power play with a chance to tie the game in the final 90 seconds, but allowed a 2-on-1 the other way and Tomas Kopecky buried them with a shorthanded goal. 

5) December 21st – 4-3 overtime loss vs PHX

Former Senator Antoine Vermette killed the Senators in this matinee game, as he scored a hat trick – which was capped off with the overtime winner. The Senators actually held a 2-0 lead in this game and also had a 3-2 advantage with under three minutes to play in the third period. This game may have been the best microcosm for the Sens penchant for sloppiness in afternoon games. 

6) January 8th – 4-3 overtime loss at COL

Once again, the Senators were less than three minutes away from a regulation time victory, only to have disaster strike. Paul Stastny scored the tying goal with just over two minutes left and then Tyson Barrie scored the overtime winner 33 seconds into the extra frame. The Sens allowed two goals in the span of about three minutes with the game on the line. Instead of skating out of Denver with two points, they had to settle for just one. 

7) January 16th – 5-4 overtime loss vs MTL

You can actually make a sound argument that the Senators were fortunate to take one point out of this game, considering the Habs jumped out to an early 3-0 lead. But Ottawa fought back with four straight goals and appeared to be in complete command of this game – until Jared Cowen accidentally put the puck into his own net after Craig Anderson stopped Tomas Plekanec on a breakaway. PK Subban then scored just 23 seconds into overtime, with a celebration that seemed to irk the Sens. Sadly, this was not the most painful 5-4 overtime loss they would endure against the Habs this season. 

8) February 1st – 6-3 loss at TOR

In a case of déjà vu, the Senators once again found themselves with a two-goal lead at the Air Canada Centre – only to watch it evaporate quickly. The Senators had a 2-0 lead, but Toronto tied the game in the second period, thanks in large part to a controversial play. Nazem Kadri drilled Sens defenseman Cody Ceci behind the net with a hit that many felt was illegal, but play went right on and Kadri took the puck and set up Joffrey Lupul for the tying goal. The Sens never seemed to recover from that turn of events and the Leafs scored four times in the third period to beat Ottawa. 

9) March 4th – 3-2 loss at EDM

Like every other game on this list, the Senators held the lead – jumping out 1-0 early thanks to a Jason Spezza goal. Fresh off a win at the Heritage Classic in Vancouver two days earlier, the Senators should have had some momentum for this game against the lowly Oilers. Instead – in what turned out to be a damn good audition before the trade deadline – Ales Hemsky scored twice to pace the Oilers to a 3-2 victory. 

10) March 15th – 5-4 overtime loss at MTL

It's still a little too soon to talk about this game.

The Takeaway: Northeastern Exorcises Demons at UNH To Send Series to a Decisive Game 3

Posted by: Josh Seguin 

Durham, NH - Northeastern entered UNH’s Whittemore Center on Saturday night, without a win in seven seasons at New Hampshire last winning on the olympic sheet in 2007. To make matters worse, the Huskies haven’t defeated UNH in the playoffs since 1989. For much of the first two periods, it appeared to be much of the same for NU on its opponents ice. Grayson Downing opened the scoring for UNH at 11 minutes, 35 seconds of the first period, but NU answered just three minutes later off the stick of Ryan Belonger. UNH took another lead at 18:27 of the first when Nick Sorkin was left all alone in front of Clay Witt. UNH not only took the 2-1 lead into the first intermission, but it entered the second period with 1:34 of of 5 on 3 powerplay time. The powerplay ended up being the turning-point in the series.

UNH’s two-man advantage got plenty of opportunities, but was unable to capitalize. The Huskies caught UNH napping at the end, as Matt Benning exited the box and headed down the ice on a break-away. He was tripped and the Huskies were awarded a penalty shot, which Kevin Roy took and scored to tie the game. UNH would then dominate the middle portions of the second period and would take a 4-2 lead on goals by Kelleher and Agosta. The Huskies though were ever pesky and fought back. Colton Saucerman scored at the 16:29 mark of the second and Kevin Roy scored his second to send it into the third period tied at three.

The third period was a stalemate that saw NU control the possession on UNH, but NU did appear to score midway through the period to take a 5-4 but it was overturned by the guys in stripes to keep the game tied at 4. It was overturned for goaltender interference and the game would head into the overtime tied at four. Mike Szmatula broke the deadlock at 3:39 of the overtime to give NU the 5-4 overtime win. UNH and NU will faceoff in a crucial game three tomorrow at 4:30 at the Whittemore Center. See highlights courtesy of UNH Athletics.

What I Saw

UNH controlled much of the first period, but the turning point was the failed 5 on 3 early in the second period. The Wildcats had its chances but it was unable to put it past Clay Witt. The momentum really changed when Matt Benning exited the penalty box and got the breakaway that would lead to the penalty shot. UNH may have scored the next two goals after the penalty shot, but the momentum in the game and the series shifted on a dime with that kill and goal.

Northeastern is never out of a game. Tonight was a clear example of how explosive this team can be. Down 4-2 late in the second, the Huskies came out flying out of the last TV timeout of the second period. Northeastern pounced on a UNH team that laid down a bit, in comparison how it had been playing. NU takes advantage of this and it has all season. In a game earlier in the season against Dartmouth, the Huskies were down four to the Green but came back. Tonight, a two goal deficit was no problem. Never count the Huskies out of any contest.

What I Thought

Northeastern must be feeling pretty good about its chances tomorrow. It exorcised a ton of demons at the Whittemore Center, against UNH and against Casey Desmith. It had been since 2007 since it won at the Whittemore Center, it hadn’t defeated UNH in the playoffs since 1989 and Casey Desmith had a 6-0-1 record against them with a 0.98 GAA in a seven career games. But Northeastern scored five to end all of those streaks and trends. NU just wanted it more down the stretch, hence it came back to shock its opponent and exorcise the demons so to say.

New Hampshire needs to finish a game tomorrow night or its season will be over. A loss will end its season, as it sits in 20th in the Pairwise rankings. For UNH to make it, it will need to win the Hockey East tournament. It had plenty of opportunities to win tonight, but much like its season it squandered those opportunities wide or right into the goaltender without traffic.

What They Said

UNH coach Dick Umile said,

“We are disappointed that we gave it up. Give them credit they battled back. The turning point in the game was obviously the 5 on 3. We had many chances to put it away, but they got the penalty shot to tie it up. We got up again 4-2. They just beat us at our net front plays.”

NU Coach Jim Madigan said,

“It was a good game and both teams played really hard, I like the way we came back and we showed a lot resilency to tie it and win it. We still battled back, we played hard and played smart. We live to play another day. Game 3′s are always and nothing beats it in hockey.”

“We got a monkey off our back in here by beating them. We g0t over the hump here tonight and we will look forward to tomorrow night.”

NU forward Mike Szmatula said,

“We have a special group and we have had it all year. We have had our ups and downs. We have great leadership and togetherness. We just never quit even when we are down.”

“My line played well tonight and every line played well. We really want to play for the older guys because it is their last chance here. Whoever got the winner didn’t matter to us.”

What Else You Should Know

New Hampshire and Northeastern will play a decisive game three tomorrow night in Durham. UNH is 3-1-0 against NU this season, but it is really tough to beat a team four straight times or four times in a season period. Look for tomorrow to be a fun old fashioned shootout like it was tonight.

 Sunday, March 16th, 2014 -
The Takeaway: Kelleher Goal Leads UNH To 1-0 Victory Over NU and a 1-0 Series Lead

Posted by: Josh Seguin 

Durham, NH - UNH entered the Hockey East tournament without an appearance at the TD Garden in three seasons.  It looked hungry to get there again. Both Northeastern and UNH had last week off with byes. UNH had the better of the play in the period but the two teams left the period scoreless. The second period was marked by a UNH parade to the penalty box, as the Huskies had five power-plays in the period, but the Huskies were unable to capitalize. UNH had the better of the five on five play in the period, but again the teams left the period scoreless.

The Third period was much like the first two in that UNH dominated the possession and quality opportunities. Freshman,Tyler Kelleher broke the scoreless tie at four minutes, 49 seconds of the third period when he found a Grayson Downing tip right in front of Witt that he roofed to give UNH the 1-0 lead. The Huskies struggled to get quality chances late and in game, it was held to just four Grade A opportunities in the contest. UNH defeated Northeastern, 1-0 in front of 3,135 fans at the Whittemore Center and improves its record 20-16-1, moving up a spot in the Pairwise to a tie for 17th, just outside tournament positioning. Northeastern is also in that tie for 17th place with a record of 18-13-4. See these Highlights courtesy of UNH Athletics.

What I Saw

UNH’s defense on the night was a game changer, as Northeastern was unable to get anything going. On the night, the Wildcats held the Huskies to just four Grade A opportunities. Kevin Roy was visibly frustrated in the third period when he took an unintelligent interference call 200 feet from his own net. Roy has to be a significant piece to the Husky puzzle but he was dormant on this night, but credit UNH more than a lackadaisical effort from the forward. Northeastern, as a whole, looked out of place and uncomfortable in key positions.

Northeastern just struggles to possess the puck, tonight was no different. When Northeastern gets the puck, its passes are weak and often picked off. UNH had many odd man rushes but were unable to capitalize. This was something that NU will have to work on going into tomorrow, because it cannot continue to allow those to UNH. It will eventually capitalize and finish those.

What I Thought

Dylan Maller and Matias Cleland had their best game in UNH uniforms. The two freshmen were paired together for much of the game and both played solid. This time of year there are no freshman, but then again defensemen are game changers. Tonight, those two formed a solid third D pair for UNH. It may have been the difference in the game in all honesty, because UNH looked as good as ever on defense. They played a huge role in that.

Offense is usually the name of the game for the Huskies, but tonight they also played pretty responsible in its own zone. Yes, they gave up more opportunities to UNH then they took, but Clay Witt saw most of the dangerous ones and he stopped them. A lot can be said of Witt but tonight his defense bailed him out more than a few times tonight. For NU, though, allowing less odd man rushes and getting more opportunities have to be the name of the game.

What They Said

UNH Coach Dick Umile said,

“I thought the guys did a pretty good job. The first period we came out and played well. We had several scoring opportunities but they were missed. The second period we got involved with penalties, which wasn’t great but we played really well defensively and the guys did a great job on the kill.”

“Maller and Cleland were matched up a lot together, they are two freshmen. They played really well for us tonight. A lot has happened since Trevor left. We are playing Pesce and Knodel a lot. We needed two other guys to step it up and they did a great job for us tonight.”

UNH goaltender Casey Desmith said,

“The defense played phenomenal in front of me. That is one of the best games we have played, defensively, in a long time. Today they shut a lot of things down. They shut down the slot and there wasn’t much going on there and the center of the ice. We also did a great job shutting down odd man rushes. I can thank the forwards and the defensemen tonight because everyone played a fantastic defensive game.”

UNH forward Tyler Kelleher said,

“Scoring a goal like that is pretty big because I haven’t really been getting any bounces this year. It was nice to finally get a bounce right there, a big goal in the playoffs.”

“We have had two weeks off so we have been working really hard on our defense. Coach Umile has been making sure our defense was solid and it worked out tonight.”

What Else You Should Know

Northeastern and UNH will play game two tomorrow night at the Whittemore Center. UNH will look to head to the Garden for the first time since 2011, while Northeastern will look for the equalizer.

 Friday, March 14th, 2014 -

Beyond Montpetit’s Goal

Posted by: Avash Kalra 

Denver boasted the best penalty killing unit in the NCHC this season, thanks in large part to All-NCHC First Team goaltender Sam Brittain. Thursday night in the NCHC playoff opener, UNO converted on three of four power play chances and took a 1-0 lead in its quarterfinal series against Denver. Game 2 is tonight.

The lasting highlight of the game will be Brock Montpetit’s highlight reel goal that broke a 3-3 tie in the third period. Montpetit received a pass from Ryan Walters and beat Pioneer defenseman Joey LaLeggia, expertly slipping by him and sliding a backhander by Brittain.

“He makes a heck of a move,” UNO head coach Dean Blais told the Omaha World-Herald, “and then he goes in and beats an All-American goaltender who’s going to be playing in the NHL.”

Beyond Montpetit’s heroics, however, was perhaps a more important storyline — especially if Omaha plans on making a serious playoff run.

Consider that less than a week earlier, the Mavericks defense fell apart against Minnesota-Duluth, with the Bulldogs prevailing 8-2. Thursday, by contrast, UNO’s defense outplayed Denver’s, particularly in the third period — evidenced not just by Montpetit’s goal but by four blocked shots in the frantic final 60 seconds, and by playing the third period with just five defensemen. Captain Michael Young was ejected late in the second period after receiving a major penalty and game misconduct for a contact to the head infraction. In his absence, his teammates on the back end stepped up — most notably junior Jaycob Megna and freshman Ian Brady.

On the other end, Denver’s defense is among the most trusted in the nation, not just for their play on the blue line but also for their offensive output. After all, with the goaltender pulled late in the game last night, four of the six Pioneers on the ice trying to score the tying goal were defensemen — LaLeggia, in addition to Nolan Zajac, David Makowski, and Will Butcher. That foursome has combined for 32 goals this season.

The Pioneers have lost three of four and five of seven, and now face the end to their season if they lose either tonight or tomorrow. And their defense will have to return to form if they want to avoid that.

“The key was killing off the five-minute major,” continued Blais after last night’s game, highlighting again his team’s effort on defense in Game 1. “It might have switched the whole momentum.”

The question remaining is whether UNO carries that momentum to the inaugural NCHC “Frozen Faceoff” a week from today in Minneapolis.

Three Things I Think: Big Ten, March 11

Posted by: Jashvina Shah 

With just two games left in the regular season, Minnesota and Wisconsin have clinched a first-round bye. Wisconsin is five points behind Minnesota and still has a chance to win the Big Ten title.

If Minnesota wins one game next week, they will clinch the title.

For Wisconsin to earn a share of the title, the Badgers must win at least one game in regulation or overtime and another game either in regulation or a shootout — and Minnesota would have to lose both games.

There is another scenario where Minnesota can lose and tie, and Wisconsin would have to win both games in regulation or overtime.

Michigan is locked into the third seed, meaning it will face Penn State in the opening round. Ohio State is currently fourth and Michigan State fifth, but the Buckeyes are two points ahead of the Spartans. Michigan State closes out the season against Wisconsin, while Ohio State will face Penn State.

Last weekend was an interesting one in Big Ten hockey. The Gophers destroyed and out-played the Buckeyes in the first game of their series, winning 5-1. But the next night Ohio State played much better. The teams skated to a 2-2 tie before the Buckeyes won in a shootout.

On Friday, Michigan — backed by Andrew Sinelli’s hat trick — beat Michigan State 7-1, but the Wolverines lost to the Spartans 4-3 on Saturday. Steve Racine started both games for the Wolverines.

Wisconsin won both games against Penn State, 4-2 on Friday and 3-2 in overtime. The games were close, but the Badgers now have a three-game winning streak on the road.

(After the jump: First-round matchups, Big Ten inconsistency, Badgers on the road.)

Badgers on the road

Wisconsin’s series against Penn State was an important one, sine there were still questions of whether or not the Badgers could win on the road. It’s not guaranteed, like it almost was at the Kohl Center, but it’s more likely they can win away.

The Badgers are on a five-game winning streak and have been playing much better of late. They’ve won three games in a row, beating Ohio State and Penn State. Last week’s games were close, but the Nittany Lions are better than their record indicates.

It’s been a long time since the Badgers were destroyed in their road trip to Boston. I mentioned this before, though, Joel Rumpel was not in net in those two games. Since then, the Badgers haven’t been grossly outplayed in a road game, and last weekend’s series proved it. 

Big Ten inconsistency

With the way Wisconsin’s been playing lately, its no longer an inconsistent team. Minnesota isn’t either, but Michigan and Ohio State are two of the biggest question marks in the league.

Earlier I thought Ohio State had the potential to be one of the better teams, and a candidate for the third seed. The Buckeyes could tie for the third seed this weekend, but they’d lose the tiebreaker to Michigan.

I wasn’t expecting Minnesota to dominate the Buckeyes the way they did in the first game. And after watching, I thought Ohio State would lose the second match. Goalkeeping hasn’t helped the Buckeyes find consistency, and Christian Frey was pulled on Friday. He looked less than stellar,  but he played on Saturday.

The only two teams Ohio Sate has really struggled to win against are Minnesota and Michigan. The Buckeyes split the season series with the Badgers, and won a game at the Kohl Center.

It’s odd Ohio State hasn’t beaten Michigan this season and is 0-3-1 against the Wolverines. After last week’s series between Ohio State and Michigan, I thought the Wolverines might’ve finally found some consistency.

But turning around and losing to Michigan State 4-3 after a 7-1 win doesn’t help Michigan’s case. The Wolverines had lost to the Spartans once this season, but that was outdoors at the Great Lakes Invitational. 

Netminding hasn’t been stable for the Wolverines either this season. But, Steve Racine has started the past three games and six of the last eight.

First-round matchups

The inconsistency in Big Ten lends itself to an interesting inaugural tournament, especially in the first round.

After the past month of Big Ten play, seeding in the tournament does matter. I think the Wolverines have drawn one of the worst matchups, facing the Nittany Lions in the first round.

Penn State won its two conference games against Michigan, but the last series between the two teams was closer than the first.

 Tuesday, March 11th, 2014

Final Night: What’s at Stake

Posted by: Avash Kalra 

The final night of the inaugural NCHC regular season kicks off in just a few hours. Here’s a look at what’s on the line:

Regular Season Championship

The first-ever winner of the Penrose Cup will be determined tonight, and North Dakota controls its own destiny. UND and St. Cloud both won Friday night — UND shutting out Western Michigan 2-0 and St. Cloud overcoming Colorado College 7-4 — and as a result, the two teams remain tied atop the NCHC standings with 45 points. Nebraska-Omaha sits in third place with 39.

Either way, North Dakota and St. Cloud will host quarterfinal series when the playoffs kick off next week. The team that finishes in first place will host last-place Miami, and the No. 2 seed will host Colorado College — thereby setting up a potential St. Cloud/CC rematch if both North Dakota and St. Cloud win tonight. If the night ends with North Dakota and St. Cloud both still tied atop the standings, UND will earn the No. 1 seed by virtue of one more conference win than St. Cloud — despite the fact that St. Cloud won three of four games against UND this season. Head-to-head results are the second tiebreaker in the NCHC, as they are in the new Big 10. Head-to-head results form the first tiebreaker, in contrast, in the ECAC, WCHA, and Hockey East.

Friday’s results were very typical of North Dakota and St. Cloud’s style of wins this year — timely goals and strong goaltending (Zane Gothberg) for UND, compared to prolific offensive output (on Friday, led by a hat trick from sophomore Jonny Brodzinski and a five-point night from Joey Benik) that tends to overcome occasional defensive lapses for the Huskies. That said, goaltender Ryan Faragher showed character on Friday for St. Cloud after allowing three consecutive CC goals in the second period; prior to that,  St. Cloud had gone ahead 4-1, but Faragher made several key saves in the late second period and early third period while his teammates put the Huskies ahead for good.

Home Ice

The top four teams in the standings will host the bottom four next week, and heading into tonight, Denver and Minnesota-Duluth are still in contention for the final home ice spot in the upcoming playoffs. The Pioneers and Bulldogs both won on Friday — Denver winning 5-2 against Miami and UMD trouncing Nebraska-Omaha 8-2 — and as a result, Denver (35) still trails Duluth (37) by two points. Denver needs a win and a loss or shootout loss by Minnesota Duluth to clinch home ice for the quarterfinals. Omaha currently sits in third place with 39 points but could fall to fourth depending on tonight’s results.

Western Michigan, with its loss to North Dakota on Friday night, was eliminated from home-ice contention and will finish the regular season in either fifth or sixth place — guaranteeing that last Saturday’s 3-1 win against Denver was the Broncos’ final home game of the season.

Scoring Titles

Point Scoring:                                               GP     PPG    G- A- P

  1   Josh Archibald           Nebraska Omaha     JR F       23    1.30   20-10-30

  2   Chase Balisy             Western Michigan   SR F       23    1.17   12-15-27

  3   Jonny Brodzinski         St. Cloud State    SO F       23    1.09   12-13-25

      Kalle Kossila            St. Cloud State    SO F       23    1.09    9-16-25

      Jake Guentzel            Nebraska Omaha     FR F       23    1.09    5-20-25

Josh Archibald will likely win the NCHC point-scoring title. Heading into tonight, Archibald’s 30 points are three more than Western Michigan’s Chase Balisy’s 27. The junior forward for UNO will certainly finish the season as the conference’s top goal-scorer. His 20 goals pace the league by a wide margin. Balisy along with St. Cloud teammates Nic Dowd and Jonny Brodzinski are tied for second-place with 12 goals.

Omaha’s rookie sensation Jake Guentzel will finish the regular season with the most points among freshmen (25 points heading into tonight), while UMD’s Kyle Osterberg’s 10 goals will lead all rookies.

A look at some other “titles” that are in play heading into tonight:

Defenseman Scoring:                                          GP     PPG    G- A- P

  1   Dillon Simpson           North Dakota       SR D       23    0.83    6-13-19

  2   Jaccob Slavin            Colorado College   FR D       19    0.95    5-13-18

Goals Against Average:                                 Minutes    GA     GAA

  1   Zane Gothberg            North Dakota       SO    898:02    34    2.27

  2   Ryan Massa               Nebraska Omaha     JR    786:16    30    2.29

  3   Sam Brittain             Denver             SR   1274:07    49    2.31

Three Things I Think: ECAC, Final Edition

Posted by: Josh Seguin 

In all honesty, I have no idea where the time went. The best time of the year is upon us, as eight teams will play this weekend for a chance to advance to the quarterfinal round, where Union, Colgate, Quinnipiac and Cornell wait in the wings with byes. I will have a more complete preview of the ECAC first round later this week.

The last weekend, showed the true grit of playoff hockey. Union, despite not playing for much, was locked into a battle with Brown on Saturday. On Friday night the Bears and RPI were locked into a playoff hockey game. Some teams flourish in the environment and it will be very interesting to see who that team is this season. Last season it was Brown, but this season there are a few teams that could be that team.

I am going to a highlight some things below and give some opinions on to who I think will go forward in the tournament. I don’t give much in the way of an opinion in the preview, so this is a much better avenue to do so. All in all, I could see 11 of the 12 teams going to Lake Placid, as the league is so strong. Right now the two favorites among readers seems to be Quinnipiac and a really gritty Union team, I would agree with them. Because of the way this season has gone, there is always thought that the clear-cut favorites wont make it and a team that no one expects will be there, I will say that probably will happen.

Union is Primed to Win A Third Whitelaw in a Row

I hate to say Union had nothing to play for on Saturday, but in comparison to Brown it really did not. I am always impressed with that program when this time of the year comes around, because it seems as though Rick Bennett has found a formula that gets his players to work and play hard every night. Saturday night against Brown was no different.

Going into the tournament, the Dutchmen have the nation’s longest unbeaten streak going. That should not be a cause for concern among fans saying that maybe they need to lose a game along the way, they do not. There are some teams around the country that would get complacent. ECAC fans should not worry about Union in that light because no team is as mentally tough in the country. The reason why Union is so good is because they are well coached and those kids get great guidance in how to be successful. When asked about the performance in light of maybe little stakes for Union, Rick Bennett said,”We have a lot to play for.”

Staying on a roll is tough, but Union is primed to keep the streak alive throughout the tournament. Situationally, Union is as good as I have seen this season around the country. It never seems to panic, it always gets the better of the play and when it gets opportunities to find the back of the net it does so. A lot can be said of great defensemen. One allows success in College Hockey, but Union has two in Mat Bodie and Shayne Gostisbehere, which makes them ever dangerous going into the tournament. Union has had injuries but its proven that it has depth.

Is there any team more prepared for the ECAC tournament and the NCAA tournament from the ECAC? I would argue not, look for Union to make runs through both tournaments.

Rensselaer Has the Chance to Make Amends

Rensselaer was my pick in the preseason to win the Cleary, but they find themselves entering the tournament as a seven seed. The offense that was supposed to be the best in the ECAC has just not arrived. Jason Kasdorf went down early and has missed the entirety of the season but Scott Diebold has been ever capable, and his numbers have proven that.

Seth Appert talked throughout our interview on Friday night, about how he has been preparing his team for the playoffs since January. A lot can be said of realizing the fate early and preparing for the next step. Ryan Haggerty and Brock Higgs have had great seasons but other guys need to find the back of the net for the Engineers to be successful. Scott Diebold looked solid as a rock on Friday night against Brown, and quite frankly he needed to be and was the reason RPI won that game. But then again, Rensselaer needs consistent scoring, that it should have, to go anywhere in this tournament.

The only way this team goes to the NCAA tournament is by winning the ECAC tournament. It wouldn’t be impossible with the talent, but the mindset has to be there. We have to remember, Rensselaer is one of three teams this half to beat Union. It was a non-conference but it was a rivalry contest. Rensselaer didn’t crack on Friday under the pressure, but it did on Saturday. Rensselaer can advance, but just needs to gain consistency and gain it fast. It has a chance in the tournament to make amends for its dreadful at times season. Brown was a seven seed last year, could RPI make it two years in a row that a seven seed makes it to the ECAC championship game? It is not far fetched.

Brown Just Bit the Bullet Over the Weekend

One of the reasons I enjoy talking with Brendan Whittet is because he is probably the most honest coach in the league. On Saturday night he was brutally honest in saying that his team had to get better and it needed to do so fast. For a team that has arguably the best top line in the ECAC, the Bears just struggle with little aspects of the game that costs them games. Twice over the weekend the Bears had the point that it needed to clinch home ice, as in both games it entered the third period tied at zero with its opponent, but twice Bruno just faltered.

It is tough to say that Brown blew an opportunity, but it did. Hypothetically, Brown had every chance to gain a point in either of the two games last weekend but it just wilted away and got soft in the third period. Both Union and RPI, were mentally tougher in the third period, hence they both ran away with the games.

Brown has some good results this season, as it beat Denver, tied Boston College and defeated Quinnipiac just two weeks ago. But for every good game, there is another head scratcher, a loss to Princeton comes to mind. The Bears needed just one point in two home games, they failed to score a goal in either. But its not like we couldn’t predict this was going to happen, as it also struggled at the end of the first half.

The Bears need to find a scoring touch and some mental toughness really fast or its exit from the ECAC tournament will be really fast. It is still pretty young, yes, but Nick Lappin, Matt Lorito and Mark Naclerio are super talented. The Bears are the same team statistically as last but the only difference, has been the goaltending and edge. Brown has a knack in the tournament, but it needs to right ship really quickly to break its longtime NCAA drought.

A fourth thought? Why not, Tournament Predictions

First Round:

9. Brown vs 8. St. Lawrence: St. Lawrence wins 2-0

I would love to see Bruno make a run again this year and make it to Lake Placid. The team I saw last weekend, will not win tournament games. St. Lawrence is pretty bad defensively, but then again it has had its moments of impressive defense lately, minus its debacles against Union and Quinnipiac. Look for St. Lawrence to find the back of the net often. Brown just does not have the ability to keep up this weekend.

10. Dartmouth vs 7. RPI: Dartmouth wins in 3

This seems to be the upset pick to me. Dartmouth has been playing lights out in recent weeks, recently having five game unbeaten streak snapped. Look for Dartmouth to win in three.

11. Harvard vs 6. Yale: Yale wins in 2

Harvard probably didn’t want this matchup, because Yale matches up really well in it. If Harvard, can get scoring it will be fine but it hasn’t shown the ability to do so all year. Yale probably wins both going away, because Yale has blown out its Ivy Rivaly already this half.

12. Princeton vs. 5. Clarkson: Clarkson in 3

I probably would have picked Tech to lose against any other opponent. The Golden Knights have proven a lot this year and Casey Jones has this program going in the right direction. Princeton is in a league of its own this year in terms of struggle. I give them a game in this series, I probably shouldn’t, Clarkson should sweep.

Those would lead to these matchups in the Quarters

1. Union vs. 10. Dartmouth: Union in 3

This would be quite the turnaround for Dartmouth to make it this far, but Union is just too strong and mentally tough to drop a series to them.

2. Colgate Vs. 8. St. Lawrence: SLU in 3

SLU might be the only team that can keep up with Colgate in scoring. If this series happens, it could be really a fun one to watch. Colgate is young, but so is SLU. I just feel as though it is go big or go home for Gate. They should make it to the final four in all honesty, but there will be an upset going into Lake Placid. I think this is it.

3. Quinnipiac vs. 6 Yale: QU in 3

Ya this matchup would be fun now wouldn’t it? Nice little rematch of the ECAC consolation game last year, and oh ya the National Title game. The stakes aren’t nearly as high, as the latter game but for Yale if it wants to defend its title, it needs to win this series. I just don’t see it happening.

4. Cornell vs 5. Clarkson: Cornell in 3

This could be a tough series, and wow the hits will be hard. The longtime NY rivals would make for a fun series. This is a safe bet to happen, in my opinion. Look for Cornell to find some magic against a team that has been largely inconsistent this half.

Lake Placid semis and finals:

1. Union vs. 8. SLU: Union 5-2

3. QU vs. 4. Cornell: QU 3-2

Final: 3. QU vs 1. Union: QU 4-3

It has been a fun season for me covering the ECAC in three things this year, and hope you continue to look for game blogs in the first couple of rounds. Until then watch for the preview later in the week, which has more detailed info on each team. Follow me on twitter: @JoshSeguin24 for live game updates and other thoughts. Thanks again for a great season! Hopefully I will get the chance to write great things for many weeks to come on your team!

 Tuesday, March 4th, 2014

Three Things I Think: Big Ten, March 4

Posted by: Jashvina Shah 

There are just two weeks left in Big Ten regular season play. There will be no more bye weeks, as each team has four games remaining.

The Gophers swept Penn State at home over the weekend by scores of 5-3 and 2-1. Minnesota finished the season 15-1-3 at home, and it’s the first time in Mariucci’s 20 years the Gophers have only lost once at home.

Minnesota ranks No. 1 in the PairWise and have 38 points in the Big Ten conference. The Gophers are ahead of the Badgers by seven points and have won four straight since dropping a pair to Wisconsin.

The Nittany Lions scored first on Friday, but the Gophers netted three tallies before the end of the first period. The next night, P.J. Musico made his first start of the season for Penn State and finished with 35 saves in the 2-1 loss.

The Wolverines are now unbeaten in their last three games and have 27 points. Michigan will face Michigan State and Minnesota to close out the season.

In the exhibition match, the USNTDP U-18 team defeated Michigan State 4-3, and future Spartan Edwin Minney made 20 saves and allowed three goals in the win.

Currently the Gophers are first and the Badgers second in Big Ten standings. Wisconsin is four points ahead of Michigan. The Wolverines could still earn a first-round bye through multiple scenarios.

(After the jump: The first annual Mike Ricther Award, Ohio State’s updated netminding situation and what the weekend means for Michigan.)

Ohio State’s netminding situation, updated

Matt Tomkins started both games for the Buckeyes against Michigan, making 69 saves on the weekend. It was Tomkins’ first start since Jan. 24, a 5-3 loss to Wisconsin.

After the game, Tomkins told the Big Ten Network: ”Ever since Christmas, after Christmas break, I’ve been 100 percent and we’ll see where it goes form here.”

Frey was brought in during the middle of the season and saw action immediately, playing in the team’s weekend series against Mercyhurst.

Tomkins started the next three in a row and the pair of goalkeepers split starts in a series at Minnesota. Then Christian Frey had started seven games in a row, and his save percentage rose over those seven games while his goals-against average dropped. 

I thought Frey would bring the team stability. But the Buckeyes have struggled of late and the goalkeeping situation is a bit of a question mark right now.

The inaugural Mike Ricther Award

Four Big Ten goalkeepers — Jake Hildebrand, Zach Nagelvoort, Joel Rumpel and Adam Wilcox — are candidates for the Mike Richter Award.

The award, in its first year, will be awarded to a goalkeeper who demonstrate skills in play, sportsmanship, and community service.

Three of those goalkeepers have high numbers. Joel Rumpel’s .936 save percentage is tied for second in the nation. Adam Wilcox holds a save percentage of .932, while Hildebrand’s stands at .931. Nagelvoort’s save percentage is .927.

But, numbers can only show so much. From what I’ve seen of Rumpel, Wilcox and Hildebrand this season, I think they’re good candidates. Hildebrand gets a lot of help from his shot-blocking obsessed team, but he’s also helped his team quite a bit this season.

Rumpel is one of the best goalkeepers in the country, and I’m not just saying that because of his numbers. Wilcox has looked good as well this season.

Nagelvoort is a good goalkeeper and he’s been the last line of defense for a struggling Wolverine team. But I’m not sure he’s as good as the other goalkeepers.

It doesn’t help that Steve Racine has started four of the past six games for Michigan. After taking the starting job following Racine’s injury, Nagelvoort started eight games in a row.

The two have split the last four games, and Racine looked pretty good in the win over Ohio State. He was shaky on a couple of plays, but he kept the Buckeyes from capitalizing on some good chances.

Michigan might be on the up

The tie and win over Ohio State was big for Michigan, and not just for seeding purposes. I predicted a series split between the two teams — and that almost happened — but I’m more impressed with Michigan after the weekend.

The Wolverines are five points ahead of the Buckeyes in the Big Ten standings and four points behind Wisconsin. Michigan still has a chance to gain a first-round bye, assuming Wisconsin struggles against either Penn State or Michigan State.

The goalkeeping scenario doesn’t worry me. Michigan’s success depends on how the team in front of the goalkeeper plays. While Ohio State had some good chances over the weekend, there were times when Michigan dominated.

Michigan is No. 12 in the PairWise at the moment, and finish their season against Michigan State and Minnesota. 

 Tuesday, March 4th, 2014

The Takeaway: Brown Squanders Oppotunity for Home Ice in the First Round in 3-0 Loss to Union

Posted by: Josh Seguin 

Providence, RI. - Brown had everything on the line, with home ice at stake in its game against Union. The Dutchmen had just the national picture to play for. For the second night in a row, Bruno played in a tight checking, physical playoff type game. Defensive and tentative best described the first two periods, as both teams were able to keep each other off the board.

The third period was much of the same, until Kevin Sullivan fed a wide open Daniel Ciampini in front of the net to give the Dutchmen the 1-0 lead at 12 minutes, 51 seconds of the third period. Daniel Carr added his 17th of the year at 16:17 to give the Dutch a commanding 2-0 lead. Kevin Sullivan added an empty netter and Union defeated Brown, 3-0.

With the win, Union finishes the regular season 24-6-4, 18-3-1 in the ECAC. Brown squandered its opportunity to host a first round series with the loss. Its record falls to 11-15-3, 8-13-1 to finish the regular season. Union will have next weekend off with the bye and the number one seed, while Brown will travel to St. Lawrence for a series against the Saints in the first round of the ECAC tournament.

What I Saw

Brown played well for much of the contest against a Union team that is so strong on the puck and as solid as any in the country. Brown’s biggest issue, is itself, which is admitted by coach Whittet. Brown had the biggest opportunity in the ECAC tonight and it missed it. For a team that made it to the ECAC final last year, it looked soft in key areas.

Union played like everything mattered in the world, when really the Dutch didn’t have much to play for. During the last 50 minutes of the game, Union took it to Brown. It came out with a lack of energy but it picked it up after that. For Union it is just on a roll and tonight that continued.

What I thought

The Bears were shut out in both games this weekend. It had tons of opportunities but it failed to finish. This is a problem it had for much of last year, but went away at times this season. Brown has as good of a first line as any team in the country, with Matt Lorito, Mark Naclerio and Nick Lappin. Tonight they were split up, as they have been at some points. Up and down the lineup it struggled to just find the net. Opportunities went wide and it just looked out of sorts. Brown needs to find a scoring groove fast or SLU will eliminate them quickly.

Union is one of the strongest interior teams I have seen this season. Not much gets through to its goaltenders but when it does both of them have the ability to stop it. Sakellaropoulos is solid but he had his struggles despite the shutout. He left rebounds but his defense was ever confident, clearing anything of danger out and by being in the right position at the right moments. It is these fundamentals that make Union better than Brown, right now, and it is these little fundamental things that makes Union so dangerous going forward.

What They Said

Union coach Rick Bennett said,

“We had plenty to play for tonight and that is big picture, so that is our motivation. You also want to get as many wins in your league as you possibly can. Obviously they were playing for something but so were we.”

“I thought our guys really buckled down and played playoff hockey there in the third. The guys made a beautiful play there and that kind of got us going.”

“Alex’s last start was out in St. Cloud. Tonight he showed a lot of poise, which really kept us calm. I thought he played an excellent game.”

Union Forward Daniel Carr said

“I think, as a team, we played a strong game.  The guys came to battle today and that’s all we can ask for.  There’s no letting up with this team.  It felt like playoff hockey out there this afternoon.”

Brown Coach Brendan Whittet said,

“The regular season is over, wherever we end up, we will be ready to go. We have to get back to fundamental, simplistic hockey. We over-complicate things so much offensively. There is too much one on one play, not enough moving the puck or head-manning things or funneling things to the net. It is way too individual.”

“You would have thought the experience of playing in the ECAC final last year, would have helped us in the regular season but this is a new team. Anthony Borelli had a .940 save percentage last year. If you look statistically we are exactly the same team, same offense, same power-play, same penalty-kill. But Borelli was a .950 save percentage goaltender. That is why we are where are now, not saying the goaltenders have been bad. We have had our good moments, but 15 losses is not where we want to be, as a program.”

Brown defenseman Dennis Robertson said,

“Absolutely we are looking at this as a missed opportunity. We had our destiny in our own hands and we needed just a point. We just let it slip and it is frustrating.”

What Else You Should Know

Union will have next weekend off and will look to heal up for a run through the ECAC tournament and the NCAA’s. It will not know its opponent until all series are over, as it will get the lowest remaining seed.

Brown, utterly disappointed after getting swept at home, will regroup and head up to the North Country to face St. Lawrence. The sweep meant a 360 mile excursion for the Bears instead of hosting a playoff series, as it needed just a lone point this weekend to host a series.

Union with the win set a program record in ECAC wins, with 18, and points in a season, 37. This has truly been a banner year for the boys from Schenectady.

Brown has not scored a goal in 143 minutes and 6 seconds of game action. The Bears last scored three games ago against Harvard at the 16:54 mark of the second period. That will just not cut it.

 Sunday, March 2nd, 2014
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Goumas Hat Trick Advances UNH; Lowell Will Defend Title

by Joshua Seguin/Staff Writer

Highlights of New Hampshire's Game 3 win

See more Featured Videos from CHN

Lowell defeated Vermont, 2-1, to win Game 3

See more Featured Videos from CHN

Related Articles

Late Rally Gives Lowell Upper Hand on Vermont
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Roundup: Minnesota, UMD Advance to NSCC Title Game

BU-UNH Game Postponed

UNH Sweeps Notre Dame

Van Riemsdyk Injured in Loss; May Miss Rest of Season

Roundup: Union Stays Hot With Win at UNH

DURHAM, N.H. — Entering the night, New Hampshire had not advanced to the Hockey East semifinals since 2011, when the current seniors were freshmen. Kevin Goumas, though, had different plans for this year. It shouldn't have been a surprise given his play since January 31st.

"Thinking back, I was sitting there and it felt like I was a freshman," Goumas said when asked what he was thinking after the second period. "That was four years ago and the seniors then said it went it goes by so quick. I didn't believe it but now I believe it. It really did go by fast, sitting there with one period to go that was what I was thinking and how I could help this team get to Boston.

"When I was a freshman, it was probably one of the best experiences ever. I tell the younger guys you have to make the best of each chance you get. It was nice as a freshman but will be even nicer as a senior."

Goumas entered Sunday night against Northeastern with 18 points in his last 10 games. He left with 22 in his last 11, thanks to his three goals and an assist in Game 3 of the Hockey East quarterfinal.

It added up to a 5-4 win over the Huskies in the decisive game, and a meeting with Providence in the semifinals next weekend.

"I can't really put tonight in perspective," Goumas said. "I just tried to go out there and do the best I can. It was my last home game here as a senior. I tried to do whatever it takes to help this team get to the Garden, that's all I can say about it."

His performance in a deciding game of a playoff series will go down as one of the better playoff performances for UNH. He knows that making it to the Garden means a lot to its coach, who hails from the Boston area.

"We are absolutely thrilled to being to Boston," coach Dick Umile, a native of Melrose, Mass., said. "Being a kid from Boston, I love taking UNH to Boston and playing at the Garden.

"Kevin Goumas was like possessed tonight, the way he played. He played great. He played hard defensively, he was all over the puck and he was tenacious forechecker."

Matt Willows and Nick Sorkin, join Goumas on a line. They were put together late in the first half. They have done nothing but score since. In 18 games together, the three have combined for 29 goals, 41 assists and 70 points.

"We are all roommates and I think it starts in the house. The three of us are best friends," Goumas said. "Matt Willows is a small kid but he is probably one the tougher kids on the team. Nick is a big guy who likes getting to the front of the net. I more of a playmaker and I try to do my part. Tonight I guess they fed me the puck."

Umile said, "The Goumas line is very important. How much do you see them on the Ice? They are very important. We put them out in key situations if we have an offensive faceoff. Every time they are on the ice they are a threat."

New Hampshire as a whole was pretty inconsistent in the second half and its trip to the Hockey East semifinals hasn't come without bumps in the road. Its best defensemen, Trevor van Riemsdyk, went down with an ankle injury against Union in January. Grayson Downing, its second-line center, also missed most of the second half with multiple shoulder injuries.

For UNH, its one constant in the second half has been the line of Goumas, Sorkin and Willows.

Elsewhere

Massachusetts-Lowell jumped out to a 2-0 lead, then held off Vermont for a 2-1 win and a trip to Boston, where it will try to defend its Hockey East tournament championship.

“It was a close game, special teams was a big part of it. I want to compliment Vermont on a terrific regular-season and playoff," Lowell coach Norm Bazin said. "I thought they were a great opponent and they gave us everything we could handle.

"We are very thankful to come out on top and I thought this was our best game of the three in many different respects. We won the special teams battle, they did get a power-play goal, but we got a shorty and a power-play goal. I thought our penalty kill was good tonight, we had a lot of urgency on the penalty kill and some good shot blocks.”

Vermont still has a better-than-even chance of making the NCAAs.

"I'm very proud of our hockey team. They've had a great season," UVM coach Kevin Sneddon said. "I know there's probably still an outside shot we can still be playing so we'll keep our fingers crossed. Especially for the seniors, I really hope they have an opportunity to play another hockey game or more."
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Minnesota Captures First Big Ten Title
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Wisconsin Snaps Minnesota's 14-Game Unbeaten Streak

Minnesota was unable to clinch the Big Ten championship last week when it lost in overtime to Ohio State. But with a second chance, the Gophers didn't let this one slip away.

Kyle Rau scored 2:44 into overtime, on a power play, as the Gophers defeated Michigan, 3-2. Rau waited as Michigan goalie Zach Nagelvoort went down, and Rau lifted it over him.

It's the first time in program history the team has won three consecutive regular-season championships, including the last two in the WCHA.

"It's prettty cool," Rau said. "But when you come here, you don't come here to win conference championships, we come here for something else. So we want to keep going, keep playing well."

Brady Skjei and Justin Kloos also scored for the Gophers.

"We lost some really good players off last year's team, but some returning guys really stepped up their level of play and the freshmen have come in and complemented our team very, very well," Minnesota coach Don Lucia said.

Michigan led, 2-1, until late in the second period.

"Michigan was the better team in the first period, we kind of righted ourselves in the second," Lucia said. "But it was hard fought. Michigan's as good a team as we've seen all year. Michigan's not an easy place to play, but it's a fun place to play. We made the play in overtime to win it, and who else but Kyle Rau — he gets the big goals."

Derek DeBlois took a hooking penalty in OT, which led to the Minnesota power play. Meanwhile, Adam Wilcox made 22 saves.

"We had some nervousness to our game in the first period, we weren't talking," Lucia said. "Then the communication was much better as the game went on, Adam made some key saves to keep us in it, and the back half of our game was much better."

Elsewhere

Lee Reimer scored 46 seconds into overtime to give Michigan State a 5-4 win over Wisconsin.

Coming into the series having won five-straight games, Wisconsin never got on track, despite coming back from down 3-1.

The teams are normally tight defensively, but the game started out wide open, with four goals in the first period.

* * *

Behind 40 saves from freshman Christian Frey and three-point nights from junior Ryan Dzingel and freshman Nick Schilkey, Ohio State topped Penn State, 4-2. The teams will close the series, and the regular season, at 3 p.m. Saturday in University Park, Pa.
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A Job Well Done

Notre Dame's Johns Spearheads Eight-Game Unbeaten Streak

by Joe Meloni/Senior Writer
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BOSTON — Stephen Johns made a simple read.

In his fourth year at Notre Dame, he knows his job. No matter the situation, he makes the appropriate assessment and does it. This time, it was on the power play, and his charge was getting open.

T.J. Tynan took a pass at the low circle and Johns darted from the blue line to the slot. Wide open, Johns collected the pass and sent it toward Boston College goaltender Thatcher Demko all at once. The puck sailed past BC's freshman netminder and gave the Fighting Irish a 2-1 lead at 2 minutes, 50 seconds of the second period.

This was Johns' second goal of the game. The top-pairing defenseman handed the unenviable task of shutting down the nation's best players every week popped in a few goals of his own Friday night, leading his club to a 7-2 win over top-seeded Boston College in the Eagles' own rink.

Johns added an assist as well. Three points and a five-goal win over a team many consider a national title favorite to earn a 1-0 lead in this best-of-three Hockey East quarterfinal series was already more than enough.

"I don't know if coach (Jeff) Jackson would agree that I'm the go-to guy," Johns quipped, "but it's nice to chip in whenever I can. I've worked on my offensive game these four years. To be able to score two huge goals in a huge game like this, it's huge for my confidence."

That's not all Johns is concerned with, though.

That other part of Johns' assignment, the shutting down his opponents' best players, meant a little bit more on Friday night.

Across from Johns almost every time he stepped onto the ice was Boston College's tiny terror, Johnny Gaudreau, and his equally dangerous linemates, Kevin Hayes and Bill Arnold. Since Jerry York placed the trio together on Dec. 6, 20 games ago, the Eagles had gone 17-1-2. As a group, they've scored 41 goals and added 54 assists.

Two weeks ago, Johns and defensive partner Kevin Lind drew the same task. While the pair had a bit more success than most against BC's best, Gaudreau still managed to make Johns look foolish with one quick flick of the wrists. Notre Dame eventually got the win in overtime, but Gaudreau's ability to turn a game in an instant left an impression on Johns.

"You saw two weeks ago what he can do to me," Johns joked. "He is, hands down, the best player in college hockey. Instead of playing a more physical game on him, you have to contain him. I'm more of a physical player, and I have to hold back the reins this weekend like I had to two weeks ago to try and contain him as much as possible."

Friday night, none of that happened. Gaudreau occasionally picked up the head of steam he collects before striking a blow. Nothing came of it on Friday. Every time there was space, Johns filled it in an instant. Moreover, that space just wasn't there as often. In fact, Gaudreau's 29-game point streak nearly ended until he picked up an assist on a garbage time goal with 2:18 left in regulation and Johns on the bench.

The Fighting Irish, led by Johns, patiently held their lines. BC tried passing through the well-organized Notre Dame defense. BC tried skating through. BC tried hanging a forward deep in the neutral zone. Nothing worked. Each rush, each pass ended with a calm takeaway and dump in from Notre Dame or, on a few occasions, an odd-man rush that quickly became an Irish goal.

"People like to think we're a defensive team, but, when you defend with a purpose, it leads to offense," Jackson said. "That's our philosophy. People say we're a defensive team. I say the exact opposite. It's about puck possession. It's about making plays in transition, but you can't have transition without defense."

At the heart of it all was Johns, the senior defenseman who quietly does exactly what he's asked. No matter its difficulty, no matter its lack of glamour.

Johns credited Notre Dame's win on Friday to the same handful of factors that led to the Irish's 6-0-1 unbeaten streak heading into Friday.

"It was a huge confidence boost to be able to come in here two weeks ago and take that game," he said. "We've been rolling here for the last month."

Unlike those nights, though, Johns and his teammates didn't perform their usual postgame ritual. Notre Dame's famed Victory March did not echo through the visiting locker room in Conte Forum on Friday night.

Saturday's 4 p.m. puck drop is UND's chance to clinch its spot in the Hockey East Semifinals next weekend at TD Garden. No, the job isn't done just yet. Friday night, though, for Notre Dame and Stephen Johns, especially, the job was done. And it was done pretty damn well.
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Fan Favorite: Rookie Osterberg Leads Duluth

Freshman Plays Integral Role on Bulldogs' Top Line

by Nicole Brodzik/CHN Reporter
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Team of the Week: Minnesota-Duluth

Crandall Having Senior Moment

Now is not a bad time to be Minnesota-Duluth’s Kyle Osterberg.

After being named NCHC Rookie of the Week for the third time this season, Osterberg received the Bulldogs’ 2013-14 Fan Favorite Award during the second intermission of last Friday’s game against Nebraska-Omaha. He then continued his team’s offensive outburst in the third period, scoring the Bulldogs’ sixth goal of the evening against the Mavericks.

Not bad at all.

And all of that added up to a yet another NCHC Rookie of the Week title, his second straight and fourth of the season, the most of any player named.

While he was snubbed from the NCHC’s All-Rookie Team announced on Friday, his skill and energy have helped contribute to an impressive line with Justin Crandall and Tony Cameranesi who are clicking at just the right time as Minnesota-Duluth plays host to an NCHC quarterfinal series against Western Michigan this weekend.

“It’s huge,” Crandall said. “It’s a good time to start playing well now that we’re at the end of the year. We need to continue that into playoffs and be a line the team can count on.”

The trio scored six of the Bulldogs’ nine goals last weekend. And though it’s fair to say that Osterberg and company are in fact the line the Bulldogs have been able to count on, Osterberg credits his linemates for his successes, claiming that he’s simply been in the right place at the right time.

“It feels really good,” said the Lakeville, Minn., native. “[We] have been clicking really well. We just seem to find each other. When you have the speed of Tony and the smarts of Justin, all I really have to do is kind of find open space, and those guys find me.”

The 19 year-old forward leads UMD with 14 goals and 27 points in 32 games. It’s not often that a freshman leads his team in goals, so it’s no surprise he’s already become a “Fan Favorite.”

“It is pretty special,” Osterberg said. “I didn’t really think I was going to get it. I mean our whole team is just clicking, and our whole team deserves it, but I was lucky enough to get that honor. It feels good though, but I have to thank my teammates for that because they’re the ones helping me out.”

His head coach, Scott Sandelin, believes that Osterberg is one of many talented freshmen his team has skated this season, and the numbers show that. But the Bulldogs also have the highest-scoring freshman class in the NCHC, and forward Alex Iafallo was named to the conference’s All-Rookie Team this week.

“Obviously Kyle’s our leading goal scorer and Alex has played great,” Sandelin said. “You put Kyle’s line against Nebraska’s top line [last] weekend, and I think they did great. I think all of our freshmen have done a good job.

“Those two have kind of done a little bit more on the offensive side. They’ve had great production for us.”
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He Just Scores Goals

Robert Morris' Wydo is Among Nation's Leaders

by Jen Dobias/CHN Reporter
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When asked what type of hockey player Cody Wydo is, Robert Morris head coach Derek Schooley gave a simple answer.

“He’s a goal scorer,” he said. “They don’t ask how; they ask how many. Sometimes they’re very pretty, sometimes they’re not so pretty, but they all go in the net and they all count the same.”

After finishing his sophomore campaign with 21 goals, a tally shy of tying RMU’s single-season record, Wydo didn’t fall short of the record this season, netting 25 goals in 37 games. He’s currently fourth in the nation in goals and, adding to that total 20 assists, he’s tied for fourth in points.

“It’s not easy to get up there. It’s not easy to score that many goals,” linemate Scott Jacklin said. “He’s just always around the net. That’s how he gets his goals.”

Wydo has shown the ability to put up big numbers throughout his career. In his final season in the North American Hockey League, Wydo put on an offensive clinic en route to being named the 2011 Forward of the Year. He racked up 91 points (40 goals, 51 assists) in 58 regular-season games and led the league in goals and points.

But there were questions that his skill set may not translate to the college game. At only 5-foot-10 and 175 pounds, Wydo has never been the biggest player on the ice. He’s also rarely the fastest, though Schooley called him “deceptively fast” and said that “when he goes, he can go.”

“I’d be lying if I said I expected him to be a 25-goal scorer, but I expected him to be able to contribute offensively and play on the top six,” Schooley said. “People passed on him because they questioned his size or they questioned his skating. But if you watched him on a consistent basis you just noticed that he was always in the right place, the puck was always around him and he always scored.”

Wydo has rewarded RMU’s faith in him, and also exceeded his coaches’ expectations, just by being the player that he is: an opportunistic goal scorer who can find open space and see plays developing faster than other skaters. When he gets hot, he can net goals at a rapid clip, evidenced by his seven-goal outburst in back-to-back games against Penn State and Canisius in November and his five-game goal streak, during which RMU went unbeaten, between Jan. 25 and Feb. 8.

“I just try to find areas that are open in the offensive zone,” Wydo said. “I try to get behind the defenseman, have him not be able to see me. Just get lost out on the ice. Once the puck finds me or I find the puck, I usually am able to put it in or have an opportunity to score.”

If he keeps taking advantage of those chances, Wydo will continue his assault on the RMU record book. In three seasons, he has already set a program best with 12 career game-winning goals and is tied for first with four career shorthanded goals. With 59 career goals, he is just six away from breaking Chris Margott’s all-time record.

Setting individual records is always nice, especially when you’re like Wydo, an undrafted player hoping to gain a foothold in professional hockey one day. But RMU’s star is focused only on the task at hand: defeating Connecticut to earn a trip to Rochester, N.Y. for the Atlantic Hockey semifinals.

“There’s a revenge factor because they knocked us out of the playoffs last year,” Wydo said. “We want to go and be the ones that knock them out this year to give them a little bit of payback.”

As for Wydo, not only will he help RMU win, he’ll continue to take his revenge on all the teams that doubted him, one goal at a time.
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Commentary: Lake Superior Needs More Than Coaching Change

by Adam Wodon/Managing Editor

Related Articles

Czuczman Leaves Lake Superior State to Sign with Islanders

Roque Out at Lake Superior State

Team of the Week: Lake Superior State

Roundup: Lake Superior Remains Undefeated After Sweep at Union

Roque Out at Lake Superior State
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CCHA Fines LSSU's Roque

CCHA Suspends Roque One Game

Jim Roque became this season's first coaching casualty when Lake Superior State let him go following the conclusion of the team's regular season.

columnist-wodon

Even though the school has changed presidents (numerous times) and athletic directors in recent years, not much has changed for the program. It's basically been on a downward spiral since Jeff Jackson left in 1996 to start the national development program — though it's quite likely he'd have eventually run into the same problems.

This is a program that once won three national championships in six years, but was not equipped to deal with the changing landscape of college hockey.

Consequently, Jim Roque is just another victim of a familiar story — a school not devoting resources to an athletic program is losing too many games, and in need of a scapegoat.

Last year, Tim Whitehead was let go at Maine under similar circumstances. It's all relative — Maine has more resources than LSSU, and Whitehead went to four Frozen Fours — but it's conceptually similar. Maine had fallen behind the rest of Hockey East in terms of facilities and budget, and it showed. A lot of Maine fans will disgree and insist he wasn't a great coach, but that's not necessarily fair.

I'm not close enough to the situation at Lake Superior State to know why the school itself has limited funds, though declining enrollment is one factor. So it's not appropriate to attach blame to anyone specifically.

But the bottom line for the hockey program is, it hardly has the resources it needs to compete, even in the new WCHA, where it should theoretically be easier than the old CCHA.

When the CCHA was on the brink of dissolving, with the Big Ten and NCHC forming, there were many in college hockey who feared that LSSU was the most likely candidate to simply shut down the program. Behind the scenes, it was the program most mentioned when discussions arose about schools that weren't willing or capable to keep up. Miami and Western Michigan wanted to go to the shiny new NCHC to get away from schools like that, which they believed would drag it down.

Even some of the current WCHA schools had reservations about entering a league with two Alaska schools and programs like Lake Superior. There were machinations, led by Bowling Green and Niagara, to try to form another new conference out of teams from the old CCHA and current Atlantic Hockey — ones that were committed to hockey and 18 scholarships.

Ultimately, too many schools, like Northern Michigan and Ferris State, got cold feet and jumped at the WCHA opportunity rather than wait around for another new conference to form, thus leaving no options.

So here we are.

Maybe Lake Superior State's administration is just hoping for a shot in the dark, maybe find someone who is the new college hockey coaching genius that will lead the team to the top of the WCHA. Maybe that happens. Maybe, lacking any other way to go about it — i.e. devoting more resources — this is its only shot.

OK. Just don't count on it.

More than likely, the new coach will face the same hurdles Roque did, and find winning to be just as difficult. Odds are, also, that the new coach won't recruit as well as Roque was able to, given the situation. Roque landed some pretty good players — just not enough of them. Three players left early last season for NHL contracts. Another, Kevin Czuczman, just did so this week.

Who will be better and more equipped to deal with the challenges at Lake Superior State now? Roque is an alumnus who was an assistant coach on two of the three national championship teams. Anzalone tried a second time and couldn't do it. Roque couldn't do it.

Good luck to whoever this new savior will be.

It's not realistic to expect it could keep up with Big Ten schools anymore. There was a day and age when that was easier. But now, with big money and television revenue going into some programs, and with the Ivy League schools able to snatch recruits with hefty financial aid packages, the Lakers are too far behind that pack and in too remote a location.

But Lake Superior State doesn't have to be completely doomed. A little more money into the program, a little upgrade of facilities, more money in the recruiting budget, and there's no reason why the Lakers, with their rich tradition, can't be in the mix in this new-look WCHA, that has many programs more of its ilk.

We'll see if Lake Superior State has the gumption to do any of this, or leave another coach out to dry.

Adam you're clueless, as usual. Whitehead was a disaster of epic proportions, regularly out-coached and unable to recruit top quality players - not because of budget or facility - because he could not develop players into NHL-caliber talent as his predecessor was able to do routinely. Who cares about facilities? Players go where they're going to get the best shot at winning and getting to the NHL. Period.
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dking  • 4 days ago   

They just need to recruit more of the USHL, NAHL, and Northern Ontario. They are in the middle of hockey country with Minnesota on one side, Northern Ontario about them. Bring in more US players. There are many players right today from the USHL and NAHL that still have not be committed.
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I am shocked the AD waited this long after so many second half collapses and declining attendance. These guys are like the Green Bay Packers of the 70s and 80s, bringing back Bart Starr and Forrest Gregg trying to rekindle the magic.

Years ago people thought Lake State couldn't compete because they were too small a school. Frank Anzalone -- an outsider -- changed all that. 

When you look at the kids that have turned pro after their junior year, you see the talent is there, the "team" is not. 

But what really baffles is me is that Lake State is going to Western Canada to find players. They're on the border with Northern Ontario. Why aren't they mining the Canadian talent that's there? Not every Canadian kid wants to play in the OHL.
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I total agree with you and in part with Adam about dumping some money into the program. Following Laker Hockey for years the talent has been their I too was surprised that he was not let go earlier. Too many years of poor special teams play, hot starts to a season only to be beat down come Febuary. Abel arena is a great place for hockey, but the Norris center is far overdue and needs upgrades similar to Miami and Notre Dame did. Hard to sell a program once a kid sees the likes of the Compton center and then walks back into 1985 at the Norris Center. Dunbar is spot on with a change in direction, this is needed to pump some life and move the program up, but LSSU needs to dump as much money into the program has they have in Campus upgrades over the last few years. Tired of the secound half collaspe, will keep the faith in the anchor.
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Hockey East Quarterfinal Preview

A Job Well Done

Notre Dame Advances as BU's Season Comes to Early End

Boston College is not used to this. But it will get a week off before its usual sojourn into the NCAAs.

The Eagles ran roughshod over the Hockey East, and national, schedule from late November on. But the one team it has not been able to solve is Notre Dame.

The Irish defeated Boston College for the third time in the last four meetings, including two of three in their Hockey East quarterfinal series, and knocked the top-seeded Eagles out. Notre Dame became the second No. 8 seed in the conference tournaments, joining Miami, to knock out a No. 1 seed.

For Boston College, it's the first time in 10 years it won't make the Hockey East semifinals. It will still, however, be a No. 1 seed in the NCAA Tournament, presumably at the Northeast Regional in Worcester, according to all Pairwise prognostications. But that, and the 11 previous Hockey East titles under coach Jerry York, were of no solace.

"It's certainly a very difficult loss for us based on the winner goes to the Garden to play for the Lamoriello Trophy," York said. "It's something that's been one of our major goals. The locker room is just crushed. We're very, very disappointed in the outcome."

Meanwhile, Notre Dame's NCAA hopes were very much in question before it defeated Boston College on the last day of the regular season, snapping the Eagles' 19-game unbeaten streak. But the Irish are a lock now, sitting at eighth in the Pairwise after an eighth-place finish in the Hockey East regular season.

“Finishing in eighth place and getting to the Garden is [pretty good],” Notre Dame coach Jeff Jackson said. “We had a tough first half, and some crazy things happened. It was an adjustment to the league. The conference is so deep that I think we had a lot of surprises. We were in eighth place, but five points out of second. That just tells you about the quality of the conference.”

Notre Dame also finally kept Johnny Gaudreau off the scoreboard. Gaudreau's linemate, Kevin Hayes, scored on a giveaway in the first period, but Gaudreau did not factor into the play. His point-scoring streak ends at 31 games, which ties Paul Kariya's Hockey East record.

Bryan Rust scored a dagger of a goal, his 16th, with just four seconds left in the second period, giving Notre Dame a 3-2 lead. The Irish then withstood a tenacious BC attack, including 14 shots, in the third period, before finally sealing the win when Jeff Costello put a backhand deke and shot between the goaltender's legs, finishing off a 2-on-1 with 1:52 remaining.

"When you look at the chances we had, and then you only have two goals from those chances, you have to give (goalie Steve) Summerhays a tremendous amount of credit there," York said. "He was certainly the difference in the game tonight from my perspective. He played very, very well."

But York and the Eagles do know there can be brighter days ahead still.

"The most major goal we all have is the national championship," York said. "Yale and Quinnipiac were in a consolation game (last year before playing for a national title). They didn't play for a league championship. Michigan State the year they beat us (2007), they had lost three straight games, got upset in the quarterfinals, and won a national championship. In Tampa Bay (2012), we played Ferris for a national championship. They got upset in the quarters. So there's a lot of precedent set. You don't necessarily have to win your league title to win a national championship. It probably happens more often the other way. That's where our mindset is now. ... We have two weeks to prepare for a national championship."

Scott McLaughlin contributed to this report.
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Ferlin's OT Goal Sends Cornell to Lake Placid

CHN Staff Report 

Brian Ferlin scores the game winner midway through the first overtime.
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Twice this season, Andy Iles had shutouts spoiled by one penalty shot goal allowed. This time, he held onto it all the way through overtime, his first of the season, and one of the biggest of his career.

Brian Ferlin's rebound goal midway through the first overtime gave Cornell a 1-0 win over Clarkson in the decisive Game 3 of the teams' ECAC quarterfinal series. The win keeps Cornell's NCAA hopes alive, and sends it on to face Union in next week's ECAC semifinals in Lake Placid.

"It was a real good poised play by Clint Lewis to get it to the net," Cornell coach Mike Schafer said.

Ferlin's game winner also came a period after he took a borderline hit from behind that wasn't called, but kept him out of the game for a few shifts.

"He came back to the bench, he was steaming," Schafer said. "He had to get checked out medically first before he could go back on. You could sense he was pretty determined. He had some great chances in the course of the game."

The teams had few good scoring chances along the way, and when there were, Iles and his freshman counterpart Steve Perry came up big.

"He went long periods of time without any action, then he had to make a big save," Schafer said about his goaltender. "I think he's gotten better handling that over the years."

"Andy's awesome, he competed non-stop," Cornell assistant coach Ben Syer said. "He was on top of his game here tonight, and gave us an opportunity to win."

Clarkson came back from a 1-0 series deficit last week to defeat Princeton in three games, but couldn't quite pull out the same thing against Cornell.

"We battled, it was an unbelieveable series," Clarkson coach Casey Jones said. "For us to play six games like that in 10 days, and show the mental toughness we showed tonight, was a telling tale of our team all season."

Clarkson was picked in some polls to finish last in the preseason, but came in fifth in Jones' third season behind the bench. It showed it has a bright future, but that there is still work to do to get back to an elite level.

"Any time you get extensive playoff experience it's good," Jones said. "I thought (the freshmen) could learn from our senior class the commitment level it took to get us here, and the compete level you need to be successful, intangible qualities of good programs. We've got to get some guys to step into major roles here going forward, but certainly the senior class took us on a great journey this year."

Schafer was impressed with his former assistant coach, Jones, a fellow Cornell alum who was the captain for the Big Red at the beginning of Schafer's coaching career.

"How hard they fought, the game could've gone either way," Schafer said. "I told Casey after the game how proud I was of how he's done such a great job at Clarkson and how hard his team fights and claws for victory. When you win a game like that against an opponent that plays that hard, and is well coached — a victory is good at any time — but when you know  you have a worthy adversary, it's great to win.

"The league is so deep this year, being the four seed, there wasn't much to pick from between us and Clarkson. That's why you fight all year, to make sure you have last change all night long, and all three nights."
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McCrank Hat Trick Leads Canisius Back to AH Semis
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Canisius made a run from practically nowhere last season to an Atlantic Hockey championship and NCAA appearance. And now it has put itself in position to do it again.

Less than 24 hours after being in a 1-0 series hole, and 4-1 deficit in Game 2, the Golden Griffins — the No. 7 seed in the tournament — are headed to Rochester for the Atlantic Hockey semifinals.

Canisius junior Mitch McCrank scored all of his team's goals, including the third-period game winner, as the Griffs defeated second-seeded Bentley, 3-2.

“Our physical play from the first puck drop on Friday to the final horn on Sunday was the ultimate difference in a really close weekend,” said Canisius head coach Dave Smith. “Both team had opportunities to win the series in two games but I’m proud of our effort to earn the win in three against a very good Bentley team. Our depth, physical play and goaltending were the difference in the weekend.”

The loss ended Bentley's school-record 19-win season.

Tony Capobianco stopped 38 shots in the win.

Canisius will face top-seeded Mercyhurst in the semifinals, the team it defeated in last year's championship game.

Bentley netted the game’s first goal when Brett Gensler scored with 8:56 remaining in the first. McCrank tied it twice along the way, before giving his team its first lead, and only one it would need, 8:52 into the third period.

Elsewhere

Niagara senior Matt Williams scored 4:49 into overtime to defeat Air Force and advance to the Atlantic Hockey semifinals.

Niagara lost the first game of the series, but bounced back, on the road, to win the final two games.

“This series will go down as one of the biggest moments in our hockey history,” Niagara coach Dave Burkholder said. “It was a phenomenal effort from the entire team. Different guys stepped it up at different times for us.

"It took us a lot to pull this together this year, but you can feel the trust and love in the locker room and we certainly came together at the right time. I couldn’t be happier for Matt Williams pulling the trigger in overtime and sending us to Rochester.”

The Purple Eagles will face Robert Morris next week in Rochester.
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Rumpel's Growth Propelling Badgers

Wisconsin Goalie Deserves Hobey Consideration

by Sam Obermyer/CHN Reporter
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Wisconsin Goalie Rumpel Out a Few Weeks

The last 15 months have been good for the Wisconsin Badgers. After struggling early on last season, the Badgers went 21-6-4 down the stretch and won the Broadmoor Trophy as the WCHA Final Five Champions.

This season, Wisconsin has carried that success over to the Big Ten Conference going 19-9-2 overall and 10-5-1 in the Big Ten, currently in second place.

A big reason for the Badgers success has been the play of junior goaltender Joel Rumpel.

"I've been a lot more confident out there. My team obviously helps out a lot with how good they play defensively in front of me to make me look good," Rumpel said.

"He is doing a lot of the little things well," said Wisconsin coach Mike Eaves. "He's a big target, he is very athletic and moves well but he is doing a lot of the little things that the position requires of him. His rebound control has improved, his movement of the puck, getting out and making good decisions and he has got a level of confidence right now that for any goaltender is very big."

Going 16-4-1, Rumpel leads Big Ten goalies with a .936 save percentage, 1.83 goals-against average and .786 winning percentage.

"You take a look at his numbers and they are as good as anybody's," Eaves said. "I know for our team, there is a feeling of confidence when he is back there doing the things he is doing. It's almost if we do make a mistake, we don't panic because right now 93 or 94 percent of the time Joel is making the save."

Rumpel has staked a claim to the No. 1 spot between the pipes after splitting time with fellow junior goalie Landon Peterson the past couple of season. Eaves said Rumpel's improved play has dictated the decision to go with him as the No. 1 goalie and a player developing like Rumpel has over the years is what coaches hope to see from players.

"As a freshman there is growth, as a sophomore there is growth and usually I have noticed between their sophomore and junior year, when they come back, there can be a quantum leap because physically they mature, mentally and emotionally they have handled some life issues," Eaves said. "Usually we see some maturation around that time and that is what has happened for Joel. He has had a nice maturation in all of those areas which has allowed him to play at a higher level."

The competition with Peterson has helped push Rumpel to that higher level.

"We have a good relationship on and off the ice but on the ice it is a completive one and both of us know either one of us can steal the job from the other one on any given day," said Rumpel.

That is not to say this season has been without its challenges for Rumpel who missed a few weekends earlier in the year with an ankle sprain.

"I hadn't really been hurt really before so it was kind of somewhat new." Rumpel said. "One really good thing was Landon stepped up and kept playing well and got a few wins for our team. When I came back I knew I had to work extra hard to get back into the net and I think it ended up helping me more than anything."

A much less serious, more funny, challenge faced Rumpel last Saturday on his way to shutting out Michigan State. In the third period a Spartan shot shattered the webbing of his glove forcing Rumpel to use Peterson's glove for a few minutes until Rumpel's backup glove could be retrieved.

"It kind of woke me up a little bit if anything, it gets your blood going a little bit faster," Rumpel said. "I used Landon Peterson's glove for a couple of plays. I made one glove save that was a little sketchy, I almost fumbled it but then I got my backup glove from the dressing room a few minutes later."

When he is not focused on stopping pucks Rumpel is known for his interactions with the fans.

"It's just nice being able to give back a little smile or a high-five coming off the ice or in warm-ups," Rumpel said. "When I was a kid it went a long way and it's something that really sticks with you. That's something that players in the past I have done and made me want to have the chance and opportunity to make that impression on a kid."

Rumpel's uncle, Roy Schultz, also played goal for the Badgers and was an All-American in 1980.

"He came down earlier this season, him and his wife, to watch me play and it's was great to have him back down here," Rumpel said. "He will send me an email or text, he always watches at home with the Big Ten Network now. He will give me a little tibbit or good job or something I can work on so it's nice having him knowing the ropes and what he has been thorough here and helping me out along the way."

* * *

The victory over Michigan State on Saturday was a milestone for Eaves — his 250th as the Badgers head coach — and an event which ended up costing Rumpel the game puck.

"I wasn't very much aware of it," Eaves said. "Usually at the end games we give out a game puck. I asked assistant coach (Gary) Shuchuk for a game puck, I was going to give it to Joel Rumpel and Shuchuk says, 'I got this one, I'll get it,' and I say, 'OK, that's good.' So we get into the locker room and I'm expecting Shuchuk to hand out the puck and I said, 'Shuchuk, go ahead,' and he says, 'Actually I gave it to Frankie Simonelli, our captain,' and Frankie made the announcements about the 250th win and threw the puck at me. So it was a nice surprise."

With four games left before the Big Ten tournament the Badgers are hoping the success they enjoyed down the stretch last season can benefit them in this title run.

"There are only three guys missing from last year's team, so they have been there and they have been through it," Eaves said. "We can say what we need to say as coaches but the most effective words and thoughts that are shared are amongst the leadership in the locker room and what they tell each other, and because of our experience last year, I think it is a plus."

He's such a nice guy off the ice (he was the last player to leave after the game due to the kids who wanted to chat with him) and an amazing playing on the ice. Put those two things together and this kid deserves all the success in the world, but goalies usually don't get the attention they deserve.
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Red ... With White and Blue

Gendron Trying to Inspire Maine Back to Top

by Joseph Edwards/CHN Writer
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It would be pretty easy to label Maine's 2013-14 campaign as a 'rebuilding season.'

For the third time in six seasons, the Black Bears finished under .500 in 2012-13, and in that span had made the NCAA tournament just once. The higher-ups in Orono decided it was time for a change, and relieved coach Tim Whitehead of his duties.

Whether the dropoff in recent years falls on Whitehead or also on an administration that was unable to keep up financially with other Hockey East schools, is a debate that can be had, and has been had, over and over in Maine circles. But either way, whoever came into the position was going to be faced with challenges.

Names like Jim Montgomery, an alum that ended up coaching Denver, came up in discussion, as did Mark Osiecki, George Gwozdecky and Jim Tortorella. But instead of going in a whole new direction, the Black Bears instead turned back the clock, going with a former assistant of Maine coaching legend Shawn Walsh.

Red Gendron is no stranger to the college game; he helped Yale win a national championship last season as associate coach, his second with the Bulldogs. His resume includes stops at Massachusetts, Indiana of the USHL, the NHL's New Jersey Devils, all after three years and a title with Walsh at Maine.

Gendron is certainly a widely-regarded coaching guru. But one thing he hadn't been was a head coach at this high a level.

Yet Gendron hasn't missed a beat. So far, he's guided the Black Bears to a 12-9-3 record, including a 6-4-2 mark in Hockey East.

"The season has gone great," senior captain Brice O'Connor said. "It starts from the head of the ship with a coach, the changes Coach has made; he holds us to the standard he had set for us this year."

As soon as Gendron set foot on campus in Orono, he set the bar for his team of student-athletes:

"We want to prepare ourselves each and every day," he said, "so that in the end we can challenge for championships, and so we look at growth every day. That's what we're trying to do, is get better every single day, and we take it seriously."

While perfection, he says, is unattainable, the pursuit of such a lofty ideal is a noble goal, and as with all noble goals, there's little time to waste.

"It wasn't, 'We're going to take our time and see what we can do and eventually get to where we want to be,'" O'Connor said. "There wasn't even a transition, it was 'This is what I want, this is what I expect, and we're going to meet it.'"

So far, so good, Gendron says.

"What I see is growth pretty much every week since the season began," Gendron said. "If it can be said of any team that they've gotten better each and every week, then you've got a pretty good chance to be successful."

Based on just quantitative results, Maine has already had its share of success. Defensively, it ranks ninth in Division I, allowing just 2.25 goals per game while the offense scores 3.21 goals per game. The Black Bears power player clicks at a respectable 18.9 percent, and the penalty kill at 83.5 percent. The team has racked up a number of impressive wins, including a 5-1 win over BC, and two victories over BU in which they scored seven times in each.

But it's not about wins and losses, the the coach stresses — and his charges have truly bought in.

Gendron tends not to speak a lot. But when he does, it's authoritative and thoughtful.

"With everything he does, there's a lesson behind it," O'Connor said. "He's trying to teach you something, or get something different out of you. It's not just practice or meetings; you can sit down and talk with him about history or school, and he's wants you to learn. He wants to make you a better person and a better player. That's the biggest style he brings, there's a purpose behind everything he does, and he always want you to be improving."

For instance, on the return trip from the Florida College Classic (where the Black Bears finished second to Cornell after a shootout), the team came through Philadelphia International Airport. Sensing a moment for bonding, the players had their freshman teammates stand together and sing The Maine Stein Song, the school's fight song. While the display no doubt helped the first-year players accrue a sense of camaraderie, Gendron knew he had to take it a step further.

"I said, 'All you guys go up here in the middle of the concourse at Philly International,' and they all sang the Stein Song together," Gendron recalled a few weeks later, after the team thrashed BU 7-3 at Fenway Park. "The beauty of it was the look on their faces when they were all together and they started to sing it, and at first it was like, 'Coach called us out and we gotta stand up in a public place and sing the University of Maine Stein Song? Oh, that old man's crazy.' Which is true ... but, the bottom line is, when you see that kind of togetherness, that's what we want. You get to the point where I don't have to say anything. That's the definition of a great teacher — one who seeks to make himself unnecessary."

There's really no bottom to the bag of lessons that Gendron brings. After 20 years of coaching across every possible level, he's learned from the best, most notable personalities the game has had to offer. He cites Jacques Lemaire, Larry Robinson, John Cunniff, and Walsh as major influences, and calls Yale's Keith Allain the best coach he knows. Not a bad knowledge base.

"To begin to try and tell, without having four hours to think about what I've learned along the way, is actually impossible," Gendron said. He hopes to do the same with his players, imparting knowledge that will bring them success in hockey, as well as their lives beyond it. "Hard work, competing, and a commitment to getting better every day, that's what we do. The X's and O's is really important. the game, the performance and the habits for the players, all of that stuff is important. All of that starts with having a culture with competitiveness and a willingness to get better.

"The highest thing [we've achieved this season] is how committed our players are to being the best they can be, and how hard they work and how they compete. The results, it sounds cliche, but they take care of themselves."

The results so far say that Maine is a team on the rise: sixth in the ultra-competitve Hockey East, with league play just getting underway. It's 18th in the Pairwise and garnering more and more attention every week from poll voters who are watching the Black Bears get better by the day.

There are still challenges to overcome and it remains to be seen how far the team can go. But there's no denying the generally positive mood in Orono.
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Making Time For the Pain

Minnesota State's Lehrke Decides He Can't Walk Away

by Jen Dobias/CHN Reporter
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Zach Lehrke couldn’t do it anymore.

Over the summer, he had trained harder than ever, fighting through the pain like he always did, to prepare himself to be an impact player his senior season at Minnesota State. Johnny McInnis recalled that it was “inspiring to watch him” and head coach Mike Hastings noted that he was excited because he could tell that Lehrke had “done the work to have a phenomenal senior year.”

But that work had taken its toll. 

“I was pretty worn down after the summer training session. At the start of the year, once we got skating, I was struggling with it a lot, and I was sick of dealing with it,” Lehrke said. “I kind of snapped a little bit about it and told myself, ‘I don’t think I can do it anymore.’”

So, with the season only days away, he went to Hastings’s office to tell him that he wanted to retire. They agreed that it was the right decision.

Lehrke suffers from a rare and little understood medical condition that causes severe cramping throughout his body. While it can strike at any time, the pain is generally at its worst during and after physical activity. He described the condition as a “different type of cramping, not like the normal kind of athlete’s cramps” and said that he began to notice it more during his sophomore year of high school, though added that he’s probably had it his whole life.

“To be honest, life has kind of been – I know it’s a bit of a harsh word – but it actually has been miserable sometimes. When it happens, it’s hard to even walk and I’m in a lot of pain. I don’t think that would be fun for anybody,” Lehrke said. “It’s very frustrating, but I just keep telling myself I’ve been to so many places trying to get it figured out and they haven’t been able to do it. I feel like I’m probably going to have to live with it. I’m going to have to get through it not only in hockey but whatever else I’m doing.”   

Being away from the game made Lehrke realize how much he was willing to sacrifice for it. Hastings pointed out that “sometimes when you step away it gives you a little clarity,” and it did for Lehrke. He saw that, if he could continue to manage the pain as he had done throughout his career, he had so much to gain — the camaraderie in the locker room, the thrill of scoring a key goal, the chance to help lead his team to victory.

“I’ve played hockey since I was four,” Lehrke said. “Growing up, it’s just been hockey, hockey, hockey. I don’t think I was ready to give up the game, especially when I have one last year I can do it.”

After watching the Mavericks play without him for 10 games, Lehrke approached Hastings to discuss returning to the lineup. Like before, they talked at length, with Lehrke explaining that he wanted to be a part of the team, no matter the physical toll. That same week, on Nov. 22, he made his season debut.

Lehrke may not have set out to inspire his teammates when he decided to come back, but he did.

“To see a guy going through something I can’t even imagine on a daily basis and battle through it and not ever say a word about it and still have the success that he has is definitely an inspiration,” Matt Leitner said. 

While Lehrke said that he thinks of himself as “just a piece of the team, not anymore than that,” his return coincided with MSU’s resurgence. The WCHA favorites stumbled at the beginning of the season, posting a 4-6 record in his absence. They have since climbed to second place in the league and sit just four points outside of first. Ask any Maverick, and he’ll tell you that it’s not a coincidence.

“A lot was expected of us and, until Zach came back, we didn’t really have a lot going for us,” McInnis said. “There were glimpses of what could be, but it just seemed like someone was missing. When Zach came back, our family was back together again.”

Lehrke was the missing piece on the top power-play unit. Before Nov. 22, MSU’s once potent power play was sputtering, ranked 55th in the nation (8.7 percent). Now, it’s first in the WCHA and third in the NCAA (24.2). Lehrke’s 12 points (two goals, 10 assists) with the man advantage is good for third on the team, and he has displayed a knack for finding even the smallest of passing lanes to set up his teammates for scoring chances.

“One of his greatest strengths is his ability to see the game and slow it down,” Hastings said. “He makes great decisions with the puck. He can see what’s there and deliver a puck to an area that’s open or a player that’s open.”

As important as Lehrke has been on the ice, he’s been more so off it. McInnis was quick to mention that “he always has a smile on his face and is working hard, which is something you need in your locker room,” while Leitner explained that “there’s no replacing guys like Zach, who just have a good heart all around.”

“He earned the respect of everybody on our team just because of the way he approaches his life, his work ethic and the type of young man that he is,” Hastings said. “He elevated a lot of things, not just what we were doing in the rink.”

While Lehrke has elevated his team’s and his own play – with 18 points (six goals, 12 assists) in 16 games, he has a chance to top his previous career high of 25 despite missing 10 games – it’s still not always easy. The pain can be brutal late in the third period, and long workouts are tough. But he knows that he can look to his MSU family for support.

“When I told them I wasn’t going to play they were supportive, and they welcomed me back,” Lehrke said. “They’ve helped me out a lot. The first game I came back, they were pretty excited and they made me more comfortable in the locker room, which made me more comfortable on the ice.”

And Lehrke has looked comfortable on the ice, no more so than when he scored what may be the NCAA goal of the year Jan. 11 against Alaska Anchorage. On a two-on-one rush, he reeled in a pass from Jean-Paul Lafontaine and shot the puck between his legs to beat UAA’s Chris Kamal.

“Just messing around at a practice, you try something like that,” Lehrke said. “I’ve never done it in an actual game. It’s really cool to be a candidate. I’m sure there are a lot of cool goals were scored this year.”

But Lehrke’s is likely more special than any of them because of the story behind it.
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Taking His Time

Merrimack's Lashyn Uses Extra Year in Juniors to Prepare For College Toll

by Mike McMahon/Staff Writer
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NORTH ANDOVER, Mass. — With players verbally committing to college programs at younger ages, it’s commonplace for the terms of those handshake agreements to change over time.

Often it’s the college programs asking the players for another of junior hockey, or perhaps a year at a prep school, in order for the player to get stronger or to refine his overall game. Other times, an expected early pro signing decided to stick with getting his degree and there isn’t a roster spot or scholarship available.

For Merrimack freshman defenseman Jonathan Lashyn, that decision came from a different direction. Lashyn, who had two points in Merrimack’s 3-2 win over Massachusetts on Saturday, asked to go back to the Camrose Kodiaks of the Alberta Junior Hockey League last season.

“He thought he could get better and get stronger,” Merrimack head coach Mark Dennehy said.  “He’s a man.”

Lashyn isn’t the first former Kodiak to take an extra season before matriculating to Merrimack. Karl Stollery, who is now under contract with the Colorado Avalanche, followed a similar path.

“Johnny is maybe stronger at this stage,” Dennehy said. “Stollery’s skating was phenomenal. Jon’s skating is good and he’s working on it, but I’ll tell you something, Jon is a bull. When he decides he’s going to the net, no one is going to stop him. He’s a beast.”

Lashyn only has four points on the season, but he’s played a vital role for the Warriors, who are 4-4-2 in their last 10 games after starting the season 3-9-1.  His knack for the net – he scored 12 goals last season for Camrose to go with 26 points in 50 games – is starting to manifest itself for the Warriors.

“It’s always fun to skate up close to the net,” said Lashyn, who plays on the right side for the Warriors. “It’s defense first, so you have to pick your spots, but we don’t get many chances like that on the back end.”

One such chance came in the third period last Saturday, with the Warriors trailing a goal. Lashyn took the puck from the right point and charged the net, flipping the puck to his back hand for getting crosschecked from behind by a UMass defender and crashing into Minuteman goalie Steve Mastalerz. After getting back to his feet, he was swiping at a loose puck that was eventually knocked in by fellow freshman Chris LeBlanc.

“I remember thinking that there was a loose puck out there somewhere and an open net, and it would be nice if the puck went in it,” he said.

“The extra year in Camrose definitely helped me. I was able to work with (head coach) Boris Rybalka on the parts of my game that I needed to work on and I definitely think it helped me get ready for this season.”

There isn’t any secret potion when it comes to Lashyn’s success.

“If you’re here during the week, at any given time, he’s here shooting pucks, skating or working on his edge work,” said Merrimack junior Justin Mansfield, who has been regularly paired with Lashyn this season. “It’s was only a matter of time before he had a game like (Saturday).”

Mansfield has been another story for the Warriors. A converted forward, he’s been moving back and forth between defense and left wing the past week, including this past Saturday skating at both positions in the same game.

“Our relationship on the ice has developed,” he said of his D partner. “I’m really comfortable with him back there and I think you can see that. I was up at forward for two-thirds of the game and then I moved back on D with him and we didn’t miss a beat. It’s easy playing with a guy like that.”

Added Lashyn, “I think (Mansfield) is the real beast.”

The comparisons between Stollery and Lashyn are hard to ignore. They’re both from Alberta, they’re both similar in stature and size, they both wear No. 7 with Merrimack and they both played for the Kodiaks, taking an extra year before college hockey. Their roles at Merrimack will also likely evolve into the same: a big-minute defenseman who is as reliable as they come.

But at the same time, the two players come into the Merrimack program at different stages. Dennehy believes Lashyn can be every bit the defenseman Stollery was, but hopefully the Warriors are able to leave more gas in his tank.

“When Stollery got here we were playing him 20 minutes a game because we needed him,” Dennehy said. “John is getting quality minutes, but not as much as Karl. I’ve said this before, in Karl Stollery’s four years, the only player that could have possibly gotten more ice time than he did, in the country, would have had to be a goalie, because he literally played more minutes than anybody I’ve ever seen. John might get to that point, but hopefully he doesn’t because that means we’ve got more depth on D and we can rotate guys through. But trust me, he wants that. He wants it, and he’s working towards it.

“There’s some rough edges there that we have to buff out, but he’s already differentiated himself as one of the hardest workers in our program.”
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CHESTNUT HILL, Mass. — Johnny Gaudreau insists he's not concerned with records.

He's set a few in his three years at Boston College, but it's those trophies he's won with his teammates he likes to talk about. Saturday afternoon, Gaudreau tied another record. His assist on BC's first goal — the typically brilliant mix of timing, creativity and skill — matched Paul Kariya's Hockey East mark with a point in 31 straight games.

Following the Eagles' 4-2 win, Gaudreau dismissed even the allusion to the record. He wanted the win, the win that BC needed to keep its quest for another Lamoriello Trophy alive. The two goals and two assists he ended the game with were, of course, entirely the work of his teammates, he said.

"I didn't even know that until you told me," he said of the record. "It's pretty easy to do that when you're playing with Bill Arnold and Kevin Hayes. I'm pretty thankful coach put us together toward the middle of the season. Playing with those two guys, my game just gets better and better."

By now, there isn't a soul in any college hockey rink or on any message board that isn't aware of Gaudreau's brilliance. The Little Engine That Always Does leads the nation in every meaningful offensive category and drives a BC offense that gives opponents nightmares.

Friday night, BC suffered an atypical setback. Notre Dame dropped the Eagles, 7-2, in the first game of a best-of-3 Hockey East quarterfinal series. The Irish suffocated the Eagles' offense, snuffing out every rush in the neutral zone and keeping Gaudreau in check.

"We came out harder in this game," he said. "The guys knew it was do or die game. We didn't want to send out our seniors with a loss in their last game at Conte."

The pressure that comes with his greatness is welcomed. And, as he said, he took the challenge heading into Saturday's game personally. It's tough to put up the numbers he does and remain oblivious to the status that comes with it. He wants to be mentioned along with Brian Gionta and Nathan Gerbe. He wants to be the best even if he publicly won't acknowledge anything but his teammates' hard work and the joy of winning.

"Whether I'm the leading scorer or not, it's a do or die game," he said. "I need to come out and make sure I'm at my best and help my teammates do everything we can to get a win."

It's performances like Saturday's that will get him the trophies he desires. The great players have to be great when the season can end if they're not. They have to be great when there's more to play for than in edge in the standings or some cover in the Pairwise.

Gaudreau's always been that player. However, as a junior, this is his team. There are captains, of course, and other talented players on the BC roster. None of them matter as much to BC's eventual success as Gaudreau.

BC coach Jerry York, long the mentor of gifted forwards like his current dynamo, prefers Gaudreau's insistence on selflessness. Everyone knows who the guy is, so there's no reason to say it publicly. Since he arrived at Conte after a failed commitment to Northeastern and a brief flirtation with some other programs, it was always going to be this way. At one point, Gaudreau was going to have to carry his team through a storm. Saturday's effort wasn't the first time, but it was most certainly the most important.

"We got a big push out of Bill Arnold's line," York said. "Johnny, in particular, was really at the top, top of his game.

"It's not about personal milestones with Johnny. He's unaware of (his records). He's one of those team-first type guys. It's refreshing as a coach when you see that when clearly your best player puts everything team first. He played awfully well tonight."

As a freshman, the nation received its first truly awe-inspiring example of his own greatness in the national championship game. With the Eagles leading Ferris State, 2-1, Gaudreau went 1-on-1 with an FSU defender, dangling through his legs and casually burning the Bulldogs' all-American goaltender moments after. The strike clinched a national championship for the Eagles.

That isn't what he remembers, though. At least not what he says he does. The championship BC won was his only concern. Getting back there this season is the ultimate goal.

"I was just trying to make sure I help my team get to a national championship and have one more season like I had freshman year," he said of his hope for the season. "It was such a great team, a great group of guys. It was really a memorable experience. I just want to get to Philly."

Saturday's win brought nothing of the sort. BC didn't win anything except a few more breaths in Saturday's 4-2 win over the Fighting Irish.

For Gaudreau, it was a day to remember. He scored a pair of goals that displayed his trademark cunning, his unparallelled vision. He added two more assists that gave the impression that everyone else on the ice is still learning a game he mastered some time ago.

But, no, Johnny Gaudreau doesn't care about those things. Nor will he say he cares about the Hobey Baker award he'll receive on April 11. The speech is already written more or less. Kevin Hayes and Bill Arnold's names will feature prominently. The trophy they hand out the following Saturday in Philadelphia is the one he wants.

At this point, there's no telling if Gaudreau and his Eagles will get that trip to Philadelphia. They don't even know if they'll be at the TD Garden next Friday night.

Right now, the only guarantee is a game Sunday afternoon with Notre Dame.

BC gets to play that game because of Johnny Gaudreau. Other Eagles had strong performances, and Notre Dame wasn't quite as sharp it was on Friday. The difference was evident, though. It was BC's first-line left winger, just as it has been all season — even if Gaudreau himself insists otherwise.
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For years, Hockey East Commissioner Joe Bertagna has proudly proclaimed that the strength of his conference was its coaches. Legendary stewards of nationally renowned programs and younger coaches with an eye on knocking their better-known colleagues down a few pegs led Hockey East, guiding the program into its 30th season.

While the coaching pool in Hockey East remains as strong as ever, the 2013-14 season has revealed another strength of the league — its goaltenders. With the quarterfinals of the Hockey East Tournament set to begin Friday night 7 p.m. at four rinks around New England, it's the netminders drawing most of the attention.

On the year, Hockey East goaltenders have posted a league average save percentage of .916 — tops in the nation. Playoff hockey is the time for goalies to become stars. Whether it's Boston College freshman Thatcher Demko all the way down to Vermont's unheralded sophomore Brody Hoffman, it's clear that these series are likely to develop as battles between the young men manning the crease.

Not since the 2006-07 season when names like Cory Schneider, Jon Quick and Jon Curry kept opposition coaches up at night has the league seen since dominating efforts from its netminders. There are, of course, other stars in this league. The series at play this weekend will have other heroes leading their clubs to next weekend's Hockey East Semifinals at TD Garden. As the regular season revealed, though, it'll take a typically brilliant effort from each team's goaltender to get there at all.

No. 8 Notre Dame at No. 1 Boston College

 Conte Forum, Boston

 Season series: 1-1

Looking back on BC's performance in December, January and February, it's strange to think the Eagles enter the weekend on a two-game winless streak. The top-seeded club wrapped up Hockey East's regular-season championship with two whole weekends left to play before tough weekends with Massachusetts-Lowell and Notre Dame illustrated that BC's greatness, while quite plain, was still to be questioned against the best Hockey East can offer.

Playing the brand of measured, smart hockey it must to win championships, the Fighting Irish contained BC's high-powered offense and managed to get an overtime winner in the March 1 meeting in Chestnut Hill. Replicating the same outcome for the Fighting Irish is the primary concern as the program continues its first run in the Hockey East Tournament.

UND held its rival Eagles to 20 shots on goal and successfully clogged the myriad passing lanes BC always seems to find. There was, of course, a bit of brilliance from BC talisman Johnny Gaudreau, with the winger darting through two defenseman and creating a goal on a breakaway. Shutting Gaudreau and linemates Bill Arnold and Kevin Hayes down has proved impossible since BC coach Jerry York put the trio together on Dec. 6. On the year, they've combined for 159 points with Gaudreau's 64 (30 goals and 34 assists) leading the way.

"We won that game but it was by the skin of our teeth. It wasn't like we beat them handily," Notre Dame coach Jeff Jackson said. "You aren't going to hold that line down completely.

"They all have different talents and bring different things to the table. There are three different players there that are all tremendously talented in different ways. The chemistry of the three is why that line is so dominant. You can't focus on just one guy. For the most part, 13 (Johnny Gaudreau) gets all the notoriety, but Hayes and Arnold are great players. Arnold is a great player defensively and has great instincts without the puck too. Hayes, for a big kid, has great mitts. He's got reach and that makes him an effective player in many ways.

"They have a great ability to get up and down the ice and spread the ice out with their transition game and their speed and skill. That's what gets you playing back on your heels," says Jackson.

Fighting Irish goaltender Steven Summerhays has put together quite the senior season of his own, though. His .929 save percentage in 33 games played helped Notre Dame win games even as the club's talented offense failed to generate the scoring numbers expected of it.

Neither BC nor Notre Dame are teams that rely solely on one player or one line. However, limiting the chances of BC's top group is the only way the Fighting Irish punch a ticket to TD Garden next weekend. Some difficult stretches in Hockey East play dropped UND to eighth in the league's regular-season standings, forcing it to beat No. 9 Boston University last Saturday night in the first round. The win extended UND's unbeaten run to seven games, allowing exactly seven total goals on the 6-0-1 stretch.

Prediction: BC, 2-1

No. 7 Vermont at No. 2 Massachusetts-Lowell

 Tsongas Center, Lowell, Mass.

 Season series: 1-1

UMass-Lowell's season started on the wrong end of the year's most surprising result. A 2-1 loss to Sacred Heart on a night where UML celebrated last season's league double and trip to the Frozen Four was hardly the beginning expected from the River Hawks. It was, however, but a blip on another fantastic season for UML under Norm Bazin. Now in his third year, the Lowell alumnus has guided the program to three consecutive top-two finishes in Hockey East play.

The formula for Bazin's club has been mostly the same. A mix of relentless defending and offensive efficiency have UML in position for another trip to TD Garden and the NCAA Tournament. First, UML must get by Vermont. The Catamounts' seventh-place finish wasn't overly impressive, but UVM coach Kevin Sneddon iced a more competitive side than most anticipated on the season.

"You'd like to think (expreience matters), because there's only one way to get it that's to be in the playoffs and be in the thick of things," Bazin said. "I think a lot of those guys in the locker room have had those great experiences of playing under pressure and making the hard play at the right time … and when a team does that it pays dividends."

Up front, the Catamounts rely heavily on do-it-all senior Chris McCarthy. Finally healthy, McCarthy's 16 goals and 24 assists, paired with effective defensive work and penalty killing, made him one of the league's best in 2013-14. The emergence of freshman sniper Mario Puskarich (18 goals) and Michael Paliotta as a truly dominant No. 1 defensemen helped the Catamounts to 19 wins to this point.

Sophomore goaltender Brody Hoffman enjoyed a strong campaign, posting a .928 save percentage in limited action. Injuries shelved Hoffman for different stretches of the year. However, freshman Mike Santaguida provided Sneddon with a great alternative as well in his appearances.

The issue for UVM heading into a weekend in Lowell may well be its depth. UML defenseman Christian Folin is certain to see plenty of ice time against McCarthy and Puskarich. There's certainly talent beyond those two, but no other UVM player scored more than seven goals on the season. Meanwhile, the River Hawks' defensive game is as strong as ever. Sophomore goaltender Connor Hellebuyck split time with Doug Carr at different points, but Hellebuyck eventually emerged as the clear No. 1 in Lowell. His .939 save percentage being a major reason why.

For UML, goal scoring has been the interesting part of its season. Averaging 2.8 goals per game is down a bit from last season's even 3.00 goals per game. The difference, it seems, has been junior Scott Wilson. The talented winger put together a number of strong performances this season, but his goal production dropped significantly from 16 to 5. Even before an injury shelved him for eight games, pucks just wouldn't fall for Wilson.

He appeared in Lowell's most recent games, a weekend against the Catamounts in Burlington to end the regular season, and went scoreless. Beyond Wilson, senior Joe Pendenza and sophomore Adam Chapie lead a Lowell offense that looks quite similar to Bazin's first two groups. Goals in transition and second and third chances are UML's specialty. UVM must be especially careful with the puck to keep the River Hawks from jumping on any mistakes.

"To us it's making a hard play to advance a zone, getting to the net, getting inside positioning, taking the puck to the net and making hard plays," Bazin said. "There's only one way to score in the playoffs and that's to get into the hard areas and the net front is a hard area.

"I know they are anxious to play playoff hockey and so am I. ... Practices are great, but it's time to play hockey and I wish it was four out of seven."

Prediction: UMass-Lowell, 2-0

No. 6 Maine at No. 3 Providence

 Schneider Arena, Providence

 Season series: Providence, 2-0

On Dec. 7, Providence was 11-2-3. The Friars, now in their third year under Nate Leaman, were on their way to one of the program's best seasons ever. Sophomore goaltender Jon Gillies was typically brilliant. Junior center Ross Mauermann was scoring just about every night. The Friars were winning, but something never looked quite right.

After Gillies returned from the IIHF World Junior Ice Hockey Championship, the Friars plummeted. A 4-7-3 start to the second half jeopardized everything the Friars accomplished with their hot start. Finding their stride at the right time, Leaman's Friars with four straight wins, including two in Orono over Maine, to jump into third place and back into consideration for a potential NCAA Tournament berth.

Gillies found his game, which is imperative for PC, but the secondary scoring the Friars will need to get past this weekend's series and on to TD Garden for a third straight year emerged. Entering the weekend with Maine, Providence is confident it has the pieces necessary to win these games and beyond.

Maine is, however, just as confident. Under first-year coach Red Gendron, the Black Bears enjoyed a fantastic 2013-14 season. Led by Martin Ouellette in goal, Maine heads to Schneider Arena with revenge on its collective mind. PC's sweep of Maine in the final weekend of the regular season at Alfond Arena cost the Black Bears home ice for this series. Moreover, Maine had to play in last weekend's first round as a result. It defeated Merrimack, 2-0, at home. In fact, the Black Bears lost just three times at home this season, two coming in Providence's sweep.

The Black Bears' problems on the road are the real reason they have to head south this weekend, though. A young team, Gendron's club just never locked down the secret of success away from home, going 1-10-3 on the road.

Much of Maine's success this season came from its gifted young playmakers up front. Devin Shore's 14 goals and 27 assists led the club. Meanwhile, sophomore defenseman Ben Hutton emerged as one of the league's elite two-way defensemen, picking up 13 goals and 14 assists.

Prediction: Providence, 2-1

No. 5 Northeastern at No. 4 New Hampshire

 Whittemore Center, Durham, N.H.

 Season series: 2-0, UNH

Dick Umile's UNH team entered the season without the type of championship hopes it so frequently had in seasons past. The Wildcats quietly enjoyed a strong season that rarely included extended stretches of either greatness or poor efforts.

Northeastern, on the other hand, began the year on a roll before a 5-5 finish in Hockey East play dropped them from a possible second-place finish to the No. 5 spot. The Hockey East Tournament format gave NU a bye last weekend, but it still must travel up to Lake Whit for a game with Umile's club.

NU goaltender Clay Witt has been the measuring stick for the Huskies in his first year as the No. 1. When he plays well, the Huskies win. When he struggles, so does Northeastern. On the year, Witt's .935 save percentage and frequent brilliance in facing and saving more shots than anyone in Hockey East has made him a candidate for all major awards. It also revealed some of his club's weaknesses, though. NU is 52nd in the country in shots allowed per game. The Huskies see 34.79 shots on goal per game, managing a shade more than 30 of their own.

Puck possession has been an issue all season. The Huskies score goals, and it covered up a lot of these deficiencies for long stretches this year. When the goals don't come at the same rate, though, the barrage Witt faces regularly becomes a problem.

UNH, on the other hand, has thrived in possession on the year. The Wildcats manage pucks well and limit opponent's zone time effectively. Northeastern can certainly generate chances in a hurry with Kevin Roy, Braden Pimm and other talented forwards enjoying successful seasons. It is, however, difficult to build and hold leads without the puck, especially come playoff time.

Throughout the season, NU coach Jim Madigan has dismissed the shot differential issues from his club, relying on his skaters to limit opponent's high-quality looks. It's a risky game NU plays, and UNH's 3.14 goals per game should pose an even greater problem. Led by senior playmaker Kevin Goumas, UNH also saw the emergence of junior Matt Willows (18 goals) as a reliable contributor and senior Nick Sorkin (18 goals) recovered after a disappointing two-goal junior campaign.

Prediction: UNH, 2-0
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Wilcox a Difference Maker for Title-Seeking Gophers

The Minnesota Golden Gophers can clinch a share of the Big Ten regular season title with just one point in Ann Arbor against Michigan. A big reason for the success of the Gophers this year has been the play of sophomore goalie Adam Wilcox.

There does not appear to be any kind of sophomore slump for Wilcox after a breakout freshman year in which he appeared in 39 games and set a new Minnesota single-season record with a 1.88 goals against average.

This season Wilcox is in the top 10 in the NCAA in GAA (1.91), save percentage(.934) and shutouts (3).

"I didn't feel any pressure last year and coming into this year I thought I might have a little bit but I didn't feel any pressure this year," Wilcox said. "We have such a good team I just went out there and played. Obviously you are going to have a couple of off games throughout a 40-game season but I didn't feel any pressure, I just want to go out there and try to do what I did last year, getting better and continue to have a good season and try and get as many championship as you can because ultimately that is the only thing it come down to, when guys play college hockey they want to win championships."

One adjustment the Minnesota coaching staff has been working with Wilcox on is being ready at any time to stop the puck.

"Whenever the puck crosses the red line I'm going to have 100 percent focus and expect anything to happen at that point," Wilcox said.

Golden Gopher goaltending coach Justin Johnson said this season Wilcox has become more consistent.

"You see it in the type of goals he is giving up," Johnson said. "He had maybe given up three bad goals all year and he's raised the bar. It's really hard for people to beat him and if they are going to beat him it is going to be a good goal."

A big reason for Wilcox's improved play this year has been the defense in front of him.

"Our D have been unbelievable in front of me," Wilcox said. "They have done everything they can, they battle and even more so than last year when the puck is right around the house they are boxing guys out and coming in hard to get back. They have had a really good year."

Wilcox has seen the improvement in Minnesota's defense first hand.

"They seem a lot tougher, must have gotten stronger over the summer," Wilcox said. "Last year the puck would sit there for awhile, with people bumping into you but they have gotten really good at boxing other guys out by the crease and clearing puck and cleaning rebounds I give up."

One of the biggest test of his career came last weekend when he made a career high 41 saves against Ohio State, helping the Gophers leave Columbus with a 2-2 tie.

"I felt pretty good," Wilcox said. "We had a good night, the Friday night before that. You figured they were going to come out hard because they had a rough game, got five goals scored on them in their own building and we expected them to come out really hard. We knew it was going to be a tough game so for them to get 43 shots does not really surprise me at all."

Off the ice Wilcox is not you're stereotypical goalie, who Johnson call an outgoing jokester and fun loving.

"He's a very intelligent kid, very social and he probably breaks the mold of that hermit, quiet guy in the corner, don't bother me kind of goalie," Johnson said.

Wilcox is a Hobey Baker and Mike Richter Award nominee, which Wilcox knows is a special accomplishment but said those awards will not mean as much if they do not come along with team success.

"When I first heard about it, it was a pretty cool feeling," Wilcox said. "It's something that you look at the end of the season. You look at it right away when you get nominated, get excited about it and then put it on the back burner until the end of the year because it's an individual award and those mean a lot but if you are not winning championships, it's kind of hard to get excited for everything else."

The first chance the Gophers have to win a championship will come this weekend and it will be a historic one.

"It will be pretty cool to be able to get any kind of first Big Ten Championship you can and we should be able to clinch that this weekend so long as we play our game," Wilcox said. "It's a good trophy to show the work you put in all year, what type of team you are week in and week out."

Minnesota head coach Don Lucia said this is what the team has been working toward all season.

"It's a goal when the year begins to put yourself in a position, obviously you never know how the year is going to unfold," Lucia said. " We have had a great regular season and played very consistently from start to finish and now we have to do our job and try to get a win on the road this weekend."

And as Minnesota enters the inaugural Big Ten tournament in St. Paul, Minn. next weekend and the NCAA tournament after that, Wilcox, a South St. Paul, Minn. native, fells his experience from last year will help.

"Last year obviously it ended a little differently than we thought it would," Wilcox said. "We were a top two or three team in the nation the whole year and we lost both of our playoffs, NCAA and WCHA. It's something we got a taste but something we knew we wanted more of and we should have had more of so this year we are going to have a different mindset."

Even with all of his success so far this season, and perhaps more to come, there are steps to be taken for Wilcox to continue to improve going into next season, including adding more strength training to his schedule. According to Johnson, that will allow Wilcox to be able to move quicker but keep his control.

"He's done tremendously, very athletic has grown that way but anytime you are trying to progress and get better adding the strength element to that is going to be key."
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LOWELL, Mass. — Massachusetts-Lowell entered the third period trailing only eight times all season, but the River Hawks were winless (0-7-1) when they did.

That changed Friday night.

Vermont led 2-1 entering the third period but Lowell scored twice in the final 8:43 to beat the Catamounts, 3-2, in the first game of their weekend best-of-three quarterfinal series. Adam Chapie scored the game-winning goal on the power play with just 1:07 remaining.

The River Hawks went on that power play with 1:53 left in the game after Vermont defenseman Michael Paliotta was whistled for interference after pinching his man on the wall during a rush.

"I don't really want to comment on it,” Vermont head coach Kevin Sneddon said. “You can read into it from there. Sub-2 minutes in a great hockey game. I'll leave it at that.

“It comes down to a power play with under two minutes to go. They seized the momentum to make it 2-2, had a couple of good shifts after that, but we did a good job of calming down. We were headed to overtime, there was not much going on out there.”

On the ensuing man advantage, Chapie tried to get the puck back to Zack Kamrass at the left point, but it hit Chris McCarthy’s skate and trickled to Scott Wilson at the bottom of the right circle. Wilson looked as if he was going to shoot, but instead fired a cross-ice pass through traffic that Chapie one-timed past Vermont goalie Brody Hoffman.

“[Wilson] made a great pass,” Chapie said.

For the River Hawks, Chapie’s goal salvaged a game that saw them sleep walk through most of the second period.

Lowell had last weekend off, earning the first-round bye after finishing second in Hockey East, and while it didn’t seem to take long for the River Hawks to wake up – they played a solid opening 20 minutes – tired legs seemed to creep in during the second.

At one point, after Vermont held the zone for nearly two minutes, generating chance after chance while Lowell skaters seemingly stood still, head coach Norm Bazin was forced to use his timeout after an icing call just to get fresh players on the ice.

The River Hawks took some lessons from last season’s week off between the regional finals and the Frozen Four.

“We did a lot of game situational stuff,” said junior winger Scott Wilson.

Added Bazin, “It’s certainly a challenge. If you remember, we had the same break last year leading into the Frozen Four and we changed some things up from our approach last year.

“We came out pretty well. I wasn’t disappointed with our start, but we had a lull (in the second period) and we’ll need to fix that. We came back with a good third period, we had more urgency and desperation. We’ll need that for the whole game (Saturday).”

Vermont goes short on D

The Catamounts only dressed five defensemen due to some of their forwards recovering from illness this week.

“We had some guys who might have gone down any minute up front,” Sneddon said, “so we felt we needed an extra forward. We won’t go with five (in Game 2). We just needed to buy a day for some of those guys who were ill.”

That didn’t help matters when Paliotta, arguably Vermont’s best defenseman, was taken off the ice for that interference call inside of the last two minutes.

“He’s a terrific player” Bazin said.

Shaw nets a pair

Nerves? Brady Shaw’s are as cold as the steel on the bottom of his skates.

There’s just something about playoff hockey that brings out the best in the Vermont freshman. In his first collegiate playoff game he scored both of Vermont’s goals.

Last season, as a member of the Surrey Eagles in the British Columbia Hockey League, Shaw led the team in scoring, including totaling 31 points (14 goals, 17 assists) in 27 playoff games to help lead the Eagles all the way to the RBC Cup semifinal (Canadian Jr. A national tournament).

“He’s been great,” Sneddon said. “He’s a big power forward and he has great hands for a bigger guy. Speed is not his strength, his strength is protecting the puck and his shot. His line was probably out best line.”

Wilson returns for Lowell

Scott Wilson was back on the Tsongas Center ice for the first time since Jan. 18 after missing eight games with an undisclosed injury, though he was seen around the Lowell campus with a cast on his arm.

In his return to home ice, the Oakville, Ontario, native netted Lowell’s second goal and assisted on Chapie’s game-winner.

The time off did wonders, as Wilson says he’s healed up and ready for what he hopes is another deep playoff run for the River Hawks.

“Our training staff did a great job,” Wilson said. “They pretty much have me in the shape I was in coming back from the summer.”
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NCHC Quarterfinal Preview

Inaugural League Postseason Starts Thursday Night

by Avash Kalra/Senior Writer

St. Cloud\'s Kalle Kossila has 17 points in his last 12 games for the top-seeded Huskies (photo: Brace Hemmelgarn) 
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The NCHC postseason, the league’s first, begins Thursday night, and if the regular season was any indication – with the regular season title coming down to the final night, with the media’s preseason No. 1 finishing in last place, with the league boasting the second-highest scorer in the nation – it’s difficult to predict what might be in store for the playoffs.

What we do know: St. Cloud and North Dakota, who battled for the Penrose Cup until the final night of the season, are the No. 1 and No. 2 seeds, respectively, and along with Nebraska-Omaha and Minnesota-Duluth, will host best-of-three quarterfinal series this weekend.

Notably, every quarterfinal game will be streamed live on NCHChockey.com, and the Mavericks and Denver Pioneers kick things off on Thursday night – one of just two games on the national schedule.

No. 1 St. Cloud State vs. No. 8 Miami

St. Cloud State followed up its Frozen Four appearance last season by winning the NCHC regular season title and enters the weekend as the No. 5 team in the Pairwise. The Huskies claimed the Penrose Cup after sweeping Colorado College last weekend and will now host Miami – the team picked to be the most likely No. 1 by the media before the season began. But during the regular season, while St. Cloud flourished, the RedHawks struggled.

Now, it’s a new season, and Miami enters the playoffs after earning a victory on the final night of the season – a 2-1 win last Saturday at Denver, just the third win in 16 games in 2014 – and with the knowledge that it did split four games against the top-seeded Huskies during the regular season.

“As far as preparation, I don’t think anything changes, at least on my part,” said Miami forward and the reigning NCHC Offensive Player of the Week Blake Coleman, who has scored eight goals and has had four multi-goal games in six contests since returning on February 21 from an injury. “I’ve always embraced kind of an underdog role and almost proving what we’re capable of and proving that we have what it takes. So I think that the guys are excited and I think everybody’s ready to battle this weekend."

“I guess it’s pretty much just do or die now,” added Miami junior forward and leading scorer Austin Czarnik, who was named to the NCHC All-Conference First Team on Wednesday. “It’s just about leaving it all out there on this run. I’m very excited for it.

“Keep on doing the right things, stay with the process every single day and maybe we’ll get rewarded for it.”

Joining Czarnik on the All-Conference First Team is St. Cloud senior Nic Dowd, despite being second on the team in scoring, behind Jonny Brodzinski, one of the Huskies’ many sophomore stars.

“He’s a defensive player, an offensive player who produces, kills penalties, is a terrific captain,” Huskies coach Bob Motzko told The St. Cloud Times. “I think Nic Dowd has the respect of the entire league.

“In a very good league where you only have two teams [with 12 total selections], I’m sure there’s a lot of swing votes and a lot of guys who deserve to be there. Jonny Brodzinski may be one of the top six forwards in the country. That says a lot about the depth of our league.”

St. Cloud boasts the second-best offense in the nation, with its 3.68 goals per game trailing only Boston College (4.18), and the Huskies have been led by a dominant sophomore class – in addition to Brodzinski, classmates Kalle Kossila, David Morley, Jimmy Murray, and Joey Benik. The key to the series, simply, will likely be whether Miami’s defense and goaltending, namely Ryan McKay, who is likely to start on Friday night, can stop those prolific scorers.

But the bigger question heading into Friday night for St. Cloud may be whether they’ll welcome back Morley (upper body) and junior defenseman Andrew Prochno (lower body). Prochno has missed the last two weekends of play after suffering an injury against Miami on February 22. A week later, Morley suffered an injury against North Dakota and did not play in the Huskies’ final two games of the regular season.

Both skated in practice this week.

No. 2 North Dakota vs. No 7 Colorado College

North Dakota, currently in a strong position to soon play in its 12th consecutive NCAA tournament, enters the NCHC postseason having lost on the final night of the regular season. A win against Western Michigan that night would have meant that North Dakota and St. Cloud would have shared the regular season title, and North Dakota would have earned the No. 1 seed.

“We had an opportunity to share the league title, and we didn’t win the game on Saturday night,” said North Dakota head coach Dave Hakstol. “We’ve had a good focus all year, trying to improve, making sure every week we’re focused on the task at hand, so absolutely . By the time we got back to work on Monday morning, we had a really good forward focus.”

Hakstol has led North Dakota to one of its typical second half runs, overcoming a sluggish start to play well down the stretch – led by a strong defensive corps led by senior Dillon Simpson, junior Nick Mattson, sophomore Jordan Schmaltz, and freshman Paul LaDue.

“It’s a tight group of guys that has continued to work hard together, that has continued to believe in one another. We really grew in terms of our team identity and things that we have to do night in and night out to give us a chance to win games. Those were things that expanded and grew in the second half.

“It’s been a real team defensive concept. Our play without the puck has been team-oriented, and that’s been a part of our success. They’ve been a group that has had a good focus, on improving collectively as a group. I’d highlight all eight of our defensemen. We expect that group to defend well. We need them to be efficient in moving the puck out of our zone, but we also need them to have offense on a nightly basis – we don’t score a lot, so we need some offense out of that group. I think they’ve grown up in all of those areas.”

Behind the potent blueliners has been steady sophomore netminder Zane Gothberg, who led all NCHC goaltenders with a 2.26 goals-against average in conference play. Gothberg’s counterpart in this series will be the Tigers’ senior goaltender Josh Thorimbert, who rested last Saturday’s game between Colorado College and St. Cloud. Thorimbert gave up seven goals the night before, a week after allowing three goals in less than six minutes before being pulled in a Friday night contest against Nebraska-Omaha.

Freshman defenseman Gustav Olofsson, who won a silver medal for the host Team Sweden at the World Junior Championships earlier this winter, also sat out the final night of the season.

“It will be good for him to take a step back and see things from a different angle,” said CC assistant coach Joe Bonnett to the Colorado Springs Gazette. “He needs to get his second wind for the playoffs.”

North Dakota swept the season series (2-0) against Colorado College, but both games – in Grand Forks in January – were close, hard-fought games that North Dakota won late.

No. 3 Nebraska-Omaha vs. No. 6 Denver

The Mavericks, who won three of four against Denver this year, and Pioneers kick off the NCHC postseason on Thursday night in Omaha in a series that features half of the All-NCHC First Team announced this week – the Mavericks’ Josh Archibald, who trails only Boston College’s Johnny Gaudreau in goals, and the Pioneers’ defenseman Joey LaLeggia and goaltender Sam Brittain.

Archibald, a Pittsburgh Penguins draft pick, led the NCAA with 10 goals and 16 points in February. After averaging two points a game during the month, he was also named the Hockey Commissioners’ Association (HCA) National Player of the Month for February, in addition to the NCHC Player of the Month.

Nebraska-Omaha enters the series after a win at Minnesota-Duluth on Saturday night, salvaging a split after a stunning 8-2 loss a night earlier. Meanwhile, Denver travels to Omaha after losing its final game against Miami, thereby losing out on a chance to host a playoff series this weekend.

In its first regular season under coach Jim Montgomery, the Pioneers went 16-14-6 overall and 10-11-3 in league play. Denver last played on the road in the opening round of the conference playoffs during the 2002-03 season when the Pioneers traveled to North Dakota and dropped the series two games to one.

Meanwhile, UNO – picked by the media to finish last – have used a prolific offense combined with strong goaltending from junior Ryan Massa, to earn the right to host a playoff series this weekend. The series will be held Thursday, Friday, and (if necessary) Saturday due to a pre-scheduled Demi Lovato concert at CenturyLink Center, UNO's home arena, on Sunday.

No. 4 Minnesota-Duluth vs. No. 5 Western Michigan

A week ago, Western Michigan earned its first win in program history (in eight tries) over North Dakota, and despite finishing with the same number of points as Minnesota-Duluth, the Bulldogs earned the right to host this series, having won the season series (3-1) over the Broncos.

Sophomore forward Colton Hargrove was the Saturday night hero a week ago, scoring both Bronco goals on special teams to lead them to the upset – the second of which came on a dramatic shorthanded goal with North Dakota on a five-minute major power play. But the Bulldogs are led, clearly, by seniors Chase Balisy, an All-NCHC first team forward, and Shane Berschbach, who have combined for 68 points this season.

But part of their leadership – and a key to the series – may be in ensuring a clean game, and staying out of the box. Western Michigan was the most penalized team in the NCHC, with 18.8 minutes per game and 15 major penalties during the course of the season. The Broncos were also the second-most penalized team in the nation.

“We can certainly show more discipline,” Western Michigan head coach Andy Murray told mlive.com this week, before continuing pointedly, “I also feel that we don’t get enough respect from the officials and that’s very honest."

Highlighting the Bulldogs of late, Kyle Osterberg has continued his strong play of late, repeating as NCHC Rookie of the Week this week after a four-point effort last weekend. He has now claimed NCHC Rookie of the Week four times this season.

“My first year has gone really well,” Osterberg said. “You don’t see a freshman putting up good numbers like I have. All our freshmen have done really well. It’s just been lucky for me getting the bounces and putting home pucks, so it’s nice.”

It turns out Osterberg, a 5-foot-8 rookie from Lakeville, Minn., whose 14 goals are tied for the team lead, plays with a chip on his shoulder.

“I just want to prove people wrong,” said Osterberg, who has nine points in his last five games. “A lot of it I think has to do with my size and how small I am. I’m just trying to prove everyone wrong and show that I’m a tough player even though my stature is a little small.

"It’s obvious motivation, and hopefully people see that now.”

Taylor Lewis and Nicole Brodzik contributed to this article.
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Coleman Overcomes Injury, Sparks Miami

by Taylor Lewis/CHN Reporter

Miami\'s Blake Coleman has four multi-goal games in six contests since returning on February 21 from an injury 
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“Pain” is not a word that comes up when Blake Coleman talks about this season’s first game against Denver.

“I felt weird,” he says.

After getting hit on a routine dump-in, the 5-foot-11, 195-pound RedHawk crawled to the bench. As the goalies pulled him in, he knew something was off. When the doctor pushed on his arm, Coleman says he could "kind of feel the bone popping out into the skin.”

Patience is not a trait that the Texas native expresses either. After going home for surgery, the doctor gave him a 10-week recovery plan. A week later, he was back on the bike and when head coach Enrico Blasi asked him on a recent Thursday whether he was ready to go against St. Cloud State, Coleman had just two days of contact under him in practice.

“I probably could’ve pushed back another week to be safe, but I just felt like it was the right time,” he says.

It is hard to think of a scenario in which the loss of Coleman could have had worse timing. The Miami RedHawks entered this season as the preseason favorite to the win the NCHC according to the media poll. But loss after loss led to a last-place finish in the regular season.

Still, in a bad year, there needs to be some positivity. In this season, that concept not only resonated with the players on the ice, but also extended to Coleman.

“You try to stay as positive as you can with him,” captain Austin Czarnik emphasizes. “It was a hard process for him. Everyone was real positive about it, everyone was always asking him when he was going to get back.”

And even road trips did not leave Coleman behind. Those who had been scratched for a weekend would join the upperclassman in his recovery. That included a bag skate or two.

“They would be more than willing to do it with me, which always makes it a little more enjoyable — when you have some company in misery,” Coleman explains.

As his teammates supported him, Coleman suffered with them. When he reflects on the frustration of not playing — often cited as the worst part of being injured — he recalls one game in particular. Just as Coleman was preparing to get back into the lineup, Miami experienced one of the worst losses in team history, to North Dakota.

The RedHawks lost 9-2 to North Dakota on February 15.

“After four or five goals, I just went down and watched the rest of the game in the locker room, just because I couldn’t bear watching the team get beat like that,” said Coleman. “I knew what this team was capable of and the kind of guys that are in the locker room.”

Miami has collected only two wins since that game, and Coleman has been an integral part in both of them – and even in the losses. Through the final six games of the regular season, he has scored eight goals on 32 shots —16.4 percent of the team’s total shots in that span. For his most recent performance, a four-goal outing last weekend against Denver, Coleman was recognized as the NCHC’s Offensive Player of the Week.

“He’s the goal-scorer and I’m the passer,” says linemate Czarnik, perhaps a surprise revelation for many casual observers. “You know, I look for him.”

And what is Coleman looking for?

“I’ll take a win over that award any day.”

And with Coleman back, and in many ways the epitome of overcoming struggle this season, Miami will face top-seeded St. Cloud in a NCHC quarterfinal, a trip to the inaugural “Frozen Faceoff” in Minneapolis on the line.
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Atlantic Hockey made history last season, sending two teams to the NCAA tournament for the first time after Canisius won the conference tournament and Niagara qualified with an at-large bid.

History won’t repeat itself this season, which means the eight teams entering the conference quarterfinals this weekend are playing for their playoff lives.

All games will be played this Friday and Saturday, with decisive third games scheduled for Sunday if necessary.

No. 5 Robert Morris at No. 4 Connecticut

 Freitas Ice Forum, Storrs, Conn.

One of the big questions heading into the weekend is the status of Robert Morris starting goalie Terry Shafer, who was pulled in the second period of last weekend’s third game against Army after apparently injuring himself on a play which resulted in the Black Knights scoring a shorthanded goal.

“We are unsure of Terry's status yet as it is very early in the week and it will be determined if he will be able to play until closer to game time,” Robert Morris head coach Derek Schooley said. “We are very confident in all of our goalies and all three of them are very capable of getting the job done.”

Dalton Izyk took over for Shafer and did get the job done last week, making 15 saves in the game’s final 37 minutes, not allowing a goal, to preserve a 3-1 win and advancing the Colonials to this weekend’s quarterfinal.

At the other end, UConn has received stellar goaltending from senior Matt Grogan (.924 save percentage) and freshman Robby Nichols (.942 save percentage), who only started twice in the first half before finding more playing time in the second half and has only lost one game.

“I was surprised Robby didn’t get more attention for the All-Rookie team, because he really has been great for us,” UConn head coach Mike Cavanaugh said. “He didn’t play much in the first half, but you look at what he has done in the second half and he just keeps winning. Matt was the returning starter for us, and he has been great too. Goaltending has definitely been strong for us, and at this time of year it has to be.

“I was a part of a lot of great teams at Boston College, and good goaltending was always one of the most import ingredients.”

Earlier this season, the Colonials and Huskies split a pair of games by scores of 5-1 and 6-1.

“I think I remember Coach Schooley being quoted at the end of one of those games with the media that it didn’t feel like 5-1 and 6-1 games, they were a lot closer than that,” Cavanaugh said. “It just so happened that everything we shot went in one night, and everything they shot was going in the other night.”

Added Schooley, “UConn is a team that plays very good team defense and we are a team that can score so it should be a good battle. Both teams have proven players and it will come down to the team that sacrifices more as well as plays a complete team game.”

The Colonials have played their best hockey since the calendar turned to January, losing just five times in their last 20 games (13-5-2).

“We have been playing very well in 2014,” Schooley said. “We feel we have all the kinks out of our game and believe in this team. I would rather be hot at this time of the year than limping into the playoffs. We have been through a lot in this season and it has made us come together as a group. We are playing the way we envisioned of playing this season.”

Connecticut meanwhile is looking to win its first Atlantic Hockey championship in its last season in the league before making the transition to Hockey East this coming fall. This is a rematch of last year's quarterfinal series, won by UConn.

Prediction: Robert Morris in three

No. 8 Holy Cross at No. 1 Mercyhurst

 Mercyhurst Ice Center, Erie, Pa.

Mercyhurst breezed through the Atlantic Hockey regular season, going 17-4-6 in league play and finishing four points ahead of Bentley in first place.

The Lakers started the season with a thud, going 1-5-1 in their first seven before finishing the season on a 18-7-1 run in their last 26 games, dating back to Nov. 1.

In January, Holy Cross hosted Mercyhurst for a pair of games in Worcester, which the Lakers won 1-0 and 4-2 with Chris Bodo (10 goals, 10 assists) notching a hat trick in the second game of the series.

The Lakers have scored 3.55 goals per game this season, more than one goal per game better than the Crusaders, who beat RIT in three games last week under some controversy when a puck re-directed off a linesman’s skate, resulting in a 2-on-1 chance that saw Adam Schmidt setup Mike Barrett for the game-winning goal.

These teams met in last season’s tournament as well, with Mercyhurst eliminating Holy Cross in three games at the Hart Center.

Prediction: Mercyhurst in two

No. 7 Canisius at No. 2 Bentley

 James A. Ryan Arena, Waltham, Mass.

After starting the season 2-7 in its first nine games, Bentley head coach Ryan Soderquist simplified the Falcons’ approach.

“We broke it down to winning each weekend series,” Soderquist told JAR Pride, a blog that is published by the team’s radio broadcaster, Dan Rubin. “We went into each week with the mindset to win individual battles and individual games. We went 8-3 against opponents in terms of individual series.”

The Falcons are 16-5-4 since the 2-7 stretch to start the year, and are paced offensively by senior Brett Gensler, who has 45 points (18 goals, 27 assists) in 34 games. Right behind him are junior Alex Grieve and Andrew Gladiuk, who each have 22 goals on the season.

Senior Branden Komm has a .926 save percentage in 34 starts.

Canisius visited Bentley this past January for a two-game series, losing 4-1 the first night before tying the Falcons, 2-2, the second night.

Griffs senior goalie Tony Capobianco was stellar last season, leading his team to a conference championship and nearly upset No. 1 overall seed Quinnipiac in last year’s NCAA tournament.

Capobianco has a .916 save percentage in 25 games this season, but more importantly, he’s a perfect 8-0-0 in Atlantic Hockey tournament play, posting a .1.50 goals against average and a .961 save percentage in his career.

The Griffs have limped into this postseason however, ending the regular season going 4-9-2 in their last 15 games before sweeping Sacred Heart in the first round last weekend.

Prediction: Bentley in two

No. 6 Niagara at No. 3 Air Force

 Cadet Ice Arena, Colorado Springs, Colo.

Air Force finished the regular season at Niagara two weeks ago with the teams splitting a weekend series; Air Force took the only regular season meeting at Colorado Springs, 7-4, last October.

Air Force holds an impressive 21-5 record all-time in the Atlantic Hockey playoffs and are looking to get back to the Final Four after missing out for the first time ever last season when it fell to Canisius in the quarterfinal round.

Niagara finished the regular season 13-18-5 with an 11-11-5 mark in league play.

The Purple Eagles have also played some of their best hockey down the stretch, going 10-7-3 in their final 20 games dating back to Jan. 1.

Prediction: Air Force in three
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ECAC Quarterfinal Preview

by Joshua Seguin/Staff Writer

The ECAC first round had only one upset of a higher seed, as Dartmouth defeated Rensselaer in three games.

The matchups in the quarterfinals are full of intrigue, led by the rematch of last year's national championship game, and two coaches facing their alma maters.

10. Dartmouth at 1. Union

 Season series: 2-0-0 Union

Dartmouth's season went to the brink in the first round. It entered the third period of game three trailing by two. The Big Green, though, pulled off a microcosm of its season, coming back to tie it, then, with 2:14 remaining, getting a goal from Brad Schierhorn to take home the win. Union on the other hand was the Cleary Cup Champion, with a week to spare.

The matchup features two of the hottest teams in the conference. The Big Green enter 6-2-1 in their last nine games, while Union is 8-0-1 in that span. The two played a quarterfinal matchup last season, which Union won in two games.

Dartmouth had a dreadful start to its season, with only three wins before February. The Big Green have seven of their 10 wins from Feb. 1 on. Despite dressing just 11 forwards most of the last few weeks, the Big Green have played better on both ends of the ice. Dartmouth has scored more but has also played better defensively. The latter is the biggest reason why it has turned its season around.

Dartmouth is still really young, with only two seniors in its lineup most nights. Its forward lines feature no seniors and its captain, Tyler Sikura is a junior. It has improved immensely from game one to the playoffs. Coach Bob Gaudet promised this early in the year and reiterated the fight his team had on Sunday.

“This team has something special to it. There is no quit in any of the guys in this locker room,” Gaudet said. “They wanted to go out and empty the tank in the third period."

Union has a different idea and can be relentless. There hasn't been a more consistent team in the ECAC this season. It helps that it has two of the best defensemen in the country, Shayne Gostisbehere and Mat Bodie.

Union gets balanced scoring up and down its lineup; 10 skaters have 19 or more points. Senior Daniel Carr and junior Daniel Ciampini have 17 goals apiece, leading the offense. It has clinched one of the four top seeds in the NCAA tournament and currently sits third in the Pairwise, a position it should keep regardless of this weekend.

8. St. Lawrence at 2. Colgate

 Season Series: 2-0 Colgate

This series could be the most entertaining of all. Colgate and St.Lawrence both play fast, offensive hockey. Both teams are in the top five of the conference in scoring.

St. Lawrence swept Brown last weekend, winning in overtime Friday night and 3-2 on Saturday. When it wins, it does so with great defensive play and goaltending. When it loses, the defense and goaltending is non-existent. In its seven wins this half, the Saints have allowed just eight goals. In its eight losses, it has given up 41.

For St. Lawrence, Colgate presents a huge challenge. In the season series, the Saints were outscored 12-6 in two meetings.

"The challenge for us is they play at a real high pace," SLU coach Greg Carvel said. "They have a lot of speed in their game all over the ice, both with the puck and without it. They do a great job creating time and space. We will be prepared but I have a lot of respect for that team. I wasn't surprised they went out and beat Minnesota and Ferris State."

Freshman defenseman, Gavin Bayreuther, has been impressive this season. His offensive ability is as good as it gets from a defenseman in college hockey, and he has an NCAA-best 35 points to show for it.

"He finished third in the league in scoring, which for a freshman defenseman is quite a compliment for a young player," said Carvel. "He is a very gifted offensive player. When he gets a chance he finishes it. His game has really evolved since he got here. He distributes the puck well but we are still working with him defensively. Still a very raw player but he is going to be a good player for us."

The Saints need their star, Greg Carey, to find the back of the net. The senior Hobey candidate, has seen his goal numbers take a huge decline in the latter part of the season. He has just three goals this half and just two in his past 16 games. His team has found a way to win without him, but would it have won more with him scoring at a higher clip? Any team with a player of his caliber has a chance to pull an upset.

"We are living off of secondary scoring right now," Carvel said. "Matt and Greg Carey have quieted down. Our younger guys are scoring for us, which is great, but we just have to get the Careys contributing again."

Colgate started the second half with a shootout win at the Minnesots tournament, which propelled the team to a second-place finish and a 10-3-3 record in its last 16 games. It also has a number of high-profile wins, including Union and Ferris State twice.

The Raiders have tightened up defensively in the escond half, allowing a stingy two goals a game. This resurgence has been led by freshman Charlie Finn in net. His .933 save percentage is good for 10th in the nation this half.

Along with the good defensive numbers, the Raiders have the talent to find the back of the net. This offense is led by the Spink twins, Mike Borkowski and Kyle Baun. The offense has been balanced but the Spink twins are special hockey players, with good vision. St. Lawrence needs to know where they are at all times.

6. Yale at 3. Quinnipiac

 Season series: 1-0-1 Quinnipiac

The defending national champion, Yale, swept Harvard over the weekend. The sweep marked the first time the Bulldogs have won consecutive games in the same weekend all season. Their opponent? The defending national runner-up, Quinnipiac, the team it shocked in the National Title game. Add the fact that these two schools are separated by mere miles and this one will probably be a matchup to see.

"Right now we want to win hockey games," Quinnipiac coach Rand Pecknold said. "No matter who we played this weekend it really didn't matter. We had to play somebody and it happens to be a good hockey team. It is going to be a tough task but we are excited for it."

Quinnipiac has been mired in a struggle in recent weeks. This struggle has coincided with the absence of Jordan Samuel-Thomas and his presence in front of the net. The Bobcats are just 4-5-1 in its last 10 games after an 18-3-5 start.

Quinnpiac's defense is young and raw, but the Bobcats possess the puck more than any team in the country. Its defense is ranked second in the country, giving up a stingy 1.89 goals per game. This is a direct product of its possession domination.

Michael Garteig has played in every game this season and held up well with a 1.84 GAA.

Jordan Samuels-Thomas should be in the lineup for the Bobcats, while Dan Federico remains a huge question mark.

Yale has struggled against Quinnipiac, except for the one very important game last season that they won. Since 2011-12, QU is 5-1-2 against its neighbor to the south.

"Yale, as always, is great in transition." said Pecknold. "They have some real high end players, not just forwards, that get involved. Their defensemen get up in the rush and create that second wave. Over and over again that is where they score a lot of goals.

It will always be known for its high-octane offense but this Yale team also plays pretty well defensively. Part of the impressive defense has been the play of freshman Alex Lyon in the Yale net. Lyon sits third in the conference in both GAA and save percentage. If anything, Yale might have more consistency in net now then it did this time last season, which is a scary thought.

Yale has struggled to put performances together this season. Sweeping the Crimson should give them a bit of confidence heading into this weekend. It has been through pressure before, but this tournament is another test and it will need to win it to defend its national title.

5. Clarkson at 4. Cornell

 Season Series: 1-1-0

Clarkson needed three games to defeat Princeton last weekend. It dropped an overtime decision in game one, but rebounded to win the final two. Picked 12th in most preseason polls, Clarkson has fought through the season and last weekend was no different. Cornell on the other hand had a quiet fourth-place finish to gain home-ice advantage against Clarkson, led by Cornell alumnus and former assistant coach Casey Jones. This matchup has all the makings of being a battle, as both teams are big and physical.

Clarkson struggled late but won when it mattered to assure itself the fifth seed. It is not a flashy team — it is still rebuilding in Jones' third season — but it has been getting the job done through adversity. It is a veteran team that plays solid defensively, which should bode well for it in this series.

Guys such as Alex Boak, Paul Geiger and Kevin Tansey are top defensemen in the league. Often times the best defensemen don't put up points and are missed, but those three are as solid as they come on the blue line, despite the lack of scoring.

Clarkson struggles to score, but Allen McPherson and Ben Sexton are the catalysts to the attack. Sexton has been hurt a lot in his career, and just came off missing a few games with a concussion to play in the Princeton series.

As tough and as good defensively as Clarkson is, Cornell is much the same. It is the biggest and most physical team in the conference and it uses that to its advantage by wearing teams down. This could be the determining factor in this upcoming series.

Cornell has an efficient offense. It took the fewest shots in the league but it gets quality chances and they find the back of the net 10 percent of the time. There have been many games where it had less than 20 shots and still won.

Cornell has the wily veteran in goal, Andy Iles. His numbers might not top the league, but he is very consistent and can steal games. His 2.20 goals against average and .920 save percentage are middle of the pack, but his experience is untouched. It could be an difference-maker in this series. His counterpart will be freshman Steve Perry for Clarkson.
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Saint John Pursuing Eichel, OHL Move as Unlikely

by Mike McMahon/Staff Writer
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Second Thoughts

On Friday, TSN's Bob McKenzie tweeted there were "whispers" that Boston University recruit Jack Eichel, considered one of the top players eligible for the 2015 NHL Entry Draft, was considering, "not going to BU if he could play head-to-head vs. Connor McDavid," another top player eligible for the 2015 draft.

Eichel's Canadian Hockey League rights are owned by the Saint John Sea Dogs of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Under league jurisdiction rules, Massachusetts players — Eichel is from Chelmsford, Mass. — are eligible for the QMJHL draft. 

McDavid plays for the Erie Otters of the Ontario Hockey League.

The only way for Eichel to play in the OHL is if the Sea Dogs waived him, and every other QMJHL team declined to put in a claim, making him a CHL free agent.

"There is no way we're ever going to let him go to the Ontario Hockey League and I don't see any way he could get waived through our league," Saint John GM Darrell Young said on Friday. "Especially with a team like Quebec, which is looking to host the 2015 Memorial Cup. Quebec is also trying to get [BC recruit] Noah Hanafin. I can't foresee that happening, him clearing waivers, he's just too good of a player."

Young, who took over as GM on March 1, said he is in the process of contacting the Eichel family and hopes to meet with them in Boston this upcoming week in an effort to sign him to the Sea Dogs.

Eichel is slated to start his career at BU this coming fall.

"I'm in the process of contacting the Eichel family and hopefully getting a meeting with the family this upcoming week in Boston," Young said. "Players come to this league and excel. I can't see us letting a player of that magnitude go. We know he's a one-year player in our league, but he's a one-year player whether he goes to BU or comes here to Saint John. He's going to play in the National Hockey Leauge." 

Eichel is currently playing for the U.S. National Development Program.

"I don't see anybody in this league allowing [a move to the OHL] to happen," Young said. "How can you let a player of that magnitude slip? When you look at a team like ours, with him and a few good European players, we're a bonafide contender. You look at a team like Quebec, who is looking to host the Memorial Cup next year, and they're pursuing Hanafin. They've also had good history of American players with Josh Hennessy and Adam Erne there now.

"My first option is to get him in s Sea Dog Uniform. He could have gone to Halifax last year and didn't, and they had Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin who went No. 1 and No. 3 in the draft, they have a great building and fan support just like we do. There's hope there for us, but how much I'm not really sure."
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Thatcher Demko Ends Recruiting Chase with BC Commitment

by Mike McMahon/Staff Writer
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U.S. NTDP U-18 goaltender Thatcher Demko boasts a stat line against Division I opponents that most Division I goalies would be jealous of.

Demko is 2-0-3 on the season with a 2.26 goals-against average and a .915 save percentage against D-I teams.

And this isn’t against the sludge of college hockey, either. Demko’s three ties came against Notre Dame, Minnesota and New Hampshire, while the Wildcats were the No. 1 team in the country two weeks ago.

His two wins came against Alabama-Huntsville and then again on Dec. 8, when he made 20 saves in a win over Hockey East’s Merrimack.

Also see: CHN Recruiting Section

What’s even more impressive about Demko is that the large majority of his early-season success against Division I opponents came while he was just 16 years old. He turned 17 two weeks ago, and celebrated it with a win over the Warriors at Lawler Arena.

A late-’95, Demko isn’t even eligible for the NHL Draft until 2014, yet here he sits, one of the most coveted recruits in the nation and arguably the best goaltender coming into college hockey next season.

Last Sunday, he ended speculation by committing to Boston College. He visited the Chestnut Hill campus Dec. 10 and was also considering Massachusetts, Northeastern, Western Michigan and Cornell, according to various reports.

“Last year, I wouldn’t have told you I’d be here playing against Division I teams,” said the San Diego, Calif., native. “It happened unexpectedly, but this year has been surreal. Sometimes in class I just think about it and it’s crazy. I get to wear the USA everyday, it’s been a lot of fun.”

Demko is a huge part of the NTDP’s succes thus far. Along with an impressive record against Division I schools, Demko has dominated Division III and USHL competition as well as backstopping Team USA to a gold medal in the Four Nations tournament earlier this year alongside uncommitted goalie Hunter Miska.

“Goaltending for us, being so young, is key early in any game,” said NTDP head coach Don Granato. “If we don’t play sound in the net at the start of the game, and they score, it has the potential to be a different game.”

Against the Warriors, Demko stopped a pair of breakaways against sophomore sniper Josh Myers, including his first stop of the game just minutes in.

“That breakaway save was key,” Granato said. “That save, early in the game, if he doesn’t make that our confidence can take at turn south, fast.”

He continued, “He’s a goalie. He goes to bed thinking and dreaming about goaltending.”

When Demko at BC this fall, he’ll be the next big thing on campus. Literally. Measuring 6-foot-3, as a newly-minted 17-year old, means he’s likely not done adding some inches to his height.

In the crease he uses his large frame to his advantage, however, he doesn’t solely rely on it; a big reason he’s as successful as he is.

“A lot of guys my size try to just play the block system,” he said. “They go down and take up as much of the net as they can. But, I’ve been trying to get away from that because I’ve seen guys starting to get beat with that, so I’m trying for more of a hybrid style and use athleticism with my size. The combo really works out sometimes.”

As for his college decision, it was an arduous process at times.

Visits, phone calls and the pressure of making a decision that could have a significant effect on not only his hockey career, but his life.

“I have great parents and a great advisor,” he said. “They work together and keep the pressure off of me and just let me worry about hockey. They relay the news to me that needs to be known but they just let me play and they take care of the business side of it.”

When he arrives at BC, he’ll come in a seasoned goaltender. In a way, he’s already a freshman.

“The experience this year is huge,” he said.

And so is Demko’s career potential.

January 31, 2014  E-MAIL   PRINT    Bookmark and Share  

Nagelvoort Providing Answers In Michigan's Net
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For most players, getting to play college hockey for any team is an honor, but it is extra special when you get to play for the team you grew up cheering for.

That is what happened this year with Michigan freshman goaltender Zach Nagelvoort, who grew up listening to the Red Berenson Radio Show. The native of Holland, Mich., made his Wolverine debut Oct. 18 at New Hampshire, just four months after committing to the program.

Nagelvoort came on in relief just minutes into the third period after sophomore Steve Racine went down with an injury.  But the freshman impressed that night in Durham, N.H., stopping 15 shots, including a penalty shot, to preserve a 1-1 tie.

"For his first college hockey experience to have to have to come in and then face a penalty shot, it's pretty good, and plus killing a penalty. I thought he did really well," Michigan head coach Red Berenson said after the game on October 18.

Nagelvoort had played well enough for Berenson to give him his first college start the next night. Nagelvoort made 22 saves and picked up his first career win, as the Wolverines won 3-2 in overtime.

From that point on the Wolverines' net was Nagelvoort's. He started 13 of the next 16 games for Michigan and has posted a 8-5-1 record with a 1.98 GAA and .935 save percentage.

This includes Nagelvoort's first career shutout, vs. Niagara on Nov. 22, and winning Michigan's Big Ten Hockey opener vs. Ohio State on Nov. 29.

That is not to say it has been clear sailing for the Wolverines since Nagelvoort took over as the No. 1 goalie.  After sweeping the Buckeyes, Michigan went almost two months without winning any games (0-4-1), including losses in both games of the Great Lakes Invitational for the first time since 2000. (Nagelvoort started the first game of the GLI, Racine the second.)

It was a streak of bad luck and bad timing for the Wolverines who only played four games in a month and a half from mid-December to late January.

But Berenson did not lose faith in Nagelvoort, and, really, couldn't afford to. Luckily, that faith seems to be paying off; Nagelvoot and the Wolverines had a big sweep over Michigan State last weekend.

"I think it was huge. We were worried about how effectively we could play having played so few games in recent weeks," Berenson said. "I thought Nagelvoort responded well. I won't say it was a toss-up but it could have been Racine playing. It's a tough decision, in recent week we have only played four games in six weeks so it's been tough to get a goalie."

Nagelvoort was happy to be given the chance to play, and get a victory in, his first game against Michigan's biggest rival.

"My first game ever against State, if I could go my whole career without losing to State that would be phenomenal." Nagelvoort said.

The first game of the series vs. the Spartans was played at Joe Louis Arena in Detroit. A place that is also special to Nagelvoort, who grew up a Red Wings fan and had played there in tournaments as kid.

"Playing where the Red Wings play, knowing they were (just) here playing the Blackhawks, it's a lot of fun," Nagelvoort said.

The second game of the sweep of the Spartans gave the Wolverines their first victory at Munn Ice Arena in East Lansing since March 2010. Berenson said after the game the victory was important for his team, especially the senior class who won their first game at Munn.

"They're pretty excited about it. They have a lot of respect for their opponent," Berenson said. "These games are big games, and now they're even bigger with the Big Ten Conference. Those are big points in the standings. Any way you want to cut it, that's a big weekend for Michigan against a good opponent."

The Wolverines are hoping the victories in Detroit and East Lansing are a sign of things to come rest of the season which features all Big Ten play and no more off weekends.
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Miles Wood, a top-'95 forward, has committed to Boston College.

Wood was committed to Brown, where his brother Tyler is a freshman defenseman. Last month, both Wood and goaltender Blake Weyrick decommitted from Brown within a few days.

Wood was a fourth-round pick of the New Jersey Devils in last year's NHL Entry Draft. He's currently a junior at Noble and Greenough, but could accelerate to join BC this coming fall.

His father, Randy, graduated from Yale and played 741 games in the National Hockey League, starting with the New York Islanders.

According to multiple sources, Wood's decision came down to Boston College and Boston University.
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• 2013-10-15 - Miami

• 2013-10-23 - Lake Superior State

• 2013-10-29 - Cornell

• 2013-11-05 - St. Cloud State

• 2013-11-12 - Clarkson

• 2013-11-20 - Union

• 2013-11-26 - Nebraska-Omaha

• 2013-12-04 - Minnesota

• 2013-12-10 - Ferris State

• 2014-01-07 - Colgate

• 2014-01-14 - Northeastern

• 2014-01-22 - Minnesota State

• 2014-01-28 - Robert Morris

• 2014-02-04 - Minnesota-Duluth

• 2014-02-11 - Wisconsin

• 2014-02-19 - Boston College
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Last Monday night, Boston College won its fifth consecutive Beanpot with a well-earned 4-1 win over crosstown rival Northeastern. The victory kicked off another Trophy Season in Chestnut Hill.

 Saturday night in Burlington, Vt., the Eagles completed a two-game sweep of Vermont with a 4-3 win. The victory clinched the Hockey East Regular Season Championship for the Eagles, earning them a second trophy in six days and the College Hockey News Team of the Week honor.

 The league’s regular-season title frequently goes ignored as the season advances. Postseason trophies are, ultimately, all that college hockey fans remember. However, the grueling nature of league schedules around the country means these regular-season trophies are as difficult to win as any.

 A year ago, the league’s championship wasn’t decided until the final night of the season, and a number of teams could’ve claimed the honor based on results. For BC to lock up this championship with two full weekends left in the regular season is a remarkable accomplishment for a program familiar with such feats.

“This time of year comes with new challenges, but winning the league is a great accomplishment,” BC senior defensmen Isaac MacLeod said. “We want to win every game, every tournament we enter. We took time to enjoy winning that trophy and took some pictures, but we’re not done. We have some regular-season games left, and we want to finish well. Our eyes are on the Hockey East Tournament now.”

Even as a senior, MacLeod understands the value of claiming these trophies. With a number of championships already won in his career – and those of his upperclassman teammates – MacLeod said the culture at BC means complacency is never an issue.

 The sting of last season’s early exits in the Hockey East Tournament and NCAA Tournament offered even more motivation for the Eagles. Beyond that, MacLeod and the other BC upperclassmen credit the arrival of a large freshman class with motivating the club even further.

“The players our coaching staff brings in aren’t just good players,” MacLeod said. “They want to win games and championships. It doesn’t get old winning titles, so I don’t worry about (complacency) on my end.”

The young players have also brought new depth and talent to the BC roster. This is especially true in the defensive corps MacLeod leads. Steve Santini, Scott Savage and Ian McCoshen make up a gifted group of freshman defensemen playing major minutes for the Eagles. As the season’s progressed, MacLeod has seen the group, along with those returning from a year ago, become one of the nation’s best units.

“We came into the season with a lot of youth in our defensemen,” MacLeod said. “Even Danny Linell is a converted defenseman, we didn’t really know what to expect. The guys have done a great job this season. They’re still just freshmen. They’ve only played 30 games or so. They’re not just out there on the ice hiding trying not to make mistakes. They’re making plays and playing with confidence.”

Last season, BC experienced a similar issue with Mike Matheson, Teddy Doherty, Colin Sullivan and Travis Jeke joining the program. Matheson had an especially dominant season as a rookie while the others played their roles. Sullivan is no longer with the program. However, Doherty has continued his emergence as a reliable option and ace on the power play.

 This year’s group of rookie blue liners is more talented as a unit, and it’s shown, especially as the season’s progressed. Last year, BC entered the stretch run as a contender for championships. The development of this group is the reason the Eagles are now a favorite. The brilliance of Johnny Gaudreau and Co. up front certainly doesn’t hurt. However, this year’s BC team is hardly just driven by its scoring.

 Freshman goaltender Thatcher Demko has also enjoyed a successful second half for the Eagles. Since becoming the No. 1 for the Eagles in late January, Demko is 8-0-1 with a .945 save percentage and 1.54 goals-against average. Junior Brian Billet started Saturday’s game and is certainly a capable option for York. Demko, who only turned 18 in December, is the type of talent in goal that coaches dream of. With only 15 appearances to his credit, Demko looks ready to claim BC’s crease for the foreseeable future.
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The early end to a disappointing season also meant an early start to Ryan Haggerty's professional career.

The Rensselaer junior, coming off his team's loss in the ECAC first round to Dartmouth last weekend, has signed an entry level contract with the New York Rangers.

Haggerty scored 28 goals this season in 35 games, which is currently third in the nation behind Johnny Gaudreau (30) and Josh Archibald (29).

RPI coach Seth Appert told the Schenectady Gazette that he wasn't surprised by Haggerty's decision.

"He's handled this is in a real first-class manner," Appert told the Gazette. "With the season he's had and the number of teams heavily in pursuit of him, it seemed like the right time and the right opportunity for him."

Haggerty had 47 goals total in three seasons with RPI, coming from the U.S. National Development program.

"I'm very proud of Ryan for how much he's improved in his three years," Appert told the Gazette. "He worked on his game. He put a lot of time into his game. He worked very hard over the summer."
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Robert Morris wore military appreciation uniforms during its 5-0 win Saturday.

Boston College defeated Vermont, 5-3, to clinch Hockey East.
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Boston College clinched the Hockey East regular-season championship with a 5-3 win over Vermont.

"We had to play near-perfect to beat these guys and we just didn't do it this weekend," Vermont coach Kevin Sneddon said. "That's on us as coaches and certainly as players, we have to get better."

Chris Calnan got BC started with a shorthanded goal with 1:42 left in the first period. Bill Arnold followed with another just over a minute later.

"The first 18 minutes I thought we were fantastic. Then we give up a shorthand (goal) and then missed coverage on a wide shot and all of a sudden it's 2-0 and we head back to the locker room feeling very, very bad. They capitalized on mistakes very well and we didn't."

Johnny Gaudreau added his 27th goal of the season in the second period. Gerbe is within striking distance of the Boston College single-season record for goals held by Scott Harlow (1985-86) and David Emma (1990-91) with 38. The most since then was Nathan Gerbe's 35 in 2007-08, which came in 43 games. Gaudreau has played 31 so far this season.

Elsewhere

Notre Dame took steps towards righting its ship with a three-point weekend at Providence, including Saturday's 3-0 shutout.

Meanwhile, Providence continues to struggle, winless in five straight and 10 of its last 12.

Notre Dame goaltender Steven Summerhays made 36 saves and the Irish got goals from David Gerths, Bryan Rust and Jeff Costello. The shutout gives Summerhays six on the season, tops in the nation and ties him for first on Notre Dame’s all-time list with David Brown and Jordan Pearce.

Summerhays, who had a career-high 47 saves on Friday night in the 2-2 tie, finished the weekend with 83 saves.

The win snapped a six-game (0-5-1) Irish winless streak on the road in Hockey East.

* * *

Maine got a late goal from Connor Leen, minutes after a Merrimack goal was disallowed, to win 3-2 over the Warriors and sweep the weekend.

“You have two really determined college hockey teams going at it tonight,” Maine coach Red Gendron said. “Any fans who showed up were treated to an exceptional college hockey game. When you have two teams with young men who battled as hard as these teams did tonight, quite frankly, it’s inspiring.”

"That's the best game we played all year long," Merrimack coach Mark Dennehy said. "We lost the game 3-2, but nobody left that building thinking we lost the game. ... We lose the game, but we found a team."

* * *

Cornell, which was as high as sixth in the Pairwise, dropped a pair of games to Union and RPI in a disappointing weekend at home. Saturday, the Big Red lost to Rensselaer, 3-1, and remained tied for the fourth and final home ice spot for the ECAC playoffs.

Cornell also remained No. 13 in the Pairwise, good enough for an NCAA bid if the season ended today.

“Our effort for six periods this weekend was tremendous,” Schafer told the Ithaca Journal, despite the losses. “I told our guys after the game that I’ve been disappointed with some of the ties we’ve had through the course of the year, but I can’t come out and say that our guys didn’t work hard or do the things necessary to win hockey games.”

Cornell was without forwards Dustin Mowrey and Christian Hilbrich for the weekend.

* * *

Colgate gave up a pair of two-goal leads to first-place Union and settled for a 4-4 tie. Nevertheless, the Raiders moved within two points of second place, and are now three up on Cornell and Clarkson.

Colgate was led by Darcy Murphy and Joe Wilson with a goal and two assists each. Spiro Goulakos scored his fourth goal in the last three games.

Colgate goalie Charlie Finn made 32 saves, but a couple of the goals he allowed he'd probably want back, including the game-tying score from Union's Kevin Sullivan with 4:49 left in regulation.

Union's Colin Stevens, meanwhile, made just 24 saves, but many of them huge.

"As a coaching staff, we are really pleased with the team's effort tonight," said Union coach Rick Bennett, who returned this weekend from having served a four-game suspension. "The guys played through a lot of adversity and our leaders really stepped it up. It's a credit to the team to come away with three points this weekend."

* * *

Garnet Hathaway scored twice to lead Brown over Quinnipiac. The Bobcats have lost two of three and dropped to sixth in the Pairwise, and four points behind Union for first place in the ECAC with four games remaining. Brown moved into sole possession of eighth place, which is the last home-ice spot for the first round of the ECAC playoffs.

Senior Marco De Filippo made 23 saves in net to earn the win for the Bears. Michael Garteig stopped 27 shots on the other end for the Bobcats.

* * *

Yale scored three shorthanded goals in defeating Princeton, 7-5, at Ingalls Rink. The Elis got two goals and four points from captain Jesse Root and a pair of goals from Kenny Agostino.

Yale made it 3-0 during a penalty kill near the midpoint of the second period. Root, who has a pair of shorthanded goals this year, took a feed up the right boards from Agostino and had a 2-on-1 with Gus Young. Root held on until the edge of the right circle and then fired low past Sean Bonar at 11:26.

“Once we got the first shorthanded goal, I thought we started cheating a little bit,” said Root. “The moral of that story is we need to play solid defensively, you can’t cheat the offense especially on a penalty kill. You have to kill the penalty first and make sure the puck gets out of the zone, but when we did get opportunities it was good that we capitalized on them.”

* * *

Connecticut bounced back from Friday's loss to defeat Holy Cross, 5-0, behind 38 saves from Robby Nichols.

* * *

Niagara has been making a habit this season of heavily outshooting its opponent and losing. It happened against Saturday night, as its four-game winning streak was snapped, 5-0, at the hands of Robert Morris.

RMU netminder Terry Shafer stopped all of Niagara's season-high 44 shots.

"Terry Shafer was first star of the game," Niagara coach Dave Burkholder said. "Without a doubt he was the best player on the ice for both teams. I did like our level of competitiveness at times, but in the end there were some guys that let us down and didn't punch the clock. They just didn't play Niagara hockey. We had numerous great opportunities, but we couldn't get one by Shafer and Robert Morris was opportunistic on their chances."

* * *

Nardo Nagtzaam scored two goals as Mercyhurst defeated RIT, 6-2. The Lakers, who also got 43 saves from junior Jimmy Sarjeant, remained in first place by itself in Atlantic Hockey. Mercyhurst still holds a two-point lead on Bentley, which defeated Army 5-4 in overtime on Saturday night.

It marked the second time in the all-time series that Mercyhurst has swept a regular season series against RIT – the first since winning a pair of games against the Tigers in the Division III ECAC West days during the 1990-91 season. It was, however, the first time in program history that the Lakers swept a weekend series against the Tigers at Ritter Arena.
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Michigan got back on the right track this weekend with a win and tie over Wisconsin. Saturday, Michigan wound up winning the shootout, 1-0, after the teams played to a 2-2 tie, and got five standings points on the weekend.

A penalty shot goal by Mark Zengerle gave Wisconsin a 2-1 lead in the second period, but Luke Moffat scored the tying goal in the third period for Michigan, and Zach Nagelvoort stopped Zengerle, and two others, in the shootout. Moffat also had the lone shootout goal.

The Wolverines took sole possession of second place in the Big Ten standings with 17 points, one ahead of the Badgers, despite going 0-for-6 on the power play.

Michigan coach Red Berenson said, "We've got to play better on the power play. Sometimes it comes and goes. We couldn't get shots through."

Wisconsin was playing without two of its top scorers, Tyler Barnes and Nic Kerdiles, who are both injured.

"(Friday) we didn't play to the level we're capable of," Wisconsin coach Mike Eaves said. "People keep talking about having these two guys out, but it doesn't matter, we rose to the occasion.

"The penality killing did a nice job. They blocked shots at key times."

On the penalty shot, Eaves said, "(Zengerle) does (that move) in practice, the guys see it. So the fact he does it in a game is special, but they guys have seen that before."

Elsewhere

Ohio State swept Penn State in a pair of games, leaving the Nittany Lions still winless in its Big Ten history.

Penn State, whose coach, Guy Gadowsky, is known for having teams that get a lot of shots on net, had 47 on Friday, but were limited to just 26 on Saturday. Nevetheless, the Nittany Lions took a 2-0 lead in the latter game, only to lose it over the last two periods.

“We knew we were playing a good hockey team and knew they were going to come out strong," OSU coach Steve Rohlik said. "We didn’t answer the bell early, but I saw a hockey team grow up today. I’m proud of these guys. They never panicked, got in the locker room after the first period and got back to the basics.”

Junior forward Ryan Dzingel had three goals on the weekend for the Buckeyes, including an empty netter.

* * *

One night after losing a shootout to Michigan State, Minnesota responded with a 1-0 win. Kyle Rau scored the game's only goal, 6:44 into the first period.

Adam Wilcox needed just 19 saves for the shutout.

"We played with good tempo and pace throughout the game," Minnesota coach Don Lucia said. "Adam didn't have to make a lot of big saves. We had a lot of good, quality chances. It was a much better effort from us (than Friday).

"It's all about how well we play without the puck and defensively, and we did a much better job of that tonight."

* * *

It was a bustout weekend for Michigan Tech, and some players in particular.

Junior captain Blake Pietila, with 24 goals in his first two seasons, had just three so far this year, but he scored in overtime to give him team the win Saturday and a sweep of the series with Bowling Green.

Meanwhile, brothers Jacob and David Johnstone, who had a combined five goals so far this season — four by David — each scored three times for the Huskies, more than doubling their collective goal output.

Saturday, the Huskies came back from two one-goal deficits.

* * *

Johnny McInnis scored twice as Minnesota State got a split of the weekend with a 5-1 win over Northern Michigan.

"(Friday) we had a lack of commitment to what we need to do to be successful," MSU coach Mike Hastings said. "But tonight, from our first line to our fourth line, all three sets of defensemen — I think we had more blocked shots in the first period than we had last night."

NMU's only goal came on a penalty shot by Erik Higby.
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Yale Gets White House Reception

CHN Staff Report 

U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry (front, center), a Yale graduate, poses with the 2013 NCAA champion Bulldog hockey team. 

U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry (front, center), a Yale graduate, poses with the 2013 NCAA champion Bulldog hockey team.
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Yale-Harvard Take Rivalry Back to Its Roots

Roundup: Union Rallies Past Quinnipiac to Move Into First Place

Roundup: Czarnik's 5 Assists Leads Miami

Quinnipiac, Yale Tie in National Title Rematch

WASHINGTON, D.C. — After 11 months, Yale's hockey team got its chance to be honored at the White House by President Barack Obama for winning the 2013 national championship. Yale was there as part of "national champions day."

All members of the current team — plus five of the six seniors from last spring — attended the festivities that began with a private bus tour of the city. The Bulldogs had their own two-deck bus for the two-hour tour.

Team arrived at the White House at 2 p.m., and eventually was able to take a tour of the East Wing.

Before the president arrived, the team met with Secretary of State John Kerry, a former multi-sport athlete at Yale. He spent time discussing the college hockey playoffs, foreign policy, the White House and old customs, like a medallion with a U.S. government emblem on it.

Kerry, who dropped the ceremonial puck at Yale's game against Harvard at Madison Square Garden earlier this year, presented Yale coach Keith Allain with a U.S. Military “challenge coin,” something that at one time might go to the winner of a battle. He then arranged for Yale's players to take a joint photo with the national champion Southern California women's water polo team.

President Obama arrived soon thereafter, and interacted with all of the teams.

The teams filed out of the White House and onto the South Lawn for a post-photo session reception. After the last team had made its way out of the White House, the president delivered a speech that touched on a number of relevant topics.

The graduated Bulldogs who were able to attend included Josh Balch, Jeff Malcolm, Nick Maricic, Colin Dueck and Antoine Laganiere.

Yale plays at Quinnipiac, the team it defeated in last year's national championship game, this weekend in a best-of-3 ECAC quarterfinal series.
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Minnesota Record Crowd Sees Gophers Shut Out OSU, Outdoors

CHN Staff Report 
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Wilcox Takes It To Another Level

Roundup: Minnesota Regains Scoring Touch

Hudson Crossing

Roundup: Wisconsin Snaps Road Skid

Handicapping the Hobey

Roundup: Michigan Wins Shootout Over Wisconsin

Minnesota-Ohio State Weekend an Experience

A crowd of 45,021, the largest to ever see a hockey game in the state of Minnesota, came to the school's football stadium for an outdoor game as part of the Hockey City Classic. They saw the Gophers play a strong defensive game and defeat Ohio State, 1-0.

Taylor Cammarata had the game's only goal, coming in the second period off a scramble.

Though outdoor games have become more prevalent, it was a first-time experience for most participants.

“First and foremost, what a venue," OSU coach Steve Rohlik said. "It was pretty surreal walking out there tonight with the full moon above the stadium. It was pretty special to be a part of it. On behalf of The Ohio State University we are very thankful to be a part of this. For tonight’s game, there weren’t a lot of chances on both ends, we just came up a little short.”

The conditions were not terrible, but game time temperature was near zero, and the ice needed to be heated as close to 23 degrees as possible to keep it playable. The ice was choppy, and so was the game, but overall, conditions were ok.

"It seemed like everybody had a good time," Minnesota coach Don Lucia told the St. Paul Pioneer Press. "It was the type of game we expected. You'd have to chip and chase, not a lot of pretty plays, but we did enough to get the one goal. Obviously, (goalie) Adam (Wilcox) did the rest."

The teams kept the game simple, which limited scoring chances.

“We certainly wanted to play a good game through the neutral zone," Rohlik said. "Minnesota has a team from top to bottom that can get up and down the rink. We know they will be a different team (Saturday) night on a big sheet. I think you do see a different type of game across the street at Mariucci (Arena) versus an NHL size rink.”

Ohio State senior defenseman Curtis Gedig said it was harder to be creative on the outdoor surface.

“It was pretty difficult for both teams," Gedig said. "I mean the little things you can do on the normal ice were harder for me so I just tried to keep it simple. I think the 1-0 score reflected how tough it was.”

Wilcox got the shutout for Minnesota. Though he wasn't tested often, he did stop OSU's Ryan Dzingel on a breakaway in the first period.

“I tried to go upstairs with it and just didn’t get a hold of it as much as I would like," Dzingel said. "He obviously made a great save. I probably won’t be sleeping well tonight.”

Said Wilcox, "He had his stick in the position where I knew he was going to shoot it. If he pulled it across, I was maybe going to throw a stick out. I saw him go low and I just threw my leg and blocker out there and tried to cover that whole corner."
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Roundup: Denver Shakes Slump, Defeats UNO

Brodzinski's Late Goal Lifts St. Cloud

CHN Staff Report 

North Dakota enjoyed a nine-goal outburst against Miami.

See more Featured Videos from CHN

St. Cloud State scored late to defeat Minnesota-Duluth

See more Featured Videos from CHN
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NCHC Roundup: WMU, North Dakota, Miami Take Game 1s

NCHC Quarterfinal Preview

Denver snapped a three-game winless streak, defeating Nebraska-Omaha for the first time this season, 4-1.

Freshman goaltender Evan Cowley stopped 33 shots for Denver in just his second start of the season. Cowley, like senior DU goalie Sam Brittain, is a fourth-round NHL Draft pick of the Florida Panthers, though three years apart (2010 for Brittain, 2013 for Cowley). But with Brittain a senior, Cowley has deferred to him most of the year. This game gave Denver fans a glimpse of the future, and it helped the Pioneers leapfrog two teams into fourth place.

The Pioneers, who never trailed, scored in each of the three periods — Nolan Zajac, Trevor Moore and Matt Marcinew.

The win also allowed the Pioneers to avoid losing four games to the same opponent during the regular season for the first time since 1999-00 when they dropped four games against Colorado College.

 "It was a concerted effort for 60 minutes. If we had the third period we had tonight in the previous two games, never mind the goal production, I mean the effort, I think we are sitting in first place,” Denver coach Jim Montgomery said.  “The good thing is we are learning and continuing to progress and hopefully those lessons learned we can still put a run together.”

* * *

Jonny Brodzinski scored with 1:49 left in regulation to give St. Cloud State a 4-3 win over Minnesota-Duluth and four-game season-series sweep. The Huskies remained three points up on North Dakota for first place.

Brodzinski's goal came after he hit the post twice in Friday's game.

“It’s just a great win for us,” Huskies coach Bob Motzko told the St. Cloud Times. “The building was electric. It was the best crowd of the year and we needed to get the roof off the building (with noise) and treat our fans to that game."

Jimmy Murray scored just 30 seconds into the game for St. Cloud, following up his two-goal effort from Friday. The Huskies went up 3-1 before the Bulldogs rallied behind goals from Dominic Toninato and freshman Alex Iafallo.

Ryan Faragher was strong again in net for St. Cloud State, making 38 saves. He played two big games this weekend, one week after being a healthy scratch.

Kalle Kosila set up Brodzinski for the game winner, a one-timer.

“He doesn’t need a lot of time or a lot of room,” Motzko told the Times. “I’ve only been around a couple guys who can shoot the puck like that. We just looked at it (on video) and that was a lot harder than it looked."

* * *

Miami's nightmare season reached a new low Saturday. After struggling, uncharacteristically, with defense and goaltending all season, the RedHawks allowed a season-high nine goals in a 9-2 loss at North Dakota.

Meanwhile, North Dakota's weekend sweep put it in sole possession of second place in the NCHC.

Fourteen players figured in on the scoring, with six of them accumulating multi-point games, paced by Rocco Grimaldi with four points and defenseman Nick Mattson with three.

UND overcame having two goals disallowed in the first eight minutes of the game, both scored by Mark MacMillan. His first was wiped out when he was called for a penalty on his rush to the net in which he caught Miami goalie Ryan McKay in the head with his elbow. MacMillan had what looked like another goal disallowed on a video review at 7:48 when referees ruled his shot never crossed the goal line.

"Didn't seem to matter," UND coach Dave Hakstol said of the disallowed goals. "We were ready to play. We had a great start. It didn't seem to matter what happened last shift. We were ready to play the next shift."

Defenseman Jordan Schmaltz scored at 3:36 to get UND rolling. With a delayed penalty coming on Miami, Schmaltz unleashed a howitzer with a sixth attacker on for UND to notch the first of nine UND goals.

Colton St. Clair knocked a rebound out of mid-air at 6:34, Grimaldi came in alone to score at 8:56 and rookie defenseman Keaton Thompson capped a four-goal opening period for UND at 12:58, the most goals in a period by UND this season.

"We haven't had many third periods where we've been able to go out and play and have fun," Hakstol acknowledged.

North Dakota goaltender Zane Gothberg returned from missing three games with injury to play well, making 27 saves, 14 of them in the last period.
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Roundup: Gophers Claim First North Star Cup

CHN Staff Report 

Minnesota scored three power-play goals and scored twice in a game-deciding shootout to defeat Minnesota-Duluth in the first North Star College Cup championship game.

UMD's Joe Basaraba scored late in the third period to tie the game, 4-4, and force overtime at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul, Minn. Minnesota wasted two one-goal leads in the third period despite a strong effort from goaltender Adam Wilcox.

The sophomore earned the tournament's most valuable player award for stopping 76 of 81 shots he saw over the weekend. Moreover, he stopped both Alex Iafallo and Caleb Hebert in Saturday's shootout to seal the win after both Kyle Rau and Seth Ambroz coverted their chances on UMD's Aaron Crandall.

"I thought for the first tournament, it was a great start,” Minnesota coach Don Lucia said. “I think you saw that the instate pride was there, which was good.

"All in all, it was good entertaining weekend of college hockey like we hoped it would be for this event"

At 5 on 5, the Bulldogs carried a majority of the play, outscoring the Gophers, 3-1. However, the talented Minnesota team capitalized on the Bulldogs' undisciplined play. 

Aside from Rau's goal in the shootout, the junior scored a goal and assisted on another in the win.

Earlier in the day, St. Cloud State snuck past Minnesota State, 6-4, in the tournament's consolation game.

Elsewhere

Rensselaer defeated Union, 2-1, in the second annual Mayor's Cup game at the Times Union Center in Albany. The result was the first win over the Dutchmen in 11 tries for RPI.

The game was second to an ugly brawl that broke out after the game. Union's Mat Bodie started the fracas with a crosscheck on RPI's Brock Higgs as time expired. As RPI players headed onto the ice, ostensibly to celebrate a win, a massive fight broke out between the two teams. Eventually, Union coach Rick Bennet went after RPI coach Seth Appert. The coaches were separated by officials.

Following the game, Union suspended Bennett for two games for his actions. Meanwhile, Bodie and Eli Lichtenwald were suspended on Union's side, and RPI's Mike Zalewski and Luke Curadi also received supplemental discipline. All four suspensions are for one game.

"On behalf of Union College and the men’s hockey team, I apologize for my actions and behavior after (Saturday) night’s game against RPI,” Bennett said in the statement. “The administration, supporters and loyal fans of both programs deserve and demand better from me. I’m truly sorry for the events that took place after the game."

***

Massachusetts-Lowell recovered from a disappointing loss on Friday night to defeat Providence, 6-1. Despite dressing only 16 players due to injuries sustained on Friday, the River Hawks earned the weekend split.

"We have good team depth, and we just wanted to stress playing UMass-Lowell style hockey no matter who is in the lineup," UML senior Joe Pendenza said. "It’s not going to change our mentality. It’s not going to change our game plan. We wanted to go there and attack and I thought we did that pretty well."

Pendenza scored two goals and assisted on another, surpassing the 100-point milestone for his career in the process. Sophomore defenseman Christian Folin also scored two and added an assist for the River Hawks.

Providence goaltender Jon Gillies was pulled after Folin made it 5-1 in the third. The all-American goaltender has struggled of late after a strong start to the season. In his last seven games, dating back to Dec. 6, Gillies' save percentage is .885.

***

Denver goaltender Sam Brittan made 43 saves, and the Pioneers defeated North Dakota, 3-0, at Magness Arena. The loss ended a 10-game unbeaten run for UND.

Denver's Zac Larraza scored two goals in the win, which lifted the Pioneers back into first place in the NCHC.

Despite the loss, UND continued its strong play of late, dominating possession for most of the game. Brittain's stellar play kept North Dakota at bay.

“They scored a couple critical goals, and we couldn’t get one to go," UND coach Dave Hakstol said after the game. "Their goaltender played great tonight. We have to find a way to do a little bit better job around the crease.”

***

Ohio State picked up its second Big Ten win of the season, defeating Wisconsin, 3-1, at the Kohl Center.

Christian Frey made 36 saves for the Buckeyes.

"(Frey) was the best player on the ice tonight," OSU coach Steve Rohlik said. "He gave us a chance."

Mark Zengerle gave Wisconsin a 1-0 lid midway through the second period before OSU scored three consecutive goals to put the game away.

The loss halted a four-game UW winning streak ahead of a critical trip to Ann Arbor next weekend.
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Penn State Tops Michigan for First Big Ten Win
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Highlights of Penn State's win over Michigan
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Scheid's Experience Helps Lead Penn State

Working For the Weekend

It took 10 tries, but Penn State finally got its first Big Ten win.

Playing in front of another packed house at Pegula Ice Arena, the Nittany Lions gave the raucous crowd plenty to cheer about this time, taking a 3-0 lead in the first period while knocking out Michigan started Zach Nagelvoort. A couple of the goals were shaky, and Michigan coach Red Berenson made the move to Steve Racine. Racine allowed just one goal the rest of the way, but an offense that scored seven goals Friday night, couldn't get anything past Penn State goalie Matthew Skoff.

"He came in and played sharp, and we didn’t give him any support," Michigan coach Red Berenson said of Racine.

Skoff stopped 32 shots for the shutout, and is the only Penn State goalie with a win this year.

"It was something that I will remember for a long time," Skoff told reporters about the post-game celebration by the crowd. "That just speak volumes of where this hockey program has come so far with all the support we have. It was really cool to see."

"To me, that was a tremendous night, something I will never forget," Penn State coach Guy Gadowsky told reporters afterward. "But I think that's why I came here. To compete against the best. Against the best teams in the nation and in the Big Ten."

Gadowsky has had similar remarks after other big wins, such as the program's first overall and first at Pegula Ice Arena. But this was the first in the Big Ten.

"There were huge saves early that I think meant as much to the team to give us the confidence, that belief," Gadowsky said. "Probably the feeling that we got from his saves early that said he's on, he's not going to let us fail. That goes a long, long way."

Penn State received contributions throughout the lineup, including freshman Zach Saar who opened the scoring and netted a goal in his second straight game. Classmate Ricky DeRosa and redshirt sophomore Eric Scheid recorded two points each for three-point weekends.

Penn State out shot the Wolverines by a 40-32 margin, bettering its opponent for the seventh time in the last eight games, while going 0-for-3 on the power play.

* * *

Ohio State defeated Michigan State in a shootout for the second straight night, after a 2-2 tie through overtime.

The Buckeyes got both goals from junior Matt Johnson, and 30 saves from freshman goalie Christian Frey, and are now unbeaten in the last five.

Ohio State trailed 2-1 in the third period but Johnson scored his second of the game to deadlock the score. Freshman Nick Schilkey scored the lone shootout goal and Frey made three saves.

"Four points is huge against a very good hockey team,” Steve Rohlik, Ohio State head coach, said. “They shut you down. I'm a little disappointed with our second period, a little undisciplined with the penalties which gave them the momentum back, but our team righted the ship and played a pretty good third period.”

* * *

Ferris State stayed in first place by itself in the WCHA with a 2-1 win over Northern Michigan, sweeping the weekend series. Cory Kane scored early in the third for a 2-0 lead, and it wound up being the game winner.

* * *

Minnesota State completed a sweep over Bemidji State with a 3-2 victory.

The Mavericks took the lead with a pair of second-period power-play goals. Senior forward Johnny McInnis put the Mavericks on the board and tied the game with his 16th goal of the season, a one-timer in front of the net at 3:38 of the second. Then, at 5:20, junior forward Jean-Paul Lafontaine got his NCAA-leading 13th power-play goal of the season.

"I thought they dominated the first period and got a lead," Minnesota State coach Mike Hastings said. "Then we took advantage of our power play and kinda hung on. Our penalty killers and the goaltending were the difference."
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Grzelcyk Out Indefinitely With Shoulder Injury

CHN Staff Report 
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Notre Dame Advances as BU's Season Comes to Early End

Saint John Pursuing Eichel, OHL Move as Unlikely

Parker's Number Retired; BU Gets Win

BU-UNH Game Postponed

Boston University's troubled season took another turn for the worse today. Defenseman Matt Grzelcyk, recently returned from the World Junior tournament, dislocated his shoulder in practice and will be sidelined indefinitely, coach David Quinn said.

(Edit: It was learned later that Grzelcyk would miss the remainder of the season.)

BU recently got Sam Kurker and Cason Hohmann back in the lineup, after each had been sidelined since mid-November with injuries. The Danny O'Regan and Matt Grzelcyk came back from playing for Team USA at the World Juniors.

But the Terriers lost junior forward Evan Rodrigues to injury over the weekend, and now Grzelcyk will be out once again.

The Terriers are 7-10-2 heading into this weekend's outdoor game with Maine at Fenway Park.

Grzelcyk, a sophomore from Charlestown, Mass., has three goals and 11 points in 19 games for the Terriers this season.

With Lake Superior State's season over, junior defenseman Kevin Czuczman became the first college player this year to leave school early for an NHL deal. He signed a two-year, entry-level contract with the New York Islanders today.

Czuczman, a CCHA all-rookie team honorable mention in 2012, had 10 goals and 21 points this season in 36 games for the Lakers.

Czuczman, 23, will report directly to the Islanders.

Czuczman, a Port Elgin, Ontario, native, led all WCHA defenseman in points this season. He was also fourth overall on the team, and led the club in penalty minutes (73).

In 114 career games with the Lakers, the 6-foot-3, 205-pound defenseman had 14 goals and 31 assists for 45 points. February 16, 2014
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Roundup: Wisconsin Snaps Road Skid

Minnesota Sweeps Michigan

CHN Staff Report 

Minnesota defeated Michigan, 5-3, to sweep the weekend series.

See more Featured Videos from CHN

Alaska-Anchorage scored four times in the third period to defeat Bowling Green.

See more Featured Videos from CHN
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Roundup: Michigan Wins Shootout Over Wisconsin

Minnesota Record Crowd Sees Gophers Shut Out OSU, Outdoors

Minnesota-Ohio State Weekend an Experience

Rumpel's Growth Propelling Badgers

Team of the Week: Wisconsin

Roundup: Wisconsin Sweeps Minnesota on Kerdiles Goal

Wisconsin Snaps Minnesota's 14-Game Unbeaten Streak

Wisconsin won on the road for the first time since mid-November, and created some distance between itself and Ohio State and Michigan for second place in the Big Ten. The Badgers got two early goals, and a pair from Mark Zengerle to defeat Ohio State, 4-2.

The loss ended the Buckeyes’ six-game unbeaten streak (4-0-2).

“I think our play came up in the first period (compared to Friday),” Steve Rohlik, Ohio State head coach, said. “They’re a very good hockey team; no one wants to get on streaks and lose two in a row. We knew we were going to get their best shot. Even down by two I give our team credit – we just kept battling back.”

Joel Rumpel made 28 saves for the Badgers and Ohio State's power play, ranked No. 1 in the Big Ten coming into the weekend, was 0-for-4.

"You win two against Minnesota (last week) and then lose Friday to Ohio State, it brings back to the reality that any team can win on any night," Rumpel said. "We knew we didn't play our best (Friday) and didn't have a good start, and tonight that was our focus and we got two goals early."

The win was important for the Badgers to overcome their road woes.

"It's funny ... at this time of year, it almost seems like every game is the biggest game of the year," Wisconsin coach Mike Eaves said. "And literally this was for us to keep momentum, stay in the race, RPI, all those things, this was a pivotal game."

Christian Frey, who has been hot for Ohio State since joining the team mid-year, made 24 stops.

"This young goalie (Frey) covers the lower part of the net really well, and we got a couple pucks elevated on him," Eaves said.

Ryan Dzingel scored the 100th point of his Ohio State career. Dzingel, who has skated in 101 games for the Buckeyes, has 40 goals and 60 assists and is the first Ohio State player to hit the century mark as a junior since RJ Umberger in 2003. Dzingel leads Ohio State with 17 goals, 21 assists and 38 points on the year.

“Ryan plays a solid game,” Rohlik said. “As long as the team does well, he may not score but we’re all satisfied. His skill set is right there. He has played a lot of games here, puts himself in good situations and has great teammates. There’s no secret to success. It’s his hard work. I’ve seen a huge jump in his all-around game.”

Elsewhere

Minnesota defeated Michigan, 4-1, to complete a weekend sweep. The Gophers solidified their stranglehold on first place in the Big Ten, and a likely No. 1 seed in the NCAAs.

The game got off to a poor start for Minnesota when Michigan defenseman Andrew Sinelli scored his first goal of the season with the Wolverine’s first shot of the game. The Gophers responded well, controlling most of the even-strength play until Sam Warning evened the score with 2:14 to play in the period.

In the second period, the Gophers' fourth line got involved again, just like Friday. First, Connor Reilly beat Michigan goaltender Steve Racine off the rush with a blast to the glove side. Gabe Guertler had an assist after tallying his first career goal on Friday. Later, the line set up a goal by defenseman Nate Condon.

"I thought we were opportunistic this weekend," Minnesota coach Don Lucia said. "Guertler's line played extremely well this weekend, both nights, and that's a big reason we won a couple games.

"When you look at what they did in junior hockey, last year Guertler and Vinni (Lettieri) both had basically 30 goals and Connor was a big scorer coming off his knee injury. But we needed some production. Guys have been rotating in and out of that line, and they hadn't scored since RPI. We felt we could get more from them. Sometimes it's just confidence."

* * *

Michigan State got a goal from Matt Berry with 5:04 remaining to defeat Penn State, 2-1. The Spartans had just 13 shots in the game, but managed the win, getting 28 saves from Jake Hildebrand.

"Today was a real grind where their team probably thought they deserved a better fate," Michigan State coach Tom Anastos said. "We've been in these kinds of games where we thought we deserved a better result but didn't. So it was nice to see that turned around where we could hang in there and get a win."

* * *

Bemidji State scored twice in the first seven minutes of play and goaltender Andrew Walsh stopped 32 of 33 shots, as the Beavers earned a 2-1 win over first-place Ferris State.

Ferris State's loss dropped the Bulldogs into a tie for first in the WCHA with Minnesota State, though FSU has two games in hand.

* * *

Alaska-Anchorage defeated Bowling Green, 5-2, to move into third place by itself in the WCHA. Matt Bailey and Scott Allen each scored their 15th goal of the season as part of a four-goal third period for the Seawolves.
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Northeastern Stuns Providence in OT

Pimm's Two Dramatic Goals the Difference
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Second Thoughts

It's been a bit up and down for Northeastern since a quick start, though, on balance, it's been more up than down.

Tuesday qualified as another big "up" for the Huskies. Down 1-0 most of the game at Providence, Northeastern's Braden Pimm scored in the closing seconds of regulation to tie it, then won the game with another goal 12 seconds into overtime.

The win is the second straight for Northeastern, coming off a loss to Air Force and 8-8 tie with Dartmouth at a holiday tournament the week prior. And it improves the Huskies to 12-6-3 on the season, with the Frozen Fenway game coming up Saturday (2:15 p.m.) against Massachusetts-Lowell. Northeastern improved to ninth in the Pairwise.

"I'm pleased with our kids' resiliency, the way they bounced back," Northeastern coach Jim Madigan said.

"We've done a real good job focusing game to game. This is our 10th league game, there's 10 to go. It's a valuable two points and we'll take that and enjoy tonight. And we're playing a team Saturday that's similar to this team — drive hard to the net and they have very good goaltending. ... We just have to go game to game. Statement games, and momentum builders, I think you look back at the end of the year and tell that. We're not at that point."

It took a while, but Northeastern finally got to Jon Gillies, who was playing his first game back for Providence after returning from the World Juniors. Gillies played well for the most part, but uncharacteristically had trouble handling his rebound late in the game, leading to Pimm's tying goal.

"I thought the first period they came at us, and we were able to weather the storm," Madigan said. "Second and third period, I thought we played a lot better. ... The way we play, we're not going to generate a lot of shots. We try to keep pucks down low and possess pucks. I was pleased with our effort. It's hard to generate offense against them, because they swarm you down low."

Providence played well, by and large, but could not get the second goal that would've sealed it. The best chance came in the third, when Northeastern's Clay Witt — who had 38 saves — made a sprawling stop across the crease to keep it a one-goal game.

"When (Witt) made a save sprawling across, I said to our guys, 'That's the kind of save we'll need to win this game, guys, don't give up. Keep plugging away, he's keeping us in the game,'" Madigan said. "It wasn't so much a momentum change, but it gave us life still."

Pimm's two goals give him 12 on the season.

"He's a good offensive player. He's put up numbers here before," Madigan said. "He's capable of getting on a streak. Playing with Kevin (Roy) and Johnny (Stevens), he's a nice complement there. He's in a good zone. ... Something happens when it's the second half of your senior year. The last two years haven't been as good as he wanted to, or the team, but you get into a zone."

Providence is now winless in the last three, and dropped to 13-4-4. It plays a single game at Boston College on Friday, before heading to Colorado College for a pair of games the following weekend.
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Roundup: Wisconsin Sweeps Minnesota on Kerdiles Goal

MADISON, Wis. — Wisconsin continued its winning ways at the Kohl Center, this time knocking off the nation's top-rated team, Minnesota, 2-1.

The win was the 11th in the last 12 home games for the Badgers, and it snapped Minnesota's 14-game unbeaten streak.

Joel Rumpel stopped 31 shots and Jake McCabe scored the game winner with 6:13 left in regulation.

“Our guys hung in there on a night when we weren’t playing very well and found a way to get a victory,” Wisconsin coach Mike Eaves said. “There’s an old cliché in hockey and in sports that good teams find a way to win on nights they don’t play well. So we’ll deposit these points in the bank and our task tomorrow is to come back and play better at a higher level.”

McCabe nudged the Badgers ahead for good when he took a feed from Jedd Soleway on the right goal line, retreated to the right dot, and whistled a shot past Minnesota goalie Adam Wilcox.

“Jake is a big-time player and he wants to be that guy,” Eaves said. “Jake is one of the guys on the team that we as a coaching staff look to and his teammates look to in big moments — come up with big plays and he did that for us tonight and for that we’re thankful.”

The goal was more than Rumpel would need on a night where he held the Gophers to a single score on 32 shots to earn his 12th win of the season. Nevertheless, Minnesota made the finish interesting, pulling Wilcox and going on the power play with 28 seconds to play.

But as they had all night, the UW penalty kill rose to the occasion. The stop made it 24-straight successful penalty kills for the Badgers, who also snapped a three-game scoreless drought of their own on the power play when Frankie Simonelli scored 5:03 into the game to give UW a 1-0 lead.

The one-goal advantage wouldn’t last for long, as Kyle Rau forced a turnover behind the Wisconsin net and fed Taylor Cammarata for the equalizer just 2:33 later. Despite numerous chances for both sides, neither team would find the net again until McCabe’s game winner.

Wisconsin also welcomed sophomore sniper Nic Kerdiles back to the lineup. He'd missed the last six games with an injury.
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Denver Pair Tops All-NCHC Teams

Broncs' SHG Crushes North Dakota, Gives St. Cloud NCHC TItle Outright

North Dakota and St. Cloud State, coming off their battle against each other last weekend, each won Friday to remain tied atop the NCHC standings with one game remaining.

North Dakota holds the tiebreaker by virtue of having more conference wins, despite losing three of four to the Huskies during the season.

Zane Gothberg recorded his second shutout for North Dakota as it defeated Western Michigan, 2-0. Stephane Pattyn and Luke Johnson scored 18 seconds apart in the second period to account for the game's only goals.

"I was just doing my job getting my big butt in front of the goalie so he can't see anything, and it ended up going off my stick," Pattyn said. "Lucky play for me."

Just 18 seconds later, Johnson roofed a shot from in tight that ringed around the inside edge of the crossbar for Johnson's eighth goal of the season. The goal was initially waved off by one referee before quickly being ruled a goal on video review.

Since Nov. 30, though, UND is 16-3-1.

"Probably the only people that believed in us was ourselves in the lockerroom," Pattyn said. "We had a bit of a rough start, and it was ugly. But I think stuck together."

The loss dropped Western Michigan from contention to host a quarterfinal-round playoff series next weekend.

The victory was the 20th of the season for UND (20-10-3 overall), the 10th time in his 10 years as coach that Hakstol's teams have logged at least 20 wins.

Meanwhile, St. Cloud State saw Colorado College rally from a three-goal deficit, only to respond with three goals of its own in a 7-4 win over the Tigers.

“The big thing was our poor defense tonight," SCSU coach Bob Motzko told the St. Cloud Times. “We just made colossal mistakes ... and then just gutted it out and it was a big win. Jonny Brodzinski is hot. ... We made some offensive plays, but we have to be a better hockey team than that getting ready for the playoffs.”

Brodzinski had the hat trick, capping it with the final goal of the game. Before that, Joey Benik had a power-play goal with 11 seconds remaining in the second period, which stopped CC's run of three straight goals and gave the Huskies a 5-4 lead headed into the final 20 minutes.

“There’s a lot of excitement, but we weren’t even thinking about how things were going to shake out,” Benik told The Times. “We’re going to get our sleep and come ready to play (Saturday).”

Elsewhere in the NCHC

Tony Cameranesi and Justin Crandall each scored two goals as Minnesota-Duluth won its third straight game against Nebraska-Omaha this season, 8-2.

Despite the loss, UNO wrapped up a home-ice spot for the league quarterfinals. Duluth would get the final spot with a win Saturday, but can still be caught by Denver.

* * *

Denver stayed in contention for a home-ice bid for next week's playoffs by defeating Miami, 5-2. Five different players scored for the Pioneers, while Blake Coleman had both of the RedHawks' goals.

Denver got a boost with the return of defenseman Joey LaLeggia to the lineup, but were still without Josiah Didier and Quentin Shore (Denver, Colo.) because of injury.

Denver needs a win and a Minnesota State loss or shootout loss to capture fourth place.

The Pioneers, which have hosted the opening round of the conference playoffs for 11 consecutive seasons, are looking to avoid having to go on the road to start the postseason for the first time since the 2002-03 campaign.

 "I was really happy with all our three periods. In 60 minutes, there wasn't really any lapses,” Denver coach Jim Montgomery said. “We got scoring throughout the lineup, which was nice. And our top line did not score, so that bodes well for tomorrow night.”
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A Job Well Done

Notre Dame's has lost its top-scoring defenseman, at least for now.

Junior Robbie Russo has been ruled academically ineligible for this semester. According to Irish coach Jeff Jackson, Russo is trying to get a grade changed that would affect his eligibility, and get reinstated in time for this weekend's games against Northeastern.

Russo has 4 goals and 15 points in 21 games this season. He had a career high 23 points last season.

Russo, 6-foot, 190 lbs., was a fourth round pick of the New York Islanders in the 2011 NHL Draft. He came to Notre Dame from the U.S. National program.
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Wisconsin Snaps Minnesota's 14-Game Unbeaten Streak

For the first time in 15 years, Wisconsin swept Minnesota at home, pulling off a 2-1 win for the second straight night before a sold out crowd at the Kohl Center.

The sweep, impressive in its own right coming against the team that was atop the Pairwise coming into the weekend, also gave the Badgers a 12-1-0 record in the past 13 home games.

Minnesota was swept in a series for the first time in almost two years. The Gophers have only scored one goal each of the last three games.

Nic Kerdiles sniped in a long shot from the blue line for the game winner, which came early in the third. For Kerdiles, it was his first goal since Dec. 13. Grant Besse, who assisted on the winning goal and also scored the other Badgers goal, has all 12 of his points this season at home.

Wisconsin overcame the loss of defenseman Jake McCabe, who was ejected for a hit to the head of Minnesota's Kyle Rau. Minnesota scored its only goal on the ensuing five-minute major, but that was all.

Elsewhere

North Dakota is 10-1-1 in the last 12 after defeating Nebraska-Omaha, 4-2. Goaltender Clarke Saunders has a 2.03 goals against average and .933 save percentage in his three starts since taking over for the injured Zane Gothberg.

With St. Cloud State's shootout loss, North Dakota moved into a tie for first in the NCHC with nine games left.

UND's go-ahead goal in the third period came just 35 seconds into it. Michael Parks took a feed from Mark MacMillan and cut sharply across the slot in front of the net. He then lofted a backhander into the net before Omaha goalie Reed Peters (18 saves) could move over to his right.

At 8:48 of the period, UND's Brendan O'Donnell scored his first goal in the last 16 games when he grabbed a loose puck in the faceoff circle, whirled and fired it past Peters to make it 3-1.

But perhaps the play of the game came two minutes after Parks had given UND its first lead.

Omaha's Dominic Zombo, son of former UND defenseman Rick Zombo and coming off a hat trick in his last game, whipped a backhand from in front that appeared destined to go into an open net. But UND rookie defenseman Paul LaDue stuck out his stick at the last second, knocking the puck away, preserving the lead and perhaps saving the game.

"I didn't touch that, it was Paulie," Saunders said. "It was a heckuva save, probably the save of the year. It's just kind of funny that a goalie didn't do it."

MacMillan credited Saunders for bailing out UND in the second period, when the Mavericks had a 15-2 shot advantage at one point.

"I think the second period was all Clarke Saunders show," MacMillan said. "It was big for us."

* * *

Western Michigan won at Miami for the first time since 2004, 5-2.

Miami dropped to 1-6-1 in its last eight games, and is now in last place in the NCHC. Western Michigan bounced back from two losses to Minnesota-Duluth last week, and moved within four points of first place in a tightly-packed NCHC race.

Shane Berschbach scored twice for WMU.

WMU jumped out to an early 2-0 lead with goals just 16 seconds apart to open the first period. Thomas Nitsche intentionally shot wide of the net and the puck bounced to Berschbach on the left side. The senior forward threw the puck into the crease and it banked off a Miami defenseman and into the net for his 11th goal of the season.

* * *

Minnesota-Duluth stayed hot. The Bulldogs are 7-1-3 in the last 11 after playing 2-2 with Colorado College, then winning in the shootout. UMD outshot CC 52-22.

* * *

With two power-play goals in the final 1:34 of regulation – including the game-tying tally with 1.7 left on the clock – Ohio State rallied for a 2-2 tie at Michigan State. The Buckeyes then won the shootout. Junior Tanner Fritz put Ohio State on the board at 18:26 of the third and senior Alex Szczechura netted the game-tying goal. Fritz also scored the shootout winner.

“I like the never-give up attitude we showed,” Steve Rohlik, Ohio State head coach, said. “We didn’t have our best night but I’m proud of how we battled to the end. We know we’re in for another tough test tomorrow.”

* * *

Andrew Copp and Zach Hyman scored twice, JT Compher had a goal and two assists, and Mac Bennett matched a career-high with three assists to help Michigan earn a 7-3 win over Penn State in the first-ever meeting between the two teams at Pegula Ice Arena.

 With the win, Michigan head coach Red Berenson moved into sole possession of fourth place on the all-time Division I coaching wins list, passing Rick Comley (Lake Superior State, Northern Michigan, Michigan State).
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One night after twin brother Tyson had a hat trick, Tylor Spink scored twice as Colgate defeated Quinnipiac, 3-1.

In a season full of wins against good teams, this might have been the best, as the surging Raiders took advantage of an opportunity to pass Quinnipiac in the standings into sole possession of second place.

The wins against "top teams" gives Colgate the second-best Quality Win Bonus in the nation, behind only Boston College. That's the part of the Pairwise which boosts your RPI by rewarding "good wins." With the help of that, Colgate would be in the NCAA tournament if the season ended today.

“I’m proud of our guys. They just keep working on improving every day,” Vaughan said. “It’s a process and this group bought in early to what we are trying to do. The first round bye (in the ECAC playoffs) is important, but we know there are tough games ahead. We just try and to get better every day. Again just very proud of the team.

“The two of them compete so hard,” Vaughan said of the Spink twins. “I thought this weekend they really created a lot of time and space for themselves. When they get that, they make a lot of plays and that is what good players do.

“We can’t overlook what Kyle Baun does on that line as well. He is hard on the puck and separates as well as any player I’ve ever coached.”

Quinnipiac, while still in solid position for the NCAAs at 21-8-5, has gone into a funk recently, losing three straight and four of five. After a stretch where the Bobcats scored 29 goals in five games, it has scored just six in the four losses.

Elsewhere

Cornell snapped an 0-for-32 slump on the power play with juniors Brian Ferlin and Jacob MacDonald both scoring on the man advantage to power the Big Red to a 4-1 victory at Princeton.

 MacDonald finished the night with a goal and an assist, and freshman defenseman Clint Lewis added his first collegiate goal to help Cornell (14-7-5, 10-6-4 ECAC Hockey) build a three-goal lead.

* * *

After clinching a share of the title Friday, Union outright won the ECAC regular-season championship with another impressive win, this time 6-2 over St. Lawrence behind a pair of goals from Daniel Carr.

The Dutchmen have now won 10 straight home games — the second longest active streak in Division I.

"We talked early in the year about being consistent. That's one of our staples," Union coach Rick Bennett said. "It's very impressive, we just have to keep it going."

* * *

Providence got goals from Noel Acciari and Mark Jankowski to defeat Massachusetts, 2-1, and sweep the weekend series. The wins helped Providence move into a tie for fifth in the tightly-packed Hockey East standings, which is the final bye spot for the first round of the playoffs that begin in two weeks.

With 17 wins, Providence has turned in back-to-back seasons of at least that many for the first time since the 1999-00 (18-18-2) and 2000-01 (22-13-5) seasons.

* * *

Four assists from Kevin Roy, along with three-point efforts from Zach Aston Reese and Mike Szmatula helped Northeastern to a 4-3 victory over Maine. The win moved Northeastern past Maine into third in Hockey East with one weekend remaining.

* * *

Vermont scored two power-play goals and a shorthanded goal in the second period and held on for a 4-3 win over Merrimack. It was the Warriors' seventh straight loss.

Nine different Catamounts recorded a point in the victory, while Chris McCarthy and Michael Paliotta posted multi-point games. Brody Hoffman stopped 31 shots for his second straight win and seventh overall this season.

"Our power play did a great job getting us a couple of key goals and the shorthanded goal really put them back on their heels," Vermont coach Kevin Sneddon said. "Certainly our power play generated the offense we needed to build the lead and we held on. It was a good, gritty effort with a ton of wall battles and a ton of net front battles. I'm really proud of the guys."

* * *

In front of a record crowd at Tsongas Arena in Lowell, Mass., Massachusetts-Lowell battled Boston College to a 2-2 tie, snapping the Eagles' 11-game win streak. It also kept Lowell one point ahead of Northeastern in second place.

Boston College still has a 19-game unbeaten streak, which matches the longest in the Jerry York era, established in 2011-12.

Johnny Gaudreau netted a power-play goal, his 29th overall this season, stretching his point streak to 28 games.

Boston College peppered UML goaltender Doug Carr with 43 shots.

* * *

Notre Dame shut out Boston University, 2-0, for the second straight night. It's already been a notably poor season for the Terriers, but that marked a new nadir. It's the first time since 1941-42 that BU was shut out in back-to-back games.

“It’s been a long season with some of the tough losses that we’ve had in this building so it was good to win a couple of tight games,” said Irish head coach Jeff Jackson. “Those are the kind of games that we will face in the playoffs.”

Said BU coach David Quinn to the Daily Free Press, “I’m trying everything right now. It’s been frustrating for everybody and it’s just, I just want to shake it up because we’re not generating a lot. It’s been frustrating.”

* * *

Heading into the night, to clinch Atlantic Hockey's regular-season title, Mercyhurst needed to win while Air Force, Bentley and Robert Morris each lost. And that's exactly what happened.

Freshman Kyle Dutra snapped a 2-2 tie with 2:57 left in regulation to lift the Lakers to a 4-2 victory at Niagara, improving the team's overall record to 18-12-6 and their conference record to 16-4-5.

With it all playing out, Mercyhurst claimed its first-ever AHA regular-season championship. The Lakers won three straight regular season titles from 2001 to 2003 as a member of the MAAC Hockey League, but, until this season, had never finished with top spot in the regular season in the Atlantic Hockey Association.

For Niagara, it was another game of too little, too late.

"We played really well the last 40 minutes yesterday and I think from start to finish tonight we played pretty well," Niagara coach Dave Burkholder said. "To lose it on an unlucky bounce was unfortunate. You can't be displeased with the effort and how we played. This has been three consecutive games now where we've had 40-plus shots so if we continue to play this way we will be a very dangerous team come playoff time. You just have to trust the process and trust hard work."
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One cornerstone of Quinnipiac's oustanding freshman is leaving for Major Junior.

Peter Quenneville has left for the Brandon Wheat Kings of the WHL, the Wheat Kings announced on their web site. The Edmonton native was a seventh-round pick of Columbus in the 2013 NHL Draft.

No reason was given for his reported departure, but Peter's brother John Quenneville is a highly-touted 17-year old who plays for Brandon. Another brother, who is currently 15, is expected to join next year.

"We wish Peter all the best as he moves on,” Quinnipiac coach Rand Pecknold said in a statement. “Peter wants to focus only on hockey and at Quinnipiac University, our student-athletes are committed to excellence in both hockey and academics. We were surprised by his decision to leave."

In order to play for Brandon, Peter Quenneville's rights had to be acquired from Prince George, suggesting that arrangement was worked out before Quenneville agreed to leave Quinnipiac.

In five games this season for Quinnipiac, Quenneville had four assists. He had 33 goals and 70 points last season for USHL champion Dubuque.

"We're excited with the addition of Peter," Brandon general manager Kelly McCrimmon said. "With only one 19-year old forward on our team, Peter will be a great fit. He will upgrade our skill and make us a better team."
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One night after blowing a three-goal lead for a tie, Miami snapped a four-game winless streak with a 6-3 win at Bemidji State.

Miami's Austin Czarnik had five assists in the game, and linemate Riley Barber had four points, including a shorthanded goal.

"They're a very good transition team, great speed," BSU coach Tom Serratore said. "You have to play a 200-foot game against Miami. Their counter-attacks are so good and their speed, on all four lines, they make you pay."

BSU had held Miami's top line scoreless the night before.

"Tonight they made us pay," Serratore said. "They're one of the top lines in the country, they just make plays everywhere."

Barber's shorthanded goal came during a major penalty.

"The shorthanded goal deflated us. That was a tough one right there, there's no question about it," Serratore said.

Elsewhere

Seth Ambroz scored four goals on the weekend, including Saturday's game winner with just 26 seconds left in regulation, as Minnesota swept Wisconsin in the first Big Ten meetings between the teams.

Nic Kerdiles had tied the game, 3-3, but a costly turnover led to Minnesota's winning goal.

"It was a poor decision in the middle of the ice, and the young man in there feels real bad right now," Wisconsin coach Mike Eaves said. "So, hopefully lesson learned for everybody, and we'll move on. ... We played a very tough team pretty well ... When you work this hard and get this close and don't win, it hurts. So I think we have to build on this hurt."

Ambroz went to the net after the turnover, and wind up with a deflection past Wisconsin goalie Joel Rumpel.

“I was a little surprised. They were just skating out when the turnover happened, and I just went right to the net," said Ambroz, who had two goals in each game on the weekend. "I was a little surprised, but our line has been creating turnovers all weekend. So it was nice to have another one, right there at the end.”

Minnesota had to battle through a tougher test than the Badgers gave Friday.

“You have to stay with the game," Minnesota coach Don Lucia said. "You are not always going to be in control when you play good teams, there are going to be periods where they have you on your heels, and you have to fight back for different segments of the game. It’s how hard you have to play. (It takes) sixty minutes to beat good teams.”

At one point, Minnesota received five straight power plays. Eaves was asked about it, but knew he risked a fine saying anything.

"Call (Big Ten Director of Officiating) Steve Piotrowski and talk to him," Eaves said. "Talk to the guy who can answer you guys. I'd love to say something, but I can't. Unless you want to give me a thousand dollars that I can give them."

* * *

Yale defeated Merrimack, 3-2, in overtime, despite a depleted lineup due to injury.

Frankie DiChiara, who had just jumped on the ice, picked off a pass by Merrimack defenseman Dan Kolomatis inside the visitor’s blueline and then spotted his linemate. Chris Izmirlian took the pass at the top of the right circle and fired a slapshot that bounced off the glove of Warriors’ goalie Rasmus Tirronen. The puck popped up about three feet over Tirronen’s head and a few feet behind him. Izmirlian followed his shot and beat the goalie to the puck in the crease before smacking it home.

“I tried to shoot short-side high, but he got his glove on it. Then I tried to whack in in before he saw it,” said Izmirlian. “I think he (goalie) turned around and looked at it but I was already behind him.”

The Elis overcame 1-0 and 2-1 deficits.

“I thought we played really well outside the first 10 minutes of the second period," Yale coach Keith Allain said. "Even though we were playing well, we weren’t getting rewarded. ... It was a great character-building win. The fact that the guys stuck with it was key. Both teams were pretty tired at the end. I thought we were transitioning the puck well and playing good defense. It’s nice to get rewarded for that in the end.”

* * *

Connecticut scored an extra-attacker power-play goal with just 1:25 remaining in regulation to salvage a 2-2 tie with Canisius.

“In a great weekend of two physical and fast-paced teams, we were able to get 3-of-4 points,” Canisius coach Dave Smith said. “Special teams gave us a chance to win along with great goaltending today. Connecticut played very well but we were able to match it and were in a great position to earn the win. I like the way the team played this weekend and look forward to building on it.”

* * *

Northeastern rallied from a 2-0 deficit to defeat Notre Dame, 3-2, in the final of the Shillelagh Tournament in South Bend, Ind.

“This game boiled down to penalties," Notre Dame coach Jeff Jackson said. "We had that game in control, but the penalties turned things around. ... We don’t have enough guys right now to try to kill off eight power plays. We are relying on the same guys all the time and we end up giving the puck away for the goal. That’s where it all started.”

With four forwards out of the lineup, the Notre Dame defense stepped up getting a pair of special teams goals in the game.

“This was a pretty demoralizing loss,” said senior defenseman Stephen Johns. “I thought we were playing some of our best hockey this year in the first period and early in the second, but it all just disappeared.”

* * *

Vermont's all-senior line of H.T. Lenz, Anthony DeCenzo, and Connor Brickley combined for nine points as the Catamounts defeated Maine, 4-2, to push their winning streak to four. Vermont swept the weekend, though they were played as non-league games.

"We found ourselves in a very similar situation to (Friday), tie game going into the third, let's play to win and our guys did a great job with that," Vermont coach Kevin Sneddon said. "I thought we were the more aggressive team tonight."

* * *

Providence defeated cross-town rival Brown, 3-2, in the 28th meeting of the Annual Mayor's Cup at Schneider Arena. Senior Derek Army's goal at 9:17 of the third period proved to be the game winner.

* * *

New Hampshire goalie Casey DeSmith posted a 32-save shutout as the Wildcats topped Colorado College, 3-0, in Colorado Springs. Senior Kevin Goumas had two goals and an assist for UNH.
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Jake Wahlin, a standout Minnesota high school forward, has decommitted from Massachusetts, according to Andrew Weiss of the prospects publication, "Future Considerations."

In 27 games this season with White Bear Lake, Wahlin has totaled 77 points (41 goals, 36 assists). He was slated to arrive at UMass in 2015.
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It came down to the wire, but after Minnesota State was unable to get the winning goal against Michigan Tech, Ferris State claimed the WCHA regular-season title outright in its first season in the conference.

The teams were tied entering the final day, and the Bulldogs held off Lake Superior State, 2-1, finishing a regular season in which they did not lose a home game.

Meanwhile, Tech extended Minnesota State to overtime, and the game ended in the tie, giving Ferris State its first MacNaughton Cup.

In Mankato, down 1-0 entering the third period, Minnesota State got the tying goal when sophomore Bryce Gervais one-timed a pass from freshman defenseman Sean Flanagan. The goal was Gervais' 12th of the season and the 20th of his career.

In overtime, there was the possibility of an extremely rare situation where both teams would pull the goalie. They certainly each had reason to. Minnesota State needed a win for a share of the MacNaughton Cup, while a Tech win would've given it home ice in the WCHA playoffs.

Ultimately, the Mavericks decided not to so as not to jeopardize its NCAA chances; MSU is currently 17th in the Pairwise, just on the outside edge of the bubble. Tech decided not to because a loss would've meant a trip to Fairbanks, Alaska, for its playoff series.

Instead, Michigan Tech finished fifth and will travel to Bowling Green next weekend.

Lake Superior State's loss left it in a tie for eighth place with Bemidji State, but the Beavers won the tiebreaker, meaning the Lakers' season is over. BSU will travel to Ferris State.

Finally, in Fairbanks, Rob Gunderson made 30 saves as Alaska-Anchorage defeated the rival Nanooks, 3-1. Alaska was already locked into the third seed, but the win jumped Anchorage up to sixth — meaning the two teams will play again next week in a best-of-3 quarterfinal series.

That works out serendipitously for the WCHA. The original league plan, when the league was re-constructed this year with both Alaska teams, was to have Anchorage and Fairbanks automatically face each other in the first round each year, in order to spare another team from additional travel expenses. That plan was ultimately scrapped, but the two teams wound up pairing off anyway.

Northern Michigan, which got a hat trick from Darren Nowick in a 5-2 win over Alabama-Huntsville, wound up seventh.

In the Big Ten

Minnesota let a chance to clinch the first Big Ten regular-season title slip away, allowing a late goal to Ohio State and losing in the shootout Saturday in Columbus.

In a game that saw momentum swing back and forth throughout the night, Adam Wilcox proved to be Minnesota’s one constant. Wilcox set a new career high with 41 saves including a sprawling breakaway save in overtime on OSU's Ryan Dzingel, who had tied the game.

Wilcox moved to 22-4-6 on the season while Christian Frey made 30 saves to move to 6-2-3 this year for Ohio State.

Minnesota controlled the first period, but Ohio State hung in after the Gophers had a goal wiped out following a video review. That kept it 1-0, and OSU twice came back to tie, and then had numerous good chances late and in OT.

* * *

Wisconsin remained alive for the regular-season championship by completing a weekend sweep of Penn State. Wisconsin is five points back with two games left (the Big Ten awards three points for a win). Wisconsin wraps up the regular season against Michigan State, while first-place Minnesota has a pair of games at Michigan.

Penn State nearly pulled off another upset of the Badgers. Kenny Brooks scored with 2:44 left in the third period to force overtime.

But with just 21 seconds left, Joe Faust's stretch pass sent the Badgers down the ice on an odd-man rush, where Nic Kerdiles found Mark Zengerle for the winning score.

It was the third-straight road win for the Badgers and their fifth win in a row overall.

Wisconsin goalie Joel Rumpel improved to 18-4-1, making 41 saves on 43 shots.

* * *

Mackenzie MacEachern capped a three-goal Michigan State rally, as the Spartans stunned Michigan, 4-3.

MacEachern's goal came 1:13 after Michael Ferrantino had tied the game.

Phil Di Giuseppe, Luke Moffat and Boo Nieves scored in the first period for Michigan, which routed the Spartans a night before. With that, MSU pulled goalie Jake Hildebrand and looked for a spark in Will Yanakeff, who provided just that with 24 saves an no goals allowed the rest of the way.

The win moved Michigan State within one point of Ohio State for fourth place. Either way, however, those two teams will play each other in the first round of the Big Ten playoffs on March 20.
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Big Ten Suspends Michigan Pair

CHN Staff Report 
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Nagelvoort Providing Answers In Michigan's Net

ROSEMONT, Ill. — The Big Ten has suspended Michigan defensemen Michael Downing and Andrew Sinelli one game under the conference’s supplemental discipline process, as a result of separate incidents that occurred in a game against Minnesota on Feb. 15.

"We accept the decision of the Big Ten," Michigan head coach Red Berenson said. "The conference is trying to eliminate hits to the head. We'll learn from this and move on."

The actions were taken by the conference after a review of separate incidents that occurred in the third period. At the 5:35 mark, Downing received a major penalty for contact to the head and a game misconduct. At the 14:37 mark, Sinelli received a minor penalty for cross-checking. Downing and Sinelli are ineligible to play in Michigan’s Feb. 21 game against Penn State.
Denver led the way with two players named to the inaugural NCHC All-Conference First Team, announced today.

Despite a disappointing sixth-place finish, senior goaltender Sam Brittain and junior defenseman Joey LaLeggia were named.

Miami, which finished last in the regular season, had forwards Austin Czarnik on the First Team and Riley Barber on the Second Team.

Josh Archibald, whose 29 goals is second in the nation behind Boston College's Johnny Gaudreau, along with St. Cloud State's Nic Dowd were the other First Team forwards.

Meanwhile, North Dakota senior captain Dillon Simpson joined LaLeggia on the backline.

NCHC All-Conference First Team

 Josh Archibald, Jr., F, Nebraska Omaha

 Nic Dowd, Sr., F, St. Cloud State

 Austin Czarnik, Jr., F, Miami

 Dillon Simpson, Sr., D, North Dakota

 Joey LaLeggia, Jr., D, Denver

 Sam Brittain, Sr., G, Denver

NCHC All-Conference Second Team

 Chase Balisy, Sr., F, Western Michigan

 Riley Barber, So., F, Miami

 Michael Parks, Jr., F, North Dakota

 Jacob Slavin, Fr., D, Colorado College

 Jordan Schmaltz, So., D, North Dakota

 Ryan Faragher, Jr., G, St. Cloud State

NCHC All-Conference Rookie Team

 Jake Guentzel, F, Nebraska Omaha

 Alex Iafallo, F, Minnesota Duluth

 Trevor Moore, F, Denver

 Jaccob Slavin, D, Colorado College

 Paul LaDue, D, North Dakota

 Charlie Lindgren, G, St. Cloud State
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Vermont Advances With Late Goal

2 OT Games as Atlantic Playoffs Begin

CHN Staff Report 

Robert Morris\' Matt Cope celebrates his goal in the Colonials\' 8-4 win. 

Robert Morris' Matt Cope celebrates his goal in the Colonials' 8-4 win.

Related Articles

HEA Roundup: Vermont, Northeastern Extend Series with OT Wins

Late Rally Gives Lowell Upper Hand on Vermont

Hockey East Quarterfinal Preview

McCarthy Putting Himself, and Vermont, Back on Map

Connor Brickley finished a centering pass from senior linemate Anthony DeCenzo with just 1:07 remaining in regulation to lift No. 7 seed Vermont to a 2-1 win over Massachusetts. The loss eliminates UMass in this year's single-elimination first-round Hockey East playoff format.

The Catamounts kept their NCAA hopes alive, and advance to the HEA quarterfinals next weekend against either No. 2 seed Massachusetts-Lowell or No. 3 seed Providence.

Early in the second period, Massachusetts took the lead on a goalmouth scramble. Vermont's Brody Hoffman denied Steven Iacobellis at the left post, but Troy Power stuffed the loose puck into the back of the net to open the scoring.

Vermont finally answered with less than three minutes left in the second. Jake Fallon took a feed from Colin Markison and skated into the Minutemen zone down the right wing. Fallon dropped a pass to the right point, and Michael Paliotta stepped into a one-timer that beat Steve Mastalerz (24 saves) blocker side.

The teams played to a stale mate for most of the third period as the game remained tied into the closing minutes. DeCenzo collected the puck behind the UMass net and fed a pass outside the left post for Brickley. The forward's one-timer beat Mastalerz short side and trickled over the goal line for the game-winner.

The Minutemen pulled Mastalerz with a minute left for an extra skater. Frank Vatrano, playing in his first college game after a year and a half battling NCAA regulations and transfer rules, had a quality chance from the right circle, but UVM deflected the puck away before he could get off a shot.

Atlantic Hockey playoffs

Canisius started its attempt to defend its Atlantic Hockey tournament crown with a 3-0 win over Sacred Heart. Tony Capobianco stopped all 27 shots he faced, including 12 in the third period.

Capobianco became the school’s all-time leader in saves and shutouts in the win. The senior stopped all 27 shots he saw to raise his career total to 2,839 – 10 more than the previous standard held by Dan Morrison. He also recorded his seventh career shutout to break a mark that he shared with Bryan Worosz and Andrew Loewen.

“It was a hard, physical battle that we’re going to focus on repeating tomorrow night,” said Canisius head coach Dave Smith. “It took each player competing at maximum effort to get a great victory and I’ll look for more of the same tomorrow as we try to advance to the next round.”

* * *

Cody Wydo scored his 24th and 25th goals of the year, and Robert Morris used a six-goal second period to defeat Army, 8-4, in the teams' playoff opener. Wydo's first goal of the game, at 9:21 of the second period, was the eventual game winner and made it 5-1 at the time, chasing Army goalie Parker Gahagen. Tanner Creel relieved and allowed three more goals on 34 additional shots.

* * *

RIT defeated Holy Cross in overtime on a goal by Brad McGowan at 13:23.

* * *

Dan Kolenda scored the game's only goal in the second overtime as Niagara defeated American International for a 1-0 series lead.

Niagara’s Jackson Teichroeb took home the win, and his third shutout of the season, with 38 stops.

“It was a busy night for both goaltenders.  They stole the show,” Niagara coach Dave Burkholder said. “Teichroeb has been great for us down the stretch.  If he can play like that tomorrow we’re in good shape.”
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Regina Pats clinch division crown (with photos)

John Quenneville (L) with the Brandon Wheat Kings scrambles for a loose puck with Jesse Zgraggen (C) and netminder Dawson MacAuley (R) both with the Regina Pats during WHL action at the Brandt Centre in Regina on March 14, 2014.

Photograph by: Don Healy , Regina Leader-Post

The loser point made a winner out of the Regina Pats. The WHL club clinched its first East Division title in six years Friday night with a 4-3 overtime loss to the Brandon Wheat Kings before a season-high crowd of 5,652 fans at the Brandt Centre.

By virtue of the single point, Regina secured top spot in the division and the second seed in the Eastern Conference, along with home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs.

However, the Pats weren't exactly in a mood to celebrate. Not after allowing Peter Quenneville to score the tying goal with 35 seconds left in regulation, followed by the game-winner from Eric Roy with 2:42 left in OT.

"I know we end up with the division but I'm more bitter about the way we lost the game," offered Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron. "The guys may be a little happier tomorrow but I'm more about the process because I see bigger and better things than just getting an East Division banner. I'd like to have a chance to go deep in the playoffs."

The Wheat Kings are still looking to get into the playoffs. They took a huge step in that direction with Friday's comeback win, guaranteeing themselves at least a tiebreaker game for the eighth and final playoff spot in the conference.

"That's the biggest win of the year so far," said Brandon captain Ryan Pulock. "We're fighting for our lives here. The guys stuck with it right to the end. We didn't have the start we wanted but we kept fighting. Those points are massive right now."

Brandon can punch its ticket to the post-season with a win tonight over the Pats in the final regular-season game for both teams. In fact, if the Wheat Kings hang onto seventh place in the conference, they'll meet Regina in the opening round.

"They have a good team," said Pulock, whose club moved into seventh - two points up on both the Red Deer Rebels (two games left) and Prince Albert Raiders (one). "(The Pats) have some offensive power. But when it comes to playoff time it's a new game. It seems like any team can beat any team. It would definitely be a good battle. But we're focused on tomorrow right now. We need a win to get in."

The Pats got the point they needed despite a growing injury list which now includes leading goal scorer Dyson Stevenson, who suffered a broken hand on a blocked shot Wednesday night in Regina's 7-1 win over Prince Albert. Once the swelling subsides, it will be determined whether he can utilize a playing cast in the post-season.

Stevenson joined blueliners Kyle Burroughs and Colby Williams, both of whom missed their third straight game with head/neck injuries, along with starting goaltender Daniel Wapple (ankle), who sat out his fourth game in a row.

Brandon welcomed back Quenneville and Jens Meilleur from injuries but leading scorer Jayce Hawryluk sat out due to a suspension.

The Pats got their fans into it early, jumping out to a 2-0 lead in the first 10 minutes courtesy of goals from Dryden Hunt and Dmitry Sinitsyn (power play).

Quenneville got one back 2:35 after Sinitsyn's marker, creating a neutral zone turnover before skating in alone and going top shelf on Pats goaltender Dawson MacAuley.

Connor Gay replied with 1:07 left in the first period, notching a power-play goal to make it 3-1 after 20 minutes.

Brandon' s Richard Nejezchleb made it a onegoal game with the lone marker of the second period. It came on the power play as Nejezchleb - a big bruising power forward - was robbed in front but muscled his own rebound past the outstretched left pad of MacAuley.

Regina clung to the 3-2 lead all the way until the final minute of the third period. With Jordan Papirny on the bench in favour of an extra skater, Quenneville scored off a mad scramble in front of MacAuley to extend the game to overtime. With his team on the power play, Roy completed the comeback in OT, firing a low point shot through a screened MacAuley.

"It's pretty bittersweet - a little more bitter," said Pats forward Boston Leier, whose team was outshot 34-31. "We would have liked to win tonight. You don't really feel like you clinched when you lose.

"We knew what the situation was. If we got one loser point then we clinched but it doesn't take away from what we're going to do tomorrow. We're going to have to play like the division is still on the line because they're playing for their playoff lives right now."

gharder@leaderpost.com
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Sinitsyn sticks to his game

Pats defenceman Dmitry Sinitsyn has been on a hot streak as of late.

Photograph by: Don Healy , Regina Leader-Post

If you think Regina Pats defenceman Dmitry Sinitsyn has been playing out of this world, you might be onto something.

"Dmitry reminds me of Mork from Ork," offered head coach Malcolm Cameron, referring to the TV sitcom Mork & Mindy. "Remember that show?" In case you don't, it was a popular '80s comedy that followed the hijinks of an alien who was sent to earth to observe human behaviour - with humorous results.

The main character has some obvious parallels to Sinitsyn, a Moscow native who's not only integrating himself into Canadian culture but also endearing himself to his team - sometimes in new and interesting ways.

"He's a little bit out there," Cameron said with a laugh. "He'll talk to himself, he'll talk to his stick. He notices when people do the wave during the game and things like that. He's quite a character. As much as we get mad at him from time to time for the flaws in his game, it's very hard to do that because he's such an engaging personality."

Sinitsyn hasn't given the Pats much cause to complain as of late, producing five goals and 21 points in the past 16 games. That's a significant jump after recording three goals and 21 points in his first 47 contests.

What's the secret? "I finally got the sticks I wanted," explained the 19-year-old Russian rookie. "I don't know how to say it, (the wrong stick) doesn't have the same aura. It's very deep with me. If I have a stick and I don't feel good with it, I can't do anything with it."

By comparison, the right stick makes him feel confident and relaxed - almost like they have a connection.

"It listens to me," he said with a mischievous grin. "I don't really talk to it. We have a mental conversation. It's telepathic."

Either way, it seems to be working.

Sinitsyn is riding his longest points streak of the season (seven games) and is coming off his biggest offensive performance of the campaign - a two-goal, twoassist effort on Saturday night in a 7-3 win over the Moose Jaw Warriors.

All of which brings us back to the magic stick, which - at least for now - shall remain nameless.

"It's classified information," he said of the brand, revealing only that it's "a little different pattern, different shaft, different flex, everything is different."

The only constant is the operator, who later admitted that the correlation between the stick and his recent performance might actually be in his head.

"It has been like that with me for a while," noted Sinitsyn, a seventh-round pick of the Dallas Stars in the 2012 NHL draft. "When the season started, I was overthinking. My game is (successful) when I don't think about anything ... just make a play. That's what I started doing and it's going my way."

Stickhandling aside, Cameron believes the key to Sinitsyn's success has been the evolution of his defensive game.

Despite the occasional relapse into past high-risk tendencies, the 6-foot-2, 205-pounder has become one of Regina's most sturdy defenders.

"He gave me a stroke a couple of times (Saturday), but the product of his success offensively has come from being in better positions defensively and not trying to do too much," added Cameron. "I don't really think he knew how to play defence (before he arrived). He just got by on natural ability. With his size, his strength and his skillset, playing defence first and being a secondary part of the offence is going to be his ticket to getting a contract and having a pro career. I think he's finally realizing that." gharder@leaderpost.com

Scouting Report

EDMONTON (45-17-2-1) at REGINA (37-23-3-3) Today, 7 p.m., Brandt Centre Radio: 620 CKRM Key injuries: REGINA - None to report. EDMONTON - F Brandon Baddock (undisclosed, six weeks). Overview: It's the fourth and final meeting of the season between the Pats and Oil Kings. Regina won the first game, 6-0 on Sept. 25 (road), then lost 7-2 on Oct. 25 (home) and 5-2 on Jan. 22 (road) ... The Oil Kings lost 4-3 on Tuesday in Swift Current to fall two points behind the Calgary Hitmen in the race for first in the Eastern Conference (with one game in hand). Calgary beat the Brandon Wheat Kings 5-1. The Broncos moved within three points of Regina

in the race for first in the East Division. The Wheat Kings are six points behind the Broncos and nine back of Regina. Swift Current and Brandon have five games left. The Pats have six ... If the playoffs started today, Regina and Brandon would meet in the first round ... Tonight's contest will be Edmonton's fourth in five nights. The Pats have had three days off after playing 10 games in 16 days. They went 8-1-0-1 ... Edmonton is led by F Henrik Samuelsson (32-56-88, 59 GP), F Curtis Lazar (35-30-65, 52 GP), F Mitchell Moroz (34-28-62, 65 GP) and D Cody Corbett (16-40-56, 56 GP) ... Tristan Jarry (2.26 GAA, .913 SP, seven SOs) was the CHL goalie of the month for February.
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Hunt ready to return to lineup

Dryden Hunt is ready to return to the Pats' lineup.

Photograph by: Don Healy , Regina Leader-Post

If there are any lingering concerns about Dryden Hunt, he expects to put them to rest.

The 18-year-old forward is preparing for his imminent return to the Regina Pats' lineup after missing the past seven games with a concussion - his third in 18 months.

Hunt, who participated in two full-contact practices this week, received final medical clearance on Tuesday - an outcome which he considered a formality.

Even before the green light, Hunt made it clear he would be ready to get back in the lineup tonight against the Edmonton Oil Kings.

If that happens, he doesn't plan on holding back.

"I'll be playing the same way I always play," offered Hunt. "My goal is to pick up where I left off."

Hunt was last seen on Feb. 17 when he was helped off the ice after a check to the head from Brandon Wheat Kings defenceman Colton Waltz.

The crowd held its collective breath as Hunt collapsed to the ice and remained down for several minutes, unable to climb to his feet. Based upon his concussion history, the first instinct was to fear the worst - that his season, perhaps even his career, might be over.

"My teammates were saying that it was a scary moment," said Hunt, who initially shared their concern. "Right when I got hit it was like, 'This again?' I didn't know how bad it was. I felt horrible on the ice and then as time went on I felt better and better and better. But at first it was scary. It kind of flashed through my head, 'What if ?' " Hunt is no stranger to the fear and uncertainty of brain injuries. He suffered two of them last season - the first one during the preseason when he banged his head on the ice at the end of a fight. He returned in mid-October but - in just his second game back - took a hit to the head from Everett Silvertips forward Lucas Grayson, who received a five-game suspension.

Hunt was cleared to return a little over three months later, but decided to sit out the rest of the season - a precautionary measure that he didn't consider this time around.

"I understand the whole process," he insisted. "It's your brain. You need your brain for life. I'm not the type of guy to rush through this. It's a very serious matter. But I feel 100 per cent and I'm ready to go."

Hunt was optimistic from the start, noting that his injury felt more like whiplash than anything. He didn't lose consciousness from the hit and knew almost immediately that it wasn't as serious as the past.

"I was pretty positive the whole time," he said. "I was (feeling like) myself. Last time I was so out of it. I spent a month in my basement doing nothing. This one was way different. It scared me for a bit but I felt good two or three hours after. I came to the rink the next day and felt really good."

Hunt has seen replays of the hit - which drew a three-game suspension - and admits it looked "pretty dirty." However, he believes it's just one of those things that can happen in hockey.

"I was going pretty fast," he recalled. "I came down (the left wing), my only option was to chip it (at the blueline) and then kind of dodge the hit. I guess I couldn't get out of the way. I think he did stick an elbow (out) because that was his last resort but I don't think he's a dirty player. It's just an in-the-moment kind of thing."

Aside from the injury, the most disappointing aspect for Hunt was losing the momentum he had gained during a successful comeback season. After a slow start, the promising power forward hit his stride and was well on the way to a breakout campaign, recording 17 goals and 35 points in 56 games.

"It was tough," he added. "The team was doing well and personally I was playing pretty well. It was just a really good situation (before the injury). To get hit, it was tough, but thankfully I'm back sooner than I thought."

NOTE: Like Hunt, Pats C Boston Leier has been cleared to return after missing six games with a concussion. Head coach Malcolm Cameron will make the final decision on both players following today's morning skate.
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Playoff-bound Regina Pats creating a buzz

Regina Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron.

Photograph by: Don Healy , Regina Leader-Post files

As Malcolm Cameron makes the rounds, he finds that playoff rounds are increasingly a part of the conversation.

The Regina Pats have nailed down a post-season berth during Cameron's first year as the WHL team's head coach. They also hope to secure first place in the East Division by week's end.

The resurgent team's accomplishments to date have created a discernible buzz, as Cameron can attest.

"I didn't know what kind of buzz I would see around town, until I got off the bus at 9 (o'clock in the morning on Sunday) and went to my son's hockey game at the Staples Arena for a noon game,' said Cameron, whose team is coming off Saturday's 3-1 loss to the Kootenay Ice in Cranbrook, B.C. "Just about every parent on the team was all excited about the playoffs and asking questions.

"Then I went to my other son's hockey practice at four o'clock yesterday and it was all the same thing, and (with) people who were waiting to come in and going off the ice before him. There's a huge buzz around, certainly in the minor hockey community and the people that I'm very familiar with.

"Walking around the Cooperators Centre and getting a coffee at Tim Hortons, everybody's buzzing and excited about the Pats and playoff hockey. I think our guys will definitely feed off that and hopefully we can have some big, boisterous crowds here this week.' The Pats are preparing for back-to-back home games against the Prince Albert Raiders (on Wednesday) and Brandon Wheat Kings (Friday). A victory in each of those games would ensure Regina of a first-place finish for the first time since the 2007-08 season.

Moreover, the Pats are hoping to earn top spot for only the third time in the past 30 years, the other exception being the 1997-98 season.

The 2013-14 campaign already ranks as an exception for the Pats, who have missed the playoffs in four of the past five years.

"I know sometimes people get down because we haven't made the playoffs a lot in

the last number of years, but I think they're excited about the style of hockey that we've played this year,' Cameron said.

"I think people are excited about the young players on our team and how much we've improved since our 1-and-5 start. I think that's what's creating the excitement around town.' Having weathered a shaky start, the Pats boast a 38-25-3-3 record and 82 points, three more than the second-place Swift Current Broncos (35-25-3-6).

Regina's magic number is two, meaning that any combination of Pats victories and Broncos losses equalling two will clinch a firstplace finish.

The Broncos are to return to action Wednesday against the visiting Saskatoon

Blades (16-47-2-3) before diving into a weekend home-and-home set with the Moose Jaw Warriors (20-40-3-6).

The Broncos and Warriors are to meet Friday in Swift Current and Saturday in Moose Jaw. Swift Current's final three games are all against teams that are out of the playoff picture.

Regina, meanwhile, has the aforementioned home dates before concluding its regular season Saturday in Brandon.

The Raiders (33-30-3-2) and Wheat Kings (31-29-6-3) are in a three-way battle with the Red Deer Rebels (33-31-1-4) for the final two playoff spots in the Eastern Conference, which comprises the East and Central divisions.

Regina Pats look to finish strong

By Greg Harder, Leader-Post March 12, 2014  

0

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Regina Pats look to finish strong

Players watch a drill from the bench during Regina Pats practice in Regina Tuesday March 11 2014.

Photograph by: Bryan Schlosser , Regina Leader-Post

REGINA — With the finish line in sight, this is no time for the front-running Regina Pats to take their foot off the gas.

The WHL club still controls its own fate in the race for first place in the East Division — along with the No. 2 seed in the Eastern Conference and home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs.

Regina’s last remaining threat is the Swift Current Broncos, who sit three points back with three games remaining — tonight against the Saskatoon Blades and Friday-Saturday versus the Moose Jaw Warriors. Neither opponent will factor into the playoff equation, aside from a possible spoiler role.

Even if Swift Current wins all three games, the Pats only need one victory and an overtime/shootout loss in their final three contests to clinch first place. In that scenario, Regina would own the tiebreaker based on having more wins during the regular season.

The Pats would ideally like to take care of the requisite win tonight against the visiting Prince Albert Raiders. If not, the race could go down to the wire on the final weekend of the schedule — a home-and-home set versus the Brandon Wheat Kings.

“We’re in the driver’s seat,” noted Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron. “We’re the team that has the lead. We can’t control who Swift Current plays or how they play. We worry about the (teams) we have to play.”

More to the point, they have to worry about themselves.

After all, if the Pats fail to accomplish their objective, there will be no one else to blame.

“It has come down to whether we have to have first place or we want to have first place,” offered Cameron. “There’s a difference in having to have it versus wanting it. If you have to have it, you’ll do anything to achieve that goal. If you just want it, sometimes you take shortcuts. My personality is such that I have to win every game in order to be happy. If we get that (level of) determination we’ll have first place.”

The Pats would love to hang a banner in the Brandt Centre for the first time since 2007-08, but their pursuit of the East Division title is based more on practicality than vanity.

Although there are no guarantees either way, finishing first gives the Pats their most realistic chance of advancing beyond the opening round — by virtue of home-ice advantage and a matchup against a lower seed. Failing to secure top spot would likely mean a first-round clash with the Edmonton Oil Kings or Calgary Hitmen, both of whom are regarded as contenders for the WHL title.

With that in mind, finishing first would seem to be more of a necessity than a luxury.

“We know what’s at stake,” said Pats left-winger Morgan Klimchuk. “That’s a pretty big thing to have home-ice advantage. We definitely need to have it and we need to show that in the next couple games. Our play needs to have a lot of urgency and a lot of desire to lock that (top) spot down. You want to do it sooner rather than later for sure. But we’re just taking it one game at a time and focusing on trying to beat Prince Albert.”

In the process, the Pats have an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.

Along with the aforementioned benefits of winning the East Division title, Regina would also be positioned to carry some momentum into the playoffs.

“They go hand in hand,” added Cameron. “If we’re playing well we’re going to win the East and then we’ll have good habits going in. I kind of like the way this is set up right now where we have to play real good hockey heading into the playoffs. That will achieve two goals. One, we’ll get first place and home ice. Second, we’ll be sharp and mentally prepared and running on all cylinders heading into the playoffs.”

VANSTONE: Regina Pats shrug off injuries
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VANSTONE: Regina Pats shrug off injuries

Morgan Klimchuk (R) with the Regina Pats moves the puck away from Calder Brooks (L) with the Prince Albert Raiders during WHL action at the Brandt Centre in Regina on March 12, 2014.

Photograph by: Don Healy , Regina Leader-Post

It was appropriate that the Regina Pats struck for two short-handed goals on Wednesday.

After all, the Pats were short-handed all night - at least from a personnel standpoint.

Regina was missing two of its top four defencemen - Colby Williams and captain Kyle Burroughs - for Wednesday's WHL date with the Prince Albert Raiders.

Williams and Burroughs were sidelined with head injuries of some description. Plus, Daniel Wapple - who had emerged as the Pats' workhorse in goal - is sidelined until the playoffs with an ankle injury.

But the host Pats shrugged off those injuries and won 7-1, with Dawson MacAuley registering another victory in goal and forward-turneddefenceman Carter Hansen earning third-star honours.

Regina emerged with a 39-25-3-3 record and 84 points - three more than the secondplace Swift Current Broncos (36-25-3-6), who rallied from a 4-1 deficit and defeated the visiting Saskatoon Blades 6-5 on Wednesday.

When the Broncos were trailing and Regina was lighting it up in the second period, there was speculation that the Pats could clinch top spot in the East Division. A Saskatoon win would have settled matters.

Regina was not widely touted as first-place material when the 2013-14 season dawned. At that point, Prince Albert appeared to be the class of the division, considering the presence of a Winnipeg Jets first-round draft pick (defenceman Josh Morrissey) and a sure-fire high selection in the 2014 lottery (Leon Draisaitl, who has been labelled the "German Wayne Gretzky'). Draisaitl's seasonal point total is - appropriately, once again - 99.

However, this season has not been a great one for Prince Albert. Abundant talent has not translated into sufficient results.

Meanwhile, the Pats' Malcolm Cameron has extracted the most from the talent at his disposal - with vital contributions from GM Chad Lang, who has steadily upgraded the personnel.

Everyone knew that Chandler Stephenson and Morgan Klimchuk - last night's short-handed snipers - would be able to score.

Lang added another weapon when Boston Leier was acquired from the Medicine Hat Tigers on Oct. 2. The offensive-minded Cameron proceeded to help forwards such as Connor Gay, Dryden Hunt and Dyson Stevenson enjoy breakout years.

They combined to score five of the Pats' seven goals on Wednesday. And that, too, was most appropriate. rvanstone@leaderpost.com
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VANSTONE: Pats&#8217; coach has it right

Head coach Malcolm Cameron during Regina Pats practice in Regina Tuesday March 11 2014.

Photograph by: Bryan Schlosser , Regina Leader-Post

REGINA — Some hockey coaches would rather attend an Adam Sandler film festival than utter the word “entertainment.’’

And then, as a welcome contrast, there is Malcolm Cameron.

Cameron has been a proponent of fan-friendly hockey since being named the Regina Pats’ head coach last May.

The result is an aesthetically pleasing WHL team — one that is no longer content to chip and chase until the somniferious spectacle induces numbness.

Along the way, the Pats have not neglected the bottom line. Barring an implosion in the final week of the regular season, they will secure first place in the East Division for only the third time in the past 30 years.

So, for a Pats fan, what’s not to like?

“We play a little bit different style than we have in the past two years,’’ said Cameron, who spent the 2011-12 and 2012-13 seasons as an assistant to then-Pats bench boss Pat Conacher.

“There’s more puck possession. We’re a little bit more creative. It has led to more scoring. It has led to more altercations. It has led to a lot more excitement on the ice, for sure.

“We’re in the business of selling tickets and getting people to the hockey games. We’re entertainment, so hopefully we’ll continue to entertain.’’

It should be noted that the Pats were worth watching in Year 1 under Conacher, who was deservedly named the Eastern Conference coach of the year in the spring of 2012.

It helped that the Pats lineup included Jordan Weal, who enjoyed a 116-point gem of a graduating season.

But last season, with Weal in the pro ranks, the Pats were marginally talented and rarely entertaining.

Given a dearth of talent, Conacher opted to play it safe and attempt to win ugly. More often than not, the Pats lost ugly.

That description also applied to the Pats’ 2013-14 season opener, in which they lost 7-2 to the visiting Swift Current Broncos.

After six regular-season games, the Pats had but one victory. They had eked out one goal in three consecutive games.

It was reasonable to wonder if the Pats were destined for another eyesore of a season.

This thought also came to mind: Would necessity trump philosophy?

Cameron, to his credit, never deviated from his plan when positive reinforcement was elusive. He encouraged his players to utilize their skills and, within reason, take a few risks.

Instead of defaulting to conventional wisdom — dump and chase, cycle the puck, etc. — Cameron continued to believe in his players and in his system.

Everyone with an interest in the Pats is being rewarded, especially the fans who endured four non-playoff teams in a span of five seasons.

It helps that Cameron has a body of work that is not restricted to major-junior hockey. He played and coached in the minor leagues, while often residing in an area where hockey is not part of the culture. Hence the need to sell the game as entertainment, as an event.

“I’ve coached in Long Beach, California, Beaumont, Texas and Fort Myers, Florida. That’s a fact of life,’’ he said. “You’re in the entertainment business.

“I think people have to be entertained. Nobody wants to come and watch a team just stand around and trap and have 18-16 in the shots (on goal). I think people want to see hits. People want to see exciting scoring opportunities. They want to see altercations on the ice. They want to see goals. I’m very mindful of that and I always have been. That’s the style that I coach.’’

Applaudably, Cameron is not a lone wolf.

The WHL as a whole is more enjoyable to watch. On several occasions, this scribbler — someone who has not hesitated to lambaste the WHL’s style of play — has hoped for overtime simply so that another five minutes of entertainment can be savoured.

The improvement is reflected by the numbers. The Pats are averaging 3.54 goals per game this season, compared to 2.74 a year ago. Across the league, the teams are combining for an average of 6.65 goals per game, up from 6.43.

“I think coaches are going more geared towards offence, certainly this year,’’ Cameron observed. “It seems like the scores are a lot higher in our league this year versus last year. It seems to be a lot more up-tempo here this year. I think that makes for exciting hockey. I really do.

“I look at some of the teams like Medicine Hat, Edmonton and Prince Albert. There are four and five guys on the rush, up and down the ice all the time, and it’s hard to defend. It makes you at your mental best all the time. I think that’s what the fans come to see.’’

More than usual, Pats fans have a reason to applaud their team.

But the loudest cheers should be reserved for the head coach.

Regina Pats' goalie Dawson MacAuley chasing shutout record
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Regina Pats' goalie Dawson MacAuley chasing shutout record

Regina Pats’ goalie Dawson MacAuley stretches out as Edmonton Oil Kings’ Lane Bauer tries to get the loose puck in second period WHL action at the Brandt Centre in Regina, SK, on Friday, October 25, 2013.

Photograph by: TROY FLEECE , Regina Leader-Post files

Dawson MacAuley is zeroing in on a long-standing record.

MacAuley leads the 2013-14 Regina Pats with four shutouts - one shy of the team's single-season standard of five, set by Warren Fisher in 1967-68.

But with three regularseason games remaining in which to tie or eclipse Fisher's record, MacAuley has other priorities.

"I can't think about the records, honestly,' MacAuley said before the WHL's Pats practised Monday at the Brandt Centre.

"The most important thing to me right now is getting a couple more wins. If the shutouts come, I think that would be pretty cool. That's definitely not something I've been focusing on too much.'

MacAuley's emphasis is on helping the Pats lock down first place in the East Division. Regina is three points ahead of the secondplace Swift Current Broncos entering the final week of the regular season. Regina and Swift Current both have three regular-season games remaining.

The 19-year-old MacAuley is expected to start all of the Pats' meaningful regularseason games. The team's other veteran netminder, Daniel Wapple, is likely sidelined until the playoffs with an ankle injury.

The Pats are scheduled to return to action Wednesday against the visiting Prince Albert Raiders, who are based in MacAuley's hometown. Regina will then play host to the Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday before visiting Brandon one night later to conclude regular-season play.

"It would mean a lot more to me to win these two games and to get a banner up there,' MacAuley emphasized. "It would mean more to me to win a division championship than to get a shutout record.' Still, the record is not entirely out of his mind.

"It's hard not to know about it,' he said with a chuckle. "I've been made aware of the record and whatnot.

"Honestly, it's kind of surprising. I thought it would have been a bigger number

than five but, for whatever reason, it's the number that has stuck. If it happens, it happens. If not, then I'm not too concerned about it, honestly.' Fisher set the record during the WHL's second season, registering a 3.91 goals-against average while playing in 58 of the Pats' 60 games.

MacAuley has a 3.23 GAA in 47 games. Wapple, who was acquired from the Medicine Hat Tigers on Jan. 10, has a 2.83 GAA in 19 games with Regina.

Until being injured Wednesday in a 5-2 loss to the visiting Edmonton Oil Kings, Wapple had supplanted MacAuley as the Pats' No. 1 goaltender.

However, the Pats have abundant faith in MacAuley, who was named the second star Saturday when the Pats lost 3-1 to the host Kootenay Ice.

"The guys are very confident with Dawson in the net,' Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron said. "He has played well. After a real tough start to the year for us, he was kind of the glue guy who got us back on the rails and was one of the huge reasons why we had such a successful November during that tough road trip.

"He's healthy. He's excited.

He has bided his time and now he's getting a chance to shine here. That's the great thing about having two capable guys.' Wapple is one of three prominent Pats whose injury status is an issue down the stretch.

Defencemen Kyle Burroughs (the team's captain) and Colby Williams missed Saturday's game due to what Cameron termed "head injuries,' without elaborating. Burroughs and Williams are out on a day-to-day basis, according to Cameron. rvanstone@leaderpost.com
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MacAuley stepping in for injured Wapple

Regina Pats goaltender Dawson MacAuley is glad to have his old job back.

Photograph by: Bryan Schlosser , Regina Leader-Post

Regina Pats goaltender Dawson MacAuley is glad to have his old job back.

He just wishes it was under different circumstances. MacAuley has reclaimed the starter's role until further notice after Daniel Wapple suffered a badly sprained right ankle on Wednesday night during Regina's 5-2 WHL loss to the Edmonton Oil Kings.

Wapple - sporting crutches and a protective boot - did not accompany the Pats when they departed Thursday for a two-game road trip, beginning tonight against the Lethbridge Hurricanes.

The 18-year-old netminder, who's also being treated for a possible concussion, is slated to be re-evaluated on Monday.

Initial tests revealed that Wapple did not sustain an obvious fracture or major tearing in the ankle, thus leading to cautious optimism that he could return for the start of the playoffs in two weeks.

However, that outcome is not a certainty.

"It's tough," said MacAuley. "I would never wish it upon a teammate but it does happen. I've been saying all along, I just had to stay patient and prepare myself every day as if something like this could happen. I'm definitely ready for it."

Wapple was hurt early in the second period on Wednesday when he was bowled over in the crease by Edmonton's Luke Bertolucci, who did not receive a penalty.

In addition to having Bertolucci fall on his ankle, Wapple was also stunned after he was sent flying headfirst into the right goal post. The Pats are aware that Wapple has a recent concussion history, missing almost the entire second half of last season as a rookie with the Moose Jaw Warriors.

Wednesday's mishap will result in a tentative promotion for MacAuley, who gave his team a chance against Edmonton by stopping 24 of 25 shots in relief. The 19-yearold netminder was Regina's starter up until the arrival of Wapple, who took the job and ran with it after he was acquired on Jan. 10 from the Medicine Hat Tigers.

Wapple has been a key component of Regina's surge to the top of the East Division,

compiling a record of 12-5-0-1 with a 2.83 goals-against average, .910 save percentage and two shutouts. His injury places additional pressure on the team as it looks to hold off the Swift Current Broncos, who sit just three points back. Both teams have five games remaining.

"At the end of the day Dawson MacAuley has won us a ton of games this year," noted Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron. "He was the go-to guy for a long period of time. He is again. We're confident with Dawson in the net. He works hard. I think having Daniel Wapple here has pushed him to be a better goalie and he seems very anxious and excited to have the weight of the world put on him again - this weekend for sure."

MacAuley hasn't seen much action over the past few weeks - a byproduct of Wapple's performance moreso than his own. MacAuley has a 4-2 record since Wapple's arrival, including two shutouts in his past four starts. "In the past I was antsy - maybe putting too much pressure on myself," he said. "Lately I've felt calm and relaxed, which comes with confidence. I haven't been stressing too much, which has allowed me to find some success in my recent limited time in net."

Overall this season, MacAuley sports a 23-14-3-0 record with a 3.29 GAA and .898 SP. He also has four shutouts - one away from tying a single-season team record.

"He has been a real soldier," added Cameron. "You look at the ups and downs the kid has gone through this year - poor camp and pre-season, tough start to the season. Then to come out of it and win 23 hockey games for us, you can't ask for more than that."

MacAuley's backup this weekend is slated to be Tyler Fuhr of the SJHL's La Ronge Ice Wolves. He posted a 13-21-0 record with a 3.68 GAA and .903 SP for the last-place Ice Wolves, who wrapped up their season on Saturday, missing the playoffs.

Fuhr, 18, has previous WHL experience with the Vancouver Giants. The Pats added Fuhr to their protected list last year and considered him for a promotion earlier this season when the team was in need of a second-stringer.

Fuhr flew into Calgary on Thursday night and, weather permitting, was slated to meet up with the Pats in Lethbridge. gharder@leaderpost.com
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Regina Pats no match for Oil Kings

Pats forward Dryden Hunt makes a moves in front of Oil Kings goaltender Tristan Jarry during the first-period on Wednesday.

Photograph by: Bryan Schlosser , Regina Leader-Post

The Edmonton Oil Kings were supposed to be tired.

Playing their fourth game in five nights, it was speculated that the Oil Kings - one of the WHL's most dominant teams - might be running out of gas on their way through Regina on Wednesday night.

As it turned out, they were more angry than fatigued - a direct result of blowing a two-goal lead in the third period Tuesday night against the Swift Current Broncos, who came back to win 4-3. Less than 24 hours later, the Oil Kings took their frustrations out on the Regina Pats, setting a relentless pace which the home team couldn't match en route to a 5-2 decision before 4,111 fans at the Brandt Centre.

"I don't think we were emotionally involved or competitive enough to win that hockey game," offered Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron. "We weren't moving our feet. You can't give a skilled team that much time to operate. We were a day late and a dollar short to every loose puck because they were grinding their feet and winning all the foot races. That's not a good recipe for success."

With the loss, the Pats (37-24-3-3) remained just three points ahead of Swift Current in the race for first in the East Division, with five games left for both sides.

Edmonton (46-17-2-1) pulled into a tie with the Calgary Hitmen for top spot in the conference. Calgary was upset 6-1 by the Moose Jaw Warriors on Wednesday.

"Our guys did a good job of responding from last night when we let one slip away in the third period," offered Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal. "We talked about our identity and how we wanted to play. I thought we had good zone time (against the Pats). Halfway through the game we started to take over a little bit. Once we stayed out of the penalty box and got some five-on-five play we started to find a little bit of traction.

But Regina played us hard. They've had a great year and it's a tough building to come in and win."

The Pats got a boost with the return of second-line forwards Boston Leier and Dryden Hunt, both of whom had been out due to concussions. Their presence was felt early as Hunt scored two power-play goals in the first period and Leier assisted on both markers.

"It would have been nice to get the win on top of that," noted Hunt. "Any time you play at home you want to set the tone early. We struggled with that. They're obviously a really good team. They're really good in the offensive zone. They move well. Some shifts there were times when we chased a little bit too much. We have to put together 60 minutes." Hunt opened the scoring 4:10 into the game with a long-distance one-timer that found the top corner on Tristan Jarry, the reigning CHL goalie of the month. Edmonton got it back just 20 seconds later as Brett Pollock jumped in front of a pass by Dmitry Sinitsyn and picked the top corner on goaltender Daniel Wapple.

Riley Kieser - left all alone in front - gave Edmonton the lead midway through the opening frame, only to watch Hunt tie it up 2:16 later on a give-and-go with Leier.

The visitors regained the lead 4:30 into the second period as Regina's defence generously parted like the Red Sea, allowing Edgars Kulda to cruise untouched up the middle before sneaking the puck through Wapple.

Just a few seconds later, the Pats' goalie was levelled by Luke Bertolucci, who drove hard to the net after beating defenceman Griffin Mumby and bowled into Wapple. He was sent flying and remained down for close to five minutes before he was helped off the ice and replaced by Dawson MacAuley.

MacAuley held the Oil Kings at bay until 7:39 into the third period when Kulda walked in from the right circle and drilled a wrist shot into the far corner. Curtis Lazar added an empty netter with 56 seconds left to round out the scoring.

"If you go back and look at the goals, we did not make them earn three of their goals," said Cameron, whose team was outshot 38-23. "They were freebies. Ultimately that was the difference in the hockey game." EXTRAS: Wapple looked to be in a great deal of discomfort as he slowly limped down the tunnel to the Pats' dressing room. He did not return and Cameron didn't have an update after the game ... Bertolucci, who appeared to be shoved by Mumby, was not penalized on the play that injured Wapple ... MacAuley stopped 24 of 25 shots in relief ... The Pats are slated to hit the road today for games against the Lethbridge Hurricanes (Friday) and Kootenay Ice (Saturday).
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Opponent predicts success for Regina Pats' Sam Steel

Regina Pats' Sam Steel.

Photograph by: TROY FLEECE , Regina Leader-Post

Sam Steel is trying to blend in with the Regina Pats, but he can't fool Brayden Point.

The Moose Jaw Warriors' star took notice of Steel over the weekend, when the 15-year-old centre made his WHL debut after being called up from the midget AAA ranks.

"It's tough (making the jump) but he looks fine out there," Point said Saturday after his team's 7-3 loss to the Pats. "(Steel) is obviously a great player. He didn't look like he had problems with the speed or anything. He has a really bright future ahead. I can't say enough good things about him."

If anyone can relate to what Steel is going through, it's Point.

The Calgary native was also a top prospect when he joined the Warriors late in 2011-12. Despite being the youngest player in the league, he became a key component of Moose Jaw's drive to the Eastern Conference final, finishing tied for the team lead with seven playoff goals.

Steel will be hard-pressed to make a similar impact with the Pats, who are tempering their expectations for the second overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft. However, there's no denying the comparisons between the two players, both of whom are small in stature but possess high-end skill.

Point was the exception to the rule when he made a quick adjustment to the WHL - and he predicts a similar outcome for Steel.

"Plays happen just a little bit faster (at this level)," noted Point, the 14th overall pick in the 2011 bantam draft. "The more (Steel) gets used to it the better he'll be. But he looks smart enough and he'll be fine going forward - not only fine but I think he'll excel."

Steel had prepared himself for a quicker pace heading into the weekend. In fact, he might have been too prepared.

"(The biggest adjustment was) probably just knowing I had more time than I thought I did," he noted. "There were some times when I thought a guy was on me but he actually wasn't."

It's all part of the learning curve for Steel, who was thrown into the fire by the short-handed Pats, arriving Thursday and suiting up Friday - without the benefit of a practice.

The youngster played a handful of shifts Friday as the third-line left winger in Regina's 4-3 overtime win versus the Swift Current Broncos. He saw more action the next night against Moose Jaw - and even had a couple of quality scoring chances - while playing centre on the fourth unit.

"It was a bit overwhelming (playing so soon)," noted Steel. "I was really nervous at the start. It took a few shifts to get the nerves out but after a bit I felt good out there. (The more you play) you start getting more comfortable and you start playing your game. That's definitely a point I want to get to."

All things considered, he's not off to a bad start.

"He was pretty nervous (Friday) but he looked like he settled in pretty good," said head coach Malcolm Cameron. "He's a smart player and smart players get themselves in good position and they always seem to be around the puck. He did some real good subtle things on defence that made up for maybe his strength deficiency as a young player. He showed some craftiness."

Despite a solid debut, there are no guarantees for Steel now that forwards Dryden Hunt and Boston Leier are poised to return from injury this week.

With the Pats almost back at full strength, Steel's opportunities will be taken on a case-by-case basis, depending in part on the opponent and the ongoing health of the team.

"I have no hesitation to put him in the lineup," added Cameron. "I just want it to be a situation where he can be successful."

Sabres' Neuvirth out with lower-body injury

Sunday, 03.16.2014 / 5:32 PM

By Joe Yerdon - NHL.com Correspondent / 2013-2014 At the Rink Blog
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BUFFALO -- The Buffalo Sabres will be without goalie Michal Neuvirth when they face the Montreal Canadiens at First Niagara Center on Sunday night.

Sabres interim coach Ted Nolan announced Neuvirth would miss the game due to a lower-body injury. Neuvirth sustained the injury in his most-recent start against the Carolina Hurricanes on Thursday night. He made 51 saves in a 4-2 loss.

"Michal got banged up the game he did play," Nolan said. "It's just one of those to add another to the injury list. It should be, hopefully, a day-to-day type thing. We'll see how it goes. We'll monitor it and get some therapy on it and hopefully it's just a day-to-day."

With Neuvirth out, the Sabres recalled goalie Nathan Lieuwen from Rochester of the American Hockey League on an emergency basis. Jhonas Enroth will start against the Canadiens.
Senators' Anderson remains sidelined vs. Avalanche

Sunday, 03.16.2014 / 4:48 PM

By Sean Farrell - NHL.com Correspondent / 2013-2014 At the Rink Blog
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OTTAWA -- The Ottawa Senators have an opportunity to put a crushing overtime loss behind them when they host the Colorado Avalanche on Sunday.

Ottawa gave up three goals to the Montreal Canadiens in the final 3:22 of regulation Saturday to blow a 4-1 lead. The Senators, who face an uphill climb to get into playoff contention, had to settle for one point after Montreal scored its fourth straight goal in overtime for a stunning 5-4 come-from-behind win.

Ottawa (28-25-13) is in 12th place in the Eastern Conference with 69 points, seven points out of the second and final wild-card spot in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

"Well I think that any time we get to play right away it gives you a chance for you to respond to things that happened in the past, so tonight's a good opportunity for us to get out and get playing," Senators coach Paul MacLean said Sunday. "We're playing a very disciplined and fast team, and we've got to make sure we're ready."

MacLean will dress the same lineup he used Saturday.

Goalie Craig Anderson remains sidelined by an upper-body injury he sustained Monday in a 4-3 overtime loss against the Nashville Predators.

Colorado begins a three-game Canadian road trip that continues Tuesday against the Canadiens. That will mark Patrick Roy's first game at Bell Centre as coach of the Avalanche.

Here are the probable Avalanche and Senators lineups:

AVALANCHE

Ryan O'Reilly - Matt Duchene - Jamie McGinn

Gabriel Landeskog - John Mitchell - Nathan MacKinnon

Cody McLeod - Marc-Andre Cliche - Maxime Talbot

Brad Malone - Paul Carey - Patrick Bordeleau

Jan Hejda - Erik Johnson

Andre Benoit - Nick Holden

Nate Guenin - Tyson Barrie

Semyon Varlamov

Jean-Sebastien Giguere

Scratched: Cory Sarich, Ryan Wilson

Injured: Paul Stastny (back), PA Parenteau (knee), Alex Tanguay (hip surgery)

SENATORS

Milan Michalek - Jason Spezza - Ales Hemsky

Clarke MacArthur - Kyle Turris - Bobby Ryan

Colin Greening - Zack Smith - Chris Neil

Mike Hoffman - Mika Zibanejad - Erik Condra

Marc Methot - Erik Karlsson

Chris Phillips - Cody Ceci

Jared Cowen - Eric Gryba

Robin Lehner

Nathan Lawson

Scratched: Patrick Wiercioch, Matt Kassian

Injuries: Craig Anderson (upper body)
NEW YORK -- San Jose Sharks forward Raffi Torres participated in warm-ups Sunday afternoon but will not return to the lineup against the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden.

Torres missed the first five months of the season after undergoing knee surgery during training camp. He had five points in five games after returning to the lineup, but recent soreness has forced the 32-year-old to miss his fourth straight game.

Rangers coach Alain Vigneault has been doing plenty of line juggling. When forward Martin St. Louis was acquired at the NHL Trade Deadline from the Tampa Bay Lighting, the assumption was that he would seamlessly fit on a line with former Lightning teammate Brad Richards. When those two failed to provide consistent offense, Vigneault made some changes, opting to put St. Louis on a line with forward Mats Zuccarello and center Derick Brassard.

"Marty's working extremely hard right now. We tried him with Brad for a couple of games. It had some good moments but it wasn't getting the point production we thought we might get," Vigneault said. "So we made a couple of changes in the last game. I think Brass' line, where Marty was playing, had some good moments."

Goaltenders Henrik Lundqvist and Antti Niemi will start for the Rangers and Sharks, respectively. For Lundqvist and the Rangers, this game could provide a measure of revenge for the last time these teams played, a 9-2 Sharks victory on Oct. 8 at SAP Center.

"There is a memory bank and players are proud. They store games like that in the back of their mind," McLellan said. "But when you look at the circumstances they were playing under, being on the road, training camp, new coach, anything that happened for them that night went the negative way."

Vigneault has moved on from that game played more five months ago. He's more concerned with continuing New York's push to the Stanley Cup Playoffs against a team he described as among the League's elite.

"That was a long time ago. We're a different team now," Vigneault said. "If you intend on getting to the dance, getting to the playoffs, you have to be one of those teams that improves. I think we're improving, we're in the final stretch. It's the best time of the year to be playing and I think our group is ready for the challenge."

Here are the projected lineups for the Sharks and Rangers:

SHARKS

Patrick Marleau - Logan Couture - Matt Nieto

Joe Pavelski - Joe Thornton - Brent Burns

Marty Havlat - James Sheppard - Tommy Wingels

Adam Burish - Andrew Desjardins - Tyler Kennedy

Marc-Edouard Vlasic - Jason Demers

Scott Hannan - Justin Braun

Matt Irwin - Dan Boyle

Antti Niemi

Alex Stalock

Scratched: Mike Brown, Matt Tennyson

Injured: Tomas Hertl (knee), Brad Stuart (upper body), Raffi Torres (soreness)

RANGERS

Chris Kreider - Derek Stepan - Rick Nash

Mats Zuccarello - Derick Brassard - Martin St. Louis

Benoit Pouliot - Brad Richards - Carl Hagelin

Brian Boyle - Dominic Moore - Daniel Carcillo

Ryan McDonagh - Dan Girardi

Marc Staal - Anton Stralman

John Moore - Kevin Klein

Henrik Lundqvist

Cam Talbot

Scratched: Justin Falk, Derek Dorsett, Raphael Diaz, Ryan Haggerty

WINNIPEG -- The Dallas Stars have an opportunity to gain more ground on the Winnipeg Jets on Sunday at MTS Centre.

The Stars hold the second wild-card spot in the Western Conference in their bid to reach the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2008. Dallas owns a six-point advantage on Winnipeg and two games in hand when they begin a three-game road trip this week.

"It seems like every game is desperation time for us [and] for [Winnipeg]," Stars coach Lindy Ruff said after the morning skate. "We realize as a team where [Winnipeg is] at, and I think they look at this game as do-or-die and a chance to move up against a team that is in a playoff spot."

The Stars expect to have center Cody Eakin back in the lineup. Eakin missed the Stars' 4-3 shootout loss at home against the Calgary Flames on Friday with a lower-body injury.

"It looks good right now," Ruff said of the likelihood of Eakins dressing against Winnipeg.

Ruff also expects a desperate opponent.

"I expect nothing less than a playoff game," Stars center Tyler Seguin said. "I think every game right now, with the schedule and what is left, is huge."

A loss against the Stars would damage the Jets' postseason ambitions, but coach Paul Maurice is not attempting to diffuse the importance of the game. The franchise is attempting to reach the playoffs for the first time since 2007.

"I think we want to feel the pressure," Maurice said of playing the Stars. "I want our team to feel that it's a huge game and deal with all of the emotions that go with that nervous energy, because it's part of the process that they have to go through.

"If at some point, if you're exactly as successful as you want to be, you're going to playing in one huge game. And when you get there, you want to feel like you're prepared for it."

The Jets will be without goaltender Ondrej Pavelec, who left a 4-2 home loss against the New York Rangers on Friday after the first period. Pavelec was evaluated Saturday and will be out for at least two games with a lower-body injury. Goaltender Al Montoya will start for the Jets against Dallas.

To replace Pavelec, the Jets recalled goaltender Michael Hutchinson from the St. John's IceCaps of the American Hockey League. Hutchinson, 24, went 15-5-1 with a 2.33 goals-against average and a .923 save percentage in 22 games with the IceCaps this season.

Along with Pavelec, injuries are accumulating for the Jets. Left wing Chris Thorburn (talus bone) will be out of the lineup indefinitely. Jim Slater has what is believed to be a lower-body injury and will not dress against Dallas. Center Eric O'Dell will move up to a line with Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi.

The absence of Slater and Thorburn necessitated the recall of center Patrice Cormier from St. John's on Sunday. The 23-year-old has six goals and 15 assists in 54 games with the IceCaps this season. Cormier will skate on the Jets' fourth line, which also will likely see the return of Eric Tangradi.

Goaltender Tim Thomas will start for the Stars.

Here are the probable lineups for the Stars and Jets:

STARS

Jamie Benn - Tyler Seguin - Valeri Nichushkin

Erik Cole - Travis Morin - Colton Sceviour

Antoine Roussel - Vernon Fiddler - Alex Chiasson

Ray Whitney - Cody Eakin - Ryan Garbutt

Alex Goligoski - Trevor Daley

Jordie Benn - Brenden Dillon

Kevin Connauton - Sergei Gonchar

Tim Thomas

Cristopher Nilstorp

Scratched: Chris Mueller, Aaron Rome

Injured: Shawn Horcoff (upper body), Kari Lehtonen (concussion), Rich Peverley (heart)

JETS

Andrew Ladd - Bryan Little - Michael Frolik

Evander Kane - Eric O'Dell - Devin Setoguchi

Dustin Byfuglien - Olli Jokinen - Blake Wheeler

Eric Tangradi - Patrice Cormier - Anthony Peluso

Zach Bogosian - Tobias Enstrom

Mark Stuart - Jacob Trouba

Adam Pardy - Keaton Ellerby

Al Montoya

Michael Hutchinson

Scratched: Matt Halischuk, Paul Postma

Injured: John Albert (upper body), Grant Clitsome (back), Ondrej Pavelec (lower body), Mark Scheifele (knee), Jim Slater (lower body) Chris Thorburn (talus), James Wright (ankle)

WASHINGTON -- Scoring at even strength has not been one of the Washington Capitals' strong suits this season.

In 68 games, the Capitals have scored 117 goals 5-on-5, 19th in the NHL, and their top six has done little to boost those numbers as of late.

Since returning from the League's two-week break for the 2014 Sochi Olympics, Washington's top-six forwards, recently consisting of Brooks Laich, Nicklas Backstrom, Alex Ovechkin, Dustin Penner, Marcus Johansson and Troy Brouwer, have scored five 5-on-5 goals among them in nine games.

"Going down the stretch here, teams are tightening up defensively, teams are making sure that those matchups are on the ice, their top [defensemen] against our top forwards," said Brouwer, who has seven 5-on-5 goals in 68 games after scoring nine in 47 games last season. "It only gets tougher from here.

"Those guys have to work harder, [Ovechkin's] line, my line, try and create, work to get open, work to create chances, work to create opportunities."

Perhaps in an attempt to facilitate offense, coach Adam Oates has made some alterations to his top two lines for Sunday against the Toronto Maple Leafs. Rookie Evgeny Kuznetsov, who had three assists against the Vancouver Canucks in a 4-3 win Friday, will skate on the second line.

Laich is out with a nagging groin injury that has hampered him since last season. The 30-year-old has missed two of the past five games and saw limited minutes in the third period Friday as a precaution.

Goaltender Jaroslav Halak will start for the Capitals, his fifth straight start. Goalie James Reimer will start for the Maple Leafs in place of Jonathan Bernier (lower body).

Here are the projected lineups for the Maple Leafs and Capitals:

MAPLE LEAFS

James van Riemsdyk – Tyler Bozak – Phil Kessel

Joffrey Lupul – Nazem Kadri – David Clarkson

Mason Raymond – Nikolai Kulemin – Troy Bodie

Carter Ashton - Jay McClement – Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson – Dion Phaneuf

Jake Gardiner – Cody Franson

Tim Gleason – Morgan Rielly

James Reimer

Drew MacIntyre

Scratched: Paul Ranger

Injured: Peter Holland (illness), Dave Bolland (ankle), Jonathan Bernier (lower body)

CAPITALS

Marcus Johansson – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Evgeny Kuznetsov – Casey Wellman – Troy Brouwer

Jason Chimera – Eric Fehr – Joel Ward

Dustin Penner – Jay Beagle – Tom Wilson

Karl Alzner – John Carlson

Jack Hillen – Mike Green

Dmitry Orlov – Connor Carrick

Jaroslav Halak

Braden Holtby

Scratched: John Erskine

Injured: Brooks Laich (groin), Mikhail Grabovski (ankle), Aaron Volpatti (shoulder)

BUFFALO – The Buffalo Sabres and Montreal Canadiens could each be without their starting goalies when they face off Sunday night.

The Canadiens will be without starter Carey Price after he made his first start since returning from the 2014 Sochi Olympics on Saturday night against the Ottawa Senators.

Montreal came back from down 4-1 in the final 5:00 of the game to beat Ottawa 5-4 in overtime. Canadiens coach Michel Therrien announced after the game that Price wouldn't make the trip to Buffalo so he could stay rested.

With Price not on the trip, Peter Budaj will likely get the start against the Sabres and Dustin Tokarski will back him up.

The Sabres announced they've recalled goalie Nathan Lieuwen from Rochester of the American Hockey League on an emergency basis. Buffalo is coming off a 4-1 loss on the road against the New York Islanders in which goalie Jhonas Enroth made 34 saves.

Whether it's Enroth or Michal Neuvirth that is banged up or sick is unclear as of now, but interim coach Ted Nolan will update the situation before the game. Neither team skated Sunday morning.

Here are the projected lineups for the Canadiens and Sabres:

CANADIENS

Max Pacioretty – David Desharnais – Thomas Vanek

Daniel Briere – Tomas Plekanec – Brian Gionta

Alex Galchenyuk – Lars Eller – Brendan Gallagher

Travis Moen – Brandon Prust – Dale Weise

Andrei Markov – Alexei Emelin

Francis Bouillon – P.K. Subban

Douglas Murray – Jarred Tinordi

Peter Budaj

Dustin Tokarski

Scratched: Carey Price, Rene Bourque, Ryan White, Mike Weaver

Injured: Michael Bournival (IR – concussion), Josh Gorges (hand)

SABRES

Cory Conacher – Tyler Ennis – Drew Stafford

Marcus Foligno – Cody Hodgson – Matt D'Agostini

Nicolas Deslauriers – Ville Leino – Brian Flynn

John Scott – Zenon Konopka – Matt Ellis

Christian Ehrhoff – Rasmus Ristolainen

Chad Ruhwedel – Henrik Tallinder

Jamie McBain – Mike Weber

Michal Neuvirth/Jhonas Enroth

Nathan Lieuwen

Scratched: Michal Neuvirth/Jhonas Enroth

Injured: Tyler Myers (elbow), Alexander Sulzer (upper body), Chris Stewart (lower body), Torrey Mitchell (foot), Zemgus Girgensons (undisclosed)

CHICAGO -- The Detroit Red Wings were hoping to sneak up on the Chicago Blackhawks and steal a victory Sunday at United Center (7:30 p.m. ET, TSN2, NBCSN).

Instead, the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks (38-15-14) are searching for the smelling salt and their snarl after losing two straight games and falling to third in the Central Division.

"I wish they had won 10 in a row so they would be taking us lightly," Red Wings coach Mike Babcock told reporters in Detroit on Saturday. "They've dropped a couple in a row here and that's part of the business. Real good teams have some lulls in the season and then they usually get rolling again, and without question I'm sure they will."

Sitting just outside of the Stanley Cup Playoffs in the Eastern Conference, the Red Wings (30-23-13) hope it doesn't happen Sunday night. It will be a big game for each team, but the Blackhawks are stewing about going 6-7-3 in their past 16 games and 3-5-0 in the previous eight.

Holding a 12-2-3 record against Detroit since 2010, the Blackhawks know they've got some issues to iron out. Chicago coach Joel Quenneville is unhappy about the past two games, and when he's unhappy the Blackhawks are unhappy. They spent the bulk of a 30-minute practice Saturday ratcheting up the intensity during 1-on-1 battle drills and hope it helps reignite an offense that leads the NHL with 3.31 goals per game.

"You address it all kinds of ways," Quenneville said. “We did a drill [Saturday] that is kind of the way we have to win hockey games. We've got to win some 1-on-1 battles. If you're looking for the perimeter and you're looking for a non-confrontational type of game, well, the other team will accommodate that. But you're going to be on the outside the whole game."

That's been the biggest issue of late. The Blackhawks are outshooting most opponents, but many of the shots are from areas that aren't conducive to scoring goals. They've also lost a lot of those puck battles, which sabotages their dominant puck-possession game.

The past two games, one-goal losses against the Colorado Avalanche on the road and Nashville Predators on home ice, were particularly galling for Quenneville. The Blackhawks are expecting to get a boost from the return of two-way right wing Marian Hossa (upper-body injury), but Quenneville said it has to be a team-wide effort to get back to winning.

“We didn't play the right way [the past two games] to give ourselves a chance to win," Quenneville said. “We didn't challenge pucks, we weren't hard in the puck area, we were easy to play against and they outmanned us in the puck areas. When you don't come up with loose pucks anywhere around the rink, you're going to be chasing it, and we were chasing the game and the score in both games. And definitely they were winnable games."

Neither team held a morning skate Sunday, but Chicago's lines were jumbled during practice Saturday, with the second and third lines most affected. Detroit is expected to have the same top lines, but the bottom six is a bit of a guessing game after veteran forward Todd Bertuzzi (lower body) became the Red Wings' 10th injured player Friday against the Edmonton Oilers. Veteran forward Jordin Tootoo was recalled from Grand Rapids of the American Hockey League, but what line he fits into is still in question.

Goaltender Jimmy Howard will start for the Red Wings and goalie Corey Crawford will start for Chicago. Here is how the rest of the lineups might look:

RED WINGS

Gustav Nyquist – David Legwand – Johan Franzen

Tomas Tatar – Riley Sheahan – Justin Abdelkader

Drew Miller – Luke Glendening – Daniel Alfredsson

Teemu Pulkkinen – Cory Emmerton – Jordin Tootoo

Niklas Kronwall – Jonathan Ericsson

Kyle Quincey – Danny DeKeyser

Brian Lashoff - Brendan Smith

Jimmy Howard

Petr Mrazek

Scratched: Jakub Kindl

Injured: Henrik Zetterberg (back), Pavel Datsyuk (knee), Stephen Weiss (sports hernia), Darren Helm (concussion), Joakim Andersson (broken foot), Tomas Jurco (rib), Todd Bertuzzi (lower body), Jonas Gustavsson (groin), Danny Cleary (knee), Mikael Samuelsson (shoulder)

BLACKHAWKS

Kris Versteeg – Jonathan Toews – Marian Hossa

Bryan Bickell – Michal Handzus – Patrick Kane

Patrick Sharp – Andrew Shaw – Brandon Saad

Brandon Bollig – Marcus Kruger – Ben Smith

Duncan Keith – Brent Seabrook

Johnny Oduya - Niklas Hjalmarsson

Nick Leddy- Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

Antti Raanta

Scratched: David Rundblad, Sheldon Brookbank, Peter Regin

Injured: Nikolai Khabibulin (rotator cuff surgery)

PITTSBURGH -- Pittsburgh Penguins forward Chris Kunitz will miss his second consecutive game with a lower-body injury Sunday afternoon when the Penguins host the Philadelphia Flyers (12:30 p.m. ET, NBC, TSN2) in the back end of a home-and-home series.

Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said Kunitz, who normally plays left wing on the top line, is "feeling well, but not well enough to be in today's lineup" at Consol Energy Center. Kunitz seemed to injure his leg during a game against the Washington Capitals on March 11 after colliding with a goal post in the third period.

Kunitz struggled to skate to the bench, but finished the game on the top line after taking one shift on the fourth line.

The Penguins attempted to replace Kunitz, whose 31 goals has him tied with linemate Sidney Crosby for the team lead, with several forwards against Philadelphia on Saturday, including second-line center Evgeni Malkin.

Without Kunitz and forward James Neal (concussion), Bylsma could match Crosby and Malkin more often.

"In a good matchup situation, we may look to use them more," Bylsma said. "To get a little more offensive punch in one line, Evgeni Malkin and James Neal work real well together, without James there, the possibility of him moving up with Crosby is an option for us and one we looked at last night for a period and you'll probably see it again tonight."

Goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury will start for Pittsburgh after allowing four goals on 40 shots in its 4-0 loss to the Flyers on Saturday. Bylsma's reasoning behind starting Fleury for the second consecutive day was concise.

"I want Marc-Andre Fleury in the net," he said.

Philadelphia's special teams played a vital role in its win Saturday. The Flyers scored one power-play goal and one shorthanded goal while killing five Penguins power plays. Bylsma said the Penguins' special teams needs to be more assertive Sunday.

"We didn't get the opportunities to clear the puck down the ice and when we did, we didn't take it," Bylsma said. "We needed to deny [Flyers forward Scott Hartnell] yesterday and we didn't and he scored a goal. So, it's dangerous. We know where they're at and we have to do a better job."

Here are the expected lineups for the Penguins and Flyers:

PENGUINS

Tanner Glass – Sidney Crosby – Lee Stempniak

Jussi Jokinen – Evgeni Malkin – Joe Vitale

Marcel Goc – Brandon Sutter – Craig Adams

Taylor Pyatt - Brian Gibbons - Jayson Megna

Brooks Orpik - Matt Niskanen

Olli Maatta - Robert Bortuzzo

Rob Scuderi – Deryk Engelland

Marc-Andre Fleury

Jeff Zatkoff

Injured: James Neal (concussion), Chris Kunitz (lower body), Kris Letang (stroke), Paul Martin (broken hand), Beau Bennett (wrist/hand), Chris Conner (broken foot), Pascal Dupuis (ACL), Tomas Vokoun (pelvis)

Scratched: Simon Despres

FLYERS

Scott Hartnell – Claude Giroux – Jakub Voracek

Brayden Schenn – Vincent Lecavalier – Wayne Simmonds

Matt Read – Sean Couturier – Steve Downie

Zac Rinaldo - Michael Raffl - Adam Hall

Braydon Coburn – Kimmo Timonen

Mark Streit – Nicklas Grossman

Andrew MacDonald – Luke Schenn

Steve Mason

Ray Emery

Scratched: Jay Rosehill, Hal Gill, Erik Gustafsson
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GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Phoenix Coyotes defenseman Zbynek Michalek was unable to take part in the morning skate but coach Dave Tippett is hoping he will be able to play against the Calgary Flames on Saturday .

"If he can find a way to play, he'll play," Tippett said

Michalek took a shot off the lower body in a 2-1 loss to the Boston Bruins on Thursday. With David Schlemko in a walking boot after blocking a shot last week, the Coyotes will play rookie defenseman Brandon Gormley against the Flames if Michalek can't.

The Coyotes will be shorthanded up front. Center Martin Hanzal has missed the past five games with an upper-body injury and will sit out again, although he was on the ice skating in the morning. Left wing Martin Erat will miss a second game with an upper-body injury. Erat was acquired at the NHL Trade Deadline in the hopes he would play on a line with Hanzal, but the Czech countrymen have yet to play together.

The Coyotes got a little help from the Flames, who defeated the Dallas Stars in a shootout Friday. Now the Coyotes hope they can help their own cause as they push for a spot in the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Entering action Saturday, they were two points behind the Stars for the second wild-card spot in the Western Conference.

Dallas has a game in hand but missed a chance to widen its lead over Phoenix when the Flames scored twice in the final eight minutes of regulation Friday to force overtime. Calgary won the game 4-3 with three saves by goalie Joey McDonald in the shootout.

McDonald will sit out Saturday and Joni Ortio will start for the Flames, who are looking for their third straight win.

Goalie Mike Smith will start for Phoenix. In his past 12 starts, Smith has a 1.83 goals-against average and .937 save percentage with two shutouts.

Phoenix has won two games against Calgary at Jobing.com Arena in a series that has been dominated by the home team. The Coyotes have beaten the Flames at home eight times in nine games since Tippett took over as coach in 2009, and they dominated Calgary 6-0 on Jan. 7.

Here are the projected lineups for the Flames and Coyotes:

FLAMES

Mike Cammalleri - Sean Monahan - Joe Colborne

Lance Bouma - Mikael Backlund - Paul Byron

Curtis Glencross - TJ Galiardi - Brian McGrattan

Kevin Westgarth - Corban Knight - Ben Hanowski

TJ Brodie - Mark Giordano

Kris Russell - Chris Butler

Ladislav Smid - Tyler Wotherspoon

Joni Ortio

Joey MacDonald

Scratched: Matt Stajan

Injured: Markus Granlund (upper body), Jiri Hudler (lower body), David Jones (upper body), Karri Ramo (lower body), Dennis Wideman (upper body)

COYOTES

Mikkel Boedker – Antoine Vermette – Radim Vrbata

Lauri Korpikoski – Andy Miele – David Moss

Brandon McMillan – Mike Ribeiro – Shane Doan

Paul Bissonnette – Kyle Chipchura – Jeff Halpern

Keith Yandle – Derek Morris

Oliver Ekman-Larsson – Zbynek Michalek

Chris Summers – Michael Stone

Mike Smith

Thomas Greiss

Scratched: Rob Klinkhammer, Brandon Gormley

Injured: Martin Erat (upper body), Martin Hanzal (lower body), David Schlemko (lower body)
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Brady Austin of the London Knights keeps his eyes on the puck during an Owen Sound power play with Attack captain Zach Nastasiuk trying to screen Anthony Stolarz during their OHL game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ont. on Friday March 14, 2014. (MIKE HENSEN, The London Free Press)
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It was clear, as they were being honoured before Friday’s home finale, the London Knights’ three graduating over-agers felt right at home.

Zach Bell called his teammates “meatheads.” Alex Basso and Brady Austin, who went through their share of rebuilds in other cities, sounded extremely grateful for the chance to play for a Memorial Cup in this fifth and final junior hockey season.

Basso waited for the Sarnia Sting to trade him. Austin was brought in from Belleville when the Hunters started to wonder if Olli Maatta and Nikita Zadorov might never come back.

Bell, who jumped to the ECHL last fall rather than start over in North Bay, was elated to be dealt to London in November.

It’s never easy to be a 20-year-old player in the OHL. It’s even more difficult to play that role in a new situation in a different system, one where the stakes are astronomical this season.

All three arrived with cloudy pro futures.

A player in that situation could be tempted to try to do too much.

“The first couple of months I was thinking a lot about the future,” Basso said. “Now, it’s take it day-by-day and try to enjoy it while it lasts. You try not to think about what goes on the next couple of years. It’s live in the now and enjoy the moment.”

It took a while to settle in.

This was not like last year’s overage situation. Tommy Hughes spent his entire OHL career in his hometown and Tyler Ferry never allowed being cut a few times by the Knights to stop him from where he wanted to go.

When they left, the Knights needed to bring in veteran help on the blue line.

They needed more depth back there.

When Basso missed last weekend nursing a shoulder injury and Dakota Mermis out sick, Brett Welychka had to abandon his forward post to pitch in.

“It’s good to have one of those players who can do pretty much anything and he’s always willing to do it because it’s what’s best for the team,” Basso said, “But to have guys back and have that depth is good (ahead of playoffs). There’s always going to be guys who are off their game or have an injury so we can have somebody step up when we have a full lineup.”

Basso didn’t see these three games, starting Friday against Owen Sound, as playing out the string.

“It’s a big weekend,” he said. “I missed last week so to get the legs going and get back into it, it’s important. I’m glad I’m pretty much healed up before the playoffs so I can get those three games in to get going.”

The Knights needed a win over Owen Sound to keep their hopes for third place in the Western Conference alive.

They also require help.

Plymouth, locked into eighth place, faced the Erie Otters at home Friday night.

They didn’t start top goalie Alex Nedeljkovic and sat two of their highest-scoring players – Ryan Hartman and Londoner Carter Sandlak, who played in Owen Sound on Thursday.

The Whalers can do what they want – but that didn’t assist the Knights’ chances.

The Otters’ final game is at home Saturday against last-place Sarnia.

The Knights wanted third place badly. They had it in their grasp after beating Erie a couple of weeks ago – but gave control back with a home loss to Peterborough.

“A lot of people think just because we have a guarantee (to the Memorial Cup), there’s less hunger there,” Basso said, “but there are guys here playing to prove something every game. Zach, Brady and I are in our last year so we’re fighting to give it our all because maybe next year, that won’t be the case.”

That hunger, they hope, carries them to the Cup the right and honourable way – as league champs.
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On his way out for the third period, Chris Tierney peeked at how the Erie Otters were doing in Plymouth.

“It caught my eye that they were up 10-1,” the London Knights captain said. “I just tried to put it behind me and focus on our game.”

The Knights fought through the visible frustration of three straight third-period penalties to beat Owen Sound 4-2 for their 19th win in 21 games in their home finale at Budweiser Gardens before 9,046 Friday.

On Saturday night in tear-drenched Saginaw, they will find out if there is any remaining hope to their paper-thin quest for third place in the OHL’s Western Conference. The Knights need last-place Sarnia, coming off a 13-1 beat-down in Guelph, to knock off the Otters in Erie.

“We’re a little behind here but we’re hoping for the best,” said Bo Horvat, who scored the power-play winner with 4:07 left after his team killed off three consecutive controversial penalty calls. “We’re going to have to play all the best teams to win, anyway.

“We’re just going to keep working hard and come prepared for the playoffs.”

This has been an OHL campaign like no other.

The Knights, in sweeping Owen Sound in six regular season meetings, passed the 100-point mark for the eighth time in 11 seasons.

They have 48 wins, two games left and they’re still staring down the barrel of a fourth-place finish.

The Memorial Cup hosts finished with a 28-5-0-1 home record and might only enjoy that advantage for one playoff round.

It’s Crazy-ville.

“When it comes down to the playoffs, you’re going to have to go win big games on the road, anyway,” Tierney said.

They just might have to try it earlier than usual.

They got no assistance from Plymouth. The eighth-place Whalers didn’t play top goalie Alex Nedeljkovic and two of their best scorers — Ryan Hartman and Londoner Carter Sandlak — against the Otters.

Did the Knights expect differently from Mike Vellucci and Co.?

“Nope,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “They’ve got a playoff run to think about too. If they want to rest their guys, that’s what any coach would do.

“It’s not a friendly and it’s not like we were expecting anything else.”

The Knights aren’t planning on resting anyone just yet.

They’re bringing everyone to Saginaw, then deciding after the game who’s going up to Sault Ste. Marie.

This will be the Spirit’s first home game since the death of their teammate Terry Trafford.

“We’re playing the team where he was their best friend,” Horvat said. “That’s the guy who has been there with them his whole (OHL) career and it’s definitely going to be emotional.

“We’re going to go in there and play for him, and ourselves, and hope for the best.”

The Knights paid tribute to Trafford with a pre-game moment of silence and also honoured their graduating over-agers, defencemen Brady Austin, Zach Bell and Alex Basso.

All three arrived in trades this season.

“It feels like they’ve been here the whole three years since I’ve been (on the Knights),” Horvat said. “They’re unbelievable guys and fit into this team really well. As soon as they got here, everyone loved them. We couldn’t ask for a better group of guys.”

With Basso and Dakota Mermis back from injury and sick bay, the Knights held firm on the penalty kill when it mattered most in the third.

“We have a lot of composure on this team,” said Horvat, sent to the box during that penalty wave. “We don’t get too down on ourselves and we don’t get too high. It felt really good to get that (winning) goal. I wasn’t happy with the penalty, but that’s the way it goes. We battled back.”

They must view fourth place the same way.

It’s as close as you can get to inevitable.

Ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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London Knights goaltender Anthony Stolarz practises with his team at the Western Fair Sports Complex in London on Thursday. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

Even with Jake Patterson's sparkling track record against Owen Sound, the London Knights plan to start Anthony Stolarz in net Friday.

There's a simple reason for it.

Head coach Dale Hunter needs to know, in what could be the team's only remaining meaningful game, if the Philadelphia second rounder will be his starting goalie in the playoffs.

The big Philadelphia second rounder is still less than two weeks removed from his return after the horrific, 55-stitch leg cut. He has only played three games since Jan. 17.

“For me, it's important to prove I can handle playing a string of games,” the 20-year-old New Jersey native said. “Last week, it was my first back-to-back in three or four months since before world juniors. It was nice to be able to do that and hopefully, this weekend, too.

“But we'll see. For now, we're just worrying about getting six points and, hopefully, Erie slips up somewhere and we can hop in that three spot.”

Stolarz shut out the Soo Greyhounds last Thursday, then gave up five in a high-scoring win Friday in Kitchener. Those were his first two starts on consecutive days since Nov. 22-23.

The Knights will open their 2014 playoffs with home games on Friday and Saturday next week.

“I thought my Soo game was one of my better games of the year,” Stolarz said. “Against Kitchener, it was one of those where you knew it was going to be a little offensive. Maybe I should've made a save or two, but the guys were scoring so it was nice to get the 10 goals and I didn't have to worry too much about it.”

The Knights score a lot, but not as much as Guelph. They can defend, but they're not as stingy as Erie.

At some point in this post-season, they're going to need goaltending that's superior to the team they're playing.

“Consistency in net is one of the keys to a long playoff run,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said. “This weekend is a last chance for Anthony to fine-tune his in-game skills. Those three-plus rounds of playoffs (last year) are invaluable to him. The only way you can get that experience is by playing and to go through that, especially that tough series with Plymouth, it was great.”

The Stolarz world junior trip with the United States and his injury forced Patterson to be London's starting goalie for the better part of two months.

You can put a microscope over the numbers, but the 19-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native is riding a nine-game winning streak, looked great in his last outing in Owen Sound and will finish the schedule logging more time in the net than Stolarz this year.

Each goalie wants to be this year's Michael Houser.

“Both boys want the net,” Dark said. “I don't think you can do anything to change their mindset. They want to be the guy all throughout the playoffs. I don't think either has the sub-conscious thought that they don't have to be the guy. They expect, when they're in, they're going to keep the ball and run with it the rest of the way.”

Stolarz ran out of gas last spring. He isn't worried about it this time.

“I had six weeks off,” he said, “so it was time for me to recoup and get my body the rest it needed. I feel good and I feel like I want to get out there every day and keep working hard. Being off for so long, you want to get back and get playing. Once I get into a routine again and start playing games every weekend, it's a quick turnaround and I'll be ready for it.”

He believes he has wrapped his head around what happened to him in the OHL final last year and at the Memorial Cup.

“I just think I got tired,” Stolarz said. “You look at going from a 35-game schedule (in college) and training for that to playing 35 games in half a year here. I think that's a big part of it, but you can't make excuses. You know what to expect now and you just have to be ready for it.”

He was the obvious starter heading into last year's playoffs.

Because of that long-term injury, nothing will be clear until the end of this weekend.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

THE KNIGHTS' NET

(The London Knights' goaltending performance this season)

Anthony Stolarz: 33 games, 23-5-1-1, 1,807 minutes, 2.56 goals against average, .925 save percentage, 4 shutouts

Jake Patterson: 38 games, 22-8-0-3, 2,001 minutes, 3.06 GAA, .899 save %, 3 shutouts.

T88  • 2 days ago   

I know it's tough to find fresh stories but I wish the LFP would stop making this out to be some sort of goalie controversy, Patterson simply isn't very strong and a huge majority of Knight's fans were extremely nervous when Stolarz went down in January. Stolarz is the starter and Pat is the backup. End of story.

Erie Otters control London Knights’ fate 8


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, March 12, 2014 9:29:59 EDT PM  

London Knight Michael McCarron steps into Erie Otter Patrick Murphy. (Free Press file photo)
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Bo Horvat believes third place in the OHL’s Western Conference is “a key”.

“We want to be in third,” the London Knights forward said. “We want to be as high as we can and have home ice in the playoffs for as long as we can.

“Hopefully, we can do it.”

It’s a noble quest for the two-time defending league champs heading into the final weekend of the regular season.

It’s also a long shot.

The Erie Otters are one point up on the Knights with a softer schedule remaining.

“It’s a little bit out of our hands,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “Erie has three games left (starting Thursday in Windsor against the blue-line ravaged Spitfires) and if they win ’em all, we can’t catch them.

“We just have to worry about our own games.”

No team in the Canadian Hockey League could benefit from sitting stars on this last weekend more than the Knights, who will head to their third straight Memorial Cup on home ice in May.

Horvat, for instance, has played in 251 games since he was drafted by London in 2011, not including preseason contests in the OHL and NHL. That’s counting every regular season, playoff and Cup game, plus all his international assignments right up to this year’s world juniors in Malmo, Sweden.

He has been injured twice since he returned from overseas and missed just two games from those accidents. Does he really need that bus ride to Sault Ste. Marie for Sunday’s season finale?

“You just pretty much keep pushing,” the 18-year-old Rodney native said.

“We’ll try to do our best to win out the rest of the season. It’s a tough road trip and we can’t take any game lightly.

“Saginaw (currently grieving the loss of their teammate and friend Terry Trafford) is a good team and so is the Soo. Those aren’t two easy buildings.”

London lost both games up there in mid-January.

Back then, it looked like 50 wins and 100 points would be a pipe dream.

But the Knights won 11 of 12 in February and have put severe pressure on league-leading Guelph and the Otters with 18 victories in their past 20 games.

Horvat is proud of the way the team is finishing this season.

“It’s a heck of a run,” he said. “It might not be 24-0 (like last year’s franchise-record streak) but it’s definitely right up there. Not a lot of teams have gone 18 of 20 late in the season like this.

“It shows a lot of character and proves that we’re gelling as a team.”

The Knights have one advantage to their remaining schedule.

They will enter each game, starting Friday at home against Owen Sound, knowing how Erie fared the night before.

This will influence how Dale Hunter, wary of the number of games this group has played over the last three years, contructs his lineup the rest of this week.

The Knights need to see goalie Anthony Stolarz handle back-to-back games one more time. They have to weigh that against Jake Patterson’s 10-1 career mark against Owen Sound.

“We worry about Friday first,” Hunter said, “and then we go from there.”

Horvat said a best-case scenario would be heading to the Soo to play a meaningful game for third place.

“That’s what we want,” he said. “That would be great.”

By then, they should know if they have managed to keep the flu from spreading through their dressing room.

Dakota Mermis, who missed two games last week because of it, didn’t practise again Wednesday.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

KNIGHTWATCH

Friday: vs. Owen Sound, 7:30 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens

The Knights try to close out six-game season sweep against Attack

Saturday: at Saginaw, 7:11 p.m. Spirit dealing with death of teammate and friend Terry Trafford

Sunday: at Sault Ste. Marie, 2 p.m.

The West champion Hounds plan on resting some of their big guns

London Knights forward Brett Welychka says it's not his call what position he plays 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, March 11, 2014 8:42:39 EDT PM  
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Brett Welychka knows exactly what everyone else is thinking.

The London Knights should make him a full-time defenceman, from now right through the Memorial Cup.

Used again on the blueline in an emergency situation, the 20-year-old scored in three straight wins and ended up plus-5 on the back end.

His four games up front before that, he didn't score and was minus-2.

“I played well, but our D know a lot more (about the position) than I do,” the Knights' lone London native said. “There are some times defensively where I knew this was temporary and I'm not capable of being a full-time D. But at the same time, if they need me back there, I'll go.

“My position is forward and if they move me, they lose my play (and scoring depth) up front. It's their (the coaches') decision and we'll see where it goes.”

Welcyhka was back to forward at practice Tuesday with Alex Basso returning to full duty after a shoulder injury forced him to miss last week. Dakota Mermis is still recovering from the flu, but “he's doing much better,” London head coach Dale Hunter said.

The appeal of Welychka on the point is he has an uncanny sense for when to jump into the play. He has become a weapon back there.

The Knights could use him as a swingman at times when they need some instant offence.

“He can play good defence, skate backwards and he's a great skater,” Dale Hunter said. “When we need him, we put him back there and when we don't, we need him up front, too. It depends on injuries. He played (some defence) last year and the year before.

“He's a versatile and smart player that way. He can play both ends.”

Playing defence in the OHL isn't easy.

Even fifth-year rearguards turn over pucks and have trouble handling the league's best scorers.

Providing offence back there is a wonderful bonus.

“That's my forward instincts,” said Welychka, who has a career-best 22 goals. “In the offensive zone, it's about creating plays and, on the point, you have a lot more time. You have space to make some plays and that's why I did.

“That's what I'm going to have do (wherever he plays) the rest of the year.”

His teammates are impressed, not surprised, with his contribution.

“He scored three goals in three games and was steady defensively,” said two-way centre Bo Horvat, who watched Welychka shine with the Knights in his role at world junior time. “To have that ability to go back on defence and play as well as he has been, it's really good for him.”

It has regenerated his confidence offensively, too.

“People go on scoring streaks and when you're hot, you're hot,” Welychka said. “That's the case right now. It doesn't matter (if he's playing forward or defence), that carries with you. Any time someone gets put back there and scores, everyone is happy.”

It might not be long term, but it has gone a long way to keeping the Knights rolling.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

FINAL LAP

(London, Guelph and Erie will finish their season-long struggle for first, third and fourth place in the OHL overall standings and the Western Conference this week. First tiebreaker is total wins. Here's the situation and schedule).

Guelph: 50 wins, 103 points, vs. Kitchener, Wed., 7 p.m.; vs. Sarnia, Friday, 7:30 p.m.; at Owen Sound, Sat., 7:30 p.m.

Erie: 49 wins, 100 points, at Windsor, Thurs., 7:05 p.m.; at Plymouth, Fri., 7:05 p.m.; vs. Sarnia, Sat., 7 p.m.

London: 47 wins, 99 points, vs. Owen Sound, Fri., 7:30 p.m.; at Saginaw, Sat., 7:11 p.m.; at Sault Ste. Marie, Sun., 2 p.m.

5 BURNING QUESTIONS

How do the Knights handle the goalies this week?

Anthony Stolarz shut out Sault Ste. Marie, then gave up five goals to low-scoring Kitchener. It's important to see him in back-to-back games again before the playoffs. However, Jake Patterson is 10-1 vs. Owen Sound in his career. The traditional move would be to have the post-season backup start in the Soo on Sunday. “I don't know who's going to play the next one (Friday against the Attack),” Dale Hunter said. “We're approaching it game-by-game.”

How will the Knights perform without every move recorded?

The “Quest For the Cup” commitment wraps up with the end of the regular season. “It was fun, but it could be grating, too. “It was pretty cool,” Brett Welychka said. “They're (the crew) good people and it was a good show. It's a lot of camera time and face time, and sometimes, you just don't want them there. I don't think anyone will notice a difference when they're gone.” Dale Hunter accented the positives of the experience. “The players got used to it with having cameras around,” he said. “It's one of those things you have to do when you get the Memorial Cup. It's part of getting our product – the OHL – out on TV.”

Is Bo Horvat ready for the playoffs?

The busy Vancouver prospect is one of the Canadian Hockey League's top candidates for a final weekend off. With third place on the line, he isn't banking on it. Twice in the past two months, he has been hurt, tried to come back in the same game, sat out the next one, then returned in a hurry. “I hate being hurt – it's the worst thing ever and watching from the stands, it eats at me,” he said. “I want to be out there. I've been fortunate the injuries haven't been too bad so I could get back on the ice right away without risking more injury.” The Knights need to make sure they have the reigning OHL playoff MVP out there right until the end.

Are the Rupert twins first liners?

Boy, they sure look like it lately. The brothers had a combined 15 points in the past three games. Guelph Storm GM Mike Kelly acquired Peterborough veteran Stephen Pierog in part to cancel out all the playoff jam the Ruperts bring to the table. The Knights got 72 goals combined from Max Domi and Bo Horvat last year. This year, it's just 61 so far. One of the big reasons the Knights scored 300 goals is the production of the boys from Grand Bend.

Where does Mitch Marner fit in the rest of the way?

No matter who he plays with, he's dancing and creating out there. One of the luxuries of putting Welychka on the point last week was it opened up more minutes for the rookie first-rounder on a line with Gemel Smith and Michael McCarron. If he got that kind of opportunity all season, he would be neck-and-neck with Ottawa's Travis Konecny for the OHL rookie scoring title. Instead, he'll play for a Memorial Cup ring and his magic – and stamina – must hold out until late May.

This version of London Knights master of their own destiny 


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Monday, March 10, 2014 9:16:49 EDT PM  
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What the London Knights have accomplished the last seven weeks is nothing short of amazing.

That’s about all that needs to be said for the Ontario Hockey League team.

But that would sell them short, much like they are being sold short by too many people.

A lot of that as to do with the fact they are in fourth place in their conference.

Fourth place? Well, that’s average at best, right?

For a team that’s usually camping in first place in the Western Conference, four is a big number.

But here’s the rest of the story.

This team has done more with what it has than any Knights team since the dominant 2005 steamroller that won a Memorial Cup.

That’s saying a lot when you consider how many successful teams the Knights have put together since.

No Knights team can touch that 2005 record-setter.

Since then the Knights have won the Western Conference four times and finished second twice. So it isn’t as if they haven’t accomplished anything.

But this season’s team is beginning to develop something special.

The ultimate determination of just how good this team is will come in the playoffs.

But look what the Knights are accomplishing right now. The Western Conference is as competitive as it’s been in several years. Any one of four teams could emerge from the Western Conference. It has been a long time since there were four quality teams in this conference.

When the Knights didn’t come out of the chute with all rockets firing, they were written off as having no chance of finishing any higher than fourth.

There was even worry the Knights would suffer the same fate the Saskatoon Blades suffered last year when the Memorial Cup hosts lost early in the playoffs and had to wait almost two months to play the tournament.

But after a two-game losing streak which ended on January 19th, the Knights have won 18-of-20 games. They are within four-points of first and one-point of third. They are nine points ahead of Sault Ste. Marie but the Greyhounds have the No. 2 spot in the standings because they are leading the West Division.

It speaks to the quality of the other teams that a club that started that kind of winning run in fourth place, is still in fourth place.

But those are only statistical markers. What’s most impressive about this club goes beyond the statistics and standings.

Their troubles early in the season with players lost for some or all time to the NHL are well documented. They were unsettled, under pressure to perform and missing their cornerstone.

The back end had to be rebuilt. They lost their No. 1 goaltender to injury and while playing their No. 2 guy they went on this run. When the Knights were struggling to find their game well back of the third-place Erie Otters, they could well have simply coasted to the end of the regular season knowing how much of a long shot it was to catch the Otters.

Don’t forget that the Knights are guaranteed a Memorial Cup berth. When something is guaranteed, there’s always a tendency to not work as hard.

None of that happened. If anything, the Knights picked up the pace, refusing to squander two points without maximum effort no matter what the game situation. Whether they catch the Otters is undecided but everything they’ve done to make the effort tells you a great deal about the group of players the Knights have put together.

It’s a trait that not all teams have.

The Knights have some stars but the true strength of this club is a core group of players that work to find a way to get it done. If it doesn’t happen, it won’t be for lack of trying.

When you roll it all together you can’t help but be impressed by the teams body of work. No it isn’t 2004-05 but it’s as good as we’ve seen since.

London Knights captain Chris Tierney says teammates helping each other 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Monday, March 10, 2014 5:37:16 EDT AM  
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The London Knights know one thing heading into the final three games of their OHL regular season.

If the Guelph Storm and Erie Otters finish ahead of them in the standings, they will have fended off one of the hottest finishing kicks in league history.

The Memorial Cup host Knights have won 18 of 20 games and applied maximum pressure to the teams above them in the magnificent Midwest division, which has produced the three best — and most — offensive clubs.

The Knights reached 300 goals on Max Domi’s empty-netter Saturday night in Owen Sound and should end up, statistically, the most dynamic offensive London team in 14 years of Hunter hockey.

“It’s great to hear,” said captain Chris Tierney, whose points production has been on a dramatic climb since his rookie season four years ago. “We’re always looking for ways to score and help each other out.

“We give each other pointers on what we see on the ice and it’s nice to have so many guys doing well. We’re about winning each game. Afterwards, we’ll congratulate someone on an individual accomplishment (like Matt Rupert hitting the 30-goal mark this week). It goes hand in hand. If you’re doing well personally, you’re helping the team win.”

Head coach Dale Hunter likes to play hockey under one guiding principle: if you out-chance the other team, your odds of winning go through the roof.

For years, that meant limiting opposition opportunities with a standout defensive structure.

This year, the focus has shifted to, much like Memorial Cup finalists Halifax and Portland in Saskatoon, getting the puck on the stick of the talented forwards.

“The way to have a good team is adjust to what your team is,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “Don’t force a product or system that you like personally that doesn’t fit your team. This year, we think we’re fast and quick. We want to get the puck and get moving and put the pressure down on them in their end.”

“It’s about not getting set in your ways. The game changes every five, 10 years, and it’s your ability to change and adapt (that counts),” Hunter said.

The Hunters may appear to be old-school hockey men, but there is a lot of innovation to their approach.

They recovered from the shock of losing Olli Maatta to Pittsburgh and a inconsistent offence by filling the net like no other team in the second half of the season.

“At the time (in the fall), everyone thought we weren’t scoring enough but when we’re looking at the end here, we have (eight) 20-goal scorers and 300 goals, which is very impressive and higher than our expectations,” Dylan Hunter said. “It’s not like we sat down in September and knew exactly what our team was. We don’t know who’s coming back, who’s going to play well togeter, who has a breakout year and who doesn’t.

“Once you get 40-50 games in, you start feeling the identity of your team. You teach the system, then once you get it, you tweak it to what best suits your group.”

Two years ago, the Knights had the best goaltender in junior hockey. Last year, they had one of the most impressive defences.

Now, the veteran group of forwards, deep enough to allow Brett Welychka to flourish on the point, are in charge of this team.

“We’ve been getting it done by committee for a couple of years,” Tierney said. “Everyone is chipping in. All four lines can score and if guys are cold or it’s not going one game, you have three other lines.

“Our D is doing a great job getting us the puck. I give them a lot of credit. If we get it, we’re confident we can create offence. We’re hungry to get (scoring chances).”

They may surpass the Pat Kane Knights (2006-07) and 2005 Memorial Cup champs in total goals, which puts this crew in heady company.

“We had guys who played together for so long — kind of like this team — that we knew where we were going to be on the ice,” Dylan Hunter, an ‘05 alumnus, said. “That was a different era, the last year of the old school way to play clutch-and-grab.

“But I don’t think it really matters because you adjust to your era. It’s hard to get 300 goals as a team.”

London, Guelph and Erie will all crack that mark this season.

And that’s why it’s so crowded at the top right now.

300 GOAL CLUB

(The London Knights have scored 300 goals in a regular season for the sixth time in 20 years. It’s the fifth time in the Hunter Era (2000-14). Here’s a look at those five teams, their total goals and how they finished).

2013-14: 301. (Currently fourth in the Western Conference). Three games remaining.

2006-07: 311. First in OHL. Lost conference final.

2005-06: 304. First in OHL. Lost in OHL final.

2004-05: 310. First in OHL. Won Memorial Cup.

2003-04: 300. First in OHL. Lost conference final.

- - -

GAME GLANCE

Knights 5, Attack 1

London goals: Gemel Smith, Brett Welychka, Bo Horvat, Max Domi, C.J. Yakimowicz

Owen Sound goal: Kyle Hope.

Next: The Knights and Attack go at it again Friday, 7:30 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

London Knights win 5-1 over Owen Sound Attack 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, March 8, 2014 11:07:43 EST PM  
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Gemel Smith said he wasn't the type to get excited about his big Bayshore homecoming.

Then, he opened the scoring in the London Knights' 5-1 win, their 18th in their past 20 games, over his old Attack mates before 3,278 Saturday night at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre.

He let out a howl of delight and jumped into the glass in the corner of the rink.

He looked electrified.

“Just to get the first one, it was exciting,” he said with a grin. “I had a lot of fun here.”

The Knights didn't gain any ground on Erie, who beat Kitchener 7-3 on home ice. They're still stuck one point behind the Otters in fourth place, but now they're just two points back of OHL-leading Guelph, who has a game in hand.

The Knights scored their 300th goal of the season on a Max Domi empty netter. That's the first time the club has hit that mark since 2006-07 when they had future NHLers Pat Kane, Sam Gagner and Sergei Kostitsyn filling the net.

This edition should surpass the 2005 Memorial Cup champs' total of 310 goals, but that was in a different era under old-school rules. The closest OHL team to Corey Perry and Co. that year – Owen Sound – finished 65 goals behind them.

“It shows how dynamic our team is,” Smith, the Knights' biggest trade deadline pickup, said. “It shows how high-end our guys are. It was great to get (to 300). We're really good offensively, but also defensively.

“We were pretty good (holding Owen Sound to 10 shots in the first two periods). It was good to see the team coming along like that.”

The Attack were charged up after scoring six to beat Guelph in their own rink Friday.

But the Knights, with Jake Patterson in net, shut them down.

London's veteran goalie is now 6-0 in his OHL career at Owen Sound and has only allowed six goals in those half-dozen appearances.

“Everyone has that one rink they enjoy playing in,” Patterson said. “For me, that's here. Every time I come here, I'm up for the game and mentally focused. I always have fun here. I just love playing in it.”

So do all the Knights, who have won their last nine visits to the Bayshore and beaten Owen Sound in all five meetings this season.

So does Smith, who bid farewell to the Attack faithful he celebrated an OHL championship with in 2011. The club paid tribute to him before the second period.

“It was a great feeling to see that,” he said. “I kind of assumed (it would happen) because the same thing happened with (former forward) Cameron Brace.I respect all the fans here. I speak highly of this town every time I come here and I was honoured to see that and appreciate it a lot.

“It was good to skate on this ice in front of these great fans. This town will always be in my heart. It's my second home.”

The Knights need every win they can get to keep pace, but they loved the smile on Smith's face.

“He's been (in Owen Sound) for four years,” Patterson said. “We wanted to get him the win. We were happy to get one for him.”

A broken-down bus on the trip up near Listowel, thanks to a radiator hose, didn't even derail them.

The Knights unloaded their gear onto a second bus and skipped their familiar routine of dropping in at the Tim Hortons in Mt. Forest.

The game didn't start until 8 p.m.

“We ended up getting Timmies here,” Patterson said. “I got my coffee and bagel. It's not a big deal for me. I'm pretty loosey-goosey going into a game and a change to the routine, you can't let it affect you.”

Smith noticed much the same.

“A lot of these guys are already pros,” he said. “A little adversity isn't going to change anything. We just went out and played hard.”

The Attack made a late charge and thought they got on the board early in the third on a Jeff Gilligan wraparound try. No dice.

“I was pretty sure it didn't cross the line,” Patterson said. “I don't know why they (celebrated). It definitely wasn't a clear one. I was pretty happy when they waved it off. That would've been a big goal for them.”

The Knights got huge goals from Brett Welychka, who scored in his third straight game back on defence (Alex Basso and Dakota Mermis are still missing). Bo Horvat scored after a one-game hiatus because of injury.

In three years, the Attack have not managed any big goals against Patterson.

On Gemel Smith's big night, it wasn't happening, either.

GAME GLANCE

Knights 5, Attack 1

London goals: Gemel Smith, Brett Welychka, Bo Horvat, Max Domi, C.J. Yakimowicz

Owen Sound goal: Kyle Hope.

Next: The Knights and Attack go at it again Friday, 7:30 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

300 GOAL CLUB

(The London Knights have scored 300 goals in a regular season for the sixth time in 20 years. It's the fifth time in the Hunter Era (2000-14). Here's a look at those five teams, their total goals and how they finished).

2013-14: 301. (Currently fourth in the Western Conference)

2006-07: 311. First in OHL. Lost conference final.

2005-06: 304. First in OHL. Lost in OHL final.

2004-05: 310. First in OHL. Won Memorial Cup.

2003-04: 300. First in OHL. Lost conference final.

Gemel Smith admits he’s not shooting as much 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, March 7, 2014 10:45:13 EST PM  
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KITCHENER  - Don't expect many tears from Gemel Smith in his return Saturday to Owen Sound, where he played three-and-a-half seasons and won an OHL championship with the Attack in 2011.

“I don't really get emotional or sad, or things like that,” the London Knights forward said ahead of the final Bayshore visit of his junior career – and first since being moved before the Jan. 10 trade deadline. “It's definitely going to be a good experience to play in the rink where I started, but I'm not too worried about it.

“It's just another game for me.”

The Knights are hoping for the re-emergence of the veteran who filled the net for Owen Sound in the first half of this season. They traded for the natural goal scorer who had 26 goals in 40 games with the Attack.

Smith had a breakout game with two goals and four points in Kitchener on Friday night. He has nine goals in 25 games with London and knows exactly how he can get more.

“I think I've gotten away from shooting the puck,” Smith said bluntly. “I'm with a lot better guys here (in London) and I'm worried about making the right play to them. They want me to shoot the puck more and it'll help my game.”

Brett Welychka's emergency move to defence has created havoc with the chemistry forged with Smith and Michael McCarron on an important Knights' forward line.

“I've been in the league a while, and played with a lot of different guys,” Smith, the 19-year-old Dallas draft pick said. “It's a little different, but there are a lot of good players here and we can gel in a hurry.”

Perhaps a visit to a familiar rink will provide a spark for Smith. The Knights have won their past eight in Owen Sound over the last three seasons.

“I know the bounces (in that rink),” Smith said. “I know the fans are passionate – some of the best fans I ever played in front of, and I know our guys are going to come out hard and hopefully get a Knights win.”

Nursing injuries to Alex Basso and Bo Horvat, London is looking for somebody to beat Erie to help the team’s season-ending search for the all-important third seed 8
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KITCHENER  - The London Knights are four points behind Guelph for first overall in the Ontario Hockey League standings.

They're also in fourth place in the Western Conference.

These are strange times.

So why not ask a 20-goal man, who has scored in both games since he's been asked to move back to full-time defence, if he knows what the heck is going on this season?

“It's honestly crazy,” said versatile Brett Welychka, whose Knights clubbed the Kitchener Rangers 10-5 before 7,222 Friday night at the Memorial Auditorium. “It's unbelievable. We had (105) points last year and we were fine with no worries about getting caught.

“This year, we're going to have to battle to the very end and we'll see where we end up.”

The Knights finished first overall in 2012 – their first of what will be three straight Memorial Cup trips – with 99 points.

This team has 97 with four games to go.

Their 17th win in their past 19 didn't gain them any ground on Erie, who hammered the Windsor Spitfires, who have lost Slater Koekkoek to a bum shoulder the rest of the season.

The Spits, who face the Otters one more time, are the Knights' best remaining hope to beat Connor McDavid and Co.

So are the Knights frustrated by their current situation?

“I guess you can look at it that way,” said Josh Anderson, one of four Knights to score a pair of goals in Kitchener. “It's a tough conference and there's four great teams that can really play hockey. Once you get to playoffs, it's totally different. It doesn't matter where you finish.

“You just have to play hard wherever you end up.”

In London's first visit to the Aud back in the fall, Anderson was called for a controversial five-minute boarding major. The Rangers won in overtime.

It was London's only loss to Kitchener in six meetings this season.

Was that on Anderson's mind when he whipped home the fifth goal to chase Kitchener starter Jordan DeKort, then buried the ninth one to send a swarm of blue-clad fans heading for the exits early?

“I don't think we thought about that too much,” Anderson said. “You can't take teams lightly. You have to come out hard and we did.

“We needed that (explosion) to get our confidence up.”

They trailed 3-2 after 20 minutes, then took over with a six-goal second.

They put up a 10-spot with Bo Horvat out nursing his leg injury, Dakota Mermis scratched with the flu and Alex Basso missing a second straight game with a shoulder injury.

The Knights dressed rookie Aiden Jamieson and leaned on the capable Welychka in a top-four blue-line role.

“I still want to play a little bit offensive,” he said. “It was just a tap-in goal. The forwards did a great job getting the puck to me. I still have the forward instincts, but hopefully play some good D, too, and that's what I did.”

He and the Rupert twins, who combined for nine points, are a big reason why the Knights have dominated the Rangers these past few years like no other time in the teams' storied historical rivalry.

London won eight of nine playoff games against Kitchener, with John Gibson in net and Ryan Murphy on the point, the previous two seasons.

“It's tough for them (the Aud faithful),” Welychka said. “They're a great crowd and they cheer loud for their team. Kitchener's a tough place to play and they're a young team. They're going to be good next year.

“For a team not in the playoffs, they tried to play spoiler and we did a good job taking it away from them.”

So the shorthanded team moves on to face Owen Sound, who just waxed first-place Guelph in their own building.

“Now, we have a bigger task ahead of us,” Welychka said. “They're a tough team to play in their barn, too.”

Nothing comes easy anymore.

Not this year.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Knights notch must-win 6
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The London Knights started their crucial two-week run aimed at third place with their top scorer glued to the bench.

How's that for adding to the drama?

Max Domi didn't see a single shift in the first period of the Knights' 4-0 win over the West Division-clinchng Soo Greyhounds before 9,046 Thursday night at Budweiser Gardens.

The Phoenix first-rounder returned in the second and the club was reluctant to talk much about the reason for benching their best offensive player.

“On-ice (infractions),” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said.

A few weeks back, the Knights handed the same punishment to Ryan Rupert for taking too many bad penalties.

Is that what the newly-turned 19-year-old Domi did?

“They're all under the same umbrella,” Dylan Hunter said. “Max played well at the end. He came out, played hard and skated fast. He was doing a good job.”

Ryan Rupert scored the game-winner 10 seconds into the second period after a whacky bounce in the corner went his way. The Knights pulled within a point of Erie for third in the OHL's beastly Western Conference.

Rupert knew exactly how Domi was feeling.

It's pretty hard after sitting out the first period, it's all mental,” he said. “You sit on the bench. Then, you just go out there and do what you do. He battled on the (penalty kill) in the second period. It was most noticeable when he had no stick.

“He used every ounce of his energy to get the puck out.”

This looked like it might be a costly win for London.

Bo Horvat left the game after one of his legs tightened up on him. Zach Bell was shaken up, too, but remained in the game to help out the Knights' blue line, already depleted with Alex Basso suffering from an upper-body injury.

Reliable Brett Welychka dropped back on defence and scored his 20th goal with 1:30 left in the third.

“With Bo, it's just a bruise,” Dylan Hunter said. “It's an overnight kind of thing. It's tough to straighten it out (during the game). But it's nothing serious.

“They're getting checked out. From what he and Bell looks like, they're going to be fine and Basso has been skating every day. He's day-to-day and could play (Friday in Kitchener).”

Anthony Stolarz, in his second game back from his horrific leg cut, stopped 37 shots for his fourth shutout this season.

He also had a puck in the third jut out crazily in the same spot of the corner that caused Soo star starter Matt Murray such a problem.

“The stanchions stick out and the boards there are tricky,” Stolarz said. “I was told to stay in (the crease) to avoid bounces like that. We should get that (bounce), it's our rink and we know it best.”

The Knights are buoyed by Stolarz's performance against a strong team, and potential playoff foe, in the Sault.

“They like to throw a lot of pucks at the net, high tips and bodies at you,” Stolarz said. “You get into a rhythm early on. This week in practice, I really worked hard to getting back to basics. This was a good test and it's a step in the right direction for us and after (London's second goal in the third), they (the Hounds) looked like a defeated team and we capitalized for two more.”

Stolarz wasn't rattled by watching Horvat leave the game and Bell shaken up as he headed to the bench.

“It happens, guys are going to get banged up,” he said. “The guys who don't play as much stepped up. You look at the third goal, C.J. Yakimowicz made a great play. Owen (MacDonald) played tremendous.”

They needed those contributions with Domi out for the first and Horvat limping off later.

They'll have a better chance of winning the last five if both of them play the rest of the way.

“It's pretty exciting right now,” Welychka said. “Last few years, we had a (first place) position locked up. This year, we could end up with 100 points and still be fourth or something. Our division's pretty stacked and we know that, but playing intense hockey going into the playoffs is only going to be good for us.”

London Knights look to win six final games to maintain third 4


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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There’s no longer any room for error.

The London Knights are in a formidable quandary in this third-place tussle with Erie over these final two weeks of the OHL regular season.

They have to win out, or wrap their head around the perils of fourth place in the Western Conference.

“We’ve got to clean the table here,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “We’ve got to win six in a row to make sure we can do it.

“We want (third), of course. That’s one of our goals. Now, we’re just making sure we’re playing the right way and if we run the table the final six, we’ll have a chance. Right now, we’ve got to play the Sault twice and they’re a pretty good team.”

That’s part of the problem.

The schedule — three games in three nights in back-to-back weeks — is not in their favour.

Neither is the competition.

The Greyhounds are good.

The Knights face them Thursday at Budweiser Gardens and again, to wrap the schedule on March 16, up north.

London’s best hope for help is fifth-place Windsor, the best team the Otters face in their final stretch drive.

“It’s a tough last six games here,” London captain Chris Tierney said.

“It’s getting the feel of playoff hockey coming up here and we still don’t know where we’re going to end up. You do watch (the out-of-town scores) to a certain point.

“If you’re out there and they put the scores on the (Digital Ring board) at the start of the period, it might catch your eye, but you’re mainly trying to win your game, and hopefully, it all works out.”

In recent years, the Knights were able to have their star power skip that late trip to the Sault with the standings and playoff matchups decided.

This time, it doesn’t look like there will be time for any breathers.

“What the guys really want to do is what’s in the best interest of the team,” Tierney said. “If the playoff spots are figured out, we’ll see what happens. But if not, all the guys in this room love to play and want to move up as much as possible.”

The Knights have won six in a row four different times this season. They won nine straight right before that problem-causing Peterborough loss on Sunday.

This won’t be, by any means, easy.

If the Memorial Cup hosts can knock out another six victories now – with these stakes and circumstances – it will rate as their most significant achievement this season.

They have to do it while goalie Anthony Stolarz gets himself into playoff mode.

They might have to do most of it without the coaching assistance of Mark Hunter, who has the OHL Cup minor midget championships to scout next week.

They have to beat Sault Ste. Marie and Saginaw, who boast two top-level stoppers in the Hounds’ Matt Murray and the Spirit’s Jake Paterson.

“In terms of what we’ve seen from opposition that have come in, I think (Murray) has been the best and most consistent in the league,” Soo coach Sheldon Keefe said. “He’s raised his game and worked hard to get that level of consistency. His statistics show he’s played a lot of hockey and has been very solid. “In terms of goals he’d like to have back, they’ve been very few and far between.”

The Knights have to show the next two weeks they’re the team that can fill the net against anyone – not the outfit stymied by Petes overager Andrew D’Agostini.

“We didn’t screen the goalie and do the little things to score goals,” Mark Hunter said. “It’s weird, eh? (Stolarz’s) first game back, we had been scoring six goals a game, and we got one. It’s not right, but that’s hockey.”

So are last-gasp dashes for prime playoff positioning.

The Knights are in the midst of a major one for third.

“We’ll be playing in some barns that are tough to win,” Tierney said. “Every game, it’ll get harder. It’s exciting. Playoffs are right around the corner.”

And for London, the must-wins come just a little bit earlier than usual.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

KNIGHTWATCH

Thursday: vs. Sault Ste. Marie, 7:05 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens

Hounds are 0-4 in Guelph, Erie and London this year

Friday: at Kitchener, 7:30 p.m.

Rangers heading to second missed playoff in five years.

Saturday: at Owen Sound, 7:30 p.m.

Knights 4-0 vs. Attack this season

Nationals lead Sarnia 2-1 in games 
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Not a lot of people would’ve picked Michael Whaley as leading scorer three games into the London-Sarnia Greater Ontario Junior Hockey League first-round playoff series.

Filling the net wasn’t the 20-year-old Londoner’s job in four OHL seasons with the Plymouth Whalers and Windsor Spitfires.

“A guy like Mike is so good on the defensive side of the puck, it translates into a lot of offence for him,” said Nationals head coach Kelly Thomson, whose team takes a 2-1 best-of-seven lead into Wednesday night’s Game 4 at Western Fair at 7:30 p.m. “When you’re that efficient in your own end, the puck doesn’t spend too much time there.”

Whaley started this season with the Western team, which was bounced from the Ontario university playoffs this past weekend by Windsor. He joined the Nats for one final junior push and recorded a goal and six points in 12 regular-season games.

He has three goals and seven points against the Legionnaires.

“His offence upside, we were hoping for it, but we weren’t too worried about it when we got him,” Thomson said. “It’s not a huge surprise to us. He’s got skill. He was put in a role, when he played in the OHL, to have to understand the defensive side of the game, he brings that, and he’s very effective with it.”

Whaley scored twice, including the third-period tying goal in Sarnia Sunday, but Legionnaires’ 40-goal man Josh Kestner completed his hat trick with 3:18 left for a 5-4 win.

Kestner, another 20-year-old, has five goals and six points in the series. The Nationals have to shut him down and one of the more reliable ways is to have Whaley out there against his line.

“We’re not necessarily (matching lines), because especially down there (at Sarnia Arena), you’re never going to get all your matchups,” Thomson said. “We just make sure everyone knows where Kestner is when he’s on the ice.”

Thomson will be back on the bench after missing the last two games for criticizing the officials in Game 1. Sarnia had seven power plays, the Nationals two.

Matt Pepe moved up on the bench in Thomson’s place.

“I’m happy to be back,” Thomson said. “Reggie (Thomas) and Pepe did a great job. Between the two of them, they’ve got 10 years of OHL experience. They both coached in Game 6 and 7 of the Sutherland Cup last year so they’re pretty good back there.

“We didn’t have any issues.”

The defending Sutherland Cup champs hope to win Wednesday and give Dan Rose’s fourth-seeded Sarnia squad a look at a major issue — the brink of elimination — heading home again.

“We were trailing early in Sarnia but we found a way to claw back into it against a team with their backs against the wall,” Thomson said. “We came back from three-goal deficits against that, and it shows a lot of character.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Otters, Knights battle for better playoff path in third 3
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The most compelling battle in the Ontario Hockey League is the race for third place in the Western Conference.

The tug-of-war between the London Knights and Erie Otters, who have flipped spots twice in the last week, is worth watching.

Both teams are aware of the importance of finishing third in this exceptional season, where the top three teams in the overall standings all come from the shark-infested Midwest Division.

The team that ends up third should face a more favourable playoff path than the club that wins the regular season title, which is likely to be the Guelph Storm.

That’s because if the expected happens and the top four teams in this conference survive their first-round matchups, Guelph will draw either fourth-place London, the Memorial Cup hosts, or Erie, nearly impossible to beat at home, in a second round clash of titans.

The third-place club — the Knights or Otters — would then end up playing the conference’s automatic second seed, which almost certainly is Sault Ste. Marie. The upstart Greyhounds can wrap up the West Division title in London on Thursday but could still end up finishing 10 points behind the three best teams in the Midwest Division.

The ‘Hounds aren’t naive.

They know that’s what everyone else in the conference is thinking and why third is such a prize this time around.

“It’s not something we talk about (as motivation),” Soo head coach Sheldon Keefe said. “I don’t think I would blame anyone in the conference thinking that way. There’s a clear separation between the top three teams in the league and the remainder.

“We feel like we’ve proven a lot of people wrong. There were people who didn’t even have us making the playoffs this year. We have a lot of respect for the other teams and don’t blame teams in those positions in wanting to line up to play us.”

The ‘Hounds, like the Eastern Conference champion Oshawa Generals, are strong but considered by most to be just a rung below the three heavyweights. They have considerable top-end talent, work hard and are well-coached, but they don’t score at the same rate the Storm, Knights and Otters or boast the kind of depth needed to go the distance.

“We’ve got some questions to answer this year when playoffs come around and I think other teams recognize that and that’s why they would want to play us,” Keefe said. “One thing that’s been lost this season is we’re a team with a lot of youth and feel like we’ve got great years ahead of us and maybe a bit ahead of schedule.”

The Knights, after two cracks at the Memorial Cup, can’t afford to fall short in a third one on home ice. Guelph didn’t trade for Kerby Rychel to fall short in the second round and Erie GM Sherry Bassin knows he only has phenom Connor McDavid for one more season.

This kind of opportunity, with a second Cup spot available to OHL teams for the last time until 2018, raises the stakes.

And with the unique situation that has developed in the Midwest Division over the last 12 years, it’s a little surprising rules haven’t been altered to reflect it.

Eight of the past 12 league champs are from that same division. All five teams in it – London, Erie, Guelph, Kitchener, Owen Sound – have won at least one OHL title in that time.

But the OHL still grants each division winner one of the top two playoff spots in each conference.

Last year, Owen Sound finished a point ahead of Plymouth, but the Whalers got home-ice advantage in their second round meeting because they won the West Division.

The Soo will get the same benefit if they face London or Erie in the second round this time.

The Knights say they aren’t worried about that, though it will cost them or Erie a gate if that series goes the distance.

“You don’t change the way the playoffs operate because of one exceptional year,” London governor Trevor Whiffen said. “The rules are in place for a reason and they reward winning the division. That’s been going on a long time.”

But it is a little strange when third place looks like the best landing spot.

The challenge for London and Erie is to be the one that ends up there.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

RACE FOR THIRD

First tiebreaker, if tied in points at end of season, is total wins

Stolarz return spoiled, win streak stopped by hot goalie at other end 12
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The first real puck Anthony Stolarz faced in a month-and-a-half hit him right in the head.

“It woke me up a little bit,” the London Knights goaltender said.

Too bad it didn’t do the same for his teammates.

The Knights, who averaged six goals a game while Stolarz recovered from a 55-stitch cut on the back of his left leg, scored just once in his first game back, a dreary 3-1 defeat to the Peterborough Petes before 9,046 Sunday afternoon at Budweiser Gardens.

London, who won a highly charged game Wednesday in Erie, handed back control of the much-desired third place perch in the OHL’s Western Conference to the Otters.

They also waved goodbye to their nine-game win streak, the longest since their franchise-record 24 gamer last season.

Anything more depressing?

Well, the Knights have tumbled six points behind first-place Guelph, who won a shootout in Sault Ste. Marie, with just six games to play. The Storm are poised to rip the Hamilton Spectator Trophy away from rival London, regular season champs the last two years.

“It’s obviously tough,” London forward Josh Anderson said. “When it winds down the season, everyone’s scoreboard watching. We’ve got to win the rest of our games if we want to finish third and we’ll definitely be watching Erie.

“It would be nice to be in third, but if we’re fourth, it’s playoff hockey and anything can happen. We look forward to it.”

Stolarz, who hadn’t played since Jan. 17, made 29 saves, but Peterborough over-age goalie Andrew D’Agostini stole the show. He kicked out everything the Knights offered except for Bo Horvat’s highlight-reel goal, his first in five games, with 3:29 left in the third period.

D’Agostini stoned Brett Welychka in tight and hopped in the air to get a shoulder on a Dakota Mermis blast late in the game.

“It’s one of those games,” Stolarz said. “It’s a 68-game season and we’re not going to play a perfect 68 games. You’re going to run into a hot goalie and we have multiple times this year. Credit to their goalie. He played out of his mind and stole them that game.

“Coming into the playoffs, we’re going to play against a lot of goalies who have that capability. We’re going to have to keep working hard, get shots at the net and crash, and try to score some goals.”

The Petes didn’t let them get many second chances.

They’ve been a motivated bunch lately. They’re playing without productive forward Hunter Garlent, the ex-Storm skater who has missed the past three games while grieving the death of his father Rob.

This was Peterborough’s first win in London since sweeping the 2006 OHL final. It proved to be a rude welcome back for Stolarz.

“It was nice to have him back and give (Jake Patterson) a break the warrior mentality (of 17 straight starts),” Stolarz friend and roommate Dakota Mermis said. “But coming down the stretch, everyone’s playing their best hockey. Games are hard to win, no matter who you’re playing. Erie almost dropped one to Sarnia (Friday night). You can’t come to the game expecting to win.

“You have to earn it.”

The Knights didn’t start cycling well until the third period when they were desperate. They couldn’t manufacture any late-game heroics.

They also suffered a potential scare with Anderson and defencemen Alex Basso and Zach Bell shaken up during the loss.

Anderson declared himself fit after suffering a bruise in the arm area.

“We haven’t found out (about Basso, who was jarred on a hit),” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “Bell was just a slash. Nothing serious.”

With this loss, the Knights are stuck in fourth place. As long as third spot remains up for grabs, the plan is to keep playing the front-line players — even on the final weekend trip to Saginaw and Sault Ste. Marie.

“These guys have all been here before. They know how important it is,” Dylan Hunter said. “You only rest guys when you have something concrete. If it makes them play to the last minute of the last game, so be it.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Petes 3, Knights 1

Peterborough goals: Jonatan Tanus, Anthony Stefano, Nick Ritchie

London goal: Bo Horvat

Next: The Knights are home to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds Thursday, 7:05 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens

--- --- ---

MONTHLY KNIGHTS

London’s record by month with six games left in the regular season

September 2-1-0-0

October
6-4-1-0

November 11-1-0-1

December
7-1-0-2

January 7-4-0-1

February 11-1-0-0

March
0-1-0-0

Stolarz able to put horrific cut behind him 
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Anthony Stolarz said he didn’t think about his left leg once in the London Knights’ 3-1 loss to Peterborough Sunday afternoon.

“You can’t,” the 20-year-old goaltender said after stopping 29 shots in his first action back since suffering his horrific leg cut on Jan. 17 against Saginaw. “You look at it now and it’s pretty much 100% again. It was an unfortunate incident and I’ve got enough protection back there where it won’t happen again.

“I just have to go out there and try to get back to the way I was playing before I got injured.”

The Philadelphia second-rounder and United States world junior goalie was nervous at the start of the game, but that’s natural. The first shot the Petes got grazed the side of his head.

“I thought, early on, a little jitters, not knowing what to expect,” he said. “Later on, after getting a couple of shots, I got back into a little groove and from that time on, I think I improved as the game went on. I felt really good. My leg felt strong and I’m going to continue to practise hard and wait for my opportunity to play again.”

He was beaten high over the left shoulder in the first period by Jonatan Tanus, but lamented Anthony Stefano’s second-period goal that stood up as the winner.

“On that second goal, I kind of let it get away from me and it ended up being the difference in the game,” he said. “Overall, I felt good. You want to get something (that first contact in a scrum) to get you back into it.”

The Knights hoped to give Stolarz a little more breathing room, but couldn’t generate much finish at the offensive end.

“We let him down a little too much,” London veteran forward Josh Anderson said. “We’ve got to get back to the cycling game. I don’t think we did that until the third when we needed a goal. We need to start off better next time. It’s definitely tough. We didn’t come out with an edge, the way we wanted to. Their (the Petes’ experienced) defence played very well.

“You’ve got to give them credit.”

The Knights scored six goals a game for goalie Jake Patterson, who won 14 of 18 games while making 17 straight starts in Stolarz’s absence.

The 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie had a 2.47 goals against average and .920 save percentage in January, but those numbers ballooned to 3.67 and .866 in 12 February outings.

The Knights, though, had their most successful month — 11-1 —in February.

London’s loss to the Petes means they finish with a 14-6 record against the Eastern Conference this season.

They went 18-2 last year.

Those two losses to the Niagara IceDogs, plus this one to the Petes, will loom large if the Knights end up in fourth place in the OHL’s Western Conference in two weeks’ time.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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Jake Patterson didn’t want to discuss the Bronx cheer he received from Knights fans shortly after surrendering Owen Sound’s go-ahead goal in the second period.

But after rallying for a 4-3 shootout victory and ninth straight win before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens, his London teammates sure had their goalie’s back.

“It’s not cool at all,” said forward Max Domi, who forced overtime with an incredible individual short-handed effort. “Jake’s a big part of our team. He’s a great goaltender. It’s tough to hear that and it’s unfortunate, but hey, in the end, it’s about our team and we don’t care about anything else.

“We’re happy with the win, we’ll move on, but it’s pretty unacceptable on their part.”

Patterson made his 17th straight start since Anthony Stolarz, who served as backup Friday, suffered a cut on the back of his leg on Jan. 17.

The red-hot Knights have won 15 of 16 and crept within four points of first-place Guelph, who crumbled late in Sudbury. Knights remain a point ahead of fourth-place Erie, who squeaked one out in the final minute at Sarnia on Dane Fox’s 58th goal.

Patterson also won his ninth game in 10 career decisions against the Attack.

His boo birds served as a rallying cry for the Knights, who peppered giant Owen Sound goalie Jack Flinn with 55 shots through 65 minutes.

“We definitely noticed (the naysayers) and it was said in the room, for sure (after the second period),” said Ryan Rupert, who teamed up with his brother Matt to clinch London’s first shootout win in five tries this season. “It’s not Patterson’s fault. He’s won nine straight. We might let in a few goals, but we score some too. It’s a complete team effort.

“I don’t think there’s any reason they should be booing him.”

Patterson had been 0-for-3 in shootouts this season, but turned aside ex-mate Kyle Platzer and two-goal man Daniel Milne in the breakaway contest.

“The past three shootouts I had, I hadn’t performed too well so it was nice to win,” the 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie said.

“I thought a couple of the goals, I should’ve had, but after the second, I settled down and I knew we were only down by one.

“If I shut the door, I knew the boys would score at least one.”

Patterson has locked it down late throughout many games in this streak.

“Give the kid a lot of credit,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said of Patterson. “He found a way to win even when he’s not having his best game.”

The Knights haven’t named their starter for Sunday against Peterborough, but there’s an urgency to see a healthy Stolarz in action down the stretch.

Patterson has held the fort admirably in his Ironman assignment.

“I thought it was good,” he said. “It was a challenge for me. The boys have scored a lot of goals during this run and they have a lot to do with the winning streak.”

Despite the extra offence, not every game the Knights play against rebuilding teams will be a blowout. Some are going to be nail-biters.

“It’s not easy at all,” Domi said. “If you don’t put the London Knights jersey on, you don’t know what it’s like to go through those games. We’re on a bit of a roll here and every team wants to beat us. It’s a beautiful rink here and everyone wants to come in here and win, and it goes to show how much character we have in here (to be 26-4-0-1 on home ice).

“You keep plugging away. The Ruperts scored big goals in the shootout and (Patterson) made two huge saves.”

The Attack will take the point in the standings. They haven’t had much luck against London the last three years.

That history and Flinn’s performance had to play into London fans’ frustrations.

“Jack was pretty good the last time in,” Attack head coach Greg Ireland said. “It’s tough as a goalie playing every three weeks and we haven’t given him the softies. Every time we play him, it’s Guelph or London.

“He looked confident, big and ate up rebounds. It might be his best game this year.”

It wasn’t Patterson’s finest, but he still won.

The Knights appreciate his efforts.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

OHL: Goalie Jake Patterson wins his 14th in 16 games since Anthony Stolarz went out as Knights beat the Attack in shootout
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The London Knights have never lost faith in Jake Patterson.

Their fans?

They’re a little more fickle.

How else do you explain the Knights goalie getting a rather pronounced Bronx cheer from the Budweiser Gardens faithful on stopping a meatball shortly after giving up a second-period go-ahead goal to Owen Sound Friday night?

All the 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie had done before that was win 13 of 15 decisions since Anthony Stolarz went down with a leg cut on Jan. 17. He added another with a 4-3 shootout win.

Stolarz served as backup for the first time since his injury to Patterson, who made his 17th straight start — something only goalies like Michael Houser, Steve Mason, Adam Dennis have been tasked with the last 10 years.

Stolarz is poised to get some work during the next two weeks.

The Knights have to find out of what he is capable heading into the postseason.

There are, after the Attack game, seven regular season games left.

“Obviously, Stolarz has to get enough games in so he’s as equally sharp as Patterson to be ready to start the playoffs,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said. “Personally, I think at some point, he has to play some back-to-backs. In playoffs, you’re into back-to-backs and three in fours so it’s part of the comeback process.”

They need to see if Stolarz is ready to carry the load.

He got tired out last spring in both the OHL final and the Memorial Cup. Patterson had to be ready to step in.

Patterson has been asked repeatedly this season about what those relief roles meant to him. But this most recent assignment might end up being the turning point for him.

He had never been called on to be the No. 1 guy for any extended stretch in his OHL career.

He sat behind Canadian Hockey League goalie of the year Michael Houser in his first season.

He shared the net at the start of last season with Kevin Bailie, then watched Stolarz become the main man down the stretch.

But Stolarz’s injury — a week after the league’s trade deadline — forced Patterson into the position every goalie needs at some point to prove he can succeed on the larger stage and, eventually, the pro level.

It hasn’t always been pretty the last month-and-a-half. Patterson was pulled a couple of times and his numbers still aren’t eye-­popping, but he has matured in the crease from this experience.

“He’s learned to win hockey games,” Dark said. “The way to win games is making key saves at the right point in the game and being able to overcome rocky starts, either by himself or the team. You have to be able to put those behind you and lock the door when necessary and make key saves at the right time to win the game.”

He is one of the reasons the Knights are in the middle of a stirring winning streak.

He has played a large part in propelling the Memorial Cup hosts to third place in the OHL’s Western Conference and many of his outings have followed a familiar formula.

He found himself down 3-0 in Erie in the first period Wednesday, but then didn’t allow another goal.

He slammed the door on a Travis Wood glorious scoring chance in a tied third period with the game on the line, allowing the Knights the chance to win it on Chris Tierney’s late power-play goal in regulation.

He did much the same against Ottawa last week and in Oshawa on Family Day.

He recovered from three goals in a minute-and-a-half in Windsor to bag an overtime win.

Sure, the team has filled the net in the last 17 games, and Patterson is the first to acknowledge what a great help that has been to reaching 20 wins on the season after a mediocre start.

“I wouldn’t say the team plays any better in front of Jake,” Dark said. “Stolarz’s record is 21-4. At one point, Jake was (7-7). Now, you look at that won-loss record and it’s pretty good.”

Have the Knights seen enough to grant him one of the precious three overage spots next season?

Every OHL team is allowed to dress three a game and if you use it on a goalie, he better be ready to bear the bulk of the starts.

It’s too early to make those decisions, but at least the Hunters have a larger sample size on which to judge him.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

In this sibling rivalry, the London Knights are the victors 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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London Knights Ryan Rupert, and his identical twin Matt, charge up the ice during an OHL game earlier this season. (Free Press file photo)
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By the time they returned from the Memorial Cup in Saskatoon last May, the London Knights had a strong inkling their roster was in for some massive changes.

Someone was going to have to step up and score the big goals this year.

Matt Rupert went straight to the source.

He and brother Ryan drove to Chatham twice a week during the summer to train with Seth Griffith, the club’s graduated sniper and current Boston Bruins farmhand.

“I tried to look at what he was doing,” Matt said. “That helped a lot, I think, watching him train and seeing what he did to make himself better.”

Griffith shot an endless supply of pucks and strived to put himself in the best positions to score, especially when games were on the line.

This year, Rupert is following suit.

On Wednesday in Erie, he scored his career-best 27th goal in just his 45th game of the season. It tied an important contest the Knights would end up winning late.

Rupert has one more goal in three less games than Vancouver Canucks first-rounder Bo Horvat this season.

Over his OHL career, he has scored 14 more regular season goals (69) than his twin Ryan in 45 less games (171) and never misses the chance to needle his Toronto Maple Leaf-drafted sibling.

“I’m probably not going to beat Bo right now,” he cracked, “but in (minor) hockey, I always outscored Ryan in goals so I felt like I could beat him easily. He’s more of a playmaker and I’m more the shooter. Pucks are going in for me right now and that’s all that matters.”

One of the constants the last three seasons is when the Ruperts ramp it up and play like first-line forwards, the Knights are nearly impossible to beat.

Matt went through a stretch last week where he scored three deciding goals in four games, including some overtime magic in Windsor.

The problem is he never experiences a full campaign because of lengthy suspensions and untimely injuries.

The numbers have suffered because of it. He remains, despite invites to Leafs rookie camp, an NHL free agent.

“Especially this year, that 15-game suspension (for a head check on Barrie’s Kevin Labanc in the fall) probably cost me a few (goals),” the 19-year-old from Grand Bend said. “It’s tough sitting out that long but playoffs in our league, people come and watch so I have to make sure I play every playoff game this year.”

If that isn’t enough and he returns as an over-ager, he has designs on becoming the league’s premier goal scorer, the way ex-Knights mate Dane Fox did for Erie this year.

“He’s a good player,” Matt said, “and obviously, that’s what you have to try to do if you’re an over-ager. Get as many goals as you can to show you want a contract. He got one (with Vancouver) in Erie. If I’m back next year, I’m going to have to try to do that.”

Because of the on-edge style they play, it’s easy to think the Ruperts don’t have the capacity to succeed any other way. They have spent a lot of time in the sin bin over the years.

But they have showed a willingness to adapt.

Matt drew the Joel Wigle interference call in Erie that led to Chris Tierney’s game-winner. Ryan, benched for one period the last time Owen Sound visited as penance for too many costly penalties, has a grand total of three minor infractions over a 10-game stretch.

No one wants to knock this eight-game winning streak off the rails.

“Erie was a big win for us in the standings,” Matt said, “and we’re going to try to catch Guelph for first overall. This (14 wins in 15 games), we’re still far from last year (the 24-game win streak), but it’s possible to get close to that (in the final eight games), so we’re going to put in a big push.”

Matt Rupert will be right in the middle of it, as usual. He wouldn’t have it any other way.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

Patty cake

London goalie Jake Patterson knows more than anyone you can’t rely on the statistics. He went into Erie with a 5.39 goals-against average and .767 save percentage against the Otters this year and beat them. On the flip side, he owns an 8-1 career record against Owen Sound. That success is factored into London head coach Dale Hunter making his decision on starting Patterson against the Attack.

The Knights need to find out what Anthony Stolarz can do in game action, but they’re also in must-win mode. Stolarz will dress as the backup, his first game since suffering a severe cut on his leg Jan. 17.

OHL: Captain Chris Tierney’s clutch power-play goal lifts London to victory over Erie squad, and puts London in sole possession of third place in the Western Conference

Knights charge by Otters 6


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, February 26, 2014 11:03:15 EST PM  
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ERIE, PA. - The London Knights didn’t want to leave a single shred of doubt.

A magical comeback win over the Erie Otters wasn’t enough.

They were determined to leave with third place in the OHL’s Western Conference all to themselves.

“We were talking in the third period that we didn’t want it to go to overtime so they would get a point out of it (and be tied in the standings),” said London defenceman Dakota Mermis after captain Chris Tierney’s power-play goal with 1:37 left propelled the Knights to a stirring 5-3 win over the Otters, the Knights’ season-high eighth straight victory before 3,672 at Erie Insurance Arena.

“We’re neck-and-neck with them and that’s the veteran group we have. We’ve been in games like this where we’re down and have to come back. I can’t say enough about how the guys responded on a five-goal run there.”

This is the time when the experience of two straight Memorial Cups pays off. This is how you can lean on a team that hasn’t been in the playoffs for the last few years.

The Knights fell behind 3-0 early and were in danger of being blown out of the rink again, like their 7-2 loss here on Feb. 8. Phenom Connor McDavid scored the third goal by blowing past overage defenceman Brady Austin.

But then Erie went cold.

And the Knights rolled.

Their rally started with a short-handed goal in the final minute of the first period by Mermis, who hadn’t scored since Nov. 29 against North Bay. He had been the only Knight regular in the last month-and-a-half without a goal.

“Been a while,” he said with a grin. “Glad that’s over.”

It wasn’t a winner this time. But it was a game-saver.

It put the Otters on their heels.

“They (the Knights) scored one goal short-handed and they came out a little bit harder and skated to the net,” Erie forward Andre Burakovsky said. “That was the biggest thing.”

This is a monumental win for London.

The Knights had been 0-5 in Guelph and Erie this season.

This was their last chance to win in one of the two hardest barns in the league this year.

“It’s a huge confidence booster for us,” Tierney said.

“They’re (the Otters) a great team and with the standings so tight, it’s a big win for us. It proves to us that we can win in tough buildings and we can win on the road come playoff time.

It justified coming down on the bus a day early to rest and wait.

“I think a lot of guys prefer that, coming down the wire during the season,” Mermis said. “You can get in your zone on game day and don’t have to worry about tough travel.

“I think we like that better.”

It proved to goalie Jake Patterson, who made his 16th straight start, he was right to wear his brand new Vaughn pads for the first time here. He hung in and robbed Erie’s Travis Wood with the right leg to keep the Knights afloat in the third.

“It’s not easy to come in and play so many games in a short period like Jake has,” Mermis said. “He’s our guy right now with Stolarz out. He’s taken it and run with it. He’s been unbelievable for us.”

The Knights learned from their early mistakes.

“They got an early lead on us but it happens sometimes,” Tierney said. “We knew we had a lot of time. (Mermis) got a big goal shorthanded and we kind of rolled from there.”

The winner came on an unlikely play. After Bo Horvat broke his stick and went to the bench for a replacement, Tierney curled into the slot.

“We usually don’t run a slot play,” he said. “No one came to me. Max (Domi) made a nice pass and I had to time to shoot it.”

He launched the Knights right into third spot. Now they have to figure out a way to protect it for 2½ more weeks.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Knights 5, Otters 3

London goals: Dakota Mermis, Michael McCarron, Matt Rupert, Chris Tierney, Josh Anderson

Erie goals: Andre Burakovsky, Spencer Abraham, Connor McDavid

Next: The Knights are home to the Owen Sound Attack Friday at Budweiser Gardens. Game time is 7 p.m. for Rogers Sportsnet.

OHL: Knights goalie now faces mental hurdle

Stolarz on verge of final step 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, February 26, 2014 10:24:48 EST PM  

London Knights goalie Anthony Stolarz, injured last month, has been strengthening his leg in preparation for a return to action. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Anthony Stolarz has hit every checkpoint in his return from a horrific leg cut last month.

There’s just one more rung on the recovery ladder to climb.

“The (protective) boot’s gone,” the London Knights goaltender said this week. “And just to get rid of that, and the crutches, I felt like it was small steps. The skating, and practice, was another. The next step after this is a game.”

While the Knights went to Erie ahead of Wednesday night’s tilt, Stolarz remained in London for personal workouts.

His return to the net is imminent. London only has eight games left in the regular season.

“He’s been doing great and it’s at the point where it’s a coach’s decision (when he plays),” London trainer and physiotherapist Doug Stacey said. “He does daily exercises for strengthening. We’re building up that muscle right now. With three weeks of non-weight bearing in a boot, the muscle is going to waste a bit.”

The Philadelphia Flyers’ second rounder hasn’t wasted any time trying to get back into action. He’s been in to the rink every morning early to get his work done.

“Being away for six weeks and not being able to skate, it was kind of tough,” the 20-year-old said. “But being back now, it’s a good feeling. I’m looking forward to getting back in a game.

“Dougie (Stacey) gave me a program. I did a little bit of riding the bike and elliptical the entire time I was out.”

There will be a mental hurdle to overcome in that first start. Stolarz had never suffered a major injury before in his hockey life.

Some players need to ease their way into it. Others jump right in and Stacey believes that’s how the American world junior stopper will respond.

“First time they’re back, I almost hope they get hit the first shift, so they realize, ‘I’m OK, I can go,’” Stacey said. “I just think he’s so happy to be back in practice right now and I’m sure in his mind he wondered if he could come back.

“I think being conservative right off the bat is probably what’s helping him progress so quickly now.”

Stolarz knows he has to be in top form from the moment he gets that first call from London head coach Dale Hunter. The Knights need to know if he can handle back-to-back games before the playoffs begin.

“I’m excited,” he said. “The atmosphere in the room, a lot of guys know what it takes to play in the playoffs and the Memorial Cup so I think that veteran presence we have is key.

“Guys know once playoffs come around, we’ve got to tightening up in our D zone and guys will start blocking more shots and doing anything to win.”

Knights hit Erie a day early 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, February 25, 2014 10:51:01 EST PM  
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Dale Hunter provided a simple and practical reason for heading to Erie Tuesday afternoon for Wednesday night’s battle for third place.

“It’s a big game,” the London Knights head coach said with a shrug. “Get the guys down early so we don’t have to worry about the border (at the Peace Bridge Wednesday).”

His captain, Chris Tierney, was a little more superstitious about things.

“We lost twice going down there the day of (this season), so we wanted to (switch) it up,” he said. “We’ve tried it in the playoffs the last couple of years, so we’ll see how it works out.”

It paid off two years ago in the second round against Saginaw.

Tierney said the coaching staff asked him if a night in a hotel was something the players wanted. The Knights, by Canadian Hockey League standards, spend a majority of the season sleeping in their own beds.

“It’s usually a long drive so I think it’s good for us to go down the day before,” Tierney said. “Being able to sleep there and not sit on the bus for five or six hours, then play (is helpful). It’s a good test going into the playoffs, to see where we’re really at.”

The player expected to derive the most benefit from the early trip is goaltender Jake Patterson, who will make his 16th straight start in the Knights net.

“I know he’s happy about it,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said. “He’s comfortable getting down there. It saves the five-hour bus ride the day of a game. It’s almost preparing for a home game because you’re taking the travel out of the equation on a game day.”

On Dec. 14, the Knights held the Otters to 19 shots, but ended up losing in a shootout. Two and a half weeks ago, Erie blitzed Patterson for five first-period goals and he was yanked in the second after allowing six goals on 18 shots.

“We had a good game the first time,” Tierney said. “The second game, I thought we were pretty flat going in there. They were all over us with their speed and beating us to loose pucks. They really took over the game on us. We need to come in with more intensity and energy and match their speed.”

They can’t get discouraged if they fall behind this time.

“Sometimes, you have to be prepared if things don’t always start the way you want them to,” Dark said. “If they don’t, you still have another 55 minutes of the game left to play and that’s where the game’s going to be decided.

“The game’s never decided in the first five minutes.”

The revamped Erie Insurance Arena isn’t an easy place to grab a win these days. The Otters started this season with a franchise-best 19 straight home wins.

It’s a tough barn to play in with their fans,” Tierney said, “but I bet if you asked (the Otters) coming to London in front of 9,000 (at Bud Gardens), it’s a fun time, so all our guys are looking forward to it.”

OHL: Anthony Stolarz is practising but Jake Patterson remains the netminder as London travels to Erie looking to grab control of third place in the West

Knights ‘up’ for Otters 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, February 25, 2014 10:42:40 EST PM  

Anthony Stolarz, left, talks with fellow London Knights goalie Jake Patterson at practice at Budweiser Gardens on Tuesday. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Jake Patterson’s days as Ironman in the London Knights net are numbered.

But in a strong signal of how comfortable he feels in the crease right now, the goaltender is considering wearing a set of new pads for the first time in a game on Wednesday at Erie, a matchup that will determine control of third place in the OHL’s piranha pool of the Western Conference.

This is the 16th straight start for Patterson, a personal feat in a league that often jams three games into a single weekend.

Anthony Stolarz is looking good in practice and on the cusp of a return from his horrific leg cut, but the Knights aren’t about to throw him stone-cold into a game of this magnitude.

He isn’t making the Erie trip.

The Knights are 0 for 5 in Erie and Guelph combined this season. It’s up to Patterson, winless in two Erie starts so far, to help change that record.

“I think they’re (the Otters) going to come out hard, but I think we’ll be up for it,” he said. “The fans are pretty loud and they’ve been packing the place for every game we’ve been there, anyway. I come in mentally prepared the same way every game.

“I made sure my mind was where it had to be. On a game day, I haven’t focused on anything other than playing my best and helping the boys get the win.”

While he’s been doing that, two Otters — sniper Dane Fox and forward Nick Betz — sat out Monday’s win in Sudbury for what GM Sherry Bassin told the Erie Times-News was a time “to get a little refocused” after some “manageable issues” occurred.

They are expected to play in this biggie.

At around the same time Fox was shipped from London to Erie in the Greg McKegg deal two seasons ago, Patterson was shuttling back and forth between Knights’ practices and the London Nationals where he served as backup.

He watched the OHL’s best player, Michael Houser, play 62 times in one season. Since then, he has never “owned” the crease by himself.

“This was a good opportunity to play a lot of games in a short period of time and I had to make the most of it,” the 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie said. “For the most part, I’ve played a lot better than I did in the early part of the season, anyway. The guys are picking it up and scoring a lot of goals and that was helping.

“I think the last month and a half, the team is playing very well, overall.”

Filling the opponent’s net does a lot for a stopper’s confidence.

“It changes everything,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said. “It’s not as if one early goal is going to cost you the game. It takes some of the pressure off. But any time a guy can start 16 straight games and we won 13 of 14, that’s pretty good. He’s done a good job making saves when the games are close.”

Patterson gave up a goal in the first minute in Oshawa, but stopped two shorthanded breaks to save the game. He surrendered three goals in 94 seconds in Windsor, but the Knights won in overtime.

He was deked out by Ottawa super-rookie Travis Konecny, but slammed the door down the stretch. He made a buzzer-beating save to knock off Plymouth Saturday for the team’s season high-tying seventh straight victory.

“A big save,” head coach Dale Hunter said. “A rebound, and he had to make a sprawling save. Patty’s been good. We’ve given him some days off from practice and it’s helped. He’s been solid with (Stolarz) going down. We’ve needed him to step up and he has.”

This was marathon workload created out of necessity. No one understands that better than Stolarz, who has remained, throughout his rehab, a sounding board for Patterson.

“I thought Jake’s handled this very well,” Stolarz said. “You look at his record. He’s only lost a handful of games.”

The Knights expect both goalies to see some net time in the final two and a half weeks.

The players’ belief in Patterson is high. “He’s finding ways to get it done,” captain Chris Tierney said. “He’s the guy and he knows that and I thought he’s handled the pressure pretty well.”

And now, with new pads, he has a chance to deliver his defining piece.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

KNIGHTWATCH

Wednesday: at Erie, 7:05 p.m.

Third place on the line

Friday: vs. Owen Sound at Budweiser Gardens, 7 p.m.

Start time changed for Sportsnet

Sunday: vs. Peterborough, 2 p.m.

Knights are 14-5 against Eastern Conference

Knights games begin taking on playoff intensity 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Sunday, February 23, 2014 10:21:19 EST PM  

Nikita Zadorov scored the third-period winning goal in the 4-3 win over the Plymouth Whalers Saturday at Plymouth. The defenceman has nine goals in the last 14 games. (File photo)

Nikita Zadorov scored the third-period winning goal in the 4-3 win over the Plymouth Whalers Saturday at Plymouth. The defenceman has nine goals in the last 14 games. (File photo)

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

Third is the word.

That’s where the red-hot London Knights, at this moment, stand in the OHL’s Western Conference.

It wouldn’t be the worst place in the world to end up. It could mean avoiding facing either Guelph or Erie — the best home teams in the league — until the third round of the playoffs.

That’s why, after matching their season-high seventh straight win with a 4-3 victory in Plymouth Saturday, the Knights are treating Wednesday’s tilt in Erie with the utmost importance.

“That one controls everything about the (third) playoff spot and who we play in the first round,” London rookie forward Mitch Marner said. “It’s nice to get on a little win streak and we’ve got to keep it rolling. We struggled in Erie the last two times but this one, we’re going in on a little different roll.

“You’ve got to win this one.”

The Knights’ only loss in their last 14 games was 7-2 in Erie on Feb. 8. That busted up a six-game win streak.

The suddenly struggling Otters, blasted 8-2 in Sault Ste. Marie on Saturday, play a makeup game in Sudbury Monday night. No matter what happens there, a Knights win Wednesday would put them in the driver’s seat for third and, of course, put some more heat on first-place Guelph.

“It’s kind of like the playoffs for us,” said London defenceman Nikita Zadorov, who scored the third-period winner against the Whalers before 2,864 at Compuware Arena. “We haven’t won in Erie in the regular season and they beat us last game pretty bad.”

The Knights are winning, in part, because their veteran players and four NHL first-rounders are producing.

Zadorov has nine goals in the last 14, which is terrific output for a rearguard. In 28 games, the big Russian has already surpassed his point total from last season (25 in 63 outings).

The Buffalo blue-chipper doesn’t feel any pressure to replace old partner Olli Maatta, the 19-year-old Olympic bronze medallist from Finland, or steady graduates Scott Harrington and Tommy Hughes.

“I just try to play my game and be the best on the ice every time,” the 6-foot-5 defender said.

His ability to jump in the play and his natural goal-scoring sense helped the Knights overcome another 50-save performance by a goalie, this time by Plymouth’s outstanding Alex Nedeljkovic.

“It was a great pass (from captain Chris Tierney) and I was there at the right time,” Zadorov said, “and I just thought, ‘Don’t miss the net’. ”

He doesn’t very often these days. His teammates couldn’t be happier.

“He’s stepped up his game a lot since coming back from the NHL,” Marner said, “and you see that in his game. He’s trying every second he’s on the ice and that’s obviously great for us.”

So is having game-changing members of the fourth line.

Owen MacDonald scored again and C.J. Yakimowicz drew the penalty that led to Zadorov’s goal.

Marner, who has been moving up and down the forward lineup, put the Knights ahead briefly early in the third with his 10th goal of the season. He and Ryan Rupert teamed up off the faceoff.

“We try it every once in a while,” Marner said. “We’re tied there, might as well risk it. It worked out, thankfully.”

London goalie Anthony Stolarz is close to returning to the lineup, but he isn’t expected to play in Erie. Jake Patterson will make his 16th consecutive start, which is the kind of run that had been reserved for goalies like Michael Houser, Steve Mason and Adam Dennis in their Knights time.

He made a game-saving stop right before the buzzer in Plymouth. If you’re adding up wins, Patterson is getting the job done in a tough situation.

The Knights have scored 87 times in the last 14 games, but it’s not like they haven’t given up any breakaways or golden scoring chances.

“He (Patterson) gives us a pretty good opportunity,” Zadorov said. “It’s easier to play with that kind of goalie behind you, making the saves like that.

“I think he’s playing great.”

If they all keep it up, they’ll find themselves in third for good.

Considering the circumstances this year, that’s not too bad.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Knights 4, Whalers 3

London goals: Owen MacDonald, Brady Austin, Mitch Marner, Nikita Zadorov

Plymouth goals: Danny Vanderwiel, Victor Crus Rydberg, Zach Lorentz

Next: The Knights are in Erie Wednesday at 7 p.m.

London Knights beat Plymouth Whalers 4-3 0


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, February 22, 2014 11:37:16 EST PM  
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On Saturday morning, Nikita Zadorov watched his old defence partner Olli Maatta help Finland capture an Olympic bronze medal in Sochi, Russia.

At night, the big Moscow native's third-period goal put his London Knights in third place in the OHL's Western Conference final.

Zadorov buried a power-play pass from Chris Tierney to give the Knights their seventh straight win, 4-3 over the Whalers before 2,864 at Compuware Arena. That, coupled with struggling Erie's 8-2 loss in Sault Ste. Marie, vaulted the Memorial Cup hosts one point over the Otters, who still have a game in hand.

“I watched Olli (and the Finns beat the United States) and I think he did a pretty good job,” said Zadorov, a bronze medalist at the world juniors this year. “He scored a goal and an assist. I think it's awesome. I played on the same pair with him last year and he just won the Olympic bronze medal.”

Everyone expected Zadorov and Maatta to form one of the best blue line pairs in junior hockey this season.

But Maatta made the Pittsburgh Penguins and Zadorov, the Buffalo first-rounder, wasn't returned by the Sabres until late November.

He said he hasn't felt any pressure to replace his old mate, or fellow graduates Scott Harrington and Tommy Hughes, for that matter.

“I just try to play my game and be the best on the ice every game,” the 6-foot-5 defender said. “I think I'm going to keep grinding.”

The 18-year-old absorbed a lot in his rookie season last year alongside the unflappable Finn.

“That guy Olli, he's always relaxed on the ice,” Zadorov said. “He's focused every moment and plays hard every shift. I think I learned that stuff from him.”

“For sure, it's possible (to make the NHL as a teenaged defenceman like Maatta next season). I've got to do my best and try to make my team. I have a good chance if I keep working.”

Zadorov is following in Maatta's footsteps as a great late-season finisher.

Thanks to his recent offensive-surge, he already has more points (26) in 28 games this year than he had last year (25) in a 63-game rookie campaign.

His game-winner against 50-save Whaler goalie Alex Nedeljkovic was his ninth goal in the past 14 games. That's pretty impressive for a defenceman.

“It was a great pass (from captain Chris Tierney and I was there at the right time,” Zadorov said, “and I just thought, 'Don't miss the net'.”

He doesn't very often these days, and his teammates couldn't be happier.

“He's stepped up his game a lot since coming back from the NHL,” said London rookie forward Mitch Marner, who put the Knights ahead briefly in the third with his 10th of the year, “and you see that in his game. He's trying every second he's on the ice and that's obviously great for us.”

The Knights have put themselves in an admirable position.

They have won 13 of 14 games for the second time this season. Their only loss during this stretch was a 7-2 defeat in Erie Feb. 8.

The two teams meet for the last time this regular season Wednesday in Erie. If the Knights win that one, they will control their own fate in the fight for third overall.

“It's kind of like the playoffs for us,” Zadorov said. “We haven't won in Erie in the regular season and they beat us last game pretty bad. It's a chance to get them back.”

They won't get a medal with a win.

But they'll put themselves in a better spot to make a run at a third straight OHL title.

And with a determined Zadorov on board, who would bet against them?

OHL: Sixth straight win by Knights over 67’s puts them just a single point behind third-place Otters with a date in Erie looming

Rolling at right time 2


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, February 21, 2014 11:34:57 EST PM  

Ottawa 67’s forward Travis Konecny avoids the poke check of London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson to score on a breakaway during their OHL game at Budweiser Gardens on Friday night. The Knights won 6-3. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)

Ottawa 67’s forward Travis Konecny avoids the poke check of London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson to score on a breakaway during their OHL game at Budweiser Gardens on Friday night. The Knights won 6-3. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

Matt Rupert can feel it.

Things are starting to swing the London Knights way.

While the Memorial Cup hosts peppered former goalie of the future Liam Herbst in a 6-3 win over the Ottawa 67’s before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens, Erie had its game in Sudbury scrapped because the ice was deemed unsafe.

The Otters’ hold on third place in the OHL’s Western Conference is in peril too.

The Knights, winners of six straight, are a single point back heading to Plymouth Saturday.

The Otters and Wolves will try it again Monday — just two days before London heads to Erie for one final showdown.

“Nice,” Rupert said after bagging his second straight winning goal. “They’re going to be travelling a lot so they might be tired.

“We’re going to have to come out hard (Wednesday). They kicked our butts last game so we’re going to have to go there and try to get (the win).”

Goalie Anthony Stolarz practised in full gear this week for the first time since he suffered a horrific cut on the back of his left leg a month ago.

At the time, it didn’t look like the Knights had a chance of catching Erie or Guelph in the standings.

The team, though, never lost faith.

“We thought we could catch them,” Rupert said. “We had a slow couple of games in the middle of the season. We’re making a run now. It’s most important to play your best hockey at the end of the season.”

The 67’s, though, didn’t make this one a cake-walk.

The Knights needed their league-best 15th short-handed goal in the third period to subdue Herbst, their first-round pick in 2012 who made 57 saves in the best performance of his abbreviated junior career.

“We were trying to do a criss-cross play and Josh (Anderson) got stood up, I think,” Rupert said of the winner, “so the puck was just sitting there (in the high slot). He (Herbst) was on his game. We just needed to get more shots and he was going to get tired, eventually.

“At the end there, I was lucky to get two shots and they went in.”

The 67’s, in a push for a playoff spot, congratulated Herbst as they left the ice. The big goalie wanted to see more time than what he was getting in London, and GM Mark Hunter obliged him with a trade to the nation’s capital.

“It was a busy game,” the 17-year-old said. “I wanted to come in here and send a message and I think I did. I was happy with the way I played and the guys played hard in front of me. I felt comfortable.

‘‘I just wish we could’ve got the two points.”

They didn’t, in part, because his former mate Jake Patterson made the saves when needed, including a giant right-leg pad effort on 67’s veteran Brendan Bell at his doorstep in the third.

“I went to poke-check and missed, so I tried to seal the side there and he didn’t raise it so maybe it looked a little better than it was,” Patterson said. “Going into the third (tied), I knew I would have to make some saves to keep it a close game. But I only had six shots.”

The second raised some concern, though.

Ottawa’s top forward, rookie Travis Konecny, tied the game on a gorgeous breakaway move before setting up ex-Barrie Colt Erik Bradford for a short-lived lead.

Ryan Rupert stormed down and knotted things up seven seconds after the faceoff.

From there, things didn’t turn out the way Konecny, the first overall pick with a huge contingent from Clachan in the house, planned.

“It’s nice to pop one in the hometown but I’d still like to get the win,” the former Elgin-Middlesex Chief said. “It was pretty special. Watching games here when I was small, I always imagined playing here some day, and I had the whole family watching, too.”

Right now, everyone in the OHL is scoreboard-watching.

Positioning can change on any night.

“We’ve really stepped our game up,” Patterson said, “and we have to continue to do it. We can’t control what (Erie) does.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

OHL: London recovers after blowing three-goal lead in third period to earn fifth straight win and creep closer to third place Erie Otters

OT Knight saves day 2


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, February 18, 2014 11:34:17 EST PM  
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WINDSOR - One thing flashed through Matt Rupert’s mind at the end of his overtime shift.

London hasn’t won a shootout this season.

“I’m not going to lie,” the Knights’ sudden-death hero said with a grin. “I thought about 0-4 (in the shootout) and we should try to work harder to get the OT winner.”

So with defenceman Dakota Mermis barging for the Windsor net, Rupert launched a shot from the wing that beat Spitfires goalie Alex Fotinos with 1:16 left in an overtime session that should never have happened, rescuing the Knights’ fifth straight win, 6-5 before 5,700 Tuesday at the WFCU Centre.

“It was a lucky bounce,” Rupert said.

At that point, they needed one.

The Knights managed to overcome three third-period Windsor goals in 94 seconds that forced overtime on the sixth anniversary of former Spits captain Mickey Renaud’s death. The rally was reminiscent of the classic 2009 London-Windsor Western Conference final, in which every team that held an early two-goal edge ended up blowing it late.

“We’re used to it (wild comebacks) now,” Rupert said. “It happened with Barrie (in the OHL final last spring). We know how to come back and win games, so it’s no big deal. You never like to see them come back like that, but there’s a lot of learning curves for us in the season that help going into the playoffs.”

London pulled within three points of third-place Erie with their 11th win in 12 games. They have scored a whopping 77 goals over that stretch.

The Knights and Spitfires are on a collision course for a first-round playoff series, something London would like to avoid.

“We’d love to move past Guelph and Erie but the reality is those two teams are rolling,” said over-age defenceman Zach Bell, who played one of his finest games in Knights garb. “We wanted to send a message it’s going to be a tough first round (if they meet in late March) and absolutely, we did that.

“It’s not exactly the way we planned it, we like to shut down (a 5-2 lead) and go home happy, but give credit to (Windsor). They battled back and worked hard.”

The Knights beat the Spits five of six this regular season, but many of those games were nail-biters. Nothing was like this one, though.

“When they tied it, a lot of guys (on the bench) were just saying ‘Keep your composure,’ ” Bell said. “We have a lot of guys who can score. I believe in our team and so everyone else here. They tied it, it went to overtime and we buried them.”

Windsor suffered a major blow when trusty defenceman Trevor Murphy went down with a suspected broken ankle. Bell knocked him down and he landed awkwardly.

“It looked like he caught a rut,” the Knights defender said. “I pushed him in the chest and he kind of went down. You hit to hurt but not to injure, and I hope he’s OK.”

The news took a lot of wind out of the Spitfires’ spirited comeback.

“It’s devastating,” Boughner said. “I said to the coaches it feels like we lose a d-man, important guy, at this time every year. He plays 25-30 minutes a night. You can call up whoever you want, you won’t replace him.”

The Knights didn’t have big-shot defenceman Alex Basso, who returned home to attend a family funeral. But they are getting closer to Anthony Stolarz’s return in net.

The world junior goalie, out for a month with a lacerated left leg, has been on the ice the last few days and should be working out in full gear later the week, according to Knights GM Mark Hunter.

“Then, it’s monitoring his conditioning, timing, and as long as there aren’t any setbacks, moving towards when he’s ready to go,” Hunter said.

Hunter was also pleased with the Canadian Hockey League signing a 12-year extension with Rogers Sportsnet to carry 50-plus games each season through 2025-26. He expressed no concern that the OHL wouldn’t play second fiddle on a network that spent $5.2 billion on NHL TV rights.

“We have faith in what (CHL president) Dave (Branch) is doing,” Hunter said. “He knows what the league needs to do. It’s real positive for the league. It’s more games, more advertising for the league.

“It’s win-win.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

OHL: London is firing on all cylinders, scoring 77 goals in their last 12 games, including six in an overtime win in Windsor on Tuesday night

Knights loading up 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, February 18, 2014 10:18:25 EST PM  
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WINDSOR - When you’re scoring, you’re soaring.

The London Knights, who have struggled to fill the net during stretches of their Memorial Cup season, went into Windsor on Tuesday night having scored 71 goals in their last 11 games.

That’s a large number.

The Knights then found holes in Spitfires goalie Alex Fotinos for a 6-5 overtime victory. The puck has eyes right now.

“If you look at that first (11-0 win last Thursday) in Sarnia, we had 10 different scorers,” Domi said. “It goes to show the depth we have. It’s something we take pride in. We have a team with four full lines and we just roll them right over. It’s tough to play against and it’s a big reason why we’ve had success. When we have everyone going, we’re a tough team to beat.”

It’s supposed to get tougher to score as the season wears on. Domi and captain Chris Tierney are being checked consistently, but the pressure to produce has been off them as everyone is chipping in.

“It’s a lot of fun to be a part of,” Domi said, “and it makes everyone else’s lives easier.”

When teams can’t find that big goal when needed, the stars bear the brunt of the scrutiny. That’s only natural.

The big guns get the prime power play time and log the important minutes late in close games.

“But everyone’s finding their roles right now,” Domi said. “They’re all really buying in.”

He pointed right at Owen MacDonald, who has been battling for every loose puck lately like his spot in the lineup depends on it.

A lot of times, it has.

“He’s been battling in and out of the lineup for a long time and you can tell he doesn’t take no for an answer,” Domi said.

“He’s been working hard at his game in practice and it just shows how much hard work pay off. It’s a big reason why we win, because guys that don’t play as much work hard to get there and do whatever it takes to help the team win.

“That’s a prime example right there.”

Domi could list several examples of the same thing in each of his three OHL seasons, but in those first two league title runs, the defence or goaltending anchored the club. This year, there has been more spotlight on the forwards.

“If we need something to get the boys going, nothing gets a team up quite like a goal,” Domi said. “It’s (ultimate) momentum. You look at the Gemel Smith (third-period goal in Oshawa). It was ridiculous.

“He had absolutely nothing there and it looked like a video game. There were two or three (defenders) and somehow, he got it upstairs.

“It goes to show how much skill he has and how much will he has to score.”

Smith was shut out of the 20-goal barrage against Sarnia. He had his own party against the Generals.

“We know what it’s like to be down a few goals and when you get one, you go for two and ride that wave,” Domi said. “When a team stops that momentum, it makes it tough to come back. We had them on the ropes and we had to finish it off so his was a big goal, for sure.”

The Knights didn’t have big-shot defenceman Alex Basso in Windsor. He went home to attend a family funeral.

They are getting closer to Anthony Stolarz’s return in net. The world junior goalie, out for a month with a lacerated leg, has been on the ice the last few days and should be working out in full gear later in the week, according to Knights GM Mark Hunter.

“Then, it’s monitoring his conditioning, timing, and as long as there aren’t any setbacks, moving toward when he’s ready to go,” Hunter said.

Hunter also was pleased with the Canadian Hockey League signing a 12-year extension with Rogers Sportsnet to carry 50-plus games each season through 2025-26. He expressed no concern the OHL would play second fiddle on a network that spent $5.2 billion on NHL TV rights.

“We have faith in what (CHL president) Dave (Branch) is doing,” Hunter said. “He knows what the league needs to do. It’s real positive for the league. It’s more games, more advertising for the league.” It’s win-win.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Generals target top unit, so other lines fill net 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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OSHAWA - Plenty of OHL teams have one or two strong forward lines.

But how many have three, or maybe even four units, that can hurt you in a game?

Not many.

Mark and Dale Hunter always believed their London Knights could win this season, because they had enough quality up front to outlast the inevitable playoff line-matching and wear down teams that lean on star power.

On Monday afternoon, Oshawa preoccupied itself with trying to shut down London’s top guns. The Knights, without the benefit of last change, got four goals and a combined eight points from the trio of Gemel Smith, Brett Welychka and Michael McCarron in a 6-3 victory over the East-leading Generals before 6,037 at General Motors Centre.

“We know every team’s going to match up hard against (Max) Domi’s line and the Ruperts’ line,” Smith said. “Not many teams are as deep as us, so we definitely try to take advantage of that.”

Smith, the former Owen Sound top scorer, dug the Knights out of a slow start with a goal in the final minute of the first. He put the game away in the middle of the third with a highlight reel effort that earned him a 10-minute misconduct for celebratory inciting of the frustrated Generals.

“If I could, I would take that back,” the Dallas draft pick said with a grin. “I was just a little excited. A couple of guys were chirping me and I was just trying to get them back.

“It happens.”

And on the Knights, it’s not a death blow to have a 30-goal scorer cool his heels for a half-period against a quality side. It’s the kind of depth they’re hoping makes the difference right through to late May.

“When a team’s trying to match lines like that, we can really compete with them,” said goalie Jake Patterson, who kicked aside 27 shots, “because we have four really strong lines. At any given time, I’m confident with any of the lines out there.”

The Knights didn’t have an awe-inspiring start.

Facing a Gens that had just played in North Bay Sunday, Patterson gave up the first goal 33 seconds into the game.

“You’ve got to forget about it,” the 19-year-old stopper said. “It could’ve happened in the second (period). It was a bit of a weird goal, but you move on and (Smith’s goal late in the first), that was nice.”

Patterson, now 9-4 since Anthony Stolarz went down to a leg cut on Jan. 17, made two big saves to shut down Oshawa’s sneaky penalty kill. The Knights scored four straight goals to win their 10th in the last 11 games.

“Going in, we were talking about their penalty kill with (assistant GM Rob Simpson),” Patterson said. “He was telling us (Oshawa star Scott) Laughton and a couple of their guys like to push and make some plays on it.

“I was preparing just in case and it paid off for me.”

Patterson has won three in a row since getting yanked in back-to-back starts against Erie and Plymouth. His numbers in February — 3.99 goals against average and .846 save percentage — aren’t anything to write home about, but his teammates have faith in him.

“There’s a couple of games you can improve on in some areas and I think I’ve won 9 of the last 11,” he said. “I’m not saying it’s not me at all, but it’s nice to get on a winning streak and hold the fort. Everyone’s done their part to step up in the last month.”

This was London’s first win against an OHL heavyweight since they beat Guelph at home Dec. 13. But they weren’t reading anything into that feat.

“It’s just how our schedule was,” Smith said. “We know how good we are and all the boys are real confident. Whatever team’s up, we try to roll them over. We know in the back of our minds it happened (the long drought), but we just try to play hard and get the win.”

They also got some pay back. The Generals handed London one of its four regulation losses at home this season — way back on Oct. 18

“We definitely owed them something for them coming into our barn and beating us like that,” said Patterson, who was in net for that one, too. “We wanted to come into their rink and do the same thing.

“It’s a good feeling.”

Zadorov comes through in pinch 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, February 14, 2014 11:29:43 EST PM  

Image: 1 of 11

  Sarnia Sting goaltender Taylor Dupuis keeps an eye on a bouncing rebounded puck as London Knights forward Mitch Marner tries to score during their OHL hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Friday February 14, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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Almost every shift, Nikita Zadorov has to make a decision.

Pinch or stay put?

Every fibre of the defenceman’s being tells him to jump into the play, become that extra attacker and create more offence for the London Knights.

He scored twice in another landslide win, 9-5, over the Sarnia Sting. Both goals came in a seven-goal second period before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“I pinched a lot at world juniors,” the big Buffalo first-rounder said. “It depends how the coach wants you to play. Here, sometimes, you go, sometimes not. If it’s 50-50, you can’t because Dale (head coach Hunter) doesn’t like it.

“He doesn’t really want to, but in Team Russia, you have to go every time. It’s how you feel. Can you get a goal? You don’t want a 2-on-1 the other way.”

There isn’t much risk jumping in against the OHL’s worst defensive team. The Knights swept the season series against the reeling Sting and scored a whopping 46 goals in the six games.

But there will be tough, series-changing calls for Zadorov to make this spring.

“I jump in the rush sometimes and I have good partners who can find me, and they did that twice (Friday),” he said. “It’s probably my style and my offence, it’s getting better every game.”

When the dust settled on a combined 20 London goals in little more than 24 hours, the Knights found themselves the second-highest scoring team in the OHL this season. They’re behind only the Guelph Storm at the moment.

Sometimes, it’s more about who scores than how many.

Chris Tierney, Max Domi and Bo Horvat are going to get theirs, as the regular season rolls towards its end.

The Knights are happy to see Zadorov scoring.

Same with Montreal Canadiens winger-turned-centre Michael McCarron, with two more, and Owen MacDonald, who has scored all four of his goals this year in the last three games.

MacDonald triggered the second-period explosion, then capped the scoring with a nifty finish on a two-on-one with super-rookie Mitch Marner.

The 17-year-old Elora native has felt the pressure of being a second-round selection in the 2012 OHL draft. When you go there, you’re expected to produce pretty quickly.

“I was a higher pick in the draft and I didn’t think I played to my potential in the first half (this season),” he said. “I think I have built some confidence.”

So hard, the veteran players on the Knights and the coaches rave about him.

“He’s bringing a lot on the ice for us,” Zadorov said.

It injects some life into a team on the slow march to a third straight Memorial Cup tournament. It can be easy, after an 11-0 win, to let up on the gas a bit and find yourself trailing a club with just 14 skaters and their top defenceman, Anthony DeAngelo, in the midst of an eight-game league suspension for uttering an “inappropriate statement” to one of his own teammates.

“It feels good to get the two goals, but it’s more important to get the win,” MacDonald said.

The Sting, however, don’t really know where all this is leading. They’re in the driver’s seat for the first overall pick in the OHL draft in April.

“It’s time to learn. That’s the bottom line,” Sarnia assistant coach Andy Delmore said. “Coming in here and being up 2-1 (after one period), it’s definitely an accomplishment, but the second was a different story.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Horvat back on top of his game 4
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London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson keeps his eye on a shot by Sarnia Sting forward Noah Bushnell as Knights forward Bo Horvat attempts to block the shot during their OHL game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Friday, February 14, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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A month ago in Mississauga, Bo Horvat suffered what became a nagging injury.

If there was ever a golden opportunity to give the guy who has played non-stop hockey for the past three seasons a week or so of rest, this was it.

But he missed only one game, which happened to be against the Sarnia Sting, who the London Knights faced again Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“I wanted to keep playing through it,” Horvat said, “because if I stayed off too long, I would’ve had to get back into shape. I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to help my team win and I think this worked out better.

“(That injury) was bothering me for a little bit but it’s totally healed up now.”

Now, the Canadian world junior forward feels like he’s getting a second wind late in this stop-and-start season. He is a long shot to match his 33 goals from last year — he entered Friday’s game with 24 — but views this as a more successful offensive campaign.

“Last year, I might’ve been a little ahead in the goals department but I played in 67 games (in 2012-13),” he said. “I’ve (surpassed my) point total from last year and I’ve only played (43) games. My offence has been better than last year.

“It’s all about confidence.”

And more than anything else, it’s about knowing when to push the gas pedal.

In Thursday night’s 11-0 hammering of the Sting, Horvat only played 15 minutes and sat much of the third period.

“He’s a horse,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “He’s like Olli (ex-Knights defenceman Olli Maatta. Some guys have that ability to recover. When Bo gets tired, he just plays (defensively) and you won’t see him rushing the puck as much.

“He’s older now and he knows how to pace himself when he’s not feeling the best. He’s played enough, he’s figured it out.”

There’s a way to produce and win, without sapping energy and emotion when it will be needed the most.

“It’s been a crazy almost-three years,” Horvat said, “with playing my third Memorial Cup and under-18s, u-17s and world juniors now. It’s been a lot of hockey and you’ve got to train hard in the summer time and it’s all going to come down to that.

We’ve been gearing up for that all year. It’s all about setting the tone for playoffs. We’ve got to be ready for it.”

It’s the job of the Knights’ brass to make sure he, Max Domi, the Rupert twins — all who have played important minutes since their rookie seasons — enter the spring with hop in their steps.

“It’s up to us to figure out when he’s not going, because every player thinks he is,” Hunter said. “We’ll back him off (sometimes), but we don’t go into any game thinking that way. He’s handled a big year with NHL camp and world juniors so well.

“It’s the same as when the (NHLers) come back from the Olympics, if Crosby and Ovechkin don’t play well, they can’t use it as an excuse.”

The biggest adjustment, Horvat said was having the Knights reacquainted with each other after the trade deadline last month.

“We’ve had big changes in our room this year,” he said.

Veteran defenceman Zach Bell has naturally taken over the Paxton Leroux role that was so important to injecting levity in every day at the rink. The Knights missed that when their tough guy was dealt to Kitchener.

“Zach has done a good job,” Horvat said. “He’s a hyper guy in the room and loves make jokes and make everyone laugh. He’s a real good guy to have in the room.”

And Horvat remains an important guy on the ice. He looks and sounds ready for another long run.

London Knights win fifth straight against slumping Sarnia Sting Thursday 3


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, February 13, 2014 10:54:52 EST PM  
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SARNIA  - Six years ago, the Sarnia Sting won all six regular-season meetings against the London Knights.

That was when they had Steve Stamkos in their lineup.

The Knights don’t have a scorer of his calibre these days, but the tables have certainly turned.

The Memorial Cup hosts scored four first-period goals and smashed their Hwy. 402 rivals for the fifth straight meeting, 11-0 Thursday night at RB Centre.

They can complete the season-long manhandling of the Sting this season in the rematch Friday at Budweiser Gardens.

The Knights, winners of eight of nine, took advantage of the OHL’s worst defensive team, losers of eight straight.

London scored its first three goals in a 2:16 span and had enough chances in the period for a half-dozen. They piled on seven goals – from seven different shooters – before Sarnia head coach Trevor Letowski pulled starting goalie Brodie Barrick.

The Knights have scored 35 goals in the five games against the Sting, who have had talented Nikolay Goldobin and defenceman Anthony DeAngelo in the lineup together in facing the Knights once this season – a 4-1 loss Oct. 10 in Sarnia.

Since they fell behind early on New Year’s Day, it’s been all Knights.

Jake Patterson, yanked in that 8-6 goal-fest and hooked in his previous two starts, earned some personal redemption.

Anthony Stolarz went on the brief trip but is still wearing a protective boot to cover the 55 stitches on the back of his left leg.

Versatile Brett Welychka, who left Sunday’s game against Plymouth, was back in business after participating in a full practice on Wednesday.

“It was a pretty vicious elbow to the face (by Whalers captain Nick Malysa),” the Londoner said. “It hurt me enough to go off but mainly for precautionary reasons, and it’s obviously not that bad because I’m back here and ready to play.”

That’s good news for the Knights.

Since he was switched back to the wing to make room for Michael McCarron at centre, the big Montreal Canadiens first-rounder has come alive.

“He’s obviously playing a lot better than he was and a credit to him for being versatile,” Welychka said. “Some guys can’t do that and for me to go back to wing, I can handle it. It’s harder than you think (moving from position-to-position) and over the last year and a little, I kind of mastered it.

“It would obviously be nice to stick in one position but I think it looks good on me to show I can play other positions and be successful at them. It’s definitely going to be helpful for my career.”

The Knights are, at the moment, searching for a right-handed centre who can win big draws. Josh Anderson also looked handy on some time spent between the Rupert twins against Sarnia.

That’s part of the reasoning behind McCarron’s shift to the middle.

“The coaches want to work with me on faceoffs,” he said. “We’ve got Bo (Horvat) and (Chris) Tierney as left-handed centremen who are really good at faceoffs and they want a strong, right-handed centreman that can win draws.

“They’re working with me so I can be a strong force at the dot. It’s something I worked on every week since I became a centre.”

He has a capable teacher in Knights assistant coach Dylan Hunter, a strong faceoff man during his junior and pro days.

“To me, you have to have experience and know what the other guy’s tendency is,” McCarron said.

“You have to see where he wants to win it and tie him up. It’s a mind game. For me, I’m big and strong and I should be able to muscle through it.

“I like it. It’s fun.”

So is lighting the lamp against the Sting.

That’s been a regular occurrence all season.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

OHL: Something they’ll need to correct to succeed in the playoffs

Knights beat the good teams at home but they can’t seem to away from the Bud 6
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  Chandler Yakimowicz of the Knights checks Cullen Mercer of the Plymouth Whalers into the boards during their Sunday afternoon game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ont. on Sunday February 9, 2014. Mike Hensen/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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The London Knights are stuck in fourth place.

They’re stranded in third in the OHL’s Midwest Division and it’s difficult to see them climbing any higher by the end of the regular season.

A stirring comeback 5-4 win over the Plymouth Whalers Sunday afternoon before 8,999 at Budweiser Gardens didn’t exactly cover up a stinker of a 7-2 loss in Erie Saturday night.

The Knights can beat any team in the league on home ice. But in five road games against the two titans of the Western Conference (Guelph and Erie), the Knights are 0 for 5.

“I don’t think it’s really in our heads,” London forward Michael McCarron said. “When we go back there (to Erie Feb. 26 for one final visit), we’re going to be looking for a win. We’ve got to get a win on the road against one of these top teams.

“It’ll mean a lot knowing we can go in there and win a game against one of these teams in their own barn.”

It’s not clear which Knights goalie will be in net against the Otters in two weeks.

Anthony Stolarz is still wearing a protective boot while the massive cut on his leg heals. London GM Mark Hunter said the Flyers second rounder could return in the next 10-14 days.

Jake Patterson was pulled for the second straight game. London Nationals callup Justin Tugwell recorded his first win during the Knights’ third-period rally against Whalers goalie Alex Nedeljkovic.

“It was a trying-to-get-a-win pull (of Patterson),” London defensive coach Jeff Paul said. “The guys were a little flat. They’ve got to come together as a 20-man unit and pick each other up when they’re down.”

Brett Welychka left in the second period after being slammed head-first into the boards by Plymouth captain Nick Malysa, who became the Whalers’ franchise leader in games with his 280th outing. The Knights forward didn’t return as a precaution.

“He took a pretty good shot (in Erie), too,” Paul said. “(The medical staff) is just taking a look at him.

“He’s a big part of our team.”

The larger question over the next five weeks is what kind of team the Knights will be heading into the playoffs.

As much as the last two Memorial Cup hosts Saskatoon and Shawinigan took heat for sub-par seasons in their big years, both teams won at least 44 games and were first in their divisions.

The Knights will have to fall apart not to reach 45 wins, but they might have just given away their chance to put pressure on the Storm and Otters when they lost on Saturday.

“I’d still say it was a positive weekend,” said Knights forward C.J. Yakimowicz, whose first OHL goal sparked the third-period uprising. “We didn’t do the best against Erie (Saturday), but we battled hard and got it done (Sunday).”

They won because of depth production.

Owen MacDonald kept the Knights from falling more than two goals down to the OHL’s worst offence with his first of the season.

It was pretty lucky,” he said. “I didn’t even know it went in. He (Nedeljkovic) is a great goalie. We knew we had to get a lot of shots and I just wanted to get it on net.”

“It was tough coming back (from Erie late) with not a lot of sleep, but the (win) is all we needed.”

Yakimowicz spun around and banged in a loose puck that Nedeljkovic tried in vain to cover with his glove.

“I was completely shocked. It was unreal to get that one,” he said. “It feels real good to get that one under my belt.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

With Ryan Rupert forced to watch, Knights unleash an opening blitz before return 3


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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  London Knight Mitchell Marner celebrates the team's third goal in front of Owen Sound Attack goalie Jack Flinn the second period of their OHL hockey game in London, Ont. on Friday February 7, 2014.DEREK RUTTAN/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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Ryan Rupert is a heart-and-soul player for the London Knights.

A lot of times, he’s the catalyst sparking his team to big victories.

But Friday, the veteran forward sat in the middle of the bench in one the Knights’ most dominant first periods of the season, an opening blitz in which they outshot the Owen Sound 19-1 on the way to a sixth straight win, 7-3 before 9,046 at Budweiser Gardens.

The Knights said Rupert’s benching was because of on-ice discipline, but not specifically about the late checking to the head penalty he took in a 5-4 squeaker in Barrie last Saturday.

“It was other stuff on the ice,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “We wanted to talk to our guys about not getting involved too emotionally in the game that way and guys taking penalties when we don’t need to.”

Hunter indicated Rupert knew this was coming. “Everybody knows our rules,” he said. “It doesn’t matter who it is. It wasn’t like we were setting out to show the team anything.”

Rupert got his regular ice, including power play, in the second and third periods. When he was challenged to fight by Atack defenceman Alex Annecchiarico during a scrum, he turned the other cheek and drew a Knights power play.

“You saw him play in the second and third,” Dylan Hunter said. “He was real good.”

The Knights turned a early two-goal lead into a 6-1 laugher by the end of the second period. London captain Chris Tierney said the Knights accept their ice time orders from head coach Dale Hunter and don’t think too much beyond the next shift.

“You just go and play,” the team’s leading scorer said. “Our first was really strong and all the guys were really happy with it. When there’s certain guys going and Dale’s calling the names, you don’t really pay attention to it. 

“You focus on your own game.”

The Knights expect to jump on teams in their own building. The challenge will be to do it in tough enemy rinks like Saturday night in Erie, where the Otters are expecting a large and loud crowd.

“We need to have these starts from now on,” Tierney said. “It was nice to get some goals on the board. We maybe didn’t have these kinds of starts early in the year, but hopefully, we can do the same in Erie.”

The Otters are the only OHL team with more short-handed goals (13) than London (12). The Knights have scored two goals while down a man twice in the last three games.

“We went over video and things we could work on,” said Bo Horvat, who buried a breakaway effort on a third-period penalty kill “and being aggressive was one of the main things we wanted to improve. I think the last few games, we’ve done a heck of a job with it.”

Former Attack sniper Gemel Smith buried his 30th of the season after jumping out of the penalty box too.

“We don’t set out to score shorties,” Dylan Hunter said. “It’s not designed plays. It’s opportunistic, more than anything else. We don’t want guys blowing the zone on the penalty kill.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Bell rings tough 
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In the two games Zach Bell has played since serving his five-game suspension, he has delivered a couple of bone-jarring hits.

The London Knights defenceman nailed Barrie’s Justin Scott last Saturday and laid a good lick on Owen Sound’s Daniel Milne Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

It’s become contagious. Nikita Zadorov was throwing his weight around, too.

“(The one in Barrie) was probably one of my best hits of the year and I hadn’t had one in a while,” the 6-foot-2, 233-pound rearguard said. “I feel bad. Usually, little Bass (Alex Basso) is throwing his weight around. When I looked at the (video) tape, you should’ve seen the bench jump up. They were fired up. They loved it. I’m looking forward to a couple more of those.

“Keep the ball rolling, keep the boys going.”

Bell didn’t sit around as a silent cheerleader during his league-issued punishment, for attacking Saginaw captain Eric Locke three weeks ago in the aftermath of Anthony Stolarz’s scary leg cut.

“I was really watching the D,” he said. “I think they somewhat appreciate my input. If someone’s not playing hard or well, I’m not going to come down and lose it on them. But I’m going to come give them a shove and tell them it’s time (to) go.

“If I see something in the stands I’m not a huge fan of, I’ll come down and let the guys know.”

It speaks to Bell’s experience and comfort level that he can do that on a team he has played for just a few months. The overager, who turns 21 on Thursday, said he was a little rattled on receiving five games for what he believed was his first suspension in five OHL seasons.

“But it is was it is and I did what I did,” he said. “I’m glad he (Locke) wasn’t hurt but I got a little excited when I saw what I saw. It was an emotional game and they (his Knights mates) thought (Locke) hit Stolarz and I was in the wrong.

“I served my games and I’m ready to go.”

Bell thought he had been playing his best hockey as a Knight before the suspension.

“This is the grind of the season and it was kind of bad timing for me,” he said. “We’re coming into the heart of it now Every practice, I was doing something and game days were pretty tough. At the time (of his bag skates), I’ll be honest, I really hated (assistant coaches) Jeff Paul and Dylan Hunter.

“I was cursing them, but if they hadn’t done that, I couldn’t imagine how bad I would’ve been coming back (last week).”

Many of the players the Knights have brought in this season have endured some growing pains with their new club. Bell was not immune to it, either.

“It’s a great opportunity for Zach to win,” Paul said. “He played in Brampton for years and I think it took a little adjustment to deal with the expectations here. Any time you uproot and move anywhere, it’s an adjustment, let alone here in a season with the Memorial Cup. It’s a lot to handle pretty quick, but I thought he was playing really good, tough hockey for us.

“He’s not a dirty hockey player. He’s an honest player. He has a lot of character and he’s an important part of our dressing room.”

Bell senses the Knights will finish strong this season. He thinks the wild swings between putrid and top-notch hockey are behind them.

“I’d love to see it happen, but obviously, we can’t promise another crazy (24-game) winning streak like they had last year,” he said, “but we’re going to go out and play our best hockey every night. The inconsistency, we feel, has come to an end.”

The big hits, the Knights hope, are just starting from the blue line crew.

“If you’re not getting a lot of offensive opportunities, it’s a way to get your way into the game,” Paul said. “We stress them to be patient, but being physical is a massive thing, especially in a seven-game series. You look at the Barrie series. Our physical play helped us and Plymouth, what Zadorov did to Tom Wilson (of Plymouth in the Western Conference final), that helps the team.

“You’ve got to play on the line but not undisciplined.”

The games are too important now, the margin of error much too thin.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Over-age season worked to Varone’s advantage 
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Phil Varone played nine games for the Buffalo Sabres before being sent back to the Rochester Americans on Friday. (Raj Mehta/USA TODAY)
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An over-age season in the OHL doesn’t necessarily mean the death of an NHL career.

Former London Knight Phil Varone, who appeared in nine games with the Buffalo Sabres before being sent back to Rochester Friday, enjoyed a standout season with Erie as a 20-year-old in 2010-11.

Fellow Knight-turned-Otter Dane Fox, who brings a league-best 54 goals into a clash with his old club Saturday night in Erie, is following in Varone’s skate marks, having signed a contract with the Vancouver Canucks.

“He’s doing great and I’m sure his success is a shadow of his team’s success,” the 23-year-old Varone said this week in Buffalo. “The best thing for me was playing that over-age year (in the OHL). If I went pro (four years ago), I would’ve maybe been in the (ECHL) and you never know what can happen from there.

“Playing a (fifth) year was big for my confidence and development. Everyone takes their own route and writes their own book.”

Varone, who came to London from Kitchener in the Steve Mason trade following a major shoulder injury six years ago, needed that extra year of junior after a couple of injury-riddled campaigns with the Knights. He had a red-hot playoff in 2009 with 10 goals in 14 games, including the Game 2 winner in the all-overtime five-game conference final loss to Memorial Cup champion Windsor.

“My biggest mistake was not getting the full open surgery on my shoulder the first time instead of getting the arthroscopic,” Varone said. “I should’ve went for the incision. Ever since my second one, I haven’t had a single shoulder problem and have been relatively healthy the past four years.

“I’m having a blast playing hockey. It’s been a whirlwind the last two weeks.”

Varone will be in a bind in loyalties if Erie wins the OHL title this year and joins London at the Memorial Cup in May.

“It’s good for the city of London to get the Cup again and they’re going to be excited,” he said. “They’ve got good players like (Max) Domi and (Bo) Horvat. I still talk to guys I played with there — (Matt) Clarke weekly, Leigh Salters, Steve Tarasuk, Akim (Aliu) and Monty (Kevin Montgomery). We all miss it a lot. The Hunters were great to us.”

Varone scored his first NHL goal Jan. 28 against Washington. He recorded an assist in his debut against Carolina on Jan. 23.

“I wasn’t expecting the call and when I got it, a few tears were shed, not only by my parents, but me, too,” Varone said. “It’s been a long road, but it’s been worthwhile.”

Varone knows what his job in Rochester will be to play at a level that will earn him another call-up.

“It’s hard to come to the NHL right away and learn what your role will be,” he said. “I think you carve that out in the American league. Down there, I’m trying to put up points and be a two-way player, take faceoffs and kill penalties. Hopefully, in due time, I can fill one of those roles with the Sabres and stick for a long time.”

New Knight Gemel Smith likes chance to be creative 2


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, February 6, 2014 6:36:23 EST PM  
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Gemel Smith knew exactly how to play hockey the Owen Sound way.

He produced in head coach Greg Ireland’s system, scoring 26 goals in 40 games this year before being traded to London.

Becoming a Knight at the OHL trade deadline, he believes, was a major eye-opener.

“In Owen Sound, it was dump and chase and kind of like a robotic game — the same thing (all the time),” the 19-year-old veteran forward said. “Here, you’re allowed to use your skill and make plays. You can really, lead the play and read the ice . . . You can use your skill and vision more.”

It was an adjustment.

Smith struggled in his first five games with London. He only had one assist and was minus-4.

He’s now on a six-game point streak with three goals, 10 points and a plus-7 over that stretch.

It’s no surprise the Knights, who face Smith’s old club Friday in the first of three Budweiser Gardens meetings over the next month-and-a-half, are on a winning roll.

“When I first came, it was really tough because they (the Knights) play a totally different game style than what I was used to,” the Dallas fourth-rounder said. “Now, I’m starting to feel a lot more comfortable, gelling more (with linemates like Brett Welychka) and playing better.”

Smith has a knack for creating offensive chances out of thin air. He sees more possibility with the Hunters, who like to let their talented players be creative.

“There’s no set play that we have,” he said. “We pretty much lead off each other and it’s a lot better, I think. It’s like being a pro.”

Smith was acquired to boost London’s Memorial Cup chances in May. He was exchanged for centre Kyle Platzer, who could put up big numbers at the Bayshore next year, and rookie defenceman Santino Centorame.

“In terms of emotion,” Smith said, “it’s just another game. That’s the way I’m looking at it.”

It will be different, of course, when he visits the Bayshore one last time on March 8.

One of Smith’s biggest attributes is his penchant for playing with the proverbial chip on his shoulder. He comes from humble means and has always viewed himself as an underdog who had to claw his way for respect.

That made him a perfect fit for Owen Sound, the OHL’s smallest market. Now, he’s finishing his fourth year on the league’s biggest stage, playing in front of 9,000 fans instead of 3,000.

“When I first came here, I didn’t have it (that chip on his shoulder) as much because I wasn’t that comfortable,” Smith said. “But now I’m starting to feel like at home. It’s a little bit different (playing in front of the big crowds), but I just try to blank that out and use it as motivation.”

The Knights understand what he means to them.

“You look at Gemel and he continues to get better every day,” London forward Max Domi said. “His offensive abilities are like no other — he can make plays out of nothing and he makes everyone around him better.

“He’s a big part of this team.”

Smith always had the great wheels. The knock against him was he weighed only 160 pounds.

Now, he’s over the 190-pound mark.

“I was a little bit of a smaller guy (his first two years),” he said, “but I started working out (harder) and eating more. A lot of things I ate, it was to bulk up. Pretty much what I did was eat and work out.”

It’s a trade-off, of course.

“I feel, actually, a little slower (with more weight),” he said. “Back then, I was a lot smaller so I could fly. But now, I feel a lot stronger on the puck and harder to knock off (it).”

And if he plays like he has the last two weeks, the Knights will be hard to knock off, too.

- - -

A look at Gemel Smith’s season so far

First 40 games with Owen Sound: 26 goals, 48 points, minus-4.

First five games with London: one assist, minus-4.

Since: 6 games, 3 goals, 10 points, plus-7.
Former London Knight Olli Maatta nervous about Olympic debut in Sochi 2


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, February 5, 2014 8:26:13 EST PM  
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BUFFALO - The plane will depart Saturday for Sochi.

For one brief moment, Olli Maatta, the unflappable Finn, revealed the anxious teenager his superstar-driven and veteran-laden Pittsburgh Penguins teammates have never seen.

“I am nervous,” the 19-year-old defenceman admitted during a stop in Buffalo Wednesday to face the Sabres. “As a little kid, you always dream about playing in the Olympics and I never thought it would come this fast.”

This was supposed to be the season Maatta finally, on his third crack this May, led the London Knights to a Memorial Cup crown on home ice at Budweiser Gardens. This should've been the year he served as Finland's captain in his fourth world junior tournament at Malmo, Sweden.

“It would've been a great thing to be captain and do those things,” he said with a grin, “but things worked out another way.”

Instead, he will chase a Stanley Cup ring with a top contenders and play in the Olympics for a country that is always a medal threat.

Oh, yeah, and his Penguins mates don't mind talking him up as a strong Calder Trophy candidate for the NHL's rookie of the year.

“He hasn't really had a time during the year where you could say he looks like a rookie,” Sidney Crosby, the Pittsburgh and Canadian Olympic men's captain, said. “It's a great opportunity for him to go to Russia and he's earned the right to play there.

“He's been put in some situations, when we've had guys out here, to play pretty good minutes against top lines and he's handled it well. He just continues to impress and get better.”

Crosby has taken note of Maatta's maturity and training regimen – pumping iron every day and one of the last players off the ice at practice. That's saying something when the best and most driven player in the game has nice things to say about your work ethic.

“I'm doing pretty much the same thing I did with the Knights,” Maatta said. “I don't want to change anything. It's been going good this way so far.”

In his spare time, he still follows the Knights on his computer. He was happy Chris Tierney was named captain recently and he is on the emotional roller coaster ride this year with his old mates.

“There are ups and downs, but I'm sure they'll find a way,” he said. “They always do. They really have skill there and a couple of good d-man so I'm confident in them getting the job done. Being in London was the best two years of my life. I really can't thank the organization enough. It was a chance to experience something new and get away from home. I've got a lot of new friends there, lifetime friends, and I'm sure I'll be back there after this season to see everyone.”

Until someone as special comes along, Maatta remains the Knights' import player who adjusted the best and fit quickest into the North American game. He was asked what was the most important thing he learned in London that has helped him thrive this season.

“One thing?,” he asked rhetorically. “Until you get here, you don't realize how much every day they are preparing you to jump into the NHL. I had all kinds of help from (former Knights assistant Rob Ramage), Dale and Mark (Hunter), even Dylan (Hunter), Jeff Paul (and assistant GMs past and present) Misha Donskov and Rob Simpson. All the guys in London are lucky these guys are there to help them.

“These guys know what it takes.”

No one, though, can explain to a young player the rigours of an NHL schedule, especially one compacted in an Olympic season.

“At the beginning, I was starting to feel like, 'another game again?',” Maatta said. “That's what I remember – a lot of games early. But after a couple of rough stretches – like 11 games in 16 days – you start to enjoy it and get used to it. You say, 'We play again? That's awesome. That's what we live for, to play hockey, and right now, I feel pretty comfortable with it.”

He accepts what has happened, though watching the Finns win the world junior gold stung just a little bit.

“For sure, I was jealous, like, 'Oh, yeah, I'm not there now',” he said. “Three straight years I'm there and don't win a medal, and this year, they did it. They did an awesome job. I don't think a lot of people believed in them and after going to Lake Placid (for an exhibition last summer), I thought there was something in that team that I really wanted to be a part of.

“It was the team spirit, you could see it there.”

It's that same camaraderie he felt in his time with the Knights.

It's that bond Finland's youngest blue-liner expects his national team will forge in short order at the athletes' village next week.

“Jussi (Pens forward and fellow Finn) has been a big help for me,” Maatta said. “He's been there and knows what it takes. It's a big step, I'm going to go there and help the team to win games and do my best.”

He's nervous, of course.

But it's a strong bet no one will be able to tell.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

 - - -

MAATTA TIME

A look at Olli Maatta's sensational rookie season with the Pittsburgh Penguins

•Recorded first two NHL points vs. Carolina Oct. 8

•Scored first NHL goal against Vancouver and Canadian Olympian Roberto Luongo Oct. 19

•Became second defenceman in Penguins history to score on a penalty shot (after George Konik in 1968) vs. Minnesota's Niklas Backstrom Dec. 19

•Scored first NHL game-winning goal against Washington's Michael Neuvirth Jan. 15

•His assist Feb. 3 vs. Ottawa tied Michal Rozsival for sixth-most points by a rookie defenceman (21) in Penguins history.

•Named youngest defenceman to Finland's 2014 Olympic men's hockey team on Jan. 7.
London Knights need to stay out of the penalty box 4
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It doesn't make a lick of sense.

The London Knights, the Memorial Cup hosts on pace to finishing with eight or more 20-goal scorers, have the second-worst power play to penalty kill ratio in the Ontario Hockey League.

In essence, the Knights have only enjoyed 214 power plays this season and forced to kill off 245 shorthanded situations.

That's a minus-31 in terms of power plays to penalty kills -- behind only the poor Saginaw Spirit, who are at a staggering minus-77 (a league-low 177 power plays and league-high 254 times down a man, or more, in the box).

The Knights are in the same territory as heavyweights Guelph and Erie in time spent killing penalties. But when it comes to power-play chances, they're breathing the same air as last-place teams like Sarnia, Kitchener and Belleville.

They have one of the most potent power plays in the league, but don't get to wield that weapon as often as they would want.

"It's tough to be shorthanded that much, but it is what it is, "London forward Max Domi, the OHL's player of the week, said. "You don't really have much of a choice but to kill them off. We take pride in our penalty kill and the power plays, they're rare, so when you get them, you've got to make the most of them and capitalize.

"We try and do a good job of that. Special teams are something we'll continue to work on."

The Knights are the fifth-most penalized team per game in the OHL. Owen Sound, as usual, is first again in that department.

How can the Knights, who face the Attack Friday at home, start drawing more penalties than they're taking?

It's been a concern all season. It's more difficult to win in the playoffs, especially against similarly-talented teams, if you don't come out ahead in the special teams battle.

"It's all about working a little harder than the other guy because then, all they can do (is take a penalty) to stop you from getting where you want to go," Domi said.

"Even if the refs don't call it, you're bound to get one if you do the same thing over and over again," Domi said. "When teams play against us, they're going to try to be as disciplined as possible, as we are, too. You've got to be disciplined to win. If you're not, you put yourself at risk to lose."

One of the reasons the Knights swept their northern swing through North Bay, Sudbury and Barrie this past weekend was an ability to overcome their special teams ratio.

Domi and captain Chris Tierney combined for two shorthanded goals against the Wolves and that made all the difference in a tight game.

The Knights gave up seven power-play goals and saw their penalty kill percentage dip to seventh in the league (81.2%). But they came up big when it counted, like killing Ryan Rupert's late head checking call to preserve a one-goal win at Barrie on Saturday night.

They're also now one of the larger threats to score when shorthanded.

"The penalty kill starts in your own zone," said Domi, who has drawn more man-down duty lately, "but when you see an offensive chance within the system and you feel you can make things happen, obviously, you take it, especially out there with (Tierney).

"We both like to make plays and try to get offensive chances out of nothing. In the end, you've got to outwork your opponents and we did a pretty good job of that this weekend."

That goes for both ends of the ice.

The Soo Greyhounds, under head coach Sheldon Keefe, are regarded as a hard-working crew. They have the OHL's top power play to penalty kill ratio in the league (plus-55).

They're right up near the top of power play opportunities with 256, along with Niagara, Barrie, Owen Sound and Kingston.

You would expect the Knights -- with the talent, the speed up front and the largest crowds in the OHL -- to be there, too.

But they're not.

They're looking to change that down the stretch.

"We've still got lots of work to do in every aspect of our game," Domi said. "We can only get better now. We're taking practice very seriously right now because (the rest of the regular season) will go by quick and the margin of error for playoffs is very slim."

--- --- ---

SIN BIN RATIO

Not including Tuesday's games

Top 3

1. Sault Ste Marie (plus-55); 256 power plays, 201 penalty kills

2. Belleville (plus-48); 226 PPs, 178 PKs

3. Barie (plus-18); 257 PPs, 239 PKs

--- --- ---

Bottom 3

1. Saginaw (minus-77); 177 PPs, 254 PKs

2. London (minus-31); 214 PPs, 245 PKs

3. Mississauga (minus-25); 186 PPs, 211 PKs
To finish on top the team needs to win and other contenders to lose down the stretch 5
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Barrie's Garrett Hooey doesn't give London's Jake Patterson any room during a physical game of hockey at the BMC Saturday night.
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Every OHL champion puts its own unique signature on a special season.

The 2004-05 London Knights never stopped winning from puck drop to Memorial Cup final on home ice.

In 2011-12, the Knights lost their head coach to the NHL and still went until March without back-to-back defeats.

Last year, they reeled off a franchise-record 24 straight victories.

This season’s Knights, Memorial Cup hosts once again, still have the outside chance to do something that would elevate them up there with the most memorable three in team history.

This current five-game win streak, capped by a 5-4 cliffhanging victory in Barrie on Saturday night, provided a glimmer of hope the fourth-place Knights can roar all the way back and finish in first place overall in the standings.

They have to be near perfect and need the Erie Otters, Guelph Storm and Soo Greyhounds, who all rarely lose, to stumble once in a while down the stretch.

The Knights have a favourable schedule the rest of the way, with two road games in Erie, including Saturday, that boil down to must-wins.

Finishing first in the division is the key to playoff success in the OHL the last decade.

This year, the Western Conference is a treacherous ride through a white-water canyon with a broken paddle. You’re in danger even in times when it feels like you’re sailing along the right path.

The Knights have reeled off five wins in a row but Guelph and Sault Ste. Marie have won nine of 10.

The Windsor Spitfires have won six straight and are cementing themselves into fifth place, which means no home ice advantage and a brutal first-round opponent.

The top teams in the Eastern Conference are rooting for the Knights to win the West, because it will mean a free trip to the Cup in May if they only win their side.

But they have come to realize this is no longer 2005. No one is a gimme to go the distance anymore.

There are, as London head coach Dale Hunter likes to say, a lot of good teams.

The best news for his club is they have regained their scoring touch and re-established themselves as road warriors.

Gemel Smith has 10 points in his last six games after recording one assist in his first five after arriving from Owen Sound.

The Knights believe Smith is going to be a major contributor these final three months.

Nikita Zadorov finally looks like the player again who was an all-star for Russia at the world junior tournament and Michael McCarron has perked up, with six points in his last five games.

“I think everyone’s finding their role and we’re all doing the little things right like we weren’t doing earlier in the season and it’s starting to pay off,” McCarron said.

Goalie Jake Patterson is holding the fort, which is what he’s being asked to do until Anthony Stolarz recovers from his leg cut.

There is some resiliency in this veteran-laden group of teenagers, the core of which has played a ton of hockey the past three years.

Max Domi, who didn’t play after his second-period penalty in North Bay, was the first star the following night in Sudbury and scored the game-winning goal in Barrie.

The Knights have been filling the net and chasing goalies since the Hunters brought in shooting and skill specialist Tim Turk, who is expected to return this week.

The only worriesome part of the three-game northern swing was the penalty kill, which surrendered seven of the 10 goals.

But the Knights have shown the ability to make the necessary changes.

They were able to kill off the late Ryan Rupert head-checking penalty in Barrie with the game on the line.

The Knights aren’t rubbing shoulders with Erie and Guelph yet, but they’re back within shouting distance.

First place, which seemed like an impossibility two weeks ago, isn’t so far away anymore.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
OHL: Despite pouring it on during a fast-paced final period, Sudbury falls short and London grabs its second win in a three-game weekend road trip

Win caps Hunter’s night 


By Ben Leeson, Sudbury Star 

 Friday, January 31, 2014 11:45:05 EST PM  
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  Dominik Kahun, right, of the Sudbury Wolves, chases after Nikita Zadorov, of the London Knights, during OHL action at the Sudbury Community Arena on Friday evening. JOHN LAPPA/THE SUDBURY STAR/QMI AGENCY
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SUDBURY - Wolves fans cheered when Dale Hunter’s No. 15 was raised to the rafters, and they cheered even louder when the London Knights head coach said he wants to see a Sudbury-London OHL final.

By the end of Friday’s game, you could imagine it happening.

The Wolves were right there with the defending champs all night and led 2-1 after one period, but fell 3-2 at Sudbury Community Arena.

Nathan Pancel and Dominik Kahun scored for Sudbury, both on the power play, while Franky Palazzese made 39 saves.

Chris Tierney and Max Domi, both short-handed, and Alex Basso on a power play found the back of the net for the Knights, who have won the first two games on a three-game weekend road trip that ends Saturday night in Barrie. Goalie Jake Patterson made 39 stops of his own.

Sudbury trailed 3-2 after 40 minutes and poured it on in a fast-paced final frame, generating a slew of scoring chances, outshooting London 16-9, but couldn’t find the equalizer.

“It was a game that kind of foreshadowed the playoffs,” Pancel said. “They’re a good Western Conference team and we played up to their expectations and even dominated some of the play. The result wasn’t what we wanted, but we did some good things for ourselves and it’s not the end of the world.”

He saw plenty to build on.

“We have to work on a couple of things,” Pancel said. “But we did a lot of positive things against a good team.”

Wolves head coach Paul Fixter had no issues with his players’ effort.

“I’m a coach and I’m never happy when we lose,” he said. “But it was a great effort. We played well. That’s the type of effort we need.

“It was a great evening in Sudbury with a tribute to Dale that was well-deserved and the result was not what we wanted, but it was a great hockey game and I’m real proud of the effort tonight.

“(London) is the high-water mark in this league and we were right there with them.”

Tierney took advantage of a Palazzese turnover to score short-handed at 8:38 of the first period.

The Wolves replied before their power play was over, when Pancel stepped into a slapper at the top of the circle for his team-leading 39th of the season at 9:26.

Sudbury took a 2-1 lead with another man-advantage marker, Kahun’s seventh of the season. He took a feed in the slot and fired a laser past Patterson with just eight seconds left in the period.

Sudbury winger Nick Baptiste, who received attention from the trainer on the bench in the first period, didn’t return.

London tied things up early in the second with its second short-handed goal of the night, this one off the stick of Domi, who took advantage of a Craig Duininck turnover and broke in alone to beat Palazzese between the pads at 1:23.

Basso gave the visitors their first lead of the game with a power-play goal. He fired a monstrous point shot past Palazzese at the 12:45 mark.
Sinking numbers at core of merger 7
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The Greater London Hockey Association and its members want to forge better teams while participation keeps dwindling.

This week, they unveiled through their respective websites the creation of the London Junior Nationals seeded AA/A program starting next season. It’s a fusion of five local associations into a pair of “super teams” they expect will translate into more wins and a better distribution of grassroots minor hockey talent.

“In London, we’re losing 100-200 kids a year in hockey and the Alliance, as a whole, was down 500 kids this year,” GLHA board member and London Minor Hockey Association president Jack Boyce said. “What it boils down to is every association (in London) doesn’t have the numbers to field a calibre A team and this way, we think we’ve accomplished that. The associations that were low on numbers to begin with, it helps their (minor development league teams) because it puts four, five kids back there and it filters down into the house league.”

Sporting a logo strikingly similar to the London Nationals junior B squad, the teams from minor atom to major midget will be divided into white (North London and Oakridge territories) and blue (LMHA, SSE and West). Boyce doesn’t see this system turning into arm-wrestling with the London Junior Knights for players.

“Absolutely not,” he said. “It’ll still be the best kids who play AAA (with the Junior Knights) and it’ll filter right down. The next level of kids will be playing AA and the next level will be playing Junior Nationals.

“We look at it as we’re going to be a strong A program.”

There will be a $75 fee to try out for the seeded program starting in the spring. There are no mandatory tryouts or a tryout progression in the plan, but they will start after the Junior Knights complete picking their team. There is no obligation to try out for the Junior Knights.

“You try out where you wish within your boundary,” Boyce said. “You still have to play for the boundary you live in — blue or white. Every age group, there’s 40 kids. Right now, we have four teams in the city in the seeded league and they struggle in some age groups. This way, we’re reducing it by two, or one, in some age groups.”

Boyce said the GLHA proceeded with a blessing from the Alliance. The local associations approved the idea through its boards, then at the GLHA level, but did not put it to the membership.

“Our membership wanted change,” Boyce said. “I’m sure it’s not going to make everybody happy, but at the end of the day, I think the kids will be happy and that’s why we’re here, right? . . . I think it’s a good step for minor hockey.”

There is still an agreement to be formalized with the junior B Nationals before an official launch, Boyce said.

“It’s going to be a good fit,” he said. “It’s a learning curve. We might hit some obstacles, but this is a sign of the times. Hopefully, this is a program we can build on for years down the road.

‘‘We have to do things to get more kids playing hockey.’’
Could Knights’ power trio ignite Memorial Cup run? 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, January 29, 2014 10:02:22 EST PM  
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The Halifax Mooseheads put their three most talented offensive players on the same line last year and won the Memorial Cup.

Could the London Knights, with Max Domi, Chris Tierney and Mitch Marner together, produce some of the same magic in May at home that Nathan MacKinnon, Jonathan Drouin and Martin Frk performed in Saskatoon?

This is hardly the typical line of shooter, passer and banger.

“We all like to make plays and like to stickhandle,” Domi said before departing on a three-game road trip through North Bay, Sudbury and Barrie. “We can all skate, too. In the end everyone has to understand there’s a role on each line, whether it’s passing the puck or retrieving it for your linemates.

“You’ve got to do whatever gets the line going.”

The captain Tierney, who has four two-goal games in January, has assumed the primary scoring duty. Domi constantly keeps the opposition guessing and the 16-year-old Marner, still more passer than shooter, amazes the heck out of the veterans with his skill.

“Some of the stuff he does, me and (Tierney) will look at each other and say, ‘What just happened?’ ” Domi said. “It’s pretty ridiculous. The coolest part is he’s in the corner with two 6-foot-4, 230-pound guys and he somehow gets in there, doesn’t get hit and gets out with the puck and makes a play.

“It’s a skill in itself.”

Domi had 21 goals and 49 points at age 16. Marner’s going to surpass that point total and Domi’s going to play a big part in helping him do it.

“He and (Tierney) have been helping me out on and off the ice,” Marner said. “They tell me little plays when I get on the bench. They tell me always be aware and ahead of the play, never looking at the pass. I feel like they’re leading me in the right direction.”

Domi is only doing what Jared Knight and Greg McKegg, his linemates two years ago, provided to him.

“Those guys were awesome to me,” the 18-year-old Phoenix first-rounder said. “Kegger was obviously one of the nicer guys and better hockey players I played with and Knight was pretty much my brother. You watch how they handle themselves and their work habits. It feels like yesterday, but now, I guess I’m considered an older guy now and it’s fun to watch Marner. He’s always trying to get better.

‘‘He’s going to be a great hockey player.”

This is not the first go-round with this line. London head coach Dale Hunter tried it earlier in the year and likes it because “they move the puck well and it’s unselfish play,” he said. “They provide a good combination of things. You get young kids and they’re wide-eyed and need to look up to older players.

“You learn leadership from what the older guys do so hopefully, when they’re 18 or 19, they take over that role.”

It won’t be long before this is Marner’s team. For now, he can work on being one of the best complimentary forwards in the OHL.

“With those guys on my line, they’re both good shooters and I can depend on them to score,” Marmer said. “I can trust giving them the puck for a shot on net and go hard to the net for a rebound. I need to shoot more than I do, but I’m learning to do that.

“I think the line works because we’re so much alike.”

Tierney wasn’t playing on a top scoring line when he was a rookie. He had to work his way into it while learning the defensive end of the rink.

That, Domi said, is another reason this line, in the Knights’ always-revolving rotation, has potential to stick.

“It all comes from the D zone,” he said. “All three of us aren’t necessarily labelled as defensive players but we’ve had to adapt our games and learn to play more of 200-foot hockey. Dale’s done a great job teaching us and possession (of the puck) is everything. Whether you make a play or dump it in, you need two, three guys on it and we do a good job together supporting the puck.”

And if they can make it work, they could become a line as valuable as MacKinnon, Drouin and Frk.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
London Knights goalie coach Bill Dark dusts off old technique once taught by the late great Jacques Plante 2
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Knights goalie Jake Patterson prepares for a shot from Max Domi during a drill at practice at the Western Fair Sports Centre on Tuesday. (MIKE HENSEN, The London Free Press)
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Four years ago, then-Anaheim Ducks goalie coach Pete Peeters swooped into London to work with big Russian Igor Bobkov.

Bobkov had been struggling in his rookie OHL season with the Knights and hadn’t played much behind starter Michael Houser.

“The first thing Pete said was we needed to get some ropes and some spray paint,” London goalie coach Bill Dark recalled. “I was really kind of confused and he said, ‘Well, this is a technique he was taught by the great Jacques Plante.’ ”

Dark watched as the ropes were laid out and the paint was used to mark lines on the ice, representing the shooting zones.

“It helps with angle play and the calmness of your game,” Dark said. “What it does is set your angles at different spots in the zone. We’re taking stuff way back to the ‘50s.”

Peeters retired from the Ducks before this season. His and Plante’s old-school ropes and paint, though, live on.

Dark dusted off them off to work with veteran goalie Jake Patterson, who responded with two strong performances in wins over Sarnia and Kitchener.

“The day we used it last week, it was one of the best practices I’ve seen a goalie have here during my five years with London,” Dark said.

Now it’s bordering on superstition. They went back to the ropes and paint again Tuesday at Western Fair ahead of this week’s Knights’ road trip through North Bay, Sudbury and Barrie.

Does Patterson, the Knights go-to netminder with Anthony Stolarz on the shelf, believe in the power of Plante?

“I don’t know,” the 19-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native said. “Something must have worked for me to pick my game up last weekend. Mark (London GM Mark Hunter) was pushing me pretty hard and same with (Dark). I think that definitely had been the best practice I ever had and sometimes, it’s better to just go back to the basics, to where you started from.”

It’s usually a jolt when the GM starts pushing players, but Mark Hunter also serves as a quasi-assistant coach for older brother Dale.

“He just wants you to do your best out there and perform to the ability he knows you can,” Patterson said. “When he’s pushing us, it doesn’t mean much. He wants you to work hard and be ready for the games on the weekend.”

Patterson put up some good numbers while blessed with massive goal support in back-to-back games against a couple of bottom-­feeders at home.

But he’s now facing three road games in three consecutive nights against solid Eastern Conference teams.

“This is going to be a big test,” Dark said. “I think he’s starting to feel his confidence. Up until the last bit, it’s been a disappointing season for Jake.”

The Knights didn’t expect Patterson to be a clear backup. They wanted him to battle Stolarz for every start after playing half of the record 24-game streak, winning the OHL title and gaining invaluable experience in the Memorial Cup at Saskatoon.

“I expected him to follow up on the end of the year and come in and compete with Stolarz for playing time,” Dark said. “It didn’t work out that way, but the season’s a marathon, not a sprint.

“It’s where you’re standing at the end of the year. Everything’s moving in the right direction for him right now.”

Plante, the seven-time Vezina Trophy winner, is better known for introducing the goalie mask than his ropes and paint technique. These days, most goalies get their masks painted in designs that reveal their personalities.

Patterson, a country music fan, had singer Justin Moore, a favourite of Chicago Blackhawks defenceman Duncan Keith, painted on his mask.

“I’ve been a big fan,” Patterson said. “He’s not one of the more popular country singers right now, but I’ve seen him a couple of times in concert (at a three-day festival in Ohio) and I just love his music. Most of the songs, I can relate to back home (in the Sault) with my buddies. It’s nice living away from home and to listen to that music and most people in the Sault can relate to it.”

For a goalie to find his harmony, it often takes unconventional means.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
London Knights bolstered by wins 
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  LONDON, ON - JANUARY 25: Matia Marcantuoni #91 of the Kitchener Rangers takes a faceoff against Chris Tierney #71 of the London Knights during an OHL game at the Budweiser Gardens on January 25, 2014 in London, Ontario, Canada. Claus Andersen/Getty Images/AFP
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The London Knights weren’t considered pre-season favourites to win the Ontario Hockey League title because they had one MVP-calibre star player or a guaranteed scoring champion candidate.

They weren’t highly touted just because everybody assumed Finnish Olympian-to-be defenceman Olli Maatta would return from Pittsburgh Penguins camp, which, of course, didn’t happen.

They were picked largely based on their depth and experience.

The consensus was the Knights would keep winning because when United States world junior goalie Anthony Stolarz didn’t or couldn’t play, the veteran in net for the pivotal three games of the last OHL final — Jake Patterson — would take good care of the crease.

And the offence would rarely miss a beat because Brett Welychka, pegged for London’s third-line centre job, was the kind of player good enough to score 20-plus goals.

At the start of the season, no one would’ve given much consideration to a late-January pounding of the Sarnia Sting (8-1 Friday) and romping over rebuilding Kitchener (6-1 Saturday) at Budweiser Gardens.

But the Knights needed this kind of weekend.

“We took a lot of pride in these two games and made sure we won them,” Welychka said. “It wasn’t really an if. It was a must.”

There was never a thought, until the Knights started losing head-scratchers to lesser teams and bundling five defeats in six games over two weeks, the Memorial Cup hosts might end up being a fourth-place team in the Western Conference.

There was hardly a pre-season shred of evidence the Knights’ group of high NHL draft picks and world junior players could deliver inconsistent performances or the defence would require a massive facelift.

No one could’ve seen the team waiting until two-thirds of the schedule was in the books before picking Chris Tierney captain or master dealer Mark Hunter, in an all-in year, unwilling to part with the blue-chip prospects he uncovers better than most GMs in junior hockey.

But in such a topsy-turvy season, it had to be reassuring to the Knights that a couple of old truths were reinforced.

Patterson can win and look good with Stolarz on the shelf for a month with a leg laceration.

“Patty played an unreal game for us (with 39 saves against Kitchener),” Welychka said. “He’s been real good. Obviously, with the high-scoring games, you look at the goals against and two in two games is pretty outstanding for an OHL goaltender. He’s showing his stuff right now.”

When Bo Horvat couldn’t answer the bell on Friday, Welychka took over his pivotal playing time. He’s been the Knights’ position-changing chameleon this year and also the reason head coach Dale Hunter is comfortable starting games with just five true defencemen on his bench.

“I put Bo up there as one of the best centres, and when he’s gone, guys have to play the different roles,” Welychka said. “You just try to fill that role.”

When Horvat returned from a “lower-body” injury Saturday, Welychka delivered his 15th goal to beat the first-period buzzer as the Knights scored twice in the final minute to take control.

“It was pretty important,” the 19-year-old Londoner said. “Any time you get a goal at the end of a period, it brings momentum to the room. Anyone could’ve been in my position, but with me getting it, I felt it got the boys going.”

Three of London’s world junior players — Horvat, Josh Anderson, Nikita Zadorov — showed off their goal-scoring chops again. The Knights are going to need a dangerous offence, especially when they tangle with the other league heavyweights.

“For that to happen, two high-scoring games, I think it’s good for the guys,” Welychka said, “and we had some offensive slack (last week against Saginaw and Mississauga) but we took our practice pretty seriously and guys were scoring. And if they weren’t, you want to get the next one there.”

The Knights still need a couple of things to happen before they ascend to their expected level.

They’re banking on the Rupert twins producing the way they have the previous two springs.

They have to prove they can win pivotal road games in tough barns, which they haven’t to date.

And they need most of their roster to accept their lot and play to their own lofty expectations.
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The London Knights needed this kind of weekend.

Those ugly five losses in six games and the scoring struggles are in the rear-view mirror.

The Knights played two teams in Sarnia and Kitchener they should beat – and pounded in 14 pucks combined, the capper a 6-1 win over the Rangers before 9,046 Saturday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“We took a lot of pride in these two games and made sure we won them,” London veteran forward Brett Welychka said. “It wasn't really an if. It was a must.”

Too many times this year, the Memorial Cup hosts watched teams like Niagara (twice), Plymouth and Mississauga hang frustrating losses on them, derailing their chances of finishing in first overall.

They gave teams early hope.

Again, offensively-challenged Kitchener opened the scoring, but the Knights struck twice in the final 27 seconds of the first period – Matt Rupert, with his 19th on a power play, and Welychka beating the buzzer with three-tenths of a second left on the board.

“It was pretty important,” the 19-year-old Londoner said. “Any time you get a goal at the end of a period, it brings momentum to the room. Anyone could've been in my position, but with me getting it, I felt it got the boys going.”

He shared a quick joke with last year's OHL final hero Bo Horvat, back in the lineup after a one-game absence with a lower-body injury.

“Bo kind of said something about it and I just laughed,” Welychka said. “We didn't say too much. We had two more periods to take care of.”

Welychka, the Knights' position-changing chameleon, had to take on Horvat's two-way minutes against Sarnia. He was back with more familiar duty against Kitchener.

“I put Bo up there as one of the best centres, and when he's gone, guys have to play the different roles,” he said. “You just try to fill that role.”

And if possible, fill the net.

The Knights swept all three home games against Kitchener this season by a combined 15-3 score. They are 8-1 at the Bud against the Midwest Division with only three more at home inside the division (all against Owen Sound).

They pulled within five points of second-place Erie, whose game in Belleville Saturday was postponed because of weather.

More importantly, they showed off a potent offence again, which they'll need against the league heavyweights.

“For that to happen, two high-scoring games, I think it's good for the guys,” Welychka said, “and we had some offensive slack the past two games, but we took our practice pretty seriously and guys were scoring.

“And if they weren't, you want to get the next one there.”

Three world junior players – Josh Anderson, Nikita Zadorov and Bo Horvat – are producing again.

And the guy in net everyone's been watching closely, Jake Patterson, had himself a steady weekend full of glove saves.

“Patty played an unreal game for us,” Welychka said. “He's been real good. Obviously, with the high-scoring games, you look at the goals against and two in two games is pretty outstanding for an OHL goaltender. It's a talented and offensive league.

“He's showing his stuff right now.”

In this time of need, he – and the Knights – have started delivering.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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GAME GLANCE

Knights 6, Rangers 1

London goals: Matt Rupert, Brett Welychka, Nikita Zadorov, Josh Anderson, Bo Horvat, Ryan Rupert

Kitchener goal: Matia Marcantuoni,

Next: The Knights play in North Bay for the first time in 12 years Thursday, 7 p.m. at the Memorial Gardens.
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Scoring is all about confidence.

If you don’t have it, the net looks the size of a mini-fridge.

But when the red-hot feeling is there for a hockey team, it looks like they’re shooting at a soccer goal.

The London Knights’ offence was supposed to make up for the pillars on defence — Scott Harrington, Olli Maatta, Tommy Hughes — they lost to the pro ranks this season.

Instead, their gunners have bounced back and forth between mini-fridge and soccer goal.

Their game against the Sarnia Sting Friday night at Budweiser Gardens provided the perfect example.

The Knights had 20 shots in the first period, which ended scoreless. That meant, in seven periods over the past three games, London had taken 119 shots and scored just two goals.

Try to find that shooting percentage with a microscope.

Then, in the second period, they scored six goals on 21 shots to stomp on a nail-biter.

Chris Tierney and Max Domi finished off a shorthanded, four-pass 2-on-0 effort that was as gorgeous as it gets.

So how can a team look so snakebit one period, then world-beater the next?

The Knights played without reliable world junior centre Bo Horvat, who was a surprise scratch after practising this week and feeling encouraged and optimistic about his chances to suit up after suffering a “lower-body injury” last Sunday in Mississauga.

Horvat said the Knights picked up some things on video early in the week after losing five of six games and scoring just 15 goals over that stretch.

One of the biggies was not getting enough traffic in front of the net. The shots have been mostly low and hard from the point, but the Knights weren’t crashing the crease and re-directing pucks.

Ryan Rupert opened the scoring by going to the net and tipping a puck home past Sting goalie Brodie Barrick.

Nikita Zadorov gave London an important insurance goal by launching a shot from the point through a crowd in front.

The Knights aren’t going to score on skill alone. They’re not going to beat anybody just by showing up.

The Knights have to do the things that will lead to success, and by the end of March, they must have one of the most dangerous offences in the league.

Right now, it is light years behind Guelph and Erie and on par with Sault Ste. Marie.

London head coach Dale Hunter has recognized the need to stop making goalies look great.

He brought in shooting and skills coach Tim Turk to help out at practice.

The Hunters have never been afraid or too proud to ask for assistance and look outside their own large coaching staff for some tips.

Before teams start stringing together wins, they have to do the things that are going to lead toward it.

The Knights showed signs of it against the Sting.

They should be able to follow that up against Kitchener on Saturday night.

But it has to be infectious and carry on to next week’s road trip to North Bay, Sudbury and Barrie.

If they have another stinker of a trip like the one through Guelph, Saginaw and Sault Ste. Marie post-trade deadline, they’re back to square one again.

With Zach Bell serving the second of a five-game suspension, the Knights dressed an extra forward — Tristen Elie — and only five defencemen, figuring Brett Welychka would help out when necessary.

It’s a risky manoeuvre in case of injury, but so is letting a lower-tier team feel good about itself after a scoreless first period.
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In the wake of goaltender Anthony Stolarz’s horrific leg cut, the London Knights have made Kevlar socks mandatory for all their players.

The Ontario Hockey League still allows room for players and teams to make their own decisions.

But Stolarz, on crutches and sporting a protective boot while addressing the media on Friday, indicated he would not return to the ice without the cut-resistant protective gear.

“It was my choice not to (wear them),” said the Philadelphia Flyers’ prospect. “I always felt comfortable with the socks I had and you think you’re invincible. It makes me not take anything for granted every time I step on to the ice from here on out.

“You don’t think this is going to happen to you. When it finally does, it kind of puts things in perspective. From here on out, I’m going to take more precaution and wear Kevlar socks.”

Stolarz, who still expects to be out a month recovering from the 55-stitch cut, is having a calf wrap built into his goal pads.

Stolarz said his most serious hockey injury before this was a sprained ankle, and he missed a week.

“You look at past (gruesome hockey) incidents — Clint Malarchuk and Richard Zednik — and I feel very fortunate that it was nothing as serious as that,” the 20-year-old world junior puckstopper said. “It’s kind of a good thing, too. It raises awareness for Kevlar socks and how much contact is made in or around the blade (in front of the net).”

Stolarz said after the crease scrum with teammate Dakota Mermis and Saginaw captain Eric Locke, he felt a knot in the back of his leg and fell. When the six-foot-six goalie saw all the blood, he realized what was happening to him.

“It was kind of a painful mess after that,” he said. “Watching Dougie (London physiotherapist Doug Stacey) come from the bench to the ice was probably the longest three seconds of my life.”

Stolarz aims to return ahead of the Knights playoff run. He has watched the video of the injury.

“I watched it a couple of times in the hospital,” he said. “You’re sitting there and you really have nothing to do so I thought I’d get a glance and watching it over and over again, it’s one of those freak accidents. You see how many times guys collide with the goalies. It was a one-in-a-million.”

On Friday, Stolarz met with Dr. Brian Evans and was encouraged by the prognosis.

“He said everything was going fine. It looked pretty good for what it was in the beginning,” Stolarz said. “Everyone (on the response team) did fantastic and I think the most credit goes to Dr. Evans over at UH. He did everything he could to keep me calm in the emergency room.”
Players who competed at world juniors still adjusting to the smaller ice surface from the Olympic-sized surface 4
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When the world juniors ended, the London Knights were supposed to click into overdrive.

Instead, they have sputtered to five losses in six games, goalie Anthony Stolarz is hurt and the returning cavalry from Malmo, Sweden, hasn’t exactly carried the team on their backs.

Rather, they’re trying to find their groove again on the smaller ice.

“The first couple of games (back), I noticed it,” forward Josh Anderson said, “and even getting on the wing there in practice, I was almost running into the boards. I almost caught (assistant coach Dylan Hunter). The first time we got on the ice here (at Western Fair), it looked really small, like you were playing on a pond. But you adjust to the ice size.

‘‘We’ll be fine.”

Nikita Zadorov, the Russian all-star, felt like his first few games back were being played at the same breakneck speed as a medal-round tilt.

“There’s a big difference between playing on the big and small ice,” he said.

“Guys are on top of you,” Bo Horvat echoed. “You don’t have as much time and space. It’s a little bit different and a bit of an adjustment.

“It takes time. It was tough coming back and going three in three (on the road) that first week. You’re feeling pretty tired each day, but it’s been a few weeks now, we’re starting to get back recovered and we should be fine this weekend.”

London head coach Dale Hunter expected some stuttering from his horses out of the post-world junior gate.

“I remember last year, Olli (Finnish defenceman Maatta) wasn’t playing up to snuff when he came back,” he said. “World juniors, you’re on this high and you’re at an intensity where it’s hard to get back to that level again (in the OHL). That’s a lot of hockey over there under extreme pressure and it wears you down a bit, too.’’

“It happens every year, but you get back going again after a few weeks. You rebound. Olli was fine, recovered, and he goes and makes the National Hockey League this year.”

Anderson’s agent Jeff Jackson, a Canadian world junior gold medallist in 1985, warned him about the difficulties in store when he returned to the Knights.

“It takes about a week to recover from the time difference and when you’re eating your meals,” he said. “People usually find it difficult coming back to junior hockey because it’s a different pace and Jeff was definitely right about that. I think Bo and I handled it the right way. We got our rest. We should be fine this weekend, but we’ve got to come out and play better as a team.”

For the last few months, the Knights hung their hats on the fact they were winning at about the same pace as last year’s league champion team, who put together the franchise-record 24-game winning streak.

That’s no longer the case.

These Knights have dropped to six victories behind that 2012-13 crew through 45 games (29 to their 35 a year ago). They’ll need a powerful finishing kick (16-7 or better) to get in the range of 45-50 wins it will probably take to be a top seed in the playoffs.

Horvat isn’t fretting about it.

“I don’t think it really matters too much,” the Vancouver first-rounder said. “We’ve had lots of wins the past couple of seasons. We’ve got a tough (conference) this year with Guelph, Erie and the Sault. It’s hard to get wins and sometimes, the bounces don’t go your way.

“We’ve got to work through it and get back to the basics.”

They’ve talked about getting bodies in front of the net and creating better opportunities from the point. They’ve watched the video, worked on it in practice, brought in a shooting guru and shuffled lines in practice.

“We have to take charge and the older guys have to lead by example,” Horvat said. “We’ve got to do a better job of that, prepare ourselves and get some wins.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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--- --- ---

KNIGHTWATCH

Friday: vs. Sarnia, 7:30 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

Saturday: vs. Kitchener, 7 p.m. at the Bud.

--- --- ---

Bo Horvat, Canada

2 goals, 4 points, minus-1

Josh Anderson, Canada 

1 goal, 1 point, minus-3

Nikita Zadorov, Russia 

0 goals, 3 points, minus-3

Tim Bender, Germany 

0 points, minus-2

Anthony Stolarz, United States 

1-1-1, 3.21 GAA, .921 save% (currently out a month with leg laceration)

--- --- ---

ON LOCKE-DOWN

The Knights will be without over-age defenceman Zach Bell for four more games.

The OHL suspended Bell for five games for fighting unwilling Saginaw captain Eric Locke in the Knights’ loss last Friday.

He sat out Sunday’s loss in Mississauga so has four games to go, including what would’ve been his only visit to North Bay, where he refused to report this season resulting in a trade to the Knights.
London Knights' goalie set for longest starting run of junior career 8


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, January 22, 2014 11:35:34 EST PM  
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Last spring, Jake Patterson bailed out the London Knights in the OHL final.

The struggling hockey team requires his season-saving services again — four months earlier.

“We needed him when Anthony (Stolarz) got tired in the playoffs and he played a lot of (big) games,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “Jake came in and beat Barrie (in the final). That’s what we need him to do again, just to play consistent, that’s all.”

Stolarz is on the shelf for at least a month after suffering a deep leg cut Friday against Saginaw. Patterson, who carried the crease load while his net mate was in Sweden for the world junior championships, is embarking on the longest extended starting run of his major junior career.

“I think it’s easier to get on a roll and keep playing well when you’re playing every game or every second game,” the 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie said. “With (Stolarz) going down, I’m going to have to get on a hot streak and roll with it.”

He was pretty good in relief on Friday, but Saginaw’s like-named Jake Paterson was better.

Patterson “stood on his head for us” on Sunday in Mississauga, Knights forward Josh Anderson said, but London only managed one goal against the Steelheads and lost 3-1.

The veteran goaltender is currently 7-7-0-3 with a 3.02 goals-against average and .904 save percentage.

“Some nights, a goalie’s going to have to be the best player out there,” Patterson said. “You just want to put yourself in a situation to help the boys get the two points. I can’t control (his team’s offensive output) and I don’t look at my stats too much.

“The only stat I look at is wins and we’re not getting the wins right now. I have to find a way to stop that extra puck and eliminate that one extra goal a game, and that will give the team a better chance.”

The Knights won four of seven games with Patterson in net during world junior time. But one of those victories went to recently-traded rookie Liam Herbst, who came on in relief.

Dale Hunter judged Patterson’s recent play to have “been OK. We didn’t score enough goals (just 15 in their past six games).”

The Knights have kept him because they believe he’ll live up to his potential as a consistent goalie capable of winning games. They didn’t make a move before the trade deadline for goaltending help because no puck-stoppers in his class were available.

“We’ve never had qualms about his talent,” said London goalie coach Bill Dark. “We could always see the ability was there. It’s about stopping one puck at a time. He’s the guy and you’re expected to be one of the (best players on the ice). Starters relish that opportunity.

“Every goaltender wants to be ‘The Guy.’ ”

Patterson rarely played in his rookie season because he suffered a bout of mono and got stuck behind the ultimate starter Michael Houser.

“Going back to when House was here and playing three-in-threes, he found a way to get better as the weekend went on,” Patterson said. “I have to find a way to do that and play a full 60 minutes every game.”

This weekend, the Knights play back-to-back games on Friday and Saturday. Next week, they face a three-in-three trip to North Bay, Sudbury and Barrie.

These were the kind of marathon weekends in which Houser would thrive.

“As soon as the game ended, Houser was thinking about the next one,” Dark said. “That’s the difference between a starter and a backup. A backup, you have days or a week to think about your game and recover for the next one. A start, you move quickly to the next one because it’s probably (tomorrow).”

The Knights aren’t in a position to experiment. They need Patterson to deliver.

“You have to approach every game like every other one,” he said. “You have to prepare the same way mentally. You’ve got to be ready for every shot. I just have to make the most of this opportunity.”

He did it last year in the stretch drive and he has to do it again.

“I think I can play to my abilities and help the boys get some wins here,” he said, “and kind of hold the fort until (Stolarz) gets back.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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From the day he arrived in London four years ago, Chris Tierney understood the path to success with the Knights.

“Over the years, I just tried to gain the trust of the Hunters,” the veteran forward said. “They've been really good to me.”

Two days after a lifeless loss in Mississauga and in the midst of an alarming swoon, the Hunters showed the ultimate trust in Tierney by naming him captain.

Bo Horvat, Josh Anderson, Ryan Rupert and Brady Austin were selected as alternates.

The Knights held a vote before Tuesday's practice. But as always, if the team brass didn't like the results, they certainly didn't have to endorse them.

After nearly five months without an official leader, the team picked their leading scorer and longest-serving player (269 regular-season and playoff games) to play front man.

“It's something I kind of thought about, especially when Olli (Maatta) wasn't coming back (from Pittsburgh),” Tierney, the 19-year-old from Keswick, Ont., said. “I wanted to be a guy to step up and be a real leader in the room. As many guys have said before, and I've said, there are a lot of leaders in the room.

“It's a huge honour, especially on a team like the Knights in a year where we're hosting the Memorial Cup. You can't get much bigger and I want to try to be the best I can.”

Tierney didn't take all those pre-game ceremonial faceoffs without the 'C' this year – a normal captain's duty – in vain.

“I was glad the Hunters selected me to be the guy to go do that,” he said. “They showed a lot of confidence in me.”

Tierney, the Knights' first-round pick in 2010 and the son of a former Canadian university football quarterback, has played under four previous captains in London.

In his rookie season, Michael D'Orazio was traded to Mississauga for a shot at winning the Memorial Cup. After a few months, Londoner Stephen Sanza finished the year with the 'C'.

The past two years, Tierney watched Jarred Tinordi and Scott Harrington help guide the Knights to OHL titles and Cup berths.

“There's something I can take away from every one of them,” the San Jose Sharks' second-rounder said. “They were great leaders in the room. They led by example on the ice. Just seeing their practice habits and how hard they worked, they were very committed to getting better.

“They were guys who, not only held the players in the room accountable, but held themselves accountable. You could always go to them for advice and everything I learned came from them.”

Tierney kept his head down and mouth shut as he developed. He didn't outwardly grouse at early fourth-line duty and defensive responsibilities and he has been rewarded with the chance to lead the team offensively this season.

He understands the role of every player on the Knights because he's been there.

“I've spent time on the fourth line,” he said. “I played every game last year. You see the leadership and the kind of team we are and try to keep that going. I think the Hunters want me to just be a leader. Don't cheat. If I'm cheating in a game, I can't go and tell a guy not to cheat.

“I'm trying to keep good habits.”

The Knights have never won an OHL championship with a forward in charge. Defenceman Danny Syvret wore the 'C' in 2005 and Tinordi and Harrington were top-notch blue-liners.

“That (a third straight OHL title and the Memorial Cup) has been our goal since Day One,” Tierney said. “I'll be disappointed if we don't accomplish our goals. I think everyone will be if we don't get to lift two trophies by the end of the year.”

At least they have now designated a guy to do it.

HORVAT UPDATE: London forward Bo Horvat didn't practise on Tuesday but he's optimistic he'll be able to play Friday against Sarnia. The world junior centre was banged up with what the Knights called a “lower body injury” Sunday in Mississauga.
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MISSISSAUGA - This has to be rock bottom, right?

The London Knights, with a Memorial Cup looming, have stumbled to five losses in their past six games.

The indigestable 3-1 loss to the youth-laden Mississauga Steelheads, who won for just the fourth time in their last 21 games before an announced 2,612 Sunday at the Hershey Centre, has pushed the Knights’ pursuit of first place into the Hail Mary prayer zone.

“We can learn from this and move on and just win the rest of our (23 regular-season) games,” London forward Michael McCarron said. “Seriously.”

That might be what it takes. It will be difficult with goalie Anthony Stolarz, released from hospital Sunday after his nasty leg cut against Saginaw Friday, on the shelf for at least a month.

Now, Bo Horvat is ailing. He was shaken up late in the second period, retreated to the dressing room and limped while occasionally bending over at the waist.

He was on the bench for the third but barely moved. He was seen after the game holding a bag of ice at his side.

The Knights described it as a lower-body injury and called it “nothing serious”.

But this two-week stretch of lousy results ranks as alarming.

“That was a game that we needed the two points,” said veteran defenceman Brady Austin, “and we can’t let those slip away. We’ve got to come ready to work this week in practice, that’s for sure.”

They have the talent but aren’t putting it together. Instead of worrying about first place, they better start looking over their shoulders at fifth-place Windsor, now just seven points behind them.

For a team with a reputation of bouncing back in a hurry, the Knights have not done that recently.

They claim the Stolarz injury didn’t linger in their minds.

“That was a pretty emotional game Friday (against Saginaw), but I don’t think that had anything to do with today,” McCarron said. “We had a day off (Saturday). There’s no reason we should’ve been flat.”

McCarron took on Mississauga heavy Nick Zottl but it failed to trigger any positive response.

“There was no gelling in the locker-room,” McCarron, the Montreal first-rounder said. “I tried to get everyone going. I didn’t think anyone really got in the flow early. It was brutal.

“We weren’t ready right off the bat and we can’t let that happen. We’re an upbeat team. We play in the offensive zone. We’ve got to come out with a lot more energy and tempo.”

Instead, the Steelheads scored 18 seconds into the game and in the final minute of the second period. The Knights wasted Gemel Smith’s first goal in six games with his new team.

“It’s huge (first and last minute goals) — that kills you,” Austin said. “You can’t start games like that or finish periods that way. We just weren’t ready to go off the hop. The effort was there against Saginaw, but the goalie stood on his head. We didn’t capitalize.

“(Sunday) we weren’t ready to play.”

They have the necessary talent. They just haven’t put it together since the trade deadline.

Brett Welychka, shuttled back to the blue line while Zach Bell sat out awaiting a league decision for fighting unwilling Saginaw captain Eric Locke, was moved back up front late with Horvat hurt and the Knights desperate for a comeback.

Austin isn’t concerned about continuity on the blue line. There were a few glaring mistakes that shouldn’t happen against a team with just one 30-point scorer.

London Nationals goaltender Justin Tugwell served as Jake Patterson’s backup and remains, for the time being, the team’s No. 3 goalie. He was getting ready to toast a bagel Friday when he got the call from Knights goalie coach Bill Dark to report to Budweiser Gardens after the Stolarz injury.

“I was in my kitchen and I had the Knights game on downstairs,” the former Oshawa Generals property said. “My mom called me down and said Stolarz got hurt and I might be getting a call. As soon as she finished the sentence, my phone started ringing. I said, ‘Dad, I’ve got to bust my butt down to the Western Fair to get my gear’.”

He showed a ton of hustle.

The Knights on Sunday?

Not so much.
London Knights' Anthony Stolarz in good spirits after bad cut 2
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London Knights goaltender Anthony Stolarz is taken off the ice on a stretcher after receiving a cut to his leg during an OHL hockey game against the Saginaw Spirit at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Friday January 17, 2014. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Anthony Stolarz has returned home from the hospital — and is back to his old feisty self.

The London Knights goaltender, who will miss at least a month with a reported 55-stich cut on the back of his left leg in a freak incident Friday night at Budweiser Gardens, jousted with a fellow Twitter user Sunday and even consulted the OHL rule book to prove a point that cut-resistant Kevlar socks were not mandatory in the league.

That said, Stolarz also indicated he would take more precaution when he gets back in the net. The Knights are thankful the cut was not season-ending, especially with how close it was to the Achilles tendon.

“Everything in that area (of the leg) is close to everything else,” Knights physiotherapist Doug Stacey said. ‘‘It was a nasty cut but it should heal up beautifully. He’s doing great.”

On Sunday in Mississauga, Stacey said it was the first major calf laceration from a skate he’s encountered in his considerable hockey experience, though he’s seen worse ones caused by stick work.

“I deal with blood every day in terms of the head cuts and facial cuts,” he said. “This one was bigger than typical. You focus and deal with it, stabilize him and get him the care he needs.”

From the bench, Stacey initially thought Stolarz got hit in his head and did not see the blood leaking out of the cut. “I got to him and he said, ‘No, it’s my leg and right away, I went to compression,” Stacey recalled. “You get a cut, you’ve got to stop it. Once I had compression, I just calmed him down. Then . . . I initiated the emergency action plan.

“I think it went very smooth. Once it was stable, we have to get him off the ice and all we need is a stretcher. We brought it out and then you go from there.”

How did Stacey keep Stolarz calm? By trying to put his mind on something else.

“We got his pads off and he helped with taking them off,” Stacey said. “I asked him, ‘Stolie, how do we do it? I know how to take them off, but if I get him involved, he participates and you don’t want him to just lie there.

“ . . . I told him, ‘Stolie, it’s good, it’s under control.’ ’’

Once Stolarz went to the hospital, Stacey had the same calming words for his worried teammates.

“I made a general statement, saying, ‘You know what, Stolie’s fine,’ ” the frequent Canadian Olympic and world junior trainer said. “He’s good. Everything’s under control.”

Stolarz, who will need crutches to avoid weight-bearing, is in the first stage in the standard of healing a wound — the inflammatory phase.

“It’s often the worst because that’s when it’s swelling and painful,” Stacey said. “That’s three or four days. Then, you want to start adding some gentle stress, as tolerated, so it doesn’t swell (the sub-acute phase). That’s about a week. The, you move into the regenerative phase and progressively add resistance to get the strength back and move towards a return to activity.”

Will Stolarz wear Kevlar socks when he returns? He joked online he would, but that’s his choice.

“The Kevlar socks are not necessarily going to stop all cuts,’’ Stacey said. It was just one of those things . . .

It was certainly hard to watch.

At least the guy it happened to sounds upbeat.
Fourth-liners ignite London Knights 3
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London Knights forward Matt Rupert sinks a backhanded shot past Kitchener Rangers goalie Matthew Greenfield during the third period of their OHL game at Budweiser Gardens on Thursday night. The Knights won 6-2. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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When a hockey team has an effective fourth line, everything changes.

Each player’s time on the ice is better spent.

The top scorers aren’t always dragging their feet. The special teams ought to be more crisp and the pace of play should pick up.

Naturally, there’s more energy on the bench and gas in the tank for a late-game surge.

The London Knights, whose game is predicated on a speed and cycle game, are built to operate best as a four-line team.

Right now it looks like super-rookie Mitch Marner is the key to that missing puzzle piece. He and bangers Tait Seguin and C.J. Yakimowicz made a big difference in a 6-2 victory over Kitchener before 8,983 Thursday night at Budweiser Gardens.

They hemmed the low-scoring Rangers in their own end.

The Knights, feeding off the good work the group of rookies provided, created all kinds of scoring chances.

They scored at both ends of Kitchener forward Darby Llewellyn’s double-minor for high-sticking.

Josh Anderson, foiled a few times early, roared in for a shorthanded effort in a four-goal second period.

“I thought they were very effective (last) weekend,” Knights veteran Chris Tierney said. “They were cycling pucks well, getting scoring chances. It’s going to be a pretty skilled fourth line. You’ve got Marner, who on any other team, he’d probably be playing first, second or third line .”

Tierney knows that feeling.

So do Bo Horvat and Anderson, who formed a puck-possessing, low-risk Kid Line in the run to the 2012 Memorial Cupw.

“That’s kind of what happened to Bo and us that year,” Tierney said. 

“If we were on a different team, we could’ve been playing a line higher. It just happens with so many good players here. They’re probably going to get their ice time and we’ll probably roll four (lines).

“The main thing is defence first and as long as they don’t get scored on and chip in offensively, that’s exactly what they need to do.”

Marner spent the first half of the season proving he belonged with the older Knights. Now, he’s being asked to add another dimension to a line that hasn’t scored much so far this season.

Seguin, Yakimowicz and Owen Macdonald, when he’s in the lineup, can’t help but love playing with the 16-year-old.

“All you have to do is do what we can to give him the puck as much as possible,” Yakimowicz, the young body-crasher from Pennsylvania, said. “At the same time, we’ll chip in, too. I think it’s a good situation for us. For me, I feel more comfortable and I’m taking more chances. I like this system. I think I’m pretty defensively sound and it fits me well.”

They could be a factor when the games matter most.

The Knights wouldn’t have swept the Saginaw Spirit in the first round last spring if not for an effective fourth line.

They were a game-changer on the road, often outplaying the Spirit’s best forwards and rendering coach Greg Gilbert’s line-matching ineffective.

None of those three players — Kyle Platzer, Remi Elie and Paxton Leroux — remain with London.

Platzer went to Owen Sound last week in the deal for Gemel Smith. Elie has become Belleville’s most dangerous scorer and Leroux reinjured his shoulder in his first game with Kitchener, ending his season prematurely.

From that potential and early success, Elie became a second-round NHL pick of Dallas, Platzer went to Edmonton in the fourth round and Leroux earned a spot at the New York Rangers’ training camp.

The Knights know a strong fourth line is a luxury.

They’ve had one in the last two Memorial Cup seasons.

They’ve been looking for one all season.

They may have found just the right mix.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Sickening mishap in first period sends Knights netminder Anthony Stolarz to hospital after his left ankle is cut by a skate blade 55
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  London Knights Alex Basso hits Saginaw Spirit forward Terry Trafford in the open ice during their OHL hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ontario on Friday January 17, 2014. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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Anthony Stolarz put his shocked London Knights teammates – and all hockey fans – at ease with a message sent via Twitter from University Hospital Friday night.

The London Knights goaltender, who suffered a sickening cut to the back of his left leg 3:42 into a 3-1 loss to the Saginaw Spirit before 9,046 at Budweiser Gardens, typed, “Nothing too serious and I'll be looking to get right back on the (ice) as soon as I can.”

The incident happened when Saginaw captain Eric Locke's skate blade clipped Stolarz while jousting with London defenceman Dakota Mermis.

The Philadelphia Flyers' prospect writhed in pain on the ice and left a lot of blood in the blue paint in front of his net.

Stolarz was treated on the ice and removed by stretcher. The Knights offered no update after their third loss in the past four games.

“Right now, we don't have anything definite,” London assistant GM Rob Simpson said. “We'll have to wait and see.”

The Knights, who peppered Saginaw goalie Jake Paterson with 60 shots but could only score once, were relieved to hear any shred of positive news from Stolarz.

“Dougie (London physiotherapist Doug Stacey) did a great job jumping over there and getting it covered up,” forward Ryan Rupert said. “Everyone was pretty worried. Everyone was in shock. Especially the situation, cuts are always scary.

“It definitely takes a bit out of you and unfortunately, it took too much out of us. By the time we were done killing penalties in the first, it was too late to catch up.”

Jake Patterson, who lost 2-0 to Paterson last Saturday in Saginaw, came on in relief and stopped 26 of 28 shots. The Knights contacted London Nationals goaltender Justin Tugwell, who rushed to the rink and served as an emergency backup.

“I think it's hard for everyone to move on from that. It's a scary moment,” Patterson said of the Stolarz injury. “When you see blood on the ice like that, it's pretty scary. He's a huge part of this team. Hopefully, he's back. We'll go see him (Saturday) and see how he's doing.”

Patterson said the injury will have him and many other goalies considering wearing Kevlar socks.

“There's nothing back there (back of the leg) for protection and if wearing those socks prevent a few incidents like that, more guys should be wearing them,” he said. “Seeing that happen, it could have easily been me. There are a lot of scrums in fronf of the net.

“I definitely want to give (Kevlar) a try.”

Simpson said there are no guarantees it could have been prevented.

“The skates are getting so sharp,” Simpson said. “Anything for added protection (but) you look at the David Bolland cut (that put the ex-Knight out of the Maple Leafs' lineup). He was wearing a Kevlar sock when it happened so there's nothing that I know of that's 100 percent.”

The Knights felt Locke should have been penalized on the play leading up to the injury for goalie interference.

Five minutes after Stolarz left, defenceman Zach Bell took matters into his own hands by going after Locke. He was handed a fight instigator penalty and a game misconduct for being the aggressor.

The Knights managed to kill a seven-minute Spirit power play, but went 1-for-10 on their own chances with the man advantage, plus a missed first-period penalty shot by Ryan Rupert.

Rupert, tripped by Jimmy Lodge on a breakaway, was penalized for goalie interference, then pulled out of the box to take his attempt. He was stopped, then forced to serve his penalty.

“I have no idea why he (ef Garrett Rank) would call that,” Rupert said. “To go to a penalty shot unfocused like I was, throwing water bottles in the penalty box and expect to score, there was no way I could score with my head all (wound up) from that call.”

Paterson has faced 90 London shots over two gamesin the last week. He stopped all but one of them.

The Spirit remain a possible first-round playoff foe for London.

But right now, all thoughts are with Stolarz.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

GAME GLANCE

Spirit 3, Knights 1

Saginaw goals: Dylan Sadowy, Justin Kea, Eric Locke

London goal: Bo Horvat

Next: The Knights head to Mississauga Sunday, 2 p.m. at the Hershey Centre.
London Knights still without a captain nearly two-thirds the way through the season 3
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Chris Tierney works with the puck during the London Knights practice at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ont. on Wednesday January 15, 2014. Mike Hensen/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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If it were only so easy, Dale Hunter would command the captain's 'C' be sewn on every London Knights' sweater.

“We've got 23 leaders, including the goalies,” the London Knights head coach said. “They all deserve the 'C's. We've got good leadership here.”

It's a nice sentiment, of course, but begs simple questions.

Who will OHL commissioner David Branch hand the J. Ross Robertson Cup to first if the Knights win a third straight league playoff title?

Who talks to the refs? Who take the ceremonial faceoffs?

So far, it's been fourth-year forward Chris Tierney, who wears an alternate captain's 'A' on home ice along with Matt Rupert and Dakota Mermis. On the road, it's Brett Welychka, Josh Anderson and Ryan Rupert.

The Knights said a while back they would likely name a captain after the world juniors. Then, it was at the end the trade deadline. Then, it was the most recent three-game road trip, where the Knights dropped all three games.

“We'll name one,” Dale Hunter.

It didn't sound like he was in a hurry. The season is nearly two-thirds complete.

Of course, there's a precedent to this kind of mystery.

In 2010-11, the Knights traded captain Michael D'Orazio and went two months before designating overage forward Stephen Sanza, a London native, their official leader.

That rebuilding year was instrumental in the creation of these three Memorial Cup teams. At that time, Hunter was content to wait until a leader emerged post-trade deadline.

This year, picking a leader is like trying to predict the eventual OHL champion.

There are five or six who could prove worthy.

“We played three close games last week and there's parity in the league,” Dale Hunter said. “Good goalies, good defensive systems. You've got to give other teams credit. It's what every league like the National Hockey League is looking for – parity. Any given night, any team can win. Even teams lower in the standings, they can beat you at any time.

“That makes it great for the fans and those watching on TV. If it was every night you knew who was going to win, there would be no sense watching.”

It's a sage message with the Knights entering a stretch where they will be favoured in every game they play, starting Thursday night at home against last-place Kitchener.

“Everyone goes through ups and downs,” said Tierney, who is as good a choice to be captain as anyone else. “I didn't have a good weekend offensively and it happens sometimes. I'm putting that in the past and looking forward to playing and trying to turn this around.”

Tierney admitted he doesn't glance at the league standings after going through the kind of winless week the Knights endured. They fell nine points back of first-place Erie.

“I didn't really want to see what it was like,” he said. “From now on, we're going to focus on winning games and let the rest take care of itself. There are some guys, starting with myself, who have to be better and we know that. We're going to try to fix it this week.”

There is some history for this kind of stretch, too. Two years ago, the Knights went through a funk after picking up Austin Watson and Greg McKegg at the trade deadline.

“It happens sometimes after the deadline,” Tierney said. “I think we'll be OK. We'll sort some things out and change some things up. We've got to figure out a way to bring our best because we know other teams will bring theirs. There are good teams and everyone's fighting for top spot right now. Even some of the teams lower in the standings – Sarnia, Kitchener – they're getting up for these big games, too.”

After last weekend, every game is a big one for London now. They need a stirring charge to finish first.

“We've stayed pretty positive,” rookie forward Tait Seguin said. “Keeping that positive attitude is real important. It's a couple of little detains in each game that cost us two points and we're going to work hard to bounce back.”

These days, chasing the league leaders trumps naming one of their own.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

KNIGHTWATCH

Thursday, vs. Kitchener, 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens. Rivals meet twice here in next 10 days.

Friday, vs. Saginaw, 7:30 p.m. at the Bud. Spirit goalie Jake Paterson blanked Knights last Saturday.

Sunday, at Mississauga, 2 p.m. at Hershey Centre. Last year's Steelheads visit produced record 19-round shootout.
London loses its fourth shootout of the season, this one against Sault Ste. Marie 12


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds goalie Matt Murray makes a save on London Knights forward Michael McCarron during recent OHL hockey action in London. (QMI Agency file photo)
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Nineteen out of 20 teams in the Ontario Hockey League have won a shootout this season.

Then, there's the London Knights.

They can't do it.

They practise it every week and that work doesn't translate into success at the end of games.

They're 0-for-4 now after a 5-4 loss in Sault Ste. Marie before 4,491 at Essar Centre Sunday afternoon in which Max Domi tied the game with 53 seconds left, but wasn't picked to take part in the shootout.

Alex Basso, Bo Horvat and Matt Rupert couldn't beat Matt Murray while former Junior Knight Jared McCann scored for the Greyhounds.

“I'm a player that wants to contribute and help the team win but I haven't been putting the puck in the back of the net so I don't necessarily deserve to be shooting,” said Domi, 0-for-3 in the Knights' three previous shootout losses.” I've got to work my way back in and we're all trying to figure out our moves. Once we get that solidified, we'll start winning shootouts. Until then, we've got to do better and win more games in overtime kind-of-thing.”

The Knights started the five-minute overtime with a power play but couldn't bag the winner.

The only thing uglier than the Knights' three-game lost road weekend is their abysmal record in the shootout.

They sunk to 1-for-12 in attempts. Their only successful shootout try so far this season came from Matt Rupert, outdoors at Comerica Park in Detroit against Plymouth.

Indoors, the Knights are 0-for-8.

“I don't think people appreciate how hard it is to score,” Domi said. “You look at the NHL and guys like John Tavares and Sidney Crosby, they don't score all the time in the shootout, either.”

This was Anthony Stolarz's first shootout defeat and it happened in Jake Patterson's hometown.

Opposition shooters are a healthy 6-for-11 against Stolarz and Patterson this season.

The Knights, who have won just four of their past 10 games, can throw this terrible stretch onto the pile they'll regret if they don't defend their OHL regular season title this spring.

“It's a lot of fun to win games and you don't want to lose three in a row,” Domi said, “ but there were positives. We got the penalty kill (the Knights killed two full minutes of a two-man Soo advantage with the Rupert twins in the box in the third), the late goal, the play of Stolarz and our defence in our own zone, it's huge. Unfortunately, we've got to work a little harder.”

The Knights are now nine points behind Erie, who pounded Windsor 9-0 Sunday and celebrated ex-London forward Dane Fox's hat trick to push him over the 50-goal mark.

They have one game in hand, and at this rate, better hope it doesn't go to a shootout.

They're fourth in the conference and now have 10 wins in 20 road games.

“We couldn't find a way to win,” Domi said, “but anything's possible. We're not worried about (catching Erie), to be honest. We're worried about us and us only. We control what goes on in our room and on the ice when we're out there. We've got to be better as a team. We're not hitting the panic button. We all hold each other accountable.”

The Knights have scored just seven goals in the three games after Friday's noon trade deadline.

Gemel Smith, their big goal-scoring pickup last Wednesday, hasn't made an immediate impact. He has no points and is minus-two in three games since being acquired by the Owen Sound Attack.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

GAME GLANCE

Greyhounds 5, Knights 4

(Sault Ste. Marie wins shootout 1-0)

Sault Ste. Marie goals: Jared McCann, Bryan Moore, Patrick Watling, Blake Speers

London goals: Max Domi (2), Mitch Marner, Bo Horvat

Next: The Knights face the Kitchener Rangers Thursday, 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

SHOOTOUT WOES

(The London Knights are 0-4 in the shootout this season).

Nov. 8: 5-4 loss vs. Barrie.

Dec. 14: 4-3 loss at Erie.

Dec. 29: 2-1 loss to Plymouth at Detroit's Comerica Park.

Jan. 12: 5-4 loss at Sault Ste. Marie.
London Knights lose third game at Sleeman Centre in Guelph 3


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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London Knights forward Matt Rupert (Free Press file photo)
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GUELPH - Bo Horvat is relieved the London Knights are done visiting the Sleeman Centre for the rest of the regular season.

“Yeah,” the London Knights centre said after a third straight fruitless trip to the downtown Guelph arena. “It’s a tough barn to play in and the fans are good. They support their Storm well. Guelph plays well in their own rink.”

They didn’t only make Horvat and Co. regret their squandered scoring opportunities. They punished the Knights for them in a 5-3 post-OHL trade deadline win before 5,012 Friday night.

Horvat, the King of clutch goals, missed a glorious chance that would’ve salvaged a disastrous first period.

The Storm pounced on the puck and scored on Zack Mitchell’s breakaway.

Late in the third, Horvat had a carbon-copy chance to tie it up.

Same story. He missed and Guelph over-ager Ryan Horvat (no relation) roared down the ice and salted the game away with an empty netter.

“The bounces weren’t going my way, especially on my end,” said Bo Horvat, the Canadian world junior forward. “I know the last one, the puck kind of rolled on me and it shot right up and unfortunately, missed.

“You’re going to go through adversity like that and I’ve got to bounce back next game (Saturday in Saginaw).”

There are no more London-Guelph clashes on the schedule. The division rivals have played six times. The Knights won all three at Budweiser Gardens. The Storm, who hadn’t beaten London in two previous years at home, won all three at the Sleeman Centre.

This underlines why finishing first in the league is so important.

“The home-ice advantage (in the playoffs) is definitely key,” Bo Horvat said. “We’ve got to keep battling and do what we can to get that home-ice advantage.”

The Knights rode home ice to the last two OHL championships.

The loss in Guelph puts them further behind in their quest. They were buried by a bad first period — outscored 3-1 and outshot 24-9 — and couldn’t claw their way back.

“We finally woke up in the second period,” said London rookie Mitch Marner, who sported a fat lip after taking an uncalled high-stick in the first. “By that time, it was too late. We tried to come back in the end, but it wasn’t enough. It was a strange game.”

The high-scoring Storm put the Knights on their heels right out of the gate.

“We wanted to come out with a quick start and get a lot of shots and put the pressure on them,” said Guelph forward Scott Kosmachuk, who scored his 30th of the season.

London, in their first game with five world junior players back and new addition Gemel Smith on board, looked out of sorts in their own end.

“The chemistry obviously has to come back,” Marner said. “That’ll come over time and we’ll learn from this. We haven’t played very well in here. This was the best we played here . . . We tried, but we’re a little bit snake-bit here.”

Ryan Rupert couldn’t bury a breakaway in the third. The Storm outscored the Knights 18-10 in the three meetings here.

“We weren’t good in the first period,” Bo Horvat said. “We weren’t doing the stuff we normally do. As soon as that first period was over, we shifted into another gear. I thought we got back to our game and playing the way we usually play. We ended up coming almost all the way back, but we’ve got to play like that for a full 60 minutes.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Storm 5, Knights 3

Guelph goals: Kerby Rychel, Zack Mitchell, Scott Kosmachuk, Nick Ebert, Ryan Horvat

London goals: Brady Austin, Max Domi, Zach Bell

Next: The Knights are in Saginaw Saturday night, 7:11 p.m. at TheDow Event Center.

--- --- ---

HOUSE OF HORRORS

(The London Knights went 0-for-3 in their games at Guelph’s Sleeman Centre this season)

Sept. 29: Storm won 6-3. Guelph scored 3 in four-and-a-half minutes in third.

Oct. 27: Storm won 7-4. Guelph chased Stolarz early, then lit up Patterson late.

Jan. 10: Storm won 5-3. Great first period was enough.
Dalla Costa: Lack of moves works for Knights 2
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The Knights will attempt a Memorial Cup run with Anthony Stolarz as the No. 1 guy (QMI Agency file photo)

The Knights will attempt a Memorial Cup run with Anthony Stolarz as the No. 1 guy (QMI Agency file photo)
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The Ontario Hockey League trade deadline is done.

Now that the meat market auction is over, it seems inevitable that everyone is looking to see who won.

While a lot of players and draft choices have changed teams, the situation in the Western Conference remains the same as it did prior to Friday.

There is no clear favourite.

It will be a crazy, unpredictable ride to the playoffs and an eventual spot in the Memorial Cup tournament.

The trade deadline winner may well be the London Knights, a team that is already guaranteed a spot in the tournament. It had nothing to do with what other teams did around them nor really did it have to do with what the Knight did on their own.

It was all about a player that didn’t move.

The Knights dodged a bullet when the Saginaw Spirit decided to hang onto goaltender Jake Paterson. While the Knights will attempt a Memorial Cup run with Anthony Stolarz as the No. 1 guy and their own Jake Patterson backing him up, they were sweating bullets that Paterson would wind up with a team like the Guelph Storm.

The Storm already helped themselves by getting Kerby Rychel and Nick Ebert from the Windsor Spitfires in December. They are deep up front and deep on defence. If they have an Achilles’ heel, most people believe it’s their goaltending.

Paterson would have been the cherry on top of a pretty nice looking sundae.

A number of teams, including the Storm, were sniffing around Mississauga Steelheads netminder Spencer Martin. He too remained in place, again to the Knights advantage.

The Knights were unusually quiet at the trade deadline. Much of the action for them occurred before Christmas when players they thought would help them became available.

That made their goal during the frenetic maneuverings during the trade deadline to simply get a little better.

They got a lot better.

The Knights could have used another solid defensive defenceman but the price was too high. The Knights hope that having Nikita Zadorov back on a fulltime basis now is enough to make that blue-line unit good enough.

Since goaltenders were also an expensive commodity, they focused on getting someone who could score and skate. They landed a good one in Gemel Smith from Owen Sound. He’s going to give them depth up front and on the power play.

If you can’t get help on the blue-line, you might as well get a scorer so you can throw a bunch of offence at the Storm, who have iffy goaltending, and at Erie Otters, who have Oscar Dansk, statistically the best goaltender in the league. Either way he’s going to help an offence that is already among the top in the league,

Inevitably the Knights will hear about how they didn’t get another blue-liner and didn’t get goaltending help should Stolarz have another bad run as he did in the Memorial Cup and late in the playoffs last year.

That’s somewhat myopic. The Knights did what they could and are a better team today.

The Knights aren’t the only team that didn’t get everything they wanted. The Storm wanted goaltending help more than the Knights did.

The Otters were looking for a defenceman that could move the puck.

Neither team was able to come up with what they needed.

No team is perfect. That’s why the Knights would have been pleased goaltenders like Paterson and Martin and puck moving defenceman Slater Koekkoek of the Windsor Spitfires remained with their teams.

Complaining the Knights didn’t do enough is nothing new. There were complaints last year when they didn’t do much at the trade deadline.

They went on to win OHL championship.

This won’t be easy. There are four or five teams that have the capability of winning a championship. But if the Knights lose, it won’t have anything to do with what they did or didn’t do at the trade deadline.
Reunited teammates getting used to being together again and it produces a rough start, a 5-3 loss to the Storm in Guelph 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, January 10, 2014 10:12:23 EST PM  
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GUELPH - In their first period together, the London Knights’ Memorial Cup roster turned over way too many pucks.

The Guelph Storm made them pay.

The Knights surrendered three goals on 24 shots and were pinned in their own zone too long Friday night at the Sleeman Centre.

Clearly, this is going to be a work in progress, starting with a 5-3 loss.

“Guys will start, in this final stretch, to find out what their role is going to be heading into the playoffs,” London defenceman Dakota Mermis said. “It’s up to us as a group to buy in to what we need so we can win a Memorial Cup.”

The Storm didn’t have sniper Brock McGinn or agitator Tyler Bertuzzi, both quality contributors. The Knights iced their team, still trying to figure things out.

“We’ve only had (Russian defenceman Nikita Zadorov) for eight games so it’ll be a nice addition,” Mermis said. “I think we’re happy with the veteran group we have. I think at the beginning of the year, we all expected Olli (Maatta) to come back. But he played so well, he doesn’t have to and he’s staying in Pittsburgh.

“We’re happy with the group we have and we’re looking forward to the rest of this season.”

The Storm are the highest-scoring team in the league. The Erie Otters are up there too.

The Knights didn’t fill the net as much as those two in the first half of the season, but the expectation is they should be able to match their offence down the stretch.

“Not that we want to make mistakes, but if we do, our forwards are going to pick us up and get that extra goal we need,” Mermis said. “Adding Gemel (Smith from Owen Sound) is only going to help that. He puts up good numbers and I think we’re happy with where our team is at coming out of the deadline. It’ll be interesting to see how it’s going to turn out.”

The addition of Smith and the return of the world junior players pushed rookie star Mitch Marner to centre on the fourth line – at least for now. London GM Mark Hunter figures the Knights will have eight 20-goal scorers. The Storm could end up with seven.

“The pickup of Gemel Smith was a good play,” veteran forward Brett Welychka said. “He’s a hard competitor and it definitely shows with his stats. His goals (26 entering Friday) are tops on our team and if he can contribute that (kind of goal-scoring), he’ll fit right in.”

No teams in the Western Conference made the kind of move that will put them over the top. The Knights simply kept up with the Storm and Otters.

“Right now, on paper, it looks pretty good,” Welychka said, “but it’s the games where you tell if we’re going to compete the next few months or we’re going to slow down. With the team we have right now, I think we’re going to be a competitor.”

The Knights tried to keep a handle on the trade talk. Mermis, for one, couldn’t sustain his fascination over what was a rather quiet deadline.

“It’s too exhausting,” he said. “There’s so much talk and there’s rumours. We know what’s going on and what we needed and what we got. We’re happy with how it played out.”

This is the first time in three years the Knights have to chase down two teams in front of them in the standings. It won’t be easy.

“A lot of people said things, but our record is the same as it was last year points-wise and we have more skill up front than anybody,” Mermis said. “It’s our depth – it goes on and on. That’s what we’re most excited about.”

Now, they have to build the right chemistry.

At some point, they will have to name a captain. That’s coming soon.

The target at the moment is at the end of this road trip through Saginaw Saturday and Sault Ste. Marie on Sunday.

“It’s such a unique circumstance with all the veteran guys who have won championships and new guys who have played four years in the league,” Mermis said. “It’s something we’ve all grown used to but it will be nice to get that out of the way.”

Same as that first game after the trade deadline.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
London, Erie and Guelph resume Western Conference battle 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, January 9, 2014 9:30:08 EST PM  
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Josh Anderson didn’t come home from the world juniors empty-handed.

While the Canadian team was in Sweden, they held a traditional secret Santa gag gift exchange among the players and personnel.

Sam Reinhart, the Kootenay Ice star and top NHL prospect, drew Anderson’s name and presented the London forward with a fake ticket good for one Memorial Cup title. Most of the hockey world is well aware the Knights are 0-for-2 at the past two tournaments, with the next one at Budweiser Gardens in May.

“It was a little bit gutty of Sam,” Anderson said with a wide grin.

The Knights have uncovered every rock and examined all potential angles to put this team over the top ahead of Friday’s noon trade deadline. With the Knights unwilling to sell the farm for a Cup crapshoot, the three OHL Western Conference titans — London, Erie and Guelph — will resume the battle for first overall down the stretch.

The Sudbury Wolves and Oshawa Generals have made moves that solidify them as the favourites in the Eastern Conference.

The Hunters are banking their world junior players’ games will rise naturally, due to the skill and speed they encountered the past month spent alongside the best of their peers.

“It’s been a whirlwind the past couple of months trying to make the (Canadian) team and then playing over in Europe,” Canadian and Knights forward Bo Horvat said. “It was a great experience and now, it’s good to be back and focus on winning a (third straight) OHL championship and the Memorial Cup.

“We have a great team . . . and whatever happens (with last-minute trades), we’re still going to have a great team.”

The Knights added Owen Sound’s 26-goal scorer Gemel Smith and elected to keep their three overage defencemen – Brady Austin, Alex Basso, Zach Bell – intact after Thursday’s deadline to move 20-year-olds.

Smith practised Thursday on the left side with Horvat and Anderson.

“That’s a pretty wicked line,” Bell said. “We knew what he (Smith) can do and he knows what he’s capable of. Off the ice, everyone’s pretty happy he’s here. We’ve got Guelph (Friday) and that’s a big measuring stick for our team. If we do what I think we can, we’ll meet them at some point in the playoffs.

“We have what it takes to shut them down and if everyone sticks to their game and keeps it simple, I think we can be very successful.”

The world junior crew – Anderson, Horvat, Russian defenceman Nikita Zadorov, U.S. goalie Anthony Stolarz and German defenceman Tim Bender – were able to stay in touch during the tournament. They also followed the Knights’ exploits without them, to the point where Anderson and Horvat watched some of the games online.

The lessons they learned over there will help them back here in this second half.

“It’s tough to score there,” Horvat said. “Tough to get shots off, quick hockey and the gaps close in a hurry. It’s something I’ll never forget and it’s totally different. Playoffs, you’ve got games to redeem yourself in a seven-game series. There, it’s sudden death. You’ve got to win every game or you’re out.

“You can’t afford to take a game, a shift even, off or it’ll hurt you.”

That sounds a lot like the final weekend at the Memorial Cup.

“It was an awesome experience,” Anderson said, “and now we can focus on our hockey here and we have a couple of goals we want to achieve. Winning the OHL championship again would be nice and that No. 1 goal remains winning the Memorial Cup.

“That’s what we’ve been (thinking about all season) and it’s time now to start fresh.”

This Knights team won’t be the overwhelming favourite at their home Cup like the 2005 crew. Heck, they won’t even be the clear frontrunner in their own stacked division.

But the adversity they faced has been great and the will to win remains.

“I missed all the guys here and it’s great to be back,” Anderson said. “It’s too bad we came home from Sweden without what we wanted.”

Time to make sure that heartbreak doesn’t happen again in May.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

KNIGHTWATCH

Friday at Guelph, 7 p.m. (Sportsnet). Final meeting between two titans. Knights have won three of five head-to-head, but are 0-for-2 at the Sleeman Centre.

Saturday at Saginaw, 7:11 p.m. The Knights and Spirit play three times in second half.

Sunday at Sault Ste. Marie, 2 p.m. The Hounds are desperate to hang onto first in West Division.
Three London Knights feel a little more comfortable 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, January 9, 2014 9:06:34 EST PM  
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Zach Bell can exhale.

He, along with fellow London overage defencemen Brady Austin and Alex Basso, will be at Budweiser Gardens the rest of this season.

The window to trade 20-year-old OHLers closed Thursday at noon. A handful of younger Knights will have to wait until the trade deadline Friday at noon to find out if they’re Memorial Cup-bound too.

“It’s always in the back of my mind that I want to be on this team till the end,” said Bell, the former Brampton Battalion blue-liner. “That (overage) deadline has passed so now, I can focus on my play and getting better every day.”

At the start of the season, the Knights didn’t anticipate operating with three fifth-year blue-liners. But star defender Olli Maatta cracked the Pittsburgh Penguins (and Finnish Olympic) lineup, Nikita Zadorov wasn’t returned by Buffalo until Nov. 19 and potential overage scorers Alex Broadhurst and Seth Griffith have thrived in their first year of pro hockey.

The London blue-line is one of the most experienced in junior hockey. Barring disaster and injury, they won’t have a defenceman under the age of 19 on the ice by the time the puck drops on the Memorial Cup in May.

The club anticipates, after the trade deadline, it will finally name its captain. For the first time in four Cup seasons, it’s unlikely to be a defenceman (Danny Syvret in 2005, Jarred Tinordi in 2012 and Scott Harrington in 2013).

“There’s not (a bad choice) — there’s a lot of leadership here and I have learned a lot from these guys,” Bell said. “They know what it takes to win and at the same time, I’ve been in the league five years. If anyone has any questions, they can come to me, too. The room’s great and we’ve got a pretty positive bench. We’re going to keep building on it and go from there.”

There was a flurry of movement in the OHL early Thursday.

Sudbury made the biggest move toward OHL title contention. The Wolves added Kitchener veteran forward Radek Faksa for fellow import Dominik Kubalik and two second-round picks, while boosting their defence with Mississauga’s Trevor Carrick, the rights to U.S. college commit Bradley Bell and a fifth-round pick in 2015 for defender Stefan LeBlanc, three second-rounders and a conditional third-round pick.

With Carrick moving north, the Erie Otters acquired big 19-year-old Owen Sound rearguard Kurtis MacDermid for three second-round picks and a conditional third.

The Knights aren’t worried.

“It was a pretty good trade we made (Wednesday for Attack sniper Gemel Smith),” Bell said. “I think it worked out for both teams for the best.”

As a defenceman, Bell sees a lot of experience and scoring depth in the Knights forward ranks. Erie and Guelph are the OHL’s highest-scoring teams, but he thinks this group can hang with them.

“Big time,” he said. “The big thing with our team is at any time of the game, any line that’s on the ice is a threat. That’s always huge, especially deeper in the playoffs. No one’s a liability out there.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Knights goalie gets OHL shot in Ottawa 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, January 8, 2014 9:48:39 EST PM  
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Liam Herbst left Budweiser Gardens for Ottawa Wednesday with few regrets.

“It (the 67’s) is a great spot for me and a great opportunity,” said the promising goaltender and London’s first-rounder in 2012, who was moved to the nation’s capital for a 2nd-round pick. “I had a great time in London. It was up and down a bit, but it’s a first-class organization and I wish those players the best the rest of this season and in the future.”

Now, the Knights will need to find a new goalie of the future. The 17-year-old Herbst missed his first OHL season while recovering from knee and hip surgeries.

He made two OHL appearances this year — both in relief — while splitting time with the London Nationals in the Greater Ontario Junior Hockey League, where he was goalie of the month for November.

“It was a young man who wanted to be in the OHL right now,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “He has to be patient. It’s not going to happen overnight because he missed a year. Is he going to be a good goalie in this league? Yes, he is. It’s just going to take longer because you had to back it up a year. He’s anxious and at the end of the day, (this trade) satisfied the Herbst family and (Newport Sports agent and former Knight) Mark Guy wants to see him play. It’s his draft year (and he’ll get that chance in Ottawa).”

Herbst wasn’t going to see much time in the crease the rest of this season with 19-year-olds Anthony Stolarz, a Flyers’ second-round pick, and Jake Patterson ahead of him. Patterson projects as the likely starter next year in his overage season.

“At this time, we’re not going to move our veteran goalies and put Liam in that position,” Mark Hunter said. “We want to be settled on our goaltending (in this Memorial Cup season).”

Herbst is happy with the move.

“I think it worked out best for myself and the Knights organization to get this deal done,” he said. “I’m going to go to Ottawa, work hard and see what happens.”

He was pleased he was able to record his first OHL win while still a Knight on New Year’s Day in Sarnia.

“When I was going through the rehab, that was one of the things that motivated me was to get that first win and I’m really happy I got it here,” he said. “I wouldn’t have felt satisfied with what I did here without it and getting it was a confidence boost.

“It’s something I’ll never forget, I’ll always have that puck, and obviously, it was a great moment for me.”
London Knights deal for Attack forward Gemel Smith, giving him shot at more memorable Memorial Cup 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, January 8, 2014 9:29:46 EST PM  
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The London Knights already have a ton of players seeking Memorial Cup redemption.

On Wednesday, they added one more.

High-scoring Gemel Smith’s Cup baggage dates to 2011, when he was a rookie forward on the OHL champion Owen Sound Attack, the last team, incidentally, to beat the Knights in a playoff series.

The Bayshore Boys’ rough ride in Mississauga that spring included star Joey Hishon being injured by Kootenay’s Brayden McNabb, who returned from a slap on the wrist to help eliminate the Attack and the tournament’s top goalie Jordan Binnington, serving as backup during the do-or-die tiebreaker.

“We had it right there in our hands and it didn’t work out for us,” the 19-year-old Smith, sixth in league goal-scoring with 26, recalled after joining the Cup host Knights.

“Definitely, I feel (like this is one last Cup chance). I have mixed emotions right now. I was treated great in Owen Sound and was close with my billets. But I know London is a good organization and it’s an opportunity to take a real good shot at winning (a Cup).”

The Knights sent centre Kyle Platzer, 18 and rookie defenceman Santino Centorame, 17, to Owen Sound for Smith and a conditional draft pick. London also moved goalie Liam Herbst, their 2012 first-round selection, to Ottawa for draft picks.

The Hunters got a trusted veteran scorer in the coveted Smith. The Dallas prospect’s speed and skill would’ve made him a good fit on plenty of contenders.

“He’s a young man we don’t think will be frightened by the 9,000 fans (at Budweiser Gardens) and the hype,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “We think he will thrive in this environment. He knows how to win and he knows what it takes.’’

“It had to be the right player or we weren’t going to add anybody. We brought in an older guy to hopefully win an OHL title and a Memorial Cup. We believe he’ll be scoring more consistently, but he’s got to go out and prove it like every player does.”

Smith’s playoff last spring caught the Hunters’ attention. He had seven goals in 12 games, including six in a six-game first-round win over Sault Ste. Marie.

He scored a league-best nine goals in his first four games this season, buried three in two visits to Guelph and, last week, helped the Attack become the first team to beat the Erie Otters on home ice this season.

Now, he gets to operate with talented passers like Max Domi and Chris Tierney.

“The Knights play the kind of style I enjoy,” the 5-foot-11, 192-pounder from North York said. “(The Bud) is one of my top buildings to play in. It should be fun and I’m looking forward to it.”

Smith can play centre, but has also put up big numbers on the wing. London coach Dale Hunter will wait and see where he best fits with the Knights.

“They (the Attack) were using him on the wing, but they had him at centre in the past,” he said. “It’s great for kids to play all three (forward) positions. It gives you more opportunity at the next level. He’s got great skills, skating ability, the work ethic and he scores.”

Platzer started the season filling the net. But when the older players returned, his production – and power-play minutes – declined.

“He got lost in the shuffle here,” Mark Hunter said. “He’ll get more ice time there in Owen Sound and in situations where I think he can thrive – power play and penalty kill. I think you’ll see him grow there as a hockey player. Same with Centorame. We didn’t want to lose him, too, but at the end of the day, they’re young men who will have great careers.”

The Knights have one card left to add one more body.

They think they have enough scoring up front now and they’re satisfied with their goaltending situation. They also appear set with their three overage spots on the back end.

“We believe we have some good forwards here we can win with, and we’ll go from there,” Mark Hunter said. “We didn’t mix up the chemistry too much. We have veteran guys who have been through it before. It’s their team and a kid like Gemel should fit in nicely, but it’s not like we’re turning over the apple cart here.”

Does he view that second-round pick in the Herbst deal as ammo for one more move or a boost to next spring’s draft.

“It’s both,” Mark Hunter said. “We’re going into the draft in good shape. We’re fine, but if something comes up (before Friday at non) where we can add some depth and we’ll look at anything.

“It’s not likely, but who knows?”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/RyanatLFPress 
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TRADING DAY

Knights acquire Owen Sound F Gemel Smith and conditional fifth round pick (2017) for F Kyle Platzer, top, and D Santino Centorame, centre

Knights send G Liam Herbst, bottom, to Ottawa for Oshawa’s second round pick (2014) and conditional fourth round pick

The conditional draft picks kick in if Centorame and Herbst each play one game as OHL overagers (20-year-olds) in 2016-17

GEMEL SMITH

Born: April 16, 1994

Height: 5-foot-11 Weight: 192 pounds

OHL draft: Sixth round (120th overall in 2010)

NHL draft: Fourth round (104th overall to Dallas in 2012)

2013-14: 40 games, 26 goals, 48 points, minus-5, 37 penalty minutes

Career: 235 games, 78 goals, 176 points, plus-29, 156 PIMs

Playoffs: 38 games, 9 goals, 16 points, even, 22 PIMs
Sarnia makes splash ahead of trade deadline 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 
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On Tuesday night the Sarnia Sting acquired 17 year old defenceman Kevin Spinozzi from the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds in exchange for forward Bryan Moore and rearguard Tyler Hore. Pictured above is Spinozzi in a game against the Saginaw Spirit on Dec. 31, 2013. JEFFREY OUGLER/SAULT STAR/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting got the ball rolling three days ahead of the OHL trade deadline.

Around 7:00 p.m. on Tuesday night, the Sting traded second year forward Bryan Moore, and sophomore defenceman Tyler Hore to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds for sophomore defenceman Kevin Spinozzi.

The deal is part of a Sarnia initiative to build a team around 1996 and 1997 born players.

In a press release, Bill Abercrombie, Director of Hockey Operations for the Sting, said “Kevin is a player we have coveted for quite some time. He is a high character player who will play valuable minutes for us immediately and for the next two seasons after this. We have a very strong group of young players which Kevin certainly adds to. We wish both Bryan and Tyler all the best and we are very excited to welcome Kevin into our organization.”

Spinozzi was the Hounds second round pick in the 2012 OHL priority selection.

In 63 career OHL games, Spinozzi has three goals and 12 assists and is a +17.

Tyler Hore, who was acquired by the Sting from the Oshawa Generals last season, said the trade caught him off guard.

“It was kind of mind boggling. After being picked up just last year I wasn't really expecting to be traded this season,” he said.

Despite his surprise, Hore said he was excited for the chance to go to Sault Ste. Marie, who is an honourable mention in the CHL's latest Top 10 rankings.

“I want to wish the boys here the best of luck, I'll really miss them, but right now I'm looking forward to getting onto a new team and trying to win a championship.”

Bryan Moore was not immediately available for comment.

The Sting travel to Sault Ste. Marie on Wednesday to take on the Greyhounds. Puck drop for that game is scheduled for 7:07 p.m.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
London Knight goalie Anthony Stolarz is one of four local players who failed to grab a medal at the recent world junior championship 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, January 7, 2014 8:45:03 EST PM  
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Anthony Stolarz’s first days as a London Knight were right ahead of last year’s OHL trade deadline.

Until Friday afternoon, these are uncertain times at Budweiser Gardens.

“Coming in here, you look around, it’s a little tense for a couple of guys looking at their phones and (on social media) to see what moves are being made,” the veteran goaltender said. “Right now, all we’ve got to do is to have a good week at practice and get ready because these are three big games this weekend (starting in Guelph Friday night after the trade window closes).”

Stolarz served as the United States backup at the world juniors in Malmo, Sweden. He shut out Germany in his lone appearance.

“My new white pads, they didn’t get marked up too much, but it was nice to get in there,” he said. “I was happy to play a game and say I played in the world junior. I wanted to do my job. At that tournament, anyone can beat anyone.

“Finland, I’m sure, wasn’t high on everyone’s list to win, but they get a hot goalie (Juuse Saros) and it can turn like it did.”

Back in the fall, not would’ve expected London’s favourite Finn — the 19-year-old former Knight Olli Maatta — to crack the Pittsburgh Penguins lineup and be named to the Finnish Olympic team for Sochi next month. But it has happened.

“A year ago, he was here in this room with us and now, he’s a top defenceman on the Penguins and will be representing Finland at the Olympics,” Stolarz said. “Kudos to him. It shows what kind of player he is and it’s well-deserved.”

Maatta has kept in touch as best he could with his old mates. Stolarz, from Sweden, tried to follow the Knights’ progress with fellow 19-year-old goalie Jake Patterson minding the fort.

“It was good to see the guys pick up a couple of points and now that everyone’s back, it’s going to be a good second half,” he said. “Making world juniors, it’s a boost of confidence. Looking at the first half, I did well (20-3-1 with a 2.50 goals against average and .926 save percentage) but there’s room for improvement.

“I got pulled four times in the first half so I’m going to want to definitely get that number down. The only stat that matters is the wins.”

They’re in a logjam with Erie and Guelph for first overall and in the Midwest Division.

“They (the Otters and Storm) both got better with trades and we have the experience (of winning championships),” Stolarz said. “We’re going to use that to our advantage but down the stretch, it’s going to be three good teams battling for one spot. Everyone wants that division title.”

Stolarz was one of four London players who didn’t capture a world junior medal. Canadians Bo Horvat, Josh Anderson and German Tim Bender were shut out, too.

The only decorated Knight is Russian bronze medal defenceman Nikita Zadorov. Stolarz was asked, in jest, if the Buffalo first rounder would parade around with his medal the way a Russian mate taunted the Americans after their quarterfinal defeat.

“It’ll be interesting to see , he’s kind of that Russian stereotype and kind of cocky,” Stolarz joked. “I’m sure it’s going to be fun.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Chicago Blackhawks first-rounder Ryan Hartman would bring scoring and grit to the Knights. 7


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Sunday, January 5, 2014 7:47:13 EST PM  
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Last season, the London Knights and Plymouth Whalers wrestled for OHL supremacy.

London GM Mark Hunter, confident in his nucleus of defending champions, didn’t tinker with his core group at the trade deadline.

He basically stayed the course, apart from adding veteran defenceman Justin Sefton, now in Saginaw, and subtracting d-man Kevin Raine, who turned into Sudbury’s captain.

The Whalers made the biggest splash by bringing in United States world junior centre Vincent Trocheck.

He won the scoring title with a tremendous run, but Plymouth fell to the Memorial Cup-bound Knights in the Western Conference final last spring.

Hunter correctly guessed the Knights had enough talent and character to repeat as league champs, without costing him any of the assets that would suitably impress the 2014 Memorial Cup selection committee.

The Cup is back at London in May.

And with the OHL trade deadline set for Friday, the entire hockey world is about to find out what price the Hunters are willing to pay to win it all on home ice again — just like 2005.

The Cup is a crapshoot, for sure.In 2009, the Knights brought in John Tavares, but it cost them first-rounder Christian Thomas, who went on to a 54-goal season in Oshawa.

Two years ago, the Knights added 49-goal man Greg McKegg, the Erie captain and St. Thomas native. That trade wouldn’t have happened without including Dane Fox, now an Otters overager leading the OHL with a whopping 46 goals in 40 games.

The Knights have scored 21 goals in their last three games since a 2-1 shootout loss to the Whalers at Comerica Park, but the general consensus is they would benefit most with one more trusted stick up the middle and another stout defender, if available.

This time, the player that would best fit into this Knights team is — wouldn’t you believe it — a 19-year-old U.S. world junior centre playing in Plymouth. Ryan Hartman, the Chicago Blackhawks first-rounder, is the heir to Trocheck. He would give London all the scoring, heart and grit they want in a mid-season rental player.

Whalers GM and coach Mike Vellucci is incredibly intent on extending the franchise’s current streak of making the playoffs to 23 years in a row. But he knows keeping big-return assets just to ensure an eighth-place finish is pure folly.

Clearly, there’s going to be competition for players like Hartman.

The price tag for talent has, to this point, been through the roof.

Guelph picked up Canadian world junior Kerby Rychel last month in exchange for 18-year-old forward Brody Milne — what could end up being nine draft picks.

The Knights aren’t swimming in second- and third-round choices or possess a pool of quality younger players they’re willing to part with so soon in their careers this time.

They may have to make a lateral move first — a familiar face off the current roster — to pick up the necessary draft picks it will take to bring in a player of high calibre.

This has been an interesting half-season.

The Oshawa Generals looked like they would have their top-notch players for the taking, but they busted out of the gate and never stopped winning. They’re in first place in the Eastern Conference.

The Windsor Spitfires, with GM Warren Rychel trading his son, basically announced they were open to a rebuild, but who’s to say they still won’t track down Sault Ste. Marie for first place in the West Division?

This year, London, Erie and Guelph are in a battle royale for first overall.

The Knights know what this is all about. They’ve been down this road before the past two years and emerged as champions.

They will already be hard to beat in a seven-game series — and even moreso with some additional help from the Hunters.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Yes he would!! Hartman would fit nicely on the left wing or at centre with Horvat and Anderson. Another nice add would be Stater Koekkoek. No. 1-2 defenseman, who would log 25 mins a game who is actually in the top 5 of defensive scoring and is the top OHLer in plus/minus. He would definitely make our defense our strong point which could help with the goaltending worries, being that if we have good defense, its not so hard on our goalies. Unfortunately we cannot afford both Hartman and Koekkoek.
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The London Knights can have pretty much any veteran star player they want come the OHL trade deadline.

All they have to do is trade forward Mitch Marner.

Thank goodness that’s not going to happen. Marner is about as untouchable as it gets for the Knights, or at least he should be.

Given their most attractive market commodity is not on the market, the Knights master of roster manipulation general manager Mark Hunter is going to have to find some other way of getting what he wants to make his team better.

He doesn’t need a lot but he needs a little something, something, as they say.

The issue may be that he’s constrained in what he has to offer.

First things first, what do the Knights need?

The most popular theory is they need a little more depth on the blueline and will go after a defenceman. They could also use a goal scorer -- someone with good hands that won’t waste a lot of scoring opportunities. The Knights waste a lot of scoring opportunities.

The trouble is Hunter might only be able to get one of his needs and not just because teams might be wary of helping a team out that’s been hot lately. Some of it has to do with what Hunter has to deal and the room he has on his roster. The Knights are also cognizant that they are already guaranteed a spot in the Memorial Cup tournament as the host city. Needless to say that from a financial, marketing and team preparation standpoint, the Knights need to go as far into the playoffs as possible.

Hunter has been known to perform the loaves of bread and fishes trick several times. He somehow manages to divide up what he has, to satisfy all those hungry teams.

If he can’t fill all his wants and needs, remembering he only has room for a maximum of two players, he’ll try and get what he can. He may move some of his lesser younger players along with a bunch of draft choices

No one is really sure what’s going to happen over the next few days but if it goes as it usually does, a team will make a splash and then other teams in its conference will respond to the move and a free-for-all will ensue. With the trade deadline falling on Friday, it makes Wednesday and Thursday carnival ride days.

While the Knights may grab a ride or two, don’t expect them to buy the all-you-can-ride pass for a number of reasons.

The Knights have been winning.

“I think we have a pretty good team right now,” Hunter said. “We are by no means in a panic mode. We have the same number of points that we had last year.”

What about help on the blueline?

“When you look at it, we’ve had (defenceman Nikita) Zadorov for only eight games,” he said. “That’s one of the best defenceman in the league and we’ve only had him for eight games.”

Hunter also says that he believes in loyalty and he has several players who have done everything asked of them.

“They deserve to be at a Memorial Cup again,” he said.

Loyalty aside, the market for some of the players the Knights have are limited. Teams looking to build will want young players and draft choices. Even some players who have one year left in the OHL after this year might not be marketable because they are good enough to be in the NHL next year.

Remember the Knights deal that landed them John Tavares and Michael Del Zotto? Most people recognized Tavares was going to be gone to the NHL but the Knights expected Del Zotto to return. He made the NHL.

“I’ve already made a lot of moves earlier,” Hunter said.

Bringing in Zach Bell, Brady Austin and Alex Basso has already cost Hunter players and draft choices he might have used for deadline deals.

He got players he needed when they became available.

The market for players being dealt isn’t big either. With the Knights already guaranteed a spot in the Memorial Cup, if they win the Western Conference, the winner of the Eastern Conference goes automatically to the tournament.

There will be a lot of Eastern Conference teams looking to load up from their weaker conference partners.

In the west, teams like Erie, Guelph and Sault Ste. Marie all think they can win their conference. Teams have already made, and depending on what other teams do, will make moves to make themselves stronger.

Hunter’s best deals often come late in the trading deadline because that’s when he knows just how many loaves of bread and fish he needs to satisfy the hungry.

Look for it to happen again.
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Hold the phone.

No way Ryan Rupert is going to let twin brother Matt hog the headlines.

Red-hot Matt scored four times in Sarnia Wednesday and then bagged another one early Friday night – his ninth goal in six games.

Ryan?

He responded with a natural hat trick in a seven-minute span during a 7-1 clubbing of the Mississauga Steelheads before 9,046 at Budweiser Gardens.

“It's a good battle between us,” Ryan said with a grin. “He had four goals so why not (try to) match him? Good thing I stuck with him and hopefully, I can keep outdoing him.”

That's some good ol' sibling rivalry.

With the Ruperts no longer linemates, Matt teamed up with Brett Welychka and Mike McCarron for six goals and 11 points in Sarnia. Ryan, Max Domi and Chris Tierney did in Missy with five goals and 13 points.

Strangely, none of the Bud faithful threw a hat on the ice to acknowledge Ryan's scoring feat.

“Maybe it's a respect thing,” said Ryan, who emerged with a sombrero at game's end. “It's 6-1 and to get the seventh goal (in the third on backup Dawson Carty), maybe it was (about) not rubbing it in.”

Classy fans, if that's the case.

The Knights are finally finished their eight-game trial without their five world junior players (plus a spell without standout rookie Mitch Marner, who tore up the world under-17 tournament with a couple of hat tricks).

They won five of those games. They're actually closer to first place (two behind Erie, one back of Guelph) than when they started this stretch.

“I think we struggled at times, but overall, we did a pretty good job,” said Tierney, who scored twice and had five points in the romp. “A couple of games against teams like Niagara and Plymouth, we would've liked to have the points.

““We think we're making gains the second half and we're real excited to get these guys back and take a real good run at first.”

Goalie Anthony Stolarz, who earned a shutout over Germany for the disappointing Americans, returned from Malmo, Sweden in time to watch Jake Patterson kick out 25 saves for the win.

This was London's final game before the Fri., Jan. 10 OHL trade deadline.

The fate of this team now rests in GM Mark Hunter's hands.

“You never know what Mark's going to do – he always has something up his sleeve,” Tierney said. “I think he's just trying to look out for this hockey team and make it the best he can for this year and years to come. All the guys are confident in whatever moves he makes or whatever moves he doesn't make, we're still going to have a good team.”

If it works out the way it could, they will have the league's dominant team. But the Knights are facing a high market price for veteran centres and stout defenders while barren of the enticing high draft pick spots rebuilding teams desire.

The Knights have been inconsistent offensively this season, but busted out with 15 goals in their past two games to make a statement.

“Everyone knows we can score the goals,” Ryan Rupert said, “but whatever they (the Hunters) do at trade deadline, it's always good to have depth in the playoffs. We've seen that work for us the past two years. It's good to have that depth.

“And you can always use a little more offence – so why not?”

The Rupert brothers are a big part of the final equation.

Come playoff time the last two years, they have emerged into front-line players. This time, they're making hay a little earlier and showing some maturity and discipline (the Knights didn't have to kill one penalty against the Steelheads).

“It's kind of funny the brothers going back and forth,” Tierney said. “Matt had four in Sarnia. Ryan gets a hat trick. It's nice to have those guys going.”

And it looks like there's better – and even more compelling – times straight ahead.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -
London Knights Alex Basso got a taste of playing up front for the Belleville Bulls and says the experience was a good one 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, January 1, 2014 10:27:02 EST PM  

Sarnia Sting forward Davis Brown (in yellow) and London Knights forward Ryan Rupert get tied up off of a draw in the third period of their game in Sarnia on New Year's Day. Despite Brown's first career hat trick, the Sting fell 8-6. (SHAUN BISSON, QMI Agency)
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SARNIA - Alex Basso knows exactly how Santino Centorame and Aiden Jamieson feel these days.

Back when the London Knights overage defenceman was 17 years old with Belleville, Bulls general manager and coach George Burnett moved him up front for a spell.

Dale Hunter has been using his rookie defenders as forwards at times this season too.

“We played (2011 Memorial Cup host) Mississauga in the playoffs and we had three or four guys out so I ended up playing forward,” said Basso, a fifth-year OHLer from Toronto.

That was a memorable series in which Belleville only managed one goal in a four-game sweep.

“Austen Brassard scored it (in Game 1),” Basso said. “You remember it because it was the only one. It was probably the longest four games ever. It was bad.”

It was Basso’s first of 13 career playoff games. He moved that offseason to Sarnia, where he was back on the blue-line for good.

“Jamieson and Santino, playing up at forward, I thought it was a good experience for me,” he said. “You get to see a different aspect of the game. It’s a little bit of a setback, but when you’re young, you don’t really understand the whole and you kind of only worry about yourself.

“I experienced that a lot when I was 16, 17,’’ Basso said. ‘‘You think it’s all about you but you need to realize if you’re playing forward one game, you’re not going to be a forward forever.”

The Knights, trying to stick with Erie and Guelph in the race for first overall, are in a strange situation right now.

This is a Memorial Cup host season but the Hunters believe the team will be capable of contending next year, too. The moves the Knights will make up to the Jan. 10 trade deadline will be coloured in that hue.

It’s part of why GM Mark Hunter has refused to deal super-rookie Mitch Marner, still at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, and productive Christian Dvorak, now out month-to-month with a lower-body injury.

The Knights still need help up the middle and another premium defender.

But in order to win next year too, the Knights are going to have to address their blue-line situation.

They will lose all three overagers — Basso, Brady Austin and Zach Bell — and Nikita Zadorov should be in Buffalo for good.

They will retain, in a best-case situation, Dakota Mermis and German Tim Bender, along with the youngsters who have been forced out of position at times. The Knights coaching staff realizes this isn’t the easiest development model.

“We’ve got Jamieson playing forward and he’s a d-man,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “Our No. 1 thing is to make sure everything’s clean in the D zone. We expect (all the young players) to learn the system. We don’t expect them to score three goals (a game). Obviously, chip in because that’s what’s going to get you noticed and this is their chance to showcase themselves.

“But it’s not like they play bad if they don’t (score). You can still have a great game and it’s not like we’re putting pressure on them to do it.”

The remaining veterans must assume the offensive load. They didn’t do it outdoors at Comerica Park, but they came through against the Sting on New Year’s Eve.

“It’s good to have this experience when guys are away,” Basso said. “You get a lot of guys who get the experience and ice time and it’s good for them. They’re taking this opportunity to learn and grow as players.

“We miss the guys at world juniors but we’re all comfortable with each other here. You never know down the line what will happen and you’ve got to be ready to play with other players.”

Or, in a pinch, an unfamiliar position.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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Jake Patterson was caught out of his net.

The Sarnia Sting had a yawning cage in the second period of a still undecided game.

Ryan Rupert slid with the same zeal he displayed as a young kid on the streets of Grand Bend.

The puck bounced off his foot and out of danger. It was one big London block in a sea of them.

The Knights, in a 6-3 win before 9,046 at Budweiser Gardens on Tuesday, ushered out 2013 by providing a glimpse of the commitment it’s going to take to win the Memorial Cup in May.

“It was all the years of road hockey,” Rupert said with a grin. “It was the end of the shift. It didn’t hurt. Jake was saying thanks for the save. It helps his save percentage a little bit.”

The only number that matters now is first place.

The Knights need to pull as close as they can to Erie and Guelph before the world junior cavalry returns.

Playoffs start now, pretty much,” said red-hot forward Max Domi, who scored twice and has 20 goals in 31 games this season. “The more you prepare, the better you’ll be when the time comes. We’re only going to get better from here and the young guys are doing an awesome job.”

It doesn’t have to be pretty.

“That wasn’t our strongest game,” said Rupert, who had three assists. “We weren’t playing our 100% but we got the win and that’s the main thing.”

With old Knight and current Maple Leaf David Bolland in the building, the sacrifice was evident.

Brett Welychka wrenched his neck to provide a much-needed third-period insurance goal. The Knights paid the price and it was infectious.

“Ryan saving a goal, (Patterson) playing great, C.J. (Yakimowicz) made a huge block in the first and (Alex) Basso took a puck off the hand,” Domi said. “The list goes on and that’s what it takes to win games like that.”

The Knights were, in effect, gassed. The outdoor game at Comerica Park Sunday exacted a toll on every team, it appears, except Windsor, which hammered Plymouth on Tuesday.

“Big time, it was very tiring,” Domi said. “It drained the boys a bit. It was a cool experience but it’s not the easiest thing. We have to get ready to go (Wednesday night for the rematch in Sarnia).”

There was a lot of slashing and chirping in this one. It reached a boiling point when Sting defenceman Jimmy McDowell gave Domi a healthy two-handed after his empty-netter and continued after the final buzzer.

“I’m not really sure what he was doing,” Domi said. “(Ryan) Rupert made a really nice pass — an unselfish play — and I just put it in, turned around and he slashed me for some reason.

The Sting are fighting for their playoff lives. Any point they get now will loom down the stretch.

“It’s part of the game,” Domi said. “They want to win and so do we. It’s a big rivalry and they compete every shift.”

“The 402 rivalry, the New Year’s tradition, it’ll be a fun one (Wednesday night) in Sarnia,” Rupert said. “Our line (with Domi and Chris Tierney), we’re going to have to be relied on here. We know we have to produce and this was a good example of it.”

With Christian Dvorak out long-term, the Knights brought in reinforcements. Sixth-round pick Zach Grzelewski made his OHL debut against the Sting after signing with London. The 16-year-old has scored 20 goals and 38 points in 28 games for the Thunder Bay North Stars in the Superior International Junior Hockey League.
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Once upon a time, the London Knights trampled last-place and non-playoff teams.

They were also money in shootouts.

That's not the case these days.

You can chalk it up to a number of factors – London's roster is decimated by the world juniors, even the bottom feeders get sky-high to face the two-time league champs and there are too many underachieving Knights players these days, especially on the offensive side of the puck.

But if London falls short and can't win its division again, it's those limp losses and shootout foul-ups they know they will rue right before cutting a more difficult path through the OHL playoffs.

You can digest the defeats in Guelph or to Erie, and even Oshawa and Windsor, because those are pretty good teams.

But the Knights have lost to rebuilding Niagara (twice!) and had to pull a rabbit out of their hat in Kitchener three weeks ago to avoid a second straight stunner at the Aud.

The Comerica Park outing Sunday combined much of London's familiar head-scratching. They fell to Plymouth, a struggling team who gained confidence behind a hot goaltender, in what is suddenly the dreaded shootout.

The Knights only gained a point in the standings when 20-goal man Chris Tierney scored his team's only marker with 2:14 to play in the third.

“They (the Whalers) trapped it up pretty well in the neutral zone and it felt like it was hard to get anything going out there,” Tierney said. “Give them credit for staying tight to us and clogging up and not letting us get speed going.”

Plymouth GM and coach Mike Vellucci hates the trap. But he sure likes beating the Knights.

“I don't like that (trap) hockey but I guess we had to fight fire with fire,” he said. “I thought we sat back a little bit but they (the Knights) play a pretty good style where they trap quite a bit and we tried to match (it) for two periods.

“Instead of giving them respect, I told (the Whalers) let's go play to win.”

Pretty much since the shootout was introduced to the OHL in 2005-06, no team wanted games against the Knights to be extended that far.

Before this year, the Knights were 48-17 all-time in the breakaway contests, including 10 wins when they had Steve Mason in net and Pat Kane/Sam Gagner/Sergei Kostitsyn up front.

They were 9-1 in shootouts to salvage the rough 2010-11 season – Michael Houser's first as starting goalie – and won 12 of 16 shootouts over the last two championship campaigns.

This year, they're 0-for-3 so far.

No one can explain it because they practise it just as much as in the past. The Knights have never lost four shootouts in a single season.

Now, they face the only other OHL team without a shootout victory this year – inexperienced Sarnia – in back-to-back games on New Year's Eve and Day. Then, the Knights take on sagging Mississauga, who they beat in a record 19-round shootout to extend their 24-game win streak last season.

These are three dangerous games for London. Forward Ryan Rupert has said a couple of times this year the team knows it must perform better against clubs buried in the standings.

They catch a break against the Sting with Anthony DeAngelo, the league's highest-scoring defenceman, in the middle of a five-game suspension.

But if they don't advantage, it won't matter.

And if they don't take care of business by overtime, start to worry.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

KNIGHTWATCH

Tuesday: vs. Sarnia, 4 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

Wednesday: at Sarnia, 7:05 p.m. at RBC Centre.

Friday: vs. Mississauga, 7:30 p.m. at Bud Gardens.

SHOOTOUT HISTORY

(A look at the London Knights' season-by-season in the shootout)

2013-14: 0-3

2012-13: 7-3

2011-12: 5-1

2010-11: 9-1

2009-10: 5-2

2008-09: 2-2

2007-08: 5-2

2006-07: 10-3

2005-06: 5-3

Overall: 48-20
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Related Stories

Domi returns to recruiting grounds as a star

DETROIT: - The Great Outdoors?

Not for the London Knights.

Their shootout woes this season even extended outdoors to a baseball diamond in a 2-1 loss to the Plymouth Whalers Sunday night at chilly Comerica Park, the home of the Detroit Tigers.

They're 0-for-3 in the game-ending breakaway contests – three missed points that would have put them neck-and-neck with the Erie Otters for first place in the OHL's overall standings.

The Knights missed the chance for a Canadian sweep of the unique OHL doubleheader (Windsor beat Saginaw earlier) at the Hockeytown Winter Festival in Motown. There were an OHL record 26,384 tickets sold for the London-Plymouth clash, though there weren't nearly that many people in the seats.

“We've got to score (in the shootout) to win,” said London forward Chris Tierney, one of three Knights denied by Whalers hero Alex Nedeljkovic. Me, Max (Domi), Ryan (Rupert) – one of us has to score.”

Only Matt Rupert did.

He didn't seem to be affected by ice that got worse at the end of a late night. But Tierney was another matter..

“It got to me mentally where I didn't want to overhandle the puck and lose it,” the Sharks second-rounder said. “I probably didn't make enough moves to deke him out and that was kind of in the back of my mind.”

The Knights have no idea why they've been so bad in the shootout this year. They were one of the OHL's best franchises in that respect since it was introduced in 2005-06.

“I wish I could tell you,” Domi said. “People don't get too much credit for the shootout. It's a skill in itself and it's not very easy to do. Credit to (Knights goalie Jake Patterson). He made great saves to keep us in it and we didn't bury for him.”

For 57 minutes, London's futile attempts to score resembled ex-Detroit Tiger Prince Fielder trying to buy a post-season hit last fall on this same field.

The Whalers struck first early in the third period and it looked like that single would stand up. But a late power play gave Knights head coach Dale Hunter the chance to work some strategy magic once more.

He called a timeout, then put Patterson on the bench for an extra attacker, creating a 6-on-4 advantage just like he did in Kitchener last month.

It worked again.

Tierney scored his career-high – and team-leading 20th goal with 2:14 left on the giant scoreclock in left field. The puck hit Nedeljkovic in the blocker, bounced up, and then rolled over the line.

“Dale made a great coaching decision like he usually does,” Tierney said. “When he was making all those saves and we couldn't get one, it was kind of nice to get one of the flukey ones by him.

“We weren't getting too frustrated. We were pretty positive on the bench, I thought.”

The Knights had another power play in overtime but couldn't convert. Hunter left his goalie in for that one, of course.

That (overtime power play) was our chance to win it, Tierney said, “and after that, it goes down to shootout and they found a way to win.”

Nedeljkovic had last year's bitter Western Conference final loss to London in the back of his head. Domi ended his season in overtime last spring in Game 5.

“It's a great feeling to beat the Knights, especially after last year's playoff run,” he said. “It's been tough this year (with the Whalers struggling), but every win is something we like to cherish like it's our first of the season.”

Domi's dad Tie will play on this rink in the Leafs-Wings alumni showdown on Tuesday. Max called this game an experience of a lifetime.

“We weren't expecting the heated benches, which was pretty cool, and it wasn't easy to breathe (with the chill in the air) but it was a lot of fun,” he said. “We had a great time. We would've been even happier with a win.”

Especially in the shootout, which still haunts them.
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DETROIT - C.J. Yakimowicz admits he was a really aggressive child.

His mother tried to give all that energy a useful purpose.

“So she decided to put me in hockey and I’m glad she did,” the 17-year-old said.

On Sunday, the 6-foot-3, 210-pounder made his OHL debut — playing outdoors with the London Knights at Comerica Park against the Plymouth Whalers.

“I knew about this (when he signed with the team) and was really excited about it, being my first game and all,” he said.

Yakimowicz grew up in Kingston, Pa., two minutes out of Wilkes-Barre. He is not an OHL aficionado.

“I heard about it, but I haven’t really watched many games,” he said. “I didn’t do a lot of research on it because I thought I was pretty set on going NCAA.”

He wasn’t committed to any U.S. school before joining the Knights.

He figures the four United States Hockey League games he played as a callup with the national team development program will serve him well until he gets caught up on major junior.

“Getting that chance to play better players and older guys, I think it’ll help,” he said.

He’s clear on what his role is going to be for London. “I just want to be a big power forward,” he said. “Hit people, score once in a while. I’m not a big goal scorer so just bang and get in front of the net and do the dirty things.”

Along the way, he’s experiencing some of the finer things — an outdoor game and a free ride to the Memorial Cup in May.

“For it being my draft year, that will be a real big help getting a bye into the Cup,” he said. “But I took everything into consideration. Everything in London, I loved it.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
Holy cow, Batman. When Morris first announced this new Knight was coming to London he was 6-2. Now that he's been here 3 days he's 6-3.. Must be the boarding house food. Keep growing and the Lightning, Morris' team will want you.
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KnightsFan17  • 3 months ago   

time will tell. a 2 yr plan for sure. I still think Mark Hunter has to make another move. A goalie and a Sr forward goal scorer
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HowieNormus  • 3 months ago   

“For it being my draft year, that will be a real big help getting a bye 

into the Cup,” he said. “But I took everything into consideration. 

Everything in London, I loved it.”

Just make sure you pull your weight kid. The Knights have enough passengers already

London squad plays rematch against Plymouth Whalers in Michigan 6


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, December 27, 2013 10:10:52 EST PM  
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Recap: Knights lose in shootout

Back when Max Domi famously weighed his OHL vs. U.S. college-hockey decision, the University of Michigan pulled out the big recruiting guns.

The then-15-year-old attended the historic Michigan-Michigan State outdoor game nicknamed “the Big Chill at the Big House” on Dec. 11, 2010 in Ann Arbor.

It will hold the Guinness Book of World Records-certified world record for most-attended hockey game (104,173) until the Maple Leafs-Red Wings clash in the Winter Classic at the same football venue on New Year’s Day.

“When I was visiting schools, that game was one of my visiting trips,” Domi, now 18 and a London Knights star, said.

“I got to meet (Wolverines coach) Red Berenson and all those guys. The whole atmosphere down there is a different world. It’s not even really hockey — it’s crazy.

“It’s an experience in itself and it’s a lot of fun to be a part of and I’m definitely looking forward to playing in one.”

His chance will come Sunday evening at Detroit’s Comerica Park, where the Knights face the Plymouth Whalers at the back end of an OHL doubleheader as part of the Hockeytown Winter Festival.

It’s a replay of the Western Conference final, which Domi closed out in overtime to cap a five-point performance in Game 5 last spring.

Domi, shown at right, eventually picked major junior over the big bands and ice traditions down south.

Who knows how that swung the fortunes of both London and Ann Arbor?

Michigan hasn’t been to the NCAA’s Frozen Four since the 2010-11 team a young Domi watched play on a football field.

The Knights head to the famous Motown baseball diamond after having been to the Canadian Hockey League’s version of the Frozen Four (the Memorial Cup) the past two seasons. They have never lost a playoff series with Domi, the Phoenix first-rounder, in uniform, and will compete for the Cup again in May, this time at home at Budweiser Gardens.

Teammate Michael McCarron, who surrendered a Western Michigan scholarship to join the Knights, has been finding his way around the OHL ice this rookie season.

But he knows outdoor games.

He played in one while a Detroit Honeybaked midget three years ago, as a lead-in to that Big Chill game.

“I remember wearing the face paint under my eyes like the baseball players (to eliminate glare),” the 18-year-old Montreal Canadiens first rounder said. “It wasn’t too bad for me. Part of playing outdoors is dealing with the conditions.”

McCarron grew up a Detroit Tigers fan. The Macomb, Mich., native has a number of players’ jerseys, including MVP Miguel Cabrera. He has a Prince Fielder one, but he doesn’t know what he’ll do with it now that the big first baseman has been traded to Texas.

“I grew up 20 minutes from that ball park, so there’s nothing better than getting to play hockey outdoors in your own backyard,” he said.

London head coach Dale Hunter says the outdoor games always remind him of playing as a kid on his parents’ farm.

“We had ponds and a crick that widened out that we played on,” he said. “A bunch of the neighbours would walk down and we’d all have games and skate.”

How big were those natural rinks?

“As much as we wanted to shovel them,” he said with a grin.

Knights veteran Brett Welychka had a similar experience in London.

“My buddies and I would go to Southdale Pond, which was one of the most fun things to do as a player,” he said. “We skated around, put some nets up and everyone loves playing on the pond. That’s kind of the way you have to look at this game. You’re outdoors doing something you love.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

SUNDAY’S KNIGHTS GAME

The matchup: 

The Knights beat the Whalers 3-0 in their season and home opener Sept. 20, with Anthony Stolarz making 30 saves. Kyle Platzer had two goals. Londoner Carter Sandlak leads the Whalers with 17 goals this season. This outdoor game counts as one of the Whalers’ home games and will be produced by their local Schoolcraft TV and broadcast in the London region by Rogers TV.

The weather:

There’s a chance of snow Sunday evening in Detroit.

The stakes:

The Knights desperately need a victory to keep in reach of the first-place Erie Otters to kick off the second half of the OHL season. Less-than-ideal conditions tend to favour the weaker team and the Whalers are well behind London in the Western Conference standings. “You’re always concerned how the game is going to go off,” London GM Mark Hunter said, “but it’s more exciting to us than concerning. We want to win but it’s exciting to be one of the first teams in the OHL to be part of an extravaganza like this.”

The why: 

This doubleheader is supposed to be a chance for the OHL to expose its brand of hockey to a wider Michigan audience.

The ice:

There are concerns it’ll be less desirable for the Knights-Whalers game, played almost immediately after the Spitfires and Spirit tangle.

The missing: 

The Knights are missing five players at the world juniors in Sweden – Bo Horvat, Josh Anderson, Nikita Zadorov, Tim Bender and goalie Anthony Stolarz, plus standout rookies Mitch Marner (World Under-17s) and Christian Dvorak (injured).

The Whalers are without top forward Ryan Hartman, back with the U.S. to defend world junior gold.

The warmup:

The Knights or Whalers won’t be able to become familiar with the ice before pre-game warmup. This OHL doubleheader is part of a jam-packed schedule of pre-Winter Classic events held at the ball park. The only chance London was granted to skate on the ice was earlier this month, when they were in the middle of a four-game in six-day stretch. It wasn’t feasible to make the trip.

The past:

The Knights won’t be the first London-based team to go through the Motown outdoor event.

The Western men’s hockey team beat the Windsor Lancers 5-1 in an Ontario university game played in bitter cold at Comerica two weeks ago. The ice quickly formed ruts and both players and officials had trouble staying on their skates.

--- --- ---

OHL OUTDOOR DOUBLEHEADER

Where: Comerica Park, Detroit

When: Sunday

Who: London vs. Plymouth, 5 p.m.; Windsor vs. Saginaw, 1:30 p.m.
Hulking forward CJ Yakimowicz announces on Twitter he's joining the London Knights 26


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Monday, December 23, 2013 10:10:58 EST PM  
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C.J. Yakimowicz, a 6-foot-2, 210-pound forward who had committed to the U.S. under-18 development program, has indicated he will be coming to the London Knights instead.

“Very excited and blessed to have become a London Knight in the OHL,” Yakimowicz said on his twitter account.

Yakimowicz, a native of Kingston, Pa., previously played in the Wilkes-Barre Scranton Knights minor hockey organization and in the Metropolitan Junior Hockey League.

The scouting report on Yakimowicz is that he’s going to be a strong two-way player. He’s a hard worker who takes his defensive responsibilities seriously. His offensive game still needs work, but most scouts believe he will develop into a solid, reliable forward.

Ryan Yessie, the head scout for Hockey Prospect, said on twitter: “CJ is a big kid #2014NHLDraft eligible. Punishing checker, great work ethic. Good two-way game. Will be perfect 3rd/4th line for Knights.

“C.J. Yakimowicz is a player I’ve been able to see a few times this year. Was aware he was eligible to be signed. Very good pick up by London.”
Sad part ia goal tending sucks. They cant even stop the thirty foot fluttering puck. Beach balls can go in with these guys. Mc caron was hyped and being a first round pick. Hasnt done anything this season. 
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anonymous  • 3 months ago   

I for one love what the Hunters are doing. They are continually giving this city a good team to cheer on, and have landed the Memorial Cup for the second time in 10 years. For all of the recent struggles this city has had, the one bright spot continues to be the Knights and the economic development they help bring to this city and its downtown. Hockey like many other sports has become more of a business than anything and needs to be treated and operated as such, which is exactly what the Hunters are doing.
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CanHockeyFan  • 3 months ago   

Whats wrong with the Knights, are there no hockey players in Canada, we heard all the hype about McCaron and he's been a real good, now this guy, Knights fan should stop paying huge dollars to see a bunch of Americans skate around looking at themselves in the glass. The London Knights are what's wrong with Canadian Hockey. There are many more Marners out there, The Hunters have way too much money.
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RobbieRyan > CanHockeyFan  • 3 months ago   

I agree that there are more Marners out there but Marner is a Canadian kid who was a first round draft pick. He's from Southwestern Ontario which is highly scouted. There are random undrafted kids that make OHL teams and turn into something (ie. Prust) but they are few and far between. If you are going to find those diamonds in the rough, chances are they aren't going to come from Canada. They are the kids from the less-scouted areas that have committed to US College programs or the USNTDP. The Knights are able to persuade them to skip their commitments and come to London. Whether that happens within the rules or outside the rules, no one will ever know, but they are able to make it happen. A great arena with a solid fan base and the fact they always compete has a lot to do with it. We'd all like to see more Canadian Kids on the roster, but more than that we want to see a winning team. It just happens that the Hunter's have assembled a winning team that consists of a bunch of American's. This kid could turn into a dud or he could be a star. Only time will tell. If they continue to win then I'm willing to "forget" that we are cheering for a bunch of Americans.
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Noharass  • 3 months ago   

Stop harping about the goaltending. Where are you going to find

Two goalies better than the ones they have.

Here is the solution to the Knights problems, switch to a more

Offensive style of play. When the puck is at the other end of the rink

It reduces the opportunity for the other team to score.

But sadly, that is not the Hunter style of play.
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HowieNormus > Noharass  • 3 months ago   

I will say they are shooting more from the point, which was always one of my pet peeves. The Hunters expect all 5 guys to play defense but for some reason don't involve the D in the offense, except as an escape avenue.

You will seldom see the Knights score a greasy goal though, all goals must be pretty or the result of a low percentage pass, the very goals that are near impossible to get in the playoffs due to reduced time and space.
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joey  • 3 months ago   

Third fourth line guy as per story. They need two new goalies and a big name sniper to beat erie..
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John  • 3 months ago   

what a joke! These rumours have been around for years. How is this league suppose to be an even playing field when London continues to get memorial cups and players from the American NDT? This league is turning into a joke, no way the Sudbury's and North Bay's will be able to compete.
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Noharass  • 3 months ago   

Will they begin playing the American national anthem before their games ????

9 △  ▽   

•

Share › 

Avatar

pepley  • 3 months ago   

how much did they pay to get this kid to canada
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Jeff S  > pepley  • 3 months ago   

With 9,000+ fans per game, a professional atmosphere, and success story after success story of players heading from the Knights/OHL to the NHL under the Hunter's guidance... that's what they 'paid' him with if he is indeed coming.
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pepley > Jeff S   • 3 months ago   

Just like they paid Gagne's dad to be an asst coach - probably more then any other coach ever
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Allan Tipping > pepley  • 3 months ago   

if you think the Knights follow the rules with no cash paid , you are nuts . they pay these players they just don't get caught, I heard Tavarus was 60 grand a year
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Jeff S  > pepley  • 3 months ago   

Keep reachin' for them straws, son.
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BigDiddy  • 3 months ago   

When would this kid join the team?
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BigDiddy  • 3 months ago   

Totally agree with Dave Mathers below - the Hunters have clearly figured this Junior Hockey thing out from soup to nuts. From talent attraction to facility relationships to player development right through to playoff success. It's pretty incredible when you think of it...they really do set the standard for just about every facet of a Junior team's existence.
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Ted Thomas  • 3 months ago   

I think Florida Tom needs to think before he posts. Nothing he says makes sense. 
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FloridaTom > Ted Thomas  • 3 months ago   

Have you forgotten that Domi was drafted by Kingston but didn't show up at camp because he didn't want to play there?

Niagara IceDogs 6, London Knights 5 13


By Patrick Maloney, The London Free Press 

 Friday, December 20, 2013 11:21:34 EST PM  
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  London Knights forward Brett Welychka gets manhandled in the crease by Niagara Ice Dogs forward Jordan Maletta after attempting to put the puck past Ice Dogs goaltender Brent Moran during their OHL hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ont. on Friday December 20, 2013. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI AGENCY

London Knights forward Brett Welychka gets manhandled in the crease by Niagara Ice Dogs forward Jordan Maletta after attempting to put the puck past Ice Dogs goaltender Brent Moran during their OHL hockey game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ont. on Friday December 20, 2013. CRAIG GLOVER/The London Free Press/QMI AGENCY 
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For all their flaws in this rebuilding season, the lowly Niagara IceDogs arrived in London Friday night boasting the Ontario Hockey League’s third-best power play.

It looked like the Knights let that surprising stat slip their mind.

Zach Bell and Matt Rupert, in particular, took successive penalties with less than two minutes left and the IceDogs made them pay as Brendan Perlini roofed the winner for a wild 6-5 finish at Budweiser Gardens.

“We’ve just got the right guys,” Perlini said after the game about his team’s power play. ‘‘We’ve done it all year.”

The Knights, of course, have the OHL’s second-best power play. And the two squads combined to score five times with the man advantage, including four in a chaotic final frame.

While special-team scoring was the story of the night, goaltending was an intriguing subplot, too — at least for the IceDogs.

Veteran Niagara starter Christopher Festarini quit the team this week, leaving backup Brent Moran to face the red-hot Knights. Moran was more than ready.

He faced 59 shots and while five got by him, the nature of some of his stops — a trio of amazing saves during a Knights’ 5-on-3 early in the third was stunning — can’t be reflected on a scoresheet.

In London’s net, Jake Patterson let in the game’s first shot (to Ingersoll native Mitchell Fitzmorris) and had a tough night all around, letting in six on 32 shots.

On offence, Matt Rupert had two goals and an assist. He also had two questionable penalties, including the late one that helped seal London’s fate.

Max Domi turned up the heat in the third period, scoring two power-play goals. Chris Tierney finished with four assists.

But it was hard to top Perlini, the IceDogs sniper who scored two goals including the last-minute winner to go along with an assist.

While London entered the game fourth in the national Canadian Hockey League standings, and the rebuilding IceDogs were 18th in the OHL, this is Niagara’s second-straight win against the Knights.
London Knight's McCarron feeling he’s in the groove 6


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, December 18, 2013 11:32:32 EST PM  

Michael McCarron of the London Knights skates to his bench after a high stick to the face during London’s 6-4 win over the Kingston Frontenacs in London on Sunday. Mike Hensen/The London Free Press
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Is 2014 going to be the year of Michael McCarron?

The London Knights think the big Montreal Canadiens first-rounder is on the verge of a major breakthrough in his first OHL season.

“He’s just starting to heat up now and it’s going to be pretty scary once he gets going,” fellow London forward Max Domi said. “He always talks about how the OHL is faster, with more pace and skill. It takes getting used to, some more than others, and he’s done a great job at adjusting.

“He’s going to start becoming a force out there.”

That will certainly boost the Knights’ Memorial Cup hopes in May. London gets plenty of production from its top six forwards, but needs more from the rest.

McCarron, with extra spring in his step lately, doesn’t chalk any of it up to being left out of USA Hockey’s world junior plans.

“It’s like I always said — I was feeling my way around the league,” the 18-year-old from Macomb, Mich., said. “Now, I feel like I’m getting it. There’s still some things I’m doing wrong, but just spending a little extra time on the ice before and after practice will be a huge help to me.”

McCarron played for the United States’ under-18 team, which combined international tournaments with games in the United States Hockey League, a primary feeder league for NCAA hockey.

“Any time you come into a league like this, it’s a step up and it is from his league last year,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “It takes a while to get a feel for the league. Same thing as (former Knights’ captain and Habs prospect Jarred) Tinordi. Remember how he took some time, then got rolling.”

The same, to a lesser extent, can be said for ex-Knight Pat Kane. It took about two months before he starting routinely blitzing goalies and defencemen.

“It’s a different game here,” McCarron said. “Like Jarred and Pat, they both came from where I did last year and I can see why they would’ve had some difficulties in the transition.”

There is little question McCarron has the requisite edge in him to succeed. He arrived talking about how he likes to fight, then delivered on it.

He is leading the Knights in penalty minutes, but what the Hunters really want is for him to earn more ice time.

“It’s finding that balance of being tough all the time and to be smart about it,” McCarron said. “There’s a lot of penalties in this league. There weren’t as many penalties in my last league so definitely, you’ve got to watch a little bit.

“You don’t want to put your team down.”

The Knights see his will to play and, now, his desire to become a better player.

McCarron played on early in the season through a shoulder injury and, last week, managed to chip in while battling through strep throat.

“It’s a different game than the Americans are used to playing,” London veteran Brett Welychka said, “and for him to come learn this game, he’s definitely improving.”

Welychka believes the second half of an OHL season, it becomes more difficult to score. The better and older players usually take over.

The Knights think McCarron will begin his rapid ascent.

“It’s been a lot of fun,” he said. “We’re finally gelling as a team and guys are stepping up and showing what they can do.”

He certainly needs to be one of them — and not just until Bo Horvat and Co. come back from Sweden.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Moving from a development league to what is considered everywhere but Canada as a professional hockey league can not be easy. Who knows what will happen, but i don't think it is fair to judge him on such a short sample. Habs fans put too much emphasis on toughness however, and I feel like that has influenced his play so far (Much like it did with Tinordi). Focus on skill, learning the game, and adjusting to different situations.
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HowieNormus  • 3 months ago   

Finally.

He's the most penalized on the team? Really? He hardly hits anyone, and with that size he should be.
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moneek77 > HowieNormus  • 3 months ago   

He does a lot of complaining and selfish moves that gets him there.
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pistolpete99  • 3 months ago   

Methinks that the Destroyer is in a rut. A half year to adjust?
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Travis Alcock  • 3 months ago   

Most over rated player on the roster possibly even in the league. The guy has never made a tight turn, his specialty is long sweeping circles? He has never taken a pass while heading in the right direction. He has size and he doesn't even use it. This kid has ZERO hockey smarts. It frustrates me so much to watch him play. Trade him for a bag of pucks.
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Jeff S  > Travis Alcock  • 3 months ago   

As Dale Hunter mentions in the article, all of this sounds exactly like the criticisms that were hurled at Jarred Tinordi in his first few months in the league, and we all know how he turned out once he finally 'clicked' with the OHL game. Once McCarron figures out how to use his size effectively in the offensive zone, he'll be very difficult to contain. I'm still hopeful he'll turn into the player that Mark and Dale obviously think he will.

Welychka London Knights’ driving force 3


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, December 18, 2013 11:24:45 EST PM  
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Last year, Brett Welychka bailed out London’s 24-game winning streak with a turn on defence.

Now, he’s trying to propel the world junior-ravaged Knights towards first place as an emergency top-line centre.

The veteran’s versatility, combined with Max Domi’s recent scoring exploits, has helped steer the club through a rather dangerous stretch in their OHL regular-season schedule.

“It’s great to see what Brett’s doing,” Domi said. “It’s not easy to fill those (missing) guys’ roles. Bo (Horvat), (Josh) Anderson, (Nikita) Zadorov, (Anthony) Stolarz and Tim Bender are all great hockey players.

“We have players capable of stepping up but having the confidence to do it is the hard part.”

Welychka has the necessary swagger. He knows his way around the major junior rink and proved it with three straight games of strong two-way hockey last weekend.

“With Guelph being one of the better teams and going into Erie (Saturday) and then coming back and playing 12 hours later (against Kingston), it’s pretty tough,” the Knights’ lone Londoner said. “The team did an awesome job. For me, it was just one of those things where I had to step up.

“We have a few games with those (world junior) guys gone and just want to keep it going.”

Dale Hunter has employed a long list of players willing and ready to go outside their comfort zone to assist the cause. Tyler Ferry, Matt Clarke, Trevor Kell and Robbie Drummond are four who spring to mind immediately.

“Brett’s a team guy and he’ll do whatever’s best for the team,” the Knights head coach said, “and right now, he’s playing big minutes for us and we need him to do it.”

There was concern, at the start of the season, the Memorial Cup hosts might have a little trouble getting into full gear until every game counts this spring.

Not anymore.

The way this first half has developed, the Knights, to a man, have had to be on their toes.

“We’ve been through a lot here and a little adversity never hurts,” said Domi, who has seven goals and 16 points so far in December. “That’s why our team has been so good. No one is ever really too complacent. Winning sums us up. We’ve won two OHL championships and we want a third.

“I’m looking forward to the rest of the year.”

Domi needs a big second half to surpass his 39-goal, 87-point sophomore campaign. His latest surge makes that target — or more — possible.

“I don’t think about that — not at all,” the Phoenix first-rounder said. “You worry about winning and the rest really does take care of itself. It’s my third year so obviously, I like having the puck on my stick. Sometimes, some of the young guys are a little timid around the net when it comes to (big moments in games) and you’re expected to help them out and stay positive.

“We’ve been doing it so far.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
The Knights held Erie Otters captain Connor Brown scoreless Saturday night. 7


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Monday, December 16, 2013 6:26:12 EST PM  
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Halfway through this Memorial Cup season, the London Knights are still looking up at the Erie Otters in the OHL standings.

Matt Rupert knows what that means.

Time for hot pursuit.

“We’re going to find a way,” said the hero in London’s 6-4 win over Kingston Sunday at Budweiser Gardens. “We’re going to try to to catch up to Erie as best we can. And if it doesn’t happen, we’re going to try to get second (overall in the league standings) and we’ll just have to win one game on the road if it comes down to that in the playoff series.

“We know we can win here.”

The Knights came home Saturday night encouraged by their 4-3 shootout defeat in Erie Saturday night. They held 41-goal ex-mate Dane Fox to a single tally and shut out leading scorer Connor Brown and big trade pickup Brendan Gaunce.

London visits the Otters twice more and those games could go a long way to decide the league’s regular-season title.

“We limited them,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “I thought we did a pretty good job shutting down the Brown line. We were more worried about their (league-leading) power play. We tried to change it and make someone other than Foxy score the goal. He floats around in no man’s land (waiting for a pass) and we watched another team, I think it was Guelph, and they shadowed him around, which worked good.”

The goal Fox scored, he jumped from the penalty box and went in on a breakaway.

“He’s going to score on every chance he gets,” Hunter said. “The last guy you want getting out of the box, he gets one. That’s one of those hockey god plays. We look forward that we can shut down that offence if we stick to our system.”

Lock it down. Slam the door.

That’s the way it will have to shake out. There is no veteran scoring forward available for the Knights to pick up in an effort to cancel out Fox.

Every player on the OHL’s top-20 scoring list is either already with a contending/first-place team or under 19-years-old and part of rebuilding plans.

That means the best bet for the Knights, who haven’t matched Erie or Guelph’s offence to date, would be to enhance the defensive side of the puck before next month’s trade deadline.

Two years ago at this time, a young London team convinced GM Mark Hunter they were good enough to go for it.

He added Austin Watson, the ultimate two-way forward, and former 49-goal man Greg McKegg. They lost in the Cup final in overtime.

Last year, Hunter felt compelled to steer clear of expensive mid-season help in an effort to keep the assets that would prop up the team’s 2014 Memorial Cup bid.

It worked. The Knights made it to Saskatoon by the slimmest margin and were officially awarded Cup hosting duties the following day.

Hunter is, at heart, a deadline dealer. His past record of trading suggests it.

But this year, he’s going to have to be awfully creative to make a late move everyone will view as London becoming significantly better than Erie or Guelph.

Former Windsor sniper Kerby Rychel will be wearing Storm colours the rest of the season partly because Hunter refused to trade away his young talent that every other team in the league covets.

Early on, there was concern about goaltender Anthony Stolarz. There are still lingering questions surrounding Jake Patterson, but together they form one of the better tandems in junior hockey and have already combined to win an OHL title.

The Knights’ biggest problem is inconsistency. That was highlighted by Kingston’s four-goal second period Sunday, how they couldn’t bury the Otters Saturday or the way they, at times, struggle against bottom feeders.

They get a chance to work that out of their systems now.

London’s final five games before the world juniors end are against struggling squads — Niagara on Friday, Plymouth outdoors at Comerica Park, Sarnia twice and Mississauga.

When the Knights head to Guelph on Jan. 10, final deals will have been defined.

By then, they still don’t need to look like the highest-scoring team in the league.

But in this Cup year, they certainly must have the most rock-solid roster.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

BIG GAMES LEFT

(Top OHL contenders London, Guelph and Erie all clashed this past weekend. Here’s a look at their remaining head-to-head matchups)

London at Erie (Sat., Feb. 8, Wed., Feb. 26)

Season series tied 2-2.

London at Guelph, Fri., Jan. 10

Knights lead season series 3-2.

Guelph vs. Erie (Sun., Dec. 29 in Guelph; Sat., Jan. 18 in Erie)

Season series tied 2-2.
Matt Rupert returns from suspension to spark tired Knights to win over Frontenacs 
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  London Knights forward Brett Welychka gets his skates swept out from under him by Evan McEneny of the Kingston Frontenacs as Kingston Frontenacs goaltender Matt Mahalak watches the puck during the first period of their game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ont. on Sunday December 15, 2013. London Knights forward Max Domi scored twice and Chris Tierney scored once to put the Knights up 3-0 after the first. Mike Hensen/The London Free Press/QMI Agencyin London, Ont. on Sunday December 15, 2013. Mike Hensen/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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The Rupert twins love to play hockey games.

They’re not so crazy about practices.

For the last month, Matt Rupert had nothing on his daily plate but lung-busting bag skates and endless workout sessions since his 15-game suspension for a head check on Barrie’s Kevin Labanc Nov. 8.

His sentence finally served, the London Knights forward returned Sunday afternoon and buried the third-period power-play game winner to stem a stirring Kington Frontenacs rally in a 6-4 victory before 8,980 at Budweiser Gardens.

“It’s never fun sitting out for that period of time,” the 19-year-old from Grand Bend said. “Getting back in the lineup was very exciting. Practising each day, it gets a little bit boring knowing you’re not going to play so getting all those games off my back is pretty fun.”

He was fresh. The Knights, back from Erie at four in the morning and the Fronts finishing up their own three-in-three weekend, were not.

“I had a full night’s sleep so I felt energized and ready to pick them up,” Rupert said. “The third period, I think I caused four (Kingston) penalties so I knew I was skating pretty well. Maybe I was little rusty with the stick but luckily, I had the open net and just had to pound it in.”

The Knights roared out to a four-goal lead and then went for a nap.

The Frontenacs tied it with four in the second period, sparked in part by Londoner Matt Watson, the exciting 17-year-old Kingston d-man whose twin brother and forward Spencer gets much of the spotlight and acclaim.

It was the first time the defensive-minded Knights surrendered four in one period since Game 6 of the OHL final in Barrie May 11, which Matt Rupert’s brother Ryan won in overtime.

“It’s never good allowing four in a period,” Matt Rupert said, “but we’ve got a lot of veteran guys on this team and we know how to bounce back.”

No one embodies that quality quite like goalie Jake Patterson, who got the hook after Kingston’s third goal to set the stage for 2012 first-rounder Liam Herbst’s brief OHL debut (one goal on three shots in just over eight minutes of work).

London head coach Dale Hunter turned back to his veteran netminder to start the third, and he shut the door on the Fronts, especially when they pushed for the tie late.
Marner shoots and scores 4


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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  Blood flows freely from the forehead of London Knights forward Tait Seguin as he skates to the dressing room after a fight with Guelph Storm defenceman Ben Harpur during the first period of their game at Budweiser Gardens in London, Ont. on Friday December 13, 2013. London led 1-0 on the strength of a last minute goal by London Knights forward Mitchell Marner. Mike Hensen/The London Free Press/QMI Agency
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There has never been a game in the history of hockey where home fans haven’t, in unison, begged a player to “sh-oooooot” the puck.

Keep it up, Mitch Marner said.

It actually works.

The pass-first London rookie broke a scoreless tie with 5.4 seconds left in the first period Friday night with a little help from 9,046 friends at Budweiser Gardens. He whipped a shot past Guelph goalie Justin Nichols and the Knights never looked back for a dominant 5-2 win, their seventh straight to establish some second-place cushion over the Storm in the ruthless Midwest Division.

“It was the crowd that got me to do it,” Marner, the impressive 16-year-old forward, said. “Luckily, it hit a stick and in. Everyone’s been bugging me to shoot more and it was nice to shoot and get something out of it.”

The Knights, minus four world junior players and still-suspended Matt Rupert, managed to squeeze something out of every member in their makeshift lineup to beat Guelph for the third — and final — time on home ice this season.

Last year, Brett Welychka moved back to defence to help a skeleton staff win a game in Guelph. This year, the veteran forward put forth his best Bo Horvat impression, winning key draws, scoring what turned out to the be the second-period winner and keeping the explosive Storm offence at bay.

“I kind of knew (he would be taking big draws),” said the Londoner, who did his homework this week. “I worked on it a bit and talked to (assistant coach Dylan Hunter) for some strategy. He was good at faceoffs in his day. It’s about getting under and being quicker than the opponents.

“We worked on it and it paid off.”

Welychka also blocked a shot and was limping around in a lot of pain after the game. The Knights head to Erie Saturday, where the first-place Otters haven’t lost in 17 straight home games.

“It’s bad,” Welychka said. “We’ll see (if he can play in Erie). But it should be OK (by game time).”

No one in Erie is going to be yelling for Marner, Welychka and Co. to shoot the puck. They’ll be imploring 40-goal man and former Knight Dane Fox, who needs no prompting these days, to let loose.

“It’s a big game for us, just like the last game in Guelph will be (Jan. 10),” Welychka said. “We’ve got to be ready.”

That’s the thing.

London, Erie and Guelph, all in the same division, are the three OHL heavyweights right now. The games between them should be barnburners.

But nearly every matchup among the three so far hasn’t lived up to the hype.

One team is usually ill-prepared for what they’re about to face.

The Knights have spanked the Storm at home and been thrashed in Guelph.

Erie had an eye-opening win in London before being humbled twice in return visits.

“It’s been weird,” Welychka said. “We were definitely more up for it (than Guelph). It showed on the scoreboard and they came back at the end, but it was too late there.”

The Storm had some quality chances in the first, but when they couldn’t score, they wilted.

“That late period goal (by Marner) really set us back,” Guelph captain Matt Finn said. “Get out of the first 0-0 and it’s a different game. Credit to London.

“We have to be better prepared coming in on the road and so do (the Knights). It’s been a little strange. They have a tough barn to play in, and so do we now. It’s been lopsided both ways for the home team.”

Just ask Marner. You’ve got the paying customers offering shooting tips.

“I really think the crowd gets us going,” he said. “We’re missing a few important guys and we’re taking on the challenge. The chemistry with me and Tierney has been real nice. It was nice to have (Christan Dvorak) back on the line. Start of the year, it was him and I together and it’s working out great.”

The Knights plugged roster holes, the young guys produced, the veterans led the way and hit the road with a warm, fuzzy feeling.

Now, the streak-busters get their first shot at the Otters’ impressive home run.

“Hopefully, we can be the ones to end it,” Welychka said. “That would be great.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Elie excels despite bro’s departure 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, December 13, 2013 11:05:13 EST PM  

London Knight Tristen Elie checks Erie Otter Nick Betz in an OHL game last month at Budweiser Gardens. Elie, top goal scorer with the London Nationals, has been called up to the Knights. (DEREK RUTTAN, The London Free Press)
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Tristen Elie followed his big brother Remi to London.

But Remi was traded by the Knights to Belleville two months ago. Jacob Jammes, the Ottawa native living with the Elie boys at a billet house, quickly ended up a Mississauga Steelhead.

Tristen is the last man standing.

“I was surprised Remi was traded because he really wanted to stay here,” said the 17-year-old, the London Nationals’ leading scorer called up by the shorthanded Knights this week to lend a hand. “He wanted me to go with him to Belleville, but I thought it’s better for me to stay here for myself. I felt like I was already set up here and know the guys.

“I’ve got a good team with the Nats and it was a chance to stay with the Knights and get my own path going.”

Remi, the Dallas second rounder, is putting up big numbers for rebuilding Belleville, a city much closer to the Elie home in tiny Green Valley — which is between Cornwall and Hawkesbury in eastern Ontario.

“I could’ve played in Cornwall (in the Central junior league) this year,” Tristen said. “I got traded there from Hawkesbury. I was happy, but it was kind of complicated. So I just decided to come up here for my brother and for the Knights.

“They (the Hunters) told me I would get some playing time here and I have a good Junior B team to play with. It’s been going pretty good. It was a better opportunity.”

Tristen is thriving with the Nats and working out with the Knights on days the Greater Ontario league team doesn’t have a game. He was the dead last player picked by London in the 2012 draft — 303rd overall — but made his OHL debut last month against Erie and is expected to play all three games with the Knights in this all-important weekend.

“I’m getting some time to prove myself,” he said. “It’s a big job but I’m ready to do it. If London didn’t pick me, I probably would’ve tried out for Ottawa (67’s) or went the NCAA route, because it’s a good junior league back home for school.”

His brother is the typical power forward. Tristen, at 5-foot-10 and 175 pounds, isn’t as big, but he’s sneaky.

“Remi’s a powerful skater and Tristen is quick, a darter with a real quick snap shot,” Knights assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “He keeps his feet moving and it’s tricky for the goalies because he doesn’t really stop.

“He’s the same kind of kid as Remi. His English is better, but he’s a team-first guy.”

Remi was notably shy in his rookie season because he was much more comfortable speaking French. That’s not the case with Tristen.

“I go to (Saunders) and went to an English school the past three years,” he said, “and Remi stayed in French school. I was pretty much raised in English. That’s what all my friends (speak).”

Both Elie brothers grew up playing on some pretty small ice surfaces in eastern Ontario. Now, their home rinks — Yardmen Arena in Belleville and Western Fair in London — are both Olympic-sized pads.

“There’s not the same room at some of the rinks back home,” Tristen said. “It’s been a great opportunity with the Nats. I started slow, didn’t have a point my first three games, but I’ve been on a point streak lately.”

The Knights and Nats won league titles last year. They both share renewed championship aspirations.

“Kelly (Nationals head coach Kelly Thomson) always says before the game, ‘You want the Sutherland Cup,’ Tristen said. “He tells us, ‘Let’s keep it going. He’s always going for the gold. We’re not in first now, LaSalle’s pretty good, but we’ve beaten every team in the league. We should be all right.”

The younger Elie wants to make the leap to the Knights full time next season.

“I want to be here and hopefully, get drafted or signed (by an NHL team) the next few years, he said. “But we’ll see.”

Seven hours from home, his parents don’t get to see him play live like they did last year.

“My dad (was going) to Remi’s game (in Ottawa Friday),” Tristen said, “but he’s taped the Knights game to watch it later.”

In his first London preseason game against Sarnia, Dale Hunter started the Elie brothers on the same line with Kyle Platzer. Tristen scored on their first shift.

“That was a lot of fun,” he recalled.

Now, it’s time to make some memories of his own.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Knights blue liner ready to answer Bell 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 
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Brady Austin and Zach Bell watch teammates participate in a penalty shot competition during London Knights practice on Thursday. (DEREK RUTTAN/The London Free Press)
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It’s easy to forget Zach Bell is still 20-years-old.

He looks like he’s at least 30.

And even though this is his fifth OHL season and he is capable of carrying a large burden, the London Knights defenceman is hardly immune to the massive pressure of playing for a team aiming at a Memorial Cup championship in May or bust.

Bell expects more from himself — and not just because world junior-bound Russian Nikita Zadorov will be gone for the next three weeks.

“I’ve got to step up my play and I can’t be having these bad giveaways in crucial minutes at the end of the game,” the Brampton native and former Battalion blue liner said.

Bell turned over the puck in Kitchener on Tuesday. Only a late rally saved the Knights from another loss to the Rangers.

The 6-foot-2, 233-pounder has engaged in a noble, and extremely accountable, period of self-examination after a few uncharacteristic on-ice gaffes. He could point to London winning eight of nine games since joining the team.

“I think I’m just putting a lot of pressure on myself,” Bell said. “I’ve been looking in the mirror and saying, ‘This is my fifth year. I haven’t done this the past four years and I don’t know what the deal is’. But with hard work and perseverance, I’m going to get through it.

“The guys have been helping me a lot with pats on the back. I’ll get back to the old me pretty shortly.”

The race for the OHL and Midwest Division lead will only intensify if the man in the mirror likes what he sees at the end of this weekend.

The Knights face high-scoring Guelph Friday, head to league-leading Erie Saturday and finish up with a talented Kingston squad Sunday afternoon. It is, on paper, their most difficult remaining weekend left on their regular-season schedule.

“We can’t really think about it too much,” fellow overage d-man Brady Austin said. “You have to take it game-by-game but this is obviously the biggest weekend of the year.”

And it’s time for the team’s three oldest players — Bell, Austin and Alex Basso — to provide some of the best, consistent hockey of their junior careers. Austin said he doesn’t look at the price the Knights paid — a combination of Remi Elie, Miles Liberati, a 2nd round pick and two thirds — to bring them in.

“I’m just here to play hockey and I’ve got to play my best every night,” the former Belleville Bull said. “You don’t want to be sitting on the bench. You want to play as much as possible and I’m ready to take on the responsibility.”

As a whole, the Knights have been pleased with the overagers’ contribution to the team.

“They have high expectations of themselves,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “We’ve been playing better (team defence) since we got the three overagers back there. We haven’t given up as many goals.

“They’re good D and they’ve been in the league and know what to expect.”

Bell said players learn to take on more responsibilities as they progress through the league. The amount of pressure may change, but it’s constant.

“Youu look at London’s got a winning mentality and they’re holding the Memorial Cup so they’re not playing games here,” he said. “They’re not going to take those big mistakes lightly and I’ve talked to the coaching staff. The simple play is never a bad play. No one expects you to go out and do anything crazy.”

Without Zadorov, every defenceman automatically moves up a rung on the ladder. Without Bo Horvat taking faceoffs, the Knights will likely start more shifts without puck possession.

The Knights have reached the Memorial Cup the past two years without using a full complement of overage players. This time, they have to rely on important contributions from all three.

“We’re all used to playing big minutes on different teams so it shouldn’t be too hard,” Basso said. “When you’re playing more minutes, you’re feeling more comfortable and getting into a better groove. The new additions have pushed everyone to be at their best to get those minutes.

“We wish the (world junior players) the best of luck but we’ve got to take care of the job here.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Coach’s call ignites Knights rally for ‘big team win’ over Rangers that stretches win streak to six before several players head off to world junior camps 3
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KITCHENER  - Dale Hunter's gutsy coaching calls still throw his players for a loop.

Imagine what they do to his opponents.

Down a goal with 2:30 left in the third at Kitchener, the London Knights boss turned a power-play into a two-man advantage by pulling goalie Anthony Stolarz.

“To be honest, we went to the draw and looked back and I thought, 'Oh, sh--, there's no goalie,” Max Domi said with a grin.

The Rangers couldn't clear the puck through a forest of Knights shin pads and Domi ended up ripping home the game-tying goal with 1:47 left.

Thirty-three seconds later, Ryan Rupert converted a gorgeous passing play, Domi found an empty net, and the Knights escaped with their season-tying high sixth straight win, 6-4 over the Rangers before 7,229 Tuesday night at the Memorial Auditorium.

“It was a great call by Dale and obviously worked out well,” Domi said. “Great coaching call.”

Hunter is one of the best in the business. That's why he's generating buzz to go behind the Canadian world junior bench when Brent Sutter has his fill.

“Props to Dale on that risky play,” Rupert said, “but it paid off. When he does something like that, you just have to play hockey and not think about it or worry about the goalie. Max made a great shot (to tie it). We weren't making the crisp passes to get in the zone and guys were probably freaking out but we got things settled down in the end.”

The Knights lost at the Aud in overtime two months ago after Josh Anderson's controversial five-minute major penalty.

This time, an interference penalty by Kitchener's Darby Llewellyn saved them.

“We weren't going to lose this one,” Domi said. “I don't always like to shoot, but sometimes, you have to. He (Rangers goalie Matt Greenfield) cheated down a bit and I got lucky.

“It's a big team win. We struggled a little bit here and there but you've always got to battle back against a team that works as hard as they do and in a building that's tough to play in.

They got it done without star defenceman Nikita Zadorov, who is visiting family while prepping for Russian world junior camp.

They overcame a rough night by Stolarz, who allowed three goals he would like to have back, including a first-period blunder that led to the launch of 9,465 teddy bears – about 400 less than London's effort last week.

“He played great, but just a couple of bounces, pucks go off three skates and it's tough to stop,” Domi said. “When you go down (late) like that, everyone's got to roll together and chip in. There's a lot of character there to get two quick goals to get back the lead.

“We held each other accountable and it was a lot of fun.”

They weren't too happy, though, about a near-miss against another last-place team.

“The biggest thing is we struggle with the bottom teams getting up for the games,” Rupert said. “We have to mentally prepare better, we know that. Work ethic and skill makes us the team we are.”

They'll get to see what they're made of without Bo Horvat, who scored London's first two goals, and power forward Josh Anderson, who head to Canadian world junior camp on Thursday. Horvat's solo effort in the second period rivaled Soo Greyhounds and ex-Junior Knight Jared McCann's highlight-reel special last week at Budweiser Gardens.

“McCann had a great goal but Bo's my teammate and his goal was ridiculous,” Domi said. “He had three guys on his back and it's just stupid. I don't know how he did it. We'll call it the 'Bo goal' and leave it at that.

“Only Bo can do that.”

They won't see a goal like that from him for another month.

“We're all so excited for them and can't wait to watch them on the big stage,” Domi said. “I'm sure they will do great and we'll all be cheering them on. Everyone here's going to have to step up their game a little bit and that's why we're so good. We have so much depth and all the young guys can step up and play those roles.

“It's going to be a test but we're definitely up for it.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Zadorov leads player exodus 
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Nikita Zadorov before his first practice back with the London Knights, at Budweiser Gardens on Wednesday. (MIKE HENSEN, The London Free Press)
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KITCHENER  - The London Knights arrived at the Aud Tuesday night without their star Russian defenceman.

They will be without the services of Moscow-bound Nikita Zadorov until the world junior tournament ends in the first week of January.

“He’s visiting his family (before reporting to Russian world junior camp Thursday),” London GM Mark Hunter said. “He hasn’t been able to see them in a long time.”

This summer, the 18-year-old Sabres first-rounder was caught in a visa delay in his homeland. At the end of NHL rookie camp, he wasn’t allowed to cross back into Canada so he remained in Buffalo until the team sent him back to London.

It’s a classy move by the Knights to allow the teen a few days with loved ones, especially while they’re in the midst of an intense battle for positioning in the OHL’s ruthless Midwest Division.

Zadorov will soon be followed by several teammates.

Bo Horvat, Josh Anderson and Tim Bender head to their world junior camps Thursday.

Goalie Anthony Stolarz, who started against the Rangers, will head to Minneapolis for the United States world selection camp on Sunday.

Mitch Marner joins Team Ontario for the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge on Dec. 27.

In anticipation of the world junior campers’ extended absence, the Knights will use defenceman Aiden Jamieson, who has been playing in St. Thomas, and call up Josh De Farias from the Waterloo Siskins to suit up Friday against Guelph and Saturday in Erie.

Matt Rupert returns from his 15-game suspension at home Sunday against Kingston. Right now, the team doesn’t foresee forwards having to move back onto the blue-line just yet.

“Santino (Centorame) and Aiden can fill Bender and Nikita’s spot,” London assistant GM Rob Simpson said. “They’ll play the (third pairing) and it’ll bump everybody else up.”

When Stolarz leaves, the Knights expect to call up 2012 first-round pick Liam Herbst, the London Nationals netminder who was the Greater Ontario league’s goalie of the month for November.

Though Jake Patterson will shoulder the load, there is a real possibility Herbst will finally get his first OHL start in the next three weeks.

While Horvat and Anderson will centralize with the Canadian team in Toronto this week, Bender is heading to Fussen, which is near Munich.

The Germans open their world junior odyssey against the Canadians on Boxing Day in Malmo, Sweden.

“Canada is probably the best team and, of course, we want to win and show the world what we can do,” said Bender with a grin.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
Knights have their fans deep in Ranger territory 
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Plattsville is a whole lot closer to Kitchener than it is to London.

It’s a hop, skip and jump to a Rangers’ hockey game.

But the new principal of the 270-student Plattsville and District elementary school happens to be a Knights fan. Nicola Bankes enjoyed having London players in for visits so much when she ran schools in Woodstock and Ingersoll, she wanted to keep it going.

“The schools I had been at had always been involved with the London Knights anthem program so when I moved here, I asked if I could bring that program with me to Plattsville knowing I was kind of venturing into ‘enemy’ territory,” said Bankes, a Dorchester resident.

No problem.

The two-time defending OHL champs are at the Aud Tuesday for the Rangers’ Teddy Bear Toss game. Plattsville, which is part of the Thames Valley board, gets its visit from a pair of Knights players next week.

The London club isn’t attempting to poach fans planted on blue, red and white territory. The Rangers aren’t irked at all by this, either.

The Knights simply don’t turn down any school’s fundraising request – in or outside the city.

“There are some Knights fans (in Plattsville),” Bankes said, “so it’ll be interesting to see what kind of jerseys we get when the players come out next week.”

She’s not trying to sway impressionable youth to root for the green-and-gold.

She invites choice.

“We’re going to sign the national anthem at a Knights game, too,” Bankes said, “and I asked (the Knights) when they scheduled, if we could do it at the game against Kitchener on (Saturday) Jan. 25 and they’ve been able to arrange that.

“We have a number of staff that live in New Hamburg and Kitchener, too, so it worked really well to sing at that game.”

The Knights and Rangers have two of the largest followings in junior hockey.

There is a full schedule for players on both teams to visit schools, attend charity functions and mingle with sponsors.

“If we really max out, our goal is 60 (school visits) a year,” Knights group sales manager Dan Gaffney said. “That’s not including our breakfast program, the Knights in Reading program (and hospital visits). We go heavy in September, October and November so when we have a busy week like this one (a Tuesday game, followed by an important three-in-three weekend), we try to slow it down.”

In the Knights’ anthem program, schools receive deals on tickets, usually in groups of 100 and more, and are allowed to resell them at face value.

“Once these schools get in, there’s a waiting list,” Gaffney said. “The schools love it because it’s a way to make a quick couple hundred bucks (aimed at gym equipment or musical instruments).”

The anthem program is booked this year. The Knights offer the same deal – cheaper tickets and two players to visit – to any interested school, and added a twist by inviting school bands to perform in the Bud concourse before games.

The Knights’ message to students during school visits?

“It’s a structured program that touches on things schools want us to talk about: team work and respect, not just to peers, but teachers and parents, too,” Gaffney said. “We try to make the connection between hockey and school. It’s always fun. We went to one school where the kids opened the assembly by singing O Canada, then played Stompin’ Tom’s ‘The Hockey Song’ with a video.

“Any Knights gear a kid brings, it’ll be signed.”

It’ll be interesting to see how much stuff gets signed in Plattsville next week.

KNIGHTS ON TV: Rogers TV, Cable 13 will air the Knights’ outdoor game against the Plymouth Whalers on Dec. 29, 5 p.m. at Detroit’s Comerica Park. The broadcast, which will be available in high-definition, will be run in co-operation with Schoolcraft in Plymouth, Mich., the same setup as when the Knights play the Whalers at Compuware Arena – with one twist.

“We’re going to bring it back here and have our own intermission show,” station manager Bob Smith said. “We’re also planning having our own crew there to do some live interviews during the intermissions. It’s a unique game and we wanted to make sure we’re part of it.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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The Guelph Storm made a mega-trade to acquire Windsor scorer Kerby Rychel and defenceman Nick Ebert last week.

The London Knights, winners of five straight after a 6-2 victory in Owen Sound Saturday night, are playing teeter-totter with them for second place in the standings.

There’s a little bit of Midwest Division scoreboard watching going on early this season.

“Some of the guys have been checking the Guelph scores and we knew that they lost to Owen Sound (Friday at home), which was big for us,” London forward Josh Anderson said. “If we keep winning our games, we’ll keep moving up in the standings.

“We just have to keep doing the little things right.”

The Knights are being realistic. This is shaping up to be a three-horse race right until mid-March.

London and Guelph are trying to track down the Erie Otters, who have old Knight Dane Fox filling the net and a sparkling 16-game unbeaten streak on home ice. The Otters know if they trip up a time or two, another titan will be breathing down their necks. The Knights understand that feeling — they have played with that pressure for two straight years.

“Everyone wants to beat us,” London veteran Brett Welychka said. “You can’t take a game off, but those (few) losses, I think, are good for a team. For young guys like us, it’s a reminder that you just can’t show up.”

The returning Knights have come to realize what their season-defining 24-game win streak meant last year — championships are won by a high level of consistency.

They could be on a 16-game run right now if not for a shootout loss at home to Barrie and a stinker in St. Catharines.

The Knights haven’t lost two straight since falling to Erie and Guelph in late October. This coming week, they will face both teams without most of their world junior players.

It will take London’s depth to stay afloat in the race. London plays three more times against them — all in Erie.

“We’re just trying to play well (our last game together in Kitchener Tuesday),” Anderson said, “and if we do that last game, we can move on and hopefully have a great camp.”

The expectation from Anderson, Bo Horvat, Anthony Stolarz and defencemen Nikita Zadorov and Tim Bender is the Knights winning will continue — even while they’re out of the lineup.

London kept its big streak going last year with Welychka and Platzer filling in on defence before the magic ran out on New Year’s Day against Sarnia.

In Owen Sound, Anderson paid homage to one of the ringleaders of that 24-win string – former sniper Seth Griffith, now in Providence of the American Hockey League. He thought of the Bruins prospect during his shorthanded breakaway against 6-foot-7 Attack stopper Jack Flinn.

I’ve been struggling on breakaways a little bit,” he said. “I’ve been trying to do the (Griffith) move, fake to the backhand and go to the forehand.”

It worked this time.

“I’m going to keep doing that, I guess,” he said.

The line of Anderson, Horvat and Max Domi combined for four goals and seven points at the Bayshore. Anderson has scored six goals in the five consecutive wins.

The Knights are starting to shoot the puck more and cash in on their key power-play chances. Domi did both in scoring the overtime winner Friday against Windsor.

He and Chris Tierney must propel the offence the rest of the month. Jake Patterson has won both starts and surrendered just two goals since leaving the net in Belleville after just one period.

The Knights were perfect in December last season. No one expects them to be this year.

They don’t have to reach first place by the New Year, but they can’t fall too far behind Erie, either.

If they can stay within reach, it’ll be a compelling flight to the regular season finish line.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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Knights need Patterson to rebound

OWEN SOUND - Jake Patterson still owns Owen Sound.

But quite a few of the goalie's London Knights teammates feel pretty comfortable at the Bayshore these days, too.

Take Josh Anderson.

The red-hot power forward scored his team's first two goals in a 6-2 win, the Knights' fifth straight and eighth in a row at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre before 2,976 Saturday night.

“It's not my favourite rink to play in,” he said, “but I guess I do play well in it. It's a lot different than most of the other rinks in the OHL. It's a lot smaller and the boards are harder. The puck just flies off them. I don't know what it is, but I seem to do well in this barn.”

This wasn't Anderson's first two-goal in this rink. He had one last February.

In March, he beat ex-Attack goalie Jordan Binnington on a penalty shot.

This time, he victimized giant stopper Jack Flinn, who dropped to 0-8 with Owen Sound, for a power-play goal and a shorthanded breakaway effort.

Anderson has 16 goals on the season – six in the past five games and eight with the man advantage.

But he can score any way you want.

“I remember that (penalty shot goal) quite well,” Anderson said. “Apparently, the guy slashed me. I didn't even know and I went down and scored. I've been struggling on breakaways a little bit. I didn't try the same move (on Flinn). I've been trying to do the (Seth Griffith) move, fake to the backhand and go to the forehand.”

It worked.

“I'm going to keep doing that, I guess,” he said.

The line of Anderson, Bo Horvat and reawakened Max Domi combined for four goals and seven points. They will play together Tuesday in Kitchener before Anderson and Horvat depart for Canadian world junior camp.

“We're just trying to play well and if we do that last game, we can move on and hopefully have a great camp,” Anderson said.

The Knights took exception on the ice to Owen Sound's third goaltender interference penalty late in the third period, but they didn't think it was a matter of trying to run over Patterson, now 5-0 with two shutouts in his career at this rink.

Kyle Platzer scored his first goal in 11 games and rookie Mitch Marner provided the game-winner.

I think they (Owen Sound) were just frustrated by the score,” Anderson said. “We had a ton of shots. They were just going hard to the net there, frustrated.”

The Attack actually helped the Knights vault into second place in the Midwest Division by beating Guelph Friday night. London stayed there by winning their 14th in their last 16 games and keeping their Owen Sound dominance alive.

Anderson, a third-year Knight, has never lost in the building. London hasn't been beaten in Owen Sound since Game 5 of the 2010-11 first-round playoff series when goalie Michael Zador out-duelled Michael Houser.
Max Domi grabs spotlight in dramatic style 7
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What else is sport, really, other than one shot after another at redemption?

Early this week, Max Domi had the warts on his game discussed and dissected after missing out on Hockey Canada’s world junior camp phone call.

On Friday night, he hammered home the overtime winner on the power play to give his London Knights a dramatic 5-4 victory over the Windsor Spitfires — leap-frogging Guelph for second in the Midwest Division in the process — before 9,046 at Budweiser Gardens.

Sometimes, for better or worse, the spotlight follows you.

Other times, you grab hold of it and focus on its bright side.

“You get disappointed (about the world junior dream), but it happens and it’s really not a big deal,” Domi said. “I couldn’t be happier for Bo (Horvat) and Andy (Josh Anderson) for getting picked (to the Canadian world junior camp in Toronto next week).

“They’re great hockey players and I can’t wait to watch them (in Malmo, Sweden). It’s going to be cool. I’m looking forward to spending a few extra weeks here in London with the boys and try to keep this going over Christmas.”

Domi came in on a four-game pointless skid, the longest regular-season drought of his three-year OHL career.

He assisted on Anderson’s opening power-play tally, then ended it on a blast with Windsor scoring star Remy Giftopoulos helpless in the penalty box.

Domi knows when he produces, the Knights are better. But he hasn’t been fretting.

“I’m just pretty much worried about winning and when we’re winning everybody’s happy,” the 18-year-old Phoenix first-rounder said. “I’ll do whatever it takes and if that means jumping into a more defensive role and playing the game that way, it’s cool. Obviously, to get to the next level, you have to play at both ends.

“(London head coach Dale Hunter) has done a great job teaching me how to play and getting the chance with Bo and Andy, both world junior guys who know how to play hockey, it’s been great playing with those guys (on a line).”

Domi was in the penalty box when Windsor’s Brady Vail scored on the power play in the third to force overtime. He was visibly upset when he fell after running into Spitfires defenceman Slater Koekkoek and was sent off for diving, negating a potential man advantage.

“It’s a tough play but the ref has got to call what he sees,” Domi said. “I think they got a diving call (earlier) so it makes up for it. I was trying to get to the net, but we bounced back really well.”

He didn’t have much to say about the officiating. Windsor, on the other hand, had plenty to be miffed about.

The Spitfires scored on both their full power plays and had two chances negated by penalties. The call on Giftopoulos with three seconds left in the third was hard to swallow.

“It’s great to come in here and get a point on the road in London anytime,” Spits head coach Bob Boughner said. “But I just felt there were some blown calls and it cost us the game.

“But it’s over. You can’t control the reffing. I can only control my team.”

The Spitfires are no pushover, even after dealing GM Warren Rychel’s goal-scoring son Kerby to Guelph.

They overcame Michael McCarron’s bizarre go-ahead goal in the second to take the lead into the final 20 minutes. But the Knights scored twice in 54 seconds early in the third to jump back ahead, bringing back memories of their stirring three-goal, third-period comeback win over Windsor here on Oct. 4.

Then, Domi took centre stage.

“It’s a huge win,” he said. “In the end, it’s a power play in overtime and you have to score. Bo made a great play and a nice pass. We’ve been working on it all week and Dylan (assistant coach Hunter) does a great job drawing it up for us. With those guys (the Spitfires) over there, we always have something to counter.”

Domi started this week issuing a statement about his world junior exclusion.

This time, he made one — for the happiest of reasons.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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A month ago, the London Knights gave up four power-play goals at home to the Barrie Colts and lost.

The next 10 games?

The Knights were nearly unbeatable while a man short.

They had killed 50 of 53 penalties — a gaudy 94.4% — heading into Friday’s clash with the Windsor Spitfires since that Colts jolt. They won nine of those 10 games.

Everyone linked to the London penalty kill has their own reason why they’ve been so sharp after heading to the sin bin.

“It comes down to getting someone like (Nikita) Zadorov back and adding (overage defenceman) Zach Bell,” said London assistant GM Rob Simpson, who oversees the Knights’ penalty kill with head coach Dale Hunter. “If you look at the time our PK started to get better, it’s right around the time we added those guys.

“They’re big guys who take up a lot of space and it’s hard to get shots past them.”

The Knights shuffled some of the faces up front, too. Max Domi has seen some time on one unit and speedy rookie Christian Dvorak is paying his dues as a regular penalty killer these days.

“I know we’ve been doing pretty good lately and hopefully we can keep it going,” the 17-year-old from Illinois said. “I don’t think we’ve changed much, really. We’re just trying to block as many shots as possible and get pucks out of our zone.

“It’s nice to get on the PK and contribute to the team.”

The little tweaks in strategy add up. But nothing helps kill penalties like a hot goaltender.

“The biggest thing is (Anthony) Stolarz stopping the puck,” London forward Ryan Rupert said. “You make a mistake on the PK, he’s there to bail us out. It’s doing the little things — chipping pucks, blocking shots — that make a good PK and we’ve been doing that right now.”

Taking fewer penalties, especially five-minute majors, has also been a big help.

“We had a few bad penalties on our side,” Simpson said, “and we were able to bear down. For a while, we were one of the most penalized teams in the league. When you’re killing four, five, six a night, it wears you down. Eventually, they’re going to get chances if you’re giving them five or six power plays.

“Too many guys in the league are too good offensively for you to be able to do that all the time.”

They’ve also scored five shorthanded goals with quick-legged guys like Dvorak out there.

“If it’s the right time during the shift and I got space, it’s a good opportunity to use my speed and I’ll do it,” he said. “But I’ve got to make smart plays. Get the puck out.

“But if I get a chance, I’ll do it.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca 
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Owen MacDonald has never been afraid to take his lumps.

Last Thursday in St. Catharines, he recorded his first assist of the season. He also finished the game with a big hunk of gauze jammed into one of his nostrils.

“I tried to come in for Santino (rookie defenceman Centorame) there,” the squat London Knights forward said this week, “and the guy (on the Niagara IceDogs) grabbed me from behind and kind of ripped my nose apart.

“It was kind of bloody and it’s been kind of painful the last couple of games, but it’s OK.”

The following night back home at Budweiser Gardens, the 17-year-old from Elora, near Guelph, got a little peeved at North Bay rookie Mike Baird.

They dropped the gloves and MacDonald, listed as 5-foot-8, came to a sudden realization.

Baird is 6-foot-2.

“Baird was bent down when I started (fighting) and I thought, ‘Holy crap, he’s actually a big kid,” MacDonald said with a sheepish grin. I realized he was a ’97 (16-year-old), too, and I heard he was pretty tough. He caught one that I thought was going to start (the nose) bleeding but it was alright.

“Everything was good.”

MacDonald played three games for London last season, scoring in his second OHL game at Erie. While playing for the St. Marys Lincolns, he doubled up with the Knights and was a fixture at practice.

He felt like he hit the ice ready to go this year.

“Last year really helped being around the team every day and I felt like it really helped me develop my game,” he said. “This year, I can step in full-time and it’s been great so far.”

Just one catch — he’s still considered a rookie just like fresh faces Mitch Marner and Christian Dvorak. He’s one of the guys who has to shoulder the heavy equipment from the bus for the training staff on every road trip.

Veteran forward Brett Welychka said the Knights have adopted the OHL’s definition of a first-year player. If you haven’t played 34 games in a season, you’re on rookie detail for a full season.

MacDonald takes it in stride.

“I don’t mind it,” he said, “but it’s tough being a rookie. Just lugging everything in and bringing movies every (road trip). We throw it all in one case and let the vets pick from about 30 (DVDs). It’s not bad. Everyone’s got to put their dues in and everyone’s done it.

“Everything’s OK.”

Well, not everything.

MacDonald, a second-round pick in 2012, has yet to put up the kind of numbers he believe he’s can. He came into the league with the reputation of a goal scorer. He’s still learning both sides of the rink.

“It’s a whole different game coming from minor hockey and junior B,” he said. “This league, they prepare guys for the NHL and you always have to play defence first. I think I’m learning that and we go every day in practice through the systems and you’ve got to take care of your own end to take care of the offence.”

That’s the credo of head coach Dale Hunter.

MacDonald banged and crashed again Friday night against Windsor at Budweiser Gardens. He was singled out by overage defenceman Zach Bell for his dedication and work ethic in practice.

“It’s rewarding,” he said. “Obviously, I don’t think I’ve played up to my full potential yet. I think I can do that coming up this stretch. You’ve got to work hard in practice to work hard in the game. I think I’ve done that, but everyone can always work harder in practice. It’s just getting better every day and I think I can still prove that.”

He played on a fourth line with Tait Seguin and Dvorak. They’re looking to earn a little more ice.

That means not being scored on and providing a tough, hard shift every time out.

“It’s coming,” MacDonald said. “Every game, I’m getting more comfortable.”

Comfortable, though, isn’t always easy to achieve.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca 
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While Olli Maatta may be on an Olympic roll with his new team, his old team is rolling now, winners of nine in their last 10 heading into Friday night’s game against Windsor at Budweiser Gardens.

But the London coaches have been harping on consistency lately and won’t stop anytime soon. They are pushing for players to trust their linemates and avoid forcing difficult plays that lead to turnovers.

“When you’re young and things aren’t going your way, you have a tendency to try to do a little bit more when you should be doing a little bit less,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “Sometimes you’re feeling it. You score off your first shift and you’re flying the whole game. Then, you can make more complicated plays. Sometimes, you have to bring it down and use each other on a give-and-go instead of making that spectacular pass or trying to do it yourself.”

The Knights don’t have much time before the lines shift again. Max Domi is going to lose linemates Josh Anderson and Bo Horvat when they go to Canadian world junior camp in a week.

“You’re looking for more fluidity with your lines and it takes time for guys to work together,” Hunter said. “In junior, you have to find guys who are going right at the same time and put them together.”

The team’s most effective line against the Soo ended up being four-year vets Chris Tierney and Ryan Rupert with rookie Mitch Marner. That’s a trio that could stay intact until Marner departs for the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge after Christmas.

“Mitch is a special player for his age,” Tierney said. “He’s 16-years-old but I’m going to give him the puck when I’m open because he can make nice plays. We’re both confident in each other and if we both move the puck around, I’m not afraid he’s going to lose it.

“It’s been working well.”

And right now, it wouldn’t hurt if that line’s on-ice chemistry was contagious.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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With so many London Knights generating world junior buzz this week, it’s easy to forget one of their own is making a bid at an even bigger hockey tournament.

Olli Maatta, Olympian?

Anaheim Ducks forward Teemu Selanne recently suggested the 19-year-old Penguins defenceman, still eligible to play for the Knights, is impressive enough to be a valuable member of his country’s medal push.

“Tie Domi (Max’s dad) is a good buddy of mine and tells me about him,” the Finnish Flash told the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review. “It’s a great, great story. It’s not too typical for a Finnish guy to come to the NHL this way. Usually, you get drafted and come to the NHL when you’re ready.”

Part of the reason Maatta is being considered is there has only been five Finnish defencemen in the NHL this season. The blue-line is considered the country’s weakness.

“If you can play in the NHL, you can play in the Olympics,” Selanne said.

NHL.com correspondent Risto Pakarinen has Maatta, the two-time OHL champ, listed in the top six behind, for starters, veterans Sami Salo of Tampa Bay and Philly’s Kimmo Timonen.

Hockey Hall of Famer Jarri Kurri is the team’s GM and Erkka Westerlund is the head coach. Columbus Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen is part of the Finnish evaluation team.

What did Maatta, who has five points and is plus-1 in his first 29 NHL games, think of Selanne’s praise?

“That’s awesome that he said that,” Maatta told the Trib.

At the start of this season, it looked like Maatta would get a rare shot at becoming a four-time world junior participant. Only eight players, including ex-Knight Sergei Kostitsyn’s brother Andrei of Belarus, have played in the tournament that many times.

But an Olympic roster spot would certainly trump that kind of achievement.

The Hunters watched with interest in 2010 when former star Corey Perry scored in the Olympic gold-medal game, Rick Nash stood tall in the Canadian victory and Patrick Kane, despite a crushing defeat, was the most dangerous American player in the final at Vancouver.

Seeing the teenaged Maatta, who would’ve been the most obvious choice as London’s captain this season, try to help put Finland back on the podium would be a great source of pride for the Knights.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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The cost for landing star talent in junior hockey hasn’t changed since the London Knights made the famous trade for John Tavares five years ago.

It takes second-round picks. A lot of them.

So while Mark Hunter’s involvement drove up the price Guelph paid to acquire forward Kerby Rychel and defenceman Nick Ebert this week, the Knights GM didn’t have enough bullets in the chamber to bring Windsor GM Warren Rychel’s high-scoring son to Budweiser Gardens.

“We were talking but I didn’t have that many draft picks to do that kind of deal,” Hunter said Wednesday. “I didn’t have five second (round draft picks). I don’t have seconds (to deal) in 2014 and ’15. I don’t blame Windsor. They did what’s best for their organization.”

The Storm ended up sending the Spitfires forward Brody Milne and nine draft picks to cement the trade. Guelph, the OHL’s highest-scoring team, is countering London’s bulked-up defence by trying to score some more, the way Halifax and Portland did in reaching the Memorial Cup final last May.

“Rychel’s good, but Ebert’s pretty good, too,” Hunter said. “Don’t under-rate him. They’ve got a pretty good team there now. Now, it’s up to the (Storm) players. It’s like any team — they have to gel together and win hockey games, which they should.

The first-place Erie Otters picked up Belleville centre Brendan Gaunce. Everyone in the OHL is waiting to see how Hunter responds.

Don’t expect a knee-jerk reaction. Two years ago, he waited until the final few pre-deadline days in January to pick up Austin Watson and Greg McKegg.

“I don’t look at other teams,” Hunter said. “I look at our own club. I know what we need and don’t need, and we’ll be OK. I think we can win with this (roster). I think we’re going to watch until the end. Could we be a little more consistent? Yeah. But we’re doing OK.

“We’re (not in first) but we’re only one point away from where we were last year and that makes me feel better, actually.”

Erie and Guelph are forced to do more because they don’t have a guaranteed spot in the Memorial Cup next May. They have to take a shot at being better than the Knights or they’re not going to make it.

Hunter held off going after big-name talent last year like OHL leading scorer Vincent Trocheck to enrich his chance at landing the Cup host rights. He didn’t do much at the trade deadline last year, other than adding veteran defenceman Justin Sefton, now with Saginaw.

“I was hoping to get the Cup,” he said. “If I trade the players I know are coming back, I don’t have the power to go and present to the league what I had. You’ve got no depth then and I had lots of depth. It’s like getting (defenceman) Brady Austin (from Belleville). As much as I like Remi Elie, that was a good hockey trade for both teams.

“He’s scoring for them, which he should be, and Brady Austin has been good for us. Big guy, plays well, good player.”

No one, not even in his own organization, believes Hunter is done kicking the tires. There is complete confidence he will explore every option to make this team better in a month. He could trade a veteran player in order to get a few more second-round picks to chase a high-profile talent, but even then, there’s no guarantee he’ll get the return he’s seeking.

“I’m just watching,” he said. “At the end of the day, our back end’s OK now. Any team, as long as you don’t have injuries, you never know (how far you can go). You always worry about injuries. If you have bad ones, it’s a whole different situation.

“When you go all-in, you have to consider that. I think we’re in good shape right now.”
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On Wednesday morning, Anthony Stolarz was named to USA Hockey’s preliminary world junior roster.

At night, he made a pretty strong case why he should get the starting gig in Malmo, Sweden.

The London Knights goaltender stopped 43 shots, including a tough 15 during Sault Ste. Marie’s third-period surge, to ensure a 3-2 win over the Greyhounds before 9,046 on Teddy Bear Toss night at Budweiser Gardens.

“I didn’t think too much about (the United States team),” the 6-foot-6 Flyers second-rounder said. “I just went out and shook it off. They’re taking two guys over to Sweden and I’ll be battling it out with tremendous goalies playing college hockey. I wanted to focus on the Soo because they have a great goalie in Matt Murray.”

Murray conceded Round One to the Knights netminder.

The lanky Soo stopper surrendered the game’s opening goal to Ryan Rupert, which sparked a tidal wave of 9,819 fluffy teddy bears to put London’s 14-year total over the 85,000 mark. The back-cracker, though, was Chris Tierney’s early third-period marker, which stood up as the winner.

“He (Stolarz) played a great game and I thought I was pretty average,” said Murray, the Pittsburgh prospect. “He got the better of us.”

Stolarz was extremely sharp after Soo sophomore forward Jared McCann split London defenders Nikita Zadorov and Brady Austin to make it a one-goal game in the third. He robbed McCann on a tip on the ‘Hounds’ last great gasp and held the fort while facing the extra attacker.

“Anthony’s been great for us and I can see why he was named to the U.S. team,” Tierney said. “Hopefully, he keeps rolling for us and goes over there (to Europe) and gets to play. We sat back a little too much and he stood tall.

“We had Bo Horvat take a shot off his head, everyone blocking shots, guys going to the dirty areas and getting sticked and slashed. You get bruises from that, but it’s nice to see guys wanting to win.”

That’s London’s 10th win in 11 games. They passed the Soo in the points race.

But did the West Division-leading ’Hounds, now 0-3 in Midwest Division rinks this season, prove they can play against the two-time defending OHL champs?

“One hundered percent,” McCann, the former Junior Knight, said. “They’re a really good team and we’re really good, too. Stolarz is a very strong goalie and he showed he can win games for his team.’’

They couldn’t have done it any better than McCann’s individual effort.

“That was a great play by a great player,” Murray said, “and we needed something like that to spark us.”

But the Knights don’t give up many goals these days.

The McCann beauty was just the ninth against in the past six games. London’s starting to get really stingy on the scoreboard.

“Anthony’s making some key saves, especially on the penalty kill,” Austin said. “He kept us in that game.

‘‘They’ve got some skilled forwards on the Soo, but we did a good job shutting it down.”

“You can’t let up in those last two minutes,” Austin said.

That wasn’t the only scare they survived. Power forward Josh Anderson was slashed in the hand by Soo captain Darnell Nurse and went off the ice in pain.

He stayed in the game.

“In the end, it’s a team effort and a good character win for us,” Stolarz said. “You look at (Erie and Guelph) and everyone got better with those (recent) trades. But right now, we feel we have a good enough team.

“But you can’t take anyone for granted. It’s a little hectic at the end 6-on-5. You don’t practise that much like the power play or penalty kill but we kept it out.”

The held the lead, but followed the ‘Hounds direction after Rupert’s bear goal. Soo head coach Sheldon Keefe sent his charges off the bench to help pick up the stuffed toys and the Knights soon followed suit.

“It’s a great cause,” Murray said with a grin, “and even though I got scored on, I was happy to pick up.”

They got the bears off the ice in record time.

“We wanted to get back to the game and I’m sure they did,” Tierney said. “It seemed like (the pick-up flew by and everyone did a good job.”

But none, of course, was better than Stolarz, who picked up his team in a world junior-worthy way.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

London Knights' Josh Anderson makes case for junior camp roster 
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PETERBOROUGH - The Canadian world junior training camp roster is set to be announced Monday.

London Knights head coach Dale Hunter put three hopefuls for that team — Bo Horvat, Max Domi and Josh Anderson — on the same line Saturday night in Peterborough. They were dominant in a 4-2 victory.

“That would be a great line to watch at the world juniors,” said Knights rookie Santino Centorame, who bagged the second-period winner. “They work well together.”

Anderson, whose personal stock has skyrocketed, scored twice, including a short-handed empty-netter, and finished with three points. He has 13 goals through 27 games and provided some hard-nosed play in the Canada-Russia Subway Super Series.

He has done everything he can to earn a Canadian camp invite.

“Now it’s up to (Canadian coach Brent) Sutter and the coaches to make their decision,” said the 19-year-old Columbus pick, a Knights’ free agent signing three years ago. “I think I played my hardest in those two (Super Series) games where I had to show. You can start thinking about it now and if I ever get that call, that would be awesome. An early Christmas present, I guess, and it would be something else to play for your country.”

It would be incredible to see three players on the same team suit up for Canada on the same line. This is a trio that can do some damage.

“We have two highly skilled players,” Anderson said. “Max is really talented in the offensive zone and Bo is talented in both ends. It helps to play with those players and for them to find me (with the puck).”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca
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In a game that had major playoff implications, it was the overagers that led the way.

Zach Hall, Mitchell Theoret and Tyson Fawcett all played major roles to help the Barrie Colts defeat the Peterborough Petes 6-3 on Saturday night.

That victory, coupled with a Sudbury Wolves loss, means that the Colts have clinched fourth place in the Eastern Conference and home-ice advantage in Round One.

“We didn`t get off to the start we wanted to in the first, but we came out in the second and made a push, and dominated the third,” Hall said. “Thanks to Belleville for beating Sudbury tonight, because that’s obviously huge.”

Barrie honoured its overagers before their final regular-season game in a Colts uniform.

It was a moment Hall had seen many other teammates have in his five seasons in Barrie, and now one he experienced himself.

“It’s definitely good,” Hall said. “Looking back over five years, they just flew.

“In my rookie season, the overagers said you have to work hard every day and go hard, because five years goes quick,” Hall added. “Looking back at it, skating over to my parents (during the pre-game) ceremony, it was an emotional night for me and my family.”

Although there was a lot of attention paid to the graduating Barrie players, it was a couple of guys who had already finished their Colts careers that got on the board in the first period.

Just 33 seconds into the first period, Brandon Devlin kept the puck in at the blue line for Peterborough and took a shot that was deflected by Josh MacDonald and past Barrie starter Mackenzie Blackwood.

Andreas Athanasiou, who entered the night a hat trick shy of the 50-goal plateau, snapped one that squirted through the legs of Petes goalie Andrew D`Agostini, but sat in the crease and went no further before a Peterborough defenceman cleared the puck away.

The Colts got an exteneded power play early in the second period, but Hall and Athanasiou hit the crossbar and post, respectively, within a six-second span.

Peterborough got a chance back the other way, and, with a delayed penalty set to be called, Nelson Armstrong buried a rebound to increase the Petes advantage to 2-0.

But the Colts had finally turned on a switch, and started to come fast and furious.

Aaron Ekblad, who came into the game tied with Andrew Marshall for the franchise`s single-season record for goals in a season at 23, blasted a low point shot that D`Agostini found through a screen in order to make the stop.

Fawcett was set up for a pair of chances, but was denied by D`Agostini and the post in succession.

Barrie would cut the deficit in half thanks to an offensive-zone faceoff win.

Hall had to go down onto his knees to scrum the draw back, but he did so right to Athanasiou, who ripped a shot that beat D`Agostini top corner to decrease the Peterborough lead to 2-1.

A long intermission couldn`t slow down the Colts, who kept rolling into the third.

Barrie controlled the puck in the Peterborough end for an extended period of time, forcing the Petes into taking a penalty.

Shortly into the man advantage, Clark Seymour cross-checked Athanasiou, giving the Colts a 5-on-3.

With Barrie quickly taking puck possession, Hall made a behind-the-back pass to Athanasiou, who set up Brendan Lemieux in front.

Although Lemieux didn`t get all of the puck, he got enough to slip it through the legs of D`Agostini to tie the game at 2-2.

With momentum surging in their favour, the Colts would pull ahead, when Andrew Mangiapane, who had intercepted a clearing attempt, set up Theoret at the side of the goal for a one-timer.

“(Colts head coach) Dale (Hawerchuk) got us pumped up there after the second period,” Hall said. “In the second, we got pressure, and in the third, we capitalized.

“Blackwood let one in early, but he came out and shut the door for us after that and kudos to him,” Hall added. “The defence was playing well and the forwards were putting the puck in the net tonight.”

Barrie`s power play continued to strike, as, on its next man advantage, Garrett Hooey tipped home Ekblad`s point shot to increase the Colts advantage to 4-2.

The Petes tried to stem the tide, and made it a one-goal game when Steven Lorentz took Josh Maguire`s behind-the-net feed and beat Blackwood.

Peterborough then had a chance to tie on the power play, but it was another overager that ensured that the Colts would stay ahead.

After Kevin Labanc cleared the puck to a wide-open area, Fawcett raced towards it, and took off on a clear-cut breakaway.

Fawcett burst in on the left before cutting across to his right, beating D`Agostini on a deke to make it 5-3 Barrie.

“There was a lot of incentive for (the overagers) tonight,” Hall said. “Every night, you try and work hard and try and get the bounces like we did tonight.”

With Peterborough`s net empty, Athanasiou backhanded a puck out of the zone, and it rolled all the way into the Petes goal, all but assuring Barrie of home-ice advantage.

For Athanasiou, his 49th marker of the year moved him into second in franchise history for goals in a season.

Barrie will now host Sudbury in the Eastern Conference Quarter-Finals, beginning on Thursday night.

“It’s always good to come into the playoffs when you’re going hot,” Hall said. “You never want to go in on a losing (streak).

“With wins in our last three games, it gives us confidence going in.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/stephen_sweet
Barrie hosts Peterborough on Saturday in final regular-season tilt 
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Barrie Colts goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood makes a save as teammate Aaron Ekblad falls on top of Brett Gustavsen of the Ottawa 67's during OHL action at the Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa, Thursday night. The Colts play their final regular-season game on Saturday against the Peterborough Petes. Jana Chytilova/Freestyle Photography/Getty Images/AFP
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Heading into their regular-season finale Saturday night against the Peterborough Petes on home ice, the Barrie Colts know there’s still plenty to be determined as far as the standings are concerned.

First and foremost, Barrie still has an outside shot at moving into fourth place in the Eastern Conference and grabbing home-ice advantage in the opening round of the Ontario Hockey League playoffs.

As for just exactly who their first-round opponents will be, the Colts will face one of either the Sudbury Wolves or North Bay Battalion.

While he’s likely to be sneaking peeks at scoring updates this weekend, head coach Dale Hawerchuk knows all he and his players have any control over is their contest against Peterborough.

Hawerchuk wants to make sure the Colts continue their solid play this week and heads into next week’s playoffs on a high note.

The rest of the weekend is out of their hands.

“The most important thing you want is to feel good about yourselves for sure, and keep pushing here to see if you can get home ice,” said Hawerchuk, whose club swept back-to-back road stops in Kingston and Ottawa this week.

“It’s a little bit out of our control," he added. "We’ve got to take care of our last game, for sure.”

It appears many of the first-round matchups in the Eastern Conference won’t be set until the final day of the OHL regular season on Sunday. (Sault Ste. Marie and Saginaw, both from the Western Conference, play a rescheduled game on Monday following the death of Saginaw forward Terry Trafford this week.)

Heading into OHL action on Friday, just five points separated Kingston, North Bay, Sudbury and Barrie. While the Battalion and Wolves fight over the Central Division title and locking up second spot in the conference behind Oshawa, the battle at the bottom of the conference is even tighter.

Only four points separated Niagara, Mississauga, Ottawa and Belleville in the battle for the two last playoff spots.

Regardless of who they face in the opening round, the Colts know they’ll be in for a tough test. 

“I’ve never seen a race so tight in my four years (coaching in the OHL) from top to bottom in the East,” Hawerchuk said. “It’s a battle every night. It seems like anybody can beat anybody.” 

Hawerchuk was pretty happy with his club’s 5-3 win in Ottawa on Thursday night. Facing a shorthanded 67’s team that is in bitter dogfight to grab a playoff spot, Barrie fell behind 2-0 early before rallying for the win.

Ottawa suffered a devastating blow earlier in the week when leading scorer Erik Bradford broke his femur in a loss to Kingston. The former Colt is out for the rest of the season.

The 67’s were also without key regulars Ryan Van Stralen and Troy Henley.

“You kind of posture all year to get to the playoffs and they’re right around the corner now,” Hawerchuk said. “These are two good road wins, that is for sure. We were playing a pretty desperate team (Thursday night). Sometimes they’re like a wounded animal and you’ve got to be weary of them.

“You’ve got to give them credit, they fought hard even though they’re missing a few guys," the coach added. "They obviously want to try and sneak into the playoffs.”

It’s been a season of up and downs for the Colts. Win streaks were followed by losing skids. The special-teams units were on a similar roller-coaster ride. Barrie struggled with consistency all season.

Regardless of what Saturday’s contest means in the standings, Hawerchuk wants his team to follow their systems. At this time of year, he needs everyone on board and pulling in the same direction. Without that, it could prove to be a short playoff run.

“There is a certain way we want to play and that has got to be first and foremost,” Hawerchuk said. “Depending on who you play, you make your adjustments. Our guys should know our structure by now and if they don’t it’s too late. When we’re all on the same page that way, we’re a pretty strong club.”

Hawerchuk is hoping the experience they gained from last year’s run to the OHL final will help guide them.

The Colts have 12 players back from the team that took the London Knights right down to the final second of Game 7.

“That’s a big part of it, dealing with the adversity and knowing that how much more important it is in the playoffs to have the composure to stay with what we want to do,” he said. “We do that, we give ourselves our best chance to be successful.”

Game time at the Barrie Molson Centre is 7:30 p.m.

ICE CHIPS: Barrie will be sporting its traditional green St. Patrick’s Day jerseys on Saturday. The jerseys will be auctioned off after the game and all proceeds will be donated to various charities… Aaron Ekblad will have a chance to break a club record on Saturday after potting his 23rd marker in the win over Ottawa, equalling the franchise mark set by Andrew Marshall for goals in a season by a defenceman... Andreas Athanasiou needs a hat trick to become just the second Colt in club history to reach the 50-goal plateau in a season. Bryan Cameron scored 53 times in 2009-10.

Ekblad matches franchise goal-scoring record for D-men 
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OTTAWA - The Barrie Colts left the nation's capital with a 5-3 win under their belts, Thursday night, and captain Aaron Ekblad tied the franchise mark for goals by a defenceman with 23 on the season.

The Colts (36-28-1-2) sit fifth in the Eastern Conference with 75 points with one game left in the regular-season schedule, Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre against the sixth-place Peterborough Petes.

The Petes can't catch the Colts in the standings, but Barrie can catch the four-place Sudbury Wolves. But the Colts will need some help from Sudbury's opposition, because the Wolves hold two games in hand on Barrie.

Sudbury (32-22-3-8) hosted the second-place North Bay Battalion (36-24-4-2) on Friday night in a Central Division matchup, but the game concluded after Examiner headlines. A Sudbury win would put the Wolves within a point of the Troops with a game in hand.

The Wolves wrap up their regular-season schedule on Saturday in Belleville against the Bulls (22-38-3-3), who sit last in the Eastern Conference.

Both Sudbury and North Bay conclude their regular-season schedules on Sunday. The Battalion hosts the 67's and the Wolves are in Oshawa to meet the Generals, who sit atop the Eastern Conference standings with a 10-point cushion.

On Thursday night in Ottawa, the 67's had a 2-0 first-period lead, but Barrie cut the lead in half on Jake Dotchin's power-play goal with 5:17 left.

Andreas Athanasiou scored his 47th goal of the season seven minutes into the second to tie the game and Ekblad, with his record-tying goal, gave the Colts the lead less than two minutes later.

Nevin Guy, with his second goal of the game, scored on the power play with less than a minute to go in the period to even the game at 3-3.

Barrie's Mitchell Theoret and Brendan Lemieux, into a yawning cage, scored in the third period.

Colts rookie goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood stopped 21 of 24 shots for his 22nd win of the season while improving his record to 22-15-1-1. The 17-year-old Thunder Bay native has a .903 save percentage and a 2.98 goals-against average as the regular season winds down.

Barrie Colts in Kingston on Wednesday to face division rival 


By Ian MacAlpine, Kingston Whig-Standard 

 Tuesday, March 11, 2014 7:28:27 EDT PM  

Kingston Frontenacs forward Sam Bennett will be the subject of a feature story on TSN Thursday night during Bob McKenzie's NHL Draft Mid-Season Prospect Ranking. (Ian MacAlpine/The Whig-Standard)
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KINGSTON - The Kingston Frontenacs will be without two forwards for two games this week after the Ontario Hockey League announced suspensions to Sam Bennett and Corey Pawley on Tuesday morning.

A second-year star centre, Bennett will have to sit for three more games for his high stick on Peterborough Petes defenceman Clarke Seymour last Thursday.

The suspension was originally indefinite, but the OHL posted on its website Tuesday morning that there will be a five-game punishment.

The Barrie Colts (34-28-1-2, 5th in East) are in Kingston to face the Frontenacs (36-22-3-3, in the East) on Wednesday.

Bennett received a double minor for high sticking on the play which occurred in the third period of the game the Frontenacs lost 5-4 in overtime.

He was not ejected from the game.

Seymour, a former Frontenac, was not seriously injured on the play and took part in the Petes' powerplay while Bennett served his penalty.

Bennett is the Frontenacs' leading scorer and sixth in league scoring with 36 goals and 91 points. He has already missed two games this past weekend and will have to sit out games against the 67's in Ottawa on Tuesday and home games against the Barrie on Wednesday and Ottawa on Friday.

He's ranked as one of the top players in the upcoming National Hockey League Entry Draft.

Bennett is eligible to return for the Frontenacs last game of the regular season on Sunday in Mississauga against the Steelheads.

Frontenacs forward Pawley has also been suspended after receiving a fighting major along with instigator and aggressor penalties after trying to fight Steelheads winger Bobby MacIntyre during the first period of Kingston's 5-3 win over Mississauga last Sunday.

The Fronteancs player was reacting to a check from behind hit MacIntyre made earlier. The Mississauga player was given a two-minute minor penalty for interference on the play.

Pawley, with 12 goals and 37 points this year, is eligible to return to the lineup on Friday night.

Barrie remains in fifth place in the East 


By Bill Potrecz, The Standard 

 Monday, March 10, 2014 1:39:31 EDT PM  

Niagara IceDogs winger Billy Jenkins scores the first goal of the game against the visiting Barrie Colts during OHL action at the Gatorade Centre in St. Catharines, Sunday afternoon. The Colts lost, 5-2. COLIN DEWAR PHOTO
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ST. CATHARINES - The Niagara IceDogs finally solved the Barrie Colts.

After five lopsided losses in a row to the Colts this season, the IceDogs exacted a sweet measure of revenge with a convincing 5-2 victory in an Ontario Hockey League game Sunday afternoon at Jack Gatecliff Arena.

The Barrie loss keeps the Colts in fifth place in the Eastern Conference with 71 points, four points back of the Sudbury Wolves and four points ahead of sixth-place Peterborough. The North Bay Battalion took over the Central Division lead on the weekend with a crucial 4-1 win over Sudbury.

Scoring for the Colts on Sunday were Brendan Lemieux with his 24th of the season and rookie Cordell James with his fourth.

At almost the halfway point of the second period, Barrie's starting goaltender, Daniel Gibl, was pulled in favour of Mackenzie Blackwood after allowing three goals on 13 shots. Blackwood allowed two goals on 13 shots in relief.

Niagara coach/general manager Marty Williamson was thrilled with his team's victory, not only to finally defeat his old club, but to also see the IceDogs climb back into the playoffs.

“It feels great,” Williamson said. “It was 11 in a row they beat us (dating back to last season). This would have been two years we wouldn’t have beat them, but to get the win for the playoffs was the most important.”

The IceDogs turned it an overall gutty and inspired performance.

“It was important that we stood up to a team like this,” Williamson said. “We played physical and we did a good job. It was a good team effort.”

It was another perhaps unexpectedly good performance by the IceDogs, who have a knack for coming up big when they seem to be down and out.

“We challenged these guys this week that hopefully we can build some consistency going into the playoffs,” Williamson said of his young team.

Niagara jumped out to a quick 1-0 lead when Billy Jenkins netted his ninth of the season just 26 seconds into the game. It was the lone goal of an entertaining, high-tempo first period. Barrie held an 16-7 edge in shots in the period.

The Colts took a page out of Niagara’s book and tied the game with a goal less than a minute into the second when Lemieux finished off a perfect three-way passing play.

Eric Ming put the IceDogs back up 2-1 with a power-play marker halfway through the second. Anthony DiFruscia followed that up with his 24th of the season a couple of minutes later, bringing to an end to Gibl's afternoon.

Brendan Perlini welcomed Blackwood with a blast to the top corner on the first shot to give Niagara a 4-1 lead. Carter Verhagehe concluded the scoring for the period with his 28th of the season.

Barrie netted an early goal in the third, but that was it as Brent Moran had a solid showing between the pipes turning back 46 shots.

Josh Carrick, Joseph Blandisi and Nick Pastorious were scratched for the Colts.

The Colts have two road games this week, including Wednesday in Kingston and Thursday in Ottawa, before returning home for their final home game of the regular season, Saturday night against Peterborough at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Barrie Colts forward hopes for shot at another OHL title 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, March 7, 2014 7:55:58 EST PM  

Barrie Colts forward Mitchell Theoret is in his overage season with the team, but hopes he can get one more shot at an OHL championship. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Mitchell Theoret can still hear them.

Near the end of each of OHL season, at a dinner for his overage teammates, Theoret would listen as they each got up to say few words.

Every time, the overagers would speak of just how fast it all goes. How one day they were being drafted, and it seemed almost the next day their OHL careers were coming to an end.

“My first two or three years, I thought it can’t be really that fast,” said the Barrie Colts overage forward.

Drafted by the New York Islanders in the seventh-round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Theoret thought last season could be his final one in the OHL.

When he didn’t sign with Islanders, the 20-year-old found himself back in Barrie for an overage season.

Now, with only four games remaining on the OHL schedule and his junior hockey career winding down, Theoret understands exactly what those overagers were talking about.

“They couldn’t be more right. This game goes by awfully quick,” said the native of Montreal, who spent the first three-and-a-half seasons of his career with the Niagara IceDogs before being traded to Barrie at last year’s deadline. “The eight, nine months here in town are the best eight, nine months you have in the year, and the friends you make here last a life time.

“It’s just been a great experience for me, a great ride and if this is the end for me for my so-called professional career, then I have nothing to say but positives about it.”

Just how much time is left in his OHL career depends on just what kind of playoff run he and the Colts have.

Theoret says that’s why it’s important for him and his teammates to finish these last four regular season games strong.

Sitting fifth in the Eastern Conference standings heading into Sunday afternoon’s contest on the road against the Niagara IceDogs, the Colts are still hoping to earn home ice advantage in the playoffs.

An important advantage since Barrie is likely to face a pretty strong first-round opponent. An advantage Theoret would love to have. After all, he wants to keep this ride going.

“Every night we go out there, you never know, especially in the post season, it could be one of my last games,” said the six-foot-two, 210 pound forward. “Five years has gone awfully quick. You just sort of look at the guys that are coming up and you try to keep even keel and tell them don’t take any time in this league for granted.

“Make sure you work hard at everything because at the end of five years you want to have something to show for it, for sure.”

Theoret’s final year of junior has been a trying one, to say the least.

After an impressive playoff performance last season when he scored 14 times in 21 games to help the Colts go all the way to Game 7 of the OHL championship, nagging injuries have resulted in him spending his final year in and out of the lineup.

Theoret has missed 16 games this season. Most recently, he returned Wednesday after sitting almost two weeks of action recovering from a concussion.

“It seems to be like that all year,” Theoret said. “I hurt my shoulder. I hurt my back and then I was out with bronchitis for a week or two. I come back and had a real good game against Niagara (two goals and three assists) and it happens I get a concussion.”

It’s like he’s played this season in spurts. Play five or six games, and then miss the next five or six games.

“It’s frustrating for sure, especially this year,” said Theoret, who has 14 goals and 33 assists in 48 games this season. “It’s a really big year for me, my last year of junior hockey and I’m trying to earn myself a professional contract.

“Hopefully, come post season, I’ll be in the same form I was last year in the post season and people will really take notice of that.”

Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk is hoping his veteran forward will be able to get some momentum over the this final week of the regular season.

“He’s had one of those years where he just hasn’t been able to stay healthy,” Hawerchuk said.

Theoret said he felt great after returning from an invite to training camp with the Winnipeg Jets. He started off the season strong playing alongside veterans Zach Hall and Andreas Athanasiou on the team’s No. 1 line.

“We looked like we were going to take the league by storm,” said Theoret, who had three goals and eight points in his first five games.

But injuries to Theoret and Hall getting mono derailed that.

“Sometimes it just spirals,” Hawerchuk said. “He did get a good start and then lost some of that when he struggled a little bit. And then he got hurt. When you’re in and out of the lineup, it’s tough because you’re playing against everybody that’s been pretty much going since the start of the year.

“You lose a little bit of conditioning and timing.”

With a couple of games under his belt since returning to the lineup on Wednesday, Theoret believes he’s ready to turn it up here down the final stretch and into the playoffs.

“The first game in Sudbury (Wednesday) really helped me get my wind back, so to speak,” he said. “I felt great, but obviously I have to keep working on the conditioning as I move into the post season and get myself back in game form.”

After reaching the OHL championship the last two seasons (once with Niagara) only to lose London, Theoret is chomping at the bit to get another shot at the Memorial Cup host Knights.

“There’d be nothing sweeter in my OHL career then going in there and winning a Memorial Cup in their rink,” he said. “I know the guys are working towards that for me and also themselves, and the city of Barrie, the coaching staff.

“Everyone here in the city deserves it. They deserve a championship. They’ve been so close, but we haven’t been able to do it for them. This is our time, there’s never been a better year for us and we’re going to give it our all.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

ICE CHIPS: Barrie’s road game Sunday in Niagara kicks off a three-game road trip that will include stops in Kingston on Wednesday and Ottawa on Thursday. . . With two assists on Thursday, Zach Hall moved into a tie for fifth-place with Mark Scheifele on Barrie’s all-time scoring list. Hall now has 217 points. His 150 career assists are fourth best in franchise history. . . After scoring Thursday, captain Aaron Ekblad has 22 goals and sits just once of the single-season franchise record of 23 set by Andrew Marshall in 2005-06.

Barrie sits fifth in the East, behind division rivals Sudbury, North Bay 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Monday, March 10, 2014 1:39:03 EDT PM  

Barrie Colts leading scorer Andreas Athanasiou battles for position with Sudbury's Connor Cummins. The Colts sit in fifth place in the Eastern Conference, behind division rivals Sudbury and North Bay. MARK WANZEL FILE PHOTO
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If the Barrie Colts want to start the playoffs on home ice, they’ll have to win on the road.

The Colts, currently sitting in fifth place in the Eastern Conference, have just four contests remaining in the regular season.

Entering the weekend with 71 points, the Colts have some ground to make up on the Sudbury Wolves and North Bay Battalion, a pair of teams they’ve lost to in the past couple of weeks.

It might not be the easiest route to take, but Barrie is confident in its ability to catch its divisional rivals.

“I think we’re trying to worry about our own game,” said Colts defenceman Jonathan Laser. “With home-ice advantage on the line, you want to finish as high as you can.

“I think we just need to worry about our own games, get as many points as we can, and that’ll take care of itself.”

They did just that on Thursday, needing a two-goal comeback in the last 20 minutes to edge the Owen Sound Attack 5-4.

“We need these games in order to put ourselves into a good position for the playoffs,” said Colts captain Aaron Ekblad. “Head coach Dale Hawerchuk had some words of wisdom for us, and it jump-started us in the third period.”

The Colts will travel to St. Catharines on Sunday to take on the Niagara IceDogs before heading east for a pair of road games against Kingston and Ottawa on Wednesday and Thursday, respectively.

Barrie’s final home game is the regular-season finale against the Peterborough Petes, who could well be locked into sixth place by then.

After missing the playoffs for the first time in franchise history in 2010-11, the Colts have begun the opening round of the post-season at the Barrie Molson Centre in the two years since.

They know that having home ice against a comparable opponent could be enough to make the difference between advancing and being eliminated.

“Obviously, you’re playing in a rink that you’re familiar with for four of seven games, and you have the fans behind your back,” Laser said. “Those are big things in the playoffs.

“It’s always nice when you can get home-ice advantage and start off at home.”

That being said, Barrie has ended seven consecutive series on the road, including all four last year, comprised of a pair of sweeps and two seven-game affairs.

During that stretch, which goes all the way back to the 2010 OHL finals, the Colts have gone 4-3 in those road games, and two of those losses were gutsy, one-goal games where Barrie had to try and win without a number of its best players in the lineup.

“We just need to go in there and stick to our game plan,” Laser said. “We can’t let the rink decide how it’ll be.

“I think if we’re confident in our own game, we can go into any building and get a win on the road.”

Mental toughness will certainly be a factor for the Colts, who will have to win some games playing up north via Highway 400 or 11.

“There’s obviously a lot of distractions in visiting rinks when you’re traveling all day, but you have to battle through that,” Laser said. “Every team has to deal with that.”

While Barrie will likely have to win at least twice away from the BMC to hold any chance of getting the fourth seed, things aren’t as tough for North Bay or Sudbury.

After Friday night’s game in Mississauga, the Battalion play three of their remaining four games at home.

Sudbury’s remaining schedule looks a lot tougher, but they’ll play Oshawa in the last game of the season, which should be meaningless for their opponent, and get Belleville once again, as it did on Friday.

The intriguing piece of scoreboard-watching for Colts fans will take place on Sunday and next Friday, as the Wolves and Battalion face one another in each barn.

If either Sudbury or North Bay wins both of those games – or better yet, one of them loses both contests in regulation – it could really open up the door for Barrie.

But it’ll be up to the Colts to make the most of any possible opportunity, starting Sunday afternoon against the IceDogs.

“We’re gunning for (those wins),” Ekblad said. “It’ll be up to us to play like we did in the second and third period of (Thursday’s) game, by keeping it simple, getting pucks deep and I think that’ll take us to the promised land.”

Barrie scores three in the third to slip past Owen Sound 5-4 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Thursday, March 6, 2014 10:33:15 EST PM  

Owen Sound Attack forward Zach Nastasiuk, a Barrie native, scores his team's first goal of the game against Barrie Colts goalie Mackenzie Blackwood during first-period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Owen Sound Attack forward David Milne comes from behind the net on Barrie Colts goalie Mackenzie Blackwood during first-period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Center. MARK WANZEL PHOTO 

Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux pushes his way past Brayden Rose and Zach Nastasiuk of the Owen Sound Attack during first-period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO 

A linesman separates Owen Sound's Santino Centorame and Barrie's Garrett Hooey following a brief disagreement during first-period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO    

Inconsistencies aside, the Barrie Colts got the win they were looking for.

It involved a two-goal comeback and using both goalies, but they’re just happy to get the two points.

The Colts scored three unanswered goals in the third period to eke out a 5-4 victory over the Owen Sound Attack on Thursday night.

“I think we kind of beared down a bit in the third and started sticking to the structure,” said Colts defenceman Jonathan Laser. “It’s nice to hold the lead but it’s also nice to see us come back (and win).”

The Colts had far more shots in the opening period, but ended it tied.

Barrie started pressuring Owen Sound starter Brandon Hope early on, taking nine of the game’s first 10 attempts on goal, but the veteran was equal to the task, never being called upon to do much more than be in position.

The Colts would beat him though, thanks to an impressive effort by Garrett Hooey.

After a good forecheck saw Hooey take the puck off of Thomas Schemitsch, the veteran circled the net before finding Brendan Lemieux, who beat Hope low on the short side to give Barrie a 1-0 lead.

The Colts had three power plays in the first, but their woes on the man advantage continued, and would eventually lead to a goal against.

Aaron Ekblad tried to move the puck out of his own end, but instead went straight into Zach Nastasiuk, and the Barrie native had a clear path to the goal.

Nastasiuk deked and put the puck over the right arm of outstretched Barrie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood to even the score.

The Attack must have had a scouting report telling them to go high blocker on Blackwood, because they did that three times, and scored on each opportunity.

Just 16 seconds into the second period, Daniel Milne took a pass from Nastasiuk and surprised Blackwood, putting one over his right shoulder to give Owen Sound the lead.

The Attack made it 3-1 a couple of minutes later when Kurtis Gabriel openly carried the puck on his backhand to set up a high blocker shot, which beat Blackwood and ended his night, having given up a trio of goals on six shots.

“We had to play better in front of him,” Laser said. “It’s defensive responsibility as a whole team.

“It’s good to get the win and he’s been good for us all year.”

Barrie would get back into the game on the power play, although it was thanks in part to the Attack’s inability to clear their own zone on a few occasions.

Jake Dotchin sent the puck across to Ekblad, who beat Hope on the glove side to make it 3-2.

But Owen Sound would regain a two-goal cushion before the period was out, when Kyle Hope snapped a shot over the glove hand of Daniel Gibl, who had replaced Blackwood.

Barrie got an extended 5-on-3 to finish the second and open the third, but it wasn’t until the fourth man got back on the ice that the Colts could strike.

Andreas Athanasiou fired a shot through the five-hole of Hope to make it a 4-3 deficit, and the goal gave the sniper 46 on the year, tying Ryan Hamilton for fourth in Colts single-season franchise history.

“We know what we needed to do in the third,” Laser said. “Coming down the stretch, these points are important and we just kind of came together as a group and battled it out.”

Barrie tied the game on another man advantage, this time in a 4-on-3 situation.

With Lemieux parked in front of the net, Ekblad teed up a point shot that was tipped in by the winger for his second of the game.

It was the player that initially gave the Colts a lead that eventually restored it.

Hooey won an offensive-zone faceoff back to Laser, whose point shot was then deflected in by the former Belleville Bull, giving the Colts a 5-4 lead with just 5:01 to go.

The Attack had an offensive-zone faceoff in the dying moments, but Hooey won the draw to kill off the final two seconds and give the Colts a victory.

“There’s always things for us to work on,” Laser said. “We’re always trying to play with the lead, but it’s good to see that we can battle through some adversity and win even when we’re maybe not on our game the whole time.”

Barrie’s next contest is on Sunday in Niagara. The Colts’ lone remaining home game Saturday, March 15, against Peterborough.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Wolves take down Barrie Colts 4-2 


Ben Leeson, QMI AGENCY
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Paul Fixter is never afraid to juggle his lines, but no way was the Sudbury Wolves' head coach going to mess with the combination of Nathan Pancel, Mathew Campagna and Ray Huether on Wednesday night.

The trio combined for seven points, including a pair of goals by Huether, to help the Wolves notch a much-needed 4-2 victory over the Barrie Colts, their rivals in the OHL Central Division, at Sudbury Community Arena.

“Panny and Camper are good players,” said Huether, who had his first multi-goal game as an OHLer. “They're smart players and they made my first goal kind of easy. It was a nice play. It's nice to play with guys like that.”

Kevin Raine and Nick Baptiste also scored and Franky Palazzese made a solid 35 saves as Sudbury earned a crucial pair of points, moving four ahead of the North Bay Battalion and five up on Barrie for the division lead, with only five games left on the regular-season schedule.

They also got a boost of confidence after some tough losses last month and an underwhelming effort against the Niagara IceDogs just this past Saturday.

“Starting to win again is a great feeling,” Huether said. “I hope we can keep it going into Friday.”

That's when the Wolves host the Belleville Bulls at 7:30 p.m.

Barrie got goals from Garrett Hooey and Tyson Fawcett, while Mackenzie Blackwood made 23 saves.

Sudbury's penalty kill stood tall in making the Colts go 0-for-5.

Pancel was a key member of that kill and one of the hardest-hustling Wolves on Wednesday.

He collected three assists, including one on Baptiste's empty-netter, and finished a handful of solid checks.

“We had a team meeting this week and focused on what we needed to do,” Pancel said. “We addressed those issues and we played well. We almost feel like it's a new era after this stretch.

“Right now we're where we want to be. It's just a matter of holding it there.”

Barrie had the game's first seven shots, and Andreas Athanasiou hit a post during an early power play, but it was Sudbury drawing first blood on Huether's goal at 5:46.

Huether converted passes by Campagna and Pancel for a tic-tac-toe tally, his seventh of the season.

But Garrett Hooey drew the visitors even with his 22nd of the year at 9:37.

Barrie outshot Sudbury 14-8 in the opening frame.

“The first 20 minutes were not what we wanted,” Fixter said. “But we played pretty well after.”

He didn't change his lines much as the game went on.

“I liked all out lines tonight,” Fixter said. “We had some depth. We shortened the bench a little, but that's coaching. I liked all of our lines tonight.”

Barrie took its first lead on Fawcett's 24th of the year, on a nice feed from the corner by Andrew Mangiapane, at just 3:04 of the second stanza.

Huether notched his eighth of the year, and third in three games, again on passes from Pancel and Campagna, at the 4:44 mark.

“(Huether) was moving his feet,” Fixter said. “He was flying. He played with a little bit of grit and determination, he played hard, and he was rewarded for that.”

Then Raine fired a long shot off a Barrie player and past Blackwood to restore Sudbury's one-goal cushion at 12:34. Baptiste assisted on the marker.

Both teams had big chances in the third, including breakaways for Huether and teammate Dominik Kahun, but it wasn't until Baptiste's empty-net marker, with just 8.7 seconds to go, that victory was assured.

The penalty kill came up big again while Raine and Danny Desrochers served minor penalties in the final frame.

“The special teams were good,” Fixter said. “Even the power play – I know we were shut out, but we generated some decent chances. The PK was outstanding, especially when it had to be.”

Overall, Huether added, the Wolves are a lot closer to where they want to be.

“There's always room for improvement,” he said. “But we think we're on the right track right now.”

Barrie coach says his team needs to 'take care of business' 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, March 5, 2014 6:32:36 EST PM  

Barrie Colts rookie forward Kevin Labanc (12) celebrates with his teammates after scoring a goal against the Spitfires recently at the WFCU Centre in Windsor. The Colts are in Sudbury on Wednesday night to face the Central Division-leading Wolves before returning home to face the Owen Sound Attack on Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. DENNIS PAJOT GETTY IMAGES/AFP
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 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Dale Hawerchuk knows what his Barrie Colts need to do if they have any hopes of winning a Central Division title and locking down second spot in the Eastern Conference standings.

“No question we’ve got to the run the table,” the Colts head coach said ahead of Wednesday night’s huge contest in Sudbury against the division-leading Wolves. “We’ve talked about it and we know that. Still, you’ve got to deal with the first one and deal with (the next one) once that is over.”

Barrie went into last night’s game fifth in the conference, trailing Sudbury by just three points, while sitting just a point behind the North Bay Battalion atop the Central Division standings.

The Colts may hold a slide edge in terms of the remaining schedule among the three division rivals. 

Barrie hosts the Owen Sound Attack on Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre, before embarking on a three-game road swing that begins Sunday afternoon against Niagara and includes stops next week in Kingston and Ottawa.

The Colts wrap up the season next Saturday at home against Peterborough.

North Bay and Sudbury, who also had six games remaining heading into action this week, face each other twice and both have a date left with the conference-leading Oshawa Generals. 

Of most importance for the Colts, winning the Central Division would guarantee them home-ice advantage through at least the opening two rounds of the playoffs, while finishing in the top four in the conference gives them a first round with home ice.

“You deal with what you get obviously, but we’re pretty comfortable playing at home,” said Hawerchuk, whose club boasts an 18-13-0-1 record at the BMC heading into Thursday night’s contest against Owen Sound.    

“We just need to take care of business these next (five) games,” he added.

Helping them accomplish that would be a much improved effort on the power play.

Barrie’s struggled mightily of late with the man-advantage, scoring just twice in its last 42 chances heading into action Wednesday night in Sudbury.

“It’s got to be better for sure,” Hawerchuk said. “Obviously, it’s something we’ve looked at and worked at. I think the big thing is moving pucks quicker and getting shots and retrievals instead of trying to make the perfect, fancy play all the time.”

The Colts haven’t had much time on the ice to work on their power play of late. February was an extremely busy month with 14 games in 28 days, including wrapping up the month last Saturday at home to Ottawa with their seventh game in 10 nights.

That’s where video work has come in handy for the Colts. Hawerchuk says sometimes the players can see a lot by just watching themselves.

“That’s the message you want to get to them,” he said. “Now we’ve seen it, let’s go do it.”

Inconsistency on the power play has plagued the Colts all season, though it’s no coincidence the club struggled over Christmas when their main trigger man, Aaron Ekblad, was away at world juniors or most recently with veterans scorers Joseph Blandisi and Mitchell Theoret out of the lineup.

Barrie’s power play, among the league leaders early in the season, has fallen all the way to 13th overall with a 19.6% success rate.

The good news for the Colts is that Theoret was set to return to the lineup in Sudbury, while hopes are Blandisi, who has been out for a month now, will start skating next week.

“Obviously, with Blandisi being out, it hasn’t helped (our power play), and the same with Theo,” Hawerchuk said. “By the same token, we’re generating (chances). Even (Zach Hall), with as much vision as he has, he’ll make that extra pass and instead I’d like to see him shoot it a little bit more often. Even (Ekblad).

“When those guys are shooting pucks, we’re dangerous. Sometimes we just look for something a little more. Instead of looking for that perfect play, sometimes you’ve got to think, ‘lets beat them with screens and quickness.”

With the playoffs right around the corner, the Colts will want to get both their power play and penalty killing units going.

Often in tight playoff games, they can mean the difference between winning and losing.

“No question they’ve got to be running on all cylinders when you hit the playoffs,” Hawerchuk said.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

ICE CHIPS: Hawerchuk has been especially happy with the play of young goaltenders Mackenzie Blackwood and Daniel Gibl lately. Blackwood gave up just two goals combined in the wins over Plymouth and Ottawa. “You need goaltending and we’ll need it down the stretch and in the playoffs for sure,” the Colts head coach said. ... Hawerchuk also liked the energy his players showed in Barrie’s win over Ottawa on Saturday. Playing their third game in three nights and coming off a long trek home from Plymouth, Barrie didn’t show any fatigue in its 7-1 romp of the 67’s. “We had good jump,” the coach said. “Sometimes it takes a while for teams to get used to playing three in three. We’ve had enough of them I think we do a better job as a team managing it. They realize they’ve got to shorten their shifts and I thought we did a good job of that against Ottawa.”

Barrie’s fourth-liners pulling their weight 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Monday, March 3, 2014 7:45:55 EST PM  

Barrie Colts netminder Mackenzie Blackwood keeps his eye on the puck during a bout with Ottawa 67's, Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts won, 7-1. Blackwood turned aside 30 of 31 shots for his 20th win of the season. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO

Barrie Colts netminder Mackenzie Blackwood keeps his eye on the puck during a bout with Ottawa 67's, Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts won, 7-1. Blackwood turned aside 30 of 31 shots for his 20th win of the season. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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The fourth-line guys don’t see a lot of ice time.

And come playoffs in a few weeks, that amount could dwindle further.

But for now, the Barrie Colts’ energy line is finding ways to contribute.

“(You) just make the most of every shift you get,” said Colts rookie forward Matthew Kreis. “I think we did a good job of that (Saturday). We just have to stay positive and just help the team out.”

The fourth line on Saturday night — comprised of Kreis, tough guy Nick Pastorious and defenceman Josh Carrick — had a pair of goals to help the Barrie Colts crunch the Ottawa 67’s, 7-1, allowing the team to take four of six points from a busy three-in-three weekend.

“We knew we had a long road trip back from Plymouth and we knew we had to focus (Saturday night),” Kreis said. “We got a good sleep and we came in focused and ready for the game.

“You always want to get the first one, because it gives the team a lot of momentum," he added.

And it was the fourth line that got things going for Barrie, when Pastorious knocked home a rebound in front of the goal for his third of the year.

“It’s just like our gameplan,” Pastorious said. “We want to keep things simple, bang bodies and put the puck on net. And (Saturday night), we did a good job with that.”

With Barrie’s lead at 2-1 and Ottawa pressing hard early in the second for an equalizer, it was once again the fourth line that stepped up, when Kreis redirected a picture-perfect setup by Pastorious through the legs of 67’s goalie Phillippe Trudeau.

“I got a great pass from (Liam) Maaskant, and I was just skating with it,” Pastorious said. “I was going to take it wide, but then I heard Kreis calling for it and I just saw the hole. I got it right on his stick and he did a great job burying it.”

While the fourth line doesn’t strike often, it’s quite a boost when they do.

“It obviously means a lot to the guys,” Pastorious said. “We’re always working hard and trying to create energy with the guys. They see us going and get a big lift and get going, so that just works out well.”

Two big, well-timed goals from the energy line certainly helped a tired Colts team, which lost in Windsor on Thursday before beating Plymouth in a shootout Friday night in Michigan.

“It just shows that when you work hard, anything can happen,” Kreis said. “It shows our whole team what a good team we can be.”

With both Mitchell Theoret and Joseph Blandisi missing large periods of time due to ailments, the fourth-line forwards usually wind up with a seventh defenceman on their wing.

On Saturday, it was Carrick who filled the role admirably and picked up an assist in the process.

“Maask and Carrick have been playing some forward with us,” Kreis said. “We let them know (what to do), but they do a good job when they come up to forward, so it’s fun playing with them.”

Once the playoffs begin, the bench usually gets shortened, meaning that guys like Pastorious or Kreis will only get a few shifts a game, if even that much.

But the potential for that won’t get them down.

“Every game, I’m going to go out there and work my hardest, and coach will put me in where he sees fit,” Pastorious said. “Perhaps I do get some minutes, perhaps I don’t, but that’s fine with me. I’ll always do what I can and what I have to do.”

Given the post-season injury (and suspension) history of the Colts over the past couple of seasons, there might be opportunities to be had, although they’re hoping it’s not at the expense of their teammates.

“Anything can happen, but we’d like all of the boys to stay healthy and have a full team,” Kreis said. “But that could happen and we’ll be ready for that if it happens.”

Barrie sits in fifth place in the Eastern Conference with 69 points, one point back of the North Bay Battalion and three points back of the Central Division-leading Sudbury Wolves.

The Colts begin their week on Wednesday, when they travel to Sudbury to take on the Wolves. Barrie returns home on Thursday night to host the Owen Sound Attack.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Athanasiou hits 45 goals as Barrie blows past Ottawa 7-1 0
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It was a very physical game between Ottawa and Barrie Saturday night as the Barrie Colts' Brendan Lemieux and Ottawa's Jacob Middleton hit the ice battling for the puck Saturday night. The Colts won 7-1. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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Barrie Colt Cordell James looks to make a move past Ottawa's Troy Henley Saturday night at the BMC. The Colts won 7-1. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO  

Ottawa's Travis Konecny looks for his teammate as he is pursued by the Colts' Garrett Hooey Saturday night at the BMC. Barrie beat Ottawa 7-1. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO 

Brendan Bell of the Ottawa 67's fights for the puck in front of the Colts net during OHL action at the Barrie Molson Centre, Saturday night. The Colts won 7-1. ZACH MACPHERSON/PHOTO 

Colts netminder Mackenzie Blackwood keeps his eye on the puck during a bout with Ottawa 67's Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts won 7-1. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO 

Barrie Colt C.J. Garcia waits for the right moment during a bout with Ottawa Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts won 7-1. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO    

The Barrie Colts had to travel a long way to finish their three-in-three.

But despite a drive back from Michigan in the wee hours Saturday morning, they were ready to play that night.

The Colts were easily the better team in their third game in as many evenings, thrashing the Ottawa 67’s 7-1.

“It’s three games in three nights, but we’re all doing a good job keeping healthy and keeping good care of our bodies,” said Colts forward Nick Pastorious. “We got proper rest last night and came out ready.

“It’s hard, but it’s something we’ve got to do in order to succeed.”

At times in the opening period, the Colts looked like a team that had taken a long bus ride the night before.

But the 67’s looked even more sluggish in the game’s early going, allowing Barrie to build up a lead after 20 minutes.

The Colts got the game’s first six shots and the opening goal, when Pastorious pulled down a rebound from a blocked shot and slid it past Ottawa starter Phillippe Trudeau.

“We knew we had a long road trip back from Plymouth and we knew we had to focus tonight,” said Colts forward Matthew Kreis. “We got a good sleep and we came in focused and ready for the game.

“You always want to get the first one, because it gives the team a lot of momentum.”

Barrie doubled its lead later in the period, when Andreas Athanasiou took a pass just inside the blue line, skated in a couple of steps, and ripped a shot over the left shoulder of Trudeau.

“We want to always get going right off the get-go and implement our game right away,” Pastorious said. “Just right off the bat, we keep it simple, get pucks deep and get pucks on net, and it worked tonight.”

That seemed to wake the 67’s up, and they replied in an almost identical fashion, as Sam Studnicka blasted a shot over the glove hand of Barrie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood to make a 2-1 game.

The Colts rookie netminder was sharp otherwise, making a couple of saves on 67’s defenceman Alex Lintuniemi before denying Erik Bradford on the rebound at the side of the goal.

“Blackie’s been playing great for us lately,” Kreis said. “With the shootout win in Plymouth and tonight with a great game, he’s just been solid all-around for us.”

Blackwood carried his strong play into the second, weathering the storm off of a couple of early Ottawa attacks.

From then on in though, the Colts were the better team, controlling play and adding to their lead.

The fourth line struck again, when Pastorious, coming down the wing, placed a perfect pass to Kreis, who was streaking towards the goal.

Kreis redirected the puck through the five-hole of Trudeau to make it a 3-1 Barrie advantage.

“I got a great pass from (Liam) Maaskant, and I was just skating with it,” “I was going to take it wide, but then I heard Kreis calling for it and I just saw the hole.

“I got it right on his stick and he did a great job burying it.”

Tyson Fawcett would make it 4-1 just over a minute later, beating Trudeau high after taking a pass in stride from Brendan Lemieux, who had beaten his man wide.

That was it for Trudeau, who was replaced by Liam Herbst.

Although the Colts didn’t add to their lead in the second period, they did put a lot of pressure on Herbst early on, as he had to stop both Athanasiou and Fawcett on a short-handed opportunity, and then C.J. Garcia moments later, who came out of the box on a breakaway.

Athanasiou wouldn’t be denied to begin the third, as he picked up his second of the game when he walked in and fired one short side, over the shoulder of Herbst.

“It’s just the momentum we carry,” Pastorious said. “Once we start, we don’t stop.

“We always keep going, putting pucks on net, and we try to bury everything we can.”

Later in the period, Athanasiou would net the hat trick, after taking a pass from Zach Hall and hammering a shot that beat Herbst, making it 6-1 Barrie.

The final marker gave Athanasiou 45 on the year, moving him into a tie with Daniel Tkaczuk for fifth in Colts franchise history for goals in a season at 45.

“It’s pretty special watching him,” Kreis said. “He’s just so skilled and fast.

“(Athanasiou) can score at will.”

Barrie capped off the scoring in somewhat bizarre fashion.

Herbst, who appeared to suffer a lower-body injury, kncoekd the net off with no one around him to get a whistle.

He got it, and was helped off the ice.

But since the net was knocked off intentionally in the final two minutes, the Colts were awarded a penalty shot, to be taken against Trudeau, who had to come back into the net.

Justin Scott had no trouble beating Trudeau high to increase the rout to 7-1.

Barrie’s next contest is Wednesday night in Sudbury. The Colts return home on Thursday to take on Owen Sound.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie scores four times in third period en route to 7-5 win 


By Doug Graham, Kingston Whig-Standard 

 Thursday, March 13, 2014 2:51:44 EDT PM  

Kingston Frontenacs forward Ryan Kujawinski gets a chance on Barrie Colts goalie Mackenzie Blackwood during Ontario Hockey League action at the Rogers K-Rock Centre in Kingston on Wednesday. IAN MACALPINE QMI AGENCY
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KINGSTON - The Kingston Frontenacs couldn't nail down a third-place finish in the Eastern Conference on home ice, Wednesday night.

The Barrie Colts were the spoilers, scoring four times in the third period to rally for a 7-5 win before a snowstorm crowd of less than 2,500 at the Rogers K-Rock Centre.

With the victory, The Colts remain in fifth place in the Eastern Conference with a 35-28-1-2 record, two points back of the Sudbury Wolves heading into Thursday's slate of games.

The Colts were in the nation's capital on Thursday night to face the Ottawa 67's, but the game concluded after Examiner deadlines. The Wolves were idle. Barrie wraps up its regular-season schedule at home on Saturday against the sixth-place Peterborough Petes, who sit four points back of the Colts.

Wednesday's loss kept Kingston from wrapping up third place in the conference — the worse the Frontenacs can finish is fourth, which is still worth home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs — while the Colts used the victory to secure a fifth-place Eastern Conference finish.

For the first time in a good March month of hockey, the Frontenacs didn't get good goaltending and didn't play particularly well trying to hold a lead.

Head coach Todd Gill pulled starting goaltender Lucas Peressini after the Colts struck for goals 22 seconds apart from Andrew Mangiapane and Brendan Lemieux to take a 5-4 lead at 11:25 of the third period.

Matt Mahalak came on and the Frontenacs tied it 5-5 on Evan McEneny's goal 45 seconds after Mahalak came in.

Garrett Hooey, on a rebound, scored the game-winner at 15:18 and Colts forward Tyson Fawcett added an empty-net goal.

Also scoring for Barrie earlier in the game were Cordell James, Mitchell Theoret and Zach Hall.

"It was a tough night for Lucas. I felt bad pulling him because he has been very, very good for us," Gill said. "Every goalie is going to have a game like that. I'd rather have him have it now rather than later."

Gill also allowed that Peressini wasn't alone for having an off-night.

"There was some breakdowns from our forwards that caused some goals," Gill said. "Such a short bench (Kingston was missing four regulars), I thought the kids played really hard."

The loss took the shine off of what was a big night for rookie Lawson Crouse, who was on the right wing with centre Darcy Greenaway and left-winger Robert Polesello.

Crouse scored two goals and Greenaway and Polesello each had one. The line had 12 scoring points after two periods.

"You just see the future in Lawson Crouse with the way he played tonight. He's a big body, can skate, shoot and pass. He is the real deal. I thought tonight was his best game of the year," Gill said.

The Greenaway line was on top of its game right from the opening puck drop. Greenaway caught goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood wandering behind the net and stripped the puck off him. The pass out left Crouse with an open net for his 13th goal of his rookie campaign.

Number 14 would come in the final seconds of the period. Some more puck battles were won off the Barrie defence and Crouse curled out and snapped a good wrist shot over the glove hand of Blackwood.

In between the Crouse scores, it was Polesello banging in a rebound off a Crouse shot. It was the 16th goal of the season for Polesello, who joined the team 19 games into Kingston's season after leaving U.S. college hockey.

The Greenaway-Crouse-Polesello line finished the period with nine points.

The Barrie goal, scored by James, came after the officials missed the puck hitting the netting in the Colts' end. The Barrie coaches yelled to the officials but their protests went silent when the puck when up ice. The non-whistle caught the Frontenacs a little slow-footed on the reaction and James had open ice up the left side. He beat Peressini with a low shot.

The second period was quiet offensively until the final five minutes.

The Colts tied it on goals by Theoret and Hall, the latter on the power play. The goals were 78 seconds apart.

However, it was 3-3 for only 35 seconds. Again the hot Kingston line came through. Greenaway had an open top half of the net to fill on the Polesello pass and he made no mistake.

Former Barrie Colts captain battles through adversity 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Thursday, February 27, 2014 7:15:55 EST PM  

Columbus Blue Jackets defenceman Dalton Prout lugs the puck up ice against the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden in New York City earlier this season. After stint with the AHL's Springfield Falcons, the former Barrie Colts captain was recalled to the Blue Jackets on Monday and was expected to play Thursday night in New Jersey. GETTY IMAGES/AFP FILE PHOTO
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Columbus Blue Jackets defenceman Dalton Prout, right, goes toe-to-toe with former Toronto Maple Leaf Mark Fraser earlier this season. Prout, a former Barrie Colts captain, has been recalled by the Blue Jackets after a stint with the AHL's Springfield Falcons. QMI Agency Files    

An abdomen injury, back spasms, separated shoulder and even food poisoning.

It’s been one heck of a trying season of professional hockey for Dalton Prout, but the former Barrie Colts captain is determined to not let it get him down.

“Definitely the biggest challenge through this whole thing was staying positive,” said the 23-year-old, who has been up and down between the NHL's Columbus Blue Jackets and their AHL affiliate, the Springfield Falcons.

Prout was recalled by the big club on Monday after Blue Jackets defenceman Fedor Tyutin went down with an ankle injury while playing for Russia at the Winter Olympics. Tyutin is expected to miss two-to-three weeks of action.

The Blue Jackets (29-24-5) were in New Jersey on Thursday night to face the Devils (24-22-13) in their first game since the Olympic break. Heading into last night's action, Columbus was three points behind Detroit for the final wild-card spot in the Eastern Conference playoff race, but also held a game in hand.

Prout says he's not letting this roller-coaster of a season get to him.

“You know every day you can choose to be negative or positive," Prout said. "I feel every day you go to the rink, you become better or worse. You just don’t stay the same. If you stick to the process, day in and day out, you’re going to see gradual improvements and that starts with being positive.”

Prout had every reason to feel optimistic as he headed into this past summer.

After more than a year-and-a-half spent developing with Springfield, last March 1 the rugged, shutdown defenceman received his first call-up to Columbus.

Prout would make an instant impression, finding a regular spot on the blue-line. He would get into 28 games, scoring his first career NHL goal, while adding six assists and posting a plus-15 rating, third among all NHL rookies.

“It was unbelievable,” said the six-foot-three, 224-pound native of Kingsville, who spent some four years with Barrie between 2007 and 2011. “We were a solid structured team and any time we had any kind of breakdown, we had the best goalie in the league (Blue Jackets’ Vezina Trophy winner Sergei Bobrovsky) behind us there to bail us out.

“So, everything was clicking. There were no passengers and it was a pleasure to be a part of. The team was playing just so well," he added.

Determined to earn a spot with the club to start this season, Prout hit the gym. In late June, though, something went wrong.

“I was working out and I kind of felt a pain in my lower abdomen,” explained the Blue Jackets’ sixth-round pick (154th overall) in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft.

Off to Columbus he went to work on what they first thought was a muscle strain. Six weeks later, on Aug. 15 and a couple of weeks before training camp, Prout would undergo surgery.

“It was kind of a version of a sports hernia,” he said. “My abdomen came off my pelvis, so I had to go and tie it back with some Kevlar rope (surgical mesh).”

Prout would missed pretty much the whole training camp and didn’t return until the Blue Jackets' final exhibition game.

He says it was frustrating to miss camp, where he was eager to continue on his success from the season before.

“The way I can put it is, it’s the biggest exam of your life if you’re in school,” Prout said. “You see everyone studying for it, working out, training, skating and everything, and you can’t study for it.

“It’s like someone stole your notes and you can’t show what you’ve learned.”

The adversity he’d have to face this season was only beginning for Prout.

A positive was that he still got to start the season with the NHL club. The Blue Jackets would get off to a slow start in the NHL standings and so did Prout.

“It wasn’t smooth sailing,” said Prout, who was originally drafted by the Sarnia Sting in the second round (21st overall) of the 2006 OHL Priority Selection before being dealt to Barrie at the trade deadline the next season.

Then came the back spasms. Participating in a morning skate in Boston in preparation for that night’s contest against the Bruins, Prout felt like he was hit by a lightning bolt.

“I hit the ground. I couldn’t even stand up,” he said.

Before the contest later that night, Prout gave it another try in warm-ups.

“I took a shot and just fell to the ice. I couldn’t stand up,” he said.

Prout would miss a handful of games and finally felt good enough to make the trek with the club on a western swing with stops in Edmonton, Calgary and Vancouver.

The tough defenceman was set to play against the Oilers, but his hard luck struck again when he came down with a bout of food poisoning that forced him to miss the game.

While the club flew out to Vancouver, Prout spent the night in Edmonton before returning to Columbus early the next morning.

After a few days recovering, he was thrilled to join the team back in Toronto for a game against the Maple Leafs that was close to home and friends and family.

He didn’t expect to play, but that changed when two forwards went down and he ended up playing his first game at the Air Canada Centre as a forward.

“Last time I played forward was in minor hockey and when I first went to Saginaw and got a couple of shifts up front,” said Prout, who racked up 14 goals, 37 assists and 314 penalty minutes in 176 games with Barrie before a rebuilding Colts club moved him to Saginaw at the 2010-11 OHL trade deadline.

Prout would return to the Blue Jackets blue-line and get into some 15 games.

He finally felt he was getting his feet under him when his hard luck hit again.

“I took a hit along the boards on the first shift against Winnipeg and I separated my shoulder,” Prout said.

Never has he gone through an injury plagued season like this before.

“It definitely makes it hard to stay in the lineup,” he said. “It makes hard to find your game.”

Cleared to return to the ice, the Blue Jackets asked Prout to go down to Springfield to get some games in. He was only there some 16 hours before he was called back up to Columbus. He got into two games before the club asked him to return to the AHL and the Falcons where he had spent the last four weeks.

Being sent to the minors is a "tough pill to swallow," Prout said, but he also knew it was what he needed at the time.

Prout still remembers his first and only NHL goal, which came against the Kings in Los Angeles last season, like it was only yesterday. 

“I didn’t even know I scored it,” he said. “I got a pass from Blake Comeau and I just tried to get a wrister on net. I thought Jared Boll scored it. I didn’t even know until they announced it.”

Prout still keeps tabs on the how the Colts are doing in the standings and still makes sure to make a call to his old billets in Barrie here and there.

It’s been a trying season, at times, but he draws his motivation from the previous success he had at the NHL level and helping the Blue Jackets make the playoffs after just missing out last season by a single point.

“The big thing about it, you can look back and know you can do it,” said Prout, who has always tried to shape his game around playing a simple, smart, physical style of hockey. “When you’re trying to establish yourself, there’s always that learning curve. But I played top-four minutes. I played 20 minutes against the best players in the NHL.

“You’ve got to remember that and it’s something I’m working to get back to. I know I will get back there, it’s just there’s work to be done.”

Battalion in Barrie on Tuesday for make-up game 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Monday, February 24, 2014 7:43:24 EST PM  

With some unique stick-handling, Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux tries to get some separation between himself and Sudbury Wolves forward Radek Faksa during first-period OHL action, Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre. Barrie took the win over the Wolves, 2-1, on Saturday, and followed that up with a 5-3 victory in Sudbury on Sunday. MARK WANZEL PHOTO

With some unique stick-handling, Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux tries to get some separation between himself and Sudbury Wolves forward Radek Faksa during first-period OHL action, Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre. Barrie took the win over the Wolves, 2-1, on Saturday, and followed that up with a 5-3 victory in Sudbury on Sunday. MARK WANZEL PHOTO

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

The Barrie Colts might need some help to get home-ice advantage in the first round this year.

But from what they can control, the Colts are looking to up their odds.

A huge three-game stretch against divisional opponents ahead of them ends tonight, when the Colts host the North Bay Battalion.

“These next couple of games are going to be really important to get two points from,” said Colts forward Andrew Mangiapane. “We’re trying to catch both Sudbury and North Bay, so we’ve got to win those games to catch those guys in the standings.”

The Colts have done their part so far, defeating the division-leading Sudbury Wolves twice in a home-and-home weekend series.

A 2-1 win on Saturday and a 5-3 triumph in Sudbury on Sunday pulled Barrie to within four points of the Wolves and three of the Battalion, heading into Monday night’s action.

“I think we just played a team game and were solid defensively,” Mangiapane said after Saturday’s victory. “We stuck to the system, were blocking shots, and doing the little things.”

Mangiapane followed a highlight-reel goal on Saturday with a pair of markers Sunday, and he could feel the tension rising in the weekend affair.

“Yeah, it’s getting a little more intense,” Mangiapane said. “We’ve got to bear down, play better defensively, do the little things right and come together as a team.

“I see the older guys blocking shots and buying in," he added, "so I know that’s what we need to do now and in the playoffs.”

Just a few weeks away from the post-season, these divisional contests are starting to take on that sort of feel.

“(The two Sudbury games) were very passionate from both teams,” said Colts defenceman Jake Dotchin. “Last year, we had the long run and playoff hockey is a bit bigger, a bit faster, but (this felt like) a playoff game. Both teams knew what was on the line and brought it.”

Goaltender Daniel Gibl got the start in both contests against the Wolves and looked pretty strong, especially at home, where he made 30 stops for the win.

“Our goalies have been really great right now,” Mangiapane said. “(Mackenzie) Blackwood and Gibl have been solid all season and they’ve just got to keep pushing and help us out.”

After not trailing on Saturday, the Colts were quick to respond when they fell behind Sunday, twice scoring a goal within 1:05 of giving up a Wolves marker.

It was a good rebound after the team struggled on Thursday night, in a 3-1 loss at home to the cellar-dwelling Belleville Bulls.

“We came in to the Belleville game knowing we had to get two points and didn’t,” Dotchin said. “So after that, we just said that we had to focus here, get back to what we do, and that’s just what we did at practice.”

With the stakes rising, the Colts have to minimize the lapses they’ve had at times, which have led to chances against.

“We’re still not buying in all of the time,” Mangiapane said. “You see little let-ups in our games, where we want the goals and points. We just have to stay in the structure and not leave that.”

The Colts are well aware of what’s going on around them in the standings, but they’re trying not to do too much scoreboard-watching.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t, but regardless, you’ve got to take care of what you can take care of,” Dotchin said. “We feel pretty confident, going into games knowing that we can win and staying positive through that.”

The sixth and final meeting of the season between Barrie and North Bay is a 7:30 p.m. puck drop on Tuesday.

“We’ve just got to do what we did (against Sudbury),” Dotchin said. “Just chip pucks in, chip pucks out, play sound defensively and just get going.

“If we do that, we can beat any team in the league.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
Barrie Colts take Wolves 5-3 


Bruce Heidman, QMI AGENCY

 Monday, February 24, 2014 10:12:29 EST AM  
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Paul Fixter doesn't care if his team is banged up and tired. And he is sure no one else does either. Results are all that matter with the playoffs 10 games away.

The Sudbury Wolves bench boss was accepting no excuses from his charges and making none Sunday after a 5-3 loss on home ice Sunday to the Barrie Colts, who have climbed to within four points of the Central Division lead with back-to-back wins over the locals.

The Wolves started fine, building early 2-0 and 3-1 leads, but the Colts took over in the second period as Radek Faksa was added to the injury list for the already short-staffed Wolves.

“It was an OK start, but we got outworked and outcompeted, and that's a team that was hungrier for a win than we were,” a stern-faced Fixter said while his quiet charges listened in from atop the bank of stationary bikes nearby. “The funny thing is nobody gives a crap about us. If you're feeling sorry for yourself, don't, nobody gives a crap about that, find a way. It's about working hard and digging deep. Pull out all the cliches you want, but you have injuries, you have this, you have that, nobody cares, find a way to win, pull together as a team and get it done, that's what it comes down to. Are they good teams we are facing? Ya, but I thought we were a good team too, so big deal.

“We've got injuries and it's a physical game and that happens and they have injuries, too,” he continued. “That stuff seems to wipe each other out, and as for Faksa, he left the game and has a lower leg injury that wouldn't allow him to play, and we have guys with the flu, and I don't care. We still have bodies, everybody tells me they're good, their agents tell me they're good, so they must be pretty good, so show me. We have to turn this around tomorrow ... and we better find a way to pick ourselves up and feel better about ourselves as we head into a very tough week.”

As tough week indeed as the Wolves play five times within a week. After losses to the Colts on Saturday and Sunday, the Wolves host the nation's No. 4 team Monday night in the Erie Otters, host the West Division-leading Soo Greyhounds on Wednesday, host Midwest-leading Guelph on Friday and Niagara on Saturday.

“We need to play a lot more disciplined defensively, we gave up way too many chances,” Fixter said. “Stay away from stupid penalties and score when we get chances. I have never seen a team that misses the net by six feet from 10 feet, it's a joke. Score. We got guys who haven't scored in 20 games. Score goals. You ask for ice, you're getting ice, go out and perform.”

Perhaps the only good part from a Wolves standpoint is that few people witnessed it as attendance was at least 1,200 below the 3,248 announced as even the faithful have seemed to have abandoned the faltering Wolves, which have gone 3-6-0-1 in their last 10 and have failed to gain any momentum since the trade deadline deals that were supposed to make it a contender.

Brody Silk played his first game on home ice this season since preseason shoulder surgery.

“It was nice to get back, but it was tough to come back with a couple of losses, so we have to find a way,” said Silk, who made his season debut Saturday. “We need to take care of our bodies this week when you're not on the ice, make sure we're eating well and getting enough fluids in, and on the ice we have to get our compete level up and find a way to win.”

The Wolves started Sunday's game with Nathan Pancel (shoulder), Connor Burgess (shoulder), Craig Duininck and Conor Cummings out of the lineup. Jacob Harris was forced onto the blueline to start the game, but was playing forward again by the end of the first period after Faksa left the game. Faksa was on crutches after the game and was gingerly putting some weight on his right ankle.

The Wolves led 2-0 by the 15:02 mark of the first period on goals by Nick Baptiste, who struck on the power play, and Kevin Raine, who scored a mere 10 seconds later.

Andrew Mangipane got one back for the Colts 11 seconds later, however.

Trevor Carrick put the Wolves up 3-1 with his 20th goal of the season at 2:25 of the second period, but that was it for the Wolves for the night.

Mangipane scored his second of the game before Tyson Fawcett tied it at 8:39.

The Colts took their first lead of the game on an amazing solo effort by Aaron Ekblad, who refused to give up on a play and chipped a puck past Wolves goalie Franky Palazzese at 18:24 of the second.

The Wolves pulled Palazzese with 1:49 remaining, but the Colts' Brendan Lemieux scored an empty net goal with 1:11 remaining.

Palazzese made 32 save in goal for Sudbu

Former Barrie Colt says his love for the game faded when it became a business 


By John Matisz, QMI Agency 

 Thursday, February 20, 2014 12:49:39 EST PM  

A recent blog post from former Barrie Colts forward Gregg Sutch reveals why he walked away from the game he loves and grew up dreaming of playing in the NHL. Sutch, a 22-year-old Newmarket native, played 57 games in Barrie during the 2011-12 season before being traded to the Saginaw Spirit. He was selected in the fifth round by the Buffalo Sabres in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft, but never landed a pro contract. He found himself playing hockey at York University, but soon walked away from the game after realizing the passion was gone. EXAMINER FILES
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Gregg Sutch had tried to keep himself busy, distracting himself from reality for four months.  

But while he was watching the Canada-Finland men’s hockey game on Sunday, reality stepped back into the room when his girlfriend, Shannon, turned to him and asked if he was ever going to play hockey again.

That’s the moment Sutch, a fifth-round pick of the Buffalo Sabres in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft and a former Barrie Colts forward, decided it was time to tell his story.

In a 2,000-word blog post published on his personal website Monday night, he cracked the vault wide open.

“Almost every day I am asked the same few questions from people I interact with,” the blog post starts. “‘Are you going to play hockey again?’ ‘Why did you stop?’ and, ‘Did something happen?’

Sutch, 22, played five seasons in the Ontario Hockey League, but failed to land an entry-level contract with his NHL rights-holders, the Sabres.

He joined York University’s hockey team last fall before quitting a few weeks later because “the thrill of playing was gone.”

His blog post touches on his childhood obsession with hockey and how the sport worked as a “getaway.” He remembers being constantly consumed by hockey, ignoring his teacher as a kid so he could concentrate on drawing backyard rinks on a piece of paper.

Sutch was an elite minor midget player with the York-Simcoe Express in 2007-08. Years of hard work led to him being taken with the 11th pick of the OHL draft. The Sarnia Sting took him before future NHLers such as Cam Fowler (17th), Jeff Skinner (20th) and John Carlson (33rd).

“As soon as I joined the OHL, things changed,” Sutch wrote. “Big time.”

Although he would get drafted by an NHL team, Sutch, a six-foot-two winger who played a workmanlike game, was in no way guaranteed a pro contract. He was traded three times during his OHL career, suiting up for Sarnia, then the Mississauga St. Michael’s Majors, Barrie and, finally, the Saginaw Spirit.

“It’s all about business and that’s where my love for the game started to fade away,” he added later in the post.

Injuries came and went.

Hockey politics didn’t help the situation. Sutch’s force-fed role – “hit everything that moves and fight,” he wrote – contributed as well.

A myriad of factors made hockey feel like work when it wasn’t supposed to.

“There have been a few things that triggered me to finally reveal the truth behind it all,” Sutch told QMI Agency via email on Tuesday. “One of the things that really stuck out to me was when I see the state of minor hockey nowadays; crazy parents, politics, the money. Where did the fun in the game go?”

The life of a junior hockey player is, generally speaking, painted with a positive brush.

You’re a level or two away from competing in the best league in the world, playing in front of thousands a few times a week. The lifestyle has many perks.  

But, overall, the pressure that goes along with it can weigh heavily on teenagers. Sutch’s revelations, although not the norm, are not necessarily unique.

“Unfortunately, a lot of people make out a junior hockey player's life to be ‘living the dream’ when it's really not,” Sutch said in the follow-up interview.

The Newmarket native was quick to note he is thankful for the experiences he gained through the pursuit of pro hockey, adding he had his fair share of fun along the way. However, as relayed in the blog post, “bulls--t” can often “overshadow the good experiences.”

“He had a rough ride,” said Murray Kuntz of CAA Sports, Sutch’s former agent. “You hear about all the glory rides, but Gregg’s one kid – with injuries and being traded a couple times – (where the junior hockey experience) really took a toll on him.”

Kuntz sent Sutch a text after reading his blog post. He told him how proud he was, that it took courage to admit things weren’t perfect.

“Too often I hear about people doing a job or playing a sport because someone else said they should do it,” Sutch said in the follow-up interview. “Whatever happened to doing what's right for yourself? Ultimately, if you're doing it for yourself, whether that's playing hockey or being a teacher, you're going to have more success that route and enjoy your life a lot more.”

Sutch has plans to attend Georgian College this fall to study fitness and health promotion. He’s a CrossFit coach at a gym in Newmarket right now, and has dreams of opening his own facility one day.

Although it’s not his original path, not pro hockey, it’s something that has ignited Sutch’s passionate side once again.

“Find what you love and stick with it,” he said towards the end of his post. “Hold on to it.”

Barrie has home-and-home weekend series with Sudbury 
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Barrie Colts forward Andreas Athanasiou makes an unsuccessful assault on the Belleville Bulls netminder Charlie Graham during first period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts lost, 3-1. Barrie has a big weekend ahead, with a home-and-home series against the Sudbury Wolves starting tonight at the Barrie Molson Centre and concluding with a Sunday matinee in the Nickel City. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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The time is now for the Barrie Colts if they have any chance of hunting down the Sudbury Wolves.

With only 12 games remaining on the regular-season schedule and Barrie sitting eight points behind the Central Division leading Wolves heading into OHL action Friday night, there is simply little room for error.

If Barrie wants any shot at winning a division title and home-ice advantage in the playoffs, they must sweep Sudbury in a home-and-home set this weekend, and then beat North Bay back here on Tuesday.

“Absolutely. We want to play for home ice and that’s what we’re going for now, but we’ve just got to take it a game at a time,” said veteran blue-liner Liam Maaskant, who had the lone goal in a disappointing 3-1 loss at home Thursday to the Eastern Conference cellar-dwelling Belleville Bulls.

“One game at a time … and do whatever we’ve got to do to win,” Maaskant added. “That’s what we’ve got to do these next few games.”

The loss to the Bulls was a crushing one for a Barrie team that is watching its hopes of home ice in the playoffs fade away quickly.

Barrie headed into action Friday night sitting fifth in the conference, trailing both Kingston and North Bay by seven points.

Going into Saturday night’s home date against the Wolves, the Colts will have two games in hand on North Bay and one each on Kingston and Sudbury.

Including this weekend, the Colts have three remaining games with Sudbury, one with North Bay and one more in Kingston.

At this point, Barrie can’t afford to lose any of those.

“We can swing it for sure,” Maaskant said. “That’s what we’re focused on doing. It’s going to be big these next few games. It’s going to be big just to get our confidence back up after this one.”

At this time of year, you can’t take any opponent lightly and the Colts learned that lesson Thursday against Belleville.

The Bulls are fighting for their playoff lives and came into Barrie a desperate team. Despite missing four regulars on the blue-line and having to play two forwards in their top two defensive pairs, the Bulls held the Colts to a single goal and that came with a little more than a minute remaining.

“I thought we needed to do a better job to get pucks deep and get our forecheck going,” Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk said. "I think sometimes guys think, ‘Oh, they’re a team that’s out of the playoffs right now and we can tic-tac-toe and we can be a little bit fancier.’

“We have to snap out of that quick. We’ve been successful playing a certain way and we have to get back to it.”

The Sudbury Wolves come into Saturday night’s contest have righted the ship after some of their own recent struggles.

Heading last night’s home contest against the Erie Otters, Sudbury had won once just in five games before wins in Niagara and Mississauga put them back ahead of North Bay atop the Central standings.

The Wolves have owned the Colts this season, winning four of five head-to-head games.

The Colts have had all sorts of problems defensively this season against Sudbury. The Wolves have scored four or more goals in each of their four wins over Barrie and has racked up 23 goals in the five games between them.

Inconsistency has plagued the Colts and they can ill afford to come up with the same effort on Saturday that they did Thursday against the Bulls.

“We’ve got to come to play in these big games,” Maaskant said. “All 12 games left are big. It’s a tough pill to swallow that we didn’t show up to play (Thursday night).”

Barrie outshot Belleville, 34-22, and out-chanced them, but they’ll likely get fewer of those key offensive opportunities on Saturday against Sudbury. When they do, they need to make sure they take advantage.

Especially on the power play, where the Colts were blanked in five chances against a Bulls penalty killing unit that is ranked dead last in the OHL.

“We need to move it around quicker and get our shots,” Hawerchuk said. “We’ve got to retrieve pucks on the power play. You can’t be standing around hoping it comes to you.

“We were a little late getting to those pucks to get a second and third crack at it.”

The Colts need to put the Belleville loss behind them. A sweep of these next three games could put them right back in the hunt heading into the final three weekends of the season.

“We’re going into the next game with a fresh start and a new team, and a team we’re trying to catch,” Hawerchuk said of Sudbury.

“We’re looking ahead to that,” he added. “We want to get something going there, for sure.”

Game time Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre is 7:30 p.m. The two division rivals go right back at it Sunday in Sudbury at 2 p.m. 

ICE CHIPS: Colts forward Joseph Blandisi has now missed the last seven games with what the club calls a lingering “virus.” The former Ottawa centre will be revaluated next week, but he’s not expected to return to the lineup anytime soon.

Barrie can't get any offence going in 3-1 loss to Belleville 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Thursday, February 20, 2014 10:08:16 EST PM  
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  Andrew Ming of the Belleville Bulls battles Jake Dotchin of the Barrie Colts for the puck during first period OHL action Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. Mark Wanzel The Barrie Examiner QMI 
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It was one of those nights where the high-powered offence gets shut down.

The Barrie Colts couldn’t muster anything against the last-placed Belleville Bulls until it was way too late.

Charlie Graham made 33 saves to help lead the Bulls to a 3-1 victory over the Colts, in a disappointing loss for Barrie.

“They got two goals (early in the third), just shots from the point, and it just seemed like everything went their way tonight,” said Colts forward Justin Scott. “It was a really strange game, and I guess it happens.”

Neither team could get much going in the way of offensive pressure in the first period, so it wasn’t surprising that it ended scoreless.

Due to injuries, the Bulls dressed just four natural defencemen, with forwards Stephen Harper and Aaron Berisha seeing some time on the blue line.

Former Bull Garrett Hooey had an opportunity in front of the goal, but he put it wide.

He was the first one to his own rebound and nearly stuffed it home, but Graham held onto the puck.

At the other end, Jake Bricknell forced a turnover and set up Adam Laishram, but Barrie goalie Mackenzie Blackwood followed him across and got the pad down for the save.

The Colts didn’t give up many attempts in this game, surrendering just a dozen shots against through the first 40 minutes, but Blackwood was still sharp, making a couple of point-blank saves.

Graham was strong at the other end of the rink, but was aided by the Barrie’s unwillingness to pull the trigger.

Zach Hall carried the puck up the ice on an odd-man rush early in the second period, but when he got near the goal, he turned his body to set himself up exclusively for a pass, which was picked off.

Later, Scott made a nice play to poke the puck to an unmarked Hooey in front of the goal, but instead of turning and shooting, the centre looked to dish it off and it failed.

Barrie still managed to get 24 shots over the first two periods, but like the Bulls, couldn’t find the back of the net.

“We did have some good opportunities, but it just seemed like every shot was hitting (Graham) in the chest,” Scott said. “That’s not what we want at all.”

Somebody had to eventually score, and it was a harmless-looking shot early in the third that broke the deadlock.

Harper took a shot from the point that went past a maze of bodies – and may well have deflected off of a Colt – and beat Blackwood along the ice on the far side, giving Belleville a 1-0 lead.

The Prime Minister’s namesake continued to do wonders from the point, where, on a man advantage, he took another inconspicuous shot from the blue line that hit the post.

From there, it came out to Cameron Brace, and the overager put the rebound through Blackwood to put the Bulls ahead 2-0.

The Colts had just two shots on goal in the first half of the third period, as Belleville went into its defensive system.

“Just the way the play, they were just chipping the puck all game,” Scott said. “The third period got off to a good start for them.

“Not to cut them short or anything, but we’ve just got to figure it out.”

At the other end, the Bulls continued to score thanks to an excellent individual effort by Chad Heffernan.

The left winger, in a one-on-one situation with Michael Webster, cut across the middle and flicked the puck beyond the Colts defenceman.

Heffernan picked up the puck cleanly on the other side before beating Blackwood over his glove to extend Belleville’s lead to 3-0.

The Colts had pretty much given up on tying the game with 90 seconds left, as they put out their fourth line.

But it was the grinders that broke the shutout.

Cordell James fired a long shot that Graham tried to grab, but mishandled.

Liam Maaskant, who was playing as a forward tonight, rushed in and blasted home the rebound, giving Barrie some life.

The Colts would pull Blackwood and looked to possibly get another back when Hooey batted down a puck past Graham.

But the officials immediately waved it off, and the replays confirmed that it had been knocked in with a high stick.

Barrie will look to rebound on Saturday night as it hosts the Sudbury Wolves.

“Obviously Saturday and Sunday(‘s rematch in Sudbury) are going to be huge games,” Scott said. “If we want to catch them, we’ve got to be ready to go.”

February 20 at 7:15 PM

Twitter

Stephen Sweet

@stephen_sweet

#OHLColts lines:

Mangiapane-Theoret-Athanasiou 

Lemieux-Fawcett-Hall 

Scott-Hooey-Labanc 

Kreis-James-Maaskant 

Goalie: Blackwood

February 20 at 7:16 PM

Twitter

Stephen Sweet

@stephen_sweet

Colts D:

Laser-Ekblad 

Webster-Dotchin 

Garcia-Clutsam 

Scratches: Carrick, Blandisi, Pastorious

February 20 at 7:16 PM

Twitter

Stephen Sweet

@stephen_sweet

#OHLBulls lines:

Elie-Simmonds-Brace

Heffernan-Petti-Cramarossa

Ming-Laishram-Bricknell

Colella-Tomasek-X

Goalie: Graham

February 20 at 7:17 PM

Twitter

Stephen Sweet

@stephen_sweet

Bulls D:

Harper-Subban 

Yuill-Berisha

Morris-Bean

Scratches: Lemcke, Worrad, Bignell, Marchment, Raycroft

Barrie captain four goals shy of Andrew Marshall's single-season goal mark for defencemen 
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Barrie Colts captain Aaron Ekblad, right, has 19 goals in 45 games this season. That puts him just four goals back of Andrew Marshall's single-season record of 23 for defencemen, which he set in 2005-06. Ekblad needs five more goals to break Marshall’s record and has 13 games to do it. MARK WANZEL FILE PHOTO
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Aaron Ekblad possesses the Ontario Hockey League’s best shot from the point.

It’s not likely that statement will get much of an argument.

Like most young kids growing up, the Barrie Colts defenceman, who could go first overall in this year’s NHL Entry Draft, spent countless hours working on perfecting that shot at home.

While most kids would blast away at the garage or the basement wall, Ekblad had something better. Or should we say, someone better.

And Aaron says older brother Darien, 19, has the marks to show it.

“I didn’t use my garage. I used my brother,” the 18-year-old explained while sporting an ear-to-ear grin.

Darien, who started and won a game in goal for the Saginaw Spirit last season, was always more than willing.

“(Darien) would go in the net, throw on the glove and blocker. He wouldn’t even wear a helmet,” Aaron said. “Just a glove, blocker and a stick. Sometimes without shoes on. I ended up breaking his toe one time.

“A couple of shots off the shoulders, but it only made us better.”

Now Ekblad is using that cannon from the blue-line to help the Colts win hockey games, as well as close in on Andrew Marshall’s franchise record for goals by a defenceman in a season.

Marshall, who played three full seasons with the Colts and could unleash the puck pretty well himself, holds the record of 23, set back in the 2005-06 season.

Ekblad has 19 goals in just 45 games this season. He needs five more to break Marshall’s record and has 13 games to do it.

“It’s a shot, but I’m not going anywhere close to that record without help of my teammates,” said the OHL’s first overall pick in 2011, who can move closer Thursday night when the Colts take on the Belleville Bulls at the Barrie Molson Centre.

“I think that’s the important thing to realize here. I’m getting all the opportunities on the power play and some guys don’t get the opportunities, so I really appreciated the confidence they have in me," Ekblad said.

Ekblad says he never set any statistical goals this season, let alone set his sights on breaking any franchise records.

While he’d cherish it, there are more important things for him.

“I never actually set any goals,” he said. “It was one of those things where I thought, you know what, I am going to go out every night and work my absolute hardest. I am going to put my team in the best possible position to win and do everything I can to win every night.

“I think that’s the most important thing and if that means getting the odd goal on the power play, or something like that, than so be it.”

Colts coach Dale Hawerchuk says what makes Ekblad all the more special is his ability to get the puck through to the net despite other teams focusing on him at the point.

“He’s such a good defender, too, breaking up plays and supporting the rush that when we are deep you can see how teams try to overplay him and take his shot away,” he said. “He’s got to work hard to get it off and that’s just the respect of your peers. They don’t want to let that shot get through.”

While Ekblad has what Hawerchuk calls a “big hammer,” he says the defenceman’s wrist shot is just as effective when it gets through.

Which is quite often with Ekblad.

Hawerchuk says his star defenceman already has an NHL-calibre shot.

“He’s definitely going to have an all-world shot at the next level,” he said. “Even right now, as he’s growing each year, you see it in his shot. It was good when he first came but it’s just getting better.

“It’s a quick shot, so I think a lot of goalies get surprised with how quick it’s coming and then when they think they can get there it’s got such a heaviness to it that they have hard time handling it.” 

Ekblad has become Barrie’s top weapon on their power play. His 14 goals with the man advantage rank fourth in the league and he’s the only defenceman in the top 20 overall.

As usual, Ekblad credits his teammates for his success on the power play.

“Zach Hall is great at it,” Ekblad said of setting him up on one-timers. “He pulls guys out and sets me up for one-timers all day and that’s why I’ve had those opportunities to score.”

While Brendan Lemieux is always making sure there’s plenty of traffic in front of opposing goaltenders.

“I can honestly say he’s a world-class tipper and screener in front of the net,” Ekblad said of Lemieux. “He’s really good at getting in the way and getting under guys’ skin in front of the net, so it gives me a place to shoot.”

Which is what his coach wants him to do more often.

“Whenever I’m on the ice and I got the puck at the point, I can always hear Dale yelling, ‘shoot,’” Ekblad said, adding a chuckle. “I’m not doing it enough and I think that’s really good advice. Obviously if that puck is going to go in, I’ve got to shoot more.”

Game time Thursday is 7:30 p.m.

Barrie grabbed six of eight points this week 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 
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Barrie Colts forward Andreas Athanasiou thinks he has Peterbourgh's Andrew D'Agostini beaten in the first period of Saturday's game, but the puck never crossed the line. Athanasiou scored Barrie's opening goal in the 2-1 win. The Detroit Red Wings prospect was also named OHL player of the week after leading the league with eight points (6G, 2A) in four games. He had a huge game against Niagara on Thursday, setting a franchise record with five goals and two assists in the 9-2 victory. The previous one-game goal record is four, which he matched twice this season. The previous club record for points in a game was six, set by Sheldon Keefe in 2000 and Steven Beyers in 2010. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO

Barrie Colts forward Andreas Athanasiou thinks he has Peterbourgh's Andrew D'Agostini beaten in the first period of Saturday's game, but the puck never crossed the line. Athanasiou scored Barrie's opening goal in the 2-1 win. The Detroit Red Wings prospect was also named OHL player of the week after leading the league with eight points (6G, 2A) in four games. He had a huge game against Niagara on Thursday, setting a franchise record with five goals and two assists in the 9-2 victory. The previous one-game goal record is four, which he matched twice this season. The previous club record for points in a game was six, set by Sheldon Keefe in 2000 and Steven Beyers in 2010. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

The Barrie Colts needed to cut back on their goals against last week.

So in that sense, mission accomplished.

Barrie took six of eight points in a busy week, thanks in part to allowing just a half-dozen goals during the four-game stretch.

“As a unit, we’re playing more defensively together, taking care of our own end first, and not trying to be too fancy,” said Colts goaltender Mackenzie Blackwood. “It’s actually given us pretty good results, so as a unit, we’re doing a lot better.”

The Colts won a makeup game in Owen Sound last Monday before embarking on a three-games-in-three-nights stretch to close out the weekend.

Both offence and defence were stellar in a 9-1 victory over the Niagara IceDogs, but the Colts came up just short in Erie, falling 3-1 to the Otters.

Returning from Pennsylvania overnight on Friday, Barrie had just enough left in the tank to edge the Peterborough Petes 2-1 at home on Saturday.

“The last two periods were a pretty big grind on the guys,” said Colts defenceman Liam Maaskant. “It was all about discipline, short shifts and sticking to the system. We couldn’t stray far from the path or else we’d be in trouble, but we stuck to it and got the win.”

The Colts were aided by some excellent goaltending, as Blackwood and Daniel Gibl combined for just five goals against on the week.

“Our goalies had an awesome weekend,” Maaskant said. “Even in Erie, Gibl showed up and he played awesome. That’s what we needed from those guys.”

Blackwood turned aside 33 shots on Saturday and had to make a number of difficult stops at key moments to preserve Barrie’s one-goal victory.

“It was a bit of a struggle over the past month or so for the whole team, but (the goalies) picked themselves up this week and were awesome,” Maaskant said.

Things got better in front of the netminders as well.

The Colts were undoubtedly improved with the return of Jake Dotchin from injury on Saturday night, as he played a regular shift after taking the warmup to see if he was able to go.

As for the other seven defencemen, all of whom played this past weekend, they tried to focus on the basics.

“Simplicity (is) honestly the biggest thing we’ve changed,” Maaskant said. “A lot of guys want to carry it out of our zone or even into their zone, and that’s been the opposite of how we’ve played this past week. It’s just chips, getting it in deep and going to work.”

As a result, there have been far less turnovers for the Colts.

“We’re definitely blocking (more) shots and getting the puck up to our forwards better,” Maaskant said. “When we were in our slump, we’d want to bring it back south when we want to head north, towards their end.

“Once you get the puck, you can move it up the ice or skate with it, but we haven’t been standing still anymore," he added.

Although Peterborough’s lone tally came on a second chance, Barrie has done a better job of clearing the front of the goal as of late.

“They’ve been picking up rebounds, taking away other opportunities, and they’ve really been making my job a lot easier,” Blackwood said.

The Colts, save for a nine-goal outburst in Niagara, have scored just five goals not on an empty net in their three games this week.

But with the improved effort in their own end, it’s been enough.

“It’s just like (head coach) Dale (Hawerchuk) says,” Blackwood said. “The best offence is a good defence, and that’s just (been) proven to a tee from how we’ve been playing.

“As long as we take care of our own end, we’ll be good.”

Barrie hosts the Belleville Bulls for the first and only time this season on Thursday night.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca 
twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Blackwood's 33 saves helps Barrie edge Peterborough 2-1 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Sunday, February 16, 2014 2:06:14 EST PM  

Image: 1 of 8

  Barrie Colts' Andreas Anthanasiou breaks out against Peterborough defence in open ice during OHL action at the BMC Saturday night. The Colts won 2-1. ZACH MACPHERSON/BARRIE EXAMINER
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The dreaded three games in three nights can always be tough to finish up strong.

But the Barrie Colts found a recipe for success.

Mackenzie Blackwood made 33 saves and the offence chipped in when needed to give the Colts a 2-1 victory over the Peterborough Petes on Saturday.

“The last two periods were a pretty big grind on the guys,” said Colts defenceman Liam Maaskant. “It was all about discipline, short shifts and sticking to the system.

“We couldn’t stray far from the path or else we’d be in trouble, but we stuck to it and got the win.”

The Colts were lacking some energy in the opening period, but their goaltender’s play more than covered that.

Blackwood, who was solid in Barrie’s win on Thursday, looked good again early on Saturday night, turning aside a number of good opportunities in the first.

Nick Ritchie was the beneficiary of a nice passing play from linemates Eric Cornel and Hunter Garlent, but Blackwood came out to the top of crease and cut off the angle to make the save.

Later on, that trio got an odd-man rush, and Blackwood had to get across his crease in a hurry to get his right pad on a Garlent attempt.

At the other end, Andreas Athanasiou continued to light the lamp.

The Detroit Red Wings prospect took a pass from Andrew Mangiapane while he was behind the net and carried the puck out front.

With a defender charging at him, Athanasiou barely moved his feet, but still stickhandled around the Pete before snapping a shot through Peterborough starter Andrew D’Agostini to give Barrie a 1-0 lead after a period.

“(Getting the first goal) gives you that confidence to play,” Blackwood said. “Guys aren’t scared to make mistakes and they can play and do what they’re going to do.

“It gives you that confidence to continue playing the way you should be.”

The game continued to have a sluggish feel at times, and that was precipitated somewhat by the fact that both teams found themselves in penalty trouble in the middle frame.

A total of eight man advantages were gained in the second, but only two – one for Peterborough and one for Barrie – were for a full two minutes, so neither team scored a power-play goal in the period.

The Colts would strike at even strength though, thanks to some good fortune.

Kevin Labanc cut across the middle of the ice and attempt to take a shot, but fanned on it.

He managed to recover the puck and continued skating to his right before surprising D’Agostini through the five-hole.

“That definitely helped us, because we didn’t have to stress out about needing a big goal to come back into the game,” Maaskant said.

“It’s a dangerous lead though, because, if you give up one, there’s a lot of momentum shift.”

And after stopping the game’s first 25 shots, Blackwood would finally be beaten on a rebound attempt.

Clark Seymour’s initial shot from the side boards was stopped by Blackwood, but Michael Clarke was there to pounce on the second attempt and put Peterborough on the board, trailing 2-1 after 40 minutes.

The Colts tightened things up defensively in the third, not allowing a shot on goal for close to nine minutes to begin the period.

“We took care of our own end first,” Blackwood said. “We got on top of pucks and stayed in position in our own zone, looking to keep opportunities to the outside.”

Garlent nearly tied it with a few minutes later with a glorious rebound attempt at the side of the goal, but Blackwood got across quickly and denied him.

“He was on fire,” Maaskant said. “We’re definitely getting support back there.”

Peterborough had an offensive-zone faceoff with just over four seconds left, but Brendan Lemieux blocked Ritchie’s shot to help the Colts hold on to a 2-1 win.

Barrie’s next contest is at home on Thursday, when it takes on the Belleville Bulls.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/stephen_sweet

@stephen_sweet

Colts lines:

Mangiapane-Hooey-Athanasiou 

Lemieux-Fawcett-Hall 

Scott-James-Labanc 

X-Kreis-Pastorious 

Goalie: Blackwood

February 15 at 7:23 PM

Twitter

Stephen Sweet

@stephen_sweet

Colts D:

Laser-Ekblad 

Webster-Clutsam 

Garcia-Maaskant 

Dotchin 

Scratches: Carrick, Blandisi, Theoret

February 15 at 7:24 PM

Twitter

Stephen Sweet

@stephen_sweet

Petes lines:

Ritchie-Garlent-Cornel

Betzold-Clarke-MacDonald 

Lorentz-Stefano-Tanus

Webb-McCartney-Maguire

Goalie: D'Agostini

February 15 at 7:25 PM

Twitter

Stephen Sweet
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Boland-Seymour 

Armstrong-Spencer 

Varga-Devlin

Scratches: McKinnon, Lizotte, Baker, Nosad

Barrie Colts' longest-tenured player hoping for deep playoff run 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, February 14, 2014 6:42:40 EST PM  

Barrie Colts forward Zach Hall scores the winning shootout goal on London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson during an OHL game earlier this season at Budweiser Gardens. Hall is hoping for a long playoff run this year as well as landing a pro contract. He will play in his 232nd game in a Colts uniform tonight with Barrie hosts the Peterborough Petes. QMI AGENCY FILES

Barrie Colts forward Zach Hall scores the winning shootout goal on London Knights goaltender Jake Patterson during an OHL game earlier this season at Budweiser Gardens. Hall is hoping for a long playoff run this year as well as landing a pro contract. He will play in his 232nd game in a Colts uniform tonight with Barrie hosts the Peterborough Petes. QMI AGENCY FILES

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Zach Hall    

Zach Hall realizes the clock is winding down on his junior hockey career.

Playing in his fifth season with the Barrie Colts, the overage centre still can’t believe how fast it has all gone by.

With only 13 games remaining on the OHL schedule heading into Saturday night’s contest against the Peterborough Petes at the Barrie Molson Centre, Hall remains focused on the two things that have eluded him so far in during his junior hockey career: landing a pro contract and winning an OHL championship. 

After coming within a whisker of winning a league title last season, Hall knows leading his team on another long playoff run would go a long way in helping him achieve the two things he wants most.

“I think maybe I would trade all the years just to go deep in this year’s playoffs,” the 20-year-old Belleville native said. “We have a young team and we’re underdogs once again. I would love to have a long run and it would definitely help all of us in the long run in trying to get a contract.

“We’ve got the team to do it, so we just have to go out and prove it.”

Hall, drafted in the third round of the 2009 OHL Priority Selection, is the longest-tenured current Colt. He played his first game with the club in 2009-10 when he recorded two points in five games as a 16-year-old.

But this season has been a tough year for the crafty centre, who led the Colts in scoring last season with 24 goals and 57 assists in 63 games. An early bout with mononucleosis forced him to miss more than three weeks of action. Even after returning to the lineup, he admits it has taken him some time to get his game to where he wants it to be.

Hall says he feels fully healthy now and it’s definitely shown in his game, having racked up seven goals and 19 assists in 16 games over the last two months.

“Obviously, when you have mono you never know when you’re going to get better with it,” said the five-foot-11, 185-pound forward, who has scored 15 times and added 40 assists in just 42 games this season. “Not only health-wise, but getting your conditioning back and being ready to go.

“Coming down the last stretch here, it’s pretty much like playoff hockey," he added. "My conditioning feels good and I feel like I can take my game to a whole new level.”

Hall feels like he’s playing his best hockey of the season and it comes at a time when the Colts need it the most.

“I have to keep being consistent every night and making sure that I’m helping out the team, not only in the offensive zone but in the defensive zone,” he said. “I need to keep it going and keep the hard work going.”

Hall has to if he’s to earn a pro contract from an NHL club. It came as perhaps somewhat a surprise when Hall was passed up in last year’s NHL Entry Draft after recording a career-best 24 goals and 81 points while finishing tied for 11th overall in league scoring.

The free agent received an invitation and attended camp with the Vancouver Canucks in September, even though he was already feeling fatigued before the mono prognosis.

Hall knows leading the Colts through a long playoff is his best chance to land a pro deal from an NHL club.

“You want to move on to pro and that’s my goal,” he said. “Definitely coming down the stretch here that’s when all the scouts are going to be at the game, so obviously I have to open a couple of eyes here and get a pro contract.”

Hall isn’t the only Colt looking to nail down a pro deal. Tampa Bay prospect Jake Dotchin and Colorado prospect Joseph Blandisi have to sign before this year’s draft in June, while overagers Mitchell Theoret and Tyson Fawcett are also hoping ink free-agent deals.

“Team success is definitely huge,” Hall said. “The farther, the better. If we go far, it just looks good on all of us because with the NHL (teams), they want winners. If we go far, it’ll definitely help our cause.”

After arguably two of their worst games of the season in recent losses to Owen Sound and Kingston, the Colts appear to be turning things around.

Barrie took a three-game win streak into Friday night’s contest against the powerhouse Otters in Erie, Pa.

Sitting in fifth place in the Eastern Conference, the Colts know there’s little room for error if they have any shot of tracking down North Bay, Kingston and Sudbury in the standings.

Not to mention it was only last weekend that sixth-place Peterborough had moved into a tie with Barrie.

“Saturday is a huge game,” Hall said of the contest versus the Petes. “They beat us twice in their barn, so we have to give it right back to them. We have to have a huge game Saturday.”

Hall will be playing in his 232nd game in a Colts uniform tonight when the puck drops at 7:30 p.m.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

ICE CHIPS: Andreas Athanasiou’s monster night of five goals and two assists in the 9-2 pounding of Niagara on Thursday moved him into third overall in OHL scoring heading into Friday’s action. The Detroit Red Wings prospect became the third OHL player to hit the 40-goal mark this season and has 79 points overall. It was a night of milestones for Athanasiou, who recorded his 100th OHL goal and 200th OHL point in the romp. Athanasiou has nine goals and 11 points in his last two games against the IceDogs. ... Nick Pastorious, who was acquired from Sault Ste. Marie before the trade deadline, scored his first goal as a Colt in Thursday’s win.

Colts take down Attack 3-1 


Bill Walker, QMI AGENCY

 Tuesday, February 11, 2014 10:32:38 EST AM  

Owen Sound Attack's Jeffrey Gilligan, left, chases the Barrie Colts's Kevin Lebanc around the back of the Colt's net during the first period of OHL action on Monday, February 10, 2014 at the Lumley Bayshore in Owen Sound. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).

Owen Sound Attack's Jeffrey Gilligan, left, chases the Barrie Colts's Kevin Lebanc around the back of the Colt's net during the first period of OHL action on Monday, February 10, 2014 at the Lumley Bayshore in Owen Sound. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).
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Owen Sound Attack's Holden Cook watches from the ice as Barrie Colts' Zach Hall takes off with the puck after checking Cook in the corner during the first period of OHL action on Monday, February 10, 2014 at the Lumley Bayshore in Owen Sound. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency). 

Barrie Colts's Aaron Ekblad during the first period of OHL action against the Owen Sound Attack on Monday, February 10, 2014 at the Lumley Bayshore in Owen Sound. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).    

OWEN SOUND - Gilbert Gabor could ill afford to miss 10 games in what's likely his most important Ontario Hockey League season.

The big 18-year-old Swede has yet to make an impact in his second year with the Owen Sound Attack.

And not being a standout is the kiss of death for imports who are expected to be impact players.

"Obviously I feel some pressure but it's all about finding your game," Gabor said on Monday prior to the Attack's 3-1 loss to the visiting Barrie Colts.

"I'm a big physical forward and I try to contribute with the things I can do. Sometimes the points aren't going to come but you have to find other ways to contribute. Your second game as coach says."

OHL teams are only allowed two imports. And with the rigmarole teams go through to bring a player over to the OHL, the import better contribute in a big way.

It's almost the same for overages.

Teams can only have three 20 year olds on the roster so they to are expected to make an impact.

"We need production from both of those parts down the stretch and into the playoffs," Attack coach Greg Ireland said.

"You have to come in and make an impact. Those are important holes on your team and it's been proven that 20 year olds and imports are a certain way to fast track your success. This last part of the (season) is big for him."

Gabor has five goals and three assists in 43 games this season. And he's only scored 10 times in 95 OHL games over two season.

"If you're not putting up numbers, you better be taking care of the other components of your game," said Ireland.

"It's a been a little bit up and down for him. I don't put pressure on players to put up numbers but if that's a big part of your game, you've got to ways to manufacture."

And it's been tough for Gabor to manufacture anything over the past 10 games as he's been out while serving a 10-game suspension for a head check on Erie's Dylan Strome on Jan. 10.

"I'm glad he wasn't seriously injured," said Gabor.

"It obviously wasn't intentional at all. I play a tough game but I don't play an ugly game."

Gabor hasn't had any game in more than a month which hasn't been easy.

"It's obviously very tough when you can't help your teammates and you're just sitting there," said Gabor who watched his teammates closely during that stretch.

"You can see what we're like when we play our best hockey. When we do it, we're a great hockey team."

Gabor worked hard during his suspension to stay in game shape.

"You have to pay a lot of attention to the practices and really push yourself," said Gabor.

"The tempo is different than a game but it's still good. Then you have to push yourself to work out extra and just do the little extra things to be ready."

Chris Bigras scored for the Attack (23-23-3-4, fourth in the Midwest Division).

"I thought our work was there and we had a lot of zone time but I think we have to work a little smarter," said Ireland.

"We certainly didn't generate an offense. We were content to play in the corner and we didn't use the depth or the width of the ice in the offensive zone. We were probably easy to play against."

Aaron Ekblad, Kevin Labanc, and Brendan Lemieux into an empty net scored for the Colts (27-22-1-2, fifth in the Central).

"We were trying to stifle them and I thought we did a good job," said Barrie coach Dale Hawerchuk.

"We kind of learned our lesson here last time and I liked our response coming back here (after Wednesday's 4-1 loss). It's a smaller rink and things happen quicker here so positioning is so important and I thought we did a great job of it."

Owen Sound goalie Brandon Hope made 30 saves while the Colts' Mackenzie Blackwood stopped 24 shots.

The Colts will take on the IceDogs in Niagara on Thursday. Game time is 7 p.m. and face Erie Friday night at 7 p.m.

The Colts next home game is against Peterborough Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. Game time is 7:30 p.m.

Hooey, Fawcett joined on Saturday, while Mangiapane and Ekblad on the cusp 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Monday, February 10, 2014 8:27:43 EST PM  
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There were some pretty low-risk bets on the Barrie Colts for guys to hit the 20-goal mark this year.

Sure enough, Andreas Athanasiou reached that goal before the new year, while Joseph Blandisi was already over 20 by the time he was traded to Barrie.

But Tyson Fawcett and Garrett Hooey?

The two veterans have expanded their game, and on Saturday night, both hit the 20-goal plateau for the first time in their career in Barrie’s 7-3 victory over the Ottawa 67’s.

“It’s definitely nice, but I’m not going to stop there,” Fawcett said. “Still, it is definitely nice to get that milestone.”

Fawcett reached 20 goals in the opening period when he took a pass from Brendan Lemieux in stride and, using his speed to get to the good area on the ice, beat Ottawa goaltender Liam Herbst under his right arm.

The overager has had plenty of opportunity this season and has made good on it.

Fawcett credited Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk with putting him in a more offensive role this year.

“Last year, he pulled me aside and told me that you’re going to have to shut down their top lines, play really solid defensively, and be reliable," Fawcett said. “This year, he’s given me that role (while) still being reliable defensively, so the opportunity was just there and that’s been great.”

Fawcett had nine goals as a rookie last season, but even though he’s more than doubled that total this season, he’s not content with staying pat.

“(Getting 20 goals) means a good amount to me,” Fawcett said. “But I want to keep getting them, so I’m not going to stop where I am.”

Just four minutes earlier, Hooey also hit the 20-goal mark, when he took a pass from behind the net and fired one past Herbst on the far side.

For Hooey, it seemed a matter of when, and not if, he’d hit that mark, given that he was 80% of the way there by the time he came over from the Belleville Bulls.

“It’s obviously relieving, you know,” Hooey said. “I would’ve liked for them to have come sooner, but it’s all right.

“To me, it doesn’t matter if it’s 20 now or 30 by the post-season, (because) it’s the post-season that I want to be ready for.”

It’s been quite a change for Hooey, who, mainly playing a checking-line role in Belleville, never had more than 11 goals in a season before this one.

Hooey nearly had a second marker – in fact, he did score a third-period goal right from the edge of the crease – but it was called back because, after further review, former Colt Erik Bradford’s shot about 90 seconds earlier was ruled to have crossed the goal line, eliminating any results beyond that Ottawa goal.

Bradford, who had two markers in the game, also broke the 20-goal barrier on Saturday for the first time in his career.

In a night, the Colts doubled their 20-goal scorers on the year, shedding some positivity on what was otherwise a dismal week thanks to a pair of ugly losses on Wednesday and Thursday.

And the quartet may have some company soon.

Both Andrew Mangiapane and Lemieux picked up their 19th goals of the year in Saturday’s win, while Aaron Ekblad scored his 18th.

For reference, last year’s high-powered Colts squad had just five 20-goal scorers in Mark Scheifele, Anthony Camara, Mitchell Theoret, Zach Hall and Athanasiou.

“We have great players and great young players coming up, so for sure it speaks volumes to the depth we have here,” Fawcett said. “It’s not even just our first or second line.

“Our fourth line can score against any line in this league, so when you bring that to the table, it will really help us in the playoffs," he added.

The possibility for seven 20-goal scorers by the end of the month is very real, and in Hooey’s opinion, tells more about the Colts’ potential than does their current fifth-place stead.

“It just means where we are in the standings doesn’t apply to what we’ve got in the locker room,” Hooey said. “We’re not letting the standings affect anything and we’re really excited for the post-season and to get going.

“As a fourth-year guy coming in to be a role player here, you couldn’t ask for anything more.”

The Colts took on Owen Sound on Monday night, and travel to Niagara and Erie later in the week before returning home to play Peterborough on Saturday.

A solid start and strong finish lead Barrie to 7-3 win over Ottawa 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Sunday, February 9, 2014 1:59:23 EST PM  
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  Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts makes a run past Jonathan Duchesne of the Ottawa 67's during first period OHl action Saturday at the Barrie Molson Centre. The Colts won 7-3. MARK WANZEL/BARRIE EXAMINER 
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The Barrie Colts looked to finally be on the right track.

Then, they nearly blew a four-goal lead.

But in the end, the Colts got things settled down enough to take control once again and defeat the Ottawa 67’s 7-3 on Saturday.

“We definitely had to regroup in tonight’s game and I think we did a good job of that,” said Colts centre Tyson Fawcett. “We almost let it slip away at the start of the third when we thought we had it in the bag.

“But we battled back and our special teams capitalized when we needed to so that we could get the win.”

For the first time in seven games, the Colts shut out their opponent in the first period.

The 67’s put up 10 shots in the first 20 minutes, but none were too difficult for Barrie starter Mackenzie Blackwood.

That allowed the Colts to build up a bit of a lead for the first time this month.

Garrett Hooey opened the scoring for Barrie, when he took a feed from behind the net and beat Ottawa goalie Liam Herbst on the far side.

“We kind of regrouped as a team,” Fawcett said. “We wanted a fresh start and we got that tonight.”

The Colts doubled their total thanks to Fawcett, who received a pass from Brendan Lemieux in stride and skated past a couple of 67’s defenders before fooling Herbst under his left arm.

Both Hooey and Fawcett reached the 20-goal plateau for the first time in their careers thanks to the first-period markers.

“I think we got back to the basics,” Hooey said. “There were times where we tried to do too much, over-play things, myself included, and so we figured we may as well get back to basics.

“We can’t do any worse than a loss, so we might as well try it.”

Some good, clean play helped the Colts double their lead in the second.

Mac Clutsam took a point shot that was stopped by Herbst, but he kicked a big rebound out to Andrew Mangiapane, and the rookie put it home for his 19th of the year.

A full effort by Andreas Athanasiou helped set up a Colts power play, and eventually, a goal.

Athanasiou blocked a shot in his own zone and then raced up the ice as a passing option before being taken out by Brett Gustavsen, away from the play.

Just 16 seconds into that man advantage, Aaron Ekblad wired his 18th goal of the season home through a mess of bodies to make it 4-0 Colts.

“We did a good job of sticking to the structure,” Hooey said. “Doing all of the little things really helped us with the big picture.”

But 40 minutes of strong play was nearly blown to smithereens just a little over two minutes into the third.

Travis Konecny got the ball rolling for Ottawa 19 seconds into the period when he stole a puck from Lemieux in the high slot and wristed one over the right shoulder of Blackwood, putting the 67’s on the board.

Just 15 seconds later, former Colt Erik Bradford fired one that beat Blackwood, but hit iron and came flying back out.

Later in the shift, Hooey banged home a rebound in front of Herbst to restore Barrie’s four-goal lead – or so they thought.

Officials went upstairs to review Bradford’s shot and it was determined to have gone in the net, which meant that instead of Barrie being up 5-1, it was only ahead 4-2.

Blackwood had been solid to that point of the night, but made an error that led to Ottawa’s third goal.

The rookie got anxious and reached out for a puck coming towards him, trying to anticipate where it was going, but Bradford picked it up first and slipped it past the out-of-position goalie to make it 4-3.

“Obviously, you don’t like to see that, but at the end of the day, all you can do is learn from it,” Hooey said. “It just goes to show that you can’t take anything for granted in this league.

“Just because you’re winning 4-0 doesn’t mean you’re going to win.”

Barrie wisely called a timeout to try and calm things down, and it worked.

After a few even shifts, Hooey would get his second point of the game after all, beating Jonathan Duchesne to the puck behind the net and setting up Justin Scott in front, who blasted one home to give Barrie a 5-3 advantage.

The Colts increased the lead to three on the power play, as Fawcett drew both the goalie and defenceman towards him before setting up Lemieux in front, who had the wide-open cage for an easy goal.

Athanasiou capped off the scoring on a dish from Mangiapane.

Blackwood rebounded with some good saves from then on in to help the Colts take two points away from an otherwise trying weekend.

“These guys weren’t pushovers,” Fawcett said. “They battled pretty hard and have been playing good lately, so I think it’s a confidence booster for us to get that win going into the upcoming games.”

Barrie’s next contest is in Owen Sound on Monday night. The Colts play their next home game on Saturday, February 15 against the Peterborough Petes.

Barrie coach says team needs to simplify its game 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, February 7, 2014 8:12:22 EST PM  

Barrie Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk says the team needs to simplify its game following a recent rough patch. TERRY WILSON/OHL Images
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What is going on with the Barrie Colts these days?

Just when you think their effort couldn’t be any worse than the one they displayed in Wednesday night’s 5-1 drubbing in Owen Sound, the Colts topped that stinker with an embarrassing 10-6 thrashing at the hands of the Kingston Frontenacs less than 24 hours later.

While Barrie’s three-game losing skid is only halfway to matching their season-worst six-game skid back in early October, what’s more alarming is they appear like a club that doesn’t seem to really care right now.

What other conclusion can you draw from the lacklustre effort we’ve seen on the ice this week?

That may be harsh, and it’s not to say that’s the attitude of every player in the Barrie dressing room, but this is a team that is simply playing well below its abilities.

Most OHL pundits expected the Colts would battle for top spot in the Eastern Conference standings this season. Instead, going into the critical part of the schedule, they’re dropping like a rock.

Heading into OHL action Friday night, Barrie sat fifth in the conference, a mere point ahead of the hard-charging Peterborough Petes, who had won eight of their last 10 games going into their contest last night in Kingston.

Any chance the Colts had of winning a Central Division title and locking down home ice through a couple of playoff rounds are likely all but gone.

Barrie is a better team than this, but it’s time they start showing it.

“Well (we are), but I think you could see some things creeping in where guys just got to have that care meter come up and it’s got to care in all three zones,” said Hawerchuk, whose club will host the Ottawa 67’s here Saturday night.

One of the top defensive teams through the first half of the season, the Colts have fallen right off the rails trying to keep the puck out of their own net of late.

Barrie has given up an alarming 35 goals in its last five games.

Sure the young goaltending duo of Mackenzie Blackwood and Daniel Gibl have struggled of late, but Barrie’s defensive problems right now are much more than that.

For one, their play in their own end has been atrocious.

In Thursday’s loss, Barrie gave up at least six odd-man breaks and that was just in the first period alone.

Messed up coverage in their defensive zone and turnovers are killing the club right now.

Support from the forwards hasn’t been there.

 Barrie can’t allow this to continue if they have any shot of turning things around.

“No, you can’t,” Hawerchuk said of allowing the poor defensive play to continue. “We talk about it all the time. Our third forward gets diving in at times, nobody is covering for the (defencemen). That’s another case. Guys are pressing, they’re trying to win the game in one shift.

“It’s a process and sometimes that part gets lost. It’s everybody. Even the goaltenders, they’re trying to do too much. Then our (defencemen) are trying to do too much. Our forwards try to do too much at the other end. You get down a couple and everybody starts cheating and now it compounds.”

First and foremost, they have to stop digging themselves these deep holes early on that they can’t get out of.

In Owen Sound, they fell behind 4-1 after just 20 minutes. Against the Frontenacs on Thursday, sure Barrie pushed hard in the third and cut the Kingston lead to 8-6, but they fell short thanks to a 4-1 deficit they racked up after the first period.

Last Saturday, fans were buzzing when Barrie rallied to score three straight in the third period against London to cut the Knights lead to 5-4.

The comeback fell short. A 3-1 hole they dug after the first period didn’t help.

It was simply too little, too late. Playing 20 minutes of hockey isn’t good enough.

The Colts entered a busy week with a four very winnable games.

They’ve dropped the first two and after Saturday’s contest against a desperate Ottawa team that is fighting for its playoff lives, Barrie will head back to Owen Sound on Monday night for a rescheduled date with the Attack (from a postponed game in late January).

Will it be more of the same? 

“We’re not playing well, simple,” Hawerchuk said after Thursday’s thrashing. “I’ve been through this before and you just got to stay positive and simplify your game. Sometimes, when you’re young and you don’t have that experience, everybody tries to do too much.

“All of a sudden, one guy gets beat and this guy is running to his guy and that guy is running to his guy and their guy scores a goal.”

Following Thursday’s pounding, the Colts stayed in their dressing room for quite some time, holding a team meeting in an effort to figure out how to turn things around.

The players can say all the right things, talk about how everything will be just fine, but it won’t matter one bit if they follow it up with an effort like they displayed in Owen Sound and Kingston.

Hawerchuk made it clear that he and his coaching staff will keep working, pushing to get things turned around.

“As a coaching staff, as I told the guys, we don’t quit, dig our head in the sand,” he said. “We keep coaching. Even when it’s 7-2, 6-1 or whatever you want, we’re still going to battle and coach. We’ve learned that’s the only way you make a turn. That’s what we’re going to continue to do.”

It’s not enough to score a pretty goal when your team is way behind. It’s not enough to show up for one period.

The Colts are better team than this.

But if they don’t want to be, what a waste and shame that would be.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.
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Bishop sets Lightning record with win against Devils
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Three Stars of the Game

Ben Bishop

1st

Ben Bishop

G

SA: 23 TOI: 60:00 

GA: 0 EV: 22-22 

PIM: 0 PP: 1-1 

SV%: 1.000 SH: 0-0 

Valtteri Filppula

2nd

Valtteri Filppula

C

G: 0 Shots: 2 

A: 2 Hits: 1 

PTS: 2 PIM: 0 

+/-: 2 TOI: 19:00 

Michael Kostka

3rd

Michael Kostka

D

G: 1 Shots: 3 

A: 1 Hits: 0 

PTS: 2 PIM: 0 

+/-: 2 TOI: 16:16 

TAMPA -- Goalie Ben Bishop set a Tampa Bay Lightning record in style Saturday night.

Bishop made 23 saves in a 3-0 victory against the New Jersey Devils at Tampa Bay Times Forum. The win was his 31st of the season, which broke a tie with Nikolai Khabibulin, who won 30 in 2002-03.

"It's special," Bishop said. "It's something I don't really stop and think about right now; maybe at the end of the season. We've got some games left, so hopefully I can add to that. It's a team thing; the guys in front of me, I wouldn't be here without them."

The shutout was the fifth of the season for Bishop, the eighth of his career. This is the 27-year-old's first season as a No. 1 NHL goaltender after playing rarely for the St. Louis Blues and Ottawa Senators in parts of four seasons prior to being traded to Tampa Bay.

"You're watching the growth of Ben Bishop," Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. "He's picking up points for us. He's been that guy that has let up two or less [goals] all year. You need your goaltender to stop the ones he should and then come up with one that was a big one. That was it. You want to be a starting goalie in this League, that's what you have to do."

Tampa Bay (36-24-7) maintained a two-point advantage over the Montreal Canadiens for third place in the Atlantic Division. Bishop is 31-11-6 with a 2.10 goals-against average and .929 save percentage.

Defenseman Michael Kostka scored in a second consecutive game and had an assist. He gave Tampa Bay a 2-0 lead after he pinched to the left of the crease and gathered a pass from Ondrej Palat. Kostka pulled the puck to his backhand and beat Devils goalie Martin Brodeur with 3:02 remaining and the teams skating 4-on-4.

Standing beside the net in the offensive zone is an unusual place for a defenseman to be, but Kostka had a good explanation.

"I was lost," he said. "I don't know. I just kind of jumped in there and tried to trust my instincts to get into a situation where I was able to get a shot and it went in."

Kostka has four goals and four assists in 16 NHL games this season. He scored in a 5-4 win against the Florida Panthers on Thursday.

Valtteri Filppula had his second assist, his sixth in his past three games. Palat has three goals and four assists in his past four games.

Nate Thompson made it 3-0 with 3:19 remaining after he took a cross-ice pass from J.T. Brown and slipped the puck through Brodeur's pads for his ninth goal of the season.

B.J. Crombeen scored his third goal of the season 12:26 into the second period for the 1-0 lead. He deflected a shot by Kostka from the blue line past Brodeur with Ryan Malone, in front of the New Jersey net, obscuring the goalie's view.

The goal came 67 seconds after Brodeur stopped a Brown penalty shot. Brown, on a breakaway, was pulled down from behind by New Jersey defenseman Jon Merrill. Brodeur took Brown's attempt with his glove, the ninth successful stop of a penalty shot in 12 against during his career.

Brodeur made 17 saves before the Lightning scored, several worthy of a highlight reel, including a glove save on a shot Steven Stamkos blasted from the slot.

"You feel when you make a couple of big saves it sparks the team offensively, but Tampa Bay is a pretty good hockey team," Brodeur said. "We gave it a push in the third period but they played well. They were tight, and every time we tried to cheat they made us pay. They played well defensively and that created their offense."

Cooper attributed it to a renewed emphasis on the basics.

"One of the big things we have been pushing here is our structure," Cooper said. "It kind of got away from us a little bit. I thought it was huge for us. We weren't giving up the odd-man rushes and we were coming back [into our zone] as a pack in numbers. On the bench, everybody was pushing every other line, and it was a positive feeling."

New Jersey lost back-to-back games in Florida, after a 5-3 setback against the Panthers when Cory Schneider was in goal. The Devils were shut out for the eighth time this season.

"It's a disappointing trip, but no one is turning the lights out," New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer said. "The season's not over and we have to go on a run here and take advantage of our home games."

The Devils (29-26-13), sixth in the Metropolitan Division, start a five-game homestand Tuesday against the Boston Bruins.

The Lightning complete their six-game homestand Monday against the Vancouver Canucks.

"I told the guys after the game that the way we played tonight not only wins games in the regular season, it wins games in the [Stanley Cup Playoffs]," Cooper said.
Hounds slip by Spirit 6-5 in Saginaw's first match since Terry Trafford's tragic death 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Saturday, March 15, 2014 12:18:11 EDT AM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Being a healthy scratch four times in the last three weeks affected Jorgen Karterud in two ways.

It made him angry.

It made him better.

Karterud scored twice and set up another Friday, playing one of his best games of the season as the Soo Greyhounds hung on to defeat the Saginaw Spirit 6-5 before 4,481 at Essar Centre.

It was the Spirit's first game since 20-year-old Saginaw forward Terry Trafford was found dead in his vehicle Tuesday.

Authorities say he died of asphyxiation and police believe his death was self-inflicted.

In a show of solidarity, the Greyhounds organization paid tribute to the Toronto native prior to the start of the game.

An emotionally-charged night for both teams led to sloppy play.

But Karterud, a 19-year-old native of Oslo, Norway, made the most of his opportunities, playing in his third consecutive game.

“Sitting out was a wake-up call,” said the six-foot-five, 195-pound winger. “It bothered me. It's pretty natural for every player – you don't want to be out of the lineup.”

Head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose team has just two regular season games remaining, spoke of how benching Karterud was done, in part, to try to get him going.

“And there were other guys who deserved to play more,” the coach added. “But we wanted to reset him a little, to let him know he had to get better. He was really good with the puck tonight and it was nice to see him have a good game.”

Karterud scored last Friday night in Sarnia and played well two days later in Windsor.

But before notching his goal against the Sting, the first-year player hadn't scored since Jan. 19 in Owen Sound.

He went 12 straight games without a goal.

Keefe spoke of how Karterud combines size with skill.

“But he needs to keep his feet moving and win little battles,” said the coach, whose team entertains London Sunday at 2 p.m. before closing the regular season Monday night in Saginaw. “When he has the puck more often, he's good.”

Karterud, who has 10 goals and 13 assists in 43 games, said he knows Keefe expects more from him.

“I know I have the potential to help the team and sitting out got me going,” said Karterud, taken by the Hounds in the 2013 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft. “It resets your mind.”

Both of Karterud's goals Friday were the result of fortunate bounces.

With the home team leading 2-0, Karterud took a nifty feed from Alex Gudbranson, cut to the middle of the ice and beat Spirit netminder Nikita Serebryakov on the backhand.

The goal came at the 19:53 mark of the first period.

“Nikita had a tough night,” admitted Saginaw head coach Greg Gilbert.

With the Soo up 4-1 midway through the middle stanza, Michael Bunting's shot hit a Spirit defender and bounced right to Karterud, who fired the puck quickly, giving his team a 5-1 lead.

“I played with confidence tonight and when things are going your way, you get the bounces,” admitted Karterud, whose team held a 34-33 edge in shots.

Ahead just 5-4 late in the third, Karterud drove the net and Charley Graaskamp, displaying slick hands, slipped the rebound past Serebryakov for his first OHL goal at 18:55.

But the resilient visitors weren't done.

Justin Kea took advantage of a Gudbranson turnover to beat Matt Murray, completing the scoring with just 27 seconds left in regulation.

“This was a really strange game,” said Keefe, whose club rested veterans Darnell Nurse, Andrew Fritsch, Patrick Watling and Tyler Gaudet, while improving to 43-17-1-5. “There was a lot of emotion coming into the game and that was an emotionally-powerful (pregame) ceremony. For the most part, I was happy with how we played.”

Bryan Moore, who also scored twice and set up another for the Hounds, spoke of the “awkward situation” the two teams faced. “It was an emotional night.”

The Greyhounds started slowly and were outshot by a wide margin through the first eight minutes.

“It's hard to get motivated after you've clinched the division,” admitted Sergey Tolchinsky, a standout for the winners with a goal and two assists. “It wasn't a perfect game, but we got the win.”

Jared McCann also impressed, adding a pair of assists for the Greyhounds. Kea scored twice in defeat while Jacob Ringuette contributed a goal and an assist. Luke Cairns and Mitchell Stephens rounded out the scoring and Justin Sefton added a pair of assists.

“No one should ever go through this. But with what they've been through, I'm absolutely proud of our guys,” said Gilbert, whose team fell to 32-29-4-1. “There's a lot of emotion going through our guys, but playing was good therapy for them.”

Saginaw holds sixth place in the Western Conference, one point up on seventh-place Owen Sound (30-29-3-5), a 4-2 loser to London Friday. The Spirit has two games left, the Attack just one.

Whichever team finishes seventh will become the Hounds first-round playoff opponent. The best-of-seven series is tentatively scheduled to begin Friday and Saturday at Essar Centre.

Hounds need to focus against visiting Spirit 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, March 13, 2014 10:04:52 EDT PM  
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It can be hard enough to focus when you're playing a meaningless, late-season game.

But the fact the Soo Greyhounds are facing the Saginaw Spirit tonight, three days after the death of veteran Saginaw forward Terry Trafford, and their chore becomes an even-more-difficult challenge.

Start time at Essar Centre is 7:07 p.m.

“It'll be hard,” said veteran Hounds defenceman Tyler Hore, who knew Trafford. “It'll be hard on everyone knowing no one expected this.”

Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe agreed.

“Tough on our players,” said Keefe, whose club has already clinched the OHL's West Division title and the No. 2 seed once the Western Conference playoffs begin. “It's a difficult time. It's made an impact on the hockey community at all levels.”

On Tuesday, Trafford, a 20-year-old Toronto native, was found dead inside of his vehicle parked at a Saginaw Township Walmart.

He'd been missing for eight days.

On Thursday, a medical examiner ruled Trafford's cause of death as asphyxiation, according to the Michigan State Police.

And police believe Trafford's death was self-inflicted.

“This has really impacted the Spirit organization,” added Keefe, whose club takes a 42-17-1-5 record into tonight's clash. “And we've talked to our players and let them know that we're here for them.”

The Greyhounds have planned a special pregame tribute to Trafford, who was in his fourth season with the Spirit.

The tribute will include a video presentation and participation by both teams in honouring Trafford.

As well, the Hounds helmets will bear a decal with the initials TT and the number 16. The team plans to have the decal attached to its helmets for the remainder of the regular season and playoffs.

The 18-year-old (1995 birth year) Hore played briefly with Trafford as members of the Mississauga Reps minor midgets during the 2009-2010 season.

A Mississauga native, Hore was skating with that organization's bantam team, but was a frequent call-up by the minor midgets.

“We talked all the time when I got called up,” Hore said. “He was always smiling.”

The two went their separate ways, with Trafford drafted by the Spirit in 2010 and Hore, one year later, by the Oshawa Generals.

And during their days as OHL rivals, “we'd say 'Hi' to each other on the ice,” Hore added. “Knowing him when I was younger, this comes as a big shock. It was devastating news to hear.”

“It's opened everyone's eyes around the league,” said veteran Greyhounds forward Dylan Corson. “If you need help, you need to ask for it. You never expect these things to happen and we'll never really know why. It shook everyone.”

Hore thinks Trafford's death, though difficult to deal with, will serve to motivate his Saginaw teammates tonight.

Corson, a 20-year-old (1994) Toronto native who wasn't acquainted with Trafford, agreed.

“We'll have to be ready,” he said. “I'm expecting a great game.”

Saginaw (32-28-4-1) comes in holding sixth place in the Western Conference, just a single point up on seventh-place Owen Sound (30-28-3-5). The Spirit has three games remaining, the Attack two.

As for the Hounds approach, Corson said he and his teammates need to maintain their focus tonight.

“The ceremonies will bring out a lot of emotion, but once the puck drops we have to put it behind us for 60 minutes,” Corson added. “We have to execute our game plan and do whatever it takes to win the game.”

The Hounds were to play in Saginaw on Wednesday, but that game was postponed and has been rescheduled for Monday night, the day after the regular season was to end.

The scheduling change is surely not something the Hounds wanted. They're now forced to delay playoff preparations, while playing three times over a four-day span.

“It's not ideal,” Keefe admitted. “But given the circumstances, we're more than willing to accommodate the Spirit organization. This is a tragic situation on a lot of levels.”

Keefe plans to start veteran Matt Murray in goal tonight with rookie Brandon Halverson slated to play against London Sunday afternoon (2 p.m.) here.

Halverson, the most-recent Canadian Hockey League netminder of the week, is also scheduled to face the Spirit Monday night.

Keefe also spoke of how his lineup with be minus veterans for all three remaining regular season games.

Tonight, the plan is for defenceman Darnell Nurse, and overage forwards Andrew Fritsch, Tyler Gaudet and Patrick Watling to sit out.

Still, the Hounds coach said his players “will be competitive and will play to win. We want to see more of what we've seen in the last two games. We want to see good habits.”

The Hounds are fresh from a 7-0 win in Sarnia last Friday and a 5-1 win over Windsor two days later.

While meeting with the media in Saginaw Thursday, Spirit president Craig Goslin said no one associated with the team saw this coming.

“Everybody around Terry that loved him, the coaches, the players, former players, his billets, none of us ever saw any sign of depression,” Goslin told MLive.com. “If he had depression, he certainly had it hidden pretty deep.”

In early March, Trafford was disciplined by the Spirit for an undisclosed violation of the team's rules.

He disappeared after being informed he was being sent home by the club.

Goslin said he is “devastated” by Trafford's death.

Boy, was I wrong about Hounds -- RUICCI COLUMN 4
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I believed they were too young.

But maybe I'm too old?

And now that the Greyhounds are into the final few days of the regular season, with a West Division title under their belts, it's time for the crow to be served to those who deserve to choke on it.

Make mine well done.

Honestly, I could never have imagined this team would be in this position.

With a 42-17-1-5 record and three regular season games remaining, the Hounds are preparing to enter the playoffs as the Western Conference's No. 2 seed.

I picked them for seventh in the conference.

Instead, they'll finish fourth in the points parade, behind only powerhouses Guelph, Erie and London.

The 2012-2013 Greyhounds graduated two elite defencemen (Ryan Sproul and Colin Miller), and offensive producers Nick Cousins (103 points), Brandon Alderson (28 goals), David Broll (54 points) and Michael Schumacher (20 goals, 50 points).

This team lost its top five scorers and six of its top eight.

Not only that, but the Hounds were set to open the 2013-2014 campaign with just three 19-year-old (1994 birth year) players with OHL experience: Matt Murray, Alex Gudbranson and Dylan Staples.

Jorgen Karterud, taken in the 2013 CHL Import Draft, brought the number of '94s to four.

Now sure, the Soo was returning some impressive younger players.

But in the OHL, the best junior hockey league in the world, when you're a very young and inexperienced team, you're basically walking a tightrope without a safety net beneath you.

And yet, Hounds GM Kyle Dubas and head coach Sheldon Keefe were confident their kiddie corps could safely march across the gorge that lies between average and very, very good.

But if you've followed this team, as a fan or media member, you've heard that many, many times before.

So often in the past, Hounds management exhibited an overwhelming effort in self-persuasion, convincing themselves they'd be a lot better than the eventual end-of-season numbers would indicate.

I mean, this West Division title is the franchise's first since the 2007-2008 campaign.

And except for the Craig Hartsburg years, the last time this franchise produced a really, really good team, cell phones were the size of carry-on luggage.

But Dubas and Keefe were right about this team.

Dubas's ability to draft – and trust the judgement of his scouts – has delivered excellent young players.

His trade for overage Patrick Watling has turned into a dandy.

Watling and the club's biggest surprise, overage centre Tyler Gaudet, have been absolute horses.

How many different things can they do?

A Swiss Army Knife would be jealous of their versatility.

And since the season began, Dubas has added 94s Bryan Moore, Jean Dupuy and Dylan Corson.

As for Keefe, what can I say that hasn't already been said? He's waved the conductor's baton brilliantly.

Young players development has often been at breakneck speed.

And while past Greyhounds teams lacked mental toughness, often letting one loss beat them twice, Keefe completely changed the mindset.

I wrote three or four columns over the off-season suggesting Dubas had a lot of work to do to augment his young roster with veteran talent.

But all along, he and Keefe and the Hounds assistant coaches believed they'd be just fine with the players on hand.

And they were right.

As soon as the season began, the 2013-2014 Hounds took off like a group of soldiers on a three-day pass.

This is a highly-skilled, determined hockey club.

And veteran Matt Murray has provided standout netminding.

Asked if he takes satisfaction in proving some media, fans and – let's be honest – rival GMs wrong, Dubas said no.

“Did people misjudge our organization? Sure,” he said. “But I'm not the type of person to say: 'I told you so.'”

Dubas went on to say his greatest satisfaction this season has to do with seeing the Soo's coaches and players rewarded.

“Our coaches, for the incredible amount of work they put in over the summer and during the year,” the GM explained. “And the players for totally buying into the system the coaches worked so hard to put in place. We absolutely maximized this regular season.”

No doubt about it.

It's surely something we haven't seen a lot of in this city.

Folks, 'The Times They Are a-Changin' is a line from a Bob Dylan song of the same name.

It's old -- 1964 to be exact -- but suddenly very relevant when you consider what's happening with the Soo Greyhounds.

Hounds Halverson continues strong play 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Sunday, March 9, 2014 7:25:30 EDT PM  
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Brandon Halverson loves the increased workload.

And he's playing like it.

Making his second consecutive start for the first time this season, Halverson backstopped the Soo Greyhounds to a 5-1 victory over the Windsor Spitfires Sunday, before 5,733 at the WFCU Centre.

“Feels pretty good,” said Halverson, who made 33 saves and was named First Star for the second time in a nine-day period.

The Traverse City, Mich., native was also selected First Star in the Hounds 2-1 win over Kitchener here on March 1.

Friday, he was chosen Second Star following the Hounds 7-0 whitewash of the Sting in Sarnia.

And, with an eye towards giving first-stringer Matt Murray a rest before the playoffs begin, head coach Sheldon Keefe plans to start Halverson on Wednesday when the Greyhounds play their final regular season road game in Saginaw.

Asked about his string of selections as a game star, Halverson said: “That feels really good. I'm finally breaking out and making the key saves to help the team win.”

“I thought he was excellent and a huge part of the penalty-killing,” said head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club held the Spitfires scoreless over nine power-play opportunities, including a pair of extended two-man advantages. “He battled hard and he's had two real-good starts in a row now.”

Halverson, a 17-year-old rookie, said he felt he was a little shaky on some of the saves he made Friday in Sarnia.

“I wasn't that crisp,” he added. “But today (Sunday) I felt as if everything came together. I was good positionally and reading the play well.”

Keefe spoke of how Halverson's opportunity to play has been made somewhat more difficult by the fact the team has already clinched the OHL's West Division crown.

Because of that, the coach has chosen to rest some key people.

Overage Andrew Fritsch sat out Sunday in order to get some rest, while fellow overage Pat Watling, who's been bothered by flu-like symptoms, could have played.

However, Keefe chose to sit him out as well.

“Guys are somewhat lax” after clinching, Keefe noted. “But Halverson has battled extremely hard.”

The Hounds coach also spoke of how he thought his club was “excellent” in the first period, limiting Windsor's shots until penalties struck.

“But we got real casual in the second period,” said Keefe, whose club was outshot 16-6 in the middle frame and 34-31 overall. “No one did anything in the second period. But we got back on the attack in the third.”

The visitors scored four unanswered goals in the final frame after leaving the ice tied 1-1 after 40 minutes.

Darnell Nurse, whose ice time was cut in order to give him some rest, notched a power-play goal at the 2:35 mark of the third period.

Nurse's point shot beat Spits netminder Dalen Kuchmey up high. Less than three minutes later, a Windsor turnover resulted in Jared McCann's 27th goal and a 3-1 Hounds lead.

Jean Dupuy redirected a Tyler Ganly point shot past Kuchmey at the 10:07 mark to make it 4-1.

Sergey Tolchinsky, who also added three assists, and Tyler Hore had the other Soo goals. Tolchinsky's 30th of the season came on the power play.

Josh Ho-Sang took advantage of a Greyhound miscue and beat Halverson with a backhander midway through the opening frame.

“It wasn't our best game as a team, but our third period was pretty good,” said Tolchinsky, who has three goals and four assists in his last two games.

“We took too many penalties in the second period,” added David Miller, who contributed a pair of assists. “We have to go into games and forget about the fact that we've already clinched the division. It's hard to get motivated, but we played well in the third.”

Notes: Hounds GM Kyle Dubas said the first two games of the Hounds first-round playoff series have been tentatively set. The plan is for the Soo to open with Game 1 on March 21 at Essar Centre.

Game 2 would be played 24 hours later before the series shifts to the home of the Hounds first-round opponent.

“We have agreements in place with Owen Sound, Saginaw and Plymouth and all the playoff dates are the same,” said Dubas.

However dates won't be finalized until seventh place in the conference, presently held by Owen Sound, is clinched.

Meantime, first-year winger Michael Bunting, who's been sidelined since suffering a torn medial collateral ligament (MCL) in his right leg on Jan. 16, is scheduled to return to the lineup Wednesday in Saginaw.

Spirit forward Terry Trafford has been missing for nearly a week, the team confirmed in a statement released Sunday night.

The 20-year-old (1994 birth year) was last seen March 3 at 9:30 a.m.

“We currently have no further comment until the professionals searching for him complete their work,” the statement said. “The entire Spirit organization is very concerned for the young man and we hope and pray that he is safe and found soon.”

Trafford, a Toronto native, hasn't played in a game since Feb. 17. In his fourth OHL season, Trafford has eight goals and 24 assists in 54 games.

Halverson wins one for deceased friend 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Friday, March 7, 2014 11:25:53 EST PM  
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The news hit Brandon Halverson hard, like a slap shot to the mask.

The Soo Greyhounds netminder learned Friday morning an old hockey friend, 17-year-old Ryan Fischer, had died in his sleep overnight, apparently the result of an enlarged heart.

"It shocked me,” said Halverson, who'd played against Fischer for years growing up and also played with him over the summer months.

A native of Traverse City, Mich., Halverson dedicated his performance to Fischer Friday, and wound up backstopping the Hounds to a 7-0 win over the Sarnia Sting before 2,955 in Sarnia.

"I wanted to play well in his memory, to honour him,” said the 17-year-old Halverson, a Greyhounds rookie. “I realized life can be short and anything can happen tomorrow. Getting the shutout in his honour was the best feeling.”

The shutout was Halverson's second of the season and, coupled with Matt Murray's six, gives the Hounds eight overall.

Fischer was a senior and a three-sport star, excelling in hockey, baseball and football at Grandville High School. Grandville, Mich., is a suburb of Grand Rapids.

He was to attend the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, where he planned to study aerospace engineering.

"He was a really great guy,” added Halverson, who made 35 saves on a night when both teams recorded 35 shots.

The six-foot-four, 180-pounder said he was a little nervous before the game, noting how Fischer “was in my thoughts. But once the helmet goes on, it's game time.”

"I was happy to see him get the shutout, but I've seen him play better,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose team clinched the OHL's West Division title Thursday night when Windsor lost 8-3 to Saginaw. “He battled hard, but I thought he fought the puck at times. Still, it was a good night for him.”

Despite sitting out veterans Darnell Nurse, Pat Watling and Tyler Gaudet, who've been workhorses for the 2013-2014 Hounds, the club improved its record to 41-17-1-5.

The Sting fell to 16-41-2-5.

"With three key people in the stands, it can make players relax going into the game,” said Keefe. “But I thought our guys played hard and capitalized on the chances we got.”

Sting head coach Trevor Letowski thought the score didn't indicate how his team had played.

"The score doesn't do it justice. It wasn't a 7-0 game that's for sure,” he told the Sarnia Observer newspaper, adding “were we good enough to win? Probably not, but if you're sitting at home just reading the box score, it's not a 7-0 game.”

Sergey Tolchinsky led the visitors with two goals, including one highlight-reel marker, and one assist. It marked the Moscow native's first multiple-goal game since Dec. 7, when he scored twice in a 5-4 overtime win in Saginaw.

Asked about the drought, Tolchinsky said he doesn't think about such things.

"I just think about the team,” he said. “I thought we played a really good game. Everyone was excited.”

"I hope it gets him going,” said Keefe, whose club enjoys an off day today before concluding its trip Sunday afternoon in Windsor. “Sergey was very creative tonight and nights like this can spark something.”

Leading 3-0 after two periods, the Hounds exploded in the final frame, pumping an additional four goals past Sting netminder Taylor Dupuis.

Bryan Moore notched a goal and an assist while Blake Speers, Dylan Corson, Jorgen Karterud and Tyler Hore added singles for the winners. Defenceman Tyler Ganly contributed a pair of assists and was a standout for the Soo.

"We were a little shaky at the start of the game,” said Ganly, who finished the game with a plus-minus of plus-6, giving him a team-leading plus-33 on the season. “But we got back to our systems and starting putting offensive pressure on them. It was a good win for us.”

Keefe said he plans to rest various players for the remainder of the regular season. He also expects to give Halverson his second straight start Sunday.

Hore was injured in the final period and didn't return. But Keefe said the injury to the veteran rearguard doesn't appear to be serious.

"He's got a bruised knee and is day-to-day,” the coach added.

Hounds lose in London, but clinch first place 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, March 6, 2014 11:06:56 EST PM  
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They clinched top spot in the OHL's West Division Thursday.

But the Soo Greyhounds weren't exactly donning party hats and tossing around confetti.

Instead, the Hounds were lamenting a 4-0 loss to the London Knights before 9,046 at Budweiser Gardens.

“You never want to think about clinching when you lose 4-0,” said veteran winger Andrew Fritsch, whose club was assured of the division title when second-place Windsor lost 8-3 to Saginaw.

“We wanted to clinch in style,” added netminder Matt Murray, a standout in defeat.

With a 40-17-1-5 record, good for 86 points, the Hounds are 11 points up on the Spitfires (36-24-3-0) and both teams have just five regular season games remaining.

“Guys are more disappointed with the loss than happy about clinching,” added overage Pat Watling.

After a scoreless opening period, the Knights capitalized when the puck took a crazy bounce in the Hounds zone just 10 seconds into the second frame.

Ryan Rupert's goal appeared to take something out of the visitors.

“We came unravelled. We couldn't handle the puck or make a pass,” said head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club was outshot 48-37. “What bothers me most is our overall lack of passion. We didn't have any passion to get the goal back.”

“That bad bounce put us on our heels,” added Fritsch, who agreed he and his younger teammates must learn not to allow bad breaks to overwhelm them.

Keefe, whose club is in Sarnia tonight before visiting Windsor Sunday afternoon, said his squad had too many passengers Thursday.

He praised Murray for his “excellent” performance saying the four-year veteran was “dialed in,” and this was “one of his best games” this season.

Keefe also liked what he saw from Alex Gudbranson, especially in the way the veteran defenceman made life difficult for the Knights top forwards.

“But not enough guys got it done for us,” the coach added. “It wasn't a 4-0 game. Even though we weren't playing well, it was a game for the taking.”

The score remained 1-0 until the latter half of the final period.

Josh Anderson redirected a point shot past Murray, who had no chance on the play, at the 12:11 mark.

With Murray on the bench for an extra attacker, Chris Tierney made it 3-0 at 17:43.

Murray got little help on the Knights final goal. He made the first two saves before Brett Welychka finally found the net with 1:30 left in regulation.

Knights netminder Anthony Stolarz posted the shutout and was named First Star. Murray was Star No. 2.

“We played poorly and got nearly 40 shots,” Keefe said. “But we have to generate scoring chances.”

“Stolarz was very sound, but we didn't finish our chances,” added Watling.

Murray, who called the Knights a dynamic team, said the feeling after the game was “bittersweet.”

He spoke of how the club is happy to have clinched its first division title since the 2007-2008 campaign.

Under head coach Craig Hartsburg, that year's team finished with a 44-18-2-4 mark.

“There were a lot of questions about us from outside of the organization before the season started,” Murray said. “But this proves how good a team we have.”

By clinching the division, the Hounds will enter the playoffs as the Western Conference's No. 2 seed.

As long as they win, they'll be guaranteed home ice for at least the first two rounds of post-season play.

“I think when our heads hit the pillow tonight we'll think about what we've accomplished,” added Keefe, who took over here in early December of 2012. “We don't want to lose sight of that. We proved a lot of people wrong and we have a lot to be proud of.”

Now that his club has clinched, Keefe said he has the luxury of giving some of his players a well-deserved rest in order to make sure they're ready for the playoffs.

Following this road trip, the Hounds return home before visiting Saginaw next Wednesday.

They close out the regular season at home against Saginaw, one week from tonight, and London, on March 16.

Red-hot Haines a heck of an addition -- RUICCI COLUMN 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, March 6, 2014 9:30:14 EST PM  
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It isn't a coincidence.

Since they acquired centre Darcy Haines, the Soo Thunderbirds have been a different hockey team.

In fact, they continue to be ranked as the No. 1 Canadian Junior Hockey League squad in the country.

These are the stories sports writers and columnists live for: Talented veteran player comes in and catches fire, and his new team follows suit.

In what has proven to be a master stroke, T-Birds general manager Kevin Cain acquired the 20-year-old Haines from the Central Canada Hockey League's Pembroke Lumber Kings in early November.

The transaction cost the T-Birds defenceman Fraser Turner and cash.

“Maybe the most-relevant deal I've made,” admitted Cain, in his fifth season as the Soo's GM.

Haines's first game with the Soo was a Nov. 10 contest in North Bay.

The T-Birds lost 3-2 – their third straight setback.

But after that, with Haines helping trigger what has turned into the NOJHL's best offence, and Joel Horodziejczyk providing superb netminding, the T-Birds took flight.

They won an amazing 25 games in a row.

And Haines, over 31 Thunderbirds games, is averaging an extraordinary two points-per-game.

Imagine?

The Val Caron, Ont., native has 20 goals and 42 assists over the last four months.

He has at least one point in 25 games.

Nine times he's finished games with three points.

Twice, Haines has registered four points in a game. He also has a five-point outing and a six-point game.

This weekend, the Soo wraps up the best regular season in franchise history with home games against Sudbury on Saturday night and Elliot Lake Sunday afternoon.

When the significance of Haines's addition was mentioned to Jordan Smith, the T-Birds head coach didn't hesitate.

“It's the biggest move we could have made,” Smith said. “He's done so much.”

The six-foot, 195-pounder combines smarts with skills. He sees the ice, anticipates plays and uses his gifts to make those around him better.

“He's lifted Burbach to a new level,” Smith added.

No doubt.

Thunderbirds captain and star left-winger Gavin Burbach enters the final weekend of the regular season with 47 goals and 37 assists, good for a league-leading 84 points.

And while Sault native Anthony Miller had success centring Burbach early in the season, the Haines-Burbach duo has erupted.

“It's definitely the most fun I've ever had playing hockey,” said Haines, who put up 101 points in 57 games a season ago for the NOJHL's Sudbury Nickel Barons.

The NOJHL MVP last season, Haines spent two years in Sudbury.

Anxious to grab an NCAA scholarship south of the border, Haines wanted to show what he could at another level. But after 22 games in Pembroke, he returned to the NOJHL.

“I've never been on a winning team to this extent,” said Haines, whose club carries a stunning 46-5-1-2 (wins, losses, ties overtime losses) record into this weekend. “There's nothing like winning.”

Smith spoke of how he and Haines had their differences early on.

“But he's completely bought in since then and he's become a great leader for us.” the coach said.

“He lets you know who's boss,” added Haines, who said he's never been this hot before. “He demands the best of you and our winning has a lot to do with our coaching staff.”

Haines also praised his teammates, calling the T-Birds “the best group of guys I've ever played with. We have a lot of character guys.”

And the way those 'character' guys are playing, this 2013-2014 team certainly has a legitimate chance of getting to the RBC Cup.

Gaudet and Hounds go hand-in-hand -- RUICCI COLUMN 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Monday, March 3, 2014 10:49:10 EST PM  
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Overage centre Tyler Gaudet is representative of the team he stars for, the Soo Greyhounds.

In recent years, both were kicked when they were down.

Both know all about disappointment.

But both have persevered, working extra hard to make the most of their opportunities.

Both have shown the talent many doubted.

And today it can be said: Both have come out of nowhere to excel this season.

And so here we are in early March.

And while they haven't officially clinched yet, why waste time?

Think of this as election night.

We're ready to declare the Hounds the OHL's West Division champions.

And why not?

They lead second-place Windsor by 11 points and both teams have just six games remaining.

Even a sportswriter can do the math. It's over.

The 2013-2014 Hounds will begin the playoffs as the Western Conference's No. 2 seed.

With just four road games and two at home left in the regular season, here are some numbers to consider while you get warm and fuzzy over the Greyhounds, in the midst of this bitter, bone-chilling, never-ending winter. . . .

86 – That's the Hounds (40-16-1-5) points total. If they can reach 95 before the season ends on March 16 here against London, they'll own the franchise's most productive regular season in 29 years.

Craig Hartsburg's 2007-08 team (44-18-2-4) had 94 points.

In 1984-85, Terry Crisp led his team to 109, the result of a 54-11-1 mark. That's the best in Hounds history.

26 – Gaudet's goal total. Once he hit 20 – a number he'd never before reached at any junior level – the one-time free agent set his sights on getting 30 goals. He needs four in the Hounds final six games. Not easy. But with all he's accomplished this season, would you bet against him?

2-- Where the Hounds penalty-killers rank in the 20-team loop. How many times has the PK unit bailed this club out?

Whether it's Gaudet and Patrick Watling up front, or Andrew Fritsch and Jared McCann frustrating the opposition, this unit has shone.

And Darnell Nurse, Alex Gudbranson, Tyler Ganly and Tyler Hore have superbly held down the back end.

Of course, your goalie is your best penalty-killer and Matt Murray is also to be lauded for this team killing off 83.8% of the opposition's power-play chances.

20 – This is where the Hounds rank in penalty minutes. That's right, they're the least-penalized team in the league, averaging just 11.0 minutes-per-contest.

Owen Sound leads the league at 17.2.

Under Sheldon Keefe, this club is so disciplined. And this stat goes hand-in-hand with their PK proficiency.

The Greyhounds don't burn out their top penalty-killers by having them kill off infraction after infraction.

5 – Blake Speers rank among OHL rookie scorers.

With 17 goals and 19 assists, the Sault native has been a very solid contributor in his first season.

Poised, skilled, fast and highly-competitive, Speers is a player.

Sure, he needs to get bigger and stronger, but taken 11th overall in last year's draft, Speers may wind up making teams higher in the draft wish they'd called his name.

7 – Alex Gudbranson's goal total. Talk about a strange stat. The Orleans, Ont., native has more goals than assists, six.

Gudbranson is tied for 81st in scoring among OHL defencemen and no one in front of him has more goals than assists.

And consider this: The defensive-minded rearguard came into this season with just eight career goals in 177 games.

He's within one of that total in just 61 starts this season.

But he's been in the right place at the right time and he's shot the puck real well.

Storm squeaks by Hounds 2


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Sunday, March 2, 2014 7:48:29 EST PM  
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Make it four.

As in four tight games.

As in four gut-wrenching losses.

But as far as the Soo Greyhounds are concerned, Sunday's 4-3 shootout loss to the Guelph Storm, before 4,027 at Essar Centre, produced many more positives than negatives.

"Losing a shootout doesn't change anything,” said head coach Sheldon Keefe. "We did a lot of good things today. They're the best team in the league, but we can play with these guys.”

"We know we played a good game and we'll build off of the positives,” said Hounds netminder Matt Murray, who was a standout for the home side.

The Greyhounds lost 5-3 to the Storm here on Feb. 14 and 5-3 in Guelph on Jan. 3. Both games ended with Guelph scoring into an empty net.

The Soo also blew leads of 3-0 and 4-1, before losing 6-5 in overtime at Sleeman Centre on Dec. 19. Robby Fabbri scored with .2 seconds left in regulation, before notching his third goal of the night to win it in OT.

"Sure it's frustrating. You want to end up on the right side of those games,” said Keefe. “But the points don't matter at this point. What's important is learning lessons and getting better as a team.”

Brock McGinn tucked a backhander under Murray for the lone shootout goal.

Murray had earlier stopped a Fabbri attempt, while Storm netminder Justin Nichols was a perfect 3-for-3. Jared McCann had the puck slip off of his stick while Nichols made a great glove save on Charley Graaskamp, before turning aside Blake Speers.

"We played really well,” said Murray, who was brilliant in the second period when the Hounds were outshot 18-8.

The four-year veteran made a huge save on Kerby Rychel midway through the frame, after robbing McGinn with a beautiful glove save early in the period.

"It's a tough loss to take,” Murray admitted. “It's tough losing four times to them but we know we can play with anybody in the league.”

"Matt was outstanding today,” added Keefe. “There's nothing he could have done on any of their goals.”

The Hounds were leading 2-0 and on the power play midway through the second period when a bad change cost them dearly.

The visitors wound up with a 3-on-1 and Zack Mitchell scored into a wide open net. The short-handed goal made it 2-1.

"I've never seen anything like it,” Keefe said of the line change. “Guelph has full possession of the puck and three of our guys think it's okay to change?”

Keefe spoke of how his team gave the Storm all three of its goals.

Captain Darnell Nurse took a delay-of-game penalty at 19:40 of the second period and Nick Ebert, on the ensuing face-off, blistered a shot past Murray.

The power-play goal at 19:44 tied the game 2-2.

"Once we were up 2-0, they woke up and showed how dominant they are,” Keefe said of the Storm.

David Miller, after Blake Speers worked tirelessly to keep the play alive, notched his 18th to put the Soo back in front early in the third.

But an inability to get the puck out -- “We didn't show enough urgency, Keefe said – resulted in Justin Auger's game-tying goal at 5:44.

Sergey Tolchinsky and Tyler Gaudet had the other goals for the Hounds while Speers finished with a pair of assists.

"Every time we've played them, we've given them a real run for their money,” said Speers, whose club held a 42-37 edge in shots.

"But every time we had a positive and took over the game, we gave it back,” added Nurse. “We shot ourselves in the foot.”

However, despite the setback, Nurse agreed with his teammates saying Sunday was a positive for his club.

"We know we can play with any team in the league and we want to take that mind set into the playoffs,” he added.

Like Murray, Nichols, a former Greyhound, was also particularly sharp. The St. Catharines native robbed Jean Dupuy late in regulation and Miller late in the dying seconds of overtime.

After he struggled Friday in Sudbury – the Storm blew a 5-0 lead and lost 6-5 to the Wolves – Nichols gave his team the kind of bounce-back effort it was looking for.

"Down the stretch, he made some huge saves for us today,” said Storm head coach Scott Walker, whose club improved to 48-11-2-1. “I didn't love our first period – we were watching. But we were better in the second and that was a great third period.”

By gaining a single point, the Hounds (40-16-1-5) moved 11 points up on second-place Windsor in the OHL's West Division. Both teams have six regular season games remaining.

"We've got work to do as a team to get ready for playoffs,” said Keefe, whose club is slated to visit London Thursday, Sarnia on Friday and Windsor on Sunday afternoon

Halverson backstops Hounds past Rangers 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Saturday, March 1, 2014 10:16:19 EST PM  
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Brandon Halverson felt strong and confident Saturday.

Good thing.

Because on a night when his Soo Greyhounds teammates had trouble generating scoring chances, the first-year netminder needed to be sharp.

Halverson was just that, backstopping the Hounds to a 2-1 victory over the Kitchener Rangers before 4,129 at Essar Centre.

It marked another step in the maturation process of a 17-year-old (1996 birth year) the Hounds are high on.

“He was solid tonight. He made some good saves and either directed the puck to a safe place or he held onto it,” head coach Sheldon Keefe said of Halverson, a six-foot-four, 180-pounder out of Traverse City, Mich. “We didn't give up a lot of shots, but I thought in the second period they (the Rangers) deserved a couple. But he came up big.”

Kitchener outshot the home team 10-1 over the first 12 minutes of the middle stanza. But Halverson, who made a slick toe save on a driving Scott Teskey midway through the period, was there to help his team maintain its 1-0 lead.

“He was the major difference in the game when it was 1-0,” added Keefe, whose club was outshot 25-21 overall. “He got us through the second period.”

“I felt a lot more comfortable and confident. It's been that way over the last few games,” said Halverson, the Hounds seventh-round selection in the 2012 OHL draft. “This was my best game in a while.”

Named first star for the first time in his career, Halverson barely missed posting his second OHL shutout.

With the home side protecting a 2-0 lead, a turnover led to Brent Pedersen depositing a rebound past Halverson with just 1:43 left in regulation.

Asked how he thought his understudy performed, Hounds first-string goalie Matt Murray thought Halverson was outstanding.

“He was sick,” said Murray, before adding: “I was pulling for the shutout.”

“I wanted it,” Halverson said of the clean sheet. “But it's not the end of the world.”

Patrick Watling's determination led to the Soo's first goal.

After being tripped to the ice, Watling managed to direct the puck in front, where Alex Gudbranson beat Jordan DeKort midway through the opening period.

Neither team scored again until Blake Speers notched his 17th midway through the final frame. On the scoring play, rookie Charley Graaskamp notched an assist, his first OHL point.

“He's a good goalie, big and athletic,” Rangers head coach Troy Smith said of Halverson. “He handles the puck as well as anyone in the league and he has a bright future.”

Keefe spoke of how Halverson came to the team as a raw, unfinished product.

“He's had a long way to go technically, so he can use his natural ability,” the coach added. “Mentally, he's taken strides, but he's got a ways to go.”

As is the case for almost all young goalies, learning what it takes to be a backup, when you've almost always been the No. 1 man, isn't easy.

But overall, Keefe said the Hounds are happy with Halverson's progression.

“This season has been a really good learning experience,” said Halverson, who owns a 9-6-0-0 record, a 3.09 goals against average and saves percentage of .892 in 15 appearances. “Matt has helped me a lot.”

Asked about the adjustment to playing in fewer games than he's accustomed to, Halverson admitted it hasn't been easy.

“After a while it gets real tough,” he said. “But every goalie goes through it and I have to pay my dues. This is a learning year. I want to learn as much as possible and get myself ready for the playoffs, if I'm needed, and next season.”

While Keefe was pleased to see his young netminder take another step, he said he wasn't at all happy with the way in which his club played.

“We failed to adjust to the game,” he said. “Playing against teams that systematically come at you, you have to really earn your offence.”

Keefe also spoke of how his club “needed to find different ways to generate offence, but we failed to adapt.”

Hounds prepare for Rangers, Storm 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 
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Take a quick glance at the Soo Greyhounds weekend home schedule and you're immediately drawn to Sunday's 2 p.m. start against the Ontario Hockey League's top team, the Guelph Storm.

Ranked No. 2 in the country, behind only the Western Hockey League's Kelowna Rockets, the Storm has beaten the Hounds three straight this season, including once in overtime.

But before they think about finally defeating the Storm, Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe wants his players completely focused on today's task.

“They're a desperate club,” Keefe said of the Kitchener Rangers, who're here for a 7:07 p.m. Essar Centre start.

Battling Plymouth for the eighth-and-final Western Conference playoff spot, the ninth-place Rangers entered a Friday night clash in Saginaw trailing the Whalers by seven points.

Plymouth was at home to Barrie Friday.

“They're playing to keep their season alive,” Keefe said of the Rangers. “That's a hard-working group and we expect nothing less from them.”

The Soo has beaten Kitchener 5-4 and 5-1 the last two times the teams met. The Rangers were 6-3 winners on home ice in mid-November.

“They've played us hard all season,” said Keefe, whose club defeated Sudbury 2-1 in a shootout on Wednesday in the Nickel City and takes a 39-16-1-4 record into tonight's contest. “They're hard on the puck, they shoot from everywhere and they generate a lot of shots. We have to make sure we don't look past them.”

Which isn't always an easy task.

After coming close to beating the Storm in all three head-to-head meetings, the Greyhounds would like nothing better than to defeat their conference rivals.

“Beating them would be huge for us going into the playoffs,” said defenceman Tyler Ganly. “I'm excited to play Guelph again. To win, we need to play our systems, execute well and win every battle.”

Winger Jean Dupuy called the Storm a real good team, saying the Hounds need to play “to the best of our abilities” against them.

But both Ganly and Dupuy are also determined not to overlook tonight's opponent.

“They've beaten us this year, so we can't afford to look past them at all,” Dupuy said of the Rangers.

Ganly spoke of the difficulty good clubs sometimes have after playing top opponents.

The Hounds last two games have been against Erie and Sudbury, both of whom are considered contenders to win conference championships.

The Soo defeated the Otters 8-2 here last Saturday night.

“We have to maintain the intensity we've had against Kitchener,” Ganly said.

Asked about facing the Storm, Keefe spoke of how his team needs “to take care of Saturday before Sunday. And it's difficult to do. But we've got to take care of the first challenge first.”

Asked if posting a regular season win over Guelph would aid the Hounds should the two teams meet in the playoffs, Keefe said the importance of a victory Sunday “is pretty overrated.”

He said his charges already believe they're good enough to defeat the Storm.

“We've been in all three games against them, but we've done ourselves in,” the coach added.

Keefe also spoke of how it's more important his team play very well Sunday and continue to believe in what the Greyhounds are doing as a team.

He said he'd rather see the Hounds compete hard, play a great game and lose, rather than play poorly, but somehow squeak out an undeserved victory.

“It's a big challenge,” he added. “Guelph will be rested. We want to execute well under pressure and take another step.”

Rookie netminder Brandon Halverson is expected to get the start tonight against the Rangers, allowing veteran Matt Murray to be rested prior to facing the Storm.

The only lineup change Keefe plans for tonight will see winger Jorgen Karterud return to the lineup in place of winger Trent Mallette.

The 19-year-old Karterud has been a healthy scratch for the last three games.

Hounds edge Wolves in shootout 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 
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Soo Greyhounds Colton White tries for the wrap around on Sudbury Wolves goalie Franky Palazzese during OHL action from the Sudbury Community Arena on Wednesday night. GINO DONATO/THE SUDBURY STAR/QMI AGENCY
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It was the kind of night where you need a veteran goalie to play his best.

Matt Murray did just that for the Soo Greyhounds Wednesday, backstopping the Hounds to a 2-1 shootout victory over the Sudbury Wolves before 3,089 at Sudbury Community Arena.

Not only did the Thunder Bay native make 45 saves through regulation and overtime, he stopped the Wolves only two shootout attempts.

Playing in just his third Ontario Hockey League game, Charley Graaskamp was the Soo's second shooter and his shootout goal clinched the team's second straight victory.

But it was Murray, a four-year veteran, who put his team in position to win.

“I feel as if I made timely saves, especially in the third period,” said Murray, whose club was outshot 18-9 over the final 20 minutes and 46-39 overall. “Sudbury came out firing.”

“Matt was very good. He was calm and confident in the net,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club improved to 39-16-1-4, good for a 10-point lead over second-place Windsor in the West Division.

Both the Hounds and Spits (35-22-3-0) have just eight regular season games remaining.

“Matt made a lot of saves look easy,” the Soo coach continued. “I didn't think we gave up a lot of Grade A chances, but they came at us hard in the third and they made Matt work.”

Keefe spoke of how his club played “an incomplete game. We were real good in certain areas, only at certain times.”

That meant the visitors needed to rely on Murray, who spoke of how the Wolves lone goal, scored by Brody Silk with just less than seven minutes to go in the opening frame “was flukey. I thought I could have had it. Other than that, I thought I was pretty solid.”

Overage winger Patrick Watling tied it for the Hounds with his 16th of the season six minutes later.

The game remain tied through the second and third periods, and neither club was able to convert in overtime.

After Jared McCann opened the shootout by beating Franky Palazzese with a backhand shot on the glove side, Murray made a pad save on a Nick Baptiste backhand attempt.

“I just tried to read what he was going to do,” Murray said.

That set the stage for Keefe to call on Graaskamp, a native of Eau Claire, Wisc., who signed with the Hounds on Feb. 7 and made his debut 12 days later.

Asked about his decision to go with Graaskamp, Keefe said he and his coaches “have noticed he's quite exceptional with breakaways and on shootouts in practise.”

But that doesn't mean the coach was convinced to rely on the 18-year-old (1996 birth year) in a pressure situation.

“He's a young player and I'll admit, I was a little reluctant to be honest with you,” Keefe said.

But Keefe spoke of how associate coach Joe Cirella and assistant AJ MacLean “had strong feelings that we should let Charley try.”

Asked if he was surprised to be selected for the shootout, Graaskamp said: “Oh yeah. I was nervous, but I tried to relax.”

Graaskamp made a move on Palazzese, before beating the veteran netminder high to the glove side.

Sudbury's Trevor Carrick followed by hitting the side of the net on his shootout attempt and the Hounds had their victory.

“It felt pretty good,” Graaskamp said of his shootout marker. “I was relieved when it went in.”

“We were very pleased he scored,” Keefe added. “He showed lots of patience and it was a great goal. He also really had an excellent game making some very-elite plays.”

Watling said he and his teammates played well in spurts, but could have been more proficient.

“We were on our heels in the third period, but we hung on and took it to them late in the third and in overtime,” the Sault native added. “We could have played better, but we got the two points and that's the main thing.”

The Hounds are home for a pair of games this weekend. They take on Kitchener Saturday (7:07 p.m.) and Guelph on Sunday afternoon (2 p.m.).

Hounds Bunting won't need surgery 
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Michael Bunting's worst fears have apparently been avoided.

If all goes according to plan, the first-year winger will return to the Soo Greyhounds lineup prior to the start of the Ontario Hockey League playoffs.

Bunting, an 18-year-old Scarborough, Ont., native, suffered a complete tear of the medial collateral ligament (MCL) in his right leg during a Jan. 16 contest in Windsor.

The six-foot, 175-pounder has been sidelined since.

But after seeing his doctor again earlier this week, it was determined surgery will not be needed.

“I'm thrilled. It was such a relief,” said Bunting, who'll begin lower body strength training to prepare himself to return to the Soo lineup. “I was so worried, but this is such a relief.”

While very encouraged, Hounds physiotherapist Rich Rotenberg said the team will remain cautious.

“We have to handle things the right way to make sure things continue to heal,” Rotenberg said. “We've been cleared to get back to normal activity, so we can begin stressing the (knee) joint a little more.”

Rotenberg said he'll be “more aggressive” with exercises for Bunting, but added: “We're not going to rush things.”

The plan is for Bunting, the Hounds ninth-round selection (160th overall) in the 2013 OHL draft, to do individual workouts for the next few days.

If things go well, he'll resume practise sessions with the Hounds next week.

“And we're hoping he's ready to get into a game or two before the playoffs,” Rotenberg said.

The Hounds are scheduled to conclude the regular season

with a home game against London on March 16.

“I'm just so anxious to play again,” said Bunting, who had 14 goals and 25 assists in 45 games before being injured. “I just want to get going.”

On Jan. 13, NHL Central Scouting ranked Bunting No. 37 among North American skaters in its midterm report, prior to the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

The draft is slated for June 27-28 in Philadelphia.

Hounds to face major test from Otters 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Friday, February 21, 2014 7:45:18 EST PM  
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It'll be the Erie Otters third game in as many nights.

But the head coach of the Soo Greyhounds isn't expecting fatigue to seriously limit one of the Ontario Hockey League's top teams tonight.

“I expect a real strong push from them regardless of the fact they will have played the previous two nights,” said Sheldon Keefe, whose club entertains the Otters in a 7:07 p.m. Essar Centre start.

The Greyhounds bench boss spoke of how his team must not allow itself to believe the Otters will be limited in any way.

“We've gotten into trouble thinking that way in the past,” said Keefe, whose club continues its quest to clinch first place in the West Division.

The Hounds, fresh from a 5-1 loss to Plymouth here on Wednesday night, take a 37-16-1-4 mark into a clash with OHL's second-place team overall.

After losing 2-0 in North Bay on Thursday, the Otters took a 43-12-2-0 record into a Friday night contest in Sudbury.

“The problems they pose are two-fold,” said Keefe, who spoke of Erie's skills both offensively and defensively.

Connor Brown, the league's leading scorer, entered Friday night's game with 40 goals and 71 assists in 57 starts.

Dane Fox (56-36-92), Connor McDavid (19-58-77), Andre Burakovsky (31-36-67) and Brendan Gaunce (25-35-60) also carried impressive stats lines into the Sudbury game.

With Oscar Dansk and Devin Williams, Erie also features outstanding goaltending.

Four-year veteran Adam Pelech anchors the defence for a team coached by a man, Kris Knoblauch, with an impressive defensive pedigree.

“We're going to need a real strong effort at both ends of the ice,” said Keefe, whose team has dropped five of its last seven. “We need to be very aware and very alert with how we manage the puck and coverage.”

“This is a huge test for our team,” added defenceman Alex Gudbranson. “Our defensive-zone coverage will have to be flawless and we'll have to play as simple and tough as we have all season.”

It remains to be seen whether Gaunce centres Brown and Fox tonight or whether that task falls to the 17-year-old (1997 birth year) McDavid, who was granted Exceptional Player status and taken first overall by the Otters in the 2012 Priority Selections draft.

Keefe said he plans to have his top defensive pair of Gudbranson and Darnell Nurse go head-to-head with whichever line McDavid is centering.

“In our review of video, his speed presents a lot of problems,” Keefe said of McDavid, who is eligible for the 2015 NHL Entry Draft.

In their only previous meeting this season, the Otters stopped the Soo 3-0 on Nov. 15 at the Erie Insurance Arena.

The Soo managed to curtail Erie's top guns for nearly the entire game before Fox scored an empty-netter with 1:06 left in regulation.

Dylan Strome and Patrick Murphy scored second period goals for the Otters.

“We did a good job against their top guys in that first meeting,” said Keefe. “But their depth guys hurt us. And they do have solid depth.”

“We're definitely excited to play them. They're a great team and they play both ends of the ice very well,” added overage winger Pat Watling. “We'll have to be solid at both ends, capitalize on our chances and not let the scoring power on that team overwhelm us.”

Veteran Matt Murray is expected to start in goal tonight while Keefe said he plans to go with the same lineup the Hounds iced against Plymouth.

Following tonight's game, the Soo visits Sudbury Wednesday night.

Watling seeks to make most of his final weeks in OHL 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, February 20, 2014 10:47:43 EST PM  
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He hadn't thought about it until shortly after the Christmas Break.

But now, the end is quickly approaching.

Patrick Watling realizes his days as a Major A hockey player are winding down.

And the 20-year-old left-winger is determined to make the most of them.

“It's obviously a sad time. It's not something you look forward to,” said Watling, who was born in Hamilton before moving to the Sault at the age of two. “It's been a great journey.”

Made extra special, he admits, by having the opportunity to play his overage season with his hometown team, the Soo Greyhounds.

After two seasons with the Ontario Hockey League's Guelph Storm, Watling was acquired by the Greyhounds last summer in exchange for a fourth-round draft choice.

It's wound up being a steal for the Hounds as Watling has blossomed into an outstanding, two-way player who has contributed to this year's team in numerous ways.

Highly-adept at blocking shots, the six-foot, 185-pounder has proven to be a strong defender and penalty-killer.

More than that, he's produced 15 goals and 32 assists despite very little power-play time over the team's 58 games.

At plus-32, Watling is also the Greyhounds team leader in plus-minus.

“He's been excellent,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club owns a 37-16-1-4 record and boasts of the fourth-highest points total, 79, in the 20-team loop. “He has great defensive instincts and he's gotten better every game.”

General manager Kyle Dubas, the man who acquired Watling, spoke of how valuable the player has been to the 2013-2014 club.

The majority of “his production has come at even-strength,” Dubas said. “He's taken his offensive game to a whole other level. And he's got the puck all the time. He protects it well.”

It's that ability to possess the puck that impresses Keefe, who favours a puck-possession style of play.

“He hates to give up the puck and so this is an ideal system for him,” Keefe added. “He's really a perfect player for how we want to play.”

And Dubas, who treats hockey's plus-minus statistic with disdain, said he believes Watling's plus-32 “doesn't even come close to telling the story of what he's meant to us.”

A modest sort who always seems to put the team first, Watling is proud of what he's accomplished this season.

His strong play, coupled with the chance to skate at home he admits, has made this his most-enjoyable season as a Major A player.

“Dream come true,” are the words he uses to describe it.

Watling spoke of how he loves waking up from a pregame nap in his own bed. And how before and after each home game, he's able to share his thoughts and feelings with his parents, Terry and Jennifer.

A close-knit family, Terry and Jennifer, along with Patrick's 15-year-old sister, Danielle, offer him unconditional support.

“In Southern Ontario, when people are playing in another city, they still live close to their families,” said Watling, a 10th-round choice of the Storm in the 2009 Priority Selections draft.

During his two seasons with the Greater Ontario Junior Hockey League's Chatham Maroons, Watling said he barely saw his family and friends.

Except for missing his girlfriend, who lives in Guelph, playing at home this season has been special.

“Not a lot of people get to play in their hometown,” said Watling, who joins rookie Blake Speers as the only Sault boys on this year's Greyhounds. “I enjoy being able to talk to my family. They give me advice. And I enjoy spending time with my buddies, the guys I grew up with.”

His family also eases the pain after losses, Watling said, while making the good times after victories feel even better.

And his parents, he added, attend just about every home game.

As for being a Sault native and playing in front of the hometown crowd, Watling admits there's pressure to produce.

“But that pressure makes you want to try harder and do better,” he said. “You want to excel in front of the home fans.”

The thought of what it would have been like to play his entire OHL career here has crossed Watling's mind.

He said each home game “has been a blast.”

And now, with just over three weeks left in the regular season, he's determined to savour every moment.

He spoke of taking a few minutes after practices and games to stop, walk around and take in the feelings, sights and sounds.

“I love it here and not every OHL city has this kind of fan support,” he said.

Looking ahead to the final 12 games, Watling said he's determined to help the Hounds finish first in the West Division, which would earn the team the No. 2 seed when the Western Conference playoffs begin.

“Patrick has been one of our true heart-and-soul players,” Keefe said.

As for the playoffs, Watling is confident this Greyhounds team has the ability to make some serious noise.

“We believe we're as good as any team in the league,” he said. “We can play with everyone and we'll be a tough team to play in the playoffs. We absolutely want to go as far as we can.”

Watling also said he's ready to help the Hounds in any way possible to become a post-season success story.

“We've exceeded expectations and we've continued to grow as a team,” he added.

Once the season ends, he'll begin to think more about the next step in his life.

Watling wants to play professionally and would certainly welcome an opportunity to play in the ECHL (formerly known as the East Coast Hockey League), considered a step beneath the American Hockey League, next season.

Canadian college hockey is also an option for Watling, who began taking courses in biomedical engineering at the University of Guelph while a member of the Storm.

Presently, he's taking university-level business courses on line.

“Three years in the OHL has gone by so quickly,” he said. “I wish I could have had more time. But I plan to finish up strong. Playing at home has been even better than I thought it would be. And being a winning team in Sault Ste. Marie is always recognized.”

Whalers stifle Hounds, win 5-1 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, February 20, 2014 8:55:50 EST AM  
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The neutral zone was as clogged as a college student's kitchen sink.

Facing the defensive-minded Plymouth Whalers can be exasperating.

Just ask the Soo Greyhounds, who lost their second straight to the Whalers Wednesday, bowing 5-1 before

4,343 at Essar Centre.

“They're the most frustrating team to play against by far,” said Hounds winger Patrick Watling, whose club also lost 5-1 on Feb. 7 in Plymouth. “Besides the neutral zone, they also clog the middle of the defensive zone.”

“We deserved a better fate,” added centre Jared McCann, who scored his team's lone goal on a night when the Hounds held a 41-27 edge in shots. “We dominated the puck-possession game.”

Head coach Sheldon Keefe agreed, saying he felt the Greyhounds were the better team overall.

But an inability to generate enough quality scoring chances, and the failure to finish the ones they did have, cost the Hounds dearly.

Not only that, Whalers netminder Alex Nedeljkovic was on top of his game.

“This was one of those nights where it goes in for them and not for us,” said Keefe, whose club has lost five of its last seven to fall to 37-16-1-4. “We threw what seemed like 100 pucks at the net and our puck-possession through 40 minutes was as dominant as it's been all season. We did a lot of good things, except getting one over the line.”

The Hounds remain eight points up on the idle Windsor Spitfires (34-20-3-0) in the race for top spot in the OHL's West Division, but the Spits have a game in hand.

A blown assignment in front of the Soo goal resulted in Francesco Vilardi beating rookie netminder Brandon Halverson midway through the opening period.

And though the home team held a 20-9 edge in shots in the middle frame, the Whalers managed the only two goals.

Zach Lorentz rifled home a one-timer on the power play at 14:07. Just 20 seconds later, a screened Halverson could do little to stop a Yannick Rathgeb shot.

McCann finally got the Hounds on the board at the 11:56 mark of the final frame.

But Ryan Hartman converted a 2-on-1 break less than three minutes later, before the talented winger added an empty-net goal with 3:28 left in regulation.

Before the game was 30 minutes old, both Sergey Tolchinsky and McCann rang shots off of the cross-bar. Keefe spoke of how a couple of breaks “could have changed the complexion of the game.”

But he also expressed his disappointment over the way in which the Hounds played over the final 20 minutes.

He said he thought Halverson “was fine. We just didn't get him any run support.”

“Frustrating loss,” added Hounds centre David Miller, whose club plays host to the Erie Otters Saturday night. “But we have to bounce back against Erie. That's a big one.”

Meantime, the victory improved the Whalers record to 22-29-0-6. Seeking its 23rd consecutive post-season appearance, Plymouth presently holds the eighth-and-final playoff spot in the Western Conference, five points up on ninth-place Kitchener.

“Our guys followed the game plan to a tee,” said Whalers head coach and general manager Mike Vellucci. “We clogged the neutral zone and kept them to the outside. And Nedeljkovic was good. He made the saves.”

The game marked the Hounds debut of free agent centre Charley Graaskamp, an Eau Claire, Wisc., native.

Graaskamp started out on a line with Tolchinsky and Blake Speers.

But he sat out the majority of the third period when Keefe shortened his bench and wound up playing about 11 minutes.

“He was fine. I had no real issues with him,” said Keefe. “But he's got a lot of new stuff coming at him and he understands it'll be a slow process.”

The 18-year-old (1996 birth year) Graaskamp said he enjoyed the experience.

“I thought I played pretty well,” said the six-foot-one, 180-pounder, who arrived here last Wednesday. “I had a lapse in the second period I wish I could have eliminated. And I wish we could have gotten a win.”

Keefe continues to push Murray -- RUICCI COLUMN 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, February 19, 2014 2:41:15 EST PM  
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Some players require a pat on the back, others a kick in the backside.

And one of the challenges coaches face lies in deciding which approach benefits an individual player most.

You don't have to cover – or follow – the Soo Greyhounds for long to realize head coach Sheldon Keefe uses the latter with regards to goaltender Matt Murray.

It's not that the four-year veteran is lazy or lacks drive.

Far from it.

It just seems as if Keefe believes Murray, who has a lot of pride, responds best to being challenged and held to a very high standard.

It's hard to remember just how many times Keefe has spoken of how “we need Matt to be better” after games this season.

No other player is scrutinized as closely by the Soo coach.

And sure, a good part of that has to do with the position Murray plays.

Especially in Keefe's puck-possession system, where there is high reward, but sometimes high risk, a top-notch puck-stopper is critical.

Just think of how many times Murray has faced odd man rushes or breakaways this season?

But this coach also sees unlimited potential in his goalie, and he's determined to see the Thunder Bay native reach it.

“We're consistently on Matt,” Keefe said in a recent conversation. “He doesn't like to admit it because he's so determined, but he's a kick-in-the-butt guy.”

Keefe strikes me as someone who takes great pleasure in seeing his players achieve lofty goals.

He was beaming the day after Tyler Gaudet, a free agent kid he was instrumental in bringing here from his old team, the Pembroke Lumber Kings, signed an entry-level deal with the NHL's Phoenix Coyotes.

And when Keefe calls Murray “the most-talented goalie in the league,” you know he's pushing his player hard to be all that he can be.

When Murray was asked about his coach's past criticism of him in the media, the goalie smiled and spoke of how his coach challenges him the same way when the two speak face-to-face.

“When the chips are down, my message to Matt is that he's established himself as a premier goalie in this league,” Keefe said. “He's put in a lot of hard work to refine his game technically. The next step for him to be a great goalie is the next step for a lot of our players.”

And that, Keefe said, has to do with making plays at a game's most-critical moment.

“They need to learn to identify those key moments and step outside of themselves a little bit,” the coach continued.

In other words, his players, Murray foremost among them, need to be ultra-dependable in the most crucial of situations.

With the game on the line Saturday at Essar Centre, and Windsor threatening to move to within five points of the Hounds in the West Division race, Murray stepped up and made a pair of brilliant pad saves.

He robbed both Sam Povorozniouk, with an absolute beauty of a stop, and Remy Giftopoulos in what was then a 2-2 tie.

The saves sparked the Greyhounds, who scored three times in a span of 1:58, to a 5-2 victory.

If he plays like that in the tight playoff games which lie ahead, Murray has a chance to take this club a long way this season.

And his coach will have helped make it happen.

Graaskamp to make debut tonight against Plymouth 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, February 19, 2014 2:37:55 EST PM  
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Charley Graaskamp wants to one day play in the NHL.

Kyle Dubas wants to augment his group of talented, 1996-born players.

The intersection of these two goals led to Graaskamp, who had been playing high school hockey in his hometown of Eau Claire, Wisc., to sign with the Soo Greyhounds as a free agent.

And the six-foot-one, 180-pound centre, who joined the team one week ago, is slated to make his Ontario Hockey League debut tonight when the Hounds entertain the Plymouth Whalers.

Start time at Essar Centre is 7:07 p.m.

“It's the most-excited I've ever been, said Graaskamp, who turned 18 on Jan. 31. “I want to get my feet wet, do the right things on the ice, contribute in any way I can and make a good first impression.”

“We're going to be very patient with him,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club is coming off of a key, 5-2 victory over Windsor on Saturday here.

The Soo takes a 37-15-1-4 mark into tonight's clash.

“We really like him,” Keefe continued while discussing Graaskamp. “He's got great skills and he's another piece of the puzzle for us.”

But up until a few weeks ago, Graaskamp had no thoughts of ever playing in the OHL. The Grade 12 student's plan was to play in the United States Hockey League before going to school and competing at the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) level.

He'd had serious talks with Michigan Tech, St. Lawrence University and the University of Massachusetts Lowell.

And, as befits a top student, he'd also received enquiries from Ivy League schools such as Cornell, Yale, Harvard and Princeton.

But discussions with Dubas, the Hounds general manager, convinced Graaskamp and his family the OHL, and Sault Ste. Marie, offered his best chance to achieve his hockey goals.

“This wasn't an easy decision,” said Graaskamp, who practised with his new team shortly after arriving here last Wednesday. “Coming here was the hardest decision I've ever had to make.”

He captained the Memorial High School Old Abes, the defending high school hockey state champions in Wisconsin.

He skated with buddies he's had since they were all young children. Leaving them, and a community that supported the team, was difficult.

“But I want to play in the NHL,” said Graaskamp, who's in his draft year. “Going this route enables me to maximize my potential and hopefully, go as far as I can in the game.”

Graaskamp called Dubas's timing “perfect” for pitching the OHL to him.

While he'd hoped to play in the USHL next season, “there was a lot of uncertainty for me going into the USHL draft.”

And while it would have been easy to continue to play for the Old Abes, Graaskamp was interested in challenging himself.

He spoke of the obvious “anxieties and fears” you'd expect to experience with such a drastic change.

This is his first time in Canada and his first time away from home.

“But if you're doing everything you, as an individual, can do to make yourself better,” he said, “things will hopefully fall into place.”

Eau Claire is a city of about 65,000 located in the west-central part of the state.

It's also about 75 minutes from Minneapolis, Minn.

Graaskamp calls it a “great” hockey community.

“Besides Minnesota and some of the Eastern states, Wisconsin high school hockey is the best you're going to find,” he said.

Still, he realizes the jump to the OHL is formidable.

Having practised with his new teammates and watched the Hounds play against both Guelph and Windsor, Graaskamp spoke of the higher skill level he's witnessed.

“And it's definitely faster,” he added. “I'm very impressed by the calibre of the play.”

A right-hand shot, who can also play right wing, Graaskamp describes himself as a play-maker, a good skater and a player with a “pretty-good shot. But I need to incorporate that into my game more.”

He also said he likes to protect the puck.

“He possesses excellent offensive instincts and vision,” Dubas said.

To make the transition a little easier, Graaskamp's parents, Dan and Mary, came to the Sault Friday and stayed through Sunday.

He said his billets, Jamie and Susan Taylor, have made the move much easier.

“It's just like being at home,” he added.

And his teammates have also helped him to adjust.

“There are a lot of great guys and there's a lot of strong character on the team,” Graaskamp said. “They've welcomed me here.”

Following tonight's contest, the Hounds entertain the Erie Otters on Saturday night.

Strong third period carries Hounds past Spits 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Saturday, February 15, 2014 10:28:07 EST PM  
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Considering what was at stake, there's little doubt Saturday's third period was the Soo Greyhounds most-important 20-minute frame to date this season.

And head coach Sheldon Keefe made sure his charges knew it.

“That's exactly what I said during the second intermission,” said Keefe, who watched his team score three unanswered goals to defeat the Windsor Spitfires 5-2 before 4,389 at Essar Centre. “When the season wraps up, you look back at different games and different periods. This is one you're going to want to look back on positively.”

“We knew how important it was and we were determined to play that way,” said centre Tyler Gaudet, who helped set up a pair of third period goals after opening the scoring himself, two minutes into the first period. “We came together in the third and that's when we're successful. When we stray from that, we have problems.”

Scoring for just the third time this season – and third in his two-year, OHL career -- Tyler Ganly broke a 2-2 with the eventual game-winner.

Gaudet went hard to the Windsor goal and sent the puck out in front.

“It went through some skates and came right onto my stick,” said Ganly, who beat Spits netminder Dalen Kuchmey through the five-hole at the 8:41 mark.

It marked the first time in the defenceman's career he'd scored on Essar Centre ice.

It also came one night after Guelph's game-winner, in an eventual 5-3 victory, had deflected in off of Ganly's skate.

“I felt bad about that one to say the least,” said Ganly, whose parents, John and Rosaleen, were in town from Milton, Ont., to witness his winner.

As some of his teammates teased him, Ganly wore a huge grin when asked about Saturday's goal.

“That felt great,” he said of his go-ahead marker.

The home side went on to score three times in a span of 1:58 to put the game away.

Darnell Nurse, who needed 21 stitches to close a cut on his forehand the night before, wired a blast that beat Kuchmey to the glove-hand side at 10:19.

And 20 seconds later, Gaudet set up Blake Speers for the rookie's 16th of the season to make it 5-2.

With the victory, the Hounds (37-15-1-4) extended their lead to nine points over the second-place Spitfires (34-20-2-0) in the OHL's West Division. Windsor does have a game in hand.

The Greyhounds return to action Wednesday, when they play host to Plymouth.

With Saturday's game still tied 2-2, Hounds netminder Matt Murray made a couple of huge saves to keep his team even.

The four-year veteran robbed Sam Povorozniouk with a brilliant pad save at the 3:01 mark.

Three minutes later, Murray followed with another nifty pad save, this time thwarting Remy Giftopoulos in front.

“Those were the biggest saves of the season,” said Keefe, whose club was outshot by the visitors 31-26. “Those were two incredible saves.”

“Those were key times when we needed a save and that's what I have to do,” Murray said. “It's no secret that was the most-important period of the season and we did what we needed to do.”

Jared McCann, with a beautiful power-play effort, had the other goal for the winners. Patrick Watling contributed three assists and Murray assisted on two of his team's goals.

Slater Koekkoek, on a short-handed breakaway, and Brady Vail scored for the Spits, who were playing their third game in as many days.

Afterwards, Windsor head coach Bob Boughner admitted fatigue played a role in the final period.

“When they made it 3-2, we ran out of gas a little bit,” Boughner said. “Over the last 10-12 minutes, you could see it was pretty evident. We played well, but we just didn't bury our opportunities and they did.”

With a win in regulation, the Spitfires could have moved to within five points of the Hounds. Boughner said he discussed that with his players prior to the game.

“It's still not over,” he said of the race, following his team's setback. “But it's going to be tough.”

Nurse returned to duty with a bandaged forehead, the result of suffering a deep cut following a second period check by Guelph's Chadd Bauman.

Nurse took six stitches to his forehead Friday, enabling him to return to play in the final period. He received 15 stitches later that night at Sault Area Hospital and was given a Computerized Tomography (CT) Scan to rule out a fractured skull.

The Hamilton, Ont., native did not require the services of a plastic surgeon.

“I feel good,” Nurse said following Saturday's game.

Meantime, general manager Kyle Dubas, who sent video of the incident to the OHL office following Friday's game, doesn't anticipate the league will suspend Bauman.

“If there's no call on the ice, and there wasn't, and the player (Nurse) doesn't miss any time, there won't be a suspension,” Dubas said. “It's predictable.”

Hounds winger Brandon Hughes has left the team to, according to Dubas, “take care of a family matter and try to rediscover his passion for the game of hockey.”

Hughes, who played in just 31 games this season, had a goal and four assists.

Storm blows through Soo, secures hard-fought victory 2


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Friday, February 14, 2014 11:32:29 EST PM  
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In order to beat the Guelph Storm, Sheldon Keefe believed his Soo Greyhounds needed to play a near-perfect game.

Friday, following a hard-fought setback, Keefe spoke of how his team came close to doing just that.

“We played well enough to win. Our guys deserved better,” said Keefe, whose club dropped a 5-3 decision to the Storm before 4,401 at Essar Centre. “It's very disappointing. We played hard against the best team in the league. We gave them a hell of a fight.”

“I think we outplayed them to be honest,” added overage winger Andrew Fritsch.

But there's no way of telling how a puck is going to bounce, and the Storm took advantage of a fluky ricochet on the winning goal.

After netminder Matt Murray stopped Justin Auger's scoring attempt at the side of the Soo goal, the puck bounced in front and hit both Guelph forward Pius Suter and the skate of Hounds defenceman Tyler Ganly, before winding up in the net.

The goal, with 1:58 to go in regulation, snapped a 3-3 tie.

Zac Leslie added an empty-netter with 19 seconds remaining.

“They probably had more puck luck than we did,” said Fritsch.

“It's tough to lose on a bad bounce,” added winger Bryan Moore, who rifled a shot past Storm goalie Justin Nichols to draw the home side to within 3-2 late in the second period.

Asked about the bounce that led to the winner, Guelph head coach Scott Walker spoke of how when you drive the net, as Suter did, anything can happen.

“And you never know what'll happen with a bounce,” Walker added.

But while Keefe agreed a fluky goal cost his team, he also spoke of how the Soo defencemen allowed Suter to get behind them.

“And you're asking for trouble when that happens,” he said.

The Storm also got a break on its first goal. Murray made a pad save on a Scott Kosmachuk shot, but the puck bounced off of a driving Jason Dickinson and into the net.

That tied the game 1-1 at the 3:03 mark of the opening frame.

Auger and Brock McGinn, who converted a 2-on-1, had the other goals for the winners, who were outshot 42-38, including 17-9 as the Hounds came on in the final period.

Tyler Gaudet, who made a beautiful move, and Jean Dupuy, who turned in a strong performance, had the other goals for the home side.

After Dupuy tied the game 3-3 with 8:07 left in regulation, Nichols, the former Greyhound, robbed Hounds centre David Miller in front with 3:11 left in regulation.

While Walker praised Nichols, Keefe said Murray “needs to be better. I don't think he was the best goalie on the ice tonight (Friday).”

“It was a game I enjoyed winning, obviously,” said Nichols, a St. Catharines native. “But it's not much more fun that any other win.”

While the victory improved the Storm's mark to 42-9-2-1, the Hounds fell to 36-15-1-4, heading into tonight's 7:07 p.m. home start against Windsor.

The Spitfires (34-19-2-0) beat Sudbury 6-3 Friday to move to within seven points of the Greyhounds in the OHL's West Division race. And Windsor has a game in hand.

Meantime, Hounds captain Darnell Nurse, who had a pair of assists, was on the receiving end of a check from Guelph's Chadd Bauman 13 minutes into the second period.

Soo defenceman Tyler Hore went after Bauman, who wasn't penalized, and both received fighting majors.

Nurse, whose head went into the glass, was bleeding from a deep cut in his forehead and left the ice.

He took six stitches -- “Just enough for him to be able to finish the game,” said athletic therapist Rich Rotenberg – and returned for the start of the third period.

As soon as the game ended, Nurse was taken to Sault Area Hospital for additional treatment.

Rotenberg said he thought Nurse would need additional stitches at hospital. Asked if a plastic surgeon would be required, he said: “Hopefully, he won't need one.”

Keefe used the words “suspendable hit,” to describe what he thought Bauman did to Nurse.

“The player came off the bench, didn't try to play the puck and hit him (Nurse) in the back of the shoulder,” Keefe said. “The officials told me it was clean hit and Darnell was off balance. But with eight eyes on the ice, you'd like to think those kinds of things are called.”

General manager Kyle Dubas confirmed after the game the team would be sending video of the play into the OHL office.

“We played well enough to win,” said Dupuy. “We need to remember this feeling and bring the same effort into the game against Windsor.”

“It's a tough loss to take, but we need to bounce back quickly,” Miller said as he looked ahead to tonight's contest. “It's a big game for us against Windsor.”

Hounds need more and Sergey plans to deliver -- COLUMN 
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Is he a dynamic, electrically-charged, highly-skilled, bring-you-out-of-your-seat hockey player?

Absolutely.

But Sergey Tolchinsky, the Soo Greyhounds Moscow Magician, is going to have to do more for his team, both down the stretch and in the upcoming playoffs.

The wildly-popular Tolchinsky, who celebrated his 19th birthday earlier this month, has simply not been producing in the manner he was earlier in the season.

His goal total is down, his miscues are up.

Now he's still No. 6 in OHL scoring with 25 goals and 52 assists in 55 games.

And he obviously has been a major key to this club's success.

Still, to whom much is given, much is expected.

And Tolchinsky was blessed with both extraordinary skills and the work ethic to continually hone those uncanny talents.

But the five-foot-nine, 165-pounder has scored just five times in 2014. That's over a span of 17 games.

After assisting on three goals in last Saturday's 6-5 win in Saginaw, Tolchinsky does, however, have 12 assists during that time.

And while there continues to be growing disagreement as to how useful a tool plus-minus is, there's also this to consider: Tolchinsky is a minus-12 over those 17 games.

For the season, he's now a minus-8 on a team that has scored 56 goals more than it has surrendered.

And this is a club where the likes of Pat Watling (plus-27) Tyler Ganly (plus-26) and Tyler Gaudet (plus-23) are thriving in plus-minus ratings.

“I'm kind of disappointed,” Tolchinsky said when asked about his play of late. “Before Christmas, my stats and my game were a lot better. I've lost my game a little bit, but I think over the past three games I'm starting to get it back.”

Tolchinsky also spoke of how his plus-minus bothers him. He used the word “awful” when discussing the minus-8 he rung up on last week's three-game road trip.

However, head coach Sheldon Keefe, upon review of video from the three games, spoke of how Tolchinsky “was involved in only one, and maybe a second, of the goals scored against us when he was on the ice.”

And GM Kyle Dubas called plus-minus “the dumbest stat in hockey. It tells me nothing about what's happening in a hockey game.”

But forget the stats for a moment.

The eyeball test tells you Tolchinsky has too often tried to do too much with the puck in recent weeks.

And some of his turnovers have resulted in dangerous odd-man rushes.

Keefe said he's talked with Tolchinsky “at length” about the turnovers and believes the second-year winger has, of late, made impressive strides to limit his mistakes.

The Hounds coach also spoke of how the opposition is so much more focused on stopping Tolchinsky than was the case earlier in the season.

Once the talented winger began to heat up offensively, every club made defencing him Job. 1 in its game plan.

“Nobody cared about us early in the season,” Keefe added. “And then he was so dominant for a couple of months, that now he's drawing so much more attention.”

But great players adjust, finding ways to maintain their level of dominance.

Dubas agreed.

“He needs to evolve and find a way to adapt his game while having two or three guys coming at him,” the GM said. “But since teams have been taking away his space, he's gotten better at distributing the puck quicker.”

Keefe noted how the star player “works so hard, but he's got to work smarter.”

No doubt about it.

Tolchinsky knows what he's capable of, knows what he means to this club and says he's determined to return to past form.

“It's on me,” he said of his recent slump. “But I'm getting closer and closer. I want to make sure I'm back for the rest of the season and especially for the playoffs.”

Hounds Dupuy excited to be back 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, February 12, 2014 6:31:22 EST PM  
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Few things in life are more important to Jean Dupuy than lacing up his skates and jumping onto the ice.

So you can imagine how difficult it was for the Soo Greyhounds winger to sit out 12 games recently with a concussion?

“It was so frustrating. I was anxious to get back to 100%,” said Dupuy, who returned to the lineup a week ago tonight, producing a pair of assists in the Hounds 4-3 loss in Windsor.

Even though the Greyhounds struggled on the road, winning 6-5 in Saginaw Saturday following the Windsor loss and a 5-1 beat down at the hands of the Plymouth Whalers last Friday, Dupuy enjoyed the most-productive three-game stretch of his Ontario Hockey League career.

The 19-year-old (1994 birth year) was scoreless against the Whalers, but contributed three assists in the Soo's win over the Spirit.

“It felt really, really good,” Dupuy said of his five-point performance.

He's now produced seven goals and seven assists in 32 games with the Hounds.

“I thought I was back to being myself in Saginaw.”

Head coach Sheldon Keefe used the word “huge” when asked what it meant to his team to get the feisty Dupuy back.

Keefe spoke of Dupuy's versatility and his ability, if needed, to play all three forward positions.

“He can kill penalties and he's a bigger, stronger body that helps us out in so many ways,” the coach added.

Acquired from Kingston for a fifth-round draft choice and a conditional 15th-round pick on Oct. 8, Dupuy was injured during a Jan. 3 game in Guelph.

In the second period, the Orleans, Ont., native was on the receiving end of a clean check delivered by Storm defenceman Matt Finn. The Hounds eventually went on to lose the game 5-3.

“Didn't see it coming,” said Dupuy, who, other than that, remembers little of the incident.

He made it off the ice himself, but was unable to return.

Dupuy described the next couple of weeks as difficult. He suffered from headaches and was lethargic.

“I didn't feel as if I wanted to do anything,” he said.

And even though he was cleared to play in time for the Hounds game against Sudbury on Feb. 1, Dupuy sat out that contest and the following day's game in North Bay for precautionary reasons.

Although he understood the team's decision “I still wanted to be out there,” Dupuy said.

While he was recuperating, he didn't travel to road games.

“I didn't want to open the television, but I did because I wanted to cheer the guys on,” he added.

During home games, Dupuy watched from the Essar Centre stands, sitting alongside injured winger Michael Bunting, who's been out with a torn MCL since Jan. 16.

Because of the excitement he felt from the fans, Dupuy said he “wanted to be in there even more,” while watching home contests.

The only other time he was sidelined came a year ago in Kingston.

Dupuy missed about six weeks after tearing the meniscus (fibrocartilage strips) in his left knee.

For a number of reasons, this injury was more difficult to deal with.

“That's because physically, I felt capable of playing,” he admitted. “And because of the season we're having.”

The Hounds take a 36-14-1-4 record into Friday night's home tilt with Guelph (41-9-2-1), owners of the league's best record.

The Windsor Spitfires (33-18-2-0), second to the Hounds in the West Division, are here Saturday.

Start time for both games is 7:07 p.m.

“I'm pumped about the rest of the season and going into the playoffs,” Dupuy said. “When we find our stride over the next couple of games, I think we'll be tough to beat for the rest of the regular season and the playoffs.”

Dupuy has seen time on both wings this season. And while he prefers playing on the left side, “I'd play goal if I had to,” he joked. “I just want to win and have fun playing hockey.”

Having never been drafted by an NHL team, Dupuy hopes to catch someone's eyes the rest of the season resulting in an offer to play professionally somewhere.

Asked about his interest in returning next fall as an overage, Dupuy said if the Greyhounds were interested he “definitely would come back. This is a great organization and I've really enjoyed my time here.”

Hounds sign American player 
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Once the Ontario Hockey League applies its stamp of approval – which could happen as soon as Monday – the Soo Greyhounds will have themselves a new player.

On Friday, Hounds general manager Kyle Dubas signed free agent centre Charley Graaskamp, who had been playing high school hockey in Eau Claire, Wisc.

A six-foot-one, 180-pounder, Graaskamp had produced 18 goals and 29 assists in 22 games this season.

A 1996-birth year player who recently turned 18, Graaskamp is a senior at Eau Claire's Memorial High School, the defending Wisconsin state champions.

He has never been drafted by an OHL team.

Hounds general manager Kyle Dubas pushed to make the move prior to Monday's 12 noon deadline, the last day when OHL clubs can put a player on a Major Junior card, making him eligible for the remainder of the season.

On Sunday, Dubas said he has “submitted paperwork to the OHL, but nothing is official until they approve it and give us the okay.”

Asked if that was merely a formality, Dubas said: “You like to think it is, but you never know.”

Once the league approves the signing, Dubas said the Hounds will have an official announcement, perhaps as soon as today.

Graaskamp would then report to the Hounds later in the week.

Asked for specifics on the player, Dubas said he wouldn't have anything more to say until the league makes things official.

“It was a hard decision,” Graaskamp told the Eau Claire Leader Telegram newspaper. “You have a community and a team behind you and a leadership role to fill, but at the end of the day you want to do what's best for you to develop and reach your full potential as a hockey player.”

Hounds rally to beat Spirit 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Sunday, February 9, 2014 5:06:01 EST PM  

Ontario Hockey League

Ontario Hockey League

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

The first game-winning goal of Trent Mallette's OHL career couldn't have come at a better time.

With the Soo Greyhounds trying to avoid a season-long, four-game losing streak, and with head coach Sheldon Keefe describing his players mental state as “fragile,” the 17-year-old Mallette delivered in a big way.

The second-year winger blasted a shot past Saginaw netminder Jake Paterson Saturday, helping give the Hounds a much-needed 6-5 victory before 5,048 at Dow Event Center.

“Felt great. Felt awesome,” Mallette said of his third goal of the season, which gave the visitors a 6-4 lead at 16:32 of the final period. “I just wanted to get it on net.”

Though Kris Kontos scored in the final minute to trim the Soo's lead to 6-5, the Hounds successfully rallied from 2-0 and 3-2 deficits.

Whereas Keefe was critical of his team's recent third period performances, Saturday the visitors outscored the Spirit 4-2 and outshot them 16-6 over the final 20 minutes.

“I thought we were excellent in the third period,” said Keefe, whose club began this three-game road trip with a 4-3 loss in Windsor on Thursday and a 5-1 setback 24 hours later in Plymouth. “When we were down 3-2 after two periods, I thought we were right where we're supposed to be.”

Keefe spoke of how he's been stressing to his players to thrive in situations such as that, as opposed to folding up.

With that in mind, he spoke of being “thrilled” to see his club face that challenge again so quickly, after a sorry third period performance in Plymouth.

The Whalers outscored the Hounds 4-1 over the final 20 minutes on Friday.

One night earlier, the Spitfires scored the only two goals of the final frame.

“We had a great third period tonight (Saturday),” said captain Darnell Nurse. “We had some adversity going into the third, but we came out with the right result. We showed we can be a resilient team.”

“We responded a lot better,” Mallette added. “Coming off of a three-game losing streak, this was kind of a must-win game.”

Asked if there is such a thing in early February, Keefe said: “This was a big win, for sure. We haven't been rising to the challenge and that weighs on a team.”

The victory improved the Soo's record to 36-14-1-4, while Saginaw fell to 25-24-4-1.

The Hounds started slowly against the Spirit, surrendering a pair of goals in the first half of the opening period.

Justin Sefton's pass allowed Nick Moutrey to split the Soo defence and beat Matt Murray on the glove side. Dylan Sadowy also had Murray at his mercy, prior to scoring a shorthanded goal.

As much as his club was struggling, Keefe said the coaching staff “didn't overreact. There's been a lot of negativism around the team lately. The message after the first period was to go out and not fold under the pressure. We wanted to start with a positive shift and pull our way out of it.”

Tyler Ganly, with his second career goal, and Tyler Gaudet, who converted a 2-on-1 for his first of two goals, tied the game by the 5:11 mark of the middle stanza.

But another shorthanded breakaway goal, this one from Eric Locke, put the Spirit ahead after 40 minutes.

Jared McCann got the visitors off to a great start in the final period, scoring just 32 seconds in to tie the game 3-3.

Alex Gudbranson, who beat Paterson up high, notched a power-play goal at 4:15. But after Luke Cairns tied the game 4-4, Gaudet completed a three-way passing play. Jean Dupuy fed Blake Speers who set up Gaudet at 14:53.

And less than two minutes later, Mallette did his thing.

The Levack, Ont., native spoke of how linemate Patrick Watling pressured the Saginaw defence and forced a turnover.

“I came in and shot it from between the dot and the hash marks,” Mallette recalled. “I slapped it high to the blocker side, but I just wanted to get it on net.”

“He was really good tonight,” Keefe said of Mallette. “I thought he was our best player against Plymouth and tonight he scored a huge goal for us.”

Gudbranson and McCann finished with a goal and an assist each while Dupuy and Sergey Tolchinsky contributed three assists each.

“This was definitely progress for our team,” said Gaudet. “We've faced adversity many times where we haven't pulled through, but tonight in the third period we did. We stopped being individuals and believed in ourselves as a team.”

The Hounds return to action with a pair of home games slated for this weekend. Guelph is here Friday and Windsor Saturday.

Hounds fall in Plymouth, drop third straight 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 
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So how quickly can things change in the Ontario Hockey League?

After a streak that saw them win nine of 10 starts, the Soo Greyhounds will step onto the ice in Saginaw tonight trying to avoid their first four-game losing streak of the season.

The Hounds and Spirit are slated to meet in a 7:11 p.m. start at the Dow Event Center.

“We have to bring everything we've got and try to turn things around,” said defenceman Alex Gudbranson, minutes after Friday night's 5-1 loss to the Plymouth Whalers before 2,921 at Compuware Arena.

That was the second contest on a three-game trip which concludes this evening.

“We know we can win, but we need a collective effort from everyone against Saginaw,” added overage winger Patrick Watling.

Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe spoke of how his team “is learning that it's not that good, not good enough to the point where it can cut corners.”

After scoring to cut the Whalers lead to 2-1, the Soo surrendered three goals in just over six minutes in the final period.

Keefe went on to say his charges “are playing as though it's still September. We're getting exposed in some areas. Everybody in this league has got something to play for and we're a very soft team right now. That's dangerous as we get ready for playoffs.”

Friday's loss dropped the Greyhounds record to 35-14-1-4, and if there is a silver lining, it's that the Windsor Spitfires also lost, 3-2 to Mississauga, bringing to an end their seven-game winning streak.

The Spits (32-18-2-0) remain nine points back of the first-place Hounds in the West Division race and Windsor also has two games in hand.

Keefe thought Friday's game resembled several his team has played of late.

“We had opportunities for two periods to score and we didn't,” he said.

Tyler Gaudet had a breakaway early in the first period and Keefe thought the overage centre had a wide-open look at the twine.

“But we don't execute,” the coach said. “That was a great chance for us to go ahead early. And then in the third, things get tough again and we don't respond positively. It's been a trend for us. We were soft on the puck and we didn't play with a level of urgency.”

“We didn't come to play,” said a disappointed Gudbranson, whose club held a 35-28 edge in shots. “They outplayed us in the third. We just floated.”

“Plymouth started to challenge us in the third and we didn't answer the call,” said captain Darnell Nurse.

Asked how he feels about that, Nurse said: “It absolutely bothers me. It's definitely disappointing for everyone on the team.”

Ryan Hartman got the home side started with a short-handed goal at the 4:12 mark of the opening period.

Hartman skated in alone and beat Hounds netminder Brandon Halverson with a backhander on the blocker side.

That was the only goal until Connor Chatham scored his first of two goals at the 6:38 mark of the final frame.

Sergey Tolchinsky, on a feed from Nurse, converted a power-play opportunity at 8:21 to make it 2-1.

But just over a minute later, an odd-man rush resulted in Hartman restoring the Whalers two-goal cushion.

Cullen Mercer, at 13:09, and Chatham, less than three minutes later into an empty net, rounded out the Whalers (19-27-0-5) scoring.

“We thought it'd be one of our easier games and we didn't prepare hard enough to win,” said Watling. “Plymouth came out and wanted it more.”

The Sault native also spoke of how he and his teammates had their chances offensively, but failed to convert.

“We have to start bearing down,” Watling added.

Keefe also said his players gave Halverson little support.

As was the plan at the beginning of the trip, veteran Matt Murray is expected to start tonight in Saginaw.

“When things are going well, we're a good team,” the coach added. “But when things get tough, we're soft. We have to get our game together.”

Hounds blow two leads, one game 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 
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The way Sheldon Keefe sees it, his Soo Greyhounds should have departed the second period Thursday night with a sizable lead.

“We should have come out up 6-0,” lamented the Hounds head coach.

Instead, the Greyhounds, who blew a 2-0 advantage, led the Windsor Spitfires just 3-2 after 40 minutes.

And the Spits scored the only two goals of the final frame, beating the Hounds 4-3 before 4,960 at WFCU Centre.

With win No. 7 in a row, Windsor (32-17-2-0) has moved to within nine points of the Soo (35-13-1-4) in the race for top spot in the Ontario Hockey League's West Division.

And the Spits have played two fewer games.

“We missed 2-on-1s, breakaways and countless other chances,” said Keefe, whose club visits Plymouth tonight and Saginaw Saturday to complete a three-game road trip. “We played well enough to win for two periods, but we let them back in the game in the second period. It shouldn't have been a game going into the third.”

“The game was in our control, but we let it slip through our hands,” said overage winger Pat Watling, who notched a goal and an assist in defeat.

As much as missed opportunities bothered him, Keefe also spoke of defensive miscues, which cost his club dearly.

“We gave them two goals on a silver platter,” he said.

With the visitors leading 2-0 in the middle frame, Hounds defenceman Darnell Nurse fanned on a pass in his own zone.

That allowed the Spits to take control and Steven Janes wound up jamming one past Soo netminder Matt Murray at the 14:43 mark.

Tyler Gaudet restored the Greyhounds two-goal lead, making it 3-1 less than a minute later.

But Hounds defenceman Tyler Ganly turned the puck over and was beaten on a play that resulted in Ryan Foss finding Ben Johnson in front of Murray.

Johnson's goal at the 17:54 mark made it 3-2 and set the stage for the final period.

“And obviously our third wasn't very good,” said Keefe, whose club held a 42-34 edge in shots on the night. “But that was a by-product of us letting them back into the game in the second period. This is all on us. We were the better team and we didn't get it done.”

Hard work by Trevor Murphy helped Remy Giftopoulos tie the game at the 5:58 mark of the final frame.

With Ganly off for holding, defenceman Slater Koekkoek scored a power-play marker at 11:16 that held up as the winner.

Asked to assess Murray's play, Keefe said: “Not good enough. We didn't get enough from our experienced guys tonight.”

“We didn't capitalize on our chances and they did,” Watling added. “We could have had a couple more goals in the second period.”

As for the final frame, Watling said he thought he and his teammates were too relaxed.

“And they just took it to us.”

“As the game went on, we got better,” Koekkoek told The Windsor Star. “It's probably the biggest game of the year so far and to get those two points is huge.”

Jared McCann, on the power play, had the other goal for the visitors. McCann beat Spits netminder Dalen Kuchmey 3:05 into the opening frame.

Jean Dupuy, who'd missed the previous 12 games with a concussion, returned to the lineup and played well.

Dupuy contributed a pair of assists.

“We have to be a little better at the little things,” said the veteran winger. “We have to convert our chances and avoid defensive mistakes.”

Asked how it feels to be back, Dupuy spoke of how it took him a couple of shirts to adjust to live competition.

“But after that, everything felt real good,” he said.

As had been planned, rookie netminder Brandon Halverson is slated to start tonight in Plymouth.

“Losing this game makes the rest of the trip even more important,” Keefe said.

Hounds Bunting hopes to return 
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Soo Greyhounds winger Michael Bunting knows all about frustration.

And so it comes as little surprise to hear him describe his latest challenge as “just another bump in the road.”

Bypassed in consecutive years at the Ontario Hockey League draft, the 18-year-old Scarborough, Ont., native had finally broken through last spring.

Taken by the Hounds in the ninth round (160th overall) of the 2013 draft, Bunting was averaging nearly a point per game in his rookie season.

On Jan. 13, he learned NHL Central Scouting had ranked him No. 37 among all eligible North American skaters heading into the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, set for late June in Philadelphia.

But having impressed both the scouts and his own coaches, while producing 14 goals and 25 assists, the injury bug struck Bunting in his 45th game.

And now, he's left hoping it isn't the final contest of what has been a very impressive OHL debut.

Near the end of the second period of a Jan. 16 tilt in Windsor, Bunting's right leg was clipped by an opponent.

The six-foot, 175-pounder tore the medial collateral ligament (MCL) in his right leg.

A magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) test showed a complete tear. But Bunting is rehabbing the injury, while hoping to avoid the surgery that would end his season.

He's scheduled to visit his doctor again in three weeks.

At that time, a decision is expected to be made as to whether surgery is needed, or can be avoided, thus allowing the player to return to the ice.

“For sure, I'm nervous,” Bunting said about his prospects for the remainder of the 2013-2014 campaign. “Every day it's feeling better and hopefully I'll be able to play again soon.”

On Thursday, as the Hounds begin a three-game road trip in Windsor, Bunting will miss his eighth consecutive start.

The trip for the Soo continues with games in Plymouth Friday and Saginaw Saturday.

On the night he was injured, Bunting remembers carrying the puck into the Windsor zone before curling up on the left side. He saw one defender coming at him.

“I went to dodge that guy and as I was getting out of his way, another guy hit me when my right leg was up a little bit,” Bunting said. “He clipped my knee and I went down right away.”

Bunting said his leg hurt, but he got up, skated to the bench and went right to the dressing room. At first, he thought he could continue playing.

“I could still walk, but my knee felt wobbly,” he said. Eventually, it was determined there was no way Bunting could continue.

He sat out the rest of the trip and saw a doctor upon his return to the Sault.

These days, with a brace on his knee, he's walking and says he feels fine.

But that fact alone doesn't mean Bunting's return is a sure thing.

“It's great that he's feeling good. That's a positive, but we've yet to really stress the tissues,” said Hounds physiotherapist Rich Rotenberg, who described the injury as a third-degree sprain (complete tear). “Until we reach the point where we're comfortable doing so, we're in a holding pattern.”

And, if surgery is required, Rotenberg confirmed Bunting's season would come to an end.

“I've never been hurt like this,” said Bunting, who spoke of how the longest he'd been out with an injury previously was one week.

He suffered a bruised collar bone three or four years ago.

“It's definitely a burn. It sucks,” he said of watching games. “It's been a great year so far, but it's been cut short. I'm just hoping to resume it.”

Bunting hasn't been travelling with his teammates – he's not on this trip – and watching the road games on television is ever harder than attending the home games, he said.

“It's very frustrating, but I have to stay mentally strong,” he added.

“It's a really tough break for him,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club takes a 35-12-1-4 mark into Thursday's clash with the Spitfires.

That's good for an 11-point lead over Windsor (31-17-2-0) in the West Division race. The Spits, however, have played two fewer games.

“This injury came at a time when he was really making a name for himself,” Keefe continued. “Michael has had a strong season, he's been a consistent producer and it's been tough losing him.”

Keefe spoke of how Bunting has been a tenacious player, strong on the puck in all three zones and an “explosive” winger who's put constant pressure on the opposition's defence.

“We'd really like to have him back for playoffs,” the coach added.

Asked if he's worried the injury will effect his chances heading into this summer's draft, Bunting spoke of how he has a more pressing concern.

“Sure, I don't want it to effect my draft status,” he said. “But I'm more worried right now about getting back and helping my team since we're having such a good year.”

Meantime, Keefe expects winger Jean Dupuy, who's been sidelined since since suffering a concussion Jan. 3 in Guelph, to return against the Spits.

He also expects winger Andrew Fritsch (bruised ribs) and defenceman Tyler Ganly (charley horse) to be ready to play.

“Three division games in three days will be a real tough challenge,” Keefe added. “We're going to need to be a lot sharper in terms of execution than we were the last time we played Windsor.”

The Spits beat the Hounds 5-2 on Jan. 24 here.

“That's as poor a game as we've had all season,” said Keefe, who plans to go with veteran Matt Murray in goal Thursday and Saturday night.

Rookie Brandon Halverson is slated to get the start Friday in Plymouth.

Power play not doing Hounds any favours 3
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When things aren't going particularly well, a potent power play can often make the difference.

On a day when they needed to click with the man advantage, the Soo Greyhounds came up short.

On Sunday afternoon, that was a determining factor in their 2-1 loss to the North Bay Battalion before 3,153 at Memorial Gardens.

“Our power play is costing us,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose team was 1-for-7 with the man advantage.

Their power-play marker actually came off of the rush, as David Miller beat Battalion netminder Brendan O'Neill on the blocker side on the Soo's first shot of the game.

The goal, at 3:34 of the first period, opened the scoring.

“The power play did nothing but take momentum away from us and wear us down,” lamented Keefe, whose club split a pair of weekend road games. “We need to break things down and get some things fixed.”

The Hounds blanked the Wolves 3-0 in Sudbury Saturday night. Matt Murray posted his franchise-record sixth shutout of the season and the Soo clinched an Ontario Hockey League Western Conference playoff spot in the process.

But less than 24 hours later, a slow start and a sluggish final period did the visitors in.

“These are the kinds of games when execution on the power play can really help you. But this has been a problem for a while,” said Keefe, who saw his club fall to 35-12-1-4, 11 points up on second-place Windsor (31-17-2-0) in the West Division.

The Spits, however, do have two games in hand.

“We had opportunities to win the game, but we have to capitalize on them,” said veteran defenceman Darnell Nurse, who played more than 30 minutes after rearguard Tyler Ganly was lost with an apparent charley horse early in the game. “We had enough chances to make a difference on the power play and we didn't.”

Asked to analyze the Soo's man-advantage problems, Nurse spoke of an inability to get enough pucks on net.

The team played minus overage winger Andrew Fritsch, a key man on the power play, Sunday.

Fritsch, who's been bothered by sore ribs, saw the problem flare up following the Sudbury game and sat out against the Battalion.

“When he's in the game, he makes a difference,” Nurse said of Fritsch. “But we haven't done well on the power play for the last few games. We need to get back to basics and get pucks to the net.”

Keefe said he thought the Hounds opportunity to put some distance between themselves and the Battalion came during the first 10 minutes of the second period.

The score was tied 1-1 at that point.

Sault native Mike Amadio connected on the power play at 6:30 of the opening frame to draw North Bay even.

“We were very, very good then,” Keefe noted. “But we couldn't generate enough out of it. As for the third period, that wasn't very good at all. We were getting very, very tired.”

In fact, the home team outshot the Hounds 15-4 over the final 20 minutes and 31-22 for the game.

Rookie netminder Brandon Halverson was a standout in defeat, making a number of nice saves.

“I thought he was excellent,” the Soo coach said. “He keeps getting better and better and he was the highlight of the game for us, for sure.”

“I felt really good,” said Halverson, a 17-year-old Traverse City native. “The last couple of games my confidence has been there more than it was earlier in the season. I just feel a lot more comfortable.”

North Bay took the lead for good when Brett McKenzie notched what proved to be the winner at the 7:39 mark of the final frame.

McKenzie found himself with room in front of the Soo goal and beat Halverson high to the blocker side.

“We're not going to panic over anything,” said Keefe. “Parts of both of our weekend games were bad. But parts were also extremely good.”

The coach said he plans to give his charges today off before preparing for a three-game trip which begins Thursday in Windsor. The Soo visits Plymouth Friday and Saginaw on Saturday.

As for the Sudbury contest, Keefe didn't like his team's start -- “Our first period was horrible,” he said -- but felt the Hounds “got better as the game went on.”

The final period, he added: “May have been one of our best third periods of the season.”

Protecting a two-goal lead, the Soo outshot the Wolves 19-12 in the final frame and 38-35 for the game.

Murray, Keefe noted, “was excellent, really excellent.”

“I had a good game,” said the netminder, in his fourth OHL season. “In the last minute, the guys were pulling for me to get the shutout. (Patrick) Watling and (Tyler) Gaudet blocked shots in the final minute for me to get the shutout.”

Asked about the significance of the franchise record, Murray said it's nice, but doesn't mean a whole lot.

“It's just a number,” he said. “It's something I'm proud of, but the win is what's most important.”

Nurse, Sergey Tolchinsky and Gaudet, into an empty net, scored for the Hounds in front of 3,895 at Sudbury Community Arena.

Hounds set to meet traditional rivals 
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The last time they met, the Soo Greyhounds halted the Sudbury Wolves nine-game winning streak.

And while their opponents aren't as hot this time, the Hound are no less excited about facing what they consider to be one of the Ontario Hockey League's most-dangerous teams.

The OHL's West Division leaders visit the Wolves tonight (7 p.m.) and the North Bay Battalion on Sunday (2 p.m.) in the first of five straight road games.

“Sudbury was the hottest team in the league the last time we played them,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club rode strong penalty-killing to a 3-1 win over the Wolves Dec. 29 at Essar Centre. “And they've improved their personnel since then.”

True enough.

In a pair of deals made just prior to the Jan. 10 OHL trade deadline, the Wolves added slick forward Radek Faksa and an outstanding defenceman, Trevor Carrick.

After losing four straight (0-3-0-1), the Wolves took a two-game winning streak into their Friday night clash with visiting London.

Sudbury took a 27-13-3-5 record into that game.

“We're anxious to see where we are in comparison to them since they made some big pickups at the trade deadline,” said Hounds forward Blake Speers. “It's a good test for us, for sure.”

Keefe, whose team takes a 34-11-1-4 record into tonight's clash, spoke of how the Wolves have some dynamic scorers and how they're a difficult team to play against.

Greyhounds defenceman Kyle Jenkins said he and his defensive mates need to do all they can to slow the Wolves attack.

“They're very skilled up front,” Jenkins added. “We'll have to be aware of our defensive responsibilities, make sure guys are in front of us and not behind us and limit turnovers at both blue lines.”

And while Speers is aware of the Wolves depth up front, he believes the Hounds are an even-deeper team than their Northern rivals.

“They've got a good top six (forwards). But we feel our bottom six can do a job on their bottom six,” Speers said.

Keefe plans to start veteran Matt Murray in goal tonight before turning to rookie Brandon Halverson for Sunday's game in North Bay.

Not only does the weekend present a short turnaround for the Hounds, they're also about to face teams with vastly different styles of play.

While the Wolves like to attack their opponents, the Battalion doesn't like to take a lot of chances, with an eye towards keeping mistakes to a minimum.

“They don't take chances, they don't expose themselves,” Keefe said of the Battalion. “They have big bodies and they force you to come through them.”

And because North Bay likes to play low-scoring games, “our margin for error becomes smaller,” the Soo coach added.

Notes: Veteran winger Jean Dupuy (concussion) has been cleared to play but, wanting to make absolutely sure with regards to his condition, the Hounds plan to hold him out this weekend.

Murray crushes Saginaw's Spirit 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, January 30, 2014 9:28:01 EST AM  
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On a night when they surrendered so many quality scoring chances, quality goaltending was a necessity.

Matt Murray gave the Soo Greyhounds just that.

The four-year veteran made a number of big saves, backstopping the Hounds to a 6-3 victory over the Saginaw Spirit before 4,268 at Essar Centre.

“Goaltending was the difference for us,” said head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose team won its eighth game in nine starts. “Saginaw generated more than enough shots and I thought Matt was excellent.”

“They're a tough team to play against,” Murray said of the Spirit, losers of two straight. “They've got four good lines, six good D and a great goalie (Jake Paterson).”

With his team protecting a 5-2 lead, Murray came across his crease and made a superb pad save on Mitchell Stephens late in the second period.

But in the third, the Thunder Bay native really shone.

With the visitors outshooting the Hounds 17-9, Murray made several impressive stops, including a beautiful glove save on a driving Eric Locke with 1:18 left in regulation.

“I thought I had a good third period and that's key when you have the lead,” said Murray, whose club was outshot 45-42.

Asked if he feels additional excitement when facing a goalie of Paterson's calibre, Murray answered in the negative.

“I'm on an even keel no matter who we're playing,” he said. “I just try to give everything I have.”

The victory improved the Hounds record to 34-11-1-4, 13 points up on second-place Windsor (29-17-2-0) in the Ontario Hockey League's West Division.

The Spits, however, do have two games in hand.

But while he'll gladly take the points, Keefe wasn't exactly turning cartwheels over how his team performed.

In fact, if it weren't for Murray and his penalty-killers, who held the Spirit scoreless on four power-play chances, the Hounds bench boss said the score could have been reversed.

Three quick goals, in a span of 4:24 late in the first period, turned around what had been a 1-1 game.

“I was fine with our first period, but I didn't like a lot about our game from that point on,” Keefe said. “Especially the whole third period. I hated how we closed the game out and how much we gave up off the rush. We were too loose and allowed too many free rushes.”

Trent Mallette's hard work resulted in his second goal of the season and a 2-1 Soo lead at the 15:28 mark of the opening frame. Less than three minutes later, Pat Watling's pass to a teammate hit a defenceman and deflected right back to him.

The overage winger ripped a shot past Paterson for a 3-1 lead.

Bryan Moore took advantage of a Saginaw miscue and skated in alone while killing a penalty. He put one through Paterson's legs to make it 4-1 at 19:52.

Spirit head coach Greg Gilbert, who watched his team fall to 23-21-4-1, spoke of the “silly mistakes” his team made in the early going.

“It's stuff we should know by now,” Gilbert added. “There are nights when we execute well and nights when we turn pucks over. One period killed us. You can't dig that big a hole against a good team.”

Feeling as if his club hung Paterson out to dry, the Saginaw coach replaced him with Nikita Serebryakov to start the second period.

But after Jared McCann snapped one past Serebryakov to make it 5-1 seven minutes into the middle stanza, the visitors started to take it to the home side.

“We were in and out,” said Watling, who scored twice for the winners. “We capitalized on our chances, but if Matt wasn't there it would have been a completely different game.”

Defenceman Tyler Ganly spoke of how Murray “helps us in so many ways. He was outstanding, as usual.”

Ganly also said he and his teammates play with more confidence knowing Murray is there to bail them out.

“He'll make the saves you need him to.”

Sergey Tolchinsky had the other goal and also added an assist for the Greyhounds, Kyle Jenkins and Tyler Gaudet contributed two assists each.

Cody Payne, on a breakaway, Dylan Sadowy, who dove to chip the puck over Murray, and Locke, on a third period penalty shot, scored for the Spirit.

McCann, who was benched for much of the final two periods in Sunday's 4-2 win over Plymouth, was among the Hounds most-impressive players.

“I thought he was really good,” said Keefe, whose club visits Sudbury Saturday night and North Bay Sunday afternoon. “He was hard defensively, generated chances, scored a big goal and played with lots of energy.”

Notes: Keefe said he expects to start Murray in Sudbury and, while not sure yet, is considering going with rookie Brandon Halverson in North Bay.

Jean Dupuy, who's been out with a concussion, is taking part in full practise sessions but the Soo coach said he's not expecting the veteran winger to play this weekend.

“There's no reason to rush him,” Keefe added.

Hounds Moore is thriving -- RUICCI COLUMN 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 
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He comes from the land where NASCAR – not to mention Richard Petty – is still the king.

In North Carolina, stock car racing, in terms of popularity, is followed by college basketball and college football.

Even with the Carolina Hurricanes located in Raleigh, N.C., hockey takes a back seat.

While the sport has certainly grown – especially after the Hurricanes won the Stanley Cup in 2006 -- there are still those in the Carolinas who figure The Original Six refers to the first case of Budweiser ever brewed.

So you wouldn't expect a North Carolina city named Indian Trail to be a hockey hotbed.

And it isn't.

But it is the home of 19-year-old left winger Bryan Moore, a Soo Greyhounds newcomer who's managed to give this team exactly what it had been looking for.

He's fast, competitive, can help create offensive chances while also finishing his share.

Since joining the Hounds in an early January deal with Sarnia, Moore has notched five goals and six assists in eight games.

The Greyhounds won their first six games after acquiring Moore and defenceman Tyler Hore from the Sting in exchange for defenceman Kevin Spinozzi.

They lost 5-2 to Windsor Friday night but bounced back to beat Plymouth 4-2 on Sunday.

That was the first time Moore was held scoreless since joining the Soo.

He had points in seven straight games here, after scoring in his last four games with the Sting.

“I love it here,” said Moore, a five-foot-11, 198-pounder. “I feel with the coaching staff and the good players here, it can really help me develop.”

And while Moore, in just his second OHL season, hopes to hone his skills in order to eventually get a pro contract, the Hounds are only too happy to play a role in his evolution as a player.

They're actually thrilled to be reaping the benefits of Moore putting his speed, shooting touch and ability to make plays to use.

Moore's parents are originally from Long Island, N.Y., and grew up as hockey fans.

They moved to North Carolina in 1993 and passed their love for the sport onto Bryan, who was born a year later.

And talk about taking a road less travelled.

At age 14 he moved – by himself – to Detroit to play bantam hockey for Compuware.

But that lasted only half a season.

The young player was homesick, returning to play in Raleigh for the Junior Hurricanes bantams.

He eventually spent two seasons in the United States Hockey League, skating for the Sioux Falls Stampede.

A sixth-round selection of the Sting in 2009, Moore joined Sarnia at the start of the 2012-2013 season and wound up producing 22 goals and 41 assists in 95 starts there.

But when you consider Moore hasn't had the developmental opportunities most Canadian-born players have, his potential would seem to be considerable.

That's especially true in the puck-possession style these Greyhounds employ.

“I think he's got another level in his game,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, who's been playing Moore on a line with centre Jared McCann and right-winger Andrew Fritsch.

The three wasted little time in displaying chemistry.

“I think he can be a dominant player,” Keefe continued. “He's a strong kid, a competitor who's very intense. He's a nice piece for us to have.”

And while his points streak was snapped Sunday, Keefe actually thought Moore, who had a number of good scoring chances that day, had played his best game in a Hounds uniform.

After playing both wings in Sarnia a year ago, Moore, a left-hand shot, had spent the start of this season on his off wing.

Moving back to the left side with the Hounds, he said, hasn't been a problem at all.

Moore's goal is to be drafted this summer. If he has to play Major A for another year, he would, he said.

“And I absolutely would return here as an overage,” he added.

Averaging better than a point-per-game this season, Moore has the ability to be a significant factor now, and the potential to be a major contributor for a 2014-2015 team destined to return a lot of offensive firepower.

Spits dominate listless Hounds 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Saturday, January 25, 2014 12:08:54 EST PM  
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Rip Van Winkle was said to have slept for 20 years.

The Soo Greyhounds slumbered for just 60 minutes Friday, but that was more than enough to seal their fate.

Putting forth what their head coach admitted was their poorest performance of the season, the Hounds dropped a 5-2 decision to the Windsor Spitfires before 4,256 at Essar Centre.

“It was ugly,” said head coach Sheldon Keefe, who saw his team's six-game winning streak snapped. “We had no intensity, we blew assignments and handling the puck was the worst part of our game. For sure, it was our worst game of the season.”

“It's unacceptable,” said overage winger Andrew Fritsch, who spoke of how he didn't see this coming at all. “We blew some coverages and didn't penetrate their zone enough.

In fact the Hounds registered just three shots on goal in the opening period and 10 shots through 40 minutes.

The Spits took advantage of defensive miscues in the middle stanza to score three times, good for a 4-1 lead heading into the second intermission.

“This was the perfect storm for us,” lamented Keefe, who saw his team fall to 32-11-1-4.

By winning their third straight, the Spits (28-17-2-0) moved to within 11 points of the first-place Hounds in the Ontario Hockey League's West Division.

“We've had nights this season with poor execution, nights when we weren't mentally sharp and nights where we've been outworked,” Keefe continued. “But we've been lucky. We've haven't had that perfect storm until now. Tonight (Friday), we couldn't carry the puck without it blowing up on our sticks. There wasn't one area, there wasn't one player who was good.”

“We just weren't there mentally or physically,” added veteran defenceman Alex Gudbranson, whose club entertains Plymouth Sunday in 2 p.m. start. “We didn't come to play, it's that simple. No excuses.”

The home team's lone highlight came early in the opening frame when Jared McCann set up Fritsch's 20th goal of the season for a 1-0 lead.

But Brody Milne stripped Sergey Tolchinsky of the puck and appeared to poke his own rebound past Greyhounds netminder Matt Murray at the 12:33 mark.

Remy Giftopoulos found himself alone in front of Murray and scored a power-play marker on a feed from Josh Ho-Sang early in the middle stanza to make it 2-1.

Late in the period, Ben Johnson went unchecked before beating Murray to the glove side and Ho-Sang again found Giftopoulos alone in front of the Hounds net for the fourth Spitfires goal.

“That was what we talked about,” Keefe said of the missed assignments. “The trailer was left open on all three goals. We were brain-dead defensively.”

The Hounds play improved in the final frame and Bryan Moore beat Windsor netminder Alex Fotinos from a bad angle to make it 4-2 at the 9:18 mark.

Windsor's Sam Povorozniouk capped the scoring with 3:21 to play.

The Soo also outshot the visitors 19-9 in the frame, but it was much too little too late.

But Keefe spoke of how he had no intention of making too much of one setback.

“It all comes down to how we handle it. But everyone tells us how good we are, and we're falling in love with ourselves,” said the coach, whose club was outshot 34-29.

Keefe also said he prefers to see his team play a very poor game now, rather than in the playoffs.

“We didn't play well, but there's no panic here,” added captain Darnell Nurse. “There's nothing else to say.”

Spitfires head coach Bob Boughner said he entered the game feeling his team hadn't played well against the Hounds this season.

The Soo had beaten Windsor 5-0 and 6-0 in previous meetings.

“We wanted to make sure we played a real good road game against a good hockey club,” Boughner said. “We can't outscore a lot of teams. We need that 2-1 mentality and guys are buying into it.”

Notes: Following the game, the Hounds offered an update on winger Michael Bunting's injured knee. The first-year player has a torn medical collateral ligament (MCL) and is expected to miss another five to seven weeks, at minimum.

Bunting was hurt on Jan. 16 in Windsor.

“Hopefully the knee heals on its own,” said physiotherapist Rich Rotenberg. “If it doesn't heal as well as we'd like, we'll consider surgery. But that's the worst-case scenario.”

Surgery would likely end the season for Bunting, who's been one of his team's top players with 14 goals and 25 assists in 45 games.

This year has certainly been special -- RUICCI COLUMN 
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They've won six straight, lead their division by 13 points, are 19-2-0-2 on home ice, third in total points among the Ontario Hockey League's 20 teams and on pace for 100 points.

But the true significance of the Soo Greyhounds 2013-2014 season can only be measured through comparison.

This Hounds team is on pace to register the second-best regular season performance in franchise history.

Imagine?

And not only that.

Considering where they've been of late (out of the playoffs for three of the last five years, with just three playoff series victories – that's right, three – over the last 13 seasons) and with such a young roster entering this campaign, the '13-'14 Hounds certainly qualify as one of the biggest surprise stories in franchise history.

The biggest, arguably, was written by the 1990-91 squad.

After missing the playoffs the previous two seasons, that Hounds team finished first in the old Emms Division and went on to capture this city's first of two straight OHL championships.

Now, except for those involved with the present-day team, most notably GM Kyle Dubas and head coach Sheldon Keefe, who else expected we'd be approaching the start of February having watched such an impressive reversal of fortunes?

The Greyhounds entered what was then the Ontario Hockey Association in 1972.

This is the 42nd season the franchise has competed against the province's best.

And only during the 1984-85 campaign have the Hounds been more notable.

In a 66-game regular season, that was the year of a 33-0-0 mark on home ice.

They were the days of head coach Terry Crisp and GM Sam McMaster, of Wayne Groulx and Graeme Bonar, of Chris Felix and the late Bob Probert, of Sault boys Mike Oliverio and Rob Zettler.

The '84-'85 Hounds finished with a 54-11-1 (wins, losses, ties) record, won the OHL championship, but lost a Memorial Cup semifinal to the Prince Albert Raiders.

With 109 points, no other Greyhounds club has come close to that kind of regular season performance.

Until now.

Today's Greyhounds take a 32-10-1-4 mark into tonight's clash with visiting Windsor.

Of course, with overtime and shootouts now a part of the league, points are easier to come by.

But that fact certainly doesn't diminish what this year's team has managed to accomplish through 47 games.

Only two other Hounds teams, both under the direction of McMaster and Crisp, were able to top the 90-point mark.

The '80-81 Hounds went 47-19-2 for 96 points. The '82-83 squad finished with one point more, registering a 48-21-1 mark.

It's surprising because of how strong they were, but not one of the Soo's three Memorial Cup teams of the early 1990s exceeded 90 points.

And the '92-93 squad, which finally broke through to win the only Cup in franchise history, finished with just 81 points, the result of a 38-23-5 mark.

Of course, the most important aspect of any season begins around mid March.

And how this year's team fares come playoff time will eventually go a long way in shaping just how fondly we remember it.

Hounds say they're ready for Spits 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, January 23, 2014 11:11:55 EST PM  
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The last time these teams met, just over a week ago in Windsor, the Soo Greyhounds secured a 6-0 win.

The clubs also played in mid October here, with the Hounds blanking the Spitfires 5-0.

And heading into tonight's 7:07 p.m. Essar Centre rematch, the Soo holds a 13-point lead over the second-place Spits in the OHL's West Division.

So, are the Hounds, who've won six straight, concerned about being overconfident as they begin a three-game home stand?

Not at all, according to captain Darnell Nurse.

“The numbers create a situation where people might think the game will be easy, but we're definitely not taking that approach,” said the Hounds third-year defenceman. “No matter who we play it's a big game. That's the approach we've taken all season long.”

While a six-goal victory last Thursday at Windsor Family Credit Union Centre seems, on the surface, one-sided, overage winger Andrew Fritsch quickly recalled how poorly he and his teammates felt they played early on that night.

“We actually were terrible in the first period and got three goals,” said Fritsch, whose club rode the hot netminding of Matt Murray to a 3-0 lead after 20 minutes.

Dylan Corson's first of two goals, midway through the opening period, gave the visitors that three-goal cushion, chasing Windsor netminder Alex Fotinos.

“There's no reason to take them for granted,” continued Fritsch, whose club was outshot 38-32 that night. “They're still a good team and they'll be ready to go.”

Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe has little doubt.

Despite the Soo's lead in the standings, “I don't expect Windsor to go away,” he said. “I'm sure they have their remaining games with us circled. They'll continue to push us.”

And Keefe, whose club takes a 32-10-1-4 mark into tonight's clash, said he spoke to his players about being overconfident at Thursday's practice.

After going 0-5-1-0 over a six-game span, the Spitfires have rebounded to win two straight. They were 6-2 winners in Plymouth last Saturday and 3-1 home ice winners over Sudbury one day later.

Windsor brings a 27-17-2-0 mark into tonight's clash.

“I give them credit for responding to a tough stretch by getting two big wins,” Keefe said.

The Hounds coach also spoke of how the Spitfires forecheck caused his team problems – especially early – last week in Windsor.

“We struggled with our breakouts,” Keefe noted. “They closed on the puck-carrier quickly with their speed up front and took away our time and space. It took us a while to adjust.”

Murray is expected to get the start in goal tonight. Meantime, two Hounds remain sidelined.

Winger Michael Bunting, who was injured in last week's win in Windsor, is still out with what the team is describing as a lower body injury.

Keefe said the injury is not believed to be serious.

Winger Jean Dupuy, who suffered a concussion on Jan. 3 in Guelph and hasn't played since, also remains out.

However, Dupuy has resumed skating and Keefe says he's making progress.

Following tonight's game the Hounds entertain Plymouth Sunday at 2 p.m. and Saginaw next Wednesday in a 7:07 p.m. start.

Karterud seeks change in fortunes 
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By no means was it a pretty goal.

But the way things had been going, Jorgen Karterud welcomed it.

The native of Oslo, Norway, hadn't scored since Oct. 23.

And so when Kyle Jenkins point shot hit Karterud's skate Sunday, and deflected past Owen Sound netminder Brandon Hope for a power-play goal, the 19-year-old winger suddenly felt at ease.

“It wasn't a good goal, but it was a relief to score,” said Karterud, who hadn't turned the light on in 14 games, 13 since spraining the medial collateral ligament (MCL) in his right knee in an Oct. 26 home game with Kingston.

The six-foot-five, 195-pounder also added an assist Sunday, holding off a defender and making a slick play to set up a David Miller goal.

Karterud impressed throughout, earning first star honours in his club's 4-2 victory at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre.

He's hoping that performance is the start of a turnaround in what has been an up-and-down first season in the Ontario Hockey League.

“I know I can play better,” said Karterud, who takes a stat line of seven goals and nine assists, along with an even plus-minus rating, in 28 games into Friday's clash with Windsor (7:07 p.m.) at Essar Centre.

That's the start of a three-game home stand that also sees the Hounds entertain Plymouth Sunday afternoon (2 p.m.) and Saginaw (7:07 p.m.), next Wednesday night.

“I want to keep improving and finish the season strong,” he added. “I want to show consistency game after game.”

The Hounds first-round selection (35th overall) in last summer's Canadian Hockey League Import Draft, Karterud had been playing well prior to suffering the knee injury, three days after a two-goal, one-assist performance against Sarnia.

It kept him out of the lineup until Nov. 27 and Karterud played in 10 games before departing for Malmo, Sweden and a spot on Team Norway competing at the World Junior Hockey Championships.

“It was hard. I was rusty when I came back,” said Karterud, who spoke of how his timing was off following the injury. “My knee was okay, but it felt weaker than before and I may have been favouring it a little. And I went into a slump when I got back.”

What was frustrating, Karterud said, was the fact he wasn't getting shots on goal.

After five or six games, he said he began to get chances again and was doing some good things, but the goals and assists weren't coming.

Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club takes a six-game winning streak and a 32-10-1-4 record into Friday night's action, said Karterud “wasn't the same player he was” prior to the injury.

Asked if he believes Karterud was a little cautious after returning to the lineup, Keefe said yes.

“It's a natural tendency to be hesitant,” he added. “We had hopes that going away for World Juniors would help his confidence and I think it did.”

Overall, Karterud played in seven games, scoring once and setting up two others for a very weak Norwegian squad.

He spoke of how he started to play better while in Sweden “especially over the last three games.”

In four games since returning from Europe, Karterud has a goal and two assists.

He also spoke of how his knee is feeling stronger and how he's feeling more comfortable on the ice.

Keefe said he could see the improvement in Karterud during practise sessions before the Hounds hit the road last week for games in Windsor, Sarnia and Owen Sound.

“It took him a while, but he's getting sharp with his puck-handling again,” the Soo coach said. “And by the second period of the Owen Sound game, he was dominant.”

Keefe said the Greyhounds need a big body such as Karterud to chip in offensively, play a strong brand of hockey along the boards in his own zone and use his size to win pucks all over the ice.

“We hope he's turned the corner,” Keefe added. “He started the season really well and contributed some big goals.”

Karterud, who skated for the Valerenga, Under-20 club, while also playing in the Get Ligaen, Norway's top men's league, a season ago, said he's thoroughly enjoyed his time in the Sault.

He spoke of how he's learned a lot and “everything is awesome.”

His goal “is to keep improving,” while helping his team the rest of the season.
Ganly goal gives Greyhounds a victory 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Sunday, January 19, 2014 6:47:56 EST PM  
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When you've waited 108 games, you certainly don't want to agonize through another few minutes.

But that's exactly what Tyler Ganly had to endure Sunday afternoon in Owen Sound.

The Soo Greyhounds second-year defenceman scored his first career goal – and it stood up as the winner – as the Hounds beat the Attack 4-2, before 2,725 at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre.

After beating Owen Sound netminder Brandon Hope high to the short side, Ganly was forced to wait several minutes while the scoring play was under review.

“I knew myself it went in, but the wait was killing me,” said Ganly, a six-foot-two, 200-pounder, whose shot appeared to go in, and out, of the Attack net quickly. “A delay that long could only happen on my goal.”

With the visitors leading 2-1 early in the second period, defence partner Tyler Hore slid the puck to Ganly, whose slapshot was blocked.

“But it came back onto my stick and I walked past the guy who'd blocked it,” said the 18-year-old Ganly, taken by the Hounds in the fifth round of the 2011 OHL draft. “I just snapped it up high.”

As for how he felt once the referee signalled the goal was good, Ganly said it was one of his finest moments in junior hockey.

“It felt great,” said the Milton, Ont., native, a sixth-round choice of the Carolina Hurricanes in the 2013 NHL draft. “And for it to be the winner, you couldn't ask for a better scenario.”

Well, maybe he could?

Ganly spoke of how his parents, John and Rosaleen Ganly, along with family members and friends, were in attendance Sunday to make the day extra special.

“I'm thrilled for him,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club swept a three-game weekend trip, extending its win streak to six in a row. “He's been playing some excellent hockey. He's had numerous opportunities and every time he's gotten ready to shoot, the whole bench has gotten behind him.”

Keefe, whose squad began the trip with a 6-0 win in Windsor Thursday and followed with a 6-2 decision in Sarnia one night later, praised Ganly for unleashing “a big-time shot.”

And the Hounds coach also offered a prediction.

“The way he's playing, I'm sure it's going to be the first of many,” Keefe said.

“Now that the monkey is off of my back, I feel relaxed and I hope to get a few more,” Ganly added.

With the victory, the Soo improved to 32-10-1-4, tops in the West Division and 13 points up on second-place Windsor (27-17-2-0), though the Spits have a game in hand.

Keefe said he liked the way his club played, displaying control of the puck offensively, while limiting the number of quality chances the Attack enjoyed.

And when Owen Sound did have a good scoring opportunity, Matt Murray was there to turn it aside.

Jorgen Karterud scored once and added an assist for the winners in one of his best performances in a long time.

The native of Oslo, Norway, hadn't scored since Oct. 23, though he'd missed 19 games due to a knee injury and his appearance at the World Junior Hockey Championships.

A Kyle Jenkins point shot hit Karterud in the skate and deflected past Hope for a power-play marker at the 8:14 mark of the opening period.

“It wasn't a good goal, but I'll take it anyway,” said the 19-year-old Karterud. “It had been a while since I scored.”

The first-year winger also made a beautiful play to fight off a check and set up David Miller to give the visitors a 4-1 lead late in the second period.

“This game helps my confidence,” said Karterud, who was chosen first star. “I've been struggling a little with my production, so it felt good to get some points.”

Bryan Moore had the other goal for the winners, who held a 42-27 edge in shots.

Daniel Milne and Kyle Hope scored for the Attack, which fell to 21-18-3-3.

The Hounds penalty-killers were again perfect, holding Owen Sound scoreless in five power-play tries. The Soo was a perfect 12-for-12 on the road trip.

“Our adjustments were good, guys were hot on the puck and our execution was really good,” said Keefe, whose club plays host to Windsor Friday at Essar Centre. “Overall our PK has been a positive all year.”

“It was awesome to get a sweep on this trip,” added centre Jared McCann, who was impressive Sunday. “I feel we played three really-good games.”

Greyhounds start fast, finish strong 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Friday, January 17, 2014 11:22:22 EST PM  
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After an opening period performance that left him highly disappointed Thursday, the head coach of the Soo Greyhounds wanted to see a much better start when his team hit the ice 24 hours later.

Sheldon Keefe got just that – and more – Friday, as the Hounds beat the Sarnia Sting 6-2 before 4,025 at RBC Centre.

Two first period goals, the result of a heavy dosage of puck possession, helped the Hounds win their fifth straight and second in a row on a three-game road trip which concludes Sunday afternoon in Owen Sound.

“I was obviously thrilled we scored early,” said Keefe, whose club got on the board just 35 seconds in when Bryan Moore stung his former teammates by beating netminder Taylor Dupuis.

Tyler Gaudet ripped a high shot past Dupuis at 7:49 and the visitors held a 13-4 edge in shots through 20 minutes.

“We did a lot of good things in the first. It was a good period for us,” Keefe said.

“We were determined to come out a lot faster than we did in Windsor,” added Gaudet, whose club relied heavily on netminder Matt Murray early Thursday, before eventually beating the Spitfires 6-0.

And while Keefe had issues with the way his team failed to put the game away in the middle stanza Friday, a pair of early goals in the final frame finally did the Sting in.

“We were in full control of the game in the second, but we got too casual and over-passed the puck,” said Keefe, disappointed in his club's inability to finish good scoring chances. “We allowed Sarnia to hang around and we took some lazy penalties in the second period.”

The coach also spoke of how he made his feelings known to his charges during the second intermission.

“I was straight up with them,” he said.

Leading 3-1 entering the final frame, defenceman Tyler Hore converted a Sergey Tolchinsky feed to make it 4-1 just 1:53 in.

A little over a minute later, Jared McCann's 21st of the season gave the visitors a four-goal cushion.

Moore, who also notched an assist, said playing on a winning team is helping to make him a better player.

“Absolutely,” said Moore, who joined the Hounds just prior to the start of this winning streak. “This is a lot different than being in Sarnia. We didn't win many games. But here, it definitely helps to play with so many good players.”

With the victory, the Hounds improved to 31-10-1-4, 15 points up on second-place Windsor (25-17-2-0) in the Ontario Hockey League's West Division.

The Spits, who were idle Friday, have two games in hand.

Hore, who also joined the Hounds from the Sting in the deal that sent rearguard Kevin Spinozzi the other way, was a standout for the winners.

Keefe used the word “great” to describe Hore's effort.

“That was his best performance as a Greyhound,” Keefe said of Hore, whose goal was his first in a Soo uniform.

Blake Speers and Patrick Watling, shorthanded, had the other goals for the Greyhounds, who held a 42-24 edge in shots. Nikita Korostelev and Daniel Nikandrov scored in defeat.

Despite the second period problems, Tolchinsky, who contributed a pair of assists, thought he and his teammates played well overall.

“We had good chemistry and lots of puck movement,” said Tolchinsky, who enters today in third place in the league scoring race with 22 goals and 47 assists in 46 games. “We were skating fast and putting a lot of pressure on them.”

And Keefe offered high praise for netminder Brandon Halverson. In particularly, the coach spoke of how confident his rookie goalie appeared.

“I thought he was great,” Keefe said. “It's the best we've seen him play since his first start of the season.”

But despite Halverson's showing, Keefe said he'll stick with his original plan and start Murray Sunday in Owen Sound.

Murray backstops Greyhounds to victory 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, January 16, 2014 11:36:00 EST PM  
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The teams had barely broken a sweat Thursday when Windsor's Brady Vail stormed in alone on Matt Murray.

But the Soo Greyhounds fourth-year netminder made a brilliant glove save – part of an outstanding first period for Murray – and the breakaway stop helped the Hounds go on to beat the Spitfires 6-0 before 5,427 at the WFCU Centre.

“It was definitely an important save to keep us from going down early,” said Murray, who wound up making 38 stops for his fifth shutout of the season. “I tried not to think about what he was going to do. I just knew I needed to make the save.”

“That was a positive sign that Matt was dialed in,” said head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club continues its three-game road trip tonight in Sarnia.

The trip concludes Sunday afternoon in Owen Sound.

“He was the difference in the game for us,” added Keefe, who spoke of his team's early struggles. “I thought our whole first period was terrible. It was one of our worst periods of the year.”

But Murray kept the Hounds in the game and the team played much better beginning with the second period.

In winning their fourth straight, the Hounds (30-10-1-4) did more than just hand the Spitfires their sixth consecutive setback.

With a 25-17-2-0 mark, second-place Windsor has fallen 13 points back of the Hounds, who hold top spot in the Ontario Hockey League's West Division.

The Spits were also blanked 9-0 last Sunday in Erie. Windsor has gone 122 minutes and 58 seconds without a goal.

“This definitely sends a message to them that overtaking us won't be easy,” said Hounds defenceman Kyle Jenkins, who finished the night with a plus-minus of plus-5. “We started slowly and even though we had three goals in the first period, our play wasn't where we wanted it to be.”

Veteran forward Dylan Corson did more than score his first goal in a Greyhounds uniform Thursday. Corson, acquired from the Barrie Colts on Dec. 20, recorded the first two-goal game of his OHL career.

“Feels unbelievable. Feels great,” said Corson, whose first goal gave the Hounds a 3-0 lead midway through the opening period.

That chased Windsor's starting goalie Alex Fotinos, who was replaced by Dalen Kuchmey.

The 19-year-old also scored late in the middle frame, burying a slick feed from Sergey Tolchinsky to make it 5-0.

Fotinos returned for the start of the final period after Kuchmey pulled himself due to a knee injury.

“For sure, it feels nice to contribute to such a big win,” said Corson, whose club was outshot 38-32. “That was probably one of the biggest games of the year for us. Matt Murray was unbelievable. He held things together for us, especially in the first half of the game.”

Andrew Fritsch, who opened the scoring with his 19th goal of the season, Pat Watling, Blake Speers and Bryan Moore rounded out the Hounds scoring.

Tolchinsky was a standout and finished with a pair of assists.

Moore also added an assist and has two goals and four assists in four games since being acquired from the Sarnia Sting.

Notes: Hounds winger Michael Bunting left the game after a second period collision and didn't return. Keefe said Bunting suffered a lower body injury and is doubtful for both tonight's game and Sunday's clash.

Rookie netminder Brandon Halverson is expected to get the start in Sarnia with Murray returning for Sunday's game with the Attack.

Excited McCann ready to face Spits 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, January 16, 2014 5:53:20 EST PM  
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Shortly after his flight landed in Windsor late Thursday afternoon, Jared McCann took some time to consider how the previous 24 hours couldn't have gone much better.

“Everything went as I'd hoped,” he said.

The Soo Greyhounds second-year centre, who was determined to play in that night's Hounds-Spitfires game at WFCU Centre, spent the previous evening in Calgary.

Not only did he score the winning goal for Team Orr in a 4-3 victory over Team Cherry, he was named his team's player of the game in the 2014 CHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

With just 3:29 left in regulation and the score tied 3-3, the 17-year-old native of London, Ont., unleashed a laser that found the top corner past Team Cherry netminder Alex Nedeljkovic.

“Kind of a storybook ending,” said McCann, second in Hounds scoring with 20 goals and 23 assists in 42 games. “Josh (Ho-Sang) made a great pass and I just tired to get it to the net. It was very exciting to scorer the winner.”

Pressed about the quality of the shot, McCann finally admitted it was “a shot I was happy with.”

Ranked No. 11 among North American skaters in NHL Central Scouting's midterm rankings released earlier this week, McCann was determined to “play my game” while also improving his draft stock.

Thursday, he admitted he likely did just that.

Asked about being named his team's top player Wednesday, McCann, the Hounds first-round selection (fourth overall) in the 2012 Ontario Hockey League draft, said he was thrilled.

“That was awesome. I didn't expect it,” he added. “There were a lot of guys there who played well.”

Ho-Sang, a member of the Spitfires, and Blake Clarke and Brendan Lemieux, both on the power play, had the other goals for Team Orr.

Michael Dal Colle, Nikolay Goldobin and Sam Reinhart handled the scoring for Team Cherry.

Goldobin was chosen his team's player of the game.
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Reid Duke is poised to have his name called at the 2014 draft. (Canadian Press)

It goes without saying that Reid Duke’s season has entailed its share of obstacles on the last-place Lethbridge Hurricanes. It would have been easy for him to ask for a change of scenery just as several of his former teammates did, but the 18-year-old remained loyal to the organization that chose him with the fifth overall pick of the 2011 bantam draft.

“I knew that I should stick it out with the team for a lot of reasons,” says Duke, who was ranked 65th among North American skaters by NHL Central Scouting Service. “I sat down with my parents and agent and we all agreed that I should stay with the Hurricanes. They drafted me and they needed players to stick by them during this tough time. It was just the right thing to do – it’s important to stand by your team.”

Even though the 6-foot, 188-pound centre is only in his second season in the league, Duke took on a leadership role because of his team’s fragile situation.

“I felt the team needed me to be a leader with guys asking for trades and us struggling to win games,” says Duke. “I tried to help the older players lead and just help out the younger guys. It’s not easy to lose like we have, so I tried to be positive and just try to get other players to be positive.”

With hindsight vision, Duke sees the value in going through the Hurricanes’ dismal 12-53-2-3 record. He feels the tough season led to him growing as a person and gaining character.

“It’s not fun to go through, but you grow a lot as a person,” says the Calgary, Alta., native, who has two games left on the year as the Hurricanes play their last match on March 17 against the Medicine Hat Tigers. “You find ways to motivate yourself and you grow up because you need to play hard for not just you, but also your teammates. I know I grew a lot as a person and gained character and patience. I think I can take out a lot of positives from this year because of that.”

Duke’s stats don’t paint a very accurate picture on how well his season has gone. His 14 goals and 38 points in 60 games show he’s improved from his 24-point rookie season; however, his skill and talent suggests he would have notched north of 50 points if he was on one of the top-half teams in the league. In addition, his minus-45 plus-minus stat describes his team’s defensive play more so than his own. He’s still a work in progress in his own end of the rink, but he’s taken significant steps forward this year as a two-way player.

“I don’t think my stats show how much I’ve improved this year,” he says. “I worked hard to play better at my end of the ice and I thought I did a better job of generating offensive chances. But I’m not that worried about my stats. I try to just focus on working hard and not pay too much attention to personal stats.”

1. How would you describe yourself as a player?

“I think I’m a hard worker that has some good skill. I also think I’m a good skater that generates good offensive chances.”

2. Do you model your game after a player in the NHL?

“I think (Philadelphia Flyers centre) Claude Giroux is a good guy to model my game after. He’s a smart player that’s good at both ends. I try to play like him.”

3. Who’s your favourite NHL team?

“Being from Calgary, I cheer from the Flames just because I grew up watching them. But I also like watching the Pittsburgh Penguins and Chicago Blackhawks because they have a lot of skill and fun players to watch on their teams.”

4. What’s your favourite movie?

“I really like the movie Miracle. It’s just a great hockey movie that’s pretty inspiring.”

5. What type of music do you like to listen to before a game?

“I like old style country music. I’m into the light stuff – nothing too crazy. I’m not really into anything else.”

Kelly Friesen is a Buzzing the Net columnist for Yahoo! Sports. Follow him on Twitter

Sislo’s best is yet to come

 March 13, 2014

by Kevin Zalaznik || AHL On The Beat Archive

When Albany Devils forward Mike Sislo was three years old and just learning to skate, he had enough. He was sick of pushing a chair around and nearly called it quits. 

No wonder, because he was born to have a stick in his hand, not a chair to keep his balance. 

Grasping a piece of lumber, the 26-year-old Sislo has been on a tear lately, posting eight points in his last eight outings. His production throughout the year has led to his recent success: In 48 AHL games, he is a goal shy of his first 20-goal season. He has already reached a career-high 34 points, and he made his NHL debut with New Jersey on Jan. 3 against the Chicago Blackhawks. 

"I think it's just confidence," said Sislo's linemate Tim Sestito. "He's been in the league for a few years now and obviously he's played well enough to get a call-up and he played great there. Ever since he's been down, he's been going just as hard. He has all the tools of an NHL player and it's only a matter of time before he's there full-time." 

Until he gets that next call to New Jersey, Sislo, who serves as one of Albany’s assistant captains, is committed to helping the AHL Devils reach the Calder Cup Playoffs for the first time since the 2009-10 season, leaving him no time for nostalgia of early-season memories. 

"I've enjoyed some of the success I've had so far, but I've been focused on trying to get better every day and keep working with the ultimate goal of getting into the playoffs," Sislo said. "The offseason is really the time to reflect and look back. Right now it's all focus on taking care of business." 

Entering Friday’s game against the Springfield Falcons, the Devils occupy the eighth spot in the Eastern Conference -- just two points out of fifth place. With 17 games remaining, Albany will rely not only on Sislo’s proven shot, but also on his two-way play. 

The numbers don’t lie when evaluating the third-year-pro’s play at both ends of the ice. He ranks second on the team in goals and points and is tied for fourth with a plus-7 rating. Additionally, he leads the club with six power-play goals and is tied for first with two shorthanded tallies. 

For his career, the third-year pro from Superior, Wis., has totaled 87 points, including 41 goals and 46 assists, in 171 contests. 

"For me, it’s his complete game," said head coach Rick Kowalsky. "He's probably one of our ice-time leaders up front and he's a major part of the penalty kill because of his speed. He's on the power play because of his shot." 

His shot is something he has honed over the years and is the ultimate complement to his speed, according to Sestito. 

"It's one of those things, like a lot of different areas, I continue to work at every year," Sislo said after Wednesday’s practice at Times Union Center. "I'm always working on getting stronger, getting faster and having a better shot -- a quicker release. I think slowly over time I continue to work at it and develop it." 

Unfortunately for Sislo, none of his 11 shots during a span of seven NHL games this season found the back of the net, but he has enjoyed two stints in Newark this year between Jan. 3-16 and Jan. 31-Feb. 1. Kowalsky and Sestito both believe it is only a matter of time before he is playing at the Prudential Center. 

"Just keep doing what he's doing and realizing that it’s going to be very small steps up the ladder," Kowalsky said. "Skill-wise, mentally, physically, everything is there for him to be an NHL player. It’s just taking that next step and sometimes those little intangibles are the things that get you over the hump." 

When asked his favorite all-time hockey moment, Sislo jumped to his first NHL game, but followed with winning the Wisconsin state tournament in high school with his best friends. 

But what about in the AHL? 

"It's hard to say one moment," he said. "We've had a lot of fun here and a lot of great experiences, but I'm hoping the most exciting and memorable moments are shortly to come."
IceHogs' Dahlbeck finding his shot

 March 11, 2014
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by Colby Rogers || AHL On The Beat Archive

In just his second season with the Rockford IceHogs, defenseman Klas Dahlbeck has become a leader by example. Pegged as a stay-at-home defenseman during his young career, Dahlbeck is now showing the ability that he can become an all-around blueliner. 

The Katrineholm, Sweden, native was drafted in the third round (79th overall) of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft by the Chicago Blackhawks. With a seven-hour time difference between St. Paul, Minn., where the draft was held, and his home in Sweden, Dahlbeck is lucky he didn’t have to wait until the early morning hours to find out he was selected in the third round. 

“I was following on the internet,” said Dahlbeck. “My agent called me first saying that I got drafted by the Blackhawks. Then somebody called me from the organization.” 

Playing parts of the past five seasons professionally is no small feat for a 22-year-old blueliner. Dahlbeck played his first game as a professional for Linköping HC, of the Swedish Elite League, in the 2009-10 season, totaling six regular-season games and three playoff contests. Prior to his professional debut, Dahlbeck played three seasons in Sweden’s Division 1 and junior leagues. 

The 6-foot-2 defenseman spent a final year with Linköping in 2011-12 and also got the chance to play with the Swedish national team before jumping to the American Hockey League in 2012. 

Dahlbeck now plays with fellow Chicago 2011 draftees Mark McNeill, Phillip Danault, Alex Broadhurst and Adam Clendening in Rockford. With Brandon Saad and Andrew Shaw already playing in the NHL for the Blackhawks, the 2011 Draft could turn out to be a benchmark for the organization. 

In his first season in the AHL (2012-13), Dahlbeck played in 70 games while recording one goal and five assists. He was named the IceHogs' most improved player for the season. 

But with a new season has come a much improved offensive game. Dahlbeck, who scored two goals in 108 games playing at Sweden's highest club level, has 10 goals and 23 assists for 33 points in 61 games for the IceHogs in 2013-14. 

“I think I’ve improved a lot since last year,” Dahlbeck said. “That was obviously a good start for me, coming over here, getting to know the game over here. I think I’ve improved in a lot of areas. Playing with the puck, feeling more confident with the puck and contributing with some offense this year.” 

Dahlbeck tied the IceHogs' all-time record for assists and points by a defenseman in a single game when he recorded four assists on Jan. 11 vs. Lake Erie. With just over a month remaining in the season, Dahlbeck ranks among the AHL's leaders in goals (T-3rd) and points (10th) by a defenseman and also has an impressive plus/minus rating of plus-19, making him arguably one of the top all-around D-men in the league. 

IceHogs head coach Ted Dent agrees that Dahlbeck has found his stroke on the offensive side of the puck. 

“I think he really set a goal this summer to improve his shot,” said Dent. “He changed his sticks and he wanted to be more a part of the offense than he was last year. I think we stress as a team that we really want to create offense from the point and get our defensemen shooting the puck a lot as well.” 

The numbers agree. The lefty shooter had averaged just over one shot on goal per game in his pro career prior to this season. However, in 61 games this season, Dahlbeck has taken 144 shots for an average of 2.36 shots per game. 

While showing a new scoring touch is great, Dahlbeck wants to show what he can do in the NHL above all else. However, he knows that there are areas that need to be worked on before he gets his shot, including “awareness of where everyone is so I can make better plays.” 

Dahlbeck may have been known more for his abilities as a stay-at-home defenseman prior to this season, but he isn’t sitting idle in his defensive development. 

“I’ve got to work on making even quicker plays and knowing where everybody is all the time. Same thing as the offense: awareness,” said Dahlbeck. 

Dent certainly won’t cherish losing the Swedish defenseman once he earns a shot in the NHL, but the IceHogs coach will be proud of Dahlbeck and the development he has achieved. 

“Klas is doing well. He’s really added a different part to his game this year with the offense,” Dent said. “He’s contributed offensively and got some points on the board. He’s really focused on jumping the rush and being a second layer for us and trying to get shots through from the point, as well as maintaining his defensive play and being a good stay-at-home defenseman.” 

If Dahlbeck keeps showing the constant and measured improvements that he has shown in Rockford, it will only be a matter of time before the Blackhawks come calling.
Monarchs preparing for playoff push

 March 8, 2014
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by Nick Chacos || AHL On The Beat Archive

The Manchester Monarchs, the primary affiliate of the Los Angeles Kings, are currently leading the Eastern Conference and the American Hockey League with 84 points, and 14 games remaining on their schedule through Saturday. After collecting just 81 points through all of their 2012-13 campaign, there is a different feeling in the locker room this season heading toward the postseason. 

The Monarchs have had players from every position step up and contribute to their league-leading point total. Center Jordan Weal (15-38-53) is a talented stick-handler who makes the skaters around him better any time he is on the ice. The defensive pairing of Vincent LoVerde (plus-35) and Andrew Bodnarchuk (plus-33), who rank among the league leaders in plus/minus, challenge every possession as soon as the puck crosses the blue line. Goaltenders Martin Jones, who was recalled by Los Angeles and has posted a 9-4-0 record with the Kings, and J.F. Berube, who leads AHL rookies with 21 wins, have backstopped the team to the top of the standings. 

“We’ve squeaked out a lot of close games,” said head coach Mark Morris, whose Monarchs are 14-4-2-6 in one-goal contests. “Strong goaltending has been a big factor, timely scoring, and some real key comebacks. I think that having a veteran defenseman like Jeff Schultz has helped us stabilize our defensive core. He, along with Andrew Campbell, and Andrew Bodnarchuk have been around the league for quite a few years now. We haven’t had that much of a veteran presence behind the blue line in recent memory. 

“The same holds true up front. A guy like Colin Fraser that brings that steadying presence around him. We’ve been fortunate to also have some key young guys that have performed really well; some key pro tryout guys that have chipped in, and contributed in big ways. So, that in combination has really allowed us to stay very competitive.” 

Due to the nature of the AHL, players can sometimes tend to focus on individual development and on the status of their parent National Hockey League team. One of the questions that can arise around this time of the year is whether the postseason tournament carries much weight in the minds of AHL players. In the Monarchs locker room, nobody needs convincing that a Calder Cup championship would be an enormous accomplishment. 

“It’s really important,” Monarchs captain Andrew Campbell stated. “If you ask anyone in Los Angeles right down to Manchester, you want to have that winning culture. You expect to win; you don’t show up hoping to win. You come to the rink everyday expecting to win. It starts at the top and it runs right down here. So winning a playoff series, winning two playoff series, winning a championship helps breed that winning culture, which is huge.” 

Despite finishing the season on a winning note in recent years, the team has had trouble escaping the first round. Last year, Manchester won six of its last seven regular-season matchups to clinch the seventh seed in the Eastern Conference playoffs. Despite their strong finish, the Monarchs were eliminated by the Springfield Falcons in the first round, marking the third consecutive year that Manchester was unable to win a playoff series. 

The Monarchs last made a playoff run during their 2009-10 campaign, making it to the Eastern Conference Finals before falling to the Hershey Bears. Hershey would go on to win the Calder Cup that year. In fact, in three of the last four seasons, the Monarchs have been eliminated by the eventual Calder Cup champions. 

This year, however, the Monarchs have been able to remain one of the top teams in the AHL and are in a position to enter the playoffs as one of the top seeds in the Eastern Conference. Campbell believes that their ranking this year will have a significant impact on the outcome of this team’s destiny. 

“Especially the last couple years, we’ve had to fight right down to the last Saturday and Sunday of the season to secure a playoff berth,” explained Campbell. “It’s always tough when you have to expend every bit of energy you have just to get in the playoffs, and by the time the first round comes around, you’ve kind of emptied a little bit of your tank. 

“We have a nice little lead right now at the top of the conference, but other teams have games in hand. We have to continue to win so when the last weekend of the season comes around, we’re not scraping tooth and nail to get in. We still expect to win, but our focus can kind of be what lies ahead in the playoffs.” 

Right wing Brian O'Neill echoed his captain’s emphasis on remaining consistent and the importance of entering the postseason as a higher seed. 

“This year, I think we were focused on just sustaining that start and I think we did that really well,” shared O’Neill. “I think we were pretty consistent through the winter and we’ve continued that. Hopefully, we can put ourselves in a position to win in the first round and get a decent matchup compared to the last couple years where we’ve limped in as a seventh or eighth seed.” 

Another reason why focus and energy are so crucial heading into the postseason is because the games become so much more competitive. Three of the current top eight teams in the Eastern Conference have parent organizations that would miss the NHL playoffs if they were to start this weekend. That means that those teams would likely add some NHL talent to their rosters for the playoffs, giving them a boost during the tournament. With the Kings having a comfortable cushion over the eighth seed in the NHL Western Conference, the Monarchs will likely have to work with the talent they already have, so they will have to stay even keeled and keep improving if they are aiming for a deep playoff run this time around. 

“It’s an ongoing challenge,” said Morris. “I think we’ve proven that when we are focused, we can be very effective collectively. Teaching the guys to respect how we manage the puck and how to manage the clock, those are the biggest challenges right now. 

“I think that if we’re smart, we’ll see if we can grow our game a little bit more by being more attentive to details in our game, finding ways to get better on our power play and better on our penalty kill, and start playing full games. You’re taking your chances if you’re not playing a complete game.” 

Campbell reiterated that there is still much work to be done before the team can start looking ahead to the postseason. 

“We still have a lot of business to take care of. We’re just taking it a day at a time right now; game-by-game, weekend-by-weekend,” Campbell said. “There are a lot of young guys that are experiencing this for the first time so we like to keep them and their focus narrowed down on what’s directly ahead and not what’s going on in the future. 

“These are the days you have to really be a professional, continue to push yourself and not let the season wear on you. Just continue to show up to the rink energized and ready to go.” 

O’Neill added, “Mark and (assistant coach Freddy Meyer) do a really good job of keeping their foot down and making sure we don’t get complacent. It’s really easy, especially when you’re in first place and you’ve had a little bit of a cushion most of the year, to just get lackadaisical. The standings are so tight right now that there’s no real room for error. If you go on a slide here, you’re going to be in a real tough spot come playoff time. I think they do a really great job week-by-week, even if we have a lot of success, at keeping us in the present.” 

With the season winding down and the Monarchs holding an eight-point lead in the Atlantic Division, the locker room does not have quite the same tension that has accompanied the months of March and April in recent years. With the coaching staff focused on keeping the team physically fresh and mentally sharp, the last remaining question is whether or not the team feels satisfied. 

Coach Morris, who is known for demanding 100-percent effort from his players at all times, is sure to remind his club that it is far too soon to praise the season’s accomplishments. 

“My biggest message to our players right now is, ‘Where are we going to take it from here?’”

Development success paying off in Carolina

 March 4, 2014
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At the end of the day, the Charlotte Checkers’ goal is to get as many players to the National Hockey League as possible. While the Carolina Hurricanes made a total of 81 recalls involving 26 different players in Charlotte’s first three AHL seasons, this is the first in which the longer-term fruits of that labor are beginning to show. 

Four players who spent significant time with Charlotte in recent seasons -- forwards Drayson Bowman and Riley Nash, defenseman Brett Bellemore and goalie Justin Peters -- have been with the Hurricanes for most, if not all, of the 2013-14 season, seemingly cementing themselves as full-time NHL players. 

Others, like defensemen Justin Faulk, who recently played for Team USA at the Olympics, played their games with the Checkers but had the pedigree that was always going to make their stays quite short. 

To date, the former group is an example of how things are supposed to work -- taking players who were productive in juniors and in college and slowly molding them into those capable of playing at the highest level. 

“From a young age, they made a commitment to being professional hockey players,” said Checkers coach Jeff Daniels, who is in his sixth season as head coach of the Hurricanes’ AHL affiliate. “They deserve all the credit because they’re doing all the hard work. Some guys have taken a little longer than others to make the jump, but it starts down here. You have to prove yourself, and those guys have.” 

For players like Bowman, Nash, Bellemore and Peters, it’s a message that required some reinforcement, which the organization’s player development staff was happy to provide. Daniels ended up playing a total of 425 NHL games, but not until he had played 515 in the IHL and AHL. Assistant coach Geordie Kinnear played 461 games in those leagues before getting his first taste of the NHL in year seven. 

Cory Stillman, who, along with Glen Wesley (defensemen) and Greg Stefan (goalies), spends significant time with the Checkers during the season, can also pass along lessons from personal experience. 

“I was a high draft pick to the NHL (sixth overall in 1992), got sent back to junior and played two years in the minors,” said Stillman, an AHL All-Star with the Saint John Flames in 1995 and later a point-per-game player on the Hurricanes’ 2006 Stanley Cup team. “For being a high pick, I took the long way in order to play on the fourth line. Fifteen years later, I was on the first line.” 

Why do some players take longer to make it than others? 

“The biggest thing is understanding that your role might change when you get up top,” said Stillman, who is in his second year as the organization’s director of forward development following his retirement as a player in 2011. “[In the AHL], we know what you do well. We know that you can score. We know you can slow the play down. In order to make that next jump, you’ve got to bring another element to your game.” 

In addition to the aforementioned group of players that seem to have “graduated,” so to speak, Stillman referenced Zach Boychuk as an example of how players learn over time. In his fifth professional season, Boychuk, a first-round pick in 2008, has, at age 24, rebuilt his stature as an NHL prospect with strong performances in Charlotte, including his third hat trick in less than two months on March 2. 

“It’s about being in people’s faces,” said Stillman. “He’s creating havoc. He’s skating, he’s stopping and starting and he’s getting on bodies. It doesn’t mean you have to run over and kill people, but at least be seen and be noticed. Be a hard player to play against. 

“We’re quick to judge people, and with Zach playing on two different teams and coming back last season, you get a taste of it and know you can play, and now as an individual you have to look and figure out what I have to do to make that jump in order to stay in the NHL.” 

A third-round pick in 2007, Bowman, now 24, scored over 40 goals in each of his last two junior hockey seasons, winning the 2008 Memorial Cup with Spokane. Though his first three AHL seasons featured plenty of NHL stints here and there, he never hit 20 goals in the AHL and is now a depth player with Carolina. 

To Stillman’s point about finding your role, there’s nothing entirely wrong with that. 

“Just because you’re a big goal scorer in junior doesn’t mean you’re a big goal scorer at the next level,” said Daniels. “He accepted what he was going to be and took a better understanding of being a good, strong, two-way forward that can kill penalties and chip in goals here and there. He’s an NHL skater, he’s a smart player and it just took him some time to figure that two-way game out to the point right now where Kirk (Muller) trusts him in a lot of different situations.” 

“If you get a chance you take advantage of it, and that’s what he’s done,” said Stillman. “He’s down here and scores goals, but now he’s up there in a fourth-line role, checks and kills penalties. It’s a matter of finding your game at the next level.” 

Another player with high expectations -- he was Edmonton’s first-round pick in 2007 -- Nash didn’t begin to produce at a high rate offensively until last season, his third in the AHL. Despite playing a career-low 57 games with Charlotte, he set a career high with 37 points. Save for a playoff cameo with Charlotte, he’s been in the NHL for all but one game since February 2013. 

“That was the best game I’ve ever seen him play,” said Daniels of Nash, who scored two goals in Texas last March 23. “Once you get a taste of the next level you want to stay there. 

“His first year (in Charlotte) was a real learning year for him, just the grind of the schedule and the pace of the game coming in from college. He kind of took baby steps his first year and each year got better and better until last year his confidence was where it needed to be.” 

It usually takes a long time, often years, of yo-yoing back and forth between leagues before making it as a full-time player. Once Bellemore got his first chance, that was pretty much it. 

Bellemore, 25, played most of four AHL seasons before playing a single NHL game. That game came last season, and only when a number of his teammates had preceded him over the course of a string of injuries that hit Carolina’s defense. Like Nash, except for returning to Charlotte when Carolina’s season was all but over, he hasn’t come back. 

“He’s a guy that we can always use as a reference for sticking with it,” said Daniels. “When we have one-on-one meetings with players, we always use Belly’s name as saying, ‘Keep believing in your dream, because it might not happen for two, three or four years down the road, but when it does, you’ll appreciate it a lot more.’” 

Bellemore, a sixth-round pick in 2007, is the least-heralded prospect of the group -- a longshot who got by with work and grit rather than natural skill. As it just so happened, that ended up being the kind of player Carolina needed. 

“As coaches, we really appreciate him for what he did,” said Daniels. “Some nights it doesn’t look pretty, but the job always gets done.” 

Carolina’s first-round pick all the way back in 2004, Peters, 27, has had sharper ups and downs than most. He spent the entire 2011-12 season in the NHL but played only 12 games as the Hurricanes handed an extremely heavy workload to Cam Ward. In the next offseason and each that followed it, Carolina signed a veteran backup -- Brian Boucher, then Dan Ellis, then Anton Khudobin -- to try and avoid a repeat of that situation, essentially making Peters an AHL player months before training camp even began. 

This summer, it was the signing of Khudobin that tagged Peters for a return to Charlotte, where he had put together what was statistically the best-ever season by a Checkers goalie one year earlier. If he was disappointed about not getting more of a chance to prove himself -- he didn’t even get an NHL exhibition game last fall -- it didn’t show. 

“He was unbelievable, right from day one,” said Daniels. “When he got sent down he called me right away and let me know that he was coming and wanted to get settled right away. His focus was on the team down here and being the goalie he can be.” 

Peters only played one game for Charlotte before an injury to Khudobin put him back in the NHL. And with both Khudobin and Ward out of the lineup at one point, Peters more than held his own as the Hurricanes’ starter, raising his profile to the level that the team won’t risk putting him on waivers by sending him back to Charlotte. 

“He’s always been a great competitor,” said Daniels. “Nobody out-works Petey with the way he battles in the net, and that really rubs off on the players in front of him because they want to work so hard for him. 

“From my time with him, he’s so much mentally stronger. Nothing bothers him. He’s just focused and he doesn’t get wrapped up in the after-the-whistle stuff. His focus is on doing his job and he’s obviously been great for Carolina this year.” 

Those four players have set the first real-life examples of players who have made it after paying their dues, valuable reinforcement to current Checkers that have either been in the AHL for years or have just turned pro and are already starting to feel the anxiety of time ticking away. 

“Some guys are going to come right out of junior and come right to the NHL, some guys are going to take a year and some guys are going to take two or three years,” said Stillman. “As an organization and as people, don’t write them off and say they can’t play. You never know. 

“Those guys are up there now and you’re going to see more come through here. That’s what this is. It’s a development league.”

Ristolainen, Bagnall a winning combination
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It’s no secret to anyone who has witnessed a Rochester Americans game over the past few months that the defensive duo of Rasmus Ristolainen and Drew Bagnall has been of critical importance to the Amerks’ recent surge through the American Hockey League. 

Who would have expected such early returns from two players who have tread such different paths to AHL careers? One is a recent first-round draft pick of the Buffalo Sabres, while the other is a 426-game AHL veteran. Call it luck, chance or good team management, the pairing of Ristolainen and Bagnall has been a key contribution for the 27-18-3-4 Amerks. 

Their good fortune together, however, is that much more interesting considering the differing nature of their hockey backgrounds. 

Ristolainen, a heralded prospect hailing from Turku, Finland, was drafted eighth overall by the Sabres in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft. After appearing in 19 games with the big club to start the 2013-14 season, Ristolainen was sent to the Amerks in mid-November to provide some skill and strength along Rochester’s blue line. Since his reassignment from Buffalo, the 19-year-old has 12 points (five goals, seven assists) in 22 games with the Americans. 

Bagnall’s story is much different. A native of Oakbank, Man., Bagnall went undrafted by the NHL and began his professional hockey career in the ECHL with Reading in 2007-08. During that season, Bagnall split time with Reading and the AHL’s Manchester Monarchs. He would eventually earn his keep and remain in Manchester until 2010-11, when he parted for the Houston Aeros and served as their captain before signing a two-year, two-way deal with the Sabres this past summer. 

Despite their differences in roads traveled, both players share admiration and appreciation for their defensive partner. 

“I like to play with ‘Bags’ a lot,” Ristolainen said. “It makes my game easier. He helps me a lot, we talk a lot and we both play pretty simple hockey, so we have looked pretty good so far.” 

“He brings the ability for us to control the puck more,” Bagnall said. “My job is to get it to him and let him make those decisions offensively and support him defensively, and he can bring that offensive side, making plays that I wouldn’t necessarily make.” 

Bagnall has ensured that while he tries to take all of Rochester’s young players under his wing, he takes special interest in teaching Ristolainen. 

“With ‘Risto,’ because he is so young, he has such a tremendous upside; I try to spend more time with him because I don’t think he’s long for this league and I want to see him in the NHL,” Bagnall said. “He might have the hardest shot in the league. He just has to get that consistency in his game where he’s the player he can be every night.” 

You can imagine there would be potential communication breakdowns with the inevitable language barriers of professional hockey in North America, but it’s been so far, so good for the Canadian Bagnall and the Finnish Ristolainen. 

“‘Bags’ is a big talker,” Ristolainen said. “He talks a lot, and he’s the leader out on the ice. He helps me more out on the ice; some things he sees from my game and on the power play.” 

Bagnall agreed with Ristolainen’s sentiment, and according to the Amerks captain, Ristolainen already has a strong grip on the English language -- and his willingness to listen has certainly helped his cause. 

“We talk about plays every time we come back to the bench, what he saw, what I’ve seen,” Bagnall said. “I try to watch video with him after our games. We’ll watch the following day and just say certain situations what he thought and what I think is the best play if we get into trouble, or if we make a great play. 

“I think with guys like him who have such a tremendous upside, it’s huge to reinforce the positives, because if he’s confident, he’s going to make those high-end plays.” 

Being a young player himself once, Bagnall can appreciate what it’s like to have a mentor as you try to become a better hockey player at the AHL level. For him, it was current New Jersey Devils defenseman Peter Harrold, with whom Bagnall played with during his first season with Manchester. 

“My first year I played with Peter Harrold probably the second half of the season, and he was that offensive guy and I was the guy who stayed back and my job was just to give him the puck,” Bagnall said. “Offensive players tend to see it differently, like how to draw players in, how to buy a little bit more time for your teammates, whereas a defensive player, so many times you’re just thinking, ‘I just have to move this puck up as quick as I can,’ rather than try and draw that forward to you so that the next player has time with it.” 

Once again positioned with a gifted defenseman in Ristolainen, Bagnall’s role is to not only play well on the ice, but assist his partner in doing the same any way he can. 

“My job is to make sure he plays within himself,” Bagnall said. “He has so much high-end skill that he might be able to make plays that I definitely can’t make, but a lot of players in this league can’t make. It’s just choosing when to make those plays and playing the percentages.” 

How long the offensive first-round draft pick and the undrafted stay-at-home security guard continue to play together remains to be seen. For now, they lace up the skates as the Amerks winning combination on defense, despite being Rochester’s own personal odd couple.

Lain's path to NHL has people talking
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In the middle of a travel nightmare that included a game getting pushed back an entire day, Utica Comets forward Kellan Lain got the call that dreams are made of. 

Stranded in Washington, D.C.’s Dulles International Airport, Comets head coach Travis Green called Lain over and delivered the news of a lifetime. Green told Lain that he would be headed to Phoenix to join the Vancouver Canucks, while his Comets teammates would be headed back to Utica. 

What Lain did not know at the time was this was just step one in what would turn out to be a call-up for the record books. 

Lain’s ride to the American Hockey League, and ultimately the National Hockey League, seemed like it would be an unfulfilled dream after being cut by three Midget AAA teams in Ontario -- due partially to a lack of size. 

“Hockey was not fun for me at that time,” recalls Lain. “I was at a point in my career where I felt I was at the end. That this was it for me.” 

He decided that he would play a year of high school hockey with his buddies at T.A. Blakelock in his native Oakville, Ont., for fun. A good team, a well-timed growth spurt, and a new-found love for the game put Lain back on course for a pro hockey career. 

After a successful high school season, Lain joined the Junior A Oakville Blades of the Ontario Junior Hockey League. During his second season there he received a scholarship from Lake Superior State University, a Division I school in Michigan. 

After receiving the scholarship offer, Lain encountered another challenge in his career when, during a playoff game, he slit his wrist open on a goaltender’s skate. 

“I fell after we scored and my wrist landed directly on the goalie’s skate cutting open several tendons, a nerve and an artery,” Lain described. “It was a very scary moment. I was scared for my life; I remember thinking, ‘I may bleed out here.’ Oakville Hospital did a tremendous job fixing me up.” 

An intense nine-month rehab saw progress at the five-month mark when movement returned to his hand. Lake Superior State stood by their scholarship offer, and 12 months after the injury, Lain was a Laker. 

Lain played three seasons at Lake Superior State, racking up 39 points (21 goals, 18 assists) and 210 penalty minutes in 108 games while showing off dazzling face-off abilities and a physical, in-your-face style of play. Combined with an intimidating 6-foot-6-inch frame, Lain demanded interest from several National Hockey League teams. 

Ultimately, Lain signed a one-year contract with the Vancouver Canucks, and played 13 games with the Chicago Wolves to finish the 2012-13 season. Despite not recording a point, Lain was re-signed to a two-year deal and headed into the Canucks’ 2013-14 training camp as a possible fourth-line center. 

Despite positive feedback from Vancouver head coach John Tortorella, the Canucks felt Lain was better served playing big minutes with their new AHL affiliate, the brand-new Utica Comets, alongside fellow Oakville native Brandon DeFazio. 

In Utica, Lain’s physical game has not gone unnoticed, and has quickly become a fan favorite. Comets home games are peppered with Lain jerseys -- mostly the #19 he wears in Utica, with several #54 Canucks jerseys popping up as well. Lain scored his first professional goal in Abbotsford against the Heat, 19 games into the season, and even added a second goal that game en route to a 4-3 overtime win for the Comets on Nov. 30. 

Fast forward a few weeks, after 35 games and 11 points (seven goals, four assists) with Utica, to when Green informed Lain that he would be joining the parent club in Phoenix. 

“Your emotions run the gamut,” Lain explained. “Excited, nervous, thankful. You think about everything you’ve done that got you to this point.” 

Lain called his parents the first chance he had. “It was a total surprise. I worked hard, and hoped for the best,” he said about whether he expected the call-up. 

Lain joined the Canucks in Phoenix for their game vs. the Coyotes on Jan. 16, but would not play. His first taste of the National Hockey League came on Jan. 18 in an unforgettable game against the Calgary Flames. 

“You sense something is going to happen,” Lain said, “[but] I don’t think anybody expected a five-on-five line brawl.” 

In his first National Hockey League game, Lain was slated to take the opening faceoff, until veteran Kevin Bieksa pulled him from the dot and took it himself. 

“That’s just Bieksa being a leader,” Lain said. “Knowing it was my first shift, [he] didn’t want me in that position.” 

As soon as the puck dropped, gloves and sticks went flying as everyone on the ice squared off with their counterpart. 

“I remember thinking, ‘This is wild!’” recalled Lain. “I was kind of looking to go with one of the Flames’ defensemen, but they went a different way.” 

It’s at that point Lain and Kevin Westgarth crossed paths and dropped gloves. When the dust settled, Kellan Lain was the talk of the hockey world: Just two seconds into his NHL debut, Lain had set an NHL record for the fastest fight -- and ejection -- to start a career. 

Lain’s wild ride in the NHL was not done just yet. Three days later, on his first NHL shot, he scored his first NHL goal against Edmonton Oilers’ Ben Scrivens. 

“The puck bounced out and I just tapped home the rebound. I remember thinking, ‘No way. No way that just happened,’” remembers Lain. “It was exciting, I was excited. So many emotions ran through my mind again. You work so hard for that, and to get it, there are just no words to describe it.” 

On Feb. 9, the Vancouver Canucks sent four players back to Utica, including Lain, just before the NHL’s Olympic break set in. Since his return the Comets have gone 2-1-1-0 while remaining in the hunt for a Calder Cup playoff position. And while Lain’s goal is ultimately to return to the NHL, he is enjoying his time in Utica. 

“We have a close-knit group of guys here,” he said. “It’s enjoyable to come to the rink every day. The community support has been tremendous. When the fans get going it gets incredibly loud, it makes it fun to play. 

“All the points matter right now. Every game for us is a playoff game, and that’s our goal. To get to the playoffs.” 

As Lain enjoys his time in Utica, he has taken note of his time in Vancouver, and is honing what got him the call-up in the first place. 

“It’s remarkable how good every single player is up there,” he said. “It’s a big step up, everything is precise. You learn how to prepare. You see the intensity in the preparation, and you focus on the little things.” 

Amidst all of Lain’s early success, it’s easy to forget that the 24-year-old center is still a rookie. Lain’s time in Utica may not be long, and Comets fans should be sure to enjoy him -- and his intense style of play -- while they can.

Hoffman's rise all part of the process

 February 18, 2014
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Binghamton Senators forward Mike Hoffman has had his fair share of struggles on the way to being one of the American Hockey League’s leading scorers in 2013-14. 

Born in Kitchener, Ont., Hoffman has been on skates as long as he’s been able to stand. 

“I come from a big hockey family,” Hoffman said. “My dad played and I started when I was really young. At 3 years old, I was skating.” 

Over time, Hoffman improved his skating and playing, eventually leading to a junior hockey career toward the end of the 2006-07 season when he played six games with the hometown Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League. But the next season, Kitchener cut Hoffman and no other OHL team showed interest in signing him. 

He then moved to the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League to try his luck with the Gatineau Olympiques, but was cut again after posting only five goals and seven assists in 19 games played. 

Hoffman’s luck began to change when Drummondville picked him up to complete the 2007-08 season. 

Hoffman jumped onto the radar after a breakout season with the Voltigeurs in 2008-09. The center had 52 goals and 42 assists in 62 games in the regular season and 31 points during a 19-game playoff run. He gained the attention of many teams but was eventually drafted 130th overall by the Ottawa Senators at the age of 19. 

“It’s all a process going junior or college,” Hoffman said. “I played three years in major junior in the Quebec League. In my second year, I got drafted by Ottawa and went back to play my over-age year.” 

After being traded to the Saint John Sea Dogs, Hoffman recorded 85 points in 56 games played. His hard work made him the QMJHL’s Most Valuable Player and a member of the All-Star team along with record-breaking achievements. Hoffman also finished as a finalist for the CHL Player of the Year award, alongside Jordan Eberle and Tyler Seguin. 

Following a successful final junior season, Hoffman made his professional debut with the Binghamton Senators in October 2010. Despite being a part of the 2011 Calder Cup championship team, Hoffman’s first season with the B-Sens was lackluster, putting up only 25 points in 74 regular-season games played. 

“It’s not an easy adjustment going from junior to the professional level,” Hoffman said. “The guys are bigger and stronger. You’re not going to be a top player coming in your first year.” 

He started to settle in during the 2011-12 season, leading the Senators in scoring while playing in all 76 regular-season games. Hoffman ranked first among the B-Sens with 21 assists and second in goals with 28. 

Before he could have another successful run in the 2012-13 season, Hoffman sustained a broken collarbone on Jan. 26, 2013. He initially recovered after a month, but reinjured it 11 days later during a three-game stint with the Ottawa Senators. 

“The first time it happened it was kind of a fluke,” Hoffman said. “I went into the boards kind of neck first and then the second time I reinjured it again up in Ottawa. I think it’s almost back to normal now and I don’t feel it at all anymore. I don’t want to change what I do on the ice.” 

Hoffman refused to let the injury change his game coming into the current season. He is blowing up both the league’s leaderboards and B-Sens’ records, with 27 goals and 36 assists for 63 points in 48 games with Binghamton. The center is currently moving up in six different all-time franchise rankings, coming close to notable names like Jason Spezza, Josh Hennessy and Denis Hamel. 

“The biggest part for me is a kind of confidence and knowing when to make plays,” Hoffman said. “I have some decent experience in this league and when to make the safe play. Confidence is the biggest thing.” 

Confidence and skill paid off as head coach Luke Richardson made Hoffman one of the team’s alternate captains. While he may not be the most vocal guy when he is on the ice, Richardson finds Hoffman is loud when the team needs it and has the determination and work ethic that a captain needs. 

“It’s not all scoring and points, but for a top-line guy he has that skill and desire to score goals. He loves it. We’re lucky to have him,” Richardson said. “He’s a fun guy. He likes to have a lot of fun and sometimes we have to remind him we have to put the work before the fun. It’s good though. He keeps it light but at the same time he likes to win.” 

The 24-year-old Hoffman continued to shine at the AHL All-Star Classic last week. Eager to play alongside guys that he never met, Hoffman started out strong in the Skills Competition against Färjestad BK of the Swedish League, winning the CCM Fastest Skater contest with a time of 13.990 seconds. He earned another point for the AHL team with a successful attempt in the breakaway relay. 

During the game last Wednesday night, Hoffman posted one goal and two assists to earn the AHL Player of the Game honor in the 7-2 victory. Both individual skill and the ability to work well with teammates allowed the rest of the AHL community to see exactly why Hoffman is a player to keep an eye on. 

“Learning the game, as a coach would see it, has been his biggest thing this year and that will help him because he’s got the natural skill,” Richardson said. “Sometimes you can’t teach that. You can work hard at it but he’s got the god-given natural skill. He just has it.” 

With one of his best seasons in the works and his contract up at the end of the year, it is hard not to question where Hoffman will be at the end of it all. For the time being Hoffman chooses to focus on the immediate future. 

“Once the season is over I’ll start thinking about contract stuff but right now it’s not a priority,” Hoffman said. “We got a good group of guys here. We are pretty close and it shows out on the ice too. I don’t think playoffs are a different type of game but we are one of the top teams so I think it will be a good challenge for us.” 

Richardson has no problem believing in the future for Hoffman both in the AHL and making his way back up to the NHL level. 

“He’s showing himself well down here,” Richardson said. “Hopefully he gets another chance at [Ottawa] before the end of the year to show that he can do the same up there. We’re confident in him here and he just has to be patient. That will be the best service to himself for next year.”
There's no magic in major makeover

But three years of hard work has Jets organizational chart looking better poised for perennial success

By: Gary Lawless 
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Draft and develop. Draft and develop. Draft and develop. Boy, does it get old when the results aren't readily visible at the NHL level.

The Winnipeg Jets will miss the post-season for the third straight year and the easy but inaccurate conclusion is to write them and GM Kevin Cheveldayoff's work off as tired and ineffective.

Or one can take a close look at where the Jets as an organization are now situated from top to bottom and see the remarkable change since Cheveldayoff began turning the soil of this franchise.

The Jets are far closer to perennial success today even if the first taste has yet to arrive.

Organizational depth was the first step in Cheveldayoff's plan and is finally beginning to show results below the surface. It's like filling a glass of water. The drops have to hit the bottom of the tumbler before they can get to the brim.

To say Cheveldayoff has ignored the franchise's NHL roster would be incorrect as he's gone about signing what he views as his best players to long-term deals. And through the draft, he's inserted two players, Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba, who are now the most important on their team and will soon be NHL elite.

But the real work, under the mandate and plan established by owner Mark Chipman and Cheveldayoff, has been at the AHL and prospect level. And the returns are undeniably strong.

On Wednesday night, the affiliate St. John's IceCaps won their ninth straight game with rookies J.C. Lipon, Adam Lowry and Brenden Kitchton leading the way. This isn't a team built on castoff veterans but has 12 players on the active roster that can still be considered prospects. They're winning but developing, too.

On newsstands today, The Hockey News' Future Watch issue rates the Jets as having the NHL's eighth-best crop of prospects, down from fifth a year ago due to the fact Scheifele and Trouba moved straight from junior and college, respectively, to the NHL.

Depth eventually becomes a red herring if it doesn't equate to wins and playoff success but the Jets and Winnipeg, with their unique situation as both a franchise and a market, can't have one without the other and they have to come in sequence.

When one looks at the Jets as a hockey entity from the bottom up and not just at the surface level, Cheveldayoff is getting it done and the organization is markedly better off than when he took over.

To best understand what Cheveldayoff has been up to and what he's accomplished, it's necessary to look back with cold eyes on what he inherited and the conditions under which he must work.

The short answer to what Cheveldayoff was handed when he became GM of the Jets is: very little. An NHL roster with no elite players, some kids rushed up to the bigs too quickly and a mix of veterans ranging from dead-weight contracts to middle-of-the-lineup players.

Dustin Byfuglien was an all-star defenceman and Blake Wheeler had a top-end package of skills but still hadn't figured out how to squeeze the most from his assets. Andrew Ladd was the team's leading scorer with 59 points and the club finished out of the playoffs for the fourth straight year with a 34-36-12 record.

Nothing new here. The Thrashers were a bad hockey team in Atlanta and moving to Winnipeg as the Jets didn't spark some magical change.

Long before Chipman purchased an NHL franchise, he knew he was getting one of two teams and he put his people on the case so he'd know exactly what he was buying when the time arrived.

Craig Heisinger, Chipman's top hockey man at the time, was dispatched to find out what both the Phoenix Coyotes and Atlanta Thrashers had in the cupboard. Soon the focus narrowed to the Thrashers and the answer came back that the NHL roster needed a lot of work and even more troubling was the lack of value in the farm system.

Ivan Telegin was the lone A prospect in the entire organization. The club's most recent first-round draft picks (Zach Bogosian, Evander Kane and Alex Burmistrov) had been rushed to the NHL.

Prospects and draft picks had been repeatedly dealt for rentals or lost in bad trades and the prospect pool was bankrupt of talent. Hindsight is 20-20 but not one of the prospects in the organization that came north as the Jets in the spring of 2011 has developed into a meaningful NHLer. Not one.

None of the franchise's AHL players from that season have made the jump to the NHL as significant contributors. Not one.

This isn't open for debate anymore. The returns are in. The cupboard could not have been more bare.

Certainly there has been some development at the NHL level as Wheeler has grown into his talents, Bryan Little has continued to improve and Kane put up 30 goals in his first season in Winnipeg.

The Jets remain one of the youngest teams in the league and the best days of this roster are still ahead.

In the accompanying boxes to this story, put together with the talent- evaluation expertise of NHL GMs and scouts, the Jets now have six A prospects (blue-chip prospects with potential to be top-six F or top-four D) and 10 B prospects (pro future, skewing towards NHL depth player). That's up from one A and 10 Bs in 2011.

Not to mention, Trouba and Scheifele, drafted and developed and turned into NHLers with huge upside by Cheveldayoff.

Competition

It's taken three years to get to this point but development moves at its own pace. Free agency is both unpredictable in what is available and uncontrollable in terms of price. Not to mention the competition Winnipeg faces in terms of location and market saleability. Let's face it, the New Yorks and Chicagos and L.A.s have it over our fine city where rich young men are concerned.

Trading picks and prospects got the franchise into this mess in the first place and doesn't become a realistic approach until a GM can do it from a position of strength underpinned by organizational depth.

Some have tried to argue the point Cheveldayoff is unable to make a trade.

More accurately, Cheveldayoff has been unwilling to chase bad deals.

Now, armed with burgeoning depth, this summer might be the time for Cheveldayoff to alter his NHL roster with a swap or two. Maybe it's time to move a veteran D for a number of younger pieces. Shaking up the forward corps via trade might also be a realistic and productive possibility this summer.

Deadline deals, where the prices are torqued by playoff races, often tend to be bad for the buyer when the long-term picture is taken into account. But making an off-season deal from a position of strength shouldn't be shied away from, and Cheveldayoff finally has some assets to shuffle around.

Trading for the sake of trading doesn't help an organization and chasing false playoff expectations is the most dangerous practice of them all. Cheveldayoff's deliberate approach has clearly reaped the organization benefits.

The GM has given the organization legs and shown it how to walk. Now he must make it run.
That was then...

Here’s the organizational roster Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff inherited in 2011:

PLAYER 2011 STATUS TODAY'S STATUS 

NHL     

Nik Antroprov Veteran NHLer Now in KHL 

Zach Bogosian No. 3 pick in 2008 Learning his craft, signed to a seven-year deal 

Eric Boulton Fringe player New York Islanders 

Alex Burmistrov Talented forward RFA left for KHL 

Dustin Byfuglien All-star defenceman Third year of five-year contract 

Radek Dvorak Veteran NHLer Left as UFA and now with Carolina 

Toby Enstrom Puck moving defenceman Year one of five-year contract 

Ron Hainsey Veteran NHL blue-liner Left as UFA and now with Carolina 

Evander Kane No. 4 pick in 2009 Now in second year of six-year deal 

Andrew Ladd Second-line NHLer Jets captain in third year of five-year contract 

Bryan Little Second-line NHLer First year of five-year contract 

Chris Mason Veteran NHL backup goalie Now in Europe 

Frederick Meyer Veteran D Retired and coaching in Europe 

Johnny Oduya Veteran NHL D Traded to Blackhawks for draft picks 

Ondrej Pavelec NHL goalie Now in second year of five-year contract 

Jim Slater NHL regular Second year of three-year contract 

Tim Stapleton Fringe NHLer Now in KHL 

Anthony Stewart NHL regular Now in KHL 

Mark Stuart NHL regular Recently signed four-year contract extension 

Chris Thorburn NHL regular Last year of three-year contract 

Blake Wheeler NHL regular Front-line player in first year of six-year contract 

 AHL     

Patrice Cormier B prospect Jets property in AHL 

Chris Carrozzi C prospect Playing semi-pro hockey 

Angelo Esposito C prospect Now in Europe 

Brett Festerling C prospect Now in Europe 

Michael Forney C prospect Now in Europe 

Riley Holzapfel C prospect Now in Europe 

Carl Klingberg C prospect Jets property in AHL 

Andrew Kozek C prospect Now in Europe 

Jason Krog Career minor leaguer Now in Europe 

Arturs Kulda B prospect Now in KHL 

Spencer Machacek B prospect Traded and now in AHL 

Peter Mannino C prospect Now with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in AHL 

Ben Maxwell B prospect Now in Europe 

Ian McKenzie D prospect Now in ECHL 

Paul Postma B prospect First year of two-year NHL contract with Jets 

Zach Redmond B prospect Jets property in AHL 

Rob Schremp Fringe NHLer Now in Europe 

Jaime Sifers Career minor leaguer Now in Europe 

Prospects

John Albert B prospect On recall with Jets 

Akim Aliu C prospect Traded to Calgary and now in Europe 

Ben Chiarot B prospect Solid defender in AHL 

Yasin Cisse D prospect Jets property in ECHL 

Alex Kangas D prospect Now in ECHL 

Tanner Lane B prospect Jets property in college 

Daultan Leveille C prospect Now in ECHL 

Jesse Martin D prospect Inactive 

Kendall McFaull D prospect Now in Canadian college hockey 

Julian Melchiori B prospect Jets property in AHL 

Eric O’Dell B prospect On recall with Jets 

Danick Paquette D prospect Now in ECHL 

Eddie Pasquale B prospect Jets property in AHL 

Fredrik Petterson C prospect Now in KHL 

Jared Ross D prospect Now in Europe 

Jordan Samuels-Thomas C prospect Jets property in NCAA 

Vinny Saponari C prospect Now with Milwaukee in AHL 

Cody Sol C prospect Jets property in ECHL 

Peter Stoykewych B prospect Jets property in NCAA 

Ivan Telegin A prospect Loaned to KHL 

Will O’Neill C prospect Jets property in AHL 

Sebastian Owuya D prospect Inactive 

Noah Welch C prospect Now in Europe 

Fredrik Pettersson-Wentzel B prospect goalie Now in Europe 

Andrei Zubarev C prospect Now in KHL 

Legend:

◾A prospect: blue-chip prospect with potential to be top-six F or top-four D

◾B prospect: pro future, skewing towards NHL depth player

◾C prospect: minor league potential

◾D prospect: project

◾UFA: unrestricted free agent

◾RFA: restricted free agent

... this is now

Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff has had three drafts and three off-seasons to reshape his organization. Here’s what it looks like today:

NAME ANALYSIS 

NHL   

John Albert Fringe NHLer 

Zach Bogosian Second-pairing NHL defender 

Dustin Byfuglien Top-six power forward 

Grant Clitsome Injured third-pairing NHL defender 

Keaton Ellerby Third-pairing NHL defender 

Tobias Enstrom Small, first- or second-pairing NHL defender 

Michael Frolik Useful, versatile forward 

Matt Halischuk Bottom-six forward 

Olli Jokinen Veteran NHLer, pending UFA 

Evander Kane Top-six forward, hampered by injury 

Andrew Ladd Top-six forward 

Bryan Little Underrated top-six forward 

Al Montoya Solid NHL backup goalie 

Adam Pardy Third-pairing NHL defender 

Ondrej Pavelec Statistcally among the busiest and worst No. 1 goalies in the NHL 

Anthony Peluso Fourth-line tough guy 

Paul Postma Skilled, can’t get in lineup 

Mark Scheifele Among top 10 rookies in NHL, No. 1 centre ability 

Devin Setoguchi Trade bust, pending UFA 

Jim Slater Solid bottom-six centre 

Mark Stuart

 Leader, third-pairing NHL defender 

Eric Tangradi Fringe NHLer 

Chris Thorburn Fourth-line winger 

Jacob Trouba Top-five NHL rookie, future No. 1 defenceman 

Blake Wheeler Jets’ best player, U.S. Olympian 

James Wright Fringe NHLer 

AHL   

D Ben Chiarot AHLer 

C Patrice Cormier AHLer 

F Andrew Gordon AHLer 

G Michael Hutchinson B-prospect goalie playing in AHL, could be an NHL backup 

D Brenden Kichton A prospect with 43 points as a rookie AHL defenceman, has top-four NHL D potential 

F Carl Klingberg AHLer 

F J.C. Lipon B prospect playing in AHL, has third-line NHL potential 

C Adam Lowry A prospect playing in AHL, has top-six NHL potential

D Julian Melchiori B prospect, keeps pushing ceiling higher, might turn into an NHL regular 

C Eric O’Dell AHLer 

D Will O’Neill AHLer 

G Edward Pasquale B-prospect goalie playing in AHL, could develop into an NHL backup 

G Zach Redmond AHLer with potenial to move into NHL, injury has slown development 

F Jerome Samson AHLer 

In the system

F Axel Blomqvist C prospect 

F Austen Brassard C prospect 

C Alexander Burmistrov Second- or third-line centre who Jets could use right now 

F Yasin Cisse D prospect playing in ECHL 

G Eric Comrie A prospect playing in WHL, odds-on favourite to be one of Team Canada’s goalies at next year’s world junior 

F Andrew Copp A prospect played for USA at world junior, could be a top-six NHL forward 

D Aaron Harstad C prospect playing in NCAA 

G Connor Hellebuyck A prospect playing in NCAA, has NHL No. 1 potential 

D Marcus Karlstrom C prospect playing in Sweden 

G Jason Kasdorf C prospect playing in NCAA 

F Scott Kosmachuk A prospect, with 43 goals and 92 points in OHL so far this season 

F Jan Kostalek B prospect, played for Czech Republic at world junior, adjusting to life in Candian junior hockey in Quebec 

F Arturs Kulda B prospect who looked good playing for Latvia at the Sochi Olympics 

F Tanner Lane B prospect playing in NCAA F James Lodge B prospect with 20 goals in OHL this season 

D Joshua Morrissey A prospect, played for Canada at world junior, has top-4 D potential in NHL 

G Juho Olkinuora C prospect playing in ECHL 

F Ryan Olsen B prospect with 30 goals this season in WHL 

C Nicolas Petan Aprospect, played for Team Canada at world junior and second in WHL scoring this season with 108 points; high end he’s Marty St. Louis and low end he’s Brendan Gallagher 

G Jamie Phillips C prospect playing in NCAA 

D Tucker Poolman B prospect playing in USHL 

F Jordan Samuels-Thomas C prospect putting up strong numbers in NCAA 

D Brennan Serville C prospect playing in NCAA 

F Lukas Sutter C prospect playing in WHL 

D Cody Sol C prospect, Jets property in ECHL 

D Peter Stoykewych B prospect, Jets property in NCAA 

F Ivan Telegin A prospect on loan to KHL, has speed and skills to be a top-six NHL forward but must decide if it’s what he wants

Brody Sutter proving he's more than just family name

Friday, 03.14.2014 / 11:00 AM / AHL Update

By Alyssa Dombrowski - Special to NHL.com
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For Brody Sutter of the American Hockey League's Charlotte Checkers, an affinity for the game is all in the family.

Currently in his second year with the Carolina Hurricanes' top affiliate, Brody is part of the second generation of one of the most renowned families in NHL history. His father, Duane, and uncles Brent, Brian, Rich, Ron and Darryl collectively played in almost 5,000 NHL games between 1976 and 2001 and have remained active in the League in various coaching, scouting and managerial capacities.

Brody was born in Calgary but raised in southern Florida, where his father, a four-time Stanley Cup champion with the New York Islanders and current scout for the Edmonton Oilers, was a member of the Florida Panthers' coaching staff.

 Brody Sutter, the son of former NHL forward Duane Sutter, is gaining notice with the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League while playing alongside team captain and cousin Brett Sutter. (Photo: Gregg Forwerck)

"Growing up in Florida, it was tough getting ice time, so any chance I got to go downtown to the Panthers' rink with my dad was pretty exciting," Brody said. "I got to go out after practice and skate with the guys [on the team] -- obviously that's pretty cool to do when you're just a little kid.

"I learned a lot from those guys and it's something I definitely look back on with good memories."

The 22-year-old center has also been able to absorb the hockey knowledge of his extended family, with whom he shares a special bond.

"We're all pretty close," Brody said. "We get together every summer, usually more than once, to catch up. I'm fortunate that if I ever need advice, I have a number of people to call that are always willing to talk to me."

Brody was chosen by Carolina in the seventh round (No. 193) of the 2011 NHL Draft. He spent four seasons (2008-12) in the Western Hockey League with the Saskatoon Blades and Lethbridge Hurricanes, serving as captain for Lethbridge his final junior season.

At the time of his draft selection, two of Brody's cousins from his father's side, Brett Sutter and Brandon Sutter, were members of the Hurricanes organization.

"It was exciting and it made it a lot easier going into camp," Brody said. "They just said to come in, work hard and try to open up some eyes, that it doesn't matter if you're a first-rounder or seventh-rounder because once you're drafted everyone starts back at even."

Brody made his professional debut at the end of the 2011-12 season and notched one goal in four games with the Checkers. He split his rookie season in 2012-13 between Charlotte and the ECHL, tallying three goals and five points in 23 regular-season games with the Checkers and two goals and five points in five games during the 2013 Calder Cup Playoffs.

The 11th pick by the Hurricanes in the 2007 draft, Brandon, the son of Brent Sutter, was traded to the Pittsburgh Penguins organization in 2012. Brett, whose father is current Los Angeles Kings coach Darryl Sutter, is a seventh-year pro in his third season as Charlotte's team captain -- a position that has granted Brody the unique opportunity to learn from the 26-year-old both as a relative and a teammate.

"It's awesome," Brody said. "We train together in the summer in Calgary, so pretty much year-round I'm around him a couple of days a week. He's a great guy and he's taught me a lot, so I'm fortunate to be able to play with him."

Brett, a sixth-round pick of the Calgary Flames in 2005, believes playing alongside his younger cousin has been mutually beneficial.

"We push each other to get better and we push our teammates to get better," Brett said. "That's something that in Charlotte, we all strive to do. We expect a lot out of one another and hold each other accountable."

On the ice, Brett sees more similarities between the two than just the name on the back of their jerseys.

"I think we both just play an honest game," Brett said. "We're not fancy players, we're not overly skilled and we believe in beating opponents by hard work more than anything else."

Brett, who has skated in 54 career NHL contests between Calgary and Carolina, has no doubt that Brody can continue his family lineage and become the ninth Sutter to reach the NHL.

"He's learned a lot, and he's learned quickly," Brett said. "He believes a lot in himself and he's got some good tools. He's taken on a bigger role this year and is playing big-time minutes, so I think if he continues working on his game, he's going to be a good player."

Brody's focus on improvement and preparation remains steadfast as he awaits his first NHL recall.

"I think I have to be responsible on both ends of the ice," Brody said. "I know what kind of player I'm going to have to be at the next level. I've got to be a guy that kills penalties and is good on faceoffs, good defensively and chips in offensively when I can."

It's a mindset that has been passed down through his family for decades.

"Just working hard every day, coming to the rink and trying to get better," Brody said on how he plans to continue working toward the NHL. "I'm lucky that I get a chance to play a lot here and it's helping me develop, so hopefully I can stay on the right path."

For the latest news, scores and stats from around the American Hockey League, visit theahl.com.

RELATED NEWS:

Piccinich earns unique hat trick in Phantoms’ victory

Published: 2/28/14 @ 12:06

By Kevin Connelly

kconnelly@vindy.com

Youngstown

Whether it gets recognized or not, hockey legend Gordie Howe would’ve been proud of Youngstown Phantoms forward JJ Piccinich Thursday night.

Piccinich unofficially completed the hat trick Howe once made famous.

Piccinich got in a fight in the second period, picked up an assist in the third, and scored the game-winning goal in a shootout for the Phantoms, who defeated the Dubuque Fighting Saints, 5-4, at the Covelli Centre. It was the third win in the last four games by the Phantoms (14-28-5, 33 points).

“Huge, huge two points, huge win against a very good team,” Youngstown coach Anthony Noreen said. “Top to bottom, I loved our effort from every guy.”

He especially loved what Piccinich — known more for his goal-scoring abilities than his right hook — did.

“That’s us,” Noreen said. “We’ve talked about it from day one. We don’t care whether you can fight or you can’t, whether you’re the biggest guy or the smallest guy.

“If we’re gonna preach team toughness, everybody’s gotta be willing to go.”

The first leg of the hat trick came at 5:32 of the second period, with the Phantoms leading 2-1. Piccinich dropped the gloves with Dubuque’s Keegan Ford, who delivered the first blow. However Piccinich was able to regain his balance and counter with a clean shot on Ford.

“I kind of blacked out a little bit,” Piccinich said with a smile. “I remember falling, getting up and I just closed my eyes and swung.”

The benches showed their appreciation by tapping their sticks against the boards, and then lighting up the scoreboard for two goals in 46 seconds. Off the ensuing faceoff, Dubuque defenseman Josh Elmes fired the puck on net from the blue line and Shane Eiserman deflected it past Phantoms goaltender Colin DeAugustine to tie the game at 2.

The score didn’t stay that way for very long as Kyle Connor found himself all alone on a breakaway and beat Fighting Saints goalie Kevin Reich blocker side for his 22nd goal.

Midway through the third period, with the Phantoms still leading 3-2, Piccinich was going hard to the net with the puck when he was knocked down by a Fighting Saint defender. The puck advantageously ended up on Maxim Letunov’s stick, who threw a deke on Reich and sent a backhander into the open net.

Dubuque eventually scored two unanswered goals to force overtime. The first came from a sharp angle along the goal line and the second was with just 10 seconds left in regulation and their goalie on the bench in favor of an extra attacker.

“It was real unfortunate,” Noreen said. “We had our line that we wanted to get out there, we were just never able to get them on the ice.”

A scoreless overtime period followed, needing a shootout to decide the winner. Connor scored for the Phantoms and Alex Privitera for the Fighting Saints, leaving the game on the stick of Piccinich.

He came in with speed, put the puck on his forehand and lifted it over the glove of Reich. 

“I don’t always, but this time I knew I was gonna go ahead and do that,” Piccinich said of his game-winning shot. “Reich was deeper in his net and that kind of helped. It was a good win.”

2 Phantoms among draft’s top prospects

Tuesday, January 14, 2014

Staff report

YOUNGSTOWN

Two Youngstown Phantoms are ranked among the nation’s top 200 draft prospects.

Center Maxim Letunov was ranked as the 68th overall North American-based skater, according to NHL Central Scouting’s midterm ranking list of draft-eligible prospects. Right wing JJ Piccinich is 164th on that list.

Letunov’s ranking carries a third-round projection, while Piccinich’s is accompanied with a sixth-round grade.

“Both [Letunov and Piccinich’s] statuses have risen since the beginning of the season,” Phantoms coach Anthony Noreen said. “It’s something both of them have earned, and something both of them should be involved in and recognized for. Both of them have bright futures, not only in our league, and in college hockey, but in professional hockey down the road.”

Letunov, 17, has 27 points in 31 games this season, his first in the USHL after being drafted by the Phantoms in the second round of the 2013 Phase II draft. The Boston University recruit began his Youngstown career with a six-game point streak in his first six games and is tied for 20th in the USHL in scoring.

“Max is a special kid,” Noreen said. “Off the ice, he’s one of the most determined kids I’ve ever been around to be a pro. He’s going to do whatever it takes to make sure that he’s successful here, and at the next level, wherever he goes. He puts the extra time in, he does things the right way, he works appropriately, and aside from that, he’s also extremely gifted and talented. He thinks the game as well, or better, than any player we’ve had since I’ve been here.”

Piccinich, also 17 and a Boston University commit, leads the USHL in power play goals, with 10. He ranks second on Youngstown and is tied for ninth in the League in total scoring, and his 19 goals tie him for fourth in the League. 

“JJ is a guy who, right now, is reaping the rewards of the attitude and the buy-in he showed last year,” said Noreen. “Last year, we asked him to play a little bit different of a role than from what he was used to, and I think he learned how to play a 200-foot game, and how to be responsible in all three zones.”

The NHL entry draft is June 27-28 in Philadelphia.

March 13, 2014 - 8:00pm By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter | INSIDE THE Q 
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I get why Jack Eichel might be intrigued by the idea of playing in the Ontario Hockey League next year.

The American centre is a rising star in the scouting community, especially after a breakout performance at the world juniors in December and January. Eichel was so good for the United States, some started to entertain the previously unimaginable notion that phenom Connor McDavid might have a legitimate challenger for first overall in the 2015 NHL draft.

That debate has since gained even more traction and it makes perfect sense that Eichel might be toying with the prospect of wanting to go head-to-head with McDavid during his draft year, as TSN’s Bob McKenzie suggested on Twitter a week ago.

But just like McKenzie cautioned, people should not put the cart before the horse. A lot of highly unlikely events need to unfold for that to happen and I can tell you the chances of Eichel actually winding up in the OHL are virtually nil.

For starters, Eichel has been pretty steadfast in his commitment to play for Boston University. He grew up in nearby Chelmsford, Mass., and he even passed on a chance to play for the Halifax Mooseheads last season when the team told him he would line up with stars Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin during a championship season. It doesn’t get much better than that.

It’s possible Eichel has since softened his stance on the NCAA route. But even if he felt there was some sort of new appeal to jumping to the CHL, he’d have to do it in the Q.

Eichel’s major junior rights belong to the Saint John Sea Dogs after they picked him in the 10th round of the 2013 QMJHL draft. The Mooseheads forfeited his rights after it became clear he would not report.

But in order for Eichel to be eligible for competition in the OHL, the Sea Dogs would have to place him on waivers. And there is no way a general manager as shrewd as Darrell Young will let a player of his stature walk without any compensation.

Eichel might have only cost the Sea Dogs a late-round pick, but he is still an asset.

There is nothing for Young to gain from gift-wrapping a superstar for another CHL team. Could you imagine if Young let Eichel walk to the OHL and the Sea Dogs wound up facing him in the Memorial Cup? Someone with Young’s experience would never risk that.

Not only that, but even if Young did the inconceivable and waived Eichel, he would have to go unclaimed by the other 17 QMJHL teams before he could even go to the OHL. There is just no way that would happen, either.

The only possible way Eichel winds up playing for a major junior team other than the Sea Dogs is if Young trades him within the Q. Young officially assumed GM duties for the Sea Dogs two weeks ago and one of his first orders of business was to have a conversation with Eichel and his family.

Should Young come up short in his sales pitch, I’m sure he would consider moving Eichel to a team that might feel like it has a better chance of getting him to report. But even if Young pulls the trigger on that kind of deal, the whole scenario would start all over again with the new team’s GM and I can assure you that guy would take the same approach as Young is right now.

So don’t hold your breath on ever seeing Eichel playing in the Ontario league. There are just too many moving parts to make it plausible.

March 6, 2014 - 9:46pm By WILLY PALOV Sports Reporter | INSIDE THE Q 

Share on facebook

Share on twitter

Share on linkedin

More Sharing Services

Poor

Okay

Good

Great

Awesome

. 

    . 

Share on email

Share on print

Poor

Okay

Good

Great

Awesome

. 

    .  

.

I have not seen a finish like this for quite some time in the QMJHL.

Usually by now, most of the important races are wrapped up, or at least close to being wrapped up. But we’re only eight days from the end of the regular season and nothing is settled.

At the top of the overall standings, the Baie-Comeau Drakkar seem reasonably comfortable in the No. 1 slot, but they have a couple of tough games coming down the stretch. That first overall seed is far from guaranteed.

The Halifax Mooseheads and Blainville-Boisbriand are battling hard to catch the Drakkar and are also clawing to finish ahead of each other. Final seedings will be hugely relevant if all three division winners make it to the semifinals. Home ice means everything in the late rounds and the Mooseheads and Armada are in a dead heat with five games left.

Looking at those teams’ respective schedules, the smart money would be on the Mooseheads to grab the second spot. They have a reasonably easy schedule coming up compared to the Armada, who have four tough opponents in their last five games. That will be great drama.

But getting back to the Drakkar, their biggest competition for first overall might come from their division rival from across the St. Lawrence River. The red-hot Rimouski Oceanic are only five points back with one game in hand.

The Oceanic are riding a 12-game winning streak heading into a huge two-game weekend series against the Drakkar on home ice. The Rimouski Colisee will be the place to be this weekend as those two teams throw down. I wish I could be there to see it.

A similar scenario is unfolding in the West division. The Armada are being pursued hard by the Val-d’Or Foreurs. Blainville-Boisbriand has been lukewarm the past couple of weeks but Val-d’Or is 10-2 in its past 12 outings. The Foreurs are only three points behind the Armada and the teams play each other twice before the end of the year.

Which brings us to the airtight middle of the pack. At least six of the teams that will finish outside the top three should be considered legitimate contenders to win it all.

Heading into the final few games, those teams will be battling tooth and nail to finish as high as possible. It makes for a playoff mindset well ahead of the post-season and it wouldn’t be a stretch to say it’s already been that way for the better part of a month.

And if you can believe it, the best race of all is at the bottom. There are five teams desperately trying to play their way into the playoffs, with just seven points separating them prior to Thursday’s Q action. Only two teams miss the playoffs but there isn’t normally this much competition down in the basement at this time of year.

The Sherbrooke Phoenix, Shawinigan Cataractes, Charlottetown Islanders, Bathurst Titan and Saint John Sea Dogs all have their pride and those rebuilding teams could all use a little playoff experience to push their long-term ambitions along.

It’s certainly enough to give the fan bases in those markets something to keep them interested. It’s a lot more entertaining than watching a lame-duck team do a slow march to elimination.

INSIDE THE Q: Handful of Q teams positioned for playoff upsets
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Like most leagues, the QMJHL has two distinct groups: teams that will contend for the title and those who will not.

They are pretty easy to identify. All you have to do is look at the standings to get a rough idea.

But there are always other teams who fit somewhere in between and they are the ones who scare the front-runners to death. Not surprisingly, you will find those teams around the bottom part of the middle of the standings and they are upset specialists.

Ask any contender right now if they want to face the Victoriaville Tigres, Moncton Wildcats, Cape Breton Screaming Eagles or Rouyn-Noranda Huskies in the first round and they will all say no. Those teams currently occupy the No. 9 to 12 seeds, meaning they will meet someone in the opening round who has ambitions of winning it all. They could easily dash those hopes.

Of that group of four, the Tigres are the most dangerous. They would probably be in the contenders group if not for a slow first half. They’ve been the hottest team in the league since the trade period, recently setting a franchise record with 13 straight wins.

This is a team that has the talent to compete with anyone but might have a hard time rising much more in the overall standings before the end of the year because everyone in front of them is also playing winning hockey. If the playoffs started today, they would face the No. 7 seed and there is no question the Tigres are as good as whoever that opponent turns out to be.

You could’ve said the same about the Huskies about a month ago but they suffered a huge loss when Dillon Fournier hurt his shoulder and needed season-ending surgery. He is one of the top two or three defencemen in the league and plays in every situation. His absence leaves the Huskies vulnerable on the back end but they still have enough strong personnel in place to give a top seed fits.

Cape Breton and Moncton would enter any series as a clear underdog but both have an overachieving streak in them. The Screaming Eagles went through a stretch at mid-season when they were the hottest team in the Q. They have some young blue-chippers who have improved steadily all year and it will be interesting to see if they can raise their game even more in the post-season.

A young group of players like they have in Cape Breton can play loose because they have nothing to lose. If a favourite comes into a series against them feeling tight, watch out.

The same is true of the Wildcats. They are one of the biggest surprises of the year, currently sitting 11th with a respectable 30-26-0-3 record. But the recent addition of star forward Vladimir Tkachev adds a huge X factor.

He has incredible chemistry with fellow Russian Ivan Barbashev and few teams have been able to contain them the past few weeks. Pair that with big-game goalie Alex Dubeau and Moncton has a formula that will make a contender nervous.

There is still about a month of hockey left to determine the final rankings heading into the playoffs, but that’s also enough time for players to get hurt. If any of the favourites go into a series against these upset specialists at less than 100 per cent, we could be in for some early surprises.

That isn’t the case every year so it’s nice to be heading down the stretch and into the first round with legitimate matchups on tap early in the post-season. You can’t beat that.

INSIDE THE Q: Is it Baie-Comeau’s time?
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All the pieces seem to be falling into place for the Baie-Comeau Drakkar.

I know I touched on this about a month ago when I wrapped up the QMJHL trade period, but it bears some further discussion. Since the trade deadline, the Drakkar have been almost unstoppable.

They won their first 11 games after the trade period, only seeing the streak end on Wednesday against the Shawinigan Cataractes. The team scored an average of four goals per game during the run and allowed an even more impressive 1.73 goals against.

Like the Seattle Seahawks proved in Sunday’s Super Bowl, defence wins championships, just like the old cliche says. And that’s why I contend, as I have since the pre-season, that the first-overall Drakkar are going to be one tough team to beat during this year’s post-season.

Just take a look at the personnel on their back end.

Goaltender Philippe Cadorette was outstanding during Baie-Comeau’s run to last year’s final and leads the Q with a 2.29 goals against average. In front of him, 20-year-olds Gabriel Verpaelst and Alexandre Chenevert are rock solid, sophomore Alexis Vanier is having a breakout year and former No. 3 overall midget pick Dominic Poulin is finally fulfilling his huge potential.

The rest of the support players on the blue-line are all performing well and give Baie-Comeau a difficult group to score against.

But anyone who is familiar with Eric Veilleux’s coaching style knows that is only part of his equation. He demands defensive awareness from every forward on his team, even his most skilled snipers.

Shining examples of that are three of the best two-way players in the league: Jeremy Gregoire, Felix Girard and Alexandre Ranger. Every coach and general manager in the league would kill to have those guys in their arsenal at playoff time.

But of course you don’t win without some measure of skill and that’s precisely why GM Steve Ahern paid a premium for star winger Charles Hudon a month ago. The Team Canada veteran is the elite offensive weapon the Drakkar were sorely missing.

Last year’s CHL rookie of the year, Valentin Zykov, is a proven goal scorer but he plays best with a playmaker by his side. The same is true of fellow Russian Denis Gorbunov.

Gabryel Paquin-Boudreau and Frederic Gamelin are also proven offensive players but don’t have Hudon’s star presence. Hudon and, to a lesser extent, mid-season acquisition Maxime St-Cyr really round out that forward group in an impressive way.

Given the completeness of the Drakkar roster, a large portion of the credit has to go to Ahern. He and his scouts worked hard the past few years to draft and acquire the right pieces. It took some patience but that is almost always what’s required at the junior level.

Ahern’s slow and steady approach was almost forced on him back in the summer of 2011 when Nathan MacKinnon declined to report to Baie-Comeau after the Drakkar drafted him first overall. But Ahern bit the bullet, accumulated a deep bank of assets from the trade with the Halifax Mooseheads and parlayed them into the current group.

And let’s not forget Ahern’s aggressive and shrewd hiring of Veilleux, the 2012 Memorial Cup winning coach, two summers ago. The veteran coach was an important piece.

So considering how much it must have stung to come up short in last year’s final, to the Mooseheads no less, I’m sure there would be an extra measure of satisfaction and vindication if the Drakkar managed to claim its first-ever title this time around.

They will have to beat some very good teams to do it, but it certainly would reinforce the notion that good things come to those wait.
INSIDE THE Q: Grigorenko reassignment a huge bonus for Remparts
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A big gift fell into the Quebec Remparts’ lap this week.

The Buffalo Sabres reassigned Russian centre Mikhail Grigorenko to Quebec for the second season in a row, only this time the demotion comes with far fewer headaches for the Remparts. A year ago, Grigorenko’s return meant the Remparts had to trade one of their European players because they were one over the limit.

Since the demotion happened before the QMJHL roster deadline, they were only allowed to have two imports on their roster. But because of a new rule, the Remparts can keep three this year because Grigorenko’s reassignment happened after the deadline.

Because this impacts so many parties in different ways, it’s impossible to call the loophole a perfect solution. But I will say it’s the best we’re going to get at this stage of the game.

From the Remparts’ perspective, what’s not to like? Europeans are typically high-end players so any team would be thrilled to be able to dress three. Grigorenko is an NHL first-round pick with a rare skill set and already has 43 big league games under his belt.

But it’s also true that he is an enigmatic kind of guy, which negatively impacted the Remparts the past two playoffs. There is no guarantee he will put forth his very best effort this post-season, either. But when you’re talking about a player with his ability, no coach or general manager in his right mind would turn him down.

For the rest of the Quebec league, Grigorenko’s return might be perceived as an unfair advantage. But rules are rules and none of those teams that are griping now would be voicing any displeasure if they were the ones landing a major freebie like Grigorenko.

It’s also understandable why Grigorenko wasn’t initially thrilled to have to go back to junior for a third season. He sees himself as a pro player at this stage of his career and the idea of having to play against teenagers yet again must seem beneath him. I don’t blame him. But the fact is he hasn’t been consistent enough to stick as a full-time NHL player so he made his own bed, really.

And that’s where the Sabres were stuck in an imperfect situation. In an ideal world, they could’ve sent Grigorenko to the American Hockey League. But because of the agreement between the NHL and the CHL, that isn’t an option.

Players drafted out of the Canadian major junior ranks cannot play minor pro as a teenager. They can play in the NHL at that age, but they are otherwise limited to junior.

Players who are drafted out of Europe or American leagues, for example, don’t have this limitation. It’s a rule meant to protect the CHL teams from losing its best players ahead of schedule, but as you can see, it has its flaws.

Some have suggested a wrinkle to the rule might help; perhaps something that allows 19-year-old first-rounders like Grigorenko to play for farm teams. I can see some value from that point of view, but I’m not sure that’s necessarily progress. There really are several shades of grey with these circumstances and the status quo seems like the best option at this point.

So for now, Grigorenko, the Remparts and Sabres must make the best of it. And from purely a QMJHL standpoint, the bottom line is pretty attractive for Quebec.

Grigorenko joins a forward group that already includes Anthony Duclair, Adam Erne, Olivier Archambault, Kurt Etchegary, Nick Sorensen and Fabrice Herzog. That’s just about as good as it gets at this level.

Duclair has been red hot lately and the others in that group are all top-end players. The Quebec defence is a little on the young side after some mid-season deals, but if goalie Francois Brassard can keep the ship afloat, the Remparts sure seem dangerous to me.
KUZNETSOV HAS THREE ASSISTS IN CAPITALS WIN OVER CANUCKS
HE CANADIAN PRESS
WASHINGTON -- For nearly four years, Washington Capitals fans have watched video clips of Evgeny Kuznetsov playing in Russia and imagined what he could do in the NHL.

On Friday night, Kuznetsov began compiling the North American version of his greatest hits -- posting three assists for his first NHL points in the Capitals' 4-3 win over the Vancouver Canucks.

Kuznetsov assisted during a power play as countryman Alex Ovechkin finished with a slap shot for his NHL-leading 45th goal. Less than five minutes later, Kuznetsov faked a slap shot from the wing and fed the puck to Tom Wilson for his third goal.

In the third period, Kuznetsov started a sequence that led to Mike Green putting the Capitals ahead for good with 9:41 left. Green scored with a slap shot off a feed from Nicklas Backstrom from behind the net.

"(Kuznetsov) did a great job battling down the corner and keeping control of the puck," said Green, who scored his ninth goal. "He made a great play to Nicky, and I noticed when Nicky was wheeling the net that he saw me before he even looked up."

It was the third NHL game for Kuznetsov, the Capitals' first-round pick in the 2010 draft. He signed with Washington last week after five years in Russia's Kontinental Hockey League.

"You get your first point on the power play, which is kind of an easy point, but it still counts," Washington coach Adam Oates said. "You get your juices going. Great play on the second goal, and then protecting the puck on a cycle (on the third goal), which is kind of something you don't necessarily expect."

Kuznetsov played on Washington's fourth line with fellow rookie Wilson and Jay Beagle, who contributed an assist.

"He is such a creative player and a lot of fun to play with," Wilson said. "The first couple of games he wasn't sure, and he's really finding his groove. Hopefully we can have some chemistry for years to come."

Kuznetsov's performance helped the Capitals forget the 12th time this season they've blown a two-goal advantage. Washington led 3-1 early in the third period before Shawn Matthias and Nicklas Jensen scored for Vancouver to tie it. The goal by Jensen, a rookie playing in his sixth game, was the first of his NHL career.

"I just felt we were just going to keep on coming," Vancouver coach John Tortorella said. "They've given up some leads here. We got that third one, I thought we were just going to take off. We had some chances."

Vancouver outshot Washington 41-21, but the Capitals killed all seven Canucks power plays. Jaroslav Halak made 38 saves in his fourth start with the Capitals.

"He had a fantastic night," Oates said. "We left him hanging."

Jordan Schroeder scored Vancouver's first goal, and Chris Higgins and Christopher Tanev both had two assists. Eddie Lack stopped 17 shots as Vancouver fell to 3-12-1 in its last 16 games.

"It's frustrating. I thought we played really well all game," Matthias said. "To tie it up there and let that happen, it's upsetting."

The night got off to a difficult start for the Canucks, whose bus broke down. Players then took cabs to the arena.

Joel Ward opened the scoring for Washington, but the second period belonged to Kuznetsov.

"He's sort of got that young mentality where you know you're not afraid to make a play and do these things that you're capable of," Green said. "He's going to be a great player."

NOTES: The Canucks learned on Friday they will be without C Ryan Kesler for two weeks. Kesler, who leads the team with 22 goals, injured his knee in a 3-2 shootout victory on Wednesday over Winnipeg. ... The International Olympic Committee ruled that Backstrom wasn't at fault for his positive drug test before the gold-medal game at the Olympics, in which he didn't play, and he will receive the silver medal he earned with Sweden.
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Northeastern’s Clay Witt is among those who could move into a Hobey Baker Award finalist spot with a strong weekend (photo: Melissa Wade).

Hello once again, and welcome back to the USCHO Hobey Watch.

It’s getting down to crunch time, as this weekend’s games will be the last ones played before the nation’s coaches vote to determine the 10 finalists for the most prestigious individual honor in college hockey.

And while all the relevant parties are undoubtedly more concerned with the games themselves — as they should be — it’s the last opportunity for Hobey Baker Award finalist hopefuls to make an impression.

With that in mind, I think that this is a good time to revisit the “watch list” I put together last month to determine where things stand heading into the home stretch.

Now, I put 25 names on my list and added Wisconsin goaltender Joel Rumpel later on, giving us 26 names. This week, I have cut that list down to 18.

Of these, I consider five players to be locks for the top 10, and I’ve also identified five more whom I would expect to complete the top 10 were it announced today.

The remaining eight still have a chance, but they need a strong performance this weekend (and perhaps a not-so-strong performance by someone else). Let’s begin, shall we?

The locks

Johnny Gaudreau, junior forward, Boston College: There’s a lot that can be written about the man they call “Johnny Hockey,” and I did a bunch of that writing last week.

His case for the award is clear, and I’ll be stunned if it goes to anyone else. However, I’ll leave you with one more tidbit about Gaudreau’s remarkable campaign: The New Jersey native stands to be the first player to make back-to-back “Hobey Hat Tricks” since the Hobey committee began breaking out a top three in 2004.

Greg Carey, senior forward, St. Lawrence: The returning finalist raised his scoring average from his Hobey finalist season of a year ago, and did so while shifting to a distributor role after lighting the lamp 28 times as a junior.

His Saints have a tough task ahead of them this weekend against Colgate, but win or lose, we see Carey back in the top 10.

Kevin Hayes, senior forward, Boston College: You can make an argument that Hayes isn’t really a lock, given that he plays on a line with the Hobey favorite, which probably has a lot to do with him being the nation’s No. 2 scorer.

That said, he is the nation’s No. 2 scorer, on a team that’s poised for a deep and successful postseason run. Two things we know to be valued with Hobey voters are seniority and goals, and as a senior who’s tied for fifth nationally in goals, Hayes qualifies.

Adam Wilcox, sophomore goaltender, Minnesota: Wilcox has real competition in the Big Ten from Wisconsin netminder Joel Rumpel (who we’ll get to in a moment), and given that Rumpel has the better numbers and is also a class above Wilcox in terms of seniority, there’s a good argument that he should be here and not the Gophers goalie.

However, there are two factors in Wilcox’s favor that can’t be discounted. First, he’s the key player for the No. 1 team in the country. And second, the Gophers have gone wire-to-wire as a top team, which raises the degree of difficulty for Wilcox. I think Rumpel gets a nod as well, but if I have to pick one whom I’m more sure about, it’s Wilcox.

Connor Hellebuyck, sophomore goaltender, Massachusetts-Lowell: First, Hellebuyck took over full-time netminding duties for the River Hawks, and then he took over the national save percentage lead.

While the latter is somewhat fickle — and he’s just percentage points ahead of the competition — Hellebuyck has successfully fought off the sophomore slump, proved that his freshman success was no fluke, and put himself in position as an early frontrunner for the 2015 Hobey, provided he returns to Lowell. In the meantime, I say he’s a lock.

The likely finalists

Joel Rumpel, junior goaltender, Wisconsin: Rumpel is actually more than a “likely” finalist. I’d have to say he’s more of a “near lock.”

His numbers are better than those of Wilcox, his Badgers have rocketed up to the upper echelon of the national picture, and he’s an upperclassman. I suppose there’s some scenario where he doesn’t get a nod, but I’m struggling to find it.

Josh Archibald, junior forward, Nebraska-Omaha: I feel pretty certain that Archibald has supplanted Denver’s Sam Brittain as the NCHC’s leading Hobey candidate, largely on the strength of having more goals this season than any college player not named Johnny Gaudreau.

Still, if Archibald is quiet this weekend and the Mavericks lose the series to Denver, his grip on a finalist spot could slip.

CJ Motte, junior goaltender, Ferris State: Motte is the key player for his conference’s most successful team, and while his numbers aren’t superlative (like those of the other goalies on this list), I think the breakdown of the votes will favor him, given the Bulldogs’ success both nationally and within the WCHA.

However, if Bemidji State stuns the Bulldogs this weekend, the door may well open for another WCHA player (see below).

Brett Gensler, senior forward, Bentley: The Falcons were runners-up to Mercyhurst in the Atlantic Hockey standings, but I still think Gensler is the guy in terms of a finalist from the Atlantic.

He’s the No. 4 scorer in the country, has more goals than the other top candidate from Atlantic Hockey (Mercyhurst’s Matthew Zay), and is a senior who also made his share of noise a year ago. This year, I think he gets the nod.

Shayne Gostisbehere, junior defenseman, Union: Gostisbehere is a top-10 scoring defenseman and a returning All-American who is the most significant player for a Dutchmen team that is among the nation’s best. I feel pretty good about penciling him in for a Hobey finalist spot.

Playing for a spot

Clay Witt, junior goaltender, Northeastern: I already assigned Hockey East three locks in Gaudreau, Hayes and Hellebuyck. I think a fourth finalist is a possibility, but both Witt and Northeastern have faded a bit lately.

If Witt backstops the Huskies past New Hampshire on the road this weekend, he could be a finalist, but in this mix, I currently see him on the outside looking in.

Sam Brittain, senior goaltender, Denver: That top-10 save percentage is nice, but the competition at goaltender is fierce, the Pioneers are depending on an NCHC title to get them to the NCAAs, and he has strong competition in conference in the form of Archibald. Stopping him and the Mavericks could get him back in the finalist mix.

Austin Czarnik, junior forward, Miami: As a returning finalist who’s one of the top five scorers in the country, Czarnik has a great individual case for the award. The RedHawks’ team success — or lack thereof — is the main factor working against him.

If he leads Miami to an upset of St. Cloud this weekend, Czarnik will have a shot at a second straight finalist berth.

Jean-Paul LaFontaine, junior forward, Minnesota State: For now, I still think Motte is the WCHA’s Hobey finalist, but if the Bulldogs falter and the Mavericks go to the WCHA Final Five as the favorites, I could see LaFontaine snatching the finalist berth.

Matthew Zay, junior forward, Mercyhurst: There’s a fair argument that Zay could be Atlantic Hockey’s finalist. He’s a top-10 scorer, playing for the conference’s regular season champ. I still think Gensler is the guy, but I wouldn’t be too surprised if it were Zay.

Kellen Jones, senior forward, Quinnipiac: Jones’ case is similar to that of Gostisbehere. He’s an upperclassman — a senior, in fact — playing for a leading team in the conference, a team that’s NCAA-bound, and a leading contributor to his team’s success, albeit without tip-top numbers.

He’s also a forward with a clearer role in the Bobcats’ success than Gostisbehere in Union’s. I see a competition for one spot between the two players, and I think Gostisbehere gets it, but I could be wrong.

Chris McCarthy, senior forward, Vermont: McCarthy has a VERY slim chance at a top 10 spot, but if he leads the Catamounts to an upset this weekend at Massachusetts-Lowell, then maybe — just maybe — he gets a finalist spot.

Ben Hutton, junior defenseman, Maine: Hutton intrigues me, in large part because of his gaudy goal total from the blue line, but I really don’t see him getting a finalist spot.

Still, if the Black Bears upend Providence this weekend … never say never.

So that’s where we stand: five guys in, five right behind and eight more looking for an opening.

I’ll be back on Wednesday to give a final prediction for the top 10, and then we’ll see how it all shakes out. Enjoy the playoffs!

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/hobeywatch/2014/03/14/the-locks-the-near-locks-and-those-playing-for-spots-among-the-hobey-finalists/#ixzz2vxPcB2AI
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St. Cloud State lost both of its series-opening games against Miami this season, so Friday’s NCHC playoff opener is key (photo: Jim Rosvold).

Entering their final regular season series last weekend against Colorado College in Colorado Springs, the St. Cloud State Huskies were tied with North Dakota for first in the NCHC.

On the line was the top seed spot in the conference, but it wasn’t in St. Cloud’s hands. North Dakota owned the first tiebreaker, having more conference wins.

I0000d9FPzj3rDDs For St. Cloud State, narrow focus yields a title and becomes more important in postseason

NCHC playoffs

See the tournament bracket and get links to schedules and stories at NCHC Playoff Central.

On Friday, St. Cloud raced out to a 7-4 win over CC, thanks in part to four assists from Kalle Kossila and a hat trick by Jonny Brodzinski. North Dakota, meanwhile, edged Western Michigan 2-0.

It came down to the final game. St. Cloud struck twice in the first and twice in the second en route to a 4-1 win over the Tigers. Kossila and Brodzinski both scored. Meanwhile, Western Michigan edged North Dakota 2-1, meaning St. Cloud won the Penrose Cup outright.

However, coach Bob Motzko and his team never thought ahead.

“The biggest thing we were concentrating on is first and foremost our goal is to win series against the teams in your league,” said Motzko. “Our whole focus was on Friday night and to get the win on Friday, and that would give us the best chance.

“That’s what we talked about: the task at hand, the game in front of us, and to be at the top of our game. We’re much more consistent right now, and that’s what we were concentrating on, controlling our own destiny night to night and period to period.”

After a difficult stretch in January where the Huskies went 3-4-1, they finished strong, going 7-2-1 in February.

Kossila was a big part of that success, recording 17 points in his last 12 games. Motzko said he believes Kossila’s success is due to his becoming a more complete player, especially with his defensive play.

“He’s out there against every team’s top line, and he’s done just a terrific job with that,” Motzko said. “And then now for a top center, he has to find ways to produce offense, and he’s consistently been a part of the offense for us. But we really think the second half, he’s had much bigger games and more impact in hockey games from an offensive standpoint.

“The big thing is confidence in his play and confidence in his line obviously with Jonny Brodzinski and Ryan Papa right now. That’s the biggest single factor for that group, is the confidence that they have defensively, and that they know offensively they can contribute in critical times.”

The Huskies will host Miami in the first round. The two played in mid-February in Oxford and split, with Miami winning 4-3 on Friday and St. Cloud rebounding for a 3-0 win Saturday.

Miami is the only NCHC team to split both of its series with St. Cloud, and Miami won both games on Friday nights, so starting strong will be a big focus for the Huskies.

“We need to make sure our tank is full and our energy level is back up by Friday,” said Motzko. “It’s obviously very critical going into the playoffs, especially a three-game series, is Game 1. That’s where we are putting our emphasis right now, is our energy level for Game 1 and to make sure we are ready to go, because we know that this is going to be one difficult and one hard-fought series against Miami.”

If the Huskies are to have success, one area of concentration will be the penalty kill, which ranks 51st nationally. Miami’s power play is effective, clicking at a 20.26 percent success rate, good for 14th nationally.

“They’ve got great talent in [Blake] Coleman, [Austin] Czarnik, [Riley] Barber and a group like that,” Motzko said of the Miami power play. “Our penalty kill, we’re interested in the goals-against. I know that our percentage is low, but our goals-against is more middle to the top.

“It’s a little deceiving when you play as many games and have as many opportunities on the penalty kill to look at percentage, so I think we’re trying to be a little better now on the penalty kill. We think that it’s gotten stronger the last month and is doing a much better job.”

Bulldogs look for continued success

For Minnesota-Duluth, the last month has been about swings.

After a solid run that saw them start the second half 6-1-3, including a tie against Minnesota and two in-conference shootout wins, the Bulldogs went up against St. Cloud State and North Dakota, the top teams in the conference, on consecutive weekends. They came out of that run without any points.

However, the Bulldogs regrouped by sweeping Miami in Oxford and splitting with Nebraska-Omaha last weekend, good enough to get them home ice for the first round of the playoffs, where they will host Western Michigan.

“I thought obviously we had to regroup after the couple of weekends against North Dakota and St. Cloud,” said Bulldogs coach Scott Sandelin. “We did that, and obviously a strong weekend in Miami. That was a good rebound for us. Certainly, I thought we played well against North Dakota, not to take anything away. They were playing very well.

“We had to find something, and kind of had a little meeting, went over some things, and our guys regrouped and had a strong weekend. It was a very difficult weekend, real physical, real battle against Miami; they’re certainly not an eighth-place team. It was great to come out of there with two wins, and then Friday come out with a win against Omaha.”
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Minnesota-Duluth had to regroup late in the season to earn home ice (photo: Jim Rosvold).

Western Michigan is one of the teams the Bulldogs did well against this season, going 3-1. Sandelin is expecting a tight series, noting that all four games were tight-checking contests.

“They really lean on you. They have some big bodies, and they grind you out and they make it very difficult,” said Sandelin. “You don’t get a lot of clean opportunities playing against that team, and we’ve got to be ready for that.

“Hopefully, our guys have some confidence after the way the last couple weekends went. We know it’s going to be a series that very well could go three games; we hope it doesn’t, and they probably don’t, either. I just expect a real tight-checking, kind of grind-it-out series.”

One area the Bulldogs will work on this week is the power play, which has a success rate of only 16.46 percent, ranking 41st nationally.

“Certainly, it’s something that at this time of year, in the playoffs, we have to find a way to get something out of our power plays, whether it’s goals, which is the ultimate goal, or momentum or chances, all those things,” said Sandelin. “It’s been one of those things where it’s been kind of inconsistent.”

Western Michigan might take a positive from Minnesota-Duluth’s struggles at home. The Bulldogs have gone only 5-8-3 at Amsoil Arena, which Sandelin finds puzzling.

However, he said there are still advantages to being home, despite that statistic.

“I don’t have the answers to that actually; if I did, we probably wouldn’t have a losing record,” Sandelin laughed. “No, it’s weird. We’ve had some good games, we’ve had some not-so-good games. I think we’ve been more consistent on the road.

“It’s still nice to be home. It’s nice to not have to travel. We’ve been gone every other weekend, so it’s nice to be here. We’ve got to take advantage of that, and hopefully we can do that.”

Sale at Target

Tickets are still available for the Frozen Faceoff at the Target Center in Minneapolis.

There will be two games each day of the Friday-Saturday tournament, including a consolation game at 3:38 p.m. CDT on Saturday, March 22, followed by the championship game at 7:38.

Single-day tickets are available for $70 and $35, while a two-day pass is available for either $130 or $60.

In conjunction with the Frozen Faceoff, the NCHC will hold a Fan Fest on both days at Target Plaza, right next to the rink, that will include food, drinks, games, live music and more. The Fan Fest is free.

For more information on tickets, click here.

Watch on the web

The NCHC announced Wednesday that all games from the quarterfinal series would be available on streamed live for free on NCHCHockey.com.

Players of the week

Offensive player of the week — Blake Coleman, Miami: Coleman scored all of Miami’s goals in a weekend series against Denver, helping the RedHawks get a split. On Friday, Coleman got the tying goal in the first period and then in the second got Miami to within one on a power-play goal in a 5-2 loss. On Saturday, Coleman put the RedHawks on the board first in the second period, then scored the game-winner on a breakaway at 7:33 of the third in Miami’s 2-1 win. Coleman earned a plus-2 on the weekend, and has scored eight of Miami’s last 10 goals.

Defensive player of the week — Ian Brady, Nebraska-Omaha: Brady returned from an injury that kept him out for two weeks and helped the Mavericks notch a split with Minnesota-Duluth, getting four assists in the series. His second assist on Saturday set up the game-winning goal in UNO’s 4-1 win over the Bulldogs. Brady posted a plus-1 rating on the weekend and helped UNO kill seven of nine power plays.

Rookie of the week — Kyle Osterberg, Minnesota-Duluth: Osterberg earned the award for the second consecutive week after notching four points in the Bulldogs’ split with Nebraska-Omaha. In Friday’s 8-2 win, he scored UMD’s fifth goal and assisted on the second and eighth goals while posting a plus-3 rating. On Saturday, he assisted on the Bulldogs’ only goal in a 4-1 loss and posted a plus-1 rating. Osterberg has earned rookie of the week four times this season.

Goaltender of the week — Zane Gothberg, North Dakota: Gothberg allowed only two goals on the weekend in North Dakota’s split with Western Michigan, stopping 40 of 42 shots while posting a 1.01 GAA and .952 save percentage. He earned his second collegiate shutout in Friday’s 2-0 win, and in Saturday’s 2-1 loss, he didn’t allow an even-strength goal. He finished the regular season with a 2.26 GAA in NCHC play, leading all conference netminders, and has earned goaltender of the week three times this season.

USCHO covers the NCHC all week long on the NCHC Blog, with weekend recaps on Monday, picks on Friday, and updates during the week.

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/2014/03/13/for-st-cloud-state-narrow-focus-yields-a-title-and-becomes-more-important-in-postseason/#ixzz2vxPqMY5A

Rangers sign Rensselaer junior Haggerty to free-agent contract

USCHO Staff Report • March 12, 2014 

Rensselaer junior forward Ryan Haggerty has signed a free agent contract with the New York Rangers and will forgo his final year of eligibility.

Haggerty will join the Rangers later this week.

“I am thrilled to see Ryan earn the opportunity to sign an NHL contract with the New York Rangers,” said RPI coach Seth Appert in a statement. “His growth as a player and person in his three years at RPI was impressive and is a real testament to his daily work ethic. He showed up at the rink every day with a mentality to improve his game and get better. I look forward to proudly watching him as a member of the New York Rangers organization.”

In 35 games this season, the Stamford, Conn., native scored 28 goals with 15 assists for 43 points, leading the team in goals, points, power-play goals (10) and game-winning goals (six).

Nationally he is second in Division I in game-winning goals, third in goals per game (.80), fifth in power-play goals and 14th in points per game (1.23).

In 106 career games at RPI, Haggerty had 47 goals and 37 assists for 84 points.

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/2014/03/12/rangers-sign-rensselaer-junior-haggerty-to-free-agent-contract/#ixzz2vxQ7dd8X

The NCHC on Wednesday announced its inaugural All-Conference First and Second Teams, as well as its All-Rookie Team.

2014 NCHC All-Conference First Team

Player's Name 

Position 

Class 

School 

Josh Archibald F Jr. Nebraska-Omaha 

Nic Dowd F Sr. St. Cloud State 

Austin Czarnik F Jr. Miami 

Dillon Simpson D Sr. North Dakota 

Joey LaLeggia D Jr. Denver 

Sam Brittain G Sr. Denver 

2014 NCHC All-Conference Second Team

Player's Name 

Position 

Class 

School 

Chase Balisy F Sr. Western Michigan 

Riley Barber F So. Miami 

Michael Parks F Jr. North Dakota 

Jaccob Slavin D Fr. Colorado College 

Jordan Schmaltz D So. North Dakota 

Ryan Faragher G Jr. St. Cloud State 

2014 NCHC All-Rookie Team

Player's Name 

Position 

School 

Jake Guentzel F Nebraska-Omaha 

Alex Iafallo F Minnesota-Duluth 

Trevor Moore F Denver 

Jaccob Slavin D Colorado College 

Paul LaDue D North Dakota 

Charlie Lindgren G St. Cloud State 

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/2014/03/12/nchc-announces-all-conference-players-all-rookie-team/#ixzz2vxQGC400

Lake Superior State defender Czuczman forgoes senior year for Islanders’ deal

USCHO Staff Report • March 11, 2014 

The New York Islanders announced Tuesday that Lake Superior State junior defenseman Kevin Czuczman has agreed to a two-year, entry-level contract and will report directly to the Islanders.

Czuczman posted career highs in goals (10) and points (21) in 36 games in his junior season at LSSU in 2013-14 and his 10 goals led all WCHA defensemen and are currently second in the nation for all blueliners.

In 114 career games with the Lakers, the 23-year-old Czuczman registered 14 goals and 31 assists for 45 points. He was named LSSU’s most valuable defenseman in 2012-13 and was named the team’s top freshman in 2011-12.

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/2014/03/11/lake-superior-state-defender-czuczman-forgoes-senior-year-for-islanders-deal/#ixzz2vxQNsuO6

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Sunday, March 9, 2014

Going into the final night of the NCHC’s inaugural regular season, none of the league’s eight teams knew for sure who they would be playing in the first round of the league playoffs, and that’s undoubtedly what the league’s front office in Colorado Springs wanted. Now that we know who’s playing who and where, though, let’s take a quick look at all four of the pairings for the opening round.

Before we do, however, congratulations are in order for the Huskies of St. Cloud State. A year after having to share the WCHA’s MacNaughton Cup with Minnesota, SCSU became the first holders of the Penrose Cup outright Saturday after the Huskies (48 points) downed Colorado College and second-place North Dakota (45) lost 2-1 at home to Western Michigan.

Anyway, here we go with the first-round pairings. Please note that three of the best-of-three series are set for next Friday, Saturday and Sunday, while Nebraska-Omaha’s series with Denver will be Thursday-Friday-Saturday due to a scheduling conflict for Sunday at Omaha’s CenturyLink Center:

No. 8 Miami (12-19-3 overall, 6-17-1-1 NCHC) at No. 1 St. Cloud State (21-8-5, 15-6-3-0)

-How they got here: As previously mentioned, SCSU won the Penrose Cup outright as the NCHC regular season champion. Miami, who in the fall had been many prognosticators’ favorite to win the league, was doomed to a last-place finish a week ago by virtue of getting swept at home by Minnesota-Duluth.

-First impressions: The Huskies have carried the flag for the NCHC all season in terms of the national Division I scene, and it doesn’t feel like that long ago that SCSU would’ve been the only team from the league to qualify for the NCAA tournament. SCSU ought to advance to the league playoff finals in Minneapolis, but with MU buoyed thanks to Blake Coleman hitting the ground running after finally coming back from a long-term injury, the RedHawks can’t be overlooked.

No. 7 Colorado College (6-22-6, 6-13-5-1) at No. 2 North Dakota (20-11-3, 15-9-0-0)

-How they got here: North Dakota would have locked up a share of the Penrose Cup if it had completed a sweep of Western Michigan Saturday. That didn’t happen, though, and now UND, which has generally been very good in the second half of this season, will face a Colorado College team that is 1-13-2 on the road this season.

-First impressions: CC coach Scott Owens told me a week ago when the Tigers lost a pair at Nebraska-Omaha that he’d liked the raised level of competitiveness that his team had been putting together in recent weeks, and it’s possible that could come in handy in a first-round trip to Grand Forks. However, CC has is fourth-worst in the country in team offense this season at 1.94 goals scored per game, and that might not cut it considering UND goaltender Zane Gothberg – when healthy – has been hot since Thanksgiving.

No. 6 Denver (16-14-6, 10-11-3-2) at No. 3 Nebraska-Omaha (16-16-2, 13-9-2-1)

-How they got here: UNO was many folks’ pick to finish last in the NCHC this season – for the record, I picked the Mavericks seventh – but the tenth-best offense (3.29 GPG) in the country helped propel UNO to a third-place finish. The Mavericks should also be happy with their first-round draw, considering UNO has one regulation win at home and a pair of overtime victories on the road against the Pioneers, who have had their ups and downs in Jim Montgomery’s first season at the helm in the Colorado capital.

-First impressions: Despite UNO’s good form against DU this season, the Pios can’t be overlooked due in no small part to the fact that senior goaltender Sam Brittain is one of the best NCAA netminders in the country and will want to finish his collegiate career on a high note. That’s not to say this is a series UNO can’t be successful in, but the Mavericks will have a tough job on their hands if they are to advance to their first conference championship weekend in 10 years.

No. 5 Western Michigan (17-15-5, 11-11-2-2) at No. 4 Minnesota-Duluth (16-14-4, 11-11-2-2)

-How they got here: These two teams had identical NCHC records this season, but Minnesota-Duluth climbed above the top four-bottom four split by winning the second league tiebreaker of faring better against the Broncos in head-to-head competition after going 3-1-0 against Western this season. Bad luck there for WMU as it was swept at home by Duluth during a point in the season in which UMD went 4-0-1-2 between Jan. 18 and Feb. 8.

-First impressions: This is a series that UMD perhaps almost might rather play on the road, considering the Bulldogs have been far better away from Duluth this season (10-6-0) than they’ve been on their own AMSOIL Arena ice (5-8-3). Western might wishes this series was in Kalamazoo, too, considering the Broncos have as many losses in true road games this season (six) as wins in true road games. WMU is, however, 4-0-1 in neutral-site games this season, and that would be something to keep in mind if the Broncos advance to Minneapolis.

Tags: nchc2014

5 Comments

NCHC picks: March 7

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, March 6, 2014

Last week, thanks to the Nebraska-Omaha sweep of Colorado College, Matthew and I both went 4-4 (.500), as we got the split dates wrong for Denver and Western Michigan. Overall on the year, I am 87-63-22, while Matthew is 84-66-22. Looks like I will win our picks contest, unless we decide to keep it going through the Penrose Cup, which is TBD.

Friday-Saturday, March 7-8

No. 4 St. Cloud State at Colorado College

Candace: All of CC’s wins have come at home, but the wide sheet and altitude won’t be enough for them to overcome a St. Cloud team battling for the Penrose Cup. I expect the games to be tight. St. Cloud 3-1, 2-1

Matthew: I loved the level of CC’s competitiveness and commitment last Saturday in its 2-1 overtime loss at Nebraska-Omaha, and apart from having lost 6-0 the previous night, the Tigers have really battled lately despite knowing they’ll be on the road in the first round of the league playoffs. I think it’s very possible they could get rewarded for that this weekend, but SCSU knows what’s on the line this weekend, and I don’t see the Huskies faltering here. St. Cloud State 3-2, 3-1

Miami at Denver

Candace: These two split in Oxford back in December. The Pioneers haven’t swept a series since November against Western Michigan, and they probably won’t here either, but which night will they win on? Denver 2-1, Miami 3-2

Matthew: Miami’s doomed to finish last in the league but hasn’t given up, and I wouldn’t be surprised to see the RedHawks come away with a split this weekend. Part of that is because DU has relied too much at times on Sam Brittain, and I’m going to stick my neck out here a bit and call a split. It’s good news for a team that I’m not sure I’d want to play in the first round of the playoffs. Miami 2-1. Denver 2-0

Nebraska-Omaha at No. 19 Minnesota-Duluth

Candace: Minnesota-Duluth could pass Nebraska-Omaha in the standings with a sweep, but I don’t see it happening. The Bulldogs have only gotten three sweeps all year; admittedly one happened against these same Mavericks back in January in Omaha, but I don’t they pull it off this go round. Nebraska-Omaha 3-1, Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Matthew: UMD has won each of its last four games against UNO and pounded the Mavericks 6-0 the last time these two teams played in Duluth, which just so happened to be at the end of the 2012-13 regular season. UNO will remember that all too well, and although I don’t think the Mavericks will do their slim chance of winning the league too many favors, one win this weekend would wrap up home ice, and that in itself is a fairly big achievement in this league. Nebraska-Omaha 4-1, Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Western Michigan at No. 9 North Dakota

Candace: This game is in Grand Forks, the Penrose Cup is on the line, and North Dakota has been virtually unbeatable over the last three months. I’ll go with a UND sweep. North Dakota 2-1, 4-1

Matthew: I’ve at times been pleasantly surprised by Western this season, and I’d feel for the Broncos if they don’t wrap up home ice this weekend. Unfortunately for WMU, I don’t see them getting the job done against a North Dakota team that knows it will win the Penrose Cup if it sweeps. North Dakota 3-2, 3-1

7 Comments

Down to the wire

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, March 2, 2014

Coming into the inaugural season of the National Collegiate Hockey Conference (NCHC), it was anticipated that the league would be ultra-competitive, and that the teams might be very close together in points. If that was what the league honchos wanted, they certainly have it.

Heading into the final weekend of play, the only positions in the league that are decided are the bottom two. Colorado College has clinched the seventh spot after Miami was swept by Minnesota-Duluth, and Miami will finish last.

The top six? There could be a lot of movement before the conference tournament starts.

First place is still up in the air. St. Cloud State and North Dakota split over the weekend, and both have 42 points entering the final weekend of play, tied for first. St. Cloud won the season series between the two, taking three of the four games, so you would think that St. Cloud would have the inside track to finish first, but you’d be wrong. The NCHC’s first tiebreaker is conference wins, and North Dakota owns that one.

If the two teams finish tied after next weekend, they will be named co-champions. North Dakota hosts Western Michigan this weekend, while St. Cloud State travels to Colorado College. St. Cloud got a tie/shootout loss and win against CC back in November, and North Dakota swept Western Michigan in Kalamazoo back in December.

(EDIT) However, Nebraska-Omaha could pass both of them if the Mavericks sweep Minnesota-Duluth and either North Dakota or St. Cloud State gets less than three points in their final weekend of play. If North Dakota wins at least one game this weekend, it would own a tiebreaker with UNO based on conference wins.

It would get really interesting if Western Michigan were to sweep North Dakota and UNO and St. Cloud were to end up tied atop the standings with 45 points, based on a UNO sweep and St. Cloud split, as the fourth tiebreaker, winning percentage aginst the remaining teams, would come into play, as UNO and St. Cloud would have the same number of conference wins, split their series, and have the same goals for and against each other in their two games.

Home ice

 Barring that improbable series of events, Nebraska-Omaha will finish either third or fourth and claim home ice for the first round of the playoffs. The only way the Mavericks don’t get home ice is if Minnesota-Duluth sweeps UNO this weekend in Duluth AND Western Michigan sweeps North Dakota in Grand Forks. UNO currently has 39 points, while Minnesota-Duluth and Western Michigan each have 34.

An interesting backstory to the closing series between the Bulldogs and Mavericks is that UMD swept UNO in Omaha back in January. The Bulldogs just swept Miami in Oxford this past weekend by scores of 5-4 and 1-0. The Mavericks swept Colorado College in Omaha, though they needed an overtime goal from team captain Michael Young on Saturday to do so.

4-5-6

 Barring a Bulldogs sweep of Nebraska-Omaha, which would push Minnesota-Duluth to third and Nebraska-Omaha to four, the Bulldogs are battling for the final home ice spot with Western Michigan and Denver. The Bulldogs are tied with Western Michigan in points with 34. Both teams have 10 conference wins, and UMD owns the second tiebreaker since it won the season series by taking three of four games against the Broncos.

If Western Michigan and Minnesota-Duluth were to split their series this weekend and finish with 37 points, sixth-place Denver, which split with Western Michigan last weekend in Kalamazoo, winning Friday 4-2 and losing Saturday 3-1 to Chase Balisy’s hat trick, could leapfrog both teams and claim the final home ice spot by sweeping reeling Miami at home this weekend. Denver faced the RedHawks in Oxford back in December and split.

15 Comments

NCHC picks: Feb. 28

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, February 27, 2014

Matthew and I went a dreadful 3-5 (.375) last weekend. On the year, I have a three-game lead, as I am 83-59-22 (.573), while Matthew is 80-62-22 (.554). Games in this conference seems to be a coin flip much of the time.

The marquee matchup this weekend has St. Cloud hosting North Dakota, with sole possession of first place up for grabs if either team can sweep.

Friday-Saturday, Feb. 28-March 1

Minnesota-Duluth at Miami 

Candace: Miami, which finally won again last weekend, gets Duluth, which has been reeling, having lost four in a row. This series is really hard to pick, but generally, the Bulldogs have not been good on Fridays. Miami 2-1, Minnesota-Duluth 3-1

Matthew: Miami finally got some momentum going last weekend in picking up a surprise split at home against St. Cloud State, and I think the RedHawks could cut a little further into the seven-point gap Colorado College has opened up between itself and last-place MU. Duluth has been much better on the road than at home, though, so I see the Bulldogs denying MU a sweep. Miami 3-1, Minnesota-Duluth 4-2

No. 10 North Dakota at No. 5 St. Cloud State

Candace: This series has split written all over it. St. Cloud swept back in November, but UND was struggling then. Generally, UND has been money on Friday nights. North Dakota 3-2, St. Cloud 4-2

Matthew: It goes without saying this is the biggest NCHC series yet, and there’s every chance these two teams could still be stuck in a tie for first place — but on 42 points instead of 39 like they are now — going into the final weekend of the regular season. It’s the safe pick and I’ll probably get roasted for it, but it’s what I genuinely see happening. North Dakota 3-2, St. Cloud State 3-1

Colorado College at Nebraska-Omaha

Candace: CC looked good last weekend against Denver, and I think the Tigers will earn a split here for sure, although last weekend was also the first time the Tigers had won on the road all season. I think this series will be the reverse of their one in December. Nebraska-Omaha 3-2, Colorado College 3-2

Matthew: Colorado College comes into Omaha this week on a roll after winning its last three games, and I think they’ll pick up at least one more against the Mavericks. UNO has recent history against it — 2-10 in the final two weeks of the regular season over the past three years and 0-8 in that span over the last two seasons — but three points would go a long way toward further solidifying UNO’s chances of getting home ice in the first round of the playoffs, and the Mavericks are desperate for that. Colorado College 3-2, Nebraska-Omaha 4-2

No. 20 Denver at Western Michigan

Candace: Denver swept this one at home back in November, but the Pioneers are struggling. They’ve also been dreadful on Friday nights in the second half. Western Michigan 2-1, Denver 3-2

Matthew: Denver didn’t look good last weekend in its series with arch-rival CC, and the Pioneers need to get back on track in a hurry. The good news is that DU is facing fourth-place Western Michigan, a team that holds a slim two-point lead over the Pios in the league standings. What would be bad for DU is if Western sweeps the series and locks up at least fourth place. Will that happen here? I’m guessing it won’t. Western Michigan 2-1, Denver 2-0

13 Comments

UND, SCSU set on collision course

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Sunday, February 23, 2014

IMG 7072 UND, SCSU set on collision course

 North Dakota sophomore goaltender Zane Gothberg picked up his first collegiate shutout Friday in a 3-0 win at Minnesota-Duluth. (Photo: Bradley K. Olson)

One of the things the NCHC has undoubtedly hoped for in its inaugural season is about to come to fruition.

The Penrose Cup, the new mammoth chalice awarded to the league’s regular season champion, will be on display this next weekend at St. Cloud State’s Herb Brooks National Hockey Center. That much was decided ahead of the Jan. 7 announcement of the trophy’s league-wide tour, but nobody truly knew back then that the cup would be in the same venue this late in the season as the two teams still in with with the most realistic chances to hoist it.

North Dakota (18-9-3 overall, 13-7-0-0 NCHC) and St. Cloud State (18-7-5, 12-5-3-0) go into the penultimate weekend of the regular season tied at the top of the league standings with 39 points. Six points — two wins’ worth — behind them in third place is Nebraska-Omaha on 33, while Western Michigan rounds out the league’s current top four on 31.

St. Cloud State came into last weekend with a three-point lead at the top of the standings, but the Huskies faltered Friday when last-place Miami rode two goals from Blake Coleman — who returned Friday after being out with an upper-body injury since Dec. 6 — en route to a surprise 4-3 win over SCSU in Oxford, Ohio.

Normal service from the Huskies resumed Saturday when goaltender Ryan Faragher stopped 33 RedHawks shots and helped kill all four of Miami’s power-play opportunities in a 3-0 win.

The damage to SCSU’s place in the league standings was compounded, however, by the pair of poundings North Dakota handed to Minnesota-Duluth on the Bulldogs’ own Amsoil Arena ice.

Sophomore UND goalie Zane Gothberg picked up his first collegiate shutout Friday in a 3-0 win over the Bulldogs, and UND went 3-for-4 on the power play the following night in a 6-2 victory.

If either UND or St. Cloud State picks up four or more points this next weekend, that team would then have one proverbial hand on the Penrose Cup going into the final weekend of the regular season. UND’s last action ahead of the NCHC playoffs will be at home to Western Michigan, while SCSU will finish out the regular season at Colorado College.

Tigers claim the Gold Pan

Speaking of CC, the Tigers continued this last weekend their recent mastery of archrival Denver by claiming the Gold Pan, the traveling trophy that the two Colorado NCHC schools have played for each of the past 21 seasons.

CC picked up the trophy for the 12th time after winning both games of the teams’ second home-and-home series this season. Denver had picked up a shootout win and regulation win Nov. 8-9, but the Tigers won the season series in the third and fourth games, first by winning 3-2 at Denver’s Magness Arena Friday before winning 3-1 in Saturday’s rematch at the World Arena in Colorado Springs.

The Tigers appeared destined to finish seventh in the NCHC going into their third and fourth games of the season against Denver, but the league landscape has changed considerably. CC is still in seventh on 24 points, but it’s now only four points behind a sixth-place Minnesota-Duluth team that has lost its last four games.

The news for Denver isn’t quite so good. Thanks to its sweep at the hands of CC, the Pioneers are in fifth place in the league with 29 points and two behind Western Michigan in fourth. If the season ended now, the Pioneers would travel to Kalamazoo, Mich., to face the Broncos in the first round of the league playoffs.

UNO forced to reschedule possible playoff series

One night after Nebraska-Omaha pounded Western Michigan 5-1 Friday in Kalamazoo, the Broncos scored four unanswered goals in Saturday’s third period to blow past the Mavericks 5-3 and salvage a split of the teams’ only scheduled series of the 2013-14 campaign.

UNO, however, still appears to be in great shape to clinch home ice for the first round of the playoffs. The Mavericks are four points above the split with four games left, and those will come against CC at home this weekend followed by a trip to Minnesota-Duluth on the final two nights of the regular season.

If the Mavericks are at home in the first round of the playoffs, though, it wouldn’t be a Friday-Saturday-Sunday series like the other opening-round sets will be.

When pop singer Demi Lovato announced the dates for her current tour back on Sept. 20, a March 16 date at Omaha’s CenturyLink Center, the city-owned arena in which UNO plays its home games, was on the list. And, as you would imagine, it still is.

March 16, a Sunday, is also the date set up for any third games needed in teams’ best-of-three first-round playoff series.

It appears, however, that UNO has already solved that potential problem. If the Mavericks do host a first-round series, it will be a Thursday-Friday-Saturday set, with the first two games starting at 7:37 and the third game, should one be necessary, a 7:07 start.

3 Comments

NCHC picks: Feb. 21

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, February 20, 2014

Matthew and I both had a dreadful week last weekend, going 3-4-1 (.437). On the year, I am 80-54-22 (.583), while Matthew is 77-57-22 (.564).

There are some big rivalry games on tap this weekend, as well as ones that could make a huge difference in the standings log jam. Unfortunately for Matthew’s chances of catching me, we are in agreement on all our picks this weekend.

Friday-Saturday, Feb. 21-22

Colorado College vs. No. 18 Denver (at DU Friday, at CC Saturday)

Candace: Denver got a tie/shootout win and win the last time around, but CC hadn’t started to play to its capabilities. I was impressed by the Tigers against Western Michigan last weekend. Denver hasn’t swept a series in a while, and I don’t think it will happen here. Denver 3-2, Colorado College 3-2

Matthew: Colorado College has had a rough season but has kept on battling to at least finish the regular season above the NCHC basement, and I think the Tigers will be rewarded Saturday when DU comes back to town. The Pioneers should beat CC at home though, and I think DU will end up feeling happy enough with two wins and a tie from four in the series and the Gold Pan in tow. Denver 3-1, Colorado College 4-2

No. 4 St. Cloud State at Miami

Candace: Miami has only won one game in the second half, and I don’t see them breaking that streak against the top team in the conference, even if the RedHawks are playing at home. St. Cloud 3-1, 4-2

Matthew: Miami’s results this season have been brutal and it hasn’t won a home game within 65 minutes since Dec. 7, and I don’t see the RedHawks getting back on the right track against a St. Cloud State team that seems to have figured it out again following the Huskies’ rough patch between the middle of last month and the start of this one. St. Cloud State 4-2. 3-2

No. 11 North Dakota at No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth

Candace: I was surprised that the Bulldogs got swept last weekend by St. Cloud. North Dakota has been playing very good hockey since late November, but home ice should be good for a win. North Dakota 4-3, Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Matthew: Unquestionably the key series this weekend in the league, and I feel like this one’s too close to call. UND has been far from great on the road this season and Duluth has a sub-.500 record at home. That plus the fact I think UND is just about the better team in this series favors the visitors, but I keep thinking Duluth has to turn its home form around sometime. That said, UND also needs points as it tries to keep pace with SCSU at the top of the league standings. The biggest question for me, then, is which team wins which night. North Dakota 4-2, Minnesota-Duluth 3-1

Nebraska-Omaha at Western Michigan

Candace: Western needs to rebound from a disappointing outing last weekend against CC, and Nebraska-Omaha needs to stay in the home ice slot. I think split. Western Michigan 3-2, Nebraska-Omaha 4-1

Matthew: A key series here between two teams that are trying to give themselves a bit of breathing space in terms of their prospects of clinching home ice for the first round of the league playoffs. Similar to UND-UMD, too, in that UNO’s been just okay on the road and Western is below .500 at home. It’s another split for me. Western Michigan 3-1, Nebraska-Omaha 5-3

0 Comments

Climbing Tigers

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, February 16, 2014

This has been a tough year for the Colorado College Tigers, who after beating Minnesota-Duluth in their season opener didn’t get another win until December. And while CC has still struggled in the second half, there have been moments that point to a squad that is getting better and could be dangerous come playoff time. Some second-half highlights have included a tie with then No. 7 Providence, a convincing win over Miami, and a tie with Minnesota-Duluth in Duluth.

This past weekend, Western Michigan, one of the hottest teams in the country in the second half, traveled to Colorado Springs for a key NCHC series, and CC accomplished something it had only done once before in this season, back in early December when Nebraska-Omaha came to town, in getting points in both games.

After Friday’s contest, CC could have been forgiven for thinking it would not be their weekend. The Tigers opened up a 3-0 lead by midway through the second period, but starting with just under three minutes left in the second, Western Michigan rallied with four goals in an eight-minute span to take a 4-3 lead. The Tigers tied it back up less than two minutes later, and after a scoreless overtime, lost the shootout.

“It feels like a loss,” said a disappointed Scott Owens after Friday’s game.

Commenting on the fact that the Tigers had finally scored a few goals, only to suffer some defensive breakdowns, Owens said, “It’s like most guys’ golf games. When the putting’s good, they can’t drive well, and when the drives are good, they can’t hit the green. It’s been like that all year; it’s been like this for four months. It was nice to see some pucks go in, but we had some lapses defensively.”

However, CC regrouped the next night, and while the game was scoreless entering the third, the Tigers had outshot the Broncos in both periods. In the third, CC struck twice early, with Charlie Taft netting the first goal at the 21-second mark and Luc Gerdes getting one at 3:26.

CC then clamped down defensively, preventing the Broncos from staging a rally, and Sam Rothstein scored a power-play goal at 16:53 to seal it.

“We hung in there and it was just kind of a chess game for awhile,” said Owens. “When you score on the opening faceoff on a play like that, it kind of gets the building going and your bench going. That’s a huge deal.”

Next weekend, CC plays a home-and-home with arch-rival Denver. On the line is the Gold Pan, awarded to the winner of the season series. Since Denver claimed the Gold Pan last year, CC would have to outright win it to get it back, meaning the Tigers would have to take both games this weekend.

There is an asterisk though. Denver tied CC in the first game between the two this year, and won the shootout. The Pioneers then won the next night at home. Owens and Denver coach Jim Montgomery still haven’t made a decision about how the shootout affects things, but both seemed to believe the first game counts as a tie, so Denver is 1-0-1 in the series so far.

“Jim and I had a talk right before it last time, and we haven’t finalized it,” said Owens. “I think we’re going to leave it just as the way the points were. They have a three-point to one lead, even though they won the shootout. I’ll talk to Jim about it this week.”

Huskies gain key sweep

 Entering a series against in-state rival Minnesota-Duluth that could have further jumbled the NCHC standings, St. Cloud had been struggling in the second half to string together consistent performances, especially defensively. The Bulldogs had been a hot team in the second half, and while they hadn’t won in St. Cloud since 2004, there was reason for optimism.

Instead, St. Cloud swept the weekend by 5-3 and 4-3 scores, staying three points ahead of North Dakota, which also swept the weekend, and opening a six-point lead on third place Nebraska-Omaha.

On Friday, St. Cloud opened up a four-goal lead in the first period and, after the Bulldogs had scored two in the second to make it close, Jimmy Murray scored his second of the game just 21 seconds into the third to give the Huskies some breathing room. Austin Farley scored for Duluth at 17:01, but that was as close as the Bulldogs got.

On Saturday, St. Cloud took a 3-1 lead on two goals early in the second, but Duluth rallied. Dominic Toninato scored at 10:41 of the second to pull within one, and Alex Iafallo scored a five-on-three power-play goal at 4:56 of the third to tie it.

However, St. Cloud’s Jonny Brodzinski came up big with the game-winner at 18:11 of the third.

“We needed a game like that; we needed to find a way to win a tight one,” said Huskies coach Bob Motzko after Saturday’s game. “We were kind of enjoying it. We were talking between each period that it was just a great game. We had nothing to say, keep playing. We were our worst enemy. We were our best friend for a lot of it and then the turnover on the second goal, getting beat one-on-one, and then two bad penalties. We were doing a lot of good things, but we also kept stubbing our toe.”

White flag for Miami?

 Have the Miami RedHawks given up on the year? While Colorado College has fought to improve, the RedHawks, who started the year full of promise, continue to have a dreadful second half in which they have only won one game.

Saturday night may have been the RedHawks’ nadir. On Friday in the first game against North Dakota, Miami fell behind 3-0, but a late goal by Sean Kuraly pulled Miami within one with under a minute left. However, they couldn’t pull any closer.

Having scored the last two goals of Friday’s game, you would have thought Miami might have some momentum for Saturday. Instead, Miami suffered its worst loss since 1997, a 9-2 drubbing. Rocco Grimaldi had four points for North Dakota, which scored four goals by the 12:58 mark of the first, despite having two goals waved off.

North Dakota added another four goals in the second, and poured salt on the wound by answering Riley Barber’s goal at 17:19 of the third with a power-play goal at 19:01 of the third.

Miami coach Enrico Blasi made no excuses.

“There were a lot of things that didn’t go our way tonight. They deserved to win from the moment the puck dropped and they didn’t let off the gas.”

Miami is now in last place in the NCHC, four points behind seventh-place Colorado College. It doesn’t get easier for the RedHawks, who host first-place St. Cloud State this weekend and then Minnesota-Duluth the following weekend before ending the season with a series in Denver.
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NCHC picks: Feb. 14

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, February 13, 2014

Last week, I gained another game on Matthew in our picks race, as I went 4-2-2 (.625) while Matthew went 3-3-2 (.500). On the year, I am now 77-50-21 (.591), while Matthew is 74-53-21 (.570).

Friday-Saturday, Feb. 14-15

Western Michigan at Colorado College

Candace: CC has been playing better, and has gotten points in its last two series, and the Tigers played the Broncos tough in the Friday game last November, but I’m not completely convinced they can pull over the hump. Western Michigan 2-1, 4-2

Matthew: Western’s been so good since the holiday break, apart from its two losses at home to Minnesota-Duluth a couple weeks back, and I think the Broncos will continue to roll this weekend. CC’s been better at home than it has away, but I’d be surprised if the Tigers got more than a point or two out of this series. Western Michigan 4-2, 3-2

No. 16 Minnesota-Duluth at No. 6 St. Cloud State

Candace: St. Cloud has really tapered off from its early-season form, and Minnesota-Duluth has been playing extremely well in the second half, but I can’t see this being anything but a split. St. Cloud State 3-2, Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Matthew: Depending on what goes on elsewhere, this series could either see SCSU go even further clear at the top of the NCHC standings or could see Duluth leapfrog the Huskies into first place. I feel St. Cloud’s a better team on paper, but Duluth’s been hot lately. This one’s almost too close to call for me, so I’m going to take the safe option and go with a split. Minnesota-Duluth 3-1, St. Cloud State 4-2

Miami at No. 17 North Dakota

Candace: I’ve given up on thinking the RedHawks will turn it around this season, which is a surprise given some of the players Miami has. North Dakota needs a weekend sweep to move up in the standings. North Dakota 3-2, 4-1

Matthew: UND going to Miami early this season was a series we were all really looking forward to watching, but it’s fair to say it isn’t nearly as mouthwatering this time around. UND’s form has tapered off a bit after only picking up splits in its last two series, but Miami has only picked up five points in 2014 and I can’t see the RedHawks getting any more this weekend in Grand Forks. North Dakota 4-2, 3-1

No. 18 Denver at Nebraska-Omaha

Candace: When these two faced off in Denver back in November, UNO came away with two overtime wins by identical 3-2 scores. Those losses helped turn around Denver’s season, but not enough to sweep UNO in Omaha. Denver 3-2, Nebraska-Omaha 4-2

Matthew: Denver’s scoring issues could come to a halt this weekend as UNO’s defense and goaltending haven’t been amazing, and the Pioneers have been almost automatic in Friday road games. The Mavericks’ offense has been good this year, though, and forwards like Josh Archibald and Dominic Zombo will give DU goaltender Sam Brittain as good a test as any he’s faced this season. Denver 4-2, Nebraska-Omaha 4-2
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Saturday nights becoming more and more eventful for UNO

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Sunday, February 9, 2014

DSC 0012 Saturday nights becoming more and more eventful for UNO

Nebraska-Omaha forward Josh Archibald picked up a hat trick Saturday in the Mavericks’ 6-3 win at North Dakota. (Photo: Candace Horgan)

Nebraska-Omaha’s Saturday games have been becoming more and more, well, interesting.

One could make the argument this pattern began with the Mavericks’ 5-1 win Jan. 18 at Miami, the first time UNO had routed anyone since beating the RedHawks 6-3 at home nearly two months before that on Nov. 22.

Fast-forward to Feb. 1, then, where UNO knocked off then-No. 5 St. Cloud State 8-6 in Omaha in a game in which both teams had one player net a hat trick and in which four goaltenders – two for each team; I mean, let’s not go completely nuts – saw playing time in a game where the standards of defensive play and netminding were sometimes questionable at best.

Finally, there’s UNO’s game last Saturday at No. 16 North Dakota. It ended well for the visitors, who won the game 6-3 thanks to five unanswered goals and a hat trick from Mavericks forward Josh Archibald, but the game didn’t start so great for UNO.

The weirdness started when Archibald and UND forward Stephane Pattyn both watched the game’s opening face off from the penalty boxes after picking up unsportsmanlike conduct penalties zero minutes and zero seconds into the first period.

It wasn’t the only unsportsmanlike call the visitors would pick up in the opening frame, and the second one saw Mavericks coach Dean Blais kicked out of the game. When Blais refused to send a player to the box for his team’s bench minor at 17:07, referee Andy Thiessen gave Blais his marching orders.

Brad Schlossman of the Grand Forks Herald reported that Blais watched the rest of the game from the Ralph Engelstad Arena’s Zamboni room, a place Blais used to enjoy playing cards in when he was UND’s head coach at the arena Blais helped design.

Broncos get back on track

Ahead of last weekend’s series at Miami, Western Michigan hadn’t won a single game in Oxford, Ohio since Nov. 19, 2004 and had gone 0-12-1 on the road against the RedHawks since then.

Those weren’t the only reasons, though, that the Broncos’ sweep of Miami in Oxford last weekend came at a great time.

Western had been on a 5-0-1 tear in its last six games – thus putting the Broncos back into contention for the NCHC regular season title – before getting derailed at home in a sweep Jan. 31 and Feb. 1 at the hands of Minnesota-Duluth.

Now, though, following a 5-2 win at Miami last Friday before coming up triumphant again in the rematch the following night by a 3-2 count, WMU can and should consider itself back on track in terms of how the NCHC standings are shaping up.

Western would be on the road at fourth-place Nebraska-Omaha in the first round of the league playoffs if the regular season had ended Saturday. However, with only four points separating first-place St. Cloud State from sixth-place Denver with four weeks remaining until the postseason starts – and factoring in Western’s relatively favorable remaining schedule – there’s still a lot of time for the Broncos to keep climbing.

Duluth takes five of six points at home

Talking of that UMD team that swept Western on the road, the Bulldogs stayed hot last weekend by getting a regulation win and shootout win over Colorado College at home.

Both games were close against the Tigers, who are are currently tied on points with Miami for last place in the NCHC. Duluth came up trumps both nights, though, winning in a shootout Friday following a 2-2 tie before besting CC again 2-1 the following night at Duluth’s AMSOIL Arena.

UMD ended last weekend in second place in the league, and the Bulldogs are 4-0-3 in their last seven games. Two of those official ties came in the form of shootout wins in league games against CC and, before that, Denver back on Jan. 18.

Duluth is now only two points behind SCSU at the top of the NCHC tree, and those two teams will meet in St. Cloud this upcoming weekend in a series that could either see St. Cloud open up the gap between itself and the trailing pack or could see Duluth climb into first place with three weeks remaining in the regular season.

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/nchc-blog/#ixzz2vxR3gG8p

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, February 6, 2014

If you followed our picks last weekend, chances are you were disappointed. I went 2-2 (.500), while Matthew put up a bagel, going 0-4. On the year, I now have a two-game lead in our season-long picks contest; the winner gets a six pack from the loser. Now I just have to hold Matthew off. I am now 73-48-19 (.589) on the year, while Matthew is 71-50-19 (.575).

Friday-Saturday, Feb. 7-8

Western Michigan at Miami

Candace: The off-weekend came at a good time for coach Enrico Blasi’s club, which had started the second half dismally. Blasi hinted that there were several things he wanted to work on with his players to ready them for the stretch run. I don’t think that equals sweep yet though. Miami 3-2, Western Michigan 3-2

Matthew: Western hasn’t won in Oxford, Ohio since Nov. 19, 2004 and has gone 0-12-1 on the road against the RedHawks since then. Now, though, I think is the time for the Broncos to finally pick up another win or maybe two on Miami’s ice. WMU underwhelmed last weekend at home against Minnesota-Duluth, but I think Andy Murray will have his Broncos set to go this weekend, and I like them to pick up a few points. Miami 3-1, Western Michigan 3-1

No. 15 Denver at No. 6 St. Cloud State

Candace: Coach Bob Motzko’s Huskies still haven’t found their first half defense, which is good news for a Denver club that has struggled to score goals at times this year. In every road series except for Alaska that Denver has played this year, the Pioneers have won the Friday game, and St. Cloud has struggled at home in Friday games. Denver 2-1, St. Cloud 3-2

Matthew: It looked throughout the first half of the season as though SCSU was by far the class of the league, but the Huskies have only won two of their last seven games and now they have three teams only two points behind them in a tie for second place in the standings. Denver’s one of those three teams, and I’ve liked Sam Brittain’s play in goal for DU recently more than I’ve liked Ryan Faragher’s for SCSU, but as this series is in St. Cloud, I’ll take a split. St. Cloud State 4-2, Denver 3-1

Colorado College at No. 17 Minnesota-Duluth

Candace: Minnesota-Duluth continues to improve, and after this weekend, it wouldn’t surprise me if they are in a tie for first or second. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2, 3-1

Matthew: CC has looked better in recent weeks, and the Tigers surprised me a bit in getting a split at home with Miami last weekend. However, Duluth has been the NCHC’s hottest team of late, and I think the Bulldogs will be raring to go this weekend for their first home series in a few weeks and ought to get the job done. Minnesota Duluth 3-2, 4-1

Nebraska-Omaha at No. 16 North Dakota

Candace: If UNO’s defense plays like it did against St. Cloud last week, the Mavericks could be in for a rough weekend, because North Dakota loves playing tough, checking defense at the Ralph. North Dakota 3-1, 4-2

Matthew: Whether or not UNO No. 1 goaltender Ryan Massa makes it back from his groin injury in time for this series, I think UND will be able to handle the Mavericks. UND has the league’s best home record at 8-4-1 and has won its last six games at the Ralph, and goalie Clarke Saunders has historically been very good against UNO, both with UND and with Alabama-Huntsville before he transferred to North Dakota. North Dakota 5-3, 4-3

2 Comments

Five teams bunched up

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, February 2, 2014

With half the league off, and the other half playing intraconference series, every NCHC team has now played 14 games. Looking at the standings is a picture of a logjam, and with each league win worth three points, how the rest of the season will play out is anybody’s guess. St. Cloud currently leads the NCHC with 26 points, Denver, Nebraska-Omaha and North Dakota are in a three-way tie for second with 24, and Minnesota-Duluth sits in fifth with 23. There are five weeks left in the season, and for each weekend left, the NCHC teams will square off against each other.

Rough night in net

 When I interviewed St. Cloud coach Bob Motzko for my column last week, he made a point that it was important for his team to get back to its defensive ways to have success. While St. Cloud did earn a split on the road this past weekend, if Motzko was looking for better defensive play, he didn’t get it. In early December, St. Cloud ranked fourth nationally in team defense. After St. Cloud gave up three goals in a 5-3 win on Friday against high-flying Nebraska-Omaha, and then was torched for eight goals in an 8-6 loss Saturday, St. Cloud now sits at 29th. The second game was so frustrating, it saw Motzko playing goalie round robin.

Motzko pulled starter Ryan Faragher after Faragher gave up his fifth goal of the game at 12:46 of the second, a goal that allowed UNO to take its third lead of the game, barely two minutes after St. Cloud’s David Morley had made it a 4-4 game.

Replacement Charlie Lindgren fared little better, as he gave up two goals in 18:06 of play before Motzko put Faragher back in at 10:03 of the third. The rest didn’t seem to do much for Faragher, who gave up his sixth goal of the night at 13:19 of the third, a Brock Montpetit strike.

At the other end of the ice, UNO’s netminders also struggled. UNO coach Dean Blais pulled starter Kirk Thompson after the first period, a wild one in which UNO jumped out to a two-goal lead, only to give up three goals, including a late one at 18:15. Reed Peters replaced Thompson and made 16 saves in two periods while still giving up three goals.

Bullish on the Bulldogs

 After failing to sweep a single series in the entire first half, Minnesota-Duluth seems to have found its mojo, as it got its second road sweep of the second half against an NCHC foe by sweeping Western Michigan, 5-2 and 3-1.

The Bulldogs are also finding success in a variety of ways. In the sweep two weeks ago of Nebraska-Omaha, goalie Aaron Crandall came up big, making 30 and 52 saves, respectively. In Friday’s 5-2 win over Western Michigan, Crandall only faced 19 shots. After failing to hold one-goal leads in the first and second periods, the Bulldogs erupted for three goals in the third, one of which was four-on-four and one of which was an empty-netter. Justin Crandall scored the game-winner and the final goal in the third, and also assisted on Tony Cameranesi’s goal in the second and Kyle Osterberg’s goal in the first. Osterberg also had a goal in the third period, and assisted on Cameranesi’s goal.

On Saturday, the Bulldogs gave up the first goal at 4:29 of the first, but Joe Basaraba scored at 15:27 to tie it, and Alex Iafallo scored an unassisted four-on-four game-winner in the third. Iafallo, a freshman, leads the team in scoring, but the Bulldogs are starting to get more scoring from a revolving cast.

PairWise push

 A couple of weeks ago, it seemed that the NCHC’s first season might be a disappointment from the perspective of sending teams to the NCAA tournament, as St. Cloud State was the only team in the top 16 of the PairWise.

After this past weekend, the NCHC has three potential teams to send, and a few more not outside the realm of possibility. St. Cloud is still in the picture, ranked eighth in the PairWise. Minnesota-Duluth, bolstered by a showing in the North Star College Cup and this past weekend’s sweep of Western Michigan, is now at 11th. North Dakota, which has been one of the hottest teams in the country over the last two months, is now 15.

Other teams in the NCHC that could make a PairWise push include Denver, sitting at 22, Western Michigan, sitting at 23, Miami at 28, and even possibly Nebraska-Omaha, sitting at 29.

With the automatic bids for conference winners, the bottom three or four spaces in the PairWise are by no means secure spots for making the NCAA tournament, but it certainly seems likely that the NCHC can have a good representation in its first season.

4 Comments

NCHC picks: Jan. 31

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, January 30, 2014

Well, Matthew and I both went 4-1-1 (.750) last weekend, and we are now both at 71-46-19 (.584) on the year. However, this weekend we have some differing opinions, so let’s get to it shall we?

Friday-Saturday, Jan. 31, Feb. 1

No. 5 St. Cloud State at Nebraska-Omaha

Candace: See, I think the Huskies will come out and play well on Friday; they might end up with a split, but I’m going with the rested team for the sweep. St. Cloud 4-3, 3-1

Matthew: The point gap between these two teams (two) is definitely closer right now than I would’ve guessed it would be at this point back when we were just starting out in preseason. Neither team has really been a world-beater the last few weeks though, so I’m going to take the safe option on this one and predict a split. Nebraska-Omaha 4-3, St. Cloud State 3-1

Minnesota-Duluth at No. 20 Western Michigan

Candace: The Broncos have been on a tear, but Minnesota-Duluth had a great two games last weekend in the North Star College Cup, and has been playing well. I think this is a split. Western Michigan 3-2, Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Matthew: Western has done so well since even before the Great Lakes Invitational near the end of December, and the Broncos are at home this weekend, but I wonder how much damage UMD might be able to do. I’m going to guess it won’t be much, though, considering the Bulldogs are on the road this weekend against a team that was idle last week but has been red-hot for a while now. Western Michigan 4-3, 3-2
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NCHC second-best at North Star College Cup

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Sunday, January 26, 2014

2014012519 28 2129 NCHC second best at North Star College Cup

Minnesota-Duluth’s Caleb Herbert (left) heads toward Minnesota captain Nate Condon during the championship game of the inaugural North Star College Cup at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul, Minn. (Jim Rosvold)

Geography dictates that it’s tough for western college hockey teams to put on something similar to the Beanpot, the tournament that brings together Boston’s four big men’s – and women’s for their own annual version – college hockey programs to determine local bragging rights.

That said, Minnesota’s five Division I programs seem to be onto a winner with what they’ve created for themselves.

Last weekend gave us the first edition of the North Star College Cup, a four-team tournament that will be held once a year at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul, Minn. It’s unfortunate Minnesota’s D-I fivesome isn’t all in the same league as it was even a year ago, but the NSCC allows the state’s Big Ten, NCHC and WCHA teams to keep battling for a claim to supremacy in the Land of 10,000 Lakes.

Until next season’s edition of the tournament, that claim belongs to the top-ranked Golden Gophers of Minnesota. The evergreen host of the NSCC – the other four teams will rotate in and out of the tournament – came out on top after brushing aside No. 5 St. Cloud State 4-1 Friday before beating Minnesota-Duluth in an overtime shootout in the final Saturday night after drawing 4-4 with the Bulldogs through 65 minutes.

The Big Ten laid claim to the title, then, but the two NCHC teams in this year’s edition of the NSCC held up well with UMD and SCSU both finishing with 1-1 records in tournament play.

None of the four teams had a very easy ride in a tournament in which 32 goals were scored over the four games, and UMD had a particularly bumpy ride. In order to get to the final, the Bulldogs were made to outlast Minnesota State 5-4 in overtime Friday, with UMD forward Alex Iafallo scoring the game-winning goal on a power play 4:33 into the extra session.

SCSU recovered well enough from its semifinal loss to the Gophers to outlast former WCHA rival Minnesota State 6-4 in Saturday’s third-place game. Three power play goals on four such opportunities helped the Huskies’ cause, as did 37 saves from SCSU goaltender Ryan Faragher.

DU, UND renew acquaintances at Magness

SCSU and UMD both had to make do with a win and a loss from last weekend, and two other teams in the hunt for the NCHC’s regular season championship had to do the same.

No. 16 Denver and No. 18 North Dakota met at Magness Arena for the 266th and 267th all-time meetings in a rivalry that dates back to the 1949-50 season. Both teams had to settle for three of the six points on offer last weekend, however, as they split their only two-game regular-season set together in the current campaign.

UND pleased the large contingent of fans in green and white Friday at DU’s Magness Arena as the visitors came away 4-2 winners in the series opener. Two first-period goals got the proverbial ball rolling for UND, and senior goaltender Clarke Saunders made 29 saves in his first start since a 5-2 home loss to St. Lawrence Nov. 29.

So it was, then, that DU faced being swept at home by UND for the first time in a decade. That didn’t end up happening, though, as the Pioneers won 3-0 Saturday to end UND’s 10-game unbeaten streak at 9-0-1.

CC-Miami series also ends in a split

Colorado College and Miami went along with a national trend of teams splitting their series last weekend, as the Tigers and RedHawks were made to share the spoils of a two-game set featuring the NCHC’s bottom two teams.

CC has had D-I’s second-worst team offense this season (1.83 goals per game), but you wouldn’t have known it early on Friday night. Three first-period goals proved more than enough for the Tigers in the series-opener, with CC eventually running out 4-1 winners in the Tigers’ first regulation victory since downing Nebraska-Omaha 4-2 at home Dec. 6.

The following night’s game, however, was a much different story with Miami putting on a goal-scoring clinic that RedHawks fans would undoubtedly love to see more of as their team enters this season’s home stretch.

CC inflicted itself with some wounds in the series finale by allowing Miami to go 4-for-5 on the power play, but the RedHawks were ruthless in winning 6-1. That victory was enough to keep Miami (14 points) above the Tigers (13) at the bottom of the NCHC table by one point.
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NCHC picks: Jan. 25

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Saturday, January 25, 2014

Candace and I both went 3-1 Friday, which looks pretty good when you consider we both went 2-3-5 last week.

Now, though, we’ve got two more North Star College Cup games today to call. Yesterday at St. Paul, Minn.’s Xcel Energy Center, Minnesota-Duluth outlasting Minnesota State 5-4 in overtime Friday before top-ranked Minnesota bested No. 5 St. Cloud State 4-1.

In our season-long predictions contest, Candace and I are tied at 67-45-18. It appears, however, that you’ll have to check back next week to see if one of the two of us can finally break our deadlock.

Our predictions for today:

No. 5 St. Cloud State vs. Minnesota State:

 Candace: This matchup of former WCHA foes should be interesting. St. Cloud has been struggling of late, and Minnesota State has been improving, but the Mavericks don’t play well away from home. As such, I’ll make a league-homer pick and say that St. Cloud gets back to its winning ways. St. Cloud State 4-3

Matthew: SCSU has lost three of its last four games in regulation and lost a shootout in the other, but as for the Huskies’ 4-1 loss to Minnesota Friday, you have to chalk that up largely to the fact Gophers goaltender Adam Wilcox was wonderful (38 saves) and that Minnesota’s hot and riding an 11-game unbeaten run. Today, though, I think we’ll see the Huskies snap out of their funk ahead of what’s looking like a big series next weekend at Nebraska-Omaha. St. Cloud State 5-3

No. 1 Minnesota vs. Minnesota-Duluth:

Candace: So many intriguing storylines in this first North Star College Cup title game. Start with the fact that the Bulldogs played a two-game set with the Gophers back in November and split, pasting Minnesota with a 6-2 loss, only its second all year. That result makes me think the Gophers will be on guard, especially since they did win the first game of that two-game set, and will claim the title. Minnesota 4-2

Matthew: For a tournament with no history, already I’m really drawn into the final that brings together two teams that have both won a national championship on the ice they’ll be skating on today. As Candace said, UMD did give Minnesota a thumping two months ago in Minneapolis, but for as much as I want to make the homer pick and take the Bulldogs here, I look at their defensive struggles Friday and wonder how they’ll hold up against a Minnesota team that always seems to be good for at least a few goals per game. Minnesota 4-3

0 Comments

NCHC picks: Jan. 24

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, January 23, 2014

Matthew and I only picked two games differently last weekend, and both ended in ties, so we are still tied on the year. Last weekend, we both went a dismal 2-3-5 (.450) to move to 64-44-18 (.579) on the season.

Maybe this weekend, we can do better. Unfortunately for the six-pack race, we see this week’s games the same way,although perhaps we’ll pick Saturday’s differently.

Friday-Saturday, Jan. 24-25

Miami at Colorado College

Candace: Miami had a lot of promise entering this season, but the RedHawks have been dreadful since November. Of course, CC hasn’t been any better. This battle of the two last-place teams in the NCHC has split written all over it. Colorado College 2-1, Miami 3-2

Matthew: I picked CC to pick up a split last weekend at home to seventh-ranked Providence and I was 20 seconds in Friday’s third period away from being right, so I’m going to (probably tempt fate and) go back to the well here. Miami only got a shootout win and a 5-1 regulation loss at home last weekend to Nebraska-Omaha, and I think they could have difficulty making the long westerly trek up into the Rockies to face a CC team better than the Tigers’ record suggests they are. Colorado College 3-2, Miami 2-1

No. 18 North Dakota at No. 16 Denver

Candace: I am excited to be at these games this weekend. North Dakota and Denver always bring the best out of each other, which means a split. Both have generally done better on Friday nights, so I’ll go with the home team on the first night. Denver 3-2, North Dakota 3-2

Matthew: DU-UND is the NCHC’s best rivalry that was already established heading into the league’s inaugural season, and I’m excited to finally see these teams come together for the first time in the current campaign. That said, though, I’m taking the safe option and picking a split because, to me, that’s what’s written all over this series. Denver 3-1, North Dakota 4-2

North Star College Cup

Minnesota State vs. Minnesota-Duluth

Candace: One weekend after their first weekend sweep, the Bulldogs struggled at home last weekend against Denver. The Mavericks looked really good last weekend in sweeping Ferris State, but they’ve been dismal away from home this season, and even if this is a neutral site, it’s not their friendly confines in Mankato, so I’ll be a league homer. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Matthew: I felt pretty good about Duluth two weeks ago after seeing what they were able to do in their sweep at Nebraska-Omaha, but UMD had some real issues last weekend dealing with Denver at home. Now, the Bulldogs are facing a very good Minnesota State team in a neutral-site game in St. Paul, Minn. that pits together two very even teams. This very easily could be the biggest toss-up game we’ve had to pick all season. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

No. 5 St. Cloud State vs. No. 1 Minnesota

Candace: Minnesota has only lost twice all year, though one of those was a pounding at the hands of Minnesota-Duluth. If this game takes place in the first half, I pick St. Cloud, but the Huskies have been having a hard time of it so far this half, and I don’t seem them reverting to their best just yet. Minneosta 3-2

Matthew: This surely has to be Friday’s national game of the night. The problem I have for St. Cloud in this game, though, is that they had serious problems at home last weekend with Western Michigan, and Minnesota’s statistically been a significantly better team than either Western or SCSU. The Golden Gophers are scoring nearly four goals per game this season and only allowing an even two per contest, and as much as I want to go with the league homer pick and take the Huskies, the Gophers should advance to the final on what isn’t home ice but will probably sound like it this weekend. Minnesota 4-2

0 Comments

Breaking Broncos

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, January 19, 2014

It’s getting impossible to ignore it: Western Michigan is one of the hottest teams in the country. The Broncos have yet to lose in the second half, and have beaten two top-five teams during their current 5-0-1 run. In fact, if you count the shootout win, the Broncos have beaten the number three team in the country three times, as they beat then-No. 3 Michigan in the Great Lakes Invitational, and this weekend got a shootout win and outright win against No. 3 St. Cloud. The Broncos also swept then No. 13 Miami.

However, this weekend’s wins against St. Cloud were perhaps the most impressive, as the Broncos did it on the road. On Friday, in a 5-5 tie/shootout win, Western Michigan rallied three times. After St. Cloud’s Cory Thorson scored a power-play goal at 5:33 of the second, it seemed the Broncos were out of it, as the Huskies led, 4-1. However, within a 5:35 span that began at 7:26 of the second, the Broncos scored three unanswered goals to tie it up again. Kenney Morrison assisted on the first two goals, and the Broncos’ big guns, Shane Berschbach, Justin Kovacs and Chase Balisy, came through. Berschbach scored one and Balisy scored the goal that tied it.

However, St. Cloud wasn’t done, as Nic Dowd scored the Huskies’ third power-play goal of the game at 7:37 to put St. Cloud back up, 5-4. Once again, the Broncos rallied, and it was Balisy who tied it, with assists to Kovacs and Berschbach.

In the shootout, Kovacs scored on his first attempt, and it was the only goal either team scored in the shootout.

Unlike Friday’s offensive outburst, Saturday’s rematch was a defensive battle more befitting of two teams that have won a lot this season with defense. After matching first-period goals, Berschbach scored the game-winner at 4:39 of the third. Lukas Hafner, who had replaced Frank Slubowski at the 14:34 mark of the first period after Slubowski gave up the third St. Cloud goal, was in net again, and stopped 32 shots.

Coach Andy Murray will probably want to ponder his goaltending situation ahead of this weekend’s series with Minnesota-Duluth. Slubowski has played in 18 games so far this season, and Hafner in 11. However, Hafner, a sophomore, has better stats across the board, including winning percentage.

Extra sessions

NCHC teams seemed to favor extra play this past Friday, as every NCHC team went to overtime. Denver beat Minnesota-Duluth, 3-2, on a Quentin Shore goal with 15 seconds left in OT. Nebraska-Omaha and Miami battled to a draw through OT, and Miami won a shootout. Western Michigan and St. Cloud also were tied after OT, with the Broncos winning a shootout. IN nonconference action, North Dakota tied Bemidji State in OT and Colorado College gave up a late goal to No. 6 Providence, and the two remained tied after OT.

On Saturday, only one game went to OT, as Denver and Minnesota-Duluth repeated their defensive battle. This time, it remained tied after OT, and the Bulldogs won the shootout, 2-1.

Top heavy

It was anticipated that once conference play started, the NCHC would turn into a bloodbath. Almost every coach in the league has made a comment about how competitive the NCHC is, and how difficult it is to get points out of both nights.

That competitiveness has created an interesting race for the Penrose Cup. Currently, six teams are within striking distance of first place. St. Cloud is on top, with 23 points, and then Denver, Nebraska-Omaha and North Dakota occupy the second stop with 21 points. Western Michigan is right behind with 20, and Minnesota-Duluth has 17 points, but with each win worth three points, the Bulldogs could easily make that up.

While there is still a lot of hockey to be played, it’s interesting to compare the current standings with the preseason coaches’ poll. The coaches picked Miami to win the conference, and picked Nebraska-Omaha to finish last. Miami is currently seventh in the league only one point above Colorado College, and the RedHawks have been in a tailspin since mid-November. Since beating Wisconsin on Nov. 15, the RedHawks have won only two games, plus a tie/shootout win on Friday night against Nebraska-Omaha.

The other interesting item is how teams seem to have switched their streaks. Western Michigan is one of the hottest teams in the country in the second half, but the Broncos struggled mightily in the first half. St. Cloud has started the second half 1-2-1, and if you include the December loss and tie against Union that closed the first half, the Huskies have been struggling to win. Miami started well, but has been in a tailspin, while North Dakota started slow, and is currently on a nine-game unbeaten streak.

There are only two conference series this coming weekend, and both are in Colorado, as Miami takes on Colorado College and North Dakota renews its bitter rivalry with Denver. Considering where each team is in the standings, those two series should be hard-fought and exciting.
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NCHC picks: Jan. 17

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Friday, January 17, 2014

Well, we are more than halfway through the season, and after last weekend, Matthew and I are back to where we were in October: dead even in our picks race. Last weekend, I went 4-4 ).500, to move to 62-41-13 (.590) on the year, while Matthew went 7-1 (.875) to also move to 62-41-13 (.590).

Maybe I can take the lead again and go up in the race for the six pack.

Friday-Saturday, Jan. 17-18

Nebraska-Omaha at Miami

Candace: Like Matthew, I really am unsure of which team to pick on which night. UNO swept Miami at home back in November right before Thanksgiving, which was also right before the Mavericks went into a swoon. I don’t see Miami returning the favor though. Miami 3-2, Nebraska-Omaha 4-2 

Matthew: It probably doesn’t look great on me to admit this right off the bat this week, but I’m really struggling with who to take here. UNO’s lost five of its last six, and the only win in that span was in a shootout; Miami’s lost four of its last five, and both these teams can score but are having real issues at the other end of the ice. I’m taking the safe option and picking a split; Miami’s the home team so I’ll take them Friday, but UNO has to come up with another win inside 65 minutes sooner or later. Miami 4-2, Nebraska-Omaha 3-2

Western Michigan at No. 3 St. Cloud State 

Candace: Western looked good last weekend in sweeping Miami, and St. Cloud looked a little rusty against Denver, but I would imagine coach Bob Motzko has drilled his players on the importance of every game at this point. I think St. Cloud sweeps. St. Cloud 3-2, 4-1

Matthew: Considering Western’s won five of its last six and has won four on the bounce going into this weekend, I can see them getting something this weekend and possibly entering our Men’s Division I top 20 next Monday. St. Cloud’s too good a team to get swept in its own building — and don’t forget North Dakota’s nipping at SCSU’s heels now — but a split’s very possible. Western Michigan 3-2, St. Cloud State 4-1

No. 16 Denver at Minnesota-Duluth 

Candace: If Aaron Crandall plays like he did last weekend against Nebraska-Omaha, this will be one of the best goaltender duels of the weekend. Considering that of late, both teams have struggled on Friday and come through on Saturday, and I’m not sure which way to pick. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2, Denver 2-1

Matthew: UMD goaltender Aaron Crandall was fabulous for the Bulldogs last weekend in a road sweep of Nebraska-Omaha, and if he can stay hot and Duluth keeps giving him goal support, I can see them winning their fourth and fifth wins in a row this weekend. Denver looked Saturday against SCSU as though the Pioneers have snapped out of its mini-funk over the holidays, though, so it’s another split from me. Minnesota-Duluth 4-2, Denver 3-1

No. 20 North Dakota vs. Bemidji State home-and-home (at BSU Friday)

Candace: North Dakota has been on a roll of late, and I don’t see it ending this weekend, but I think at least one of these games will be closer than anticipated. North Dakota 3-2, 4-1

Matthew: A nine-game winning streak would be unbelievable by the standards NCHC teams have put up thus far, but that’s exactly what UND’s looking at if it sweeps Bemidji this weekend, and I think it’s going to happen. BSU has eight home losses already this season, and I can’t see the Beavers getting it done at the Ralph. North Dakota 4-2, 5-1

No. 7 Providence at Colorado College

Candace: Providence has been struggling of late, but CC has been struggling all year, and the Friars should come strong enough to get a sweep. Providence 3-2, 3-1

Matthew: If this was taking place earlier in the season, I might’ve really feared for CC in this series. However, Providence is 0-3-1 in its last four games and isn’t looking as ruthless as it did through to around Thanksgiving. The Friars are a more talented team than CC, but an upset or maybe even two could be in the cards. Colorado College 3-1, Providence 4-1
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Bulldogs launch themselves back into contention

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Monday, January 13, 2014

20140110 Omaha Duluth 02 MBishop Bulldogs launch themselves back into contention

Minnesota-Duluth defenseman Andy Welinski celebrates his goal Friday night in what ended up being a 3-2 win for the Bulldogs over Nebraska-Omaha. (Photo: Michelle Bishop)

Although we’re starting to see more daylight open up between the NCHC’s sets of leaders and trailers, it appears to be time to start thinking about adding Minnesota-Duluth to the former category.

Duluth spent the first half of the season putting up a decidedly mediocre record and splitting series almost as though that was the Bulldogs’ job. UMD coach Scott Sandelin’s club appeared to make a breakthrough last weekend, though, in picking up its first sweep of the season at Nebraska-Omaha.

Each night of the two-game set saw one Duluth forward line really click.

In its’ 3-2 win Friday, Duluth’s third line of Alex Iafallo, Dominic Toninato and Adam Krause accounted for the first two goals of the game before defenseman Andy Welinski scored the eventual game-winner in the third period.

Sandelin made zero changes to his lineup for the rematch, and Saturday night saw Duluth’s second line get its own time to shine. Joe Basaraba’s two goals and big performances from linemates Austin Farley and Caleb Herbert helped the visitors to a 3-1 win.

Even more credit for both nights’ triumphs has to go to Bulldogs goaltender Aaron Crandall. The senior will undoubtedly be the NCHC’s goaltender of the week after stopping 38 and 52 shots against UNO, including several monster saves in both games of the series.

Duluth now finds itself 9-8-1 overall and 5-5 in the league, which is far from incredible. However, with a lot of winnable games coming up over the next four weeks ahead of a trip to first-place St. Cloud State Feb. 14-15, if Crandall stays hot and he keeps getting goal support from the offense in front of him, UMD might be able to parlay its success last weekend into something much bigger by the time they face the Huskies and then enter the home stretch of the regular season.

UNO’s struggles continue

UMD and the team it swept last weekend appear to be moving in very different directions.

UNO’s pair of losses last weekend at home to the Bulldogs marked the third time the Mavericks have been swept this season and the second time in two weeks.  What’s worse, at 8-11-1 and 5-4-1-1 in the NCHC, UNO has now lost five of its last six games, and the only win came via an overtime shootout at Colorado College Dec. 7.

The news gets worse if you’re a Mavericks fan.

A year ago this week, UNO was four games above .500, tied with Denver for first place in the WCHA, and the Mavericks had a legitimate Hobey Baker Award candidate in Ryan Walters. Now, UNO is three games below .500, is only in fourth place in the NCHC by two points over Duluth, and the Mavericks’ leading scorer, forward Josh Archibald, is tied with 11 others for 39th in the country in terms of points with 21.

Archibald’s tied for fourth in Division I with 14 goals, which UNO fans surely find great to see from the junior forward who has improved by leaps and bounds every year he’s been in Omaha. However, when he’s the only Maverick on the national radar in terms of leaders in either goals or assists, it’s one more sign not enough is being done by UNO’s attacking corps.

There’s an even bigger mess to be dealt with in UNO’s own end of the ice. The Mavericks are 49th in the country in scoring defense, having conceded 3.35 goals per game so far this season, and UNO has D-I’s third-worst penalty-killing units, only succeeding at a 73 percent clip.

Poor defensive displays tend to beget poor goaltending numbers, too, and that’s one way to describe UNO’s goalies’ figures so far. Junior Ryan Massa (11 appearances) and freshman Kirk Thompson (10) have fairly evenly split time in the Mavericks’ nets this season, and Thompson’s leading the way statistically with a 2.95 goals-against average and a .885 save percentage, numbers not much better than Massa’s (3.34, .882).

Looking at the Mavericks’ remaining schedule, there’s a chance things could get worse for them. UNO is at fellow NCHC struggler Miami this upcoming weekend, and then the Mavericks will face the league’s current top three teams – St. Cloud State, North Dakota and Denver – all in a row.

North Dakota gets back on track

North Dakota didn’t post earth-shattering results in its Canadian exhibition tour Jan. 3-4, losing 3-2 in overtime to British Columbia before eking past Simon Fraser 4-3 the following day. Since then, though, UND has gotten back to the form that served the team well heading into the holiday break.

UND was made to work hard for its 5-3 and 3-2 wins at home last weekend to seventh-place Colorado College, but the bottom line is that UND was able to pick up six points from the series, something that hasn’t been incredibly common in the NCHC so far and will only become even rarer as we head into the final couple of months of the regular season.

Even better, UND is now on a seven-game winning streak in non-exhibition games. That number may well go up to nine this next weekend after a home-and-home series with a Bemidji State team four games below .500 and with eight home losses already this season.

At 11-7-2 overall and 7-5 in the NCHC, UND’s 21 points thus far currently put it only one point behind SCSU for first place in the league. What’s even more exciting is that UND has a favorable schedule until it visits the Huskies Feb. 28 and Mar. 1, so expect to see at least a two-horse race at least until we switch our calendars over from February to March.
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NCHC picks: Jan. 10

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, January 9, 2014

Thanks to picking the UNH sweep of Nebraska-Omaha and the Brown win over Colorado College, I now have a three-game lead over Matthew in our picks race. Last week, I went 3-0-1 (.875), moving to 58-37-13 (.597) on the year. A couple more good weekends and I’ll be above .600! Matthew went 1-2-1 (.375) to move to 55-40-13 (.569).

Of course, there’s a lot to go in the season, and it was only a month ago that Matthew had a three-game lead on me, so I better be extra psychic if I want to hold my lead.

Friday-Saturday, Jan. 10-11

No. 2 St. Cloud State at No. 17 Denver

Candace: St. Cloud had an outstanding first half, and this will be a key series for them to get off to a good start in the second half. Denver gets Will Butcher and Quentin Shore back from the World Juniors, and should be better than it was last week against Brown. However, Denver has struggled offensively all year. Both Denver and St. Cloud have outstanding defenses, ranking third and fourth respectively, but St. Cloud has better forwards. St. Cloud State 2-1, 3-1

Matthew: SCSU is the more complete team here, if we’re honest. However, I’m sticking with my prediction that Denver’s in for a big second half of the season, and I think they’ll get something out of this weekend. Only getting a tie last time out against Brown wasn’t so great, but I think the Pioneers will pick up a split here. St. Cloud State 3-1, Denver 2-1

Colorado College at North Dakota

Candace: CC is having one of its worst seasons ever, and the scoring continues to be nonexistent. North Dakota has been streaky at times, and freshman forward Adam Tambellini just left to play for the Calgary Hitman in the WHL. Tambellini only had four points though, so I don’t think North Dakota’s offense will suffer. North Dakota 3-1, 4-2

Matthew: UND ended the first half of the season very well and I think they’ll carry on that form this weekend. CC’s first road win of the season has to come somewhere, but I don’t see it coming in Grand Forks. North Dakota 4-1, 3-1

Minnesota-Duluth at Nebraska-Omaha

Candace: The Bulldogs have been the split team of the season, splitting almost every series. Picking the right night is difficult in this one though. Usually, UMD wins on Saturday, but with UNO missing coach Dean Blais and defenseman Jaycob Megna, I’m thinking it will be the opposite. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2, Nebraska-Omaha 3-2

Matthew: This has “split” written all over it. These are two fairly even teams – and especially Friday with Mavericks coach Dean Blais and defenseman Jaycob Megna still out with suspensions – and I don’t see UNO sweeping the Bulldogs like it did at CenturyLink last season. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2, Nebraska-Omaha 4-2

No. 13 Miami at Western Michigan

Candace: Western Michigan did well in winning the Great Lakes Invitational, but I don’t know if the Broncos can stop the high-flying Miami offense. This will most likely be a split, but I’ll go opposite Matthew and pick Miami to sweep. Miami 3-2, 4-2

Matthew: It feels a bit like going out on a limb, but I’m taking Western Michigan to sweep here. The Broncos looked good in winning the Great Lakes Invitational after Christmas, and Miami has underwhelmed all season so far. Western Michigan 5-3, 3-2

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/nchc-blog/page/2/#ixzz2vxRELYOj

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, January 5, 2014

The Nebraska-Omaha Mavericks, who had an excellent month in November in which they went 6-2 while sweeping Denver and Miami and splitting with Denver and North Dakota, haven’t won since that month. The Mavericks closed the first half by losing and tying/winning a shootout at Colorado College. They opened the second half this weekend by getting swept by New Hampshire.

New Hampshire won 6-3 and 5-2 decisions. Nebraska-Omaha continues to struggle defensively; so far this season, they have only won one game in which scored two goals or less, a 2-1 win over Northern Michigan back in October. The Mavericks have given up four or more goals eight times so far this year, and only twice this season has UNO been able to hold an opponent to a single goal or less. Nebraska-Omaha is currently ranked 50th defensively of 59 teams; on average, they give up 3.39 goals per game after the New Hampshire series.

That trouble clamping down on opponents hurt them on Saturday against New Hampshire. After taking a 2-1 lead early in the third period on a four-on-three power-play goal, the Mavericks gave up four unanswered goals in the last seven minutes of the game, two of which were on power plays and one of which was an empty-netter.

The Mavericks were without two cogs to their team against New Hampshire: defenseman Jaycob Megna and coach Dean Blais, who were serving three-game suspensions for a rules infraction last year. The two have one game left on the suspension, the first game of a home series against Minnesota-Duluth next weekend.

Brown blitz

 Only two other teams in the NCHC had official games this weekend, as Brown traveled to Colorado to take on Denver and Colorado College on consecutive nights. The Bears came away with three points in the two games, as well as an unofficial shootout win.

On Friday at Denver, Brown rallied three times from a one-goal deficit to earn a 3-3 tie. Denver was lucky to get a point at all, as Garnet Hathaway’s chance from in close in OT rang right off the post.

Denver had difficulty with its penalty kill, giving up two power-play goals. Pioneers coach Jim Montgomery singled out the defensive effort of his team, saying, “Our play with the puck was a little bit above average, but our play without the puck was abysmal. Our D-zone and backcheck coverage was the worst that I’ve seen it in a long time, probably since the middle of October.”

Though neither team got extra points, Brown coach Brendan Whittet had agreed to a shootout in the event of a tie. Brown’s Matt Lorito scored on the first chance of the shootout with a sweep stick drag maneuver past the outstretched leg of Sam Brittain. Denver’s best chance to score came when Joey LaLeggia rang one off the post. Lorito’s goal was the only one of the shootout.

On Saturday in Colorado Springs, Lorito again played a big role, as did his linemates, Mark Naclerio and Nick Lappin. Lorito picked up an assist, and Naclerio and Lappin each scored and had an assist on the other’s goal as Brown scored twice in the second to take a 3-1 lead, then got another early in the third to ice the game. CC’s Alexander Krushelnyski scored an extra-attacker goal with 18:24 left in the third to make the score more respectable.

Unofficial action

 North Dakota, St. Cloud, and Minnesota-Duluth all had success in exhibition series this weekend. North Dakota traveled to British Columbia to play in the Great Northwest Showcase. North Dakota lost, 3-2, in overtime on Friday against British Columbia, then beat Simon Fraser, 4-3, on Saturday. Minnesota-Duluth and St. Cloud both blitzed the U.S. Under-18 squad; UMD won 7-0 on Friday and St. Cloud won 8-0 on Saturday.

League action resumes

 This weekend, NCHC league play resumes for all eight teams. Denver hosts St. Cloud, North Dakota hosts Colorado College, Nebraska-Omaha hosts Minnesota-Duluth, and Western Michigan hosts Miami. Currently, St. Cloud sits atop the standings with 19 points, holding a slim lead over Nebraska-Omaha, which has 17 points. North Dakota and Denver have 15 and 14 points respectively, Colorado College has 10 points, and the other three have nine points each. However, each league win is worth three points, so the standings could look drastically different come next Monday.

7 Comments

NCHC picks: Jan. 3

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, January 2, 2014

Matthew and I went 1-1 in picking the GLI, so on the season, I am 55-37-12 (.586) and Matthew is 54-38-12 (.576). It’s still a light weekend for NCHC squads, but let’s see how we do.

Friday, Jan. 3

 Brown at No. 16 Denver

 Candace: Can Denver pick up where it left off? With Sam Brittain in net, Denver has a chance to win every game it plays. I’ll go with home ice. Denver 3-2

 Matthew: I think Denver’s primed for a really good second half of the season, and that ought to start with this game at home to a Brown team that’s been really up-and-down so far this season. The Bears won their last two games after dropping four in a row before that, but Denver’s the better team here and the Pioneers have been so good at home so far this season that I can’t see Brown going into Magness and getting the upset. Denver 3-1

Friday-Saturday, Jan. 3-4

No. 19 Nebraska-Omaha at New Hampshire

Candace: For all the reasons that Matthew lists below, I am going out on a limb and picking a New Hampshire sweep. Both teams are hovering around .500, and have had stretches of good play and bad. Their only common opponent is Cornell, and both lost to the Big Red. New Hampshire 3-2, 2-1

 Matthew: The odds are against UNO for this weekend. New Hampshire already has 10 losses this season, but rust won’t be a problem for the Wildcats considering they’ve played since Christmas while UNO hasn’t played a game in nearly a month. Add to that the fact the Mavericks have not been good in nonconference action thus far; UNO has suffered four losses against Bentley, Cornell and Northern Michigan, and only Cornell out of those three is better than UNH. Also, UNO coach Dean Blais (traveling but has to stop coaching duties an hour before game time) and defenseman Jaycob Megna (not traveling) are suspended. UNO winning in Durham this weekend would be a noteworthy feat and a springboard into the 2014 half of the Mavericks’ campaign. New Hampshire 3-2 Friday, 2-2 tie Saturday.

Saturday, Jan. 4

Candace: Brown is a .500 team, but has had some good results, including playing Providence tough in a one-goal loss and defeating Yale. CC meanwhile, wasn’t able to build any positives on its results against UNO when it played Wisconsin. Brown 3-2

 Matthew: I’m hoping this pick doesn’t come back to haunt me, but I think Colorado College is a due for a win here. CC has lost each of its last three games – two of them in overtime – and for as poor as the Tigers have been this season, they’re at home Saturday against a Brown team to which we haven’t been able to apply the “road warriors” tag. League homer pick, don’t fail me now. Colorado College 3-2
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NCHC pick: Dec. 28

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Saturday, December 28, 2013

Well, Matthew and I both missed picking Western’s upset of Michigan. Let’s see if we are more accurate for Saturday.

Western Michigan v Michigan Tech (Great Lakes Invitational championship)

Candace: Western has been inconsistent so far this year, but so has Tech. I’ll go with the conference pick and figure the Broncos have more momentum after the huge upset Friday. Western Michigan 4-2

 Matthew: Western Michigan downing Michigan was a bigger upset than Michigan Tech besting Michigan State in the GLI’s other semifinal, and in taking the league homer pick here, I’m hoping that Western takes that little bit more momentum into the tournament final and beats last year’s champion. It’s a toss-up, though, really; Western’s still lost three of its last five, and Tech hasn’t won a game within 65 minutes of game time since just after Thanksgiving. Western Michigan 3-2
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NCHC Pick: Dec. 27

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, December 26, 2013

In the last week before the break, Matthew and I both went 7-2-2 (.727). On the year, I still hold a one-game lead, as I am 54-36-12 (.588) and Matthew is 53-37-12 (.578).

We’ll pick the Saturday game after Friday’s result.

Friday, Dec. 27

Western Michigan vs. No. 3 Michigan (Great Lakes Invitational)

Candace: Western got a split against Minnesota-Duluth in its last outing, but I don’t think the Broncos can pull it out against the Wolverines. Michigan 4-2

Matthew: Michigan Tech picking up its first GLI title in a generation last season reminded us that strange things happen sometimes in college hockey, but I’m not expecting any huge surprises from this semifinal game. I’m curious to see what if any effect having this year’s tournament outdoors at Comerica Park might have on the four teams involved, but I can’t see the Wolverines dropping this one. Michigan 5-3
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NCHC pick: Dec. 16

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Monday, December 16, 2013

Tuesday, Dec. 17

No. 17 Denver at Massachusetts

Candace: Denver continues to look good since getting swept by Nebraska-Omaha at the beginning of the November. NCHC co-goaltender of the week Sam Brittain, the top goalie in the nation, is a virtual fortress in net. This could be a trap game for a Denver team playing on little rest, but I think they pull through. Denver 3-2

Matthew: This really ought to be Denver’s game to lose, but the Pioneers mustn’t overlook a Massachusetts team that has won its last three games in a row, all against decent opposition. Add to that the fact the Minutemen are at home for this game and it has the makings of a potential upset, but I think DU will do just enough to finally head home from its extended east coast swing with another win. Denver 4-2
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North Dakota continues to roll

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, December 15, 2013

After a dreadful November where they went 3-6-1, North Dakota has put together a five-game win streak to move two games over .500 at the break after sweeping Northern Michigan this past weekend, 4-1 and 3-1. For fans that are accustomed to seeing second-half surges, this is good news.

In my column last week, I interviewed North Dakota coach Dave Hakstol, and he singled out the line of Rocco Grimaldi, Drake Caggiula, and Luke Johnson. The trio were all over the score sheet in both games this past weekend. On Friday, Johnson scored a goal while Grimaldi had two assists, including one on Johnson’s game-winning power-play goal.

In Saturday’s game, Caggiula scored the game-winner at 14:42 of the third on assists from Johnson and Grimaldi. The goal was part of a three-goal third period that saw North Dakota rally from a goal down.

Johnson, a Chicago Blackhawks prospect, is playing right wing on the line, a shift, as the freshman had been playing center. In an interview after Friday’s game, Johnson indicated that his confidence is increasing thanks to playing with Grimaldi and Caggiula.

“I think I just have more confidence,” Johnson said. “Obviously, my linemates are two good players that know how to distribute the puck. I think confidence is the biggest thing.”

Also contributing strongly on the weekend were defenseman Jordan Schmaltz, who had three assists, and defenseman Paul LaDue, who had a goal and an assist. Goalie Zane Gothberg made 37 saves in the two games.

North Dakota is off from official games until Jan. 10, when it hosts a two-game set against NCHC foe Colorado College. Then after a home-and-home with Bemidji, North Dakota travels to Denver for a two-game set in an always heated rivalry.

Denver stays hot

 Speaking of the Pioneers, Denver has also seen a turnaround in recent weeks. After getting swept by Nebraska-Omaha on Nov. 1-2, the Pioneers’ record stood at 3-5, and included four overtime losses. Since that game, Denver has only lost once while improving to 9-6-3 on the year. The streak has included a win and shootout win against arch-rival Colorado College, a sweep of Western Michigan, a tie and win against Air Force, a win against No. 12 Miami, and, this past weekend, an overtime win and tie against No. 18 Rensselaer.

A lot of factors are at play in Denver’s turnaround. Number one is the continued excellent play of Sam Brittain, who made 40 saves over the two games against RPI. Brittain currently leads the nation in goaltending with a 1.61 GAA. His save percentage of .945 is third, behind Harvard’s Raphael Girard and Mass.-Lowell’s Connor Hellebuyck. Of course, those two have played eight and 10 games respectively, while Brittain has played 17, making his stats all the more impressive. Brittain is second nationally in minutes played, behind Quinnipiac’s Michael Garteig, and is also tied for the lead in shutouts.

Goaltending isn’t the only factor in Denver’s turnaround. During its first month of play, the Pioneers were getting scoring almost exclusively from their defensemen. Of late, the forwards have been contributing. Freshman Trevor Moore leads the team with 14 points, and center Quentin Shore is second with 13 points.

Against Rensselaer on Friday, defenseman and team captain David Makowski got a goal in the second to tie the game, while freshman forward Emil Romig scored the game-winner in the third. On Saturday, forward Ty Loney got the only goal for Denver in the 1-1 tie.

Denver has a quick turnaround, as it travels to Amherst to play Massachusetts on Tuesday in its final game of the first half. The Pioneers then return with a single contest against Brown on Jan. 3 before a huge home series with conference leader St. Cloud State on Jan. 10-11.

No. 1 no more?

 Speaking of St. Cloud, it is likely that the Huskies’ tenure as the country’s no. 1 team is short-lived after their loss and tie against Union at home.

On Friday, Union’s Mat Bodie assisted on two power-play goals in the first period and then scored at just .43 seconds of the third period to dash any comeback hopes for St. Cloud. Of note in that game is that St. Cloud coach Bob Motzko pulled goalie Ryan Faragher at 8:50 of the third period.

Faragher was back in net on Saturday and made 23 saves. St. Cloud took a 1-0 lead into the first intermission, then gave up three goals in the second. However, a Jonny Brodzinski extra-attacker power-play goal with 20 seconds left in the game enabled the Huskies to at least get a point on the weekend.

St. Cloud’s penalty kill hurt it in both games, as Union scored two power-play goals on Friday and another power-play goal in Saturday’s game.

St. Cloud has an exhibition against the U.S. U-18 squad on Jan. 4 before returning to action with the series at Denver on Jan. 10-11.
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NCHC picks: Dec. 13

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, December 12, 2013

Because of sweeps last weekend, as well as Denver winning the first night, neither Matthew nor I did particularly well last week, both going 3-5 (.375). On the year, I am now 47-34-10 (.571), while Matthew is 46-35-10 (.560). Hopefully, we can close on a strong note.

Friday-Saturday, Dec. 13-14

Western Michigan at Minnesota-Duluth

Candace: Both teams desperately need a win after getting swept last weekend. Minnesota-Duluth actually outplayed St. Cloud last week on Friday, even though the Bulldogs lost. Western Michigan had a dogfight against North Dakota. I’m really leery of this series, but will go for a Bulldogs sweep. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2, 2-1

Matthew: It’s tough to tell which of these teams is in more dire need of a couple good results this weekend. UMD and Western come into this series seventh and eighth in the NCHC, respectively, and they were both swept last weekend. Duluth should have the upper hand here as it’s at home, but I don’t know you can pick anything other than a split here. Western Michigan 3-2, Minnesota-Duluth 3-1

No. 20 Denver at No. 18 Rensselaer

Candace: Denver looked very good last weekend against Miami on the road, and has been playing well in its last several outings. Rensselaer has done well since a mid-November slip, including a tie with Quinnipiac. I figure this is likely a split. Denver 3-2, Rensselaer 2-1

Matthew: Denver appears to be turning things around after a pretty ho-hum start to the season, and I’m interested to see what the Pioneers can do on the road against a good but somewhat streaky RPI team. DU didn’t look intimidated traveling to Miami last time out, so I don’t think that’ll be a concern this time, either. That said, though, I’m going with a split here, as the Engineers have been in decent form the past few games. Rensselaer 3-2, Denver 3-1

No. 10 Union at No. 1 St. Cloud State

Candace: Bob Motzo pointed out that this series was scheduled over a year ago, and you wouldn’t have known how critical it might be when it was first put on the schedule. I think Union might get a split, but for now, I’m going with St. Cloud. St. Cloud 4-2, 2-1

Matthew: Looking at what both of these teams have been able to do so far this season, this is a series I’d love to attend. Union’s riding an eight-game winning streak stretching back more than a month, but the Dutchmen are on the road this weekend to a St. Cloud team that has gotten fantastic goaltending from Ryan Faragher lately and isn’t having trouble getting goals at the other end of the ice. I’m not brave enough to pick the Huskies to sweep here, but, goodness, these are going to be a fun couple of games. St. Cloud State 4-2, Union 2-1

Northern Michigan at North Dakota

Candace: North Dakota might have started its usual second-half surge a little early; of course, they definitely needed it. I think the momentum continues here. North Dakota 3-2 3-1

Matthew: UND has won three games in a row now. However, as they’ve all been close-run things — all three of those games ended up 3-2 on the scoreboard — I’m curious whether to see if UND can step its game up a notch this weekend and win a little more comfortably. That should happen against a Northern Michigan team that’s 0-3-2 in its last five games and has been far from great on the road so far this season. North Dakota 3-1, 2-0

Colorado College at No. 15 Wisconsin

Candace: CC showed signs of life last weekend against Nebraska-Omaha. I think the Tigers will put up a huge fight, but ultimately Wisconsin should prevail. Wisconsin 3-2, 3-1

Matthew: Here’s where we might get some indicators as to whether or not CC’s win and shootout loss against Nebraska-Omaha last weekend was a sign the Tigers are turning things around, or if last weekend was just a blip. Those indicators will most likely show up in how CC plays as opposed to the results it gets, as CC hasn’t won on the road yet and Wisconsin has yet to lose at home this season. I think both of those streaks will stay intact this weekend. Wisconsin 3-2, 3-1
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St. Cloud starts slow, finishes strong in road sweep

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Monday, December 9, 2013

This season’s St. Cloud State team appears to be one that gets the job done on the road, no matter how hairy any given scenario might be for the Huskies.

Last Friday’s game at intrastate rival Minnesota-Duluth proved a perfect example.

Playing its first home game since Oct. 26, UMD bossed large parts of its series-opener with the Huskies. Duluth outshot SCSU 38-19 in the game, had two more power-play opportunities than the visitors, and the Bulldogs were even ahead 2-1 on the scoreboard more than halfway through the game.

The game got away from the hosts, though, as St. Cloud scored three unanswered goals and Huskies goaltender Ryan Faragher ended up with 36 saves in what ended up as a 4-2 win for the Huskies, heavily outplayed though they were.

The following night, SCSU enjoyed almost complete control. In Saturday’s rematch, the Huskies scored the first three goals of the game and eventually chased UMD starting goaltender Aaron Crandall in a 5-1 win over the Bulldogs.

St. Cloud bumped its road winning streak to eight with its victory Saturday, thus marking the first time the Huskies had won eight straight away from home since the 2001-02 season.

UND finally finding consistency

If North Dakota’s last few games have been good indicators, UND might finally be getting its 2o13-14 season back on track.

Coming off an underwhelming home series against St. Lawrence in which UND played poorly in a 5-2 series-opening loss Nov. 29 before winning 3-2 in the rematch, UND proved itself further last weekend at Western Michigan in picking up two more 3-2 victories.

To get the ball rolling on UND’s first sweep of this season, UND first had to grind out a win against a Broncos team that was above .500 at home going into last weekend. Friday’s game wasn’t pretty for either side, but UND outworked its hosts and got a pair of goals from freshman Luke Johnson and one from senior Derek Rodwell en route to the win.

Saturday’s performance from UND wasn’t any more stylish than what it put out the night before. Maybe even less so, considering the visitors only put up seven shots on goal in the series’s final 40 minutes, but with Western unable to create enough scoring chances at the other end of the ice, UND again came up a 3-2 winner and, perhaps even better, got back to .500 on the season at 7-7-2 overall and 5-5-0-0 in the NCHC.

Blais’ goalie experimentation pays off

As I’ve written before this season and as we’ve all known down the years, Nebraska-Omaha coach Dean Blais likes to tinker with his goaltending corps and see what works in certain scenarios.

You might not find a better example of this than what happened Saturday night in UNO’s game at Colorado College.

Despite watching his Mavericks underwhelm Friday in a 4-2 loss to the Tigers, Blais gave junior goaltender Ryan Massa the nod once again Saturday. That didn’t work out so well, though, as Blais pulled Massa after Saturday’s first period for giving up two goals on the eight shots Massa faced in the frame.

In came freshman netminder Kirk Thompson, and his introduction helped provide the spark the Mavericks needed. UNO got back into a game after initially falling into a 2-0 hole, and Thompson made 17 saves in 45 minutes of action while the visitors salvaged what ended up for NCAA purposes as a 3-3 tie.

The NCHC has overtime shootouts, though, of course, and it was then that Blais rolled the dice once more with his goaltending. Thompson’s night ended when the five-minute overtime period did, and back came Massa for the shootout.

The gamble worked. Massa stopped three of four shots in the shootout, and UNO forwards Ryan Walters and Josh Archibald scored in the first and fourth rounds, respectively, to give UNO two points from the three originally on offer coming into the game.
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NCHC picks: Dec. 6

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, December 5, 2013

Since Matthew and I picked every game the same last week, we both went 5-2-1 (.687). On the year, I am 44-29-10 (.590), maintaining a one-game lead on Matthew, who is 43-30-10 (.578).

Friday-Saturday, Dec. 6-7

No. 16 Nebraska-Omaha at Colorado College

Candace: I figure that sooner or later, CC will starting scoring more and winning a few games, but I’m not sure if this is the weekend it happens. Nebraska-Omaha 3-1, 4-2

Matthew: There are two big things I’m going to be looking at with this series. First, UNO had its first bye week of the season over Thanksgiving, and I’m curious to see whether that’s impeded the momentum the Mavericks built up last month. Also, despite the fact Omaha has a facility with an Olympic-sized sheet built to the same dimensions as CC’s World Arena, the Mavericks opted to practice Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday on the CenturyLink Center sheet that’s 15 feet narrower than the one the Tigers play their home games on. Even with those factors, though, I’m going to go out on a minor limb and say UNO sweeps and goes 4-0-0 for the first time ever in the state of Colorado. Nebraska-Omaha 4-3, 3-1

Denver at No. 12 Miami

Candace: Denver is on a bit of a win streak, and Miami has been very inconsistent of late. This series has split written all over it, but trying to guess the right date for each team’s win is killing me. Miami 4-3, Denver 3-2

Matthew: In this series between two teams that have run hot and cold so far this season, I’m finding it difficult to not pick a split here. Denver’s the hotter team right now, having gone unbeaten in its last six games, but the Pioneers are traveling quite a long way this week to face a Miami team that’s 5-2-0 at home so far this season, and I think the RedHawks’ home form so far has to count for something here. Miami 4-1, Denver 3-1

No. 2 St. Cloud State at No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth

Candace: For me, this is one of the best series of the weekend. It’s really hard to pick though. St. Cloud has won by committee, while Minnesota-Duluth has displayed resiliency. I’m thinking split. St. Cloud 4-3, Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Matthew: If this was a home series for SCSU, I’d call for a Huskies sweep here. St. Cloud’s won four of its last five and has only lost twice so far this season, but they’re about to face a Duluth team itching to play at home again after not having hit the AMSOIL Arena ice for a game since Oct. 26. My guess is the emotion surrounding that leads to a Bulldogs win Friday before the visitors salvage a split the following night. Minnesota-Duluth 4-2, St. Cloud State 2-0

North Dakota at Western Michigan

Candace: North Dakota has been awfully iffy of late, but then, so has Western Michigan, which could only muster a goal game last weekend against Northeastern and Alabama-Huntstville. North Dakota finally broke its season-long Saturday jinx last weekend against St. Lawrence, but I figure it’s more likely North Dakota wins Friday. North Dakota 3-1, Western Michigan 2-1

Matthew: Considering neither of these teams have been pulling up trees lately, I’m not brave enough to pick a sweep for either of them in this series. North Dakota really struggled last Friday at home to St. Lawrence before picking up a close win the following night, and Western’s offense failed to click last weekend at Notre Dame’s Shillelagh Tournament, only picking up one goal in each game against Northeastern and Alabama-Huntsville. Western needs to find its scoring power again this weekend if the Broncos are to be successful, and I’m not expecting them to find enough of it to win both nights against UND. North Dakota 4-2, Western Michigan 2-1
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What we learned

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, December 1, 2013

Trial for Tigers

 After another weekend in which it couldn’t score and couldn’t win, Colorado College is off to one of its worst starts in recent years. Nothing seems to be going right for CC. In two games against New Hampshire, CC lost 6-2 and 3-0. The offense is still at 58 of 59 teams, averaging only 1.31 goals per game. The power play continues to struggle, ranked only 57.

There are few bright spots in Colorado Springs. The penalty kill is one, ranked 18, with a kill rate of 84.3, successfully killing 43-of-51 penalties. Josh Thorimbert, despite giving up six goals in Friday’s contest, has played well more often than not. In Saturday’s game, after giving a power-play goal near the midway point of the second period, Thorimbert gave the Tigers a chance to rally, holding the Wildcats to that single goal until New Hampshire struck for two in the last 2:36, one of which was an empty-netter.

Clearly, the Tigers need a shot of confidence. Perhaps they can garner some from looking at last year. After a decent start to its season, the Tigers went through a mid-season slump where they went 2-12-2 before they rallied and lost in the final of the WCHA Final Five.

The Tigers do have some offensive potential, players who are mired in slumps such as Alexander Krushelnyski, Archie Skalbeck, and Hunter Fejes, the latter of whom is in a serious sophomore slump, held without a point in the first 13 games. In fact, two freshmen, Sam Rothstein and Alex Roos, lead CC in points. It also doesn’t help that sophomore Cody Bradley got hurt last week and missed both games against New Hampshire.

It doesn’t get any easier for CC though, as this weekend, the Tigers host league-leading Nebraska-Omaha.

Saturday breakthrough

 Heading into Saturday’s game against St. Lawrence, North Dakota might have had reason to be concerned. The team hadn’t won on Saturday yet this season, and after losing convincingly to the Saints on Friday (which was their fourth game in a row without a win), they faced the prospect of their season spiraling out of control.

However, after St. Lawrence rallied to tie it early in the second period, North Dakota responded with two goals, then held off the Saints in the third to earn a 3-2 win.

North Dakota still faces issues. They are below .500 on the year at 5-7-2, and also below .500 in conference at 3-5. They travel to Western Michigan this coming weekend, then close the first half at home with two against Northern Michigan.

North Dakota has been know for second half surges in the Dave Hakstol era though, so all is not lost. However, Hakstol is not counting on anything at this point. After Saturday’s win, he said, “I don’t feel relief. We were real disappointed last night as a group. It’s been a challenging 24 hours, so it’s nice to have a positive outcome at the end of those 24 hours, but we’re looking forward. We’ve got a lot of work to do; we know that.”

Searching for defense

 Miami has struggled defensively at times this season, and is only 22 nationally in team defense. A tendency to let up goals in bunches has hurt the RedHawks, such as against Nebraska-Omaha and Providence, and it hurt them again on Friday in the first of a pair against Bemidji. The RedHawks entered the third period leading 4-1, only to give up three goals, including an extra-attacker goal with less than a minute left, to allow the Beavers to earn a tie.

Miami turned the tables on Saturday, scoring three third-period goals of its own to break open a tie game and win, 6-3. Riley Barber and Austin Czarnik, who are currently ranked third in scoring, broke the game open, teaming up on one goal and assisting on another. The duo are a big reason the RedHawks are ranked 13 in team offense, but Miami needs to shore up its defense in the second half to build on its strengths.

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/nchc-blog/page/3/#ixzz2vxRLzj00

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Saturday, November 30, 2013

Matthew and I add a pick for today.

Western Michigan vs. Alabama-Huntsville (Shillelagh Tournament)

Candace: I think Holy Cross over Boston College is all the upset goddess can stand this weekend. Western Michigan 3-1

Matthew: As confident as I am that Alabama-Huntsville will finally pick up its first win of the season, I’m equally sure it won’t happen this afternoon. Western was unlucky to come away from its tournament semifinal with Northeastern with a shootout loss, but the Broncos are certainly a better team than Huntsville right now and ought to win. Western Michigan 4-2
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NCHC picks: Nov. 29

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Friday, November 29, 2013

Thanks to Minnesota-Duluth’s win on Sunday over Minnesota, I stayed a game ahead of Matthew in our picks race, as we both went 5-2-3 (.650) last week. Overall on the year, I am 39-27-9 (.580) while Matthew is 38-28-9 (.566).

Here we go with this week’s games.

Friday-Saturday, Nov. 29-30

No. 13 Miami at Bemidji State

Candace: Miami needs a weekend sweep badly after getting swept by Nebraska-Omaha. Even if the RedHawks aren’t as good on the road, they should deliver. Miami 2-1, 3-1

Matthew: The RedHawks have lost each of their last three games and ran into a hot goalie last weekend at Nebraska-Omaha, but this trip up to Bemidji, Minn., might be what Miami needs right now. BSU is in second place in the WCHA behind only a Ferris State team that has had a wonderful start to its season, but the only team the Beavers have swept so far is 0-12-0 Alabama-Huntsville, and Miami is the best team BSU will have played since opening the season with St. Cloud State and Minnesota. It won’t be easy, but I’ll take Miami to get back on track and sweep this series. Miami 4-3, 2-0

No. 20 New Hampshire at Colorado College

Candace: CC has one of the most dismal offenses in the country, with no player with more than four points a game and a team offense ranked 58 of 59 teams. It will wake up at some point, but I’m not sure this is the weekend. New Hampshire 3-1, 3-2

Matthew: UNH has been very streaky so far, going winless in six between Oct. 12 and Nov. 2, winning six straight after that, and then losing last week to both Harvard and Providence. What makes this one tricky is that, while the Wildcats fell back onto the losing track last week, CC picked up a surprise split in its series last weekend at St. Cloud State. UNH is still scoring an average of nearly two more goals per game than the Tigers are though, so I’ll take the Wildcats to come out west and pick up a couple of wins. New Hampshire 4-2, 3-1

St. Lawrence at North Dakota

Candace: North Dakota has been a frustrating team to pick so far this season, and I don’t really have a handle on St. Lawrence either. North Dakota has to start its usual surge at some point, so why not this weekend? North Dakota 2-1, 3-1

Matthew: North Dakota finally fell out of the top 20 of USCHO’s Men’s Division I Poll this week, but a couple of good performances this weekend at home to St. Lawrence might help UND get back into the pollsters’ better graces. Now seems to be a good time to play the Saints, too, as they’ve lost three of their last four games. That’s not to say UND’s in infinitely better shape — UND is 0-2-1 in its last three — but it’s still a better team than SLU. The challenge will be proving it. UND 3-2, 3-1

Western Michigan vs. Northeastern (at Notre Dame’s Shillelagh Tournament)

Candace: I’m not sure I’ve picked a Western Michigan game correctly this season. I guess there’s no real reason to expect I will this week either. Western Michigan 2-1 

Matthew: Like most first-round tournament games where both teams are playing at a neutral site, this one seems like a toss-up. Northeastern’s offense has been a little better than Western Michigan’s so far, but the Broncos’ defense has bested the Huskies’. I’m going to make the homer pick here and go with Western, which it’d no doubt be fine with as it would most likely mean a rematch with a Notre Dame team that swept the Broncos on the opening weekend of the season. Western Michigan 3-1
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Nebraska-Omaha’s Massa caps off Mavericks’ terrific November

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Monday, November 25, 2013

20131122 Omaha Miami 01 MBishop Nebraska Omahas Massa caps off Mavericks terrific November

Nebraska-Omaha goaltender Ryan Massa made 29 saves Friday against then-No. 8 Miami, including this one on a penalty shot against RedHawks forward Austin Czarnik. (Photo: Michelle Bishop)

You may remember I suggested in my NCHC column last Wednesday that, with Nebraska-Omaha goaltender Ryan Massa playing so well on Friday nights so far this month, maybe the time had come to make him the Mavericks’ solid No. 1 starter.

It appears UNO coach Dean Blais could be leaning that way.

One wouldn’t expect much to be said about the goaltending in a nine-goal game, but Massa was arguably the Mavericks’ unsung hero in their 6-3 win over then-No. 8 Miami Friday night. He made 29 saves in the winning effort, and he stoned star RedHawks forward Austin Czarnik on three separate breakaways, including a penalty shot on which Czarnik came in too close and wound up shooting at Massa’s midsection.

Blais rewarded the junior goalie by giving Massa the start again Saturday night in what ended up as a 3-1 win for UNO. Massa capped off his first back-to-back starts in the same weekend this season by stopping 25 shots in the rematch while the Mavericks clinched a sweep of Miami for the first time since February of 2002.

The Mavericks went 6-2-0 against a November slate made up of, in order, Denver away and then North Dakota, Michigan and Miami all at home. Massa picked up five of those six wins, putting together a 1.99 goals-against average and .934 save percentage for the month.

Unfortunately for the Mavericks, though, they’re coming into a lull in their schedule at maybe not the best time.

UNO is idle this weekend for the first time this season, and the Mavericks are done until January once they complete a two-game set at Colorado College Dec. 6-7. The challenge, then, is whether UNO can keep its momentum despite only playing two games in six weeks.

Broncos find redemption again

Western Michigan coach Andy Murray spoke at his weekly press conference last Monday about how his Broncos needed to find a way to bounce right back from a pair of disappointing losses on the road the weekend before.

Mission accomplished.

After going 0-for-12 on the power play and giving up three such goals to Denver a week ago, Western almost looked like a different team last weekend in a home-and-home series with former CCHA rival Michigan State. After sophomore goaltender Lukas Hafner made 22 saves Friday in a 2-0 shutout win in East Lansing, the Broncos came home to Kalamazoo and scored two power play goals Saturday en route to a 4-1 win over the Spartans.

Perhaps even better was that Western went a perfect 8-for-8 on the penalty kill against MSU, including 5-for-5 in the Broncos’ home leg of the series.

Here’s one thing that still needs to be fixed, though: What we’ve yet to see from WMU is an ability to string together positive results two weekends in a row.

Western has been a streaky team thus far. After getting swept in a home-and-home with Notre Dame to open the season, the Broncos then went 3-0-1 in their next four games, 0-3-1 in the next four after that, and then 2-0 in the home-and-home with MSU.

This weekend’s slate could provide WMU with tougher sledding than it had against the Spartans. In Notre Dame’s Shillelagh Tournament, Western will square off with Northeastern before facing either the Fighting Irish or Alabama-Huntsville.

O’Donnell victimized by questionable officiating

Just over a week after Hockey East found itself issuing a statement that HEA officials had erred three times in reviewing an apparent game-tying goal for Massachusetts against Boston College Nov. 14, a player from an NCHC team fell victim to a questionable call by HEA officials.

Late in North Dakota’s game Saturday night against Boston University, with the score locked at 3-3, BU went on a power play at the 16:57 mark when UND forward Brendan O’Donnell was whistled down for slashing.

The problem? O’Donnell did nothing of the sort.

In the incident in question, O’Donnell had his stick on the ice the entire time and never hit with it Tommy Kelley or Doyle Somerby, the two Terriers around O’Donnell in the play in front BU goaltender Matt O’Connor’s net.

Kelley’s stick broke in two on the play, but only when Kelley hit it against O’Donnell while appearing to try and get to the rebound off an initial shot by UND defenseman Jordan Schmaltz.

O’Donnell remonstrated with Hockey East referee Kevin Shea and linesman Brendan Blanchard on the way to the penalty box, but to no avail. Thankfully for UND, the Terriers didn’t convert on the power play, and the game eventually ended in a 3-3 tie.
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NCHC picks: Nov. 22

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, November 21, 2013

Well, thanks to picking the right dates for North Dakota and Minnesota-Duluth to win, I am back ahead in the picks race. Last week, I went 7-4 (.636) to move to 34-25-6 (.569), while Matthew went 5-6 (.454) to move to 33-26-6 (.553). Let’s see how long I can keep the lead in the six-pack race!

Friday-Saturday, Nov. 22-23

Colorado College at No. 2 St. Cloud State

Candace: CC’s disappointing season probably reached its nadir in losing to cross-town rival Air Force on home ice Tuesday night. Unfortunately, it doesn’t get any easier, and St. Cloud is looking like a strong candidate for the division title. St. Cloud 3-1, 4-1

Matthew: I keep thinking CC is due to pick up the pace on offense and nab its first win since the opening night of the season, but I don’t see either happening this weekend. Having Division I’s second-worst offense (1.22 goals per game) travel to face D-I’s second-best defense (1.80) doesn’t sound appealing for the former. Doesn’t help that the Huskies are scoring three and a half goals per outing, either, so I’m taking SCSU to sweep. St. Cloud State 4-1, 3-1

No. 8 Miami at Nebraska-Omaha

Candace: I pondered whether Nebraska-Omaha, sitting at .500, might be the hottest team in the country right now in my Monday wrap blog this week. The Mavericks really surprised me against Michigan. Miami, meanwhile, continues its search for a weekend sweep. I’ll call a split. Nebraska-Omaha 3-2, Miami 3-2

Matthew: UNO has only picked up splits from its last two weekend series, but at 4-2-0 so far this month — all against then-ranked opponents — nobody in the Mavericks’ camp is complaining. They’ll get another stern test this weekend, especially as Miami (2.08) is a lot tougher defensively than UNO (3.25). I’d pick a RedHawks sweep if this was in Oxford, but I think UNO will do enough to get another split this weekend in Omaha. Nebraska-Omaha 5-3, Miami 3-1

No. 15 North Dakota at Boston University

Candace: North Dakota has to become more consistent at some point, but I think this weekend is all about a split, and I’ll guess that it’s the Saturday curse that still does North Dakota in. North Dakota 3-2, Boston University 3-2

Matthew: BU has been decidedly mediocre so far this season, and that’s good news for a UND team maybe even more depleted than it was last week when it was hit by a flu outbreak. North Dakota only has 11 available forwards for this weekend, but with the Terriers giving up three goals per game so far this season, that’s not as big a disadvantage for UND as it could be. North Dakota hasn’t really been pulling up trees on the defensive side, either, though, so I like both teams to pick up a win here. BU 3-2, UND 3-1

Denver vs. Air Force (at Air Force Fri., at DU Sat.)

Candace: Air Force might just come out flat after pulling off the upset Tuesday night, even if the Falcons are on home ice. Denver, meanwhile, has Sam Brittain in net. Denver 2-1, 3-1

Matthew: Air Force’s 3-1 win over Colorado College on Tuesday might’ve thrown light on a shift in Colorado Springs-area college hockey dominance. However, the Falcons will have a big challenge on their hands — talons? — in trying to contain a Denver team that has rebounded well from a not-so-great start to the season. The Pioneers have won each of their last four games and five of their last eight, I think DU will get another victory here, but Air Force — winner of seven of its last eight — is too good a team right now to get swept. Air Force 2-1, Denver 3-1

Western Michigan vs. Michigan State (at MSU Fri., at WMU Sat.)

Candace: I picked Western Michigan to split last weekend, and they got swept. The Broncos haven’t won since the first weekend of the season. Michigan State, meanwhile, needs to rebound from getting swept by another in-state rival last weekend against Michigan Tech. I think this is a home-ice split. Michigan State 3-1, Western Michigan 2-1

Matthew: Michigan State is about as ripe for the picking it’s seemingly ever been, but whatever success Western has this weekend will depend largely on how its special teams units perform. The Broncos went 0-for-12 on the power play in last weekend’s sweep at the hands of Denver, and DU’s 1-0 win last Saturday came thanks to a Pioneers goal that came while DU was on a five-on-three power play. The good news here is MSU has the nation’s seventh-worst penalty-killing units (74.3 percent); the bad news is Western has the eighth-worst power play (11.3). If special teams play breaks in Western’s favor, this is the Broncos’ time to shine. If it doesn’t, this series is a toss-up. Michigan State 3-1, Western Michigan 3-1

Friday-Sunday, Nov. 22 and 24

No. 19 Minnesota-Duluth at No. 1 Minnesota

Candace: Minnesota has been playing exceptionally well, but when big rivals meet, records don’t mean much. Home ice might however, but I’ll give the Bulldogs a split. Minnesota 4-1, Minnesota-Duluth 2-1

Matthew: Given this is a Friday-Sunday series, I really wish it was home-and-home, and both these teams might feel the same way come NCAA tournament selection time. As for these two games, though, I think UMD’s issues with inconsistency might rear their ugly heads again. The Bulldogs haven’t yet put together two rock-solid games in any one weekend, and that’s going to be a difficult thing to do away to a Gophers team that is scoring goals almost at will so far this season and is giving up fewer than two goals per game at its own end of the ice. Minnesota 4-1, 3-2

5 Comments

NCHC picks: Nov. 19

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Tuesday, November 19, 2013

We forgot to pick this game last week, so here you go.

Nov. 19

Air Force at Colorado College

Candace: CC is at home, and after a pretty tough stretch, should be both rested and fired up. Expect the Tigers to come out firing and win by a couple. Colorado College 4-2

Matthew: Although Air Force had a pretty big hiccup in losing 8-2 at Mercyhurst Nov. 2, the Falcons have won six of their last seven games, including a 4-3 win over Robert Morris at home last Saturday. This game’s at CC, but the Tigers haven’t won since their opening night of the season and currently have Division I’s second-worst team offense (1.25 goals per game). Will they be able to find the net enough to win this game? For CC’s sake, I hope so. Colorado College 2-1
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Mavericks continue recent strong play

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, November 17, 2013

Could a .500 team be one of the hottest in the country? Such is the question posed by the Nebraska-Omaha Mavericks. After starting the season 2-4, including disappointing losses to Bentley and Cornell at home, the Mavericks have rebounded over the last few weeks with some impressive games. After sweeping Denver on the road, the Mavericks returned home for tough series with No. 13 North Dakota and No. 2 Michigan. They came out with splits in both, winning the first game, but unable to get the sweep.

Against Michigan in the first game, entering the third trailing 2-1, the Mavericks got a tying goal from Aaron Pearce, and then the game-winner from Josh Archibald, who is tied for the team scoring lead with Ryan Walters with 13 points. Archibald has nine goals on the year, tied for sixth in the country.

On Saturday, the Mavericks again entered the third trailing, this time 3-2, and again tied it, this time on a goal by Brock Montpetit. However, Michigan’s Derek DeBlois scored at 13:53 to earn a split for the Wolverines.

A couple of things stand out from those two games. First, Michigan entered the series with the number two team defense in the country, yet the potent offense from Nebraska-Omaha put up three goals in each game.

Second, coach Dean Blais continues to platoon his three goalies. Ryan Massa played Friday and earned the win. Instead of freshman Kirk Thompson however (who has the most games in net for Nebraska-Omaha), Blais went with Reed Peters in net. Peters made 27 saves in the loss. None of the Mavericks netminders has world-beating stats; Peters has the best save percentage at .898, and all three goalies have goals-against averages over 3.00.

While Blais likes to play an up and down style of hockey, if the defense ever clamps down, or one of three goalies emerges with the hot hand, watch out. Currently in conference, the Mavericks are in a three-way tie for second place, though they and St. Cloud, which both have the highest conference winning percentage at .750, have games in hand on leader Denver.

Defense in Denver

 Speaking of the Pioneers, there were a lot of unknowns entering this year. One thing was for sure however: with so many unknowns among its forwards, as well as the departure of Nick Shore, Denver would need to better its defense to do well. For many Pioneers fans however, the departure of goaltender Juho Olkinuora made that a more difficult proposition, especially since the Pioneers only finished at 32 in team defense for 2012-13.

However, senior goaltender Sam Brittain has recovered his mojo. Entering the year, both his teammates and coach stated that Brittain was in “the best shape of his life.” Brittain’s play through the first six weeks bears this out. Brittain is currently fourth nationally among goalies with a 1.61 GAA and .945 save percentage. The team’s defense is also fourth nationally, averaging a stingy 1.83 average goals per game.

Against Western Michigan this past weekend, a team that last year won with defense, Brittain needed to be at his best. After giving up a late first period goal and an early tally in the second, Brittain clamped down while his teammates erupted offensively with four goals. The Broncos pulled within one early in the third, but Denver answered two minutes later, and Brittain stoned 10 of 11 shots in the third (28 in the game), to preserve the win.

In the Saturday rematch, Brittain stopped all 26 shots he faced to notch his third shutout of the young season, and the Pioneers rode a second-period tally from captain David Makowski to a 1-0 win.

One potential concern is whether Brittain can keep it up. He has played all but one of Denver’s games so far this year. Freshman Evan Cowley played in the second weekend of the season against Alaska-Anchorage, while freshman Greg Ogard has yet to play.

The Pioneers face Air Force in a home-and-home this weekend, then have a one week break before closing the first half with a tough double bill of road series against No. 8 Miami and No. 10 Rensselaer. It is possible either Cowley or Ogard could see action this weekend against the Falcons.

Saturday slump

 No. 13 North Dakota, currently sitting at 4-5-1, has seen an interesting trend develop: they can’t win on Saturday. In five Saturday games, they have claimed only one point, a tie in their first series against Vermont. Since then, North Dakota has lost Saturday games to Miami, St. Cloud, Nebraska-Omaha, and Minnesota-Duluth. And while North Dakota has generally done well in the first game of its two-game sets, when they faced Nebraska-Omaha in a rare Saturday-Sunday set, they fell to the Mavericks in the first game, continuing the Saturday curse.

The loss to Minnesota-Duluth Saturday has to sting. After notching three goals in the third on Friday to claim a hard-fought 4-2 win over the Bulldogs, North Dakota gave up three first-period goals, two of which were power-play tallies. The last goal came with only 11 seconds left in the period. North Dakota pulled within a goal early in the second, but that was as close as they got.

In his post-game comments, North Dakota coach Dave Hakstol singled out the lack of a complete effort from his team as a major factor in the loss.

“I thought we had to play a really intelligent, compete game. Little bit low on energy and I thought we didn’t manage, obviously, the last two minutes of the first period very well.”
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NCHC picks: Nov. 15

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Friday, November 15, 2013

Well, Matthew and I both were dismal last week, going 2-5-1 (.312). It seems that teams are having trouble establishing consistency, and so are we. On the year, I am now 27-21-6 (.555), while Matthew is 28-20-6 (.574).

I’ll try and at least catch him this week.

Friday-Saturday, Nov. 15-16

Western Michigan at Denver

Candace: Just when I am ready to write off Denver and praise Western Michigan, the teams make me question everything all over again. In a lot of ways, Denver has Sam Brittain to thank for its success against Colorado College last week. Brittain has been outstanding this year. Can he do it again? And did the disappointing weekend at home against the Wildcats wake the Broncos back up? Denver 2-1, Western Michigan 2-1

Matthew: Western disappointed me last weekend in only getting a loss and a tie at home to a Northern Michigan team that had really struggled on the road before it came to Kalamazoo. This time, Western makes the big trek west to face a Denver team buoyant after taking five of six points from arch-rival Colorado College, and I think the Pioneers will keep the ball rolling here and continue their recovery from what had been a pretty bumpy start to the season. Denver 4-2, 3-1

No. 20 Minnesota-Duluth at No. 13 North Dakota

Candace: North Dakota hasn’t looked good the last few weeks. They are bound to snap out of their funk at some point, but I can’t see this as anything but a split. For the most part this season, Minnesota-Duluth has had trouble on Friday and done better on Saturday, especially on the road, while North Dakota has been the opposite at home. North Dakota 3-2, Minnesota-Duluth 3-2

Matthew: Nebraska-Omaha last weekend probably should have handed North Dakota its first five-game losing streak in coach Dave Hakstol’s tenure. However, an outstanding 36-save performance from goaltender Clarke Saunders and good fortune at the other end of the ice last Sunday saw North Dakota snap its first four-game losing skid since 2006. North Dakota is back at home this weekend against a rested Minnesota-Duluth team that had last weekend off and is giving up quite a lot fewer goals per game (1.88) so far this season than Nebraska-Omaha (3.30). I’m going with a split here, as while it looks like North Dakota’s starting to get everything back in order, I think the Bulldogs could cause North Dakota some real problems. Minnesota-Duluth 3-2, North Dakota 3-1

No. 12 Wisconsin at No. 8 Miami

Candace: This should be a barn-burner of a series. I got burned picking a Miami sweep the last couple of times, but Wisconsin was dreadful the last time it went on the road, and I am wondering whether the eight goals the Badgers put up in their last game are an anomaly or a sign the team is back to its winning ways. Hmmm. Miami 4-2, 3-2

Matthew: Although Wisconsin’s last game saw the Badgers score more goals than they had in any game in going on four years, I’m not yet sold on the Badgers. The only time Wisconsin’s gone on the road so far this season, it got pounded at Boston College and Boston University by a combined score of 16-5. That’s not great news ahead of a road trip to face a Miami squad that is 6-3-1 so far this season with a tougher early-season schedule than Wisconsin’s. It won’t be easy this weekend for Miami, but I’ll take the RedHawks to pick up their fourth and fifth consecutive home wins. Miami 5-2, 3-1

No. 3 St. Cloud State at Alabama-Huntsville

Candace: I am glad the Chargers found a home in the WCHA, but for now, they are still a few rungs below top teams like St. Cloud. St. Cloud 4-1, 4-2

Matthew: It would be just my luck for Alabama-Huntsville to pick up its first win of the season in one of these two games at home to St. Cloud State, but while I’ve for years had a soft spot for the Chargers, I can’t see anything other than a Huskies sweep here. Division I’s third-worst team defense (4.50 goals allowed per game) might actually see its numbers improve, considering SCSU hasn’t scored a ton of goals, but St. Cloud has the nation’s third-best defense (1.88) and a very solid goaltender in Ryan Faragher, and offensively-challenged UAH will have a tough time solving them. St. Cloud State 4-1, 3-0

No. 2 Michigan at Nebraska-Omaha

Candace: Home was good to Nebraska-Omaha last week. However, I am still of the belief that defense wins, and almost nobody can match the Wolverines in that category. If the Mavericks try to run-and-gun with the Wolverines, they’ll get burned. Michigan 4-2, 3-2

Matthew: Michigan has looked similar to St. Cloud so far this season in that the Wolverines’ success has largely come from the back, with Michigan only having conceded 1.75 goals per game. This week, the Wolverines travel to Omaha for the first time since Michigan and Nebraska-Omaha were both in the CCHA, although it’s yet to be seen whether it will feel much different without league points on the line. That said, the Wolverines rarely faltered in Omaha — they’re 9-4-3 all-time there — and I think they’ll get one more this weekend, but the Mavericks have won three of four games already this month and I think they’ll pull out another one this weekend. Michigan 3-1, Nebraska-Omaha 3-2
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Simpson’s gutsy play inspires as North Dakota ends losing skid

By Matthew Semisch • NCHC Columnist • Monday, November 11, 2013

DSC 0098 Simpsons gutsy play inspires as North Dakota ends losing skid

North Dakota captain Dillon Simpson blocked eight shots Saturday night against Nebraska-Omaha. (Photo: Candace Horgan)

To find out what a performance from a hockey team’s captain should look like, one needn’t look much further than the game film from last weekend’s series between No. 11 North Dakota and Nebraska-Omaha.

Dillon Simpson, a UND defenseman wearing a ‘C’ over his heart in his senior season in Grand Forks, only picked up one point all weekend against the Mavericks at Omaha’s CenturyLink Center. What really made him stand out last weekend though, was his play when the puck wasn’t on his stick.

UND’s longest losing streak (three games) in one year turned into its longest losing skid in seven (four) Saturday night when UNO beat its visitors 4-2, but Simpson was arguably the last person anyone could blame for UND’s loss that night.

In fact, UNO maybe would’ve won by an even greater margin Saturday were it not for Simpson. Of the 15 shots UND blocked in front of goaltender Zane Gothberg in that game, Simpson led the visitors by far with eight.

To put that into even deeper perspective, consider his teammates’ numbers in that category Saturday: Only one other UND skater had two blocked shots in the game, and five had one apiece.

UND then won Sunday’s rematch by a 3-2 count to salvage a series split. The visitors had to hold on for the final 20 minutes of the game though, after Simpson left in the second period due to an injury, and he could only watch when UNO forward Josh Archibald cut an earlier 3-1 UND lead to 3-2 with 12 seconds left in the game’s middle frame.

Simpson’s departure from the game further shortened a UND bench – which only had 12 forwards available going into last weekend – that was already beginning to run out of gas, just like it had in Saturday’s third period against the Mavericks.

This time however, UND managed to hold on. Largely thanks to 11 saves in Sunday’s third period from goaltender Clarke Saunders, UND battened down the hatches in the weekend’s final frame and ground out the win.

UNO had its chances to find a second equalizer of the game, including a 5-on-3 power play for 1:46 in the middle of the third period as well as Mavericks defenseman Michael Young hitting the bar with a shot inside the final ten seconds of regulation, but UND forward Drake Caggiula’s goal 8:52 into the second period ultimately stood up as the game-winner.

With its win Sunday evening, UND bumped its record up to 2-4-0-0 in the NCHC and 3-4-1 overall. UNO finished the weekend 3-1-0-0 in the NCHC and 5-5-0 overall.

Saunders and UND’s top four remaining healthy defensemen in Jordan Schmaltz, Paul LaDue, Nick Mattson and Troy Stecher deserve a lot of credit for their performances in the third period as they kept the Mavericks’ potent offense at bay.

However, what fans in Omaha saw last weekend from Simpson before he succumbed to an as-of-yet undisclosed injury was a masterclass in on-ice leadership and an athlete putting his body on the line for his team’s cause.

Slow starts haven’t deterred St. Cloud State

It’s not at all uncommon to hear players and coaches speak in post-game interviews about an ability to overcome adversity. For the Huskies of third-ranked St. Cloud State, they’re already getting plenty of experience of doing just that.

SCSU may have only managed a split at home last weekend with No. 7 Miami, but the Huskies’ 2-1 win Saturday at the Herb Brooks National Hockey Center in St. Cloud, Minn. marked the fourth time this season they’ve taken at least a point despite trailing after the first period.

One night after the RedHawks blanked SCSU 2-0 thanks in large part to 31 saves from sophomore goaltender Ryan McKay, Miami got on the board first again Saturday’s rematch. Max Cook did the honors, beating Huskies junior goalie Ryan Faragher 18:03 into Saturday’s first period.

SCSU junior forward Garret Milan answered for the Huskies not long after the second period started, though, beating McKay just 1:34 into Saturday’s middle frame. Things then got even better at 10:52 of the third period when Huskies sophomore forward David Morley latched onto a no-look centering feed from Jimmy Murray behind the RedHawk net before beating McKay for the eventual game-winning goal.

Saturday’s win saw the Huskies finish the weekend tied on points for first place in the NCHC. Both SCSU and UNO are 3-1-0-0 in the league so far this season, although the Huskies (6-1-1) have a significantly better overall record than the Mavericks do.

Denver, Colorado College play out NCHC’s first overtime shootout

We had to wait – some folks surely more excitedly than others – for the very first overtime shootout in the NCHC, but the moment finally arrived in Friday’s Gold Pan rivalry game between Colorado College and Denver.

After playing to a 1-1 tie through 65 minutes at the World Arena in Colorado Springs Friday night, the game was settled with a shootout. DU won the shootout 2-0 to take two of the three league points initially on offer when the night began.

Pioneers defenseman Joey LaLeggia and DU forward David Makowski both beat CC goaltender Josh Thorimbert in the shootout. The Tigers’ two shooters, forwards Charlie Taft and Andrew Krushelnyski, failed to find a way past DU goaltender Sam Brittain.

With the shootout win in Colorado Springs plus a 2-1 win over the Tigers in Saturday’s rematch at DU’s Magness Arena, Denver’s record improved to 1-2-1-1 in the NCHC and 4-5-1 overall. CC fell to 1-4-1-0 in the NCHC and 1-6-1 overall.

Nationally, any shootout win in NCHC play counts as a tie.
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NCHC picks: Nov. 8

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Thursday, November 7, 2013

Was it only two weeks ago that I had a three-game lead on Matthew? After last weekend, Matthew is now up a game on me. Luckily, it’s a long season. Last week, I went 6-4 (.600) to move to 25-16-5 (.597) on the year, while Matthew went 8-2 (.800) to move to 26-15-5 (.619) on the year.

Friday-Saturday, Nov. 8-9

Denver vs. Colorado College home-and-home (at CC Fri., at DU Sat.)

Candace: Both teams have been struggling, but that usually doesn’t matter when these two face each other. CC bounded Denver in the first round of the WCHA playoffs last year, so it should provide the Pioneers with some extra motivation, but I have to figure this is a home-ice weekend. Colorado College 3-2, Denver 3-2

Matthew: I can’t help but wonder if there are any games in college hockey going on this weekend featuring two teams in more dire need of a pick-me-up. Denver lost to Nebraska-Omaha at home for the first time ever last Friday before losing to the Mavericks again — both 3-2 overtime decisions — the following night, and CC is finally home again after getting swept at both Clarkson and Western Michigan. Neither Colorado team has made a lot of hay so far this season, and that might not happen this week either, but emotion will be running so high on both sides in this first Gold Pan rivalry weekend that I think DU and CC will cancel each other out. Colorado College 2-1, Denver 3-1

No. 7 Miami at No. 3 St. Cloud State

Candace: After sweeping North Dakota on the road, for a reward, St. Cloud gets to play Miami, the other preseason conference favorite. This is likely a split, but I have no idea which team will win on which night, so I’ll buck the trend and pick a St. Cloud sweep. St. Cloud State 3-2, 3-1

Matthew: A strong defensive corps and great goaltending from Ryan Faragher have led SCSU to a 5-0-1 start to this season, and those pieces will have to come up big again this weekend. The offense Miami possesses (4.25 goals per game, good for fourth in the country) trumps the Huskies scoring (3.17, good for a tie for 18th) going into this series, but the RedHawks could be had here if St. Cloud’s attackers can heat up further. Miami’s only giving up two and a half goals per game so far this season but, on the road, the RedHawks have yet to hold any host team to fewer than two goals in a game. That target is manageable for the Huskies, but I don’t think they’ll hit it both nights. St. Cloud State 4-2, Miami 3-1

No. 11 North Dakota at Nebraska-Omaha

Candace: Nebraska-Omaha rebounded from getting swept at home by Cornell to sweep Denver on the road. As a reward, they get a North Dakota team at home that should be pumped up to get a couple of wins, something I think they will accomplish. North Dakota 3-2, 4-2

Matthew: Here’s where UNO gets to show just how significant its sweep on the road at Denver might’ve been following a difficult October in which the Mavericks finished 2-4-0. North Dakota comes into this series down a full six spots from a week ago in USCHO’s Division I Men’s Poll after being swept at home for the first time in nearly four years by St. Cloud State, and UND is going to be keen to get back to winning ways this weekend. All games between UNO and UND — at least those taking place indoors, as North Dakota thumped UNO, 5-2, at Omaha’s TD Ameritrade Park this last Feb. 9 – have been entertaining affairs, and I think we’ll get that again this weekend in what I see ending in a split. Nebraska-Omaha 3-2, North Dakota 4-1

Northern Michigan at Western Michigan

Candace: Western seems determined to make Matthew and I look silly for picking them last in the conference at the start of the year. I’ll go with a Broncos’ sweep. Western Michigan 3-2, 4-1

Matthew: Following the Broncos’ sweep of Colorado College last weekend, Western coach Andy Murray was quick earlier this week to point out that two games in October don’t make a season. That’s true, but Murray has had his team playing some really decent hockey since being swept by Notre Dame on opening weekend. This week, Western welcomes to Kalamazoo a Northern Michigan team that the Broncos swept at Lawson Arena last season. And the year before that. Oh, right, and also the year before that. Northern’s 1-4-0 on the road so far this season, so I’m going to tempt fate and say Western sweeps the Wildcats at Lawson yet again. Western Michigan 5-3, 3-1

3 Comments

Conference sweeps mark early key series

By Candace Horgan • NCHC Columnist and Women's Editor • Sunday, November 3, 2013

Sweeps

 The NCHC had three conference series this past weekend, with four teams playing their first conference games, and for a league that is supposed to be all about parity, the results were surprising, as all three series were sweeps, and two of those sweeps were by the road team.

Western Michigan was the lone NCHC team to take advantage of home ice in conference play, sweeping Colorado College. On Friday, the Broncos rallied from an early two-goal deficit, tying the game at 17:34 of the first on a Jordan Oesterle tally. That was all the scoring until 1:52 of overtime, when freshman Kyle Novak picked an opportune time to get his first collegiate goal, notching the game-winner. On Saturday, the Broncos jumped all over CC, getting a 3-0 lead by early in the second en route to a 5-1 win. Western Michigan is on a 3-0-1 streak after dropping its opening two games.

Super St. Cloud

 I picked St. Cloud to win the NCHC at the start of the year, and so far, the Huskies have made me look good, as they are one of only two undefeated teams in the country after this past weekend. St. Cloud State should be moving up in the rankings after an impressive road sweep of North Dakota. It was the first time since 2010 that North Dakota was swept at home, and in both games, St. Cloud rallied from a goal down after one period. On Friday night, the Huskies scored twice early in the third to take a 2-1 lead and got the game-winner from Andrew Prochno at 12:36. North Dakota pulled within one on a Mark MacMillan goal with under five minutes left, but couldn’t get the tying goal. On Saturday, the Huskies got two in the second to take the lead, and Kalle Kossila added an insurance goal in the third. The Huskies played great team defense Saturday, limiting North Dakota to 17 shots after giving up 31 in Friday’s game.

Defensive Denver

 The last conference series pitted Nebraska-Omaha at Denver, and the Mavericks won both by identical 3-2 overtime decisions, and in both games, Josh Archibald scored the game-winner. For Denver, a few things are concerning. First, Saturday’s loss was the fourth overtime loss for the Pioneers, and all four losses are by identical 3-2 scores. Coach Jim Montgomery singled out conditioning as something that needs to improve. Of more concern is that while the defense remains strong (Sam Brittain is 10th nationally in goaltending and the Pioneers are ninth in team defense), the offense continues to struggle. In eight games so far, the Pioneers have scored only 19 goals. Of that total, 12 have been scored by defensemen; 63 percent of Denver’s goals are scored by the defense, and the top two goal scorers on the team are defensemen, Joey LaLeggia and David Makowski.

Rampaging RedHawks

 The Miami RedHawks swept Canisius this past weekend, and the team’s offense, currently ranked fourth nationally, continues to terrorize opposing netminders, in no small part due to the play of Austin Czarnik and Riley Barber. Czarnik is first nationally in scoring, and Barber is tied for second in scoring. Czarnik had two goals and an assist in Saturday’s 5-2 win. Also leading the way offensively for Miami is Blake Coleman, tied for 11th in scoring nationally.

Read more: http://www.uscho.com/nchc-blog/page/4/#ixzz2vxRVzNQw

FADING CAPITALS RUNNING OUT OF TIME TO MAKE PLAYOFFS

THE CANADIAN PRESS

ARLINGTON, Va. -- Even if Alex Ovechkin and the Washington Capitals have earned a reputation for quick exits, at least they've been making the playoffs year after year. That's not a given this time.

And the team is well aware of it: Every time players set foot in the practice facility, they come face to face with a display showing where Washington stands. On Thursday, the Capitals had 70 points, good enough only for 11th place in the 16-team Eastern Conference. The top eight teams qualify for the post-season.

"We've got a board in our dressing room here that says the standings. You walk by it six, seven times a day," right wing Troy Brouwer said. "So there's no way to be immune to what's going on."

Washington hasn't missed the playoffs since the 2006-07 season, although it's never been past the second round in that span.

At the moment, the fading Capitals have won only one of their last six games heading into Friday night against the visiting Vancouver Canucks, who are 10th in the West.

"The 'desperate' level," Brouwer said, "is getting up there."

Washington has 15 games left in the regular season. It's not a particularly easy schedule, either, with 10 games against teams currently in playoff position, including a daunting March 18-22 road trip to Anaheim, Los Angeles and San Jose.

"Obviously, we're very concerned," coach Adam Oates said. "But the one good thing about hockey is tomorrow's another game and you can't get too far ahead or dwell too much on it, because you've got to play tomorrow. It's a 'must win' tomorrow."

There have been various problems lately, including poor passing and puck possession, leading to turnovers and a lack of shots on goal.

Also glaring: Ovechkin's sudden lack of scoring.

The three-time NHL MVP and team captain leads the league with 44 goals, but he has been held without a point in each of the last four games, matching his worst drought this season.

So what's it going to take to get things turned in the right direction before it's too late?

"It can be one big hit," said Ovechkin, who's been known to dole those out. "Or it can be one good play and everybody (wakes) up and everybody (plays) much better."

In a bid to help the playoff push, general manager George McPhee added goalie Jaroslav Halak and left wing Dustin Penner in separate deals at the trade deadline this month, then finally signed 2010 first-round draft pick Evgeny Kuznetsov. But there hasn't been a payoff yet.

Penner was thought to be destined for the top forward line, alongside Ovechkin and centre Nicklas Backstrom. But Oates said Thursday, "I don't think he matches well with them." Asked to elaborate, Oates replied: "He's not the fastest guy in the world. He's a puck-possession, battle-along-the-wall guy, and I think (Ovechkin and Backstrom) need a quicker guy."

Halak, meanwhile, has made three consecutive starts over Braden Holtby. Oates wouldn't say who would be in net Friday.

Holtby said all the right things Thursday, though -- about Halak "giving us a chance to win, whenever he plays"; about how "I want to learn from" Halak; about how there's no rivalry between the pair.

Holtby also gave a frank assessment about what Washington needs to do now.

"Everyone knows," Holtby said, "that we have to have at least 10 wins, probably, in these last 15 -- or more -- to have a chance."

Notes: D Dmitry Orlov signed a $4 million, two-year contract extension. "Good for him," Ovechkin said, "and good for us." Orlov was suspended by the NHL for two games this month after launching into an opponent and drawing a major penalty that helped the Flyers rally for a 5-4 overtime victory. ... C Brooks Laich, who missed two of the last four games with a groin injury, saw a doctor and will be monitored day by day, according to Oates. It's possible Laich will play Friday. ... C Mikhail Grabovski skated before Thursday's practice as he deals with a left ankle injury. "Until he can practice with us, I think he's a ways away," Oates said.
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Yeah!Boo!

sabres1977

1 hour ago

Still think that the caps should have went after Miller!! Could have had Ott in the deal too...might have helped!! It's a shame seeing the Capitals go through this...so much expectations Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

djanthonyw

1 hour ago

They make this little thing now called parity. Talent wise the teams are as closely matched as they have ever been, putting an emphasis on coaching and heart. The two things the caps lack most. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

goflames!

1 hour ago

Weak team defence led by #8 Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jonl1421

1 hour ago

I wonder if this team will ever reach the expectations it sets for itself. Every season is more disappointing than the last. The recipe just isn't right in Washington... something has to give. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

conqueso

1 hour ago

Should have traeded for Lou last summer. Was the time. Instead they trade Flip for Erat. Yes Erat. wow. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

mgee33

2 hours ago

McPhee has to go, he's had a lot of time and hasn't had much success. Needed more veterans for Ovi to learn from when he was younger like Sid had Lemieux, Recchi, and Roberts. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

canadaforgold2014

2 hours ago

Who cares. Hope they don't make it. Just goes to show you one player doesn't make a team, especially not Ovechkin. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

espo33

2 hours ago

The team just isn't that good. Blame the GM on that. They had cap room last summer and did really nothing. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

spamtron7000

2 hours ago

It's about time they are 'very concerned'. Win or lose, this team has been playing like garbage for most of the year. They don't know where they're supposed to go on defense. They can't break the puck out of their own end consistently. They don't even try and slow down a team like Pittsburgh in the neutral zone. It seems like they chip the puck off the boards when they should be pushing the puck up the middle and that they turn the puck over every time they try and do anything in the neutral zone. Bottom line: Adam Oates and Calle Jo are in over their heads. This team needs a proven NHL coaching staff. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

ranger3605

2 hours ago

it's amazing how quickly the tides turn when teams start shadowing OV... I guess there are just better teams in the East then the Caps
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Nogier slowly on the mend

Saskatoon Blades defenceman Nelson Nogier is hoping he'll be invited to the NHL draft combine in May despite missing much of the season since tearing the labrum in his right shoulder in December.

Photograph by: Greg Pender, The Starphoenix File Photo , The Starphoenix

Nelson Nogier's second WHL season didn't go nearly the way he'd envisioned.

The Saskatoon Blades defenceman, who is eligible for the 2014 NHL draft, has been out of the lineup since tearing the labrum in his right shoulder in a fight with Edmonton's Brett Pollock on Dec. 15.

"It's disappointing not being able to improve my (draft) ranking through my play," the Saskatoon product said. "I've been able to keep a positive mindset, accept what happened and focus on the injury."

Nogier began rehab on Feb. 19 and has been in the gym every day for up to three hours each session.

After undergoing seasonending surgery in early January, the 17-year-old wasn't able to do any physical activity while the shoulder was in a sling.

He now is in the early stages of the three-to-fourmonth recovery from surgery.

"We're starting from scratch, trying to get a range of motion back," Nogier said. "I'm slowly getting strength for it again.

"I have to focus on making sure I get it stronger so that when I do come back I'm better than I was before." Nogier was one of the brighter spots on a rebuilding Blades team early in the season. He was named an alternate captain in September and mostly played on the top pairing with then captain Graeme Craig, who was dealt to Prince Albert in January.

The six-foot-two, 193-pound blue-liner had a goal and five assists in 37 games. He had four assists in 55 games last season as a rookie as the sixth or seventh defenceman as the Blades hosted the Memorial Cup.

NHL Central Scouting rated Nogier 55th among North American-based skaters in their midterm rankings for the 2014 draft.

"The role I played compared to last year was a lot bigger," he said. "I dealt with that well. When the injury occurred, things changed."

Nogier is hoping he will get an invite to the NHL draft combine, held from May 25 to 31 in Toronto. Last year, 101 players received an invitation.

If he's invited, Nogier said he will only participate in non-upper-body fitness testing.

He became the third Blade to get injured in a fight this season, following Ayrton Nikkel (hand) and the sincedeparted Collin Valcourt (concussion).

The end of the season has been a disappointment, but Nogier isn't fretting over it anymore.

"By no means is this going to change the way I play," he said. "Sure, it was my first fight, but it's not going to be my last, that's for sure.

"Fighting's a part of the game, along with injuries. I just have to deal with them as they occur."

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Blades season bad, but nowhere near the worst

Kootenay Ice’s Wyatt Hoflin stops a shot from Saskatoon Blades’ Cory Millette in WHL action at Credit Union Centre, Friday.

Photograph by: Greg Pender , The StarPhoenix

The Saskatoon Blades are in the final week of one of the worst seasons in their 50-year history.

With Tuesday's 8-5 road loss to the Brandon Wheat Kings, the Blades (16-48-2-3) will finish with fewer than 20 wins for just the sixth time.

But all the struggles in the post-Memorial Cup rebuilding campaign pale in comparison to their dreadful 40th-anniversary year. "The second half of that season, it wasn't a good environment coming to the dressing room," said goaltending coach Tim Cheveldae, who also worked with the netminders in 2003-04 when the Blades won seven games.

"It was like a morgue. Everyone was checking off the days and just couldn't wait to leave."

The nightmare 2003-04 WHL season saw head coach Kevin Dickie get fired in October.

The contract of interim bench boss Jamie Reeve was not renewed after the season.

Then-president and governor Jack Brodsky even apologized to fans for the team's performance after the Blades went 7-52-11-2. Finally, general manager Brent McEwen was canned after the WHL bantam draft in May.

"I've been involved as a goalie coach for 12 years," said Cheveldae. "It was a difficult year, the hardest to come to the rink. There was no energy or enthusiasm."

It was just as hard on the players.

The Blades went 40-27-5-0 the previous season and weren't expecting much of a drop off.

"It was super positive. Everything was looking good," said forward Wacey Rabbit in an interview from Oslo, Norway, where his 2013-14 season with Lorenskog IK ended earlier this week because of a groin injury. "Then everything went sideways real fast."

Rabbit managed only nine goals and eight assists in 60 contests in 2003-04 as he struggled to stay in the lineup.

All that after a year where he scored 21 goals and added 24 assists in 62 games, earning first-line minutes as a 16-year-old rookie.

"We were eliminated from playoffs in early January or something. It was that soon," Rabbit said. "At that point you almost look out for yourself and make sure you don't develop bad habits.

"You can be as positive as you want, but it was really tough to come to the rink. I'm sure we were the slump busters when another team was on a bad swing there. We knew it."

The 2003-04 Blades featured future NHLers in rookie Devin Setoguchi and third-year blue-liner Mike Green, a co-captain along with Ryan Keller.

Green was picked in the first round (29th overall) in the 2004 NHL draft by the Washington Capitals.

He wore the 'C' again the next season under head coach and general manager Lorne Molleken.

Rabbit remembers meeting with Green, Keller and Molleken before the season and vowing to change their ways.

They won 37 games the next season.

"That's never going to happen again. Not this team. Not that way," recalled Rabbit, who captained the Blades in 2005-06 before being dealt to Vancouver. "We're never going to get outworked."

That's been the mantra of this year's Blades as well.

Although the losses have been frustrating, the work ethic has been present.

"We knew what we were going to be up against to make the playoffs," head coach Dave Struch, an assistant last year, said.

"So in the coaches' office, in the dressing room, your goal is to create that identity to the young guys and see where it goes from there."

Cheveldae said Struch and assistant coach Curtis Leschyshyn have done a great job making players accountable for their work ethic and keeping them focused.

That's been the difference compared to 2003-04.

"I think the coaching staff has done a great job here, where we're going to move forward and be very demanding and have a workman approach, regardless where we are in the standings," Cheveldae said.

BLADE BITS: The Blades close the season against Prince Albert on Saturday wearing their bulldozer jerseys. They wore those sweaters from 2000-01 to 2004-05, including that seven-win campaign.

Twitter.com/DNBsports

Blades at the bottom

Non-20-win seasons in Blades history

2003-04: 7-52-11-2 - 27 points (72 games)

2013-14: 16-48-2-3 - 37 points (69 games, three remaining)

1969-70: 18-41-1 - 39 points (60 games)

1998-99: 16-49-7 - 39 points (72 games)

1996-97: 18-48-6 - 42 points (72 games)

2000-01: 19-43-5-5 - 48 points (72 games)
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With this season set, Blades playing for jobs in 2014-15

Saskatoon stuck in 11th place
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With this season set, Blades playing for jobs in 2014-15

Saskatoon Blades right wing Brett Stovin says he wants to use the team's final four games 'to show that I'm willing to stick with it and I'm going to be a leader.'

Photograph by: Derek Mortensen, The Starphoenix File Photo , The Starphoenix

With the Saskatoon Blades locked into 11th place in the Eastern Conference, the focus has shifted toward the 2014-15 WHL season.

"The last four games it really comes down to looking forward to next year, especially with us being out of the playoffs," said 19-yearold winger Brett Stovin, whose Blades (16-47-2-3) are on the road to face the Brandon Wheat Kings (31-29-6-3) Tuesday night.

"Myself, (centre) Chase Clayton and (goaltender) Troy Trombley, we're all fighting to be 20-year-olds next year."

Stovin, who has 14 goals and 30 points in 61 games this season, is the longestserving Blade.

He has played in 191 games, all with Saskatoon, his first coming Sept. 24, 2009.

Stovin wants nothing more than to make a final good impression.

"I've been here for long enough where they know what kind of guy I am and they know what kind of player I am," he said. "In the last four games it's really trying to show that I'm willing to stick with it and I'm going to be a leader on the ice and in the dressing room until the end no matter what the situation is."

It's that kind of attitude that Blades head coach Dave Struch believes bodes well for the future.

Going winless in December essentially ruined the Blades' chances for reaching the post-season. They've won just six times in 2014 and were officially eliminated from contention on Feb. 19.

While the 16 wins are tied for the second-lowest seasonal total in team history, Struch hasn't seen his players give up.

"As a coach, you see what these guys have done knowing they've been out of the playoffs for a long time," he said. "That's one thing that you take away from this whole thing.

"You look at what they're doing on a daily basis at the rink - in practice and in games - that becomes a real big bonus for the future."

In keeping with a focus on the future, the Blades have recalled defenceman Turner Ottenbreit for the remainder of the season.

The 16-year-old had nine goals and 27 points in 42 games for the Yorkton Harvest of the Saskatchewan Midget AAA Hockey League. Their season ended last Tuesday when they lost in the first round of the playoffs to the Notre Dame Argos.

Ottenbreit played nine games for the Blades earlier this season. He went pointless with a plus-1 rating. With overagers Dylan Busenius and MacKenzie Johnston moving on after this season, Ottenbreit wants to get noticed for next season. He was selected in the 12th round (261st overall) of the 2012 WHL bantam draft. Only three players were picked after him.

"I always try to prove people wrong, do the best I can and improve," the six-foottwo, 175-pound blue-liner said.

How much ice time Ottenbreit gets remains to be seen. Struch said he likes the way Tyler Dea is playing and wants to give Ross Hnidy some more playing time.

Ottenbreit won't play in Brandon on Tuesday and his lineup status will be reevaluated from there.

Struch has generally liked how his defencemen have played lately, especially in Saturday's 2-1 loss to the powerful Calgary Hitmen.

"You see what they can do at this point of the year," he said. "If they can take that into next year, it's promising for the organization."

BLADE BITS: D Ayrton Nikkel will not play the rest of the 2013-14 season. Nikkel sustained a lower-body injury in Friday's 6-1 loss to Moose Jaw.
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Blades' Clayton can't get puck past old teammate

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix March 10, 2014  

Hitmen 2, Blades 1

Saskatoon Blades centre Chase Clayton tried to call his shot.

All it provided was a cheat sheet for his former teammate, Calgary Hitmen goalie Chris Driedger, on what was his biggest test of Saturday's game.

"During the TV timeout, I was looking at him and he gave me a wink and I just indicated I was going to snipe him glove high," said Clayton, who played with Driedger for two-plus seasons in Calgary before getting dealt to Saskatoon in October.

"He got the best of me."

Driedger got the best of most of the Blades as he made 43 saves in a 2-1 Calgary win.

The one on Clayton was something else.

Driedger slid across his crease, moving from his right to his left, and grabbed Clayton's wrister out of the air just moments after the Blade received a pass from Connor Sanvido.

"I might have got a little lucky on that one, but it was funny because it was Clates," said Driedger, a 2012 third-round pick of the Ottawa Senators.

"I don't know why he told me where he was going before, but I'll take the advice when I can get it."

The save, early in the third period, was Driedger's best stop in what was a flurry of excellent chances from the Blades late in the game.

The Hitmen netminder stopped MacKenzie Johnston on a short-handed breakaway, Brett Stovin on a two-on-one, Clayton again with the glove and Cory Millette on another breakaway. "The last 10 (minutes) was a bit hectic to say the least," Driedger said.

"That was probably the most glorious chances we've had (in a game) that we haven't capitalized on," Blades head coach Dave Struch said. "I know that's been a broken record for us this year.

"I thought we deserved a better fate."

Clayton had another chance on a goalmouth scramble in the last minute, but couldn't find the handle.

"It's frustrating," he said.

"But we played hard. We can be satisfied with that effort, but it stings."

The loss was Saskatoon's eighth straight and 10th in a row at the Credit Union Centre as they fell to 16-47-2-3 on the season.

It was the fourth time in as many games this season that they were defeated by the Hitmen.

However, two of those games went into extra time and the other was decided by two goals.

Considering the Hitmen (45-17-3-4) are fighting with Edmonton for top spot in the

Eastern Conference, that's a positive for the rebuilding Blades.

"You look at what you can do as these guys get older," Struch said. "If we can get that same play night in and night out for three, four, five years, now you've created something pretty special."

Defencemen Alex Roach and Colby Harmsworth scored for the visitors. Harmsworth, a former Saskatoon Contact, got the winner.

Jordan Thomson scored on man advantage in the second period, ending an stretch of 23 unsuccessful power-play chances for the Blades.

Saskatoon hadn't netted a power-play goal since Brett Stovin's marker against Victoria on Feb. 22.

Thomson's goal was his first as a Blade.

"It's a funny thing. My first-ever WHL goal was against the Hitmen in Kamloops," said Thomson, who was acquired from the Blazers in January and joined the Blades on Feb. 26.

"That was an amazing feeling. It's too bad we didn't pull out a win here."

The Blades went one for five on the power play, while Calgary failed to score on any of its six chances.

Troy Trombley allowed two goals on 32 shots in the Saskatoon net.

Driedger, meanwhile, allowed just the one goal - much to the chagrin of his former mate.

"It's my old team and there are a lot of friends on the team," said Clayton, who has gone eight games without a goal. "I want to get back at them and make it hurt for them. It sucks we couldn't do it."

SP's 3 STARS

1. Calgary Hitmen G Chris Driedger - Ottawa Senators prospect made 43 saves, including some dandies in the third.

2. Calgary Hitmen D Colby Harmsworth - Former Saskatoon Contact netted the game-winner.

3. Saskatoon Blades D Jordan Thomson - Scored his first goal as a Blade.
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Warriors lay a beating on lowly Blades
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Warriors lay a beating on lowly Blades

Saskatoon Blades' Cory Millette stickhandles deep in the Moose Jaw Warriors zone trying to get a shot on the net against Jesse Forsberg and Tanner Eberle during a WHL game at Credit Union Centre on Friday night.

Photograph by: Gord Waldner, The Starphoenix , The Starphoenix

Warriors 6, Blades 1

It wasn't long ago that the Saskatoon Blades had visions of catching the Moose Jaw Warriors in the WHL's Eastern Conference standings.

Those dreams have all but dashed away with Friday's 6-1 loss - Saskatoon's seventh straight and ninth in a row at Credit Union Centre.

The Blades (16-46-2-3) now trail the Warriors (19-40-3-6) by 10 points for the 10th spot in the conference. They have just five games remaining.

"The wins and losses haven't been very exciting for us," said Blades head coach Dave Struch, whose team fell to 1-4-1-0 against the Warriors this season.

"Two fundamental parts of the game - stopping the puck and scoring a goal - we had a real tough time with tonight. That was the (difference) for us tonight for sure."

After a mostly uneventful first period, the goals came fast and furious early in the second.

Most of them, however, were courtesy of the visitors.

Warriors' Tanner Eberle and Blades' Ryan Graham exchanged goals within 25 seconds with the teams skating four-on-four.

Then the Warriors took over.

Defenceman Dallas Valentine beat Blades netminder Troy Trombley off the rush.

Less than a minute later Bryson Gore's shot was stopped by Trombley, but the rebound bounced off Blades blue-liner Clayton Kirichenko and in.

When Valentine scored his second of the game with eight seconds left in the frame, the Blades were left with a nearly insurmountable deficit to start the third.

The goals were just Valentine's second and third of the season.

"It's two teams that have been struggling lately," Valentine said. "We knew we had to come in here and have an intense game with them and win every battle.

"I think we did that here tonight."

Call-up Brandon Kegler replaced Trombley to start the frame after the veteran allowed four goals on 22 shots.

Brayden Point and Scott Cooke added to the Warriors' offence in the third. Kegler made 11 saves in his first WHL appearance. When asked if Kegler would start Saturday against Calgary, Struch said he'd consider it. "The nerves are always going to be there, especially in a debut," Kegler said.

"You try to focus on the first shot, make that save and keep going from there."

The Blades offence didn't generate much, putting 26 shots on Zachary Sawchenko.

Clayton Chase and Brett Stovin had their best chances, each hitting the post.

It didn't help that leading scorer Nikita Scherbak was stymied on a pair of two-onone chances.

"These are your guys," Struch said. "It's two 19-yearolds and an 18-year-old high (2014 NHL) draft prospect. That hurts us."

Sawchenko has had Scherbak's number recently.

In the teams' last meeting on Feb. 25, Sawchenko stopped Scherbak on two partial breakaways.

Scherbak, who leads all WHL rookies with 27 goals and 73 points, hasn't scored in five games.

"He's in a unique situation," Struch said.

"He's on a team that's not going to make the playoffs. He's a highly touted draft pick. There's lots of pressure on the kid.

"But he's got to emerge here in the next couple games to show the scouts that he's for real. He's working for the opportunities, he's getting those opportunities. That's the plus you can take out of it."

It was also an undisciplined game for Scherbak. He ran into Sawchenko behind the net in the second and was called for checking to the head on Valentine in the third.

Blades defenceman Ayrton Nikkel left the game in the first period with an injury and did not return.

Three Stars

1. Moose Jaw Warriors D Dallas Valentine - Two goals for the defensive defenceman with a plus-4 rating.

2. Moose Jaw Warriors C Bryson Gore - One goal, two assists, plus-3.

3. Moose Jaw Warriors G Zachary Sawchenko - Allowed just one goal on 26 shots.
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Blades' Graham enjoying top-line duties

'Every game I feel I've built on it'

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix March 3, 2014  
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Photos ( 1 )

Blades' Graham enjoying top-line duties

Saskatoon Blades winger Ryan Graham says he hopes to 'step into a large role' with the club next season.

Photograph by: Michelle Berg, The Starphoenix , The Starphoenix

Ryan Graham is looking like a different hockey player.

The six-foot-two, 198-pound forward is getting more ice time, he's hitting more and he's even scoring more.

Graham has found his offensive touch while playing with rookie centre Cameron Hebig and Russian winger Nikita Scherbak.

The 17-year-old didn't play his best game Saturday, yet still scored once in an 8-5 loss to Brandon. The Blades then fell 3-0 in Edmonton on Sunday - their sixth straight defeat - in what was a fightfilled affair.

Graham has 11 goals and 19 points in 64 games this season, scoring five times in his last 13 contests.

The Vancouver-born, Saskatoon-and Calgary-raised player managed just six assists in 37 games as a rookie in 2012-13.

Q: What's allowed you to be more confident? A: Ever since Christmas when I went home and cleared my mind, it's almost been a fresh start. I started off going back to the basics, focusing on skating, moving my feet, getting the puck in deep. Every game I feel I've built on it a little more. In practice I'm working on little skills. I think I've progressed from there.

Q: What did you do at home to help you recharge? A: Just going to the outdoor rinks with my buddies, regaining the love for hockey, I guess. It's a lot of fun out there. You can just play naturally. Things just come to you. You don't have to think about it. It just kind of happens. I kind of brought that mentality back here.

Q: It probably doesn't hurt having the linemates that you have now. How would you describe your role on that line? A: I don't think my role has changed. I'm still the power forward out there. I'm just trying to get the puck to Scherby obviously. He's just got so much skill. They can (both) move the puck around so well. I just go to the net. That's how I've been getting a lot of my goals.

Q: Have you learned any Russian? A: (Laughs). Me and Nikita are pretty good buddies.

I pick him up for practices and games so we see a lot of each other. We hang out a lot. I haven't picked up that much Russian from him. I think he's picked up more English from me than anything. No Russian.

Q: Any plans to learn? A: Maybe ... if he teaches me.

Q: You're getting a lot more opportunity, including on both special teams. How have you adjusted to getting more responsibility? A: Getting the opportunity to be out there more is huge development-wise. Being in those situations, you're able to learn from them for the next time and you can be that much better.

Q: You've had to overcome a couple obstacles. First your growth spurt, which affected your back, then last summer when you were involved in a serious car crash. How have those incidents changed your perspective on the game? A: It hasn't really changed my perspective on the game. It's just preparing my body and stretching after, trying to take care of it. I have to loosen myself up because if you're going out there tight and cold, there's the possibility for injury. That's how I felt last year with the back. It was partially because I wasn't preparing my body for the games and was just going into it cold.

Q: Was there anyone that you learned from last year in that regard? Q: Last year Darren Dietz was huge on that. He was in the rink a couple hours before a practice preparing, warming up. After practice, after games (he was) working out, stretching, getting the lactic acid out of his legs. He was always at the rink. He was a big role model last year.

Q: Are there any specific goals you have for the rest of the season? A: We want to catch Moose Jaw. That's a team goal. Individual goal: just keep getting better. Obviously, try to clean up the plus-minus (minus-35). I'm trying to get 25 points. That's not something I go out there and think about during the games. Just develop more and be a guy next year that can play in every situation. I've gotten the opportunity this year. Next year, I'll hopefully step into a large role.

BLADE BITS: D Jordan Thomson will remain with the Blades for their last six games of the 2013-14 season. GM Lorne Molleken said Thomson - acquired at the trade deadline from Kamloops - still hasn't committed to play for the Blades full time next season, but added all signs are positive. Thomson is still eligible to return to Dauphin (MJHL) when the Blades' season ends March 15 ... G Alex Moodie (lower body) has been shut down for the remainder of the campaign.

Special teams cost Blades in loss to Brandon

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The StarPhoenix March 1, 2014  

Wheat Kings 8, Blades 5

Special teams were anything but for the Saskatoon Blades in their 8-5 loss to the Brandon Wheat Kings on Saturday.

The Blades allowed the Wheat Kings to score on three of their four power-play chances, while the failing to capitalize on any of their six opportunities.

To make matters worse, the Wheat Kings also scored three times while short-handed.

“Our power play was non-existent,” said head coach Dave Struch, whose Blades (16-44-2-3) lost for the fifth time in row and eighth consecutive try at Credit Union Centre. “I was very disappointed in our work ethic.

“When it comes down to your power play, five guys have to outwork four. That just wasn’t good enough for us tonight.”

Their ineffectiveness to generate anything on their power play early on resulted in the top line of Cameron Hebig, Ryan Graham and Nikita Scherbak getting benched to start the second period. 

Graham scored on their first shift following the benching as the coach tried to send a message.

“They didn’t do anything right for us in the first period,” Struch said. “They didn’t deserve to play. And it worked. They got out there and scored. 

“That’s something that we should have been doing all year. It’s something that in November and December we failed to do. We wanted to use a different method of development and it didn’t work. Team identity through accountability is the way you win championships.”

Quintin Lisoway, Jayce Hawryluk and Chad Robinson scored the Brandon goals while they were down a skater. 

Eric Roy, Ryan Pulock and Tim McGauley provided their offence while on the power play.

Pulock’s marker was the 62nd of this WHL career, passing Brad McCrimmon – a former Blades head coach – for most goals by a defenceman in franchise history.

“It’s an honour,” Pulock, the Brandon captain, said. “It’s a pretty special record in the organization with Brad holding that record. I’m kind of emotional. I’m proud to be the holder of that record.”

Hawryluk was the offensive catalyst for the visitors, who improved to 31-26-6-2.

The 2014 NHL draft-eligible winger had a pair of goals and three helpers. 

John Quenneville had the other goal for Brandon. 

Nick Zajac scored twice for Saskatoon, while MacKenzie Johnson and Connor Sanvido also found the back of the net. 

Blades goalie Troy Trombley allowed eight goals on 38 shots, while Curtis Honey got the win with 30 stops.

The Blades travel to Edmonton on Sunday to play the Oil Kings. The Oil Kings (44-16-2-1) lost 3-2 to Calgary on Saturday.

dnugent-bowman@thestarphoenix.com

Twitter.com/DNBsports

SP’s 3 STARS

1. Brandon Wheat Kings RW Jayce Hawryluk – Draft-eligible winger was electric, scoring twice and adding three assists.

2. Brandon Wheat Kings D Eric Roy – One goal, one assist, plus-3.

3. Saskatoon Blades LW Nick Zajac – Scored twice to reach 11 goals on the season.
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All eyes on Ice's Reinhart

Can Blades contain captain?

By Daniel Nugent-Bowman, The Starphoenix February 28, 2014  

The objective is a simple one Friday for the Saskatoon Blades even if the execution might not be.

They must slow down Kootenay Ice captain Sam Reinhart.

"You've got to play tight to him and take away all his time and space," said Blades head coach Dave Struch.

"Even at that he makes good plays.

"He's very gifted, and with his gift he works hard too."

Reinhart heads into the WHL clash between the Blades (16-42-2-3) and the Ice (36-23-2-2) as the league's hottest player.

A member of Canada's 2014 national junior team and a surefire lottery pick for the 2014 NHL draft, Reinhart owns the WHL's longest point streak this season at 21 games.

He has 18 goals and 29 assists over that span.

That offensive explosion has vaulted Reinhart to fourth place in the league's scoring race with 34 goals and 93 points.

Because the Ice played with nine forwards against Moose Jaw on Wednesday, Struch expects Reinhart to get plenty of ice time against the Blades.

The 6-foot-1, 183-pound centre had two goals and an assist in the 5-1 win over the Warriors.

Therefore, shutting him down will need to be done by committee, although Struch plans to use his top line of Ryan Graham, Cameron Hebig and Nikita Scherbak whenever possible.

Struch wants the Blades to play a possession game, especially deep in the Ice end. Putting pressure on the Ice defencemen to limit them from moving the puck quickly is also on the agenda.

"It's going to be passive aggressive on our end," Struch said. "We need to be under control. We need to have good sticks and we need to steer (Reinhart) into positions that we want to.

"We want to get him away from our net."

Reinhart torched the Blades when the teams last met in Cranbrook, B.C., on

Feb. 5. Teaming up with Zach Franko and Jaedon Descheneau - now the WHL's sixth-leading scorer - Reinhart recorded a goal and two helpers before the midway mark of the first period.

Reinhart finished the game with five points. Franko had five and Descheneau had six.

"You can't just be there," said veteran defenceman MacKenzie Johnston, who will be paired with newcomer Jordan Thomson. "You have to have a stick on him or something. Last time we were in there we got caught standing beside him.

"Definitely being physical on those guys early will be a big part (of the game plan)."

While Reinhart has garnered plenty of attention for his recent play, Nikita Scherbak is riding a 10-game point streak of his own. The Blades winger has three goals and 13 assists during that time. He missed six games with a shoulder injury in the midst of the streak, however.

Scherbak, another possible first-round NHL pick in June, is the WHL's top rookie scorer with 27 goals and 72 points - good for 18th in the league.

dnugent-bowman @thestarphoenix.com Twitter.com/DNBsports
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Draisaitl poised to become highest-drafted German

Thursday, 03.13.2014 / 3:00 AM / Prospects

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Will forward Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders of the Western Hockey League become the highest-selected German player ever at the 2014 NHL Draft?

Not only was the 6-foot-1.75, 208-pound left-shot center No. 2 on NHL Central Scouting's midterm list of the top North American skaters eligible for the 2014 draft, he's gaining plenty of praise down the stretch.

"You want to talk about a miniature Jaromir Jagr with a Doug Gilmour-type intensity, you've got him right here," Central Scouting's Peter Sullivan told NHL.com.

 Forward Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders, who has drawn comparisons to Jaromir Jagr and Doug Gilmour, could become the highest-selected German player ever at the NHL Draft. (Photo: Thomas Porter Photographics)

Pittsburgh Penguins forward Marcel Goc, selected by the San Jose Sharks in the first round (No. 20) of 2001 draft, still holds the distinction as the highest German drafted by an NHL team. 

 "It would be a huge honor for me [to be the highest German drafted]," Draisaitl said. "We've had some really good hockey players coming out of Germany and being the highest drafted would be a huge honor. I'm really looking forward to that and hopefully I could get it done."

 Minnesota Wild forward Dany Heatley, selected by the Atlanta Thrashers in the first round (No. 2) of the 2000 draft, was born in Germany but holds dual citizenship in Germany and Canada. 

 Draisaitl said he is very familiar with Goc and the success he's had as an NHL player. The 30-year-old Goc has also played for the Sharks, Florida Panthers and Nashville Predators in his nine seasons.

 "I looked up his stats and they are very impressive; I really do look up to those guys," he said.

 Draisaitl is fourth in the WHL in scoring with 99 points in 61 games, and his 63 assists are tied for second.

He also was the captain for Germany at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship. He had two goals, six points and a tournament-high 52 penalty minutes (he has 24 penalty minutes with Prince Albert this season). He also served a one-game suspension for a hit from behind during a game against the United States.

Draisaitl called the WJC a learning experience.

"I don't feel I was pressuring too much at the tournament; it didn't have anything to do with me wearing the C," he said. "I would have played the exact same way without a letter on my chest. Looking back I probably should have just kept it easy and played my game. I faced some adversity there for sure, but it was helpful and opened my eyes.

"If I'm going to face some adversity now I'll understand what's going on and how to handle it better."

Fellow 2014 draft-eligible prospect Parker Tuomie of the Wenatchee Wild of the North American Hockey League was a teammate of Draisaitl's at the 2014 WJC.

"Leon is a great hockey player but also a great teammate," Tuomie said. "His skill level is unbelievable. He thinks the game very well and makes players around him look better."

Draisaitl also played for Germany at the 2013 WJC, totaling two goals and six points in six games.

It might come as a surprise to some that Draisaitl was ranked ahead of top prospects Aaron Ekblad of the Barrie Colts of the Ontario Hockey League and Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice of the WHL on Central Scouting's midterm list of the top North American skaters. Like Draisaitl, Ekblad and Reinhart played in the WJC, for their native Canada.

"It's a big honor [to be ranked No. 2] and I'm really excited about it, but it's just one ranking and doesn't really tell a lot," Draisaitl said. "There's so much time until the draft so there's a lot of things that can happen."

Central Scouting's Chris Bordeleau said Draisaitl could be the most surprising player of this year's draft class.

"That kid works so hard every shift," Bordeleau said. "I don't see how this kid doesn't go early. There's no one in this draft class who can protect the puck like him."

NHL Director of Central Scouting Dan Marr said a good comparison for Draisaitl might be James van Riemsdyk of the Toronto Maple Leafs or Anze Kopitar of the Los Angeles Kings.

"All season long he's continued to develop as a prospect," Marr said. "You noticed him all the time last year and he's gone out there and become a dominant player for Prince Albert this year. We like him as a top-five pick."

In his second WHL season, Draisaitl has 57 goals and 100 assists in 125 games.

"Draisaitl does it all for his team; he's displayed a willingness to compete and be a difference maker game in and game out," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald said. "He's got good power and size. I feel he's also had to overcome more and work harder than most players."

Prior to coming to North America, Draisaitl had 97 goals and 192 points in 29 games for Under-16 Mannheimer in 2010-11, and 21 goals and 56 points in 35 games for U-18 Jungadler Mannheim in 2011-12.

He said it was a bit of an adjustment coming to Prince Albert from Koln, Germany.

"I was used to a lot of traffic and people in Germany," Draisaitl said. "Prince Albert is small and everything is tight together, so it was an adjustment for me. But I've gotten used to it and am really happy here."

---

Wild's Granlund thriving after tough rookie season

Wednesday, 03.12.2014 / 10:40 PM / NHL Insider

By Dan Myers - NHL.com Correspondent
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ST. PAUL, Minn. -- Minnesota Wild forward Mikael Granlund has been dealing with high expectations his entire life.

The 22-year-old center began his professional hockey career at age 16 in his native Finland and quickly became a household name. The Wild made him the ninth player selected at the 2010 NHL Draft. Granlund's hockey exploits are easy to follow; all you have to do is type his name into the search box on YouTube and any number of his highlights will pop up.

Mikael Granlund

Mikael Granlund

Center - MIN

GOALS: 6 | ASST: 28 | PTS: 34

 SOG: 84 | +/-: 0

 Granlund is perhaps best known for his lacrosse-style goal against Russia in the semifinals of the 2011 World Hockey Championship, which made him an instant internet sensation. Back home, the goal turned Granlund from a successful hockey player into a national rock star. It wasn't uncommon for paparazzi to follow Granlund out to dinner or shopping. 

That's a lot of pressure for anyone to face, especially for a shy 19-year-old kid from Oulu, Finland, who would rather go about his business in the shadows. The normal pressures of being a high first-round draft pick are nothing compared to those in hockey-mad Finland, where fans are always on the lookout for the successor to Teemu Selanne, the 43-year-old Anaheim Ducks star and pride of an entire nation.

Granlund spent two additional seasons with HIFK Helsinki in Finland after being drafted before announcing his intentions to come to North America. He did it with a video posted on the Wild's website that, until the signings of Zach Parise and Ryan Suter a few months later, was by far the most viewed item in team history.

Wild fans eager to see Granlund make YouTube highlights in Minnesota were forced to wait a little longer when the lockout delayed the start of the 2012-13 NHL season. Of more concern was that once the season finally did start, Granlund seemed overwhelmed by the NHL game.

Once viewed as a candidate for the Calder Trophy, Granlund spent his rookie season shuttling between St. Paul and the Wild's American Hockey League affiliate in Houston. He scored two goals and had six assists and was minus-4 in 27 games; some worried that Granlund was too small or too slow and that his game wouldn't translate to the smaller NHL-sized ice.

"It was a tough year last year. I learned a lot," Granlund said. "I realized how good you need to be to play in this League. I learned how to play the game."

Selanne, who waited four years to come to the NHL after being drafted by the Winnipeg Jets in 1988, empathized with Granlund.

"It's never easy, especially if you're the guy who is supposed to play on the first two lines and you're struggling a little bit," Selanne said. "It's very easy to lose your confidence and that's what this game is all about. You just have to find it back some way or you're going to be in trouble."

At the end of last season, Wild coach Mike Yeo and team officials met with Granlund and provided him with some constructive criticism, along with a road map for Granlund in order for him to come back ready to go in year two.

Granlund committed himself to that plan last summer and returned to Minnesota in the fall a new player.

"Last summer, one month I was skating and practicing with him and you could see the body language and there was no way he would again go through a year like that," Selanne said. "He's a totally different guy and he really pushed himself. It's fun to see when something doesn't go exactly the way you wanted then you bounce back like that. It's fun."

Granlund will play in his 53rd game of the season Thursday when the Wild host the New York Rangers. His six goals are a product of his pass-first mentality, but his 28 assists are one behind the team lead.

"He approaches every game with the mindset that he's going to make a difference," Yeo said. "I think last year, coming in, I don't want to say he felt his way into it, but he didn't have the same confidence or the understanding of what he's capable of. Now, he expects it of himself."

But more than his play on the ice, Granlund exudes the confidence of a player who has spent virtually his entire adult life in the spotlight.

"He's a different player this year," Parise said. "He can see plays as they're developing, which, when you're a shooter, you love to have in a centerman."

"Confidence is such a big part of anyone's success," said forward Jason Pominville, who leads the Wild with 24 goals and has spent most of the season skating on Granlund's right side. "He came into camp, had a great camp, proved he was a center and proved he was reliable. He's playing with a bunch of confidence, and that's a big part of it to me."

Granlund was chosen to play for Finland in the 2014 Sochi Olympics, but with a roster loaded with veteran centers, including Wild teammate Mikko Koivu and Valtteri Filppula of the Tampa Bay Lightning, Granlund's expectations for playing time were tempered.

However, injuries forced both players to miss the Olympics, moving Granlund into a major role.

"Obviously, when a few of our guys got hurt just before the tournament, some other guys needed to step up," Granlund said. "There were a lot of guys who stepped up. I didn't think about that, I knew I would have a chance to play power play and things like that."

Granlund finished tied for third in scoring in Sochi with seven points. He was named to the tournament's all-star team and helped lead the injury-riddled Finns to a bronze medal. But to Granlund, the best part of the Olympic experience was skating on a line with Selanne, his idol growing up.

"I can't even describe that," Granlund said. "He's been such a big idol for me and for a lot of Finnish players. He's done so much for Finnish hockey. Just to have a chance to play with him and on the same line that was great. To see how good of a player he still is, that he can play at that level at 43, that's something I can't even really understand."

Since returning from the Olympics, Granlund has picked up right where he left off. Koivu missed more than two months with a fractured ankle, forcing Granlund to play top-line minutes with the Wild. He's kept that spot, even though Koivu returned last week.

"He's bang-on with our systems in every aspect," Yeo said. "He's got a really good understanding, as a young player, of how important that is. He's going to get more ice-time, more role and responsibility because of it."

Granlund's biggest fan might be the player he grew up idolizing.

"I've known Mikael maybe three, four years. The last couple summers I've been skating with him. Even though it's just summer hockey and training together, you feel right away if you have special chemistry with somebody. He's a very special player," Selanne said. "He can see the game. He has unbelievable skills. When you play with a guy like him, you tend to be more active because you know if you find an opening, the puck is going to come. That's a great feeling for the player."

Selanne feels Granlund is up to the task of becoming part of the next generation of Finnish stars.

"Granlund is going to be one of those young guys to look up to," Selanne said. "It's a very important job. He's going to do good."

--NHL.com correspondent Aaron Vickers contributed to this report.
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FORMER ICE FORWARD PAUL CAREY CALLED UP TO NHL'S COLORADO AVALANCHE

INDIANAPOLIS-The Indiana Ice announced today that alum Paul Carey has been called up to the NHL's Colorado Avalanche and could make his debut as early as tonight when they host the Chicago Blackhawks at the Pepsi Center in Denver, CO.

Carey has spent the past two seasons with the Avalanche's top affiliate, the AHL's Lake Erie Monsters.  In 126 games with the Cleveland, OH franchise, he has logged 62 points (27G, 35A) and 71 penalty minutes while finishing third on the team in goals (19) in his first full professional season (2012-13).

Drafted in the fifth round (135th overall) of the 2007 NHL Draft by Colorado, Carey was a four-year player at Boston College, earning two national championships (2010, 2012) and tallying 86 points (45G, 41A) in 147 games.  He also was named to the 2012 Frozen Four All-Tournament Team after scoring three goals in the tourney, including the National Championship game winner against Ferris State.

Immediately following his collegiate career, the former USHL all-star signed an entry-level contract with the Avalanche in April 2012.

Carey was a member of the last squad to finish first in the USHL's Eastern Conference (2007-08), leading the team in goals (34) while finishing third in assists (32) and points (66).  The Weymouth, MA-native still holds the franchise records for longest consecutive point streak (13 games) and most power play goals in a single season (16).

Indy continues through the heart of a six-game road stretch this Friday and Saturday with a pair on contests against the Green Bay Gamblers.  The puck is set to drop at 8:05 pm Eastern.

The Ice return home Saturday, March 22 against the Youngstown Phantoms from Pan Am Pavilion before hosting the Muskegon Lumberjacks on Sunday, March 23 for "Family Night" from Bankers Life Fieldhouse.  Saturday's game is set for 7:05 pm while Sunday's matinee contest will begin at 3:05 pm.

Individual and group tickets are on sale for all remaining 2013-2014 Indiana Ice home games. Flex packages and additional ticket packages are available starting as low as $50. For more information, call the Indiana Ice at (317) 925-4423.

For all the latest Ice information, please visit www.indianaice.com or follow us on Facebook and Twitter.

Senators chances in jeopardy at OHL Cup

Bring it 

Staff photo by Iain Colpitts

The Mississauga Senators and Peterborough Petes tied 2-2 in Wednesday's Ontario Hockey League Cup round-robin game at Toronto's Buckingham Arena. Here, Senators goalie Julian Sime gets in position to make a save on Peterborough's Dayton Kent.

Mississauga News

By  Iain Colpitts  

TORONTO — Jason DiPerna would love to conclude his minor hockey career by winning the Ontario Hockey League Cup, just like his older brother Dylan did two years ago. 

But in order for that to happen, the Mississauga Senators need to win both of their games Friday  just to have a chance of surviving in the 23-team tournament taking place this week at Buckingham Arena in Toronto. 

"We have to play our game a little better," DiPerna said after the Senators tied the Peterborough Petes 2-2 yesterday afternoon. "We have to keep it simple, get pucks in deep and drive hard to the net to finish our opportunities." 

The annual tournament is open to the top teams in Ontario with players eligible for next month's OHL Priority Selection Draft. The Senators, who were ranked fourth in Ontario heading into the tournament, lost 3-1 in Tuesday's  opening game against the Chatham Kent Cyclones. 

In order to advance to Saturday's quarter-finals, they need to finish second in their pool. More often than not, three wins in four games is enough to do so, but the Senators need some help from other teams in their pool if they're to advance out of the round-robin with a 2-1-1 mark. 

Matthew Danner scored the opening goal and assisted on Michael Pezzetta's marker to give the Senators a 2-0 lead heading into the third period against Peterborough. 

Zack Pearson responded midway through the third period and Cole Robbins followed with the tying goal with three minutes left. 

"When you blow a 2-0 lead in the third period, it's a tough one to swallow," said Senators coach Mark Filippone. "If we won, we would have had a chance of going 3-1 and possibly winning our division, but now we need help (to advance)." 

Mississauga will be back in action Friday against the Ottawa Valley Titans and South Central Coyotes. The tournament concludes with Sunday. 

Dylan DiPerna was a defenceman on the Mississauga Rebels championship team in 2012. That tea was led by Guelph Storm forward Robby Fabbri, a top-40 prospect for this year's NHL Draft. 

Dylan was drafted in the second round by the Kingston Frontenacs in 2012 and was traded to the Kitchener Rangers earlier this season. He gave his little brother some valuable advice heading into the OHL draft. 

"He says it's tough to stay in the lineup," Jason said. "You have to work hard, work out and always stay healthy to play your best." 

Filippone said the Senators are in a deep division, but believes they can do well even with top forwards Givani Smith and Jordan Kyrou out with injuries. 

"There's no excuses, we should be playing better," Filippone said. "We're definitely a physical team. We play a hard game and have some skill here as well, but everyone here enjoys playing physical."

Ullmark top goaltending prospect playing in Sweden

By Chapin Landvogt 

 March 12th, 2014 

Share this story

Marcus Hogberg - Sweden

Photo: Linkoping goaltender and Ottawa Senators prospect Marcus Hogberg backed up Oscar Dansk on Sweden’s silver medal squad that competed at the 2014 World Junior Championship (courtesy of Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

With the arrival of Henrik Lundqvist in the NHL back in the 2005-06 season, the NHL seen an influx of Swedish goaltenders being drafted or signed to professional contracts and brought over to North America at a rate not seen before.

Now, highly rated goalies such as recently drafted Robin Lehner (OTT) and Jacob Markstrom (VAN) have started to make their way into the NHL while somewhat older draft picks such as Jhonas Enroth (BUF) and Anders Lindback (TBL) have taken on bigger roles with their respective clubs. Goaltenders like Eddie Lack (VAN), Jonas Gustavsson (DET), and Viktor Fasth (EDM) have come over at later stages of their careers, but each has found himself filling certain niches over the past couple of seasons.

At the moment, the Swedish pro hockey scene has a number of relatively young goalies, but features few drafted goalies that are still NHL property and are currently active in their native country. Naturally there are a number of players who dot the maps of AHL teams such as Anders Nilsson (NYI), Joacim Eriksson (VAN), Magnus Hellberg (NSH), Christopher Nilstorp (DAL), and Niklas Svedberg (BOS), or are taking on leading roles in Canadian juniors such as recent WJC Team Sweden starter, Oscar Dansk (CBJ). All of these goalies are held in high esteem by their respective clubs.

The following provides a look at the few who you may be hearing more about in North America in the not too distant future.

1. Linus Ullmark – 6’3”, 198 lbs. – 2013-14 Season: MODO

 Sixth round (163rd overall) in 2012 by the Buffalo Sabres

Linus Ullmark came into the season uncertain of what his role would be. But he has been given an excellent opportunity to take the bull by the horns and go as far as possible with it, and he has not disappointed.

His club, MODO, decided to enter the year putting all its marbles into a very inexperienced basket, letting Ullmark and the slightly older Anton Forsberg (Columbus Blue Jackets draft pick) split the duties. To this point, Ullmark has gained the role of starter in as much as there is one. He’s played 35 of the team’s 55 games and leads the SHL with a .931 save percentage and is seventh overall with a 2.08 goals-against average.

MODO is currently ranked sixth in the league and looks playoff-bound with just a few games left to play. In the process, Linus has put up a 14-15-4 record, often almost singlehandedly ensuring the team a victory, as was the case in several of his three shutouts to date.

A large goalie, Ullmark has shown a strong ability to read the oncoming play well. Smart positioning and effectively using his size have been keys to his success, and he is also fairly strong on the posts. Ullmark started off the season in strong fashion, but has shown some growing pains as the season has continued, which can be expected of goaltenders his age playing in arguably one of the top five leagues on the planet.

In light of Ryan Miller’s trade to St. Louis and Jhonas Enroth’s inability to so far show himself as a sure-fire starter option for the future, one has to think that the Sabres are very excited by the season Ullmark is having. He’s definitely established himself as the most interesting NHL goaltending prospect currently playing in Sweden.

2. Niklas Lundstrom – 6‘2“, 187 lbs. – 2013-14 Season: Sodertalje

 Fifth round (132nd overall) in 2011 by the St. Louis Blues

Signed this past summer by St. Louis after having been drafted several summers ago, Niklas Lundstrom has spent a great deal of his young career playing for Sweden’s national teams, from the U16 to the U20.

This year he has appeared in two games with AIK of the SHL, having put up a 4.39 goals-against average and .875 save percentage. The majority of this season has been spent in the Allsvenskan for Sodertalje, a team that has spent the better part of the season not living up to expectations. In 24 games there, Lundstrom has a 2.86 goals-against and .895 save percentage and has played a role in helping the team remove itself from the initial relegation danger.

Lundstrom is considered your typical butterfly goaltender that, despite good size, does show strong side to side movement. His glove hand can be very impressive at times, too. His skills haven’t always led to the desired results this season, however. More questionable has been his decision-making and mental fortitude at times. The contract given by St. Louis would, however, indicate that they do feel he has a good shot at putting it all together at some point.

Despite the struggles at times this season, one shouldn’t be surprised to see Lundstrom assuming a spot in the SHL next season.

3. Marcus Hogberg – 6’5”, 212 lbs. – 2013-14 Season: Linkoping and Mora

 Third round (78th overall) in 2013 by the Ottawa Senators

Marcus Hogberg is an extremely tall goalie who has had a bit of a disappointing season to date. He began the season with the Allsvenskan club Mora where it was widely felt that he’d be the hands-down favorite for the starting job. The maturity and poise he showed last year led credence to this decision. Nonetheless, some lackluster performances and the strong play of Latvian Mantas Armalis has seen Hogberg’s season take a bit of a dive.

Despite a few good appearances here and there, he’s only put up a 2.93 goals-against average and .892 save percentage. He even found himself manning the nets twice for Linkoping’s U20 team, having sported a modest 2.53 goals-against and .925 save percentage.

Originally on loan to Mora from Linkoping, Hogberg got called up to the SHL club when things got tough in the goaltending department and has since played in four games. His play has raised some eyebrows as, in those four games, he’s put up a 1.08 goals-against average and .960 save percentage. Seeing as how he spent last season building a memo on playing better when something was on the line, this strong play under these circumstances almost shouldn’t come as a surprise.

The season surely hasn’t been one Ottawa might have hoped it would be, but the club can afford to be patient on this front, having seen Marcus as a bit of a shot for the fences when they selected him last summer.

4. Fredrik Bergvik – 6‘1“, 194 lbs. – 2013-14 Season: Frolunda Juniors

 Fourth round (117th overall) in 2013 by the San Jose Sharks

Having just turned 19 on Valentine’s Day, Fredrik Bergvik has had a decent but unspectacular season for his Frolunda junior club and has recently found himself backing up Linus Fernstrom with the SHL club. In a recent, terribly disappointing 6-0 loss to Orebro, he saw his first SHL action filling in for Fernstrom late in the game, where he made 16 saves on 19 shots. Moreover, he made a few wonderful saves along the way and is giving every indication that he should be ready for the SHL challenge in the very near future.

In juniors this season, Bergvik has stood in goal for 19 games and put up modest numbers, having gathered a 2.68 goals-against average and .903 save percentage. His play hasn’t always been steady and he’s still learning the ropes, but there’s certainly no rush . On the other hand, he had a 1.29 goals-against and .950 save percentage in 14 games for the same club last year, so improvement in the statistical department hasn’t been the case.

At the moment, one has to think that Frolunda could envision Bergvik being given strong consideration for the back-up role come next fall.

Follow Chapin Landvogt on Twitter via @Csomichapin

Saros heads small group of NHL-drafted Finnish goaltenders

By Tony Piscotta 

 March 11th, 2014 
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Juuse Saros - Finland

Photo: HPK Hameenlinna goaltender and Nashville Predators prospect Juuse Saros turned in a stellar performance at the 2014 World Junior Championship, helping to lead Finland to their first gold medal at the U20 WJC since 1998 (courtesy of Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

No country has had as much success developing goaltenders in recent years as Finland.

But with 14 Finland-trained goalies playing in North America and another nine playing in Europe in either the KHL or in Sweden's SHL, the number of drafted prospects playing in Finland's Liiga has dwindled to just five.

Of those five, HPK's 18-year-old Juuse Saros has jumped to the head of the pack as a clear NHL prospect while the other four are very much still projects and have yet to assume a full-time role with a Liiga club.

On the plus side, HIFK's 19-year-old goalie Ville Husso, bypassed in the 2013 NHL Draft, has assumed the starting role for the Helsinki-based club and is likely to go in the 2014 NHL Draft.

Once again assisted by Finland-based goaltending instructor Mikko "Elmo" Eloranta, Hockey's Future takes a look at the pool of goalie prospects.

"As you can see, there is not so much to tell," Eloranta said. "Goalies like Saros, Husso and Korpisalo, the.future is looking good but (they will) need like 2-4 years . The rest of the guys are good backup goalies and that is it."

1. Juuse Saros, 18, HPK Hameenlinna

 NHL Rights: Nashville Predators

 Drafted 4th Round, 99th overall, 2013

Saros has had a breakout season as an 18-year-old rookie and backstopped Finland to a gold medal at the 2014 World Junior Championship. Considered undersized (5'10" 180 lbs.) for a prototypical NHL goaltender, Saros is looking like a steal after being drafted in the fourth round by the Predators at the 2013 NHL Draft.

As technically sound as any of the goalies to come out of Finland in recent years, Saros relies on outstanding positioning, impeccable reaction skills, and competitiveness to make things difficult on opposing shooters. HPK has slipped in the Liiga standings and currently trails HIFK Helsinki for the final playoff spot.

With HPK struggling over the second half of the season he has an 15-16-8 record but is among the league leaders in goals-against (1.78) and save percentage (.927).

In six games at the World Junior Championship, Saros was 5-0 with a 1.57 goals-against average and .943 save percentage. He stopped 23 of 24 shots in the semifinal win over Canada and stopped 35 shots in Finland's 3-2 overtime win over Sweden in the gold medal game.

"He is playing well in HPK but the team is going in a bad way," said Eloranta. "It's hard to say how things will be in North America. The World Junior Championship is just one step."

2. Joonas Korpisalo, 19, Jokerit/Ilves Tampere (Liiga) — LeKi/Kiekko-Vantaa (Mestis)

 NHL Rights: Columbus Blue Jackets

 Drafted 3rd Round, 62nd overall, 2012

 The starting goalie for Finland at the 2013 World Junior Championship, Korpisalo has played for five different teams this season (including the Jokerit junior squad) and missed much of the first half of the season due to injury.

While the season has been a struggle, Korpisalo has played well for Ilves as a backup to starter Ville Kolpanen. In a recent start against his former team, he recorded 56 saves as Ilves defeated Jokerit 4-2 despite being outshot, 58-16.

Eloranta feels the jury is still out on Korpisalo's long-term prospects but the skill and mental makeup are definitely there.

3. Frans Tuohimaa, 22, HPK Hameenlinna/Vaasa Sport (Mestis)

 NHL Rights: Edmonton Oilers

 Drafted 7th round, 182nd overall, 2011 (Signed to two-year contract, April 2013)

The second of two Finnish goalies selected by the Oilers at the 2011 draft (Samu Perhonen was  taken in the third round but was never signed by Edmonton), Tuohimaa was loaned to HPK this year after spending two seasons as a backup with Jokerit.

Expected to compete with Saros and Jokerit product Timo Niemi for the starting job with HPK, the 22-year-old found himself in a backup situation for much of the season and will play the remainder of the season on loan to Vaasa Sport in Mestis.

In 19 games for HPK he was 4-10-3 with one shutout and had a 3.12 goals-against average and .889 save percentage. After joining Vaasa in mid-February, he has appeared in three games, winning in his first appearance, and has a 2.60 goals-against and .925 save percentage.

He and one-time Pelicans goalie Joonas Kuusela give Sport a strong tandem heading into post-season play.

"He's a good goalie but has problems with game balance," said Eloranta. "He has one great game, one not so great."

With Vaasa Sport moving up to Liiga next season to replace Jokerit, he should have an opportunity to play in the top division if he remains in Finland.

4. Henri Kiviaho, 19, KalPa Kuopio/KalPa U20

 NHL Rights: Dallas Stars

 Drafted 5th round, 144th overall, 2012

The season has not gone as well as expected in Kuopio as both the Liiga team and it's A Juniors squad  have struggled, so Kiviaho's numbers are somewhat inflated.

With the club in last place in Liiga, KalPa has loaned several of its top players to other clubs, including veteran goalie Pekka Tuokola who is now playing in Sweden. With Tuokola gone, Kiviaho has been splitting the goaltending duties with Antti Ore. Kiviaho is 1-10-0 in 11 games with a 2.94 goals-against and .883 save percentage.

He had a 3.44 goals-against and .890 save percentage in 25 games for KalPa's A junior squad, which is 13th in the 16-team SM junior league.

"He's a big goalie. It's a bad team so his goalie stats are bad also," Eloranta said.

5. Janne Juvonen, 19, Pelicans (Liiga)/ Lahti Peliitat and KooKoo Kouvola (Mestis)

 NHL Rights: Nashville Predators

 Drafted 7th round, 203rd overall, 2013

Juvonen, after making his SM-Liiga debut in the 2012 playoffs and then appearing in a handful of games with Pelicans last year, has been in a bit of a holding pattern in terms of his development.

Drafted by the Predators last spring, Juvonen did not see any action as Finland's third goalie for the gold medal-winning U20 team at the 2014 World Junior Championship and has spent most of the season in Mestis.

In four Liiga games with Pelicans as a backup to veteran Jere Myllyniemi he was 2-1-0 with a 3.29 goals-against average and .870 save percentage. He played nine games for Peliitat with a 4.13 goals-against and .863 save percentage. In in four games for KooKoo he had a 2.00 goals-against and .932 save percentage.

"While Husso and Saros are playing men's games, he is playing junior games and Mestis,"  Eloranta said. "He has potential but he's a big question mark."

Other notable goalies playing in Finland

Lars Volden, 21, Espoo Blues

 NHL Rights: Unrestricted Free Agent

 Drafted 6th round, 181st overall, 2011

Not tendered a contract by the Boston Bruins after being selected at the 2011 NHL Draft, the Oslo, Norway native is back in Espoo as a backup to Jani Nieminen. He was also with Norway during the Sochi Olympics.

In 16 games for the Espoo Blues he is 7-7-1 with 1 shutout and has a 2.59 goals-against and .908 save percentage. He appeared in one game as a back up to Lars Haugen at the Olympic games.

"He is playing under 20 games every season in Espoo," Eloranta said. "Is he good? I don t know, I want to see him play a full season. Maybe he is backup goalie for life."

Samu Perhonen, 20, HIFK A Juniors

 NHL Rights: Unrestricted Free Agent

 Drafted 3rd round, 62nd overall, 2011

Perhonen was drafted by Edmonton in the same 2011 NHL Draft as Volden, but like the Espoo goalie was never signed to an NHL contract. Despite prototypical size for an NHL goalie and some early success in junior hockey, Perhonen has not been able to match the potential he showed playing for Finland at the 2011 U18 World Junior Championship.

Perhonen began the year in the USHL skating for the Indiana Ice, but appeared in only eight games before returning to Finland and playing for HIFK's A junior team as a 20-year-old.

"He got back from the US and what happened?" said Eloranta. "It's the same story. He's OK but he's a backup goalie."

Mikko Koskinen, 25, Novosibirsk Sibir (KHL)

 NHL Rights: New York Islanders

 Drafted 2nd round, 31st overall, 2009

Part of the crowded three-headed goalie prospect group in Long Island along with Kevin Poulin and Anders Nilsson, Koskinen played four NHL games with the Islanders in 2010-11 and appeared in three AHL games games in 2011-12 before being loaned to KalPa in November of 2011.

Tendered a contract but never signed by the Islanders, he is currently a restricted free agent. While at 25 he is no longer considered a prospect by Hockeys Future's criteria, he is worth keeping an eye on.

After excelling for KalPa in his second season with the club in 2012-13 (finishing 21-15-13 with a 2.05 goals-against and .919 save percentage), he signed a contract to play for Novosibirsk in the KHL and has been one of that league's top goalies this year.

With Nilsson seemingly having plateaued with the Islanders in his third pro season, Koskinen may get one more look from New York. If that doesn't happen, the former second round pick could be an option for teams in need of goaltending help.

Jussi Rynnas, 26, Karpat Oulu

 NHL Rights: Free agent

Rynnas returned to Finland after three seasons in the Maple Leafs organization and has been the league's top goalie with first place Karpat Oulu. Like  Koskinen, Rynnas is too old to be considered a "prospect" for HF purposes. However, his play this season may have generated some interest — if not in the NHL, then certainly with one of the KHL franchises.

Jussi Markanen, 38, SaiPa Lappeenranta

 NHL Rights: Free agent

 Drafted 5th round, 133rd overall, 2001

While he can certainly no longer be considered a "prospect" at his age, the play of former Rangers and Oilers goalie Jussi Markanen is perhaps the biggest surprise of the season in Finland.

Returning to Finland for the first time since 2007-08 to play for SaiPa near his hometown of Imatra, the veteran is 18-12-9 with two shutouts in 42 games with a 2.14 goals-against and SaiPa, which perennially struggles, is in fifth place and cruising to a playoff spot.

Follow Tony Piscotta on Twitter via @HockeyNJ12
WHL Notebook: Draisaitl on the move in NHL draft rankings
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Prince Albert Raider forward Leon Draisaitl is on the move! No, he is not being traded, but rather his stock has risen considerably in the second half of the Western Hockey League season - so much so that Craig Button from TSN has him ranked at No. 4 in his March evaluation of potential draft picks. Draisaitl has been on a tear since he returned from representing Germany at the world junior hockey championship during the Christmas break and is set to become the first Raider to register 100 points in a season since Steve Kelly accomplished the feat in 1995-96. In Button’s January report, Draisaitl was ranked 11th, but the top three have remained unchanged as Kootenay’s Sam Reinhart is No. 1 followed by Aaron Ekblad of Barrie and Sam Bennett of Kingston. Draisaitl’s teammate Reid Gardiner is No. 64 on Button’s list…Everett Silvertips’ forward Joshua Winquist has set a regular-season scoring record for the franchise after the 20-year-old collected his 43rd goal of the campaign last week. Winquist, who will reach 300 games in his career and should have 100 career goals (he presently has 97) when the season ends this weekend, bettered Shane Harper’s single-season mark by one set in 2009-10.

The news is still pretty grim out of Saskatoon as Kootenay Ice forward Tim Bozun has been put in an induced coma while he recovers from a bout with meningitis. Bozun, who scored a goal for the Ice on Feb. 28 in Saskatoon against the Blades, fell ill the next day and was admitted to Royal University Hospital where he has been in critical condition ever since. Bozun, who was drafted by the Montreal Canadiens in the third round of the 2012 NHL entry draft, has had his parents by his side as Philippe and Helene Bozun flew in from their home in Switzerland when their son was hospitalized. Geneve-Servette HC, a Division A team in Switzerland, is wearing logos on their helmets in support of Bozun as they begin their playoffs…The Portland Winterhawks set a team record with 21 straight wins, but they came up one short of the league mark of 22 set by the 1967-68 Estevan Bruins when they were defeated 4-1 by the Seattle Thunderbirds.

The rumour mill is in full swing in the WHL as the Kootenay Ice are said to be moving to Winnipeg in time for the start of the 2014-15 season while the Prince George Cougars have been put up for sale by Rick Brodsky and stories have former players Dan Hamhuis and Eric Brewer part of a group that has offered $7 million for the team. As mentioned, these are all rumours, but once something gets started there generally is some meat on the bone. If the Prince George sale is finalized it would be the second Brodsky franchise to be sold this year as Jack Brodsky (Rick’s brother) got a reported $9 million for the Saskatoon Blades back in September.

The Portland Winterhawks are helping with the 100 Years of Hockey in Oregon celebrations by bringing in both the Stanley Cup and Lester Patrick Cup next week. The Portland Rosebuds were presented the Stanley Cup in 1916 when they won the Pacific Coast Hockey Association championship while the Portland Buckaroos captured the professional Western Hockey League title in 1961, ’65 and ’71 and were awarded the Lester Patrick trophy for their efforts.

Here’s a story that makes you want to cheer for the Swift Current Broncos. Well, Graham Black at least. The 20-year-old forward is having the best season of his junior career having notched 91 points as the Broncos enter the final week of the regular season. What makes this so extraordinary is that Black suffers from Graves’ disease, an autoimmune disorder that is accompanied by insomnia, chronic fatigue and drastic weight loss. Black, who had 50 points in each of his first two years in Swift Current, was also battling the disease when he won the Saskatchewan Midget AAA Hockey League scoring title and most valuable player honours three years ago…Prince Albert product Dawson MacAuley is the No. 1 goalie in Regina again after the Pats lost their starter Daniel Wapple for the remainder of the regular season when he was bulldozed into the net during a game against the Edmonton Oil Kings. MacAuley was the Pats’ go-to- guy for the first half of the season, but has been on the bench a lot since Wapple came to Regina at the trade deadline from Medicine Hat. Tyler Fuhr has been brought in to back-up MacAuley as Fuhr became available when his LaRonge Ice Wolves failed to qualify for the Saskatchewan Junior Hockey League playoffs…Everett has also lost a veteran as defenceman Kohl Bauml suffered a broken leg while battling in front of the net in a game against Kelowna last week…Tri-City goaltender Eric Comrie has set a new team record for saves in a season as he has passed Aaron Baker’s standard of 1825 set in 1997-98…Brandon has brought up Nolan Patrick for the remainder of the season. Patrick, who is the nephew of former Raider defenceman James Patrick, was third in scoring in the Manitoba Midget AAA Hockey League this year scoring 33 goals and adding 31 assists in 39 games. Patrick was the fourth overall selection in last May’s WHL bantam draft.

Information for the WHL Notebook is gathered from submissions provided by the WHL Writer’s Group.
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Oilers: Hemsky comes clean on assessment of former club 

After spending a good chunk of the last eleven years in the city of Edmonton as a member of the Oilers, Ales Hemsky was shipped to the Ottawa Senators for a couple of draft picks during last week’s NHL Trade Deadline. While the move did signal the end of an era in the Alberta capital, it sure didn’t take long for Mr. Hemsky to once again become the centre of attention in his old stomping grounds. 
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Edmonton - March 11, 2014 - It is rather funny how things tend to work in the world of sport. 

 After spending a good chunk of the last eleven years in the city of Edmonton as a member of the Oilers, Ales Hemsky was shipped to the Ottawa Senators for a couple of draft picks during last week’s NHL Trade Deadline. 

 While the move did signal the end of an era in the Alberta capital, it sure didn’t take long for Mr. Hemsky to once again become the centre of attention in his old stomping grounds. 

 All of five days after being sent out of town, the talented Czech winger caught many in the media and Oilers fans off guard with comments he made about his former club in Ken Warren’s article over at SenatorsExtra.com. 

 There wasn’t much in the way of volume when it came to #83’s opinion on what is currently wrong with his former club but his words carried more than a bit of weight in this neck of the woods and certainly didn’t go unnoticed. 

“I don’t know how to explain it. If somebody knew, they should step up and help them, but they haven’t figured it out yet. Maybe it’s just the kids. They have to step up and lead the team to the playoffs. They’ve been there for a long time and it’s their time, you know. They can’t only blame older guys or change their fourth line. They’ve got to start leading the team to the playoffs. Be leaders. That’s probably the one thing. But they are all great guys and I had a great time and hopefully they will turn it around and get into the playoffs. People deserve it there, you know. It’s a hockey city. People love their hockey and it’s painful.” 

Now some people may read that and think he is doing nothing more than taking a shot at the kids and the organization that just traded him away but I don’t see it that way. If you take the comments on the whole, in my mind, it is pretty obvious what Hemsky is trying to say. Clearly, he is of the mindset that Oilers management hasn’t done a very good job of A) building a competitive team and B) holding the younger players accountable when things haven’t gone as planned on the ice. 

 Does anyone truly have any problem with either one of those statements? 

 The organization hasn’t done a good enough job of surrounding the kids with enough quality veteran help and when the results turned out to be less than what they were hoping for, the finger has generally been pointed towards their older players and guys who were been put in nothing more than support roles.While those players certainly needed to be better, they were never going to be difference makers in the manner in which they were or still are being used. 

 As far as his remarks on the younger players needing “to start leading the team to the playoffs”, it is more than fair and completely accurate. One can argue all they want as to whether or not the likes of Jordan Eberle, Sam Gagner, Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins should even have that responsibility on their plate, the fact is they do and there have been more than a few whispers of those players being handed over major leadership roles inside that dressing room. 

 When Hemsky refers to some of the kids as having “been there for a long time”, he is most likely referring to three…if not four players. In my opinion, those players would be Eberle, Gagner, Hall and probably Jeff Petry. Some may look at Eberle and Hall as still being somewhat green but the fact of the matter is this is year four for both and the team is no better in the standings than they were back in 2010. 

 All four have been placed into major roles in recent seasons and yet the team continues to struggle. When I read Ales’ comments, I get the sense he feels the kids were likely given too much to quick but in the end, the doesn’t change the reality of the current situation. Right or wrong, it’s now up to these kids to put this team on their collective backs and do whatever is necessary to turn this thing around. 

 Ales Hemsky hasn’t always been everyone’s cup of tea but his assessment of the current state of the Edmonton Oilers appears to be dead on…regardless of whether or not people want to hear it or even accept it. 

CANUCKS GM GILLIS NONCOMMITTAL ON FUTURE OF TORTORELLA

THE CANADIAN PRESSBOCA RATON, Fla. - Mike Gillis doesn't think John Tortorella deserves full responsibility for the disaster that this Vancouver Canucks season has become, yet also did not absolve him of blame.

Gillis wouldn't comment on "rumour and speculation" when asked if Tortorella would remain the coach through the end of the season. In doing that, the general manager did little to quiet the rumblings.

But perhaps his most telling comment about the Canucks' "remarkable" free fall involved bringing up Tortorella's locker-room incident in Calgary as one reason why things have gone wrong.

"They're not excuses but we've had massive injuries this year, we've had key guys out of our lineup for extended periods of time," Gillis said Wednesday at the NHL GMs meeting. "We had an incident in January that was hard to describe. It is what it is. We have to continue to try and find ways to win games."

Tortorella was suspended for 15 days and six games for trying to enter the Flames' locker-room after a first-period brawl in a testy Jan. 18 game. The Canucks are 4-12-1 since that night.

Dating to Jan. 1, Vancouver is 6-17-3 and has fallen from one point out of a playoff spot in the Western Conference to six.

Gillis called the drastic downturn this year indescribable.

"The ebb and flow in this season has been as challenging as it's ever been," he said. "There's reasons for it — multiple reasons for it — but currently, right now, we're not meeting my expectations, we're not meeting a lot of people's expectations and that has to change."

That includes Tortorella, a Stanley Cup-winner 10 years ago who has become embattled after the trade of Roberto Luongo, request from Ryan Kesler to be dealt and then Monday night's embarrassing loss to the New York Islanders. After building a 3-0 lead, the Canucks gave up seven third-period goals to lose 7-4.

Tortorella afterward called it a "kick in the teeth," while Gillis on Wednesday said the aftermath has been tough just like the past month and a half has been.

Asked if changes to the coaching staff and/or front office were being considered, Gillis said he did not want to comment because it would lend credibility to that talk and that was not good for anyone. Asked directly if Tortorella would be the coach for the remainder of the season, he repeated a similar sentiment.

"That's rumour and speculation," Gillis said. "I'm not commenting on that because then it just lends credibility to what's out there with bloggers and all kinds of different people. So it's unfair to comment on any future plans other than what we've already said, which is we're trying to get younger, we're trying to retool and we're trying to do some things a little differently the next one, three, five years."

Gillis added that the Canucks need to "get behind our team and behind our players and behind our coaching staff."

Later in his six-minute chat with reporters at Boca Beach Club, Gillis refused to answer a question about how Tortorella has handled Daniel and Henrik Sedin and then another about the suggestion that the coach lost the locker-room.

"I'm not going to comment about specific things with John," he said. "I think it's unfair to him, it's unfair to our team and it's unfair to all of us that are responsible for what's going on."

After losing to the Islanders, Tortorella shouldered a lot of the responsibility for the Canucks' downfall.

"You know, John's an honest guy and he took responsibility, but it's all of our responsibility and I don't want to focus on John," Gillis said. "We have a hockey team, we have an organization. To focus on one or two people in that organization's unfair. We have to win as a group, and every guy in that room has to win as a group. To single out anybody is unfair and I'm not going to do that."

Except for Tortorella's role in the infamous incident against Calgary.

Only one person to blame ... Gillis ... Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

kjpw

21 mins ago

Fire them both Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jonl1421

22 mins ago

Some really poor decisions made by Gillis in the last two seasons: the Luongo-Schneider saga, hiring Tortorella (how he thought his style / personality would suit his players is beyond me!), the Schneider trade, the Luongo trade, etc. He's very much to blame here. His decisions have led to the demise of a long-time successful / consistent franchise. I'm afraid more pieces will fall before this story is over. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

mpbeatle6

22 mins ago

What a joke this whole scenario is. If anyone should get axed it should be Gillis. He dealt Schneider instead of Luongo. He resigned the Sedins. None of those three are worth the money they are getting paid. The Canucks will never be a contender as long as Gillis remains. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

saul goodman

23 mins ago

I'm not at all a Torts fan but it's not his fault Gillis has done a poor job of dealing with the goaltending issue, hasn't addressed the depth issue or the lack of young talent Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

uknowuagreewithme

24 mins ago

If Torts and Gillis are still there at puck drop next season then I feel sorry for Canuck fans. Signed a Leafs fan who has been there. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

sawyerfromlost

24 mins ago

I read the article with AA's comments about Santana and this article with MG's comments about Torts has the same level of evasiveness. The 'bloggers' will feast much more if there's no honest, direct answer. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

sharpy37

26 mins ago

how about firing the gm... he has done nothing but rip that whole team apart. i mean they went from having two superstar goalies to having a rookie who is 'suppose' to be really good but a good prospect is a far cry from a good starting goalie in the nhl. I like lack but they are going to ruin him by doing this Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

elliot from toronto island

26 mins ago

Or as Burkie would say the 18 wheeler is flying off the cliff. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jetsjoe

1 hour ago

When they hand out pink slips, expect Mike Gillis to be the first to get one Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

ulfy

1 hour ago

Fire Gillis already! Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jaydylan

1 hour ago

I was among those a little stunned they would have picked him in the first place. after the kafuffle with goalies this past offseason before settling on Lou, only to trade him and, of course, all the other nonsense that comes with Torts, I would be among those absolutely shocked if he remained. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

5johny5

1 hour ago

Stop the bleeding!!! Fire Torts and get a good Canadian kid behind the bench!! Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

john hutchinson

1 hour ago

So funny. Gillis still can't see his own major role in the demise of the Canucks! Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

ebersnip

1 hour ago

mike, just do yourself a favour and resign now. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

joebloe

1 hour ago

I can rip on hockey coaches as much as the next guy. But when you watch babcock in action, and then watch tortorella in action, you can see the difference between a guy who can do other things besides being a hockey coach - and a guy who can't. Tortorella's number is up as an NHL coach. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

igniteaxiom

1 hour ago

i guess AV wasn't the problem after all. last time i checked the rangers are making the playoffs. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

pauly16

1 hour ago

Gillis should already have been fired, why is he fielding questions on Tortorella's future. Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

cvill13

1 hour ago

Canucks owner Aqualini Non Commital on Future of GM Mike Gillis... Report this comment!

Yeah!Boo!

jackb25

1 hour ago

I can hear the clock ticking.... Report this comment!

Kari Lehtonen injury mars otherwise golden night for Stars

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:43 pm on March 8, 2014  | Permalink
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Dallas Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen (32) is tended to after being hit by Minnesota Wild left wing Erik Haula (56) at American Airlines Center in Dallas March 8, 2014. (Nathan Hunsinger/The Dallas Morning News)

The Stars took a big win, but might have lost goalie Kari Lehtonen.

Lehtonen received what is likely a concussion after he was run into by Minnesota’s Erik Haula in the third period of a 4-3 Stars win Saturday at American Airlines Center. Haula received a five-minute major penalty and a game-misconduct penalty. Stars coach Lindy Ruff said he also thought there might be a possible suspension for Haula.

“Obviously, it’s not good. He went in hard, hit the crossbar hard,’’ Ruff said. “The likelihood is it’s a concussion on just a dirt play. It should be suspended _ a fourth liner takes out our goaltender.”

Haula was going to the net hard and got tangled with Stars center Cody Eakin. He went helmet first into Lehtonen’s helmet, and then Lehtonen’s helmet flew off and the back of his head hit the crossbar. He stayed down for a while, and then left the game.

Minnesota coach Mike Yeo said he felt Haula was just trying to score a goal and got tangled with Stars center Cody Eakin.

“The major itself, it’s a tough one,’’ Yeo said. “I’m not sure what else a player can do, you’re trying to score a goal. I feel bad for the goalie, he got hurt and everything. But you watch the replay and he’s trying to make a play to score a goal. He gets tripped up a little bit. There’s really nowhere for him to go, so I would say it’s incidental, but what can you do?’’

Veteran netminder Tim Thomas, who was acquired from Florida at Wednesday’s trade deadline, made his Stars debut. He stopped all six shots he faced in 13:23 of ice time and recorded the win, as Dallas scored twice in that span.

Tyler Seguin scored on the ensuing power play after the Haula penalty to tie the game, and then Erik Cole got the game-winner on an unassisted breakaway goal. Minnesota’s Keith Ballard had the giveaway.

The victory pushes Dallas to 31-23-10 (72 points) and keeps the Stars in eighth place in the Western Conference, the final wildcard playoff spot. Minnesota, which had won five straight, falls to 34-22-7 (75 points) and sits in seventh place, three points ahead of Dallas.

The Stars are now 19-1-0 in their last 20 games vs. the Wild in Dallas.
Tuesday, March 25, 2014

Changes in Saskatoon; Cougars sold . . . not yet! 

A trust fund has been established to assist the Bozon family with medical- and rehabilitation-related costs with which they now are faced.

 You are able to make a donation at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

 Should you live outside of that area and want to donate, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

The new owners of the Saskatoon Blades, Mike and Colin Priestner, began putting their stamp on the the franchise Tuesday when, as expected, they dumped general manager Lorne Molleken and head coach Dave Struch overboard.

 The Priestners purchased the franchise from the Brodsky family, with the deal being approved by the WHL’s board of governors on Sept. 4.

 Molleken, who was in his first season as general manager after a run as GM/head coach, had two years left on his deal. He apparently will stay on for a while in a consulting role and is expected to be involved in the hiring process.

 Struch, a former Blades stick boy, player and long-time assistant coach, completed his first year as head coach. His contract was to expire in July. The Blades, who were rebuilding after an attempt to load up last season when they were the host team for the Memorial Cup, went 16-51-5 and missed the playoffs.

 Also gone are assistant coach Curtis Leschyshyn and goaltending coach Tim Cheveldae, both of whom are going to join the coaching staff of the midget AAA Saskatoon Blazers.

 Interestingly, Craig Button, a former NHL GM who works as an analyst with TSN and the NHL Network, is working with the Priestners during the hiring process.

 According to Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix, Button “has been hired by the Blades as a part-time, volunteer consultant.”

Nugent-Bowman’s piece on Button’s involvement is right here.

 Nugent-Bowman’s story on the day’s activities is right here.

 ---

 It doesn’t seem likely that Dean Clark will get back into the coaching or management game with the Blades or any other team.

 Clark, a veteran of 958 regular-season games as a WHL coach, is in a construction management position with SNC-Lavalin, a corporation that is a big player in the construction and engineering business. Clark, who also has his journeyman’s papers in pole-climbing and was a lineman before getting in coaching in the WHL, has been working for SNC-Lavalin since May and, while he works out of his home in Kelowna, he spends ample time on the road.

“It’s got all the benefits, like a pension,” he told me Tuesday night from a Vancouver hotel room, “and you don’t get all that stuff in the WHL.”

---

The Blades are the second WHL team to be looking for a head coach, joining the Kamloops Blazers.

You may recall that the Blazers, on the morning of Jan. 11, announced via a news release that head coach Dave Hunchak “has taken a leave of absence from the team effective immediately.”

Hunchak actually had left the team on Jan. 9 in Spokane and returned home, leaving associate coach Mark Ferner to run the bench in a game against the Chiefs on Jan. 10.

 Upon the Blazers’ return to Kamloops, Guy Charron resurfaced as head coach. Charron had stepped down after last season and moved into the position of advisor to hockey operations.

 The Blazers’ season, one that was the poorest in Kamloops franchise history, ended on March 14 and management has yet to clarify that situation, although general manager Craig Bonner has indicated to Kamloops This Week that he is looking for a head coach.

 That, of course, begs the question: If a head coach is on a leave of absence is he still the head coach?

 ---

Meanwhile, the sale of the Prince George Cougars has yet to be completed.

 It will happen, you can bet the house on that; it just hasn’t happened yet.

 Of course, once it does happen and new owners are in place, the futures of head coach Mark Holick and assistant coach Jason Becker will have to be decided.

 Holick just completed his first full season and is believed to have two years left on his contract.

 ---

 Early on Tuesday, WHL Facts (@WHLFacts) sent this tweet: “Mar. 25, 2003 - 11 years ago today, the longest game in WHL history was played (136:56) as the @WHLKootenayICE defeated Kamloops 3-2 in 4OTs.”

Now that was a fun time.

 Had the game taken up another 10 minutes of real time, the Kamloops Daily News would have gone to press without a game story. As it was, the press was held for 50 minutes.

 During the intermissions between the OT periods, I actually wrote two leads, one with the Ice winning, the other with the Blazers winning.

 No, there weren’t any quotes in either story.

 I can tell you, too, that I wasn’t cheering for either team, but I was cheering for the next goal. Had the game continued, I would have been past my last deadline and it wouldn’t have mattered then had the game gone until dawn.

 ---

 The Brandon Wheat Kings aren’t likely to have F Peter Quenneville or D Eric Roy in their lineup for Game 3 against the visiting Regina Pats tonights. Neither played in Game 2 in Regina on Saturday night and Rob Henderson of the Brandon Sun reports that neither skated Tuesday. . . . Henderson also reported: “Also missing the session was Jordan Papirny, with (GM/head coach Kelly) McCrimmon refusing to give a status update on his No.1 goalie.” Papirny went the distance in each of the first two games. If he can’t go, Curtis Honey, 19, will get the call. Honey has played in 73 regular-season games, but has yet to see playoff action. . . . 

 Brandon F Nolan Patrick was given credit for his first WHL playoff goal in Sunday’s 8-4 victory in Regina, but that goal has since been awarded to F Chad Robinson. Patrick, the fourth overall selection in the 2013 bantam draft, didn’t even get an assist on the play, with those going to F Rihards Bukarts and D Ryan Pilon.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAMES:

In Swift Current, F Jake DeBrusk broke a 1-1 tie at 13:51 of the third period and the Broncos went on to beat the Medicine Hat Tigers, 3-1. . . . The Tigers lead the series 2-1 with Game 4 in Swift Current tonight. . . . F Nate Burns gave the Broncos a 1-0 lead on a PP at 11:32 of the first, with Tigers F Curtis Sanford tying it at 16:21. . . . Burns also drew an assist on DeBrusk’s goal. . . . Broncos D Julius Honka iced it with an empty-netter at 18:51 of the third. . . . Swift Current G Eetu Laurikainen stopped 30 shots, six fewer than Marek Langhamer of the Tigers. . . . The Broncos were 1-for-5 on the PP; the Tigers were 0-for-2. . . . 

In Prince Albert, the Edmonton Oil Kings overcame 2-0 and 3-2 deficits to beat the Raiders 4-3 and take command of their first-round series. . . . The Oil Kings lead 3-0 with Game 4 in Prince Albert tonight. . . . Edmonton F Riley Kieser broke a 3-3 tie at 17:28 of the third period after F Edgars Kulda had equalized at 13:37. . . . The Raiders took a 2-0 lead into the second period on goals by F Jayden Hart and F Leon Draisaitl. . . . The Oil Kings got even with second-period goals by F Brent Pollock, on the PP, and D Griffin Reinhart. . . . Raiders F Chance Braid gave his guys a 3-2 lead at 12:49 of the second. . . . Edmonton D Ashton Sautner had two assists. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry kicked out 24 shots, nine fewer than Prince Albert’s Cole Cheveldave. . . . The Oil Kings were 1-for-3 on the PP; the Raiders were 0-for-4. . . . 

In Cranbrook, Kootenay F Jaedon Descheneau broke a 4-4 tie with 51.6 seconds left in the third period as the Ice beat the Calgary Hitmen 5-4 to even their series at 2-2. . . . Game 5 is scheduled for Calgary on Thursday night. . . . Descheneau was coming off a six-point night in Monday’s 7-6 OT loss. . . . He also had an assist in this one, as he became the first player in these playoffs to reach 10 points. . . . In what has turned into a wild-and-crazy series, the Ice held 2-0 and 3-1 leads before having to erase a 4-3 deficit. . . . F Greg Chase, Monday’s OT hero, pulled Calgary into a 3-3 tie at 3:29 of the second period and F Pavel Padakin gave the visitors a 4-3 lead with a shorthanded score at 6:26. . . . Ice F Levi Cable tied it at 7:43 of the second. . . . F Sam Reinhart and F Zach Franko each scored his fourth goal of the series for Kootenay. . . . F Jake Virtanen got his first goal of the playoffs for the Hitmen, on a first-period PP. . . . The Hitmen were 1-for-6 on the PP; the Ice was 1-for-7. On Monday, the Ice had been 5-for-6 on the PP. . . . Ice G Wyatt Hoflin, who relieved starter MacKenzie Skapski after Padakin’s goal, stopped all 20 shots he faced and picked up his first playoff victory. Skapski had given up four goals on 18 shots. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 27 shots. . . . 

In Vancouver, the Portland Winterhawks built up a 4-0 lead en route to a 6-3 victory over the Giants. . . . With a 3-0 series lead, the Winterhawks get their first opportunity to wrap it up tonight in Vancouver. . . . F Brendan Leipsic had two goals and two assists for the Winterhawks. He scored two of his club’s first four goals. . . . Leipsic has four goals in the series. . . . F Taylor Leier, F Oliver Bjorkstrand and D Derrick Pouliot each added a goal and an assist for the Winterhawks. . . . Vancouver F Joel Hamilton scored shorthanded at 9:33 of the third and F Trent Lofthouse added another goal at 11:55, getting the home side to within 5-3. . . . Portland F Paul Bittner put it away at 15:48. . . . Portland, with the WHL’s top regular-season PP, was 2-for-5 with the man advantage, getting its first two goals that way. . . . Vancouver was 0-for-3. . . . Portland G Brendan Burke stopped 25 shots, while Vancouver’s Payton Lee turned aside 28. . . . G Jared Rathjen, who took 15 stitches near an eye after being struck by a puck while on the bench during Game 2 on Saturday in Portland, backed up Lee. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., F Mathew Barzal, the first overall pick in the 2012 bantam draft, was credited with his first WHL playoff goal in OT to give the host Seattle Thunderbirds a 4-3 victory over the Everett Silvertips. . . . The Thunderbirds lead the series 3-0, with Game 4 scheduled for Everett on Friday night. . . . Barzal was given the goal, which came at 3:47 of OT, but that may be changed to F Justin Hickman. After the game, Barzal and Hickman were of the opinion that Hickman had tipped in the winner. . . . Everett F Patrick Bajkov opened the scoring on a PP at 5:54 of the first period and the teams alternated goals through regulation time. . . . F Branden Troock pulled Seattle even at 13:32 of the first and Bajkov restored the lead, on a PP, at 19:00. . . . Seattle pulled even again, at 4:02 of the second, when F Scott Eansor scored, only to have Everett go out front again, this time at 17:54 on D Mirco Mueller’s goal. . . . Eansor tied it with his second of the game at 4:31 of the third. . . . Eansor, a freshman from Englewood, Colo., scored three goals in 52 regular-season games. . . . Everett F Manraj Hayer drew three assists. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun, who earlier in the day was named the CHL’s goaltender of the week for the third time in 2014, turned aside 28 shots, three more than Everett’s Austin Lotz. . . . Everett was 2-for-7 on the PP; Seattle was 0-for-3. . . . Everett lost D Noah Juulsen in the first period, following a hit by Seattle F Jaimen Yakubowski, who took a double minor for checking from behind. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., G Eric Comrie made 52 saves to lead the Tri-City Americans to a 4-3 victory over the Kelowna Rockets. . . . The Rockets, who finished atop the overall standings in the regular season, hold a 2-1 lead in the series, with Game 4 in Kennewick tonight. . . . The Americans are the Western Conference’s No. 8 seed. . . . Comrie has a 2.71 GAA and a .941 save percentage in this series. . . . Tri-City broke open a scoreless game with three goals in the last five minutes of the second period. . . . F Jessey Astles, a former Rockets skater, opened the scoring at 15:43, and was followed by F Phil Tot (16:51) and F Brian Williams (19:06). . . . The Rockets cut into the lead in the third period on goals by F Myles Bell, at 7:22, and F Justin Kirkland, on a PP, at 14:05. . . . Americans F Justin Gutierrez gave his side a 4-2 lead at 17:07, before Kelowna F Marek Tvrdon scoed on the PP at 18:57. . . . Gutierrez, who had three goals and 18 assists in 70 regular-season games, had a goal and two assists, as did Tot. Those were Gutierrez’s first WHL playoff points and came in his eighth career game. He is the younger brother of Moise Gutierrez (Kamloops, Everett, 2002-07). . . . Kelowna was 2-for-5 on the PP; the Americans were 0-for-4. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke made 33 saves. 

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven; all times local):

 (x - if necessary)

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo EDMONTON (1) vs. PRINCE ALBERT (8)

 Season series: Edmonton, 2-1-1; Prince Albert, 2-2-0.

 Saturday: Prince Albert 3 at Edmonton 5 (6,534)

 Sunday: Prince Albert 1 at Edmonton 3 (6,584)

 Tuesday: Edmonton 4 at Prince Albert 3 (2881)

 Wednesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Edmonton: F Brandon Baddock, 3-5 weeks; D Blake Orban, indefinite; F Reid Petryk, day-to-day.

 Prince Albert: D Graeme Craig, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 REGINA (2) vs. BRANDON (7)

 Season series: Brandon, 5-3-0; Regina, 3-3-2.

 Saturday: Brandon 6 at Regina 3 (6,200)

 Sunday: Brandon 8 at Regina 4 (5,014)

 Wednesday: Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Friday: Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday: Regina vs. Brandon, at Dauphin, Man., 7 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Brandon: F Peter Quenneville, day-to-day; D Eric Roy, day-to-day.

 Regina: D Tye Hand, indefinite; G Daniel Wapple, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 CALGARY (3) vs. KOOTENAY (6)

 Season series: Calgary, 4-4-0; Kootenay, 4-2-2.

 Thursday: Kootenay 5 at Calgary 2 (6,649)

 Saturday: Kootenay 0 at Calgary 5 (9,019)

 Monday: Calgary 7 at Kootenay 6 (OT) (1,992)

 Tuesday: Calgary 4 at Kootenay 5 (2,102)

 Thursday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Saturday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Calgary: F Cal Babych, day-to-day; F Connor Rankin, day-to-day.

 Kootenay: F Tim Bozon, indefinite; F Ryan Chynoweth, indefinite; D Tyler King, day-to-day; D Tanner Faith, 3-5 months.

 ---

WHL team logo

 MEDICINE HAT (4) vs. SWIFT CURRENT (5)

 Season series: Medicine Hat, 2-2-0; Swift Current, 2-2-0.

 Friday: Swift Current 1 at Medicine Hat 2 (3,512)

 Saturday: Swift Current 2 at Medicine Hat 4 (3743)

 Tuesday: Medicine Hat 1 at Swift Current 3 (2,840)

 Wednesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Saturday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Sunday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Medicine Hat: F Anthony Ast, indefinite; F Gavin Broadhead, day-to-day; F Steve Owre, day-to-day; F Hunter Shinkaruk, indefinite.

 Swift Current: None.

 ---

 WESTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo

 KELOWNA (1) vs. TRI-CITY (8)

 Season series: Kelowna, 4-4-0; Tri-City, 0-3-1.

 Saturday: Tri-City 1 at Kelowna 3 (5,827)

 Sunday: Tri-City 1 at Kelowna 3 (5,041)

 Tuesday: Kelowna 3 at Tri-City 4 (2,010)

 Wednesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Friday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Tuesday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Tri-City plays home games in Kennewick, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Kelowna: D Jesse Lees, indefinite.

 Tri-City: F Taylor Vickerman, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

  PORTLAND (2) vs. VANCOUVER (7)

 Season series: Portland, 4-0-0; Vancouver, 0-3-1.

 Friday: Vancouver 3 at Portland 4 (9,756)

 Saturday: Vancouver 0 at Portland 3 (10,947)

 Tuesday: Portland 6 at Vancouver 3 (5,680)

 Wednesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 x-Friday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday: Portland at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 x-Tuesday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Portland: None.

 Vancouver: F Tyler Benson, indefinite; G Jared Rathjen, day-to-day; F Jakob Stukel, indefinite; D Dalton Thrower, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 VICTORIA (3) vs. SPOKANE (6)

 Season series: Victoria, 1-3-0; Spokane, 3-1-0.

 Saturday: Spokane 1 at Victoria 2 (OT) (6,615)

 Sunday: Spokane 3 at Victoria 4 (OT) (4,629)

 Wednesday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Thursday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Victoria: None.

 Spokane: D Colton Bobyk, week-to-week; F Adam Hascic, day-to-day; F Blair Oneschuk, week-to-week.

 ---

WHL team logo

 SEATTLE (4) vs. EVERETT (5)

 Season series: Seattle, 5-4-1; Everett, 5-4-1.

 Saturday: Everett 1 at Seattle 2 (4,650)

 Sunday: Seattle 3 at Everett 1 (4,150)

 Tuesday: Everett 3 at Seattle 4 (OT) (5,176)

 Friday: Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday: Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Seattle plays home games in Kent, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Seattle: F Connor Honey, indefinite.

 Everett: F Kohl Baum, indefinite; F Tyler Sandhu, day-to-day.

 ---

 From the Regina Pats (@WHLpats): “With your support we were able to raise $2,000 for the Tim Bozon Trust Fund on the weekend! #ThankYouFans #RockTheRed”

---

From Colby Chartier (@ColbyChartier): “Well @_Chartier27 you helped dad out tonight! Got pulled over in Sandpoint turns out the cops a big Chiefs fan! #Warning #GoChiefsGo”
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Ice rewrites record book, but Hitmen win game 

Tim (left) and Kévin Bozon 

F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice turned 20 on Monday, which was his 24th day as a patient in Saskatoon’s Royal University Hospital.

 Bozon has been there since March 1, when he was diagnosed with Nesseria meningitis. He was placed in a medically induced coma on March 1, but has since been brought out of that state and is making good progress.

 His brother, Kévin, 18, tweeted the above photo, along with “Just arrived in Saskatoon, happy birthday ❤ #fighter #TB20.”

In the photo, the brothers are sharing Kévin’s silver medal, won with Lugano’s U20 team that plays in Switzerland’s elite junior A league.

 ---

 Here’s a Monday tweet from Colin Priestner (@colinpriestner), the Saskatoon Blades’ managing partner: “Unbelievable what a week can do. Just finished visit with @timbozon94, looks like a completely different person from last week. Happy bday!”

---

A trust fund has been established to assist the Bozon family with medical- and rehabilitation-related costs with which they now are faced.

 You are able to make a donation at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

 Should you live outside of that area and want to donate, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 D Daryl Boyle (Brandon, 2004-08) has signed a one-year deal with Red Bull Munich (Germany, DEL). This season, with the Augsburger Panther (Germany, DEL), he had 26 points, including four goals, in 52 games. He was Augsburg’s captain for the last two seasons. . . . 

 D Dave Sutter (Seattle, 2010-12) has signed a two-year contract with La Chaux-de-Fonds (Switzerland, NL B). This season, with Red Ice Martigny (Switzerland, NL B), he had 14 points, three of them goals, in 45 games.

 ---

According to Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix, “Tuesday is decision day when it comes to the job statuses of Saskatoon Blades head coach Dave Struch and general manager Lorne Molleken.”

Yes, that would be today.

 Mike Priestner, the Blades’ owner, told Nugent-Bowman on Monday that “we will be coming forth with our plans at some point tomorrow for the future of the Blades.”

Molleken has two years left on his contract as the club’s general manager.

 Struch just completed his first season as head coach, after seven seasons as an assistant. His contract expires in July.

 The Blades, who sold everything in order to load up last season when they were the host team for the Memorial Cup, went 16-51-5 and missed the playoffs this season.

 ---

 As usual, Elliotte Friedman’s 30 Thoughts is a solid read. This week’s package is right here.

 ---

 The U of Alberta Golden Bears won their record 14th CIS championship on Sunday, beating the U of Saskatchewan Huskies, the host team, 3-1 in the championship game. . . . Alberta went in as the No. 1 seed and outshot the oppostion 131-57 over three games. . . . Of the 20 players dressed by Alberta for the final, 18 were products of the WHL. . . . Alberta head coach Ian Herbers won a national title in his second season with the Golden Bears. A defenceman, he, too, played in the WHL (Kelowna, Lethbridge, Spokane, Swift Current, 1984-88). . . . The final game, televised by Sportsnet, was terrific, with the turning point coming when Alberta’s Levko Koper (Spokane, 2006-11) gave his side a 2-0 lead with a shorthanded goal in the second period. . . . There’s more on the game right here.

 ---

G Daniel Wapple, who has been out for almost three weeks with an ankle injury, isn’t yet ready to return to the Regina Pats’ lineup. So it will be either Dawson MacAuley or Tyler Fuhr in goal when the Pats resume their first-round series with the host Brandon Wheat Kings on Wednesday. The Wheat Kings lead the best-of-seven affair, 2-0. . . . MacAuley has surrendered 12 goals on 54 shots as the Pats lost 6-3 and 8-4 on home ice on the weekend. . . . Fuhr, who played this season with the SJHL’s La Ronge Ice Wolves, was selected by Brandon in the fourth round of the 2010 bantam draft. Prior to joining the Pats after Wapple was injured, Fuhr’s WHL experience consisted of 15 appearances with the Vancouver Giants in 2012-13. . . . “The options right now would be Tyler or Dawson,” Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron told Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post. “I’ll make the ultimate call but all the voices will have a say. (Wapple) hasn’t practised in a couple weeks so it wouldn’t be fair to the rest of the team, nor him, to put that type of burden on him going into Game 3. We have the two guys here and one of them will get the start and win us a game.” . . .

The Wheat Kings didn’t have F Peter Quenneville or D Eric Roy in their lineup for Game 2 in Regina. Quenneville went the distance in Game 1, while Roy didn’t finish that one. . . . In the playoffs, WHL teams aren’t required to provide any information on injuries, thus there isn’t a weekly injury report like the one that goes up on the WHL website during the regular season. . . . When Brandon Sun sports editor James Shewaga asked Kelly McCrimmon, the Wheat Kings’ owner, GM and head coach, about Roy and Quenneville, the response was: “I understand you asking and I know you understand me not answering.” . . .

The Wheat Kings went into Regina and won the first two games against the Pats, who finished atop the East Division. Looking back, the Wheat Kings have won three straight playoff series from Regina. . . . Brandon also is on a five-game winning streak, with four of those victories against the Pats. . . . Apologies to Brandon D Rene Hunter. Last week, I wrote that he is from Roblin, Man. He’s actually from Ebb and Flow. . . . The Pats and Wheat Kings play Wednesday and Friday in Brandon. . . .

If you’re into statistics, you should know that a scoring change has been made to the Seattle Thunderbirds’ second goal in its 2-1 victory over the visiting Everett Silvertips in Game 1 of their first-round series. Originally credited to D Shea Theodore, the goal now belongs to F Ryan Gropp, with assists from Theodore and F Branden Troock. . . .

The Portland Winterhawks take a nine-game winning streak into Game 3 against the Giants in Vancouver tonight. Portland won it’s last seven regular-season games and then won the first two games of their first-round series on the weekend. . . . Portland has won 30 of its last 31 games. . . . In its first two games against Vancouver, Portland held an 88-31 edge in shots on goal in posting 4-3 and 3-0 victories. . . .

 Portland D Derrick Pouliot has three points in the first two games of these playoffs. That gives him 44 career playoff points. He is four behind Glen Wesley, who holds the franchise record for career playoff points by a defenceman and one behind Troy Rutkowski, who holds down second spot. . . .

Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province reports that G Jared Rathjen “didn’t skate with the Giants on Monday.” Rathjen, who has been backing up Payton Lee, was struck in the face by a puck while on the bench during Game 2 in Portland on Saturday. According to Ewen, Rathjen took 15 stitches near an eye. . . . Cody Porter, a 16-year-old who played with the BCHL’s West Kelowna Warriors, was on the ice with the Giants on Monday. . . . The Giants also expect to have F Ty Ronning back for Game 3 tonight. He missed the first two games due to illness. 

 ---

 MONDAY’S GAME:

In  Cranbrook, F Greg Chase scored at 5:05 of OT to give the Calgary Hitmen a wild and crazy 7-6 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . The Hitmen lead the series 2-1, with Game 4 in Cranbrook tonight. . . . The teams had combined for 12 goals in splitting the first two games in Calgary. . . . Last night, they alternated goals, Calgary scoring first, until Ice F Jaedon Descheneau, who had six points, scored at 19:47 of the second period for a 5-4 lead. . . . Calgary D Trevor Sanheim tied it again at 5:17, only to have Ice D Jagger Dirk scored his second goal of the game at 11:23 to restore the lead. . . . Hitmen F Radel Fazleev, who had two goals and an assist, forced OT when he scored at 12:00. . . . Calgary F Landon Welykholowa scored twice in the game’s first 23 minutes. He was a healthy scratch in Game 1, got into Game 2 because of suspensions and scored twice, and now leads all playoff goal scorers, with four. The Calgarian, who turned 18 on Jan. 1, had one goal in 18 games with the Victoria Royals this season and none in 16 games with the Hitmen. . . . Calgary F Adam Tambellini had a goal and two assists, while F Mike Winther and F Pavel Padakin each drew two assists. . . . Descheneau added five assists to his goal, while F Sam Reinhart had a goal and four assists, and Dirk had two goals and two assists. . . . The Ice was 5-for-6 on the PP and only five points recorded points. . . . Calgary was 0-for-3 on the PP. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 25 shots. Ice starter Mackenzie Skapski turned aside 21, while Wyatt Hoflin, who came on for the last 5:50 of the second period, was 2-for-2. . . . F Joe Mahon was back in Calgary’s lineup after serving a one-game WHL suspension, while F Linden Penner completed his two-game sentence. Both were suspended for Game 1 transgressions. . . . The Ice had veteran D Landon Cross back after he missed six games with an undisclosed injury. . . . 

 ---

Jeff Chynoweth, the Ice’s president and general manager, has always loved statistics. Which is the main reason why you are able to find a 165-page franchise record book on the Ice’s website. So thanks to Chynoweth and K.C. Fisher, who compiled the record book, here are some of the records the Ice broke or tied last night.

 BROKE

 Most goals, two teams (home) -- 13: The record had been 11 (Red Deer Rebels 4 at Ice 7, March 30, 2000).

 Most assists -- 5: Descheneau broke a record that had been shared by Zdenek Blatny (vs. Moose Jaw, March 23, 2001); Bret DeCicco (at Moose Jaw, March 28, 2001); Duncan Milroy (vs. Kelowna, April 20, 2002); and Nigel Dawes (at Kamloops, March 29, 2003), each with 4.

 Most points -- 6: Descheneau broke a record that had been shared by Blatny (1-4--5, vs. Moose Jaw, March 23, 2001) and Max Reinhart (five goals, vs. Medicine Hat, April 27, 2011). 

 Most points, defenceman -- 4: Dirk broke a record that had been shared by Scott Roles (1-2, at Calgary, March 24, 1999); Cole Fischer (0-3, vs. Moose Jaw, March 23, 2001); Gerard Dicaire (1-2, at Kamloops, March 29, 2003); Brayden McNabb (three times -- 1-2, vs. Moose Jaw, March 26, 2011; 1-2, vs. Saskatoon, April 12, 2011; 0-3, vs. Saskatoon, April 13, 2011); and Joey Leach (0-3, vs. Portland, May 11, 2011).

 Most points, one period -- 4: With a goal and three assists in the second period, Descheneau broke a record that had been shared by Trevor Wasyluk (3-0, 2nd period, at Calgary, March 24, 1999); Nigel Dawes (0-3, 2nd period, at Kamloops, March 29, 2003); Martin Sagat (3-0, 3rd period, vs. Everett, April 9, 2005); Adam Taylor (0-3, 3rd period, vs. Everett, April 9, 2005); Andrew Bailey (2-1, 3rd period, at Lethbridge, April 5, 2008); and Max Reinhart (3-0, 1st period, vs. Medicine Hat, April 27, 2011).

 TIED

 Most goals, two teams (overall) -- 13: Ice 6 at Kamloops Blazers 7, March 29, 2003.

 Most power-play goals by Ice (overall, home) -- 5: Red Deer 4 at Ice 7, March 30, 2000.

 Most goals, one game, defenceman -- 2: Dirk tied Matt Walker, who did it against Red Deer on March 31, 2000.

 Most assists in one period -- 3: Descheneau tied a record shared by Nigel Dawes (2nd period, at Kamloops, March 29, 2003) and Adam Taylor (3rd period, vs. Everett, April 9, 2005).

 ---

 A tweet from Alan Caldwell (@smallatlarge): “PP goals in this series: Kootenay 8, Calgary 1. ES goals: Calgary 13, Kootenay 3. Hitmen dominating at ES, but need to avoid penalties.”

---

THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven; all times local):

 (x - if necessary)

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

Sunday, March 23, 2014

Wheat Kings head home with 2-0 lead 

A trust fund has been established to assist the Bozon family with medical- and rehabilitation-related costs with which they now are faced as Tim continues to be hospitalized in Saskatoon with Neisseria meningitis.

 You are able to make a donation at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

 Should you live outside of that area and want to donate, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

 G Patrik Bartosak, who finished up his WHL career with the Red Deer Rebels last week, has joined the Manchester Monarchs, the AHL affiliate of the NHL’s Los Angeles Kings. Bartosak was a fifth-round selection by the Kings in the NHL’s 2013 draft and he has signed with Los Angeles. . . . 

 Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post reports that “the Pats have been officially fined $500 for closing practices early last week. That's a violation of the WHL’s media policy.” . . . The WHL also has posted the fine on the discipline section of its website. . . . 

 When the Victoria Royals beat the visiting Spokane Chiefs 2-1 in OT on Friday night, it marked the first time in franchise history that the team had held the lead in a playoff series. . . . According to the Royals, the attendance of 6,615 for Game 1 marked the largest playoff hockey crowd in the city’s history. . . . 

 The WHL’s eight first-round series all are through two games, with only one series -- between the Calgary Hitmen and Kootenay Ice -- even at 1-1. That series will resume tonight in Cranbrook; that is the only game on the Monday schedule. . . . On Sunday, the team that scored first in each of the five games went on to lose.

 ---

 SUNDAY’S GAMES:

In Edmonton, D Dysin Mayo broke a 1-1 tie at 12:41 of the third period and the Oil Kings went on to beat the Prince Albert Raiders, 3-1. . . . The Oil Kings hold a 2-0 edge as the series heads for Prince Albert and games on Tuesday and Wednesday nights. . . . After two scoreless periods, Prince Albert F Dakota Conroy got the game’s first goal 20 seconds into the third period. . . . Edmonton F Riley Kieser tied it on a PP at 8:06. . . . Edmonton F Luke Bertolucci added insurance at 15:32. . . . Kieser, who also had an assist, scored his first WHL PP goal. He and Bertolucci are on Edmonton’s third line, along with F Mads Eller. . . . For the first two games, the Oil Kings assigned F Curtis Lazar the task of checking Prince Albert F Leon Draisaitl. . . . Oil Kings G Tristan Jarry stopped 31 shots, two more than Prince Albert’s Cole Cheveldave. . . . 

In Everett, Seattle F Branden Troock’s first WHL playoff goal, at 2:58 of the third period, broke a 1-1 tie and sent the Thunderbirds on their way to a 3-1 victory over the Silvertips. . . . This is the only first-round series that is alternating venues with each game. Seattle takes a 2-0 series lead back to its home arena in Kent for Tuesday night. . . . Troock has battled injury problems throughout his three-year career and is only now playing in his first playoff games. . . . Everett F Carson Stadnyk opened the scoring at 3:51 of the first period. . . . Seattle F Roberts Lipsbergs tied it on a PP at 5:01 of the second. . . . Seattle F Russ Maxwell added insurance with his second goal of the series at 8:45 of the third. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun stopped 26 shots, while Everett’s Austin Lotz turned aside 13. . . . Seattle D Shea Theodore had two assists. . . . Seattle was 1-for-4 on the PP; Everett was 0-for-5. . . . 

In Kelowna, F Ryan Olsen snapped a 1-1 tie at 17:18 of the first period and the Rockets went on to beat the Tri-City Americans, 3-1. . . . The Rockets lead the series 2-0 as it heads to Kennewick, Wash., for games on Tuesday and Wednesday nights. . . . As in Edmonton and Everett, the visiting team scored first and then surrendered three straight goals. . . . F Phil Tot scored for the Americans at 10:37 of the first period, but the Rockets got that one back when F Myles Bell counted on the PP at 14:40. . . . Rockets D Joe Gatenby scored his first WHL goal at 3:01 of the second period to provide some breathing room. Gatenby, a 16-year-old from Kelowna, had six assists in 43 regular-season games. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 24 shots, 20 fewer than Tri-City’s Eric Comrie. . . . The Rockets were 1-for-5 on the PP; the Americans were 0-for-4. . . . 

In Victoria, F Logan Nelson’s OT goal gave the Royals a 4-3 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . The Royals have won 2-1 in OT on Saturday night, so take a 2-0 series lead to Spokane for games on Wednesday and Thursday nights. . . . Nelson scored his first goal of the series, banging home the rebound of a point shot from D Ryan Gagnon, at 2:18 of extra time. . . . The Chiefs had erased a 3-1 deficit on goals by F Liam Stewart at 4:33 of the second period and D Reid Gow, on the PP, at 9:07 of the third. . . . Spokane F Dominic Zwerger opened the scoring 47 seconds into the game. . . . The Royals scored the next three goals, with F Logan Fisher counting at 1:27 and F Brandon Magee at 9:31 of the first, and F Tyler Soy getting his first WHL playoff goal at 3:47 of the second. . . . I don’t know if it means anything, but Victoria’s scorers wear Nos. 17, 18, 19 and 20. . . . D Jason Fram had two assists for Spokane. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka kicked out 28 shots, while Spokane’s Eric Williams turned aside 41. . . . Polivka set a franchise record for career playoff victories (4) by a goaltender, passing the mark that had been held by Lucas Gore. . . . The Chiefs were 1-for-5 on the PP; the Royals were 0-for-5. . . . 

In Regina, F Tim McGauley scored twice and added an assist as the Brandon Wheat Kings dropped the Pats, 8-4, to take a 2-0 lead in their series. . . . They’ll now head for Brandon and games on Wednesday and Friday nights. . . . The Wheat Kings went into Regina and outscored the Pats 14-7 in winning the first two games. . . . As in Sunday’s other four games, the home side scored first as F Connor Gay got his second goal of the series at 1:37 of the first period. . . . Brandon scored twice before the first period ended and added two more goals early in the second to take control. . . . Brandon F Richard Nejezchleb had a goal and two assists, while F Tyler Coulter drew two assists. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock had a goal and an assist, giving him 12 points, including eight assists, in his last five games. . . . The Wheat Kings also got a goal from F Nolan Patrick, the fourth overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft. . . . D Jesse Zgraggen had two assists for Regina. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny stopped 27 shots, while Regina’s Dawson MacAuley kicked out 36. . . . Brandon was 2-for-8 on the PP; the Pats were 0-for-3. . . . Regina F Dyson Stevenson, who sat out Game 1 with a broken hand, was back for this one but was held off the scoresheet. . . . F Peter Quenneville and veteran D Eric Roy were among Brandon’s scratches. Quenneville, who was in Game 1, played the last two regular-season games, and scored five times, after being out since Feb. 17. Roy left Game 1 with an undisclosed injury.

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven; all times local):

 (x - if necessary)

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo EDMONTON (1) vs. PRINCE ALBERT (8)

 Season series: Edmonton, 2-1-1; Prince Albert, 2-2-0.

 Saturday: Prince Albert 3 at Edmonton 5 (6,534)

 Sunday: Prince Albert 1 at Edmonton 3 (6,584)

 Tuesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Edmonton: F Brandon Baddock, 3-5 weeks; D Blake Orban, indefinite.

 Prince Albert: D Graeme Craig, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 REGINA (2) vs. BRANDON (7)

 Season series: Brandon, 5-3-0; Regina, 3-3-2.

 Saturday: Brandon 6 at Regina 3 (6,200)

 Sunday: Brandon 8 at Regina 4 (5,014)

 Wednesday: Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Friday: Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Regina vs. Brandon, at Dauphin, Man., 7 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Brandon: F Peter Quenneville, day-to-day; D Eric Roy, day-to-day.

 Regina: D Tye Hand, indefinite; G Daniel Wapple, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 CALGARY (3) vs. KOOTENAY (6)

 Season series: Calgary, 4-4-0; Kootenay, 4-2-2.

 Thursday: Kootenay 5 at Calgary 2 (6,649)

 Saturday: Kootenay 0 at Calgary 5 (9,019)

 Monday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Thursday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Calgary: F Cal Babych, day-to-day; F Connor Rankin, day-to-day.

 Kootenay: F Tim Bozon, indefinite; F Ryan Chynoweth, indefinite; D Landon Cross, day-to-day; D Tyler King, day-to-day; D Tanner Faith, 3-5 months.

 ---

WHL team logo

 MEDICINE HAT (4) vs. SWIFT CURRENT (5)

 Season series: Medicine Hat, 2-2-0; Swift Current, 2-2-0.

 Friday: Swift Current 1 at Medicine Hat 2 (3,512)

 Saturday: Swift Current 2 at Medicine Hat 4 (3743)

 Tuesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Sunday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Medicine Hat: F Anthony Ast, indefinite; F Gavin Broadhead, day-to-day; F Steve Owre, day-to-day; F Hunter Shinkaruk, indefinite.

 Swift Current: None.

 ---

 WESTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo

 KELOWNA (1) vs. TRI-CITY (8)

 Season series: Kelowna, 4-4-0; Tri-City, 0-3-1.

 Saturday: Tri-City 1 at Kelowna 3 (5,827)

 Sunday: Tri-City 1 at Kelowna 3 (5,041)

 Tuesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Wednesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Friday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Tri-City plays home games in Kennewick, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Kelowna: D Jesse Lees, indefinite.

 Tri-City: F Taylor Vickerman, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 PORTLAND (2) vs. VANCOUVER (7)

 Season series: Portland, 4-0-0; Vancouver, 0-3-1.

 Friday: Vancouver 3 at Portland 4 (9,756)

 Saturday: Vancouver 0 at Portland 3 (10,947)

 Tuesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 x-Friday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday: Portland at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Portland: None.

 Vancouver: F Tyler Benson, indefinite; F Jakob Stukel, indefinite; D Dalton Thrower, indefinite; F Ty Ronning, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 VICTORIA (3) vs. SPOKANE (6)

 Season series: Victoria, 1-3-0; Spokane, 3-1-0.

 Saturday: Spokane 1 at Victoria 2 (OT) (6,615)

 Sunday: Spokane 3 at Victoria 4 (OT) (4,629)

 Wednesday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Thursday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 30: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Victoria: None.

 Spokane: D Colton Bobyk, week-to-week; F Adam Hascic, day-to-day; F Blair Oneschuk, week-to-week.

 ---

WHL team logo

 SEATTLE (4) vs. EVERETT (5)

 Season series: Seattle, 5-4-1; Everett, 5-4-1.

 Saturday: Everett 1 at Seattle 2 (4,650)

 Sunday: Seattle 3 at Everett 1 (4,150)

 Tuesday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Friday: Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Seattle plays home games in Kent, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Seattle: F Connor Honey, indefinite.

 Everett: F Kohl Baum, indefinite; F Tyler Sandhu, day-to-day.

 ---

 From Lee-Gaye Hicketts (@lhicketts), the mother of Victoria Royals D Joe Hicketts: “Ot win and now needing to make the 9pm ferry omg.”

They live in Kamloops.

 ---

 A short time later, she tweeted: “Driving onto the ferry. pray for good weather on the coq in the next three to four hours.”

---

From Thom Beuning (@ThomBeuning), the radio voice of the Seattle Thunderbirds: “@SeattleTbirds 0-for-27 on PP in playoffs last year vs. @Kelowna_Rockets. 3-fo-7 so far this series vs. @WHLsilvertips.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Saturday, March 22, 2014

Driedger's shutout allows Hitmen to even series 

Kévin Bozon's medal. 

From Kévin Bozon (@kevboz12): “C est pas l'or..dommage, juste une envie maintenant, l amener a mon frère @timbozon94 #silvermedal.”

---

From Tim Bozon (@timbozon94): “@kevboz12 congrats to my bro on his silver medal! #proudbrother”

---

From the Seattle Thunderbirds (@SeattleTbirds): “Big thanks to fans that did 50/50 raffle at Game 1. T-Birds Foundation able to donate $3,391.50 to Tim Bozon Trust. Way to go!”

---

A trust fund has been established to assist the Bozon family with medical- and rehabilitation-related costs with which they now are faced.

 You are able to make a donation at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

 Should you live outside of that area and want to donate, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

 If there is any doubt in your mind about whether the Vancouver Giants will bid to play host to the 2016 Memorial Cup tournament, you can forget it.

 Ron Toigo, the Giants’ majority owner, told Greg Douglas, who writes a Saturday column for the Vancouver Sun, that his team is all-in for 2016.

 Which is just one of the reasons why Toigo really wants his Giants to be competitive in their first-round series with the Portland Winterhawks.

“In order to get the required 11 votes from the league governors to land a Memorial Cup date, ” Toigo told Douglas on Friday, “we have to convince them that as the host team we’ll be competitive enough to be considered a threat to win it. We’ve been building our roster of young talent through the draft these past couple of years with an eye set on 2016.”

The WHL’s board of governors is expected to hears expressions of interest in October.

 ---

 This wasn’t a good week for the WHL office.

 First, the Edmonton Oil Kings scratched a handful of key players for a Sunday game with the visiting Red Deer Rebels. Without those players, and playing in front of more than 14,000 fans on Fan Appreciation Night, the Oil Kings were beaten, 5-0. That allowed the Rebels to get into a tiebreaker game with the Prince Albert Raiders. On Tuesday, in Red Deer, the Raiders won that game to get into the playoffs.

 Then, the Regina Pats, who play second fiddle to the CFL’s Saskatchewan Roughriders, so need all the media help they can get, closed an early-week practice as they prepared to open a playoff series with the Brandon Wheat Kings. (WHL commissioner Ron Robison told Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post on Saturday night that the Pats have been fined an undisclosed amount. Too bad some of these disciplinary measures don’t show up on the discipline section of the WHL website.)

 And, finally, the WHL announced Friday that if Game 1 between the Raiders and host Oil Kings needed to go past one OT period, it would be decided in a shootout because of building availability issues brought on by the NHL game that was to be played there Saturday night.

 The Oil Kings saved the WHL from further embarrassment when they won the game, 5-3.

 Earlier in the day Bruce Luebke (@wheatkingsvoice), the radio voice of the Brandon Wheat Kings, tweeted a few suggestions the WHL could consider in lieu of a shootout “when building availability an issue.”

Here they are:

 1) Winnipeg minor hockey rule, game replayed entirely if tied after one OT;

 2) Two 15-minutes periods of straight time, followed by 20-minutes of stop time;

 3) Rock, paper, scissors, lizard, spock;

 4) HR derby;

 5) Team captains throw pucks from bench toward centre-ice dot curling style. Closest wins!;

 6) 3-on-3 half-ice scrimmage;

 7) Battle of Hockey Enforcers;

 8) Alphabetically;

 9) Hardest Shot; and

 10) HC's in Sumo suits at centre ice. First takedown wins!!

 ---

 Meanwhile, Jeff Paterson (@patersonjeff), a former radio voice of the Kamloops Blazers who now works for Team 1040 radio in Vancouver, tweeted: “Have never openly pulled for a shootout. But am today. #WHL playoffs.”

After the game, Paterson followed with: “5-3 final. League dodged big ol' bullet. Would have been a few suits squirming had it gone to O/T.”

---

Bruce Luebke, in Regina to call the play of Game 1 between the Pats and the Brandon Wheat Kings, wasn’t impressed with home team early last night.

 His tweets:

“The Pats, in their infinite wisdom, have decided not to post scratches and starting lineups until after pre-game warmup tonight.”

 “As I understand it, this is another violation of the WHL's policies. I wonder if they'll get a free pass on this one as well.”

 “1st time in 21 years of broadcasting WHL games (regular season, playoffs, League Final, Memorial Cup) I can remember this happened.”

---

SATURDAY’S GAMES:

In Edmonton, F Brett Pollock scored two goals in his first WHL playoff game to help the Oil Kings to a 5-3 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . It was the opener of a first-round series, with Game 2 in Edmonton today. . . . Pollock, who turned 18 on March 17, is from Sherwood Park, Alta. He scored 25 goals in 71 regular-season games. Last season, as a freshman, he had two goals in 40 games. . . . Edmonton F Tyler Robertson broke a 3-3 tie at 19:55 of the second period. He also had an assist. . . . Robertson, a 17-year-old from Sherwood Park, Alta., also was playing in his first playoff game. He had two points in 26 regular-season games. . . . F Curtis Lazar had an empty-net goal and two assists for the Oil Kings. . . . Edmonton took a 3-1 lead in the first period, scoring three times on nine shots and driving Raiders starting G Nick McBride to the bench. Cole Cheveldave came on to stop 32 of 33 shots. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry turned aside 21 shots. . . . The Raiders got a goal from D Brendan Guhle, who also is from Sherwood Park. Guhle didn’t score in 51 regular-season games. . . . Guhle pulled the Raiders to within 3-2 at 18:12 of the first period and F Dakota Conroy tied it at 10:39 on the PP. . . . 

In Regina, the Brandon Wheat Kings scored four first-period goals and went on to a 6-3 victory over the Pats. . . . The second game of the series goes tonight in Regina. . . . F Jesse Gabrielle had a goal and two assists for Brandon. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny stopped 31 shots. . . . Regina starter Dawson MacAuley was gone after giving up four goals on 10 shots in the first period. Tyler Fuhr came on to stop 23 of 25 shots. . . . Brandon took a 4-0 lead into the second period when the Pats got goals from F Morgan Klimchuk at 3:13 and F Dryden Hunt, on the PP, at 10:51. . . . However, Regina D Ryan Pulock restored the three-goal lead at 16:45. . . . Regina F Connor Gay got his guys to within two at 17:45 of the second. . . . Gabrielle iced it with his goal at 8:19 of the third. . . . Brandon also got goals from the Quenneville brothers, John and Peter. . . . Brandon F Jayce Hawrulyk returned from a four-game WHL suspension to score once and add an assist. . . . The game featured two early picks from the 2013 bantam draft -- F Sam Steel of the Pats, who was taken second overall, and Brandon F Nolan Patrick, who went fourth. . . . Regina F Dyson Stevenson (hand), who led the Pats with 38 regular-season goals, didn’t play. . . . Brandon D Eric Roy didn’t play again after leaving in the second period with an undisclosed injury. . . . 

In Calgary, G Chris Driedger stopped 34 shots to help the Hitmen to a 5-0 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . It was Driedger’s second career playoff shutout, and allowed the Hitmen to tie the series, 1-1. . . . Games 3 and 4 will be played in Cranbrook on Monday and Tuesday nights. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart had a goal and two assists. He also was foiled on a second-period penalty shot. . . . F Adam Tambellini also scored once and drew two assists. . . . Calgary F Landon Welykholowa, playing his first WHL playoff game because two teammates were serving WHL suspensions, scored twice, including the winner, at 6:29 of the first period. . . . Welykholowa, who turned 18 on Jan. 1, had one goal in 18 games with the Victoria Royals last season. This season, the Calgarian had four points, all assists, in 16 games with his hometown team. He played most of the season with the AJHL’s Calgayr Canucks. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 27 shots. . . . The Hitmen were without F Joe Mahon and F Linden Penner, both of whom were suspended by the WHL for Game 1 transgressions. . . . D Tyler King was among the Ice’s scratches. He left in the first period of Game 1 after absorbing a hit from Calgary F Brady Brassart, who was penalized for boarding. . . . The Ice also scratched veteran D Landon Cross as it dressed 16 skaters, two under the maximum. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Chad Butcher broke a 2-2 tie at 12:11 of the third period and the Tigers went on to a 4-2 victory over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . Medicine Hat leads the series 2-0 as it shifts to Swift Current for games on Tuesday and Wednesday nights. . . . D Tommy Vannelli and F Miles Koules gave the Tigers a 2-0 lead with second-period PP goals. . . . The Broncos tied it on third-period goals from F Jack DeBrusk (7:58) and F Nate Burns (10:35). . . . Tigers F Trevor Cox got an empty-netter at 19:58. . . . Koules and Cox each finished with a goal and an assist, as did DeBrusk. . . . The Tigers were 2-for-4 on the PP; the Broncos were 0-for-3. . . . Tigers G Marek Langhamer stopped 34 shots, one more than the Broncos’ Eetu Laurikainen. . . .

In Portland, G Brendan Burke stopped 15 shots and the Winterhawks scored two power-play goals as they beat the Vancouver Giants, 3-0. . . . That was Burke’s first career playoff shutout and came in his fourth post-season appearance. . . . The Winterhawks take a 2-0 series lead to Vancouver for games on Tuesday and Wednesday. . . . F Nic Petan opened the scoring on the PP at 16:00 of the first period. . . . Portland got second-period goals from F Alex Schoenborn at 5:47 and F Taylor Leier at 7:37, on the PP. . . . Portland was 2-for-9 on the PP; Vancouver was 0-for-4. . . . Vancouver G Payton Lee turned aside 40 shots. . . . Jared Rathjen, Vancouver’s backup goaltender, was struck in the face by a puck while on the bench in the first period and needed some repairs. . . . Portland F Paul Bittner left in the second period, but returned to the bench early in the third. . . . 

In Victoria, D Travis Brown scored at 8:10 of OT to give the Royals a 2-1 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Game 2 is scheduled for today in Victoria. . . . Royals F Ben Walker scored the game’s first goal, at 15:26 of the first period. . . . F Riley Whittingham pulled the Chiefs even at 2:22 of the third. . . . Victoria G Patrick Polivka stopped 26 shots, five fewer than Spokane’s Eric Williams. . . . Spokane was 0-for-5 on the PP; Victoria was 0-for-3. . . . Spokane lost F Keanu Yamamoto in the second period with an undisclosed injury. . . .

In Kent, Wash., G Taran Kozun stopped 37 shots, including 18 in the second period, to lead the host Seattle Thunderbirds to a 2-1 victory over the Everett Silvertips. . . . Game 2 in the series is scheduled for today in Everett. . . . All three goals came via the PP. . . . The Thunderbirds got two first-period goals, from F Russ Maxwell (2:27) and D Shea Theodore (11:44). . . . Everett F Patrick Bajkov scored at 2:43 of the second period. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz stopped 20 shots. . . . Seattle was 2-for-4 on the PP; Everett was 1-for-6. . . . Everett has been in the WHL for 11 seasons; this was the first playoff game between these teams. . . .

In Kelowna, F Rourke Chartier scored twice to lead the Rockets to a 3-1 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . The second game in the series will be played in Kelowna today. . . . Chartier opened the scoring at 7:09 of the first period and closed it with an empty-netter at 19:17 of the third. . . . Tri-City F Brian Williams pulled his guys even on a PP just 47 seconds into the second. . . . Kelowna F Myles Bell broke the tie at 17:53 of the second, also on a PP. . . . Each team was 1-for-4 on the PP. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 32 shots. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie, who started just once in four regular-season games against the Rockets, stopped 32 shots. 

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven; all times local):

 (x - if necessary)

 (Graphics by Taking Note Graphics Department) 

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo EDMONTON (1) vs. PRINCE ALBERT (8)

 Season series: Edmonton, 2-1-1; Prince Albert, 2-2-0.Saturday: Prince Albert 3 at Edmonton 5 (6,534)

 Sunday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 Tuesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Edmonton: F Brandon Baddock, 3-5 weeks; D Blake Orban, indefinite.

 Prince Albert: D Graeme Craig, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 REGINA (2) vs. BRANDON (7)

 Season series: Brandon, 5-3-0; Regina, 3-3-2.Saturday: Brandon 6 at Regina 3 (6,200)

 Sunday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Friday: Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Regina vs. Brandon, at Dauphin, Man., 7 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Brandon: G Kord Pankewicz, day-to-day.

 Regina: D Tye Hand, indefinite; G Daniel Wapple, day-to-day; F Dyson Stevenson, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 CALGARY (3) vs. KOOTENAY (6)

 Season series: Calgary, 4-4-0; Kootenay, 4-2-2.Thursday: Kootenay 5 at Calgary 2 (6,649)

 Saturday: Kootenay 0 at Calgary 5 (9,019)

 Monday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Thursday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Calgary: F Cal Babych, day-to-day; F Connor Rankin, day-to-day.

 Kootenay: F Tim Bozon, indefinite; F Ryan Chynoweth, indefinite; D Landon Cross, day-to-day; D Tyler King, day-to-day; D Tanner Faith, 3-5 months.

 ---

WHL team logo

 MEDICINE HAT (4) vs. SWIFT CURRENT (5)

 Season series: Medicine Hat, 2-2-0; Swift Current, 2-2-0.Friday: Swift Current 1 at Medicine Hat 2 (3,512)

 Saturday: Swift Current 2 at Medicine Hat 4 (3743)

 Tuesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Medicine Hat: F Anthony Ast, indefinite; F Gavin Broadhead, day-to-day; F Steve Owre, day-to-day; F Hunter Shinkaruk, indefinite.

 Swift Current: None.

 ---

 WESTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo

 KELOWNA (1) vs. TRI-CITY (8)

 Season series: Kelowna, 4-4-0; Regina, 0-3-1.Saturday: Tri-City 1 at Kelowna 3 (5,827)

 Sunday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 5:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Wednesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Friday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Tri-City plays home games in Kennewick, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Kelowna: D Jesse Lees, indefinite.

 Tri-City: F Taylor Vickerman, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 PORTLAND (2) vs. VANCOUVER (7)

 Season series: Portland, 4-0-0; Vancouver, 0-3-1.Friday: Vancouver 3 at Portland 4 (9,756)

 Saturday: Vancouver 0 at Portland 3 (10,947)

 Tuesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 x-Friday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Portland at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Portland: None.

 Vancouver: F Tyler Benson, indefinite; F Jakob Stukel, indefinite; D Dalton Thrower, indefinite; F Ty Ronning, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 VICTORIA (3) vs. SPOKANE (6)

 Season series: Victoria, 1-3-0; Spokane, 3-1-0.Saturday: Spokane 1 at Victoria 2 (OT) (6,615)

 Sunday: Spokane at Victoria, 5:05 p.m.

 Wednesday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Thursday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 30: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Victoria: None.

 Spokane: D Colton Bobyk, week-to-week; F Adam Hascic, day-to-day; F Blair Oneschuk, week-to-week.

 ---

WHL team logo

 SEATTLE (4) vs. EVERETT (5)

 Season series: Seattle, 5-4-1; Everett, 5-4-1.

 Saturday: Everett 1 at Seattle 2 (4,650)

 Sunday: Seattle at Everett, 4:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Friday: Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 x-Saturday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Seattle plays home games in Kent, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Seattle: F Connor Honey, indefinite.

 Everett: F Kohl Baum, indefinite; F Tyler Sandhu, day-to-day.

 ---

 From Jeff Hollick (@JHollick_ICE), the radio voice of the Kootenay Ice, before Saturday’s game in Calgary: “Already has been a great day for the ICE as all the players & coaches had a chance to Face Time with Tim Bozon this morning.” 
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 The Hobey Baker Award is given annually to the top player in U.S. college hockey; the John R. Wooden Award goes to the top U.S. college basketball player. I don’t know what this means but there are two Canadians among the 10 nominees for the Hobey Baker Award this season, while three of the 15 Wooden Award finalists are Canadians. . . . There apparently is new research out there that tells us loss of sleep may cause brain damage. As Janice Hough (aka The Left Coast Sports Babe) puts it: “Great, another thing to lay awake at night worrying about.” . . . 

“British Parliament has nixed a mouse-catching feline over fears it’ll get obese on MPs’ leftovers,” writes RJ Currie of SportsDeke.com. “Really? If they're like Canadian MPs, who’s going to notice another fat cat?” . . . One more from Currie: “Two Oscar voters anonymously admitted to picking 12 Years a Slave for best picture despite never seeing the film. They were busy judging Olympic figure skating.” . . . 

The Washington Nationals were using a drone to film spring training workouts in Florida until the Federal Aviation Administration put a stop to it. An anonymous team official told The Associated Press: “No, we didn’t get it cleared, but we don’t get our pop flies cleared either and those go higher than this thing did.” . . . Mike Iaconelli is a pro fisherman who has told SI.com that he rarely eats his catch. “The thing about eating bass is this: You don’t eat your competition . . .,” Iaconelli said. “It’s been said before, but a cowboy doesn’t eat his horse.” . . . 

So there was this poker game the other night and after it was over, the big loser, a guy from New Zealand, changed his name to Full Metal Havok More Sexy N Intelligent Than Spock And All The Superheroes Combined With Frostnova. . . . They say there may have been some booze involved in that poker game. Gee, you think? . . . Someone on Twitter asked running back Arian Foster of the Houston Texans to pick a winner in the NCAA men’s basketball tournament. His response: “Ncaa will win. They’ll get billions, players get a trophy.” . . . 

Word on the street is that Vancouver Canucks’ single-game tickets can be had for as little as $40. As Richmond, B.C., blogger TC Chong notes: “If you’re really lucky, when the guy gives you the ticket and the 40 bucks, he’ll throw in a parking pass as well.” . . . Alex Rodriguez of the New York Yankees reportedly owes his attorneys $4 million. According to Chong, “Collection agencies are considering sending him baseballs with their phone numbers on them.” . . . 

Mike Lupica spent at least some of last weekend watching TV, after which he wrote: “You watch some of these conference tournaments right now in college basketball, if you actually even know what conferences you’re watching, and you know what you see? You see empty seats, from coast to coast, and thus see for yourself what greed can do to a great sport.” . . . As for cornerback Darrelle Revis leaving the New York Jets for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers and now the New England Patriots, after saying he never wanted to leave the Big Apple, well, here’s Lupica again: “He will be working on his third team in three years, to the point where you think the guy plans to tour the country like he’s Holiday on Ice.” . . . 

Cam Hutchinson of the Saskatoon Express isn’t a fan of the changes being implemented at the next Brier. He explains: “The Brier should remain a national event with all 10 provinces and a representative from our territories participating. If there is to be a Team Canada, then remove Northern Ontario from the mix. Or, depending on the election, dump Quebec.” . . . Former NBA coach Stan Van Gundy is doing TV work these days (don’t all unemployed coaches head for TV?) and was working a college basketball the other day when the officials huddled around a TV set with 1:16 left in regulation time in a search for video evidence to support an in-bounds call. Here’s Van Gundy’s take: “You want all the calls to be right. Why does the call in the last two minutes have to be right, if you’re going to make mistakes in the first 38 minutes? That’s what I don’t get. I don’t like any rule that only applies to certain points in the game.” . . . The man has a point. . . . 

 If you happen to attend an Arizona Diamondbacks home game this season, you may want to consider having a D-bat Dog. What is it? An 18-inch corn dog that includes bacon, cheese and jalapenos, along with chipotle ketchup and spicy mustard. It also comes on a bed of french fries. Oh yes, it’ll set you back $25, antacid not included. . . . When a writer for the New York Daily News inquired about a calorie count, the response he got was: “We’re still counting. Stand by. . . .” He’s still waiting. . . . “Now that Courtney Love has claimed she has found Malaysian flight 370,” scribbles comedy writer Alex Kaseberg, “shouldn’t we put her to work finding Jimmy Hoffa, Amelia Earhart and the Los Angeles Lakers’ offence?”

(Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 
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Saturday, March 22, 2014

A playoff game decided in shootout? It could happen! 

Bruce Vance (left), the Prince Albert Raiders' business

manager, presents Tim Bozon and his parents, Philippe

and Helene, with a cheque from the WHL team for the

Tim Bozon Trust. 

Bruce Vance, the business manager of the Prince Albert Raiders, made the trip to Saskatoon on Friday morning and made a stop at Royal University Hospital.

 He was there to say hello to Kootenay Ice F Tim Bozon, who has been there since being diagnosed with meningitis on March 1.

 Vance also presented Bozon and his parents, Helene and Philippe, with a banner that had been signed by Raiders fans, along with a cheque for $1,715. The money was raised at the Ches Leach Lounge in the Art Hauser Centre on Tuesday as fans gathered to watch the Raiders play and win a tiebreaker against the Rebels in Red Deer.

 ---

 A trust fund has been established to assist the Bozon family with medical- and rehabilitation-related costs with which they now are faced.

 You are able to make a donation at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

 Should you live outside of that area, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

 Sheesh! Now this should be embarrassing to the WHL.

 It announced Friday that today’s playoff game in Edmonton between the Oil Kings and Prince Albert Raiders could end up being decided in a shootout. You know, the ol’ skills competition.

 Seriously!

 According to a WHL news release:

“NHL Regulations require that the ice in an NHL venue must be clear for three hours prior to one of their games. Prince Albert and Edmonton are scheduled to play at 1:30 pm on Saturday . . . in Rexall Place, followed by an NHL contest between the Calgary Flames and Edmonton Oilers at 8 p.m. 

“Consequently, if the WHL game is tied and overtime is needed, there will only be time to play one overtime period. Should the game still be tied after the first overtime period, a shootout (as per WHL regular-season rules) will be held to determine the winning club.”

In the regular season, WHL games that remain tied after a five-minute overtime period (teams play 4-on-4) are decided in a shootout. However, the rules change in playoffs where games tied after regulation time are to be played to a decision by using 20-minute sudden-death overtime periods. 

 In the case of today's game, the WHL should have required the Oil Kings to scratch the same players who didn’t play Sunday when they were beaten 5-0 by visiting Red Deer, an outcome that forced a tiebreaker between the Rebels and Raiders on Tuesday night.

 ---

 F Troy Bourke, who played the last three seasons with the Prince George Cougars, made his professional debut on Friday night. And what a debut it was! Bourke, a 19-year-old from Onoway, Alta., had a goal and two assists as his Lake Erie Lock Monsters blanked the Rochester Americans, 5-0, in front of 12,685 fans. He took four shots and was plus-3. . . . Lake Erie is the AHL affiliate of the NHL’s Colorado Avalanche and is coached by former WHL player and coach Dean Chynoweth. . . . Bourke, who scored the game’s first goal at 11:20 of the first period, was a third-round selection by Colorado in the NHL’s 2012 draft.

 ---

 The Calgary Hitmen will be without two suspended players when they meet the visiting Kootenay Ice in Game 2 of their first-round playoff series tonight. F Joe Mahon drew a one-game suspension after he was hit with a game misconduct at game’s end on Thursday. F Linden Penner was given a ‘tbd’ suspension for a cross-check that got Ice F Zach McPhee in the face. . . . The Ice won the game, 5-2.

 ---

 The Regina Pats are expected to have D Kyle Burroughs, their captain, and D Colby Williams back in their lineup as they open a first-round series against the visiting Brandon Wheat Kings tonight. . . . Burroughs and Williams, who have been out with head/neck injuries, practised Friday. . . . Regina F Dyson Stevenson, who has a broken hand, didn’t practice and is questionable for tonight. Stevenson had a team-high 38 goals in the regular season.

 ---

 The Medicine Hat Tigers have added F Matthew Bradley to their roster and, in fact, he made his WHL debut last night in Game 1 of a playoff series with the Swift Current Broncos. . . . Bradley, a second-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft, had 71 points, including 39 goals, in 37 games with the Valley West Hawks of the B.C. Major Midget League. A native of Surrey, B.C., Bradley turned 17 on Jan. 22.

 ---

 Dwayne Gylywoychuk, a former Brandon Wheat Kings played, assistant coach and head coach, is working as an assistant coach with the team that is representing Canada at the IIHF’s under-18 women’s world championship in Budapest, Hungary. Canada plays its first game on Sunday against Japan. Laura Schuler is Canada’s head coach.

 ---

 The USHL’s Lincoln Stars fired head coach Jimmy McGroarty on Friday morning, with assistant coach Mike Berge stepping up as interim head coach. 

USHLFrom Brent C. Wagner of the Lincoln Journal Star:

“This is the second time McGroarty has been fired as head coach of the Stars. He previously was the head coach from 2007-10. After being fired after winning only 16 games in 2009-10, McGroarty was retained as associate head coach when Chad Johnson took over as head coach.

“McGroarty's second stint as head coach lasted just this season. He helped the team out by taking over as head coach when Johnson resigned because of health and personal reasons in September, just before the start of the regular season. Johnson died in November.

 McGroarty did not have the title of interim head coach but still worked without a contract, unlike most USHL head coaches. He did so knowing the season could possibly be tough, with only five returning players from last year’s playoff team, and none of them being proven goal scorers.”

The Stars were 21-26-7 and fifth in their conference when the move was made. They won’t qualify for the playoffs.

 According to Wagner, the team received “résumés or phone calls from more than 20 candidates“ within three hours of the move having been made.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S GAMES:

In Medicine Hat, G Marek Langhamer stopped 25 shots to lead the Tigers to a 2-1 victory over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Tigers lead the best-of-seven first-round series 1-0 with Game 2 in Medicine Hat tonight. . . . F Curtis Valk got the Tigers on the board at 14:57 of the first period, with F Chad Butcher making it 2-0 at 2:55 of the third period. Butcher, who is from Kamloops, had six goals in the regular season. With F Anthony Ast having undergone an appendectomy and not likely to play in the series, Butcher moved up to play alongside Miles Koules and Markus Eisenschmid, each of whom drew an assist on the winner. . . . D Julius Honka scored for the Broncos, getting a PP goal at 8:40 of the third. . . . Broncos G Eetu Laurikainen made 28 saves. . . . The Broncos were 1-for-4 on the PP; the Tigers were 0-for-3. . . . The Tigers, who sold out each of their 36 regular-season home dates (4,006), drew 3,512 fans to the opener.

In Portland, F Oliver Bjorkstrand’s second goal of the game, at 18:23 of the third period, broke a 3-3 tie as the Winterhawks got past the Vancouver Giants, 4-3. . . . The Winterhawks lead the first-round series 1-0 with the second game in Portland tonight. . . . The Giants were outshot 45-16, including 32-9 through two periods, but they hung in there. . . . F Jackson Houck gave the visitors the lead at 6:08 of the first period. . . . Portland took a 2-1 lead on goals 43 seconds apart by F Brendan Leipsic (12:37) and Bookstand (13:20). . . . F Thomas Foster pulled Vancouver into a tie at 17:22. . . . Leipsic got his second of the game at 18:19 of the second period, giving his side a 3-2 lead. . . . D Brett Kulak pulled the Giants even again, at 7:16. . . . F Taylor Leier, D Derrick Pouliot and D Mathew Dumba each had two assists for Portland. . . . Vancouver G Payton Lee stopped 41 shots, while Portland’s Brendan Burke turned aside 13. . . . Houck and Dumba got into a fight as the game ended. . . . Portland F Adam De Champlain was back in the lineup for the first time since Jan. 31. . . . The Portland power play was No. 1 in the WHL in the regular-season, at 27. 5 per cent. But after going 0-for-5 last night, that unit is 3-for-25 against Vancouver this season. . . . The Winterhawks now are 27-1-0 since Dumba played his first game with them on Jan. 17. . . . The first period ended prematurely as there was a problem with one of the gates at the Vancouver bench. The teams were sent to their dressing rooms, then, after repairs were made, they returned to play the final 2:52 of the period. Foster scored 14 seconds after play resumed, tying the score 2-2.

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven; all times local):(x - if necessary)

 (Graphics by Taking Note Graphic Department)

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo EDMONTON (1) vs. PRINCE ALBERT (8)

 Season series: Edmonton, 2-1-1; Prince Albert, 2-2-0.

 Saturday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 1:30 p.m.

 Sunday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 Tuesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Edmonton: F Brandon Baddock, 3-5 weeks; D Blake Orban, indefinite.

 Prince Albert: D Graeme Craig, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 REGINA (2) vs. BRANDON (7)

 Season series: Brandon, 5-3-0; Regina, 3-3-2.

 Saturday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Sunday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Friday: Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Regina vs. Brandon, at Dauphin, Man., 7 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Brandon: None.

 Regina: D Kyle Burroughs, day-to-day; D Tye Hand, indefinite; G Daniel Wapple, day-to-day; D Colby Williams, day-to-day; F Dyson Stevenson, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 CALGARY (3) vs. KOOTENAY (6)

 (Kootenay leads, 1-0)

 Season series: Calgary, 4-4-0; Kootenay, 4-2-2.

 Thursday: Kootenay 5 at Calgary 2 (6,649)

 Saturday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Monday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Thursday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Calgary: F Cal Babych, day-to-day; F Connor Rankin, day-to-day.

 Kootenay: F Tim Bozon, indefinite; F Ryan Chynoweth, indefinite; D Landon Cross, day-to-day; D Tanner Faith, 3-5 months.

 ---

WHL team logo

 MEDICINE HAT (4) vs. SWIFT CURRENT (5)

 (Medicine Hat leads, 1-0)

 Season series: Medicine Hat, 2-2-0; Swift Current, 2-2-0.

 Friday: Swift Current 1 at Medicine Hat 2 (3,512)

 Saturday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Tuesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Medicine Hat: F Anthony Ast, indefinite; F Gavin Broadhead, day-to-day; F Steve Owre, day-to-day; F Hunter Shinkaruk, indefinite.

 Swift Current: None.

 ---

 WESTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo

 KELOWNA (1) vs. TRI-CITY (8)

 Season series: Kelowna, 4-4-0; Regina, 0-3-1.

 Saturday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 5:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Wednesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Friday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Tri-City plays home games in Kennewick, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Kelowna: F Tyson Baillie, day-to-day; D Jesse Lees, indefinite.

 Tri-City: F Phil Tot, day-to-day; F Taylor Vickerman, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 PORTLAND (2) vs. VANCOUVER (7)

 (Portland leads, 1-0)

 Season series: Portland, 4-0-0; Vancouver, 0-3-1.

 Friday: Vancouver 3 at Portland 4 (9,756)

 Saturday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 x-Friday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Portland at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Portland: None.

 Vancouver: F Tyler Benson, indefinite; F Jakob Stukel, indefinite; D Dalton Thrower, indefinite; F Ty Ronning, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 VICTORIA (3) vs. SPOKANE (6)

 Season series: Victoria, 1-3-0; Spokane, 3-1-0.

 Saturday: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Spokane at Victoria, 5:05 p.m.

 Wednesday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Thursday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 30: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Victoria: None.

 Spokane: F Jacob Cardiff, day-to-day; D Colton Bobyk, week-to-week; F Adam Hascic, day-to-day; F Blair Oneschuk, week-to-week.

 ---

WHL team logo

 SEATTLE (4) vs. EVERETT (5)

 Season series: Seattle, 5-4-1; Everett, 5-4-1.

 Saturday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Seattle at Everett, 4:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Friday, March 28: Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Seattle plays home games in Kent, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Seattle: F Connor Honey, indefinite.

 Everett: F Kohl Baum, indefinite.

 ---

 From Shawn Mullin (@shawnmullin), the radio voice of the Swift Current Broncos: “If you can't play the game under the same rules as everyone else you should move it to a different day or different location.”

---

More from Mullin: “The decision to change overtime rules for the PA/Edmonton game (today) compromises the integrity of the playoffs. Don't like that one bit.”

---

From Brent Parker (@Patguy65), the former president and general manager of the Regina Pats: “Couldn’t agree more Shawn!”

---

From ESPN Stats & Info (@ESPNStatsInfo): “Despite over 11 million entries, there are no remaining perfect brackets in the ESPN Tournament Challenge.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, March 20, 2014

Kootenay cracks the Ice in Calgary 

 A number of the signed banners and photos that were sent to Tim Bozon at Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon are adorning walls there. Helene Bozon, Tim’s mother, tweeted the above photos on Thursday. They are from the Edmonton Oil Kings (top), Kamloops Blazers (middle) and Moose Jaw Warriors.

 ---

 A trust fund has been established to assist the Bozon family with medical- and rehabilitation-related costs that they face because of Tim’s battle with meningitis.

 You are able to make a donation at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

 Should you live outside of that area, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

 The WHL may be coming to Dauphin, Man. Should the first-round series between the Regina Pats and Brandon Wheat Kings get to a Game 6, it would be played in Dauphin’s Credit Union Place on March 31, 7:30 p.m. . . . Brandon’s usual home arena, Westman Communications Group Place, will be occupied by the Royal Manitoba Winter Fair from March 31 through April 5. . . . The arena in Dauphin, which opened on April 7, 2006, is home to the MJHL’s Dauphin Kings. It has 1,763 seats and room for 752 standees. . . . Three players on Brandon’s roster grew up in that area of Manitoba. D Ryan Pulock is from Grandview, while F Jayce Hawryluk and D Rene Hunter are from Roblin. . . .

 ---

 The WHL announced its all-star teams and some of its award winners. A complete list is available right here.

 ---

 The WHL has updated its bantam draft lottery coverage to include a look at the first two rounds that points out selections that have been traded. . . . You will find that right here.

 ---

 The Vancouver Giants may not have freshman F Ty Ronning available for Game 1 of their first-round series with the Portland Winterhawks. Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province tweeted Thursday morning that Ronning was ill and not at practice. “Doubtful for Game 1 in Portland,” Ewen reported. . . . Game 1 is scheduled for tonight in Portland.

 ---

 The Kelowna Rockets expect to have F Tyson Baillie in their lineup Saturday when the open a first-round series against the visiting Tri-City Americans. Baillie hasn’t played since Feb. 10 when he suffered a leg injury. Baillie, who put up 55 points in 56 games, returned to full-contact practice this week.

 ---

 The immediate future of the remaining members of the Saskatoon Blades’ coaching staff could be decided today as majority owner Mike Priestner is to meet with head coach Dave Struch. Struch just completed his first season as head coach, with the franchise undergoing an ownership change in mid-stream. . . . Goaltending coach Tim Cheveldae has told Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix that he will join the midget AAA Saskatoon Blazers if the Blades don’t have him back. . . . There’s more on that story right here.

 ---

 WHL commissioner Ron Robison was in Kelowna on Thursday to attend a pre-playoff news conference. Later in the day, Regan Bartel, the radio voice of the Kelowna Rockets, tweeted: “Had good talk with WHL Commissioner Ron Robison. Biggest take away from interview was league seriously looking at reducing number of games.”

Each of the WHL’s 22 teams plays 72 regular-season games; in the 20-team OHL and 18-team QMJHL, they play 68-game schedules.

 Bartel also tweeted: “Belief is owners will lose revenue, but attendance per game may actually go up. When Kelowna plays PG 3 straight times, fans lose interest.”

It seems that reducing the number of games in the regular-season schedule has been discussed but, as one owner put it last night, “not seriously this time yet.”

The owner also said reducing the schedule was “looked at a few years ago. There wasn’t the support (then), don’t think there is at this time, either.”

---

THURSDAY’S GAME:

 In Calgary, F Sam Reinhart scored two goals and set up another and F Zach Franko had two goals as the Kootenay Ice dumped the Hitmen, 5-2. . . . The Ice was 3-for-7 on the PP; the Hitmen were 0-for-1. . . . F Greg Chase of the Hitmen scored the game’s first goal, at 4:06 of the first period. . . . The Ice scored the game’s next four goals. . . . Reinhart tied it at 10:28 of the first, on the PP. . . . F Luke Philp, on another PP, gave the Ice its first lead at 4:52 of the second and Franko upped the lead to 3-1 at 17:01. . . . Reinhart gave his guys a 4-1 lead at 8:31 of the third and Franko added his second of the game, on a PP, at 16:17. . . . . F Brady Brassart had Calgary’s other goal, a shorthanded effort at 19:00 of the third. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 27 shots, two fewer than Calgary G Chris Driedger. . . . In seven regular-season games against the Hitmen, Reinhart had 17 points, including 14 assists. . . . The Hitmen went into the game having won their last four games, while the Ice had lost four in a row. . . . Calgary F Radel Fazleev returned to the lineup after being out since Jan. 2. He missed 34 games. . . . Calgary F Linden Penner was ejected with a cross-checking major at 16:49 of the third period after his stick came into contact with the face of Ice F Zach McPhee. McPhee left and didn’t return. . . . The Ice played a lot of the game with only four defencemen. Already without the injured Tanner Faith and Landon Cross, the Ice lost Tyler King at 5:12 of the first period after he was checked by Calgary F Brady Brassart, who was given a boarding minor. . . . Ice D Landon Peel, who hasn’t played since March 8, was dressed but saw limited, if any, playing time. That left Kootenay with Troy Murray, Jordan Steenbergen, Jagger Dirk and Rinat Valiev to eat up the minutes. . . . Ice F Jaedon Descheneau was awarded a penalty shot at 15:06 of the second period with his side up 2-1. He went forehand, backhand, forehand and was beaten by Driedger’s left toe. . . . According to Jeff Hollick, the radio voice of the Ice, this was the first playoff penalty shot in franchise history. This was playoff game No. 152.

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven; all times local):

 (x - if necessary)

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo EDMONTON (1) vs. PRINCE ALBERT (8)

 Season series: Edmonton, 2-1-1; Prince Albert, 2-2-0.

 Saturday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 1:30 p.m.

 Sunday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 Tuesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Edmonton: F Brandon Baddock, 3-5 weeks; D Blake Orban, indefinite.

 Prince Albert: D Graeme Craig, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 REGINA (2) vs. BRANDON (7)

 Season series: Brandon, 5-3-0; Regina, 3-3-2.

 Saturday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Sunday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Friday, March 28: Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Regina vs. Brandon, site TBA, 7 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Brandon: None.

 Regina: D Kyle Burroughs, day-to-day; D Tye Hand, indefinite; G Daniel Wapple, indefinite; D Colby Williams, day-to-day; F Dyson Stevenson, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 CALGARY (3) vs. KOOTENAY (6)

 (Kootenay leads, 1-0)

 Season series: Calgary, 4-4-0; Kootenay, 4-2-2.

 Thursday: Kootenay 5 at Calgary 2 (6,649)

 Saturday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Monday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Thursday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Calgary: F Cal Babych, day-to-day; F Connor Rankin, day-to-day.

 Kootenay: F Tim Bozon, indefinite; F Ryan Chynoweth, indefinite; D Landon Cross, 1 week; D Tanner Faith, 3-5 months.

 ---

WHL team logo

 MEDICINE HAT (4) vs. SWIFT CURRENT (5)

 Season series: Medicine Hat, 2-2-0; Swift Current, 2-2-0.

 Friday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Saturday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Tuesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Medicine Hat: F Anthony Ast, indefinite; F Gavin Broadhead, day-to-day; F Hunter Shinkaruk, indefinite.

 Swift Current: None.

 ---

 WESTERN CONFERENCE

WHL team logo

  KELOWNA (1) vs. TRI-CITY (8)

 Season series: Kelowna, 4-4-0; Regina, 0-3-1.

 Saturday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 5:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Wednesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Friday, March 28: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Tri-City plays home games in Kennewick, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Kelowna: F Tyson Baillie, day-to-day; D Jesse Lees, indefinite.

 Tri-City: F Phil Tot, day-to-day; F Taylor Vickerman, indefinite.

 ---

WHL team logo

 PORTLAND (2) vs. VANCOUVER (7)

 Season series: Portland, 4-0-0; Vancouver, 0-3-1.

 Friday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Saturday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 x-Friday, March 28: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Portland at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Portland: F Adam de Champlain, day-to-day.

 Vancouver: F Tyler Benson, indefinite; G Jared Rathjen, day-to-day; F Jakob Stukel, indefinite; D Dalton Thrower, indefinite; F Cain Franson, day-to-day; F Ty Ronning, day-to-day.

 ---

WHL team logo

 VICTORIA (3) vs. SPOKANE (6)

 Season series: Victoria, 1-3-0; Spokane, 3-1-0.

 Saturday: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Spokane at Victoria, 5:05 p.m.

 Wednesday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Thursday: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 30: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Victoria: None.

 Spokane: F Jacob Cardiff, day-to-day; D Colton Bobyk, week-to-week; F Adam Hascic, day-to-day; F Blair Oneschuk, week-to-week.

 ---

WHL team logo

 SEATTLE (4) vs. EVERETT (5)

 Season series: Seattle, 5-4-1; Everett, 5-4-1.

 Saturday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Seattle at Everett, 4:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Friday, March 28: Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Seattle plays home games in Kent, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Seattle: F Connor Honey, indefinite.

 Everett: F Kohl Baum, indefinite.

 ---

 From Helene Barbier Bozon (@HeleneBozon), Tim Bozon’s mother: “Thank you all the @TheWHL @WHLFacts teams for sending amazing banners to decorate @timbozon94 bedroom. Big support,thankful hockey family.”

---

From F Jake Doty (@dotes_28) of the Medicine Hat Tigers: “Great news hearing @timbozon94 is awake, moving and out of the icu. #keepfighting”

---

From Regan Bartel (@Reganrant), the radio voice of the Kelowna Rockets: “Liked @TCAmericans GM Bob Tory's comment. ‘Make no mistakes this is David vs. Goliath. We are looking for 20 sling shots.’ ”

The Americans are in Kelowna to open a first-round series on Saturday.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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 D Ian White (Swift Current, 2000-04) has been released by Traktor Chelyabinsk (Russia, KHL) by mutual agreement. He had one assist in 10 games.

 ---

 THE MacBETH REPORT, Part 2:

 During the last couple of days, the Kontinental Hockey League (KHL) has found itself mentioned in areas one imagines it would prefer to stay out of.

 In an op-ed piece in Wednesday’s New York Times, Alexey Navalny, who ran for mayor of Moscow in September and got 30 per cent of the vote, writes about who should have their assets frozen, and the first three people he names are the three owners of Jokerit Helsinki and Hartwall Areena (Gennady Timchenko and the Rotenbergs, Arkady and Boris). It's a good read but here are the applicable paragraphs. 

“Instead, Western nations could deliver a serious blow to the luxurious lifestyles enjoyed by the Kremlin’s cronies who shuttle between Russia and the West. This means freezing the oligarchs’ financial assets and seizing their property. 

“Such sanctions should primarily target Mr. Putin’s inner circle, the Kremlin mafia who pillage the nation’s wealth, including Gennady N. Timchenko, head of the Volga Group; Arkady and Boris Rotenberg, influential businessmen and former judo sparring partners of Mr. Putin; Yuri V. Kovalchuk, a financier believed to be Mr. Putin’s banker; Vladimir I. Yakunin, president of Russian Railways; the oligarchs Roman A. Abramovich and Alisher B. Usmanov; and Igor I. Sechin and Aleksei B. Miller, the heads of Rosneft and Gazprom, respectively.”

Roman Abramovich owns the Chelsea soccer club and the KHL’s Avangard Omsk franchise.

 Navalny’s complete piece is right here.

 Meanwhile, on Thursday, President Obama expanded the sanctions list to include a number of people Navalny named, including Timchenko and the Rotenbergs. There is more on that right here.

 And then there is this from YLE News (in English), their daily wrap of Thursday's Finnish newspapers.

 Under the headline, KHL move a mistake?:

“Russia's actions don't just affect defence policy. Finland's number one hockey club Jokerit has just played its last game in the domestic league before starting a new era in Russia's KHL. The Russian league has been forced to move matches from Ukraine to Slovakia as a result of the crisis. Turun Sanomat's foreign desk took a look at the political situation and asked if that might now be seen as a mistake.

“After all, many KHL teams are owned by oligarchs who could be targeted by EU and US sanctions, limiting their movement in a league that includes clubs from Nato and EU countries. The competition is backed by state-owned businesses and seen by Russian policy makers as covering the Russian sphere of influence--but Jokerit are the first club to join from outside the former eastern bloc.

“The president of the Finnish Ice Hockey Association Kalervo Kummola told TS that yes, the current situation might make it more difficult to find sponsors but he did not understand the bad publicity Jokerit's new Russian part-owners had received.

 " ‘This situation demands cool heads,’ said Kummola. ‘Not just in the Finnish hockey community but everywhere. Hopefully there will be cool heads on the other side of the border as well.’ ”

Those named in the sanctions will be unable to make transactions in dollars, will have any assets in the U.S. frozen and will be barred from doing business in the U.S. Timchenko is chairman of the board of the KHL and owns SKA St. Petersburg, which employs Ilya Kovalchuk at an annual fee of US$10 million. . . . You have to wonder how Kovalchuk will like being paid in rubles, which are plummeting in value. . . . Also, Arkady Rotenberg owns Dynamo Moscow.

 In other KHL news, on Wednesday, the league officially announced three new clubs for next season -- Jokerit, Sochi and Tolyatti. Tolyatti was in the league four years ago but went bankrupt and dropped down. Sochi's team was rumoured before the Olympics, with Pavel Bure as GM.

 Already, Donbass Donetsk, a Ukraine-based team, is playing its home playoff games in Bratislava, Slovakia. What do they do next season if this continues? What happens with the team in Zagreb if this thing escalates?

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Cougars sold? Not yet 

The WHL’s Prince George Cougars haven’t been sold . . . in principle or in anything else.

 As of late Wednesday night, as in minutes before the clock struck the bewitching hour, the Cougars were still under the ownership of Rick Brodsky.

 Brodsky, who has owned the franchise since 1994 when he purchased the Victoria Cougars and moved the franchise to Prince George, has been negotiating with a group headed by Prince George businessman Greg Pocock.

 That group also is believed to include NHL defenceman Eric Brewer of the Tampa Bay Lightning and Dan Hamhuis of the Vancouver Canucks, both of whom played with the Cougars.

 The sale was believed close to completion late last week, but I am told that negotiations have stalled and no progress has been made since some time last week.

 The Cougars, who didn’t qualify for the playoffs, played their final regular-season game on Saturday. They averaged a WHL-low 1,693 fans per game, a decrease of 147 from the previous season. 
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Wheat Kings big winners in draft lottery 

TIM BOZON 

As of Wednesday morning, Kootenay Ice F Tim Bozon was listed in stable condition at Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon.

 According to a news release issued by the Saskatoon Health Region at the request of his family, Bozon, who has been hospitalized since March 1 with Neisseria meningitis, has been moved out of the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) and onto one of the hospital’s wards.

“Last week,” according to the news released, “Tim Bozon’s condition was changed to critical but stable and improving. Over the weekend, his condition continued to improve and he was moved out of (ICU) and into one of the hospital wards. His physicians have listed his condition as stable.”

According to Helene and Philippe Bozon, Tim’s parents, “Tim is awake, moving around in his bed, trying to feed himself and trying to speak.”

Bozon, a third-year WHLer, was acquired by the Ice from the Kamloops Blazers early this season. He was in Saskatoon with the Ice when he took ill. He was diagnosed with meningitis and placed in a medically induced coma as doctors worked to slow the meningitis.

 His parents arrived from their home in Switzerland and have been with their son throughout his ordeal.

“Since arriving in Saskatoon,” the news release reads, “the family has received a lot of support from the hockey community, friends and even strangers. Anonymous gifts from restaurant vouchers (and) fruit baskets to a box containing blankets and other bedding has been brought to the hospital. The Bozons are once again asking the media to share their thanks for these gifts.”

With their son facing a long period of recovery, the Bozon family is facing extensive medical- and rehabilitation-related expenses. With that in mind, a trust fund (the Tim Bozon Trust) has been established to assist them.

 You are able to make a donation at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in Western Canada.

 Should you live outside of that area, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Jaroslav Vlach (Prince George, 2009-11) had his club option picked up by Liberec (Czech Republic, Extraliga) for next season. This season, Vlach had seven points, four of them goals, in 36 games with Liberec. While on loan to Benatky nad Jizerou (Czech Republic, 1. Liga), he had six points, including three goals, in nine games.

 --- 

 On May 3, 2012, the Brandon Wheat Kings dealt F Brenden Walker and a conditional second-round pick in the WHL’s 2013 bantam draft to the Saskatoon Blades for second-round picks in 2012 and 2013 and a third-rounder in 2014.

 The Wheat Kings also obtained the right to swap first-round picks with Saskatoon in the 2014 draft.

 Well, guess what happened on Wednesday?

 Yes, the WHL held its draft lottery at its Calgary office and the Wheat Kings, who are a playoff team so weren’t eligible to take part, emerged as the big winners.

 Each of the six non-playoff teams took part, with no team allowed to move up more than two spots. Except that the Wheat Kings moved up from 10th as they now own the first overall selection.

 Saskatoon won the lottery, thus moving from third to first. The Wheat Kings, of course, will swap picks with the Blades, giving Brandon the first overall pick for the first time in franchise history.

 A year ago, Brandon picked fourth and sixth in the first round, taking F Nolan Patrick and D Kale Clague, both of whom are projected as solider WHLers.

 In the 2014 draft, the Lethbridge Hurricanes will pick second, followed, in order, by the Kamloops Blazers, Moose Jaw Warriors, Prince George Cougars and Red Deer Rebels.

 The draft is scheduled for Calgary on May 1.

 As for Brenden Walker, he captained the Blades last season when they were the host team for the Memorial Cup. In 72 games, the native of St. Anne, Man., put up 76 points, including 33 goals.

 This season, Walker, now 21, is with the ECHL’s Gwinnett Gladiators.

 ---

 Brandon used the 2012 second-round selection it acquired from Saskatoon to take D Tanner Browne, who was included in the package that was sent to the Lethbridge Hurricanes this season for D Ryan Pilon. Browne, from Kelowna, played this season with the major midget Okanagan Rockets.

 The Wheat Kings used the second-round selection in the 2013 draft to take F Tanner Kaspick, a Brandon native who played for the midget AAA Wheat Kings.

 The conditional second-round pick that went to Saskatoon would go to the Blades only if Walker wasn’t back in the WHL as a 20-year-old. He was, meaning the Blades didn’t get that selection.

 ---

 For some reason, the WHL chose to ignore the Wheat Kings during Wednesday’s bantam draft lottery.

The Wheat Kings own the Saskatoon Blades’ first-round selection in the 2014 bantam draft, but the WHL didn’t make any mention of it.

 The WHL’s post-lottery news release read: “A Saskatoon Blades ball was drawn, meaning Saskatoon moves up two spots in the first round of the draft, and will select first overall.”

Further down in that news release, there is a list showing the order of selection in the first round. That list shows Saskatoon with the No. 1 pick.

 During the videocast, Richard Doerksen, the WHL’s vice-president, hockey, held up the winning ball and said: ”As you can see, a ball from the Saskatoon Blades has been drawn. Saskatoon has the first pick in the 2014 WHL bantam draft.”

That, of course, isn’t the case. Brandon has the first pick.

 In this day and age of instant communication, the hockey world immediately was atwitter with the fact that the Wheat Kings would be picking first in the May 1 draft. It really is unfortunate that the WHL didn’t add a few minutes to its videocast and explain that Brandon does, indeed, hold the first selection and also explain how that came to pass.

 And, at the same time, why not extend the videocast by a few minutes and have someone, or even a panel, there to talk about some of the prospects and what fans might look for in the buildup to draft day?

 ---

 While the Wheat Kings have never picked first overall, they have held the second selection on three occasions. In fact, they picked second in three consecutive drafts, taking F Colin Cloutier (1991), D Wade Redden (1992) and F Darren Van Oene (1993).

 ---

 And don’t think for a moment that the Blades will pick 10th with the selection they got in the flip with Brandon.

 No.

 The Blades traded a 2014 first-round selection to the Vancouver Giants for F Nathan Burns. Thus, the Giants will be selecting 10th in the first round.

 In that Nov. 2, 2012, exchange, the Giants gave up Burns for F Travis McEvoy, a third-round pick in 2013 and a first-round selection in 2014.

 Burns, 20, now is with the Swift Current Broncos, having been involved in a trade on Jan. 1, 2014. That deal didn’t include a first-round pick.

 --- 

 Red Deer F Aspen Sterzer suffered a separated shoulder during the Rebels’ 5-3 loss to the visiting Prince Albert Raiders in Tuesday’s tiebreaker. Had the Rebels won that game and advanced into the playoffs, Sterzer wouldn’t have been able to play. . . . 

 F Anthony Ast of the Medicine Hat Tigers underwent an appendectomy on Monday and isn’t expected to play in any first-round games against the Swift Current Broncos. . . . Darren Steinke of the Medicine Hat News has more right here. . . .

 Some people were wondering whether Calgary Hitmen F Jake Virtanen had injured a hand during a third-period scrap with D Rinat Valiev of the Kootenay Ice on Saturday. . . . Virtanen says he’s fine. . . . "It was just the heat of the moment," he told Laurence Heinen of the Calgary Herald. "There were a lot of tweets to me, people asking me about my hand. It's fine. There's nothing wrong with it. During the moment, it was just kind of a stinger." . . . 

 A court case involving Tom Gaglardi, the majority owner of the Kamloops Blazers, will resume in Kamloops on April 14. Gaglardi, his father Bob, and their company, Northland Properties Corp., face two counts each of harmful alteration of a fish habitat. . . . There’s more right here. . . .

 The St. Louis Blues have signed Prince George Cougars F Zach Pochiro, who turned 20 on March 6, to a three-year entry-level contract. Pochiro, who is from Las Vegas, had 66 points, including 27 goals, in 63 games this season. He was a fourth-round selection by the Blues in the 2013 NHL draft. . . . 

 F Troy Bourke, the captain of the Prince George Cougars, has signed an ATO with the Lake Erie Monsters, the AHL affiliate of the NHL’s Colorado Avalanche. Bourke, 19, was selected by the Avalanche in the third round of the 2012 NHL draft. . . . 

 Prince George F Todd Fiddler, who got to the 50-goal plateau in the Cougars’ final game of the regular season, has signed an ATO with the ECHL’s Colorado Eagles. Fiddler, 20, has completed his major junior eligibility.

Tuesday, March 18, 2014

Tiebreaker Tuesday belongs to Raiders 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

Czech-ELHF Jaroslav Vlach (Prince George, 2009-11) had his club option picked up by Liberec (Czech Republic, Extraliga) for next season. This season, Vlach had seven points, four of them goals, in 36 games with Liberec. While on loan to Benatky nad Jizerou (Czech Republic, 1. Liga), he had six points, including three goals, in nine games.

 ---

 F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice continues to make progress as he battles Neisseria meningitis in Saskatoon’s Royal University Hospital.

 Bozon, who is to turn 20 on Monday, has been in hospital since March 1. His parents, Helene and Philippe, have been with him since arriving from their home in Switzerland on March 2.

 While there has been no official news this week, someone familiar with the situation told me that “Tim is improving each and every day” and that there are “lots of positives of late.”

The WHL has established a trust fund to help Tim and his family with medical and rehabilitation costs. You are able to contribute at any BMO Bank of Montreal in Western Canada. . . . Should you live outside of that area, please mail donations to:

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

The Regina Pats are expected to be fined by the WHL office after they ran a closed practice earlier this week. As Greg Harder of the Regina Leader-Post reports in today’s paper, closing practices is in violation of the league’s media policy that states all regular-season and playoff “practice sessions and game-day skates” must be open to the media. . . . “We’ve clarified that with them and we’ll take the appropriate action,” WHL commissioner Ron Robison told Harder. Robison also said that “in all likelihood there will be a fine” to the Pats. “They’re entitled to close to the general public but not media. (Restricted public access) is pretty common, especially at this time of year.”

---

Harder also reported that the Pats may be without F Dyson Stevenson, their leading scorer, when they open a first-round series against the visiting Brandon Wheat Kings on Saturday night. Stevenson has a broken hand and, according to Harder, his “status depends on whether he’s cleared to use a playing cast.” . . . D Kyle Burroughs, the team captain, is expected to play in Game 1, while D Colby Williams is day-to-day. G Daniel Wapple (sprained ankle) may not be ready.

 ---

 D Brett Kulak of the Vancouver Giants has signed a three-year entry-level contract with the NHL’s Calgary Flames. Kulak, from Stony Plain, Alta., was a fourth-round selection in the NHL’s 2012 bantam draft. . . . This season, he put up 60 points, including 14 goals, in 69 games. In his third WHL season, he had career highs in goals, assists and points. . . . 

 ---

 The Saskatoon Blades just completed one of the most futile seasons in the franchise’s history. Of course, it was somewhat predictable after they sold the farm, the village and the rural municipality in an attempt to win the Memorial Cup on home ice last season. . . . But what of general manager Lorne Molleken and head coach Dave Struch? Molleken has two years left on his contract; Struch’s contract is up in a few months. . . . Majority owner Mike Priestner says there will be meetings on Friday and decisions may be made from there. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix has more right here.

 ---

 Les Lazaruk, the long-time play-by-play voice of the Saskatoon Blades, is of the opinion that the Blades’ new owners should keep head coach David Struch. Lazaruk explains his thinking right here.

 ---

 General manager Brad Robson of the Lethbridge Hurricanes has told Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald that head coach Drake Berehowsky and assistant coach Mike Craig will be back for 2014-15. Both just completed their first seasons as the Hurricanes missed the playoffs for a fifth straight season. Robson, a long-time scout and assistant GM, also completed his first season as GM. He said his future is up the team’s board of directors. . . . That story is right here.

 ---

 Chances are that when the San Jose Sharks’ season comes to an end, whenever that may be, head coach Todd McLellan won’t be putting money on the line when he’s on the golf course with his son, Cale, 14. . . . Earlier this week, Cale scored back-to-back aces while playing a tournament on a 913-yard short course. . . . The evidence is right here.

 ---

 F Spencer Bast, a list player, has signed with the Kamloops Blazers. Bast, who turned 17 on Jan. 5, is in his second season with the midget AAA Battlefords Stars. He was second in this season’s scoring race with 68 points, 31 of them goals, in 44 games. . . . From Macklin, Sask., Bast is leading the Saskatchewan Midget AAA league’s playoff scoring race with 15 points, seven of them goals, in six games. The Stars are 6-0 in the playoffs and have advanced to the championship final. They will meet the Regina Pat Canadians or Notre Dame Argos, who are to meet tonight in Game 5 of a best-of-five semifinal.

 ---

 There’s another Helgesen in the WHL. . . . D Tyson Helgesen, 16, has joined the Spokane Chiefs from the AJHL’s Whitecourt Wolverines, whose season is over. Helgesen was a fifth-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft. He had five assists in 55 games with Whitecourt this season. . . . Tyson’s older brother, Kenton, plays for the Calgary Hitmen.

 ---

 G Travis Child has joined the Swift Current Broncos. He was a second-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft. Child, who will turn 17 on June 13, is from Killam, Alta. He played this season with the midget AAA Sherwood Park, Alta., Kings. . . . The WHL’s bantam draft lottery is scheduled to be held this morning at the league’s office in Calgary. The Lethbridge Hurricanes, Kamloops Blazers, Saskatoon Blades, Moose Jaw Warriors, Prince George Cougars and Red Deer Rebels will be taking part. They are the non-playoff teams. . . . D Jesse Forsberg, who completed his WHL eligibility with the Moose Jaw Warriors this season, has signed an ATO with the ECHL’s Colorado Eagles. . . . Former Brandon Wheat Kings captain Ken Schneider has stepped down after four seasons as head coach of the midget AAA Wheat Kings. According to a tweet from the midget AAA team’s account, it had a .724 winning percentage under Schneider’s guidance. 

 ---

 TUESDAY’S TIEBREAKER:

In Red Deer, they called it Tiebreaker Tuesday. It just as easily could have been Heartbreaker Tuesday. . . . The Prince Albert Raiders scored three third-period goals to erase a 3-2 deficit and beat the Rebels 5-3 in a game that decided the Eastern Conference’s eighth and final playoff spot. . . . The two teams had finished the regular season in a tie for eighth place. . . . The Raiders now will meet the Edmonton Oil Kings, the conference’s No. 1 seed, in the first round. That series will open in Edmonton on Saturday afternoon. . . . F Jayden Hart gave the Raiders a 1-0 lead at 7:08 of the first period, with Red Deer equalizing at 11:52 on a goal by F Wyatt Johnson. . . . Hart also had two assists. . . . F Evan Polei gave Red Deer the lead at 7:43 of the second period, only to have Prince Albert F Reid Gardiner tie it at 11:1. . . . Red Deer F Rhyse Dieno gave his side the lead on a PP at 13:57. . . . The Raiders then took the lead again, this time with two quick goals early in the third period. F Collin Valcourt, a Red Deer native who was celebrating his 21st birthday, scored at 2:21, on the PP, and F Dakota Conroy broke the tie at 4:43. . . . Raiders F Leon Draisaitl drew assists on the tying and winning goals. . . . Raiders D Josh Morrissey iced it with an empty-netter at 19:45. . . . Raiders G Nick McBride stopped 27 shots, while Red Deer’s Patrik Bartosak turned aside 42. . . . This was the fifth tiebreaker in WHL history and the first one to be decided by more than one goal. . . . The Rebels had forced the tiebreaker with a 5-0 victory in Edmonton on Sunday. The Oil Kings scratched a number of veteran players from that game, something that no doubt will provide the Raiders with at least some motivation. . . . Prince Albert’s roster includes five players from Edmonton and surrounding area. 

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven; all times local):

 (x - if necessary)

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

 EDMONTON (1) vs. PRINCE ALBERT (8)

 Season series: Edmonton, 2-1-1; Prince Albert, 2-2-0.

 Saturday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 1:30 p.m.

 Sunday: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 Tuesday: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Edmonton at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Edmonton: F Brandon Baddock, 3-5 weeks; D Blake Orban, indefinite.

 Prince Albert: D Graeme Craig, indefinite.

 ---

 REGINA (2) vs. BRANDON (7)

 Season series: Brandon, 5-3-0; Regina, 3-3-2.

 Saturday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Sunday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Friday, March 28: Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Regina vs. Brandon, site TBA, 7 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Brandon: None.

 Regina: D Kyle Burroughs, day-to-day; D Tye Hand, indefinite; G Daniel Wapple, indefinite; D Colby Williams, day-to-day; F Dyson Stevenson, day-to-day.

 ---

 CALGARY (3) vs. KOOTENAY (6)

 Season series: Calgary, 4-4-0; Kootenay, 4-2-2.

 Thursday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Saturday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Monday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Thursday, March 27: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Calgary: F Cal Babych, day-to-day; F Radel Fazleev, day-to-day; F Connor Rankin, day-to-day.

 Kootenay: F Tim Bozon, indefinite; F Ryan Chynoweth, indefinite; D Landon Cross, 1 week; D Tanner Faith, 3-5 months; D Landon Peel, 1 week.

 ---

 MEDICINE HAT (4) vs. SWIFT CURRENT (5)

 Season series: Medicine Hat, 2-2-0; Swift Current, 2-2-0.

 Friday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Saturday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Tuesday: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Medicine Hat: F Gavin Broadhead, day-to-day; F Hunter Shinkaruk, indefinite.

 Swift Current: None.

 ---

 WESTERN CONFERENCE 

 KELOWNA (1) vs. TRI-CITY (8)

 Season series: Kelowna, 4-4-0; Regina, 0-3-1.

 Saturday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 5:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Friday, March 28: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Tri-City plays home games in Kennewick, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Kelowna: F Tyson Baillie, 1-2 weeks; D Jesse Lees, indefinite.

 Tri-City: F Phil Tot, day-to-day; F Taylor Vickerman, indefinite.

 ---

 PORTLAND (2) vs. VANCOUVER (7)

 Season series: Portland, 4-0-0; Vancouver, 0-3-1.

 Friday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Saturday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 x-Friday, March 28: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Portland at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Portland: F Adam de Champlain, day-to-day.

 Vancouver: F Tyler Benson, indefinite; G Jared Rathjen, day-to-day; F Jakob Stukel, indefinite; D Dalton Thrower, indefinite; F Cain Franson, day-to-day.

 ---

 VICTORIA (3) vs. SPOKANE (6)

 Season series: Victoria, 1-3-0; Spokane, 3-1-0.

 Saturday: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Spokane at Victoria, 5:05 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Thursday, March 27: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 30: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Victoria: None.

 Spokane: F Jacob Cardiff, day-to-day; D Colton Bobyk, week-to-week; F Adam Hascic, day-to-day; F Blair Oneschuk, week-to-week.

 ---

 SEATTLE (4) vs. EVERETT (5)

 Season series: Seattle, 5-4-1; Everett, 5-4-1.

 Saturday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Seattle at Everett, 4:05 p.m.

 Tuesday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Friday, March 28: Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Seattle plays home games in Kent, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Seattle: F Connor Honey, indefinite.

 Everett: F Kohl Baum, indefinite.

 ---

 From the Edmonton Oil Kings (@EdmOilKings): “Dear @PARaidersHockey, congratulations on your most important victory. We look forward to competing with you in the upcoming hockey matches.”

---

From Edmonton Journal sports columnist John MacKinnon (@rjmackinnon): “Well, #PARaiders beating Red Deer #Rebels makes #EdmOilKings benching half their lineup on Sunday a moot point, obviously. #Whew #WHL”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Monday, March 17, 2014

A look at WHL attendance for 2013-14 

 The WHL’s final 2013-14 regular-season attendance numbers are in and, for the most part, they aren’t pretty.

According to statistics compiled by the WHL, the average attendance at a game in 2012-13 was 4,815, an increase of 99 fans per game over 2011-12. This season, however, that number slipped to 4,488, a decrease of 327 per game.

Over the course of the season, that means there were almost 260,000 fewer fans in WHL arenas than there were last season.

And it wasn’t a case of attendance being down in a handful of the league’s 22 centres. It was down in 19 cities.

Two teams, the defending-champion Portland Winterhawks and the Seattle Thunderbirds, showed increases in attendance over last season. The Medicine Hat Tigers maintained their average of 4,006, which is a sellout in the Arena.

With 19 teams showing decreases, you can bet there is concern in almost all corners of the WHL. From Kelowna, where attendance at Rockets games has fallen from 6,131 in 2009-10 to 5,141 this season . . . to Brandon, where the Wheat Kings have lost 750 fans per game in three seasons . . . and many points in between.

I likely have recounted this story here before, but I will tell it one more time.

Back in the day, about the time the VCR (remember your first one?) was coming into vogue, I had a conversation with Ed Chynoweth, who then was the president of the WHL.

“We are going to have to change our ways,” he said. “No longer can we open the doors to our arenas and expect the people to walk in. We are going to have to work harder than ever to get them into our buildings.”

Truer words, it seems, were never spoken.

But in the days of the VCR and even in more recent times, if you were going to rent a movie, you had to leave the warm confines of your home, go to the video store, make your selection, come home, watch the movie and then, at some point, leave home to return the movie to the store.

These days, with the advent of Netflix and file-sharing and so many other things via the Internet, a consumer of movies doesn’t have to leave home. In fact, you are able to sit down and enjoy an entire season of your favourite TV show in one sitting, if you so desire.

On top of all that, viewing of such pleasures in your own home has never been so inexpensive.

As well, the advent of HD television has brought brilliant pictures, from movies or sporting events or just a favourite program, right into our living rooms. Let’s not forget, too, that the price of really good TV sets has dropped like a stone over the last few years.

Combine TV/Internet viewing habits with what was a morbidly frigid winter across the Prairies and, as one owner said: “I can’t tell you how many nights we had below minus-30 . . . I think that makes it easy to stay home.”

There are other issues at play here, too, including a schedule that featured a few quirks. It was the WHL’s first crack at computerized scheduling and there were some wrinkles, such as two teams playing each other in three straight games, that will need to be ironed out.

It’s a good bet, too, that the average fan doesn’t have the disposable income that he/she had just a few short years ago. Perhaps that means a fan, or a fan and his/her family, will attend one game a week rather than purchase season tickets.

The WHL and its teams, then, are going to have to find a way to come to terms with that if it is to increase attendance.

Anyway . . . here’s a team-by-team look, with teams listed according to average attendance this season:

1. Calgary Hitmen -- The Hitmen averaged 8,252 fans per game this season, down 1,048 from last season’s total of 9.300, which also led the league. Last season’s average was up 363 from 2011-12.

2. Portland Winterhawks -- One of two teams to show an increase in attendance, the Winterhawks moved from third to second in average attendance. This year’s number of 7,329 was up 642 from last season and an increase of 1,254 from two seasons ago.

3. Edmonton Oil Kings -- The Oil Kings were No. 2 a year ago, at 7,575. That number slipped by 832 this season, to 6,743. However, this season’s number is up 322 from two seasons ago.

4. Vancouver Giants -- The Giants have been a good draw pretty much since entering the WHL for the 2001-02 season. This season, though, attendance fell by 939 per game, going from 7,205 to 6,266. Last season’s average was an increase of 261 from 2011-12’s 6,944.

5. Spokane Chiefs -- The attendance in Spokane fell for a second straight season. This season’s average of 6,102 is down 266 from last season and a decrease of 341 from 2011-12.

6. Kelowna Rockets -- Where did the Rockets’ fans go? In 2011-12, the Rockets averaged 6,082 fans per game in the 6,007-seat Prospera Centre. Last season, that number slid by 724 to 5,358. This season, attendance dropped by another 217 per game, to 5,141. Don’t forget that the Rockets finished atop the overall standings. From 2007-12, a span of five seasons, the Rockets averaged more than 6,000 fans, peaking at 6,131 in 2009-10.

7. Red Deer Rebels -- The Rebels attendance was down this season but up from where it was two seasons ago. This season, the average was 4,949 and that’s down 226 per game from last season. But it’s up 91 from where it was in 2011-12.

8. Everett Silvertips -- Attendance in Everett slipped for a second straight season. This season, the number was 4,901, down 161 from last season. A year ago, the 2012-13 totals showed that Everett’s attendance was down 216 from 2011-12.

9. Victoria Royals -- Is the bloom off the rose in B.C.’s capital city? Two seasons ago, the Royals were drawing 5,660 fans per game. Last season, the average slipped 471 to 5,189. This season, with the Royals enjoying their first 100-point season, it was down another 389 to 4,800.

10. Saskatoon Blades -- It’s a bit unfair to compare the Blades’ numbers from this season to those of last season when it was the host team for the Memorial Cup. Host teams are able to sell more season tickets by tying those in to tournament packages. Thus, the Blades’ average last season was 6,040, an increase of 992 over 2011-12. This season’s number was 4,719, that’s down 1,321 from last season and 329 from two seasons ago.

11. Seattle Thunderbirds -- Perhaps the talk of a potential NHL team in Seattle attracted some new fans. Or perhaps it was a better team on the ice. Whatever it was, attendance in Kent, Wash., was 4,427, up 391 over last season. Interestingly, last season’s number of 4,036 was down 170 from 2011-12. Still, this season’s number was up 221 from two seasons ago. It would seem the Thunderbirds are trending up.

12. Tri-City Americans -- The Americans didn’t win 40 games for the first time since 2005-06; yes, they had won at least 40 games for seven straight seasons. Still, their attendance has slipped each of the last two seasons. This season’s number of 4,223 was down 272 from last season, which was down 158 from 2011-12.

13. Kamloops Blazers -- The Blazers won 47 games last season and it showed at the gate as attendance improved by 647 (4,178 to 4,825) over 2011-12. This season, however, was the poorest in Kamloops franchise history and the Blazers gave it all back . . . average attendance was down 677 to 4,148.

14. Medicine Hat Tigers -- Three sure things in life today are death, taxes and 4,006 fans at each and every Tigers home game.

15. Regina Pats -- The average attendance in Regina slipped under 4,000, even as the Pats finished atop the East Division standings. This season’s number of 3,956 was down 290 from last season. However, last season’s average of 4,246 was an increase of 116 from 2011-12.

16. Moose Jaw Warriors -- The Warriors missed the playoffs for a second straight season and it showed at the gate as attendance in 4,414-seat Mosaic Place slid to 3,613, down 201 from 2012-13. Last season’s number of 3,814 was down 84 from 2012-13’s average of 3,898 that came in Mosaic Place’s first season.

17. Brandon Wheat Kings -- The Wheat Kings’ averaged 3,529 fans per game this season, down 258 from last season. On top of that, last season’s number (3,787) was down 356 from 2011-12. In other words, Brandon has lost 614 fans over two seasons. Go back one more season, to 2010-11, and you’ll find that Brandon’s average crowd was 4,279. In three seasons, then, the Wheat Kings have seen crowds fall by 750 fans. You know there is concern in the front office.

18. Lethbridge Hurricanes -- The Hurricanes, who missed the playoffs for a fifth straight season, drew 3,089 fans per game this season, down 561 from last season. Interestingly, last season’s average (3,650) was up 367 from 2011-12.

19. Prince Albert Raiders -- Like the Hurricanes, the Raiders’ attendance was up last season but down this season. This season’s humber of 2,496 was a decrease of 178 from last season’s 2,674. That average was up 248 from 2011-12.

20. Kootenay Ice -- In two seasons, the Ice has lost 578 fans, this despite the presence of Sam Reinhart and a competitive team. The average crowd this season was 2,227, down 184 from last season when 2,411 was down 394 from 2011-12. Could it be that all the ‘for sale’ rumours aren’t helping?

21. Swift Current Broncos -- The Broncos play in the smallest market in the CHL and they continue to lose fans. This season’s average (2,119) was down 59 from last season (2,178), and that number was a decrease of 26 from 2011-12. The decreases may appear small but they all add up in a market that size.

22. Prince George Cougars -- In what likely was their final season under Rick Brodsky’s ownership, the Cougars drew an average crowd of 1,693, down 147 from last season when that number dipped below 2,000, to 1,840. That number was down 207 from the 2011-12 average of 2,047. The franchise is expected to be sold to local interests before another season arrives. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Shaw-TV to show Calgary-Kootenay 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

 F Radim Valchar (Portland, Lethbridge, 2007-10) has signed a one-year extension with Gap (France, Ligue Magnus). In 26 games, he had 31 points, including 12 goals. He led the team in assists (19) and points. . . .

 F Viktor Gibbs Sjödin (Portland, 2006-08) has signed a contract with the Melbourne Mustangs (Australia, AIHL). The AIHL season runs from April 12 to Aug. 31. This season, with Enköping (Sweden, Division 1), Sjödin had 24 points, including six goals, in 27 games. With Ferencváros Budapest (Hungary, MOL Liga), he had nine points, three of them goals, in 12 games.

 ---

 F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice remains in Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon as he battles Neisseria meningitis. . . . The WHL has established a trust fund to help Tim and his family with medical and rehabilitation costs. You are able to contribute at any BMO Bank of Montreal in Western Canada. . . . Should you live outside of that area, please mail donations to

 Western Hockey League

 c/o Tim Bozon

 Father David Bauer Arena

 2424 University Drive NW

 Calgary AB

 T2N 3Y9

 ---

 Milan Dragicevic (Regina, New Westminster, Victoria, Spokane, Tri-City, 1986-90) was fired Monday as head coach of the UBC Thunderbirds. With the hockey program among those under fire at the school, Dragicevic spent much time in the second half of the season working to save it. It seems he did that but now he won’t be around to see the fruits of his and others labours. Howard Tsumura of the Vancouver Province has more right here.

 ---

 The Moose Jaw Warriors have signed Blake Bargar, a forward from Torrance, Calif., who was a seventh-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft. He spent this season in the Arizona Bobcats 98 AAA program.

 ---

 F Brady Ramsay and F Josh Derko, a pair of 20-year-olds from the Lethbridge Hurricanes, are on their way to the ECHL. . . . With the Hurricanes’ season having ended, Ramsay, who has turned 21, signed on with the Stockton Thunder, while Derko is joining the Gwinnett Gladiators. Both signed ATOs. . . . Ramsay had 129 points, including 53 goals, in 255 games over four seasons with the Hurricanes. Unfortunately for him, he never once appeared in the playoffs. . . . A knee injury limited Derko to 42 games this season, including the last five. In 207 career games, split between the Swift Current Broncos and Lethbridge, he had 53 points, including 29 goals.

 ---

 D Tommy Vannelli of the Medicine Hat Tigers has signed a three-year entry-level deal with the NHL’s St. Louis Blues. Vannelli, 19, was a second-round pick by the Blues in the NHL’s 2013 draft. . . . Vannelli, from Minnetonka, Minn., had 41 points, including 27 assists, in 59 games with the Medicine Hat Tigers.

 ---

WHL on ShawIf you subscribe to Shaw-TV, you will be able to watch the first-round WHL playoff series between the Calgary Hitmen, the Eastern Conference’s No. 3 seed, and the No. 6 Kootenay Ice. The series opens Thursday night in Calgary. . . . Shaw will televise one series in each of the first two rounds, as well as a conference final and the WHL’s championship final. . . . The opening round will feature Dan Russell calling the play, with analysis from Bill Wilms. The rinkside hosts will be Alanna Nolan and Stu Walters. . . . The telecasts also will feature Andy Neal, Peter Loubardias and Kevin Sawyer.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S TIEBREAKER GAME (all times local):

 Prince Albert at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 (Eastern Conference one-game tiebreaker; winner finishes eighth.)

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven):

 (x - if necessary)

 EASTERN CONFERENCE

 EDMONTON (1) vs. PRINCE ALBERT/RED DEER (8)

 Saturday: at Edmonton, 1:30 p.m.

 Sunday: at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Edmonton: F Brandon Baddock, 3-5 weeks; D Blake Orban, indefinite.

 ---

 REGINA (2) vs. BRANDON (7)

 Saturday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Sunday: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Regina at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Friday, March 28: Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Regina vs. Brandon, site TBA, 7 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Brandon: None.

 Regina: D Kyle Burroughs, day-to-day; D Tye Hand, indefinite; G Daniel Wapple, indefinite; D Colby Williams, day-to-day.

 ---

 CALGARY (3) vs. KOOTENAY (6)

 Thursday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Saturday: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Monday, March 24: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday, March 25: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Thursday, March 27: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Calgary: F Cal Babych, day-to-day; F Radel Fazleev, day-to-day; F Connor Rankin, day-to-day.

 Kootenay: F Tim Bozon, indefinite; F Ryan Chynoweth, indefinite; D Landon Cross, 1 week; D Tanner Faith, 3-5 months; D Landon Peel, 1 week.

 ---

 MEDICINE HAT (4) vs. SWIFT CURRENT (5)

 Friday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Saturday: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Tuesday, March 25: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Medicine Hat at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Swift Current at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Medicine Hat: F Gavin Broadhead, day-to-day; F Hunter Shinkaruk, indefinite.

 Swift Current: None.

 ---

 WESTERN CONFERENCE

 KELOWNA (1) vs. TRI-CITY (8)

 Saturday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Tri-City at Kelowna, 5:05 p.m.

 Tuesday, March 25: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Friday, March 28: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Tri-City plays home games in Kennewick, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Kelowna: F Tyson Baillie, 1-2 weeks; D Jesse Lees, indefinite.

 Tri-City: F Phil Tot, day-to-day; F Taylor Vickerman, indefinite.

 ---

 PORTLAND (2) vs. VANCOUVER (7)

 Friday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.Saturday: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Tuesday, March 25: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 x-Friday, March 28: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 x-Sunday, March 30: Portland at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 x-Tuesday, April 1: Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Portland: F Adam de Champlain, day-to-day.

 Vancouver: F Tyler Benson, indefinite; G Jared Rathjen, day-to-day; F Jakob Stukel, indefinite; D Dalton Thrower, indefinite; F Cain Franson, day-to-day.

 ---

 VICTORIA (3) vs. SPOKANE (6)

 Saturday: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Spokane at Victoria, 5:05 p.m.

 Wednesday, March 26: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Thursday, March 27: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 30: Victoria at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Spokane at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 INJURIES

 Victoria: None.

 Spokane: F Jacob Cardiff, day-to-day; D Colton Bobyk, week-to-week; F Adam Hascic, day-to-day; F Blair Oneschuk, week-to-week.

 ---

 SEATTLE (4) vs. EVERETT (5)

 Saturday: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Sunday: Seattle at Everett, 4:05 p.m.

 Tuesday, March 25: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Friday, March 28: Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 x-Saturday, March 29: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Monday, March 31: Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 x-Wednesday, April 2: Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: Seattle plays home games in Kent, Wash.)

 INJURIES

 Seattle: F Connor Honey, indefinite.

 Everett: F Kohl Baum, indefinite.

 ---

 MONDAY’S GAMES:

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 From Kootenay Ice athletic trainer Cory Cameron (@coryjcameron): “Amazing to spend the day with @timbozon94 yesterday, and meet @HeleneBozon and Philipe in YXE. #fighter #inspiring #TB20 @WHLKootenayICE”

---

From Helene Barbier Bozon (@Helene Bozon), Tim’s mother: “Our most profound gratitude for @coryjcameron @WHLKootenayICE who saved our @timbozon94 #fast #smartreaction.”

---

From the Moose Jaw Warriors (@MJWARRIORS): “On behalf of Warriors Fans, $1,000 has been donated to Tim Bozon Trust. Players also donating $200 for a total of $1200 #getwelltim.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Rebels take advantage of short-staffed Oil Kings, force tiebreaker 

 Helsingin Sanomat, the leading newspaper in Finland, reported Friday that Harry Harkimo has sold his 48.98 per cent share of the Jokerit Hockey Club to the Russians for 960 euros. That meant the club was valued at 1,960 euros at sale in October 2013. Official minutes from 2012 valued Jokerit at that time at 1.3 million euros.

 Meanwhile, Helsingin Sanomat's parent company is suing Harkimo over the sale of the club and the arena, alleging that when he purchased the Jokerit and Arena shares from the paper, he failed to disclose why he was purchasing them. 

 As well, the EU has been talking about freezing all assets of Russian oligarchs as a response to Russia's annexation of Crimea. Two oligarchs, Gennady Timchenko and Arkady Rotenberg (Vladimir Putin's judo partner and childhood friend), bought the club and arena. Bloomberg reports that Rotenberg's construction company won contracts worth US$7.4 billion, for the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics, more than the entire 2010 Vancouver budget. The contract for construction of the road connecting Sochi with the mountain venues went to Russian Railways for $9 billion. Russian Railways subcontracted this out to SK Most, which is 25 per cent owned by Timchenko.

 ---

The Moose Jaw Warriors’ two main hockey men will be back in 2014-15. . . . Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald reported late Sunday, via Twitter, that general manager Alan Millar and head coach Mike Stothers, each of whom is believed to have one year left on his contract, were “given a vote of confidence by the MJ Warriors’ board.” . . . Gourlie also reported that assistant coach Mike Vandenberg won’t be back, as he leaves to focus on business interests. . . . According to Gourlie, assistant coach Mark O’Leary will be Stothers’ “main assistant coach” next season. . . . The Warriors (21-42-9) finished 10th in the 12-team Eastern Conference and missed the playoffs for a second straight season. . . . Millar has been with the Warriors through four seasons. Stothers just completed his third season as head coach.

 ---

 My, but that was an interesting situation that presented itself in Edmonton on Sunday.

 The Red Deer Rebels were there to take on the Oil Kings in a game that the visitors absolutely had to win if they were to entertain any thoughts of making a playoff appearance.

 A Red Deer victory would lift the Rebels into a tie for eighth place with the Prince Albert Raiders in the Eastern Conference, and that would necessitate a sudden-death game on Tuesday, with the winner of that game moving into the playoffs and the loser going home.

 On Saturday night, the Oil Kings had visited Red Deer and skated to a 7-4 victory, clinching first place in the Central Division and the Eastern Conference in the process.

 On Sunday, in a game that meant nothing to them and everything to Red Deer and Prince Albert, the Oil Kings scratched forwards Edgars Kulda, Curtis Lazar, Reid Petryk and Henrik Samuelsson, along with defenceman Griffin Reinhart and starting goaltender Tristan Jarry.

 Perhaps predictably, the Rebels won the game, 5-0. The Raiders now will travel to Red Deer for that tiebreaker game on Tuesday.

 After the game, Edmonton head coach Derek Laxdal told the media:

“I didn’t sit anybody. We’ve got some guys with nagging injuries they have battled through, we’ve got some guys with sicknesses. We’re not going to push these guys to the limit and force them to play injured.

“We had to make sure that guys are rested, and we’ve got some guys with some injuries, and it’s been a long haul the last three weeks . . . so at the end of the day we did what’s right for our hockey club.”

In November 2012, the NBA’s San Antonio Spurs went on a six-game road trip that was to conclude in Miami with a game against the Heat. Following the fifth game, Spurs head coach Gregg Popovich sent home Tim Duncan, Tony Parker, Manu Ginobili and Danny Green, meaning they didn’t play in Miami.

 For that, the Spurs were fined $250,000.

 David Stern, then the NBA commissioner, said the Spurs “did a disservice to the league and our fans.”

In a statement at the time, Stern said: “The result here is dictated by the totality of the facts in this case. The Spurs decided to make four of their top players unavailable for an early-season game that was the team’s only regular-season visit to Miami. The team also did this without informing the Heat, the media, or the league office in a timely way. Under these circumstances, I have concluded that the Spurs did a disservice to the league and our fans.”

Yes, comparing what goes on in the NBA to something that happens in the WHL is like basketballs to hockey pucks.

 But you have to think it would behoove the WHL to have commissioner Ron Robison look into what went into Laxdal’s decision to scratch key players from his lineup for a game of such importance.

 Yes, it’s touchy territory when a league office -- any sport, any league -- delves into player personnel decisions, especially when it might be construed as interfering with a coach’s roster decisions. But there is an issue of credibility at play here.

 Let’s not forget that the game, billed as Fan Appreciation Night, drew 13,912 fans, the Oil Kings’ largest crowd of the season.

 The headline above Swane’s story on the Sun’s website read: Edmonton Oil Kings shut out in meaningless season-ender with Red Deer Rebels.

 Was it really meaningless to the Rebels, the Raiders and the fans?

 Alicja Siekierska of the Edmonton Journal wrote: “Sunday’s uninspiring, often difficult-to-watch game was played in front of 13,912 spectators — the biggest crowd of the season — on what was, ironically, fan appreciation night. It’s doubtful many fans were appreciative of the effort the Oil Kings put forward.”

You can bet the Raiders weren’t appreciative either.

 The Oil Kings, meanwhile, apparently are planning on travelling to Red Deer to watch Tuesday’s game.

 ---

 The Edmonton Sun's game story is right here.

 The Edmonton Journal's game story is right here.

 ---

 F Mitch Holmberg of the Spokane Chiefs won the WHL scoring title, finishing with 118 points. He is the first Spokane player to finish on top since F Ray Whitney, who put up 185 points in 1990-91. . . . Holmberg also led the WHL in goals, with 62. The last Chiefs skater to do that was F Tyler Johnson, who scored 53 times in 2010-11. . . . There weren’t any 50-goal scorers last season. This season, there were three -- Holmberg, Portland Winterhawks F Oliver Bjorkstrand (50) and Prince George Cougars F Todd Fiddler (50). . . . 

 F Nic Petan of the Portland Winterhawks, who finished second in the scoring race with 113 points, led the league in assists, with 78. F Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice was next, with 69. . . .

 Russian F Nikita Scherbak of the Saskatoon Blades led all freshmen in assists (50) and points (78). He and Brandon Wheat Kings F Rihards Bukarts, who is from Latvia, led all first-year players in goals, each with 28. . . . Russian F Ivan Nikolishin of the Everett Silvertips was second in points, with 59. . . .

 Shea Theodore of the Seattle Thunderbirds was the highest-scoring defenceman, with 79 points, six more than Josh Morrissey of the Prince Albert Raiders. Morrissey led all defencemen in goals, with 28, while Theodore had 57 assists. . . .

 The qualifying number for goaltenders was 1,440 minutes played. . . . Tristan Jarry of the Edmonton Oilers was No. 1 in GAA (2.24) and victories (44). Jordon Cooke of the Kelowna Rockets was next at 2.28 and 39. . . . Jarry and Patrik Bartosak of the Red Deer Rebels tied for the lead in shutouts, with eight. Bartosak put up No. 8 on Sunday, as the Rebels won 5-0 in Edmonton. Jarry wasn’t dressed for that one. . . . Coleman Vollrath of the Victoria Royals had the best save percentage (.928). . . . Bartosak led in appearances (65), one more than Jarry. . . . 

 The Portland Winterhawks had the highest-scoring offence, with 338 goals. . . . The top defence belonged to the Edmonton Oil Kings, who allowed 179 goals, two fewer than the Victoria Royals and three fewer than the Kelowna Rockets.

 ---

So . . . what was decided on Sunday?

 In the Western Conference, it took the skills competition in the regular-season’s final game before home-ice advantage in the No. 4 versus No. 5 series was decided. Oh, and did we mention that each of the goaltenders was a freshman in his first shootout? . . . The Portland Winterhawks beat the visiting Everett Silvertips, with the latter needing a victory to get home-ice advantage. Instead, it went to the Seattle Thunderbirds, who had beaten the host Tri-City Americans moments earlier. . . . Everett and Seattle will open in Kent, Wash., on Saturday night.

 In the Eastern Conference, the Red Deer Rebels went into Edmonton and beat the Oil Kings 5-0 to force a tiebreaker for the eighth and final playoff spot. The Rebels will meet the Prince Albert Raiders in Red Deer on Tuesday, 7 p.m. The winner gets the Oil Kings in the first round of the playoffs with Game 1 on Saturday. . . . Why will the tiebreaker be played in Red Deer? Because the Rebels won three of four games in the season series.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAME (all times local):

 Prince Albert at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 (Eastern Conference one-game tiebreaker; winner finishes eighth.)

 ---

 THE FIRST ROUND (best-of-seven):

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Prince Albert/Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Kootenay (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Swift Current (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Spokane (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Everett (5)

 ---

 SUNDAY’S GAMES:

In Lethbridge, the Medicine Hat Tigers scored the game’s first four goals and went on to beat the Hurricanes, 6-2. . . . The game had been postponed from Friday due to water-related problems in Lethbridge. . . . F Curtis Valk scored his 47th goal for the Tigers, giving him career highs in goals and points (92). . . . D Connor Hobbs, who turned 17 on Jan. 4, scored his first WHL goal for the Tigers. From Saskatoon, he scored in his 10th game. . . . F Riley Sheen had a goal, his 19th, and an assist for the Hurricanes. . . .  Tigers G Nick Schneider stopped 24 shots as he improved his record to 6-0-0 since coming over from the Regina Pats in a swap. With the Tigers, the 16-year-old from Leduc, Alta., is 1.42, .943. . . . The Tigers had beaten the visiting Hurricanes 6-3 on Saturday. . . . The Tigers (44-24-4) are the Eastern Conference’s No. 4 seed and will meet the Swift Current Broncos in the first round. . . . Lethbridge (12-55-5) finished the season on a 14-game losing skid and with the poorest record in franchise history. Previously, the poorest season had been by the Winnipeg Jets, who were 16-42-10 (that’s 10 ties) in 1972-73. The poorest record in Lethbridge came in 1987-88 when the Hurricanes, in their first season there after moving from Calgary where they had been the Wranglers, went 20-48-4 (that’s four ties). . . . The Hurricanes, who wound up with 37 fewer points than last season, are out of the playoffs for a fifth straight season. . . .

In Edmonton, G Patrik Bartosak stopped 20 shots as the Red Deer Rebels beat the Oil Kings 5-0 to force a tiebreaker game for eight place in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Rebels and Prince Albert Raiders will meet in Red Deer on Tuesday night. The winner will go on to play the Oil Kings in the first round of the playoffs with the series opening in Edmonton on Saturday. . . . The WHL last had to go to a tiebreaker prior to the 2009 playoffs. The Oil Kings beat the Raiders 2-1 in OT in that one. F Rhett Rachinski won that one at 8:54 of OT. . . . Bartosak finished this season with seven shutouts; he has 13 in his career. He also is the Rebels’ career leader in saves,having passed Mike Whitney (1994-98) on Sunday. . . . F Rhyse Dieno had a goal, his 25th, and two assists for Red Deer, which opened the scoring at 1:25 of the first period when F Adam Musil got his 11th. He also had an assist. . . . F Wyatt Johnson and F Scott Feser also had a goal and an assist each. Johnson has 14 goals; Feser has 15. . . . Among the Oil Kings scratches were big guns Henrik Samuelsson, Curtis Lazar and Edgars Kulda, along with D Griffin Reinhart and starting G Tristan Jarry. . . . The Oil Kings had a three-game winning skein end. . . .

In Portland, F Nic Petan scored the deciding goal in the shootout as the Winterhawks beat the Everett Silvertips, 5-4. . . . Portland D Derrick Pouliot and Everett F Josh Winquist exchanged goals, before Petan won it in the fourth round. . . . Portland F Taylor Leier, who scored twice, forced OT with a shorthanded goal at 8:13 of the third period. He finished with 37 goals. . . . Petan had a goal, his 35th, and an assist. He finished with 113 points, five away from Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg, who won the scoring title. . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic, who shared the scoring title with Petan last season, each with 120 points, finished with 91 points, including 39 goals. . . . The Winterhawks, who have won seven in a row, took a 2-0 lead into the second period, only to have Everett, which is 9-0-2 in its last 11, tie it. . . . Petan gave Portland the lead again at 11:47 of the second, but Everett got goals from D Matt Pufahl, his 15th, and F Josh Winquist to go out front, 4-3. . . . Winquist scored twice as he finished with 47 this season and 101 in his career. He also finished with 93 points this season, tying the franchise’s single-season record set by F Zach Hamill in 2006-07. . . . Portland G Adin Hill stopped 17 shots. . . . Everett G Carter Hart, who came on for Austin Lotz after the first period, turned aside 30 shots through OT. . . . The Winterhawks (54-13-5) finished five points behind the Kelowna Rockets, who were atop the overall standings. Defending-champion Portland, which won 28 of its last 29 regular-season games, will meet the Vancouver Giants in the first round. . . . The Silvertips (39-23-10) had moved into fourth place in the conference on Saturday night, but the stay was short-lived. . . .

In Kennewick, Wash., D Shea Theodore scored twice and added an assist as the Seattle Thunderbirds beat the Tri-City Americans, 6-1. . . . Theodore set a franchise record for career goals by a defenceman when he scored his second of the season. That was the No. 45, one more than Deron Quint (1993-95). . . . Theodore scored 22 times this season. . . . Seattle F Mathew Barzal, the first overall selection in the 2012 bantam draft, had one assist. He finished his 16-year-old season with 54 points, including 14 goals, in 59 games. . . . The game featured two penalty shots, with Seattle F Branden Troock unsuccessful against Tri-City G Evan Sarthou in the second period and Tri-City F Parker Bowles unable to beat Seattle G Taran Kozun in the third. . . . Tri-City F Morgan Geekie, who is from Strathclair, Man., scored his first WHL goal in his first game. He signed with the Americans earlier in the week. . . . Seattle (41-25-6) and Everett have never met in the playoffs. Until now, that is. . . . The Americans (29-33-10) will face the Kelowna Rockets in the first round. . . . Following Sunday’s game, F  Donovan Neuls, an eight-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft, tweeted that he had signed with the Thunderbirds. Neuls, who turns 17 on Oct. 24, is from Melville, Sask. He played this season with the midget AAA Moose Jaw Generals.

 ---

 From Guy Flaming (@TPS_Guy): “Lots of roster changes (Sunday) for the Oil Kings; out: Samuelsson, Lazar, Petryk, Kulda, Jarry . . . I bet the Raiders of PA will be thrilled.”

---

From the Kootenay Ice (@WHLKootenayICE): “Best fans in the world!!! At Friday night’s game you helped raise $3,581 for the Tim Bozon Trust Fund. @timbozon94 #kice #heartwarming”

---

From Paul Kingsmith (@paulkingsmith): “#WHLCanes Coach Drake Berehowsky on his future: ‘If they have me back, they have me back. If not that's their decision.’ #YQL #WHL”

One more from Kingsmith: “#WHLCanes Berehowsky on if he wants to be back ‘Of course. It's a dream to coach in the WHL. We're moving in the right direction.’ #WHL #YQL”

---

From Fred Jack (@FreddieJack643): “Been great to work with such a good man. Thanks for the 5 years @radiopat258.”

Jack was Pat Siedlecki’s analyst for Lethbridge Hurricanes home games on 94.1 CJOC. The team’s contract with the radio station is up.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Saturday, March 15, 2014

Playoff picture coming into focus 

TIM BOZON 

Marc Antoine Godin of La Presse takes an extensive look at the life and career of F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice right here. Bozon remains in the ICU ward at Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon, two weeks after he was admitted and diagnosed with Neisseria Meningitis. . . . Godin’s story is in French, so you may have to run it through Google’s translator.

 ---

  Curtis Hunt, a former WHL player and coach, is an assistant coach with the Canadian team that won a bronze medal in sledge hockey in the Paralympic Games in Sochi, Russia, on Saturday. . . .

 G Shannon Szabados stopped 27 shots Saturday night as her Columbus, Ga., Cottonmouths dropped a 4-3 decision to the visiting Knoxville Ice Bears. The 27-year-old Szabados, the starting goaltender for the Canadian women’s Olympic team, became the first woman to play in the Southern Pro Hockey League. . . . Attendance was 4,295.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Kootenay (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Swift Current (5)

 (WHAT’S LEFT TO DECIDE: Only eighth place. The Prince Albert Raiders are eighth, two points ahead of the Red Deer Rebels. The Raiders are out of games; the Rebels will play in Edmonton today. A Red Deer victory will necessitate a tiebreaker game with Prince Albert.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Spokane (6)

 Everett (4) vs. Seattle (5)

 (WHAT’S LEFT TO DECIDE: Home-ice advantage in the series between the Everett Silvertips and Seattle Thunderbirds. Everett plays the Winterhawks in Portland this evening, while the Thunderbirds are in Kennewick, Wash., to finish up against the Tri-City Americans.)

 ---

 SUNDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Medicine Hat at Lethbridge, 4 p.m. (rescheduled from Friday)

 Red Deer at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 Everett at Portland, 5 p.m.

 Seattle at Tri-City, 5:05 p.m.

 END OF REGULAR SEASON

 ---

 SATURDAY’S GAMES:

In Brandon, F Peter Quenneville scored three times to lead the Wheat Kings to a playoff spot with a 6-3 victory over the Regina Pats. . . . Quenneville enjoyed his first WHL hat trick in his second game back after missing 10 with an undisclosed injury. One night earlier, he scored twice and added two assists in a 4-3 OT victory in Regina. . . . Quenneville, a seventh-round pick by the Columbus Blue Jackets in the 2013 NHL draft, has 21 goals, making him Brandon’s seventh 20-goal man. Only the Portland Winterhawks have as many. . . . Brandon F Nolan Patrick, the fourth overall selection in the 2013 bantam draft, scored his first WHL goal, tipping in a shot from the point. It came in his third game and gave his side a 3-2 lead. . . . Nolan’s father, Steve, scored 80 goals in 157 games with the Wheat Kings (1978-81). . . . Regina led this game 2-0 at 4:11 of the first period, but then gave up the next five goals. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock had a goal, his 23rd, and two assists, while F Tim McGauley had three assists as he ran his point streak to eight games. . . . F Jayce Hawryluk, Brandon’s leading scorer, completed his four-game WHL suspension. . . . Kelly McCrimmon, Brandon’s owner/general manager and head coach, earned his 364th career coaching victory to move past Bob Lowes into top spot on the franchise’s list. . . . The Pats (39-26-7) go into the playoffs as the Eastern Conference’s No. 2 seed, thanks to winning the East Division. The Wheat Kings (34-29-9) are the No. 7 seed. The series opens Saturday night in Regina. . . . 

In Calgary, F Greg Chase scored two goals and drew two assists as the Hitmen doubled the Kootenay Ice 6-3 in what was a first-round playoff preview. . . . Chase, who finished plus-5, has 35 goals. . . . The Hitmen go into the playoffs as the Eastern Conference’s No. 3 seed, while the loss, combined with a victory by the Swift Current Broncos, knocked the Ice from fifth to sixth. . . . The Hitmen have won four in a row, while the Ice has lost four straight. . . . The Ice went 4-2-2 in the season series, which means the Hitmen were 4-4-0. . . . The Ice again went with 16 skaters, two under the maximum, and again scratched D Landon Cross and D Landon Peel. . . . Calgary F Jake Virtanen scored his 45th goal in the second period and later got into a scrap with Ice D Rinat Valiev. . . . The Hitmen got a goal and two assists from each of F Mike Winther, who has seven goals, and F Pavel Padakin, who has 27. . . . F Sam Reinhart had two assists for the Ice, while F Jaedon Descheneau scored his 44th goal and added an assist. F Luke Philp also had a goal, his 31st, and an assist. . . . The Hitmen (48-17-7) and Ice (39-28-5) will open Thursday in Calgary. . . . 

In Moose Jaw, the Swift Current Broncos clinched fifth place in the Eastern Conference with a 3-1 victory over the Warriors. . . . The Broncos, who have won four straight, swept a weekend series from Moose Jaw. . . . The victory lifted the Broncos past the Kootenay Ice and into fifth. . . . F Jay Merkley, with his 34th, and F Coda Gordon, with his 26th, gave the Broncos a 2-0 first-period lead. . . . Moose Jaw F Jack Rodewald, who scored seven goals in 56 games for the Regina Pats last season, got his 28th in his 58th game with the Warriors at 19:42 of the first. . . . Broncos F Nathan Burns added insurance with his 27th goal at 17:46 of the third. . . . Broncos G Eetu Laurikainen stopped 29 shots. . . . According to a tweet from Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald, Warriors D Jesse Forsberg “is going to join the ECHL’s Colorado Eagles for the end of their season.” . . . The Broncos (38-25-9) will meet the No. 4 Medicine Hat Tigers (43-24-4) in the first round. They’ll open Friday in Medicine Hat. . . . The Warriors (21-42-9) finished 10th in the Eastern Conference and missed the playoffs for a second straight season. . . . 

In Red Deer, the Edmonton Oil Kings scored a 7-4 victory over the Rebels to wrap up first place in the Central Division and the Eastern Conference for a third straight season. . . . The victory was Edmonton’s 50th of the season and tied a WHL record for consecutive 50-victory seasons (Kamloops, 1989-92). . . . The Oil Kings have won three in a row. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson and F Curtis Lazar each had two goals and two assists. Lazar has 41 goals; Samuelsson has 35. . . . Edmonton D Cody Corbett had a goal, his 17th, and three assists, while D Dysin Mayo had three helpers and F Edgars Kulda got his 30th goal. . . . The Oil Kings were 5-for-8 on the PP; the Rebels were 0-for-5. . . . Red Deer F Aspen Sterzer scored his 28th goal and added an assist. . . . The Oil Kings (50-18-3) will begin the first round at home against Prince Albert or Red Deer on Saturday night. . . .

In Saskatoon, the Prince Albert Raiders erased a 4-3 deficit with three third-period goals and beat the Blades, 6-4. . . . The victory lifted the Raiders (35-32-5) into eighth place in the Eastern Conference, two points ahead of the Red Deer Rebels. The Raiders are out of games; the Rebels play in Edmonton today and need a victory to force a one-game playoff for the conference’s final playoff spot. . . . Raiders F Jayden Hart scored twice, giving him 14, while F Collin Valcourt got his 28th goal and added two assists. . . . Raiders F Dakota Conroy tied the game with his 30th goal at 1:12 of the third, via the PP. . . . Hart gave the Raiders their first lead at 17:41. . . . Prince Albert F Leon Draisaitl scored his 38th goal and added an assist. . . . The Blades got two goals from F Chase Clayton, who finished with 12, and three assists from F Cory Millette. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherback, the WHL’s highest-scoring freshman, got his 28th goal to end a nine-game drought. . . . The Blades (16-51-5) finished the season on a 12-game losing streak. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, the Tigers scored the games first six goals and went on to a 6-3 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . F Curtis Valk scored twice, giving him 46, and added two assists for the Tigers. Last season, Valk finished with 91 points, including 46 goals, in 71 games. He duplicated that feat this season. . . . F Cole Sanford added his 32nd goal and three assists, while F Trevor Cox had two goals, giving him 25, and an assist. . . . Medicine Hat D Dylan Bredo, playing in his 289th consecutive game, had two helpers. . . . The Tigers (43-24-4) will finish fourth in the Eastern Conference and open a first-round series at home against the Swift Current Broncos on Friday night. . . . The Hurricanes (12-54-5) have lost 13 in a row. . . . The teams meet today in Lethbridge in a game that was postponed from Friday due to water-related issues in the city. . . .

In Portland, G Brendan Burke earned the shutout and F Oliver Bjorkstrand reached the 50-goal plateau as the Winterhawks beat the Seattle Thunderbirds, 7-0. . . . Burke stopped 28 shots in recording his fourth shutout this season and the eighth of his career. . . . Bjorkstrand struck for three goals, getting No. 50 on the PP at 15:24 of the third period. It was his fourth hat trick this season. . . . The sophomore from Herning, Denmark, had 63 points, including 31 goals, last season. This season, he has 109 points in 68 games. . . . WHL Facts tweeted that Bjorkstrand scored 13 of his goals this season against Seattle. . . . Portland D Mathew Dumba scored his eighth goal and added three assists. . . . The Winterhawks were 3-for-7 on the PP as Seattle took 58 of the game’s 102 penalty minutes. . . . The Thunderbirds were without F Branden Troock, who drew a one-game suspension for a charging major he incurred on Friday night. . . . Portland (53-13-5) has won six in a row, while Seattle (40-25-6) has dropped three straight. . . . Portland, the Western Conference’s No. 2 seed, will open against the No. 7 Vancouver Giants in the Oregon city on Friday. . . . The Thunderbirds will go up against the Everett Silvertips in the first round with home-ice to be decided today. . . .

In Prince George, F Todd Fiddler scored four times and F Troy Bourke had a goal and three assists as the Cougars beat the Kamloops Blazers, 8-3, in the final game of the season for two non-playoff teams. . . . Fiddler finished with 50 goals, just the second player to do that since the franchise relocated from Victoria over the summer of 1994. . . . F Quinn Hancock scored 54 times in 1997-98. . . . Bourke, who turns 20 on March 30, finished the game with 236 career points, a record for the franchise since its move to Prince George. That broke the mark of 233 that had been held by F Eric Hunter (2002-07). . . . Bourke finished this season with 85 points, including 29 goals, in 69 games. . . . Cougars F Zach Pochiro had three assists, while D Sam Ruopp scored his fifth goal and added two assists. . . . F Cole Ully had two assists for Kamloops, which got 43 saves from G Bolton Pouliot. . . . Kamloops F Deven Sideroff scored his second goal of the season 42 seconds into the third period to get his guys to within 4-3. The Cougars, who snapped a six-game losing streak, then scored four straight goals, with Fiddler getting No. 49 shorthanded and adding No. 50 at 15:50. After scoring two goals in 14 games with the Moose Jaw Warriors, Fiddler struck 48 times in 42 games with the Cougars. . . . He finished the season with 98 points. . . . This may well have been the Cougars’ final game under the ownership of Rick Brodsky, who has owned the franchise since purchasing the Victoria Cougars in 1994. He is negotiating the sale of the club with a local group. While a deal isn’t yet complete, it is believed to be inching forward. . . . The Cougars (27-37-8) finished ninth in the Western Conference. . . . The Blazers (14-53-5) wrapped up the poorest season in Kamloops franchise history. They went 4-24-1 after Guy Charron replaced Dave Hunchak as head coach. . . . 

In Everett, F Carson Stadnyk scored his 23rd goal at 18:32 of the third period to give the Silvertips a 3-2 victory over the Victoria Royals. . . . Victoria F Tyler Soy had tied the score with his 15th goal at 16:29 of the third. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz stopped 22 shots, as did Victoria G Coleman Vollrath. . . . F Manraj Hayer had two assists for the Silvertips, who had won 5-3 in Victoria on Friday night. . . . The Silvertips (39-23-9) moved into fourth in the Western Conference and for the first time in their 11 WHL seasons will meet the Seattle Thunderbirds in the playoffs. Home-ice advantage for that series will be decided today. . . . The Royals (48-20-4) will open a first-round series against the Spokane Chiefs at home on Saturday night. . . . 

In Kelowna, F Nick Merkley had a goal and two assists to help the Rockets to a 5-3 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . Merkley tied the club record for single-season goals by a 16-year-old as he got his 25th. F Shane McColgan, now with the BCHL’s Penticton Vees, scored 25 as a 16-year-old in 2009-10. . . . Merkley, from Calgary, finished with 58 points in 66 games. He was the ninth overall pick in the 2012 bantam draft. . . . The Rockets had beaten the Giants 6-5 in Vancouver on Friday night. . . . F Carter Rigby had two goals for Kelowna, giving him 18. . . . F Jackson Houck scored twice, giving him 34, and added an assist for the Giants. . . . Vancouver G Payton Lee, who was shaken up and left Friday’s game in the first period, stopped 35 shots. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 29 shots in running his record to 39-7-4. . . . The Rockets (57-11-4) are the Western Conference’s top seed and will open at home against the Tri-City Americans on Friday night. . . . The Giants (32-29-11) finished seventh and will meet the Portland Winterhawks. . . .

In Kennewick, Wash., G Eric Comrie turned aside 18 shots to lead the Tri-City Americans to a 3-0 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Comrie, 18, has four shutouts this season and nine in his career. . . . F Jesse Astles scored the game’s first goal, his 11th, at 14:24 of the first period. Four of those 11 goals came against the Chiefs. . . . Tri-City’s other two goals came via the PP, as F Parker Bowles got his 15th and Beau McCue added his 20th. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg was held pointless. He leads the WHL with 118 points, seven more than Portland F Nic Petan, who has one game remaining. . . . The Americans had lost five in a row (0-3-2) and went in 1-5-4 in their last 10. . . . Tri-City (29-32-10) finished eighth in the Western Conference, meaning it has a first-round date with the Kelowna Rockets. They open Saturday in Kelowna. . . . Spokane’s loss, combined with an Everett victory, left the Chiefs (40-26-6), who are out of games, in sixth spot in the conference. They open at Victoria on Saturday night.

 ---

 From Kelowna Rockets D Madison Bowey (@m_bows4): “Just want too thank the @WHLGiants doctors for handling the situation so well and getting me stitched up so quickly. Much appreciated!”

Bowey suffered a skate cut to an arm in the first period of Kelowna’s 6-5 victory over host Vancouver on Friday night. He came back to score two goals.

 ---

 From Helene Elliott (@helenenothelen) of The Los Angeles Times: “(Darryl) Sutter on availability of ailing Quick and Brown (Saturday) tonight: ‘we'll see.’ Backup if Quick can't go? ‘Ranford,’ the goalie coach. A joke there.”

If Ranford couldn’t go, presumably next up would be the other goalie coach. That would be Kim Dillabaugh, who also works with the Kelowna Rockets.

 ---

 From the Kootenay Ice (@WHLKootenayICE): “Big Thank You to Bill & Daisy Pang from Bill's Peking House in Calgary for the donation for #TB20! #gracious!”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Saturday, March 15, 2014

 If you were wondering, the Tim Hortons Brier, the Canadian men’s curling championship that concluded last Sunday, drew 65,005 fans to the Interior Savings Centre in Kamloops. That was an average attendance of 2,955 per draw, when 4,000 was thought to be the break-even point. . . . This was the poorest-attended Brier since 1988 when attendance in Chicoutimi was 45,220. . . . The one bright note in Kamloops was that Sunday’s championship game drew 5,238 fans. . . . The Brier was last held in Kamloops in 1996. The attendance was 127,746. . . . What happened this time? The buzz blames the price of tickets and the fact that TSN televised every draw and does a tremendous job of it. . . . Based on the Brier attendance and the decline in junior hockey attendance across the country, I would suggest there is a trend here. . . . Perhaps we can call it the Netflix Affect. . . . 

 According to RJ Currie of SportsDeke.com, the top three reasons the Los Angeles Angels gave a salary bump to Mike Trout are: “3. He’s a good catch; 2. To avoid an arbitration herring; 1. Just for the halibut.” . . . One more from Currie: “The South Florida police report and videos from Justin Bieber's arrest have been released. Bieber tested positive for marijuana, Xanax and outright stupidity.” . . . “The fact the (Buffalo) Bills in Toronto series is on hold and might be over says nothing about Toronto as an NFL city,” offers Steve Simmons of the Toronto Sun. “What it says is this market has wise consumers: Way-overpriced junk packaged as something it wasn’t won’t sell anywhere and didn’t sell here.” . . . And just how many markets could that be applied to in today’s sports world? . . . 

 Somehow it was only fitting that the Florida Panthers held Tim Thomas Bobblehead Day last Sunday and Roberto Luongo was in goal for them. Thomas, of course, had been traded to the Dallas Stars following the arrival of Luongo. . . . Considering that Vancouver Canucks general manager Mike Gillis and head coach John Tortorella each has four years left on his contract, it doesn’t seem likely that either one is on his way out of Vancouver. . . . “At the Iditarod, where some say dogs are mistreated, Scott Janssen, known (seriously) as the ‘Mushing Mortician,’ had a rough day,” writes Scott Ostler of the San Francisco Chronicle. “He crashed his sled, hit his head on a stump, woke up, slipped on the ice while chasing a dog and broke his ankle. Do dogs snicker?” . . . 

After 12 Years a Slave won the Oscar for 2013’s best picture, Richmond, B.C., blogger TC Chong scribbled: “I had no idea anyone would make a movie about my first marriage.” . . . After Movie 43 was honoured as the worst film of 2013 at the Razzie Awards, Vancouver radio and newspaper personality Torben Rolfsen noted: “They never should have made a sequel to the Jackie Robinson story.” . . . Here’s Rolfsen, again: “Barack Obama has warned Vladimir Putin not to stir up anything else that requires his attention until after the NCAA basketball tournament.” . . .

A couple of weeks ago, there were satellite pictures floating around that seemed to show the firing of a short-range missile by North Korea. “It was intended to be a long-range missile test,” Chong pointed out, “but officials say the elastic band launcher didn’t have enough torque.” . . . After noting that the new word of the year for 2013 was “selfie,” Chong claims the leading candidate for new word of 2014 “is ‘twerking’ . . . as in the Canucks’ power play isn’t twerking.” . . . After playing Quebec in that third-place game at the Brier last Sunday, Manitoba skip Jeff Stoughton told Paul Wiecek of the Winnipeg Free Press: “It’s a game neither of us want to play, neither of us have any interest in, neither of us are focused out there at all.” . . . The Quebec rink had played Saturday night and was there Sunday morning on minimal rest, what with having to deal with the ‘spring forward’ time change as well. . . . 

 You may have heard that NASA has discovered another 715 planets. As Brad Dickson of the Omaha World-Herald noted: “Commissioner Jim Delany is inviting 712 to join the Big Ten.” . . . One more from Dickson: “Robert Griffin III declined a fan’s wedding invitation and instead sent an autographed photo of himself. Try that next time you’re invited to a wedding.” . . . Receiver Eric Decker has left the Denver Broncos, and quarterback Peyton Manning, for Geno Smith and the New York Jets. Here’s football fan Christopher Campbell, in a post on the ESPN.com website: ““Decker will miss Manning a lot, but Geno will miss Decker a lot more.” . . . 

“The Canucks blew a 3-0 third-period lead and lost 7-4 to the New York Islanders on Monday,” scribbles Ian Hamilton of the Regina Leader-Post. “You know things are bad in Vancouver when something like that happens and no one bothers to start a riot.” . . . "Barbie, the world’s most famous doll, turned 55 on Sunday," writes Dwight Perry of the Seattle Times. "She celebrated her big day at the beach, strutting her stuff alongside PED Ken." . . . During a men's basketball game at UC Santa Barbara, a fan ran onto the court and confronted Hawaii coach Gib Arnold. As he told ESPN: “You can’t control crazy. That’s why they’re crazy.”

(Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Trust fund established to help Bozon family; Pats clinch East pennant 

The Kamloops Blazers, many of them former teammates of Tim Bozon's,

pose with a banner that was signed by fans at their last two home games. 

Last night, fans donated $1,078 to the Tim Bozon Trust Fund. 

The Kootenay Ice are wearing a decal on

their helmets as a show of support for

teammate Tim Bozon. 

The WHL has announced details of a trust fund to assist Kootenay Ice F Tim Bozon and his family with medical and rehabilitation costs.

 According to a WHL news release, folks are able to “make donations at any BMO Bank of Montreal branch in British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan or Manitoba.” (Note to WHL: Just wondering, but is there a way for American or overseas fans to make donations via PayPal or electronically?)

 Bozon, who was in his third WHL season, has been in Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon since March 1. He played, and a scored a goal, the previous night in Saskatoon. The following day, he diagnosed with Neisseria Meningitis, admitted to the Intensive Care Unit and placed in a medically induced coma as doctors worked to slow the advance of the meningitis.

 Late this week, with his condition critical but stable, doctors began getting him out of the coma. His condition has been improving and his parents, Helene and Philippe, said Thursday that their son was responding to verbal stimuli.

 ---

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

Czech-ELHF Petr Nedved (Seattle, 1989-90) announced his retirement after Liberec (Czech Republic, Extraliga) was eliminated from the playoffs on Thursday. This season, Nedved finished fourth in the league’s scoring race, with 50 points, including 19 goals, in 49 games. He also was the team captain. . . .

 D Ryan Russell (Kootenay, 2003-07) has signed a one-year extension with Leksand (Sweden, SHL). He had eight points, including two goals, in 51 games this season.

 ---

 G Shannon Szabados will start for the SPHL’s Columbus, Ga., Cottonmouths tonight. Karen Crouse of The New York Times has more right here, and it‘s a pretty good read. . . . The Cottonmouths are coached by former Moose Jaw Warriors tough guy Jerome (Boom-Boom) Bechard.

 ---

 Dr. Mary Smith, the Spokane Chiefs’ team dentist since 1985, was presented with a WHL Distinguished Service Award prior to a game against the visiting Tri-City Americans on Friday night. . . . According to a news release, “With almost 30 years as part of the organization, Smith is the longest-serving member of the Spokane Chiefs.” . . . More from the news release: “Smith has been instrumental in keeping the Chiefs players safe, by equipping them in the most current protective mouth guards, preventing dental injury. All Chiefs players are fitted for mouth guards every training camp, at the expense of Smith and her clinic.” . . .

The Tri-City Americans have signed F Morgan Geekie, 15, to a WHL contract. Geekie, from Strathclair, Man., was a fifth-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft. . . . He played this season with the midget AAA Yellowhead Chiefs, putting up 53 points, including 25 goals, in 44 games. . . . The Americans have signed four of their first five picks in the 2013 draft.

 --- 

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 (NOTE: A tie for a conference's final playoff spot will result in a tiebreaker game. Prince Albert, with one game left, is tied with Red Deer, which has two to play.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 (NOTE: Kelowna-Tri-City and Portland-Vancouver are locked in as first-round series.)

 ---

 SATURDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Regina at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Kootenay at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Seattle at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Kamloops at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 Vancouver at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Spokane at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 SUNDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Medicine Hat at Lethbrige, 4 p.m. (rescheduled from Friday)

 Red Deer at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 Everett at Portland, 5 p.m.

 Seattle at Tri-City, 5:05 p.m.

 END OF REGULAR SEASON

 ---

 FRIDAY’S GAMES:

In Cranbrook, F Jake Virtanen scored in the sixth round of the shootout to give the Calgary Hitmen a 5-4 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . Virtanen was the only one of 12 shooters to score in the skills competition. . . . Calgary scored the game's first three goals, only to have the Ice come back with four in a row. . . . Calgary F Greg Chase forced OT with his 33rd goal at 8:16 of the third period. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart had a goal, his 35th, and two assists. He finished the night with 102 points, becoming the second player in franchise history with 100 points in a season. The first was F Jarret Stoll in 2000-01. . . . Reinhart, who scored his 100th career goal, also set the franchise's single-season assists record, with 67. Stoll had 66 in 2000-01. . . . Reinhart has 251 career points in 202 regular-season games. . . . Virtanen also scored once in regulation, giving him 44, while F Brady Brassart got No. 35. . . . Ice F Luke Philp scored twice, giving him 30, and added two helpers. . . . The Ice, which remains without veteran defencemen Landon Cross and Landon Peel, has lost three in a row. . . . Calgary (47-17-7) is tied with the idle Edmonton Oil Kings (49-18-3) for first place in the Eastern Conference. The Oil Kings have two more victories and a game in hand. . . . The Ice (39-27-5) is tied for fifth with the Swift Current Broncos. The Ice has the tiebreaker (39-37, in victories) and each team has one game remaining. . . .

In Prince Albert, the Raiders struck for three first-period goals and went on to beat the Saskatoon Blades, 7-2. . . . F Calder Brooks, with his 15th, and F Leon Draisaitl, with his 37th, got the Raiders rolling at 1:06 and 1:38 of the first period. . . . Raiders F Collin Valcourt scored twice, giving him 27, and added two assists, while Draisatil finished with his 37th goal and three assists. Draisaitl now has 103 points this season. . . . The Raiders also got a goal and two assists from each of D Josh Morrissey and F Dakota Conroy. Morrissey has 28 goals; Conroy has 29. . . . Raiders G Nick McBride stopped 18 shots. . . . Prince Albert (34-32-5) is tied with the idle Red Deer Rebels for eighth in the Eastern Conference. Red Deer has two games remaining, while the Raiders have on. A tie for the last playoff spot would necessitate a tiebreaker game. . . . The Blades (16-50-5) have lost 11 in a row. . . . 

In Regina, the Pats wrapped up first place in the East Division and the No. 2 seed in the Eastern Conference with a loser point as they lost 4-3 in OT to the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . D Eric Roy won it with his 11th goal, on the PP, at 2:18 of OT. . . . Brandon F Peter Quenneville, who had missed the previous 10 games with an undisclosed injury, forced OT when he scored his second goal of the game and his 18th of the season with 35.3 seconds left in the third period and the Wheat Kings net empty. He also had an assist. . . . Regina held 2-0 and 3-1 leads in this one. . . . Brandon F Richard Nejezchleb scored his 32nd goal at 6:47 of the second period, on the PP, got get his side to within one. . . . Brandon was 2--for-2 on the PP; Regina was 2-for-3. . . . F Chandler Stephenson had two assists for Regina but was in the penalty box when the winner was scored. . . . The victory was No. 363 as Brandon's head coach for Kelly McCrimmon, tying him with Bob Lowes for the franchise record. Lowes, who now scouts for the NHL's Ottawa Senators, spent the night in Kamloops, watching the Blazers beat the Prince George Cougars. . . . The Pats were without D Kyle Burroughs, F Dyson Stevenson, G Daniel Wapple and D Colby Williams, all out with injuries. . . . The Wheat Kings also welcomed back veteran F Jens Meilleur, who had missed five games. . . . With the victory, Brandon (33-29-9) has clinched at least a tie for eighth place in the Eastern Conference. A tie for the final playoff spot would mean a tiebreaking game. . . . The Wheat Kings are in solve possession of seventh in the conference, two points ahead of Red Deer and Prince Albert. . . . The Pats (39-25-7) are two points ahead of Swift Current but hold the tiebreaker (39-37, in victories) with each team having one game to play. . . . 

In Swift Current, F Jay Merkley scored twice to help the Broncos to a 5-4 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . Merkley, who has 33 goals, tied the game 2-2 at 4:50 of the second period, then gave his side a 4-3 lead just 36 seconds into the third period with a shorthanded tally. . . . F Bryson Gore scored twice for the Warriors, giving him 11. . . . Moose Jaw F Brayden Point got No. 36, while F Sam Fioretti got his 20th. . . . The Broncos have won their last three games. . . . Swift Current (37-25-9) is tied with the Kootenay Ice for fifth in the Eastern Conference, but the Ice holds the tiebreaker (39-37, in victories). . . . The Warriors (21-41-9) had their four-game winning streak snapped. . . .  

In Kamloops, F Deven Sideroff and F Collin Shirley scored 42 seconds apart early in the third period to spark the Blazers to a 5-1 victory over the Prince George Cougars. . . . The Cougars may have been playing their second-last game under Rick Brodsky's ownership. He is negotiating the sale of the franchise with a group headed up by a local businessman. . . . The Blazers and Cougars will conclude their seasons in Prince George tonight. . . . Sideroff, who turns 17 on April 14, scored his first goal of the season in his 11th game. . . . The Blazers got scoring from some unexpected sources. Besides Sideroff, F Nick Chyzowski got his third goal and F Nathan Looysen got his second. . . . Kamloops G Bolton Pouliot was stellar again, this time with 35 saves. . . . F Troy Bourke scored his 28th goal for the Cougars. That gives him 232 career points, one shy of the franchise record held by Eric Hunter (2002-07). . . . The Blazers (14-52-5) had lost their previous eight games. . . . The Cougars (26-37-8) have lost six in a row. . . . 

In Spokane, F Liam Stewart, playing his first game since Jan. 29, scored in the shootout to give the Chiefs a 4-3 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . The Americans led 2-0 in the first period on two goals from F Jessey Astles, who has 10. . . . The Chiefs then scored three in a row, including No. 62 from F Mitch Holmberg. That was Holmberg’s 147th career goal, breaking the franchise record (146) that had been held by Pat Falloon (1988-91). . . . Holmberg also is the first WHLer to 62 goals since F Layne Ulmer of the Swift Current Broncos scored 63 in 2000-01. . . . Tri-City F Parker Bowles forced OT with his 14th goal, via the PP, at 19:29 of the third period. G Evan Sarthou was on the bench for the extra attacker at the time. . . . The Americans are 0-3-2 in their last five. . . . Holmberg leads the WHL with 118 points, eight more than Portland Winterhawks F Nic Petan. . . . The Chiefs (40-25-6) moved into a tie for fourth with the Seattle Thunderbirds in the Western Conference. Seattle has two games remaining; the Chiefs have one. Each team has 40 victories. . . . The Americans (28-32-10) will finish eighth and meet the Kelowna Rockets in the first round. . . . 

In Victoria, the Everett Silvertips broke a 3-3 tie with two goals 27 seconds apart in the third period as they beat the Royals, 5-3. . . . The Silvertips have won eight in a row and have points in 11 straight, while the Royals have lost their last two games. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz ran his winning streak to eight with 23 stops. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka, who stopped 26 shots, suffered his first loss in nine starts. . . . Victoria F Tyler Soy tied the game 3-3 with his 14th goal at 9:07 of the third period. . . . The Silvertips then got scores from F Manraj Hayer, his 15th, at 11:42, and F Ivan Nikolishin, his 18th, at 12:09. . . . Nikolishin also had two assists, as did F Josh Winquist. . . . Winquist now has 91 points this season, two off the franchise record of 93 set by F Zach Hamill in 2006-07. . . . Everett (38-23-9), with two games left, is sixth in the Western Conference, one point behind Seattle and Spokane. . . . The Royals (48-19-4) will finish third in the conference. . . . 

In Vancouver, the Kelowna Rockets got off to a 6-1 lead and then hung on to beat the Giants, 6-5. . . . The Giants ended up using Ryan Kubic, 16, in goal after starter Payton Lee was injured in a goalmouth collision. Jared Rathjen, the Giants' other goaltender, is out with an undisclosed injury. Kubic, who turned 16 on Jan. 7, is from St. Andrews, Man. He was the 39th overall selection in the 2013 bantam draft. Kubic made 24 saves in his third appearance for the Giants this season. . . . Kelowna D Madison Bowey also was injured in that goalmouth collision and left the game with an apparent cut to an arm. . . . Bowey was back for the start of the second period, while Lee made his way back to the Giants' bench. . . . Bowey later scored his 19th and 20th goals of the season, setting a single-season franchise record for goals by a defenceman. Tyson Barrie set the previous record in 2009-10. . . . Those two goals allowed Kelowna to take a 6-1 lead into the third period. . . . Vancouver F Jackson Houck scored his 32nd goal, shorthanded, at 18:27 to leave the Rockets with a 6-5 lead. . . . F Ty Ronning scored twice for the Giants, giving him nine in his freshman season. . . . The Rockets also got two goals, one shorthanded, from F Justin Kirkland, who has 17, and a goal, his 42nd, and two assists from F Myles Bell. . . . Kelowna G Jackson Whistle, a former Giants stopper, made 29 saves. . . . The Rockets tied a WHL record for most road victories (29) in one season. The Portland Winterhawks set the record last season. . . . The Rockets (56-11-4) will finish atop the overall standings. . . . The Giants (32-28-11) will finish seventh and meet the No. 2 Portland Winter Winterhawks in the first round. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., the Portland Winterhawks got two goals and two assists from F Oliver Bjorkstrand as they beat the Seattle Thunderbirds, 5-2. . . . Bjorkstrand has 106 points, including 47 goals. . . . The Winterhawks have won five in a row and are 10-1-0 in their last 11. . . . F Brendan Leipsic got his 39th goal for Portland as the Winterhawks got off to a 3-0 lead. That also was his 300th career point and came in his 259th game. . . . Seattle F Ryan Gropp, with his 18th, and F Roberts Lipsbergs, with his 33rd, cut the deficit to one before Bjorkstrand scored his second goal at 2:47 of the third. . . . Portland G Brendan Burke stopped 30 shots, 16 fewer than Seattle’s Taran Kozun. . . . F Reed Morrison, a 15-year-old list player from Calgary, made his WHL debut with the Winterhawks. . . . Seattle F Branden Troock was ejected with a charging major at 10:18 of the third period. . . . The Winterhawks have 25 road victories, the second-best in franchise history. They set a record last season with 29; that record was tied last night by the Kelowna Rockets. . . . Portland (52-13-5) will be the Western Conference’s second seed when the playoffs begin. . . . Seattle (40-24-6) is tied for fourth with Spokane in the conference.

 ---

 From Roman Jedlicka (@jedli): “Petr Nedved after his last game in career: ‘Hockey was everything to me. I don’t know if I will ever find something so beautiful as hockey.’ "

---

From Darryl Wolski (@darrylwolski): “Lethbridge Hurricanes captain Josh Derko agrees to terms with Gwinnett in the @ECHL @gwtgladiators.” 

---

From Portland Winterhawks D Josh Hanson (@HansoloCup4): “Congrats to my fellow '94 @bleipsic on his 300th career WHL point. I'd need to play in this league til I'm 58 to get there. #Milestone #300.” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Cougars sold? Not yet 

The sale of the Prince George Cougars hasn't yet been finalized. Which isn't to say that it couldn't happen today. 

 Rick Brodsky, the owner of the Cougars, is believed to be negotiating a sale with a group that includes Prince George businessman Greg Pocock, who owns Prince George Hydromechanical and a piece of Forest Power Sports, and NHLers Eric Brewer and Dan Hamhuis, both of whom are former Cougars defenceman. 

 A rumour circulating Thursday had a news conference in the process of being scheduled for Monday morning in Prince George to announce the sale. The Cougars will complete their season against the visiting Kamloops Blazers on Saturday night. 

 However, a source familiar with the situation told me last night that "a few things still need to fall into place," but that the parties are close to a deal. 

 How close? 

 Close enough that an announcement could be made as soon as today. 

 --- 

 Hockey fans everywhere should be big fans of Malcolm Cameron, the head coach of the Regina Pats. 

 Why? 

Because he is one coach who understands that, while he is in the business of developing young hockey players, he also is in the entertainment business. 

“We play a little bit different style than we have in the past two years,’’ Cameron told Rob Vanstone of the Regina Leader-Post. Cameron was an assistant coach under Pat Conacher for two seasons, before taking over this season as head coach “There’s more puck possession. We’re a little bit more creative. It has led to more scoring. It has led to more altercations. It has led to a lot more excitement on the ice, for sure. 

“We’re in the business of selling tickets and getting people to the hockey games. We’re entertainment, so hopefully we’ll continue to entertain.’’ 

Later, Cameron continued: “I’ve coached in Long Beach, California, Beaumont, Texas and Fort Myers, Florida. That’s a fact of life. You’re in the entertainment business. 

“I think people have to be entertained. Nobody wants to come and watch a team just stand around and trap and have 18-16 in the shots (on goal). I think people want to see hits. People want to see exciting scoring opportunities. They want to see altercations on the ice. They want to see goals. I’m very mindful of that and I always have been. That’s the style that I coach.’’ 

Vanstone's complete story is right here. 

 --- 

USHLTroy Loney, who played three seasons with the WHL's Lethbridge Broncos (1980-83), and his wife, Aafke, have bought into a hockey team. 

 No, not the WHL's Lethbridge Hurricanes. 

 Loney, who is from Bow Island, Alta., and his wife bought into the USHL's Youngstown, Ohio, Phantoms. Loney, who went on to record 197 points, including 87 goals, in 624 NHL games, will be actively involved with the team as he, according to a news release, is to "oversee the day-to-day business and hockey operations." 

 Loney was part of two Stanley Cup winners, in 1991 and 1992 with the Pittsburgh Penguins. 

 --- 

 The Lethbridge Hurricanes have had to postpone a home game scheduled for tonight due to a water-related state of emergency in the city. 

 The Hurricanes and Medicine Hat Tigers were to have played in the Enmax Centre tonight. The game now will be played Sunday at 4 p.m.

 ---

SPHLCanadian Olympic team G Shannon Szabados is expected to make her first professional start on Saturday as the Columbus Cottonmouths play host to the Knoxville Ice Bears in SPHL action. Szabados joined the Cottonmouths on Thursday. That night, they dropped a 5-0 decision to the visiting Pensacola Ice Flyers. . . . Szabados, a 27-year-old from Edmonton, became the first female to play in the WHL when she was in training camp with the Tri-City Americans in 2002.

 --- 

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Brandon (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Red Deer (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 (NOTE: A tie for a conference‘s final playoff spot will result in a tiebreaker game. Prince Albert is two points behind Red Deer and Brandon; each of the three teams has two games remaining.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 (NOTE: Kelowna-Tri-City and Portland-Vancouver are locked in as first-round series.)

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Lethbridge, ppd., to be played Sunday, 4 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Prince George at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Everett at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 Kelowna at Vancouver, 7:30 p.m.

 Portland at Seattle, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 THURSDAY’S GAMES:

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 From former Edmonton Oil Kings/Kamloops Blazers D Marek Hrbas (@MHrbas13): “@timbozon94 keep fighting buddy! You will get through all this! We're all behind you!” 

Hrbas now plays professionally in his native Czech Republic.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, March 13, 2014

Bozon responding "to verbal stimuli" 

TIM BOZON 

The medical staff at Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon has begun working to awaken Kootenay Ice F Tim Bozon from a medically induced coma.

 Bozon has been in the hospital since March 1 when he was diagnosed with Neisseria Menningitis. He has been in ICU and in a medically induced coma since March 1, not March 6 as has been reported by some outlets, as doctors worked to slow the advance of the meningitis.

 According to a news release issued Thursday by the Saskatoon Health Region:

“(Bozon) remains in ICU. However, doctors have indicated his condition remains critical but stable and improving. . . . His family has indicated that Tim has responded to verbal stimuli.”

The news release continued:

“Tim’s parents, Philippe and Helene, have been overwhelmed by the email and social media messages from people around the world showing support for their son. The family is very appreciative and will respond sometime in the near future. The family also wants to express thanks to the doctors and staff at Royal University Hospital for the care Tim has received.”

Meanwhile, the WHL is in the process of establishing a trust fund to assist the Bozon family “with medical and rehabilitation costs as insurance coverage is limited.” The WHL says that more information on the fund will be released in the near future.

 Tim Bozon was in his third WHL season when he took ill. From Lugano, Switzerland, he began his WHL career with the Kamloops Blazers. Last season, as one-third of perhaps the WHL’s top forward line, alongside Colin Smith and JC Lipon, Bozon had 91 points, including 36 goals, in 69 games.

 Early this season, with the Blazers in an obvious rebuilding mode, Bozon asked for a trade and was moved to the Ice. He had 62 points, 30 of them goals, in 50 games. He has scored at least 30 goals in each of this three seasons.

 He was selected by the Montreal Canadiens in the third round, 64th overall, of the NHL’s 2012 draft and later signed a three-year entry-level contract.

 Bozon is to turn 20 on March 24.

 (NOTE: This has been updated to clarify that Tim Bozon actually has been in a medically induced coma since March 1, the day he was admitted to Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon.) 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Wednesday, March 12, 2014

Rockets grab Scotty Munro Memorial Trophy 

Canadian Olympic team veteran Hayley Wickenheiser has sent her

best wishes to Kootenay Ice F Tim Bozon, who remains in Royal

University Hospital in Saskatoon battling meningitis. 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

DEL

 F Brett Breitkreuz (Kelowna, Edmonton, Vancouver, 2006-10) has signed a one-year extension with Augsburger Panther (Germany, DEL). In 52 games this season, he had six goals and six assists.

 ---

 You may recall a few weeks back when The MacBeth Report brought news of two former WHLers, Tyler Mosienko and Kirill Starkov, who were playing in Denmark and found themselves caught up in a gambling scandal. . . . Well, disciplinary measures have been handed down and details are right here. . . . Mosienko now is with the ECHL’s Alaska Aces and, in fact, has nine points in 12 games.

 ---

BCHLThe Chilliwack Chiefs without Harvey Smyl? That's like eggs without bacon, like a hot dog without mustard, like Christmas without Santa Claus. But that will be the case next season as the Chiefs announced Wednesday evening that Smyl is stepping down as general manager and head coach of the BCHL franchise. Smyl has been with the Chiefs through 21 seasons. According to a Chiefs' news release, "Smyl informed Chiefs’ President Glen Ringdal on Tuesday that he will not renew his contract which expires at the end of May, but instead will pursue new directions and interests." . . . The Chiefs made the playoffs in 20 of Smyl's 21 seasons there. He is a four-time winner of the BCHL's coach-of-the-year award.

 ---

SJHLThe Saskatchewan Junior Hockey League has a Hall of Fame and has announced its Class of 2014.

 Inductions will take place July 25 as part of SJHL Hall of Fame Weekend in Melfort. Included in the festivities will be a dinner and, yes, a golf tournament.

 Going into the Hall of Fame this time will be former Melfort Mustangs head coach Kevin Dickie, former on-ice official Brad Meier, former Melfort D Willie Mitchell, Brian Munz, a one-time radio voice of Humboldt Broncos, Nipawin Hawks and Melfort, former SJHL player and coach Mark Odnokon, former G Rick Schultz, who now is chairman of the SJHL’s board of directors, Neil Shewchuk, who did play-by-play in the SJHL for 20 years, long-time SJHL general manager and executive Leonard Strandberg and the 1995-96 Melfort Mustangs.

 For more, check out Benny Walchuk’s blog, Walchuk’s World, right here.

 ---

 Meanwhile, the Saskatchewan Hockey Hall of Fame announced its 2014 inductees in January. I was away and missed it, so here they are:

 Players -- Brian Propp, Brad McCrimmon, Johnny Gottselig, Jim Neilson

 Builders -- Terry Simpson, Wayne Kartusch, Emile Francis

 Official -- Wes Smith

 Grassroots -- Bruce Clements

 Teams -- 1982 Prince Albert Raiders, 1972 Rosetown Redwings

 There is more right here.

 ---

 The WHL doesn't have a Hall of Fame. Sadly . . .

 ---

 Prior to Wednesday's home game, the Regina Pats saluted four long-time volunteers as Builders of the organization. Off-ice officials Gary Renner and Bill White, Dr. Ian Hill and Dr. Ralph Berdan join Graham Tuer, Lorne Davis, Bob Turner, Del Wilson, Gord Staseson and Al Ritchie as honoured Builders. . . . Renner was a member of the team's off-ice crew for 44 years, while White was there for 42 years. . . . Dr. Hill was the club's doctor for 45 years before retiring last season. Dr. Berdan has been the team dentist for 35 years, although he is stepping aside after this season. 

 --- 

 In hockey season, among other things, Steve Ewen covers the Vancouver Giants for the Vancouver Province. In the summer, you can find him at Scotiabank Field at Nat Bailey Stadium covering the Vancouver Canadians. . . . On Wednesday, the Canadians announced that they will induct Ewen into their Broadcast and Journalism Hall of Fame on Aug. 30. Being enshrined with Ewen will be broadcaster Bob Robertson. . . . Ewen has covered the Canadians for 14 seasons and has covered all six of their Northwest League playoff runs. 

 ---

 The City of Lethbridge has a water problem brought on by turbidity and has declared a state of emergency. One of the things the city has done is shut down all of its arenas. The Hurricanes are scheduled to play host to the Medicine Hat Tigers on Friday; an announcement is expected to be made sometime today as to whether that game will go ahead at the Enmax Centre. . . . 

 The Brandon Wheat Kings are fighting for their playoff lives and may get some help in time for their next game. The Wheat Kings are to play the Pats in Regina on Friday and Brandon may have F Peter Quenneville back in their lineup. Quenneville, who has 45 points, including 16 goals, in 42 games, hasn’t played since Feb. 17, but took part in a full practice on Wednesday. . . . F Jens Meilleur, a fourth-year skater who has been out since Feb. 26, was on the ice in a non-contact sweater. . . . 

 The Saskatoon Blades will win fewer than 20 games for the sixth time in franchise history. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix provides a pretty good look right here at what it was like on a Blades team that won only seven games.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Brandon (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Red Deer (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 (NOTE: A tie for a conference‘s final playoff spot will result in a tiebreaker game. Prince Albert is two points behind Red Deer and Brandon; each of the three teams has two games remaining.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 (NOTE: Kelowna-Tri-City and Portland-Vancouver are locked in as first-round series.)

 ---

 THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Brandon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Prince George at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Everett at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 Kelowna at Vancouver, 7:30 p.m.

 Portland at Seattle, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

In Medicine Hat, the Edmonton Oil Kings moved back into sole possession of first place in the Eastern Conference with a 3-1 victory over the Tigers. . . . F Luke Bertolucci, with his sixth, in the first period, and D Griffin Reinhart, with his fourth, at 1:04 of the second on a PP, gave the visitors a 2-0 lead. . . . Tigers F Cole Sanford got his guys within one when he scored his 31st at 16:15 of the second. . . . Edmonton F Edgars Kulda added insurance with his 29th, into an empty net, at 19:57 of the third. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 30 shots, five fewer than Medicine Hat's Marek Langhamer. . . . Edmonton F Reid Petryk was helped off the ice in the third period. Darren Steinke of the Medicine Hat News tweeted that Petryk appeared unable to put any weight on his left leg, but that he seemed OK after the game. . . . Tigers D Dylan Bredo played in his 288th consecutive regular-season game, which ties him for fourth with F Steve Kuhn, who played for the Spokane Chiefs, in the WHL record book. F Justin Feser, who played for the Tri-City Americans, holds the WHL record (321). . . . Steinke has a story on Bredo and his accomplishment right here. . . . The Oil Kings (49-18-3) have 101 points, the third straight season in which they surpassed 100. They need one victory or a Calgary Hitmen loss in regulation to wrap up first place in the Eastern Conference for a third straight season. . . . The Tigers (42-24-4) will finish fourth in the conference and will play the Kootenay Ice or Swift Current Broncos in the first round. . . . 

In Red Deer, G Patrik Bartosak stopped 46 shots to lead the Rebels to a 3-2 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . Rebels D Nick Charif gave his guys a 2-0 lead with this third goal at 6:04 of the second period. . . . Ice F Jaedon Descheneau scored his 43rd just 53 seconds later. . . . Red Deer F Scott Feser upped the lead to 3-1 with this 14th at 16:04 of the third. . . . F Sam Reinhart had two assists for the Ice as he closed to within one of the franchise record for assists in one season. F Jarrett Stoll holds the record of 66 from 2000-01. Reinhart has 99 points this season; Stoll is the last Kootenay player to reach 100 points; he had 106 in 2000-01. . . . Red Deer F Wyatt Johnson drew two assists. . . . The Ice again dressed 16 skaters, two under the maximum. They remain without D Landon Cross and D Landon Peel. . . . Red Deer (34-31-5) is tied with the Brandon Wheat Kings for seventh in the Eastern Conference. Red Deer holds the edge in the tiebreaker, with a 34-32 edge in victories. . . . The Ice (39-27-4) is fifth in the conference, one point ahead of Swift Current. . . . 

In Regina, F Dyson Stevenson and F Connor Gay each scored twice as the Pats dumped the Prince Albert Raiders, 7-1. . . . Stevenson has 38 goals, while Gay now has 17. . . . Regina F Morgan Klimchuk scored his 30th goal, a shorthanded effort, while F Dryden Hunt got his 20th. . . . Pats F Chandler Stephenson scored his 20th goal at 17:46 of the second period. It was his eighth shorthanded goal this season. . . . Regina has scored a WHL-leading 17 shorthanded goals, but its penalty killing is ranked 20th. . . . Stephenson also had three assists. . . . (I only hope Chandler's nickname is PH and Dyson answers to V.) . . . Raiders F Collin Valcourt scored the game's first goal, his 25th, but his side then gave up seven. . . . Regina G Dawson MacAuley stopped 28 shots. . . . Regina D Isaac Schacher was pointless but finished plus-4. . . . Regina (39-25-6) hasn’t won 40 games since 2007-08 when it last finished atop the East Division. With two games to play, the Pats lead the division by three points over Swift Current. Each team has two games remaining. . . . The Raiders (33-32-5), who have lost their last two games, slid into ninth place in the Eastern Conference, two points out of a playoff spot. They have two games remaining. . . . 

In Swift Current, F Colby Cave broke a 5-5 tie with 20.9 seconds left in the third period as the Broncos beat the Saskatoon Blades, 6-5. . . . Cave's 32nd goal came 1:03 after Saskatoon D Jordan Thomson went off for holding, only the game's fifth minor penalty. . . . F Graham Black had a goal, his 34th, and three assists for the Broncos. . . . Saskatoon led 3-0 before the game was 12 minutes old and drove G Eetu Laurikainen to the bench in the process. Landon Bow came on to stop 15 of 18 shots. . . . Saskatoon D MacKenzie Johnston, a 20-yer-old playing in his hometown for the last time, gave the Blades a 4-1 lead with his fourth goal 24 seconds into the second period. . . . After goals from F Jay Merkley, his 31st, and F Glenn Gawdin, his ninth, Black tied it at 9:44 of the second. . . . F Jake DeBrusk, who had two assists, gave the Broncos the lead with his 15th goal at 11:10. . . . Saskatoon F Cory Millette tied it with his 16th just 10 seconds into the third. . . . F Ryan Graham scored twice for the Blades, giving him 15 on the season. . . . Saskatoon G Brandon Kegler stopped 39 shots. . . . The Broncos (36-25-9) are sixth in the Eastern Conference, one point behind the Kootenay Ice. Swift Current also is three points behind Regina in the race for first in the East Division. . . . The Blades (16-49-5) have lost 10 in a row. . . . 

In Kamloops, the Kelowna Rockets clinched first place in the overall standings, beating the Blazers, 4-1. . . . The Rockets now have won the Scotty Munro Memorial Trophy on three occasions. . . . F Ryan Olsen scored twice for the Rockets, getting his 30th of the season into an empty net. . . . Kamloops G Bolton Pouliot was terrific in making 40 saves. . . . Kelowna F Tyrell Goulborne gave his side a 3-1 lead with his 17th goal at 16:13 of the third period. . . . Kamloops F Eric Krienke had scored his third goal at 11:34, giving the Blazers at least faint hope. . . . Kelowna F Nick Merkely scored his 24th goal, one shy of the franchise record for most goals in a season by a 16-year-old. F Shane McColgan, now with the BCHL's Penticton Vees, scored 25 times in 2009-10. . . . Kelowna G Jackson Whistle made 18 saves. He was sharp despite not being tested nearly as often as Pouliot. . . . Kelowna (55-11-4) will meet the Tri-City Americans (28-32-9) in a first-round series. . . . The Blazers (13-52-5) have lost eight in a row. . . . 

In Vancouver, F Trent Lofthouse scored two goals to help the Giants to a 3-2 victory over the Victoria Royals. . . . The loss ended Victoria’s six-game winning streak. . . . Vancouver G Payton Lee stopped 41 shots, including 21 in a scoreless first period. . . . Lofthouse, who played nine games with Victoria last season and 11 this season, broke a 1-1 tie with his 11th goal, on the PP, at 15:39 of the second period. . . . He upped the home team’s lead to 3-1 with another PP goal, this one at 15:23 of the third. . . . Victoria F Steven Hodges scored his 20th goal at 1:13 of the second period. . . . Victoria F Austin Carroll got his 34th at 17:18 of the third, via the PP, to make things interesting. . . . Lofthouse, a 19-year-old from Surrey, B.C., joined the Giants with 15 goals in 112 regular-season games. In 34 games with Vancouver, he has scored 11 times. . . . Vancouver G Coleman Vollrath stopped 20 shots. . . . Vancouver was 2-for-3 on the PP; Victoria was 1-for-5. . . . Vancouver F Brendan Holterhus, who will turn 17 on March 24, made his WHL debut. A list player, he is from Edmonton where he spent the season with the midget AAA CAC Canadians. . . . The Giants (32-27-11) will finish seventh in the Western Conference and meet the Portland Winterhawks in the first round. . . . The Royals (48-18-4) will finish third and will meet either the Seattle Thunderbirds, Spokane Chiefs or Everett Silvertips in the opening round. . . . 

In Spokane, the Everett Silvertips beat the Chiefs 4-2, giving them their first victory in Spokane in 19 tries. . . . Going into the game, F Josh Winquist was the only player on Everett's roster who knew what it was like for the Silvertips to win in Spokane. . . . Everett last won in Spokane on Feb. 24, 2010. Since then, it was 16-0-2. . . . Winquist scored twice, giving him 45 goals this season. He tied the game 2-2 at 12:27 of the second and then broke the tie at 19:55, on a PP. . . . Winquist drew an assist on F Carson Stadnyk’s second goal of the game, and 22nd of the season, at 16:04 of the third. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg got his WHL-leading 61st goal; it was the 186th of his career, tying F Pat Falloon for the franchise’s career record. . . . Holmberg also had an assist, running his WHL-leading point total to 116. He holds a seven-point edge over Portland Winterhawks F Nic Petan. . . . Everett (37-23-9) is 9-0-1 in its last 10. It is sixth in the Western Conference, one point behind the Chiefs (39-25-6) and three in arrears of the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . The Chiefs, who had a three-game winning streak snapped, have two games left; Everett and Seattle have yet to play three games.
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Tuesday, March 11, 2014

Americans clinch West's last playoff spot with loser point 

It’s your lucky day because if you click right here you will find the best essay you will read this week . . . this month . . . maybe this year. Written by Bryan Curtis at grantland.com, it’s all about the legendary Dan Jenkins. . . . At one point, Jenkins, referring to Tiger Woods, tells Curtis: “He is a hell of a talent. He just happens to be an asshole.”

---

F Tyler Benson, the first overall selection in the WHL’s 2013 bantam draft, joined the Vancouver Giants last week and was to play with them for the remainder of the season. However, it appears his season is over. . . . Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province reports that Benson was on crutches Tuesday and had a brace on his left leg. He won’t need surgery, but Benson’s season is over. . . . Ewen’s report is right here.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer/Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 (NOTE: Prince Albert and Red Deer are tied for eighth, each with 71 points. Each has three games left. A tie for a conference‘s final playoff spot will result in a tiebreaker game.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Edmonton at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Kelowna at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Everett at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAMES:

In Brandon, the Wheat Kings got goals from eight players as they dumped the Saskatoon Blades, 8-5. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock scored his 22nd goal and added two assists, while F Richard Nejezchleb got his 31st goal and also had two helpers. . . . The Wheat Kings broke open a 1-1 game with four straight goals. . . . F Nikita Scherbak and D MacKenzie Johnston each had two assists for the Blades, while F Chase Clayton scored his 10th goal and added an assist. . . . The Wheat Kings were without F Jayce Hawryluk, their leading scorer, who is serving a WHL suspension and won’t play again in the regular season. . . . Also missing was F Peter Quenneville. . . . F Nolan Patrick, the fourth overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft, played for Brandon. He was pointless but finished plus-2. . . . The Wheat Kings (32-29-9) moved into seventh in the Eastern Conference, two points ahead of the Red Deer Rebels and Prince Albert Raiders. . . . The Blades (16-48-5) have lost nine in a row. . . . 

In Calgary, F Brady Brassart drew three assists as the Hitmen dumped the Lethbridge Hurricanes, 5-3. . . . Calgary F Adam Tambellini scored his 17th goal and added an assist, while F Jake Virtanen notched his 43rd goal. . . . F Riley Sheen scored twice for Lethbridge, giving him 18 goals. . . . Virtanen broke a 2-2 tie 7:56 of the second period, with D Kenton Helgeson scoring his 10th goal at 17:55. . . . Lethbridge G Stuart Skinner, the 17th overall pick in the 2013 WHL bantam draft, stopped 39 shots in his first WHL start. . . . Calgary (46-17-7) is tied with the Edmonton Oil Kings for first place in the Eastern Conference. . . . Lethbridge (12-53-5) has lost 12 straight. . . . 

In Edmonton, G Tristan Jarry stopped 20 shots to help the Oil Kings to a 1-0 victory over the short-staffed Kootenay Ice. . . . The Ice dressed 16 skaters, two under the maximum. . . . Among the Kootenay scratches were D Landon Cross and D Landon Peel. . . . Jarry, who leads the WHL with 42 victories, has eight shutouts this season and 14 in his career. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski turned aside 29 shots. . . . Edmonton F Henrik Samuelsson scored the game’s lone goal, his 33rd, just 15 seconds into the second period. . . . Edmonton D Cody Corbett picked up his 125th career assist, tying him with Mark Pysyk (2007-12) for the franchise record. . . . The Oil Kings (48-18-3) are tied with Calgary atop the Eastern Conference. Edmonton has the edge in victories (48-46), which is the first tiebreaker, and a game in hand. That game will be played tonight in Medicine Hat. . . . The Ice (39-26-4) is fifth in the conference, six points behind Medicine Hat and three in front of the Swift Current Broncos. . . . 

In Moose Jaw, D Jesse Forsberg, F Jack Rodewald and F Tanner Eberle each scored twice to carry the Warriors to a 6-3 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Forsberg’s second goal, his 10th this season, came on a PP and broke a 3-3 tie at 2:05 of the third period. . . . Eberle then scored twice, the second one shorthanded and into an empty net. He’s got 22 goals. . . . Rodewald has 27 goals. . . . Raiders F Leon Draisaitl scored his 36th goal and also had an assist. . . . Warriors F Brayden Point drew three assists. . . . The Warriors (21-40-9) have won four in a row. . . . The Raiders (33-31-5) had a four-game winning streak snapped. They are tied with Red Deer for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff berth. . . . 

In Portland, the Tri-City Americans lost 3-2 in OT to the Winterhawks, but the visitors were celebrating as the loser point allowed them to clinch the Western Conference’s final playoff spot. . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic won it with his 38th goal just 30 seconds into OT. . . . Portland D Mathew Dumba forced OT with his sixth goal at 11:07 of the third period. . . . F Parker Bowles scored twice for the Americans, giving him 13. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 46 shots as he set the franchise‘s single-season record for most saves. . . . Portland G Brendan Burke turned side 18 shots in his first appearance since Feb. 10. He had been out with mononucleosis. . . . F Beau McCue had two assists for Tri-City. . . . Portland has won four in a row, while the Americans have lost four straight. . . . The loser point that went to the Americans was enough to eliminate the idle Prince George Cougars, who now are five points behind with just two games remaining. . . . Portland (51-13-5) will be the Western Conference’s No. 2 seed and will meet the No. 7 Vancouver Giants in the first round. . . . The No. 8 Americans (28-32-9) will open against the No. 1 Kelowna Rockets. . . . 

In Kelowna, the Victoria Royals scored two third-period goals and beat the Rockets, 3-2. . . . D Ryan Gagnon tied the game 2-2 with his second goal of the season at 5:04. . . . Victoria F Axel Blomqvist -- was there a better addition via trade this season than this guy? -- scored his 24th goal at 16:40 to win it. . . . Victoria G Patrick Polivka kicked out 34 shots, one more than Kelowna’s Jordon Cooke. . . . Kelowna F Tanner Wishnowski scored his first goal at 2:18 of the first period. Wishnowski, who is from Oakbank, Man., turned 17 on Jan. 28 and was playing his first WHL game. He played this season with the major midget Kelowna-based Okanagan Rockets. . . . Victoria F Brandon Magee tied it with his 25th at 16:23 of the first period. . . . Kelowna F Cole Linaker scored his 11th goal, shorthanded, at 16:45 of the second. . . . The Royals have won six in a row. . . . The Rockets have lost just four home games this season, but three of those have come against the Royals. . . . Victoria penalty-killers were 35-for-35 as the Royals won the season series, 5-2-1. . . . The Royals (48-17-4) have 100 points for the first time in franchise history. They will finish third in the Western Conference. . . . The Rockets (54-11-4) lead the Western Conference by five points over Portland. Each team has three games left. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., the Spokane Chiefs scored the game’s last three goals and beat the host Seattle Thunderbirds, 6-4. . . . F Hudson Elynuik tied the game 4-4 with his third goal of the season, via the PP, at 15:51 of the second period. . . . F Mike Aviani got his 37th at 14:34 of the third and F Connor Chartier added an empty-netter, his 13th goal of the season, at 18:37. . . . The Chiefs have won three in a row. . . . Aviani scored twice. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL scoring leader, had one assist. . . . Seattle won the season series, 7-1-0. . . . The Chiefs (39-24-6) are fifth in the Western Conference, two points behind Seattle (40-23-6).

 ---

 From Roger Shannon (@rogershannon): “Moncton Wildcats send well wishes and prayers to Kootenay Ice Forward Tim Bozon who is fighting for his life in his battle with Meningitis.”

---

From Helene Barbier Bozon (@Helene Bozon), Tim Bozon’s mother: “RIP Terry Trafford. Sad.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, March 11, 2014

Geneva players to honour Tim Bozon with logo 

On Monday afternoon, Aurelian ‘Jimmy’ Omer (@jimmyomer) tweeted: “During the playoffs @officialGSHC players will wear a logo on their helmets to support @timbozon94”

Omer is the equipment manager for Genève-Servette HC, which plays in the Swiss National League A.

 That logo is pictured above.

 ---

TIM BOZON 

 F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice remains in Saskatoon’s Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon, where doctors continue to treat him for Neisseria meningitis.

 Bozon was admitted to RUH on March 1 and played in a medically induced coma on Thursday.

 His father, Philippe, a former NHL and French national team player, told Kamloops This Week on Monday that doctors “have been doing exams today and, normally, we get a meeting every morning. One minute it’s like this and one minute it changes. Right now, we cannot say anything.”

Philippe told the thrice-weekly newspaper that when there is new information the family will provide a statement.

 Tim, 19, began his WHL career with the Kamloops Blazers. He was traded to the Ice earlier this season. He has signed a three-year contract with the Montreal Canadiens, who selected him in the third round of the NHL’s 2012 draft.

 ---

The WHL begins its final week of play with seven games tonight. Perhaps surprisingly, there are 11 teams still with four games left to play, meaning they will finish up by playing four games in six nights or four in five. Here’s a look at what teams are playing for between now and Sunday, with teams listed in order of winning percentage:

1. Kelowna Rockets, .824 -- With 112 points, the Rockets need one point to clinch first place overall. They visit the Blazers in Kamloops on Wednesday. The Rockets appear headed for a first-round matchup with G Eric Comrie and the Tri-City Americans. . . . Rockets G Jordon Cooke goes into the last four games with 38 victories, three fewer than Edmonton’s Tristan Jarry, who leads the WHL.

2. Portland Winterhawks, .772 -- The Winterhawks would need to win their last four games and have Kelowna lose its last four in order to finish first overall. That isn’t going to happen. Therefore, the Winterhawks will be trying to get their two veteran goaltenders back on track. Brendan Burke has been out with mononucleosis and hasn’t played since Feb. 10. Corbin Boes was shaken up in a goalmouth collision on Friday and didn’t play Saturday. . . . F Nic Petan leads the WHL in assists (74) and is five points off the scoring lead. But he has only two points, both assists, in his last five games. . . . A first-round series with the Vancouver Giants awaits.

3. Victoria Royals, .721 -- The Royals, who spent part of Monday loading up on food in downtown Merritt, B.C., have flown under the radar for much of this season but are the best defensive team in the league, having allowed 168 goals, one fewer than the Edmonton Oil Kings and two fewer than Kelowna. This is a team that has made the commitment to defence and it shows. . . . Victoria will finish third in the Western Conference, so the Royals will want to keep everyone healthy as they prepare to meet the Spokane Chiefs or Everett Silvertips in the first round.

4. Edmonton Oil Kings, .713 -- The Oil Kings are tied with the Calgary Hitmen atop the Eastern Conference, each with 97 points. Edmonton has four games remaining: against visiting Kootenay tonight and in Medicine Hat on Wednesday, then a Saturday-Sunday home-and-home with the Red Deer Rebels that begins in Red Deer. . . . The first tiebreaker is victories and Edmonton leads Calgary by two, 47-45. . . . First place in the conference means a first-round date with the eighth-place team -- Prince Albert, Red Deer or Brandon, teams that will end up about 30 points off the pace. Third place in the conference likely means Swift Current in the first round, although Kootenay still is a possibility.

5. Calgary Hitmen, .703 -- The Hitmen, who are 7-2-1 in their last 10 (Edmonton is 5-4-1), have three games remaining if they are to catch the Oil Kings. Calgary is at home to Lethbridge tonight, in Cranbrook against Kootenay on Friday and at home to the Ice on Saturday. 

6. Medicine Hat Tigers, .638 -- Hands up if you saw the Tigers finishing with as many as 45 victories after F Hunter Shinkaruk, a potential 50-goal, 100-point man, had his season ended by hip surgery. . . . The Tigers, who finish up with two games against the Lethbridge Hurricanes, are headed to a fourth-place finish in the Eastern Conference. They will get Kootenay or Swift Current in the first round.

7. Seattle Thunderbirds, .632 -- The Thunderbirds have 40 victories for the first time since 2007-08, when they won 42. . . . Last season, in going 24-38-10, Seattle allowed 286 goals. With four games remaining, that number is 230. . . . Shea Theodore leads all WHL defencemen in assists (55) and points (75). . . . Seattle is fourth in the Western Conference, four points ahead of Spokane and five up on Everett. The Thunderbirds are at home to Spokane tonight and then finish with three in three -- at home to Portland on Friday, in Portland and in Kennewick, Wash., against the Tri-City Americans.

8. Kootenay Ice, .603 -- The Ice is in the playoffs for a 16th consecutive season and needs to win one more game for its ninth 40-victory season its 16 winters in Cranbrook. . . . In fifth place with four games to play, three of them on the road, the Ice is six points behind Medicine Hat and three ahead of Swift Current. Kootenay, which is 21-9-1 since the Christmas break, finishes with four games in five nights, playing in Edmonton tonight, in Red Deer on Wednesday, at home to Calgary on Friday and in Calgary on Saturday. . . . With teammate Tim Bozon in a Saskatoon hospital, you can bet these are emotional times in the Kootenay dressing room. . . . D Tanner Faith won’t play again this season, while D Landon Cross and D Landon Peel are out for up to two weeks. The Ice needs the latter two back if it hopes to make a run. . . . A playoff opponent will have to deal with the high-flying line of Sam Reinhart (97 points in 56 games), Jaedon Descheneau (94 in 66) and Zach Franko (21 in 24 since coming over from Kelowna).

9. Spokane Chiefs, .603 -- The Chiefs, who are fifth in the Western Conference, have won their last two games as they try to ward of the oncoming Everett Silvertips. . . . F Mitch Holmberg, who played in all 68 of the Chiefs’ games, leads the WHL in goals (60) and points (113). The last Spokane skater to lead the WHL in goals was F Tyler Johnson (53, 2010-11); the last to lead in points was F Ray Whitney (185, 1990-91). . . . D Reid Gow is second among defencemen with 54 assists, one behind Seattle’s Shea Theodore. . . . The Chiefs visit the Seattle Thunderbirds tonight, then are at home to Everett on Wednesday, at home to Tri-City on Friday and at the Americans on Saturday.

10. Everett Silvertips, .596 -- No one is hotter than the Silvertips right now. They’ve won eight straight and have points in nine in a row (8-0-1). . . . That allowed them to distance themselves from the eighth-place Vancouver Giants in the Western Conference and close to within a point of Spokane. . . . The Silvertips will finish with four games in five nights, with three of those on the road. They are in Spokane on Wednesday, in Victoria on Friday, at home to Victoria on Saturday and in Portland on Sunday.

11. Regina Pats, .594 -- The Pats got their game together in 2014 and that allowed them to take control of the East Division race. They lead the division by three points over the Swift Current Broncos, with each team having three games to play. First place in the division means the No. 2 seed in the Eastern Conference and a first-round meeting with Prince Albert, Red Deer or Brandon. . . . G Daniel Wapple is fighting an ankle sprain, leaving Dawson MacAuley to carry the mail, at least in the short term.

12. Swift Current Broncos, .572 -- The Broncos are 6-3-1 in their last 10 games after encountering a late-season slump just prior to that. With three games remaining, they are sixth in the Eastern Conference but still could finish first in the East Division, which would give them the No. 2 seed. They are three points behind Kootenay in the conference and three points behind Regina in the division. . . . The Broncos have a favourable last three games as they finish with two non-playoff teams. They are at home to Saskatoon on Wednesday and then go home-and-home with Moose Jaw on Friday and Saturday, opening in Swift Current. . . . D Julius Honka is second among freshmen in assists (39) and points (55). He leads all freshmen defencemen in goals (16), assists and points.

13. Vancouver Giants, .529 -- After going 1-3 in their first four games this season, the Giants ventured into the East Division where they went 0-4-2. Today, with three games remaining, they are 31-27-11 and anchored in seventh place in the Western Conference. They lead the WHL in loser points (11). . . . G Jared Rathjen, who has had a pretty good season (13-8-5, 2.98, .898), has appeared once since Feb. 21. . . . D Dalton Thrower (ankle), their best player and their captain, hasn’t played since Jan. 24. . . . As the No. 7 seed, they will meet Portland in the opening round of playoffs.

14. Prince Albert Raiders, 522 -- It wasn’t that long ago when the Raiders were losing faster than someone sitting in front of a slot machine. Of late, though, they have won four in a row and are 7-2-1 in their last 10. That has lifted them into a tie for seventh in the Eastern Conference, alongside Red Deer and Brandon. The Raiders, with four games left, have a game in hand on each of those teams. The Raiders will finish with four in five nights: in Moose Jaw tonight, in Regina on Wednesday, at home to Saskatoon on Friday and in Saskatoon on Saturday. . . . D Josh Morrissey leads all defencemen in goals (26), five more than Brandon’s Ryan Pulock. . . . F Leon Draisaitl, the German sophomore, has 97 points, including 62 assists, in 60 games. Since Feb. 1, he has 12 multi-point outings in 17 games. In the Raiders’ four-game winning streak, he has 11 points, including six goals. Yes, he will be a top five selection in the NHL’s 2014 draft.

15. Red Deer Rebels, .514 -- The Rebels have been treading water of late, witness 5-4-1 in their last 10. With three games left, they are tied for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot, with Prince Albert and Brandon. . . . The Rebels are at home to Kootenay on Wednesday, then go home-and-home with Edmonton, playing at home Saturday and on the road Sunday.

16. Brandon Wheat Kings, .514 -- The Wheat Kings will finish without F Jayce Hawryluk, their leading scorer, who has three games left in a season-ending four-game WHL suspension. . . . F Peter Quenneville, who has 45 points in 42 games since joining the team from Quinnipiac U, hasn’t played since Feb. 17. . . . Brandon finishes at home to Saskatoon tonight, in Regina on Friday and at home to the Pats on Saturday.

17. Tri-City Americans, .471 -- The Americans need one point to wrap up the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. The prize? A first-round series with the Kelowna Rockets, who will finish atop the overall standings. . . . The Americans (28-32-8) are in a reloading mode. They last finished below .500 in 2005-06 when they went 30-35-7. They then won at least 40 games in each of the next seven seasons. . . . F Phil Tot hasn’t played since Feb. 1. He has 36 points, 15 of them goals, in 49 games, so getting him back would really help. . . . The Americans are in Portland tonight, go home-and-home with Spokane on Friday and Saturday, and finish up against visiting Seattle on Sunday.

18. Prince George Cougars, .429 -- With Tri-City having lost three in a row and having gone 1-7-2 in its last 10, the Western Conference’s last playoff spot was there for the taking. The Cougars, however, have lost five in a row and are just 2-7-1 in their last 10, so remain four points back. . . . They were swept at home by Spokane last weekend and that may have been the final nail. . . . The Cougars have only two games left -- they are in Kamloops on Friday and play host to the Blazers on Saturday. . . . Should Tri-City lose each of its last four games and Prince George sweep the Blazers, the Americans and Cougars would be tied after 72 games. Because they would be tied for the last playoff spot, it would necessitate a tiebreaker game.

19. Moose Jaw Warriors, .355 -- The Warriors (20-40-9) have won three in a row, but that only ensured a 10th-place finish in the Eastern Conference. This will be two straight seasons without a playoff appearance.

20. Saskatoon Blades, .272 -- A year ago, the Blades were preparing for the playoffs knowing that they would appear in the Memorial Cup, as the host team. Today, the Blades, who won at least 40 games in each of the last five seasons, are 16-47-5, have lost eight straight and last season is but a distant memory. . . . F Nikita Scherback leads all first-year players in assists (47) and points (74) and is tied with Brandon F Rihards Bukarts in goals (27).

21. Kamloops Blazers, .225 -- A year ago, the Blazers made a run to the Western Conference final, where they lost in five games to the Portland Winterhawks. . . . Today, the Blazers are 13-51-5 and have set a Kamloops franchise futility record for victories. The franchise record for most losses in a season (53) is also right there, as is the mark for fewest points (35). . . . The fact that the Blazers, who have lost seven in a row, have three players out with broken jaws may sum up their season better than anything else. Three other players -- F Chase Souto, G Justin Myles and D Austin Douglas -- aren’t likely to play again this season, either. Myles, who came over from Seattle at the trade deadline, has yet to play for the Blazers.

22. Lethbridge Hurricanes, .210 -- The Hurricanes will miss the playoffs for a fifth straight season. The history of this franchise can be traced to the Winnipeg Jets in 1967-68. It goes through the Winnipeg Clubs, Winnipeg Monarchs and Calgary Wranglers. When this season is over, this edition of the Hurricanes will own the single-season franchise records for fewest victories, most losses and fewest points. . . . The Hurricanes (13-51-5) are two points behind Kamloops in the turtle derby. Each team has three games remaining.

 ---

 F Nolan Patrick has joined the Brandon Wheat Kings for the remainder of this season. Patrick, from Winnipeg, was the fourth overall selection in the 2013 WHL bantam draft. . . . The son of former Wheat Kings F Steve Patrick, Nolan had 63 points, including 33 goals, in 39 regular-season games with the midget AAA Winnipeg Thrashers. . . . Patrick is expected to make his WHL debut against the visiting Saskatoon Blades tonight.

 ---

 D Evan Fiala, the 14th overall pick in the 2012 bantam draft, will be with the Spokane Chiefs for the remainder of this season. He is expected to play tonight against the host Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Fiala, from Clavet, Sask., spent this season with the midget AAA Saskatoon Contacts. He had 16 points, including four goals, in 44 games.

 ---

 The Saskatoon Blades have added D Turner Ottenbreit, 16, to their roster for the remainder of the season. He played nine games with the Blades earlier in the season, then joined the midget AAA Yorkton Harvest. He had 27 points, nine of them goals, in 42 games with the Harvest. He was the last of Saskatoon’s four 12th-round selections in the 2012 bantam draft. . . . Saskatoon D Ayrton Nikkel, 18, won’t play again this season. He suffered an undisclosed injury in a 6-1 loss to the visiting Moose Jaw Warriors on Friday.

 ---

 Kevin Waugh of CTV-Saskatoon tweeted on Monday evening that Saskatoon Blades assistant coach Curtis Leschyshyn “will join coaching staff of Saskatoon Blazers Midget AAA next season. Joins son Jake.” . . . With the Blades, Leschyshyn works alongside head coach Dave Struch and Jerome Engele, and goaltending coach Tim Cheveldae.

 ---

 The Portland Winterhawks will have a couple of neat guests when they open the playoffs at home on March 21 and 22. The Winterhawks have been helping out with the celebration of 100 Years of Hockey in Oregon and as part of that party are bringing the Stanley Cup and the Lester Patrick Cup to Portland. . . . The Portland Rosebuds won the Pacific Coast Hockey Association in 1916 and were awarded the Stanley Cup. . . . The Lester Patrick Cup, which went to the champions of the professional Western Hockey League, was won by the Portland Buckaroos in 1961, ’65 and ’71. . . . According to a news release from the Winterhawks: The two trophies “will be on display at the Oregon Historical Society on Thursday, March 20, from 7:30 – 9 p.m., and then again on Friday, March 21 from 12 – 4 p.m. Fans may also see the trophies on the Moda Center concourse before and during Game 1 of the playoffs on the 21st, and then post-game on the 21st in Dr. Jack’s, the new restaurant on the Rose Quarter campus.”  . . . The Winterhawks will meet the Vancouver Giants in the first round.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Prince Albert (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 (NOTE: Prince Albert, Red Deer and Brandon are tied for eighth, each with 71 points. Prince Albert has four games remaining; the other two have three games left. Remember that a tie for a conference‘s final playoff spot will result in a tiebreaker game.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Saskatoon at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Spokane at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 MONDAY’S GAMES:

 No games scheduled.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Sunday, March 9, 2014

Lipsbergs wins it for Seattle 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

SELF Erik Christensen (Kamloops, Brandon, 1999-2004) has signed a two-year extension with HV71 Jönköping (Sweden, SHL). This season, Christensen had two points, one of them a goal, in 12 games with Lev Prague (Czech Republic, KHL). He was released on Oct. 17 and signed with HV71 on Oct. 22. There, he had 27 points, including 13 goals, in 38 games.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Prince Albert (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 (NOTE: Prince Albert, Red Deer and Brandon are tied for eighth, each with 71 points. Prince Albert has four games remaining; the other two have three games left.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 MONDAY’s WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Saskatoon at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Spokane at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 SUNDAY’S GAME:

In Kent, Wash., F Roberts Lipsbergs scored in the fifth round of the shootout to give the Seattle Thunderbirds a 4-3 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . F Cain Franson, Vancouver’s first shooter, scored the first goal of the shootout. . . . D Shea Theodore, Seattle’s third shooter, tied it. . . . The Thunderbirds had taken a 3-1 lead into the third period. . . . Vancouver D Mason Geertsen scoed his fourth goal at 10:01, via the PP, and Franson tied it, with his 30th goal, just five seconds later. . . . Theodore had three assists for Seattle. . . . F Alexander Delnov scored his 28th goal for Seattle. . . . Vancouver G Payton Lee stopped 43 shots through OT, 11 more than Seattle’s Danny Mumaugh. . . . The Thunderbirds (40-22-6), who snapped a three-game losing skid, are fourth in the Western Conference, four points ahead of the Spokane Chiefs. Each team has four games remaining. . . . The Giants (31-27-11) lead the WHL in loser points. They are locked into seventh in the conference and almost certainly will face the Portland Winterhawks in a first-round playoff series.

 ---

 From Lee-Gaye Hicketts (@lhicketts), the mother of Victoria Royals D Joe Hicketts: “@HeleneBozon from our family in Kamloops we are praying for Tim. Hockey Mom's from all teams are thinking of you all.” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Saturday, March 8, 2014

Tim Bozon's mother says 'merci' to Blades 

Early Saturday, Helene Bozon, Tim’s mother, tweeted: “Not enough words to say MERCI @blades hockey”

That was in response to the huge card (pictured above) that the Saskatoon Blades had on hand at their Friday night game for fans to sign.

 Other teams, including the Kamloops Blazers, Kootenay Ice and Portland Winterhawks, also are preparing ‘Get Well’ cards for Tim.

 ---

 Marc Dumont at habseyesontheprize.com reported this on Saturday morning:

“Prospect Tim Bozon's battle with meningitis continues to be an difficult fight, as doctors in Saskatoon have decided to 

TIM BOZON 

 place him in an artificial coma to help slow down the progression of the disease.

“His critical condition has progressively worsened ever since it was announced he contracted the sickness a little over a week ago.”

Bozon, a forward with the Kootenay Ice, has been in Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon since Sunday. His parents, Helene and Philippe, arrived from Switzerland on Sunday.

 Les Lazaruk, the radio voice of the Saskatoon Blades, told QMI Agency that Bozon was put into a medically induced coma on Thursday.

 ---

 With F Tim Bozon fighting meningitis in a Saskatoon hospital, these are not easy times for the Kootenay Ice.

 However, congrats to everyone associated with the franchise, but especially to Jeff Chynoweth, the franchise’s majority owner, president and general manager. (If you are wondering, Chynoweth has been in Saskatoon, alongside Helene and Philippe Bozon, since Thursday.)

 A Friday night victory over the visiting Medicine Hat Tigers means the Ice will appear in the playoffs for a 16th straight season.

 That, folks, is something!

 The Ice was born as the Edmonton Ice and didn’t make the playoffs in either of its two seasons in the Edmonton capital. The franchise relocated to Cranbrook for the 1998-99 season and has made the playoffs each season since then. During that time, it has won three WHL championships and one Memorial Cup.

 If you’re wondering about the WHL’s other franchises, here’s a look at each one and its longest stretch of qualifying for the playoffs:

 Swift Current Broncos -- 31 (1974-2004; 18 in Swift Current; as Lethbridge Broncos, 1975-86)

 Kamloops Blazers -- 24 (1982-2005; first two seasons as Kamloops Jr. Oilers)

 Kootenay Ice -- 16 (1999-2014)

 Kelowna Rockets -- 15 (1992-2006; first four seasons as Tacoma Rockets)

 Medicine Hat Tigers -- 15 (1983-97)

 Seattle Thunderbirds -- 14 (1990-2003)

 Calgary Hitmen -- 13 (1998-10)

 Brandon Wheat Kings -- 12 (2001-12)

 Everett Silvertips -- 11 (2004-13; have made playoffs in each season of existence)

 Saskatoon Blades -- 11 (1967-77)

 Moose Jaw Warriors -- 10 (1997-2006)

 Red Deer Rebels -- 10 (1996-2005)

 Tri-City Americans -- 10 (2004-13; will be 11 if they qualify this season)

 Vancouver Giants -- 10 (2003-12)

 Portland Winterhawks 9 (1976-84; first season as Edmonton Oil Kings)

 Prince Albert Raiders -- 9 (1984-92)

 Prince George Cougars -- 9 (1975-83; all as Victoria Cougars)

 Regina Pats -- 9 (1980-88)

 Spokane Chiefs -- 9 (1990-98)

 Lethbridge Hurricanes -- 7 (1979-85; all as Calgary Wranglers)

 Victoria Royals -- 5 (2010-14)

 Edmonton Oil Kings -- 4 (2011-14)

 ---

 Here’s a hockey-baseball note. . . . Regina’s Dustin Molleken, a 6-foot-4, 230-pound right-hander, is in camp with the Milwaukee Brewers. On Friday, he worked a scoreless ninth inning in a 6-2 loss to the San Diego Padres. He struck out one, without giving up a hit or a walk. . . . He is the son of Doug Molleken, a longtime WHL scout who now is the Saskatoon Blades’ director of player personnel. That means, of course, that Dustin is the nephew of Blades general manager Lorne Molleken.

 ---

 There are two days of the year when I really, really miss Saskatchewan, a province in which I spent 17 years. Today, as we ‘spring forward’ and I walk around our home and reset all the clocks, is one of them. And that will tell you that the day we ‘fall back’ is the other one.

 So don’t forget to set your clocks forward one hour . . . unless you live in Saskatchewan or any other place that has sensibly ignored that movement.

 And I know that I will forget to reset either my watch or the clock in our car.

 ---

 The junior B Fernie Ghostriders of the Kootenay International Junior Hockey League are looking for a general manager and head coach after visiting Splitsville with Dale Hladun after one season. . . . Fernie went 24-22-0-6 this season, finishing third in the Eddie Mountain Division. The Ghostriders then lost a best-of-five first-round series in four games to the Kimberley Dynamiters.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Prince Albert (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 (NOTE: Prince Albert, Red Deer and Brandon are tied for eighth, each with 71 points. Prince Albert has four games remaining; the other two have three games left.)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 SUNDAY’S WHL GAME (all times local):

 Vancouver at Seattle, 5:05 p.m.

 ---

 MONDAY’s WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Saskatoon at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Spokane at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 SATURDAY’S GAMES:

In Saskatoon, D Colby Harmsworth scored the winning goal as the Calgary Hitmen got past the Blades, 2-1. . . . Harmsworth, 18, is from Saskatoon and played his midget AAA hockey there with the Contacts. He has four goals in 67 games this season, after going scoreless in 46 games as a freshman last season. . . . D Alex Roach scored his 11th goal for Calgary. . . . D Jordan Thomson scored his first goal with the Blades. It came on the PP, ending a 0-for-25 spell. That goal cut Calgary‘s lead to 2-1 but that was as close as the Blades would get. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 43 shots. . . . The Blades have lost eight straight games and 10 in a row at home. . . . D Ayrton Nikkel was among Saskatoon’s scratches. He left Friday’s 6-1 loss to the visiting Moose Jaw Warriors with an undisclosed injury. . . . The Hitmen, with five players out, dressed 17 skaters, one under the maximum. F Cal Babych, F Radel Fazleev, F Linden Penner, F Connor Rankin and F Mike Winther all are out with undisclosed injuries. . . . Calgary was playing its fourth game in five nights. . . . The Hitmen (45-17-7) are tied with the Edmonton Oil Kings (47-18-3) atop the Eastern Conference. But the Oilers have two more victories and also hold a game in hand. . . . The Blades (16-47-5) are 11th in the conference. . . .

In Cranbrook, F Jaedon Descheneau had a goal and two assists as the Kootenay Ice beat the Regina Pats, 3-1. . . . Descheneau set up the game’s first two goals, both on the PP. . . . D Jagger Dirk scored his 10th goal at 3:23 of the first period and F Luke Philp got his 28th at 11:33 of the third. . . . F Sam Reinhart assisted on both goals, as well. . . . Descheneau scored his 42nd goal into an empty net at 19:07. . . . F Morgan Klimchuk scored for Regina at 16:55 of the third, giving him 29. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 27 shots, one fewer than Regina’s Dawson MacAuley. . . . The Ice won the season series 3-1-0. . . . During the game, the Ice lost D Landon Cross and D Landon Peel to injuries. Cross was injured during a second-period fight with Regina D Jesse Zgraggen. . . . Prior to the game, Phil Andrews, the radio voice of the Pats, tweeted: “Kyle Burroughs and Colby Williams will both miss tonight's game against the Kootenay Ice after taking high hits (Friday) in Lethbridge.” . . . The Ice (39-25-4), with back-to-back victories, is fifth in the Eastern Conference, three points ahead of the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Pats (38-25-6) lead the East Division by three points over Swift Current. The team finishing first in the East Division will be the conference’s No. 2 seed when the playoffs open. . . . 

In Lethbridge, F Jay Merkley and F Graham Black each scored twice as the Swift Current Broncos dumped the Hurricanes, 5-3. . . . Merkley has 30 goals; Black has 33. . . . Black tied the game 2-2 at 3:38 of the second period and then broke the tie at 15:33. . . . Swift Current scored all five of its goals in the second period, with the last three coming in a span of 1:33. . . . D Julius Honka had three assists for the Broncos, while F Coda Gordon scored his 25th goal and added two helpers. . . . The Hurricanes, who have lost 11 in a row, got a goal, his 14th, and an assist from F Brady Ramsay. . . . G Stuart Skinner, the 17th overall selection in the 2013 bantam draft, has joined the Hurricanes and was on their bench and made his WHL debut by playing the third period. He stopped all 11 shots he faced. He spent the season with the midget AAA Edmonton-South Side Athletic Club Athletics, going 13-5-0, 2.74, .916. The Athletics’ season is over so he was free to join the Hurricanes. . . . The Broncos swept the season series, 4-0. . . . Swift Current (35-25-9) is sixth in the Eastern Confernce, three points behind the Kootenay Ice, and has clinched a playoff spot. . . . The Hurricanes (12-52-5) have three games remaining in the franchise’s most abysmal season. . . .

In Moose Jaw, F Sam Fioretti scored 26 seconds into the game and the Warriors went on to a 4-1 victory over the Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . It was the Warriors’ third straight victory. . . . Fioretti scored twice, giving him 19 goals, as did F Jack Rodewald, who has 25. . . . F Curtis Lazar scored his 39th for the Oil Kings. It came at 3:47 of the third with his side trailing 3-0. . . . F Brayden Point and F Tanner Eberle each had two assists for Moose Jaw. . . . Edmonton was playing its 500th regular-season game since it entered the WHL as an expansion franchise. . . . Warriors G Justin Paulic stopped 31 shots. . . . Edmonton F Mads Eller was among Edmonton’s scratches. He left Friday’s game with Brandon after absorbing a hit from Wheat Kings F Jayce Hawryluk. He was ejected with a charging major and has received a ‘tbd’ suspension. . . . The Warriors (20-40-9) are 10th in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Oil Kings (47-18-3) are tied atop the conference with the Calgary Hitmen, but Edmonton has two more victories and that’s the first tiebreaker. . . .  

In Prince Albert, the Raiders scored two third-period goals 13 seconds apart and beat the Brandon Wheat Kings, 3-2. . . . F Calder Brooks broke a 1-1 tie with his 14th goal at 15:42 and F Leon Draisaitl got his 35th at 15:55. . . . Draisaitl, who is eligible for the 2014 NHL draft, has 41 points, including 16 goals, over his past 21 games. . . . F Collin Valcourt drew two assists for the Raiders. . . . Brandon F Rihards Bukarts scored the game’s first and last goals, giving him 27. . . . Raiders G Nick McBride, who has started five of his side’s last six goals, stopped 22 shots, 12 fewer than Brandon’s Jordan Papirny. . . . The Wheat Kings were without F Jens Meilleur and F Peter Quenneville, both of whom are injured, and F Jayce Hawryluk, who drew a ‘tbd’ suspension after being ejected from a game on Friday night. . . . Also missing from Brandon’s lineup was owner/GM/head coach Kelly McCrimmon, who was ill. . . . The Raiders (33-30-5), who have won four in a row, are tied with the Red Deer Rebels and Brandon Wheat Kings for seventh in the Eastern Conference. One of those teams won’t make it. . . . Brandon (31-29-9) has lost four in a row. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Curtis Valk scored three goals and added an assist to lead the Tigers to a 5-3 victory over the Red Deer Rebels. . . . Valk broke a 2-2 with his second goal, his 43rd of the season, 54 seconds into the second period, on a PP. . . . He had No. 44 into an empty net at 18:47 of the third. . . . F Wyatt Johnson scored his 13th goal and added two assists for the Rebels. . . . Red Deer G Patrik Bartosak stopped 40 shots, in the process becoming, according to WHL Facts (@WHLFacts) the first goaltender in franchise history to make more than 2,000 saves in one season. . . . The Tigers (42-23-4) are fourth in the Eastern Conference and likely to finish there. . . . The Rebels (33-31-5) are tied with Prince Albert and Brandon for the conference’s last two playoff spots. . . . 

In Portland, F Brendan Leipsic snapped a 1-1 tie at 7:36 of the second period and the Winterhawks went on to a 4-1 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . This was a first-round playoff preview. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored his 45th goal and added an assist, while F Chase De Leo got his 39th goal. . . . Portland G Adin Hill, a 17-year-old from Calgary, made his second WHL start, and his third appearance, stopping 28 shots as he ran his record to 3-0-0. Corbin Boes, 20, was injured in Friday’s 7-3 victory over the visiting Seattle Thunderbirds and couldn’t go. Brendan Burke, 18, who has been out with mononucleosis and last played on Feb. 10, was on the bench. . . . The Winterhawks (50-13-5) have won 50 games for a second straight season and the third time in four seasons. . . . Vancouver (31-27-10) is seventh in the Western Conference. . . . 

In Prince George, F Mitch Holmberg scored three times and added an assist as the Spokane Chiefs bounced the Cougars, 8-0. . . . Holmberg leads the WHL with 60 goals, the first WHL player to get there since F Layne Ulmer had 63 for the 2000-01 Swift Current Broncos. . . . Holmberg’s four points left him with a WHL-leading 113, five more than Portland Winterhawks F Nic Petan. . . . Spokane F Mike Aviani scored his 35th goal and added three assists, while F Keanu Yamamoto had three assists. . . . Spokane G Eric Williams stopped 28 shots for his fourth shutout this season and the 10th of his career. Williams, 20, is 31-17-4 this season and 96-74-14 in his career. . . . The Chiefs were 3-for-8 on the PP. . . . The Chiefs (38-24-6) are fifth in the Western Conference, two points behind the Seattle Thunderbirds and one ahead of the Everett Silvertips. . . . The Cougars (26-36-8) are four points out of the conference’s last playoff spot with two games remaining. . . .

In Kelowna, G Jordon Cooke stopped 20 shots to help the Rockets to a 7-0 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . This may have been a first-round playoff preview. . . . Cooke, who is 38-6-4, has four shutouts this season and nine in his career. . . . Kelowna F Nick Merkley got the game’s first goal, his 23rd, at 9:23 of the first period on a PP. . . . Kelowna was 4-for-4 on the PP. . . . Tri-City G Evan Sarthou turned aside 39 shots. . . . The Rockets (54-10-4), who lead the overall standings, have won 27 home games and 27 on the road. . . . The Americans (28-32-8) are eighth in the Western Conference, two points ahead of Prince George. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., Everett F Josh Winquist set a single-season franchise record for goals as the Silvertips beat the host Thunderbirds, 5-2. . . . Winquist scored his 43rd goal into an empty net at 18:15 of the third, breaking the record of 42 that had been set by Shane Harper in 2009-10. . . . Winquist broke a 1-1 tie at 13:02 of the second period with his 42nd goal and F Dawson Leedahl gave the visitors a two-goal lead with his seventh at 16:12 on the PP. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz was stellar, making 31 saves. . . . F Zane Jones, a trade deadline acquisition, scored his first goal for Everett. He was playing his fourth game since returning to the lineup. He had been out since Jan. 18. . . . The Silvertips (36-23-9), who have won six in a row, are sixth in the Western Conference, one point behind Spokane. Each team has four games remaining. . . . Seattle (39-22-6) is fourth in the conference, two points ahead of Spokane. . . . 

In Victoria, the Royals scored three times in the game’s first 6:05 and then hung on to beat the Kamloops Blazers, 3-2. . . . F Taylor Crunk scoed his eighth goal of the season nine seconds into the opening period. . . . D Brett Cote got his sixth at 4:09, via the PP, and freshman F Tyler Soy scored his 13th at 6:05. . . . Kamloops F Matt Needham got his side on the board with his 11th goal at 5:54 of the third and F Matt Revel added his 15th, via the PP, at 15:55. . . . The game drew 7,006 fans, giving the Royals their second straight sellout. They beat the Blazers 5-1 on Friday in front of 7,006 fans. . . . The Royals went 7-1-0 against Kamloops this season. . . . Soy, the eighth overall pick in the 2012 bantam draft, has eight points, including six goals, in eight games against Kamloops this season. He also scored twice in a preseason game. . . . Victoria has 47 victories and 98 points with four games remaining. In their eighth season, five in Chilliwack as the Bruins (remember them?) and three in Victoria, the franchise has yet to reach 50 victories or 100 points. . . . An interesting stat from the Royals: With D Joe Hicketts in the lineup, Victoria’s defence corps has produced 26 per cent of its offence. Hicketts missed 36 games earlier in the season; with him gone, that number was 18. . . . The Royals (47-17-4) will finish third in the Western Conference. . . . The Blazers (13-51-5) will set a Kamloops franchise record for fewest victories.

 ---

 From Aaron Matthies (@Matthies2): “I’m a @WHLpats season tix holder,and cheering for the pats (Saturday night), but we are all on the same team when we #PrayforBozon!” 
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Saturday, March 8, 2014

 The Vancouver Canucks have gone from Roberto Luongo and Corey Schneider as their goaltending tandem to Eddie Lack and Jacob Markstrom, and you may want to think about how that happened. . . . You also may want to ponder what sank quicker, the Canucks or the Titanic. . . . Is it just me, or have the Sedin twins all but lost their games in less than a year? Did they grow old in hockey years before we knew it? Does head coach John Tortorella’s shot-blocking, grinding style disagree with them that much? . . . BTW, the Canucks owe each of the Sedin boys four more seasons at $7 million per. . . . 

“Kazakhstan finished last in the medal count with one bronze at Sochi,” writes Richmond blogger TC Chong. “Richard Petty said they would have won it all if no one else showed up.” . . . Shades of O.J.: In South Africa, a 24-hour TV channel dedicated to Oscar Pistorius’ murder trial went on the air last Sunday. . . . Mike Lupica, in the New York Daily News: “My feeling on LeBron’s mask: Hey, aren’t Marvel superheroes supposed to LOOK like Marvel superheroes?” . . .

Steve Simmons, in the Toronto Sun: “Word around the Olympics was that Rogers is targeting CBC star George Stroumboulopoulos to host its NHL broadcasts next season after it couldn’t secure James Duthie. And it’s all but been confirmed that Paul Romanuk will be Rogers’ second play-by-play man, after Jim Hughson in the No. 1 chair.” . . . Romanuk, a former TSN hockey play-by-play voice, has been in London, England, for the past few years. . . . I haven’t got my hands on a copy yet, but you can bet that I’ll read His Ownself: A Semi-Memoir, from the legendary Dan Jenkins. The book hit the shelves on Tuesday. . . .

“Don't really understand the mass appeal of outdoor hockey games,” tweeted Dave Molinari of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette as the Penguins and Blackhawks played in a Chicago snowstorm last weekend, “but assume it has nothing to do with the exceptional quality of play.” . . . Mark Whicker of the Orange County Register chimed in with: “Good job, Bettman. Let's don't have Olympic hockey. Let's have fiasco hockey in a snowstorm instead.” . . . I really need someone to explain to me just how it is that Toronto’s mayor is still in office. . . . And while they’re at it, they can explain to me how Russia rattles sabres in Ukraine and the price of gas in Kamloops jumps from $1.20.9 to $1.33.9. . . . 

 Here’s Mark Cannizzaro of the New York Post, writing about Tiger Woods before the final round of last week’s Honda Classic: “Now, however, the familiar refrain for Woods is one of a player grasping at straws, one of a player who is reluctant to accept his new reality. Woods, in bad times and in good, now sounds a lot more like the masses of weekend amateurs who are in constant search of their elusive game, never knowing what’s coming with the next swing.” . . . Former San Francisco outfielder Barry Bonds is working with the Giants as a hitting coach during spring training. “Let’s just hope all of that attention and power doesn’t give Barry a big head,” offered comedy writer Alex Kaseberg. . . . 

 During the recent NFL Combine, Auburn defensive end Dee Ford, speaking on Sirius XM radio, took a shot at South Carolina defensive end Jadeveon Clowney. “People are just looking at the fact that he is a physical specimen,” Ford said. “Honestly, if you watch the film, he plays like a blind dog in a meat market, basically.” . . . How did Clowney react to that? “I just feel like he’s trying to build his stock up or something,” Clowney told the NFL Network. “It doesn’t bother me, but I told him, ‘I’m still better than you.’ ” . . . Hey, Capital One, it’s time to retire that commercial with Martin Short in it. Please! . . . 

 So . . . Larry Brooks of the New York Post wrote about 10 days ago that the Rangers had attempted to get forward Martin St. Louis from the Tampa Bay Lightning in exchange for their captain, Ryan Callahan. . . . That prompted this response from Phil Esposito, a Lightning broadcaster, who was appearing on The Next Sports Star: "Some (bleep) in New York that writes for the New York Post, and we all know who he is, decided, 'Let me put something out there so maybe we can start some controversy.' It's a bunch of (bleep). It's been going on for as long as I've been in the game of hockey . . . Don't give me this (crap) you're going to trade Marty St. Louis, who has a no-movement clause, he doesn't want to leave, for Callahan, who's a kid, I like him, he's a heart-and-souler, but he couldn't score more than 25 or 30 goals in his (bleeping) lifetime, and he doesn't play all the time because he gets hurt, because he plays like he's 6-foot-5." . . . Of course, Brooks fired back: “If Phil Esposito feels obligated to talk about me on the radio, perhaps he would like to tell the story about the time he spent an elevator ride in the Garden kicking me in the back of the legs because he was upset with something I had written the previous day. At least that would be accurate.” . . . And then, come Wednesday’s NHL trade deadline, guess what happened? Yes, St. Louis ended up with the Rangers, with Callahan going the other way. . . . Atta boy, Espo! . . . 

“Men’s curling in Saskatchewan is at an all-time low. Again,” writes Cam Hutchinson of the Saskatoon Express. “Pat Simmons, our best curler, plays in Alberta. And two Albertans have twice come to our province to cherry pick a pass to the Brier. It worked once. A handful of provinces are sending pros and we are sending the equivalent of good club teams. We’ve won seven Briers in 75 years. Not good enough. Maybe the Richardsons will consider a comeback.” . . . The Los Angeles Dodgers will have Larry King (yes, that Larry King) playing host to a show on their 24/7 TV network. The show will be called Larry King At Bat. “Presumably,” notes Janice Hough (aka the Left Coast Sports Babe), “Larry hopes to get as a regular guest that nice young man Vin Scully.” . . . 

When the Canucks dealt goaltender Roberto Luongo to Florida on Wednesday, it looked for a while as though Luongo and protagonist Tim Thomas would be the Panthers’ goaltenders. Asked how the two of them would get along, Luongo responded: “I always get along with my backups.” . . . Thomas was later dealt to the Dallas Stars. . . . “Just woke up in a cold sweat from the ultimate Sochi nightmare,” writes Dwight Perry of the Seattle Times. “As in, tennis scream queen Maria Sharapova decided to take up curling.”

(Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 
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Rebels, Wheat Kings, Raiders in quite a battle 

One night, F Mitch Lipon of the Saskatoon Blades and one of his best friends, F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice, were at a Goo Goo Dolls concert. Three nights later, Bozon was in critical condition in a Saskatoon hospital, leaving Lipon to wonder what had happened to his friend. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix has more right here.

 ---

SPHLG Shannon Szabados, who is a double Olympic gold medallist, will sign with the SPHL’s Columbus Cottonmouths. Szabados, 27, plans on finishing this season with the Cottonmouths. . . . According to The Canadian Press: Szabados previously played provincial college hockey (at Northern Alberta Institute of Technology) with current Cottonmouth players Jordan Draper, Andy Willigar and captain Kyle Johnson. She will become the first woman to play in the SPHL since its inception 10 years ago.” . . . Szabados expects to officially sign her contract on Thursday, at which time she will be introduced at a news conference. . . . The Cottonmouths’ head coach is Jerome Bechard (Moose Jaw, 1985-90). . . . Szabados, then 16, was in training camp with the WHL’s Tri-City Americans prior to the 2002-03 season, getting into some preseason action. She later played 50 seconds in one regular-season game.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Brandon (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Red Deer (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 SATURDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Regina at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Brandon at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Vancouver at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Kamloops at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S GAMES:

At Prince Albert, F Leon Draisaitl scored twice and added two assists to lead the Raiders to a 5-2 victory over the Calgary Hitmen. . . . Draisaitl, who has 34 goals, broke a 2-2 tie at 19:08 of the second period on the PP. He later added an empty-netter. . . . In 16 games since Feb. 1, Draisaitl, a sophomore from Cologne, Germany, has 36 points, including 15 goals. He has 12 multi-point games in that stretch and has been held pointless just once. . . . Raiders D Josh Morrissey scored his 26th goal and added an assist. . . . F Jake Virtanen scored twice, giving him 42, for Calgary. . . . Prince Albert G Nick McBride, making his fourth start in five games, stopped 32 shots. . . . A note from Andrew Schopp of the Prince Albert Daily Herald: “McBride is the first 16-year-old keeper since Aaron Sorochan in 2001 to remain on the (Raiders’) roster for an entire season.” . . . The Hitmen, who were playing the fourth game on a five-game road trip that ends tonight in Saskatoon, had been 3-0-0 against the Raiders this season. . . . The Raiders (32-30-5), who have won three straight, are ninth in the Eastern Conference, two points behind the Red Deer Rebels and Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . The Wheat Kings are in Prince Albert tonight. . . . The Hitmen (44-17-7) have lost two in a row and now are two points behind the conference-leading Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . 

At Saskatoon, D Dallas Valentine scored twice to help the Moose Jaw Warriors to a 6-1 victory over the Blades. . . . Valentine, who has three goals, broke a 1-1 tie at 5:45 of the second period. . . . A 17-year-old from Lousana, Alta., Valentine went into the game with one goal in 77 regular-season games over two seasons. . . . Warriors G Zach Sawchenko stopped 25 shots. . . . Warriors F Bryson Gore scored his ninth goal and added two assists, while F Tanner Eberle picked up his 20th goal of the season and added an assist. . . . G Brandon Kegler made his first WHL appearance when he came on to relieve Troy Trombley to start the third period. Kegler was beaten twice on 11 shots; Trombley had given up four goals on 22 shots. . . . Saskatoon D Ayrton Nikkel left in the first period with an undisclosed injury and didn’t return. . . . Blades head coach Dave Struch summed things up when he told Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix: “Two fundamental parts of the game – stopping the puck and scoring a goal – we had a real tough time with tonight.” . . . The Warriors (19-40-9) are 10th in the Eastern Conference, 10 points ahead of the Blades (16-46-5). . . .

At Brandon, F Mads Eller and F Curtis Lazar each scored twice as the Edmonton Oil Kings doubled up on the Wheat Kings, 6-3. . . . The Oil Kings led 4-0 before the game was 13 minutes old, with three of the goals coming in a span of 1:47. . . . Eller has eight goals; Lazar has 38. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 26 shots in winning for the 41st time this season. . . . Jarry is 67-23-4 in 101 career regular-season appearances. . . . The Wheat Kings have lost 11 of their past 14 games. . . . Brandon F Peter Quenneville missed his eighth straight game with an undisclosed injury, while F Jens Meilleur sat out his third straight game. . . . F Jayce Hawryluk, who leads Brandon in assists (40) and points (64), was ejected after taking a charging major at 11:15 of the second period. . . . Edmonton (47-17-3) leads the Eastern Conference by two points over Calgary. The Oil Kings have three more victories and a game in hand. . . . The Wheat Kings (31-28-9) are tied for seventh with the Red Deer Rebels in the Eastern Conference. . . . 

At Cranbrook, F Jaedon Descheneau had a goal and two assists to help the Kootenay Ice to a 5-2 victory over the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . Descheneau has set career highs with 41 goals, 50 assists and 91 points, in 65 games. Last season, in 69 games, he had 78 points, including 30 goals. . . . F Sam Reinhart had two assists for the Ice, while F Zach Franko scored his 21st goal and added an assist. . . . D Tommy Vannelli, who hadn’t played since Feb. 14, scored his 14th goal for the Tigers. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 30 shots. . . . The teams evenly split six games this season, each winning three times at home. . . . The Ice (38-25-4) clinched a playoff spot for the 16th straight season. Kootenay is fifth in the Eastern Conference, six points behind the Tigers (41-23-4). . . . 

At Lethbridge, the Regina Pats got 30 saves from G Dawson MacAuley as they dropped the Hurricanes, 5-2. . . . MacAuley has become the Pats’ go-to guy with G Daniel Wapple sidelined by a sprained right ankle. . . . G Tyler Fuhr of the SJHL’s La Ronge Ice Wolves, who was added to Regina’s list earlier this season, is backing up. The Ice Wolves didn’t qualify for the SJHL playoffs. . . . F Dyson Stevenson scored his 36th goal and added two assists for Regina. . . . The game was 1-1 going into the second period when the Pats scored four times, including a shorthanded effort by F Braden Christoffer that broke that tie. . . . Regina D Cody Williams got his ninth goal of the season at 19:53 of the second, giving his guys a 5-1 lead. . . . F Josh Derko scored twice for Lethbridge, giving him 11 goals. He hadn’t played since Dec. 28 as he missed 27 games with a knee injury. . . . After the game, Regina play-by-play man Phil Andrews tweeted: “Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron says Chandler Stephenson will play (tonight) against KTN. Not sure about Williams and Burroughs.” . . . Stephenson was injured in the first period last night, while Williams left in the third period after absorbing a hit from Derko. D Kyle Burroughs left the game in the third after getting the worst of a collision with Lethbridge F Carter Folk. . . . The Pats (38-24-6) lead the East Division by five points over the Swift Current Broncos, with each team having four games left. . . . The Hurricanes (12-51-5) have lost 10 in a row. . . . 

At Red Deer, G Patrik Bartosak turned aside 33 shots and the Rebels scored the game’s last four goals as they beat the Swift Current Broncos, 4-1. . . . Swift Current F Graham Black got his 31st goal at 10:41 of the first period. . . . F Wyatt Johnson tied the game at 19:27 of the first and F Aspen Sterzer broke the tie at 17:56 of the second. . . . Johnson has 12 goals; Sterzer has 27. . . . The Rebels also scored in the last minute of the second as F Adam Musil got his ninth goal at 19:03. . . . The Rebels (33-30-5) are 4-0-1 in their last five. They are tied for seventh with Brandon in the Eastern Conference, two points ahead of Prince Albert. . . . 

At Portland, F Brendan Leipsic scored twice and added two assists, helping the Winterhawks to a 7-3 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Leipsic has 36 goals and 49 assists in 55 games this season. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored his 44th goal and added two assists. He has 100 points, the third WHLer to get there this season. . . . Portland D Mathew Dumba scored twice and set up another. . . . Dumba has 17 points, including five goals, and is plus-23 in 22 games since coming over from the Red Deer Rebels after the World Junior Championship. . . . The Winterhawks are 6-2-2 against the Thunderbirds this season. . . . Portland D Derrick Pouliot had two assists, giving him 201 points in 243 career regular-season games. He has 66 points, 49 of them assists, in 54 games this season. The 49 assists are a career high, one more than he had in 72 games in 2011-12. . . . F Mathew Barzal had two assists for Seattle, which tied the game 3-3 on second-period PP goals from D Shea Theodore, his 19th, and F Ryan Gropp, his 16th. . . . Bjorkstrand broke the tie with a PP goal at 19:22 of the second and Dumba added insurance at 5:35 of the third. . . . Portland G Corbin Boes left the game in the second period. He was shaken up during a scramble, stayed in for a bit and then departed. That allowed Adin Hill, a 17-year-old from Calgary, to make his second WHL appearance. Brendan Burke was Portland’s starter before coming down with mononucleosis. . . . Hill, who entered a 3-3 game, stopped all 12 shots he faced and got the victory. He now is 2-0 and has allowed one goal on 41 shots. . . . The Winterhawks were 3-for-5 on the PP; Seattle was 3-for-7. . . . The Winterhawks (49-13-5), the Western Conference’s second seed, appear headed for a first-round matchup with the Vancouver Giants, who are in Portland tonight. . . . Seattle (39-21-6) is fourth in the conference, four points ahead of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . 

At Prince George, the Spokane Chiefs scored four third-period goals and beat the Cougars, 4-2. . . . The Cougars took a 2-0 lead into the third period on second-period scores from F Troy Bourke, his 27th, and F Todd Fiddler, his 46th. . . . Fiddler’s goal ran his point streak to 19 games. . . . Spokane F Adam Helewka got his guys started with his 22nd goal, on the PP, at 3:32 of the third. . . . F Mike Aviani tied it at 4:48 and F Keanu Yamamoto gave the Chiefs the lead with his 10th goal at 14:59. . . . Aviani got his 34th into an empty net to add insurance. . . . Chiefs G Garret Hughson stopped 34 shots. . . . Spokane D Reid Gow had three assists. The 19-year-old from Killarney, Man., has 59 points, including 53 assists, in 60 games. . . . Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg picked up two assists, giving him a WHL-leading 109 points. He holds a two-point lead over Portland F Nic Petan. . . . The Chiefs (37-24-6) are fifth in the Western Conference, four points behind Seattle. . . . The Cougars (26-35-8) are ninth, four points out of the conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

At Kennewick, Wash., the Everett Silvertips won their fifth straight game, beating the Tri-City Americans, 4-2. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz stopped 32 shots. . . . Everett F Ivan Nikolishin broke a 1-1 tie with his 17th goal, via the PP, at 8:30 of the second period. . . . F Logan Aasman made it 3-1 with his third goal at 18:31. . . . Americans G Eric Comrie stopped 34 shots. . . . Everett (35-23-9) is sixth in the Western Conference. It is 7-0-1 in its last eight and now trails Spokane by only one point. . . . The Americans (28-31-8) are eighth in the conference, four points ahead of Prince George, which has three games remaining. . . . 

At Victoria, F Ben Walker drew four assists, leading the Royals to a 5-1 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . The Royals took a 4-0 lead into the last minute of the second period, with Walker in on each of the goals. . . . Victoria was playing at home for the first time since Feb. 12. . . . The Royals went 8-1-0 on the road in February; at home, they were 11-1-1. In the process, they established franchise records for home and road victories in a single month. . . . Victoria leads the season series with Kamloops 6-1-0 with the final game on the Island tonight. . . . F Axel Blomqvist and F Brandon Magee each scored his 24th goal of the season for Victoria. . . . Victoria F Tyler Soy, who is in his first WHL season, faced the Blazers for the 15th time in his young career, including preseason, regular season and playoffs. He was held off the scoresheet, but has eight points, five of them goals, in seven games against the Blazers this season. He also scored twice in a preseason game against Kamloops. . . . Victoria had a 40-18 edge in shots on goal. . . . The Royals have outscored the Blazers 9-0 in the third period of games in Victoria this season. . . . The Blazers have three players sidelined with broken jaws -- D Sam Grist, F Luke Harrison and F Tyson Ness. . . . The Royals (46-17-4) will be the No. 3 seed for the opening round of playoffs. . . . The Blazers (13-50-5) have lost six in a row. They are 3-21-1 since Guy Charron stepped in as head coach, replacing Dave Hunchak. 

 ---

 From James Peters (@Jamloops) of CFJC-TV in Kamloops: “In #Kamloops (Friday), I asked @adriandix what's wrong with the Canucks. Went on for 5 minutes. Said they should rebuild, like @blazerhockey.”

Adrian Dix is soon to be the former leader of the B.C. NDP.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, March 6, 2014

'Our Timmy is keeping fighting . . . ' 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

Swiss-NLAF Roman Wick (Red Deer, Lethbridge, 2004-06) has signed a three-year extension with ZSC Zurich (Switzerland, NL A). His current contract expires in 2015. The extension keeps Wick with ZSC through the 2017-2018 season. This season, in 47 games, he has 48 points, including 23 goals, leaving him second in the league’s scoring race. . . .

Aus-HLKlagenfurt (Austria, Erste Bank Liga) won’t renew seven players’ contracts, including F John Lammers (Lethbridge, Everett, 2001-06) and F Tyler Spurgeon (Kelowna, 2001-06). This season, Lammers had 34 points, including 14 goals, in 43 games, while Spurgeon had 22 points, 11 of them goals, in 34 games. 

 ---

 F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice remains in critical condition in Royal University  Hospital in Saskatoon as he battles Neisseria meningitis.

 On Thursday, his parents, using their son’s Twitter account, tweeted: “Our Timmy is keeping fighting but . . . thank you so much for your wonderful wishes. Helene and Phil Bozon.”

The Bozons aren’t expected to offer comment unless Tim’s condition changes.

 ---

 Before being hospitalized and diagnosed with Neisseria meningitis, F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice played against the Blades in Saskatoon and also attended a rock concert with one of their players. . . . On the heels of Bozon’s diagnosis, Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix writes, the Blades are taking precautions. That story is right here.

 ---

 There’s a story right here (video) from CTV Saskatoon about a hockey fan who was sticken by meningitis 20 years ago and now is offering to help the Bozon family in way he can.

 ---

 While Tim Bozon fights meningitis in a Saskatoon hospital, his Kootenay Ice teammates are preparing for weekend games. Trevor Crawley of the Cranbrook Daily Townsman has that story right here.

 ---

F Kohl Bauml of the Everett Silvertips has a broken leg and, according to Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald, “is likely done for the rest of the season.” Bauml was injured early in Tuesday’s 5-1 victory over the visiting Kelowna Rockets. Patterson reports that the diagnosis is a compound fracture to a tibia. . . . Bauml, 19, had 28 points, including 14 goals, in 65 games. . . . Patterson also reports that F Tyler Sandhu and F Logan Aasman, both of whom have been out with undisclosed injuries, have been cleared to return to play. . . .

The Regina Pats have brought in G Tyler Fuhr, 18, from the SJHL’s La Ronge Ice Wolves. The Pats need a goaltender to back up Dawson MacAuley this weekend after Daniel Wapple was injured in Wednesday’s 5-2 loss to the visiting Edmonton Oil Kings. Wapple went down in a goal-mouth collision and was later seen with a walking boot on one foot. . . . Fuhr, a fourth-round selection by the Brandon Wheat Kings in the 2010 bantam draft, was 13-21-0, 3.68, .903 with the Ice Wolves this season. . . .

SJHLF Austin Daae of the Estevan Bruins has won the SJHL’s scoring championship. It’s worth mentioning because Daae, a 20-year-old native of Estevan, played 11 games with the WHL Saskatoon Blades in 2010-11, 52 with the Prince George Cougars in 2011-12 and 30 with the Prince Albert Raiders in 2012-13. Daae, a 10th-round pick by the Calgary Hitmen in the WHL’s 2008 bantam draft, also is the first Estevan player in 26 years to win the SJHL scoring crown. . . . Josh Lewis of the Estevan Mercury has more right here.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Edmonton at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Regina at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Seattle at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Everett at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Kamloops at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 THURSDAY’S GAMES:

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 TWEET OF THE DAY:

 Please keep Tim Bozon (@timbozon94) and his family in your thoughts and prayers.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Bozon in critical condition 

TIM BOZON 

Helene and Philippe Bozon, the parents of Kootenay Ice F Tim Bozon, indicated Wednesday afternoon that their son is in critical condition in Royal University Hospital in Saskatoon.

 The WHL and the Ice issued a news release, stating that Bozon was admitted to RUH on Saturday and was “diagnosed with Neisseria Meningitis.”

His parents have been at his bedside since Sunday when they arrived from their home in Cureglia, Switzerland.

 According to the news release: “Public health officials are in the process of reviewing the case to ensure all the necessary precautions are taken and anyone who had direct contact with the player receives appropriate treatment.

“The WHL requests the privacy of the family be respected during this most difficult time.”

According to a report by The Canadian Press, “While there are several varieties of meningitis, the particular type Bozon has, Neisseria meningitis, is bacterial and more contagious.”

Dr. Shovita Padhi, deputy medical health officer for the Saskatoon Health Region, told CP that “he way bacterial meningitis spreads is through spit. You need to have very close contact or direct contact with the nose and throat secretions of the individual who became ill.”

---

Helene and Philippe Bozon also tweeted a message, via Tim’s account: “Thank you so so much to @WHLKootenayICE and@bladeshockey for the help provided us during our stay by Timmy's side.”

---

Many, many messages of support were tweeted on Wednesday, with this one from Brian Cheeseman, the Edmonton Oil Kings’ head athletic therapist, pretty much saying it all: “Sending thoughts & prayers for a speedy recovery out to @timbozon94 and his family. In times like this we are all on the same team #getwell”

---

G Patrik Bartosak of the Red Deer Rebels has signed a three-year entry-level contract with the NHL’s Los Angeles Kings. Bartosak, 20, was a fifth-round selection by the Kings in the 2013 NHL draft. A native of Koprivnice, Czech Republic, Bartosak is 30-24-5, 2.81, .924 this season. In 140 appearances over three seasons, he is 77-48-11, 2.58, .927. . . .

 D Cody Corbett of the Edmonton Oil Kings, an undrafted free agent, has signed a three-year entry-level deal with the NHL’s Colorado Avalanche. According to cap geek.com, Corbett, 20, signed a contract that will pay him US$600,000, $625,000 and $625,000 each season in the NHL or $60,000 in the AHL. He also got a $150,000 signing bonus, payable over three years. . . . This season, Corbett has set Oil Kings’ records for most goals (16) and points (56) in a season by a defenceman. Corbett has been with Edmonton since the middle of the 2011-12 season. . . . He has 29 career goals, tying him with Griffin Reinhart for the club record, and has 124 points, which is one shy of Mark Pysyk’s franchise record. . . .

 F Brady Brassart of the Calgary Hitmen, who signed earlier this week with the NHL’s Minnesota Wild, will get US$742,500, $842,500 and $925,000 should he play in the NHL and $70,000 in the AHL, again according to cap geek.com. . . . His signing bonus of $277,500 is payable over three years.

 ---

 The Portland Winterhawks have added F Skyler McKenzie and D Justin Greer to their roster. . . . McKenzie was an eighth-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft, while Greer was taken in the fourth round in 2012. . . . McKenzie played this season with the midget AAA Sherwood Park, Alta., Kings, while Greer was with the midget AAA Edmonton-South Side Athletic Club Boston Pizza Athletics.

 ---

 Judging from his Twitter account, Seattle Thunderbirds F Russell Maxwell has received the assignment for the mission he will go on at some point after this WHL season.

 Late Wednesday night, Maxwell (@Russizzle7) tweeted: “I have been called to the Italy Rome mission for the Church of Jesus Christ of Later-day Saints!!”

Maxwell, 19, is from Magrath, Alta. Tyler Hansen, one of Maxwell’s best friends, didn’t return to the Kamloops Blazers for his 20-year-old season, choosing instead to go on his mission on behalf of the church. Hansen now is in Argentina.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Edmonton at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Regina at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Seattle at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Everett at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Kamloops at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

In Moose Jaw, F Brayden Point and F Jack Rodewald enjoyed four-point outings as the Warriors dumped the Calgary Hitmen, 6-1. . . . Point had three goals, giving him 34, and an assist, while Rodewald had a goal, his 23rd, and three assists. . . . Rodewald, who had 13 points in 124 games over the past two seasons, has 49 points in 53 games this season. . . . Point has 83 points in 67 games after putting up 57 points, 24 of them goals, in 67 games last season. . . . Moose Jaw G Justin Paulic stopped 41 shots. . . . Calgary F Connor Rankin, who left a Tuesday game in Brandon while favouring a shoulder, didn’t play in this one. . . . The Hitmen had picked up at least a point in 13 straight games going into this one. As well, Calgary F Brady Brassart had his point streak snapped at 16 games. . . . The Warriors (18-40-9) won’t make the playoffs. . . . Calgary (44-16-7) is tied with the Edmonton Oil Kings (46-17-3) atop the Eastern Conference. But Edmonton has the tiebreaker (most victories) and a game in hand. . . .

In Regina, F Edgars Kulda scored twice to help the Edmonton Oil Kings to a 5-2 victory over the Pats. . . . The Oil Kings were playing their fourth game in five nights. . . . Kulda broke a 2-2 tie at 4:30 of the second period and then extended the lead to 4-2 at 7:39 of the third. He’s got 28 goals. . . . Edmonton F Curtis Lazar scored his 36th goal, a shorthanded empty-netter, at 19:04 of the third. . . .Lazar also had two assists. . . . Edmonton D Ashton Sautner, whose father, Blaine, is a former head coach of the U of Regina Cougars hockey team, had two assists. . . . F Dryden Hunt scored both Regina goals, both via the PP, giving him 19. Hunt was back in the lineup for the first time after missing seven games with a brain injury. . . . F Boston Leier also returned to Regina’s lineup after being out with a brain injury. . . . Regina G Daniel Wapple left the game at 4:49 of the second period after being wiped out in a goalmouth collision. He was later seen with a walking boot on one foot. Dawson MacAuley came on to finish up in goal. . . . Edmonton (46-17-3) is tied with Calgary atop the Eastern Conference, but the standings show the Oil Kings on top on the basis of more victories (46-44). . . . Regina (37-24-6) leads the East Division by three points over the Swift Current Broncos. Each team has five games remaining. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Conner Bleackley scored the only goal of the shootout as the Red Deer Rebels got past the Tigers, 2-1. . . . Medicine Hat had been 5-0 in shootouts this season. . . . F Anthony Ast scored for the Tigers, getting his 16th goal of the season at 7:23 of the second period. . . . Bleackley got his 28th at 17:46 of the second to pull the Rebels even. . . . Red Deer G Patrik Bartosak stopped 40 shots through OT and turned aside three shooters in the skills competition, while Medicine Hat’s Marek Langhamer turned aside 34 through OT. . . . Red Deer was 0-for-2 on the PP; Medicine Hat’s PP never got off the bench. . . . The victory moved Red Deer (32-30-5) into sole possession of the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot, two points up on the Prince Albert Raiders (31-30-5), who hold a game in hand. . . . The Tigers (41-22-4) are headed to a fourth-place finish. They are eight points ahead of the Kootenay Ice (37-25-4). . . . 

In Vancouver, F Joel Hamilton scored once and added an assist as the Giants got past the Kamloops Blazers, 2-1. . . . Hamilton broke a 1-1 tie with his 10th goal just 58 seconds into the third period. . . . F Cain Franson also scored for the Giants. He’s got 29 goals. . . . F Jackson Houck had two assists for the winners. . . . The Giants swept the season series, winning seven times in regulation and once in a shootout. . . . Vancouver G Payton Lee lost his shutout bid when F Matt Bellerive scored his 18th goal of the season at 19:08 of the third period. . . . Lee finished with 17 saves, 18 fewer than Bolton Pouliot of the Blazers. . . . Kamloops is on the road because the Tim Hortons Brier (the Canadian men’s curling championship) has taken over Interior Savings Centre. The Blazers are 1-7-0 since leaving home, with a weekend doubleheader scheduled for Victoria. . . . The Giants (31-26-10) are seventh in the Western Conference, five points behind the Everett Silvertips. . . . The Blazers (13-49-5) are last in the conference. . . . 

In Kelowna, freshman F Nick Merkley scored two goals to lead the Rockets to a 3-1 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Merkley, a 16-year-old from Calgary, was the ninth overall selection in the 2012 bantam draft. He’s got 22 goals. . . . Merkley tied the game 1-1 on a PP at 19:57 of the first period and broke the tie at 1:25 of the third. . . . F Myles Bell and F Justin Kirkland each had two assists for Kelowna. . . . With the victory, the Rockets set franchise records for victories (53) and points (110) in a season. The 2012-13 Rockets won 52 games; the 2002-03 team put up 109 points. . . . The WHL record for most victories in a season is 60 (Victoria Cougars, 1980-81); the record for most points is 125 (Brandon Wheat Kings, 1978-79). . . . The Rockets have ?? games remaining, so those marks are out of reach. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 29 shots in winning for the 37th time this season. That equals his victory total from last season. This season, he is 37-6-4. In his career, he is 90-33-12. . . . The Rockets (53-10-4) lead the overall standings by 11 points over the Portland Winterhawks. . . . Spokane (36-24-6) is fifth in the Western Conference, six points behind the Seattle Thunderbirds and one ahead of the Everett Silvertips. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., the Portland Winterhawks scored the game’s first three goals and went on to a 5-1 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . Portland now has 101 points, the fourth straight season it has reached the 100-point barrier. Only two other franchises have put together four straight 100-point seasons -- the Vancouver Giants (2005-09) and Kamloops Jr. Oilers/Blazers (1983-86). . . . The Winterhawks got goals from five players, including D Anton Cederholm, who got his third of the season, and D Josh Hanson, who scored his second. . . . F Chase De Leo got No. 37 for Portland. . . . Portland G Corbin Boes stopped 27 shots. . . . Winterhawks F Nic Petan drew one assist and moved into a tie with Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg atop the WHL scoring race, each with 107 points. Holmberg was held pointless in the Chiefs’ 3-1 loss in Kelowna. . . . The Winterhawks (48-13-5) will win the U.S. Division and will be the Western Conference’s No. 2 seed. . . . The Americans (28-30-8) are eighth in the conference, eight points behind Vancouver.

 ---

 Please keep Tim Bozon (@timbozon94) and his family in your thoughts and prayers. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, March 4, 2014

Hitmen back in first; Raiders, Rebels in dead heat 

 There were a couple of backup goaltenders with ties to the WHL on NHL benches on Tuesday night. That’s Pat Conacher Jr. (top), who backed up Vancouver starter Eddie Lack in Phoenix after the Canucks traded Roberto Luongo to the Florida Panthers. Conacher is the son of Pat Conacher, who was an assistant coach with the Chilliwack Bruins (remember them?) in 2010-11 and the Regina Pats’ head coach in 2011-12. He now is director of hockey operations with the Utica Comets, the Canucks’ AHL affiliate. Conacher Jr. also is a scout with the WHL’s Victoria Royals. Meanwhile, in Edmonton, former Portland Winterhawks/Kamloops Blazers G Kurtis Mucha backed up the Oilers’ Ben Scrivens after they sent Ilya Bryzgalov to the Minnesota Wild. Mucha now plays for the U of Alberta Golden Bears and is a second-team Canada West all-star. (Top photo: Sportsnet screen grab; bottom photo: Edmonton Oilers)

 THE MacBETH REPORT:

SM-liigaF Josh Green (Medicine Hat, Swift Current, Portland, 1993-98) has signed a one-year extension with Tappara Tampere (Finland, Liiga). In 41 games, he has 29 points, including 20 goals. Seventeen of those 20 goals have come at even strength. Green made the announcement of the extension himself, in Finnish in a video posted on the Tappara website.

 ---

 F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice remains in a Saskatoon hospital, where he is being treated for meningitis.

 On Tuesday morning, he parents, Helene and Philippe, posted this on their son’s Twitter account:

“Our Timmy is keeping fighting but...thank you so much for your wonderful wishes.helene and Phil Bozon”

Please keep him in your thoughts and prayers.

 ---

“We’re not for sale, nobody’s come, again, to talk to us about the sale of the hockey team. The board of directors of the hockey team are in charge of running the hockey team and that’s what we’re doing.” And, he added, the team hasn’t been sold. . . . That was Brian Wichers, the vice-president of the Lethbridge Hurricanes, in conversation with Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald. . . . Oh, Wichers also said the franchise still will be community-owned when next season gets here. . . . Purcell’s piece is right here.

 ---

 The Kamloops Blazers are nearing the end of their 10-game stint away from home. They returned to Kamloops on Sunday morning, following a three-game swing into Alberta. But they remain out of Interior Savings Centre because of the Tim Hortons Brier. The Blazers, who are 1-6-0 in their last seven games, are to play the Giants in Vancouver tonight. Kamloops is expected to be without D Sam Grist and F Chase Souto, both of whom left a Friday game in Calgary with undisclosed injuries and didn’t play Saturday in Medicine Hat. . . . 

 The Giants are likely to be without D Dalton Thrower (ankle), G Jared Rathjen and F Dominik Voley, the latter two with undisclosed injuries. Thrower, who skated on Monday but left the ice after tweaking the ankle again, was wearing a walking boot on Tuesday. Thrower will sit out for the 17th straight game tonight. . . . 

 Prospera Credit Union, the home of the Kelowna Rockets, will maintain naming rights to Prospera Place in Kelowna for five more years, through January 2019. The credit union and RG Properties Ltd. made the announcement Tuesday morning. Prospera Place, built by RG Properties, opened in 1999 and the credit union has held naming rights since 20-03. 

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Calgary (1) vs. Red Deer/Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Edmonton (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 Kamloops at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Portland at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAMES:

In Brandon, the Calgary Hitmen scored the game’s first five goals en route to a 5-1 victory over the Wheat Kings. . . . Calgary moved back into first place in the Eastern Conference with the victory. . . . The Hitmen have won three in a row and have points in 13 straight. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart had a goal, his 34th, and an assist as he ran his point streak to 16 games. . . . Calgary D Ben Thomas also had a goal, his sixth, and an assist. He has three goals in four games against Brandon. . . . F Connor Rankin of Calgary, who scored his 20th goal, via the PP, in the second period, left the game favouring a shoulder. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 23 shots. He lost his shutout bid at 18:31 of the third period when F Rihards Bukarts scored his 24th goal. . . . The Hitmen were 2-for-4 on the PP. They have at least one PP goal in each of their last 13 games. . . . Calgary (44-15-7) is atop the Eastern Conference, two points ahead of the Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . Brandon (31-27-9) is seventh, four points ahead of the Red Deer Rebels. . . . 

In Swift Current, F Jay Merkley broke a 3-3 tie at 17:04 of the third period as the Broncos beat the Edmonton Oil Kings, 4-3. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson had two goals, giving him 32, and an assist for the Oil Kings, his second goal, at 6:50 of the third period, giving them a 3-1 lead. . . . F Nate Burns scored his 24th at 12:58 and F Colby Cave tied the score with his 31st at 13:21. . . . Merkley has 28 goals this season. . . . F Jake DeBrusk had two assists for the Broncos, who got 26 saves out of G Eetu Laurikainen. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 31 shots. . . . The Broncos (34-25-9) are sixth in the Eastern Conference, one point behind the Kootenay Ice. . . . The Oil Kings (45-17-3) are two points behind Calgary and hold a game in hand. . . . 

In Prince Albert, D Josh Morrissey and F Leon Draisaitl each scored twice to help the Raiders to a 9-2 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . Draisaitl, who has 32 goals, also had two assists. . . . Morrissey, who has 25 goals, added one helper. . . . Raiders D Tomas Andrlik had three assists. . . . Moose Jaw G Justin Paulic stopped 27 shots. With Zach Sawchenko, their other goaltender, unavailable because of illness, the Warriors had Logan Morhart of the midget AA Prince Albert Raiders on their bench as an emergency backup. The only way they could have lifted Paulic was due to injury. . . . F Brayden Point scored twice, giving him 31, for the Warriors. . . . Prince Albert G Nick McBride, making his third start in the team’s last four games, made 19 saves. He stopped F Torrin White on a first-period penalty shot. . . . The Raiders last scored nine times in a game when they beat the visiting Regina Pats 9-4 on Jan. 9, 2013. . . . The Raiders (31-30-5) are tied with the Red Deer Rebels for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . The Warriors (17-40-9) are 2-7-1 in their last 10. . . .

In Cranbrook, G Patrik Bartosak stopped 32 shots as the Red Deer Rebels beat the Kootenay Ice, 4-0. . . . Bartosak has seven shutouts this season and 13 in his career. He is tied with Tristan Jarry of the Edmonton Oil Kings for the WHL lead this season. . . . Three of Bartosak’s shut outs this season have been against the Ice, all of them in Cranbrook. . . . According to Jeff Hollick, the radio voice of the Ice, it was the sixth time Kootenay has been shut out this season and the third time on home ice, both of which are franchise records. . . . F Aspen Sterzer and F Rhyse Dieno each had a goal and an assist. Sterzer has 26 goals, while Dieno, who got an empty-netter, has 23. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski turned aside 28 shots. . . . The Ice dressed 16 skaters, two under the maximum. . . . Red Deer (31-30-5) is tied with Prince Albert for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. Each team has five games remaining. . . . The Ice (37-25-4) is fifth in the conference, one point ahead of Swift Current. . . . 

In Everett, the Silvertips scored two first-period goals 22 seconds apart and went on to a 5-1 victory over the Kelowna Rockets. . . . F Jujhar Khaira, with his 16th, and D Ben Betker, with his sixth, scored at 11:07 and 11:29 of the first period to get the home boys started. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist scored twice, giving him 41, and added an assist. . . . Khaira also had two assists. . . . Winquist is within one of the franchise records for goals in one season (Shane Harper, 2009-10). . . . Everett G Austin Lotz stopped 23 shots, losing his shootout on goal by F Justin Kirkland, his 15th, at 4:49 of the third period. . . . Everett had a 38-24 edge in shots. . . . Regan Bartel, the radio voice of the Rockets, called his 1,000th Kelowna game. Back in the day, he also did 360 games with the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Silvertips, who have won four in a row, had lost eight straight to the Rockets. . . . Everett (34-23-9) is sixth in the Western Conference, one point behind the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Kelowna (52-10-4) leads the overall standings.

 ---

 From Brad Robson (@BKCanes): “The @WHLHurricanes send their prayers to @timbozon94 , his family & to the @WHLKootenayICE organization. #keepfighting”

Robson, the general manager of the Lethbridge Hurricanes, echoes the sentiments of the hockey world. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Tuesday, March 4, 2014

Nachbaur to Austria? Not so fast . . .  

Don Nachbaur, the head coach of the Spokane Chiefs, coaching in Austria next season?

 That will happen according to a one-paragraph item written by Heimo Kofler and posted at vorarlbergernachrichten.at. Here’s the translation from German: “Don Nachbaur, previously coach Dominic Zwerger at the Spokane Chiefs of the Western Hockey League, will be the new coach of the Graz 99ers.”

The 99ers play in Graz, Austria, as part of the Erste Bank Eishockey Liga.

DON NACHBAUR 

 Zwerger, 17, is from Dornbirn, Austria, and is in his first season with the Chiefs.

 The problem here is that Nachbaur’s contract with the Chiefs runs through the 2014-15 season, and he and general manager Tim Speltz have talked about an extension.

 As well, Nachbaur has told Speltz that he hasn’t talked to anyone from Austria about a coaching job.

 Nachbaur, 54, played the last four seasons of his professional career in Graz. He is in his 16th season as a WHL head coach. This is his fourth season as the Chiefs’ head coach. He also spent six seasons with the Seattle Thunderbirds and six with the Tri-City Americans.

 Nachbaur has 594 regular-season victories as a WHL head coach, fourth on the all-time list. 

 Mario Richer, a former coach in the QMJHL, began this season as the 99ers’ head coach, but he was replaced by Petri Matikainen in October. Matikainen, a former defenceman with the OHL’s Oshawa Generals, had been fired in September as head coach of Avangard Omsk of the KHL.

 The 99ers missed the playoffs and Jochen Pildner-Steinburg, the team president, said earlier this week that Matikainen won’t be back. Assistant coach Herbert Hohenberger also is leaving. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Monday, March 3, 2014

Thrower's season over? 

THE MacBETH REPORT:

Swiss-NLAF Fredrik Pettersson (Calgary, 2005-07) has signed a two-year extension with Lugano (Switzerland, NL A). His contract now runs through 2016-2017. This season, with Donbass Donetsk (Ukraine, KHL), Pettersson was pointless in five games. He was released in October and signed a two-year deal with Lugano in November. In 20 games with Lugano, he has 20 points, including seven goals.

 ---

 F Jackson Houck and D Brett Kulak of the Vancouver Giants have been told that charges stemming from an incident last summer have been dropped. . . . They had been charged with assault causing bodily harm following a house party in Delta, B.C., on Aug. 18. Kulak also was facing a charge of uttering threats to cause death or bodily harm. . . . "It's behind them now and everyone's happy they'll be able to move on," Peter Toigo, the Giants’ vice-president of operations, told Brian Morton of the Vancouver Sun. . . . Toigo told Morton that both players were required to do community service related to the situation.

 ---

D Dalton Thrower’s season may be over, according to Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province. . . . Thrower, the Vancouver Giants’ best player and their captain, “had to be helped off the ice midway through a session at South Delta Recreation Centre on Monday morning after re-injuring his left ankle. The team isn’t saying yet, but it’s likely that the overage defenceman is finished for the season. He was on his way to hospital before his teammates got off the ice.” . . . Thrower, 20, has missed the Giants’ past 16 games and there was hope he would return Wednesday against the visiting Kamloops Blazers. . . . Ewen also reports that G Jared Rathjen, who appeared to injure a shoulder in Saturday’s 3-1 loss to the visiting Kelowna Rockets, wasn’t on the ice Monday, while F Tyler Benson, the first overall selection in the WHL‘s 2013 bantam draft, was there. . . . Ewen’s complete report is right here.

 ---

The Kootenay Ice is 19-8-1 since returning from the Christmas break, including 11-2-0 in February, but may not have F Tim Bozon for the remainder of this season. Bozon has been diagnosed with meningitis and is in hospital in Saskatoon. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart, who set franchise records for consecutive games with a point (22) and an assist (15) last month, has 60 assists, six off the franchise record that his held by F Jarret Stoll (2000-01). . . . The Ice is at home to the Red Deer Rebels tonight.

 --- 

The Portland Winterhawks didn’t skate Monday, no doubt still savouring their second consecutive U.S. Division title and their third in the last four seasons. With 99 points, the Winterhawks are about to surpass the century mark for a fourth-straight season. That will be a first in franchise history. . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic has 291 career points with seven games left in the regular season. He needs five more points to tie F Brian (Bunny) Shaw for 10th on the franchise’s all-time list. Leipsic also is looking to become the 10th play in franchise history with 300 career points. . . . Portland D Derrick Pouliot has 198 career points as he strives to become the sixth defenceman in franchise to reach 200 points. He is seven points shy of Kevin Haupt, who is fifth among Portland defencemen on the career list. . . . The Winterhawks meet the Tri-City Americans in Kennewick, Wash., on Wednesday.

 ---

F Mitch Holmberg of the Spokane Chiefs goes into the week atop the WHL’s scoring race. He has 107 points, one more than F Nic Petan of the Portland Winterhawks and 10 more than Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand. . . . The Chiefs meet the Rockets in Kelowna on Wednesday and then head to Prince George for Friday and Saturday dates with the Cougars. . . . Prince George F Todd Fiddler will take an 18-game point streak into the weekend series against his former team. That’s the longest active streak in the WHL.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer/Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Kelowna at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 MONDAY’S GAMES:

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 From ScanBC (@ScanBC): “#Vancovuer Fire crews are on scene at 52 E Hastings St after a male woke and found his pants on fire.”

---

One more from ScanBC on Monday: “#Vancouver Police are at 6542 Fraser St, A male stole $250 from Moneymart and is now buying a coffee from Starbucks next door.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Cougars deal could be close 

The WHL without anyone from the Brodsky family involved at the ownership level? Yes, it appears the time has come.

 The Brodsky family has owned at least part of a WHL franchise since 1976 when Nate Brodsky, the family patriarch, along with Jackie McLeod and Joe Reich purchased the Saskatoon Blades from Jim Piggott.

 On Dec. 1, 1980, Brodsky bought out his partners and took complete control of the franchise.

 Sons Bob, Jack and Rick and daughter Debbie later became involved at the ownership level, before Rick left to purchase the Victoria Cougars, a franchise that he later moved to Prince George.

 With Rick gone, Jack became the face of the Blades’ ownership, something that lasted until earlier this season when the Blades were sold to Edmonton-based auto dealer Mike Priestner.

 And now Rick is in the process of selling the Cougars, likely to local interests including NHLers Eric Brewer and Dan Hamhuis, both of them former Prince George players.

“The Prince George Cougars have been sold to local businessman Greg Pocock and a group of investors that includes NHL players and former Cougars Eric Brewer and Dan Hamhuis, say several sources close to the team,”

That’s how Ted Clarke of the Prince George Citizen began a story that appears in Monday’s newspaper.

“Pocock is the owner of Prince George Hydromechanical, an industrial cleaning services contractor, and is co-owner of Forest Power Sports, a Prince George-based recreational vehicle dealership,” the story continues. “The local sources, who requested anonymity, say the team was purchased for close to $7 million, while longtime owner Rick Brodsky had been asking for $8 million. With a tentative deal now in place, it still has to receive approval from the WHL head office and be passed by the league's board of directors.”

Clarke’s complete story is right here.

 As I understand it, a sale has yet to be completed. I was told earlier today that nothing has been signed, nor has any money changed hands, but that serious talks are ongoing.

 If a sale does get completed, it would bring to an end Rick Brodsky’s up-and-down relationship with the hockey fans of Prince George. Presumably, local ownership would keep the team in Prince George because should it ever leave you have to believe that the WHL wouldn’t be in any rush to return. Why not? The reasons are strictly geographic . . . teams aren’t at all enthralled with the bus ride to P.G., either from Kamloops or Edmonton.

Meanwhile, Clarke also had this in his story: “The Cougars have been the subject of rumours they would be moved to Nanaimo or Winnipeg. But Nanaimo lacks a WHL-sized arena, and now it appears Winnipeg will be the home of the Kootenay Ice next season.”

That presumably would mean that True North Sports and Entertainment, the owner of the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets, would be involved at the ownership level.

 Jim Toth of CJOB in Winnipeg, who once worked in Cranbrook, tweeted Monday morning: “Just got word from #TNSE regarding this article of speculative move of #WHL franchise to WPG. is ‘100% False again’ ”

Toth later tweeted: “Confirmed with Kootenay Ice same as #TNSE regarding Prince George article. Told same as in October, no truth to this story out of PG.”

When I contacted Jeff Chynoweth, the Ice’s owner, president and general manager for comment, all he said was: “Where do they come up with stuff like that?”

While the Cougars’ future in Prince George has been the centre of speculation and rumours for a few years now, that all seems likely to end in the next while. However, the same can’t be said for Lethbridge, where it seems the fun is just beginning.For example, there also was another unsourced and unattributed rumour floating around this morning. That one had the Hurricanes being sold to True North and relocating to Winnipeg, with the Ice then moving to Lethbridge.

 Chynoweth’s response to that one: “Seriously? . . . You should laugh at that one.” 

Later in the day, Paul Kingsmith, the sports director at Global-TV in Lethbridge, tweeted: “Wichers says team is not for sale, #WHL has not taken financial control and he expects the @WHLHurricanes to be here next season.”

Wichers is Brian Wichers, who is a member of the Hurricanes’ board of directors.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Bozon situation "very, very serious" 

F Tim Bozon of the Kootenay Ice is in a Saskatoon hospital where he is being treated for meningitis.

Jeff Chynoweth, the owner, president and general manager of the Ice, has refused comment, but a source familiar with what has happened told me this morning that the situation is “very, very serious.”

Bozon, who will turn 20 on March 24, is from Lugano, Switzerland, but has played internationally for France, just like his father and grandfather.

Bozon began his WHL career with the Kamloops in Blazers in 2011-12 and was dealt to the Ice earlier this season. He scored his 36th goal of the season on Friday as the Ice beat the Blades 4-2 in Saskatoon. Bozon was scratched from a Saturday game against the Raiders in Prince Albert.

In 50 games with the Ice this season, Bozon has 62 points, including 30 goals. In 203 regular-season WHL games, he has 231 points, including 105 goals.

Bozon has signed a three-year contract with the Montreal Canadiens, who selected him in the third round of the NHL’s 2012 draft.

According to mayoclinic.org, “Meningitis is an inflammation of the membranes (meninges) surrounding your brain and spinal cord.

“The swelling associated with meningitis often triggers the ‘hallmark’ signs and symptoms of this condition, including headache, fever and a stiff neck. 

“Most cases of meningitis in the U.S. are caused by a viral infection, but bacterial and fungal infections also can lead to meningitis. Depending on the cause of the infection, meningitis can get better on its own in a couple of weeks — or it can be a life-threatening emergency requiring urgent antibiotic treatment.”
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Sunday, March 2, 2014

How a beer fridge got to Indonesia . . . Corbett in Oil Kings' record book 

The City of Swift Current is celebrating its 100th anniversary this year, and the Broncos are helping out with the party. The WHL team will join in the celebrations on March 12 when the Saskatoon Blades visit. You can look for the Broncos in these nifty-looking sweaters that were designed by the talented Taylor Vause, a former Broncos player. . . . The above images were tweeted by Vause. The top illustration shows front and back views of the sweaters; the bottom illustration includes Vause's explanations.

---

 What is happening in Ukraine is the biggest story in our world today. David Remnick of The New Yorker has a look at the situation right here.

---

No doubt you have seen the TV commercial in which two buddies deliver a fridge full of Molson Canadian to a friend in Indonesia. Well, Stu Cowan, the sports editor of the Montreal Gazette, has the story, meaning you should click right here and meet Morgan Girouard, who had no idea that two pals from Ottawa were on their way for a visit and that they were bringing gifts.

---

Cycle of Lies: The Fall of Lance Armstrong, written by Juliet Macur, a sports columnist with The New York Times, is due from HarperCollins this week. If you’re wondering about it, give this excerpt right here a read. It’s devastating.

 ---

Dean Holden, who has coached in the WHL with the Moose Jaw Warriors and Tri-City Americans, is the new head coach of the Korean women’s national team. Holden, 48, the first foreigner to hold that position, signed with the Korean Ice Hockey Association to guide the women’s team through the 2014 Division II Group A world championship in Italy and to review its programs in advance of the 2018 Olympic Winter Games for which it is the host country. . . . According to an IIHF news release, “Holden arrived in Korea on Wednesday and already started to lay out his road map for Korean women’s hockey development towards the 2018 Olympics on home ice in PyeongChang.” . . . Holden has extensive coaching experience at various levels, including three years as the women’s coach at the U of Calgary. . . . The 2014 IIHF women’s world championship Division II Group A is scheduled for Asiago, Italy, April 6-12. 

---

IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

Eastern Conference

Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer/Prince Albert (8)

Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

---

Western Conference

Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

---

MONDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

No games scheduled.

---

TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

Calgary at Brandon, 7 p.m.

Moose Jaw at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

Edmonton at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

Red Deer at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

Kelowna at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

---

SUNDAY’S GAMES:

In Edmonton, D Cody Corbett set a pair of franchise records as the Oil Kings beat the Saskatoon Blades, 3-0. . . . Corbett, who had gone 17 games without a goal, scored the game’s first goal, a PP snipe at 0:56. It was his 16th goal and his 56th point, both single-season franchise records for a defenceman. Martin Gernat recorded 55 points in 2011-12, while Keegan Lowe had 15 goals last season. . . . G Tyler Santos stopped 20 shots for the third shutout of his freshman season. That’s not bad considering that he’s been in 11 games. . . . Edmonton F Mitch Moroz scored his 33rd goal but couldn’t beat Saskatoon G Troy Trombley on a second-period penalty shot. . . . Trombley finished with 38 saves. . . . The Oil Kings had lost their previous two home games. . . . Ch-ch-ching! There was a multi-fight situation at 19:35 of the third period. . . . Prior to the game, the Blades announced that D Jordan Thomson will stay with them through the end of the season. Thomson, the fourth overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft, was acquired from the Kamloops Blazers in January and had been with the MJHL’s Dauphin Kings. It is likely that Thomson will return to Dauphin when the Blades’ season ends. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix tweeted that Blades GM Lorne Molleken “said no commitment from Thomson for next season, but added that all signs are positive.” . . . The Blades have shut down G Alex Moodie for the rest of the season with an undisclosed injury. Moodie, a Winnipegger who will turn 19 on March 16, played two games in January. He returned on Feb. 22, only to be injured again, this time ending his season. . . . The Oil Kings (45-16-3) and Calgary Hitmen (43-15-7) remain tied atop the Eastern Conference. However, Edmonton has more victories and one game in hand. . . . The Blades (16-45-5) have lost six in a row. . . . 

In Swift Current, F Colby Cave and F Glenn Gawdin scored in the shootout as the Broncos beat the Brandon Wheat Kings, 4-3. . . . Neither Cave nor Gawdin scored in regulation time, but each took one minor penalty in a game in which only two were handed out. . . . F Andrew Johnson scored twice for the Broncos, giving him 10 this season. His second goal, at 19:18 of the second period, gave his guys a 3-2 lead. . . . Brandon F Jayce Hawryluk tied it with his second goal of the game -- he’s got 24 -- at 17:21 of the third. . . . F Tim McGauley scored his 20th goal giving Brandon a 2-1 lead at 13:32 of the second. The Wheat Kings now have six 20-goal scorers, tying with the Portland Winterhawks for the most in the WHL. . . . Broncos F Jay Merkley, with his 27th, tied it at 14:58 of the second. . . . Hawryluk has put together five straight multi-point games. In that stretch, he has 14 points, seven of them goals. . . . Bruce Luebke, the radio voice of the Wheat Kings, notes that Brandon has won only four of 13 games that have gone to OT or a shootout this season. . . . The Wheat Kings had won their pevious three games. . . . Among Brandon’s scratches was F Jens Meilleur, who didn’t finish Saturday’s 8-5 victory in Saskatoon. . . . The Broncos (33-24-9) are sixth in the Eastern Conference, three points behind the Kootenay Ice and fouir ahead of Brandon (31-26-9). . . .

In Kent, Wash., F Matt Fonteyne broke a 1-1 tie at 18:35 of the second period and the Everett Silvertips went on to beat the host Seattle Thunderbirds, 3-1. . . . F Ivan Nikolishin scored his 16th goal, via the PP, at 15:03 of the first period for Everett. . . . Seattle F Jaimen Yakubowski tied it with his 10th at 5:43 of the second. . . . Everett F Carson Stadnyk iced it with his 19th goal, an empty-netter on a PP, at 19:21 of the third. . . . D Mirco Mueller had three assists for Everett. . . . G Austin Lotz stopped 24 shots for the Silvertips, while Taran Kozun turned aside 27 for Seattle. . . . Seattle had ended the Portland Winterhawks’ franchise-record 21-game winning streak the previous night. . . . With Seattle’s loss, the Winterhawks clinched their second straight U.S. Division title and their third in four seasons. Was it only 2009 when this franchise won 19 games? Was it only 2008 when this franchise won 11 games? . . . Everett F Zane Jones returned to the lineup after missing 18 games with an undisclosed injury. . . . Everett (33-23-9) is 5-0-1 in its last six and 7-2-1 in its last 10. That has it in sixth spot in the Western Conference, three points behind the Spokane Chiefs. Each team has seven games remaining. . . . Seattle (39-20-6) is fourth in the conference, 10 points behind Victoria and six ahead of Spokane.

---

TWEET OF THE DAY:

From Medicine Hat Tigers GM/head coach Shaun Clouston (@cluey15): “All the best to @clouston25 and @blazerhockey the rest of the way. Keep playing hard. It always pays back eventually. ALWAYS!!! #prouddad”

Kamloops D Connor Clouston (@clouston25) is Shaun’s son.

---

From WHL Facts (@WHLFacts): “2x - On Jan. 31st, @WHLpats Colby Williams (@ColbyWilliams22) had 15 pts in his first 50 games... Since then, he has 15 pts in his last 14.” 
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Saturday, March 1, 2014

Seattle derails Portland; rumours flying in Lethbridge 

 D Ty Wishart (Prince George, Moose Jaw, 2004-08) has signed a one-year extension with the Schwenninger Wild Wings (Germany, DEL). In 49 games this season, he has 16 points, including five goals. . . .

 F Ashton Rome (Moose Jaw, Red Deer, Kamloops, 2002-06) has signed a one-year contract, with a club option for more, with the Schwenninger Wild Wings beginning next season. This season with Düsseldorf (Germany, DEL), Rome has 21 points, 12 of them goals, in 31 games. . . .

 D Renat Mamashev (Moose Jaw, 2000-01) has been released by Neftekhimik Nizhnekamsk (Russia, KHL) by mutual agreement. With Neftekhimik, he had 12 points, including five goals, in 32 games. Mamashev started the season with Traktor Chelyabinsk (Russia, KHL), going pointless in four games. He also played two games with Chelmet Chelyabinsk (Russia, Vysshaya Liga), picking up one assist.

 ---

 \

 Will they, or won’t they?

 The Lethbridge Hurricanes, of course. Will the team that is owned by local shareholders be sold to private concerns before another WHL season gets here?

 Only time will tell but, in the meantime, let the rumour mill start smoking. And you can bet that there is going to be a whole lot of rumour, speculation and innuendo in the next little while.

 The only thing that will stop it will be for Hurricanes president Brian McNaughton to stand up and say that the franchise absolutely won’t be sold or that it has been sold. On second thought, that might not even stop the grist mill from churning.

 In the meantime . . . 

 On Saturday, Darrell Romuld of CTV-Regina tweeted: “Hearing the cash strapped Leth Hurricanes will be forced to sell at seasons end. NHLer Kris Versteeg maintains his interest in buying it.”

Romuld followed that up with: “ ‘I don't deal in rumor but will say I still have a strong interest in (owning) the team’ - Versteeg on possibility Canes hit the market.”

After which, Fred Jack, the analyst on Hurricanes’ home radio broadcasts, tweeted: “Sources confirming for me this morning the Lethbridge Hurricanes will make one of their largest announcements in franchise history after end of season but by May 1.”

And then Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald chimed in with: “I'm pretty sure if you want to buy a WHL team, one's up for sale, @FreddieJack643. Unless they're already sold. League's paying bills now.”

---

Versteeg, who played in the WHL with the Hurricanes, Kamloops Blazers and Red Deer Rebels (2002-06), spent Saturday night playing for the Chicago Blackhawks in an outdoor game against the visiting Pittsburgh Penguins.

 Here’s a tweet from Elliotte Friedman of Hockey Night in Canada: “With his goal tonight, betting Kris Versteeg is only player to score at United Center, Wrigley Field and Soldier Field.”

---

If you choose to read one essay today, I would suggest you make it this piece right here that was written by Scott Burnside of ESPN.com. It is headlined: Celebrating a friend, hockey bonds. . . . It’s about rides and friends and late night hockey and life. It’s terrific.

 ---

NHLThe Minnesota Wild announced Saturday morning that it has signed F Brady Brassart of the Calgary Hitmen to a three-year entry-level contract. . . . Brassart, 20, was an undrafted free agent. . . . This season, Brassart, who is from Vernon, B.C., has 75 points, including 33 goals. . . . In 315 career regular-season games, he has 259 points, including 110 goals. . . . Brassart was a second-round selection by the Spokane Chiefs in the 2008 bantam draft. On Aug. 18, 2011, he was dealt to the Hitmen for a conditional fourth-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft. “Brady fell behind in his development with our forwards at the similar age,” Chiefs general manager Tim Speltz said at the time of the trade. “That said, we felt it would be best for Brady to get a fresh start with another WHL team.” . . . Prior to this season, Brassart was in camp with the NHL’s Tampa Bay Lightning.

 ---

The Kamloops Blazers have added D Cam Reagan and F Deven Sideroff, both 16, to their roster for the remainder of this season. . . . Reagan, from Sherwood Park, Alta., played on Saturday night against the Tigers in Medicine Hat. He was a fourth-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft. This season, with the midget AAA Sherwood Park Kings, he had 25 points, four of them goals, in 35 games. Last night marked his fifth game this season with the Blazers. . . . Sideroff, a list player from Summerland, B.C., is expected to join the Blazers on Monday. He has three assists in six games with them this season. He spent the winter with the Okanagan Hockey Academy midget prep team in Penticton, B.C., putting up 66 points, including 30 goals, in 39 games. 

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Calgary (1) vs. Red Deer/Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Edmonton (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 SUNDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Saskatoon at Edmonton, 4 p.m.

 Brandon at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Everett at Seattle, 5:05 p.m.

 ---

 SATURDAY’S GAMES:

In Edmonton, the Calgary Hitmen took over sole possession of first place in the Eastern Conference with a 3-2 victory over the Oil Kings. . . . F Greg Chase had three assists for Calgary. . . . The Hitmen got off to a 2-0 first-period lead on goals by F Elliott Peterson, his 11th, and F Connor Rankin, his 19th. . . . F Edgars Kulda got Edmonton on the board with his 26th, at 1:50 of the second, but Calgary D Kenton Helgeson restored the two-goal lead at 12:31 of the second. That was his ninth goal and came via the PP. . . . Edmonton F Mitch Moroz got his 32nd goal at 13:46 of the third. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson had two assists for Edmonton. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 38 shots, seven more than Edmonton’s Tristan Jarry. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart, who signed a three-year contract with the NHL’s Minnesota Wild earlier in the day, had one assist as he ran his point streak to 15 games. . . . According to WHL Facts (@WHLFacts), that is the longest streak by a Calgary skater since F Brandon Kozun strung together a 16-gamer in October-November 2009. . . . The Hitmen (43-15-7) lead the Oil Kings (44-16-3) by two points atop the conference. Edmonton has two games in hand. . . . 

In Prince Albert, the Raiders surrendered the first two goals and then roared back to beat the Kootenay Ice, 4-2. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart had his 22-game point streak and his 15-game assist streak come to an end. Both are franchise single-season records. . . . Raiders F Carson Perreaux tied the game 2-2, with his 16th goal, at 19:20 of the second period and F Leon Draisaitl scored his 30th at 3:25 of the third to put his guys out front. . . . D Landon Peel had two assists for the Ice. . . . Referees Jonathan Spurgeon and Colin Watt handed out only one minor penalty, that to Perreaux. . . . The Ice was able to dress only 16 skaters, two under the maximum. Included in the scratches was F Tim Bozon, as it went with nine forwards and seven defencemen. . . . The Raiders (30-30-5) are tied for eighth with the idle Red Deer Rebels (30-30-5) in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Ice (37-24-4) appears headed to a fifth-place finish. . . . 

In Swift Current, D Julius Honka scored twice to help the Broncos to a 7-4 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . The Broncos led 3-0 before the game was 13 minutes old, only to have the Hurricanes come back and tie it. . . . Swift Current then scored the next three goals to take control. . . . Honka, a freshman defenceman from Finland, has 16 goals. . . . F Graham Black and F Colby Cave each scored his 30th goal of the season for the Broncos. Black also had two assists. . . . The Broncos (32-24-9) are sixth in the Eastern Conference, five points behind Kootenay and three points ahead of Brandon. . . . The Hurricanes (12-50-5) have lost nine straight games as they head towards the end of the poorest season in franchise history. The 1972-73 Winnipeg Jets finished with 42 points (16-42-10).  The 1987-88 Hurricanes went 20-48-4, for 44 points. . . . 

In Saskatoon, F Jayce Hawryluk enjoyed a five-point outing to lead the Brandon Wheat Kings to an 8-5 victory over the Blades. . . . Hawryluk, who turned 18 on Jan. 1, had two goals and three assists, giving him 62 points, including 22 goals, in 56 games this season. The sophomore from Roblin, Man., had 43 points, 18 of them goals, in 61 games last season. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock scored his 21st goal of the season. It was the 62nd goal of his career and broke the Wheat Kings’ record for most goals by a defenceman in a career that had been held by the late Brad McCrimmon. . . . “It’s an honour,” Pulock told Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix. “It’s a pretty special record in the organization with Brad holding that record. I’m kind of emotional. I’m proud to be the holder of that record.” Pulock is the Wheat Kings’ captain, a position McCrimmon once held. . . . F Nick Zajac scored twice for the Blades, giving him 11. . . . Hawryluk broke a 3-3 tie with a shorthanded goal at 11:44 of the second period and F Tim McGauley, with his 19th goal, added a PP score at 15:55. . . . The Blades have lost five in a row; they also have lost eight straight home games. . . . Brandon was 3-for-4 on the PP and counted three times while shorthanded; the Blades were 0-for-6 on the PP. . . . Brandon (31-26-8) is three points behind the sixth-place Swift Current Broncos in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Blades (16-44-5) won’t appear in the playoffs. . . . 

In Moose Jaw, D Dmitry Sinitsyn and F Morgan Klimchuk, both of whom missed a game earlier in the week due to illness, scored two goals each to lead the Regina Pats to a 7-3 victory over the Warriors. . . . Sinitsyn, who also had two assists, has eight goals; Klimchuk has 28. . . . Regina scored four power-play goals to lead 5-1 before the second period was 13 minutes old. . . . The Pats went 4-for-8 on the PP; the Warriors were 2-for-10. . . . F Brayden Point scored his 29th goal and added an assist for the Warriors. . . . The Pats, who swept the season series from the Warriors 8-0-0, clinched a playoff spot with the victory. . . . Regina (37-23-6) leads the East Division by seven points over Swift Current. . . . The Warriors (17-39-9) are 10th in the Eastern Conference. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Curtis Valk and F Trevor Cox each scored two goals and added two assists to help the Tigers to a 7-1 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . Valk, who was plus-5, has 40 goals on the season. He has 81 points in 66 games. Last season, he finished with 91 points, including 46 goals, in 71 games. . . . Cox has 75 points, including 23 goals, in 64 games. Last season, as a sophomore, he had 39 points, 16 of them goals, in 72 games. . . . F Cole Sanford, the third member of that line, scored his 30th goal and added an assist. . . . Medicine Hat F Miles Koules had three assists. . . . Tigers G Nick Schneider stopped 30 shots. He lost his shutout at 18:51 of the third period when F Matt Bellerive scored his 17th goal. . . . Kamloops was without D Sam Grist and F Chase Souto, both of whom suffered undisclosed injuries in Friday’s 5-1 loss to the Hitmen in Calgary. Souto had missed eight games before playing in Calgary. . . . Kamloops D Connor Clouston, the son of Tigers’ GM/head coach Shaun Clouston, played his first game in his hometown. . . . The Tigers (41-22-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference, six points behind Edmonton. . . . The Blazers (13-48-5) have lost four in a row. . . . 

In Prince George, F Axel Blomqvist broke a 1-1 tie at 12:34 of the second period as the Victoria Royals beat the Cougars, 2-1. . . . One night earlier, the Royals beat the Cougars, 5-3. . . . Blomqvist, who was acquired from the Lethbridge Hurricanes earlier in the season, has 22 goals. . . . F Todd Fiddler got the Cougars on the board with his 45th goal at 8:52 of the first. . . . Victoria F Jack Walker tied it with his sixth goal at 6:50 of the second. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka stopped 31 shots, 12 more than the Cougars’ Ty Edmonds. . . . Fiddler ran his point streak to 18 games, the longest active streak in the WHL. . . . The Royals will have home-ice advantage in the first round of the playoffs for the first time in franchise history. . . . The Royals (45-17-4) are third in the Western Conference, five points behind the Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Cougars (26-24-8) are four points out of a playoff spot with four games remaining. . . .

In Vancouver, F Marek Tvrdon broke a 1-1 tie at 6:19 of the second period and the Kelowna Rockets went on to a 3-1 victory over the Giants. . . . Tvrdon, who has 10 goals, was acquired from the Giants in January. . . . On Friday, before Kelowna scored a 6-0 home-ice victory over the Giants, Regan Bartel, the radio voice of the Rockets, tweeted: “ ‘If he figures it out he may play in the NHL. If he doesn't figure it out he may be playing back in Slovakia.’ - Don Hay on Marek Tvrdon. . . . Gee, do you think Tvrdon was aware of the comments from the Giants’ head coach? . . . The Rockets tied the franchise record for most victories in a season (52) set by last season’s club. . . . Kelowna also clinched the B.C. Division title. . . . F Cain Franson scored his 28th goal, via the PP, to give the Giants the lead at 12:51 of the first period. . . . F Rourke Chartier got his 21st, at 5:15 of the second, to tie it. . . . Tvrdon, who scored on the PP, has 21 points in 22 games since joining the Rockets from the ECHL’s Toledo Walleye. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 32 shots in winning for the 36th time this season. He is 36-5-4 after going 37-14-3 last season. . . . The Rockets (52-9-4) lead the overall standings. . . . The Giants (30-26-10) clinched a playoff spot when Prince George lost at home to Victoria. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., the Portland Winterhawks’ winning streak ended at 21 games, thanks to a 4-1 loss to the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Portland fell one game short of tying the WHL single-season record that is held by the 1967-68 Estevan Bruins. . . . The Winterhawks scored the game’s first goal, by F Chase De Leo, his 36th, at 2:43 of the first period. However, they weren’t able to beat G Taran Kozun again. He finished with 41 saves. . . . Kozun is 13-4-1, 1.80, .944 with the Thunderbirds. . . . Seattle D Shea Theodore tied the game at 6:55 of the first, getting his 18th goal on the PP. . . . Seattle F Alexander Delnov broke the tie with his 27th goal at 11:16. . . . F Justin Hickman, with his 21st, and F Branden Troock, with his 22nd, later added insurance. . . . Portland G Corbin Boes stopped 21 shots as he lost for the first time (12-1-1) in regulation time since being acquired from the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . Seattle (39-19-6) last won 40 games in 2007-08 when it finished 42-23-7. It is fourth in the Western Conference, six points ahead of Spokane. . . . Portland (47-13-5) is nine points behind Kelowna in the conference. . . . 

In Spokane, G Eric Comrie stopped 34 shots to lead the Tri-City Americans to a 3-0 victory over the Chiefs. . . . Comrie has three shutouts this season and eight in his career. . . . The Chiefs have been blanked in back-to-back games since they scored nine times in beating the visiting Kamloops Blazers 9-4 on Feb. 23. . . . F Parker Bowles scored the game’s first goal, his 11th, at 3:30 of the first period, via the PP. . . . D Brandon Carlo, with his third, and F Brian Williams, with his 36th, also scored. . . . Spokane G Eric Williams stopped 26 shots. . . . Tri-City (28-29-8) holds down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot, four points up on Prince George. . . . Spokane (36-23-6) is fifth, five points ahead of the Everett Silvertips.

 ---

 From WHL Facts (@WHLFacts): “17 - The number of points recorded by @MJWARRIORS Jack Rodewald (@_JRodey) this February, which is 3 more than he had in all of 2012-13.”

---

From Mark Edwards (@MarkEdwardsHP): “Ref tosses fan in Sarnia for heckling. He comes back wearing a wrestling mask and sits in a different seat. Just another night in the #OHL.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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 With Canada winning both gold medals in Olympic hockey, Prime Minister Stephen Harper won two cases of beer from U.S. President Barack Obama. As Ian Hamilton of the Regina Leader-Post put it: “Harper had better be asking for cases of Molson Golden.” . . . With former NHLer Sean Avery having been selected to appear on Dancing With The Stars, Hamilton pointed out: “It’s ironic that Avery has agreed to compete on the show. When he played, he refused most of the invitations he received to dance.” . . . Tim Hortons plans on adding 500 outlets in Canada over the next five years. You mean there are 500 places in Canada in need of one? . . . 

 Michael Rosenberg, at SI.com: “Americans generally chafe at any sport that is judged, but judges contributed so much to the American medal count in Sochi, the USOC should pursue lifetime appointments, like we have for Supreme Court justices.” . . . LeBron James, who once worked in Cleveland, and Dallas Cowboys quarterback Tony Romo apparently chatted last week. During that conversation, James is said to have given Romo some advice on how to ignore criticism. According to James, he told Romo not to watch ESPN. . . . To which ESPN’s Bob Ley tweeted: “Help me here, @KingJames. ‘Don’t watch ESPN.’ -- except when you’re the focus of a 1 hr show announcing your free agent destination?” . . . Ley wins that one, with a slam dunk. . . . 

 Headline at TheOnion.com: Sochi’s Euthanized Dogs To Be Returned To Streets After Olympics. . . . If you were starting an NHL team and could have either Sidney Crosby or Jonathan Toews, which one would you take? . . . It’s nice that so many hockey coaches are using Team Canada’s defensive play as an example for their own teams. But how many of those coaches have access to that kind of talent? . . . “Now that Robinson Cano is making the kind of money he’s making with the Mariners,” writes Mike Lupica of the New York Daily News, “I think he should just hire somebody to run out ground balls for him.” . . .

Here’s Will Leitch of Sports on Earth, with his take on curling after the Olympic Winter Games: “Curling is super fun, particularly on television, where its inherent goofiness is both intriguing and, ultimately, soothing. (I find it comforting and an easy transition into a pleasant nap.) But in person, there are four games going on at once, and if you think you have a hard time following one curling match, try understanding four. The games also take nearly three hours, the first two of which are almost entirely setup. And they do three of these a day . . . a full day of curling, with three matches, can last up to 14 hours. I like curling, but that's a lot of curling. Also, in Sochi, they didn't sell alcoholic beer at the curling venue, which defeats half the purpose.” . . . 

After Adelina Sotnikova skated to gold in the ladies’ singles figure-skating event in Sochi, Conan O’Brien of TBS noted: “The Russian skater said she was inspired by her family, her coaches and what happened to the losing — and now missing — Russian men’s hockey team.” . . . It seems that New York Yankees shortstop Derek Jeter and model Hannah Davis are an item again. As Fark.com put it: “Apparently he’s batted around and is back to the top of the order.” . . . 

In case you think Major League Baseball’s pot of gold is running out consider that during the offseason the Atlanta Braves spent US$280.7 million on first baseman Freddie Freeman, right fielder Jason Heyward, closer Craig Kimbrel, shortstop Andrelton Simmons and starter Julio Teheran. . . . We should find out something about the Seattle Mariners in the early part of the baseball season. They will meet the Oakland A’s, the defending AL West champs, six times before May 8. As well, Seattle will play 11 of its first 27 games at home. . . 

“Sadly unrealized was my Olympic dream,” writes Scott Ostler of the San Francisco Chronicle, “in which the U.S. men win the hockey gold medal, beating Russia 1-0, the goal caroming off Vladimir Putin’s forehead as he leans over the glass, and after the game the guy who scored the goal comes out as gay.” . . . Here’s Jack Finarelli, aka The Sports Curmudgeon, with, we think, tongue planted firmly in cheek: “By the way, how come the IOC has not jumped in on dogsled racing as an Olympic event? In fact, there could be multiple events from ‘sprints’ to multi-day competitions. If horse jumping can be an Olympic sport for the Summer Games, why not dogsled racing for the Winter Games?” . . . 

During the Olympic Winter Games, Sir David Attenborough, a veteran British broadcaster who is perhaps best known for narrating documentaries, was asked to do some play-by-play during a curling game that involved Great Britain’s women’s team. Here’s part of it: “And off she goes: gently but flamboyantly launching the oversized walnut down the frozen river. The alpha female’s job is complete. It’s now up to the herd to frantically follow the walnut down the river, gently frisking the foreground.” . . . Take that, Vic Rauter!

 (Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Saturday, March 1, 2014

Winterhawks, Ice's Reinhart keep streaks alive 

 Greg Gatto (Brandon, Spokane, Prince Albert, Regina, Portland, 1990-92) is the new head coach of the NAHL’s Odessa Jackalopes, at least for the final 10 games of this season. Gatto, who was fired earlier this month as the head coach of the U of Lethbridge Pronghorns, replcaes Matt Cressman, who was dismissed Thursday. Cressman had been in his first sesaon as head coach, but his 13th with the Jackalopes. . . . Gatto was an assistant coach with the Jackalopes in 2003-04. He also played for the Jackalopes in 2002-03 when he and Cressman were teammates.

 ---

 D Griffin Reinhart, the captain of the Edmonton Oil Kings, hopes to play this afternoon against the visiting Calgary Hitmen. Reinhart missed six games in February because of the flu, but he’s hoping he’s well enough to play today. . . . The Oil Kings and Hitmen are tied for first place in the Eastern Conference, each with 91 points. The Oil Kings have 10 games remaining; the Hitmen have eight to play.

 ---

The Regina Pats have added F Sam Steel to their roster for the remainder of this season. Steel, the second overall selection in the 2013 WHL bantam draft, spent the season with the midget AAA Sherwood Park, Alta., J. Ennis Kings. Their season ended earlier this week, freeing him up to join the Pats. . . . The Pats will use Steel, too, as they have been hit by injuries and illness. He played last night as the Pats beat the visiting Swift Current Broncos 4-3 in a shootout. . . . Regina was again without F Boston Leier and F Dryden Hunt, both of whom have concussions. F Morgan Klimchuk and D Dmitry Sinitsyn, both of whom missed a game this week due to illness, were back.

 ---

File this under the best laid plans. . . . Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald had hoped to get video of a post-game celebration between G Austin Lotz and D Ben Betker of the Everett Silvertips, and then post it on his blog. Well, the stars were aligned the other night, except that a bear got in the way. . . . Read all about it right here.

 ---

AJHLF Tanner MacMaster of the AJHL’s Camrose Kodiaks had signed a letter of intent to attend Boston College and play for the Eagles. However, it seems he has changed his mind and now has committed to Quinnipiac, which is in Hamden, Conn., where he will play for the Bobcats. . . . The Spokane Chiefs selected MacMaster with the 19th overall pick of the 2011 bantam draft. This season, with the Kodiaks, MacMaster, who turned 18 on Jan. 8, has 40 points, including 11 goals, in 47 games. Last season, he finished with 48 points, 24 of them goals, in 56 games. . . . Tanner is the younger brother of Nathan MacMaster (Moose Jaw, Calgary, Tri-City, 2007-12).

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 SATURDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Edmonton, 2 p.m.

 Kootenay at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Brandon at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Regina at Moose Jaw, 7:30 p.m.

 Kamloops at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Victoria at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Kelowna at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Portland at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Tri-City at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S GAMES):

In Moose Jaw, the Warriors scored three first-period goals and went on to a 5-2 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . F Colton McCarthy had a goal, his sixth, and an assist for the Warriors, while F Jack Rodewald got his 22nd goal and also had an assist. . . . Lethbridge F Taylor Cooper scored his 12th goal, seven of which have come against the Warriors. . . . The Hurricanes have lost eight in a row. . . . Neither the Warriors (17-38-9) nor Hurricanes (12-49-5) will appear in the playoffs. . . .

In Regina, F Connor Gay’s second goal of the game, at 4:13 of OT, gave the Pats a 4-3 victory over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . Gay has 15 goals this season. . . . The Broncos scored twice in the first period and took a 2-0 lead into the second period. . . . Gay tied the score at 3:29 of the third, with F Patrick D’Amico giving the Pats their first lead, with his sixth goal, at 6:03. . . . Broncos F Coda Gordon forced OT with his 24th goal at 12:24. . . . The Pats, who went 10-2-1 in February, are 36-23-6 and atop the East Division, seven points ahead of the Broncos (31-24-9). . . .

In Saskatoon, the Kootenay Ice scored the game’s last four goals and beat the Blades, 4-2. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart had one assist, running his point streak to a franchise-record 22 games and his assist streak to 15 games, which already was a franchise record. Former Ice F Mike Comrie had set the previous points record of 21 games in 2000-01. . . . Saskatoon F Cameron Hebig, assigned the task of checking Reinhart, scored his 12th goal. . . . The Ice is 9-2-0 in its last 11. . . . The Blades have lost four in a row; they also have lost seven straight on home ice. . . . Ice F Luke Philp tied the score 2-2 with his 27th goal at 4:06 of the second period. . . . Kootenay D Landon Peel scored his fourth goal at 8:36 of the third to give his side its first lead. . . . Ice D Landon Cross iced it with a shorthanded empty-netter, his second goal this season, at 18:42. . . . Ice G Wyatt Hoflin stopped 31 shots. . . . It was Critters Pucks and Paws Night. There were 158 dogs in the audience, along with 4,517 folks. . . . Blades F Nikita Scherbak had his 10-game point streak snapped. . . . D Jordan Thomson made his debut with the Blades. Thomson, the fourth overall pick in the 2011 bantam draft, was acquired from the Kamloops Blazers in January. He will play two more games with the Blades this weekend and then return to the MJHL’s Dauphin Kings. . . . The Ice (37-23-4) is fifth in the Eastern Conference, five points behind the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . The Blades (16-43-5) won’t be in the playoffs. . . .

In Calgary, F Brady Brassart scored twice and added an assist to help the Hitmen to a 5-1 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . Brassart, who has 33 goals, ran his point streak to 14 games. . . . Calgary F Adam Tambellini opened the scoring with his 16th goal just 31 seconds into the second period. He has goals in three straight games. . . . Calgary F Pavel Padakin scored his 25th goal on a third-period penalty shot. . . . The Hitmen are 10-0-1 in their last 11. . . . The Blazers have lost three in a row. . . . Kamloops had veteran F Chase Souto back in the lineup. He hadn’t played since Feb. 8. . . . The Hitmen (42-15-7) are tied with the Edmonton Oil Kings atop the Central Division. . . . The Blazers (13-47-5) are 10th in the 10-team Western Conference. . . .

In Red Deer, F Miles Koules and F Cole Sanford scored in the shootout to give the Medicine Hat Tigers a 3-2 victory over the Rebels. . . . Koules scored his 24th goal of the season at 16:47 of the first period. . . . The Rebels came back with second-period goals form F Wyatt Johnson, his 10th, and F Scott Feser, his 12th. . . . Medicine Hat F Curtis Valk forced OT with his 38th goal, via the PP, at 4:54 of the third. . . . In a battle of Czech goaltenders, Medicine Hat’s Marek Langhamer stopped 25 shots through OT, while Red Deer’s Patrik Bartosak turned aside 38. . . . The Tigers (40-22-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference, five points ahead of Kootenay. . . . Red Deer (30-30-5) holds down the conference’s last playoff spot, two points ahead of the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . 

In Prince George, D Travis Brown scored at 15:09 of the third period to break a 3-3 tie and help the Victoria Royals a 5-3 victory over the Cougars. . . . Brown, who came over from the Moose Jaw Warriors in January, has 13 goals this season. . . . The Royals led 2-0 in the second period and 3-1 in the third, only to have the Cougars tie it on goals 13 seconds apart from F Zach Pochiro, his 27th, and F Todd Fiddler, his 44th. . . . Fiddler, who scored twice, now is riding a 17-game point streak. . . . The Royals are 9-1-1 in their last 11. . . . The Cougars had F Brett Roulston back in the lineup after he missed eight games with a concussion. Earlier in the season, he missed 13 games with a broken foot. . . . The Royals and Cougars play again tonight in P.G. . . . Victoria is 6-1-0 against Prince George this season. . . . The Royals (44-17-4) are third in the Western Conference and likely to finish there. . . . The Cougars (26-33-8) are two points out of the conference’s last playoff spot but have only five games left. . . . 

In Kelowna, G Jordon Cooke stopped 31 shots to lead the Rockets to a 6-0 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . They’ll play again tonight in Vancouver. In fact, four of the Giants’ final eight games are scheduled to be against the Rockets. . . . Cooke has three shutouts this season and eight in his career. . . . F Nick Merkley, a 16-year-old from Calgary, scored twice, giving him 20 goals. He’s got 49 points in 58 games. . . . D Damon Severson drew three assists,. . . . The Rockets scored four times in the third period. . . . Kelowna (51-9-4) leads the overall standings. . . . The Giants (30-25-10) are seventh in the Western Conference, three points behind the Everett Silvertips. . . .

In Spokane, G Corbin Boes stopped 30 shots and the Portland Winterhawks ran their winning streak to 21 games as they beat the Chiefs, 2-0. . . . This was Boes’ first shutout of the season and the third of his career. It was his first blank job since Oct. 1, 2011, when he was with the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . With Brendan Burke recovering from mononucleosis, Boes made his eighth straight start. Boes is 12-0-1 since being acquired from the Lethbridge Hurricanes in January. . . . The Winterhawks have a chance to tie the WHL record for consecutive victories in one season when they meet the Seattle Thunderbirds in Kent, Wash., tonight. That record is held by the 1967-68 Estevan Bruins. . . . The Winterhawks have eight games remaining, four of them against Seattle. . . . Portland is 22-0-1 in its last 23 games. . . . The Winterhawks swept the Chiefs 8-0-0 this season, shutting them out in each of the last three meetings; in fact, Portland has won 16 straight games, regular-season and playoffs, from the Chiefs. . . . The Winterhawks scored the game’s first goal, as they now have done in each of the last 21 games these teams have played against each other. . . . F Alex Schoenborn opened the scoring with his 17th goal at 1:40 of the first period. . . . F Chase De Leo, with his 35th, added insurance at 1:51 of the second. . . . The game featured the WHL’s top three scorers, but neither Spokane F Mitch Holmberg (107 points) nor Portland’s Nic Petan (106) or Oliver Bookstand (96) picked up a point. . . . Portland (47-12-5) is seven points behind Kelowna with each team having eight games to play. . . . Spokane (36-22-6) is fifth in the Western Conference, four points behind the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . .

In Everett, the Silvertips took a 3-0 lead and then hung on for a 3-2 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . The Silvertips clinched a playoff spot for the 11th consecutive season. This is their 11th season in the WHL. . . . F Carson Stadnyk, with his 18th, and F Jujhar Khaira, with his 15th, gave the Silvertips a 2-0 first-period lead. . . . Everett had a 16-3 edge in shots in the first period. . . . F Manraj Hayer, with his 14th, upped that to 3-0 at 1:19 of the third. . . . The Americans got back in it on goals from F Lucas Nickles, at 10:51, and F Parker Powles, his 10th, at 17:53. . . . F Kohn Bauml had two assists for Everett. . . . F Brian Williams had two assists for Tri-City. . . . Americans G Eric Comrie stopped 32 shots, seven more than Everett’s Austin Lotz. . . . The Silvertips are 4-0-1 in their last five. . . . The Americans are 0-5-3 in their last eight. . . . Everett (32-23-9) is sixth in the Western Conference, three points ahead of Vancouver. . . . The Americans (27-29-8) are eighth in the conference, two points ahead of Prince George.

 ---

 From Regina Pats G Daniel Wapple (@Wapps35): “Gotta love when your parents come down for the weekend even tho it's minus 60 outside #dedication #loveit”

---

From Portland freelancer Scott Sepich (@SSepich): “What a difference 6 years make: In March '08, Spokane beat Portland to extend the Winterhawks' losing streak to 21 games.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, February 27, 2014

Outdoor game for Portland?; long arm of law looking for Gaetz 

 F Kris Beech (Calgary, 1996-2001) has been loaned to the Vienna Capitals (Austria, Erste Bank Liga) by the Straubing Tigers (Germany, DEL) for the rest of this season. With Straubing, Beech had 24 points, including eight goals, in 36 games. . . .

 D Kenton Smith (Calgary, 1995-2000) has returned to the Braehead Clan Glasgow (Scotland, UK Elite) for the rest of the season. Smith left Clan a month ago to be with his family in Cardiff. This season, in 33 games, he has 11 points, three of them goals.

 ---

 F Tyler Benson, the first overall selection in the 2013 WHL bantam draft, is expected to play for the Vancouver Giants against the Rockets in Kelowna tonight. Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province reports that Benson is expected to join the Giants on a full-time basis next week. . . . Benson, who is pointless in three games with the Giants, has been playing for the Kelowna-based Pursuit Of Excellence under-18 prep team. He put up 91 points, including 35 goals, in 46 games. That team’s season ends this weekend, freeing Benson up to join the Giants. . . . 

 Ewen also reports Giants F Dominik Volek didn’t practise Thursday because of an undisclosed injury. D Dalton Thrower (ankle) has yet to return to the ice. According to Ewen, “both are unlikely for Friday in Kelowna.“

---

Regan Bartel, the radio voice of the Kelowna Rockets, was in Kennewick, Wash., on Wednesday night. Here’s a note from his blog:

“In talking to Annie Fowler, the beat writer for the Americans, it was confirmed that the Tri-City Herald Best of the West Poll has met its end. The poll, which allowed players, coaches/management and media to vote on several categories has been a staple for the last 25 years and has always been an interesting conversation piece. The process is time consuming and receiving ballots from teams was always a chore.” . . . 

---

WHL team logoF Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice takes a 21-game point streak into Saskatoon for a game with the Blades tonight. He has 47 points, 18 of them goals, in the streak that has tied F Mike Comrie for the franchise record. . . . Reinhart also is riding a 14-game assist streak. . . . Both streaks are the longest in the WHL this season.

 ---

Prince George is at home for Friday-Saturday doubleheader with the Victoria Royals, and Cougars F Troy Bourke is closing in on the club’s career point record. Bourke has 229 points in 270 regular season games; the record is held by F Eric Hunter (2002-07), who put up 233 points in 323 games. . . . Note that this doesn’t include the Victoria Cougars. . . . Prince George F Todd Fiddler goes into the weekend on a 16-game point streak. He has 30 points, 15 of them goals, over that stretch.

 ---

Kerry Eggers of the Portland Tribune brings word that the Portland Timbers and Portland Winterhawks have chatted about the possibility of a playing an outdoor WHL game at Providence Park, the home of the MLS team that could seat 20,000 for such a contest. . . . Eggers has more on that right here. . . . There have been two outdoor games played featuring WHL teams. In Spokane, the Chiefs beat the Kootenay Ice 11-2 before 7,075 fans in Avista Stadium on Jan. 15,2011. The Regina Pats beat the host Calgary Hitmen 3-2 in a game played at McMahon Stadium before 20,888 fans on Feb. 21, 2011. (If you are so inclined, there is a list right here of every outdoor game played since Oct. 6, 2001, and there have been more than 100 of them. So much for the novelty!)

 Eggers also writes about Winterhawks GM/head coach Mike Johnston’s niece, Rebecca, who was a major contributor to the Canadian women’s Olympic hockey team. Oh, and Eggers also confirms that Winterhawks G Brendan Burke has been out with mononucleosis.

 Meanwhile, in The Oregonian, Molly Blue talks with Burke, and updates his status. That report is right here.

 ---

 The long arm of the law is reaching out in an attempt to locate Link Gaetz. The former WHL defenceman (New Westminster, Spokane, 1986-88) has failed to appear in a Kamloops court room, nor has he been in touch with his lawyer. The result is that an arrest warrant has been issued for Gaetz. There’s more right here from Kamloops This Week.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Lethbridge at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Kamloops at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Vancouver at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Portland at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Tri-City at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 THURSDAY’S GAMES:

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 From Geoff Baker (@gbakermariners) of the Seattle Times: “Just returned from Seattle delegation trip to Vancouver for (Wednesday) night's #Canucks game. Interesting time. Lots of #NHL optimism brewing.”

The story that Baker filed is right here.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Wednesday, February 26, 2014

WHL going camping 

 F Carsen Germyn (Kelowna, Red Deer, 1998-2003) has been loaned to AIK Stockholm (Sweden, SHL) by the Straubing Tigers (Germany, DEL) for the rest of this season. With Straubing this season, Germyn has 37 points, including 16 goals, in 49 games. Straubing is in 12th place in the DEL, and with three games left can't finish 10th and make the playoffs. AIK is last in the SHL with five games left and can't finish higher than 11th. It will play in SHL Kvalserien in an attempt to keep its place in the SHL for next season.

 ---

 The WHL is taking the recruiting war with junior A and the NCAA to another level by launching a series of what it calls “combine camps.”

These camps, according to a news release, are “designed to assist minor hockey players with their skill development by participating in a new state of the art testing system.”

The WHL has forged partnerships with Okanagan Hockey Schools of Penticton, B.C., and Sport Testing Inc., in order to hold these camps throughout Western Canada and the 

 Each camp will comprise one day of on- and off-ice testing, instructional tips, a player development seminar, and a presentation on the WHL player experience, according to the WHL.

 In the beginning, camps will be open to bantam- and midget-aged players, with all 22 WHL teams having access to all test results.

 Okanagan Hockey Schools will provide instructors and testing personnel for each camp, with Toronto-based Sport Testing Inc., providing the testing systems.

 Camps will run this year, from April through August, in Victoria, Vancouver, Kelowna, Calgary, Edmonton, Saskatoon, Regina, Brandon, Winnipeg, Minneapolis, Denver, Dallas, Phoenix and Anaheim.

 ---

 John Branch of The New York Times reports: “Chronic traumatic encephalopathy, the degenerative brain disease linked to repeated blows to the head, has been found posthumously in a 29-year-old former soccer player, the strongest indication yet that the condition is not limited to athletes who played sports known for violent collisions, like football and boxing.” . . . Branch’s complete story is right here.

 ---

F Nolan Volcan, a second-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft, has joined the Seattle Thunderbirds. Volcan played for the midget AAA Maple Leaf Athletic Club United Cycle Maple Leafs, whose season has ended. . . . Volcan’s father, Marty, is a former WHLer, having played for the Portland Winterhawks, Seattle Breakers and Victoria Cougars (1984-86).

 ---

The Portland Winterhawks will be chasing their 21st straight victory when they meet the Chiefs in Spokane on Friday night. The WHL record for longest winning streak in one season (22 games) belongs to the Estevan Bruins of 1967-68. . . . The Winterhawks have won all seven games with Spokane this season; in fact, Portland has won its last 15 meetings with the Chiefs. . . . The Winterhawks are scheduled to play the Seattle Thunderbirds in Kent, Wash., on Saturday and then visit the Tri-City Americans in Kennewick, Wash., on Wednesday.

 ---

 First place in the Eastern Conference will be on the line Saturday when the Edmonton Oil Kings play host to the Calgary Hitmen in the opener of a Battle of Alberta doubleheader. . . . The two WHL teams will play at 2 p.m., at Rexall Place, with the NHL’s Calgary Flames to meet the Edmonton Oilers there that evening.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Vancouver (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Everett (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Lethbridge at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Kamloops at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Vancouver at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Portland at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Tri-City at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

In Brandon, F Jayce Hawryluk scored twice and set up another to lead the Wheat Kings to a 6-2 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . Brandon broke a 1-1 tie with four second-period goals. . . . Hawryluk has 57 points, including 20 goals, in 55 games. Last season, he totalled 43 points, 18 of them goals, in 61 games as a freshman. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pilon, playing at home against his former club for the first team, drew two assists, as did D Ryan Pulock and F John Quenneville. . . . Lethbridge F Tyler Wong, playing his second game after being out since Jan. 11, scored his 14th goal. . . . Brandon G Curtis Honey stopped 36 shots, four fewer than Jonny Hogue of Lethbridge. . . . Brandon D Eric Roy picked up 29 penalty minutes in one foul sweep, as he got nailed with minors for instigating and unsportsmanlike conduct, a fighting major, a misconduct and game misconduct at 3:51 of the third period. . . . The Hurricanes took 24 minutes in penalties. . . . Brandon (30-26-8) is seventh in the Eastern Conference, two points behind the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Hurricanes (12-48-5) have lost seven in a row. . . .

In Moose Jaw, F Sam Reinhart scored twice and added an assist as the Kootenay Ice dropped the Warriors, 5-1. . . . The teams were tied 1-1 going into the third period. . . . Reinhart is on a 21-game point streak and a 14-game assist streak, both the longest in the WHL this season. . . . Reinhart, who has 34 goals this season, has tied the franchise record (F Mike Comrie, Sept. 23 to Nov. 10, 2000) for longest point streak in one season. . . . F Tim Bozon also had two goals and an assist for the Ice. He’s got 32 goals. . . . F Jaedon Descheneau added his 39th goal and also had an assist. . . . Reinhart has 93 points, while Descheneau has 88. . . . Bozon has 68 points, with 61 of those coming in 49 games with the Ice after he came over from the Kamloops Blazers. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 22 shots. . . . G Zach Sawchenko of the Warriors turned aside 37. . . . The Ice dressed 16 skaters, two under the maximum, then lost F Zach Franko in the second period. . . . The Ice (36-23-4) is a comfortable fifth in the Eastern Conference, five points behind the Medicine Hat Tigers and six ahead of the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Warriors (16-38-9) are 10th in the 12-team conference. . . .

In Swift Current, F Jake DeBrusk scored twice to help the Broncos to a 6-2 victory over the Regina Pats. . . . DeBrusk, a 17-year-old freshman from Edmonton, has 27 points, 12 of them goals, in 63 games. This was his first multi-goal game. . . . F Coda Gordon had a goal, his 23rd, and two assists for the Broncos, who scored the game’s first five goals, three of them in the first period. . . . Swift Current got two assists from each of F Graham Black and F Nathan Burns. . . . The Broncos were 3-for-7 on the PP; the Pats were 0-for-5. . . . F Rykr Cole, a third-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft, made his WHL debut with the Pats. He has 45 points, including 23 goals, in 41 games with the midget AAA Moose Jaw Generals. . . . Regina scratched F Morgan Klimchuk and D Dmitry Sinitsyn, both of whom were ill. They still are without injured F Boston Leier. . . . The Broncos have won all five games with the Pats this season. . . . Regina (35-23-6) went into this one leading the East Division by eight points over the Broncos (31-24-8). That lead, of course, now is six points. . . . While the Pats, as East Division leaders, are the Eastern Conference’s No. 2 seed, the Broncos are sixth. . . .

In Edmonton, F Blake Penner’s goal at 3:00 of OT gave the Medicine Hat Tigers a 4-3 victory over the Oil Kings. . . . The Tigers, who clinched a playoff spot with the victory, erased a 3-1 deficit with two third-period goals. . . . F Chad Butcher scored his fifth goal at 3:20 and F Curtis Valk tied it, with his 37th, at 6:36. . . . Penner has 10 goals this season. . . . Valk had two goals, while D Dylan Bredo had two assists. . . . Edmonton F Edgars Kulda had a goal, his 25th, and an assist. He scored shorthanded at 1:33 of the second to give his guys a 1-0 lead. . . . Medicine Hat G Marek Langhamer stopped 37 shots, eight more than Tristan Jarry of Edmonton. . . . Edmonton had won 5-2 in Medicine Hat on Tuesday. . . . The Tigers were without F Markus Eisenschmid. The German freshman drew a ‘tbd’ suspension for a boarding major and game misconduct he incurred against the visiting Oil Kings on Tuesday. . . . The Tigers (39-22-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference, eight points behind the Calgary Hitmen and five in front of the Kootenay Ice. . . . The Oil Kings (44-15-3) are atop the Eastern Conference, two points in front of the Hitmen. . . . 

In Red Deer, G Patrik Bartosak stopped 32 shots as the Rebels blanked the Kamloops Blazers, 2-0. . . . Bartosak has six shutouts this season, but this was the first on home ice. He also has 12 in his career. . . . Red Deer F Vukie Mpofu scored his eighth goal at 12:12 of the first period and F Rhyse Dieno got his 22nd at 14:24. . . . Kamloops G Bolton Pouliot stopped 34 shots. . . . The Blazers are 3-16-2 since Guy Charron replaced Dave Hunchak behind the Blazers’ bench. . . . The Blazers are 1-4-0 as they play 10 in a row away from the home. The Tim Hortons Brier, the Canadian men’s curling championship, begins in Interior Savings Centre on Saturday. . . . The victory lifted the Rebels (30-30-4) back into eighth in the Eastern Conference, one point ahead of the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . The Blazers (13-46-5) need seven points in their last eight games to avoid the worst record in franchise history (Kamloops Jr. Oilers, 18-53-1, 1981-82). . . .

In Everett, the Silvertips scored the game’s last five goals and beat the Prince Albert Raiders, 5-1. . . . F Shane Danyluk gave the visitors a 1-0 lead with his seventh goal at 4:58 of the first, but it was all Silvertips after that. . . . F Brayden Low tied it at 12:13 of the first, with his seventh goal, and D Noah Juulsen, a 16-year-old from Abbotsford, B.C., scored his first WHL goal at 16:15. The goal came in his 52nd career game, 51 of which have been played this season. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist scored his 39th goal, while F Ivan Nikolishin had two assists. . . . Everett was 3-for-6 on the PP. . . . The Raiders went 3-2-1 on this road swing. . . . The Silvertips (31-23-9) moved into sixth in the Western Conference, one point ahead of the Vancouver Giants. . . . The Raiders (29-30-5) slid into ninth in the Eastern Conference, a point behind the Red Deer Rebels. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., F Myles Bell scored the only goal of the shootout as the Kelowna Rockets bet the Tri-City Americans, 4-3. . . . The Rockets led this one 2-0 after one period, but had to come back from a 3-2 deficit to force OT. . . . F Marek Tvrdon, with his eighth goal, and Bell, with his 40th, shorthanded, gave the Rockets the first-period lead. . . . F Brian Williams, with his 35th, got the Americans on the board in the second period. . . . F Beau McCue scored his 19th to get Tri-City even at 2:19 of the third and D Michal Plutnar, with his third, tied it at 3:35, on the PP. . . . Tvrdon forced OT at 14:45 of the third. . . . Kelowna G Jackson Whistle stopped 25 shots, 14 fewer than Tri-City’s Eric Comrie. . . . The Rockets, who were 52-16-4 last season, have won 50 games in back-to-back seasons for the first time in franchise history. The WHL record is three, held by the 1989-92 Kamloops Blazers. . . . The Americans are without F Taylor Vickerman, 17, whose season is over, thanks to a knee injury. He was scheduled for surgery on Wednesday. Vickerman, a native of Kennewick, was acquired from the Vancouver Giants but played just 30 games as a shoulder injury cut into the first half of his season. . . . Also missing from Tri-City lineup last night were F Jessey Astles, who has three games left on a seven-game WHL suspension, and F Phil Tot, who hasn’t played since Feb. 1. . . . The Rockets (50-9-4) lead the overall standings by seven points over the Portland Winterhawks. Each team has nine games remaining. . . . The loser point lifted the Americans (27-28-8) two points clear of the ninth-place Prince George Cougars in the Western Conference. 

 ---

 From Brandon Sun sports editor James Shewaga (@JamesShewaga): “The @bdnwheatkings list RW Peter Quenneville, who was in a walking boot last weekend, out week-to-week with a lower-body injury.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, February 25, 2014

Stevenson sparks Pats' victory 

 D Jordan Thomson is joining the Saskatoon Blades, at least for three games. The Kamloops Blazers selected Thomson, now 17, with the fourth overall selection of the 2011 bantam draft. He left the Blazers earlier this season and subsequently was traded to the Blades, along with F Mitch Lipon and a first-round pick in the 2015 bantam draft for F Matt Revel, a third-round pick in 2016 and a conditional second-rounder in 2014. . . . After the trade, Thomson joined the MJHL’s Dauphin Kings, for whom he has two points in 13 games. He is expected to finish this season with the Kings, who are the host team for the Western Canada Cup. . . . Thomson, who hasn’t said he will join the Blades next season, is expected to practise with Saskatoon today and play Friday against the visiting Kootenay Ice. . . .

The Seattle Thunderbirds announced Tuesday that their 16th annual Hockey Challenge raised $200,000 for Ronald McDonald House Charities of Western Washington and Alaska. The Hockey Challenge was held Saturday, featuring six different games plus one between the Thunderbirds and Kamloops Blazers. . . . The event now has raised more than $4.5 million in its 16 years of existence. . . .

ECHLNick Vitucci has resigned after almost five years as head coach of the ECHL’s Toledo Walleye. . . . The resignation is effective immediately. . . . Vitucci will remain with the organization, while assistant coach Dan Watson will serve as head coach through the rest of this season. . . . Toledo, which has lost eight in a row, is 16-31-4 and is fifth in the five-team North Division. Toledo’s 36 points leave it 13th in the 13-team Eastern Conference. 

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Everett (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Vancouver (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Lethbridge at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Moose Jay, 7 p.m.

 Regina at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Kamloops at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 Kelowna at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAMES:

In Regina, F Dyson Stevenson scored the game’s first three goals, all in the first period, and finished with four as the Pats drubbed the Lethbridge Hurricanes, 8-0. . . . Stevenson scored his first three goals in a span of 6:08, then added a fourth in the third period. . . . He has 33 goals this season. . . . F Morgan Klimchuk had a goal, his 26th, and four assists, while F Chandler Stephenson drew three assists. . . . Klimchuk has 14 points, including seven goals, in his last five games. . . . F Patrick D’Amico scored twice, giving him five this season. . . . Regina G Dawson MacAuley stopped 29 shots for his fourth shutout this season and the fourth of his career. . . . The Hurricanes have lost six in a row and been outscored 42-8 in the process. . . . Lethbridge F Seth Swenson played in his 300th regular-season game. He has played 19 games with Lethbridge, after suiting up 149 times with the Seattle Thunderbirds and 132 times with the Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Pats (35-22-6) are 8-0-1 in their last nine games and now lead the East Division by eight points over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Hurricanes (12-47-5) have the WHL’s poorest record. . . .

In Saskatoon, F Sam Fioretti broke a 2-2 tie in the third period and the Moose Jaw Warriors went on to a 5-2 victory over the Blades. . . . Fioretti scored his 15th goal of the season at 1:41. Teammate Josh Uhrich got his ninth at 2:35 and D Alexey Slepstov added his third, via the PP, at 3:48 as the Warriors put it away. . . . Warriors F Brayden Point had three assists. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherback had one assist, running his assist and point streaks to 10 games. . . . F Logan Harland scored twice, giving him 10 goals, for the home side. . . . The Warriors and Blades hadn’t met since they went home-and-home on Nov. 8 and 9. They will meet again on March 7 in Saskatoon. . . . The Warriors (16-37-9) are 10th in the Eastern Conference, four points ahead of the Blades (16-42-5). . . .

In Medicine Hat, the Edmonton Oil Kings scored the game’s last four goals and beat the Tigers, 5-2. . . . Edmonton F Riley Kieser tied the game 2-2 with his 12th goal, shorthanded, at 7:14 of the second period. . . . Edmonton F Mads Eller gave his guys the lead, with his sixth goal, at 17:08 of the second. . . . F Henrik Samuelson of the Oil Kings got his 30th just 1:06 after that. He also had an assist, giving him 81 points in 55 games. Last season, he finished with 80 points, including 33 goals, in 69 games. . . . Edmonton D Ashton Sautner scored his eighth goal and drew three assists. In each of his first two seasons, Sautner, a 19-year-old from Flaxcombe, Sask., had two goals and 10 assists. This season, he has 39 points, including 31 assists. . . .  Tigers F Markus Eisenschmid took a boarding major and game misconduct for a hit on F Ben Carroll at 15:47 of the third period. Before leaving, he fought Edmonton F Curtis Lazar, who took the instigating minor and a game misconduct. . . . These two teams meet again tonight in Edmonton. . . . The Oil Kings (44-15-2) are back atop the Eastern Conference, one point ahead of the idle Calgary Hitmen. . . . The Tigers (38-22-3) are fourth in the conference, five points ahead of the Kootenay Ice. . . .

In Kelowna, the Rockets scored six times in the second period and went on to beat the Prince George Cougars, 9-5. . . . The Rockets scored nine goals for the second time this season. They also did it in beating the host Portland Winterhawks 9-3 on Dec. 31. . . . The Cougars and Rockets were tied 1-1 after the first period. . . . The Rockets then took a 4-1 lead, before the Cougars scored two PP goals to get to within a goal. . . . The Rockets closed the period by scoring three times in 4:18. . . . F Tyrell Goulbourne scored three times for the Rockets; it was his first WHL hat trick. He’s got 15 goals this season. . . . F Marek Tvrdon added a goal, his seventh, and three assists for Kelowna. Tvrdon, 20, is playing on a line with Nick Merkley, 16, and Rourke Chartier, 17. Merkley had two goals, giving him 18, and Chartier added three assists. . . . F Todd Fiddler scored his 42nd goal and added three assists for the Cougars, while F Troy Bourke helped out with his 26th goal and two assists. . . . This was the third straight game (and fourth in 10 days) between these teams. They split a weekend doubleheader in Prince George. . . . When the Cougars won 2-1 on Saturday, it ended a 13-game losing skid versus the Rockets. . . . The Rockets went 7-1-0 against the Cougars this season, including 4-0-0 at home. . . . Kelowna (49-9-4) leads the overall standings by five points over the Portland Winterhawks. . . . The Cougars (26-32-8) are one point behind the Tri-City Americans, who hold down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. The Americans hold four games in hand as the Cougars have only six games remaining. . . .

In Kent, Wash., F Alexander Delnov scored at 2:35 of OT to give the Seattle Thunderbirds a 4-3 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Delnov, who has 26 goals, has scored three times in OT this season. . . . The Raiders are 3-1-1 on a five-game swing that wraps up tonight in Everett. . . . Prince Albert D Josh Morrissey scored his 23rd goal at 18:44 of the third period to force OT. Morrissey set a single-season franchise record for goals by a defenceman. The previous record had been held by Emanuel Viveiros (1985-86). . . . F Mathew Barzal, the first pick in the 2012 bantam draft, scored twice for Seattle for the first multi-goal game of his WHL career. He has 12 goals in his freshman season. He has 47 points in 50 games. . . . Seattle D Shea Theodore drew three assists. . . . F Leon Draisaitl scored his 29th goal and added an assist for the Raiders. . . . The rosters included two goaltenders who were teammates last season with the Kamloops Blazers. Taran Kozun went the distance for Seattle, making 40 saves, but Cole Cheveldave was backing up for the Raiders, who got 40 saves from Nick McBride. . . . Seattle (38-19-6) is fourth in the Western Conference, four points clear of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . With the loser point, the Raiders (29-29-5) moved into sole possession of eighth place in the Eastern Conference, one point ahead of the Red Deer Rebels. Each time has nine games remaining.

 ---

 From Kristen Odland (@KristenOdlandCH) of the Calgary Herald: “Interestingly, Brian Burke said (Tuesday) that he'd consider Kelly Kiso for the team's assistant GM job. Still no timeline on either hire.”

Kisio is the president of hockey operations and alternate governor with the Calgary Hitmen. 
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Monday, February 24, 2014

Pulock into Wheaties' record book 

THE MacBETH REPORT: 

F Sami Sandell (Brandon, 2004-06) signed a one-year-plus-option extension with Ilves Tampere (Finland, Liiga). This season, he is second on the team in scoring, with 30 points, including 10 goals, in 43 games.

---

JUST NOTES:

D Ryan Pulock of the Brandon Wheat Kings scored his 61st career goal on Saturday, tying him with the late Brad McCrimmon for the franchise record for most career goals by a defenceman. . . . Pulock also became the fifth defenceman in Wheat Kings history to reach 200 points, joining McCrimmon, Cam Plante, Justin Kurtz and Burke Henry. . . . 

The Saskatoon Blades have brought in G Brandon Kegler from the Edmonton-based midget AAA Knights of Columbus Pats. Kegler, from Leduc, Alta., was the Blades’ second pick in the 2012 bantam draft, going to them in the fourth round. . . . Kegler’s services are needed to back up Troy Trombley after Alex Moodie was injured on Saturday night during a 6-3 loss to the visiting Victoria Royals. Moodie was returning to action after sitting out 12 games with a groin injury, when he went down with an undisclosed injury and didn’t come out for the third period. . . . 

The Seattle Thunderbirds have added F Lane Pederson to their roster. Pederson, a fifth-round pick in the 2012 bantam draft, played this season with the midget AAA Saskatoon Blazers, for whom he had 41 points, including 21 gaols, in 37 games. With the Blazers’ season having ended, Pederson has joined the Thunderbirds. . . .

F Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice goes into this week riding a 20-game point streak, the longest in the WHL this season. The franchise record of 21 is held by F Mike Comrie (Sept. 23 to Nov. 10, 2000). . . . Reinhart also has at least one assist in each of his last 13 games. He has broken the previous franchise record of eight games. . . . F Nic Petan of the Portland Winterhawks has the longest assist streak this season. At 14 games, it is still alive. . . . The Ice visits the Moose Jaw Warriors on Wednesday; the Winterhawks, who were given Monday and Tuesday off, meet the Chiefs in Spokane on Friday.

---

IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

Eastern Conference

Calgary (1) vs. Prince Albert (8)

Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

Edmonton (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

---

Western Conference

Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

Portland (2) vs. Everett (7)

Victoria (3) vs. Vancouver (6)

Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

---

TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

Lethbridge at Regina, 7 p.m.

Moose Jaw at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

Edmonton at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

Prince George at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

Prince Albert at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

---

MONDAY’S GAMES:

None scheduled.

---

TWEET OF THE DAY:

From Kevin Paul DuPont (@GlobeKPD) of the Boston Globe: “Robocall just now tells me FBI says there is a home break-in every 15 seconds in USA. In Canada, Carey Price stops 'em all.” 
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Moores a hall of famer; Portland streak at 20 

In going through some old clippings, I noticed a brief item pointing out that G Byron Penstock of the Brandon Wheat Kings, who was starting in place of Trevor Kidd, who was with Canada’s national junior team, “is winless in his last nine games.

“Penstock has an 0-8-1 record, but his goals-against average is a respectable 4.54 and his save percentage is a healthy .868.”

This was in December 1990, back in the live puck era.

 If you were wondering how much the game has changed . . . 

 This season, going into Sunday’s games, there were 30 goaltenders who had played at least 1,200 minutes. The highest GAA was 4.29; the lowest save percentage was .876.

 Of those 30 goaltenders, 16 had their GAA below 3.00 and 16 had a save percentage higher than .900.

 ---

 Billy Moores, who spent one season (1985-86) as the general manager and head coach of the Regina Pats, is in the 2014 class of inductees to the Alberta Hockey Hall of Fame in Red Deer. . . . Moores, one of hockey’s really good guys, has been a fixture in Alberta hockey circles since he played for the Oil Kings in the late 1960s. In the years since then, he has worked with the Edmonton Oilers, U of Alberta Golden Bears and the Pats, as well as spending some time coaching in Japan and with the New York Rangers. He presently is the Oilers’ director of coaching development and special projects. . . . Also to be inducted are Gord Hira, Jim Fleming, Leroy Johnson and the 1994 Olds Grizzlys. . . . The induction dinner is scheduled for Edmonton on June 6.

 ---

 F Wade Allison, a Winnipegger who was selected by the Brandon Wheat Kings in the seventh round of the 2012 bantam draft, has committed to attend Western Michigan and play for the Broncos of head coach Andy Murray. . . . Allison made the announcement on his Twitter account (@wadeallison11). . . . Allison, 6-foot-1 and 200 pounds, is playing for the Omaha AAA U16 team. He has 133 points, including 62 goals, in 68 games.

 ---

 Bob Elliott, the dean of Canadian baseball writers, has a terrific piece right here in which he recalls the life and times of the late Jim Fregosi, who was a much-loved baseball lifer.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Calgary (1) vs. Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Edmonton (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Everett (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Vancouver (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 MONDAY’S WHL GAMES:

 None scheduled.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Lethbridge at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Edmonton at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 Prince George at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 SUNDAY’S GAMES:

In Spokane, the Chiefs scored five first-period goals in 6:08 and went on to beat the Kamloops Blazers, 9-4. . . . The Chiefs got three goals and an assist from each of F Mitch Holmberg and F Dominic Zwerger. . . . Holmberg, who had three goals for the second straight night, moved back to the top of the WHL scoring race. He leads the WHL with 57 goals and now has 107 points, one more than Portland Winterhawks F Nic Petan. . . . Holmberg has had five three-goal games this season. . . . The Chiefs tied a franchise record with goals seven seconds apart when Holmberg (7:33) and Zwerger (7:40) scored in the first period. . . . In the last two seasons, Holmberg has put up 187 points in 129 games. In his career, he has 285 points in 305 games. . . . That is good for fifth place on the Chiefs’ all-time list. . . . Holmberg moved past F Ray Whitney and into third spot on the Chiefs’ all-time goal list. His 142 career goals are just four shy of franchise leader Pat Falloon. The Chiefs have nine regular-season games left. . . . Whitney holds the franchise record for three-goal games in a season (1990-91), with six. . . . Zwerger, a 17-year-old freshman from Austria, scored his first WHL hat trick in his 44th game. . . . The Chiefs also got a goal and two assists from each of F Adam Helewka and F Carter Proft, while F Riley Whittingham had three assists. . . . F Matt Bellerive scored twice for Kamloops. . . . Kamloops G Cole Kehler, 16, stopped 32 shots in going the distance. Blazers starter Bolton Pouliot didn’t return to Saturday’s 3-2 shootout victory over the host Seattle Thunderbirds after a first-period goal-mouth collision. He was on the bench last night. . . . The Chiefs (36-21-6) are fifth in the Western Conference, two points behind the Seattle Thunderbirds, who hold a game in hand. . . . Kamloops (13-45-5) is 10th in the conference. . . . 

In Everett, F Oliver Bjorkstrand’s shootout goal gave Portland a 2-1 victory over the Silvertips and ran the Winterhawks’ winning streak to 20 games. . . . The WHL record for longest single-season winning streak (22) is held by the Estevan Bruins (Oct. 6, 1967 through Dec. 12, 1967). When you take into account over-lapping seasons, the record (24) is held by the Victoria Cougars (Feb. 6, 1981 through Oct. 9, 1981). . . . The teams played through two scoreless periods before Everett F Ivan Nikolishin, with his 15th goal, scored seven seconds into the third period. . . . Bjorkstrand, with his 43rd, tied it at 7:13. He’s riding a 14-game point streak. . . . Portland F Nic Petan drew an assist, running his point streak to 16 games. . . . Portland G Corbin Boes stopped 23 shots through OT as he ran his record to 12-0-1. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz turned aside 37 shots. . . . The Winterhawks were held to a season-low four shots in the second period. On three previous occasions, they had been held to five shots in a period. Two of those low-shot periods were against Everett. (A tip of the hat to Portland radio voice Todd Vrooman for that info). . . . In the third period and OT, the Winterhawks held a 22-4 edge in shots. . . . The Winterhawks (46-12-5), who next play Friday when they meet the host Spokane Chiefs, are second overall, three points behind the Kelowna Rockets, who have two games in hand. . . . Everett (30-23-9) is seventh, one point behind the Vancouver Giants.

 ---

 From WHL Facts (WHLFacts): “15 - Assisting on (Saturday) night's GWG, Todd Fiddler now has the longest point streak for the @PGCougars since Hancock & Kwiatkowski in 1997-98.”

---

From Portland Winterhawks F Brendan Leipsic (@bleipsic): “3 in 3's should be illegal #exhausted #getmeabed”
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Sunday, February 23, 2014

Winterhawks streak at 19; Cougars closer to playoff spot 

Jeff Z. Klein of The New York Times reports that “four more former NHL players have joined the concussion lawsuit against the league.” . . . Bernie Nicholls, Bob Bourne, Scott Parker and Bruce Bell now are part of the suit that was filed in November by nine other players. . . . Klein’s report is right here.

 ---

 Ted Clarke of the Prince George Citizen has more on the situation involving the minor hockey team from that city and the fallout from its appearance at a peewee tournament in Vernon, B.C. Ryan Arnold, the team’s head coach, has been suspended and the investigation continues. Clarke’s story is right here.

 ---

 JUST NOTES:

The Kootenay Ice played a game on Friday in which they didn’t incur even one penalty. I then wondered in this space if that previously had happened with a Ryan McGill-coached team. Turns out it did. Jeff Hollick, the radio voice of the Ice, informs that it happened earlier this season. . . . On Oct. 13, the host Ice beat the Prince Albert Raiders 2-0 in a game in which referees Brett Montsion and Kyle Scrivens chose not to penalize either team.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Calgary (1) vs. Prince Albert (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Edmonton (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Everett (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Vancouver (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 SUNDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Portland at Everett, 4:05 p.m.

 Kamloops at Spokane, 5:05 p.m.

 ---

 MONDAY’S WHL GAMES:

 None scheduled.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Lethbridge at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Edmonton at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 Prince George at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 SATURDAY’S GAMES:

In Regina, G Daniel Wapple stopped 45 shots through OT and was near-perfect in the shootout as the Pats beat the Calgary Hitmen, 5-4. . . . The Hitmen tied the game with two third-period goals. They outshot the Pats 22-5 in that period. . . . F Brady Brassart, with his 31st goal, got the Hitmen to within one at 4:27 and F Jake Virtanen, with his 40th, tied it on a PP at 13:23. . . . The skills competition went nine rounds, with F Logan McVeigh and D Colby Williams, Regina’s last two shooters, both scoring. Only D Jaynen Rissling was able to score for Calgary. . . . The Hitmen had won their previous nine games. . . . Regina is 7-0-1 in its last eight at home. . . . F Morgan Klimchuk had two goals, giving him 25, for the Pats. . . . Calgary G Chris Driedger stopped 26 shots. . . . The Pats (34-22-6) lead the East Division by six points over Swift Current, so are the Eastern Conference’s No. 2 seed. . . . The loser point lifted the Hitmen (41-15-7) atop the Eastern Conference standings, a point ahead of the Edmonton Oil Kings, who still hold three games in hand. . . . 

In Saskatoon, the Victoria Royals got three assists from F Brandon Magee as they wrapped up a five-game East Division swing with a 6-3 victory over the Blades. . . . The Royals went 4-1-0 on the trip. . . . F Logan Nelson, with his 21st, and F Taylor Crunk, with his seventh, gave the Royals a 2-0 lead in the game’s first 1:03 and the Royals were never headed. . . . Nelson finished with two goals. . . . F Nikita Scherbak scored his 27th goal and added an assist for the Blades. . . . G Alex Moodie started for the Blades. He had been out since Jan. 18 with an injury. He left after two periods, having been beaten five times on 26 shots. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka stopped 17 shots. . . . The Royals (43-17-4) are 8-1-1 in their last 10 and appear headed to a third-place finish in the Western Conference. . . . The Blades (16-41-4) are 2-7-1 in their last 10. . . . 

In Brandon, F Tim McGauley scored three times to lead the Wheat Kings to a 7-4 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . The Wheat Kings had lost eight in a row. . . . McGauley’s first WHL hat trick leaves him with 18 goals in 59 this season, one more than he scored in 66 games last season. He has 49 points; last season, he finished with 45. . . . F Jesse Gabrielle added two goals for Brandon, giving him 11, while D Ryan Pulock got his 20th goal and added two assists. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny stopped 41 shots. . . . The Wheat Kings (29-26-8) are seventh in the Eastern Conference, two points behind Swift Current. . . . The Warriors (15-37-9) have lost five in a row. . . .

In Edmonton, the Vancouver Giants scored three first-period goals and went on to beat the Oil Kings, 5-1. . . . Vancouver won twice on a three-game trip into Alberta. . . . F Jackson Houck scored two PP goals for the Giants. He’s got 30 goals this season. . . . The Giants were 3-for-6 on the PP; the Oil Kings were 1-for-7. . . . With D Dalton Thrower and D Brett Kulak out, the Giants had D Ryely McKinstry play his second WHL game. He was a second-round selection in the 2013 banta draft. . . . Giants G Payton Lee turned aside 32 shots. . . . Vancouver (30-24-10) are sixth in the Western Conference, six points behind Spokane. . . . The Oil Kings (43-15-2) slipped to third in the Eastern Conference. . . .

In Red Deer, the Swift Current Broncos struck for three third-period goals and beat the Rebels, 5-3. . . . The Rebels held a 3-1 lead late in the second period, only to have F Coda Gordon score at 19:27. . . . F Jay Merkley, with his 25th goal, pulled the Broncos even at 1:12 of the third and F Andrew Johnson gave them the lead, with his seventh, at 12:33. That was Johnson’s second goal of the game. . . . Gordon added his 22nd into an empty net at 19:45. . . . F Graham Black continued his superb season with the Broncos by drawing four assists. He has 80 points, 51 of them assists, in 59 games. . . . Swift Current D Julius Honka didn’t pick up a point, but finished at plus-4. . . . The Broncos went in having lost eight of 10, while the Rebels now have lost 11 of 13. . . . The Broncos (30-24-8) are sixth in the Eastern Conference, six points in back of Kootenay. . . . The Rebels (29-30-4) are tied with Prince Albert for the conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., the Kamloops Blazers scored two shootout goals and beat the Seattle Thunderbirds, 3-2. . . . Seattle F Alexander Delnov forced OT with his 25th goal, via the PP, at 5:01 of the second period. . . . F Jesse Shynkaruk and F Matt Bellerive scored for Kamloops in the skills competition; F Branden Troock had scored for Seattle. . . . Kamloops G Cole Kehler stopped 33 shots in 57:57 of play. He came on at 7:03 of the first period with his side trailing, 1-0. Starter Bolton Pouliot had to leave after being involved in a goalmouth collision with Seattle F Russell Maxwell, who was steered in that direction by Kamloops D Sam Grist. . . . G Taran Kozun, appearing against his former team, turned aside 28 shots. . . . Kamloops is 6-21-1 on the road, with two of those victories in Kent. The Blazers won 7-1 there on New Year’s Eve. . . . At home, the Blazers beat the Thunderbirds 3-1 and then dropped a 3-2 decision. . . . Kamloops (13-44-5) is 2-8-0 in its last 10. . . . Seattle (37-19-6) is fourth in the Western Conference, four points ahead of Spokane. . . . The Thunderbirds staged their 2014 Hockey Challenge on Saturday, with six charity games wrapped around their game with the Blazers. The late game featured Team Furness vs. Team Shea, and included former Seattle players Mark Parrish, Brendan Witt, Chris Wells, Jesse Wilson, Jamie Huscroft, Brett Duncan, Regan Mueller and Danny Lorenz. . . . Also featured were actors Michael Mantenuto, who played Jack O’Callahan in Miracle, and former pro hockey player/scout/executive-turned-actor Mike Butters. Interestingly, Mantenuto, according to a Thunderbirds news release, “is a Sergeant in the US Army with the 1st Special Forces Group stationed at Fort Lewis, Wash.” Butters, meanwhile, “is a character actor who has appeared in over 50 movies, including the Saw franchise and D2 – The Mighty Ducks, 100 commercials and 20 television shows.” . . . The Hockey Challenge, which began in 1998, is a fund-raiser for the Ronald McDonald House Charities of Western Washington and Alaska. . . .

In Medicine Hat, F Miles Koules scored twice and added an assist as the Tigers dropped the Lethbridge Hurricanes, 5-3. . . . His first goal, 56 seconds into the game, came via a penalty shot. . . . Koules, the son of Oren Koules, who had a stint with the Tigers (1979-80), has 23 goals. Dad had 13 points, six of them goals, in 33 games with the Tigers. The next season, with the Spokane Flyers, Oren put up 73 points, including 28 goals, in 67 games. Miles, 19, has 45 points in 61 games as a sophmore. Last season, he had 40 points, 19 of them goals, in 69 games. . . . It’s worth noting that the Medicine Hat roster also includes F Blake Penner, whose father, Craig, played for the Tigers (1982-86) and F Gavin Broadhead, whose father, Curt, also played in The Hat (1977-81). As well, the Tigers have D Gabe Bast, 17, on their list. His father, Tom, played four seasons with the Tigers (1973-77). . . . Medicine Hat was 3-for-3 on the PP. . . . The Tigers (38-21-3) are the only team in the WHL not to have lost in a shootout. They are fourth in Eastern Conference, five points ahead of Kootenay. . . . Lethbridge (12-46-5) has lost five in a row. . . . 

In Prince George, F Jansen Harkins broke a 1-1 tie at 8:26 of the third period as the Cougars got past the Kelowna Rockets, 2-1. . . . Cougars F Klarc Wilson got his 25th goal, on a PP, at 14:10 of the first period. . . . Kelowna F Rourke Chartier, with his 20th, tied it at 18:49 of the second. . . . Prince George G Ty Edmonds stopped 42 shots, 16 in the third period. . . . G Jordon Cooke of the Rockets turned aside 23 shots. . . . Prince George F Todd Fiddler ran his point streak to 15 games with an assist on Harkins’ goal. . . . Kelowna D Damon Severson had a nine-game assist streak snapped. . . . The Rockets had beaten the Cougars 4-2 on Friday, giving them their franchise record 25th road victory of the season. The previous record had been set in 2003-04. That victory also allowed the Rockets to have back-to-back 100-point seasons for the first time in franchise history. . . . The Cougars (26-31-8) closed to within a point of Tri-City, which holds down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. The Americans hold three games in hand. . . . The Rockets (48-9-4) lead the overall standings. . . . 

In Portland, F Chase De Leo had two goals and two assists as the Winterhawks ran their winning streak to 19 games with a 6-3 victory over the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . De Leo has 34 goals. . . . The Raiders scored the game’s first two goals and took a 2-1 lead into the second period. . . . Portland took control with four second-period goals. . . . Portland F Nic Petan scored twice, giving him 34, and running his point streak to 15 games. But he had his assist streak end at 14 games. . . . Petan leads the WHL points derby with 105 points, two more than Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg. . . . F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored his 42nd goal and added two assists for Portland. . . . Prince Albert D Josh Morrissey scored his 22nd goal and added an assist, while F Dakota Conroy scored twice, giving him 26, and F Leon Draisaitl had three assists. . . . Portland (45-12-5) is five points behind Kelowna, which has a game in hand and leads the overall standings. . . . The Raiders (29-29-4) are tied with Red Deer for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Spokane, Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg scored the game’s first three goals and his mates road that to a 6-3 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . Holmberg leads the WHL with 54 goals. . . . He scored at 10:17, 18:01 (pp) and 19:18 of the first period. . . . F Carter Proft added two goals for the Chiefs, giving him 10. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart had one assist as he ran his point streak to 20 games and his assist streak to 13 games. . . . Ice F Tim Bozon notched his 30th goal of the season. . . . Ice D Jagger Dirk played in his 300th regular-season game, all with Kootenay. . . . The Ice has had a flu bug in its dressing room. F Luke Philp returned after sitting out one game, while D Landon Cross and D Landon Peel were scratched. . . . It all meant the Ice dressed 15 skaters, three under the maximum. . . . The Chiefs (35-21-6) are fifth in the Western Conference and appear likely to finish there. . . . The Ice (35-23-4) appears headed to a fifth-place finish in the Eastern Conference. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., F Josh Winquist and F Patrick Bakjov scored in the shootout to give the Everett Silvertips a 3-2 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . They were the only shooters Everett needed as only F Brian Williams could scored for the home side. . . . F Parker Bowles scored twice for the Americans, his second one, at 11:57 of the third period, forcing OT. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 39 shots through OT, 19 more than Everett’s Austin Lotz. . . . The Silvertips (30-23-8) have won their last two after a rocky stretch and are seventh in the Western Conference, two points behind Vancouver. . . . The Americans (27-28-7) are 2-6-2 in their last 10 and clinging to the conference’s last playoff spot, one point ahead of Prince George. The Americans have 10 games to play, three more than the Cougars. 

 ---

 From WHL Facts (@WHLFacts): “.939 - Stopping all 5 (Friday) night, @WHLKootenayICE Mackenzie Skapski (@Skaps29) has saved 46 of 49 shootout attempts over the last 2 seasons.” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Saturday, February 22, 2014

Kibwe becomes hall of famer 

 As I have watched the momentum shifts in the various hockey games at the Olympic Winter Games, I find myself waiting for an enforcer to come off one team’s bench and attempt to regain the momentum for his side. . . . If you have been watching the Olympic hockey, you will be aware that no one has had a better couple of weeks than play-by-play man extraordinaire Jim Hughson. . . . 

 Some of Sochi’s stray dogs have been adopted by Olympic athletes. As blogger T.C. Chong wrote: “One American is bringing home a dog, and has already named it Sochi. A British guy wants to adopt one as well. Name? Eddie the Beagle, of course.” . . . According to Chong, retired American figure skater Johnny Weir, who has been working for NBC-TV at the Olympics, badly wants to meet Don Cherry. “Weir wants to ask him what he does with his old clothes,” Chong reports. . . .

 Americans Meryl Davis and Charlie White won the gold medal in ice dancing at the Olympic Winter Games, with Canada’s Tessa Virtue and Scott Moir taking silver. Both pairs have the same coach, Marina Zoueva. Somewhere Scotty Bowman is thinking: “Why didn’t I think of that?” . . . “I've devoted more time in the last five minutes to ice dancing than my entire life to date,” Ray Ratto of CSNBayArea.com wrote during the final of the Olympic figure-skating event. “I just want to see what an actual fix is like.” . . .

“Saskatchewan skip Brad Heidt told the CBC that curlers get frustrated because they can't vent anger like NHL players,” writes RJ Currie of SportsDeke.com. “True, but if that changes, I want Ryan Harnden as my enforcer.” . . . One more from Currie: “I think we can all agree that the perimeter of a curling rock is round. So how can you corner freeze to it?” . . .  

Headline at SportsPickle.com: Kurt Russell begs Team USA to win hockey gold so he can maybe get another acting job. . . . Headline at the Onion.com: Richie Incognito Disappointed Wells Report Left Out Best Stuff He Did To Jonathan Martin. . . . Judging by his reaction to a bit of a nosebleed during a Thursday night game, there isn’t any hockey player in LeBron James. For a minute, it looked as though they were going to have to give him a stretcher ride to the dressing room. Yes, The King is soft. . . . 

 During a Toronto Maple Leafs game prior to the Olympics, a wedding proposal was shown on the Kiss Cam. After which Randy Turner of the Winnipeg Free Press noted: “First time anybody’s got a ring there since 1967.” . . . Congrats to Kibwe Johnson, who will be inducted into the Gwinnett County, Ga., Sports Hall of Fame on May 9. Johnson, one of the United States’ top hammer throwers, lives and trains in Kamloops. He is one of three Americans to have broken the 80-metre barrier in his sport. . . .  

 You will recall that one of the five Olympic rings didn’t light up during the Winter Games’ opening ceremony. As Seattle Times reader Bill Littlejohn explained: “Rings have a way of disappearing when Vladimir Putin is around, said Robert Kraft.” . . . A San Francisco radio station apparently left the Olympic hockey game between the U.S. and Russia before the game ended in a shootout. Littlejohn noted: “The show that it picked up was called Hooked on Golf. In this week's show, the golf pro gives lessons to a girl named Heidi.” . . .

Here’s Greg Cote of the Miami Herald, with a Winter Olympics-related tidbit: “I have been told there is one actual sport, biathlon, that involves both cross-country skiing and shooting guns. That happens to be a very popular sport in Miami, but without the cross-country skiing part.” . . . Someone asked the great Charles Barkley about curling. His response: “It’s dusting.” . . . Comedian Erik Rolfsen, after Derek Jeter announced that 2014 would be his last season as a pro baseballer: “Derek Jeter has played in more post-season games than the Cubs and White Sox franchises combined. He's also broken more hearts than the Cubbies.” . . . 

Social note: Julianne Hough, who visited Splitsville with Ryan Seacrest just last year, now is being seen out and about with Brooks Laich, a former WHLer who plays for the NHL’s Washington Capitals. You‘re right, Laich has come a long, long way from Wawota, Sask. . . . Here’s Janice Hough, aka the Left Coast Sports Babe, who isn’t related to Julianne: “The Clowns of America president says that membership numbers are plummeting because the younger generation isn’t going into the profession, and that the country may be facing a clown shortage. Well, we can always borrow some from Congress.” . . . Gee, there might even be a Canadian senator or three available. . . . 

 If you missed it, Roger Goodell, the commissioner of the non-profit organization known as the NFL, was paid US $44.2 million in 2013. Someone broke it down to approximately $850,000 per week, or $170,000 per day, or $21,000 per hour. . . . And then there’s swimmer Jaring Timmerman of Winnipeg, who has worked through injuries, including torn shoulder ligaments, suffered in his younger days to set age-group records. “That’s what they call a swimmer’s shoulder,” Timmerman, who is 104, told CBC News. “I got that when I was about 100.”

(Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Friday, February 21, 2014

Pats increase East lead; Portland streak at 18 

 F Shawn Limpright (Moose Jaw, 1998-2002) has been released by Esbjerg (Denmark, Metal Ligaen) by mutual agreement. He suffered a concussion  on Dec. 13 and missed more than a month of play. Since returning, he has not gotten back to form. This season, in 26 games, he had 19 points, six of them goals.

 ---

 The Prince Albert Raiders won on Friday night, moving their record to 28-28-4 and getting them back to the .500 mark. That means that as of right now 17 of the WHL’s 22 teams boast of a winning percentage of .500 or better. . . . Explain that to your Grade 10 math teacher. . . . 

 G Alex Moodie is expected to start for the Saskatoon Blades tonight as they play host to the Victoria Royals. Moodie last started on Jan. 18; he has been out since then with a groin injury. In his absence, Troy Trombley has made 12 straight starts. . . . By the way, it’s Wendel Clark Bobblehead Night in Saskatoon on Saturday.

 ---

 IF THE PLAYOFFS BEGAN TODAY:

 Eastern Conference

 Edmonton (1) vs. Red Deer (8)

 Regina (2) vs. Brandon (7)

 Calgary (3) vs. Swift Current (6)

 Medicine Hat (4) vs. Kootenay (5)

 ---

 Western Conference

 Kelowna (1) vs. Tri-City (8)

 Portland (2) vs. Everett (7)

 Victoria (3) vs. Vancouver (6)

 Seattle (4) vs. Spokane (5)

 ---

 SATURDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Calgary at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Vancouver at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Kamloops at Seattle, 6:05 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Kelowna at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Everett at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S GAMES:

In Regina, G Daniel Wapple stopped 31 shots as the Pats beat the Victoria Royals, 3-2. . . . The Pats, who have won three in a row, scored three second-period goals to take a 3-0 lead and then hung on as the Royals scored twice in the third. . . . Wapple had started eight straight games before Dawson MacAuley played in a 4-2 victory over the host Saskatoon Blades on Wednesday. . . . The Royals had won nine in a row on the road and seven in a row overall; this also was their first regulation-time loss in 15 games. . . . Victoria is 3-1-0 on a five-game swing that wraps up tonight in Saskatoon. . . . F Chandler Stephenson scored his 28th goal of the season and added an assist for Regina. . . . The Royals got a goal, his 32nd, and an assist from F Austin Carroll. . . . F Boston Leier was among the Pats’ scratches. He has 66 points, including a team-leading 31 goals. . . . Regina, 8-1-1 in its last 10, continues to lead the East Division, now by six points over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Royals (42-17-4) are third in the Western Conference. . . . 

In Brandon, the Calgary Hitmen ran their winning streak to nine games as they beat the Wheat Kings, 5-4. . . . It seems that a late-game play -- Brandon F Rihards Bukarts hit the cross-bar with a second left in regulation -- was under video review but that was unbeknownst to almost everyone. A tweet from Wheat Kings radio voice Bruce Luebke: “Teams off ice, stars announced and sticks taken to dressing room before Steve Papp emerged with no goal call.” . . . The Wheat Kings are winless in eight games. . . . Calgary F Jake Virtanen had a goal, his 39th, and two assists, while F Brady Brassart picked up an assist and now is riding a 12-game point streak. . . . Calgary opened a 3-0 lead and the Wheat Kings were forced to chase the game after that. They got to within 3-2, 4-3 and 5-4 but weren’t able to pull even. . . . G Chris Driedger made his first start since being suspended by the Hitmen for being in violation of team rules. He finished with 24 saves. . . . Brandon, which had 12 shots through two periods, scored three times in 17 shots in the third. . . . The Wheat Kings got F John Quenneville and F Jayce Hawryluk back from injuries, but were without F Richard Nejezchleb, D Rene Hunter and F Peter Quenneville (all injured) and D Colton Waltz (suspended). . . . The Hitmen (41-15-6) have as many points (88) as the Eastern Conference-leading Edmonton Oil Kings, who have the edge in winning percentage (.746-.710) and hold three games in hand. . . . The Wheat Kings (28-26-8) are seventh in the converence, two points head of the Red Deer Rebels. . . . 

In Moose Jaw, the Medicine Hat Tigers struck for four goals in a span of four minutes 16 seconds en route to a 6-0 victory over the Warriors. . . . The Tigers went 4-0-0 versus the Warriors this season. . . . Tigers G Marek Langhamer stopped 34 shots, including 16 in the third period, for his second shutout this season and the fourth of his career. . . . With the score 6-0 in the second period, Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald tweeted: “Five of the Tigers' six goals have been scored by players who are 5-foot-9 or shorter. Speed skills.” . . . Medicine Hat got two goals from F Chad Butcher, who now has four this season, and a goal, his 28th, and two assists from F Cole Sanford. . . . F Trevor Cox also had a goal, his 21st, and two assists. . . . F Curtis Valk, who had an 18-game point streak snapped in his last game, got his 35th goal and added an assist. . . . Among Medicine Hat’s scratches were D Tommy Vannelli and D Ty Stanton. . . . The Tigers (37-21-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference, three points ahead of the Kootenay Ice. . . . The Warriors (15-36-9) are 10th in the conference. . . . 

In Edmonton, the Oil Kings ran their winning streak to three games with a 4-1 victory over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Oil Kings, who have won 20 of 23, fell behind 1-0 on F Colby Cave’s 28th goal, shorthanded, at 2:54 of the first period, but scored the game’s last four goals. . . . Edmonton F Curtis Lazar got his 34th of the season. . . . D Griffin Reinhart, the Oil Kings’ captain, played in his 200th regular-season game. . . . The Broncos are spending the weekend without F Nathan Burns (undisclosed injury). . . . Edmonton (43-14-2) leads the Eastern Conference. . . . The Broncos (29-24-8) are sixth, eight points behind the Kootenay Ice. Furthermore, the Broncos now are six points behind the East Division-leading Regina Pats. . . . 

In Red Deer, the Rebels ended a five-game home-ice losing skid with a 5-3 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . F Rhyse Dieno had two goals, giving him 20, and an assist for the Rebels. . . . Since joining the Rebels last season, Dieno, 20, has 114 points, including 47 goals, in 103 games. . . . F Cain Franson scored twice for Vancouver, giving him 27. . . . F Jackson Houck had three assists for the Giants. . . . Dieno’s first goal, at 13:21 of the second period, on the PP, tied the game, 2-2. . . . F Conner Bleakley’s 27th gave the Rebels the lead at 18:18 of the second. . . . Dieno’s second goal came into an empty net at 19:00 of the third. . . . The Giants were without veteran defencemen Dalton Thrower and Brett Kulak. . . . Ch-ch-ch-ching! There was a multi-fight situation at 19:42 of the third period. . . . Red Deer, which had lost three in a row and 10 of 11, is 29-29-4 and holds down the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot, two points ahead of the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . The Giants (29-24-10) are sixth in the Western Conference, two points up on the Everett Silvertips. . . . 

In Cranbrook, D Rinat Valiev scored the only goal of the shootout to give the Kootenay Ice a 3-2 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Valiev, who was shown on the on-line score sheet as the game’s first star before the overtime period started, was the ninth shooter in a five-round skills competition. . . . The Ice led 2-0 only to have the Chiefs tie it on two goals by F Keanu Yamamoto, who has nine goals this season. Yamamoto, a 17-year-old from Spokane, has three goals in his last two games and four in his last five outings. . . . Yamamoto’s second goal, at 15:45 of the second period, forced OT. . . . Spokane G Eric Williams stopped 40 shots. G Mackenzie Skapski of the Ice turned aside 25 and then was clean in the shootout. . . . The Chiefs took all five of the game’s minor penalties. . . . Just wondering, but when was the last time a Ryan McGill-coached team didn’t take even one penalty? . . . The Ice was 0-for-5 on the PP. . . . F Connor Chartier and F Marcus Messier each had two assists for Spokane. . . . D Jagger Dirk scored his seventh goal and added an assist for the Ice. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart ran his point streak to 19 games. . . . That is two games shy of the franchise record that is held by F Mike Comrie, who did it Sept. 23 to Nov. 10, 2000. . . . Reinhart’s point streak is the longest in the WHL this season. He also is riding a 12-game assist streak. . . . The Ice dressed nine forwards and seven defencemen. . . . F Luke Philp was among the Ice’ scratches. . . . The Ice (35-22-4) is fifth in the Eastern Conference, three points behind Medicine Hat. . . . The Chiefs (34-21-6) are fifth in the Western Conference. . . . 

In Portland, F Keegan Iverson broke a 2-2 tie with his 20th goal of the season at 5:27 of the third period and the Winterhawks went on to beat the Kamloops Blazers 4-2 for their 18th straight victory. . . . The Winterhawks are 18-1-1 since Jan. 4. . . . Portland now has seven players on its roster with at least 20 goals. The Medicine Hat Tigers (1985-86) and the Winterhawks (1980-81) share the single-season record, at 12. . . . The Blazers led this one 2-1 after the first period on goals by F Matt Revel, his 14th, and F Carson Bolduc, his fifth. . . . Portland F Taylor Leier, with his 32nd, tied it 42 seconds into the second. . . . Portland F Brendan Leipsic added insurance with his 34th at 9:05 of the third, via the PP. . . . Kamloops G Benoit Pouliot stopped 42 shots, 28 more than Portland’s Corbin Boes. . . . F Matt Needham, the team captain, was back in the Blazers’ lineup after being out with an undisclosed injury. It was his first game in February and his second of 2014. . . . Portland F Nic Petan, who leads the WHL points race, had one assist. He’s got 103 points, three more than Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg, who was blanked last night. . . . Petan is riding a 14-game point streak, while F Oliver Bjorkstrand, who had an assist, has put together a 12-game streak. . . . The Winterhawks will go for 19 in a row tonight against the visiting Prince Albert Raiders. . . . Portland (44-12-5) is seven points behind the Western Conference-leading Kelowna Rockets. . . . Kamloops (12-44-5) is two games into a 10-game road trip. . . .

In Prince George, G Jackson Whistle turned aside 35 shots to help the Kelowna Rockets to a 4-2 victory over the Cougars. . . . With the victory, the Rockets became the first team in the CHL to reach 100 points this season. . . . D Mark McNulty scored his 17th goal of the season, on a PP, 19 seconds into the second period to give the home side a 1-0 lead. . . . Kelowna D Damon Severson tied it at 17:41 of the second, on the PP, and F Justin Kirkland gave the Rockets the lead at 19:10. They’ve each got 13 goals. . . . F Todd Fiddler got his 41st goal of the season for the Cougars. . . . Prince George G Adam Beukeboom stopped 40 shots. . . . The Cougars had D Peter Kosterman, 20, back in their lineup after he missed 25 games with a broken jaw. . . . The Cougars remain without F Jari Erricson, F Alex Forsberg, F Brett Roulston, F David Soltes, F Chase Witala and G Brett Zarowny. . . . The Rockets are without D Tyson Baillie (leg) and D Jesse Lees (undisclosed). . . . Let’s play three: These two teams will meet again tonight in Prince George and they’ll clash again Tuesday, this time in Kelowna. . . . The Rockets (48-8-4) lead the WHL’s overall standings. . . . The Cougars (25-31-8) are two points out of the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., F Leon Draisaitl had two goals and an assist to help the Prince Albert Raiders to a 6-4 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . Draisaitl, who has 28 goals, broke a 2-2 tie at 18:06 of the second period, via the PP. . . . Raiders F Shane Danyluk upped the lead to 4-2 with a shorthanded goal at 3:46 of the third and the visitors were never headed. . . . Danyluk has six goals, three of them in his last two games. . . . The Raiders have opened this six-game road trip with three straight victories. . . . Tri-City got two goals and an assist from D Mitch Topping. He’s got seven goals this season. . . . Topping has 33 goals in 306 career regular-season games. This was the first two-goal game of his career. . . . At one time in the second period, the Raiders held a 16-4 edge in shots. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 30 shots, eight more than P.A’s Cole Cheveldave. . . . The Raiders (28-28-4) are two points behind Red Deer, which holds down the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . The Americans (27-27-6) are eighth in the Western Conference, two points ahead of Prince George. . . .

In Everett, D Mirco Mueller’s fourth goal of the season stood up as the winner as the Silvertips got past the Seattle Thunderbirds, 2-1. . . . Mueller’s goal, at 10:45 of the third period, gave the home boys a 2-0 lead. He also drew the lone assist on F Dawson Leedahl’s sixth goal at 1:41 of the first period. . . . Seattle F Justin Hickman got his 20th at 18:57 of the third period. . . . Mueller’s sister, Alina, scored the game-winner as Switzerland beat Sweden 4-3 to win the bronze medal in women’s hockey at the Olympic Winter Games on Thursday. . . . Everett G Austin Lotz stopped 17 shots, nine fewer than Seattle’s Taran Kozun. . . . A note involving a pair of Silvertips from Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald: “Goaltender Daniel Cotton and winger Darcy DeRoose, who were suspended by the team indefinitely last week for violating team rules, are no longer listed on either the game-day or permanent rosters.” . . . Everett (29-23-8) is seventh in the Western Conference, two points behind Vancouver. . . . Seattle (37-19-5) is a comfortable fourth in the conference.

 ---

 From Brad Fay (@SNBradFay) of Sportsnet: “There are more tweets of concern about bars being open before dawn Sunday, than about opposition Swedes."

 ---

 From Portland Winterhawks F Brendan Leipsic (@bleipsic), after a 4-2 victory over the visiting Kamloops Blazers: “Someone get bolton pouliot a contract!! #iceyveins”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, February 20, 2014

OHL adjusts player benefits; was it a gaggeroo? 

THE MacBETH REPORT: 

DELD Jeff Woywitka (Red Deer, 1999-2003) has signed a one-year extension with the Augsburger Panther (Germany, DEL). He has eight points, two of them goals, in 30 games this season.

 ---

Swiss-NLADarrell Romuld of CTV in Regina tweeted Thursday afternoon that Pats “defenceman Jesse Zgraggen has signed a 2 year deal with Ambri-Piotta of the Swiss elite league starting next year.” . . . Zgraggen, 20, is from Lethbridge. He began his WHL career with the Victoria Royals and was moved to the Calgary Hitmen last season. The Hitmen dealt him to Regina early this season. He has 21 points, four of them goals, in 42 games with the Pats. In his career, he has 62 points, including 12 goals, in 246 games.

 ---

 Sunaya Sapurji of Yahoo! Canada reported Thursday afternoon that the OHL is making changes to its player benefit packages. 

 Sapurji writes: “Yahoo Canada has learned that the two most significant amendments to its current program for players focuses on the OHL’s education packages and a new monthly reimbursement plan – covering a number of items like gas, clothing and other incidentals like food – for up to $470. OHL commissioner David Branch, said the initiatives were ratified by the league’s board of governors in August and are now being implemented.”

The biggest news involves giving players who don’t sign NHL contracts another 12 months to decide on using their education packages.

 The full report is right here.

 From a WHL perspective, it is especially interesting that the OHL also is moving to what Sapjurji refers to as a “reimbursement plan” that involves money to be used for such things as cell phone bills.

 As well, “teams will also give each player maximum allowance of $1,000 to put towards their summer training – both on and off the ice. It's another move for the betterment of the players and one that helps relieve some of the financial burdens on parents.”

You may recall that cell phone bills for captains and offseason training expenses were part of the scandal that enveloped the WHL and the Portland Winterhawks in November 2012.

 With the OHL having made these moves, you know the WHL won’t be far behind. You have to wonder, though, just how the small-market teams will find room in their budgets to cover even more expenses when new revenue streams are few and far between and attendance isn’t showing much, if any, of an upswing.

 ---

 It isn’t often that anyone in the junior hockey world criticizes Hockey Canada.

 That wasn’t the case Thursday.

 First, Garth Snow, the general manager of the NHL’s New York Islanders, expressed outrage after his team lost F John Tavares for the remainder of this season. Tavares suffered a knee injury in Canada’s 2-1 victory over Latvia at the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi on Wednesday.

 "Are the IIHF or IOC going to reimburse our season-ticket holders now?" Snow asked rhetorically, according to a report in New York's Newsday.

 "It's a joke. They want all the benefits from NHL players in Olympics and don't want to pay when our best player gets hurt. . . . We lost our best player and he wasn’t playing for us.”

Later in the day, Dallas Thompson, the general manager of the WHL’s Prince George Cougars, tweeted: “Feeling Garth Snow's feeling. Dana Tyrell was lost for a year. Hockey Canada does not feel for you or the shit u have to deal with.”

Obviously, Thompson still feels the sting of a knee injury suffered by Tyrell prior to the 2009 world junior championship. Tyrell had 40 points, including 19 goals, in 30 games with the Cougars when he left to join Canada’s national junior team. However, Tyrell suffered a season-ending knee injury in a pre-tournament game against Sweden and never played another game for the Cougars, who ultimately were a first-round playoff casualty in the spring of 2009.

 It would seem that Thompson hasn’t forgotten.

 ---

 If you’re interested in more on Matt Marotta, the peewee hockey player from Prince George, there’s more right here in a story written by Andrea Johnson and Ted Clarke of the Prince George Citizen. Yes, the Prince George Minor Hockey Association is looking into what happened. The team’s head coach chose not to comment.

 ---

 A thought or two about a couple of WHL goaltenders, both of whom got some heat in the first half of this season . . . 

 Taran Kozun, a 19-year-old from Nipawin, Sask., opened the season as the Kamloops Blazers’ go-to guy. In 29 appearances, he was 5-19-3, 3.95, .897.

In January, Kozun was dealt to the Seattle Thunderbirds. In 14 games with Seattle, he is 11-3-0, 1.75, .944. Oh, and he has put up four shutouts, which is four more than he had in Kamloops.

 With Kamloops, Kozun was seeing 38.2 shots per game; with Seattle that number is 31.1.

 The Thunderbirds have allowed 203 goals, which doesn’t give then a stellar defensive record, but it is better than the 253 goals that have been surrendered by the Blazers. Still, I think it’s safe to assume that Kozun sees not only fewer shots but fewer shots from prime scoring areas in Seattle than he did in Kamloops.

 Meanwhile, there’s Corbin Boes, a 20-year-old from Saskatoon. He was 5-24-4, 4.11, .900 with the Lethbridge Hurricanes when he was dealt to the Portland Winterhawks for whom he now is 8-0-1, 2.73, .908.

 I think it’s safe to say that Boes’ .900 save percentage with Lethbridge, the poorest defensive team in the WHL, may be one of the most surprising numbers in the WHL this season.

 With Lethbridge, Boes was seeing 41.1 shots per game. That number with Portland is 29.6. Granted, Boes’ time in Portland presents us with a small sample size, just 550 minutes over nine appearances. But he has taken over the No. 1 job with Brendan Burke out with an illness.

 The bottom line to all of this is that you have to think Kozun and Boes both feel as though they were January lottery winners. It will be interesting to watch both these goaltenders to see how they fare in the playoffs. One thing is for sure . . . you know they will be hungry.

 ---

The Brandon Wheat Kings will be without D Colton Waltz for their next two games as he completes what has been set as a three-game suspension. That is for an unpenalized hit on Regina Pats F Dryden Hunt on Feb. 17 in Regina. Hunt is out indefinitely with a suspected brain injury. Waltz will miss home games Friday (Calgary Hitmen) and Saturday (Moose Jaw Warriors). . . . Meanwhile, Lethbridge Hurricanes F Carter Amson ended up with a two-game sentence for a checking-from-behind major against the Oil Kings in Edmonton. He will complete that suspension on Saturday when the Hurricanes meet the host Medicine Hat Tigers.

 ---

The Everett Silvertips have added G Nik Amundrun to their roster and say that he is expected to stay with them for the remainder of the season. A third-round selection in the 2012 bantam draft, Amundrud has spent ample time with the Silvertips but has yet to make his WHL debut. He will be in uniform this weekend as Everett plays three games in three nights – at home to the Seattle Thunderbirds on Friday and the Portland Winterhawks on Sunday, and at the Tri-City Americans on Saturday. . . . Amundrud, from Melville, Sask., was 9-2-1, 2.81 with the North East Wolfpack, a midget AA team in Saskatchewan Centre Four Hockey League.

 Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald has his take: “Amundrud's presence is required because goaltender Daniel Cotton and winger Darcy DeRoose remain suspended by the team. The duo was suspended indefinitely last week for violating team rules, and their suspensions remain indefinite. Amundrud being called up for the remainder of the season suggests those indefinite suspensions may be lasting a while longer.”

With Cotton suspended, the Silvertips are riding Austin Lotz.

 ---

 Greg Gatto (Portland, Regina, Spokane, Brandon, 1990-92) was fired earlier this week after nine seasons as head coach of the U of Lethbridge Pronghorns.

 The Pronghorns were 80-143-20 and made three playoff appearances under Gatto, who also played five seasons at the U of Lethbridge. This season, they went 4-21-3 and missed the Canada West playoffs. . . . The search for a replacement started immediately.

 ---

 Some thoughts from one observer on THE women’s hockey game . . . 

 Yes, the Canadian women won, but they certainly were the beneficiaries of some breaks, so let’s not have any whining if the Canadian men don’t get any today. It could be that the hockey gods already have spoken. . . . Canada’s first goal -- it was Brianne Jenner’s first point of the tournament -- went in off the right knee of American defender Kacey Bellamy. . . . At 2-1, Kelli Stack of the U.S., with a long clearance, hit the left post of a vacated Canadian net. Had that puck been an inch to the right, the game would have been over with 1:25 left to play. . . . Prior to the equalizer, Canadian F Marie-Philip Poulin made a tremendous play along the boards on the left side of the offensive zone that allowed her side to maintain possession. . . . Canadian head coach Kevin Dineen showed absolutely no emotion when Poulin tied the score. Makes you wonder how much fun these coaches have in games such as this one. . . . As for the penalties in OT: Joy Tottman, a British referee in her third Olympics, had no choice but to call Canada’s Catherine Ward for cross-checking at 6:09. The slashing call on American Jocelyn Lamoureux -- CBC-TV play-by-play man Mark Lee referred to her as the “chippy American forward” -- six seconds later was a call to be made early in a game when you are trying to set the tone, not in overtime after numerous infractions have been ignored. . . . Which brings us to the breakaway by Canada’s Hayley Wickenheiser and the cross-checking call on the U.S.’s Hilary Knight. Well, it wasn’t cross-checking; calling it that makes you wonder if Tottman saw what actually happened. Knight was in the process of catching Wickenheiser from behind. In striding, Wickenheiser’s left heel struck Knight’s right leg, then both of their right legs bumped. Wickenheiser went down and Canada, practically en masse, screamed: PENALTY SHOT! . . . I don’t think it should even have been a penalty, considering that Wickenheiser’s right leg initiated the original contact. . . . No matter. On the ensuing PP, the U.S. twice had possession of the puck in its zone but wasn’t able to get it all the way down the ice. Instead, the Canadians regained possession in the neutral zone, set up in the offensive zone and Poulin pumped home the winner. She also had two goals four years ago when Canada beat the U.S. in the championship game in Vancouver. She is our golden girl, no doubt about that. . . . Whatever you do, don’t forget about the contribution made by Canadian G Shannon Szabados, whose play in the first period prevented the Americans from running away with this one early. . . . You couldn’t pay me enough to officiate women’s hockey games because of the rule against bodychecking. That rule puts the referee in a no-win situation because he/she has to decide what is/isn’t a bodycheck. . . . The bottom line, however, is that the U.S. had a 2-0 lead with fewer than four minutes remaining and couldn’t hold it. . . . Michael Wilbon of ESPN’s PTI offered: “This felt like a gaggeroo.”

---

THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Medicine Hat at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Calgary at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Swift Current at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Vancouver at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Kamloops at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Kelowna at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 From CellPhones@PlaneTix (@hawkeyblog): “Upon reading @sunayas write about the #OHL teams now being able to pay the kids cell phone bills & cover offseason training . . . I'd sure like those 1st rounders back for the @pdxwinterhawks. Paging @CHLHockey commish Branch: can you help a guy out? #whl” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Wednesday, February 19, 2014

Sam Reinhart burning it up 

 Earlier in the week, there was a link her to a blog post from Gregg Sutch, a former OHL player who detailed how he came to lose his love for hockey. . . . John Matisz of QMI Agency has spoken with Sutch and follows up the blog post quite nicely. That report is right here.

 ---

 The Saskatoon Blades have signed F Chasetan Braid, who has been on their list since early 2013. He first attended their training camp in 2012. From Chauvin, Alta., Braid has 47 points, including 15 goals, in 35 games with the Lloydminster Bobcats of the Alberta Midget AAA League.

 ---

 An NHL team in Seattle in time for the 2015-16 season? Geoff Baker of the Seattle Times reports that there soon will be talks between the NHL and various parties on expansion fees. That piece is right here.

 ---

 THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Medicine Hat at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Calgary at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Swift Current at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Vancouver at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Kamloops at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Kelowna at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Seattle at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

In Moose Jaw, the Calgary Hitmen ran their winning streak to a season-high eight games with a 6-4 victory over the Warriors. . . . Calgary F Pavel Padakin had two goals and an assist, while F Jake Virtanen scored twice. Padakin has 24 goals; Virtanen has 38. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart ran his point streak to 11 games with three assists. . . . With the victory, the Hitmen clinched a playoff spot for the 16th time in their 19-year history. . . . D Jaynen Rissling, Calgary’s captain, was back after serving a two-game suspension. . . . F Colton McCarthy scored twice for Moose Jaw, giving him four, while F Brayden Point got his 27th goal and added two assists. . . . Ice G Mack Shields started his sixth straight game -- he‘s 6-0-0. G Chris Driedger, who missed three games with a team-issued suspension, was on the bench for a second straight game. He hasn’t played since beat the Giants 5-0 in Vancouver on Feb. 7. . . . The Hitmen (40-15-6) are tied with the Edmonton Oil Kings for first place in the Central Division and the Eastern Conference. The Oil Kings have the tiebreaker with more victories (42-40) and have three games in hand. . . . The Warriors (15-35-9) have lost three in a row. . . .

In Brandon, the Victoria Royals scored four first-period goals and went on to beat the Wheat Kings, 5-3. . . . The Royals have won seven straight games now; they also have won nine straight on the road, including the first three stops on this five-game East Division swing. On top of that, they have at least a point in 14 straight games. . . . The Wheat Kings have lost seven in a row. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock opened the scoring with his 18th goal at 4:42 of the first. . . . Victoria F Logan Nelson got his 20th 16 seconds later and F Tyler Soy, with his 12th, gave the Royals their first lead at 8:50. . . . F Steven Hodges, with his 19th, and F Austin Carroll, with his 31st, added Victoria goals before the period ended. . . . Hodges also had two assists, while D Brett Cote had two helpers, too. . . . The Royals held a 49-26 edge in shots. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka went the distance in his second straight start after not playing since Jan. 31. . . . The Wheat Kings dressed only 16 skaters, two under the maximum. Brandon was without D Colten Waltz, who is sitting out a suspension. . . . Brandon also was without the Quenneville brothers, Paul and John, and F Jayce Hawryluk, all with injuries. D Rene Hunter and F Rihards Bukarts were back, though. . . . Victoria, 24-3-3 since Dec. 12, is third in the Western Conference, three points behind the Portland Winterhawks, who almost certainly will be the second seed because they are comfortably atop the U.S. Division. . . . The Wheat Kings (28-25-8) are seventh in the Eastern Conference, two points behind the Swift Current Broncos. . . . 

In Saskatoon, F Logan McVeigh broke a 2-2 tie at 16:41 of the third period as the Regina Pats beat the Blades, 4-2. . . . McVeigh has 10 goals this season. . . . Regina F Morgan Klimchuk scored the game’s first two goals as the Pats grabbed the lead early in the second period. . . . The Blades tied it early in the third on goals by D Ayrton Nikkel, his fifth, and F Chase Clayton, his 10th. . . . Klimchuk completed his hat trick, getting his 23rd goal into an empty net at 19:55 of the third period. . . . Prior to the game, the Blades honoured Les Lazaruk, their longtime radio voice, for having worked his 1,500th game on the weekend. . . . The Blades, who were the host team for the 2013 Memorial Cup, were eliminated from the playoff race; this will be the first time since 2008 that they aren’t in the postseason. After the game, WHL Facts (@WHLFacts)t weeted: “2 - This will be the 2nd straight season that a Memorial Cup host missed the playoffs the following season (Shawinigan).” . . . Regina went 8-0-0 against Saskatoon this season. . . . The Pats (32-22-6) are 5-0-1 in their last six and lead the East Division by four ponts over Swift Current. . . . The Blades (16-40-5) are 11th in the Eastern Conference. . . .

In Cranbrook, F Sam Reinhart had a goal and three assists to lead the Kootenay Ice to a 5-2 victory over the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . Reinhart ran his point streak to 18 games. . . . F Curtis Valk of the Tigers had his point streak snapped at 18 games. . . . Reinhart has 32 goals. He also has 88 points in 48 games, three more than he totalled in 72 games last season. . . . In Reinhart’s 18-game tear, he has a five-point game, a four-point outing and seven three-pointers. He has multiple points in 12 of those games. He has 26 points in nine February games. . . . The Ice ended this game with two empty-netters, one from Reinhart and the other from Tim Bozon, who got his 29th. . . . Ice F Jaedon Descheneau had a goal, his 38th, and two assists. . . . The Tigers led this one 2-1 with five minutes left in the third period. . . . Ice F Luke Philp tied it, getting his 26th goal at 15:51. Descheneau broke the tie at 17:37. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 40 shots. . . . The Ice (34-22-4) has won three in a row; it’s fifth in the conference, three points behind Medicine Hat (36-21-3). Each team has 12 games remaining. . . .

In Lethbridge, F Jackson Houck drew three assists to help the Vancouver Giants to a 5-2 victory over the Hurricanes. . . . The Giants opened a three-game Alberta swing by getting goals from five players. . . . Vancouver F Cain Franson scored his 25th goal and added an assist, while F Dominik Volek had two assists. . . . The Giants outshot the Hurricanes, 48-29. . . . Vancouver (29-23-10) is sixth in the Western Conference, five points behind the Spokane Chiefs. . . . The Hurricanes (12-45-5) have the WHL’s poorest record. They have lost four straight. . . . 

In Red Deer, the Edmonton Oil Kings unleased a 54-shot attack as they beat the Rebels 4-1. . . . Edmonton F Curtis Lazar scored his 33rd goal, while F Henrik Samuellson notched No. 29. . . . Edmonton D Griffin Reinhart was back on the ice after missing three games with the flu. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 14 shots. . . . The Oil Kings (42-14-2) are tied with Calgary atop the Central Division and the Eastern Conference. Edmonton owns the tiebreaker by virtue of more victories (42-40). . . . Red Deer (28-29-4) is tied with the Prince Albert Raiders for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . The Rebels, 1-8-1 in their last 10, have lost three in a row. . . .

In Kelowna, the Rockets scored three first-period goals en route to a 5-1 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . The Rockets outshot the visitors 51-16, including 20-5 and 19-5 in each of the first periods. . . . Kelowna F Myles Bell scored his 39th goal. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke lost his shutout bid when Tri-City F Rodney Southam scored his third goal at 18:42 of the third period. . . . Kelowna (47-8-4) leads the overall standings by seven points over Portland. . . . The Americans (27-27-6) are eighth in the Western Conference, two points ahead of the Prince George Cougars. Tri-City holds three games in hand. . . .

In Spokane, F Shane Danyluk scored two second-period goals to spark the Prince Albert Raiders to a 4-1 victory over the Chiefs. . . . Danyluk, who turned 20 on Jan. 19, is from Salmon Arm, B.C. He was playing in his 236th regular-season game and has 23 goals. This was his third career two-goal game. . . . Raiders G Cole Cheveldave stopped 36 shots. . . . D Dakota Conroy also had two goals for the visitors, his second, No. 24 this season, into an empty net at 17:29 of the third. . . . Raiders F Chance Braid had two assists. . . . The Raiders (28-28-4) moved into a tie with Red Deer for the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . The Chiefs (34-21-5) are a comfortable fifth in the Western Conference.

 ---

 From WHL Facts (@WHLFacts): “15 - With tonight's victory, the @WHLKootenayICE have guaranteed themselves a 15th straight .500+ season... A new WHL record (KAM 1982-96).”

---

Also from WHL Facts: “7 - After tonight's loss, the @TCAmericans’ WHL record-tying streak of 7 consecutive 40+ win seasons will come to an end this year.” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, February 18, 2014

Well done, Matthew Marotta! 

The world of minor hockey is full of ugly stories, like the one that was mentioned here yesterday involving an incident during a tournament in Winnipeg.

 Well, right here is a story that starts out ugly but, by the end, will bring tears to your eyes and a smile to your face.

 The story is told in a letter to the editor that appeared in the Prince George Citizen. The game in question was part of the 43rd annual Vernon Coca-Cola Invitational pee wee tournament.

 The player who showed such courage and intelligence, who stood up to be counted and set such a fine example, is Matthew Marotta of the Prince George Viking Construction peewee Tier 1 Cougars. His parents have to be extremely proud. As of right now, Matthew is on my all-time all-star team. All leagues. All sports. All time. Period.

 I also would suggest that he is Prince George’s minor hockey player of the year, if there is such an award. In fact, here’s a nomination for Matthew as Prince George’s citizen of the year.

 ---

The Kelowna Rockets, who lead the WHL’s overall standings, put a three-game winning streak on the line tonight as they play host to the Tri-City Americans. . . . The Rockets are without F Tyson Baillie, who has an undisclosed injury. Baillie, 18, has 55 points, including 22 goals, in 56 games. In his third season, he has a career-high 33 assists. He is four goals and one point from career highs set last season. . . . The Rockets are hoping that D Jesse Lees, who hasn’t played since Jan. 31, will return this weekend when they play a doubleheader in Prince George. Injuries have limited Lees, 18, to 37 games this season.

 ---

WHL team logoThe Red Deer Rebels have lost F Lukas Sutter, 20, for the remainder of this season. According to the Rebels, he is in need of reconstructive shoulder surgery. He had 23 points, 10 of them goals, in 45 games. In 265 career regular-season games, Sutter put up 126 points, including 55 goals. . . . The Winnipeg Jets selected Sutter in the second round of the NHL’s 2012 draft. He is the son of former NHLer/WHLer Rich Sutter.

 ---

 G Patrik Bartosak of the Red Deer Rebels stopped 29 shots during a 7-1 loss to the Hitmen in Calgary on Sunday. That allowed Bartosak, a 19-year-old from Koprivnice, Czech Republic, to set a franchise record for most saves in a single season. He now has made 1,739 saves this season; the previous record of 1,727 was held by Shane Bendera (1999-2000).

 ---

The Vancouver Giants are in Alberta this week, starting tonight against the Hurricanes in Lethbridge. D Dalton Thrower (ankle) has missed 11 games and won’t play tonight. However, Steve Ewen of the Vancouver Province reports that Giants general manager Scott Bonner expects Thrower, the team captain, to return before the end of the regular season. . . . The Giants have added D Matt Barberis, a first-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft, to their roster. Barberis, from Surrey, plays for the Valley West Hawks of the B.C. Major Midget League. He turned 16 on Jan. 19.

 ---

D Colton Waltz of the Brandon Wheat Kings drew a TBD suspension under supplemental discipline for an unpenalized hit on F Dryden Hunt in the first period of Monday’s 4-0 loss to the Pats in Regina. Hunt left the game in the first period and didn’t return. Hunt, who has a history of brain injuries, is shown on the WHL injury report as being out indefinitely with an “upper body“ injury. . . . F Carter Amson of the Lethbridge also drew a TBD suspension after taking a checking-from-behind major and game misconduct in a 12-0 loss to the Oil Kings in Edmonton on Monday. . . . Meanwhile, D Macoy Erkamps of the Hurricanes got a one-game sentence for a kneeing major and game misconduct he incurred during Saturday’s 8-1 loss to the visiting Calgary Hitmen. He served that suspension on the weekend. . . . F Jessey Astles of the Tri-City Americans got hit with a seven-game sentence for a headshot major and game misconduct he took during Saturday’s 7-0 loss to the host Spokane Chiefs. In its reasons for discipline, the WHL stated: “The player targeted the opponent’s head . . . The player jumped to make the hit . . . The player is a repeat offender . . . The opponent was not injured on the play.” . . . Astles’ suspension equals the longest handed down by the WHL office this season. On Dec. 17, Portland Winterhawks F Brendan Leipsic got a seven-game suspension after taking a match penalty during a Dec. 14 game against the visiting Seattle Thunderbirds.

 ---

 The CHL and Sportsnet have signed a 12-year “partnership extension” that runs through 2025-26 and covers CHL regular-season and playoff games, as well as the MasterCard Memorial Cup “in Canada.”

The exact phrasing is that Sportsnet continues “its tradition as the exclusive broadcaster of the CHL and MasterCard Memorial Cup in Canada.”

Does that mean that is the exclusive broadcaster of those events when they are held in Canada? Or does it mean that it is the exclusive Canadian broadcaster?

 More from the news release:

“The new agreement, which begins with the 2014-15 season, features a comprehensive suite of multimedia rights including television, online and mobile, delivering more than 50 CHL games each year, including CHL playoff games and the Memorial Cup.”

Don’t forget that Sportsnet also begins a 12-year deal with the NHL next season, and also is the regional broadcaster of the Calgary Flames, Edmonton Oilers, Toronto Maple Leafs, and Vancouver Canucks.

 The total of 50 games includes playoff and Memorial Cup games. It may also include Subway Super Series games and the Top Prospects game.

 As Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix tweeted on Tuesday afternoon: “CHL and Sportsnet announce 12-yr extension, beginning 2014-15 . . . With all the NHL games, hope CHL doesn't get buried.”

---

WEDNESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Victoria at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Calgary at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Regina at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Vancouver at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAME:

In Portland, the Winterhawks ran their franchise-record winning streak to 17 games as they beat the Prince George Cougars, 5-1. . . . Prince George F Todd Fiddler got the game’s first goal, at 6:49 of the first period, via the PP, but the visitors never scored again. That was Fiddler’s 40th goal this season. . . . Portland got a goal, his 41st, and two assists from F Oliver Bjorkstrand. He tied the game on a PP at 19:49 of the first. . . . D Derrick Pouliot, who scored twice, gave the Winter hawks a 2-1 lead at 19:56 of the second, also on a PP. He’s got 17 goals. . . . Portland F Nic Petan had two assists. He has at least one assist in 13 straight games, the longest such streak in the WHL this season. . . . Petan leads the WHL in points (102), two more than F Mitch Holmberg of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Bjorkstrand is third, with 91 points. . . . Portland F Dominic Turgeon picked up an assist, giving him a seven-game point streak. He’s got 12 points in those seven games. . . . With G Brendan Burke (ill) still out, Corbin Boes started again for Portland and came up with 30 saves. . . . Portland was 3-for-7 on the PP; Prince George was 1-for-6. . . . It’s worth noting that Portland F Adam De Champlain is shown on the WHL injury report as being out four to six weeks, after having been listed as day-to-day. . . . Portland will go for 18 in a row on Friday when it plays host to the Kamloops Blazers. . . .

 ---

 From WHL Facts (@WHLFacts): “70x2 - @pdxwinterhawks Nic Petan has become the first WHLer to have back-to-back 70-assist seasons since Todd Robinson in 1996-97 & 1997-98.” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Monday, February 17, 2014

Ex-junior player tells his story; franchise records for Oil Kings 

D Nick Ross (Regina, Kamloops, Vancouver, 2004-09) has signed for the rest of this season with Asiago (Italy, Serie A). This season, he put up 28 points, including eight goals, in 39 games with Olimpija Ljubljana (Slovenia, Austria Erste Bank Liga). . . . 

 F Jeremy Williams (Swift Current, 2001-04) has signed a two-year extension with Västerås (Sweden, Allsvenskan). He is second in the league’s scoring race with 43 points, including 25 goals, in 44 games.

 ---

 Gregg Sutch was a good enough hockey player that he was selected 11th overall by the Sarnia Sting in the OHL draft. In 2010, the Buffalo Sabres picked him in the fifth round of the NHL draft. . . . Before his OHL career was done, he had played 255 games for four teams over five seasons. . . . Sutch, who turned 22 on Feb. 9, walked away from the game earlier this season. . . . Right here, he documents everything you might want to know about his hockey career. This is straight from the heart and should be mandatory reading for every junior hockey player, every player who aspires to play junior hockey and every parent of every one of those same players. . . . This is the real thing!

 ---

 If you haven’t heard, there was an ugly situation during a minor hockey tournament in Winnipeg on the weekend. Neate Sager of Yahoo! Sports has more right here. If you watch the video with the volume up, make sure there aren’t any young ears around because there’s plenty of hockey being spoken, especially by one woman. . . . The tournament apparently wasn’t sanctioned by Hockey Winnipeg, Hockey Manitoba or Hockey Canada, so it’s doubtful that much more will be heard about this one.

 But, as Sager notes: “The timing is uncanny. Hockey Winnipeg just last week announced that hockey parents, at least one in each household with a child registered, must take an online Respect in Sports course before their daughter or son can take to the ice. Some knee-jerkers have howled, predictably, that the $12 course won't deter any of the powder-keg parents and that it's more likely than not the more level-headed co-head of the household will end up taking the course.”

---

OK, shootout fans, this one is for you. The Sherwood Park Crusaders and host Drayton Valley Thunder went 19 rounds before settling an AJHL game on Monday. After playing to a 3-3 draw through OT, it was time for the skills competition. Each team’s 18 skaters shot once and the teams still were tied, and each team scored twice, so they started all over again. Drayton Valley F Jamie Waddington, who had scored in the first round, struck again, giving the Thunder a 4-3 victory. . . . Mitch Martell, who came on in relief of Marc Olivier Daigle, got the goaltending victory, while Tommy Nixon was in goal for the Crusaders.

 ---

 The Portland Winterhawks will be gunning for their 17th straight victory tonight when they play host to the Prince George Cougars. . . . Portland D Derrick Pouliot has 29 points in 18 games since playing for Canada at the world junior tournament. He has 59 points this season, five behind Shea Theodore of the Seattle Thunderbirds, who leads all WHL defencemen. . . . Pouliot also has 194 career points as he looks to become the sixth defenceman in Portland history to get to 200 points. . . . Portland F Nic Petan and Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg lead the WHL in scoring, each with 100 points. Petan shared the scoring title with teammate Brendan Leipsic last season. The last player to lead the WHL in points in consecutive seasons? F Rob Brown of the Kamloops Blazers (1985-86, 1986-87). . . . 

 Kootenay Ice F Sam Reinhart now owns the franchise record for most consecutive games with an assist (10). The streak is still alive, too. . . . Reinhart has 84 points, one off his career high from last season. . . . He also is riding a 17-game point streak, one behind the one that Medicine Hat Tigers F Curtis Valk has put together. F Josh Winquist of the Everett Silvertips had an 18-game run earlier this season.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Prince George at Portland, 7 p.m.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Victoria at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Calgary at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Regina at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Vancouver at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 MONDAY’S GAMES:

In Moose Jaw, the Victoria Royals scored the only two goals of the shootout and beat the Warriors, 4-3. . . . F Logan Nelson and F Jack Walker both scored in the skills competition as the Royals improved to 2-0-0 on this five-game swing into the East Division. Overall, they have won eight straight road games. . . . The Warriors led 2-1 after the first period and took that lead into the third. . . . F Austin Carroll, with his 30th, at 3:03, and F Axel Blomqvist, with his 21st, via the PP, at 8:23, gave the visitors the lead. . . . Moose Jaw F Jack Rodewald forced OT at 15:58. He’s got 20 goals this season. . . . D Travis Brown, dealt from Moose Jaw to Victoria in January, had two assists and was named the game’s first star. . . . Among the Warriors’ scratches was Sam Fioretti (undisclosed injury). They also had F Scott Cooke back after having served a two-game WHL suspension. . . . The Royals (41-16-4) are third in the Western Conference, three points behind the Portland Winterhawks, who have two games in hand. . . . The Warriors (15-34-9) are 10th in the Eastern Conference. . . .

In Regina, G Daniel Wapple turned aside 23 shots to lead the Pats to a 4-0 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . This was Wapple’s first shutout this season and the fourth of his career. The 18-year-old from Saskatoon now has posted shutouts with three different team; he had one with the Medicine Hat Tigers earlier this season and one with the Moose Jaw Warriors last season. . . . F Dyson Stevenson’s 27th goal of the season, a PP effort at 6:55of the second period, stood up as the winner. . . . Stevenson later scored No. 28 and also added an assist. . . . F Morgan Klimchuk got his 20th goal and had an assist. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny stopped 35 shots. . . . Regina F Dryden Hunt was helped from the ice in the first period after taking a hit from Brandon D Colton Waltz. Hunt, who has a history of brain injuries, didn’t return. . . . The Wheat Kings had F Richard Nejezchleb back in their lineup, but still are missing F Rihards Bukarts, D Rene Hunter, F Jayce Hawryluk and F John Quenneville. . . . The Wheat Kings are winless in six straight games (0-4-2). . . . The Pats (31-22-6) are back in sole possession of first place in the East Division, two points ahed of the Swift Current Broncos. . . . The Wheat Kings (28-24-8) are seventh in the Eastern Conference, two points behind Swift Current. . . . 

In Swift Current, the Prince Albert Raiders opened a 3-0lead and went on to a 3-1 victory over the Broncos. . . . F Collin Valcourt, with his 21st, got the Raiders rolling at 5:09 of the first period. . . . Former Broncos D Graeme Craig added his fifth goal of the season at 7:52 of the second, via the PP, and F Leon Draisaitl added more insurance, with his 26th, also on the PP, at 7:30 of the third. . . . Broncos D Julius Honka scored his 14th, on the PP, at 10:37 of the third. . . . Raiders G Nick McBride stopped 31 shots. . . . The Raiders were 2-for-3 on the PP; the Broncos were 1-for-3. . . . The Broncos were without F Nathan Burns (undisclosed injury). . . . The Raiders (27-28-4) are two points behind the Red Deer Rebels, who hold down the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . The Broncos (29-23-8) are sixth. . . .

In Edmonton, the Oil Kings got two goals from each of four players as they whipped the Lethbridge Hurricanes, 12-0. . . . F Henrik Samuelsson, F Curtis Lazar, F Mitch Moroz and F Brett Pollock each scored twice. Samuelsson now has 28 goals, while Lazar has 32, Moroz has 31 and Pollock 23. . . . Moroz, playing in his 200th WHL regular-season game, also had three helpers, as did D Dysin Mayo. F Reid Petryk scored his 15th goal -- a PP effort at 2:17 of the first, it was the winner -- and set up four others. . . . D Cody Corbertt, Samuelsson and F Edgars Kulda, who also had a goal, each had two assists. . . . Edmonton outshot the visitors, 53-25. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry put up his WHL-leading seventh shutout this season and the 13th of his career. Jarry also set the Edmonton franchise record for shutouts in one season, breaking his record from last season. . . . Jarry also leads the WHL with 36 victories. . . . Lethbridge F Carter Amson left at 13:34 of the second period with a checking-from-behind major and a game misconduct. . . . Edmonton was 6-for-11 on the PP; Lethbridge was 0-for-3. . . . The Oil Kings set franchise single-game records for goals in one game and PP goals in one game. . . . In their last three meetings, the Oil Kings have outscored the Hurricanes, 27-3. . . . Edmonton won the season series, 5-1, with a 35-11 edge in goals. Lethbridge actually won the opener, 5-3, then lost 2-1 and 3-2. After that, it was 7-3, 8-0 and 12-0. . . . Edmonton (41-14-2) is tied with the Calgary Hitmen atop the Central Division and the Eastern Conference. Edmonton has more victories (41-39) and three games in hand. . . . Lethbridge (12-44-5) has the WHL’s poorest record, its .238 winning percentage slightly worse than that of the Kamloops Blazers (.242). . . .

In Calgary, F Brady Brassart scored three times and D Travis Sanheim drew five assists as the Hitmen dumped the Red Deer Rebels, 7-1. . . . Brassart now has 30 goals, five off his career high from last season. He has 251 points in 311 regular-season games. . . . Brassart. who has four career hat tricks, is riding a 10-game point streak, with 21 points, 10 of them goals, over that stretch. . . . Sanheim, a 17-year-old freshman from Elkhorn, Man., has 25 points, including four goals, in 55 games. He has eight assists in his last two outings. . . . Calgary G Mack Shields stopped 39 shots. . . . G Chris Driedger was on the bench in support of Shields, suggesting that his team-issued suspension has ended. . . . F Adam Tambellini had a goal and three assists for the Hitmen. It was his 13th goal and came via the PP. . . . Tambellini has seven points over his last two games and 14 in seven games. . . . The Hitmen also got two goals from F Joe Mahon, who has seven, and a goal and two assists from F Greg Chase. He’s got 31 goals. . . . D Aaron Hyman, a third-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft, got his first WHL point, an assist, on the game’s final goal. He plays for the midget AAA Northwest Calgary Athletic Association Flames. . . . The Hitmen (39-15-6), who have won seven in a row, are tied with Edmonton atop the Central Division and the Eastern Conference. . . . Red Deer (28-28-4) is 1-7-2 in its last 10 and holds a two-point lead over Prince Albert in the race for the Eastern Conference’s final playoff spot.

 ---

 From WHL Facts (@WHLFacts): “12 - @EdmOilKings 12-0 win today was the WHL's largest margin of victory since LETH beat the Edmonton Ice 14-2 on Oct. 2, 1996.”

---

One more from WHL Facts: “12 - Prior to today's 12 goals by @EdmOilKings, the last time a team put up that many was on Oct. 12, 2009 when @tigershockey beat KAM 12-5.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Cougars win big one on road; Holmberg first to 50! 

THE MacBETH REPORT: 

Slovak Ex-LigaF Gal Koren (Kelowna, 2010-11) has signed with Zvolen (Slovakia, Extraliga) for the rest of this season. He had one goal in 23 games with Medvescak Zagreb (Croatia, KHL) and eight points, four of them goals, in 15 games with Olimpija Ljubljana (Slovenia, Austria Erste Bank Liga) this season. . . .

Slovak Ex-LigaF Richard Rapac (Moose Jaw, Prince George, 2006-07) has signed with Banska Bystrica (Slovakia, Extraliga) for the rest of this season. This season, with Litvonov (Czech Republic, Extraliga), he had two points in 17 games. He also was on loan to Most (Czech Republic, 1.Liga) and had two goals in six games.

 ---

 MONDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Victoria at Moose Jaw, 2 p.m.

 Brandon at Regina, 2 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Swift Current, 2 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Edmonton, 2 p.m.

 Red Deer at Calgary, 4 p.m.

 (NOTE: Monday is a holiday as the Prairie provinces celebrate the end of winter or something like that.)

 ---

 SUNDAY’S GAMES:

In Vancouver, the Giants scored three first-period goals, two of them via the PP, en route to a 7-2 victory over the Kamloops Blazers. . . . The Giants ended a five-game losing streak. . . . D Tyler Morrison, with his sixth, D Mason Geertsen, with his third, and F Jackson Houck (28) got the Giants rolling in this one. . . . Houck hadn’t scored in 10 games. . . . Vancouver F ‘Citizen’ Cain Franson later got his 23rd, and then got No. 24. He also had two assists. . . . Vancouver F Joel Hamilton had a goal, his seventh, and three assists, while Houck also had two assists. . . . F Matt Bellerive, a former Vancouver skater, scored twice for Kamloops, giving him 13. . . . The Giants finished 3-for-4 on the PP. Kamloops was 0-for-3. . . . Vancouver held a 51-21 edge in shots. . . . Kamloops G Cole Kehler, 16, stopped 44 shots, 25 more than Vancouver’s Jared Rathjen. . . . F Johnny Wesley, who signed with the Giants earlier this month, made his WHL debut. . . . Kamloops had F Matt Needham, the team captain, on the bench in a coaching capacity. Injuries have limited Needham to 37 games, including just one since Dec. 29. He last played on Jan. 24. . . . Vancouver D Dalton Thrower (ankle) missed his 11th game. The Giants are 4-5-2 without him. . . . Vancouver (28-23-10) is in sole possession of sixth place in the Western Conference, two points ahead of the Everett Silvertips. . . . The Blazers (12-43-5) are 2-18-1 in 2014. They are again tied with the Lethbridge Hurricanes (12-43-5) in the WHL’s cellar. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., the Prince George Cougars erased an early 3-0 deficit and beat the Seattle Thunderbirds, 6-4. . . . Seattle scored three times in the game’s first 6:48. . . . Prince George F Jansen Harkins broke a 3-3 tie at 5:48 of the second period and drove Seattle G Danny Mumaugh to the bench having allowed four goals on 23 shots. The Cougars promptly scored on their first two shots on G Taran Kozun, who relieved Mumaugh. . . . F Zach Pochiro scored twice, giving him 26, and added an assist for the Cougars, while F Troy Bourke got his 25th goal and had two helpers. . . . Prince George F Todd Fiddler had his 39th goal and an assist. . . . Cougars G Ty Edmonds came on in relief with his side down 3-0 and stopped 39 of 40 shots. . . . F Jaimen Yakubowski scored twice for Seattle, giving him nine goals. . . . Prince George D Wil Tomchuk missed the early part of the game with skate problems so wasn’t on the ice for any of Seattle’s early goals. At game’s end, he had one assist and was plus-4. . . . The Cougars (25-29-8) are two points behind the Tri-City Americans, who hold down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . Seattle (37-18-5) is fourth, five points behind the Victoria Royals and eight in front of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . 

In Spokane, Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg became the WHL’s first 50-goal man this season in a 5-3 victory over the Everett Silvertips. . . . Holmberg scored twice, giving him 51, and added an assist. The three points also moved him to 100 on the season and put him into a tie with Portland Winterhawks F Nic Petan for the lead in the points derby. . . . Spokane and Portland each has 13 regular-season games remaining. . . . Holmberg has 136 regular-season career goals, 10 behind F Pat Falloon (1988-91), who holds the franchise record. . . . F Mike Aviani helped the Chiefs with his 32nd goal and two assists, while F Adam Helewka had three assists. . . . Helewka, an 18-year-old sophomore from Burnaby, B.C., has 42 points, including 20 goals, in 49 games. Last season, he finished with 27 points, 10 of them goals, in 60 games. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist got his 38th goal of the season. . . . G Carter Hart, 15, made his WHL debut by starting for the Silvertips. He stopped 20 shots. A native of Sherwood Park, Alta., Hart is wearing No. 70. . . . Spokane G Eric Williams turned aside 34 shots. . . . This was Spokane’s 18th straight home-ice victory over Everett. . . . The Chiefs (33-20-5) are fifth in the Western Conference. . . . Everett (28-22-8) is seventh, two points behind Vancouver and four ahead of Tri-City.

 ---

 From Regan Bartel (@Reganrant), the radio voice of the Kelowna Rockets: “The @WHLsilvertips should be excited about 1st round pick Tyson Jost. Had a 7 pt game today for @OkanaganRockets and set a franchise record.”

---

More from Bartel: “Jost sets new @OkanaganRockets record for points in a season with 72. Old mark of 71 points was held by @TCAmericans Parker Bowles.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Winterhawks' streak reaches 16! Royals win on road -- again!! 

SUNDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Kamloops at Vancouver, 5 p.m.

 Prince George at Seattle, 5:05 p.m.

 Everett at Spokane, 5:05 p.m.

 ---

 SATURDAY’S GAMES:

In Prince Albert, the Victoria Royals scored two late goals and beat the Raiders, 5-4. . . . The Royals, who won their 40th game of the season, have won seven straight away from home. Victoria is 20-6-1 on the road. . . . Royals D Travis Brown tied the game with a PP goal at 9:49 of the third, and F Jack Walker won it at 14:54. Brown has 12 goals; Walker has five. . . . F Brandon Magee had three assists for the Royals, who opened a five-game East Division swing, while D Joe Hicketts and F Axel Blomqvist each had two. The Broncos will play in all East Division cities with the exception of Swift Current. Victoria beat the host Broncos 4-3 in OT on Dec. 12. . . . F Leon Draisaitl and F Collin Valcourt each had three assists for the Raiders, who had taken a 4-3 lead on F Dakota Conroy’s 22nd goal at 5:21 of the third. . . . Victoria G Coleman Vollrath stopped 22 shots in earning his 20th victory. . . . The Royals, who are 10-0-2 in their last 12 outings, are thrd in the Western Conference, five points behind the Portland Winterhawks and five ahead of the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . The Raiders (26-28-4) are four points out of the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Regina, F Glenn Gawdin scored the only goal of the shootout to give the Swift Current Broncos a 4-3 victory over the Pats. . . . Regina F Dyson Stevenson forced OT with a PP goal at 5:42 of the third period. He’s got 26 goals. . . . F Colby Cave scored twice -- he’s got 27 -- for the Broncos, at 16:37 of the second and 42 seconds into the third, as they took a 3-2 lead. . . . F Graham Black got his 29th goal for the Broncos. . . . Swift Current G Eetu Laurikainen stopped 46 shots, 16 more than Regina’s Daniel Wapple. . . . The Broncos were 1-for-1 on the PP; the Pats were 1-for-5. . . . The Broncos (29-22-8) got two points for the victory, while Regina (30-22-6) got the loser point. The outcome left the teams tied for first place in the East Division. . . . After the game, Shawn Mullin, the radio voice of the Broncos, tweeted that Broncos F Nate Burns “left the game hurt at the end of regulation. Hopefully it's not serious.” . . .

In Brandon, F Jaedon Descheneau scored his 37th goal and added three assists as the Kootenay Ice skated to a 5-2 victory over the Wheat Kings. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart had a goal, his 31st, and an assist as he ran his point streak to 17 games, the second-longest active streak in the WHL. . . . Brandon has lost five in a row. . . . Kootenay had won 3-2 in OT in Brandon on Friday night. . . . Ice F Tim Bozon scored his 100th regular-season goal in his 198th game. It was his 28th of the season and came into an empty net at 19:32 of the third period. . . . Six of the goals were scored in the first period. . . . Brandon D Ryan Pulock had given his side a 1-0 lead with his 17th goal at 2:43. Pulock has 58 career goals, three shy of Brad McCrimmon’s franchise record for a defenceman. . . . Ice F Luke Philp got his 25th at 4:02 and the Ice went on to get goals from Reinhart, Descheneau and F Austin Vetterl, his 11th (shorthanded), before the period ended. . . . Ice D Landon Peel helped out with two assists. . . . The Wheat Kings were able to dress only 16 skaters as they scratched five injured regulars -- F Rihards Bukarts, F Jayce Hawryluk, D Rene Hunter, F Richard Nejezchleb and F John Quenneville. . . . The Ice (33-22-4) is fifth in the Eastern Conference, five points behind the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . The Wheat Kings (28-23-8) are two points behind Regina and Swift Current. . . . 

In Lethbridge, F Adam Tambellini scored three times to lead the Calgary Hitmen to an 8-1 victory over the Hurricanes. . . . The Hitmen have won six in a row. . . . Tambellini has 24 points, including 12 goals, in 18 games since leaving the U of North Dakota and joining the Hitmen. Eight of his goals have come over his last six games. . . . Calgary D Alex Roach scored twice, giving him four goals in his last two games after he had gone 17 games without a goal. He’s got eight on the season. . . . D Travis Sanheim added three assists for Calgary. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart had an assist, giving him a career-high nine-game point streak. . . . With No. 1 G Chris Driedger serving a team-issued suspension, G Mack Shields stopped 29 shots. . . . The Hitmen were 4-for-8 on the PP, and held a 47-30 edge in shots. . . . Lethbridge D Macoy Erkamps took a kneeing major and game misconduct at 6:38 of the third period. . . . The Hitmen were without D Jaynen Rissling, who drew a TBD suspension under supplemental discipline after a game against the visiting Saskatoon Blades on Friday night. . . . Calgary (38-15-6) is tied with the idle Edmonton Oil Kings atop the Central Division and the Eastern Conference. The Oil Kings (40-14-2) hold three games in hand. . . . Lethbridge (12-43-5) is back in the WHL cellar, .004 behind the Kamloops Blazers. . . . 

In Red Deer, the Saskatoon Blades scored the game’s last four goals and beat the Rebels, 4-1. . . . F Conner Bleackley scored his 26th of the season for the Rebels at 6:32 of the first period. . . . Saskatoon F Chase Clayton tied it with his eighth goal at 11:20 and F Ryan Graham gave the Blades the lead at 18:53, via the PP. . . . Graham finished with two goals, giving him nine this season. . . . Saskatoon G Troy Trombley stopped 41 shots. . . . Les Lazaruk, the play-by-play voice of the Blades, called his 1,500th WHL game. . . . The Blades (16-39-5) are 11th in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Rebels (28-27-4) hold down the conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, F Curtis Valk ran his point streak to 18 games as the Tigers beat the Moose Jaw Warriors, 6-1. . . . Valk scored his 34th goal, just 16 seconds into the first period, and later added an assist. . . . F Josh Winquist of the Everett Silvetips had an 18-game point streak earlier in the season. Those are the longest streaks in the WHL this season. . . . The single-season record? F Jeff Nelson of the Prince Albert Raiders had a 56-game streak in 1990-91. . . . Medicine Hat G Nick Schneider turned aside 29 shots. He is 3-0 with the Tigers, who acquired him from the Regina Pats in January. . . . Medicine Hat F Trevor Cox scored his 20th goal. . . . The Warriors were without F Scott Cooke, who completed a two-game WHL suspension. . . . The Tigers (36-20-3) have won four straight and are fourth in the Eastern Conference, five points ahead of Kootenay. . . . The Warriors (15-34-8) are 10th. . . . 

In Kamloops, F Cole Ully scored in OT to give the Blazers a 4-3 victory over the Prince George Cougars. . . . Ully’s goal, at 3:27 of extra time, snapped the Blazers’ 11-game losing streak. . . . In regulation time, the Cougars erased 2-0 and 3-1 deficits. . . . F Mitch Friesen scored his first WHL goal for the Blazers. He started the season with them, but has been playing for the junior B Kamloops Storm. . . . Ully’s 27th goal, at 17:50 of the second period, had given Kamloops a 3-1 edge. . . . Kamloops D Edson Harlacher had one assist and was plus-3. . . . F Todd Fiddler, with his 38th goal of the season, shorthanded, got the Cougars to within one and F Troy Bourke, with his 24th, tied it at 4:10. . . . Fiddler also had two assists. . . . The Blazers won’t play at home again until March 12 as the Tim Hortons Brier, the Canadian men’s curling championship, takes over the Interior Savings Centre. The Blazers have 13 games remaining in their regular season and only two of them are at home. . . . Kamloops (12-42-5) now has a .246 winning percentage, just ahead of the cellar-dwelling Lethbridge Hurricanes (.242). . . . The Cougars (24-29-8) are four points out of the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Vancouver, the Portland Winterhawks set a franchise record as they beat the Giants, 7-4. . . . The Winterhawks, who broke open a scoreless game with five second-period goals, now have won 16 straight games, breaking the franchise record that had been shared by the 1979-80 and 1997-98 teams. . . . The Kelowna Rockets also won 16 straight games this season. . . . Portland next plays on Tuesday when it entertains the Prince George Cougars. . . . The Winterhawks’ last regulation loss occurred Jan. 4 when they were beaten 3-2 by the visiting Victoria Royals. Six days later, Portland dropped a 3-2 shootout decision in Victoria. . . . Portland led this one 6-0 when F Nic Petan scored his 32nd goal, on a PP, just 34 seconds into the third period. Petan also had an assist and now leads the WHL, with 100 points, three more than Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg, who had four-point night. . . . Petan also has a 12-game assist streak, tying him with F Leon Draisaitl of the Prince Albert Raiders for the longest this season. Petan has 16 assists in the 12 games, exactly what Draisaitl put up. . . . Portland F Dominic Turgeon had a goal, his 10th, and two assists, while F Alex Schoenborn also had a goal, his 16th, and two helpers. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand helped out with three assists, while F Paul Bittner scored his 20th goal. . . . F Tim Traber scored twice for Vancouver, giving him 12 goals this season. . . . Prior to the game, the Giants inducted F Brendan Gallagher, their all-time leading scorer, into their Ring of Honour. . . . The Winterhawks went 4-0 on a swing into the B.C. Division. They won twice in Prince George and once in Kamloops. . . . Portland (42-12-5) is seven points behind the Kelowna Rockets, who lead the overall standings. . . . Vancouver (27-23-10) has lost five in a row and is tied for sixth with the Everett Silvertips in the Western Conference. . . 

In Everett, the Seattle Thunderbirds scored two third-period goals and beat the Silvertips, 3-2. . . . With the victory, Seattle clinched a Western Conference playoff spot. . . . F Russell Maxwell tied the game at 1:39 of the third and F Adam Henry won it at 9:03. Maxwell has 13 goals; Henry has seven. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist scored his 37th goal on a first-period PP. That was his 200th career point. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun stopped 27 shots, including all 11 he faced in the third period. . . . Attendance was 7,579. . . . The Thunderbirds were fined $750 for their role in a line brawl with the visiting Tri-City Americans on Friday night. It was Seattle’s second such incident this season. . . . Seattle (37-17-5) is fourth in the Western Conference, five points behind Victoria and eight ahead of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Everett (28-22-8) is tied with Vancouver for sixth. . . . 

In Spokane, G Eric Williams recorded the shutout and F Mitch Holmberg, who was playing in his 300th regular-season game, had four points as the Chiefs beat the Tri-City Americans, 7-0. . . . Williams stopped 16 shots in posting his third shutout this season and the ninth of his career. . . . Holmberg had two goals, giving him a WHL-leading 49, and two assists. He now has 97 points, three behind Portland F Nic Petan, who leads the scoring race. . . . Spokane D Reid Gow had three assists. He has 46 assists in 51 games; he finished last season with a career-high 44 in 64 games. . . . Gow has 51 points this season, equalling his total from last season. . . . Chiefs F Adam Helewka scored his 20th goal. . . . The Chiefs are 7-1-1 against the Americans this season. The teams will meet three more times before season’s end. . . . Tri-City F Jessey Astles was assessed a headshot major and game misconduct at 19:26 of the second period. . . . The Americans drew a $500 fine for their part in a line brawl with the host Seattle Thunderbirds on Friday night. It was Tri-City’s first such incident this season. . . . Spokane (33-20-5) is fifth in the Western Conference, eight points behind Seattle. . . . Tri-City (27-26-6) is eighth, four points ahead of Prince George.

 ---

 TWEET OF THE DAY:

 From Saskatoon Blades D Dylan Busenius (@OnTheBus_2): “Huge congrats to @Bladesvoice for calling his 1500th game! Massive milestone glad I could be apart of it. #bestofthebest”

---

From Kamloops Blazers F Mitch Friesen (@freezer_96), who scored his first WHL goal last night: “Holy cow is this real life? I scored a goal!! #btown”

---

From Tbird Tidbits (@TBirdTidbits): “Getting third star tonight in Everett, Taran Kozun (@KingTarzan49) has been 1 of the games 3 stars in 9 out of his 13 starts with Seattle.” 
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 After Russian figure skater Evgeni Plushenko withdrew from the Winter Games because of back woes that flared up during warmup, comedy writer Alex Kaseberg wrote: “As he was coming off the ice, he tripped and fell on the carpet and, out of habit, the Russian judge gave him a perfect score.” . . . In case you don't know much about the International Olympic Committee, here's Dan Wetzel of Yahoo! Sports with an explainer: “For the uninitiated, the IOC is about the most pointless, pretentious and, alas, profitable organization on earth. Take all the worst tendencies of the NCAA, add the most corrupt parts of governmental graft, add a healthy dose of Kardashian-level arrogance, quadruple everything and you get a fraction of this organization.” . . . 

Here’s Cam Hutchinson of the Saskatoon Express, on one of the happenings in Sochi that involved two Canadians: “I’m not buying into the warm-and-fuzzy story about Gilmore Junio giving his spot to Denny Morrison in the Olympic 1,000-metre speed skating event. Plain and simple, Junio was pressured into giving up his spot. When a coach asked him to consider letting Morrison race, the decision was made. When my boss asks me to consider writing a story about so-and-so, my hands are all over the keyboard or I start sending out resumes. The coach who ‘suggested’ Junio switch out should be ashamed for taking an Olympic moment away from somebody who earned his spot. Junio might be a great guy, but he is a victim of a coach’s need to get one of his guys onto the podium.” . . . 

Don't count Bob Molinaro of the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot among those football fans who want to do away with the point after touchdown. Why not? “Whenever a quarterback throws an interception that’s returned for a touchdown, it will have to be known as a pick-seven," he explains. . . . Mike Lupica, in the New York Daily News: "Only the Yankees, bless their hearts, can spend $155 million in salary and $20 million more in a posting fee for a pitcher like Masahiro Tanaka and see him as a No. 3 starter." . . . Lupica, again: “The Seahawks win the big game and the Trail Blazers are playing this way, so clearly Paul Allen — who owns them both — has his eyes set on world domination.” . . . 

“The NHL’s Phoenix Coyotes will be redubbed the Arizona Coyotes next season, the team announced,” scribbles Dwight Perry of the Seattle Times. “Given the team’s 2-8 faceplant in playoff series since its 1996 move from Winnipeg, maybe it ought to be Wile E. Coyotes.” . . . “Two weeks ago,” writes Ron Judd in the Seattle Times, “Seattle was a diverse, thriving community in a stunning environment. Today it still is — with a shiny trophy and some cool sports memories. Good enough. And the rest of the country can get back to paying little attention to us any time, thanks.” . . . “The victory parade was cool,” Judd adds, “and sure to be a lifetime memory to the crowd estimated at 3.7 million by a cop at Fourth and Pine.” . . . 

“The NHL is on its Olympic break until Feb. 27,” writes Greg Cote of the Miami Herald. “Based on the standings and playoff race, is there any point in the (Florida) Panthers bothering to even resume play?” . . . “If fighting is such an essential component of a hockey game,” wonders Rob Vanstone of the Regina Leader-Post, “why is it so unlikely that anyone will drop the gloves during the Winter Olympics?” . . .

“The Guardian reports a British man fell through the skylight of a London pet shop straight into a large aquarium,” R.J. Currie of SportsDeke.com informs us. “And people say the Cleveland Cavaliers are tanking?” . . . Currie, again: “Molly Schuyler, a 5-foot-7, 125-pound Nebraska mother of four, ate a record 363 chicken wings in 30 minutes at Wing Bowl 22. Witnesses say she was poultry in motion.” . . . You have to love the Valentine’s Day promotion run by the WHL’s Swift Current Broncos. They called it Honka Honka Burnin’ Love, and the ticket package included merchandise autographed by defenceman Julius Honka, a freshman from Finland. . . . 

 It’s not quite Honka, but it’s close. As you may be aware, Kevin Koe’s rink won the Alberta men's curling championship last Sunday, beating Kevin Martin in the final. Koe-, Martin- and Randy Ferbey-skipped rinks have so dominated men's curling in the oily province that the last time one of those three didn’t skip the top men’s rink was 1999 when Ken Hunka of Edmonton won it all. . . . Hunka then went 5-6 at the Brier, which was held in Edmonton. . . . The Tim Hortons Brier opens March 1 in Kamloops. I saw an ad the other day that was pushing single-draw tickets for $25 and up. It will be interesting to see whether this market supports that kind of ticket price. . . . “A couple in Alabama has named its daughter Krimson Tide,” reports Brad Rock of the Deseret News. “Is this a ’Bama thing, or can fans plan on a baby named Thundering Herd showing up in West Virginia?” . . . Marshall U, the home of the Thundering Herd, is in Huntington, W. Va. . . . 

“In Jay Leno’s 22 years on The Tonight Show,” notes Janice Hough, aka the Left Coast Sports Babe, “he taped 4,610 shows. More than Johnny Carson, who taped 4,531 shows in 22 years. So we weren’t imagining it when we thought Johnny took a lot of vacations.” . . . “What’s the big deal?” Hough asked after U of Missouri footballer Michael Sam told the world that he is gay and there immediately were questions about acceptance in NFL locker-rooms. “NFL players have been showering with rapists, adulterers, potential murderers and at least one dog-killer. And a gay guy is supposed to freak them out?” . . . Let’s finish with Hough, who offered this on the death this week of Shirley Temple: “Millions of young Americans wondered why her parents named her after a drink.”

(Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Friday, February 14, 2014

Milestone tonight for Blades' radio voice 

 D Colten Teubert (Regina, 2005-10) has signed two-year extension with the Iserlohn Roosters (Germany, DEL). This season, he has six points, including one goal, in 33 games. . . . 

 D Joel Kwiatkoiwski (Tacoma/Kelowna, Prince George, 1994-98) has signed a two-year extension with Fribourg-Gottéron (Switzerland, NL A). In 46 games this season, he has 22 points, five of them goals. At plus-22, Kwiatkowski is second in the league in  plus/minus, behind only Marc-André Bergeron of the Zurich Lions, who is plus-27.

 ---

 Congratulations to old pal Les Lazaruk, the radio voice of the Saskatoon Blades, who will call his 1,500th WHL game tonight when the Blades met the Rebels in Red Deer. That’s a lot of miles on the vocal cords. . . . It was heart-warming to see so many congratulatory messages on Twitter over the last couple of days. . . . Considering his record in Strat-O-Matic Baseball, back in the day, the old redhead made the right career choice!

 ---

 Bruce Vance, the Prince Albert Raiders’ business manager and director of marketing, is battling cancer. When he isn’t working his day job, he manages the A&W Bears, and the players are showing their support for him. Jeff D’Andrea of paNOW.com has more right here.

 ---

 The Vancouver Giants will salute Brendan Gallagher tonight by inducting him into their Ring of Honour. Gallagher, the Giants’ all-time leading goal scorer (136) and point man (280), now plays for the NHL’s Montreal Canadiens. . . . If you never saw him play with the Giants, but have seen him in action with the Habs, you should know that he hasn’t changed his game. Which is why tonight’s ceremony should take place right on the lip of a goal crease and not at centre ice.

 ---

 The QMJHL’s Saint John Sea Dogs have signed head coach Ross Yates to a two-year extension that runs through 2015-16. Yates, 54, signed on as an assistant coach prior to 2012-13. He stepped up as co-general manager, with Christian Vermette, and head coach on Oct. 30. . . . Earlier in the week, the Sea Dogs announced that Darrell Young had signed a three-year deal as general manager, a post he will assume on March 1. Young, 55, has spent six seasons as an amateur scout with the NHL’s Vancouver Canucks. He also is a former director of hockey operations with the QMJHL’s Moncton Wildcats. . . . With Young’s signing, Vermette has moved over to become head scout.

 ---

 The Borowitz Report from The New Yorker addresses right here the friendly US$45-billion acquisition involving Comcast and Time Warner Cable. Now this is hitting the nail squarely on the head.

 ---

 SATURDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Victoria at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Swift Current at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Calgary at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Prince George at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Portland at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Seattle at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 Tri-City at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S GAMES:

In Prince Albert, F Boston Leier scored the only goal of the shootout to give the Regina Pats a 5-4 victory over the Raiders. . . . Regina led this one 3-1 in the second period, only to have the Raiders roar back with three straight goals. . . . Regina F Dryden Hunt forced OT with his 17th goal at 11:35 of the third period. . . . Leier scored his 31st goal and added an assist. . . . The Raiders, who were 4-for-6 on the PP, got two goals and an assist from F Leon Draisaitl, but he came up short on a penalty shot in OT. . . . He’s got 25 goals. . . . Regina G Daniel Wapple made his sixth straight start. He’s 5-1-0 in those starts. . . . Regina F Chandler Stephenson counted his WHL-leading seventh shorthanded goal. WHL Facts (@WHLFacts) tweeted that Stephenson “has the most single season SHG's for a @WHLpats player since Brett Lysak's 7 in 2000-01.” . . . Stephenson has 27 goals this season. . . . Raiders D Sawyer Lange had three assists. . . . Prince Albert F Jayden Hart will be hearing from the WHL office after taking an interference major and game misconduct at 8:13 of the first period. . . . The Pats (30-22-5) have won three in a row and now lead the East Division by a point over the Swift Current Broncos and Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . The Raiders (26-27-4) are four points out of the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. . . .

In Swift Current, Medicine Hat F Curtis Valk ran his point streak to 17 games as the Tigers dropped the Broncos, 7-3. . . . Valk scored two goals, giving him 33, and added an assist. He is one game shy of the longest point streak in the WHL this season. . . . The Tigers trailed 2-1 just 23 seconds into the second period but scored the next five goals. . . . Tigers F Miles Koules, whose father Oren also played for Medicine Hat back in the day, notched his 20th goal of the season. . . . F Cole Sanford added a goal, his 27th, and two helpers for the Tigers. . . . The Tigers (35-20-3) have won three straight. They are a comfortable fourth in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Broncos (28-22-8) are tied for sixth with Brandon. . . . 

In Brandon, F Matt Alfaro scored to end a five-round shootout and give the Kootenay Ice a 3-2 victory over the Wheat Kings. . . . Alfaro, a 17-year-old freshman from Calgary, has two regulation-time goals in 51 games. . . . Ice F Tim Bozon forced OT with his 27th goal at 11:14 of the third period. He also had an assist. . . . Kootenay F Sam Reinhart got his 30th goal and added an assist as he ran his point streak to 16 games. . . . Brandon F Brett Kitt, who went into the game with two goals and had been a healthy scratch in five of the last seven outings, scored both his side’s goals. . . . The same teams will do it again tonight in the Wheat City. . . . The Ice (32-22-4) is 8-2-0 in its last 10 and is fifth in the Eastern Conference, five points behind Medicine Hat and four in front of Swift Current and Brandon. . . . 

In Calgary, D Alex Roach scored 11 seconds into OT to give the Hitmen a 6-5 victory over the Saskatoon Blades. . . . Roach, who has six goals this season, also scored in the third period to pull his side into a 4-4 tie. . . . Calgary F Greg Chase scored his 30th goal at 15:21 of the third. He also had two assists. . . . Saskatoon F Nikita Scherbak scored twice, the second one forcing OT at 17:30 of the third. He has six goals in three games against Calgary this season. . . . Scherbak was back for the first time since Jan. 29. . . . The Hitmen have won five in a row. . . . With G Chris Driedger having been suspended by the team, Mack Shields went the distance, making 19 saves. Evan Johnson, a 17-year-old from Winnipeg, was backing up. . . . Saskatoon G Troy Trombley stopped 43 shots. . . . The Hitmen (37-15-6) are two points behind the Edmonton Oil Kings, who lead the Eastern Conference and the Central Division. Edmonton (40-14-2) holds two games in hand. . . . The Blades (15-39-5) have lost three in a row. . . .

In Edmonton, F Scott Feser scored three times, the last one in OT, as the Red Deer Rebels beat the Oil Kings, 3-2. . . . Feser, who has 10 goals, forced OT with a goal at 5:35 of the third period. . . . Red Deer G Patrik Bartosak stopped 450 shots, 30 more than Edmonton’s Tristan Jarry. . . . The Rebels snapped a seven-game losing streak. . . . The Oil Kings went in having won 16 of their previous 17 games. . . . F Mats Eller had two assists for the Oil Kings. . . . Edmonton F Mitch Moroz was tossed with a charging major just 42 seconds into the second period. . . . Red Deer (28-26-4) is eighth in the Eastern Conference, four points ahead of Prince Albert and four behind Swift Current and Brandon. . . . The Oil Kings (40-14-2) are 8-1-1 in their last 10. . . . 

In Lethbridge, F Ben Duperreault broke a 2-2 tie at 5:56 of the second period and the Moose Jaw Warriors went on to a 4-2 victory over the Hurricanes. . . . Moose Jaw G Zach Sawchenko, making his fourth appearance in 2014, stopped 27 shots. . . . Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald reports that Sawchenko suffered a skate cut “near his rib cage” with two minutes left in the second period. While Justin Paulic came on in relief, Sawchenko went to the dressing room for stitches, then came back to play the third period. . . . Gourlie also reports that Moose Jaw F Sam Fioretti “didn’t play in the third period as he began to feel the effects of a high hit” from earlier. . . . Moose Jaw F Jack Rodewold scored his 19th goal and added an assist on his 20th birthday. . . . F Torrin White also had a goal, his 16th, and an assist for Moose Jaw. . . . The Warriors were without F Scott Cooke, who drew a two-game WHL suspension under supplemental discipline for a hit on Kootenay Ice F Tim Bozon on Feb. 11. Bozon sat out one game with an injury incurred in that hit, but returned last night. . . . Neither Moose Jaw (15-33-8) nor Lethbridge (12-42-5) will make the playoffs. . . . 

In Kamloops, the Portland Winterhawks scored four first-period goal and went on to post their 15th straight victory by beating the Blazers, 7-4. . . . The Winterhawks tied a franchise record for consecutive victories (1979-80, 1997-98); they can break the record tonight when they meet the Giants in Vancouver. . . . The Blazers have lost 11 in a row. . . . F Taylor Leier scored his 30th goal in the second period, giving Portland five 30-goal men on its roster. The 1986-87 Blazers hold the single-season record, with nine 30-goal scorers on their roster. . . . Leier finished with two goals and two assists. . . . Portland F Nic Petan had a goal, his 31st, and two assists. He leads the WHL in assists (67) and points (98). He leads the points derby by five points over Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg. . . . Portland F Dominic Turgeon had two goals, giving him nine, and an assist, while F Brendan Leipsic had a goal, his 32nd, and two helpers. . . . Turgeon, who enjoyed his first career three-point outing, has eight points over his last five games. . . . Kamloops got two goals from F Cole Ully, who has 26 this season. The second one was a shorthanded penalty shot in the second period. . . . Portland was 4-for-6 on the PP. . . . With G Brendan Burke ill, G Corbin Boes started for Portland, which had Adin Hill from the AJHL’s Calgary Canucks backing up. Hill, 17, is a list player who signed with the Winterhawks on Aug. 30, 2012. . . . Portland (41-12-5) is second in the overall standings, nine points behind the Kelowna Rockets. . . . The Blazers (11-42-5) have the WHL’s poorest record. . . . 

In Kelowna, F Rourke Chartier scored twice, the second one breaking a 2-2 tie at 19:35 of the third period, as the Rockets doubled the Prince George Cougars, 4-2. . . . The Cougars, who had won four straight road games, took a 2-1 lead into the third period, only to have F Carter Rigby tie it at 5:34. . . . Chartier, who has 19 goals, got an empty-netter at 19:50. . . . Cougars F Troy Bourke had two assists, making him the Prince George franchise’s all-time leader, with 141. F Blake Robson held the previous mark. . . . The Rockets are 5-0-0 against the Cougars this season. . . . Prince George D Mark McNulty scored his 16th goal, running his point streak to nine games. . . . The Rockets (46-8-4), who have won three in a row, lead the overall standings. . . . The Cougars (24-29-7) are five points out of the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . 

In Everett, D Kevin Davis scored his first career goal in OT to give the Silvertips a 2-1 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . Davis, a freshman from Kamloops, was the 11th overall selection in the 2012 bantam draft. He has played in 56 regular-season games. . . . Everett F Dawson Leedahl scored his fifth goal at 7:14 of the second. He hadn’t scored in his previous 32 games; he last scored on Nov. 19. . . . Vancouver F Joel Hamilton tied it, with his sixth goal, at 3:48 of the third. . . . Everett G Carter Hart, 15, was backing up Austin Lotz, who stopped 26 shots. . . . The Silvertips welcomed back F Manraj Hayer, who hadn’t played since Jan. 25. They still are without F Zane Jones and F Tyler Sandhu. . . . Everett also played without G Daniel Cotton and F Darcy DeRoose, who have been suspended by the team. . . . Vancouver G Jared Rathjen stopped 29 shots. . . . The Giants were without D Dalton Thrower (ankle) for a ninth straight game. . . . Everett (28-21-8) has won two straight and now is tied for sixth with Vancouver (27-22-10) in the Western Conference. . . . The Giats have lost four in a row. . . .

In Kent, Wash., F Russell Maxwell scored with 25.6 seconds left in the third period to give the Seattle Thunderbirds a 4-3 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . Maxwell has 12 goals this season, two in 15 games with Seattle since coming over from the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . Seattle led this one 3-0 with less than 11 minutes to play in the third period. . . . The Americans got goals from F Lucas Nickles (shorthanded at 9:25), F Parker Bowles (PP at 13:43) and F Beau McCue (17:15) to tie it. . . . McCue’s goal came with G Eric Comrie on the bench for the extra attacker as Tri-City head coach Jim Hiller rolled the dice early. . . . Seattle F Keegan Kolesar scored his second goal of the season in the second period for a 2-0 lead. . . . Seattle D Shea Theodore had two assists. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun stopped 37 shots, 16 more than Eric Comrie. . . . Tri-City D Justin Hamonic left in the second period, having left some blood on the ice, after taking a slapshot from Seattle D Shea Theodore up high. Hamonic returned in the third period wearing a face shield. . . . There was a multi-fight situation at 8:33 of the third period, meaning fines may be in order. . . . Seattle finished the game with 90 penalty minutes to Tri-City’s 61. . . . Seattle (36-17-5) is fourth in the Western Conference, four points behind the Victoria Royals, who open an East Division swing tonight, and eight ahead of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . The Americans (27-25-6) hold down the conference's last playoff spot, five points ahead of Prince George.

 ---

 From Kirk Luedeke (@kluedeke29): “Just heard the excellent hockey book ‘Sudden Death’ by Culp, Drinnan & Wilkie being made into a movie. Must read about SC Broncos bus tragedy.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, February 13, 2014

Like us and follow us . . .  

A Facebook page is up and running in support of the movie based on the book Sudden Death: The Incredible Saga of the 1986 Swift Current Broncos.

 If you would like to visit it and “like” it, it’s right here.

 You also may want to follow developments via Twitter, and you are able to do that right here.

 In both instances, the pages refer to Broncos Movie -- that is in order to separate this project from any other movies or movie projects that might have Sudden Death in their titles.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Story about Broncos moves closer to big screen 

Sudden Death: The Incredible Saga of the 1986 Swift Current Broncos has moved closer to the big screen.

 Shayne Putzlocher, the founder of Trilight Entertainment, a Calgary- and Regina-based production company, said Thursday that “we have been approved for our development financing for the Sudden Death first-draft script.”

That financing has come through Telefilm Canada and the Alberta Media Fund.

 Rob King, a veteran writer/director, started working on the first draft of a script on Thursday.

 The book tells the story of the 1986-87 Swift Current Broncos, a Western Hockey League team that had four players killed in a bus crash on Dec. 30, 1986. In the spring of 1989, the Broncos won the Memorial Cup. Sudden Death was written by Leesa Culp, who witnessed the accident from the cab of a big rig; former Broncos defenceman Bob Wilkie, who was on the bus and the Memorial Cup team; and Gregg Drinnan, who has written about the WHL and its teams for more than 40 years.

 The book was published by Dundurn Press in the fall of 2012 and is available in book stores or through the link on the top right of Taking Note’s home page.

 Trilight Entertainment purchased an option on the book shortly after it was published.

 Putzlocher, who has been on board from the beginning as the project’s producer, has brought in Rob Merilees as co-producer. Merilees is the founder of Foundation Features, a Vancouver-based production company. Of late, Merilees has been producing Motive, a CTV series that just wrapped its second season. Merilees also has been involved in movies like Capote, Just Friends and The Snow Walker.

 Putzlocher approached Merilees, whom he describes as “one of my mentors and a really good friend,” and asked if he would co-produce. Putzlocher felt he needed the help “because of the scope of what this is going to be.”

Putzlocher and Merilees got to work and, as Putzlocher said, “between him and myself we were able to raise all the money we needed for this round of development.

“We got financial participation from Telefilm Canada and the Alberta Media Fund.”

The two producers simply sold Telefilm Canada and the Alberta Media Fund on the hockey team’s story.

“We put a package together and it was just the story of the Swift Current Broncos . . . the story of what the book is,” Putzlocher explained. “People know what the story is . . . it wasn’t trying to sell them anything else other than what the story was.

“It’s not just about people in the west or around the WHL who want to see this film made. Telefilm Canada and the Alberta Media Fund see that this story wants to be told. They realize that this is a great story that deserves to be told.

“I would like to give a huge thank you to Telefilm Canada and the Alberta government, and Minister Klimchuk, for supporting this film.”

Heather Klimchuk is Alberta’s minister of culture and community spirit. She was part of an announcement earlier this month involving a $22.8-million studio and sound stage that is to be built in Alberta before the summer of 2015.

 With development financing in place, it’s full speed ahead for Sudden Death.

“The first stage of development,” Putzlocher said, “was to get the option on the book and come up with the concept and treatment of what this story is going to be like.

“The second stage is taking that treatment and actually writing a script.”

That's where King comes in. According to Putzlocher, King is a “big junior hockey fan.”

At one point, not long after the Broncos won the 1989 Memorial Cup, a different production company, including King, was in the early stages of developing the Broncos’ story into a movie. However, that project was derailed with the revelations involving Graham James, the Broncos’ general manager and head coach, who eventually was convicted of sexually abusing players.

“I’ve known Rob King since I started in the industry,” said Putzlocher, who has been in the industry for more than 15 years. “He’s a great guy and a great writer. He’s been a great advocate of the industry in Saskatchewan; he’s been around a very long time.”

Putzlocher isn’t prepared to provide any script or production deadlines. As he said, “It takes quite a while . . . it’s taken a year since we developed it. There have been some delays along the way . . .

“But at the end of the day we’re right where we want to be. We are moving forward.”

He paused and continued . . . 

“I can’t give you a timeline of when the first draft will be done . . . or when we’ll go on to the second draft or when we want to shoot this. In a perfect world, I know the 30-year anniversary of the accident is coming up.

“But, at the same time, we have to be realistic.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Wednesday, February 12, 2014

Winterhawks run at 14; Petan takes over scoring lead 

Tieja MacLaughlin is free to return to Canada after agreeing to a plea agreement in a Kennewick, Wash., courtroom on Wednesday afternoon. Wayne Moore of castanet.net has that story right here.

 ---

The Everett Silvertips announced Wednesday that they have signed G Carter Hart, an eighth-round selection in the 2013 bantam draft. The announcement came a few days after Hart announced on his Twitter account that he had signed. . . . The Silvertips are expected to have Hart on the bench this weekend as they have suspended G Daniel Cotton and F Darcy DeRoose indefinitely for violating team rules. Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald tweeted news of the suspensions yesterday afternoon. . . . According to a Silvertips news release, Hart “will serve as the club’s backup goaltender through a set of three games in three days this weekend.” . . . Hart has been playing for the Sherwood Park Squires of the Alberta minor midget league. From Sherwood Park, he is 13-3-3, 1.92, .937 with the Squires. . . . Everett is at home to the Vancouver Giants on Friday and the Seattle Thunderbirds on Saturday, before meeting the Chiefs in Spokane on Sunday.

 ---

 Former WHL D Nathan Dempsey (Regina, 1991-94) has been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. Dempsey, 40, is in St. John’s, Nfld., this week to take part in AHL All-Star Game festivities. Robin Short of the St. John’s Telegram has more right here.

 ---

The Kamloops Blazers have added F Mitch Friesen, 17, to their lineup for three weekend games. Friesen, who started the season with the Blazers, has been with the junior B Kamloops Storm of the Kootenay International junior league. . . . While D Connor Clouston is ready to return to the Kamloops lineup, the Blazers will be without F Tyson Ness and F Luke Harrison, both of whom have been shut down for the season, along with G Justin Myles (indefinite), F Chase Souto (1-2 weeks) and F Matt Needham (day-to-day). . . . The Blazers, who have lost 10 in a row, are at home to the Portland Winterhawks on Friday and the Prince George Cougars on Saturday, then visit the Vancouver Giants on Sunday. 

 ---

Hockey Winnipeg officials announced Wednesday that beginning next fall all parents of minor hockey players will have to take the Respect in Sport course that was designed by Wayne McNeil and former WHL star Sheldon Kennedy. . . . There’s more right here on the Winnipeg story. . . . Meanwhile, the program has been in place in Calgary for three years now, and the results are quite positive. There’s more on that story right here.

 ---

BCHLThe BCHL’s Prince George Spruce Kings have signed head coach Dave Dupas to a two-year contract extension that runs through 2015-16. The contract also includes a club option on 2016-17. . . . The Spruce Kings have qualified for the playoffs in each of his three seasons behind the bench. . . . As well, the Spruce Kings signed assistant coaches Colton Buffie and Jason Garneau to two-year extensions running through 2015-16.

 ---

 THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Regina at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Kootenay at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Moose Jaw at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Portland at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Prince George at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Vancouver at Everett, 7:35 p.m.

 Tri-City at Seattle, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

In Regina, G Daniel Wapple stopped 27 shots to help the Pats to a 3-2 victory over the Kootenay Ice. . . . The Ice had won six straight games. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski, who had won his last 10 starts, stopped 28 shots. . . . Regina F Dyson Stevenson gave his side a 3-1 lead with his 25th goal at 4:41 of the second. . . . Ice F Luke Philp got his 24th at 7:33 of the second but that was it for the visitors. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart ran his point streak to 15 games with an assist on his club’s first goal. . . . After that goal, Jeff Hollick, the radio voice of the Ice, tweeted: “Reinhart ties team record with 8-game assist streak, done 5 times in Ice history, 3 times by Reinhart, 2nd time this season.” . . . The Pats (29-22-5) are tied for sixth with the Brandon Wheat Kings in the Eastern Conference, but they are only one point behind the idle Swift Current Broncos, who lead the East Division. . . . The Ice is fifth in the conference, five points behind the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . .

In Lethbridge, F Taylor Cooper scored 20 seconds into OT to give the Lethbridge Hurricanes a 3-2 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . It was the first meeting between these teams since the Nov. 16 deal in which Brandon landed D Ryan Pilon and F Colt Conrad in exchange for Cooper, D Nick Walters and D Tanner Browne. . . . Pilon, Walters and Cooper all played last night. . . . Cooper also had an assist and was plus-3. . . . The goal was Cooper’s 11th of the season. . . . Brandon F Quintin Lisoway forced OT with his seventh goal of the season at 15:44 of the third period. . . . F Richard Nejezchleb opened the scoring for Brandon, getting his 29th of the season via the PP, at 18:30 of the first. . . . Lethbridge went ahead on third-period goals from F Riley Sheen, his 15th, at 8:40 and F Brady Ramsay, his 13th, at 11:43. . . . Ramsay also had two assists. . . . Brandon was without F Rihards Bukarts (undisclosed injury) for a third straight game. . . . The Wheat Kings finished 0-2-1 on a three-games swing; they are 3-5-2 in their last 10 overall. . . . The Hurricanes (12-41-5) now have 29 points, leaving the Kamloops Blazers (11-41-5) alone in the WHL basement. . . . The Wheat Kings (28-22-7) are tied for sixth in the Eastern Conference. . . .

In Red Deer, D Tyler Lewington drew three assists to help the Medicine Hat Tigers to a 4-1 victory over the Rebels. . . . Medicine Hat G Marek Langhamer stopped 27 shots. . . . Tigers F Curtis Valk needed 2:39 to run his point streak to 16 games, the longest in the WHL today. He drew an assist on F Dylan Bredo’s first-period PP goal. . . . Valk also scored a goal, his 31st. . . . F Anthony Ast also scored for the winners, giving him three in his last two games and five in seven. He‘s got 12 goals this season, seven in 15 games with the Tigers, who acquired him from the Vancouver Giants. . . . Medicine Hat has won five of its last six games. . . . The Tigers (34-20-3) are a comfortable fourth in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Rebels (27-26-4) have lost seven in a row and are eighth in the conference, three points ahead of the Prince Albert Raiders. . . .

In Edmonton, the Prince Albert Raiders built up a 4-1 lead and hung on for a 4-3 victory over the Oil Kings. . . . Raiders G Cole Cheveldave stopped 39 shots, 21 more than Edmonton‘s Tristan Jarry. . . . Edmonton had won its previous 11 games. . . . F Collin Valcourt, playing in his 250th regular-season WHL game, scored twice for the Raiders, giving him 19. He also had an assist. . . . Raiders F Leon Draisaitl gave his guys a 4-1 lead with his 23rd goal, via the PP, at 3:56 of the third. . . . The Oil Kings made it close with two goals from F Henrik Samuelsson, who has 26 goals. Both goals came via the PP. . . . Prince Albert F Dakota Conroy scored his 21st goal and added two assist. . . . The Raiders were 3-for-5 on the PP; the Oil Kings were 2-for-4. . . . The Oil Kings were without D Griffin Reinhart, who was ill. . . . The Raiders (26-27-3) are three points behind Red Deer, which holds down the conference’s last playoff spot. . . . The Oil Kings (40-14-1) lead the Eastern Conference by three points over the Calgary Hitmen. Edmonton holds two games in hand. . . .

In Victoria, D Jordan Fransoo scored at 2:26 of OT to give the Royals a 3-2 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . Fransoo has four goals this season. . . . Victoria F Steven Hodges had forced OT with his 17th goal, on the PP, at 2:42 of the third. . . . That goal came just 1:23 after F Parker Bowles had given the visitors the lead, on the PP, with his fifth goal. . . . Tri-City, which got two assists from F Beau McCue, was 2-for-5 on the PP. . . . Victoria G Coleman Vollrath stopped 37 shots, 12 more than Tri-City’s Eric Comrie. . . . Victoria G Patrik Polivka was backing up Vollrath after missing five games with an undisclosed injury. . . . The Royals ran an Olympic-themed promotion for this one. Because Canada had won 10 medals in Sochi, if you wore red to the game you could get $10 off a ticket. . . . Attendance was announced at 4,501. . . . The Royals (39-16-4) clinched a playoff spot with the victory. They are third in the Western Conference, three points behind the Portland Winterhawks. Victoria has won four in a row and is 9-0-2 in its last 11 games. . . . The Royals, who have won six in a row on the road, leave Thursday on an East Division swing. . . . Tri-City (27-24-6) is eighth in the conference, five points ahead of the Prince George Cougars. . . .

In Prince George, Portland F Nic Petan took over the lead in the WHL scoring race as the Winterhawks skated to a 6-4 victory over the Cougars. . . . Portland, which clinched a playoff spot with the victory, has won 14 straight games. It can tie the franchise’s single-season record with a victory in Kamloops on Friday. . . . Petan had a goal, his 30th, and two assists, giving him 95 points, two more than Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg. . . . Petan, who now has 251 points in 183 career regular-season games, also leads the WHL in assists, with 65. . . . As well, Petan has at least one assist in 10 straight games. . . . Petan shared last season’s WHL scoring title with teammate Brendan Leipsic, each with 120 points. . . . F Keegan Iverson added two goals for Portland, giving him 18. . . . F Troy Bourke scored twice and added an assist for the Cougars. He’s got 23 goals. . . . The Cougars took a 2-1 lead into the second period, only to have the Winterhawks scored three times to take control. Petan scored shorthanded just 33 seconds into the period. . . . The Winterhawks were without G Brendan Burke, who is ill. In his absence, Corbin Boes stopped 20 shots. . . . The Cougars scratched F Jari Erricson, F Alex Forsberg, D Peter Kosterman, F Brett Roulston, F David Soltes, F Chase Witala and G Brett Zarowny. . . . The Winter hawks (40-12-5), with points in each of their last 16 games, have won at least 40 games in five straight seasons now. They are second in the Western Conference, nine points behind the Kelowna Rockets. . . . The Cougars (24-28-7) are five points out of a playoff spot. . . . 

In Spokane, F Cole Linaker scored his eighth goal of the season at 19:33 of the third period to give the Kelowna Rockets a 2-1 victory over the Chiefs. . . . The Rockets nursed a 1-0 lead into the third period, thanks to a goal by F Myles Bell, his 38th, via the PP, at 14:47 of the first. . . . Spokane D Reid Gow tied it with his fifth goal at 1:02 of the third. . . . Kelowna G Jordon Cooke stopped 29 shots, while Eric Williams of the Chiefs turned aside 32. . . . The Rockets (45-8-4) lead the overall standings by nine points over Portland. . . . The Chiefs (32-20-5) are fifth in the Western Conference, six points behind the Seattle Thunderbirds and six ahead of the Vancouver Giants.
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Tuesday, February 11, 2014

Hitmen, Ice keep rolling 

“Winnipeg minor hockey officials are investigating a violent incident at a Fargo tournament Sunday, when adults from two Winnipeg teams traded punches in front of 14 eight-year-old boys,” reports the Winnipeg Free Press. . . . It seems that things got out hand in one team’s dressing room. Yes, this is bizarre. . . . That story is right here.

 ---

 The Portland Winterhawks have signed F Reed Morrison, a 15-year-old list player from Calgary. He has 57 points, including 22 goals, in 29 games for the CRAA Gold team in the Alberta Minor Midget Hockey League. The Winterhawks added him to their list in October.

 ---

 With all that has gone on with the Lethbridge Hurricanes, on and off the ice, Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald has tried to figure out just where to point a finger. That piece is right here.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Kootenay at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Edmonton, 7 p.m.

 Brandon at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Portland at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Kelowna at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Tri-City at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAMES:

In Calgary, the Hitmen got two goals and two assists from F Brady Brassart as they won their fourth in a row, beating the Prince Albert Raiders, 7-2. . . . Brassart has 27 goals. . . . Calgary F Connor Rankin drew four assists and was plus-6, while F Jake Virtanen scored twice, giving him 35, and added an assist. . . . The line of Brassart, Rankin and Virtanen combined for 11 points and plus-13. . . . Calgary F Pavel Padakin scored his 20th goal. . . . The Raiders held 1-0 and 2-1 leads in the first period. Virtanen tied it at 18:23 of the first period with his first goal and the Hitmen went from there, scoring the game’s last five goals. . . . The Hitmen had G Evan Johnson, who plays for the midget AAA Winnipeg Wild, on the bench backing up starter Mack Shields. Johnson is 17-3-2, 1.32, .945 with the Wild. . . . Chris Driedger, Calgary’s No. 1 goaltender, was scratched for disciplinary reasons. Scott Fisher of the Calgary Sun reported that Hitmen head coach Mike Williamson said the length of the discipline “is to be determined. . . . All we’re saying is, it’s team discipline.” . . . Prince Albert D Josh Morrissey scored his 20th goal of the season. He is the second Raiders defenceman with 20 goals, behind Emanuel Viveiros, who scored 22 times in 1985-86. . . . If you missed it, Viveiros is the head coach of the Austrian men’s team at the Olympic Winter Games. Former WHL coach Rob Daum is an assistant coach with the Austrian side. . . . The Hitmen (36-15-6) moved to within three points of the Eastern Conference-leading Edmonton Oil Kings, who hold three games in hand. . . . The Raiders (25-27-3) remain five points out of a playoff spot. . . . 

In Moose Jaw, F Sam Reinhart scored twice and G Mackenzie Skapski stopped 34 shots to lead the Kootenay Ice to a 3-1 victory over the Warriors. . . . Reinhart, who ran his point streak to 14 games, has 29 goals. Twitter chatter last night suggested that a scoring change might be in order, one that would give Reinhart an assist on the game’s first goal. . . . Reinhart has 32 points, including 13 goals, in that 14-game point streak. . . . On the season, Reinhart has 78 points in 44 games. . . . F Jaedon Descheneau scored his 36th goal and added an assist for the Ice. He got the visitors on the board just 1:01 into the game. . . . Descheneau has 78 points in 54 games and is tied with Reinhart for fourth in the WHL points race. . . . Moose Jaw G Justin Paulic turned aside 35 shots. . . . Ice G Mitch Skapski made his sixth straight start and put up his 10th straight victory. . . . Ice F Ryan Chynoweth returned after missing six games with an undisclosed injury. . . . The Ice (31-21-4), which has won six in a row, is fifth in the Eastern Conference, three points behind the Medicine Hat Tigers and four in front of the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . .

In Medicine Hat, F Miles Koules had two goals and two assists to lead the Tigers to a 6-1 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . Koules, the son of former Wheat Kings F Oren Koules, has 19 goals. . . . Medicine Hat F Curtis Valk scored the game’s first goal, his 30th of the season. That extended his point streak to 15 games, the third-longest in the WHL this season. He’s got 23 points, 12 of them goals, in that streak. The longest belongs to F Josh Winquist of the Everett Silvertips, who put together an 18-gamer from Oct. 20 to Dec. 3. . . . Medicine Hat F Anthony Ast enjoyed the first two-goal game of his career. He’s got 11 goals this season. . . . Tigers F Cole Sanford wasn’t able to beat Brandon G Curtis Honey on a second-period penalty shot. . . . The Tigers (33-20-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Wheat Kings (28-22-6) are sixth in the Eastern Conference, but are only two points behind the East Division-leading Swift Current Broncos. The East Division pennant winner will be the conference’s No. 2 seed when the playoffs open. 
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Monday, February 10, 2014

Winterhawks streak at 13 

THE MacBETH REPORT: 

 F Malte Strömwall (Tri-City, 2011-13) has been loaned by Växjö (Sweden, SHL) to Troja-Ljungby (Sweden, Allsvenskan) for three games during the SHL’s Olympic break. Strömwall played one game with Troja-Ljungby in the autumn, recording one assist.

 --- 

 Two full-patch Hells Angels drew 15-year jail sentences last week for their roles in an attack that left former WHL F Dain Phillips dead. Phillips played 82 WHL games (1978-80), 34 with the Lethbridge Broncos and 48 with the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . . Kim Bolan of the Vancouver Sun has more right here.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Kootenay at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Prince Albert at Calgary, 7 p.m.

 Brandon at Medicine Hat, 7 p.m.

 ---

 MONDAY’S GAMES:

In Prince George, the Portland Winterhawks ran their winning streak to 13 games as they dumped the Cougars, 8-4. . . . The Cougars went into the game having won six in a row. . . . Portland scored four times on eight power-play opportunities and twice while shorthanded. . . . The Cougars were 3-for-8 on the PP. . . . Portland’s franchise record for consecutive victories is 15 (1979-80, 1997-98). . . . The Winterhawks play in Prince George again on Wednesday. . . . Portland F Chase De Leo tied a career single-game high with five points, two of them goals. He‘s got 31 goals. . . . Portland F Taylor Leier had a goal and three assists. He‘s got 28 goals. . . . Portland F Nic Petan had one assist as he moved to within one point of Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg, who leads the WHL with 93 points. . . . The visitors had a 50-32 edge in shots. . . . F Zach Pochiro scored twice for the Cougars. Pochiro, who has 24 goals this season, has scored seven times in his last seven games. . . . During their winning streak, the Winterhawks have outscored the opposition, 76-23. . . . The Cougars dressed 17 skaters, one under the maximum. Scratched with injuries were F Jari Erricson, F Alex Forsberg, D Zach Gonek, D Peter Kosterman, F David Soltes, F Chase Witala and G Brett Zarowny. . . . The Winterhawks (29-12-5), who are 14-0-1 in their last 15 outings, are second in the overall standings, nine points behind the Kelowna Rockets. . . . The Cougars (24-27-7) slipped four points behind the Tri-City Americans in the chase for the Western Conference’s final playoff spot. . . .

In Vancouver, the Victoria Royals completed a weekend road sweep with a 3-2 victory over the Giants. . . . D Travis Brown won it with his 11th goal of the season, via the PP, at 17:13 of the third period. . . . The Royals won in Kamloops (3-1) on Friday night and in Kelowna (6-4) on Saturday. . . . The Giants held leads of 1-0 and 2-1. . . . Vancouver F Dominik Volek scored his 19th goal, on the PP, at 16:44 of the first period. The Giants had been 0-for-19 on the PP over their previous three games. . . . Victoria F Logan Fisher tied it, with his sixth, just 33 seconds into the second. . . . Vancouver took the lead again when F Cain Franson got his 22nd at 3:41 of the second. . . . The Royals tied it on F Austin Carroll’s 28th, just 1:42 later. . . . Attendance was a season-high 11,621. . . . The Giants continue to be without D Dalton Thrower (ankle). . . . The Royals (38-16-4) are 8-0-2 in their last 10 and hold a five-point lead over the fourth-place Seattle Thunderbirds in the Western Conference. . . . The Giants (27-22-9) have lost three in a row and are six pints behind the fifth-place Spokane Chiefs. . . .

In Kamloops, F Taylor Vickerman was credited with the winning goal as the Tri-City Americans beat the Blazers, 2-1. . . . This was a game between two teams that struggle to score and the lack of offensive confidence was glaring in both offensive zones. . . . The winner came when Vickerman redirected a point shot by D Mitch Topping past G Bolton Pouliot for his third goal of the season at 15:00 of the third period. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 30 shots and held the Blazers at bay in the last minute when they won four straight faceoffs, three by F Matt Revel, in the Americans' zone. . . . Revel scored the game's first goal, at 3:30 of the third, tucking a Cole Ully centring pass in behind Comrie. . . . Tri-City F Jessey Astles equalized at 5:23, going wide on a defender and ripping a rolling puck past Pouliot off the left wing. . . . Pouliot finished with 29 saves. . . . The Americans won the season series 4-0-0, outscoring the Blazers, 11-5. . . . It's the third time a team has swept the season series. The Americans went 4-0-0 in 2009-10, while the Blazers were 5-0-0 in 2002-03. . . . The Americans now are 8-8-0 against teams in the B.C. Division. . . . With six players scratched due to injury, the Blazers added F Deven Sideroff, 16, to their lineup. D Connor Clouston, F Luke Harrison, G Justin Myles, F Matt Needham, F Tyson Ness and F Chase Souto all are out with injuries. . . . The Blazers , who have lost 10 in a row, slipped into a tie with the Lethbridge Hurricanes in the WHL cellar. Each team is 11-41-5. . . . Kamloops also was officially eliminated from playoff contention with the loss. . . . The Americans (27-24-5) are eighth in the Western Conference, three points behind the Everett Silvertips and four ahead of Prince George. . . .

In Kelowna, F Tyrell Goulbourne scored twice and added an assist to help the Rockets to a 7-3 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Goulbourne has 11 goals. . . . He also find time to accumulate 19 minutes in penalties. . . . The Rockets, who had lost their previous two games, both at home, led 6-0 early in the third period. . . . Kelowna G Jackson Whistle stopped 27 shots. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun, who has been on such a run, started but didn't get through the second period. He stopped 15 of 19 shots before Danny Mumaugh came on at 7:28 of the second period. . . . Kelowna lost F Tyson Baillie with an injury to his right leg after a collision with Seattle D Jared Hauf in the second period. Baillie didn’t return to the game. . . . The Rockets (44-8-4) are atop the overall standings, nine points up on Portland and 11 ahead of the Edmonton Oil Kings. . . . Seattle (35-17-5) is fourth, five points behind Victoria. 
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Sunday, February 9, 2014

Lukowich: No hard feelings 

Brian Costello of The Hockey News has a neat story right here about a one-game backup goaltender who was hoping that a particular AHL game would turn into a blowout. It didn't happen, but he still got to live a dream.

 --- 

 The Kootenay Ice won their 30th game of the season on Saturday, the 16th straight season it has won at least that many games. . . . The Prince George Cougars have won six straight games for the first time since October 2005. Something will have to give today as the Cougars play host to the Portland Winterhawks, who have won 12 in a row. . . . The winning streak has the Cougars within two points of the Tri-City Americans, who hold down the Western Conference's last playoff spot. The Americans meet the Blazers in Kamloops this afternoon.

 --- 

 MONDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Tri-City at Kamloops, 2 p.m.

 Portland at Prince George, 2 p.m.

 Victoria at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 Seattle at Kelowna, 2:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: It’s a holiday in B.C., as we enjoy Family Day.)

 ---

 SUNDAY’S GAMES:

At Everett, F Josh Winquist scored twice to lead the Silvertips to a 3-2 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Winquist broke a 1-1 tie at 17:15 of the second period, then added his 36th goal of the season at 2:00 of the third. . . . He also drew an assist on F Matt Pufahl's goal, his 12th, on a first-period 5-on-3. . . . F Marcus Messier got the Chiefs to within 3-2 at 13:51 of the third, but the visitors couldn't beat G Austin Lotz for the equalizer. Lotz finished with 16 stops. . . . This was the eighth time these teams have met this season and it was the first time Spokane didn't open with G Eric Williams. Instead, Garret Hughson got the start and he finished with 23 saves. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL's leading scorer, was held pointless. . . . Winquist has career highs in goals, assists (40) and points (76), all in 51 games. Last season, in 51 games, he had 51 points, 24 of them goals. He now has 199 career regular-season points in 285 games. . . . . . . The Chiefs continue to be without F Liam Stewart (foot). . . . The Chiefs will play eight of their next 10 at home. . . . The Silvertips (27-21-8) are seventh in the Western Conference, one point behind the Vancouver Giants. . . . The Chiefs (32-19-5) are fifth, six points behind the Seattle Thunderbirds and six ahead of Vancouver. . . . 

In Swift Current, G Eetu Laurikainen stopped 24 shots to help the Broncos to a 3-0 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . The Finnish sophomore has four shutouts this season and five in his career. . . . This was the first time this season that Brandon was blanked. . . . F Nathan Burns ended a scoreless game with a shorthanded goal at 1:47 of the second period. He's got 21 goals this season. . . . Broncos D Brycen Martin had two goals, giving him six. . . . Brandon was 0-for-8 on the PP; the Broncos were 1-for-3. . . . These teams have met four times since Jan. 17 and in each instance they were playing for first place in the East Division. They evenly split the four games. . . . The are scheduled to meet again March 2 in Swift Current. . . . The Broncos (28-21-8) now lead the East Division, by two points over the Wheat Kings (28-21-6). . . . How important is first place in the division? As the leader, the Broncos are the No. 2 seed in the Eastern Conference at the moment. The Wheat Kings now are sixth, two points behind the Kootenay Ice and one ahead of the Regina Pats. 

 ---

 From Vancouver freelancer Dickson Liong (@DLLiong): "Former Lethbridge assistant coach Brad Lukowich on his release: 'It's for the good of (both parties). There are no hard feelings.' " 

 ---

 From Darren Steinke (@MHND_Steinke) of the Medicine Hat News: "The sister of #Medhat Tigers centre Markus Eisenschmid is @TEisenschmid #23 on Germany's women's Olympic team."
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Hurricanes fire assistant coach 

The Lethbridge Hurricanes fired assistant coach Brad Lukowich on Saturday.

 Here is the team’s news release, in its entirety:

“The Lethbridge Hurricanes announced Saturday, Assistant Coach Brad Lukowich is no longer with the team. 

“LethbridgeHurricanes General Manager Brad Robson says Lukowich has been ‘terminated for cause.’

 “Lukowich joined the Hurricanes coaching staff in June 2013 after more than a decade in the National Hockey League with 6 different teams.”

Because Lukowich was fired “for cause,” the Hurricanes won’t pay out his contract.

 Lukowich was hired by the Hurricanes on June 24, two weeks after Drake Berehowsky was named head coach.

 Lukowich had been in the Dallas Stars organization, while Robson was a regional scout for the NHL team.

 "It's been a long relationship so we know each other quite well and him being the GM is the No. 1 thing," Lukowich, who is from Cranbrook, told Trevor Crawley of the Cranbrook Daily Townsman when he signed with Lethbridge. "I know his history, he knows mine, so just going up there even today, it was very comfortable, like we been around each other for a long time. Really, it came down to the term and the familiar face of Brad Robson that landed me in Lethbridge."

 Lukowich, 37, played three seasons with the Kamloops Blazers and was on the Memorial Cup-winning teams of 1994 and 1995. He went on to play 658 NHL games with the Dallas Stars, Tampa Bay Lightning, New York Islanders, New Jersey Devils, San Jose Sharks and Vancouver Canucks. He retired after spending the 2011-12 season with the AHL’s Texas Stars.

 For more, read this story right here from Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald.

 ---

F Austin Glover of the Kelowna Rockets suffered a broken ankle five games into this season. He ended up undergoing surgery and the ankle now includes a steel plate and five pins.

 But, as much as he is having trouble believing it, he’s back in the game.

 "It still hasn't really sunk in that I'm back," Glover told the Kelowna Daily Courier after scoring 7:50 into his first game back, Wednesday’s 4-3 victory over the visiting Red Deer Rebels, "but I'm just really happy to be out here again and doing my part to help the guys. Hopefully I can keep it going and help the team out. Energy is what I need to bring right now, especially this late in the season, and just some intensity and hard work."

 Glover, who turned 18 on Jan. 15, is from Clavet, Sask.

 ---

 SUNDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Spokane at Everett, 4:05 p.m.

 Brandon at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 ---

 MONDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Tri-City at Kamloops, 2 p.m.

 Portland at Prince George, 2 p.m.

 Victoria at Vancouver, 2 p.m.

 Seattle at Kelowna, 2:05 p.m.

 (NOTE: It’s a holiday in B.C., as we enjoy Family Day.)

 ---

 SATURDAY’S GAMES:

In Moose Jaw, the Swift Current Broncos ended a three-game losing skid with a 6-3 victory over the Warriors. . . . The Broncos scored the game’s first five goals and coasted from there. . . . F Jay Merkley scored twice for the Broncos, giving him 24 this season. . . . F Graham Black chipped in a goal, his 28th, and three assists for Swift Current. . . . The Broncos had a 45-26 edge in shots. . . . The Broncos (27-21-8) are sixth in the Eastern Conference, two points behind the Kootenay Ice and one ahead of the Regina Pats. . . . The Warriors (14-32-8) are 10th, 22 points out of a playoff spot with 18 games remaining. . . . The Broncos were without F Dakota Odgers, who was suspended for one game, and F Bobby Zinkan, who drew a three-game sentence, after an 8-1 loss to the Wheat Kings in Brandon on Friday night. According to Shawn Mullin, the radio voice of the Broncos, both were suspended for “entering an altercation while in the process of a line change.” . . . 

In Prince Albert, D Josh Morrissey broke a 2-2 tie at 3:11 of the third period as the Raiders got past the Medicine Hat Tigers, 3-2. . . . The Tigers led this one 2-0 midway through the second period. . . . Raiders D Sawyer Lange got his guys on the board with his fifth goal at 10:04 of the second, via the PP. . . . F Chance Braid tied it at 15:28 with his sixth goal. . . . Morrissey has 19 goals. . . . Tigers F Curtis Valk picked up an assist to run his point streak to 14 games. . . . Raiders F Leon Draisaitl had two assists. . . . The Raiders (25-26-3) are five points behind the eighth-place Red Deer Rebels in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Tigers (32-20-3) remain fourth in the conference. . . .

In Regina, D Dmitri Sinitsyn and D Kyle Burroughs each had a goal and two assists to help the Pats to a 7-3 victory over the Saskatoon Blades. . . . Sinitsyn has four goals this season; Burroughs has six. . . . Regina led 3-0 by 14:15 of the first period and never looked back. . . . Regina unleashed a 62-shot barrage at Blades G Troy Trombley. . . . Regina F Boston Leier scored his 30th goal. . . . The Pats saluted their namesake, the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, on the occasion of its 100th year of service. That has been a focus of Pats’ promotions this season. . . . The Pats also honoured Regina’s Jon Ryan, the punter for the Super Bowl-champion Seattle Seahawks. . . . The Pats (28-22-5) are seventh in the Eastern Conference, a point behind Swift Current. . . . The Blades are 15-39-4 and won’t make the playoffs. . . .

In Cranbrook, F Sam Reinhart had a goal and two assists as the Kootenay Ice ran their winning streak to five games with a 4-2 victory over the Lethbridge Hurricanes. . . . Reinhart has points in 13 straight games. . . . F Jaedon Descheneau and F Tim Bozon each had two assists for the Ice. . . . The Ice had gone into Lethbridge and won 8-1 on Friday. . . . Reinhart has 76 points, including 27 goals, in 43 games. In 186 career regular-season games, he has 225 points, including 92 goals. . . . The Ice took 65 of 112 penalty minutes. . . . The Ice (30-21-4) is fifth in the Eastern Conference, three points behind Medicine Hat. . . . The Hurricanes (11-41-5) have the WHL’s poorest record, .004 behind the Kamloops Blazers. . . . 

In Kamloops, G Mack Shields stopped 26 shots as the Calgary Hitmen beat the Blazers, 3-0. . . . Shields, a Saskatoon native who turns 19 on Feb. 13, backs up Chris Driedger. Shields has one shutout this season and three in his career. . . . Driedger blanked the Giants 5-0 in Vancouver on Friday night. . . . Calgary D Jaynen Rissling scored the winner, getting his eighth at 17:30 of the first period on a PP. . . . Hitmen F Brady Brassart, who had his five-game goal streak snapped, drew two assists. . . . Calgary was 2-for-8 on the PP; the Blazers were 0-for-2. The Hitmen have eight PP goals over their last four games. . . . The Blazers took eight minor penalties, with seven of those going to defencemen. . . . Kamloops F Chase Souto took the pregame skate but then was scratched. He apparently was injured in Friday’s 3-1 loss to the visiting Victoria Royals. . . . The Blazers have lost nine in a row. . . . Kamloops (11-40-5) is 1-11-1 since Guy Charron replaced Dave Hunchak as head coach. This is only the second time in Kamloops franchise history that the team has lost 40 or more games. The Junior Oilers lost 53 times in 1981-82; the Blazers lost 41 games in 2007-08. . . . Calgary finished 3-2-0 on its trek through the B.C. Division, winning its last three games. . . . The Hitmen (35-15-6) are five points behind the Central Division-leading Oil Kings. . . .

In Portland, the Winterhawks ran their winning streak to 12 games with a 5-3 victory over the Everett Silvertips. . . . It is Portland’s longest winning streak this season. The franchise record (15) is shared by the 1979-80 and 1997-98 teams. . . . The Winterhawks, who had a 14-game winning streak last season, next play Monday afternoon when they meet the Cougars in Prince George. The Cougars are riding a six-game winning streak. . . . F Taylor Leier scored twice for the Winterhawks, giving him 27. . . . Portland D Layne Viveiros, whose father Emanuel is coaching the Austrian men’s hockey team at the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi, scored his third goal of the season. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand had his five-game goal streak end, but he picked up two assists. . . . Portland F Nic Petan, who is second in the scoring race, scored his 29th goal and added an assist. He now is two points behind Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg. . . . Leier’s second goal, at 4:16 of the third period, tied the game 3-3. F Alex Schoenborn broke the tie with his 14th goal at 5:49. . . . Petan added insurance just 57 seconds later. . . . Portland (38-12-5) is nine points behind the Western Conference-leading Kelowna Rockets. . . . Everett (26-21-8) is seventh, three points behind the Vancouver Giants and three ahead of the Tri-City Americans. . . .

In Prince George, the Cougars ran their winning streak to six games with a 7-1 triumph over the Red Deer Rebels. . . . The Cougars had beaten the visiting Rebels 5-3 on Friday. . . . Red Deer has lost six in a row. . . . Cougars F Troy Bourke had two goals, giving him 21, and two assists, while F Jordan Tkatch had four assists. . . . Cougars D Martin Bobos had two assists and was plus-5. . . . F Brad Morrison had two goals, giving him nine, and an assist, while F Todd Fiddler scored twice, giving him 36. . . . Cougars G Adam Beukeboom stopped 17 shots as he won for the second time in two nights. . . . The Cougars (24-26-7) have closed to within two points of Tri-City, which holds down the conference’s last playoff spot. . . . The Rebels (27-25-4) are eighth in the Eastern Conference. . . .

In Vancouver, the Edmonton Oil Kings won their 11th straight game, beating the Giants, 5-1. . . . F Edgars Kulda broke a 1-1 tie with his 20th goal at 19:57 of the first period, via the PP. . . . Edmonton F Curtis Lazar got the game’s first goal, his 30th of the season. He also added an assist. . . . Edmonton was 2-for-7 on the PP; the Giants were 0-for-7. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 15 shots in posting his league-leading 35th victory. . . . The Oil Kings are 9-1-0 in games played in B.C. Division arenas this season. On this swing, which involved three games in four nights, they also won 3-1 in Kamloops and 3-2 in a shootout in Kelowna. . . . Edmonton (40-13-1) is the second team with 40 victories this season; the other is Kelowna. The Oil Kings lead the Eastern Conference. . . . Vancouver (27-21-9) is sixth in the Western Conference. . . . 

In Kelowna, the Victoria Royals set a franchise record for points in one season as they dumped the Rockets, 6-4. . . . The Royals now have 78 points, one more than the record that was set last season. On Friday night, the Royals beat the Blazers 3-1 in Kamloops and set franchise records for victories and road victories in a season. . . . The Rockets blew 2-0 and 3-2 leads. . . . Victoria F Austin Carroll tied the game 3-3 with his 27th goal at 11:59 of the second. . . . Victoria F Steven Hodges snapped that tie with his 15th goal at 4:29 of the third and F Logan Nelson, returning from a two-game WHL suspension, made it 5-3 just 25 seconds later. He‘s got 18 goals. . . . Hodges finished with two goals, while teammate Ben Walker drew three assists and D Joe Hicketts had two. . . . The Rockets got a goal and two assists from F Tyson Baillie, who has 22 goals. . . . The Royals, who are 2-0-1 in Kelowna this season, led 42-34 on the shot clock. . . . Victoria is 7-0-2 in its last nine outings and 37-16-4 on the season. That has it third in the Western Conference, three points ahead of the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . The Rockets (43-8-4) continue to lead the overall standings. They are nine points ahead of Edmonton and Portland. . . . 

In Kennewick, Wash., the Spokane Chiefs halted a four-game losing skid with a 7-3 victory over the Tri-City Americans. . . . The Chiefs took a 3-2 lead into the third period and scored the game’s last four goals. . . . F Mike Aviani scored his 31st goal for the Chiefs, while F Marcus Messier, who was acquired from the Americans in January, notched sixth goal of the season and his first with Spokane. . . . Tri-City D Mitch Topping had two assists as he played in his 300th regular-season game. . . . Spokane G Eric Williams turned aside 31 shots, 10 more than Tri-City’s Eric Comrie. . . . Chiefs D Jason Fram had three assists. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg, the WHL’s scoring leader, had one assist. . . . Spokane (32-18-5) is fifth in the Western Conference, six points behind Seattle. . . . Tri-City is eighth, just two points ahead of Prince George.

 ---

 From WHL Facts (@WHLFacts): “125 - After tonight's results, the 1978-79 @bdnwheatkings WHL record of 125 single-season points is safe for another year.”

---

From former WHL D Mark Schneider (@MarkSchneider): “Congrats to my Dad and his @aaawheatkings on locking up first place tonight! 38-3-0-2 is a memorable season! #Jack Adams #ProudAlumni”

Former Wheat Kings captain Ken Schneider is head coach of the midget AAA Wheat Kings. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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 Let’s start with Vancouver blogger and comedian Torben Rolfsen: “Roberto Luongo said the Canucks ‘need to play 60 minutes.’ I'm not sure the CBS news show has a team, but I’m betting the Canucks could score five or six goals against them.” . . . One more from Rolfsen: “John Tortorella has returned from his two-week suspension. I’ve heard he spent his time off studying the layouts of North American arenas.” . . . Prior to every Canucks telecast, Sportsnet’s Dan Murphy informs one lucky fan that he or she could win $1 million if one of the Vancouver players should score five goals in that particular game. Uhh, when is the last time the Canucks, as a team, scored five goals? . . . 

“I get the appeal of Sidney Crosby starring in Tim Hortons’ commercials,” writes Cam Hutchinson of the Saskatoon Express, “but I’m not sure about the one with Ron MacLean sipping Maxwell House coffee.” . . . Here’s a question from Hutchinson: “How will we know what time it is in Sochi if Brian Williams isn’t there?” . . . Hey, Montreal, what if they gave you the Scotties Tournament of Hearts and no fans showed up? . . . The Seattle Times reported late Wednesday morning that "13,523 students (were) reported absent from Seattle schools today; 565 teachers absent." No, they weren’t at the Scotties; they were at the Seahawks' victory parade. . . .

 Here's Donald Wood of BleacherReport.com, grading the Seahawks after the NFL's 2012 draft: "As if the day wasn’t bad enough, Seattle selecting Russell Wilson, a QB that doesn’t fit their offense at all, was by far the worst move of the draft. With the two worst moves of the draft, Seattle is the only team that received an F on draft day." . . . “Brilliant was Hoffman's default mode.” That’s Peter Travers, Rolling Stone’s superb movie critic, on the late Philip Seymour Hoffman. . . . “The naming rights for Copps Coliseum have been sold to the First Ontario Credit Union,” noted the Toronto Sun’s Steve Simmons before flying off to Sochi. “Which gives them the perfect name to toss at the NHL, which won’t give Hamilton a franchise. The building is now the FOCU Coliseum.” . . . 

According to the Las Vegas Review-Journal, that city's sportsbooks showed a profit of US$19.67 million from Super Bowl-related wagers. In other words, whoever it was who said “there’s a sucker born every minute” was correct. . . . All told, the handle at those sportsbooks from Sunday's game was US$119.4 million, a 20-per-cent increase over last year. . . . You may find this hard to believe, but there was a bit of counterfeit merchandise floating around the Super Bowl. Here's Greg Cote of the Miami Herald: "Feds announced Thursday they had seized $21.6 million of counterfeit Super Bowl merchandise. Dear Gullible Consumer: That cut-rate T-shirt you bought with Broncos spelled with a ‘k’ — it might be a fake." . . . 

 Richmond, B.C., blogger T.C. Chong, after Toronto Mayor Rob Ford came to the defence of Justin Bieber when he was charged with assault in Toronto: “(Ford) said the Biebs was just an ordinary 19-year-old kid and would make a fine deputy mayor.” . . . Chong, after hearing about the dirty water coming out of some hotel taps in Sochi: “Staff have instructed guests to not wash their faces with this. Instead, guests have resorted to using vodka.” . . . Seattle Times reader Bill Littlejohn, on that water: “The yellow water in Sochi appears to be unsafe for drinking. All is not lost. Tour de France riders plan to use it for their drug tests." . . . 

 Last Sunday’s Super Bowl game? There’s a day and a half you can’t get back. . . . It could be that the highlight was Renée Fleming singing the U.S. national anthem. Now that was something! . . . As RJ Currie of SportsDeke.com noted: “Opera star Renée Fleming sang the national anthem at the Super Bowl. She’s the first diva to appear in the championship since Terrell Owens.” . . . If that wasn’t the highlight, maybe it was Joe Namath’s fur coat. And as soon as you saw Broadway Joe’s coat, you just knew we’d be hearing from PETA, didn’t you? . . . BTW, Namath and Phil Simms, another former NFL quarterback, handled the pregame coin toss. Namath stuck around for the game; Simms headed for home and arrived there about halfway through the first quarter. . . . The Denver Post won the headline-writing award after the Super Bowl with one word: Seasick. . . .

 The NBA fined centre Joakim Noah of the Chicago Bulls US$15,000 after he cursed out each of the three referees during a recent game. “If the NBA had a sense of humor,” writes former Washington Times columnist Dan Daly, “it would have fined Noah two bills of every denomination.” . . . “Enough already about Steven Stamkos, his broken shin and not healing in time to play for Canada’s Olympic team,” writes the aforementioned Currie. “It’s turned into Shakespearean drama: tibia or not tibia?” . . .

Here’s Janice Hough, the Left Coast Sports Babe: “All of this Justin Bieber trouble in the headlines makes many Americans nostalgic for a kinder, gentler time, when the worst music export we could blame Canada for was Celine Dion.” . . . If you weren’t aware, some luggage belonging to the Jamaican bobsled team went missing on its way to Sochi. “Can’t imagine why Russian authorities might have delayed and/or searched bags from Jamaica,” notes Hough. “Maybe visitors from Washington and Colorado might want to do carry-on.” 

(Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Warriors make a Point in Prince Albert 

THE MacBETH REPORT: 

 D Jakub Cutta (Swift Current, 1998-2001) has signed for the rest of this season with SaiPa Lappeenranta (Finland, Liiga). SaiPa had 12 players out of Thursday's game due to injuries. This season with Liberec (Czech Republic, Extraliga), Cutta had seven points, including three goals, in 29 games. . . .

 F Josh Bonar (Kamloops, Vancouver, Regina, 2000-03) signed for the rest of this season with Ertis Pavlodar (Kazakhstan, Vysshaya Liga). This season with Corona Brasov (Romania, MOL Liga), Bonar had 37 points, 12 of them goals, in 27 games.

 ---

 According to the numbers, the Victoria Royals are the WHL’s best defensive team.

 The Royals go into today’s games having surrendered 137 goals in 56 games (2.45 goals against per game). That puts them inches ahead of the Edmonton Oil Kings (132 against in 53 games, 2.49) and the Kelowna Rockets (138 in 54, 2.55).

“We’re a low-scoring team,” Victoria head coach Dave Lowry said Friday night, moments after his club had finished off a 3-1 victory over the host Kamloops Blazers. “If we want to win, we have to play a certain way. This is the way we have to play . . .”

Last season, 14 of the WHL’s 22 teams allowed fewer goals than did the Royals, who finished 35-30-7 and then lost a six-game first-round series to Kamloops.

 This season, 11 teams have scored more goals than have the Royals, but few defend as well.

“We pay a lot of attention to” playing defence, Lowry added. Chat with him for a bit and he talks, like a lot of NHL coaches, about the importance of blocked shots and how plays like that can “lift your bench.”

He also talks of how “we still consider ourselves to be a young team . . . we have to be patient.”

The Royals are carrying two 1997-born skaters, in F Tyler Soy and D Chaz Reddekopp, and six born in 1996. Soy was terrific and scored the shorthanded game-winner in Kamloops last night.

 Before last night’s game, assistant coach Enio Sacilotto, when asked about a commitment to defence and how it came about, talked about how much video work the coaches and players have done. He also mentioned hard work on the ice, preaching by the coaches and the importance of early-season success which really helped in terms of the players buying into the program.

 Sacilotto mentioned one other thing, too. That would be goaltending.

 Coleman Vollrath, 18, who has made four straight starts in the absence of the injured Patrick Polivka, 19, is 16-5-2, 2.09, .936. Polivka, who played in six games in January but hasn’t played since Jan. 31, is 20-11-2, 2.56, .918.

 Lowry said that Polivka, who was injured in practice, should return next week. His return should set up the Royals nicely for the stretch run.

 In the meantime, Vollrath is expected to be back in goal tonight as the Royals face a stiff test against the Rockets in Kelowna. The matchup is interesting as the Royals are 3-2-1 against the Rockets this season, including 2-0-0 in Kelowna -- 4-3 in a shootout on Sept. 28 and 4-1 on Nov. 20.

 ---

 Once upon a time, the Tri-City Americans played an exhibition game in which it used two goaltenders, both of whom will play for Canada at the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi, Russia. Carey Price started that exhibition game and Shannon Szabados finished up. Price now is with the Canadian men’s team and Szabados with the Canadian women’s team. Eric Duhatschek of The Globe and Mail has more right here.

 ---

 Freelance writer Scott Sepich has a terrific story in The Oregonian on the relationship between U.S. Olympic hockey player Lyndsey Fry and F Dominic Turgeon of the Portland Winterhawks. That story is right here.

 ---

 Stan Mikita, one of hockey’s all-time greats, has been diagnosed with short-term memory loss. Mikita, 74, “says he does not want to investigate the root cause of the memory loss,” writes Peggy Kusinski of nbcchicago.com. . . . That story is right here.

 ---

 The Brandon Wheat Kings CKLQ Sportsman’s Dinner was held Thursday night. . . . Yes, it was sold out. . . . Held to benefit the Wheat Kings’ scholarship fund, it featured Bryan Trottier, Gord Stellick of Sportsnet and comedian Andrew Grose. . . . It also featured a whole lot of memorabilia, all of it up for grabs. . . . An autographed Steven Stamkos jersey went for $1,100, while a Jordan Eberle-autographed Titleist bag brought in $1,050 and an autographed Matt Calvert sweater sold for $1,000. . . . When it was all over, the Wheat Kings issued a news release that included this interesting gem on the first Sportsman’s Dinner (May 2, 1959): “Guest speakers that night were pitcher Lefty Gomez, Father Athol Murray and former Chicago Blackhawks great Bill Mosienko.”

---

If you are a regular here, you will know that the Lethbridge Hurricanes held a shareholders’ meeting on Thursday night. . . . Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Herald has his look at that meeting right here.

 ---

The Vancouver Giants have signed F Johnny Wesley, 16, who is playing with the junior B Richmond Sockeyes of the Pacific International junior league. Wesley, who was listed by the Giants last year, has 48 points, including 22 goals, in 40 games with he Sockeyes. . . . On Thursday, the BCHL's Langley Rivermen announced that Wesley had agreed to play for them next season. 

 ---

 SATURDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Swift Current at Moose Jaw, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Lethbridge at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Calgary at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Everett at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Kelowna, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m

 ---

 FRIDAY’S GAMES: 

In Lethbridge, F Tim Bozon scored three times and added an assist as the Kootenay Ice dumped the Hurricanes, 8-1. . . . Bozon has 26 goals, with 14 of those coming in his last 14 games. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart had a goal, his 26th, and two assists as he ran his point streak to 12 games. . . . The Ice, winner of four straight, also got two goals and an assist from F Luke Philp, who has 22 goals, and a goal and two helpers from F Jaedon Descheneau, who has 35 goals. . . . Lethbridge G Teagan Sacher got into action for the first time since being injured on Dec. 28. He came on in relief of Jonny Hogue and stopped 23 of 28 shots over the last two periods. . . . Ice G Mackenzie Skapski turned aside 23 shots. . . . The same teams meet tonight in Cranbrook, which may explain the late-game scraps last night. . . . Kootenay (29-21-4), 8-1-1 in its last 10, is fifth in the Eastern Conference, five points behind the Medicine Hat Tigers. . . .

In Brandon, F Tim McGauley scored twice to help the Wheat Kings to an 8-1 victory over the Swift Current Broncos. . . . He's got 15 goals. . . . Brandon scored the game's last six goals. . . . F John Quenneville was back in Brandon's lineup after sitting for six games with an undisclosed injury. He had a goal, his 22nd, and an assist. His brother, Peter, drew three assists. . . . F Jayce Hawryluk added a goal, his 17th, and two assists for Brandon. . . . Broncos F Graham Black got his 27th goal. . . . Brandon was 4-for-9 on the pp; the Broncos were 1-for-3. . . . Referees Nathan Wieler and Chris Crich handed out 128 penalty minutes, 75 to the Broncos. Of that total, 104 came at 17:00 of the third period when nine misconducts were doled out. . . . The Broncos have lost three in a row. . . . The Wheat Kings (28-20-6) now have sole possession of first place in the East Division, two points ahead of the Broncos (26-21-8). The East Division champ will be the No. 2 seed in the Eastern Conference when the playoffs open. . . .

In Saskatoon, F Dylan Bredo had a goal and two assists as the Medicine Hat Tigers beat the Blades, 5-2. . . . The Tigers swept the four-game season series from the Blades. . . . Bredo has three goals this season. He scored into an empty-net to give the Tigers a 4-2 lead. . . . Tigers F Curtis Valk ran his point streak to 13 games with an assist. That is the longest ongoing streak in the WHL at present. . . . Tigers F Cole Sanford broke a 1-1 tie at 8:07 of the first period, his 26th goal coming via the PP. . . . Tigers F Anthony Ast made it 3-1 with his ninth, shorthanded, at 11:40 and the visitors were never headed. . . . The Blades remain without F Nikita Scherback, the WHL’s leading freshman scorer. He has an undisclosed injury. . . . Medicine Hat (32-19-3) has won three in a row and is fourth in the Eastern Conference, seven points behind the Calgary Hitmen and five ahead of Kootenay. . . . 

In Prince Albert, the Moose Jaw Warriors ended their nine-game losing streak with a 7-1 victory over the Raiders. . . . F Brayden Point had three goals and three assists to lead the Warriors to their fifth victory in six meetings with the Raiders. . . . According to Matthew Gourlie of the Moose Jaw Times-Herald, the last Moose Jaw skater with a six-point game was Steven Gillen, who had seven against the Swift Current Broncos on Jan. 28, 2007. . . . Point has 25 goals this season. In 53 games, he now has 58 points. Last season, he finished with 57 points, including 24 goals, in 67 games. . . . Interestingly, only seven Warriors had at least a point last night. . . . The Warriors had scored a total of seven goals over their previous five games. . . . Moose Jaw G Justin Paulic stopped 39 shots. . . . The Warriors scratched F Colton McCarthy, F Sam Fioretti, F Brandon Potomak and D Jesse Forsberg. Fioretti was serving a suspension; the others are injured. . . . With Fioretti and Forsberg out, the Warriors didn’t dress any 20-year-olds. . . . The Raiders (24-26-3) are seven points out of a playoff spot with 19 games remaining. . . .

In Kennewick, Wash., the Portland Winterhawks scored three times in a span of 1:22 in the first period and went on to beat the Tri-City Americans, 10-3, as they ran their winning streak to 11 games. . . . Portland also won 11 in a row from Oct. 12 through Nov. 2. . . . Portland D Josh Hanson, who was plus-5, had a career-high three assists as 17 of 18 skaters picked up at least one point. . . . Portland G Brendan Burke stopped 29 shots in winning for the 30th time this season. He had a shutout going until midway in the third period when his shutout streak ended at 174 minutes 57 seconds. . . . Portland got two goals from each of Nic Petan, who has 28, and F Alex Schoenborn, who has 13. . . . Petan now has 89 points, just three behind Spokane Chiefs F Mitch Holmberg, who leads the WHL. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand scored his 38th goal and added two assists. He has scored in five straight games, the second time he’s done that this season. . . . The Winterhawks were 3-for-4 on the PP. . . . Portland (37-12-5) leads the U.S. Division by four points over the Seattle Thunderbirds. Portland has two games in hand. . . . The Americans (26-23-5) are eighth in the Western Conference, four points ahead of the Prince George Cougars. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., G Taran Kozun shut out Spokane for the third straight game as the Thunderbirds beat the Chiefs, 4-0. . . . Kozun stopped 35 shots and also drew an assist on the game’s first goal when F Mathew Barzal scored off an end-to-end rush. Barzal also had two assists. Barzal, the first overall pick in the 2012 bantam draft, has 42 points, including 10 goals, in 43 games. He has seven points, two of them goals, in his last three games. . . . Since being acquired from the Kamloops Blazers at the trade deadline, Kozun is 9-1-0 with four shutouts. He has a 1.18 GAA and a .962 save percentage. . . . Kozun also leads all goaltenders with four assists. . . . In seven games versus Spokane this season, the Thunderbirds are 7-0 with a 29-9 edge in goals. . . . Spokane has gone 197:23 without scoring against the Thunderbirds. The Chiefs have been blanked five times in their last 12 games. . . . Seattle scored its first three goals via the PP as it went 3-for-4 with the man advantage. . . . Barzal scored his 10th goal at 6:29 of the second period, with F Brendan Troock getting his 21st at 12:14 and F Ryan Gropp adding his 14th just 53 seconds later. . . . Gropp added another goal at 6:38 of the third period. . . . Seattle has won three in a row; the Chiefs have dropped four straight. . . . Seattle (35-16-5) is fourth in the Western Conference, one point behind the Victoria Royals and eight clear of the Chiefs (31-18-5). . . . Spokane is four points ahead of the Vancouver Giants. . . .

In Vancouver, G Chris Driedger turned aside 44 shots to lead the Calgary Hitmen to a 5-0 victory over the Giants. . . . According to WHL Facts (@WHLFacts) that is the most saves by a goaltender recording a shutout this season. . . . It was Driedger’s third shutout this season and the eighth of his career. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart got the game’s first goal, his 25th, at 12:01 of the first period. He has scored in five straight games for a second time this season. . . . F Adam Tambellini scored twice, giving him seven in 14 games. He has 17 points since joining the Hitmen from the U of North Dakota. . . . Calgary was 3-for-5 on the PP; the Giants were 0-for-9. . . . The Giants remain without D Dalton Thrower, their 20-year-old captain, who has an ankle injury. . . . Vancouver (27-20-9) is sixth in the Western Conference, three points ahead of the idle Everett Silvertips, who hold two games in hand. . . .

In Prince George, F Todd Fiddler scored twice and set up another as the Cougars ran their winning streak to five games with a 5-3 victory over the Red Deer Rebels. . . . Fiddler broke a 2-2 tie with his 33rd goal of the season at 4:37 of the second period. He later added No. 34 into an empty net. . . . Prince George G Adam Beukeboom stopped 46 shots, nine more than Red Deer’s Patrik Bartosak. . . . F Presten Kopeck had a goal, his 10th, and an assist for the Rebels. He’s got 15 points, including six goals, in 15 games since moving over from the Portland Winterhawks in a January deal. . . . Red Deer now has lost five straight. . . . The Cougars haven’t enjoyed a five-game winning streak since December 2005. . . . Prince George (23-26-7) is four points behind Tri-City, which holds down the Western Conference’s last playoff spot. . . . Red Deer (27-24-4) is eighth in the Eastern Conference, a point behind the Regina Pats and seven ahead of Prince Albert. . . . 

In Kelowna, F Mitch Moroz scored the only goal of the shootout to give the Edmonton Oil Kings a 3-2 victory over the Rockets. . . . The game matched the WHL’s conference leaders, with the Oil Kings skating to their 10th straight victory. . . . Edmonton now is 8-10 in road games played in the B.C. Division. . . . F Myles Bell got the Rockets on the board with his 36th goal, via the PP, at 4:08 of the first period. . . . Edmonton took the lead on goals by F Cole Benson, his fourth, at 8:12 of the first, and F Brett Pollock, his 20th, via the PP, at 5:54 of the second. . . . Kelowna F Carter Rigby forced OT with his 14th goal at 17:42 of the second. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry (34-11-1, 2.27, .913) stopped 26 shots, one more than Kelowna’s Jordan Cooke (30-4-4, 2.39, .918). . . . Each team was 1-for-6 on the PP. . . . The Rockets came awfully close to winning this game in OT. From an Oil Kings’ news release: “The result could have (gone) the other way as Ryan Olsen broke in alone on Jarry with 4.6 seconds left in overtime. His breakaway chance was stopped by Jarry’s pad but bounced off his own skate and back between Jarry’s legs where it disappeared before slipping out the side of the goal as the net was knocked off. After a lengthy review, the original no-goal call was upheld.” . . . Edmonton (39-13-1) leads the Central Division by five points over Calgary. . . . Kelowna (43-7-4) is atop the overall standings, 11 points up on Edmonton and Portland. . . . 

In Kamloops, F Tyler Soy broke a 1-1 tie with a shorthanded goal at 1:29 of the third period and the Victoria Royals went on to beat the Blazers, 3-1. . . . Soy, the eighth overall selection in the 2012 bantam draft, has 11 goals this season; that was his first shorthanded effort. . . . Victoria has points in its last eight games (6-0-2). . . . The Royals won for the 36th time this season, breaking the franchise record set last season. This also was their 17th road victory, breaking the franchise record set in 2009-10. . . . Victoria has 76 points, one shy of the franchise record set last season. . . . The Royals are 5-1-0 against Kamloops this season, with a 26-9 edge in goals. . . . F Brandon Magee scored his 20th goal for Victoria. He’s got at least 20 goals in each of the last three seasons. . . . Victoria G Coleman Vollrath turned aside 36 shots. He’s 16-5-2, 2.09, .936 this season and has played extremely well in the recent absence of Patrik Polivka, who is out with an undisclosed injury. . . . Kamloops has lost eight in a row. . . . The Blazers added D Cam Reagan, 16, to their roster for last night’s game. He also will play tonight against the visiting Calgary Hitmen. . . . Kamloops was without D Sam Grist (one-game WHL suspension) and five injured players -- D Connor Clouston, F Luke Harrison, G Justin Myles, F Matt Needham and F Tyson Ness. . . . The Royals (36-16-4) are third in the Western Conference, a point ahead of Seattle. . . . Prior to the game, the WHL honoured Dennis Coates, a longtime director with the Kamloops Blazers Sports Society and a former alternate governor, with one of its distinguished service awards. 

 ---

 From Dan Russell (@DanRussellST): “Feast or famine tonight in the WHL. Four teams scored 7 goals or more while six teams scored 1 goal or less.”

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Thursday, February 6, 2014

Shareholders hear about Hurricanes 

The Lethbridge Hurricanes, one of the WHL's community-owned teams, have the poorest record in the 22-team league. The franchise is struggling on the ice, as well as off the ice. 

 The Hurricanes held their annual midseason shareholders' meeting on Thursday night. Pat Siedlecki, the play-by-play voice of the Hurricanes and the news director at 94.1 CJOC, tweeted during the meeting. 

 What follows is a compilation of Siedlecki's tweets, in order, and it provides a pretty good feel for what happened during the meeting: 

 Lethbridge Hurricanes President Brian McNaughton: "This is not a rebuild. It's a re-set of our organization." 

 McNaughton also says restructuring of the Hurricanes lease with the ENMAX Centre will likely be done in 3-4 weeks. 

 Hurricanes Business Manager Terry Huisman: "Attendance at Hurricanes games is down 20% this season." 

 Huisman: "Hurricanes are trending an average of 660 fans less per game from last season. That impacts our bottom line significantly." 

 Huisman: "We have run into cash flow issues. Working with banks to secure that. Our debt has not increased." 

 McNaughton: "We've secured a line of credit with Servus Credit Union. We are not over budget. We are just short cash." 

 McNaughton: "Our total current operating debt is around $100,000." 

 McNaughton: "We are working hard to get to break even" (by the end of the season). 

 Hurricanes Head Coach Drake Berehowsky: "We've begun changing the character. I know it's been frustrating. It's a process that takes time." 

 McNaughton: "I feel extremely confident we're going in the right direction. I feel as good about the team now as I have in the last 5 years." 

 McNaughton: "I don't believe the Board interferes. We support our staff." 

 Shareholders are asking about selling the hockey club. One suggested that maybe it's time the Canes become a privately run club. 

 McNaughton: "I understand the frustration. None of us are happy with what's happened." 

 McNaughton: "We have to do a better job. We believe we have the right people in place to turn this thing around now." 

 Adele Barrington, Hurricanes Board Member: "You don't know how lucky you are to have Brian McNaughton on this board." 

 General manager Brad Robson: "This has been frustrating. It hasn't been easy. There's been a lot of sleepless nights. We're doing our best." 

 --- 

 Paul Kingsmith of Global TV also attended the meeting in Lethbridge. He touched on a few things in some tweets: 

 #WHLCanes President McNaughton says the team is $100,000 in debt, but has lost $1Million over 5 years. 

 A suggestion by a shareholder of selling the #WHLCanes gets a round of applause. 

 McNaughton: "Kris Versteeg never approached the board of directors." 

 McNaughton: "There's never been a (purchase) offer presented to the board of the Lethbridge Hurricanes."

 (For more, visit Siedlecki's blog Hurricane Watch over there on the right.) 

 --- 

 After Kingsmith's last tweet, former player Brody Sutter (@Sutts19) tweeted: "@paulkingsmith hard to make an offer to buy the team when potential owners are immediately told the team is not for sale. #SelltheCanes" 

 --- 

 So . . . what's going on with Lethbridge Hurricanes assistant coach Brad Lukowich? 

 Lukowich, in his first season as an assistant coach with the Hurricanes, missed practice again on Thursday. He has been missing all week. 

 Paul Kingsmith of Global TV tweeted Thursday afternoon that head coach Drake Berehowsky said: "He's sick." . . . According to Kingsmith, Berehowsky was "asked if he believes it," and replied: "that's what I've been told so . . .' " 

 However, during last night's shareholders' meeting general manager Brad Robson contradicted the head coach. 

 According to a tweet from Pat Siedlecki (radiopat258), the radio voice of the Hurricanes, Robson told the gathering that Lukowich "is not sick. He's fine. We won't discuss this though in the public." 

 One source told me last night that Lukowich “is taking some time off” and that he’ll have a different title when he returns.

“He and Berehowsky (haven’t) been on the same page,” the source said.

 (Late last night, Kingsmith posted a story that is right here. In the story, Robson admits that Lukowich has left the team. “He’s meeting with his family right now in regards to where he’s going with his hockey career,” Robson told Kingsmith, “and we’ll sit down (today) and re-hash and that’s about it.”)

--- 

"Former Portland Timbers forward Eddie Johnson has filed a $9.9 million personal injury lawsuit against the Timbers, claiming that the team and its doctors allowed him to return to practice while he was still suffering from concussion symptoms," reports Jamie Goldberg of The Oregonian. "The nine-page lawsuit, filed Wednesday in Multnomah County Circuit Court, claims that negligence by the Timbers and their doctors caused Johnson to suffer 'serious and permanent traumatic head and brain injuries.' " . . . Goldberg's complete report is right here. 

 --- 

The Kootenay Ice held Sam Reinhart Bobblehead Night last weekend, giving away 950 of the popular promotional items. The neat thing is that each of the Reinhart bobbleheads had been autographed by the Ice's third-year star. . . . So, you're wondering, how long does it take to sign 950 bobbleheads? . . . According to the Kootenay News Advertiser, "Sam took over five hours to complete the task." 

 --- 

The Vancouver Giants will stage quite a celebration on Feb. 15 as they induct former captain Brendan Gallagher into their Ring of Honour. Gallagher, a stalwart with the NHL's Montreal Canadiens, is the Giants' all-time leading scorer. . . . Gallagher was a ninth-round selection in the WHL's 2007 bantam draft. He holds team records for goals (136) and points (280) in a career. . . . The Canadiens selected him in the fifth round of the NHL's 2010 draft. . . . According to a Giants news release: "The first 5,000 fans at the Saturday, Feb. 15 game vs. the Portland Winterhawks (7 p.m. faceoff) will receive a commemorative 8x10 collector piece, while 111 random fans will get to meet Brendan during the game." 

 --- 

 F Johnny Wesley, a 16-year-old from Semiahmoo, B.C., whose WHL rights belong to the Vancouver Giants, says he will play next season for the BCHL's Langley Rivermen. Wesley, who was placed on the Giants' protected list last year, is playing for the Richmond Sockeyes of the Pacific International junior league. He has 45 points, incouding 21 goals, in 39 games in his freshman junior B season. 

 --- 

D Sam Grist of the Kamloops Blazers won't play tonight against the visiting Victoria Royals. Grist has drawn a one-game suspension for a hit on F Reid Petryk of the Edmonton Oil Kings on Wednesday night. Grist was given an interference major and a game misconduct on the play. Petryk needed help on the ice, but was back during the ensuing power play. . . . F Logan Nelson of the Victoria Royals drew a two-game suspension under supplemental discipline for a charging incident against the visiting Calgary Hitmen on Tuesday night. Nelson sat out Wednesday's game against the Hitmen -- the Victoria Times Colonist reported that he sat "due to an injury" -- so also will sit tonight in Kamloops. 

 --- 

 Ralph Kiner, a Hall of Fame baseball player and a legendary broadcaster, died Thursday. He was 91. Richard Sandomir of the The New York Times has more on Kiner right here, including an anecdote that involves actress Jamie Lee Curtis. 

 --- 

 Over at Yahoo! Sports, Sunaya Sapurji has an interesting piece that carries this headline -- Size matters: Are small towns being pushed to the OHL’s fringes? . . . While the story, which is right here, is about big versus small in the OHL, you can easily change some of the names and relate this story to the WHL. It is a day-to-day struggle for the small-market franchises in major junior hockey and they take a real hit when they miss the playoffs, thus aren’t able to bring in any playoff revenue. . . . I always will remember my final conversation with the late Ed Chynoweth, the former WHL president who by then owned the Kootenay Ice. He suggested that the WHL, with team expenses rising and new sources of revenue hard to come by, should have been looking at some form of revenue sharing. Sure, he had a vested interested, the Cranbrook-based Ice being a small-market team, but things haven’t changed since the day in 2007 when that conversation took place. In other words, it’s still a battle to survive for some of those teams.

 ---

 After 12 years with the Saskatoon Blades, assistant general manager Jarrod Brodsky has left the WHL franchise. He is the son of former Blades co-owner Bob Brodsky, who sold the team to Mike Priestner of Edmonton earlier this season. . . . The Saskatoon StarPhoenix has more right here.

 ---

 THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES:

 Moose Jaw at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Swift Current at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Kootenay at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Portland at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Calgary at Vancouver, 7:30 p.m.

 Spokane at Seattle, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 JUST NOTES:

 Through games of Nov. 30, the Everett Silvertips were 20-4-4, with 17 of those victories coming in regulation time. Since then, the Silvertips are 6-16-4, with three regulation-time victories. . . . The Eastern Conference-leading Edmonton Oil Kings meet the Rockets in Kelowna tonight. The Rockets lead the WHL’s overall standings. Interestingly, the Oil Kings are 7-1-0 in games played in the B.C. Division this season. The only loss? The Rockets beat them 2-0 in Kelowna on Nov. 9.

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.

Wednesday, February 5, 2014

Black tickles the ivories; Driedger talks about his goal 

THE MacBETH REPORT: 

 D Dave Sutter (Seattle, 2010-12) has signed a B-license card with Bern (Switzerland, NL A). He currently is playing with Red Ice Martigny (Switzerland, NL B). Signing a B-license allows Sutter to play with Bern on loan once Red Ice season is over. This season with Red Ice, he has 12 points, including three goals, in 42 games. . . . 

 F Yegor Mikhailov (Spokane, 1996-97) signed a B-license card with Fribourg-Gottéron (Switzerland, NL A). He is playing with Red Ice Martigny and is in the same situation as Sutter. Mikhailov is eligible to join Fribourg-Gottéron after Red Ice's season. He leads Red Ice in scoring, with 37 points, including 18 goals, in 42 games. 

 --- 

 If you are a WHL fan who is on Twitter, make sure you are following WHL Facts (@WHLFacts).

 --- 

WHLThe headline in the Prairie Post reads: 'Johann Sebastian' Black hitting all the right notes. . . . It's atop a story by Brad Brown on F Graham Black, a classical pianist who is having a terrific season with the Swift Current Broncos. That story is well worth reading and it's right here. 

 ---

BCHLF Jagger Williamson, who was selected by the Seattle Thunderbirds in the sixth round of the 2013 bantam draft, has said he will play next season with the BCHL's Vernon Vipers. Williamson, a 15-year-old from Vernon, is playing for the midget Tier 1 team in Vernon. 

 ---

 The Concussion Blog, which is linked to over there on the right, has an interesting season-ending look at the NFL and brain injuries. It's well worth a read and it's right here. 

 --- 

 Elliotte Friedman has his weekly compilation 30 Thoughts posted and it is as readable as always. It's right here, and Portland Winterhawks followers should know there is a Nino Niederreiter mention. 

 ---

Chris Driedger of the Calgary Hitmen is the sixth goaltender in WHL history to score a goal. He was credited with a Kootenay Ice own goal on Saturday night in Cranbrook. Jefferson Hagen of the Calgary Herald caught up with Driedger and has the story right here. The goal actually was scored by Ice F Zach Franko, whose pass attempt during a delayed penalty call against the Hitmen split the points and travelled the length of the ice and into the open net. Franko and Driedger are offseason training partners.

 ---

Jonny Hogue used to be a stickboy for the Lethbridge Hurricanes. These days you can find him minding the WHL team’s goal. Dylan Purcell of the Lethbridge Hurricanes has more right here.

 ---

 THURSDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 No games scheduled.

 ---

 FRIDAY’S WHL GAMES:

 Moose Jaw at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Swift Current at Brandon, 7:30 p.m.

 Kootenay at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Victoria at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Prince George, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Portland at Tri-City, 7:05 p.m.

 Calgary at Vancouver, 7:30 p.m.

 Spokane at Seattle, 7:35 p.m.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S GAMES:

The visiting Saskatoon Blades erased a 2-0 second-period deficit and beat the Lethbridge Hurricanes, 6-3. . . . Blades F Mitch Lipon gave his guys a 3-2 lead with his fifth goal at 1:37 of the third. . . . Saskatoon D Dylan Busenius played in his 300th regular-season game and scored his eighth goal of the season, a shorthanded marker at 9:21 of the third. It stood up as the winner. . . . F Jamal Watson scored twice for Lethbridge. He's got 15. . . . Saskatoon G Troy Trombley turned aside 50 shots. . . . Saskatoon F Austin Adamson scored his first goal and it came in his 37th game. Adamson, who turned 18 on Feb. 2, is from Vancouver. . . . The Hurricanes had won their previous two games. . . . Neither the Blades (15-37-4) nor Hurricanes (11-39-5) will make the playoffs. The Hurricanes continue to hold down last place in the overall standings, their .245 winning percentage slightly ahead of the Kamloops Blazers’ .250. . . . 

In Brandon, F Trevor Cox scored twice to help the Medicine Hat Tigers to a 3-2 victory over the Wheat Kings. . . . Cox broke a 1-1 tie at 10:47 of the second period and upped the lead to 3-1 just 19 seconds into the third. He's got 18 goals. . . . Tigers F Cole Sanford had a goal, his 25th, and two assists. . . . Medicine Hat F Curtis Valk ran his point streak to 12 games, the longest in the WHL at present, with two assists. . . . Tigers G Marek Langhamer stopped 23 shots, including one on Brandon F Ryley Lindgren on a second-period penalty shot with the visitors leading 2-1. . . . The Tigers (31-19-3) have won two in a row and are fourth in the Eastern Conference, seven points behind the Calgary Hitmen and five ahead of the Kootenay Ice. . . . Brandon (27-20-6) is tied with Kootenay (28-21-4) and the Swift Current Broncos (26-20-8) atop the East Division. . . .

In Kamloops, the Edmonton Oil Kings ran their winning streak to a season-high nine games as they got past the Blazers, 4-1. . . . Edmonton F Riley Kieser broke a 1-1 tie with his ninth goal at 2:05 of the third period. . . . Kieser finished with two goals, giving him 10, and an assist. He was the Oil Kings' best skater in this one. . . . The Oil Kings now have won 15 of their last 16 games and 24 of 28. . . . The Kamloops PP unit was 0-for-8 and gave up two shorthanded goals, the last one Kieser’s empty-netter. . . . Kamloops D Sam Grist drew an interference major and game misconduct at 10:12 of the first period for a hit on Edmonton F Reid Petryk, who needed help on the ice but was out on the PP shortly thereafter. . . . It was a dangerous hit and Grist can expect a call from the WHL office today. . . . The Blazers won't play in Edmonton this season, but the Oil Kings played twice in Kamloops. Edmonton won 5-0 on Nov. 8. . . . Edmonton G Tyler Santos, who posted that 5-0 shutout, stopped 31 shots last night. The Oil Kings needed him through the first two periods as they were outshot 27-17. Edmonton held a 21-6 edge in the third, though. . . . The Oil Kings will visit the Kelowna Rockets on Friday for a battle of the conference leaders. . . . The Blazers (11-38-5) have lost seven in a row; they are 1-9-1 since Guy Charron took over as head coach from Dave Hunchak on Jan. 11. The Blazers will play their next five games at home, after which they will hit the road for 10. . . . The Blazers were the better team through two periods but couldn’t get enough pucks past Santos to give them some breathing room. For the most part, Edmonton’s best players didn’t show up until the third period. Perhaps they were looking ahead to Friday. . . . The Oil Kings (38-13-1) are comfortably atop the Eastern Conference standings, five points ahead of Calgary with two games in hand. . . . 

In Kelowna, the Rockets scored four first-period goals and went on to beat the Red Deer Rebels, 4-3. . . . The Rockets had 11 players with one point each in that first period, and every skater but two was at least plus-1. . . . Red Deer G Taz Burman was gone 1:34 in to the first period after stopping one of three shots. G Patrik Bartosak came on and finished up. . . . Kelowna held a 22-8 edge in shots after one period. . . . The Rebels scored three times in the third period to make it interesting, the last one coming from F Aspen Sterzer, at 18:13. . . . Sterzer scored Red Deer's last two goals, giving him 24 in 52 games this season. . . . He had two goals in 31 games last season and five in 63 games in 2011-12. . . . Kelowna G Jackson Whistle stopped 35 shots. . . . The Rockets (43-7-3) have a 12-point lead atop the overall standings. . . . The Kelowna franchise record for victories (52) was set last season. . . . The Rebels (27-23-4) are eighth in the Eastern Conference. . . . 

In Spokane, Seattle G Taran Kozun continued his magical run as the Thunderbirds blanked the Chiefs, 4-0. . . . Kozun stopped 29 shots in posting his third shutout in nine starts with Seattle. Two of the blank jobs have been against the Chiefs. . . . Kozun was acquired from the Kamloops Blazers at the trade deadline. . . . With Kamloops, the 19-year-old from Nipawin, Sask., was 5-19-3, 3.95, .897. With Seattle, he is 8-1-0, 1.31, .957. . . .  Seattle F Justin Hickman had three goals for his first WHL hat trick. He has 18 goals this season, five of them coming over the last two games. . . . The Thunderbirds are 6-0 versus the Chiefs this season. The teams meet again Friday, this time in Kent, Wash. . . . Seattle (34-16-5) is fourth in the Western Conference, one point behind the Victoria Royals and six ahead of the Chiefs (31-17-5). . . .  

In Victoria, Calgary F Pavel Padakin scored on a breakaway at 1:26 of OT to give the Calgary Hitmen a 7-6 victory over the Royals. . . . The Royals looked to be in control after scoring three PP goals and taking a 3-0 lead into the second period. . . . The Royals had dumped the Hitmen 7-2 on Tuesday night. . . . This was the second time this season Victoria has given up seven goals. The Royals lost 7-4 to the visiting Vancouver Giants on Dec. 7. . . . The Hitmen took the first period's last three minors and the Royals scored on each of them. . . . The Hitmen forced OT on third-period goals by F Brady Brassart, at 5:03; F Adam Tambellini, at 6:36, via the PP; and F Mike Winther, at 12:23. . . . Padakin finished with two goals and an assist. He has 19 goals this season. . . . Brassart had a goal, his 24th and two assists. . . . Tambellini's goal was his fifth. . . . F Ben Walker had two goals, giving him 22, and an assist for Victoria. . . . F Logan Nelson was among Victoria's scratches. . . . Royals D Joe Hicketts had two assists. He's got a goal and five assists in four games since returning from an injury. He had last played on Oct. 26. . . . Hitmen head coach Mike Williamson was hired in Calgary when Dave Lowry, now the Royals’ head coach, left for an assistant coaching job with the NHL’s Calgary Flames. . . . The Royals were without G Patrik Polivka for both games. He has an undisclosed injury. Michael Herringer, a ninth-round pick in the 2011 bantam draft, backed up Coleman Vollrath. Herringer plays for the junior B Kerry Park Islanders who are coached by former WHL toughie Dale Purinton.

 ---

 TWEET OF THE DAY: 

 From Global Lethbridge sports director Paul Kingsmith (@paulkingsmith): "Crazy but true -- @WHLHurricanes record w/@radiopat258 calling the game: 7-39-2-3. Record without @radiopat258 calling: 4-0-0-0." 

 Pat Siedlecki (@radiopat258) is the radio voice of the Hurricanes. 

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Tuesday, February 4, 2014

Ice has line for Blades 

F Cameron Hughes of Edmonton, who was selected by the Swift Current Broncos in the ninth round of the 2011 bantam draft, has made a verbal commitment to attend the U of Wisconsin and play for the Badgers. It hasn’t yet been decided whether he will make the jump next season or in 2015-16. . . . Andy Johnson of buckys5thquarter.com writes: “Hughes was widely regarded as the top uncommitted forward in Western Canada. Early reports consider the elite-skating center a potential top-two round draft pick for the 2015 NHL draft.” . . . Hughes has 44 points, 17 of them goals, in 44 games with the AJHL’s Spruce Grove Saints.

 ---

“Using advanced imaging techniques,” writes Sheryl Ubelacker of The Canadian Press, “researchers have detected microstructural brain damage in male and female varsity hockey players who sustained a concussion — changes that aren't apparent with standard hospital-based MRI scans.” . . . It’s one more step in the process as doctors move towards a better understanding of brain injuries. . . . Her complete story is right here.

 ---

The Kamloops Blazers apparently have decided to shut down F Tyson Ness and allow him to go home to Grande Prairie, Alta., to recover from a broken jaw suffered last month. . . . Jon Keen, the radio voice of the Blazers, tweeted this on Tuesday: “Despite a report injured Blazer F Tyson Ness would try and come back to play final wknd of the season, the decision has been made for Tyson to return home to Grande Prairie to recover from a broken jaw, ending his WHL career.” . . . The day after Ness was hurt, I reported that he had told people within the Blazers organization that he badly wanted to return to play one last game in order to end his career on his terms. That apparently won’t happen.

 ---

SPHLThe SPHL’s Fayetteville FireAntz have named Emery Olauson as their head coach. Olauson, 32, is from Canmore, Alta., and played two seasons with the FireAntz. He replaces Greg McAuley, who resigned late last month in order to spend more time with his ailing mother. . . . Assistant coach Sean Edwards ran the bench for the last three games and will stay on under Olauson, who had been working as an assistant coach with the SJHL’s Flin Flon Bombers.

 ---

 WEDNESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Medicine Hat at Brandon, 7 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Lethbridge, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Kamloops, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Seattle at Spokane, 7:05 p.m.

 Calgary at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S GAMES:

F Curtis Valk had a goal and two assists to lead the Medicine Hat Tigers to a 4-1 victory over the host Regina Pats. . . . Valk, who has 29 goals, ran his point streak to 11 games. . . . Medicine Hat G Marek Langhamer stopped 41 shots. . . . Regina’s lone goal came from F Chandler Stephenson, his 25th, on a second-period penalty shot. . . . The Tigers (30-19-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference and visit the Eastern Division-leading Brandon Wheat Kings (27-19-6) tonight. . . . The Pats (27-22-5) are seventh. . . . 

In Prince Albert, the Raiders scored the game’s last four goals and beat the Swift Current Broncos, 5-2. . . . Raiders F Leon Draisaitl scored three times and added an assist, completing his first WHL hat trick into an empty net at 19:52 of the third period. He’s got 22 goals. . . . Draisaitl, a sophomore from Cologne, Germany, has 64 points in 44 games. Last season, he finished with 58 points, including 21 goals, in 64 games. . . . F Coda Gordon scored his 20th goal for the Broncos. . . . Prince Albert D Josh Morrissey drew three assists, giving him 48 points in 39 games. Last season, as a sophomore, he finished with 47 points in 70 games. Morrissey has a career-high 17 goals and his 31 assists are one shy of last season‘s career high. . . . F Collin Valcourt added a goal, his 17th, and two assists for the Raiders. . . . The start of the game was delayed after the Broncos encountered some minor bus problems en route. . . . Referees Jon Stephenson and Colin Watt called only two minor penalties, both to the Broncos. . . . Raiders G Cole Cheveldave stopped 34 shots. . . . The Raiders (24-25-3) are seven points out of a playoff spot. . . . The Broncos (26-20-8) are tied for fifth in the Eastern Conference but have lost two in a row and are 3-5-2 in their last 10. . . .

In Cranbrook, the Saskatoon Blades couldn’t handle Kootenay’s big line as the Ice skated to a 6-3 victory. . . . Jaedon Descheneau, Sam Reinhart and Zach Franko combined for 16 points as they scored all five Ice goals. . . . Descheneau had his third WHL three-goal game -- he’s got 34 goals -- and added three assists. . . . Franko scored twice, giving him 17 goals, and added three assists. . . . Reinhart picked up his 25th goal and drew four assists as he ran his point streak to 11 games. . . . Descheneau has 71 points in 51 games; Reinhart has 70 points in 41 games; Franko has 12 points in nine games since joining the Ice from the Kelowna Rockets at the trade deadline. On the season, he’s got 30 points in 48 games. . . . Reinhart has 20 points, nine of them goals, in eight games since rejoining the Ice from Canada’s national junior team. . . . D Tyler King was the only other Kootenay player with a point as he drew an assist on Franko’s empty-netter at 19:25 of the third period. . . . The Ice led this one 3-0 before the first period was half over. . . . Blades D Dylan Busenius, who played in his 299th regular-season game, had two assists. . . . The Ice (28-21-4) has won three in a row and seven of 10, and has moved into a fifth-place tie with Swift Current. . . . The Blades (14-37-4) have lost four in a row. . . .

In Vancouver, F Cain Franson scored his 21st goal of the season at 4:20 of OT as the Giants beat the Red Deer Rebels, 3-2. . . . Red Deer F Conner Bleackley forced OT with his 24th goal at 15:47 of the third period, via the PP. . . . The Giants led 2-0 in the second period. . . . Vancouver started a four-game homestand with the victory; Red Deer, which has lost three in a row, opened a four-game road trip. . . . F Aspen Sterzer had a goal, his 22nd, and an assist for the Rebels. . . . Russian D Dmitry Osipov, the first selection in the 2013 CHL import draft, got his second goal of the season for Vancouver. Osipov, 17, has two points, both goals, in 38 games. . . . Vancouver head coach Don Hay posted his 604th WHL coaching victory, moving him past Lorne Molleken and into second place on the all-time list. He trails only Ken Hodge (742). . . . Vancouver (27-19-9) is sixth in the Western Conference, four points behind the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Red Deer (27-22-4) holds down the Eastern Conference’s final playoff spot, seven points ahead of Prince Albert. . . . 

In Victoria, the Royals erased a 2-1 deficit with two goals 51 seconds apart late in the second period and went on to beat the Calgary Hitmen, 7-2. . . . Victoria F Austin Carroll, who scored three times for his second hat trick this season, tied it 2-2 at 18:46 and F Logan Nelson made it 3-2 at 19:37. . . . Carroll, who had scored just twice in his previous 13 games, now has 25 goals this season; Nelson has 17. . . . Carroll, a 19-year-old from Scottsdale, Ariz., scored 15 goals last season and seven as a rookie. He has 41 points in 52 games this season; last season, he finished with 42 in 67. . . . Victoria got two assists from each of D Jordan Fransoo, F Steven Hodges and F Tyler Soy. . . . Royals F Braden Oleksyn, a 17-year-old from Saskatoon who came to Victoria in a swap with Calgary, scored his first WHL goal. It came in his 11th game, four of which have been with the Royals. . . . Calgary F Brady Brassart reached the 100-goal mark in his 304th regular-season game. . . . Victoria G Coleman Vollrath stopped 24 shots. . . . The teams meet again tonight in Victoria. . . . The Royals (35-16-3) tied the franchise record set last season for victories in one season. They are 3-0-1 in their last four games and are third in the Western Conference, two points ahead of Seattle. . . . The Hitmen (32-15-6) have lost their last two and are 3-6-1 in their last 10. They are a comfortable third in the Eastern Conference. . . . 

In Kent, Wash., the host Seattle Thunderbirds scored the game’s last two goals and beat the Everett Silvertips, 5-3. . . . Seattle F Alexander Delnov broke a 3-3 tie with his 21st goal at 9:31 of the third period, with F Justin Hickman getting his second of the game and 15th this season at 14:55. . . . Hickman also had an assist. . . . F Mathew Barzal had a goal, his ninth, and two assists for Seattle, with F Ryan Gropp and B Branden Troock each getting two assists. . . . Seattle G Danny Mumaugh turned aside 34 shots. . . . Seattle (33-16-5) is 8-2-0 in its last 10. . . . Everett (26-20-8) is seventh, three points ahead of the Tri-City Americans. But while the Americans are 7-2-1 in their last 10, the Silvertips, who are battling injuries and a flu bug, are 2-7-1. 

 ---

 From the Lethbridge Herald’s Dylan Purcell (@dylpurcell): “I sure hope he's OK, Hurricanes assistant coach Brad Lukowich misses a sixth day of team activities, team says he sick.” 
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Monday, February 3, 2014

Reinhart, Valk put streaks on line tonight 

THE MacBETH REPORT: 

D Stefan Warg (Seattle, Prince Albert, 2008-10) signed a two-year deal with Skellefteå (Sweden, SEL) and is to join the team immediately. This season, he had one assist in 21 games with the Norfolk Admirals (AHL) and two assist in three games with the Utah Grizzlies (ECHL). . . . 

F Eric Schneider (Tri-City, 1995-96) has signed for the rest of this season with Adler Mannheim (Germany, DEL). This season, with the Bentley, Alta., Generals (Chinook Sr.), he had five points, including three goals, in two games. Last season with the Hamburg Freezers (Germany, DEL), he had nine points, three of them goals, in 13 games. He started last season with Bentley, putting up 13 points, including three goals, in 10 games and then signed with Hamburg to finish season.

---

Everett is off to Kent, Wash., for a game against the Seattle Thunderbirds (of Kent) tonight. Nick Patterson of the Everett Herald reports that the Silvertips were short five forwards at practice on Monday, with Logan Aasman (finger), Manraj Hayer (undisclosed), Jujhar Khaira (undisclosed), Zane Jones (undisclosed) and Tyler Sandhu (undisclosed) all sitting out. All are likely to sit out again tonight. . . . Patterson also notes that D Ben Betker (undisclosed) practised Monday and may play tonight.

---

D Dylan Busenius of the Saskatoon Blades is scheduled to play in his 300th regular-season game later this week. Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix has more right here.

---

TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

Swift Current at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

Medicine Hat at Regina, 7 p.m.

Saskatoon at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

Red Deer at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

Calgary at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

---

The Prince Albert Raiders have lost eight of their last 10 games and find themselves eight points out of the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot as they play host to the Swift Current Broncos tonight. The Broncos lead the season series 4-1-1. . . . Andrew Schopp of the Prince Albert Daily Herald looks at the Raiders’ recent struggles right here. . . . The Eastern Conference is going to be rather interesting down the stretch and the three-point games are likely to have a huge impact. Going into tonight’s play, the Edmonton Oil Kings have 75 points and the Calgary Hitmen have 70. After that, it’s the Medicine Hat Tigers (61), Brandon Wheat Kings and Swift Current (60), Regina Pats (59), Kootenay Ice (58) and Red Deer Rebels (57). They all have played 51, 52 or 53 games. . . . While the Raiders are bordering on next-year country, the Moose Jaw Warriors, Saskatoon Blades and Lethbridge Hurricanes already are there. In the Western Conference, the Kamloops Blazers won’t make the playoffs, while the Prince George Cougars, who are six points out with 17 games remaining, have a tough task ahead of them. . . . All told, 16 of the WHL’s 22 teams have winning percentages above .500. That number was 17 before Prince Albert’s tailspin took them to 23-25-3. . . . F Nikita Scherbak, the WHL’s leading freshman scorer, remains out of Saskatoon’s lineup as the Blades are in Cranbrook to meet the Kootenay Ice tonight. . . . F Sam Reinhart of the Ice takes a 10-game point streak into that game while, in Regina, F Curtis Valk of the Medicine Hat Tigers goes into tonight’s game with the Pats on a 10-game run. Reinhart has 18 points, including eight goals, in those 10 games, while Valk has 15 points, 10 of them goals. It’s the second time this season that Valk has put together a 10-game streak. . . . The longest point streak this season, 18 games, belongs to Everett F Josh Winquist. 
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Sunday, February 2, 2014

King back in coaching game 

Dave King, who did a stint years ago as the head coach of the WHL’s Billings Bighorns, is back in the coach KHLgame. Szymon Szemberg (@Sz1909_Szemberg) tweeted late Sunday: “Lokomotiv Yaroslavl announced hiring of Dave King as their new head coach. King, 66, had a previous stint in Russia with Metallurg Magnitogorsk.” . . . When this season began, former NHLer Tom Rowe was the Lokomotiv head coach. However, he was fired on Sept. 19 and replaced by assistant coach Pyotr Vorobyov. Presumably, King is taking over from Vorobyov. . . . King has been working with the NHL’s Phoenix Coyotes as a development coach. . . . If you are looking for an interesting read, you can’t go wrong with King of Russia: A Year in the Russian Super League, the book co-authored by King and Eric Duhatschek of The Globe and Mail. The book details King’s stint with Metallurg Magnitogorsk.

 ---

 Late last month, Turkish Weekly reported that “relatives of six Russian hockey players killed in a 2011 plane crash are seeking 105 million rubles ($3 million) in compensation for moral and financial difficulties.” . . . That plane was carrying the KHL’s Lokomotiv Yaroslavl when it crashed on takeoff. Of the 45 people on the plane, only one person, a flight engineer, survived. . . . The Turkish Weekly report is right here.

 ---

 If you happened to watch Sunday afternoon’s NHL game between the visiting Winnipeg Jets and the Montreal Canadiens, you saw Habs F Brendan Gallagher at his distracting best. And if you watched the final minute, well, Pat Hickey of the Montreal Gazette has more right here.

 ---

 It has been four years since the death of Nodar Kumaritashvili, a Georgian luger, on the Olympic track at Whistler, B.C. Sam Borden of The New York Times tells that story and the story of Kumaritashvili’s family and his best friend right here. This is a wonderful read.

 ---

 TODAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 None scheduled.

 ---

 TUESDAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Swift Current at Prince Albert, 7 p.m.

 Medicine Hat at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Saskatoon at Kootenay, 7 p.m.

 Red Deer at Vancouver, 7 p.m.

 Everett at Seattle, 7:05 p.m.

 Calgary at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 From Carter Hart (@C_Hart70): “Blessed to have signed with @WHLsilvertips. Thank you to everyone who has helped me reach this milestone. #grateful #excited”

Hart, a 15-year-old goaltender from Sherwood Park, Alta., was an eighth-round selection by Everett in the WHL’s 2013 bantam draft.
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Saturday, February 1, 2014

Goaltender credited with a snipe; Cougars are rolling 

 D Harlan Pratt (Seattle, Red Deer, Prince Albert, Regina, Portland, 1994-99) has signed with Löwen Frankfurt (Germany, Oberliga West). Last season, with Alba Volan Székesfehérvár (Hungary, Austria Erste Bank Liga), Pratt had 28 points, seven of them goals, in 53 games. . . .

 G Ian Gordon (Swift Current, Saskatoon, 1992-95) has signed with Löwen Frankfurt (Germany, Oberliga West) as a precautionary third goalie. Last season, Gordon was with Ingolstadt, going 2.49 and .909 in 33 games. He presently is the goaltending coach with the Seattle Thunderbirds (WHL). . . .

 (Note: Frankfurt’s signings of Pratt and Gordon are both as precautions. The signing deadline in Germany was Friday if a player is to be eligible to play this season. . . . Frankfurt’s record this season is 34-0-0, with one overtime victory. It has scored 267 goals and allowed 60 as it pushes for promotion to DEL2 for next season. . . . Frankfurt’s GM is Rich Chernomaz (Saskatoon, Victoria Cougars, 1979-83). Chernomaz also was the head coach of Hungary at WJC D2 this season.)

 ---

BCHLIn the MJHL, the Selkirk Steelers’ franchise-record winning streak ended at 20 games as they dropped a 5-4 shootout decision to the host Portage Terriers on Saturday night. The Steelers tied the MJHL’s single-season record on Friday night, beating the Steinbach Pistons 3-2, and now share that mark with the 2012-13 Dauphin Kings, who also put together a 20-game winning streak.

 ---

G Chris Driedger of the Calgary Hitmen, who was credited with a goal on Saturday night, set a franchise record in the first period of Friday’s 7-4 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings. During that period, he made his 3,375th career save, breaking the record that had been held by Martin Jones (2006-10). . . . Jones now is with the NHL’s Los Angeles Kings.

 ---

 Neate Sager has more right here on the Friday night fisticuffs between F Sam Reinhart of the Kootenay Ice and D Josh Morrissey of the Prince Albert Raiders. As Sager points out, not only was it the first bout of Reinhart’s WHL career, but he had spent only 65 seconds in the penalty box to that point in the entire season.

 ---

 If you are in the market for a major junior team, the Sarnia Observer reports that the OHL’s Sarnia Sting franchise is for sale. That story is right here.

 ---

 TODAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 None scheduled. Hey, it’s Super Bowl Sunday. Enjoy! . . . Despite my respect for Denver Broncos QB Peyton Manning, I’ve got the swaggering Seattle Seahawks, by three.

 ---

 SATURDAY'S WHL GAMES: 

F Chandler Stephenson had a goal and two assists and was plus-4 as he led the host Regina Pats to a 5-2 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . Stephenson has 24 goals. . . . The Pats are 7-0 against the Warriors this season. . . . F Jack Rodewald, a former Regina skater, had both Moose Jaw goals, giving him 16. . . . Regina G Daniel Wapple stopped 33 shots. . . . The victory lifted Regina (27-21-5) to within one point of the fifth-place Swift Current Broncos in the Eastern Conference. . . . The Warriors (13-31-8) are 10th in the conference. . . . 

In Swift Current, F Troy Bourke scored twice and added an assist to help the Prince George Cougars to a 6-2 victory over the Broncos. . . . It was the sixth game in nine nights in the East Division for the Cougars, who lost the first two and then won four in a row. . . . Bourke has 19 goals this season. He also has a career-high 57 points in 52 games, one more than he scored in 71 games in 2011-12. . . . F Klarc Wilson also scored twice for the Cougars; he’s got 22. . . . Cougars F Todd Fiddler had two assists. . . . Prince George G Adam Beukeboom turned aside 38 shots in evening his record at 3-3-0. . . . Broncos F Nate Burns scored his 20th goal. He’s got 14 points, including four goals, in 12 games since moving from Saskatoon in a January deal. On the season, he has 57 points in 52 games. . . . The Cougars (22-26-7) are six points out of the last Western Conference playoff spot. . . . The Broncos (26-19-8) are one point behind the fourth-place Medicine Hat Tigers in the Eastern Conference. . . .

F Rihards Bukarts scored twice to help the visiting Brandon Wheat Kings to a 4-1 victory over the Blades in Saskatoon. . . . Bukarts, who served a one-game suspension earlier in the week, has 21 goals. . . . The Wheat Kings halted a three-game losing streak as they played their fourth game in in a five-night road swing. . . . Brandon D Rene Hunter and F Tim McGauley each had two assists. . . . Brandon G Jordan Papirny stopped 33 shots. . . . The Wheaties were 2-for-9 on the PP; the Blades were 0-for-5. . . . The Blades had F Ty Mappin in their lineup as they brought him in from the AJHL’s Olds Grizzlys. They had acquired Mappin at the trade deadline, getting him from the Everett Silvertips for a conditional seventh-round 2015 bantam draft pick. He was the seventh overall selection in the 2011 bantam draft. . . . The Wheat Kings (27-19-6) are tied with Swift Current atop the East Division, but more victories (27-26) puts them in first place. . . . The Blades (14-36-4) are 11th in the 12-team Eastern Conference. . . . 

In Cranbrook, G Chris Driedger of the Calgary Hitmen was credited with the game’s first goal, but the Kootenay Ice came back to score a 5-2 victory. . . . Driedger is the sixth goaltender in WHL history to be credited with a goal, the first since Jordan McLaughlin of the Prince George Cougars scored against the Vancouver Giants on March 5, 2003. The other goaltenders with goals -- Jason Clague, Red Deer Rebels, March 28, 1994; Jeff Calvert, Tacoma Rockets, Dec. 29, 1992; Chris Osgood, Medicine Hat Tigers, Jan. 3, 1991; and, Olaf Kolzig, Tri-City Americans, Nov. 29, 1989. . . . Driedger was credited with the goal when he was the last Calgary player to touch the puck before the Ice scored an own goal in trying to move the puck back to the point in the offensive zone while a delayed penalty was waiting to be called. . . . The Hitmen led this one 2-0 at 5:54 of the first period, but gave up the game’s last five goals. . . . F Tim Bozon scored twice for the Ice, giving him 23, while F Austin Vetterl got his ninth and 10th. . . . Ice F Sam Reinhart had three assists, running his point streak to 10 games. . . . Ice F Luke Philp had his 12-game point streak halted. . . . Kootenay’s last two goals came into an empty Calgary net. . . . The Ice (27-21-4) is 7-2-1 in its last 10 and is seventh in an awfully tight Eastern Conference where six teams are separated by four points. . . . The Hitmen (32-14-6) are five points behind the Central Division-leading Edmonton Oil Kings. . . .

In Red Deer, F Brian Williams had a goal and two assists as the Tri-City Americans doubled the Rebels, 4-2. . . . Williams has 33 goals. . . . Tri-City G Eric Comrie stopped 27 shots in running his record to 23,17-5. He has a 2.29 GAA with a .932 save percentage. . . . The Americans were 1-for-9 on the PP; the Rebels were 2-for-8. . . . Americans D Josh Thrower was tossed at 18:41 of the first period with a headshot major. . . . The Americans (26-22-5) are eighth in the Western Conference, three points behind the Everett Silvertips. . . . The Rebels (27-22-3) own the Eastern Conference’s last playoff spot. They are one point behind Kootenay and eight up on the Prince Albert Raiders. . . . 

In Medicine Hat, the Edmonton Oil Kings ran their winning streak to eight games with a 5-1 victory over the Tigers. . . . F Mitch Moroz scored twice for Edmonton, giving him 29 goals this season and tying him for the team led with F Curtis Lazar, who had one goal. . . . Edmonton D Cody Corbett drew three assists. . . . F Curtis Valk of the Tigers scored the game’s first goal, his 28th. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 25 shots. He’s now 33-11-1, 2.28, .912. . . . The Oil Kings have won 14 of their last 15 games. . . . The Oil Kings (37-13-1) lead the Eastern Conference. . . . The Tigers (29-19-3) are fourth, one point ahead of Brandon and Swift Current. . . . 

In Portland, G Brendan Burke put up his second shutout in as many nights as the Winterhawks ran their winning streak to 10 games with a 3-0 victory over the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . Burke stopped 16 shots in posting his third shutout this season. . . . One night earlier, he beat the visiting Spokane Chiefs, 6-0. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun turned aside 46 shots as his record slipped to 7-1-0 since he was acquired from the Kamloops Blazers at the trade deadline. . . . The Winterhawks held a 22-2 edge in shots in the second period. . . . Portland F Oliver Bjorkstrand had a goal, his 37th, and an assist. . . . Portland D Derrick Pouliot had two assists. . . . Seattle F Keegan Kolesar drew a fighting major and game misconduct when he tried to scrap with an unwilling Brendan Leipsic. On Dec. 17, Leipsic drew a match penalty and a seven-game suspension for a hit that left Kolesar with a concussion. . . . Portland was 2-for-8 on the PP as it received the game’s first seven man-advantage situations. . . . Seattle was 0-for-2. . . . The Winterhawks have outscored the opposition 53-13 during its 10-game winning streak. This is their second 10-game win streak this season; they won 11 straight from Oct. 12 to Nov. 2. . . . Seattle F Branden Troock returned to the lineup after not having played since Jan. 4. . . . Portland (36-12-5) is 10 points behind the Western Conference-leading Kelowna Rockets. . . . Seattle (32-16-5), which is 8-2-0 in its last 10, is fourth, two points in back of the Victoria Royals. . . . 

In Everett, F Ivan Nikolishin scored his 13th goal, via the PP, at 4:24 of OT to give the Silvertips a 5-4 victory over the Spokane Chiefs. . . . Everett had lost its last six games. . . . Spokane F Mitch Holmberg had forced OT with his WHL-leading 47th goal at 8:34 of the third. . . . Injuries limited Everett to 16 skaters, two under the maximum. . . . Everett F Kohl Bauml had a goal, his 12th, and two assists, while F Josh Winquist scored his 33rd goal and set up two others. . . . Spokane F Mike Aviani completed a three-game WHL suspension for a headshot on Kamloops D Connor Clouston on Tuesday. . . . Spokane got two goals from F Colton Bobyk, who now has four on the season. . . . Each team used both of its goaltenders in this one. . . . Everett (26-19-8) is seventh in the Western Conference, a point behind the Vancouver Giants and three ahead of Tri-City. . . .

In Kelowna, F Myles Bell scored four times and added two assists as the Rockets dumped the Kamloops Blazers, 7-3. . . . With the victory, the Rockets became the first WHL team to clinch a playoff spot. They have 20 regular-season games remaining. . . . One night earlier, in Kamloops, Bell had two goals and an assist in a 4-2 Kelowna victory. . . . On the season, Bell has 61 points, including 35 goals, in 50 games. . . . F Collin Shirley scored twice for Kamloops; he’s got 10. . . . D Austin Douglas scored his first WHL goal for Kamloops. It came in his 22nd game, the first 13 of which were played with Seattle. . . . The Rockets were 2-for-3 on the PP; on Friday night, they were 3-for-5. . . . Kelowna is 7-0-0 against Kamloops this season and has a 34-14 edge in goals. . . . The Blazers hadn’t scored more than two goals in any of the first six games. . . . The Rockets (42-7-3) lead the overall standings by 10 points over Portland. . . . The Blazers (11-37-5) won’t make the playoffs. . . .

D Joe Hicketts scored 36 seconds into OT to give the host Victoria Royals a 3-2 victory over the Vancouver Giants. . . . One night earlier, the Giants had beaten the Royals 5-4 in a shootout. . . . Hicketts, who returned to the lineup Friday for the first time since Oct. 26, has five goals this season. He had two assists in his return Friday after missing 34 games. . . . Vancouver erased a 2-0 deficit and forced OT on goals by F Cain Franson, his 20th at 15:10 of the second, and F Ty Ronning, his sixth at 6:22 of the third. . . . Victoria F Logan Nelson had a goal, his 16th, and an assist. . . . F Ben Walker got his 20th goal of the season for the Royals. . . . Attendance was 7,006 on a Pink the Rink night. . . . The Royals (34-16-3) are third in the Western Conference, six points behind Portland and two ahead of Seattle. . . . The Giants (26-19-9) are sixth.

 ---

 From Thom Beuning (@ThomBeuning), the radio voice of the Seattle Thunderbirds: “After starting 0-3, @SeattleTbirds finish January 10-4. Last time they had double digit wins in a month, 6 years ago, February 2008 (10-4).”

---

From Kootenay Ice G Mackenzie Skapski (@Skaps29): “Got absolutely sniped by @ChrisDriedger. Yes. I repeat. I got sniped by the other teams goalie.... #scoring machine.” 
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 Here’s Ian Hamilton, in the Regina Leader-Post: “After New York Yankees third baseman Alex Rodriguez was suspended for the 2014 baseball season, team president Randy Levine said the club would take the $25 million it doesn’t have to pay A-Rod and use it to cut prices on tickets, parking and concessions. Who knew that ‘Masahiro Tanaka’ was Japanese for ‘Cut Prices on Tickets, Parking and Concessions’?” . . . Kenny Shiels, the manager of English soccer side Morton, has told BBC Radio Scotland that, under doctors’ orders, he no longer will be doing post-game media interviews. Why? “If someone asks you a question,” he explained, “you’re emotionally imbalanced at that time and you feel an urge to tell the truth.” . . . Kind of explains Richard Sherman, doesn’t it? . . . 

 The highlight of Sunday’s Super Bowl may happen before the game even starts. That’s because soprano Renée Fleming will sing the American anthem. . . . “You thought Jan. 23 was busy for you?” writes Janice Hough, aka the Left Coast Sports Babe. “How about all the comedians who had to dig up all their Lindsay Lohan jokes and cross out her name to insert Justin Bieber?” . . . Here’s Hough again: “Houston Mayor Annise Parker has wedded her longtime partner Kathy Hubbard in California. Texas law still prohibits gay marriage. But it’s still OK to shoot each other.” . . . That Wendy’s commercial might be watchable if the guy opened the fire extinguisher on Ms. Ginger. Maybe. . . . 

“Baseball’s Carl Crawford and reality TV’s Evelyn Lozada (Chad Ochocinco’s ex) are engaged,” writes Greg Cote of the Miami Herald. “A date for their inevitable divorce has not yet been set.” . . . One more from Cote: “Marlins radio broadcasts switch from 790 The Ticket to WINZ 940 next season. Fans who listen to Marlins games on radio are split. One said he liked the change, the other isn’t sure.” . . . Left-hander CC Sabathia of the Yankees apparently has done some off-field work during the off-season. As Mike Lupica of the New York Daily News puts it: “The way he is losing weight, he is probably just C Sabathia now.” . . . Gotta wonder if it’s a contract year for the big fella. . . .

 Comedian and blogger Torben Rolfsen, explaining how a winner was decided in the basketball game that featured Dennis Rodman celebrating the birthday of North Korea’s Kim Jong-un: “One team said ‘uncle.’ ” . . . Here’s CBS-TV’s Craig Ferguson on Rodman’s tour: “Dennis Rodman and the North Koreans — is this an episode of Scooby-Doo?” . . . And here’s Len Berman of ThatsSports.com on Rodman’s singing of Happy Birthday for his new BFFL: “It ranks No. 2 in the ‘Happy Birthday Presidential Top 10,’ right behind Marilyn.” . . . “Dennis Rodman is endorsing a line of signature vodka. No real news there,” scribbles Brad Rock of the Deseret News. “But wouldn’t it make more sense if the Worm had his own line of tequila?” . . . 

Considering Justin Bieber’s latest problems — Egging a neighbour’s home. Really? Street racing. Etc., etc. — blogger T.C. Chong wonders: “Is Biebs old enough to run for mayor of Toronto?” . . . Here’s Chong again: “A teen who tried to board a flight in Edmonton was caught with a pipe bomb in his carry-on luggage. Security agents offered to return the bomb to him, but would not give him back his 250ml bottle of shampoo.” . . . Chong is on a roll: “Washington State and Colorado football fans are convinced this is their year, and they will meet in the Super Bowl. My question is ‘What have you guys been smoking?’ ” . . . “Montreal quarterback Anthony Calvillo has retired after 20 seasons,” writes RJ Currie of SportsDeke.com. “He leaves as the CFL's all-time leader in passing yards gained and Canadian Tire money earned.” . . .

Headline at TheOnion.com: Bulls Assure Fans Derrick Rose Will Be Part Of Team's Payroll For Years To Come. . . . Just wondering, but does Canadian tennis star Milos Raonic move well enough to get into the ATP’s top five and stay there? . . . Yes, he can serve, but is that enough to get him into the top five and keep him there? . . . 

 Here’s a tale from The Sports Curmudgeon (aka Jack Finarelli): “A couple months ago, I mentioned that a husband – a Chicago Bears fan – used a Taser on his wife – a Green Bay Packers fan – because they had a bet on the Bears/Packers game which the Bears won. The stakes of the wager were that the winner would use the Taser on the loser. (Aside: I have to believe that the consumption of adult beverages preceded the decision on the stakes of the wager here.) Well, when hubby collected on the bet, his wife called the police. I know; you are shocked to hear that. . . . (Ultimately), hubby pleaded no contest to charges of disorderly conduct and paid a $250 fine. The Bears and Packers will play each other twice next season … and the season after that …” 

Up against The Grammy’s last Sunday night, the NFL’s Pro Bowl had 11.4 million viewers in the U.S. . . . Major League Baseball’s 2013 All-Star Game drew 11.0 million viewers. . . . You are correct. There is no doubt who is king. . . . Earlier Sunday, the New York Rangers and New Jersey Devils, playing in Yankee Stadium, drew a peak audience of 2.299 million to NBC. The average audience was 2.079 million. . . . 

 With Dutch prostitutes said to be demanding the same tax-free pension fund to which pro soccer players have access, Brad Rock of Salt Lake City’s Deseret News asks: “Isn’t this where an agent steps in and threatens to have his clients sit out next season?” . . . “Among this month’s most popular attractions at the Seattle Aquarium: a hermit crab who makes his home inside a tiny Seahawks helmet, named Marshawn Pinch,” writes Dwight Perry of the Seattle Times. “What, no Pete Coral?”

(Gregg Drinnan is a former sports editor of the Regina Leader-Post and the late Kamloops Daily News. He is at gdrinnan.blogspot.ca and twitter.com/gdrinnan. Keeping Score appears here on weekends, except when it doesn’t.) 
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Ernie (Punch) McLean to coach again 

 D Nathan Deck (Vancouver, Prince Albert, 2005-11) signed with the Ravensburg Towerstars (Germany, DEL2) for the rest of this season. He had been with the Stockton Thunder (ECHL), having put up 19 points in 40 games. He is expected to arrive in Ravensburg on Monday. 

 ---

MJHLThe MJHL’s Selkirk Steelers edged the visiting Steinbach Pistons 3-2 on Friday night, running their winning streak to 20 games. That set a new franchise record, erasing the mark set by the 1974-75 team, and tied the MJHL record. The Steelers are scheduled to meet the host Portage Terriers tonight. . . . At 40-6-2, the Steelers boast the league’s best record.

 ---

 TODAY’S WHL GAMES (all times local):

 Moose Jaw at Regina, 7 p.m.

 Prince George at Swift Current, 7 p.m.

 Brandon at Saskatoon, 7:05 p.m.

 Calgary at Kootenay (Cranbrook), 7 p.m.

 Tri-City at Red Deer, 7 p.m.

 Edmonton at Medicine Hat, 7:30 p.m.

 Seattle at Portland, 7 p.m.

 Spokane at Everett, 7:05 p.m.

 Kamloops at Kelowna, 7:05 p.m.

 Vancouver at Victoria, 7:05 p.m.

 ---

 FRIDAY'S GAMES: 

 Going in, one team had 40 victories, the other had 40 losses. So we shouldn’t have been surprised at the outcome.

The Kelowna Rockets got out to a 4-0 lead and went on to beat the host Kamloops Blazers, 4-2. That improved the Rockets’ record to 41-7-3, the best in the WHL, while the Blazers slid to 11-36-5 and into a tie with the Lethbridge Hurricanes (11-38-5) for the WHL’s poorest record, each with 27 points.

 Still, the Rockets needed some big stops from G Jackson Whistle down the stretch in order to preserve their victory.

 F Myles Bell and F Justin Kirkland each scored twice for the Rockets, who led 4-0 midway through the second period. Bell, with 31 goals, has back-to-back 30-goal seasons, the seventh player in Kelowna franchise history to do that. Kirkland, a 17-year-old sophomore from Camrose, Alta., has 12 goals. He also had an assist, giving him 30 points in 50 games.

The Blazers got back into this one with a pair of goals from F Cole Ully, the first at 12:20 of the third on the PP, and the second at 18:13. Ully, who is having a solid season despite the team’s record, has 24 goals.

 Ully’s second goal came following a video review, after Whistle, who is 12-3-0, appeared to make two saves with the paddle of his stick while sprawled on the ice. The first of those stops came at 18:13, but play wasn’t stopped until 19:34, at which time coincidental minors were issued to Kelowna D Madison Bowey and Kamloops F Matt Bellerive.

 At that point, the officials went to video review, and the first of Whistle’s apparent saves was ruled to have been a goal. So the clock was reset at 18:13. Interestingly, the coincidental minors were then given that same time -- 18:13.

 Whistle finished up with 34 saves, which was far more than he might have expected to make, especially when his guys held a 12-7 edge in shots with less than three minutes to play in the first period.

 The 18-year-old Kelowna native made a handful of stops on shots by Kamloops F Chase Souto, a 20-goal man who was snakebit in this one. Whistle also came up with a glove save at 11:34 of the third period that left Kamloops F Matt Revel talking to himself.

 While the Blazers didn’t show much consistency over 40 minutes, they certainly didn’t quit and, in the end, it was a combination of Whistle and the Kelowna PP (it was 3-for-5) that decided this one.

 The injury-ravaged Blazers had four 1997-born players (G Cole Kehler, D Cam Reagan, F Nick Chyzowski and F Deven Sideroff) along with F Jake Kryski, 15, in their lineup. Kehler backed up G Bolton Pouliot. Sideroff was their best player, showing no signs of being intimidated at this level. Kryski, playing with C Joe Kornelsen and RW Matt Bellerive, was minus-1 after one shift, but went on to have a pretty good night that included a couple of scoring chances.

 The same two teams meet again tonight, this time in the Little Apple.

 SOME NOTES: The Blazers scratched F Eric Krienke, F Matt Needham, F Luke Harrison, F Tyson Ness and G Justin Myles, all of whom are injured, and D Matt Thomas. . . . Kamloops has lost five in a row and is 1-7-1 since Guy Charron replaced Dave Hunchak as head coach. . . . The Rockets are 6-0-0 against the Blazers this season and have outscored them 27-11. Kamloops has yet to score more than two goals in a game against the Rockets this season. . . . Bell has eight two-goal games this season. He has scored 10 goals in his last 13 games. He scored 12 times in January. . . . Kelowna D Madison Bowey had two assists, giving him 98 career points in 180 regular-season games. . . . With 85 points, the Rockets hold a 10-point lead over the Portland Winterhawks atop the overall standings. . . . 

F Todd Fiddler broke a 1-1 tie at 11:30 of the third period to give the Prince George Cougars a 2-1 victory over the host Moose Jaw Warriors. . . . Fiddler, 20, played for the Warriors earlier in the season, before being dropped from their roster and ultimately traded to the Cougars. He's got 32 goals this season. . . . Fiddler also drew an assist on D Mark McNulty's 13th goal at 3:21 of the second period. . . . Fiddler has 57 points, including 30 goals, in 34 games with the Cougars. . . . Josh Uhrich got his sixth for the Warriors at 6:41 of the second. . . . The Cougars (21-26-7), now six points shy of the Western Conference’s last playoff spot, have won three in a row and have one game left, in Swift Current tonight, on their East Division swing. . . . The Warriors (13-30-8) are out of the Eastern Conference playoff picture. . . .

In Regina, G Daniel Wapple stopped 16 shots to help the Pats to a 6-0 victory over the Saskatoon Blades. . . . It was Wapple's second shutout this season -- he has one with Medicine Hat and one with Regina -- and the third of his career. . . . Saskatoon G Troy Trombley turned aside 41 shots. . . . Regina broke open a scoreless game with four second-period goals. . . . Regina F Chandler Stephenson scored twice, giving him 23, while F Dryden Hunt had a goal, his 15th, and two assists. . . . Among Saskatoon's scratches was F Nikita Scherbak, the league's leading freshman. He sat out with an undisclosed injury. . . . Regina (26-21-5) is tied for sixth with the Red Deer Rebels in the Eastern Conference; they are a point back of the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . The Blades (14-35-4) are 11th and out of the playoff picture. . . .

In Swift Current, F Graham Black scored three times as the Broncos beat the Medicine Hat Tigers, 4-3. . . . Black, who has 26 goals, two more than he scored last season, gave his guys a 4-2 edge at 17:57 of the third period. . . . It was Black’s first WHL three-goal game. . . . F Curtis Sanford scored twice for the Tigers, giving him 24. . . . Broncos D Julius Honka drew two assists. . . . Medicine Hat F Alex Mowbray, a 17-year-old from Calgary, scored his first WHL goal in his 18th game of the season. . . . Medicine Hat F Curtis Valk had his goal-scoring streak snapped at eight games, the longest in the league this season. . . . The Broncos (26-18-8) have points in their last five games (3-0-2) and are back atop the East Division, two points ahead of the Brandon Wheat Kings. . . . The Tigers (29-18-3) are fourth in the Eastern Conference, three points ahead of Brandon. . . . 

The host Edmonton Oil Kings scored three second-period goals and beat the Tri-City Americans, 3-1. . . . Edmonton F Curtis Lazar scored his 28th goal of the season to get the Oil Kings rolling. . . . F Brian Williams got Tri-City's goal, his 32nd, on the PP, at 19:33 of the third. . . . Edmonton G Tristan Jarry stopped 28 shots, seven fewer than Eric Comrie of the Americans. . . . The Oil Kings (36-13-1) lead the Eastern Conference and are atop the Central Division by three points over the Calgary Hitmen. . . . The Americans (25-22-5) are eighth in the Western Conference, three points behind the Everett Silvertips. . . . 

In Cranbrook, the Kootenay Ice scored the game's last four goals and beat the Raiders, 4-1. . . . Ice F Luke Philp scored his 20th goal, giving the Ice a 2-1 lead at 2:35 of the third period, as he ran his point streak to 12 games, the longest in the WHL right now. . . . Philp also had an assist. . . . F Dakota Conroy scored his 20th goal for the Raiders late in the second period, only to have F Zach Franko tie it with his 15th just 41 seconds later. . . . The game's lone fight featured Prince Albert D Josh Morrissey and Ice F Sam Reinhart, who were teammates on Canada's national junior team. It was the first fight of Reinhart's WHL career and came in hi 182nd game. He has 33 career penalty minutes, nine of them this season. . . . The Ice (26-21-4) is eighth in the Eastern Conference, seven points ahead of the Raiders, who have lost three straight. . . . The Ice is 7-2-1 in its last 10. . . . 

The host Calgary Hitmen blew a 3-0 lead and then broke a 3-3 tie with three third-period goals to beat the Brandon Wheat Kings, 7-4. . . . Calgary F Chase Lang gave his guys a 3-0 lead with his sixth goal, on the PP, at 19:09 of the first period. . . . Brandon came back with three second-period goals, tying it on F Quintin Lisoway's fifth goal at 19:56. . . . Calgary F Greg Chase broke the 3-3 draw with his 29th goal at 5:32 of the third and F Adam Tambellini added insurance with his fourth at 12:26. . . . Brandon got a goal, his eighth, and two assists from F Ryley Lindgren. . . . According to Brad Curle, the radio voice of the Hitmen, Calgary his seven posts. . . . The Wheat Kings have lost three in a row. . . . 

In Red Deer, the Lethbridge Hurricanes got the only goal of a five-round shootout and beat the Rebels, 6-5. . . . F Kolten Olynek, who scored his fourth goal on a PP in the third period, got the winner during the skills competition. . . . Olynek cut the Red Deer lead to 5-4 at 7:30 and F Reid Duke pulled his side even at 12:03. Duke, who scored twice and added an assist, has 11 goals. . . . The Hurricanes (11-38-5) now are tied with the Kamloops Blazers (11-36-5), each with 27 points, at the bottom of the WHL standings. . . . The Hurricanes actually continue to occupy the cellar, their winning percentage of .250 just a bit poorer than the Blazers’ .260. . . . Earlier in the day, the Hurricanes assigned G Jarrod Schamerhorn to the BCHL’s Merritt Centennials. Lethbridge had acquired Schamerhorn from the Portland Winterhawks at the trade deadline for a 2014 seventh-round bantam draft pick. . . . The Hurricanes got 36 saves from former stickboy Jonny Hogue last night, while Stuart Skinner, the 17th overall pick in the 2013 bantam draft, backed up. The reassignment of Schamerhorn might indicate that G Teagan Sacher has recovered from an undisclosed injury. . . .

In Victoria, F Cain Franson's shootout goal gave the Vancouver Giants a 5-4 victory over the Royals. . . . Victoria F Logan Nelson had forced OT with his second goal of the night, and his 15th of the season, at 9:51 of the third period. . . . Victoria F Joe Hicketts had two assists and was plus-2 as he returned from arm surgery. He had last played on Oct. ??. . . . Victoria F Brandon Magee got his 19th goal and also had an assist, the 100th of his career. . . . Vancouver F Dalton Sward scored his 16th goal, a shorthanded effort at 8:00 of the second period. That tied the franchise's single-season record that had been held by James Henry (2009-10). . . . The Giants (26-19-8) have won two straight and are sixth in the Western Conference, six points behind the Spokane Chiefs. . . . The Royals (33-16-3) are tied for third with the Seattle Thunderbirds. . . . 

In Portland, the Winterhawks ran their winning streak to nine games with a 6-0 blanking of the Spokane Chiefs. . . . G Brendan Burke put up his second shutout this season, stopping 32 shots. He has six shutouts in his career. . . . The Winterhawks, who led 1-0 and 4-0 at the intermissions, got two goals from F Oliver Bjorkstrand, who now has 36. . . . Portland D Mathew Dumba had one assist and was plus. The Winterhawks are 7-0-0 with Dumba in the lineup. He has eight points, including six assists, and is plus-16. . . . Porltand F Brendan Leipsic ran his goal-scoring streak to seven games, the longest active such run in the league right now. . . . The Winterhawks (35-12-5) are 10 points behind the Western Conference-leading Rockets. . . . The Chiefs (31-16-4) are fifth, three points in back of Seattle. . . . 

In Everett, F Ryan Gropp’s PP goal at 7:21 of the second period broke a 1-1 tie as the Seattle Thunderbirds beat the Silvertips, 2-1. . . . F Mathew Barzal gave Seattle a 1-0 lead at 13:34 of the first period. Barzal, the first pick in the 2012 bantam draft, has eight goals. . . . Everett F Josh Winquist got his 32nd at 19:07 of the first, via the PP. . . . Gropp has 13 goals with Seattle. . . . Seattle G Taran Kozun stopped 24 shots in running his record to 7-0-0. He’s got a 1.25 GAA and a .956 save percentage. In seven games with Seattle, Kozun is seeing an average of 29.1 shots per game. In 29 appearances with Kamloops this season, that number was 38.3. With the Blazers, he was 5-19-3, 3.95, .897. . . . Seattle (32-15-5) is tied for third in the Western Conference with Victoria, while Everett (25-19-8), which has lost six in a row, is seventh, two points behind Vancouver.

 ---

 From the New Westminster Salmonbellies (@Salmonbellies): "Ernie (Punch) McLean back at QPA Arena, will be at the helm for the @Salmonbellies and @NewWestPD vs Canuck Alumni March 14th 7PM.``

 There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
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Hicketts close to returning 

D Joe Hicketts of the Victoria Royals, who hasn’t played since Oct. 26, will soon be back in action. Cleve Dheensaw of the Victoria Times Colonist reports that Hicketts needs medical clearance and then could return this weekend. Hicketts had surgery to repair a torn tendon in one arm. . . . The Vancouver Giants visit Victoria on Friday and Saturday. If Hicketts doesn’t play then, he could return Tuesday or Wednesday against the visiting Calgary Hitmen.

 ---

F Nikita Scherbak of the Saskatoon Blades isn’t likely to play tonight against the Pats in Regina. Scherbak was injured during a late-game scrum in a 10-6 loss to the visiting Prince George Cougars on Wednesday. . . . Daniel Nugent-Bowman of the Saskatoon StarPhoenix has more right here.

 ---

The Kamloops Blazers are expected to have F Jake Kryski, who will turn 16 on March 8, in their lineup for a home-and-home set with the Kelowna Rockets this weekend. They’ll play tonight in Kamloops and Saturday in Kelowna. . . . Kryski was selected by the Prince Albert Raiders with the 12th overall pick in the 2013 WHL bantam draft. The Blazers acquired him in a deal that had G Cole Cheveldave, 20, move to the Raiders. . . . Kryski, who is from Vancouver, has 32 points in 28 games with the major midget Okanagan Rockets. He earlier played two games with the Blazers, picking up two assists.

 ---

According to the Twitter account of G Stuart Skinner (@ssskipy_74), he will be in the Lethbridge Hurricanes’ lineup tonight. . . . “Can't wait to play with the @WHLHurricanes tomorrow against red deer! Get to play with my old teammate @Gestephan_9 #canetrain,” he tweeted. . . . Skinner, who won’t turn 16 until Nov. 1, was selected by the Hurricanes with the 17th pick of the 2013 WHL bantam draft. A native of Edmonton, he is playing for the midget AAA South Side Athletic Club Athletics.

 ---

 F Mike Aviani of the Spokane Chiefs drew a three-game suspension for a hit to the head of D Connor Clouston of the host Kamloops Blazers on Tuesday night. Aviani has sat out one game to date. Aviani won’t play tonight against the Winterhawks in Portland or Saturday against the Silvertips in Everett. . . . F Rihards Bukarts of the Brandon Wheat Kings got a one-game suspension for a kneeing major he took against the host Red Deer Rebels on Wednesday night. Bukarts will sit tonight as the Wheat Kings meet the host Calgary Hitmen.

 ---

 From former WHL/NHL star Mike Modano (@9modano): “Justin Bieber arrested for assault. Not surprising since he's been doing it to my ears for years” 

There has never been a subscription fee for this blog, but if you enjoy stopping by here, why not consider donating to the cause? Just click HERE. . . and thank you very much.
Johnson: Flames’ rebuild was supposed to be far more painful than this pleasant March surprise

Admit it: This band of overachieving youngsters is starting to grow on you a little bit

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary Herald March 26, 2014  
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Johnson: Flames&#8217; rebuild was supposed to be far more painful than this pleasant March surprise

The Calgary Flames congratulate goaltender Karri Ramo after he stopped all San Jose Sharks shots during a shoot out at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Monday March 24, 2014. Calgary won the game 2-1.

Photograph by: Gavin Young , Calgary Herald

This was supposed to hurt. Hurt like hell. Hurt like trying to pass a kidney stone the size of a croquet ball.

Six months of uninterrupted discomfort bordering on agony. Morphine, not patience, the only prescribed medicine capable of dulling the pain.

Instead, it’s been the most fun in years.

Another unexpected perk Monday at the Scotiabank Saddledome, a 2-1 shootout win over a team they have absolutely no business beating, the 100-point San Jose Sharks.

If ever there was a piece of footage of what the “rebuilding” Calgary Flames are trying to sell, it was there for the posting at roughly 8:40 p.m. Monday. There was rookie defenceman Tyler Wotherspoon, a draft pick of all things, laying a beautiful cross-seam, 40-foot slap-pass on the stick of Joe Colborne, a local kid who actually wants to be here and bleeds the colours, for a roof job to begin another (ho hum) comeback.

Youth. Potential. Precision.

Their advertising dream.

Think about it . . . in the past two weeks, a comprehensive thumping of the championship-designed Ducks, Friday’s wild ‘n woolly 11-goal near comeback against Nashville, that cup-runneth-over 8-1 desecration of the Oilers (full of water-bottle splattering and jersey tossing and northern navel-gazing) capped off by a taut victory over another of those California powerhouses.

No, they’re nowhere near a playoff spot.

Admit it, though, this dismissed rabble is starting to grow on you. If only just a little bit ...

Instead of languishing in 30th, where we simply assumed they’d eventually settle, they’ve already put the Buffalo Sabres, Oilers, Florida Panthers and New York Islanders behind them, in the shade. With the Ottawa Senators — anointed by a preposterous number of analysts as Canada’s most tangible title hope at the start of the season! — Carolina Hurricanes and Nashville Predators still very much within range.

Which may not do wonders for draft positioning but is undeniably balm for the soul.

It all starts with Bob (The Rebuilder) Hartley. Like one of those guys you occasionally hear tell of who has crafted a life-size Eiffel Tower out of matchsticks or an Obama likeness out of chewing gum, he’s taken ordinary, everyday, run-of-the-mill things — kids and castoffs, mostly — and fashioned more out of them than anyone believed possible, remaining so upbeat, even through the tortuous times, that concerned media wondered whether a physician shouldn’t be summoned, or maybe a shrink.

Consider this: 43 of the Flames’ 72 games have been decided by one goal. That, over and above any single statistic, more even than wins and losses, illustrates how shockingly competitive this group has become. They pushed past a disastrous stretch from the end of December through mid-January, losing nine of 11 while being blanked five times, to get back to their resilient ways.

Off what he’s mined out of what he has, Hartley, by turns cajoling and coercing, doesn’t merely deserve a contract extension but some kind of commemorative sash presented by Mayor Nenshi, the traditional western-themed bronze and free burgers at Peters’ Drive-In for life.

It’s actually unthinkable to conceive of anyone else being given the task of moving this project forward now, regardless of ‘interim’ GM Brian Burke’s fondness for the unemployed Ron Wilson, or the currently-hanging-by-a-thread Randy Carlyle.
These Flames are indeed limited, but their buy-in has been limitless. And for that, Hartley deserves a deep bow.

From Mikael Backlund’s emergence as an authentic two-way NHL centreman to the inspired, if obvious, choice of Mark Giordano as captain. From the hints being dropped by Karri Ramo that a successor to Miikka the Magnificent may actually already reside within the organization to liking what they’ve seen from Paul Byron, Tyler Wotherspoon, Markus Granlund and Lance Bouma. From the Boring Sean Monahan twitter account to Sean Monahan himself.

Most of it has to rank as a pleasant surprise.

The franchise low for points in a full-blown, 82-game season is 67, suffered in 1997-98. A lot of us, glancing down that wafer-thin lineup with an involuntary shudder in late September, figured this edition would be in with a legitimate shout at breaking it. Well, with 10 games still to go, they nudged the 67 plateau Monday night.

So there.

Wednesday, the Ducks, sure to be smarting from that hiding a week ago, are back. There’ll be a buzz around the rink. And not just to see Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry and Teemu Selanne, either.

The post-season in a deep, strong, unforgiving Western Conference remains a ways, maybe even years, off. That’s invariably the way of the rebuild world.

But at least they’re pointed in the right direction now, and showing signs of life.

“It’s an exciting time for us,” skipper Giordano was saying late Monday morning, hours before another giant was slain. “I don’t know what they perception is from the outside, but in here we think we’re close.”

‘Close’, of course, is a relative term.

But ‘closer’, yes that, certainly, than anyone of sound mind could’ve imagined.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com
Flames notes: Despite plenty of positives, Hartley sees another season of missing playoffs as a ‘failure’

Bench boss recognizes the steps forward the young players have taken but realizes the team must be better

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary Herald March 25, 2014  
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Flames notes: Despite plenty of positives, Hartley sees another season of missing playoffs as a &#8216;failure&#8217;

Calgary Flames head coach Bob Hartley calls this season a failure, despite his group of overachievers lighting the league on fire this month.

Photograph by: Stuart Gradon , Calgary Herald

If you’re at a hockey rink and you hear the F-word, well, maybe you shouldn’t blush.

But Monday’s utterance did come as somewhat of a surprise.

“This season, no matter what, this is kind of very positive,” started Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley. “But let’s face it — I don’t want to sound negative — but it’s a failure.”

There you have it — “failure” — despite the Flames becoming the little-engine-that-could darlings of the National Hockey League.

“In my book, if you’re not a playoff team,” said Hartley, “you don’t have much . . . We have lots of positives to look at, but in the NHL it’s the final result. As much as we’re going to have great year-end meetings, tonnes of great things to say, we need to find a way to get better because it’s still not good enough.”

Hartley, however, does not want to be misunderstood. It’s not his intention to demean the players — or what they’ve accomplished — he just knows that ultimately more needs to happen.

“I hope you (take) me the right way,” Hartley continued, “because we’re not throwing chairs in there. We have to be adults, we have to be pros, we have to be business people. This is a proud community and we’re making great steps. We all understand that it’s a process. To look at this year? Yes, there’s lots of positives . . . but even if we win all our (10) remaining games, I would have the same speech (afterward) — we had some great moments, but now ‘consistency’ has to be a word we really take pride in.”

As it is — with the Anaheim Ducks on the docket Wednesday — the Flames are 14-8-0 in their last 22, 7-4-0 in their last 11, 5-2-0 in their last seven.

“We want to improve,” said Hartley. “We do tonnes of video in the morning. We show clips from games . . . good clips, clips that we can learn from. It’s all about making our guys better. For us as a coaching staff, it’s lots of fun.”

STUCK IN THEIR BILLS

No one expected the Anaheim Ducks to forget their recent visit to Calgary — a 7-2 pasting on March 12. And they haven’t.

“We were embarrassed by this team,” Ducks blue-liner Ben Lovejoy said after Tuesday afternoon’s session at the Saddledome. “They were just head and shoulders better. We got (bag-) skated the next day. We got yelled at right after (the game). It was a total team failure. It is very fresh in our minds.

“This is a proud team and we’ve been able to respond to difficult situations, to adversity, all year.”

Asked if coach Bruce Boudreau would need to remind the players of the shellacking, Lovejoy grinned.

“Bruce is very rarely short on words,” he said, “so I’m sure he’ll have things to say. Guys came into Calgary for the first time two weeks ago and we were embarrassed. We were completely outplayed. We would like to prove to ourselves, to prove to Calgary, that we’re a better team than what we showed.”
The Flames’ defensive duo of Mark Giordano and T.J. Brodie is a combined plus-19 over the past seven dates.

“We feel that this is as good a pairing as any of the top teams,” said Hartley. “We have unbelievable confidence in those two guys. Their speed, their commitment allows them to recover if a mistake is made. They’re very detailed oriented. They can provide offence. They can provide a great first pass out of our zone. Those guys have been real solid building blocks for us.”

Giordano, again Monday, was asked about Norris Trophy buzz.

The Flames captain — who has surpassed his career high in goals (with 12) and has equalled his career high in points (with 43) — predictably downplayed the attention, but Hartley knows who he likes.

“The easiest way I can put it to you — there’s not too many defencemen in this league right now that I would recommend to Brian Burke that we . . . trade Mark Giordano for.”

BURGEONING TWO-WAY STAR

Hartley, this week, offered an update on the evolution of Mikael Backlund, a 25-year-old centre.

“He’s been a very — I shouldn’t say silent or invisible — but he’s been a big factor,” said Hartley. “Mikael Backlund is starting to be one of the best two-way centremen in this league. The way that he skates, the way that he reads. You look at what he does on power play, on penalty killing. He’s rounding up his game. He’s maturing.”

Backlund admitted to reporters it was the first he’s heard of the high praise.

“Nice to hear,” said Backlund. “Personally, I feel good about myself. I don’t know if I think I’m that good yet. But I’m going to keep working hard, and, hopefully, one day I’ll be a top player here.”

Hard to believe he was a healthy scratch earlier this winter.

“That’s how things go,” said Backlund. “Things change quickly in this business.”

These, according to Backlund, are the NHL’s top two-way entities — Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk, Jonathan Toews. Meaning players see the same things fans see.

“Players that want to play 200 feet . . . those are players you usually win with,” said Backlund. “I take pride in being a player like that.”
Top NHL prospects Virtanen and Reinhart trading chances impressing scouts as WHL series all square, 2-2

Kootenay wins 5-4 in Game 4 when another ascending prospect, Jaedon Descheneau scores winner in final minute

By LAURENCE HEINEN, For the Calgary Herald March 25, 2014  
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Top NHL prospects Virtanen and Reinhart trading chances impressing scouts as WHL series all square, 2-2

Calgary Hitmen star Jake Virtanen tries to score against Kootenay Ice goalie Mackenzie Skapski as Jagger Dirk holds him back during Game 1 of the series last week.

Photograph by: Christina Ryan , Calgary Herald

Jake Virtanen and Sam Reinhart both realize a deep playoff run can go a long way toward helping their draft stock.

Seeing as how Virtanen’s Calgary Hitmen are currently in the midst of a hotly-contested Western Hockey League playoff battle against Reinhart’s Kootenay Ice, only one of the pair of highly-touted prospects will get that chance.

Both Virtanen and Reinhart scored in Cranbrook on Tuesday, but it was the Ice that escaped with a 5-4 victory thanks to a game-winning goal by Jaedon Descheneau with 51.6 seconds left in the third period. Descheneau wasn’t selected in the 2013 National Hockey League Entry Draft, but he’s definitely also turning scouts’ heads after recording eight points in his past two games.

The Eastern Conference quarter-final series between the WHL foes is now tied at two games apiece with Game 5 slated for Thursday night (7 p.m., Shaw TV, SN960) at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

Ninth among North American skaters in Central Scouting’s rankings, Virtanen said his mindset right now is all about helping the Hitmen get past the Ice in the first round.

“I know there are keys to individual success and I think team success comes first,” said Virtanen, who recorded back-to-back assists in the first two games of the series before being blanked in a 7-6 overtime win for Calgary on Monday in Cranbrook. “The farther you go in playoffs, the better it’ll look on you.”

Reinhart, meanwhile, scored once and set up four others during Monday’s OT setback, but Central Scouting’s fourth-ranked North American prospect among skaters would have gladly traded all those points in for a win.

“At the end of the day everyone likes winners,” said Reinhart, who agreed that the best way for him to impress scouts is to make sure his Kootenay squad keeps playing. “If you are winning, that’s definitely going to help your case.”

Rookie Hitmen defenceman Ben Thomas, who’s also doing what he can to impress scouts leading up to the 2014 NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia June 27-28, had a goal and an assist for the Hitmen in Tuesday’s loss. Greg Chase, a seventh-round pick (188th overall) of the Edmonton Oilers in the 2013 NHL Entry Draft, also had a goal and an assist, while Pavel Padakin scored a short-handed goal. Veteran Kootenay forward Zach Franko had a goal and an assist for the Ice on Tuesday, while prospect Luke Philp (who shares a Nov. 6, 1995 birthdate with Reinhart) and Levi Cable also scored.

Chris Driedger stopped 27 of 32 shots he faced in the Calgary net, while Ice netminder Wyatt Hoflin stopped all 20 shots he faced in a relief appearance of Mackenzie Skapski, who was pulled in the second period after giving up four goals on 18 shots.

Through four games, the Ice has now gone 9-for-18 on the power play.

“Our power play is our toughness at the end of the day,” Reinhart said. “It’s always nice when you do get power plays in bunches to capitalize. We’re all comfortable with each other out there so it doesn’t really matter who we’re playing with.”

Virtanen said that he and his Hitmen teammates obviously realize that they have to stay out of the penalty box against the Ice.
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Top NHL prospects Virtanen and Reinhart trading chances impressing scouts as WHL series all square, 2-2

Kootenay wins 5-4 in Game 4 when another ascending prospect, Jaedon Descheneau scores winner in final minute

By LAURENCE HEINEN, For the Calgary Herald March 25, 2014  
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Top NHL prospects Virtanen and Reinhart trading chances impressing scouts as WHL series all square, 2-2

Calgary Hitmen star Jake Virtanen tries to score against Kootenay Ice goalie Mackenzie Skapski as Jagger Dirk holds him back during Game 1 of the series last week.

Photograph by: Christina Ryan , Calgary Herald

Due to the skill of Kootenay players like Reinhart, Philp, Jaedon Descheneau and Jagger Dirk, that’s harder than it looks, Virtanen added.

“They’re a good team,” he said. “We can’t take them lightly. We’ve just got to keep working hard.”

When he was 15, Virtanen got a taste of post-season action when he suited up for five games during the 2012 playoffs. After his rookie WHL season, Virtanen scored two goals and added four assists in 15 games for the Hitmen, who were eliminated in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference final by the Edmonton Oil Kings.

“Making it to the third round of the playoffs and then losing in Game 7, that was really something you don’t want to experience obviously again,” he said.

The Oil Kings subsequently lost in the 2013 WHL finals to the Portland Winterhawks, who went on to compete at the Memorial Cup in Saskatoon.

At that time, Portland defenceman Seth Jones and forward Nathan MacKinnon of the Halifax Mooseheads were considered the top two prospects heading into the draft.

Led by three goals and two assists off the stick of MacKinnon, the Mooseheads went on to beat the Winterhawks 6-3 in the Memorial Cup final.

The Colorado Avalanche subsequently selected MacKinnon first overall in the draft, while the Nashville Predators ended up taking Jones fourth overall.

“Looking at last year, you look at Nathan MacKinnon,” Virtanen said. “There was a fight there with Seth Jones. MacKinnon, he was a great guy in the playoffs and he led his team all the way to the championship. I know it the final game he had that hat trick and it just showed how much character he had, how much faith he had in his team and his teammates. That looked really good. I for sure want to be that player. I want to really help this team to win a championship.”

October 24, 2013 Updated: October 24, 2013 | 5:20 pm  
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Calgay's Virtanen continues to impress scouts

By Monte Stewart 

The Canadian Press

Share this Article  

JASON FRANSON Calgary Hitmen's Jake Virtanen (right) checks Edmonton Oil Kings Ashton Sautner #5 during the second period of game seven in the WHL Eastern Conference final in Edmonton, Alta., on Tuesday April 30, 2013. Virtanen is not recognizable to every Canadian junior hockey fan, but NHL scouts definitely know his name.THE CANADIAN PRESS/Jason Franson 

VANCOUVER – Jake Virtanen is not recognizable to every Canadian junior hockey fan, but NHL scouts definitely know his name.

The 17-year-old Calgary Hitmen winger is expected to be among the top selections in next summer’s NHL draft.

“I’d be very surprised if he wasn’t,” said Washington Capitals Western scout Terry Richardson. “In my opinion, he’s a top 10, top 15 for sure. I don’t get to see all the kids, of course, actually in Eastern Canada, but this kid’s good. He’s big. Strong. He’s what everybody wants.”

Virtanen, a New Westminster, B.C., native who grew up in the Fraser Valley communities of Langley, and Abbottsford, is helping his cause this week, as he’s a big reason why the Hitmen remain in first place in the WHL’s Western Conference.

He has five goals in his last four games and recorded his first WHL hat trick in a 6-3 win over the Lethbridge Hurricanes on Sunday. With eight goals and four assists in 14 games, he continues to progress from a rookie season in which he generated 16 goals and 18 helpers.

“My 16-year-old season was pretty good,” said Virtanen, who holds dual Canadian-Finnish citizenship because his father was born in Finland.

“I finished strong. I had a strong second half of the season. I get drafted this year, so (the draft) is in the back of my mind. It’s obviously one of the biggest years of my life.

“So I’m really looking forward to (doing well) this season. It’s a huge challenge for me.”

Virtanen has not set any specific goals while he attempts to help the Hitmen reach the Memorial Cup, though he’s hopeful for a chance to play for Canada’s entry at the world junior tournament during the Christmas holidays. But he is eager to live up to his pre-draft billing.

NHL Central Scouting has listed him as a player to watch, ranking him among only seven WHL A-level skaters. Meanwhile, International Scouting Services has ranked him No. 4 on its list of top 2014 prospects.

“I think it’s pretty cool to be touted like that,” he said. “It’s an honour, obviously, but I’ve got to prove that I’m that kind of player and just work hard and just be as good a player as I am.”

Richardson scouted the winger while he helped Canada win gold at last summer’s Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament in the Czech Republic and competed the year before at the World Under-17 Challenge. He said Virtanen has continually progressed since being chosen first overall in the WHL’s 2011 bantam draft.

“He’s your prototypical power forward, and he’s got good hands,” said Richardson.

But Hitmen president Kelly Kisio noted that it took Virtanen a while to make his presence known in the WHL.

“He started out a little slow last year and then, after Christmas, he really took off and he turned into a real good player,” said Kisio. “This year, he started out a little slower, but he’s getting it going again.”

Kisio called Virtanen, who stands six-foot-one and weighs 210 pounds, “that all-around package” who can skate, shoot and score.

Virtanen displayed his high talent level Wednesday night even though the Hitmen suffered a 4-3 loss to the Giants in Vancouver.

Late in the first period, he drew a holding-the-stick penalty on Vancouver’s Arvin Atwal while racing along the boards with the puck. The infraction prevented Virtanen from charging in alone on goal.

In the second period, he was breezing with the puck past another Vancouver player at the Giants blue-line when the scoring chance was whistled down due to an off-side call. Later in the second period, he came off the bench while changing on the fly, intercepted a pass, sidestepped a defender and fired the puck through Giants goaltender Payton Lee’s legs for Calgary’s first goal.

The marker started the Hitmen’s comeback from a 3-0 deficit before their rally fell short in overtime.

Virtanen’s inaugural WHL hat-trick came only 8:16 into the first period against the Hurricanes.

According to Dave Babych, a former NHLer who works in the Vancouver Canucks’ player personnel department, Virtanen has a rare quality that players of his size often lack.

“He’s got deceptive speed,” said Babych. “He’ll come out of nowhere and beat you.”

Babych’s son Cal, a 16-year-old North Vancouver, B.C., native, also plays for the Hitmen, and the two youngsters faced each other at times while playing minor hockey on B.C.’s Lower Mainland. So the former Canuck has seen Virtanen longer than many scouts.

“He was always a good player,” said Babych. “But at that stage, you just don’t know if kids are going to be able to take that step to the higher level. He’s obviously been able to take that step.”

While Virtanen has a size advantage over many other players, Babych said his determination has set him apart from other youngsters as they have attempted to climb the ladder to the pros.

“It’s just a (higher) compete level,” said Babych. “It’s nothing more than that.”
Wednesday, 08 January 2014 09:27   Prairie Post

Honka Broncos’ true golden boy after World Juniors 

Written by  Brad Brown, A Bard’s Eye View 

Honka Broncos’ true golden boy after World Juniors  

Julius Honka is no longer the Swift Current Broncos’ golden boy in metaphor only.

The just-turned 18-year-old defenceman made it official Sunday when he helped his native Finland to a 3-2 overtime win over Sweden to claim the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championship.

Honka – also barely halfway through his first Western Hockey League season – had just stepped off the ice Sunday when teammate Rasmus Ristolainen backhanded a puck through the legs of Swedish goalie Oscar Dansk to claim gold.

Honka also wore enemy colours and even had an assist on Finland’s first goal in a convincing semifinal win over Canada, but is likely to receive a hero’s welcome anyway when he returns to Swift Current this weekend.

He is after all the first Bronco since Jakub Cutta in 2001 and sixth ever to return to Swift with a gold medal from the world juniors. (Joe Sakic and Sheldon Kennedy also did it in 1988, followed by Rick Girard in 1994 and Brad Larsen in 1996 and ’97.)

Finland’s win will be huge for Honka and, by extension, the Broncos, who will assuredly have him back for a second and final season in 2014-15.

As one of the younger players in the tournament, Honka registered 10 shots, an assist and a plus-2 rating in seven games against the stiffest competition he’s ever faced. He also learned how to win.

He singlehandedly created every scoring chance on Finland’s first power play of the gold medal game with a trio of familiar one-timers, and even playing on Finland’s third defence pairing was responsible enough to earn regular ice time from Finland coach (and shocked face model for cartoon characters everywhere) Karri Kivi on critical shifts throughout the third period and overtime.

How much that experience benefits Honka’s skill development and confidence against lesser competition for the rest of this year remains to be seen, but it certainly doesn’t represent a step back for a guy who was already making the WHL look like a plaything.

Finland’s win is obviously good for a country that hadn’t medaled since 2006, played for gold since 2001 or won gold since 1998.

It’s good too for international hockey and those who love it.

No longer are the world juniors the farce of a tournament they were from 1988-97 when Canada won eight of 10 gold medals and three countries combined to win 23 of the 30 medals available in all.

Sure I would love to have seen the pre-tournament Vegas odds on Russia, Canada and the United States all missing the gold medal game this year, but the rest of the world has caught up.

Case in point: Over the last five years of the world men’s hockey championship, under-17, under-18 and under-20 world championships, and the Spengler Cup, Canadian teams have combined for three of a possible 25 gold medals.

(Even more damning is that the U17 tournament includes five Canadian teams every year, diluting the talent of each team but vastly increasing the country’s overall odds of winning.)

If international hockey as a whole is less predictable, each individual game takes on more importance.

If each game is more important, more people will watch.

If more people are watching, the game of hockey will continue to grow around the world.

And if hockey continues growing around the world, Hockey Canada will finally be forced to change its thinking in order to keep up.

Maybe they could take a page from Finland’s book.

After all, until someone proves otherwise, Suomi No. 1!

Just ask Julius Honka.

DiFruscia working to stay out of the box 


By Bill Potrecz, The Standard 

 Tuesday, February 25, 2014 12:51:29 EST PM  
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Quick quiz.

Who leads the Niagara IceDogs in penalty minutes?

Rugged defenceman Aaron Haydon might be the first thought, but Haydon takes a back seat to winger Anthony DiFruscia in that department.

DiFruscia leads the IceDogs in penalty minutes by a large margin with 133 compared to runner-up Haydon, who has spent 94 minutes in the penalty box. He is also second in the OHL, just a fighting major and minor behind Kurtis MacDermid of the Erie Otters.

DiFruscia’s penalty minutes are a combination of aggressiveness and his compete level, which is off the charts.

The other side of that coin is that the 18-year-old Thorold native sometimes goes over the edge and takes needless or careless penalties.

“I try to work hard every shift and get the team excited and make a big impact hit that can maybe excite the boys,” DiFruscia said. “Sometimes it might cross the line and I’ve taken maybe some questionable penalties lately. I really need to get back in line and smarten up a little bit in order to make this playoff push.

“Penalties are going to happen with the way I play but I just need to be a little smarter about it.”

IceDogs head coach/general manager Marty Williamson loves DiFruscia’s compete level, but would also like him to pick his spots.

“It’s a double-edged sword there a little bit,” Williamson said. “We want him playing like that but Anthony is taking too many minor penalties. We’ve talked to him about it.

“Anthony is an aggressive player and we need him to be that for us. We need to have a balance to our team. We need a guy who finishes checks and I think that’s what makes Anthony valuable to us. He’s a 20-plus goal scorer, a 100 penalty-minute guy, and he’s had his fair share of fights. He’s that kind of player.”

DiFruscia admits he can’t be worried about penalties in the heat of the moment.

“It’s gets frustrating when you are just trying to help the guys out with something that will impact the result of the game,” he said. “You have to go out there with an open mind and try and do your job and do it the best you can.”

Williamson figures some of DiFruscia’s penalties can be chalked up to frustration.

“Anthony doesn’t like to lose,” Williamson said. “He’s very competitive and that’s what we love about him. Anthony’s frustration gets the better of him sometimes. That’s the maturity. He’s not used to losing this much. This year we’ve lost a lot of hockey game and that’s tough on a highly competitive kid like Anthony.

“He plays hard right to the end and that’s what we love about him. I wouldn’t change anything and I want to win more just like he does. I think when we win more he’ll be less of a factor penalty-wise because I do believe a chunk of those penalties and a frustration of losing.”

The IceDogs have struggled for most of the season with their penalty killing, which is another good reason for DiFruscia to stay out of the box.

You can’t take bad penalties,” Williamson said. “Slashing and stick penalties can’t be part of his game and at times he need to be reigned in a little bit. “We’re at a point now where our penalty killing is at the bottom of the league but it’s still a work in progress and we can’t put it under too much stress.”

When he has stayed on the ice, DiFruscia has put together an outstanding offensive season with 23 goals and 45 points in 58 games playing on the club’s top line along with Carter Verhaeghe and Brendan Perlini. The unit often goes up against the top lines from the opponent.

“It give you a perspective of how hard you have to work and how good you have to be to make it to the next level,” DiFruscia said. “It’s exciting.”

The IceDogs, who have nine games remaining, host the Mississauga Steelheads Thursday. Niagara is tied with Ottawa for the eighth and final playoff spot in the Eastern Conference with 46 points, two behind the Steelheads. The IceDogs then travel to Sudbury Saturday and North Bay Sunday.

Defencemen Aaron Haydon and Alex Mikulovich and forwards Billy Jenkins (foot) and Matt Gillard (illness) are questionable for Thursday.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca
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Perlini ranked 8th 
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Brendan Perlini headlines the list of Niagara IceDogs found in the National Hockey League’s Central Scouting Service 2014 final rankings.

The forward is ranked eighth among North American skaters, the same spot he occupied in the mid-term rankings.

Perlini, who turns 18 April 27, had a breakout season with 34 goals and 71 points in just 58 games playing most of the season on Niagara’s top line with Carter Verhaeghe and Anthony DiFruscia. He struggled in the playoffs with just one assist in seven games but overall was so impressive he was invited to join Team Canada for the World Under-18 Hockey Championships in Finland later this month.

Brent Moran, the Ontario Hockey League’s top ranked goaltender, has seen his draft stock jump to third among North American goaltenders, behind only Boston College’s Thatcher Demko and Charlottetown’s Mason McDonald.

Defencemen Aaron Haydon and Blake Siebenaler find themselves back-to-back in the final rankings, with Haydon ranked 54th and Siebenaler ranked 55th, while Alex Mikulovich is listed at 192nd among North American skaters.

As well, IceDogs draft pick Edwin Minney, was ranked seventh among North American goaltenders.

“It’s exciting to see we have a possible top 10 first-rounder,” Niagara coach/general manager Marty Williamson said. “We’ve got a couple of second-round defencemen, we’ve got maybe a late-round defenceman, and one of the top goalies. I think that’s exciting for our future and we also believe we have a nice, young core coming in behind them.

“You don’t really pay attention to it (rankings) but when teams have three or four, or maybe even five guys that are going to get drafted to the NHL, it’s pretty exciting.”

Scouts were in abundance at IceDogs games this season, but Williamson said it’s very difficult to match up players and teams.

“You don’t really have a feeling,” Williamson said. “I think Buffalo was looking real hard (at Perlini) because they might have another pick at 10 or 11 depending on whether they get it this year or next year. That’s right in the range for Brendan.

“You get a feeling when you see scouts around an awful lot that they are pretty interested — Calgary started showing up lot — but they hold their cards pretty close when they talk to you. They are pretty generic and usually you are taking to an area scout. When you are taking to a general manager, then it’s different.”

Forward Niki Petti of the Belleville Bulls, a native of Welland, was ranked 143rd.

The 2014 NHL draft will be held June 27–28 at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca
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Jesse Graham, 155th overall pick by the New York Islanders, was dealt to Saginaw by Niagara.
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Marty Williamson didn’t get much sleep Friday night and it had nothing to do with the Niagara IceDogs losing a game to the Sudbury Wolves that night.

The general manager/coach of the IceDogs tossed and turned all night wrestling with the notion of trading captain Jesse Graham, but when the sun came up Saturday morning, Williamson knew it was the right thing for the organization.

Williamson dealt Graham to the Saginaw Spirit in exchange for second round picks in 2014 and 2015, a third round pick in 2017, and a conditional second round pick in 2018. The conditional second round pick goes to the IceDogs if Graham plays a game in the 2014-15 season.

“It was very difficult,” said Williamson, who named Luke Mercer the team’s new captain. “I wrestled if I could wait longer, could I do this, or could I do that, but it was the right move. We got quite a haul for him and we need to play (Vince) Dunn and (Blake) Siebenaler and (Aaron) Haydon and we need to develop.”

Williamson had hoped Graham would be back next season as an over-age player, but after consulting the New York Islanders, wasn’t so sure he wouldn’t be signed and turn pro.

“He’s got a good chance to sign and I couldn’t take the chance on him not coming back and then not getting any assets for him,” Williamson said.

Williamson was satisfied with the picks as a return, rather than a player or two coming back.

“If we were going to get a top-end young player, then I would have got no picks,” Williamson said. “The top-end player really wasn’t there and I didn’t want to jeopardize the picks by putting a player in and then I would have got a lot less.

“We’ve re-stocked our cupboard, whether I want to be a buyer next year and grab a piece or two, or just draft top young players, now I’ve got that option.”

Williamson admitted he will miss Graham, both on and off the ice.

“It’s 25 minutes a night. He’s one of our best players and now we don’t have him on the ice,” Williamson said. “Jesse was such a class kid and he played so hard for us. I never had to say something about a lack of effort. He played all-out and whether you liked his style or don’t like his style, I would have Jesse Graham on my team any time.”

Williamson said Graham took the news hard.

“I think he expected there would be a trade but the timing threw him off a little,” Williamson said. “He was extremely sad to leave. It was very emotional. There were a lot of tears. He’s been here for four years and you get pretty attached.”

A sixth round pick of the New York Islanders in 2012, Graham was selected by the IceDogs sixth overall in the 2010 OHL Priority Selection and played in 223 games for the IceDogs, scoring 15 goals and picking up 99 assists for 114 points in those games, along with a +30 rating.

Niagara visit Saginaw Jan. 3. The Spirit play in Niagara Friday, Feb. 7.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca
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Carter Verhaeghe has hit a dry spell and the timing couldn’t be worse.

The normally reliable and productive centre is in a slump, now having gone nine games in a row without a goal.

Verhaeghe came up empty Thursday as the IceDogs dropped a 3-1 decision to the Mississauga Steelheads in an Ontario Hockey League game at Jack Gatecliff Arena.

“It’s really frustrating,” said Verhaeghe, who last scored when he netted a hat-trick versus Kitchener Feb. 1. “There’s not really you can do much about it. You just have to keep working hard and hopefully things will turn around. You have to put the hard work in.

“It’s tough with the losses and not getting the wins when we need them.”

Verhaeghe got off to a red-hot start this season and still has solid totals of 26 goals and 74 points in 55 games.

“You just have to play your game. When you play your game thing usually go your way,” Verhaeghe added. “You can’t changed things because then things get too complicated.”

It was a costly loss for the IceDogs who now fall four points behind the Steelheads in the Eastern Conference standings. Mississauga sit in seventh place with 50 points while Ottawa hold down the eighth and final playoff position with 48. Niagara (19-33-3-5) sit in ninth with 46 points.

The IceDogs have scored just two goals in their last three games and coach/general manager Marty Williamson feels the team may be running out of gas as the season hits crunch time.

“I thought our whole week we looked drained in practice,” Williamson said. “It worried me an awful lot. With a big game coming up it seemed like everything seemed too much work. We didn’t seem natural enough or loose enough.

“It seems like we hit a wall.”

Williamson feels Verhaeghe also falls into that category.

“Carter has logged a ton of ice,” he said. “We count on him an awful lot. It catches up to the guys at certain points. He’s not a huge man yet and he’s doing his best to help us, but everything is tough for us right now.”

Williamson said the club will take a bit of a breather Friday and head up to Sudbury a day early for their Saturday game versus the Wolves. They will get together for a team meal and then attend the Wolves-Guelph Storm game Friday night.

“This is when you reach into your bag of tricks to try and get them through this wall,” Williamson said.

Mississauga netted the lone goal of the first period when Jared Walsh scored from the point on a power-play. Niagara out-shot Mississauga 11-9 in a mostly nondescript period.

Things finally began to heat up mid-way through the second when Cody Caron and Damian Bourne battled to a spirited draw. Caron came out of the box for that major and then went right back in on a goaltender inference call. Seconds later, Jordan Maletta was checked into the boards from behind with no call which prompted an explosion from Williamson on the bench. Williamson said later the referee told him he thought Maletta dove attempting to draw penalty.

Maletta finally got the IceDogs on the board early in the third when he poked home his ninth of the season.

Mississauga answered back following a time-out to take a 2-1 lead just over five minutes into the period, then made it 3-1 when Josh Burnside scored on the ensuring face-off after officials waved off a Niagara goal. The official explanation was the puck was forced into the net. Replay officials called it a good goal but were overruled by the referees.

Ice cubes: Matt Gillard (ill), Aaron Haydon (root canal, upper body) and Johnny Corneil did not dress for the IceDogs  . . . Stephen Gibson, Everett Clark, Cody Thompson, Jacob Greaves and Jacob Jammers were scratched for the Steelheads  . . . The IceDogs honoured the Niagara Generals peewee and atom football teams before the game  . . . The press room was crawling with NHL scouts once again  . . . The Plymouth Whalers make their lone appearance in Niagara next Thursday. Former IceDogs forward Brook Hiddink has no goals and 13 assists in 32 games for the Whalers.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca
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The Niagara IceDogs split a pair of games this weekend, beating North Bay 4-1 at home Sunday and losing 2-0 Sunday afternoon in Mississauga.
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ST. CATHARINES - A 2-0 loss to the Mississauga Steelheads Sunday afternoon has the Niagara IceDogs clinging to a share of the eighth and final playoff spot in the OHL’s Eastern Conference.

The setback allowed the Steelheads (22-33-1-3) to move two points up on Niagara (19-32-3-5) with nine games left in the regular season. The Ottawa 67’s (21-34-1-3) defeated the Kitchener Rangers 4-2 Sunday afternoon to move back into a tie with Niagara. Both Mississauga and Ottawa had lost four straight games heading into Sunday’s action.

“It’s going to go right down to the end,” Niagara head coach/GM Marty Williamson said. “If we want to make the playoffs, we have to put a few wins together and that’s something we’ve struggled with in the second half.”

On Sunday, neither team scored in the first period and Mississauga outshot the IceDogs 12-11. The game remained scoreless until 11:30 of the second frame when Mississauga’s Sam Babintsev cut into the slot and fed a perfect pass to Sean Day. The Steelheads held a 10-9 shots advantage in the second period.

Mississauga grabbed a 2-0 lead at the 5:06 mark of the third period after Scott Burnside one-timed a pass from Niagara Falls native Brett Foy. The IceDogs had several excellent chances to score in the second half of the third period, but couldn’t put one past Mississauga goalie Spencer Martin. Niagara had a 15-10 shot advantage in the final period.

“I thought it was a pretty even game and we had some great chances, but we couldn’t get the puck to the back of the net,” Williamson. “That was the difference.”

The Dogs had a number of good chances on the power play, but still ended up 0-6 with the man advantage.

“Mo (goalie Brent Moran) played pretty good in net, but we made a couple little errors and they found a way to bang it in.”

Moran was coming off a 53-save night Saturday in a home win over North Bay.

“I thought the shot count was a little bit off and I didn’t think it was that high,” Williamson said.

“Mo caused a lot of problems with his rebounds, in that simple shots turned into two and three.”

Williamson felt Moran played better Sunday than Saturday.

“We’re seeing a young goalie who is starting to develop into a pretty good goalie, so that’s a positive for us.”

Moran played all three games for Niagara this past week and rebounded nicely from a sub-par second half in Thursday’s home game versus Kingston.

Niagara was happy to have Brendan Perlini back in the lineup and are hopeful to get Billy Jenkins back in action when the Dogs host Mississauga Thursday at 7 p.m. at the Jack Gatecliff Arena.

Matt Gillard, who has been battling a virus, is doubtful for Thursday.

“He just started eating food again and he lost eight pounds,” Williamson said. “He is going to practice this week and he’s back to feeling good, but it will take him awhile to get back to speed.”

The injury bug struck the IceDogs’ blue-line Saturday against North Bay with both Aaron Haydon (shoulder) and Aleksandar Mikulovich (foot) missing Sunday’s game.

“We only had four defencemen today (Sunday) and the young kid, (Zach) Wilkie, played too,” Williamson said. “I thought that took a bit of our game away because (Vince) Dunn and these guys are really good at generating offence.

“We had to play them so much that they tired.”

Williamson is optimistic about having Haydon and Mikulovich back for Thursday’s game. The latter will undergo X-rays but it is believed his foot is only bruised.

Williamson likes his team’s chances of making the playoffs if it can get healthy.

“I’m hoping we can start to see that team sooner than later, or else we will be talking about them next year.”

IceDogs 4 Battalion 1

Moran made 53 saves, including 41 in the first two periods, to spark the Niagara IceDogs to a 4-1 win over the visiting North Bay Battalion Saturday night.

Outshot 42-25 in the first two periods, Niagara still managed to build a 4-1 lead thanks to Brendan Perlini’s 29th and 30th goals of the season and an assist. Eric Ming (24th) and Vince Dunn (fifth) also scored for Niagara and Luke Mercer and Carter Verhaeghe contributed a pair of assists each. Ben Thomson scored for North Bay.

bernie.puchalski@sunmedia.ca
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Marty Williamson isn’t the least bit surprised to see Brendan Perlini ranked No. 8 among North American skaters in the 2014 NHL Mid-Term draft rankings.

“I think he’s going to be a top 15 pick in that range from 5-15,” Williamson said of the Niagara IceDogs sniper. “Some teams love him and some teams have questions. That’s typical when you have 30 GMs analyzing kids. Everyone has a different opinion but he’s first-round talent.”

Perlini, acquired by Williamson from Barrie last season for winger Mitch Theoret, has exploded in his sophomore season in the OHL with 28 goals and 60 points in 42 games.

Perlini has been compared by some to former IceDog Ryan Strome — both started their careers in Barrie before making a name for themselves in Niagara — but Williamson compares Perlini to another ex-IceDog.

“He’s a more explosive Brett Ritchie,” Williamson said. “He’s not quite as physical but people forget Ritchie got physical in his last couple of years. His first couple of years that was the knock on Ritchie, that he didn’t do that, and then all of a sudden he got more physical in his fourth year. We have to remember Brendan is still in his second year.”

Williamson does see a similarity between Perlini and Strome in one aspect.

“Their games are different, but talk about their focus on the game and wanting to be pros, there are a lot of similarities,” Williamson said. “They are both students of the game.”

IceDogs goaltender Brent Moran was No. 6 among North American goaltenders. Moran got off to a slow start but has played better and more consistently of late.

“He’s really jumped up,” Williamson said. “That’s really impressive for him.

“He’s is a position now where if he has a strong second half he can put himself up with the really elite guys.”

Niagara defenceman Aaron Haydon was ranked No. 28 among North American skaters.

“He’s got a chance to move himself up in the second half,” Williamson said. “I think he’s going to be a guy who squeaks himself into the first round or he’ll go in the second round. Getting himself healthy and getting going in the right direction in the second half, will be pretty important to him.”

Other IceDogs ranked are: Blake Siebenaler (47th), Alex Mikulovich (108th), and Alex Protopavich (166th). Niagara Falls’ Nikki Petti of the Belleville Bulls is ranked 163rd.

As well, IceDogs draft pick Edwin Minney, who was selected in the eighth round of the 2012 draft, is the No. 2 ranked North American goaltender. Minney, a native of Pennsylvania, is a member of the U.S. National Under-18 team.

“We’ve got two goalies rated that high so were pretty excited for him,” Williamson said. “If he didn’t pan out, we knew he was going to school but if he did pan out and became an NHL pick, he’s very open to coming to our league.”

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca
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Niagara IceDogs defenceman Aaron Haydon was recently named to the roster for the NHL/CHL Prospects Game.
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ST. CATHARINES - Aaron Haydon’s sophomore season in the Ontario Hockey League literally and figuratively started on the wrong foot.

Taking part in the Niagara IceDogs preseason golf tournament, the 17-year-old Plymouth, Mich. native stepped awkwardly from the grass to a curb and broke a bone on the outside of his foot.

The 6-foot-3, 190-pounder — who missed a good chunk of his rookie season, with a broken jaw — quickly realized the start of his NHL draft season would begin on the sidelines.

“It was frustrating, but everything happens for a reason,” the defenceman said. “Stuff like that happens all the time, and it was a good experience for me.”

The bad break contributed to a bit of a slow start for Haydon, and it would take him 15 to 20 games before he felt like he was back in form.

“The pressure started building, but I got over that and started focusing on playing my game,” he said.

“I think he has really picked things up lately and had a great last weekend with goals in two of the three games,” IceDogs head coach/general manager Marty Williamson said.

More important, Haydon is starting to simplify his game.

“He listened to us about being quieter and being a force, and defensively he’s a big strong guy,” Williamson said.

When the team drafted Haydon in the first round of the 2012, the IceDogs coaching staff described him as a shut-down defenceman on a championship club.

Niagara is not a championship team this season, but Haydon is starting to reach his potential.

“The best thing is he is realizing how strong he can be, and if he keeps his decision simple he’s very difficult to play against,” Williamson said. “I think his next couple of years are going to be awfully strong for us.”

Haydon has three goals and eight points in 34 games and his -19 plus-minus rating, playing mainly against the opponents’ top lines.

It’s a job Haydon relishes.

“That’s the type of player I want to be,” he said. “I want to go out there against the top lines and shut them down.”

Haydon’s play has obviously caught the eye of NHL scouts. He was one of 40 players selected to Canadian Hockey League’s NHL Prospects Game Jan. 15 in Calgary.

“I’m really excited to go and I’m ready to show what I’ve got,” he said.

Much will be written about the players in the game, but Haydon will ignore the media chatter like he has done all season leading up to the NHL draft,

“I avoid most of it, because that stuff has nothing to do with me playing,” he said. “I go out there and perform and whatever anyone else says it doesn’t matter. No one is drafted yet.”

To prepare for his draft year, Haydon woke up nearly every summer at 5:30 a.m. to go skate with fellow OHLers in Plymouth. He also had a job at a goalie school and was on the ice for five hours every day.

“It was stickhandling and shooting and, of course, they were little goalies, but being on the ice that long does something,” he said.

That something was part of the process to earn a spot in the Prospects Game. He plans to approach the match like any other,

“I have to stay inside my box and have fun,” he said. “I’m a shut-down D and I have to stop whoever is out against me and move the puck up.”

Aaron Haydon

Age: 17.

Team: Niagara IceDogs.

Hometown: Plymouth, Mich.

2013-14 stats: 3-5-8 in 34 games.

Prospects look good: One of 40 players named to Prospects Game roster.

bernie.puchalski@sunmedia.ca

IceDogs this week

Following is a look at Niagara’s abbreviated week ahead:

AT LONDON FRIDAY

London Knights: Third in Western Conference with a 25-6-1-2 record, including 8-1-0-1 last 10 games. Home record is 16-2-0-1. Powerplay ranked second at 26.7%. Penalty kill ranked fifth at 82.9%.

Local content: None.

Leading scorers: Chris Tierney 19-26-45; Bo Horvat 16-28-44; Max Domi 16-26-42; Mitchell Marner 7-29-36; Josh Anderson 16-13-29.

Top goalie: Anthony Stolarz, 20-3-1, .926 save percentage, 2.50 goals against average.

NHL draft picks: Anderson, fourth round, 95th overall by Columbus in 2012; C Ryan Rupert, sixth round, 157th overall by Toronto in 2012; C Tierney, second round, 55th overall by San Jose in 2012; Stolarz, second round, 45th overall by Philadelphia in 2012: C Domi, first round, 12th overall by Phoenix in 2013; D Brady Austin, seventh round, 193rd overall by Buffalo in 2012; C Horvat, first round, ninth overall by Vancouver in 2013; RW Michael McCarron, first round, 25th overall by Montreal in 2013; C Kyle Platzer, fourth round, 96th overall by Edmonton in 2013.

Previous meetings: Niagara won 4-1 Nov. 28.

Top IceDogs vs Niagara: Billy Jenkins and Brendan Perlini 1-1-2; Carter Verhaeghe 0-2-2.
Haydon getting back to basics 
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Less is more where Aaron Haydon is concerned.

The Niagara IceDogs sophomore defenceman has been caught in between at times this season, trying to be all things to all people.

“I’ve had that problem this year already trying to do too much,” said Haydon, who has a goal and two points in 17 games. “Marty (head coach/general manager Marty Williamson) told me to keep things simple, be a stay-at-home D, and be rough. That’s all Marty needs of me and all I need to do.”

Haydon has so much potential in so many areas it’s natural to perhaps expect a little more from him across the board. The Plymouth, Michigan native is big, tough, is a strong skater, and also has a booming shot from the point.

Williamson would like to see Haydon simplify his game, starting in his own end.

“I really think it takes longer for defencemen to develop,” Williamson said. “He has so many assets going for him, he just needs to relax and let things come to him. Take care of his own end and play with an edge, those are his good qualities and when he sees opportunities, join the rush, not lead the rush.”

Haydon has shown a willingness to drop the gloves, but Williamson doesn’t want to see Haydon go out there looking for trouble.

“He’s can’t be ratty,” Williamson said. “He’s got to play with an edge but we don’t want him going out there with needless fights. There is no point to it. If he’s playing with an edge, there are repercussions that will come with that and those are the situations that come to you and you handle them.”

Haydon is in his draft year, which Williamson noted can be tough on a player as he attempts to impress the scouts.

“That’s all part of the pull and push they go through in their draft year,” Williamson said. “He doesn’t need to go looking for them thinking the scouts want to see me fight, so I better fight.”

Haydon downplayed that thought.

“Right now it’s about playing my game for the team and the draft. If I just focus on every game and every shift, that stuff will come,” Haydon said.

Haydon had a solid rookie campaign that saw him make significant strides. He was set back by a broken jaw, but came back strong at the end of the season.

This year, he got off to a tough start when he missed all of training camp thanks to a freak ankle injury he suffered stepping off a curb at the IceDogs’ annual golf tournament the day before camp opened.

“I think he’s got a little ways to go,” Williamson said. “When you break your foot and you miss all of training camp, I still think he’s got another level that he can take it to this year which I saw last year.”

Haydon admitted it was a tough way to start the season.

“It really did set me back,” he said. “It’s tough skipping all of camp and exhibition. I’m slowly, but surely, getting back into it. I’m fixing parts of my game piece by piece and making sure it’s as close to perfect as I can make it.”

The IceDogs, who are in the midst of a five-game losing streak, play host to Sarnia Thursday and Oshawa Saturday.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca

twitter@BillPStandard
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Aaron Haydon got some good news Wednesday.

Despite being sideline with a fracture in his foot, the Niagara IceDogs defenceman learned the injury wasn’t as serious as first thought. Original reports had him out for about a month, but now the big rearguard is hoping to be back in a couple of weeks.

“It shouldn’t be too long,” Haydon said while balancing himself on crutches during Day 2 of training camp. “The doctor told me once it stops hurting I can get back on the ice. I’ll have a boot support for my foot but I won’t be playing for a couple of weeks.”

IceDogs coach/general manager Marty Williamson is relieved the news on Haydon isn’t as bad as it could have been.

“It’s not the best-case scenario, but it’s not the worst-case either,” Williamson said. “He’ll miss a little bit of training camp here but I think he’ll be ready for start of the season.”

Haydon was injured at the team’s golf tournament Monday.

“I was stepping off curb from the grass to the parking lot and it rolled on me,” he said. “All my weight went on my ankle and it snapped my foot.”

Haydon didn’t think much of it until later in the day when there was some significant swelling in his ankle.

“I thought it was just a little strain and that it would be better in a few days but it blew up like a balloon by the end of the day,” Haydon said. “The next morning the trainer said he didn’t think it should be that big so went for an x-ray and it was a fracture.”

Haydon, who missed a good chunk of last season with a broken jaw, is already chomping at the bit to get back on the ice.

“I love being out there with the guys,” he said. “I think in a week I’ll be able to do stuff. The doctor said once the pain is gone, I should be good (to go).

“I convinced the doctor not to put me in a cast. I can’t injure it anymore walking on it so I’m going to try and get back on the foot as soon as possible.”

Williamson isn’t concerned the injury will set back Haydon too much.

“This is a guy who was over in Prague for the (under-18) world championships and already played a fair amount of hockey this summer. He keeps himself in good shape so I’m not too worried about him,” Williamson said.

ON THE MOVE AGAIN

For the second straight day the IceDogs began camp at Jack Gatecliff Arena, only to have to move to the Seymour-Hannah Sports and Entertainment Centre.

Tueday, it was the fog at Gatecliff that necessitated the move. Wednesday, the power went out just after the club went on for their 8:30 a.m. session.

“We waited for half and hour or so and then got on the phone and scrambled to get some ice time,” IceDogs equipment manager Kevin Emo said. “When you have a rink that’s 80 years old, things are going to happen.”

Emo and his staff quickly rounded up as much equipment as they could and headed out to set up shop at the four-pad.

“It is a bit of a logistical nightmare but you make due with what you have,” he said. “You pile in bare essentials and keep our fingers crossed that things go smoothly.

“The players are understanding. It’s not the best situation but I have good help and the city has been great. Very accommodating.”

The IceDogs camp will all be held at the 4-pad Thursday, including the Black and White intersquad game.

ICEDOGS INK THREE

The IceDogs signed Graham Knott, Cody Caron, and Sam Berg Wednesday.

Knott was the first of two IceDog third round picks in the 2013 OHL Priority Selection and his commitment gives the IceDogs commitments from their top five selections in the 2013 Priority Selection. The winger picked up eight goals and eight assists in 25 games with the York Simcoe Express last season.

Caron, a-17-year old-centre, was drafted from the Sault Ste. Marie North Stars where he put up 22 goals and 23 assists for 45 points in 31 games last season.

Berg was selected by the IceDogs in the 14th round of the 2012 OHL Priority Selection. 

 He split last season between the Buffalo Jr. Sabres and Hamilton Jr. Red Wings of the OJHL where he accumulated 12 goals and 12 assists for 24 points, as well as 215 penalty minutes in 52 games.

CUTS COMING

With over 60 players in camp, Thursday will see the first cuts of camp. Some will be cut following the morning sessions (8:30 a.m., 10:30 a.m.) while others will be made following the Black and White game. Williamson indicated he’d like to get down to about 40 players Thursday.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca

Twitter@BillPStandard

Aaron Haydon showing why he was a No. 1 pick 
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ST. CATHARINES - Slowly but surely, Aaron Haydon is beginning to show the talent and potential that made him a first round draft pick.

The big rearguard’s Ontario Hockey League career started slowly — he was a healthy scratch in a few games earlier this season — and when he did begin to play his minutes were restricted.

But as he became acclimatized to the OHL, Haydon’s natural talent began to shine through and he was afforded more playing time.

Niagara coach/general manager Marty Williamson pointed to a stretch in December as the turning point for Haydon.

“It was a little bit gradual but it really seemed when Dougie (Hamilton) left for the world juniors and we started playing him more he just seemed to relish that role,” Williamson said. “He deserved it and he just seemed like he was relishing the opportunity to play more and be part of the penalty killing and power-play.

“He’s taken off. I can’t say enough good things about his progression in his first year. It’s exactly what you want from a young guy. We have a corner piece going forward for the next three years.”

Haydon, who grew up in Michigan, admits he feels much more comfortable with a few months of play under his belt.

“I think the big thing was getting used to the speed of the game,” he said. “I’m more comfortable now that I’ve got my legs under me. Everything has just slowed down for me.

“The (extra) ice time was big. The playing time really helped me with getting used to the speed.”

Haydon was smart enough to realize most rookies — let alone rookie defencemen — don’t come into the OHL and immediately pick up where they left off in midget.

“You have to assume as a 16-year-old coming in you’re not going to make an impact right away,” said Haydon, who scored his first OHL goal October 25 versus Sault Ste. Marie. “I understood my role was going to be a third-line defenceman coming in and just tried to work hard and get better.”

Williamson loves Haydon’s aggressiveness, even if it occasionally leads to mistakes.

“I think he’s doing as much as any young defenceman out there,” Williamson said. “He wants to contribute and make plays and join the rush. He’s not hesitant at all.”

Williamson feels Haydon’s aggressiveness is a good example for fellow rear guard Broderick Kelly, a steady, stay-at-home defenceman who rarely takes a risk.

“It’s where we’re trying to get Broderick,” Williamson said. “He’s so conservative. We’re trying to get him to make plays. You can’t just be safe. Safe is death all the time. It’s about making plays and begin aggressive in certain areas.”

Haydon admits he was just hanging on for dear life earlier trying not to screw up.

“At the beginning I was real patient and conservative and I was trying not to make too many mistakes,” he said. “I’ve learned that if you play that way you’re not going to make any other good plays, or plays that are going to help the team. I’ve got the confidence up and now I’m going to start helping the team and playing better.”

With Hamilton likely gone for good to the NHL, there’s more of an opportunity than ever to get Haydon even more playing time, but the IceDogs don’t want to overexpose him and put him in positions to fail.

“We really watch his ice time. He can’t carry Dougie-type ice time,” Williamson said. “That’s just too much and that’s a recipe for disaster a little bit. We talk to him an awful lot and he takes care of himself off the ice. He does all the right things that allow himself to continue to grow and get a little more ice here and there.”

Niagara are home to Barrie Thursday and Saginaw Saturday before travelling to Brampton for a Sunday afternoon game.

Ice chips: Steve Shipley (wrist) and Mack Lemmon (banged up) are day-to-day. Ryan Strome and Brett Ritchie were both given Monday off as a maintenance day. Ritchie received a two-game suspension for being the instigator in a fight in the final five minutes of Saturday’s loss to Peterborough.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca
Wild to play Colorado in first round of playoffs
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For the third time in franchise history, the Wild will face the Colorado Avalanche in the postseason.

The Avalanche won the Central Division this afternoon thanks to the plummeting St. Louis Blues’ home loss against the Detroit Red Wings.

The Wild-Avs series is expected to start in Denver on Thursday.

The Avs, who are 8-1-1 in their past 10 and play a meaningless game tonight at Anaheim, has gone from 29th place to a division championship in one year with Hall of Fame goalie Patrick Roy in his first year as coach.

The Wild went 1-3-1 against the Avalanche this season. Since March 5, 2006, the Wild is 32-14-6 against Colorado and 13-3-3 in its past 19 in Denver.

But the Avs are a different team. Semyon Varlamov, a potential Vezina winner, just broke Roy’s single-season record with 41 wins. Guaranteed Calder winner Nathan MacKinnon, 18, is already one of the most threatening players in the West. Gabriel Landeskog is a rock-solid two-way forward, as is Ryan O’Reilly.. Bloomington’s Erik Johnson has had a terrific season on the blue line.

The Avs average the fourth-most goals per game in the NHL (3.00), although they rank 14th defensively (2.63 goals against per game).

In 2003, the Wild rallied from 3-1 down to beat Colorado in the first round. Andrew Brunette scored the most famous goal in franchise history and sent Roy into retirement by scoring the series-clinching goal in overtime. In 2008, after the Wild won the Northwest Division, Jose Theodore and the Avs stoned the Wild in six games.

“They are completely different than what they were last year,” said Jason Pominville. “They only added a couple players here or there, but their coaching staff must have done a great job there. They’re just playing with really, really good confidence. They’ve got a lot of skill up front that can make you pay.”

Added Ryan Suter on playing in Denver, “It’s a tough place to play with the altitude. If you get caught out there, that really hurts you. We enjoy playing there though. It is a tough building to play with good atmosphere, but we’ve had success there.”

Kyle Brodziak's Iron Man streak ends tonight vs. Nashville
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The Wild closes the regular season tonight at 7 against the Nashville Predators.

If the St. Louis Blues lose to the Detroit Red Wings, the Wild will play the Colorado Avalanche for the third time in Minnesota’s five all-time postseasons (1-1). In the second period, Detroit leads 2-0. I will update this later, of course.

In 2003, the Wild rallied from 3-1 down to beat Colorado in the first round. In 2008, after the Wild won the Northwest Division, Jose Theodore and the Avs stoned the Wild in six games.

The Avalanche, with Patrick Roy in his first year as head coach, has gone from 29th place to a near Central Division title in one year. Colorado is 8-1-1 in its past 10 heading into tonight’s finale at Anaheim and went 4-0-1 against the Wild this season.

In tonight’s Wild-Preds game, Kyle Brodziak’s 231 consecutive games played streak will end. He has played every game since Feb. 25, 2011, but coach Mike Yeo said it would be “silly” to play him tonight. This way, Brodziak will be given every opportunity to get healthy for the start of the playoffs, which are expected to begin Thursday for the Wild.

NHL playoff schedules come out late tonight.

With Brodziak hurt, Nino Niederreiter will play center for the first time in his NHL career on a line believed to be with Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine. Niederreiter has played center previously in his junior career and has been so defensively responsible, Yeo feels he should be able to slide in for a game and provide a big body and good presence. Cody McCormick is expected to center Stephane Veilleux and at times defenseman Jon Blum.

That’s because Dany Heatley left today’s skate with “lower-body discomfort,” Yeo said.

Clayton Stoner, who sprained his MCL March 22 against Detroit, returns and will be paired with Nate Prosser.

Yeo said tonight may be a meaningless game, but “our goal should be to get to 100 points.”

The Predators are 5-0-1 in their past six and Yeo wants the Wild to “match their intensity.”

“We have to make sure we’re keeping our foot on the gas as much as possible,” Yeo said. “We’ve talked so long about how we feel good about our game. That can leave you in a hurry, too, so we should make sure we’re able to keep our intensity up and carry that momentum into the playoffs.”

Yeo said his primary focus tonight is to get Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville quality ice time because they were essentially “rested” last game and Yeo wants them getting enough of a workload to get them ready for the playoffs.

Pominville hopes to get Goal No. 30. "It would have been nice to get it the other night when they threw me out there with an empty net (he just missed), but at the same time, it's only a number," he said.

Yeo said Mikael Granlund had another good day on the ice. If the Wild opens Thursday, the Wild will have Monday off and then have a couple hard practices in St. Paul Tuesday and Wednesday. Yeo hopes Granlund can participate in those so he can get the green light to return for Game 1.

Josh Harding is still around. The Wild has talked about Harding having a rehab stint with Iowa (four games left), but so far that hasn’t come into fruition and Yeo said he’s not sure if it will.

By the way, good to see Preds GM David Poile in the house. Last time he was here, Poile was struck by the puck and suffered major facial damage, multiple surgeries, lost vision in his right eye and missed the Winter Olympics as Team USA’s GM.

Poile said he needed to come back here just to show himself he could.

Wild to face Colorado or St. Louis in first round of the playoffs
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The Anaheim Ducks clinched the Western Conference a second ago. That means the division winner with the second-best record will be Colorado or St. Louis.

That means the Wild, the top wildcard team in the West, will face one of those teams in the first round of the playoffs this week.

Sunday's scenarios:

The Blues face Detroit at home at 11:30 a.m. CT. The Ducks host Colorado at 7 p.m. CT. The Wild hosts Nashville at 7 p.m. CT

 - If St. Louis loses in regulation to Detroit, the Wild plays Colorado.

 - If St. Louis gets a point vs. Detroit, Colorado must get a point at Anaheim to play the Wild, or the Wild plays St. Louis.

 - If St. Louis beats Detroit, Colorado must beat Anaheim to play the Wild, or the Wild plays St. Louis.

Playoff series schedules will be released Sunday night. I believe the Wild will open Thursday because are there are arena conflicts in both Colorado and St. Louis on Wednesday.

Talk to you Sunday morning after the morning skates. I'll also be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

Granlund returns to practice, Stoner to return vs. Nashville; Mike Rupp talks about T.J. Oshie hit
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Afternoon from Starbucks, where I’m writing and caffeinating after an up-tempo Wild practice as coach Mike Yeo and staff prep the team for its exhibitio…, I mean regular-season finale against Nashville.

It’ll be interesting to see how the game goes. Yeo plans to go with his potential playoff lineup, but the players could also be in severe don’t-get-hurt mode like veterans often are in exhibition finales.

Couple news items:

--Mikael Granlund (head) returned to practice today for the first time since being injured at Los Angeles on March 31. A lot more on this below.

--Kyle Brodziak left practice early in “discomfort,” but Yeo says he expects him to play against Nashville. If Brodziak doesn’t, it’ll be his first missed game since Feb. 25, 2011, when he missed two games with the flu. He has played in 231 straight games, not missing any last season or the season before. In Brodziak’s six 82-game seasons, he has played 79 or more in all six and then played all 48 in last year’s lockout-shortened season. The Wild needs Brodziak healthy and playing well in the playoffs because just like that Penguins game recently, Yeo needs Matt Cooke, Brodziak and I think eventually Nino Niederreiter to be a shutdown line in the playoffs to lessen the burden on the top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle. I personally feel that one reason why Parise and Koivu were so ineffective (one combined point) in last year’s playoff series to Chicago is because the Blackhawks were so deep, Yeo used them to really go head-to-head vs. Jonathan Toews’ line. Toews also didn’t do anything offensively until Game 5, but it’d be nice with the Brodziak line is somebody Yeo can continually put out there against the top line of whatever team the Wild faces.

-- Clayton Stoner, who has missed 10 games since spraining his MCL March 22 against Detroit when he was nudged and his skate his a rut, will return against Nashville. He’ll be paired with Nate Prosser (Marco Scandella and Jonas Brodin were paired together in today’s practice) and Jon Blum will be taken out of the lineup. More on this below.

Couple of items:

-- I keep getting questions about the playoff schedule. That will come out Sunday night after every NHL game is complete. If the Wild opens in St. Louis or Colorado, it will likely start Thursday because St. Louis’ and Colorado’s arenas have conflicts Wednesday. Unless NBC Sports Network would pick up Game 1 Wednesday if the Wild faces Anaheim, I think that series begins Thursday, too, because Fox Sports North has the Wolves and Twins on Wednesday. We shall see. If the Ducks series started Thursday, there couldn’t be a game there Saturday, so it would probably have to go Thursday-Friday or Thursday-Sunday. All conjecture.

After tonight’s Ducks-Kings game, I’ll update this blog with playoff scenarios heading into Sunday’s last day. IF the Ducks get a point tonight, they clinch the West and the Wild can no longer play them.

Basically, the one scenario I’ll tell you now, IF the Ducks get a point tonight, AND the Blues lose to Detroit in regulation (11:30 a.m. game Sunday), we’ll know the Wild’s playing Colorado before the Wild plays Nashville and before the Avs visit Anaheim.

But, … as complicated as trying to figure out all this stuff has been, that scenario would be waaaaay too easy to actually occur.

Again, as of now, the Wild would play Colorado.

As I mentioned north on this blog, Granlund practiced today, skating in the middle of the so-called fifth line with suspended Mike Rupp and Dany Heatley, who continues to be as professional as you can be with the fact he’s an extra going into the playoffs. Even just shooting the breeze with him today about playoff scenarios, you’d never even know that he’s an extra.

Yeo on Granlund: “He looked pretty good, didn’t he? We knew that he was progressing well. Kinda talked about how he was feeling and getting through the workouts and getting cleared to have the first step of getting on the ice. Obviously he’s trying to accelerate things in a hurry [to be ready for Game 1]. He wants to get back in the lineup and he looks good. But obviously we’ll be smart about this, too.”

Granlund won’t play against the Predators, but Yeo said, “This was a good first step. The next step will be a matter of him getting into some contact drills and the battle part of our practices,” which could happen in practice next week.

If Granlund returns, he will like take back his No. 2 center spot with Matt Moulson and Jason Pominville.

My guess, and this is a total shot in the dark, is Cooke-Brodziak would be a tandem with Niederreiter moving from Line 4 to Line 3.

Haula would take back his spot on the fourth line (Brodziak is the guy who will be the shutdown checking-line center to open the playoffs), and that may be between Stephane Veilleux and Cody McCormick. I think that has the makings of a good line – Haula’s speed, Veilleux’s speed, energy and physicality (the Wild’s record with Veilleux this season is 21-11-1). If one assumes Yeo will want McCormick’s straight-line physicality on the forecheck and considering how well he has played lately, I’m guessing the odd guy out will be Justin Fontaine.

However, there is one tricky thing here that may come into play. Fontaine will play his 66th game of the season tomorrow. He needs 69 games to be a restricted free agent this summer vs. a Group 6 unrestricted free agent. If Fontaine doesn’t get three playoff games, the Wild will no longer own his rights when his contract expires after the season. Fontaine has proven to be a valuable, very good player, so I don’t think the Wild would want to potentially lose the guy for nothing via free agency.

As for Stoner, he’s ahead of schedule here. We were told week to week. He was told 4 to 6 weeks, but he feels good and the Wild wants to give him a game to see where he’s at before Game 1.

Remember, he got a concussion in Game 1 last year and the Wild really felt it missed his physicality vs. the Hawks.

“The playoffs, it’s tough hockey, there’s no question,” Yeo said. “A lot of stuff going on around the front of our net, in front of our goalie, so if you can have a guy who’s a physical presence along the boards and in front of our net, then that’s a nice element to have.”

If Stoner plays, the only way Blum starts the playoffs in the lineup is if Nate Prosser comes out (Suter, Scandella, Brodin and Spurgeon, in no particular order, are in). I don’t think Prosser’s taken out for Game 1.

Yeo said, “It doesn’t mean necessarily that he won’t even be playing. I don’t want to make that decision. I’m comfortable that he’s been able to come in, come out of our lineup. His game’s looked the same. We know and we’re happy with what he brings. His execution level has been real strong. That St. Louis game was maybe the best game that he’s played, and I feel that he’s gotten better since he’s been with us. Part of that is probably getting comfortable with the team and how we play. Some of it I think is his confidence and showing what he could do.”

Again though, if Stoner plays, do the math: It’s either Blum or Prosser coming out.

You’ll hear from Stoner in tomorrow’s paper. Same with Granlund.

If Granlund returns, the trickle-down effect means three lines could be altered. If Stoner returns, the trickle-down effect is two pairs are altered.

When this happened after the trade deadline, it took awhile for the Wild to rediscover its game.

I asked Yeo if he’s concerned: “If you have the opportunity to get a player like Granny back, this would do an awful lot for our group and I don’t think it’ll be a huge adjustment for us. You look what it would do for our power play, whether it’s the first PP or the second PP, either way we’re going to get stronger. Lineup-wise, if he’s able to come in and step right into that second-line role, we’re getting stronger there and we’re also getting stronger the rest of the lineup, too. I’m not too concerned about it. Until we get the green light that he’s ready to go, we’re comfortable with the guys we have.”

If Granlund returns, he’ll likely be on the No. 2 unit because in my opinion, Charlie Coyle’s got to be on the first. His right-handed shot in the middle gives that unit a bigtime threat like we saw in Winnipeg on his goal. And no, Granlund is not taking Koivu’s spot on the No. 1 unit.

Rupp was suspended four games for his hit on T.J. Oshie. We talked to him this morning.

Rupp: “I was glad to hear that Oshie is doing well. For me, that’s truly the main concern that the player is not seriously injured. Hopefully he’ll get back on the ice soon. He’s a great player for the Blues and the league, so I’m happy to hear that.”

“It was a situation where I got stuck out there for a long shift. We were starting out there against their fourth line and we got stuck out there and they were trying to get the mismatch that they’d want. I was just in a time where it’s my first game back and trying to be structurally sound was my main objective coming into the game. I have, in that situation, a player come up the boards and my job there is not to let the player or the puck come to the middle of the ice. There was a late attacker and there was a sixth attacker probably in the middle of the ice. So my intent there is to finish my hit there and not allow the puck to go in the middle or the player. There’s zero intent on the outcome. I feel awful for that. I know coming around the circle he looked up and I felt like he saw me and his D-man right there. I don’t want to say we made eye contact – don’t think there was eye contact  --but he looked up to kind of see what player was around him. Then he looked down at the puck and cut to the middle. I know that what I felt on the ice was I hit chest and his shoulder. I didn’t feel his head. I’m not naïve enough to know when I watch the video there was some head contact there. But I can tell you that definitely the first point of contact was shoulder and chest, so I think it’s a matter of me being 6-5 and a hit that got away from me. I’ll take responsibility for that.

No suspensions, no fines?

It’s been something – there have been things in my career that I’ve said in my career that you want to be remembered for when you leave the game and one thing is the respect of your teammates. That far outweighs any goals or anything else you accomplish on the ice. There’s that and then you want to be known as a guy who plays the game the right way. Even on our call in talking to the league, they made note of saying that a guy who’s been in the league as long as I have in the role that I have, it’s unheard of that nothing’s been of question for me in my career. So I don’t like that there’s questions of marking a player or head-hunting. That’s never been the case for me. I’ve been a guy who’s gone out and stirred things up emotionally in games, but I’ve never taken a shot at a player and I would never start to do that now. It’s just one, like I said, that hit got away from me and I’ll take responsibility for that.

That's it for now. I'll be on Fox Sports North during Sunday's pregame show and first intermission.

Mike Rupp suspended four games by the NHL
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Wild veteran left wing Mike Rupp has been suspended four games -- the final regular-season game Sunday against Nashville and three playoff games -- for an illegal check to the head of St. Louis Blues forward T.J. Oshie on Thursday night. He forfeits $7,692.31 in salary.

Rupp was assessed a match penalty midway through the second period for "attempt to injure." Replays showed Oshie had given up the puck when Rupp came by with what the league considers a classic head pick. Rupp's left shoulder hit Oshie's head with that being the principle point of contract -- the chief criteria for an illegal check to the head. Basically, for Rupp to make this hit, the puck needs to be on Oshie's stick and there needs to be full body contact.

Here is video of the league explaining its decision.

Rupp was an easy target for the league to send a message on because like I said last night, Rupp was playing probably his final regular-season game, his 13th of the season. It is unlikely the Wild plans to play Rupp in the playoffs considering he hadn't played since Feb. 1 and played four games since Dec. 31.

If Rupp can't find a job this summer, it'll be a shame if that was the final play of what has been a good career.

This was Rupp's first suspension by the NHL and although he has long been a tough customer, he has done it in a mostly honest fashion. Knowing Rupp, I don't believe he intended to injure Oshie. But he undoubedly messed up. Oshie left the game hurt and isn't playing tonight in Dallas.

Former Wild center Wes Walz sent out a couple tweets (see below) that ticked off Blues fans and Ken Hitchcock today, but the one point he makes that is accurate? No chance Rupp plays last night if the Blues didn't run around last game taking runs as Mikael Granlund, Jared Spurgeon and Darcy Kuemper. It was a continuation of a trend in many Wild games in St. Louis in recent years. This is the story on the St. Louis Dispatch web site that ran the morning of the game in St. Louis a few weeks ago. The Blues tried to send Minnesota a message, the Wild was physically outplayed that game in St. Louis, so the Wild responded by putting Rupp in during the rematch to protect its players and supply muscle. No chance the Wild wanted Rupp to take off Oshie's head, but last game's physicality by St. Louis is why the Wild felt the need to play Rupp yesterday.

Disagree all you want, but that's the facts.

By the way, if the Avalanche beats San Jose tonight and St. Louis loses in regulation at Dallas, Colorado would win the Central and the Wild's first-round opponent would be Anaheim or Colorado. Right now, the first-round opponent can be Anaheim, St. Louis or Colorado.

Lastly, ...

The American Hockey League announced today that Jake Dowell of the Iowa Wild has been named the 2013-14 winner of the Fred T. Hunt Memorial Award as the AHL player who best exemplifies the qualities of sportsmanship, determination and dedication to hockey.

 The award is voted on by coaches, players and members of the media in each of the league’s 30 cities.

 Dowell has served as captain of the Wild during the team’s first season in Iowa while also dealing with personal tragedy. Dowell’s father, John, passed away in February after a lengthy battle with Huntington’s disease, a debilitating genetic neurological disorder which also affects his older brother, Luke. Dowell’s openness about his family’s fight with Huntington’s disease and his advocacy for a cure has brought national awareness to the cause, while Dowell and his Wild teammates have taken part in charity drives and fundraisers for research.

 A native of Eau Claire, Wis., Dowell has remained a leader on the ice in Des Moines throughout his trying season, appearing in 54 games with Iowa as well as one with the Wild’s NHL affiliate in Minnesota, with whom he is currently on recall. The seventh-year pro out of the University of Wisconsin has played 157 career games in the NHL with Chicago, Dallas and Minnesota, along with 302 career AHL contests with Iowa, Houston, Rockford and Norfolk. He was originally drafted by the Blackhawks in 2004.

 This award, which was first presented by the AHL in 1978, honors the late Fred T. Hunt, a long-time contributor to the league who won three Calder Cup championships as a player and three more as a general manager during a career spent primarily with the AHL’s Buffalo Bisons and the NHL’s Buffalo Sabres. Previous winners of the award include Ross Yates (1983), Glenn Merkosky (1987, ’91), Bruce Boudreau (1988), Murray Eaves (’89, ’90), John Anderson (1992), Tim Tookey (1993), Ken Gernander (1996, 2004), Randy Cunneyworth (2000), Mike Keane (2007), Ajay Baines (2009), Casey Borer (2010), Bryan Helmer (2011), Chris Minard (2012) and Brandon Davidson (2013).

Wild knocks St. Louis off Central Division perch; Mike Rupp faces suspension for hit on T.J. Oshie
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So much to get to in this blog, it’s midnight, I’m all alone in this press box and I haven’t even started.

Here we go:

The Wild knocked St. Louis off its Central Division perch tonight with a 4-2 victory, snapping a 9-game winless streak against them and chasing slumping Ryan Miller (4 goals, 13 shots). Colorado won in Vancouver to take over the division lead. What’s that mean?

In 24 hours, the Wild’s first-round opponent has changed from Anaheim to St. Louis to now … Colorado, the team that knocked off the Wild in the 2008 playoffs when Minnesota won its first and only Northwest Division title.

The Wild has one game left Sunday against Nashville. It’ll be a chance for the Wild to hit the 100-point mark for the second time in franchise history.

The Wild will meet the West division winner with the second-best record next week in the first round of the playoffs.

Anaheim, which won the Pacific, has one more point than Colorado and St. Louis.

The Ducks play at L.A. on Saturday and Colorado on Sunday. The Avs play at San Jose on Friday and at Anaheim on Sunday. The Blues play at Dallas on Friday and against Detroit on Sunday.

So, there is a possibility that Sunday while the Wild plays Nashville, all eyes at Press Box Seat No. 45 will be on the Ducks-Avs because that may determine the Wild’s first-round opponent.

Tonight, and as always please read the John Curry-centric gamer and Mike Rupp-centric notebook, but the Wild was outshot 45-15 yet still beat the Blues thanks to Curry’s career-high 43 saves for his third career victory. This is a guy who hadn’t played since Jan. 11, 2010, and who entered with 72 career saves. Heck, this is a guy who gave up seven goals in his last Iowa start.

Kyle Brodziak – yes, Kyle Brodziak, scored two goals (seriously, I’m not kidding) and was plus-3. It was Brodziak’s 11th career 2-goal game, and it included his third-career shorthanded goal to answer Kevin Shattenkirk’s tying goal on a 5-on-3.

Nino Niederreiter scored a goal and assist. Matt Moulson scored a goal just after a power play expired off a sweet saucer pass from Dany Heatley. Matt Cooke was awesome tonight, had two assists and was plus-3. By the way, I had a great interview with him after the game about the Wild’s season and the feel going into the playoffs, and that will appear in Saturday’s paper. What Cooke was so good at conveying: Fans and media, used to watching a franchise that when it has made the playoffs since 2003 has lost in the first round, have been freaking out trying to figure out what’s the best first-round matchup for the Wild. I’ve been guilty of that especially. What Cooke said is basically who cares because no matter what, they’re going to play a great team and no matter what, to get to their eventual goal of wanting to win a Stanley Cup, they’ll have to play four great teams.

So the most important thing is how is the Wild’s game, how are they playing, and right now, not only is the Wild 6-0-1 in its past seven, it’s beating teams like L.A., Pittsburgh, Boston, St. Louis and coming back on Chicago. More from Cooke Saturday.

Jon Blum had his first point as a Wild and …

Christian Folin, whom I featured in Thursday’s paper (give a read if you didn’t), logged 19:26 in his NHL debut, assisted on Brodziak’s second goal early in the third period and was plus-3.

Coach Mike Yeo was “pretty pleased” with Folin’s game, saying it says a lot about the kid that he was able to learn the Wild’s system and look good in it despite having very few practices since signing last week. Yeo said, “the kid’s got a bright future.”

My guess is he doesn’t play Sunday though. I think Yeo will play his full playoff lineup with Ilya Bryzgalov (7-0-3) in the net. The Wild has Friday off, but Yeo abundantly clear after the game that he wasn’t happy the way the Wild played tonight and that Saturday’s practice will be all about getting ready for the playoffs before “hitting it” next week.

On Curry, Yeo said, “Very pleased for him. That was a long road back for him, and just nice to see him get rewarded with a performance like that. He didn’t look nervous. He looked very calm and in control. I’m sure there were butterflies, but his play didn’t reflect it, that’s for sure.”

Curry said, “I just tried to take it shot by shot. I’ll be honest with you, I was so nervous for this game. Just a big stage for me. To have a good start, to get those first few saves, it’s gets you into a rhythm and you fall right into it.”

Again, please read the gamer because there’s a lot more from Curry in there, but he said he just turned off the phone the last day and a half and sat around his apartment.

“You just want the day of the game to come,” he said. “You’re sitting there watching TV, trying to pass the time, trying to stay relaxed and it’s nearly impossible.”

What’s so funny, this morning Yeo said that Curry wasn’t big, that technique wasn’t his strength. That didn’t seem like a scouting report that screamed confidence, but Yeo called him a gamer and a battler. That’s precisely what Curry demonstrated tonight.

Quite impressive.

Yeo on the game: “This is a funny game. Let’s not kid ourselves, they outplayed us tonight. I’m not saying we didn’t do some things well, but we spent the majority of the night in our defensive zone. You worry about a game like this after we clinch, after we know the spot that we’re in. You know that there’s going to be an exhale from your group. Bottom line, to be able to find a way to win in a game like this is great. At the same time, I don’t think we should be patting ourselves on the back too much here.”

Things turned nasty in the second period when the fourth line got trapped in the D-zone for an extended period. On a delayed penalty to Marco Scandella, Mike Rupp hit Blues stud T.J. Oshie in the chin with his left shoulder.

Oshie went down face-first and was in peril. He tried to get up and fell back down. He finally was able to be helped to the ice, but he skated to the bench looking dazed and with blood coming from the mouth. He didn’t return.

Rupp, playing his first game since Feb. 1, was assessed a match penalty for attempt to injure. He’s in trouble. It’s an automatic suspension pending review from the NHL and I do hear the NHL didn’t like the hit and felt the principle point of contact was to Oshie’s head, which is the chief criteria for an illegal check to the head.

Now, Rupp was probably not going to be in the Wild’s lineup to start the playoffs anyway, but he now faces a suspension in the regular-season finale and perhaps the start of the playoffs.

In the third period, with the Blues emotional, Yeo smartly sat Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville and Ryan Suter. Parise played 13:55, Koivu 14:19, Pominville 12:27 and Suter, the NHL’s ice-time leader, 11:19 – 18 minutes lower than his average.

Yeo said it was clear the Blues would target those guys. To start the second period, Ken Hitchcock started his fourth line. Yeo countered with his fourth. Despite jawing between Rupp and Ryan Reaves, nothing happened.

“I’m not going to put our top guys out there,” Yeo said. “Listen, we’ve played against this team enough times, we’ve gone into their building and often times we’ve done it without a ton of toughness and they’ve come at us. And so, I think it’s important that we show that we’re ready to be physical up against them if they’re going to try to play that game. It’s just about playing hard and we have to show that we can play in those type of games.

“That’s a great team over there. When they started to get very emotional about it, they ramped it up,” he sat his key guys.

Real funny moment postgame. Brodziak was getting heckled by teammates like Cooke and Koivu when the media hovered around him.

When Koivu said, “Uh-Oh,” Brodziak said to his stallmate, “Move over Koivu. It’s my turn.”

OK, that’s it for me. I’ll update the blog with there’s news with Rupp.

I have an insanely busy day tomorrow because I have to write my Sunday Insider (my picks for league awards), write my Saturday story (Cooke heavy) and a big piece for Sunday’s cover that I think you all should read, too.

Exciting times as the Wild looks like it’s heading into the postseason on a high.

John Curry's Wild debut, Christian Folin's NHL debut among Wild lineup changes
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Wild (5-0-1 in the past six) and St. Louis Blues (lost three in a row) at the X tonight in Minnesota’s penultimate game of the regular season.

If the season ended today, the Wild and the Blues would meet in the first round with the series beginning likely next Thursday in St. Louis.

Again, the Wild will face St. Louis, Anaheim (starting next Wednesday or Thursday) or Colorado (starting likely next Thursday).

John Curry vs. Ryan Miller tonight.

For Curry, it’ll be the Shorewood native’s first NHL appearance since Jan. 11, 2010. If you didn’t read Tuesday’s feature on the former Breck School goalie, see the link of the previous blog.

Not too many goalies are his size in the NHL anymore. He looks like the Beezer -- John Vanbiesbrouck -- or Mike Vernon in the cage – two guys I covered in, ahem, Florida.

Coach Mike Yeo, who his familiar with Curry from his days with Pittsburgh, said he makes up for it by being a battler.

“He doesn’t have the size of a Bryzgalov,” Yeo said. “I don’t know that technique is his strength. But he’s a gamer.” cool

It’ll be interesting to watch him play. Not only is he facing the league’s 5th-best offensive team, he hasn’t had any game action since March 26.

In his last start for Iowa, Curry gave up a touchdown with an extra point and he has allowed 22 goals in his past five Iowa starts.

Yeo won’t rest his big guns tonight. This is an organizational decision in consultation with those big guns.

“We wanted to make the playoffs, but we want to make sure our game is ready,” Yeo said. “So with those guys and our team, just because we made the playoffs, it doesn’t mean all of a sudden we’re satisfied and we’re happy. This is about making sure that we continue to stay ready and sharp for game 1 of the postseason.”

Mike Rupp will play for the first time since Feb. 1 and fifth time since Dec. 31. Dany Heatley is in. Stephane Veilleux and Justin Fontaine will get the night off.

Christian Folin will make his NHL debut and Jared Spurgeon will sit.

Rupp said, “I’m excited to get an opportunity. I think our team has been playing really well and making some strides in our game and I just want to be a part of it and go in and do my job.”

His agent, Allan Walsh, tweeted after the Chicago shootout loss that the Wild had been targeted for two games in a row and asking if it was time to play Rupp.

“I just want to play,” Rupp said. “I think the team’s been playing awesome. We’ve got a great group of guys in here and a nice blend the last few games and really hit stride. I don’t want to shake that up. I just want to come in and do my job.”

Rupp is a tough guy and said he won’t change the way he plays. Obviously, the Blues have challenged the Wild physically throughout their nine-game winning streak (0-6-3) against the Wild, so Rupp may add an intimidating element tonight.

Not only is Rupp going to have to quickly get used to the NHL game tonight, but as I joked with him, it’s not like he’s been walking the streets getting into fights. He has gotten into one fight this season and none since Dec. 2.

“You’ve got a lot of pent-up energy,” he said. “I’m not going to go look for anything, but it’s one of those things where you’re not concerned about it.”

Yeo said, “I want to get those guys (Rupp and Heatley) some action before the end of the season. We want to make sure that these guys get an opportunity so if called upon that they feel like they’re ready to play.”

On Rupp, Yeo said, “I don’t expect miracles. He’s been off for a long time, but those guys have all been working real hard. It’s not like he’s a young kid. He knows what his game is. He plays a pretty smart game as far as knowing the system and position.”

On Folin, whom I wrote about today, so check out that story, “I want to give him an opportunity to test the waters and see where he’s at. It’s a chance for him to really show us what he can do.”

Folin was excited and said he would have a big smile on his face. He may see some time on the No. 2 power-play unit with Jonas Brodin, Matt Moulson, Heatley and Nino Niederreiter.

My guess on lines and D combos:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Nino

Rupp-McCormick-Heatley

Suter-Blum

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Folin

Keith Ballard, who skated the other day, is shut down again with a groin injury.

Clayton Stoner took part in the morning skate and is very close to a return. Perhaps, Sunday?

Josh Harding continues to practice.

Mikael Granlund, Yeo said, “I talked to Granny today and it’s really encouraging just how good he felt.”

I’d think it’d be hard for Granlund, who hasn’t skated since March 31, to be ready for the start of the playoffs, but we’ll see if Granlund begins skating this weekend.

No update on Darcy Kuemper beyond Yeo saying he’s “progressing.”

David Backes (foot) is likely out the rest of the regular season, but he’ll be ready for the playoffs, coach Ken Hitchcock said.

The Blues have lost three in a row and four of six.

Hitchcock: “We saw this coming with the looseness. Thank God this didn't happen Monday. We've got lots of time to fix it. You go from looking at championships to fixing problems. That's just coaching."

Christian Folin's NHL debut, John Curry's Wild debut may come Thursday against St. Louis
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updated

Happy Off-Day to you and yours.

As I mentioned after the Wild's Tuesday night win over the Boston Bruins, the Wild's first-round opponent isn't clear.

If the season ended right now, St. Louis will be the opponent after Anaheim beat San Jose to win the Pacific. If the Wild plays the Blues, that series would likely start next Thursday because Miley Cyrus is playing Scottrade Wednesday.

The Wild can only play St. Louis, Anaheim or Colorado now. If the Wild plays the Avs, that series also can't start until Thursday.

So we wait.

Again, the Wild, as the top wildcard spot, plays the West division winner with the second-best record.

As I mentioned at the top, today was a day off for the Wild, so no access.

My guess though is Ilya Bryzgalov (7-0-3 with a 1.65 goals-against average, .929 save percentage and three shutouts in 10 starts with Minnesota) gets spelled for a night and John Curry makes his Wild debut in net against the Blues. The Shorewood native and former Breck School and Boston University goalie would become the fifth goalie to start a game for Minnesota this season and make his first NHL start since Jan. 11, 2010, for Pittsburgh.

If you didn't read my feature on Curry in Tuesday's paper, here ya go.

I'd also guess that defenseman Christian Folin makes his NHL debut against the Blues, maybe for Jared Spurgeon. The UMass-Lowell free-agent pickup has been practicing with the Wild since last Wednesday after signing last Monday.

The 6-foot-3 right-shot blue-liner skates well, is physical, passes crisply and has a heavy shot. He wears No. 5. If he plays, that'll be huge for his development because it'll give him a taste of what he needs to work on this offseason to get ready for training camp next fall. Remember, he is not playoff eligible, but he will continue to practice with the Wild throughout the postseason. Eventually, Iowa players will join him, too.

Want to know more about Folin? Read Thursday's Star Tribune. I wrote a real cool profile on the kid that will allow you to get to know him a bit better.

Last night, I guessed coach Mike Yeo would rest all his big guns against the Blues.

The more I think about it, the more I doubt that would happen.

The Wild is 5-0-1 in its past six, has been playing playoff style hockey for awhile, has beaten some good teams and I'd think the Wild would be hesitant to just pull the plug on that. Sunday, even if Yeo goes with his full lineup against Nashville in a regular-season finale playoff tune-up, that game will be more like a glorified exhibition game.

After all, the Wild may be in do-not-get-hurt mode, so if all of a sudden you don't play your big guns Thursday, by the time the playoffs begin Wednesday or Thursday of next week, it'll be more than a week since the Wild played a playoff-like game.

So I'd guess they don't quote-unquote rest a bunch of guys. Obviously, if Yeo wants, he could cut back on ice time on some of his heavy-minute guys if he opts to go that route.

The Blues are supposed to be without David Backes Thursday, by the way. The Blues captain was hit by a shot in Tuesday's loss to Washington.'

Talk to you after Thursday's morning skates. I'll be on KFAN inside the penalty box with Paul Allen at 9:55 a.m.

Wild locks up top wildcard spot with shootout victory over Boston

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: April 9, 2014 - 8:58 AM   
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The Wild is playoff bound after tonight’s come-from-behind 4-3 shootout victory over the NHL-leading Boston Bruins.

This was an opponent that was 16-1-2 in its past 19.

Jason Pominville scored two goals and an assist, Ryan Suter scored the tying goal with 65 seconds left, Mikko Koivu, who had two assists, three takeaways and won 18 of 27 faceoffs, scored the shootout winner on his signature move and Ilya Bryzgalov, the only goalie to get a point in his first 10 starts in Wild history, improved to 7-0-3 with 24 saves and a spotless shootout.

The Wild clinched a playoff spot at 8:44 p.m. when Columbus beat Phoenix in overtime. There were 12 minutes left in the second intermission. The fans didn’t know until the P.A. announcer let everybody know at the start of the third period.

Wild players? They knew at that point because coach Mike Yeo told them. But Yeo made clear that the Wild didn’t want to back in, and a victory would secure the top wildcard spot (again, the Wild cannot pass L.A. because the top three teams in each division get the 1 through 6 seeds).

“We know we’re in the playoffs, down a goal, played the night before, [playing] against a team sitting here waiting for us, to see our guys go after it, good on them,” Yeo said.

As it turned out, the Wild had to win to get that spot because Dallas ended up beating Nashville in a shootout. If the Wild got zero points, the magic number for top wildcard spot still would have been two. If the Wild got one point, the magic number would have been one.

The Wild’s opponent? It’s clear as mud right now. It’ll be Anaheim, St. Louis, Colorado or San Jose.

St. Louis is at 111 points with three games left. Anaheim is at 110 with three games left. Colorado is at 109 with three games left. San Jose is at 107 with three games left

Read the gamer for all the details and some great quotes, but the gist of the locker room was last year the players were disappointed with their April tumble and the necessity to win the final game of the regular season to sneak into a playoff just merely because of a tiebreaker with Columbus.

This year, despite having a schedule that on paper was hellacious, the Wild has gone 5-0-1 in the past six games. In that stretch, the Wild beat Boston, L.A. and Pittsburgh and got a point against Chicago. Those four teams have won the last five Stanley Cups. Toss in the Detroit win March 22 and that’s the last six Stanley Cup winners.

“More importantly I feel good about where our game is at right now,” Yeo said. “We want to build our game right now. I was glad playing teams like Boston and Pittsburgh and L.A. and all these teams. Listen, if we want to have a chance of doing anything, we’re going to have to beat good teams and be at our best. We know what our game is, there’s confidence in it. I feel like we’re ready for the playoffs right now.”

Bruins coach Claude Julien said of the Wild, “The quicker you can clinch, the better it is. To me, I was really impressed with the effort, especially in the third period. Third game in four nights, and there’s some desperation there, and you want to clinch. You find that energy somewhere and I thought there was some pretty good energy in the third period.”

I had a funny back and forth with Suter in the locker room. If you read my blog last night, you saw that I mentioned how I asked Suter about the Wild’s 9 for 9 penalty kill in a four-game stretch after a 12 for 35 stretch in 13 games. He, in the middle of his quote, went into a funny tangent about his lack of goal scoring lately.

Tonight, the Wild’s PK was scored on twice on five chances, including the first two.

Suter said, “I was thinking about those comments you made yesterday about the PK. That’s how it works.”

I go, “I was thinking about your goal-scoring comments.”

Suter smiled, “It’s funny how it works, right?”

Suter talked about playing the right way to get into the playoffs as you can read in the gamer and said, “Hopefully we can keep this thing going here. Yeozie told us after the second that we’re in the playoffs, but for us, it was not about just being in it. It was about being in on our own terms.

“Going into these last little stretch of games, we were concerned. We had the toughest schedule out of the other teams, so for us to turn it on the way we have, it says a lot about the group. You don’t want to wait ‘til the last day like last year.”

Matt Moulson, on March 5, was on the 30th-place Buffalo. Now he’s playoff bound. He assisted on Pominville’s first-period tying goal.

“It’s exciting,” Moulson said. “You dream of lifting that Cup over your head. To get a chance at that, you never know how many chances you’re going to get. You have to take advantage of them. It’s an exciting time.”

The Wild now has two games left in the regular season, starting Thursday against St. Louis, which has lost four of six. Go on Twitter or check out the St. Louis papers for Ken Hitchcock’s pointed comments after tonight’s loss against Washington. The Blues were booed off the ice and Hitchcock said there’s not a lot of buy-in right now. Also, apparently David Backes sustained a lower-body injury.

It’ll be interesting now to see how Yeo works these next two games. There’s a day off Wednesday, so we won’t know for sure until Thursday.

Here’s what I would do. I’d rest some guys against St. Louis. I’d have John Curry make his Wild debut so Bryzgalov gets a rest. I’d give Christian Folin his NHL debut, maybe for Suter. I’d even consider giving Parise or Koivu an off night.

I’d then probably play the team against Nashville just because you do want that last regular-season game to be a bit of a tune-up to make sure you don’t have some of your big guns going more than a week without playing.

Yeo said he’s discussing it behind the scenes. He did intimate that he does want to talk to some of the leaders to get their input.

“We’ll try to figure all that out. For me, I’m real happy with our team game right now. It’s more a matter individually what we need as far as making sure we’re ready to go.”

Parise said, “You get some time to sharpen up, fine tune some things, work on things we need to be better at. I don’t know who we’ll be playing yet, but we’ll prepare a little bit when we find out who.

“We knew the scenarios, but you don’t want to back in. You want to win yourself in. To do it against arguably the best team in the league, it feels good to win to get in.”

Pominville on the playoffs: “It’s what you play for. We’ve had ups and downs, we’ve had injuries, we’ve had goalies get hurt, we’ve had a lot of different guys in the lineup, but we did a good job of staying even-keeled and not getting frustrated when times were tough. It’s nice to be where we want to be.”

Funny line from Yeo on that waved off icing everybody was ticked at moments before Suter scored: “I would have drawn up a perfect play if they would have called an icing,” he joked.

Yeo on the crowd: “I thought the crowd was awesome. It was a fun night.”

That’s it for me. Day off Wednesday, meaning no blog unless there’s news.

Josh Harding Wild's Masterton Trophy nominee once again

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: April 8, 2014 - 7:41 PM    
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Josh Harding didn’t just show up to the rink and reel off a first half like few other NHL goalies.

“Behind the scenes, the outward appearance might be that he was just feeling good and going out and playing well, but he has to do a lot to make sure he’s in that state,” Wild coach Mike Yeo said. “He’s overcoming challenges that not many people have to try to deal with.”

There were injections and cooling vests between periods to keep from overheating and countless other protocols that Harding, diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in 2012, had to ensure in order to simply be able to strap on the pads.

“There were a lot of things that unless you were part of my immediate family that you wouldn’t have seen what I went through and what I have been going through,” Harding said. “There’s no need for people to feel bad. It’s just what it is and you deal with it.”

Harding, the NHL’s Masterton Trophy winner last season for exemplifying perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey, has been selected as the Wild’s nominee for the second year in a row by the Twin Cities chapter of the Professional Hockey Writers’ Association.

“I have a lot of respect [for the other nominees], but this is life and death,” Yeo said.

Harding hasn’t played since Dec. 31 because of a “rough patch.” He still is considered to have a league-leading 1.65 goals-against average and .933 save percentage.

“This year was harder than last year,” Harding said. “Last year you’re coping with the new reality and this year, things were going probably the best they have in my career. From Day One of training camp, I just felt on. I felt back to normal. Unfortunately, things happened.”

Harding, who has started the charitable foundation, Harding’s Hope, took a positive turn last month, began skating and rejoined the Wild last week in practice. With Niklas Backstrom shut down and Darcy Kuemper still sidelined with an upper-body injury, the hope is Harding can at least get to the point where he provides insurance behind Ilya Bryzgalov.

“I would love to give you a distinct plan. I would if I could,” Harding said. “I’m going to take this day-to-day and see where this takes me. I’m very happy where I’m at. I have a ways to go to get to where I want to be, but I’m definitely on the right track.

“If there’s anything I can do to help out this hockey club, whether it’s being the third guy or battling and somehow getting back in there, it all depends how it goes.”

Harding has another year left on his contract. He plans to keep playing.

“Where I’m at right now is a million times better than where I was a month ago,” he said. “The way I’m feeling right now is the feeling I had before my leave of absence. Now it’s just getting back to hockey and doing what I love.

“When you’re out an extended period of time and it’s not a leg injury or an arm injury, you take life lessons away and it gives you more motivation and appreciation for the life that we have. We’re doing something that we love and we’ve worked all our lives to do this and I don’t want to give this up.”

Previous Wild nominees:

 Josh Harding (2012-13), Clayton Stoner (2011-12), Pierre-Marc Bouchard (2010-11), Guillaume Latendresse (2009-10), Kurtis Foster (2008-09), Aaron Voros (2007-08), Marian Gaborik (2006-07), Wes Walz (2005-06, 2000-01), Alexandre Daigle (2003-04), Dwayne Roloson (2002-03) and Richard Park (2001-02).

Wild can clinch playoff spot tonight + "Let's Go Blues! Let's Go Blues!"

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 8, 2014 - 12:23 PM   
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Good morning from Chateau Rousseau, where I'm making a quick pitstop between my return flight to MSP and the Wild's later-than-normal optional morning skate.

When you're the home team and you played the night before, you have the option to move your skate to the normal 11:30 a.m. visitors' time and the visitors takes the 10:30 slot.

That's what coach Mike Yeo opted this morning.

I interrupt the Vancouver Canucks' implosion to remind you that the Wild is THIS CLOSE to a playoff spot.

If you look at the standings, they're basically clinched now because it would be almost impossible for Phoenix to catch Minnesota based on the goal differential tiebreaker (+2 for Minnesota; -12 for Phoenix) IF the Wild went 0-3 and the Coyotes went 4-0 (no shootout wins).

But, the Wild hopes to make it official tonight. Here's how it can happen:

The Wild would clinch a berth in the Stanley Cup Playoffs if they get at least one point against the Bruins OR if Coyotes lose to the Blue Jackets in any fashion or defeat the Blue Jackets in a shootout OR if the Stars lose to the Predators in any fashion.

The Wild's magic number for the top wildcard spot is two points, so a win against Boston will get it done. The Wild's already gotten a huge break because Jarome Iginla, the all-time leading scorer against Minnesota, is out. That means the Wild isn't already trailing 1-0.

A Stars loss and a Coyotes loss would get it done, too, I believe.

If you haven't paid attention, the Blues are in a bigtime slump right now (Anaheim has pulled within one point) and are putting themselves in a position where they may fall to the second seed and ... face the Wild.

Gulp.

If the Wild clinches the top wildcard spot tonight, a win over St. Louis on Thursday could very well "aid" in the Wild ending up playing St. Louis in the first round.

Gulp.

Maybe that's the night coach Mike Yeo may want to opt "resting" some of his big guys. wink

As I always say, it's pick your poison in the West. But as I have also said often, the Blues would not be a good first-round matchup for the Wild. They've beaten the Wild nine in a row and I wasn't yet balding the last time the Wild won in regulation in St. Louis.

You know how the cliche "must-win" is thrown around by writers all too often?

Has there ever been one who called a game a "must-lose?" I kid, I kid (or am I?)

Of course, there's such things as bad karma and fate, and most times you try to manipulate situations, it winds up biting you in the rear.

(In full selfish disclosure: I deserve to go to California crying)

Of course, with the Avs surging, the Blues are also putting themselves in a position where maybe Colorado passes them and maybe the Wild faces the Avs. Colorado's four back, so that's still sorta unlikely.

The Wild and the NHL-leading Bruins, who are 16-1-2 in their past 19 overall and 13-1-4 in their past 18 on the road, tonight.

Ilya Bryzgalov in the cage.

From the NHL PR email this morning:

BRYZGALOV, WILD POST SECOND STRAIGHT SHUTOUT

 Ilya Bryzgalov made 24 saves to pick up his second consecutive shutout and help the Wild extend their point streak to five games (4-0-1).

 * With the win, the Wild (41-26-12, 94 points) moved seven points ahead of the idle Stars (38-29-11, 87 points) for the first Wild Card spot in the Western Conference.

 * Bryzgalov extended his shutout streak to 142:15 following a 4-0 victory over the Penguins on Saturday. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, he is the first Wild goaltender to record consecutive shutouts since Jan. 4-6, 2009, when Niklas Backstrom did so against the Avalanche and Bruins, respectively.

 * This marks the third time Bryzgalov has earned back-to-back shutouts in his NHL career – he posted three consecutive shutouts for the Flyers March 8-13, 2012, and two straight blank sheets for the Coyotes Feb. 5-7, 2011.

 * Bryzgalov improved to 8-0-5 with a 1.65 goals-against average and .936 save percentage in his last 13 starts, including a 6-0-3 mark with a 1.52 goals-against average, .935 save percentage and three shutouts in nine starts since joining the Wild. Elias says he is the first goaltender in Wild history to earn at least one point in each of his first nine starts with the team.

 * Charlie Coyle potted the lone goal to extend his point streak to four games (2-3—5). He has recorded at least one point in eight of his past nine games, totaling 5-5—10.

OK, that's it for me. No changes to Wild lineup. Injured defensemen Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard did skate this morning.

"Il-ya, Il-ya, Il-ya" leads Wild to the brink of the playoffs

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: April 7, 2014 - 11:18 PM   

print

Share35      Share via Email  

For some reason the Wild hasn’t been successful in the front end of back-to-backs (3-9 before tonight’s 1-0 win at Winnipeg; eighth shutout by the Wild to tie a team record), so defenseman Ryan Suter said this was kind of a “trap game” tonight with the hard-working Jets out of the playoff hunt, the Wild so close to clinching a playoff spot and the Boston Bruins, the top team in the NHL, waiting for the Wild in Minnesota for Tuesday night’s game.

But the Wild grinded it out. Its execution wasn’t good all night long offensively, but man, the Wild worked hard and defended well. Players sure had to with as much time as they spent in their own zone.

“That was the definition of grinding it out,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We battled hard. Structure-wise, we were good. Penalty kill was huge (4 for 4). The play of our defensemen in particular, really impressed.”

You have to give Yeo and his staff credit (I know, I know, players win games and coaches lose games).

Obviously, the four goalies who have been No. 1 this season for the Wild (Nik Backstrom, Josh Harding, Darcy Kuemper and now Ilya Bryzgalov) deserve credit, but this could have blown up at any time along the way if not for the Wild’s impressive defensive structure and Yeo’s system.

The Wild’s goalies are rarely peppered and when the Wild most needed it, it has gotten back to a defensive structure that has allowed 26 or fewer shots in the past eight games.

“This team right now, we’re going good places,” said defenseman Jon Blum, who had his best game since his callup. “We’re focused on defense first and you can see that. Whenever they get that big chance, Bryz makes that big save for us. We’re feeding off that.”

“Bryz” tonight made 24 saves for his second consecutive shutout. He’ll start against Boston and carry a shutout streak of 142 minutes, 15 seconds into a game against a team that is 13-1-4 in its past 18 on the road and 16-1-2 in the past 19 overall.

The Wild’s magic number is one point. Its magic number for the top wildcard spot is two.

Tuesday’s clinching scenarios:

-- Wild win or overtime/shootout loss

--Phoenix loss of any kind

--Phoenix shootout win

To not make the playoffs, the Wild would have to go 0-3 and the Coyotes would have to go 4-0 (no shootout wins) and then make up what would seem to be an insurmountable goal differential tiebreaker (plus-2 for Minnesota, minus-12 for Phoenix).

Six or seven games ago, it looked like the Wild was on its way to being toast. Now it’s 4-0-1 in its past five and closed its regular-season road schedule with a 17-17-7 record (7-3-2 since the Olympic break). Remember, before the Olympic break, the Wild was one of the worst road teams in the NHL.

“We went into a lot of tough buildings and I give our guys credit for the way they battled on the road,” Yeo said.

“It’ crazy how fast it can turn around,” said Charlie Coyle, who scored the winning goal 65 seconds into the second period on an even-strength goal that was basically a power-play goal. “Things aren’t going your way and you lose a game, it feels like the end of the world and when you win you’re on top of the world. You have to stay even-keeled.”

Coyle has 10 points in the past nine games and five goals. Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu set up his goal, and the line now has eight goals and 21 points in five games and a period since Yeo reunited them in the third period of that loss in St. Louis.

“I tried to find the open ice there and let those guys make plays,” Coyle said.

Bryzgalov is 6-0-3 in 10 appearances and nine starts with a 1.67 goals-against average, .929 save percentage and three shutouts. He’s been great and had some good quotes you can read in the game story. Also, check out the stuff about the Jets fans (see below) taunting him. Funny stuff.

“Very calm in the net, making a lot of very tough saves look easy,” Yeo said of Bryz.

What Yeo liked most about tonight was the battle level and defensive structure. Suter and Jared Spurgeon were solid all night yet again. Jon Blum may have played his best game with the Wild.

“All night our execution wasn’t very good. We know that,” Yeo said. “But you can win games where you’re not completely at your best” when you defend well and you’re structured and work hard.

The Wild’s penalty kill was 4 for 4 and is now 9 for 9 in the past four games after giving up 12 goals on 35 chances in the previous 13 games.

“That’s how it works,” Suter said. “You give up a couple cheesy ones and it turns around. It’s funny how the game works. It’s just like scoring goals. You don’t score goals all year and you get a hat trick. I mean, who would have thought (referring to his hattie back in January against Washington that helped turn the season around). That’s how the game is. Now I can’t buy one.

“Uh, uh, PK, back on point. Hopefully now we’re going up.”

This doesn’t read as funny as Suter sounded. He just went on a little tangent and then, … back to the penalty kill.

“Come playoff time, it’s got to be good,” Matt Cooke said of the PK. “Our whole game has to be good. We know we have right the system, we know we have the right components in this room. We have three games left to build.”

That’s it for me. Early flight home. Doubtful Wild has a skate in the morning, but if it does, I’ll blog afterward. Otherwise, talk to you pregame.

Check out the gamer, John Curry feature and Nino Niederreiter notebook in the paper Tuesday.

Wild cannot officially clinch playoff spot tonight. Here's why:

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 7, 2014 - 2:34 PM   
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“Same lineup tonight. Goaltender out,” coach Mike Yeo said, before the Wild visits the Winnipeg Jets for its final road game of the regular season.

When I looked stunned, Yeo said, laughing, “I mean ‘from the goaltender out.’ I should have worded that better. I should be careful, especially with our team the way things have gone this year.”

I'll be on Hockey Night in Canada Radio on SiriusXM (207/211) today at 2:45 p.m. CT and on the arena cam on NHL Network today at 5:40 p.m. CT.

Ilya Bryzgalov for the Wild (5-0-3 in nine appearances/eight starts with a 1.87 goals-against average and .920 save percentage) vs. Michael Hutchinson for the Jets.

The 6-foot-3 Hutchinson, 24, will make his NHL debut. He’s a 2008 Boston Bruins third-round pick who started this season in the ECHL. He was promoted to AHL St. John’s, where he played well (15-5-1 with a 2.33 goals-against average and .923 save percentage.

The Wild’s magic number to make the playoffs is three points, the Wild’s magic number to clinch the top wildcard spot is four.

The Wild cannot clinch tonight. If the Wild ends up tied in regulation/overtime wins with Phoenix, the next tiebreaker is head-to-head. Yes, the Wild is 2-1 against the Coyotes this year, but technically, in a bit of a strange rule, the Wild’s first win in Phoenix ceases to exist.

 In determining the head-to-head tiebreaker when an odd number of games were played in the season series, the first game played in the city with the extra home game is not counted. So the Jan. 9 game (4-1 Wild win) is thrown out. Thus, for tiebreaker purposes, the Wild and Coyotes split the two-game season series, both teams earning two points and coincidentally tied in goals because they were each 3-1 victories.

So if the Wild’s actual totals and the Coyotes’ maximum totals after Monday night are 94 points and 34 regulation/overtime wins (which would happen if the Wild wins in regulation or overtime tonight), that still would not officially clinch a playoff berth for the Wild. If the Wild at the end of the season is tied with Phoenix in points and regulation/overtime wins, the next tiebreaker is goal differential for the season. Since that couldn’t be determined until Game 82, the Wild would have to wait to officially clinch if it wins in regulation/overtime.

Now, if the Wild wins tonight, and Tuesday night gets a point vs. Boston OR the Coyotes lose in Columbus, the Wild would clinch a playoff spot.

“They’re playing hard,” Yeo said of the Jets. “I look at the road trip, the way that they played, … they’re doing a lot of things well. I see a very strong work ethic, I see a team that’s playing with a lot of pride right now. I think we’re going to have to be ready to play very hard and I think we’re going to have to play very fast.”

My guess is Bryzgalov also starts tomorrow’s game against Boston, but we shall see. If the Wild does clinch the top wildcard spot by the time Thursday’s St. Louis game comes around, I wonder if we get to see local boy John Curry’s NHL Wild debut. I did a big story on Curry for tomorrow's paper, so check that out. I also wonder if Yeo would take that opportunity to rest some of his big-minute guys. I’d be nervous against injury against a Blues team that the Wild still conceivably could play in the first round.

I also think if the Wild clinches before Thursday or Sunday vs. Nashville that we’ll get to see Christian Folin’s NHL debut.

“It would be a great feeling. I can’t wait. So hopefully they have a good game tonight,” said Folin, laughing.

Lines again for the Wild:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-McCormick-Niederreiter

Niederreiter continues to have to play the fourth line. “It’s a function of the pieces fitting elsewhere right now,” Yeo said.

Basically, look at the lines, and unless he’s replacing Fontaine, where’s he playing? Coyle’s been absolutely fantastic for 2½ weeks, Moulson and Pominville are top-6 guys, Cooke and Brodziak have been a staple.

Niederreiter just has to continue to stay with it and his time to move up will come. On this line, he just needs to get pucks deep, get in on the forecheck and be physical. It has been a work in progress playing the right side. He’s clearly better and more comfortable on the left, but Yeo says that’s improving. Yeo said he’s been very pleased with Niederreiter’s defense all year.

Wild playoff strips on sale this morning; Wild Fan Celebrations at final 3 home games

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: April 7, 2014 - 9:42 AM   
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Good morning from Winnipeg, where the Wild and Jets face off tonight in the Wild's final road game. I'll be back later after the morning skates.

Also, I'll be on Hockey Night in Canada Radio on SiriusXM (207/211) today at 2:45 p.m. CT and on the arena cam on NHL Network today at 5:40 p.m. CT.

 MINNESOTA WILD STANLEY CUP PLAYOFF STRIPS

 ON SALE MONDAY, APRIL 7

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild of the National Hockey League (NHL) announced today that Stanley Cup Playoff Ticket Strips will go on sale on Monday, April 7, beginning at 10 a.m. CT exclusively on Wild.com. Prices and locations can be found on http://www.wild.com/2014playoffs. There is an additional $15 processing fee per order.

     Playoff Ticket Strips include a seat for each potential home game in the first and second round of the playoffs (a total of six games). Fans purchasing Strips for Round 1 and 2 will also have the option of placing a credit card on file for “pay-as-we-play” purchase of home games in Round 3 and 4.

     Playoff ticket strips begin at $390 for rounds 1 and 2. 2014 Stanley Cup Playoff strips are limited to six seats and the limit will be strictly enforced. Single-game playoff tickets will go on sale at a later date, pending availability.

Minnesota Wild To Host Fan Celebration at April 8, 10 and 13 Games

    SAINT PAUL, Minn.  – The Minnesota Wild of the National Hockey League (NHL) has announced details of its annual Fan Celebration, set for the final three regular season home games at Xcel Energy Center – Tuesday, April 8; Thursday, April 10; and Sunday, April 13.

    Tuesday the Wild takes on the Boston Bruins. It’s Jerseys off Our Backs Night, as random fans will be selected to walk away with jerseys straight from a Wild player’s back. In addition, all fans will receive a Wild Bingoal card, courtesy of Innovative Office Solutions. Thursday, the Wild hosts Western Conference-leading St. Louis. All fans receive a scratch-and-win card. All fans attending the Sunday, April 13 game against Nashville will receive a commemorative team poster.

     The Wild is offering a special Fans Night Out ticket package for the games on April 8 and April 13 (Fans Night Out sold out for April 10). The unique ticket package costs $99 - it includes a lower-level ticket, all-you-can-eat hot dogs, popcorn, nachos and fountain soda, $3 draft beers through the end of the second intermission, in addition to an exclusive pre-game chalk talk with NHL alumni. The offer can still be purchased for April 8 and April 13 at http://www.wild.com/fancelebration.

    There is also an RBC Wealth Management Club Combo ticket package for all three games. Fans receive a club ticket, plus a $15 concession credit, for $95 or $85 depending on location.

Wild updates from Sunday's practice

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 6, 2014 - 1:22 PM    
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Just a quick blog from the arena before I have to hustle for my flight to Winnipeg:

1. Full practice today, except Keith Ballard (groin) didn't skate.

2. Likely the same lineup in Winnipeg as last night, so check out those lines on yesterday morning's blog.

3. Ilya Bryzgalov is 5-0-3 with a 1.87 GAA. He'll start in Winnipeg. Will he start against Boston, too, in the second half of a back-to-back on Tuesday?

"We haven't even discuss it," coach Mike Yeo said. "It's a possibility. I dont want to say it's going to happen. I don't know. I haven't gotten to that. Just getting focused for [Winnipeg] right now, and then we'll worry about that afterward."

If Shorewood's John Curry started Tuesday, it would be his first start since Jan. 11, 2010, and the fifth of his career. I'll write more about Curry in Tuesday's paper. He's had a fascinating career.

On what he has seen from Curry, Yeo said, "This is a guy with experience. It's not like he's a young rookie who has never been in a situation like this before. I think our team's been playing strong right now that if he were to be in there that it would give him a chance to have success. But it's a big step going from practice to games, but he's been playing well in practice."

Obviously, the decision will largely depend on the outcome and how the Wild plays in Winnipeg. It's easy to say, 'Just play Bryz, all goalies play back-to-back," but all teams aren't the Wild. This is an organization who's got a goalie injury hex or something, so the Wild may want to treat Bryzgalov's health with kid gloves because if he gets hurt, the Wild's in deep trouble going into the playoffs.

4. Yeo says Darcy Kuemper is feeling a lot better, but there is still no timetable. "I'm not expecting it to be real serious, but I don't know." Yeo also said Mikael Granlund is day-to-day, but "we're not going to rush him back. But at the same time, I haven't been given any reason to believe he won't be ready [for the playoffs." Clayton Stoner (knee) is close to skating.

Wild shuts out Pittsburgh, moves closer to second straight playoff berth
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Big 4-0 win by the Wild over the Penguins tonight on many fronts.

As always, please read the gamer and notebook for all the details and my Sunday Insider on the Parise father-son trip that just took place.

First, it further strengthens the team’s hold on the top wildcard spot and strengthens its grasp on a second straight postseason. Wild’s got four games left and is now five up on Dallas (one less game) and six up on Phoenix. Magic number is three. It’s a little more complicated than this, but if the Wild gets one more regulation/overtime win, Phoenix would have to win out in regulation/overtime to even get it to a very complicated tiebreaker system. Basically, win two games and they don't have to worry about Phoenix.

Second, the Wild proved it can play well on home ice again. Who knew? In front of the largest home crowd in Wild history (19,409), the Wild jumped out to a 3-0 first-period lead and was outstanding defensively the rest of the way to win for the second time in seven home games.

The Wild has played better on the road than at home since the Olympics, but the players avoided the first-game-back-from-a-long-road-trip blues and as Zach Parise said were excited to play here again and reestablish home dominance.

The Wild plays its final road game Monday in Winnipeg. A win would allow the Wild to finish the regular season .500 on the road (16-17-7 now, and for all you Patrick Reusse’s out there, .500 in the NHL is point percentage, and 17-17-7 is 41 of 82 possible points, so .500!!!! whether you agree with it or not).

The Wild then returns home to close the season against Boston, St. Louis and suddenly-hot Nashville.

Jim Souhan was out here and wrote a column on rookie Erik Haula, the seventh-round gem that continues to impress with Mikael Granlund out of the lineup. He scored his first career winning goal tonight (and did his first career postgame arena cam on NHL Network) and has a three-game point streak since Granlund’s injury.

He was good tonight. Great on the PK and beat out an icing. Haula, who scored the tying goal in a shootout loss two nights earlier in Chicago, got things started with impressive hustle and speed en route to his fifth goal. He scored a 200-foot goal by weaving the puck in the D-zone, handing it to linemate Jason Pominville and then blowing by defenseman Robert Bortuzzo to run down Moulson’s chip-in.

Cody McCormick, the forgotten soul in the Matt Moulson deal and scratched in five of the past seven games, scored a goal and assist. His goal came when he stayed out late for a shift and kept Mikko Koivu on the bench. Charlie Coyle (two assists) fought through a big hit on the wall to get the puck up to Parise, who set up the goal.

“I stayed on a little extra when I saw the offensive chance,” McCormick said, laughing.

Coach Mike Yeo used McCormick at center tonight and I think that’ll likely continue. He was physical, strong in his own zone and obviously had two points.

Stephane Veilleux continued his strong play with a goal, Koivu continued his surging play with a goal (13 points in 10 games) and Parise had two assists to hit the 500-point milestone. Ryan Suter was awesome (plus-3, two shots, three hits, two blocked shots), as was his defense partner, Jared Spurgeon, who was plus-3. Ilya Bryzgalov made 20 saves for his 33rd career shutout. He is now 5-0-3 with the Wild with a 1.87 goals-against average and could be looking at back-to-back, road/home starts at Winnipeg and at home vs. Boston with Darcy Kuemper hurt. He had a couple awesome saves, one you'll be seeing over and over to rob James Neal.

Terrific job tonight by the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine line. They got the task of going up against Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Beau Bennett for much of the game. The line combined for four shots and a minus-2, and Crosby, the NHL’s leading scorer and likely Hart winner, went shotless for the second time this season and 23rd time in his career.

Brodziak also won 8 of 12 faceoffs, while Crosby lost 12 of 17.

So big win. Now onto Winnipeg. Wild practices here in the late morning and then fly to Winnipeg. I’ll come to you after practice at some point before or during my flight.

Wild looks to improve at home tonight against Sidney Crosby and the Pittsburgh Penguins
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Wild and Pittsburgh Penguins tonight at the X.

Wild's magic number is five points, eight to get top wildcard spot, and avoid St. Louis in the first round (Anaheim or San Jose).

The Wild is coming off a 2-1-1 road trip and must guard against first-game-after-a-long-road-trip flatness. The Wild really can’t afford it because it has been playing much better on the road than at home since the Olympic break.

The Wild is a yucky 1-2-3 in its past six home games.

“We have to be much better at home than we have been,” said Zach Parise.

Battle of the Z’s in net tonight: Ilya Bryzzzzzzgalov vs. Jeff Zzzzzzatkoff.

Bryzgalov is 4-0-3 in seven starts and eight appearances for the Wild with a 2.11 goals-against average. Zatkoff is 12-5-1 with a 2.58 goals-against average for the Pens. He is 12-3-1 in his past 16 appearances and made 24 saves in a 5-2 win at home against the Wild on Dec. 19.

For the Penguins, Jussi Jokinen won’t play with an injury. Former Wild good guy Andrew Ebbett has been called up and will play. For the Wild, Dany Heatley, Jake Dowell and Mike Rupp will be scratched tonight. The Wild didn’t do line rushes in the morning skate, but my guess is:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-McCormick-Niederreiter

Same D, so:

Suter-Spurgeon

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Blum

Defenseman Keith Ballard will miss his 10th game with a groin injury.

“He’s not there yet,” coach Mike Yeo said. “He’s a little bit frustrated. He’s dying to get back, … but it’s not coming back as quickly as he had hoped.”

-- Niederreiter is back in after missing last game in Chicago for precautionary reasons. He took a high hit from Jake Muzzin on Monday in L.A. He needs to play better than he has since the Olympics.

In 17 games since returning from the Olympics, Niederreiter has two goals, three assists and 19 shots. He just hasn’t been the same with his board battles and strength on picks either and has taken three penalties in the past five games.

-- Word out of the Wild locker room is that Matt Cooke actually scored the goal Erik Haula got credited for in Chicago with 1:54 left. I tweeted a GIF. You be the judge. Either way, I don’t think it’ll get changed at this point, but we’ll see. Regardless, Haula did a great job throwing that puck through a screen and Cooke did a great job driving the net to forced Nik Hjalmarsson to open up his legs.

Cooke was Mr. Popular this morning with his former team, the Penguins, in town.

-- I’d think Yeo will want a shutdown line tonight going up against the Penguins’ prolific lines and likely Hart Trophy winner Sidney Crosby (102 points). That means Brodziak would stay on the third line and the Wild’s top line should see that type of matchup, too, because Yeo doesn’t ever mind that matchup.

I’ll write about Brodziak’s offensive struggles in tomorrow’s paper. He’s been solid most of the year defensively and the utter opposite offensively. Again though, Brodziak’s season is nothing like his year last year when he was minus-18 in 48 games and was getting almost no scoring chances for long stretches. The reason why Brodziak has gotten so many great chances this year is because he’s been so strong defensively, solid on the forecheck and is usually on the right side of the puck positionally. And, sorry, I know he’s the poster child for hate lately, but that’s a fact.

Unfortunately, once Brodziak gets that puck on his stick, he’s usually missing the net with it, stick-handling himself into a worse position, hitting the iron or shooting it right into the goalie.

You’ll hear from him in tomorrow’s paper.

-- Speaking of Haula, that line should be better tonight if Yeo plays his matchups well.

Yeo said of Haula, who had the tying goal, led the team with five shots last game and logged a career-high 15:30: “We keep giving him more and he keeps showing that he’s able to take it. Every game is a new test for him right now. There’s going to be a bit of a jolt adrenaline-wise for him right now. He knows he’s getting more opportunity and an increased role. He has to make sure he doesn’t lose what got him here, what we need from him night in and night out. He’s got to be a very strong defensive player for us, he has to find a way to use his speed and be a factor on the forecheck, but at the same time, we’re asking a little bit more from him offensively. We’re anxious to see if he can do that against a team like tonight. He’s going to obviously be faced with some tough competition, so we’re anxious to see how he performs.”

-- Yeo said Darcy Kuemper (upper body) is feeling a little better and was in this morning, but no update beyond day-to-day. He also had no update on Mikael Granlund (head) beyond day-to-day. I saw Niklas Backstrom (abdominal surgery) and he’s already working out.

-- McCormick will play center tonight for the first time really as a Wild. Yeo said it was important to get him a practice so he could get familiar for his center responsibilities as opposed to wing.

-- Parise said, “I feel alright” from the blindside hit he got Thursday from Chicago’s Brandon Bollig. “I felt OK yesterday and today even better, so I think I’m fine. I just didn’t see him coming. I was kind of surprised it wasn’t a penalty, at least interference or something, but they have a lot to watch out there and just didn’t see it.”

I'll be on Fox Sports North tonight during the pregame show and first intermission and will talk during the pregame about the three high hits lately and why the league didn't suspend the perpetrators.

Wild loses shootout but returns home with five points out of eight on road trip
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Disappointing, of course, not to get the extra point in a 3-2 shootout loss, but considering a week ago players like Ryan Suter and Zach Parise were talking like the Wild’s playoff hopes were in dire straits after back-to-back losses against Vancouver and St. Louis, getting five of the remaining six points on this road trip were huge and may have saved its season.

With five games left, the Wild’s five up on Dallas and Phoenix. Dallas has played one fewer game and lost tonight at Carolina. Four of the Wild’s remaining games are at home, which normally would be huge, but the Wild’s been lousy at home lately (very unWild-like 1-2-3 in its past six at the X) and three of the upcoming opponents are powerhouses Pittsburgh, Boston and St. Louis.

So as coach Mike Yeo said, after being road weary after playing eight of its past 10 games on the road, it’s time to refocus and reenergize these final five games.

Couple thoughts after tonight:

1. In the past two games, the Wild has taken three shots to the melon – two in L.A. by Jake Muzzin on Nino Niederreiter and Jason Pominville, one tonight when Brandon Bollig clocked Zach Parise from behind.

Niederreiter didn’t play tonight supposedly for precautionary reasons. Pominville appears fine and played tonight. Parise returned to the game, but he said after the game he had a “little headache, but I should be fine.”

The only penalties out of this? To Matt Moulson as he flew in to defend Pominville. Other than that, no response from the Wild. I know the Wild wants to win. I get that. But the head shots are alarming, especially because there’s no meat in the Wild lineup to stand up to these players and their indiscretions. Clayton Stoner’s hurt, and coach Mike Yeo has scratched Cody McCormick the past two games and Mike Rupp has played four times since Dec. 31. Brad Winchester’s in the minors.

The Wild feels Rupp’s skating is a big, big problem after offseason knee surgery. He says he feels better than he’s felt all year. Here's a story I wrote on him March 22. The fourth line is playing seven, eight, nine minutes anyway. Maybe it’s time to put Rupp into the lineup in a limited role, play him five or six minutes and on the times you don’t want to skate him a regular shift, you double-shift another winger.

Rupp’s agent Allan Walsh certainly thinks it’s time:

2. Erik Haula scored the tying goal with 1:54 left and had a team-high five shots. That second line though with Haula, Jason Pominville and Matt Moulson was struggling the first two periods and the third line didn’t have much going either, so late in the second, Yeo moved Haula to the third line with Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine and Kyle Brodziak to the second.

Haula scored off Justin Fontaine’s pass and in a large part because Cooke drove the net, which forced the D to open up his legs. Haula fired it through.

If Mikael Granlund’s going to be out indefinitely, this is an issue. The Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle continues to click. Coyle scored again tonight, his fourth goal in seven games. So Yeo doesn’t want to take Coyle off that line. So he’s either got to give Haula another shot or use Brodziak there.

The line was actually much more a threat in the offensive zone after Brodziak moved there, but as you know, Brodziak is not a playmaker and he has two goals in the past 31 games, six in 77 this year.

In L.A., he had oodles of chances, but hit a crossbar and was stoned by Jonathan Quick. Tonight he hit a post and executed a perfect deke into an open net … until Duncan Keith stick-checked him from behind.

“There’s no reason why Brodzy can’t step up,” Yeo said. “This is a guy that’s scored in this league. And his game has been coming lately. That game in L.A. was one of his strongest games of the entire year.”

3. A good sign is getting points in games where you’re not at your best, and Yeo and a number players felt tonight wasn’t their best performance. I personally think they didn’t play that badly. I do think they’re tired. I know I am from all the travel. They’ve been on the road for much of the past 3 weeks and starting Saturday play another three games in four nights, including a road-home back-to-back at Winnipeg and vs. Boston.

But now’s the time they just have to suck it up and get some home wins. They’re 6-3-2 since the Olympic break on the road, but at home, they’ve been pedestrian at best. Time to get some wins.

No practice Friday. Talk to you Saturday.

Bryzgalov becomes 4th Wild goalie to start vs. Chicago; Niederreiter out, Heatley in
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Wild, winners of two in a row and three of five, and the Chicago Blackhawks, losers of three in a row, tonight at the United Center. The Wild's magic number is down to seven points after Phoenix's loss last night in L.A.

To further demonstrate how crazy the Wild’s goaltending situation has been this year, Ilya Bryzgalov will be the Wild’s fourth starter in five games against Chicago this season.

“Trying to keep them guessing,” joked coach Mike Yeo.

Here’s today’s Josh Harding story

Here’s today’s Mikael Granlund story and the fact Erik Haula’s assuming his role tonight

Here’s the Mikko Koivu story from yesterday

The Wild is 3-1 against the Blackhawks this season. The Hawks are without Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane tonight, and even without them, the Blackhawks still have three players with more points than anybody on the Wild (leading scorer Patrick Sharp; my pick for the Norris, Duncan Keith; and future Hall of Famer Marian Hossa).

The Wild will be without Granlund and Darcy Kuemper tonight. Both returned to Minnesota to see team doctors. I asked Yeo and GM Chuck Fletcher about whether the undersized Granlund must adjust his physical game if he wants to have a long career in the NHL. Yeo admitted the team has had internal discussions about this, and I’ll have more on that in tomorrow’s paper.

Nino Niederreiter skated this morning but won’t play tonight, Yeo said.

“It’d be silly on our part to rush him back. This time of year, let’s make sure we give him a chance to fully heal and get ready for the next one,” Yeo said. “We don’t want him to come back for one period and then lose him for three weeks here. Let’s just make sure we approach this with a bit of caution toward making sure we have him back and healthy for good.”

Yeo did say Niederreiter isn’t having any ill effects from the Jake Muzzin hit, but the team wants to be careful with a potential head injury.

Dany Heatley, scratched the previous two games, will return to the lineup on the fourth line with Stephane Veilleux and Jake Dowell.

Defenseman Keith Ballard, close to returning, will miss his ninth consecutive game with a groin injury.

I’ll be writing more about Christian Folin in the coming days, but Yeo was more specific today on whether or not he’ll play in any of the final regular-season games. Obviously, some of it will depend on circumstance. Remember, Nate Prosser, after signing as a free agent out of Colorado College, wasn’t supposed to play any games.

But then Nick Schultz and Marek Zidlicky got hurt and Prosser played the final three games of the 2009-10 season.

So, it’s hard to have a plan, but Yeo did say today it will be hard to experiment with Folin if the Wild is still trying to make the playoffs or clinch that first wildcard spot. The Wild’s four up on Dallas, which is playing well, has a cupcake schedule and has played one fewer game.

“If there were, I don’t want to say meaningless games, but if there were games that weren’t relevant standings wise, then maybe that’s a possibility,” Yeo said of playing Folin. “But our priority has to be No. 1 to get into the playoffs and No. 2 to make sure that all of our players and our team game are on top of things heading into the playoffs.”

If it turns out Folin doesn’t play, practicing now and throughout the playoffs will help in his future nevertheless.

Josh Harding joins Wild in Chicago, practices for the first time since January
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Afternoon from Johnny's Ice House West in Chicago, the practice facility of the Blackhawks.

The Wild practiced today with three goalies -- Thursday's starter Ilya Bryzgalov, Thursday's backup John Curry and ... first-half MVP Josh Harding.

Harding, sidelined since Dec. 31 from complications of multiple sclerosis, joined the Wild in Chicago and is practicing with the team for the first time since Jan. 19.

If you remember, he missed the Wild's four-game road trip to Pittsburgh, New York, Philly and Winnipeg to have an adjustment to his MS treatment. He returned to play two games Dec. 29 and Dec. 31 before being sidelined again. He then returned to practice with the team but then was sidelined for good starting Jan. 20.

Harding would only say he had a "rough patch" that was out of his control.

“This isn’t the time [to talk about it],” Harding said. “We’re in a playoff crunch. If I could’ve been out there, I would've been out there. It's tough, it was tough.”

You can read more about Harding's return in Thursday's paper. He looked good today, but this is obviously a first step.

“I know that he doesn’t want us really talking about [his MS], but the reality is it’s always going to be day-to-day, basically,” coach Mike Yeo said. “But he’s feeling very good right now and he’s motivated.”

With Darcy Kuemper out with an upper-body injury, Harding's return is obviously great news (great news for reasons beyond hockey, too).

This is getting way ahead of ourselves, but no chance Harding is able to return without an eventual conditioning stint in Iowa, and this is provided things continue to go well after a number of days of practice.

The Baby Wild has nine games left this season.But as Yeo said, everything is day-to-day right now.

Christian Folinalso joined practice today. Kuemper and Mikael Granlund did not practice. Nino Niederreiter did and is expected to play.

Today's lines:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-Dowell-Niederreiter

Scratches appear to be Heatley for a third game in a row, McCormick, Rupp. Yeo basically said that in the Wild's eyes, McCormick's not a center, so that's the reason for the Dowell callup.

D pairs remain the same:

Suter-Spurgeon

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Blum

Ballard looks like he'll continue to wait with the Wild having won two in a row.

Goalies

Bryzgalov

Curry (Curry's jersey assigned was No. 30 when he came on the Edmonton, Vancouver trip in late February. The Wild has since acquired Bryzgalov, so Curry will wear No. 33 tomorrow. That means two different Wild backups (Rob Laurie) will wear the same number in consecutive games, which is par for the course with the Wild, which has had seven goalies up with the big team this season).

PP units:

Parise-Koivu-Moulson-Suter-Pominville; Nino-Coyle-Fontaine-Brodin-Spurgeon.

Officially, Granlund has an upper-body injury. Unofficially, replays show that Granlund’s head smacked into the left shoulder of Los Angeles Kings center Jarret Stoll on Monday as Granlund tried to deliver a check.

Yeo said there’s no timetable until Granlund sees the Wild doctors. Yeo said, “All I know right now” is that Granlund won’t play Thursday against the Chicago Blackhawks.

“We’re losing a very talented player, an offensive guy that we count on,” Yeo said of Granlund, the Wild’s fourth-leading scorer during a solid sophomore campaign with 41 points in 63 games. “In a situation like that, we’re going to lean on our other lines a little bit more, lean on our power play a little bit more.”

Captain Mikko Koivu will continue to get the bulk of the big minutes and matchups. Since March 18, Koivu, is on a six-game point streak, ranks first in the NHL with 10 assists and is tied for first with 12 points.

Rookie center Erik Haula, who led the Gophers in scoring during his sophomore and juniors years, has played a fourth-line role for much of his 40 games with the Wild. Haula, 23, has three goals and nine points, is plus-9 and will assume Granlund’s role between veterans Matt Moulson and Jason Pominville.

Yeo has been impressed with Haula’s ability to adapt to a defensive and penalty-kill role. Now that Haula will skate with two skilled scorers like Moulson (five goals and four assists in 14 games with the Wild) and Pominville (27 goals), Yeo said, “We’re going to ask him to be a little more creative.”

Haula will have to improve in the faceoff circle. That was one of Granlund’s biggest improvements. Granlund won 52.6 percent of his draws; Haula has won 42.7 percent.

“You’re on a line like that, starting with the puck in the offensive zone is a huge key,” Yeo said.

Folin got overshadowed today, so I will write a lot more about him in Friday's paper.

Just as advertised, he was big with a booming shot.

The plan initially is to get him involved in practice, teach him the Wild’s system and allow him to get comfortable. He is eligible to play in any of the remaining six games, but Yeo said the decision will be based on “team-first.”

Folin played two years with Austin (Minn.) in the North American Hockey League and said, “In the back of my head, I always wanted to come [back] to Minnesota.”

Mikael Granlund, Darcy Kuemper out; Jake Dowell, John Curry recalled
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With Darcy Kuemper sidelined with an upper-body injury, the Wild has recalled John Curry from the Iowa Wild to back up Ilya Bryzgalov (4-0-2, 2.15 GAA) Thursday night against the Chicago Blackhawks. If Kuemper is out for awhile, the Wild has one back-to-back left (at Winnipeg on Monday, vs. Boston on Tuesday). Bryzgalov would probably get both games.

The Wild has also recalled center Jake Dowell, a former Blackhawk, with Mikael Granlund likely sidelined for a bit with an upper-body injury.

Coach Mike Yeo could either put Dowell or Cody McCormick as fourth-line center. I'd think Erik Haula moves up to second-line center because the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle line is going real well, so why fiddle with that and bounce Coyle back to center again?

I saw Granlund after the game in L.A., and he had a red raspberry-looking mark under his left eye. He was walking slowly and definitely had a disappointed look on his face when talking to teammate Mikko Koivu.

Replays show that Granlund's head smacked right into Kings forward Jarret Stoll's left shoulder as Granlund got the worst of a check he tried to make.

Granlund, who has a history of concussions, missed 13 of 14 games with a concussion earlier this season after taking three hard hits in a six-game stretch from Toronto's Nazem Kadri, Ottawa's Marc Methot and Phoenix's Connor Murphy (actually, similarly, Granlund tried to initiate this check and got the worst of it when Murphy protected himself).

The one game Granlund played in that stretch, he lasted 29 seconds, so that was basically a missed game.

The Wild struggled without Granlund. In that 14-game stretch, Minnesota went 6-7-1 with 23 goals. But, remember, this is a Wild team that survived with Koivu, Zach Parise, Jared Spurgeon and Josh Harding out at the same time, so it has proven before that it is, dare I say, resilient (I actually hate that term in sports, so I may as well use it).

No doubt Yeo gives the old day-to-day line with Granlund, but we'll try to find out more after today's 1:30 p.m. practice in Chicago. Obviously, if it's a concussion, there's just no way to accurately give a timetable, so it would be truthfully day-to-day. These head injuries with Granlund are becoming a true concern. Remember, he came to the NHL with a history of them.

I never saw Nino Niederreiter after the L.A. game, but word yesterday was it's not supposed to be serious and he's considered questionable for Thursday's game. I'll let you know on Twitter in three hours if Niederreiter indeed practices. If he doesn't and can't play Thursday, the Wild has Dany Heatley waiting in the wings. The Wild is 2-0 without Heatley, incidentally.

Christian Folin, signed out of UMass-Lowell Monday, will practice for the first time today. He is eligible to play in any of the remaining six regular-season games (not playoff eligible). I cannot imagine Yeo plays him until he gets some practice time under his belt and only if there comes a point where maybe the Wild's locked into that top wildcard spot later next week.

Who knows if the Wild will ever get that breathing room. Dallas took over the second wildcard spot last night, has a game in hand and a cupcake schedule the rest of the season. The Stars are playing outstanding right now and just annihilating teams. Phoenix, which could be in trouble, lost in a shootout last night to Winnipeg, fell to ninth and plays in L.A. tonight.

Both teams are four back of Minnesota, which just further displays how gigantic the Wild's comeback wins at Detroit, Phoenix and Los Angeles were.

Yeo's in a tricky spot with Folin. I'm always fascinated when a team is still in a playoff race and then parachutes a rookie into the locker room. Chicago's done that with Teuvo Teravainen and Matt Carey and has lost three in a row. I think the smartest thing to do is just practice Folin and play him the last game or two if the Wild's locked and the team wants to rest guys like Ryan Suter or Jared Spurgeon.

Speaking of D, it'll be interesting to see if the Wild plays Jon Blum against Chicago. The Wild's won two in a row and got solid play from its blue line. But Keith Ballard could be ready to return. If Ballard returns, one would think it would be for Blum. If that were the case, I'd think Marco Scandella and Jonas Brodin become a pair again and Ballard gets paired with Nate Prosser.

I'll be back later after practice to update the blog, but follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib for real-time updates later.

Granlund, Niederreiter injured, but Wild rallies for yet another come-from-behind win 
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UPDATE: No hearings for either Muzzin hit.

As I keep saying, pick your poison in the West. It’s hard to say the Wild would be lucky to face Anaheim in the first round of the playoffs, but hey, it’s arguably better than St. Louis, which has beaten Minnesota nine in a row.

But maybe it’s good if the Wild heads over to that Pacific bracket, which includes a potential first-round meeting between L.A. and San Jose. The Wild improved to 12-4-5 against the Pacific Division tonight by snapping the Kings’ six-game winning streak with a 3-2 win here at the Staples Center.

It was the Wild’s first two-game winning streak since that five-game winning streak (Feb. 4-March 3) heading into the March 5 deadline. Mike Yeo picked up his 100th victory as the Wild head coach. It was the Wild’s third straight victory in which it rallied from a third-period deficit.

Wild’s magic number is down to 10 and Phoenix plays Tuesday (vs. Winnipeg) and Wednesday (at Los Angeles) and Dallas plays Tuesday at Washington.

Wild’s now five up on Phoenix and six up on Dallas heading into Thursday’s game at Chicago.

The Wild lost two players in tonight’s game to potential head injuries.

Mikael Granlund was hurt late in the second period when he went in for his fifth hit of the night against Jarret Stoll. Granlund, who has a history of concussions (just this year he's taken hits from Connor Murphy, Nazem Kadri and I can't remember off the top of my head, but somebody in Ottawa), had a nasty red mark below his left eye after the game. Nino Niederreiter was hurt three shifts into his night when he was clobbered in the neutral zone by a high, hard hit from Jake Muzzin, who looked to get away with a head shot in the second on Jason Pominville.

Muzzin wasn’t penalized on either high hit. Niederreiter pinballed into Jeff Carter and left the game wobbly.

Yeo didn’t have updates on either after the game other than saying the standard “upper-body” injury line. The Wild has a travel day to Chicago on Tuesday, so injury updates on both are not expected until after practice Wednesday afternoon. If neither can play in Chicago, the Wild has Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick waiting in the wings.

Rookie Erik Haula got a chance to step up in place of Granlund and was elevated from the fourth to the second line with Matt Moulson and Pominville. Pominville set up Moulson’s tying goal against his brother-in-law Jonathan Quick. Haula also drew an assist.

If Granlund’s going to be out for awhile, Haula may have shown the coaches tonight that he can fill that void.

“It’s nice to play more,” Haula said. “It’s unfortunate what happened to Granny. I hope he has a speedy recovery. He’s an important player for our team, but it’s all about winning. I got a chance to step up. It’s a confidence booster for myself and it’s a process. It’s my first year pro, and it’s a process to get going. I’ve taken little steps as the year’s gone and hopefully I can keep taking more steps down the line here.”

Sixty-two seconds later, Mikko Koivu, who is hitting his stride bigtime lately with a six-game point streak and 12 points in his past eight games, one-timed Charlie Coyle’s pass off the wall for the eventual winner.

Zach Parise also scored his team-leading 28th goal and 13th on the power play (tied for 3rd in the NHL) and had an assist on the Koivu winner. The Wild is 18-3-2 when Parise scores and 11-1 when Koivu has at least two points this year. I’m doing a story on Koivu for Wednesday’s paper, which I recommend (although I haven’t written it yet, so maybe it’ll be awful, ha). But Koivu talked to me this morning about how much last year’s playoff weighed on him last offseason and how hard it was for him to return initially after ankle surgery. It was a frustrating time initially, but he really is started to play well. He won 14 of 22 draws tonight, too, had two big blocked shots and two takeaways.

Coyle was a beast, too, with two shots and six hits.

"He's stepping up," Yeo said. "That's what we need. This is a guy that we can't just say he’s a second-year guy. He's a real important part of our team. What he’s shown us lately, we’re going to keep pushing him."

Poor Kyle Brodziak had four shots tonight and eight attempted shots. Good game but still can't score. Matt Cooke had six hits. 

Moulson really impressed tonight. He scored his fifth goal as a Wild, but most notably stood up for Pominville on the Muzzin high hit. Amazingly, Muzzin didn’t get penalties on either high hit, but Moulson wound up taking the extra two by going after him.

“That stuff builds team chemistry,” Yeo said. “Whenever you see somebody who goes outside what’s normal for them and they’re doing it for the team, the way I saw our killers go out on that kill and then for [Moulson] to get that goal, I thought it was great.”

Ilya Bryzgalov made 18 saves and is now 4-0-2 with the Wild with a 2.16 goals-against average and .916 save percentage. With Darcy Kuemper hurt, it could be Bryzgalov’s net for a bit.

So, painful trip to L.A. as the Wild lost three players to injury (two in the game). But very impressive win by the Wild against a great hockey team and a completely healthy hockey team.

Again, doubtful we’ll get injury updates until after Wednesday’s practice. That will also be the first time we’ll get a chance to talk with newly-signed defenseman Christian Folin, who chose to come to Minnesota over more two-dozen NHL teams.

The 6-foot-3, mobile, hard-shooting, two-way, right-shot defenseman from Gothenburg, Sweden, agreed to terms on a two-year, $1.85 million entry-level contract that begins immediately. Folin, 23, a sophomore at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell, will join the Wild on Tuesday night in Chicago, will practice Wednesday and can play in any of the final six regular-season games.

He is not playoff eligible because he’s a free agent signing after the trade deadline.

“Physically, you don’t normally have a young man coming out of college or junior that possess his physical attributes,” General Manager Chuck Fletcher said. “We think he fits perfectly into our defense corps going forward. He’s what we need. We need a little more size, we need a guy that can shoot the puck and it’s hard to find right-shot defensemen.”

In helping lead the River Hawks to the Hockey East tournament title, Folin led UMass-Lowell defensemen with 20 points in 41 games. He scored 21 points in 38 games as a freshman. Prior to college, Folin played two seasons with the Austin (Minn.) Bruins of the North American Hockey League, scoring 41 points in 87 points.

The Wild had to burn a year of the contract. That’s what every team was offering. Basically, it means next year is his first real year of the deal and he becomes a restricted free agent next summer.

“He’s a physically mature man and he’s 23 years old,” said Fletcher. “He’s a very good skater. He’s got size and strength. Physically, we certainly feel he can make the jump right away. Whether he gets in or not will be up to the coaches, but at a minimum we’d like him to come in and practice and join the team and start to make that adjustment to the National Hockey League.”

Fletcher said scout Brian Hunter has been working hard on this for two years. The Wild invited Folin to last year’s summer camp, but he chose not to go to any.

“We’ve made our interest known for awhile,” Fletcher said. “It’s just really hard to find defensemen that possess his size, skating ability. He’s a right-shot defenseman, so there’s a lot of attributes there. It’s great when you can sign a guy like this. We traded our first-round pick last year, we traded two second-round picks over the next three years. We’re adding a real top asset to our group.

“We think he’s a good enough hockey player to play right away [this season]. I’m not saying where he’ll fit,” but Fletcher noted the Wild only has six healthy defensemen, although Keith Ballard may return Thursday, Clayton Stoner’s out for awhile, minor-leaguer Jon Landry’s out for awhile, “we just got [Steve] Kampfer back and [Matt] Dumba’s in junior. I’m excited to burn a year because we need the depth right now, we need more options.”

So, maybe Folin actually gets in a game or two before the end of the season. At the very least, he joins an impressive growing prospect pool of D that includes Olofsson, Dumba, Gunnarsson, Labbe, Seeler, Soucy, de Jong, Fletcher said.

As always, check out the game story on www.startribune.com/wild, the Kuemper injury story with some funny Andrew Brunette stuff and the notebook.

Wild signs free-agent defenseman Christian Folin; will join team in Chicago
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The Wild landed what many considered the biggest college free agent on the open market Monday night.

Christian Folin, the 6-foot-3, mobile, hard-shooting, two-way, right-shot defenseman from Gothenburg, Sweden, agreed to terms on a two-year, $1.85 million entry-level contract that begins immediately. Folin, 23, a sophomore at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell, will join the Wild on Tuesday night in Chicago, will practice Wednesday and can play in any of the final six regular-season games.

He is not playoff eligible because he’s a free agent signing after the trade deadline.

“Physically, you don’t normally have a young man coming out of college or junior that possess his physical attributes,” General Manager Chuck Fletcher said. “We think he fits perfectly into our defense corps going forward. He’s what we need. We need a little more size, we need a guy that can shoot the puck and it’s hard to find right-shot defensemen.”

In helping lead the River Hawks to the Hockey East tournament title, Folin led UMass-Lowell defensemen with 20 points in 41 games. He scored 21 points in 38 games as a freshman.

Prior to college, Folin played two seasons with the Austin (Minn.) Bruins of the North American Hockey League, scoring 41 points in 87 points.

“Physically, we certainly feel he can make the jump right away,” said Fletcher said. “Whether he gets in or not will be up to the coaches.”

I'll have more on the signing after the game, but the Wild again burns the first year of the contract, which are the rules of the game. Big signing for a few reasons:

1) Joins growing impressive prospect pool of D that includes Olofsson, Dumba, Gunnarsson, Labbe, Seeler, Soucy, de Jong; 2) He's a right-shot, big, mobile, big shot. This also lessens the Wild's need this summer to go out and spend on a right-shot D in my opinion.

Wild signs former minor-league goalie Rob Laurie to a pro tryout
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Monday morning, Darcy Kuemper, the Wild's second-half savior in goal, returned to the place it all started for him way back on Jan. 7 -- the Staples Center in Los Angeles.

And, ... he promptly got hurt.

Not too many playoff contenders can absorb their No. 1 and No. 2 goaltenders being sidelined, so the Hockey Gods figured let's try knocking out the No. 3.

Kuemper sustained an upper-body injury at this morning's skate. GM Chuck Fletcher said Kuemper will "hopefully [miss] just a few days, but it's hard to know for sure."

If it's more, the Wild will likely recall John Curry for Thursday's game in Chicago.

Ilya Bryzgalov, the scheduled starter tonight at L.A., will be backed up tonight by Rob Laurie, a 43-year-old who in the last calendar year has served as an emergency goalie for the Anaheim Ducks and most recently the Vancouver Canucks against Anaheim in January. He has been signed to a pro tryout.

Laurie, who attended Western Michigan University, lives in Corona, Calif. He was a longtime minor-league goalie who stopped playing in 2001-02. Here's his career stats. Here's a Yahoo recent piece on him.

Cool tidbit (provided he doesn't see the light of day): Laurie gets paid $500 and is "permitted to retain" his game-worn jersey.

As you can see on the previous blog, Andrew Brunette took over for Kuemper at this morning's skate.

Yes, Andrew Brunette.

Good thing the Wild acquired another goalie at the deadline in case Kuemper faltered or got hurt.

Andrew Brunette humorously tends goal in Wild's morning skate (with pictures)
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Yes, that was Andrew Brunette, the third-leading goal scorer and fifth-leading point-getter in Wild history, in goal at the end of today's Wild pregame skate.

Darcy Kuemper had to leave the skate early because "he was not feeling well," said coach Mike Yeo, so Brunette followed tonight's starter vs. the L.A. Kings, Ilya Bryzgalov, off the ice.

Little did anybody realize that Brunette would return to the ice wearing Kuemper's gear and mask so the assistants could work tonight's scratches -- Dany Heatley, Mike Rupp, Cody McCormick and injured Keith Ballard.

As you can see above, Brunette, who used to do his best work around the crease, was a little deep in his crease, and as you can see, the shooters were able to fill the net pretty easily.

"It would help if a couple of those guys would pick up guys in front of the net," Brunette joked afterward. "Bally didn’t pick anybody up the whole game. They were tap-ins. What could I do?"

Assistant coach Darryl Sydor's scouting report, "He looked a little bit like Ken Dryden, really low. There’s a little room blocker side. Speeds’s not that good."

Brunette said, "I thought I had a better glove. Heater kept burying them glove side all the time."

Brunette said he played a little ball hockey goalie back in the day, but his excuse for his "terrible" goaltending today was Kuemper's pads were too big and he was wearing player skates.

Some funny tweets I received:

In the meantime, Yeo wasn't specific about Kuemper in terms of was he not feeling well because he's ill or because he got hurt. As of now, there's no word as to whether Kuemper will be able to back up. If he can't, the Wild would either have to parachute John Curry or Johan Gustafsson into town (don't know if that's even possible this late with the team in L.A.) or if the Wild may need to sign a goalie quickly Paul Deutsch-style.

"We won't dress Bruno, for sure!" GM Chuck Fletcher said via text. Fletcher also said there would probably be a Kuemper update later after the team gets more info, so this is obviously an injury.

Remember, this second-half ride for Kuemper began Jan. 7 in L.A. because Niklas Backstrom got a cortisone shot to his core muscle the day before and because Josh Harding was suffering from complications from MS.

There's something about L.A. with Wild goalies. In Dec. 11, Matt Hackett had to make his first career start in L.A. (victory) because Harding got hurt in San Jose and Hackett relieved him for his first career win.

Same Wild lines as I blogged yesterday. Jonathan Quick expected to start for the Kings.

Southern California native Jon Blum will play his 100th NHL game tonight. Ballard though is "very close" to returning, said Yeo, maybe Thursday in Chicago as long as he continues to feel good after Wednesday's practice in Chicago.

 Yeo on Heatley: "The pregame skate in Phoenix, the assistant coaches really complimented him in how hard he worked in all the extra work he was doing. Yesterday, real good practice. So he’s doing everything that he can right now. That’s the key for me, use these practices to build the confidence back up, to get feeling good about yourself, and then that way when you get back in there, you’ll be ready to take advantage in it."

Yeo on struggling Nino Niederreiter, who had a great game last time the Wild played in L.A.: "He’s trying to bring the physical presence. It just seems like plays are happening fast for him right now. Seems like he’s kind of rushing things with the puck and that to me just points to confidence. We’ve talked to him, we’ve challenged him, but at the same time we’ve tried to pat him on the back and let him feel good about himself. At the same time, I think he sees himself bouncing from line to line, he hasn’t really been able to find a place and stick with somebody. There’s no question that we know there’s another level to his game. He’s just got to take a deep breath and settle down and play the game."

As I mentioned the other day, J.P. Parise is on the Wild road trip. He's attending the meetings, going on the team plane, etc. It's his personal father-son trip.

How'd this come about? Fletcher discovered that father-son trips were not done in New Jersey, so J.P. Parise, a former NHLer, has never gotten to go on a father-son trip with Zach. So last week, Fletcher invited J.P.

"I said, 'Oh my God, I'm in," J.P. Parise said.

J.P. was blown away, saying, "this organization, the atmosphere is so inviting." He had a lot of cool things to say today actually and I'll do more of an in-depth story in the next couple days.

He got to watch his son score twice in Phoenix. The second goal -- the empty-netter -- actually allowed Zach to pass J.P. with 239 goals.

"The nice part: It took me 12 fricking years to do it. He did it in seven," said J.P. Parise, howling with laughter. Zach did end up getting the puck even though a Coyotes player fired it the length of the ice into the Minnesota net. Bryzgalov comically let it go in.

Wild looks to build off Saturday's solid effort Monday in L.A.

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 30, 2014 - 5:07 PM   

print

Share3      Share via Email  

Afternoon from the friendly sky, where I'm on a short flight from Phoenix to L.A., where the ground has been shaken lately.

Wish me luck.

I wrote a follow for Monday's paper on the Wild's player-only team meeting Friday. This is a real neat story. I usually kind of ignore team meetings, but this was not your typical one. The story behind what Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter is real cool and may give you a better appreciation of the behind-the-scenes stuff that goes on with teams and a better respect level for the Wild's leadership group.

So check that out (it'll be on the web later this evening).

Wild practiced in Glendale this afternoon after its big win last night at Phoenix. Heck of a comeback victory over the Coyotes, holding them to no shots in the first 18:04 of the third period, including a shotless carryover from the second that lasted 24 minutes, 28 seconds.

Now, it must continue. Minnesota's not out of the woods yet and face a formidable opponent Monday night at Staples Center. The L.A. Kings, the best defensive team in the West and second-best in the NHL, has won six in a row and 14 of their past 17.

At today's practice, coach Mike Yeo went with the lines that pretty much took over Saturday's game in Phoenix.

Parise-Koivu-Coyle (By the way, I thought Coyle had another terrific game)

Moulson-Granlund-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux (whom I also thought brought some great shifts)-Haula-Niederreiter (who's struggling)

Suter-Spurgeon

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Blum

Ilya Bryzgalov is expected to get his second consecutive start.

Defenseman Keith Ballard (groin) practiced but looks like he won't yet play.

Dany Heatley looks like he'll be scratched for a second straight game.

I will be on KFAN with LaVelle E. Neal The Third at 10:20 a.m. CT Monday.

Gigantic comeback victory by the Wild in Phoenix
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To say this comeback win by the Wild was ginormous would be an understatement.

One week after coach Mike Yeo said the Wild was a “different team” and not in the midst of another late-season collapse, the Wild wasn’t giving anybody reason to believe otherwise.

The Stars walked into St. Louis two nights after the Wild was pummeled there and won 4-2 tonight. So if the Coyotes hung on to beat the Wild, the Wild would have fallen one point behind Phoenix with Dallas only a point behind the Wild.

Instead, the proverbial four-point game. The Wild got two third-period goals from Zach Parise and a winning goal by Jared Spurgeon to pull three up on Phoenix in the race for the top wildcard spot and stay four up on Dallas.

I’ll write more about this in my follow in Monday’s paper to advance the Kings game, but this came one night after Mikko Koivu, Parise and Ryan Suter called a players-only team meeting at the hotel to rally the troops. The idea came during a private captain’s breakfast Friday morning between Koivu, Parise and Suter.

The three then helped lead the Wild tonight. As always, read the game for all the details, but...

Koivu had three shots, two assists, the faceoff win that led to Parise’s tying goal and won 12 of 23 faceoffs. Plus-2. Koivu has nine assists in the past seven games.

Parise had two goals, passed his dad, J.P. in goals with 239, five shots, eight attempted shots, three hits and two blocked shots. Plus-2.

Suter was plus-3, had two shots and blocked two shots in 29:38 of ice time.

The Wild had 29 hits tonight, blocked 22 shots, held Phoenix to three shots in the third period and no shots during one 23-minute span and got 23 saves from Ilya Bryzgalov, who kept the deficit to 1-0 for almost 45 minutes. He made some huge saves in the second. Zero doubt Yeo now comes back with him in L.A.

I talked on the radio this morning how if the Wild gives up the first goal (good chance because Phoenix has scored first in 12 of 15 games this month), it can’t get dejected. In a very un-Dave Tippett-like way, the Coyotes have coughed up lead after lead this season, especially lately.

The Wild completely took over the game in the third period after a tough first period in which it spent most the time in its zone because it could hardly make a pass. But once the Wild started to get pucks deep, it was all Minnesota.

The Wild’s penalty kill, which has been horrible the past month, gave up a goal on its first chance to kill one after twice failing to clear. But Phoenix had three more chances and the Wild killed all three, gaining momentum from the last by tying the score 1:01 after killing a minor.

Mike Yeo did a good job shuffling his lines, reuniting his first two lines from earlier this year in large part because the Parise-Granlund-Pominville line not only dried up, it was on for a bunch of goals lately. Granlund was minus-5 in the two games leading into tonight.

So tonight, the Parise-Koivu-Coyle line had a ton of chances and tied the game. He started with Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville, but Niederreiter had another up and down game, so Yeo made a clever move at one point by throwing Matt Cooke on the line during a stretch where the Wild was sustaining a ton of pressure with bigtime forechecks in the second.

Then, in the third, he tossed Matt Moulson back on the line and Moulson-Granlund-Pominville helped set up Spurgeon’s winner. Nice response by Spurgeon, who got a pep talk from Yeo this morning, to two turnovers in the past two games that led to goals.

The Wild has to keep it going though. It’s going to go down to the wire, there’s little doubt.

Yeo wants a “springboard,” saying, “We’ve had enough games where there’s been some bad feelings afterward. Let’s use this as hopefully one we can build something off.”

Mike Yeo on scratching Dany Heatley, plus Heatley's reaction
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Two-time 50-goal, 100-point scorer Dany Heatley, who ranks sixth among active NHLers with 143 power-play goals and 12th with 372 goals in 861 games, will be a healthy scratch for the first time in his career tonight when the Wild plays a pivotal game against the Phoenix Coyotes.

The 7th-place Wild, 3-5-4 in its past 12, is facing a Coyotes team that is 7-2-1 in its past 10 and is one point behind Minnesota in the standings. The 9th-place Dallas Stars are four points back and play the NHL-leading St. Louis Blues.

Heatley said coach Mike Yeo told him of the decision during a “pretty quick, 10-second” conversation before today’s pregame skate.

“It’s not a good feeling, but at the same time, I’ll stay ready and be ready if they need me again,” Heatley, 33, said. “I think it’s gone up and down this year. I mean, got a chance there a couple months ago and thought I played pretty well and things are kind of back to where they were at the start of the year and things haven’t gone well. I’ll be ready when I get a call again.”

Heatley has scored 12 goals in 74 games. He is a team-worst minus-18, but since the trade deadline, his role has decreased and so has his ice time. He has four shots in the past 11 games and is minus-7 in the past five.

Yeo said today there was no final straw, but there is no doubt that not getting those two pucks deep on that late first-period power play in St. Louis on Thursday was the catalyst to this decision. If Heatley’s not scoring, Yeo has said he can’t be a defensive liability and he must be strong on pucks. He wasn’t either in that situation, and by not getting the puck deep, Jared Spurgeon was in position to cough up the puck for T.J. Oshie’s back-breaking shortie.

We peppered Yeo on the decision to sit Heatley after today’s pregame skate. He made clear this was the decision for this particular game.

The lines tonight:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Nino-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-Haula-Cooke

“Looking at the lineup and [we’re] still trying to find the right mix,” Yeo said. “We’re trying to find something new here. I think everything that we’ve got makes sense. If you look what we’ve got with Haulzy, we’ve got two speed guys, two guys who can be physical getting in on the forecheck, obviously all those guys are penalty killers for us. You look at Brodzy, he’s a big body, should be able to get to the net and be strong defensively, but he’s got two guys who showed a lot of chemistry together as far as Moulson and Fontaine when they were together in Long Island. Reuniting that line of Granlund, Pommer and Nino, that’s a line that’s had success together and obviously Mikko’s line spent a lot of time together and had a lot of success together.

“I’m not saying there’s a final straw [with Heatley]. We went into this game saying this is what we need. We’re trying to find the right mix. There’s been nights where it’s looked close, there’s been nights where maybe we have one line but we don’t have another. We’re trying to get four lines that make sense, four lines that get going, and for this particular game, this is what we felt we needed.

“It’s never fun scratching a player. They all want to play. … That’s always difficult, and his situation is different in a lot of ways, especially compared to a young kid, because he hasn’t been a healthy scratch, because of the career that he’s had and how difficult that would be for him emotionally. But he handled it very well and I thought he did a good job on the ice today. We’re not done with him. We’re going to need him again. Since the trade deadline, he got reshuffled. He was playing well before the trade deadline and you can see confidence is a big factor right now, so we’ll use these practices to do what we can to get it back.

On sitting Heatley, Yeo said, “Fonzie’s a guy, we have to get him into this game. We’ve got to keep him involved, but he had a real strong game in this building last time we were here (hat trick). Nino’s been lost in a lot of ways because of the reshuffling, too, and we believe there’s more there that we can pull out. That had a lot to do with it. Steph, we thought his speed and energy coming into the lineup would be key,” plus Yeo said he should help the Wild’s 64.6 percent penalty kill the past 12 games.”

If you didn’t see the previous blog, I talked to Phoenix coach Dave Tippett about scratching veterans. Derek Morris will be a scratch for a third straight game tonight, while Tippett is inserting Mike Ribeiro after scratching him the past two.

On tonight’s huge game, Yeo said, “We should be excited about it. To be playing in games like this this time of year, that’s what you want as a competitor, to be playing in meaningful games, games that the intensity’s up, that matters to both teams. We’ll see that tonight.”

On starting Ilya Bryzgalov, Yeo said, “His record has actually been pretty good (2-0-2, but a .900 save percentage), so I think the composure that he has and the big body, this is a team that’s going to look to get as many pucks to the net as possible, so if he can be big in the net, especially how they like to use the points and get pucks to the net from the point, for a big guy to be able to see around the traffic and still make himself big is very important.”

On Darcy Kuemper, who has allowed 3+ goals in six of his past eight starts, Yeo said, “We have to take a plan with him. Where I think it’s been very difficult for him is the fact we’ve had very little practice time, so at the very least, today we have a plan in place. This is just not a pregame skate for him. This is a day where I want him coming off the ice feeling like, ‘ok, I got better.’ And I want a plan in place [Sunday], too. He doesn’t have the games right now to be feeling good about his game, so if he doesn’t have the practices, it’s pretty difficult. Two days to get back on top of things.”

I talked with Kuemper and goalie coach Bob Mason this morning and may write about Kuemper Sunday for Monday’s paper going into the Wild’s game at L.A., where this ride began for Kuemper with a shootout win in place of the injured Niklas Backstrom on Jan. 7.

On Mikael Granlund taking Matt Moulson’s spot on the No. 1 power play, Yeo said, “This is a guy that we’re going to count on in so many ways. He’s shown that he can be effective there and we’re trying to find a way to make sure we’re getting him as involved as possible. We can’t be putting him in a situation where he has to take a backseat. We have to get him to the forefront. He’s got experience playing in the biggest games at the biggest stage and being effective in those. This is an opportunity for him to prove that.”

At the beginning of the skate, Yeo grabbed Jared Spurgeon briefly for a conversation. Spurgeon has turned two pucks over for huge goals against in each of the past two games.

Yeo said, “I don’t think that his game is off. I haven’t seen him make those two plays ever in his career, in the NHL or the American League. It’s not him. But it happens to every player. So I just wanted to basically give him a tap on the shin pads today to say, ‘Listen, forget about that.’ He’s always been a guy in these kind of games where he’s really shone, with his composure, with the way he executes, with the way he defends. I don’t want him coming into this game with any baggage.”

Wild must be disciplined tonight. Phoenix’s power play is real good, and Keith Yandle leads the league in power-play points. And the Wild’s penalty kill? Ain’t too good.

Talk tonight.

Dany Heatley will be scratched tonight at Phoenix
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UPDATED: More after the skate, but Dany Heatley will indeed be a scratch for the first time in his career, I believe. Ilya Bryzgalov will get the start. 

First 2 lines from earlier this season are also reunited. Lines are:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Nino-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-Haula-Cooke

Granlund takes over Moulson's spot on 1st unit, Fontaine and Moulson go on the 2nd.

Morning from beautiful Phoenix, where the Wild and Coyotes face off tonight at 8 p.m. CT/6 p.m. PT in a colossal game. The Coyotes are one point behind the Wild in the standings and Dallas, which has played one fewer game than Minnesota, pulled within four last night (7-3 drubbing of Nashville, they play St. Louis tonight), so things are getting tense.

Wild is 3-5-4 in its past 12 and needs to get on track. Check out today’s story here and some of the quotes and also some of the numbers in the past 12 games.

The Wild will skate out here around 10 a.m. PT and the Coyotes at their facility in Scottsdale.

I’ll have lineup news later. It’ll be interesting to see whom Mike Yeo comes back with in goal. Remember, Yeo talked before the Blues game about how if Darcy Kuemper is the future and the No. 1 going into the playoffs, it’s overcoming these struggles that are a huge part of development and also part of the stresses a goalie must deal with inside playoff series.

So, since it’s hard to blame Kuemper for really any goal against St. Louis, don’t you have to start him in the proverbial “biggest game of the year?” On the other hand, Ilya Bryzgalov is a vet, a former Coyote and has a great record against Phoenix (9-3-1, 2.20 goals-against average), so maybe do you go with him?

We shall see. Complete shot in the dark, but I’d think Justin Fontaine plays for Cody McCormick, who sustained a nasty gash around his left eye at St. Louis, and Stephane Veilleux plays for … Dany Heatley.

I only say this because even before recent games at St. Louis and Detroit, Yeo almost hinted that pulling Heatley from the lineup was close. But he was playing him because he’s still a power-play guy, etc. But after seeing those two costly turnovers in the final minute of the first period that led to T.J. Oshie’s momentum-turning, back-breaking shorthanded goal (remember, even though it was a 5-1 defeat, everything was fine there even if the Wild just get out of that period down 1-0), there comes a point for accountability if a player isn’t helping. He’s minus-18 and minus-7 in his past five games, with four shots and one assist in the past 11.

So, we will see.

Because the Coyotes were off yesterday and skate in Scottsdale this morning at the same time the Wild skates in Glendale, I gave Coyotes coach Dave Tippett a shout yesterday.

I wanted to ask the veteran bench boss about his team, which is 7-2-1 in the past 10 (two regulation losses against East powerhouse Boston). But I also wanted to ask Tippett, who happens to be one of Yeo’s mentors (Yeo was Tippett’s captain with the now-defunct IHL Houston Aeros), about what it takes to scratch a respected veteran.

Coincidentally, as Yeo is wrestling with the Heatley decision, Tippett just got done scratching Mike Ribeiro, whom Tippett endorsed management to sign last summer, and Derek Morris the past two games – both victories after a disappointing overtime loss at the Rangers.

First, on the road trip which saw Phoenix pick up five of six points, Tippett said, “It ended up being a pretty good trip after a tough start (blowing lead at the Garden, losing Mike Smith to what’s believed to be a knee injury; update coming today on the seriousness). But we’ve got to keep at it. There’s no resting on your laurels this time of year. Get back to work.”

On tonight’s game: “I think both teams are probably very similar. It was a similar situation [Thursday] night in New Jersey, where New Jersey, every game is like do or die. That’s the way we have been talking about it since the Olympic break. For us to be a playoff team, we have to earn our way in and every game just magnifies the importance of it. And then once you start playing teams right there in the standings with you like Minnesota, that puts another sense of urgency into it.”

Why so hot lately (9-4-1 this month): “It’s hard to say. We’ve probably played a little more to our past identity here the last few weeks, with just everybody chipping in, everybody doing the job and getting solid goaltending. Nothing really fancy. Just a lot of work and finding ways to win.”

The last two games you scratched Ribeiro and Morris. How tough was that? “Veteran players, young players, whoever, there are some players you put in the lineup and some you don’t. And different times you’re looking for a different look. Young enthusiasm , checker vs. a skilled guy, there’s all different scenarios. Every game you look at, you try to figure out how you’re going to win and what it’s going to take to win. Sometimes you have to take veteran players out. It’s not derogatory to the veteran. For us, it’s all about the team and how we’re going to win. That’s always been my philosophy and will continue to be my philosophy.”

Is that a tough thing initially for a coach because Yeo’s going through maybe making a tough decision on Heatley down the stretch? “I shouldn’t comment on that, but in our situation with Ribeiro and Morris, we wanted high-energy, young players against Pittsburgh. We won, so we went back with that mentality against New Jersey. Whether that changes against the Wild, I don’t know. In the morning, I’ll meet with the coaches, and figure out what our best chance of beating Minnesota is.”

By the way, Tippett is one of Wild veteran assistant coach Rick Wilson’s best friends (they live near each other in Minnesota during the offseason, coached together in Dallas), coached Wild assistant Darryl Sydor and obviously coached Yeo.

He decided not to get in touch with them yesterday because “things are too competitive right now. Coaches know how hectic everything is, so I figured they wanted to catch their breath [yesterday] and me too. If I see them before the game, we’ll touch base.

“So we won’t be comparing notes (laughs). They’ll prepare and we’ll prepare and see how it goes.”

In other Wild news, Defensemen Gustav Olofsson, the Wild’s 2013 second-round pick, and Dylan Labbe, a 2013 fourth-round pick, have signed amateur tryouts with the Iowa Wild. They will make their AHL debuts this weekend. Olofsson is expected to start next season with Iowa, while Labbe is expected to return to Shawinigan of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

That’s it for now. I’ll be back after the skate with a lineup update. Follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib to see it in real time. I’ll be on KFAN at 11:15 a.m. CT.

Slip-sliding Wild humbled, exposed in St. Louis

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 28, 2014 - 7:19 AM    
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EDITED, REVISED FRIDAY MORNING

Just 2 ½ weeks ago, the Wild took a moral victory from a home shootout loss against the St. Louis Blues, claiming it proved it could play with St. Louis, that it made a statement.

“I think [the Blues] thought they were going to take it to us physically, and our guys responded,” coach Mike Yeo said after that game. “I’ve seen this from our group a lot. When people try to play like that against us, usually we’re able to find another gear.”

It’s safe to say the Wild was brought back to reality Thursday. The Wild suffered its ninth straight loss to St. Louis (0-6-3) and after a strong start that didn't result in a goal, the game in St. Louis resembled most of Minnesota's games in St. Louis - a decisive beatdown from the Blues. The Wild has struggles in a number of arenas - Dallas, San Jose, Vancouver off the top of my head. But almost every time the Wild goes to St. Louis, the losses are painful. It's been 12 games now since a regulation win. 

The Wild has lost 9 of its past 12 games (3-5-4) since the trade deadline and this has the feel of a team very capable of blowing its season.

The Wild had a good start to tonight’s game, jumped out to an 8-1 shot lead, took five shots on its first power play, naturally couldn’t score and then boom, T.J. Oshie scored an easy one.

The Wild continued to play well, but then on a late double minor that was a gift because the refs missed what looked like an elbow by Cody McCormick on Kevin Shattenkick, the Wild not only didn’t register a shot in the entire four minutes of power-play time, Jared Spurgeon, for the second game in a row, coughed up the puck and Oshie scored a back-breaking shorthanded breakaway goal (the second of his three) in the waning seconds of the first.

It was the second time in two games Spurgeon “assisted” on the second goal of a game by the same player (David Booth) in the final seconds of a period. Talk about momentum-turning. The one against Vancouver wasn’t officially shorthanded, but it may as well have been.

As disconcerting as Spurgeon’s gaffe was the play of Dany Heatley before the turnover.

Mike Yeo, who has to know he will undoubtedly go down with this ship if the Wild misses the playoffs, continues to let Heatley play and play and play. Heatley has no goals since Feb. 27, 12 in 74 games and is a team-worst minus-18. He was on for both first-period goals Thursday. He is a minus-7 the past five games. But Yeo continues to put him in the lineup despite the fact that he’s not able to function in a third- or fourth-line (four shots in the past 11 games).

But he plays him because he can paint it like he’s a power-play contributor (more PPG’s than anybody in the league since 2001). But not only has Heatley not had a power-play goal since Feb. 1 or a power-play assist since Feb. 6, tonight he twice didn’t get the puck deep on entries. The first time, he didn’t catch Ryan Suter’s pass, the second he turned it over. Moments later, Spurgeon gave the puck to Oshie.

Yeo keeps saying that if Heatley’s not going to score, he’s got to be responsible defensively, get in on the forecheck, be physical because he’s a big body, be strong on pucks (he wasn’t on this particular power-play shift). This is not Dany Heatley’s game. He cannot function in a third- or fourth-line role, and as much as it pains me to say because I like Heatley and I’ve long admired him as a player (I used to watch him light up opponents in Atlanta as a writer in the Southeast Division), he’s not the Dany Heatley he used to be.

So, at some point, Yeo’s got to pull him from the lineup. And Yeo did make it sound before the game that it is coming. After the game, Yeo didn’t want to talk about individuals and said it was a “team loss.”

Here's the thing: Phoenix just pulled off five of six points on its road trip, including consecutive wins at Pittsburgh and New Jersey with a backup goalie in net. Dave Tippett, Yeo's mentor, scratched veterans with long pedigrees - Mike Ribeiro and Derek Morris - in those 2 wins. Sometimes as a coach, you have to make difficult decisions with veterans. My guess is Yeo is worried if Heatley handles it poorly and it becomes a soap opera. Heatley is a proud vet, a popular teammate and nobody wants to embarrass him at this stage of his career. But guess what? The Wild has lost nine of 12 and its season is on fragile footing. 

The Wild, since the trade deadline, looks like a slow team for many reasons, so it’s time to get Justin Fontaine back into the lineup. Fontaine scored a hat trick last time the Wild went to Phoenix, so put him in there. And maybe get Stephane Veilleux and his speed and energy into the lineup. McCormick did suffer a bad cut over his left eye and missed the second half of the game after the Shattenkirk, Max Lapierre (Alex Burrows Jr.) retaliation).

But the Heatley turnovers were unsettling because the Wild talks on and on about getting pucks deep and going to work.

Even Zach Parise said after tonight’s game of the Blues, “They’re very disciplined. They don’t turn the puck over at the blue line. I mean, every time they’re making our D go behind and get it and they’re finishing them every single time. They’re very disciplined like that. They wear you down.”

Parise’s eyes were looking right at me when he said this. This was a subtle message that the Wild has not been committed to doing the same, and that’s something Yeo has been preaching.

The Wild’s power play was 0 for 6. It gave up a shortie and another two power-play goals. If you’re counting at home, that’s 11 power-play goals on 31 chances in the past 12 games.

“Our special teams have been terrible,” Suter said. “We have to figure that out, or we’re not even going to make the playoffs.”

The Wild is now one point up on Phoenix going into Saturday’s clash. The Wild is six up on Dallas and the Stars have two games in hand and a much easier schedule than Minnesota down the stretch.

This is not trending the right way.

The Wild, believe it or not, has no practice Friday even though it has not had a full practice since last Friday. Remember, even after Monday’s day off, Yeo gave eight big-minute players the day off.

Suter said Yeo’s done a great job giving guys a chance to recharge their batteries, but he almost wishes they could practice Friday in Phoenix just so the Wild players can get feeling good about themselves.

Unfortunately, there’s no ice at Glendale Arena. If I’m Yeo, I get these guys together for some team activity. I joked in the postgame maybe ball hockey. Hey, it worked for Canada in the Olympics (kidding).

The deal is the Wild needs to do something to relax, get rid of the tension and as Suter said feel good again. Because this team is walking on pins and needles right now. It is so palpable when you stroll through the locker room.

Tonight, the Blues sent a painful message to the Wild. If the Wild does make the playoffs and backs into the Blues, the Blues wanted to let them know how quick and painful that series could be.

There were unbelievable battles tonight, scrums, David Backes trash-talking Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper from the bench after Kuemper cross-checked him in front of the net.

“I haven't had a lot of rookie goalies with disrespect like that in front of the net,” Backes said. “That's where I've played a long time. When I feel disrespected, I'm going to stand my ground and see if there's any response. The result was our guys scored I think like three, four minutes after that. Schwartzy (Jaden) puts one in the top corner and that's enough talking for us. We'll keep playing and keep going and great job by our guys to respond.”

That’s it for me. I wrote about Darcy Kuemper in my game notebook, so please give that a read, and of course the game story for more details. I get why the Wild started Kuemper, and I think it was an organizational decision. BUT, as I wrote after the Vancouver game and said on the radio before the game, I didn't like the move. I would have given Kuemper a few mental days off to get his mind and body ready for the Phoenix game. The Wild was bound to lose in St. Louis game no matter how well it played and who was in goal. Now the Wild threw him to the wolves and his confidence may be further shaken. This kid has won twice in the past nine starts now, has allowed 3+ goals in six of eight starts now. 

I have a crazy travel day Friday and a wakeup call in 4 ½ hours, believe it or not. No practice Friday, so likely no blog as I work on my advance for the big Phoenix tilt.

Wild better figure out a way to get its game back. A “W” would be nice, too.

Mike Yeo on returning with Darcy Kuemper, Dany Heatley and the word "arrogance"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 27, 2014 - 5:45 PM   

print

Share1      Share via Email  

Wild coach Mike Yeo completed his pregame availability about 30 minutes ago and he explained his reasoning for coming back with Darcy Kuemper.

Kuemper enters tonight's game with two wins in his past eight starts and has allowed three or more goals in five of his past seven.

“Good goalies have games when they’re not at their best, they have stretches when they’re not at their best, but good goalies find a way to bounce back, find a way to get on top of their game,” Yeo said. “That’s his challenge. This is as important to his development as a player as it is to our team.”

That’s because not only does the Wild have to figure out if Kuemper’s got the ability to be its No. 1 goalie next season, it’s got to figure out if he has got what it takes to be ridden during the playoffs.

“Coming in against a team like St. Louis, in their building, coming off the heels of a tough game, these are the kind of emotions and things that can get in your head that you have to deal with [in the postseason],” Yeo said. “For a goalie to be successful in the playoffs, they have to be able to deal with that stuff.

“He’s shown that he has the mental makeup.”

He said this is another opportunity to prove it. He said hopefully that's tonight, but he did make clear this is not some precondition that he must win tonight or else.

Yeo said the Wild has full faith in Kuemper because of the way he helped rescue its season when Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom were sidelined.

“If it was lightning in a bottle the way he was playing earlier, than we’d be scared,” Yeo said. “But we know that he’s going to get back to that level.”

Yeo said the Wild allowed Kuemper’s average game against Vancouver to “become the story” because of the way it played the game defensively.

“The biggest thing with our group right now is to find consistency in our game,” said Yeo, contrasting the strong game the Wild played Sunday in Detroit with Wednesday’s 5-2 home loss. “We didn’t have the right mindset to play that game. Let’s play the right game in front of our goalie.”

--

Dany Heatley, once a feared goal scorer, enters tonight's game with four shots in the past 10 games, no goals since Feb. 27 and 12 in 73 games. He is minus-5 in the past four games playing a third- and fourth-line role and a team-worst minus-16.

Yeo wants more from Heatley and said even if he’s not scoring, he’s a big body that can finish checks, be strong on the puck and solid defensively.

Heatley hasn’t yet scratched the proud veteran, but it could be coming if his play doesn’t improve.

“What I’ll say is he’s in the lineup tonight,” said Yeo, adding when I asked if he'll treat him like the rookies Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula and pull him, “We’ll treat everybody the same. The team always comes first. I'm excited to see his game tonight."

Yeo said Heatley isn't the only underperforming player: "We have some guys that have to establish themselves in their place in our lineup and we’ll be a much better team for it when that happens."

--I asked Yeo again about his "arrogance" comment last night.

"I want us to come into games with a swagger," he said. Like tonight, he says any good hockey team would come into a game like tonight at St. Louis and not wait to see what St. Louis brings, not be afraid. "We have to have that.

"But there's a difference between swagger and sort of that idea, 'We’re really good, we can just go out and play the way we want to play and it’s going to happen for us.' We have to remember how hard it is, what it takes and we have to be willing to do it."

So, in other words, there was a way he wanted last game started. He wanted pucks deep and to go to work on Vancouver's D like the Wild did in Detroit. Instead, when the Wild play at home lately, it has a tendency to try to make all these fancy, risky plays, whether it be too much passing or carrying pucks into the zone and turning them over for odd-man rushes. There's a process to winning a game, a gameplan, and he wants it followed.

Wild looks to rebound tonight in St. Louis 

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 27, 2014 - 12:26 PM   
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Afternoon from St. Louis, where the Wild opens a four-game road trip tonight at the Blues. 

Coach Mike Yeo will be available before the game, but judging by the optional pregame skate, the staff has made the decision to throw Darcy Kuemper right back in there. It also looks like the same exact lineup as Justin Fontaine, Stephane Veilleux and Mike Rupp were bagged afterward.

Huge game to say the least. Dallas is idle again, meaning the the Wild will have played two more games than the Stars, who are six points back, after tonight. Stretching that lead would be huge. 

A Wild loss and a Phoenix win in Jersey would mean the Coyotes would be one point back heading into Saturday's pivotal game in Glendale. That's why last night's loss was so hurtful. 

Tonight's game could be a potential first-round matchup if the Wild makes the playoffs. Check out my game notebook on www.startribune.com/wild for quotes from Zach Parise on just how important tonight's game is to the mental makeup of the Wild, especially if it ends up the Wild plays the Blues in the playoffs. Remember, the Wild has lost eight in a row to St. Louis and hasn't won in regulation at St. Louis in the past 11 visits. 

Here is Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo this morning on tonight's clash, courtesy of my pals at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: 

"We're familiar with each other over the last couple of years and now with the division the way it is. If you can set a tone early on, I think they're thinking the same thing, it's a potential first round matchup. This is where it starts. Both teams are playing for something a little bit extra. They're trying to keep that playoff spot and we're trying to move up in first place. If you can send a message playing the right way right now, it's going to be a good start going into the first or second round."

Shaky goaltending, scoring woes lead to another Wild home loss before critical road trip

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 26, 2014 - 11:22 PM   
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As they say in pro sports after a bad defeat, it’s a good thing the Wild can push this one aside and get right back at it the next night.

Unfortunately for Minnesota, the unenviable task of putting a 5-2 home defeat to Vancouver in the rear view mirror is by walking into one of the most intimidating arenas in the NHL and beating one of the most intimidating teams, the St. Louis Blues, on Thursday night.

Good luck with that.

The Wild has not only lost eight in a row to St. Louis (0-5-3), it is 3-6-2 in its past 11 at St. Louis. Those three wins? All shootout, meaning the Wild hasn’t won in regulation in St. Louis in 11 games since Oct. 20, 2007, having been outscored 34-19 in that stretch. In the past 11 visits, the Wild’s power play is 3 for 37 (8.1 percent).

And you thought I couldn’t make you feel worse after tonight.

Biggest concern after tonight?

Goaltending. We’ve seen signs lately of Darcy Kuemper of wilting. It’s not that he has been bad, but there have been bad, untimely goals, like the first one in Boston, those third-period ones to Edmonton, not holding a 2-0 shootout lead to Columbus.

Tonight, he gave up three goals on 12 shots through 40 minutes until getting the heave-ho by coach Mike Yeo. Now, it’s not like they were terrible goals.

The first, David Booth made something out of nothing by chipping a puck out of the zone, getting by Marco Scandella and then not only using Jon Blum as a screen, he used a charging Canucks player up the middle as a decoy and blew a shot through Blum’s legs.

But, Kuemper was in the middle of his crease, not on top. Second goal, he can’t be faulted. Came out of nowhere again when Jared Spurgeon “felt [the puck] roll over the heel of my stick too late.” Booth gobbled up the puck and blew it by Kuemper.

Then, third goal off a faceoff, Charlie Coyle was outmuscled to a loose puck by Zack Kassian and he blew it by Kuemper, who was blinded by a screen. Again though, Kuemper was in the middle of his crease instead of on top. I don’t proclaim to be a goalie expert, but Kuemper is 6-5. He’s challenging, and those pucks may hit him by default. Also, all three goals went glove hand.

Now, Kuemper wasn’t happy with his game obviously, but he says he still feels good about his game technically. He has won two times in the past eight starts and has given up three or more goals in five of his past seven starts. He says tonight was a bad game. He said the other games, after watching video, he felt good about his game, but it seemed every one there was just a bad bounce that was ending in his net.

But here’s the thing: the Wild doesn’t score enough to handle ordinary goaltending. That’s what made the job Kuemper did this second half and the job Josh Harding did the first half so impressive.

But, on the other hand, even though eight goals have somehow gotten by Kuemper and Ilya Bryzgalov in the past two games on only 35 shots, Yeo says there’s another level the Wild can get to defensively.

“I’m not saying we can’t be any better between the pipes, but there are some quality chances we’re giving up,” Yeo said.

The sigh in the soldout Xcel Energy Center, which turned to boos in the third, after Vancouver made it 3-1 was audible. At that point, the Wild trailed by 2 despite a 24-12 shot lead. At 2-1, it was 23-9.

Kuemper says he’s still confident, but he did look rattled after Kassian scored. Yeo said it’s up to the coaches to help rid that from Kuemper’s melon and Yeo reminded how earlier this season, Kuemper gave up eight goals at Colorado (pulled in that game, too) and Calgary. The Wild returned home and Yeo called this the “biggest challenge” of Kuemper’s season.

Kuemper responded by making 34 saves in a 2-1 win over Tampa Bay, the first of five wins in a row.

Of course, those came against Tampa Bay, Nashville, Edmonton, Vancouver and Calgary.

The Wild now heads to St. Louis, Phoenix, L.A., Chicago and come home to play Pittsburgh. Gulp.

Yeo didn’t say whom the Wild will come back with – Kuemper or Bryzgalov – Thursday in St. Louis.

Honestly, I usually have a good gut feel. I honestly don’t know whom the coaching staff chooses.

Yeo talked like he wanted to see how Kuemper would respond, but to me, what if he gets shellacked again? What will his mental state be going into the mammoth Phoenix game on Saturday?

I still think if the Wild’s going anywhere, it’s going to have to be Kuemper who leads them there. I’d give Kuemper a few mental days off, come back with Bryzgalov in St. Louis and plan on Kuemper starting at Phoenix and Los Angeles, where he was so superb Jan. 7 in that shootout win. If for some reason Bryzgalov walks into St. Louis and performs incredibly, then maybe you change it up.

Goaltending isn’t the only issue, of course.

The Wild again had unbelievable chances tonight, but frustratingly offensive-challenge team managed two goals, and one of those was a meaningless goal by Nino Niederreiter, who was demoted to the fourth line, scored with the Wild trailing 5-1.

The Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Coyle line buzzed the first two periods and got a Koivu to Coyle goal. Moulson was robbed a few times.

“We just couldn’t put the puck in the net,” Koivu said. “That’s the difference. When you fall behind like that, you just can’t get the momentum back for some reason. It’s a tough way to play the third especially. It’s tough to find a reason right now why we didn’t score. But we can’t allow five goals either. We have to be better in front of our goalie.”

The Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund (minus-3, with Marco Scandella)-Jason Pominville line couldn’t buy a goal either.

Parise had a tying goal robbed from the goal line on a power play in the second by Alex Edler.

“We’ve got to score. Our line in particular, we had some good chances, some good looks,” said Parise. “We have to be better, we have to score.”

This game did have a different feel than the overtime win in Detroit on Sunday, a game the Wild forechecked like no other game this season. The Wild is 1-2-3 in its past six, unacceptable for a team that’s supposed to be good at home.

Look at the first period tonight. The Wild was attempted all these fancy plays around the net, quite astonishing from a team that ranks 26th in the NHL in scoring.

“There’s no question that we’ve almost approached these [home] games with, I want to say a bit of an arrogance almost,” Yeo said. “We talk before the game about the need to establish momentum, to get pucks behind their defense early in the game and we come down pretty much three of the first four shifts and turn a puck over just inside their blue line [for] … odd-man rushes.

“We come into these games sort of just believing in the outcome. Part of that is good. But you better understand what it takes to make that happen.”

Yeo said that the urgency level from the Detroit game “slipped back.” Offensively, the team was missing that fight around the net.

“We have to have a mentality that we will not be denied,” Yeo said.

Tonight’s power play was terrible. It was 0 for 4, and the second Booth goal off the Spurgeon turnover came at the end of an ugly power play.

“Coming into a game like this, every power play is an opportunity to be a game changer,” Yeo said. ““We sort of went out there with the idea that we were just sort of going to grab the puck and make a couple plays and shoot it in an empty net.”

Also reflective of the urgency drop, Yeo said the Wild’s defensive game was poor after giving up 16 shots in Detroit.

He said the good news is “it’s hard to imagine we’d go into a game in St. Louis without the urgency level that we need.”

So, the Wild is six up on Dallas. The Stars have a game in hand. IF, the Wild loses at St. Louis and Phoenix wins in Jersey, the Coyotes will be one point back of the Wild going into Saturday’s clash in Glendale.

Is it getting tense in here, Zach? “No. I know you guys like to make them tense and create them tense. We feel kind of down on ourselves right now from that game, but we have to shift our mindset to [Thursday].”

Added Koivu, “We’ve got to move on and bounce back [Thursday]. Right now it’s frustrating, but the only way to get it back is play a good game [Thursday] night. Big challenge, but we’ve got to find a way to get better as a team.”

With a second of a back-to-back, availability Thursday will likely be before the game, so there may not be a pregame blog until we talk to Yeo and some players before. I’ve got to get home and pack.

Huge four-game trip coming up, to say the least. It's gut check time. The Wild, with seven of its nine final games against teams in playoff spots, have by far the hardest schedule between them, Dallas and Phoenix.

Zucker, Backstrom undergo season-ending surgery

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 26, 2014 - 6:02 PM   

print

Share0      Share via Email  

From the Wild:

Minnesota Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher announced that goaltender Niklas Backstrom underwent successful core muscle surgery yesterday by Dr. William Meyers in Philadelphia, Pa. Backstrom is expected to miss the remainder of this season and be fully recovered for the start of the 2014-15 season.

The team also announced that forward Jason Zucker underwent successful surgery yesterday to repair a tendon in his left quadriceps by Dr. Michael Stuart at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minn. Zucker will miss the remainder of this season and is expected to be fully recovered for the start of the 2014-15 campaign

Wild looking for a "fourth-line" identity from its fourth line

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 26, 2014 - 12:36 PM    
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Afternoon from the X, where the Wild and Canucks face off tonight at 6:30 p.m.

If you didn’t see today’s profile on defenseman Jon Blum, please give it a read here. It’s a pretty gripping story.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Eddie Lack.

Alex Burrows dives back into the lineup for Vancouver. No Henrik Sedin though.

For the Wild, Cody McCormick, scratched in the Detroit home-and-home, draws back in for the Wild and Justin Fontaine is scratched (more on that decision below).

The Canucks are six points back of eighth-place Phoenix with nine games left, so they’re likely going to head into tonight’s game like their season’s on the line. You know the Wild would love nothing more than to put the nail in the coffin of their former division rival.

Coach Mike Yeo said the Wild must make sure it’s ready to go.

“We better be ready to match that desperation,” Yeo said.

This is the first of four games in six nights, including the first three games of a road trip to St. Louis (tomorrow, Wild hasn’t won in regulation there since 2007 and has lost eight in a row to the Blues overall), Phoenix, Los Angeles and Chicago.

Huge trip to say the least, so it’s important the Wild gets two points tonight.

Phoenix is now three points back after a big win last night in Pittsburgh. The Wild has played one fewer game. Dallas lost at Chicago, so the Stars are still six points back of Minnesota.

Yeo isn’t happy with the so-called fourth line lately, which the past few games has been Dany Heatley-Erik Haula-Fontaine.

In three of the past four games, he has liked what the third line has brought with Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Nino Niederreiter.

He said they’ve been “very true to their identity -- strong defensively, playing physical, playing in the offensive zone. Our fourth line, it’s sometimes varied as far who the personnel has been, but we can’t defer or change from what we need those guys to bring -- that’s momentum, being solid defensively, being strong on the forecheck, that’s playing in the offensive zone.”

Yeo said Fontaine’s game isn’t “at the same level as we saw in the Islander game, there’s no question.”

Fontaine really had issues in the first Detroit game, and it started 14 seconds in when he visibly hit the brakes on the forecheck, didn’t check Nik Kronwall and the Red Wings got a free exit. Those are the type of things coaches see, and Yeo has felt that his wall play hasn’t been up to snuff in the New Jersey and two Detroit games.

Yeo called those games a “little bit more in your face” than the Islanders game and “similar to what we’re going to see tonight.”

That’s why he’s putting McCormick back in. To me, McCormick’s got to play better though. For somebody the Wild acquired to add toughness and size, I haven’t seen any big hits or fights and he has gotten bumped off pucks in the offensive zone.

But Yeo is looking for more of a typical fourth-line identity from that fourth line. The question is whether it’s possible to get that identity with Heatley, who’s not exactly a speedster or a physical menace, on that line. But as we’ve seen, Yeo has done everything to avoid pulling the veteran from the lineup. The question is whether Yeo can ever really find that identity he so wants if he’s unwilling to move Heatley somewhere else in the lineup or scratch him.

When you think Heatley-Haula-McCormick, it seems like those are three very different type of players Yeo is trying to force-feed together. Haula, again, is in this role because Yeo has explained he has trust in Brodziak playing the system to a T and he doesn’t feel Haula is yet ready to play 16, 17, 18 minutes a night yet against top lines. Yeo knows his system inside and out – better than fans and media -- so he has got a reason to feel this way whether we agree or not. It’s clear many don’t.

Again, Haula will get his time. Gustav Nyquist, a star in Detroit suddenly, spent four seasons in the minors with Grand Rapids. That’s how the Red Wings do things. The Wild has put Haula on the team half a year into his first year pro, so he’s not being mistreated like many of you believe he is. He’s actually been fast-tracked here, so be patient and he’ll get his time.

Back to Fontaine, Yeo said, “We’ve got to make sure we keep him ready to go. There’s going to be a time very soon where we call upon him and we hope he can step in the same way that he did before (goal, assist on Long Island). I just think that line as a whole, we have to make sure we’re building an identity there.”

On Fontaine’s wall play against the Devils and Red Wings, Yeo said, “That’s part of it. When he’s on, he’s stripping pucks. He doesn’t have to be a guy who’s running guys through the boards, but you have to be effective. For some guys it’s using their speed and their stick creating turnovers. So that’s part of it. Being effective on the forecheck because let’s face of it, he’s got to play a bit of a different game with that line, a little more chip, a little more chase.”

And if you’re going to chip and chase, Yeo said you’ve got to be able to recover the puck.

“I’m confident he’s not that far off,” Yeo said.

Talk to you tonight. I’ll also be on Fox Sports North during the 6 p.m. pregame show and first intermission.

Mike Yeo talks about the Wild's goaltending situation entering the final 10 games

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 26, 2014 - 8:13 AM   
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Good early evening from the X, where I just completed a feature on defenseman Jon Blum for Wednesday’s paper. Please definitely give this one a read. It’s pretty gripping. Get used to seeing Blum with Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard injured right now. He certainly played a great game in Detroit this past weekend.

The Wild held an optional practice this morning at the X. Eight of the big-minute guys – five top-6 forwards except Charlie Coyle, Ryan Suter, Jared Spurgeon and Matt Cooke – didn’t practice.

Coach Mike Yeo opted for an optional despite yesterday’s off-day based on the team just completing five games in seven nights and the four games in six nights about to come up.

“We deemed this the one opportunity to try to put a little extra back in the tank and get ready for this final push,” Yeo said.

Yeo loved the Wild’s game in Detroit on Sunday, especially because coaches have been preaching that the way to score goals this time of year is to get pucks and bodies to the net.

Important game coming up against a desperate Vancouver opponent on Wednesday (6:30 p.m.). On Thursday in St. Louis, the Wild begins a four-game trip to the Blues, Phoenix, L.A., and Chicago.

Entering tonight’s action, the Wild is five points up on Phoenix and six up on Dallas. The Coyotes play in Pittsburgh and just lost Mike Smith with a knee injury. The goalie’s listed day-to-day, so that could prove big. The Stars are in Chicago.

Yeo wouldn’t say which goalie is starting against the Canucks. I’d think it’d be Darcy Kuemper, especially when one considers how awesome he was in Vancouver during that 7-round shootout win last month.

That would leave Ilya Bryzgalov to likely start in St. Louis. The Wild has lost eight in a row against the Blues and could probably use new blood in net in St. Louis, where it rarely puts up a fight.

If Kuemper is going to be the Wild’s No. 1 down the stretch and into the playoffs (Yeo said he wants to ride one goalie in the postseason), I’d give him the Coyotes game. That’ll be like a playoff game when you consider how critical that game is in the standings. So what better way to see if Kuemper can handle the pressure than to throw him into such a big game?

And we know Kuemper was tremendous in L.A. back in January, so I’d think you’d want to start him there, too. That Jan. 7 game in L.A. set in motion Kuemper taking over the Wild’s No. 1 reins.

Yeo said today that he’s not going to say these games will serve in determining the Wild’s No. 1 goalie if it makes the playoffs, but he said there’s no question the Wild will use these next 10 “days” to sort things out.

Kuemper’s game hasn’t been as strong as it was before the trade deadline. He has allowed three or more goals in four of his past six starts, but Yeo said he doesn’t think Kuemper is that far off from his “A” game.

As for Bryzgalov, who is 2-0-2, Yeo said, “He’s got experience being deep in the playoffs, which can be a real positive. Kuemps and his personality and his situation as far as being part of our future is going to play into it. He shows signs of being a guy that could be not only a good goalie, but a really good goalie in the playoffs because of his mental makeup, because of how he’s handled pressure, because how he’s been able to stay focused and stay in the short term and not get too wrapped up in what’s happened.”

Talk to you Wednesday. I’ll be on KFAN starting at 9:55 a.m. and I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show Wednesday and first intermission.

Have a question about the Wild or NHL? Ask it here and you may be included in my Sunday Insider

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: March 25, 2014 - 1:26 PM   
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Following five games in seven days and with four games in six nights with travel beginning Wednesday at home against the Vancouver Canucks, the Wild had an optional practice today.

Actually, as Mike Yeo called one a week ago, it's more of a directive day off for a few. The only top-6 forward who practiced today was Charlie Coyle, and the top-2 D, Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon, didn't practice either. Also, Matt Cooke didn't skate

So, eight big-minute guys didn't practice. Also, injured Clayton Stoner, who's week-to-week, and Keith Ballard, who's day-to-day, didn't practice.

I'll be on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Wednesday.

Need your help: Friday, the day I typically write my Sunday Insiders, I have a crazy travel day and a little advance to write on a very important game at Phoenix the next day.

Soooooo, I'm going to try to get my Sunday Insider written Wednesday.

Soooooo, I thought this would be a perfect opportunity to do another Blog Q and A. That's where you ask questions in the comment field of this blog, I pick some good ones and answer them in print Sunday.

Here's the rule though: Please keep the questions short and snappy (remember, space is at a minimum in the paper, so I need brief questions I can quickly answer so the more, the merrier get in the paper). Please also look at some of the other questions so we try to keep duplicates at a minimum. Also, as much as I love to read your opinions, please don't use this particular blog to comment on the Wild or other questions. This way, it's easier for me to pick out questions.

Lastly, because of space issues, I reserve the right to edit your questions to potentially shorten them up. So, get to work and thanks for the help.

On a personal note, longtime Chicago Blackhawks beat writer Tim Sassone has passed away. He was Chicago. He looked like Chicago, he talked like Chicago. He has been a colleague of mine from the moment I began covering the NHL in 1995 and was always a good friend. Just a great man, and my thoughts are with his friends and family, his Blackhawks beat-writing crew members, the team that so loved him and all of us in the Professional Hockey Writers' Association who feel an emptiness in our hearts today.

Wild signs prospect Gustav Olofsson

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 24, 2014 - 4:06 PM   
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The Wild has signed one of its top prospects to an entry-level contract.

A few weeks after signing 2013 third-round pick Kurtis Gabriel, the Wild has signed 2013 second-round pick Gustav Olofsson. Both contracts begin next year. Olofsson will sign an amateur tryout and begin with the Iowa Wild next week.

Technically, Olofsson's junior rights are owned by Portland, so the Wild could conceivably assign him there next year. But the plan now is for him to start his pro career next season in Iowa. At 19, he'll be one of the youngest players in the AHL.

Olofsson, who just completed his freshman year at Colorado College, is the Wild's No. 2-rated prospect in the most recent Hockey News Future Watch. Fellow defenseman Matt Dumba, its 2012 first-round pick, is No. 1. Here is a feature I wrote on Olofsson in December.

"We're excited to get Gus under contract," assistant GM Brent Flahr said via text message. "His performance this year at the World Junior Championships and at Colorado College exceeded our expectations and we're confident that he's ready for the next challenge in his young career. His skill set really excites us going forward. We're looking forward to see him continue his development at the pro level."

Olofsson, 19, hails from Sweden but spent a lot of his childhood in the United States, both in California and Colorado, and has no hint of a Swedish accent. He recorded eight points and 20 penalty minutes with CC this year and really impressed at the world junior championships, where he won silver with Sweden and had five points and was plus-5 in seven games. He was tied for second among defensemen in scoring in the tourney.

Very, very smooth player and smooth skater. At 6-foot-4, he's got size, too (his dad is 6-foot-8). Huge fan of Jonas Brodin.

What's intriguing is he's really only been playing competitive hockey for a year-and-a-half. From the press release, Olofsson collected 23 points (2-21=23), 59 PIM and a plus-11 rating in 63 games with the Green Bay Gamblers in the United States Hockey League (USHL) in 2012-13. He was named to the USHL All-Rookie Team and played in the USHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

Big guns all show up as Wild rallies past Detroit for overtime victory

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 23, 2014 - 10:49 PM   
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As much angst as has surrounded the Wild lately, just imagine what it must be like to be the Phoenix Coyotes and Dallas Stars these days.

Imagine what it must feel like to have to chase 7th-place Minnesota when in the past nine games, the Wild has played in five 3-point games (overtimes/shootouts) and won two other games in regulation. So that’s points in seven of the past nine games (3-2-4).

Prior to a 4-3 regulation loss at Dallas, the Wild won five in a row and was 9-2-2 in a stretch of 13 games leading into the trade deadline, so we can all say what we want about the Wild, but it isn’t making it easy on the Coyotes and Stars.

Tonight, the Wild absolutely got what it deserved – a victory by a 4-3 score on Matt Moulson’s overtime winner.

Read the gamer for all the details, but the big guns all came through.

The gist of the game if you didn’t see it, and I know this may sound like a broken record, but the Wild dominated the first period, looked better than it has in weeks, put forth an aggressive forecheck, jumped out to an 8-1 shot lead and next thing you know, it’s down 2-0 by the 20-minute mark.

It had to be unbelievably dejecting for a team with so much pressure on it.

But during the first intermission, coach Mike Yeo told his players to just stick with it, to play its game, to not let frustration change that game. They didn't. Just rewatch the forechecks, sustained pressure, the net-crashing in the third period.

Jason Pominville made it 2-1 with his 27th goal with 8:03 left in the second. In the third, Charlie Coyle tied it and Zach Parise gave the Wild a 3-2 lead just 1:45 later. Tomas Tatar stole a puck from Parise, then scored a great goal with a move to the inside that fooled Ryan Suter for the tying goal, but in overtime, Coyle made an outstanding move to exit the zone and Moulson tipped Jonas Brodin’s shot for his second career winner.

Suter had two assists, as did Mikko Koivu, who won 12 of 15 faceoffs, stole the puck and put together an incredible forecheck (just watch the replay of how dominant he was on this shift, although he got away with a slash of Nik Kronwall's stick) that led to Coyle’s goal. Koivu was tremendous in the third, looking like the old Koivu on the forecheck. At stride in the neutral zone, I think he’s still laboring on that surgically-repaired ankle. But that certainly didn’t hold him back in the third.

Coyle was plus-2, had two points, scored goals in consecutive games for the first time in his career, had three shots and five hits. Moulson has four goals and four assists in 10 games with the Wild.

The Wild allowed 16 shots to the Red Wings, the second-fewest shots Detroit has had at home since 1991, according to the Wild’s PR staff. The Wild is now 8-4-3 on the road in the past 15 games, which bodes well when one considers that after Wednesday’s home game against Vancouver, the Wild hits the road for games at St. Louis, Phoenix, L.A. and Chicago.

Ilya Bryzgalov made 13 saves. By the way, not counting the shootout, I believe seven of the nine goals he has allowed in four starts with the Wild were blocker side.

Big for the Wild to actually get that extra point past regulation. This is a team that had lost its last four shootouts/overtimes.

Also impressive, the Wild had this much energy and legs in a second of a back-to-back and fifth game in seven nights.

The Wild is off Monday, so likely no blog. I grabbed a lot of leftovers postgame to write a follow.

I’ll be on KFAN at 11:45 a.m. on Monday and on KFAN from the penalty box starting at 9:55 a.m. Wednesday.

Talk to you Tuesday.

Clayton Stoner week-to-week with a sprained knee; Yeo on Brodziak, Heatley

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 23, 2014 - 5:14 PM    
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The Wild’s depth on defense is thinning.

Defenseman Clayton Stoner is week-to-week with what General Manager Chuck Fletcher said is a sprained knee. Defenseman Keith Ballard missed his fourth consecutive game with a groin injury, so former Nashville Predators defenseman Jon Blum was recalled to play tonight against the Detroit Red Wings.

It will be his fifth game with the Wild and he should be here for the foreseeable future.

“We’re lucky we’ve got a guy like Blummer that can come up,” said coach Mike Yeo. “I thought he played very well for us [previously]. Hopefully Bally’s back soon, but in the short-term at the very least, we know we can count on Blummer.”

Yeo said Ballard hadn’t made progress in the past few days. If the Wild sustains another injury on defense, it’ll have to look again toward Iowa. Steve Kampfer was injured Saturday when he blocked a shot, but it’s not thought to be serious. Other defensemen in Iowa include Kyle Medvec and Tyler Cuma.

It’s believed Stoner was initially hurt in New Jersey last week when checked by Adam Henrique.

“He was battling hard for us there, so it’s a shame,” Yeo said. “Could be three [weeks], could be a little longer. Hopefully it’s sooner rather than later.”

Fletcher said he has also asked Wild director of hockey administration Shep Harder to contact the NHL and inquire about potential emergency conditions in case the Wild need to recall Matt Dumba from Western Hockey League Portland. Dumba scored eight goals and 24 points and was plus-31 in 26 games for Portland. The Winterhawks are currently matched up with Vancouver in the WHL playoffs.

As far as I know, there are tight restrictions. You typically can't call a junior player up if it's an inconvenience to his junior team, and a playoff round I'd assume could be deemed that. Even if the Wild was allowed to call up Dumba, if the Winterhawks are still alive, the NHL recall could only be for a certain number of days.

Cody McCormick won't play tonight against the Red Wings. Yeo said he'll keep his other forward scratch a secret until we watch warmups.

Will it be a guy like Stephane Veilleux, Justin Fontaine or Erik Haula or is there a possibility Yeo scratches a veteran like Dany Heatley or Kyle Brodziak. I don't see it being Brodziak. If one assumes Yeo will come back with the Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle line, he'll need Brodziak and Haula to play center.

Heatley has three shots in the past eight games and Yeo had an interesting, subtle thing to say when talking about Heatley.

On his limited shots, Yeo said, "Some of it, you lose a little bit of ice time. His role’s changed a little bit. There was awhile there where he was playing a fourth-line role. Last couple of games we've tried to surround him with some guys offensively that hopefully can get him the puck and get him in some areas. He a guy that, if in the lineup, we need him creating offense. That’s a role, that’s an identity that he has. But at the same time, when things aren’t going as well offensively as you would like, can you up the other parts of your game? Can you be better defensively, can you be more effective on the forecheck, can you bring more momentum?"

Yeo has been hesitant to scratch Heatley all season. I haven't looked it up, but if it ever gets to the point Heatley is scratched, it's got to be his first healthy scratch maybe ever in the NHL.

On Brodziak being on the ice for three goals yesterday and losing 8 of 11 faceoffs, Yeo said, "Last game to me was not what I saw the two previous games. Wasn’t crazy about last game. As far as the two previous games, I thought it was two of his best games since before the Olympic break. And that’s what we have to try to get him back to. Before the Olympic break, he was playing a real important role for our team. Last game wasn’t as good. Maybe it was fatigue, whatever, but we have to get him back."

Ilya Bryzgalov vs. Jimmy Howard tonight in Wild-Red Wings rematch

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 23, 2014 - 12:10 PM   
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Morning (afternoon here) from inside the Joe Louis Arena, where the Wild and Detroit Red Wings complete a home-and-home tonight at 6:30 p.m. CT. Wild lost last night's game 3-2.

Detroit is 8-0-2 in its past 10 at home. The Wild is 3-3 in its past six at Detroit.

The game is on NBC Sports Network with Doc and Pierre at the mics.

Please go to www.startribune.com/wild for all of today's coverage. It includes my game story, notebook, postgame blog and Jarome Iginla column and Patrick Reusse's Darcy Kuemper column and a postgame blog on the Wild's marketing.

The Wild had an optional skate this morning.

Ilya Bryzgalov, who looks to be getting the start tonight, and Darcy Kuemper were on the ice with defenseman Jon Blum, who has been recalled for injured Clayton Stoner, forwards Justin Fontaine, Nino Niederreiter, Dany Heatley, Stephane Veilleux (freshly recalled), Cody McCormick and Erik Haula.

Stoner isn't on the trip, nor is injured Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp, whom I hear is ill. (sick of getting scratched maybe, as you can see here).

Jimmy Howard, "who in my mind won them yesterday's game," said Zach Parise, gets the start for the second consecutive game.

Wild coach Mike Yeo will be available to us ink-stained wretches at 4:15 p.m. CT, so we'll get a better indication of the Wild's lineup then. Just one forward decision to make. McCormick looks to be one of the scratched forwards.

The Wild has previously recalled Veilleux without playing him, but with the penalty kill having given up seven goals in the past nine games (and two of those games don't count because the Wild's penalty kill didn't see the ice in penalty-free games), I'd assume Veilleux draws in.

I'd guess Justin Fontaine is scratched. He had a rough game last night, and since Charlie Coyle moved up to right wing on Mikko Koivu's line, the Wild needs centermen Erik Haula and Kyle Brodziak in the lineup.

Bryzgalov looks to be making his fourth start with the Wild. He is 1-0-2 with a 1.93 goals-against average, .931 save percentage and one shutout.

He is 9-8-5 all-time vs. the Red Wings with a 2.78 goals-against average and .921 save percentage.

I got a lot of questions what Ryan Suter whispered in the linesman's ear during that power-play neutral-zone faceoff with a little more than a minute left after the linesman booted Mikko Koivu for the 100th time.

"We were just talking about that in the back, the guys were like, 'What the heck were you saying?'" Suter said, laughing. "I asked him, 'Who's supposed to put his stick down first?' I was just trying to make him think to give our guys a little more time because we were tired."

"It seemed every time they'd kick out Mikko and Granny."

It did seem the linesmen last night had a personal problem with Koivu.

"I’m not sure why. I’m not a ref," Suter said. "Maybe he was yelling at him too much. Mikko likes to do that."

Yes, he does. Lots of linesmen have told me this. Koivu, who wears his game face before, during and after games, should probably lighten up.

I'm writing about the Wild's 23rd-ranked penalty kill for tomorrow. I talked to Suter and Parise about it, and both were pretty good.

"Sometimes during the year, you go through ups and downs," Suter said. "But we’re going through all downs it seems this year. "The good thing is there’s still time to get it right before we get to the playoffs."

By the way, Suter and Parise say the team isn't, as Parise put it, "freaking out."

But both admitted players have put themselves in positions again where they're scoreboard watching. Luckily for the Wild, Phoenix blew a third-period lead to Boston last night and lost, so that lead remains four points. Dallas won, and that cushion's down to six points. Dallas will have two games in hand on the Wild after tonight, so tonight is a huge game for Minnesota.

The schedule gets very hard after Wednesday.

Parise hasn't scored in five games, by the way. And Jason Pominville really needs to settle down suddenly. He's had the yips the past few games, whiffing constantly on passes, shots, etc.

I'll update this after we grab Yeo tonight.

Yeo: This is not, "Oh no, here we go again!"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 22, 2014 - 8:19 PM   
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Apologies for the late blog, but I needed to speed through my game story and notebook and hustle to the airport for a 7 p.m. flight.

Greetings from the friendly skies.

One piece of news: Defenseman Clayton Stoner left tonight’s 3-2 loss to Detroit with about five or six minutes left. He limped down the runway. I didn’t see what happened, but Stoner’s been limping around the past three or four days, has had a part of his lower body wrapped with ice the past few days and probably aggravated it.

Either he didn’t make the trip to Detroit or is a question mark, but defenseman Jon Blum didn’t play the third period for Iowa tonight and is being called up (Remember, Keith Ballard is hurt). I think the plan was to call up Steve Kampfer, but he actually got injured in tonight’s Iowa game.

Tonight’s loss to Detroit was so typical of the Wild. Play an even first period, leave 1-1. Outplay Detroit in the second, leave down 2-1. Stoner turned the puck over, then reacted by taking a high-sticking penalty. Kyle Brodziak actually makes a great play to get a puck on the PK and promptly hands its back to Detroit with a slow clear. Not long after the giveaway, David Legwand scores a goal that Darcy Kuemper had no chance of stopping. Third period, Charlie Coyle, who had a great game today, draws a penalty shot and ties the game 15 seconds in by using the same slick move he used to win that shootout in Winnipeg around Thanksgiving.

And five minutes later, Gustav Nyquist, the hottest goal scorer in the NHL since Jan. 20 with 16 goals, makes a great play to skate through the Wild’s defense before ripping a shot off the post and in.

Wild draws a power play late, can’t score on it and falls 3-2. It has now won 2 of 9 games since the trade deadline (2-3-4).

After the game though, I think Mike Yeo made a big mistake. He came to the press conference ready to paint a rosy picture on what’s going on. He’s well aware fans and media always pin late-season swoons on Yeo’s Wild. He’s very sensitive to this analysis, especially since if you actually look at the Wild’s history, late-season swoons preceded him.

Nevertheless, Yeo opened the presser with the statement: “We’ve got to find a way to win that game.”

That opened the door for me to respond, “But you’ve got two wins in your last nine. You’ve got to get some wins here, right?”

He responded, “How did I know that was coming?” and proceeded with a two-minute soliloquy about how this is not another late-season stumble and this is a different team and had some NHL-style math on a yellow sheet of paper to show that things aren’t as bad as they seem.

“You could also say we’ve got a point in nine of our last 11 games,” said Yeo, staring at a yellow piece of paper. “You could also say that was our first regulation loss in 11 games at home (7-0-3 since Jan. 14). You could also say that we’re 7-3-4 in our last 14 games. So, of course, are we sitting here and saying that we’re completely on top of it? No, definitely not.

“There’s a lot of things that we have to do better. [Penalty kill] is number 1 on our list. And finding ways to win a lot of these one-goal games. … We’re not completely happy or satisfied, believe me. But at the same time, what I hope is we don’t try to turn this into a big story of, ‘Oh no, here we go again.’ Because I can tell you that inside the room, we don’t have that feeling. I can tell you that we’re a different team.”

Basically though, he turned the narrative of a tough loss game story into an entire game story reminding folks of the late-season stumbles the past two seasons and how what’s going on now should not be considered, “oh no, here we go again.” I can honestly tell you, I wasn’t going this route with my gamer until his spiel.

I just don’t know what he was trying to accomplish. Convince the fans? Convince the media? Convince himself? Convince the players? If his intention was to stop the outside noise of a potential late-season implosion, to me, he made it a focal point, he made it the story.

And frankly now, he better hope his players prove him right.

We’ve written so much lately about young kids like Coyle and Nino Niederreiter and how they need to step up. They did tonight. Niederreiter was better. Coyle was tremendous, and in fact, to me set the bar about what he can bring every single night. He was a force tonight and was elevated back to the Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu line because of it.

But Yeo has given tons of rope to veterans, especially Brodziak. Tonight, Brodziak was on the ice for all three goals, losing the faceoff on Detroit’s first power-play goal and turning it over before Detroit’s second.

We can all accept that despite the glorious chances Brodziak gets almost nightly that he is not a scorer. But if you’re not going to score, you certainly can’t be costing goals. His turnover in Boston three games ago led to the Bruins’ winner in that game.

Dany Heatley, one game after being a minus-2 in New Jersey, had one shot and was a non-factor.

The Wild needs more from those guys.

The Wild’s penalty kill is killing them lately. Yeo even volunteered that the penalty kill is 68 percent over this stretch. Can’t win games like that, not when you’re as offensively-challenged as the Wild continues to be.

The common theme is not winning draws and not getting clears when they get the puck. Yeo said that needs to stop.

I thought the power play looked much better today. Mikko Koivu was even shooting the puck for a change and scored a goal. Unfortunately for them, they couldn’t score on the last one, but it definitely had a different look and feel on the man advantage than it did in recent games.

Kuemper has given up three or more goals in four of his past six starts. In one of those other two, he blew a 2-0 shootout lead. Hopefully he’s not cracking here (there have been some stoppable goals allowed lately, like those goals in the Edmonton game, the first goal in Boston, arguably the third tonight), because again, the Wild doesn’t score enough to absorb average goaltending.

Anyway, big game Sunday in Detroit. The Wild needs to rebound, to get some W’s. But they’re going into a building where Detroit is 8-0-2 in the past 10 games since Jan. 20.

Yeo reminded again, that this is a team that doesn’t want to just eke into the playoffs, they want to do damage once they’re there.

“We’re in a different spot, we’re a different team, we’re a confident team, and we feel good where we’re going,” he said. “We just have to jumpstart things.”

Dallas is six points back now.

Erik Haula to return to lineup Saturday as Wild opens home-and-home with Detroit; Nate Prosser off the hook

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 21, 2014 - 3:13 PM   
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All Wild players present and accounted for at today’s practice, except defenseman Keith Ballard, who will miss his third game in a row with a groin injury.

The Wild plays a home-and-home with the Detroit Red Wings this weekend starting with a 1 p.m. game at the X on Saturday. The Red Wings, absolutely destroyed by injuries, are fighting for their playoff lives and coming off an overtime win against Pittsburgh. The great Daniel Alfredsson literally scored a buzzer beater in OT.

The Red Wings have a lot of young talent, they work their butt off and, as I mentioned, they’re motivated to keep the organEYEzation’s 22-year playoff streak alive. In 9th-place, they’re a point behind the Blue Jackets and Rangers, who play tonight, so the Wild should expect a desperate opponent this weekend.

Darcy Kuemper will get back in the net for Minnesota. It’s his first start since Monday’s game in Boston. He allowed three goals in that one.

Rookie forward Erik Haula, scratched in the previous two games, will draw back into the Wild’s lineup against the Red Wings. Cody McCormick appears to be the scratch. Haula will play on a line with Charlie Coyle and Dany Heatley, and coach Mike Yeo said Haula will see some shifts at center. But he skated mostly as a wing this morning.

Nino Niederreiter moved to a line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak.

Coyle and Niederreiter have been very up and down lately. Their line with Heatley had a real tough game last night in New Jersey, so Yeo’s mindset is put Haula there and maybe rekindle some of that Jason Zucker-Coyle-Heatley chemistry from earlier this season. The common denominator between Haula and the injured Zucker is speed.

Yeo met with Coyle and Niederreiter before the Islanders game. Both aren’t scoring consistently and because they’re young, that’s eating them up. It’s clearly affecting the rest of their game. Yeo wants them to get it out of their mind and start doing the stuff that makes them successful, like using their size, being strong on pucks, reliable in other areas. That was a major issue last night.

The Wild badly, badly need Coyle and Niederreiter on top of their game consistently. One reason – and I stress just ONE reason (I realize there are other issues, like Heatley fitting in on that line, Mikko Koivu getting back up to speed, etc.) -- why the Wild’s having trouble finding consistent lines right now is their up and down play.

“That’s part of it, there’s no question. When those guys get on top of their game, they’re going to make their lines better. They can’t wait for who they’re playing with. They need to get on top of their game and I will say in fairness we have juggled them around, they have been in different spots, but at the same time these guys have a pretty firm idea of what their identity should be and how they have to play the game and we need to see that consistently. That’ll strengthen the line of whichever line they’re on.”

Yeo continued, “We want these guys to create, we want these guys to be a factor offensively, but that’s only going to happen when the game is consistently there. That’s the big thing they have to learn. As young kids, that’s usually the challenge. When a young kid is pressing or he’s thinking he has to score a goal, there’s other parts of their game that falter. My focus for them is to concentrate on having a good game and the results will come.”

I talked to Niederreiter and Coyle and you’ll hear from them in tomorrow’s paper.

On the Koivu-Moulson line, Yeo said, “We’re still hoping that Fonzy (Justin Fontaine), I didn’t think that that line had as much going on obviously as the game before, but that was kind of our whole team. We’d like to see if Fonzy, we’re going to give him another chance there and see if he can kind of recapture some of what they had in that Islander game. Maybe he’s the guy, I don’t know. Maybe this is an ongoing thing where it’s kind of whoever’s going, whoever’s on top of their game finds a way to get up there. For us to be a good team, we have guys who can be interchangeable in different positions. But in order to be a good team, they need to be on top of their game.”

What else?

Yeo on Zucker missing the rest of the season (click link), “It’s a tough one for sure. We all thought that he was going to be back after the Olympic break so it’s a tough setback that’s for sure. “It’s disappointing because like I said I thought that his game was going. I thought we were finding kind of the right mix with him and here we are. It’s difficult but he’ll have to bounce back from it for sure.”

Defenseman Nate Prosser is off the hook for his elbowing major and game misconduct on the Devils’ Tim Sestito from Thursday night. Prosser was playing the puck in the corner and Sestito came flying in to check him. Prosser instinctively raised his arm to protect himself. I think he got Sestito with the forearm.

The league says that just because this didn’t rise to the level of supplemental discipline, the correct call was made.

My only issue: If Prosser doesn’t protect himself, he could have been plastered against the wall or glass. Conceivably Sestito could have been penalized for a no-doubt charge, so I’m not sure what Prosser’s supposed to do there other than absorb a potentially-dangerous check or pretend he’s a bullfighter and somehow “Ole.”

Prosser said today, “I was trying to ask the ref on the skate out, ‘Can you talk to me a little bit to tell me what you saw just to give me some kind of perspective?’ In all honesty, I didn’t know what really happened until I saw the replay. I was pretty sure I didn’t get him with my elbow and it obviously wasn’t intentional. I’m just hoping he’s alright.”

On the major, Prosser said, “I was surprised they were bringing me to the box. I thought, ‘OK maybe two,’ but kicking me out of the game, I was shocked.”

Did he know Sestito was coming? “As soon as the puck got dumped in, I knew the line we were out against and I saw some guys barreling down. He probably took 10 strides before he got to me, so he’s at full speed. So I knew he was coming and that was a natural reaction to somewhat protect myself.”

Lastly, Zach Parise’s goal from last night has been changed to Ryan Suter. The puck deflected in off Devils defenseman Bryce Salvador. Jared Spurgeon and Jason Pominville got the helpers, meaning Pominville’s point streak is now at seven games.

OK, I need to begin writing from the paper and get out of this coffee shop. I can barely keep my eyes open right now. Back in the old days covering this league, I would routinely get up for an early flight after getting back to the hotel at 1 a.m., fly home, cover practice and then go party afterward.

I miss being young.

Wild steals point out of New Jersey; Parise on his return; Prosser booted from game

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: March 21, 2014 - 5:40 AM   
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Honestly, I’ll have to watch this game again to try to figure out how the heck the Wild clawed back for a point. I still didn’t get a chance to watch every goal or much of the third period and overtime in the first place because I was punching frantically at my keyboard trying to rework my file-at-the-gun story.

But needless to say, to get a point out of game where you could play that poorly in the first two periods is quite the coup. Big point, too, because Dallas, which is suddenly struggling, lost in Philly, so the Wild’s now eight up on a playoff spot.

If Phoenix hangs on to beat Florida, the Wild’s lead on the first wildcard spot will be down to four. Big three-game stretch coming up. Home and home with Detroit, which is ravaged with injuries, and then Vancouver, which is in a tumble.

The Wild then hits the road for a tough trip: at St. Louis in the second of a back-to-back, at Phoenix (massive game), at Los Angeles and at Chicago.

OK, where to start?

Just a terrible first two periods. The Wild couldn’t get anything accomplished. Its execution was terrible, it turned pucks over, it was in chip-it-out mode. Other than on the power play, the Wild couldn’t sustain any offensive pressure.

So many players had tough nights. Dany Heatley was minus-2. Nino Niederreiter was minus-1 and showed why the Wild is not yet comfortable putting him on the power play on a consistent basis. His wall play on the power play needs so much work, and he flashed that in the offensive and defensive zone on Mark Fayne’s shortie (although let’s be honest, that was a collective effort because five guys were on one side of the ice).

Jason Pominville’s six-game point streak came to an end and something was bigtime off with him tonight. From start to finish, he was fighting the puck, whiffing on them, shanking them, etc. Mikko Koivu, very tough game on the power play, and on the play that led to the OT winner, Koivu and Pominville teamed up by swinging and missing on pucks in the offensive zone. That led to Jersey’s quick counter and then mayhem before Andy Greene lost Koivu for the winner.

BUT, the Wild somehow rallied for a huge point. Zach Parise scored 21 seconds into the third on a power play (13th, which is tied for second in the NHL). Then, after Jared Spurgeon, who rarely takes penalties (26 PIM in 218 career games), took a minor, Jaromir Jagr made it 3-1.

But the Wild stayed with it and Mikael Granlund and Matt Cooke scored 4:50 apart, Cooke’s tying goal coming with 4:32 left on a deflection of Marco Scandella’s rocket.

On the difference between the first two periods and the third, Parise, who knows a thing or two about the Devils, said, “That’s the style of hockey they play. They keep the puck along their walls. They grind, they grind, they grind, they don’t put the puck in the middle of the ice, so they play low-risk hockey. In the first two periods, we didn’t skate, we didn’t chase down the puck. We kind of played right into their hands into a slow hockey game.”

In the third? Cooke said, “If you’re willing to play a slow game, then you’re feeling right into their hands.” So Cooke said the Wild began skating, getting pucks deep, got pucks to the net and they got fortunate.

“Realization that we need to skate,” Cooke said.

“When you’re faced with a two-goal deficit in the third period and you battle back to get a point on the road, you have to accept that,” coach Mike Yeo said. “I’m not sitting here saying that we’re in love with our game, but it’s positive the way the guys found a way to get that point.”

Still, Yeo was displeased with the Wild’s execution, wall play and puck support in the first 40 minutes. The lack of execution “led to a lot of turnovers, a lot of time spent in our own zone.”

Also, the Wild played with five defensemen for the final 42 minutes because Nate Prosser was assessed a five-minute elbowing penalty and game misconduct for a forearm to Tim Sestito’s face. Sestito charged in, Prosser turned with the puck out of the corner, spotted him and reacted quickly to defend himself.

The center-ice ref called it an elbowing major.

“He was taking a large run at Pross and Pross was trying to play the puck,” said Yeo, who interrupted himself and said, “I don’t like seeing anybody get hurt.”

If you go by previous NHL decisions, it probably shouldn’t result in supplemental discipline for Prosser if the NHL determines Prosser was protecting himself.

Earlier this season, when the NHL didn’t discipline Dallas Stars captain Jamie Benn for launching an elbow into Cooke’s face, the league called it a “protective maneuver.”  There are times, the league says, where “defensive contact to the head” is permissible if a player skating with the puck is trying to protect himself from a check.

We’ll see Friday. Remember, Keith Ballard has a groin injury, so if Prosser is suspended, the Wild would have to call up a defenseman IF Ballard can’t play. By the way, if the NHL doesn't suspend Prosser, it doesn't mean it was the wrong call on the ice. 

The league's standards for supplemental discipline are not the same as standards for on ice penalties. 

Interesting game for Parise. Booed during warmups, and there were some cruel signs wrapped around the glass. He joked that he only read the “good ones.”

He took a penalty, only his second in the past 17 games, in the first period and was stuffed by Cory Schneider on a shorthanded breakaway.

“The first period, he’s probably thinking, ‘Man, this couldn’t go any worse,’” Yeo said. “To see him get rewarded there in the third period, for us it was great because we know what this game meant to him.”

Parise said, “I was expecting the boos. I don’t have any hard feelings toward them. I understand. I wasn’t expecting any cheers. That’s fine.”

Said Devils coach Pete DeBoer, “I understand the fans disappointment with him leaving. I also know we should all be very thankful for the time he put in. I know I feel privileged to have coached him. I hadn’t watched him in a while. You realize seeing him tonight why he’s so special. He’s always around the net, winning battles, in the crease. He’s a special player.”

The Wild is 7-2-5 in the past 14 games. So, in one sense, that’s big this time of year that the Wild has gotten points in 12 of the past 14 games. But of its past five losses, the Wild has lost four via shootout or overtime.

“Who knows, down the road, it could be important points,” said Parise. “Little bit of silver lining, but we’ve got to turn that corner and start winning some of these games that go into extra time.”

Said Matt Moulson, “Coming down the stretch, we want two points every game. You never want to lose games. You’ve got to find a way to win. These are how playoff games are played. They’re tight all the time. You have to battle for every inch.”

Said Charlie Coyle, “We didn’t start off the first two periods like we wanted to. That wasn’t our best game, or our best start either. But to start like that and come back and get that point, that was huge. But we can’t be satisfied with those late starts like that. We’ve got to come here to play and play a full 60.”

By the way, the Heatley-Coyle-Nino line, not so good tonight.

But, the Wild got the point against a desperate Devils team, went 1-1-1 on the road trip (.500, 3 out of 6 points) and keep inching toward its second consecutive playoff berth.

Early flight. Talk to you after practice Friday.

Martin Brodeur: Devils let Zach Parise walk; Jason Zucker done for year with quad injury

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 20, 2014 - 12:40 PM    
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Wild looks to close its three-game road trip with a second consecutive victory tonight when it visits the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center.

Good chance Zach Parise draws into the Wild’s starting lineup of his first return to New Jersey since departing as a free agent two summers ago.

Ilya Bryzgalov vs. Cory Schneider in goal. For the Wild, Erik Haula is scratched a second consecutive game (more on that below) and defenseman Keith Ballard is sidelined with a groin injury. He apparently hurt it the other day and tried to give it a shot this morning. He had to leave the pregame skate early.

--Left wing Jason Zucker is indeed out the rest of the season. General Manager Chuck Fletcher said Zucker will need additional surgery to repair a tendon in his right quadriceps.

“It’s a setback, but he should be fine for next season,” Fletcher said. “It’s frustrating it came to all this. I feel badly for the kid.”

Zucker was initially injured Jan. 9 late in the third period at Phoenix. He blocked a scorching Shane Doan blast just above the right knee. The decision was made to hold off surgery until the Olympic break.

“Honestly, it’s a fluky injury, one I’ve never heard of,” Fletcher said. “When they initially went in, it was worse than they thought. They fixed it, but he reaggravated it while training.”

--Parise will play his first game tonight at the Rock. Fans will boo. Future Hall of Fame goalie Martin Brodeur says fans have that right.

And while maybe Devils fans have every right in the world to be upset Parise left New Jersey for home in Minnesota, Brodeur said it was the Devils who made the mistake by not trying to sign Parise earlier.

“We had plenty of chances,” Brodeur said. “We had two years to talk to him and figure out something and we waited and waited and it was too late.”

I asked him to follow up on that and he said, “When you know you have an athlete that is going to be a gamebreaker and he’s going to be one of the top [available] players and the rules are free agency comes a lot younger than it used to, you have to make commitments. You see around the league some of the young guys, the (Steven) Stamkos’ and etc., they don’t wait. They get them done. And we let him walk to free agency. That’s a decision of the organization, regardless of it was financial at the time with the ownership that we had, but he was our property for a long time and we lost him.”  

GM Lou Lamoriello has had a long policy of waiting to sign his pending free agents. In fact, Brodeur’s one of the few who has been signed in the middle of the season. Everybody from Scott Niedermayer to Scott Gomez to Brian Gionta to Alex Mogilny to even Doug Gilmour left.

The moment New Jersey signed Ilya Kovalchuk to a 15-year, $100-million contract in August 2010, it seemed the homegrown Parise was destined to be elsewhere.

“That’s too hard to say,” Parise said when asked if it would have changed things if Lamoriello tried harder to extend him earlier. “I know Lou has his policies and his way of doing things. It’s not as if Lou waited ‘til June 29 or 30 to pick up the phone. We had talked for a long time before that. … I don’t think it’s fair to say that Lou waited ‘til the last minute because that wasn’t the case.”

By the way, Parise said Tuesday that Lamoriello doesn’t hold a grudge and they still have a good relationship, that Lamoriello understands this is the way it works in the NHL.

As far as Devils fans apparently being upset that Parise kept saying he wanted to stay, Parise said, “I wasn’t lying. I have no reason to lie about that stuff. I was always being completely honest. It basically came down to Minnesota or here.”

Brodeur said, “I had good conversations with him. He really was debating going to Minnesota or staying with us. I talked to him a lot that day about it and he was torn a little bit about making that decision. But a lot of people have influence on players – agents and families and stuff like that, and if he went anywhere – I don’t have to name the team – it would have been a lot [more] heartbroken for the fans than going to Minnesota, that’s for sure.”  

I assume he was talking about the Rangers, although the Rangers were never in the mix. Philly and Pittsburgh went hard after Parise, as well as Chicago. Detroit was the big team after Ryan Suter.

“We’re hockey players,” Brodeur said. “We have different views than fans as far as what’s expected from people in the locker room and stuff like that. “So, the fans for sure are not pretty pleased with his decision to leave us, especially being the captain. The only drawback is he went home to Minnesota, so I think you have fans that will be a little understanding. But those fans are pretty rare. It affected our organization in a big way losing him, and that’s what the fans care about. Us, it’s part of the business.”

-- Talked to Justin Fontaine, who had a goal and assist against the Islanders in his second game being scratched for five straight. He was on a line with Matt Moulson and Mikko Koivu.

“No one likes sitting out. It’s definitely frustrating,” he said. “I just came to the rink with the right attitude. That’s why I said about staying sharp and staying positive around the rink, being a good teammate. You never know the role you’re going to get thrown in and you’ve got to take advantage when you get that opportunity.”

Coach Mike Yeo had the same conversation with Haula. As I wrote the other day, Yeo isn’t unhappy with Haula. He feels he wants to get everybody in roles, and while fans and media say he simply should elevate Haula to a third-line status, he doesn’t yet feel that Haula is ready to play 18 minutes a night against top players.

Yeo said Fontaine is a “good example for a guy like Haulsy. We’ve got a lot of guys. We added a couple guys to a team that we already felt was strong, so that means every night there’s two, three guys out of the lineup. So when you’re not in there, it’s how you use that time to make sure you’re ready when you do get in. It speaks volumes [about Fontaine] the attitude he had while he was out and how he worked to make sure he was ready for that opportunity. I talked to [Haula]. He’s been playing well, and he’s going to get back in [eventually] and we have to make sure when he gets back in he’s at that same level.”

-- Teammates have been calling defensive defenseman, No. 4 Clayton Stoner “Bobby Orr” since his highlight-reel breakaway goal Tuesday against the Islanders.

“Today anyways. I'm sure it'll change tomorrow,” Stoner joked.

Yeo said, “His play has been very strong lately. He’s been making the right decisions with the puck. He’s been moving the puck quickly and efficiently. …. His defending has been very strong, from his gaps through the neutral zone, his one-on-one play to his D-zone coverage, I’ve been very impressed with how he’s been playing the game.”

Stoner said he’s OK from his crash into the corner wall after scoring. He said he tripped over goalie Anders Nilsson’s stick.

Stoner scored his first NHL goal in this Devils’ arena in 2011. It was a dump-in that Johan Hedberg came out to play. But the puck hit a stanchion on the glass and ricocheted into the open net.

Stoner said he tested it this morning. Stanchions have changed, he disappointedly said.

-- On Bryzgalov starting, Yeo said the Wild used the “guideline” of coming back with a goalie coming off a shutout. Bryzgalov made 36 saves for his 32nd career shutout and first with the Wild on Tuesday on the Island.

Yeo said Bryzgalov was a calming influence in the net that night and “looked big. I want to see if he can get back at it.”

He also has a 2.07 GAA lifetime against New Jersey.

-- Same forward lines at 5-on-5 to start tonight. PP units are Parise-Koivu-Moulson-Suter-Pominville; Heatley-Granlund-Nino-Brodin-Spurgeon.

Yeo said he wants to spot Charlie Coyle in more on the penalty kill and the Nino spot on the power play may rotate between Nino and Coyle depending on “who’s playing better.”

-- Greg Carey, the senior at St. Lawrence University, signed with the Phoenix Coyotes yesterday. The Wild is waiting to hear today a decision from his younger brother, Matt Carey, 22. The freshman is said to play more of a pro style but is raw. He’s tied for 38th in the country with 37 points (18 goals).

Also, as I wrote a few days ago, the Wild, Philadelphia Flyers and Boston Bruins are among many teams after Swedish defenseman Christian Folin, who plays at Massachusetts-Lowell. Many scouts say Folin has the ability to step right into an NHL lineup. He can’t be signed until they’re done playing, and that could be a bit.

Talk tonight.

Koivu becomes all-time Wild leading scorer; Moulson helps lead rout of Isles; Zucker likely out for season

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 18, 2014 - 10:34 PM   
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Oh, the genius of Mike Yeo.

With the Wild coach getting slaughtered on Twitter and on the blogs and I’m sure the message boards for doing the unthinkable, scratching former Gopher Erik Haula, Yeo’s shuffling of the second, third and fourth lines helped trigger the team tying a franchise record for margin of victory with tonight’s 6-0 beatdown of my childhood team, the New York Islanders.

Haula’s scratch surprised many of us. Heck, I came to the rink this morning thinking he’d be promoted to the third line. But Haula sat, and Yeo explains his reasoning below.

But like Yeo scripted it, the first, second and third lines scored with Matt Moulson leading the charge with the winning goal, another goal and three points in his return to Long Island. The former Isle scored 118 goals in orange and blue.

Fans treated him unbelievably, cheering him during a video tribute, after each of his goals and as his name was announced as the game’s first star. They also chanted, “WE WANT MOULSON!!!” the last five minutes and “SNOW MUST GO!!!” That’s a message to GM Garth Snow, who traded Moulson, who wanted to re-sign with the Islanders, for Thomas Vanek, who didn’t want to re-sign with the Islanders and eventually had to be dealt to Montreal the same day Moulson was dealt to Minnesota.

Read the gamer for all the details and quotes, especially on Moulson. I'll be on KFAN at 9 a.m., by the way.

Mikko Koivu became the Wild’s all-time leading scorer tonight by assisting on three goals to pass Marian Gaborik with 438 points. He had two assists in seven games since ankle surgery before tonight and was outstanding. He was plus-3.

Justin Fontaine, recently scratched for five straight, scored a goal and assist. Mikael Granlund scored a goal on assists by Jason Pominville (six-game point streak) and Zach Parise. Clayton Stoner scored an awesome breakaway goal coming out of the penalty box. When he entered the room after his postgame interview with Fox Sports North’s Kevin Gorg, the room went nuts.

“Anytime a guy like me or a guy that doesn’t score a lot of goals – like [Nate] Pross[er] game-winners -- cool feeling. It’s cool when guys get excited for you because maybe you don’t get the glory as much. It’s cool to get that for a change.”

On the goal, Stoner said, “It happens really fast. I was trying to get my feet going right away so that guy didn’t catch me. I’m not the fastest guy on the team.”

Jared Spurgeon scored a goal and was plus-4. Ryan Suter got to play only 23:15, a season-low, and was plus-4.

On a late power play, Yeo didn’t want to run up the score, so he put three non power-play guys out with Matt Moulson and Jonas Brodin – Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Marco Scandella. Cooke and Brodziak assisted on Moulson’s second goal, and the sixth of the game.

It was the sixth six-goal victory in Wild history and fifth 6-0 win in Wild history (third on the road).

Ilya Bryzgalov was outstanding, especially early when the Wild kind of dipped its toe in the game. Yeo felt the Wild was tight early, either from playing in Boston the night before or from the nerves of the recent slide.

But Bryzgalov made 16 of his 36 saves in the first period and recorded his first win and shutout with the Wild.

Yeo didn’t commit to Bryzgalov starting Thursday at New Jersey. I jokingly said, “But that’s your rule (to start the same goalie after a shutout).” He said back, “Not rule. Guideline.”

So we’ll see if he comes back with Darcy Kuemper or Bryzgalov Thursday. The Wild has Wednesday off, so we won’t know until Thursday morning.

Some Yeo quotes:

On Fontaine: “He showed a lot. We’ll have to make sure he stays on it. He’s got quick feet but he makes quick decisions. To play with guys like that (Moulson and Koivu), you need skill but you have to think the game at a high level. He showed he’s capable of that tonight.”

On Moulson: “This is a guy that’s obviously very, very well respected. You see what the crowd’s doing in a game like that. I thought that was very classy of their crowd and reflects what kind of person this is, what he’s meant to this organization.”

On Stoner’s breakaway goal and the late power-play goal with Brodziak and Cooke out there, Yeo joked, “We might have been making some wrong reads on who should be going in the shootout and who should be playing on the power play.”

Yeo said the Wild had real good focus, played for each other and did the right things and trusted the result would come if they did those right things. He said that could have been tough because the team played a good game in Boston but lost 4-1. He said it was impressive how the team bounced back.

On sitting Erik Haula: “That was a very difficult choice. We’re real happy with Haulsy right now. Let’s be honest though, there’s a difference when you’re playing on the third line compared to when you’re playing on the fourth line. You’re playing against top players (in other words, Yeo is trying to ease Haula into this season and he doesn’t feel he’s ready yet for that type of responsibility). A lot of people are saying take Brodzy out, but Brodzy, like we wouldn’t be where we’re at right now without him, too. So, get [Brodziak] into a spot where he could be successful. I think that was important. And, we’ll call upon Haulsy. We’ve got a bunch of guys here and everybody’s going to have to be important. We’ll call on him again and make sure he’s ready. But it’s about trying to get guys into certain spots so they can be successful.”

Yeo said he didn’t like the bottom three lines recently because they had no identity. These lines tonight, he felt there was better balance.

Koivu on breaking Gaborik’s record: “It means a lot. Being able to be in one organization for a lot of years, I played with a lot of great players. I think more than anything you look back, there’s been ups and downs, like in sports there always is. It’s a great feeling. I’m passing Gabby. He’s a pretty good scorer, so I did something right.”

In injury news, not good news on Jason Zucker. GM Chuck Fletcher said he will likely need additional knee surgery and be out for the season. He reaggravated his knee training, Fletcher said. Fletcher said it was supposed to be a minor injury when he underwent surgery in February. Now it's not.

If it's related, Zucker's tweet tonight makes it sound more serious than Fletcher's letting on.

I have no idea how to handle this... #rattled

— Jason Zucker (@Jason_Zucker16) March 18, 2014 

Lastly, TSN's Bob McKenzie reported that the Wild is among many NHL teams pursuing St. Lawrence University undrafted brothers Greg and Matt Carey.

Greg Carey, a senior, is the second-leading Division I scorer in the country with 57 points (18 goals). He’s considered an average skater but pure sniper. Matt Carey, a freshman, is said to play more of a pro style but is raw. He’s tied for 38th in the country with 37 points (18 goals).

Also, according to sources, the Wild and Boston Bruins are also among many teams after Swedish defenseman Christian Folin, who plays at Massachusetts-Lowell. Many scouts say Folin has the ability to step right into an NHL lineup.

The Wild had two former undrafted college free agents in its lineup tonight -- Fontaine and Prosser.

Like I said, no practice Wednesday. If the Wild signs any of these guys, I'll toss up a blog. Otherwise, talk Thursday. Zach Parise Night Thursday in Newark!

Mike Yeo on tonight's lineup vs. the Islanders; Matt Moulson returns to Long Island

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 18, 2014 - 2:31 PM   
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Good afternoon from Long Island, where hockey embedded itself in my blood in the early-80s.

I spent the first 12 years of my life here and have a lot of incredible memories of this area and Nassau Coliseum, from watching the Isles, to playing indoor soccer, to going to the circus. My mom went to college across the street and I grew up 15 minutes down the road.

There’s something special about being in the press box and at the same level as those championship banners and retired numbers.

There's also nothing like the infamous autograph collectible/memorabilia guys here between the hotel and Coliseum. They just camp in the parking lot, same dudes forever. I probably used to go into their stores as a kid and buy Isles stuff. The best are the guys wearing Jonas Brodin jerseys or something with the tags still on: "I'm your biggest fan."

Today, Zach Parise got bombarded on the walk to and from. I covered a player who used to walk across the lot. He'd ask each autograph seeker, "Who do you want me to make it out to?" If the guy responded back, "No one," the player would hand back the pen.

That's Frank Buonomo in the foreground, the Wild's team services dude. He used to handle Sidney Crosby. One of the autograph guys goes, "Hey, didn't you used to work for the Penguins?" That was pretty funny.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission tonight and on KFAN at 9 a.m. tomorrow.

Wild and Islanders tonight and the Wild needs a win. It’s that simple. The Wild is 1-2-3 in six games since the trade deadline. The optimist says playing good hockey in five of the six games and getting points in four of six. The pessimist says one win in the past six games.

It’s somewhere in between, and the reality is Phoenix rallied on LA last night, so the Wild’s margin on eighth place is now three points and the ninth place five. And, the schedule only gets tougher.

My concern? Wins breed a good feeling, as coach Mike Yeo often says, and losing breeds the opposite. And I don’t care how well the Wild may have played at times against St. Louis, Dallas and Boston, the Wild couldn’t muster two points in any of those games. So a couple more losses, especially tonight, and negativity and concern could infiltrate that locker room and often times when that happens, the way the team plays goes south fast.

“I can’t sit here and say that I don’t like the way we’re playing because I do,” Zach Parise said. “I think that we’re playing well. But I understand we can only say that for so long. ‘Playing well, blah, blah, blah.’ We’ve got to win. That’s the most important thing. But we’re doing a lot of good things. But a lot of opportunities that we’re not capitalizing on, and that’s the difference of us going into shootouts or losing in a shootout. Last night we had a lot of good chances early. But we played St. Louis, Boston, those are two of the best teams and we played very well against both of them. But, it is frustrating that we’ve got really nothing to show for either game. We lost them both (0-1-1).”

Ilya Bryzgalov vs. Anders Nilsson tonight. Speaking of “Anders,” I chatted with Edina’s Anders Lee this morning. The 23-year-old has six goals and 10 points in nine games this season and I’ll squeeze some of his thoughts and coach Jack Capuano’s thoughts on Lee in my notebook in Wednesday’s paper.

Tonight is the first game back at the Coliseum for Matt Moulson and Nino Niederreiter. Moulson had a big press gathering this morning and I’ll stick those quotes down below.

Yeo wouldn’t divulge his lines until warmups.

But I did confirm the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line remains intact.

Also, and don’t freak out, Erik Haula is clearly a scratch. He was bagged by the assistant coaches with Mike Rupp well after this morning’s optional skate ended. So, my guess is Charlie Coyle is moving back to center.

So, my process of elimination, he would likely be the third-line center. I’d think Matt Moulson and Mikko Koivu stay together, so that means Justin Fontaine or Niederreiter would be on that right wing. My guess is Coyle centers Dany Heatley and Fontaine or Niederreiter. That would leave a fourth line of Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Cody McCormick.

I’ll update Twitter during warmups with the correct lines. Keith Ballard looked like he will be the defenseman scratched tonight.

The more I thought about it last night, the more I thought maybe Yeo should break up the top line. My reasoning was “spread the wealth” because at this point, it is what it is, it’s clear as day the Wild’s best offensive players are all on that top line and maybe if you reunite Parise-Koivu-Coyle and put paint crasher Moulson with a playmaker like Granlund and a shooter like Pominville, perhaps there would be some chemistry.

Yeo said, “I’m not going to say we are or we are not breaking those guys up, but those guys are going [well]. So I think our first priority is to see if we can keep those guys going but find another mix. Now, we’re going to be willing to do whatever it takes. There’s no question, if that’s what it takes. But like I said, our first priority has to be to try maintain what they’ve got going, but fix the areas around it.”

Now, on everybody’s favorite player, Kyle Brodziak, Yeo said, “When I watched his game again, the goal against is obviously the first thing you look at (turnover on Boston’s winner). But aside from that, his game was actually very good. He led our team in (six) shots last night, he was moving his feet. I don’t think his line was particularly good. He was the best player on that line last night. This is where we’re at with our team, too. This is the challenge that’s on us as coaches and players is figuring out roles. Making sure that guys are in roles, making sure that guys have an understanding of what their role is and what we need them to do and that they’re ready to bring it.”

I think that last part is probably why Haula is scratched. Debate it, fine. Disagree, fine. I’m just saying, my conjecture is in Yeo’s head, he’s coming up with “roles” and he wants that fourth line to be a shutdown, physical line tonight).

I don’t know for sure because when Yeo was available, it was not yet known that Haula was the odd forward out tonight. So I didn’t have a chance to ask.

Mikko Koivu played his best game since he returned from an ankle injury last night. Yet, he still had no points and was minus-2. In seven games, Koivu has no goals, two assists and 10 shots.

I asked Yeo how much pressure is on Koivu to start producing. Yeo said, “None from me. We need to win, whether we win 1-0, whether we win 5-4, whatever. The thing we have to understand is that it’s a team. Are we goig to need him to score along the way? Yes. But that’s an unfair burden to put on any player and say, ‘we need you to come into this game and score two goals tonight.’ If he does, that’s great. If he doesn’t and he does a lot of the things that he’s doing right now and somebody else does, then great. There’s no question that over the larger sample size over the rest of the season, for sure we’re going to need some points, we’re going to need production from them as a line. We just have to make sure we have the attitude that this is a team game and we’re here to help each other out.”

By the way, Darcy Kuemper has been up and down lately. Great game against the Rangers after giving up a few bad goals to Edmonton. Great game against Columbus, but then he can’t hang onto a 2-0 shootout lead. Last night, that first goal really hurt. This is the 23-year-old coming out of Kuemper. He’s a rookie and this is what you get sometimes.

On that first goal last night by Jarome Iginla, Kuemper said when the puck hit Jonas Brodin’s stick, then hip, he thinks he looks lost the puck in Boston’s black jerseys. By the time he saw it, it was too late. It started to dip, he reacted by dropping in his butterfly and boom.

Moulson is playing his first game back since the October trade to Buffalo for Thomas Vanek.

He called it a “little weird. I don’t think I’ve ever been in the  visiting changing room here. It’s exciting, but important game for us. We need two points and to get some wins here.”

On the trade from the Islanders, Moulson said, “It caught me off guard. At the time, I always believed I would be here for the rest of my career. To not have any discussions about any future plans or anything, that kind of caught me off guard. I always figured something would work out. Obviously they didn’t have the same plans.”

Would he sign with the Islanders as a free agent? “It’s been said that I wasn’t in their future plans, so I don’t think that’ll quickly change. I’ll just concentrate on helping Minnesota win.”

Moulson has a goal and assist in six games with the Wild. On how the transition has been, he said, “Definitely like to mix in some more wins and goals to help this team, but it’s a great bunch of players. It’s easy to see that. Myself, it’s been an easy transition. Just little things now, not thinking so much and just playing. I think that comes after a couple games. Hopefully we can get that.”

Stop the presses: The Wild's having trouble scoring!

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 17, 2014 - 10:29 PM   
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When you don’t score easily, the room for error is so miniscule, and that was on display again by the Wild in tonight’s 4-1 loss at Boston.

Read the gamer for all the details and the better quotes. Just a quick blog because I need to get some shut-eye before an early flight to New Yawk.

The Wild came out the right way, and as Bruins forward Chris Kelly said, the Wild was handling the puck well, skated well, “they were moving their feet extremely well and we weren’t.”

In a scoreless first, the Wild outchanced the Bruins, but Tuukka Rask put on a display that continued in the second.

But with the Wild taking the play to Boston, Jarome Iginla took a shot that nicked Jonas Brodin’s hip. Darcy Kuemper seemed to lose the puck until it dipped in his crease. By then it was too late.

Eight minutes later, Nino Niederreiter stole the puck near the Wild blue line. He gave it to Kyle Brodziak, but he didn’t get the puck out and Carl Soderberg took the puck right off his stick.

To compound problems, every Wild defender watched Soderberg skate around the net. That left Loui Eriksson wide open, and the prolific third-line connected when Soderberg fed Eriksson for the easy 2-0 lead.

Jason Pominville scored late in the second to make it a game, but the proficient Bruins showed how balanced they are when Reilly Smith scored off Patrice Bergeron’s rebound in the third.

Look at Boston’s balanced scoring, look at the Bruins’ plus-minuses. They just roll line after line at you and any line can contribute.

The Wild is the absolute opposite. The Parise-Granlund-Pominville line has scored 14 goals and 37 points in the past 13 games. The rest of the team has 17 goals in that span.

This team just hasn’t found the right mix since Mikko Koivu’s return from an ankle injury and Matt Moulson’s addition. The Wild is 1-2-3 since Moulson’s arrival, 2-2-3 since Koivu’s return. The offense that was supposed to improve with Moulson and Koivu in the lineup has dipped from 25th to 28th in the NHL.

Tonight, the Moulson-Koivu-Charlie Coyle line had four or five exceptional scoring chances.

The line didn’t score and finished minus-2.

So Yeo, who has kept the lines pretty consistent of late, indicated after this one that the Wild coaching staff will look at the lines tonight and may come up with “one, two, three” new lines Tuesday at the Islanders.

Honestly, one option would be to break apart the prolific Granlund line to spread out the wealth a bit and get a new mix because we have seen the Moulson-Koivu and Cooke-Brodziak duos aren’t scoring with either Charlie Coyle or Nino Niederreiter on the right. It’s really too bad Jason Zucker is hurt. This team could use some speed and energy.

But that would probably be beyond crazy to break apart the only line that’s creating something consistently every game.

“That’s the tricky part because they’ve been going so well,” Yeo said. “It’s up to us to try to figure out the right match.”

I’d start off by flipping Kyle Brodziak and Erik Haula. For a team that wanted to get three lines who can score, it’s not even getting two. At least the Koivu line created a bunch of chances tonight.

“We all have to contribute,” Coyle said. “We all know that. We generate chances, but it comes down to putting the puck in the net.”

Tough game. The Wild certainly worked hard and did a lot of things well. But it wasn’t sustained because when you have so much trouble scoring, I think there’s just a natural dip when the other team scores sometimes so easily.

As usual, the Wild was up against a great goaltending display. Rask made some awesome saves early and late. Sixteen of his 33 saves came in the third.

Onto Long Island. Ilya Bryzgalov should be in goal. This is a must win. The Isles have won twice in regulation at home since January.

The only game going right now that affects the Wild is Phoenix at LA. After 1, Coyotes lead 2-1. I have an early flight. Later.

Said defenseman Keith Ballard, “I don’t know if there’s a formula to score more goals. It always seems to fall back to get people to the net, create traffic and score on your second and third opportunities.”

Justin Fontaine returns against the Bruins; Mike Yeo chats with Dany Heatley about 4th-line role
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Happy St. Patty's Day from Boston, which after experiencing it last night, I think this city needs to stand up and admit once and for all that it has a drinking problem. smiley

Wild and Bruins tonight at 6:30 p.m. CT on NBC Sports Network. Kenny Albert and Pierre McGuire at the mics.

Former Calgary Flames captain Jarome Iginla will play his 1,300th game tonight. The all-time leader against the Wild with 35 goals, 65 points, 10 game-winners and 231 shots in 70 meetings has had plenty of milestones against Minnesota. Off the top of my head, he has scored his 300th goal, 600th point and 500th goal against the Wild.

I had a good one-on-one this morning with Iginla and will likely write my Sunday column on him this week. Remember, many felt he was all but done last year, but he's the leading goal scorer (23) and second-leading scorer (53 points) for the deepest team in the East playing on a line with David Krejci and Milan Lucic.

The Bruins have won eight in a row, are 16-2-3 in their past 21 overall and 11-2 in their past 13 at home. They're a league-best 27-7-2 at home. The Bruins, who have outscored opponents 32-12 during their winning streak, average an East-best 3.18 goals per game and allow an East-best 2.13. They average 32.2 shots per game -- fifth-best in the NHL -- and have the league’s seventh-best power play (20.5 percent).

The Wild hasn't been here since 2011. I think if I remember correctly that was that three-game road trip Jose Theodore swept. It ended with a shutout at Pittsburgh. The Wild is 6-0 all-time in Boston and 10-1-1 against Boston overall. The Bruins are 0 for 36 all-time vs. the Wild on the power play, the Wild is 16 for 56 on the power play against them.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Tuukka Rask tonight. Rask is 30-14-4 with a 2.10 goals-against average, .928 save percentage, .928 save percentage and six shutouts. Coach Mike Yeo said Ilya Bryzgalov will likely start tomorrow at the Islanders.

Justin Fontaine, scratched the past five games, gets back into the Wild lineup tonight. Cody McCormick will be scratched. Nate Prosser will be the defenseman scratched. Yeo is messing with his third pair rotation because Clayton Stoner played well Saturday against Columbus and because the Bruins are physical. Wants some edge, especially with McCormick sitting to get Fontaine back in.

Nino Niederreiter returns to Long Island tomorrow for the first time since last summer's trade to Minnesota. Yeo said he would have the same conversation with Niederreiter that he had this morning with Charlie Coyle, who is playing his first game in his hometown tonight in front of more than 1,000 family and friends.

Here is the feature I wrote on him today.

He wants Coyle and Niederreiter to just focus on having good games and not all the outside noise surrounding their returns. Speaking of outside noise, I had a good chat with Zach Parise about Thursday's return to New Jersey and that will be in Thursday's paper.

Speaking of good chats, Yeo and Dany Heatley had a very visible and very long one-on-one on the ice this morning. It actually looked somewhat heated at times, but Yeo said the proper word is honest. Yeo said he has a good relationship with Heatley, so good that they can each speak bluntly to each other.

Not difficult to ascertain the subject of the conversation.

Heatley was playing well. The acquisitions and the health of the Wild has resulted in Heatley dropping to the fourth line the past five games.

"It’s an adjustment. You look at how valuable he was when we had all these guys out, and then we get a lot of guys back and next thing you know he finds himself on the fourth line playing 8-10 minutes a night," Yeo said. "I just talked to him about that, talked to him about his game, what we need from him, but at the same time, we have to be trying to find a way to get him more involved through the course of the game so he’s not sitting on the bench five minutes. It's tougher for a big body like that."

Has he accepted being on the fourth line?

"He’s accepted it," Yeo said. "I don’t want him to be happy and satisfied being on the fourth line. We had a talk when it first happened and he’s been handling it really well. Like I said, I don’t want him to be, ‘Everything’s great.’ I want him demanding more ice time. The No. 1 way to do that is through your play."

Heatley joked that they were just talking about dinner last night.

Heatley played a fourth-line role earlier this season on a line with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell. Then, he moved up.

"When we had some injuries, I got a chance to play and things went pretty good," Heatley said. "Obviously we don’t have injuries. But as we go toward the end of the year and the playoffs, teams usually move around some things. So we’ll see what happens. Just try to play my game and keep getting better."

The Wild needs more from Mikko Koivu. His line with Matt Moulson and either Coyle or Niederreiter has had one productive game against St. Louis. Coyle will be back on the line tonight with Niederreiter going back to the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak line. Niederreiter didn't do well there the other night.

Koivu has two assists and six shots in six games since returning from an ankle injury.

It'll come, and for the Wild's sake, hopefully sooner rather than later for Koivu.

By the way, if this doesn't light a fire under Koivu, nothing will. A Wild fan I met had me deface his Koivu St. Patrick's jersey last night with my signature! Don't worry. Anthony LaPanta raised the value of the jersey again by autographing it as well.

Like kissing your sister, Wild loses in a shootout for third time in four home games

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 16, 2014 - 8:51 AM    
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In tonight’s 2-1 shootout loss to Columbus, the Wild became the first team this season to have a 2-0 lead in a shootout and lose. In fact, it’s the second straight shootout Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu opened up with consecutive goals and the Wild still lost.

The Wild went 1-0-3 on its homestand and now has a five-point lead on the Stars and Coyotes, who beat Calgary tonight. Calgary rallied from a 2-0 deficit, but then Phoenix had five power plays in the third and scored on one of them. Apparently, according to Twitter, the officiating was dubious to say the least.

By the way, prior to losing three shootouts on this homestand, the Wild had won seven of eight shootouts.

Read the game story for all the details and the quotes about the feelings a 1-0-3 homestand left the Wild with, but tonight, the Wild had the better of the chances in a very exciting hockey game tonight but couldn’t beat Sergei Bobrovsky through 65 minutes other than Jason Pominville’s tying goal early in the third.

Prior to the faceoff, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter whispered to each other. If they won the draw, the plan was for Suter to try to hit Parise with a breakaway pass. The puck just bounced over Parise’s stick and into the zone. Parise beat out the icing and set up Pominville’s 25th. He became the 13th 25-goal scorer in Wild history and the first since Andrew Brunette and Guillaume Latendresse in 2009-10.

Before the shootout, Darcy Kuemper was beaten on one fluky goal with 21.6 seconds left in the second on a double deflection – a point shot hit Matt Cooke’s stick, then Jonas Brodin’s knee.

As I mentioned, Parise and Koivu gave the Wild a 2-0 lead. Artem Anisimov cut it to 2-1. Pominville could have won it but fired over the net. Mark Letestu, whom Kuemper robbed a few times in the game, tied it. Then Matt Moulson missed for Minnesota before Ryan Johansen won it after a deke. The goal was initially waved off because the officials thought Johansen scored on a rebound, but replays showed Kuemper never touched the puck with his attempted poke-check.

Kuemper fell on the knife after, saying all he has to do is make a save up 2-0. Coach Mike Yeo jumped to his defense after the game.

Bobrovsky was unreal. The game was reminiscent of April 13, 2013, when Bobrovsky strutted into Xcel Energy Center and was under assault by the Wild. In a game Minnesota outshot Columbus 41-22, Bobrovsky made 39 saves in a 3-2 shootout win.

But Pominville scored with 3:15 left to force overtime, and that point wound up costing the Blue Jackets a playoff spot. The Wild and Blue Jackets tied in points, but the Wild had the tiebreaker over Columbus and got the eight seed.

“I don’t know what it is, I don’t know if it’s being in Minnesota, or if there’s something in this building, certainly looks like he’s comfortable playing in this building and he’s the main reason why we got two points tonight,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said.

Yeo knows if you lose in a shootout, it “paints an ugly picture.”

But he loved the way the Wild played tonight. Their defensemen were pretty great tonight and despite the better of the chances, they just couldn’t get more than one through 65 minutes past BOB.

“We can’t sit here and let a shootout affect how we feel about the way that we’re playing the game,” Yeo said.

Bottom line though, the Wild, despite the acquisition of Moulson and Mikko Koivu’s return, still have to work sooooo hard to score. In fact, it’s been 11 straight games in which the Wild has scored three or fewer goals.

Koivu had no shots tonight. He has no goals and two assists and nine six shots in six games since returning from a broken ankle. His line isn’t scoring, looks slow and isn’t generating much off the cycle. This is a concern because it’s almost impossible to break up the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line.

Granlund had another terrific game. Four shots on goal, eight attempted, won 11 of 18 faceoffs.

Tonight Nino Niederreiter played on that line. I think Charlie Coyle should go back up there to add a little more speed or maybe toss Justin Fontaine back in the lineup. Another option even would be Matt Cooke.

Speaking of Fontaine, I think it’s time for him to return. McCormick’s had five games. He has no points. There haven’t been any big hits, no fights. The fourth line isn’t scoring.

Still, the Wild battled hard tonight, would have won easy if not for BOB and Yeo’s trying hard to make sure a 1-0-3 homestand doesn’t infiltrate the team with negativity. It’s tough right now because with this crazy schedule, there’s been very little practice time.

In fact, with three of four coming up on the road and Yeo sensing tired bodies, he’s canceled practice Sunday. And with back-to-back games Monday and Tuesday in Boston and on Long Island, one of the league-mandated days off will be Wednesday.

So that means all the Wild’s practice time this upcoming week will have to come during morning skates.

No penalties for the Wild in this home game. Third time in Wild history and first since 2004.

Suter picked up his 30th assist. The only other Wild defensemen to hit that mark in history was Marek Zidlicky (twice).

That’s it for now. The Wild plays in Boston on Monday. The Bruins are the best team in the East by far and have won eight in a row. Won’t be easy. The goaltending decision will be interesting. Few teams win in Boston. Would Yeo maybe consider saving his No. 1, Kuemper, for Tuesday’s game against the Islanders (a game the Wild must win) and start Ilya Bryzgalov in Boston?

We’ll see. No practice Sunday. Talk Monday barring news.

Wild's lineup news heading into tonight's game against Columbus
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Darcy Kuemper vs. Sergei Bobrovsky tonight at the X when the Wild and Columbus Blue Jackets face off at 7. The Wild looks to salvage its homestand (1-0-2) before hitting the road for three tomorrow.

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

The Wild’s third D pair rotation continues. The pattern has been two games in, one off.

So Nate Prosser gets in for Keith Ballard tonight. If the pattern holds, Clayton Stoner won’t play in Boston and Ballard will.

Same Wild lines tonight that finished the Rangers game:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Koivu-Niederreiter

Cooke-Brodziak-Coyle

Heatley-Haula-McCormick

Justin Fontaine will be scratched for the fifth consecutive game, and whether you agree or not, if you read Rachel Blount’s notebook today on www.startribune.com/wild, coach Mike Yeo addressed the Fontaine situation.

Very optional skate this morning for the Wild. Actually, it was a directional skate, Yeo called, it. In other words, the players the Wild wanted skating were told to skate and others were told to stay off the ice. Those were all the top-minute guys, so the top-9 forwards and top-4 defensemen were told not to skate.

Yeo said the Wild tried to get something out of Friday’s practice, but he wants players full of energy tonight.

Yeo expects tonight’s game will be similar to Thursday’s Rangers game. The Blue Jackets are playing very well. They’re 5-1-1 this month and coach Todd Richards is running four lines. Columbus’ fourth line is averaging about 12 minutes a night, and they’re a hard-checking, hard-working team.

So Yeo expects both teams will have to “fight for space.”

I asked Yeo about the Wild’s speed today. Since the March 5 trade for Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick, the Wild just doesn’t seem as fast to me. A lot has to do with the trade of Torrey Mitchell, the removal of Fontaine from the lineup, the addition of Moulson, who’s not the fastest skater, and Mikko Koivu’s return to the lineup. He’s still getting up to speed after two months off with an ankle injury.

But Yeo said there won’t be too many faster opponents than the Rangers and “we didn’t feel slow in that game.” He said at times the Wild weren’t pressuring well enough, and the coaches showed video of that. He said that was more off the forecheck and going in straight lines, but “we weren’t losing foot races.”

“I think we have a nice mix right now of size and speed. You can’t be too small, you can’t be too slow. I think we have a little bit of everything.”

Speaking of speed, injured Jason Zucker is back skating again before practices and “hopefully we start progressing him along,” Yeo said.

I think Rachel blogged yesterday, but our blog platform was down and I don’t think it ever published.

Yesterday, I asked Yeo a question I keep getting about why the Wild doesn’t maybe move Erik Haula into a third-line role and Kyle Brodziak to the fourth. Brodziak, by the way, has taken four minors in the past four games and Yeo said Brodziak has to cut that out. He’s one of the Wild’s best penalty killers, which may be part of the reason the Wild gave up power-play goals on three of those four minors by Brodziak.

As for Haula, a rookie, Yeo said, “We’ve done a pretty good job handling him. As far as his development, he’s improved, we’ve increased his role and responsibilities (like penalty killing). And we haven’t done it too quickly. We haven’t pushed him into a position where he might not be ready for. We have moved him up a couple times here and there and we will use him in this next stretch. We’ll gauge it game by game. It’s something, you’ve just got to keep earning it.”

In other words, be patient. Haula’s time will come.

Talk to you tonight. Judging by the Jackets’ skate, Fedor Tyutin will return for the first time since hurting his ankle in the Olympics. Former Wild defenseman Nick Schultz, acquired from Edmonton, looks to be the scratch. His wife and son actually came in for the game from Edmonton.

Wild played a playoff-like style in Thursday's victory over the Rangers

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 13, 2014 - 11:28 PM   
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Good win for the Wild tonight, hanging on to beat the Rangers, who are similarly desperate in the East, 2-1, in a tight-checking, in-your-face affair.

These are the type of games the Wild must win down the stretch. Wild wins 2-1. Phoenix loses 2-1, and now the Wild can feel a little more breathing room.

Coach Mike Yeo loved that both goals the Wild scored were “the kind of goals that you can score in the playoffs,” one off a hard forecheck by Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke to create Nino Niederreiter’s 12th goal of the season and the second in a net-crashing display by the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line.

Granlund attacked the net from the side and Talbot turned away three shots by Granlund and Pominville before Parise scored his 23rd goal (10th in the third period) and 46th career game winner 1:03 into the third.

From there, Darcy Kuemper was brilliant. In his 18th start in 19 games, he made 16 of his 29 saves in the third period to bounce back from a rare average game against the Oilers.

One of the subplots tonight was Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle.

The most impressive part of Granlund’s game the past two months has been his consistency. But like most young 20-somethings, we’ve seen large variance in performances from Niederreiter and Coyle. I thought both were real good against St. Louis, I thought both had tough games against Edmonton.

Tonight, Yeo felt Niederreiter was going early, so in the second period, Yeo popped Niederreiter up to the Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu line and dropped Coyle to the Cooke-Brodziak line. From that point, Coyle was outstanding.

“The switch in lines kind of sparked Charlie,” Yeo said. “Whether he wanted to make a point or I’m not sure what it was, but from that point on , he was really moving his feet and attacking. Nino was a presence right from the start.”

Yeo said when he knows both players are going is when they’re engaged physically, and when that happens, “everything else falls into place.” That was the case for Niederreiter all game, Yeo said, and Coyle the last two periods.

Marco Scandella and Jonas Brodin looked to have a tough start to the game, but they rebounded nicely and rebounded from a tough night Tuesday by being plus-2’s.

Granlund won 11 of 16 faceoffs and has now won 22 of 29 the past two games. The Wild won 40 of 69 tonight. There were a lot of stoppages tonight. The first two periods were tough to watch at times just because both teams checked really well and gave the other very little. These are the type of games the Wild will have to win down the stretch, Yeo said.

The Wild has played in six straight one-goal games. I joked on Twitter that the Wild is on fire because it now has points in three straight overall (1-0-2) and nine in a row at home (7-0-2). That’s called, fun with numbers, NHL-style.

Nice response from the Wild after Hastings’ Derek Stepan tied the score on a power play in the second. Brodziak has been in the penalty box three times in four games when the opposing team has scored a power-play goal, so he best cut that out. He took a delay of game penalty also with 3:20 left, which caused a frantic last few minutes.

So, the sky isn’t falling after all. The Wild closes its homestand Saturday against very scrappy and very desperate Columbus, which always plays the Wild well home and away, especially under former Wild coach Todd Richards.

The Wild’s now five points up on Dallas and six on Phoenix, which lost tonight to the Bruins, who have won seven in a row. The Wild opens a three-game trip in Boston on St. Patrick’s Day Monday. The Wild’s 6-0 all-time at Boston, but this Bruins team is a true Cup contender and plays a Western Conference brand of hockey.

That’s it for now. Check out the game story for all the quotes and stories from the game, including Mike Greenlay taking a stick to the face during the game. Yeo said Greenlay is day-to-day with an "upper-body injury."

Talk to you Friday from practice.

Wild's lineup news heading into tonight's game against the Rangers

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 13, 2014 - 1:17 PM   
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Afternoon from the X, where the Wild looks to get back on track and snap an 0-1-2 streak tonight against Benoit Pouliot, Dominic Moore and the New York Rangers.

GM Chuck Fletcher is back from the GM's meetings. I talked to him about the meetings and some of the tweaks the managers are recommending be made to the game, like long changes in overtime (teams switch sides like the second period) and instead of kicking cheating centers out of the circle, penalize them by making them move back 18 inches or so. The centers I talk to think this is ludicrous and will create major problems. Imagine losing a game in the last minute because another center was basically given a free faceoff win?

I'll write about the GM's meetings in my Sunday Insider.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Cam Talbot as the Rangers save Henrik Lundqvist for tomorrow’s game at Winnipeg.

Talbot made 24 saves against the Wild in a 4-1 win at MSG on Dec. 22. That game was the final straw for Zach Parise, who had to take the next 14 games off with a broken foot he was playing on.

Talbot is 11-5 in 18 appearances with a 1.75 goals-against average and .938 save percentage. So, not your normal backup goalie.

Kuemper has lost two in a row (one by shootout) and is trying to get back on track from a shaky outing against Edmonton. He and the Wild blew a 3-0 lead. The tying goal was one Kuemper definitely wishes had had back and then he gave up three goals on four shots in the shootout after entering the shootout 11 for 11 this season.

Coach Mike Yeo said that Kuemper has shown the ability the past 2 ½ months, whether it’s a win or lose, to put the previous game aside and show “renewed focus for the next match. So we’re anxious to see if he can do that again.”

Agitator Dan Carcillo will enter the Rangers’ lineup for pest Derek Dorsett. Justin Falk will be scratched. The former Wild D hasn't played since Dec. 29. Martin St. Louis is looking for his first goal as a Ranger. He has one assist in four games since asking out of Tampa.

Yeo will continue his third defense pair rotation and for the fourth straight game change it up. Nate Prosser comes out as Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard will be a pair.

“We said we were going through this rotation a couple times here and reevaluate it after that, so let’s go that way tonight,” Yeo said.

Asked the rationale as to why he doesn’t just pick six D and end it (I write it that way because it reminds me of one of my favorite Seinfeld lines when George Costanza was double-dipping the chip, From now on, when you take a chip, just take one dip and end it), Yeo said, “I don’t think that anybody deserves to just come out of the lineup and stay out of the lineup. We have to go by more than just a one game sample size. That’s the way we always do it here. Those guys played really good hockey for us for a long time. You look at how we counted on them when [Jared] Spurgeon was out of the lineup, how we counted on them when Marco [Scandella] was out of the lineup. Those guys not only got us through those [injuries] but really helped us take our game to another level, so they deserve the opportunity to not just be taken out of the lineup and not have a chance to get in there.”

I talked to Ryan Suter today about his ice time. He logged 34:12 against Edmonton, which surprised me in a game where the Wild was up 3-0 at one point. Obviously, the ice time was elevated by overtime and a 5-on-3 and 4-on-3. Also, Scandella had a real tough night, so perhaps the Wild was trying to limit his ice time in that game. Still, that was the sixth time he has topped 34 minutes this year and the 33rd time in 65 games he hit the 30-minute mark. He averages 2 minutes, 35 seconds per game more than any other NHL player. It just seems too much as the Wild are in a stretch where it plays 20 times in 37 nights.

Suter, of course, said it’s not and he means it. He wants to play that much and admits he tells assistant coach Rick Wilson that often. I’ll have his quotes in tomorrow’s paper.

Yeo did indicate today that 34:12 last game was too much and Jared Spurgeon playing a career-high 30:40 was too much, too.

“That’s a lot, and obviously we’ve got a lot of games coming up here,” Yeo said. “We have to make sure we’re monitoring that. Suts is accustomed to playing big minutes. I think last game was still a lot for him. Spurg generally is not going to play 30 minutes a night.”

Yeo indicated power-play personnel tweaks. My guess is the 5-on-4 units remain the same, but if it gets to a 5-on-3 or 4-on-3, Mikael Granlund will take the place of someone, maybe Mikko Koivu. The 5-on-4's, Granlund and Koivu have been separated.

Yeo expects a tough game tonight. Alain Vigneault coaches the Rangers, so expect to see the Canucks’ old system. That means lots of pressure, players in your face, defensemen jumping up in the play. Yeo said the Wild must be prepared to move the puck quickly and to make quick decisions.

Wild better get its act together now. Of the teams vying for a playoff spot, it has the toughest schedule in my opinion. After games against the Rangers and Columbus, Wild hits the road for eight of 10. Remember, the Wild has won 12 games all year on the road.

The Wild still has Boston, arguably the best team in the Eastern Conference, twice, Pittsburgh once (pummeled Minnesota in Pittsburgh before Christmas), St. Louis, who has beaten them eight in a row, twice, road games at Chicago and L.A.

Time get back to its winning ways.

Josh Harding, two days after he begun skating, put on the pads this morning and took shots and did puck-handling drills with goalie coach Bob Mason.

“It’s a great sign that he’s feeling much better and he’s focused and motivated to try to get back with us,” Yeo said. “So, it’s a great sign. With that said, we’re still a few steps away. It’s not like he’s a week away from rejoining us here, but it’s a good first step.”

Ilya Bryzgalov has a new vinyl wrap around his mask to bide time while his new one gets painted. Bryzgalov didn’t care, but team trainers didn’t like that the old vinyl looked pink rather than red.

Also, to answer a lot of questions, those custom shot blockers have been tried by every player. The only ones who are using them are Spurgeon, Prosser and Erik Haula.

Wild's Wednesday practice: In search of chemistry

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: March 12, 2014 - 2:56 PM    
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The day after Tuesday's deflating 4-3 shootout loss to Edmonton, the Wild spent much of Wednesday's practice at Braemar Arena working on its power play. It also worked on something more nebulous but equally important: developing the chemistry that coach Mike Yeo said his team is struggling to find.

Since the personnel shift that occurred at the trade deadline--when the team shed fourth-liner Torrey Mitchell and gained forwards Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick--the Wild is 0-1-2, including Tuesday's clunker against one of the league's worst teams. Yeo said that rebuilding team chemistry with those new pieces will happen with repetition, and he has impressed upon his players that working toward that goal is critical.

Yeo did not make any changes to his line combinations in Wednesday's practice, though he said he would reevaluate that Thursday morning as the Wild prepares for Thursday night's home game against the New York Rangers. He did say that Darcy Kuemper will get the start in goal.

"When we made the trade, the first thing I said to the group was, 'We've got work to do now,''' Yeo said. "The work is not skating up and down the ice. It's not watching video. We do that stuff all the time. The work is building chemistry. The work is, you're almost starting from scratch again to build your team game.

"We've got different guys in different roles now, and different positions. So that’s our task. That’s up to us as coaches to make sure all our players have an understanding of what their role is, but also to players, the only way to build chemistry is to go out and do the things your teammates are expecting you to do, and know they're doing it for you. And that’s when it happens.

"The harder you work at it, the quicker it comes. The players know we have to keep working at it. We're not that far off.''

Forward Zach Parise--who was perturbed Tuesday by what he saw as a lack of energy and intensity as the Wild lost a three-goal lead--said he does not think chemistry is an issue. He described Tuesday's loss as "a weird game'' and "an off night,'' saying he does not think it is indicative of a problem.

"I don’t think there's a chemistry problem at all. That’s just my opinion,'' Parise said. "I thought we played a very good game against St. Louis. We had a lot of opportunities to win in Dallas. Then we played a bad game last night.

"Everyone wants to search for solutions. Really, we just played a bad game. That's it. That's why it's important to look at the big picture. I know when you lose a couple, it's easy to jump on things. In all reality, we're fine.''

The Wild spent time Wednesday working on 4-on-3 and 5-on-3 situations. They failed in both of those at two critical points of Tuesday's game, and Yeo said he liked the puck movement he saw in practice.

"We're still trying to build chemistry with those guys, the same way we are with our lines,'' he said. "When you add a couple new players, it obviously has an impact on line combinations, and there's going to be an adjustment there. Likewise with the power play, the more we can get out there and work these things in practice, just getting the reps and getting out there, knowing where guys are, knowing their tendencies, knowing where their sticks are going to be and reading off each other, it's going to help more and more.'' 

Wild's mojo is suddenly MIA as it tries to find right mix since trade deadline

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 12, 2014 - 9:42 AM   
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You’re all Wild fans (at least I assume since you read this blog), so you should be well accustomed to this by now.

For as long as I’ve covered this franchise at least (nine seasons), the Wild is absolutely incapable of doing things the easy way.

So there’s just no chance you really believed that when the Wild built a nine-point playoff lead on ninth place eight days ago that it was going to actually soar into the playoffs.

So naturally, the Wild blows two points in Dallas and then gets only two points in its next two games. Sunday was forgivable because it at least outchanced and arguably outplayed one of the best teams in the NHL.

But tonight wasn’t. There’s just no excuse to build a 3-0 lead at home and end up losing in a shootout to one of the worst teams in the NHL, the Edmonton Oilers. The Wild got what it deserved when it couldn’t pick up that extra point.

Up 3-1, the Wild managed one shot on a 1:24 5-on-3. Then, to start overtime, the Wild gained a 1:51 4-on-3 and couldn’t muster a shot.

Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu scored in the shootout, but three of four shooters beat Darcy Kuemper, who gave up a couple regrettable goals in the third, including the tying goal with 4:53 left to Jordan Eberle.

So, the Wild’s lead over Dallas is down to three and lead over Phoenix is down to four.

The Wild better figure out a way to salvage the rest of this homestand with the Rangers and Blue Jackets coming to town Thursday and Friday Saturday because what’s staring the Wild in the face is eight out of 10 games on the road.

Coach Mike Yeo always says he doesn’t care about the teams behind him, that the race is how many points you need to get to make the playoffs. And that’s accurate. But right now, the Stars and Coyotes are flying and the Wild, a team that was on a 9-2-2 run only eight days ago, is 0-1-2 in its past three and coughing up 3-0 leads at home to the Oilers.

The momentum has turned south for the team you care about the is heading north for the other two teams.

The Wild’s chemistry has run afoul. Chuck Fletcher and Craig Leipold made moves at the deadline as a show of faith to the team. But the Wild’s responded by being winless in three since and the mojo that was there is now MIA.

The moves to bring in Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick caused two lines to change, Dany Heatley to drop to the fourth line and 12-goal scorer Justin Fontaine to be removed from the lineup. With seven healthy defensemen, Yeo has also tinkered with his third defense pair for three straight games. Koivu’s also trying to jump into a playoff race after not playing in two-plus months.

So right now the Wild is trying to find the right mix and the right chemistry and better do so fast.

But tonight’s loss wasn’t about cohesion. It was about an alarming amount of players lacking energy and urgency. It was about an alarming amount of players being completely off early. How many times in the first period did Wild players have pucks slide off their sticks or misconnect on passes?

“I thought we were a little bit lucky to be up 3-0. You could tell we weren’t on it right away,” Yeo said.

The one area where the Wild passed well was the power play. Unfortunately though, it didn’t shoot, and these were the big guns, the go-to guys.

On the two-man advantage, it was Parise, Koivu, Suter, Pominville and Moulson. On the 4-on-3, it was Parise, Koivu, Suter and Pominville.

Pominville said the 5-on-3 was easy to defend because with two lefties at top, the Oilers didn’t have to respect the one-timer.

I know most coaches have to defer to the big guns, the veterans, but it is a shame in a game like this that Mikael Granlund wasn’t used. He set up goals by Parise and Pominville in the first period on terrific passes and looked to be feeling it. Hey, if you’re going to pass all power play, you may as well use your best passer to actually set up a scoring chance.

“We’ll talk about these things for sure,” Yeo said. “In that situation, those guys are leaders on our team and high-skilled guys, so we wanted to give them the opportunity to put it away for us.”

Yeo pointed out how there were questions about not using Parise and Koivu in shootouts or at least fiddling with his shootout order and Parise and Koivu both scored back-to-back in the shootout tonight.

“Sometimes you have to be careful not to overreact and sometimes you have to make hard decisions,” Yeo said.

There were a couple quality efforts. One guy who had a ton of energy and was a constant threats shorthanded was Erik Haula. He also assisted on Jared Spurgeon’s goal. Maybe Haula should have gotten more ice time.

But the Wild just lacked urgency tonight and besides the momentum-killing 5-on-3, the Wild took three minor penalties – two by Charlie Coyle, one by Kyle Brodziak – in the second. The Oilers didn’t score, but it just gave the sense that they were back in the game. And then in the third, they eventually got back in the game.

The Oilers had nothing to lose and didn’t quit.

“We were trying to challenge the group with that,” Yeo said. “And I actually mean it as a compliment to Edmonton, where they don’t care if they win or lose right now. They’re just going to keep playing hard. We knew they were going to keep coming.

“We’ve got to be on our game, doesn’t matter who we play, and we weren’t.”

“This is one game. We can’t overreact. We didn’t lock it up, we weren’t tight enough, we weren’t strong enough, it was the back end of three in four, we have to find ways to win games where we’re not perfect.”

Read the gamer for some of the other quotes. Parise was pretty candid. That’s it for me.

Rachel Blount is actually covering Wednesday’s practice and I’ll be back with you Thursday. I am co-hosting Common’s show on KFAN from noon-3 live from the car show. We’ll be talking some hockey and NFL draft. Some of the hockey guests include Rangers play by play man Kenny Albert and the Wild’s Matt Cooke.

I’ll also try to line one of my reporter pals who covered the GM’s meetings.

Erik Haula discusses incident that injured Kari Lehtonen

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 11, 2014 - 4:50 PM   

print

Share18      Share via Email  

Until this morning, I hadn't had a chance to talk with Wild rookie Erik Haula since his major penalty and game misconduct for charging Saturday night in Dallas.

Haula, the Wild's fastest player, gained speed coming into the offensive zone, blew by a defender, cut to the net and crashed hard into Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen.

Lehtonen's mask popped off, his head hit the crossbar and he sustained a concussion. He also emerged with blood on his head. Haula was assessed a major for charging and Stars stud Tyler Seguin scored the tying goal in an eventual win.

Replays did show Haula was tripped by Stars player Cody Eakin and Haula wasn't disciplined by the NHL.

Understandably frustrated Stars coach Lindy Ruff called it a "dirt play" by a "fourth-liner," although those of us who know Haula also know he's not your typical fourth-liner. It's just his current role as a first-year NHLer, but he's a past scoring star at the University of Minnesota with blinding speed, not a thug. Before that game, he had eight penalty minutes in 28 games.

Still, Ruff was frustrated just like Mike Yeo would have been if a Dallas player did that to Darcy Kuemper.

On the incident, Haula said, "After a play like that, when I go to the locker room, first I want to see it myself. I think it’s pretty clear that my intention is definitely not to run the goalie or anything like that. I think it’s self-explanatory. We’re up 3-2 and I’m going hard to the net, I’ve got a lot of speed, my foot gets tangled up with [Eakin], I basically fall forward. I’m trying to score a goal. That’s my main intention. It’s unfortunate when I go into the locker room and see that [Lehtonen’s] hurt. It’s not a good feeling ever. I wish all the best for him and hopefully a speedy recovery."

Was he worried he'd be suspended? "I wasn’t thinking about it. I was so nervous about the game. I didn’t feel too good about the penalty and then the team losing. I was really disappointed about that. Having a tight race like it is, the points are crucial. That was my only focus at that point. I knew that everything was going to take care of itself. If the league saw it as a dirty play, they would have suspended me. But I think that everyone can see – even if you want to or don’t want to look at it that close – that I do get tripped up and was kind of helpless (meaning he had nowhere to go)."

That's my feeling on the play. I don't think he had intent to run Lehtonen. Just look at the replay in real time. The kid was absolutely flying, he cuts to the net, tangles skates and next thing you know, he's at the crease with uncontrollable speed. He just ran out of room and had nowhere to go.

I also think it's a tough call for the ref there. It was a scary site seeing Lehtonen get crashed into. There's an obvious injury. If you don't see the trip or you think Haula could have still avoided Lehtonen, a major there is probably the right call. Like I said the other day, I do think the only thing that was in dispute is Trevor Daley probably should have gotten two for roughing, which would have made it essentially a 3-minute major.

Either way, Lehtonen is hurt and hopefully he gets better quickly. Thank goodness from Dallas' perspective that it traded for Tim Thomas three days before.

Matt Cooke talks about the ups and downs of a 1,000-game career

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 11, 2014 - 1:48 PM   
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I will be hosting a live chat at www.startribune.com/wild at 2 p.m. CT and if you didn't see my previous blog, there's a Josh Harding update.

But when the Wild drops the puck on its game tonight against the Edmonton Oilers, Matt Cooke will play in his 1,000th regular-season game. He will become the 286th player in NHL history to hit the milestone and fourth to do so in a Wild sweater (Keith Carney, Andrew Brunette and Matt Cullen).

Cooke, 35, has scored 162 goals and 384 points in 999 games with a plus-61, 2,013 hits and 1,120 penalty minutes.

His first NHL game, first NHL goal and 1,000th game have come against Edmonton.

His career have been full of ups and downs, going from a super-pest (somebody many considered dirty) to reinventing himself after a 17-game suspension (including playoffs) for elbowing the Rangers’ Ryan McDonagh on March 21, 2011. He knew that if he didn't change the way he played the game that he would be out of the NHL in a jiffy.

Nobody can watch him now with unbiased eyes and say he’s the same player he once was. I can tell you from my standpoint, I definitely had a previous perception about what kind of player Matt Cooke was (I was just reading two columns I wrote on Cooke after the McDonagh incident and a Nick Schultz kneeing incident) and thus what kind of person Cooke must be. My opinions have changed after watching him and talking to him for three-quarters of a season. I can tell you, from a teammate standpoint, he’s very much a respected leader in the Wild’s room. Some of the “kids,” like Charlie Coyle, were going on and on about Cooke today.

I know that doesn't change some of his previous acts and doesn't help guys like Marc Savard, but there's no doubt he's a different, much more effective player today than he was in yesteryear.

Cooke has 24 friends and family members in town to enjoy tonight’s game. His wife and three children will be on the ice with him when the Wild and NHL honors Cooke in the pregame.

Here’s a pretty candid Q and A with Cooke from this morning:

On 1,000 games: “It’s a huge accomplishment for me and my family. You don’t get here by yourself. I’ve had great people around me who have supported me through thick and thin. And I think those will be the things I think of during the ceremony.”

You don’t think about 1,000 games when drafted? “I’ll go back even farther than that. I was a 10th-round draft pick to junior (Windsor Spitfires), 144th overall. Crazy enough, I was a sixth-round pick, 144th overall in the NHL.”

How does a player drafted that late twice make it? “You don’t get hindered by the draft pick number. My biggest thing was at the end of the day when I leave training camp, I don’t want them to go, No. 46, who’s that? When they see my number or my name, I want them to have a visual image of what kind of player that is. I was fortunate enough to have some great coaching along the way to help me out. If you want your dream, work at it. Just because you’re a high draft pick doesn’t mean you’re not going to make it.”

How’d you go from a three- or four-minute a night guy who would run goalies to a 15-minute guy trusted on the ice late in games? “That was the [Mike] Keenan-[Marc] Crawford transition for sure. He put a lot of faith and trust in me, believed in the way that I played. His big thing was there’s a style of play that I play. For me to be most effective is to be underneath at least three or four guys’ skin and quite often that led with us skating around in the morning skate and him mentioning last names of players on the opposing team. But that also led me to playing 12 to 15 minutes a night and getting opportunities  with seconds left needing a tying goal. That gave me a lot of confidence and belief in the way I was playing.”

Have you thought that you would have gotten to 1,000 quicker without the suspensions? “In reality, I have 20 [regular season] games of suspensions, so it still would have been this year. I probably missed close to 100 games with injury and I spent the first two years half and half, which is another 80 games and a lockout and a half and that gets me to today. I can’t really look back. I can’t change any of that and that’s made me the person and player I am today. I’m thankful that I’m in a great organization to celebrate this with.”

Are you surprised how quickly Wild fans embraced a former detested Vancouver Canuck? “We all know the history that was there and we all know my interviews when I first signed here were not the most generously questioned, even by yourself (laughs), but I expected that. And I believed that with the Wild logo that they would appreciate me just as the fans in Vancouver did back then.”

And in Pittsburgh, you seemed to be beloved? “It’s a very blue-collar town, a very hard-working city and they love their sports there. I was fortunate to win a Cup there. I think anybody that’s done that there is an icon in that city and will be for the rest of their lives. That’s a cool place to be and it’s my goal to do that here.”

How gratifying is it that you admittedly reinvented yourself the past three years? “There’s been times throughout my career where you’re injured and you’re like, ‘I don’t know how much longer I can do this.’ But the last three years have been a lot of fun for me. With my change in approach has come a lot of realizations and understandings of emotions and events that happen in a game that I never even knew took place because I was putting myself somewhere else to be that player. So the last three years have made me feel like I have a lot more to give, and that’s fun for me, that’s exciting.”

Some fans and critics still look at you like the old Matt Cooke, like in Dallas with the tripping minor Saturday? “I’ve always been a guy that said people are going to have their opinions and they’re entitled to them. I don’t hold it against them. That’s their belief and understanding and that’s their right.”

Are you happy with your new approach? “Absolutely. I can go out and play 18 minutes fairly easily without feeling like I might not make it through the next week. Five years ago there’s no way I can do that with the stress I put on my brain and my body. I enjoy my teammates more, I enjoy the game more. Just everything is in a better place with me.”

Also, I talked to Erik Haula today about his major penalty on Dallas goalie Kari Lehtonen this morning. I'll toss those quotes up on the blog later. Please join the chat in a matter of minutes.

Josh Harding back at the rink, back on the ice

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 11, 2014 - 11:53 AM   
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Josh Harding, who still technically leads the NHL with a 1.65 goals-against average and is second with a .933 save percentage, took the ice at Xcel Energy Center this morning for the first time since January.

Harding, who hasn’t started since Dec. 31 because of the effects of multiple sclerosis, has been feeling much better in recent days.

“I saw him this morning, and I can’t say that I have a plan right now,” coach Mike Yeo said.  “The first step was just to see him at the rink and I know he was here last game and I had heard how much better he was doing. And when I got a chance to talk to him this morning, you could see it. You could see it in his face, you could see the relief. You could just see he’s in a much better place right now. I think it’s great. It’s great to have him around. The next step is getting him on the ice and talk more about what the plan is. We haven’t discussed that.”

Harding, indisputably the Wild’s first-half MVP with an 18-7-3 record, had an adjustment to his treatment after beating Vancouver on Dec. 17. He missed the Wild’s four-game road trip and returned to start two games Dec. 29 against the Islanders and Dec. 31 against the Blues.

He missed the next smattering of games, came back to practice, but then had to leave again because he wasn’t feeling well. He has missed the past 22 games.

Obviously, Harding taking the ice is a great sign, but obviously there’s a long road yet to getting back into a game. Still, outstanding news that Harding is feeling better.

Also, Niklas Backstrom, one week after being “shut down” by GM Chuck Fletcher, skated today in pads with Harding. Apparently, this is part of Backstrom’s treatment plan from a Toronto specialist.

So, is Backstrom shut down?

“I don’t know with Backy,” Yeo said, laughing. “We don’t want to shut him down because you never know, he might all of a sudden come back and feel great. We don’t have a plan there. I know that he’s still not feeling great, so he’s going out there and keeping sharp just in case he can come back.”

Darcy Kuemper vs. Viktor Fasth (Oilers debut and first game since Nov. 18) tonight against the Edmonton Oilers.

Clayton Stoner, Justin Fontaine and Mike Rupp will be scratched for Minnesota. Oscar Klefbom will make his NHL debut for Edmonton.

Matt Cooke will skate in his 1,000th game and I’ll return soon with his thoughts.

I will be hosting a live chat at startribune.com at 2 p.m.

Matt Cooke, Mikko Koivu closing in on milestones; Star Tribune Chalk Talk, Chat on Tuesday

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 10, 2014 - 2:05 PM    
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After a pair of intense back-to-back games at Dallas and St. Louis, Wild coach Mike Yeo predictably gave most his big-minute players a mandatory practice off.

With the Wild near the start of 20 games in the final 37 days of the season, I'd expect a lot of this down the stretch as Yeo weighs the importance of rest vs. work. I was shooting the breeze with a coach the other day and he too was saying the most important thing this time of year is rest.

Besides keeping players fresh, rest, the coach said, is the most critical thing when trying to avoid injuries down the stretch. Scheduled to practice today for the Wild were Erik Haula, Cody McCormick, Nate Prosser, Keith Ballard, Mike Rupp, Justin Fontaine, Clayton Stoner, Ilya Bryzgalov and Darcy Kuemper.

Couple housekeeping items:

1. The final Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and I is Tuesday night prior to the Oilers-Wild game. If you want to come to the Chalk Talk and attend the game, tickets are at www.wild.com/chalktalk.

2. I will be hosting a live Star Tribune chat right here at 2 p.m. Tuesday. Please join.

3. On Wednesday, from 12-3, I will be co-hosting Common's show with Brandon Mileski on KFAN (100.3-FM). Lots of hockey talk, which is the best kind of talk.

4. If you missed, here's David La Vaque's article on Minnesota Mr. Hockey, Avery Peterson, a Wild draft pick.

The Wild, 0-1-1 in its past two, hosts the Oilers, who have won two of their past three, in the second game of its four-game homestand Tuesday night at 7. The Wild is 20-2 in its past 22 home games against the Oilers and 24-11-2 all-time against them at home.

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins said today that goalie Viktor Fasth and defenseman Oscar Klefbom will debut on the Oilers' four-game road trip. Eakins didn't necessarily say Minnesota, I don't think, and the Oilers are hitting the road this afternoon for four games.

If Klefbom plays vs. the Wild, it'll be the NHL debut for the 2011 first-rounder. He's one of Jonas Brodin's best buds.

Fasth, if he plays, it'll be his Oilers debut after being acquired from Anaheim last Tuesday -- the day Bryzgalov was traded from Edmonton to Minnesota. If Fasth plays over Ben Scrivens against the Wild, it'll be Fasth's first game since Nov. 18. He's been hurt all year. He won 15 games as a rookie for the Ducks last year.

Kuemper is expected to start against the Oilers.

For the Wild, Matt Cooke is slated to play his 1,000th game. He'll become the 286th NHL player to play in 1,000 games and the fourth to do so while wearing a Wild uniform.

Keith Carney, Andrew Brunette and Matt Cullen were the others. With his family on hand, Cooke will be honored before Tuesday's game with the customary silver stick from the Wild and a crystal from the NHL. NHL official Jim Gregory will be on hand from the league.

Cooke, 35, has collected 162 goals and 384 points, a plus-61, 2,013 hits and 1,120 penalty minutes in 999 regular-season games over 15 years. He ranks 10th among active players in hits, 13th in penalty minutes and 28th in games. He has played another 97 playoff games and won a Stanley Cup with the Penguins in 2009.

Also, captain Mikko Koivu is now up to 435 points, putting him two from tying and three from passing Marian Gaborik to become the Wild’s all-time leading scorer. Koivu has 38 points in 49 games against Edmonton, tied for his most against any opponent.

Talk to you after the morning skates Tuesday and again, please join my 2 p.m. Star Tribune chat.

Wild finds positives after its shootout loss to powerhouse St. Louis

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 10, 2014 - 12:00 AM   
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I tweeted a bunch of quotes about how positive the Wild was after its 3-2 shootout loss tonight to St. Louis. I was hit back with so many cynical replies, my Twitter followers would make awesome sportswriters.

Read the game story on www.startribune.com/wild for some of the best.

Hey, nobody likes moral victories. You pay $100 for a ticket and your team loses a shootout, you walk out disappointed. But if the Wild pulled that extra point out from tonight’s game by winning the shootout, did that really change anything in regards to how it actually played the game?

No. Obviously, it’s disappointing the Wild couldn’t get the extra point if you’re a fan, but the reality is the locker room was upbeat after the game, the team played quite well and I think any Wild fan would have settled for one point after the Wild fell behind 2-zip early in the first.

Now, a lot of the positivity postgame was them trying to convince themselves that they can play and match up against the Blues, and as a fan, you better pray the Wild truly does believe it can match up against arguably the best team in the NHL because not only does the Wild have two more games this season against the Blues, the Wild could very potentially play St. Louis in the first round.

Again, #1 in the West plays the second wildcard team, #2 plays the first wildcard team. So, by St. Louis leapfrogging Anaheim tonight for the top spot in the NHL, if the season ended today, the seventh-place Wild would play Anaheim. But if the Wild falls to eighth OR St. Louis falls to 2 and the Wild stays 7, the Wild plays the Blues.

Now, it’s just one game, and in the end, the Blues did, by virtue of that shootout, beat Minnesota for an eighth straight time and has beaten Central Division teams 15 straight times and are 18-0-1 against the Central. It was a team playing on the road and it was a team that, like the Wild, was playing for the second time in two days and it was a team playing without Ryan Miller, although let’s be honest, Brian Elliott was certainly up to the task and usually is against Minnesota (6-0 in his career).

But the Wild certainly had its chances tonight and certainly didn’t cower to the big, bad Blues, even at times taking it to the Blues. The Wild got pucks deep, spent long shifts in their end and hit their defensemen, forcing them into turnovers. The Wild started to pick up the intensity and play fast hockey, and according to coach Mike Yeo, showed that the Blues aren’t “unlike anybody else. You put them under pressure, you take away their options, it’s going to be tough.”

But again, it’s one game. Did the Wild prove once and for all tonight that they match up with the Blues? Uh, no, they didn’t. I still think it’d be a terrible matchup, and frankly, until the Wild shows they can play the Blues well in St. Louis, I’ll still be skeptical.

But, hey, it was an entertaining game and the Wild played well, so it was natural for the Wild to feel as it did after the game. Even when the Wild was down 2-0, it wasn’t getting overwhelmed, and in fact, held St. Louis to one shot through a 23-minute span between the first and second periods.

Jason Pominville and Matt Moulson (first with the Wild) helped the Wild rally in the second. Moulson, in two games with the Wild, has a goal, an assist, seven shots and three drawn penalties.

With the game tied at 2-2 in the third, the Wild lucked out early when Alex Steen looked to score. But referee Brad Watson ruled Ilya Bryzgalov, who made 21 saves in his Wild debut, had the puck covered.

A few minutes later, Elliott robbed Mikael Granlund’s goalmouth shot with a desperation stick save. The Wild drew a power play with 1:29 left in regulation but failed to score for a third straight time. In fact, Pominville’s turnover inside the blue line (very same spot to his boo-boo in San Jose that led to the Sharks’ OT winner in January) led to Steen nearly winning it. But his hit the post shorthanded with seven seconds left.

That would have been absolutely devastating after the blown game in Dallas. But the Wild got the point and is now four up on Dallas and seven up on Phoenix with Edmonton, the Rangers and Columbus coming in the rest of the homestand.

Yeo on Bryzgalov, who looked like he was fighting it at times, “He didn’t need to be exceptional, but I thought he got better as the game went on.”

Yeo on the 0 for 3 PP: He said they’re still trying to find chemistry with two brand new units, but “bottom line is we’ve got the personnel that we have to find a way to get one in.”

On Parise and Koivu being 3 for 10 in shootouts and whether maybe he should change up his shootout list: “We’ve got more guys down the line that have the ability, but usually when I’m back there and we’re making the decisions as coaches, we want those guys having the opportunity to make the difference.”

I liked this quote from Kyle Brodziak, who fought Steve Ott early and got into it again later when Ott got too close to Bryzgalov: “That’s definitely one of the most intimidating teams in the league. They’re big, they play physical. It was a good response by everybody. Maybe early on, we didn’t go all-in with it, but as the game wore on, we started to have a pushback and saw the benefit. Not a single guy shied away.”

Again, please read the gamer for a more comprehensible look at the game and the quotes.

The Wild is having a very optional practice Monday after back-to-back road and home games, so there’s a chance there won’t even be a blog. Reminder, I’ll be hosting a live chat on startribune.com at 2 p.m. Tuesday.

Bryzgalov to make Wild debut tonight against the St. Louis Blues

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 9, 2014 - 6:01 PM   
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The Wild looks to rebound from last night's 4-3 loss at Dallas tonight against the red-hot St. Louis Blues.

Wild wasted what would have been a valuable two points last night when it coughed up a 3-2 third-period lead. The Wild went from potentially gaining a seven-point lead on Dallas and an eight-point lead on Phoenix to a three-point lead on Dallas and a six-point lead on Phoenix.

This with St. Louis on deck, a team that can leapfrog Anaheim for the top spot in the NHL with a win tonight. This is the first of three meetings with the Blues in the Wild's final 19 games and a potential first-round matchup. If the Wild makes the playoffs, it appears as if St. Louis or Anaheim would be the opponent.

The Blues have won 14 in a row against the Central Division and are 17-0-1 within the division. The Blues are 2-0 against the Wild this season and have won the past seven meetings, outscoring Minnesota 22-8 during the win streak.

Ilya Bryzgalov will make his Wild debut tonight. With Edmonton, he was 5-8-5 this season with a 3.01 goals-against average and .908 save percentage. He is 6-11-1 all-time vs. St. Louis with a 3.22 goals-against average and .895 save percentage.

Brian Elliott will start for St. Louis. He is 15-5-2 this season with a 2.08 goals-against average and 5-0 all-time vs. the Wild with a 1.83 goals-against average.

Same forward lines for the Wild tonight. Defenseman Nate Prosser will get back in for the Wild and Keith Ballard will be scratched. Yeo said the turnover that led to Erik Cole's winning goal last night played "no relevance," that this was the plan.

Yeo isn't fibbing. Yeo did indicated yesterday morning that Prosser would play tonight and with the big, bad Blues in town and their group of forechecking forwards, Clayton Stoner, the Wild's most physical defenseman, was obviously going to play.

Haula wasn't disciplined by the NHL for his charging major. He was tripped up by Cody Eakin. Still, that's a hard call for the official. Haula bulldozed over Kari Lehtonen, there's an obvious injury. That's a major. If that happened to Darcy Kuemper, you'd want a major.

My only issue is after the collision, Haula was attacked by the Stars. That's usually an area where the ref would at least give Trevor Daley, the first one in, a roughing minor to essentially make it a three-minute major.

It didn't happen, and like Yeo said after the game, the Wild did more than enough in that game to shoot itself in the collective foot. Now, it must bounce back tonight against a motivated team.

"We’re not looking to run the goaltender by any means," Yeo said of the Haula play. "We want to be aggressive to the net, taking pucks there, driving there with and without the puck. It was unfortunate the way things happened, but when I look at it again, I’m not sure what else he can do. You don’t want a player to bail out and not try to score a goal in that situation."

Lindy Ruff, the Stars' coach, called it a "dirt play" by a "fourth-liner." Obviously, Ruff is frustrated he lost his goaltender. If the tables were turned, I bet Yeo would have the same reaction if it was Kuemper.

The good thing for Dallas is Roberto Luongo was traded to Florida, so Tim Thomas waived his no-trade to go to Dallas for Dan Ellis. Lehtonen is indeed injured and not doing well. Can you imagine if Dallas, fighting for a playoff spot, had to rely on Ellis for an extended period? The Stars may have lucked out by acquiring Thomas.

Wild lets two points slip away in the Big D

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 8, 2014 - 11:55 PM   
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Costly loss for the Wild tonight. Up 3-2 in the third on Kyle Brodziak’s go-ahead goal, the Wild handed two points to the team right on its tail.

The Wild nearly crashed Mike Modano's party and could have been seven points up on Dallas with a win. Now it’s three with St. Louis, which can take the top spot in the NHL with a win, on deck Sunday in Minnesota to open a four-game homestand. A win could have given the Wild an eight-point lead on Phoenix, too.

Matt Moulson was talking this morning about how excited he was to parachute right into a playoff race. After all, this is a guy that didn’t have a lot of meaningful games late in seasons on Long Island and certainly not in the past four months in Buffalo.

Tonight’s game had the intensity of two desperate teams fighting for a playoff spot and the Wild battled back twice from one-goal deficits.

But then after taking a 3-2 lead 1:23 into the third, the wheels came off. It started a minute after  Brodziak’s goal when Matt Cooke took a tripping penalty. I still haven’t seen the replay because I was pounding on my keyboard, but the Twitterphere was screaming that it was a knee.

Regardless, the Wild killed the two minutes off and it appears Valeri Nichushkin escaped injury.

But two minutes after the kid, Haula, who scored his first career shortie on a great play in the first to tie the game at 1-1, generated speed again. But as he drove the net, he locked skates with Cody Eakin and bulled into goalie Kari Lehtonen.

Lehtonen was injured, leaving the game with blood on his face and what coach Lindy Ruff said afterward was a likely concussion. Haula got a major for charging and game misconduct.

Darcy Kuemper did a terrific job killing the major, but on Dallas’ ninth shot on the power play, Tyler Seguin, who had a hat trick two nights earlier against Vancouver, scored the tying goal for his third point of the night.

Four minutes later, Brodziak sent the puck up top to Clayton Stoner. Stoner quickly slid it to his left to Keith Ballard. The puck barely stayed in the zone. Too bad it didn’t leave because Ballard looked to shoot, then tried to slide it back to Stoner.

It happened way late in their shift, too, so they were gassed and basically dead meat when speedy Erik Cole picked it off. Kuemper was the only hope to save Ballard’s bacon, but Cole scored the eventual winner with 4:49 left.

To Ballard’s credit, he was standing in the locker room just waiting for the buzzards.

“Bad read on my part. It was pretty obvious what I was looking to do. I don’t know if I telegraphed it, but I misjudged how high he was. Split-second decision. Bad feeling. Tough way to lose a game.”

He continued, “It’s not the first time I’ve done that. Every guy in this room has done that. It’s not the last time it’s going to happen. Do something like that, you can really talk yourself into you played a real bad game. I looked at my game a lot different than that. I’m not going to judge my entire game based on one shift. It was a tough mistake and it stinks, but you move on.”

We’ll see if he plays against St. Louis. The Wild has seven healthy defenseman and coach Mike Yeo made the questionable decision to scratch Nate Prosser, who has been nothing but consistent for two months (plus-9 in the past 20 games). I’ve got to think Prosser slides back in.

But tonight, Yeo said the Ballard mistake was bound to cost them eventually. He said the Wild gave up way too many odd-man rushes, and frankly, even the Wild’s most reliable players were playing the puck like a grenade. Normally reliable Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon each had tough nights.

Moulson had five shots, an assist on Charlie Coyle’s goal to snap a 15-game drought (actually had no goals in 25 of his past 26 games) and drew two penalties. Moulson said he has to bury his chances though.

Unfortunately the Haula penalty put a damper on what would have been an awesome story line with his shortie. It was so fitting because Saturday morning, Haula, who led the University of Minnesota in scoring the past two years, and I were talking about the pride he’s taking in his fourth line and penalty kill duties, saying, “I love my role on this team. I've accepted it.”

On the Haula penalty, Yeo said, “I’m not sure what else a player can do. You’re trying to score a goal. Unless you want the player not to try to score a goal. I feel bad for the goalie. He got hurt. But if you watch the replay, he’s trying to make a play to score a goal, he gets tripped up a little bit, there’s really nowhere for him to go. I would say it’s incidental.”

But Yeo stopped short and said he’s not about to complain about that call, saying, “We did enough things in this game to shoot ourselves in the foot. … Just not enough of a 60-minute focus.”

OK, I’ve got to get out of here. It’s midnight, and with the clocks moving ahead, my 4 a.m. wakeup is coming in, what’s that, three hours????

Moulson, McCormick ready for Wild debuts tonight in Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 8, 2014 - 1:29 PM   
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Afternoon from American Airlines Center, where the Wild and Dallas Stars play tonight.

It’ll be Minnesota’s first game since Monday, so it’ll be interesting to see how quickly players can adjust to the speed from the outset. Different playing than in practice.

It’s Mike Modano Night here at the Hanger. I wrote about No. 9 in today’s paper, so check that out here. Virtually everybody who’s anybody from Dallas and Minnesota North Stars history will be in the sold-out barn as Modano’s No. 9 rises to the rafters. He’ll join Neal Broten (No. 7), Bill Goldsworthy (No. 8) and Bill Masterton (No. 19) with banners on the rafters. Broten’s in the house, as are members of the family of Goldsworthy and Masterton. The ceremony starts at 6 p.m. and will be live on Fox Sports North.

Wild’s excited to play again and players were loose this morning going into a big game against the team five points behind in the standings.

Ilya Bryzgalov, already a beauty among teammates, comically came out of the locker room and asked GM Chuck Fletcher if he were a forward or defenseman growing up, would Fletcher have drafted him. Fletcher said, “Probably not.” Bryzgalov was blown away: “6-3, 214 pounds, I’d probably be a 70- or 80-point guy.”

Said Erik Haula, who humorously had his stall between the two goalies at the morning skate, just said, “Bryz is a funny guy.”

Darcy Kuemper will make his 16th consecutive start tonight. He’s 11-2-2 since Jan. 7 with a 1.95 goals-against average and .934 save percentage. It’s no sure thing, coach Mike Yeo said, but there’s a “good chance” Bryzgalov will start his first game with the Wild on Sunday against the St. Louis Blues. The Wild has a 2 ½-hour flight home after the game, loses an hour because of the daylight savings change and the puck drop is less than 24 hours after the start of tonight’s game.

The Wild acquired another goalie to spell Kuemper as the Wild begins a crazy sprint to the finish of 20 games in 37 days. So it makes sense for Bryzgalov to start against the Blues.

First things first, tonight. The Wild has lost 18 of its past 19 games in Dallas (1-13-5). This is a house of horrors.

Matt Moulson has no clue about that. It was hysterical listening to him talk about how much confidence he has playing in Dallas. I’ve never heard a Wild player say that in my life.

But Moulson has seven goals and 10 points in eight career game against Dallas and seven points in four career games in Dallas, including a career-high four-goal game in Dec. 2011. His first game with the Sabres, last game with the Sabres and first game with the Wild will come against the Stars, so he says it’s “familiar.”

“It’s exciting to play against the team you’re battling with for position and to get into games that mean a lot,” Moulson said, a reference to the Sabres being out of it. “I had a little taste of that last year (with the Islanders) and it’ll be good to get back into it this year.”

Cody McCormick will also make his Wild debut, while Justin Fontaine and Nate Prosser are the scratches.

Prosser has become one of the Wild’s most efficient defensemen the past two months, so I was a little surprised he was scratched. He’s plus-8 in the past 19 games.

Said Yeo: “I mean it’s going to be tough every game. We’ve got seven guys who are healthy and who are playing well. That’s what I told (Clayton Stoner) last game. I didn’t want to just get in a situation where we just scratch one guy repeatedly. So, if we have to rotate things a little bit here, we have a lot of games coming up in a not a lot of time, so we’re going to need everybody healthy. We’re going to need everybody on top of our game. So we get (Stoner) back in and (Prosser) out tonight and then there’s obviously a good chance (Prosser) will get back in tomorrow. We’re not going to be in a situation where we just repeatedly sit somebody night after night. If everybody keeps performing the way that we have, then we’ll keep getting everybody in. We’ll make sure everybody stays on top of our game. Like I said, I think it’s something like 20 days in 37 days. There’s going to be plenty of opportunity for everybody there.”

On Fontaine being scratched, Yeo said it hurts him that he’s not on power play or penalty kill.

“I think more than anything else, I’m not disappointed with (Fontaine) but truth be told, Heater’s outperformed him in this last little bit. We’ve got a new guy that I want to get him in the lineup (McCormick). I want to blend his physical presence into our game, so it’s kind of that how’s you end up finding yourself out in that situation.”

On McCormick, Yeo said, “We have come into this building and not shown enough of a physical presence and I think he’s going to help us with that. That’s part of why Stonie’s in there too, but that said, I think it’s a good opportunity for him to start to get to understand our game, start to get familiar with our system and the players that he’s playing with, so yeah, we have to give him that chance for sure.”

On how he’ll decide which of his power-play units will go out first, “We’ve got two good units. Obviously, if a line’s out there, Mikko’s line’s out there for 30 seconds and they draw a penalty, the other line will go. But otherwise, it’ll be a bit of a rotation. It might be a bit of who’s going and who’s not. We got two units that we consider No. 1 units and so, right now it’s only about the team. This is not about individuals. This is not about anything other than our group and winning hockey games, and so if you’re splitting a power play and each group’s getting a minute, then there’s really no benefit to one group going out first. Quite often you could actually have the benefit of going out second because you’re not getting the top penalty killing unit off the hop too, so we’re just going to rotate it pretty much and whoever is going is going.”

On what scares him about Dallas, Yeo said, “What scares me about this hockey team or more so this game is I want to make sure we’re ready to go. The long layoff, for one thing, that’s why we focused on a lot of battle drills yesterday in practice and obviously we tried to stay sharp with our systems and making sure we’re practicing with pace, so we’re ready for that. But at the same time, you worry about a bit of a drop in your intensity and your focus when the game starts. But more than anything else, I want to see us come out and be aggressive, assertive with our game. Yeah, they’re playing well. I respect that and they’re a good team. That’s great, but so are we. So let’s make sure that when we drop the puck, we should be ready to fight. We know that they’re going to come at us but we got to be ready to go at them.”

Wild’s lines:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Koivu-Coyle

Cooke-Brodziak-Niederreiter

Heatley-Haula-McCormick

Suter-Spurgeon

Scandella-Brodin

Stoner-Ballard

Kuemper

Bryzgalov

Stars lines:

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Rich Peverley

Erik Cole - Cody Eakin – Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Vernon Fiddler – Ryan Garbutt

Ray Whitney – Shawn Horcoff - Valeri Nichuskin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Jordie Benn – Brenden Dillon

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Finally, the Wild and its new additions get back to action Saturday in Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 7, 2014 - 1:15 PM    
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Afternoon from MSP, where I’m about to hustle through this blog to get to my flight for Dallas.

Finally, after four off-days, the Wild will play Saturday night for the first time since Monday. Unusual break in the schedule and coach Mike Yeo said today he’s “excited to put to action” the work the Wild did this week.

Saturday night will be Mike Modano Night in Dallas. I wrote a feature on Modano for Saturday’s paper. His No. 9 is being retired by the Stars/North Stars franchise. Star-studded event (Norm Green will be there!) with a golf outing, private dinner tonight and then a ceremony tomorrow that’s supposed to be off the charts.

There’s a “green carpet” event as guests arrive. Fans are encouraged to show up three hours before the game with the ceremony starting 90 minutes before puck drop.

So I encourage you to read Saturday’s story.

The Wild is 1-13-5 in its past 19 in Dallas since March 21, 2003. The Wild snapped a 16-game winless streak there last season but has lost two there since, including arguably the worst game of this season Jan. 21.

The Wild’s feeling much better about its game since, is 14-4-2 this calendar year and has won five in a row.

Darcy Kuemper will make his 16th consecutive start. He is 11-2-2 in 16 starts since Jan. 7 (one no-decision) with a 1.95 goals-against average and .934 save percentage.

Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick are also expected to make their Wild debuts. Moulson looks really good on that line with Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle (for the lines, see yesterday’s blog), by the way.

“We’re going to a building that typically we haven’t performed well in,” said Yeo, saying he wants his team ready for a good, intense game against a Stars team playing well right now.

During the Wild’s hiatus, the eighth-place Stars have pulled within five of Minnesota, ninth-place Phoenix within six.

Yeo doesn’t want to look past Saturday, but he doesn’t want Ilya Bryzgalov just sitting around either, so he said there’s “certainly a chance we put him in vs. St. Louis” on Sunday.

That’ll be a tough game for Minnesota. The clock springs forward after Saturday’s game, so the Wild plays in Dallas the night before and loses an hour on the way back. St. Louis plays in Denver also Saturday, but an afternoon game, so the Blues should be in Minnesota before the puck drops on the Wild’s game.

We had another fun one-minute press scrum with Bryzgalov today.

Q: How much are you looking forward to starting Sunday?

A: We practice to play in the game.

Q: How excited are you to play in front of the home fans?

A: Yeah, sure.

Q: Feel more comfortable in practice?

A: Yeah, better and better.

Q: Any superstitions or routines?

A: No.

Maybe he just feels he’s been burned by the media before, so why bother? The Oilers writers say he was standoffish at the start of his tenure there, but he slowly but surely got better and became very cooperative.

He already had a Wild-esque mask today. Paul Deutsch, the gent who was the emergency goalie during warmups that one game a few years back, took Bryzgalov’s Oilers mask and wrapped a vinyl emblem around it with the BRYZ on the front. Looks pretty good.

Bryzgalov said he’s working toward getting his own painted mask.

Kuemper said Bryzgalov has been cool thus far.

On how he thinks playing time will be divvied ahead, Kuemper said, “I’m not sure how it’s going to work. That’s up to coaches. Things have been going well. I’ll take it game by game. Obviously I like getting out there and playing, so every opportunity I have, I’ll cherish it to the best of my ability.”

Clayton Stoner is excited to have McCormick on the team. They’ve been in two fights and “he’s a tough customer.” In Buffalo in October, McCormick bloodied Stoner’s nose during a scrap.

Talk to ya Saturday from Dallas.

After Wednesday's additions, Wild coach Mike Yeo unveils his new lines
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Wild newcomers Matt Moulson, Cody McCormick and Ilya Bryzgalov, wearing his old Oilers gear, practiced for the first time with their new teammates and met with the media in person for the first time this afternoon.

The mood was tremendous around the Wild today, Zach Parise said.

“You could tell in the locker room before, and definitely on the ice,” he said.

Moulson and McCormick provided some good color on their day yesterday. Coincidentally, they were sitting side by side eating lunch outside at Jacksons, which is the restaurant attached to the Westin in Tampa, on Wednesday watching TSN’s TradeCentre on NHL Network when McCormick got a text from the Wild’s Jason Pominville asking if it’s true they were traded to Minnesota.

McCormick said it caught both off guard, so after doing “some digging” with their agents, they found out it was true.

Moulson knew he was all but guaranteed to be traded during the Sabres’ road trip, so he said he tried to pack as much of his life and clothes as possible into two bags. His wife will ship the rest from Buffalo.

Moulson and McCormick were both very complimentary about their time in Buffalo but are “real happy to be a part of this,” said McCormick.

Today was about meeting new teammates, learning the details of the Wild’s systems and getting to know the area. Moulson and McCormick landed at 10:30 a.m. and practiced by 12:30 p.m. Bryzgalov got in last night.

Moulson and McCormick will make their Wild debuts Saturday in Dallas (coincidentally, their second straight games in Dallas because that’s where the Sabres last played) and Bryzgalov will likely start his first game in a Minnesota sweater Sunday night at home against the St. Louis Blues.

I’ve made you wait long enough. The much-anticipated lines:

Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

Dany Heatley-Erik Haula-Cody McCormick/Justin Fontaine

If you assume Haula will continue to center the fourth line and consider the fact that coach Mike Yeo indicated that McCormick will play Saturday, it appears as if Fontaine will be the odd man out at least for Saturday.

It'll be interesting to see Yeo's shootout lineup. Moulson is 7 for 12 this year (4th in the NHL) and 13 for 25 in his career. Yeo's 1-2-3 when they're in the lineup together is usually Parise, Koivu and Pominville. Parise and Koivu are each 3 for 9 this season and Pominville is 3 for 8. Parise has the second-most shootout goals than anybody in the NHL (35 for 78). Koivu is sixth n the NHL at 33 for 79. Pominville is tied for 21st at 21 for 55.

As GM Chuck Fletcher said Wednesday, the Wild’s goal is to have four deep lines and 1A and 1B power-play units.

We saw that today:

The units had interchangeable pointmen with Ryan Suter-Jason Pominville and Jonas Brodin-Jared Spurgeon. The three forwards were: Parise-Granlund-Heatley and Moulson-Koivu-Coyle.

“If you have two strong units, then you’re a much more dangerous team to play against, and that’s what we’re looking for,” Yeo said.

As Cooke and Parise told me today, what they love about the Wild’s depth now is that Yeo will have options. If there are injuries, if lines aren’t going, Cooke said Yeo can mix and match and “it kind of guarantees us two scoring threat lines.”

Yeo on his lines: “I liked the look of them before we went out on the ice and I liked the look of them after we came off the ice, too. I thought there was real good energy in our practice today. Obviously guys are excited. We felt really good about our team and where we were at going into this trade deadline and we feel that we’re a strong team now, we’re a deeper team. So we’re excited to put it to work now.”

And that’s what Yeo told the players before practice. He welcomed the trio of newcomers but told the group, “now the work starts.”

Parise and every player echoed the coach, saying it’s time to deliver these next 20 games in 37 days that begin Saturday.

“This is a tough conference that we play in,” Yeo said. “We feel that we’ve been getting better and have been narrowing the gap. This is another strong move to put us to another level, we believe. This is a great opportunity for us, but the work has to be put in. We’ve got to work now to build chemistry, we’ve got to work to make sure that we got everybody in the right roles and we’ve got to make sure that we’re working to continue to build as a team.”

Yeo, who used to be an assistant with Pittsburgh, said of Moulson, “Always a guy that you notice every game, finds a way to get chances, finds a way to be a factor in and around the net. And obviously he has the ability to put the puck in the net. But there’s more to his game than that. He’s a hard-working guy, he fits the identity that we have here, he’s going to complement the players that he’s going to play with very well. So it’s a guy we were excited to grab, that’s for sure.”

On McCormick: “I’m expecting that he’ll play in Dallas, give him a real good opportunity to get in and get comfortable with our game. And I would like to not just put him in for one game and take him out. I want to see what he can do here. I want to give him a chance to get comfortable with his game. He’ll get that opportunity this weekend. :

On Bryzgalov: “[Darcy] Kuemper has been playing great, but at the same time we need to protect him a little bit. And obviously Backy isn’t at 100 percent and he’s battled and we give him an unbelievable amount of credit for the way he’s handled things. It’s been in a real difficult situation. Kuemper has really stepped up when we needed him to. But you need some protection there and to get a guy of that caliber and not only give you minutes but win hockey games for you – we’re very excited about that.”

On his lines: “You look at the top two lines and certainly they’re put together with the idea that No. 1 they can go out and create, but they’re also going to be difficult to play against. They are lines that are going to pressure, they’re lines that are going to work, they’re lines that are going to be strong and should be good two-way lines for us. And with that our third and fourth lines are deeper as well and we feel they can go out and contribute any night for us too. Obviously we need those guys to have an identity and an important role as well. We like the depth that we have, we like the way that this looks right now, but when you have a deep team like this it also gives you more opportunity to try different things whether it’s mixing up the lines from night to night or game to game you have that opportunity. Certainly if all things are going well you’re probably going to keep things the same, but if they’re not there’s certainly more opportunity to make some switches too.”

On whether he talked to Heatley about being on the fourth line, Yeo said, “Yeah, Heatley was awesome. That’s the way he’s been all year. He just wants to be here and help the team. I know that we’re going to count on him down the stretch. This is a guy who’s elevated his play lately. He’s been scoring a lot of big goals for us and he wants to be a part of this group. What’s great about having a guy like Heater there is he can be effective on that line, but he’s going to push guys. If somebody is not getting it done above him then he can push them in a hurry. He’s got the ability to go out and score goals for us anytime.”

A lot of folks were tweeting me upset that Niederreiter wasn’t on the power play and Heatley is. Heatley has scored more power-play goals since 2001 than any player and has probably screened the goalie on 10 power-play goals the past two months. He’s the best net-front guy the Wild’s had on the power play – by far – so to me he should stick there.

McCormick is familiar with the Wild from his days with the Avalanche, and he said, “They come to play every night. It’s a high compete level in that dressing room and they bring it on the ice.”

On his game, “My game is a lot of grit, a lot of body contact. I like to play an in-your-face kind of style.”

Bryzgalov’s not the easiest guy to interview. He almost seems to intentionally try to make things feel uncomfortable with one or two word answers or making reporters squirm like one today who asked, “How were the last 24 hours for you?”

Bryz: “You want to know minute by minute.”

Reporter: “Excited for the opportunity?”

Bryz: “Oh yes.”

It’ll be an interesting contrast with Kuemper, who’s one of the most affable goalies I’ve ever covered.

Hopefully he doesn’t become a distraction like he reportedly was during his tenure in Philly.

Bryzgalov on potentially being the No. 2: “It’s not my call. I came here to work and work hard and bring the best of me to help the team to have the best success.”

On Kuemper, whom Bryzgalov got to watch shut out the Oilers last week, “He’s a good young kid with a promising big future. I saw a couple games he played. He played very calm, relaxed and good.”

He also took a subtle shot at the Oilers by saying practice was tough because it was a "higher pace" than he was used to in Edmonton. Ladislav Smid said something almost verbatim after his first practice after being traded from Edmonton to Calgary. After Bryzgalov's presser, I checked with Bryzgalov to make sure I heard his quote correctly and he repeated "way faster pace."

I'm also no goalie expert, but Bryzgalov did have a difficult practice. Just wasn't sharp, uh, stopping pucks.

I’ll be on KFAN at 5:55 p.m. I’ve also rescheduled my live startribune.com chat for Tuesday at 2 p.m.

Talk to you Friday. I’ll have to hustle for my flight after practice, so I’ll likely blog from the air. So please be patient for it.

A deeper look into today's Matt Moulson/Cody McCormick acquisitions
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First of all, I’m sorry to report my Thursday online chat has been scrapped. I’ll have to postpone until next week because the Wild has pushed back Thursday’s practice so Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick can arrive in time and Friday I’ll need to hustle to the airport after practice to fly to Dallas.

But I’ll do my best to answer as many questions here as I can.

Matt Moulson will wear No. 26 here. And Cody McCormick No. 8.

OK, have a good night.

No, seriously, as for the trade of Moulson and McCormick from Buffalo for Torrey Mitchell and two second-round picks, heck of a deal in my estimation. As I say often, Chuck Fletcher is nothing if not bold, and always has something up his sleeve.

I always find the maturation of an organization fascinating, and it’s interesting how the Wild has transitioned from being a trade-deadline seller to a buyer the past two years.

Last year, the Wild arguably paid a big price for Jason Pominville (two prospects and a first were the highlights), but Pominville had another year left on his deal and the Wild was obviously immediately interested in extending him, which it did by five years starting next year right before this season.

This year, Fletcher looked into doing similar “hockey trades,” but in the end, he likes the chemistry of this team, wanted to avoid trading a first-round pick for a second consecutive year and didn’t want to trade any of his top prospects. So early this morning, when he quickly realized he may be able to consummate a “draft pick” deal for Moulson with Sabres GM Tim Murray, that’s where he began to focus.

Other GM’s were dangling their rentals and asking for prospects like Matt Dumba, Gustav Olofsson and Kurtis Gabriel, Fletcher said, and he had no interest.  The other thing that made the Moulson/McCormick swap so intriguing was Fletcher would be able to include Mitchell, who wanted out, in the deal. That’s no slight against Mitchell, but he was playing a fourth-line role, so he’s replaced by the gritty, hard-nosed McCormick and the Wild gets out from under the $2.5 million salary and $1.9 million cap hit Mitchell had owed to him next season. That’ll create more roster and cap flexibility.

Now, before I get more into detail of what Fletcher/Moulson said during today’s availability, I try my best to answer two questions I see I’ve been asked most on Twitter (since most people seem to want news in abbreviated 140-character like methods, this will save those people from having to read through the rest of the minutia included on what’s bound to be a super-sized blog).

1. What will the lines look like? Well, I don’t have the answer for you because we’ll see an initial taste as to what coach Mike Yeo is thinking at Thursday’s practice. But my shot in the dark for at least Thursday’s practice is similar to what I guessed on Twitter earlier today, but it has changed a little.

Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley

Cody McCormick-Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine-Nino Niederreiter

I think at least in Thursday’s practice, we’ll see these top 2 lines. We saw earlier this season putting Heatley on the fourth line didn’t work, so maybe they eventually go with a Moulson-Koivu-Heatley line and Cooke-Coyle-Nino on the third. That would mean the fourth would be a combination of McCormick, Haula, Brodziak and Fontaine.

Yeo will have a lot of options and I’m sure there will be tinkering.  For instance, I’m not sure what he’s thinking, but maybe McCormick plays against the rugged teams (Wild played St. Louis three times down the stretch and could be staring at the Blues in the first round) and sits against the faster teams.

Obviously, there are always injuries, too, so no lines are set in stone. If the Wild’s healthy, I think it’s clear that Jason Zucker will initially have to return to Iowa when he gets healthy.

2. Does trading for Moulson preclude the Wild from signing Thomas Vanek if it so wishes in the offseason?

Well, only if at the end of the day the Wild re-signs Moulson. And it’s honestly way too soon to think about it. As of now, it’s a rental. Now, if Moulson plays so well and fits in so well and the Wild does damage in the playoffs, yes, the Wild I’m sure would absolutely consider re-signing Moulson.

“You never know,” Fletcher said. “I’m open-minded.”

Moulson also echoed that, but he too said it’s the last thing he’s thinking about right now: “We’ll see what happens. I think that’s the last thing I’ve thought about right now is free agency. I have a million other things going through my mind,” like “getting to a new team and trying to help them win.”

So again, so many things can happen between now and July 1. The cap isn’t unlimited. The Wild has to analyze its needs going into next season and how much money it can spend in certain areas. The biggest priority will be figuring out its goalie situation. Then it’ll figure out everything else.

I do think it's fair to say the Wild was in on Vanek. I think it's also very clear to say that Islanders GM Garth Snow held onto his cards WAY too long and got caught in a gigantic way. He basically wound up having to trade Vanek to Montreal for a mid-level prospect and MAYBE two draft picks if Montreal makes the playoffs. Not good after acquiring Vanek for Moulson, a first and a second.

Regardless, put Vanek in the back of your head and … don’t ask me again about him until May, maybe June.

Onward:

Fletcher says he drove to the Wild’s offices today not knowing if he would be able to make a trade. If he couldn’t, he would be OK with that because he’s been very happy with the current team and how it’s been playing.

But he felt he owed it to the players to kick some tires and try to improve the team and “reward” them for a job well done the past few months. He said it’s important to send messages in this business.

But, he didn’t want to trade his prospects or his first.

He zeroed in on Buffalo because the Wild has been scouting the Sabres for weeks (humorously, the day after that late-January bogus report out of Buffalo came out that the Wild made an offer for Ryan Miller and a trade could be imminent, assistant GM Brent Flahr was in town scouting looking at guys like Miller and Drew Stafford. Miller didn’t even start the game). Fletcher has also had tons of trade talks with Tim Murray and they discussed several scenarios about many different things.

“As the day wore on, we got fortunate,” Fletcher said. “We got fortunate to get in a situation where Buffalo was willing to discuss a draft-pick trade with us. It’s a good deal for them. They get two draft picks. And from our standpoint, we were able to acquire a very good goal scorer in Matt Moulson, a big, energetic, gritty guy in Cody McCormick, who we feel will be very important for us down the stretch. And perhaps as importantly, we were able to move some cap space for next season. So we accomplished the things we set out to do and were able to do so by moving a couple draft picks over a three-year span. Coming into today with about $4-plus million in cap space on a full year basis, we’re pretty happy with what we were able to accomplish.

Moulson was intriguing because the Wild, if you didn’t know, have to work really hard some nights to score goals. Minnesota ranks 25th in the NHL at 2.36 goals per game, so thank goodness for its goaltending and sixth-best goals against.

“Historically, this team has not been a high-scoring team,” Fletcher said. “We have not been the last couple years. I do believe however the last six, eight weeks, we’re probably scoring [2.74] goals per game. So we have been better offensively lately, but when you look at our club, you probably wouldn’t describe us as a high-end offensive team. I think that’s fair. … If we can add somebody that can help us score another goal every other game or something to that effect, we think that’ll make a big difference.

On the lines and options Yeo now has at his disposal, Fletcher said, “We’re trying to get to a place where we have at least three lines that can score and play defense. A lot gets made out of line combinations and who plays with whom, and I understand that, and if Zach’s playing with Mikko and all these different things, but ultimately to be successful, and I think we saw this a little bit in the playoffs last year, you need to have more than one line that you can rely on. Mike has experimented a lot this year with different line combinations; I think that’s great. I think all the players are used to playing with different players. But obviously these two players will give us more depth and if we can get to a place where we have two or three lines that teams have to worry about offensively, two power-play units that teams have to worry about, so you maybe don’t even have a No.  1 and a No.  2 unit, you have a 1A and a 1B, that makes you much more difficult to coach against, to play against and to gameplan against, and I think that’s where we want to get to.”

As I mentioned on a blog last week when the Wild acquired Brad Winchester (he’s in Iowa), it’s very clear the Wild has made a conscious decision to try to get bigger the last few years. Look back at that blog (I think it posted last Wednesday in Edmonton), but it had all the players I’m talking about on there.

“And even look at the draft last year with Olofsson and Kurtis Gabriel who’s really come on this year and [UMD’s] Carson Soucy,” Fletcher said. “We really are trying to get bigger. First you try to get skill, then hopefully you can add some size. It’s a big man’s league. Maybe some people would disagree with me, but I really truly believe that the officiating standards change as the year goes on and what’s a penalty early in the year is not necessarily a penalty later in the year and that’s OK. But you have to be able to skate through hooks and interferences and some of the other things that are a little more prevalent. It becomes a bigger man’s game – or more of a competitive man’s game. You have to compete and certainly size helps, but I think that’s an area every team looks to this time of year and we’ve made a conscious effort in that regard.”

How does this year compare to the Pominville deadline deal? “Last year with Pominville, he had a year left on his contract so we were prepared to pay a big price. We really felt we needed to add more talent and with Pominville you’re getting a guy that was a captain in this league, who has a tremendous amount of character and a very good two-way player. But he’s also a talented offensive player. We wanted more talent to play with Koivu and Parise and Suter and to play with our top end guys. We’re becoming a more talented team as we see the evolution of Granlund and Coyle and Zucker and Niederreiter and these types of players. This year there was a little bit more risk I suppose because Moulson’s contract is expiring. But yet any time you’re paying second-round picks for good hockey players, to me, it’s a really good move. We’re very comfortable with the gamble. We’re fortunate – our scouts do a great job. They nail picks left and right. So to give up a second-round pick, to me they’ll probably hit on the third. And so I’m able to take some chances with our picks because of the way our scouts draft.”

On making a trade with his buddy Tim Murray (friends from Florida and Anaheim), Fletcher jokingly said, “No, he was tough. But fortunately I have some good background information on him that he doesn’t want revealed. No, Timmy did a great job today. He picked up some picks and some prospects and that team will turn around quickly. He knew what he was doing. He moved a couple pending UFAs and got a couple second round picks for them so it’s a good deal for him and a deal we’re very, very comfortable making with where we’re at as a franchise right now.

On today’s market: “It was a different market. To me, prices went down a little bit this year. You saw basically a lot of pretty good hockey players who are pending UFAs getting traded for the equivalent of two second-rounders, or a second-rounder and a prospect. Certainly situations like that as opposed to late first-round picks. Teams seemed to hold on to their first-round picks this year. The other interesting thing about it is there were a lot of goal scorers that were traded and a lot of goalies. I can never remember another year where this many talented goaltenders switched teams. And you go through the list and some of them may be a little bit older, but again really well-recognized, established goaltenders were traded. I’ve never seen a year like that, and a lot of goal scorers and very few defensemen. Some years there’s more defensemen. Every year has a different tone, but I think you saw teams pulling back a little bit this year unwilling maybe to trade that first-rounder or that elite prospect, and maybe offering seconds and third-round picks instead, which obviously we were very happy with.”

“It’s difficult to move first-round picks,” Fletcher continued. “We did it last year and, again, we’re thrilled, but in this cap system you have to draft and develop. First-rounders are typically anywhere from 50 to 90 percent success rate depending on where in the first round you select. Second-rounders can be 25 to 30 percent, so there’s a massive drop-off. You’ve got to hold on to your first-rounders a lot. Occasionally you’ve got to step up, and again, it was a great decision for us last year. This year to me it was not, we wanted to hold on to our firsts and we did and that’s a good thing.”

Moulson said, “Minnesota is an incredible hockey state. The fans of Minnesota, it’s pretty easy to see how passionate they are. It’s exciting to go to a team that’s doing extremely well right now and a great fan base. I’m just excited to get there and help this team win any way I can.”

On what he knows about the Wild: “I think when you’re in different conferences you don’t see the other too much. But obviously you follow the league and see the love that the Wild have been getting and playing extremely well obviously. They’ve got some great players, so I’m excited to be a part of that group and try to get some wins.”

On Buffalo: “Obviously there’s been a lot of change. I think I’ve gone through the most change I’ve ever had in my career this year being traded from the Islanders and going through some changes in Buffalo, but obviously I’m very thankful to the Sabres – they took my family and I in. It was a quick transition there. I think my son was two-weeks-old when I got traded. It was a little bit of a whirlwind but obviously I made some pretty close friends in the last couple months, but I guess I’ve been rumored for a while that they’d probably try to shop me off again. So I’m definitely a lot more ready for it this time than the last time around. It’s something I was prepared for and got my family prepared for. We’re just excited to be part of the Wild family now.”

Who does he know on the Wild: “I know Nino a little bit. Zach Parise is good friends with Kyle Okposo so I know him by association, and I was able to text with him. I feel like I know him pretty well just through Kyle Okposo so other than that I don’t know too many guys, I didn’t know too many guys when I went to Buffalo, so I don’t really see that as a problem. The hockey group takes guys in and makes them feel pretty welcome right away.”

I didn’t talk with McCormick today. I’ll talk to him after Thursday’s practice, but like Moulson, the Buffalo writers say he’s a great guy and a player that should help.

OK, that’s it for me. I've got to do my Wild Minute and get upstairs, watch a period or two of high-school hockey and get home. Talk to you after Thursday’s practice.

Wild gets Moulson, McCormick from Sabres for Mitchell, picks
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With season-long scuttlebutt that the Wild may look to sign free-agent-to-be Thomas Vanek this summer, the Wild beat Wednesday’s trade deadline by acquiring the player traded for Vanek earlier this season.

The Wild traded two draft picks -- Winnipeg's second rounder in 2014 acquired in the Devin Setoguchi trade and the Wild's second rounder in 2016 -- and fourth-line winger Torrey Mitchell to the Sabres for power winger Matt Moulson, a three-time 30-goal scorer, and hard-nosed forward Cody McCormick.

Moulson, 30, has scored 17 goals and 38 points in 55 games this season between the Islanders and Sabres. He was acquired in October for Vanek, a conditional first-round pick and a second-round pick. He is the last year of his deal with a $3.133 million cap hit.

McCormick, 30, has scored 59 points and 503 penalty minutes in 358 games. He’s in the last year of his deal at $1.2 million.

Moulson has scored 135 goals and 262 points in 377 games, developing terrific chemistry with superstar John Tavares on Long Island, where he was one of the most popular players.

He has perennially been one of the NHL’s most durable players. He played all 82 games in three consecutive seasons from 2009-12, topping 30 goals in each, including a career-high 36 goals and 69 points in 2011-12.

Moulson has scored 47 career power-play goals, including 14 in 2011-12, the third-most in the NHL. He is also known as a player who thrives on the road. In 2011-12, Moulson scored 23 goals on the road, the second-most in the NHL behind Steven Stamkos.

From March 17-April 3, the Wild plays eight of 10 games on the road.

Moulson is a skilled power winger who protects the puck terrifically on the cycle and is known for possessing a hard wrist shot.

Mitchell, 29, scored five goals and 12 assists in 103 games, including only one goal in 58 games this year.

According to sources, Mitchell asked to be traded, although he denied that Tuesday.

Mitchell, a hard-working, fast forward, signed a three-year, $5.7 million deal with the Wild two summers ago. That happened on July 1. On July 4, the Wild signed Zach Parise. The Wild also didn’t know for sure if Pierre-Marc Bouchard would be healthy to start that season. He wound up being ready.

So Mitchell came to Minnesota thinking he’d have a chance to be third-line right wing. After Parise and Bouchard were inserted, Mitchell fell down the depth chart. Since, the Wild has added youngsters like Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter. So Mitchell has been saddled on the fourth line pretty much since he got to Minnesota.

But I mentioned on the blog this exact scenario. My gut said the trade request would wind up burning Mitchell because at $1.9 million next year, he'd be such an easy throw-in for a rental to Buffalo if the Wild couldn't get Drew Stafford done. Now Mitchell misses the playoffs this year and the Wild gets out of his $1.9 million cap hit and $2.5 million salary next year.

The Wild was in on Stafford. I was told this afternoon, and I need to report it out more, that any Stafford deal would be contingent on another complicated trade the Wild would have to make elsewhere to basically move a player.

I'll be hosting a live online chat on startribune.com Thursday at 3 p.m. Bad news: Chat's been postponed. The Wild's now having an afternoon practice Thursday so the three new additions, Moulson, McCormick and Ilya Bryzgalov will be able to join.

Wild talking to the Buffalo Sabres about Drew Stafford
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Update: Jake Dowell cleared waivers. 

Biggest trade thus far was a blockbuster, with Lightning captain Martin St. Louis going to the Rangers (the lone team he requested to be traded to) for captain Ryan Callahan, a first round pick and a second round pick. Lots of conditions in the deal; Tampa gets another first if the Rangers go to the conference finals, Rangers get a pick back if Callahan re-signs.

As always, the trades will come rapid-fire eventually. The issue is the domino hasn't fallen on Marian Gaborik, Thomas Vanek, Matt Moulson, Mike Cammalleri and Ales Hemsky -- five scoring rental forwards. The second one goals, the other should follow quickly.

I created a false alarm this morning when I was told Gaborik to the Kings was done. I had to do a mea culpa even though trust me, the source was as good as it gets. The deal still seemed imminent for a bit and still could happen, but the Kings are now ticked with Columbus, doesn't want to get left at the altar and have moved on looking at some of the other rentals. The Jackets are still shopping Gaborik. Ottawa was one team involved but reportedly is after Hemsky too. So if they go Hemsky, maybe it still winds up L.A. with Gaborik, but it obviously wasn't the done deal I was told.

As for the Wild, quiet right now. They're in the holding pattern everybody else seems to be in. As always, once 2 p.m. creeps closer, the deals will rapidly flow throughout the NHL.

Good morning. After weeks of stories and working the phone and hiding behind flower pots in front of Chuck Fletcher’s office, it’s finally the trade deadline.

Starting tomorrow, I can mail in the rest of the season.

When the clock strikes 2, no more trades can be made (actually AHL trades can still be made. Remember your beloved Filip Kuba? His NHL career actually took off because of a post trade-deadline move in Florida. The Panthers defenseman was dealt to Calgary for Rocky Thompson. I remember sitting in the press box in Pittsburgh in, I think 2000, when I got the press release and thinking, uh, I thought there can’t be any trades anymore!)

Here is a trade tracker you can pay attention to at work and school (I'm not condoning not working or studying) today.

As you know by now, the Wild acquired Ilya Bryzgalov from the Oilers yesterday to give the team goalie depth with Niklas Backstrom shut down and Josh Harding unlikely to return this season. The trade was indeed for a 2014 fourth-round pick (There seems to be some Twitter confusion because it sounds like a site or two has mistakenly put Edmonton’s price paid for Viktor Fasth next to the Bryzgalov trade on their charts).

What happens today?

Fletcher was in on the Jaroslav Halak trade. He didn’t want to give a prospect and/or a second-round pick, so he pulled the trigger on the easiest trade (fourth-round pick) and was able to save some cap space in the process.

That gives him the flexibility to make more moves today. As I reported in today’s newspaper and on last night’s blog, multiple sources tell me the Wild is very interested in Drew Stafford, who has been playing at a consistently high level for some time for the Sabres. There have been lots of conversations between Fletcher and Sabres GM Tim Murray lately and the big question is whether Murray is indeed willing to trade Stafford, 28, and what the price would be.

He wouldn’t be a rental. He has another year left on his contract at a pretty attractive $4 million (remember, the cap is going up), so this would be more of a “hockey trade” (one of my favorite terms; I’d love to know who coined it).

So it could cost a second-tier prospect, salaried player (Wild would need to trade some cash unless it just puts Backstrom or Harding on LTIR, which allows you to top the cap ceiling by their cap hit if you need the space) and/or a pick.

Stafford is very good friends with Zach Parise from their days at Shattuck and North Dakota, he’s a former teammate of Jason Pominville. (By the way, even though I'm mentioning Stafford on here, I'm not saying it's going to happen. I'm sure Fletcher has many balls in the air and this is just one I've heard about).

The question that I haven’t connected all the dots on? If the Wild acquires Stafford, where’s he fit? I'd think somebody would need to depart in that trade or another one.

I’d think you’d want him to be your second-line right wing.

If you figure, the lines currently are:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Heatley-Koivu-Coyle

Cooke-Brodziak-Niederreiter

Mitchell-Haula-Fontaine, ….

this could lend further credence to why I keep hearing from sources that Kyle Brodziak can be had today.

If you slid Stafford or acquired another top-6 right wing and traded Brodziak, you could slide Coyle back to the position coach Mike Yeo says he feels Coyle has grown “leaps and bounds” in this season – center.

A Cooke-Coyle-Niederreiter line would be intriguing.

I talked to Brodziak yesterday in a general sense (not about him personally, just so you know the context), and he said, “It’s a tough part of the year. There’s a lot of uncertainty around the locker room, but we’re professionals, we’ve dealt with it before and tune it out best we can. We’ve done a really good job this year putting ourselves in here in a good position. Everyone in here feels really good about the group that we have. We just want to keep building so we can tap into the potential of this team.”

Brodziak, the first player Fletcher ever traded for as the Wild GM in 2009, also has another year on his deal ($3 million salary, $2.833M cap hit).

Another player who could be dealt today is Torrey Mitchell, so if Mitchell got dealt and Brodziak stayed, you could shuffle your lines in other ways.

I mentioned yesterday that TVA Sports reporter Renaud Lavoie tweeted yesterday that sources told him that Torrey Mitchell asked to be traded. Mitchell and his agent Kent Hughes each denied the report in separate texts, but after those denials, I also had two sources confirm the Mitchell trade request.

Fletcher didn’t respond to my inquiry, which makes you think that where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

Mitchell, a hard-working, very fast forward, signed a three-year, $5.7 million deal with the Wild two summers ago. That happened on July 1. On July 4, the Wild signed Parise. The Wild also didn’t know for sure if Pierre-Marc Bouchard would be healthy to start that season. He wound up being ready.

So Mitchell came to Minnesota thinking he’d have a chance to be third-line right wing. After Parise and Bouchard were inserted, Mitchell fell down the depth chart. Since, the Wild has added youngsters like Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter. So Mitchell has been saddled on the fourth line pretty much since he has gotten here.

So if Mitchell wants out, that’s why. The problem he may run into today though is with a very manageable $1.9 million salary next year and an appetizing age to rebuilding teams (29), he could very easily be included in a deal to say Buffalo. Let’s just say the Wild can’t get Stafford done and chooses a rental (Matt Moulson, Thomas Vanek), Mitchell again would be an easy throw-in.

So if Mitchell did ask out now (which I understand he denies), he may regret it because it could cost him a playoff berth. If it’s true he wants to move on so he could play more, he may have been better off just riding this out the rest of the season and then asking out after the season. I would assume it would be simple to trade a fast, hard-working 29-year-old with one year left on his contract during the offseason. Now he could conceivably wind up in a losing situation today.

Another name potentially being floated is Dany Heatley, who has a limited no-trade clause. I’ve even heard his hometown of Calgary, although I’m not sure why a non-playoff team would need an expiring contract. But Fletcher and Flames acting GM Brian Burke did meet during the entire second intermission of Monday’s Wild-Flames game.

It also wouldn’t shock me if Fletcher tried to bring in another depth defenseman.

Rosters are unlimited now as long as you don’t go over the cap.

I'll be hosting a live online chart Thursday at 3 p.m. CT, incidentally.

I’ll update the blog when there’s news later.

Wild acquires Bryzgalov from Oilers; Backstrom shut down
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The Wild has indeed added goalie insurance, but it wasn’t Jaroslav Halak or Martin Brodeur.

General Manager Chuck Fletcher pulled the trigger on Ilya Bryzgalov this afternoon, sending the 2014 fourth-round pick he received in the Jason Pominville trade last year from Buffalo to the Edmonton Oilers. Fletcher had been talking to Buffalo about Halak, but the price would have been a prospect and/or draft pick. Also, Bryzgalov is much cheaper, so theoretically, this gives Fletcher the opportunity to make more moves by Wednesday's 2 p.m. trade deadline if he so wants. The Wild can add roughly $3 million in players without giving up salary.

Fletcher acknowledged that was a big part of it. He called Bryzgalov's cap hit and salary "manageable," that the Wild wasn't willing to trade young players or higher picks in this type of situation and this allows him to maybe be more active later today or Wednesday.

The urgency to add a goaltender is because Niklas Backstrom is being shut down because of a recurring abdominal injury that likely needs to be repaired, Fletcher said. Fletcher said the assumption is Backstrom will likely be sidelined until next season. for the remainder of the season.

"I give Nik a lot of credit," Fletcher saud. "I think a lot of goaltenders probably would have shut down a month or two ago and he’s battled through it all year. I’m not quite sure he’s ever been healthy this season. ... Our goal for Nik is to get him healthy for next year."

Fletcher said Backstrom was quite emotional today and to say something about his character, he even practiced again today. "That's him," Fletcher said.

It was obvious Backstrom had something serious wrong. He said Jan. 8 that he thought it was related to his offseason sports hernia surgery and he saw his surgeon during the Olympic break. He said they figured out what was wrong but it was up to the team to disclose.

This is premature, but to answer the question I'm being asked a ton on Twitter, if it's true Backstrom is considered sidelined until next season, I'd think the Wild wouldn't be able to buy him out. You can't buy out an injured player. Also, because Backstrom was over 35 when he signed, the Wild would be charged with his cap for the remaining two years if he was bought out. Also, he is not eligible for a compliance buyout because he was signed under the new collective bargaining agreement.

Bryzgalov will wear No. 30 and may make his Wild debut Sunday against St. Louis at home.

"It's a new challenge and great opportunity," Bryzgalov said during a conference call with us today. Below is his Edmonton presser. He's a character. Edmonton writers say he was very accomodating, great to deal with and very good in net since Ben Scrivens' acquisition. He had a cool goalie mask there, too, his boy and girl, who live in New Jersey, did the colorings, I believe. He also wore 80 in Edmonton because it was the year he was born and in his one year in the KHL, he had eight shutouts ("eight and zero, get it?")

Bryzgalov, 33, known as an enigmatic goalie and true character as was documented in HBO’s 24/7 a few years ago (see YouTube), has been a No. 1 in Phoenix and Philadelphia. He's a big butterfly goalie that relies on positioning but has athleticism. With structure in front of him, he's had success in the league.

In an NHL career that has taken him from Anaheim to Phoenix to Philadelphia to Edmonton, Bryzgalov, a native of Russia, is 213-157-50 with a 2.57 goals-against average and .913 save percentage.

Philly bought Bryzgalov out of the last seven years of his contract last summer. He’ll receive $1.643 million a year through 2027-28.

"Ilya’s a good guy. He’s colorful. He’s known to have a few good sound bites now and again," Fletcher said. "At the bottom of it, there was a lot of pressure there in Philly. He played very well for them at times and there were situations that did not go as well. He played well in Phoenix, ... Anaheim, ... Cincinnati. He’s played in three Olympics, was second-team All-Star one year, he’s won over 200 games in the NHL, so to add a goaltender of that caliber for what we felt was a very manageable price made a lot of sense to us."

Earlier this season when Niklas Backstrom sustained a knee injury, Fletcher inquired about signing Bryzgalov. He was bought out last summer by the Flyers. As I reported Sunday, Fletcher spent the entire second intermission of last Thursday's game with Oilers GM Craig MacTavish, the Wild was offered Bryzgalov and the price would likely be cheap (probably a mid-round pick). The Wild still owns its fourth-round pick this year even by this trade and nine picks in the draft, including one in every round (three sixths).

I think we’re going to find out soon that Backstrom is going to be shut down with an abdominal injury. Just a hunch because Backstrom declined comment today and it’s been abundantly clear he’s been laboring through something.

I asked coach Mike Yeo if Darcy Kuemper would continue to be the No. 1. He has started 15 in a row. Since assuming the Wild’s No. 1 job Jan. 7, Kuemper is 11-2-2 with a 2.02 goals-against average and .930 save percentage. He has won five in a row, allowing six goals in that span.

“We’ve said all along with Kuemps, we’re going to take it day-to-day. He’s a young kid,” Yeo said. “With that said, there’s no question that he’s done enough that we’re going to keep giving him opportunity to get out there and show what he’s done. So, yeah, … we’re in large part where we are right now because of the job that he’s done, and we’re aware of that. We love his potential, but more than that, we love the way that he’s playing right now.”

We will see if the Wild does anymore today or tomorrow. It's been a busy day in the NHL with Anaheim gearing up for something big by unloading Dustin Penner (Thomas Vanek? Matt Moulson? Ryan Callahan?; Ryan Kesler?), with Roberto Luongo getting dealt to Florida, Andrew MacDonald to Philly, etc.

It's been reported by very respected TVA Sports' reporter Renaud Lavoie, who broke the Luongo trade, that Torrey Mitchell has asked to be traded. Mitchell and his agent Kent Hughes deny it, although I have sources who say Renaud's report is accurate.

It would make sense. Mitchell, signed to a three-year deal two summers ago, has been saddled as a fourth-liner for most his two seasons so far.

Kyle Brodziak's having a down year. Dany Heatley's in the last year of his deal, as are Clayton Stoner and Nate Prosser.

My gut says the Wild makes another to try to get better. I do hear the Wild has had ongoing discussions with Buffalo about Drew Stafford, Jason Pominville's former teammate and Zach Parise's teammate from Shattuck-St. Mary's and North Dakota.

The Wild is 9-2-2 in its past 13 and has won five in a row, so there’s also always the risk of messing with chemistry of a good “team” around the trade deadline if you do too much and add or delete players.

Yeo said, “We like our group. We believe we can win with this group.” But obviously, the Wild will weigh the chemistry its team has gained these past two months with the need to maybe get better.

Ryan Suter, Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Matt Cooke had the day off from today's skills practice. Nate Prosser also wasn’t out there. As I mentioned the other day, his wife is due with their second child any moment.

The Wild has placed Jake Dowell on waivers as a gesture to help him find a job. It gives 29 teams a chance to claim Dowell off waivers. If he clears, he’ll stay in Iowa.

Also, with Mikko Koivu back, Stephane Veilleux was reassigned. Also, for the second time in three days, the Wild signed an undrafted junior free agent. Saturday, it was Calgary Hitmen leading scorer Brady Brassart. Today, it was the Guelph Storm’s Zack Mitchell. The 21-year-old forward ranks fourth on the Storm and 18th in the Ontario Hockey League (OHL) with 77 points (29-48=77), including nine power-play goals and six game-winning goals, in 62 games this season.

“Zack is an intelligent, two-way winger who is having a tremendous season for the Guelph Storm of the Ontario Hockey League,” said Assistant General Manager Brent Flahr. “We’re excited to add another quality young forward to the Minnesota Wild organization.”

Wild keeps rolling, wins its fifth in a row going into four-day break
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You have to hand it to the Wild. It just keeps on winning and now enters a four-day break in its schedule with a nine-point lead in the playoff race thanks to Monday’s 3-2 win over Calgary.

But as Mike Yeo pointed out afterward, we often talk about a “cushion,” but a “cushion” really does mean squat.

Right now, the eighth-place team (Dallas, the Wild’s opponent Saturday in the Big D) is on pace for 91.4 points. So it doesn’t matter how many points the Wild’s up on ninth. The Wild has 74 points. It needs to keep heading north until it passes that 92-point threshold and preferably more so it can make the playoffs for the second year in a row.

Good win tonight because the Wild really had to grind it out in a pretty sloppy, choppy game. Yeo said he expected it after two games on the road, an emotional win in Vancouver, the Wild’s first home game in a month and the fact that chemistry would be messed with a bit with Mikko Koivu and Marco Scandella’s return fiddling with the forward pairs and defense pairs.

“But our guys fought through it. That was a big win for our guys,” Yeo said.

Kyle Brodziak “finally found a way to put one in,” he said jokingly of his fifth goal of the season after Matt Cooke forechecked a frozen goalie, Reto Berra, into a turnover. Then, in the third, Jared Spurgeon and Zach Parise scored goals. Parise’s would become the winner.

Darcy Kuemper made his 15th consecutive start and won his fifth in a row. His 11th win ties Josh Harding for the team’s rookie record. He has given up six goals in his past five starts (three in three since the Olympic break) and is 11-2-2 since Jan. 7 with a 2.02 goals-against average and .930 save percentage.

Tonight, his parents saw him play live in the NHL for the second time (both against Calgary) and saw him win for the first time. The kid keeps on trucking, which has to make Chuck Fletcher feel much more comfortable heading into Wednesday’s 2 p.m. trade deadline.

I still believe the Wild acquires a goalie though because of Niklas Backstrom’s abdominal issue, and the Wild continues to talk to other teams, especially Buffalo about Jaroslav Halak. That seems the likeliest scenario.

Fletcher has been on the phone a lot lately, and sources say he has talked with the Sabres often.

It’s that time of year.

Koivu returned to the lineup. Like the team, his line with Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle had good shifts and tougher shifts. One picked-off clear by Koivu led to one goal, but he looked good on a second-period power play and should continue to get better, he said.

He’s a big guy, and as Wes Walz always said, it’s harder for bigger players to get back in the swing of things, especially with the league so ramped up. Tonight was Koivu’s first game in eight weeks.

“I was more nervous than I even told you guys,” Koivu said. “I missed a long time. I wasn’t sure how it was going to react in a game. I thought that after the first couple shifts, I got more comfortable and I thought that power play helped me a lot when we got the puck more and I was moving the puck more. Overall, pretty solid. The things I wanted to be strong, I was pretty strong I thought. So yeah, overall pretty happy. That was the first step. Now I just need to work in practice and get more games under my belt and I’m sure it’ll get better.”

He did say his ankle did feel discomfort toward the end of periods and on the bench, but doctors tell him that’s normal and it’ll continue to improve.

Weird, ugly games at times.

There’s something about these two teams that often produce the ugliest games, and much of Monday’s game looked like it was a game of shinny hockey played with a tennis ball.

Players on both teams misconnected on passes, swung and missed on shots, blew wide-open nets and overskated pucks routinely. The amount of pucks that simply stopped short and were whiffed on by players was remarkable.

It was the first NHL game at the X in almost a month and players complained Monday morning that the ice was sticky, perhaps because of the state wrestling tournament and Luke Bryan concert being on top of the ice the past week.

“Even this morning you could tell in the pregame skate, it seemed a little slow,” Parise said of the ice. “I know a couple times on me personally, it just stopped or just bounced.”

But the Wild got through it.

Now the Wild has four days off. It’ll have a skills practice Tuesday, have the day off Wednesday (trade deadline) and then get back at it for two hard practices Thursday and Friday before playing in Dallas in Saturday. As you know, the Wild rarely has success in Dallas (one win in its past 19 visits, I believe).

That starts a stretch of 20 games in the final 37 days of the regular season.

“This is an opportunity,” Cooke said of the break this week. “This is our last real practice time before we’re in the playoffs. We’re going to have to work and be ready to continue what we’ve built here in the last little while.”

What else?

--Season-high five wins in a row overall, six in a row at home.

--The Wild is 9-2-2 in its past 13 and 14-4-2 in 2014.

--Mikael Granlund had two assists and his brother, Markus, recorded his first NHL point. Mikael has 20 points in his past 25 games.

--Zach Parise’s goal was his 21st and 45th career game-winner. He has six goals and 12 points in his past eight games

Talk Tuesday.

NHL Commissioner tours Target Field, TCF Bank Stadium with Wild owner
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NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman will be in Wild owner Craig Leipold’s center-ice suite tonight to take in the Wild vs. Calgary Flames game.

But not too close.

Leipold reminded Bettman that nobody, even the leader of the NHL, can sit in the seat next to the jumpy owner during games. So Bettman will keep his distance.

Bettman did take a car ride with Leipold today thought to the Twins’ Target Field and the Gophers’ TCF Bank Stadium to tour the facilities for a possible outdoor game. He called both facilities “very, very attractive.”

The Wild didn’t take part in a stadium-series game this season (the league had four on top of the Winter Classic and Heritage Classic) in part because Leipold has been holding out for the Winter Classic. After the 2015 Winter Classic was awarded to the Washington Capitals, Leipold changed his tune and informed the NHL he would take a stadium-series game if it helps the Wild’s cause to get the NHL’s actual Winter Classic.

“Craig has been discussing with me the possibility of playing a stadium game for a long time and we discussed it again today,” Bettman said late this afternoon. “It’s something we know the club wants, that Craig wants and the fans want, and we’ll be responsive. I can’t give you a date or a venue yet. … The fans, the hockey environment, the weather, this is the State of Hockey after all … “We’re very focused on Minnesota.”

Bettman indicated the Wild would get a stadium-series game before a Winter Classic because “It’s easier to focus on because we have more opportunity to satisfy the demands.”

“I’m not making any promises” as to if the Wild will get one next season.

There has been a lot of chatter that one reason the Wild hasn’t gotten the Winter Classic is because NBC hasn’t felt the Wild can draw a national audience. Bettman didn’t confirm that, but when I asked if NBC and HBO have a say in the venues and opponents, Bettman said, “We consult with them in terms of  getting their input as to what makes sense from a television standpoint.”

The NHL has indicated the league will have fewer outdoor games next season. There has been much debate that there have been too many in a short amount of time and it takes the uniqueness away.

“Despite all of the debate about what the right number is, you can’t really overdo these,” said Bettman, pointing out the six games (including Winter Classic and Heritage Classic) drew 375,000 fans.

“It has become such a big fan favorite event, such an in-market phenomena,” said, Bettman, although he agree you “don’t want to do too many” because it should be a national television attraction and “it pushed our organization to the limits.”

“We’re specializing in staff red-eyes,” he joked.

--On expansion: “There’s a lot of interest. We’re hearing from multiple groups in Seattle, … in Vegas, in Kansas City, in Quebec City. We haven’t decided to engage in a formal expansion process, but as we always do, we listen to expressions of interest. … There may be good reasons to expand, there may be not. It’s not something we’ve seriously considered yet.”

(Russo note: Expansion’s coming. The league is perfectly set up for 32. Seattle will obviously be one, and even though people always seems to poo-poo Vegas, my sources tell me this is a legit option as MGM Resorts builds an arena behind New York-New York).

--On the state of the league: “Look at the last year, we now have long-term labor peace, we have two very significant long-term major media contracts for national rights in Canada and the U.S., we sold three franchises over the summer. We’re probably the most stable and in the best position we’ve ever been in.”

--on potential rule changes, like 3-point games in the standings, etc. He said the league’s playing at 95 percent capacity in the regular season, over 100% in the playoffs, “revenues have never been higher, TV ratings have never been higher, the game on the ice has never been better followed and received and praised. … I don’t think the game’s in need of any urgent changes.”

-- On the future of the Olympics, “We went to Sochi to have a nice tournament and we did. Nobody has given any serious discussion or thought as to what we do next.”

Owners are starting to scoff at going to the 2018 Olympics in South Korea, in large part to the several injuries that took place in Sochi, the 14-hour time difference, the stopping of the momentum of the NHL season, etc. In fact, the Wild was one a number of teams that voted against going to Sochi.

“It’s not all good and it’s not all bad,” Bettman said. “It’s a balancing act and some of that balance gets affected by where the Olympics are. When we were in Vancouver and Salt Lake City, it was easy to tip the scales. When you’re in other places, not so easy.

Bettman said Russia was easy because of the hockey tradition there. He noted that’s not the same for Korea, but he added, “Nobody, nobody has begun the process of evaluating what comes next. We’re focused on our season.”

--Bettman talked about how the NHL is the leader in video review and how the other league comes to them to see how they do it. In fact, it’s been reported that the NFL wants to have a centralized video review system like the NHL.

But Bettman said they can’t review everything and coach’s challenges are problematic because “continuous play means we can’t review everything because we may find ourselves unwinding the clock. We don’t want to do anything that we can’t get right with certainty.”

He did say the NHL will “continue to study what applications we can put technology to use to help get more decisions right,” like on my gripe that goalie interference should be reviewed (for example, referee Brad Meier wiping out Keith Ballard’s goal in Vancouver on Friday even though Erik Haula didn’t touch Eddie Lack; supervisor Mick McGeough acknowledged to me that Meier erred).

“But it’s the reason our officials have the toughest job, this game is fast and it’s continuous and you don’t want to disrupt the game,” Bettman said of too many reviews and thought of coach challenges.

But Bettman said the NHL continues to try to minimize the number of referee and linesman mistakes by “coaching and critiquing and holding officials accountable.”

Mikko Koivu, Marco Scandella return tonight; Talking goalies, trade deadline
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Wild and Calgary Flames tonight at the X.

The Wild has won five in a row at home and four in a row overall for the NHL’s longest winning streak. It’s 8-2-2 in its past 12.

Gary Bettman, the NHL’s beloved Commish, will be in the house tonight. He’s stopping over on his way back to New York from the Heritage Classic in Vancouver to get wined and dined by owner Craig Leipold, who wants nothing more than a Winter Classic (and a Stanley Cup) but has made clear he’d settle for a stadium series game if that helps his cause to get you fine hockey loving fans a Winter Classic.

I’m meeting with Bettman before the game and will let you know what he says.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during their pregame show tonight and again during the first intermission. I’ll also me on SiriusXM at 3:30 p.m. CT.

Captain Mikko Koivu and defenseman Marco Scandella will return to the Wild’s lineup tonight from a broken ankle and sprained knee, respectively. This effectively gives the Wild its first healthy lineup since the second period of the second game of the season, although obviously Josh Harding remains sidelined and Jason Zucker is working his way back from a leg injury.

Although, and don’t freak out all you Zucker fanatics, if the Wild continues to be healthy in its top-9, my guess is Zucker returns to Iowa once he’s cleared. Koivu and Scandella being activated off IR means the Wild’s at 23 players (or three healthy scratched per night). Zucker is skating on his own daily.

Koivu is expected to center Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle tonight.

“Very excited,” he said. “It’s been a long wait. Kinda frustrating all the time after the [Jan. 6] surgery. Very excited. Little bit nervous, but that’s part of the step to take to the game. It’ll be fun.”

The Wild was 11-4-2 without him.

Koivu said, “It makes it a lot easier when you’re out and the team’s winning. It’s easier on everyone. Now I’ll try to help the team on my part. I have to be very patient with my game and go step by step and build it up again, but I’m confident it’ll go well.”

Koivu, five points from being the Wild’s all-time leading scorer, was playing at his highest level when he was injured. He had eight points in his final five games before getting hurt, including three 2-point games, including two assists on Ryan Suter’s eventual hat trick while playing on the broken ankle.

He’ll also help bigtime in the faceoff circle as the Wild’s gone from a top-5 team to 15th in the NHL in the 17 games he has missed.

Scandella will also return to the lineup. He’s excited and is trying to get used to a knee brace.

Clayton Stoner will be scratched. My guess is he would have played if a couple of Calgary’s tough guys, like Kevin Westgarth, weren’t hurt.

“We’re excited to have [Scandella] back, a guy we definitely want to get back in the groove here, especially the level that he was playing at before he got hurt,” coach Mike Yeo said. “That said, our defensive group has been playing very well lately. It’s a tough choice, but at the same we’ve got to get him going.

“The message to Stony is he shouldn’t expect to just get sat every game. Been very pleased with his game. We all saw what happened in Edmonton and the way he was able to come back in that game. He’s been a warrior for us. He’s been a physical presence, and we’re going to need him. This is one game. This is a decision we made for tonight.”

I did get a question asking if the Wild’s sitting Stoner because it plans to trade him before Wednesday. I know he’s in the last year of his deal, but the Wild’s not very physical from the back end and I’d think the Wild would want Stoner if it makes the playoffs. In fact, I’d think the Wild would consider re-signing him eventually. So I think this is just a decision tonight as Keith Ballard stays in the lineup.

Stephane Veilleux was expected to be scratched up front with Mike Rupp, but he will now skate in warmups. If he plays, I’d think Torrey Mitchell sits.

Devan Dubnyk was put on waivers by Nashville. As you know, the Wild almost certainly will add a goalie by Wednesday’s 2 p.m. deadline.

If you take Dubnyk, it will cost no assets. But he’s in the middle of a terrible season with Edmonton and Nashville (11-18-3 with a 3.43 goals-against average and .891 save percentage). He’s 61-77-22 in his career with a 2.90 goals-against average and .909 save percentage.

To me, he makes sense if you plan to go with Darcy Kuemper the rest of the way with Niklas Backstrom as your backup and you don’t mind having Dubnyk ride the pine as a third goalie.

Otherwise, I think you can do better via trade. Obviously, it all has to do with what the price is for guys like Jaroslav Halak and Martin Brodeur. Carolina’s also got goalies available, and there’s always Ilya Bryzgalov.

Backstrom is dealing with an abdominal injury. He’s going on the ice every day like a good soldier, but since he said it’s up to the team to divulge what’s wrong with him, it’s obviously something significant. So if the Wild knows he has got an injury that will eventually need repair, this gives more credence to why the Wild’s looking so hard for quality goalie insurance.

At this point, the net belongs to Kuemper and it should. He deserves it and has shown he’s capable (10-2-2 in his past 15 starts). He was named the NHL’s Third Star of the Week today after giving up 51 of 52 shots in two wins at Edmonton and Vancouver, excluding another 7 in the Vancouver shootout.

But another goalie is bound to be here in the next two days. Again, to answer the most oft-asked question I receive from people who clearly don’t read the blogs or article, if the Wild acquires a goalie, the Wild will likely go with three goalies the rest of the way (unless Backstrom’s injury is serious enough to result in immediately surgery).

Rosters are unlimited as of 12:01 a.m. Wednesday barring you don’t go over the cap.

I have gotten a lot of questions about who could be trade bait from the Wild.

With such a bad 2014 draft, I’d think any draft pick is in play (especially Winnipeg’s second-rounder from the Devin Setoguchi trade), although Fletcher has said he’d prefer not to trade his first-rounder for a second year in a row.

I’d think Kyle Brodziak is on the block and Torrey Mitchell is expendable. Obviously, Rupp. I’d think the Wild would want to avoid trading defensemen unless it’s getting one back. Heatley has played well lately, but since he’s in the last year of his deal, he obviously would be tradable as long as a partner wasn’t on his no-trade list. Still, I’d think very unlikely. As for the prospects, it would not shock me at all if Zucker was bait IF the return was significant.

Also, another oft-asked and very good question, if you pro-rate the Wild's available cap space, the Wild could add roughly $5.5 million in players (cap, not dollars) at the deadline without giving up a player in return. If the Wild went over $5.5 million, it would need to trade a player or place Josh Harding on LTIR.

UPDATE: Minnesota Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher today announced the National Hockey League (NHL) club has signed right wing Kurtis Gabriel to a three-year entry-level contract starting with the 2014-15 season.

     “We’re very happy with Kurtis’ progress this year and look forward to him developing within our organization,” said Assistant General Manager Brent Flahr. “He’s a hard-working kid that brings an intriguing package of size, physical competitiveness and character.”

     Gabriel, 20 (4/20/93), has recorded 42 points (12-30=42), including three game-winning goals, 86 penalty minutes (PIM) and a plus-4 rating in 54 games with the Owen Sound Attack in the Ontario Hockey League (OHL) this season. The 6-foot-4, 214-pound native of New Market, Ont., serves as an assistant captain and leads his team in assists, is third in PIM and fourth in scoring. He has tallied 91 points (30-61=91) and 278 PIM in 226 career WHL games during four seasons with Owen Sound. Gabriel was selected by Minnesota in the third-round (81st overall) of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

All signs point toward Mikko Koivu's return Monday

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 2, 2014 - 1:49 PM   
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All signs point toward Mikko Koivu returning Monday night against the Calgary Flames.

Koivu, who has missed 17 games since undergoing ankle surgery Jan. 6, skated on a line with Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle throughout Sunday’s practice at Braemar and retained his spot on the top power-play unit.

Coach Mike Yeo said he had a great practice and said a few times, “we’re excited to get him back.”

Officially though, the Wild will take the decision into Monday morning to make sure Koivu’s ankle feels good after he wakes up and after one last morning skate.

In practice today, the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line stayed intact.

“It’s the coaches who make the decisions and players, it’s our job to create chemistry with different players,” Koivu said. “Injuries are a part of the game and you’re going to have different guys and different lines. I think with Heater, it would be easy because we’ve played a lot of games together and with Charlie, [I’ve played with him]. I think it’s a matter of time more for myself to get on their speed of the game so I can help them out.

“I don’t think it really matters right now who you’re playing with. I think every guy is playing great and we’ve had to adjust the lines all season long and every single night it’s been some combination or some individual who steps up and makes the play to get us points. It’s huge, but like I said, it’s more about me getting to the level I want to help them and it helps that I’ve played with those two guys in the past.”

Yeo likes the makeup of the line.

“It’s a big line,” Yeo said. “First off, three guys that can control the puck, three guys that are really tough to defend. Mikko’s had chemistry with both Heater and Charlie in the past, too. Hopefully there’s not too much of a feeling out process. But I just think that it gives us an opportunity to have a line that’s out there with the ability to create offense every night that’s hard to play against.”

Matt Cooke skated with Kyle Brodziak and Nino Niederreiter and Erik Haula centered Torrey Mitchell and Justin Fontaine. Stephane Veilleux looks like he’d be the extra if Koivu returns.

So, basically, the trickle down effect of Koivu’s return initially would have Coyle move from center to right wing, Niederreiter to go from second line to third, Fontaine from third to fourth. Or, basically exactly what we predicted on the blog last week.

This is a good thing. Basically, as Parise said today, every team has its opening night roster every year and it never quite works out to what you want it to be all year long because of injuries.

But since the second period of the second game of the season when Coyle sprained his knee, the Wild has never had its full roster together. Against Calgary, if Koivu and defenseman Marco Scandella return, it will.

Koivu’s return makes the Wild deeper and could potentially give the Wild four deep lines.

The Wild also suddenly has two formidable power-play units. Koivu, the all-time Wild leader in power-play points, took his spot again with Parise. Coyle, to give the Wild a needed righty down low, moves to the top unit with Pominville and Ryan Suter at the points. The second unit consisted of Heatley-Granlund-Niederreiter with Jonas Brodin and Jared Spurgeon up top. That’s three lefties down low, which could make things tricky, so it wouldn’t be shocking if Fontaine gets some time or they move Spurgeon down to that left circle position to attempt one-timers.

Suter and Spurgeon were a pair today, while Scandella was with Brodin. The third pair, if Scandella returns, will be two of Keith Ballard, Clayton Stoner and Nate Prosser. I don’t know how you take Prosser out the way he’s been playing, so if Scandella returns, Ballard or Stoner will likely be taken out.

Darcy Kuemper will make his 15th consecutive start.

Scandella says he’s ready, but like with Koivu, Yeo said they’ll take the final decision into Monday morning.

Monday will be the first-ever Mikael Granlund vs. Markus Granlund game. The younger Granlund will play his third NHL game. He was drafted in 2011 in St. Paul.

As for the game, Mikael Granlund said, “I feel really proud for my parents. It’s very special.”

Jason Zucker, by the way, skated on his own today.

That’s it for now. Nothing new on the goalie front. Here's my column on the goalie trade front today. I think it goes to Wednesday. If the Wild’s the only team out there really searching for a goalie, if I’m Chuck Fletcher, I use that as leverage to let acquisition prices for Jaroslav Halak or Marty Brodeur or whoever drop.

Again, Wednesday at 12:01 a.m., you can go over the 23-man roster as long as you don’t go over the cap ceiling. So the Wild could very well carry three goalies the rest of the season. If the Wild has three goalies, that means one won’t dress every game. That could create an interesting dynamic, but the Wild doesn’t seen too concerned. As Fletcher always says, “I just want to win,” so he’s not going to worry about feelings.

And as we learned in the playoffs last year when suddenly Kuemper was playing games because Backstrom and Josh Harding got hurt, you can never have too much depth. It’s better having more players than too little.

Speaking of depth, remember when the Wild was always a Mikko Koivu injury away from disaster every year? Pretty impressive that the team, which is 13-4-2 in 2014, is 11-4-2 without him. Says so much about the improved depth of the team and the job the Wild’s youngsters have done to this point.

As Parise said, maybe all the long-term injuries the Wild has had this year, from Koivu to Parise to Harding to Spurgeon to Coyle to Granlund, has made the Wild a better team for these final 21 games.

Wild signs Brassart, close to signing Gabriel; Talking Kuemper, Halak, goalies

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 1, 2014 - 1:58 PM    
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The Wild has signed Calgary Hitmen free-agent center Brady Brassart to a three-year entry-level deal and I hear the team is close to signing hard-nosed prospect Kurtis Gabriel, 20, a 2013 third-round pick, to his three-year, entry-level contract. An announcement on that should come in the next couple days.

Brassart, 20, has scored 33 goals and 75 points, including 10 power-play goals, six game-winning goals, a plus-17 rating and 90 penalty minutes in 62 games with the WHL Hitmen this season. The 6-foot-2, 196-pounder leads Calgary in scoring, is tied for first in assists and second in goals and PIM.

“Brady has had a strong overage season and we are very happy that he chose to sign with the Minnesota Wild,” said assistant general manager Brent Flahr in the press release. “He’s a good-sized center that plays a mature two-way game. He can play in all situations and we look forward to his transition to professional hockey next season.”

As for Gabriel, the 6-foot-4, 218-pound forward is the fourth-leading scorer with 11 goals and 40 points in 52 games for Owen Sound in the Ontario Hockey League. He will officially turn pro in the fall.

If you remember, the Wild faced a tough decision in training camp as to whether or not to sign him then and send him to Iowa or return him to Owen Sound for his overage year so he could play big minutes and a big role for Owen Sound. I think they're happy with its decision.

Gabriel is a character kid, very physical, tough and, most intriguing, has size.

In fact, that's the most intriguing thing about the Wild's next rung of prospect forwards. The Wild's not the biggest team in the world, so it's made a conscious effort the last few drafts to add players with size.

They have Gabriel, Brett Bulmer, Tyler Graovac, Raphael Bussieres, Adam Gilmour, Mario Lucia and Avery Peterson off the top of my head. Add Brassart now, too. I'm just talking forward. Defense, guys like stud Gustav Olofsson, Daniel Gunnarsson, Carson Soucy and Nick Seeler are all big.

Obviously, Matt Dumba plays physically, too.

Wild's got the day off today before practicing Sunday in St. Paul. They're coming off a big four points on two games in two nights to Edmonton and Vancouver.

They were running on fumes in the third period in Vancouver, but Darcy Kuemper stood tall and the work ethic exuded on the ice was beyond impressive.

Since becoming the Wild’s No. 1 goalie Jan. 7, Kuemper is 10-2-2 with a 1.94 goals-against average and .935 save percentage. He has made 14 consecutive starts, has won four in a row (four goals allowed) and is 11 for 11 against shooters in two victorious shootouts.

Again, it'll be interesting how Chuck Fletcher proceeds as Wednesday's deadline arrives. The Wild is in the market for a goalie.

Buffalo would love to trade Jaroslav Halak to Minnesota, so we'll see if anything evolves there if the price is right. I know I indicated last night that there may not be a lot of interest, but he's 28, has put up good numbers throughout his career and with the Wild's goaltending situation, there's no doubt the Wild's in the market for a goalie. Halak's numbers are stellar (24-9-4 with a 2.23 goals-against average and .917 save percentage), but there's always the question of how much is that to do with Ken Hitchcock's system. 

We'll see how things play out if the price is right. There's no doubt Fletcher and Sabres GM Tim Murray are talking. 

There's Martin Brodeur (could be a good mentor for Kuemper), Cam Ward and his exorbitant contract, maybe Tim Thomas if Florida's willing to move him, Ilya Bryzgalov. 

We shall see.

The Wild is 13-4-2 in 19 games in 2014 heading into Monday's game vs. Calgary, a game Kuemper's parents will be in attendance for.

Entering tonight, the Wild has a seven-point lead for a playoff spot, but it's idle from Tuesday to Friday, so Monday's two points would be key.

Anyhoooo, that's it. I have to board a plane. As expected John Curry and Steve Kampfer were returned to Iowa.

Talk to you Sunday.

Does the Wild need a No. 1 goalie? Darcy Kuemper doing his best to say no

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 1, 2014 - 10:13 AM   
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The Wild will sleep tight tonight on its four-hour charter back to Minnesota, one that’s supposed to land close to 5 a.m.

In a taxing, taxing game, its second in 24 hours, the Wild hung on for a 2-1 shootout win over the Vancouver Canucks tonight to gain a seven-point edge on a playoff spot.

Zach Parise scored the lone goal (his 20th through Dany Heatley’s screen, and 11th on the power play, which is tied for third in the NHL) in regulation – lone goal because referee Brad Meier thought he saw something that didn’t occur and wiped out a Keith Ballard equalizer earlier. And Darcy Kuemper, playing for the second time in two nights after shutting out Edmonton, made 30 saves and wasn’t beaten by one Canucks shooter in a seven-round shootout.

Justin Fontaine, in the seventh round and on his first NHL shootout attempt, beat Eddie Lack for the shootout winner.

Kuemper, who has started 14 in a row, is now 10-2-2 in his past 15 starts with a 1.94 goals-against average and .935 save percentage in that stretch. He’s showing zero signs of cracking and tonight won the Wild a game. The Wild battled hard and deserved what it got, but Kuemper was playing behind a very tired team the last half of the game and stole one, maybe two points.

So if you’re Chuck Fletcher, what do you do? If it were me, I’d ride out Kuemper but go out and get some insurance because of Josh Harding’s absence and Niklas Backstrom’s abdominal issue.

Lots of rumors out there tonight that Buffalo will try to flip Jaroslav Halak, whom it acquired from St. Louis today in a package for Ryan Miller, to Minnesota. There’s no doubt Fletcher’s good buddy Tim Murray will try. The impression I got internally though today from the organization is it has little interest in Halak.

We’ll see.

The Wild has inquired about Cam Ward and Martin Brodeur and has had Ilya Bryzgalov offered to them. There’s also Tim Thomas.

It’ll be interesting to see how Fletcher proceeds because while the Wild needs another goalie as insurance, but how do you not continue to go with Kuemper as the No. 1?

Huge PK by the Wild, which hasn’t allowed a power-play goal in six consecutive games, in overtime. Kyle Brodziak, Nate Prosser and Matt Cooke were the men on the ice. The three gents did a terrific job keeping Vancouver to the outside and staying in lanes. Cooke and Prosser blocked shots and Kuemper made one save. That also helped get the Wild the extra point.

The big controversy of the game came in the first when Meier, despite staring at the crease from 15 feet away, somehow thought Erik Haula made incidental contact with Eddie Lack. He waved off Keith Ballard’s goal. Replays showed there was zero contact, and ref supervisor Mick McGeough, in attendance, told me during the first intermission, “In my estimation, I think the goal should have counted. It was a good screen by [Haula]. He wasn’t in the blue when the puck entered the net, so it met the criteria for a good goal.”

Haula said, “I think [Meier] made a mistake and he was confident he made the right call. All the coaches said it wasn’t even close. I never touched the goalie. All that matters is we got two points though.”

Gutsy effort by the Wild to hang on tonight. Yeo loved the work ethic and the mental toughness to overcome a shortie and disallowed goal. Everybody worked their butt off.

That’s it for me. I'll be on KFAN at 10:20 a.m. Saturday.

The Wild has the day off Saturday. Barring news, talk Sunday.

Mikko Koivu to miss 17th consecutive game tonight in Vancouver

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: February 28, 2014 - 2:45 PM   
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Afternoon from heaven on Earth, Vancouver, where the Wild completes the tail end of a back-to-back tonight against the Canuckleheads.

Vancouver snapped a seven-game losing streak Wednesday with a 1-0 win over St. Louis. The Wild is 12-4-2 in 2014. Since Jan. 2, the Wild ranks second in the NHL in win percentage (.722) and save percentage (.929), third in goals against (2.11), tied for third in points (26) and tied for fourth in wins (12).

Eddie Lack vs. Darcy Kuemper tonight -- just like a typical Canucks-Wild clash wink

Lack is coming off a shutout over the Blues. Kuemper will make his 14th straight start, by far a franchise record for a rookie (previous was four). Since Jan. 7, he is 9-2-2 with a 2.02 goals-against average and .933 save percentage. Over that stretch, he ranks tied for second among NHL goalies in wins, fourth in save percentage and sixth in goals-against average.

Ryan Kesler and young defenseman Chris Tanev returns to the Canucks' lineup tonight.

Mikko Koivu skated this morning and then said he's not playing tonight.

"Wait another day and get a good team practice on Sunday (Wild has day off Saturday because it arrives in Minnesota at 4:30 a.m. from Vancouver) and then look at it again [for Calgary on Monday]," Koivu said. "It's getting better and it's pretty much the same story it's been this whole week. It's slowly getting there and getting more comfortable on skates, but it's still not quite where I want to be, especially battles and things like that.

"It is what it is. But I think now we just got to put the emotions away and be smart and wait another day and see on Sunday, Monday where we're at."

Yeo said Mikael Granlund is fine (read last night's blog for what I'm alluding to) and that defensemen Nate Prosser and Clayton Stoner, also banged up last night, are good to go.

"Those six [defensemen] battled real hard and played a real strong game yesterday. Certainly I don't think it would hurt Marco [Scandella] to have another day of practice, another day of rest," Yeo said.

Keith Ballard returns to Vancouver for the first time since signing with Minnesota last summer. He's obviously had previous returns to Phoenix and Florida, so he shouldn't be freaking out. He's coming off one of his best games in awhile, going plus-3 last night in a 3-0 win over the Oilers.

"I think I've played pretty well for the last few weeks before the break, so it feels good getting my game back again," Ballard said. "I thought I started the season real well and had a tough stretch after I got hurt [with a concussion, then broken ribs]. So it's a good feeling when things are going your way and you're contributing."

Talk tonight.

Kuemper shuts out Oilers during solid Wild effort; Stoner fine after "gruesome" looking injury

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: February 28, 2014 - 12:13 AM   
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Darcy Kuemper continues to do everything he can to alleviate any concerns the suits upstairs may have with the Wild’s goaltending down the stretch.

We’ve learned the last two months the rookie’s feeling confident when he flashes the leather after a big save. That’s what he did after gloving down Mike Richards’ shootout attempt in a 39-save victory at L.A. – the game that started this remarkable run from the Sunshine Kid – and that’s what he did on a Taylor Hall blast in the second period tonight.

It wasn’t as pronounced. But look closely, and it was clear as day to see.

Kuemper made 21 saves for his second career shutout during the Wild’s 3-0 blanking of the Oilers.

Check out the gamer for the details, but the Wild defended well, took hits to make plays and got the puck north for the majority of the game. Kuemper didn’t have to make a bunch of huge saves, but his biggest on Jordan Eberle in the second – a point-blank one-timer to his right – preserved a 1-0 lead.

Shortly after, Erik Haula set up Stephane Veilleux for the Wild’s second goal.

The Wild’s now five up on Dallas for the top wildcard spot and six up on 10th-place Vancouver, Friday’s opponent. Coach Mike Yeo said Kuemper will start that game. He is 9-2-2 in his past 14 starts with a 2.02 goals-against average and .933 save percentage.

Mikael Granlund, whom Yeo said this morning has a chance to do something special these final 22 games, scored two minutes into the game off a nice feed from Zach Parise. He did get banged up twice, once when he took a puck to the left cheek, the other when he was checked by Nick Schultz and looked to fall into another Oiler. Athletic therapist Don Fuller worked on him a bunch after that shift and was with him in the locker room after.

Granlund said afterward cunningly that he didn’t know what I was talking about and he’s OK.

Two guys also banged up tonight?

Nate Prosser and Clayton Stoner.

Prosser, 12 seconds into his first shift and 54 seconds into the game, was hit from behind by Blaine’s Matt Hendricks, who was a physical menace all game. Somehow no penalty was called on the blatant boarding major. Kyle Brodziak immediately challenged him thought, which resulted in a 4-on-4 that led to Granlund's goal. So it worked out.

Prosser said he got his “bell rung” and took stitches to the chin, but while he was lost for the rest of the first period, he returned to start the second and had an assist on Veilleux's goal.

“I knew he was coming,” said Prosser, whose wife is days from giving birth to their second child. “I knew it was Hendricks and he finishes his hits. But I’m digging the puck out. I expect a little rubout or something, but he full-fledged put me into the glass.”

Clayton Stoner’s injury was, as Yeo said, “gruesome” looking. While either grabbing the jersey of Luke Gazdic in a fight or having his finger punched by Gazdic as he reached (Stoner didn’t know), Stoner’s left ring finger dislocated. Screen captures on Twitter (check out @randball) showed his finger facing east.

I would have been lost for weeks. Stoner returned in the third after doctors got the finger back in place and he told them to tape his ring finger to his middle finger for support.

“Probably looked worse than it felt,” said Stoner. “I’ve had problems with this finger for three weeks, so I think the tendons are weak and it came out easier than it should of.”

Oh, OK.

We’ll see if Stoner can play Friday in Vancouver, his home province team so to speak. If he can’t, the Wild has Marco Scandella waiting in the wings. If he can’t play, the Wild has Steve Kampfer or will need to helicopter in Jon Blum.

Keith Ballard, who returns to Vancouver, his former team, for the first time since signing a two-year deal with Minnesota last summer, was plus-3 and was great. His drive to the net helped lead to Granlund’s goal.

I thought Jared Spurgeon had a great game. Assist, three blocked shots for the Edmonton native. Charlie Coyle was good defensively and offensively. Dany Heatley scored a goal in front of the fans who just love him so.

Lots of good efforts from Wild players. Now on to Vancouver for a big game Friday. I’m staring a 4:30 a.m. wakeup call in the face. Talk to you from one of the best stops in the league Friday.

Kuemper starts tonight, Koivu out vs. Oilers; goalie situation intriguing as deadline nears

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: February 27, 2014 - 2:01 PM   
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Good day from the Rexall Place, where the former Northwest Division rival Wild and Oilers clash tonight at 8:30 p.m. CT.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the 8 p.m. pregame show and first intermission to talk about the Wild and all the trade rumors running rampant throughout the NHL. I’ll also riff about them in my Sunday Insider this week as well.

The goaltending situation is something I feel the Wild is trying to address before Wednesday’s 2 p.m. deadline, but a lot could have to do with the next three games beginning tonight in Edmonton.

Darcy Kuemper, 8-2-2 in his past 13 appearances with a 2.18 goals-against average and .929 save percentage, will make his 13th consecutive start. Depending on how tonight goes, coach Mike Yeo even opened the door for Kuemper to start tomorrow’s game in Vancouver.

Here is my profile on Kuemper from today’s paper, and I have a couple extras on the bottom.

Yeo originally contemplated starting Backstrom tonight in Edmonton if he was healthy.

“We argued back and forth as far as whether Backy should play, whether Kuemps should play, whether Kuemps is capable of playing back-to-back games,” Yeo said. “There’s a lot of things, but bottom line is we just want to get off to a good start and we want to see if Kuemps can pick up where he left off.”

There is no doubt the game in Vancouver is a big game. The Canucks are one of the teams the Wild is bound to be fighting with the rest of the way to make the playoffs. But first things first, get the two points tonight, so I think it makes more sense to start Kuemper and then worry about Vancouver tomorrow.

Maybe Kuemper can start tomorrow. Maybe they come back with Backstrom. Last March, Backstrom did have a 35-save performance there during the Wild’s last visit last season to snap Minnesota’s 0-9-2 winless streak in Vancouver.

Yeo says Backstrom is feeling fine, although he has clearly been getting a bunch of treatment on his abdominal region lately and he was chatting with athletic therapist Don Fuller a few times during the skate.

Like I alluded to above, I just don’t see how the Wild doesn’t address the goaltending situation prior to Wednesday. Remember, Backstrom told me last month that he played the final month of last season with a tear in his “core muscle.” He told me last week he visited the surgeon who operated on his sports hernia and they finally figured out what’s ailing him. He said it’s up to the team to divulge it though.

So clearly he’s fighting through something serious. So to me, even if the Wild opts that it wants to ride Kuemper the rest of the way, my gut says they bring in some kind of goalie as insurance because, what if Kuemper gets hurt?

The question is what type of goalie? An experienced No. 2? Or do you wait as long as you can and hope the price comes down for a guy like Ryan Miller? As I’ve written many times, Chuck Fletcher and Sabres GM Tim Murray are close friends from their days in Florida and Anaheim. The Wild has inquired about Martin Brodeur, and I wrote him in last Sunday’s column.

Others maybe available? Jaroslav Halak, Cam Ward, Ilya Bryzgalov, whom the Wild inquired about before he signed with Edmonton.

Captain Mikko Koivu (ankle) and defenseman Marco Scandella (knee) won’t play tonight. Yeo said “tomorrow’s a new day,” so it’s possible the Wild doesn’t want to risk playing them back-to-back and Koivu and Scandella are possible for tomorrow. My guess is Scandella is less likely than Koivu, although that could have a lot to do with tonight’s final.

So Mikael Granlund, who finished third in the Olympics in scoring and made the all-tournament team, will center the top line with Zach Parise and Jason Pominville tonight.

I was going to do a Granlund lead note for my notebook for tomorrow’s paper, but I may hold that for Saturday’s paper with a morning skate doubtful tomorrow. He was real good today talking about playing with legendary good guy/hockey player Teemu Selanne in the Olympics.

I’ve got some good color on Parise and defenseman Ryan Suter rooming together in Sochi that I’ll write for tomorrow’s paper. Some funny stuff.

Yeo believes Granlund has a chance to do something special these final 23 games. He talked to Granlund about that yesterday.

“He’s flying, he’s flying,” Yeo said. “He should be used to playing at a high pace. Those are fast games that we got to watch in the Olympics, and the level that he played at, I’m hoping he can continue that on.”

Justin Fontaine is slated to skate on the second line with Dany Heatley and ChAHlie Coyle. Fontaine, a 26-year-old rookie who is third on the Wild with 12 goals, hails from Bonnyville, Alberta, which is 2 ½ hours northeast of Edmonton. He says he’s got 15 buddies and his entire family coming down for tonight’s game.

I’ll have more on Fontaine in Friday’s game notebook. For the rest of the lines, see yesterday’s blog.

I mentioned in the Kuemper piece how players tell me he goes into the room and apologizes to them when he gives up a bad goal.

I asked Kuemper about that and trimmed it from the article: “My job is to keep the puck out of the net. They’ve done a good job this year and don’t let anything faze them. I just want them to know that if I let in a bad goal it doesn’t mean I’m going to have a bad game. Or if I let one in that wasn’t a great goal it doesn’t mean that I’m out for the game. It was one and I’m going to turn around and be there for them and I know they’re going to be there for me.”

On that Toronto loss, he said, “That game you don’t want to say anything in front of the whole group. You feel bad and everyone knows you feel bad. You don’t always have to say something. They know what you’re feeling like. It was tough because those are the games that you feel like you’ve let them down. They stuck with me and when I came back up they didn’t shut down and they still had confidence in me and that helped me play with a lot of confidence.”

It’s funny how much the Wild players mess with Kuemper. When he stands up to give interviews, there’s a chorus of veterans chiming, “Uhhhhhhhh,” in the background because he kind of “Uhhhhh’s” a lot when he speaks.

“He’s a fun kid,” Dany Heatley said.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, the No. 1 pick in the 2011 draft who says he has never scored against Kuemper in the pros, played with Kuemper in Red Deer.

“He was a talkative guy in junior,” RNH said. “Everybody liked him in Red Deer. He is

outgoing. We played jokes on one another. He's a big guy in net. He's so well-positioned and he battles hard. Obviously with goaltending, it takes a little longer to get to the NHL level, but he's

worked his way up. He's taken advantage of his opportunity. That's huge. You have to capitalize on things and it's good to see. He wasn't a high draft pick but he got better as he got older, as a 20-year-old. My second year with him, when he was 20, that's when he really found himself. I do know his

weaknesses a bit though and I'll try and use that [knowledge] Thursday.”

See you on the tube and the Interweb tonight, and the newspaper tomorrow.

Wild acquires Brad Winchester; Lineup updates vs. Oilers
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Good afternoon from the Rexall Place, a building that has housed some of the greats -- Wayne Gretzky, Mark Messier, Mike Greenlay.

The Wild practiced this afternoon and plays an actal game against the Oilers on Thursday night -- the first of back-to-back games. The Wild plays in Vancouver on Friday. The Wild has won 12 of its past 14 in this arena and has won 18 times here -- its most in any arena.

These are no longer division foes crying.

John Curry was called up as goalie insurance in case Niklas Backstrom didn't handle today's practice well. He looked good on the ice, and coach Mike Yeo planned to talk with Backstrom afterward to see how healthy he is. If he's healthy, Yeo indicated that Backstrom could start Thursday's game against the Oilers.

He's 25-4-1 all-time against Edmonton with a 1.91 goals-against average and .928 save percentage and at Rexall Place, he's 8-3-1 with a 2.51 goals-against average and .910 save percentage.

The rationale behind maybe starting Backstrom over Darcy Kuemper is his success in this arena (although he's been pulled here three or four times, I believe) and mostly that Friday's game in Vancouver is huge. A win over the Canucks, who had lost seven in a row before the break, could put a whole world of hurt on their playoff chances. So maybe you save Kuemper for that game.

The Canucks are 10th in the West and a point out of a wildcard spot.

The other option is start Kuemper, who had started 12 in a row before the break and is 8-2-2 in his past 13, back-to-back, which he's done in his pro and junior career. We shall see Thursday.

Captain Mikko Koivu rotated in and out of lines during today's practice. Yeo didn't rule him out for the game vs. Edmonton, but he did say back-to-back games may be tough after ankle surgery Jan. 6. So that made it sounds like Thursday is doubtful but Friday is possible.

"I thought he looked good," Yeo said. "He continues to progress. I don’t want to say that he’s in or he’s out for tomorrow. Obviously back to back games might be tough for him. So that said, I don’t want to say that he’s in, I don’t want to say that he’s out. But those are the things that we’d have to consider along with making sure that he’s 100 percent. I know speaking to him today, he’s not quite there yet so we’ll see after today."

Marco Scandella won't play because of his sprained knee. Two practices is too quick. Jason Zucker isn't on the trip because of his leg injury, so he was placed on injured reserve with Scandella and Stephane Veilleux was called up.

The lines today:

Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Justin Fontaine

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp, the extra

Defensemen

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Jonas Brodin-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Keith Ballard

Steven Kampfer, the extra

In a trade today, the Wild sent Iowa defenseman Brian Connelly to the Chicago Blackhawks for former Badger Brad Winchester. Winchester will report to Iowa initially, but this was definitely a trade made for depth moves and Winchester will likely see games with the Wild.

Remember, after next Wednesday's trade deadline, the roster is unlimited as long as you don't go over the cap. Winchester, a former college teammate of Heatley and pro teammate of Brodziak, is a tough customer and adds some ruggedness (6-5, 230) to a smaller Wild lineup. He's got 390 games of NHL experience in seven seasons with Edmonton, Dallas, St. Louis, Anaheim and San Jose. He's also played 24 NHL playoff games, including scoring an overtime winner for the Oilers in 2006 against Detroit in the first round when they went to the Cup Finals.

He has 68 career points and 552 penalty minutes in NHL regular seasons.

"I think it’s great, and depth of a different type of player for us," Yeo said. "He’s a hard-nosed guy, he’s a guy that’s not fun to play against and he’s got that experience, so definitely a good move for us."

Backstrom misses practice, Scandella returns to practice
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As veteran goalie Niklas Backstrom indicated last week, the Wild figured out what's going on with his abdominal issues and it's something he'll have to deal with for the rest of the season.

Backstrom saw the surgeon who repaired his sports hernia last offseason during the Olympic break and was given some new treatment plans. However, Backstrom reported soreness this morning, so the Wild gave him a maintenance day off. The hope, coach Mike Yeo said, is Backstrom can practice Wednesday in Edmonton and start one of the next two games (almost certainly Friday in Vancouver).

"It’s not lower body and it’s not upper body. It’s somewhere in the mid part of the body," Yeo joked when asked if it's more of the abdominal stiffness. "Yeah, he was a little sore today. I expect him on [Wednesday]. We kept him off today, just precautionary."

Yeo said hopefully the soreness just has to do with being on the ice a lot after such a long time off for the Olympic break.

"We probably won’t know for a couple more days [if it's just general soreness], but hopefully he can get on the ice [Wednesday] and be fine," Yeo said. "We’ve pushed the goalies hard, doing a lot of extra drills with those guys and hopefully this is just something where he’s a little bit sore and just needed a day today."

Asked how the Wild continues to deal with this (remember, the trade deadline is March 5, and while the Wild as of now looks like it'll continue to ride Darcy Kuemper, the pressure may be on GM Chuck Fletcher to get further insurance before the deadline in case Backstrom continues to be labored or Kuemper gets hurt), Yeo said, "Day by day, the same way we’ve been doing it all along. I think we’ll have a better idea [Wednesday] how he comes out of this. Obviously two games coming up here, it would be real nice to have him 100 percent and healthy and ready to go."

There's been no change with Josh Harding's status.

How do the Wild continue to keep Kuemper grounded? Yeo said, "Just make sure we stay on him a little bit to make sure he stays sharp, stays sharp on his game. We’re working him hard in practice to make sure he’s got the right habits. It says a lot about him and the attitude that he has that he hasn’t gotten complacent and comfortable. But at the same time, we’ve got to make sure that we’re on him with that. On the flip side, when things aren’t going too well, we’ve got to help him through that. Certainly he’s getting a lot of attention from us right now and I think that’s going to be important the rest of the way."

Defenseman Marco Scandella, who sprained an MCL on Feb. 4, practiced for the first time today. He took part in most drills, although he left the ice a little early.

Scandella was asked if he could maybe play Thursday in Edmonton.

"I haven’t thought of any options," he said. "I just know it’s getting a lot better. Today was a big step and I just want to continue on that road."

He said his conditioning isn't 100 percent after two weeks off. He's been skating on his own for about six days now, he said.

Yeo said of Scandella, "I was actually a little bit surprised with how much Marco participated in our practice and what he was able to do out there. Very good sign."

He said Thursday is a "possibility" for Scandella, but "I wouldn’t say it’s a probability, so we’ll see. This was one practice that he’s had and obviously he’s been off for a considerable amount of time given the break, which was obviously good for the healing of the leg. But at the same time, we’ve got to make sure we get his timing back and get him up to speed and conditioning, where that needs to be too. So we’ll see."

Mikko Koivu, working his way back from ankle surgery, said today was another good day. "Hopefully another [Wednesday], and then we'll see" for Thursday.

Yeo said, "Mikko continues to get better. He’s getting closer. I don’t think we can make a decision here until we get probably to Thursday, but all we can do right now is keep pushing Mikko as hard as we can and keep seeing how he responds to that."

If Koivu returns, I'd think the lines go:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Heatley-Koivu-Coyle

Cooke-Brodziak-Niederreiter

Mitchell-Haula-Fontaine

Total shot in the dark guess. Maybe Brodziak and Haula flip. Or maybe the Wild start Koivu on the third line and Haula on the second in order to ease Koivu back in. We'll see.

If Koivu isn't going to play Thursday, the Wild either will have to play Mike Rupp on the trip or call up another forward with Jason Zucker hurt.

Parise, Granlund and Ryan Suter will return to practice Wednesday in Edmonton.

Talk to you after practice in Edmonton on Wednesday.

Parise stands up for Bylsma; Koivu continues to progress
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Zach Parise, along with fellow Olympians Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund, was given the day off today by the Wild, but the veteran winger and United States captain wanted to clarify comments he made after the Americans' loss to Finland in the bronze-medal game.

Parise was quoted as saying the Americans were "passive" and sent one guy in on the forecheck and allowed the Canadians (in the semifinals) and Finns to break out of the zone easily because of that.

It was construed by some in the media and by fans as Parise taking potshots at coach Dan Bylsma and his system.

Via email today, Parise said that wasn't the case.

“I liked his system, along with each of the other players. His system didn’t have anything to do with why we didn’t win a medal,” Parise said. "I wasn't even misquoted, someone just took a response to a different question and made it sound like I was referring to him. I was asked about how we played in a particular game and I said we were passive as a team, not playing a passive system. We seemed slow as a group that particular game. Dan did a great job coaching us and preparing us for all of the games, along with the other coaches. They put in a lot of work and it's unfortunate someone would say different."

Parise, who was pursued by the Penguins before he chose Minnesota two summers ago, said he had a good relationship with Bylsma throughout the Olympics and the months leading up to it. That included phone calls and meetings.

"He always asked for the opinion of the players on different things," Parise said in the email. "And on the ice he let us play and demanded us to work. He was always detailed in his approach and his meetings and like I said earlier we were more than prepared from a scouting standpoint for each game."

Parise spoke Sunday with Penguins GM Ray Shero, also the associate GM for the U.S. during the Olympics (became acting GM when David Poile was struck by the puck in Minnesota on Feb. 6), to clarify his comments and to assure Shero that they were not meant to take aim at Bylsma.

I think I mentioned on the previous blog, but Parise also told me in an email that his hand is fine from the Olympics, that he's actually not quite sure what happened, but it just started to hurt during the bronze-medal game.

As for the Wild, the team practiced for an hour this morning and captain Mikko Koivu continues to progress from his return from ankle surgery Jan. 6.

If the Wild had a game today, coach Mike Yeo said Koivu would be unable to play. The hope though is that he continues to progress during practices Tuesday and Wednesday and can maybe play in Edmonton and/or Vancouver Thursday and Friday.

"Individually you know when you’re ready," Koivu said. "When you know that you don’t think about it in the back of your mind, then you know for sure you’re ready to go. It’s a lot better right now than what it was last week, so that’s a good sign. Still have a couple days here before the first game. We’ll see tomorrow morning [how it feels]."

Yeo said the Wild has a bunch of meetings here to figure out what the lineup will look like if Koivu can return. He indicated the centers would be Koivu, Granlund, Kyle Brodziak and Erik Haula (recalled back from Iowa), so that seems to indicate that Charlie Coyle will move back to wing.

Yeo said that potentially Parise, Granlund and Jason Pominville, a line the last four-plus games before the Olympic break, would remain intact. However, after some terrific shifts together in a win at Anaheim and an offensive explosion during a loss in Colorado, the Parise-Granlund-Pominville line combined for one goal and two assists the last three games (and the Parise goal was a power-play goal). All three players were minus-3 those three games.

But with Granlund coming back from Sochi on a high and probably the need to ease Koivu back into things, my guess is Yeo separates Parise and Koivu for the first extended stretch in their Wild career together.

I'll be on KFAN at 5:15 p.m.

Erik Haula, Steve Kampfer recalled; Nino Niederreiter rejoins Wild
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Good morning from the X, where Mike Yeo's putting the Wild through a practice.

Zach Parise, Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund have the day off, and my guess as of now is they'll have Tuesday off, too. If that's the case, they'll be on Wednesday's charter to Edmonton, where the Wild will practice in preparation for Thursday's game there. By the way, Parise emailed me that his hand is OK and that it just started hurting out of the blue the final game against Finland. He doesn't know what happened, but he says he's fine.

Nino Niederreiter, who returned last week from Sochi, has rejoined the Wild for today's practice. Mikko Koivu is practicing again and is taking part in game-like situation drills, which could be a good sign for a return Thursday.

Erik Haula, as expected, has been recalled again from AHL Iowa with Jason Zucker sidelined at least through the Wild's two-game road trip. Haula scored five goals and five assists in seven games with Iowa during the Olympic break.

Steve Kampfer has also been recalled with the Wild short defensemen. Suter isn't here and Marco Scandella isn't practicing today, so Kampfer, I assume, is here for a few days just to practice.

More after practice.

Granlund makes Olympic All-Star team; other Wild updates
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Wild center Mikael Granlund, who won a bronze medal at the Olympics, was named to the Olympic All-Star team after Canada's gold-medal win over Sweden today.

Granlund led Finland with seven points and 20 shots and all Finnish forwards in ice time at 18 minutes, 15 seconds a game. Here is the rest of the Olympic awards.

If you didn't read my Sunday Insider on the Wild's goaltending situation heading into the March 5 trade deadline, here that is.

The Wild held an outdoor practice this morning at the John Rose OVAL in Roseville. Afterward, defenseman Marco Scandella skated with strength and conditioning coach Kirk Olson. We'll find out Monday if Scandella practices with the team.

My guess is the Wild will recall a couple players later today. With Jason Zucker hurt and Mikko Koivu up in the air, my guess is Erik Haula is one. Another will likely be a defenseman.

Nino Niederreiter is back in town and may practice Monday. I believe Granlund, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter were due back today.

Talk to you Monday and I'll update the blog later if the callups are announced.

The Wild, five points up in the playoff race with Phoenix and Dallas, resumes its schedule Thursday in Edmonton. It'll practice at the X Monday and Tuesday and in Edmonton on Wednesday.

I'll be on Rosen's Sports Sunday tonight on Channel 4. I'll be on "Hockey This Morning" on Sirius/XM NHL Network Radio Monday at 8:25 a.m. and on KFAN with Dan Barreiro at 5:15 p.m. Monday.

Jason Zucker to miss upcoming road trip; Marco Scandella cleared to skate
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Coach Mike Yeo updated us on a couple injuries after this morning’s practice.

Wild winger Jason Zucker will miss the upcoming road trip to Edmonton and Vancouver. After a doctor’s appointment Wednesday, it was determined that Zucker won’t be able to get on the ice for another week.

The Wild leaves for Edmonton next Wednesday, plays there next Thursday and in Vancouver next Friday.

He had an operation on his leg after the Olympic break began. The good news is it’s clearly not serious. He’s got a little noticeable limp, but when the players did their off-ice workout with strength and conditioning coach Kirk Olson after practice, Zucker accompanied the group.

Also, Yeo said defenseman Marco Scandella, who sprained an MCL on Feb. 4, was cleared to begin skating alone with Olson and the hope is that Scandella can join the group in the next couple of days.

The Wild has a Friday morning practice, is off Saturday and on Sunday at 11 a.m. has a fun, open to the public practice at Roseville’s OVAL. Unless the Wild’s going to allow Scandella’s first practice to come outdoors, he’ll more than likely start practicing with the team Monday.

Yeo did say he’s very confident that Scandella will be able to practice next week.

With Zucker out, unless Mikko Koivu can definitely return by Thursday’s schedule “resumer” in Edmonton, I’ve got to think Erik Haula returns to the team (barring a trade once the freeze is lifted after 11:59 p.m. Sunday).

“I was real impressed with what he’s doing down there and real impressed with what he was doing when he was here too. Certainly he’s in our minds, but we’ve got to figure out where we’re going to be with Mikko,” Yeo said.

The Wild got into more 5-on-5 and game situations during today’s practice and Koivu, who practiced Wednesday for the first time since breaking his right ankle Jan. 4, was held out of those.

“So obviously he’s not quite there yet,” Yeo said. “But you see guys are moving. We’re going up and down the ice pretty hard. When you don’t have as many bodies, you’re getting a lot more reps, so it’s a challenge conditioning wise. He’s responded really well. He looks strong and he’s skating well. Hopefully the pain keeps decreasing for him and we get to a point where he feels comfortable enough to get into this game situation stuff.”

Really, not much else going on. Things will really ramp up next week.

Yeo graciously moved practice up to 10 a.m. Friday so he and his players can watch Zach Parise and Ryan Suter and the rest of the Americans take on Canada in the men’s hockey semifinals at 11 a.m.

Remember, Mikael Granlund and the Finns take on Sweden at 6 a.m.

Our Chip Scoggins, Rachel Blount and Carlos Gonzalez are in Sochi, so if you don’t already, give them a Twitter follow at @chipscoggins, @blountstrib and @carlosgphoto.

The U.S. women just blew a 2-0 lead late in the third to lose in the gold-medal game to Canada in overtime. Crushing defeat, to say the least.

By the way, Parise isn’t on Twitter. He emailed me yesterday that he wasn’t on Twitter, but I forgot to put it on here. So any account you’re following that has his likeness or name

Parise was born by somebody with too much time on his hands.

Mikko Koivu practices with the Wild, talks about ankle, Team Finland
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The Olympic break is officially over for 16 Wild non-Olympians and a couple other injured players. The team gathered this afternoon in Edina to resume practice in preparation for its first post-break game at Edmonton a week from Thursday (Feb. 27).

Captain Mikko Koivu, out since breaking his right ankle Jan. 4 – an injury that led to a couple screws being inserted during an operation two days later, returned to practice. He’ll continue to ramp it up as long as his ankle feels good.

Today’s practice was about feeling the puck again for the team. A lot of skill work. The Wild coaching staff will up the ante Thursday with more competitive drills and begin to work again on system work.

Sixteen skaters and two goalies took part in today’s practice. Jason Zucker had a minor procedure on one of his legs and had a doctor’s appointment today, so coach Mike Yeo said he’ll have a better update on Zucker on Thursday. Perhaps we even see Zucker take the ice. Yeo also hopes defenseman Marco Scandella, who sprained his MCL in the second-to-last game before the break, rejoins the team soon.

Yeo expects that Nino Niederreiter will return to the country from the Olympics on Thursday. The team plans to give him a few days off. It’ll be interesting to see how it works with Zach Parise, Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund. The two Americans and one Finn play in the semifinals against Canada and Sweden, respectively, on Friday, so they likely won’t be back to the country until Monday regardless if they win or lose.

If that’s the case, one can assume they won’t practice Monday or Tuesday, meaning their first practices with the team could come Wednesday in Edmonton the day before the game vs. the Oilers.

Josh Harding didn’t practice and there’s no change to his status. He hasn’t started since Dec. 31 and twice since Dec. 17 after having an adjustment to his treatment for multiple sclerosis.

The longer this goes, the less likely it is that Harding will be able to rejoin the team this season, but the Wild is holding out hope.

“We feel for him right now,” Yeo said. “We’re behind him and we just want to see him get better and get ready to get back with us. … We want to be here for him, so when he feels better and when he’s ready to rejoin us, we’ll be more than ready to welcome him back.”

Niklas Backstrom saw abdominal specialist William Meyers in Philadelphia over the break. He’s the doctor who performed his sports hernia surgery after last season. Backstrom said they know now what’s been ailing him, but he wouldn’t divulge it. Backstrom has said before he believes his season-long soreness is related to last year’s ailment. Backstrom said they have some new treatment plans and he hopes it solves the issue.

Yeo said the break should have helped Backstrom more than anybody else on the roster.

Erik Haula will play three games this week for Iowa and then the team will decide whether or not to flip him with Jake Dowell and bring him back. The team though has some roster decisions to make if Koivu is able to come back next week in Edmonton and/or Vancouver, and maybe that affects Haula. Obviously, Haula was playing great before the break, but the roster isn’t unlimited.

Jon Blum, a defenseman, is up now with Suter in Russia and Scandella hurt.

As for Koivu, he felt good today. The Wild’s not going to put pressure on him by announcing a target date. Obviously, the hope is that Koivu can return in Edmonton, but Koivu said today, “I think it’s the worst feeling watching the games and not being part of the team. As soon as I can, I will play. But I thought I would be ready right now in the Olympics, so I don’t really want to put a timetable on when I’m going to play. We’re going to go day by day. As long as it’s getting better each and every day, I’m happy.”

Koivu said his ankle felt “a lot better” than before the break, but he admits there’s still discomfort and as good as he looked today, even Yeo said you could tell he was laboring late in practice.

Koivu said, “I think it’s stronger, but it’s still a ways to go, too. For sure, it’s going to get better each and every day. Just trying to make the right calls now with treatment and get it still stronger and hopefully each and every day it’s going to get easier and easier.”

Koivu, who was supposed to captain the Finns in the Olympics, has been forced to watch from across the ocean. Teemu Selanne has captained Finland into a semifinal Friday against border rival Sweden. Mikael Granlund leads the Finns with three goals, five points and 19 shots.

“Obviously you’re very proud of them, the way they play,” Koivu said. “I have lots and lots of good friends on that team. For our country, it means a lot. No one expected us to get even this far again and we proved people wrong again. It’s a great feeling to see that, but at the same time, it really, really hurts not being out there and playing with them. I guess that’s sports. You can’t always be healthy. You ask why the timing and everything about that, but it is what it is. I’m just very happy for them. They’re playing great hockey right now and it’s great to watch.”

On why Finland is always able to play so well in international tournaments – world championships, world juniors, medaling in the last two Olympics (this is a team minus Koivu, Filppula and Barkov right now), Koivu said, “They have good players. That’s the first. Without good individuals, you’re not going to get that far in a tournament like that. We’re well-coached out there right now. They play for their system, good goaltending, great defense by the whole group. I think it’s just the whole team. That’s the word. It’s teamwork and team effort each and every night.”

On Granlund, Koivu said, “I knew he could be good. Especially against Russia today. He was great.”

On whether he’s looking for flights to Sochi, Koivu joked, “I don’t think they want me there anymore the way they’re playing.”

Yeo has been impressed with Granlund. He brought up how against Canada, to start overtime, he went head-to-head against Sidney Crosby.

“It can’t be anything but good for him, the fact that he’s performing at the level that he is, the fact that he’s doing it against the world’s best players, I think it’s been a tremendous experience for him. … As far as we’re concerned, he’s set the bar pretty high. We know what he’s capable of now, so we’re going to hold him to that.”

Yeo said the latter somewhat tongue in cheek.

The Wild will have a couple tough practices, take Saturday off, have a Sunday outdoor practice at 11 a.m. (open to the public) and Roseville’s John Rose MN OVAL and then really start to ramp it up next week.

I'll be on KFAN in a couple minutes.

Koivu to practice; Blum, Dowell recalled; Granlund impressive
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As the Olympics enter the medal round, the NHL starts back up today.

Wild captain Mikko Koivu has been cleared to practice when the Wild's non-Olympians report at 2 p.m. at Braemar Arena in Edina. I'm sure he'll be eased back in as this will be his first time on the ice with teammates since breaking an ankle Jan. 4 against Washington.

Also, with Ryan Suter in Russia and Marco Scandella working his way back from a sprained MCL, I assume Jon Blum has been recalled so the Wild can have six defensemen in practice this week.

Jake Dowell is also up from Iowa to add numbers to the forward group. You might remember my story on Dowell's family's battles. Jake's father, John, died Thursday because of Huntington's disease and Jake was with his family in Eau Claire. The funeral was on Sunday.

Neither Erik Haula nor Stephane Veilleux have been recalled again. We'll see if Haula eventually gets the call back once the Wild gets into real practices. I think the plan has been for Haula to keep playing for Iowa so he gets games.

Coach Mike Yeo said before the break that with the team short numbers with Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund, Nino Niederreiter and Suter in Russia and Scandella hurt, the Wild will almost have three teams of five players initially as the team works to get the players back into game-like condition. The goal is to get the players in shape, while also getting in some skill work and system work. But obviously, it'll be odd until the Olympians are back.

I believe Niederreiter will return to the States before Granlund, Parise and Suter. Parise said before the tournament that there were two NHL charters bringing players back, and those who were eliminated earlier in the tournament would come back early. Then, typically, a team like the Wild would give Niederreiter a few extra days off.

Niederreiter and the Swiss lost to Latvia on Tuesday. In four games, Niederreiter had no points, was plus-2, 10 shots and led Swiss forwards in average ice time at 17 minutes, 5 seconds a game. If you watched the tournament, Niederreiter played very well, but he didn't produce offensively for the offensively-challenged team. He was robbed often.

As far as I can tell, the Wild will have 17 players on the ice today -- 11 forwards, six defensemen and two goalies.

Forwards: Brodziak, Cooke, Coyle, Fontaine, Heatley, Koivu, Mitchell, Pominville, Dowell, Rupp and I assume Zucker, unless his "minor procedure" will keep him off the ice.

Defensemen: Ballard, Blum, Brodin, Prosser, Spurgeon and Stoner.

Goalies: Backstrom and Kuemper.

If you missed it, Mikael Granlund had a heck of a game in Finland's 3-1 victory over Russia in the Olympic quarterfinals. He set up Teemu Selanne after a great hustling play for the second goal and then scored the third goal with a terrific whipping backhand inside the post.

Granlund's having a scintillating tournament. In four games, he leads the Finns with three goals and 19 shots. His role has been elevated dramatically due to Finland's injuries and he's playing alongside his hero Selanne, who played in his first of six Olympics before Granlund was even born.

The U.S. plays the Czechs at 11 a.m. on USA Network, while Canada plays the Latvians at 11 a.m. on MSNBC.

Sweden, who shut out Slovenia today, will play the winner of Finland-Russia in the semis Friday, while the winner of U.S-Czechs and Canada-Latvia plays in the other semifinal game Friday.

The bronze medal game is Saturday, while the gold-medal game is Sunday.

Wild signs goalie John Curry as an insurance policy
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The Wild has torn up goalie John Curry’s two-way American Hockey League contract with the Iowa Wild and signed the former Breck School product to a two-way NHL contract.

This will allow the Wild to be able to call up Curry in case he’s needed after the Olympic break. By rule, he is officially on waivers today in order to be reassigned back to Iowa.

Because of the Wild’s chaotic goalie situation this season due to health issues with Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom, Johan Gustafsson, who’s in his first year as a North American pro, has been on the Wild’s active roster six separate occasions and has backed up nine games.

He has yet to make his NHL debut, so signing Curry is a way the Wild can avoid the yo-yo for a developing young goalie and bring up Curry if it needs to after the Olympic break.

“To have Gus just up here backing up, it’s just not right for his development and leaves Iowa really shorthanded, too,” GM Chuck Fletcher said. “John’s a little older and has a little more experience, so it’s just another option for us. It’s not a reflection on Gus at all. There have been times we’ve had [Darcy] Kuemper and Gus up here and John’s been the only goalie down there, so this is recognizing the reality of our situation and protecting us with another NHL contract.”

Basically, Curry’s an insurance policy beyond Kuemper, who started 12 consecutive games before the break, and Backstrom, who was suffering from abdominal soreness before the break. Since Jan. 7, Backstrom missed two games and had to back up rather than start Jan. 7 in L.A. because of the issue.

Fletcher said the Wild will know more Wednesday once every non-Olympic player reports for practice, but he anticipates that Backstrom is “fine.”

As for Harding, who has started two games since Dec. 17 and none since Dec. 31, Fletcher said there’s no real change to his status and he will not be practicing this week.

“Once we get into practicing here, hopefully we can provide a better update,” Fletcher said. “There’s no real change with Josh.”

Fletcher knows Curry well. When he was assistant GM in Pittsburgh, Fletcher signed Curry out of Boston University.

“He has lots of experience. He’s earned it. He’s just played very well down there, so he deserves an NHL deal and there’s no downside to signing him and having him available to you,” Fletcher said.

Curry, who turns 30 Feb. 27, has shuttled all year back and forth between Iowa and ECHL Orlando. He is 6-3-2 with Iowa in 12 games with a 1.95 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. In 2007 with BU, he was a finalist for the Hobey Baker and was named Hockey East Player of the Year.

In four NHL games for Pittsburgh over parts of two seasons in 2008-09 and 2009-10, Curry is 2-2 with a 3.67 goals-against average and .867 save percentage.

I'll be on KFAN in-studio with Paul Allen on Tuesday morning at 9.

Mikko Koivu to miss Winter Olympics
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UPDATED Mikko Koivu will miss the Winter Olympics.

The Wild captain, who was expected to captain Finland, underwent surgery on a broken ankle Jan. 6 after being hit by a dump-in off the stick of Washington's Nicklas Backstrom two days before.

The normal course of recovery for this type of injury is six to eight weeks. Koivu underwent surgery in an attempt to accelerate his return to the Wild lineup. Monday will be five weeks from surgery.

Koivu has been skating daily, but he has yet to be cleared to participate in practice let alone games. Koivu, who has missed 15 games and has 35 points in 44 games, informed Finland GM Jari Kurri today.

"I just don’t feel healthy enough to feel that I can play at the level that I want," Koivu said, the pain in his eyes. "I really think it’s not fair for my teammates with Minnesota, with Team Finland, the management in Team Finland and most important it’s not fair for myself either. It’s been going on the last two weeks, but for sure the last week, just back and forth the emotions have been up and down. Had a good day, then following day it would be worse. Just the level that I’ve been skating by myself, I haven’t been practicing with my team that’s here, I just don’t think it’s fair to anyone to play for Team Finland."

Koivu will take some time off from skating but plans to resume before the team is allowed to practice again Feb. 19. His hope is still to be ready by the first game in Edmonton on Feb. 27, but that could be pushing it.

He made clear that doctors say his ankle is healing properly and the screws are keeping the bone steady.

"I knew that would happen with bones healing that you’re going to have a good day and it’s going to get the pressure and the next day it might be worse," Koivu said. "But even knowing that and going forward with it, it’s frustrating. It’s a different kind of pain, too, then for example if you hurt your knee. It’s kind of a little stiff and wears off and gets better the longer you skate. With this one, it’s the opposite. It’s good for 10, 15 minutes and then the pain just starts building up and the kind of pain you don’t enjoy skating and not even talking about playing the game the way I want to play the game, so it’s just different than any other injury that I’ve had."

This would have been Koivu's third Olympics. He won bronze with Finland in 2010 and a silver with Finland in 2006. His older brother, Saku, is also not participating in this Olympics.

He said doctors told him this was the "worst timing ever" to have this injury, that if it happened a week or two earlier or if the Olympics were a week or two later, he'd be there.

"It’s hard," Mikko Koivu said. "Obviously we’ve been having lots of success in the past and the feeling to represent your country especially in the Olympic Games, it’s something as an athlete that doesn’t happen very often and who knows if it’s going to happen again with the NHL.

"But I've got to think clearly and I just think it’s not fair to anyone for me going to play for Team Finland right now even if I wanted to go there bad and play for my country there. I've just got to move on and get better over here."

He said he felt a responsibility as captain of the Wild: "To be honest, I thought about it in both ways. I thought if I would be healthy and I could go and play, that would help me to come and play here. But at the same time, I want to make sure that I’m 100 percent healthy and be ready to go as good as I can be when the puck drops here after the Olympics. Those were the things. There’s lots of things that you have to go through before you make the call, but that was definitely one of them.”

Earlier this week, GM Chuck Fletcher made clear Koivu's Olympics were in jeopardy, telling me, "There’s a lot of healing and work that needs to be done to get him to that position. If we can get him there, great, but I think people need to understand how hard he’s working to get healthy and come back. But it is what it is. Your body’s only going to heal the way it’s going to heal. There’s no magic wand here. He’s skating on his own, but it’s a long way from skating on your own to playing in a high-end international Olympic game.

"It’s not like this is just going to turn here in the next day or two. Once you start practicing with the team and taking contact, how long ‘til you’re able to play in a game, are there any setbacks? There’s a whole host of issues you have to look at. My only thing is I don’t want to rush it and I want to make sure we err on the side of caution. If he’s ready, great, but I don’t want to be gambling with his health and nor does Mikko. I give him lot of credit to have that surgery. A lot of people would not have had that surgery, so he’s ing everything he can to accelerate this. But he can only do so much.”

The Wild will have four others representing their countries in the Olympics, the United States' Zach Parise and Ryan Suter, Switzerland's Nino Niederreiter and Finland's Mikael Granlund.

On Granlund, Koivu said, "I think he’s showed that in the past with the national team. He’s been playing very good each and every time he’s been part of Team Finland. So, I expect a lot from him. But obviously you don’t want to put any pressure on him either. It’s not about, obviously, one player. It’s about the team, which will always been that as Team Finland. But yeah, I hope nothing but the best for Granny and obviously for the whole team and I’m sure they’re going to do just fine.”

Finland also lost Tampa Bay's Valtteri Filppula with ironically a broken ankle yesterday. Brutal.

El Nino strikes in overtime; Wild makes roster moves
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Now you know why coach Mike Yeo says Nino Niederreiter has a “silly hard shot.”

Very impressive final two games before the Olympic break for the Swiss winger, who tonight in a 3-2 victory over Nashville scored his first career overtime winner.

He also assisted on Jonas Brodin’s goal and this came two nights after scoring the Wild’s first goal in a 2-1 win over Tampa Bay.

The Wild, now sixth in the West but still in the first wildcard position because that’s how it worked (see postgame blog against Tampa Bay if you’re confused), is seven points up on ninth-place Phoenix and six up on Vancouver, which sits in the second wildcard spot.

The Wild, which had lost six in a row at the turn of the New Year and looked like it was about to roll over and die with guys like Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jared Spurgeon and Josh Harding sidelined, entered the Olympic break on an 11-4-2 run.

“We’re going the right direction. There’s still a lot of room to get better at though,” said Parise, who scored his 19th goal and 10th on the power play tonight.

The team is now off for 20 days. The five Olympians (maybe four if we learn Friday Koivu has to pull out) will leave for Sochi on Sunday. The non-Olympians will begin practicing again Feb. 19.

Erik Haula and Johan Gustafsson were reassigned after the game. Darcy Kuemper can’t go down because he’s above the 16 games in the team’s final 20 games before the break threshold. Plus, I don’t think he should have his health risked anyway because the Wild will undoubtedly need him after the break.

The one news that did come after the game is now we know why I started to hear yesterday that Jason Zucker wasn’t being reassigned to Iowa. Yeo said after the game that he will have a “minor procedure” and should be ready to rejoin the team after the break.

Read the game story for all the details. Niederreiter turned inside on and shot in between the legs of Swiss pal Roman Josi for the winner. Josi will be Niederreiter’s Olympic roommate, which should be … challenging now.

Very solid last two games for the Wild to enter the break on a winning note after consecutive road losses to end the last trip.

“Really good solid overall couple games for us,” Jason Pominville said.

Kuemper had the yips and looked a little rusty tonight. He said like a wide receiver in football, on Craig Smith’s first of two goals tonight, he was deciding what he was going to do with the puck before he swallowed it. Because of that, he said he dropped the puck.

But he said his teammates played a heck of a game in front of him (outshot Nashville 36-18) and that first goal didn’t faze them. He joked that the three hit pucks by Nashville just happened because he had the angle taken away.

“A little bit of puck luck goes a long way,” he said.

Impressive last five weeks for the Wild.

But Yeo said he wants the Wild to keep climbing and not worry about its cushion, saying, “we haven’t done anything yet. We’ve put ourselves in a good position, but there’s a lot of work to do here still.”

Yeo joked that six weeks ago, when his job was on the line, was a “piece of cake, slept like a baby.” For me personally, all I wanted was for our players to look at me and say he has confidence, we should have confidence. I believed in the group.”

Happy Olympic break everybody. I’ll be back Friday if there’s Koivu news. Remember, there’s an Olympic trade freeze Friday at 2 p.m. until Feb. 23, so there should be little news throughout the Olympic break.

Enjoy the Olympics.

David Poile, Pete Weber hospitalized; Niklas Backstrom won't dress tonight; Why was Chad Rau traded?
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Very eventful morning down at Xcel Energy Center. Paramedics actually had to come out there twice, both Nashville related.

Pete Weber, the legendary NHL play-by-play man and only TV voice in Predators history, had a heart attack this morning and was taken to a local hospital from the arena.

Weber underwent a heart procedure and immediately felt the pressure leave his heart. I just visited him and thank God, he is resting comfortably in ICU. As I jokingly told him, I was worried I caused this because I did his radio show in Nashville last night.

Pete is as good a person as there is. I got to spend a weekend last June with he and his lovely wife, Claudia, at the National Sportscasters and Sportswriters Association conference in Salsbury, N.C. It was an awesome time, and Claudia is on her way to St. Paul now. Weber will remain in St. Paul through the weekend.

Weber thanks the doctors, paramedics and his ICU nurses.

"They did everything they could to calm me. I was more scared than anything," said Weber. "I thank everybody for their well wishes."

The second incident had to do with a scary scene in which GM David Poile, while standing in the tunnel between the visitor’s locker room and the bench, was struck by a deflected puck in the face.

He was immediately cut open and hit the deck. Nashville’s training staff and both Wild athletic therapists, Don Fuller and John Worley, treated Poile as paramedics were called.

Poile, under his own power, slowly walked himself from the trainer’s table to a stretcher so he could be taken by ambulance to local hospital for an examination. He looked groggy, had cotton in his nose and a puffed-up eye. He will remain there overnight for evaluation and observation. He took a lot of stitches, I'm told, and they're worried about a concussion and other facial damage. Remember, he is the U.S. GM too for the Olympics and is supposed to fly to Sochi on Sunday, so we'll see if that can happen.

"He's in the hockey world. He'll be ready to rock," Preds forward Eric Nystrom said.

According to a few Predators players, Shea Weber and Roman Josi were passing from board to board and a puck skipped on the ice, deflected off Josi’s blade and ricocheted into an unsuspecting Poile.

“Just looking at it, it was above the eye, so hopefully there’s no damage to the eye,” Predators coach Barry Trotz said. “That’s the first thing you worry about, but it was a rocket that came across. That’s the danger of being in that tunnel. That’s why I always get nervous when you have kids or have staff from upstairs that want to stand in the tunnel. It seems like it’s real easy and safe, but it’s not. It was a hard, rocket pass that came across that skipped and hit him pretty flush, so we hope that everything’s fine there.”

Wild players are wearing white tonight. Polar Vertex Night, I guess.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Carter Hutton tonight.

Johan Gustafsson has been recalled to back up Kuemper because Niklas Backstrom is day-to-day with the same abdominal soreness that didn’t allow him to start in Los Angeles on Jan. 7 and travel to Dallas on Jan. 21.

The Wild has lucked out lately because there have been no back-to-backs since before the Christmas break. There are five six after the Olympic break, so GM Chuck Fletcher may have to address the goaltending issue if Josh Harding won’t be able to return and Backstrom is going to be plagued by this nagging injury the rest of the way.

The hope from the team is that the Olympic break will be able to help Backstrom get to 100 percent.

If the Wild is comfortable going with Kuemper the rest of the way as No. 1 – and he’s given them every reason to think he can continue to get the workload – I wonder if Fletcher still looks to acquire an experienced goalie on a two-way contract as insurance. It’d be hard to get one on a one-way contract because if all of a sudden Backstrom is OK and Harding can come back, suddenly you’re overrun with goalies on a max 23-man roster.

This is nothing new to the Wild. The Wild’s goaltending situation has been, for lack of a better term, day-to-day all year starting with Backstrom straining his knee in Nashville the third game of the season.

“I know last year was a condensed schedule, but this year has felt every bit the same,” said Yeo, and he’s right because of the Olympics (Wild played 48 games in 99 days last year; this year it played the same amount of games in a league-low 101 days if I remember correctly). “Even though [Backstrom] hasn’t been the starting goalie, there’s also for that backup goalie a heavy workload. He’s got to make sure his game’s staying sharp in practice.”

So Yeo hopes the Olympics give him the rest he needs to get healthy because “we’re going to need him. With the amount of back-to-back games and amount of games we’re playing in a short period of time and just even sometimes to put a veteran guy in and a guy that’s been in those type of situations, certainly we’re going to need him.”

The Wild closes the Olympic break before most teams in the league and some teams start earlier than the Wild. The Wild also plays three games in the first nine days after the break, so the games in hand teams have on the Wild? They’ll catch up. That’s why tonight’s game is so important. The Wild needs the two points to continue to have a cushion on the teams behind them.

Nashville has a game at home against Anaheim on Saturday, so the Preds shouldn’t look past tonight’s game. The danger for the Wild is they could with five guys (maybe four if Mikko Koivu is ruled out) going to the Olympics and most every other player headed to the beach Friday and Saturday.

The Preds are playing well and have pushed themselves back into the playoff hunt, so Yeo expects Nashville’s best tonight and warned the Wild to beware of looking past tonight for the break.

After tonight, Yeo said he’ll tell the players to turn off their brains and forget about hockey for a little while. In fact, the Wild’s strength coach, Kirk Olson, will tell players to not do anything exercise-wise for four days and then give them a program to start up again before the players must report back for practice Feb. 19 at 2 p.m.

Players have all been weighed in so they have a baseline for what they should be once they report again. The team will then have a mini-training camp before its schedule resumes Feb. 27 in Edmonton.

But tonight, Yeo said, “We cannot have any letdowns.”

What else? Stephane Veilleux has cleared waivers and been assigned to Iowa. Marco Scandella is walking well on his sprained right knee and says he got lucky.

Also, I threw the Chad Rau trade on the blog yesterday and didn’t give you any foundation for understanding it because it was so minor. After getting a Twitter freak out, I realize now I probably should have explained the move.

First of all, minor-league trades are made every day in the NHL. Heck, Iowa made two yesterday. The only reason why this got a press release here in Minnesota is because Rau is on an NHL deal.

This is a trade that will never impact the Wild. The Wild runs two organizations and this was a move for Iowa.

Rau has been scratched more than a dozen times this year because Iowa has been forced to rotate veterans. Veterans are deemed to be any player that has more than 260 pro games I believe. You can only dress six in the AHL. Iowa has seven, so every night, one of the vets has to be scratched. That’s why David Steckel wanted out at the start of the year. Back then, Iowa had eight and two were scratched per night.

So, this was not fair to Rau, this wasn’t fair to Iowa. It’s a stupid rule when every night one “vet” has to see four ECHLers who aren’t as good as him play in Iowa’s lineup because one of them are not allowed to play.

Rau hasn’t been called up in two years. It’s not his fault the Wild is deeper today than it was when he got callups a few years ago and has players like Granlund, Niederreiter, Coyle, Zucker, Haula above him in the depth chart.

So in order to give Rau a chance to play every day and get a contract next year, the Wild traded him. They were doing him a favor. This was no slight of a beloved hometown boy, as some of my Twitter followers seemed to take it as.

This was a minor-league trade, so chillax. Like I said, I realize now I should have given you the context of the trade yesterday.

That’s it for me. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during tonight’s pregame show and first intermission.

Marco Scandella sprains MCL; Mikko Koivu still not cleared to practice, Olympics in doubt
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The best possible news has come on defenseman Marco Scandella.

He didn’t blow out his knee. He has a sprained knee, coach Mike Yeo said this morning. I hear it’s a sprained right MCL, which is a similar injury to what Charlie Coyle had at the beginning of the season. He missed 11 games and a little less than four weeks.

It’s usually a 3-to-4 week injury, and the good news is that after Scandella misses Thursday’s game against the Nashville Predators, the Wild has 20 days off for the Olympics before it resumes its schedule Feb. 27-28 in Edmonton and Vancouver.

So the hope it that Scandella will be ready by the time the season starts again or at least soon after. That’s also good news for the Wild because a Scandella long-term injury would likely force GM Chuck Fletcher into some kind of desperate trade for a defenseman before the March 5 deadline.

I don’t doubt he would still like to add a defenseman anyway, but with the cap situation limited for the Wild and almost every team in the league, there’s just no chance to address every single need before the deadline. A long-term loss to Scandella probably would have made defense the most pressing need.

“When you saw it happen last night, I knew right away what it was,” coach Mike Yeo said. “The fact that it’s not as serious [as we thought], the positive is the timing of it. Hopefully he doesn’t miss anything.

“You have to think time-wise, there’d be a good chance to have him back coming out of the break. If you’re going to do it, now’s the time to do it, for sure. We’ll have to make sure we stay on top of it. He’s had a really strong season for us. Very valuable piece. Coming out of that break, we’re going to need him. but we’ve been faced with this, guys have stepped up and we need them to do it again.”

Because Keith Ballard can play right D and the Wild lost a left D, Jonas Brodin moved from top-pair right D in today’s practice and took Scandella’s spot on the left side. Jared Spurgeon, a right D, moved up and took Brodin’s spot to the right of Ryan Suter. Nate Prosser moved back to second pair right D, while Clayton Stoner, scratched against Tampa Bay last night, will move back to his usual left side next to usual partner Keith Ballard.

Got it?

Stephane Veilleux was placed on waivers. When he clears Thursday, he’ll be assigned to Iowa for the Olympics. He was going to be scratched against Nashville so Justin Fontaine can get back to the lineup. Fontaine will likely play on the fourth line with Erik Haula and Torrey Mitchell.

Yeo said the Wild would “really love to go into this break on a winning note.”

He doesn’t want players looking ahead to their time off. Again, the Wild will resume practicing Feb. 19.

Haula will likely be assigned to Iowa for the Olympic break. The Wild is meeting about that now.

There’s a rule that says you’re entitled to an Olympic break if you participate in 16 of your team’s last 20 games. Thursday is 15 for Haula.

Darcy Kuemper has started or been backup in the past 17, so he no longer can be sent to Iowa even if the Wild wanted to.

There are other complicated rules as well and I think Jason Zucker falls into one of those because it sounded today like Zucker now won’t be sent to Iowa.

Yeo said today, “There’s definitely a value in rest. It’s going to be a grind coming out of this break,” but then he added you don’t want young guys to get rusty.

Mikko Koivu will miss Thursday’s game and there is still no decision in terms of the Olympics, although it’s seeming increasingly unlikely.

“Mikko’s doing everything he can to come back,” GM Chuck Fletcher told me this morning. “It’s a six-to-eight-week injury that we’re trying to accelerate and have him come back in five, but not only is he not cleared to play right now, he’s not even cleared to practice with the team.

“There’s a lot of healing and work that needs to be done to get him to that position. If we can get him there, great, but I think people need to understand how hard he’s working to get healthy and come back. But it is what it is. Your body’s only going to heal the way it’s going to heal. There’s no magic wand here. He’s skating on his own, but it’s a long way from skating on your own to playing in a high-end international Olympic game.”

So, are you saying it’s doubtful?

“That’s not for me to say. I’m just trying to present the facts to you. Doctors are involved and we’ll see how his body continues to respond. But he won’t be cleared to practice with the team tomorrow. It’s not like this is just going to turn here in the next day or two. Once you start practicing with the team and taking contact, how long ‘til you’re able to play in a game, are there any setbacks? There’s a whole host of issues you have to look at. My only thing is I don’t want to rush it and I want to make sure we err on the side of caution. If he’s ready, great, but I don’t want to be gambling with his health and nor does Mikko. I give him lot of credit to have that surgery. A lot of people would not have had that surgery, so he’s doing everything he can to accelerate this. But he can only do so much.”

-- 2013 sixth-round pick Avery Peterson, who has 30 goals and 55 points in 22 games for Grand Rapids, was named a finalist for Minnesota Mr. Hockey today. He leads his team in goals, assists and points.

--The Wild made a minor-league trade, sending Chad Rau to San Jose for forward Curt Gogol. Rau, 27, played 299 games for Houston and Iowa and scored two goals in nine NHL games.

Gogol, 22, has four points and 149 penalty minutes in 40 games for Worcester this season. In 131 AHL games, he has 20 points and 455 penalty minutes. He'll head to Iowa.

I'll be on KFAN from 9:55 a.m.-10:35 a.m. Thursday.

Explaining the Wild's playoff position; Marco Scandella injured
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Good win for the Wild tonight because after consecutive slow starts out of the gate, particularly in the second period in Denver and Calgary, the Wild started well tonight, defended well for the most part, generated chances against a good Tampa Bay Lightning team and wound up edging them for a 2-1 win.

The Wild moved to sixth in the Western Conference, but that means absolutely nothing in the new playoff format. The top three teams in each division make the playoffs, the next two teams with the most points earn wildcard spots.

So with Chicago, St. Louis and Colorado way ahead of the Wild, the Wild’s all but locked in a wildcard spot unless one of the three Central Division teams north of them tank. The Avs are 10 points up on Minnesota.

So, currently, the Wild resides in the first of two wild card spots with 24 games left this season. Vancouver, which is four points behind Minnesota, and Phoenix, which is five points behind Minnesota, both lost, so the Wild gained ground on each.

Dallas and scorching-hot Winnipeg both won and are each six points behind the Wild, which has 67 points in 58 games.

The big concern after tonight’s game is how serious Marco Scandella’s apparent knee injury is. He was lost 2:01 into the game and 55 seconds into his night when he crossed the offensive blue line, collided with Tyler Johnson and did the splits. His knees bent awkwardly, and it looked like his right knee was seriously hurt.

Coach Mike Yeo called it a lower-body injury, said he’s doubtful for Thursday and said he would have more of an update after Wednesday’s practice. Hopefully it’s not too long-term because Yeo indicated that maybe the 20-day Olympic break will help heal whatever’s wrong with him. If it is serious, this could be a significant loss because Scandella's been playing well.

Clayton Stoner will surely play Thursday in the final game before the Olympic break against Nashville.

The good news is Jared Spurgeon returned from a foot injury tonight and despite missing 14 games didn’t miss a beat. He assisted on goals by Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley.

Heatley had a solid game. He made plays, set up Jason Zucker for a breakaway and scored his 11th goal. Yeo was real happy with Niederreiter’s game. He scored for the first time since the tying goal in the third period and shootout winner Jan. 7 in L.A. That was a 12-game drought.

Besides the goal, Yeo said, “[Niederreiter] played a very strong game as far as I’m concerned. His puck strength was outstanding. We stressed the last couple games spending more time in the offensive zone, and he did a great job on the wall in the D-zone and more so in offensive zone, the way he managed the puck and the way he held onto it [was impressive].”

Darcy Kuemper was also impressive with 34 saves, a nice bounceback after giving up eight goals in his past two starts. He came up big late and was helped out by his handy post when Tyler Johnson clanked it with 39 seconds left.

The Lightning pressed late bigtime, but the Wild held on.

Yeo had Erik Haula on the ice with two minutes left and Yeo called this easiest one of his best games. He said when he plays like tonight, he has a “ton of confidence in him.”

As I’ve written, Zucker and Haula will spend the Olympic break playing in Iowa. I’ll be interested to see what the Wild does if Mikko Koivu as expected plays in the Wild’s first game after the break Feb. 27 in Edmonton.

Maybe the Wild would consider bringing Haula back and going Mikael Granlund, Koivu, Charlie Coyle and Haula 1, 2, 3, 4 at center and move Kyle Brodziak to the right wing. The other option is Granlund, Koivu, Kyle Brodziak and Haula, and moving Coyle back to right wing.

But Haula is very useful with his speed and on the penalty kill. Tonight, he used his lightning speed to create a heck of a shorthanded chance for himself.

Keith Ballard had three hits. Nate Prosser blocked three shots. Zach Parise had six shots and three takeaways. Mikael Granlund had a couple awesome shifts. Jason Zucker makes a great pass for Spurgeon on the first goal and got the puck up ice on transition to Spurgeon for the second goal. 

Overall, very good game from the Wild, a tough game in which it played 58 minutes with five defensemen. The Wild’s D were great and the forwards were terrific defensively with back pressure all game. They were also better taking care of the puck than they have been the past few games.

Suter logged 34:31, but he had a great line afterward, saying, “I had the shanks all game. I couldn’t make a pass coming out of our end, couldn’t make a pass through the neutral zone. I felt like Roy McAvoy out there.”

That’s a Tin Cup reference, a good move with Kevin Costner and Rene Russo.

Spurgeon, always overshadowed and often underrated, had a good line after the game about the fact that nobody bothered asking him questions the past month because so many bigger names – Mikko Koivu, Parise, Josh Harding – were sidelined.

“It was sort of nice. Well, not nice, but I didn’t have to answer any questions,” he joked.

“It was a fast game. Quick skating team. It was fun out there. It was sort of a playoff atmosphere. We know they’ve been rolling, so it’s a big win for us,” Spurgeon continued.

It was a fun game to watch. Tampa’s a fast team that goes north-south quickly. So there was a lot of counterattacks by both teams tonight and plenty of Grade A chances. The Wild could have easily blown this game open in the first two periods. They had some dynamite chances, especially in the second.

“I liked the way our guys came into this game, their preparation,” Yeo said. “You could tell that they had the right focus defensively and execution wise. We did generate a lot of chances, but the way we were generating them, I was real happy.”

That’s it for me. Talk to you after Wednesday’s practice.

Spurgeon returns tonight for the Wild; Lineup updates, more on Koivu
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Wild and Tampa Bay Lightning tonight at the X.

Good afternoon from the arena’s press room. Reminder, the fourth of five Star Tribune Chalk Talks with former Lightning assistant coach Wes Walz and I will take place before tonight’s game. If you want to attend the event and game, please go to wild.com/chalktalk.

If you didn't see my Mikael Granlund piece today, here is a link.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Ben Bishop tonight.

Wild defenseman Jared Spurgeon will play for the first time in 15 games and be reunited with old defense partner Marco Scandella. Nate Prosser remains in the lineup and will be paired with veteran Keith Ballard, and Clayton Stoner will be scratched.

Two changes to the fourth line: Stephane Veilleux, scratched the previous five games, will replace Mike Rupp and Torrey Mitchell, scratched for the first time this season Saturday in Calgary, will slide into the right-wing spot as Justin Fontaine sits.

Fontaine missed practice Monday with a stomach bug, and since there was no practice Sunday, coach Mike Yeo felt Fontaine wouldn’t be 100 percent. So the team will give him a practice Wednesday and maybe Fontaine will return in Thursday’s game against Nashville – the final break before the 20-day Olympic break.

Remember, the Wild will not practice from Feb. 7-18. NHL practices can resume at 2 p.m. CT Feb. 19 and the Wild will resume practicing at its new practice facility whenever there’s an Xcel Energy Center conflict – Braemar Arena in Edina.

Also, Feb. 23, the Wild will hold a free, open-to-the-public outdoors practice at 11:15 a.m. at Roseville’s John Rose OVAL.

Spurgeon is excited to get back into the lineup tonight. When the Wild returned to Minnesota yesterday, those custom-molded shot blockers were sitting waiting for players. Spurgeon tried his the past few days and will give it a try tonight. He wore others during last year’s playoffs and found he would slip anytime he made a turn. These are molded and the strap comes higher, so they don’t hit the ice during crossovers.

I haven’t noticed if any other players will try them yet, but often times, players get into such a routine, more than likely if players wear them in games, they’ll want to get a string of practices with them on. So that could come during the Olympic break skates.

Spurgeon broke his foot during the Jan. 2 game against Buffalo. He lasted until the end of the game, skating 27 minutes and being plus-3.

“It didn’t really bother me until I took my skate off,” Spurgeon said. “It hurt when it happened and I left it on to make sure it didn’t swell up. After the game, we checked it out. Unfortunately it was worse than we thought. The next couple days I could barely walk on it, but I think the adrenaline of the game and how well we were playing that game, that kept me in it.”

Yeo said, “We’re anxious to see where his game’s at. If he can step in and be close to the level that he was at before he got hurt, we’re a lot stronger for it.”

Yeo talked to Stoner this morning to let him know “we’re not unhappy with him, we’re not disappointed in his game. Bally’s really been playing well, Pross has really been playing well. With Marco, Brods and Suts, we had to make a decision, so that’s where we’re at.”

Yeo said Prosser has taken advantage of his opportunity. From Nov. 27-Dec. 22, Prosser was scratched 13 consecutive games. He has now played 19 consecutive games, and in 14 games assuming Spurgeon’s role, he is plus-7 with two game-winning goals and two assists.

But Yeo made clear this is the lineup for tonight and there’s no guarantees he doesn’t switch it up Thursday, so Prosser must keep his foot on the gas.

On the fourth line change, Yeo said at home, he has the last change, and he likes the makeup of a Veilleux-Erik Haula-Mitchell line because Tampa Bay’s a tight-checking, fast team and this should be a “skating game.”

By the way, Tampa Bay’s top line right now is Ondrej Palat, Tyler Johnson and Martin St. Louis. Palat edged Johnson and Kuemper for Rookie of the Month today.

Palat had 16 points in January, Johnson had 14. Kuemper led all rookies with six wins and had a 2.15 goals-against average and .932 save percentage.

Tonight, the Wild must be better with the puck. In Calgary, the Wild constantly threw pucks away, especially some of the kids. Jason Zucker throwing a puck up the gut led to the first goal. In Colorado, Matt Cooke’s turnover led to the Avs’ first goal.

Yeo said the Wild watched a lot of video on that yesterday.

“You can’t control the game if you can’t control the puck and I thought we were very poor with the puck,” Yeo said. “It led to too many chances against, it led to the first goal against, not only in Calgary, but also in Colorado. We have to be better with the puck, hanging onto it, being strong on it. We talk about how we want to be a puck possession team. Well, if you get the puck and just throw it away to the other team, then obviously that’s not going to work out for you.”

Captain Mikko Koivu again skated and shot pucks on his own before today’s skate. He is wrestling with the decision as to whether to captain Finland in the Olympics.

If he’s medically cleared, it’ll be up to Koivu as to whether he feels he can play at a high enough level in Sochi to participate.

“If he’s medically cleared and there’s no risk of injuring it further, to me, I would want him to go,” Yeo said. “Given the time he’s been off, it would almost be like a little training camp coming back for when we get out of the break. You can’t replicate the games. The level he’d be playing at over there, if he could get in and get those games, I think he should be much stronger coming out of break.”

I couldn’t agree more. Somebody tweeted me yesterday he should have his captaincy strip if he doesn’t play this week and ends up playing in the Olympics.

That’s absurd. If he is medically cleared and is able to play, it would be huge for the Wild if during the break Koivu is practicing and playing. If he doesn’t play during the break, when the Wild opens up Feb. 27 in Edmonton with the first of back-to-back games, Koivu could be playing his first game in almost two months. There’d be rust and fatigue for awhile because, as Wes Walz always says, it is not easy for big guys to come back and play at a top level initially after a long layoff.

So, it’ll be interesting to see what happens here. Again, Finland doesn’t need to turn into a roster until 24 hours before its first game. It opens against Austria on Feb. 13.

Talk to you later.

Jared Spurgeon likely returning, Darcy Kuemper starting against Tampa Bay; Other Wild updates
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Late blog, I know, but it’s been a long day at the arena with Wild and Tampa Bay Lightning practices and a couple articles that I needed to get written first.

I wrote C1 feature on Mikael Granlund’s strong play of late. He had a bit of a valley Saturday in Calgary, but it’s been mostly peaks of late for Granlund, who has played first-line center with Zach Parise and Jason Pominville pieces of the past three games.

Granlund is riding a five-game point streak, which is tied for his career-high.

The Wild had a good practice here at the arena today, and coach Mike Yeo said it was “nice to be back on home ice.” He cautioned that the Wild must get mentally focused to play a good Lightning team because of the old first-game-after-a-long-road-trip doldrums that often plague NHL teams.

The Lightning has been fantastic this year, and if I got a vote (broadcasters vote for Coach of the Year), Jon Cooper would be in my top-3 for the Jack Adams. It’s extraordinary how the Lightning has survived despite playing the past two months without superstar Steven Stamkos.

The scoring center was on the ice at the X today and said he felt the best he has since breaking his tibia horrifyingly in Boston. Cooper, always good for a decent line, said it was time to ramp up the physicality on Stamkos today and told his players that even though Stamkos was wearing a white jersey, “he’s not an egg.”

Stamkos won’t play against the Wild on Tuesday but is eyeing a Saturday return for Tampa Bay and hopes to still represent Canada in the Olympics. Cooper joked that maybe Detroit Red Wings coach Mike Babcock, who doubles as Canada’s coach, will be so kind and instruct his Red Wings not to touch Stamkos on Saturday. To be clear though, Stamkos needs to be medically cleared and feel fully confident on his leg before he returns.

It’s not unlike Mikko Koivu. There’s little doubt he will get medically cleared at some point, maybe even in time to play in the Olympics. But for him to play in the Olympics, he has to be physically capable and be 100 percent confident on his ankle.

Yeo said that while it’s doubtful Koivu plays Thursday against Nashville (last game before the break), there’s a lot of things on Koivu’s mind because he so wants to play in the Olympics. He feels pressure from his country but also needs to have the best interest of the Wild in mind. Yeo and GM Chuck Fletcher have made clear they would prefer he not play IF he’s deemed still injured or not physically capable. If he’s cleared and opts to play, Yeo is taking the stance that it’s not a bad thing, that after missing so much time, the Olympics would give Koivu a chance to get practices and game action so he’s “on top of his game” once the Wild season resumes Feb. 27 in Edmonton.

Big Ben Bishop, whom I once watched play the Gophers in this arena with the University of Maine, will start for the Lightning vs. Darcy Kuemper.

Valtteri Filppula (lower body) is a gametime decision, Cooper said, although the coach indicated he expects the Finnish center to play.

I had a nice chat with Tyler Johnson today. He attended a few Wild development camps and prospect tournaments back in the day and chose to sign with Tampa Bay over Minnesota. It’s worked out bigtime. He’s second among NHL rookies with 17 goals and 35 points, should be a Calder contender and centering Tampa Bay’s top line with Marty St. Louis in Stamkos’ absence. I’ll have some Johnson quotes in Wednesday’s paper (in my game notebook).

Defenseman Jared Spurgeon is likely to return against the Lightning after missing 14 games with a foot injury. He felt and looked good today, although Yeo said he would “put off” deciding which defenseman comes out for Spurgeon until the morning.

Yeo said merit and which defensemen he feels are needed against the Lightning will come into play. The candidates are Keith Ballard, Clayton Stoner or, dare we say, Nate Prosser, who has played consistently well after finally being given the opportunity to play, uh, consistently.

Kuemper has given up eight goals in the past two starts and Yeo called this a “huge growing moment.” Kuemper has been a No. 1 at every level and has bounced back from par to sub-par performances before. But this is really his first time at this level and Yeo wants to give him that opportunity to rediscover the top-notch game he showed much of January.

A solid effort could mean Niklas Backstrom doesn’t get a start before the Olympic break.

Justin Fontaine missed practice today because he was sick, so he’s a question mark against Tampa Bay.

No update on Josh Harding as the Wild has said it’ll try to get a better sense as to whether he’ll be able to return this season during the Olympics.

Yeo said the Wild’s having a staff meeting Wednesday to determine its Olympic plans. I’ve reported Jason Zucker, who will get to play in front of his former DU coach George Gwozdecky (Lightning asst.) on Tuesday, and Erik Haula will almost certainly play in Iowa during the Olympics. Maybe Stephane Veilleux, too.

The big decision will be Kuemper. He’s young and could use the game to keep this momentum. The risk in my opinion though is with Harding’s uncertain status, what if Kuemper got hurt in Iowa? I’d think the team wouldn’t want to risk that, but that’s what they’ll decide.

All the youngsters that have been here all year won’t play in Iowa during the break.

Again, for all of you asking my Thomas Vanek thoughts, see the previous blog.

I will be on KFAN from 9:55-10:35 Tuesday. Also, the fourth of five Star Tribune Chalk Talks with myself and Wes Walz is Tuesday before the Wild-Lightning game. If you would like to attend the event and the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

Zach Parise named NHL's First Star of the Week; Talking Thomas Vanek
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Afternoon from the X, where the Wild's practicing in advance of its game against the Tampa Bay Lightning. It'll be a tough one: Lightning is darn good and the first game back from a long road trip is often a tough one.

Jared Spurgeon is again practicing today and could return. Mikko Koivu is not practicing, is out Tuesday and I'd say doubtful for Thursday. The big question is whether he partakes in the Olympics. As I wrote here, GM Chuck Fletcher doesn't want him playing if he's still injured. Fletcher said he will see the doctors again this week.

Justin Fontaine is the lone guy not practicing today. I saw him limping after the game at Colorado on Thursday, so maybe this is related. Update after practice.

Thomas Vanek reportedly turned down a contract extension with the Islanders and will be traded before the March 5 deadline. Shocker.

Again, my guess has always been the Wild waits until free agency to pursue Vanek. The price for him as a rental will be huge, so why give up a boatload of assets for Vanek when you can sign him as a free agent? Again, the Wild, if it makes the playoffs, is all but locked to get a wildcard spot (Wild's unlikely to catch St. Louis, Chicago or Colorado), meaning it's all but locked to play St. Louis or Anaheim in the first round. Would you want the Wild to trade a first-round pick and a prospect or two for Vanek when your fate is a first round with those teams and he almost certainly will be available four months from now anyway?

Doesn't make a ton of sense to me.

I don't doubt the Wild would like add a rental winger/scorer before the deadline, but the price for Vanek will be high. I'd think L.A. is a possibility. The Kings cannot score. They must add a scorer before the deadline.

Zach Parise was named the NHL's First Star of the Week. He had eight points in three games, including a 3- and 4-point game against Anaheim (winning goal) and Colorado, respectively.

Former Gopher Phil Kessel was Second Star, while the Wild played a role in helping Calgary's Mikael Backlund get Third Star.

FIRST STAR— ZACH PARISE, LW, MINNESOTA WILD

         Parise led the NHL with eight points (3-5--8) last week as the Wild

 (29-21-7) went 1-1-1 in three road contests. Parise began the week by tallying the game-winning goal plus two assists in a 4-2 win at Anaheim Jan. 28, handing the Ducks their second regulation loss in 25 home starts.

 He recorded a season-high four points (2-2--4) and nine shots in a 5-4 loss to the Colorado Avalanche Jan. 30 and notched an assist in a 4-3 overtime loss to the Calgary Flames Feb. 1. Parise also was named captain of the

 2014 U.S. Olympic Men’s Ice Hockey Team on Jan. 31. The 29-year-old Minneapolis native, who served as an alternate captain for the silver medal-winning U.S. team at Vancouver in 2010, has recorded 35 points

 (18-17--35) in 42 games with the Wild this season.

 SECOND STAR –- PHIL KESSEL, RW, TORONTO MAPLE LEAFS

         Kessel recorded seven points (3-4--7) last week, helping the Maple Leafs (30-21-6) climb to third place in the Atlantic Division with three consecutive victories. He earned an assist on the game-winning goal in a

 3-2 win over the Tampa Bay Lightning Jan. 28, recorded two assists in a 6-3 victory over the Florida Panthers Jan. 30 and tallied his fifth career hat trick and one assist in a 6-3 victory over the Ottawa Senators Feb. 1. The 26-year-old Madison, Wisc. native, who will represent the United States at the 2014 Olympic Winter Games later this month, leads the Maple Leafs in scoring and is fourth in the League overall with 61 points (30-31--61) in

 57 games. His 30 goals rank second in the League to Washington’s Alex Ovechkin (39).

 THIRD STAR – MIKAEL BACKLUND, C, CALGARY FLAMES

         Backlund recorded six points (4-2--6) last week, highlighted by multiple points in each of his three appearances, as the Flames (21-27-7) closed out their first 5-0-0 homestand since Feb. 7-15, 1997. Backlund began the week by notching two goals, one shorthanded, in a 5-4 overtime victory over the Chicago Blackhawks Jan. 28. He tallied two assists in a

 4-1 victory over the San Jose Sharks Jan. 30 and he closed the week by recording a shorthanded tally as well as the overtime winner in a 4-3 decision over the Minnesota Wild Feb. 1. The 24-year-old Vasteras, Sweden native increased his season scoring total to 13-14--27 in 54 games.

Wild overcomes slow start by salvaging a point in overtime; Koivu's Olympics in jeopardy

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: February 2, 2014 - 12:54 AM   
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Only the Wild can strut into Anaheim, come away with its most impressive win in the year and wind up turning the same road trip into the feeling of such disappointment.

But that was the feeling in the locker room after tonight’s 4-3 overtime loss to Calgary. The Wild returned to Minnesota following a 1-1-2 road trip, which is better than the 1-2-1 trip it came so close to being.

Still, player after player called it a disappointment.

Evening from the Saddledome.

Here is the game story

Here is the notebook, which leads with Mikko Koivu's Olympics being in jeopardy.

Here is my Sunday column on an early look at Chuck Fletcher's thinking heading into the trade deadline.

Here is a Q&A with Ryan Suter.

The Wild battled back from a 3-1 deficit to get a point, but for the second consecutive game, it followed a horrible second period with a strong third period. Unlike Colorado on Thursday, the Wild at least forced overtime this time before Mikael Backlund’s winner 2:25 into the extra session.

In Colorado, the Wild gave up 18 shots in the second period and three goals. Tonight, another 18 shots and one, taking three penalties in an 11-minute span as Calgary took a 2-1 lead after Matt Cooke previously tied the score with his 15th career shortie.

The Wild was undisciplined, generated few scoring chances, was soft on pucks, threw pucks away and was sloppy in the first 40. Nineteen seconds into the third, the Wild drew a holding penalty with a chance to tie.

Instead, it gave up a shorthanded goal. That seemed to wake the Wild up because it was all Minnesota the rest of the period. At one point, the Wild was being outshot 26-10. The final shots were 32-23 as Dany Heatley and Keith Ballard scored 5:55 apart late in the third.

Coach Mike Yeo said, “Defensively we were OK, but offensively we very much on the perimeter and not gritty enough, not dirty enough. Took us to get down 3-1 to really start to develop that mentality.”

Yeo was happy with the way the Wild battled back, but he said the Wild has to rectify the second periods of the past two games.

“This hasn’t been a trend lately. It’s been the last two games and we have to fix it,” he said.

Early in the game, Yeo said the Wild wasn’t committed enough to playing a heavy game, getting to the middle and battling.

“We were looking for easier stuff instead of harder stuff,” Yeo said. “Every time we got the puck in the offensive zone, we threw it away, gave it to them and broke it out for them. When we’re playing well, we’re strong on that puck, we’re controlling the puck in the offensive zone, moving our feet. I didn’t see any of that early in the game.”

Calgary’s first goal, with two guys deep, Jason Zucker threw it away. Calgary’s third, the shortie, Ryan Suter tripped or was tripped (never saw a replay) and a 3-on-1 was triggered.

This was one of those games where the kids had trouble, weren’t strong on the puck. Charlie Coyle took two penalties and had one shot, although he made a great move and Karri Ramo robbed him. Nino Niederreiter didn’t get a shot off on three good lucks. Zucker worked his tail off but was bounced off the puck over and over and was minus-2.

After so much was made about putting together Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville, Parise and Pominville were minus-2 and Granlund was minus-3. Kyle Brodziak, struggling mightily in the faceoff circle lately, lost 13 of 16.

On the winning goal, there was a total breakdown between Ballard, Pominville, Granlund and Marco Scandella.

“Me and Granny (he meant Pominville) were in the corner, on the side boards with two of their guys,” Ballard said. “I think he thought I was going to go, he thought I was going to go. Neither one of us went fast enough.” Scandella then took himself out of the play by sliding, Granlund lost Sean Monahan and Pominville was defending the middle of the ice rather than Backlund.

The bad news is Phoenix beat Pittsburgh tonight and Dallas beat Anaheim. The Wild is going for one of the last two wildcard spots. There’s just no chance they’re going to catch St. Louis, Chicago or Colorado, so Phoenix, Dallas, Vancouver and maybe LA will be the teams to watch the rest of the year.

Wild’s still in 7th, two up on Vancouver and three up on Phoenix. Two home games before the break, starting Tuesday against the Lightning.

“We’ve got to take the points right now,” Heatley said. “It was a tough trip, a lot of travel, some good teams, We’ll take four points, but really would have liked six, I think.”

The Wild has Sunday off. I’d assume Stephane Veilleux at least will be Iowa bound soon. Talk to you Monday.

Yeo explains Rupp vs. Zucker decision; Spurgeon's return on hold; Koivu returns to Minnesota

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: February 1, 2014 - 2:10 PM   
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Afternoon from one of my favorite arenas, the Saddledome in Calgary, where tonight on Hockey Night in Canada, another classic Flames-Wild tilt will take place.

It’s my first time here since the arena was under water following the Bow River flooding last June.

Wild defenseman Ryan Suter, named an alternate captain for the U.S. Olympic team for the second time yesterday, will be Scott Oake’s guest on HNIC’s After Hours following the game. If you have questions you want Scott to ask, tweet him at @scottoake.

Since Jay Feaster was fired and President of Hockey Ops Brian Burke took over on an interim basis, the man has tried to add “truculence” to the Calgary lineup. The big addition was Kevin Westgarth, who decided to play center for a shift to open a game last month in Vancouver. All heck broke loose after the opening faceoff, John Tortorella tried to storm the Flames’ room to get at coach Bob Hartley between periods and Torts hasn’t coached since.

I jokingly warned Mike Yeo not to start his fourth line tonight.

But because of the heavies in Calgary’s lineup, Mike Rupp will play his fourth consecutive game.

Jason Zucker, scratched for Rupp the past three games, will return though and skate on a line with hometown “kid” Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle. The trio had success a few games last month.

Zucker was the odd man after Zach Parise returned, and Yeo said it was about “fit.” I asked Yeo more specifically today why Zucker was scratched and he gave his most specific answer, which was an indictment of both the team and Zucker.

He said he gave Zucker the one game against Chicago on the fourth line and indicated Zucker needs to play in a top-6 role to be effective (he had one near costly turnover after a play on the wall in the second period). But then Yeo added, “We’ve seen a different game from our team and from him playing against some of these heavy teams on the road, so that’s we used the different lineup.”

So, to be clearer, Yeo has felt the Wild’s game and Zucker’s game changes against tough teams on the road, so that’s why he felt compelled to start playing Rupp at San Jose, at Anaheim, at Colorado and now at Calgary.

Zucker said he has to his best to play mistake-free hockey to keep from being an up-and-down player. Personally, I think that's a hard demand for any player to ask of himself. Zucker had some great games last month, especially in Nashville. He just has to do his best to relax, clear his head and play his game.

With Zucker back in and Rupp remaining in, Torrey Mitchell, whom I hear came close to being scratched in Colorado, will sit for the first time this season. Mitchell has one goal in 53 games.

Jared Spurgeon’s return is on hold. Yeo said Spurgeon told him yesterday that he’s just not ready, which is completely understandable. He has missed 13 games with a broken foot. Yesterday was his first real practice, so to me, that would have been the definition of rushing him back into the lineup.

I’d guess Tuesday against Tampa Bay is a likelihood.

“We would have had a tough decision tonight [as for who to take out] if he was coming into the lineup,” Yeo said. “Guys have elevated their game. Stony’s (Clayton Stoner) playing a physical game, Bally’s (Keith Ballard) taken his game to another level and Pross (Nate Prosser), we’ve seen what he’s come in and done.”

Yeo said all three probably sense the return of Spurgeon and have lifted their game knowing one of them will come out.

“That’s probably part of it,” Yeo said. “They go into every game making sure they’re ready to go and making sure they have that urgency.”

I did a big feature last month about Prosser, but I may write about him again for Monday. His play has been that good and he had some good stuff to say today about his head-to-head duels with Jamie McGinn the other night in Denver.

Captain Mikko Koivu returned to Minnesota after practicing in Denver the other day. The team felt there was no sense bringing him to Calgary since he wasn’t going to play.

He has not practiced with the team since having surgery on his ankle Jan. 6, so I don’t see how on earth he’ll be able to play one of the final two games before the Olympics. That, too, would be the definition of rushing him back.

“I don’t want to say anything yet,” Yeo said. “I would call Tuesday a longshot right now and I don’t want to speculate at all beyond that.”

That’s it for now. I’ll be on Sportsnet 590 the Fan in Toronto at 5:10 p.m. CT.

Also, the fourth of five Star Tribune Chalk Talks with myself and Wes Walz is Tuesday before the Wild-Lightning game. If you would like to go to the event and the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

Wild's lineup heading into Saturday's game at Calgary
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After combining for nine points in Thursday’s loss to the Colorado Avalanche, Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville will remain a line when the Wild visits the Calgary Flames on Hockey Night in Canada on Saturday night.

Afternoon from Calgary. I'll be on KFAN on Saturday at 10:55 a.m.

Parise, who has seven points in the past two games, is coming off a two-goal, two-assist performance, while Granlund and Pominville combined for two goals and three assists.

Coach Mike Yeo plans to also reunite the Jason Zucker-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley line. The trio had success last month together, including a two-game string where they combined for four goals and five assists.

Zucker had been scratched the past three games due to the trickle-down effect of Parise’s return to the lineup from a broken foot.

Nino Niederreiter skated on the third line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. He had spent time there earlier this season, while Erik Haula will center the fourth line with two of three wingers – Mike Rupp, Justin Fontaine and Torrey Mitchell.

Defenseman Jared Spurgeon, who has missed the past 13 games with a broken foot, may return against the Flames.

Spurgeon didn’t take part in a regular pairing during Friday’s practice, but the Wild made sure to get him plenty of reps.

“I thought he looked really good moving the puck and showed no problems whatsoever working in the D zone,” Yeo said.

Yeo said he’d like to get another right-hand shot into the lineup. During Spurgeon’s absence, Nate Prosser has been the only righty other than four games Jon Blum played. Yeo said it would give the power play more options, too.

If Spurgeon returns, Keith Ballard would be the likely scratch.

Yeo wouldn't name his goaltender. My guess is he returns with Darcy Kuemper, although Niklas Backstrom has had a lot of success in Calgary.

He is 8-7 all-time in Calgary with a 1.98 goals against average, .932 save percentage and three shutouts.

The Wild has won eight of its past 12 at the Saddledome.

Talk to you Saturday.

Parise will captain U.S. Olympic team; Suter is alternate captain

Posted by: Michael Russo under Olympic hockey  Updated: January 31, 2014 - 1:31 PM    
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With the Wild lounging around Newport Beach, Calif., earlier this week, Zach Parise had to step out when his cell phone buzzed with Dan Bylsma’s name coming up on the caller I.D.

Parise, the Wild star competing in his second Winter Olympics with the United States later this month, figured it was just a routine update being provided to the five-player leadership group, which includes himself, Wild teammate Ryan Suter, Los Angeles Kings captain Dustin Brown, St. Louis Blues captain David Backes and New York Rangers captain Ryan Callahan.

It wasn’t.

Parise was informed by the U.S. coach that he will captain the red, white and blue in Sochi.

“We’ve got a lot of players that are great leaders,” Parise, 29, said. “I’m going to get a lot of help and I’m going to need a lot of help. It is a special thing, though. It’s very humbling.”

While Parise was named “Captain America,” Suter and Brown were named alternate captains.

Suter was a no-brainer. No player on the U.S. team has worn an American sweater in international competition more than him (64 games). Along with Parise, Suter was an alternate captain during the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver and previously captained the U.S. at the 2005 world junior championship.

Parise, the former captain of the New Jersey Devils, tied for the team lead in both goals (four) and points (eight) for the silver medalists in Vancouver. He forced overtime in the gold-medal game by scoring with 24.4 seconds left in regulation.

He previously was alternate captain on the gold-medal winning 2004 world junior championship team.

Bylsma coaches the Pittsburgh Penguins, so his team faced off against Parise often when he played for the Devils. Bylsma said Parise embodies the blue-collar attitude he wants from his team in Sochi.

“Every time we played against Zach Parise, there has been a work ethic, a never quit, a determination, an abrasiveness about a hard-to-play-against type of player -- and it’s every time,” he said. “Regardless of the score, regardless of the situation our respective teams might be in, that’s what you see and that’s what you get every time I’ve coached against Zach Parise."

Parise has played four games since returning from a broken foot that kept him out of the Wild’s lineup Dec. 23-Jan. 21. In two games since finding out he was named the U.S. captain, Parise has scored three goals and seven points.

In 591 NHL games over nine years, Parise has 230 goals and 482 points. He has played in the playoffs seven times, helping the Wild snap a four-year playoff drought last season. He captained the Devils to the 2012 Stanley Cup Final, where they lost to the Kings.

His mentor in New Jersey was recently-retired Jamie Langenbrunner, who captain the U.S. in 2010.

“I sat next to him in the locker room while he was our captain [in New Jersey], and while he was our captain in Vancouver,” Parise said. “Not an overly vocal guy in the locker room, but you know he’s going to play hard the right way in every game, and he leads by example. 

“As I get older in the league, you kind of remember those kinds of things. What was unique about Jamie was that he was able to lead the same way when the team was winning and the team was losing, which is a hard thing.

Wild captain Mikko Koivu is expected to captain Finland during the Olympics. Koivu has missed the past 12 games with a broken ankle.

Postgame: First two periods does in the Wild at Colorado

Posted by: under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 31, 2014 - 12:15 AM   
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The good news for the Wild tonight is Phoenix lost at home to Buffalo and Dallas lost in overtime to New Jersey, so the damage of a 5-4 loss wasn’t overly detrimental.

One game after its most impressive win of the season by handing Anaheim only its second home regulation loss, the Wild fell behind 4-1 in Denver before seeing its comeback fall short.

The Wild just didn’t execute in the first two periods, taking three minors in a 5 ½ minute span of the first and seeing that momentum filter into the second.

The Wild gave up three goals in the second – a softie by John Mitchell, a soft play along the wall that resulted in Paul Stastny’s tally (he looked offsides on replays) and a Maxime Talbot goal when he smacked the stick of the posterchild for scrutiny Kyle Brodziak, who was slow to move the puck out of harm’s way and thus basically scored an own goal.

That ended Darcy Kuemper’s night. Well, sorta. He was going to get pulled, but Niklas Backstrom’s mask was in the locker room, and when he didn’t retrieve it fast enough for the ref’s liking, the ensuing faceoff occurred. Finally, at the next stoppage, Backstrom replaced Kuemper.

Before Zach Parise was injured, many fans and media members had been clamoring for Yeo to try Parise with Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville. In Anaheim, on the power play and a few even-strength shifts, the chemistry was there.

Yeo didn’t start them together tonight, but he ended them together, uniting them in the third period. They were fantastic, generating sustained pressure and scoring chances every shift.

Parise followed his 3-point night and winning goal in Anaheim with two goals, two assists and nine shots tonight. Granlund had a goal and two assists, 12 faceoff wins and logged 22 minutes and Pominville had a goal and assist. He scored with 2:14 left -- 11 seconds after Nathan MacKinnon’s breakaway goal by Backstrom, which actually gave Backstrom the loss despite Kuemper giving up four goals.

So that MacKinnon goal was a killer.

The trio will obviously stay together in Calgary. The question is whether Yeo keeps them intact once Mikko Koivu returns. I talked about this on FSNorth during the first intermission even before the third-period display and I think it’s time Yeo tries separating Koivu and Parise, especially because Granlund is playing at such a high level.

Jonas Brodin had a real tough night. Soft on the puck all game, turnovers galore, a penalty, minus-2.

But Brodziak will continue to get the fan’s scorn. The trend tonight was not moving the puck quick enough. That happened on one wall play in the first period and led to a minute of frantic play.

His lack of finish continues to be aggravating. Nobody gets better looks at the goalie, in large part because he often does the right things without the puck. But once he gets that puck, he doesn’t bury it. In the first period, Ryan Suter and Matt Cooke made a couple nice plays on the PK that led to a Brodziak chance, but Semyon Varlamov made the save. It happened later in the third, too.

Brodziak and Cooke were minus-3. Justin Fontaine were minus-2. Yeo wasn’t thrilled with their game and especially Brodziak’s, but Yeo feels Brodziak has been playing good hockey lately.

Once Koivu comes back, the easiest thing to do will be to send Erik Haula down. But one wonders if Yeo would ever pull Brodziak for a game or two to give him a little jolt.

Yeo made clear he’ll return with the Parise-Granlund-Pominville line in Calgary. He ended tonight with Charlie Coyle playing with Dany Heatley and Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter skating with Haula and Cooke. Brodziak was demoted to the fourth line.

Kuemper will likely return to the net.

I’ll talk to you Friday, although I may have some travel issues getting out of Denver. Also, I am scheduled to land in Calgary after practice, so I’ll get Yeo and players at the team hotel afterward.

At noon CT, USA Hockey will announce which player of Parise, David Backes, Ryan Suter, Dustin Brown and Ryan Callahan will captain the Americans in Sochi. I’ll be in the air, but my editor will drop the news on the blog.

Jared Spurgeon skates with the Wild; No lineup changes vs. Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 30, 2014 - 4:16 PM   
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Afternoon from Denver. I intended to get this blog up a few hours ago, but after eight days away from the beat, it's been phone call after phone call just to catch up and figure out what's going on with the team behind the scenes, and, heck, even ironing down exactly what lines guys have played on.

I did catch up with Chuck Fletcher regarding the March 5 trade deadline and many different subjects, and a lot of that will be in my Sunday column.

A reminder: It's silly season right now with the rumors. In most cases, you don't need me to confirm or refute. You're all educated hockey fans. Ask yourself first, "Does this remotely make sense?" Most of the time, you'll know if it's baloney or not.

Defenseman Jared Spurgeon, who will miss his 13th consecutive game tonight when the Wild visits the Colorado Avalanche, took part in the pregame skate this morning. It was his first time on the ice with teammates since blocking a shot and injuring a foot Jan. 2 against Buffalo.

That was the 4-1 victory that triggered a 9-3-1 month. Spurgeon was plus-3 that game, playing 27 minutes as Ryan Suter's partner.

The plan is for Spurgeon to practice fully with contact Friday in Calgary and coach Mike Yeo said this morning during his pregame availability (I didn't make it to the rink because of a flight delay) that there's a chance Spurgeon returns Saturday night in Calgary -- a special place in Spurgeon's heart because that's where he made his NHL debut on his 21st birthday three years ago if I remember correctly.

After tonight, there are three games before the Olympic break -- in Calgary, Tuesday vs. Tampa Bay and Thursday vs. Nashville. Wild actually begins the Olympic break two days earlier than many.

Spurgeon said today that he definitely wants to get back before the Olympics because otherwise, it'd be roughly two months between games for him and the league will have ramped up. So, Saturday certainly sounds close.

Then, it'll be interesting to see Yeo's decision-making with the lineup. Nate Prosser has played great in place of Spurgeon, so one would assume he has earned the right to stay in the lineup. If Prosser stays, it'll be Keith Ballard, who at least on my iPad seems to be playing better, or Clayton Stoner.

It sounds like Mikko Koivu will ramp it up soon. He hasn't skated with the team yet. If he doesn't soon, one has to wonder if he'll be able to play in either of those home games before the Olympics. Yeo said today he doesn't want to rush him back in.

Yeo is coming back with the same lineup tonight, meaning Jason Zucker sits and Mike Rupp stays.

Again, I didn't make the morning skate, but Yeo said it's a game-to-game decision and he feels with Rupp in the lineup, it allows guys like Stoner to worry about playing defense and not going toe to toe by being the lone tough guy.

"It’s like having your big brother with you," Yeo said of Rupp's insertion into the lineup the past two games. "You feel a little bit stronger."

Zucker and Erik Haula will spend the Olympic break in Iowa playing. Technically, the Wild could send Darcy Kuemper there, too. Personally, I think that's a risk just because of Josh Harding's uncertain health situation. Kuemper is playing so well when the Wild needs him most, so to me at least, it'd be risky sending him to Iowa. Could you imagine if he got hurt? On the other hand, the other way of looking at it, it could give Kuemper the upper hand on other goalies if he's playing all Olympic break.

I'll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission. Later.

A blog from my late stepfather: Another Beautiful Day

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: January 30, 2014 - 11:00 AM   
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I'm back, ... well, almost.

I am airborne on my way to Denver, although I will land after the Wild’s morning skate because of a flight delay. And since Denver’s airport is in Nebraska, I will miss availability. I’ll update the blog later today after I get players this afternoon and maybe coach Mike Yeo.

I have missed four games in a row, but by watching from afar, the lineup’s all but set anyway. The team is 9-3-1 this month, has gotten five of six points in the past three games against three of the league’s powerhouses, so Darcy Kuemper’s in the cage.

The only lineup decision will presumably be Mike Rupp or Jason Zucker. I’ll update later with that answer. I’ve been impressed with what I’ve seen the past three games, especially the game in Anaheim, where the Wild severely outchanced the Ducks and beat them decisively.

Kuemper was great, but most impressive, even when you knew guys like Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry would pressure late, the Wild was never on its heels. In fact, maybe the most impressive shift of the game came late when Zach Parise and Mikael Granlund munched a minute of clock in the offensive zone.

As you know, in this conference, the Wild needs to keep its foot on the gas tonight against Colorado and Saturday in Calgary.

If you've missed me -- or not, I will be on Fox Sports North during tonight's pregame show and first intermission. Also, another Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and myself is Tuesday night before the Wild's game against the Tampa Bay Lightning. For tickets to the Chalk Talk and the game, please go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

I typically feel like I lose touch with the team when I miss two days in a row, let alone eight, so I’m excited to get back into the swing of things and delve myself into work again. My first six years covering the NHL, I didn’t miss a single game, so you know the past week-plus wasn’t the norm.

Thanks for all the hundreds and hundreds of well wishes, particularly via email and on Twitter. I appreciate it, as does my family.

Last Tuesday, as I ate lunch in Dallas, I got a call that my stepdad, who had been in hospice since November, had taken a turn for the worse. My editors were incredible and didn’t hesitate, giving me permission to rush to the airport and get on the first flight out.

I’ve been a sportswriter for 23 years, and there’s no chance I would have gotten my start without Lenny.

When I was a teenager and started writing for the Boca News and the Sun-Sentinel, you had to wait to get your drivers’ license but you could get a drivers’ permit. That meant I could not drive at night without an adult.

 So Lenny would drive with me to different high schools, sit with me as I covered games and then drive with me to the paper afterward.

 As I wrote, Lenny would sit in the newspaper’s lobby reading until sometimes after midnight as I wrote.

Leonard (Lenny) Tabin

Saturday night, the Dodgers Stadium outdoors game started at about 10:15 p.m. ET. The Wild game started at 10:30 p.m.

As Lenny slept, I watched both games in the living room, offering him a little play-by-play along the way. The Wild game ended, and five minutes later, Lenny passed away.

It was kind of poignant. I’ve watched countless games on TV with Lenny over the years. I got to watch two final ones to completion.

I just want to thank Lenny’s incredible hospice team. Honestly, these special people work tirelessly and are some of the most caring folks I’ve ever met in my life. They’ll sit there for hours talking and have been incredible support for my mom.

Back in December, I was driving in Columbus, Ohio, when I got a call from my mom and Lenny asking, “How can I start a blog?”

I was like, “a what????” And they said, “a blog!”

Lenny explained that he wanted to start a blog for hospice patients that may feel like they are in helpless situations. He wanted it to be a place where they can support each other through such a tough time.

When I visited over the NHL’s Christmas break, Lenny said he wrote half his first entry and wanted my help with it. Sadly, we never did get to work on it or publish it.

Just prior to Lenny dying, I found it on his iPad. I thought I’d share it:

Another Beautiful Day

This blog is for shut ins, bedridden people and those people who wish to meet

others on the internet. Most of us have a circle of friends, family and

colleagues. We may have 3, 30, more, or less. However, we

may not be able to be in touch with these people. I believe my blog

will introduce people who understand one another and their situation. We will

share our experiences, strengths, and hopes.

My personal story is as follows: in December of 2012 I was not feeling well. My

wife convinced me to see a doctor. We found that I had Chron’s/Colitis. We began

a first tier of therapy. The therapy was not working, so we went to the next

tier. This included very expensive medications ($1100.00). On May 6th, I was a

substitute teacher for kindergarten class. My left foot hurt very much and I was

limping. At dinner time, I was unable to control my fork. I was cold and I felt

very sick. My wife and I went to the emergency room of our hospital. I was

admitted to the hospital for tests. My son flew in from Minneapolis. That night

my family was called at 2:30 in the morning to get to the hospital as soon as

possible. I had an embolism in my left calf. I was in congestive heart failure

as well. One doctor told my family that I only had 10 1/2 hours to live. Well

we proved them wrong, I was in the intensive care unit for the next eight

days. I had renal failure and was on dialysis. That worked, but I was told that I

may have cancer. No cancer, but we had to drain fluid from my lungs. After four

weeks I went to a rehabilitation center for eight weeks. I went from wheel chair

to walker and then to using a cane. I lost 55-60 pounds. I have been very

positive since this began. I was told that I am not a candidate for heart

transplant. My cardiologist recommended palliative care. We contacted a company,

Seasons hospice, this is not your grandmothers hospice. My nursing care is

extraordinary. I have an iv that regulates my heart and we have to change the

iv bag every three days. We have a music therapist who comes twice a month with

her guitar. I like Stevie Nicks and she also likes her. Their Chaplin also is

available. Our case manager has been very helpful to us. This concept of hospice

is to make your life as comfortable as possible. They look to extend life, you

are not preparing for your ultimate demise. I have taken this opportunity to

alert you, that all is not a dark road with no opportunities. Our 16th

president, Abraham Lincoln said that people are as happy as they make up their

minds to be. I know that I could just turn my back and feel very sorry for myself. I have made a choice to be as positive as possible.

--Leonard Tabin

March 18, 1941-January 26, 2014

Next up: Avalanche; Team USA captain named Friday

Posted by: Chris Miller under Olympic hockey, Wild practice  Updated: January 29, 2014 - 2:34 PM   
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The Anaheim Ducks are the NHL's best team, but suffered only their second home loss in regulation on Tuesday night when the Wild skated away with an impressive 4-2 victory at the Pond.

The Wild is in Colorado today to get ready for a game against the Avalanche tomorrow night. Practice is optional.

Beat writer Michael Russo is still away from the team following a death in the family, but should get to Denver tomorrow -- although he's stranded in Atlanta, which has been shut down by a blizzard, er, one inch of snow.

Update: USA Hockey announced it will name the Olympic team captain on Friday at noon. The U.S. captain will be on a conference call.  Wild alternate captains Zach Parise and Ryan Suter are among the five candidates, as the team's "leadership" group includes those two, Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, Kings captain Dustin Brown and Blues captain David Backes.

Back to Tuesday's victory, some quick stats on the game:

Mikael Granlund had a power-play goal to break an eight-game streak by the Wild where it did not score with a man advantage.  Still, it was 1-for-5 on power plays, and that nine-game stat now reads 1-for-26.

Parise had the game-winning goal on a very skilled deflection of a Marco Scandella shot, and also had two assists. The Wild is 4-1-1 in the past six, and the Ducks are now 21-2-2 at home.

The Wild improved to 9-3-1 in 2014. At 29-20-6 (64 points), they moved into the first wild card spot in the Western Conference. Remember, top three teams in each division make the playoffs, along with two wild card teams with the next best records in the conference.

Darcy Kuemper made 31 saves to improve to 6-3-1 with a 2.26 goals-against average, .924 save percentage and one shutout in 11 appearances this season.

Our game story from LA-based Joe D'Hippolito is here.

Randball weighed in this morning on Wild fever here.

Faceoffs, faceoffs, faceoffs

Posted by: Chris Miller under Wild practice  Updated: January 27, 2014 - 1:36 PM    
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The Wild is back at practice this afternoon in Anaheim after a day off in Southern California.

It plays the Ducks tomorrow night after opening a four-game road trip with a 3-2 overtime loss in San Jose. The game preview noted Joe Thornton had "only" six goals, and naturally he scored twice, including the game-winner.

Michael Russo is away from the team until Thursday, but provided some interesting faceoff stats:

1. Wild lost 41 of 59 (69%) of its draws Saturday.  Kyle Brodziak and Charlie Coyle were the culprits. Brodziak lost 15 of 17. Coyle lost 13 of 18.

2.  At the time of his injury, Mikko Koivu ranked third among NHL forwards in ice time (21:34), 16th in faceoff percentage (.557) and seventh in faceoffs taken (888). Koivu has been out 10 games after ankle surgery, and isn't likely to return this week.

3. Koivu’s broken ankle also came one day after the Wild lost Zenon Konopka, who has the highest faceoff percentage in the NHL since 2005-06. Konopka was claimed off waivers by the Buffalo Sabres.

4. The Wild was top-five in faceoff percentage at time of Koivu's injury. It has slipped to 10th at .513

5. Brodziak's faceoff stats have plummeted with Koivu out of the lineup. He has won 75 of 171 (.438) and his overall percentage has dropped from .502 to .490. In the past 13 games, Brodziak is at 89 of 213 (.417).

6.  Mikael Granlund has been a bright spot. His percentage last year was .471, and this year he is at .516. That looks better when you consider he was at .479 on Nov. 15.  With Koivu out, Granlund has won 83 of 159 (.522).

Day off for Wild after San Jose

Posted by: Chris Miller under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 26, 2014 - 10:58 AM   
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The Wild has today off, and they're heading to the beach. It will be back in action Tuesday night in Anaheim.

A 3-2 loss in overtime in San Jose was worth a point.  Poor faceoff performance was the culprit ... read the game story here.

Staff writer Michael Russo has been away from the beat for a few days. His stepfather passed away in Atlanta after a long illness. Please keep the family in your thoughts and prayers.

Wild in Shark Tank tonight

Posted by: Chris Miller under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: January 25, 2014 - 12:48 PM   
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The Wild is at San Jose tonight for a 9:30 p.m. (Central) game that kicks off a tough, four-day road trip with games also in Anaheim, Colorado and Calgary.

Mikko Koivu and Jared Spurgeon flew in with the team yesterday, but aren't like to play on the road trip, coach Mike Yeo said.

A reminder, Michael Russo is away for a family emergency.  We have veteran writer John Ryan stringing for us, and you'll get a first report from John at startribune.com when the game ends.  TV tonight is Fox Sports North.

Zach Parise felt fine after his return from a broken foot. John's report from Friday's practice is here.

Sharks, of course, are without rookie sensation Tomas Hertl, who tore up a knee and is out for the season. San Jose made big news yesterday when they extended the contracts of Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau.

Big weekend for the NHL with an outdoor game tonight at Dodger Stadium and another outdoor game tomorrow at Yankee Stadium.

Preview box for tonight's Wild game:

Preview: The Sharks are fourth in the Western Conference, and the Wild is tied for seventh. The teams have split 3-1 games this season, both winning at home.

Players to watch: Wild RW Jason Pominville scored his team-high 20th goal in Thursday’s 2-1 victory over Chicago. … Ryan Suter (31 points) is 10th in the NHL in scoring for defensemen. … G Darcy Kuemper has a 2.22 goals-against average in nine games but has started six in a row. … Sharks C Joe Thornton leads the NHL with 47 assists and is sixth in scoring with 53 points but has only six goals. Thornton and W Patrick Marleau both got three-year contract extensions Friday. … C Joe Pavelski is second in the league with 28 goals. … G Antti Niemi (2.38 goals-against average) has played in 43 of 51 games.

Numbers: Former Minnesota State RW Eriah Hayes has skated in the past nine games for the Sharks and is looking for his first NHL point. Ex-Minnesota Duluth G Alex Stalock has consecutive shutouts as Niemi’s backup. The Sharks’ Justin Braun, a Minneapolis native, is seventh among NHL defensemen in plus/minus (plus-20). … The Wild is 1-8 in its past nine games at the SAP Center.

Injuries: Wild G Josh Harding (illness), D Jared Spurgeon (foot) and C Mikko Koivu (ankle) are out. Sharks forwards Logan Couture (hand), Tomas Hertl (knee), Raffi Torres (knee) and Adam Burish (back) are out, as is D Scott Hannan (concussion).

A big home victory before a difficult road trip

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 23, 2014 - 11:14 PM   
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Greetings from the press box at Xcel Energy Center, about 1½ hours after the Wild finished off its 2-1 victory over Chicago.

This is the second of my two days filling in for Mike Russo, who is away seeing to a family matter. Let’s all wish him well, and I thank you all for being so patient with my attempts to fill his very large shoes.

I thought the Wild played a very, very good game tonight. Except for Jason Pominville’s goal, which came at the end of a wonder series of passes, this wasn’t a flashy game. But that’s how the Wild has to play to beat a team as talented as Chicago, something the Wild has now done three times in four games.

Here are some final thoughts on the game, in no particular order:

--This was the seventh straight game without a power play goal for the Wild. Somehow, the team has been winning more than losing during this stretch, but this has to change. The Wild had a 1-0 lead and 2 minutes’ worth of a 5-on-3 to double that lead in the first period, but didn’t really even get a good scoring chance. On the other hand, the Wild did manage to stay out of the penalty box except for Matt Cooke’s tripping penalty late in the first period. But the Wild needs to figure this out. Zach Parise’s return to action should help.

--Parise wasn’t a huge factor in this game, but he looked pretty good for a guy who had missed 14 games. And he said he felt good, too. “Actually, really good,” he said. “No hesitations, I felt like I had good energy, and good jump. So it was a good first one, I thought.”

--The line of Kyle Brodziak, Cooke and Justin Fontaine was not only very good against Jonathan Toew’s line tonight, but they scored a goal of their own. “That was a huge matchup for us tonight,” Wild coach Mike Yeo said. “You’re talking about a great player in Toews. If (Brodziak’s) line is able to go out and do that, that’s huge.”

--Tonight was Jason Zucker’s first real experience skating on the Wild’s fourth line. He skated with Erik Haula and Torrey Mitchell tonight. Zucker looked good on the team’s only penalty kill, and he also had a team-high three shots on goal. “I liked our fourth line a lot tonight,” Yeo said. “Zuck did a really good job. We asked him to bring what he usually brings, but bring more in some other areas. He really stepped it up.’’

That’s about it for now. Have a great Friday and a great weekend.

Parise models USA gear, will play tonight for Wild 

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Olympic hockey, Wild game coverage  Updated: January 23, 2014 - 12:54 PM   
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Zach Parise took a lot of ribbing from Wild teammates today when pictures of him modeling Team USA Olympic gear were released (see below).

But the good news for Parise is he will return to action tonight against Chicago after missing 14 games with a left foot injury. He will open the game skating on a line with Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter.

“It felt good again this morning,” he said after an optional morning skate. “So I think we’re going to give it a shot. I’m excited. It’s tough when you’re watching the game from the press box for such a long time. So I’m looking forward to playing again.”

It will be a challenge, and not just because his return happens to be against one of the league’s most talented teams. He hasn’t played since Dec. 22, when his first attempt to return from the injury ended after 12 games. So it will take some time to get his rhythm back, to become reacquainted with the pace of an NHL game.

“Just getting that pace down,” he said. “When you’re out for a long period of time? Practice is one thing. But games are just another pace. It’s another speed. Hopefully that won’t take too long to get back to where I was when I was feeling good.”

Parise said he’s confident the foot has healed, that there is no risk of re-injuring it simply by playing. He also said he feels worlds better than the first time he returned and tried to play through the injury. “It’s night and day how much better I feel,” he said. “That’s a good sign. It still hurts a little bit at times. It gets sore after {skating]. But it feels better than it did before when I was playing. The biggest test will be playing in a game.’’

Wild coach Mike Yeo said he and his staff will monitor Parise closely. Parise is not necessarily on a minutes limit, but Yeo will keep track of how he’s playing and where his conditioning is.

“No. 1, we want him on the ice,” Yeo said. “We have to get him back in there, and we wouldn’t be putting him in the lineup if he wasn’t ready. …  We’ll monitor it as far as how he’s doing conditioning-wise and how he looks out there. But we have to get him out there and back to playing his best hockey.’’

Parise’s return should help a team that has struggled to get shots on net, even though the Wild did win seven of their last 10 games.

“He’s going to help us with puck possession, which will help us get more pucks to the net,” Yeo said. “The way he hounds pucks, his work ethic, his skill level, executing, his skill level? We’re talking about a guy who consistently puts five-plus shots on the board. For a team that’s been having a tough time getting shots, that’s enormous.’’

On a lighter note, Parise had to withstand his teammates' teasing  for having modeled the outfit Team USA members will wear at the opening and closing ceremonies at the Olympics. The picture of Parise in the cardigan sweater and white pants has been copied and distributed around the team’s locker room and lounge areas.

The good news is that the U.S. hockey team will arrive in Sochi, Russia too late for opening ceremonies and will leave before the closing ceremonies. So neither Parise nor Ryan Suter will have to actually wear the outfits.  But that picture of Parise is here to stay. “There are a couple 8x10s of that picture hidden around the room that I’ve come across,” Parise admitted.

And there was this, too:

Meanwhile, the return of Parise has pushed Jason Zucker to the fourth line. It’s a new role for him. And, according to Yeo, a chance for Zucker to stick with the Wild long-term. To this point  Zucker has been targeted for the top two lines. When there wasn’t a spot for him there, he was sent back to the Iowa Wild.

“We’re giving him an opportunity here,” Yeo said. “There are no promises that go beyond tonight. If he can prove he can get an asset there, and he can be effective? He’s giving himself a better chance of staying here, long-term.’’

Parise could return Thursday vs. Chicago

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news  Updated: January 22, 2014 - 2:48 PM    
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The question is whether Wild coach Mike Yeo and forward Zach Parise were still being cautious or just being coy.

Parise, who has missed 14 consecutive games with a foot injury, had his second full-contact practice with the Wild today. It was his first while part of a regular line. He bumped, he battled, he went into the corners, worked on the top power play unit.

And yet, after it was over, he assessed his chances of playing at “50-50.’’

Yeo? He said he didn’t know if Parise would be back Thursday against Chicago at Xcel Energy Center. The idea was to get him into a full practice as part of a line and see how he felt. He will be checked again after Thursday morning’s pre-game skate, at which time a decision should be made.

“If he feels good to go, then obviously he’s in,” Yeo said. “It’s got to be, basically, that he knows, and he’s confident, that he’s up to full speed. And that he’s ready to come in and play at the level we need him to.’’

Greetings from Xcel Energy Center. Kent Youngblood here, filling in for Mr. Russo, who is away tending to a family matter for a few days.

But back to Parise. It’s  hard not to think that the decision has already been made for Parise to return to action at home against  Chicago. That is unless there is some unforeseen setback.

After all, Yeo trotted out some line combinations that were, given recent history, at least mildly surprising, indicative of a coaching staff haven given this a lot of thought.

Conventional wisdom had suggested that, with Mikko Koivu out with a foot/ankle injury of his own, that Yeo would use this opportunity to see how Parise looked on a line with Mikael Granlund.  But, when practice got going today, here were the lines:

Parise on a line with center Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter; Granlund centering Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville; Kyle Brodziak centering Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula centering Jason Zucker and either Stephane Veilleux or Torrey Mitchell.

That means Yeo would consider breaking up the Coyle-Heatley-Zucker line which has been productive for the team. His thinking?

“We know he’s had chemistry with Charlie,” Yeo said. “And there have been a couple times the last couple games – they haven’t played a lot together – where Charlie and Nino have shown some chemistry together, too. And you have some big bodies with Zach who can help him out in some of the dirty areas out there on the ice. And so that’s what we thought we’d give a shot at today.”

As for breaking up the Coyle-Heatley-Zucker line? “It wasn’t that hard,” Yeo said. “We take things game-by-game. It’s a matter of what we need going forward.”

The other interesting note is that Zucker, usually a top-six forward when he’s in the lineup, will join the fourth line, making an already quick line that much faster.

That is, assuming, that Parise is ready to return.

In other news:

--As expected, goalie Niklas Backstrom returned to practice after having received an injection of cortisone for a nagging lower body injury on Monday, his second injection this month. Yeo said the expectation was Backstrom would be able to be the backup Thursday; the Wild sent goalie Johan Gustafsson to the Iowa Wild today.

--Yeo offered no update on goalie Josh Harding, calling the ailing Harding day-to-day.

Matt Cooke on Senators' forensics presentation: "It's really strange"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 21, 2014 - 12:53 PM   
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The Wild should expect a motivated Dallas Stars team tonight.

They’re 1-8-1 this month and this morning, Stars GM Jim Nill walked into the room and the doors closed behind him. My reporter’s instinct says that’s the sign of GM who addressed his slumping team during a meeting.

Wild beat the Stars 3-2 in overtime in St. Paul on Saturday. Coach Mike Yeo will go with the exact same lineup tonight, meaning Mike Rupp and Jon Blum will be scratched.

The Wild is 7-2 this month and Darcy Kuemper will be making his fifth consecutive start and sixth in eight games. Johan Gustafsson will back him up. The Wild still expects that Niklas Backstrom will rejoin the team for Wednesday’s practice.

Good afternoon from inside American Airlines Center. If you didn't see, I did a fun profile on Elk River's Nate Prosser in today's paper. Here is the link.

I talked to Matt Cooke today about Ottawa Senators owner Eugene Melnyk and GM Bryan Murray meeting at league headquarters yesterday to reportedly present its forensics findings from an investigation into Melnyk’s contention that Cooke intentionally sliced defenseman Erik Karlsson’s Achilles’ tendon with his skate Feb. 13, 2013.

Here is Bruce Garrioch's story from the Ottawa Sun today.

A league source told me that whatever discussion the Sens’ brass had with the league, it won’t affect Cooke retroactively nor the Wild. Cooke played for Pittsburgh at the time of the incident.

Cooke told me of the alleged forensics presentation: “I think it’s really strange. It’s almost a full year ago that it happened. I’ve said this from the beginning and I still say it. It was a complete accident. It’s happened two or three times since with other guys (Toronto’s Dave Bolland severed a tendon from Vancouver’s Zack Kassian in November and a week after the Cooke-Karlsson incident, Winnipeg’s Zach Redmond had an artery in his thigh cut by teammate, former Wild Antti Miettinen, late in a practice at Carolina).”

On if he wishes Melnyk would just let it go, Cooke said, “I can’t control it. I learned a long time ago, all I can control is my actions and my words. I try to do that to the best that I can. Other people are going to have judgments. They’re entitled to their own opinions. I can’t tell this guy how to spend his money. He’s entitled to do what he wants.”

Tonight will be the Wild’s first game since Dallas captain Jamie Benn elbowed Cooke in the head 23 seconds into overtime Saturday. Here's the hit.

Benn wasn’t disciplined because the NHL considered it a protective maneuver. Here is the league video on "defensive contact to the head."

Cooke said he won’t be seeking retribution. “The most important thing tonight is two points. We need to put space between us and the teams behind us. This is a huge game. It’s a team in our division and behind us. We have to have the focus to go out and win the game. That’s the most important thing.”

I asked Cooke what he thinks of the NHL’s Player Safety Department saying there’s a permissible time to have “defensive contact to the head” and if he thinks it would have been considered a protective maneuver if the roles were reversed and Cooke was skating with the puck and elbowed Benn.

“I think what they’re trying to say it’s not premeditated and an unintentional protection of themselves,” Cooke said. “My only argument is that it’s still a hit to the head. They get probably 50 hits a night that they have to review. There’s an image for the league too that they want to try to uphold for fans and media and scrutiny. So you can’t suspend everything. As a player, you want to believe they’re doing their best to protect each and every one of us and you have to put your trust in that. Otherwise, it would eat you up inside.”

The whole protective maneuver in this case seems strange because replays clearly show Cooke was not going to check Benn.

“I went to go hit him and he had his head down skating through the neutral zone,” Cooke said. “So my conscience got the best of me and I stopped and he’s the one who ended up hitting me. That’s where I think it differs from the video they’ve shown of defensive hits to the head. I wasn’t hitting him. But it’s a fast game. Things happen.”

Backstrom, Harding sidelined again; Blum, Gustafsson recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: January 20, 2014 - 6:06 PM   
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UPDATED

Niklas Backstrom will be off the ice for a few days because he had another injection in what coach Mike Yeo is calling "a nagging lower-body injury," so the Wild has recalled Johan Gustafsson from AHL Iowa to back up Darcy Kuemper on Tuesday night in Dallas.

Also, Josh Harding, who practiced all last week, didn't practice today because Yeo said he's not feeling well again. Harding has missed nine consecutive games and 13 of the past 15 games since having a "minor adjustment" to his treatment for multiple sclerosis.

The net is Kuemper's for awhile, although Yeo expects Backstrom back for Wednesday's practice.

Kuemper has started four consecutive games and five of the past seven and is 4-1 in his past five with a 1.37 goals-against average and .954 save percentage.

"Sometimes your third goalie is called upon to back up and maybe play a game here or there, but he’s been thrown into more of a starting role for us and he’s taken that opportunity,” Yeo said. “Good for him and good for us. I just read a quote the other day that opportunities multiply as they’re seized and he’s living by that right now."

Kuemper is confident he can run with the net if needed. The Wild has no back-to-backs before the Olympics and he reminded he's been a No. 1 goalie at every level he's ever played at.

"Things have been going pretty good, so I’m confident every time I go in there," Kuemper said. "With the situation right now, I’ve gotten an opportunity to play, so I just have to do my best to give the team a chance to win every night."

Kuemper's turn in net began in L.A. because Backstrom had a cortisone shot the day before for this injury.

In Phoenix a few days later, Backstrom, who missed last year’s playoffs with a sports hernia, admitted to me he played the final month last season with a “tear in the core muscle.”

Backstrom, who played 42 of 48 games last season because of Harding’s absence due to complications from multiple sclerosis, had previously maintained the injury he sustained in warmups of Game 1 against Chicago was the first time he experienced any discomfort.

Backstrom believes the abdominal stiffness he's experiencing is related to last year’s injury.

“You have a problem somewhere and you compensate with something else, so I think it’s from that and related,” Backstrom said in Phoenix. “But compared to yesterday, today was a big difference, so I feel it’s heading in the right direction. I’m getting to where I want to be.”

Yeo basically called the Wild's goaltending situation day-to-day, and something that will be evaluated daily.

That's been the case all season frankly, but this is the first time Backstrom and Harding have been sidelined together.

GM Chuck Fletcher has talked trade with other teams, but last week two goalies were taken off the market essentially when Devan Dubnyk was traded from Edmonton to Nashville and Ben Scrivens was acquired by Edmonton from L.A.

Internally, the team has talked about maybe signing Jose Theodore if it needs insurance eventually. Theodore is a free agent living in South Florida. He works out daily and has been going on the ice all season.

Again though, it's hard for Fletcher to proceed with everything so in flux. You can't afford to sit there and suddenly have three goalies sitting on the roster on a permanent basis.

Fletcher said today that with Kuemper playing well, the anticipation that Backstrom will be back Wednesday and the fact there's not a lot of games left before the Olympics, "we feel we can [currently] manage the situation."

Jon Blum has again been recalled to give the Wild an extra defenseman. Yeo would not say if he'd play in Dallas. Jonas Brodin is fine by the way from the high-stick the other night.

Yeo also wouldn't say if maybe Mike Rupp would play. Rupp did take some shifts on the fourth line today.

Zach Parise's non-contact yellow jersey is in the washing machine and he's wearing a real practice sweater again. He took part in some regular shifts today and took part in game-like situations and bumping. He'll get more reps in Wednesday's practice and Yeo said there's a chance he returns Thursday against Chicago. He is definitely coming on the upcoming four-game trip if for some reason he doesn't play the Blackhawks.

He did not fly with the team to Dallas.

Matt Cooke didn't want to touch the whole Jamie Benn not being suspended thing today. Interestingly, according to TSN's Bob McKenzie, Ottawa's owner Eugene Melnyk and GM Bryan Murray were spotted at NHL headquarters today and the assumption is Melnyk planned to submit his forensics investigation into his contention that Cooke purposely sliced Erik Karlsson's Achilles' tendon last season.

And no, this isn't a joke.

Wild caps Hockey Day Minnesota in exhilarating fashion

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 19, 2014 - 10:13 AM   
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UPDATED WITH VIDEO EXPLAINING WHY JAMIE BENN WON'T BE SUSPENDED

What an incredible way to end Hockey Day Minnesota.

The largest crowd at Xcel Energy Center this season (19,192) was sent off in the night by Elk River’s own, Nate Prosser, who scored his first career overtime winner one game after scoring his first game-winner.

Against the team that used to call Minnesota home, the Dallas Stars, Prosser scored off Nino Niederreiter’s rebound after Charlie Coyle’s muscle move behind the net to win a battle and free himself of Alex Goligoski.

It was just the perfect end to a day that saw Hockey Day Minnesota hosted inside the pit that Prosser grew up playing in.

Prosser, who wears a smile on his face pretty much 24 hours a day anyway, was walking on air after the game. He said he couldn’t believe what just happened and coach Mike Yeo joked that he’ll be the next mayor of Elk River.

Read the game story at www.startribune.com/wild for all the quotes and details.

As I told you the other day, I sat down with Prosser on Wednesday and have a profile planned on him for Tuesday’s paper.

Lots of great efforts tonight by the Wild.

The team was outshot 35-19, yet Darcy Kuemper made 33 saves and improved to 4-1 in his past starts with a 1.36 goals-against average and .954 save percentage.

Erik Haula made a great play to create a breakaway for himself en route to his first NHL goal. Read the gamer for his quotes.

Ryan Suter scored a goal, blocked six shots, had two shots and two hits.

Prosser, Marco Scandella and Haula combined for nine blocked shots.

Jonas Brodin, who took an uncalled high-stick (refs called it a follow-through by Antoine Roussel; I hate this stupid rule), had three takeaways and an assist on Suter’s goal after a great play by Torrey Mitchell. Brodin returned to the game after bleeding profusely from the nose.

Kyle Brodziak had a strong game and had three hits. Matt Cooke had an assist, three hits and two shots.

Cooke also looked to be elbowed in the head in overtime by Jamie Benn. No call amazingly. We’ll see if the league reviews it, and if the league does, he could face a suspension in Tuesday’s rematch at Dallas.

Regardless, it was dirty. A launch into Cooke up high with the elbow. Here's the GIF courtesy of Sean Gentille of Sporting News.

UPDATE: The NHL views this as a protective maneuver, I'm told by the league. Basically, it could have conceivably been a penalty but doesn't rise to the level of supplemental discipline. Here is the rationale: Considered a defensive contact to the head. Here's the video explaining.

Personally, I don't see how this is a protective move. Looks to me like Benn takes opportunity to tattoo Cooke. With a rematch in Dallas on Tuesday, let's hope cooler heads prevail.

One has to wonder also if Cooke would be given the same benefit of doubt if he was skating with the puck and decided it was time to "protect himself" and paste Benn in the head.

Wild has won seven of nine now and just continue to ride high despite the loss of big guns Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu, defenseman Jared Spurgeon and goalie Josh Harding.

Impressive to say the least. The Wild has the day off Sunday, meaning barring news, no blog.

I’ll write a follow on Kuemper, who had some awesome stuff to say after the game about how well Niklas Backstrom is treating him throughout what could be an awkward few weeks.

Talk to you Monday after practice.

Updates on Wild's injuries and goalie trifecta heading into tonight's game vs. Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 18, 2014 - 12:08 PM   
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Happy Hockey Day Minnesota everybody.

Wild and the Minnesota’s former NHL team, the Dallas Stars, will face off tonight at 8 p.m. at the X. That’s also known as a deadline nightmare on a Saturday night! This is the first of a home-and-home that ends in Dallas on Tuesday. Dallas is eight points behind the Wild is 10th place.

Darcy Kuemper (3-2 with a 2.17 goals-against average and .917 save percentage) will make his fourth consecutive start and it’ll come against Kari Lehtonen (17-13-7 with a 2.64 goals-against average and .916 save percentage). Banged-up Ray Whitney and Sergei Gonchar will both play for Dallas.

The Wild is 6-2 this month, the Stars are 1-7. I was just chatting with Stars coach Lindy Ruff and he said it started with a flu bug and has just compounded from there. It’s now a matter of rediscovering their game, which is difficult in a compressed schedule where there are limited practices (because of the condensed schedule AND the new four mandatory days off per month) and you don’t know how hard to push a team when there happens to be a practice.

Sound familiar? Ruff voiced the words of almost every coach I’ve spoken to lately, so you can see, it’s not just Mike Yeo who talks about the difficulty of coaching right now.

Here’s one for ya: The other night, Edmonton played in Dallas and had a planned day off in Minnesota the next day. But, instead of getting a good night sleep in Dallas and flying to St. Paul in the morning, the Oilers were forced to fly immediately after the game to Minnesota so the schedule day off would actually count as one of the mandatory days off. In other words, a chartered flight with incredible food and first-class seats would have counted as a working day if the Oilers had flown in on the off-day.

Bizarre.

Same lineup tonight for the Wild, meaning Mike Rupp is the lone scratch for the ninth straight game and 17th time in the past 20. I say “lone” because defenseman Jon Blum was, likely temporarily, reassigned.

Blum wasn’t playing tonight and with a scheduled day off Sunday, the Wild sent him to Iowa to play this afternoon. With Jared Spurgeon’s return still off in the distance, I’d assume Blum gets recalled again next week because the Wild would probably want to bring an extra defenseman on the four-game trip to San Jose, Anaheim, Denver and Calgary.

We’ll see.

Zach Parise skated again today and said he thinks he’ll ramp it up in Monday’s practice and begin bumping and being more involved in game-like situations in practice. He’ll miss his 13th game tonight and won’t play in Dallas on Tuesday, so the soonest he could come back is Thursday against Chicago. We’ll see if that’s pushing it, but if he does start practicing fully Monday, that would give him Monday and Wednesday practices.

I’m not sure if that’s enough though. My gut says he’ll be back Thursday or in Saturday’s game at San Jose. He did tell me he plans on going on the four-game road trip.

Spurgeon skated on his own for the first time today.

The big question right now is what’s going to happen with the Wild’s goalie situation.

Kuemper starts tonight. It sounds like the Wild really would want Josh Harding to eventually agree to go to Iowa on a conditioning stint. The team has been vague.

Harding has practiced all week and looks good.

Yeo said the team will “keep going day to day and figure out how he’s feeling. He’s making progress and he looks good and I’m kind of waiting for a final word or a little bit more information as far as what I’m told from the trainers and the doctors and when he can progress from there.”

On Iowa, Yeo said, “I don’t know. It depends on what we need and what we really determine he needs.”

I asked Yeo if the Wild could conceivably have three goalies on its 23-man roster if Kuemper keeps winning.

Yeo said, “If he keeps winning games, we’re not going to send him down. I can’t see why we would do that. These things always have a way of sorting themselves out. We can’t start looking too far ahead.”

I keep getting questions if the Wild may trade Backstrom. First off, with two more years left on his deal, I’m not sure the team could. Secondly, I don’t know how if you’re Chuck Fletcher you can risk trading Backstrom with Harding’s health situation so uncertain.

So my guess is the Wild will just have to ride this out for a bit. If the Wild’s three goalies keep winning games, it’s not a big deal at all. Remember, Backstrom has won three of four with maybe his best outing in a few seasons two starts ago at Phoenix.

That’s it for now. I’ll be on Fox Sports North around 12:30 p.m.

Darcy Kuemper earns fourth consecutive start Saturday vs. Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: January 17, 2014 - 3:11 PM    
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Darcy Kuemper, who is 3-1 with a 1.23 goals-against average, .957 save percentage and one shutout in four starts since Jan. 7, will make his fourth consecutive start in the first of a home-and-home against the Dallas Stars on Saturday night.

The 8 p.m. game will cap Hockey Day Minnesota – a celebration of hockey in Minnesota that is highlighted by a full day’s worth of coverage on Fox Sports North. Elk River, hometown of Wild defenseman and Thursday night hero Nate Prosser, is the host city and for a directory of Saturday’s coverage, go back a couple blogs.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North around 12:55 p.m. Saturday.

The Wild practiced at St. Thomas Academy this morning. Kuemper didn’t practice. The team gave him what GM Chuck Fletcher termed a “rest day.” Same thing for defenseman Ryan Suter, who plays more minutes than any NHL skater.

By Kuemper not practicing, that allowed Niklas Backstrom and Josh Harding to each get a cage for the entire practice.

“Those guys need that,” coach Mike Yeo said. “It’s always tough rotating three goalies in a practice.”

I thought both goalies looked great today. The key for Harding particularly because he has missed so much time is to get some more reps so he can get back to form, which shouldn't be an issue because he's so mechanically-sound.

Looks like Yeo will come back with the same lineup against the Stars. As much hoopla as the Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle lines have been getting the past week or so, Yeo is also real happy with the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine line lately.

The line has been pretty much a plus line every game of late, playing physically, shutting down opponents and getting loads of scoring chances. They scored a huge goal last night after Cooke nailed Nail Yakupov, and then casually found the puck and triggered a 3-on-2 that Fontaine finished with his 12th goal off a nice drive to the net by Brodziak.

Yeo also praised the job Cooke and Brodziak are doing on the penalty kill.

Except for the one goal against by Jordan Eberle, Yeo said he was happy with the Keith Ballard-Clayton Stoner pairing.

Eberle scored on a 2-on-1 after Ballard missed the net and the left-shot Stoner, playing the right side, made a bad pinch up the wall. But Yeo noted a big issue was the F3, Stephane Veilleux, was incorrectly positioned and then didn’t make a quick enough read when Stoner went up the wall.

But Yeo said Ballard and Stoner recovered well and “played a strong game from there. … Ultimately I thought they helped us move the puck, I thought they defended well.”

On Kuemper, Yeo said, “I’m just trying to stay even-keeled with that. It’s our job to make sure we’re doing everything we can to continue to help him feel confident, but at the same time, we have to make sure he stays grounded and stays focused on why he’s playing well.”

Yeo said it’s not unlike how the coaches try to help each of the Wild’s eight 23-and-under players “reset” their focus every game so they bring consistency. That’s always the big concern with kids, and we’ve seen it a lot lately. Sometimes they look awesome (vs. Nashville, Phoenix), sometimes they look like they’re just going with the flow (vs. Ottawa). The Wild is trying to help them find consistency so there’s not so much variance in performances night after night.

Big stretch of games coming up for the Wild as it has a home-and-home with Dallas (plays in Dallas on Tuesday), a home game with Chicago, who’s an OK team, Thursday, and then a big road trip to San Jose and Anaheim (Cali’s 3 teams are 52-8-8 for a .824 points percentage this season at home), Colorado and Calgary.

The South Stars have followed the Wild’s tough stretch in late December with a similarly hellacious stretch in January. They are 1-7 this month to slip to 10th in the West. They are eight points behind Minnesota with three games in hand.

“Things haven’t gone well for them, but I’ve watched their games, and they’re playing very hard, they’re playing well, so we have to be ready to go because I’m expecting a very motivated and hungry team,” Yeo said.

Zach Parise practiced again in a yellow no-contact jersey. He looks awesome.

Asked when Parise can start getting into contact and more game-like situations, Yeo said, “That’s up to everybody else to tell me. He is flying. Everything looks good, his skating looks good, his hands look good, and obviously [contact] is the next step. Just waiting for that.”

Erik Haula and Ballard are planning to go to the Hockey City Classic tonight.

Yeo isn’t because, he joked, his son didn’t invite him.

I’m looking forward to taking in that game, too. That’s it for me. Talk to you Saturday.

Patient Wild takes advantage of another leaky Oilers performance

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 16, 2014 - 11:31 PM   
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Twentieth win in the past 22 home games against the Oilers tonight as the Wild snapped a 1-1 tie with three goals in a 3:23 span to win for the sixth time in eight games.

The 8th-place Wild and slumping 7th-place Canucks are now tied with 57 points, but Vancouver has two games in hand. Phoenix won to stay four behind the Wild with three games in hand.

Dallas, 2-7-1 in its past 10, lost and is eight points behind the Wild heading into the home-and-home with Minnesota that starts Saturday with Hockey Day Minnesota.

Speaking of Hockey Day Minnesota, Nate Prosser, the product of the host city of Elk River, scored his first career winning goal and first goal in almost two years late in the second period. Justin Fontaine scored 2:12 later and then Jason Zucker scored the fastest Wild goal to ever start a period eight seconds into the third off a great give and go with Dany Heatley.

Jason Pominville scored a goal and assist for his 120th multi-point game of his career and Darcy Kuemper made 20 saves for his first home win of the season.

Prosser was the big story. He has played seven games for injured Jared Spurgeon and is plus-7 in that span next to mostly Marco Scandella averaging 17:19 a game. Tonight, he was plus-3 in 20:09 of ice time.

Read the gamer for much, much more on Prosser, and I’ll be writing a profile on him next week. I sat down with yesterday.

One unsung thing in this game was the play of Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Fontaine. The line shut down the Ryan Nugent-Hopkins-Sam Gagner-Taylor Hall line in a big way by spending much of the night in the offensive zone.

Brodziak was always on the right side of the puck. Sure, scoring is a chore for him, but one reason why he gets so many scoring chances is he’s usually doing all the right things leading up to the scoring chance that, well, he usually doesn’t bury.

But after Cooke crushed Nail Yakupov (he left with a head injury; clean hit), it triggered a 3-on-2, and Fontaine scored on Brodziak’s rebound.

Up to the point Prosser and Fontaine scored, the Oilers had the Wild hemmed in its zone for much of the second period. The Wild stayed composed and kept the Oilers to the outside, but fans were understandably starting to freak as the Oilers began skating circles around Minnesota.

But a Ryan Jones turnover to Pominville led to Prosser’s goal to stop the bleeding. It was then all Wild from that point forward.

Ben Scrivens will quickly learn he’s not in L.A. anymore. This poor goalie came to Edmonton on Wednesday with a 1.97 goals-against average. The Oilers are the worst defensive team in the NHL, have allowed four or more goals 29 times and have been beaten by three or more 16 times.

Just look at the awful D on the Zucker goal, his fourth in eight games.

Heck, just look at the Wild’s first goal.

Mikael Granlund made it all happen. After Scandella cleared the zone, Granlund’s hustle coupled with a rolling puck forced the linesman to wave off an icing.

With rookie defenseman Martin Marincin, who will be on Slovakia’s Olympic team next month, asleep at the switch, Granlund stole the puck and centered for Pominville, who made one deke to create an open net for himself before his team-leading 19th goal.

“He just forechecked really hard,” Pominville said of Granlund. “I gave him a yell. He knew where I was and flipped it to the area.”

Scrivens had to be thinking, “I don’t remember Drew Doughty ever getting his pocket picked in front of the net.”

That’s it for me. I’ll talk to you after Friday’s practice.

Darcy Kuemper to get 3rd straight start for Wild; Zach Parise brings in his skating coach
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Rookie Darcy Kuemper gets his third consecutive start and fourth in the past six games tonight against newly-acquired goalie Ben Scrivens and the Edmonton Oilers.

Morning from the X’s press room. Blaine’s Matt Hendricks will also make his Oilers debut tonight. Edmonton, the worst defensive team in the NHL, is winless in its past five on the road and has won twice at the X in its past 21. Of course, the Oilers nearly ruined the Wild’s season last year with a 6-1 beating April 26.

Remember that game? Fans booed after 20 minutes, 40 minutes, 60 minutes, a timeout, when the attendance was announced! Fans mocked the Wild anytime a save was made, even by Josh Harding, who was making his first appearance in relief of Niklas Backstrom since Feb. 7, anytime the Wild registered a shot or even when the public address announcer let it be known the first, second and third periods were a minute from ending.

Good times. Luckily for everybody involved, the Wild won its must-win season finale 24 hours later in Denver on a nice response by Backstrom.

Coach Mike Yeo said the first shot went into the net that last game against Edmonton and we “completely unraveled.” Tonight, he wants the Wild to focus on the process, not the result, and play a solid 60 minutes doing the right things that will lead to the result it wants.

Despite Backstrom being 17-1 all-time against the Oilers at home with a 1.49 goals-against average (the one loss being that home finale when he gave up three goals on five shots), the Wild’s coming back with Kuemper, who has played well during this stretch.

He made a career-high 39 saves (another four in the shootout) last week in L.A., had a 23-save shutout Sunday in Nashville and stopped 29 of 32 shots in Tuesday’s 3-0 loss to Ottawa, a game he kept the Wild in striking distance until the third period.

“I thought he played a very good game, so it’s just a matter of showing a little confidence in him and seeing if he can come back with another solid effort,” Yeo said.

Asked if he has talked to Backstrom, Yeo said goalie coach Bob Mason did.

“It’s hard not to figure out that Kuemps has played well.,” Yeo said. “We’ve always been a team and believed in giving guys other opportunities and giving guys a chance, much the same that we gave Backy that chance in Phoenix, we’re giving Kuemps this chance to tonight.”

Backstrom made 39 saves in that win at Phoenix, but he gave up three goals on 17 shots in last Saturday’s loss to Colorado.

Backstrom said all the right things this morning, saying, “You want to play every time, but it’s up to the coaches and the training staff to see what’s going on and make a decision. As a player, you try to be ready whenever you get a chance.”

When I spoke with Backstrom, he said nobody had talked to him yet and he hadn’t asked why he’s not playing.

“I never ask,” Backstrom said. “You try to be ready when you get a chance. You don’t want to think too much. You try to work hard every day and try to be at your best every day and work on your game.”

Asked if he feels his game has returned to a higher level having won three of his past four with Josh Harding sidelined, Backstrom said, “I feel good out there. You always want to be better. Everyday you want to be better, whether you play good or bad. I don’t know if you’re ever satisfied. I don’t think you ever should be. It’s always about trying to improve and being at your best when it counts. That’s what you work for.”

Defenseman Keith Ballard is back in the lineup tonight after being a scratch the past four games. As Yeo promised, the left-shot Ballard will play the left side after playing much this season on the right. In 19 games since missing nine games with broken ribs, Ballard has two assists and is minus-13. Some glaring turnovers and icings led to being benched the last half of Tuesday’s shootout win at Los Angeles.

Jon Blum will be scratched, meaning left-shot defenseman Clayton Stoner moves to the right. Stoner, who played a little on the right in juniors, played a few shifts with Marco Scandella on the right against Ottawa. On two of those shifts, the Senators scored. Yeo said it was more circumstance: the power-play goal by Clarke MacArthur when the Wild still feels he was offside and the broken stick by Scandella that led to Erik Condra’s breakaway goal.

Yeo wants Ballard not to try to do too much tonight, “just play a solid game, just play an efficient game with how he moves the puck, how he defends.”

Ballard said, “I’m a lot more comfortable on the left. Earlier in the season, I think I was playing real well. At that point, it didn’t matter what side I was on. I felt good on the right, good on the left.” Ballard means that right now, with his game out of order, it would be better for him to get back in the swing of things on the left.

Yeo said Jared Spurgeon will get on the ice soon and he wouldn’t divulge the Wild’s plans for Harding, saying they have some thoughts. That made me ask if the team is considering asking Harding to go on a conditioning stint in Iowa. Yeo said, “we’ll consider everything, whatever we think we need for our team … to make sure we get him on top of his game.”

Harding will miss his 12th game in the past 14 tonight and eighth straight. He was on the ice again today with the team.

Parise looked good again today. He brought in his skating coach, Andy Ness, of ProEdge Power, to work with him before the morning skate. Ness is also the Wild’s skating consultant part-time skills coach.

After working hard with Ness, Parise took part in the skate with his teammates.

I grabbed Parise afterward.

“I’ve skated with him and [his mother] Diane for, gosh I don’t know, over 10 years now, so they know my stride and my skating better than anybody in the world,” Parise said. “I wanted Andy to run me through a lot of the drills we do in the summer and for him to physically see how I look.

“He said he thought I would look a lot worse than I did today, so that’s a good sign. Today, I felt better than I did yesterday, so that’s good. Each day you try to do a little more and little more. Rest it, ramp it up tomorrow, rest it, ramp it up. That’ll be the gameplan for the next while.”

Parise said getting into game shape is a must, so “a couple more days of doing what I’m doing, and then we’ll add bumping and game-like situations. Unfortunately it’s tough to get practice time because they don’t practice much, so that’ll be a little bit of a challenge, but we’ll get there.”

“I’m trying to get in a game as soon as I can in a smart and safe way. That's the best timeline I can give you.”

Fox Sports North's Hockey Day Minnesota lineup for Saturday
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 FOX Sports North, in conjunction with the Minnesota Wild and Wells Fargo, today announced details for the eighth annual Hockey Day Minnesota event taking place this Saturday, January 18. The day will feature more than 16 hours of original hockey-related programming. The complete television schedule can be found below.

 The telecast event begins at 9:00 a.m. with a look at the rich history and tradition of the Handke Pit, followed by previews of the heart-warming and inspirational hockey stories that will be highlighted throughout the day.  A list of features can be found below.

 The regional sports network will have a full team of on-air talent reporting throughout the day, including Tom Chorske, Ben Clymer, Marney Gellner, Mike Greenlay, Kevin Gorg, Casey Hankinson, Tom Hanneman, Anthony Lapanta, Doug McLeod, Wes Walz, and Doug Woog. Viewers will also see a few familiar faces from last year, including Brendan Burke (play-by-play for high school games) and Sophia Minnaert (sideline reporter for high school games). The broadcast team will receive exposure across the region, as well as across the US with select coverage set to air on FOX Sports 2.

 Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 Highlights:

 Fans can engage in a brand new social media experience this year with the opportunity to be part of the telecast via text and photo submissions collected using #HDM2014. The custom “squeeze back” social screen on FOX Sports North PLUS will begin at 9:00am. In addition, fans can win great prizes throughout the day from the Wild and FOX Sports North, like merchandise, game tickets and a TV truck experience, by using #HDM2014 on Twitter. The Wild will drive the conversation from @mnwild with several #stateofhockey related questions. FOX Sports North PLUS channel listings: Click Here

 The State of Hockey Legacy Award, first presented as a part of Hockey Day 2010, will be presented to Lou Nanne, the Minnesota hockey legend who this year celebrates calling his 50th high school state tournament. Nanne starred for the University of Minnesota, the 1968 United States Olympic team and the Minnesota North Stars. Off the ice, he helped manage numerous United States National teams, and was the face of the North Stars as General Manager and President. Prior Legacy Award winners include Lou Cotroneo, Neal Broten and Glen Sonmor.

 For the first time, FOX Sports North will incorporate an exclusive Hockey Day Minnesota theme song throughout the broadcast. “Winter Love” by Bracher Brown, which was previewed earlier in January by Paul Fletcher on Cities 97, will air throughout the day along with highlight clips and unique content. The track can be purchased on iTunes.

 Another new element, FOX Sports North will debut a winter “Fan Express” bus on Hockey Day Minnesota. The fully wrapped 55-seat luxury charter bus featuring FOX Sports branding and Minnesota hometown winter sports teams will serve as a shuttle for fans attending the outdoor events in Elk River.

 Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 Features:

The Handke Pit: A one-of-a-kind outdoor rink in Elk River, Minn., the Norman Rockwell-like site was formed by glaciers, and the natural bowl ‘pit’ is on the National Register of Historic Places. It has been in continuous use as a winter rink since the 1920’s, and features extensive stonework and a stone warming house dating back to the New Deal.

Pine City: Brain cancer took Beau Berglund at the age of 25. The hockey fanatic’s funeral was held at a hockey rink in Pine City, Minn. His memory lives on through an annual outdoor charity tournament in Pine City on Hockey Day.

Andrew Qualy: A Shakopee native and avid hockey player, Qualy joined the Army in 2013. While serving in Iraq, he was wounded in action and suffered a broken skull and shattered leg. Now back in Minnesota, the Minnesota Warriors hockey team plays an important role in his rehab, both mentally and physically.

Paul Martin: The Elk River, Minn. native and current Pittsburgh Penguin is arguably the best hockey player the community has produced. Martin gives us a personal tour of his hometown and reflects on his hockey memories.

The Reilly Family: Three brothers, Conner, Ryan and Mike, all currently play hockey for the Golden Gophers, following in their dad’s footsteps.

Special Olympics Poly-Hockey: A heart-warming story about the Burns family from Owatonna and a reminder that hockey is for everyone. Learn more about poly-hockey, a sport only offered by Special Olympics in the states of Minnesota and Michigan.

 A “FOX Sports Supports” partner, Special Olympics Minnesota will be honored as an important community partner on Hockey Day Minnesota. The not-for-profit organization will officially kick off their Polar Plunge season at Lake Nokomis (the site of the U.S. Pond Hockey Championships) with the support of FOX Sports and FOX Sports North.

 The Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 schedule is as follows:

 10:00 a.m.             Rochester Lourdes vs. Cloquet/Esko/Carlton Handke Pit, Elk River         FSNorth/ PLUS, FS2/FSGo               

 1:30 p.m.               Elk River vs. Stillwater                                         Handke Pit, Elk River         FSNorth/ PLUS, FS2/ FSGo

 5:00 p.m.               University of Minnesota vs. Ohio State             Mariucci Arena                   FSNorth/PLUS, FS2/ FSGo, BTN2Go

 8:00 p.m.               Minnesota Wild vs. Dallas Stars                         Xcel Energy Center           FSNorth/PLUS

 *11:00 p.m.           Elk River vs. Anoka (girls)                                    Handke Pit, Elk River        FSNorth/PLUS, FS2, FSGo

 *Delayed Broadcast

 Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 on FOX Sports North will be the eighth annual celebration of hockey from peewees to pros. Previous sites for outdoor games include Baudette Bay (2007-08), St. Paul (2009), Hermantown (2010), Moorhead (2011), Lake Minnetonka/Excelsior (2012) and Grand Rapids (2013).

Zach Parise on injury, fatherhood, Jamie Langenbrunner; Wild updates
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Wearing a yellow, non-contact jersey, Zach Parise took part in an optional practice with about a dozen other guys on the ice this morning at Xcel Energy Center.

It was Parise’s second time on the ice and first with some teammates since his last game Dec. 22 at the Rangers. He’ll miss his 12th consecutive game Thursday against the Oilers with a broken foot.

Parise said he barely broke a sweat Tuesday, so today’s practice was a better test to see how it felt. He described it as “OK.”

“A couple times I found myself off balance, sometimes favoring the other foot,” Parise said. “But after a while when I got comfortable using it, it felt pretty good. Quick starts, it felt much better than it did a month ago, so that’s a good sign.”

Parise praised the job the team has done since he was sidelined, “especially this last little stretch.”

Right now, he has got no timetable for a return.

“It’s skate, see how you feel the next morning, do a little more if you feel OK, then see how you feel the next morning,” Parise said. “So I’ll see how it is when I wake up in the morning. Timeline, I don’t know. You’ve got to get back into game shape and playing shape. It was tough not to being able to do that type of stuff for three, four weeks. It’s hard.”

On Jan. 8, Parise’s wife, Alisha, gave birth to twins – a girl, Emelia, and boy, Jaxson.

“It’s been the greatest thing ever. I couldn’t be happier,” Parise said. “It’s 10 times better than the way people describe it. Everyone says it’s the greatest thing in the world. You hear them, but you don’t really hear them until you go through it and see it and have them at home, it’s incredible.”

Coach Mike Yeo said it was great to see Parise on the ice today, but it’s imperative the Wild players who have gotten more significant roles in his absence “keep taking advantage of the opportunity.”

“We’ve got to make sure we don’t sit around waiting for him,” Yeo said. “We’ve got to make sure we bounce back from last night.”

The Oilers, a highly-skilled team, could be fired up Thursday. They made two trades today, sending goalie Devan Dubnyk to Nashville for local boy forward Matt Hendricks, who signed a free-agent deal there last summer. Hendricks played against the Wild the other day on a line with Eric Nystrom and Matt Cullen and one would assume plays in Minnesota on Thursday.

The Oilers then followed that up by trading a third-round pick to L.A. for Ben Scrivens. He is 7-5-4 with a 1.97 goals-against average and .931 save percentage. As an NHL exec told me recently, it’s tough trading for Kings goalies because “you could probably give up a goal a game for them.”

Well, I’d doubt that, but the inference is the system there makes the goalie. I suppose we’ll soon know if the Oilers’ porous defense makes a goalie, too.

I like Scrivens, and my guess is Chuck Fletcher had conversations with the Kings, too, about Scrivens. The price wasn’t expensive. But with the Wild’s goaltending situation in a state of flux with Niklas Backstrom under contract for three years and Josh Harding’s uncertain health situation, it’s hard for Fletcher to proceed with any certainty. In other words, you can’t just add a goalie and suddenly have three taking up space on the roster if, as hopes, Harding returns soon and gets back to form.

Harding was tremendous at 18-7-3 with a 1.65 goals-against average and .933 save percentage. Harding practiced today in the Wild’s optional.

Yeo indicated after Tuesday’s 3-0 loss to Ottawa that he wanted to have a practice today, but he was worried about weighing the need for rest with the need for work. Today, about half the Wild’s players did not practice.

Yeo explained that after watching the game again (which had to be tough for a coach that doesn’t drink caffeinated coffee), “It’s clear we couldn’t get to loose pucks, … couldn’t win our battles, … couldn’t move our feet when we got the puck. We would love to have some practice time,” but Yeo continued that with so many games in a short period of time with travel, “we’ve got to make sure we put some fuel back in the tank and make sure we compete hard [Thursday].”

The Wild played 48 games in the first 102 days this season, which was tied for the most games in the shortest period in the NHL. To put that in perspective, all NHL teams played 48 games in 99 days last year, so the Wild’s essentially at last year’s compressed pace.

I think the lack of practice time coupled with the grind of the pace has led to a team that has lacked energy on some nights.

Obviously, this hasn’t hurt Chicago and Anaheim, the other two teams that were at the Wild’s pace, but there’s a big difference in talent level, continuity and experience on those teams compared to the Wild.

“It evens out, but it’s been a challenge,” Yeo said.

Yeo actually met with some of the Wild’s younger players who took their optional off today because he feels it’s harder for younger players to take a day off and then play the next day. He says it’s easier for veterans to get mentally prepared.

Yeo said defenseman Jared Spurgeon has the boot off his, ahem, lower-body injury finally and is close to getting on the ice. Fletcher said Tuesday that he should skate by the weekend.

And Mikko Koivu is already walking without a limp and crutches.

“It’s amazing,” Yeo said. “I know he’s motivated to get back. It is encouraging …” seeing Parise, Koivu, Spurgeon and Harding around the team.

By the way, in practice today, assistant coach Darryl Sydor took part in the practice with the players. He wore the captain’s C on his sweater.

“He was handing out the jerseys and he happened to hand himself out the one with the ‘C’ on it,” joked Yeo. “He's officially the 17th defenseman in our organization. It might be lower than that actually.”

Sydor made sure to remind me he scored three goals, including the winner. Nate Prosser also wore a ‘C’ on his chest and Stephane Veilleux wore an ‘A.’

“He got a rebound,” Darcy Kuemper said, laughing. “Little easy for him because he’s got no equipment or a helmet, so guys couldn’t tie him up in front.”

Yeo wouldn’t say if Keith Ballard will get back in the lineup against the Oilers. If so, Yeo indicated that it would be playing the left side, which means either Clayton Stoner would be scratched or maybe Stoner plays the right side. There were shifts last night where Stoner played the right side, and ahem, Scandella and Stoner were on the ice for two goals against each.

Yeo wouldn’t say if Backstrom or Kuemper, who used to be junior teammates with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, would start. Backstrom is 17-1 with a 1.49 goals-against average and .942 save percentage at home against Edmonton.

The ONE loss? Last season’s home finale when he allowed three goals on five shots in 19 minutes in a 6-1 loss. That caused the must-win season finale the next night in Denver, the one Backstrom rebounded in by making 29 of 30 saves in a victory that put the Wild in the postseason for the first time in five years.

So, it wouldn’t shock me if Backstrom starts.

Lastly, Cloquet’s Jamie Langenbrunner, a two-time Cup-winning forward who won silver on the 2010 U.S. Olympic team as captain, retired today after 16 seasons.

Over an 1,109-game career, Langenbrunner scored 243 goals and 420 assists for 663 points, and also recorded a plus-minus rating of +62 to go along with 837 penalty minutes.

“When I went to New Jersey at first, I definitely knew of him and I’d met him before, but I guess we had those Minnesota ties with him and Erik Rasmussen,” Parise said. “So when I was a younger guy, he was so good to me and have me over his house for dinner and things like that with his family. I sat next to him in the locker room. He talked me a lot about being a professional and about playing the game the right way. I had my best years career-wise playing with him, so I owe him a lot. He’s gotten to being a really close friend of mine and to our family.”

That’s it for me. Fun day. I was actually filling in for Paul Allen when the Mike Zimmer news happened, so it has to be fun re-listening to a hockey guy squirm for three hours talking football.

Yucky performance, effort by the Wild against the Ottawa Senators
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Yuck.

It was bad enough having to write about this game for the paper, so I don’t know how much more I want to spend on it here.

3-nothing loss by the Wild. Just a poorly-played game from start to finish.

The team was flat, executed badly, from losing puck battles and races to having by far its worst passing performances in weeks. Passes were either ahead of guys or behind them much of the night.

Darcy Kuemper did an admirable job keeping the Wild in its for awhile, but the dagger came 5:55 into the third with the Wild actually pressuring. Marco Scandella broke his stick on a shot and Erik Condra made it 2-0 on a breakaway.

The Wild showed signs of frustration all night. It’s hard to tell totally on replay because you can’t see where Kyle Turris has the puck, but the team felt Clarke MacArthur was offside on Ottawa’s first goal. There were a few missed calls, like Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle being tripped and Ryan Suter being high-sticked right in front of one of the refs a shift before Condra made it 2-0.

But coach Mike Yeo said, “When you’re more engaged in the game, when you’re on top of your game, things like that don’t beat you.”

The Wild hasn’t had a practice since last Wednesday because of mandatory CBA days off and also because of the travel to and from Phoenix on Monday and the travel to and from Nashville. The team looked like a team that was tired and didn’t practice a lot tonight, although Yeo said it was no excuse and it needs to use Wednesday’s practice “efficiently” before Edmonton comes to town.

The bad thing tonight is 9th-place Phoenix lost, so the 8th-place Wild could have gained a six-point cushion on the Coyotes, who still have three games in hand. Dallas, in 10th, won.

The Wild suddenly has flipped the script and has won three in a row on the road but has lost four of six at home.

That’s got to change.

“We need points,” Jason Pominville said. “We have to find ways, whether we practice or we don’t. It’s up to everyone to dig deeper and find a way to get yourself going.

“You’ve got to be good at home. For the most part this year, we have. But if you want to be a team that climbs in the standings and a team that’s tough to play against, you have to be better than what we were at home. Tonight just wasn’t good enough.

“We had an opportunity to create a little distance and create that separation a little bit. It’s unfortunate we didn’t come out with the effort.”

Guess what? That’s it. This blog is yucky like tonight’s game. Wild needs to turn the page at practice Wednesday.

I’ll be filling in for Paul Allen on KFAN from 9-noon Wednesday. I’ll have Darcy Kuemper as a guest at 9:55, Mike Florio, Lavelle E. Neal The Third, Marney Gellner and others.

Kent Youngblood is covering practice because I’m grabbing lunch with a player afterward for a weekend feature. So Kent will be on here to blog afterward.

Josh Harding talks about recent absence from Wild's lineup; Zach Parise skates 
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Wild goalie Josh Harding, who took part in the Wild’s morning skate today in preparation for tonight’s game against the Ottawa Senators, talked this morning to the media for the first time since his Dec. 31 start against the Blues.

Harding will miss his seventh consecutive game today and 11th in the past 13 games since having his treatment altered for multiple sclerosis.

He had not been feeling well, and while Harding didn’t get into specifics, he certainly intimated this was MS-related many times during his press gathering and said he’s feeling well now.

“I wasn’t feeling good,” Harding said. “If I felt even a little bit like I could play, I would have. But there are some things that are out of my control and I thought we did everything that is in our control to get back to where we are right now.

“Like I said, it was out of my control.”

Harding plans to practice with the Wild for the first time Wednesday. Asked how long he thinks it’ll take him to get back in the lineup, Harding said, “I’ve been working out hard with our strength coach, Kirk Olson. While the team’s been gone, I’ve been on the ice. Now it’s just a matter of getting the reps in and getting back, finding a rhythm and getting in control.”

Harding is 18-7-3 (18-5-3 before he left the team Dec. 18). He still leads the NHL with a 1.65 goals-against average and is second with a .933 save percentage.

He doesn’t want to look at what-ifs, but he admits the timing of this was awful.

“When you’re playing good, when you’ve got that rhythm, when you’re getting in there and finally getting the chance, you want to run with it,” Harding said. “Again, there are some things that are out of my control and I’m just happy with how we all dealt with it and figured out what we could control and did it.”

On how happy that the Wild has won five of six since he left the team, Harding said, “They’ve been playing awesome. I need to work hard to not be the weak link when I get back. Kuemps and Backy have been dynamite.”

Speaking of “Kuemps and Backy,” Darcy Kuemper will get a second consecutive start and third in five games tonight against Ottawa. Kuemper is coming off a 23-save shutout at Nashville and has stopped 62 of 63 shots in the past two games (excluding his four in a shootout at L.A.).

“He looks much more composed and in control in the net,” coach Mike Yeo said. “It was evident in the shootout how confident he is when he made that save on [Mike] Richards (referring to how Kuemper coolly flipped the puck out of his glove). Earlier this year, he had a bit of a deer in headlights look. He’s delivered.”

Kuemper looked cool, calm and collected before his first home start of the season. He was shooting the breeze with teammates all post-skate in the locker room.

Same lines tonight and D pairs as the last three games and a period (Yeo changed the lines right before the rally in L.A., after Jarrett Stoll made it 1-0). That means Mike Rupp and Keith Ballard will be scratched.

I talked to Ballard this morning and will have his quotes in Wednesday’s paper regarding what he feels about being scratched in four straight games. Basically, he understands Yeo not wanting to change the lineup right now and admits he’s got to be better.

Zach Parise skated for the first time today. He will miss his 11th straight game and is still a ways away from returning.

Jared Spurgeon is expected to skate by the weekend and Mikko Koivu is progressing.

Brett Bulmer will miss six to eight weeks with a sprained ankle and sprained knee. Much better diagnosis than initially feared. He’s in Des Moines rehabbing.

I’m about to join Sirius/XM at 12:25 p.m. for a little radio

I am doing the Star Tribune Chalk Talk tonight with Wes Walz at 5:30 p.m. If you want tickets to that and the Senators game or future Chalk Talks, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk. I’ll also be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission tonight.

On Wednesday, I will be filling in for Paul Allen on KFAN from 9-noon, so please tune in and call in.

Lots of great efforts as Wild bounces back and shuts out Nashville
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The Wild won for the fifth time in six games and third in a row on the road tonight with a 4-0 victory over the Nashville Predators.

Real good game for the Wild, which limited the Predators to very few legit scoring chances and helped Darcy Kuemper to his first career shutout. Kuemper made 23 saves for his third career win, and he had to be particularly good in the second.

The Wild clamped down defensively, but it did spend some extended shifts in its own end and went the final 13:44 of the period without a shot. But even then, the Wild had a 2-0 lead thanks to goals by Dany Heatley and Jason Zucker and it always felt like the Wild had the game in pretty good control. Still, Kuemper was good controlling rebounds and was real good playing the puck and helping out his defensemen.

Good bounceback win for the Wild, which felt it deserved better than zero points in allowed 18 shots during a 4-2 loss less than 24 hours earlier to Colorado.

The Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Zucker line was great again, with Coyle assisting on both goals by his linemates. He had a funny anecdote about Heatley in the gamer, so read that at www.startribune.com/wild.

“Those three guys, the last two games have been by far their best without the puck,” coach Mike Yeo said.

All the goals by them have come off rushes and Yeo noted it could not happen if not for being good defensively, quick to transition and spending less time in the defensive zone.

Ryan Suter, the ex-Pred, was an absolute stud tonight. He had one assist in 28:42 of ice time and was plus-2 and just was so strong in his own end and started the transition of both goals by Heatley and Zucker. Before the Heatley winning goal, he forced the turnover and led the rush. Before the Zucker goal, he was a defensive-zone battle before going for a line change.

Just a great game for a guy that you know couldn’t have been too happy for the turnover that led to Ryan O’Reilly’s winner the night before.

Yeo went on and on about the leadership on this team with guys like Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise hurt. He went down the list of players and said there’s a lot of good things going on behind the scenes that we never see, like Jason Pominville not showing up on the score sheet tonight, but “you’re not there to see how he is on the bench and the way he goes out shift after shift. Sutes, same thing, …” and so on and so on.

The Wild opens up a three-game homestand Tuesday against Ottawa. Yeo already said Kuemper will start.

“We just want to keep it going,” Yeo said. “Every game we have a lot of things that we need to do right to have the right outcome right now [because of all the injuries].”

Matt Cooke and Marco Scandella also scored third-period goals tonight. Scandella was great again. So was Nate Prosser, who has stepped in admirably ever since Jared Spurgeon injured his foot.

Nino Niederreiter has eight points in the past eight games. Mikael Granlund had an assist and won 9 of 16 faceoffs. Erik Haula had four shots to lead the team. Coyle was awesome. Clayton Stoner was physical with three hits. The Wild blocked 21 shots. The Wild has given up two goals in the past three road games. Heatley scored his 63rd career winning goal and first this season.

I wrote a good amount on Heatley in the gamer and will come back with a pretty good story on the relationship young forwards Coyle, Granlund, Niederreiter and Zucker have with Andrew Brunette, Darby Hendrickson and Darryl Sydor.

That will be in Tuesday’s paper. The Wild has an off-day Monday, so barring news, no blog.

Remember, I’ll be doing our third Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz prior to Tuesday’s game against Ottawa. If you would like to attend the Chalk Talk and attend the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

I’ll be filling in for Paul Allen on Wednesday from 9-noon, incidentally, on KFAN (100.3-FM).

I’ll also be on KFAN on Monday at 11:40 a.m. and Tuesday at 9:55 a.m.

Darcy Kuemper to start tonight vs. Nashville, which includes Jon Blum's "big return"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 12, 2014 - 5:19 PM   
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Darcy Kuemper gets the start in the second of back-to-back games tonight when the Wild visits the Nashville Predators.

The Preds also played last night, losing in a shootout to the Ottawa Senators. By the way, the Predators are 0-5 in shootouts with one goal on 18 tries, believe it or not. Coach Barry Trotz indicated he planned to come back with Marek Mazanec tonight.

He’s 22 and from the Czech Republic. He’s is 8-9-4 in place of Pekka Rinne with a 2.75 goals-against average and .904 save percentage.

Kuemper will make his third start of the season. On Tuesday, he made a career-high 39 saves during a 2-1 shootout win at L.A. for his second career ‘W.’ He stopped another four in the extra, extra session.

Same lineup for the Wild tonight as in its 4-2 loss last night at home against the Colorado Avalanche.

That means Jon Blum, the Predators’ 2007 first-round pick who played 91 games for Nashville over three seasons, plays his former team for the first time and third in a row for the Wild in place of veteran Ketih Ballard.

Blum scored seven goals and 15 assists for the Predators. At the time of his recall from Iowa, Blum was tied for the AHL team’s scoring lead with 17 points in 31 games.

“The big return,” coach Mike Yeo joked, referring to how Preds fans love to hate Ryan Suter. “We’ll put him on the ice with Sutes at the same time so we won’t know who they’re booing.”

Yeo has liked Blum’s game so far, saying, “he’s played composed, he’s executed, he’s moved the puck well. It helps that Iowa plays the same system because he’s come up and he’s fit in seamlessly.”

Yeo on tonight’s game: “There’s a new challenge every day and the challenge for today is to see if we can bounce back. We went on a nice little run here (four wins in a row before Saturday’s loss). But we really have to guard ourselves to make sure that … -- quite often you have a run like that and then you have a game that maybe you felt like you deserved to win and you don’t get the result that you want and then there could be a letdown, especially with a young group.

“How do we bounce back? This is the only thing that matters to me. So what we did two, three, four games ago, it’s absolutely meaningless to me right now. It’s how do we go out and perform this game.”

I think Yeo just conveyed his message during today’s morning meeting. Yeo expects a tight-checking game against the notoriously stingy Predators.

Not much else going on. I asked Yeo about Matt Cooke, who took two costly penalties last night and has five minors in the past four games. Remember, he went the first seven games this season without a minor.

“He’s working extremely hard, but you have to make sure you’re doing it the right way,” Yeo said. “That was a penalty that was deserved last night (I assume he means the second one), but it was also a penalty out of effort. You’re working hard, but you’ve got to be doing the right things, you’ve got to make sure you’re keeping your stick on the ice and moving your feet. We want to keep the work ethic but losing the penalties.”

Remember, the game’s an early 6 p.m. start tonight and on FSN++++++++++++++++

Remember, I’ll be doing our third Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz prior to Tuesday’s game against Ottawa, who bizarrely got to the Twin Cities today and will spend the next few days roaming around the Mall of America, I presume.

If you would like to attend the Chalk Talk and attend the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

I’ll be filling in for Paul Allen on Wednesday from 9-noon, incidentally, on KFAN (100.3-FM).

Wild winning streak comes to an end

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news  Updated: January 11, 2014 - 11:07 PM   
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Greetings from Xcel Energy Center, where the Wild’s four-game winning streak was snapped by Colorado.

It was hard to get a great read out of the locker room. With a game tomorrow in Nashville, everybody was getting out of there fast. But,  from talking to players, there didn’t seem to be too much despair after the home loss.

The players and Mike Yeo both said the team played well, or at least well enough to win. The team controlled the puck, got scoring chances. Problem was, the team also made some mistakes and Colorado made them pay.

Here are some observations from tonight’s game:

--After being so good while winning three straight games, I thought Niklas Backstrom was a bit less effective tonight. Even he admitted that Ryan O’Reilly’s first goal – a bad-angle shot from beneath the circle to Backstrom’s left that made the score 2-0 --, wasn’t a good one. “I’d like to have that one back," he said.  Still, I think, he played well enough to win. Colorado’s first and third goals came as a result of mistakes, leaving Backstrom holding the bag. Now we’ll see how Darcy Kuemper handles the pressure of a must-win road game tomorrow.

--Both Charlie Coyle and Dany Heatley were talking post-game about the chemistry the two are forming now that they’ve had a chance to play together for a while on a lie that also includes Jason Zucker. Heatley assisted on both of Coyle’s goals, and both passes were very nifty. For Heatley, it was his second multi-point game of the season and it was Coyle’s first two-goal game.

--Matt Cooke took two very ill-advised penalties tonight. The first created a 5-on-3 advantage for Colorado, the second came shortly after O’Reilly’s game-winning goal, with the Wild buzzing in the Colorado end.

--The Wild power play, hit or miss all season, was very ineffective tonight. In two chances the Wild failed to create a decent scoring opportunity.

That’s about it for now. The mighty Mike Russo will be back in the saddle tomorrow night in Nashville. Have a great rest of your weekend.

Koivu believes he will return to the lineup before the Olympic break

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 11, 2014 - 12:53 PM    
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Mikko Koivu, on crutches, met with members of the media after the Wild’s morning skate today. It didn’t take long to get the impression that, while the pain in his surgically-repaired right ankle is already fading, it will take much longer for his frustration to do the same.

He, along with other key Wild players, has to watch his team play. And then there is the question of the upcoming Winter Olympics, where he is expected to captain the Finnish team.

“I’m not going to sit here and say I haven’t thought about it,” said Koivu, who took a puck to the skate in the Wild’s game with Washington Jan. 4. He left the game briefly, then returned long enough to pick up assists on two Ryan Suter goals before ultimately leaving the game for good. He had surgery two days later. The prognosis for his return is about four weeks.

“More than anything, I think it’s just the frustration, when you’re in the middle of the season, you feel good and we were starting to get on a roll again, things like that,” Koivu said. “The frustration, that’s the biggest thing, not being able to do the things with the team.’’

The Washington victory was the team’s second straight after ending a six-game losing streak. Since then the injury-riddled Wild has won two more and is bringing four-game winning streak into tonight’s game with Colorado.

That said, Koivu  said he believes he will play in the Olympics, and he is confident he will have returned to action with the Wild before the Olympics begin. Given the general four-week timetable, that will be cutting it close. The Wild plays 13 more games before breaking for the Olympics, with games Feb. 1, 4 and 6.

“I’m pretty confident on the Olympics, that I’ll be there,” Koivu said. “But it’s too early to make that call. What the time schedule will be, I don’t know that right now. I don’t think anyone does. But, talking to people who have had (the same surgery), and talking to the doctors, I think I’ll be playing games here before the Olympics start.’’

Asked if he’d be willing to wear extra skate protection going forward, Koivu wavered, saying he’d heard the protection makes skating less comfortable. “If they can make a good one, make it comfortable? I’m sure I’d wear one,” he said. “But we’ll see.”

Here are some other notes from this morning:

--Josh Harding skated on his own with goalie coach Bob Mason before the rest of the team took the ice Saturday. Wild coach Yeo says it's a good sign for Harding, who has missed the past four games due to not feeling well. Prior to a two-game return in losses to the Islanders and St. Louis, Harding missed another four games to make what was termed "a minor adjustment" to his treatment protocol for multiple sclerosis. Yeo said it was a good sign to see Harding on the ice, but didn’t have a specific timetable for Harding’s return. “I talked to him this morning and he’s been feeling better the last couple days,” Yeo said. “So we’ll look for him to join the group here soon.

--Yeo said there is no specific timetable for Zach Parise to return to practice. Parise, who has a broken foot, has missed eight straight games.  Yeo said the hope is for Parise to get back on the ice next week, most likely skating on his own a few times before the decision is made for him to return to practice. “He’s getting there,” Yeo said. “He’s feeling better. Obviously, we’d be very anxious for him to rejoin the group here. So, hopefully, sometime next week we can get him with us.’’

--Defenseman Jared Spurgeon (foot) is scheduled to meet with a doctor some time Saturday evening, after which a timetable for his return to action might be available.

--Yeo said he’d be going with the same lineup tonight as he did in Phoenix, which means defenseman Jonathon Blum will be in the ice again. Yeo wouldn’t say who would start in goal, but it appears Niklas Backstrom will get the start tonight, with Darcy Kuemper going tomorrow in Nashville. 

Fontaine, Backstrom shine in win at Phoenix; Wild considering Theo?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 10, 2014 - 12:17 AM   
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Funny thing happened Thursday morning inside the visitor’s dressing room here at Glendale Arena.

As the room opened, a swarm of media headed to the back wall of the room. Justin Fontaine was all alone back there, so he stood up to address to the horde of buzzards, I mean reporters, before we all made an abrupt beeline to his right where Jon Blum’s stall was.

Psyche! After all, it would be Blum’s Wild debut later that night. Fontaine started laughing as all his teammates began making fun of him.

“False alarm,” Fontaine said, embarrassingly.

Turns out we should have probably chatted with “Fonzie” because hours later Fontaine would connect on his first career hat trick in a 4-1 win over Phoenix, the Wild’s fourth consecutive win to thrust it back into the top-8 in the West for the first time since Dec. 22 (just an fyi, everybody around them, including the Coyotes, have games in hand on Minnesota, so don’t get too excited yet).

After the Wild went 1,449 days without a hat trick, it picked up its second in five days. Saturday against Washington, Ryan Suter became the first defenseman. Tonight, Fontaine became the first rookie, and this is a guy that was a healthy scratch six times in a 12-game stretch from Nov. 29-Dec. 22. He became the ninth Wild player to get a hat trick and 17th overall.

The first came off Keith Yandle’s rebound when he blew one by Matt Cooke’s screen. The second was a lucky bounce when Jason Pominville’s dump-in hit a stanchion and went to the front of the net with Mike Smith out. The third was an empty-netter.

Kyle Brodziak scored the winning goal, had an assist and was plus-3, Cooke and Nino Niederreiter had two assists each and Niklas Backstrom made 39 saves for his third win in a row as the Wild won in regulation on the road for the first time since Nov. 20 to complete a 2-0 road sweep.

The Wild has the day off Friday and hosts Colorado on Saturday before playing in Nashville on Saturday. Kent Youngblood will cover the Avs game.

The big story in my eyes tonight was Backstrom. A lot of us were surprised tonight at Mike Yeo’s decision to come back with Backstrom because of the magnitude of the game over Darcy Kuemper. Kuemper made 39 saves in L.A for his second career win.

But Backstrom didn’t disappoint. Personally, I think it was an organizational decision because the team needs to see 1) if Backstrom is healthy; 2) if he can continue to play well with this team so needing him right now.

Why do I say that? The Wild’s concerned about its goaltending with Josh Harding’s uncertain health situation and Backstrom’s struggles in the first half and his four afflictions this season (knee, concussion, virus and now abdominal soreness).

As I wrote in Friday’s game story, GM Chuck Fletcher may be looking to add a goaltender to provide some insurance. This is a league where it’s awfully difficult to make a trade and Fletcher also isn’t looking to throw away assets. So according to sources, the Wild is interested in maybe signing free agent Jose Theodore, who is working out daily and skating weekly in South Florida.

Again, we’ll see if Backstrom’s three-game winning streak and outstanding performance tonight (27 of his 39 saves in the first 40 minutes) slows the GM down, but after talking to a bunch of people, it wouldn’t shock me at all if Fletcher eventually looks at signing Theodore. A lot really depends on what’s the word on Harding once we get back to Minnesota.

The Wild is spending the night in Phoenix and heading back in the morning for an off-day. Next access is Saturday morning. Mikko Koivu is also expected to talk for the first time since ankle surgery Saturday morning, so Kent will have that.

Amazing that it was just last week when the Wild was at the trail end of a six-game losing streak and Yeo was potentially on the chopping block if he had lost to Buffalo or Washington. It feels like centuries ago. I’ll have a lot more on that in Saturday’s paper.

I emailed back and forth with Zach Parise today. He became a dad to twins yesterday, and I talked to him about shot blockers and fatherhood. Those quotes are in the Blum/Ballard game notebook on www.startribune.com/wild.

Jason Zucker took a puck from Shane Doan’s shot above the left kneecap in the third period tonight. Scary scene as he couldn’t put any weight on it going down the runway. But afterward, he was walking, had four stitches and said he’ll be fine.

That’s it for now. Barring news, no blog Friday.

Nik Backstrom gets tonight's start at Phoenix; Jon Blum to make Wild debut for struggling Keith Ballard

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 9, 2014 - 2:16 PM   
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Niklas Backstrom will get the start tonight against the Phoenix Coyotes, Marco Scandella, who missed practice Wednesday, will be in the lineup, Keith Ballard will be scratched and Jon Blum will make his Wild debut.

Those are your answers to all the Wild lineup questions that were heading into the pregame skate.

Afternoon from Glendale, where the Wild visits the Coyotes tonight at 8 p.m. CT. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

If you didn't see, I did a story on GM Chuck Fletcher's attempt to get his players to wear foot protection. That story can be read here. In recent games, Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jared Spurgeon and Scandella have all suffered injuries from being struck by pucks. Fletcher is bringing in somebody next week to custom make shot blockers for players.

I talked to Scandella this morning, and he will definitely try one out. He used to wear shot blockers, but he found them hitting the ice on crossovers and the second he took them off, he felt quicker and lighter on the ice. That's the issue most players have with them.

Coach Mike Yeo has made the decision to start Backstrom tonight. Despite some abdominal soreness lately, he hasn’t missed any practices, looked good yesterday and Yeo has decided to come back with him despite Darcy Kuemper’s 39-save (plus four in the shootout) performance in Tuesday’s win at Los Angeles.

Bit of a surprise.

Backstrom (4-9-2 with a 3.15 goals-against average and .896 save percentage) has won two in a row for the first time this season but has given up three or more goals in seven of his past eight starts. Yeo said the decision is not unlike Coyotes coach Dave Tippett coming back with Mike Smith despite Thomas Greiss’ shutout Tuesday against Calgary.

Smith (15-10-8 with a 2.89 goals-against average and .911 save percentage), who will represent Canada in the Olympics likely as their third goalie, has three wins in his past 16 appearances, no wins since Dec. 21 and has allowed three or more goals in nine of those 16 appearances.

“We’re very happy with the game Kuemps played,” Yeo said. “It’s very important for us. There’s a very good chance that as this weekend goes on that we’ll see him in the net again (Wild has back-to-backs home vs. Colorado on Saturday and in Nashville on Sunday), but for this game, going with the veteran guy, I think, is important.”

The ninth-place Wild are tied in the standings with the eighth-place Coyotes with 51 points, but Phoenix has three games in hand, so tonight is a very important contest.

The Coyotes are 10-3-3 in 16 games against Minnesota since 2009-10.

There was a point where Backstrom was a Coyotes killer. He’s now 13-10 in 23 appearances against them with a 2.18 goals-against average and .929 save percentage.

Blum, 24, a first-round pick by the Nashville Predators in 2007, will make his Wild debut. He’s excited after playing all season in Iowa. He’s now essentially the Wild’s extra defenseman with Matt Dumba assigned to Portland and Spurgeon hurt.

He has played 91 games for the Predators and at the time of his recall was tied for the Iowa scoring lead with 17 points in 31 games and tied for first on Iowa with four power-play goals (although my guess is we see Jonas Brodin and Justin Fontaine at the points of the second power-play unit tonight).

This will be the 6-foot-1, 188-pound defenseman’s first NHL game since April 27, 2013.

Yeo wants to see a “steady presence, a guy who defends well and makes a good first pass. He does have experience. He’s played in the league. He’s a right-shot, which was important for us. I think having a right-shot on that right side will help some of the execution problems that we’ve had a little bit lately. He’s got some sneaky skill.”

Ballard, a former Coyote, will be scratched for the second in three games. He had a real rough go in L.A. He was turning pucks over and iced the puck four times (although Erik Haula beat out one to wash it out, but that one by Ballard which came a few feet short of the red line happened right in front of Rick Wilson, who sends the D on the ice). His final shift was a chaotic one that is logged as 2:15 by the off-ice officials. He didn’t play the final 32+ minutes.

“I’ll grab him and the message is going to be very simple: ‘just take a game here, take a deep breath,’” Yeo said. “There’s been ups and downs, but by no means are we giving up on him. We still feel he’s a huge asset to our team and we have to work with him and try to get things back to where he’s feeling good and confident.”

Ballard talked to me about his struggles last week. Those comments can be found here.

Since missing nine games with broken ribs (his second injury of the season), he has no goals and two assists in 19 games. He’s a minus-13 in those 19 games with no +1 or better games.

“We’ve put him in kind of an uncomfortable position playing the right side,” Yeo said. “If we can, when we get him back into the lineup, I’d like to get him back on the left side. That’s where he’s played his best hockey for us this year. If you’re fighting it and you’re playing the off side as a defenseman, you feel the pressure a little more, you don’t see your options quite as well and you’re making a lot of plays from your backhand.

“It’s up to us try to get that confidence back in his game and put him in a position where he can be successful.”

This isn’t good. The Wild signed Ballard for a number of reasons, but one big one was because he had experience playing the right side.

Now, the Wild has put him in an uncomfortable position? The other confusing thing is Yeo saying he wants to get him on the left side when he returns. I don’t think he’s playing in front of Ryan Suter, Scandella or Clayton Stoner, so my guess is Ballard either sits for awhile if Blum proves his worth or when he returns, he’ll be back on the right side.

So Ballard and the Wild better figure this out.

No update on the health of Spurgeon, Parise or Josh Harding, Yeo said. Fletcher said no update yet on the severity of Brett Bulmer’s knee injury, but he does have at the minimum a high ankle sprain and will miss a good chunk of time.

Talk later.

Parises have twins, a boy and a girl

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: January 9, 2014 - 10:46 AM   
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Wild winger Zach Parise and his wife, Alisha, are the parents of twins.

Jaxson and Emelia are the names, according to a tweet from the Wild, and they were born yesterday.

While the Wild practices in Phoenix, Zach is home because of an injured foot, so the timing is great.

Parise said when he signed a 13-year contract with the Wild in 2012 that one of the reasons he wanted to come home to Minnesota was to start a family.

And the Parises were apparently not to be outdone by another hometown star, Joe Mauer. Joe and his wife, Maddie, had twin girls last July.

Zach will be on the U.S. Olympic team next month in Sochi, assuming his foot heals in time.  The Wild hopes he can start skating by this weekend.

Will have more after practice this morning.

Marco Scandella the latest shot-blocking Wild casualty; Yeo has fun with the media

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: January 8, 2014 - 6:29 PM   
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Mike Yeo tried to pull a fast one on the assembling media inside the old Glendale Arena this afternoon.

As we quickly huddled once media relations big cheese Aaron Sickman gave us the heads up with the old “Coach is on his way” warning, “Coach” emerged and took a spot in front of the Wild backdrop.

Something was strange though. “Coach” was wearing Yeo’s stylish Armani Exchange glasses, but this guy was shorter with a lot more hair. Turned out to be a stand-in -- video coordinator Jonas Plumb.

We in the media might be dumb, but we quickly figured out this wasn’t Yeo.

Moments later, Yeo emerged with a grin on his face.

“Hoping we’d be on to something there,” Yeo quipped.

Good afternoon from Arizona, where there’s a chill in the air. It’s in the 60s, so I plan to run across the street to the outlets and buy a windbreaker or something.

The Wild had a good practice this afternoon as the team looks to win its fourth in a row Thursday night. The Coyotes will have Mike Smith, who has three wins in his past 16 appearances, in goal and Oliver Ekman-Larsson back in their lineup.

The Wild will likely have Darcy Kuemper back in the cage, although Yeo – the real Yeo – wouldn’t divulge his starter. But Niklas Backstrom, who did practice again today, may not be fully 100 percent, so since Kuemper proved to us all last night in a 39-save victory over the Kings that he can play in this level, my guess is Yeo comes back with Kuemper.

Backstrom said today he thinks this abdominal soreness and tightness is related to last year’s sports hernia. He also confessed to me today that he played a month last season with a tear in his core muscle. That’s only notable because previously, Backstrom had always maintained that he sustained the sports hernia during that warmup injury at Chicago before Game 1. I always found that hard to believe though and figured it had more to do with him playing 42 of 48 games with Josh Harding sidelined.

Defenseman Marco Scandella missed practice today with a lower-body injury. Yeo wouldn’t say what part of the body or from what, but he was nailed by Justin Williams’ shot in the second period Tuesday and I saw him limping out of the arena today with massage therapist Travis Green. Scandella will get treatment and Yeo hopes he can play against Phoenix.

Almost like it’s contagious, this is the fourth Wild injury from a puck lately – Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jared Spurgeon are all injured.

I’ll have a lot more on this shot-blocking injury epidemic in Thursday’s Star Tribune.

If Scandella can’t play, former Nashville Predators defenseman Jon Blum will make his Wild debut as Keith Ballard’s partner. If Scandella plays, it wouldn’t surprise me if Blum plays instead of Ballard, who was benched (my term, not Yeo’s; see previous blog for what I mean) the final half of Tuesday’s game.

Just prior to the tying goal Tuesday, Yeo reunited the Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line. They were intact in Wednesday’s practice.

The second line was Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Jason Zucker. The third line was Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine. The fourth line was Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Torrey Mitchell.

Yeo raved about Niederreiter again today and those quotes will be in Thursday’s Strib.

One thing Yeo loves is Niederreiter’s guts and how he drives the net and stands there. This is one thing many veteran NHLers and youngsters don’t even do. It’s hard to get out of the habit of the flyby. For instance, Jason Zucker played well against the Kings, but if he hit the brakes on the one Scandella set up in the first and didn’t glide past the net, he could have had a goal.

“It’s something we have to try to teach,” Yeo said. “I’m not going to try to pretend that we’ve taught Nino to do that. He came in with a real sense for how he goes to the net, how he stops in front. So we’ll keep encouraging them to utilize that skill. All these young players, we’re trying to develop them all.

“This is our challenge. When you have young kids, we’re trying to win right now, but at the same time, we’re trying to develop these guys, too.”

On Brodziak moving up to the third line, Yeo reminded that even though he’s been on technically the fourth, he’s not using him like a fourth-line guy. He’s still playing 15-16 minutes a night and against top lines.

Brodziak has 11 points this year, Mitchell eight. Prior to Jarret Stoll’s goal in the third period Tuesday, Mitchell tried a blind backhander in front to Brodziak, who couldn’t get a shot off. Turnover, goal.

Yeo said he was more upset that after a 30-second shift to start the period, Brodziak and Mitchell didn’t come for a line change after getting the puck deep.

“We talked this morning, through the course of the entire game, as a team, our changes weren’t even close to good enough,” said Yeo. “We allowed L.A. to attack with speed too many times.”

But Yeo also said that Brodziak and Mitchell need to make sure they’re managing the game and keep the puck in front of them. Obviously, Yeo wants them to score, “but at the same time you have to manage the puck in a way where you can defend if you give it up.”

Lastly, defenseman Ryan Suter took the ceremonial pregame puck drop with Kings captain Dustin Brown Tuesday night from KISS’ Gene Simmons and Paul Stanley.

Afterward, Simmons had some words of wisdom for Suter.

“He said, ‘Just make sure you keep all your teeth and have fun out there,’” Suter said, laughing. “I said, ‘Oh, I’ll try.’ He seemed like a good guy.”

That’s it for me. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show Thursday night and first intermission.

Also, the next Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and I is before Tuesday’s game against Ottawa. If you want tickets to that and the Wild game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

Talk to you after Thursday’s morning skates.

Darcy Kuemper "redeems" himself in Wild's shootout win

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 8, 2014 - 1:16 AM    
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Mike Yeo said after tonight’s 2-1 shootout win by the Wild over the Los Angeles Kings that Darcy Kuemper “looked like a different goalie tonight.”

Looking back now, you could almost sense it this morning. He was just cool, calm and collected before his surprise start for a sore Niklas Backstrom. Kuemper, 23, had no external signs of being nervous. He was yucking it up with teammates, on the floor of the locker room stretching, shooting the breeze with me.

There were no jitters, no anxiety about going out against the Kings and proving to the organization, the fans, his teammates, himself that he can play at this level.

Kuemper had two rocky appearances earlier this season, including in his lone start at Toronto, a game the Wild dominated. But Kuemper gave up three goals on only seven shots through 32 ½ minutes before being pulled. After another tough outing in relief of Josh Harding in Montreal, people started questioning whether this kid can play in the NHL, if the Wild traded the wrong goalie in the Jason Pominville swap.

But Kuemper went down to Iowa, got his game in order, had been on fire before getting hurt Dec. 20 and came back to Minnesota with the AHL’s second-best save percentage.

Tonight, Kuemper was scintillating right from the drop of the puck. In a game the Wild was outshot 40-17, in a game where the majority of the first two periods were spent in Minnesota’s end, Kuemper made a career-high 39 saves for his second career win. He stopped all 30 shots he saw in the first 40 minutes, denied studs Jeff Carter, Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards and Justin Williams in the shootout and helped lift the depleted Wild to its third consecutive win and second in the past 11 road games.

“He was unbelievable,” said Nino Niederreiter (more on him below). “He’s a great goalie. He had a chance to showcase himself tonight. He made some big, huge saves and kept us in the game. He was over his mind sometimes. He made some big saves for us, even in the shootout.”

Said the Kings' Jarret Stoll: "Got to give him credit for sure. He made some big saves. He doesn't have a lot of experience in this league but he's a big guy, moves well, is very athletic and worked hard to see pucks."

This was the same Kuemper that gave up six goals on 16 shots in two appearances earlier this season.

“It was a chance to redeem myself,” Kuemper said. “My game’s at a place where I want it to be right now. I tried not to change anything up here.”

Kuemper said after he got his first few shots on net, he settled down, which was a far cry from the Toronto game, where he barely saw a shot. That put a ton of pressure on him in a game the Wild dominated but couldn’t score.

Most impressive about tonight is the fact that Kuemper was making his first start since being hurt with Iowa 2 ½ weeks ago. Remember, he was supposed to come to New York and back up Backstrom and start in Philadelphia the next night. But in a 44-save shutout against Hamilton, Kuemper was hurt when he bowled over in the final seconds.

“As much as he didn’t feel like he performed as well as he could have, he didn’t pout about it,” veteran Matt Cooke said. “He went down and played his butt off in the minors. Through injury, he’s back here and has to play. I give him tons of kudos.”

Nino Niederreiter, who scored the tying goal in the third period 2:35 after Jarret Stoll gave the Kings a 1-0 lead, scored his first career shootout goal in Round 4 after Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville and Charlie Coyle couldn’t beat Jonathan Quick. Remember, the Wild’s go-to shootout guys are back in Minnesota hurt – Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise.

Niederreiter said Cooke gave him a scouting report before his attempt, saying he saw a lot of room on Quick’s blocker side. So Niederreiter deked, went blocker and buried it.

His goal in the third was his third in five games and ninth of the season. It came two shifts after Yeo reunited the Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville line. Ryan Suter sent a stretch pass to Granlund, who hit Pominville at the blue line. Pominville set up Niederreiter as he drove the net.

Niederreiter was by far the Wild’s most dangerous player. He had four shots and five hits in addition to his tying goal and shootout goal.

Yeo called it a “statement.”

The Wild was outshot 30-11 against Washington and won 5-3. Tonight, it was outshot 40-17 and got hemmed in its zone for many extended shifts in the second in particular.

Yeo tried to call time but couldn’t get a whistle when the Wild was “turning pucks over left and right.” I mentioned on Twitter at the time and Yeo brought it up afterward, but there was a TV timeout and you could just see Yeo trying to get his squad to chill.

He said from that moment, the team was better.

One of the guys turning pucks over left and right was Keith Ballard. He didn’t play a shift after the 11:18 mark of the second period. So with overtime, he was benched for the final 33 minutes, 42 seconds.

“I don’t even know if that’s what we want to call it,” Yeo said when asked about benching Ballard.

OK, Yeo chose not to play him.

“We were running with the guys that were going at that point,” Yeo said. “We had to do different things to try to get to our game.”

Still, Wild need road wins. It got one tonight minus Koivu, Parise, Harding and Jared Spurgeon.

“It was ugly, but sometimes on the road, you’ve got to find a way,” Cooke said. “Kuemps stood on his head. He was the difference. We hung in there. It’s not going to be perfect every night. We’re missing some key components to our hockey club, so we’ve got to find ways to win.”

Onto Phoenix. Talk to you Wednesday after the team’s late afternoon practice.

Kuemper to start tonight vs. Kings; Dumba heading to WHL

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: January 7, 2014 - 3:33 PM   
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Darcy Kuemper will be making his second start of the season tonight for the Wild when it visits the Los Angeles Kings.

Niklas Backstrom is able to play, but has abdominal stiffness. Backstrom, during practice, spent extra time working with Andrew Brunette and goalie coach Bob Mason.

Backstrom didn’t practice yesterday because of what was termed maintenance by the Wild.

Coach Mike Yeo didn't reveal tonight’s starter. Backstrom was unavailable to the media, a Wild team policy on game days.

As you know, Josh Harding is on injured reserve. Kuemper, 23, the former Canadian Hockey League Goalie of the Year and Western Hockey League Player and Goalie of the Year, is 0-1 this season in two appearances. He has given up six goals on 16 shots for a .625 save percentage and 6.13 goals-against average. He was pulled in Toronto after allowing three goals on seven shots through 32:23.

But in the minors, he has gotten his game together. He, too, had been nursing an injury and wasn’t called up during the last Wild road trip because he was injured for Iowa.

For the Baby Wild, Kuemper is 7-10 with a 2.47 goals-against average and .929 save percentage, which is second in the AHL.

He said the other day that he feels he has gotten his game together and was anxious to show it up here. He gets that chance tonight.

In other Wild news:

-- Matt Dumba has officially been loaned to Portland of the Western Hockey League for the rest of the season. This has been reported the past few days and was in today’s Harding notebook here.

-- With Mikko Koivu sidelined a month after ankle surgery, Dany Heatley will wear the third ‘A’ with Ryan Suter (permanent A) and Jason Pominville, who has been wearing an ‘A’ since Zach Parise went down. Parise, again, is expected to start skating later this week. He’ll miss his seventh game tonight with a broken foot.

-- The Wild’s top three centermen tonight – Charlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund and Erik Haula – have combined for 137 games played in the NHL, and most of Coyle’s experience has been at right wing. The Kings’ top three centermen tonight – Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards and Jarret Stoll – have combined for 1,863. This doesn’t count Jeff Carter, who can slide into center. He has played 597 games.

Wild’s lines again are:

Heatley-Coyle-Pominville

Niederreiter-Granlund-Zucker

Cooke-Haula-Fontaine

Veilleux-Brodziak-Mitchell

My guess is Brodziak will move up to the third line at some point.

D pairs

Suter-Brodin

Scandella-Prosser

Stoner-Ballard

Goalies

Mike Greenlay

Kevin Gorg

(At some point, probably)

If you won’t Olympics rosters, check out the previous blog.

Mikael Granlund on making Team Finland: “It’s such a great feeling to be there and have a chance to play for your country and have a chance to win something there. It’s a great honor. It’s always an honor to put that Team Finland jersey on.”

Jonas Brodin on not making Team Sweden and being an injury alternate: “We have some good D-men in Sweden. I can’t focus on that right now. It’s a gameday. They texted me one week ago. If someone gets injured, I’m ready to play.”

WILD GOALIE DRAMA

Here’s mostly a cut-and-paste a Jan. 2 blog, but:

Backstrom and Harding have been the Wild's tagteam for GM Chuck Fletcher's five years (Harding has missed much of two full seasons though, once with a torn ACL/MCL, once last year with MS complications).

But it is unbelievable how many times Harding and Backstrom have been sick or injured in that five-year timespan and unbelievable how many times the Wild has had to carry three goalies on its active roster because of it.

The Wild's goalie carousel annually is not a normal thing in the NHL. I mean, just look at last year's playoffs as the best example. Backstrom hurt in warmups, Harding hurt during Game 4, the will he start, won't he start, will he start, won't he start drama at the pregame skate in Game 5.

Here’s this year alone:

Oct. 8 in Nashville, Backstrom strains his knee.

Oct. 15 in Toronto, Kuemper gives up three goals on seven shots and Harding, whom the Wild wanted to give the game off because of his MS, has to come in and relieve him.

Oct. 24 against Carolina, Harding sustains muscle spasms in his leg and Backstrom, in his first game back from the knee injury, has to replace him after two periods and start consecutive games against Chicago.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Harding can't start because he's not feeling well.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Backstrom suffered a concussion when run by Nazem Kadri. Harding has to enter.

Nov. 23 at Winnipeg, Backstrom is activated off IR to back up first game after concussion. Kuemper reassigned. In warmups, Harding suffers muscle spasms. Backstrom is thrust into duty (Kuemper is rushed back from the airport and arrives in the first period on emergency status), Backstrom wins that game, has to start in St. Louis and against Phoenix.

Harding returns against Colorado on Nov. 29 and then has to start Nov. 30 because Backstrom is sick.

Harding leaves the team Dec. 18-29 to have “minor adjustment” to his multiple sclerosis treatment protocol.

Jan. 2 against Buffalo: Harding not feeling well, Kuemper called up.

Jan. 6: Harding placed on injured reserve

Jan. 7: Backstrom's abdominal issue is causing Kuemper to start on a team already missing Koivu, Parise, Jared Spurgeon and Harding.

Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund make Team Finland; Jonas Brodin misses Team Sweden
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If Mikko Koivu can play in next month's Olympics, he will almost certainly captain Finland in Sochi, Russia. The captaincy was between Mikko Koivu and older brother Saku Koivu, and Koivu declined Finland's invitation to partake in the Olympics in order to rest up the stretch run of this season for Anaheim.

GM Chuck Fletcher said yesterday he expects Koivu will be back in the Wild's lineup by early February.

Koivu underwent surgery on his right ankle yesterday to accelerate the recovery of a broken ankle by a month. Here's that story.

Mikael Granlund, one of the heroes during Finland's gold-medal run in the world championships a few years back, has also made Finland's team.

However, 20-year-old Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin was left off Sweden's roster. As I said on Fox Sports North's pregame show Saturday, I thought it would be tough for Brodin to crack the top-7 because Sweden is so deep. Brodin, who is tied for seventh among NHL defensemen with seven goals and 22nd among NHL defensemen in ice time (24:29), reportedly will be the first alternate in case of injury.

The blue line includes Erik Karlsson, Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Alex Edler, Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson, Johnny Oduya, Niklas Hjalmarsson and Henrik Tallinder

The Tallinder selection is the lone confusing one. Snubs for Sweden on D besides Brodin include Victor Hedman, Tobias Enstrom and Hampus Lindholm.

Here is Team Finland

Here is Team Sweden

Yesterday, Nino Niederreiter made Team Switzerland. Here is that team.

Again, here's the United States, which include Zach Parise and Ryan Suter. This gives the Wild five participants in Sochi unless Brodin gets an invite at a later date.

Here's Team Canada

From the NHL: REPRESENTATIVES BY NHL TEAM

 Anaheim Ducks (7): F Ryan Getzlaf and F Corey Perry (Canada); D Sami Vatanen and F Teemu Selanne (Finland); F Jakob Silfverberg (Sweden); G Jonas Hiller (Switzerland); D Cam Fowler (United States).

 Boston Bruins (5): F Patrice Bergeron (Canada); F David Krejci (Czech Republic); G Tuukka Rask (Finland); D Zdeno Chara (Slovakia); F Loui Eriksson (Sweden).

 Buffalo Sabres (4): F Zemgus Girgensons (Latvia); G Jhonas Enroth and D Henrik Tallinder (Sweden); G Ryan Miller (United States).

 Calgary Flames (2): D Ladislav Smid (Czech Republic); G Reto Berra (Switzerland).

 Carolina Hurricanes (3): F Tuomo Ruutu (Finland); D Andrej Sekera (Slovakia); D Justin Faulk (United States).

 Chicago Blackhawks (10): D Duncan Keith, F Jonathan Toews and F Patrick Sharp (Canada); D Michal Rozsival (Czech Republic); F Michal Handzus and F Marian Hossa (Slovakia); D Niklas Hjalmarsson, D Johnny Oduya and F Marcus Kruger (Sweden); F Patrick Kane (United States).

 Colorado Avalanche (4): F Matt Duchene (Canada); G Semyon Varlamov (Russia); F Gabriel Landeskog (Sweden); F Paul Stastny (United States).

 Columbus Blue Jackets (5): G Sergei Bobrovsky, D Nikita Nikitin, D Fedor Tyutin and F Artem Anisimov (Russia); F Marian Gaborik (Slovakia).

 Dallas Stars (3): F Jamie Benn (Canada); G Kari Lehtonen (Finland); F Valeri Nichushkin (Russia).

 Detroit Red Wings (10): F Pavel Datsyuk (Russia); F Tomas Jurco and F Tomas Tatar (Slovakia); G Jonas Gustavsson, D Jonathan Ericsson, D Niklas Kronwall, F Daniel Alfredsson, F Johan Franzen and F Henrik Zetterberg (Sweden); G Jimmy Howard (United States).

 Edmonton Oilers (3): F Ales Hemsky (Czech Republic); D Anton Belov (Russia); D Martin Marincin (Slovakia).

 Florida Panthers (2): F Aleksander Barkov (Finland); F Tomas Kopecky (Slovakia).

 Los Angeles Kings (6): D Drew Doughty and F Jeff Carter (Canada); D Slava Voynov (Russia); F Anze Kopitar (Slovenia); G Jonathan Quick and F Dustin Brown (United States).

 Minnesota Wild (5): F Mikael Granlund and F Mikko Koivu (Finland); F Nino Niederreiter (Switzerland); D Ryan Suter and F Zach Parise (United States).

 Montreal Canadiens (8): G Carey Price and D P.K. Subban (Canada); F Tomas Plekanec (Czech Republic); D Andrei Markov and D Alexei Emelin (Russia); G Peter Budaj (Slovakia); D Rafael Diaz (Switzerland); F Max Pacioretty (United States).

 Nashville Predators (2): D Shea Weber (Canada); D Roman Josi (Switzerland).

 New Jersey Devils (3): F Patrik Elias and F Jaromir Jagr (Czech Republic); F Damien Brunner (Switzerland).

 New York Islanders (4): F Michael Grabner and F Thomas Vanek (Austria); F John Tavares (Canada); D Lubomir Visnovsky (Slovakia).

 New York Rangers (7): F Rick Nash (Canada); F Mats Zuccarello (Norway); G Henrik Lundqvist and F Carl Hagelin (Sweden); D Ryan McDonagh, F Ryan Callahan and F Derek Stepan (United States).

 Ottawa Senators (2): F Milan Michalek (Czech Republic); D Erik Karlsson (Sweden).

 Philadelphia Flyers (5): F Michael Raffl (Austria); F Jake Voracek (Czech Republic); D Kimmo Timonen (Finland); D Andrej Meszaros (Slovakia); D Mark Streit (Switzerland).

 Phoenix Coyotes (5): G Mike Smith (Canada); D Zbynek Michalek and F Martin Hanzal (Czech Republic); F Lauri Korpikoski (Finland); D Oliver Ekman-Larsson (Sweden).

 Pittsburgh Penguins (7): F Sidney Crosby and F Chris Kunitz (Canada); D Olli Maatta and F Jussi Jokinen (Finland); F Evgeni Malkin (Russia); D Paul Martin and D Brooks Orpik (United States).

 San Jose Sharks (4): D Marc-Edouard Vlasic and F Patrick Marleau (Canada); G Antti Niemi (Finland); F Joe Pavelski (United States).

 St. Louis Blues (10): D Jay Bouwmeester and D Alex Pietrangelo (Canada); F Vladimir Sobotka (Czech Republic); F Vladimir Tarasenko (Russia); G Jaroslav Halak (Slovakia); F Patrik Berglund and F Alexander Steen (Sweden); D Kevin Shattenkirk, F David Backes and F T.J. Oshie (United States).

 Tampa Bay Lightning (6): F Steven Stamkos (Canada); D Radko Gudas and F Ondrej Palat (Czech Republic); D Sami Salo and F Valtteri Filppula (Finland); F Richard Panik (Slovakia).

 Toronto Maple Leafs (3): F Nikolai Kulemin (Russia); F Phil Kessel and F James van Riemsdyk (United States).

 Vancouver Canucks (7): G Roberto Luongo and D Dan Hamhuis (Canada); D Alexander Edler, F Daniel Sedin and F Henrik Sedin (Sweden); D Yannick Weber (Switzerland); F Ryan Kesler (United States).

 Washington Capitals (3): F Alex Ovechkin (Russia); F Nicklas Backstrom (Sweden); D John Carlson (United States).

 Winnipeg Jets (4): G Ondrej Pavelec and F Michael Frolik (Czech Republic); F Olli Jokinen (Finland); F Blake Wheeler (United States).

Koivu has surgery on fractured ankle

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: January 6, 2014 - 4:08 PM   
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LOS ANGELES -- Mikko Koivu had surgery today in the Twin Cities because of a fractured right ankle and will miss at least a month of playing time.

The Wild captain suffered the injury in Saturday's victory over the Washington Capitals.  He played despite the fracture for most of the game, and had two assists in a 63-second span to set up Ryan Suter's tying and go-ahead goals 42 seconds apart on consecutive power plays.

"If there’s any question about his character or how high his competitive level is, I think this incident certainly should answer that," GM Chuck Fletcher said before practice this afternoon in El Segundo, Calif. "He came back, and the only reason why he left the bench is Mike [Yeo] asked him to leave the bench [late in the game] because he saw [Koivu] laboring, he saw [Koivu[ in pain, but Mikko wanted to stay and play. He’s a tough competitor, he’s clearly one of our best players, he’s our leader for a reason. It’s a big blow."

Koivu is the Wild's leading scorer and ranks third in the NHL among forwards in average ice time per game. He ranks 16th in the NHL in faceoff win percentage (.557) and has taken the seventh-most faceoffs (888).

Fletcher said this will provide more opportunity for youngsters Charlie Coyle and Mikael Granlund and others will have to step up. The Wild has recalled Erik Haula. (LINES ON BOTTOM OF BLOG)

By having surgery, Koivu's timetable has been accelerated by a month.

Koivu was placed on injured reserve earlier today, along with goalie Josh Harding, who has been fighting illness after adjustments to his treatment for multiple sclerosis. Fletcher wouldn't speculate at to why Harding hasn't been feeling well, however.

"He’s just not feeling well," Fletcher said. "I wish I could tell you more, we’re not hiding anything here. He just doesn’t feel well and whatever that’s from I can’t say. I can’t speculate, I don’t want to speculate. I think he’s feeling a little better, but he’s not able to play right now so we just kept him back and it’s a long flight, so rather than flying to this part of the country – and heat’s not a really good thing for him to be honest with you. But having him travel around the country ... . Hopefully he starts to feel better this week and we can get him back in the lineup soon."

Niklas Backstrom isn't practicing today. We're told maintenance as of now. Remember, he rarely takes practices off and Fletcher made clear when he re-signed Backstrom that he would like him to start. That is likely what this is.

Koivu is questionable for the Olympics in mid-February; the Finnish captaincy will be either Mikko or his older brother, Saku Koivu. Fletcher said "it depends on how quickly he heals," but the Olympics begin on Feb. 13. Team Finland will be named Tuesday.

"I don’t even know if that’s really our call," Fletcher said on Koivu partaking in the Olympics. "If he’s healthy, he’s eligible to go. I anticipate he’ll be healthy before the Olympics, but we’ll see how the recovery and the rehab goes. Sometimes these things are unpredictable. The surgery speeds up the recovery by about four weeks. Everything went well this morning from what we’ve been told, so I anticipate by four weeks he should be playing. So that’s right around the first few days of February. So all going well, hopefully he’ll play a few games for us before he heads over to Sochi."

Fletcher also said the team is "leaning toward" assigning defenseman Matt Dumba to Portland of the Western Hockey League.  Dumba is back after playing for Team Canada at the world junior tournament in Sweden. He will first head to Minnesota to see team doctors after an injury during the tournament and to look into a virus he caught that led to weight loss. He also has an apartment of personal items to gather.

Jon Blum has been recalled and will be the Wild's seventh defenseman until Jared Spurgeon returns from a foot injury.

Fletcher said Zach Parise, who has missed six games because of a broken foot, may start skating late this week.

As I've reported, Fletcher has been trying to make a trade anyway.

Asked if he'll ride this out or look to be more aggressive to bring in a forward, defenseman or address his goaltending situation, Fletcher said, "It’s not like this happens and all of the sudden you start picking up the phone. We’ve been trying to look at things for a while. It’s just a very difficult league to do things in. There’s not a lot of players that teams want to move that are available right now. Nobody’s moving their good players right now and everyone is still in the race. 

"So we’ll see what this does, but we can’t overreact. I think certainly tomorrow night we’ll see how we do and try to get a feel for what this group needs."

Mikko Koivu, Josh Harding placed on injured reserve; Ryan Suter honored 
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Good Monday morning to you. Blogging quickly from my iPhone.

I have no update on Mikko Koivu's injury yet, but he has been placed on injured reserve after taking a shot to the foot Saturday. Erik Haula has been called up. Koivu will have to miss at least a week and almost certainly longer, and this is obviously concerning news for a team already devastated by injury.

The Wild says it will have a further update on Koivu later after he sees the docs this morning. He joins Zach Parise and Jared Spurgeon on injured reserve with foot injuries. 

Down to six defensemen, Jon Blum has been called up. I don't know for sure yet if that means the Wild will assign Matt Dumba to Portland of the Western Hockey League. GM Chuck Fletcher said yesterday that a decision will likely come today. 

Josh Harding has also been placed on injured reserve. Hopefully, a further update is coming later.  

The Wild practices today at 2 pm PT, so update will be way later, so be patient. 

The going is really getting tough now for the Wild. 

In other news, Ryan Suter was named the NHL's Third Star of the Week behind Carolina's Jeff Skinner and St. Louis' Brian Elliott:

Suter led all defensemen with four goals and tied for first among

 blueliners with six points as the Wild (22-17-5, 49 points) won two of

 three games to move into fourth place in the Central Division. He scored

 his second goal of the season in a 2-1 loss to the St. Louis Blues Dec. 31.

 Suter followed that up with two assists, his third multi-assist/point game

 of the season, in a 4-1 victory over the Buffalo Sabres Jan. 2. He capped

 the week by recording his first career hat trick (on three shots on goal)

 in a 5-3 win over the Washington Capitals Jan. 4, becoming the first

 defenseman in Wild history to tally three goals in a game and first

 blueliner on any team to do so since March 20, 2011 (P.K. Subban). The

 28-year-old Madison, Wis., native has 5-24—29 in 44 games this season and

 leads all skaters in time on ice (1,305:45) and time on ice per game

 (29:40).

As expected, Nino Niederreiter has made Team Switzerland for the Sochi Olympics. 

"I'm really happy I got selected and that I'm a part of," he said via text. "I think we're going to have a really strong team."

More later.

Ryan Suter's hat trick highlights comeback, but Mikko Koivu's injury could be big headache

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 4, 2014 - 11:59 PM    
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It’s not often you come to a Wild game wearing a hat or toque and actually leave without it.

But Ryan Suter sent a lot of fans into the frigid winter night without any headwear after notching the first hat trick by a defenseman in Wild history during Minnesota’s 5-3 come-from-behind win over the Washington Capitals.

Suter went a perfect 3 for 3, scoring power-play goals 42 seconds apart in the second period and a 2-on-1 bullet off Clayton Stoner’s pass after Suter came out of the penalty box in the third. That was the only one of Suter’s shots Braden Holtby actually saw because the netminder was screened by Dany Heatley on the other two.

Great win by the Wild tonight after rallying back after a terrible first period in which it was outscored 2-zip and outshot 11-1. Read the gamer on www.startribune.com/wild for the details and some of the good quotes.

“We couldn’t have scripted that any better,” Capitals center Brooks Laich said. “Two-nothing lead. They have one shot. They’re not in our zone. They’re getting booed off the ice by their own fans on a Saturday night. I mean, we’re in total control of that game.”

But Wild players gave Mike Yeo a lot of credit for waking them up in the first intermission and then firing them up by barking up and down the bench to start the second period. That wound up being a four-goal second period highlight by three power-play goals. Nino Niederreiter got it started after a tremendous play by Charlie Coyle to chip the puck in and then outwork and outbattled Mike Green for the puck. Suter then made it 2-2, then 3-2, before Green scored his second goal of the game in fluky fashion when his dump-in banked off the end boards and off Niklas Backstrom’s pad and in.

But the Caps put their second puck in the seats of the period, and after a poor shift by the first power-play unit, the second unit came out, Jason Zucker won a board battle, the puck worked back to the point and Zucker redirected Keith Ballard’s shot for a 4-3 lead.

The bad news of the game is captain Mikko Koivu sustained a foot injury. Koivu was nailed by Nicklas Backstrom’s dump-in from a few feet away early in the second period. Koivu went down in a heap, then struggled painfully to the bench.

He emerged 3 ½ minutes later with the Wild on a 1:55 5-on-3. During that 63-second shift, he assisted on both of Suter’s power-play goals. But he didn’t play the final eight minutes of the third and finally coach Mike Yeo sent him to the locker room.

Yeo said he was in pain, but he didn’t have an update.

If Koivu can’t come on the upcoming two-game trip to L.A. and Phoenix, Yeo said “That would be enormous. I don’t even need to go into what he means to our team.”

The Wild is already without Zach Parise and Jared Spurgeon with foot injuries. If Koivu can’t come, the Wild will either need to move Torrey Mitchell back to center and play Mike Rupp or probably call up Erik Haula. Remember, the Wild lost Zenon Konopka on waivers.

The Wild is already playing seven of 18 skaters age 23 and younger. They all stepped up tonight and must continue to. Yeo praised Mikael Granlund, who assumed a lot of Koivu’s roles tonight. He had an assist, won 11 of 15 faceoffs

Still, this could be an issue if Koivu is sidelined. I’ll write more about the young kids Sunday for Monday.

The Wild was outshot 30-11 tonight. Backstrom made 27 saves. The 11 shots were tied for the lowest in a game in franchise history. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, no NHL team had previously scored five goals on less than 13 shots since shots started to be recorded in 1973.

Yeo joked their shooting percentage went up.

What else?

Wild’s now 7-0 against Washington at home.

Wild has won two in a row in regulation for the first time in a month (Dec. 2 and 5).

Second Wild win in a row both Dallas and Phoenix, two teams the Wild’s chasing, lost in regulation.

Suter was the eighth Wild player to get a hat trick and 16th hat trick all-time by the Wild. It was the first since Guillaume Latendresse at Phoenix in 2010 and the first at home since Nov. 27, 2009 (Chuck Kobasew). It was Suter’s first career hat trick. In fact, he only had one career 2-goal game. Read the gamer for the quotes.

The Wild’s 16-5-2 at home but now head to L.A. and Phoenix. The Wild is 1-8-1 in its past 10 on the road and hasn’t won in regulation on the road since Nov. 20 at Ottawa.

The three power-play goals in a period tied a franchise record. The four second-period goals was a season high for a period.

Koivu now has a five-game point streak and is five points from being the Wild’s all-time leading scorer.

Suter has five goals in the past four games after none in the first 40 and points in 11 of the past 12 games.

Zucker’s goal was his first career power-play goal. Niederreiter now has eight goals.

Granlund has won 28 of 42 draws the past four games.

Matt Cooke has four assists in his five games.

Backstrom has two wins in a row for the first time this year.

That’s it for me. The Wild isn’t practicing Sunday. Barring news, no blog. My guess is we won’t get a Koivu injury update until Monday, and it could come late because the team flies out in the morning for Los Angeles.

I will come to you from L.A. on Monday. Sorry about that. It’s going to be cold here if you hadn’t heard.

Jared Spurgeon to miss few weeks; Josh Harding still out

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 4, 2014 - 12:40 PM   
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The Wild has sustained a significant loss in its lineup for at least the next fews weeks as defenseman Jared Spurgeon, who has played alongside Ryan Suter the past two games and was plus-3 in 27 minutes against Buffalo on Thursday, will be sidelined with a lower-body injury. He has been placed on injured reserve.

Spurgeon, who has been banged up lately as it is, blocked a shot last game. He didn't miss a shift, but it sounds like it stems from that.

Jonas Brodin will move back to the right side with Suter and Nate Prosser will move to the second pair with Marco Scandella.

"Pross, I liked his game [the past few]," coach Mike Yeo said. "He's shown in the past that he can provide the kind of stability and defensive game that we need to go up against top lines. It’s a great opportunity for him."

Clayton Stoner will skate tonight with Keith Ballard, who was a healthy scratch last game.

"Bally's a very capable veteran guy," Yeo said.

He has struggled bigtime though. He's a minus-12 the past 17 games, and hasn't had a plus game during those 17. I talked to him today about his game and that will be a big part of my game notebook in Sunday's paper.

The Wild is down to six defensemen now with Jon Blum next on the depth chart. We'll see if the Wild now brings Matt Dumba back to Minnesota to add depth after world juniors (my gut has always been that he was going to be assigned to Portland of the WHL, which traded for his junior rights, after world juniors; now I'm not too sure, at least initially). The team may have to in order to step some sort of depth tide unless GM Chuck Fletcher can find a way to add a defenseman. I can't imagine the Wild's too comfortable with its depth on the blue line right now, especially until Ballard shows he can bring some stability to the lineup.

In other news, Justin Fontaine will miss tonight's game after inadvertantly colliding with Ballard in practice Friday. Yeo says he is sore and will see the doctors tonight at the arena. Yeo hopes it's not serious. In the meantime, Brett Bulmer has recalled and will slide into Fontaine's spot on the third line with Matt Cooke and Charlie Coyle.

In other potentially significant news, Josh Harding will miss his second game and third day in a row because he's not "feeling well." That's the only detail or update Yeo has provided, but this is obviously a concern.

"We'll just keep going day-to-day here. Not much of an update," Yeo said.

Yeo did talk today like Darcy Kuemper is here to stay for a bit and Niklas Backstrom must step up like he did against Buffalo.

"Kemps is a young kid and at some point if he is here and he does gets in, he’s going to have to perform," Yeo said. "We have seen what he’s capable of doing in the past, but having said that, I’m very comfortable with Backy and with his game right now. Talking to him the other day, he’s been waiting for an opportunity, and here it is."

That sounds to me like Yeo isn't expecting Harding back for a bit. We know he missed 10 days recently because he had his treatment altered for multiple sclerosis. If you remember last season, Harding missed two months starting with a scratched start in Vancouver because he was not reacting well to a new treatment protocol.

Hopefully this is a simple illness right now, but obviously it's a concern.

Again, if Harding will be out, the Wild needs Backstrom to step out or Fletcher's first priority before scoring and defense may be goaltending. Backstrom, by the way, has finally received goal support the past two games. He has gotten eight goals of support the past two games after TEN the previous TEN games, which is pretty insane.

Braden Holtby will start for the first time since Dec. 21. Martin Erat down to the fourth line with Brooks Laich back at third-line center.

Seven of the Wild's 18 skaters tonight will be 23-and-younger. One 23-year-old and six 21-year-olds or younger.

Yeo said they have to look at it as an opportunity and rise to the challenge.

The Wild had an optional skate today. Funny moment, but at one point when the Wild was almost 30 minutes into that optional, Yeo, who wasn't on the ice, looked in the locker room and saw how many of the Wild players were still out there.

Yeo walked out of the locker room and to the bench. Next thing you know, every player filed off in a line.

It was one of those, "Save it for the game," moments. But that's what happens when you have so many kids in a lineup. They were all just out there skating and skating and shooting and shooting, almost forgetting they have to play tonight against the Washington Capitals.

Zenon Konopka claimed off waivers by the Buffalo Sabres; Injury "updates"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: January 3, 2014 - 1:36 PM   
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The Wild's Zenon Konopka was claimed off waivers by the Buffalo Sabres.

Konopka, who signed a two-year deal with Minnesota in 2012, was claimed by the first team that had an option to take him (Buffalo's ranked 30th in the NHL) and the team closest to his hometown of Niagara-On-The-Lake, Ontario.

"It's 35 minutes from my hometown," Konopka said. "My mom was born in Buffalo, my grandparents, when they were alive, were from there, my aunt and uncle. The best call I made was to my aunt in the nursing home. She was telling everybody there, 'My nephew is going to play for the Sabres.'"

Here's a feature I wrote on Konopka in October.

Konopka has the top faceoff percentage in the NHL since he's been in the league and the most fights. Konopka was a fun guy to cover, always a great quote and a colorful character with all his business ventures, like ZK28 wines, and of course, his bunny rabbit, "Hoppy."

"I really enjoyed my time here," Konopka said. "I got so connected with the charities and the city and the people of Minneapolis-St. Paul. The toughest part of the whole thing is leaving this area. My time here was amazing, but this is the nature of the beast and I'll never forget my time here.

"I still plan to write that check to the Minnesota Wild Foundation [from his wine sales]."

Konopka gets to Buffalo late tonight and hopes to play vs. New Jersey tomorrow. We joked that maybe he'll get to play on the power play since John Scott does.

"I talked to Pat LaFontaine, and they value what I'm able to do on the ice and off," Konopka said. "I'm looking forward to the opportunity."

The move clears almost $500K from the Wild's cap and opens up a roster spot if GM Chuck Fletcher wants to make a move. If the Wild runs into center problems, it has Torrey Mitchell up here or Jake Dowell or Erik Haula in the minors.

But coach Mike Yeo is real happy right now with Mikko Koivu-Mikael Granlund-Charlie Coyle-Kyle Brodziak up the middle. All four lines contributed last night.

Niklas Backstrom will start Saturday against the Washington Capitals. Josh Harding didn't practice again today. Yeo said Harding is still not feeling well. He offered no other details and says that as of now, nobody has told him this is anything beyond just an illness.

If Harding can't back up against the Caps, Darcy Kuemper will.

Jared Spurgeon didn't practice today for the second time in as many practices. He's been banged up, but he was great against Buffalo on Thursday, so we'll see if he'll be able to play again against the Caps. If he can't play, Keith Ballard will get back into the lineup after being scratched against the Sabres.

The Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser pair was real good against Buffalo and maybe this is a chance for Prosser to get a string of games finally.

Lastly, Justin Fontaine got popped inadvertantly in a battle drill in practice. Fontaine left dazed and definitely hurt. Yeo had no update he would share but expects him to play. Like I said, he didn't look comfortable, so we will see. If Fontaine can't play, either Mike Rupp will slot in or the Wild will have to call up a forward.

That's it for now. Some good stuff from Brodziak on his "goal" last night. Those quotes will be in Saturday's paper. and he certainly had a sense of humor about the "goal." Talk Saturday unless there's news later today.

For one night, Wild's able to breathe easier after a complete win against the Buffalo Sabres

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 2, 2014 - 11:38 PM   
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It’s easy to slight a team mired in a six-game losing streak and 5-12-1 slide easily beating the worst team in the NHL.

“What’s it even mean?” was a question I received a number of times on Twitter and email tonight. In fact, I got so many cynical tweets, you all have futures in sports writing because we ink-stained wretches are nothing if not cynical.

But, hey, you play the opponents as they’re slated, and Thursday at the X, the lowest-scoring team and worst road team in the NHL arrived to face the Wild.

The Wild beat the Sabres in every way possible, so hey, it’s a start.

Does it save the season, save jobs, solve all problems, catapult the Wild back in the playoff race?

Nope.

But a turnaround must start with a victory, and maybe tonight’s 4-1 win was it. Maybe.

We will find out starting with the next big test coming Saturday – reigning MVP Alex Ovechkin, the great Joel Ward and the Washington Capitals.

Tonight, the Wild needed a victory, got a complete game from the roster, contribution from all four lines, six defensemen and a goaltender named Niklas Backstrom, who had his first shutout of the season spoiled with 1:12 left when Matt Ellis thought it would be cool to score on a delayed penalty.

Where would the Wild be without former Sabres captain Jason Pominville, who scored his team-leading 18th goal and second consecutive winning goal against his ex-mates.

Marco Scandella was 1:12 away from his third winning goal out of six career goals, Jason Zucker scored a big goal to turn a 2-0 lead into a more breathable 3-0 lead (although, we thought that against the Islanders, too) and Kyle Brodziak saw his 30-game goal drought snapped when referee Chris Lee graciously awarded him a goal that he won’t even get a credited shot for.

Brodziak was hauled down en route to a potential empty-netter. Coach Mike Yeo had a funny line about it in his postgame, and you can read the gamer on www.startribune.com/wild for that quote and more.

Yeo was all smiles on the bench late in the game and cracked some jokes in the postgame. Again, all’s not safe for the coach yet, there were good signs on the ice the past two games as the Wild started to get back to the identity of being a defensively-solid team.

For the second game in a row, the coaches split Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin and  Scandella and Jared Spurgeon, and the Suter-Spurgeon and Scandella-Brodin pairs were awesome.

Nate Prosser had a solid game, as did Clayton Stoner, who returned from a lower-body injury. Stoner had five hits and brought a much-needed physical element.

“After watching a couple games from the press box, it was a little bit evident that we were lacking a little bit of physicality, emotion,” Stoner said. “Tonight, right through the lineup, we played with a lot of emotion.”

The Wild finally played a good game in front of Backstrom and he was able to play with a lead for a change after the Wild broke a 0-0 tie with three second-period goals. Remember, it was 0-0 after one New Year’s Eve against St. Louis and the Wild broke first.

It didn’t tonight.

Nobody was celebrating after the game. There were happy faces, but everybody knows the Wild’s accomplished nothing yet. It’s got a lot of work to do, but maybe tonight’s win will instill some confidence again into the locker room and provide something to build off.

“If we bring that type of effort, we’re going to win a lot more games,” Pominville said. “It’s two in a row where we battled hard, we didn’t give up much. … If you look at it, we didn’t do anything special, but we did a lot of good things right, all the little details right, and it led to us outshooting them and for the most part outplaying them.”

That’s it for me. I talked to GM Chuck Fletcher tonight and he explained the Zenon Konopka waiver move as the Wild felt its top-four centers now will be Koivu, Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle and Brodziak. If the Wild needs, it can move Torrey Mitchell, who was great tonight by the way, to center, or look to Iowa, where it has Erik Haula and Jake Dowell.

Fletcher also indicated that he continues to try to “make something happen” in terms of a trade, so clearing a roster spot by having Konopka claimed or sending him to Iowa would help in that because eventually Zach Parise will taking one roster spot again.

Konopka will either be claimed or clear at 11 a.m. Friday. Follow me on Twitter for that news.

Talk to you after practice Friday.

Typical goalie drama before tonight's pivotal game; Zenon Konopka on waivers; Keith Ballard scratched

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 2, 2014 - 2:50 PM   
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Never a dull moment for the Wild, which is trying to snap a six-game losing streak tonight. As is often the case, it starts with goalie drama.

The Wild's six-game losing streak began in Pittsburgh on Nov. 19 when Josh Harding couldn't come on a four-game road trip because of a necessary alteration to his treatment for multiple sclerosis.

The Wild lost all four games with Niklas Backstrom surrendering 17 goals. Harding returned against the Islanders on Dec. 29 and has lost two games since, including the 3-0 blown lead against the Islanders while giving up a season-high five goals.

Tonight, in a pivotal game against the Buffalo Sabres that could determine the future of coach Mike Yeo, Harding will be sidelined. He's not feeling well, Yeo said, and Backstrom, who is 2-9-2 with a 3.32 goals against average and .893 save percentage, will get the start and be heavily relied upon.

Backstrom has given up 24 goals in his past six starts, three or more in each.

"Here's another opportunity for Back, and hopefully he takes advantage of it," Yeo said. "Last year, when we needed to win that last game against Colorado, he came up with a great performance. I actually feel pretty good that he's going to come out and do the same thing tonight."

Backstrom and Harding have been the Wild's tagteam for GM Chuck Fletcher's five years (Harding has missed much of two full seasons though, once with a torn ACL/MCL, once last year with MS complications).

But it is unbelievable how many times Harding and Backstrom have been sick or injured in that five-year timespan and unbelievable how many times the Wild has had to carry three goalies on its active roster because of it.

The Wild's goalie carousel annually is not a normal thing in the NHL. I mean, just look at last year's playoffs as the best example. Backstrom hurt in warmups, Harding hurt during Game 4, the will he start, won't he start, will he start, won't he start drama at the pregame skate in Game 5.

More on this below.

Tonight is no exception. Darcy Kuemper has been recalled to back up. The Wild obviously doesn't want to put Harding on injured reserve because he would have to miss a week and this hopefully is a short-term thing.

To be able to make the roster move, the Wild placed Zenon Konopka on waivers today. Now, Yeo said it was because the Wild needed to call up a goalie, which is actually is baloney from the standpoint that there were many other things the Wild could have done if it wanted to keep Konopka here:

The Wild could have placed Mike Rupp on waivers, the Wild could have kept Clayton Stoner on injured reserve another game (he's been activated and struggling Keith Ballard will be a healthy scratch), the Wild could have sent down Stephane Veilleux and moved Torrey Mitchell back to wing and played Konopka at center.

So this is obviously a Konopka-specific decision, and we do know the Wild last summer tried to trade Konopka. So this appears to be the end of the line in Minnesota for Konopka, who has the NHL's best faceoff win percentage and the most fights since he's been in the league.

Losing Konopka to another team or sending him to Iowa on a one-way contract would open a roster spot if there's a trade brewing. I don't think it's to create cap space though because the Wild's cap space isn't an issue right now as much as the lack of cap space for other teams.

In other words, the Wild has about $1.5 million in cap space. Believe it or not, there are 20! other teams actually in worse shape than the Wild from a cap standpoint. That is why it's been so hard for Fletcher and other GM's frankly to make moves right now.

Just to show you how tough a time Ballard is having lately, this is the first time in Nate Prosser's Wild tenure that I can remember where he was actually kept in the lineup to remove another veteran.

Back to the Wild's goalie drama. Check this year out alone:

Oct. 8 in Nashville, Backstrom strains his knee.

Oct. 15 in Toronto, Darcy Kuemper gives up three goals on seven shots and Harding, whom the Wild wanted to give the game off because of his MS, has to come in and relieve him.

Oct. 24 against Carolina, Harding sustains muscle spasms in his leg and Backstrom, in his first game back from the knee injury, has to replace him after two periods and start consecutive games against Chicago.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Harding can't start because he's not feeling well.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Backstrom suffered a concussion when run by Nazem Kadri. Harding has to enter.

Nov. 23 at Winnipeg, Backstrom is activated off IR to back up first game after concussion. Kuemper reassigned. In warmups, Harding suffers muscle spasms. Backstrom is thrust into duty (Kuemper is rushed back from the airport and arrives in the first period on emergency status), Backstrom wins that game, has to start in St. Louis and against Phoenix.

Harding returns against Colorado on Nov. 29 and then has to start Nov. 30 because Backstrom is sick.

Harding leaves the team again Dec. 18-29.

Jan. 2 against Buffalo: Harding sick, Kuemper called up.

--Kuemper has been on the Wild's roster five separate occasions this season.

--Johan Gustafsson has been on the Wild's roster four separate occasions this season.

Zucker's back, four brand new lines for Wild; U.S. Olympic team announced

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: January 1, 2014 - 4:13 PM    
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UPDATED

The United States unveiled its 25-man roster for the Olympics. I got 23 of the 25 on my FSNorth list yesterday. The two that didn't make it were Kyle Okposo and Bobby Ryan. The two I didn't have were Paul Stastny and Blake Wheeler.

The Wild's Jason Pominville were among the snubs, as well as Minnesotans Dustin Byfuglien and Erik Johnson. Eight Minnesotans made it: Zach Parise, David Backes, Paul Martin, Wheeler, Justin Faulk, TJ Oshie, Ryan McDonagh and Derek Stepan.

The list: David Backes, Dustin Brown, Ryan Callahan, John Carlson, Justin Faulk, Cam Fowler, Patrick Kane, Ryan Kesler, Paul Martin, Ryan McDonagh, Ryan Miller, Brooks Orpik, T.J. Oshie, Max Pacioretty, Zach Parise, Joe Pavelski, Jonathan Quick, Kevin Shattenkirk, Paul Stastny, Derek Stepan, Ryan Suter, Blake Wheeler, Phil Kessel, James van Riemsdyk, Jimmy Howard.

----------

With the Wild trying to snap its six-game losing streak, the Wild has once again recalled Jason Zucker from AHL Iowa. Zucker will be in the lineup Thursday night when the Wild hosts Buffalo.

Prior to today's practice, coach Mike Yeo addressed the team and brought up the turmoil he's under.

“It’s business as usual for me. This has been a question before the season even started, right?” Yeo said, referring to the fact he’s in the final year of his contract. “I’m actually quite happy with the way I’m dealing with it."

What did he say to the players?

“I said, ‘I know it’s there, I know what they’re writing, I don’t want anyone feeling sorry for me. What I want is for you guys to know I still believe in this group and you’re going to see that I’m still going to come in here and I’m going to coach not to try to save my job, I’m going to coach to try to give us a chance to get things going, get back on track and get back in the playoff race and keep building toward our ultimate goal.’”

The Sabres have one regulation road win this year, are 0-8-2 on the road since Nov. 5 and 0-6-2 on the road under new coach Ted Nolan, so this is a big game to say the least for the Wild on Thursday. But the Sabres seem to be playing better, are more patient and Yeo said the Wild must be committed to being careful with the puck and chipping it behind their defense when there's no room to come with speed.

Yeo unveiled four brand new lines this morning, saying, "We’re throwing a lot of stuff at the wall and we need something to stick.”

Charlie Coyle is now centering the third line, Kyle Brodziak, who hasn't scored in 30 games, is downgraded to the fourth line, Dany Heatley and former Sabres captain Jason Pominville are popped up to the first line and Yeo has an all-kid second line.

Heatley-Mikko Koivu-Pominville

Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Zucker

Matt Cooke-Coyle-Justin Fontaine

Stephane Veilleux-Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Injured Clayton Stoner practiced today and is questionable to return Thursday.

On Heatley going to the top line, Yeo said, “He’s moving well, he’s battling hard, he’s involved in creating some scoring chances every game.

“In the last couple games, there’s been, I would say not a lot of guys, [but] some that have kind of stepped up and really brought what would seem to be another level, and he’s one of them.”

Owner Craig Leipold watched practice. Not the first time, but still of note. Leipold won't comment on the Wild's recent plummet.

Most the quotes will be in Thursday's paper, but one that didn't make the cut?

"I've been real pleased with our leaders lately, and that may sound funny because we’ve lost a lot of games, but when you really dissect it, when you’re on the inside and you see what's going on, that’s why I say that."

Yeo also clarified his postgame comments from Tuesday that he just hasn't talked to the team immediately after the last two losses (a lot of coaches don't, he says), that he's saved his message for the next day's practice. He still meets with the players constantly.

"I’m definitely talking to the players," he said, laughing. "I think we have meetings to try to figure out when our next meeting is going to be right now, we’ve had so many."

Defenseman Keith Ballard said, "No one's going to get us out of this but us. Individually, everybody’s got to be better. Myself, for sure. We’ve got to find a way to relax and play. It’s hard right now when there’s so much emphasis on, 'We need a win, we need a win,' but as players, we need to put that focus on we need to play well, we need a 60-minute game. Our intentions are in the right place, but we're not doing it right. We just need to relax and play."

I'll be on KFAN on Thursday live from the penalty box from 9:55-10:35 a.m.

What comes next as tension, losses overtake the tumbling Wild?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 31, 2013 - 10:02 PM   
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Mike Yeo opened his postgame news conference saying this feels like “Groundhog Day.”

It was something I know we can all agree with.

The losses keep mounting, the answers are all the same, we’re running out of questions.

“Winning cures everything,” defenseman Ryan Suter said after Tuesday’s 2-1 loss to St. Louis. “You win games, you build confidence. We have to find a way, any way possible, and then you build off of that.”

The Wild’s now 5-12-1 in its past 18 (11 points out of the last 36 available) and has lost six in a row in regulation for the first time in its 13-year history.

There’s now two games left in the homestand against Buffalo and Washington, which means Yeo’s job security is getting flimsier and flimsier. But there’s no doubt he’s going to keep showing up and working to try to get the Wild out of this until owner Craig Leipold and GM Chuck Fletcher tell him otherwise.

I’m pretty confident Yeo will be behind the bench against the Sabres.

After the game, players like Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville said the system works, the structure works, and it’s up to the players to execute. Please give those quotes a read, and Yeo’s postgame quotes, in the gamer at www.startribune.com/wild.

The Wild looked like it was getting back to that defensive structure during a scoreless first period tonight, but then a couple mistakes cost the Wild in the second.

First Keith Ballard put a puck in Mikael Granlund’s skates and Granlund was forced into a turnover by T.J. Oshie. He scored a breakaway goal. Then, Koivu centered a shot from the wall meant as a rebound. But Marco Scandella overskated the rebound and Nino Niederreiter wasn’t where he was supposed to be, which led to Blues exploding for an odd-man rush and eventually Jaden Schwartz’s goal.

It reminded me of earlier today when I was talking to an NHL coach that said the thing the Wild better remember if it changes the coach is you still can’t make the 21- to 23-year-olds on the team magically grow up and you still can’t get rid of some of the veterans that the Wild is waiting for the contracts to run out on.

In other words, there are bigger issues going on beyond Yeo.

It’s like the Islanders game when some of the youngsters were terrific and then made critical defensive mistakes that led to the loss. Like I always say, the kids will all be good, but it takes time and they’re still making young mistakes, either with the puck (Granlund the past three games) or in the case of Niederreiter, sometimes away from the puck. Charlie Coyle’s still not producing regularly, Jonas Brodin isn’t as steady.

If Yeo loses his job, the question is whether the Wild makes somebody on the staff like Rick Wilson the interim and waits to see the full group of available coaches this summer or does it hire one of the available coaches now. The smartest thing would probably be to wait because that’s when the full allotment’s available, like last summer with Lindy Ruff, Alain Vigneault, John Tortorella (gulp).

But if the pressure’s to get somebody in place now, the experienced coaches available right now include Peter Laviolette (under contract with Philadelphia through 2014-15 at a salary likely north of $1.5 million), Paul Maurice, Ron Wilson and Guy Boucher.

Laviolette was one of the runners-up when GM Chuck Fletcher hired Todd Richards, and remember, that’s when the Wild wanted an up-tempo, play-on-your-toes, offensive-minded coach. The concern with hiring Laviolette now is I think there’s serious doubt if Laviolette’s offensive-minded system is built for a Wild team that struggles so much to score goals.

And it doesn’t struggle to score goals because of Yeo’s system. The Wild has outchanced opponents many nights this season and just don’t seem to have the horses coupled with the fact that the young horses aren’t consistent enough yet to bury its chances. I think the Wild lacks speed still and definitely size.

There is zero doubt that Fletcher does not want to make a change. He believes in Yeo. Heck, he hired Yeo, and if he fired his second coach in five seasons, that doesn’t exactly say a lot about his ability to hire coaches, especially when he passed over several experienced ones.

But the Wild is sinking like a rock, and at some point, Fletcher may have no choice but to make some type of statement.

As I wrote today, he continues to try to make a trade, too.

The scary thing now is we’ve hit a juncture of this losing streak where confidence is fractured, the mood of the room is down, there’s palpable tension around the organization and everybody just seems to be waiting for a bomb to drop.

And if that’s the case, this thing won’t be able to turn around by itself. Trust me, when I was in Florida and covered the Panthers, I covered almost a dozen coaching changes. I’ve seen teams in turmoil that are just waiting for an external move. Once that happens, it’s like a pall hanging over the entire locker room until something actually does happen.

Yeo said, “It’s been evident in our play that we haven’t been the most composed group right now. Whatever that reason is, we have to figure it out. Guys have to figure out how to come to perform at a high level. We need everybody.”

He added, “There were a lot of things that were much better, but we’re not in a position where we can feel good about those things. Build off them, look at them, but there’s still other things we’re not doing well enough to win hockey games.”

That’s it for me. Give the articles a read in the paper. Happy New Year. Talk to you after Wednesday’s practice.

A numerical look at the Wild in the first half
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UPDATED

The Wild had a team meeting this morning prior to its 5 p.m. game against the St. Louis Blues. A few guys took the ice, including backup Niklas Backstrom, healthy scratch Zenon Konopka and injured Clayton Stoner. Zach Parise is still not allowed on the ice with his broken foot.

Jared Spurgeon was also on the ice testing his injury and coach Mike Yeo expects him to play. Jon Blum was called up but will be scratched as long as Spurgeon can play, Yeo said.

Josh Harding vs. Brian Elliott tonight. I'd expect David Backes will play in his hometown, but I'll check with him after the Blues' skate. He missed the last Dallas game with an upper-body injury. David Backes is indeed out tonight.

The Blues are 4-0-2 in their past six on the road, 7-1-2 in their past 10 overall and 12-0-1 against the Central this year (unbeaten against the Central since an Oct. 18 shootout loss to Winnipeg).

I'll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

If you didn't catch today's story here, I talked to GM Chuck Fletcher about the state of the sinking Wild yesterday. He talked about the team, his attempt to make a trade and also Yeo's job security. While he says his inclination is not to overreact and to give this group a chance to fix things, Fletcher declined to give Yeo a vote of confidence.

The entire coaching staff is in the final year of its contract. The rest of this homestand is huge. There is no doubt Yeo is on the hot seat.

Here's some numbers I threw together:

Wild at the midway point

Record: 20-16-5 (10th in the West)

Home: 14-4-2

Road: 6-12-3

1-Goal Games: 12-3-5

2-goal Games: 5-5

3+-goal Games: 3-8

Scoring First: 14-4-2

Opponent Scoring First: 6-12-3

Leading after 1: 8-1-1

Trailing after 1: 1-11-2

Tied after 1: 11-4-2

Leading after 2: 14-1-3

Trailing after 2: 4-14-2

Tied after 2: 2-1

OT record: 0-1

Shootout record: 5-4

Outshooting opponent: 9-7-5

Outshot: 9-9

Vs. East: 9-8-2

Vs. West: 11-8-3

Goals per game overall: 2.22 (29th in the NHL)

Goals per game at home: 2.7 (17th in the NHL)

Goals per game on road: 1.85 (29th in the NHL)

Goals against per game overall: 2.51 (12th in the NHL

Goals against per game at home: 1.95 (7th in the NHL)

Goals against per game on road: 3.05 (24th in the NHL)

Shots per game: 27.7 (27th in the NHL)

Shots against per game: 27.3 (tied for 4th in the NHL)

Power play overall: 19.4% (11th in the NHL)

Power play at home: 20.6% (11th in the NHL)

Power play on road: 18.2% (11th in the NHL)

Shorthanded goals allowed: 3 (tied for 13th in the NHL)

Power play opportunities: 129 (tied for 21st in the NHL)

Penalty kill overall: 78.8% (26th in the NHL)

Penalty kill at home: 82.8% (tied for 14th in the NHL)

Penalty kill on road: 75.7% (27th in the NHL)

Shorthanded goals: 1 (tied for 26th in the NHL)

Times shorthanded: 132 (18th in the NHL)

Penalty minutes: 19.7 a game (tied for 6th in the NHL)

5-on-5 goals for: 61 (tied for 25th in the NHL)

5-on-5 goals against: 62 (tied for 5th in the NHL)

Team leaders

Goals: Jason Pominville 17, Zach Parise 15, Mikko Koivu 8, Dany Heatley 8, Justin Fontaine 8

Assists: Koivu 22, Ryan Suter 22, Parise 12, Nino Niederreiter 12, Mikael Granlund 12

Points: Koivu 30, Pominville 28, Parise 27

Plus-Minus: Niederreiter +6, Matt Cooke +5, Fontaine +5, Marco Scandella +5

Penalty minutes: Zenon Konopka 55, Clayton Stoner 35, Keith Ballard 31

Power-play goals: Parise 8, Pominville 5, Jonas Brodin 3, Heatley 3

Power-play assists: Koivu 10, Suter 9, Pominville 4, Granlund 4

Power-play points: Koivu 11, Parise 11, Pominville 9, Suter 9

Shorthanded goals: Parise 1

Even-strength points: Pominville 19, Koivu 18, Parise 15, Niederreiter 15

Game-winning goals: Pominville 4, Koivu 3

Shots: Parise 144, Pominville 111, Koivu 96

Faceoff winning pct.: Konopka .657, Koivu .555, Kyle Brodziak .513

Shooting pct.: Brodin .206, Fontaine .190, Pominville .153

Time on ice per game: Suter 29:40, Brodin 24:42, Koivu 21:35

Goaltending stats

Games: Josh Harding 28, Niklas Backstrom 16, Darcy Kuemper 2

Wins: Harding 18, Backstrom 2

Shots against: Harding 667, Backstrom 430, Kuemper 16

Goals allowed: Backstrom 46, Harding 44, Kuemper 6

Goals against average: Harding 1.64, Backstrom 3.32, Kuemper 6.10

Save percentage: Harding .934, Backstrom .893, Kuemper .625

Shutouts: Harding 3

Unique stat team leaders

Hits: Cooke 96, Niederreiter 95, Jared Spurgeon 50

Missed net w/ shot: Koivu 52, Pominville 45, Spurgeon 39

Blocked shots: Spurgeon 66, Suter 57, Scandella 55

Points at home: Parise 18, Koivu 17, Pominville 13

Points on road: Pominville 15, Koivu 13, Suter 13 

Shootout goals: Koivu 3, Parise 3, Pominville 3

Shifts per game: Suter 32.2, Brodin 30.2, Spurgeon 28.3

Fights: Konopka 7, Stoner 3, Ballard 3

Minor penalties: Niederreiter 12, Brodziak 10, Cooke 10, Stoner 10

Goals to tie games: Parise 4, Koivu 4, Fontaine 3, Pominville 2, Brodin 2

Goals to put Wild up by one: Pominville 6, Parise 5, Fontaine 3, Brodin 3, Heatley 2

Goals to put Wild up by two: Parise 3, Pominville 3, Koivu 3

Goals to cut deficit to one: Pominville 3, Heatley 2

Business as usual at Wild practice one day after blowing 3-goal lead to Islanders; Jon Blum recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Vikings, Leslie Frazier, Leslie Frazier, Wild practice  Updated: December 30, 2013 - 2:29 PM   
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Most players and … all coaches were present and accounted for at Monday’s practice.

Hey, you never know after Sunday night’s meltdown at the X. The New York Islanders snapped an NHL-record 380 consecutive games of being down three goals or more without winning. That streak dated back to 1994.

In the social mediasphere and blog and article comments, coach Mike Yeo is under the gun. Today, Leslie Frazier was fired by the Vikings. I asked Yeo about that and how tough this is that eyes are starting to zero in on him.

“I feel bad for Leslie,” Yeo said. “I’m not a football guy, so I don’t know the ins and outs of that. But I do know he is a great human being. That’s part of it. Same as our team, same as everything else, I want our guys to look at me and say that’s how we’re going to deal with this. It’s adversity. That’s fine. But come to the rink the next day and you work a little harder.”

Sunday was the Wild’s fifth consecutive loss as it fell to 10th in the West heading into Tuesday’s New Year’s Eve 5 p.m. showdown with the big, bad St. Louis Blues. Remember, this 5-11-1 freefall down the standings began with a 3-0 loss at St. Louis on Nov. 25. That was the game Zach Parise had a bogus goal disallowed because of a high-stick (the shot wasn’t even over the cross-bar, so how could the puck be tipped with a high-stick?) in the first minute and the game the Wild actually outshot St. Louis 12-0 in the third period before Alex Steen scored an empty-netter.

It’s been downhill ever since. The Blues are real banged up but are 4-0-2 in their past six road games. Steen won’t play Tuesday, nor will Roman Polak or Jordan Leopold. David Backes (upper body) is skating in the optional practice going on now at the X, so his status as of now is questionable. He didn’t play in Sunday’s overtime win over Dallas, a game in which stud defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk scored the OT winner a game after scoring a shootout winner in an exhilarating game against Chicago.

Wild defenseman Jared Spurgeon didn’t practice today. Remember, he missed much of the second period against the Rangers last week, was tripped up badly last night against the Islanders and missed part of the second. Coach Mike Yeo said it was just maintenance, but just in case, the Wild called up Jon Blum from Iowa with Clayton Stoner also hurt.

Yeo indicated that there is a chance Blum makes his Wild debut even if Spurgeon can play. If that were to happen, it’d likely be for Nate Prosser.

Blum, 24, was signed to a two-way contract last offseason and has played 91 games for Nashville.

Yeo said if Blum plays, he should add experience, composure in his own end, he makes a good first pass and should bring consistency.

With 22 players, Yeo said the Wild may call up a forward later.

Yeo said today’s practice was “understandably not joyous and chipper. But as practice wore on, we had some more life and had some more talk. Certainly we put the work in.”

Injured Zach Parise watched from the bench in workout clothes and sneakers.

He said viewing the tape again just reaffirmed the issues the last half of the game in an eventual 5-4 loss.

“You just lose some of the good things you did,” Yeo said of seeing the late mistakes. “For a team that’s struggling with confidence, there’s opportunities and things that are there that you would like to be able to grab onto. If we were able close that game out, you could talk about the way we were scoring goals and creating chances, some of the things that were ailing us before this last stretch.”

But Yeo said some new problems have crept in. He said the positive that the Wild feels it should be able to rectify these mistakes because it’s been a “very, very strong team in our own zone,” so it should have the confidence to get that back very quickly.

Yeo said the Wild just has to get back to being better in its own zone after a series of bad decisions and reads Sunday.

Again, I just think this team is in between in so many areas. It’s relying on three 21-year-old’s among its top-6 forwards. Mikael Granlund has had a tough last two games after two great games. There are times in games when Charlie Coyle is dominant and strong on pucks and times where he takes too long to make a decision or is easily knocked off a puck.

The epitome of good and bad last night was Nino Niederreiter, who had a goal and assist but was responsible for losing Thomas Hickey on the 3-3 goal early in the third.

These kids will get it, but they’re young and the good news is they want to get better. Every practice, the three of them are the last off the ice as they work with Andrew Brunette and Darby Hendrickson. But you can’t just magically snap your fingers and make them polished. It takes time.

It’s not just the kids. After Justin Fontaine made it 4-4 last night, the Wild let Kyle Okposo into its zone too easily. Then when Jonas Brodin went into the corner with him, Matt Cooke should have hung back seven or eight feet off the boards to create a layer. He didn’t, instead opting to go in for a check. When the puck took a funny bounce, Thomas Vanek was able to walk out with no Wild player between the boards and the net.

Josh Harding couldn’t smother the puck and Okposo beat the Wild to the net for the rebound.

The Wild just doesn’t usually give up goals like that.

The second goal by Cal Clutterbuck that turned the game around, Yeo said the Wild – Granlund, Stephane Veilleux, Torrey Mitchell, Marco Scandella and Spurgeon -- was in “borderline panic” mode. They were exhausted, running around and made bad decisions, exemplified best by Veilleux getting the puck six feet in front of the net and just freezing before turning it over moments before the goal.

“Every game against every team there are times in a game where you have spend a long shift in your own zone, but you have to be able to defend it,” Yeo said, adding that’s when you have to stay within your structure, keep things to the outside and simplify.

The Wild has given up 24 goals the past five games, has scored eight goals the past two and lost them both. This is not a team that is built to go run and gun. If it doesn’t find a way to get back to its defensive foundation, a lot like that 2-0 game earlier this month against Philadelphia, this losing streak will continue to grow.

The big thing now is finding a way to rebound against the Blues.

"Learn from it, tweak the minor mistakes that happened and get ready for [Tuesday]," Cooke said. "That’s the whole thing in this world as a professional athlete. You can’t let the highs get too high, and you can’t get the lows get too low. If you do that, you can usually find a pretty good measure of where to be and how to play.

"We all understand there’s a desperation level that has to be there [Tuesday night], but it’s not going to help us by fretting over last night. You can learn from it, but you can't hang onto it until tomorrow night."

I’ll have more on the losing streak, Yeo’s job security and whether maybe a trade is on the horizon to shake things up in Tuesday’s paper.

Wild has no explanation for crumbling on home ice to the Islanders

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 30, 2013 - 12:25 AM   
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The Wild’s a team in crisis right now and the frightening thing is nobody, from the players to the head coach, seems to know how to get out of this.

Nobody could explain how it was feasible that the Wild, so desperate for a victory, could be up 3-zip at home and lose to a sub-par Isles team that played 24 hours earlier in New York, was playing its backup goalie and had two key forwards out.

Nobody could explain how one could dominate the first half of a game and just absolutely collapse to a team that hadn’t rallied back from three goals down to win since 1994.

There were a lot of upset comments, a lot of “this is unacceptable,” a lot of “there is no excuse,” but there was nobody who could explain what happened and offer actual answers as to how to fix it.

The Wild has lost five in a row, have sunk to 10th in the West and has allowed 24 goals in the past five games. This is a lousy road team, but its safe haven, the cure for all that ails them was supposed to be at home.

But instead, the Wild again lost battle after battle the last half of the game, ran around its zone aimlessly and allowed the Islanders to storm back and kick them where it hurts.

Kyle Okposo made me pay for somehow forgetting to include him in my U.S. Olympic column in Sunday’s paper, an honest mistake, albeit a stupid one. The Bloomington native and former Gopher scored two goals 1:59 apart in the third period, including a go-ahead goal, then the winner 27 seconds after Justin Fontaine tied the score.

But the killer shift was a minute-plus one late in the second period that was capped off when old Wild pal Cal Clutterbuck redirected Thomas Hickey’s shot to cut the deficit to 3-2 with 1:02 left. After Mikael Granlund got out of the penalty box, Granlund and penalty killers Stephane Veilleux, Torrey Mitchell, Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon were traffic and scrambling endlessly.

You just knew what was coming. The players were exhausted, all of them seemed to hit the ice at one point or another, desperately trying to block shots or clear the zone. Veilleux was on the ice five or six times. At one point, he got the puck in the slot and just stopped. Veilleux, called up because coach Mike Yeo said he’s so defensively responsible and energetic and does the right things, proved that when you’re tired, it’s hard to make the right decision.

He froze and instead of just chipping it off the glass or icing it to let Yeo call time out, he coughed it up at the blue line. Another scramble and finally the momentum-turning goal. The Wild never recovered.

“In a situation like that, you have to fall back on your structure,” Yeo said. “You can’t start running around. If anything, you play a little tighter. You’ve got to stay composed.”

The Wild had two third-period power plays, one lifeless one to start the period with a chance to regain a two-goal lead, one after Okposo made it 5-4 where backup goalie Kevin Poulin made a string of huge saves, include right top stops on Mikko Koivu and Dany Heatley.

You can read the gamer for the best quotes at www.startribune.com/wild

BUT, this is a major problem.

The most interesting thing that happened in my eyes after the game was Yeo, unsolicited, endorsing his system, saying, “It’s within us. Our game hasn’t changed. Our game is successful,” before saying that you can talk x’s and o’s all you want, but there comes a time where it’s up to the players to dig deep, win one-on-one battles, execute, do all the little things that are adding up to losses night after night after night right now.

After the Philadelphia game, Yeo also, “This is the same group that will fix it. I have no doubt. Am I worried? No. Ticked off? Yeah, that we’re in this funk. But I also don’t have any doubts that we’ll fix it. This is the same group that raised the expectations, this is the same group that got us to a point where we were in a good spot and this is the same group that’s going to get us out of it.”

The Wild has lost two games since. The Wild has given up 11 goals in those two games since. The Wild has finally scored goals (eight in the past two games), but yet has completely lost its defensive foundation.

It was a total mess in the third period.

“We were on our heels, we weren’t pressuring, we weren’t winning the battles the same way,” Yeo said. “It’s our job to find the answers, but that’s a tough one to come up with right there. And it’s not everybody. We had some guys that were really bringing the emotion and some guys that were really bringing their game, but we had some others that have got to play bigger and better and stronger in those situations.

“In a game with little things that add up to make the difference, we’re not coming even close right now.”

Yeo said the Wild will keep leaning on leaders like Koivu, who had two assists, five shots, four takeaways and won 19 of 27 faceoffs, Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville.

As I reported, Zach Parise is expected to be out for awhile with a broken bone in his foot.

Yeo said a coach once said, “an actor’s got to act, so this is a time, the players, it doesn’t matter who you are, if you’re a lead actor or supporting actor, you’ve got to step up and you’ve got to perform.”

Mitchell says it is an absolute must the Wild gets back to its defensive foundation.

“There were a lot of mental error defensively tonight. We need be better defensively. We’ve let up 25 goals the last five games, it feels like. Just not good enough. We got off to a great start, but it’s not good enough. You take five, 10 minutes off, and all of a sudden the momentum switches. I’ve played long enough, we got enough guys in here that know better, it’s just not good enough.”

The St. Louis Blues, maybe without David Backes and Alex Steen, come to town New Year’s Eve.

“Everybody’s frustrated. That’s a game we should have won,” Niederreiter said. “Big game against St. Louis. It’s a must-win for us.”

Yes, a must-win on Dec. 31. That’s the position the Wild has put itself in.

The Wild is 5-11-1 in the past 17, 5-8 this month with no regulation wins since Dec. 8 (9 in a row).

There is zero doubt Craig Leipold is beside himself over this collapse. The question is how and when he reacts.
Josh Harding returning to Wild cage tonight; Zach Parise injury update

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 29, 2013 - 1:22 PM    
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Josh Harding will return to the Wild nets tonight when his team opens a four-game homestand against “my” New York Islanders.

Well, my childhood team at least.

Remember 1981? That was fun. Just a joke peeps, although even though I was a young pup, those four Cups during the Islanders’ dynasty is what embedded hockey into my veins.

Those were the early days of SportsChannel in New York, and I still remember watching Jiggs McDonald call Islanders game. The semi-retired Hall of Fame broadcaster is actually in Minnesota today filling in for Howie Rose on tonight’s Islanders telecast. Few better than Jiggs, whom I became pals with during his five seasons calling Florida Panthers games on radio during my Sun-Sentinel days.

There’s good and bad news with the Islanders’ lineup tonight if you’re a Wild fan.

The good news: The Wild will catch the Isles on the second of back-to-back after playing at home last night in a 2-1 loss to the Devils. Michael Grabner is sick and won’t play. Josh Bailey got injured last night and won’t play. Kevin Poulin will start for the Isles (if you consider backups good news).

The bad news: The Isles’ best player, captain John Tavares, the No. 1 pick in the 2009 draft and 2013 Hart Trophy finalist, says he plans to play tonight after missing last night’s game with a lower-body injury.

For the Wild, center Zenon Konopka will be scratched and Torrey Mitchell will center a fourth line with Mike Rupp and Stephane Veilleux.

The rest of the lines and D pairs stay the same.

Zach Parise continues to work hard off the ice but is not allowed to be on it. I don’t think we’re going to see him for awhile. I don’t know what awhile means, but I hear the latest MRI he had showed a fracture in his foot that didn’t show up the first time around.

Typically stress fractures take four to six weeks. Knowing Parise, it won’t take that long and this shouldn’t affect his Olympic status, but coach Mike Yeo has changed his tune the past few days and stopped calling it day-to-day.

“We’ve got to keep him off the ice until it starts to feel better and then we might have to keep him off a little bit longer,” Yeo said this morning. “We just have make sure he gets a full opportunity to heal. It’s a long season and we need him to have the opportunity to go out and perform and compete at the level that he’s capable of.

“He’s been really grinding it out there. He’s such a competitor, he wants to be in the lineup and it’s been extremely difficult for him. We have to give him a lot of credit for that, but at the same time, we’ve got to make sure he gets better.”

So again, we don’t know the timeframe but we do know that the team is not going to let Parise play through this anymore after four goals and one assist in the 12 games he did. Parise will miss his third consecutive game today and is on injured reserve.

As I mentioned above, Harding, who is 18-5-3 with a 1.51 goals-against average and .939 save percentage, is back tonight. He’ll play for the first time since beating Vancouver on Dec. 17. He’s missed the past four games to have his treatment protocol altered for MS. Harding is 14-1 at home.

But Yeo said the Wild can’t use Harding’s return and the homestand as a reliance that all will be cured. The Wild’s game has turned south dramatically the past four games and Yeo says the Wild has to put in the work to get it back.

As I wrote in today’s paper though, the Wild does look like it plays more confidently in front of Harding than Niklas Backstrom.

Yeo said, “That’s something I’d like to rectify. I’d like to be the same team regardless of who’s in the net for us and who we’re playing against and whether we’re playing at home or the road. We have played a stronger game in front of josh, but I also don’t want to take anything away from him. He’s also made it appear that way many times, too. At the end of the game, when you win 2-1, it’s easy to forget about some of the great saves he’s made. There’s no question there’s been times where he’s allowed our team to find our game.”

And that to me is the big thing. Harding has made the big saves early when the Wild starts slow or makes the big saves late when the Wild needs him to cover up for them. Backstrom just hasn’t done the same thing.

Cal Clutterbuck, as you can read in this feature, will return to play the Wild tonight. He took the ice during the Islanders’ optional this morning.

Nino Niederreiter will play the Isles for the first time. His quotes were in the Harding notebook today here.

Yeo is very happy with Niederreiter’s game, although Yeo said, “I do believe there’s another level to get to [offensively]. I’m very pleased with his defensive game. He’s a very responsible player now, he’s playing better without the puck, he’s in a better position on the ice, he’s playing less off instincts and he’s showing he’s maturing as a player.”

I’ll have more from Niederreiter in Monday’s paper. I talked to him a lot this morning about world juniors, which is where he really skyrocketed up the draft charts when he was eventually taken fifth overall three years ago by the Islanders.

Oh, and Thomas Vanek is playing the Wild tonight at the X. He has 2 goals and 2 assists in 3 games here, and as you know, there’s a chance the Wild pursues him as a free agent. If he gets to free agency and the Wild does pursue, it’ll have a terrific chance at landing the former Gopher and Stillwater resident. He’ll have 40 people in the stands tonight and joked that he hoped former Gophers teammate Keith Ballard helps get him some tickets.

Talk later.

Josh Harding closing in on his return to the Wild cage

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 28, 2013 - 3:57 PM   
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Afternoon from Xcel Energy Center, where it’s actually nice to be back in the press room again after spending 17 of the past 19 days on the road.

Out on the ice right now, the United States and Canada women’s hockey teams are getting set for an exhibition game. Like the men, the final women’s roster will be announced Jan. 1 on NBC. The women’s will be announced during the second intermission of the Winter Classic, the men’s after the game.

At noon, the Wild took the ice for what coach Mike Yeo termed a “productive practice.” He was happy with the team’s execution and attention to details, and that’s obviously two things the Wild better get back to doing during this important four-game homestand that begins Sunday night against the New York Islanders.

The other thing the Wild needs is Josh Harding back in the cage and that appears to be very close. Yeo wouldn’t divulge Sunday’s starter, but Harding spent every moment of practice in one of the two nets and Johan Gustafsson was just a spectator. At the very least, he'll dress because Gustafsson was reassigned.

Afterward, Harding talked to the beat writers for the first time since making 29 saves in a Dec. 17 shootout win over Vancouver. He certainly sounded like a guy who thinks he can start Sunday and said he planned to talk it over with Yeo.

“I felt good today,” said Harding, who is 18-5-3 with a 1.51 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. “Obviously you don’t like watching games, so I’d like to get back out there as soon as possible and help the team out if I can.”

On seeing the Wild sink in the standings and on the ice during his four-game absence, Harding said, “It’s definitely frustrating. It’s frustrating for everybody in here. We’re a team. We win as a team, we lose as a team and whether you’re not playing or you’re playing, you’re a part of it. But the only bad thing about not being with the team is you feel kind of helpless, You want to be there for the guys.”

Harding said he felt much better and cleaner in the cage during Saturday’s practice than Friday’s pregame skate in Winnipeg.

Harding again reiterated that he did not sustain complications from multiple sclerosis. This was a schedule treatment alteration.

“Without going into detail, it’s something that has to be done, really minor and I’m ready to go right now,” Harding said.

For whatever reason, the Wild plays better in front of Harding than Niklas Backstrom. In Harding’s 18 wins, it has allowed 25.3 shots per game. In Backstrom’s 13 decisions, it has allowed 32.3. He has allowed three or more goals in his past six starts and 17 in the four starts in place of Harding.

Asked if the Wild seems to be more confident in front of Harding, Yeo said, “I don’t want to start painting that picture. I will say that, especially lately, I don’t think we’ve played nearly well enough in front of Back. And we’ve got to fix that.”

Friday, I felt Harding would return New Year’s Eve against St. Louis. Now I think he’ll return against the Islanders, if for no other reason than the Wild is really up against it now.

Zach Parise was around the rink today walking around in sneakers with no visible limp. But again, the Wild will keep him off the ice until doctors give him the clear. He was placed on injured reserve Saturday.

Yeo said Parise is frustrated. “He wants to be in the lineup. Hopefully everyday he gets his rest is a day we get closer to him coming back. He wants to get on the ice and he wants to help the team. He’s a huge part of our team. We can’t wait to have him back.”

Cal Clutterbuck returns Sunday with the New York Islanders. Since the NHL started recording hits in 2005-06, he is the franchise leader in hits by 908 (Nick Schultz was second with 549 to Clutterbuck’s 1,457).

I talked to Clutterbuck a few days ago and did a story on his return in Sunday’s paper. He’s nervous and excited and is looking forward to playing in front of the fans again. He won’t get much time here because the Isles play at home Saturday night against New Jersey.

The Isles have had a tough year.

“It’s been tough,” said Clutterbuck, who scored a shorthanded penalty-shot goal in a win over the Islanders last week. “The toughest thing about it all is the team, we’re not playing poorly at all. It’s been a tougher stretch for us because we’re playing pretty decent hockey against some pretty good teams. I don’t know what the stat is, but we’ve something like 10 two-goal leads in the third period. We get to the 10-minute mark of the third and make mistakes and it’s costing us a lot of games. We’re figuring that out right now. It’s been a frustration and a little bit long.

“But we have a lot of good players and we’ll become a good team.”

One of those good players, superstar John Tavares, is missing the game against the Devils with a lower-body injury, so the Wild may catch a giant break Sunday.

Nino Niederreiter is also playing his first game Sunday against the team that drafted him fifth overall in 2010. The Nino story has been written a ton this year, so I’m not about to rehash. But it’s kind of apropos that the team that sanctioned him to the fourth line as a teenager will  face him on the first line in Minnesota. We’ll see if Niederreiter can make a statement.

He says he’s just looking at it as a normal game, but after asking to be traded and having that request met with his fresh start in Minnesota, you know he’ll be motivated.

Talk to you Sunday.

Wild loses again, and its position in the standings becoming a big problem

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 27, 2013 - 11:44 PM   
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This season is disintegrating right in front of our eyes. The Wild better find a gargantuan Band-Aid or tourniquet for that matter and stop the bleeding ASAP.

The Wild fell to 5-10-1 in the past 16 (so, it has accumulated 11 of a possible 32 points in the past 16 games) since the last time the team came to Winnipeg.

It looks like it’s ninth in the standings with 45 points. It’s not. It is in deep, deep trouble.

The Wild is four points behind seventh-place Colorado, which got clobbered tonight in Chicago. It is one point behind eighth-place Phoenix and creeping up from the rear is Dallas, which is one point behind.

All three of those teams have played three fewer games than the Wild. As we know in this league, because of the loser point, once you get behind in the second half, it is almost impossible to catch up.

And the Wild is lower in the standings than it actually appears by virtue of the games played category.

The team, after tonight’s 6-4 loss at Winnipeg, has now lost nine of its last 10 on the road and now face a critical four-game homestand against the Islanders, Blues, Caps and Sabres.

Since the Wild has proven to be incapable of winning on the road, it has put itself in the unenviable position of having to be perfect at home. 5 out of 8 points, even 6 out of 8 points is just not good enough these days.

The Wild has gone eight consecutive games without a regulation win and none on the road since Nov. 20.

Hours after Mike Yeo said the Wild needed to get back to its defensive foundation, the Wild gave up six goals and 38 shots. It’s now 348 shots and 32 goals in the past 10 games. Remember, this is a Wild team that spent much of the first two months as the best defensive team in the NHL.

The byproduct of the three days off was evident for both teams, especially in the first period when it was end-to-end action and sloppy with oodles of scoring chances. That of course made for some downright entertaining hockey.

The Wild and Jets scored five times in the first 7:04, with the Wild – the same team that had nine goals in the previous nine road games, scoring three times on goals by Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine and Stephane Veilleux. Fontaine and Veilleux – of all players – scored 10 seconds apart to break a team road record for fastest two goals by a second (Mattias Weinhandl/Wes Walz; remember Weinhandl????).

But then the Wild gave up two goals in three minutes to trail 4-3 going into the second. Niklas Backstrom, who has given up three or more goals in his past six starts and 17 in four starts in place of Josh Harding, settled down in the second and third and actually made some huge saves to keep the game tied. But in the third, after an awful shift in which the Wild couldn’t get the puck out, Blake Wheeler pounced on a loose puck after Bryan Little’s between-the-circles shot and score the eventual winner.

The Wild was outmuscled all night (massive hits by future stud Jacob Trouba and Anthony Peluso), especially in front of the Jets net. Anytime the Wild got near Al Montoya after Ondrej Pavelec was chased, the Jets crushed the Wild to the ice. The same couldn’t be said at all by the Jets who got near Backstrom, and that played a huge part in the losing goal.

Just a frustrating game because the Wild did settle down after sloppiness in the first two periods. Guys like Charlie Coyle were flying in front of shots. Guys were taking hits to make plays. But there were clear signs, especially early and with guys like Ryan Suter (minus-3, 2-on-1 rush on Evander Kane’s shortie) and Mikael Granlund (minus-3) and Keith Ballard (shift on Wheeler’s winner), that the team wasn’t on the ice for three days. Timing was off, coverages were off, etc.

But, as Yeo said, “We don’t have the luxury of finding reasons for things not being OK. We’re in a position where we have to make things right.”

“Our focus is not directed the right way right now,” Yeo said later. “There’s been too much losing going on and because of that, we’ve got a lot of things clouding our focus of how we’re supposed to play the game. We’ve got to find it.”

Mikko Koivu, whom I thought played well for the first part, passes up a shot twice on the first power play that led to Kane’s goal. He is the franchise leader in power-play points but finally got his first power-play goal since 2012. He made so many good defensive plays tonight, and then at the end, he’s minus-3.

So, this team has lost its way right now and I’ve got no clue how it gets changed. Things have really unraveled these past four games particularly, so going home better prove to be the tonic or the road ahead will be ugly.

Oh, and Zach Parise's hurt. And Josh Harding's return won't cure all because this team isn't playing nearly as well anymore in front of its goalie (regardless of the fact that Backstrom has struggled). Speaking of which, I've been asked 1,000 times on Twitter the past week if the Wild may use its second compliance buyout on Backstrom next summer. No, it is not allowed. He was signed in June under this collective bargaining agreement. To use a compliance buyout, your contract had to be consummated under the last CBA.

Talk to you after practice Saturday.

Wild begins life for a bit without Zach Parise; Why the Wild called up Stephane Veilleux

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 27, 2013 - 6:35 PM   
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Wild and Winnipeg Jets tonight in the frozen tundra of Manitoba. I did my almost-midseason analysis in today’s newspaper. That can be found at this link.

The Wild got on an 8:30 a.m. flight and headed north without Zach Parise. Coach Mike Yeo called Parise day-to-day.

I think day-to-day could potentially be a few weeks without its first-line left wing. Parise has clearly been hampered on the ice and in pain off of it, and my guess is he probably did further damage to the foot. Last time, it was recommended he miss two to three weeks. He missed one game.

So it doesn’t linger, my guess is he’ll be kept off the ice for a little bit here so he can heal up, and that part Yeo did admit to this morning.

“If he’s not a game player, I want to keep him off the ice completely and give him a good chance to heal,” Yeo said.

More on this below.

Josh Harding is on the trip, but he will not dress tonight. Niklas Backstrom will make his fourth straight start. He gave up 12 goals on the previous road trip and 19 in his past five starts, although it’s hard to blame him for any of the three goals in Philly and the first three in New York and he’s gotten zero goal support.

His last win was last month in Winnipeg when the Wild was completely outplayed and he stole them a shootout win. That was his first skate back from a concussion, but Harding got hurt in warmups.

Yeo didn’t know how long Harding will need on the ice before he can return. I’m getting New Year’s Eve vs. St. Louis. I can’t see Sunday’s Islanders game after only one practice. Yeo felt Harding looked good this morning. Harding was not made available to the media by the team.

Defenseman Clayton Stoner will miss at least a few days, Yeo said, with a lower-body injury. Nate Prosser will skate his second straight game next to Keith Ballard, who has struggled the past two games. Although, so has Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon.

The lines:

Nino Niederreiter-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

Dany Heatley-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine

Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp is the lone scratch. Johan Gustafsson will back up Backstrom.

This was the Wild and Jets’ first skate in the past three days. Pominville said players were rusty and it may take a few shifts to get the timing back.

“We threw a couple extra drills in there to try to get rid of some of the sloppiness,” Yeo said. “You could see early, we weren’t passing a lot of flat pucks. But as practice wore on, we started to work out some of the kinks.”

Players like Pominville and Heatley said others must step up now without Parise. I’ll have those quotes in the gameday notebook in Saturday’s paper.

“When we’re at our strongest, when we’re playing at our best as a team, we’re playing our team game, we’re able to overcome these individual injuries,” Yeo said. “We’ve had some tough ones as far as injuries go, but we’ve battled through it for the most part.”

Yeo is referring to Coyle’s sprained knee, Jonas Brodin’s broken cheekbone, Granlund’s concussion, Parise playing through a bum foot for a month, three issues with Backstrom (knee, concussion, illness) and Harding’s MS-related absence and two leg issues this season.

“It’s a tough challenge when you lose a guy like Zach,” Yeo said. “For a team that hasn’t been scoring a lot of goals, we’re losing a guy that’s a threat every time he’s on the ice. Somebody’s going to have to pick up the slack, but more importantly, we have to do it as a group.”

My concern is during the 1-0-2 portion of the first three games of this seven of eight away from St. Paul, we still saw glimpses of the Wild’s game and quality play. The last three before the break, we saw a disjointed, convoluted, terribly-playing hockey team. I mean, just look at some of the D like Scandella and Spurgeon who have been so good this season on that last road trip.

How do you get that back?

“You’re focused on not scoring goals and you start losing focus on some of the things that you need to be doing,” Yeo said, adding again that the break came at a good time. “Let’s reset here, let’s use this break, let’s clear our minds and get back to who we are.

“Foundation is key for us. Our foundation has never really been about goal scoring. When we were winning a lot of games, we weren’t winning a lot of 6-5 games. I don’t think our players have forgotten how to score goals. We’re not doing it right now. Along the way, we’re so focused on that, we’re losing focus on some of the things that we need to be doing. We’re giving up way too many goals. That’s not us. That’s not who we are, that’s not how we play the game. We have to get back to our foundation.”

I asked Yeo why the Wild replaced a first-line left winger with a fourth-line plumber like Veilleux rather than a more offensive-minded Iowa player like Jason Zucker, Erik Haula or Brett Bulmer (even though I already knew the answer).

Yeo: “We need to get guys into roles. It’s about getting back to our game. That’s what we need right now. We’ve had skilled guys playing on the fourth line and checkers playing on the first line. Let’s get back to having roles, identities and everybody being on the same page and getting us going in the right direction. Our first, foremost thought has to be, ‘let’s start rebuilding our game, let’s get back to who we are.’”

As we’ve seen with the Minnesota-Iowa yo-yo though, that’s what Yeo says today. We’ll see if that continues or a more skilled player ends up back here in a few days. GM Chuck Fletcher said the other day regarding Zucker that he feels badly every time he calls him up because he’s not playing overly well down there, and until he plays a string of good games down there, he really needs to stay there because otherwise he’s got no shot to play well up here.

We’ll see if that changes if the Wild gets more desperate. Same thing with Haula and Bulmer. I think the Wild wants to stop the yo-yo and keep those guys consistently in Iowa so they can develop rather than being mostly unproductive in the NHL. We will see again if the Wild’s need changes that desire in the coming days.

Yeo is loading up the first unit tonight with Granlund-Koivu-Coyle, Pominville and Ryan Suter and has a second unit of … Heatley-Brodziak-Fontaine, Ballard-Spurgeon. On the fly (non-faceoff), it appears Niederreiter takes Brodziak’s spot.

“The mentality of the second group should be to get as many pucks to the net as we can,” said Yeo, who added he’s going with Granlund on the top unit because he’s playing at such a high level right now.

The NHL holiday roster freeze expires at midnight. We'll see if Fletcher is able to do anything to get the attention of this slumping team.

Talk tonight. I’ll be on TSN 1290 in Winnipeg at 5:30 p.m.

Zach Parise expected to miss some games for struggling Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 27, 2013 - 8:47 AM   
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Update: My presumption below was correct. Stephane Veilleux was recalled again with Parise hurt. In addition, Josh Harding is also rejoining the team today. We'll see later if it's at all possible if he can start. Johan Gustafsson is also on the trip, I believe, so three goalies coming to Winnipeg.

Evening from Winnipeg, where it's colder than Anaheim and San Jose, which was the front end of this stretch of 16 days out of 19 for me on the road.

 So you won't have to endure any weather bragging from me the next few days.

 The Christmas break officially ends Friday morning. The Wild will reassemble at MSP for the relatively short flight north for a game Friday night against the Central Division rival Winnipeg Jets.

 I'm certain Zach Parise won't be on that flight.

 The Wild hasn't confirmed, but my educated guess is Parise will miss an uncertain amount of games with his lower-body injury that I assume is an aggravation of the injured foot he has been playing on for more than three weeks.

 For a team that lacks confidence and has 22 goals in the past 15 games and must dig deep and figure out a way to stop the bleeding and climb back into the top-8, Parise's absence comes out a bad time.

 Parise blocked a shot by Alex Steen on Nov. 25. Coincidentally - or maybe not, the Wild is 5-9-1 since and 1-7-1, including that game in St. Louis, on the road since.

 Parise was supposed to miss two to three weeks because of the bum foot but instead missed one game because he felt he could play through the injury and because of how difficult a stretch of games the Wild had coming up.

 Commendable, but Parise was clearly playing through pain and the last week to 10 days, his off-ice limp was getting more and more pronounced. You could see it on the ice, too.

 My educated guess is Parise will now need to stay off the foot for a little while so it doesn't linger any longer. How long? No clue, but this time doctors may have more say than Parise.

 This being the case, the Winnipeg game almost certainly won't be the only one Parise misses.

 Hindsight's 20-20, but if Parise and the Wild knew the team was going to struggle like it has the past few weeks, I'm betting Parise would have taken some time off to get the foot better.

 Now the foot hasn't healed and he'll need to miss some games with the Wild struggling and in bad need of a rebound during this upcoming four-game homestand after the Jets game.

 It's clear he has been playing hurt. During the 1-7-1 road stretch, Parise has no goals and one assist in 8 of those games (he missed the game before the break in Philly).

 So it's gut check time for the Wild, which has fallen to ninth.

I'm thinking Stephane Veilleux might be recalled again because he didn't play tonight for Iowa. He was sent down after the Flyers game because there was no sense keeping him up only to have his cap hit charged to the team

 Like all NHL teams, the Wild hasn't practiced in three days. Like 10 other teams in this league, it'll now have to get on an abnormal morning charter, fly to a road game and play on the same night.

 It'll be a tough one to say the least.

 The big question is whether Josh Harding will be on the flight, and if so, what his health situation is. He was expected to rejoin the Wild for the trip north after missing the past three games to have his treatment for multiple sclerosis altered.

 But the Wild didn't confirm Thursday if Harding, Parise or Clayton Stoner would travel, although as I mentioned above, I'm pretty sure Parise is not.

 As of now, Johan Gustafsson hasn't officially been reassigned, so I don't know if that's an indication Harding isn't coming. Even if Harding does come, can he start? As of Monday, coach Mike Yeo said he didn't think Harding had been on the ice through this process. If that's true, I can't imagine he'd be able to start because this would be 10 days between Friday and his win last Tuesday against Vancouver.

 Anyways, follow me on Twitter on Friday to get the latest news and read my Friday Insider on the Wild's "almost-midseason" analysis.

 Friday is Game 40. Game 41 technically closes the first half, but I'm not too good at math - and the way the schedule lines up, Friday's paper makes sense.

 That's it for me. Talk to you after the morning skate. Hope you had a good holiday.

Tumbling Wild enters the Christmas break with the pressure mounting

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 23, 2013 - 11:19 PM    
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Wild coach Mike Yeo said after tonight’s 4-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers that the NHL’s three-day Christmas break couldn’t come at a more “perfect” time.

The Wild, in the midst of its annual midseason funk, probablys need a good mental break away from hockey.

The team has scored 22 goals in the past 15 games and nine goals in a 1-7-1 road slide that has pushed the Wild to ninth in the West (tied with Phoenix, which has played three fewer games).

Zach Parise missed tonight’s game with a lower-body injury. Yeo wouldn’t reveal his injury, but it certainly sounds like it’s the foot injury that was supposed to keep him out two to three weeks starting Nov. 27. He missed one game, but as I’ve mentioned on here the past few weeks, Parise has been limping visibly in the rink and locker room and hasn’t been as effective. The 1-7-1 road slide began on Nov. 25 when he blocked the Alex Steen shot on the penalty kill in St. Louis.

He has one assist and is minus-7 in nine road games since. In the notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, you can see Mikko Koivu’s numbers on the road this year and during this stretch, too. It’s further evidence as to why I think Yeo should consider breaking them up after the break. I just think it’s easy for teams to load up on them with their best defenders.

Tonight, the Wild gave up a goal on the first shot of the game when Scott Hartnell was knocked off the puck by Justin Fontaine and that puck went right to Luke Schenn, who unloaded a cannon 1:52 in by Niklas Backstrom. It came after Dany Heatley was slow to get into the zone and then seemed to lose Schenn.

The Wild responded well, spent time in the offensive zone for a change (outshot Philly 11-5 in the period), but then Marco Scandella, who had a very tough road trip after a string of solid games, took a penalty on Claude Giroux. Ten seconds after Koivu lost a faceoff, Giroux began a tic-tac-toe that Wayne Simmonds converted for the eventual winner.

The one-goal-a-game Wild was basically toast right there, but Mikael Granlund pulled Minnesota to within one with the Wild’s first 5-on-3 goal on seven tries this year. That would be the Wild’s only shot on five power plays, and that includes one to start the second that could have tied the game and one to start the third period that could have pulled the Wild within one.

When Giroux deflected a shot for a 3-1 lead, the Wild was actually outshooting Philadelphia 17-8. But that rattled this fragile team and the Wild was outshot 19-4 during a 27-minute span of the second and third periods.

Enough on the game.

This team’s a shell of the team that went 12-2-1 from Oct. 22-Nov. 23. Early in the season, the Wild routinely gave up 25 shots a game or fewer and one or two goals max. Now it’s three or four goals a game and over 30. It can’t score for the life of them and is spending way too much time in its end.

“I’m not going to try to paint a rosy picture and I’m not going to make any excuses,” Yeo said. “Flat out, we need to better. It’s every one of us, it starts with me.”

What’s that mean?

“This is not us. There’s no way we can accept this,” Yeo said. “It’s not us and we have to fix it. With that said, this is the same group that will fix it. I have no doubt. Am I worried? No. Ticked off? Yeah, that we’re in this funk. But I also don’t have any doubts that we’ll fix it. This is the same group that raised the expectations, this is the same group that got us to a point where we were in a good spot and this is the same group that’s going to get us out of it.”

The Wild, like all NHL teams, cannot practice Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday. On Friday morning, it will gather at Minneapolis airport and fly to Winnipeg for a game that night against the Jets, again, without the virtue of any practices this team so desperately needs.

The Wild says 18-5-3 Josh Harding will rejoin the team, but at that point, he may be off the ice for 10 days if it’s true he isn’t skating during this alteration of his multiple sclerosis treatment. So I can’t imagine he’ll be able to play immediately, although Yeo didn’t rule it out this morning. Parise’s injury is hopefully minor and maybe the break and staying off the ice will help, but we likely won’t know his status until Friday?

After Winnipeg, the Wild has a huge four-game homestand. Homestands are played at the X, you know, the only place the Wild has proven capable of winning, the only place it has proven remotely capable of playing well these days.

This homestand is not only critical to the Wild’s place in the standings, it may be even critical to Yeo’s immediate future.

Chuck Fletcher’s got to do something. The Wild doesn’t have a lot of cap space, so a significant trade may be unlikely. But the pressure is on Fletcher, too, and I can’t imagine owner Craig Leipold is going to sit idly by and let this season crumble.

When I asked Yeo if he’s worried his seat was heating, Yeo said, “I’m not worried about that. I don’t care. I believe in this group and I believe we’re going in the right direction. I believe this is the group that’s going to get it done. We’ll keep hammering away at it.”

Yeo said it’s all “between the ears” right now with his team. It lacks confidence, it can’t score, so anything badly happens in games, it disintegrates.

“But what are we going to do, feel sorry for ourselves? Come on,” Yeo said. “We’ve got to battle through it. We just come back and we get back to it, let’s get back to who we are.”

Wild just need to dig deep and get itself out of this. Things can change quickly in this sport. A few wins will lower the temperature and stop the bleeding a bit.

Again, no practice the next three days and there’s no access to the team until Friday in Winnipeg. I’ll talk to you next in Winnipeg … hopefully because sadly I have some family issues going on right now that could prevent me from joining the team there.

Have a wonderful holiday. There are much bigger, more important, more precious things than the Wild, so forget about the angst for a few days.

Zach Parise to miss tonight's game against Philadelphia

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage, Wild news  Updated: December 23, 2013 - 6:33 PM   
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The going is only getting tougher for the Wild, which is 1-6-1 in its past eight on the road and faces a Flyers team tonight that has won eight in a row at home.

There were rumors the past hour that Zach Parise would miss tonight's game against the Flyers. The Wild has just confirmed he has a lower-body injury. I didn't see Parise this morning but he was at the team hotel earlier today.

This will be Parise's second game missed this season, the last with a foot injury that hasn't healed yet. I believe this is related.

We'll have more from coach Mike Yeo after the game hopefully.

Parise has one assist and is minus-7 on the 1-6-1 road slide that started with his foot injury in St. Louis.

Justin Fontaine will draw into the lineup.

Matt Cooke slides into Parise's spot next to Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle

The Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville remains intact, while Dany Heatley will skate with Kyle Brodziak and Fontaine and Stephane Veilleux skates on the left side of Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell.

Wild vs. Flyers: Veilleux recalled; Stoner out, Prosser in; World junior TV info

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 23, 2013 - 12:04 PM   
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Wild and Flyers tonight at Wells Fargo Center on NBC Sports Network as both teams look to head into the NHL's holiday hiatus on a high. Dave Strader upstairs, Pierre McGuire between the benches.

The Flyers will be looking for their first nine-game home winning streak since 2005. During their eight-game home winning streak, they have outscored their opponents 32-15. Guys like Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek are running hot.

The Wild has lost seven of its last eight road games (1-6-1) with eight goals in that span and have no regulation road wins since Nov. 20. They did manage to score first for the first time in 11 road games last night at the Garden, so they’ve got that going for them.

Niklas Backstrom vs. Steve Mason tonight.

The Wild reassigned Erik Haula this morning and recalled the red-headed wonder, Stephane Veilleux.

Why would the lowest-scoring team in the Western Conference do that?

“Penalty killer, energy, emotion, physical,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We always like when Steph’s in our lineup because we know what we’re going to get with him. I think it’s important to have a fourth line that’s bringing that speed, that identity.”

Haula is not a fourth-liner and shouldn’t be. Yeo talked about after New York’s second goal last night, he put his fourth line out to get a momentum shift. Instead, there was a turnover and they were pinned in their zone.

“It would be useful,” Yeo said, to have a fourth line that can get the puck deep, get the momentum back and “help us get back to our game.” Veilleux can provide that, Yeo said.

My guess is Zenon Konopka comes back into the lineup and centers Veilleux and Torrey Mitchell.

The other three lines, Yeo said, he’s keeping a surprise.

He did say there will be some changes. I didn’t get the impression Yeo will split Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu today.

Parise’s a minus-5 on the trip, Koivu a minus-4. They have no points. I think with Mikael Granlund back in the lineup, it’s worth trying. I think it’s just too easy to load up on Koivu and Parise together on the road, but Yeo said the Granlund-Jason Pominville tandem is a “pretty difficult tandem to deal with as well. We do believe ti have those guys situated like that we do have more than one line to concentrate on.”

But why doesn’t he ever split Parise and Koivu?

“Mikko is a skilled player and needs skilled players with him,” Yeo said. “He needs guys, you look around the league, we’re not the only team to do that. I don’t want to start naming off centermen, but first-line centermen generally are going to play with first-line wingers. Skilled players need to play with skilled players. That’s what it comes down to.”

Again though, if you consider Nino Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle skilled, I don’t see why Koivu in the middle can’t be experimented with. The Wild is too one and done offensively. Get the puck in, try to win the battle and leave the zone when it doesn’t. If they do with the cycle battle, it usually results in one shot and out of the zone.

I like the size of a Niederreiter-Koivu-Coyle line on the cycle and the speed and plays a Parise-Granlund-Pominville line could bring. We’ll see.

Clayton Stoner will miss tonight’s game with a lower-body injury. Nate Prosser will play for the first time in 14 games (Nov. 25).

Yeo said, “He’s such a great pro. He’s done this. It’s not an easy job, a lot of guys can’t do it,” but he just wants Prosser to come in and “be effective in his game, provide a spark,” compete hard and defend hard.”

Prosser said just that, that he plans to flip the switch at the opening faceoff and be tough to play against.

Team meeting this morning and the big topic was being mentally tougher than folding up its tents with one goal against or bad portions of game. Yeo watched last night’s game again and felt the Wild actually had a better first half of the game than it has in some time.

Talk to you tonight. The good folks at TSN report defenseman Matt Dumba won’t face a suspension for his kneeing major in yesterday’s world junior championships tune-up game.

Speaking of which:

NEW YORK (December 18, 2013) – NHL Network-U.S. and NHL.com will

 offer fans in the United States the opportunity to watch live competition

 from the 2014 International Ice Hockey Federation World Junior Championship

 , Dec. 26-Jan. 5 from Malmo, Sweden. The IIHF World Junior Championship

 features the top men's hockey players in the world under the age of 20 and

 is one of the featured events on the world hockey calendar each year.

         NHL Network-U.S. will broadcast 18 live contests from the 2014 IIHF

 World Junior Championship, including every game from Team USA's group –

which features games against Canada, Czech Republic, Germany and Slovakia –

as well as the quarterfinals, semifinals, and bronze- and gold-medal games.

 A complete schedule is below and available on www.nhlnetwork.com.

         Steve Mears, co-host of NHL Network’s NHL Live, will provide the

 play-by-play along with NCAA/junior hockey analyst Dave Starman. TV/radio

 host Jill Savage will serve as the rink-side reporter.

         NHL.com will provide a live stream of all Team USA tournament games

 (available only in the U.S.) as well as the latest information from the

 tournament, including news, recaps and select game highlights.

       In 2013, the United States took home gold by defeating defending

 champion Sweden, 3-1, in the final. That earned Team USA its third medal

 from the last four IIHF World Junior Championships, to go with gold in 2010

 and bronze in 2011.

        2014 IIHF World Junior Championship NHL Network-U.S. Schedule

                 Dec. 26, 2013-Jan. 5, 2014 • Malmo, Sweden

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Date         |Matchup           |Time (Local/ET)  |Live        |

 |             |                  |                 |Streaming   |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Thurs., Dec. |Canada vs. Germany|1:30 p.m./7:30   |            |

 |26           |USA vs. Czech     |a.m.             |NHL.com     |

 |             |Republic          |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Fri., Dec. 27|Slovakia vs.      |3:00 p.m./9:00   |            |

 |             |Germany           |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Sat., Dec. 28|USA vs. Slovakia  |1:30 p.m./7:30   |NHL.com     |

 |             |Canada vs. Czech  |a.m.             |            |

 |             |Republic          |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Sun., Dec. 29|USA vs. Germany   |3:00 p.m./9:00   |NHL.com     |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Mon., Dec. 30|Germany vs. Czech |1:30 p.m./7:30   |None        |

 |             |Republic          |a.m.             |            |

 |             |Canada vs.        |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |Slovakia          |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Tues., Dec.  |Czech Republic vs.|1:30 p.m./7:30   |            |

 |31           |Slovakia          |a.m.             |NHL.com     |

 |             |USA vs. Canada    |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Thurs., Jan. |Quarterfinal #1   |noon/6:00 a.m.   |TBA         |

 |2            |Quarterfinal #2   |2:30 p.m./8:30   |            |

 |             |Quarterfinal #3   |a.m.             |            |

 |             |Quarterfinal #4   |5:00 p.m./11:00  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |             |                  |7:30 p.m./1:30   |            |

 |             |                  |p.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Fri., Jan. 3 |Semifinal #1      |3:00 p.m./9:00   |TBA         |

 |             |Semifinal #2      |a.m.             |            |

 |             |                  |7:00 p.m./1:00   |            |

 |             |                  |p.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Sun., Jan. 5 |Bronze Medal Game |3:00 p.m./9:00   |TBA         |

 |             |Gold Medal Game   |a.m.             |            |

 |             |                  |7:00 p.m./1:00   |            |

 |             |                  |p.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|\

Wild frustrated, lack confidence, don't seem to have any answers to scoring woes

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 22, 2013 - 11:01 PM   
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I love playing poker, particularly Texas Holdem. I love playing craps, too.

Don’t get the wrong idea. I don’t have a gambling problem. But when I go to Vegas or someplace like that, I partake and enjoy it.

Well, sometimes. Sometimes I absolutely hate it.

The amazing thing about poker and craps is when you’re winning, poker and craps seem like the easiest games in the world. Like there’s just no way you’ll ever lose again. You need an inside straight? The card comes. You get pocket 10s, trips is coming on the flop.

You throw some money on a couple come bets, the dice always hit and you rake in the chips over and over again.

But when you’re losing, poker and craps seem like the most impossible, frustrated games, like, ‘How did I ever, ever, EVER, win in the past?’ You never can pull that flush card or the full house, the person tossing the dice always throws three numbers and out.

You lose and lose and lose and you don’t even remember how you won.

What the heck am I talking about?

When I was walking around the locker room after the Wild’s latest road loss tonight and when I watched this game against the Rangers from the press box, I was thinking about how hockey looks so easy when you’re winning and looks so impossible when you’re losing.

The Wild’s in one of those awful, hard-to-get-out-of funks right now, (the type that plagued Todd Richards here and Mike Yeo’s first two years here) where it’s so hard to even remember what they did when they were winning routinely in November.

The players are frustrated. The coach is frustrated. Nobody seems to have any answers, which is scary when this Wild team is set to fall right back out of the top-8 again, maybe as soon as Monday if Phoenix wins in Buffalo and the Wild loses in Philly.

The words, “I don’t know,” came out of everybody’s mouth I talked to in the locker room tonight, from Zach Parise to Mikko Koivu.

Koivu knows how to play hockey well. He hasn’t played hockey well the past two games. He was minus-3 in Pittsburgh. Tonight at times it seemed like he was single-handedly trying to do everything, well, other than shoot the puck. He tried to force passes, turned some pucks over, and then he uttered a quote that again reminded me of my awful poker/craps comparison above.

“When things are going good, you’re feeling good and the game’s kind of easy,” Koivu said. “When you’re struggling, you’re not doing the right plays even if you’re trying your butt off.

“You just have to find it. There’s no other way. You just have to go through it and start playing, I don’t know, smarter or better, whatever it is, to find it again.”

Koivu was minus-1. Zach Parise, after being minus-3 in Pittsburgh, was minus-2. He, too, wasn’t a threat and is getting more and more frustrated.

This team is mentally frustrated right now. Any in-game adversity saps everything.

Tonight, they played well the first 10 minutes, scored the first goal on the road for the first time in 11 games, and then started turning pucks over. One Jonas Brodin one led to Koivu’s penalty. One Koivu one led to Keith Ballard’s penalty. That one led to a tying power-play goal by Benoit Pouliot, part of Wild folklore as one of five consecutive years of first-round busts.

“When things aren’t going well, when you put yourself in a hole, it’s hard to get out of it when goals have been tough to come by and just overall not feeling good about the way we’ve been playing,” Parise said.

The Wild has scored eight goals in a 1-6-1 road slide. It has 23 goals in the past 15 games and ranks 29th in goals per game (2.16) and 29th in goals per game on the road (1.68). The only team behind the Wild in both is lowly Buffalo.

Asked how the Wild get out of this, Parise said, “I don’t know. I don’t know. Shoot more? I don’t know. It’s just been a frustrating stretch for us. We haven’t played great. I don’t know. We have to find a way to score. That’s the bottom line. We’re not scoring. We’re not giving ourselves a chance. We’re not scoring goals.”

If it were simple, the Wild wouldn’t struggle so unbelievably, painfully at scoring goals. So, like the players and the coach, I don’t know the answer.

I do know one thing. This season is on dangerous footing right now. This team is lacking confidence, absolutely stink on the road, and if they continue to absolutely stink on the road, there is no chance they’ll make the playoffs.

The pressure’s on now.

Yeo better start figuring out some of these answers. Mikael Granlund’s back. He looked good tonight, making some great passes and helped set up Jason Pominville on their second shift reunited.

The Parise-Koivu tagteam is leading the Wild nowhere right now. With Granlund back, Yeo may want to get innovative and experiment a Parise-Granlund-Pominville line and a Nino Niederreiter-Koivu-Charlie Coyle line.

He’s got nothing to lose because the Wild CANNOT score.

The Wild is on a train heading to Philly as we speak. I assume Niklas Backstrom will make his second straight start Monday. I don’t think the Wild feels Johan Gustafsson is ready. He’s 21, has been inconsistent in Iowa during his rookie year and looks like he’s trying to find his way in Wild practices.

Other than the Chris Kreider goal in the third that Backstrom will have to see over and over again for the rest of his days, Backstrom played well tonight. He swallowed pucks and controlled his rebound. It’s up to the Wild to score for him, too. I don’t know too many goalies who can win with five goals in their past six starts, eight in their past eight full ones.

Jared Spurgeon got banged up tonight and Clayton Stoner was lost with a lower-body injury, meaning Nate Prosser may be dusted off after 13 games as a scratch.

Onto Philly. Talk Monday.

Mikael Granlund returning tonight for the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 22, 2013 - 4:50 PM   

print

Share36      Share via Email  

Mikael Granlund's much-anticipated return to the Wild's lineup will occur tonight against the New York Rangers and he will be reunited on the second line with Nino Niederreiter and Jason Pominville to see, as coach Mike Yeo said, if they can "rekindle some of that spark they had going earlier on."

Zach Parise will play on the left side of Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle, while Matt Cooke will play on the left side of Kyle Brodziak and Dany Heatley.

Mike Rupp, scratched in the past six games, will play against the Rangers in his first return to the Garden since New York traded him to the Wild in February for Darroll Powe and Nick Palmieri.

"He should be motivated," Yeo said.

Rupp will be centered by Erik Haula with Torrey Mitchell on right wing.

Zenon Konopka, Justin Fontaine and Nate Prosser are scratched.

Niklas Backstrom will start the first of maybe back-to-back games. Darcy Kuemper is indeed not coming to Philadelphia because he is hurt.

"I would like to see us play a really good game in front of him," Yeo said. "It would be nice if we could score a few more goals. The fact that we haven't been scoring goals, everything is more magnified right now, every mistake is magnified, and if we could ease a little bit of that pressure, we'd like to do that."

Granlund has missed 11 straight games and 13 of the past 14. In those 14 games, the Wild has scored 22 goals. It is not easy returning immediately from a concussion.

"We'll be realistic with our expectations, but I think there's no better way of getting right back in there than to throw him back into the fire," Yeo said.

Ice could be awful tonight: "That's kind of a trademark here," Yeo said. There was a women's basketball doubleheader here that ended at 4 p.m. The boards were just taken off and the Zamboni is roaming the surface as we speak. It's also unseasonably warm here in New York.

Mikael Granlund status for Sunday unclear; Another goaltender pickle for the Wild?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 21, 2013 - 2:14 PM    
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First day of winter here in New York City and it’s a balmy 60 degrees outside. Sunday, the high is supposed to get to 66.

The Wild, looking to rebound from Thursday’s 5-2 loss at Pittsburgh, takes on the struggling New York Rangers on Sunday night at 6:30 p.m. CT. I will be on Fox Sports North during the 6 p.m. pregame show and first intermission.

Today, the Wild practiced over at the Sky Rink at Chelsea Piers. The rink backs up to the Law & Order: SVU sound stage. Back in the day when I was at the rink covering a Panthers practice, I was able to actually walk on the sets, like the precinct and DA’s office and courtroom.

I was hoping to do the same today, maybe even film my Wild Minute with a gavel in my hand. Alas, the set was locked, but I was able to mosey around the props area, which was pretty neat.

Over on the ice, coach Mike Yeo ran the Wild through a second consecutive up-tempo practice. Mikael Granlund pretty much skated on every line and looked like a player begging to return to the lineup.

Afterward, Yeo said Granlund had another “great practice,” but then he said it’s a day-to-day process right now and he doesn’t know if he’ll return against the Rangers.

Something changed in the past few days. In Pittsburgh, Yeo said it was his decision not to play Granlund because he only had one practice under his belt Tuesday at home and a couple good days of practice Friday and Saturday may do the trick. After practice Friday though, Yeo revealed that Granlund hasn’t officially been given clearance to return to game action.

Today, Yeo said vaguely that the decision is not his. Athletic therapist Don Fuller will tell Yeo when Granlund can return after consultation with team doctors and Granlund. Through a spokesman, GM Chuck Fletcher, who is not with the team, said the Wild will let the media know when Granlund is cleared to play and the team has no comment.

Basically, the Wild is going to be careful with him. He was rushed back into the lineup last time and lasted a shift, so they want to make sure this time. One issue is if he winds up not playing Sunday or Monday, remember, there are no NHL practices allowed Dec. 24, 25 and 26 prior to the Wild’s game in Winnipeg on Dec. 27. So if he doesn’t return before the break, will he be able to return right after the break?

Frankly, I’ve got the same curiosity about Josh Harding. The Wild says it expects him back Dec. 27 in Winnipeg, but I can’t imagine he’d be able to play after not being with the team for more than a week.

Back to Granlund, Yeo said if he gets word Granlund’s playing, he’ll look at it as a bonus. If not, he’s focusing on the lines I posted yesterday. Yeo again said it’s time for some of his non-existent offensive players to step up and contribute. I’ll write more about one in Sunday’s paper. Yeo did say if Granlund returns, he would likely be reunited with Jason Pominville. Their chemistry was tremendous in late October and prior to Granlund getting hurt.

Just an FYI, there is no morning skate Sunday because Madison Square Garden has a women’s basketball doubleheader during the day. Besides the fact that this should make for the typical garbage ice that MSG is world famous for, the Wild players, who have gameday routines, aren’t even allowed at the rink earlier in the day to work on sticks and stuff like that.

I don’t know how the NHL allows this, but regardless, we won’t know about Granlund until at least Yeo’s pregame availability around 5:05 p.m. CT.

So, don’t ask me on Twitter if Granlund’s playing!!!!

In other goaltending news, and proving nothing ever, ever, ever goes easy for Yeo and the Wild, the team was expected to make a goalie swap today and bring up Darcy Kuemper to back up Niklas Backstrom against the Rangers and maybe start him against the Flyers.

Kuemper is on fire right now in the A (here's his game logs), has been one of the three stars in seven of his past eight starts and is coming off a 44-save shutout against Hamilton last night – one of four 40-save performances in his past 12. He’s given up two goals or fewer in his last four starts.

Well, guess what? Listening between the lines to Yeo today, coupled with the fact that I noticed Kuemper missed some time last week in Abbotsford and got crushed at one juncture in last night's game, I get the impression Kuemper’s hurt.

The only thing Yeo would say is he knows he had a great game last night, but he’s not necessarily coming up. As of now, there’s no transaction of Kuemper’s recall, which means Gustafsson is likely staying.

Backstrom will start vs. the Rangers.

The big question is who starts in Philadelphia. Gustafsson is only 21 and has had an inconsistent season his rookie year in the AHL, so would the Wild be willing to throw him to the wolves against the Flyers for his NHL debut? It’s not like he can’t tend goal. He competes and is athletic and he's had great seasons in Sweden and led Sweden to gold at world juniors a few years back. But I do know that the Wild has felt he's not ready.

Or, will Backstrom, 35, have to start on back-to-back nights? Obviously, Backstrom’s performance and how much work he endures against the Rangers will be the deciding factor for Yeo and goalie coach Bob Mason.

Whatever’s ailing Kuemper, if he suddenly gets better, he’d likely fly directly from Des Moines to Philadelphia.

Talk to you Sunday.

Mikael Granlund not yet cleared to return; Brett Bulmer back to Iowa; Goalie swap expected Saturday

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 20, 2013 - 3:31 PM   
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Afternoon from the sky between Pittsburgh to New Yawk. We've been in the air for 25 minutes and it's not a long flight, so I better be quick before we descend into LaGuardia.

Long practice near Robert Morris University today. Battle drills, special teams work, a team meeting a line juggling as the Wild, which has given up the first goal in 10 straight road games and has scored 22 goals in the past 14 games, try to figure things out.

Mikael Granlund has not officially been cleared to play, coach Mike Yeo said today. We'll see if he is by Saturday, but today, even though the second looked great and took part in battle drills, he played most on D and wasn't part of any special teams. Obviously, the team is being careful because of his history of concussions, which personally I don't think is a bad thing.

So there is a chance he doesn't return Sunday against the Rangers and he misses his 12th in a row.

Yeo went back to his line laboratory and experimented with new ones Friday. He reunited the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville line – the one that hasn’t exactly lit it up when together this year or last.

Kyle Brodziak, without a goal in 25 straight (which actually isn't his career long; I plan to write a bit more about him in the next few days) centered Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle centered Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine, who has been scratched in the past three games.

It’s hard to tell which line is the second and which is the third.

Zenon Konopka centered Erik Haula and Torrey Mitchell.

Obviously, those lines will change if Granlund can return. When I noted to Yeo they were a little, uh, weird, he said, “We haven’t been scoring a lot of goals, so we have to try something."

The Wild sent Brett Bulmer back to Iowa today. He wasn't going to play against the Rangers and if Granlund can return, the team has to make a roster move anyway and it appears Yeo wants to keep Haula in the lineup somehow because he can play center if needed and he kills penalties.

I'm pretty sure the Wild plans to flip goalies after Saturday’s practice because Iowa called up John Curry from Orlando. Johan Gustafsson is expected to be reassigned and Darcy Kuemper recalled to back up Niklas Backstrom against the Rangers and potentially start Monday in Philadelphia.

Watching Gustafsson in practice and talking to scouts who have seen him play in Iowa, the 21-year-old just isn't ready for NHL action. Kuemper appears to have gotten his game in order in Iowa -- one of the three stars after almost every Baby Wild game lately. We may see if it translates into the NHL, where he's had two poor, jittery performances this season.

We're landing and bouncing around the sky. Talk to you tomorrow.

Mike Yeo on Wild's loss in Pittsburgh: "We stunk"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 19, 2013 - 10:16 PM   
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Simply, an awful start from the Wild triggered an awful game from the Wild as the fresh team with pretty much its entire healthy lineup got trounced by a Pittsburgh team that play a later-than-normal game on the road the night before.

The Wild was the clichéd “team waiting for us” for a change. It theoretically got a good night sleep in Pittsburgh as the Pens arrived late.

This is a team missing five top-6 defensemen and Evgeni Malkin, among others. Yet, the Pens keep winning because other players are stepping up night after night after night. They have now won six in a row, nine in a row at home and 11 of their last 12 overall. They’re 16-3 at home.

Mikael Granlund was the only skater out of the lineup and has been the only one for some time. The backbone of the team though, Josh Harding, is out at least three games and tonight we saw why that is a big loss.

After the Wild talked on and on about how much faith and confidence it has in Niklas Backstrom, he gave up a terrible goal 49 seconds into the game. Now, Backstrom has got basically zero goal support this year. He has received seven goals of support in his last seven full games he has played and four goals in his last five.

But in two of the past three games he has played, the Wild’s ghastly efforts began after a bad goal. You’re a team that can’t score. You’re a team that struggles winning on the road. You’re come out ready to play on the road, and 49 seconds into the game, you’re down 1-0 because Backstrom couldn’t hang on to two pucks.

It just deflates you. Now coach Mike Yeo said he’s not accepting that as an excuse and the Wild needs to be stronger and respond better than being outbattled the rest of the night.

The Wild couldn’t get to most rebounds being served up by Jeff Zatkoff, but Yeo felt his team was outworked all over the ice.

The Wild is now 6-9-3 on the road with no regulation wins since Nov. 20 on the road and three this season.

“We were not ready to play the game hard enough,” Yeo said. “We have to look ourselves in the mirror – all of us. We did what we did to ourselves tonight.”

For the sixth time this year, the Wild failed to score on a 5-on-3, this one for 1:46 and with a chance to turn a 4-2 deficit that even Yeo said was “smoke and mirrors” to 4-3 or 4-4. To make matters worse, Jonas Brodin hooked Olli Maatta coming out of the penalty box and the 19-year-old stud defenseman scored on the ensuing penalty shot for technically a shorthanded goal to make it 5-2.

It was a crazy sequence of events.

“Generally we’re a team that gets what we deserve and we didn’t deserve to be there,” Yeo said. “It was an opportunity to make something of a game where you haven’t been at your best and we have to recognize that. We haven’t scored one. We have to address it, we have to change something.”

Yeo on Backstrom: “I want to see him win. We want to see him win. This game shouldn’t be about Nik Backstrom. I’m not going to sit here and say he played well or he deserved a better fate. Obviously it’s easy to pick this out as a story in the game, but we stunk tonight. It’s not all on him. I’m not going to say he was nearly good enough, but there were 19 other guys wearing a wild uniform tonight that weren’t either.”

On not pulling him, “He needs to fight through it.”

Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise had poor games. They finished with six shots, but I believe two at even-strength and were each minus-3.

Koivu: “They were ready to play. We just need to be better. That’s the bottom line, starting with myself. I don’t think we were ready to play.”

Backstrom: “Today I could have been better.”

So, the scoring woes continue. So does the inability to win on the road. If the Wild doesn’t improve on the road, it won’t make the playoffs – period.

Talk to you after Friday’s practice, but it may be very late because the Wild practices here in Pittsburgh. I then need to hustle and catch a flight to New York, so my guess is I won’t be able to post blog until I get to New York – maybe from the Rangers-Islanders game, because yes, that’s how I’m spending my night off in New York.

So follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib for real-time info.

Nik Backstrom, Wild to face Sidney Crosby and injury-depleted Penguins tonight

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 19, 2013 - 12:27 PM   
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Afternoon from Pittsburgh, where the Wild and Penguins face off tonight at 6 p.m. CT.

If you get NHL Network, I’ll be on NHL Live at 5 p.m. CT, 6 p.m. ET, from the penalty box on the bald-spot cam at CONSOL Energy Center.

Penguins, despite being minus 10 guys that are hurt or suspended, just keep on winning. Just on their back end, they are missing Kris Letang, Brooks Orpik, Rob Scuderi and always-friendly Paul Martin, who walked by me on crutches wearing a full beard. Yet, the Pens have won five in a row and 10 of their past 11.

James Neal is expected to return from his five-game suspension tonight for kneeing Brad Marchand in the head. He’s not the first player who wanted to knee Marchand in the head, but he’s the first player to actually do it.

Sidney Crosby, who once upon a time starred at Shattuck-St. Mary’s, will play the Wild for the first time since the 2009-10 season. In five games vs. Minnesota, Sid the Not a Kid Anymore has three goals and four assists. He is riding an eight-game point streak and of course leads the NHL in scoring.

Crosby and Wild coach Mike Yeo had a great relationship when Yeo was Pittsburgh’s assistant for four years. Yeo called the prospect of coaching against Crosby “scary” tonight.

“I can’t say that I’m really looking forward to it,” Yeo said. “He’s a player, every time he steps on the ice he’s a threat and dangerous. It’s a great challenge, too. We pride ourselves on our defensive game. It’s a good opportunity to go out and prove we can do it against the elite.”

The Wild hasn’t lost in Pittsburgh since its first visit many, many years ago. It has won six in a row since and, in fact, the Wild is the only team Marc-Andre Fleury hasn’t beaten. He is 0-5 against the Wild with a 3.76 goals-against average and .853 save percentage.

The Pens didn’t have a morning skate, but Fleury played in Pittsburgh’s 8 p.m. game against the Rangers in New Yawk last night, so the guess is backup Jeff Zatkoff, 26, will make his seventh career start. He is 5-2 in seven appearances with a 2.53 goals-against average and .911 save percentage. He’s a product of the L.A. Kings system and signed a free agent in 2012.

We should find out for sure during Dan Bylsma’s 5 p.m. availability.

Good opportunity to play the backup because the Wild hasn’t exactly lit up anybody. Twenty goals scored in the past 13 games and the team is 6-8-3 on the road with three regulation wins – and none since Nov. 20 at Ottawa.

Mikael Granlund won’t play tonight. He was clearly disappointed on the ice when Yeo talked to him this morning. But with no practice yesterday, the Wild wants to put Granlund is a good spot and not rush him back, so he’ll get two battling practices Friday in Pittsburgh and Saturday at Chelsea Pier in Manhattan and maybe play Sunday against the Rangers.

“It’s a long season,” Yeo said.

Matt Cooke was Mr. Popular this morning. He spoke for 10 minutes with about 20 reporters around him in front of his stall as he preps to return to Pittsburgh for the first time since signing a three-year deal with the Wild.  

He joked that he hopes he’s not booed, but if he is, “it wouldn’t be the first time and probably won’t be the last.”

He won’t be booed. As far as I can tell, he was loved here by Pens fans. He joked that he’s changed his ways, so he won’t try to push any buttons in the smack-talking department tonight with his old mates. Asked if he’d also avoid any practical jokes before the game for his old mates, the renowned jokester said, “I didn’t say that.”

“I’ll forever be thankful for the support I had here, from ownership, management, the coaching staff, players, media, fans, everybody,” Cooke said. “That’ll never change. But that doesn’t mean I don’t go out and not try tonight to hand over a loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.”

As for Josh Harding missing at least a week to make some “minor adjustments” to his treatment protocol for multiple sclerosis, Yeo said he knew about this for a few days, but they didn’t feel the need to talk about it and create any kind of distraction going into the Vancouver game Tuesday.

“He feels great. He wants to make sure everybody understands that, that this is just a minor thing and he’ll be able to rejoin us after Christmas,” Yeo said.

This is now a big opportunity for Niklas Backstrom to get into a rhythm for the first time this season. The way Harding has played all year has meant Backstrom only gets one game every blue moon. This is a veteran used to playing every day, so it clearly has been a difficult adjustment.

“We’re really confident in him,” Yeo said. “He’s played some great hockey for us. This might end up being a great positive for us where we get him right on top of his game again.”

Yeo did say that the Wild potentially flips Johan Gustafsson and Darcy Kuemper this weekend. Kuemper is considered the Wild’s No. 3 and is apparently playing better in Iowa after a slow start to his year and two very rough outings in the NHL this year.

Even if Kuemper is called up to back up Backstrom Sunday in New York, that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s starting Monday in Philly. That will have to do with how Backstrom is playing, how much work he faces in New York, what time the team arrives in Philadelphia (the Wild is taking a chartered train after the Rangers game).

But if there’s a chance Kuemper’s going to start Monday, my guess is he has to come up prior to Sunday so he’s got some time to get comfortable. Remember, his lone start in Toronto when he gave up three goals on seven shots, the team flew him in on the day of the Buffalo game to back up and then start the next night. I can’t imagine the Wild would be foolish enough to do that again. So if this switch happens, I think Kuemper comes to New York on Saturday.

The Wild’s not giving up on Kuemper based on two nervous outings – one replacing Harding in the middle of arguably the Wild’s worst road performance of the season (6-2 in Montreal). So it wouldn’t shock me if he gets the call.

Yeo expects Jason Pominville to be “geared up” tonight. Remember, he wants to represent the U.S. at the Olympics and the U.S. coach is Bylsma. The associate GM is Pens GM Ray Shero.

Pominville says he won’t be focused on that, but he did say he still really wants to force them into making a tough decision. He is on the long list, meaning he is in the anti-doping program and has been drug tested throughout the season in case the U.S. chooses him.

Lastly, before I return after tonight's game, here's a pic of Team Canada assistant captain Matt Dumba.

Josh Harding placed on injured reserve, Johan Gustafsson recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 18, 2013 - 6:39 PM   
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The Wild has placed goaltender Josh Harding, who has multiple sclerosis, on injured reserve and has recalled Johan Gustafsson.

He must miss a week, meaning the next three games at least.

GM Chuck Fletcher said during a phone interview that Harding needs to make some changes to his treatment protocol and the Wild is confident he'll be able to rejoin the team in Winnipeg on Dec. 27.

"This is not a major situation at all," Fletcher said. "This didn’t come out of the blue. I’ve been talking to Josh for awhile about this. He needs to make an adjustment in his protocols and now is a good time to do it. He feels good. He played well last night, but it’s just something that has to be taken care of."

Fletcher basically said the changes Harding needs to make, he can't play through them, so this is as good a time as any to take care of it.

"This is not a setback, this is not a sitation where something occurred in the last 24 hours," Fletcher said.

Harding made 29 saves in last night's 3-2 shootout win over Vancouver, his second straight shootout win. He is 18-5-3 in 27 games this season and ranks first in the NHL with a 1.51 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. His wins rank second.

Harding missed two months last season with complications with his medication.

Niklas Backstrom will start at least two of the next three games and with three games in five nights as opposed to the normal four, maybe he even starts all three. He is 2-5-2 this season with a 2.93 goals-against average and .900 save percentage. Fletcher said, "we all have complete faith in Backy."

It's unclear if Gustafsson will make his NHL debut on this trip in a starting role. The Wild plays in Philadelphia on Monday. Remember, twice earlier this season, the Wild recalled Gustafsson just to sit back up and then called up Darcy Kuemper to start. The second time, Harding was pulled in Montreal and wound up starting instead of Kuemper in Ottawa.

Kuemper is starting tonight for Iowa. Fletcher said the decisions will be completely up to the coaches as to whether Backstrom starts all three or if Gustafsson or Kuemper gets one of the starts.

Kuemper has struggled this season. In two NHL appearances, he is 0-1 with a 6.10 goals-against average and .625 save percentage. He is 6-9 with Iowa with a 2.68 GAA and .923 SV%.

Gustafsson, 21, is 4-4-0 with a 2.95 GAA, a .898 SV% and one shutout in nine games with Iowa this season. The 6-foot-2, 199-pound native of Koping, Sweden, went 20-13-0 with a 1.70 GAA, a .929 SV% and four shutouts in 33 games for Lulea HF in Sweden’s Elite League last season. Gustafsson was selected by the Wild in the sixth round (159th overall) of the 2010 NHL Entry Draft.

Granlund likely out for Thursday's game in Pittsburgh

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: December 18, 2013 - 12:01 PM    
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Center Mikael Granlund was one of a handful of Wild players who took the ice for a brief skate Wednesday morning on what was otherwise a day off for the team. Granlund will accompany the team on its upcoming three-game road trip. But he almost certainly will not play Thursday in Pittsburgh.

“He had a good day (Tuesday),” Wild coach Mike Yeo said of Granlund, who continued the process of his return from a concussion by skating with his teammates for a third straight day. “But I’d say it’s still a stretch for [the Pittsburgh game]. But you never know.’’

Granlund missed his 10th straight game Tuesday and his 12th in 13 games. The plan had been for Granlund to get in a good workout Tuesday afternoon, then have the team push him in practice Wednesday before deciding on his status for Thursday’s game.

But, after Tuesday’s shootout win over Vancouver, Yeo and his coaching staff decided against practicing Wednesday.

“We were hoping to have a practice today,” Yeo said. “But we figured, after the game, watching the game, seeing our players, that we needed a rest day.’’

So that changed the timeline. Yeo wanted Granlund to have one more hard practice before his return, which will happen in the two-day break between the team’s game in Pittsburgh tomorrow and  Sunday’s game against the Rangers in New York. It is possible Granlund could return against the Rangers. But, Thursday, he’ll probably sit.

“I was probably leaning towards him not playing tomorrow,” Yeo said. “But a good practice could have changed my mind a little bit.’’

Postgame: Thoughts after the Wild's 3-2 shootout win over Vancouver

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 18, 2013 - 8:48 AM   
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Another game, another come-from-behind shootout win for the Wild as it rallied in the third to snap the Vancouver Canucks’ seven-game winning streak by a 3-2 score.

Jason Pominville scored the lone shootout goal, Josh Harding wasn’t beaten by any of Vancouver’s three shooters (John Tortorella, my favorite, almost-endearing coaching curmudgeon, went on a classic shootout rant after the game about how the Canucks stink in shootouts) and Charlie Coyle scored the tying goal 8:47 into the third to force a frantic overtime.

Honestly, the Wild is 5-4 in shootouts and 0-1 in overtime this season. The previous nine overtimes, I could have popped the tape in my VCR (if I still had one; do they still make VCR’s?) and used the footage in lieu of melatonin.

The previous overtimes this season for the most part have been sleep-inducing. This one, “we had awesome looks,” said Pominville. But the Wild couldn’t seal the deal there, partly because of Roberto Luongo, partly because of missed nets.

Harding was again outstanding when the Wild needed him most. He made 29 saves. Luongo made 30 and was good, although he was angry with himself on the Coyle five-hole equalizer.

Wild looked flat at times in the first two periods, particularly the top line of Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Coyle, who had a lot of offensive-zone time, but when it came time to make a play, it just couldn’t execute.

Parise and Koivu said the team as a whole was flat the first two periods. Vancouver struck first for the eighth consecutive game, but Parise tied the score with his 15th goal (tied Pominville for team lead) and eighth power-play goal, which is tied for second in the NHL. Koivu set him up with a beauty after finding the loose puck of Ryan Suter’s blocked shot.

Suter picked up an assist for a fourth straight game after going pointless for eight in a row.

But Suter, who has had some tough games lately, was gassed after a long shift in the offensive zone that didn’t end up with a goal from the second line. Back in the D-zone, Suter didn’t tie up David Booth or the puck on a rebound, and Booth scored the go-ahead goal.

As I mentioned after the Colorado game, Suter is banged up. He’s wrapped like a mummy after every game. I just think he’s playing too much. He logged 32:34 tonight, topping 30 minutes for the third straight game, 12th time in 21 games and 17th time this year.

Marco Scandella, a team-best plus-10, has been fantastic. So has Jared Spurgeon. Yeo said he’s even pleased with the whole D-corps. So I really think, as Yeo likes to say, Scandella should “bite off” more ice time and Suter should be eased back a bit.

It’s a long season. This guy has 46 games left PLUS a trip to Russia to play in the Olympics. Suter is too valuable an asset for this team to flame out this early.

Here’s Yeo on Suter’s ice time, and he doesn’t does make a good point about how Suter was tremendous in the third period: “For sure, we’ve got to keep an eye on that. I would say yes, but look at his third period, look at his overtime. He accelerates past people, he gets the puck and goes up the ice. He played an awful lot tonight, but that said, when the game’s on the line, he looked great. We have to keep an eye on it.”

He said they’d maybe back him off a little in the first or second, but “when the game’s on the line, and he’s looking like that, it’s hard not to put him out.”

Parise was honest on a lot of subjects after the game:

-- “We’re so comfortable playing here. For whatever reason, we play for the most part pretty solid here. We need to get our swagger back that we had. Right now we’re a little hesitant. We’ve got to get a little more aggressive.”

-- On often giving up the first goal: “We can’t rely on chasing. Mentally, it’s hard always to be doing that, but when you get later in the year, teams are good of putting the clamp down when they have a one-goal lead. We can’t make a habit out of it.”

Wild is 12-2-5 in one-goal games. Nine of its past 11 wins are by the one-goal variety.

Canucks were good in the first two periods limiting the Wild’s time and space. The Wild could barely penetrate the middle of the offensive zone. Then Coyle scored and the Wild pressured the rest of the way, outshooting Vancouver 16-8 in the final 25 minutes.

Once the Wild started shooting pucks, it broke the Canucks down. But the Wild has scored five goals in the past 250 minutes, 6 seconds of hockey (four-plus games) and 20 goals in the past 13 games (1.53 per game).

I liked Brett Bulmer’s game again in the first two periods. He knows the system and is confident. Yeo didn’t play him late, putting Dany Heatley on the line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak in the second half of the third. Probably a rookie trust issue late in a game, so a lot of coaches would limit him there.

Did I mention Scandella has been awesome?

What else?

Was Pominville’s 21st career shootout goal.

Wild’s now 14-3-2 at home but hit the road for four now (three in a row before NHL’s Dec. 24-26 holiday hiatus), where it’s 6-8-3. Wild starts in Pittsburgh, where it’s won six in a row I believe. It’ll be former Pens assistant and Cup winner Mike Yeo’s first regular-season game coached there and former Pen Matt Cooke’s first game back.

Wild has won five of its last six shootouts.

Mikko Koivu had two assists and now leads the team with 20. It was his 98th career multi-point game.

Josh Harding is now 18-5-3 (tied for second in the NHL in wins) and leads the league with a 1.51 goals-against average. He is 14-1 at home with a 1.31 goals-against average and .944 save percentage.

That’s it for moi. Wild has mostly a day off Wednesday before it flies to Pittsburgh. Kent Youngblood will be at the rink and will blog if there’s anything up. I’ll next come to you Thursday from Pittsburgh.

Roberto Luongo to "exorcise that demon" at Xcel; Josh Harding injury-free after scare

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 17, 2013 - 12:51 PM   
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Good afternoon from the X, where the Wild and the detested, yet scorching hot Vancouver Canucks face off tonight at the X.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during tonight’s Wild Live pregame show at 6:30 p.m. and the first intermission at around 7:40ish.

Josh Harding vs. Roberto Luongo tonight.

There was a scare in the morning skate when Harding took a high shot near his throat from rookie Erik Haula. Harding went down in pain and then skated to the bench and down the back tunnel. Harding thankfully emerged less than five minutes later.

Haula, set to play his eighth NHL game tonight, looked sickened and white as a ghost after his shot that stung the Wild’s MVP. Zenon Konopka cracked in the locker room afterward: “I’m pretty sure he wet his pants.”

It reminded me of Sept. 1999 when Pavel Bure, in his first practice back from reconstructive knee surgery, was crushed by teammate Chris Wells as he crossed the blue line. Ray Whitney said afterward, “I skated by the bench and said to the trainers, ‘Start packing his bags.’”

Here’s the kinda funny article. It’s one of my favorites I’ve ever written believe it or not. Mentions an assistant GM in there named Chuck Fletcher.

As I mentioned, Luongo gets the start for the Canuckleheads. He is 3-9-2 with a 3.56 goals-against average and .873 save percentage at the X, and that includes a 0-0 tie in his first-ever start at the X with Florida in 2000. Luongo has been pulled in his past three starts here and has just had such struggles here that former Van. coach Alain Vigneault didn't play him in Minnesota since Oct. 19, 2010. Luongo joked yesterday to ask AV if he was playing.

“He’s going to exorcise that demon, I guess, if that’s what everybody thinks this is,” Canucks coach John Tortorella said. “He’s a pro. He needs to play.”

Keith Ballard, Luongo’s former Canucks teammate, said, “He’s having a real good year. I don’t know why, whatever it is, why his numbers in this building aren’t closer to what they are in every other building. Maybe he lets a couple squeak by tonight. That’s OK with us.”

Ballard is playing his first game against the Canucks after three up and down years there resulted in a compliance buyout. I’ll have more about that in my notebook in Wednesday’s newspaper. He started the season well, had two injuries that sidelined him for 16 games when the league picked up pace and has struggled to rediscover his game since returning from nine out with broken ribs. In his past 10 games, he is minus-6. But he’s happy with his last few and is glad the Wild stuck with him when it could have replaced him with Nate Prosser or Matt Dumba when he was still with the team.

On tonight, Ballard said, “We need a win, we need two points. The standings are tight right now. We’re barely in eighth place right now and they’re a couple points ahead of is. It’s a huge game. Personally, I’m not looking at this as I need to come out [and show they] should have kept me. It’s more playing my role and my position and trying to execute well.

Matt Cooke will play his fifth game against the team he spent 10 years with. He has three goals and one assist in four games against the Canucks “I grew up there – good and bad.”

Cooke always says Mike Keenan turned him into the “bad guy” in Vancouver and he continued to play that way under Marc Crawford, who always gave him more rope to turn himself into a player. As he even says, why was he on the ice with 2.3 seconds left in Game 1 of the 2003 playoffs against the Wild to score that goal to force overtime before Trent Klatt’s winner? Because Crawford trusted him.

Then he moved onto to Washington, then Pittsburgh, where he further developed his game as a shutdown third-liner and penalty killer.

Mikael Granlund looked good in the skate today. Mike Yeo said he was flying and didn’t rule out a return Thursday in Pittsburgh. That will also be Yeo’s first game coaching there in the regular season (he coached an exhibition game there his first year in Minnesota). That’ll also be Cooke’s first return as a Wild winger.

I’ll have more on Granlund in Wednesday’s paper, as well.

Mike Rupp, Prosser and Justin Fontaine will be scratched. Same lines and D pairs as was the case in Colorado.

The Canucks have killed 20 straight power plays during their seven-game winning streak. Yeo was asked how the Wild goes after the PK.

“Hopefully we get a couple power plays,” Yeo joked, referring to the three or fewer power-plays in 15 of 16 games now. “The biggest thing is the one or two power plays we get every game, it’s tough to get into a rhythm.”

Yeo said the Wild can do a better job drawing more power plays by playing less on the perimeter. Even on that two-minute shift in the offensive zone in Colorado in the second period the other night, the Wild peppered Colorado with six shots, but it really didn’t come close to drawing a penalty because it was too outside.

Usually in situations like that, if you’re not scoring, at the very minimum you’re drawing a power play. Not that night and not lately.

I asked Zach Parise about it after the Avs win and he said it’s a “touchy subject, but maybe there’s more we can do offensively to make them hold us more.”

I kind of found that funny: “hold us more.”

He made a couple references to how Colorado grabs on and holds on in the D-zone, all inferences to there should have been more than one power play in that game and zero in the previous Wild game in Denver.

Tortorella’s got the Canucks running well right now. He said there’s still areas where they can improve a lot and he found many examples to show his team of areas where they can be better even from the 6-2 win over Boston. He said it’s a results business, but for him, it’s how are they playing. Sounds like Jacques Lemaire with that one.

He also had some other good lines beyond the exorcise demon one.

Much to my personal enjoyment, he smacked radio personality Kevin Falness around when he said, “I don’t care about the Wild.”

I should have called Falness’ cell phone during Tortorella’ press availability to really get some amusement.

Also, I loved this Tortorella quote on how the Canucks have changed under Torts rather than AV: “Ask the players. It’s not rocket science here. The game isn’t too hard. I think coaches convolute it a little bit.”

Talk tonight and seeya on Fox Sports North later.

Mikael Granlund practices, getting closer to return with the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: December 16, 2013 - 1:14 PM   
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UPDATED

Wild second-line center Mikael Granlund, who has missed the past nine games with a concussion and 11 of the past 12 (really 12 in a row because he was lost one shift into his return Nov. 27 against Phoenix, returned to practice this morning at Xcel Energy Center.

Granlund, who had been skating on his own since last week, skated with extra forwards Justin Fontaine and Mike Rupp, which also indicates that Mike Yeo will return with the same lineup as the Colorado win on Tuesday against the red-hot Vancouver Canucks, who have won seven in a row.

Granlund said he felt surprisingly good on the ice, and coach Mike Yeo said athletic therapist Don Fuller told him that Granlund wants to play vs. the Canucks. Yeo said that's very doubtful, but Yeo said he would come on the upcoming road trip to practice and he is close to returning.

My guess is he plays against the Rangers because that would give him practices Wednesday, Friday and Saturday, but I've been wrong before and maybe Thursday's Pittsburgh game is a possibility.

The Wild could use him.

Including the Phoenix game that Granlund skated 29 seconds in, the Wild is 5-6-1 without Granlund with 18 goals scored (1.5 goals per game).

I do think Granlund needs to be more cognizant on the ice. He is 21 years old with a history of concussions. The Wild doesn't want Granlund to become the next Pierre-Marc Bouchard six years before Bouchard ever became the concussed version of Bouchard.

The Nazem Kadri hit that clearly started this whole mess was a dirty hit -- plain and simple. But Granlund's got to expect stuff like that. The Connor Murphy incident against Phoenix was also something Granlund needs to expect. Granlund initiated the contact by trying to check Murphy as he passed the puck. Murphy reacted by getting his arms up to protect himself. Granlund's got to be aware that could happen.

I respect Granlund's willingness to go into the dirty areas and be physical despite being undersized -- so to speak, but if he's going to continue to do this, he's got to learn to protect himself and keep his head on a swivel. The great undersized players in this league, from Martin St. Louis to Patrick Kane, are slippery and rarely take big hits.

"There’s things you can learn," Yeo said. "There’s certain situations where you can learn to protect yourself in and there’s times where, especially in this league, that you can't get away with some of the things that you were getting away with in other leagues. You have to be careful, too. One of the things that makes him great is the way he competes, and I think he’s done a great job going to the middle of the ice and creating a lot more offense because of that. We have to make sure we’re helping him in many areas in many ways as far as how he can protect himself. At the same time, you have to make sure you bring that competitive edge, too."

Granlund agreed, "You need to be smart. I feel that’s part of my game to go to those little holes and try to make tough plays. I really don’t want to get away from that. But I need to be smart and that’s something I should learn more."

Couple other storylines:

-- Matt Cooke has been part of the Vancouver-Minnesota rivalry from the Canucks' point of view. This will be his first taste from the Wild's. These are no longer division rivals, but there's still that hatred between the two teams even though we're oddly 35 games into this season and they're facing each other for the first time.

Cue the Cookie Monster: "I now have thankfully earned the trust of the fans here in Minnesota – and media members as well, so it’s different." He expects a physical, tight game.

-- Defenseman Keith Ballard, who spent the past three years with the Canucks, took a lot of "cut the cord" shots from Wild teammates and staff this morning when he was in the hallway chatting with several former teammates like Ryan Kesler (the Canucks practice here at the X in a short bit).

Ballard had his struggles for former coach Alain Vigneault in Vancouver, but he's on a two-year deal with his hometown Wild and Yeo is happy with his game. He's sustained two injuries this year -- a concussion and broken ribs, both coming when he was playing well. Yeo said after the ribs, it took Ballard five games or so to rediscover his game, but he's happy with Ballard's game the past couple and loves the competitiveness that Ballard brings to a Wild D corps that's not the most physical (I'm saying the last part, not Yeo).

-- The Canucks are playing awesome right now. They are playing a true game under new coach John Tortorella, have the best PK in the league and have been good on the road. Kesler, who will center a line for the U.S. in Sochi, is playing on a tremendous line with Chris Higgins and Mike Santorelli. The line has 20 points during Vancouver's 7-game winning streak.

Kesler is playing in a shutdown role, and may be a Selke frontrunner. Guys like Eric Staal, David Legwand, Paul Stastny, Martin Hanzal, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, David Krejci, Patrice Bergeron have gotten squat going head-to-head vs. Kesler recently.

He's got 15 goals and 11 on the road.

Tortorella typically doesn't give a darn about history, so one assumes Roberto Luongo will start. Luongo is typically lights-out against the Wild at home, but he's terrible at the X. At the X, he's 3-9-2 with a 3.56 goals-against average and .873 save percentage, and that includes a 0-0 tie in his first-ever start at the X with Florida in 2000. I was there in a different role. Luongo has been pulled in his past three starts here and has just had such struggles here that Vigneault didn't play him in Minnesota since Oct. 19, 2010.

That's it for me. Josh Harding is expected to start vs. the Canucks. Talk Tuesday.

Postgame: Wild snaps five-game road losing streak

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 15, 2013 - 9:17 AM   
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Just like the game in Denver a few weeks ago, it took 56-plus minutes to get one by Semyon Varlamov.

On Nov. 30, it was Matt Cooke and Mikko Koivu leading Minnesota’s comeback before losing in a shootout. Tonight, Nino Niederreiter won a board battle along the half wall, then drove the net and deflected Ryan Suter’s shot for the tying goal with 3:53 left.

Zach Parise (shootout goal No. 35 in his career) and Mikko Koivu (No. 33) scored in the shootout (Koivu on his patented backhanded roofer, the one Varlamov knew was coming and the same move Varlamov stopped a few weeks ago).

The 2-1 win snapped the Wild’s five-game road losing streak, although the Wild has been outscored 15-5 in the past six road games and has scored 29 road goals in 17 games (1.7 a game, 29th in the NHL).

Still, much-needed win to lower the temperature a bit and stop the bleeding. The Avs were a team that was 17-0 when scoring first, 18-0 when leading after two and the only unbeaten team in overtime or the shootout (5-0), so the comeback took effort.

This was not an easy game. Two goals scored, both off deflections, the Colorado one coming on a shot that was headed wide.

“It was a hard game,” Parise said. “The way they play D-zone, they play man on man and grab onto you and hold you and it’s tough to generate anything.”

Of course, the Wild only got one power play and now has drawn three or fewer in 15 of the past 16 games.

“I don’t how we’re going to draw a few more penalties than we do,” coach Mike Yeo said, shaking his head.

Obviously not a great road trip, scoring three goals in three games in three tough buildings and going 1-2. And it doesn’t get any easier. The Wild is 13-3-2 at home but return there Tuesday to face the Vancouver Canucks, a team John Tortorella has rolling right now. They killed Boston tonight to cap a 5 for 5 homestand. The Canucks have won seven in a row and eight of their past nine.

The Wild then plays four in a row away from St. Paul, where it’s 6-8-3. They go to Pittsburgh, the Rangers, Philly and then Winnipeg after the Christmas break.

Josh Harding had another strong game. He made 26 saves, another two in the shootout and now leads the league with a 1.49 goals-against average and is second with a .939 save percentage. Lots of robberies in the first period.

Brett Bulmer had a real good game on a solid line that included Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. Bulmer had two shots and five hits and as Yeo said “was a pain in the butt.”

Bulmer, who played nine games with the Wild two years ago, earned this second straight game because Yeo said beforehand that he played “hard, physical” and showed “he’s not fun to play against” in San Jose.

Bulmer certainly got under the skin of Avs players all night Saturday.

“That’s me,” said Bulmer, Iowa’s leading goal scorer.

So he should get a third straight game. Erik Haula had some good shifts and some tough ones. He threw a couple up the gut of the offensive zone that resulted in turnovers. Niederreiter looked real good on a line with Jason Pominville.

The top line had some good shifts but no goals. Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon had strong games. Jonas Brodin didn’t. Ryan Suter had a good night after a real tough game in San Jose. He is playing hurt right now. He’s wrapped like a mummy everywhere after every game.

In other news that may or may not be in your newspaper's edition (go to www.startribune.com/wild for Dany Heatley notebook):

Yeo called San Jose Sharks coach Todd McLellan on Friday to apologize for accusing the Sharks of embellishing calls during his postgame scrum after Thursday’s 3-1 loss.

“My intention was not to call them out, my intention was not to call the refs out,” Yeo said. “I don’t want to be doing that stuff. At that point, I wanted to stick up for our players. It was emotional after the game. I was ticked off that our guys put a lot into the game and I felt there were a couple things in the game that made it tough on our group.”

McLellan told Sharks reporters he was upset when hearing of Yeo’s comments and appreciated Yeo reaching out.

“He was very professional, the organization was, they reached out, and we’re good,” McLellan said.

Also,

With the Wild planning to replace its center-ice scoreboard at Xcel Energy Center, Wild Chief Operating Officer attended Saturday’s game in Denver to see the Pepsi Center’s new state-of-the-art, giant scoreboard and observe the game operations.

Owner Craig Leipold attended October’s game at Tampa Bay to see the Lightning’s new scoreboard and the Wild plans to send a representative to Madison Square Garden to see the Rangers’ new scoreboard and games ops when the Wild plays there next Sunday.

Also,

Against Colorado, Yeo scratched rookie Justin Fontaine, who has six goals but none since Nov. 9, for the third time in nine games.

Yeo talked with Fontaine during the morning skate to tell him to keep his head up.

“We just deemed he wasn’t the right fit for this game,” Yeo said. “It doesn’t mean that won’t change next game. He’s got to keep a positive attitude. He’s got to understand that when you’re a young kid, you’re just paying your dues. He’s a first-year player … who’s still trying to prove himself.”

That's it for me. Barring news, no blog Sunday as the Wild has the day off. I'll be back with you Monday after practice in preparation for Tuesday's home game against former Northwest Division rival Vancouver.

Wild looks to snap five-game road winless streak in Denver

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 14, 2013 - 12:46 PM    
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The Wild and Avs face off at 8 p.m. CT tonight at the Pepsi Center. I'll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show at 7:30 p.m. and during the first intermission.

Justin Fontaine will indeed be the odd man out tonight when the Wild visits the Avalanche. The Wild is looking to snap a five-game road winless skid, a streak in which the road opposition has scored the first goal eight times and a five-game road streak of 2-0 deficits.

That includes the Nov. 30 game here in Denver when the Wild rallied back from 2-0 down to force overtime before losing in a shootout.

As reported in today's article here, Charlie Coyle will move back to first-line right wing next to Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville will move to second-line right wing next to Nino Niederreiter and freshly-recalled Erik Haula.

Brett Bulmer, whom coach Mike Yeo liked against San Jose, will stay on the third line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak, while Dany Heatley will stay on the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell.

Josh Harding in the cage. Mike Rupp and Nate Prosser scratched again.

Semyon Varlamov starts for Colorado. Jan Hejda returns for Colorado, Ryan Wilson will not.

Coyle's video goes viral, and he moves to Wild first line

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 14, 2013 - 10:10 AM   
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Charlie Coyle, who will move from second-line center back to first-line right wing (as you know, where I believe he belongs) Saturday night against the Colorado Avalanche, talked this afternoon at the Pepsi Center about making the young child's day with a simple wave Sunday in Minnesota during warmups.

The video has gone viral.

"I didn’t do it to become like a celebrity or anything," Coyle said, laughing. "I thought it would cool. Like if I was younger, I remember being in that situation, so I thought it would be a cool thing to do, so I just did it not knowing anybody was watching. My mom called me after, ‘I saw you do that, that was great.’ (laughing). I think it’s pretty cool for the kid to make him happy. Just a little thing that goes a long way, I think."

Plus, the kid looks like a little Charlie Coyle.

Good afternoon from the old-school press room at the Pepsi Center, where they have dial-up phones. Seriously, they still exist. Look at the pic I put on my Twitter account, www.twitter.com/russostrib.

A few of the Wild guys are down at the University of Denver practicing. Most guys worked off the ice here at the arena. The ice sheet is covered because the Nuggets host the Utah Jazz tonight.

As reported earlier, the Iowa revolving door, uh, revolved again today when Erik Haula was brought back and Jason Zucker was reassigned.

This is the move I was convinced would happen prior to last night's game. When I turned on my phone as we landed in San Jose, I said to my colleague from across the river, 'Just watch, Haula for Zucker.' Instead, it was Brett Bulmer up, Zucker scratched.

I just think the Wild needs to get Coyle back to first-line right wing, spread the wealth so to speak by putting Jason Pominville back at second-line right wing and have Haula center the second line.

That's exactly what will happen Saturday night against the Avs when the Wild tries to snap a five-game road losing skid. The Wild has been outscored 14-4 in these five road games and have been down 2-0 in each.

"We need to find a way to create a little more offense here, and Haula, we liked his game when he was here, especially when he played center," coach Mike Yeo said. "He showed speed, he showed he had a good stick, smart player and we’ll give him a chance."

Yesterday morning, Yeo said he didn't want to break up the first line to get the second line going.

Yeo said today, "Things change. I actually really liked Charlie’s game last game. I thought he was a real force at center. I don’t know where it’s going to go. Maybe a period into tomorrow we go back to having Pommer back there with Mikko and Charlie back in the middle, I don’t know, but we want to definitely give it a shot and see what he can do."

The question now is who will join Mike Rupp as the other healthy scratch forward tomorrow for the Wild. Yeo already said it won't be Brett Bulmer. He really liked his game against San Jose.

Will it be Zenon Konopka? They probably need him at center. Will it be Justin Fontaine or Torrey Mitchell?

Or could it even be Dany Heatley? As we know, the Wild typically would choose Fontaine or Mitchell even over the veteran Heatley, and Yeo said he "actually" liked Heatley's game in San Jose. He logged eight minutes, didn't have a shot, but he got pucks deep and didn't turn pucks over.

The Wild has been doing everything possible to avoid what may soon be the inevitable.

Could it be coming?

"I’m still hoping it’s not," Yeo said. "I still have faith – and you look at where he’s at statistically on our team, it’s not like he’s at the bottom, so he’s still a guy that’s capable of scoring goals for a team that hasn’t been scoring a lot of goals. To say that it’s been easy, it’s been hard for sure. We feel bad for him, and all his teammates do, too. We wish things were going better. That said, what do we do about it, how do we work our way out of it?"

As I've written over and over again, the second the Wild couldn't buy out Heatley last summer because of season-ending shoulder surgery, the second the entire complexion of the summer changed and that has had lasting effects on this season.

By not being able to buy out Heatley in a sinking-cap world, Tom Gilbert lost his job and the Wild had to make the decision to move past second-line center Matt Cullen and trade Devin Setoguchi to get cap compliant.

The second that happened, that meant the Wild put all its eggs in the young-kid basket. That meant a bunch of 21-year-olds like Coyle, Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund would make the team. They should eventually be great players, but they're developing. They're not finished products and they're not able yet to produce on a consistent basis.

That is one big reason why the Wild has had such trouble scoring.

"I’m not trying to make excuses because I think it’s one of the strengths of our team is the youth that we have and the room for growth," Yeo said. "As these guys get better and as they grow, then our team is going to get better and grow and they’ve already proven that they’re very capable NHL players. The amount of players that we have below the age of 23 that we have playing in a significant forward role, the amount of players we have below the age of 23 in our top 4 defense, we definitely have a very young group that we’re asking a lot of and I think that we’ve seen that a lot of the times with the scoring and I think that we’ve seen that sometimes with the road woes that we’ve had too."

Yeo also met with the young forwards and told them that they can't just go with the flow. In other words, young kids also just follow the leaders, so if there's a night where Mikko Koivu or Zach Parise are having off-nights, the young kids have to take charge and step up the way a Logan Couture does in San Jose if a Joe Thornton's having an off-night. Now, Couture has developed into a true star and has been in the league a lot younger, but Yeo wants his kids to start trying to be more of a force.

If it doesn't happen, this could be a long second half. A lot is really riding on the Niederreiters and Coyles and now Haulas and hopefully soon again, the Granlunds.

Talk to you after Saturday's morning skate.

Erik Haula recalled, Jason Zucker reassigned

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: December 13, 2013 - 1:17 PM   
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Quick blog as I just checked into my Denver hotel and need to hustle to the arena, but the Iowa shuttle is being called upon again.

Like a yo-yo, Jason Zucker has been reassigned and Erik Haula is back. The Wild is gathering in less than an hour at the Pepsi Center before an optional practice at DU, but my guess now is Charlie Coyle finally moves back to first-line right wing and Haula centers the second line with Nino Niederreiter and Jason Pominville.

Of course, I suppose Pominville could stay at top-line RW and Coyle moves to second-line RW considering just yesterday coach Mike Yeo said he's tired of breaking up the first line every time there's problems on other lines.

But Niederreiter-Haula-Pominville was good a few weeks ago and I don't know how much more evidence there needs to be that Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Pominville may "do a lot of good things," but they certainly don't do a lot of filling the net. When Parise and Koivu were great last year, Coyle was on that line. When Pominville's been great this year, it's been with him on the second line (granted, Mikael Granlund as his center).

Coyle just doesn't seem to have it right now at second-line center. He hasn't been strong on pucks at all lately and isn't scoring, so why not make the change?

We'll see if that's the plan soon.

More later

Yeo unhappy with officiating, San Jose's "embellishment" after Wild's latest road loss

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 13, 2013 - 1:33 AM   
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Mike Yeo was ticked off tonight, although he used a different word than ticked.

The Wild coach was upset with the officiating and accused the Sharks of embellishing all night during a 3-1 victory over the Wild. The Wild, outscored 14-4 during a five-game road skid (0-4-1), fell to 5-8-3 on the road and dropped to ninth in the West. It is now 1-8 in its past nine in San Jose.

The Sharks got four power plays in the first 12:47 of the game to build a 2-0 lead on goals by Joe Pavelski and Tomas Hertl.

Yeo called Brad Stuart’s “embellishment” on a Justin Fontaine high-sticking penalty “embarrassing.” Yeo felt replays showed it wasn’t a high-stick. Nevertheless, the Sharks scored.

In the second, Zenon Konopka was called for a four-minute high-sticking penalty when replays clearly showed he didn’t high-stick Jason Demers. Konopka went to check Freddie Hamilton and Hamilton high-sticked Demers. Regardless, referee Marc Joannette saw it differently and the Sharks made it 3-0.

Read the game story at www.startribune.com/wild for Yeo’s quotes. He had some good ones.

The Wild felt it outplayed the Sharks at even-strength, and it did have a 26-20 shot advantage in that department, but as has been a broken record all season on the road especially, the Wild can’t score. Four goals in five road games is not going to get it done, and the Wild all night whistled shots wide, passed pucks in skates, tried to make an extra play before taking a shot or couldn’t get shots through.

There was one sequence late in the second that completely embodied the game. The Wild pinned the Sharks in their zone for what seemed like an eternity.

.

But despite the Sharks breaking two sticks, despite the Sharks constantly failing to clear the zone, the Wild barely made Antti Niemi make a save. It basically tired themselves out.

By the time the Wild players got to the bench after not scoring, Ryan Suter logged a 3:07 shift and Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Jason Pominville and Jared Spurgeon all logged 2 ½-minute shifts.

So, yes, while the officiating was suspect to say the least tonight and while the Sharks may have been diving all over the ice, it’s up to the Wild to actually score some goals. For a team that talks so much about its improved depth, one Mikael Granlund injury has seemed to mess up all the lines.

Yeo indicated before the game he’s tired of breaking up the first line anytime the other lines can’t score, but the second line continues to be dry, the third line may be in the offensive zone for the most part, but the players on that line haven’t been scoring either. Kyle Brodziak’s drought has reached 22 games.

Fontaine hasn’t scored since Nov. 9. Niederreiter has no goals in the last 10. Coyle has three goals this year (Coyle just hasn’t been hard on pucks lately and as you can read in my notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, he is really pressing right now). Torrey Mitchell has one goal this year.

So “doing a lot of good things” isn’t good enough. Scoring goals is essential and this slip in the standings won’t stop unless a Wild team that always has to work super-hard to score finally figures out a way.

Yeo liked Brett Bulmer’s first NHL game in two-plus seasons tonight. He felt he played with an edge, was solid on the wall and was hard to play against. The second line continues to be an issue, although Jonas Brodin’s goal with 7:24 left in the game came with Nino Niederreiter, Charlie Coyle and Fontaine on the ice.

Anyway, very big game in Denver on Saturday as the Wild needs to stop the bleeding. Right now, I’m not sure what the Wild’s schedule will be Friday in Denver. My guess is a very optional practice at Denver University. Anyway, that’s it for me. Very early flight in the morning.

Brett Bulmer recalled, Jason Zucker scratched vs. San Jose; Mike Yeo on 2nd line: "Somebody has to step up"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild player moves, Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 12, 2013 - 2:59 PM   

print

Share12      Share via Email  

The Wild was so soft on pucks last night, particularly in the offensive zone where it barely took any Anaheim might to knock Wild players off pucks, Brett Bulmer has been recalled from AHL Iowa.

Bulmer, 21, the first of the Wild’s three 2010 second-round picks, had three assists in nine games with the Wild in 2011-12 before being returned to Kelowna of the Western Hockey League. His development has been delayed since because of myriad injuries, including a couple knee injuries, but he has been healthy this season and by all accounts playing well for struggling Iowa.

He leads the Baby Wild with nine goals and 62 shots and is third with 12 points. He arrives in San Francisco around 3 p.m. (flying in from Vancouver; Iowa got trounced by Abbotsford last night and plays them again tonight) and is expected to play tonight against the San Jose Sharks.

Coach Mike Yeo wouldn’t divulge the lines just yet, but it’s very doubtful he breaks up the third line and he made it quite clear he is not yet ready to break up the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville line.

So it sounds like Bulmer will play the right side of the new 21-year-old line with Nino Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle. Jason Zucker will be scratched (more on all this below).

Same defense corps, meaning Nate Prosser will be scratched for the ninth straight game. Mike Rupp is also scratched.

Niklas Backstrom in goal. He is 1-8-1 all-time in San Jose with a 3.68 goals-against average, his second-worst goals-against in any arena (American Airlines Center in Dallas). The Wild is 1-7 in their past eight in San Jose and 2-10-1 in their past 13 here.

The Sharks are 0-3-1 in their past four and will start Antti Niemi tonight. Martin Havlat and Dany Heatley, traded for each other July 3, 2011, are expected to be on their team’s respective fourth lines tonight. Havlat has one year left on his contract. Heatley’s in the last year of his Wild career.

On the 6-2, 212-pound Bulmer, Yeo said, “I want to see what he can bring. We all do. One thing that’s been missing a little bit from some of these road games (5-7-3) is a big body along the wall, puck strength, a guy who brings a bit of an edge. These are all elements to his game when he’s on it.”

Why doesn’t Yeo put Pominville on the second line with Coyle and Bulmer and maybe Niederreiter on the first line?

“Of course there’s been talk, thought, but we kind of go through this every time that when things aren’t working out well enough with the second line, we break up the first line,” Yeo said. “We always do that. That’s always the first thing we go to and then next thing you know you’re kind of weakening your first line. Somebody has to step up. Somebody has to grab that opportunity. Not to say that we won’t go that way (Pominville to Line 2), but the message right now is we need somebody to step up. We can’t just fall back on going back to that. Those guys are doing their job, so somebody else has to step up.”

That is clearly aimed at Niederreiter (no goals and two assists in his past nine games) and Coyle (three goals and eight points this season).

Despite Iowa deploying the same system and the fact Zucker has played here for good chunks of two seasons, Zucker struggled in the neutral zone last night. He now has no points in his past 17 regular-season games.

On Zucker being scratched after being called up to play Anaheim, Yeo said, “I don’t know. There were some good moments. He got a couple shots on net. I don’t want to say he played poorly, but he didn’t demand a spot for himself in the lineup tonight, too. I don’t know if we’re always giving him the best chance, bouncing him in and out of the lineup like this, but at the same time I just want to see somebody come up and just really respect this opportunity and show that you’re not willing to let it slip.”

Yeo didn’t want to “beat up on Zuck,” but that “respect this opportunity” comment was an indictment.

Yeo said simply there’s been “too much where we don’t have the full roster, the full complement of players going out and performing shift after shift.”

He said the fact Anaheim was able to come with speed through the neutral zone time and time and time and time and time … and time again last night was because of “where we’re losing pucks, how we’re losing pucks, it’s making it extremely difficult to defend in those situations.”

He said there was too much watching and watching for somebody else, that they’re not a team that waits for somebody else to track and pressure puck carriers.

He said there was thought of scratching either Clayton Stoner or Keith Ballard after a tough game, but he doesn’t think any play they made or something they did cost the Wild in Anaheim.

Recently, in the second of back-to-backs, Yeo hasn’t even brought the team to the rink. Today, the entire team reported to SAP Center for a meeting. He said a lot of things were addressed in that meeting regarding areas the Wild must improve and “I’m anxious to see how we respond.”

Talk after the game.

Wild loses close game at Anaheim, but honestly, it wasn't close in a lot of areas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 12, 2013 - 12:59 AM    
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The Wild’s road winless streak reached four games Wednesday night when the Anaheim Ducks, the only team in the NHL without a regulation home loss, improved to 12-0-2 at the Honda Center with a 2-1 win.

Jason Pominville’s power-play goal early in the third made it a game again, but in reality, the Wild didn’t play nearly well enough in the first 40 minutes to pull this one out.

I know it’s the Ducks. I know they’re bigger and faster and more skilled with a sniper-and-a-half with the great Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf running hot right now, but this was a disconcerting display.

The Ducks skated through the neutral zone for the first 40 minutes like the Wild was a bunch of pylons. Defensemen had poor gaps all night. And during the Wild’s rare forechecks, it took a gust of wind to knock forwards off pucks.

That is just unacceptable. This wasn’t just a size differential thing. It honestly took no effort at times by Anaheim for Minnesota to just lose pucks in the offensive zone.

The Wild was soft on pucks all night. Coach Mike Yeo agreed.

“Collectively, we’re not strong enough in those situations,” Yeo said. “We’re getting pucks back and then we’re losing it right away. We need some more puck strength, we need a little more urgency, a little bit harder on that puck. It’s always we’re doing one thing right and we’re not following up with another thing right now.”

Early in the third, the Wild finally exited its zone cleanly, got into the offensive zone, made a good play on the wall and drew a power play because of it. Then Pominville, who has been lost at times without injured Mikael Granlund, scored his team-leading 15th goal.

But for the 13th time in 14 games, the Wild drew three or fewer power plays. That one was Minnesota’s only power play of the game.

There have been instances where the refs don’t seem to give the Wild the benefit of the doubt, but this is more an indictment of how the Wild plays. It’s just no aggressive enough. It doesn’t have the puck enough. It’s not in the offensive zone enough.

“Again, we draw one power play,” Yeo said. “Other teams are [either] extremely disciplined against us or we’re not doing enough to draw penalties. We’ve got to force them into situations where we’re drawing more. It’s tough right now when you’re getting one power play, two power plays every game. This has been an unbelievable streak of this. We have to do more to draw more.”

The second line is giving the Wild no offense since Granlund’s concussion (he is skating on his own and working out, GM Chuck Fletcher says, but he’s not close to returning). Tonight, Nino Niederreiter got to the net but couldn’t score. He also wasn’t hard enough on pucks on the wall. Jason Zucker was largely responsible for the game’s opening goal by defenseman Alex Grant, although it was a bad goal surrendered by Josh Harding, who did play great and did everything he could to give the Wild the cushion to find its game. Zucker just seems lost at times with how the Wild plays in all three zones. And Charlie Coyle finally looked like the old Coyle in the third period. Yeo wants him to take charge and in the third, he resembled the player he hasn’t been for much of his time since returning from a sprained knee. Jonas Hiller made a nice save on him on a breakaway in the third with the Wild down 2-1.

Coyle said he got in too tight and wishes he had it back, although Hiller made a nice save on a nice move after Coyle made a great play to create the breakaway for himself. But Coyle knows he needs to do more offensively and I’ll write about that in Thursday’s paper.

The third line was again good tonight. They can’t score for the life of them, but many shifts in the offensive zone and Matt Cooke was physical, surly and played with attitude all game. The Keith Ballard-Clayton Stoner pair had a tough night. It’ll be interested to see if the super-fresh Nate Prosser draws in at San Jose.

Just not good enough tonight against a great Anaheim team. Perry scored the winner for his 21st goal to extend his goal streak to seven games. He had seven shots.

That’s it for me. I’ll come to you from San Jose, although it’s doubtful they’ll have a morning skate. Niklas Backstrom likely the Thursday starter against a Sharks team that has dropped four in a row and will be looking for payback after losing in Minnesota on Sunday.

Wild preps for tonight's big test against Anaheim

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 11, 2013 - 3:02 PM   
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Afternoon from beautiful Southern California, where it’s sunny with a slight chill in the air.  

I’m thinking of putting on a wind breaker.

Wild vs. the red-hot Ducks tonight. Anaheim is 11-0-2 at home.

The Wild had a good, crisp skate this morning, but who knows what that means.

“We recognize the importance of this game and getting this road trip started off the right way,” coach Mike Yeo said. “I feel good that our guys are going to be ready to battle hard tonight.”

The Wild has lost three in a row on the road, having been shut out in two. The Wild has allowed the first goal in six consecutive road games.

“Start the game on time,” Yeo said of what he wants tonight. “And that means your battle level, being ready to skate, being ready to work, having the mindset that we want to get to our game and how you do that. That’s executing the right way, playing a certain way with the puck that helps us get to our game and hurts them getting to theirs.”

Josh Harding vs. Jonas Hiller tonight.

The Wild lines are what I indicated in today’s newspaper, meaning Jason Zucker to the second line with Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley to the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Justin Fontaine. Mike Rupp and Nate Prosser are the lone healthy scratches as Matt Dumba, who had been away from the team for family reasons, was officially assigned to Team Canada today.

That means the Wild’s roster now stands at 22 players and the Wild loses Dumba’s cap hit for at least until it makes the decision to bring him back or not.

I talked with Saku Koivu today about his little bro. Last month I wrote a story about how Team Finland says either Mikko Koivu or Saku Koivu will be Finland’s captain in February’s Winter Olympics. Mikko endorses Saku. Today, basically, Saku endorsed Mikko.

It’s just your good old-fashioned brotherly fight. It’s amazing talking to Saku because despite being way, way older than Mikko (39 vs. 30), the mannerisms and facial expressions between the two are almost identical.

Teemu Selanne also says it’s Mikko’s time and Mikko’s team.

I’ll write more about the Koivus in Thursday’s paper.

Speaking of the ageless wonder and future Hall of Famer who still swears this year’s his swan song, Selanne says the Ducks, “There’s no weaknesses. Right now we’re just playing with a lot of confidence, and even with a lot of injuries. Even last year, all the success we had was using our depth. We have a lot of depth on our team. Everybody’s doing their job. That’s what it takes. You always reminded that you’re only as good as your weakest link and we don’t really have weak links right now. That’s a good sign, but there’s still levels we can reach. We want to keep pushing ourselves.”

I’ll also have some Selanne gold on teammate Corey Perry either Thursday or Sunday. Remember, Wild GM Chuck Fletcher was in Anaheim’s front office when the Ducks traded two seconds to Dallas to get an extra first to take Perry in 2003 at 28th overall. Same draft the Ducks drafted Ryan Getzlaf. Completely transformed this franchise.

I’ll also have some stuff on Kyle Brodziak in Thursday. He plays his 500th game tonight and coach Mike Yeo is very happy with Brodziak’s season after a down year last year. Obviously, Brodziak’s not scoring goals (20 games without one; and if you expect him to score goals, you're always going to be disappointed), but he’s been on a third line that has been solid all year defensively. Remember, there was a stretch where Brodziak and Cooke were on the ice for two goals against at even-strength in a 12-game stretch.

I’ll be on KFAN at 4:15 p.m. CT.

Dany Heatley downgraded to fourth line; Dumba's WHL rights traded to Portland

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 10, 2013 - 7:11 PM   
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UPDATED

Good afternoon from the O.C., where the Wild practiced this afternoon and where I just shot Wednesday's Wild Minute poolside, you know, just to rub it in.

The Wild plays the front end of a back-to-back at 9:30 p.m. CT against the too-legit-to-quit Anaheim Ducks.

Anaheim is 11-0-2 at home, the only team in the NHL without a regulation home loss. Corey Perry, who is tied for second in the league with 20 goals, has goals in a career-long six straight games. Ryan Getzlaf has points in 14 straight, although it's technically a 12-game streak because he missed time in there with an injury.

Coach Mike Yeo doesn't get last change on the road, so he said the Wild need a team effort to stop that high-flying line and the high-flying Ducks. He wants heavy minutes from "big centers" Mikko Koivu, Charlie Coyle, Kyle Brodziak and Zenon Konopka.

Yeo usually doesn't mind going top line vs. top line, especially because his top-line guys -- Koivu, Zach Parise and Jason Pominvillle -- can all defend and spend time working the puck deep in the offensive zone. Typically though, he likes to match up Brodziak, Matt Cooke and Torrey Mitchell against top lines and obviously defensemen Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin.

As expected, the Wild has recalled Jason Zucker and as I guessed in Monday's blog and Tuesday's paper, the Newport Beach, Calif., native is indeed on the second line with fellow 21-year-olds Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter. Dany Heatley, who has committed some glaring turnovers especially the past two games, has been downgraded to the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Justin Fontaine.

Heatley is a team-worst minus-8 on the road. Yeo said he hasn't talked to Heatley about the demotion, but he did talk to Heatley about the turnovers prior to the recent San Jose game and he said this is just not a Heatley thing, it's a team thing.

"I think our entire group, this was a focal point for our [video] meeting before [practice]," Yeo said. "We just can't continue to turn pucks over in the neutral zone, we can't continue to turn pucks over on the wall and expect to No. 1 win games, but to create offense, to get to the offensive zone, to draw penalties. All these areas where we’re lacking – the shots on goal, the chances, the drawing penalties -- it’s all a direct result of the neutral-zone turnovers we’ve had lately. It's a focus for everybody."

Yeo said Heatley will be worked into other lines at times, and reminded that when Heatley found his game last month, it came because he helped elevate the fourth line. Heatley declined to talk to the media today.

The new power-play units: No. 1 -- Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville (down low) with Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon up top. No. 2 -- Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Justin Fontaine with Keith Ballard and Jonas Brodin up top.

Yeo said the No. 2 unit may have Niederreiter and Zucker worked into it at times, but it needs to have Fontaine there because Heatley, Niederreiter and Zucker aren't prototypical half-wall guys and Fontaine can work the puck and distribute. The Wild also wants to have two righties on each unit. It needs Coyle on the second unit for faceoffs.

The one interesting bit of news is Matt Dumba's Western Hockey League rights have been traded from Red Deer to Portland. I don't buy that Winterhawks head honcho and coach Mike Johnston did this without a little intel from the Wild, although assistant GM Brent Flahr today and GM Chuck Fletcher the other day both said that absolutely no decision has been made as to whether to return Dumba to juniors after the world junior championships.

But as I reported a few weeks ago, it's up in the air if Dumba returns to Minnesota afterward. If the Wild is completely healthy and he's going to continue to be an extra defenseman, it makes little sense to have him eat popcorn in the press box. He has been scratched 19 times and in eight in a row (he is expected to join Team Canada in Toronto on Wednesday for camp, although Dumba does have a family situation he's tending to right now, so that may be on hold).

Portland is the best team in the Western Hockey League and a league and Memorial Cup contender.

It would be huge for Dumba's development to play there in the second half and potentially go on a long playoff run to prep him for Iowa next season (or maybe Minnesota). I believe the trade is an indication that the 19-year-old won't be coming back, although he could technically still come back if there's a Wild need and later be assigned to Portland, too.

OK, talk to you Wednesday. I should be on XM Home ice at 2:45 p.m. CT Wednesday.

Jason Zucker expected to be recalled, Erik Haula reassigned to Iowa 
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UPDATE: As surmised below, Jason Zucker will indeed be recalled. I'd think he goes to the second line. Wouldn't shock me if Dany Heatley is downgraded to the fourth line, but we will find out in practice Tuesday. Zucker will meet the team in Iowa.

Erik Haula is on his way to meet the Iowa Wild in Abbotsford, B.C. He has been reassigned by the Wild after recording two assists in six games.

The Wild has the day off today and will head to Anaheim on Tuesday for practice at 2 p.m. PT at the Honda Center. I'll come to you afterward with updates, so it'll be a bit of a later blog than normal.

As of now, the Wild says it plans to head west with its 12 forwards and what I'm guessing is its soon-to-be-officially seven defensemen because Matt Dumba is about to be loaned to Team Canada.

I still suspect the Wild will call up a forward at some point during the road trip though with no extras -- and it wouldn't shock me if it's before.

After hearing Mike Yeo's honest appraisal of the second line last night, I figured maybe Haula would move up to the second line and center Nino Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle or Jason Pominville in Anaheim.

But maybe this Haula move signifies that Jason Zucker is about to return. It wouldn't be surprising if the Wild waited until Tuesday to make that move because in the NHL, cap space is tabulated on a daily basis and since Zucker is in B.C. right now, there's no use bringing him to Minnesota when he could just fly south to Cali.

If Zucker is recalled, I'd suspect Dany Heatley drops to the fourth line. We shall see. Again, much of this is conjecture mostly because Haula's demotion without a corresponding move makes little sense to me.

No, to answer a few Twitter questions, the Wild did not send down Haula to claim Pierre-Marc Bouchard on waivers from the Islanders. I can all but promise you that. And since Mikael Granlund hasn't been skating let alone practicing, the Haula demotion doesn't mean he is returning in Anaheim.

Talk to you from Anaheim.

Wild outshot 38-13, yet Josh Harding was great in victory and the Wild actually defended well
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As somebody said to me on Twitter a little bit ago, “this is the opposite of former Wild clubs. Used to outshoot teams and lose 4-1.”

I just found it humorous because it’s pretty true.

Tonight, the Wild somehow managed to be outshot 38 (most at home this year)-13 (fewest home or away this year) and take a 3-1 victory from the San Jose Sharks. Wild's actually 6-0 in its past six at home against San Jose.

Good evening from the X, where the Wild bounced back kinda sorta from Friday’s 4-0 loss at Columbus. I say kinda sorta because I’m not sure we can say the Wild’s game returned to form, but a win’s a win in this conference and against a great Sharks team.

I wouldn’t say the Wild got dominated tonight, but the team certainly spent the night mostly defending. Josh Harding made 37 saves, including all 21 in the second period. 

Yet, after that period, Harding was outsaving (ripped that off from a Twitter follower too) counterpart Antti Niemi 32-9.  

Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu gave the Wild a 2-0 lead, and after Patrick Marleau scored with an extra attacker with 1:41 left, Parise scored an empty-netter for his 14th goal, tying Jason Pominville.

The big story of the night is just how difficult a time the Wild had getting to the offensive zone. The top line spent a good portion of the night there, but Parise said it was hard generating any chances because of the unique Larry Robinson defensive-zone coverage overload the Sharks use.

Robinson coached this in New Jersey when Parise was there and now the Hall of Fame defenseman is associate coach in San Jose. I’d diagram the overload to you, but you should have come to the Star Tribune Chalk Talk before the game to watch Wes Walz actually diagram it.

“It felt like we were defending an awful lot,” coach Mike Yeo said. “Our execution wasn’t good enough. Too many broken plays in the neutral zone, too many turnovers in the neutral zone allowing them just to counter right back.”

Still, everybody from Harding on out to Yeo felt the Wild defended real well and were sharp in its zone, making proper reads on rushes and keeping pucks to the outside. The D also did a great job keeping San Jose’s talented, big forwards at bay when Harding did leave rebounds.

Harding improved to 16-4-3 and was 1:41 away from his second shutout in three starts. His goals-against average is now a league-best 1.50 and his save percentage of .938 is tied for second. His 16 wins are tied for second. Apparently the top guy, Corey Crawford with 17, got hurt tonight for Chicago. That’s huge because Nikolai Khabibulin is also hurt.

Harding is now 13-1 with a 1.25 goals-against average and .945 save percentage at home.

“He made all the saves, played great,” Joe Pavelski said. “But we didn’t do a good enough job getting to him. Shots just hit him. But he was in all the right places.”

Harding really got into a groove though in the second and made some beauties, including two gloves on Pavelski and Tomas Hertl. He was seeing deflections. He was so confident, he twice himself cleared the zone up the gut, one a PK clear actually, one a pass on the Wild’s yucky power play.

But the penalty kill tonight was great and built momentum. Matt Cooke was a stud on it, at one point eating 15 seconds in the offensive-zone corner by outworking three Sharks the way Charlie Coyle did against Philadelphia last week.

The next shift, Parise scored after Marco Scandella, who played well alongside Jared Spurgeon (also was great), saved the zone and shot a puck that deflected off Pominville. Parise, who earlier in the shift slashed the stick out of Justin Braun’s hands, scored on the rebound.

The four refs did huddle to discuss if Pominville inhibited Niemi’s ability to make the save. They decided he didn’t.

“Yeah I think I was bumped. I’m not sure where it happened or if they did it on purpose or not, but it affected the play, for sure,” said Niemi, who said the ref told him he was outside the crease at the time.

A few minutes later, Dany Heatley forced a turnover and Spurgeon set up Koivu.

Heatley was in the middle of a lot of good and bad and Yeo is clearly getting frustrated with the turnovers. He had one turnover that resulted in a near Logan Couture goal then Coyle turnover. He had another turnover that led to an icing. After winning that draw, he put the puck in the Sharks bench. A second after that draw, Clayton Stoner high-sticked Couture.

Yeo met with the entire second line and especially Heatley on Saturday to talk to them about getting pucks deep and not creating momentum for the other team. Heatley needs to start simplifying the game and just dump pucks at this point.

That line actually had some good offensive-zone shifts tonight and Heatley some chances. He also drew a power play after Nino Niederreiter drove the net and Niemi turned him away.

That’s it for now. Matt Dumba, who is away from the team today because of family reasons, will be loaned to Team Canada for the world juniors.

The Wild has the day off Monday before heading to Anaheim on Tuesday for practice. I will be in studio at KFAN on Monday from 10:20-11 a.m.

I’ll next talk to you on here after practice in Anaheim on Tuesday – barring news. Big road trip coming up to Anaheim, San Jose and Denver.

Yeo sticking with his second line against San Jose; Coyle works on faceoffs

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 7, 2013 - 2:45 PM    
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Afternoon on this beautiful Saturday here in the Twin Cities. Not a cloud in the minus-8 degree sky.

The Wild practiced down at St. Thomas Academy today since it took the day off Friday in Columbus. The goal today was to reset after its 4-0 beating against the Blue Jackets.

“It looked like we were ready to put it past us,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We had a good, crisp practice out there. Guys were sharp executing. There’s no point dwelling on it, but you certainly do want to use it too at the same time.”

The Sharks took the day off after back-to-back road losses at Pittsburgh and Carolina, and both the Wild and Sharks should expect motivated opponents during Sunday’s 5 p.m. game. I just watched coach Todd McLellan’s postgame news conference here from Raleigh.

He was not a happy camper, saying the team is lacking energy, jump, has been sloppy, not making defensive reads that it should be doing in its sleep. He says it’s either laziness or fatigue and they have to figure out which.

Tough talk from one of the best teams in the NHL, so the Wild may want to buckle up and do the engaging Sunday rather than the reacting because the Sharks will likely come out hard. The Wild plays the Sharks in two of the next three games as it opens a three-game road trip Wednesday in Anaheim. It then plays in San Jose on Thursday.

Josh Harding vs. Antti Niemi Sunday. Zenon Konopka, scratched in the past two games, will center the Wild’s fourth line. In practice Saturday, Yeo rotated in and out Mike Rupp, Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine, so one of them will be scratched because Yeo’s plan is to go with the same top three lines of recent games.

That means despite a poor game by the Nino Niederreiter-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley line last night, the three won’t be broken up to start Sunday’s game.

“If we’re going to ask our players to throw that game in the garbage and get refocused and reset, we have to be willing to, too,” Yeo said. He noted the Wild scored four times Thursday against Chicago, so he doesn’t think it’s time to start scrambling his lines based on one clunker.

He said he met with the three forwards today and say they must recognize how they’ve been successful and that’s playing deep in the offensive zone.

“They got away from that bigtime in that game last night,” Yeo said.

Heatley especially was turning pucks over and Yeo said he met with him specifically about that.

“He’s a goal scorer at heart and that’s part of what’s made him successful, but at the same time, when you’re focused on that, you can lose sight on some of the things you need to do to be effective. Even talking to him this morning, I told him the strength of his game lately was playing in the offensive zone, below the top of the circles and around the net and ‘you’re just hurting yourself. The more turnovers, the more time you’re in the defensive zone.’”

Yeo said Coyle, who has three goals in 19 games, is just not playing with the same “confidence level” as last year, but “this was the best he’s looked in practice in a lot time. I talked to him this morning and I think he’s just playing with his head right now too much. He’s got to go out there and remember what makes him successful, and that’s winning battles, being strong on the puck, aggressive on the forecheck and being hard around the net. He’s got to focus on those things.”

Coyle has won 34 percent of his faceoffs this season. In the past seven games, he has won 23 percent and lost eight of nine last night. After practice today, Konopka and assistant coach Darby Hendrickson, a former center, worked with Coyle on faceoffs. Konopka has the NHL’s top faceoff winning percentage since he has been in the NHL (65 percent).

“I just told him he has the resources to take a lot of draws in practice against me and Brodzy (Kyle Brodziak). Repetition is, I think, the best thing for him. The more he can take against us, the better he’s going to get. You see it all the time with young players in this league, it takes awhile to adapt to the faceoff circle. You see it throughout the league.”

The best example is Sidney Crosby. His first two years in the NHL, he was at around 45 percent and 49 percent. He has worked hard on draws since, has been above 50 percent every year since and routinely takes the most draws in the NHL.

“I told Charlie if things don’t go well in the circle, don’t reinvent the wheel,” Konopka said. “Just understand what works and what’s your highest percentage to winning that draw.”

Konopka said he talks with Brodziak and Mikko Koivu all the time about faceoffs and “we have to get Charlie more involved with those discussions He’ll be fine.”

And, you know he will.

Coyle said, “Faceoffs are a big part of the game and if I’m not winning them and the team’s not winning, it’s less possession for us, so it’s a huge thing. Definitely something I have work on. I haven’t been the best at it. I just have to get back to being confident in the circle.”

Coyle also said of his line that they’re a bunch of big bodies and they just have to get back to getting down on the forecheck, working the puck down low and on cycles and play in the offensive zone.

“We didn’t do a lot of that last night,” Coyle said.

That’s it for me. No morning skate with the 5 p.m. puck drop Sunday. Remember, if you want to come to the Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and I and attend the Sharks game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

Wild follows Thursday's solid win over Chicago with an absolute clunker in Columbus

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 6, 2013 - 9:59 PM   
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Michelangelo wouldn’t have been able to sculpt or paint the Wild’s display into anything slightly tonight.

One night after rallying to beat the defending Stanley Cup champ Chicago Blackhawks at home, the Wild walked into Columbus and had the letdown of all letdowns during a 4-0 loss.

The Blue Jackets dominated, setting an early tone by testing the Wild physically, and honestly it was real obvious early that the Wild 1) had trouble finding its legs after playing the night before, wasn’t clean coming out of its own end, had trouble generating anything through the neutral zone and other than the top line, there was just no decent pressure all night.

Read the game story on www.startribune.com/wild for most of Mike Yeo’s quotes (he said it was the worst game of the year and one for the garbage) and some good ones from Keith Ballard and Zach Parise, but here’s a good one that describes the night from Clayton Stoner: “Coming out of our end, it was always chip-chip with them finishing the body. In the neutral zone, we weren’t even that clean there. We had trouble getting any momentum.”

The Wild looked like it may have found its legs late in the first on a couple chances by Jason Pominville and Nino Niederreiter, but nope. Niklas Backstrom gave up a knuckling goal 1:17 into the second and it was all Columbus from there.

The Wild gave up a season-high 41 shots one night after Chicago registered a season-low 19. It was also a season-high shots for Columbus, which has two straight shutouts. But Curtis McElhinney barely had to exert himself tonight in place of injured Sergei Bobrovsky.

The second line of the Wild was lousy tonight. Dany Heatley was minus-3 and is now minus-10 on a mostly plus team. Niederreiter was minus-3 and Charlie Coyle was minus-2. Jared Spurgeon, who turned the puck over for the first goal, and Marco Scandella were each minus-2.

The Wild just lost battle after battle tonight and was so sloppy coming out of its end.

Prior to the game, Yeo talked about how anxious he was to get Backstrom back in the net for his seventh start since Oct. 8.

“The biggest thing for us now is to try to get him into a rhythm, to hopefully get him to play more than one out of every three weeks,” Yeo kidded beforehand.

Backstrom’s performance won’t lessen Josh Harding’s workload. He just isn’t as clean as the Backstrom of yesteryear. He served up rebounds and allowed four goals – two long ones. Yeo said the way the Wild played in front of him, “we didn’t give him a chance.”

Backstrom said, “I feel OK out there. You have to find a way when you get a chance to play to be at your best. I approach it the same way, whether I play every night or every second week.”

On the fact he just doesn’t look like the Backstrom of old (rebounds, not swallowing pucks), he said, “I feel good. Some games it’s tougher to swallow the puck when you don’t see it or they’re tipped. Other nights it’s easier when you see it. It’s always what happens in the game that affects you.”

But Backstrom was hardly the lone culprit on this evening.

The Wild fed right into Columbus’ aggressive gameplan by turning pucks over, which allowed the Jackets to continually get pucks behind the Wild and wear down the defensemen. It just got harder and harder to execute, and it started with retrievals and exits.

Finally with the game out of reach, Ryan Suter was kept on the bench to give him a rare rest. He logged 23:37, his second-lowest ice time of the season by 10 seconds.

“The easiest thing to do is sit here and make that excuse,” Yeo said of a big, emotional win the night before against the Blackhawks. “We’ve all seen games where there are letdowns after emotional wins, we can sit here and point to the fact that we played last night, but I don’t think we should allow that to be an excuse at all for us. We’ve proven in back-to-back games that we have the conditioning and the game where we can be effective.”

Yeo said with and without the puck, “this is the worst game we played this year.”

Yeo praised the top line but said, “We needed a lot more from the whole group tonight.”

Wild has now been down by a 2-0 score in five of the past seven games and six straight losses. The Wild is now 0 for 5 this year on 5-on-3’s. The Wild had a 72-second one tonight with the chance to rally from 2-0 down and didn’t even get a shot on goal.

This was the first of eight of 10 away from the X for Minnesota. It is now 5-6-3 on the road. One of the rare home games coming up is Sunday’s 5 p.m. date with the high-powered, fast San Jose Sharks. Wild has some regrouping to do during Saturday’s important practice.

I’ll talk to you after that one. 

Sunday Q&A: Have a question about the Wild ? Ask it now in my blog

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 6, 2013 - 12:43 PM   

print

Share2      Share via Email  

Good morning to ya from chilly, snowy Columbus, although I know it's nothing like Minnesota right now. Wild visits the Columbus Blue Jackets tonight. Due to playing last night and the team's early-morning arrival into the Buckeye State, there is no morning skate. Mike Yeo's pregame availability is later at 4:45 p.m. ET., so I'll tweet out any lineup changes then.

Guess what! My planned Sunday Insider suddenly fell through, so I need your help.

I thought this would be a good opportunity for another Russo's Rants Blog Q and A.

Here's the rules as always: Ask away.

But remember, space is a premium in Sunday's paper -- this Sunday especially -- so make the questions short, snappy and easy to answer. Please also scour the questions so there aren't repeats. Also, please don't use this blog to comment (this way, I can easily pick out questions). If you want to chat about the team or last night's game, check out Rachel's postgame blog last night below this one.

As always, I reserve the right to edit your question (shorten for space).

Thanks so much and ASK AWAY because this will be an expedited one since I need to get my Sunday Insider in this afternoon.

Postgame: Wild 4, Chicago 3

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 6, 2013 - 2:07 AM   
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Over the past several days, the Wild has discussed and worked on a number of troublesome issues. It resolved so many of those in Thursday's 4-3 comeback victory over Chicago that coach Mike Yeo joked, 'Anything else wrong with our game?'

He said that with a smile. It was clear that many messages got through, as the Wild looked much sharper on the power play, got scoring from its defensemen, scored a first-period goal for the first time in six games and stuck to its system when the game began slipping away. The result was a victory that fueled enormous pride in the locker room, as the Wild rallied late to beat the NHL's best team.

Yeo said his team can't feel too giddy for too long, with a game at Columbus on Friday. Both before and after the game, Yeo talked about the Wild still being a work in progress, with consistency one of his primary goals. He warned them before that recent four-game winless streak that they couldn't be complacent, and that same theme cropped up after Thursday's dramatic victory over a division rival. But while he didn't want to attach too much significance to this single game, it certainly felt like a big stride forward.

Read the game story here: http://www.startribune.com/sports/wild/234693261.html

Yeo said the team spent a lot of time recently talking about the shortcomings that took some of the shine off a November that started with a 9-1-1 record. "There's parts of our game that we have to work on,'' he said. "Parts of our game are going to be up and down through the course of the year. We know we have a good power play. We know we have defensemen on the back end that can help us create offense. They're not always going to be there, but these are things in your game that through the course of the season, if you're struggling a little bit, you've got to pick them up.

"I've got a lot of confidence every day I come to the rink and have a chance to coach this group of guys. It's ongoing. Every day is a new challenge, and we've just got to stay on top of it.''

Yeo lauded his team's leadership, noting that the top line of Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville contributed to the tying goal by drawing a penalty (Pominville was hooked by Chicago's Brent Seabrook). The defensemen did a better job of getting pucks to the net, generating nine shots on goal (at least one from everyone except for Ryan Suter) and scoring the tying and winning goals. The defense was sturdy for most of the game, holding Chicago to a season-low 19 shots on goal (including a paltry four in the third period).

Parise said the Wild had a "good shot mentality'' on the power play and cited shooting the puck and creating traffic around the net as the keys to scoring twice on three opportunities. He also was glad to see the Wild retain its composure when it lost the lead.

"(The Blackhawks) were able to erase a two-goal lead pretty quickly,'' he said. "I don’t think we strayed too far away from what we were trying to do. We didn’t go away from our game plan, and that’s what was working for us. We were able to get back into the game.

"Any time you beat a team like that, it's important. Everyone knows how good they are. It's been a tough stretch for us; some games we didn’t play as well as we need to. I thought we played with a lot more energy, and we handled the puck much better. Coincidentally, we scored more goals. Those two things usually go hand in hand.''

Marco Scandella, who scored the winner with 1:48 left, was particularly proud. "It feels great,'' he said. "We were relentless tonight. We never gave up.''

A few other tidbits:

--The Wild is now 8-0-1 when leading after the first period and 13-0-3 when leading after two.

--Brodin has five goals and five assists through 27 games and is one point off last season's total of 11 points, which came in 45 games.

--Parise has six points in his past seven games. His power-play goal was his seventh this season, tying him for second in the NHL.

--Josh Harding did not allow a goal through the first 39 minutes, 43 seconds. Jeremy Morin's goal 17 seconds before the second intermission ended a shutout streak of 131:36 over three games, the longest of Harding's career. Harding is 12-1-0 at home this season.

That's it for tonight. Russo returns Friday for the festivities in Columbus.

RACHEL BLOUNT

Wild morning skate: Haula in lineup

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 5, 2013 - 1:36 PM   
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At the Wild's morning skate Thursday, former Gophers forward Erik Haula skated on the fourth line with Justin Fontaine and Mike Rupp. Haula will be in the lineup tonight against Chicago, playing his fourth game in a row since being recalled from the Wild's AHL affiliate in Iowa.

Based on the morning skate, it appears Zenon Konopka will be the odd man out at forward, and Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba are the likely scratches on defense. Josh Harding will be in net. No changes to the top three lines.

Wild coach Mike Yeo wanted Haula's speed in the lineup against the Blackhawks. "We're playing a fast team,'' Yeo said. "I expect it to be a high-paced game. I think (Haula) is going to give us a little bit of flexibility with how we work things with our fourth line tonight.

"He's just a young kid. We're still trying to figure out where he's going to fit, how he's going to fit. But through the games he's played, he's shown he can be versatile and can have a positive effect on our lineup.''

Haula said he's feeling comfortable after three games, though he saw limited ice time (6:34) in his last game, against Philadelphia. He knows what to expect in the faceoff circle and is absorbing the many pointers given to him.

"It's awesome,'' he said. "It's everything I expected it to be. I'm learning every day.''

Yeo said it's been nice to see the Wild rediscover its form in the past two games, but he cautioned against the team losing sight of the details as it did during a four-game winless streak. Chicago, which leads the NHL with 44 points and 105 goals, presents a particularly stiff challenge.

"They’ve got a lot of weapons over there offensively,'' Yeo said of the Blackhawks. "We've got to be sharp in all areas of our game. How we defend without the puck is going to be crucial tonight. They're a very dangerous team off the rush. They're very good in the offensive zone. They shoot the puck, they go to the net. There's a lot of challenges there.

"On top of that, we've got to make sure we're executing the right way. They defend well, so to generate anything, you've got to make sure you're doing the right things. But if you're not executing, not getting to the offensive zone, if you spend too much time defending, it doesn’t matter how well you defend. Eventually, it's going to come back to haunt you.''

RACHEL BLOUNT

Mikael Granlund being kept off ice; Working the power play; Yeo on Fontaine

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 4, 2013 - 3:07 PM    
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After taking Tuesday off, the Wild got back on the ice today with back-to-back home/road games coming up Thursday and Friday against Chicago and at Columbus.

The plan for now is to start Josh Harding against Chicago and most likely Niklas Backstrom at Columbus. Obviously, that's subject to change.

Judging by today's practice, Justin Fontaine, scratched in two of the past three games, will get back into the lineup. He skated mostly on the fourth line today with Mike Rupp/Erik Haula and Zenon Konopka and also saw action on the second power-play unit.

Good afternoon from the X. I will be filling in for Paul Allen on Thursday from 9-noon on KFAN (100.3-FM). Guests as of now: The always-entertaining Konopka will be joining at the top of the show to talk about the game against the Blackhawks, actor/comedian Erik Stolhanske during the entire second hour, most likely new Twins pitcher Ricky Nolasco, who coincidentally I happen to know, and former NHLer Ben Clymer.

Rachel Blount will be covering the Blackhawks game and I'll be picking up the team Friday in Columbus.

Also, Sunday's 5 p.m. game, former Wild center Wes Walz and I will be doing another Star Tribune Chalk Talk. Tickets start at $46 and you also get a ticket to that night's game against the San Jose Sharks and can attend the hour chalk talk, which starts at 3:30. For tickets, go to this link.

The big news of the day is center Mikael Granlund, who has missed five of the past six games and three in a row with a concussion, will remain on injured reserve and has essentially been shut down. It sounds like he must have had symptoms working out or after he got on the ice on his own Monday.

"We’re going to keep him off right now," coach Mike Yeo said. "He skated the other day and we’re at the point now where lets just take some time off here and make sure we get this right. ... I just know that we’re not making progress, and so what we’re doing right now, we have to take a different approach."

The Wild worked a bunch on the power play today. It hasn't scored in six games, but in that stretch, it's only 0 for 11. So one issue is because the Wild hasn't drawn a lot of power plays, it's having trouble getting into any kind of rhythm. Today are about moving the puck quicker and having more movement -- basically to stop being so slow and deliberate and predictable.

Earlier in the season, Dany Heatley was taken off the first unit because the Wild didn't want four lefties out there, especially in Heatley's net front/slot position. Heatley was back on the unit today with Charlie Coyle moving to second unit with forwards Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter.

Earlier in the season, the Wild had two good unit and spent a lot of season at or near the top on the power play. It's always tough being on the second unit because unless you're the unit that starts a power play, you're usually only getting 30 or 40 seconds a power play and almost always hopping the board when the puck's been cleared and the team is regrouping. Against Philadelphia the other night, the second unit couldn't even get set up in the zone.

The Wild must do a better job getting pucks through from the point. They're in the bottom half of the league in shot attempts from the blue line, Yeo said, both on the power play and at even-strength.

The Wild has only scored six goals from defensemen this season. Jonas Brodin has four and Jared Spurgeon and Matt Dumba one each. Other than Brodin, the Wild doesn't have a goal from a blue liner since Dumba scored Oct. 12 against Dallas.

The Wild's defensemen has registered 49 points. To put this in comparison, Chicago defensemen have scored 13 goals and 82 points. Chicago defensemen has 291 shots on goal, Wild defensemen 200.

Obviously, the Wild needs to draw more penalties too. In the past 10 games, the Wild has drawn 22 power plays (2.2 per game) and three or fewer in each. Now, I know the Wild's game has slipped recently and you have to skate and play in the offensive zone to typically draw power plays, but I truly feel the standard of officiating has slipped, too.

We see this all the time in the middle of 82-game seasons. Every game I watch I see clear obstruction and interference penalties go uncalled. Typically in a month or two, we'll see the standard pick back up when GM's and teams complain.

Against Colorado and Philadelphia, the Wild should have drawn more than two combined power plays with the amount of time it spent in the offensive zone.

Lastly, here is Mike Yeo today on Harding being named Third Star for November yesterday:

"He’s been such a huge part of us being able to win games, being able to find our game within games, being able to hang onto leads and doing it in such a confident manner that it breeds confidence to the rest of the group. When you see an empty net and you’ve got a two-goal lead and he dives across the net and makes that save last game, that’s a huge boost of confidence for the rest of the group that you’re going to seal the deal and win that game and that’s the way he’s been. I also think it’s also a compliment to the guys and the way they’ve been playing in front of them. The guys have recognized his efforts and they’ve rewarded him by playing well in front of him."

The last few sentences is a reference to the Wild allowing 23 shots per game in Harding's 14 wins.

Is Harding the Wild's No. 1 goalie, Yeo was asked: "I don’t get into that stuff, but he’s playing like he deserves it, let’s put it this way. We know we also have another No. 1 goalie in Backy. Couple the games he’s playing most recently, if we can get him healthy, he’s basically stolen two games for us, so he’s close to returning to form. We feel that’s a strength of ours that we have two guys that can go out there and give us a great chance to win a hockey game."

Here is Yeo on Fontaine:

"It’s just the way it goes. He’s a first-year guy and he’s still trying to carve his way into the lineup and become a regular. But for a first-year guy, I feel like he’s handled it really well. He’s had different roles, he’s been on the top line, he’s been on the fourth line, he’s been out of the lineup. The bottom line is for him, his game shouldn’t change. Where we put him, we have confidence in him and he should have confidence in himself that he can go out and he can perform the way he needs to and there’s no reason why he can’t. He’s got a good idea of who he is. He’s a smart player, when he’s playing well he’s very strong on the puck and he’s making plays and that’s what we want to see from him."

Do you feel his game slipped? "I think that a couple games before the scratch, yes I would say that. And some of that is that’s it’s not always easy for a younger player like that. Things aren’t going well for the team and all the sudden you find yourself on the fourth line. And certainly it doesn’t take long for the confidence to go a little bit and even just to kind of step up and make a play in those situations. So for him to have the chance to take a step back and watch the game from above and get refocused on his game and what he needs to bring is quite often a good thing."

Join me on the radio Thursday and talk to you again on the blog Friday.

Josh Harding named NHL's Third Star of the Month for November

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 3, 2013 - 11:07 AM   
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The Wild has the day off Tuesday and will be back on the ice Wednesday in preparation for back-to-back games Thursday (vs. Chicago) and Friday (at Columbus).

But the accolades keep coming for Josh Harding, who won his career-high 14th game last night. He leads the league with a 1.45 goals-against average and is second with a .939 save percentage. Today he was named the NHL's Third Star for the month of November.

FIRST STAR – PATRICK KANE, RW, CHICAGO BLACKHAWKS

       Kane ranked second among skaters with nine goals, including four

 game-winners, and 19 points, helping the Blackhawks win 12 of 15 games to

 move into first place in the NHL standings (20-4-4, 44 points). He recorded

 at least one point in 13 of 15 contests, including six multi-point efforts,

 and posted a career-long, 12-game point streak from Nov. 3-27 (8-9—17).

 Kane also scored the game-winning goal in consecutive games twice during

 the month: Nov. 6-9 versus the Winnipeg Jets and Dallas Stars, and Nov.

 25-27 against the Edmonton Oilers and Calgary Flames. He capped the month

 with 1-1—2, his ninth multi-point performance of the season, in a 5-2

 victory over the Phoenix Coyotes Nov. 30. The 25-year-old Buffalo native

 and reigning Conn Smythe Trophy winner ranks third in the NHL with 16

 goals, including a League-leading five game-winners, and tied for fifth

 with 30 points in 28 games this season.

 SECOND STAR – EVGENI MALKIN, C, PITTSBURGH PENGUINS

       Malkin led all players with 21 assists and 25 points, including a

 League-leading nine power-play assists and 10 power-play points, as the

 Penguins went 9-5-1 to remain in the top spot in the Metropolitan Division

 (18-9-1, 37 points). He registered at least one assist/point in 14 of 15

 games, including each of Pittsburgh’s last eight contests (4-13—17). Malkin

 also posted eight multi-point performances, capped by a season-high 1-3—4

 effort in a 5-1 triumph over the Florida Panthers Nov. 30. According to the

 Elias Sports Bureau, his 21 assists were the most by an NHL player in one

 calendar month since January 1996, when Wayne Gretzky recorded 21 helpers

 for the Los Angeles Kings. The 27-year-old Magnitogorsk, Russia, native

 leads the League with 28 assists and ranks second with 35 points, one

 behind teammate Sidney Crosby (13-23—36), in 28 games this season.

 THIRD STAR – JOSH HARDING, G, MINNESOTA WILD

       Harding posted an 8-2-2 record with a 1.88 goals-against

 average, .926 save percentage and one shutout in helping the Wild go 9-4-2

 and move into the first Wild Card spot in the Western Conference (16-8-5,

 37 points). He recorded his second shutout of the season (19 saves) in a

 4-0 victory over the New Jersey Devils Nov. 3 and allowed two or fewer

 goals in nine of 12 appearances. Harding also went 6-1-0 in seven games at

 Xcel Energy Center, where he has a 32-10-2 record in 44 career starts. The

 29-year-old Regina, Sask., native has appeared in 22 games this season,

 leading the NHL with a 1.45 goals-against average and three shutouts (tied)

 while also placing in the top three in the League in save percentage (.939)

 and wins (14).

Postgame: Lots of solid efforts in Wild's shutout over Philadelphia

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 3, 2013 - 9:18 AM   
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Good win for the Wild tonight against a Philadelphia team that was trying to get above .500 after a 1-7 start and had been 8-2-1 in its past 11.

The Wild snapped an 0-3-1 skid with a 2-0 victory thanks to Josh Harding’s 21 saves and goals 57 seconds apart early in the third period by Jason Pominville and New Englander ChAHlie Coyle.

This morning, coach Mike Yeo went on and on after how it’s been too many games that the Wild had allowed the game’s first goal (seven in a row) and that sometimes the Wild’s trying so hard to score that it does stuff that’s creating messes defensively.

So you just knew the Wild was going to go back to its winning blueprint and defend tonight. In the first period, just like the third in Colorado, the Wild almost always had the puck (well, except when it kept losing faceoffs) and that kept much of the activity in Philly’s end.

The crowd appreciated the effort, giving the Wild numerous ovations for rare sustained pressure on home ice of late. Problem is, as we all know, the Wild doesn’t score as easily as it would like and most the Grade A chances it sent slugger Ray Emery’s way was fired right into the Flyers logo on his chest.

The second was a snoozzzzzzzzefest and a half, but maybe the tight-checking Flyers, who have scored two or fewer goals in 21 of 27 games, was lulled into a catnap. That’s because the Wild stormed out to open the period with two goals by the 4:49 mark to force coach Craig Berube to use his timeout and kick his Flyers back into attention.

For Pominville, it was his team-leading 14th. For Coyle, it was his first in nine games and third in 17 games this season. Kind of ironic, too, because I was starting to wonder if Yeo should toss Coyle back on the top line and Pominville back onto the second, maybe with Erik Haula as center.

Even Pominville after the game said it’s weird how the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Pominville line “do a lot of good things” and create chances, yet even since his trade last season, the line has trouble finishing. But this is two games in a row the Koivu line came up huge. In Colorado, it was Pominville and Parise assisting on Koivu’s goal.

Koivu tonight made just an awesome pass to set up Pominville. Koivu has made three or four, as Parise calls them, “world-class passes” this year.

Lot of unsung heroes tonight:

--I didn’t like Jared Spurgeon’s game in Denver. Tonight he assisted on Coyle’s goal, drew a penalty and blocked four shots. Also, the play Marco Scandella made down low to protect the puck and allow an entire line change, then get puck to Spurgeon while falling before Coyle's goal is a play to be re-watched over and over. Click this link and then play on Coyle goal to watch.

--The Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell line has been so good the past two games. Yes, everybody would like them to score on some of these bona fide scoring chances, but the key is every shift is spent in the offensive zone creating momentum. The three were all huge on the penalty kill in the third and Yeo credited them for getting momentum back after two momentum-killing, no-shot power plays tonight.

--Zenon Konopka, after an eye injury, going out there tonight, winning draws and getting offensive-zone time.

--Coyle, on the penalty kill in the third, going up against three Flyers and eating clock in the Flyers zone.

--And Mike Rupp, in his 600th game and third this year, standing up for his teammates and throwing down with Jay Rosehill after the player was running around creating havoc. Rupp has played a lot of games being in Philly’s division with New Jersey, Philadelphia and the Rangers. This was his 12th fight against the Flyers and his teams are 10-1-1 in those games.

-- And of course Harding making big saves in the third. He wasn’t tested often in the first two periods because the Wild was good defensively, allowing only 10 shots through 40 minutes, but in the third he made 11 saves, including a robbery on Jakub Voracek with Philly on the power play. Harding now has a career-high 14 wins and three shutouts. He is 11-1 at home with a 1.12 goals-against average and .949 save percentage. Yeo said it’s a long season and the Wild needs him to continue, especially with Niklas Backstrom’s game injury-riddled and the fact that Harding has sustained a couple leg tweaks this season.

The Wild is 9-3-2 against the East this season and 11-3-2 at home.

That’s it for me. Yeo went on and on in the postgame about how much-needed the next two days of practice would be, in large part to get some of the less than confident shooters some confidence by scoring goals and feeling the puck. But Tuesday's practice has since been scrapped with two days off before Thursday’s huge test against Chicago, which has won six in a row heading into Tuesday’s game against Dallas.

So I'll come to you next Wednesday.

Barring injuries, Matt Dumba will be loaned to Team Canada; Look at Wild's lineup tonight

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 2, 2013 - 12:41 PM   
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The Wild hosts the Philadelphia Flyers tonight in the first of a two-game homestand. The defending Stanley Cup champ Chicago Blackhawks come to town Thursday.

Josh Harding will start for the Wild. The Flyers, who will start slugger Ray Emery, will be without veteran Vincent Lecavalier, who hurt his back in Nashville on Saturday night.

MIke Rupp is officially back on the roster. He was away from the team for a few days because of a death in his family. Zenon Konopka was also on the ice today wearing a visor after taking a puck to his left eye Friday against Colorado.

Lines tonight:

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville

Nino Niederreiter-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp/Erik Haula/Zenon Konopka/Justin Fontaine

One of the above forwards will be scratched. Coach Mike Yeo said it's a gametime decision, but there's a good chance Haula will play because of the speed he brings, his ability to take faceoffs and because he's been responsible in his own zone.

Defense pairs will go back to normal. Yeo switched his top two defense pairs in Colorado and it didn't go well, so in the third, Ryan Suter was reunited with Jonas Brodin and Marco Scandella was reunited with Jared Spurgeon to get back to some familiarity. That definitely worked for Minnesota during a dominant period.

Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard are again a pair, but they have been a little erratic and since Yeo said today that he skated up to Matt Dumba and Nate Prosser and told them that he doesn't plan on scratching them a bunch of games in a row and to get ready to play soon, it'll be interesting to watch Stoner and Ballard tonight.

Speaking of Dumba, as I wrote in Sunday's paper, GM Chuck Fletcher was strongly considering loaning Dumba to Team Canada for the world junior championships in Malmo, Sweden. It makes all the sense in the world because Dumba is barely playing here and the world juniors would be such a great developmental experience for Dumba, who has been cut the previous two years.

Barring a crazy amount of injuries in the next week, Fletcher has indeed made the decision to loan Dumba to Canada before its camp starts Dec. 12 in Toronto. The team will then head to Denmark to continue camp before the tournament starts Dec. 26. Again, if the Wild sustains injuries in the next week, Fletcher may change his mind.

Once Dumba leaves the team, that opens up a roster spot, which would also give the Wild more roster flexibility. Remember, when you carry eight defensemen, you have to make decisions like Sunday, when the Wild had to reassign Jason Zucker to Iowa once Rupp returned to the team. The Wild will also free up some cap space by Dumba not being on the roster. After the tournament ends Jan. 5, the Wild will decide whether or not to add Dumba back onto its roster or return him to Red Deer of the Western Hockey League.

The next threshold for Dumba to pass is 40 games on the Wild's roster. If he is on the roster for more than 40, his seven-year free agency clock begins to tick. With Dumba off the roster, that actually buys the Wild more time to make a decision. In other words, the games the Wild plays without Dumba won't count toward that 40-game mark.

In 1995-96, when Fletcher was assistant GM in Florida, the Panthers loaned defenseman Rhett Warrener to Canada. Warrener played 13 games before Christmas, being scratched most the time. Warrener came back from world junior, was added back to Florida's roster and was a huge part of Florida's run to the Stanley Cup final.

Coincidentally, Dumba has also played exactly 13 games.

Dumba will be Canada's go-to defenseman -- an absolute shoo-in to make the team -- and will likely get a letter on his chest from his former Red Deer coach, Brent Sutter.

"I think it’s going to be a good experience for me to go there and play my best and play a good role," Dumba said. "I hope that all works out for me. I'll work hard and do whatever it takes to reach our end result, which is getting our country gold again."

Pierre McGuire, a world junior expert, is here in Minnesota to work the NBC Sports Network telecast tonight with Doc Emrick.

"This is smart by Chuck," said McGuire. "It’s great for the kid and his time with Sutter and his connection to Red Deer is mammoth. Dumba's going to be a great player for Canada and for Minnesota in the future."

Konopka has a big shiner around his left eye and stitches on his eyelid, which had to be pleasant. He admitted that the eye doctor told him he was very, very lucky. He said he couldn't see for a few days. In that Colorado game, Konopka came back to the ice for a shift. Spurgeon sent him a pass, he knew the pass was coming, but his eye just couldn't focus, Konopka said. That's why he left the ice in a stick-swinging tantrum down the runway.

He said though he will not wear the visor permanently, that he just doesn't like it or feel comfortable with it.

That's it for now. Talk to you later.

Postgame: Wild's constant pressure, late rally a step in right direction

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 1, 2013 - 1:23 AM   
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I’m looking forward to Sunday because I’ll actually get to sit down and watch Saturday’s game against the Colorado Avalanche over again – or for the first time.

All I know, every time I took a break from writing my file-at-the-gun metro-edition article (that actually needed to be in before the game ended, like when the Wild trailed 2-0!), I looked to my right and the Wild was in the offensive zone.

It seemed to me almost every waking moment the Wild got pucks deep and went to work on Colorado in the offensive zone. But this is the Wild. Scoring goals never comes easy, and tonight, it took Matt Cooke’s goal with 3:27 left and Mikko Koivu’s dramatic tying goal with 4.3 seconds left to force overtime.

The Wild didn’t score in the shootout and fell 3-2, but the way the Wild has been losing and most notably the way its game has fallen apart, this could be a huge point and stepping stone in the right direction.

“We’ve been pressing offensively,” Kyle Brodziak said. “It was a good job by everybody of not getting frustrated, not getting caught up in negative thinking. We just kept on playing. It was nice to get rewarded for that. We have to keep doing that, coming out and playing aggressive and being hungry.”

That sentiment was the common theme afterward and I’m still trying to wrap my head around what exactly happened here tonight.

The hockey cliché (and if you’ve been a Wild fan since its inception, you know it by heart), “If we keep playing like that, the goals will come and we’ll win more games than we lose,” was uttered more than a few times tonight. The reality is, the Wild got to the hard areas, outchanced the Avs 2 to 1, outshot them 37-25 and would have won this game if not for Semyon Varlamov.

Now again, I know the cynics out there will all say the Wild makes every goalie look like the second coming of Patrick Roy, but the reality is even when the Wild fell behind 2-0 tonight, it was all over Colorado for seven or eight shifts in a row. Then one Marco Scandella whiff, and Nathan MacKinnon made the Wild pay.

But coach Mike Yeo said he told the players that if they kept playing the type of game it was and didn’t stray from it, even if it took 59 minutes, 59 seconds, they would get rewarded.

Koivu came through … again. In the past eight games, he has a winner with 3:12 left, a winner with 2:57 left and now a tying goal with 4.3 seconds left.

It was an interesting game. It was a weird start because the Wild had a lot of scoring chances, but it was loosey goosey in the neutral zone, turned a lot of pucks over and Colorado was able to come with speed time and again. Things finally settled down.

First, Yeo gave us some different looks, reuniting the Zach Parise-Koivu-Jason Pominville line – a line that for some reason just hasn’t clicked for the most part, although they were much better tonight and obviously teamed for the Koivu equalizer – and the Cooke-Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell line. That line was sensational, spending almost every single shift in the offensive zone creating chances. Cooke had five shots, was hard on Colorado’s defensemen, was all over the net and finally scored for the first time since Oct. 12, snapping a 22-game drought. Mitchell had a slew of chances, too, and Brodziak and Mitchell assisted on Cooke’s goal.

Charlie Coyle started on a line with Jason Zucker and Justin Fontaine but was quickly elevated to a line with Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley. That line was real good, too, spending lots of shifts in the offensive zone. Niederreiter was a beast down low and Heatley had a solid game for the most part.

Coyle’s exposed weakness right now is faceoffs. Coyle lost 12 of 16 faceoffs and has lost 27 of 33 in the past three games he has played predominately center. Regardless, Coyle will probably have to stay at center with Mikael Granlund and Zenon Konopka hurt.

Yeo also scrambled his top two defense pairs, separating Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin by pairing Suter with Jared Spurgeon and Brodin with Scandella.

Spurgeon had a real rough game tonight. Scandella had a mostly good game other than the one turnover on the MacKinnon goal, but he redeemed himself with a huge play to keep the puck in on Cooke’s goal.

One giant mea culpa. Yeo didn’t want to talk to us before the game about who was starting in goal. When I found out Josh Harding was starting, I assumed it was a reflection as to how badly the Wild wanted to win (Harding’s been the more reliable) and that it was a reflection as to where the team thinks Niklas Backstrom’s game is.

After all, Backstrom is 24-5-3 all-time against the Avalanche and 11-2-1 in Denver with a 2.02 goals-against average. Turns out Yeo said after the game that Backstrom was supposed to start, but he was sick, so Harding got the last-second nod and Backstrom backed up.

Referees Dan O’Halloran and Gord Dwyer called a penalty-free game, the first in Wild history and the first in the NHL since Feb. 28 (Toronto at Islanders).

Wild certainly did enough to draw a penalty tonight, but nevertheless, the Wild now has drawn 29 power plays in the past 11 games and 20 in the past nine.

Anyway, the Wild took the positives tonight.

“Fair to say, our game’s been more down than up lately, and the most important first step for us was to go out and play a really good game and have everybody on board,” Yeo said. “It was a different feeling on the bench than what we’ve had lately. There was a lot more talk, guys were a lot more engaged.”

There were even two flybys by Cooke and Koivu!!!

That’s it for me. I believe practice will be scrapped now Sunday after two back-to-back games and the team not due into MSP until 2 a.m. Flyers are in town Monday. Talk to you then if no news Sunday.

Postgame: Lots of evidence that the "cheating, soft" Wild's game has slipped bigtime

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 29, 2013 - 10:30 PM    
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The Wild lost 3-1 to the Colorado Avalanche for its third consecutive loss and fourth in six games.

After the game, the Wild and Avs raced to the airport to see who could take off first for Denver. If the race results went like tonight’s game, the Avs got a head start by a few miles, the Wild finally decided to push on the gas, nearly caught up and still ended up seeing Colorado’s taillights from the tarmac.

In fact, that’s been the way it’s gone for the Wild for six games now.

The Wild’s a shell of its former self – the team that got off to a 7-0-1 start this month and less than two weeks ago was 13-4-4. Now it’s 15-8-4 and sitting in eighth in the West.

After the game, the quotes were honest, starting with Zach Parise, who angrily sat in his locker tonight after returning from a foot injury that was supposed to keep him out for two to three weeks. Instead he missed one. Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville were minus-2 (includes empty-netter) with four shots and were part of a No. 1 power-play unit that managed one shot on a major tonight down 1-0.

“We played a soft hockey game,” Parise said, bristling. “We cheat. We turn the puck over … We turn away from everybody. We make it pretty easy for them, and that slows us down. We can’t get any speed generated because we keep backchecking.”

Dany Heatley, who scored his fourth goal in the past six games, agreed, saying, “I think it’s crept in a little bit. We’ve had some nights where we haven’t been as hard on the puck and as honest as a team as other nights and our goalies have bailed us out. Eventually that's going to catch up to you.”

The Wild has been scored on first in six straight games, has given up three straight 2-0 deficits and has been outshot 73-32 in the past six first periods.

“It seems to take us a 2-0 deficit to find the urgency level to be effective in the game,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We seem to think that we’re pretty good, that we don’t need to some of the things that brought us success, some of the things we need to do to be successful. Hopefully we’re taking a lesson, we’re taking notes.”

How does the Wild get it back? "Stop cheating," said Parise.

Tonight, Erik Haula made his NHL debut with Mikael Granlund sidelined with a concussion. He was real good other than one shift on the power play to start the second and his shift in the defensive zone on Nathan MacKinnon’s goal to give Colorado a 2-0 lead.

But on Minnesota’s late second-period goal, the former Gopher spun away from fellow former Gopger Erik Johnson and then was bumped to the ice by Johnson. From his knees, Haula astutely whipped the puck around the net for Nino Niederreiter.

Niederreiter raced around the boards and basically from the corner slid a goalmouth pass to a charging Heatley, who scored his sixth goal.

Haula’s speed was noticeable and he set up first-period golden scoring chances by Parise and Pominville. So we’ll see how he does Saturday in Denver.

Justin Fontaine was scratched for Haula because he’s not a center. It’ll be interesting to see what the Wild does in Denver because center Zenon Konopka sustained an eye injury tonight. He got hit by a puck in the first period and was taken to a hospital. Yeo doesn’t think it’s serious, but they didn’t pack his gear and he will miss Saturday’s game.

I asked Yeo if Fontaine will just slot into Konopka’s fourth-line center spot.

Yeo said, “The lineup is in flux. We have different guys going out there, playing with different people at different times. We’ve got to figure it out as coaches, figure it out matchup-wise, figure it out role and identity-wise, but more importantly, regardless of who you’re out there with, what’s your job, what are you supposed to do, what do we need from you? That’s what we need right now.”

The Wild’s power play was again a momentum-killing machine. It managed the one shot on the five-minute major and Josh Harding kept it at 1-0 because he robbed John Mitchell shorthanded. The power play is 3 for 29 the past 10 games.

“Right now we look slow and deliberate with everything we do, with the way we bring the puck up ice, to the way we play inside the zone,” Yeo said. “We get zone time and we can be in there for a minute and not get a shot, we just kind of move it around slowly. We don’t have an attack mentality right now. We have to change that.”

I wrote about this a few days ago, but to me the bigger indictment than the lack of success is the fact the Wild has drawn 29 power plays in the past 10 games. That’s 2.9 power plays a game (I’m good at math)! TWO POINT NINE POWER PLAYS PER GAME THE LAST 10 GAMES!

If that’s not an indicator that the Wild’s puck possession game has disappeared, nothing is. You draw penalties when you skate and forecheck. You don’t draw penalties when you backcheck all night. In the past eight games, it has 20 power plays (2.5) and three or fewer in each.

This is a huge, huge problem. That’s it for now. Early flight to Denver. Talk to you from Colorado, although I’ll be pushing it to make the morning skate, if there is a full one anyway. Niklas Backstrom likely in goal.

For all coverage, startribune.com/wild. I did my game notebook on Haula, Parise, Heatley, Fontaine, etc., so check that out.

Erik Haula expects to make NHL debut; Mike Rupp leaves Wild for a few days

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 29, 2013 - 3:23 PM   
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The Wild has recalled center/winger Erik Haula from AHL Iowa. Veteran Mike Rupp has been designated for non-roster status because he is heading home for a few days because of a death in his family, Rupp said today.

Haula was in town for Thanksgiving, so the Wild had his equipment shipped to Minnesota from Des Moines, Iowa. He got a call yesterday that this most likely would happen.

Coach Mike Yeo is keeping tonight's roster mum until warmups, but Haula, the former Gopher, thinks he is making his NHL debut during today's 5 p.m. game against the Colorado Avalanche.

"Every time I've been here, you always think of what it feels like," Haula said. "Now it’s actually happening. It’s pretty crazy."

Haula didn't even have his suit here, saying, "Thankfully it was Black Friday. I got a good deal."

The Wild does need a second-line center and Haula says he is playing center. The original plan was to play Justin Fontaine there, but with Rupp put on non-roster status, the Wild was able to open up a roster spot for Haula. Haula is tied for second on Iowa with 10 points (four goals) in 18 games and I felt was having a great training camp until about three or four days to go.

My guess now is Fontaine only plays if Zach Parise can't because the third line is expected to be Jason Zucker-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley and the fourth line is expected to be Matt Cooke-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell. I'd think Mitchell plays over Fontaine because of his penalty-kill role.

I think Parise may be playing. Yeo wouldn't say for sure, but he was just on the bench listening to music doing his normal pregame visualization.

Jean-Sebastien Giguere in goal for Colorado. My guess is Josh Harding starts for Minnesota, but we will find out soon.

Mikael Granlund to miss at least 3 games; Jason Zucker recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: November 28, 2013 - 1:04 PM   
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UPDATED

Happy Thanksgiving from the X, where the Wild practiced, including Zach Parise. He lasted the whole thing, every now and then skating up to assistant athletic therapist John Worley to talk about his bum foot.

Parise is officially listed as questionable for Friday's 5 p.m. game against Colorado -- the front of a home and home. It'll be a tough challenge despite the fact the Wild has had Colorado's number for seven years or so -- 31-11-5 in its past 47 and 12-2-2 in its past 16 in Denver.

Coach Mike Yeo wouldn't reveal which goalie would start in goal. Josh Harding practiced and if he's healthy, I'd think he starts if for no other reason than his stellar home record. I'd think Niklas Backstrom starts in Denver.

Center Mikael Granlund has been placed on injured reserve with a head injury (officially upper-body, but I'm not blind), meaning he will miss at least a week or at a minimum three games -- probably more -- after three hard hits in the past eight games.

Granlund took a head shot from Toronto's Nazem Kadri, then took a hard hit four games later from Ottawa's Marc Methot where he crashed into the boards. He missed two games, returned to the lineup last night against Phoenix and was lost 29 seconds into his first shift when he was hit high by rookie defenseman Connor Murphy as Granlund tried to deliver a check.

Yeo said the Wild didn't rush Granlund back.

"To sit here and say in hindsight that I wish he didn’t play, of course," Yeo said. "But when a guy’s cleared to play, what are you going to do? You going to say no? He was cleared to play and obviously cleared to play with the idea that we wanted to be careful and think about the big picture. Sometimes things happen."

Left wing Jason Zucker, who played three games in Ottawa, Winnipeg and St. Louis before being reassigned yesterday to make room for Keith Ballard and Torrey Mitchell, has been recalled and should stay awhile now. Zucker scored twice in Iowa's win last night at Chicago.

He was sent down Wednesday with Darcy Kuemper. They had 3 p.m. flights that were delayed, they arrived for the game vs. the Wolves at 5:30 p.m. with only airport pizza in their stomachs and beat the Wolves. Zucker was pulled off the bus headed to Iowa after the game to go to an airport hotel for sleep, then a 4:30 a.m. wakeup call to fly back to Minnesota because of the Granlund injury.

Zucker's recall doesn't fill the center need though. Charlie Coyle has played better at wing than center, although we all saw in training camp that he has the ability to play the position. He won the second-line center spot outright until spraining his knee. Granlund filled in admirably.

Besides being more of an offensive-threat at wing, Coyle hasn't done well in the faceoff circle. He has won 38 percent of his draws this season. In his last four games predominately at center, Coyle has lost 30 of 43 faceoffs and 15 of 17 the past two games.

So in practice today, Yeo experimented with Justin Fontaine, who has rarely played center in his college or pro career, as second-line center, putting Zucker on the third line and Matt Cooke, goalless since Oct. 12, on the fourth line.

Lines: Parise-Koivu-Coyle; Nino-Fontaine-Pominville; Zucker-Brodziak-Heatley; Cooke-Konopka-Mitchell.

Why Coyle back to the top line as a winger rather than second line as a center?

"The games we've been winning lately, that line has been producing," Yeo said of Parise-Koivu-Coyle. "We were forced into a situation where we had to break it up, but I think what we have to try to do is look at it in a different way and keep that line together and fill some holes elsewhere."

Yeo made clear, "I’ve got no problem putting [Coyle] at center, but I think we have to try to give that line a chance to get back to the type of dominance they were having and the success they were having. Instead of breaking them up, let’s arm those guys with what they need to lead our group. We need people to step up, whether it’s a guy coming into the lineup like Zuck or whether it’s a guy biting off a little more ice time."

On Fontaine moving to center, Yeo said, "Just trying things. Thought we'd give it a shot."

Fontaine is looking forward to the opportunity. He is 2 for 2 on faceoffs this season and doesn't practice them much.

On Zucker on the third line, Yeo said it should elevate that line with Brodziak and Heatley and give it some speed. "Heater had one of his strongest games in a long time last night," Yeo said. "He was strong on a lot of puck battles and had three really good scoring chances and one goal. We'll use this as an opportunity to continue to help him grow his game, get it back to his top level."

By the way, I questioned yesterday why the Wild wouldn't just keep Zucker here and keep Mitchell on IR. Yeo said it was because the Wild needed Mitchell because of his role as a penalty killer.

On Cooke being demoted to the fourth line, Yeo said, "Many times when players haven’t scored in awhile, they start to do things that hurt themselves. We all remember how he scored his goals." He needs to get back to "doing the right things," Yeo said.

Today was a long, long practice with a ton of teaching moments. Yeo interrupted practice a lot with whistles, saying afterward, "there's a couple parts of our game that have slipped and we have to try to get it back."

There is no morning skate Friday because of the early game. I'll be back with you after Yeo's 2:45 p.m. availability. I will also be on Fox Sports North during Friday's Wild Live pregame show and first intermission.

Another slow start for the Wild and another head injury to Mikael Granlund

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 27, 2013 - 10:59 PM   
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The Wild lost for the third time in five games tonight thanks to its fifth consecutive awful start.

It survived Ottawa and Winnipeg. It cost them in Montreal, St. Louis and tonight against Phoenix during a 3-1 defeat.

It didn’t help that Mikael Granlund was lost 29 seconds into the game. The Wild wasn’t specific about the upper-body injury that kept him out of the previous two games. This one we don’t need them to be specific. We have eyes.

Granlund sustained a head injury tonight for all to see. He went in to deliver a hit and Coyotes rookie defenseman Connor Murphy met him with a high hit Granlund didn’t expect. Granlund went down hard, was slow to get up and when he did, he skated slowly to the bench looking dazed.

Granlund has a history of concussion and now has taken three hard hits in the past eight games – a Nazem Kadri head shot and a Marc Methot hip check that sent him crashing into the boards, being the other two.

Coach Mike Yeo said Granlund was feeling a little better after the game, but he admitted concern now about his health.

The Granlund loss one shift into his night triggered an absolute mess with the lines. The Wild was excited to reunite the Nino Niederreiter-Granlund-Jason Pominville line. They were together for one shift.

Charlie Coyle, who hasn’t played nearly as well at center as he has at top-line right wing, had to move back to center and then everything got scrambled the rest of the game.

It took until the second period for the Wild to get any flow.

Jason Zucker was sent back to Iowa after the game. He scored twice tonight in a 3-1 win over Chicago and Yeo indicated Zucker will now come back and the Wild was basically forced into sending him back because Keith Ballard and Torrey Mitchell were ready to come off injured reserve. Personally, I would have kept Mitchell on IR for another game after no practices under his belt from his injury more than a week ago.

Regardless, Zucker probably comes back now. That doesn't fill a center need though, so either the Wild feels it has somebody in Iowa that can fill that role, or it'll have to continue to be Coyle.

When the Wild was racking up wins earlier this month, Yeo was able to go with the same lines every single night. In fact, other than Coyle and Mike Rupp (who missed the first 24 games), the Wild hadn’t had an injured forward all season until Mitchell missed the Ottawa game.

So a Wild team that had dealt with consistency with its lines all season is now having to mix and match not only every game, but from shift to shift, period to period, because of the injuries.

It’s clear it’s affecting the team early in these games. The one common denominator in all these slow starts is the Wild usually finds its game, like tonight in the third when it played with more zip and generated, according to Yeo, nine scoring chances. But by that time, it was a 2-0 hole and against a Phoenix team that spent the last 24 hours screaming that it needed to get back to the defensive foundation that Dave Tippett’s teams are known for, it was not easy to rally back on the Coyotes tonight, especially with an undermanned bench lacking Granlund and Zach Parise.

The power play was a mess tonight as well on two chances, and not a shock since the loss of two top-6 forwards resulted in guys like Kyle Brodziak and Justin Fontaine, two guys normally not playing regular power-play shifts, seeing ice time and Keith Ballard playing his first game in the last 10.

But one indicator of the Wild’s slipping game is the lack of power plays lately. It has drawn 18 power plays the past seven games and three or fewer in each. It has drawn three or fewer in 11 of the past 13 games.

Even Yeo said a few days ago it’s hard to draw a power play when “you’re backchecking all game.”

Yeo said the Wild is playing too safe lately, maybe because of the injuries, maybe because it’s almost afraid to lose because of the magnitude of these games. If that’s the case, the Wild better man up fast because this isn’t changing. The race will only tighten and it’ll be a grind in this grind of a conference until Game 82.

“When we’re at our best, we’re playing an aggressive game with and without the puck,” Yeo said. “We seem to be starting these games a little hesitant.”

That’s it for me. Early practice Thursday. Have a Happy Thanksgiving everybody.

Zach Parise tried, but he won't play tonight; Ballard, Harding back; Granlund, Mitchell maybes

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 27, 2013 - 3:59 PM   
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UPDATED

Maybe Zach Parise was inspired by Parise the horse coming off a year away and winning Woodbine's first race Saturday.

Parise arrived at Xcel Energy Center this morning in a walking boot and was expected to miss two to three weeks with a bruised foot. Now it would be shocking if that window holds up.

Parise got the media all into a tweeting lather this morning when around 10 a.m., the winger went on the ice in a track suit and tested the foot. He looked tentative as he pushed off. He left the ice after five minutes. I thought that was it.

Twenty minutes later, he emerged for the morning skate much to the delight of his teammates. During line rushes, he took his spot on the Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle line. Finally, the last line rush, Jason Zucker took Parise's spot. Coach Mike Yeo jokingly asked reporters if we even watched the skate because every he looked up, we were punching things in our phones.

Parise won't play tonight.

"I was stunned to be honest with you," Yeo said when he saw Parise come out for the skate. "I shouldn’t say that because that’s the way he is talking to him even yesterday. It’s very encouraging. It’s a great example to everybody just how bad he wants to compete and help the team."

Parise said when he limped into the arena in a walking boot this morning, he had no clue he would skate. But "I tried putting my skate on. I just wanted to see what it felt like."

He then decided to do the preskate twirl and "thought it felt good enough to at least try for a pregame skate."

At the start of the skate, Parise thought he was playing as he took regular line rushes: "I was hoping I could give it a shot, but as it went on and as I tried to do different things that are more game-like and reactionary, it hurt too much to try to be ale to play. I know that I wouldn’t be effective or comfortable out there."

In Parise's mind, that two-to-three week window means nothing: "I’m more so taking it day by day and seeing how I feel and getting some treatment. Hopefully I’ll be more comfortable [Thursday] and see what happens. I understand you have to, but I don’t like to put a timeframe on things. I’ll try to play when I can."

Parise said his foot feels better in a skate than barefoot or in sandals, which is why he decided to try to skate today.

He said when he stops and starts and quick starts at the beginning of drills, he just didn't have the power. Same with cross-overs to the one side. So he just knows he wouldn't have stability battling on the wall and protecting the puck.

Parise said of the important stretch of games coming up, "It wouldn’t matter to me who we were playing. I don’t like to miss games. I don’t want to sit out, so it doesn’t matter what the schedule looks like."

Keith Ballard will return tonight from two broken ribs and be paired with Clayton Stoner. Matt Dumba and Nate Prosser are scratched. Josh Harding will back up Niklas Backstrom and Darcy Kuemper will be reassigned.

The forwards are up in the air. In the skate, the second line was the reunited Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line. The third line was Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley, while the fourth line was Justin Fontaine-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell.

I think Granlund returns and Mitchell doesn't play. Mitchell is on injured reserve, so if he stays there, Zucker would be able to slot into the Koivu-Coyle line.

Mitchell has been taken off IR and Zucker has been reassigned. 

Coyotes backup Thomas Greiss, who is 2-1 in five games with a 2.37 goals-against average and .928 save percentage, will start.

That's it for now. Wild actually didn't return to town until 2 p.m. yesterday as opposed to after the St. Louis game.

There was a sensor on their charter that a smoke detector wasn't working. But it wouldn't pinpoint which smoke detector, so they had to replace all nine. After staying on the plane for an hour after the game, the team filed off and returned to their downtown hotel before flying home Tuesday afternoon. That's why the Parise update came so late.

By the way, if you want to watch video of Parise winning the Woodbine race, here it is. Give the article a read above. It was a fun one.

Zach Parise expected to miss 2-3 weeks with a foot contusion

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: November 26, 2013 - 6:39 PM    

print

Share64      Share via Email  

The Wild announced tonight that left wing Zach Parise, the team's leading scorer, is expected to miss between two to three weeks with a left foot contusion.

Both Parise and General Manager Chuck Fletcher said though that they actually believed they "dodged a bullet" by the news.

"I think we did dodge a little bit of a bullet with not having it broken or fractured or needing to get a surgery or anything on it," said Parise, who said he is wearing a walking boot. "If there’s any somewhat good news, that would be it."

Said Fletcher: "I think we were expecting four to six weeks, so to me, it’s disappointing to lose Zach for any amount of time, but when you look at the number of foot injuries that you see, it very easily could have been the four-to-six week scenario, and then you're talking 15 or 20 games. As crazy at it sounds, we're actually fairly pleased with the doctor's opinion today."

Parise was nailed by Alex Steen's one-timer on a late first-period penalty kill during Monday's 3-0 loss at St. Louis. He was late to the ice to begin the second period, then fought through three painful shifts before being lost for good. Once he took off his skate for the second time, he said the pain was just unbearable.

"At some point you just can't do it anymore," Parise said.

After the game, Parise was clear discomfort and only wore a dress sock on his left foot as he spoke to the media.

Parise's loss comes at the start of the Wild's toughest stretch so far this season. Eight of the next 10 games come against Phoenix, Colorado, Chicago, San Jose and Anaheim.

"Really frustrated, especially looking at the schedule that we’ve got coming up," Parise said. "We have some important games, some tough games, so the timing is not ideal, so hopefully it won’t be that long and I’ll be able to come back sooner than we’re saying."

Parise said, "A lot of it has to do with when I’ll be able to walk comfortably, when I’ll even be able to push off in a skate comfortably. Hopefully that’ll be sooner rather than later with treatment."

Fletcher said the guidelines are very vague, that it could be 10 days, it could be three weeks, that "knowing Zach, he's such a competitor and wants to play, I don't want to guess when he'll be back, but two to three is a conservative estimate. We're fortunate."

Right now, Fletcher says the Wild hasn't officially called up any forwards because the roster is in a state of flux. Wednesday morning, the Wild essentially has to count bodies. If Josh Harding can't back up, he'll go on injured reserve. If Mikael Granlund can't play, he'll go on injured reserve, too. That would allow the Wild to call up a forward and activate Keith Ballard, who is probable to return, off IR. They also have to see if Torrey Mitchell can return.

"We certainly have our share of injuries right now," Fletcher said. "We’ll just have to do our best. We believe our depth is better. this will be an opportunity for some players to step up and play bigger roles on our team. Dany Heatley has done a lot better the last couple weeks. This is an opportunity potentially for him to step up and play a bigger role. Jason Zucker is a player that didn’t make our team out of camp and now potentially there’s a bigger role staring him in the face as well. We certainly have on paper the guys that can step in and score goals. It’s going to be a challenge. You can’t replace Zach. There’s not another Zach Parise in your minor-league system, so we’ll have to rely on some other players to step up and take advantage of a bigger role and hopefully we find a way to score enough goals.”

Coach Mike Yeo will discuss what Parise's loss does to the lineup after Wednesday's morning skate.

"I think we’ll do fine," Parise said. "We’ve been playing well and we’ve been getting points and playing some good hockey. I do think we have some tough games coming up, but I think the guys will do fine and hopefully I’ll be back sooner rather than later."

Said Fletcher: "We'll see what this means. There's no reason to be overly down about it. Every team goes through this. We'll just have to deal with it."

I will be on KFAN on Wednesday from 9:55 a.m.-10:35 a.m. and also at 5:15 p.m.

Ryan Suter joins ownership group of new USHL Madison Capitols
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I've wanted to write about this for some time, but respectfully, Wild defenseman Ryan Suter didn't want to discuss this publicly until after today's news conference to announce that he has joined the ownership group of the new Madison Capitols, which will join the USHL next fall.

Below is the press release.

As of now, there is no update as to Zach Parise's injured foot and as I mentioned last night, there's a good chance that news won't come until Wednesday morning. The Wild has the day off today and Parise's seeing the docs today. If there's any news later, I'll let you know.

 MADTOWN HOCKEY, LLC ANNOUNCES NEW UNITED STATES HOCKEY LEAGUE CLUB FOR MADISON, WISCONSIN MARKET AND NAME OF TEAM; OWNERSHIP GROUP INCLUDES FORMER UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN AND CURRENT NHL STAR RYAN SUTER AND FORMER WISCONSIN HOCKEY PLAYER TOM SAGISSOR

     Middleton, Wisconsin – In an announcement held today in front of a capacity crowd at the Capitol Ice Arena in Middleton, Wisconsin, Madtown Hockey, LLC., announced it will compete in the United States Hockey League (USHL) starting in the fall of 2014. The name of the franchise as part of today’s announcement will be the “Madison Capitols.” The Capitols will begin competition in the 2014 USHL season and play its home games at the Veterans Memorial Coliseum Alliant Energy Center in Madison, Wisconsin. Also, announced today as part of the new ownership/investor group is current NHL and Minnesota Wild star defenseman, Ryan Suter, a former hockey standout at the University of Wisconsin and former Badgers hockey player and businessman, Tom Sagissor.

     Suter and Sagissor join the ownership group who are hockey fans that include: Brian Schoenborn, Jeff Krol, Charles Bidwill III, Saul Trieman and Tom Garrity. The Madison Capitols will hire full-time employees, coaches and a training staff, along with securing players in the coming months that will also help provide a strong economic impact to the local community.

     “Today is a wonderful day for hockey in Madison, Wisconsin,” said Garrity a native of Prairie du Chein, Wisconsin and a University of Wisconsin-Platteville graduate. “This area has always supported hockey at all levels. Fans will enjoy the USHL and its style of play. Our ownership group has a strong desire and goal to give fans a winning product on the ice and a total entertainment experience from start to finish. At the same time, we are proud to continue with the Madison Capitols name as it has a rich hockey tradition and significance in this area. We will also be active community participants to help grow the game of hockey at all levels.”

     As Managing Partner of Madtown Hockey, LLC., Garrity is no stranger to the USHL, professional and collegiate athletics sports. He has worked for several high-profile professional sports organizations and leagues at a senior-level. Garrity is the founder and CEO of Quan Sports Marketing in Stillwater, Minnesota and also President/CEO of the Sioux Falls Sports, LLC., which owns and operates the USHL’s Sioux Falls Stampede and Northern League Baseball’s Sioux Falls Canaries. He has helped both Sioux Falls sports organizations with substantially increased attendance numbers and sponsorship revenues.

    The Madison, Wisconsin community is a “hotbed” for hockey development with a successful history and team named the “Madison Capitols.” Madison formerly had a USHL team from 1984-1995. 12 players who skated in Madison during that time period ended up competing in the National Hockey League. The Capitols have been playing junior hockey in Madison since 1984.

     “I am so excited about the USHL playing in Madison where I have so many friends, memories and deep hockey roots,” said Suter who had a standout career at Wisconsin and currently is an NHL All-Star defenseman with the Minnesota Wild. “This is a new and unique opportunity for me to be an owner and investor and I believe in the product and the great staff that is being assembled. I look forward to the first game and the support of the great hockey fans in the Madison area.”

     Ryan Suter comes from deep hockey blood-lines in the state of Wisconsin as his father, Bob Suter, is a former Badgers star in the late 1970’s and a member of the 1977 Wisconsin National Championship hockey team along with a 1980 Gold Medal as a member of the US Olympic Ice Hockey Team. Besides Ryan, Bob’s son, Garett currently plays hockey at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point. Bob Suter’s younger brother Gary was a top-performer at Wisconsin and played in over 1,000 NHL games with several clubs.

     Sagissor, a former Badger hockey standout who was a member of the 1990 National Championship hockey team and also went on to play professional with the Montreal Canadiens organization. He is now a successful Divisional Director for RBC’s Wealth Management Group in Minnesota. He was a fifth round draft pick (96th overall) of the Canadiens in the 1985 NHL Entry Draft after a stellar high school career at Hastings (MN) High School. Sagissor is currently Director of Hockey in the Stillwater (MN) Youth Hockey Association and he serves on the Board of Directors for “Defending the Blue Line” non-profit organization assisting military families in need. Sagissor is still an active member in the University of Wisconsin “W” Club that raises funds for Badger Athletics.

    “This is an opportunity of a lifetime to bring a USHL club to a great hockey community like Madison,” said Sagissor. “I know the fans in this area will love to watch the development of these players over time. We wanted to keep the great tradition with the name Madison Capitols as it means so much to the history of hockey in this marketplace. I cannot wait for the team to drop the puck next fall.”

     Added USHL President and Commissioner Skip Prince, “We’re excited to bring the USHL to one of the Midwest’s greatest cities and hockey communities. Madison’s ownership and senior-management have already proven themselves to be innovative, focused and committed to making Hockey Night at the Alliant Energy Center a must-see event. We’re counting down the days until a team with the Wisconsin state capital’s name on their sweater hits the home ice. This will be special.”

     In addition, announcements for the Madison Capitols in the past few months, included naming former long-time Denver University Assistant Hockey Coach and Sun Prairie, Wisconsin native Steve Miller as General Manager/Head Coach and Ed Chamberlain to the role as Team President for Madtown Hockey, LLC and the Capitols. Both positions will report directly to Managing Partner Tom Garrity and the ownership group.

Postgame: Parise injured as the Wild begins a difficult stretch of games with a loss at St. Louis
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First things first, on Tuesday, the persistent question I understandably expect to get from all Wild fans is, “Any update on Zach Parise yet?”

The answer will probably be, “No.”

The Wild has the day off Tuesday, so typically when that happens, injury updates aren’t revealed until the next availability, which will occur Wednesday morning. So you may have to hold your breath for 24+ hours or so.

Try not to turn blue.

If there’s an update, we’ll get it out to you ASAP. But right now, Parise was nailed on the instep of his left foot when he blocked Alex Steen’s one-timer on a first-period penalty kill.

Parise struggled to the bench and was late arriving to the game in the second period. He returned and it was clear his first hop of the boards that he wasn’t feeling the greatest. Still, he battled through three shifts, drew a penalty and played almost every second of a power play before leaving the game for good.

Parise emerged in the locker room after the game in just a dress sock. He was limping, but he said he didn’t know how bad it was and that he’ll wait to find out after seeing doctors and getting x-rays, an MRI, etc., on Tuesday.

“When a guy like Zach gets hurt, it’s always concerning because he’s a top-notch player and brings an awful lot more than just scoring goals," coach Mike Yeo said. "But I do think we’re a deep enough team and have enough character that we should be able to battle through it. But certainly it’ll be a challenge.”

Yeo then interrupted himself to say, “who knows with Zach,” and that the Wild must wait for results before it’ll know the prognosis and whether he can even play Wednesday against Phoenix.

If the Wild is without Parise for awhile, look out because the team just began its toughest stretch so far this season Monday with a 3-0 loss to St. Louis. In now eight of the next 10 games, it faces Phoenix, Colorado, San Jose, Chicago and Anaheim.

In order, Chicago, St. Louis, San Jose, Phoenix, Colorado and Anaheim are the top-6 scoring teams in the league. Minnesota ranks 23rd and could be entering this stretch without its leading scorer either out or hurting.

Tonight, not a good game. Read all the coverage in the paper for most the details, but the Cliff’s Notes version: Disputable disallowed goal by the ref on Parise’s tally 30 seconds in (ruled a high-stick, and because of that, when there was no conclusive video evidence, the call stood up), and then 50 seconds later, Vladimir Sobotka scored.

Frustration engulfed the Wild and whether it was that, what St. Louis was doing or both, the Wild was schooled during a first period where virtually every waking moment was spent in the Wild end.

“I thought it’s in,” Mikko Koivu said of the Parise no-goal. “You want to have a good start on the road and I thought we did. And then they get their first right after, so that makes it even more frustrating. It’s a tough way to start the game when you think you score and it’s not a goal and they score right after. That’s an excuse. But the difference is we didn’t create enough.”

That’s for sure. The Wild created nothing in the first and barely anything in the second. The third was all Minnesota (12-1 shot count, the 1 being Steen’s empty-netter), but by then, Jaroslav Halak was there to make all the saves.

Some quotes:

Yeo: “We were prepared, engaged right from the start, we come out and do what we’re supposed to do. To me, it’s clear, it’s a good goal.”

On Blues working the puck deep and going to work, Yeo said, “They were very strong on their gameplan. They were just getting everything in deep and forecheck and forecheck and forecheck. That’s how they got the lead and they committed to that.”

Yeo said the Wild wasn’t strong enough with its exits and when it had a chance to be first on pucks, players weren’t and that’s how St. Louis scored its first two goals.

Parise’s quotes on his disallowed goal in the new game notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, so please read that. He had some strong quotes.

Niklas Backstrom forked over a bunch of rebounds in the first, and then when the Wild’s D were routinely beaten to the net by Blues forwards, it turned into disaster.

Backstrom said, “That’s their strength. They’ve had a lot of success with that the last couple years. It’s always a challenge for the goalie against them. I don’t know if you want to call it playoff style hockey, but that’s how it is. In the playoffs, you get the bodies in front of the net and get the puck there.

Jason Pominville said once St. Louis got that early lead, it made life difficult, saying that’s what Ken Hitchcock teams thrive on. Also, the Wild’s just not drawing a lot of power plays lately. Pominville (and Yeo this morning) basically said when you’re backchecking all game, you’re not going to draw penalties.

“We’re not playing enough in the O zone,” Pominville said.

There is rarely a good time to play the powerhouse St. Louis Blues, but the Blues are churning like a buzz saw right now.

The Blues are arguably the deepest team in the NHL and have run through almost every opponent it has faced (three regulation losses in 23 games), blowing out many recently.

Early tonight, the Cup contenders played keep-away with the puck and barely gave up scoring chances to the Wild. In fact, the Wild’s best chance in the first two periods may have come on Zenon Konopka’s goalmouth backhander. When your best chance comes from an enforcer with one goal since Dec. 2011, it typically doesn’t bode well.

The Blues have racked up an 11-game home point streak against Minnesota, not losing in regulation to the Wild in St. Louis since Oct. 20, 2007.

Talk to you Tuesday if there’s Parise news. Otherwise, Wednesday morning.

Mike Rupp to play first NHL game in 6 1/2 months; Mikael Granlund, Josh Harding out tonight at St. Louis
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Rugged veteran forward Mike Rupp will play his first NHL game since May 9’s playoff game against the Chicago Blackhawks tonight when the Wild visits the St. Louis Blues.

Rupp, coming off a five-game conditioning stint with AHL Iowa as the final step in his recoup from offseason knee surgery, draws into the lineup because center Mikael Granlund will miss his second game in a row with an upper-body injury.

Coach Mike Yeo says from what he’s “been told, we don’t have reason to be concerned. We’re just calling him day-to-day and we’ll see what happens here tomorrow.”

Yeo is being hush-hush about what the issue with Granlund is. Like I wrote on yesterday’s blog, he played four games since the Nazem Kadri head shot but was hammered by Marc Methot last Wednesday in Ottawa.

Whatever the injury is, the Wild is clearly thinking there’s a chance Granlund could play Wednesday against Phoenix because if he was already ruled out for that game, the Wild could simply place Granlund on injured reserve retroactive to last Wednesday and call up a forward to replace him. Instead, the Wild is keeping Granlund off IR, which would allow him to play Wednesday if he can.

Torrey Mitchell has been placed on IR (he can come off whenever he’s healthy) and that move allows Darcy Kuemper to back up tonight. Josh Harding was not able to return to St. Louis because of a stiff hamstring that was apparently spasming in Winnipeg.

Apparently, it’s a similar injury to why he had to come out of the Carolina game Oct. 24. Niklas Backstrom played the third period of that game and then consecutive games against Chicago.

Harding’s had some awful luck in this building anyway. He strained his groin here in 2005, which thrust Backstrom onto the NHL stage initially. He tore his ACL and MCL here in his preseason debut in 2010. He also got sick in a tie game here in the preseason. Johan Gustafsson proceeded to come in and the Wild got shellacked in the third.

Same thing as Granlund, the Wild is hoping Harding is a day-to-day thing and can play this weekend. If the Wild was worried, it could put Harding on injured reserve retroactive to the time of injury, but the problem with that is he would have to miss a week.

With the tough stretch of games coming up, the Wild needs Harding back soon.

Backstrom vs. Jaroslav Halak tonight. Ken Hitchcock is going against the grain, starting Halak, who is 1-2-3 against the Wild with a 2.45 goals-against average and .911 save percentage, as opposed to Brian Elliott, who is 4-0 against the Wild with a 2.04 goals-against average.

But both St. Louis goalies are playing great and Halak is 12-3-2 with a 2.34 goals-against average and .906 save percentage (Elliott 4-0-1 with a 1.79 GAA and .932 SV%).

Nate Prosser will skate on the blue line for Minnesota. Matt Dumba is scratched. Kevin Shattenkirk didn’t skate for St. Louis this morning because of the flu, so the Wild may catch a break there.

The Blues have gotten points in 10 straight at home vs. Minnesota since Oct. 20, 2007 (7-0-3, or from the Wild’s standpoint, Minnesota is 3-5-2 in its past 10 at St. Louis).  The Blues have won five in a row vs. the Wild and is 5-0-1 in the past six.

The Blues have scored in 12 of the past 13 periods against Minnesota, at least three goals in three straight home games against Minnesota and outshot the Wild by at least 18 shots in each of the last three home games and 117-60 overall.

So, tough task tonight.

The Rupp-Zenon Konopka-Dany Heatley line should be an interesting one. Konopka is suddenly the best skater on the line, but if that line can play in the offensive zone and ask some size and physicality, it could be utilized well by the Wild tonight.

Yeo said he’s “anxious to have [Rupp] back and his teammates are, too.”

Rupp said the games in Iowa were a good thing for him.

“From Game 1 to Game 5, I’m pleased with the progress in that time,” Rupp said, saying he was trying to just get rid of some bad habits by not playing for so long.

What’s good for Rupp is he gets back to the Wild and can immediately play. A week ago when the Wild had Granlund and Mitchell, Rupp extended his conditioning stint because he thought it would be beneficial to him but because he also knew the Wild wasn’t about to fiddle with its winning lineup.

So Rupp would have done the rehab thing and then risked getting rusty again in the press box. Now he gets to continue getting back into the swing of playing again.

“I’m pleased with what progress has been made in the last 10 days,” Rupp said. “It’s been really good in my head. I want to keep building on that. The more I’m getting reps in practice and the more I’m playing, the stronger I’m going to get.”

Rupp said more than nerves tonight, there’s more “anticipation.”

“The NHL season is a big groove, and you want to find that as quick as you can,” Rupp said. “I’m joining a team that’s been playing really well, so you just want to try to be a part of it and build from game to game.”

I talked to David Backes, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter a lot about the U.S. leadership group they're a part of with Dustin Brown and Ryan Callahan for the Olympics. That will be in tomorrow's paper. I'm also working ahead on a pretty fun story that will hopefully run Wednesday.

Josh Harding returns to Twin Cities; injury puts roster in a bit of flux
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Good afternoon from chilly St. Louieee, where the Wild faces the big, bad Blues on Monday night at the house formerly called, Kiel Center.

Josh Harding, who was hurt in warmups Saturday in Winnipeg, returned to the Twin Cities this morning on a commercial flight from St. Louis. The MRI on his left leg “checked out,” according to Mike Yeo, meaning it was negative. Harding had one more doctor’s appointment this afternoon.

Apparently, Harding sustained some kind of spasms during warmup. It didn’t happen from stepping on a puck, as some reported.

The team is hoping Harding lets them know later today if he thinks he can return to St. Louis on Monday and back up Niklas Backstrom. The reason why this is important?

The Wild’s at the max 23-man roster – 14 forwards (includes Mike Rupp; activated off IR to make him eligible for conditioning stint to Iowa), 7 defensemen, 2 goalies.

Mikael Granlund, who missed yesterday’s game in Winnipeg with an upper-body injury, didn’t practice for the second consecutive practice today. If he can’t play against the Blues, the only way the Wild can call up a forward is to place Torrey Mitchell (leg) on injured reserve. But if Harding can’t back up, Mitchell will be placed on IR so Darcy Kuemper is officially added to the roster to back up.

If that were the case, the Wild will either have to dress seven defensemen (Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba) again like Winnipeg or Rupp, expected to join the Wild after playing five games for Iowa on a conditioning stint that ended yesterday, would have to make his season debut. Reports are Rupp did get better every game but that he looked slow with his skating (not that Rupp’s ever been a speedster, especially with the recent knee issues).

“Everything seems good,” Yeo said of Harding. “If he feels good enough, we’re hoping he can back up tomorrow. But again, comfort wise, his pain tolerance, he has to be able to go out and perform if needed to.”

Yeo hasn’t ruled out Granlund against the Blues, but he hasn’t been on the ice since the Ottawa game. I asked Granlund to talk today, but he didn’t want to. He’s showing no signs of an obvious injury. I asked Yeo if it’s a concussion – he’s played four games since the Nazem Kadri head shot, but he was crushed into the boards by Marc Methot in Ottawa – and Yeo just said it’s an upper-body injury and wouldn’t say when it happened or how or what.

Jared Spurgeon didn’t practice today, but Yeo says he expects him to be in the lineup Monday night.

Yeo said in his mind, Keith Ballard isn’t ready, plus for Ballard to play, two players would have to go on IR.

Yeo said all lineup decisions will be made Monday, and again, a lot has to do with how Harding feels and if he returns to St. Louis.

Beginning Monday in St. Louis, nine of the Wild’s next 11 games come against the top five teams in the Western Conference and the current eighth-place team – in order, Anaheim, Chicago, St. Louis, San Jose, Colorado and Phoenix. Those six teams are a combined 95-26-14 (.756).

Of those teams, the Wild has only played Anaheim and Chicago this season, going a combined 1-1-1.

So by mid-December, we’ll all get a really good sense of the Wild.

Postgame: Wild 3, Winnipeg 2 (shootout)

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 23, 2013 - 9:29 PM    
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Well, that was certainly interesting, as we like to say in Minnesota. The Wild's 3-2 shootout win over Winnipeg had a little bit of everything. Mystery goalie injuries! Quick escapes from the Winnipeg airport! Leaden performances turned into gold!

The one thing it didn't have: Mike Russo. He'll be back tomorrow to pick up the team in St. Louis, where it finishes the four-game road trip Monday.

The -10 temperatures notwithstanding, this was quite an entertaining game to drop in on. When Josh Harding skated to the bench during warmups, it looked like he might have an equipment issue. Then Niklas Backstrom leads the Wild onto the ice at MTS Centre, and it's evident it is something more serious. Coach Mike Yeo said after the game that Harding has a lower-body injury, presumably a leg. Yeo anticipates it is a day-to-day type of injury, though he isn't certain.

So Backstrom gets the no-notice start after being cleared for full practice only one day before. He said afterward--in his usual deadpan manner--that it was "fun'' to get hit by 14 pucks in the first period as his teammates flailed away. Getting pushed out on stage without warning actually was an advantage, he figured, after missing four games because of a concussion (and being prevented from even skating until last Monday or Tuesday). "You don't really have much time to think,'' he said. "You just go out and play and get into the game. It's good to get shots and feel the puck right away.''

Backstrom stopped 37 of 39 shots, and the two goals he gave up were on rebounds. (The first came after a Matt Halischuk shot hit him and went airborne, then fell into the crease, where Michael Frolik knocked it in as the Wild failed to clear the rebound; the second came when Halischuk banged a shot off Backstrom and the puck came right back to him.) He had cautioned Friday that even though he felt good, he knew that meant nothing in the realm of head injuries, when good days can turn into bad ones for no forseeable reason. He certainly didn't show any lingering effects Saturday.

Darcy Kuemper looked so odd sitting on a bar stool behind the glass by the Wild tunnel, in his ball cap and pads. He said he got heckled a little by the fans immediately behind and beside him. He was amazed at how quickly the Wild team bus got to the airport to retrieve him before he could get on the plane to the Twin Cities (and to his car, which he then planned to drive to Iowa) and how efficiently the airport and Delta staff got him and his gear back through customs.

Hockey players are such creatures of habit that you figure this wacky sequence of events would have thrown the Wild completely off its game. Backstrom gave them time to pull it together after that awful first period. Lots of giveaways, missed shots, off-target passes ... the Jets just totally outplayed them. As Zach Parise said, "we could have been down three, four, five-nothing after the first period. We were lucky to get out of there 0-0.''

Interesting choice by Yeo to yank Nino Niederreiter out of the doghouse and promote him to the penthouse in the third period. Through two periods, Niederreiter played seven shifts (6:29 of ice time) and had one shot, two giveaways and no hits. Yeo, who moved players around throughout the game because Mikael Granlund was a late scratch with an upper-body injury, decided to give him a shot in the third period with Parise and Mikko Koivu. Niederreiter went to the net and plucked the rebound of Marco Scandella's shot off the pads of Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec, then tucked it in to tie the score 1-1.

"I wanted to give (Niederreiter) a chance,'' Yeo said. "We didn’t put him out there much to try to get his attention. I give him a lot of credit. Everyone has bad shifts or bad stretches or whatever; it's always how you bounce back. We wanted to give him a chance to see how he responded with those guys. We thought having a big body who could get to the net, the way he did for the goal, could help, could benefit those guys.

"He's a young kid. His first two periods weren't great. With young kids, they go with the wave of the rest of the group. As the rest of the group picked it up, he was able to pick it up, too.''

Ryan Suter was strong as usual, starting the play that led to Parise's shorthanded goal that tied the score 2-2. Parise had a goal and an assist, five shots, was plus-2 and demonstrated the kind of leadership the Wild needed to drag itself out of the dumpster in the first period. Koivu netted a slick backhander in the shootout, followed by Charlie Coyle's beauty.

Yeo was clearly proud that his team didn't cave under the weight of all the weird circumstances. "I spent a lot of time before the game trying to figure out lineup combinations and how to get people back from the airport,'' he said. "But you've got to deal with that type of adversity, and our guys did.

"You play 82 games, and they can't all be a work of art. There are going to be some times where you draw it up the way you want it to happen, and you go out and do it. There are going to be other times where things are going to happen, and you're going to have to deal with it. You're going to have to find a different way to get a win. I give our guys credit for staying in the game and (Backstrom) a lot of credit for keeping us in the game.''

As for the opposition, this is not going to fly well with Jets fans. This streaky bunch is now winless in its past four--after winning the previous four in a row--and finished a three-game homestand 0-1-2. Friday, some players expressed frustration, saying everyone was not giving his all. The effort was not lacking Saturday, but one point isn't going to make them feel any better--particularly after falling to 0-2-1 this season against their division rival.

That's it from the 'Peg. Stay warm!

RACHEL BLOUNT

Wild practice: Backstrom and Ballard return

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: November 22, 2013 - 4:41 PM   
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The Wild flew to Winnipeg on Friday morning and practiced in the afternoon at MTS Centre. Making a bit of a surprise appearance: goalie Niklas Backstrom and defenseman Keith Ballard, both of whom had been out with injuries.

Backstrom had missed the past four games because of a concussion. He took lots of pucks in practice, as he and Josh Harding got most of the work while Darcy Kuemper watched along the boards. Harding will start Saturday against Winnipeg, coach Mike Yeo said, but he liked what he saw from Backstrom.

"I would say I'm pleased and also happy to see the way he looked out there,'' Yeo said. "He looked quick, he looked slick, but it’s one day, obviously, so we’ll keep an eye going forward.''

Backstrom said he has been skating for a few days and felt "pretty good'' after his first full practice in more than a week. "We'll see how everything feels after this,'' he added.

Ballard had missed seven games because of an upper-body injury. Yeo said he doesn't anticipate Ballard playing Saturday, but he said Ballard has "come a long way'' in the past couple of days and that his status is now upgraded to day-to-day. Ballard has been skating on his own and said he just needs to get used to contact again.

Torrey Mitchell (lower body) is still not with the team but could rejoin it in St. Louis, where the Wild plays Monday.

Other notes from practice:

--Matt Dumba will stay in the lineup. He was paired with Clayton Stoner in practice, and Yeo wants to give him a chance to play two in a row and establish some rhythm. "I liked his game in Ottawa,'' Yeo said. "Certainly when we’re playing in high-pace games he helps us with his skating ability, he helps us with his execution and his puck movement. He’s playing against a team that he’s played a number of times already, including preseason, so hopefully that gives him a little bit of comfort there.''

--Mikael Granlund did not practice but was simply taking a day of rest.

--Ryan Suter came off the ice with a towel to his face, surprising Yeo, who was in the hallway talking to the media when his workhorse defenseman walked past. Suter was smiling and had just a small cut to his lip.

RACHEL BLOUNT

Postgame: Wild beats Ottawa Senators on Mikko Koivu's latest winner

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 21, 2013 - 11:38 AM   
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UPDATED

Mikko Koivu’s winning goal with 2:57 left tonight lifted the Wild to a 4-3 win over Ottawa and as importantly helped the Wild forget a 6-2 pounding the night before in relatively nearby Montreal. Remember, Koivu won the Winnipeg game with a goal with 3:12 left.

According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Koivu and St. Louis' Alex Steen are the only two NHLers to score two go-ahead goals in the final five minutes of regulation this year.

Losses like Tuesday can be lasting if you don’t quickly brush it aside. The Wild, which has lost two in a row in regulation just once this season and that was more than a month ago, avoided that night tonight and improved to 11-2-2 in its past 15.

In the crazy West, the Wild hopped from eighth in the West to third with (32 points) and is one point behind Anaheim for the most points in the NHL (33). Of course, eighth in the West is now Colorado with 30 points, so it's not like there's a cushion (ninth is Vancouver with 26 points). The leader in the East wouldn't be inside the top-8 in the West (Boston with 29 points). As somebody joked with me on Twitter a few weeks ago, the East should just take a knee at this point.

The Wild's place in the standings is a little deceiving because the fourth through eighth teams in the West has played between one, two or three fewer games than Minnesota.

The Wild gave up a season-high 37 shots and lacked legs in the first period and had some sloppy moments, but the Wild certainly motored through it and pulled out a big W.

Jason Pominville (there was a scramble pregame amongst the media because the off-ice officials listed Pominville as a scratch even though he was in warmups; turns out the officials mis-read the lineup sheet submitted by the coaches, whether it be Pominville vs. Prosser or No. 29 vs. No. 39) scored a first-period power-play goal, Jonas Brodin scored a goal and assist for his first career multi-point game, Dany Heatley scored a goal and assist in the building that loves to boooooooooo him, Zach Parise had two assists, Justin Fontaine had his first career assist and Josh Harding made 34 saves one night after being pulled for the first time this season. Harding tied his career-high with 13 wins accomplished in 19 games (the other 13-win season in 2011-12 came in 34 games). He is also tied for the league lead with 13 wins.

Oh, and Koivu had three points – the 22nd 3-point game of his career – to continue a string of clutch performances by the Kaptain and his Linemates. Last four wins, that line has scored some huge goals, as I documented in the gamer on www.startribune.com/wild.

I’ll write a lot about Koivu in Friday’s paper. The much-maligned captain by many has been huge lately in leading this team. You know when it started? After Yeo split him and Parise and Koivu said he needed to contribute more. Coincidence or not, that seems to be the turning point. 

Heatley, one of the two Ottawa villains on the Wild roster (Matt Cooke is the other), played his fourth game against the Sens – third in Ottawa – since asking to be traded in 2009. He has a goal and five assists now.

He was appreciative of coach Mike Yeo having his back before the game. The Ottawa press corps peppered Yeo with questions about the former 50-goal scorer playing on the fourth line. Yeo deflected a bunch of questions, stuck up for Heatley, talked about how professional he has been about the whole thing.

He then followed it up with a goal and assist.

On Yeo sticking up for him, Heatley said, “I’ve known that from the time I got here. He’s a good man. I don’t really read what they’re writing. I haven’t been their favorite guy for a lot of years, so I don’t really care what they’re writing. But it is nice to know your coach has your back.”

He also let me know in joking fashion that this goal -- a whiff of puck, then a jam inside the post from behind the goal line -- was more of a "garbage goal" than his one in Montreal, a reference to the way I described his goal with 1.3 seconds left down 6-1 in Montreal. By garbage, I meant meaningless. It was a funny moment and proof positive again that every player is secretly on Twitter.

Yeo went on and on about the Wild’s leadership tonight. He talked about how the vets went out and helped lead the Wild to the W in response to last night.

“Internally, everyone knows it was pretty ugly last night, so it’s on us veteran guys and the captains to lead on the ice and not necessarily vocally, but play the right way and get back to what we were doing well,” Parise said.

Jason Zucker was called up to add speed and energy to a team that lacked it in Montreal. He skated with Mikael Granlund and Pominville, and although he had a couple near costly turnovers like many of his teammates, he had a decent game.

Yeo talked about the one turnover where Zucker didn’t shoot between the circles and tried to force a pass (almost identical spot as the Koivu goal, interestingly), but Yeo said Zucker’s speed was a factor and if he continues to play like this, he’ll make an impact.

Not much of a blog, but it’s after midnight, I’ve got a long drive back to downtown, I think I have a flat tire and an early flight.

Wild is off Thursday, so no blog unless there’s news. Rachel Blount is covering practice Friday in Winnipeg and the game Saturday in Winnipeg. I’ll be on Fox Sports North in studio Saturday before, during and after that game.

On here, you may next hear from me Sunday in St. Louis after practice.

Mike Yeo on why the Wild recalled Jason Zucker; Updates heading into tonight's Ottawa game

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 20, 2013 - 4:57 PM   
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Great news. Second trip back to Ottawa since the 2009 Wild equipment fire and no equipment has burned … yet.

I was looking back on yesteryear earlier today, and I found this inventory blog on the Wild’s lost equipment Dec. 18, 2009, in Ottawa. Other amazing thing that went on then? Swine flu was going around and Eric Belanger, Gui Latendresse and Robbie Earl ended up not playing in the game. The Wild had to play short skaters that night in a blah 4-1 loss.

The Wild lost 6-2 last night in Montreal and coach Mike Yeo will be looking for a rebound tonight in Ottawa.

“I feel confident because of our leadership, because of the group that we have,” Yeo said two hours before gametime. “That doesn’t mean there’s any guarantees. We’re playing against a team that’s going to be looking to bounce back as well [after a 5-2 loss at Philadelphia last night], so it’s going to be a challenging game.

“But where my confidence lies is in our leadership and our players to come out and put forth a really great effort. I sit up here and I do believe that. I’d be surprised if we saw otherwise.”

Yeo on recalling Jason Zucker: “From what we’ve heard, he’s played well [in Iowa]. It’s been warranted. … Zuck, with his speed and his skill level, he’s shown he’s capable of being a top-6 forward. If we’re going to call him up, we want to give him an opportunity to play with good players.”

Zucker will skate with Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville on the second line. Remember, he had success last year with Matt Cullen and Devin Setoguchi, and that line seems to have a similar makeup and identity.

Nino Niederreiter moved to the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak line last night and that’s where he’ll skate to start tonight’s game, while Justin Fontaine will skate with former Senators and no longer a fan favorite, Dany Heatley, and former Senators Zenon Konopka.

Josh Harding will start in goal. Matt Dumba will play. Nate Prosser is scratched.

Yeo on Torrey Mitchell’s leg injury: “I don’t think it’s going to be very serious.”

Also, Niklas Backstrom went on the ice today in Minnesota and took shots. Yeo didn’t have an update on how Backstrom (concussion) felt: “We’ll have to see how things went today. When we get back, tomorrow we’ll have a better idea once we get a chance to talk to him personally.”

The Wild will fly back to Minnesota after tonight’s game. The team has Thursday off before flying to Winnipeg on Friday for practice leading into Saturday’s 2 p.m. matinee vs. the Jets. The Wild then will fly to St. Louis and practice there Sunday before completing its four-game trip against the Blues on Monday.

Talk after the game.

Jason Zucker "freed" by the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild player moves, Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 20, 2013 - 12:35 PM   
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Wild fans #freezucker campaign (which I believe is ripped off from Allan Walsh's former #freesykora campaign) came to fruition this morning when the Wild recalled Jason Zucker from AHL Iowa to presumably play tonight against the Ottawa Senators.

Torrey Mitchell appeared to injure his left leg last night in Montreal.

Zucker has been Wild fans' BFF for some time, and he's not even from Minnesota. But Wild fans fell for Zucker because of speed, finish and goals like this:

and this:

Zucker seemed to be a shoo-in to make the roster before training camp began, but the emergence of Mikael Granlund and Nino Niederreiter cost Zucker his opening night gig because Zucker would be a waste on the fourth line. Zucker also strained his groin at an inopportune part of training camp. He so wanted to make the team that he probably pushed himself back onto the ice when he was still sore. The rest of camp he lacked that burst we've grown accustomed to seeing.

Zucker burst onto the scene last year with some big goals for Minnesota (four goals, one assist in 20 games) but went the final 10 regular-season games without a point before scoring the overtime winner in Game 3 against Chicago. He also hit the post in overtime in Game 1. Zucker has driven the Wild a bit nuts with his defensive-zone play, ability to read defensively and lack of puck support in the offensive zone.

That's what he was sent to Iowa to work on and he has played well lately. I watched a lot of Saturday's 1-0 loss by Iowa and I thought Zucker was great.

Zucker, 21, has tallied four goals and eight points, including three power-play goals, in 12 games with Iowa this season. Zucker played one scoreless game for the Wild earlier this season. He has recorded seven points (4-3=7) in 27 career games with Minnesota.

The Wild didn't have a morning skate today, so the lines are unknown. I'd think you'd want Zucker in a scoring role, so if that were the case, maybe he goes to the second line and Niederreiter moves to the third and Justin Fontaine the fourth. Of course, if you do that, you're fiddling with a second and third line that's been going pretty well in recent games.

We'll find out later. No confirmation yet, but the hope is for Josh Harding to return to the nets. Talk later.

Postgame: Wild may have to accelerate search for backup goalie

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 19, 2013 - 11:00 PM    

print

Share27      Share via Email  

Ugly, ugly performance tonight by the Wild really for the first time this season when the Montreal Canadiens outskated them from start to finish en route to a 6-2 victory.

The two goals make it sound closer than it actually was. Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley each scored with the Wild trailing by five goals, Heatley’s coming with 1.3 seconds left.

Max Pacioretty, who entered the game with two goals, an eight-game goalless drought and all but disappearing from USA Olympic talk, scored three goals (a natural hat trick) on 10 shots.

Josh Harding was pulled for the first time this season, and it was far from his fault. He held the Wild in a scoreless first period and did all he could in a one-sided second period. Coach Mike Yeo gave him the mercy pull so he didn’t have to endure any more punishment and could now have enough in the tank to start Wednesday in Ottawa.

From everything I’ve been told, the plan was to go with Darcy Kuemper in Ottawa (although Yeo was denying that after the game).

Regardless very doubtful that happens now. Kuemper, who gave up three goals on seven shots last month in Toronto, came in and gave up three goals on nine shots to the Canadiens. He was beaten on the first two shots he faced, meaning at that point, he had stopped four of 9 shots this season.

He is 3-7 in the minors with a goals-against just under 3.0. This is a problem, especially with Matt Hackett (who has actually been worse statistically in Rochester) no longer in the organization and Johan Gustafsson having next to no North American pro experience.

Niklas Backstrom is sidelined with a concussion. The Wild has a ton of games coming up, including back-to-backs the next three weeks and in four of the next five (not counting Wednesday). He is doing light workouts but not skating, so my guess now is the Wild will have to somehow add an experienced backup, whether it be trading a draft pick for a Scott Clemmensen-type or signing a Jose Theodore or a Rick DiPietro or a Mathieu Garon or somebody.

But Harding can’t do it all himself and it’s hard to be confident with Kuemper right now until he goes to Iowa and gets his game in order. He just doesn’t look comfortable in net. This kid knows how to play goal. He's played at a high level before. But right now, he's struggling.

Still, goaltending by Harding and Kuemper had nothing to do with tonight’s loss. The Wild, 10-1-2 in its previous 13, just had a clunker that happens over the course of every season.

The objective now it too get a little “ticked” as Yeo termed it and use it as a motivating factor in Ottawa.

The second and fourth lines had a tough time tonight. No sustained pressure, which led to a lot of playing on its heels and retreating. Jonas Brodin was a minus-4 (maybe he was getting used to his new half shield; just kidding), Ryan Suter was minus-3, Heatley was minus-3 and needs to be shown the video of his entire shift before Pacioretty’s first goal, a goal that started the snowball to roll. Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville and Torrey Mitchell were minus-2s.

Top line was even and Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser, Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke managed to be plus-1s.

Mitchell hurt his leg tonight. No update from Yeo, although he didn’t think it would be too serious. Still, if there’s a chance he can’t play, the Wild will either have to dress seven defensemen or recall a forward from Iowa. Mike Rupp’s extending his conditioning stint to play two games this weekend, so it won’t be him. Prosser did play forward a little bit last season.

Anyway, that’s it for me. Wild may not skate in the morning, so may be a late update Wednesday.

Wild looks to extend 7-0-1 November record tonight in Montreal

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 19, 2013 - 11:47 AM   
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Bonjour from Montreal, where the Wild and Les Habitants square off tonight in the front end of back-to-back games for Minnesota.

Wild plays in Ottawa tomorrow. This is the first of four straight away from the friendly confines of the X (league-best 10-1-2) for the Wild, which hopes to improve on its 3-3-2 road record.

If you didn't read my feature in today's paper on Team Finland's brass talking about potentially naming Mikko Koivu captain at the Olympics and the evolution of Mikael Granlund, that article can be read here.

Josh Harding starts tonight and Darcy Kuemper is expected to start tomorrow. Despite several teams in the NHL dealing with goalie issues including the Wild, Jason LaBarbera cleared waivers for Edmonton.

So that pretty much sums up where he is in his career.

Not much news to report other than Clayton Stoner's revolving D partners.

"They're trying to keep me guessing," Stoner said with a wink.

Stoner has played with injured Keith Ballard this season, Jared Spurgeon this season and most recently interchanging Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba.

Tonight, Prosser gets back into the lineup and Dumba will be scratched. My guess is Dumba plays tomorrow in Ottawa, and coach Mike Yeo said that's a possibility.

I figured it had to do with the big Montreal stage and the fact it could intimidate a 19-year-old like Dumba, but Yeo said that wasn't the reason.

"You know what, we've got seven guys right now," Yeo said. "I liked a lot of things I saw in his game [against Winnipeg on Sunday]. We have a large number of games coming up here, so there's a good chance we'll get him back in there. It was the same thing with Pross. It was hard to take Pross out of the lineup [Sunday], but we're just trying to keep everybody involved."

Improving Marco Scandella, as I wrote today here, will play his second game in the rink five or six minutes from where he grew up. He only had to buy 12 tickets and got a home-cooked meal last night, "so in the end, I won."

He also set up 30 postgame passes and he's just excited, saying how cool it is to get text messages from old teachers saying how excited they are to watch him in person.

Different atmosphere around the Wild from the bilingual press when we come here now. It used to be mayhem when Jacques Lemaire coached the Wild. Now, it's much less crowded, although Scandella and Quebec-born Jason Pominville were popular interviews today, as well as Mikko Koivu -- the brother of longtime former Canadiens captain Saku Koivu.

That's it for moi. Talk after tonight's game and on Twitter during the game (www.twitter.com/russostrib).

Josh Harding named NHL's Third Star of Week; Darcy Kuemper recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: November 18, 2013 - 5:31 PM   
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As speculated in today's paper, the Wild did indeed flip backup goalies this morning. With Niklas Backstrom sidelined with a concussion, Johan Gustafsson was reassigned to AHL Iowa and Darcy Kuemper recalled for the two-game road trip to Montreal and Ottawa (actually a four-game trip, but the Wild's returning home Thursday before heading to Winnipeg on Friday for practice).

Kuemper will likely start Wednesday in Ottawa unless the Wild acquires another backup beforehand. Kuemper has had a very up and down year for Iowa, and that was epitomized this past weekend when he got lit up Friday night but came back Saturday and made 32 saves in a 1-0 loss to Milwaukee.

But Gustafsson is not ready for an NHL start. So Kuemper is the guy. The 6-5 former Western Hockey League Player of the Year and Canadian Hockey League Goalie of the Year went 1-2-0 with a 2.08 GAA and a .916 SV% in six games (three starts) with the Wild last season (excluding postseason).

In Toronto earlier this year, Kuemper gave up three goals on seven shots in 31 minutes and was pulled in a game the Wild absolutely dominated. The hope is that was an aberration because he was treated like a yo-yo during that time. Remember, he was up in Minnesota as a backup, was returned to Iowa to make his first start of the season, then flew to Buffalo to serve as backup to Josh Harding before starting in Toronto the next night.

We talked to Kuemper today and he believes it was just a blip on the radar. He's confident going into Wednesday's expected start. I'll put those quotes in Wednesday's paper.

As I've reported, if Backstrom is going to be out long, I'd suspect the Wild gets a backup in here via signing, trade or waivers. Jason LaBarbera was placed on waivers today by the Edmonton Oilers. It'll be interesting to see if he is of interest to Minnesota or any of the other teams -- Chicago, Islanders, Los Angeles, Nashville -- who suddenly need goalies. He has 60 NHL wins, although ... he'd be a true stopgap. The puck has a hard time hitting him and he doesn't exactly get my heart racing.

After doing a little digging, it would surprise me if the Wild put in a claim.

I talked to Josh Harding, and he told me his red pads won't be worn in games because his teammates say they see holes easier behind him. I then showed Harding pics of Trevor Kidd's infamous checkered pads in Carolina and Florida. Kidder was a treat to cover, by the way.

I'm doing a big story on Mikko Koivu and Mikael Granlund tomorrow. As I wrote in yesterday's blog, Team Finland's GM Jari Kurri and coach Erkka Westerlund were at the game watching them for the Olympics, and I talked to both men.

I'm also writing about Marco Scandella, who is playing great and is returning to play in his hometown of Montreal for the second time. He was real good today.

And, from the NHL:

Los Angeles Kings goaltender Ben Scrivens,

 Dallas Stars center Tyler Seguin and Minnesota Wild goaltender Josh Harding

 have been named the NHL’s “Three Stars” for the week ending Nov. 17.

 FIRST STAR – BEN SCRIVENS, G, LOS ANGELES KINGS

       Scrivens went 3-0-1 with a 0.66 goals-against average, .977 save

 percentage and two shutouts to help the Kings improve to 14-6-1 (29

 points), their best record through the first 21 games of a season since

 1990-91 (15-5-1, 31 points). He relieved injured starter Jonathan Quick for

 the final 1:20 of overtime, serving as the goaltender of record in a 3-2

 shootout loss to the Buffalo Sabres Nov. 12. Scrivens then started the next

 three games, posting 23 saves in a 3-2 comeback victory over the New York

 Islanders Nov. 14 and recording consecutive shutouts against the New Jersey

 Devils Nov. 15 (26 saves) and New York Rangers Nov. 17 (37 saves). The

 27-year-old native of Spruce Grove, Alta., has not allowed a goal in his

 last 155:02 of playing time and leads the NHL with a 1.24 goals-against

 average, .955 save percentage and three shutouts in eight appearances this

 season.

 SECOND STAR – TYLER SEGUIN, C, DALLAS STARS

       Seguin paced all players with five goals and tied for first with

 seven points in leading the Stars to three straight victories. He scored

 the insurance marker in a 3-0 win over the Edmonton Oilers Nov. 13. Seguin

 then tallied a career-high four goals, including the game-winner, and five

 points in a 7-3 triumph over the Calgary Flames Nov. 14, becoming the first

 Stars player to register four goals in a game since Nov. 16, 2007 (Jussi

 Jokinen). He capped the week by collecting an assist in a 2-1 victory over

 the Vancouver Canucks Nov. 17, extending his point streak to four games

 (6-2—8). The 21-year-old native of Brampton, Ont., leads the Stars, and is

 tied for sixth in the NHL, with 12-11—23 in 20 games this season.

 THIRD STAR – JOSH HARDING, G, MINNESOTA WILD

       Harding posted a 3-0-0 record with a 1.38 goals-against average

 and .939 save percentage to help the Wild improve to 13-4-4 (30 points),

 their most points through the first 21 games of a season in franchise

 history. He relieved injured starter Niklas Backstrom in a 2-1 win over the

 Toronto Maple Leafs Nov. 13, stopping 19 shots, plus another two in the

 shootout, in 54:29 of playing time. Harding then recorded 22 saves in a 3-2

 victory over the Florida Panthers Nov. 15 and 21 stops in a 2-1 triumph

 over the Winnipeg Jets Nov. 17 to extend his home-ice winning streak to 10

 games. The 29-year-old native of Regina, Sask., is 12-2-2 in 17 appearances

 this season and ranks second in the League in goals-against average (1.25),

 save percentage (.946) and shutouts (tied, 2).

Postgame: Thoughts after Koivu, Harding lift Wild to sixth consecutive home win
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Evening from the X, where Mikko Koivu scored both goals and Josh Harding made 21 saves (8 on Blake Wheeler alone) to lift the Wild to a 2-1 victory over the Winnipeg Jets for its sixth straight home win.

Read the game story for the details on www.startribune.com/wild, but Jets fans came in droves, chanted, taunted Harding, causing Wild fans to boo and give it right back with loud “Let’s Go Wild” cheers.

“So how about our fans tonight? It was awesome. I loved it,” coach Mike Yeo said. “Their fans are great, there’s no question. They travel well. They’re loud. I thought our fans were awesome.”

Read more about that in the gamer, like I mentioned, but one’s got to think Harding should be one of the three Stars of the Week on Monday in the NHL. Four goals in three wins and 12 goals in eight games (7-0-1) this month to help left the Wild, which has points in 12 of its last 13 (10-1-2).

Harding is 9-0-2 since Oct. 17 for the longest point streak in a single season by a goalie in Wild history. He is 10-0 at home with a 1.15 GAA. He is 12-2-2 overall and leads the NHL with a 1.26 GAA and .946 SV%. In his career at the X, he is 31-9-2, including 24-4-1 since Jan. 27, 2010.

Koivu recorded his 13th career multi-goal game and Zach Parise tried to set him up for the empty-net hat trick, but Parise said that he led him too far with the pass. Koivu’s winner came with 3:12 left after he won a draw to Ryan Suter. Suter patiently sent it to Charlie Coyle, who cut down low along the half wall, spun away from Keaton Ellerby and passed to Koivu in the left circle, who one-timed a laser past Ondrej Pavelec.

Koivu has nine points in his past six games.

“Offensively, I sure hope he keeps going the way he is right now because defensively, every single night, he’s just a guy that’s extremely difficult to play against,” Yeo said.

Suter logged 30:08 of ice time and blocked a career-high seven shots. The Wild, the NHL’s third-best faceoff team (.549), won 33 of 52 faceoffs.

The Wild is the best defensive team in the West, giving up 1.95 goals per game (2nd in the NHL). It has allowed the fewest shots in the NHL (24.0) and the fewest 5-on-5 goals (19 in 21 games).

Marco Scandella had another outstanding game, assisting on Koivu’s first goal. Since being scratched in three in a row, Scandella is plus-9 in 15 games with one minus-1 game in that stretch. His MO has been inconsistency, but that’s awfully consistent and I think one big thing is he doesn’t have the minors hanging over his head anymore.

Mikael Granlund had another outstanding effort. Great on both sides of the puck, and Koivu and Granlund did this with Finnish brass Jari Kurri and Erkka Westerlund in the press box scouting. Granlund had four shots, attempted eight shots and won 8 of 11 draws after winning 7 of 10 last game. He's also sneakily good with the stick, constantly taking pucks away from unsuspecting opponents like his countryman and mentor, Koivu.

Matt Dumba looked much more at ease tonight and Jonas Brodin was much better than recent games.

The Wild got off to an outstanding start tonight, dominated the first period and jumped out to a 1-0 lead on Koivu’s first goal. It left some other goals on the ice, so to speak. Kyle Brodziak missed the net on a couple chances, Nino Niederreiter set up a three scoring chances on one shift, including one from his belly, Jason Pominville was stopped from in tight, Jared Spurgeon whistled one wide of the net during a monster shift by the top line.

The momentum turned with a second-period penalty, and Harding had to be great. For the second game in a row, the Wild began to get sloppy in the neutral zone and that made life difficult on itself as the Jets began to pressure.

Dustin Byfuglien scored 54 seconds into the third, but Yeo said, “Once they tied it up, something clicked.”

Koivu then tied it. For the second game in a row, it was that line on the ice for the tying goal only to recover and get the winner.

On the Parise-Koivu-Coyle line, Yeo said, “Those guys were going all night. That line was great all night long, so I’m not surprised to find them in that situation.”

Parise, always honest though, said the Wild had to figure out why it’s getting some complacent in games it’s dominating because it will eventually catch up to them. Remember, the Wild has yet to play teams like San Jose, St. Louis, Coloradoand Phoenix, and he said “there are good teams out there that will make you pay for it.”

Wild hits the road for four after practice Monday, heading to Montreal (Scandella’s second return to his hometown), Ottawa (Matt Kassian), Winnipeg and St. Louis (Team Minnesota!)

I’ve got a couple good stories in the works, a couple that may be in Tuesday’s paper. I’ll talk to you after Monday’s practice, although I’ll have to hustle to make my flight, so who knows when. That’s it for me.

Matt Dumba returns to Wild's lineup tonight against Winnipeg Jets
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Wild and Winnipeg Jets look to continue their hot streaks tonight when they clash at the X in a Central Division matchup.

Josh Harding vs. Ondrej Pavelec.

Rookie defenseman Matt Dumba, scratched in six of the past seven games, gets back in the lineup tonight for Nate Prosser.

Prosser has played well, but the Wild needs to give a 19-year-old a chance to play or it’ll need to eventually make the decision if it needs to return him to Red Deer despite already hitting that 10-game mark to trigger the first of his three-year deal.

It’s a fine line right now because the Wild can’t hurt Dumba’s development by having him collect dust, but as I wrote in today’s article here, in a conference where every point is absolutely crucial, you can’t also risk continually throwing out an erratic defenseman.

And Dumba has had some hairy moments his last two games against Chicago and Carolina. But, how do you get Dumba out of that if he’s not continually in the lineup?

Tough call.

Tonight’s game against Winnipeg makes sense because he played well against Winnipeg in the preseason (scored a goal in Winnipeg and was great alongside Clayton Stoner) and in his second NHL game Oct. 10 (three shots, even rating in almost 12 minutes).

“He’s played well against these guys, so just want to see him continue to evolve and continue to grow,” coach Mike Yeo said. “He’s in here for a reason. I want to see his strengths come out in the game. Physical down low and strong in D-zone coverage but executing and getting up ice when there’s an opportunity, and looking for opportunities to get pucks through to the net.”

Regarding about the fine line between needing to play him but not being able to afford mistakes, Yeo continued, “Those guys are always under the microscope a little more. If some of your other defensemen are in the lineup night in and night out and they make a mistake, then you kind of brush it aside. We can’t expect a perfect game from him. There’s going to be some mistakes with the puck and without the puck. That’s the same for every player, but we just have to make sure we keep working to limit those and continue to grow his game. It’s just real important that we show the confidence in him to give him the chance to go out and do the things that he can do.”

Same lines as the past several games for Minnesota.

Couple other things from the skate:

-- Johan Gustafsson will again back up Harding tonight. Wild isn’t saying, but I’d guess tomorrow that the team flips Darcy Kuemper and Gustafsson and brings Kuemper to Montreal and Ottawa with Kuemper likely to start in Ottawa on Wednesday. He has been very up and down in Iowa but played real well in a 1-0 loss last night.

This is all barring a trade for a goalie. Again, as I wrote the other day, if Niklas Backstrom is going to be out long with his concussion, GM Chuck Fletcher is contemplating acquiring a backup goalie or signing one. However, even if say he signed a Jose Theodore, Theodore would need time in the minors to get ready to play in the NHL. The Wild is also looking at some goalies playing in Europe, but they would have to first clear waivers before being allowed to be added to the roster.

So in the meantime, unless there’s an imminent trade coming, Kuemper, I’m guessing, starts in Ottawa. No update on Backstrom, but he was at the rink this morning.

Again, Fletcher has said he’s not going to overreact and needs to first figure out what Backstrom’s timetable is medically. Problem is with concussions you never know and Chicago and the Islanders lost goalies last night, so with so few goalies out there, one wonders if Fletcher may have to act quickly so he’s not left standing at the alter.

Also, I’m getting emails about guys like Ryan Miller and Viktor Fasth, etc. The Wild has $1.8 million in camp space and Harding has taken the reins as the No. 1. The move – if there ever is a move -- would likely be to get a stopgap until Backstrom is healthy -- either a free-agent pickup or a trade for a Scott Clemmensen-type goalie.

-- Mike Rupp has played three games for Iowa and it appears as if his conditioning stint will be extended for the week. The Iowa Wild plays three in three next weekend, so he’d likely get into a couple. Conditioning stints can last 14 days continuous. Once he is recalled, the Wild does not have to send anybody down to make room on the roster. If the Wild is healthy, my guess is Rupp becomes the 13th forward for the time being and somebody Yeo maybe spots in from time to time against physical teams.

-- The other night against Florida, Yeo used his timeout early in the second when he sensed momentum turning and Jonas Brodin iced the puck. You only get one timeout a game in the NHL, so when Florida rallied with two goals 5 ½ minutes apart early in the third, Yeo said to the team, “I don’t have a timeout. Can’t use it. We better figure this out right now and they did.”

Just pointing it out because it’s a kinda interesting look at the bench and something we don’t normally get to see/hear about.

-- I talked to Yeo about Brodin, who has been struggling with the puck lately. He had three goals and six points in his first nine games before breaking his cheekbone against Nashville.

In seven games since his return, Brodin has NO points and ONE shot. He’s iced a puck a ton and is turning pucks over. I think it’s the bubble, but Yeo says he has worn it long enough by now to get used to it.

Regardless of the reason, Yeo said the Wild is working with Brodin to find his game again.

“Parts of his game are really strong,” Yeo said. “Every night you’re still going to see what a great player he is. Right now, there’s a little more inconsistency with his play with the puck. And the confidence isn’t quite there yet. You can tell. He doesn’t have the same confidence getting up ice, …” skating with the puck, getting involved with the Wild’s offensive game and “we haven’t seen him shoot as many pucks.”

Yeo said it’s just building his game back to the level he was before the injury.

-- Keith Ballard’s upper body injury is clearly broken ribs. Hopefully he won’t be out too much longer, but he hasn’t begun skating.

Final thoughts on Wild's win over Florida; Wild may delve into goalie market
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Wild survived a ginormous scare tonight when the Florida Panthers rallied from a 2-0 deficit with a pair of goals 5 ½ minutes apart by the 8 ½ minute-mark of the third period.

But one shift after Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Charlie Coyle, Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin were on the ice for the Jonathan Huberdeau equalizer, the same exact fivesome was on the ice to set up the winner by Coyle, who one-upped his former Saint John teammate (Huberdeau).

Koivu redeemed himself for a giveaway on the tying goal by setting up Coyle’s third career winner with 8:22 left.

The Wild improved to 9-1-2 in its past 12 overall and 6-0-1 in November. It has won five in a row at home and nine of its last 10 at the X.

Good evening from high above the being-boarded-up rink.

Read the gamer for all the details and quotes and also give my game notebook a read here. With Niklas Backstrom sidelined with a concussion, if it looks like he will be out long-term, GM Chuck Fletcher told me he will look at adding a goaltender to provide depth and help Josh Harding.

The Wild is two games into a stretch of 17 games in 30 nights. In each of the next four weeks, the Wild has a back-to-back set and in five of the next six.

Harding is 11-2-2, has given up 19 goals in 16 games, hasn’t lost in regulation since Oct. 17 (8-0-2 since) and is 9-0 at home. He’s been outstanding. But he will need to be spelled during this stretch, so the Wild may need to get a goalie.

Read the story, but one option could be free agent … Jose Theodore. It may never get to that point though because Backstrom told goalie coach Bob Mason he is feeling better. So we will see.

Tonight, the Wild got off to a great start, dictated play, was on its toes, jumped out to a 2-0 lead on goals by Parise and Jason Pominville before the tide turned in the second. You could sense it coming. The Panthers tightened up and Yeo had no problem for the Wild “going for the throat,” but he didn’t like the way the Wild was playing with the puck and the team just made life more difficult on itself.

Finally the momentum shifted and Tomas Kopecky and Huberdeau scored.

Call it a lesson learned to a feisty Panthers team that has played quite well since the coaching change last week. It’s the first time all season the Wild has blown a two-goal lead. Yeo felt the Wild fell into the trap after a well-executed first that the rest of the night would be easy.

It wasn’t.

Like I said, please read the gamer for the details, but a couple things I didn’t get into:

-- The first line of Koivu, Parise and Coyle were solid all night. The Panthers were in the Wild’s face in the neutral zone and at the offensive blue line the last two periods. That was the one line that continually popped pucks behind Florida’s defense and went to work

-- Mikael Granlund continues to play well. He’s now getting more and more penalty kill time. Tonight the PK went 3 for 3.

“He’s earned it with the way he’s played 5-on-5,” Yeo said, adding that Granlund’s smart, detailed and obviously has speed and a good stick.”

-- Jared Spurgeon continues to play terrifically. Solid defensively, tonight had an assist, three hits, two blocks.

-- Brodin had a very tough night with the puck and it’s been a lot since he has been back. He told me in Washington he’d have to wear the bubble for another two or three weeks to protect his broken cheekbone. I asked Yeo after the game how long it would be until the bubble comes off (it’s clear it’s affecting his puck play), and Yeo said with a big smile, “I don’t know, but I plan to ask tomorrow.”

I’d say Yeo agrees with my assessment.

-- Pominville leads the team with 12 goals and now has 9 goals and 13 points in the last 11 games. He had his 118th multi-point game.

-- Koivu had two assists for his 94th multi-point game.

-- Parise has 10 goals and has 6 goals and 12 points in his last 11.

The Wild is having a very giant optional practice tomorrow, so optional in fact that I’ve been pretty much told there’s no reason to attend. So unless there’s news, no blog.

Enjoy your Saturday and talk to you Sunday.

Wild prepares for Nick Bjugstad and the Florida Panthers; Backstrom concussed
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Wild and Florida Panthers tonight at the X. Josh Harding vs. Tim Thomas.

Niklas Backstrom is considered day-to-day with what I am told is indeed a concussion. Johan Gustafsson has been recalled to back up Harding tonight as Darcy Kuemper gets some games in for Iowa in case the Wild needs him to start next week.

The Wild plays Tuesday in Montreal and Wednesday in Ottawa, and I’ll have more on the goaltending situation. Coach Mike Yeo says goalie coach Bob Mason says that Backstrom says he was feeling a little better last night.

That’s a lot of hearsay.

Same Wild lines and D pairs tonight, meaning Matt Dumba is the lone healthy scratch again for Minnesota. Yeo said the Wild wasn’t sharp in this morning’s skate and he hopes it doesn’t filter into tonight against a Panthers team that has played well since Kevin Dineen was fired a week ago and is coming off a win over one of the West’s elite, albeit a flu-ridden Anaheim squad.

Jimmy Hayes, acquired in last night’s Kris Versteeg thievery by Chicago, is a gametime decision. He arrived this morning. Hayes is 6-foot-6 and if I remember has had a few good games against the Wild. He has a goal and assist in three games and fought Justin Falk once.

Nick Bjugstad, on the fourth line when we were in Florida last month, will center Jonathan Huberdeau and Tomas Fleischmann tonight. That is quite the opportunity in the former Gophers’ first pro game at the X.

“I’ve got to capitalize on it,” Bjugstad said. “Hopefully it works out with them.”

Bjugstad has about 70 friends and family members coming, and his mom made it easy on him by purchasing a group package through the Wild.

Bjugstad is “one of if not our best most consistent forward at this point,” coach Pete Horachek said. “A lot of that comes down to that size that he has. He’s able to do things that other players can’t.”

One of Horachek’s assistants is former Panthers captain Brian Skrudland. He is elevated from his director of player development role, meaning he did what Brad Bombardir does with the Wild. That’s traveling, seeing, talking and helping to mold team prospects. So Skrudland was the guy who often came to Minnesota to chat with Bjugstad and be the liaison between the player and the club.

Now the former center’s behind Bjugstad on the bench.

“He’s been a good mentor ever since I was drafted by Florida,” Bjugstad said. “He’s great vocally and enthusiastic, and brings a lot to the table. He’s played the game, knows the game. He’s been really good at giving me advice.”

I also talked with Panthers assistant John Madden, the former Wild center who lives in Edina. He saw his family last night, but they are in Brainerd tonight at a hockey tournament. His oldest son’s a good one.

Madden landed last week at MSP from a scouting trip in Boston when GM Dale Tallon called and told him he was elevating Madden to assistant coach and firing the coaching staff. Madden scouted almost every Wild home game this season, so that should give Florida some good advance scouting tonight. I’ll have some more quotes from Madden in tomorrow’s Star Tribune.

Not much else going on. I’ve got to get started on my Sunday package. Big game as always in the West. Eighth-place LA is on pace for 107.8 points now compared to the eighth-place Rangers in the East at 82. Wild’s on pace for 112 points, yet is as close to the top of the standings as it is to falling out of the bubble.

Crazy conference the West, which means the Wild must continue to rack up points.

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

Mike Yeo takes exception with "anybody that tries to call us soft"
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Update: The Wild has recalled Johan Gustafsson to back up Josh Harding tonight. The reason? Rather than ride pine, Darcy Kuemper is slated to start for Iowa against San Antonio. 

The Wild held an optional practice today where most the heavy-minute Wild players – Ryan Suter, Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville – didn’t practice. Nor did Mikael Granlund.

It sounds like Granlund was just kept off the ice as a precaution because he took the Nazem Kadri shot to the head last night. Coach Mike Yeo said, “With those things, you’re not in the clear for a couple days here, but we expect him to be fine” and play in Friday’s game against the Florida Panthers.

Niklas Backstrom won’t dress though. Backstrom took the blow to the head from Kadri, an infraction that cost Kadri a three-game suspension.

Here is former referee Kerry Fraser's take on the Kadri hits and ref responses last night. Good read.

Yeo didn’t give a diagnosis for Backstrom, but the Wild will call up Darcy Kuemper or Johan Gustafsson to back up Josh Harding (10-2-2 overall, 8-0 at home) against the Panthers.

I’ve still been peppered with tweets about the Wild’s lack of response last night after Kadri ran Backstrom and I skimmed through the blog comments.

I got a few emails and saw some tweets saying it’s clear Yeo doesn’t like tough hockey, of course discounting the fact that Yeo made his living as a minor-leaguer playing tough hockey and had the most fighting majors in Houston Aeros history – one slot up on Derek Boogaard.

“I’m probably the only coach that took boxing lessons [during the lockout] last year,” Yeo quipped.

I asked Yeo about the Wild being called a quote-unquote “soft” team.

“First off, obviously who’s the first [player] to jump on top of him [Kadri]?” Yeo said. “[Ryan] Suter. So to say that we didn’t do anything, that’s false actually. And if you want to get into it, it’s this simple really: They’ve got [Colton] Orr on the bench, they’ve got [Fraser] McLaren (he actually didn’t play, so I’m not positive whom Yeo meant), they’ve got [Mark Fraser]. They’ve got one after another. So if we go after Kadri, well, are they going to go after Konopka? No. They’re going to go after one of our top guys. They’ve got more down the line where they can keep playing that game.

“So where we have to be better is on the power play. Teams have to be afraid to pull that crap on us [because] they’re fearful of our power play. But at the same time, what I like is that our guys continued to play the game. I’ll take exception with anybody that tries to call us soft because that’s not true. Where it’d be soft is if they tried to have a physical impact on us. And as far as I’m concerned, we raised our game. And that to me is tough[ness]. It’s a different type of tough.

Going back to [Detroit Red Wings GM] Ken Holland speak on the radio when I was listening to one of his interviews at the beginning of the year and he was talking about Detroit in their heyday and what he was saying is in an 82-game season, there’s probably going to be five, maybe seven games where you wish you were a little bit tougher. But at the same time, there’s a lot of wins along the course of those 82 games that they got because of the makeup of their team. So what’s important for us is just to continue to prove that No. 1 that we have each other’s back, No. 2 that we’re not going to back down, and if teams want to play us physically, then we’ll rise to the challenge.”

This was my point last season night. I’m getting tweets that the Wild’s a bunch of cream puffs. They’ve gotten points in 10 of its last 11. Last night was the first game all season where another team looked to challenge the Wild physically.

I’d be concerned if the Wild cowered. The Wild instead elevated its game and didn’t show any examples of a team that was intimidated by the rough stuff.

They’re just not built like Toronto. If you expect Jonas Brodin or Mikael Granlund or even Zach Parise to go in there and mix it up with the Dion Phaneufs and Mark Frasers, you’re going to be disappointed. But that's two games against this alleged rough and tumble Maple Leafs that the Wild outplayed the opponent.

Now, will this be a concern later in the year when the Wild plays against the St. Louis Blues and Los Angeles Kings more? We will see. Obviously, the Wild doesn’t match up against the Blues from a size standpoint.

“But regardless, the other thing that we were looking at is first off, we were playing an Eastern Conference team, and when you look at the East, the East is made up – and especially that division – is made up different,” Yeo said. “We’re going through the Western Conference and it’s a different complexion of teams. There are a lot of teams that are built very similar to us. Not to get into it too much, but there were games last year --- our goal is pretty simple. We want to be a Cup contending team. And we felt even in the playoffs last year, I felt that there were many games where we played a lot tougher than Chicago but we came away on the bottom end of it. So we have to continue to play tough but there are other parts of our game that we have to make sure we’re dictating the game the way that we want to play it.”

I asked Matt Cooke about the immediate response to the Kadri on Backstrom thing. Let’s be honest: Cooke knows about responses after running the goalie. He’s done it a few times in his career.

“When Nik got hit, none of us knew he wasn’t OK. Then it turns out a few minutes later he wasn’t OK. But people need to understand is by that time, you’re in a game. It’s 0-0. It’s not because we don’t want to stand up for Nik or stand up for our teammates because in the second period, you see Brodzy go in and get in there for Nino. I just don’t know what the response that’s called for in that situation. Obviously we’re there for each other, stand up for each other and will continue to do so, but sometimes, at what cost?”

This isn’t the 70s and early 80s anymore. You can’t hop the bench anymore. You do, and you get a 10-game suspension the way Toronto’s David Clarkson did when John Scott got in Phil Kessel’s face.

Responses have to happen in the heat of the moment by the players on the ice, like Jason Zucker fighting a player last night after a dirty hit from behind on Brian Connelly. That was a situation where Zucker reacted to stand up for a teammate after seeing with his very own eyes exactly what a dirty hit it was.

In a situation where Backstrom is run, there is a hockey shift going on. I can promise you that none of the five players on the ice actually saw the forearm shiver to Backstrom’s melon from Kadri. Suter got in Kadri’s face and knocked him to the ice. If Suter starts pounding away, not only does he negate the ensuing power play, he probably earns more penalty minutes. And I don’t think you want your 35-minute defenseman chained to the penalty box and risking even a suspension.

Now later in the game you can say that maybe Kadri should have been challenged. I would have liked to have seen that response, too. Although, the Wild claims Brodziak tried to challenge Kadri to a fight and Kadri wouldn’t accept. And you know Zenon Konopka wasn’t going to get an affirmative from Kadri.

So to me, this is an overreaction. It was a 0-0 game. If the Wild lost its minds, earned a bunch of penalties and lost the game because of it, I can’t imagine the fans freaking over this would be satisfied with that because the Wild stood up for each other. They’d be ticked off because of a loss. I’ve got no problem whatsoever with what Zucker did. But the other side of it is he negated a power play with the Iowa Wild down 1-0 in an eventual loss. So you’ve got to pick as fans what you really want? There are no perfect teams. This is how the Wild’s built right now. If I was a fan, I’d rather have Brodin moving the puck flawlessly than risking his health by jumping Kadri.

But I agree with the overall semblance that you have to stand up for your goalie. Again though, I don’t see any patterns this season where the Wild’s not sticking up for each other. This was a one-game thing during a streak where the Wild’s getting points almost every single game.

Onward:

I’m doing an article on the third line of Cooke, Brodziak and Justin Fontaine tomorrow. They’re going up against top lines and players every night, from the Ovechkins to Kessels, and they’re usually coming out of it even or on top at even-strength.

Cooke and Brodziak, the two constant third-liners all year, have been on the ice for two even-strength goals each in the past 12 games. There’s some good stuff in tomorrow’s article.

-- Konopka, who played seven shifts last night, broke his nose on a Carter Ashton hit. He said it was the 14th time he broke his nose and he woke up in a pool of blood.

--Zach Parise was getting ribbed for doing the flyby. If you didn’t see my article on Parise trying to weed it out, look back in the startribune.com archives from Washington. Parise said it was because it was a tying goal with 4:17 left and it was a reluctant one.

--Yeo on Ryan Suter’s 108 minutes the past three games: It’s such a big story now and I wish it wasn’t. First off, we’ve had three games that have gone to overtime – three in a row – and that obviously impacts things. It’s a ridiculous amount that he’s playing in these overtime periods. The 4-on-4s are a little bit less grinding. I would assume he’s probably playing four minutes out of a five minute overtime period, so there’s four minutes right there, plus you factor in the five minute major and I bet you he probably played at three and a half minutes of that too. So it doesn’t take long when you start adding it up – that’s seven and a half minutes basically right there toward the end of the game. These are close games, they’re one goal games, he’s playing well with the game on the line, and two points on the line. Who are you going to put out there? Well, he’s the guy.”

I just found the above quote humorous re-reading it. That’s it for now. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during Friday night’s Wild game (pregame, first intermission).

No Backstrom or Harding at today's Wild practice

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: November 14, 2013 - 11:12 AM   
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The Wild is having a very optional practice this morning. Fourteen skaters are on the ice with two practice goalies.

Niklas Backstrom, who took the head shot last night from Toronto's Nazem Kadri, isn't practicing, nor is Josh Harding, who was called into duty last night despite being sick the night before. Harding is probably just exercising his option.

Not practicing today are Zach Parise, Ryan Suter, Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville. The Granlund one is a concern. Took the head shot from Kadri, has a history of concussions and he's the lone young guy not on the ice.

As of now, no goalie callup for Backstrom. Kadri has a noon CT phone hearing for the Backstrom hit. My guess: Dinged for two games.

The practice goalies today work with strength coach Kirk Olson at Total Hockey as part of the goalie training program, Pro Hybrid Group. They are A.J. Bucchino, 29, who has some pro hockey experience, and Tino Vasquez, who apparently may go back to school next year to play Division III hockey.

More later

Postgame: Was Wild's response to Nazem Kadri's hits appropriate?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 14, 2013 - 8:03 AM   
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Update: Kadri has a noon CT hearing today for steamrolling Niklas Backstrom. This has two games written all over it. The league is not further disciplining him on Granlund hit.

The Wild improved to 5-0-1 in its past six and 8-1-2 in its past 11 by rallying for a 2-1 shootout win over the Toronto Maple Leafs tonight.

As always, please read the game story for all the good, but Zach Parise tied the game with 4:17 left before Parise and Jason Pominville scored in the shootout to lift Minnesota to a game it pretty unarguably deserved to win.

Other than its power play continually failing them, the Wild severely outchanced Toronto. Jonathan Bernier was great as usual against the Wild (eight goals allowed in 434 minutes against Minnesota) and the Maple Leafs’ defenders continually got sticks in the Wild’s way to knock chances out of harm’s way.

The big story of the way was menace Nazem Kadri, the 2009 seventh overall pick. He knocked Niklas Backstrom out of the game 10 ½ minutes in by not only barreling him over, but giving him a forearm shiver to the head.

Backstrom sustained an “upper-body” injury, which means he’ll need to see an “upper-body” specialist for an “upper-body” baseline test. Later, Kadri, who was running around all game with no Wild players challenging him (he once hog-tied Nino Niederreiter and sent him to the ice, creamed Mikael Granlund for a match penalty hit to the head.

The one on Backstrom I think will be really scrutinized by the league (as all the Wild players said, it's the type of blow to the head the league wants to rid), especially if the NHL sees the hit on Granlund the way Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle saw it: “It’s beyond me the five-minute major. I just looked at it. He made initial contact with the shoulder and the kid had the head down. (Kadri) didn’t have his arms up and he ran into the player and Granlund snapped his head back. Obviously the referee’s saw it differently and obviously when it’s a five-minute match penalty it’ll be reviewed.”

Kadri wasn’t made available. Josh Harding came in and made 19 saves to improve to 10-2-2.

The big story of the game though was Toronto creating havoc, taking runs at guys (Marco Scandella, Granlund, Jared Spurgeon, Niederreiter obviously Backstrom) and the Wild not doing the same. Now, the Wild could have made Toronto pay if its power play wasn’t, as Yeo admitted, “out of sorts.” Also, because the Wild was trying to rally, Zenon Konopka only played seven shifts. Also, Mike Rupp’s in Iowa on a rehab stint.

But maybe the lack of response did show that the Wild may need to spot Rupp in against some of the more aggressive teams in the NHL. As of now, if the Wild’s healthy up front, it’ll be hard for Rupp to get games. But there may be times where Yeo may need to consider him.

Yeo said, “Do we match up against that team's toughness? No, we don’t. If we want to start trading off, we go after Kadri, next thing you know, what are they going to go after? They’re going to go after our guys too and again we don’t match up in that toughness department against them. Now we do have a team that cares about each other very much, and we stick up for each other, trust me. You saw Brodzy (Kyle Brodziak) getting in there for Nino and you saw guys competing and battling and trying to have that team toughness. Between the whistles and the way we fought through this game and found a way to win, that’s a message too to your teammates.”

The Wild just aren’t built like Toronto, so while there may be times where the Wild may be exposed for what even Yeo admits is a lack of toughness, I’m not overly concerned this is a huge problem yet. Some fans were tweeting me incessantly that the Wild are “soft.” The reality is, this is the first time all season a team came in intent on trying to push the Wild around, and the end result?

The Wild completely outplayed that team and ended up taking two points. At the end of the day, this alleged soft team has gotten points in 10 of the last 11 games and the last six. So this is not as big a deal yet as I think these fans are making it out to be.

The power play was an issue tonight. I’m not a big fan of Jason Pominville in the slot, although on the major, he nearly scored from that area. I just like his booming shot from the point. I think he’s more effective there. I also love the chemistry with Coyle on the top line with Parise and Mikko Koivu, so to me, keep that going and if you want a right-shot on the second unit, toss Justin Fontaine in the middle or use Jared Spurgeon there. I also don’t like the No. 2 unit without Niederreiter. But the past few power plays tonight, Yeo went with a second unit of Granlund, Coyle, Heatley, Brodin and Scandella.

Yeo said the Wild obviously has to look at the power play.

I thought the Wild’s D played real well again tonight. Under the radar has been Spurgeon. He has kind of been overshadowed by Ryan Suter’s 108 minutes the past three games (most ice time in a three-game stretch since ice time started to be tracked in 2000 (according to Elias) and Marco Scandella’s rising game. But Spurgeon’s been good in every zone.

Harding, sick last night, came in cold and again was solid, especially late in overtime. Just a good two points, and the Wild needed a puck off two skates to beat Jonathan Bernier (33 saves).

Yeo gave some good kudos tonight to Brodziak, Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine, who went up a lot against Phil Kessel’s line and also helped create momentum after the failed five-minute major before Parise’s equalizer. Wild could have won in regulation if not for Bernier. After Parise’s goal, it was all Wild.

“Bernier was lights out. It was one of the better goaltending performances I’ve seen this year,” Harding said.

Talk to you Thursday after practice. Check out my Charlie Coyle notebook and my Wild Minute with actor Erik Stolhanske.

Backstrom starting vs. Jake Gardiner and the Maple Leafs; Pominville on Sabres shakeup

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 13, 2013 - 12:07 PM    

print

Share10      Share via Email  

Niklas Backstrom will make his fifth start of the season for the Wild when it hosts Phil Kessel, Jake Gardiner, Mason Raymond, James van Riemsdyk (did I get all Minnesota ties?) and the Toronto Maple Leafs.

It was obvious something was awry when I walked into the rink and there was only one goalie on the ice for the Wild's optional skate. Goalies rarely don't take the ice for a morning skate because the shooters then only have one net to shoot at.

Turns out Josh Harding, who leads the NHL in goals-against average and save percentage, was "a little under the weather last night," coach Mike Yeo said, so because there would only be one goalie on the ice, the Wild decided to do the optional.

Harding will back up tonight.

Good morning from the X. Russo's back. I had to leave town unexpectedly the past few days due to a family emergency, but I jetted back here this morning to cover the game.

Three key reminders:

--TONIGHT'S GAME IS 6:30 P.M. (to accomodate TSN)!!!

--And for the persistent "what channel is the game on?" questions tonight, it will be on FOX SPORTS NORTH PLUS (FSN+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++). Here is where you can find the channel.

--Also, most importantly, my buddy Erik Stolhanske, the actor/writer extraordinaire from Super Troopers, Beerfest, etc., and Sven, the Norwegian caddy from Curb Your Enthusiasm, will be doing "Let's Play Hockey" tonight. Minnesota native. Give Rabbit some love tonight. If you didn't hear Erik sit in with me on KFAN earlier this summer, it was a blast and check out their site for archives.

Back to tonight:

The Wild has gotten points in nine of the past 10 games (7-1-2), losing in Toronto earlier this season when Darcy Kuemper was pulled in a rare night off for Harding. Wild outshot the Leafs 37-14 that game.

Backstrom was going to start at least one game this three-game homestand anyway. At least, that's what coach Mike Yeo had been indicating since Saturday. The team wants to get Backstrom back into some kind of rhythm, especially since he'll be needed to start at least one game next week at Montreal or Ottawa.

Here is the article I wrote on Backstrom in Monday's newspaper. Please give it a read.

Backstrom made 33 saves in a win at Chicago late last month but didn't play well at home against Chicago a few days later. He is 1-1-2 in six games this season with a 3.42 goals-against average and .871 save percentage.

Jonathan Bernier appears as if he'll get the start vs. the Wild. Of Bernier's seven career shutouts, three are against the Wild -- all coming as the Los Angeles Kings' backup.

Clayton Stoner is expected to return tonight after missing the Carolina game with a leg injury. If so, Matt Dumba will be scratched after a rough game against the Hurricanes. If scratched, it'll be Dumba's ninth scratch and fifth in six games.

Not much else going on. Tonight will be Gardiner's first game at the X not as a Wisconsin Badger ... or most importantly and impressively and notably a Minnetonka Skipper. He'll have about three-dozen family members and friends in attendance.

Kessel's turned himself into a bona fide star. He's got 10 goals and 19 points in 17 games. He played for the U, if you were born under a rock. Van Riemsdyk is playing center tonight. He's building a home out in Zach Pariseland.

Former Sabres captain Jason Pominville was stunned by today's Buffalo news. Huge, sweeping changes in Buffalo the last several months, from Pominville and Thomas Vanek getting traded to longtime coach Lindy Ruff getting fired to now GM Darcy Regier getting axed and former coach Ted Nolan going from blackballed to being brought back as interim coach.

"It's always tough when you see someone you know get let go like that," Pominville said. "[Regier's] always been good to me and pretty honest to me, but at the same time, it's a business move and something had to be done. I think they have a little time here where the new people in place will be able to build a team the way they want to. Obviously the owners weren't happy with the direction it was going, so they had to make a business move.

"They have passionate fans that want a team that competes and wins. Lately they haven't been getting that. You look back at five, six, seven years ago, that city was unbelievable with the support they gave us. Our playoff runs we had, it was awesome, but lately it hasn't been that way. I feel bad for the fans, but I'm sure this will make them feel a little bit better and buy time for the people in place.

"There's been a lot of changes. There's probably going to be more changes. But I've turned the page and am excited to be here."

I'll be on Hockey Night in Canada Radio at 3:30 p.m. CT and Sportsnet Radio/TV in Toronto at 1:15 CT.

Stoner returns to practice for Wild

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news, Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: November 12, 2013 - 2:07 PM   

print

Share1      Share via Email  

Wild defenseman Clayton Stoner, coming back from a leg injury, was just supposed to skate on his own today before the team practiced. But he felt so good after doing so that he joined the Wild and took part in practice.

And that means there is a chance Stoner  could return to action Tuesday against Toronto.  “We’ll see how it goes as far as tomorrow,” coach Mike Yeo said.

His return would be big. Because Keith Ballard, who has missed two games with an upper body injury, was put on injured reserve Tuesday.

Here are other items from today’s practice:

--A Toronto writer at practice today, doing a story on Josh Harding, asked Yeo if he felt goalie Josh Harding should be considered for the Canadian Olympic team.

“I do,” Yeo said. “Absolutely, I do. You look at numbers, you look at stats, you look at wins, he’s certainly made a case for himself. You want players to put themselves in a position where they’re opening eyes and getting attention from other people. I think he deserves that.”

Harding is first in the league in goals-against (1.22) and tied for first with two shutouts. He is second with a .947 save percentage and seventh in wins.

Harding, who is battling multiple sclerosis, is not talking about that condition this year. Indeed, his play has pushed that issue to the back burner, something Yeo emphasized today.

“The thing about him is, if it wasn’t for all the questions I get on a day-to-day basis, I’d probably forget about it, to be honest with you,” Yeo said. “What impressed me about him? Last year it was always there, because we had to learn so much about it with the doctors. We had to have so much communication with him and with the trainers, just how to deal with it. This year it’s almost been a non-issue. He just comes to the rink and he’s just another player. He’s gone out and played at such a high level you almost forget it’s there. We’ll never forget what he has to deal with. But, at the same time, it’s impressive the way he comes to the rink. We don’t talk about it, and he doesn’t want us talking about it.”

--As expected, Mike Rupp, who has yet to play this season after having off-season knee surgery, will put in a conditioning stint with Iowa Wild. “He’ll play there Wednesday and Friday,” Yeo said. “And we’ll get him back here.”

Wild practice: Ballard out two weeks, while other players rest and practice 

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: November 11, 2013 - 1:06 PM   
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The Wild have a three-day break between games this week, and Russo also is taking a rare bit of time off. Rachel Blount here, with an update on a workmanlike Wild practice Monday at Xcel.

The biggest news of the day: D Keith Ballard, still bothered by an upper-body injury, will miss about two weeks. Coach Mike Yeo reiterated that the unspecified injury isn't related to the concussion Ballard had earlier this season, but it's significant enough to keep him out of the lineup. Defenseman Clayton Stoner, who injured a leg last week at Washington, didn't skate Monday but is expected to skate on his own Tuesday.

 "(Ballard) is feeling pretty sore right now,'' Yeo said. "We're going to keep him off the ice and let him rest. It's nothing related to the concussion symptoms he was feeling before, but he's in a little too much pain to get on the ice, so we're going to give him a chance to heal up.

"Stoner is day to day. We expect him to go on the ice tomorrow on his own. Depending on how that goes, he may join our group (for Wednesday's game against Toronto at Xcel).''

Yeo said he didn't anticipate calling up anyone. He likes the six healthy defensemen he has, and with the Wild at home for the next week--and the AHL affiliate now close by in Iowa--he noted that he could get someone in on short notice if necessary. But he said he's been very pleased with the play of Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba, and he's enjoyed seeing Marco Scandella's growth this season.

That's it for now--it was a very quiet day. All of the players will do charity appearances this afternoon, with several slated to visit with kids involved in Defending the Blue Line--the group that helps children of military families participate in hockey--and others visiting local hospitals.

Postgame: Wild pulls out a North Carolina 'W' by going 3 for 3 in the extra-extra session

Posted by: Michael Russo under Rookies, Wild game coverage  Updated: November 9, 2013 - 10:34 PM   
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The Wild enjoyed its first trip to Raleigh in almost four years exactly. A little hoops, a nice dinner and two points.

It wasn’t the prettiest game of the Wild’s season, but the Wild played plenty of pretty games early in the season against L.A., Anaheim, Nashville and Toronto and didn’t grab the full two-point allotment.

So, as they say in the biz, they’ll take it.

3-2 shootout winners against Carolina. The Wild entered 0-3 in shootouts and 0 for 7 in shootout shooters this season. That blemish disappeared tonight when Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville scored career shootout goals No. 33, 31 and 19, respectively, to ruin Justin Peters’ night. The kid has given up eight shootout goals in 11 attempts in his career.

Parise said somebody (probably goalie coach Bob Mason) radioed from atop prior to the shootout that Peters bites on the fake. Parise deked and deked until Peters was faked out of his breezers.

The goals came after the Wild killed off a 67-second 4-on-3 disadvantage to end overtime. Boneheaded play by the Hurricanes as they much to the chagrin of their moaning fans working the puck astonishingly for 30 or 35 seconds on the delayed penalty.

“If it were me, I would have thrown it right on net and tried to get a whistle and get a 1:40 4-on-3,” Parise said. “We were all on the bench confused why they would do that.”

In regulation, Pominville scored a breakaway goal after he shrewdly read a blocked shot and took off in the neutral zone. Ryan Suter indeed blocked the shot and sprung Pominville for a breakaway goal, the 200th goal of his career. He now leads the team with 11 and has 7 in his last 7 games. He has 14 goals in his career vs. the Canes.

Josh Harding stopped 27 of 29 shots and was only beaten once in the shootout. He leads the NHL now with a 1.22 goals-against average and .947 save percentage.

Suter only (kidding) logged 35 minutes, 28 seconds. He was a horse. Yeo joked the Wild cut him a break tonight because he played 36:51 in Washington.

Yeo said playing Suter this much is not ideal, that he doesn’t want to play him 35 minutes every game, but if the game is on the ice, “who do you want on the ice? And if he’s not showing he’s tired and still can perform at a high level, when there’s two points hanging there for you, you want him on the ice.”

Marco Scandella was outstanding, assisting on Justin Fontaine’s tying goal in the second. Fontaine now has six goal, tied for third among rookies, and five in his past nine games. He also had a nasty gash around his right ear after the game from being clocked by a Suter clear.

Scandella was just solid as I said and Yeo said he hasn’t seen him play at this level.

In 12 games since he was scratched for three, Scandella is a plus-7 with only one minus-1 game included.

Sloppy game overall. Ice was awful. Carolina pressures well. Matt Dumba had a bunch of turnovers and only played 10 minutes. If Clayton Stoner can play Wednesday, he will likely sit again. But a lot of guys just seemed off tonight. Even Charlie Coyle played one of the poorest games I’ve seen him play.

Kyle Brodziak had a real good game with Fontaine and Matt Cooke. Brodziak had five shots and they were out there a lot against the Staaaaaaaals.

The Wild (10-4-4) has 24 points, tied for the most points in franchise history after 18 games (2006-07, a team I actually thought was better than the 2008 division winner).

Parise’s 33 shootout goals are tied for first in NHL history (9 years) and Koivu’s 31 are tied for fifth (but second-most). 

The Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Pominville line has been the Wild’s offensive engine during its hot streak. The trio has 10 goals and 22 points in the past seven games.

That’s it for me. Wild is off Sunday, which means no blog unless there’s news. I didn’t see it, but Jason Zucker got a five and game for his second checking to the head penalty of the season. So he could see his second suspension on the horizon.

Rachel is covering for me Monday. I’ll be back with you Tuesday, although I plan a story on Niklas Backstrom in Monday’s paper.

Matt Dumba reaches significant 10th game; Josh Harding starting for the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 9, 2013 - 12:07 PM   
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Mike Yeo skated up to Matt Dumba near the end of this morning's pregame skate and asked, "Ready to go tonight?"

Dumba told him, "yes."

With Clayton Stoner injured with a minor leg issue, the 19-year-old Dumba will play his benchmark 10th game tonight against the Carolina Hurricanes. That means the first year of his three-year contract will burn off even if the Wild opts to return him to WHL Red Deer at a later date.

This does not mean he's necessarily here for the season. The next key mark is 41 games because that triggers his seven-year free-agency clock to start.

But most likely Dumba will be here for awhile now because while GM Chuck Fletcher has said all along he didn't care if his three-year deal kicks in, he does care if it kicks in at Game 10 and then you send him back to Red Deer for the year after Game 11 or 12 or 13 or something. That makes no sense. So essentially, the Wild has made the decision to keep Dumba here for significantly longer.

That should bring some ease to Dumba's game. He admitted after a rocky Game 9 against Chicago that the 9-game plateau was too much in his head.

"For it to be my 10th game in the positon I’m in is nice, but I have to keep building from there and hopefully I get the 20th game and 30th game and so on," Dumba said.

Dumba had been scratched in four consecutive games, so Yeo reminded the rookie that he must move the puck quick and decisively tonight against a high-pressure Canes team.

Josh Harding vs. Jeff Peters tonight. Carolina has to start Peters. If it didn't, you or I would have to probably start. Cam Ward and Anton Khudobin are hurt, although Ward took the ice in pads for the first time late in today's skate.

But the Wild thought seriously about starting Niklas Backstrom tonight. Instead, the team will continue to ride the red-hot Harding, who leads the league with a 1.16 goals against average and .949 save percentage. He has allowed 14 goals in 13 games.

Backstrom had a long huddle with goalie coach Bob Mason on the ice after the skate, and Yeo said that Backstrom will almost certainly start at least one of the games on the upcoming three-game homestand. He must, because he will certainly have to start at Montreal or at Ottawa in back-to-back games the following week.

Right-shot D Nate Prosser will move to the left side and be paired with Dumba, although my guess is Ryan Suter gets a bunch of ice time and Yeo said Marco Scandella can bite off more minutes. Last year, Yeo didn't have confidence that Prosser could play the off wing. It's just a different animal because you're playing pucks off the wall on your backhand.

Prosser said he has played the left side a "decent" amount in his career and it's no big deal to him at all.

Mike Rupp is looking better. The Wild has talked to him about a conditioning stint in Iowa. Rupp says he is ready and hopes that rehab stint comes this upcoming week.

I'll have some fun notes on yesterday's hoops game in tomorrow's paper. In a knockout game, Scandella beat Yeo in the finals, although said it's not fair because he lost to a guy who can dunk. Scandella said he beat Yeo "easily."

For more on the Wild hoops game, I did my Wild Minute with the players in the background. That can be seen on www.startribune.com/wild.

That's it for now. Talk later.

Wild hits the NC State hardwood; Parise good to go vs. Carolina

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: November 8, 2013 - 2:46 PM    
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I'll be honest, I am dragging today, so this won't be a particularly special blog.

4 a.m. wakeup call after getting back from last night's game at 12:30 a.m., and then just as I'm walking out of my hotel room at around 4:30 a.m., the airline calls to tell me my 6 a.m. flight is now leaving Washington at ....... 1 p.m!!!

Uh, no chance. A couple phone conversations later, and I was rerouted to Raleigh through Detroit.

So I'm tired, cranky, still have my Sunday Insider to write, my back hurts, my head hurts, Falness is still annoying, it's cold out, the gas in my rental car wasn't all the way full, my buddy who lives in Raleigh had the audacity to go on his honeymoon, they're playing Matchbox 20 on Pandora right now, the Panthers continue to be an absolute trainwreck and the hotel Internet is slow.

But other than that, everything's just great!!!

(Note: For those of you who are probably steaming right now thinking that Russo doesn't know how good he has it and 'I wish I could cover hockey and get paid for it, so stop your whining,' I am tired, but the rest of the above stuff, I swear to you, I am kidding around. Well, I am cranky. And Falness is ...).

On the Wild front, not much going on.

--First, the good news. Zach Parise looks good to go for Saturday's game against the Staaaaaaal Brothers and the Carolina Hurricanes at PNC Arena (it will always be RBC Center in my heart). Parise was working on his sticks this morning and he says he's OK. Big sigh of relief throughout the organEYEzation and the state of MinnesOHta. When he took that shot off the wrist last night, you can bet Mike Yeo's heart began to triple time.

--Second, defenseman Clayton Stoner, who crashed hard into the boards last night on a trip by Aaron Volpatti and sustained some kind of leg injury, got treatment today and is questionable for the Canes game. Yeo said he is feeling better, but they'll have to see how he feels in the morning.

If Stoner can't play, unless Keith Ballard or an Iowa reinforcement is being helicoptered in, Matt Dumba would play his 10th game.

You know that would be a sigh of relief for the 19-year-old, who is as tired of answering questions from the ink-stained wretches about the benchmark as the stinkin' ink-stained wretches are asking him about it.

Remember, Ballard is back home, and he's a left-shot D (although he has been mostly playing the right side). Stoner is a left-shot D.

So if Stoner can't play, Yeo would have a choice: Does he separate left-shot D pair Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin OR does he play Nate Prosser or Dumba, both right-shot D, on the left side? That is not easy and remember one reason why Prosser was a continuous healthy scratch last season is because Yeo didn't have a lot of confidence putting Prosser on the left side.

But Yeo doesn't sound like a man that wanted to break up his top defense pair, especially against Eric Staaaaaaaaal.

Cue Yeozie on putting a right-shot D on the left side: "At the end of the year, I said we should have given [Prosser] more opportunity [even if it were on the left side]. We only gave him a few games there and sometimes it takes a little time to get used to it. We've never seen Dums play that, so I don't know. Sometimes you have to show the confidence in the players so they can show they can do it, so we'll see."

--Third, Yeo didn't reveal which goalie will start vs. Carolina, Josh Harding or Niklas Backstrom. Backstrom did get on the ice today, Harding played basketball. Harding continues to play well, but as I wrote the past few days, the Wild wants to get Backstrom in at some point. So we shall see.

-- Fourth, Yeo was still very pleased with the effort and game the Wild put forth in a shootout loss last night in D.C. He said you can argue that was one of the Wild's better games recently, saying, "Our forechecking pressure, that relentless pursuit, we were a very frustrating team to play against. I think we were really having an effect on them, but we need to find a way to close out that game."

Wild is 6-1-1 in the past eight.

-- Fifth, About 10 or 12 players skated at the Canes' practice rink.

The rest played hoops on the NC State's basketball court. Not exactly Cameron Indoor Stadium, but it'll have to do.

The Wolfpack (the guys from NC State, not the Hangover) play Appalachian State tonight, I believe, since the Wild tried to challenge a few of them to hoops.

On the court playing hoops today with Canes coach Kirk Muller scouting included off memory: ChAHlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville, Marco Scandella, Jared Spurgeon, Jonas Brodin, Matt Cooke, basketball star Josh Harding, Mike Yeo, Kirk Olson, Rick Wilson, Torrey Mitchell, Ryan Suter.

I did my Wild Minute for Saturday with them in the background. A few of the guys were surprisingly good. It's clear Harding is just an athlete-and-a-half in pretty much everything he does.

Postgame thoughts after the Wild's shootout loss at Washington

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 7, 2013 - 10:25 PM   
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Evening from the Verizon Center, where the Wild fell 3-2 in a shootout tonight to the Washington Capitals.

Read the game story for most the details and quotes on www.startribune.com/wild and also give my story on Zach Parise trying to weed out the goal-celebration bench “fly-by” from the Wild at this link. Some funny stuff in there.

Charlie Coyle tonight and didn’t do the fly-by, maybe because Parise is his linemate or maybe because he was high-sticked in the teeth right as he scored!!!

The Wild played a good road game tonight and was strong 5-on-5. Coyle and Mikael Granlund scored the goals and Josh Harding was great again, making 25 saves. Nothing he could do on either of the Alex Ovechkin or Marcus Johansson goals, nor the brilliant Nicklas Backstrom shot in the shootout.

But Braden Holtby was spectacular and stole Washington a win. He made 33 saves and wasn’t beaten in the shootout by Jason Pominville, Mikko Koivu or Coyle. Parise blocked a shot with his right wrist late in overtime, so he was hurt and couldn’t partake. But he said after the game he was OK.

The Wild now is 0-3 in shootouts and its shooters are 0 for 7. Koivu, who has 30 shootout goals, is 0 for 3. Parise, who has 32, is 0 for 2. Pominville, who has 18, is 0 for 1. Coyle is 0 for 1 now after his first career shootout goal. He is great in practice, which is why I think he was chosen.

Granlund is known for the shootout, but he really doesn’t score a lot in shootout drills in practice. And he’s 0 for 4 or 5 at least this season on breakaways.

Controversial game-tying goal for Washington. Just watch the replay. Tom Wilson got away a blatant pick on Jonas Brodin. That’s good to go in basketball. Not in hockey. Should have been called. Wasn’t. And Johansson was able to walk right out of the corner because of it and score like two seconds later. His shot banked in off Nate Prosser as he tried to defend Brooks Laich.

It was the talk of the Wild room after the game, but referee Tim Peel gave the Wild a golden chance by tagging Martin Erat with an interference after a faceoff with 57.6 seconds left. The Wild couldn’t beat the league’s best penalty kill late in the third or on the 63-second 4-on-3 to open overtime.

The Wild had some great chances, but Holtby was solid.

Clayton Stoner was injured on his first shift. He was tripped up by Aaron Volpatti and crashed painfully into the boards. He tried to continue playing on two shifts, but it was evident he wasn’t right and had to leave. Yeo said Stoner was feeling better after the game.

Brodin played 29 minutes and Ryan Suter logged 36:51 – the most ice time in a regular-season NHL game since San Jose’s Dan Boyle’s 37:03 in Feb. 2008.

We’ll see if Stoner can play Saturday in Raleigh. Remember, Keith Ballard is back home hurt, so if Stoner can’t play, not only would Matt Dumba likely get in, it may have to result in breaking up Suter and Brodin. We know from last year that Yeo doesn’t believe Prosser can play left D. And I cannot imagine Dumba, a right-shot D, can play the left side.

Matt Dumba will be a good player. But he’s not Seth Jones, who plays his off wing in Nashville despite being a rookie.

Yeo talked before the game about wanting to get Nik Backstrom a start. The Wild can’t run Harding into the ground. But Harding was great again tonight, so we’ll see what the organization decides.

We may not know Friday. Yeo already said Friday’s practice will be very optional.

Exciting hockey game tonight and the Wild played well. Caps admitted after the game that they escaped tonight with two points.

Wild’s three-game winning streak is history, but it is still 6-1-1 in the past eight.

Granlund was awesome tonight. Five shots, goal, and just outstanding defensively and physically. He’s fun to watch.

OK, I really have to go. I have a 6 a.m. flight through Atlanta, believe it or not. Talk to you Friday, but like I said, there may not be a ton of news with slim pickings at practice.

Great questions on my Sunday Insider blog mailbag. Apologies in advance, but in 22 inches or so, I can only answer 10 or 12 max.

Wild vs. Caps: Talking Harding/Backstrom, Clayton Stoner and cleaning up the Wild's game

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 7, 2013 - 11:35 AM   
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Wild faces Joel Ward and the Washington Capitals tonight at the house formerly known as MCI Center.

Wild's looking for its fourth in a row. Caps are looking for their fourth in a row. As they say in the biz, something's got to give!!!!

I'll be on Fox Sports North tonight during the pregame show at 5:30 p.m. CT and during the first intermission. We've got some good topics. Remember, if you're a radio listener and want to hear the sweet voices of Bob Kurtz and Tom Reid and the grating, obnoxious, annoying, insufferable voice of Kevin Falness (he's a really nice guy though), tonight's Wild game can be heard on 107.9-FM due to the 100.3-FM conflict with the Vikings game.

Josh Harding in the cage for Minnesota. Don't be surprised if Niklas Backstrom gets the call Saturday in Raleigh.

Obviously everything is subject to change and maybe Harding's performance tonight makes another no-brainer call for Miguelito Yeo.

But at some point Yeo wants and needs to get Backstrom back in the cage. One, again, Harding has multiple sclerosis and the Wild needs to make sure Harding is not run into the ground. He was lost for two months last year and has shown a propensity the past number of seasons of little and bigger injuries. Two, it would better serve the Wild if it can somehow get Backstrom into a rhythm as well.

"Hards has forced us to keep going here," Yeo said. "There’s no question that I do want to get Backy in there, especially that game that he played in Chicago, I thought he was outstanding in that game and would like to get him playing at that level consistency. We’re a better team if we have both guys going and we’re going to need both guys. At the same time, when you’ve got a hot guy, it’s hard not to ride him, too."

Nate Prosser is in for the injured Keith Ballard. My gut says Matt Dumba plays in Raleigh if it's true the 10th game means squat to the Wild. At some point, he's got to play. But again, if the defensemen are great tonight, Yeo may not want to fiddle with it.

Yeo was impressed with Clayton Stoner standing up to Calgary's Tim Jackman on Tuesday. Jackman crushed Jared Spurgeon and he was lost for all of the second period for it. Then after Zenon Konopka made it 4-1, Jackman slashed and cross-checked Jason Pominville.

Stoner, who had a tough game defensively, stepped up to Jackman, who did challenge Stoner to a fight earlier in the game.

"He didn’t hesitate," Yeo said. "That’s a team guy. That’s a guy that cares about his teammates. There's a lot of debate about fighting right now and whatnot, but bottom line, regardless of how you do it, you have to be there for each other.

"He brings something that we need in the lineup and that’s what forces us to put him in the lineup. We need him on the PK, and we need his physical presence."

Again, the Wild has won six of seven and is not particularly happy the way it has been playing lately.

Today's video session had to do with, STOP THROWING THE PUCK AWAY.

The turnovers lately have been glaring and plentiful.

"When you have success, there’s things that creep into your game, little things, things that you’re not aware of," Yeo said. "These are things that we want to rectify right now. Turnovers. We talk about puck possession. We're making plays. That’s good. But at the same time, we're hurting ourselves in a lot of ways. Make plays when they're there and when they're not there, don’t force it.

"Line changes, not good enough. It's not one player. Collectively, as a group, we have to be much better."

I've got a real fun lead note in tomorrow's paper, so please check that out. Some good stuff. I also talked to Jonas Brodin, who says there's times where his bubble is getting foggy and that has caused some turnovers. I noticed two icings the other day where his passes were way uncharacteristically off the mark. He says it's not a big problem and he's starting to get used to it. He says he'll have to wear the bubble for two or three more weeks.

If you want to ask a question for Sunday's Insider, see the below blog. Again, I can't take every question. I try to pick off about 10 or 12 that can fit in my allotted space.

Caps can you light you up. Wild must stay out of the box. There is no better power play teacher in the league than Caps coach Adam Oates. The once star playmaker had a great PP when he was an assistant in Tampa, when he was an assistant in New Jersey and as the head honcho in Washington.

Talk later and see you on the tube tonight.

Have a question about the Wild or NHL? Ask it on my blog for Sunday's Insider

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: November 7, 2013 - 7:29 AM   
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Good morning from Washington D.C, where the Wild opens up a two-game trip tonight against the Capitals.

This Sunday, I plan to publish my first Q and A blog mailbag of the season in my Sunday Insider. For that to work, in the comment section of this blog, ask away about the Wild or NHL. Make the questions short and snappy because space is at a premium in the paper. Scan the questions and try not to ask the same ones again.

Please don't have conversations on this blog. This way I can easily pick some of the questions out for my blog. Ask a good, easy-to-answer question, and you'll likely find your way included.

I'll update this blog later if there's any morning skate news.

In this morning's newspaper, I did a fun feature on former Gophers defenseman Nate Schmidt, who has been playing alongside Mike Green on the Caps' No. 1 D unit.

There were two anecdotes Schmidt talked about in the article, one where he got into it with former Gophers teammate Nick Bjugstad the other day, one where he talked about the outer body experience he had during the Capitals' traditional "Unleash the Fury" rally compilation.

Here is a little video of the Schmidt-Bjugstad scrum, and also a video of the Unleash the Fury the Caps do during games.

Keith Ballard sidelined with upper-body injury

Posted by: Michael Russo under Vikings, Wild practice  Updated: November 6, 2013 - 3:44 PM   
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UPDATED

Defenseman Keith Ballard did not accompany the Wild to our nation's capital this morning.

He will miss the two-game trip that starts Thursday against the Capitals and continues in Raleigh on Saturday with an upper-body injury. Coach Mike Yeo said it is in no way related to the concussion that kept him out of seven games recently and that the team has gotten Ballard checked out and it doesn't believe he'll be sidelined "long-term."

But he was in a lot of pain, Yeo said, so the team obviously left him back. Ballard was back for three games and had three assists before getting hurt again.

With the Wild in need of a right D against the Capitals, Nate Prosser will get the call. Prosser has two assists in five games and is plus-3.

He played well during a recent four-game stretch before being removed again because of the return of Ballard and Jonas Brodin on the same night against Montreal.

Coach Mike Yeo said Prosser's play warrants him getting back in and this has absolutely nothing to do with the fact that Matt Dumba's next game would be his 10th -- meaning his three-year contract kicks in.

Against an intimidating Caps lineup with a lights-out league best power play, Yeo said the Wild needs Prosser, who is a solid penalty killer.

Carson McMillan was reassigned.

The Wild has won six of seven. It's looking for its fourth consecutive win. It has won three in a row twice previously without winning that fourth straight, so there's one goal for Thursday.

The Wild is 1-5 all-time at Washington, being outscored 14-4 in the five losses. Its lone win was Nov. 21, 2002, by a 4-3 score.

The Caps have the best power play and best penalty kill in the NHL. It has given up one power-play goal in the past 10 games and scored four power-play goals in a 6-2 win over the Islanders on Tuesday.

So big challenge. The Wild has the second-best power play in the NHL.

"Our power play's been very good this year, too, so we should take it as a chanllenge that it’s us against them," Yeo said. "Likewise our penalty kill, it’s a good opportunity to go out there and prove we can continue to go in the right direction. It'll be a challenge. First and foremost, we have to be focused on staying out of the box."

Ryan Suter is coming off his best game in a long time. Two assists in 30-plus minutes and great defensively.

"Some of the plays he made, just watching it, you can't help but marvel," Yeo said.

I talked to Dany Heatley about being on the fourth line. That will be in Thursday's notebook in the paper, as well as a feature on the always fun Nate Schmidt, the former Gophers star D who has played 11 games and is on Washington's top defense pair with Mike Green.

Fun story to write. I also have a few interesting notes that'll be in Friday's game notebook.

Same forward lines against the Caps as Tuesday against Calgary. I didn't ask about the goalie, because we know Josh Harding's in net.

Be prepared, I think this Sunday column will be another blog Q&A mailbag. I will post a blog in the morning asking for questions.

I will be on KFAN at 4:15 p.m. CT and on Fox Sports North's pregame show and first intermission on Thursday. Remember, with the radio conflict with the Vikings, the Wild will be on 107.9 FM Thursday

Postgame: Konopka sticks up for Heatley, and other notes after Wild's 6th win in 7 games

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 5, 2013 - 11:24 PM    
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The Wild won for the sixth time in seven games overall tonight when it took a 5-1 victory over the Calgary Flames.

Justin Fontaine, … wait for it … ZENON KONOPKA and Zach Parise helped the Wild turn a 2-1 lead into a 5-1 rout with third-period goals.

Konopka, who’s half fighter, half winemaker, half decanter company owner, half bunny rabbit owner, half class clown (wait, how many halves in a whole?), scored his first goal since Dec. 16, 2011 (81-game drought) and first point in 53 games with the Wild. Torrey Mitchell sent him in alone and his pal Dany Heatley, who had another great game on that line, scooped up the puck for Konopka.

Konopka joked that he hoped the goals “come in bunches now. I’m not going to bet my life on it.”

Konopka, who plays the role of protector on the ice, then volunteered this out of the blue on Heatley: “Dany Heatley gets put on our line. Total professional. Instead of coming with a bad attitude to our line, total opposite. So excited to play with me and Mitchell, raised our game and was excited to play with us. I think it shows the unselfishness of him and being a true professional.”

Classy guy, that Konopka.

The goal of the night was Zach Parise finishing off an incredible tic-tac-toe highlight goal assisted by Mikko Koivu and Ryan Suter. The crowd erupted, and here are the highlights of all the goals.

Wrote a lot about the goal in the gamer, so give it a read. But check out Parise’s goal celebration. His mouth was just wide-open. Classic. You’ll be seeing this goal a lot in Wild folklore and John Buccigross tweeted that he was putting it on SportsCenter tonight.

It reminded me of last year’s 3-on-1 finish by Mikko Koivu off Parise and Suter passes. That was pretty too and Koivu joked afterward that he freaked he was going to miss the gaping net on that one. Parise didn’t miss this one either.

Parise scored two goals and one assist. Koivu scored one goal and two assists. The Wild has been waiting for this breakout game from Parise and Koivu and it sure helps that Charlie Coyle was back tonight. He adds so much to not only the line, but to the whole lineup.

“And Charlie is going to keep getting better,” coach Mike Yeo said. He adds a lot. He allows those guys, they don’t have to do, I don’t want to say all the work, but he allows them to do other things where they go to the middle of the ice, they can go around the net and they can allow him to make plays and control the puck and get themselves in scoring areas.”

Yeo on Coyle’s return: “It bodes well because we feel we have more depth now.”

Other notes:

--The Wild was 0-3-1 when the opponent scores first. Koivu scored less than four minutes after Jiri Hudler scored. It was his second goal. Cue Yeo: “Liked the way we responded, getting a quick reply, especially who got it for us.”

--Keith Ballard missed part of the third period after blocking a shot. Yeo didn’t have an injury update. Jared Spurgeon missed the last 13 minutes of the second after getting smoked by Tim Jackman. He returned in the third, but with banged up D, one would assume Matt Dumba lives another day.

-- Josh Harding made 24 saves and is now 8-2-1. 12 goals allowed in 12 games, one goal or fewer in 10 of those 12. He has an NHL-best 1.09 goals-against average and .951 save percentage. Insane in the membrane.

“It’s impressive,” Yeo said. “Making saves, looking really confident in the net. If we’re going to pretend that every team can be on top of their game every period every game, it’s not reality. What good goaltending allows you to do is sometimes you’re not quite there, but it allows you to find your game. And he’s done that for us.”

Harding, who is never one to talk about himself, said of his run, “I don’t focus on all those [stats] truthfully. I try to build off the last game I just played and learn what I can do better. I’m pretty critical of myself.”

-- Koivu on scoring his second goal and recording his first multi-point game of the year: “Of course you get frustrated when you’re not producing the way you want to. But also being in the league for a couple years, you know when you’re doing the right things and when the team’s winning, that’s a good feeling. Of course it feels good to get that confidence a little higher individually and helping the team to win. That’s our job to create and score goals. We have to stay on top of that.”

-- Read my game notebook in Wednesday’s paper. I talked to a USA Hockey exec about Jason Pominville, who is on the Olympic radar.

-- That’s it for me. I have a 7:35 a.m. flight to Washington, D.C., and I haven’t even packed yet. Just an fyi, the Wild practices in Washington at 2 p.m. ET, so the blog will be a little later than usual. Nate Schmidt and the Caps won 6-2 tonight. Alex Ovechkin returned. He scored twice.

Charlie Coyle returns tonight against the Calgary Flames

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 5, 2013 - 12:31 PM   
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UPDATED

Well, you've got to admit the first-line RW story in today's newspaper at least read well.

Of course, it's outdated now.

Torrey Mitchell won't be the first-line right wing tonight. Nor will Justin Fontaine.

That's because when the Wild said Charlie Coyle was day-to-day, it meant it. Coyle, who missed the last game vs. New Jersey with knee soreness, will return tonight against scrappy Calgary, and will play right wing next to Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu.

Mitchell is on the fourth line with Dany Heatley and Zenon Konopka, while Fontaine is on the checking line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak.

Coyle said he tweaked his knee late in Friday's game against Montreal, but doctors tell him the knee is stable and he says he'll just have to maybe play through soreness the next few weeks or even months. It'll be interesting to see how he plays off the hop. He has missed 12 of 13 games since one game and a half to start the season. The league has ramped up while Coyle's been sidelined, so don't be surprised if it takes Coyle a little time to get up to snuff.

He has missed a lot of time.

The hope is Coyle can help Parise and Koivu break out at even-strength. Koivu and Parise have combined for nine 5-on-5 points in 15 games this season.

"Adds a lot to that line," coach Mike Yeo said. "We’ve seen a lot of moving parts on that side, so we get a guy that both Mikko and Zach are not only familiar with ... but can help them play at their best."

Yeo says the chances have been there, but like Koivu and Parise, he wants to see more finish. But he feels consistency on that line can only help because some nights, shift to shift or period to period, they're playing with a different right wing.

"The goals will come," Coyle said. "As long as we just get on the puck and forecheck and play hard down low and win battles, we’ll be OK."

Coyle said he did come away from that PK Subban open-ice hit from behind scot-free in the third. He said it just shook him up at the time, "but I'm good. I'm good."

Interesting message coming from the Wild's room this morning. You know how I always say things are never as bad as they seem when you're losing and never as good as they seem when you're winning, well, the Wild has won five of six, which has masked some concerns.

The message today is the Wild is not playing as well as it was at the beginning of the season when it was losing games and it better find a way to improve.

Tonight is an interesting game. The Flames may not have Iggy and Kipper anymore, but they're a hard-working team that just walked into Chicago and took two points behind a rookie goalie who played lights out.

Simple recipe tonight: Wild outworks the Flames, it likely wins. Get outworked, it likely loses.

Same D tonight, meaning Matt Dumba sits for a third game in a row. The D is playing well, the Wild's suddenly healthy with eight defensemen, he's coming off a poor game. Easy decision to sit him.

Yeo believes Dumba's development won't be stalled by hanging out for a little longer, being a sponge and working with assistants Rick Wilson and Darryl Sydor. However, Yeo is of the mind that young kids must play, so it'll be interesting how long the Wild is willing to keep scratching him.

The risk of sending him back is that if the Wild suddenly runs into injuries again like when it lost Jonas Brodin and Keith Ballard at the same time, it would then have to turn toward Iowa beyond of course Nate Prosser. So the Dumba decision has a lot to do with how comfortable the Wild feels about its depth beyond Prosser -- i.e. Jon Blum, Kyle Medvec, Steve Kampfer, Tyler Cuma, etc.

GM Chuck Fletcher said, "We'll see how things go."

In other words, why make a decision today when you can make one tomorrow or the next day?

Carson McMillan skated, but with Coyle looking like he'll return, McMillan is probably Iowa-bound soon.

Josh Harding vs. Reto "Don't call me Yogi" Berra. Yeo would love to get Nik Backstrom back into a rhythm, but the way Harding has been playing (1.10 GAA and .950 SV% to lead the NHL), he is making this a no-decision. Just know, Yeo will have to eventually spot Backstrom a start no matter how Harding is doing.

With his multiple sclerosis and his propensity for injuries the past number of seasons, the Wild will not and can not run him into the ground. He will need to rest at times.

That's it for me. Have to continue working ahead on a couple features for Thursday and Saturday. In my game notebook in Wednesday's paper, I'll have more on Coyle, Dumba and Jason Pominville indeed being very much back on the Olympic radar for USA, USA, USA, USA!

Remember, he was born in Canada, but has dual citizenship. No USA-eligible player has more goals than Pominville's 10.

Talk to you tonight.

Jason Pominville named NHL's First Star of the Week

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: November 4, 2013 - 11:16 AM   
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Wild right wing Jason Pominville was named the NHL's 'First Star' of the Week this morning.

Pominville tied for the league lead in goals (4) and points (6), scoring in all three games to help the Wild (8-4-3, 19 points) earn four out of a possible six points. The 30-year-old native of Repentigny, Quebec, has scored in four consecutive games (6-2—8), his longest goal-scoring streak since Nov. 12-19, 2008 (4-2—6 in four games). He is tied for third in the NHL with 10 goals this season and also leads the Wild with 10 goals and 12 points, three game-winning goals and a +6 rating in 15 games.

Remember, he has dual citizenship and could compete for the U.S. in the Olympics. He wasn't invited to Olympic orientation camp in August, but as USA Hockey GM David Poile told me in this blog, Pominville “probably should have” been invited to camp. Poile said Pominville’s name came up Sunday during a five-hour meeting with management and he has been “put back on the board,” meaning he will be scouted all season.

“If he plays well enough, he’s back in the mix,” Poile said, although he added that the big reason why Pominville wasn’t included is that there are just several forwards on the potential depth chart with their “foot in the door.” 

Other Wild notes:

C Mikael Granlund has a career-best 5-game point streak (seven points). LW Nino Niederreiter has 9 points in 15 games with Minnesota after 3 points in 64 games with the Islanders. G Josh Harding has given up 11 goals in 11 games and leads the NHL with a 1.10 goals-against average and .950 save percentage.

I'll be live in studio on KFAN at 9 a.m. Tuesday.

Postgame: PK comes up large, and other thoughts after Wild's shutout over Devils

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 4, 2013 - 8:47 AM   
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Nice win for the Wild tonight after a slow start. Minnesota finally found its legs and took two points from a sub-par Devils team who was shorthanded by injuries, hasn’t scored now in seven periods and who played the night before.

Wild has won five of six with tonight’s 4-zip win over the Devils. Josh Harding made 19 stops for his ninth career shutout and second of the season. He’s now 7-2-1 with a 1.10 goals against average and .950 save percentage and is 6-0 at home with a 1.06 goals against average and .950 save percentage.

The Wild’s not practicing Monday, but it’s safe to say he’ll be starting Tuesday against Calgary.

Mikael Granlund scored his first goal of the season, which was his first career winning goal, extended his point streak to five games, won 6 of 10 faceoffs, had three hits and a big blocked shot on the PK.

Torrey Mitchell scored his first goal when a Zach Parise rebound ricocheted off of him. He has not clue where, but he said he’d take it. Dany Heatley, who seems to be handling fourth-line duty with a good attitude, scored on the power play and Jason Pominville scored an empty-netter for his 10th goal, which is third in the NHL.

Nino Niederreiter assisted on three goals. Wild’s won five of six and is now 2-1 on the homestand.

Good evening from the X. It’s Russo. I’m back from my friend’s wedding. It felt like I was away from the team for a month, but it’s nice to be back. I'll be live in studio at KFAN at 9 a.m. Tuesday.

Before I continue, if you missed my Thomas Vanek column from Sunday, please give it a read here. Fitting after yet another big game from Granlund and Niederreiter.

Some random thoughts:

--Wild’s PK was solid tonight, going 3 for 3 and generating momentum for a change. Then the Wild learned its lesson and didn’t take another penalty after four first-period minors. But this is a good sign for a PK that has had some big kills lately but was still 28th in the NHL and had given up at least one PPG in 12 of the previous 14 games.

--The Wild also won 39 of 54 faceoffs (72 percent), with Mikko Koivu winning 14 of 20 and Kyle Brodziak winning 11 of 13. That obviously led to more and more puck possession as the night moved on. The Wild’s second in the NHL in faceoff win percentage.

-- Torrey Mitchell had a strong game and got the goal. He was elevated to top line duty with Zach Parise (assist) and Mikko Koivu.

“He’s played with energy, he’s worked his butt off all year,” coach Mike Yeo said. “I just felt Mikko and Zach needed a straight-line, hard-working [guy]. He is a team first guy. He never ever is going to turn around and say ‘what’s in it for me?’ He just wants to help the team. It’s hard to put into words how valuable that is.”

Between Mitchell and Justin Fontaine and Niederreiter, Yeo has been able to slot players up and down the lineup this year, although as far as finding a first-line right wing for Koivu and Parise, Yeo said, “I kind of would like somebody to jump up and just take it for good, but that said, when guys have gone up, they’ve responded and done the job.”

-- Heatley was good tonight, and I wrote that on Twitter before the goal. You could see it in the first when he was making some tape-to-tape passes, generating chances, not turning pucks over, winning battles.

He’s not dumb. He’s on the fourth line. He knows next stop is the press box or worse. Theoretically, if it ever got to the point where the Wild felt like it exhausted every avenue to get him playing, it could place him on waivers and send him to Iowa. Contrary to some belief out there, Heatley does not have a no-move clause. He has a limited, 10-team no-trade clause. Still, that’d be a heck of a step and I don’t think we’re anywhere near that.

So Heatley looks like he’s responded well.

“He handled it the right way,” Yeo said. “If he didn’t score that goal, I could still sit here and say that was probably his best game. He came to the rink, he had a good attitude, he never pouted. What he did was focused on his own game.”

Yeo said that if he went back and looked at Heatley’s shifts, he’d see a good forechecking game, puck strength, making plays on entries and good decisions.

“That was kind of the message, you do the right things, and eventually you’ll get rewarded,” Yeo said.

Heatley declined to come out and talk to the press tonight.

-- Granlund continues to play well. One reason why Yeo can’t find a consistent right wing for the top line is because how can he break up the Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville line right now.

Keith Ballard got the Granlund goal started with a headman pass that was deflected at center-ice by Granlund (may have been intentionally) to send Pominville into the zone. Cory Schneider stopped Pominville, but after Niederreiter tried to bank the rebound off Schneider, Niederreiter nudged the loose puck to Granlund, who slammed it into an open net.

“I point to where he scored the goal from and I look back to where he was a year ago, and I don’t think he would have been in that position,” Yeo said of Granlund. “He’s in the middle of the ice a lot more. He’s taken everything to heart that we’ve asked from him and he just continues to grow.”

-- Hopefully Charlie Coyle is indeed day-to-day, but if he did aggravate that knee injury, one would think he’d miss some time. I’d say doubtful for Tuesday with no practice Monday.

--On the Mitchell goal, Ryan Suter fed Parise to the left of Schneider, and the Wild vet put a soft slot at the net with bodies crashing. The puck ricocheted off Schneider, off Mitchell and then former Wild defenseman Marek Zidlicky and in.

There was a certain irony. Zidlicky, who demanded to be traded in 2012 because he felt handcuffed by Yeo, didn’t score a goal in 41 games during Yeo’s rookie season before being dealt to the Devils. In a way, it was Zidlicky’s first goal for Yeo.

No blog Monday unless there’s news. Talk to you Tuesday.

Wild practice: Coyle out tonight, McMillan in

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 3, 2013 - 12:18 PM   
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Wild forward Charlie Coyle, who just returned to the lineup Friday after missing 11 games because of a sprained knee, will miss at least one more. Coach Mike Yeo said Sunday morning that Coyle won't play Sunday night against New Jersey because he "reaggravated'' his injury. Yeo doesn't expect him out for long; Coyle did practice Saturday, though he skipped Sunday's optional morning skate.

Carson McMillan was recalled from Iowa on Sunday morning. With the Wild's AHL affiliate now conveniently located only one state south, McMillan hopped in his truck and drove up I-35. He participated in the morning skate. Mikko Koivu, Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak did not, though Yeo said they were just taking the morning off to conserve energy for the game.

Yeo said Josh Harding will start in goal, but he would not discuss which defensemen would play or how the Wild's lines would look.

Regarding Coyle, Yeo said, "He’s definitely been cleared (to play). It was just a day-to-day thing, more precautionary than anything else. It’s a long season and we don’t want to push it. ... We'll just keep him out for tonight and see how he does tomorrow.''

Yeo on McMillan, who has two goals, four assists and is plus-4 in seven games for Iowa: "It's an opportunity for sure. Obviously, when a guy goes down, there's more opportunity for somebody. Somebody moves up a line, and somebody moves into the lineup. This is his chance. He had a very strong training camp. He deserves this opportunity. He's been playing very well in Iowa.

"The best part for him is it should be able to translate. We’re not asking him to go out and score three goals. That would be nice, but what we’re asking of him is to be a big body, be strong on the puck, get to the offensive zone, play well defensively. And certainly those are things he’s capable of doing.''

Harding will start his second consecutive game and continues to lead the NHL in goals-against average (1.22) and save percentage (.946). Yeo stopped short, though, of saying he is the clear No. 1.

"I don’t want to say anybody's taking over the role,'' Yeo said. "He’s been playing very well, and he deserves to play the next game. That's kind of what we said going into the season. We don’t really have a set plan, but certainly, he deserves to be in the net tonight the way he’s played.''

That's a wrap for me. Russo has arrived back in Minnesota and will be in his rightful place for tonight's game.

RACHEL BLOUNT

Wild practice: Those new lines? Never mind

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: November 2, 2013 - 6:25 PM    
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If you were watching the Wild's 4-3 victory over Montreal on Friday, you saw coach Mike Yeo eventually abandon those new line combinations that generated so much discussion last week. In the third period, the Wild put Charlie Coyle back on the wing, reunited Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise, and shifted Kyle Brodziak back to center, among other changes.

The lines stayed that way at Saturday's practice and likely will remain the same Sunday against New Jersey. That means Parise-Koivu-Coyle on the top line; Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville on the second; Matt Cooke-Brodziak-Justin Fontaine on the third; and Dany Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell on the fourth.

"Part of it was getting guys back into positions that suit their roles and making sure we have some identities to the lines,'' Yeo said. He added that he isn't sure whether he will move Heatley and Fontaine around as he did for much of Friday's game.

Heatley has one empty-net goal and two assists in 14 games. Of his possible move to the fourth line, he said "(Yeo's) the boss'' and added that he will try his best no matter where he is placed.

“It’s always tough mentally, but you’ve just got to keep going,’’ said Heatley, who has 361 career goals and was third on the Wild last season with 11. “History tells you that stretches like this end, and pucks start going into the net again. When you’re not scoring, you start doing things you don’t normally do. You’ve just got to come to the rink every day with a fresh attitude and try to get back to the good habits.’’

No further news on defenseman Matt Dumba, whose three-year contract kicks in when he plays his next game for the Wild. While Yeo acknowledged he doesn't want Dumba on the shelf too long, he feels this is the best place for Dumba's development right now (as opposed to returning him to Red Deer of the WHL).

Sunday will be a big day for Parise, who will play his former team for the first time since he signed with the Wild in the summer of 2012. He said it will be "pretty nerve-wracking.''

RACHEL BLOUNT

Postgame: Wild 4, Montreal 3

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 2, 2013 - 1:53 AM   
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Jason Pominville is a pretty quiet guy in the locker room, but he made some real noise Friday at Xcel. His two goals and one assist highlighted a generally strong effort from the Wild in a 4-3 victory over a good Montreal team. Here's a link to the game story: http://www.startribune.com/sports/wild/230298051.html

The story is loaded with stats, so I won't repeat too many of those here. Pominville is on a nice roll, with eight goals in his past nine games (and five in the past three). He's the kind of player who just diligently goes about his work, and his general demeanor--calm and focused--was just what the Wild needed to avoid coughing up a game they led 3-1 with 16 minutes to go.

Pominville, a Quebec native, deflected the praise Friday (in two languages, no less, giving postgame interviews in English and French). Coach Mike Yeo noted that some players in scoring slumps can lose their heads, forcing things as they become desperate. Not Pominville. When he managed only one goal in the first five games of the season, he continued to carry out his role: playing good positional hockey, finding ways to get open, maintaining his energy and drive. Now, as he said, "we're getting a few bounces lately.''

Pominville sent plenty of kudos to linemate Mikael Granlund, whom Yeo said is "a different player right now.'' Last season, Granlund played 27 games and finished with two goals and six assists. He has surpassed that point total in 14 games this year, with a team-high 10 assists. His coaches and teammates also point out how well Granlund is playing without the puck, though it's hard not to get caught up in his superb passing.

His vision, timing and pinpoint delivery gave perfect setups to Pominville on the first goal and Nino Niederreiter on the goal that put the Wild up 3-1. "He sees the ice really well,'' Pominville said of Granlund. "We're both guys that like to make plays. We're not the biggest guys, but we try to stay moving, and it seems like we find each other in a lot of situations. His overall game fits my overall game pretty well. And the way he plays away from the puck benefits this team in a big way. He's proven he's an elite centerman.''

Yeo praised the Wild for hanging tough after Montreal tied the game, resulting in the kind of victory that is especially good for the psyche. "That was a hard game,'' he said. "Montreal is a very good team, fast and  skilled and well-coached. It was a hard game for us, to be able to battle through that adversity. You've got a 3-1 lead in the third period, and all of a sudden, it's gone, I thought the guys, after the time out, did a great job of regrouping and getting refocused and going out there and getting it done.''

Other thoughts:

--Yeo loved Keith Ballard's game in his return after missing seven games because of a concussion. He was raving the other day about what a nice job Ballard does on the power play, skating along the blue line and finding shooting lanes. Pominville's winning goal started with a Ballard shot that was deflected by Zach Parise. With two assists, Ballard had his first multi-point game since March 21, 2010.

--Dany Heatley wasn't any more effective in the new line configurations. He started out on the top line with center Charlie Coyle and Parise; after a couple of shifts, Yeo began switching him out with Justin Fontaine, who started the game on the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell. Fontaine scored the Wild's first goal on a redirection of a Ballard shot and finished with five shots. Heatley was penalized for holding the stick in the third period, a penalty that led to a Canadiens power-play goal (and started the rally).

Yeo had said their performances would dictate which line they ended up on, and that both would have the opportunity to prove themselves. After the game, he indicated that alternating them between lines may not have been the best strategy. "It was a tough game for both guys,'' Yeo said. "They both didn’t have the best game. It was a tough situation for them, bouncing around from one shift to the next. We'll have to figure that out in the next couple of days. It's not ideal. We'd like to have some consistency.''

--Those new lines were blown up anyway in the third period. Coyle was shifted from center to wing on a line with Parise and Mikko Koivu; Yeo said his conditioning was becoming a factor at that point, as he played his first game since injuring his knee on Oct. 5. Yeo added that he also changed the lines to try and find consistency.

--Coyle looked pretty good in his return, getting a couple of nice chances early in the game and playing sound defense before he wore down. He played 18:23, fifth-most on the team. Jonas Brodin was not quite his usual self but was OK in his first game back after breaking his cheekbone; he got a game-high 26:54 of ice time, even more than ironman partner Ryan Suter (26:35).

That's all for now. I've got Saturday's practice and Sunday's morning skate; Russo returns for Sunday's game against New Jersey.

--Rachel Blount

Brodin back in Wild lineup; Harding starts tonight

Posted by: Chris Miller under Wild news  Updated: November 1, 2013 - 3:06 PM   
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A bit of news from the Wild’s morning skate: defenseman Jonas Brodin will play tonight against Montreal. Brodin had missed three games after taking a puck to the face on a dump-in against Nashville on Oct. 22, breaking his right cheekbone.

So that makes three players back in the lineup: Brodin, center Charlie Coyle and defenseman Keith Ballard. Coach Mike Yeo cautioned not to expect perfection from them, adding that he expects their teammates to help them get back up to speed. Ballard (concussion) missed seven games, while Coyle (sprained knee) missed 11.

Rachel Blount here at the X, subbing for Russo.

Yeo had been saying he didn’t want to bring Brodin back until he was sure that Brodin was healthy enough to stay in the lineup for good. Most of the swelling has abated, and Brodin took some contact during three-on-three drills around the net Thursday. He’s also adapted to the full-face plastic shield he will wear to protect his face. Brodin isn’t crazy about it, but he likes it better than the cage he tried earlier.

“It’s not bad,’’ said Brodin, who added that most of the pain in his face also has subsided. “It’s not the same as a half-shield. I’ll have to take it off and clean it once in a while on the bench.’’

Brodin was paired with his usual defensive partner, Ryan Suter, in Friday’s morning skate. Ballard was teamed with Clayton Stoner, and Jared Spurgeon was paired with Marco Scandella. That means Matt Dumba and Nate Prosser will sit out.

Josh Harding will be in goal tonight. Yeo said he wanted to get Harding back in as soon as possible, now that he is fully healthy, in the hopes that Harding will pick up where he left off. Before leaving the Oct. 24 game against Carolina with a lower-body injury, he had compiled a 1.00 goals-against average and a stellar .953 save percentage. He leads the NHL in both categories.

Harding, who has multiple sclerosis, won’t speak even in the most general terms about dealing with his illness. But Yeo addressed that topic today in response to a question from a Montreal reporter. “It is a challenge, no question,” Yeo said. “There’s a lot of communication. I think what it comes down to is, it’s a matter of the athlete, Josh, and the work he puts in, the commitment that he has.

“It’s a pretty impressive story. It’s obviously something that none of us can imagine trying to deal with, let alone dealing with it and trying to be a professional athlete. He comes to the rink every day and he does what he has to do as far as taking care of himself. He’s been quite a story, not just on the days when we’ve seen him be effective in the games, but in order for that to happen, you’ve got to have effective practices. You have to have quality ice time. He does that day in and day out.’’

As the Wild try out their new lines for the first time in a game, Yeo said he isn’t sure how he will alternate Dany Heatley and Justin Fontaine. The two wingers will switch off between the first line, with Coyle and Zach Parise, and the fourth, with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell. The frequency is the question, and Yeo wants to see how each of them performs before committing to a plan.

“It might be shift to shift or period to period,’’ Yeo said. “I wish I could tell you exactly how it’s going to work out. What I can say is that both guys are going to get an opportunity (on the top line), and then I would have to say the game will dictate where it goes from there.

“It would be nice, certainly, to have a guy and plug him in. We want to see how each guy is performing not only with that line, but it also affects our fourth line as well. So I think it’s going to be one of those things where the game dictates it.’’

Other notes from the morning skate:

--Yeo said Coyle’s biggest adjustment will be adapting to the increased speed of the game. The tempo has picked up since Coyle went out in the second game of the season, on Oct. 5. Particularly against the speedy Canadiens, Yeo said, Coyle will have to get used to making quick decisions with and without the puck.

--On the Canadiens’ side, enforcer George Parros will rejoin the lineup. Last time we saw him, he had crashed to the ice like a redwood, going face-down and sustaining a concussion during a fight with Toronto’s Colton Orr in the season opener Oct. 1. Parros said after the morning skate that he feels good after being careful not to rush his return.

He also said he felt “sleeker, faster and less manly’’ after shaving his glorious mustache, recognized as one of the NHL’s finest. Parros got rid of the ‘stache to prepare to grow a new one beginning today for the NHL’s “Movember’’ campaign, which raises money and awareness for cancers that affect men. In January, he will cut his long hair to raise funds to fight childhood leukemia. Good to know there is another side to a guy who bills himself as an “on-ice assailant’’ in his Twitter biography.

--Zenon Konopka is the Wild’s “Mo Bros’’ captain for the Movember movement. Looking around the room Friday, Konopka acknowledged the Wild has an uphill battle on the facial-hair front, with so many smooth-cheeked guys. “We really struggle,’’ he said. “We’re definitely in the bottom three teams in the league for Movember.’’

--Several fathers of Canadiens players were at the skate, many wearing sweaters that replicated the ones their sons wear. They’re taking part in Montreal’s father-son road trip, which includes tonight’s game at Xcel and a game Saturday at Colorado.

Wild practice: Coyle back in lineup Friday as new lines debut

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: October 31, 2013 - 3:48 PM   
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With a second consecutive day of practice before Friday's game against Montreal, the Wild spent Thursday morning getting used to the new line combinations coach Mike Yeo instituted Wednesday. No one was happier than Charlie Coyle, whom Yeo confirmed would rejoin the lineup Friday.

Coyle had missed 11 games because of a sprained knee. Thursday, he centered a line with one familiar face--left wing Zach Parise, a former Coyle linemate--and had Justin Fontaine and Dany Heatley taking turns on the right side. Coyle also worked with the first power-play unit, joining Parise and Mikko Koivu with Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville at the points.

Coyle said he could feel the knee getting better every day as he did workouts and physical therapy. Lots of time on the bike kept his conditioning from slipping, though he said his legs were not quite in game shape because he couldn't do a lot of "stride stuff'' on the ice. "That was the hardest part,'' Coyle said. "I'm on the right track.''

He also likes the new lines because "there's a little of everything on each line.'' That's just what Yeo was going for. The coach said Thursday that even though the new combinations don't feature a clearly defined checking line, strong defensive play throughout the lineup means that role can be played by any threesome. With everyone taking responsibility in that area, Yeo felt he could mix and match freely in an effort to spark more scoring.

"Part of the reason behind it is we feel we have anybody we can put out against anybody,'' Yeo said. "If (Mikael Granlund) was not playing as well defensively as he has ... He's proven he can be on the ice against anybody and defend against anybody. Likewise, there's no reason why (Coyle) shouldn’t be very effective at that, too. (He has) a big body, he's a smart hockey player, he moves well. He understands the structure we play with, so we expect him to be like that. And obviously Mikko, we have no concerns about him going against top guys. We should feel comfortable with any line going out against anybody.''

Much of Thursday's focused, fast-paced practice was dedicated to developing familiarity with the new groupings. In addition to the Coyle line, the others are: Matt Cooke-Granlund-Pominville, Nino Niederreiter-Koivu-Kyle Brodziak, and Fontaine/Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell.

One issue Yeo will have is transitioning between the power play and even strength. He's mixing things up there, too, using players from several different lines on both units. The second unit features defensemen Jared Spurgeon and Keith Ballard at the points, with Niederreiter, Granlund and Heatley.

"That’s tricky,'' Yeo said. "It's something we'll have to look at a little bit there and keep an eye on. It's something, certainly, we discussed. If you have a line out there for 40 seconds and they draw a power play, that’s going to be pretty tough. To have a tired player go out there, that doesn’t benefit anybody. We wanted to try that today, and we've got to figure some stuff out. We have to make sure we use this opportunity to try to figure out what are the best options for us.''

While Yeo sounded as if he is leaning against playing Jonas Brodin on Friday, he said Ballard is expected to play. Brodin continues to recover from a broken cheekbone; he said Thursday that he feels pretty good and is excited to get back in, but Yeo reiterated that he doesn't want to play him until he is certain he's ready for the long haul. Ballard missed seven games because of a concussion and appeared ready to go Thursday.

Yeo had special praise for what Ballard brings to the power play. "He's got the mobility to walk the blue line to be able to open up shooting lanes, and he's got a good shot through to the net,'' Yeo said. "He's got his head up. He's walking the line. He made some nice reads as far as when to move the puck, when to distribute the puck, and when there's a (shooting) lane, he's taking that shot. And I like that.''

Other notes from practice:

--Yeo said he isn't concerned about Coyle's conditioning, because he wasn't out long enough to develop any real rust.

--The players, Yeo said, have responded positively to the line changes. "The guys are excited and anxious to try it out,'' he said.

--Coyle, a native of the Boston area who played at Boston University, admitted he didn't follow the Red Sox closely this season but got on board for the World Series victory. "After everything that's happened,'' he said, in a reference to the Boston Marathon bombing, "it's nice to see (the Sox championship) happen.''

--If you go trick-or-treating at the Konopka residence tonight, you could see Hoppy the bunny wearing one of two costume choices: a pumpkin or a lion. "He loves it,'' Konopka said of his rabbit's penchant for dressing up in Wild sweaters and other outfits. "He won't shut up about Halloween.''

Mike Yeo explains the Wild's potential new lines and more

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: October 30, 2013 - 1:43 PM   

print

Share18      Share via Email  

Again, the news of the day:

-- Judging by today’s potential lines for Friday’s game against Montreal, Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu will be split for the first time under coach Mike Yeo. This is an attempt to get more 5-on-5 scoring throughout the lineup and create three scoring lines. Parise and Koivu have each registered four even-strength points in 13 games.

-- Charlie Coyle will return Friday after missing 11 games from a sprained knee.

-- Keith Ballard will likely return Friday

-- Jonas Brodin practiced today and is questionable Friday. The Wild doesn’t want to put him in a bad spot with his broken cheekbone. He says he felt good today, so we will find out Thursday if he’s back on his regular pair with Ryan Suter. Today he skated with Matt Dumba, who will be a healthy scratch Friday. Brodin is sporting a full face shield as opposed to the cage. He didn’t like the cage. His face is looking better than it was when originally clocked by that puck.

-- No goalie decision for Friday, but if Josh Harding is healthy, it’d be surprising if he doesn’t return to the cage (eight goals in nine games vs. Niklas Backstrom’s 3.42 goals-against average and .871 save percentage in six appearances.

-- Stephane Veilleux is on waivers and will be assigned to Iowa if he clears Thursday.

-- Dany Heatley and Justin Fontaine were rotating in and out of the Parise-Coyle line today and the fourth line. Just the fact that Heatley’s in conversation for the fourth line is glaring.

-- Just an fyi: Rachel Blount will be covering the Wild for us Thursday, Friday vs. Montreal, Saturday and Sunday morning. I'm in a wedding out of town and will return to cover Zach Parise's first game against New Jersey on Sunday.

-- If you didn't get to read, here's my fun profile on Zenon Konopka and his wine label/bunny rabbit. Good pics, too.

Here are the lines and D pairs again. The big thing is the Wild’s not going with the conventional top-3 lines. Koivu is not on the "third line" if I didn’t make that clear on original blog. The Koivu/Coyle lines should be 1/2 or 2/1 in ice time still. The way things have gone all season, Koivu's and Kyle Brodziak's lines always lead in ice time. The "second line" centered by Mikael Granlund is usually third in ice time.

Parise-Coyle-Heatley/Fontaine

Nino Niederreiter-Koivu-Brodziak

Matt Cooke-Granlund-Jason Pominville

Fontaine/Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp is being rotated into line rushes every other rotation.

Defense pairs are

Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Ballard

Brodin-Dumba

I'll be interested to see how the heck Yeo works the power plays, particularly after they expire. If he goes with the first/second units the way they've been, he's got forwards sprinkled from every line on both units.

Here is Mike Yeo:

New lines: Potential line combinations. Try some stuff out. See how it works.

Parise/Koivu: We’re trying some stuff. We know that those guys are very good together and dangerous together. We want to see if they can click with some other guys and strengthen our whole group. Obviously both guys are great players and both guys are threats any time they’re on the ice no matter who they’re with.

Needed Coyle back to make move?: It’s not like we’ve been sitting here waiting to make that move. We’ve been real happy with both guys. With Charlie here, there’s more guys in play. We’re looking at 5-on-5 production and how can we have at least three lines that are a real threat to score. That was the basis for what you saw today

Heatley/Fontaine, how will you decide who's up with Coyle line, who's down with Konopla line: Who’s playing the best? It’s pretty much that simple and that’s the same for everybody. We’ve got more competition, more guys, another healthy guy that we feel is a threat to contribute on the offensive side of things and that gives us the freedom to shuffle things a little bit more.

Start with dany there?: I don’t know.

Mikko: Part of the idea of switching them too is those guys, we’re playing against Chicago, who are they going to throw on the ice against them? They’re going to get their top matchup, they’re going to get Toews, who’s one of the top defensive guys in the league. With Charlie out the way we’ve had our lines, it’s been a little easy for teams to match up against us. There’s a big difference in this league playing against top defensive pairings, playing against top defensive forwards. Now we’d like to think that we’re spread a little bit more where you might have to pick your poison.

Mikko: He can easily have five or six more points right now. He’s been doing a lot of great things. This is not by any means an indication that we’re not happy with him or his game and likewise for anybody through the lineup. This is something that we all said right from the beginning of the year, right, that we wanted to see more line combinations, so let’s not turn it into that just because we’re trying a new line that we’re not happy with the way things are going.

Nino/Cooke?: I think if you look at every line right now the way we’ve got it, we’ve got skill on each line, we’ve got a big body, we’ve got a guy that should get to the net. We’ve got a little bit of everything on every line. If we’re going to make a switch with Mikko – not to say that Cookie is not a skill guy, but Nino is a guy that should be a top offensive threat. He’s a guy with hands, … with a shot, … can skate, handle the puck, is strong on the puck. When we’re looking at Mikko, we’re trying to really identify what he needs to be successful because again, he’s still going to be playing against the best players out there and he needs to have the right pieces around him.

Brodin regular pair tomorrow? We’ll see, we’ll see. We have a lot of healthy defensemen and we want to make sure that when we get him back, we get him back for good. I don’t want to put him in a bad spot. He looked good today and that’s a good first step and we’ll see how it goes tomorrow.

Ballard? He looked good. I’d be surprised if he’s not ready to go by Friday.

Granlund/Brodziak? One thing with Charlie being out is we saw Granny emerge a little bit. We kind of only slotted one position available between him and Charlie at the start of the year, but the way that he’s been going lately, he’s proven that he can be a dangerous guy playing at the center-ice position because of his speed, … the way that he distributes the puck, … the way he’s been able to carry the puck and make plays through the middle of the ice. We want to give a chance to continue to develop that. Again, it’s probably going to be fluid for a little while here. I hope that these lines stay together for the next month, but I’m not sure that that’s going to happen. We’ve got moving pieces. We’ve got a guy like Brodzy who can move back to center, guys like Charlie and Granny who can both move to wing and guys like Zach who can still play with Mikko or Pommer and likewise. To sit here and say these is going to be our lines for the long-term, we’re trying something. We’ll see how it goes.

What’s it say that heatley’s even an option for the fourth line? I don’t even want to turn it into a story. We’ve got a lot of good players and you know what, he’s also an option for a very good line. This is not about individual players right now. We think on every line we’re going to have a good mix of skill and guys who are going to be hard around the net and guys that should be able to complement each other.

Dumba? No decision right now. If he played his best game, we were not going to overreact one way and if he played his worst game, we were going to overreact one way. We were just going to judge this as a whole and we’ll keep going day-by-day and see what happens.

Fair to say Dumba scratched Friday? Yeah.

Practice Schedule? This is good for us. … We haven’t had the quality practice time in the last couple weeks and that’s big for our group, for how we play the game, but also for individuals feeling good going into every game. You saw we had a hard practice today. It was good tempo, guys were skating, guys were making plays, but there was certainly a focus on making sure that guys were leaving the ice tired today.

Goalie decision? No

Charlie Coyle expected to return Friday; Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise split; Brodin practicing

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: October 30, 2013 - 11:21 AM    
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Charlie Coyle, who has missed 11 games with a sprained MCL, is expected to return Friday against the Montreal Canadiens, Wild GM Chuck Fletcher said this morning. Stephane Veilleux has been placed on waivers and will be assigned to Iowa on Thursday if he clears.

Fletcher said that he has not made a decision on defenseman Matt Dumba yet and that will not come today. The reason is the Wild only has to make a decision prior to Dumba playing his 10th game and there's a chance Dumba won't play Friday.

Defenseman Jonas Brodin, wearing a full face shield -- not a cage -- to protect his broken cheekbone, is practicing today, as well as Keith Ballard. So the Wild may be able to get one, if not both, back against the Habs.

Mike Rupp is also practicing but is not ready to return.

In today's practice, and remember, the Wild doesn't play until Friday, so this is way preliminary:

Zach Parise-Coyle-Dany Heatley/Justin Fontaine

Matt Cooke-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Nino Niederreiter-Mikko Koivu-Kyle Brodziak

Justin Fontaine/Dany Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Rupp is being rotated into line rushes every other rotation.

Coach Mike Yeo is rotating Heatley and Fontaine between first and fourth lines. Parise and Koivu are separated in practice for the first time since Parise joined the team. Remember, we always label first, second and third lines, so while you may jump to the conclusion that Koivu has been downgraded to the third line, that Koivu line will see more ice time than the Granlund line.

That's the way it has worked all season with the Wild. The "third line" or "checking line" always sees more ice time than the second line because that lines typically goes up against the opposing top lines.

Defense pairs are

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Keith Ballard

Brodin-Dumba

More later

Postgame: Wild needs more from some vets and will Dumba stay or go?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 28, 2013 - 11:47 PM   
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Disappointing loss for the Wild tonight. The team's been playing good hockey, so this is far from the end of the world. It was sort of its first clunker of the season, losing 5-1 to the Chicago Blackhawks.

But the Wild’s execution was off all night and it started on the first shift of the game when there were two turnovers the first shift and that trickled into the second and third shifts.

But the Wild rebounded, and even when the Wild was down 1-0, coach Mike Yeo felt his team was “largely in control.” He felt the Wild had good energy, created good chances, defended hard and defended well even though the execution “wasn’t exactly sharp.”

Finally, Mikael Granlund set up Jason Pominville for a howitzer and the forward’s third goal in two goals, sixth goal in eight games and team-leading seventh. The next shift, Matt Cooke nearly scored twice and it looked like the Wild was now well on its way to really taking control.

And then, just careless mistakes. First a Clayton Stoner icing led to a mismatch in lines. After the ensuing faceoff, Mikko Koivu tried to pass to Torrey Mitchell. Mitchell couldn’t clear and fell, and then the Wild was in scramble mode. Matt Dumba collided with Niklas Backstrom, and the Wild goalie just got stuck in mud, was slow to recover and Sheldon Brookbank easily made it 2-1.

Ninety-nine seconds later, Marco Scandella was handed a dubious holding penalty. Regardless of what you think of the call, the Wild’s penalty kill, like it has over and over and over again this season, gave up a costly one. Koivu coughed up the puck and this came right as Brandon Saad knocked down Backstrom.

Brent Seabrook wheeled the puck over to Nick Leddy and Leddy recognized that Backstrom wasn’t set. He unloaded and scored his first goal in 12 games vs. the team that drafted him in the first round in 2009.

Dumba played a starring role in Patrick Kane scoring 2:47 into the third and the game was pretty much over at that point as Chicago skated to a 5-1 win to snap Minnesota’s four-game home winning streak.

Coach Mike Yeo wasn’t pleased with most players, other than the Nino Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville line, which makes you think Charlie Coyle may start on the top-line right wing with Zach Parise and Koivu if he’s able to return Friday. The Wild needs more from Koivu. He has one goal on 30 shots in 13 games and tonight was on the ice for three goals. The Wild needs more from Dany Heatley, who has no goals with a goalie in net and has 22 shots this season. The Wild’s got to figure this out. It’s not a coincidence that the second line finally started scoring when he was taken off. I’m not convinced they’re ready to scratch him because they don’t want a six-month soap opera ahead, but if he’s not scoring goals, he is not productive. Some players can get away with not contributing offensively because they make impacts in other areas. That has not been the case this year for Heatley. And after tonight, one’s got to think Josh Harding will be back in the cage if he’s healthy enough to be by Friday. Backstrom didn’t control his rebounds well tonight and was slow to recover on the second and third goals – the back-breaking goals.

Read the gamer for the quotes. Yeo wouldn’t single out any players, but he wasn’t happy with some of the efforts, saying some of the “plays out there were odd.”

The Wild went 6-4-3 in its first month of the season. Of those seven losses, four or five at least could have been wins. Defensively, it’s been good. Offensively, it’s still a work in progress. PK stinks.

“It was kind of a weird month,” Pominville said. “We probably lost some games that we should’ve won and won some games that we maybe didn’t deserve to win.

“We’ve kind of turned a corner as of late but tonight was one that kind of slipped by us. If you look at the overall picture, we know we can be better and just keep pushing toward improving. We’ve got a good a group of guys and a lot of good things are ahead of us, but we’ve got to keep working toward everything we get.

“I don’t think we were that off early on. We did a lot of good things and capitalized on a few opportunities. Obviously the third period wasn’t what we wanted it to be. We sat back and kind of stopped playing. But for a good chunk of the time we did some good things. They’re a good team and they make plays, but it’s on us to be better and play a complete game.”

Dumba obviously had a very tough night. On for three of the last four goals for Chicago, although Yeo let him off the hook for the difficult third, saying, if the Wild was going to get back in the game, “We’ve got to try some things. If it doesn’t work, it could end up badly.”

The big question now is whether the Wild is going to let one game where Dumba looked miscast against the Blackhawks override the decision as a whole and return him to Red Deer.

I still don’t think it will, but we will see. The big question the Wild has to answer is if Dumba is going to play more often than he sits and when he plays, will he have a significant role?

I have evolved. I used to think it made little sense to have teenage defensemen in the NHL, unless they’re as special as a guy like Jonas Brodin. But would it really hurt Dumba’s development being in the NHL for a year working with Rick Wilson and Darryl Sydor as opposed to returning to junior?

And as I mentioned on one of yesterday’s blogs, I still think it could be a risk to send Dumba back because he adds depth to the team. As we saw these past two weeks with Brodin and Keith Ballard hurt, you can find yourself short defensemen quick in this game. If Dumba wasn’t here, the Wild would have had to turn to Iowa.

Also, if it’s true Chuck Fletcher doesn’t care about burning a year of Dumba’s contract, then maybe the Wild keep him for now, take a longer look at home, work with him longer and send him back at a later date if that’s the decision. In other words, there’s no rush if Fletcher really doesn’t care making his three-year contract kick in.

Remember, he can be sent back to junior at any time. The reason why now is a threshold is because his contract doesn’t slide a year if he plays in his 10th game.

Yeo said the Wild will make a decision based on what his role would be, how often he plays and how it’ll affect his development. Obviously, if Dumba stays, he’s got to play. So the Wild has to make the decision whether it’s willing to live and die with Dumba, who is still quite raw, and while he makes some awesome plays nightly, he has shown at times a player that gets rattled and makes some costly mistakes.

We will see. The Wild has Tuesday off, so there may be no news on this front. The Wild next practices Wednesday.

That’s it for me. I will be on KFAN on Tuesday morning at 9 a.m.

Playoff atmosphere tonight between Wild and Blackhawks? Towels say yes

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 28, 2013 - 12:38 PM   
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Wild and Blackhawks tonight at the X, where white towels will be draped over every seat in the barn for fans to wave.

No, they’re not playoff leftovers. One person tweeted me asking humorously if they say Game 6 Western Conference quarterfinals on them.

They actually resemble the road whites that the Wild plans to wear at home tonight. Blackhawks will wear their darks, which is good because we all know Chicago never wins at home!

The Wild did manage to grab two points out of Chicago in Saturday and tonight looks to take the home-and-home sweep.

Coach Mike Yeo anticipates a lively crowd tonight. On the towels, he said, “It’s pretty cool walking out to the rink. It looks neat. It looks almost like the playoff building, so it’s going to be good excitement in the building here tonight. I just want to focus on the game. I don’t want to get too ahead of ourselves and feel too good about last game. This is a new challenge. We just have to make sure that we stay sharp and stay focused and through the course of the game keep our emotions and keep our focus and be ready to play a full 60 minutes.”

Niklas Backstrom will start, while Josh Harding did practice today after missing the last game with a hammy and will back up Bax. Corey Crawford, who stoned the Wild in the playoffs but struggled the other night vs. the Wild, back in the Chicago cage.

The Wild has the same lineup as Chicago:

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Justin Fontaine

Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley

Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Matt Dumba

The Blackhawks lines?

Jonas Brodin skated on his own again today and his face is apparently still swollen, so it’s uncertain if he’ll practice Wednesday yet (Wild has the day off tomorrow). Charlie Coyle is improving and hopes to play Friday, but he said understandably he will only do so if he’s 100 percent. Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp again practiced today.

What does Yeo expect tonight?

“Just reading the comments [from the Hawks in the press] that they’re going to look at the tape and look at the game and try to figure some things that they have to do better,” Yeo said. “I’d like to think some of the things they weren’t happy with that we forced them into. I’d also like to think that we can be better too. I’m expecting a good game. They’re going to compete, they’re going to get after us and they’re going to try to force into mistakes, so we’ve got to be sharp.”

Tonight is Dumba’s ninth game, which means a decision’s on the horizon as to whether he stays in Minnesota or returns to Red Deer. My opinion is on one of the blog’s yesterday, so if you didn’t see, look at yesterday’s blog.

“I think he’s done a pretty good job of that for the most part,” Yeo said of not worrying about that. “We need him sharp, we need him on top of his game tonight. He’s the kind of guy that can definitely help us against this team. The defending part of it is one thing. He can skate, he can defend, he can match their speed, he can be strong one-on-one against these guys, which you absolutely need. He also has the speed to jump on loose pucks, to win loose pucks. He also has the footwork and skill to execute under pressure and relieve some of that pressure and help us to get to the offensive part of the game, which we need against this team. So I’m hoping that he comes in and does more than just don’t make mistakes. I’m hoping that he comes in and has a real impact in a positive way.”

Dumba said tonight’s just another game.

Pretty quiet day otherwise. A couple of Wisconsin guys were bragging about them Packers and Zenon Konopka said, “Ponder was awesome…after they got down by 27.”

For more on Dumba and potential line combinations once Coyle returns, read today's article here.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the first intermission tonight. Maybe I’ll touch on Thomas Vanek. I’ll be live in studio with Paul Allen on KFAN tomorrow morning at 9.

Talk to you after tonight’s game.

My instant thoughts on tonight's Thomas Vanek trade to the Islanders

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: October 27, 2013 - 8:53 PM   
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The Buffalo Sabres traded Thomas Vanek to "my Islanders" tonight for three-time 30-goal scorer Matt Moulson, a 2014 first-round pick and a 2015 second-round pick.

This was highly predictable because we know Garth Snow loves himself them Gophers!

Like last year's Jason Pominville's trade to the Wild, real nice return by Sabres GM Darcy Regier for a guy who already had one foot out of town as a free agent next summer. Regier will probably try to extend Moulson, but if not, he'll be able to parlay Moulson into more assets by season's end because he too is a pending free agent.

Very bold move by Islanders GM Garth Snow for a potential rental. Vanek's agent Steve Bartlett confirms there have been no talks of a contract extension between Vanek and the Islanders.

But Snow is not happy where the Islanders are in the standings, sees a team that should make some noise in that division and I'm guessing knew that with so few teams having the salary-cap space to pick up Vanek this early in the season, the time was right for the lowest-payroll team in the league to make the move.

I see on Twitter where Snow is getting blindly bashed for the high price he gave up. It's always easy to look at a trade, see the names run across the ticker and make an instant analysis like it's some fantasy trade without context.

You need to walk in that team's shoes to know how they value those pieces and why they make a trade.

We can analyze all we want the many assets Regier got for Pominville. He did a good job getting Johan Larsson, Matt Hackett, a first and a second.

But if you're in Chuck Fletcher's shoes, the Wild was leading the Northwest Division at the time of last year's trade and also needed to make the playoffs after a four-year absence. And you knew when Fletcher made that deal that in his mind he would extend Pominville.

But most of all, in Fletcher's eyes, the price was worth paying because he still has so many young forward prospects in the organization and only so many can end up playing here. There's only 12 forward spots, six defensemen spots and one goalie that plays on a nightly basis. Some of those spots in Minnesota are locked in for years, like Parise, Koivu, Suter and when he made the decision, he knew eventually Pominville. So in Fletcher's mind, the Wild could afford to give up Larsson, to give up Hackett with Darcy Kuemper and Johan Gustafsson developing.

Similarly, the Islanders have a bunch of prospects and young guys in the organization, so Snow clearly feels this is a price the Islanders can afford to make.

So when you're on the outside, before analyzing a trade just blindly by looking at the package, you need to consider that team's situation, their window and most of all their organizational depth chart/reserve list.

Just my opinion.

Don't cancel #Vanekwatch to Minnesota just yet. I'd still be surprised if Vanek doesn't test the market, although obviously a lot can change between now and next summer. Maybe the Islanders go on a run, maybe the Islanders sell their future to him, maybe they throw the Federal Reserve at him.

And remember, as I've written and said a lot lately, while as of now I believe the Wild is interested in pursuing Vanek next summer and while I have zero doubt that if that were to happen Vanek would sign here, the Wild may analyze the situation in the months ahead and decide that money they'll have available next summer could be better spent elsewhere.

If it looks like Charlie Coyle or Nino Niederreiter or Mikael Granlund or its other kids are going to develop into the scorers this team so needs, if it looks like some of these kids (Jonas Brodin, Coyle, el Nino, Granlund) are going to break the bank on their second contracts, maybe the Wild pursues a goalie next summer if that's the need. Maybe it pursues a physical defenseman. Only time will tell. It's a long time between Oct. 27 and July 1, so things change.

Between the kids mentioned above and Erik Haula, Jason Zucker, Raphael Bussieres, Brett Bulmer, Zack Phillips, whoever, one would hope a few of them develop into a top scorer. So maybe the Wild decides its too big a risk to lock another 30-something forward into a long-term, lucrative contract and thus block its promising young forwards.

We will see.

Lastly, if you're a Wild fan frantically tweeting me, Thomas Vanek was always going to be traded somewhere this season, and it was never going to be to the Wild. I feel I've made that clear 50 times. The Wild was never going to trade more assets to Buffalo for somebody it could potentially just sign next summer. The only surprise today is not that Vanek was traded, but how early in the season he did get traded.

Talk to ya Monday. Again, I'll be on Fox Sports North during the first intermission and on XM Radio at 8:45 a.m.

Wild looks to complete home-and-home sweep against the Blackhawks

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: October 27, 2013 - 2:54 PM   
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The Wild held an optional practice here at the X today in preparation for Monday's home game against the Central Division rival Chicago Blackhawks. The Wild will wear its road whites and currently towels resembling those uni's are being draped over every seat.

I will be on Fox Sports North's pregame show and first intermission Monday, so please tune in for some astute insight. I'll also be on Siriusxm NHL Network Radio on Monday at 8:45 a.m. CT.

Johan Gustafsson was reassigned to the Iowa Wild on Sunday because Josh Harding, who sustained a strained left hamstring Thursday, is expected to skate Monday morning and back up Niklas Backstrom later that night.

Charlie Coyle, Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp practiced today, with Coyle and Rupp staying on a long, long time after practice working with the assistants. Jonas Brodin skated before practice. All four won't play against the Blackhawks, but Friday against Montreal may be a possibility for Coyle, Ballard and Brodin to return.

Coach Mike Yeo admitted today that he and his staff spent part of the short plane ride back from Chicago last night discussing potential line combinations and defense pairs once guys like Coyle return.

It'll be interesting because Mikael Granlund has assumed Coyle's No. 2 center role and is playing very well alongside Jason Pominville.

Do you maybe put Coyle at second-line center again and move Granlund to left wing, and then if that happens, where do you put Nino Niederreiter? Or, do you maybe have Coyle return to last year's role to start out and put him back at top-line right wing with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu, and then if that happens, where do you put Justin Fontaine, who has played well up top?

All good problems to have.

It's impressive this season that the Wild has been able to keep its head above water without Backstrom (thanks to Harding) and without Coyle (thanks to Granlund and others) and the past two games, Brodin (thanks to quality play from the defense, particularly Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser).

Monday will be Matt Dumba's ninth game and then the Wild has to decide whether or not to return him to Red Deer. Again, he can stay and it would burn the first year of his contract. GM Chuck Fletcher has said over and over again that he's not worried about that.

I think he stays, for no other reason than what this last week proved. It is so simple to lose two defensemen, and we just saw that with Brodin and Ballard going down. If Dumba wasn't here, the Wild would have had to turn to Iowa.

Not only do I feel it would help Dumba's development to continue to work with Rick Wilson and Darryl Sydor, he adds much-needed depth. I just think it's risky to return him now, and if it's true Fletcher could care less if Dumba's three-year contract kicks in, why send him back? It's not like his development has been hurt by spending this past month in the NHL. He's learning on and off the ice, and witnessing what it takes to be a pro.

This is just my opinion. We'll find out what the Wild feels soon.

The Blackhawks should be pumped to avenge Saturday's 5-3 loss as the Wild looks to win its fourth in a row overall and fifth in a row at home.

"Games like tonight, we’re not happy with the result or the way things went tonight," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said after Saturday's game. "I think we should all be disappointed with the way things evolved tonight and be excited that we get them on Monday.”

The Hawks didn't practice Sunday.

Yeo said he expects to see different looks from Chicago and they should expect to see different looks from the Wild.

"It should be an entertaining, intense game," Yeo said.

Yeo was happy with the Wild's penalty kill in Chicago. When the Wild needed big kills, it got big kills and he wants the Wild to keep its urgency level high on the PK, which shouldn't be too hard against a team with as many weapons as the Hawks, Yeo said.

BUT, Yeo added, "We have to quit taking seven penalties in a game. We just put our penalty killers under so much pressure," not to mention rust up non-penalty killers and give opponents momentum.

Stay out of the box was Yeo's message. The Wild has been on the PK 26 times in the past five games.

That's it for me. Talk to you after Monday's morning skate. I'll be in studio with Paul Allen on KFAN on Tuesday at 9 a.m.

Postgame: Lots of thoughts after Wild's victory in Chicago

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: October 27, 2013 - 12:43 AM    
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This is one of those games where I don’t know where to start, so instead of trying to formulate something structured, I’m just going to go in order of what comes to my mind.

Scary concept, I know, the way my cloudy mind works.

First, the particulars. Wild won, 5-3, against the Chicago Blackhawks, the model team in the NHL, winners of two Cups in four years, a team that didn’t have a regulation loss this season and had points in six straight at home. In fact, it hadn’t lost in regulation in 15 games at the United Center, spoiling their awesome fans.

The Wild has won three in a row for the second time this year and now returns home to complete the home-and-home vs. the Blackhawks. Minnesota is 4-0-2 at the X, including four wins in a row. Before tonight, the Wild was 1-3-1 on the road with seven goals total. So, a little math here, but the Wild scored two fewer goals tonight than it did in five previous road games.

My teachers at Old Bethpage Grade School would be so proud of me!!!

Before I continue, I apologize for not topping our hoops writer Jerry Zgoda’s bubble bath Wolves report with my own Wild Minute from the sauna or something, but make sure to watch Sunday’s Wild Minute with assistant to the GM Jim Mill, where I insult Blackhawks legendary anthem singer, Jim Cornelison.

Jason Pominville, in his 600th game, scored two goals for his 19th 2-goal game. He also scored the winning goal for his 23rd career winner. He also had six shots. He also buried two pretty Mikael Granlund feeds, giving Granlund three “sick” assists on the Russo “sick-assist” meter in two games. Granlund now has seven apples – one more than he had all of last season. I’ll tell you what: When Granlund learns how to bury the puck himself, he’s going to be a “sick” player. And, while that may not come consistently this season, it will come. His hands, skill and vision are too good for it not to come eventually. He just keeps getting better in every facet of the ice, and he’s so responsible defensively. His “compete,” as Todd Richards used to say, is impressive as well.

Zach Parise scored his sixth goal of the season and fourth on the power play. The Wild’s power play, which ranks fifth in the NHL, has scored in nine of 12 games. Kyle Brodziak scored 1:01 into the second. Justin Fontaine put the Wild up 5-2 before the Blackhawks scored late.

I wrote most my gamer on Niklas Backstrom, who made 33 saves and was downright awesome.

Backstrom was tested immediately, robbing Marian Hossa 21 seconds in when the star two-way forward got every ounce of a Jonathan Toews rebound. Later, Backstrom kicked out his left pad and denied Hossa again.

But his best save came 31 seconds after Parise scored. Patrick Sharp wheeled into the Wild zone to create a break. Coming from Backstrom’s right, Sharp crossed the entire goalmouth and tried to bury the puck inside the post to the left of Backstrom.

He patiently stayed with Sharp the whole way and gloved down the primo chance. Backstrom denied Sharp seven times, and they were almost all Grade A chances.

As coach Mike Yeo said, it was “great to see.” And when he said, “great,” he stressed great, as in, “GREAT!!!” to see. And you know that’s because Backstrom had a slow start to this season even before straining his right knee Oct. 8 and after Friday’s practice said he wasn’t 100 percent from his most recent injury as well as offseason abdominal surgery.

So this was big, and Backstrom’s teammates gave him props and props and more props. Backstrom, like he usually is after a win or loss, brushed everything off as no big deal, saying there was no pressure after seeing Josh Harding give up eight goals in nine games before he was hurt.

When you play against Chicago, you need your goaltender to make big saves at big times, and Backstrom did that over and over again tonight. Good to see from the true pro.

-- Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser were quite the pair tonight, and I disregard the late Scandella penalty and late Prosser mishap that resulted in Chicago scoring a meaningless goal in the last minute. When you play against Chicago, the Hawks are going to get their chances, and there were several tonight.

But Scandella and Prosser were always a safe pair for Rick Wilson to send over the boards. They were each plus-2. Scandella assisted on Brodziak’s goal and drew the Hossa penalty that led to Parise’s goal. And Prosser was just a rock and assisted on Fontaine’s goal. He was chippy, got into faces and was tough in front of the net. He made good first passes, and it’s just so impressive that a guy can be scratched almost every night and he just steps into the lineup and plays this way. You know it has to be frustrating for Prosser to be scratched all the time. Yet, he never shows that frustration publicly. He just shows up with a smile on his face and works his tail off while waiting for Yeo to write his number on the lineup sheet. It’s why his teammates respect him so much,

-- 5-on-3. Gawd awful. This is two games out of four now that the Parise-Suter-Pominville-Dany Heatley-Mikko Koivu fivesome couldn’t score on a long 5-on-3. Only two shots. Yeo says the Wild’s got to figure it out. I’m not fond of three lefties down low. I wish they’d go with a setup of Koivu in the middle, Pominville and Parise on the sides and Suter and Jared Spurgeon up top. The best 5-on-3’s work it low and score off goalmouth passes. If you have Pominville on the left side of the cage and Parise on the right, I think the Wild will get its chances. The Wild practiced 5-on-3’s a lot in camp and Parise to Pominville was a constant goal in that setup.

Yeo says it’s not the personnel, it’s the execution.

The power play did get this game rolling though five seconds into the first PP.

-- PK, much better tonight. Killed 6 of 7 and all the big ones in big spots.

“Starts with Backy,” Yeo said. “But I just like the way we were on our toes, were aggressive, we had good sticks, good reads. This is a game that our guys should feel good about.”

-- Big props to referee Kelly Sutherland. I’ve always been fans of Sutherland and tonight’s ref sidekick Chris Rooney, but Sutherland was real good tonight in one area.

After an eight-minute review that could have been accompanied by the Jeopardy theme music, he basically conducted a press conference on the ice over the PA system to explain why Andrew Shaw’s goal was disallowed. Video review determined that Shaw's stick was above the height of the crossbar when he deflected Jeremy Morin’s shot. The puck then deflected off defenseman Clayton Stoner and into the net. According to Rule 80.3 "When an attacking player causes the puck to enter the opponent's goal by contacting the puck above the height of the crossbar, either directly or deflected off any player or official, the goal shall not be allowed"

Sutherland explained that since Stoner never “regained possession” for the Wild, Shaw’s touch was illegal and thus the goal was.

-- Suter, 2 assists (great one where he does what so few Wild d-men have done throughout history; WALK THE BLUE LINE and shoot en route to the Parise tally). He logged 26:58 (slacker) but still has led all Wild and opposing skaters in ice time in all 12 Wild games this season).

-- Career-best plus-2’s for Granlund, Nino Niederreiter and Prosser. Granlund, Pominville and Scandella also plus-2’s.

-- Wild blocked 19 shots tonight.

-- Heatley looked better tonight. He had a great shift with Niederreiter and Granlund in the first period and won a puck race to help set up the Brodziak goal even though he didn’t get an assist on it.

-- Tough night for the fourth line, which was minus-2.

-- Yeo says the Wild will need to be better Monday, and he was impressed with a lot of things tonight.

That’s it for me. Obviously, please read the gamer, notebook and Sunday Insider, too, on www.startribune.com/wild. I’ve got a 7 a.m. flight back to MSP. Talk to you after Sunday’s practice.

Wild's lineup heading into first meeting with Blackhawks since 2013 playoffs

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 26, 2013 - 12:47 PM   

print

Share9      Share via Email  

Good afternoon from the house that Nick Leddy built, the United Center, where the Wild and Blackhawks meet tonight for the first time since Minnesota's opening-round loss to Chicago in last year's playoffs.

The Blackhawks went on to win a little hardware later that summer much to the chagrin of the what-the-heck-just-happened Boston Bruins.

The Wild has won four in a row at home but is 1-3-1 on the road and has scored seven goals in that stretch. It opens a home-and-home series with its new Central Division rivals. In the past 20 meetings including last year’s playoffs, the Wild has won six against the Hawks and only one in regulation. Including last year’s 0-3 playoffs, the Wild has won two of the past 10 visits to Chicago.

Nineteen Wild players took the ice for today's morning skate. The only one who took the optional off? Matt Cooke.

"That's why I went on. I wanted to make him feel uncomfortable," joked coach Mike Yeo.

Asked what he expected now tonight from Cooke, Yeo kidded, "I don't know, but the pressure's on."

The Wild will go with the same lines that were changed during and ended Thursday's game vs. Carolina (changes in CAPS):

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Justin Fontaine

NINO NIEDERREITER-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-DANY HEATLEY

Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Matt Dumba

Niklas Backstrom

Johan Gustafsson

That's eight new bodies that didn't play vs. Chicago in the playoffs: Fontaine, Niederreiter, Granlund, Cooke, Prosser, Dumba, Backstrom, Gustafsson. And remember, Stoner got hurt in Game 1, Pominville missed the first three games and Veilleux only played two.

"I haven't seen them a ton this year, but ... they seem like they're moving well, they look like they're checking well as a team, they look like they're attacking well as a group. They look like they're improved," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said.

Brad Mills and Jeremy Morin will make their season debuts for Chicago. Michal Handzus is out with an upper-body injury and Ben Smith is scratched.

Mills has played 31 games previously for the Devils and nearly signed a PTO last year to play for the Wild's Houston Aeros (now defunct). crying

Charlie Coyle, Jonas Brodin, Josh Harding, Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp aren't here for the Wild. Coyle, Rupp and Ballard should practice in Minnesota tomorrow, while it's uncertain yet if Brodin and Harding will. The Wild will take the next big step in Rupp's hopeful eventual return to the ice from offseason knee surgery next week when he's put through the gauntlet. He'll get more practice reps and be tortured after practice, Yeo quipped. I'll have more on Rupp in Sunday's Star Tribune.

I also chatted with Leddy, who in case you didn't know was once drafted by the Wild in the first round and is the next Bobby Orr in the minds of many Wild fanatics. His mom, Vicki, just went on her first-ever mother-son trip and Leddy had some cool things to say. The Wild had a mother-son trip once and it was definitely a hoot.

Also, real cool story, but 18 kids from the Minnesota Special Hockey Association (the Wildcats) were brought to town by the Denis Savard Foundation. The kids, their parents and volunteers attended today's Wild and Blackhawks skates and now are going to play the Chicago Tomahawks. Savard's Foundation picked up the whole tab for 56 people. Pretty special scene down at the skate as the children watched their favorite Wild players skate. I'll have more on that in Sunday's notebook as well.

Talk to you after the game.

Josh Harding day-to-day, Johan Gustafsson recalled; other injury updates

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: October 25, 2013 - 1:35 PM   
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UPDATED:

Coach Mike Yeo says Josh Harding is feeling better today, but the Wild won't bring him to Chicago as not to risk his "lower-body strain" that flared up during Thursday's 3-1 win over Carolina.

The Wild has recalled Johan Gustafsson to make the trip and back up Niklas Backstrom Saturday. Remember, Backstrom was injured moments before Game 1 of the playoffs last year when he sustained a sports hernia that knocked him out of the first round and required surgery.

Backstrom isn't 100 percent yet, but he says he has to "find a way" Saturday night.

The Gustafsson recall is nothing against Darcy Kuemper, who gave up three goals on seven shots in Toronto last week. Kuemper's been on a yo-yo and it's his turn to start Sunday for Iowa against Grand Rapids. So since the callup is for a backup role here, Kuemper stays in Iowa to play and Gustafsson is called up.

It's as simple as that. He also apparently isn't quite 100 percent from something that happened in last night's game.

Gustafsson was pulled in last night's game for Iowa but gave up only one goal in roughly his first 120 minutes of the season there. He is 2-0 with a 1.99 GAA and .935 SP and one shutout for Iowa

Keith Ballard, who has missed five games with a head injury, practiced today and is "feeling better than yesterday." He will not fly to Chicago and acknowledged that he had concussion-like symptoms and whiplash.

Charlie Coyle practiced today and looked good. He is not on the trip and is doubtful for Monday, too, against Chicago. With practices scheduled Thursday and Friday, perhaps Friday's game against Montreal is a target.

Jonas Brodin wound up not skating today because Yeo said why push it since it's not like he'll be back in a few days. Right now it's just a matter of the swelling going down so he can look down and see the puck. Maybe Friday is a target, too. Monday is unlikely.

Mike Rupp also practiced today again. I'll toss Rupp quotes on his comeback in Sunday's paper. I talked to him yesterday.

Big test for the Wild Saturday as its faces Chicago for the first time since the playoffs. The Wild felt like it was chasing the puck for much of that series. This year the Wild's been a team its opponent is typically chasing. So we'll see how it goes against Chicago.

Same lines in Chicago as the Wild finished vs. Carolina. Dany Heatley on Kyle Brodziak's line, Nino Niederreiter on Mikael Granlund's line.

By the way, Wild will wear its road whites Monday in the second end of the home-and-home against the Hawks.

Talk to you Saturday after the morning skates in Chicago.

Josh Harding, Cam Ward both injured during Wild's win over Carolina; Heatley scores!

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 24, 2013 - 11:30 PM   

print

Share1      Share via Email  

Hopefully it’s a minor injury, but it’s quite remarkable just how many times in Josh Harding’s career he’s had a chance to seize the reins from an injured Niklas Backstrom … and then gets hurt himself.

It’s got to be a half-dozen times now, including in last year’s playoffs actually.

The latest was tonight during a 3-1 Wild win over Carolina when Harding sustained some kind of lower-body injury while trying to stop Alex Semin’s laser with one second left in a second-period power play. I thought Harding spent the rest of the period flexing his left knee, but some on Twitter say right.

He gutted it out the rest of the period before Backstrom, who hadn’t played since Oct. 8 and isn’t 100 percent yet from his knee injury, played the third period, entered unenviably on a Hurricanes power play but stopped all seven shots he saw.

Hopefully it’s not major because for Harding because he had been playing sensationally the past 16 days in relief of Backstrom. Harding made 20 of 21 stops through two periods and earned the win, which makes up for the bogus loss he got in Nashville for only giving up one penalty-shot goal. He has stopped eight goals in nine games and has a 1.00 GAA and .953 save percentage.

Coach Mike Yeo offered no specifics of Harding’s injury, not a severity as of now.

Yeo wasn’t overly enamored with the way his team played tonight either, although let’s be honest, the Wild hasn’t gotten the full two points in four or five games this season it arguably deserved to win. It’s about time the Wild got two for a game in maybe shouldn’t have won.

The Wild caught a break four minutes in when Marco Scandella, who played a solid game and swept a puck from the Wild’s blue paint late in the third, sent Mikael Granlund in alone. Cam Ward slid across and got hurt. Carolina’s already announced he’ll miss up to a month with a lower-body injury

Anton “Borat” Khudobin is back in Raleigh injured, so third goalie Justin Peters made his season debut and Nino Niederreiter and Zach Parise scored on the first two shots Minnesota registered on Peters.

Niederreiter’s first career power-play goal was a sick (as the kids say) shot off a sick pass from Granlund. Parise’s goal was batted out of the air off Jared Spurgeon’s shot off the post. I really liked Spurgeon’s game in relief of injured Jonas Brodin tonight. By the way, Brodin looked like Sloth from Goonies in the locker room this morning. He looked much better at the game tonight in the press box and again is expected to skate Friday before the team flies to Chicago.

Remember, Charlie Coyle is closing in on a return too and my guess is Nov. 1 vs. Montreal is the target…Gives him four practices beforehand.

The Wild didn’t play well after the first though. Granlund and Dany Heatley took two penalties in the first four minutes of the second and the momentum was turned after Semin scored.

Heatley had an up and down game. Got chances, snapped a 10-game goal drought (longest of career) with an empty-netter, but took the penalty, turned some pucks over and seemed to fall an inordinate amount of times.

But Yeo put him out there in hopes of getting the goal, which Matt Cooke charitably set Heatley up for.

“A big part of why he’s out there, let’s be honest, is to try to get him that and get him off the squeezing the stick and having it on your mind,” Yeo said. “Hopefully he can just relax and play” and this “kickstarts” him.

Heatley said for the first time this season, he felt good tonight and hopes to build off this. As Parise said, “It’s just a really good shot of confidence. Hopefully we’ll see that from him because we need a lot of goals from him.”

The Canes played the Wild well, were in Minnesota’s face in the neutral zone all night and made life tough. But after not liking his team’s game through two, Yeo felt the Wild won its battles much of the third.

Anyway, that’s it for. Check out the gamer on the, uh, game and I retopped my notebook with Heatley’s first goal and turned Justin Fontaine/Justin Faulk into an online sidebar.

Talk to you after practice Friday. I will try to blog as soon as I can, but I’ve got to get my Sunday stuff written and filed, cover practice, book it to the airport for my flight to Chicago and write the daily stuff for the paper. So chance the blog may have to wait ‘til I’m in the air or after I land in Chicago.

Good news regarding Jonas Brodin and Charlie Coyle

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 24, 2013 - 12:46 PM   
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Afternoon from high above the X, where Kirk Muller's Carolina Hurricanes just got done skating.

I will be on Fox Sports North's pregame show tonight at 6:30 p.m. and again during the first intermission.

Also, tickets for tonight's Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and me are still available at www.wild.com/chalktalk. You can watch Walz diagram a neutral-zone trap and me diagram how to write a blog or something. Tix start at $28 and include a game ticket for tonight's game against Justin Faulk and the Canes. We will be doing five of these this season, and those other dates are on that link as well.

By the way, this morning on Wild Minute, I mentioned the Wild's 2010 trip to Helsinki against Carolina. If you want to take a trip down memory lane, my pictures from that trip are still on my Facebook page. Click this link and you can see pics of a young Mikael Granlund and guys like Andrew Brunette, Matt Cullen, Mikko Koivu, Nik Backstrom, Gui Latendresse, Martin Havlat, Nick Schultz, P-M Bouchard, Casey Wellman, Matt Kassian, Greg Zanon, Marek Zidlicky, Brent Burns, Justin Falk, Clayton Stoner, Antti Miettinen, etc.

Good news on the Jonas Brodin front. As of now, coach Mike Yeo says no surgery is planned and Brodin may even skate tomorrow, although maybe not with the team. Brodin will obviously wear a full cage for awhile. So cautious good news right now.

Also, Charlie Coyle is getting closer. He took part in today's morning skate and felt good. He'll have to wear a knee brace for the first time in his career, and he said that didn't feel too bad. He's got no targeted date as for a return and would still need to get into battle drills and line rushes, etc., and some real practices, but this is good news, too. But you also want to be cautious because you don't want any setbacks from his sprained MCL.

Keith Ballard was kept off the ice again and will miss his fifth game in a row. Same lines that ended the Nashville game, meaning Justin Fontaine plays on the top line to start tonight and Nino Niederreiter the third.

Niklas Backstrom is starting to feel better. He's still not feeling completely 100 percent, but he feels good enough to back up and is real happy for Josh Harding, who has taken the No. 1 reins for now and run with it. It's been roughly a calendar year since Harding was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis and he continues to persevere. What a start to his season with a 0.96 goals against average and .953 save percentage.

Tonight is Harding's Hope Night at the X and all fans get a Josh Harding Masterton Trophy poster.

The Canes have won two in a row and are 3-1 on the road. Muller, whose staff includes thousands of games of experience and several Cups with Dave Lewis, John MacLean, Greg Stefan, Rod Brind'Amour, Ron Francis and Glen Wesley, is very impressed with what he's seeing from the Wild.

"Just watching them, they play a high-tempo game and play the game the right way," Muller said. "They do a good job playing on the right side of the puck, they track back hard, they don't give you time and a lot of these teams in the West, they're comfortable playing a 0-0-type game. We've got to understand these guys don't give up many shots and opportunities, so we've got to be ready for it, just no frustration, just grind it out and play the same type of game."

I interviewed Carolina's Justin Faulk today. The former UMD star defenseman is a great quote and player and way on the radar to make the U.S. Olympic team. Kirk Muller went on and on about him today and I'll likely do a Faulk feature when we're in Raleigh in a few weeks. He's got a great relationship with a few of the Wild players, particularly Fontaine, his former UMD teammate. They'll go head-to-head tonight and I'll talk about that in tomorrow's notebook.

Always great seeing Radek Dvorak, too. Few better guys in the NHL. Nine teams now. Dvorak's rookie year in the NHL and Florida (1995) was mine as well.

That's it for now. Long day in the press box ahead of me, so I better get some work done.

Jonas Brodin sustains broken cheekbone

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: October 23, 2013 - 2:15 PM    
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Defenseman Jonas Brodin sustained a broken cheekbone when hit by a dump-in on his second shift of last night's 2-0 win over Nashville.

He is out indefinitely and the Wild will have a better idea of a timetable Thursday. The fact the team knows that definitively tells me that it'll be determined Thursday if Brodin needs to surgery. His face is a mess and at the very least needs some major dentalwork. GM Chuck Fletcher said today surgery hasn't been ruled out.

As of now, the Wild says this is all relatively good news because there was originally a concern he had a broken jaw or orbital bone. Typically, players can play through a broken cheekbone with a cage, but that can't be determined until once the swelling goes down and it's determined if an operation is needed.

Regardless, it's clear Brodin will miss some time and now it's up to the Wild's cast of defensemen -- Ryan Suter, Jared Spurgeon, Clayton Stoner, Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser to pick up where it left off during a soundly-played game last night. Keith Ballard is still working his way back from a head injury, so Matt Dumba should get his opportunity to play multiple games in a row.

The way the Wild has played defensively and by having the puck the majority of games should allow the Wild to overcome Brodin's injury as long as that continues.

"Let’s put it this way, I’m not sitting here thinking, ‘Oh no, we lost Jonas and now we’re in trouble,'" coach Mike Yeo said. "I still have a lot of confidence going into every game that we have a team capable of winning every night against any team. Obviously he’s a big loss for us, an important part of the team. Without question, we have the guys capable in there of keeping us at or even raising us to another level."

The injury occurred less than three minutes into Tuesday's win over Nashville on Gabriel Bourque's dump-in. I tweeted a GIF and that can be found in my www.twitter.com/russostrib timeline last night (can't get the link to work on here for some reason).

Yeo confirmed Brodin wasn't wearing a mouthguard, not that it would have protected him from a broken cheekbone. But Yeo said, "We can’t tell them to do it. you wish that everybody did, you wish that everybody wore a face shield. But bottom line is it’s still up to the players. Sometimes something like this changes the mind of not just the guy that it happened to, but some others as well."

Just a freak accident, although a number of Wild players said a six-foot dump-in by Bourque not up the wall was a pretty careless play.

Scandella had a great game yesterday, as did Jared Spurgeon, who will take Brodin's spot next to Suter. Clayton Stoner had another solid game (although the coaches would prefer to see less -- or no -- toe-dragging from him in games). Prosser's time is now after waiting patiently. He played well in more than 20 minutes yesterday, although next time the Wild's down to 5 D and controlling a game up 1-0 and he opts to fight, he may see Yeo's wrath. Yeo understood Prosser was trying to prove his worth when he fought Eric Nystrom in the third last night, but Yeo said that wasn't the time and he's lucky the Preds didn't turn the momentum.

Prosser says this is a great opportunity for himself.

Dumba has taken Brodin's spot on the No. 2 power-play unit and a lot will be riding on Dumba to play more consistently now. In Tampa and Florida, mistakes by Dumba led to a 2-on-0 and breakaway in consecutive games. It's a big adjustment going from junior to the NHL and Yeo said he's got to learn that he can't make that one extra play when he gets the puck at the blue line. Make a decision to pass, shoot or dump it, but don't make that extra move.

Yeo said it's clear the nine-game rule (if he plays 10, a year of his contract burns off, which means the Wild's got a decision to make soon; he's played six so far) is in Dumba's head. But Yeo and GM Chuck Fletcher said the team is not thinking about the rule right now and Dumba's just got to play. The only rule Fletcher cares about is the 41-game rule that burns a year of his seven-year free agency. And even that isn't pressing because the Wild needs to win now, not worry now whether Dumba's UFA year is agen 26 or 27 (hope that all makes sense).

Ballard did work out today but was kept off the ice. He has a history of concussions, so the Wild's being careful. Also, Charlie Coyle skated on his own today and looked good apparently, so he'll take part in Thursday's morning skate. He won't play, but he's ready to take the next step in his recovery from a sprained knee.

Same lines in the practice as what finished last night. Justin Fontaine skated with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu and Nino Niederreiter skated with Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke. Fontaine will get to go head-to-head against his former UMD teammate and summer roommate Justin Faulk on Thursday against the Canes. Faulk, from South St. Paul, is expected to have 30 friends and family members in the crowd. I'll write more about that in Friday's paper and Thursday's blog.

That's it for now. I have to get autographing cards for Thursday's ChalkTalk!!!! Could you imagine the kid that comes to Thursday's game with hopes of getting a Zach Parise and Ryan Suter autograph and he ends up leaving with ... mine? Scarred for life.

Photo credit: Mike Greenlay (Me, and me embarrassed)

I'll have a lot more in Thursday's paper, including quotes from Chuck Fletcher on the Brodin injury and Nate Prosser.

By the way, thanks to you, Russo's Rants is up for an Editor & Publisher Award

Best Sports Blog with 1 million unique monthly visitors and over

• Ottawa Citizen /a division of Post Media Networks - SenatorsExtra.com

• Sports Illustrated - Scott Novak

• Star Tribune - Russo's Rants

• The Boston Globe - Chad Finn's Touching All The Bases blog

Brodin injured during Wild's 2-0 shutout over Nashville

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 22, 2013 - 11:16 PM   
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Tonight looked a lot like the game the Wild played in Nashville earlier this month, only there wasn’t that 5-on-3, followed by 5-on-4 to unravel things, coupled with a Niklas Backstrom knee injury and penalty-shot goal on the first puck Josh Harding saw.

But just like that game in Nashville, the Predators couldn’t get anything done at even-strength against the stingy Wild. This time, the Wild didn’t run out of gas in the third, and for a change, the Wild managed more than one goal.

Justin Fontaine, promoted to the top line with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu two shifts before, scored the eventual winning goal late in the second period and Jason Pominville scored an empty-netter as the Wild snapped a three-game losing streak to beat the Predators 2-0 tonight. Parise had two assists and Josh Harding made 16 saves for his eighth career shutout.

Before we continue, the potentially bad news of the night. Defenseman Jonas Brodin, whom I jinxed with this Scotty Bowman-centric story in Monday’s paper, was injured 2:54 into tonight’s game when he took a puck directly to the face off Gabriel Bourque’s dump-in.

Brodin was taken to local hospital for x-rays, and he has been released. Coach Mike Yeo didn’t have an update on Brodin’s condition, but hope for a root canal, not a jaw/chin injury. GM Chuck Fletcher just emailed me that an update will be provided Wednesday.

The Wild did an impressive job playing virtually the entire game tonight with five defensemen (four for five minutes in the third when Nate Prosser fought Eric Nystrom), and obviously Matt Dumba and injured Keith Ballard are waiting in the wings. But Brodin is immensely important to the Wild, and particularly, the puck possession type game Yeo wants the Wild playing. He was off to an outstanding start this season with three goals and three assists in 25 minutes, 42 seconds a game. So the Wild can’t afford to lose him for an extended period.

Good evening from the X. Rachel Blount is writing the game story, so I figured I’d blog. Good win for the Wild tonight. Minnesota controlled the game and the puck all night against a tired-looking Preds team.

Harding is 4-2-1 with a league-leading 0.96 goals against average and a .953 save percentage that ranks second (minimum 4 games). Harding has allowed one 5-on-5 goal in eight games and the Wild has allowed five all year, which ranks first. It has allowed 21.2 shots per game, which ranks first. In Harding’s six starts, he has had to face an average of 20.7 shots per game.

It’s all about puck possession. This isn’t the Wild of yesteryear where it trapped up the neutral zone and sat back all game. The Wild again had the puck all night tonight and outshot Nashville 29-16.

This team does so many things well, yet it has to work so hard to score goals. By those defensive numbers, this team should be a lot higher in the standings than its 4-3-3 record.

Tonight, the Wild badly outplayed the Preds, but Minnesota wasn’t getting a lot of second chances as the Preds’ defensemen collapsed down low and Pekka Rinne did a good job smothering pucks.

The one puck he couldn’t smother – a Clayton Stoner shot – and Fontaine pounced for his second career goal and eventual first career winning goal. Stoner had a strong game tonight as his responsibilities picked up with Brodin hurt. He had three hits and three blocks shots.

Jared Spurgeon took Brodin’s spot alongside Ryan Suter and was solid. He also may have saved the game by sweeping Matt Cullen’s shot from the goal line in the waning seconds and before Pominville’s empty-netter. I liked Prosser, too, and Marco Scandella brushed off a Shea Weber shot to the leg late in the first.

Not easy to play 57 minutes with five D, but the Wild did an impressive job. Both Stoner and Spurgeon credited the forwards for helping hold the fort down, and Harding said this was one of the soundest Wild defensive efforts of the season.

The fourth line of Zenon Konopka, Stephane Veilleux and Torrey Mitchell provided good, energetic minutes tonight. They were in the offensive zone all night. Konopka set a tone early by fighting Rich Clune and as Stoner said, “letting him know that coming back to our building, it’s not going to be an easy night.” Konopka and Prosser were chirping Clune late in warmups and Konopka fought him the first shift they were on the ice together.

Mitchell also moved up and played with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak when the minutes mattered late in the third.

Yeo said the Wild coaches talked about moving Fontaine up with Koivu and Parise during Monday’s practice and they decided to try it in the second period tonight to get a lefty-righty thing going. He said it had nothing to do with the play of Nino Niederreiter, whom I thought played well tonight. But Fontaine looked real good with Koivu and Parise, too.

Yeo wasn’t overly enamored with the Wild’s third period, particularly turnovers at the offensive blue line that led to some odd-man rushes. But after a 1-2-1 road trip, this is a good win.

Now the Wild must build on it with Carolina coming to town Thursday. The Wild also killed two penalties tonight, including one in the third. Maybe a good building block for a horribly leaky PK this year.

In Harding's last nine home starts, he has three shutouts. Ryan Suter skated in his 600th game tonight -- 542 with Nashville. Fontaine and Matt Cooke lead the team with plus-5's. Parise leads the team with seven points. Cullen said it was real classy of the Wild to pay tribute to him tonight.

That’s it for me. I’ll have a Brodin update for you when the Wild provides one Wednesday.

Also, if you want to come to the chalk talk with Wes Walz and I before Thursday’s game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk. Comes with a game ticket.

Wild gameday: Prosser in, Dumba sits, Cullen returns

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 22, 2013 - 2:45 PM   
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With Keith Ballard still recovering from taking a puck in the face a week ago, Wild coach Mike Yeo said his absence would open up opportunities for other defensemen. Nate Prosser will be the beneficiary tonight against Nashville, when he will be in the lineup for only the second time this season.

Prosser was paired with Clayton Stoner at the Wild's morning skate Tuesday and is excited to get back in. Yeo said the Wild's difficulties on the penalty kill--which has allowed at least one goal in eight of nine games this season--played into the switch. He also appreciates Prosser's professional approach to his situation.

"He's worked his tail off, and he's come to the rink with a good attitude,'' Yeo said. "We told him he needed to have some patience in the early part of this year, and he's done everything we've asked. But the reason for getting him in is more than that. We need help with our penalty kill. We're playing a team that the way they attack the net, we're going to have to have some guys who are ready to compete and battle around that area, and he provides that.''

Prosser's only appearance this season was on Oct.15 at Toronto, when he played 13 minutes, 41 seconds. He said he has concentrated on controlling the things he can control and not worrying about the rest.

"I'm ready to go, and I'm pretty pumped up,'' he said. "I've been working hard in practice and in the weight room to prepare for this moment. I've kind of had to wait for my number to be called. Now it is tonight, so I want to be ready to do what I can to help the team win, whether that's blocking shots or being good on the penalty kill or making a good first pass. I've just got to make sure I'm sharp and make the simple plays.''

With Prosser in, Matt Dumba will watch from the press box. Yeo has given him a to-do list while he's there. Dumba will be expected to view the game with an analyst's eye, taking mental notes on what the defensemen are doing and looking for things he might incorporate into his own game.

Yeo lauded Dumba for maintaining a consistent level of play, even as the pace of the league has picked up through the early weeks of the season. Dumba said he's comfortable on the ice, but not content.

"I never want to be comfortable here,'' he said. "Right now, I know I'm in a different situation than most guys. I've got to come to the rink every day and be at my best. I have to challenge myself every day to get better, to do whatever it takes to stay in the lineup.''

Josh Harding will be in goal for the Wild tonight, and the lines will be the same as they were before they were mixed up for the loss in Florida: Parise-Koivu-Niederreiter, Heatley-Granlund-Pominville, Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine, Veilleux-Konopka-Mitchell.

Injured center Charlie Coyle, recovering from a strained knee, skated by himself before the morning skate.

Former Wild center and Virginia native Matt Cullen, who signed last summer with Nashville, said it felt strange to walk past the home locker room when the team arrived Monday at Xcel. His place in the Predators' lineup, though, feels great. Cullen is playing between Gabriel Bourque and Craig Smith, a pair of third-year players who have developed some nice chemistry with the veteran on the second line.

As he did with the Wild, Cullen is mentoring his young linemates, much to the delight of coach Barry Trotz. "He's a veteran player who prepares well, a real good pro on and off the ice,'' Trotz said. "Young guys feed off of that. They learn from those guys. He's good at communicating with them. That line for us has been a good line.

"(Cullen) has been playing in every situation. On the power play, he's had a regular shift, and he's killing some penalties. I think he was a little snakebit the first four or five games; he was getting glorious chances, and nothing was going in. They've started to go in for him. He's been a real good fit for us.''

Cullen visited with some friends yesterday and will have some friends and family coming to Tuesday's game--though not everyone. "I think a lot of people are sick of watching me play,'' he said, laughing. "They’ve seen me enough. They'll stay home and watch on TV.

"To be on the ice here in this building, on the other bench, will be a strange feeling. It'll be fun. I was looking forward to getting back here. I just love playing here. I have great memories here.''

Wild practice: Old lines, new result?

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: October 21, 2013 - 4:32 PM   
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Rachel B here, sitting in for Russo, who managed to miss this morning's snow. In a stroke of magnificent timing, he stayed in Florida. I'm hoping he doesn't blog/tweet any more of those beach photos. That's just piling on.

Mike Yeo said he was looking forward to a much-needed practice Monday at Xcel. The Wild stayed on the ice for an hour, giving particular attention to special teams and three-on-three play around the net in a highly focused session. Nearly everyone spent extra time after practice to work on shooting, too.

Yeo reconfigured his lines again, going back to the combinations used for five games before Saturday's 2-1 shootout loss at Florida. Jason Pominville moved back to the second line with Dany Heatley and Mikael Granlund, while Nino Niederreiter shifted back to the top line with Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise. Third and fourth lines remain the same: Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine and Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell.

Yeo said the Wild had the most success with those combos, and he didn't want to focus so much on jump-starting the dormant second line that he risked spoiling the chemistry developing on the others. "You have to look at what it's doing to the rest of the group when we're breaking guys apart,'' he said.  "We've seen Mikko, Zach and Nino have some success together, and we saw (Cooke, Brodziak and Fontaine) have success together. Obviously, the parts are there for the rest of the group to be successful, too.''

Parise was glad to get in some practice on play around the net. That, he said, has been perhaps the Wild's biggest failing as it has scored a measly 19 goals in nine games. Yeo said his team has to have "an attack mentality,'' which Parise echoed.

"We have to get better at getting the puck to the net and getting guys around there,'' said Parise, who got 21 shots on the recent four-game road trip and did not score on any. "Right now, we've just got our guy in the high slot waiting for a one-timer, and our other guys on the outside. That's not how you score. We need to get some guys going through the middle and getting around the net, kind of penetrating their defense. I don't think we're doing a good enough job of that.''

Parise also wants to see the Wild be a little more aggressive on its penalty kill, which is ranked second to last in the NHL. The Wild has surrendered more than one power-play goal per game (10 goals in nine games); as Parise pointed out, that's made all the difference. Despite the team's frustration, he urged his teammates to stay relaxed.

"I think everyone's all uptight because we haven't scored a lot lately,'' he said. "Everyone's thinking about it. Everyone goes home thinking about it. You get to the rink, and everyone asks you about it. I think we've just got to relax a little bit. We'll be fine.''

Other notes from today's practice:

--Yeo didn't reveal who will start in goal against Nashville on Tuesday, but it sure sounded like he's sticking with Josh Harding. Harding has given up seven goals in seven games while facing 134 shots.

The coach acknowledged that it's important to make sure both Harding and Niklas Backstrom are ready to play and confident in their games, but winning is the only thing that matters right now.  "The bottom line is,'' Yeo said, "the decision has to be made based on what we think for that given night, what's going to give us the best chance to win the game.''

Backstrom said Monday he feels good and anticipates being fully healthy within a couple of days.

--Defenseman Keith Ballard did not skate Monday. He has not played in three games since he was hit in the face by a puck in the Wild's 2-1 victory at Buffalo a week ago. Ballard came out for Saturday's morning skate in Florida but left the ice because he didn't feel well.

"We tried getting him on the ice,'' Yeo said. "So let's just hold him off for a couple of days and see what happens.''

Ballard's absence, Yeo said, will create opportunity for someone. As of Monday, he hadn't settled on the six defensemen who will play Tuesday, and he said Nate Prosser could crack the lineup. Prosser has played only one game this season.

--Winger Mike Rupp is almost ready to go. He's participating fully in practice, but Yeo said Rupp needs "to get another gear into his game.''

A reminder: If you want an up-close and personal look at the undoubtedly well-tanned Mike Russo, you'll have your chance Thursday. Russo and Wes Walz will do a pregame "chalk talk'' before the Wild-Carolina game. Tickets start at $28 and include a game ticket, as well as the chance to meet/chat/get autographs. The one-hour session begins 90 minutes before the game.

Postgame reaction to Wild's 2-1 shootout loss to Florida
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As Mike Yeo said after Saturday’s 2-1 shootout loss to the Florida Panthers, “familiar script.”

So familiar, I could probably get away with tossing up a previous Wild blog or game story from this road trip in this space, change a couple words and depart into the humid Florida evening.

But alas, you want a fresh blog and here I am to provide one.

Forgive me, I’m loopy on cold medication.

The Wild coach mixed up his top three lines in search of offense and departed with another one goal loss, although with one point in the standings. Playing against a young team that had lost six of eight, the Wild again turned its opposition goaltender into a two-time Vezina Trophy winner and one-time Conn Smythe winner.

Only this time it wasn’t Jhonas Enroth, James Reimer or Ben Bishop in net. It was actually Tim Thomas, who won those above awards. He made 30 saves, including eight on a frustrated Zach Parise, who went goalless on the trip despite 21 shots.

Tonight, Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville, Dany Heatley and Ryan Suter had a 79-second 5-on-3 to break a 1-1 tie in the third period and, as Suter said, “I think we had two scoring chances.”

It was an ugly display. Shanked shots, turnover and a near icing.

“Whenever you don’t capitalize on that, something bad probably is going to happen,” Suter said. “We have to get better chances.”

Even in the third period, it felt like the Wild spent the majority of the period in Florida’s end, yet somehow managed four shots. Parise, whose seething quotes can be read in the game story on www.startribune.com/wild, said the Wild was “too perimeter.”

I will say this: Parise was seething after this one. His whole demeanor reminded me of Feb. 12 in Vancouver when the Wild lost 2-1 to the Canucks. The Wild had scored seven goals in a six-game, 2-4-1, stretch – one goal each in six of the seven games.

The Wild did find a way to start scoring goals, but it is amazing that no matter the coach, system or players, this team historically struggles to score.

The Wild’s 3-3-3, yet has given up a league-low 21.8 shots per game and a league-low five 5-on-5 goals. Yet, they’re 3-3-3. It’s amazing.

“I’m disappointed for our guys, to be honest with you, because they’ve been playing their tails off and we’re playing great defensively, we’re playing our tails off, we’re generating chances, but we’re not winning games,” Yeo said. “And you can tell that guys, it’s in their heads a little bit. You can see it in the 5-on-3, you can see it in the shootout. Guys are playing their tails off and they’re not getting rewarded, so as a staff, we have to help them out here to figure out what we can do to mentally and what we can do, whether it’s personnel or whether it’s again adjusting lines or whether it’s something tactically, we have to figure something out because it’s obviously tough winning games 1-0.”

One would have hoped Friday’s day off in the sun of South Florida would have reset the minds, but it was clear on the 5-on-3 the Wild was pressing and gripping its sticks tight. Just look at Koivu’s two shanks.

“The guys came in with a good mindset, but we can’t sit here and say, ‘Oh geez, hopefully one of those good chances goes in for us in the first period and then we feel better,’” Yeo said. “It’s something that’s in our heads and we have to find a way to get it out. But at the same time, we can’t feel sorry for ourselves. We have to keep battling. We’ve got a big stretch of games coming up at home and we’ve got to be prepared to start making a run here.”

Yeo said, “We need a great practice on Monday and certainly having a little bit more practice time – during this stretch we haven’t had practice time, you can’t get out there to work your shot, you can’t do things to build confidence through practice, through just going out and doing the right thing over and over again and feeling good about it, so certainly that’ll help.”

The young kids were great tonight, especially Nino Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund Niederreiter and Granlund combined to draw the penalty before Jonas Brodin’s goal and then combined to set it up with Heatley, who again had a few glaring turnovers tonight.

Yeo said on Nino and Granlund: Those guys, they’re just going to keep getting more opportunity. They deserve it. So I’m going to start getting those guys out there if they can keep playing like that. They just keep winning more and more opportunity and I’m ready to give it to them.”

Is he talking even 5-on-3’s?

“I don’t know about that,” Yeo said. “We'll sit there with Bruno (Andrew Brunette) and look at it and figure it out. Again, we're fighting it a little bit there. These are the things that you have to think of big picture. Do we want to start taking people off there and hurt their confidence more? Is it a matter of sticking behind them and helping them get through it? If we feel that somebody is not cutting it, if they're not putting the effort in, if they're not doing the right things, OK. But again our guys are doing a lot of the right things and we have to help them get to it.”

On if he’ll continue to go with Harding (which, how can’t he): “That's obviously something we'll have to consider. We do want to get Backy in at some point -- we don't want him sitting around forever. But Hards has been great. He's been nothing but great and again tonight he had no chance on that goal. He's doing a heck of a job making [the Niklas Backstrom-Harding decision] tough on us.”

Does he feel for Harding?

“I feel for our whole group. We deserve better. That was kind of my message. We're not a .500 team. We're not built to be .500. We're a better team than that and we could sit here and argue -- I mean scoring chances on the season, we've gone over them, we're close to 2-to-1. So we could sit here and argue we deserve to be better, but the bottom line is we're not. So we have to figure it out and we have to find a way to rectify that.”

Finally,

It’s harder when you’re going through it. I don’t have any answers. I don’t know. You just keep shooting and know and hope that it’s going to go in for us soon. But we’ve got to do something a little better. what that is, I’d like to find out sooner than later because it’s killing us right now.

Wild’s PK continues to be brutal. Careless penalties and a porous penalty kill is a bad combination. The tying goal in the third by Aleks Barkov came off that. The Wild’s PK ranks 29th as of this moment and has given up at least one goal in eight of nine games.

That’s it for me. The Wild has the day off Sunday, and then I'm off Monday and Tuesday. Rachel's covering both days, including the game vs. Nashville on Tuesday, although I'll probably go to the game to tweet and blog.

Pregame: Yeo mixes up Wild's lines
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With the 3-3-2 Wild looking to finish the road trip on a high tonight against the Florida Panthers, coach Mike Yeo has mixed up his first three lines in today's morning skate.

That's what scoring four goals in three games will do -- and more than two goals twice in eight games this season.

"We need to try to find some offense here. We’ve got to try to get some more balance to our lineup," Yeo said. "It’s a good opportunity for us to face a little adversity early and have to battle through it."

Good day from Florida, where it's hot, humid and beautiful. I'll be on Fox Sports North tonight during the pregame show at 5:30 p.m. and first intermission.

Jason Pominville has been reunited on the top line with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu. Yeo said he complements that duo and when they made the switch earlier, it was to provide offense to the second line "and that didn't really help."

There is a brand new second line. Matt Cooke has been moved up and will be centered by Mikael Granlund. Nino Niederreiter will play the right wing. The second line hasn't scored a goal all season for the Wild.

Cooke says he can't change the way he plays the game. Yeo wants two guys that will be hard on the puck and get to the net for Granlund. Yeo wants Granlund also to be more assertive shooting the puck. Yeo is happy with the way Niederreiter's playing, but "I want to see some numbers."

Dany Heatley, off to the worst start in his career with one assist in eight games and the lone mainstay all season on the second line, moves to the third line with Kyle Brodziak and Justin Fontaine. Yeo said Heatley had good chemistry with Fontaine in training camp and Brodziak during parts of the past two seasons.

Heatley's obviously not happy with his start to the season but says he'll continue to work his way out of this. He used to light up the Panthers with Atlanta and was 2003 All-Star Game MVP in this building, so maybe that'll be a good omen for tonight.

Josh Harding, who leads the league with a 1.15 goals-against average, starts. Keith Ballard skated but left again not feeling well. Yeo says the Wild hasn't classified this as a concussion.

Nate Prosser is scratched.

I talked with Tom Gilbert this morning. He now plays for the Panthers and he was professional in talking about how and why the Wild bought him out.

Wild enjoying day off in Florida
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Afternoon from Ft. Lauderdale Beach, where the cruises are starting to file the channel leading from Port Everglades to the Atlantic Ocean.

and my view is this

The Wild's got today off as one of its four mandatory days off a month (as per new collective bargaining agreement). Beautiful day here in South Florida, and not very humid. Not much news today.

First a mea culpa. On the winning goal last night by Tampa Bay, apparently the mistake up the ice wasn't Mikko Koivu in the neutral zone, but Zach Parise not being in the passing lane. Obviously, there were plenty of mistakes to go around (including obviously Ryan Suter) and it still looks to me that Koivu is too far to the strongside, but regardless, probably the only innocent party on the whole goal was Jonas Brodin.

Nevertheless, Steven Stamkos was being Steven Stamkos. Wrong guy on the ice for the Wild to have a breakdown like that.

Now the Wild must find a way to even up the road trip Saturday night against the 2-6 Florida Panthers.

Darcy Kuemper was reassigned to Iowa. As of now, no forward callup, which surprises me a bit. I feel it would be a good time to shake it up, particularly shake up a second line that hasn't scored a goal this season. Dany Heatley's off to the worst start of his career and will match his career-long goal drought of nine games if he doesn't score vs. Florida. He's twice before gone nine games without a goal, and both came last season.

I chatted with Nick Bjugstad via phone this morning and did a story on him tomorrow. The former Gopher is expected to play the Wild for the first time Saturday.

I'll be on KFAN at 5:55 p.m. CT tonight and on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission Saturday.

Talk to you after the skates.

Wild find a snake ... and continue to be snakebit in Tampa
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The Wild fell to 1-2 on the road trip (four goals) and 3-3-2 on the season tonight with a 3-1 loss at Tampa Bay.

Read the gamer for most the details, BUT, same old story. Wild get some great chances, can’t score, then make a mistake or two and boom, loss.

Fittingly, snakebit Wild players found a snake during its power-play meeting tonight.

Can’t make that up, although the player who apparently found the snake, Mikko Koivu – the most snakebit on the team – scored his first of the season.

Tonight, the Wild played OK. Just OK. This was not like Toronto, even when the Wild was getting Grade A chances and being turned away by Big Ben Bishop. In Toronto, the Wild controlled every facet and lost. Tonight, the Lightning made life tough in the neutral zone and also did a great job collapsing low in front of Bishop to keep the Wild from getting secondary chances.

Then when the Wild did penetrate, the Wild as usual didn’t bury its chances. In 53 seconds in the second period, Bishop made eight saves during one stretch, and seven of the shots were from his doorstep.

Koivu got his first of the season (120th of career to pass Andrew Brunette for second in Wild history) on a tying goal with 8:55 left, but Steven Stamkos, the goal-scoring superstar, got payback against Josh Harding for robbing him on a 2-on-0 in the second period. Koivu looked to me to be a little out of position in the neutral zone and Twin Cities resident Matt Carle sent a perfect shot off the wall and hit Stamkos in stride.

Suter had no shot. Stamkos was flying forward and breezed by him for a breakaway. He didn’t miss for the winner with 5:04 left.

Koivu seemed to be in the middle of all the good and bad tonight. Had five shots and was all over the net. He also in my eyes was responsible for the Tyler Johnson first-period goal. He tried to get into a board battle with Valtteri Filppula 10 feet from the blue line. But Koivu fell, the Lightning held the zone and 14 seconds later, Filppula found Johnson, who used to come to Wild prospect camps as an invitee.

Second line has gone eight games now without a single goal. Dany Heatley has 14 shots on the season and no goals. Mikael Granlund no goals.

Nino Niederreiter had a real good game tonight. Very strong on the wall, won a bunch of battles and set up Koivu’s goal after Suter and he forced a turnover and then Suter breakaway.

Parise is minus-3 the past 3 games.

The Wild just can’t score, and this will be the type of frustrating season it will be if the Wild doesn’t start burying goals.

Four goals on the road trip. Six goals in four road games this season.

Tonight, the Wild gave Tampa Bay seven power plays. It killed six of them, but it allowed the Lightning to grab hold of the momentum all game. And the Wild has now given up at least one power-play goal in seven of eight games. It’s been successful 71.9 percent of the time, which is lousy.

Yeo wasn’t happy with the penalties or the lack of offense or the type of game the Wild played.

“We have to figure this out,” Yeo said of the anemic offense. “You’ve got to be smart enough to understand the type of game. Against Toronto, it was a different type of game. There was more time and space, more opportunities to make plays. Tonight it wasn’t there. They played a good positional game and we had to adjust and we didn’t adjust as far as the mindset that we wanted to play. We had to be more determined to get to the offensive zone.”

The Lightning shut it down in the third. The Wild was outshot 13-2 after getting 24 shots through two.

Harding was great again. He has given up six goals in six games and five in his four starts. He’ll obviously start Saturday at Florida. Darcy Kuemper is flying from Tampa to Charlotte on Friday to rejoin Iowa.

That’s it for me. Wild has to win Saturday against the Panthers to salvage this road trip a little bit. There may not be a blog Friday as the Wild has the day off – one of those mandatory ones per the new collective bargaining agreement.

Ballard out, Dumba in; Backstrom returns in backup role tonight at Tampa Bay
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As Josh Harding’s backup, goaltender Niklas Backstrom is expected to return to the nets tonight against the Tampa Bay Lightning after missing the past four games with a knee injury. Darcy Kuemper will likely be reassigned to Iowa either today or tomorrow, joining the Baby Wild in Charlotte for Saturday’s game.

Defenseman Keith Ballard will miss his second consecutive game. As I mentioned on yesterday’s blog, I saw him before and after the Toronto game and he looked Zombie-like. He practiced yesterday, but he didn’t take the ice this morning and coach Mike Yeo said Ballard isn’t “feeling well.” So that’s obviously not good after taking a puck to the face Monday in Buffalo.

“More than anything else, this is preventative,” Yeo said. “If he’s not feeling well, we’ve got eight healthy defensemen.”

Matt Dumba returns to the lineup tonight. Nate Prosser is scratched. Yeo said he played very well in Toronto, but it’s time to get Dumba back in. For Tampa Bay, giant goalie Ben Bishop in goal and Martin St. Louis, who is typically an iron man, is a gametime decision after blocking Drew Doughty’s shot the other night. Coach Jon Cooper says it’s a pain tolerance thing.

On the Wild, Cooper said, “I look at the score – the 4-1 loss to Toronto – and I’m sitting there thinking in my head, ‘Toronto’s rolling and Minnesota must have ran into a buzz saw.’ And then I watched the game and I can’t believe the score wasn’t reversed at worst. … They’re extremely structured, they battled hard all through their lines and I think they have some guy on defense there that plays 75 minutes in a 60-minute game (Ryan Suter). He’s just a horse back there. It’s pretty impressive to watch. Pretty impressed with their team. There’s a lot of structure and they play really hard, so this is going to be a tough one for us tonight.”

Cooper, what a great, affable interview. Fascinating guy. Was an attorney that coached hockey on the ice. He’s just moved up and up and up, has won everywhere and now is an NHL coach. He actually turned down a law partnership to coach in the USHL. He also played lacrosse at Hofstra, which is a stone’s throw from where I was kid running around on Long Island.

As of now, the Wild lines will start the same tonight for Minnesota, with Nino Niederreiter staying on the top line and Jason Pominville skating on the second line with Mikael Granlund and Dany Heatley.

I thought Yeo may return Pominville with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu because all three of his goals have come on the power play with them on the ice, but Yeo said that he’s still getting a lot of even-strength chances and he’s seen a step in Granlund’s game. Yeo says it seems like Pominville and Granlund complement each other very well.

Now, it’s a matter of getting the third guy to complement the other two – Heatley. Yeo and Heatley weren’t on the ice during the morning skate, and the presumption is they were watching video.

What’s Yeo expect from Heatley (no goals, one assist, 12 shots in seven games) tonight?

“Just play a good game. That’s the message right now. It’s easy to get caught up in scoring goals and stats and numbers, and when you do that, you get into quicksand a little bit where you dig yourself into a little bit of a deeper hole where you’re preventing yourself from doing the types of things you need in order to get that result that you want. So, just get the focus on pursuing pucks, winning battles, obviously making plays, but just a real strong focus on a two-way game and when you get a chance, get to the net.”

Cooper said on video the Wild and Lightning have very similar power plays. The Wild does lack one thing though: Steven Stamkos! So the Wild must stay out of the box tonight, and if it doesn’t, it must get that penalty kill in order. The Wild has surrendered eight goals in seven games.

Matt Cooke has been on for four (two 3-on-5’s), Clayton Stoner, Ballard and Jared Spurgeon three each, Jason Pominville, Zach Parise, Ryan Suter, Jonas Brodin, Kyle Brodziak and Torrey Mitchell two each and Mikko Koivu, Charlie Coyle, Marco Scandella, Mikael Granlund and Zenon Konopka one each.

Backstrom’s been in for four and Kuemper and Harding two each.

Yeo says there have just been little errors that must be rectified, and “we have to approach each penalty kill with confidence.”

Local legend Darryl Sydor, the Wild assistant, was surrounded by press today. He won a Cup here with Tampa Bay in 2004 and this is his first game as a coach.

Talk tonight

Wild looks to regroup against the Tampa Bay Lightning
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The Wild made it to beautiful Tampa, where it practiced this afternoon at the building formerly known as the Ice Palace.

Good afternoon from the top floor of my hotel, where I have a better view than you do right now!!!

Not much going on with the Wild, which finishes off its four-game road trip by playing at Tampa Bay on Thursday and at … wait for it … FLORIDA on Saturday! Nick Bjugstad may play in that game for the Panthers, as well as former Wild defenseman Tom Gilbert.

In Thursday’s newspaper, I wrote about Matt Dumba, so check that story out. I try to delve into the question I’m asked daily on Twitter: Do you think the Wild keeps Dumba after nine games?

At the Ice Palace today, all Wild players practiced, including defenseman Keith Ballard, who took a puck to the face in Buffalo on Monday. Coach Mike Yeo said he had a good practice today. Off the ice, Ballard looks better than he did yesterday, when he appeared to be Zombie-like. So we’ll see Thursday if the Baudette native can return to the lineup.

If not, Yeo will have some decisions to make on the blue line. Nate Prosser played well yesterday, so do you continue to stick with him? Or, do ya throw Matt Dumba, the lone healthy scratch in Toronto, back in? Marco Scandella also played in Toronto.

Niklas Backstrom practiced again today and looked great. He was pushing off that right knee, so Yeo planned to talk to the training staff to see if Backstrom can back up for Josh Harding against the Lightning. Regardless, I’d think he’d be ready by Saturday, so my guess is that by the latest Friday, Darcy Kuemper flies from Florida to Charlotte to start for the Iowa Wild on Saturday.

I had a great interview today with Matt Cooke about Patrick Kaleta and how the Buffalo Sabres heavy hitter, who has been suspended for 10 games for another fly-by head shot on Columbus’ Jack Johnson, can change if he wants to change. Basically, Cooke changed when he realized his career was in jeopardy, and the stats prove it. The past two years, no major penalties in the regular season, no suspensions, no fines, few penalty minutes. The NHL doesn’t even deem him a repeat offender anymore. This year, he’s not only leading the Wild in scoring, he doesn’t have a single penalty minute.

I’ll write about all this in my Sunday Insider.

Spirits were high around the Wild today, which is a good thing after a 4-1 loss to Toronto where the Wild controlled the game from start to finish. As Yeo said, it’s easy to have your confidence shaken when you outshoot a team 37-14 and lose 4-1.

He made a point to the team that the last time this happened – the season-opening shootout loss to Los Angeles – the Wild didn’t respond the right way and came out flat against Anaheim. The Ducks struck twice and the Wild had to claw back before eventually forcing overtime, where it lost with five seconds left.

So he wants a good response against the Lightning. Tampa Bay’s got Steven Stamkos, but the Wild may catch a break because Martin St. Louis is questionable with a foot injury.

Cooke, echoing Parise, said the Wild needs to pull out some wins here and can’t always be saying after every loss, ‘well, we deserved better.’

“At the end of the day, we still lost,” Cooke said. “I think you draw positives, but without being satisfied. There’s more to be done. We have to find ways to win games. At the end of the day, you don’t make the playoffs because you carried the play all season. You make the playoffs because you have more points than the other teams.”

Today’s practice was all about “finishing,” something the Wild’s lacked often this year.

Yeo was status quo with all his forward lines and D pairs today, but he said that’s not necessarily how he’ll go into the game Thursday.

However, Yeo said he doesn’t want to overreact to a loss where the Wild dominated.

He did talk with Dany Heatley after Tuesday’s game and plans to watch his shifts together with Heatley before Thursday’s game.

Yeo said also a big focus right now is cleaning up the leaky penalty kill. He said they’re making little errors – not huge ones – and when they do, they’re ending up in the back of the net. A couple of the PK goals against have been on 5-on-3’s. There have also been some bad goals. But the Wild’s got to be better on the PK.

“We need some games here where we’re pretty close to flawless,” Yeo said.

Many postgame thoughts after the Wild's (dominant) 4-1 loss at Toronto
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Evening from Toronto, where the Wild managed to outshoot the Eastern Conference’s first-place team, the Toronto Maple Leafs, 37-14 and lose 4-1.

Frankly, it’s the outcome I thought may happen tonight in the second of back-to-back games, but only because I figured Toronto would dominate against a tired team playing in the second of back-to-backs. Instead, the Wild was full of energy, executed well, flew through the neutral zone, skated so well it kept drawing penalties and generated chances. It controlled every second of this thing and agonizingly peppered the Maple Leafs without anything to show for it.

One goal on 37 shots doesn’t get it done.

Before I get started, Josh Harding. It’s easy to second guess starting Darcy Kuemper after he gave up three goals on seven shots and was pulled at the 32:23 mark of the hockey game.

But I can’t say this any simpler. Harding has been outstanding, but he has multiple sclerosis. He was lost for two months of a three-month season last year with complications.

This was back-to-back nights, would have been four starts in six nights for him and five games in eight nights.

With Harding playing so well, the Wild did not want to risk putting him in a bad spot tonight, especially with Niklas Backstrom working his way back from a knee injury. So Kuemper got the start, which I have written would likely happen since Thursday.

This was the move that needed to be made in my opinion. Second of back-to-back against the best team in the East, you start your backup, hope for the best and return with Harding in Tampa Bay and Florida.

Obviously, Harding wound up having to play anyway and only had to face six shots in the final 27:37 of the hockey game.

The Wild gave up 14 shots in the game – tying a franchise road record for fewest shots allowed in a game. Amazingly, the Wild’s lost each of those games (others at L.A. and the Islanders if my foggy memory is accurate). In fact, the franchise record for fewest shots is 13, and the Wild lost that, too (1-0 loss Jan. 18, 2003 vs. Anaheim).

Just a frustrating night to be a Wild fan. I thought the Wild caught a break by not seeing Jonathan Bernier. He’s shut the Wild out three times out of the seven he has in his career.

But James Reimer made 36 saves – 20 in the last two periods.

“I’ve been part of a few 4-1 losses, but not many of them felt like that,” coach Mike Yeo said. “What can you do? We responded well the last time we saw something like this. We’ve just got to bounce back with a solid effort.”

The lack of finish is aggravating though. Mikael Granlund had two breakaways he couldn’t score on, one with the Wild down 2-1. Torrey Mitchell had a shorthanded breakaway. The Wild couldn’t score on a 50-second 4-on-3. Nate Prosser and Matt Cooke hit pipes. The top line spent the entire night basically in the offensive zone and couldn’t score.

The second line continues to be unproductive. Dany Heatley’s been on the line since the first game of the season, and unless my memory again is foggy, the second line hasn’t scored a 5-on-5 goal this year.

As I wrote in my re-write notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, Heatley has no goals, one assist, 12 shots in seven games. Remember, he wanted 30 this year. Tonight he had a penalty that negated a power play and eventually turned into a 1-0 Toronto lead.

Can Yeo and the Wild continue to let him play through this when he’s clearly not skating well, taking penalties and turning pucks over?

“After every game, we look at our lines and we say what do we need to do going forward, and every game we’ll evaluate it,” Yeo said. “I’m not going to say he’s at his best right now. I’m not, for sure.

“But I also know that he’s capable of more and I also know that we need him right now. It’s easy to say, ‘Let’s just take him out,’ but with who? Who do you put in instead? The easy thing to do is for us to just give up, but that’s not what we’re going to do. We’re going to keep trying to push him and keep trying to get him better and keep trying to work with him because we know what he’s capable of.”

Mikko Koivu also has no goals (five assists) and leads the NHL with 21 shots that have missed the net, but Yeo feels he deserves better and that “every time he was on the ice, there was something great that happened [tonight].”

I keep getting tweets to “release” Heatley. This isn’t the NFL. That’s not allowed. I keep getting tweets to trade him. Other teams see this, and he also has a $7.5 million cap hit.

I keep getting tweets to turn Koivu into the third-line center. Who goes to the first line then? Charlie Coyle’s hurt. Granlund has no goals, too. You want Kyle Brodziak, and then break up a third line with Matt Cooke that has been a bright spot?

The reality again is it’s easy to overreact to a loss like this, but the Wild controlled this game. Seven games into the season, the Wild’s 3-2-2 and in all four losses arguably deserved better.

But as Zach Parise says in the game story, the Wild can’t keep saying that.

Kuemper fell on the knife tonight.

“I feel bad for the kid,” Yeo said. “In fairness to him, that’s a tough situation for a young goalie. … To sit there and watch that game, he’s putting more and more pressure on himself and he’s cold. We’re not pinning this on him by any means.”

What Yeo means by that is there had to come a point in that game where you start to put pressure on yourself that you better stop the next shot that comes at you when your team is dominating a game like this. I even made an out loud joke in the press box midway through a second period – a period Toronto could barely get in Minnesota’s end and got Bronx cheered by the Maple Leafs fans at one point when they actually managed to get in the zone – by saying, “Poor, Kuemper.”

Kuemper said he’s been pulled before in junior and the AHL and “I just got to use it the right way. I’m going to. I know I’m still a very good goalie and I’m going to use this to push to get better.”

Yeo was happy with every part of the game but the score. “Our guys put a lot into that game,” especially in the third when the Wild pushed hard despite being down by two in the second of a back to back.

One area where the Wild must figure out is its lousy penalty kill. It has been scored on eight times on 25 chances, 68 percent.

Anyway, weird game to say the least. Wild dominate and lose 4-1. You don’t see that everyday. On to Tampa and my 3 a.m. wakeup call. The Wild practices at 2:30 p.m. ET on Wednesday. Talk to you after.

Lastly,

MINNESOTA WILD TO HOST HARDING’S HOPE NIGHT OCT. 24

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild of the National Hockey League (NHL) will host Harding’s Hope Night on Thursday, Oct. 24, when the Wild takes on the Carolina Hurricanes. Five dollars of every individual ticket purchased to the game (up to $5,000) benefits Harding’s Hope, a charity launched by Wild goaltender Josh Harding to raise awareness and support those living with multiple sclerosis.

     All fans at the Oct. 24 game will receive a Josh Harding Masterton Trophy poster. There will also be autographed memorabilia randomly awarded throughout the game, and fans can take photos with the Masterton Trophy while visiting the Harding’s Hope information table on the lower concourse.

     The Wild is offering a Harding’s Hope Ticket Pack for the game. The Pack, which costs $85, includes a lower-level ticket and an authentic autographed Harding poster. Fans can also purchase a limited number of autographed pucks for $25, with all proceeds benefitting Harding’s Hope.

     All Harding merchandise sold at the Hockey Lodge on Oct. 24 will have a portion of the proceeds benefiting Harding’s Hope. They will have special t-shirts and pucks on hand, in addition to jerseys, pucks, equipment and Masterton t-shirts.

     You can learn more about Harding’s Hope and Josh Harding by watching tonight’s Becoming Wild, presented by Toyota, after the Wild game, on FOX Sports North. More information on Harding’s Hope can be found at http://www.hardingshope.org. Harding won the NHL’s 2013 Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy for exhibiting the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey. He became the first Wild player to win an end-of-season individual NHL award.

Yeo explains Kuemper's start, sitting Dumba tonight against Toronto; Prosser to make season debut
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Josh Harding does get the night off for Darcy Kuemper tonight.

Coach Mike Yeo said Kuemper had a good camp and “we want to see what he can do in a game that he certainly is going to be challenged. But he’s a guy we have confidence in.”

Most of all, as I’ve indicated, the Wild doesn’t want to burn out Harding six games into the season. He’s played the past four games, and in my opinion, the Wild can’t risk any health issues with Harding for two reasons: 1) Niklas Backstrom has a knee injury; 2) Backstrom wasn’t playing particularly well beforehand.

So to make him play back-to-back wasn’t something Yeo was willing to do, especially because Harding has multiple sclerosis.

“He’s been playing so well, I don’t want to put him in a bad spot,” Yeo said, before inferring Harding’s M.S. “He hasn’t had any complaints, he hasn’t come to us and shown any kind of fatigues or symptoms or any problems whatsoever. With that said, back-to-back games are pretty tough on those goalies, so it’s a good opportunity to get Kuemps in and see what he can do.”

Quickly, I’ll write about Matt Dumba later this week and explain the situation, but he’s being pulled tonight because of a rough game last night. First, Yeo said he told Marco Scandella he’d play tonight. Yeo said, “It didn’t matter if we won 10-0 yesterday, he was going to play this game.” But second, as I said on the last blog, part of Dumba’s development will be coming out of lineups to watch from above, working with the coaches for extended periods in the morning

This is completely normal. It doesn’t mean Yeo hates Dumba, like some of the absurd tweets I’ve gotten today have claimed. My goodness. He’s 19.

Keith Ballard isn’t 100 percent. He looks foggy and hurting, so he won’t play tonight for precautionary reasons, Yeo said. Nate Prosser will make his season debut.

Yeo said Prosser should be “extremely motivated to play this game” after being scratched in six straight.

Yeo said no excuses tonight. The Wild rolled four lines (you can by the ice times) last night so the forwards wouldn’t be tired tonight, so Yeo said, “I want to come into this game head-on and we should have no excuses).

On Matt Cooke, who has six points in six games, Yeo joked, “We are expecting him to get 82 points this year.” When I noted he had no penalty minutes, Yeo said, “That’s an interesting stat, isn’t it?”

Again, James Reimer for Toronto. Surprising since Jonathan Bernier munches on the Wild. Three of his seven career shutouts are against the Wild. Talk after the game.

Early guesses at Wild's lineup tonight include Kuemper in goal and Dumba upstairs

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 15, 2013 - 11:34 AM   

print

Share9      Share via Email  

Afternoon from the Mothership -- Air Canada Centre in the Center of the Hockey Universe, Toronto.

The Wild held a very optional skate this morning, which included coach Mike Yeo, so you'll have to wait until after 5 p.m. ET for confirmation of the lineup. That's when we're meeting with Yeo.

BUT, my guess is Darcy Kuemper makes his fourth career start for all the reasons on yesterday's blog. Plus, with Niklas Backstrom working his way back from a knee injury, it makes little sense to risk injury tonight to Josh Harding in the second of back-to-backs in what is bound to be a tough game to begin with.

The Eastern Conference-leading Maple Leafs are rested, are fast, skate hard, and sometimes you have to throw in a sacrificial lamb and pray.

OK, way too dramatic, but Kuemper, the former Canadian Hockey League Goalie of the Year, seems to be getting the nod. We'll see for sure later.

Marco Scandella appears to be back in for the Wild.

Matt Dumba, who had a very rough go last night, gets the second of back-to-backs off in a very intimidating rink. And my goodness, judging from the tweets I'm receiving about Dumba not playing, calm down!

He is a 19-year-old defenseman. Very raw. He had a bad game last night, so much so the Wild had to rotate three D on a third-period PK. So you pull the kid have him watch from above tonight, have him work with the assistant coaches this morning. This is why he is here, TO DEVELOP and LEARN by playing, watching, working, practicing.

Nate Prosser did not get bagged with Dumba and Mike Rupp, so my guess is he was pulled off in case Clayton Stoner, who took a forearm to the face during a fight last night in Buffalo, or Keith Ballard, who took a puck to the face, can't play.

If that's the case, it'd go:

Suter-Brodin

Ballard/Scandella-Spurgeon

Scandella/Ballard-Prosser

If Prosser doesn't make his season debut, it'd likely go:

Suter-Brodin

Scandella-Spurgeon

Stoner-Ballard

James Reimer starting for the Leafs. James van Riemsdyk is questionable. The Leafs will see how he responds to some treatment today before making a decision.

I'll update the blog later today.

I'll be on Hockey Central with Daren Millard, Nick Kypreos and THE Doug MacLean at 11:40 a.m. CT and TSN's Off the Record this afternoon.

Postgame: Brodin shines in Wild's third consecutive win

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 14, 2013 - 10:50 PM   
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In his return tonight to Buffalo, former Sabres captain Jason Pominville scored the eventual winning goal on a power play with 9.7 seconds left in the second period to lift Minnesota to a 2-1 win tonight.

Good evening from Buffalo, where I’m about to be at the border. This is going to be a quick blog because my body never agrees with me typing and driving. In a rarity, I’m on the team’s media bus with some of the broadcasters and trainers as we follow the Wild’s bus to Toronto.

Yes, hitching a ride for Tuesday’s game at Toronto.

The Wild won its third in a row tonight, all with Josh Harding in net. Kyle Brodziak scored one goal 5:23 in and after a frustrating second period in which the Sabres clogged the neutral zone and the Wild had trouble passing through.

“Kinda took the life out of the game,” said Zach Parise.

The Wild wasn’t overly pleased with how it executed through the traffic jam tonight, but two points is two points, especially when the team arguably deserved better its first three games.

The Wild is now 3-1-2 before visiting Toronto on Tuesday night. I’ll be on KFAN at 9 a.m. Tuesday and if you get TSN, I’m at least right now scheduled to be on Off the Record in the afternoon. This depends on Wild availability at least right now,

As difficult as it was to skate through the middle of the ice, the Wild scored a gorgeous winning power-play goal in the waning seconds of the second. Seven passes up the middle of the ice before Mikko Koivu and Pominville executed a give-and-go for the Pominville winner.

See the gamer for quotes, but it was the former Buffalo captain’s 22nd career winning goal, second in Minnesota and 93rd career goal at First Niagara Center. It was a special goal for a popular teammate.

Jonas Brodin had a tremendous game tonight. Assisted on Brodziak’s goal, and coach Mike Yeo said there were two clips that could go right into the Wild’s systems video – 1, his retrieval when the human breakout gathered the puck behind the net and accelerated out, then his overall execution. When pressured by Cody Hodgson, Brodin gave it to Brodziak, wheeled forward and took the puck back. He gave it to Matt Cooke over the blue line, who fed Brodziak for the goal after Brodin crashed the net and distracted Jhonas Enroth.

But Yeo felt Brodin’s overall game was “strong everywhere,” which couldn’t be more accurate. The kid is ridiculously good. He’s 20, remember. Five points in six games after 11 last year.

Keith Ballard took a puck to the face and was lost for most the third. Then when Clayton Stoner took a roughing penalty, the Wild had to rotate three defensemen – Brodin, Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon – during a huge penalty kill. I’d suspect Marco Scandella plays in Toronto. Ballard should be fine, Yeo said. Maybe he plays for Stoner, who got clocked in a fight, was lost for much of the first after and then returned to have an up and down game with rookie Matt Dumba.

That’s it for me. Getting car sick. Talk Tuesday.

Hanging with Ed Hochuli, and a lot of Wild-Sabres updates

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 14, 2013 - 12:27 PM   
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The Wild opens a four-game road trip tonight against Thomas Vanek and the Buffalo Sabres.

Good day from Buffalo, where the Sabres and Wild skated this morning in preparation for tonight's tilt.

Josh Harding vs. Jhonas Enroth, as the Sabres will save No. 1 Ryan Miller to start vs. the Islanders in a conference-conference game tomorrow. Darcy Kuemper as expected has been recalled and will back up tonight after playing for Iowa last night in a 4-2 loss to Oklahoma City.

The question is whether Kuemper starts tomorrow at Toronto. Coach Mike Yeo said the Wild's only focusing on tonight's game, but it would seem at least now doubtful the Wild would start Harding back-to-back (unless he faces like 10 shots tonight) behind potentially tired teammates against a formidible, rested opponent and in three of four with travel with two important games on the horizon in Tampa and Florida (run-on sentence).

There's all my reasons, but I don't coach. Niklas Backstrom appears to be getting closer as he took part in the full skate again today, but if he's not ready to back up tonight, hard to buy he's ready to start tomorrow. This is Harding's time. He's got a great opportunity to keep taking the nets even after Backstrom is healthy as long as he continues to play this well.

The Sabres are winless. No team wants to be the first team to lose to a winless team, so the Wild better come jacked and ready to continue playing good hockey tonight. Most impressively about all five games is how often the Wild has the puck and how often it's been in the offensive zone. These are all good signs.

Yeo said it would be "foolish" to come into this game "with our guards down at all."

Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser will be the lone scratches. Third in a row for Scandella, and Yeo says he just has to hang in there. It's clear Yeo is not looking to mess with D that's given up 34 shots the past two wins, and with a game tomorrow in Toronto, Yeo said there's a chance Scandella would play there.

Johan Larsson, the 2010 second-round pick by the Wild, will face pal Jonas Brodin and his old mates tonight for the first time. Larsson, who some say has all the makings of a future captain, sits right between co-captains Thomas Vanek and Steve Ott in the Sabres locker room. He says tonight will be special and I got some good color regarding the day he was traded from the Wild in the Jason Pominville swap in April. That will be in tomorrow's notebook.

Also talked to Justin Fontaine and Matt Dumba about their past few days since scoring their first NHL goals. Fontaine said his mom called him up and told him to watch his mouth after seeing the super slo-mo of his goal celebration. I'll have that in tomorrow's notebook.

I had a cool night last night. I ended up watching baseball with the Human NFL ref Flex, Ed Hochuli, and his cool crew, who officiated yesterday's Bills-Bengals game. Fun talking football and hockey with those guys. They work a game in Kansas City next Sunday, then go to London for 49ers-Jaguars, then come to....Minneapolis to work a Thursday night Redskins-Vikes game Nov. 7.

I tried to convince them to come in Tuesday for Wild-Flames.

All this came after my colleague from across the river and I created a Buffalo firestorm by tweeting that Matt Flynn was on our flight from Minny to Buffalo. Flynn actually sat across the aisle from me on the plane. Bills need a QB. Flynn's a QB recently dumped.

Put 2 and 2 together and it always equals ... 5. He'll be a Bill.

So, suddenly my Twitter follower list includes a bunch of soon-to-be disappointed Bills fans because they'll be peppered with Nino Niederreiter and Fontaine tweets.

The Wild has won two in a row but is 0-1 on the road. The Sabres are 0-5-1 this season, have scored six goals and given up 16.

The Western Conference is 27-6-3 against the East this season, so we'll soon find out if the Wild keeps that trend going as it swings through Buffalo tonight, Toronto tomorrow, Tampa on Thursday and Sunrise, Fla., on Saturday. Doc and Pierre on the NBC Sports Network call tonight.

As you read in today's paper here, I interviewed Vanek soon after the former Gophers star landed in Chicago on Friday. He's always a good dude and is trying his hardest to help young Buffalo escape the early-season doldrums.

He's well aware of all the Vanek to Minnesota assumptions, but he is not thinking about free agency now. As I've written and said many, many times in the Strib, on the Strib web site, on the radio, inside a watering hole when you've asked me, if I had to say right this moment, I think Vanek is playing his future team tonight.

HOWEVER, a lot can change in a year. I still think the Wild lacks a natural goal scorer. But maybe Charlie Coyle, Niederreiter, Mikael Granlund, potentially-soon-to-be-suspended-in-the-A Jason Zucker look like they'll blossom into that natural scorer by season's end.

If that happens, maybe at the end of this season the Wild feels it needs a bruising defenseman and the money could be better served there. Maybe it's a goalie. Maybe Vanek has a tough year or gets hurt.

So a lot can change, so nothing is guaranteed. I always felt Zach Parise was guaranteed (although it wasn't as guaranteed as I had always thought) and a number of stars needed to align, like Ryan Suter leading the way here (we have all since learned that Suter was a lot more influential in getting the Parise-Suter tagteam done than we had always assumed at the time). But with Vanek, especially when the Wild has committed so many long-term dollars to Parise, Mikko Koivu, Suter and Pominville, the Wild's got to be smart with however it spends it long-term dollars next summer because you always want to make sure there's the money to eventually commit to Coyle, Brodin, Granlund, Niederreiter, etc., on their next contracts.

Like let's be honest. It wouldn't be surprising if Brodin's signed to the max eight-year deal in a year or so.

Anyways, I mentioned Zucker. He got a match penalty for a check to the head of OKC's Linus Omark last night, so we'll see if further discipline comes from that. A 2-2 tie became a 4-2 loss for Iowa during the Barons' 5-minute PP from the hit. Omark did return to the game soon after the check.

Zucker, by the way, was coached by Sabres coach Ron Rolston with USA Hockey and Rolston is a big fan. I'll toss some stuff from the friendly Rolston in tomorrow's notebook. Rolston says bro Brian Rolston, the 3-time Wild 30-goal scoring sniper, is enjoying retired life in Traverse City, Mich., and loves playing hockey dad.

Who's better than Brian Rolston? Nineteen years covering the NHL, and I'd toss him in my top-10 of favorite players that I've been fortunate enough to cover. Just a great guy.

If you missed the Pominville returns story, that was in Sunday's paper. The former Sabres captain talked to a large media contingent today at the First Niagara Center. Just a classy press conference, and he joked that he hopes the fan response to him tonight is "better than Suter got in Nashville."

Yeo indicated already that Pominville will start tonight.

"It's an important game to him and that makes it an important game for us," Yeo said.

Postgame: Young kids, defense again look stellar as Wild crushes Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 13, 2013 - 9:25 AM    
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Moments after Cities 97’s Paul Fletcher got the crowd booing by asking what fans thought former North Stars/Dallas Stars owner Norm Green was up to on the chilly evening, the same crowd was on its feet roaring thanks to the pride of UMD, Justin Fontaine.

Good evening from the X, where the Wild pounded the Dallas Stars 5-1 tonight to improve to 2-1-2. Read the gamer for details and more quotes, but Fontaine and Matt Dumba scored their first NHL goals, Matt Cooke registered his second straight two-point game, Zach Parise scored his fourth goal, Nino Niederreiter scored his first goal as a Wild, Jared Spurgeon had two assists and Josh Harding made 18 saves.

“They were ready. We weren’t reasy to play them,” Stars defenseman Stephane Robidas told me. “They outworked us and outskated us. They’re a good team. They’ve been some good acquisitions over this summer again. It’s a solid team. We’re going to have to face them a lot. We’ve got to forget about this one and learn from it.”

Fontaine, whom I have been told won a national title at the X for the Bulldogs, got the party started just 12 seconds into tonight’s game to break Dany Heatley’s franchise record for fastest goal to start a game by a second. Matt Cooke picked off a pass and Fontaine whipped a rolling backhander underneath Dan Ellis.

Told he scored his first NHL goal by breaking a franchise record, he goes, “That was a record? That’s sweet. That’s awesome.” He says his first goal puck is heading straight to his folks’ home in Alberta.

Update: According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Fontaine also matched the quickest goal ever from the start of a game by a player scoring the first goal of his NHL career: Rick Boh (in his seventh NHL game) scored his first career goal for the North Stars 12 seconds into a game at Boston Garden on Feb. 27, 1988.

Ten minutes later, Cooke stole a puck from Alex Goligoski and scored on a wraparound, a goal that would become Cooke’s second consecutive game-winning goal.

Most impressively though is this morning, coach Mike Yeo met with the Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Fontaine line and told them their task for the night was to shut down the Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Rich Peverley line, which lit up Winnipeg the night before. The Seguin line was minus-2.

Fontaine was so good tonight. He’s strong on the wall, he’s got a great stick and was constantly breaking up Dallas rushes in the neutral zone, he was making plays. I asked Yeo why he has so much confidence putting a rookie (a 25-year-old rook, but still a rook) like Fontaine on that line and giving such responsibility rather than more of a veteran like Torrey Mitchell.

Cue the coach: “I think he showed a lot of it tonight. Composure with the puck. We’ve talked about how we want to be a puck possession team and defending is a lot easier if you have the puck. We saw a couple plays he made coming out of the defensive zone through the neutral zone in the third period that if we just chip that up and chip that ahead, then it’s going to their defensemen and they’re countering back on us.”

The Wild continues to defend so well, largely because it has the puck all night.

The Wild outshot the Stars 36-19 (gave up 15 shots to Winnipeg on Thursday) and now have outshot its opponents 162-107 this season. The Wild has allowed a league-low 21.4 shots per game. The shot advantage in the second period this season is 65-25. The Wild and Sharks are the only two teams in the NHL to have outshot each of their opponents.

One storyline tonight is Dany Heatley was moved from the first to second power-play unit and it paid immediate dividends. The move makes all the sense in the world because having a left-shot in the high slot never seemed to result in good looks for Heatley. So the Wild moved Jason Pominville to that spot, put Spurgeon on the right points and then went with a second unit where Heatley played with Niederreiter (who was awesome tonight) and Mikael Granlund (who was awesome tonight) with Dumba and Jonas Brodin at the points.

Heatley, with everybody in the rink thinking he was going to shoot from the top of the right circle, instead sent a perfect cross-ice feed to Dumba, who sneaked into the left circle, and he roofed it for a power-play tally.

Fontaine and Dumba are the fourth Wild tandem to ever score their first NHL goals in the same game. The last, believe it or not, was John Scott and Robbie Earl at Carolina on Nov. 15, 2009.

Two minutes later, Niederreiter, whom Yeo was real happy with because he wants him to keep building on good games and Yeo felt he responded to a good game Thursday with another good game tonight (got all that?), scored. Parise, who is tied for second in the NHL with 30 shots, scored his team-leading fourth in the third period.

Cooke talked about the young kids chipping in, and again, we’re starting to see some real good signs with the young kids not only taking on key roles, but contributing and producing.

“We’re relying a lot on these young kids,” Yeo said. “And they have very important roles, but I’ll tell you what, with every game that goes, we’re gaining more and more confidence, and more importantly, their teammates are gaining more and more confidence in these guys because they’ve been prepared to play the right way. It’s a sign of the young kids maturing quickly.”

And remember, Charlie Coyle is hurt, so he’ll be back at some point hopefully by the end of the month. He was shooting pucks off the ice today.

Harding was again solid and should start Monday in Buffalo as the Wild kicks off a four-game trip to Buffalo, Toronto, Tampa Bay and Florida. (If you get TSN somehow, I’ll be on TSN’s Off the Record, a half-hour panel discussion show, Tuesday afternoon).

Darcy Kuemper will start for Iowa against Oklahoma City on Sunday and then likely rejoin the Wild in Buffalo. I think there’s a good chance he starts in Toronto on Tuesday. I just don’t think Niklas Backstrom will be ready. Interesting story ahead will be if Yeo continues to ride Harding.

He had a great camp (0.83 goals against average in exhibition games), is now 2 for 2 in starts, has a 1.07 goals against average and .944 save percentage, and Backstrom wasn’t playing particularly well before his injury to begin with.

 That’s it for me. Please check out the gamer, Pominville notebook on returning to Buffalo and my Sunday Insider on Thomas Hertl.

There may be no blog Sunday unless there’s news. I believe Backstrom will at least be on the trip. But I’ve got an early afternoon flight to Buffalo. So perhaps, you’ll next hear from me next on here after the morning skate in Buffalo. I’ll also have a good story in Monday’s paper.

Big four-game trip coming up. Enjoy your Sunday.

Word to the Wise: Alex Chiasson is from Quebec and Lindy Ruff, Ray Whitney are good chaps

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 12, 2013 - 2:15 PM   
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The Wild and Dallas South Stars tonight at the X. Getting an up close look at the Stars' new unis this morning, I'm starting to like them.

The whites looked real good on TV last night in Winnipeg and their green practice sweaters are sharp. So I apologize if by chance I may have publicly called them ugly or something.

And to answer your questions and tweets preemptively tonight, "NO!!!!" Now that the Stars have new unis, the Wild is not going to change its name to the North Stars and not going to adopt the North Stars logo again.

Geez. Move on people.

Same Wild lineup tonight. Josh Harding gets the start. Darcy Kuemper riding shotgun. Dan Ellis starting for the South Stars.

Let's Play Hockey? My buddy Paul Fletcher, the afternoon guy to spins records for Cities 97. I haven't been this excited since Candace Cameron Bure said to me after a Panthers game at 9:57 p.m. on Nov. 24, 2003, "Looking good Russo."

Yes, I wrote it down in an MS Word file. Candace is married to Valeri Bure, whose wine I happened to drink last night. If you haven't checked out his wine, I highly recommend going to www.burefamilywines.com.

I wasn't paid for that endorsement. I swear.

Coach Mike Yeo said he talked to the Wild today about refocusing, not feeling too good about one win over Winnipeg and to "prepare for a tougher game" against a real good opponent tonight in Dallas. The Wild heads on the road for four at Buffalo, Toronto, Tampa Bay and Florida next week, so he wants to head into that trip on a good note.

Incidentally, I did a little calculation this morning and the West is 18-5-2 against the East this season. That has been the trend the last few years I believe (well, last year there was no West vs. East). Two years ago, the Wild was 5-9-4 against the East though, so the Wild will have to repair that this season if it wants to make the playoffs. Maybe having some East experienced dudes in the room will help, like Zach Parise, Jason Pominville and Matt Cooke.

Back to Dallas, the Stars have good young talent. Tyler Seguin, run out of Boston but the No. 2 pick in the draft a few years back, had a four-point game in a 4-1 win over the Jets last night. I'm no math major, but that's playing a part in every goal. He looked awesome.

Another kid to watch? Alex Chiasson. He has nine goals in 10 games in his NHL career, only the seventh player to have 9+ in 10 games in the modern era. Others include Teemu Selanne and Pat LaLaLaLaFontaine.

Something embarrassing happened this morning, but I go up to Chiasson to interview him about Charlie Coyle because I knew they were linemates at Boston University. Embarrassingly, I really had no clue where Chiasson was from, and since he went to BU and since Coyle talks like a mix of my Boston-raised sports editor Glen Crevier and New Englander John Torchetti, I'm expecting Chiasson to have a similar Good Will Hunting-like accent for some unGodly, stupid reason.

Nope, first words that came out of Chiasson's mouth were accompanied by a French Canadian accent. Threw me for a loop! But I held a good poker face and asked super good questions of the kid.

I'll probably do something more on Chiasson in next Sunday's Insider. The column actually may have more to do with one of the players who is mentoring him, Ray Whitney. I covered Whitney in yesteryear and what a remarkable career he has had. This is his 22nd season, and he credits Chuck Fletcher for saving his career.

He says without Fletcher and Bryan Murray pulling him off waivers in 1997, his career doesn't get to 300 games, let alone 1,300.

I talked to Stars coach Lindy Ruff about Pominville, who was his captain when he coached the Buffalo Sabres. Ruff called Pominville their "best all-around player" when he was there. Remember, Pominville makes his first return to Buffalo on Monday.

Ruff's a good chap, by the way. Great coach, even better person. I covered him in Florida once upon a time when he was the Panthers' assistant coach. Amazingly, it was the summer of 1997 when I was in the Florida Marlins' press box writing about him getting hired as the Buffalo Sabres coach. In a league where coaches are hired to be fired and bounce around almost like players, this is the first year since that Ruff is coaching a different team.

Ruff, by the way, knows this area a little bit. He's former Wild assistant coach and Gophers defenseman Mike Ramsey's best friend, so he's come here to visit before. They're not getting together today though because Mike's up in Penticton watching his son Jack play during parent's weekend.

Niklas Backstrom took part in the skate today. He still doesn't look like he's pushing a lot off that right knee. Still too early to say if he's coming on the trip tomorrow. Maybe the Wild bring three goalies just in case.

Again, I'd think Harding starts in Buffalo and the Wild would go with Backstrom, or Kuemper, in Toronto.

Iowa opens tonight, so keep one eye on the Baby Wild. Talk tonight.

Star Tribune exclusive: 84 seconds with Wild assistant coach Rick Wilson

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: October 11, 2013 - 1:55 PM   
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I nailed a Star Tribune exclusive today. I think, maybe for the first (actually probably second or third) time since Rick Wilson became a Wild assistant coach in 2010, Mike Yeo's loyal comrade will be quoted in Saturday's Star Tribune.

Some reporters get exclusives with President Obama ... or Angelina Jolie.

I get Rick Wilson!

Wilson may be one of the nicest people in the world, but he's not a fan of talking to the media.

Smart guy, and probably another reason Dave Tippett and Ken Hitchcock always say the guy called "Wilz" by everybody is one of the brightest men in hockey. Wilson stood on the Dallas bench with Tipp and Hitch for years.

Good afternoon from Chateau Rousseau, where I've just returned from the Wild's optional practice and am making a feast for lunch that includes protein soup and microwave vegetables.

Good turnout for the optional as only the minute-munchers didn't make it out to skate at the house that Jordan Schroeder built, St. Thomas Academy in Mendota Heights, which is a suburb of MSP, for all you non-Minnesotans.

Ryan Suter, who has topped 30 minutes in three of four games, Jonas Brodin, whose .500 shooting percentage (2 for 4) is tied for tops in the NHL, Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Josh Harding, Matt Cooke and Jason Pominville weren't out there.

One vet that was out there interestingly was Dany Heatley. Most vets take days like this off, but coach Mike Yeo, who stayed back at the arena too, kinda sorta indicated the other day that it was a good sign that Heatley was staying on extra working on his skating. Heatley also said before the season that he's got to keep up with his skating this season.

Goalie Niklas Backstrom, three days after straining his knee, worked a long time before practice with goalie coach extraordinaire Bob Mason and injured left wing Mike Rupp, who is starting to look stronger on his skates as he battles his way back from offseason knee surgery.

Backstrom grimaced at times and admitted afterward that his knee doesn't quite feel "normal" yet, but he did last the entire practice after the pre-skate workout. Backstrom says it's too early to say if he'll be on the upcoming four-game road trip or at least be able to play.

Josh Harding will obviously start Saturday night against the Dallas South Stars and their new ugly unis. If Backstrom can't play on the trip, Darcy Kuemper may get a start Tuesday in Toronto. Even though the organEYEzation says Backstrom may be ready, I'll believe it when I see it and I don't know why you'd risk aggravating the knee injury so soon,

If Kuemper may start, it wouldn't shock me if Johan Gustafsson is called up to back up Harding vs. the Stars and Kuemper is sent to Iowa to start the Baby Wild's home opener behind Erik Haula, Jason Zucker and ... former Gopher Taylor Matson, who is Haula's linemate. Matson signed an AHL deal with the Iowans.

What else?

Oh, as I mentioned above, I landed an 84-second interview with Wilson today. He gave me three questions and I nervously got them all in as we walked to the team bus.

And I actually learned a lot about defense in those 84 seconds, which is why I wish he'd talk to me more. He makes defensive hockey sound so simple to understand, so in tomorrow's Strib, he breaks it down quite simply, along with Clayton Stoner, as to why the Wild's given up so little chances thus far this season.

Also, I asked Wilson, who changes the D corps during games, about Suter, who led the NHL in ice time last season and is again leading at 29:26 a game this season -- two minutes exactly ahead of slacker Dennis Wideman.

Wilson says the Wild has no problem playing Suter that much and he doesn't have a problem with it either, but the Wild is trying to shave back on Suter's PK this season. So besides the fact that Suter was on back-to-back power plays in the first period of Thursday's win over Winny, shaving his PK time back is another reason Wilson opted to go with Jared Spurgeon over Suter on the 3-on-5.

As Yeo said after the game, the Wild needs to figure out how to better defend a 3-on-5 because that's two games in a row the Wild got burnt. Or is it burned, English majors?

That's it for me. I have Green Giant and some coffee waiting. Talk to you Saturday.

But first, 2 Wild Mitzvah's (good deed for the Hebrew deficient):

MINNESOTA WILD BETTER HALVES TO HOST PAJAMA DRIVE

 AT GAME THIS SATURDAY, OCT. 12

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

    The Pajama Drive is part of the Wild’s Hockey Fights Cancer month. Fans are asked to donate new, unused pajamas, from ages infant up to 18 years. Wild Better Halves will be accepting donations at Gates 1-4 of Xcel Energy Center from the beginning of the game through the start of the first period. Gametime is 7 p.m., and gates open at 6 p.m.

--AND--

 With the help of the Minnesota Wild, Let's Play Hockey and Minnesota Hockey, gear for the Used Hockey Equipment Drive has been collected and sorted and is ready to be distributed to players readying for the upcoming season.

 The fifth annual Used Hockey Equipment Drive will conclude with the equipment distribution from 9 a.m. to noon on Sunday, Oct. 13 at Xcel Energy Center.

 The distribution of equipment provides those just starting hockey, thinking about getting into the game or families without expendable income the opportunity to obtain the gear they need to play the greatest game on ice.

Postgame: We finally learned the Wild's victory song

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 10, 2013 - 11:24 PM   
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It took four games, but the answer to the biggest riddle surrounding the Wild has finally been answered.

With Devin Setoguchi now skating in Winnipeg, the song now played in the dressing room after Wild victories is, … wait for it, … Macklemore’s Thrift Shop. Is that better or worse than the Pit Bull’s Don’t Stop the Party that used to blast in there?

Make up your own mind.

Man, what a start to the season by the Wild. Points in three of four games. cool

That's called playing with numbers.

In all honesty, good win for the Wild tonight – a 2-1 triumph over Winnipeg -- because it finally got two points it deserved.

Again, we all know bottom line is winning, but the most frustrating part of the Wild’s 0-1-2 start is you can realistically say the Wild deserved to win every one of those games.

Game 1 vs. LA, the Wild outplayed the Kings throughout. Game 2 vs. Anaheim, terrible start, but the Wild rallied back and dominated the rest. Game 3 in Nashville, the Predators did nothing 5-on-5 and were outplayed by the Wild until Minnesota ran out of gas in the third. Two power-play goals allowed and a penalty shot winner on the first rubber Josh Harding saw.

Still, the temperature rose the past few days predictably. Tonight, the Wild at least lowered that a bit. Jonas Brodin scored one goal, Matt Cooke the other for his 23rd career winner and first green. Josh Harding only had to make 14 saves.

The Jets could barely get into the Wild end tonight in large part because the Wild always had the puck. That’s what winning a franchise-record 45 of 61 faceoffs does for you. The Wild also broke out of its end cleanly and flew through the neutral zone at ease at times.

Unfortunately again, the good lucks weren’t resulting in actual goals, which is frustrating. But at some point the floodgates have to open for the Wild when they continually outchance teams like this.

To quote Elaine from Seinfeld, “IT HAS TO!!!!!”

Coach Mike Yeo hopes it’s cyclical, and the meantime he’s optimistic that the Wild’s building its game. Tonight, the Wild outshot Winnipeg 30-15, had 63 shot attempts and got some great efforts.

Clayton Stoner was so, so good, especially physically. He also had an assist on Cooke’s winner, which came after Torrey Mitchell whipped around the net and shot. Cooke saw the loose puck and pounced for his second goal as a Wild.

Matt Dumba looked like a real-life NHLer. Mikael Granlund just looks like a completely different player than the rookie we saw last season, and Yeo raved about him.

The second line generated chances with Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville, and the top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Nino Niederreiter were solid. Almost every shift they were in the offensive zone, and Niederreiter was strong on the puck, made plays, confident and mirrored the work ethic of his linemates.

Justin Fontaine and Mitchell were good, and Zenon Konopka won 11 of 14 draws. So did Brodziak. Koivu won 14 of 19 and Granlund 7 of 11. Konopka’s given the Wild some good play in the first four games.

Harding wasn’t tested much but was good and is now 23-9-2 all-time at the X with Dallas coming to town Saturday after playing Friday night in Winnipeg.

Brodin’s goal was his second of the season (matching total in 45 games last year) and he now has three points. Brodziak, other than a sloppy penalty to put the Wild down two men, was plus-2 with Cooke and had an assist.

Ryan Suter topped 30 minutes for the third time this season and of course again leads the league in ice time. The penalty kill was outstanding after the 3-on-5 goal – the second in two nights – and while the power play was blanked in six tries, most of them were spent in the offensive zone generating chances.

I got a ton of tweets about the 3-on-5 personnel of Cooke, Konopka and Jared Spurgeon. My issue wasn’t with the forward choices. Brodziak was in the box, and with Mikko Koivu having just played back-to-back power plays, Konopka was a natural choice for the D-zone draw.

But I feel the Wild needs to go bigger on the defenseman. Brodin was in the box, maybe Suter was spent from the power plays. So, toss out Stoner or Keith Ballard.

Yeo said the Wild has to figure this out because it’s been two games in a row. He says the problem is it’s hard to work 5-on-3’s in practice because the power-play guys don’t want to unleash shots and risk injuring teammates.

Anyway, the Wild won. It’s a start. Pleaser read the gamer for the quotes and more detail, and the notebook on Nate Prosser. Talk to you after Friday's practice, one that is bound to be optional.

GO JETS GO!!! GO JETS GO!!! GO JETS GO!!!

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 10, 2013 - 2:22 PM   
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Not rooting for the Jets. Just trying to get you ready for tonight with that headline. A horde of Winnipeg fans will surely overtake the X tonight if you go all Minnesota Nice on them, so as Wes Walz tweeted for tonight:

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

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

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

Trust me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Talk later.
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23-man Roster

 There may be a maximum of 23 players on each Club's playing roster at any one time from the commencement of the NHL regular season through the trade deadline. Prior to the start of the season, each Club must submit to the NHL its "Opening Day Playing Roster" which shall be comprised of not more than 23 players. Each Club must have a roster of at least 20 players, composed of 18 skaters and two goaltenders. Players on Injured Reserve do not count in the 23-man limit.

Entry Draft Eligibility

 All players age 19 or older [(i) any player who will be age 18 on or before September 15 in the year in which such Entry Draft is held, or (ii) reaches his 19th birthday between September 16 and December 31, both dates included, next following Entry Draft, can attain eligibility by delivering to the League a written notice (Opt in Form) prior to the later of May 1, or seven days following the date such player finishes competing on his team in the year in which such draft is to be held.] are eligible for claim in the Entry Draft, except:

 (i) A Player on the Reserve List of a Club, other than as a try-out;

 (ii) A player who has been claimed in two prior Entry Drafts;

 (iii) A player who previously played in the League and became a free agent pursuant to the Collective Bargaining Agreement;

 (iv) A plyer age 21 or older who had played hockey for at least one season in North America when he was age 18, 19 or 20

Entry Draft Order

 The order of selection among the Member Clubs in each season shall be determined in the following manner:

 A composite of all Member Clubs shall be prepared by placing:

 i) First the Clubs which failed to qualify for the preceding playoffs in the order of points earned by each of them in the regular schedule of the preceding season starting with the Club having the lowest points total and followed by the Club having the next lowest points total, and so forth.

 ii) The Clubs which participated in the preceding playoffs (but had not been ranked first in their respective Divisions and had not won the Stanley Cup that season) in order of points earned by each of them in the regular schedule of the preceding season starting with the Club having the lowest total points and followed by the Club having the next lowest total points, and so forth.

 iii) The Clubs which had been ranked first in their Divisions during the next preceding season (but had not won the Stanley Cup that season) in the order of points earned by each of them in the regular schedule of the preceding season starting with the Club having the lowest total points and followed by the Club having the next lowest total points, and so forth.

 iv) The Stanley Cup winner shall select last, thus, positioning all Clubs on the list.

In the event of a tie for any position, such tie shall be resolved by application of the rules governing the determination of final League standings. The resulting list shall constitute the order of selection.

 Injured Reserve List

 In the event that a player is injured and a Club wishes to place him on the Injured Reserve List the Club must follow these procedures:

A club may place a player on the Injured Reserve List if such player is injured, disabled or ill and unable to perform his duties as a hockey player after having passed the Club's initial physical examination in that season.

A player who has an injury that renders him physically unable to play for a minumum of seven days after that date of the injury can be placed on the Club's Injured Reserve List. Once a player is placed on the list, the Club may replace said player on its NHL roster with another player. All determinations that a player has suffered an injury warranting injured reserve status must be made by the Club's medical staff and in accordance with the Club's medical standards.

A player placed on Injured Reserve is ineligible to compete in NHL games for a period of not less than seven days.

Players on Injured Reserve may attend Club meetings and meals, travel with the Club and participate in practice sessions.

Reserve Lists

 The list of players "belonging" to an NHL team is comprised of the following, the total of which may not exceed 80:

Pro players (maximum of 50)

Signed junior players (who have played less than 11 professional games)

Unsigned draft choices

Defected players (unsigned draft choices who are playing in Europe)

Rookie Qualifications

 To be considered a rookie, a player must not have played in more than 25 NHL games in any preceding seasons, nor in six or more NHL games in each of any two preceding seasons. Any player at least 26 years of age (by September 15th of that season) is not considered a rookie.
For Euro draft picks who signed contracts overseas, the NHL team held their rights indefinitely as a "defected player". When that players contracts expired they remained a Group IV free agent - a type of RFA where the drafting team held a right to match any offer and there was no draft pick compensation.
Existing "defected player" rights expired over time under the Exhibit 16 Transition Rules of the 2005 CBA - and the CBA terms covering Defected Players and Group IV Free Agency were suspended for players from countries with an IIHF Player Transfer Agreement. When some PTAs expired and were not renewed, the old "Defected Player" terms went back into force for those countries.
Originally Posted by 1995 CBA Article 8.6(c) 

(c) A player who, having been selected by a Club and having been placed on its Reserve

 List as an "unsigned draft choice," enters into an agreement with any person or

 organization, other than a Club of the League or a member club of an affiliated

 professional league, which agreement includes the obligation by the player to provide his

 services as a hockey player, may be retained on the Reserve List of the claiming club as

 a "defected" player for so long as said agreement to provide his services as a hockey

 player or any renewal or extension thereof remains in effect. Such player shall be subject

 to the provisions of Section 10.2(b).
Tuesday, May 20, 2014 

Devils on verge of signing Ben Johnson, Ben Thomson to entry-level contracts

The Devils are on the verge of signing 2012 draft pick Ben Johnson to a three-year, entry-level contract.

The agreement is already in place, but the official paperwork has yet to be completed.

Johnson, who was selected in the third round, 90th overall,  had 28 goals and 25 assists in 59 games with Windsor of the OHL in 2013-14. The 6-foot, 188-pound native forward from Hancock. Mich. added one assist in five AHL games with Albany after signing a professional tryout agreement.

Johnson, 19, was charged more than a year ago with two counts of sexual assault and is still awaiting trial on those charges. 

The Devils are also about to sign 2012 fourth-round pick Ben Thomson, who was selected 96th overall. Thomson (6-4, 225) had 27 goals and 18 assists in 55 total games with Kitchener and North Bay in the OHL in 2013-14.

NHL teams have until June 1 to sign 2012 draft picks not in college or they will go back into the available player pool for the 2014 draft. That will not be a problem for the Devils.

After Johnson’s and Thomson’s deals are completed, the Devils only unsigned 2012 draft picks will be fifth-rounder Alexander Kerfoot, who is attending Harvard, and sixth-rounder Artur Gavrus. who played this past season in the KHL with Dynamo Minsk is is considered a “defected player” so he does not need to be signed yet. 

Posted by Tom Gulitti on 05/20 at 01:38 PM 

- See more at: http://blogs.northjersey.com/blogs/fireice/devils_sign_ben_johnson_to_entry-level_contract/#sthash.0XiZFTVm.dpuf
NHL UNION FILES COMPLAINT WITH NLRB

By Larry Books

.

November 4, 2008 | 6:08pm

.

The NHLPA filed an unfair labor practice charge against the NHL with the National Labor Relations Board in New York today, The Post has learned.

The action by the Players’ Association immediately followed notification that the union had lost its grievance against the NHL regarding “defected player status” for drafted and unsigned Europeans. 

The league’s victory in that grievance as awarded by arbiter Richard Bloch, essentially gives teams the rights to these players into perpetuity for as long as there is no IIHF transfer agreement between the NHL and international hockey federations.

The charge by the PA against the NHL reads as follows: “Since on or about June 26, 2008, [the NHL] has failed and refused to bargain with the NHLPA a over a mandatory subject of bargaining by unilaterally implementing a rule substantially modifying and restricting the manner in which players under contract to European Clubs may gain employment [in the NHL], without first providing notice to, or bargaining to agreement or good-faith impasse with the NHPA a”

The NHLPA lost the grievance it filed against the league based on testimony by deputy commissioner Bill Daly as to communications with, and the intent of, former PA executive director Ted Saskin when the sides agreed via a letter agreement on July 22, 2005 to temporarily adopt “defected player” status in the absence of a transfer agreement.

Though the letter agreement had expired and the PA did not agree to extend it, the NHL sent a May 19 memo to league general managers advising them that it was reinstituting “defected player” status.

In upholding the NHL’s right to reinstate “defected player” status, Bloch did acknowledge Saskin’s failure to consult or inform the union of his conversations and negotiations with Daly that formed the basis of the league’s ability to proceed as it has.
NHL players' union files grievance in defected player status 
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The latest move by the union followed notification that it lost a grievance challenging the NHL's institution of defected player status on drafted and unsigned European players. 

That came about because of a lack of an International Ice Hockey Federation transfer agreement between the NHL and hockey federations in European countries. 

The filing of the charge with the NLRB was confirmed by union spokesman Jonathan Weatherdon. The NHLPA declined to comment further because of the ongoing legal matter. 

The New York Post first reported the union's action Tuesday on its website. 

In the last collective bargaining agreement between the NHL and the players' association, the union fought for European players to have the same rights as their North American counterparts. 

The union's loss of the grievance gives teams permanent rights to these European players as long as there is a lack of an IIHF transfer agreement between the NHL and international hockey federations. The NHLPA is trying to avoid reverting to a time when the NHL controlled the rights of European players forever. 

The charge by the players' association against the NHL said: "Since on or about June 26, 2008, (the NHL) has failed and refused to bargain with the NHLPA over a mandatory subject of bargaining by unilaterally implementing a rule substantially modifying and restricting the manner in which players under contract to European Clubs may gain employment (in the NHL), without first providing notice to, or bargaining to agreement or good-faith impasse with the NHLPA," the New York Post reported. 

Testimony by NHL deputy commissioner Bill Daly was crucial in the NHLPA losing its grievance. Daly and former union executive director Ted Saskin agreed in a letter on July 22, 2005, to temporarily adopt defected player status for Europeans since an IIHF transfer agreement wasn't in place. 

That agreement expired and the union didn't want to extend it, but the NHL sent a memo on May 19 to the 30 general managers to advise them that it was putting the defected players status back in effect, the Post said. 

Copyright 2008 Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
NHL, NHLPA At Odds Over Status Of Unsigned European Players 
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The NHLPA yesterday in N.Y. "filed an unfair labor practice charge against the NHL" with the National Labor Relations Board, an action that "immediately followed notification that the union had lost its grievance against the NHL regarding 'defected player status' for drafted and unsigned Europeans," according to Larry Brooks of the N.Y. POST.  The NHL's victory in that grievance, awarded by arbiter Richard Bloch, "essentially gives teams the rights to these players into perpetuity for as long as there is no IIHF transfer agreement between the NHL and international hockey federations." Though a letter agreement regarding defected player status had expired and the NHLPA did not agree to extend it, the NHL had sent a May 19 memo to league GMs "advising them that it was reinstituting 'defected player' status" (NYPOST.com, 11/4). The CP reports the NHLPA "is trying to avoid reverting to a time when the NHL controlled the rights of European players forever" (CP, 11/5). In Michigan, George James Malik wrote he has "no problem with the PA protesting the concept that the NHL can decide whether to enforce certain parts of the CBA per its own whims, and I think that there should be some sort of term limit to 'defected player' status." But Malik wrote he sides with the league "in the spirit of the concept that teams should not be bound by two-year limitations to prospects' rights if there is no transfer agreement in place with that player's home country." Malik: "The two-year limit on their rights forces many teams to bring these players over to North America to develop, and that issue frustrates the IIHF to no end. Holding onto prospects' rights until they're 22-25 makes much more sense" (MLIVE.com, 11/4).

HOCKEY HOTBED: In Calgary, Randy Sportak reports NHLPA Exec Dir Paul Kelly believes that the answer to the NHL's "half-empty buildings" and the economic troubles "is to put another team north of the border, specifically in the Toronto area." Kelly: "There isn't any question that Toronto could support a second team. They could support two more teams. That said, I think it's a no-brainer for us to put another team in Southern Ontario. Whether we put it in Kitchener, Waterloo, Hamilton ... there isn't any doubt it would succeed." Kelly, noting the Sprint Center is NHL-ready, added, "My view is the NHL would probably lean towards Kansas City first if it has to relocate a team, but I'm not a big fan of that idea. Kansas City has had a NHL team in the past -- it didn't work out real well." However, he added, "We are a bit concerned when we see drop-off in places like Atlanta, in places like Florida, Phoenix" (CALGARY SUN, 11/5).

OCTOBER ROAD: The NHL earlier this week announced they averaged 17,388 fans per game during October, a record for the month, and Commissioner Gary Bettman said, “More than two-thirds of the teams are up or even." Bettman said that while some teams were down, the "bottom line … is that this was the best October the league has ever had attendance-wise, and it happened during a tough economic time” (SPORTING NEWS TODAY, 11/5).
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Draft thoughts 

That's Steven Stamkos, 15 years ago.

Tomorrow night, a few months removed from his 18th birthday, he becomes the face of an NHL franchise desperately in need of a facelift, a teenager saddled with expectations and fame and a one-way ticket from little Sarnia to Tampa, Florida.

And he'll be fine.

Stamkos isn't a bust. He's been the best hockey player in the world at his age level for years, at least since scoring 105 goals as a 15-year-old midget player and being drafted first-overall into the OHL. Two prolific junior seasons later, one turn for Canada's world junior team, and he's a pro.

When that picture above was taken, the Montreal Canadiens had just won the Cup and a 31-year-old Blackhawks defenceman named Chris Chelios took home the Norris Trophy.

It's a lot to ask Stamkos to be a star right away, but the Lightning are getting a good one.

More thoughts on the draft:

•We've been hearing forever now that this will be a deep draft, and the pundits aren't kidding. When there are junior players who scored 30-40 goals and have size available near the end of the first round, that's depth

•A lot of the high end talent comes on the blueline, which is a bit of a twist. Normally 18-year-old defencemen are more difficult to project, and sometimes slide out of the "can't miss" slots, but four of the top six picks in 2008 will be blueliners. And that doesn't include 6-foot-7 Tyler Myers, who could be a gem (one that grew up in Texas, no less)

• TSN.ca's predraft coverage is incredible so far. I wonder if Bob McKenzie gets a summer vacation

•One defender I really like the sound of is Zach Bogosian, who most are projecting to go third to the Thrashers. The noise out of Peterborough has some comparing him to another former Pete in Chris Pronger

•Everyone is talking about Kyle Beach, which leads me to believe he goes higher than the 10-spot everyone has him slotted in. He's big, mean and can score goals. A scout's dream

•This is going to be a very North American draft, especially early on, something that is due to the talent out there and the confusion over the fact there's no longer a transfer agreement with European leagues. The undersized Russian kid, Nikita Filatov, probably still goes in the top five, but after that? The next two Europeans taken are likely to be playing in the Canadian junior system.

Here's McKenzie on the transfer agreement business:

In the absence of an NHL transfer agreement with the International Ice Hockey Federation, it is possible all European players (excluding those who played in North America) drafted will get defected status, which means there is no forced timetable on when they must be signed. In the last few drafts, when the transfer agreement with the IIHF was in force, NHL teams had two years to sign their European draft picks or risk losing them.

The difference between an indefinite hold on these players and a two-year signing window is immense, so keep an eye on what happens there.

I'll be hosting a live chat on draft day afternoon (1 p.m. EST) at FanHouse, and will be taking questions on the prospects and the expected trade activity. We had 22,000 turn out for the awards chat, but can always use a few more.

And if you're a blogger covering the draft, let me know, as I'll have a roundup of links before things get going tomorrow.
So much for suspense.

Steven Stamkos started this season as the clear-cut favorite to go No. 1 overall in the 2008 NHL entry draft and that is precisely what is expected to happen on Friday in Ottawa when the Tampa Bay Lightning choose the Sarnia Sting centre. Call it a wire to wire coronation.

So it comes as absolutely no surprise that Stamkos tops TSN's final Top 60 rankings for this year's draft in our annual survey of NHL scouts.

Not once -- not last September when the pre-season rankings were being put together and not in the past week when the final list was assembled or any time in between –- has Stamkos been anything but No. 1 on the list of every scout surveyed by TSN.

Every one.

Outside of Stamkos being the undisputed centre of attention, the other angle that has been well documented all season long is that it's unquestionably the Year of the Defenceman.

Four of the five spots immediately after Stamkos are held by the same blue-chip defencemen we've all been talking about all season long -– Drew Doughty of the Guelph Storm at No. 2; Zach Bogosian of the Peterborough Petes at No. 3; Alex Pietrangelo of the Niagara Ice Dogs at No. 4 and Luke Schenn of the Kelowna Rockets at No. 6. Doughty is an outstanding offensive-minded, puck-moving blueliner with great hockey sense and a feel for the game. Bogosian is a physical, edgy two-way defenceman with dynamic qualities. Pietrangelo is a heady and smooth offensive puck mover. Schenn is a quintessential defensive defenceman with the ability to play a shut-down role.

No surprises there.

TSN's top 10 is rounded out with five other forwards (besides Stamkos), including Russian centre Nikita Filatov at No. 5, Danish forward Mikkel Boedker of the Kitchener Rangers at No. 7, Boston University centre Colin Wilson at No. 8, Cody Hodgson of the Brampton Battalion at No. 9 and Everett Silvertip winger Kyle Beach at No. 10.

While we may wonder what order the blue-chip defencemen will go, the most intriguing questions of the early going in this draft are centered on the forwards and the two high-end wild cards –- Filatov and Beach.

We have seen Russian players stigmatized at the draft –- top five talent Alexei Cherepanov went 20th overall to the New York Rangers last year -– in large part because of the lack of an agreement between the NHL and the Russian Ice Hockey Federation and much uncertainty surrounding the circumstances of them coming to the NHL.

Will the same happen to Filatov, who is the clear-cut consensus next-best forward after Stamkos?

Filatov has certainly done a lot to minimize the chance of him sliding very far.

He speaks fluent English. He is perceived as a hard worker and good teammate, a prototypical team player with character and leadership skills. His parents are worldly in the sense they received education outside of Russia and have been emphatic about their desire, along with Filatov himself, to play in the NHL and make the move to North America for next season.

Based on all of that, if Filatov does slide it's likely to be a hockey decision more than a "Russian" issue.

 The other high-end wild card is Beach, the power forward is who touted as a cross between Owen Nolan and Claude Lemieux. That is, a prototypical power forward with a nasty streak and goal-scoring ability (Nolan) as well as an agitating influence that rubs a lot of people the wrong way (Lemieux).

Some believe he's a temperamental head case who has anger management issues to say nothing of injury concerns; others believe he's hard-edged win-at-all-costs competitor who is still trying to figure out exactly how to harness his abundant energy.

What most everyone can agree on is that in a draft that features a lot of defenceman and a lot of really small but highly-skilled forwards, Beach is a unique talent. There's not really anyone else like him. No one that big, that tough, that mean, that talented.

Like Filatov, the question is whether a team will step up on Beach in the top 10 and make that commitment, to look past the question marks.

Barring a surprise on draft day, the fate of these two players should provide the most interesting story-lines of the day.

Not that there aren't others.

Defenceman Tyler Myers of the Kelowna Rockets is another interesting case. At No. 11 on the TSN's final list, the 6-foot-7 blueliner whose skating is rated as "outstanding" would surprise no one if he jumped up to be included in the group of Doughty, Bogosian, Pietrangelo and Schenn, but neither would it be a shock if he slid to later in the first round. The Big Four on defence are being drafted as much on performance as potential; Myers is cited for a lot more potential than performance thus far. Some scouts believe he could be the best of the bunch, but at this moment, his game isn't quite at their level.

No one is quite sure why it's such a great year for defenceman, but consider this: 12 of TSN's top 22 prospects are blueliners, including four of the top six.

Another interesting aspect of this draft is in net.

When the season started, scouts were hesitant to brand any goalie a sure-fire first-round prospect, but TSN's final top 30 includes three stoppers – Tri City's Chet Pickard at No. 18, Sweden's Jacob Markstrom at No. 23 and Guelph's Thomas McCollum at No. 24. Jake Allen of the St. John's Fog Devils is just outside the first round, at No. 31 on the TSN list.

Pickard is considered the consensus No. 1 goalie prospect but Markstrom, McCollum and Allen could be first-rounders as well.

It's not a particularly strong year for European prospects, at least those European-born players who played this past season in Europe.

Filatov, at No. 5, is the highest-ranked European. In all, seven Europeans are ranked in TSN's first round, although Boedker, at No. 7, and defenceman Luca Sbisa, at No. 17, played this season in the CHL for Kitchener and Lethbridge, respectively.

After them, the ranked Europeans in the first round are Swedish defenceman Erik Karlsson at No. 20, goaltender Markstrom at No. 23, Swedish forward Mattias Tedenby at No. 26 and Swedish forward Anton Gustafsson at No. 30. 

While the European influence in the first round may not be great, the number of Europeans drafted overall may be up this season. In the absence of an NHL transfer agreement with the International Ice Hockey Federation, it is possible all European players (excluding those who played in North America) drafted will get defected status, which means there is no forced timetable on when they must be signed. In the last few drafts, when the transfer agreement with the IIHF was in force, NHL teams had two years to sign their European draft picks or risk losing them.

The ground rules for drafting Europeans this year will be determined this week in negotiations between the NHL and NHL Players' Association. What precisely they agree to, or not (if they don't it's likely to go to independent arbitration although not in time for the draft), is anyone's guess, but a lot of player agents and NHL team executives are banking on it going back to the old pre-lockout rules on drafting Europeans.

If so, like they used to be able to do, NHL teams could go back to letting these drafted Europeans play in Europe and sign them to NHL contracts at any time in the future, whenever it's mutually beneficial. In other words, if this is how the league and PA choose to go, the clock doesn't start running when a European player is drafted this Friday or Saturday.

Especially in the later rounds, this could lead to a lot of Europeans being stockpiled for future use.

Generally speaking, NHL scouts say this is a strong, deep draft with both good quality and good quantity of prospects.

And that, they figure, should make up for any lack of suspense in the early going on Friday.
International ice hockey: player poaching and contract dispute.

Link/Page Citation

Since the 1990's, European hockey leagues have relied on player transfer agreements to govern the movement of contracted players from their European teams to the U.S. National Hockey League (NHL). Player transfer agreements are brokered by the International Ice Hockey Federation (IIHF) and ensure that European clubs receive compensation for players electing to terminate their contracts in favor of new agreements with the NHL. As of 2007, the IIHF and the NHL had no player transfer agreement in place. This lack of an international agreement has resulted in an increase in contract breach, or player poaching. Without an enforceable player transfer agreement in place, hockey teams worldwide have no remedy for international breaches of contract. This Note first examines the role of the IIHF in governing international player transfers and suggests that a new method be implemented to regulate international player movement. A "posting" model, as used in Major League Baseball

, will better address the concerns of the NHL and IIHF member bodies regarding player transfers while simultaneously reducing the incentive for international contract breach. 

 I. INTRODUCTION 

 Few sports enjoy the international presence, global following, and dental destruction of ice hockey

. Though the U.S. National Hockey League (NHL) enjoys a reputation as the world's premier league, ice hockey is hardly America's game. Countless leagues exist around the globe, with the premier talent hailing from European nations such as Russia, Sweden, and the Czech Republic (1) However, with the promise of lucrative contracts and high levels of competition in the NHL, Europe's most talented players frequently choose to abandon their national teams. Further, foreign players often accept opportunities to play in the NHL without regard to their existing contractual obligations. 

 The signing away of contracted players, or player poaching as it is commonly called, is an unfortunate occurrence in international ice hockey. Since the game lacks a powerful, supreme governing body, (2) hockey leagues exist as sovereign entities and often disregard the rules governing their international counterparts. Though historically prevalent, the issue of player poaching recently rose to the forefront of international ice hockey when Alexander Radulov signed a three-year deal with Russia's newly-formed Continental Hockey League (KHL

) (3) while still under contract with the Nashville Predators. (4) 

 This Note examines the regulations governing international player transfers in ice hockey and the concept of player poaching through the lens of the Alexander Radulov saga. Part II provides substantial background on the International Ice Hockey Federation (IIHF), the NHL Collective Bargaining Agreement, the now-expired international Player Transfer Agreement, and the history of player poaching. Part III discusses and analyzes the posting system, (5) a method used to regulate international player transfers in Major League Baseball. Part IV proposes that the IIHF and NHL modify their current player transfer system by adopting a posting system and strengthening the IIHF. 

 II. THE RISE AND FALL OF THE IIHF/NHL PLAYER TRANSFER AGREEMENT 

 On July 11, 2008, Russian-born Alexander Radulov, a forward with the NHL's Nashville Predators, signed a three-year contract with the KHL's Salava Yulayev Ufa. (6) Questions immediately arose concerning Radulov's breach of his NHL contract and the validity of his KHL agreement. When Radulov allegedly signed his KHL contract, the NHL and the KHL had no agreement in place to govern international player transfers or prevent player poaching. (7) Though the IIHF has successfully brokered several Player Transfer Agreements (PTAs) (8) between the NHL and IIHF member bodies in the past, Russia has not signed a PTA with the NHL since 2005. (9) Currently, no PTA exists (10) between the NHL and IIHF member bodies, (11) despite the IIHF's frequent warnings that a lack of a PTA will result in chaos throughout the hockey world. (12) 

 A. The International Ice Hockey Federation 

 The IIHF is ice hockey's world governing body. According to

 the IIHF Statutes and Bylaws, the IIHF formed in 1908 and its purpose is to "govern, develop and promote international ice and in-line hockey." (13) The IIHF Statutes and Bylaws go on to identify the IIHF's intent "to establish and maintain clear jurisdiction over ice and in-line hockey internationally." (14) Sixty-eight countries have some form of IIHF membership (15) and, therefore, are required to abide by

 the policies and regulations set forth in the IIHF Statutes and Bylaws. In addition to regulating the rules and member bodies of international hockey, the IIHF also regulates all international hockey games, the IIHF World Championship tournament, and the various national teams that form for participation in the Olympics. (16) In addition to these basic functions, the IIHF also establishes ground rules for international player transfers. (17) Under Article 205 of the Statutes and Bylaws, the IIHF is responsible for "ensur[ing] the good order of the sport internationally and, in relation to player movement, to safeguard the player and his position with regard to player eligibility for international competitions and to uphold discipline and maintain order between clubs and within the sport." (18) As such, the IIHF requires all players who wish to move to the national hockey association of a member country to obtain an IIHF international transfer card (ITC

). (19) Additionally, a player's transfer becomes valid only upon confirmation by the IIHF. (20) Further:    When a player applies for an international transfer, the member

   national association of the country from which he is transferring

   in signing the transfer application shall be deemed to have

   confirmed that there is no reason for them to prevent the player

   from transferring to the new club or national association. (21)

 With regard to player transfers to non-member organizations, the IIHF provides that if the organization and the IIHF have a PTA in place, then the IIHF will execute international player transfers in accordance with such an agreement. (22) In contrast, players who leave member body organizations to play in non-member organizations without player transfer agreements with the IIHF "will at all times be regarded as belonging to [their] original member national association." (23) The IIHF also reserves the right to discipline players who do not follow the international transfer procedures outlined in the Statutes and Bylaws and the International Transfer Regulations. (24) 

 Although the IIHF lists the U.S. as a member country, (25) the NHL is not an IIHF member association. While IIHF International Transfer Regulations govern international player transfers between IIHF member bodies, the NHL must rely on an alternative international transfer system. (26) In the past, the IIHF has brokered PTAs between the NHL and IIHF member bodies. (27) While the IIHF does not believe that PTAs are an unsuccessful method of governing international player transfers, numerous instances of player poaching have gone unpunished

 over the years. (28) Even with the standing to regulate international contract dispute, the IIHF has struggled to put an end to

 this problem. While the NHL is not under IIHF jurisdiction, Russia, the Czech Republic, Sweden, and countless other hockey powerhouses are IIHF member bodies and, therefore, subject to IIHF regulations. Although the NHL's membership within the IIHF would go a long way towards alleviating the problem of player poaching, (29) it will not cure the illegal behavior of its international counterparts. While the IIHF could prohibit players who have engaged in illegal transfers from participating in IIHF international championship events, (30) such punishments would not serve as adequate deterrents. (31) Though the NHL reserves the right to punish players that leave their NHL teams for international clubs, the NHL has no standing to enforce such punishments overseas. (32) The NHL, and all hockey leagues, should be able to rely on the authority of the IIHF, hockey's self-proclaimed "world governing body," with regard to international matters. The IIHF's lack of actual authority, however, is alarming and shows the immediate need for reformation of both the IIHF-NHL PTA and the IIHF generally. 

 B. The NHL/NHLPA Collective Bargaining Agreement  

 Pursuant to the NHL Standard Player Contract, the league requires all players to "play hockey only for the Club unless his SPC

 [Standard Player Contract] is Assigned, Loaned or terminated by the Club." (33) Further, NHL clubs reserve the right to fine or suspend any player who engages in "conduct impairing the thorough and faithful discharge of the duties incumbent upon [him]." (34) However, the NHL's jurisdiction does not extend beyond its member clubs. Thus, the NHL has no standing to punish or suspend from the game players who breach their contracts in search of more lucrative, international opportunities. Under the NHL and National Hockey League Players Association (NHLPA

) Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA), when an NHL player leaves his team before the term of his NHL contract has ended, the NHL deems him a "defected player." (35) The Commissioner of hockey may fine or suspend a defected player (36) until he returns to his NHL club. (37) Alternatively, if the player becomes free from obligations to the unaffiliated club via dissolution or completion of his obligations but does not contact the NHL Club with which he was last under contract, the Commissioner places his name on the "Free Agent List (Defected Players)." (38) The meager penalties proscribed by the NHL CBA are not adequate disincentives or deterrents and will not keep players from defecting to other leagues. 

 Alexander Radulov and several others (39) have already left for the KHL, and some in the sporting world predict that more will follow. (40) Several of the KHL's bankrollers have recently achieved great wealth as a result of the discovery of natural resources and the rising price of oil. (41) Subsequently, the KHL can ensure that its players are extremely well paid. (42) Moreover, due to the lack of a PTA, the IIHF cannot force defected players such as Radulov to return to the NHL. If the NHL and IIHF had some kind of PTA or player transfer system in place, the IIHF would have standing to suspend Radulov from play or force him into court to resolve his contractual issues. However, in the absence of such an agreement, the IIHF can do little more than deem such player actions "flagrant breach[es] of agreement." (43) Further, other than the inability to play in Olympic or international competitions, players have virtually no risk of repercussion should they choose to defect. (44) 

 C. The Player Transfer Agreement 

 Though the NHL does not currently have a PTA in place with Russia or any other IIHF member body, the IIHF has brokered PTAs between such parties since the mid-1990s.45 The IIHF acts as a mediator, allowing the NHL and IIHF member bodies to negotiate PTAs amongst themselves. 

 Ironically, the IIHF has indicated that it does not believe a transfer agreement is the best method for regulating international player movement.46 However, because the NHL CBA forbids NHL clubs from negotiating with IIHF affiliated teams on an individual basis,47 the IIHF agrees to broker PTAs. (48) 

 In the past, a PTA outlined the procedures followed by the NHL and IIHF member bodies when contracted and non-contracted players desire international transfers to the NHL. The PTA is a one-way agreement and governs only player transfers from leagues participating in the PTA to the NHL. (49) In 2005, the existing PTA expired, and Russia--home to the now extinct Russian Super League--elected not to sign the subsequent agreement, citing displeasure with the terms of the agreement and the NHL's general lack of respect for Russian leagues and player contracts. (50) Russia stated that it would negotiate its own player transfers with the NHL, but not until the NHL showed respect for Russian contracts. (51) All involved parties agreed that brokering a transfer agreement without Russia--a hockey powerhouse--would be an extremely difficult task. The Czech Republic, another major player in the hockey world, (52) nearly backed out of PTA negotiations upon learning of Russia's decision but ultimately decided to participate. (53) The 2005 PTA was eventually signed but only for two years, in contrast to the previous PTA's three. (54) Russia's lack of participation signaled the beginning of the end for hockey's PTA. 

 In 2007, after months of tumultuous negotiating, the NHL and six other IIHF member bodies ratified a new agreement. (55) As in 2005, Russia refused to participate. The 2007-2011 PTA required the NHL to pay a flat fee of approximately $9,000,000 USD

 to the IIHF to be used as compensation for the first forty-five foreign players brought to the U.S. (56) The fee earned IIHF teams approximately $200,000 per player sent to the NHL. (57) Each player in excess of forty-five, however, cost the NHL an additional $200,000. (58) Further, the agreement required the NHL to pay an additional $50,000-$150,000 to the IIHF for any players not on an NHL roster for a minimum of thirty games. (59) Undrafted or free agent players could sign with the NHL at any time. (60) The 2007 PTA did not even survive the year. (61) Under the terms of the 2007 PTA, either side could choose to reopen the agreement prior to 2008. (62) Both sides exercised the option but, unfortunately, no new agreement could be reached after the Czech Republic backed out of negotiations in May 2008. (63) 

 IIHF member bodies and the NHL have indicated their willingness to work out a new PTA, however issues regarding respect and money abound. (64) International leagues feel they are not being adequately compensated for their players. They firmly believe that $200,000 is insufficient compensation for the premier players they send to the NHL. (65) Further, they are frustrated by the fact that the NHL signs away their young talent. Undeveloped prospects often go to the NHL and simply are not ready for the major leagues. The home teams of these prospects are left incensed; instead of honing their craft in their home countries, top prospects are stuck in the U.S. playing minor league hockey. Though the payment of a fine helps to alleviate this issue for international leagues, it causes great consternation in the NHL, particularly for the NHL's commissioner who would like to see his teams be more selective in the players they choose to bring in from overseas. (66) 

 Brokering player transfer agreements has become an increasingly difficult task for the IIHF since 2005, and ultimately became impossible in 2008. Though talks are ongoing, no new agreement is in place. On July 10, 2008, Russia and the NHL agreed to a "signing moratorium" in which both sides agreed to the mutual respect of domestic contracts. However, the agreement lasted a mere twenty-four hours; on July 11, the KHL announced its deal with Predator's forward Alexander Radulov. (67) Prior actions by the NHL, (68) coupled with the KHL's refusal to suspend or return Radulov, have led to the general belief that the signing moratorium has been abandoned. The result is an increased risk of player poaching and a lack of compensation for teams when players and free agents decide to leave and sign with a different league in a different country. 

 D. Player Poaching and Contract Circumvention 

 In recent years, several significant instances of player poaching have occurred, though none have been fairly or adequately resolved. In December 2005, the NHL's Washington Capitals filed suit against Russianborn athlete Alexander Semin. (69) The NHL drafted Semin in 2002, and he signed a three-year contract with the Capitals. (70) During the second year of Semin's contract, the NHL suffered a season-long lockout, and the Capitals assigned Semin to their minor league affiliate, the Portland Pirates

, for the 2004-2005 season. Semin, however, never showed up to play for the Pirates. Instead, he went back to Russia and played hockey for a private club. (71) When the NHL contacted Semin, he said that Russia needed him to report for duty in the Russian military. (72) The NHL subsequently discovered that Russia and Semin had worked out an "agreement" which allowed Semin to perform his military duty by playing hockey. (73) Following the end of the NHL's lockout, the Capitals demanded that Semin return to the U.S. and fulfill the remainder of his contract. (74) In response, Russian officials informed the Capitals that Semin's military obligations would prevent him from doing so. (75) The Capitals subsequently filed suit against Semin and, despite overwhelming evidence indicating that Semin's military documents could not comport with Russian law, the court ultimately denied the relief, holding that the Capitals were unlikely to succeed on the merits of the case. (76) 

 Less than two months later, the same court heard the case of Alexander Ovechkin. (77) The NHL's Washington Capitals drafted Russian-born Ovechkin in 2004 and, due to the season-long lockout in 2004-2005, Ovechkin played his first game for the Capitals in 2005. (78) Ovechkin's former team, the Russian Super League's Moscow Dynamo, filed suit against Ovechkin in January 2006 claiming that Ovechkin had a contract to play for Dynamo during the 2005-2006 season. (79) The Russians claimed they had presented Ovechkin's case to a Russian arbitrator who found Ovechkin in breach of his contract and banned him from play during the 2005-2006 season. (80) Russian Super League officials sought to have the arbitration award enforced in the U.S., but, following a hearing, the District Court concluded it did not have subject matter jurisdiction over the case and dismissed the claim. (81) 

 Shortly following the Ovechkin saga, the Russian Super League faced the departure of another marquis player--Evgeni Malkin, of Russia's Metallurg Magnitogorsk. (82) Despite tremendous pressure to fulfill his one-year contract with Metallurg, (83) Malkin provided his Russian team with the requisite notice (84) of his resignation, signed a contract with the Pittsburgh Penguins, and slipped quietly away from Metallurg's training camp to play for the NHL. (85) Angered but undeterred

, Metallurg sought the assistance of the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York

 in obtaining an injunction to prevent Malkin from playing in the NHL. (86) In its suit, Metallurg alleged that the NHL and the Penguins "violated antitrust laws by conspiring in a group boycott and refusing to deal with Russian hockey clubs regarding player transfers" for the sole purpose of "punish[ing] [Russian hockey clubs] for the Russian Ice Hockey Federation's rejection of a new general agreement governing the transfer of foreign players to the NHL.' (87) 

 In deciding the case for the District Court, Judge Loretta Preska held that the Russians failed to meet the standard for a preliminary injunction

 as they could not show that Malkin's absence caused his former team irreparable

 harm. (88) In denying the injunction and dismissing the case, Judge Preska effectively kept Malkin and several other former Russian players in the NHL. (89) As a nonparty to the IIHF/NHL PTA, the Russians received nothing in return for their players, save for a hefty legal fee and the remnants of several unfulfilled contracts. (90) However, whether or not the Russians had existing contracts with Semin, Ovechkin, Malkin, and others is hardly the issue. Indeed, Judge Preska noted in the Malkin case that the Russian teams seemed far less concerned with retaining top talent than they were with "wresting larger player transfer fees from the NHL." (91) Additionally, due to the prevalence of alleged player poaching, league officials on both sides expend a wealth of time, money, and resources on inevitably fruitless investigations. Moreover, the concerned parties rarely achieve mutually agreeable results; the vast majority of player poaching cases never see the inside of a courtroom since the facts typically prove nothing more than a blatant disrespect for both contract law and the hockey leagues of other countries. Such incidents of player poaching suggest that the IIHF only perpetuates a broken system by continuing to allow the IIHF/NHL PTA to govern international player transfers. IIHF officials do not believe PTAs are the best method of regulating player transfers, (92) and the acrimony

 between involved parties, along with the frequency of illegal player movement, makes it clear that a PTA is no longer a viable option. Moving forward, the IIHF should look for an entirely different solution and, in doing so, should model its solution based on the player transfer systems successfully implemented in other professional sports

. 

 III. MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL'S POSTING SYSTEM 

 Ice hockey is by no means the only sport with an international following, nor is it the only sport to face international player transfer issues. America's premier baseball league, Major League Baseball (MLB

) faced numerous problems with player transfers and player poaching throughout the latter half of the twentieth century. (93) As baseball expanded outside of the U.S., Japanese players began to play in MLB. Though MLB scouts widely considered Japanese talent inferior to that of MLB, a few Japanese prospects sparked major league interest. Beginning the middle of the twentieth century, MLB contracted with several Japanese players without regard to their Japanese labor obligations. (94) The frequency with which Japanese players circumvented the rules of their respective labor agreements rose dramatically in the late 1990s, (95) ultimately resulting in a contentious relationship between MLB and its Japanese counterpart, Nippon Professional Baseball (NPB

). 

 Contractual problems between NPB and MLB began in the 1960s when Japan's Nankei Hawks sent several prospects to the San Francisco Giants

 farm system to "hone their craft." (96) The Hawks and the Giants agreed to a baseball exchange program; the players remained under contract with their Japanese teams but fulfilled their contractual obligations with MLB. (97) The agreement collapsed when the Giants realized the talent of Japanese pitching prospect Masanori Murakami and added him to their major league roster in 1964. (98) After Murakami turned in several impressive months of work during the 1965 season, the Nankei Hawks asserted their right to reclaim him. (99) Disregarding the terms of the exchange program, the Giants refused to send Murakami back, despite the Hawks' insistence. (100) The Murakami incident eventually led to a 1967 Working Agreement between MLB and Japan. (101) Pursuant to the terms of the agreement, no team could attempt to sign a player from another league unless that player was a free agent. (102) 

 The agreement remained in place until the 1990s, when Japanese agent Don Nomura discovered a loophole in the NPB regulations that allowed his client, pitcher Hideo Nomo

, to circumvent the agreement. (103) According the NPB rules, Japanese players obtained free agent status upon retiring from the league. In 1994, Nomo announced his retirement from Japanese baseball and, in doing so, effectively freed himself from all contractual obligations to the Kintetsu Buffaloes. (104) As the 1967 agreement did not restrain the movement of free agents, Nomo went on to sign a hefty contract with MLB's Los Angeles Dodgers. (105) In 1997, Nomura used the same method to free twenty-one year old Alfonso Soriano from his contract with the Hiroshima Carp. (106) The pilfering

 of Japanese talent became an issue for MLB as well when, in 1997, the San Diego Padres paid the Chiba Lotte Marines for the exclusive negotiating rights to pitcher Hideki Irabu. (107) The Padre's actions left MLB's twenty-nine other teams infuriated

; many wanted the chance to vie for Irabu's services and felt they had been unfairly shut out of the wooing process. (108) 

 The exodus of top Japanese talent to the U.S. led NPB to close the loophole in their regulations and seek an agreement with MLB and the MLB Player's Association (MLBPA) governing international player transfers. (109) In 1998, the parties established the posting system, a one-way agreement regulating the transfer of players from NPB to MLB. (110) Under the system, Japanese players with fewer than nine years of service (111) allow their Japanese teams to "post" their availability to each of MLB's thirty teams. (112) If the Japanese team agrees, the player is posted between November 1 and March 1, and interested teams have four days to submit a blind bid to the MLB Commissioner's Office. (113) The bid represents the dollar amount the team would pay for the exclusive right to negotiate with the posted player. (114) By bidding, each team vies merely for the fight to negotiate with the Japanese player and not the right to sign the player. The Commissioner's Office then presents the Japanese team with the highest bid, and that team has four days to accept or reject it. (115) If accepted, the player and MLB team may negotiate for thirty days. (116) If the parties agree on a contract, the Japanese team receives the bid money and releases the player from his obligations to his Japanese team. (117) If no deal is reached, no money exchanges hands; the player returns to his Japanese team and cannot be posted again for another year. (118) 

 The posting system serves a twofold purpose. First, it allows MLB to protect smaller-market teams by giving every team an equal chance to bid for the negotiating rights to posted Japanese players. Additionally, the posting system allows NPB to protect the integrity of its league and ensures that its team will receive adequate compensation for departing players. (119) The posting system is not without flaws, and critics are quick to point out its shortcomings. (120) First and foremost, the posting system has shown that it may not achieve one of its main goals; small market teams are often left without a real opportunity to bid for top Japanese talent. (121) For example, in 2006 the Boston Red Sox paid an astounding $51.1 million USD--$11 million more than the closest bidder--to the Seibu Lions for the right to negotiate with pitcher Daisuke Matsuzaka. (122) The Red Sox ultimately agreed to terms with Matsuzaka on a six-year, $52 million contract, bringing the grand total to a whopping $103.1 million for Matsuzaka's services. (123) In 2006, being the team with the second-highest payroll in MLB, (124) the Red Sox could afford to aggressively pursue a player such as Matsuzaka. Other teams, however, did not enjoy the same luxury. At $51.1 million, the Red Sox's bid money equaled more than half the total payroll for twenty-five of the thirty MLB teams. (125) Further aggravating this problem is the fact that bid money is not counted as part of a team's yearly payroll. (126) Bigmarket teams, therefore, have no incentive to exercise cautious spending. Teams with the resources to do so can place outrageous bids on top talent, knowing that the money will go untaxed

. 

 Some teams with average payrolls may find ways to restructure their finances in order to liquidate the funds needed to place winning bids. However, the Red Sox set an unfortunate precedent when they bid for the negotiating rights to Daisuke Matsuzaka. Before the Matsuzaka bid, winning bids under the posting system averaged between $300,000 and $1 million USD per player. (127) Moving forward, however, high-caliber players and their Japanese teams may come to expect comparable compensation. (128) Teams with the fewest financial resources stand little chance of successfully bidding on top talent. Moreover, exorbitant bidding acts as a deterrent in future posting situations. Small-market teams may refrain entirely from bidding, instead expecting that their richer counterparts will out-bid them if a prospect is worth pursuing. (129) 

 Another issue within the posting system issue is the concept of "foreclosure," an anti-competitive tactic in which a team with no intention of signing a player places an outrageous bid for the sole purpose of freezing out the competition. (130) Though the posting system comes with an implicit "good faith" clause, MLB has never established the penalty for bad faith. Additionally, "bad faith" could come in varying degrees. Certainly, MLB would penalize

 a team for complete failure to negotiate with a player. However, what if a team negotiates but offers significantly less than a player's projected worth----does this qualify as "bad faith?" During the Daisuke Matsuzaka bidding war, one critic of the posting system suggested that the Baltimore Orioles could use such a method to keep Matsuzaka out of the hands of its American League East Division rivals. (131) He argued that the Orioles could make an outrageous bid and then make Matsuzaka a "take it or leave it" offer--a substantial amount of money (132) but still less than his widely-speculated market value (133) Matsuzaka, without the benefit of generating competing bids from other teams, would have to choose between the Orioles' low offer and continuing his tenure in Japan (134) If Matsuzaka accepted the deal, the Orioles would get a top pitcher at a bargain price. (135) If Matsuzaka rejected the deal, the Orioles would, at the very least, keep him from signing with a rival team. (136) Without a clear definition or penalties for bad faith, scenarios such as this one would go unchecked. Further, allowing teams to make anticompetitive bids for players they have no intention of signing would significantly compromise the integrity of the game and could jeopardize MLB's relationship with NPB. 

 Foreclosure could have serious repercussions

 not only in MLB, but also in NPB and for the individual players. For example, anticompetitive bids would deprive NPB of significant amounts of bid money. NPB does not enjoy the wealth of MLB and, despite their desire to keep their most talented players in Japan, (137) the teams often rely on the winning bid money to support their franchises. (138) Though the league does not derive its revenue solely from the posting system, NPB should not be deprived of an opportunity to move a player in order to generate additional funding. From the individual player's perspective, foreclosure significantly restricts free movement. In the Orioles scenario, for example, Daisuke Matsuzaka would have been left to choose between an inadequate amount of money and another year with his Japanese team both unsuitable alternatives. Foreclosure cuts off a player's options and hurts both the player's career and rival MLB teams with the resources and genuine desire to negotiate. 

 While no method is foolproof, the posting system's advantages outweigh its flaws. Though the Japanese, much like their Russian counterparts, have mixed feelings about the departure of their "national treasures" (139) for American leagues, NPB officials agree that the generous compensation for departed players certainly softens the blow. (140) Additionally, the bidding itself serves a dual purpose: it gives every team an equal opportunity to vie for the services of talented players and it forces teams to bid aggressively for players they want to pursue. Further, the bidding process offers the potential for greater benefit to Japanese teams, particularly when contrasted with the NHL's fiat-fee system. (141) Instead of paying a fixed price for all players brought over from Japan, MLB teams are pitted against one another in the form of a silent auction. (142) It naturally follows that the better the player, the higher the bids, thus the more likely that the former team will be compensated for the true value of a departing player. Additionally, since the posting system's 1998 inception, MLB and NPB have had limited incidents of player poaching and circumvention of contract law. 

 IV. IMPLEMENTING n NEW INTERNATIONAL PLAYER TRANSFER SYSTEM 

 Necessity mandates that an international sport has a working and effective system in place to govern international player transfers. Within the world of ice hockey, the historically prevalent tension between Russia and the NHL, coupled with the KHL's potential for success, makes the need for international regulation all the more pressing. Such change can be accomplished in a series of steps that will significantly alter the way international hockey operates. 

 A. Relinquishing International Control to the IIHF 

 First and foremost, hockey's supreme governing body, the IIHF, needs to assert its power. The IIHF Statutes and Bylaws explicitly state that all IIHF member bodies are required to include, in their associations' constitution or equivalent document, a statute declaring that they and their teams will submit to and accept the binding decisions of the IIHF on all international matters. (143) However, this article of the Statues and Bylaws is preceded by a provision stating that the IIHF will recognize its member bodies as the supreme authorities on hockey in their individual countries. (144) Article 10 of the Statutes and Bylaws completely contradicts Article 11 and cuts the IIHF's power off at the knees. The IIHF should begin its internal modification by amending Article 10 so that IIHF member bodies retain supreme authority in their own countries, so long as their actions and governing documents comport with the standards set forth by the IIHF. Adding this single phrase would restrict little of IIHF member bodies' individual power. In practice, the amendment would do little more than establish the IIHF as the ultimate authority on all issues relating to

 ice hockey. In reality, the IIHF already possesses this authority. Throughout the Statutes and Bylaws, the IIHF makes reference to its complete jurisdiction and its binding authority. However, the IIHF continually states that its jurisdiction does not cover non-member bodies such as the NHL. (145) Even when IIHF member countries become involved in legally questionable transactions with the NHL, the IIHF cannot interfere. (146) For instance, although Russia is an IIHF member body, and the KHL's signing of Alexander Radulov was a blatant example of player poaching, the IIHF closed the investigation after announcing that it had no standing to take Radulov to the International Court of Arbitration for Sport. (147) 

 If the NHL became an IIHF member-body, a vast majority of international contractual issues would disappear. Pursuant to Articles 4 and 11 of the IIHF Statutes and Bylaws, IIHF member associations are bound by all regulations created by the IIHF. (148) To that end, the IIHF has created International Transfer Regulations, a series of guidelines governing international player transfers between IIHF member bodies. (149) Under Article 4.1 of the IIHF's International Transfer Regulations:    During the period of an existing contract a player shall not be

   approached by an official of any other club, or by a person in

   connection with any other club, in membership with another member

   national association or league with the goal of inducing the player

   to breach his current contract and to join a new club. (150)

 Two drastic changes would occur if the NHL became a part of the IIHF: first, all international player movement involving the NHL would be subject to the International Transfer Regulations. (151) Second, the NHL would have the resources and international standing necessary to resolve issues of player poaching as they arose. (152) 

 Although joining the IIHF would alleviate the vast majority of the NHL's international contractual issues, it is unlikely that the NHL will surrender its autonomy in such an extreme manner. However, even if the NHL refused to join the IIHF, a simple addition to the NHL/NHLPA CBA and the NHL's Standard Player Contract could remove some of the incentives for player poaching and contract breach. The NHL need only put a clause in both the CBA and SPC requiring all players to submit to the final, binding authority of the IIHF on international matters. Then, should an international contract dispute arise, the IIHF would have the authority to resolve the matter, regardless of the existence of an international player transfer system. 

 The NHL might try to oppose relinquishing international control to the IIHF, but in reality the NHL does not have any international standing. In fact, the proposed amendment actually increases the NHL's power. By adding to the CBA and SPCs, the NHL would create an avenue through which it could resolve international disputes. The benefit to the NHL of amending the CBA and SPCs is highlighted when contrasted with maintaining the status quo. At present, in the absence of a PTA, the NHL has no way of quickly or successfully resolving incidents such as the Alexander Radulov case. For the NHL, the projected success of the KHL means an increased risk that contracted and non-contracted players will depart for Russia. 

 Amending the IIHF's Statutes and Bylaws as well as the NHL's CBA and SPC would go a long way in alleviating the problem of player poaching and in empowering the IIHF to stop it. However, the proposed amendments are only the first step in correcting the problem. Since the NHL is not an IIHF member body, both parties need to establish a working international player transfer system. In doing so, the IIHF and the NHL should consider implementing a posting system, which is a method of player transfer with a proven success rate in MLB. 

 B. A Posting Model 

 Numerous incidents of player poaching and countless months of contentious negotiations make clear that the NHL and IIHF should move away from the traditional player transfer agreement. After ensuring that the IIHF will assert the power it proscribes to itself in its Statutes and Bylaws, and that the NHL will submit to the IIHF's final authority, the parties should institute an entirely new international player transfer system. MLB has had success in transferring players from Japan since it adopted the posting system in 1998. Given the abundant benefits of that system, (153) the IIHF and the NHL should strongly consider instituting a similar method in ice hockey. (154) In hockey, the posting system would apply to drafted, international players not yet eligible for free agency and to veteran players under contract with foreign teams. Players would indicate their desire to be posted to their current team, and both posting and bidding would occur during a fixed time period. The IIHF should consider whether or not a player's current team should have the right to refuse a player's request. (155) Every interested NHL team would have the opportunity to submit a blind bid, with the winning bid presented to the player's current team. The NHL's winning bidder and the player would then have the opportunity to negotiate a contract that, if successful, would result in payment of the bid money and termination of the player's contract with the international team. If unsuccessful, no money would change hands and the player would be ineligible for posting until the following year. Such a system could have an extremely positive effect on both hockey's international player transfers as well as the relationships between the NHL and IIHF member associations. 

 A large part of Russia's discontent with the PTA stems from the fact that it does not feel it is adequately compensated for the talented players it loses to the NHL. Other European leagues recently indicated their support for Russia's position when they opted to reopen the 2007 PTA mere months after it was signed. Foreign hockey leagues feel that $200,000 USD per player is simply inadequate. (156) In some cases, the amount drastically undervalues the talent of the player. NHL club owners, however, believe that they often pay hefty prices for players whose talent remains undetermined. Implementing a method such as the posting system would undoubtedly help to derive the true value of a player. An arrangement of this kind would be agreeable to all sides; the NHL would alleviate the financial burden of overpaying for raw, undeveloped talent, and IIHF teams would receive appropriate compensation for their most prized prospects. 

 Additionally, the NHL's commissioner has indicated that he would like his teams to be more selective in the athletes they choose to bring in from overseas. (157) He is concerned with the amount of money the NHL is paying in fines to the IIHF for players not on NHL rosters for a minimum of thirty games. (158) Foreign leagues, on the other hand, remain frustrated by the fact that the NHL scoops up homegrown talent with little intention of actually using it. The negotiation portion of the posting system, however, would substantially alleviate both of these concerns. First, "fines" for players that do not see enough playing time would become unnecessary and a non-issue. After a player's current team accepts the bid for that player, the player and the prospective team would have a fixed period of time--thirty days in MLB--to work out a contract. By signing a contract, the player's services become the property of an NHL team for a fixed number of years, and the NHL would avoid fines owed to the player's former team. A player would likely refuse to sign a one-year deal, but even if he did, at its expiration, he would be free of contractual obligations and could become an international free agent. Leagues concerned with retaining their homegrown talent could also find relief in the posting system, since the NHL would now have an incentive not to overpay

 for underdeveloped talent. (159) Alternatively, the IIHF could mandate that players not yet eligible for free agency, but desirous

 of international transfer, must obtain approval from their current teams before their availability can be posted. (160) 

 Arguably more important than the posting system is the IIHF's role in international player transfers and the NHL's submission to IIHF authority. If the IIHF exercises the power it has reserved for itself, if the NHL submits to the IIHF on international matters, and if contracts are respected and breaches penalized, the problem of player poaching should diminish drastically. 

 C. Potential Problems 

 Although MLB has enjoyed modest success since the inception of its posting system, the success has been just that: modest. In the history of the league, only thirty Japanese players have ever donned an MLB uniform, and only twelve Japanese players have come to America via the posting system since its inaugural transfer in 1998. (161) While the posting system has proven effective for MLB, it has only been applied on a very small scale, and the NHL is home to significantly more international players. In the 2002-2003 season, the NHL housed 299 foreign players--nearly double the amount that played in the league during 1994-1995 season (156) and more than five times the amount that played during the 1986-1987 season (54). (162) The dramatic increase in the NHL's foreign athletes over the past two decades indicates that it will be critical to consider the effect of implementing a posting system on such a large scale. 

 The IIHF could consider altering the posting system by adding a provision that would make the system more conducive to operation on a large scale. Under a different international player transfer system, (163) teams are free to negotiate internationally amongst themselves. Players can request an international transfer, and individual teams can also transfer players internationally without their consent. Allowing individual NHL and international teams to negotiate would likely lessen the strain on the posting system and make it possible for it to be conducted on a smaller scale. However, such a provision might cause unrest amongst the players, as it is likely that they will not want to be transferred to another country without their consent. To that end, the IIHF could implement a regulation requiring all leagues to place an international transfer clause in every player contract. At signing, players would be given the option of either retaining the possibility of international transfer for the length of their contract or forgoing it entirely. Should they choose to accept, players would retain the option of requesting an international transfer at some point during the life of their contracts, but their teams could also subject them to a nonconsensual international transfer. Should they decline, they could not be internationally transferred--willingly or otherwise--until the expiration of their contracts. They would, however, remain eligible for national trading. Such a provision would provide players with a voice while also reducing the strain on the posting system. 

 A second problem with MLB's player transfer method is that it is a one-way system. With the development of the KHL and the strong likelihood of success, it is already apparent that the IIHF needs a better system to govern player transfers not only to and from the NHL, but also to and from hockey leagues around the globe. A universal posting system shared by all hockey leagues would be extremely intricate and could become quite messy. However, if the IIHF were able to find a successful method--such as the posting system--and test it first on a smaller scale, it might be able to make appropriate adjustments and apply the system universally. 

 Another potential issue with the posting system is the likelihood that small market teams will get shut out of the bidding process. One of the benefits of paying a fiat fee for all international players is that it is arguably fair to all teams interested in those players. Under a bidding system, teams with the deepest pockets will simply go after the players they want very aggressively and, as has happened in MLB, small market teams will not be able to compete. The same likelihood exists, however, under the current fiat-fee system. If big market teams can afford to bid exorbitantly for players and still have money left over to sign those players to contracts, then it is equally as likely that those same teams can afford to spend $200,000 on player transfer fees. In fact, it is likely that a posting system will act as an equalizer. Hockey does not enjoy the wealth of MLB, and since the price of player contracts might soon be on the rise, (164) NHL teams are likely to be more selective in the players they bring overseas. Alternatively, the NHL could take MLB's posting system one step further by factoring the bid price into the winning team's salary cap. Individual teams, however, will likely take issue with this policy and will not want to be taxed on money they are not spending on player salaries. An alternative and more mutually agreeable solution might be for the NHL to tax only a percentage of the bid price. 

 D. Effects on Players 

 It is important to consider the effect a new transfer system will have not only on the managers, owners, and league officials, but also on the players themselves. One of the drawbacks to MLB's posting system is the risk of foreclosure--teams submitting outrageous bids for the sole purpose of winning the bidding war and keeping their rivals from negotiating with talented players. (165) Foreclosure threatens not only competition, but also the free movement of individual players. It has yet to officially become an issue in MLB, largely because of the limited number of worthwhile Japanese prospects. However, given the sheer volume of international players that come to the NHL, teams will undoubtedly have a wealth of talent to choose from. Such endless options could potentially entice teams to bid on and negotiate with the players they want while simultaneously bidding excessively on other players in an effort to keep rival teams from obtaining foreign talent. Additionally, should the IIHF choose to implement a mandatory international transfer clause into player contracts, player movement could be restricted even further. (166) 

 Players, however, will likely be the biggest beneficiaries of the posting system. The nature of the bidding component coupled with the KHL's potential for Success (167) will likely drive up the value of player contracts in the coming years. Russia has long been one of the strongest hockey nations on the globe, and, given its projected ability to bankroll

 a new hockey league, (168) it has the ability to provide homegrown talent with numerous reasons to stay in Russia. To that end, if the NHL wants to remain the world's premier league, it must continue to house the world's premier talent. Under the posting system, it will only be able to do this if the price is right. Top players will also expect competitive salaries and, in that sense, they will follow the money. 

 V. CONCLUSION 

 The tumultuous history of ice hockey's PTA indicates that the system is no longer a workable solution to the problem of player poaching. The two-step solution of granting the IIHF regulatory power over the NHL in international matters and implementing a posting system such as that in MLB will likely resolve a significant number of the contractual issues plaguing international ice hockey. 

 No solution will be without flaws. Worse, however, would be the lack of any legal regulation of international player transfers. The nonexistence

 of a binding system breeds disrespect for the law and contracts of all hockey leagues and their respective countries and creates a chaos from which no one benefits, and only the game suffers. 
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Quote:

Originally Posted by StuckOutHere View Post 

Interested in info for the following:

 -Logan Nelson - Center with size, a guy I had my eye on at the draft.

 -Nick Ebert - Put up respectable totals for a Dman after plummeting in his draft year.

 -Dalton Thrower - Seriously wanted this guy and Montreal snagged him. Looks like he had injury issues.

 -Ville Pokka - This guy should be a lock to be signed right?

 -Jarrod Maidens - Clearly some injury issues, but another guy I liked at the draft.

 Not saying all should be signed or that they won't be, just want to know if there are any updates regarding their statuses. Also, these players will become UFA correct? They won't reenter the draft.

- Nelson is a solid player. Big body. Surprised he hasn't been signed, especially considering the Sabres don't exactly have the deepest system currently. 

 - Ebert I still expect to get signed.

 - Thrower has had injury issues, yes, but he has also had some attitude issues. Almost as if his big goal was just to get drafted. Has regressed since his draft year. He was a beast in his draft year.

 - Have to imagine Pokka gets signed. He's close to NHL ready, too.  
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Quote:

Originally Posted by caley View Post 

UNSIGNED 2012 DRAFT PICKS (Must be signed by June 1st, 2014)

NHL Rights  

Player  

POS  

HT  

WT  

2013-14 Team  

GP  

G  

A  

PTS  

+/-  

PIM  

Round  

Overall  

Notes  

EDM Zharkov, Daniil LW 6'04" 208 Belleville [OHL] 59 25 18 43 18 24 3 91   

I believe Daniil Zharkov would be considered a 'defected prospect' [see Artur Gavrus with New Jersey] and therefore would not need to be signed by June 1st. The stats you have listed are for the 2012-13 season. He spent 2013-14 (and is under contract for 2014-15) with Torpedo Nizhny Novgorod [KHL].

Quote:

Originally Posted by caley View Post 

UNSIGNED 2012 DRAFT PICKS (Rights Held Past June 1st, 2014, regardless of whether they signed or not)

NHL Rights  

Player  

POS  

HT  

WT  

2013-14 Team  

GP  

G  

A  

PTS  

+/-  

PIM  

Round  

Overall  

Notes  

FLA Delnov, Alexander LW 6'00" 189 Seattle [WHL] 69 20 29 49 -33 33 4 114   

On another note, I'm a tad confused about Alexander Delnov's situation. Up until now, I believed he needed to be signed by June 1st, but if I'm not mistaken, the reason he does not have that deadline is because he drafted out of the KHL?  
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Quote:

Originally Posted by Call Me No One View Post 

I believe Daniil Zharkov would be considered a 'defected prospect' [see Artur Gavrus with New Jersey] and therefore would not need to be signed by June 1st. The stats you have listed are for the 2012-13 season. He spent 2013-14 (and is under contract for 2014-15) with Torpedo Nizhny Novgorod [KHL].

Makes sense and is probably the reason we haven't had a signing yet.

Quote:

On another note, I'm a tad confused about Alexander Delnov's situation. Up until now, I believed he needed to be signed by June 1st, but if I'm not mistaken, the reason he does not have that deadline is because he drafted out of the KHL?  

I think they've got more time because he was drafted out of the KHL and moved to the WHL after. Teams are never very forthcoming on these details, so there's every chance that I'm wrong on both fronts.  

 Last edited by caley: 05-23-2014 at 12:42 PM.    
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Quote:

Originally Posted by Brodeur View Post 

Article also mentions that Ben Thomson is also close to signing his ELC.

Devils confirm the Johnson and Thomson signings today.

http://devils.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=720435  
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Another June 1st guy off the table.

Quote:

Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that the club has signed goaltender Henri Kiviaho to a three-year entry level contract. Per club policy, terms of the deal were not disclosed.

 Kiviaho, 20, split the season between KalPa of Finland's SM-Liiga and their Junior A program. In the SM-Liiga, he appeared in 13 games recording a 2.92 goals against average and a .881 save percentage.  

Quote:

The 6-foot-3, 190-pound native of Lappeenranta, Finland was selected by Dallas in the fifth round (144th overall) of the 2012 NHL Draft.  

http://stars.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=720450

 I think you'll see a few more early next week once the World Championships and Memorial Cup are over.  

 caley is offline      Reply With Quote     

 Old 

05-24-2014, 05:09 PM

    #419  

caley  

Moderator

caley's Avatar 

Join Date: Aug 2006

Posts: 7,744  

vCash: 500 


Since we're just over a week away from the June 1st deadline, I thought I'd give a couple updates.

 First off, some numbers I turned up (This is a rather unscientific study of me looking up past Prospect Threads and seeing when players were signed, it's not exhaustive, and it's not restricted to guys who had to be signed by the deadline)

 In 2011, 31 prospects were signed in the period from May 22nd-June 1st

 In 2012, 32 prospects were signed in the period from May 22nd-June1st

 In 2013, 14 prospects were signed in the period from May 22nd-June 1st

 The busiest day was Jun 1st, 2011 when 10 prospects were signed, another 6 were signed on June 1st in 2012, but just 1 on June 1st 2013.

 Traditionally things pick up from the last Monday before the deadline forward.

 In 2011, 16 (of 31) were signed from Monday the 30th to the deadline

 In 2012, 24 (of 32) were signed from Monday the 28th to the deadline 

 In 2013, 10 (of 14) were signed from Monday the 27th to the deadline.

 So, in theory, we should see an uptick of prospect signings starting this Monday.
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Now, here's an update on all the unsigned 2012 Prospects who have to be signed before June 1st, 2014 (And one or two who may not have to be!)

 ARI: NIKLAS TIKKINEN: Signed with Blues of the SM-liiga for 2014-15.

 BUF: LOGAN NELSON: Still lists himself as Buffalo Sabres prospect on his Twitter account.

 BUF: LINUS ULLMARK: Was at the WHCs with Sweden.

 BUF: BRADY AUSTIN: Junior season just ended on Thursday with London.

 CGY: CODA GORDON: Signed an AHL deal with Abbotsford after his junior season ended but didn't play any games. Still lists himself as a Flames prospect on his Twitter account.

 CAR: ERIK KARLSSON: Signed with Frolunda of the SHL for 2014-15.

 CHI: TRAVIS BROWN: Nothing

 CHI: BRANDON WHITNEY: Suffered a serious neck injury this year but returned to play. Still lists himself as Blackhawks draft pick. 

 COL: TROY BOURKE: Signed an AHL deal with Lake Erie at the end of his junior season and played 15 games. Does not make mention of the Avalanche on his Twitter profile but does have a pic of himself in his Avs draft jersey.

 COL: MICHAEL CLARKE: Doesn't mention Avs on his Twitter profile, but is followed by the Avalanche account.

 COL: JOSEPH BLANDISI: Nothing

 CBJ: DANIEL ZAAR: per Aaron Portzline on May 8th: "#CBJ have not decided if they'll sign RW Daniel Zaar or D Gianluca Curcuruto to entry-level deals. Deadline 6/1, or they go back in draft." Signed with Lulea of the SHL for 2014-15. Doesn't make mention of the Blue Jackets on his Twitter profile, but is followed by them.

 CBJ: GIANLUCA CURCURUTO: per Aaron Portzline on May 8th: "#CBJ have not decided if they'll sign RW Daniel Zaar or D Gianluca Curcuruto to entry-level deals. Deadline 6/1, or they go back in draft." Lists himself as Jacket prospect and is followed by them.

 DAL: MIKE WINTHER: A Dallas Stars blogger tweeted that "On Dallas Stars prospects who are still awaiting ELCs: @MikeHeika says that neither Cody Payne or Mike Winther will be offered contracts."

 DAL: GEMEL SMITH: Junior season just ended on Thursday. 

 DAL: CODY PAYNE: A Dallas Stars blogger tweeted that "On Dallas Stars prospects who are still awaiting ELCs: @MikeHeika says that neither Cody Payne or Mike Winther will be offered contracts."

 DET: RASMUS BODIN: On January 17th, Detroit scout Hakan Andersson said of Bodin, who has chronic back and hip problems: "“The last game I saw him, he looked like a slower skater than when I drafted him. I can’t see us signing him. There’s no progress. It’s a seventh-rounder that didn’t go well.”

EDM: DANIIL ZHARKOV: Might be considered a defected player and not beholden to the June 1st deadline. Is signed with Torpedo of the KHL for 2014-15.

 EDM: ERIK GUSTAFSSON: Is signed with Frolunda of the SHL for 2014-15.

 FLA: STEVEN HODGES: Still lists himself as Panthers prospect on his Twitter profile but the Panthers do not follow him on Twitter.

 FLA: FRANCIS BEAUVILLIER: Lists himself as Panther and is followed by Florida on Twitter.

 FLA: JONATAN NIELSEN: Is Followed by the Panthers on Twitter.

 LAK: TOMAS HYKA: Might be considered a defected player and not beholden to the June 1st deadline.

 LAK: NICK EBERT: OHL team is still competing at Memorial Cup, last game on Sunday.

 MIN: DANIEL GUNNARSSON: Signed with Farjestad of the SHL for 2014-15.

 MIN: CHRISTOPH BERTSCHY: Signed with Bern of the NLA for 2014-15.

 MTL: DALTON THROWER: Junior season ended early with ankle surgery. Random twitter accounts speculate that Canucks covet him. Lists himself as Canadiens prospect on his Twitter profile and is followed by the Canadiens.

 MTL: BRADY VAIL: Habs Nation twitter account says source says he will not be signed. Played 5 games with Hamilton after his CHL season ended. Does not list himself as a Habs prospect, but the Canadiens still follow him.

 MTL: ERIK NYSTROM: Played 17 games for Hamilton on a PTO last fall but was released to play in KHL. Signed with Djurgarden of the SHL for 2014-15.

 NAS: SIMON FERNHOLM: Twitter account followed by Nashville account.

 NAS: MAX GORTZ: Signed with Frolunda of the SHL for 2014-15.

 NYI: VILLE POKKA: Signed with Karpat of the SM-liiga for 2014-15.

 NYI: JESSE GRAHAM: Played 7 games with Bridgeport after his CHL season ended. 

 NYR: CALLE ANDERSSON: Nothing

 NYR: THOMAS SPELLING: Nothing

 OTT: JARROD MAIDENS: Hasn't played in over 2 years, hard to believe Ottawa will sign him. 

 OTT: FRANCOIS BRASSARD: Renaud Lavoie mentioned that Ottawa would try to trade his rights, barring that he will go back into the draft. 

 PHI: FREDRIK LARSSON: Played in the USHL this past year, so he might count as a collegiate player, meaning he doesn't have to be signed by June 1st.

 PIT: OSKAR SUNDQVIST: Official Pens twitter account congraulated him for winning SHL scoring championship, so I have to think he's still in their plans. Signed with Skelleftea of the SHL for 2014-15. Lists himself as Penguins prospect, but is not followed by them.

 PIT: CLARK SEYMOUR: Began the season on a ATO with Wilkes-Barre of the AHL but was re-assigned to the OHL. Finished the season on another ATO with Wilkes-Barre but didn't play any games. I wonder if Pittsburgh forgoes signing him to an ELC, then tries to sign him to an AHL deal this summer; I'd wager that if they were interested in signing him to an ELC that they would have already done so. Lists himself as a Pens prospect and is followed by them.

 SJS: CHRISTOPHE LALANCETTE: Signed an ATO with Worcester of the AHL after his CHL season ended in 2013, but not this year.

 STL: NICHOLAS WALTERS: Signed an ATO with Peoria after his 2013 CHL season ended, but did not do so this year. Does not list himself as a Blues prospect on Twitter, but is followed by them.

 STL: FRANCOIS TREMBLAY: St. Louis already has four goalies under contract for next season and a fifth on an AHL deal, so I doubt they have room for one more. Does not list himself as a Blues prospect on Twitter, but is followed by them.

 STL: TYREL SEAMAN: Retired from hockey in December 2013 due to concussion issues.

 WPG: LUKAS SUTTER: Underwent season-ending shoulder surgery, still recovering. Does not list himself a Winnipeg Jets prospect on his Twitter account, but is followed by them.
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Also wanted to share that it was a blast going back and reading the 2011-2013 prospect threads. T

 The two most memorable were the 2011 deadline when Tim Erixon was awaiting to be signed. In the weeks leading up to it, someone would ask when Calgary was going to sign him and someone would come in and quote a Calgary radio guy saying that Feaster was "in the process" of doing so. Then a week would go by and it would come up again, with the same quote in response. Then all of a sudden someone posted "Could Tim Erixon really go unsigned" and then on the deadline, things blew up with Calgary trying to deal his rights to a team he would play for and get the deal done and contract signed before the deadline. 

 2012 had a similar issue with a Leafs fan turning up every once in a while going "Is Josh Nicholls signed? Has anyone heard anything?" and then Nicholls finally not signing and signing with the Rangers that summer. 

 2013's biggest non-signings seemed to be Zach Yuen and Brenden Kichton whom everybody assumed would be signed, then people were lamenting as a lost opportunity, then only Kichton was drafted. Yuen played this past year for Toronto on an AHL deal.

 The most bizarre is still Frederik Andersen whom Carolina wanted to sign, tried to sign, only for Andersen to tell them that he wasn't interested in playing in the AHL even though GM Jim Rutherford told him he would have a chance to compete for an NHL job that fall. Andersen turned him down, went back into the draft, was signed by Anaheim and...promptly reported to the AHL. Still odd.

 All right, enough reminiscing I promise I won't bump this thread again without some prospect news!  
05-26-2014, 06:49 PM
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per John Hoven on a couple LA Kings prospects

http://mayorsmanor.com/2014/05/contr...ngs-prospects/

 on Prokhorkin

Quote:

After digging around and checking with our sources, MayorsManor can provide some more details. Apparently, Prokhorkin and/or his agent bought their way out of the KHL deal.  

Quote:

Once the Kings were convinced he was finally free of his KHL deal, they again signed him to an NHL deal. We believe this just happened in the past few days.  

Quote:

In a truly deja vu moment, the contract between the Kings and Prokhorkin is once again under protest. It’s not really about CSKA (his team in Russia), but the KHL that is putting up a fight. Where the Kings go from here is a little unclear at the moment.  

on Kevin Gravel

Quote:

Kevin Gravel is likely to receive a contract from the Kings. The idea is under “heavy consideration” – which is an improvement from a month ago.  

Quote:

As we’ve noted before, if the Kings weren’t interested, he wouldn’t be in LA right now and participating in drills with the Black Aces.  

on Nick Ebert

Quote:

As we previously reported, Ebert (or should we say his agent) and the Kings exchanged contract ideas some time ago. When checking on things this week, MayorsManor was told that unless Ebert’s side is unreasonable, LA is prepared for the give-and-take process of negotiations. And in the end, a deal is expected to get done this week.  

on Tomas Hyka

Quote:

Tomas Hyka, another player that needs to be signed this week or the Kings will lose his rights, is a totally different story. When his name was brought up, the first reply we heard was, “Who?”  

Quote:

He’s been in Sweden the past two seasons and isn’t expected to be offered a deal by Los Angeles. The Kings had tried to move out of the 171st pick at the aforementioned draft, but couldn’t. Two years later, it looks they’re walking away from the player taken that day.  

There's also stuff on Valentin Zykov at that link.
05-27-2014, 10:41 AM
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Quote:

Kelly Friesen ‏@KellyFriesen 26 min

 Former Vancouver Giant Dalton Thrower is close to inking his ELC with the Montreal Canadians.  

I expect Vail and Nystrom to be let go by the Habs.  

 Agalloch is online now      Reply With Quote     
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@StapeNewsday 2h

 No news yet on #Isles signing D prospect Ville Pokka, but I haven't heard that this will be an issue.

 @StapeNewsday 2h

 Possibility exists that #Isles will sign Pokka and have him continue playing in Finland next season.

 StuckOutHere is offline      Reply With Quote     
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05-27-2014, 01:42 PM
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This should be cause for some confusing tweets today

Quote:

Ron Francis, Executive Vice President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has signed left wing Erik Karlsson to a three-year, entry level contract. On the NHL level, Karlsson will be paid $550,000 in the first year, $600,000 in the second year and $650,000 in the third year. He will receive $60,000 in the American Hockey League (AHL) in year one, and $65,000 in years two and three. Karlsson also receives a signing bonus of $185,000.  

Quote:

He was selected by the Hurricanes in the fourth round, 99th overall, in the 2012 NHL Draft.  

http://hurricanes.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=720824  

 caley is offline      Reply With Quote     
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Quote:

Renaud Lavoie ‏@renlavoietva maintenant

 Valentin Zykov (Drakkar) signe son premier contrat professionnel avec les Kings. 3 ans / 2 207 000 $ total (2 volets) choix 2e ronde en 2013  

First contract for Zykov with the LA Kings.  

 Agalloch is online now      Reply With Quote     

 Old 

05-27-2014, 03:16 PM
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Can't believe the Cats didn't get Delnov under contract. Guess the kid wanted to make bank for a couple of years instead of playing in the AHL.
I'm curious if the Panthers will retain his rights past June 1st as he was drafted out of Russia, played a bit in the WHL then went back. He may count as a 'Defected Player'. This stuff is never very clear.

05-28-2014, 06:33 AM
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Nashville has signed Skelefteå AIKs defensemen Johan Alm according to local newspapers. Hes a big strong defensive d-man that was SAIKs best dman this year. Congrats!

 Article in Swedish

http://norran.se/hockeybloggen/johan...-for-nashville

05-28-2014, 08:46 AM
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Quote:

Originally Posted by barrytrotzsneck View Post 

Interesting that there was a decent amount of teams trying to sign him and he chose Nashville. Really can't go wrong as a defenseman coming up through the Predators system. Was Danny DeKeyser's second choice, as well.

Ill think he will prosper, Alm was in god mode in the playoffs, Skelefteå only let in 3 goals during the 4 final games!   
05-28-2014, 01:22 PM

    #448  

tarheelhockey  

Global Moderator

tarheelhockey's Avatar 

Join Date: Feb 2010

Location: The Triangle

Country: United States

Posts: 30,951  

vCash: 500 


Quote:

Originally Posted by caley View Post 

The most bizarre is still Frederik Andersen whom Carolina wanted to sign, tried to sign, only for Andersen to tell them that he wasn't interested in playing in the AHL even though GM Jim Rutherford told him he would have a chance to compete for an NHL job that fall. Andersen turned him down, went back into the draft, was signed by Anaheim and...promptly reported to the AHL. Still odd.

Andersen changed agents in the middle of the process. His original intentions were to sign with the Canes, and apparently the club got that message from him and weren't concerned about it. Mid-summer, he fired his agent and hired Ritch Winter. Winter advised him that he would not have a chance to become a starter in Carolina, so he should go back into the draft. Jim Rutherford sounded pretty pissed off about it IIRC.

 And, as you note, a year later the Canes were rolling a tandem of AHL'ers while the Ducks were logjammed with NHL'ers. Winter really screwed Andersen on that one.   
05-28-2014, 01:45 PM
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Columbus won't sign one prospect, is trying to sign another.

 per Aaron Portzline

Quote:

#CBJ won't be signing D Gianluca Curcuruto -- 7th rd, No. 182 overall in 2012 -- to entry-level deal. He goes back in the draft this year.  

Quote:

#CBJ in contract talks with RW Daniel Zaar on an entry-level deal. He was 6th round pick, No. 152 overall in 2012.  

05-28-2014, 01:49 PM
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Quote:

Originally Posted by caley View Post 

 MIN: DANIEL GUNNARSSON: Signed with Farjestad of the SHL for 2014-15.

 MIN: CHRISTOPH BERTSCHY: Signed with Bern of the NLA for 2014-15.

Per Michael Russo:

 Re: Gunnarsson

Quote:

As of now, it doesn’t look like the big defenseman’s too motivated to play in the NHL. He has already re-signed to play in Sweden next season.  

Re: Bertschy

Quote:

Christoph Bertschy is considered a defected player (there’s no Swiss/NHL agreement right now, so like Russia, teams keep their rights beyond the normal two years).  

So, we're pretty much expecting Gunnarsson to walk and it looks like Bertschy would still be considered Wild property after June 1st.
05-30-2014, 01:18 PM
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Boston Bruins have signed D Linus Arnesson 

 per Arnesson's twitter

Quote:

A dream to have signed a contract with nhlbruins Boston Bruins! I am very happy and proud. http://instagram.com/p/ooIfy_N_yO/  

https://twitter.com/ArnessonLinus/st...08760871583744

 Arnesson, 19, was a 2nd round pick, 60th overall of the Bruins in 2013.   
Sharks Sign Forward Melker Karlsson

Friday, 05.30.2014 / 1:03 PM / News 

 Comment 

 Print 

E-mail

Photo Credit: skellefteaaik.se by Bert Söderström 

SAN JOSE - San Jose Sharks (@SanJoseSharks) general manager Doug Wilson announced today that the club has signed forward Melker Karlsson to a one-year contract.

Karlsson, 23, recorded 25 points (9-16=25) and 14 penalty minutes in 48 games with Skelleftea AIK of the Swedish Hockey League (SHL) in 2013-14. He finished the season ranked T-7th on the team in points, 3rd in faceoff percentage (52.8%), T-5th in assists and 8th in goals as Skelleftea AIK finished with the best regular-season record in the league (111 points) for the second straight season. Karlsson registered 12 points (4-8=12) in 14 playoff games, ranking 6th in the SHL in playoff scoring, 4th in plus/minus (plus-9) and 3rd amongst league forwards in blocked shots(16) as Skelleftea AIK won its second consecutive SHL Championship.

The six-foot-one, 181-pound forward posted career highs in points (28), goals (13) and plus/minus (plus-20) in 2012-13, and has reached the SHL Final with Skelleftea AIK in each of the past four seasons (2011-2014), helping the team win the last two championships (2013, 2014). In 216 career SHL games, all with Skelleftea AIK, Karlsson has tallied 66 points (31-35=66) and 46 penalty minutes. The native of Lycksele, Sweden, has posted 32 points (9-23=32) in 71 career playoff games. Karlsson has played with fellow Sharks prospect Petter Emanuelsson at Skelleftea AIK for parts of the last five seasons (2009-10 thru 2013-14).
I have a buddy that is a Swede and he is telling me this kid is pretty good. His numbers don't reflect what he can actually bring. We shall see, sometimes he stretches the truth about his countrymen. Would be nice to change the flavor of this team though. Welcome Melker!!

Reply
05-30-2014, 04:14 PM

    #484  

caley  

Moderator

caley's Avatar 

Join Date: Aug 2006

Posts: 7,744  

vCash: 500 


Quote:

Originally Posted by BGFalconHawks View Post 

According to Capgeek and the Blackhawks prospect thread they aren't going to sign goalie Brandon Whitney. Still nothing on Travis Brown.

I see this Chicago/Rockford writer, Chris Block saying the same thing on Twitter

https://twitter.com/ChrisBlock/statu...51069197713408

Quote:

Chicago Blackhawks have chosen not to sign their 2012 7th rd draft pick G-Brandon Whitney. Thus, goalie eligible to re-enter for '14 draft.  

05-30-2014, 04:35 PM
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Mentioned earlier that Dallas was unlikely to sign Winther and Payne but never ealized it was confirmed.

 per Mike Heika

Quote:

Stars GM Jim Nill said today they are negotiating with a couple of players, but that they have informed Mike Winther (54th overall) and Cody Payne (Boston’s 145th pick) that they will not be offered contracts.  

http://starsblog.dallasnews.com/2014...contract.html/

 Also looks like Pittsburgh is unlikely to sign Clark Seymour

 per Dave Molinari

Quote:

The Penguins appear to be moving aggressively to reach an agreement with Sundqvist, but Seymour likely will be allowed to re-enter the talent pool for the 2014 draft June 27-28 in Philadelphia.  

http://www.post-gazette.com/sports/p...s/201405300051

Stars sign goalie prospect Henri Kiviaho to entry level contract

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

3:47 pm on May 23, 2014  | Permalink
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Henri Kiviaho (Photo by KalPa Hockey)

The Stars ware orking on their 2012 draft picks. Depending on league situation of each individual, they need to be signed by June 1 or they go back into the draft. Stars GM Jim Nill said today they are negotiating with a couple of players, but that they have informed Mike Winther (54th overall) and Cody Payne (Boston’s 145th pick) that they will not be offered contracts.

Related

Stars could have plenty of options in search for a No. 2 center

Stars GM Nill and coach Ruff both say they will look at defense in the off-season

Rich Peverley optimistic about recovery, but really has no idea how his body will respond this summer

Stars assign Chris Mueller and Dustin Jeffrey to Texas Stars for AHL playoffs

Here is the press release on Kiviaho:

FRISCO, Texas - Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that the club has signed goaltender Henri Kiviaho to a three-year entry level contract. Per club policy, terms of the deal were not disclosed.

Kiviaho, 20, split the season between KalPa of Finland’s SM-Liiga and their Junior A program. In the SM-Liiga, he appeared in 13 games recording a 2.92 goals against average and a .881 save percentage. In three postseason games, he posted a 4.24 goals against average and a .843 save percentage.

The 6-foot-3, 190-pound native of Lappeenranta, Finland was selected by Dallas in the fifth round (144th overall) of the 2012 NHL Draft.

Deadline approaching for Penguins to sign two draft picks

May 29, 2014 9:24 PM 

20140528hdSeymourClarkSpts
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

The search for a general manager continues.

So does the business of running an NHL team, regardless of when the Penguins settle on a replacement for Ray Shero.

Team officials have to sign two prospects chosen in the 2012 draft, forward Oskar Sundqvist and defenseman Clark Seymour, by 5 p.m. Sunday or relinquish their rights.

The Penguins appear to be moving aggressively to reach an agreement with Sundqvist, but Seymour likely will be allowed to re-enter the talent pool for the 2014 draft June 27-28 in Philadelphia.

Jason Botterill, serving as interim general manager, could not be reached for comment. Penguins officials have, as a matter of course, declined interview requests since Shero was fired May 16.

The Penguins had nine choices in the Class of 2012, and seven are under contract or in college.

The draft class was headed by defensemen Derrick Pouliot and Olli Maatta.

Had Sundqvist been drafted under the current collective bargaining agreement, the Penguins would have been able to retain his rights for another two years because he is playing in Europe.

The CBA in place in 2012, however, allowed teams to keep the rights of drafted players, other than those attending college, for only two years.

Sundqvist, the second of their two third-round selections, had six goals and 10 assists in 51 games with Skelleftea AIK in the Swedish Hockey League (formerly known as Elitserien).

He is 6 feet 2, 196 pounds and is regarded as a reliable, responsible two-way player.

Sundqvist is considered one of the top forwards in the developmental pipeline, although that is the most poorly stocked area of the organizational depth chart. While discussing the franchise’s most promising prospects last winter, Botterill offered this assessment of Sundqvist:

“We really like his versatility. He’s a player who plays wing most of the time, but, on the junior national team, usually he’s a centerman. He a player who can play both power play and penalty-killing.

“Great size. He has to continue to work on his strength, and understands that. We really like the size, the reach, the willingness to go to the front of the net and have success there.

“We view him as [developing into] a very good two-way forward for us. He’s still a ways away from the National Hockey League — it’s still a projection — but we certainly like the steps he has taken.”

Even if the Penguins work out a contract with him, it’s possible Sundqvist will continue to play in Sweden next season, should it be determined that would be best for his long-term development.

Seymour, a fifth-round choice, is a physical defensive defenseman.

He had seven goals, 16 assists and 85 penalty minutes in 61 games with Peterborough in the Ontario Hockey League in 2013-14.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/sports/penguins/2014/05/30/Deadline-approaching-for-Penguins-to-sign-two-draft-picks/stories/201405300051#ixzz33luaFsCK

05-31-2014, 09:21 AM
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Quote:

Originally Posted by Hockeyfrilla View Post 

Rangers have signed Calle Andersson

Quote:

Originally Posted by Call Me No One View Post 

Not sure of the legitimacy of this blog, but it's the only place I can find what would appear to be "confirmation" of the Calle Andersson signing.

 If true, I wonder if the Rangers let him play out the first year of his entry-level contract with EV Zug [NLA], with whom he signed a 1-year deal with not three days ago. Seems to be the trend with a lot of European prospects lately.

Spoke too soon, I guess. Per this link, ELC has been signed and he will play the 2014-15 season with EV Zug.
06-01-2014, 01:17 PM
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Flames are not signing Coda Gordon

 per the Flames

Quote:

The #Flames have chosen not to extend forward Coda Gordon a contract, therefore he will re-enter the #NHLDraft.  

Also, on Flames prospect Eric Roy, same source

Quote:

The #Flames have extended a Bona Fide Offer to Eric Roy (@Royzy07). The defenceman was drafted in the 5th round of the 2013 #NHLDraft.  

I wish more teams would announce things like this. I have to give the Calgary Flames supreme credit, they announce everything on their site, timely, and thoroughly with salary details, other teams could take lessons from them.  

 Last edited by caley: 06-01-2014 at 06:01 PM.    

 caley is offline       
06-02-2014, 05:16 AM
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Quote:

Originally Posted by caley View Post 

Yes, I did. The proper tweet is

 A team is required to provide a bone fide offer to all CHL picks (Not sure on the rest) before June 1st of the year following their drafting. Failure to do so will result in teams losing that pick. The only time I remember it happening was in 2010 when Washington chose not to give Benjamin Casavant one.

It also happened to Teigan Zahn :

Quote:

D Teigan Zahn became a free agent July 1 because the Lightning did not make the 2010 draftee a bona fide offer. Zahn is at camp anyway. He also might skate at the Islanders camp, though that still is up in the air. Zahn, 21, said it would be "different" skating for two teams, but "I just want to prove myself to someone and get that foot in the door."  

Quote:

Originally Posted by uncleben85 View Post 

If a team has to offer at least a minimum contract, it's kinda surprising 7th round pipe dreams don't jump at a $550,000 contract and hope they can make it. I feel like we should either see more teams not offering a contract after 1 year, or teams having more than 50 contracts and having to slide the CHL ones because players jump at the first offer.

I doubt that this "bona fide" offer thing has to be an NHL ELC.

 For example, Tyrell Goulbourne, who was drafted in 2013 by the Flyers, was only offered an AHL contract a few days ago. However, Philadelphia will still retain his rights for another year.

http://www.nj.com/flyers/index.ssf/2..._contract.html

 Anyway, if the bona fide offer really was an NHL ELC, it would be pretty risky for players drafted at 19/20 years old to reject it for financial reasons. I mean once June 1st is behind us, the negotiation power shift into the team's hands. Because they own your rights for another year, they can basically do what they want with you ("force" you to sign an AHL contract, send you to the ECHL or send you the CHL for an overager season) which means that you'll basically show up to camp without a contract and not knowing in which league you'll play in the forthcoming season.
Flyers prospects: Tyrell Goulbourne wants to turn pro, but hasn't accepted AHL contract

Tyrell Goulbourne, Zack Hill.JPG

Tyrell Goulbourne, skating at Flyers' developmental camp last summer, had a career-best 17 goals and 30 points playing juniors last season for the Kelowna Rockets in the Western Hockey League. (Zack Hill/Flyers)
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Flyers stockFlyers chairman Ed Snider calls former Devils owner Lewis Katz 'best man I've ever known' in eulogy

Flyers' new affiliations set with ECHL's Reading Royals joining AHL's Lehigh Valley Phantoms

Stanley Cup Final: Who are the fighters? Here's history for all Rangers, Kings

NBC analyst Pierre McGuire, native of Englewood, candidate for Penguins GM job

Flyers chairman Ed Snider: former Devils owner Lewis Katz, killed in plane crash, 'was like my brother'

All Stories | 

PHILADELPHIA – The Flyers were so intrigued last June with a Western Hockey League checking-line forward who's fought more than he's scored that they drafted Tyrell Goulbourne two or three rounds before he was supposed to go.

Even Goulbourne was shocked to be selected 72nd overall in the third round after being ranked the 151st best North American skater available by Central Scouting.

A full season of junior hockey later, it appears the Flyers aren't quite as high on the Kelowna Rockets' left wing.

The Flyers generally sign their top draft picks to two-way contracts that include salaries for time spent in the NHL and minors, but thus far they've only offered a less-lucrative American Hockey League contract.

Disappointed, Goulbourne hasn't accepted.

"I don't know exactly what's going on with that,” Goulbourne told the NJ.com. "My agents handle that. They weren't really interested in me taking an AHL deal."

Goulbourne says he's ready to turn pro, but he wants a two-way deal. Through his representation, he's threatening to play another season of junior hockey as an overage player.

“If I have to go to Kelowna for another year, it wouldn't be the worst thing,” Goulbourne said. “I could develop my skills a lot more there, too, and come out strong the next year. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’m hoping.”

Goulbourne will attend the Flyers’ prospect camp in July in Voorhees, and he’s hoping that he performs so well there that he convinces management to offer a two-way contract.

“That’s the plan,” he said. “I want to play in the AHL next year. I love Kelowna and I love the team, but I want to move on for myself. Hopefully I’ll crack that AHL lineup. We’ll see what happens. There’s still a summer left. There’s still a developmental camp left. My agent has been doing a lot of talking with them, so we’ll see what happens.”

The Flyers’ AHL team is relocating next season from Glens Falls, N.Y. to Allentown Pa., and changings its name from Adirondack Phantoms to Lehigh Valley Phantoms.

“I’m excited,” Goulbourne said. “I plan to be there next year. That’s kind of my goal.”

The Flyers have room on their 50-player reserve list with seven openings not counting 2013 No. 1 pick Sam Morin, who will give them an extra spot because he’s likely to play another juniors again in 2014-15.

If the Flyers don’t sign Goulbourne, they’ll hold his rights until next June when he’d become an unrestricted free agent. He says that he wants to be a Flyers, but doesn’t know what he’ll do if he doesn’t get a two-way contract offer.

“I haven’t really decided yet,” he said. “I’m going to talk to my agent about that.”

Goulbourne established new career-bests with 17 goals and 37 points this season while slighting cutting down on his penalty minutes and fights.

“I thought the year went well,” he said. “I thought if I would have had a better start I would have contributed more on the point end, but I thought I played my game well.

"I didn't really fight as much. Even if I was looking for it, I wasn’t going to get it unless I really blew somebody up. Other than that, I thought had a better year than the year before. After Christmas, when I played the way I can play, the points came a lot easier.”

Here is a closer look at Tyrell Goulbourne in the fourth of a series on Flyers' prospects:

VITALS

 Position: Left wing

Age: 20 (21 on Jan. 26)

Height: 6-foot

Weight: 184 pounds

Hometown: Edmonton

Acquired: Drafted in third round of 2013 draft, 73rd overall.

Contract: Unsigned

2013-14 WHL stats: 17 goals, 20 assists, 37 points, 114 PIM, plus-26 in 68 games for Kelowna Rockets. He also had 2 goals, 5 points and 23 PIM in 14 playoff games.

THE SKINNY

 In 213 WHL games over parts of the last five seasons, Goulbourne has 38 goals, 80 points and 53 fights. His fights dropped from 19 in 2012-13 to 12 this season. … He tied for eighth on his team in goals this season and was in eighth in points. In 2012-13, he was tied for eighth with 14 goals and tied for 12th with 27 points. … His mother was born in Jamaica and moved to Canada at age 16. … His favorite player growing up was Jerome Iginla. “I don't know if it was because he looked like me,” he said. … His father, Mark Goulbourne, is a music producer and event planner who organizes concerts in Edmonton. “I go to them all,” he said last year. “I went to Taylor Swift. I got to meet Beyonce. I usually get first row or second row.”

WHAT THEY'RE SAYING

 Chris Pryor, Flyers director of scouting: "I know people wondered why we took Tyrell in the third round last year. There was some agreement there as far as we knew we had to take him a little bit earlier than we wanted to, but didn’t have a fourth-round pick and we knew we probably weren’t going to get him later. So we had to step up a little bit. If you talk to people in the West, they’ll tell you he played really well. He plays a hard game. When he’s on the ice, there’s an element there that is hard to find. Everybody makes those comparisons to Zac Rinaldo. There’s maybe some similarities in a sense in the way they play. Zac is Zac. I don’t know if anybody can be like Zac, who brings an element on the ice and is an enthusiastic guy. There are some similarities with Tyrell on that side. When Tyrell plays that type of game, he’s an intimidating guy. When defensemen go back and get pucks, they know he’s out there and sometimes they tend to do things they wouldn’t normally do. Everybody’s got a role on a team, and as much as you need those high-end skill guys you need guys that accept their role and play a different type of game. Tyrell’s willing to do that, and I don’t think people give him enough credit. He can play a little bit, too. Look at his numbers. He’s not strictly one-dimensional. He could go back to junior overage, but he’s eligible to play in the American League next year from an age standpoint, so we’ll see what happens. He’s a young prospect that we’re happy to have in the fold.”

Ryan Huska, Kelowna Rockets coach: "Tyrell's season started with some ups and down, for sure. I don't think he got out of the gate that well, but really about Christmas time on, I felt like his play was very consistent and he was starting to play with edge all the time. Because of that, he was a factor in most of our games in the second half of the year, whether that be the skating ability, creating turnovers with the forecheck or him being involved physically. I thought his second half was very good for us and it's the way he's going to have to play moving forward. His offensive skills are getting better. I think you'll continue to see that next year if he happens to be back with us instead of playing in the minors. I think the biggest thing that he brought to our team as the year went on is teams would change the way that they would play against us because we had him in the lineup. He's got the reputation now where not a lot of people run around or do silly things at our level because of him being on the ice or bench. There's a certain style that he has to play if he's going to play at that next level. That's using his speed to his advantage and being physical every time he's on the ice. You have to notice him each shift, and that's something that he's still working on. The second half of the year he was much better in that regard. I think he has a better understanding of what it's going to take for him to play professional. If he keeps developing the way that he did in the second half of the year, I think he'll give himself the opportunity to play in the NHL."

Western Hockey League coach: "He's a guy who has gotten better. His speed has picked up a little bit and his puck skills improved. He's not overly big, but he was one of the toughest guys in our league. Can he do it at the NHL level at his size? I'm not sure. I thought in the playoffs he was really good against Seattle and he wasn’t particularly good about Portland. He’s ready to play pro in the American League? But is he going to be an NHL player? That's a longer shot for sure."

NHL scout: “Goulbourne is a pain in the ass. Lots of jam. Plays with guts on the road as well as home. Not a lot of players do that. No offensive upside. Could be an energy-line guy.”

WATCH GOULBOURNE FIGHT JOSH THROWER OF TRI-CITY AMERICANS
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I wouldn't go as far as saying this is "confirmation," however, per NHL.com, the following players are no longer listed as being property of their respective teams. I know I could have saved time and said "pretty much all of the players remaining on the table in the 3rd post of this thread, which I had an extremely difficult time trying to quote, were not retained," but I wanted to link to each players' NHL.com player page, since they weren't as easy as usual to locate.

- Arizona's Niklas Tikkinen,

 - Buffalo's Logan Nelson,

 - Chicago's Travis Brown,

 - Colorado's Joseph Blandisi and Michael Clarke,

 - Detroit's Rasmus Bodin,

 - Edmonton's Erik Gustafsson,

 - Florida's Francis Beauvillier and Jonatan Nielsen,

 - Los Angeles' Tomas Hyka,

 - Montreal's Erik Nystrom and Brady Vail,

 - Nashville's Simon Fernholm,

 - NY Rangers' Thomas Spelling,

 - Philadelphia' Fredrik Larsson,

 - Pittsburgh's Clark Seymour,

 - San Jose's Christophe Lalancette,

 - St. Louis' Francois Tremblay and Nicholas Walters,

 - Winnipeg's Lukas Sutter.

The only player from the aforementioned table who is still listed as property of his respective team:

- Nashville's Max Gortz.

Also, NHL.com also quasi-confirms those fringe-defected players' statuses by still being listed as property of their respective teams:

- Edmonton's Daniil Zharkov,

 - Florida's Alexander Delnov,

 - Minnesota's Christoph Bertschy.

And last but not least, to echo what was already confirmed above through various media outlets:

- Calgary's Coda Gordon,

 - Chicago's Brandon Whitney,

 - Columbus' Gianluca Curcuruto,

 - Dallas' Cody Payne and Mike Winther,

 - Minnesota's Daniel Gunnarsson,

 - Ottawa's Francois Brassard and Jarrod Maidens,

 - St. Louis' Tyrel Seaman.
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Hmm what about Dmitri Sinitsyn. Does his NCAA commitment still hold true for the Stars. Even though he played in the dub nearly a whole season.

 I've scouted around and all i've found saying about re-entry is that everybody but prospects in the NCAA are eligible to re-enter as long as their under 20.

 Also I though I read somewhere that NLA doesnt have an agreement or something along those lines so prospect right remain with the drafting team.
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That would be stupid if Buffalo doesn't sign Logan Nelson. The guy has legitimate NHL talent.
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Quote:

Originally Posted by vaeyet View Post 

Hmm what about Dmitri Sinitsyn. Does his NCAA commitment still hold true for the Stars. Even though he played in the dub nearly a whole season.

 I've scouted around and all i've found saying about re-entry is that everybody but prospects in the NCAA are eligible to re-enter as long as their under 20.

For Dmitri Sinitsyn, per the new CBA:

Quote:

If a Player drafted at age 18 or 19 becomes a bona fide college student prior to the first June 1 following his selection in the Entry Draft, and does not remain a bona fide college student through the graduation of his college class, his drafting Club shall retain exclusive rights for the negotiation of his services until the later of: (a) the fourth June 1 following his selection in the Entry Draft, or (b) thirty (30) days after NHL Central Registry receives notice that the Player is no longer a bona fide college student; provided that if the Player ceases to be a bona fide college student on or after January 1 of an academic year and the Player: (1) is in his fourth year of college and has commenced his fourth year of NCAA eligibility, or (2) is in his fourth year of college and is scheduled to graduate from college at the end of his fourth year, then in the circumstances described in (1) or (2), the Club shall retain the exclusive right of negotiation for such Player's services through and including the August 15 following the date on which he ceases to be a bona fide college student. The Club need not make a Bona Fide Offer to such Player to retain such rights.  

This happens quite often, and I can't honestly recall an instance where it has lasted a period of 4 years. Alain Goulet, Corey Fienhage, and Josh Birkholz are just some of the few that come to mind who started in college or university, and ended up playing major junior. Coincidentally, all of these players ended up signing AHL deals with their parent NHL clubs.

Quote:

Originally Posted by vaeyet View Post 

Also I though I read somewhere that NLA doesnt have an agreement or something along those lines so prospect right remain with the drafting team.

Much like Russia\KHL, there is no player-transfer agreement between the NHL and Switzerland. These players remain property of their respective teams until the first July 1st that falls after their 27th birthday.
Of course as soon as I post that we get some minor prospect news.

 per their website

Quote:

San Jose Sharks (@SanJoseSharks) general manager Doug Wilson announced today that the team has issued bonafide offers to the following players and thus will retain their negotiating rights:

 PLAYER POS TEAM

 Gabryel Boudreau F Chicoutimi (QMJHL)

 Jake Jackson F Des Moines (USHL)

 The following player was not issued a bonafide offer by the June 1 deadline and will re-enter the NHL Draft.

 PLAYER POS TEAM

 Christophe Lalancette F Drummondville (QMJHL)  
06-02-2014, 09:43 PM
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Jets also lost the rights to Yasin Cisse on June 1st. He was a 2010 pick who started in college but jumped to QMJHL. So the Jets had retained his rights for 4 years. He was signed with the Jets affliate in St. John's this year but he was sent to ECHL and spent the entire season with the Ontario Reign (appearing in just 10 games due to injuries and scratching).

Wild can clinch playoff spot tonight + "Let's Go Blues! Let's Go Blues!"

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 8, 2014 - 12:23 PM    
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Good morning from Chateau Rousseau, where I'm making a quick pitstop between my return flight to MSP and the Wild's later-than-normal optional morning skate.

When you're the home team and you played the night before, you have the option to move your skate to the normal 11:30 a.m. visitors' time and the visitors takes the 10:30 slot.

That's what coach Mike Yeo opted this morning.

I interrupt the Vancouver Canucks' implosion to remind you that the Wild is THIS CLOSE to a playoff spot.

If you look at the standings, they're basically clinched now because it would be almost impossible for Phoenix to catch Minnesota based on the goal differential tiebreaker (+2 for Minnesota; -12 for Phoenix) IF the Wild went 0-3 and the Coyotes went 4-0 (no shootout wins).

But, the Wild hopes to make it official tonight. Here's how it can happen:

The Wild would clinch a berth in the Stanley Cup Playoffs if they get at least one point against the Bruins OR if Coyotes lose to the Blue Jackets in any fashion or defeat the Blue Jackets in a shootout OR if the Stars lose to the Predators in any fashion.

The Wild's magic number for the top wildcard spot is two points, so a win against Boston will get it done. The Wild's already gotten a huge break because Jarome Iginla, the all-time leading scorer against Minnesota, is out. That means the Wild isn't already trailing 1-0.

A Stars loss and a Coyotes loss would get it done, too, I believe.

If you haven't paid attention, the Blues are in a bigtime slump right now (Anaheim has pulled within one point) and are putting themselves in a position where they may fall to the second seed and ... face the Wild.

Gulp.

If the Wild clinches the top wildcard spot tonight, a win over St. Louis on Thursday could very well "aid" in the Wild ending up playing St. Louis in the first round.

Gulp.

Maybe that's the night coach Mike Yeo may want to opt "resting" some of his big guys. wink

As I always say, it's pick your poison in the West. But as I have also said often, the Blues would not be a good first-round matchup for the Wild. They've beaten the Wild nine in a row and I wasn't yet balding the last time the Wild won in regulation in St. Louis.

You know how the cliche "must-win" is thrown around by writers all too often?

Has there ever been one who called a game a "must-lose?" I kid, I kid (or am I?)

Of course, there's such things as bad karma and fate, and most times you try to manipulate situations, it winds up biting you in the rear.

(In full selfish disclosure: I deserve to go to California crying)

Of course, with the Avs surging, the Blues are also putting themselves in a position where maybe Colorado passes them and maybe the Wild faces the Avs. Colorado's four back, so that's still sorta unlikely.

The Wild and the NHL-leading Bruins, who are 16-1-2 in their past 19 overall and 13-1-4 in their past 18 on the road, tonight.

Ilya Bryzgalov in the cage.

From the NHL PR email this morning:

BRYZGALOV, WILD POST SECOND STRAIGHT SHUTOUT

 Ilya Bryzgalov made 24 saves to pick up his second consecutive shutout and help the Wild extend their point streak to five games (4-0-1).

 * With the win, the Wild (41-26-12, 94 points) moved seven points ahead of the idle Stars (38-29-11, 87 points) for the first Wild Card spot in the Western Conference.

 * Bryzgalov extended his shutout streak to 142:15 following a 4-0 victory over the Penguins on Saturday. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, he is the first Wild goaltender to record consecutive shutouts since Jan. 4-6, 2009, when Niklas Backstrom did so against the Avalanche and Bruins, respectively.

 * This marks the third time Bryzgalov has earned back-to-back shutouts in his NHL career – he posted three consecutive shutouts for the Flyers March 8-13, 2012, and two straight blank sheets for the Coyotes Feb. 5-7, 2011.

 * Bryzgalov improved to 8-0-5 with a 1.65 goals-against average and .936 save percentage in his last 13 starts, including a 6-0-3 mark with a 1.52 goals-against average, .935 save percentage and three shutouts in nine starts since joining the Wild. Elias says he is the first goaltender in Wild history to earn at least one point in each of his first nine starts with the team.

 * Charlie Coyle potted the lone goal to extend his point streak to four games (2-3—5). He has recorded at least one point in eight of his past nine games, totaling 5-5—10.

OK, that's it for me. No changes to Wild lineup. Injured defensemen Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard did skate this morning.

"Il-ya, Il-ya, Il-ya" leads Wild to the brink of the playoffs

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: April 7, 2014 - 11:18 PM   
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For some reason the Wild hasn’t been successful in the front end of back-to-backs (3-9 before tonight’s 1-0 win at Winnipeg; eighth shutout by the Wild to tie a team record), so defenseman Ryan Suter said this was kind of a “trap game” tonight with the hard-working Jets out of the playoff hunt, the Wild so close to clinching a playoff spot and the Boston Bruins, the top team in the NHL, waiting for the Wild in Minnesota for Tuesday night’s game.

But the Wild grinded it out. Its execution wasn’t good all night long offensively, but man, the Wild worked hard and defended well. Players sure had to with as much time as they spent in their own zone.

“That was the definition of grinding it out,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We battled hard. Structure-wise, we were good. Penalty kill was huge (4 for 4). The play of our defensemen in particular, really impressed.”

You have to give Yeo and his staff credit (I know, I know, players win games and coaches lose games).

Obviously, the four goalies who have been No. 1 this season for the Wild (Nik Backstrom, Josh Harding, Darcy Kuemper and now Ilya Bryzgalov) deserve credit, but this could have blown up at any time along the way if not for the Wild’s impressive defensive structure and Yeo’s system.

The Wild’s goalies are rarely peppered and when the Wild most needed it, it has gotten back to a defensive structure that has allowed 26 or fewer shots in the past eight games.

“This team right now, we’re going good places,” said defenseman Jon Blum, who had his best game since his callup. “We’re focused on defense first and you can see that. Whenever they get that big chance, Bryz makes that big save for us. We’re feeding off that.”

“Bryz” tonight made 24 saves for his second consecutive shutout. He’ll start against Boston and carry a shutout streak of 142 minutes, 15 seconds into a game against a team that is 13-1-4 in its past 18 on the road and 16-1-2 in the past 19 overall.

The Wild’s magic number is one point. Its magic number for the top wildcard spot is two.

Tuesday’s clinching scenarios:

-- Wild win or overtime/shootout loss

--Phoenix loss of any kind

--Phoenix shootout win

To not make the playoffs, the Wild would have to go 0-3 and the Coyotes would have to go 4-0 (no shootout wins) and then make up what would seem to be an insurmountable goal differential tiebreaker (plus-2 for Minnesota, minus-12 for Phoenix).

Six or seven games ago, it looked like the Wild was on its way to being toast. Now it’s 4-0-1 in its past five and closed its regular-season road schedule with a 17-17-7 record (7-3-2 since the Olympic break). Remember, before the Olympic break, the Wild was one of the worst road teams in the NHL.

“We went into a lot of tough buildings and I give our guys credit for the way they battled on the road,” Yeo said.

“It’ crazy how fast it can turn around,” said Charlie Coyle, who scored the winning goal 65 seconds into the second period on an even-strength goal that was basically a power-play goal. “Things aren’t going your way and you lose a game, it feels like the end of the world and when you win you’re on top of the world. You have to stay even-keeled.”

Coyle has 10 points in the past nine games and five goals. Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu set up his goal, and the line now has eight goals and 21 points in five games and a period since Yeo reunited them in the third period of that loss in St. Louis.

“I tried to find the open ice there and let those guys make plays,” Coyle said.

Bryzgalov is 6-0-3 in 10 appearances and nine starts with a 1.67 goals-against average, .929 save percentage and three shutouts. He’s been great and had some good quotes you can read in the game story. Also, check out the stuff about the Jets fans (see below) taunting him. Funny stuff.

“Very calm in the net, making a lot of very tough saves look easy,” Yeo said of Bryz.

What Yeo liked most about tonight was the battle level and defensive structure. Suter and Jared Spurgeon were solid all night yet again. Jon Blum may have played his best game with the Wild.

“All night our execution wasn’t very good. We know that,” Yeo said. “But you can win games where you’re not completely at your best” when you defend well and you’re structured and work hard.

The Wild’s penalty kill was 4 for 4 and is now 9 for 9 in the past four games after giving up 12 goals on 35 chances in the previous 13 games.

“That’s how it works,” Suter said. “You give up a couple cheesy ones and it turns around. It’s funny how the game works. It’s just like scoring goals. You don’t score goals all year and you get a hat trick. I mean, who would have thought (referring to his hattie back in January against Washington that helped turn the season around). That’s how the game is. Now I can’t buy one.

“Uh, uh, PK, back on point. Hopefully now we’re going up.”

This doesn’t read as funny as Suter sounded. He just went on a little tangent and then, … back to the penalty kill.

“Come playoff time, it’s got to be good,” Matt Cooke said of the PK. “Our whole game has to be good. We know we have right the system, we know we have the right components in this room. We have three games left to build.”

That’s it for me. Early flight home. Doubtful Wild has a skate in the morning, but if it does, I’ll blog afterward. Otherwise, talk to you pregame.

Check out the gamer, John Curry feature and Nino Niederreiter notebook in the paper Tuesday.

Wild cannot officially clinch playoff spot tonight. Here's why:

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: April 7, 2014 - 2:34 PM   
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“Same lineup tonight. Goaltender out,” coach Mike Yeo said, before the Wild visits the Winnipeg Jets for its final road game of the regular season.

When I looked stunned, Yeo said, laughing, “I mean ‘from the goaltender out.’ I should have worded that better. I should be careful, especially with our team the way things have gone this year.”

I'll be on Hockey Night in Canada Radio on SiriusXM (207/211) today at 2:45 p.m. CT and on the arena cam on NHL Network today at 5:40 p.m. CT.

Ilya Bryzgalov for the Wild (5-0-3 in nine appearances/eight starts with a 1.87 goals-against average and .920 save percentage) vs. Michael Hutchinson for the Jets.

The 6-foot-3 Hutchinson, 24, will make his NHL debut. He’s a 2008 Boston Bruins third-round pick who started this season in the ECHL. He was promoted to AHL St. John’s, where he played well (15-5-1 with a 2.33 goals-against average and .923 save percentage.

The Wild’s magic number to make the playoffs is three points, the Wild’s magic number to clinch the top wildcard spot is four.

The Wild cannot clinch tonight. If the Wild ends up tied in regulation/overtime wins with Phoenix, the next tiebreaker is head-to-head. Yes, the Wild is 2-1 against the Coyotes this year, but technically, in a bit of a strange rule, the Wild’s first win in Phoenix ceases to exist.

 In determining the head-to-head tiebreaker when an odd number of games were played in the season series, the first game played in the city with the extra home game is not counted. So the Jan. 9 game (4-1 Wild win) is thrown out. Thus, for tiebreaker purposes, the Wild and Coyotes split the two-game season series, both teams earning two points and coincidentally tied in goals because they were each 3-1 victories.

So if the Wild’s actual totals and the Coyotes’ maximum totals after Monday night are 94 points and 34 regulation/overtime wins (which would happen if the Wild wins in regulation or overtime tonight), that still would not officially clinch a playoff berth for the Wild. If the Wild at the end of the season is tied with Phoenix in points and regulation/overtime wins, the next tiebreaker is goal differential for the season. Since that couldn’t be determined until Game 82, the Wild would have to wait to officially clinch if it wins in regulation/overtime.

Now, if the Wild wins tonight, and Tuesday night gets a point vs. Boston OR the Coyotes lose in Columbus, the Wild would clinch a playoff spot.

“They’re playing hard,” Yeo said of the Jets. “I look at the road trip, the way that they played, … they’re doing a lot of things well. I see a very strong work ethic, I see a team that’s playing with a lot of pride right now. I think we’re going to have to be ready to play very hard and I think we’re going to have to play very fast.”

My guess is Bryzgalov also starts tomorrow’s game against Boston, but we shall see. If the Wild does clinch the top wildcard spot by the time Thursday’s St. Louis game comes around, I wonder if we get to see local boy John Curry’s NHL Wild debut. I did a big story on Curry for tomorrow's paper, so check that out. I also wonder if Yeo would take that opportunity to rest some of his big-minute guys. I’d be nervous against injury against a Blues team that the Wild still conceivably could play in the first round.

I also think if the Wild clinches before Thursday or Sunday vs. Nashville that we’ll get to see Christian Folin’s NHL debut.

“It would be a great feeling. I can’t wait. So hopefully they have a good game tonight,” said Folin, laughing.

Lines again for the Wild:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-McCormick-Niederreiter

Niederreiter continues to have to play the fourth line. “It’s a function of the pieces fitting elsewhere right now,” Yeo said.

Basically, look at the lines, and unless he’s replacing Fontaine, where’s he playing? Coyle’s been absolutely fantastic for 2½ weeks, Moulson and Pominville are top-6 guys, Cooke and Brodziak have been a staple.

Niederreiter just has to continue to stay with it and his time to move up will come. On this line, he just needs to get pucks deep, get in on the forecheck and be physical. It has been a work in progress playing the right side. He’s clearly better and more comfortable on the left, but Yeo says that’s improving. Yeo said he’s been very pleased with Niederreiter’s defense all year.

Wild playoff strips on sale this morning; Wild Fan Celebrations at final 3 home games

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: April 7, 2014 - 9:42 AM   
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Good morning from Winnipeg, where the Wild and Jets face off tonight in the Wild's final road game. I'll be back later after the morning skates.

Also, I'll be on Hockey Night in Canada Radio on SiriusXM (207/211) today at 2:45 p.m. CT and on the arena cam on NHL Network today at 5:40 p.m. CT.

 MINNESOTA WILD STANLEY CUP PLAYOFF STRIPS

 ON SALE MONDAY, APRIL 7

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild of the National Hockey League (NHL) announced today that Stanley Cup Playoff Ticket Strips will go on sale on Monday, April 7, beginning at 10 a.m. CT exclusively on Wild.com. Prices and locations can be found on http://www.wild.com/2014playoffs. There is an additional $15 processing fee per order.

     Playoff Ticket Strips include a seat for each potential home game in the first and second round of the playoffs (a total of six games). Fans purchasing Strips for Round 1 and 2 will also have the option of placing a credit card on file for “pay-as-we-play” purchase of home games in Round 3 and 4.

     Playoff ticket strips begin at $390 for rounds 1 and 2. 2014 Stanley Cup Playoff strips are limited to six seats and the limit will be strictly enforced. Single-game playoff tickets will go on sale at a later date, pending availability.

Minnesota Wild To Host Fan Celebration at April 8, 10 and 13 Games

    SAINT PAUL, Minn.  – The Minnesota Wild of the National Hockey League (NHL) has announced details of its annual Fan Celebration, set for the final three regular season home games at Xcel Energy Center – Tuesday, April 8; Thursday, April 10; and Sunday, April 13.

    Tuesday the Wild takes on the Boston Bruins. It’s Jerseys off Our Backs Night, as random fans will be selected to walk away with jerseys straight from a Wild player’s back. In addition, all fans will receive a Wild Bingoal card, courtesy of Innovative Office Solutions. Thursday, the Wild hosts Western Conference-leading St. Louis. All fans receive a scratch-and-win card. All fans attending the Sunday, April 13 game against Nashville will receive a commemorative team poster.

     The Wild is offering a special Fans Night Out ticket package for the games on April 8 and April 13 (Fans Night Out sold out for April 10). The unique ticket package costs $99 - it includes a lower-level ticket, all-you-can-eat hot dogs, popcorn, nachos and fountain soda, $3 draft beers through the end of the second intermission, in addition to an exclusive pre-game chalk talk with NHL alumni. The offer can still be purchased for April 8 and April 13 at http://www.wild.com/fancelebration.

    There is also an RBC Wealth Management Club Combo ticket package for all three games. Fans receive a club ticket, plus a $15 concession credit, for $95 or $85 depending on location.

Wild updates from Sunday's practice

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: April 6, 2014 - 1:22 PM   
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Just a quick blog from the arena before I have to hustle for my flight to Winnipeg:

1. Full practice today, except Keith Ballard (groin) didn't skate.

2. Likely the same lineup in Winnipeg as last night, so check out those lines on yesterday morning's blog.

3. Ilya Bryzgalov is 5-0-3 with a 1.87 GAA. He'll start in Winnipeg. Will he start against Boston, too, in the second half of a back-to-back on Tuesday?

"We haven't even discuss it," coach Mike Yeo said. "It's a possibility. I dont want to say it's going to happen. I don't know. I haven't gotten to that. Just getting focused for [Winnipeg] right now, and then we'll worry about that afterward."

If Shorewood's John Curry started Tuesday, it would be his first start since Jan. 11, 2010, and the fifth of his career. I'll write more about Curry in Tuesday's paper. He's had a fascinating career.

On what he has seen from Curry, Yeo said, "This is a guy with experience. It's not like he's a young rookie who has never been in a situation like this before. I think our team's been playing strong right now that if he were to be in there that it would give him a chance to have success. But it's a big step going from practice to games, but he's been playing well in practice."

Obviously, the decision will largely depend on the outcome and how the Wild plays in Winnipeg. It's easy to say, 'Just play Bryz, all goalies play back-to-back," but all teams aren't the Wild. This is an organization who's got a goalie injury hex or something, so the Wild may want to treat Bryzgalov's health with kid gloves because if he gets hurt, the Wild's in deep trouble going into the playoffs.

4. Yeo says Darcy Kuemper is feeling a lot better, but there is still no timetable. "I'm not expecting it to be real serious, but I don't know." Yeo also said Mikael Granlund is day-to-day, but "we're not going to rush him back. But at the same time, I haven't been given any reason to believe he won't be ready [for the playoffs." Clayton Stoner (knee) is close to skating.

Wild shuts out Pittsburgh, moves closer to second straight playoff berth

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: April 5, 2014 - 11:30 PM    
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Big 4-0 win by the Wild over the Penguins tonight on many fronts.

As always, please read the gamer and notebook for all the details and my Sunday Insider on the Parise father-son trip that just took place.

First, it further strengthens the team’s hold on the top wildcard spot and strengthens its grasp on a second straight postseason. Wild’s got four games left and is now five up on Dallas (one less game) and six up on Phoenix. Magic number is three. It’s a little more complicated than this, but if the Wild gets one more regulation/overtime win, Phoenix would have to win out in regulation/overtime to even get it to a very complicated tiebreaker system. Basically, win two games and they don't have to worry about Phoenix.

Second, the Wild proved it can play well on home ice again. Who knew? In front of the largest home crowd in Wild history (19,409), the Wild jumped out to a 3-0 first-period lead and was outstanding defensively the rest of the way to win for the second time in seven home games.

The Wild has played better on the road than at home since the Olympics, but the players avoided the first-game-back-from-a-long-road-trip blues and as Zach Parise said were excited to play here again and reestablish home dominance.

The Wild plays its final road game Monday in Winnipeg. A win would allow the Wild to finish the regular season .500 on the road (16-17-7 now, and for all you Patrick Reusse’s out there, .500 in the NHL is point percentage, and 17-17-7 is 41 of 82 possible points, so .500!!!! whether you agree with it or not).

The Wild then returns home to close the season against Boston, St. Louis and suddenly-hot Nashville.

Jim Souhan was out here and wrote a column on rookie Erik Haula, the seventh-round gem that continues to impress with Mikael Granlund out of the lineup. He scored his first career winning goal tonight (and did his first career postgame arena cam on NHL Network) and has a three-game point streak since Granlund’s injury.

He was good tonight. Great on the PK and beat out an icing. Haula, who scored the tying goal in a shootout loss two nights earlier in Chicago, got things started with impressive hustle and speed en route to his fifth goal. He scored a 200-foot goal by weaving the puck in the D-zone, handing it to linemate Jason Pominville and then blowing by defenseman Robert Bortuzzo to run down Moulson’s chip-in.

Cody McCormick, the forgotten soul in the Matt Moulson deal and scratched in five of the past seven games, scored a goal and assist. His goal came when he stayed out late for a shift and kept Mikko Koivu on the bench. Charlie Coyle (two assists) fought through a big hit on the wall to get the puck up to Parise, who set up the goal.

“I stayed on a little extra when I saw the offensive chance,” McCormick said, laughing.

Coach Mike Yeo used McCormick at center tonight and I think that’ll likely continue. He was physical, strong in his own zone and obviously had two points.

Stephane Veilleux continued his strong play with a goal, Koivu continued his surging play with a goal (13 points in 10 games) and Parise had two assists to hit the 500-point milestone. Ryan Suter was awesome (plus-3, two shots, three hits, two blocked shots), as was his defense partner, Jared Spurgeon, who was plus-3. Ilya Bryzgalov made 20 saves for his 33rd career shutout. He is now 5-0-3 with the Wild with a 1.87 goals-against average and could be looking at back-to-back, road/home starts at Winnipeg and at home vs. Boston with Darcy Kuemper hurt. He had a couple awesome saves, one you'll be seeing over and over to rob James Neal.

Terrific job tonight by the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine line. They got the task of going up against Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Beau Bennett for much of the game. The line combined for four shots and a minus-2, and Crosby, the NHL’s leading scorer and likely Hart winner, went shotless for the second time this season and 23rd time in his career.

Brodziak also won 8 of 12 faceoffs, while Crosby lost 12 of 17.

So big win. Now onto Winnipeg. Wild practices here in the late morning and then fly to Winnipeg. I’ll come to you after practice at some point before or during my flight.

Wild looks to improve at home tonight against Sidney Crosby and the Pittsburgh Penguins
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Wild and Pittsburgh Penguins tonight at the X.

Wild's magic number is five points, eight to get top wildcard spot, and avoid St. Louis in the first round (Anaheim or San Jose).

The Wild is coming off a 2-1-1 road trip and must guard against first-game-after-a-long-road-trip flatness. The Wild really can’t afford it because it has been playing much better on the road than at home since the Olympic break.

The Wild is a yucky 1-2-3 in its past six home games.

“We have to be much better at home than we have been,” said Zach Parise.

Battle of the Z’s in net tonight: Ilya Bryzzzzzzgalov vs. Jeff Zzzzzzatkoff.

Bryzgalov is 4-0-3 in seven starts and eight appearances for the Wild with a 2.11 goals-against average. Zatkoff is 12-5-1 with a 2.58 goals-against average for the Pens. He is 12-3-1 in his past 16 appearances and made 24 saves in a 5-2 win at home against the Wild on Dec. 19.

For the Penguins, Jussi Jokinen won’t play with an injury. Former Wild good guy Andrew Ebbett has been called up and will play. For the Wild, Dany Heatley, Jake Dowell and Mike Rupp will be scratched tonight. The Wild didn’t do line rushes in the morning skate, but my guess is:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-McCormick-Niederreiter

Same D, so:

Suter-Spurgeon

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Blum

Defenseman Keith Ballard will miss his 10th game with a groin injury.

“He’s not there yet,” coach Mike Yeo said. “He’s a little bit frustrated. He’s dying to get back, … but it’s not coming back as quickly as he had hoped.”

-- Niederreiter is back in after missing last game in Chicago for precautionary reasons. He took a high hit from Jake Muzzin on Monday in L.A. He needs to play better than he has since the Olympics.

In 17 games since returning from the Olympics, Niederreiter has two goals, three assists and 19 shots. He just hasn’t been the same with his board battles and strength on picks either and has taken three penalties in the past five games.

-- Word out of the Wild locker room is that Matt Cooke actually scored the goal Erik Haula got credited for in Chicago with 1:54 left. I tweeted a GIF. You be the judge. Either way, I don’t think it’ll get changed at this point, but we’ll see. Regardless, Haula did a great job throwing that puck through a screen and Cooke did a great job driving the net to forced Nik Hjalmarsson to open up his legs.

Cooke was Mr. Popular this morning with his former team, the Penguins, in town.

-- I’d think Yeo will want a shutdown line tonight going up against the Penguins’ prolific lines and likely Hart Trophy winner Sidney Crosby (102 points). That means Brodziak would stay on the third line and the Wild’s top line should see that type of matchup, too, because Yeo doesn’t ever mind that matchup.

I’ll write about Brodziak’s offensive struggles in tomorrow’s paper. He’s been solid most of the year defensively and the utter opposite offensively. Again though, Brodziak’s season is nothing like his year last year when he was minus-18 in 48 games and was getting almost no scoring chances for long stretches. The reason why Brodziak has gotten so many great chances this year is because he’s been so strong defensively, solid on the forecheck and is usually on the right side of the puck positionally. And, sorry, I know he’s the poster child for hate lately, but that’s a fact.

Unfortunately, once Brodziak gets that puck on his stick, he’s usually missing the net with it, stick-handling himself into a worse position, hitting the iron or shooting it right into the goalie.

You’ll hear from him in tomorrow’s paper.

-- Speaking of Haula, that line should be better tonight if Yeo plays his matchups well.

Yeo said of Haula, who had the tying goal, led the team with five shots last game and logged a career-high 15:30: “We keep giving him more and he keeps showing that he’s able to take it. Every game is a new test for him right now. There’s going to be a bit of a jolt adrenaline-wise for him right now. He knows he’s getting more opportunity and an increased role. He has to make sure he doesn’t lose what got him here, what we need from him night in and night out. He’s got to be a very strong defensive player for us, he has to find a way to use his speed and be a factor on the forecheck, but at the same time, we’re asking a little bit more from him offensively. We’re anxious to see if he can do that against a team like tonight. He’s going to obviously be faced with some tough competition, so we’re anxious to see how he performs.”

-- Yeo said Darcy Kuemper (upper body) is feeling a little better and was in this morning, but no update beyond day-to-day. He also had no update on Mikael Granlund (head) beyond day-to-day. I saw Niklas Backstrom (abdominal surgery) and he’s already working out.

-- McCormick will play center tonight for the first time really as a Wild. Yeo said it was important to get him a practice so he could get familiar for his center responsibilities as opposed to wing.

-- Parise said, “I feel alright” from the blindside hit he got Thursday from Chicago’s Brandon Bollig. “I felt OK yesterday and today even better, so I think I’m fine. I just didn’t see him coming. I was kind of surprised it wasn’t a penalty, at least interference or something, but they have a lot to watch out there and just didn’t see it.”

I'll be on Fox Sports North tonight during the pregame show and first intermission and will talk during the pregame about the three high hits lately and why the league didn't suspend the perpetrators.

Wild loses shootout but returns home with five points out of eight on road trip
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Disappointing, of course, not to get the extra point in a 3-2 shootout loss, but considering a week ago players like Ryan Suter and Zach Parise were talking like the Wild’s playoff hopes were in dire straits after back-to-back losses against Vancouver and St. Louis, getting five of the remaining six points on this road trip were huge and may have saved its season.

With five games left, the Wild’s five up on Dallas and Phoenix. Dallas has played one fewer game and lost tonight at Carolina. Four of the Wild’s remaining games are at home, which normally would be huge, but the Wild’s been lousy at home lately (very unWild-like 1-2-3 in its past six at the X) and three of the upcoming opponents are powerhouses Pittsburgh, Boston and St. Louis.

So as coach Mike Yeo said, after being road weary after playing eight of its past 10 games on the road, it’s time to refocus and reenergize these final five games.

Couple thoughts after tonight:

1. In the past two games, the Wild has taken three shots to the melon – two in L.A. by Jake Muzzin on Nino Niederreiter and Jason Pominville, one tonight when Brandon Bollig clocked Zach Parise from behind.

Niederreiter didn’t play tonight supposedly for precautionary reasons. Pominville appears fine and played tonight. Parise returned to the game, but he said after the game he had a “little headache, but I should be fine.”

The only penalties out of this? To Matt Moulson as he flew in to defend Pominville. Other than that, no response from the Wild. I know the Wild wants to win. I get that. But the head shots are alarming, especially because there’s no meat in the Wild lineup to stand up to these players and their indiscretions. Clayton Stoner’s hurt, and coach Mike Yeo has scratched Cody McCormick the past two games and Mike Rupp has played four times since Dec. 31. Brad Winchester’s in the minors.

The Wild feels Rupp’s skating is a big, big problem after offseason knee surgery. He says he feels better than he’s felt all year. Here's a story I wrote on him March 22. The fourth line is playing seven, eight, nine minutes anyway. Maybe it’s time to put Rupp into the lineup in a limited role, play him five or six minutes and on the times you don’t want to skate him a regular shift, you double-shift another winger.

Rupp’s agent Allan Walsh certainly thinks it’s time:

2. Erik Haula scored the tying goal with 1:54 left and had a team-high five shots. That second line though with Haula, Jason Pominville and Matt Moulson was struggling the first two periods and the third line didn’t have much going either, so late in the second, Yeo moved Haula to the third line with Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine and Kyle Brodziak to the second.

Haula scored off Justin Fontaine’s pass and in a large part because Cooke drove the net, which forced the D to open up his legs. Haula fired it through.

If Mikael Granlund’s going to be out indefinitely, this is an issue. The Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle continues to click. Coyle scored again tonight, his fourth goal in seven games. So Yeo doesn’t want to take Coyle off that line. So he’s either got to give Haula another shot or use Brodziak there.

The line was actually much more a threat in the offensive zone after Brodziak moved there, but as you know, Brodziak is not a playmaker and he has two goals in the past 31 games, six in 77 this year.

In L.A., he had oodles of chances, but hit a crossbar and was stoned by Jonathan Quick. Tonight he hit a post and executed a perfect deke into an open net … until Duncan Keith stick-checked him from behind.

“There’s no reason why Brodzy can’t step up,” Yeo said. “This is a guy that’s scored in this league. And his game has been coming lately. That game in L.A. was one of his strongest games of the entire year.”

3. A good sign is getting points in games where you’re not at your best, and Yeo and a number players felt tonight wasn’t their best performance. I personally think they didn’t play that badly. I do think they’re tired. I know I am from all the travel. They’ve been on the road for much of the past 3 weeks and starting Saturday play another three games in four nights, including a road-home back-to-back at Winnipeg and vs. Boston.

But now’s the time they just have to suck it up and get some home wins. They’re 6-3-2 since the Olympic break on the road, but at home, they’ve been pedestrian at best. Time to get some wins.

No practice Friday. Talk to you Saturday.

Bryzgalov becomes 4th Wild goalie to start vs. Chicago; Niederreiter out, Heatley in
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Wild, winners of two in a row and three of five, and the Chicago Blackhawks, losers of three in a row, tonight at the United Center. The Wild's magic number is down to seven points after Phoenix's loss last night in L.A.

To further demonstrate how crazy the Wild’s goaltending situation has been this year, Ilya Bryzgalov will be the Wild’s fourth starter in five games against Chicago this season.

“Trying to keep them guessing,” joked coach Mike Yeo.

Here’s today’s Josh Harding story

Here’s today’s Mikael Granlund story and the fact Erik Haula’s assuming his role tonight

Here’s the Mikko Koivu story from yesterday

The Wild is 3-1 against the Blackhawks this season. The Hawks are without Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane tonight, and even without them, the Blackhawks still have three players with more points than anybody on the Wild (leading scorer Patrick Sharp; my pick for the Norris, Duncan Keith; and future Hall of Famer Marian Hossa).

The Wild will be without Granlund and Darcy Kuemper tonight. Both returned to Minnesota to see team doctors. I asked Yeo and GM Chuck Fletcher about whether the undersized Granlund must adjust his physical game if he wants to have a long career in the NHL. Yeo admitted the team has had internal discussions about this, and I’ll have more on that in tomorrow’s paper.

Nino Niederreiter skated this morning but won’t play tonight, Yeo said.

“It’d be silly on our part to rush him back. This time of year, let’s make sure we give him a chance to fully heal and get ready for the next one,” Yeo said. “We don’t want him to come back for one period and then lose him for three weeks here. Let’s just make sure we approach this with a bit of caution toward making sure we have him back and healthy for good.”

Yeo did say Niederreiter isn’t having any ill effects from the Jake Muzzin hit, but the team wants to be careful with a potential head injury.

Dany Heatley, scratched the previous two games, will return to the lineup on the fourth line with Stephane Veilleux and Jake Dowell.

Defenseman Keith Ballard, close to returning, will miss his ninth consecutive game with a groin injury.

I’ll be writing more about Christian Folin in the coming days, but Yeo was more specific today on whether or not he’ll play in any of the final regular-season games. Obviously, some of it will depend on circumstance. Remember, Nate Prosser, after signing as a free agent out of Colorado College, wasn’t supposed to play any games.

But then Nick Schultz and Marek Zidlicky got hurt and Prosser played the final three games of the 2009-10 season.

So, it’s hard to have a plan, but Yeo did say today it will be hard to experiment with Folin if the Wild is still trying to make the playoffs or clinch that first wildcard spot. The Wild’s four up on Dallas, which is playing well, has a cupcake schedule and has played one fewer game.

“If there were, I don’t want to say meaningless games, but if there were games that weren’t relevant standings wise, then maybe that’s a possibility,” Yeo said of playing Folin. “But our priority has to be No. 1 to get into the playoffs and No. 2 to make sure that all of our players and our team game are on top of things heading into the playoffs.”

If it turns out Folin doesn’t play, practicing now and throughout the playoffs will help in his future nevertheless.

Josh Harding joins Wild in Chicago, practices for the first time since January
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Afternoon from Johnny's Ice House West in Chicago, the practice facility of the Blackhawks.

The Wild practiced today with three goalies -- Thursday's starter Ilya Bryzgalov, Thursday's backup John Curry and ... first-half MVP Josh Harding.

Harding, sidelined since Dec. 31 from complications of multiple sclerosis, joined the Wild in Chicago and is practicing with the team for the first time since Jan. 19.

If you remember, he missed the Wild's four-game road trip to Pittsburgh, New York, Philly and Winnipeg to have an adjustment to his MS treatment. He returned to play two games Dec. 29 and Dec. 31 before being sidelined again. He then returned to practice with the team but then was sidelined for good starting Jan. 20.

Harding would only say he had a "rough patch" that was out of his control.

“This isn’t the time [to talk about it],” Harding said. “We’re in a playoff crunch. If I could’ve been out there, I would've been out there. It's tough, it was tough.”

You can read more about Harding's return in Thursday's paper. He looked good today, but this is obviously a first step.

“I know that he doesn’t want us really talking about [his MS], but the reality is it’s always going to be day-to-day, basically,” coach Mike Yeo said. “But he’s feeling very good right now and he’s motivated.”

With Darcy Kuemper out with an upper-body injury, Harding's return is obviously great news (great news for reasons beyond hockey, too).

This is getting way ahead of ourselves, but no chance Harding is able to return without an eventual conditioning stint in Iowa, and this is provided things continue to go well after a number of days of practice.

The Baby Wild has nine games left this season.But as Yeo said, everything is day-to-day right now.

Christian Folinalso joined practice today. Kuemper and Mikael Granlund did not practice. Nino Niederreiter did and is expected to play.

Today's lines:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Moulson-Haula-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-Dowell-Niederreiter

Scratches appear to be Heatley for a third game in a row, McCormick, Rupp. Yeo basically said that in the Wild's eyes, McCormick's not a center, so that's the reason for the Dowell callup.

D pairs remain the same:

Suter-Spurgeon

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Blum

Ballard looks like he'll continue to wait with the Wild having won two in a row.

Goalies

Bryzgalov

Curry (Curry's jersey assigned was No. 30 when he came on the Edmonton, Vancouver trip in late February. The Wild has since acquired Bryzgalov, so Curry will wear No. 33 tomorrow. That means two different Wild backups (Rob Laurie) will wear the same number in consecutive games, which is par for the course with the Wild, which has had seven goalies up with the big team this season).

PP units:

Parise-Koivu-Moulson-Suter-Pominville; Nino-Coyle-Fontaine-Brodin-Spurgeon.

Officially, Granlund has an upper-body injury. Unofficially, replays show that Granlund’s head smacked into the left shoulder of Los Angeles Kings center Jarret Stoll on Monday as Granlund tried to deliver a check.

Yeo said there’s no timetable until Granlund sees the Wild doctors. Yeo said, “All I know right now” is that Granlund won’t play Thursday against the Chicago Blackhawks.

“We’re losing a very talented player, an offensive guy that we count on,” Yeo said of Granlund, the Wild’s fourth-leading scorer during a solid sophomore campaign with 41 points in 63 games. “In a situation like that, we’re going to lean on our other lines a little bit more, lean on our power play a little bit more.”

Captain Mikko Koivu will continue to get the bulk of the big minutes and matchups. Since March 18, Koivu, is on a six-game point streak, ranks first in the NHL with 10 assists and is tied for first with 12 points.

Rookie center Erik Haula, who led the Gophers in scoring during his sophomore and juniors years, has played a fourth-line role for much of his 40 games with the Wild. Haula, 23, has three goals and nine points, is plus-9 and will assume Granlund’s role between veterans Matt Moulson and Jason Pominville.

Yeo has been impressed with Haula’s ability to adapt to a defensive and penalty-kill role. Now that Haula will skate with two skilled scorers like Moulson (five goals and four assists in 14 games with the Wild) and Pominville (27 goals), Yeo said, “We’re going to ask him to be a little more creative.”

Haula will have to improve in the faceoff circle. That was one of Granlund’s biggest improvements. Granlund won 52.6 percent of his draws; Haula has won 42.7 percent.

“You’re on a line like that, starting with the puck in the offensive zone is a huge key,” Yeo said.

Folin got overshadowed today, so I will write a lot more about him in Friday's paper.

Just as advertised, he was big with a booming shot.

The plan initially is to get him involved in practice, teach him the Wild’s system and allow him to get comfortable. He is eligible to play in any of the remaining six games, but Yeo said the decision will be based on “team-first.”

Folin played two years with Austin (Minn.) in the North American Hockey League and said, “In the back of my head, I always wanted to come [back] to Minnesota.”

Mikael Granlund, Darcy Kuemper out; Jake Dowell, John Curry recalled
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With Darcy Kuemper sidelined with an upper-body injury, the Wild has recalled John Curry from the Iowa Wild to back up Ilya Bryzgalov (4-0-2, 2.15 GAA) Thursday night against the Chicago Blackhawks. If Kuemper is out for awhile, the Wild has one back-to-back left (at Winnipeg on Monday, vs. Boston on Tuesday). Bryzgalov would probably get both games.

The Wild has also recalled center Jake Dowell, a former Blackhawk, with Mikael Granlund likely sidelined for a bit with an upper-body injury.

Coach Mike Yeo could either put Dowell or Cody McCormick as fourth-line center. I'd think Erik Haula moves up to second-line center because the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle line is going real well, so why fiddle with that and bounce Coyle back to center again?

I saw Granlund after the game in L.A., and he had a red raspberry-looking mark under his left eye. He was walking slowly and definitely had a disappointed look on his face when talking to teammate Mikko Koivu.

Replays show that Granlund's head smacked right into Kings forward Jarret Stoll's left shoulder as Granlund got the worst of a check he tried to make.

Granlund, who has a history of concussions, missed 13 of 14 games with a concussion earlier this season after taking three hard hits in a six-game stretch from Toronto's Nazem Kadri, Ottawa's Marc Methot and Phoenix's Connor Murphy (actually, similarly, Granlund tried to initiate this check and got the worst of it when Murphy protected himself).

The one game Granlund played in that stretch, he lasted 29 seconds, so that was basically a missed game.

The Wild struggled without Granlund. In that 14-game stretch, Minnesota went 6-7-1 with 23 goals. But, remember, this is a Wild team that survived with Koivu, Zach Parise, Jared Spurgeon and Josh Harding out at the same time, so it has proven before that it is, dare I say, resilient (I actually hate that term in sports, so I may as well use it).

No doubt Yeo gives the old day-to-day line with Granlund, but we'll try to find out more after today's 1:30 p.m. practice in Chicago. Obviously, if it's a concussion, there's just no way to accurately give a timetable, so it would be truthfully day-to-day. These head injuries with Granlund are becoming a true concern. Remember, he came to the NHL with a history of them.

I never saw Nino Niederreiter after the L.A. game, but word yesterday was it's not supposed to be serious and he's considered questionable for Thursday's game. I'll let you know on Twitter in three hours if Niederreiter indeed practices. If he doesn't and can't play Thursday, the Wild has Dany Heatley waiting in the wings. The Wild is 2-0 without Heatley, incidentally.

Christian Folin, signed out of UMass-Lowell Monday, will practice for the first time today. He is eligible to play in any of the remaining six regular-season games (not playoff eligible). I cannot imagine Yeo plays him until he gets some practice time under his belt and only if there comes a point where maybe the Wild's locked into that top wildcard spot later next week.

Who knows if the Wild will ever get that breathing room. Dallas took over the second wildcard spot last night, has a game in hand and a cupcake schedule the rest of the season. The Stars are playing outstanding right now and just annihilating teams. Phoenix, which could be in trouble, lost in a shootout last night to Winnipeg, fell to ninth and plays in L.A. tonight.

Both teams are four back of Minnesota, which just further displays how gigantic the Wild's comeback wins at Detroit, Phoenix and Los Angeles were.

Yeo's in a tricky spot with Folin. I'm always fascinated when a team is still in a playoff race and then parachutes a rookie into the locker room. Chicago's done that with Teuvo Teravainen and Matt Carey and has lost three in a row. I think the smartest thing to do is just practice Folin and play him the last game or two if the Wild's locked and the team wants to rest guys like Ryan Suter or Jared Spurgeon.

Speaking of D, it'll be interesting to see if the Wild plays Jon Blum against Chicago. The Wild's won two in a row and got solid play from its blue line. But Keith Ballard could be ready to return. If Ballard returns, one would think it would be for Blum. If that were the case, I'd think Marco Scandella and Jonas Brodin become a pair again and Ballard gets paired with Nate Prosser.

I'll be back later after practice to update the blog, but follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib for real-time updates later.

Granlund, Niederreiter injured, but Wild rallies for yet another come-from-behind win 
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UPDATE: No hearings for either Muzzin hit.

As I keep saying, pick your poison in the West. It’s hard to say the Wild would be lucky to face Anaheim in the first round of the playoffs, but hey, it’s arguably better than St. Louis, which has beaten Minnesota nine in a row.

But maybe it’s good if the Wild heads over to that Pacific bracket, which includes a potential first-round meeting between L.A. and San Jose. The Wild improved to 12-4-5 against the Pacific Division tonight by snapping the Kings’ six-game winning streak with a 3-2 win here at the Staples Center.

It was the Wild’s first two-game winning streak since that five-game winning streak (Feb. 4-March 3) heading into the March 5 deadline. Mike Yeo picked up his 100th victory as the Wild head coach. It was the Wild’s third straight victory in which it rallied from a third-period deficit.

Wild’s magic number is down to 10 and Phoenix plays Tuesday (vs. Winnipeg) and Wednesday (at Los Angeles) and Dallas plays Tuesday at Washington.

Wild’s now five up on Phoenix and six up on Dallas heading into Thursday’s game at Chicago.

The Wild lost two players in tonight’s game to potential head injuries.

Mikael Granlund was hurt late in the second period when he went in for his fifth hit of the night against Jarret Stoll. Granlund, who has a history of concussions (just this year he's taken hits from Connor Murphy, Nazem Kadri and I can't remember off the top of my head, but somebody in Ottawa), had a nasty red mark below his left eye after the game. Nino Niederreiter was hurt three shifts into his night when he was clobbered in the neutral zone by a high, hard hit from Jake Muzzin, who looked to get away with a head shot in the second on Jason Pominville.

Muzzin wasn’t penalized on either high hit. Niederreiter pinballed into Jeff Carter and left the game wobbly.

Yeo didn’t have updates on either after the game other than saying the standard “upper-body” injury line. The Wild has a travel day to Chicago on Tuesday, so injury updates on both are not expected until after practice Wednesday afternoon. If neither can play in Chicago, the Wild has Dany Heatley and Cody McCormick waiting in the wings.

Rookie Erik Haula got a chance to step up in place of Granlund and was elevated from the fourth to the second line with Matt Moulson and Pominville. Pominville set up Moulson’s tying goal against his brother-in-law Jonathan Quick. Haula also drew an assist.

If Granlund’s going to be out for awhile, Haula may have shown the coaches tonight that he can fill that void.

“It’s nice to play more,” Haula said. “It’s unfortunate what happened to Granny. I hope he has a speedy recovery. He’s an important player for our team, but it’s all about winning. I got a chance to step up. It’s a confidence booster for myself and it’s a process. It’s my first year pro, and it’s a process to get going. I’ve taken little steps as the year’s gone and hopefully I can keep taking more steps down the line here.”

Sixty-two seconds later, Mikko Koivu, who is hitting his stride bigtime lately with a six-game point streak and 12 points in his past eight games, one-timed Charlie Coyle’s pass off the wall for the eventual winner.

Zach Parise also scored his team-leading 28th goal and 13th on the power play (tied for 3rd in the NHL) and had an assist on the Koivu winner. The Wild is 18-3-2 when Parise scores and 11-1 when Koivu has at least two points this year. I’m doing a story on Koivu for Wednesday’s paper, which I recommend (although I haven’t written it yet, so maybe it’ll be awful, ha). But Koivu talked to me this morning about how much last year’s playoff weighed on him last offseason and how hard it was for him to return initially after ankle surgery. It was a frustrating time initially, but he really is started to play well. He won 14 of 22 draws tonight, too, had two big blocked shots and two takeaways.

Coyle was a beast, too, with two shots and six hits.

"He's stepping up," Yeo said. "That's what we need. This is a guy that we can't just say he’s a second-year guy. He's a real important part of our team. What he’s shown us lately, we’re going to keep pushing him."

Poor Kyle Brodziak had four shots tonight and eight attempted shots. Good game but still can't score. Matt Cooke had six hits. 

Moulson really impressed tonight. He scored his fifth goal as a Wild, but most notably stood up for Pominville on the Muzzin high hit. Amazingly, Muzzin didn’t get penalties on either high hit, but Moulson wound up taking the extra two by going after him.

“That stuff builds team chemistry,” Yeo said. “Whenever you see somebody who goes outside what’s normal for them and they’re doing it for the team, the way I saw our killers go out on that kill and then for [Moulson] to get that goal, I thought it was great.”

Ilya Bryzgalov made 18 saves and is now 4-0-2 with the Wild with a 2.16 goals-against average and .916 save percentage. With Darcy Kuemper hurt, it could be Bryzgalov’s net for a bit.

So, painful trip to L.A. as the Wild lost three players to injury (two in the game). But very impressive win by the Wild against a great hockey team and a completely healthy hockey team.

Again, doubtful we’ll get injury updates until after Wednesday’s practice. That will also be the first time we’ll get a chance to talk with newly-signed defenseman Christian Folin, who chose to come to Minnesota over more two-dozen NHL teams.

The 6-foot-3, mobile, hard-shooting, two-way, right-shot defenseman from Gothenburg, Sweden, agreed to terms on a two-year, $1.85 million entry-level contract that begins immediately. Folin, 23, a sophomore at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell, will join the Wild on Tuesday night in Chicago, will practice Wednesday and can play in any of the final six regular-season games.

He is not playoff eligible because he’s a free agent signing after the trade deadline.

“Physically, you don’t normally have a young man coming out of college or junior that possess his physical attributes,” General Manager Chuck Fletcher said. “We think he fits perfectly into our defense corps going forward. He’s what we need. We need a little more size, we need a guy that can shoot the puck and it’s hard to find right-shot defensemen.”

In helping lead the River Hawks to the Hockey East tournament title, Folin led UMass-Lowell defensemen with 20 points in 41 games. He scored 21 points in 38 games as a freshman. Prior to college, Folin played two seasons with the Austin (Minn.) Bruins of the North American Hockey League, scoring 41 points in 87 points.

The Wild had to burn a year of the contract. That’s what every team was offering. Basically, it means next year is his first real year of the deal and he becomes a restricted free agent next summer.

“He’s a physically mature man and he’s 23 years old,” said Fletcher. “He’s a very good skater. He’s got size and strength. Physically, we certainly feel he can make the jump right away. Whether he gets in or not will be up to the coaches, but at a minimum we’d like him to come in and practice and join the team and start to make that adjustment to the National Hockey League.”

Fletcher said scout Brian Hunter has been working hard on this for two years. The Wild invited Folin to last year’s summer camp, but he chose not to go to any.

“We’ve made our interest known for awhile,” Fletcher said. “It’s just really hard to find defensemen that possess his size, skating ability. He’s a right-shot defenseman, so there’s a lot of attributes there. It’s great when you can sign a guy like this. We traded our first-round pick last year, we traded two second-round picks over the next three years. We’re adding a real top asset to our group.

“We think he’s a good enough hockey player to play right away [this season]. I’m not saying where he’ll fit,” but Fletcher noted the Wild only has six healthy defensemen, although Keith Ballard may return Thursday, Clayton Stoner’s out for awhile, minor-leaguer Jon Landry’s out for awhile, “we just got [Steve] Kampfer back and [Matt] Dumba’s in junior. I’m excited to burn a year because we need the depth right now, we need more options.”

So, maybe Folin actually gets in a game or two before the end of the season. At the very least, he joins an impressive growing prospect pool of D that includes Olofsson, Dumba, Gunnarsson, Labbe, Seeler, Soucy, de Jong, Fletcher said.

As always, check out the game story on www.startribune.com/wild, the Kuemper injury story with some funny Andrew Brunette stuff and the notebook.

Wild signs free-agent defenseman Christian Folin; will join team in Chicago
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The Wild landed what many considered the biggest college free agent on the open market Monday night.

Christian Folin, the 6-foot-3, mobile, hard-shooting, two-way, right-shot defenseman from Gothenburg, Sweden, agreed to terms on a two-year, $1.85 million entry-level contract that begins immediately. Folin, 23, a sophomore at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell, will join the Wild on Tuesday night in Chicago, will practice Wednesday and can play in any of the final six regular-season games.

He is not playoff eligible because he’s a free agent signing after the trade deadline.

“Physically, you don’t normally have a young man coming out of college or junior that possess his physical attributes,” General Manager Chuck Fletcher said. “We think he fits perfectly into our defense corps going forward. He’s what we need. We need a little more size, we need a guy that can shoot the puck and it’s hard to find right-shot defensemen.”

In helping lead the River Hawks to the Hockey East tournament title, Folin led UMass-Lowell defensemen with 20 points in 41 games. He scored 21 points in 38 games as a freshman.

Prior to college, Folin played two seasons with the Austin (Minn.) Bruins of the North American Hockey League, scoring 41 points in 87 points.

“Physically, we certainly feel he can make the jump right away,” said Fletcher said. “Whether he gets in or not will be up to the coaches.”

I'll have more on the signing after the game, but the Wild again burns the first year of the contract, which are the rules of the game. Big signing for a few reasons:

1) Joins growing impressive prospect pool of D that includes Olofsson, Dumba, Gunnarsson, Labbe, Seeler, Soucy, de Jong; 2) He's a right-shot, big, mobile, big shot. This also lessens the Wild's need this summer to go out and spend on a right-shot D in my opinion.

Wild signs former minor-league goalie Rob Laurie to a pro tryout
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Monday morning, Darcy Kuemper, the Wild's second-half savior in goal, returned to the place it all started for him way back on Jan. 7 -- the Staples Center in Los Angeles.

And, ... he promptly got hurt.

Not too many playoff contenders can absorb their No. 1 and No. 2 goaltenders being sidelined, so the Hockey Gods figured let's try knocking out the No. 3.

Kuemper sustained an upper-body injury at this morning's skate. GM Chuck Fletcher said Kuemper will "hopefully [miss] just a few days, but it's hard to know for sure."

If it's more, the Wild will likely recall John Curry for Thursday's game in Chicago.

Ilya Bryzgalov, the scheduled starter tonight at L.A., will be backed up tonight by Rob Laurie, a 43-year-old who in the last calendar year has served as an emergency goalie for the Anaheim Ducks and most recently the Vancouver Canucks against Anaheim in January. He has been signed to a pro tryout.

Laurie, who attended Western Michigan University, lives in Corona, Calif. He was a longtime minor-league goalie who stopped playing in 2001-02. Here's his career stats. Here's a Yahoo recent piece on him.

Cool tidbit (provided he doesn't see the light of day): Laurie gets paid $500 and is "permitted to retain" his game-worn jersey.

As you can see on the previous blog, Andrew Brunette took over for Kuemper at this morning's skate.

Yes, Andrew Brunette.

Good thing the Wild acquired another goalie at the deadline in case Kuemper faltered or got hurt.

Andrew Brunette humorously tends goal in Wild's morning skate (with pictures)
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Yes, that was Andrew Brunette, the third-leading goal scorer and fifth-leading point-getter in Wild history, in goal at the end of today's Wild pregame skate.

Darcy Kuemper had to leave the skate early because "he was not feeling well," said coach Mike Yeo, so Brunette followed tonight's starter vs. the L.A. Kings, Ilya Bryzgalov, off the ice.

Little did anybody realize that Brunette would return to the ice wearing Kuemper's gear and mask so the assistants could work tonight's scratches -- Dany Heatley, Mike Rupp, Cody McCormick and injured Keith Ballard.

As you can see above, Brunette, who used to do his best work around the crease, was a little deep in his crease, and as you can see, the shooters were able to fill the net pretty easily.

"It would help if a couple of those guys would pick up guys in front of the net," Brunette joked afterward. "Bally didn’t pick anybody up the whole game. They were tap-ins. What could I do?"

Assistant coach Darryl Sydor's scouting report, "He looked a little bit like Ken Dryden, really low. There’s a little room blocker side. Speeds’s not that good."

Brunette said, "I thought I had a better glove. Heater kept burying them glove side all the time."

Brunette said he played a little ball hockey goalie back in the day, but his excuse for his "terrible" goaltending today was Kuemper's pads were too big and he was wearing player skates.

Some funny tweets I received:

In the meantime, Yeo wasn't specific about Kuemper in terms of was he not feeling well because he's ill or because he got hurt. As of now, there's no word as to whether Kuemper will be able to back up. If he can't, the Wild would either have to parachute John Curry or Johan Gustafsson into town (don't know if that's even possible this late with the team in L.A.) or if the Wild may need to sign a goalie quickly Paul Deutsch-style.

"We won't dress Bruno, for sure!" GM Chuck Fletcher said via text. Fletcher also said there would probably be a Kuemper update later after the team gets more info, so this is obviously an injury.

Remember, this second-half ride for Kuemper began Jan. 7 in L.A. because Niklas Backstrom got a cortisone shot to his core muscle the day before and because Josh Harding was suffering from complications from MS.

There's something about L.A. with Wild goalies. In Dec. 11, Matt Hackett had to make his first career start in L.A. (victory) because Harding got hurt in San Jose and Hackett relieved him for his first career win.

Same Wild lines as I blogged yesterday. Jonathan Quick expected to start for the Kings.

Southern California native Jon Blum will play his 100th NHL game tonight. Ballard though is "very close" to returning, said Yeo, maybe Thursday in Chicago as long as he continues to feel good after Wednesday's practice in Chicago.

 Yeo on Heatley: "The pregame skate in Phoenix, the assistant coaches really complimented him in how hard he worked in all the extra work he was doing. Yesterday, real good practice. So he’s doing everything that he can right now. That’s the key for me, use these practices to build the confidence back up, to get feeling good about yourself, and then that way when you get back in there, you’ll be ready to take advantage in it."

Yeo on struggling Nino Niederreiter, who had a great game last time the Wild played in L.A.: "He’s trying to bring the physical presence. It just seems like plays are happening fast for him right now. Seems like he’s kind of rushing things with the puck and that to me just points to confidence. We’ve talked to him, we’ve challenged him, but at the same time we’ve tried to pat him on the back and let him feel good about himself. At the same time, I think he sees himself bouncing from line to line, he hasn’t really been able to find a place and stick with somebody. There’s no question that we know there’s another level to his game. He’s just got to take a deep breath and settle down and play the game."

As I mentioned the other day, J.P. Parise is on the Wild road trip. He's attending the meetings, going on the team plane, etc. It's his personal father-son trip.

How'd this come about? Fletcher discovered that father-son trips were not done in New Jersey, so J.P. Parise, a former NHLer, has never gotten to go on a father-son trip with Zach. So last week, Fletcher invited J.P.

"I said, 'Oh my God, I'm in," J.P. Parise said.

J.P. was blown away, saying, "this organization, the atmosphere is so inviting." He had a lot of cool things to say today actually and I'll do more of an in-depth story in the next couple days.

He got to watch his son score twice in Phoenix. The second goal -- the empty-netter -- actually allowed Zach to pass J.P. with 239 goals.

"The nice part: It took me 12 fricking years to do it. He did it in seven," said J.P. Parise, howling with laughter. Zach did end up getting the puck even though a Coyotes player fired it the length of the ice into the Minnesota net. Bryzgalov comically let it go in.

Wild looks to build off Saturday's solid effort Monday in L.A.
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Afternoon from the friendly sky, where I'm on a short flight from Phoenix to L.A., where the ground has been shaken lately.

Wish me luck.

I wrote a follow for Monday's paper on the Wild's player-only team meeting Friday. This is a real neat story. I usually kind of ignore team meetings, but this was not your typical one. The story behind what Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter is real cool and may give you a better appreciation of the behind-the-scenes stuff that goes on with teams and a better respect level for the Wild's leadership group.

So check that out (it'll be on the web later this evening).

Wild practiced in Glendale this afternoon after its big win last night at Phoenix. Heck of a comeback victory over the Coyotes, holding them to no shots in the first 18:04 of the third period, including a shotless carryover from the second that lasted 24 minutes, 28 seconds.

Now, it must continue. Minnesota's not out of the woods yet and face a formidable opponent Monday night at Staples Center. The L.A. Kings, the best defensive team in the West and second-best in the NHL, has won six in a row and 14 of their past 17.

At today's practice, coach Mike Yeo went with the lines that pretty much took over Saturday's game in Phoenix.

Parise-Koivu-Coyle (By the way, I thought Coyle had another terrific game)

Moulson-Granlund-Pominville

Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux (whom I also thought brought some great shifts)-Haula-Niederreiter (who's struggling)

Suter-Spurgeon

Brodin-Prosser

Scandella-Blum

Ilya Bryzgalov is expected to get his second consecutive start.

Defenseman Keith Ballard (groin) practiced but looks like he won't yet play.

Dany Heatley looks like he'll be scratched for a second straight game.

I will be on KFAN with LaVelle E. Neal The Third at 10:20 a.m. CT Monday.

Gigantic comeback victory by the Wild in Phoenix
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To say this comeback win by the Wild was ginormous would be an understatement.

One week after coach Mike Yeo said the Wild was a “different team” and not in the midst of another late-season collapse, the Wild wasn’t giving anybody reason to believe otherwise.

The Stars walked into St. Louis two nights after the Wild was pummeled there and won 4-2 tonight. So if the Coyotes hung on to beat the Wild, the Wild would have fallen one point behind Phoenix with Dallas only a point behind the Wild.

Instead, the proverbial four-point game. The Wild got two third-period goals from Zach Parise and a winning goal by Jared Spurgeon to pull three up on Phoenix in the race for the top wildcard spot and stay four up on Dallas.

I’ll write more about this in my follow in Monday’s paper to advance the Kings game, but this came one night after Mikko Koivu, Parise and Ryan Suter called a players-only team meeting at the hotel to rally the troops. The idea came during a private captain’s breakfast Friday morning between Koivu, Parise and Suter.

The three then helped lead the Wild tonight. As always, read the game for all the details, but...

Koivu had three shots, two assists, the faceoff win that led to Parise’s tying goal and won 12 of 23 faceoffs. Plus-2. Koivu has nine assists in the past seven games.

Parise had two goals, passed his dad, J.P. in goals with 239, five shots, eight attempted shots, three hits and two blocked shots. Plus-2.

Suter was plus-3, had two shots and blocked two shots in 29:38 of ice time.

The Wild had 29 hits tonight, blocked 22 shots, held Phoenix to three shots in the third period and no shots during one 23-minute span and got 23 saves from Ilya Bryzgalov, who kept the deficit to 1-0 for almost 45 minutes. He made some huge saves in the second. Zero doubt Yeo now comes back with him in L.A.

I talked on the radio this morning how if the Wild gives up the first goal (good chance because Phoenix has scored first in 12 of 15 games this month), it can’t get dejected. In a very un-Dave Tippett-like way, the Coyotes have coughed up lead after lead this season, especially lately.

The Wild completely took over the game in the third period after a tough first period in which it spent most the time in its zone because it could hardly make a pass. But once the Wild started to get pucks deep, it was all Minnesota.

The Wild’s penalty kill, which has been horrible the past month, gave up a goal on its first chance to kill one after twice failing to clear. But Phoenix had three more chances and the Wild killed all three, gaining momentum from the last by tying the score 1:01 after killing a minor.

Mike Yeo did a good job shuffling his lines, reuniting his first two lines from earlier this year in large part because the Parise-Granlund-Pominville line not only dried up, it was on for a bunch of goals lately. Granlund was minus-5 in the two games leading into tonight.

So tonight, the Parise-Koivu-Coyle line had a ton of chances and tied the game. He started with Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville, but Niederreiter had another up and down game, so Yeo made a clever move at one point by throwing Matt Cooke on the line during a stretch where the Wild was sustaining a ton of pressure with bigtime forechecks in the second.

Then, in the third, he tossed Matt Moulson back on the line and Moulson-Granlund-Pominville helped set up Spurgeon’s winner. Nice response by Spurgeon, who got a pep talk from Yeo this morning, to two turnovers in the past two games that led to goals.

The Wild has to keep it going though. It’s going to go down to the wire, there’s little doubt.

Yeo wants a “springboard,” saying, “We’ve had enough games where there’s been some bad feelings afterward. Let’s use this as hopefully one we can build something off.”

Mike Yeo on scratching Dany Heatley, plus Heatley's reaction
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Two-time 50-goal, 100-point scorer Dany Heatley, who ranks sixth among active NHLers with 143 power-play goals and 12th with 372 goals in 861 games, will be a healthy scratch for the first time in his career tonight when the Wild plays a pivotal game against the Phoenix Coyotes.

The 7th-place Wild, 3-5-4 in its past 12, is facing a Coyotes team that is 7-2-1 in its past 10 and is one point behind Minnesota in the standings. The 9th-place Dallas Stars are four points back and play the NHL-leading St. Louis Blues.

Heatley said coach Mike Yeo told him of the decision during a “pretty quick, 10-second” conversation before today’s pregame skate.

“It’s not a good feeling, but at the same time, I’ll stay ready and be ready if they need me again,” Heatley, 33, said. “I think it’s gone up and down this year. I mean, got a chance there a couple months ago and thought I played pretty well and things are kind of back to where they were at the start of the year and things haven’t gone well. I’ll be ready when I get a call again.”

Heatley has scored 12 goals in 74 games. He is a team-worst minus-18, but since the trade deadline, his role has decreased and so has his ice time. He has four shots in the past 11 games and is minus-7 in the past five.

Yeo said today there was no final straw, but there is no doubt that not getting those two pucks deep on that late first-period power play in St. Louis on Thursday was the catalyst to this decision. If Heatley’s not scoring, Yeo has said he can’t be a defensive liability and he must be strong on pucks. He wasn’t either in that situation, and by not getting the puck deep, Jared Spurgeon was in position to cough up the puck for T.J. Oshie’s back-breaking shortie.

We peppered Yeo on the decision to sit Heatley after today’s pregame skate. He made clear this was the decision for this particular game.

The lines tonight:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Nino-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-Haula-Cooke

“Looking at the lineup and [we’re] still trying to find the right mix,” Yeo said. “We’re trying to find something new here. I think everything that we’ve got makes sense. If you look what we’ve got with Haulzy, we’ve got two speed guys, two guys who can be physical getting in on the forecheck, obviously all those guys are penalty killers for us. You look at Brodzy, he’s a big body, should be able to get to the net and be strong defensively, but he’s got two guys who showed a lot of chemistry together as far as Moulson and Fontaine when they were together in Long Island. Reuniting that line of Granlund, Pommer and Nino, that’s a line that’s had success together and obviously Mikko’s line spent a lot of time together and had a lot of success together.

“I’m not saying there’s a final straw [with Heatley]. We went into this game saying this is what we need. We’re trying to find the right mix. There’s been nights where it’s looked close, there’s been nights where maybe we have one line but we don’t have another. We’re trying to get four lines that make sense, four lines that get going, and for this particular game, this is what we felt we needed.

“It’s never fun scratching a player. They all want to play. … That’s always difficult, and his situation is different in a lot of ways, especially compared to a young kid, because he hasn’t been a healthy scratch, because of the career that he’s had and how difficult that would be for him emotionally. But he handled it very well and I thought he did a good job on the ice today. We’re not done with him. We’re going to need him again. Since the trade deadline, he got reshuffled. He was playing well before the trade deadline and you can see confidence is a big factor right now, so we’ll use these practices to do what we can to get it back.

On sitting Heatley, Yeo said, “Fonzie’s a guy, we have to get him into this game. We’ve got to keep him involved, but he had a real strong game in this building last time we were here (hat trick). Nino’s been lost in a lot of ways because of the reshuffling, too, and we believe there’s more there that we can pull out. That had a lot to do with it. Steph, we thought his speed and energy coming into the lineup would be key,” plus Yeo said he should help the Wild’s 64.6 percent penalty kill the past 12 games.”

If you didn’t see the previous blog, I talked to Phoenix coach Dave Tippett about scratching veterans. Derek Morris will be a scratch for a third straight game tonight, while Tippett is inserting Mike Ribeiro after scratching him the past two.

On tonight’s huge game, Yeo said, “We should be excited about it. To be playing in games like this this time of year, that’s what you want as a competitor, to be playing in meaningful games, games that the intensity’s up, that matters to both teams. We’ll see that tonight.”

On starting Ilya Bryzgalov, Yeo said, “His record has actually been pretty good (2-0-2, but a .900 save percentage), so I think the composure that he has and the big body, this is a team that’s going to look to get as many pucks to the net as possible, so if he can be big in the net, especially how they like to use the points and get pucks to the net from the point, for a big guy to be able to see around the traffic and still make himself big is very important.”

On Darcy Kuemper, who has allowed 3+ goals in six of his past eight starts, Yeo said, “We have to take a plan with him. Where I think it’s been very difficult for him is the fact we’ve had very little practice time, so at the very least, today we have a plan in place. This is just not a pregame skate for him. This is a day where I want him coming off the ice feeling like, ‘ok, I got better.’ And I want a plan in place [Sunday], too. He doesn’t have the games right now to be feeling good about his game, so if he doesn’t have the practices, it’s pretty difficult. Two days to get back on top of things.”

I talked with Kuemper and goalie coach Bob Mason this morning and may write about Kuemper Sunday for Monday’s paper going into the Wild’s game at L.A., where this ride began for Kuemper with a shootout win in place of the injured Niklas Backstrom on Jan. 7.

On Mikael Granlund taking Matt Moulson’s spot on the No. 1 power play, Yeo said, “This is a guy that we’re going to count on in so many ways. He’s shown that he can be effective there and we’re trying to find a way to make sure we’re getting him as involved as possible. We can’t be putting him in a situation where he has to take a backseat. We have to get him to the forefront. He’s got experience playing in the biggest games at the biggest stage and being effective in those. This is an opportunity for him to prove that.”

At the beginning of the skate, Yeo grabbed Jared Spurgeon briefly for a conversation. Spurgeon has turned two pucks over for huge goals against in each of the past two games.

Yeo said, “I don’t think that his game is off. I haven’t seen him make those two plays ever in his career, in the NHL or the American League. It’s not him. But it happens to every player. So I just wanted to basically give him a tap on the shin pads today to say, ‘Listen, forget about that.’ He’s always been a guy in these kind of games where he’s really shone, with his composure, with the way he executes, with the way he defends. I don’t want him coming into this game with any baggage.”

Wild must be disciplined tonight. Phoenix’s power play is real good, and Keith Yandle leads the league in power-play points. And the Wild’s penalty kill? Ain’t too good.

Talk tonight.

Dany Heatley will be scratched tonight at Phoenix
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UPDATED: More after the skate, but Dany Heatley will indeed be a scratch for the first time in his career, I believe. Ilya Bryzgalov will get the start. 

First 2 lines from earlier this season are also reunited. Lines are:

Parise-Koivu-Coyle

Nino-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Brodziak-Fontaine

Veilleux-Haula-Cooke

Granlund takes over Moulson's spot on 1st unit, Fontaine and Moulson go on the 2nd.

Morning from beautiful Phoenix, where the Wild and Coyotes face off tonight at 8 p.m. CT/6 p.m. PT in a colossal game. The Coyotes are one point behind the Wild in the standings and Dallas, which has played one fewer game than Minnesota, pulled within four last night (7-3 drubbing of Nashville, they play St. Louis tonight), so things are getting tense.

Wild is 3-5-4 in its past 12 and needs to get on track. Check out today’s story here and some of the quotes and also some of the numbers in the past 12 games.

The Wild will skate out here around 10 a.m. PT and the Coyotes at their facility in Scottsdale.

I’ll have lineup news later. It’ll be interesting to see whom Mike Yeo comes back with in goal. Remember, Yeo talked before the Blues game about how if Darcy Kuemper is the future and the No. 1 going into the playoffs, it’s overcoming these struggles that are a huge part of development and also part of the stresses a goalie must deal with inside playoff series.

So, since it’s hard to blame Kuemper for really any goal against St. Louis, don’t you have to start him in the proverbial “biggest game of the year?” On the other hand, Ilya Bryzgalov is a vet, a former Coyote and has a great record against Phoenix (9-3-1, 2.20 goals-against average), so maybe do you go with him?

We shall see. Complete shot in the dark, but I’d think Justin Fontaine plays for Cody McCormick, who sustained a nasty gash around his left eye at St. Louis, and Stephane Veilleux plays for … Dany Heatley.

I only say this because even before recent games at St. Louis and Detroit, Yeo almost hinted that pulling Heatley from the lineup was close. But he was playing him because he’s still a power-play guy, etc. But after seeing those two costly turnovers in the final minute of the first period that led to T.J. Oshie’s momentum-turning, back-breaking shorthanded goal (remember, even though it was a 5-1 defeat, everything was fine there even if the Wild just get out of that period down 1-0), there comes a point for accountability if a player isn’t helping. He’s minus-18 and minus-7 in his past five games, with four shots and one assist in the past 11.

So, we will see.

Because the Coyotes were off yesterday and skate in Scottsdale this morning at the same time the Wild skates in Glendale, I gave Coyotes coach Dave Tippett a shout yesterday.

I wanted to ask the veteran bench boss about his team, which is 7-2-1 in the past 10 (two regulation losses against East powerhouse Boston). But I also wanted to ask Tippett, who happens to be one of Yeo’s mentors (Yeo was Tippett’s captain with the now-defunct IHL Houston Aeros), about what it takes to scratch a respected veteran.

Coincidentally, as Yeo is wrestling with the Heatley decision, Tippett just got done scratching Mike Ribeiro, whom Tippett endorsed management to sign last summer, and Derek Morris the past two games – both victories after a disappointing overtime loss at the Rangers.

First, on the road trip which saw Phoenix pick up five of six points, Tippett said, “It ended up being a pretty good trip after a tough start (blowing lead at the Garden, losing Mike Smith to what’s believed to be a knee injury; update coming today on the seriousness). But we’ve got to keep at it. There’s no resting on your laurels this time of year. Get back to work.”

On tonight’s game: “I think both teams are probably very similar. It was a similar situation [Thursday] night in New Jersey, where New Jersey, every game is like do or die. That’s the way we have been talking about it since the Olympic break. For us to be a playoff team, we have to earn our way in and every game just magnifies the importance of it. And then once you start playing teams right there in the standings with you like Minnesota, that puts another sense of urgency into it.”

Why so hot lately (9-4-1 this month): “It’s hard to say. We’ve probably played a little more to our past identity here the last few weeks, with just everybody chipping in, everybody doing the job and getting solid goaltending. Nothing really fancy. Just a lot of work and finding ways to win.”

The last two games you scratched Ribeiro and Morris. How tough was that? “Veteran players, young players, whoever, there are some players you put in the lineup and some you don’t. And different times you’re looking for a different look. Young enthusiasm , checker vs. a skilled guy, there’s all different scenarios. Every game you look at, you try to figure out how you’re going to win and what it’s going to take to win. Sometimes you have to take veteran players out. It’s not derogatory to the veteran. For us, it’s all about the team and how we’re going to win. That’s always been my philosophy and will continue to be my philosophy.”

Is that a tough thing initially for a coach because Yeo’s going through maybe making a tough decision on Heatley down the stretch? “I shouldn’t comment on that, but in our situation with Ribeiro and Morris, we wanted high-energy, young players against Pittsburgh. We won, so we went back with that mentality against New Jersey. Whether that changes against the Wild, I don’t know. In the morning, I’ll meet with the coaches, and figure out what our best chance of beating Minnesota is.”

By the way, Tippett is one of Wild veteran assistant coach Rick Wilson’s best friends (they live near each other in Minnesota during the offseason, coached together in Dallas), coached Wild assistant Darryl Sydor and obviously coached Yeo.

He decided not to get in touch with them yesterday because “things are too competitive right now. Coaches know how hectic everything is, so I figured they wanted to catch their breath [yesterday] and me too. If I see them before the game, we’ll touch base.

“So we won’t be comparing notes (laughs). They’ll prepare and we’ll prepare and see how it goes.”

In other Wild news, Defensemen Gustav Olofsson, the Wild’s 2013 second-round pick, and Dylan Labbe, a 2013 fourth-round pick, have signed amateur tryouts with the Iowa Wild. They will make their AHL debuts this weekend. Olofsson is expected to start next season with Iowa, while Labbe is expected to return to Shawinigan of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

That’s it for now. I’ll be back after the skate with a lineup update. Follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib to see it in real time. I’ll be on KFAN at 11:15 a.m. CT.

Slip-sliding Wild humbled, exposed in St. Louis
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EDITED, REVISED FRIDAY MORNING

Just 2 ½ weeks ago, the Wild took a moral victory from a home shootout loss against the St. Louis Blues, claiming it proved it could play with St. Louis, that it made a statement.

“I think [the Blues] thought they were going to take it to us physically, and our guys responded,” coach Mike Yeo said after that game. “I’ve seen this from our group a lot. When people try to play like that against us, usually we’re able to find another gear.”

It’s safe to say the Wild was brought back to reality Thursday. The Wild suffered its ninth straight loss to St. Louis (0-6-3) and after a strong start that didn't result in a goal, the game in St. Louis resembled most of Minnesota's games in St. Louis - a decisive beatdown from the Blues. The Wild has struggles in a number of arenas - Dallas, San Jose, Vancouver off the top of my head. But almost every time the Wild goes to St. Louis, the losses are painful. It's been 12 games now since a regulation win. 

The Wild has lost 9 of its past 12 games (3-5-4) since the trade deadline and this has the feel of a team very capable of blowing its season.

The Wild had a good start to tonight’s game, jumped out to an 8-1 shot lead, took five shots on its first power play, naturally couldn’t score and then boom, T.J. Oshie scored an easy one.

The Wild continued to play well, but then on a late double minor that was a gift because the refs missed what looked like an elbow by Cody McCormick on Kevin Shattenkick, the Wild not only didn’t register a shot in the entire four minutes of power-play time, Jared Spurgeon, for the second game in a row, coughed up the puck and Oshie scored a back-breaking shorthanded breakaway goal (the second of his three) in the waning seconds of the first.

It was the second time in two games Spurgeon “assisted” on the second goal of a game by the same player (David Booth) in the final seconds of a period. Talk about momentum-turning. The one against Vancouver wasn’t officially shorthanded, but it may as well have been.

As disconcerting as Spurgeon’s gaffe was the play of Dany Heatley before the turnover.

Mike Yeo, who has to know he will undoubtedly go down with this ship if the Wild misses the playoffs, continues to let Heatley play and play and play. Heatley has no goals since Feb. 27, 12 in 74 games and is a team-worst minus-18. He was on for both first-period goals Thursday. He is a minus-7 the past five games. But Yeo continues to put him in the lineup despite the fact that he’s not able to function in a third- or fourth-line (four shots in the past 11 games).

But he plays him because he can paint it like he’s a power-play contributor (more PPG’s than anybody in the league since 2001). But not only has Heatley not had a power-play goal since Feb. 1 or a power-play assist since Feb. 6, tonight he twice didn’t get the puck deep on entries. The first time, he didn’t catch Ryan Suter’s pass, the second he turned it over. Moments later, Spurgeon gave the puck to Oshie.

Yeo keeps saying that if Heatley’s not going to score, he’s got to be responsible defensively, get in on the forecheck, be physical because he’s a big body, be strong on pucks (he wasn’t on this particular power-play shift). This is not Dany Heatley’s game. He cannot function in a third- or fourth-line role, and as much as it pains me to say because I like Heatley and I’ve long admired him as a player (I used to watch him light up opponents in Atlanta as a writer in the Southeast Division), he’s not the Dany Heatley he used to be.

So, at some point, Yeo’s got to pull him from the lineup. And Yeo did make it sound before the game that it is coming. After the game, Yeo didn’t want to talk about individuals and said it was a “team loss.”

Here's the thing: Phoenix just pulled off five of six points on its road trip, including consecutive wins at Pittsburgh and New Jersey with a backup goalie in net. Dave Tippett, Yeo's mentor, scratched veterans with long pedigrees - Mike Ribeiro and Derek Morris - in those 2 wins. Sometimes as a coach, you have to make difficult decisions with veterans. My guess is Yeo is worried if Heatley handles it poorly and it becomes a soap opera. Heatley is a proud vet, a popular teammate and nobody wants to embarrass him at this stage of his career. But guess what? The Wild has lost nine of 12 and its season is on fragile footing. 

The Wild, since the trade deadline, looks like a slow team for many reasons, so it’s time to get Justin Fontaine back into the lineup. Fontaine scored a hat trick last time the Wild went to Phoenix, so put him in there. And maybe get Stephane Veilleux and his speed and energy into the lineup. McCormick did suffer a bad cut over his left eye and missed the second half of the game after the Shattenkirk, Max Lapierre (Alex Burrows Jr.) retaliation).

But the Heatley turnovers were unsettling because the Wild talks on and on about getting pucks deep and going to work.

Even Zach Parise said after tonight’s game of the Blues, “They’re very disciplined. They don’t turn the puck over at the blue line. I mean, every time they’re making our D go behind and get it and they’re finishing them every single time. They’re very disciplined like that. They wear you down.”

Parise’s eyes were looking right at me when he said this. This was a subtle message that the Wild has not been committed to doing the same, and that’s something Yeo has been preaching.

The Wild’s power play was 0 for 6. It gave up a shortie and another two power-play goals. If you’re counting at home, that’s 11 power-play goals on 31 chances in the past 12 games.

“Our special teams have been terrible,” Suter said. “We have to figure that out, or we’re not even going to make the playoffs.”

The Wild is now one point up on Phoenix going into Saturday’s clash. The Wild is six up on Dallas and the Stars have two games in hand and a much easier schedule than Minnesota down the stretch.

This is not trending the right way.

The Wild, believe it or not, has no practice Friday even though it has not had a full practice since last Friday. Remember, even after Monday’s day off, Yeo gave eight big-minute players the day off.

Suter said Yeo’s done a great job giving guys a chance to recharge their batteries, but he almost wishes they could practice Friday in Phoenix just so the Wild players can get feeling good about themselves.

Unfortunately, there’s no ice at Glendale Arena. If I’m Yeo, I get these guys together for some team activity. I joked in the postgame maybe ball hockey. Hey, it worked for Canada in the Olympics (kidding).

The deal is the Wild needs to do something to relax, get rid of the tension and as Suter said feel good again. Because this team is walking on pins and needles right now. It is so palpable when you stroll through the locker room.

Tonight, the Blues sent a painful message to the Wild. If the Wild does make the playoffs and backs into the Blues, the Blues wanted to let them know how quick and painful that series could be.

There were unbelievable battles tonight, scrums, David Backes trash-talking Wild goalie Darcy Kuemper from the bench after Kuemper cross-checked him in front of the net.

“I haven't had a lot of rookie goalies with disrespect like that in front of the net,” Backes said. “That's where I've played a long time. When I feel disrespected, I'm going to stand my ground and see if there's any response. The result was our guys scored I think like three, four minutes after that. Schwartzy (Jaden) puts one in the top corner and that's enough talking for us. We'll keep playing and keep going and great job by our guys to respond.”

That’s it for me. I wrote about Darcy Kuemper in my game notebook, so please give that a read, and of course the game story for more details. I get why the Wild started Kuemper, and I think it was an organizational decision. BUT, as I wrote after the Vancouver game and said on the radio before the game, I didn't like the move. I would have given Kuemper a few mental days off to get his mind and body ready for the Phoenix game. The Wild was bound to lose in St. Louis game no matter how well it played and who was in goal. Now the Wild threw him to the wolves and his confidence may be further shaken. This kid has won twice in the past nine starts now, has allowed 3+ goals in six of eight starts now. 

I have a crazy travel day Friday and a wakeup call in 4 ½ hours, believe it or not. No practice Friday, so likely no blog as I work on my advance for the big Phoenix tilt.

Wild better figure out a way to get its game back. A “W” would be nice, too.
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Wild coach Mike Yeo completed his pregame availability about 30 minutes ago and he explained his reasoning for coming back with Darcy Kuemper.

Kuemper enters tonight's game with two wins in his past eight starts and has allowed three or more goals in five of his past seven.

“Good goalies have games when they’re not at their best, they have stretches when they’re not at their best, but good goalies find a way to bounce back, find a way to get on top of their game,” Yeo said. “That’s his challenge. This is as important to his development as a player as it is to our team.”

That’s because not only does the Wild have to figure out if Kuemper’s got the ability to be its No. 1 goalie next season, it’s got to figure out if he has got what it takes to be ridden during the playoffs.

“Coming in against a team like St. Louis, in their building, coming off the heels of a tough game, these are the kind of emotions and things that can get in your head that you have to deal with [in the postseason],” Yeo said. “For a goalie to be successful in the playoffs, they have to be able to deal with that stuff.

“He’s shown that he has the mental makeup.”

He said this is another opportunity to prove it. He said hopefully that's tonight, but he did make clear this is not some precondition that he must win tonight or else.

Yeo said the Wild has full faith in Kuemper because of the way he helped rescue its season when Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom were sidelined.

“If it was lightning in a bottle the way he was playing earlier, than we’d be scared,” Yeo said. “But we know that he’s going to get back to that level.”

Yeo said the Wild allowed Kuemper’s average game against Vancouver to “become the story” because of the way it played the game defensively.

“The biggest thing with our group right now is to find consistency in our game,” said Yeo, contrasting the strong game the Wild played Sunday in Detroit with Wednesday’s 5-2 home loss. “We didn’t have the right mindset to play that game. Let’s play the right game in front of our goalie.”

--

Dany Heatley, once a feared goal scorer, enters tonight's game with four shots in the past 10 games, no goals since Feb. 27 and 12 in 73 games. He is minus-5 in the past four games playing a third- and fourth-line role and a team-worst minus-16.

Yeo wants more from Heatley and said even if he’s not scoring, he’s a big body that can finish checks, be strong on the puck and solid defensively.

Heatley hasn’t yet scratched the proud veteran, but it could be coming if his play doesn’t improve.

“What I’ll say is he’s in the lineup tonight,” said Yeo, adding when I asked if he'll treat him like the rookies Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula and pull him, “We’ll treat everybody the same. The team always comes first. I'm excited to see his game tonight."

Yeo said Heatley isn't the only underperforming player: "We have some guys that have to establish themselves in their place in our lineup and we’ll be a much better team for it when that happens."

--I asked Yeo again about his "arrogance" comment last night.

"I want us to come into games with a swagger," he said. Like tonight, he says any good hockey team would come into a game like tonight at St. Louis and not wait to see what St. Louis brings, not be afraid. "We have to have that.

"But there's a difference between swagger and sort of that idea, 'We’re really good, we can just go out and play the way we want to play and it’s going to happen for us.' We have to remember how hard it is, what it takes and we have to be willing to do it."

So, in other words, there was a way he wanted last game started. He wanted pucks deep and to go to work on Vancouver's D like the Wild did in Detroit. Instead, when the Wild play at home lately, it has a tendency to try to make all these fancy, risky plays, whether it be too much passing or carrying pucks into the zone and turning them over for odd-man rushes. There's a process to winning a game, a gameplan, and he wants it followed.

Wild looks to rebound tonight in St. Louis 

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 27, 2014 - 12:26 PM   
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Afternoon from St. Louis, where the Wild opens a four-game road trip tonight at the Blues. 

Coach Mike Yeo will be available before the game, but judging by the optional pregame skate, the staff has made the decision to throw Darcy Kuemper right back in there. It also looks like the same exact lineup as Justin Fontaine, Stephane Veilleux and Mike Rupp were bagged afterward.

Huge game to say the least. Dallas is idle again, meaning the the Wild will have played two more games than the Stars, who are six points back, after tonight. Stretching that lead would be huge. 

A Wild loss and a Phoenix win in Jersey would mean the Coyotes would be one point back heading into Saturday's pivotal game in Glendale. That's why last night's loss was so hurtful. 

Tonight's game could be a potential first-round matchup if the Wild makes the playoffs. Check out my game notebook on www.startribune.com/wild for quotes from Zach Parise on just how important tonight's game is to the mental makeup of the Wild, especially if it ends up the Wild plays the Blues in the playoffs. Remember, the Wild has lost eight in a row to St. Louis and hasn't won in regulation at St. Louis in the past 11 visits. 

Here is Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo this morning on tonight's clash, courtesy of my pals at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: 

"We're familiar with each other over the last couple of years and now with the division the way it is. If you can set a tone early on, I think they're thinking the same thing, it's a potential first round matchup. This is where it starts. Both teams are playing for something a little bit extra. They're trying to keep that playoff spot and we're trying to move up in first place. If you can send a message playing the right way right now, it's going to be a good start going into the first or second round."

Shaky goaltending, scoring woes lead to another Wild home loss before critical road trip

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 26, 2014 - 11:22 PM   
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As they say in pro sports after a bad defeat, it’s a good thing the Wild can push this one aside and get right back at it the next night.

Unfortunately for Minnesota, the unenviable task of putting a 5-2 home defeat to Vancouver in the rear view mirror is by walking into one of the most intimidating arenas in the NHL and beating one of the most intimidating teams, the St. Louis Blues, on Thursday night.

Good luck with that.

The Wild has not only lost eight in a row to St. Louis (0-5-3), it is 3-6-2 in its past 11 at St. Louis. Those three wins? All shootout, meaning the Wild hasn’t won in regulation in St. Louis in 11 games since Oct. 20, 2007, having been outscored 34-19 in that stretch. In the past 11 visits, the Wild’s power play is 3 for 37 (8.1 percent).

And you thought I couldn’t make you feel worse after tonight.

Biggest concern after tonight?

Goaltending. We’ve seen signs lately of Darcy Kuemper of wilting. It’s not that he has been bad, but there have been bad, untimely goals, like the first one in Boston, those third-period ones to Edmonton, not holding a 2-0 shootout lead to Columbus.

Tonight, he gave up three goals on 12 shots through 40 minutes until getting the heave-ho by coach Mike Yeo. Now, it’s not like they were terrible goals.

The first, David Booth made something out of nothing by chipping a puck out of the zone, getting by Marco Scandella and then not only using Jon Blum as a screen, he used a charging Canucks player up the middle as a decoy and blew a shot through Blum’s legs.

But, Kuemper was in the middle of his crease, not on top. Second goal, he can’t be faulted. Came out of nowhere again when Jared Spurgeon “felt [the puck] roll over the heel of my stick too late.” Booth gobbled up the puck and blew it by Kuemper.

Then, third goal off a faceoff, Charlie Coyle was outmuscled to a loose puck by Zack Kassian and he blew it by Kuemper, who was blinded by a screen. Again though, Kuemper was in the middle of his crease instead of on top. I don’t proclaim to be a goalie expert, but Kuemper is 6-5. He’s challenging, and those pucks may hit him by default. Also, all three goals went glove hand.

Now, Kuemper wasn’t happy with his game obviously, but he says he still feels good about his game technically. He has won two times in the past eight starts and has given up three or more goals in five of his past seven starts. He says tonight was a bad game. He said the other games, after watching video, he felt good about his game, but it seemed every one there was just a bad bounce that was ending in his net.

But here’s the thing: the Wild doesn’t score enough to handle ordinary goaltending. That’s what made the job Kuemper did this second half and the job Josh Harding did the first half so impressive.

But, on the other hand, even though eight goals have somehow gotten by Kuemper and Ilya Bryzgalov in the past two games on only 35 shots, Yeo says there’s another level the Wild can get to defensively.

“I’m not saying we can’t be any better between the pipes, but there are some quality chances we’re giving up,” Yeo said.

The sigh in the soldout Xcel Energy Center, which turned to boos in the third, after Vancouver made it 3-1 was audible. At that point, the Wild trailed by 2 despite a 24-12 shot lead. At 2-1, it was 23-9.

Kuemper says he’s still confident, but he did look rattled after Kassian scored. Yeo said it’s up to the coaches to help rid that from Kuemper’s melon and Yeo reminded how earlier this season, Kuemper gave up eight goals at Colorado (pulled in that game, too) and Calgary. The Wild returned home and Yeo called this the “biggest challenge” of Kuemper’s season.

Kuemper responded by making 34 saves in a 2-1 win over Tampa Bay, the first of five wins in a row.

Of course, those came against Tampa Bay, Nashville, Edmonton, Vancouver and Calgary.

The Wild now heads to St. Louis, Phoenix, L.A., Chicago and come home to play Pittsburgh. Gulp.

Yeo didn’t say whom the Wild will come back with – Kuemper or Bryzgalov – Thursday in St. Louis.

Honestly, I usually have a good gut feel. I honestly don’t know whom the coaching staff chooses.

Yeo talked like he wanted to see how Kuemper would respond, but to me, what if he gets shellacked again? What will his mental state be going into the mammoth Phoenix game on Saturday?

I still think if the Wild’s going anywhere, it’s going to have to be Kuemper who leads them there. I’d give Kuemper a few mental days off, come back with Bryzgalov in St. Louis and plan on Kuemper starting at Phoenix and Los Angeles, where he was so superb Jan. 7 in that shootout win. If for some reason Bryzgalov walks into St. Louis and performs incredibly, then maybe you change it up.

Goaltending isn’t the only issue, of course.

The Wild again had unbelievable chances tonight, but frustratingly offensive-challenge team managed two goals, and one of those was a meaningless goal by Nino Niederreiter, who was demoted to the fourth line, scored with the Wild trailing 5-1.

The Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Coyle line buzzed the first two periods and got a Koivu to Coyle goal. Moulson was robbed a few times.

“We just couldn’t put the puck in the net,” Koivu said. “That’s the difference. When you fall behind like that, you just can’t get the momentum back for some reason. It’s a tough way to play the third especially. It’s tough to find a reason right now why we didn’t score. But we can’t allow five goals either. We have to be better in front of our goalie.”

The Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund (minus-3, with Marco Scandella)-Jason Pominville line couldn’t buy a goal either.

Parise had a tying goal robbed from the goal line on a power play in the second by Alex Edler.

“We’ve got to score. Our line in particular, we had some good chances, some good looks,” said Parise. “We have to be better, we have to score.”

This game did have a different feel than the overtime win in Detroit on Sunday, a game the Wild forechecked like no other game this season. The Wild is 1-2-3 in its past six, unacceptable for a team that’s supposed to be good at home.

Look at the first period tonight. The Wild was attempted all these fancy plays around the net, quite astonishing from a team that ranks 26th in the NHL in scoring.

“There’s no question that we’ve almost approached these [home] games with, I want to say a bit of an arrogance almost,” Yeo said. “We talk before the game about the need to establish momentum, to get pucks behind their defense early in the game and we come down pretty much three of the first four shifts and turn a puck over just inside their blue line [for] … odd-man rushes.

“We come into these games sort of just believing in the outcome. Part of that is good. But you better understand what it takes to make that happen.”

Yeo said that the urgency level from the Detroit game “slipped back.” Offensively, the team was missing that fight around the net.

“We have to have a mentality that we will not be denied,” Yeo said.

Tonight’s power play was terrible. It was 0 for 4, and the second Booth goal off the Spurgeon turnover came at the end of an ugly power play.

“Coming into a game like this, every power play is an opportunity to be a game changer,” Yeo said. ““We sort of went out there with the idea that we were just sort of going to grab the puck and make a couple plays and shoot it in an empty net.”

Also reflective of the urgency drop, Yeo said the Wild’s defensive game was poor after giving up 16 shots in Detroit.

He said the good news is “it’s hard to imagine we’d go into a game in St. Louis without the urgency level that we need.”

So, the Wild is six up on Dallas. The Stars have a game in hand. IF, the Wild loses at St. Louis and Phoenix wins in Jersey, the Coyotes will be one point back of the Wild going into Saturday’s clash in Glendale.

Is it getting tense in here, Zach? “No. I know you guys like to make them tense and create them tense. We feel kind of down on ourselves right now from that game, but we have to shift our mindset to [Thursday].”

Added Koivu, “We’ve got to move on and bounce back [Thursday]. Right now it’s frustrating, but the only way to get it back is play a good game [Thursday] night. Big challenge, but we’ve got to find a way to get better as a team.”

With a second of a back-to-back, availability Thursday will likely be before the game, so there may not be a pregame blog until we talk to Yeo and some players before. I’ve got to get home and pack.

Huge four-game trip coming up, to say the least. It's gut check time. The Wild, with seven of its nine final games against teams in playoff spots, have by far the hardest schedule between them, Dallas and Phoenix.

Zucker, Backstrom undergo season-ending surgery

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 26, 2014 - 6:02 PM   
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From the Wild:

Minnesota Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher announced that goaltender Niklas Backstrom underwent successful core muscle surgery yesterday by Dr. William Meyers in Philadelphia, Pa. Backstrom is expected to miss the remainder of this season and be fully recovered for the start of the 2014-15 season.

The team also announced that forward Jason Zucker underwent successful surgery yesterday to repair a tendon in his left quadriceps by Dr. Michael Stuart at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minn. Zucker will miss the remainder of this season and is expected to be fully recovered for the start of the 2014-15 campaign.

Wild looking for a "fourth-line" identity from its fourth line
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Afternoon from the X, where the Wild and Canucks face off tonight at 6:30 p.m.

If you didn’t see today’s profile on defenseman Jon Blum, please give it a read here. It’s a pretty gripping story.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Eddie Lack.

Alex Burrows dives back into the lineup for Vancouver. No Henrik Sedin though.

For the Wild, Cody McCormick, scratched in the Detroit home-and-home, draws back in for the Wild and Justin Fontaine is scratched (more on that decision below).

The Canucks are six points back of eighth-place Phoenix with nine games left, so they’re likely going to head into tonight’s game like their season’s on the line. You know the Wild would love nothing more than to put the nail in the coffin of their former division rival.

Coach Mike Yeo said the Wild must make sure it’s ready to go.

“We better be ready to match that desperation,” Yeo said.

This is the first of four games in six nights, including the first three games of a road trip to St. Louis (tomorrow, Wild hasn’t won in regulation there since 2007 and has lost eight in a row to the Blues overall), Phoenix, Los Angeles and Chicago.

Huge trip to say the least, so it’s important the Wild gets two points tonight.

Phoenix is now three points back after a big win last night in Pittsburgh. The Wild has played one fewer game. Dallas lost at Chicago, so the Stars are still six points back of Minnesota.

Yeo isn’t happy with the so-called fourth line lately, which the past few games has been Dany Heatley-Erik Haula-Fontaine.

In three of the past four games, he has liked what the third line has brought with Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Nino Niederreiter.

He said they’ve been “very true to their identity -- strong defensively, playing physical, playing in the offensive zone. Our fourth line, it’s sometimes varied as far who the personnel has been, but we can’t defer or change from what we need those guys to bring -- that’s momentum, being solid defensively, being strong on the forecheck, that’s playing in the offensive zone.”

Yeo said Fontaine’s game isn’t “at the same level as we saw in the Islander game, there’s no question.”

Fontaine really had issues in the first Detroit game, and it started 14 seconds in when he visibly hit the brakes on the forecheck, didn’t check Nik Kronwall and the Red Wings got a free exit. Those are the type of things coaches see, and Yeo has felt that his wall play hasn’t been up to snuff in the New Jersey and two Detroit games.

Yeo called those games a “little bit more in your face” than the Islanders game and “similar to what we’re going to see tonight.”

That’s why he’s putting McCormick back in. To me, McCormick’s got to play better though. For somebody the Wild acquired to add toughness and size, I haven’t seen any big hits or fights and he has gotten bumped off pucks in the offensive zone.

But Yeo is looking for more of a typical fourth-line identity from that fourth line. The question is whether it’s possible to get that identity with Heatley, who’s not exactly a speedster or a physical menace, on that line. But as we’ve seen, Yeo has done everything to avoid pulling the veteran from the lineup. The question is whether Yeo can ever really find that identity he so wants if he’s unwilling to move Heatley somewhere else in the lineup or scratch him.

When you think Heatley-Haula-McCormick, it seems like those are three very different type of players Yeo is trying to force-feed together. Haula, again, is in this role because Yeo has explained he has trust in Brodziak playing the system to a T and he doesn’t feel Haula is yet ready to play 16, 17, 18 minutes a night yet against top lines. Yeo knows his system inside and out – better than fans and media -- so he has got a reason to feel this way whether we agree or not. It’s clear many don’t.

Again, Haula will get his time. Gustav Nyquist, a star in Detroit suddenly, spent four seasons in the minors with Grand Rapids. That’s how the Red Wings do things. The Wild has put Haula on the team half a year into his first year pro, so he’s not being mistreated like many of you believe he is. He’s actually been fast-tracked here, so be patient and he’ll get his time.

Back to Fontaine, Yeo said, “We’ve got to make sure we keep him ready to go. There’s going to be a time very soon where we call upon him and we hope he can step in the same way that he did before (goal, assist on Long Island). I just think that line as a whole, we have to make sure we’re building an identity there.”

On Fontaine’s wall play against the Devils and Red Wings, Yeo said, “That’s part of it. When he’s on, he’s stripping pucks. He doesn’t have to be a guy who’s running guys through the boards, but you have to be effective. For some guys it’s using their speed and their stick creating turnovers. So that’s part of it. Being effective on the forecheck because let’s face of it, he’s got to play a bit of a different game with that line, a little more chip, a little more chase.”

And if you’re going to chip and chase, Yeo said you’ve got to be able to recover the puck.

“I’m confident he’s not that far off,” Yeo said.

Talk to you tonight. I’ll also be on Fox Sports North during the 6 p.m. pregame show and first intermission.

Mike Yeo talks about the Wild's goaltending situation entering the final 10 games
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Good early evening from the X, where I just completed a feature on defenseman Jon Blum for Wednesday’s paper. Please definitely give this one a read. It’s pretty gripping. Get used to seeing Blum with Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard injured right now. He certainly played a great game in Detroit this past weekend.

The Wild held an optional practice this morning at the X. Eight of the big-minute guys – five top-6 forwards except Charlie Coyle, Ryan Suter, Jared Spurgeon and Matt Cooke – didn’t practice.

Coach Mike Yeo opted for an optional despite yesterday’s off-day based on the team just completing five games in seven nights and the four games in six nights about to come up.

“We deemed this the one opportunity to try to put a little extra back in the tank and get ready for this final push,” Yeo said.

Yeo loved the Wild’s game in Detroit on Sunday, especially because coaches have been preaching that the way to score goals this time of year is to get pucks and bodies to the net.

Important game coming up against a desperate Vancouver opponent on Wednesday (6:30 p.m.). On Thursday in St. Louis, the Wild begins a four-game trip to the Blues, Phoenix, L.A., and Chicago.

Entering tonight’s action, the Wild is five points up on Phoenix and six up on Dallas. The Coyotes play in Pittsburgh and just lost Mike Smith with a knee injury. The goalie’s listed day-to-day, so that could prove big. The Stars are in Chicago.

Yeo wouldn’t say which goalie is starting against the Canucks. I’d think it’d be Darcy Kuemper, especially when one considers how awesome he was in Vancouver during that 7-round shootout win last month.

That would leave Ilya Bryzgalov to likely start in St. Louis. The Wild has lost eight in a row against the Blues and could probably use new blood in net in St. Louis, where it rarely puts up a fight.

If Kuemper is going to be the Wild’s No. 1 down the stretch and into the playoffs (Yeo said he wants to ride one goalie in the postseason), I’d give him the Coyotes game. That’ll be like a playoff game when you consider how critical that game is in the standings. So what better way to see if Kuemper can handle the pressure than to throw him into such a big game?

And we know Kuemper was tremendous in L.A. back in January, so I’d think you’d want to start him there, too. That Jan. 7 game in L.A. set in motion Kuemper taking over the Wild’s No. 1 reins.

Yeo said today that he’s not going to say these games will serve in determining the Wild’s No. 1 goalie if it makes the playoffs, but he said there’s no question the Wild will use these next 10 “days” to sort things out.

Kuemper’s game hasn’t been as strong as it was before the trade deadline. He has allowed three or more goals in four of his past six starts, but Yeo said he doesn’t think Kuemper is that far off from his “A” game.

As for Bryzgalov, who is 2-0-2, Yeo said, “He’s got experience being deep in the playoffs, which can be a real positive. Kuemps and his personality and his situation as far as being part of our future is going to play into it. He shows signs of being a guy that could be not only a good goalie, but a really good goalie in the playoffs because of his mental makeup, because of how he’s handled pressure, because how he’s been able to stay focused and stay in the short term and not get too wrapped up in what’s happened.”

Talk to you Wednesday. I’ll be on KFAN starting at 9:55 a.m. and I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show Wednesday and first intermission.

Have a question about the Wild or NHL? Ask it here and you may be included in my Sunday Insider
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Following five games in seven days and with four games in six nights with travel beginning Wednesday at home against the Vancouver Canucks, the Wild had an optional practice today.

Actually, as Mike Yeo called one a week ago, it's more of a directive day off for a few. The only top-6 forward who practiced today was Charlie Coyle, and the top-2 D, Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon, didn't practice either. Also, Matt Cooke didn't skate

So, eight big-minute guys didn't practice. Also, injured Clayton Stoner, who's week-to-week, and Keith Ballard, who's day-to-day, didn't practice.

I'll be on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Wednesday.

Need your help: Friday, the day I typically write my Sunday Insiders, I have a crazy travel day and a little advance to write on a very important game at Phoenix the next day.

Soooooo, I'm going to try to get my Sunday Insider written Wednesday.

Soooooo, I thought this would be a perfect opportunity to do another Blog Q and A. That's where you ask questions in the comment field of this blog, I pick some good ones and answer them in print Sunday.

Here's the rule though: Please keep the questions short and snappy (remember, space is at a minimum in the paper, so I need brief questions I can quickly answer so the more, the merrier get in the paper). Please also look at some of the other questions so we try to keep duplicates at a minimum. Also, as much as I love to read your opinions, please don't use this particular blog to comment on the Wild or other questions. This way, it's easier for me to pick out questions.

Lastly, because of space issues, I reserve the right to edit your questions to potentially shorten them up. So, get to work and thanks for the help.

On a personal note, longtime Chicago Blackhawks beat writer Tim Sassone has passed away. He was Chicago. He looked like Chicago, he talked like Chicago. He has been a colleague of mine from the moment I began covering the NHL in 1995 and was always a good friend. Just a great man, and my thoughts are with his friends and family, his Blackhawks beat-writing crew members, the team that so loved him and all of us in the Professional Hockey Writers' Association who feel an emptiness in our hearts today.

Wild signs prospect Gustav Olofsson
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The Wild has signed one of its top prospects to an entry-level contract.

A few weeks after signing 2013 third-round pick Kurtis Gabriel, the Wild has signed 2013 second-round pick Gustav Olofsson. Both contracts begin next year. Olofsson will sign an amateur tryout and begin with the Iowa Wild next week.

Technically, Olofsson's junior rights are owned by Portland, so the Wild could conceivably assign him there next year. But the plan now is for him to start his pro career next season in Iowa. At 19, he'll be one of the youngest players in the AHL.

Olofsson, who just completed his freshman year at Colorado College, is the Wild's No. 2-rated prospect in the most recent Hockey News Future Watch. Fellow defenseman Matt Dumba, its 2012 first-round pick, is No. 1. Here is a feature I wrote on Olofsson in December.

"We're excited to get Gus under contract," assistant GM Brent Flahr said via text message. "His performance this year at the World Junior Championships and at Colorado College exceeded our expectations and we're confident that he's ready for the next challenge in his young career. His skill set really excites us going forward. We're looking forward to see him continue his development at the pro level."

Olofsson, 19, hails from Sweden but spent a lot of his childhood in the United States, both in California and Colorado, and has no hint of a Swedish accent. He recorded eight points and 20 penalty minutes with CC this year and really impressed at the world junior championships, where he won silver with Sweden and had five points and was plus-5 in seven games. He was tied for second among defensemen in scoring in the tourney.

Very, very smooth player and smooth skater. At 6-foot-4, he's got size, too (his dad is 6-foot-8). Huge fan of Jonas Brodin.

What's intriguing is he's really only been playing competitive hockey for a year-and-a-half. From the press release, Olofsson collected 23 points (2-21=23), 59 PIM and a plus-11 rating in 63 games with the Green Bay Gamblers in the United States Hockey League (USHL) in 2012-13. He was named to the USHL All-Rookie Team and played in the USHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

Big guns all show up as Wild rallies past Detroit for overtime victory
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As much angst as has surrounded the Wild lately, just imagine what it must be like to be the Phoenix Coyotes and Dallas Stars these days.

Imagine what it must feel like to have to chase 7th-place Minnesota when in the past nine games, the Wild has played in five 3-point games (overtimes/shootouts) and won two other games in regulation. So that’s points in seven of the past nine games (3-2-4).

Prior to a 4-3 regulation loss at Dallas, the Wild won five in a row and was 9-2-2 in a stretch of 13 games leading into the trade deadline, so we can all say what we want about the Wild, but it isn’t making it easy on the Coyotes and Stars.

Tonight, the Wild absolutely got what it deserved – a victory by a 4-3 score on Matt Moulson’s overtime winner.

Read the gamer for all the details, but the big guns all came through.

The gist of the game if you didn’t see it, and I know this may sound like a broken record, but the Wild dominated the first period, looked better than it has in weeks, put forth an aggressive forecheck, jumped out to an 8-1 shot lead and next thing you know, it’s down 2-0 by the 20-minute mark.

It had to be unbelievably dejecting for a team with so much pressure on it.

But during the first intermission, coach Mike Yeo told his players to just stick with it, to play its game, to not let frustration change that game. They didn't. Just rewatch the forechecks, sustained pressure, the net-crashing in the third period.

Jason Pominville made it 2-1 with his 27th goal with 8:03 left in the second. In the third, Charlie Coyle tied it and Zach Parise gave the Wild a 3-2 lead just 1:45 later. Tomas Tatar stole a puck from Parise, then scored a great goal with a move to the inside that fooled Ryan Suter for the tying goal, but in overtime, Coyle made an outstanding move to exit the zone and Moulson tipped Jonas Brodin’s shot for his second career winner.

Suter had two assists, as did Mikko Koivu, who won 12 of 15 faceoffs, stole the puck and put together an incredible forecheck (just watch the replay of how dominant he was on this shift, although he got away with a slash of Nik Kronwall's stick) that led to Coyle’s goal. Koivu was tremendous in the third, looking like the old Koivu on the forecheck. At stride in the neutral zone, I think he’s still laboring on that surgically-repaired ankle. But that certainly didn’t hold him back in the third.

Coyle was plus-2, had two points, scored goals in consecutive games for the first time in his career, had three shots and five hits. Moulson has four goals and four assists in 10 games with the Wild.

The Wild allowed 16 shots to the Red Wings, the second-fewest shots Detroit has had at home since 1991, according to the Wild’s PR staff. The Wild is now 8-4-3 on the road in the past 15 games, which bodes well when one considers that after Wednesday’s home game against Vancouver, the Wild hits the road for games at St. Louis, Phoenix, L.A. and Chicago.

Ilya Bryzgalov made 13 saves. By the way, not counting the shootout, I believe seven of the nine goals he has allowed in four starts with the Wild were blocker side.

Big for the Wild to actually get that extra point past regulation. This is a team that had lost its last four shootouts/overtimes.

Also impressive, the Wild had this much energy and legs in a second of a back-to-back and fifth game in seven nights.

The Wild is off Monday, so likely no blog. I grabbed a lot of leftovers postgame to write a follow.

I’ll be on KFAN at 11:45 a.m. on Monday and on KFAN from the penalty box starting at 9:55 a.m. Wednesday.

Talk to you Tuesday.

Clayton Stoner week-to-week with a sprained knee; Yeo on Brodziak, Heatley
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print

Share8      Share via Email  

The Wild’s depth on defense is thinning.

Defenseman Clayton Stoner is week-to-week with what General Manager Chuck Fletcher said is a sprained knee. Defenseman Keith Ballard missed his fourth consecutive game with a groin injury, so former Nashville Predators defenseman Jon Blum was recalled to play tonight against the Detroit Red Wings.

It will be his fifth game with the Wild and he should be here for the foreseeable future.

“We’re lucky we’ve got a guy like Blummer that can come up,” said coach Mike Yeo. “I thought he played very well for us [previously]. Hopefully Bally’s back soon, but in the short-term at the very least, we know we can count on Blummer.”

Yeo said Ballard hadn’t made progress in the past few days. If the Wild sustains another injury on defense, it’ll have to look again toward Iowa. Steve Kampfer was injured Saturday when he blocked a shot, but it’s not thought to be serious. Other defensemen in Iowa include Kyle Medvec and Tyler Cuma.

It’s believed Stoner was initially hurt in New Jersey last week when checked by Adam Henrique.

“He was battling hard for us there, so it’s a shame,” Yeo said. “Could be three [weeks], could be a little longer. Hopefully it’s sooner rather than later.”

Fletcher said he has also asked Wild director of hockey administration Shep Harder to contact the NHL and inquire about potential emergency conditions in case the Wild need to recall Matt Dumba from Western Hockey League Portland. Dumba scored eight goals and 24 points and was plus-31 in 26 games for Portland. The Winterhawks are currently matched up with Vancouver in the WHL playoffs.

As far as I know, there are tight restrictions. You typically can't call a junior player up if it's an inconvenience to his junior team, and a playoff round I'd assume could be deemed that. Even if the Wild was allowed to call up Dumba, if the Winterhawks are still alive, the NHL recall could only be for a certain number of days.

Cody McCormick won't play tonight against the Red Wings. Yeo said he'll keep his other forward scratch a secret until we watch warmups.

Will it be a guy like Stephane Veilleux, Justin Fontaine or Erik Haula or is there a possibility Yeo scratches a veteran like Dany Heatley or Kyle Brodziak. I don't see it being Brodziak. If one assumes Yeo will come back with the Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle line, he'll need Brodziak and Haula to play center.

Heatley has three shots in the past eight games and Yeo had an interesting, subtle thing to say when talking about Heatley.

On his limited shots, Yeo said, "Some of it, you lose a little bit of ice time. His role’s changed a little bit. There was awhile there where he was playing a fourth-line role. Last couple of games we've tried to surround him with some guys offensively that hopefully can get him the puck and get him in some areas. He a guy that, if in the lineup, we need him creating offense. That’s a role, that’s an identity that he has. But at the same time, when things aren’t going as well offensively as you would like, can you up the other parts of your game? Can you be better defensively, can you be more effective on the forecheck, can you bring more momentum?"

Yeo has been hesitant to scratch Heatley all season. I haven't looked it up, but if it ever gets to the point Heatley is scratched, it's got to be his first healthy scratch maybe ever in the NHL.

On Brodziak being on the ice for three goals yesterday and losing 8 of 11 faceoffs, Yeo said, "Last game to me was not what I saw the two previous games. Wasn’t crazy about last game. As far as the two previous games, I thought it was two of his best games since before the Olympic break. And that’s what we have to try to get him back to. Before the Olympic break, he was playing a real important role for our team. Last game wasn’t as good. Maybe it was fatigue, whatever, but we have to get him back."

Ilya Bryzgalov vs. Jimmy Howard tonight in Wild-Red Wings rematch

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 23, 2014 - 12:10 PM    
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Morning (afternoon here) from inside the Joe Louis Arena, where the Wild and Detroit Red Wings complete a home-and-home tonight at 6:30 p.m. CT. Wild lost last night's game 3-2.

Detroit is 8-0-2 in its past 10 at home. The Wild is 3-3 in its past six at Detroit.

The game is on NBC Sports Network with Doc and Pierre at the mics.

Please go to www.startribune.com/wild for all of today's coverage. It includes my game story, notebook, postgame blog and Jarome Iginla column and Patrick Reusse's Darcy Kuemper column and a postgame blog on the Wild's marketing.

The Wild had an optional skate this morning.

Ilya Bryzgalov, who looks to be getting the start tonight, and Darcy Kuemper were on the ice with defenseman Jon Blum, who has been recalled for injured Clayton Stoner, forwards Justin Fontaine, Nino Niederreiter, Dany Heatley, Stephane Veilleux (freshly recalled), Cody McCormick and Erik Haula.

Stoner isn't on the trip, nor is injured Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp, whom I hear is ill. (sick of getting scratched maybe, as you can see here).

Jimmy Howard, "who in my mind won them yesterday's game," said Zach Parise, gets the start for the second consecutive game.

Wild coach Mike Yeo will be available to us ink-stained wretches at 4:15 p.m. CT, so we'll get a better indication of the Wild's lineup then. Just one forward decision to make. McCormick looks to be one of the scratched forwards.

The Wild has previously recalled Veilleux without playing him, but with the penalty kill having given up seven goals in the past nine games (and two of those games don't count because the Wild's penalty kill didn't see the ice in penalty-free games), I'd assume Veilleux draws in.

I'd guess Justin Fontaine is scratched. He had a rough game last night, and since Charlie Coyle moved up to right wing on Mikko Koivu's line, the Wild needs centermen Erik Haula and Kyle Brodziak in the lineup.

Bryzgalov looks to be making his fourth start with the Wild. He is 1-0-2 with a 1.93 goals-against average, .931 save percentage and one shutout.

He is 9-8-5 all-time vs. the Red Wings with a 2.78 goals-against average and .921 save percentage.

I got a lot of questions what Ryan Suter whispered in the linesman's ear during that power-play neutral-zone faceoff with a little more than a minute left after the linesman booted Mikko Koivu for the 100th time.

"We were just talking about that in the back, the guys were like, 'What the heck were you saying?'" Suter said, laughing. "I asked him, 'Who's supposed to put his stick down first?' I was just trying to make him think to give our guys a little more time because we were tired."

"It seemed every time they'd kick out Mikko and Granny."

It did seem the linesmen last night had a personal problem with Koivu.

"I’m not sure why. I’m not a ref," Suter said. "Maybe he was yelling at him too much. Mikko likes to do that."

Yes, he does. Lots of linesmen have told me this. Koivu, who wears his game face before, during and after games, should probably lighten up.

I'm writing about the Wild's 23rd-ranked penalty kill for tomorrow. I talked to Suter and Parise about it, and both were pretty good.

"Sometimes during the year, you go through ups and downs," Suter said. "But we’re going through all downs it seems this year. "The good thing is there’s still time to get it right before we get to the playoffs."

By the way, Suter and Parise say the team isn't, as Parise put it, "freaking out."

But both admitted players have put themselves in positions again where they're scoreboard watching. Luckily for the Wild, Phoenix blew a third-period lead to Boston last night and lost, so that lead remains four points. Dallas won, and that cushion's down to six points. Dallas will have two games in hand on the Wild after tonight, so tonight is a huge game for Minnesota.

The schedule gets very hard after Wednesday.

Parise hasn't scored in five games, by the way. And Jason Pominville really needs to settle down suddenly. He's had the yips the past few games, whiffing constantly on passes, shots, etc.

I'll update this after we grab Yeo tonight.

Yeo: This is not, "Oh no, here we go again!"
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Apologies for the late blog, but I needed to speed through my game story and notebook and hustle to the airport for a 7 p.m. flight.

Greetings from the friendly skies.

One piece of news: Defenseman Clayton Stoner left tonight’s 3-2 loss to Detroit with about five or six minutes left. He limped down the runway. I didn’t see what happened, but Stoner’s been limping around the past three or four days, has had a part of his lower body wrapped with ice the past few days and probably aggravated it.

Either he didn’t make the trip to Detroit or is a question mark, but defenseman Jon Blum didn’t play the third period for Iowa tonight and is being called up (Remember, Keith Ballard is hurt). I think the plan was to call up Steve Kampfer, but he actually got injured in tonight’s Iowa game.

Tonight’s loss to Detroit was so typical of the Wild. Play an even first period, leave 1-1. Outplay Detroit in the second, leave down 2-1. Stoner turned the puck over, then reacted by taking a high-sticking penalty. Kyle Brodziak actually makes a great play to get a puck on the PK and promptly hands its back to Detroit with a slow clear. Not long after the giveaway, David Legwand scores a goal that Darcy Kuemper had no chance of stopping. Third period, Charlie Coyle, who had a great game today, draws a penalty shot and ties the game 15 seconds in by using the same slick move he used to win that shootout in Winnipeg around Thanksgiving.

And five minutes later, Gustav Nyquist, the hottest goal scorer in the NHL since Jan. 20 with 16 goals, makes a great play to skate through the Wild’s defense before ripping a shot off the post and in.

Wild draws a power play late, can’t score on it and falls 3-2. It has now won 2 of 9 games since the trade deadline (2-3-4).

After the game though, I think Mike Yeo made a big mistake. He came to the press conference ready to paint a rosy picture on what’s going on. He’s well aware fans and media always pin late-season swoons on Yeo’s Wild. He’s very sensitive to this analysis, especially since if you actually look at the Wild’s history, late-season swoons preceded him.

Nevertheless, Yeo opened the presser with the statement: “We’ve got to find a way to win that game.”

That opened the door for me to respond, “But you’ve got two wins in your last nine. You’ve got to get some wins here, right?”

He responded, “How did I know that was coming?” and proceeded with a two-minute soliloquy about how this is not another late-season stumble and this is a different team and had some NHL-style math on a yellow sheet of paper to show that things aren’t as bad as they seem.

“You could also say we’ve got a point in nine of our last 11 games,” said Yeo, staring at a yellow piece of paper. “You could also say that was our first regulation loss in 11 games at home (7-0-3 since Jan. 14). You could also say that we’re 7-3-4 in our last 14 games. So, of course, are we sitting here and saying that we’re completely on top of it? No, definitely not.

“There’s a lot of things that we have to do better. [Penalty kill] is number 1 on our list. And finding ways to win a lot of these one-goal games. … We’re not completely happy or satisfied, believe me. But at the same time, what I hope is we don’t try to turn this into a big story of, ‘Oh no, here we go again.’ Because I can tell you that inside the room, we don’t have that feeling. I can tell you that we’re a different team.”

Basically though, he turned the narrative of a tough loss game story into an entire game story reminding folks of the late-season stumbles the past two seasons and how what’s going on now should not be considered, “oh no, here we go again.” I can honestly tell you, I wasn’t going this route with my gamer until his spiel.

I just don’t know what he was trying to accomplish. Convince the fans? Convince the media? Convince himself? Convince the players? If his intention was to stop the outside noise of a potential late-season implosion, to me, he made it a focal point, he made it the story.

And frankly now, he better hope his players prove him right.

We’ve written so much lately about young kids like Coyle and Nino Niederreiter and how they need to step up. They did tonight. Niederreiter was better. Coyle was tremendous, and in fact, to me set the bar about what he can bring every single night. He was a force tonight and was elevated back to the Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu line because of it.

But Yeo has given tons of rope to veterans, especially Brodziak. Tonight, Brodziak was on the ice for all three goals, losing the faceoff on Detroit’s first power-play goal and turning it over before Detroit’s second.

We can all accept that despite the glorious chances Brodziak gets almost nightly that he is not a scorer. But if you’re not going to score, you certainly can’t be costing goals. His turnover in Boston three games ago led to the Bruins’ winner in that game.

Dany Heatley, one game after being a minus-2 in New Jersey, had one shot and was a non-factor.

The Wild needs more from those guys.

The Wild’s penalty kill is killing them lately. Yeo even volunteered that the penalty kill is 68 percent over this stretch. Can’t win games like that, not when you’re as offensively-challenged as the Wild continues to be.

The common theme is not winning draws and not getting clears when they get the puck. Yeo said that needs to stop.

I thought the power play looked much better today. Mikko Koivu was even shooting the puck for a change and scored a goal. Unfortunately for them, they couldn’t score on the last one, but it definitely had a different look and feel on the man advantage than it did in recent games.

Kuemper has given up three or more goals in four of his past six starts. In one of those other two, he blew a 2-0 shootout lead. Hopefully he’s not cracking here (there have been some stoppable goals allowed lately, like those goals in the Edmonton game, the first goal in Boston, arguably the third tonight), because again, the Wild doesn’t score enough to absorb average goaltending.

Anyway, big game Sunday in Detroit. The Wild needs to rebound, to get some W’s. But they’re going into a building where Detroit is 8-0-2 in the past 10 games since Jan. 20.

Yeo reminded again, that this is a team that doesn’t want to just eke into the playoffs, they want to do damage once they’re there.

“We’re in a different spot, we’re a different team, we’re a confident team, and we feel good where we’re going,” he said. “We just have to jumpstart things.”

Dallas is six points back now.

Erik Haula to return to lineup Saturday as Wild opens home-and-home with Detroit; Nate Prosser off the hook
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All Wild players present and accounted for at today’s practice, except defenseman Keith Ballard, who will miss his third game in a row with a groin injury.

The Wild plays a home-and-home with the Detroit Red Wings this weekend starting with a 1 p.m. game at the X on Saturday. The Red Wings, absolutely destroyed by injuries, are fighting for their playoff lives and coming off an overtime win against Pittsburgh. The great Daniel Alfredsson literally scored a buzzer beater in OT.

The Red Wings have a lot of young talent, they work their butt off and, as I mentioned, they’re motivated to keep the organEYEzation’s 22-year playoff streak alive. In 9th-place, they’re a point behind the Blue Jackets and Rangers, who play tonight, so the Wild should expect a desperate opponent this weekend.

Darcy Kuemper will get back in the net for Minnesota. It’s his first start since Monday’s game in Boston. He allowed three goals in that one.

Rookie forward Erik Haula, scratched in the previous two games, will draw back into the Wild’s lineup against the Red Wings. Cody McCormick appears to be the scratch. Haula will play on a line with Charlie Coyle and Dany Heatley, and coach Mike Yeo said Haula will see some shifts at center. But he skated mostly as a wing this morning.

Nino Niederreiter moved to a line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak.

Coyle and Niederreiter have been very up and down lately. Their line with Heatley had a real tough game last night in New Jersey, so Yeo’s mindset is put Haula there and maybe rekindle some of that Jason Zucker-Coyle-Heatley chemistry from earlier this season. The common denominator between Haula and the injured Zucker is speed.

Yeo met with Coyle and Niederreiter before the Islanders game. Both aren’t scoring consistently and because they’re young, that’s eating them up. It’s clearly affecting the rest of their game. Yeo wants them to get it out of their mind and start doing the stuff that makes them successful, like using their size, being strong on pucks, reliable in other areas. That was a major issue last night.

The Wild badly, badly need Coyle and Niederreiter on top of their game consistently. One reason – and I stress just ONE reason (I realize there are other issues, like Heatley fitting in on that line, Mikko Koivu getting back up to speed, etc.) -- why the Wild’s having trouble finding consistent lines right now is their up and down play.

“That’s part of it, there’s no question. When those guys get on top of their game, they’re going to make their lines better. They can’t wait for who they’re playing with. They need to get on top of their game and I will say in fairness we have juggled them around, they have been in different spots, but at the same time these guys have a pretty firm idea of what their identity should be and how they have to play the game and we need to see that consistently. That’ll strengthen the line of whichever line they’re on.”

Yeo continued, “We want these guys to create, we want these guys to be a factor offensively, but that’s only going to happen when the game is consistently there. That’s the big thing they have to learn. As young kids, that’s usually the challenge. When a young kid is pressing or he’s thinking he has to score a goal, there’s other parts of their game that falter. My focus for them is to concentrate on having a good game and the results will come.”

I talked to Niederreiter and Coyle and you’ll hear from them in tomorrow’s paper.

On the Koivu-Moulson line, Yeo said, “We’re still hoping that Fonzy (Justin Fontaine), I didn’t think that that line had as much going on obviously as the game before, but that was kind of our whole team. We’d like to see if Fonzy, we’re going to give him another chance there and see if he can kind of recapture some of what they had in that Islander game. Maybe he’s the guy, I don’t know. Maybe this is an ongoing thing where it’s kind of whoever’s going, whoever’s on top of their game finds a way to get up there. For us to be a good team, we have guys who can be interchangeable in different positions. But in order to be a good team, they need to be on top of their game.”

What else?

Yeo on Zucker missing the rest of the season (click link), “It’s a tough one for sure. We all thought that he was going to be back after the Olympic break so it’s a tough setback that’s for sure. “It’s disappointing because like I said I thought that his game was going. I thought we were finding kind of the right mix with him and here we are. It’s difficult but he’ll have to bounce back from it for sure.”

Defenseman Nate Prosser is off the hook for his elbowing major and game misconduct on the Devils’ Tim Sestito from Thursday night. Prosser was playing the puck in the corner and Sestito came flying in to check him. Prosser instinctively raised his arm to protect himself. I think he got Sestito with the forearm.

The league says that just because this didn’t rise to the level of supplemental discipline, the correct call was made.

My only issue: If Prosser doesn’t protect himself, he could have been plastered against the wall or glass. Conceivably Sestito could have been penalized for a no-doubt charge, so I’m not sure what Prosser’s supposed to do there other than absorb a potentially-dangerous check or pretend he’s a bullfighter and somehow “Ole.”

Prosser said today, “I was trying to ask the ref on the skate out, ‘Can you talk to me a little bit to tell me what you saw just to give me some kind of perspective?’ In all honesty, I didn’t know what really happened until I saw the replay. I was pretty sure I didn’t get him with my elbow and it obviously wasn’t intentional. I’m just hoping he’s alright.”

On the major, Prosser said, “I was surprised they were bringing me to the box. I thought, ‘OK maybe two,’ but kicking me out of the game, I was shocked.”

Did he know Sestito was coming? “As soon as the puck got dumped in, I knew the line we were out against and I saw some guys barreling down. He probably took 10 strides before he got to me, so he’s at full speed. So I knew he was coming and that was a natural reaction to somewhat protect myself.”

Lastly, Zach Parise’s goal from last night has been changed to Ryan Suter. The puck deflected in off Devils defenseman Bryce Salvador. Jared Spurgeon and Jason Pominville got the helpers, meaning Pominville’s point streak is now at seven games.

OK, I need to begin writing from the paper and get out of this coffee shop. I can barely keep my eyes open right now. Back in the old days covering this league, I would routinely get up for an early flight after getting back to the hotel at 1 a.m., fly home, cover practice and then go party afterward.

I miss being young.

Wild steals point out of New Jersey; Parise on his return; Prosser booted from game
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Honestly, I’ll have to watch this game again to try to figure out how the heck the Wild clawed back for a point. I still didn’t get a chance to watch every goal or much of the third period and overtime in the first place because I was punching frantically at my keyboard trying to rework my file-at-the-gun story.

But needless to say, to get a point out of game where you could play that poorly in the first two periods is quite the coup. Big point, too, because Dallas, which is suddenly struggling, lost in Philly, so the Wild’s now eight up on a playoff spot.

If Phoenix hangs on to beat Florida, the Wild’s lead on the first wildcard spot will be down to four. Big three-game stretch coming up. Home and home with Detroit, which is ravaged with injuries, and then Vancouver, which is in a tumble.

The Wild then hits the road for a tough trip: at St. Louis in the second of a back-to-back, at Phoenix (massive game), at Los Angeles and at Chicago.

OK, where to start?

Just a terrible first two periods. The Wild couldn’t get anything accomplished. Its execution was terrible, it turned pucks over, it was in chip-it-out mode. Other than on the power play, the Wild couldn’t sustain any offensive pressure.

So many players had tough nights. Dany Heatley was minus-2. Nino Niederreiter was minus-1 and showed why the Wild is not yet comfortable putting him on the power play on a consistent basis. His wall play on the power play needs so much work, and he flashed that in the offensive and defensive zone on Mark Fayne’s shortie (although let’s be honest, that was a collective effort because five guys were on one side of the ice).

Jason Pominville’s six-game point streak came to an end and something was bigtime off with him tonight. From start to finish, he was fighting the puck, whiffing on them, shanking them, etc. Mikko Koivu, very tough game on the power play, and on the play that led to the OT winner, Koivu and Pominville teamed up by swinging and missing on pucks in the offensive zone. That led to Jersey’s quick counter and then mayhem before Andy Greene lost Koivu for the winner.

BUT, the Wild somehow rallied for a huge point. Zach Parise scored 21 seconds into the third on a power play (13th, which is tied for second in the NHL). Then, after Jared Spurgeon, who rarely takes penalties (26 PIM in 218 career games), took a minor, Jaromir Jagr made it 3-1.

But the Wild stayed with it and Mikael Granlund and Matt Cooke scored 4:50 apart, Cooke’s tying goal coming with 4:32 left on a deflection of Marco Scandella’s rocket.

On the difference between the first two periods and the third, Parise, who knows a thing or two about the Devils, said, “That’s the style of hockey they play. They keep the puck along their walls. They grind, they grind, they grind, they don’t put the puck in the middle of the ice, so they play low-risk hockey. In the first two periods, we didn’t skate, we didn’t chase down the puck. We kind of played right into their hands into a slow hockey game.”

In the third? Cooke said, “If you’re willing to play a slow game, then you’re feeling right into their hands.” So Cooke said the Wild began skating, getting pucks deep, got pucks to the net and they got fortunate.

“Realization that we need to skate,” Cooke said.

“When you’re faced with a two-goal deficit in the third period and you battle back to get a point on the road, you have to accept that,” coach Mike Yeo said. “I’m not sitting here saying that we’re in love with our game, but it’s positive the way the guys found a way to get that point.”

Still, Yeo was displeased with the Wild’s execution, wall play and puck support in the first 40 minutes. The lack of execution “led to a lot of turnovers, a lot of time spent in our own zone.”

Also, the Wild played with five defensemen for the final 42 minutes because Nate Prosser was assessed a five-minute elbowing penalty and game misconduct for a forearm to Tim Sestito’s face. Sestito charged in, Prosser turned with the puck out of the corner, spotted him and reacted quickly to defend himself.

The center-ice ref called it an elbowing major.

“He was taking a large run at Pross and Pross was trying to play the puck,” said Yeo, who interrupted himself and said, “I don’t like seeing anybody get hurt.”

If you go by previous NHL decisions, it probably shouldn’t result in supplemental discipline for Prosser if the NHL determines Prosser was protecting himself.

Earlier this season, when the NHL didn’t discipline Dallas Stars captain Jamie Benn for launching an elbow into Cooke’s face, the league called it a “protective maneuver.”  There are times, the league says, where “defensive contact to the head” is permissible if a player skating with the puck is trying to protect himself from a check.

We’ll see Friday. Remember, Keith Ballard has a groin injury, so if Prosser is suspended, the Wild would have to call up a defenseman IF Ballard can’t play. By the way, if the NHL doesn't suspend Prosser, it doesn't mean it was the wrong call on the ice. 

The league's standards for supplemental discipline are not the same as standards for on ice penalties. 

Interesting game for Parise. Booed during warmups, and there were some cruel signs wrapped around the glass. He joked that he only read the “good ones.”

He took a penalty, only his second in the past 17 games, in the first period and was stuffed by Cory Schneider on a shorthanded breakaway.

“The first period, he’s probably thinking, ‘Man, this couldn’t go any worse,’” Yeo said. “To see him get rewarded there in the third period, for us it was great because we know what this game meant to him.”

Parise said, “I was expecting the boos. I don’t have any hard feelings toward them. I understand. I wasn’t expecting any cheers. That’s fine.”

Said Devils coach Pete DeBoer, “I understand the fans disappointment with him leaving. I also know we should all be very thankful for the time he put in. I know I feel privileged to have coached him. I hadn’t watched him in a while. You realize seeing him tonight why he’s so special. He’s always around the net, winning battles, in the crease. He’s a special player.”

The Wild is 7-2-5 in the past 14 games. So, in one sense, that’s big this time of year that the Wild has gotten points in 12 of the past 14 games. But of its past five losses, the Wild has lost four via shootout or overtime.

“Who knows, down the road, it could be important points,” said Parise. “Little bit of silver lining, but we’ve got to turn that corner and start winning some of these games that go into extra time.”

Said Matt Moulson, “Coming down the stretch, we want two points every game. You never want to lose games. You’ve got to find a way to win. These are how playoff games are played. They’re tight all the time. You have to battle for every inch.”

Said Charlie Coyle, “We didn’t start off the first two periods like we wanted to. That wasn’t our best game, or our best start either. But to start like that and come back and get that point, that was huge. But we can’t be satisfied with those late starts like that. We’ve got to come here to play and play a full 60.”

By the way, the Heatley-Coyle-Nino line, not so good tonight.

But, the Wild got the point against a desperate Devils team, went 1-1-1 on the road trip (.500, 3 out of 6 points) and keep inching toward its second consecutive playoff berth.

Early flight. Talk to you after practice Friday.

Martin Brodeur: Devils let Zach Parise walk; Jason Zucker done for year with quad injury

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 20, 2014 - 12:40 PM   
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Wild looks to close its three-game road trip with a second consecutive victory tonight when it visits the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center.

Good chance Zach Parise draws into the Wild’s starting lineup of his first return to New Jersey since departing as a free agent two summers ago.

Ilya Bryzgalov vs. Cory Schneider in goal. For the Wild, Erik Haula is scratched a second consecutive game (more on that below) and defenseman Keith Ballard is sidelined with a groin injury. He apparently hurt it the other day and tried to give it a shot this morning. He had to leave the pregame skate early.

--Left wing Jason Zucker is indeed out the rest of the season. General Manager Chuck Fletcher said Zucker will need additional surgery to repair a tendon in his right quadriceps.

“It’s a setback, but he should be fine for next season,” Fletcher said. “It’s frustrating it came to all this. I feel badly for the kid.”

Zucker was initially injured Jan. 9 late in the third period at Phoenix. He blocked a scorching Shane Doan blast just above the right knee. The decision was made to hold off surgery until the Olympic break.

“Honestly, it’s a fluky injury, one I’ve never heard of,” Fletcher said. “When they initially went in, it was worse than they thought. They fixed it, but he reaggravated it while training.”

--Parise will play his first game tonight at the Rock. Fans will boo. Future Hall of Fame goalie Martin Brodeur says fans have that right.

And while maybe Devils fans have every right in the world to be upset Parise left New Jersey for home in Minnesota, Brodeur said it was the Devils who made the mistake by not trying to sign Parise earlier.

“We had plenty of chances,” Brodeur said. “We had two years to talk to him and figure out something and we waited and waited and it was too late.”

I asked him to follow up on that and he said, “When you know you have an athlete that is going to be a gamebreaker and he’s going to be one of the top [available] players and the rules are free agency comes a lot younger than it used to, you have to make commitments. You see around the league some of the young guys, the (Steven) Stamkos’ and etc., they don’t wait. They get them done. And we let him walk to free agency. That’s a decision of the organization, regardless of it was financial at the time with the ownership that we had, but he was our property for a long time and we lost him.”  

GM Lou Lamoriello has had a long policy of waiting to sign his pending free agents. In fact, Brodeur’s one of the few who has been signed in the middle of the season. Everybody from Scott Niedermayer to Scott Gomez to Brian Gionta to Alex Mogilny to even Doug Gilmour left.

The moment New Jersey signed Ilya Kovalchuk to a 15-year, $100-million contract in August 2010, it seemed the homegrown Parise was destined to be elsewhere.

“That’s too hard to say,” Parise said when asked if it would have changed things if Lamoriello tried harder to extend him earlier. “I know Lou has his policies and his way of doing things. It’s not as if Lou waited ‘til June 29 or 30 to pick up the phone. We had talked for a long time before that. … I don’t think it’s fair to say that Lou waited ‘til the last minute because that wasn’t the case.”

By the way, Parise said Tuesday that Lamoriello doesn’t hold a grudge and they still have a good relationship, that Lamoriello understands this is the way it works in the NHL.

As far as Devils fans apparently being upset that Parise kept saying he wanted to stay, Parise said, “I wasn’t lying. I have no reason to lie about that stuff. I was always being completely honest. It basically came down to Minnesota or here.”

Brodeur said, “I had good conversations with him. He really was debating going to Minnesota or staying with us. I talked to him a lot that day about it and he was torn a little bit about making that decision. But a lot of people have influence on players – agents and families and stuff like that, and if he went anywhere – I don’t have to name the team – it would have been a lot [more] heartbroken for the fans than going to Minnesota, that’s for sure.”  

I assume he was talking about the Rangers, although the Rangers were never in the mix. Philly and Pittsburgh went hard after Parise, as well as Chicago. Detroit was the big team after Ryan Suter.

“We’re hockey players,” Brodeur said. “We have different views than fans as far as what’s expected from people in the locker room and stuff like that. “So, the fans for sure are not pretty pleased with his decision to leave us, especially being the captain. The only drawback is he went home to Minnesota, so I think you have fans that will be a little understanding. But those fans are pretty rare. It affected our organization in a big way losing him, and that’s what the fans care about. Us, it’s part of the business.”

-- Talked to Justin Fontaine, who had a goal and assist against the Islanders in his second game being scratched for five straight. He was on a line with Matt Moulson and Mikko Koivu.

“No one likes sitting out. It’s definitely frustrating,” he said. “I just came to the rink with the right attitude. That’s why I said about staying sharp and staying positive around the rink, being a good teammate. You never know the role you’re going to get thrown in and you’ve got to take advantage when you get that opportunity.”

Coach Mike Yeo had the same conversation with Haula. As I wrote the other day, Yeo isn’t unhappy with Haula. He feels he wants to get everybody in roles, and while fans and media say he simply should elevate Haula to a third-line status, he doesn’t yet feel that Haula is ready to play 18 minutes a night against top players.

Yeo said Fontaine is a “good example for a guy like Haulsy. We’ve got a lot of guys. We added a couple guys to a team that we already felt was strong, so that means every night there’s two, three guys out of the lineup. So when you’re not in there, it’s how you use that time to make sure you’re ready when you do get in. It speaks volumes [about Fontaine] the attitude he had while he was out and how he worked to make sure he was ready for that opportunity. I talked to [Haula]. He’s been playing well, and he’s going to get back in [eventually] and we have to make sure when he gets back in he’s at that same level.”

-- Teammates have been calling defensive defenseman, No. 4 Clayton Stoner “Bobby Orr” since his highlight-reel breakaway goal Tuesday against the Islanders.

“Today anyways. I'm sure it'll change tomorrow,” Stoner joked.

Yeo said, “His play has been very strong lately. He’s been making the right decisions with the puck. He’s been moving the puck quickly and efficiently. …. His defending has been very strong, from his gaps through the neutral zone, his one-on-one play to his D-zone coverage, I’ve been very impressed with how he’s been playing the game.”

Stoner said he’s OK from his crash into the corner wall after scoring. He said he tripped over goalie Anders Nilsson’s stick.

Stoner scored his first NHL goal in this Devils’ arena in 2011. It was a dump-in that Johan Hedberg came out to play. But the puck hit a stanchion on the glass and ricocheted into the open net.

Stoner said he tested it this morning. Stanchions have changed, he disappointedly said.

-- On Bryzgalov starting, Yeo said the Wild used the “guideline” of coming back with a goalie coming off a shutout. Bryzgalov made 36 saves for his 32nd career shutout and first with the Wild on Tuesday on the Island.

Yeo said Bryzgalov was a calming influence in the net that night and “looked big. I want to see if he can get back at it.”

He also has a 2.07 GAA lifetime against New Jersey.

-- Same forward lines at 5-on-5 to start tonight. PP units are Parise-Koivu-Moulson-Suter-Pominville; Heatley-Granlund-Nino-Brodin-Spurgeon.

Yeo said he wants to spot Charlie Coyle in more on the penalty kill and the Nino spot on the power play may rotate between Nino and Coyle depending on “who’s playing better.”

-- Greg Carey, the senior at St. Lawrence University, signed with the Phoenix Coyotes yesterday. The Wild is waiting to hear today a decision from his younger brother, Matt Carey, 22. The freshman is said to play more of a pro style but is raw. He’s tied for 38th in the country with 37 points (18 goals).

Also, as I wrote a few days ago, the Wild, Philadelphia Flyers and Boston Bruins are among many teams after Swedish defenseman Christian Folin, who plays at Massachusetts-Lowell. Many scouts say Folin has the ability to step right into an NHL lineup. He can’t be signed until they’re done playing, and that could be a bit.

Talk tonight.

Koivu becomes all-time Wild leading scorer; Moulson helps lead rout of Isles; Zucker likely out for season

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 18, 2014 - 10:34 PM    
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Oh, the genius of Mike Yeo.

With the Wild coach getting slaughtered on Twitter and on the blogs and I’m sure the message boards for doing the unthinkable, scratching former Gopher Erik Haula, Yeo’s shuffling of the second, third and fourth lines helped trigger the team tying a franchise record for margin of victory with tonight’s 6-0 beatdown of my childhood team, the New York Islanders.

Haula’s scratch surprised many of us. Heck, I came to the rink this morning thinking he’d be promoted to the third line. But Haula sat, and Yeo explains his reasoning below.

But like Yeo scripted it, the first, second and third lines scored with Matt Moulson leading the charge with the winning goal, another goal and three points in his return to Long Island. The former Isle scored 118 goals in orange and blue.

Fans treated him unbelievably, cheering him during a video tribute, after each of his goals and as his name was announced as the game’s first star. They also chanted, “WE WANT MOULSON!!!” the last five minutes and “SNOW MUST GO!!!” That’s a message to GM Garth Snow, who traded Moulson, who wanted to re-sign with the Islanders, for Thomas Vanek, who didn’t want to re-sign with the Islanders and eventually had to be dealt to Montreal the same day Moulson was dealt to Minnesota.

Read the gamer for all the details and quotes, especially on Moulson. I'll be on KFAN at 9 a.m., by the way.

Mikko Koivu became the Wild’s all-time leading scorer tonight by assisting on three goals to pass Marian Gaborik with 438 points. He had two assists in seven games since ankle surgery before tonight and was outstanding. He was plus-3.

Justin Fontaine, recently scratched for five straight, scored a goal and assist. Mikael Granlund scored a goal on assists by Jason Pominville (six-game point streak) and Zach Parise. Clayton Stoner scored an awesome breakaway goal coming out of the penalty box. When he entered the room after his postgame interview with Fox Sports North’s Kevin Gorg, the room went nuts.

“Anytime a guy like me or a guy that doesn’t score a lot of goals – like [Nate] Pross[er] game-winners -- cool feeling. It’s cool when guys get excited for you because maybe you don’t get the glory as much. It’s cool to get that for a change.”

On the goal, Stoner said, “It happens really fast. I was trying to get my feet going right away so that guy didn’t catch me. I’m not the fastest guy on the team.”

Jared Spurgeon scored a goal and was plus-4. Ryan Suter got to play only 23:15, a season-low, and was plus-4.

On a late power play, Yeo didn’t want to run up the score, so he put three non power-play guys out with Matt Moulson and Jonas Brodin – Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Marco Scandella. Cooke and Brodziak assisted on Moulson’s second goal, and the sixth of the game.

It was the sixth six-goal victory in Wild history and fifth 6-0 win in Wild history (third on the road).

Ilya Bryzgalov was outstanding, especially early when the Wild kind of dipped its toe in the game. Yeo felt the Wild was tight early, either from playing in Boston the night before or from the nerves of the recent slide.

But Bryzgalov made 16 of his 36 saves in the first period and recorded his first win and shutout with the Wild.

Yeo didn’t commit to Bryzgalov starting Thursday at New Jersey. I jokingly said, “But that’s your rule (to start the same goalie after a shutout).” He said back, “Not rule. Guideline.”

So we’ll see if he comes back with Darcy Kuemper or Bryzgalov Thursday. The Wild has Wednesday off, so we won’t know until Thursday morning.

Some Yeo quotes:

On Fontaine: “He showed a lot. We’ll have to make sure he stays on it. He’s got quick feet but he makes quick decisions. To play with guys like that (Moulson and Koivu), you need skill but you have to think the game at a high level. He showed he’s capable of that tonight.”

On Moulson: “This is a guy that’s obviously very, very well respected. You see what the crowd’s doing in a game like that. I thought that was very classy of their crowd and reflects what kind of person this is, what he’s meant to this organization.”

On Stoner’s breakaway goal and the late power-play goal with Brodziak and Cooke out there, Yeo joked, “We might have been making some wrong reads on who should be going in the shootout and who should be playing on the power play.”

Yeo said the Wild had real good focus, played for each other and did the right things and trusted the result would come if they did those right things. He said that could have been tough because the team played a good game in Boston but lost 4-1. He said it was impressive how the team bounced back.

On sitting Erik Haula: “That was a very difficult choice. We’re real happy with Haulsy right now. Let’s be honest though, there’s a difference when you’re playing on the third line compared to when you’re playing on the fourth line. You’re playing against top players (in other words, Yeo is trying to ease Haula into this season and he doesn’t feel he’s ready yet for that type of responsibility). A lot of people are saying take Brodzy out, but Brodzy, like we wouldn’t be where we’re at right now without him, too. So, get [Brodziak] into a spot where he could be successful. I think that was important. And, we’ll call upon Haulsy. We’ve got a bunch of guys here and everybody’s going to have to be important. We’ll call on him again and make sure he’s ready. But it’s about trying to get guys into certain spots so they can be successful.”

Yeo said he didn’t like the bottom three lines recently because they had no identity. These lines tonight, he felt there was better balance.

Koivu on breaking Gaborik’s record: “It means a lot. Being able to be in one organization for a lot of years, I played with a lot of great players. I think more than anything you look back, there’s been ups and downs, like in sports there always is. It’s a great feeling. I’m passing Gabby. He’s a pretty good scorer, so I did something right.”

In injury news, not good news on Jason Zucker. GM Chuck Fletcher said he will likely need additional knee surgery and be out for the season. He reaggravated his knee training, Fletcher said. Fletcher said it was supposed to be a minor injury when he underwent surgery in February. Now it's not.

If it's related, Zucker's tweet tonight makes it sound more serious than Fletcher's letting on.

I have no idea how to handle this... #rattled

— Jason Zucker (@Jason_Zucker16) March 18, 2014 

Lastly, TSN's Bob McKenzie reported that the Wild is among many NHL teams pursuing St. Lawrence University undrafted brothers Greg and Matt Carey.

Greg Carey, a senior, is the second-leading Division I scorer in the country with 57 points (18 goals). He’s considered an average skater but pure sniper. Matt Carey, a freshman, is said to play more of a pro style but is raw. He’s tied for 38th in the country with 37 points (18 goals).

Also, according to sources, the Wild and Boston Bruins are also among many teams after Swedish defenseman Christian Folin, who plays at Massachusetts-Lowell. Many scouts say Folin has the ability to step right into an NHL lineup.

The Wild had two former undrafted college free agents in its lineup tonight -- Fontaine and Prosser.

Like I said, no practice Wednesday. If the Wild signs any of these guys, I'll toss up a blog. Otherwise, talk Thursday. Zach Parise Night Thursday in Newark!

Mike Yeo on tonight's lineup vs. the Islanders; Matt Moulson returns to Long Island
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Good afternoon from Long Island, where hockey embedded itself in my blood in the early-80s.

I spent the first 12 years of my life here and have a lot of incredible memories of this area and Nassau Coliseum, from watching the Isles, to playing indoor soccer, to going to the circus. My mom went to college across the street and I grew up 15 minutes down the road.

There’s something special about being in the press box and at the same level as those championship banners and retired numbers.

There's also nothing like the infamous autograph collectible/memorabilia guys here between the hotel and Coliseum. They just camp in the parking lot, same dudes forever. I probably used to go into their stores as a kid and buy Isles stuff. The best are the guys wearing Jonas Brodin jerseys or something with the tags still on: "I'm your biggest fan."

Today, Zach Parise got bombarded on the walk to and from. I covered a player who used to walk across the lot. He'd ask each autograph seeker, "Who do you want me to make it out to?" If the guy responded back, "No one," the player would hand back the pen.

That's Frank Buonomo in the foreground, the Wild's team services dude. He used to handle Sidney Crosby. One of the autograph guys goes, "Hey, didn't you used to work for the Penguins?" That was pretty funny.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission tonight and on KFAN at 9 a.m. tomorrow.

Wild and Islanders tonight and the Wild needs a win. It’s that simple. The Wild is 1-2-3 in six games since the trade deadline. The optimist says playing good hockey in five of the six games and getting points in four of six. The pessimist says one win in the past six games.

It’s somewhere in between, and the reality is Phoenix rallied on LA last night, so the Wild’s margin on eighth place is now three points and the ninth place five. And, the schedule only gets tougher.

My concern? Wins breed a good feeling, as coach Mike Yeo often says, and losing breeds the opposite. And I don’t care how well the Wild may have played at times against St. Louis, Dallas and Boston, the Wild couldn’t muster two points in any of those games. So a couple more losses, especially tonight, and negativity and concern could infiltrate that locker room and often times when that happens, the way the team plays goes south fast.

“I can’t sit here and say that I don’t like the way we’re playing because I do,” Zach Parise said. “I think that we’re playing well. But I understand we can only say that for so long. ‘Playing well, blah, blah, blah.’ We’ve got to win. That’s the most important thing. But we’re doing a lot of good things. But a lot of opportunities that we’re not capitalizing on, and that’s the difference of us going into shootouts or losing in a shootout. Last night we had a lot of good chances early. But we played St. Louis, Boston, those are two of the best teams and we played very well against both of them. But, it is frustrating that we’ve got really nothing to show for either game. We lost them both (0-1-1).”

Ilya Bryzgalov vs. Anders Nilsson tonight. Speaking of “Anders,” I chatted with Edina’s Anders Lee this morning. The 23-year-old has six goals and 10 points in nine games this season and I’ll squeeze some of his thoughts and coach Jack Capuano’s thoughts on Lee in my notebook in Wednesday’s paper.

Tonight is the first game back at the Coliseum for Matt Moulson and Nino Niederreiter. Moulson had a big press gathering this morning and I’ll stick those quotes down below.

Yeo wouldn’t divulge his lines until warmups.

But I did confirm the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line remains intact.

Also, and don’t freak out, Erik Haula is clearly a scratch. He was bagged by the assistant coaches with Mike Rupp well after this morning’s optional skate ended. So, my guess is Charlie Coyle is moving back to center.

So, my process of elimination, he would likely be the third-line center. I’d think Matt Moulson and Mikko Koivu stay together, so that means Justin Fontaine or Niederreiter would be on that right wing. My guess is Coyle centers Dany Heatley and Fontaine or Niederreiter. That would leave a fourth line of Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Cody McCormick.

I’ll update Twitter during warmups with the correct lines. Keith Ballard looked like he will be the defenseman scratched tonight.

The more I thought about it last night, the more I thought maybe Yeo should break up the top line. My reasoning was “spread the wealth” because at this point, it is what it is, it’s clear as day the Wild’s best offensive players are all on that top line and maybe if you reunite Parise-Koivu-Coyle and put paint crasher Moulson with a playmaker like Granlund and a shooter like Pominville, perhaps there would be some chemistry.

Yeo said, “I’m not going to say we are or we are not breaking those guys up, but those guys are going [well]. So I think our first priority is to see if we can keep those guys going but find another mix. Now, we’re going to be willing to do whatever it takes. There’s no question, if that’s what it takes. But like I said, our first priority has to be to try maintain what they’ve got going, but fix the areas around it.”

Now, on everybody’s favorite player, Kyle Brodziak, Yeo said, “When I watched his game again, the goal against is obviously the first thing you look at (turnover on Boston’s winner). But aside from that, his game was actually very good. He led our team in (six) shots last night, he was moving his feet. I don’t think his line was particularly good. He was the best player on that line last night. This is where we’re at with our team, too. This is the challenge that’s on us as coaches and players is figuring out roles. Making sure that guys are in roles, making sure that guys have an understanding of what their role is and what we need them to do and that they’re ready to bring it.”

I think that last part is probably why Haula is scratched. Debate it, fine. Disagree, fine. I’m just saying, my conjecture is in Yeo’s head, he’s coming up with “roles” and he wants that fourth line to be a shutdown, physical line tonight).

I don’t know for sure because when Yeo was available, it was not yet known that Haula was the odd forward out tonight. So I didn’t have a chance to ask.

Mikko Koivu played his best game since he returned from an ankle injury last night. Yet, he still had no points and was minus-2. In seven games, Koivu has no goals, two assists and 10 shots.

I asked Yeo how much pressure is on Koivu to start producing. Yeo said, “None from me. We need to win, whether we win 1-0, whether we win 5-4, whatever. The thing we have to understand is that it’s a team. Are we goig to need him to score along the way? Yes. But that’s an unfair burden to put on any player and say, ‘we need you to come into this game and score two goals tonight.’ If he does, that’s great. If he doesn’t and he does a lot of the things that he’s doing right now and somebody else does, then great. There’s no question that over the larger sample size over the rest of the season, for sure we’re going to need some points, we’re going to need production from them as a line. We just have to make sure we have the attitude that this is a team game and we’re here to help each other out.”

By the way, Darcy Kuemper has been up and down lately. Great game against the Rangers after giving up a few bad goals to Edmonton. Great game against Columbus, but then he can’t hang onto a 2-0 shootout lead. Last night, that first goal really hurt. This is the 23-year-old coming out of Kuemper. He’s a rookie and this is what you get sometimes.

On that first goal last night by Jarome Iginla, Kuemper said when the puck hit Jonas Brodin’s stick, then hip, he thinks he looks lost the puck in Boston’s black jerseys. By the time he saw it, it was too late. It started to dip, he reacted by dropping in his butterfly and boom.

Moulson is playing his first game back since the October trade to Buffalo for Thomas Vanek.

He called it a “little weird. I don’t think I’ve ever been in the  visiting changing room here. It’s exciting, but important game for us. We need two points and to get some wins here.”

On the trade from the Islanders, Moulson said, “It caught me off guard. At the time, I always believed I would be here for the rest of my career. To not have any discussions about any future plans or anything, that kind of caught me off guard. I always figured something would work out. Obviously they didn’t have the same plans.”

Would he sign with the Islanders as a free agent? “It’s been said that I wasn’t in their future plans, so I don’t think that’ll quickly change. I’ll just concentrate on helping Minnesota win.”

Moulson has a goal and assist in six games with the Wild. On how the transition has been, he said, “Definitely like to mix in some more wins and goals to help this team, but it’s a great bunch of players. It’s easy to see that. Myself, it’s been an easy transition. Just little things now, not thinking so much and just playing. I think that comes after a couple games. Hopefully we can get that.”

Stop the presses: The Wild's having trouble scoring!

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 17, 2014 - 10:29 PM   
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When you don’t score easily, the room for error is so miniscule, and that was on display again by the Wild in tonight’s 4-1 loss at Boston.

Read the gamer for all the details and the better quotes. Just a quick blog because I need to get some shut-eye before an early flight to New Yawk.

The Wild came out the right way, and as Bruins forward Chris Kelly said, the Wild was handling the puck well, skated well, “they were moving their feet extremely well and we weren’t.”

In a scoreless first, the Wild outchanced the Bruins, but Tuukka Rask put on a display that continued in the second.

But with the Wild taking the play to Boston, Jarome Iginla took a shot that nicked Jonas Brodin’s hip. Darcy Kuemper seemed to lose the puck until it dipped in his crease. By then it was too late.

Eight minutes later, Nino Niederreiter stole the puck near the Wild blue line. He gave it to Kyle Brodziak, but he didn’t get the puck out and Carl Soderberg took the puck right off his stick.

To compound problems, every Wild defender watched Soderberg skate around the net. That left Loui Eriksson wide open, and the prolific third-line connected when Soderberg fed Eriksson for the easy 2-0 lead.

Jason Pominville scored late in the second to make it a game, but the proficient Bruins showed how balanced they are when Reilly Smith scored off Patrice Bergeron’s rebound in the third.

Look at Boston’s balanced scoring, look at the Bruins’ plus-minuses. They just roll line after line at you and any line can contribute.

The Wild is the absolute opposite. The Parise-Granlund-Pominville line has scored 14 goals and 37 points in the past 13 games. The rest of the team has 17 goals in that span.

This team just hasn’t found the right mix since Mikko Koivu’s return from an ankle injury and Matt Moulson’s addition. The Wild is 1-2-3 since Moulson’s arrival, 2-2-3 since Koivu’s return. The offense that was supposed to improve with Moulson and Koivu in the lineup has dipped from 25th to 28th in the NHL.

Tonight, the Moulson-Koivu-Charlie Coyle line had four or five exceptional scoring chances.

The line didn’t score and finished minus-2.

So Yeo, who has kept the lines pretty consistent of late, indicated after this one that the Wild coaching staff will look at the lines tonight and may come up with “one, two, three” new lines Tuesday at the Islanders.

Honestly, one option would be to break apart the prolific Granlund line to spread out the wealth a bit and get a new mix because we have seen the Moulson-Koivu and Cooke-Brodziak duos aren’t scoring with either Charlie Coyle or Nino Niederreiter on the right. It’s really too bad Jason Zucker is hurt. This team could use some speed and energy.

But that would probably be beyond crazy to break apart the only line that’s creating something consistently every game.

“That’s the tricky part because they’ve been going so well,” Yeo said. “It’s up to us to try to figure out the right match.”

I’d start off by flipping Kyle Brodziak and Erik Haula. For a team that wanted to get three lines who can score, it’s not even getting two. At least the Koivu line created a bunch of chances tonight.

“We all have to contribute,” Coyle said. “We all know that. We generate chances, but it comes down to putting the puck in the net.”

Tough game. The Wild certainly worked hard and did a lot of things well. But it wasn’t sustained because when you have so much trouble scoring, I think there’s just a natural dip when the other team scores sometimes so easily.

As usual, the Wild was up against a great goaltending display. Rask made some awesome saves early and late. Sixteen of his 33 saves came in the third.

Onto Long Island. Ilya Bryzgalov should be in goal. This is a must win. The Isles have won twice in regulation at home since January.

The only game going right now that affects the Wild is Phoenix at LA. After 1, Coyotes lead 2-1. I have an early flight. Later.

Said defenseman Keith Ballard, “I don’t know if there’s a formula to score more goals. It always seems to fall back to get people to the net, create traffic and score on your second and third opportunities.”

Justin Fontaine returns against the Bruins; Mike Yeo chats with Dany Heatley about 4th-line role
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Happy St. Patty's Day from Boston, which after experiencing it last night, I think this city needs to stand up and admit once and for all that it has a drinking problem. smiley

Wild and Bruins tonight at 6:30 p.m. CT on NBC Sports Network. Kenny Albert and Pierre McGuire at the mics.

Former Calgary Flames captain Jarome Iginla will play his 1,300th game tonight. The all-time leader against the Wild with 35 goals, 65 points, 10 game-winners and 231 shots in 70 meetings has had plenty of milestones against Minnesota. Off the top of my head, he has scored his 300th goal, 600th point and 500th goal against the Wild.

I had a good one-on-one this morning with Iginla and will likely write my Sunday column on him this week. Remember, many felt he was all but done last year, but he's the leading goal scorer (23) and second-leading scorer (53 points) for the deepest team in the East playing on a line with David Krejci and Milan Lucic.

The Bruins have won eight in a row, are 16-2-3 in their past 21 overall and 11-2 in their past 13 at home. They're a league-best 27-7-2 at home. The Bruins, who have outscored opponents 32-12 during their winning streak, average an East-best 3.18 goals per game and allow an East-best 2.13. They average 32.2 shots per game -- fifth-best in the NHL -- and have the league’s seventh-best power play (20.5 percent).

The Wild hasn't been here since 2011. I think if I remember correctly that was that three-game road trip Jose Theodore swept. It ended with a shutout at Pittsburgh. The Wild is 6-0 all-time in Boston and 10-1-1 against Boston overall. The Bruins are 0 for 36 all-time vs. the Wild on the power play, the Wild is 16 for 56 on the power play against them.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Tuukka Rask tonight. Rask is 30-14-4 with a 2.10 goals-against average, .928 save percentage, .928 save percentage and six shutouts. Coach Mike Yeo said Ilya Bryzgalov will likely start tomorrow at the Islanders.

Justin Fontaine, scratched the past five games, gets back into the Wild lineup tonight. Cody McCormick will be scratched. Nate Prosser will be the defenseman scratched. Yeo is messing with his third pair rotation because Clayton Stoner played well Saturday against Columbus and because the Bruins are physical. Wants some edge, especially with McCormick sitting to get Fontaine back in.

Nino Niederreiter returns to Long Island tomorrow for the first time since last summer's trade to Minnesota. Yeo said he would have the same conversation with Niederreiter that he had this morning with Charlie Coyle, who is playing his first game in his hometown tonight in front of more than 1,000 family and friends.

Here is the feature I wrote on him today.

He wants Coyle and Niederreiter to just focus on having good games and not all the outside noise surrounding their returns. Speaking of outside noise, I had a good chat with Zach Parise about Thursday's return to New Jersey and that will be in Thursday's paper.

Speaking of good chats, Yeo and Dany Heatley had a very visible and very long one-on-one on the ice this morning. It actually looked somewhat heated at times, but Yeo said the proper word is honest. Yeo said he has a good relationship with Heatley, so good that they can each speak bluntly to each other.

Not difficult to ascertain the subject of the conversation.

Heatley was playing well. The acquisitions and the health of the Wild has resulted in Heatley dropping to the fourth line the past five games.

"It’s an adjustment. You look at how valuable he was when we had all these guys out, and then we get a lot of guys back and next thing you know he finds himself on the fourth line playing 8-10 minutes a night," Yeo said. "I just talked to him about that, talked to him about his game, what we need from him, but at the same time, we have to be trying to find a way to get him more involved through the course of the game so he’s not sitting on the bench five minutes. It's tougher for a big body like that."

Has he accepted being on the fourth line?

"He’s accepted it," Yeo said. "I don’t want him to be happy and satisfied being on the fourth line. We had a talk when it first happened and he’s been handling it really well. Like I said, I don’t want him to be, ‘Everything’s great.’ I want him demanding more ice time. The No. 1 way to do that is through your play."

Heatley joked that they were just talking about dinner last night.

Heatley played a fourth-line role earlier this season on a line with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell. Then, he moved up.

"When we had some injuries, I got a chance to play and things went pretty good," Heatley said. "Obviously we don’t have injuries. But as we go toward the end of the year and the playoffs, teams usually move around some things. So we’ll see what happens. Just try to play my game and keep getting better."

The Wild needs more from Mikko Koivu. His line with Matt Moulson and either Coyle or Niederreiter has had one productive game against St. Louis. Coyle will be back on the line tonight with Niederreiter going back to the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak line. Niederreiter didn't do well there the other night.

Koivu has two assists and six shots in six games since returning from an ankle injury.

It'll come, and for the Wild's sake, hopefully sooner rather than later for Koivu.

By the way, if this doesn't light a fire under Koivu, nothing will. A Wild fan I met had me deface his Koivu St. Patrick's jersey last night with my signature! Don't worry. Anthony LaPanta raised the value of the jersey again by autographing it as well.

Like kissing your sister, Wild loses in a shootout for third time in four home games

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 16, 2014 - 8:51 AM   
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In tonight’s 2-1 shootout loss to Columbus, the Wild became the first team this season to have a 2-0 lead in a shootout and lose. In fact, it’s the second straight shootout Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu opened up with consecutive goals and the Wild still lost.

The Wild went 1-0-3 on its homestand and now has a five-point lead on the Stars and Coyotes, who beat Calgary tonight. Calgary rallied from a 2-0 deficit, but then Phoenix had five power plays in the third and scored on one of them. Apparently, according to Twitter, the officiating was dubious to say the least.

By the way, prior to losing three shootouts on this homestand, the Wild had won seven of eight shootouts.

Read the game story for all the details and the quotes about the feelings a 1-0-3 homestand left the Wild with, but tonight, the Wild had the better of the chances in a very exciting hockey game tonight but couldn’t beat Sergei Bobrovsky through 65 minutes other than Jason Pominville’s tying goal early in the third.

Prior to the faceoff, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter whispered to each other. If they won the draw, the plan was for Suter to try to hit Parise with a breakaway pass. The puck just bounced over Parise’s stick and into the zone. Parise beat out the icing and set up Pominville’s 25th. He became the 13th 25-goal scorer in Wild history and the first since Andrew Brunette and Guillaume Latendresse in 2009-10.

Before the shootout, Darcy Kuemper was beaten on one fluky goal with 21.6 seconds left in the second on a double deflection – a point shot hit Matt Cooke’s stick, then Jonas Brodin’s knee.

As I mentioned, Parise and Koivu gave the Wild a 2-0 lead. Artem Anisimov cut it to 2-1. Pominville could have won it but fired over the net. Mark Letestu, whom Kuemper robbed a few times in the game, tied it. Then Matt Moulson missed for Minnesota before Ryan Johansen won it after a deke. The goal was initially waved off because the officials thought Johansen scored on a rebound, but replays showed Kuemper never touched the puck with his attempted poke-check.

Kuemper fell on the knife after, saying all he has to do is make a save up 2-0. Coach Mike Yeo jumped to his defense after the game.

Bobrovsky was unreal. The game was reminiscent of April 13, 2013, when Bobrovsky strutted into Xcel Energy Center and was under assault by the Wild. In a game Minnesota outshot Columbus 41-22, Bobrovsky made 39 saves in a 3-2 shootout win.

But Pominville scored with 3:15 left to force overtime, and that point wound up costing the Blue Jackets a playoff spot. The Wild and Blue Jackets tied in points, but the Wild had the tiebreaker over Columbus and got the eight seed.

“I don’t know what it is, I don’t know if it’s being in Minnesota, or if there’s something in this building, certainly looks like he’s comfortable playing in this building and he’s the main reason why we got two points tonight,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said.

Yeo knows if you lose in a shootout, it “paints an ugly picture.”

But he loved the way the Wild played tonight. Their defensemen were pretty great tonight and despite the better of the chances, they just couldn’t get more than one through 65 minutes past BOB.

“We can’t sit here and let a shootout affect how we feel about the way that we’re playing the game,” Yeo said.

Bottom line though, the Wild, despite the acquisition of Moulson and Mikko Koivu’s return, still have to work sooooo hard to score. In fact, it’s been 11 straight games in which the Wild has scored three or fewer goals.

Koivu had no shots tonight. He has no goals and two assists and nine six shots in six games since returning from a broken ankle. His line isn’t scoring, looks slow and isn’t generating much off the cycle. This is a concern because it’s almost impossible to break up the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line.

Granlund had another terrific game. Four shots on goal, eight attempted, won 11 of 18 faceoffs.

Tonight Nino Niederreiter played on that line. I think Charlie Coyle should go back up there to add a little more speed or maybe toss Justin Fontaine back in the lineup. Another option even would be Matt Cooke.

Speaking of Fontaine, I think it’s time for him to return. McCormick’s had five games. He has no points. There haven’t been any big hits, no fights. The fourth line isn’t scoring.

Still, the Wild battled hard tonight, would have won easy if not for BOB and Yeo’s trying hard to make sure a 1-0-3 homestand doesn’t infiltrate the team with negativity. It’s tough right now because with this crazy schedule, there’s been very little practice time.

In fact, with three of four coming up on the road and Yeo sensing tired bodies, he’s canceled practice Sunday. And with back-to-back games Monday and Tuesday in Boston and on Long Island, one of the league-mandated days off will be Wednesday.

So that means all the Wild’s practice time this upcoming week will have to come during morning skates.

No penalties for the Wild in this home game. Third time in Wild history and first since 2004.

Suter picked up his 30th assist. The only other Wild defensemen to hit that mark in history was Marek Zidlicky (twice).

That’s it for now. The Wild plays in Boston on Monday. The Bruins are the best team in the East by far and have won eight in a row. Won’t be easy. The goaltending decision will be interesting. Few teams win in Boston. Would Yeo maybe consider saving his No. 1, Kuemper, for Tuesday’s game against the Islanders (a game the Wild must win) and start Ilya Bryzgalov in Boston?

We’ll see. No practice Sunday. Talk Monday barring news.

Wild's lineup news heading into tonight's game against Columbus

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 15, 2014 - 12:30 PM    
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Darcy Kuemper vs. Sergei Bobrovsky tonight at the X when the Wild and Columbus Blue Jackets face off at 7. The Wild looks to salvage its homestand (1-0-2) before hitting the road for three tomorrow.

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

The Wild’s third D pair rotation continues. The pattern has been two games in, one off.

So Nate Prosser gets in for Keith Ballard tonight. If the pattern holds, Clayton Stoner won’t play in Boston and Ballard will.

Same Wild lines tonight that finished the Rangers game:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Koivu-Niederreiter

Cooke-Brodziak-Coyle

Heatley-Haula-McCormick

Justin Fontaine will be scratched for the fifth consecutive game, and whether you agree or not, if you read Rachel Blount’s notebook today on www.startribune.com/wild, coach Mike Yeo addressed the Fontaine situation.

Very optional skate this morning for the Wild. Actually, it was a directional skate, Yeo called, it. In other words, the players the Wild wanted skating were told to skate and others were told to stay off the ice. Those were all the top-minute guys, so the top-9 forwards and top-4 defensemen were told not to skate.

Yeo said the Wild tried to get something out of Friday’s practice, but he wants players full of energy tonight.

Yeo expects tonight’s game will be similar to Thursday’s Rangers game. The Blue Jackets are playing very well. They’re 5-1-1 this month and coach Todd Richards is running four lines. Columbus’ fourth line is averaging about 12 minutes a night, and they’re a hard-checking, hard-working team.

So Yeo expects both teams will have to “fight for space.”

I asked Yeo about the Wild’s speed today. Since the March 5 trade for Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick, the Wild just doesn’t seem as fast to me. A lot has to do with the trade of Torrey Mitchell, the removal of Fontaine from the lineup, the addition of Moulson, who’s not the fastest skater, and Mikko Koivu’s return to the lineup. He’s still getting up to speed after two months off with an ankle injury.

But Yeo said there won’t be too many faster opponents than the Rangers and “we didn’t feel slow in that game.” He said at times the Wild weren’t pressuring well enough, and the coaches showed video of that. He said that was more off the forecheck and going in straight lines, but “we weren’t losing foot races.”

“I think we have a nice mix right now of size and speed. You can’t be too small, you can’t be too slow. I think we have a little bit of everything.”

Speaking of speed, injured Jason Zucker is back skating again before practices and “hopefully we start progressing him along,” Yeo said.

I think Rachel blogged yesterday, but our blog platform was down and I don’t think it ever published.

Yesterday, I asked Yeo a question I keep getting about why the Wild doesn’t maybe move Erik Haula into a third-line role and Kyle Brodziak to the fourth. Brodziak, by the way, has taken four minors in the past four games and Yeo said Brodziak has to cut that out. He’s one of the Wild’s best penalty killers, which may be part of the reason the Wild gave up power-play goals on three of those four minors by Brodziak.

As for Haula, a rookie, Yeo said, “We’ve done a pretty good job handling him. As far as his development, he’s improved, we’ve increased his role and responsibilities (like penalty killing). And we haven’t done it too quickly. We haven’t pushed him into a position where he might not be ready for. We have moved him up a couple times here and there and we will use him in this next stretch. We’ll gauge it game by game. It’s something, you’ve just got to keep earning it.”

In other words, be patient. Haula’s time will come.

Talk to you tonight. Judging by the Jackets’ skate, Fedor Tyutin will return for the first time since hurting his ankle in the Olympics. Former Wild defenseman Nick Schultz, acquired from Edmonton, looks to be the scratch. His wife and son actually came in for the game from Edmonton.

Wild practice: Kuemper's resilience nets a record

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: March 14, 2014 - 2:34 PM   
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The Wild conducted a fairly routine practice Friday at Xcel Energy Center, with Thursday’s win over the New York Rangers having lifted some of the pressure of two consecutive shootout losses to start their four-game homestand. Everyone was healthy and active, including TV analyst Mike Greenlay, who was sporting an impressive shiner to go with his five stitches. Greenlay was none the worse for wear after being clipped under the left eye by a stick while calling Thursday’s game from between the benches.

Darcy Kuemper bounced back from a subpar game against Edmonton on Tuesday, making 29 saves for his 12th victory of the season. That breaks the Wild’s record for victories by a rookie; the previous mark of 11 was set by Josh Harding in 2007-08. Kuemper is now 12-4-3 and has not lost consecutive games in regulation this season.

Coach Mike Yeo had anticipated a strong comeback by Kuemper, calling him a “water off the duck’s back kind of guy.’’ That kind of resilience, Yeo said, is an “extra important quality’’ in the NHL. He added that Kuemper probably was helped by his extensive junior hockey experience, when he also had to get past bad performances quickly because of a rigorous schedule that left no time for moping.

“Everyone’s going to have an off night, and everyone’s going to have a great night,’’ Yeo said. “You can’t sit around and be thinking about that and preparing for the next game at the same time.

“Young players have to learn how to prepare, how to learn, in a lot of ways, what it means to be a pro. For a guy like (Kuemper), one thing that’s helped is the fact he’s played junior hockey, where they play a schedule that’s similar in the amount of games they play and how up and down a season can be. And also, spending the time in the (AHL). For a player like that, that’s a big help.’’

Yeo is likely to stick with the same lines Saturday, when the Wild end the homestand against Columbus. He said he would like to get Justin Fontaine back into the lineup, but Fontaine is a victim of circumstance. He is tied for third among Wild forwards with 12 goals, but he has not played since March 3, sitting out the past four games.

“Part of it is based on roles right now,’’ Yeo said. “We’re going to need our fourth line to play, and we’re going to need them to eat up minutes. It’s not just the five-on-five. We’ve got (Dany Heatley), who’s playing on the power play, he’s taking up minutes there. We’ve got (Erik) Haula and (Cody) McCormick, both key guys on the penalty kill right now.

“Unfortunately for (Fontaine), he wouldn’t factor in on either one of those right now; he’s not a penalty killer, and he’s not a power-play guy with the guys we have in the lineup. So we do want to get him in the lineup, but at the same time, we’ve got guys in roles right now, so we have to approach it that way.’’

Yeo lauded Haula, but hedged on whether the center might move up from the fourth line to the third. Yeo said he is considering it, but added that Haula has to continue earning his assignments on a nightly basis.

Columbus should be another good test for the Wild, Yeo said. The Blue Jackets are healthy and have four solid lines, and he anticipates the game will be a tight-checking one, similar to the Rangers game.

Wild played a playoff-like style in Thursday's victory over the Rangers

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 13, 2014 - 11:28 PM   
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Good win for the Wild tonight, hanging on to beat the Rangers, who are similarly desperate in the East, 2-1, in a tight-checking, in-your-face affair.

These are the type of games the Wild must win down the stretch. Wild wins 2-1. Phoenix loses 2-1, and now the Wild can feel a little more breathing room.

Coach Mike Yeo loved that both goals the Wild scored were “the kind of goals that you can score in the playoffs,” one off a hard forecheck by Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke to create Nino Niederreiter’s 12th goal of the season and the second in a net-crashing display by the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line.

Granlund attacked the net from the side and Talbot turned away three shots by Granlund and Pominville before Parise scored his 23rd goal (10th in the third period) and 46th career game winner 1:03 into the third.

From there, Darcy Kuemper was brilliant. In his 18th start in 19 games, he made 16 of his 29 saves in the third period to bounce back from a rare average game against the Oilers.

One of the subplots tonight was Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle.

The most impressive part of Granlund’s game the past two months has been his consistency. But like most young 20-somethings, we’ve seen large variance in performances from Niederreiter and Coyle. I thought both were real good against St. Louis, I thought both had tough games against Edmonton.

Tonight, Yeo felt Niederreiter was going early, so in the second period, Yeo popped Niederreiter up to the Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu line and dropped Coyle to the Cooke-Brodziak line. From that point, Coyle was outstanding.

“The switch in lines kind of sparked Charlie,” Yeo said. “Whether he wanted to make a point or I’m not sure what it was, but from that point on , he was really moving his feet and attacking. Nino was a presence right from the start.”

Yeo said when he knows both players are going is when they’re engaged physically, and when that happens, “everything else falls into place.” That was the case for Niederreiter all game, Yeo said, and Coyle the last two periods.

Marco Scandella and Jonas Brodin looked to have a tough start to the game, but they rebounded nicely and rebounded from a tough night Tuesday by being plus-2’s.

Granlund won 11 of 16 faceoffs and has now won 22 of 29 the past two games. The Wild won 40 of 69 tonight. There were a lot of stoppages tonight. The first two periods were tough to watch at times just because both teams checked really well and gave the other very little. These are the type of games the Wild will have to win down the stretch, Yeo said.

The Wild has played in six straight one-goal games. I joked on Twitter that the Wild is on fire because it now has points in three straight overall (1-0-2) and nine in a row at home (7-0-2). That’s called, fun with numbers, NHL-style.

Nice response from the Wild after Hastings’ Derek Stepan tied the score on a power play in the second. Brodziak has been in the penalty box three times in four games when the opposing team has scored a power-play goal, so he best cut that out. He took a delay of game penalty also with 3:20 left, which caused a frantic last few minutes.

So, the sky isn’t falling after all. The Wild closes its homestand Saturday against very scrappy and very desperate Columbus, which always plays the Wild well home and away, especially under former Wild coach Todd Richards.

The Wild’s now five points up on Dallas and six on Phoenix, which lost tonight to the Bruins, who have won seven in a row. The Wild opens a three-game trip in Boston on St. Patrick’s Day Monday. The Wild’s 6-0 all-time at Boston, but this Bruins team is a true Cup contender and plays a Western Conference brand of hockey.

That’s it for now. Check out the game story for all the quotes and stories from the game, including Mike Greenlay taking a stick to the face during the game. Yeo said Greenlay is day-to-day with an "upper-body injury."

Talk to you Friday from practice.

Wild's lineup news heading into tonight's game against the Rangers

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 13, 2014 - 1:17 PM   
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Afternoon from the X, where the Wild looks to get back on track and snap an 0-1-2 streak tonight against Benoit Pouliot, Dominic Moore and the New York Rangers.

GM Chuck Fletcher is back from the GM's meetings. I talked to him about the meetings and some of the tweaks the managers are recommending be made to the game, like long changes in overtime (teams switch sides like the second period) and instead of kicking cheating centers out of the circle, penalize them by making them move back 18 inches or so. The centers I talk to think this is ludicrous and will create major problems. Imagine losing a game in the last minute because another center was basically given a free faceoff win?

I'll write about the GM's meetings in my Sunday Insider.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Cam Talbot as the Rangers save Henrik Lundqvist for tomorrow’s game at Winnipeg.

Talbot made 24 saves against the Wild in a 4-1 win at MSG on Dec. 22. That game was the final straw for Zach Parise, who had to take the next 14 games off with a broken foot he was playing on.

Talbot is 11-5 in 18 appearances with a 1.75 goals-against average and .938 save percentage. So, not your normal backup goalie.

Kuemper has lost two in a row (one by shootout) and is trying to get back on track from a shaky outing against Edmonton. He and the Wild blew a 3-0 lead. The tying goal was one Kuemper definitely wishes had had back and then he gave up three goals on four shots in the shootout after entering the shootout 11 for 11 this season.

Coach Mike Yeo said that Kuemper has shown the ability the past 2 ½ months, whether it’s a win or lose, to put the previous game aside and show “renewed focus for the next match. So we’re anxious to see if he can do that again.”

Agitator Dan Carcillo will enter the Rangers’ lineup for pest Derek Dorsett. Justin Falk will be scratched. The former Wild D hasn't played since Dec. 29. Martin St. Louis is looking for his first goal as a Ranger. He has one assist in four games since asking out of Tampa.

Yeo will continue his third defense pair rotation and for the fourth straight game change it up. Nate Prosser comes out as Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard will be a pair.

“We said we were going through this rotation a couple times here and reevaluate it after that, so let’s go that way tonight,” Yeo said.

Asked the rationale as to why he doesn’t just pick six D and end it (I write it that way because it reminds me of one of my favorite Seinfeld lines when George Costanza was double-dipping the chip, From now on, when you take a chip, just take one dip and end it), Yeo said, “I don’t think that anybody deserves to just come out of the lineup and stay out of the lineup. We have to go by more than just a one game sample size. That’s the way we always do it here. Those guys played really good hockey for us for a long time. You look at how we counted on them when [Jared] Spurgeon was out of the lineup, how we counted on them when Marco [Scandella] was out of the lineup. Those guys not only got us through those [injuries] but really helped us take our game to another level, so they deserve the opportunity to not just be taken out of the lineup and not have a chance to get in there.”

I talked to Ryan Suter today about his ice time. He logged 34:12 against Edmonton, which surprised me in a game where the Wild was up 3-0 at one point. Obviously, the ice time was elevated by overtime and a 5-on-3 and 4-on-3. Also, Scandella had a real tough night, so perhaps the Wild was trying to limit his ice time in that game. Still, that was the sixth time he has topped 34 minutes this year and the 33rd time in 65 games he hit the 30-minute mark. He averages 2 minutes, 35 seconds per game more than any other NHL player. It just seems too much as the Wild are in a stretch where it plays 20 times in 37 nights.

Suter, of course, said it’s not and he means it. He wants to play that much and admits he tells assistant coach Rick Wilson that often. I’ll have his quotes in tomorrow’s paper.

Yeo did indicate today that 34:12 last game was too much and Jared Spurgeon playing a career-high 30:40 was too much, too.

“That’s a lot, and obviously we’ve got a lot of games coming up here,” Yeo said. “We have to make sure we’re monitoring that. Suts is accustomed to playing big minutes. I think last game was still a lot for him. Spurg generally is not going to play 30 minutes a night.”

Yeo indicated power-play personnel tweaks. My guess is the 5-on-4 units remain the same, but if it gets to a 5-on-3 or 4-on-3, Mikael Granlund will take the place of someone, maybe Mikko Koivu. The 5-on-4's, Granlund and Koivu have been separated.

Yeo expects a tough game tonight. Alain Vigneault coaches the Rangers, so expect to see the Canucks’ old system. That means lots of pressure, players in your face, defensemen jumping up in the play. Yeo said the Wild must be prepared to move the puck quickly and to make quick decisions.

Wild better get its act together now. Of the teams vying for a playoff spot, it has the toughest schedule in my opinion. After games against the Rangers and Columbus, Wild hits the road for eight of 10. Remember, the Wild has won 12 games all year on the road.

The Wild still has Boston, arguably the best team in the Eastern Conference, twice, Pittsburgh once (pummeled Minnesota in Pittsburgh before Christmas), St. Louis, who has beaten them eight in a row, twice, road games at Chicago and L.A.

Time get back to its winning ways.

Josh Harding, two days after he begun skating, put on the pads this morning and took shots and did puck-handling drills with goalie coach Bob Mason.

“It’s a great sign that he’s feeling much better and he’s focused and motivated to try to get back with us,” Yeo said. “So, it’s a great sign. With that said, we’re still a few steps away. It’s not like he’s a week away from rejoining us here, but it’s a good first step.”

Ilya Bryzgalov has a new vinyl wrap around his mask to bide time while his new one gets painted. Bryzgalov didn’t care, but team trainers didn’t like that the old vinyl looked pink rather than red.

Also, to answer a lot of questions, those custom shot blockers have been tried by every player. The only ones who are using them are Spurgeon, Prosser and Erik Haula.

Wild's Wednesday practice: In search of chemistry

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: March 12, 2014 - 2:56 PM   
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The day after Tuesday's deflating 4-3 shootout loss to Edmonton, the Wild spent much of Wednesday's practice at Braemar Arena working on its power play. It also worked on something more nebulous but equally important: developing the chemistry that coach Mike Yeo said his team is struggling to find.

Since the personnel shift that occurred at the trade deadline--when the team shed fourth-liner Torrey Mitchell and gained forwards Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick--the Wild is 0-1-2, including Tuesday's clunker against one of the league's worst teams. Yeo said that rebuilding team chemistry with those new pieces will happen with repetition, and he has impressed upon his players that working toward that goal is critical.

Yeo did not make any changes to his line combinations in Wednesday's practice, though he said he would reevaluate that Thursday morning as the Wild prepares for Thursday night's home game against the New York Rangers. He did say that Darcy Kuemper will get the start in goal.

"When we made the trade, the first thing I said to the group was, 'We've got work to do now,''' Yeo said. "The work is not skating up and down the ice. It's not watching video. We do that stuff all the time. The work is building chemistry. The work is, you're almost starting from scratch again to build your team game.

"We've got different guys in different roles now, and different positions. So that’s our task. That’s up to us as coaches to make sure all our players have an understanding of what their role is, but also to players, the only way to build chemistry is to go out and do the things your teammates are expecting you to do, and know they're doing it for you. And that’s when it happens.

"The harder you work at it, the quicker it comes. The players know we have to keep working at it. We're not that far off.''

Forward Zach Parise--who was perturbed Tuesday by what he saw as a lack of energy and intensity as the Wild lost a three-goal lead--said he does not think chemistry is an issue. He described Tuesday's loss as "a weird game'' and "an off night,'' saying he does not think it is indicative of a problem.

"I don’t think there's a chemistry problem at all. That’s just my opinion,'' Parise said. "I thought we played a very good game against St. Louis. We had a lot of opportunities to win in Dallas. Then we played a bad game last night.

"Everyone wants to search for solutions. Really, we just played a bad game. That's it. That's why it's important to look at the big picture. I know when you lose a couple, it's easy to jump on things. In all reality, we're fine.''

The Wild spent time Wednesday working on 4-on-3 and 5-on-3 situations. They failed in both of those at two critical points of Tuesday's game, and Yeo said he liked the puck movement he saw in practice.

"We're still trying to build chemistry with those guys, the same way we are with our lines,'' he said. "When you add a couple new players, it obviously has an impact on line combinations, and there's going to be an adjustment there. Likewise with the power play, the more we can get out there and work these things in practice, just getting the reps and getting out there, knowing where guys are, knowing their tendencies, knowing where their sticks are going to be and reading off each other, it's going to help more and more.''

Wild's mojo is suddenly MIA as it tries to find right mix since trade deadline

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 12, 2014 - 9:42 AM    
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You’re all Wild fans (at least I assume since you read this blog), so you should be well accustomed to this by now.

For as long as I’ve covered this franchise at least (nine seasons), the Wild is absolutely incapable of doing things the easy way.

So there’s just no chance you really believed that when the Wild built a nine-point playoff lead on ninth place eight days ago that it was going to actually soar into the playoffs.

So naturally, the Wild blows two points in Dallas and then gets only two points in its next two games. Sunday was forgivable because it at least outchanced and arguably outplayed one of the best teams in the NHL.

But tonight wasn’t. There’s just no excuse to build a 3-0 lead at home and end up losing in a shootout to one of the worst teams in the NHL, the Edmonton Oilers. The Wild got what it deserved when it couldn’t pick up that extra point.

Up 3-1, the Wild managed one shot on a 1:24 5-on-3. Then, to start overtime, the Wild gained a 1:51 4-on-3 and couldn’t muster a shot.

Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu scored in the shootout, but three of four shooters beat Darcy Kuemper, who gave up a couple regrettable goals in the third, including the tying goal with 4:53 left to Jordan Eberle.

So, the Wild’s lead over Dallas is down to three and lead over Phoenix is down to four.

The Wild better figure out a way to salvage the rest of this homestand with the Rangers and Blue Jackets coming to town Thursday and Friday Saturday because what’s staring the Wild in the face is eight out of 10 games on the road.

Coach Mike Yeo always says he doesn’t care about the teams behind him, that the race is how many points you need to get to make the playoffs. And that’s accurate. But right now, the Stars and Coyotes are flying and the Wild, a team that was on a 9-2-2 run only eight days ago, is 0-1-2 in its past three and coughing up 3-0 leads at home to the Oilers.

The momentum has turned south for the team you care about the is heading north for the other two teams.

The Wild’s chemistry has run afoul. Chuck Fletcher and Craig Leipold made moves at the deadline as a show of faith to the team. But the Wild’s responded by being winless in three since and the mojo that was there is now MIA.

The moves to bring in Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick caused two lines to change, Dany Heatley to drop to the fourth line and 12-goal scorer Justin Fontaine to be removed from the lineup. With seven healthy defensemen, Yeo has also tinkered with his third defense pair for three straight games. Koivu’s also trying to jump into a playoff race after not playing in two-plus months.

So right now the Wild is trying to find the right mix and the right chemistry and better do so fast.

But tonight’s loss wasn’t about cohesion. It was about an alarming amount of players lacking energy and urgency. It was about an alarming amount of players being completely off early. How many times in the first period did Wild players have pucks slide off their sticks or misconnect on passes?

“I thought we were a little bit lucky to be up 3-0. You could tell we weren’t on it right away,” Yeo said.

The one area where the Wild passed well was the power play. Unfortunately though, it didn’t shoot, and these were the big guns, the go-to guys.

On the two-man advantage, it was Parise, Koivu, Suter, Pominville and Moulson. On the 4-on-3, it was Parise, Koivu, Suter and Pominville.

Pominville said the 5-on-3 was easy to defend because with two lefties at top, the Oilers didn’t have to respect the one-timer.

I know most coaches have to defer to the big guns, the veterans, but it is a shame in a game like this that Mikael Granlund wasn’t used. He set up goals by Parise and Pominville in the first period on terrific passes and looked to be feeling it. Hey, if you’re going to pass all power play, you may as well use your best passer to actually set up a scoring chance.

“We’ll talk about these things for sure,” Yeo said. “In that situation, those guys are leaders on our team and high-skilled guys, so we wanted to give them the opportunity to put it away for us.”

Yeo pointed out how there were questions about not using Parise and Koivu in shootouts or at least fiddling with his shootout order and Parise and Koivu both scored back-to-back in the shootout tonight.

“Sometimes you have to be careful not to overreact and sometimes you have to make hard decisions,” Yeo said.

There were a couple quality efforts. One guy who had a ton of energy and was a constant threats shorthanded was Erik Haula. He also assisted on Jared Spurgeon’s goal. Maybe Haula should have gotten more ice time.

But the Wild just lacked urgency tonight and besides the momentum-killing 5-on-3, the Wild took three minor penalties – two by Charlie Coyle, one by Kyle Brodziak – in the second. The Oilers didn’t score, but it just gave the sense that they were back in the game. And then in the third, they eventually got back in the game.

The Oilers had nothing to lose and didn’t quit.

“We were trying to challenge the group with that,” Yeo said. “And I actually mean it as a compliment to Edmonton, where they don’t care if they win or lose right now. They’re just going to keep playing hard. We knew they were going to keep coming.

“We’ve got to be on our game, doesn’t matter who we play, and we weren’t.”

“This is one game. We can’t overreact. We didn’t lock it up, we weren’t tight enough, we weren’t strong enough, it was the back end of three in four, we have to find ways to win games where we’re not perfect.”

Read the gamer for some of the other quotes. Parise was pretty candid. That’s it for me.

Rachel Blount is actually covering Wednesday’s practice and I’ll be back with you Thursday. I am co-hosting Common’s show on KFAN from noon-3 live from the car show. We’ll be talking some hockey and NFL draft. Some of the hockey guests include Rangers play by play man Kenny Albert and the Wild’s Matt Cooke.

I’ll also try to line one of my reporter pals who covered the GM’s meetings.

Erik Haula discusses incident that injured Kari Lehtonen

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 11, 2014 - 4:50 PM   

print

Share18      Share via Email  

Until this morning, I hadn't had a chance to talk with Wild rookie Erik Haula since his major penalty and game misconduct for charging Saturday night in Dallas.

Haula, the Wild's fastest player, gained speed coming into the offensive zone, blew by a defender, cut to the net and crashed hard into Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen.

Lehtonen's mask popped off, his head hit the crossbar and he sustained a concussion. He also emerged with blood on his head. Haula was assessed a major for charging and Stars stud Tyler Seguin scored the tying goal in an eventual win.

Replays did show Haula was tripped by Stars player Cody Eakin and Haula wasn't disciplined by the NHL.

Understandably frustrated Stars coach Lindy Ruff called it a "dirt play" by a "fourth-liner," although those of us who know Haula also know he's not your typical fourth-liner. It's just his current role as a first-year NHLer, but he's a past scoring star at the University of Minnesota with blinding speed, not a thug. Before that game, he had eight penalty minutes in 28 games.

Still, Ruff was frustrated just like Mike Yeo would have been if a Dallas player did that to Darcy Kuemper.

On the incident, Haula said, "After a play like that, when I go to the locker room, first I want to see it myself. I think it’s pretty clear that my intention is definitely not to run the goalie or anything like that. I think it’s self-explanatory. We’re up 3-2 and I’m going hard to the net, I’ve got a lot of speed, my foot gets tangled up with [Eakin], I basically fall forward. I’m trying to score a goal. That’s my main intention. It’s unfortunate when I go into the locker room and see that [Lehtonen’s] hurt. It’s not a good feeling ever. I wish all the best for him and hopefully a speedy recovery."

Was he worried he'd be suspended? "I wasn’t thinking about it. I was so nervous about the game. I didn’t feel too good about the penalty and then the team losing. I was really disappointed about that. Having a tight race like it is, the points are crucial. That was my only focus at that point. I knew that everything was going to take care of itself. If the league saw it as a dirty play, they would have suspended me. But I think that everyone can see – even if you want to or don’t want to look at it that close – that I do get tripped up and was kind of helpless (meaning he had nowhere to go)."

That's my feeling on the play. I don't think he had intent to run Lehtonen. Just look at the replay in real time. The kid was absolutely flying, he cuts to the net, tangles skates and next thing you know, he's at the crease with uncontrollable speed. He just ran out of room and had nowhere to go.

I also think it's a tough call for the ref there. It was a scary site seeing Lehtonen get crashed into. There's an obvious injury. If you don't see the trip or you think Haula could have still avoided Lehtonen, a major there is probably the right call. Like I said the other day, I do think the only thing that was in dispute is Trevor Daley probably should have gotten two for roughing, which would have made it essentially a 3-minute major.

Either way, Lehtonen is hurt and hopefully he gets better quickly. Thank goodness from Dallas' perspective that it traded for Tim Thomas three days before.

Matt Cooke talks about the ups and downs of a 1,000-game career

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 11, 2014 - 1:48 PM   

print

Share18      Share via Email  

I will be hosting a live chat at www.startribune.com/wild at 2 p.m. CT and if you didn't see my previous blog, there's a Josh Harding update.

But when the Wild drops the puck on its game tonight against the Edmonton Oilers, Matt Cooke will play in his 1,000th regular-season game. He will become the 286th player in NHL history to hit the milestone and fourth to do so in a Wild sweater (Keith Carney, Andrew Brunette and Matt Cullen).

Cooke, 35, has scored 162 goals and 384 points in 999 games with a plus-61, 2,013 hits and 1,120 penalty minutes.

His first NHL game, first NHL goal and 1,000th game have come against Edmonton.

His career have been full of ups and downs, going from a super-pest (somebody many considered dirty) to reinventing himself after a 17-game suspension (including playoffs) for elbowing the Rangers’ Ryan McDonagh on March 21, 2011. He knew that if he didn't change the way he played the game that he would be out of the NHL in a jiffy.

Nobody can watch him now with unbiased eyes and say he’s the same player he once was. I can tell you from my standpoint, I definitely had a previous perception about what kind of player Matt Cooke was (I was just reading two columns I wrote on Cooke after the McDonagh incident and a Nick Schultz kneeing incident) and thus what kind of person Cooke must be. My opinions have changed after watching him and talking to him for three-quarters of a season. I can tell you, from a teammate standpoint, he’s very much a respected leader in the Wild’s room. Some of the “kids,” like Charlie Coyle, were going on and on about Cooke today.

I know that doesn't change some of his previous acts and doesn't help guys like Marc Savard, but there's no doubt he's a different, much more effective player today than he was in yesteryear.

Cooke has 24 friends and family members in town to enjoy tonight’s game. His wife and three children will be on the ice with him when the Wild and NHL honors Cooke in the pregame.

Here’s a pretty candid Q and A with Cooke from this morning:

On 1,000 games: “It’s a huge accomplishment for me and my family. You don’t get here by yourself. I’ve had great people around me who have supported me through thick and thin. And I think those will be the things I think of during the ceremony.”

You don’t think about 1,000 games when drafted? “I’ll go back even farther than that. I was a 10th-round draft pick to junior (Windsor Spitfires), 144th overall. Crazy enough, I was a sixth-round pick, 144th overall in the NHL.”

How does a player drafted that late twice make it? “You don’t get hindered by the draft pick number. My biggest thing was at the end of the day when I leave training camp, I don’t want them to go, No. 46, who’s that? When they see my number or my name, I want them to have a visual image of what kind of player that is. I was fortunate enough to have some great coaching along the way to help me out. If you want your dream, work at it. Just because you’re a high draft pick doesn’t mean you’re not going to make it.”

How’d you go from a three- or four-minute a night guy who would run goalies to a 15-minute guy trusted on the ice late in games? “That was the [Mike] Keenan-[Marc] Crawford transition for sure. He put a lot of faith and trust in me, believed in the way that I played. His big thing was there’s a style of play that I play. For me to be most effective is to be underneath at least three or four guys’ skin and quite often that led with us skating around in the morning skate and him mentioning last names of players on the opposing team. But that also led me to playing 12 to 15 minutes a night and getting opportunities  with seconds left needing a tying goal. That gave me a lot of confidence and belief in the way I was playing.”

Have you thought that you would have gotten to 1,000 quicker without the suspensions? “In reality, I have 20 [regular season] games of suspensions, so it still would have been this year. I probably missed close to 100 games with injury and I spent the first two years half and half, which is another 80 games and a lockout and a half and that gets me to today. I can’t really look back. I can’t change any of that and that’s made me the person and player I am today. I’m thankful that I’m in a great organization to celebrate this with.”

Are you surprised how quickly Wild fans embraced a former detested Vancouver Canuck? “We all know the history that was there and we all know my interviews when I first signed here were not the most generously questioned, even by yourself (laughs), but I expected that. And I believed that with the Wild logo that they would appreciate me just as the fans in Vancouver did back then.”

And in Pittsburgh, you seemed to be beloved? “It’s a very blue-collar town, a very hard-working city and they love their sports there. I was fortunate to win a Cup there. I think anybody that’s done that there is an icon in that city and will be for the rest of their lives. That’s a cool place to be and it’s my goal to do that here.”

How gratifying is it that you admittedly reinvented yourself the past three years? “There’s been times throughout my career where you’re injured and you’re like, ‘I don’t know how much longer I can do this.’ But the last three years have been a lot of fun for me. With my change in approach has come a lot of realizations and understandings of emotions and events that happen in a game that I never even knew took place because I was putting myself somewhere else to be that player. So the last three years have made me feel like I have a lot more to give, and that’s fun for me, that’s exciting.”

Some fans and critics still look at you like the old Matt Cooke, like in Dallas with the tripping minor Saturday? “I’ve always been a guy that said people are going to have their opinions and they’re entitled to them. I don’t hold it against them. That’s their belief and understanding and that’s their right.”

Are you happy with your new approach? “Absolutely. I can go out and play 18 minutes fairly easily without feeling like I might not make it through the next week. Five years ago there’s no way I can do that with the stress I put on my brain and my body. I enjoy my teammates more, I enjoy the game more. Just everything is in a better place with me.”

Also, I talked to Erik Haula today about his major penalty on Dallas goalie Kari Lehtonen this morning. I'll toss those quotes up on the blog later. Please join the chat in a matter of minutes.

Josh Harding back at the rink, back on the ice

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 11, 2014 - 11:53 AM   
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Josh Harding, who still technically leads the NHL with a 1.65 goals-against average and is second with a .933 save percentage, took the ice at Xcel Energy Center this morning for the first time since January.

Harding, who hasn’t started since Dec. 31 because of the effects of multiple sclerosis, has been feeling much better in recent days.

“I saw him this morning, and I can’t say that I have a plan right now,” coach Mike Yeo said.  “The first step was just to see him at the rink and I know he was here last game and I had heard how much better he was doing. And when I got a chance to talk to him this morning, you could see it. You could see it in his face, you could see the relief. You could just see he’s in a much better place right now. I think it’s great. It’s great to have him around. The next step is getting him on the ice and talk more about what the plan is. We haven’t discussed that.”

Harding, indisputably the Wild’s first-half MVP with an 18-7-3 record, had an adjustment to his treatment after beating Vancouver on Dec. 17. He missed the Wild’s four-game road trip and returned to start two games Dec. 29 against the Islanders and Dec. 31 against the Blues.

He missed the next smattering of games, came back to practice, but then had to leave again because he wasn’t feeling well. He has missed the past 22 games.

Obviously, Harding taking the ice is a great sign, but obviously there’s a long road yet to getting back into a game. Still, outstanding news that Harding is feeling better.

Also, Niklas Backstrom, one week after being “shut down” by GM Chuck Fletcher, skated today in pads with Harding. Apparently, this is part of Backstrom’s treatment plan from a Toronto specialist.

So, is Backstrom shut down?

“I don’t know with Backy,” Yeo said, laughing. “We don’t want to shut him down because you never know, he might all of a sudden come back and feel great. We don’t have a plan there. I know that he’s still not feeling great, so he’s going out there and keeping sharp just in case he can come back.”

Darcy Kuemper vs. Viktor Fasth (Oilers debut and first game since Nov. 18) tonight against the Edmonton Oilers.

Clayton Stoner, Justin Fontaine and Mike Rupp will be scratched for Minnesota. Oscar Klefbom will make his NHL debut for Edmonton.

Matt Cooke will skate in his 1,000th game and I’ll return soon with his thoughts.

I will be hosting a live chat at startribune.com at 2 p.m.

Matt Cooke, Mikko Koivu closing in on milestones; Star Tribune Chalk Talk, Chat on Tuesday

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 10, 2014 - 2:05 PM   
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After a pair of intense back-to-back games at Dallas and St. Louis, Wild coach Mike Yeo predictably gave most his big-minute players a mandatory practice off.

With the Wild near the start of 20 games in the final 37 days of the season, I'd expect a lot of this down the stretch as Yeo weighs the importance of rest vs. work. I was shooting the breeze with a coach the other day and he too was saying the most important thing this time of year is rest.

Besides keeping players fresh, rest, the coach said, is the most critical thing when trying to avoid injuries down the stretch. Scheduled to practice today for the Wild were Erik Haula, Cody McCormick, Nate Prosser, Keith Ballard, Mike Rupp, Justin Fontaine, Clayton Stoner, Ilya Bryzgalov and Darcy Kuemper.

Couple housekeeping items:

1. The final Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and I is Tuesday night prior to the Oilers-Wild game. If you want to come to the Chalk Talk and attend the game, tickets are at www.wild.com/chalktalk.

2. I will be hosting a live Star Tribune chat right here at 2 p.m. Tuesday. Please join.

3. On Wednesday, from 12-3, I will be co-hosting Common's show with Brandon Mileski on KFAN (100.3-FM). Lots of hockey talk, which is the best kind of talk.

4. If you missed, here's David La Vaque's article on Minnesota Mr. Hockey, Avery Peterson, a Wild draft pick.

The Wild, 0-1-1 in its past two, hosts the Oilers, who have won two of their past three, in the second game of its four-game homestand Tuesday night at 7. The Wild is 20-2 in its past 22 home games against the Oilers and 24-11-2 all-time against them at home.

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins said today that goalie Viktor Fasth and defenseman Oscar Klefbom will debut on the Oilers' four-game road trip. Eakins didn't necessarily say Minnesota, I don't think, and the Oilers are hitting the road this afternoon for four games.

If Klefbom plays vs. the Wild, it'll be the NHL debut for the 2011 first-rounder. He's one of Jonas Brodin's best buds.

Fasth, if he plays, it'll be his Oilers debut after being acquired from Anaheim last Tuesday -- the day Bryzgalov was traded from Edmonton to Minnesota. If Fasth plays over Ben Scrivens against the Wild, it'll be Fasth's first game since Nov. 18. He's been hurt all year. He won 15 games as a rookie for the Ducks last year.

Kuemper is expected to start against the Oilers.

For the Wild, Matt Cooke is slated to play his 1,000th game. He'll become the 286th NHL player to play in 1,000 games and the fourth to do so while wearing a Wild uniform.

Keith Carney, Andrew Brunette and Matt Cullen were the others. With his family on hand, Cooke will be honored before Tuesday's game with the customary silver stick from the Wild and a crystal from the NHL. NHL official Jim Gregory will be on hand from the league.

Cooke, 35, has collected 162 goals and 384 points, a plus-61, 2,013 hits and 1,120 penalty minutes in 999 regular-season games over 15 years. He ranks 10th among active players in hits, 13th in penalty minutes and 28th in games. He has played another 97 playoff games and won a Stanley Cup with the Penguins in 2009.

Also, captain Mikko Koivu is now up to 435 points, putting him two from tying and three from passing Marian Gaborik to become the Wild’s all-time leading scorer. Koivu has 38 points in 49 games against Edmonton, tied for his most against any opponent.

Talk to you after the morning skates Tuesday and again, please join my 2 p.m. Star Tribune chat.
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       older posts

Wild finds positives after its shootout loss to powerhouse St. Louis

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 10, 2014 - 12:00 AM    
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I tweeted a bunch of quotes about how positive the Wild was after its 3-2 shootout loss tonight to St. Louis. I was hit back with so many cynical replies, my Twitter followers would make awesome sportswriters.

Read the game story on www.startribune.com/wild for some of the best.

Hey, nobody likes moral victories. You pay $100 for a ticket and your team loses a shootout, you walk out disappointed. But if the Wild pulled that extra point out from tonight’s game by winning the shootout, did that really change anything in regards to how it actually played the game?

No. Obviously, it’s disappointing the Wild couldn’t get the extra point if you’re a fan, but the reality is the locker room was upbeat after the game, the team played quite well and I think any Wild fan would have settled for one point after the Wild fell behind 2-zip early in the first.

Now, a lot of the positivity postgame was them trying to convince themselves that they can play and match up against the Blues, and as a fan, you better pray the Wild truly does believe it can match up against arguably the best team in the NHL because not only does the Wild have two more games this season against the Blues, the Wild could very potentially play St. Louis in the first round.

Again, #1 in the West plays the second wildcard team, #2 plays the first wildcard team. So, by St. Louis leapfrogging Anaheim tonight for the top spot in the NHL, if the season ended today, the seventh-place Wild would play Anaheim. But if the Wild falls to eighth OR St. Louis falls to 2 and the Wild stays 7, the Wild plays the Blues.

Now, it’s just one game, and in the end, the Blues did, by virtue of that shootout, beat Minnesota for an eighth straight time and has beaten Central Division teams 15 straight times and are 18-0-1 against the Central. It was a team playing on the road and it was a team that, like the Wild, was playing for the second time in two days and it was a team playing without Ryan Miller, although let’s be honest, Brian Elliott was certainly up to the task and usually is against Minnesota (6-0 in his career).

But the Wild certainly had its chances tonight and certainly didn’t cower to the big, bad Blues, even at times taking it to the Blues. The Wild got pucks deep, spent long shifts in their end and hit their defensemen, forcing them into turnovers. The Wild started to pick up the intensity and play fast hockey, and according to coach Mike Yeo, showed that the Blues aren’t “unlike anybody else. You put them under pressure, you take away their options, it’s going to be tough.”

But again, it’s one game. Did the Wild prove once and for all tonight that they match up with the Blues? Uh, no, they didn’t. I still think it’d be a terrible matchup, and frankly, until the Wild shows they can play the Blues well in St. Louis, I’ll still be skeptical.

But, hey, it was an entertaining game and the Wild played well, so it was natural for the Wild to feel as it did after the game. Even when the Wild was down 2-0, it wasn’t getting overwhelmed, and in fact, held St. Louis to one shot through a 23-minute span between the first and second periods.

Jason Pominville and Matt Moulson (first with the Wild) helped the Wild rally in the second. Moulson, in two games with the Wild, has a goal, an assist, seven shots and three drawn penalties.

With the game tied at 2-2 in the third, the Wild lucked out early when Alex Steen looked to score. But referee Brad Watson ruled Ilya Bryzgalov, who made 21 saves in his Wild debut, had the puck covered.

A few minutes later, Elliott robbed Mikael Granlund’s goalmouth shot with a desperation stick save. The Wild drew a power play with 1:29 left in regulation but failed to score for a third straight time. In fact, Pominville’s turnover inside the blue line (very same spot to his boo-boo in San Jose that led to the Sharks’ OT winner in January) led to Steen nearly winning it. But his hit the post shorthanded with seven seconds left.

That would have been absolutely devastating after the blown game in Dallas. But the Wild got the point and is now four up on Dallas and seven up on Phoenix with Edmonton, the Rangers and Columbus coming in the rest of the homestand.

Yeo on Bryzgalov, who looked like he was fighting it at times, “He didn’t need to be exceptional, but I thought he got better as the game went on.”

Yeo on the 0 for 3 PP: He said they’re still trying to find chemistry with two brand new units, but “bottom line is we’ve got the personnel that we have to find a way to get one in.”

On Parise and Koivu being 3 for 10 in shootouts and whether maybe he should change up his shootout list: “We’ve got more guys down the line that have the ability, but usually when I’m back there and we’re making the decisions as coaches, we want those guys having the opportunity to make the difference.”

I liked this quote from Kyle Brodziak, who fought Steve Ott early and got into it again later when Ott got too close to Bryzgalov: “That’s definitely one of the most intimidating teams in the league. They’re big, they play physical. It was a good response by everybody. Maybe early on, we didn’t go all-in with it, but as the game wore on, we started to have a pushback and saw the benefit. Not a single guy shied away.”

Again, please read the gamer for a more comprehensible look at the game and the quotes.

The Wild is having a very optional practice Monday after back-to-back road and home games, so there’s a chance there won’t even be a blog. Reminder, I’ll be hosting a live chat on startribune.com at 2 p.m. Tuesday.

Bryzgalov to make Wild debut tonight against the St. Louis Blues

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 9, 2014 - 6:01 PM   
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The Wild looks to rebound from last night's 4-3 loss at Dallas tonight against the red-hot St. Louis Blues.

Wild wasted what would have been a valuable two points last night when it coughed up a 3-2 third-period lead. The Wild went from potentially gaining a seven-point lead on Dallas and an eight-point lead on Phoenix to a three-point lead on Dallas and a six-point lead on Phoenix.

This with St. Louis on deck, a team that can leapfrog Anaheim for the top spot in the NHL with a win tonight. This is the first of three meetings with the Blues in the Wild's final 19 games and a potential first-round matchup. If the Wild makes the playoffs, it appears as if St. Louis or Anaheim would be the opponent.

The Blues have won 14 in a row against the Central Division and are 17-0-1 within the division. The Blues are 2-0 against the Wild this season and have won the past seven meetings, outscoring Minnesota 22-8 during the win streak.

Ilya Bryzgalov will make his Wild debut tonight. With Edmonton, he was 5-8-5 this season with a 3.01 goals-against average and .908 save percentage. He is 6-11-1 all-time vs. St. Louis with a 3.22 goals-against average and .895 save percentage.

Brian Elliott will start for St. Louis. He is 15-5-2 this season with a 2.08 goals-against average and 5-0 all-time vs. the Wild with a 1.83 goals-against average.

Same forward lines for the Wild tonight. Defenseman Nate Prosser will get back in for the Wild and Keith Ballard will be scratched. Yeo said the turnover that led to Erik Cole's winning goal last night played "no relevance," that this was the plan.

Yeo isn't fibbing. Yeo did indicated yesterday morning that Prosser would play tonight and with the big, bad Blues in town and their group of forechecking forwards, Clayton Stoner, the Wild's most physical defenseman, was obviously going to play.

Haula wasn't disciplined by the NHL for his charging major. He was tripped up by Cody Eakin. Still, that's a hard call for the official. Haula bulldozed over Kari Lehtonen, there's an obvious injury. That's a major. If that happened to Darcy Kuemper, you'd want a major.

My only issue is after the collision, Haula was attacked by the Stars. That's usually an area where the ref would at least give Trevor Daley, the first one in, a roughing minor to essentially make it a three-minute major.

It didn't happen, and like Yeo said after the game, the Wild did more than enough in that game to shoot itself in the collective foot. Now, it must bounce back tonight against a motivated team.

"We’re not looking to run the goaltender by any means," Yeo said of the Haula play. "We want to be aggressive to the net, taking pucks there, driving there with and without the puck. It was unfortunate the way things happened, but when I look at it again, I’m not sure what else he can do. You don’t want a player to bail out and not try to score a goal in that situation."

Lindy Ruff, the Stars' coach, called it a "dirt play" by a "fourth-liner." Obviously, Ruff is frustrated he lost his goaltender. If the tables were turned, I bet Yeo would have the same reaction if it was Kuemper.

The good thing for Dallas is Roberto Luongo was traded to Florida, so Tim Thomas waived his no-trade to go to Dallas for Dan Ellis. Lehtonen is indeed injured and not doing well. Can you imagine if Dallas, fighting for a playoff spot, had to rely on Ellis for an extended period? The Stars may have lucked out by acquiring Thomas.

Wild lets two points slip away in the Big D

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 8, 2014 - 11:55 PM   

print

Share2      Share via Email  

Costly loss for the Wild tonight. Up 3-2 in the third on Kyle Brodziak’s go-ahead goal, the Wild handed two points to the team right on its tail.

The Wild nearly crashed Mike Modano's party and could have been seven points up on Dallas with a win. Now it’s three with St. Louis, which can take the top spot in the NHL with a win, on deck Sunday in Minnesota to open a four-game homestand. A win could have given the Wild an eight-point lead on Phoenix, too.

Matt Moulson was talking this morning about how excited he was to parachute right into a playoff race. After all, this is a guy that didn’t have a lot of meaningful games late in seasons on Long Island and certainly not in the past four months in Buffalo.

Tonight’s game had the intensity of two desperate teams fighting for a playoff spot and the Wild battled back twice from one-goal deficits.

But then after taking a 3-2 lead 1:23 into the third, the wheels came off. It started a minute after  Brodziak’s goal when Matt Cooke took a tripping penalty. I still haven’t seen the replay because I was pounding on my keyboard, but the Twitterphere was screaming that it was a knee.

Regardless, the Wild killed the two minutes off and it appears Valeri Nichushkin escaped injury.

But two minutes after the kid, Haula, who scored his first career shortie on a great play in the first to tie the game at 1-1, generated speed again. But as he drove the net, he locked skates with Cody Eakin and bulled into goalie Kari Lehtonen.

Lehtonen was injured, leaving the game with blood on his face and what coach Lindy Ruff said afterward was a likely concussion. Haula got a major for charging and game misconduct.

Darcy Kuemper did a terrific job killing the major, but on Dallas’ ninth shot on the power play, Tyler Seguin, who had a hat trick two nights earlier against Vancouver, scored the tying goal for his third point of the night.

Four minutes later, Brodziak sent the puck up top to Clayton Stoner. Stoner quickly slid it to his left to Keith Ballard. The puck barely stayed in the zone. Too bad it didn’t leave because Ballard looked to shoot, then tried to slide it back to Stoner.

It happened way late in their shift, too, so they were gassed and basically dead meat when speedy Erik Cole picked it off. Kuemper was the only hope to save Ballard’s bacon, but Cole scored the eventual winner with 4:49 left.

To Ballard’s credit, he was standing in the locker room just waiting for the buzzards.

“Bad read on my part. It was pretty obvious what I was looking to do. I don’t know if I telegraphed it, but I misjudged how high he was. Split-second decision. Bad feeling. Tough way to lose a game.”

He continued, “It’s not the first time I’ve done that. Every guy in this room has done that. It’s not the last time it’s going to happen. Do something like that, you can really talk yourself into you played a real bad game. I looked at my game a lot different than that. I’m not going to judge my entire game based on one shift. It was a tough mistake and it stinks, but you move on.”

We’ll see if he plays against St. Louis. The Wild has seven healthy defenseman and coach Mike Yeo made the questionable decision to scratch Nate Prosser, who has been nothing but consistent for two months (plus-9 in the past 20 games). I’ve got to think Prosser slides back in.

But tonight, Yeo said the Ballard mistake was bound to cost them eventually. He said the Wild gave up way too many odd-man rushes, and frankly, even the Wild’s most reliable players were playing the puck like a grenade. Normally reliable Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon each had tough nights.

Moulson had five shots, an assist on Charlie Coyle’s goal to snap a 15-game drought (actually had no goals in 25 of his past 26 games) and drew two penalties. Moulson said he has to bury his chances though.

Unfortunately the Haula penalty put a damper on what would have been an awesome story line with his shortie. It was so fitting because Saturday morning, Haula, who led the University of Minnesota in scoring the past two years, and I were talking about the pride he’s taking in his fourth line and penalty kill duties, saying, “I love my role on this team. I've accepted it.”

On the Haula penalty, Yeo said, “I’m not sure what else a player can do. You’re trying to score a goal. Unless you want the player not to try to score a goal. I feel bad for the goalie. He got hurt. But if you watch the replay, he’s trying to make a play to score a goal, he gets tripped up a little bit, there’s really nowhere for him to go. I would say it’s incidental.”

But Yeo stopped short and said he’s not about to complain about that call, saying, “We did enough things in this game to shoot ourselves in the foot. … Just not enough of a 60-minute focus.”

OK, I’ve got to get out of here. It’s midnight, and with the clocks moving ahead, my 4 a.m. wakeup is coming in, what’s that, three hours????

Moulson, McCormick ready for Wild debuts tonight in Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: March 8, 2014 - 1:29 PM   
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Afternoon from American Airlines Center, where the Wild and Dallas Stars play tonight.

It’ll be Minnesota’s first game since Monday, so it’ll be interesting to see how quickly players can adjust to the speed from the outset. Different playing than in practice.

It’s Mike Modano Night here at the Hanger. I wrote about No. 9 in today’s paper, so check that out here. Virtually everybody who’s anybody from Dallas and Minnesota North Stars history will be in the sold-out barn as Modano’s No. 9 rises to the rafters. He’ll join Neal Broten (No. 7), Bill Goldsworthy (No. 8) and Bill Masterton (No. 19) with banners on the rafters. Broten’s in the house, as are members of the family of Goldsworthy and Masterton. The ceremony starts at 6 p.m. and will be live on Fox Sports North.

Wild’s excited to play again and players were loose this morning going into a big game against the team five points behind in the standings.

Ilya Bryzgalov, already a beauty among teammates, comically came out of the locker room and asked GM Chuck Fletcher if he were a forward or defenseman growing up, would Fletcher have drafted him. Fletcher said, “Probably not.” Bryzgalov was blown away: “6-3, 214 pounds, I’d probably be a 70- or 80-point guy.”

Said Erik Haula, who humorously had his stall between the two goalies at the morning skate, just said, “Bryz is a funny guy.”

Darcy Kuemper will make his 16th consecutive start tonight. He’s 11-2-2 since Jan. 7 with a 1.95 goals-against average and .934 save percentage. It’s no sure thing, coach Mike Yeo said, but there’s a “good chance” Bryzgalov will start his first game with the Wild on Sunday against the St. Louis Blues. The Wild has a 2 ½-hour flight home after the game, loses an hour because of the daylight savings change and the puck drop is less than 24 hours after the start of tonight’s game.

The Wild acquired another goalie to spell Kuemper as the Wild begins a crazy sprint to the finish of 20 games in 37 days. So it makes sense for Bryzgalov to start against the Blues.

First things first, tonight. The Wild has lost 18 of its past 19 games in Dallas (1-13-5). This is a house of horrors.

Matt Moulson has no clue about that. It was hysterical listening to him talk about how much confidence he has playing in Dallas. I’ve never heard a Wild player say that in my life.

But Moulson has seven goals and 10 points in eight career game against Dallas and seven points in four career games in Dallas, including a career-high four-goal game in Dec. 2011. His first game with the Sabres, last game with the Sabres and first game with the Wild will come against the Stars, so he says it’s “familiar.”

“It’s exciting to play against the team you’re battling with for position and to get into games that mean a lot,” Moulson said, a reference to the Sabres being out of it. “I had a little taste of that last year (with the Islanders) and it’ll be good to get back into it this year.”

Cody McCormick will also make his Wild debut, while Justin Fontaine and Nate Prosser are the scratches.

Prosser has become one of the Wild’s most efficient defensemen the past two months, so I was a little surprised he was scratched. He’s plus-8 in the past 19 games.

Said Yeo: “I mean it’s going to be tough every game. We’ve got seven guys who are healthy and who are playing well. That’s what I told (Clayton Stoner) last game. I didn’t want to just get in a situation where we just scratch one guy repeatedly. So, if we have to rotate things a little bit here, we have a lot of games coming up in a not a lot of time, so we’re going to need everybody healthy. We’re going to need everybody on top of our game. So we get (Stoner) back in and (Prosser) out tonight and then there’s obviously a good chance (Prosser) will get back in tomorrow. We’re not going to be in a situation where we just repeatedly sit somebody night after night. If everybody keeps performing the way that we have, then we’ll keep getting everybody in. We’ll make sure everybody stays on top of our game. Like I said, I think it’s something like 20 days in 37 days. There’s going to be plenty of opportunity for everybody there.”

On Fontaine being scratched, Yeo said it hurts him that he’s not on power play or penalty kill.

“I think more than anything else, I’m not disappointed with (Fontaine) but truth be told, Heater’s outperformed him in this last little bit. We’ve got a new guy that I want to get him in the lineup (McCormick). I want to blend his physical presence into our game, so it’s kind of that how’s you end up finding yourself out in that situation.”

On McCormick, Yeo said, “We have come into this building and not shown enough of a physical presence and I think he’s going to help us with that. That’s part of why Stonie’s in there too, but that said, I think it’s a good opportunity for him to start to get to understand our game, start to get familiar with our system and the players that he’s playing with, so yeah, we have to give him that chance for sure.”

On how he’ll decide which of his power-play units will go out first, “We’ve got two good units. Obviously, if a line’s out there, Mikko’s line’s out there for 30 seconds and they draw a penalty, the other line will go. But otherwise, it’ll be a bit of a rotation. It might be a bit of who’s going and who’s not. We got two units that we consider No. 1 units and so, right now it’s only about the team. This is not about individuals. This is not about anything other than our group and winning hockey games, and so if you’re splitting a power play and each group’s getting a minute, then there’s really no benefit to one group going out first. Quite often you could actually have the benefit of going out second because you’re not getting the top penalty killing unit off the hop too, so we’re just going to rotate it pretty much and whoever is going is going.”

On what scares him about Dallas, Yeo said, “What scares me about this hockey team or more so this game is I want to make sure we’re ready to go. The long layoff, for one thing, that’s why we focused on a lot of battle drills yesterday in practice and obviously we tried to stay sharp with our systems and making sure we’re practicing with pace, so we’re ready for that. But at the same time, you worry about a bit of a drop in your intensity and your focus when the game starts. But more than anything else, I want to see us come out and be aggressive, assertive with our game. Yeah, they’re playing well. I respect that and they’re a good team. That’s great, but so are we. So let’s make sure that when we drop the puck, we should be ready to fight. We know that they’re going to come at us but we got to be ready to go at them.”

Wild’s lines:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Moulson-Koivu-Coyle

Cooke-Brodziak-Niederreiter

Heatley-Haula-McCormick

Suter-Spurgeon

Scandella-Brodin

Stoner-Ballard

Kuemper

Bryzgalov

Stars lines:

Jamie Benn – Tyler Seguin – Rich Peverley

Erik Cole - Cody Eakin – Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel – Vernon Fiddler – Ryan Garbutt

Ray Whitney – Shawn Horcoff - Valeri Nichuskin

Alex Goligoski – Trevor Daley

Jordie Benn – Brenden Dillon

Kevin Connauton – Sergei Gonchar

Kari Lehtonen

Tim Thomas

Finally, the Wild and its new additions get back to action Saturday in Dallas
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Afternoon from MSP, where I’m about to hustle through this blog to get to my flight for Dallas.

Finally, after four off-days, the Wild will play Saturday night for the first time since Monday. Unusual break in the schedule and coach Mike Yeo said today he’s “excited to put to action” the work the Wild did this week.

Saturday night will be Mike Modano Night in Dallas. I wrote a feature on Modano for Saturday’s paper. His No. 9 is being retired by the Stars/North Stars franchise. Star-studded event (Norm Green will be there!) with a golf outing, private dinner tonight and then a ceremony tomorrow that’s supposed to be off the charts.

There’s a “green carpet” event as guests arrive. Fans are encouraged to show up three hours before the game with the ceremony starting 90 minutes before puck drop.

So I encourage you to read Saturday’s story.

The Wild is 1-13-5 in its past 19 in Dallas since March 21, 2003. The Wild snapped a 16-game winless streak there last season but has lost two there since, including arguably the worst game of this season Jan. 21.

The Wild’s feeling much better about its game since, is 14-4-2 this calendar year and has won five in a row.

Darcy Kuemper will make his 16th consecutive start. He is 11-2-2 in 16 starts since Jan. 7 (one no-decision) with a 1.95 goals-against average and .934 save percentage.

Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick are also expected to make their Wild debuts. Moulson looks really good on that line with Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle (for the lines, see yesterday’s blog), by the way.

“We’re going to a building that typically we haven’t performed well in,” said Yeo, saying he wants his team ready for a good, intense game against a Stars team playing well right now.

During the Wild’s hiatus, the eighth-place Stars have pulled within five of Minnesota, ninth-place Phoenix within six.

Yeo doesn’t want to look past Saturday, but he doesn’t want Ilya Bryzgalov just sitting around either, so he said there’s “certainly a chance we put him in vs. St. Louis” on Sunday.

That’ll be a tough game for Minnesota. The clock springs forward after Saturday’s game, so the Wild plays in Dallas the night before and loses an hour on the way back. St. Louis plays in Denver also Saturday, but an afternoon game, so the Blues should be in Minnesota before the puck drops on the Wild’s game.

We had another fun one-minute press scrum with Bryzgalov today.

Q: How much are you looking forward to starting Sunday?

A: We practice to play in the game.

Q: How excited are you to play in front of the home fans?

A: Yeah, sure.

Q: Feel more comfortable in practice?

A: Yeah, better and better.

Q: Any superstitions or routines?

A: No.

Maybe he just feels he’s been burned by the media before, so why bother? The Oilers writers say he was standoffish at the start of his tenure there, but he slowly but surely got better and became very cooperative.

He already had a Wild-esque mask today. Paul Deutsch, the gent who was the emergency goalie during warmups that one game a few years back, took Bryzgalov’s Oilers mask and wrapped a vinyl emblem around it with the BRYZ on the front. Looks pretty good.

Bryzgalov said he’s working toward getting his own painted mask.

Kuemper said Bryzgalov has been cool thus far.

On how he thinks playing time will be divvied ahead, Kuemper said, “I’m not sure how it’s going to work. That’s up to coaches. Things have been going well. I’ll take it game by game. Obviously I like getting out there and playing, so every opportunity I have, I’ll cherish it to the best of my ability.”

Clayton Stoner is excited to have McCormick on the team. They’ve been in two fights and “he’s a tough customer.” In Buffalo in October, McCormick bloodied Stoner’s nose during a scrap.

Talk to ya Saturday from Dallas.

After Wednesday's additions, Wild coach Mike Yeo unveils his new lines
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Wild newcomers Matt Moulson, Cody McCormick and Ilya Bryzgalov, wearing his old Oilers gear, practiced for the first time with their new teammates and met with the media in person for the first time this afternoon.

The mood was tremendous around the Wild today, Zach Parise said.

“You could tell in the locker room before, and definitely on the ice,” he said.

Moulson and McCormick provided some good color on their day yesterday. Coincidentally, they were sitting side by side eating lunch outside at Jacksons, which is the restaurant attached to the Westin in Tampa, on Wednesday watching TSN’s TradeCentre on NHL Network when McCormick got a text from the Wild’s Jason Pominville asking if it’s true they were traded to Minnesota.

McCormick said it caught both off guard, so after doing “some digging” with their agents, they found out it was true.

Moulson knew he was all but guaranteed to be traded during the Sabres’ road trip, so he said he tried to pack as much of his life and clothes as possible into two bags. His wife will ship the rest from Buffalo.

Moulson and McCormick were both very complimentary about their time in Buffalo but are “real happy to be a part of this,” said McCormick.

Today was about meeting new teammates, learning the details of the Wild’s systems and getting to know the area. Moulson and McCormick landed at 10:30 a.m. and practiced by 12:30 p.m. Bryzgalov got in last night.

Moulson and McCormick will make their Wild debuts Saturday in Dallas (coincidentally, their second straight games in Dallas because that’s where the Sabres last played) and Bryzgalov will likely start his first game in a Minnesota sweater Sunday night at home against the St. Louis Blues.

I’ve made you wait long enough. The much-anticipated lines:

Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

Dany Heatley-Erik Haula-Cody McCormick/Justin Fontaine

If you assume Haula will continue to center the fourth line and consider the fact that coach Mike Yeo indicated that McCormick will play Saturday, it appears as if Fontaine will be the odd man out at least for Saturday.

It'll be interesting to see Yeo's shootout lineup. Moulson is 7 for 12 this year (4th in the NHL) and 13 for 25 in his career. Yeo's 1-2-3 when they're in the lineup together is usually Parise, Koivu and Pominville. Parise and Koivu are each 3 for 9 this season and Pominville is 3 for 8. Parise has the second-most shootout goals than anybody in the NHL (35 for 78). Koivu is sixth n the NHL at 33 for 79. Pominville is tied for 21st at 21 for 55.

As GM Chuck Fletcher said Wednesday, the Wild’s goal is to have four deep lines and 1A and 1B power-play units.

We saw that today:

The units had interchangeable pointmen with Ryan Suter-Jason Pominville and Jonas Brodin-Jared Spurgeon. The three forwards were: Parise-Granlund-Heatley and Moulson-Koivu-Coyle.

“If you have two strong units, then you’re a much more dangerous team to play against, and that’s what we’re looking for,” Yeo said.

As Cooke and Parise told me today, what they love about the Wild’s depth now is that Yeo will have options. If there are injuries, if lines aren’t going, Cooke said Yeo can mix and match and “it kind of guarantees us two scoring threat lines.”

Yeo on his lines: “I liked the look of them before we went out on the ice and I liked the look of them after we came off the ice, too. I thought there was real good energy in our practice today. Obviously guys are excited. We felt really good about our team and where we were at going into this trade deadline and we feel that we’re a strong team now, we’re a deeper team. So we’re excited to put it to work now.”

And that’s what Yeo told the players before practice. He welcomed the trio of newcomers but told the group, “now the work starts.”

Parise and every player echoed the coach, saying it’s time to deliver these next 20 games in 37 days that begin Saturday.

“This is a tough conference that we play in,” Yeo said. “We feel that we’ve been getting better and have been narrowing the gap. This is another strong move to put us to another level, we believe. This is a great opportunity for us, but the work has to be put in. We’ve got to work now to build chemistry, we’ve got to work to make sure that we got everybody in the right roles and we’ve got to make sure that we’re working to continue to build as a team.”

Yeo, who used to be an assistant with Pittsburgh, said of Moulson, “Always a guy that you notice every game, finds a way to get chances, finds a way to be a factor in and around the net. And obviously he has the ability to put the puck in the net. But there’s more to his game than that. He’s a hard-working guy, he fits the identity that we have here, he’s going to complement the players that he’s going to play with very well. So it’s a guy we were excited to grab, that’s for sure.”

On McCormick: “I’m expecting that he’ll play in Dallas, give him a real good opportunity to get in and get comfortable with our game. And I would like to not just put him in for one game and take him out. I want to see what he can do here. I want to give him a chance to get comfortable with his game. He’ll get that opportunity this weekend. :

On Bryzgalov: “[Darcy] Kuemper has been playing great, but at the same time we need to protect him a little bit. And obviously Backy isn’t at 100 percent and he’s battled and we give him an unbelievable amount of credit for the way he’s handled things. It’s been in a real difficult situation. Kuemper has really stepped up when we needed him to. But you need some protection there and to get a guy of that caliber and not only give you minutes but win hockey games for you – we’re very excited about that.”

On his lines: “You look at the top two lines and certainly they’re put together with the idea that No. 1 they can go out and create, but they’re also going to be difficult to play against. They are lines that are going to pressure, they’re lines that are going to work, they’re lines that are going to be strong and should be good two-way lines for us. And with that our third and fourth lines are deeper as well and we feel they can go out and contribute any night for us too. Obviously we need those guys to have an identity and an important role as well. We like the depth that we have, we like the way that this looks right now, but when you have a deep team like this it also gives you more opportunity to try different things whether it’s mixing up the lines from night to night or game to game you have that opportunity. Certainly if all things are going well you’re probably going to keep things the same, but if they’re not there’s certainly more opportunity to make some switches too.”

On whether he talked to Heatley about being on the fourth line, Yeo said, “Yeah, Heatley was awesome. That’s the way he’s been all year. He just wants to be here and help the team. I know that we’re going to count on him down the stretch. This is a guy who’s elevated his play lately. He’s been scoring a lot of big goals for us and he wants to be a part of this group. What’s great about having a guy like Heater there is he can be effective on that line, but he’s going to push guys. If somebody is not getting it done above him then he can push them in a hurry. He’s got the ability to go out and score goals for us anytime.”

A lot of folks were tweeting me upset that Niederreiter wasn’t on the power play and Heatley is. Heatley has scored more power-play goals since 2001 than any player and has probably screened the goalie on 10 power-play goals the past two months. He’s the best net-front guy the Wild’s had on the power play – by far – so to me he should stick there.

McCormick is familiar with the Wild from his days with the Avalanche, and he said, “They come to play every night. It’s a high compete level in that dressing room and they bring it on the ice.”

On his game, “My game is a lot of grit, a lot of body contact. I like to play an in-your-face kind of style.”

Bryzgalov’s not the easiest guy to interview. He almost seems to intentionally try to make things feel uncomfortable with one or two word answers or making reporters squirm like one today who asked, “How were the last 24 hours for you?”

Bryz: “You want to know minute by minute.”

Reporter: “Excited for the opportunity?”

Bryz: “Oh yes.”

It’ll be an interesting contrast with Kuemper, who’s one of the most affable goalies I’ve ever covered.

Hopefully he doesn’t become a distraction like he reportedly was during his tenure in Philly.

Bryzgalov on potentially being the No. 2: “It’s not my call. I came here to work and work hard and bring the best of me to help the team to have the best success.”

On Kuemper, whom Bryzgalov got to watch shut out the Oilers last week, “He’s a good young kid with a promising big future. I saw a couple games he played. He played very calm, relaxed and good.”

He also took a subtle shot at the Oilers by saying practice was tough because it was a "higher pace" than he was used to in Edmonton. Ladislav Smid said something almost verbatim after his first practice after being traded from Edmonton to Calgary. After Bryzgalov's presser, I checked with Bryzgalov to make sure I heard his quote correctly and he repeated "way faster pace."

I'm also no goalie expert, but Bryzgalov did have a difficult practice. Just wasn't sharp, uh, stopping pucks.

I’ll be on KFAN at 5:55 p.m. I’ve also rescheduled my live startribune.com chat for Tuesday at 2 p.m.

Talk to you Friday. I’ll have to hustle for my flight after practice, so I’ll likely blog from the air. So please be patient for it.

A deeper look into today's Matt Moulson/Cody McCormick acquisitions
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First of all, I’m sorry to report my Thursday online chat has been scrapped. I’ll have to postpone until next week because the Wild has pushed back Thursday’s practice so Matt Moulson and Cody McCormick can arrive in time and Friday I’ll need to hustle to the airport after practice to fly to Dallas.

But I’ll do my best to answer as many questions here as I can.

Matt Moulson will wear No. 26 here. And Cody McCormick No. 8.

OK, have a good night.

No, seriously, as for the trade of Moulson and McCormick from Buffalo for Torrey Mitchell and two second-round picks, heck of a deal in my estimation. As I say often, Chuck Fletcher is nothing if not bold, and always has something up his sleeve.

I always find the maturation of an organization fascinating, and it’s interesting how the Wild has transitioned from being a trade-deadline seller to a buyer the past two years.

Last year, the Wild arguably paid a big price for Jason Pominville (two prospects and a first were the highlights), but Pominville had another year left on his deal and the Wild was obviously immediately interested in extending him, which it did by five years starting next year right before this season.

This year, Fletcher looked into doing similar “hockey trades,” but in the end, he likes the chemistry of this team, wanted to avoid trading a first-round pick for a second consecutive year and didn’t want to trade any of his top prospects. So early this morning, when he quickly realized he may be able to consummate a “draft pick” deal for Moulson with Sabres GM Tim Murray, that’s where he began to focus.

Other GM’s were dangling their rentals and asking for prospects like Matt Dumba, Gustav Olofsson and Kurtis Gabriel, Fletcher said, and he had no interest.  The other thing that made the Moulson/McCormick swap so intriguing was Fletcher would be able to include Mitchell, who wanted out, in the deal. That’s no slight against Mitchell, but he was playing a fourth-line role, so he’s replaced by the gritty, hard-nosed McCormick and the Wild gets out from under the $2.5 million salary and $1.9 million cap hit Mitchell had owed to him next season. That’ll create more roster and cap flexibility.

Now, before I get more into detail of what Fletcher/Moulson said during today’s availability, I try my best to answer two questions I see I’ve been asked most on Twitter (since most people seem to want news in abbreviated 140-character like methods, this will save those people from having to read through the rest of the minutia included on what’s bound to be a super-sized blog).

1. What will the lines look like? Well, I don’t have the answer for you because we’ll see an initial taste as to what coach Mike Yeo is thinking at Thursday’s practice. But my shot in the dark for at least Thursday’s practice is similar to what I guessed on Twitter earlier today, but it has changed a little.

Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Moulson-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley

Cody McCormick-Erik Haula-Justin Fontaine-Nino Niederreiter

I think at least in Thursday’s practice, we’ll see these top 2 lines. We saw earlier this season putting Heatley on the fourth line didn’t work, so maybe they eventually go with a Moulson-Koivu-Heatley line and Cooke-Coyle-Nino on the third. That would mean the fourth would be a combination of McCormick, Haula, Brodziak and Fontaine.

Yeo will have a lot of options and I’m sure there will be tinkering.  For instance, I’m not sure what he’s thinking, but maybe McCormick plays against the rugged teams (Wild played St. Louis three times down the stretch and could be staring at the Blues in the first round) and sits against the faster teams.

Obviously, there are always injuries, too, so no lines are set in stone. If the Wild’s healthy, I think it’s clear that Jason Zucker will initially have to return to Iowa when he gets healthy.

2. Does trading for Moulson preclude the Wild from signing Thomas Vanek if it so wishes in the offseason?

Well, only if at the end of the day the Wild re-signs Moulson. And it’s honestly way too soon to think about it. As of now, it’s a rental. Now, if Moulson plays so well and fits in so well and the Wild does damage in the playoffs, yes, the Wild I’m sure would absolutely consider re-signing Moulson.

“You never know,” Fletcher said. “I’m open-minded.”

Moulson also echoed that, but he too said it’s the last thing he’s thinking about right now: “We’ll see what happens. I think that’s the last thing I’ve thought about right now is free agency. I have a million other things going through my mind,” like “getting to a new team and trying to help them win.”

So again, so many things can happen between now and July 1. The cap isn’t unlimited. The Wild has to analyze its needs going into next season and how much money it can spend in certain areas. The biggest priority will be figuring out its goalie situation. Then it’ll figure out everything else.

I do think it's fair to say the Wild was in on Vanek. I think it's also very clear to say that Islanders GM Garth Snow held onto his cards WAY too long and got caught in a gigantic way. He basically wound up having to trade Vanek to Montreal for a mid-level prospect and MAYBE two draft picks if Montreal makes the playoffs. Not good after acquiring Vanek for Moulson, a first and a second.

Regardless, put Vanek in the back of your head and … don’t ask me again about him until May, maybe June.

Onward:

Fletcher says he drove to the Wild’s offices today not knowing if he would be able to make a trade. If he couldn’t, he would be OK with that because he’s been very happy with the current team and how it’s been playing.

But he felt he owed it to the players to kick some tires and try to improve the team and “reward” them for a job well done the past few months. He said it’s important to send messages in this business.

But, he didn’t want to trade his prospects or his first.

He zeroed in on Buffalo because the Wild has been scouting the Sabres for weeks (humorously, the day after that late-January bogus report out of Buffalo came out that the Wild made an offer for Ryan Miller and a trade could be imminent, assistant GM Brent Flahr was in town scouting looking at guys like Miller and Drew Stafford. Miller didn’t even start the game). Fletcher has also had tons of trade talks with Tim Murray and they discussed several scenarios about many different things.

“As the day wore on, we got fortunate,” Fletcher said. “We got fortunate to get in a situation where Buffalo was willing to discuss a draft-pick trade with us. It’s a good deal for them. They get two draft picks. And from our standpoint, we were able to acquire a very good goal scorer in Matt Moulson, a big, energetic, gritty guy in Cody McCormick, who we feel will be very important for us down the stretch. And perhaps as importantly, we were able to move some cap space for next season. So we accomplished the things we set out to do and were able to do so by moving a couple draft picks over a three-year span. Coming into today with about $4-plus million in cap space on a full year basis, we’re pretty happy with what we were able to accomplish.

Moulson was intriguing because the Wild, if you didn’t know, have to work really hard some nights to score goals. Minnesota ranks 25th in the NHL at 2.36 goals per game, so thank goodness for its goaltending and sixth-best goals against.

“Historically, this team has not been a high-scoring team,” Fletcher said. “We have not been the last couple years. I do believe however the last six, eight weeks, we’re probably scoring [2.74] goals per game. So we have been better offensively lately, but when you look at our club, you probably wouldn’t describe us as a high-end offensive team. I think that’s fair. … If we can add somebody that can help us score another goal every other game or something to that effect, we think that’ll make a big difference.

On the lines and options Yeo now has at his disposal, Fletcher said, “We’re trying to get to a place where we have at least three lines that can score and play defense. A lot gets made out of line combinations and who plays with whom, and I understand that, and if Zach’s playing with Mikko and all these different things, but ultimately to be successful, and I think we saw this a little bit in the playoffs last year, you need to have more than one line that you can rely on. Mike has experimented a lot this year with different line combinations; I think that’s great. I think all the players are used to playing with different players. But obviously these two players will give us more depth and if we can get to a place where we have two or three lines that teams have to worry about offensively, two power-play units that teams have to worry about, so you maybe don’t even have a No.  1 and a No.  2 unit, you have a 1A and a 1B, that makes you much more difficult to coach against, to play against and to gameplan against, and I think that’s where we want to get to.”

As I mentioned on a blog last week when the Wild acquired Brad Winchester (he’s in Iowa), it’s very clear the Wild has made a conscious decision to try to get bigger the last few years. Look back at that blog (I think it posted last Wednesday in Edmonton), but it had all the players I’m talking about on there.

“And even look at the draft last year with Olofsson and Kurtis Gabriel who’s really come on this year and [UMD’s] Carson Soucy,” Fletcher said. “We really are trying to get bigger. First you try to get skill, then hopefully you can add some size. It’s a big man’s league. Maybe some people would disagree with me, but I really truly believe that the officiating standards change as the year goes on and what’s a penalty early in the year is not necessarily a penalty later in the year and that’s OK. But you have to be able to skate through hooks and interferences and some of the other things that are a little more prevalent. It becomes a bigger man’s game – or more of a competitive man’s game. You have to compete and certainly size helps, but I think that’s an area every team looks to this time of year and we’ve made a conscious effort in that regard.”

How does this year compare to the Pominville deadline deal? “Last year with Pominville, he had a year left on his contract so we were prepared to pay a big price. We really felt we needed to add more talent and with Pominville you’re getting a guy that was a captain in this league, who has a tremendous amount of character and a very good two-way player. But he’s also a talented offensive player. We wanted more talent to play with Koivu and Parise and Suter and to play with our top end guys. We’re becoming a more talented team as we see the evolution of Granlund and Coyle and Zucker and Niederreiter and these types of players. This year there was a little bit more risk I suppose because Moulson’s contract is expiring. But yet any time you’re paying second-round picks for good hockey players, to me, it’s a really good move. We’re very comfortable with the gamble. We’re fortunate – our scouts do a great job. They nail picks left and right. So to give up a second-round pick, to me they’ll probably hit on the third. And so I’m able to take some chances with our picks because of the way our scouts draft.”

On making a trade with his buddy Tim Murray (friends from Florida and Anaheim), Fletcher jokingly said, “No, he was tough. But fortunately I have some good background information on him that he doesn’t want revealed. No, Timmy did a great job today. He picked up some picks and some prospects and that team will turn around quickly. He knew what he was doing. He moved a couple pending UFAs and got a couple second round picks for them so it’s a good deal for him and a deal we’re very, very comfortable making with where we’re at as a franchise right now.

On today’s market: “It was a different market. To me, prices went down a little bit this year. You saw basically a lot of pretty good hockey players who are pending UFAs getting traded for the equivalent of two second-rounders, or a second-rounder and a prospect. Certainly situations like that as opposed to late first-round picks. Teams seemed to hold on to their first-round picks this year. The other interesting thing about it is there were a lot of goal scorers that were traded and a lot of goalies. I can never remember another year where this many talented goaltenders switched teams. And you go through the list and some of them may be a little bit older, but again really well-recognized, established goaltenders were traded. I’ve never seen a year like that, and a lot of goal scorers and very few defensemen. Some years there’s more defensemen. Every year has a different tone, but I think you saw teams pulling back a little bit this year unwilling maybe to trade that first-rounder or that elite prospect, and maybe offering seconds and third-round picks instead, which obviously we were very happy with.”

“It’s difficult to move first-round picks,” Fletcher continued. “We did it last year and, again, we’re thrilled, but in this cap system you have to draft and develop. First-rounders are typically anywhere from 50 to 90 percent success rate depending on where in the first round you select. Second-rounders can be 25 to 30 percent, so there’s a massive drop-off. You’ve got to hold on to your first-rounders a lot. Occasionally you’ve got to step up, and again, it was a great decision for us last year. This year to me it was not, we wanted to hold on to our firsts and we did and that’s a good thing.”

Moulson said, “Minnesota is an incredible hockey state. The fans of Minnesota, it’s pretty easy to see how passionate they are. It’s exciting to go to a team that’s doing extremely well right now and a great fan base. I’m just excited to get there and help this team win any way I can.”

On what he knows about the Wild: “I think when you’re in different conferences you don’t see the other too much. But obviously you follow the league and see the love that the Wild have been getting and playing extremely well obviously. They’ve got some great players, so I’m excited to be a part of that group and try to get some wins.”

On Buffalo: “Obviously there’s been a lot of change. I think I’ve gone through the most change I’ve ever had in my career this year being traded from the Islanders and going through some changes in Buffalo, but obviously I’m very thankful to the Sabres – they took my family and I in. It was a quick transition there. I think my son was two-weeks-old when I got traded. It was a little bit of a whirlwind but obviously I made some pretty close friends in the last couple months, but I guess I’ve been rumored for a while that they’d probably try to shop me off again. So I’m definitely a lot more ready for it this time than the last time around. It’s something I was prepared for and got my family prepared for. We’re just excited to be part of the Wild family now.”

Who does he know on the Wild: “I know Nino a little bit. Zach Parise is good friends with Kyle Okposo so I know him by association, and I was able to text with him. I feel like I know him pretty well just through Kyle Okposo so other than that I don’t know too many guys, I didn’t know too many guys when I went to Buffalo, so I don’t really see that as a problem. The hockey group takes guys in and makes them feel pretty welcome right away.”

I didn’t talk with McCormick today. I’ll talk to him after Thursday’s practice, but like Moulson, the Buffalo writers say he’s a great guy and a player that should help.

OK, that’s it for me. I've got to do my Wild Minute and get upstairs, watch a period or two of high-school hockey and get home. Talk to you after Thursday’s practice.

Wild gets Moulson, McCormick from Sabres for Mitchell, picks
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With season-long scuttlebutt that the Wild may look to sign free-agent-to-be Thomas Vanek this summer, the Wild beat Wednesday’s trade deadline by acquiring the player traded for Vanek earlier this season.

The Wild traded two draft picks -- Winnipeg's second rounder in 2014 acquired in the Devin Setoguchi trade and the Wild's second rounder in 2016 -- and fourth-line winger Torrey Mitchell to the Sabres for power winger Matt Moulson, a three-time 30-goal scorer, and hard-nosed forward Cody McCormick.

Moulson, 30, has scored 17 goals and 38 points in 55 games this season between the Islanders and Sabres. He was acquired in October for Vanek, a conditional first-round pick and a second-round pick. He is the last year of his deal with a $3.133 million cap hit.

McCormick, 30, has scored 59 points and 503 penalty minutes in 358 games. He’s in the last year of his deal at $1.2 million.

Moulson has scored 135 goals and 262 points in 377 games, developing terrific chemistry with superstar John Tavares on Long Island, where he was one of the most popular players.

He has perennially been one of the NHL’s most durable players. He played all 82 games in three consecutive seasons from 2009-12, topping 30 goals in each, including a career-high 36 goals and 69 points in 2011-12.

Moulson has scored 47 career power-play goals, including 14 in 2011-12, the third-most in the NHL. He is also known as a player who thrives on the road. In 2011-12, Moulson scored 23 goals on the road, the second-most in the NHL behind Steven Stamkos.

From March 17-April 3, the Wild plays eight of 10 games on the road.

Moulson is a skilled power winger who protects the puck terrifically on the cycle and is known for possessing a hard wrist shot.

Mitchell, 29, scored five goals and 12 assists in 103 games, including only one goal in 58 games this year.

According to sources, Mitchell asked to be traded, although he denied that Tuesday.

Mitchell, a hard-working, fast forward, signed a three-year, $5.7 million deal with the Wild two summers ago. That happened on July 1. On July 4, the Wild signed Zach Parise. The Wild also didn’t know for sure if Pierre-Marc Bouchard would be healthy to start that season. He wound up being ready.

So Mitchell came to Minnesota thinking he’d have a chance to be third-line right wing. After Parise and Bouchard were inserted, Mitchell fell down the depth chart. Since, the Wild has added youngsters like Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter. So Mitchell has been saddled on the fourth line pretty much since he got to Minnesota.

But I mentioned on the blog this exact scenario. My gut said the trade request would wind up burning Mitchell because at $1.9 million next year, he'd be such an easy throw-in for a rental to Buffalo if the Wild couldn't get Drew Stafford done. Now Mitchell misses the playoffs this year and the Wild gets out of his $1.9 million cap hit and $2.5 million salary next year.

The Wild was in on Stafford. I was told this afternoon, and I need to report it out more, that any Stafford deal would be contingent on another complicated trade the Wild would have to make elsewhere to basically move a player.

I'll be hosting a live online chat on startribune.com Thursday at 3 p.m. Bad news: Chat's been postponed. The Wild's now having an afternoon practice Thursday so the three new additions, Moulson, McCormick and Ilya Bryzgalov will be able to join.

Wild talking to the Buffalo Sabres about Drew Stafford
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Update: Jake Dowell cleared waivers. 

Biggest trade thus far was a blockbuster, with Lightning captain Martin St. Louis going to the Rangers (the lone team he requested to be traded to) for captain Ryan Callahan, a first round pick and a second round pick. Lots of conditions in the deal; Tampa gets another first if the Rangers go to the conference finals, Rangers get a pick back if Callahan re-signs.

As always, the trades will come rapid-fire eventually. The issue is the domino hasn't fallen on Marian Gaborik, Thomas Vanek, Matt Moulson, Mike Cammalleri and Ales Hemsky -- five scoring rental forwards. The second one goals, the other should follow quickly.

I created a false alarm this morning when I was told Gaborik to the Kings was done. I had to do a mea culpa even though trust me, the source was as good as it gets. The deal still seemed imminent for a bit and still could happen, but the Kings are now ticked with Columbus, doesn't want to get left at the altar and have moved on looking at some of the other rentals. The Jackets are still shopping Gaborik. Ottawa was one team involved but reportedly is after Hemsky too. So if they go Hemsky, maybe it still winds up L.A. with Gaborik, but it obviously wasn't the done deal I was told.

As for the Wild, quiet right now. They're in the holding pattern everybody else seems to be in. As always, once 2 p.m. creeps closer, the deals will rapidly flow throughout the NHL.

Good morning. After weeks of stories and working the phone and hiding behind flower pots in front of Chuck Fletcher’s office, it’s finally the trade deadline.

Starting tomorrow, I can mail in the rest of the season.

When the clock strikes 2, no more trades can be made (actually AHL trades can still be made. Remember your beloved Filip Kuba? His NHL career actually took off because of a post trade-deadline move in Florida. The Panthers defenseman was dealt to Calgary for Rocky Thompson. I remember sitting in the press box in Pittsburgh in, I think 2000, when I got the press release and thinking, uh, I thought there can’t be any trades anymore!)

Here is a trade tracker you can pay attention to at work and school (I'm not condoning not working or studying) today.

As you know by now, the Wild acquired Ilya Bryzgalov from the Oilers yesterday to give the team goalie depth with Niklas Backstrom shut down and Josh Harding unlikely to return this season. The trade was indeed for a 2014 fourth-round pick (There seems to be some Twitter confusion because it sounds like a site or two has mistakenly put Edmonton’s price paid for Viktor Fasth next to the Bryzgalov trade on their charts).

What happens today?

Fletcher was in on the Jaroslav Halak trade. He didn’t want to give a prospect and/or a second-round pick, so he pulled the trigger on the easiest trade (fourth-round pick) and was able to save some cap space in the process.

That gives him the flexibility to make more moves today. As I reported in today’s newspaper and on last night’s blog, multiple sources tell me the Wild is very interested in Drew Stafford, who has been playing at a consistently high level for some time for the Sabres. There have been lots of conversations between Fletcher and Sabres GM Tim Murray lately and the big question is whether Murray is indeed willing to trade Stafford, 28, and what the price would be.

He wouldn’t be a rental. He has another year left on his contract at a pretty attractive $4 million (remember, the cap is going up), so this would be more of a “hockey trade” (one of my favorite terms; I’d love to know who coined it).

So it could cost a second-tier prospect, salaried player (Wild would need to trade some cash unless it just puts Backstrom or Harding on LTIR, which allows you to top the cap ceiling by their cap hit if you need the space) and/or a pick.

Stafford is very good friends with Zach Parise from their days at Shattuck and North Dakota, he’s a former teammate of Jason Pominville. (By the way, even though I'm mentioning Stafford on here, I'm not saying it's going to happen. I'm sure Fletcher has many balls in the air and this is just one I've heard about).

The question that I haven’t connected all the dots on? If the Wild acquires Stafford, where’s he fit? I'd think somebody would need to depart in that trade or another one.

I’d think you’d want him to be your second-line right wing.

If you figure, the lines currently are:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Heatley-Koivu-Coyle

Cooke-Brodziak-Niederreiter

Mitchell-Haula-Fontaine, ….

this could lend further credence to why I keep hearing from sources that Kyle Brodziak can be had today.

If you slid Stafford or acquired another top-6 right wing and traded Brodziak, you could slide Coyle back to the position coach Mike Yeo says he feels Coyle has grown “leaps and bounds” in this season – center.

A Cooke-Coyle-Niederreiter line would be intriguing.

I talked to Brodziak yesterday in a general sense (not about him personally, just so you know the context), and he said, “It’s a tough part of the year. There’s a lot of uncertainty around the locker room, but we’re professionals, we’ve dealt with it before and tune it out best we can. We’ve done a really good job this year putting ourselves in here in a good position. Everyone in here feels really good about the group that we have. We just want to keep building so we can tap into the potential of this team.”

Brodziak, the first player Fletcher ever traded for as the Wild GM in 2009, also has another year on his deal ($3 million salary, $2.833M cap hit).

Another player who could be dealt today is Torrey Mitchell, so if Mitchell got dealt and Brodziak stayed, you could shuffle your lines in other ways.

I mentioned yesterday that TVA Sports reporter Renaud Lavoie tweeted yesterday that sources told him that Torrey Mitchell asked to be traded. Mitchell and his agent Kent Hughes each denied the report in separate texts, but after those denials, I also had two sources confirm the Mitchell trade request.

Fletcher didn’t respond to my inquiry, which makes you think that where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

Mitchell, a hard-working, very fast forward, signed a three-year, $5.7 million deal with the Wild two summers ago. That happened on July 1. On July 4, the Wild signed Parise. The Wild also didn’t know for sure if Pierre-Marc Bouchard would be healthy to start that season. He wound up being ready.

So Mitchell came to Minnesota thinking he’d have a chance to be third-line right wing. After Parise and Bouchard were inserted, Mitchell fell down the depth chart. Since, the Wild has added youngsters like Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter. So Mitchell has been saddled on the fourth line pretty much since he has gotten here.

So if Mitchell wants out, that’s why. The problem he may run into today though is with a very manageable $1.9 million salary next year and an appetizing age to rebuilding teams (29), he could very easily be included in a deal to say Buffalo. Let’s just say the Wild can’t get Stafford done and chooses a rental (Matt Moulson, Thomas Vanek), Mitchell again would be an easy throw-in.

So if Mitchell did ask out now (which I understand he denies), he may regret it because it could cost him a playoff berth. If it’s true he wants to move on so he could play more, he may have been better off just riding this out the rest of the season and then asking out after the season. I would assume it would be simple to trade a fast, hard-working 29-year-old with one year left on his contract during the offseason. Now he could conceivably wind up in a losing situation today.

Another name potentially being floated is Dany Heatley, who has a limited no-trade clause. I’ve even heard his hometown of Calgary, although I’m not sure why a non-playoff team would need an expiring contract. But Fletcher and Flames acting GM Brian Burke did meet during the entire second intermission of Monday’s Wild-Flames game.

It also wouldn’t shock me if Fletcher tried to bring in another depth defenseman.

Rosters are unlimited now as long as you don’t go over the cap.

I'll be hosting a live online chart Thursday at 3 p.m. CT, incidentally.

I’ll update the blog when there’s news later.

Wild acquires Bryzgalov from Oilers; Backstrom shut down
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The Wild has indeed added goalie insurance, but it wasn’t Jaroslav Halak or Martin Brodeur.

General Manager Chuck Fletcher pulled the trigger on Ilya Bryzgalov this afternoon, sending the 2014 fourth-round pick he received in the Jason Pominville trade last year from Buffalo to the Edmonton Oilers. Fletcher had been talking to Buffalo about Halak, but the price would have been a prospect and/or draft pick. Also, Bryzgalov is much cheaper, so theoretically, this gives Fletcher the opportunity to make more moves by Wednesday's 2 p.m. trade deadline if he so wants. The Wild can add roughly $3 million in players without giving up salary.

Fletcher acknowledged that was a big part of it. He called Bryzgalov's cap hit and salary "manageable," that the Wild wasn't willing to trade young players or higher picks in this type of situation and this allows him to maybe be more active later today or Wednesday.

The urgency to add a goaltender is because Niklas Backstrom is being shut down because of a recurring abdominal injury that likely needs to be repaired, Fletcher said. Fletcher said the assumption is Backstrom will likely be sidelined until next season. for the remainder of the season.

"I give Nik a lot of credit," Fletcher saud. "I think a lot of goaltenders probably would have shut down a month or two ago and he’s battled through it all year. I’m not quite sure he’s ever been healthy this season. ... Our goal for Nik is to get him healthy for next year."

Fletcher said Backstrom was quite emotional today and to say something about his character, he even practiced again today. "That's him," Fletcher said.

It was obvious Backstrom had something serious wrong. He said Jan. 8 that he thought it was related to his offseason sports hernia surgery and he saw his surgeon during the Olympic break. He said they figured out what was wrong but it was up to the team to disclose.

This is premature, but to answer the question I'm being asked a ton on Twitter, if it's true Backstrom is considered sidelined until next season, I'd think the Wild wouldn't be able to buy him out. You can't buy out an injured player. Also, because Backstrom was over 35 when he signed, the Wild would be charged with his cap for the remaining two years if he was bought out. Also, he is not eligible for a compliance buyout because he was signed under the new collective bargaining agreement.

Bryzgalov will wear No. 30 and may make his Wild debut Sunday against St. Louis at home.

"It's a new challenge and great opportunity," Bryzgalov said during a conference call with us today. Below is his Edmonton presser. He's a character. Edmonton writers say he was very accomodating, great to deal with and very good in net since Ben Scrivens' acquisition. He had a cool goalie mask there, too, his boy and girl, who live in New Jersey, did the colorings, I believe. He also wore 80 in Edmonton because it was the year he was born and in his one year in the KHL, he had eight shutouts ("eight and zero, get it?")

Bryzgalov, 33, known as an enigmatic goalie and true character as was documented in HBO’s 24/7 a few years ago (see YouTube), has been a No. 1 in Phoenix and Philadelphia. He's a big butterfly goalie that relies on positioning but has athleticism. With structure in front of him, he's had success in the league.

In an NHL career that has taken him from Anaheim to Phoenix to Philadelphia to Edmonton, Bryzgalov, a native of Russia, is 213-157-50 with a 2.57 goals-against average and .913 save percentage.

Philly bought Bryzgalov out of the last seven years of his contract last summer. He’ll receive $1.643 million a year through 2027-28.

"Ilya’s a good guy. He’s colorful. He’s known to have a few good sound bites now and again," Fletcher said. "At the bottom of it, there was a lot of pressure there in Philly. He played very well for them at times and there were situations that did not go as well. He played well in Phoenix, ... Anaheim, ... Cincinnati. He’s played in three Olympics, was second-team All-Star one year, he’s won over 200 games in the NHL, so to add a goaltender of that caliber for what we felt was a very manageable price made a lot of sense to us."

Earlier this season when Niklas Backstrom sustained a knee injury, Fletcher inquired about signing Bryzgalov. He was bought out last summer by the Flyers. As I reported Sunday, Fletcher spent the entire second intermission of last Thursday's game with Oilers GM Craig MacTavish, the Wild was offered Bryzgalov and the price would likely be cheap (probably a mid-round pick). The Wild still owns its fourth-round pick this year even by this trade and nine picks in the draft, including one in every round (three sixths).

I think we’re going to find out soon that Backstrom is going to be shut down with an abdominal injury. Just a hunch because Backstrom declined comment today and it’s been abundantly clear he’s been laboring through something.

I asked coach Mike Yeo if Darcy Kuemper would continue to be the No. 1. He has started 15 in a row. Since assuming the Wild’s No. 1 job Jan. 7, Kuemper is 11-2-2 with a 2.02 goals-against average and .930 save percentage. He has won five in a row, allowing six goals in that span.

“We’ve said all along with Kuemps, we’re going to take it day-to-day. He’s a young kid,” Yeo said. “With that said, there’s no question that he’s done enough that we’re going to keep giving him opportunity to get out there and show what he’s done. So, yeah, … we’re in large part where we are right now because of the job that he’s done, and we’re aware of that. We love his potential, but more than that, we love the way that he’s playing right now.”

We will see if the Wild does anymore today or tomorrow. It's been a busy day in the NHL with Anaheim gearing up for something big by unloading Dustin Penner (Thomas Vanek? Matt Moulson? Ryan Callahan?; Ryan Kesler?), with Roberto Luongo getting dealt to Florida, Andrew MacDonald to Philly, etc.

It's been reported by very respected TVA Sports' reporter Renaud Lavoie, who broke the Luongo trade, that Torrey Mitchell has asked to be traded. Mitchell and his agent Kent Hughes deny it, although I have sources who say Renaud's report is accurate.

It would make sense. Mitchell, signed to a three-year deal two summers ago, has been saddled as a fourth-liner for most his two seasons so far.

Kyle Brodziak's having a down year. Dany Heatley's in the last year of his deal, as are Clayton Stoner and Nate Prosser.

My gut says the Wild makes another to try to get better. I do hear the Wild has had ongoing discussions with Buffalo about Drew Stafford, Jason Pominville's former teammate and Zach Parise's teammate from Shattuck-St. Mary's and North Dakota.

The Wild is 9-2-2 in its past 13 and has won five in a row, so there’s also always the risk of messing with chemistry of a good “team” around the trade deadline if you do too much and add or delete players.

Yeo said, “We like our group. We believe we can win with this group.” But obviously, the Wild will weigh the chemistry its team has gained these past two months with the need to maybe get better.

Ryan Suter, Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Matt Cooke had the day off from today's skills practice. Nate Prosser also wasn’t out there. As I mentioned the other day, his wife is due with their second child any moment.

The Wild has placed Jake Dowell on waivers as a gesture to help him find a job. It gives 29 teams a chance to claim Dowell off waivers. If he clears, he’ll stay in Iowa.

Also, with Mikko Koivu back, Stephane Veilleux was reassigned. Also, for the second time in three days, the Wild signed an undrafted junior free agent. Saturday, it was Calgary Hitmen leading scorer Brady Brassart. Today, it was the Guelph Storm’s Zack Mitchell. The 21-year-old forward ranks fourth on the Storm and 18th in the Ontario Hockey League (OHL) with 77 points (29-48=77), including nine power-play goals and six game-winning goals, in 62 games this season.

“Zack is an intelligent, two-way winger who is having a tremendous season for the Guelph Storm of the Ontario Hockey League,” said Assistant General Manager Brent Flahr. “We’re excited to add another quality young forward to the Minnesota Wild organization.”

Wild keeps rolling, wins its fifth in a row going into four-day break
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You have to hand it to the Wild. It just keeps on winning and now enters a four-day break in its schedule with a nine-point lead in the playoff race thanks to Monday’s 3-2 win over Calgary.

But as Mike Yeo pointed out afterward, we often talk about a “cushion,” but a “cushion” really does mean squat.

Right now, the eighth-place team (Dallas, the Wild’s opponent Saturday in the Big D) is on pace for 91.4 points. So it doesn’t matter how many points the Wild’s up on ninth. The Wild has 74 points. It needs to keep heading north until it passes that 92-point threshold and preferably more so it can make the playoffs for the second year in a row.

Good win tonight because the Wild really had to grind it out in a pretty sloppy, choppy game. Yeo said he expected it after two games on the road, an emotional win in Vancouver, the Wild’s first home game in a month and the fact that chemistry would be messed with a bit with Mikko Koivu and Marco Scandella’s return fiddling with the forward pairs and defense pairs.

“But our guys fought through it. That was a big win for our guys,” Yeo said.

Kyle Brodziak “finally found a way to put one in,” he said jokingly of his fifth goal of the season after Matt Cooke forechecked a frozen goalie, Reto Berra, into a turnover. Then, in the third, Jared Spurgeon and Zach Parise scored goals. Parise’s would become the winner.

Darcy Kuemper made his 15th consecutive start and won his fifth in a row. His 11th win ties Josh Harding for the team’s rookie record. He has given up six goals in his past five starts (three in three since the Olympic break) and is 11-2-2 since Jan. 7 with a 2.02 goals-against average and .930 save percentage.

Tonight, his parents saw him play live in the NHL for the second time (both against Calgary) and saw him win for the first time. The kid keeps on trucking, which has to make Chuck Fletcher feel much more comfortable heading into Wednesday’s 2 p.m. trade deadline.

I still believe the Wild acquires a goalie though because of Niklas Backstrom’s abdominal issue, and the Wild continues to talk to other teams, especially Buffalo about Jaroslav Halak. That seems the likeliest scenario.

Fletcher has been on the phone a lot lately, and sources say he has talked with the Sabres often.

It’s that time of year.

Koivu returned to the lineup. Like the team, his line with Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle had good shifts and tougher shifts. One picked-off clear by Koivu led to one goal, but he looked good on a second-period power play and should continue to get better, he said.

He’s a big guy, and as Wes Walz always said, it’s harder for bigger players to get back in the swing of things, especially with the league so ramped up. Tonight was Koivu’s first game in eight weeks.

“I was more nervous than I even told you guys,” Koivu said. “I missed a long time. I wasn’t sure how it was going to react in a game. I thought that after the first couple shifts, I got more comfortable and I thought that power play helped me a lot when we got the puck more and I was moving the puck more. Overall, pretty solid. The things I wanted to be strong, I was pretty strong I thought. So yeah, overall pretty happy. That was the first step. Now I just need to work in practice and get more games under my belt and I’m sure it’ll get better.”

He did say his ankle did feel discomfort toward the end of periods and on the bench, but doctors tell him that’s normal and it’ll continue to improve.

Weird, ugly games at times.

There’s something about these two teams that often produce the ugliest games, and much of Monday’s game looked like it was a game of shinny hockey played with a tennis ball.

Players on both teams misconnected on passes, swung and missed on shots, blew wide-open nets and overskated pucks routinely. The amount of pucks that simply stopped short and were whiffed on by players was remarkable.

It was the first NHL game at the X in almost a month and players complained Monday morning that the ice was sticky, perhaps because of the state wrestling tournament and Luke Bryan concert being on top of the ice the past week.

“Even this morning you could tell in the pregame skate, it seemed a little slow,” Parise said of the ice. “I know a couple times on me personally, it just stopped or just bounced.”

But the Wild got through it.

Now the Wild has four days off. It’ll have a skills practice Tuesday, have the day off Wednesday (trade deadline) and then get back at it for two hard practices Thursday and Friday before playing in Dallas in Saturday. As you know, the Wild rarely has success in Dallas (one win in its past 19 visits, I believe).

That starts a stretch of 20 games in the final 37 days of the regular season.

“This is an opportunity,” Cooke said of the break this week. “This is our last real practice time before we’re in the playoffs. We’re going to have to work and be ready to continue what we’ve built here in the last little while.”

What else?

--Season-high five wins in a row overall, six in a row at home.

--The Wild is 9-2-2 in its past 13 and 14-4-2 in 2014.

--Mikael Granlund had two assists and his brother, Markus, recorded his first NHL point. Mikael has 20 points in his past 25 games.

--Zach Parise’s goal was his 21st and 45th career game-winner. He has six goals and 12 points in his past eight games

Talk Tuesday.

NHL Commissioner tours Target Field, TCF Bank Stadium with Wild owner
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NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman will be in Wild owner Craig Leipold’s center-ice suite tonight to take in the Wild vs. Calgary Flames game.

But not too close.

Leipold reminded Bettman that nobody, even the leader of the NHL, can sit in the seat next to the jumpy owner during games. So Bettman will keep his distance.

Bettman did take a car ride with Leipold today thought to the Twins’ Target Field and the Gophers’ TCF Bank Stadium to tour the facilities for a possible outdoor game. He called both facilities “very, very attractive.”

The Wild didn’t take part in a stadium-series game this season (the league had four on top of the Winter Classic and Heritage Classic) in part because Leipold has been holding out for the Winter Classic. After the 2015 Winter Classic was awarded to the Washington Capitals, Leipold changed his tune and informed the NHL he would take a stadium-series game if it helps the Wild’s cause to get the NHL’s actual Winter Classic.

“Craig has been discussing with me the possibility of playing a stadium game for a long time and we discussed it again today,” Bettman said late this afternoon. “It’s something we know the club wants, that Craig wants and the fans want, and we’ll be responsive. I can’t give you a date or a venue yet. … The fans, the hockey environment, the weather, this is the State of Hockey after all … “We’re very focused on Minnesota.”

Bettman indicated the Wild would get a stadium-series game before a Winter Classic because “It’s easier to focus on because we have more opportunity to satisfy the demands.”

“I’m not making any promises” as to if the Wild will get one next season.

There has been a lot of chatter that one reason the Wild hasn’t gotten the Winter Classic is because NBC hasn’t felt the Wild can draw a national audience. Bettman didn’t confirm that, but when I asked if NBC and HBO have a say in the venues and opponents, Bettman said, “We consult with them in terms of  getting their input as to what makes sense from a television standpoint.”

The NHL has indicated the league will have fewer outdoor games next season. There has been much debate that there have been too many in a short amount of time and it takes the uniqueness away.

“Despite all of the debate about what the right number is, you can’t really overdo these,” said Bettman, pointing out the six games (including Winter Classic and Heritage Classic) drew 375,000 fans.

“It has become such a big fan favorite event, such an in-market phenomena,” said, Bettman, although he agree you “don’t want to do too many” because it should be a national television attraction and “it pushed our organization to the limits.”

“We’re specializing in staff red-eyes,” he joked.

--On expansion: “There’s a lot of interest. We’re hearing from multiple groups in Seattle, … in Vegas, in Kansas City, in Quebec City. We haven’t decided to engage in a formal expansion process, but as we always do, we listen to expressions of interest. … There may be good reasons to expand, there may be not. It’s not something we’ve seriously considered yet.”

(Russo note: Expansion’s coming. The league is perfectly set up for 32. Seattle will obviously be one, and even though people always seems to poo-poo Vegas, my sources tell me this is a legit option as MGM Resorts builds an arena behind New York-New York).

--On the state of the league: “Look at the last year, we now have long-term labor peace, we have two very significant long-term major media contracts for national rights in Canada and the U.S., we sold three franchises over the summer. We’re probably the most stable and in the best position we’ve ever been in.”

--on potential rule changes, like 3-point games in the standings, etc. He said the league’s playing at 95 percent capacity in the regular season, over 100% in the playoffs, “revenues have never been higher, TV ratings have never been higher, the game on the ice has never been better followed and received and praised. … I don’t think the game’s in need of any urgent changes.”

-- On the future of the Olympics, “We went to Sochi to have a nice tournament and we did. Nobody has given any serious discussion or thought as to what we do next.”

Owners are starting to scoff at going to the 2018 Olympics in South Korea, in large part to the several injuries that took place in Sochi, the 14-hour time difference, the stopping of the momentum of the NHL season, etc. In fact, the Wild was one a number of teams that voted against going to Sochi.

“It’s not all good and it’s not all bad,” Bettman said. “It’s a balancing act and some of that balance gets affected by where the Olympics are. When we were in Vancouver and Salt Lake City, it was easy to tip the scales. When you’re in other places, not so easy.

Bettman said Russia was easy because of the hockey tradition there. He noted that’s not the same for Korea, but he added, “Nobody, nobody has begun the process of evaluating what comes next. We’re focused on our season.”

--Bettman talked about how the NHL is the leader in video review and how the other league comes to them to see how they do it. In fact, it’s been reported that the NFL wants to have a centralized video review system like the NHL.

But Bettman said they can’t review everything and coach’s challenges are problematic because “continuous play means we can’t review everything because we may find ourselves unwinding the clock. We don’t want to do anything that we can’t get right with certainty.”

He did say the NHL will “continue to study what applications we can put technology to use to help get more decisions right,” like on my gripe that goalie interference should be reviewed (for example, referee Brad Meier wiping out Keith Ballard’s goal in Vancouver on Friday even though Erik Haula didn’t touch Eddie Lack; supervisor Mick McGeough acknowledged to me that Meier erred).

“But it’s the reason our officials have the toughest job, this game is fast and it’s continuous and you don’t want to disrupt the game,” Bettman said of too many reviews and thought of coach challenges.

But Bettman said the NHL continues to try to minimize the number of referee and linesman mistakes by “coaching and critiquing and holding officials accountable.”

Mikko Koivu, Marco Scandella return tonight; Talking goalies, trade deadline
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Wild and Calgary Flames tonight at the X.

The Wild has won five in a row at home and four in a row overall for the NHL’s longest winning streak. It’s 8-2-2 in its past 12.

Gary Bettman, the NHL’s beloved Commish, will be in the house tonight. He’s stopping over on his way back to New York from the Heritage Classic in Vancouver to get wined and dined by owner Craig Leipold, who wants nothing more than a Winter Classic (and a Stanley Cup) but has made clear he’d settle for a stadium series game if that helps his cause to get you fine hockey loving fans a Winter Classic.

I’m meeting with Bettman before the game and will let you know what he says.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during their pregame show tonight and again during the first intermission. I’ll also me on SiriusXM at 3:30 p.m. CT.

Captain Mikko Koivu and defenseman Marco Scandella will return to the Wild’s lineup tonight from a broken ankle and sprained knee, respectively. This effectively gives the Wild its first healthy lineup since the second period of the second game of the season, although obviously Josh Harding remains sidelined and Jason Zucker is working his way back from a leg injury.

Although, and don’t freak out all you Zucker fanatics, if the Wild continues to be healthy in its top-9, my guess is Zucker returns to Iowa once he’s cleared. Koivu and Scandella being activated off IR means the Wild’s at 23 players (or three healthy scratched per night). Zucker is skating on his own daily.

Koivu is expected to center Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle tonight.

“Very excited,” he said. “It’s been a long wait. Kinda frustrating all the time after the [Jan. 6] surgery. Very excited. Little bit nervous, but that’s part of the step to take to the game. It’ll be fun.”

The Wild was 11-4-2 without him.

Koivu said, “It makes it a lot easier when you’re out and the team’s winning. It’s easier on everyone. Now I’ll try to help the team on my part. I have to be very patient with my game and go step by step and build it up again, but I’m confident it’ll go well.”

Koivu, five points from being the Wild’s all-time leading scorer, was playing at his highest level when he was injured. He had eight points in his final five games before getting hurt, including three 2-point games, including two assists on Ryan Suter’s eventual hat trick while playing on the broken ankle.

He’ll also help bigtime in the faceoff circle as the Wild’s gone from a top-5 team to 15th in the NHL in the 17 games he has missed.

Scandella will also return to the lineup. He’s excited and is trying to get used to a knee brace.

Clayton Stoner will be scratched. My guess is he would have played if a couple of Calgary’s tough guys, like Kevin Westgarth, weren’t hurt.

“We’re excited to have [Scandella] back, a guy we definitely want to get back in the groove here, especially the level that he was playing at before he got hurt,” coach Mike Yeo said. “That said, our defensive group has been playing very well lately. It’s a tough choice, but at the same we’ve got to get him going.

“The message to Stony is he shouldn’t expect to just get sat every game. Been very pleased with his game. We all saw what happened in Edmonton and the way he was able to come back in that game. He’s been a warrior for us. He’s been a physical presence, and we’re going to need him. This is one game. This is a decision we made for tonight.”

I did get a question asking if the Wild’s sitting Stoner because it plans to trade him before Wednesday. I know he’s in the last year of his deal, but the Wild’s not very physical from the back end and I’d think the Wild would want Stoner if it makes the playoffs. In fact, I’d think the Wild would consider re-signing him eventually. So I think this is just a decision tonight as Keith Ballard stays in the lineup.

Stephane Veilleux was expected to be scratched up front with Mike Rupp, but he will now skate in warmups. If he plays, I’d think Torrey Mitchell sits.

Devan Dubnyk was put on waivers by Nashville. As you know, the Wild almost certainly will add a goalie by Wednesday’s 2 p.m. deadline.

If you take Dubnyk, it will cost no assets. But he’s in the middle of a terrible season with Edmonton and Nashville (11-18-3 with a 3.43 goals-against average and .891 save percentage). He’s 61-77-22 in his career with a 2.90 goals-against average and .909 save percentage.

To me, he makes sense if you plan to go with Darcy Kuemper the rest of the way with Niklas Backstrom as your backup and you don’t mind having Dubnyk ride the pine as a third goalie.

Otherwise, I think you can do better via trade. Obviously, it all has to do with what the price is for guys like Jaroslav Halak and Martin Brodeur. Carolina’s also got goalies available, and there’s always Ilya Bryzgalov.

Backstrom is dealing with an abdominal injury. He’s going on the ice every day like a good soldier, but since he said it’s up to the team to divulge what’s wrong with him, it’s obviously something significant. So if the Wild knows he has got an injury that will eventually need repair, this gives more credence to why the Wild’s looking so hard for quality goalie insurance.

At this point, the net belongs to Kuemper and it should. He deserves it and has shown he’s capable (10-2-2 in his past 15 starts). He was named the NHL’s Third Star of the Week today after giving up 51 of 52 shots in two wins at Edmonton and Vancouver, excluding another 7 in the Vancouver shootout.

But another goalie is bound to be here in the next two days. Again, to answer the most oft-asked question I receive from people who clearly don’t read the blogs or article, if the Wild acquires a goalie, the Wild will likely go with three goalies the rest of the way (unless Backstrom’s injury is serious enough to result in immediately surgery).

Rosters are unlimited as of 12:01 a.m. Wednesday barring you don’t go over the cap.

I have gotten a lot of questions about who could be trade bait from the Wild.

With such a bad 2014 draft, I’d think any draft pick is in play (especially Winnipeg’s second-rounder from the Devin Setoguchi trade), although Fletcher has said he’d prefer not to trade his first-rounder for a second year in a row.

I’d think Kyle Brodziak is on the block and Torrey Mitchell is expendable. Obviously, Rupp. I’d think the Wild would want to avoid trading defensemen unless it’s getting one back. Heatley has played well lately, but since he’s in the last year of his deal, he obviously would be tradable as long as a partner wasn’t on his no-trade list. Still, I’d think very unlikely. As for the prospects, it would not shock me at all if Zucker was bait IF the return was significant.

Also, another oft-asked and very good question, if you pro-rate the Wild's available cap space, the Wild could add roughly $5.5 million in players (cap, not dollars) at the deadline without giving up a player in return. If the Wild went over $5.5 million, it would need to trade a player or place Josh Harding on LTIR.

UPDATE: Minnesota Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher today announced the National Hockey League (NHL) club has signed right wing Kurtis Gabriel to a three-year entry-level contract starting with the 2014-15 season.

     “We’re very happy with Kurtis’ progress this year and look forward to him developing within our organization,” said Assistant General Manager Brent Flahr. “He’s a hard-working kid that brings an intriguing package of size, physical competitiveness and character.”

     Gabriel, 20 (4/20/93), has recorded 42 points (12-30=42), including three game-winning goals, 86 penalty minutes (PIM) and a plus-4 rating in 54 games with the Owen Sound Attack in the Ontario Hockey League (OHL) this season. The 6-foot-4, 214-pound native of New Market, Ont., serves as an assistant captain and leads his team in assists, is third in PIM and fourth in scoring. He has tallied 91 points (30-61=91) and 278 PIM in 226 career WHL games during four seasons with Owen Sound. Gabriel was selected by Minnesota in the third-round (81st overall) of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft.

All signs point toward Mikko Koivu's return Monday

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: March 2, 2014 - 1:49 PM   
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All signs point toward Mikko Koivu returning Monday night against the Calgary Flames.

Koivu, who has missed 17 games since undergoing ankle surgery Jan. 6, skated on a line with Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle throughout Sunday’s practice at Braemar and retained his spot on the top power-play unit.

Coach Mike Yeo said he had a great practice and said a few times, “we’re excited to get him back.”

Officially though, the Wild will take the decision into Monday morning to make sure Koivu’s ankle feels good after he wakes up and after one last morning skate.

In practice today, the Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line stayed intact.

“It’s the coaches who make the decisions and players, it’s our job to create chemistry with different players,” Koivu said. “Injuries are a part of the game and you’re going to have different guys and different lines. I think with Heater, it would be easy because we’ve played a lot of games together and with Charlie, [I’ve played with him]. I think it’s a matter of time more for myself to get on their speed of the game so I can help them out.

“I don’t think it really matters right now who you’re playing with. I think every guy is playing great and we’ve had to adjust the lines all season long and every single night it’s been some combination or some individual who steps up and makes the play to get us points. It’s huge, but like I said, it’s more about me getting to the level I want to help them and it helps that I’ve played with those two guys in the past.”

Yeo likes the makeup of the line.

“It’s a big line,” Yeo said. “First off, three guys that can control the puck, three guys that are really tough to defend. Mikko’s had chemistry with both Heater and Charlie in the past, too. Hopefully there’s not too much of a feeling out process. But I just think that it gives us an opportunity to have a line that’s out there with the ability to create offense every night that’s hard to play against.”

Matt Cooke skated with Kyle Brodziak and Nino Niederreiter and Erik Haula centered Torrey Mitchell and Justin Fontaine. Stephane Veilleux looks like he’d be the extra if Koivu returns.

So, basically, the trickle down effect of Koivu’s return initially would have Coyle move from center to right wing, Niederreiter to go from second line to third, Fontaine from third to fourth. Or, basically exactly what we predicted on the blog last week.

This is a good thing. Basically, as Parise said today, every team has its opening night roster every year and it never quite works out to what you want it to be all year long because of injuries.

But since the second period of the second game of the season when Coyle sprained his knee, the Wild has never had its full roster together. Against Calgary, if Koivu and defenseman Marco Scandella return, it will.

Koivu’s return makes the Wild deeper and could potentially give the Wild four deep lines.

The Wild also suddenly has two formidable power-play units. Koivu, the all-time Wild leader in power-play points, took his spot again with Parise. Coyle, to give the Wild a needed righty down low, moves to the top unit with Pominville and Ryan Suter at the points. The second unit consisted of Heatley-Granlund-Niederreiter with Jonas Brodin and Jared Spurgeon up top. That’s three lefties down low, which could make things tricky, so it wouldn’t be shocking if Fontaine gets some time or they move Spurgeon down to that left circle position to attempt one-timers.

Suter and Spurgeon were a pair today, while Scandella was with Brodin. The third pair, if Scandella returns, will be two of Keith Ballard, Clayton Stoner and Nate Prosser. I don’t know how you take Prosser out the way he’s been playing, so if Scandella returns, Ballard or Stoner will likely be taken out.

Darcy Kuemper will make his 15th consecutive start.

Scandella says he’s ready, but like with Koivu, Yeo said they’ll take the final decision into Monday morning.

Monday will be the first-ever Mikael Granlund vs. Markus Granlund game. The younger Granlund will play his third NHL game. He was drafted in 2011 in St. Paul.

As for the game, Mikael Granlund said, “I feel really proud for my parents. It’s very special.”

Jason Zucker, by the way, skated on his own today.

That’s it for now. Nothing new on the goalie front. Here's my column on the goalie trade front today. I think it goes to Wednesday. If the Wild’s the only team out there really searching for a goalie, if I’m Chuck Fletcher, I use that as leverage to let acquisition prices for Jaroslav Halak or Marty Brodeur or whoever drop.

Again, Wednesday at 12:01 a.m., you can go over the 23-man roster as long as you don’t go over the cap ceiling. So the Wild could very well carry three goalies the rest of the season. If the Wild has three goalies, that means one won’t dress every game. That could create an interesting dynamic, but the Wild doesn’t seen too concerned. As Fletcher always says, “I just want to win,” so he’s not going to worry about feelings.

And as we learned in the playoffs last year when suddenly Kuemper was playing games because Backstrom and Josh Harding got hurt, you can never have too much depth. It’s better having more players than too little.

Speaking of depth, remember when the Wild was always a Mikko Koivu injury away from disaster every year? Pretty impressive that the team, which is 13-4-2 in 2014, is 11-4-2 without him. Says so much about the improved depth of the team and the job the Wild’s youngsters have done to this point.

As Parise said, maybe all the long-term injuries the Wild has had this year, from Koivu to Parise to Harding to Spurgeon to Coyle to Granlund, has made the Wild a better team for these final 21 games.

Wild signs Brassart, close to signing Gabriel; Talking Kuemper, Halak, goalies

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: March 1, 2014 - 1:58 PM   
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The Wild has signed Calgary Hitmen free-agent center Brady Brassart to a three-year entry-level deal and I hear the team is close to signing hard-nosed prospect Kurtis Gabriel, 20, a 2013 third-round pick, to his three-year, entry-level contract. An announcement on that should come in the next couple days.

Brassart, 20, has scored 33 goals and 75 points, including 10 power-play goals, six game-winning goals, a plus-17 rating and 90 penalty minutes in 62 games with the WHL Hitmen this season. The 6-foot-2, 196-pounder leads Calgary in scoring, is tied for first in assists and second in goals and PIM.

“Brady has had a strong overage season and we are very happy that he chose to sign with the Minnesota Wild,” said assistant general manager Brent Flahr in the press release. “He’s a good-sized center that plays a mature two-way game. He can play in all situations and we look forward to his transition to professional hockey next season.”

As for Gabriel, the 6-foot-4, 218-pound forward is the fourth-leading scorer with 11 goals and 40 points in 52 games for Owen Sound in the Ontario Hockey League. He will officially turn pro in the fall.

If you remember, the Wild faced a tough decision in training camp as to whether or not to sign him then and send him to Iowa or return him to Owen Sound for his overage year so he could play big minutes and a big role for Owen Sound. I think they're happy with its decision.

Gabriel is a character kid, very physical, tough and, most intriguing, has size.

In fact, that's the most intriguing thing about the Wild's next rung of prospect forwards. The Wild's not the biggest team in the world, so it's made a conscious effort the last few drafts to add players with size.

They have Gabriel, Brett Bulmer, Tyler Graovac, Raphael Bussieres, Adam Gilmour, Mario Lucia and Avery Peterson off the top of my head. Add Brassart now, too. I'm just talking forward. Defense, guys like stud Gustav Olofsson, Daniel Gunnarsson, Carson Soucy and Nick Seeler are all big.

Obviously, Matt Dumba plays physically, too.

Wild's got the day off today before practicing Sunday in St. Paul. They're coming off a big four points on two games in two nights to Edmonton and Vancouver.

They were running on fumes in the third period in Vancouver, but Darcy Kuemper stood tall and the work ethic exuded on the ice was beyond impressive.

Since becoming the Wild’s No. 1 goalie Jan. 7, Kuemper is 10-2-2 with a 1.94 goals-against average and .935 save percentage. He has made 14 consecutive starts, has won four in a row (four goals allowed) and is 11 for 11 against shooters in two victorious shootouts.

Again, it'll be interesting how Chuck Fletcher proceeds as Wednesday's deadline arrives. The Wild is in the market for a goalie.

Buffalo would love to trade Jaroslav Halak to Minnesota, so we'll see if anything evolves there if the price is right. I know I indicated last night that there may not be a lot of interest, but he's 28, has put up good numbers throughout his career and with the Wild's goaltending situation, there's no doubt the Wild's in the market for a goalie. Halak's numbers are stellar (24-9-4 with a 2.23 goals-against average and .917 save percentage), but there's always the question of how much is that to do with Ken Hitchcock's system. 

We'll see how things play out if the price is right. There's no doubt Fletcher and Sabres GM Tim Murray are talking. 

There's Martin Brodeur (could be a good mentor for Kuemper), Cam Ward and his exorbitant contract, maybe Tim Thomas if Florida's willing to move him, Ilya Bryzgalov. 

We shall see.

The Wild is 13-4-2 in 19 games in 2014 heading into Monday's game vs. Calgary, a game Kuemper's parents will be in attendance for.

Entering tonight, the Wild has a seven-point lead for a playoff spot, but it's idle from Tuesday to Friday, so Monday's two points would be key.

Anyhoooo, that's it. I have to board a plane. As expected John Curry and Steve Kampfer were returned to Iowa.

Talk to you Sunday.

Does the Wild need a No. 1 goalie? Darcy Kuemper doing his best to say no

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: March 1, 2014 - 10:13 AM    
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The Wild will sleep tight tonight on its four-hour charter back to Minnesota, one that’s supposed to land close to 5 a.m.

In a taxing, taxing game, its second in 24 hours, the Wild hung on for a 2-1 shootout win over the Vancouver Canucks tonight to gain a seven-point edge on a playoff spot.

Zach Parise scored the lone goal (his 20th through Dany Heatley’s screen, and 11th on the power play, which is tied for third in the NHL) in regulation – lone goal because referee Brad Meier thought he saw something that didn’t occur and wiped out a Keith Ballard equalizer earlier. And Darcy Kuemper, playing for the second time in two nights after shutting out Edmonton, made 30 saves and wasn’t beaten by one Canucks shooter in a seven-round shootout.

Justin Fontaine, in the seventh round and on his first NHL shootout attempt, beat Eddie Lack for the shootout winner.

Kuemper, who has started 14 in a row, is now 10-2-2 in his past 15 starts with a 1.94 goals-against average and .935 save percentage in that stretch. He’s showing zero signs of cracking and tonight won the Wild a game. The Wild battled hard and deserved what it got, but Kuemper was playing behind a very tired team the last half of the game and stole one, maybe two points.

So if you’re Chuck Fletcher, what do you do? If it were me, I’d ride out Kuemper but go out and get some insurance because of Josh Harding’s absence and Niklas Backstrom’s abdominal issue.

Lots of rumors out there tonight that Buffalo will try to flip Jaroslav Halak, whom it acquired from St. Louis today in a package for Ryan Miller, to Minnesota. There’s no doubt Fletcher’s good buddy Tim Murray will try. The impression I got internally though today from the organization is it has little interest in Halak.

We’ll see.

The Wild has inquired about Cam Ward and Martin Brodeur and has had Ilya Bryzgalov offered to them. There’s also Tim Thomas.

It’ll be interesting to see how Fletcher proceeds because while the Wild needs another goalie as insurance, but how do you not continue to go with Kuemper as the No. 1?

Huge PK by the Wild, which hasn’t allowed a power-play goal in six consecutive games, in overtime. Kyle Brodziak, Nate Prosser and Matt Cooke were the men on the ice. The three gents did a terrific job keeping Vancouver to the outside and staying in lanes. Cooke and Prosser blocked shots and Kuemper made one save. That also helped get the Wild the extra point.

The big controversy of the game came in the first when Meier, despite staring at the crease from 15 feet away, somehow thought Erik Haula made incidental contact with Eddie Lack. He waved off Keith Ballard’s goal. Replays showed there was zero contact, and ref supervisor Mick McGeough, in attendance, told me during the first intermission, “In my estimation, I think the goal should have counted. It was a good screen by [Haula]. He wasn’t in the blue when the puck entered the net, so it met the criteria for a good goal.”

Haula said, “I think [Meier] made a mistake and he was confident he made the right call. All the coaches said it wasn’t even close. I never touched the goalie. All that matters is we got two points though.”

Gutsy effort by the Wild to hang on tonight. Yeo loved the work ethic and the mental toughness to overcome a shortie and disallowed goal. Everybody worked their butt off.

That’s it for me. I'll be on KFAN at 10:20 a.m. Saturday.

The Wild has the day off Saturday. Barring news, talk Sunday.

Mikko Koivu to miss 17th consecutive game tonight in Vancouver

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: February 28, 2014 - 2:45 PM   
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Afternoon from heaven on Earth, Vancouver, where the Wild completes the tail end of a back-to-back tonight against the Canuckleheads.

Vancouver snapped a seven-game losing streak Wednesday with a 1-0 win over St. Louis. The Wild is 12-4-2 in 2014. Since Jan. 2, the Wild ranks second in the NHL in win percentage (.722) and save percentage (.929), third in goals against (2.11), tied for third in points (26) and tied for fourth in wins (12).

Eddie Lack vs. Darcy Kuemper tonight -- just like a typical Canucks-Wild clash wink

Lack is coming off a shutout over the Blues. Kuemper will make his 14th straight start, by far a franchise record for a rookie (previous was four). Since Jan. 7, he is 9-2-2 with a 2.02 goals-against average and .933 save percentage. Over that stretch, he ranks tied for second among NHL goalies in wins, fourth in save percentage and sixth in goals-against average.

Ryan Kesler and young defenseman Chris Tanev returns to the Canucks' lineup tonight.

Mikko Koivu skated this morning and then said he's not playing tonight.

"Wait another day and get a good team practice on Sunday (Wild has day off Saturday because it arrives in Minnesota at 4:30 a.m. from Vancouver) and then look at it again [for Calgary on Monday]," Koivu said. "It's getting better and it's pretty much the same story it's been this whole week. It's slowly getting there and getting more comfortable on skates, but it's still not quite where I want to be, especially battles and things like that.

"It is what it is. But I think now we just got to put the emotions away and be smart and wait another day and see on Sunday, Monday where we're at."

Yeo said Mikael Granlund is fine (read last night's blog for what I'm alluding to) and that defensemen Nate Prosser and Clayton Stoner, also banged up last night, are good to go.

"Those six [defensemen] battled real hard and played a real strong game yesterday. Certainly I don't think it would hurt Marco [Scandella] to have another day of practice, another day of rest," Yeo said.

Keith Ballard returns to Vancouver for the first time since signing with Minnesota last summer. He's obviously had previous returns to Phoenix and Florida, so he shouldn't be freaking out. He's coming off one of his best games in awhile, going plus-3 last night in a 3-0 win over the Oilers.

"I think I've played pretty well for the last few weeks before the break, so it feels good getting my game back again," Ballard said. "I thought I started the season real well and had a tough stretch after I got hurt [with a concussion, then broken ribs]. So it's a good feeling when things are going your way and you're contributing."

Talk tonight.

Kuemper shuts out Oilers during solid Wild effort; Stoner fine after "gruesome" looking injury

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: February 28, 2014 - 12:13 AM   
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Darcy Kuemper continues to do everything he can to alleviate any concerns the suits upstairs may have with the Wild’s goaltending down the stretch.

We’ve learned the last two months the rookie’s feeling confident when he flashes the leather after a big save. That’s what he did after gloving down Mike Richards’ shootout attempt in a 39-save victory at L.A. – the game that started this remarkable run from the Sunshine Kid – and that’s what he did on a Taylor Hall blast in the second period tonight.

It wasn’t as pronounced. But look closely, and it was clear as day to see.

Kuemper made 21 saves for his second career shutout during the Wild’s 3-0 blanking of the Oilers.

Check out the gamer for the details, but the Wild defended well, took hits to make plays and got the puck north for the majority of the game. Kuemper didn’t have to make a bunch of huge saves, but his biggest on Jordan Eberle in the second – a point-blank one-timer to his right – preserved a 1-0 lead.

Shortly after, Erik Haula set up Stephane Veilleux for the Wild’s second goal.

The Wild’s now five up on Dallas for the top wildcard spot and six up on 10th-place Vancouver, Friday’s opponent. Coach Mike Yeo said Kuemper will start that game. He is 9-2-2 in his past 14 starts with a 2.02 goals-against average and .933 save percentage.

Mikael Granlund, whom Yeo said this morning has a chance to do something special these final 22 games, scored two minutes into the game off a nice feed from Zach Parise. He did get banged up twice, once when he took a puck to the left cheek, the other when he was checked by Nick Schultz and looked to fall into another Oiler. Athletic therapist Don Fuller worked on him a bunch after that shift and was with him in the locker room after.

Granlund said afterward cunningly that he didn’t know what I was talking about and he’s OK.

Two guys also banged up tonight?

Nate Prosser and Clayton Stoner.

Prosser, 12 seconds into his first shift and 54 seconds into the game, was hit from behind by Blaine’s Matt Hendricks, who was a physical menace all game. Somehow no penalty was called on the blatant boarding major. Kyle Brodziak immediately challenged him thought, which resulted in a 4-on-4 that led to Granlund's goal. So it worked out.

Prosser said he got his “bell rung” and took stitches to the chin, but while he was lost for the rest of the first period, he returned to start the second and had an assist on Veilleux's goal.

“I knew he was coming,” said Prosser, whose wife is days from giving birth to their second child. “I knew it was Hendricks and he finishes his hits. But I’m digging the puck out. I expect a little rubout or something, but he full-fledged put me into the glass.”

Clayton Stoner’s injury was, as Yeo said, “gruesome” looking. While either grabbing the jersey of Luke Gazdic in a fight or having his finger punched by Gazdic as he reached (Stoner didn’t know), Stoner’s left ring finger dislocated. Screen captures on Twitter (check out @randball) showed his finger facing east.

I would have been lost for weeks. Stoner returned in the third after doctors got the finger back in place and he told them to tape his ring finger to his middle finger for support.

“Probably looked worse than it felt,” said Stoner. “I’ve had problems with this finger for three weeks, so I think the tendons are weak and it came out easier than it should of.”

Oh, OK.

We’ll see if Stoner can play Friday in Vancouver, his home province team so to speak. If he can’t, the Wild has Marco Scandella waiting in the wings. If he can’t play, the Wild has Steve Kampfer or will need to helicopter in Jon Blum.

Keith Ballard, who returns to Vancouver, his former team, for the first time since signing a two-year deal with Minnesota last summer, was plus-3 and was great. His drive to the net helped lead to Granlund’s goal.

I thought Jared Spurgeon had a great game. Assist, three blocked shots for the Edmonton native. Charlie Coyle was good defensively and offensively. Dany Heatley scored a goal in front of the fans who just love him so.

Lots of good efforts from Wild players. Now on to Vancouver for a big game Friday. I’m staring a 4:30 a.m. wakeup call in the face. Talk to you from one of the best stops in the league Friday.

Kuemper starts tonight, Koivu out vs. Oilers; goalie situation intriguing as deadline nears

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: February 27, 2014 - 2:01 PM   
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Good day from the Rexall Place, where the former Northwest Division rival Wild and Oilers clash tonight at 8:30 p.m. CT.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the 8 p.m. pregame show and first intermission to talk about the Wild and all the trade rumors running rampant throughout the NHL. I’ll also riff about them in my Sunday Insider this week as well.

The goaltending situation is something I feel the Wild is trying to address before Wednesday’s 2 p.m. deadline, but a lot could have to do with the next three games beginning tonight in Edmonton.

Darcy Kuemper, 8-2-2 in his past 13 appearances with a 2.18 goals-against average and .929 save percentage, will make his 13th consecutive start. Depending on how tonight goes, coach Mike Yeo even opened the door for Kuemper to start tomorrow’s game in Vancouver.

Here is my profile on Kuemper from today’s paper, and I have a couple extras on the bottom.

Yeo originally contemplated starting Backstrom tonight in Edmonton if he was healthy.

“We argued back and forth as far as whether Backy should play, whether Kuemps should play, whether Kuemps is capable of playing back-to-back games,” Yeo said. “There’s a lot of things, but bottom line is we just want to get off to a good start and we want to see if Kuemps can pick up where he left off.”

There is no doubt the game in Vancouver is a big game. The Canucks are one of the teams the Wild is bound to be fighting with the rest of the way to make the playoffs. But first things first, get the two points tonight, so I think it makes more sense to start Kuemper and then worry about Vancouver tomorrow.

Maybe Kuemper can start tomorrow. Maybe they come back with Backstrom. Last March, Backstrom did have a 35-save performance there during the Wild’s last visit last season to snap Minnesota’s 0-9-2 winless streak in Vancouver.

Yeo says Backstrom is feeling fine, although he has clearly been getting a bunch of treatment on his abdominal region lately and he was chatting with athletic therapist Don Fuller a few times during the skate.

Like I alluded to above, I just don’t see how the Wild doesn’t address the goaltending situation prior to Wednesday. Remember, Backstrom told me last month that he played the final month of last season with a tear in his “core muscle.” He told me last week he visited the surgeon who operated on his sports hernia and they finally figured out what’s ailing him. He said it’s up to the team to divulge it though.

So clearly he’s fighting through something serious. So to me, even if the Wild opts that it wants to ride Kuemper the rest of the way, my gut says they bring in some kind of goalie as insurance because, what if Kuemper gets hurt?

The question is what type of goalie? An experienced No. 2? Or do you wait as long as you can and hope the price comes down for a guy like Ryan Miller? As I’ve written many times, Chuck Fletcher and Sabres GM Tim Murray are close friends from their days in Florida and Anaheim. The Wild has inquired about Martin Brodeur, and I wrote him in last Sunday’s column.

Others maybe available? Jaroslav Halak, Cam Ward, Ilya Bryzgalov, whom the Wild inquired about before he signed with Edmonton.

Captain Mikko Koivu (ankle) and defenseman Marco Scandella (knee) won’t play tonight. Yeo said “tomorrow’s a new day,” so it’s possible the Wild doesn’t want to risk playing them back-to-back and Koivu and Scandella are possible for tomorrow. My guess is Scandella is less likely than Koivu, although that could have a lot to do with tonight’s final.

So Mikael Granlund, who finished third in the Olympics in scoring and made the all-tournament team, will center the top line with Zach Parise and Jason Pominville tonight.

I was going to do a Granlund lead note for my notebook for tomorrow’s paper, but I may hold that for Saturday’s paper with a morning skate doubtful tomorrow. He was real good today talking about playing with legendary good guy/hockey player Teemu Selanne in the Olympics.

I’ve got some good color on Parise and defenseman Ryan Suter rooming together in Sochi that I’ll write for tomorrow’s paper. Some funny stuff.

Yeo believes Granlund has a chance to do something special these final 23 games. He talked to Granlund about that yesterday.

“He’s flying, he’s flying,” Yeo said. “He should be used to playing at a high pace. Those are fast games that we got to watch in the Olympics, and the level that he played at, I’m hoping he can continue that on.”

Justin Fontaine is slated to skate on the second line with Dany Heatley and ChAHlie Coyle. Fontaine, a 26-year-old rookie who is third on the Wild with 12 goals, hails from Bonnyville, Alberta, which is 2 ½ hours northeast of Edmonton. He says he’s got 15 buddies and his entire family coming down for tonight’s game.

I’ll have more on Fontaine in Friday’s game notebook. For the rest of the lines, see yesterday’s blog.

I mentioned in the Kuemper piece how players tell me he goes into the room and apologizes to them when he gives up a bad goal.

I asked Kuemper about that and trimmed it from the article: “My job is to keep the puck out of the net. They’ve done a good job this year and don’t let anything faze them. I just want them to know that if I let in a bad goal it doesn’t mean I’m going to have a bad game. Or if I let one in that wasn’t a great goal it doesn’t mean that I’m out for the game. It was one and I’m going to turn around and be there for them and I know they’re going to be there for me.”

On that Toronto loss, he said, “That game you don’t want to say anything in front of the whole group. You feel bad and everyone knows you feel bad. You don’t always have to say something. They know what you’re feeling like. It was tough because those are the games that you feel like you’ve let them down. They stuck with me and when I came back up they didn’t shut down and they still had confidence in me and that helped me play with a lot of confidence.”

It’s funny how much the Wild players mess with Kuemper. When he stands up to give interviews, there’s a chorus of veterans chiming, “Uhhhhhhhh,” in the background because he kind of “Uhhhhh’s” a lot when he speaks.

“He’s a fun kid,” Dany Heatley said.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, the No. 1 pick in the 2011 draft who says he has never scored against Kuemper in the pros, played with Kuemper in Red Deer.

“He was a talkative guy in junior,” RNH said. “Everybody liked him in Red Deer. He is

outgoing. We played jokes on one another. He's a big guy in net. He's so well-positioned and he battles hard. Obviously with goaltending, it takes a little longer to get to the NHL level, but he's

worked his way up. He's taken advantage of his opportunity. That's huge. You have to capitalize on things and it's good to see. He wasn't a high draft pick but he got better as he got older, as a 20-year-old. My second year with him, when he was 20, that's when he really found himself. I do know his

weaknesses a bit though and I'll try and use that [knowledge] Thursday.”

See you on the tube and the Interweb tonight, and the newspaper tomorrow.

Wild acquires Brad Winchester; Lineup updates vs. Oilers
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Good afternoon from the Rexall Place, a building that has housed some of the greats -- Wayne Gretzky, Mark Messier, Mike Greenlay.

The Wild practiced this afternoon and plays an actal game against the Oilers on Thursday night -- the first of back-to-back games. The Wild plays in Vancouver on Friday. The Wild has won 12 of its past 14 in this arena and has won 18 times here -- its most in any arena.

These are no longer division foes crying.

John Curry was called up as goalie insurance in case Niklas Backstrom didn't handle today's practice well. He looked good on the ice, and coach Mike Yeo planned to talk with Backstrom afterward to see how healthy he is. If he's healthy, Yeo indicated that Backstrom could start Thursday's game against the Oilers.

He's 25-4-1 all-time against Edmonton with a 1.91 goals-against average and .928 save percentage and at Rexall Place, he's 8-3-1 with a 2.51 goals-against average and .910 save percentage.

The rationale behind maybe starting Backstrom over Darcy Kuemper is his success in this arena (although he's been pulled here three or four times, I believe) and mostly that Friday's game in Vancouver is huge. A win over the Canucks, who had lost seven in a row before the break, could put a whole world of hurt on their playoff chances. So maybe you save Kuemper for that game.

The Canucks are 10th in the West and a point out of a wildcard spot.

The other option is start Kuemper, who had started 12 in a row before the break and is 8-2-2 in his past 13, back-to-back, which he's done in his pro and junior career. We shall see Thursday.

Captain Mikko Koivu rotated in and out of lines during today's practice. Yeo didn't rule him out for the game vs. Edmonton, but he did say back-to-back games may be tough after ankle surgery Jan. 6. So that made it sounds like Thursday is doubtful but Friday is possible.

"I thought he looked good," Yeo said. "He continues to progress. I don’t want to say that he’s in or he’s out for tomorrow. Obviously back to back games might be tough for him. So that said, I don’t want to say that he’s in, I don’t want to say that he’s out. But those are the things that we’d have to consider along with making sure that he’s 100 percent. I know speaking to him today, he’s not quite there yet so we’ll see after today."

Marco Scandella won't play because of his sprained knee. Two practices is too quick. Jason Zucker isn't on the trip because of his leg injury, so he was placed on injured reserve with Scandella and Stephane Veilleux was called up.

The lines today:

Zach Parise-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Justin Fontaine

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Nino Niederreiter

Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp, the extra

Defensemen

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Jonas Brodin-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Keith Ballard

Steven Kampfer, the extra

In a trade today, the Wild sent Iowa defenseman Brian Connelly to the Chicago Blackhawks for former Badger Brad Winchester. Winchester will report to Iowa initially, but this was definitely a trade made for depth moves and Winchester will likely see games with the Wild.

Remember, after next Wednesday's trade deadline, the roster is unlimited as long as you don't go over the cap. Winchester, a former college teammate of Heatley and pro teammate of Brodziak, is a tough customer and adds some ruggedness (6-5, 230) to a smaller Wild lineup. He's got 390 games of NHL experience in seven seasons with Edmonton, Dallas, St. Louis, Anaheim and San Jose. He's also played 24 NHL playoff games, including scoring an overtime winner for the Oilers in 2006 against Detroit in the first round when they went to the Cup Finals.

He has 68 career points and 552 penalty minutes in NHL regular seasons.

"I think it’s great, and depth of a different type of player for us," Yeo said. "He’s a hard-nosed guy, he’s a guy that’s not fun to play against and he’s got that experience, so definitely a good move for us."

Backstrom misses practice, Scandella returns to practice
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As veteran goalie Niklas Backstrom indicated last week, the Wild figured out what's going on with his abdominal issues and it's something he'll have to deal with for the rest of the season.

Backstrom saw the surgeon who repaired his sports hernia last offseason during the Olympic break and was given some new treatment plans. However, Backstrom reported soreness this morning, so the Wild gave him a maintenance day off. The hope, coach Mike Yeo said, is Backstrom can practice Wednesday in Edmonton and start one of the next two games (almost certainly Friday in Vancouver).

"It’s not lower body and it’s not upper body. It’s somewhere in the mid part of the body," Yeo joked when asked if it's more of the abdominal stiffness. "Yeah, he was a little sore today. I expect him on [Wednesday]. We kept him off today, just precautionary."

Yeo said hopefully the soreness just has to do with being on the ice a lot after such a long time off for the Olympic break.

"We probably won’t know for a couple more days [if it's just general soreness], but hopefully he can get on the ice [Wednesday] and be fine," Yeo said. "We’ve pushed the goalies hard, doing a lot of extra drills with those guys and hopefully this is just something where he’s a little bit sore and just needed a day today."

Asked how the Wild continues to deal with this (remember, the trade deadline is March 5, and while the Wild as of now looks like it'll continue to ride Darcy Kuemper, the pressure may be on GM Chuck Fletcher to get further insurance before the deadline in case Backstrom continues to be labored or Kuemper gets hurt), Yeo said, "Day by day, the same way we’ve been doing it all along. I think we’ll have a better idea [Wednesday] how he comes out of this. Obviously two games coming up here, it would be real nice to have him 100 percent and healthy and ready to go."

There's been no change with Josh Harding's status.

How do the Wild continue to keep Kuemper grounded? Yeo said, "Just make sure we stay on him a little bit to make sure he stays sharp, stays sharp on his game. We’re working him hard in practice to make sure he’s got the right habits. It says a lot about him and the attitude that he has that he hasn’t gotten complacent and comfortable. But at the same time, we’ve got to make sure that we’re on him with that. On the flip side, when things aren’t going too well, we’ve got to help him through that. Certainly he’s getting a lot of attention from us right now and I think that’s going to be important the rest of the way."

Defenseman Marco Scandella, who sprained an MCL on Feb. 4, practiced for the first time today. He took part in most drills, although he left the ice a little early.

Scandella was asked if he could maybe play Thursday in Edmonton.

"I haven’t thought of any options," he said. "I just know it’s getting a lot better. Today was a big step and I just want to continue on that road."

He said his conditioning isn't 100 percent after two weeks off. He's been skating on his own for about six days now, he said.

Yeo said of Scandella, "I was actually a little bit surprised with how much Marco participated in our practice and what he was able to do out there. Very good sign."

He said Thursday is a "possibility" for Scandella, but "I wouldn’t say it’s a probability, so we’ll see. This was one practice that he’s had and obviously he’s been off for a considerable amount of time given the break, which was obviously good for the healing of the leg. But at the same time, we’ve got to make sure we get his timing back and get him up to speed and conditioning, where that needs to be too. So we’ll see."

Mikko Koivu, working his way back from ankle surgery, said today was another good day. "Hopefully another [Wednesday], and then we'll see" for Thursday.

Yeo said, "Mikko continues to get better. He’s getting closer. I don’t think we can make a decision here until we get probably to Thursday, but all we can do right now is keep pushing Mikko as hard as we can and keep seeing how he responds to that."

If Koivu returns, I'd think the lines go:

Parise-Granlund-Pominville

Heatley-Koivu-Coyle

Cooke-Brodziak-Niederreiter

Mitchell-Haula-Fontaine

Total shot in the dark guess. Maybe Brodziak and Haula flip. Or maybe the Wild start Koivu on the third line and Haula on the second in order to ease Koivu back in. We'll see.

If Koivu isn't going to play Thursday, the Wild either will have to play Mike Rupp on the trip or call up another forward with Jason Zucker hurt.

Parise, Granlund and Ryan Suter will return to practice Wednesday in Edmonton.

Talk to you after practice in Edmonton on Wednesday.

Parise stands up for Bylsma; Koivu continues to progress
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Zach Parise, along with fellow Olympians Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund, was given the day off today by the Wild, but the veteran winger and United States captain wanted to clarify comments he made after the Americans' loss to Finland in the bronze-medal game.

Parise was quoted as saying the Americans were "passive" and sent one guy in on the forecheck and allowed the Canadians (in the semifinals) and Finns to break out of the zone easily because of that.

It was construed by some in the media and by fans as Parise taking potshots at coach Dan Bylsma and his system.

Via email today, Parise said that wasn't the case.

“I liked his system, along with each of the other players. His system didn’t have anything to do with why we didn’t win a medal,” Parise said. "I wasn't even misquoted, someone just took a response to a different question and made it sound like I was referring to him. I was asked about how we played in a particular game and I said we were passive as a team, not playing a passive system. We seemed slow as a group that particular game. Dan did a great job coaching us and preparing us for all of the games, along with the other coaches. They put in a lot of work and it's unfortunate someone would say different."

Parise, who was pursued by the Penguins before he chose Minnesota two summers ago, said he had a good relationship with Bylsma throughout the Olympics and the months leading up to it. That included phone calls and meetings.

"He always asked for the opinion of the players on different things," Parise said in the email. "And on the ice he let us play and demanded us to work. He was always detailed in his approach and his meetings and like I said earlier we were more than prepared from a scouting standpoint for each game."

Parise spoke Sunday with Penguins GM Ray Shero, also the associate GM for the U.S. during the Olympics (became acting GM when David Poile was struck by the puck in Minnesota on Feb. 6), to clarify his comments and to assure Shero that they were not meant to take aim at Bylsma.

I think I mentioned on the previous blog, but Parise also told me in an email that his hand is fine from the Olympics, that he's actually not quite sure what happened, but it just started to hurt during the bronze-medal game.

As for the Wild, the team practiced for an hour this morning and captain Mikko Koivu continues to progress from his return from ankle surgery Jan. 6.

If the Wild had a game today, coach Mike Yeo said Koivu would be unable to play. The hope though is that he continues to progress during practices Tuesday and Wednesday and can maybe play in Edmonton and/or Vancouver Thursday and Friday.

"Individually you know when you’re ready," Koivu said. "When you know that you don’t think about it in the back of your mind, then you know for sure you’re ready to go. It’s a lot better right now than what it was last week, so that’s a good sign. Still have a couple days here before the first game. We’ll see tomorrow morning [how it feels]."

Yeo said the Wild has a bunch of meetings here to figure out what the lineup will look like if Koivu can return. He indicated the centers would be Koivu, Granlund, Kyle Brodziak and Erik Haula (recalled back from Iowa), so that seems to indicate that Charlie Coyle will move back to wing.

Yeo said that potentially Parise, Granlund and Jason Pominville, a line the last four-plus games before the Olympic break, would remain intact. However, after some terrific shifts together in a win at Anaheim and an offensive explosion during a loss in Colorado, the Parise-Granlund-Pominville line combined for one goal and two assists the last three games (and the Parise goal was a power-play goal). All three players were minus-3 those three games.

But with Granlund coming back from Sochi on a high and probably the need to ease Koivu back into things, my guess is Yeo separates Parise and Koivu for the first extended stretch in their Wild career together.

I'll be on KFAN at 5:15 p.m.

Erik Haula, Steve Kampfer recalled; Nino Niederreiter rejoins Wild
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Good morning from the X, where Mike Yeo's putting the Wild through a practice.

Zach Parise, Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund have the day off, and my guess as of now is they'll have Tuesday off, too. If that's the case, they'll be on Wednesday's charter to Edmonton, where the Wild will practice in preparation for Thursday's game there. By the way, Parise emailed me that his hand is OK and that it just started hurting out of the blue the final game against Finland. He doesn't know what happened, but he says he's fine.

Nino Niederreiter, who returned last week from Sochi, has rejoined the Wild for today's practice. Mikko Koivu is practicing again and is taking part in game-like situation drills, which could be a good sign for a return Thursday.

Erik Haula, as expected, has been recalled again from AHL Iowa with Jason Zucker sidelined at least through the Wild's two-game road trip. Haula scored five goals and five assists in seven games with Iowa during the Olympic break.

Steve Kampfer has also been recalled with the Wild short defensemen. Suter isn't here and Marco Scandella isn't practicing today, so Kampfer, I assume, is here for a few days just to practice.

More after practice.

Granlund makes Olympic All-Star team; other Wild updates
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Wild center Mikael Granlund, who won a bronze medal at the Olympics, was named to the Olympic All-Star team after Canada's gold-medal win over Sweden today.

Granlund led Finland with seven points and 20 shots and all Finnish forwards in ice time at 18 minutes, 15 seconds a game. Here is the rest of the Olympic awards.

If you didn't read my Sunday Insider on the Wild's goaltending situation heading into the March 5 trade deadline, here that is.

The Wild held an outdoor practice this morning at the John Rose OVAL in Roseville. Afterward, defenseman Marco Scandella skated with strength and conditioning coach Kirk Olson. We'll find out Monday if Scandella practices with the team.

My guess is the Wild will recall a couple players later today. With Jason Zucker hurt and Mikko Koivu up in the air, my guess is Erik Haula is one. Another will likely be a defenseman.

Nino Niederreiter is back in town and may practice Monday. I believe Granlund, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter were due back today.

Talk to you Monday and I'll update the blog later if the callups are announced.

The Wild, five points up in the playoff race with Phoenix and Dallas, resumes its schedule Thursday in Edmonton. It'll practice at the X Monday and Tuesday and in Edmonton on Wednesday.

I'll be on Rosen's Sports Sunday tonight on Channel 4. I'll be on "Hockey This Morning" on Sirius/XM NHL Network Radio Monday at 8:25 a.m. and on KFAN with Dan Barreiro at 5:15 p.m. Monday.

Jason Zucker to miss upcoming road trip; Marco Scandella cleared to skate
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Coach Mike Yeo updated us on a couple injuries after this morning’s practice.

Wild winger Jason Zucker will miss the upcoming road trip to Edmonton and Vancouver. After a doctor’s appointment Wednesday, it was determined that Zucker won’t be able to get on the ice for another week.

The Wild leaves for Edmonton next Wednesday, plays there next Thursday and in Vancouver next Friday.

He had an operation on his leg after the Olympic break began. The good news is it’s clearly not serious. He’s got a little noticeable limp, but when the players did their off-ice workout with strength and conditioning coach Kirk Olson after practice, Zucker accompanied the group.

Also, Yeo said defenseman Marco Scandella, who sprained an MCL on Feb. 4, was cleared to begin skating alone with Olson and the hope is that Scandella can join the group in the next couple of days.

The Wild has a Friday morning practice, is off Saturday and on Sunday at 11 a.m. has a fun, open to the public practice at Roseville’s OVAL. Unless the Wild’s going to allow Scandella’s first practice to come outdoors, he’ll more than likely start practicing with the team Monday.

Yeo did say he’s very confident that Scandella will be able to practice next week.

With Zucker out, unless Mikko Koivu can definitely return by Thursday’s schedule “resumer” in Edmonton, I’ve got to think Erik Haula returns to the team (barring a trade once the freeze is lifted after 11:59 p.m. Sunday).

“I was real impressed with what he’s doing down there and real impressed with what he was doing when he was here too. Certainly he’s in our minds, but we’ve got to figure out where we’re going to be with Mikko,” Yeo said.

The Wild got into more 5-on-5 and game situations during today’s practice and Koivu, who practiced Wednesday for the first time since breaking his right ankle Jan. 4, was held out of those.

“So obviously he’s not quite there yet,” Yeo said. “But you see guys are moving. We’re going up and down the ice pretty hard. When you don’t have as many bodies, you’re getting a lot more reps, so it’s a challenge conditioning wise. He’s responded really well. He looks strong and he’s skating well. Hopefully the pain keeps decreasing for him and we get to a point where he feels comfortable enough to get into this game situation stuff.”

Really, not much else going on. Things will really ramp up next week.

Yeo graciously moved practice up to 10 a.m. Friday so he and his players can watch Zach Parise and Ryan Suter and the rest of the Americans take on Canada in the men’s hockey semifinals at 11 a.m.

Remember, Mikael Granlund and the Finns take on Sweden at 6 a.m.

Our Chip Scoggins, Rachel Blount and Carlos Gonzalez are in Sochi, so if you don’t already, give them a Twitter follow at @chipscoggins, @blountstrib and @carlosgphoto.

The U.S. women just blew a 2-0 lead late in the third to lose in the gold-medal game to Canada in overtime. Crushing defeat, to say the least.

By the way, Parise isn’t on Twitter. He emailed me yesterday that he wasn’t on Twitter, but I forgot to put it on here. So any account you’re following that has his likeness or name

Parise was born by somebody with too much time on his hands.

Mikko Koivu practices with the Wild, talks about ankle, Team Finland
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The Olympic break is officially over for 16 Wild non-Olympians and a couple other injured players. The team gathered this afternoon in Edina to resume practice in preparation for its first post-break game at Edmonton a week from Thursday (Feb. 27).

Captain Mikko Koivu, out since breaking his right ankle Jan. 4 – an injury that led to a couple screws being inserted during an operation two days later, returned to practice. He’ll continue to ramp it up as long as his ankle feels good.

Today’s practice was about feeling the puck again for the team. A lot of skill work. The Wild coaching staff will up the ante Thursday with more competitive drills and begin to work again on system work.

Sixteen skaters and two goalies took part in today’s practice. Jason Zucker had a minor procedure on one of his legs and had a doctor’s appointment today, so coach Mike Yeo said he’ll have a better update on Zucker on Thursday. Perhaps we even see Zucker take the ice. Yeo also hopes defenseman Marco Scandella, who sprained his MCL in the second-to-last game before the break, rejoins the team soon.

Yeo expects that Nino Niederreiter will return to the country from the Olympics on Thursday. The team plans to give him a few days off. It’ll be interesting to see how it works with Zach Parise, Ryan Suter and Mikael Granlund. The two Americans and one Finn play in the semifinals against Canada and Sweden, respectively, on Friday, so they likely won’t be back to the country until Monday regardless if they win or lose.

If that’s the case, one can assume they won’t practice Monday or Tuesday, meaning their first practices with the team could come Wednesday in Edmonton the day before the game vs. the Oilers.

Josh Harding didn’t practice and there’s no change to his status. He hasn’t started since Dec. 31 and twice since Dec. 17 after having an adjustment to his treatment for multiple sclerosis.

The longer this goes, the less likely it is that Harding will be able to rejoin the team this season, but the Wild is holding out hope.

“We feel for him right now,” Yeo said. “We’re behind him and we just want to see him get better and get ready to get back with us. … We want to be here for him, so when he feels better and when he’s ready to rejoin us, we’ll be more than ready to welcome him back.”

Niklas Backstrom saw abdominal specialist William Meyers in Philadelphia over the break. He’s the doctor who performed his sports hernia surgery after last season. Backstrom said they know now what’s been ailing him, but he wouldn’t divulge it. Backstrom has said before he believes his season-long soreness is related to last year’s ailment. Backstrom said they have some new treatment plans and he hopes it solves the issue.

Yeo said the break should have helped Backstrom more than anybody else on the roster.

Erik Haula will play three games this week for Iowa and then the team will decide whether or not to flip him with Jake Dowell and bring him back. The team though has some roster decisions to make if Koivu is able to come back next week in Edmonton and/or Vancouver, and maybe that affects Haula. Obviously, Haula was playing great before the break, but the roster isn’t unlimited.

Jon Blum, a defenseman, is up now with Suter in Russia and Scandella hurt.

As for Koivu, he felt good today. The Wild’s not going to put pressure on him by announcing a target date. Obviously, the hope is that Koivu can return in Edmonton, but Koivu said today, “I think it’s the worst feeling watching the games and not being part of the team. As soon as I can, I will play. But I thought I would be ready right now in the Olympics, so I don’t really want to put a timetable on when I’m going to play. We’re going to go day by day. As long as it’s getting better each and every day, I’m happy.”

Koivu said his ankle felt “a lot better” than before the break, but he admits there’s still discomfort and as good as he looked today, even Yeo said you could tell he was laboring late in practice.

Koivu said, “I think it’s stronger, but it’s still a ways to go, too. For sure, it’s going to get better each and every day. Just trying to make the right calls now with treatment and get it still stronger and hopefully each and every day it’s going to get easier and easier.”

Koivu, who was supposed to captain the Finns in the Olympics, has been forced to watch from across the ocean. Teemu Selanne has captained Finland into a semifinal Friday against border rival Sweden. Mikael Granlund leads the Finns with three goals, five points and 19 shots.

“Obviously you’re very proud of them, the way they play,” Koivu said. “I have lots and lots of good friends on that team. For our country, it means a lot. No one expected us to get even this far again and we proved people wrong again. It’s a great feeling to see that, but at the same time, it really, really hurts not being out there and playing with them. I guess that’s sports. You can’t always be healthy. You ask why the timing and everything about that, but it is what it is. I’m just very happy for them. They’re playing great hockey right now and it’s great to watch.”

On why Finland is always able to play so well in international tournaments – world championships, world juniors, medaling in the last two Olympics (this is a team minus Koivu, Filppula and Barkov right now), Koivu said, “They have good players. That’s the first. Without good individuals, you’re not going to get that far in a tournament like that. We’re well-coached out there right now. They play for their system, good goaltending, great defense by the whole group. I think it’s just the whole team. That’s the word. It’s teamwork and team effort each and every night.”

On Granlund, Koivu said, “I knew he could be good. Especially against Russia today. He was great.”

On whether he’s looking for flights to Sochi, Koivu joked, “I don’t think they want me there anymore the way they’re playing.”

Yeo has been impressed with Granlund. He brought up how against Canada, to start overtime, he went head-to-head against Sidney Crosby.

“It can’t be anything but good for him, the fact that he’s performing at the level that he is, the fact that he’s doing it against the world’s best players, I think it’s been a tremendous experience for him. … As far as we’re concerned, he’s set the bar pretty high. We know what he’s capable of now, so we’re going to hold him to that.”

Yeo said the latter somewhat tongue in cheek.

The Wild will have a couple tough practices, take Saturday off, have a Sunday outdoor practice at 11 a.m. (open to the public) and Roseville’s John Rose MN OVAL and then really start to ramp it up next week.

I'll be on KFAN in a couple minutes.

Koivu to practice; Blum, Dowell recalled; Granlund impressive
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As the Olympics enter the medal round, the NHL starts back up today.

Wild captain Mikko Koivu has been cleared to practice when the Wild's non-Olympians report at 2 p.m. at Braemar Arena in Edina. I'm sure he'll be eased back in as this will be his first time on the ice with teammates since breaking an ankle Jan. 4 against Washington.

Also, with Ryan Suter in Russia and Marco Scandella working his way back from a sprained MCL, I assume Jon Blum has been recalled so the Wild can have six defensemen in practice this week.

Jake Dowell is also up from Iowa to add numbers to the forward group. You might remember my story on Dowell's family's battles. Jake's father, John, died Thursday because of Huntington's disease and Jake was with his family in Eau Claire. The funeral was on Sunday.

Neither Erik Haula nor Stephane Veilleux have been recalled again. We'll see if Haula eventually gets the call back once the Wild gets into real practices. I think the plan has been for Haula to keep playing for Iowa so he gets games.

Coach Mike Yeo said before the break that with the team short numbers with Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund, Nino Niederreiter and Suter in Russia and Scandella hurt, the Wild will almost have three teams of five players initially as the team works to get the players back into game-like condition. The goal is to get the players in shape, while also getting in some skill work and system work. But obviously, it'll be odd until the Olympians are back.

I believe Niederreiter will return to the States before Granlund, Parise and Suter. Parise said before the tournament that there were two NHL charters bringing players back, and those who were eliminated earlier in the tournament would come back early. Then, typically, a team like the Wild would give Niederreiter a few extra days off.

Niederreiter and the Swiss lost to Latvia on Tuesday. In four games, Niederreiter had no points, was plus-2, 10 shots and led Swiss forwards in average ice time at 17 minutes, 5 seconds a game. If you watched the tournament, Niederreiter played very well, but he didn't produce offensively for the offensively-challenged team. He was robbed often.

As far as I can tell, the Wild will have 17 players on the ice today -- 11 forwards, six defensemen and two goalies.

Forwards: Brodziak, Cooke, Coyle, Fontaine, Heatley, Koivu, Mitchell, Pominville, Dowell, Rupp and I assume Zucker, unless his "minor procedure" will keep him off the ice.

Defensemen: Ballard, Blum, Brodin, Prosser, Spurgeon and Stoner.

Goalies: Backstrom and Kuemper.

If you missed it, Mikael Granlund had a heck of a game in Finland's 3-1 victory over Russia in the Olympic quarterfinals. He set up Teemu Selanne after a great hustling play for the second goal and then scored the third goal with a terrific whipping backhand inside the post.

Granlund's having a scintillating tournament. In four games, he leads the Finns with three goals and 19 shots. His role has been elevated dramatically due to Finland's injuries and he's playing alongside his hero Selanne, who played in his first of six Olympics before Granlund was even born.

The U.S. plays the Czechs at 11 a.m. on USA Network, while Canada plays the Latvians at 11 a.m. on MSNBC.

Sweden, who shut out Slovenia today, will play the winner of Finland-Russia in the semis Friday, while the winner of U.S-Czechs and Canada-Latvia plays in the other semifinal game Friday.

The bronze medal game is Saturday, while the gold-medal game is Sunday.

Wild signs goalie John Curry as an insurance policy
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The Wild has torn up goalie John Curry’s two-way American Hockey League contract with the Iowa Wild and signed the former Breck School product to a two-way NHL contract.

This will allow the Wild to be able to call up Curry in case he’s needed after the Olympic break. By rule, he is officially on waivers today in order to be reassigned back to Iowa.

Because of the Wild’s chaotic goalie situation this season due to health issues with Josh Harding and Niklas Backstrom, Johan Gustafsson, who’s in his first year as a North American pro, has been on the Wild’s active roster six separate occasions and has backed up nine games.

He has yet to make his NHL debut, so signing Curry is a way the Wild can avoid the yo-yo for a developing young goalie and bring up Curry if it needs to after the Olympic break.

“To have Gus just up here backing up, it’s just not right for his development and leaves Iowa really shorthanded, too,” GM Chuck Fletcher said. “John’s a little older and has a little more experience, so it’s just another option for us. It’s not a reflection on Gus at all. There have been times we’ve had [Darcy] Kuemper and Gus up here and John’s been the only goalie down there, so this is recognizing the reality of our situation and protecting us with another NHL contract.”

Basically, Curry’s an insurance policy beyond Kuemper, who started 12 consecutive games before the break, and Backstrom, who was suffering from abdominal soreness before the break. Since Jan. 7, Backstrom missed two games and had to back up rather than start Jan. 7 in L.A. because of the issue.

Fletcher said the Wild will know more Wednesday once every non-Olympic player reports for practice, but he anticipates that Backstrom is “fine.”

As for Harding, who has started two games since Dec. 17 and none since Dec. 31, Fletcher said there’s no real change to his status and he will not be practicing this week.

“Once we get into practicing here, hopefully we can provide a better update,” Fletcher said. “There’s no real change with Josh.”

Fletcher knows Curry well. When he was assistant GM in Pittsburgh, Fletcher signed Curry out of Boston University.

“He has lots of experience. He’s earned it. He’s just played very well down there, so he deserves an NHL deal and there’s no downside to signing him and having him available to you,” Fletcher said.

Curry, who turns 30 Feb. 27, has shuttled all year back and forth between Iowa and ECHL Orlando. He is 6-3-2 with Iowa in 12 games with a 1.95 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. In 2007 with BU, he was a finalist for the Hobey Baker and was named Hockey East Player of the Year.

In four NHL games for Pittsburgh over parts of two seasons in 2008-09 and 2009-10, Curry is 2-2 with a 3.67 goals-against average and .867 save percentage.

I'll be on KFAN in-studio with Paul Allen on Tuesday morning at 9.

Mikko Koivu to miss Winter Olympics
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UPDATED Mikko Koivu will miss the Winter Olympics.

The Wild captain, who was expected to captain Finland, underwent surgery on a broken ankle Jan. 6 after being hit by a dump-in off the stick of Washington's Nicklas Backstrom two days before.

The normal course of recovery for this type of injury is six to eight weeks. Koivu underwent surgery in an attempt to accelerate his return to the Wild lineup. Monday will be five weeks from surgery.

Koivu has been skating daily, but he has yet to be cleared to participate in practice let alone games. Koivu, who has missed 15 games and has 35 points in 44 games, informed Finland GM Jari Kurri today.

"I just don’t feel healthy enough to feel that I can play at the level that I want," Koivu said, the pain in his eyes. "I really think it’s not fair for my teammates with Minnesota, with Team Finland, the management in Team Finland and most important it’s not fair for myself either. It’s been going on the last two weeks, but for sure the last week, just back and forth the emotions have been up and down. Had a good day, then following day it would be worse. Just the level that I’ve been skating by myself, I haven’t been practicing with my team that’s here, I just don’t think it’s fair to anyone to play for Team Finland."

Koivu will take some time off from skating but plans to resume before the team is allowed to practice again Feb. 19. His hope is still to be ready by the first game in Edmonton on Feb. 27, but that could be pushing it.

He made clear that doctors say his ankle is healing properly and the screws are keeping the bone steady.

"I knew that would happen with bones healing that you’re going to have a good day and it’s going to get the pressure and the next day it might be worse," Koivu said. "But even knowing that and going forward with it, it’s frustrating. It’s a different kind of pain, too, then for example if you hurt your knee. It’s kind of a little stiff and wears off and gets better the longer you skate. With this one, it’s the opposite. It’s good for 10, 15 minutes and then the pain just starts building up and the kind of pain you don’t enjoy skating and not even talking about playing the game the way I want to play the game, so it’s just different than any other injury that I’ve had."

This would have been Koivu's third Olympics. He won bronze with Finland in 2010 and a silver with Finland in 2006. His older brother, Saku, is also not participating in this Olympics.

He said doctors told him this was the "worst timing ever" to have this injury, that if it happened a week or two earlier or if the Olympics were a week or two later, he'd be there.

"It’s hard," Mikko Koivu said. "Obviously we’ve been having lots of success in the past and the feeling to represent your country especially in the Olympic Games, it’s something as an athlete that doesn’t happen very often and who knows if it’s going to happen again with the NHL.

"But I've got to think clearly and I just think it’s not fair to anyone for me going to play for Team Finland right now even if I wanted to go there bad and play for my country there. I've just got to move on and get better over here."

He said he felt a responsibility as captain of the Wild: "To be honest, I thought about it in both ways. I thought if I would be healthy and I could go and play, that would help me to come and play here. But at the same time, I want to make sure that I’m 100 percent healthy and be ready to go as good as I can be when the puck drops here after the Olympics. Those were the things. There’s lots of things that you have to go through before you make the call, but that was definitely one of them.”

Earlier this week, GM Chuck Fletcher made clear Koivu's Olympics were in jeopardy, telling me, "There’s a lot of healing and work that needs to be done to get him to that position. If we can get him there, great, but I think people need to understand how hard he’s working to get healthy and come back. But it is what it is. Your body’s only going to heal the way it’s going to heal. There’s no magic wand here. He’s skating on his own, but it’s a long way from skating on your own to playing in a high-end international Olympic game.

"It’s not like this is just going to turn here in the next day or two. Once you start practicing with the team and taking contact, how long ‘til you’re able to play in a game, are there any setbacks? There’s a whole host of issues you have to look at. My only thing is I don’t want to rush it and I want to make sure we err on the side of caution. If he’s ready, great, but I don’t want to be gambling with his health and nor does Mikko. I give him lot of credit to have that surgery. A lot of people would not have had that surgery, so he’s ing everything he can to accelerate this. But he can only do so much.”

The Wild will have four others representing their countries in the Olympics, the United States' Zach Parise and Ryan Suter, Switzerland's Nino Niederreiter and Finland's Mikael Granlund.

On Granlund, Koivu said, "I think he’s showed that in the past with the national team. He’s been playing very good each and every time he’s been part of Team Finland. So, I expect a lot from him. But obviously you don’t want to put any pressure on him either. It’s not about, obviously, one player. It’s about the team, which will always been that as Team Finland. But yeah, I hope nothing but the best for Granny and obviously for the whole team and I’m sure they’re going to do just fine.”

Finland also lost Tampa Bay's Valtteri Filppula with ironically a broken ankle yesterday. Brutal.

El Nino strikes in overtime; Wild makes roster moves
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Now you know why coach Mike Yeo says Nino Niederreiter has a “silly hard shot.”

Very impressive final two games before the Olympic break for the Swiss winger, who tonight in a 3-2 victory over Nashville scored his first career overtime winner.

He also assisted on Jonas Brodin’s goal and this came two nights after scoring the Wild’s first goal in a 2-1 win over Tampa Bay.

The Wild, now sixth in the West but still in the first wildcard position because that’s how it worked (see postgame blog against Tampa Bay if you’re confused), is seven points up on ninth-place Phoenix and six up on Vancouver, which sits in the second wildcard spot.

The Wild, which had lost six in a row at the turn of the New Year and looked like it was about to roll over and die with guys like Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jared Spurgeon and Josh Harding sidelined, entered the Olympic break on an 11-4-2 run.

“We’re going the right direction. There’s still a lot of room to get better at though,” said Parise, who scored his 19th goal and 10th on the power play tonight.

The team is now off for 20 days. The five Olympians (maybe four if we learn Friday Koivu has to pull out) will leave for Sochi on Sunday. The non-Olympians will begin practicing again Feb. 19.

Erik Haula and Johan Gustafsson were reassigned after the game. Darcy Kuemper can’t go down because he’s above the 16 games in the team’s final 20 games before the break threshold. Plus, I don’t think he should have his health risked anyway because the Wild will undoubtedly need him after the break.

The one news that did come after the game is now we know why I started to hear yesterday that Jason Zucker wasn’t being reassigned to Iowa. Yeo said after the game that he will have a “minor procedure” and should be ready to rejoin the team after the break.

Read the game story for all the details. Niederreiter turned inside on and shot in between the legs of Swiss pal Roman Josi for the winner. Josi will be Niederreiter’s Olympic roommate, which should be … challenging now.

Very solid last two games for the Wild to enter the break on a winning note after consecutive road losses to end the last trip.

“Really good solid overall couple games for us,” Jason Pominville said.

Kuemper had the yips and looked a little rusty tonight. He said like a wide receiver in football, on Craig Smith’s first of two goals tonight, he was deciding what he was going to do with the puck before he swallowed it. Because of that, he said he dropped the puck.

But he said his teammates played a heck of a game in front of him (outshot Nashville 36-18) and that first goal didn’t faze them. He joked that the three hit pucks by Nashville just happened because he had the angle taken away.

“A little bit of puck luck goes a long way,” he said.

Impressive last five weeks for the Wild.

But Yeo said he wants the Wild to keep climbing and not worry about its cushion, saying, “we haven’t done anything yet. We’ve put ourselves in a good position, but there’s a lot of work to do here still.”

Yeo joked that six weeks ago, when his job was on the line, was a “piece of cake, slept like a baby.” For me personally, all I wanted was for our players to look at me and say he has confidence, we should have confidence. I believed in the group.”

Happy Olympic break everybody. I’ll be back Friday if there’s Koivu news. Remember, there’s an Olympic trade freeze Friday at 2 p.m. until Feb. 23, so there should be little news throughout the Olympic break.

Enjoy the Olympics.

David Poile, Pete Weber hospitalized; Niklas Backstrom won't dress tonight; Why was Chad Rau traded?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: February 6, 2014 - 4:28 PM    

print

Share7      Share via Email  

Very eventful morning down at Xcel Energy Center. Paramedics actually had to come out there twice, both Nashville related.

Pete Weber, the legendary NHL play-by-play man and only TV voice in Predators history, had a heart attack this morning and was taken to a local hospital from the arena.

Weber underwent a heart procedure and immediately felt the pressure leave his heart. I just visited him and thank God, he is resting comfortably in ICU. As I jokingly told him, I was worried I caused this because I did his radio show in Nashville last night.

Pete is as good a person as there is. I got to spend a weekend last June with he and his lovely wife, Claudia, at the National Sportscasters and Sportswriters Association conference in Salsbury, N.C. It was an awesome time, and Claudia is on her way to St. Paul now. Weber will remain in St. Paul through the weekend.

Weber thanks the doctors, paramedics and his ICU nurses.

"They did everything they could to calm me. I was more scared than anything," said Weber. "I thank everybody for their well wishes."

The second incident had to do with a scary scene in which GM David Poile, while standing in the tunnel between the visitor’s locker room and the bench, was struck by a deflected puck in the face.

He was immediately cut open and hit the deck. Nashville’s training staff and both Wild athletic therapists, Don Fuller and John Worley, treated Poile as paramedics were called.

Poile, under his own power, slowly walked himself from the trainer’s table to a stretcher so he could be taken by ambulance to local hospital for an examination. He looked groggy, had cotton in his nose and a puffed-up eye. He will remain there overnight for evaluation and observation. He took a lot of stitches, I'm told, and they're worried about a concussion and other facial damage. Remember, he is the U.S. GM too for the Olympics and is supposed to fly to Sochi on Sunday, so we'll see if that can happen.

"He's in the hockey world. He'll be ready to rock," Preds forward Eric Nystrom said.

According to a few Predators players, Shea Weber and Roman Josi were passing from board to board and a puck skipped on the ice, deflected off Josi’s blade and ricocheted into an unsuspecting Poile.

“Just looking at it, it was above the eye, so hopefully there’s no damage to the eye,” Predators coach Barry Trotz said. “That’s the first thing you worry about, but it was a rocket that came across. That’s the danger of being in that tunnel. That’s why I always get nervous when you have kids or have staff from upstairs that want to stand in the tunnel. It seems like it’s real easy and safe, but it’s not. It was a hard, rocket pass that came across that skipped and hit him pretty flush, so we hope that everything’s fine there.”

Wild players are wearing white tonight. Polar Vertex Night, I guess.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Carter Hutton tonight.

Johan Gustafsson has been recalled to back up Kuemper because Niklas Backstrom is day-to-day with the same abdominal soreness that didn’t allow him to start in Los Angeles on Jan. 7 and travel to Dallas on Jan. 21.

The Wild has lucked out lately because there have been no back-to-backs since before the Christmas break. There are five six after the Olympic break, so GM Chuck Fletcher may have to address the goaltending issue if Josh Harding won’t be able to return and Backstrom is going to be plagued by this nagging injury the rest of the way.

The hope from the team is that the Olympic break will be able to help Backstrom get to 100 percent.

If the Wild is comfortable going with Kuemper the rest of the way as No. 1 – and he’s given them every reason to think he can continue to get the workload – I wonder if Fletcher still looks to acquire an experienced goalie on a two-way contract as insurance. It’d be hard to get one on a one-way contract because if all of a sudden Backstrom is OK and Harding can come back, suddenly you’re overrun with goalies on a max 23-man roster.

This is nothing new to the Wild. The Wild’s goaltending situation has been, for lack of a better term, day-to-day all year starting with Backstrom straining his knee in Nashville the third game of the season.

“I know last year was a condensed schedule, but this year has felt every bit the same,” said Yeo, and he’s right because of the Olympics (Wild played 48 games in 99 days last year; this year it played the same amount of games in a league-low 101 days if I remember correctly). “Even though [Backstrom] hasn’t been the starting goalie, there’s also for that backup goalie a heavy workload. He’s got to make sure his game’s staying sharp in practice.”

So Yeo hopes the Olympics give him the rest he needs to get healthy because “we’re going to need him. With the amount of back-to-back games and amount of games we’re playing in a short period of time and just even sometimes to put a veteran guy in and a guy that’s been in those type of situations, certainly we’re going to need him.”

The Wild closes the Olympic break before most teams in the league and some teams start earlier than the Wild. The Wild also plays three games in the first nine days after the break, so the games in hand teams have on the Wild? They’ll catch up. That’s why tonight’s game is so important. The Wild needs the two points to continue to have a cushion on the teams behind them.

Nashville has a game at home against Anaheim on Saturday, so the Preds shouldn’t look past tonight’s game. The danger for the Wild is they could with five guys (maybe four if Mikko Koivu is ruled out) going to the Olympics and most every other player headed to the beach Friday and Saturday.

The Preds are playing well and have pushed themselves back into the playoff hunt, so Yeo expects Nashville’s best tonight and warned the Wild to beware of looking past tonight for the break.

After tonight, Yeo said he’ll tell the players to turn off their brains and forget about hockey for a little while. In fact, the Wild’s strength coach, Kirk Olson, will tell players to not do anything exercise-wise for four days and then give them a program to start up again before the players must report back for practice Feb. 19 at 2 p.m.

Players have all been weighed in so they have a baseline for what they should be once they report again. The team will then have a mini-training camp before its schedule resumes Feb. 27 in Edmonton.

But tonight, Yeo said, “We cannot have any letdowns.”

What else? Stephane Veilleux has cleared waivers and been assigned to Iowa. Marco Scandella is walking well on his sprained right knee and says he got lucky.

Also, I threw the Chad Rau trade on the blog yesterday and didn’t give you any foundation for understanding it because it was so minor. After getting a Twitter freak out, I realize now I probably should have explained the move.

First of all, minor-league trades are made every day in the NHL. Heck, Iowa made two yesterday. The only reason why this got a press release here in Minnesota is because Rau is on an NHL deal.

This is a trade that will never impact the Wild. The Wild runs two organizations and this was a move for Iowa.

Rau has been scratched more than a dozen times this year because Iowa has been forced to rotate veterans. Veterans are deemed to be any player that has more than 260 pro games I believe. You can only dress six in the AHL. Iowa has seven, so every night, one of the vets has to be scratched. That’s why David Steckel wanted out at the start of the year. Back then, Iowa had eight and two were scratched per night.

So, this was not fair to Rau, this wasn’t fair to Iowa. It’s a stupid rule when every night one “vet” has to see four ECHLers who aren’t as good as him play in Iowa’s lineup because one of them are not allowed to play.

Rau hasn’t been called up in two years. It’s not his fault the Wild is deeper today than it was when he got callups a few years ago and has players like Granlund, Niederreiter, Coyle, Zucker, Haula above him in the depth chart.

So in order to give Rau a chance to play every day and get a contract next year, the Wild traded him. They were doing him a favor. This was no slight of a beloved hometown boy, as some of my Twitter followers seemed to take it as.

This was a minor-league trade, so chillax. Like I said, I realize now I should have given you the context of the trade yesterday.

That’s it for me. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during tonight’s pregame show and first intermission.

Marco Scandella sprains MCL; Mikko Koivu still not cleared to practice, Olympics in doubt
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The best possible news has come on defenseman Marco Scandella.

He didn’t blow out his knee. He has a sprained knee, coach Mike Yeo said this morning. I hear it’s a sprained right MCL, which is a similar injury to what Charlie Coyle had at the beginning of the season. He missed 11 games and a little less than four weeks.

It’s usually a 3-to-4 week injury, and the good news is that after Scandella misses Thursday’s game against the Nashville Predators, the Wild has 20 days off for the Olympics before it resumes its schedule Feb. 27-28 in Edmonton and Vancouver.

So the hope it that Scandella will be ready by the time the season starts again or at least soon after. That’s also good news for the Wild because a Scandella long-term injury would likely force GM Chuck Fletcher into some kind of desperate trade for a defenseman before the March 5 deadline.

I don’t doubt he would still like to add a defenseman anyway, but with the cap situation limited for the Wild and almost every team in the league, there’s just no chance to address every single need before the deadline. A long-term loss to Scandella probably would have made defense the most pressing need.

“When you saw it happen last night, I knew right away what it was,” coach Mike Yeo said. “The fact that it’s not as serious [as we thought], the positive is the timing of it. Hopefully he doesn’t miss anything.

“You have to think time-wise, there’d be a good chance to have him back coming out of the break. If you’re going to do it, now’s the time to do it, for sure. We’ll have to make sure we stay on top of it. He’s had a really strong season for us. Very valuable piece. Coming out of that break, we’re going to need him. but we’ve been faced with this, guys have stepped up and we need them to do it again.”

Because Keith Ballard can play right D and the Wild lost a left D, Jonas Brodin moved from top-pair right D in today’s practice and took Scandella’s spot on the left side. Jared Spurgeon, a right D, moved up and took Brodin’s spot to the right of Ryan Suter. Nate Prosser moved back to second pair right D, while Clayton Stoner, scratched against Tampa Bay last night, will move back to his usual left side next to usual partner Keith Ballard.

Got it?

Stephane Veilleux was placed on waivers. When he clears Thursday, he’ll be assigned to Iowa for the Olympics. He was going to be scratched against Nashville so Justin Fontaine can get back to the lineup. Fontaine will likely play on the fourth line with Erik Haula and Torrey Mitchell.

Yeo said the Wild would “really love to go into this break on a winning note.”

He doesn’t want players looking ahead to their time off. Again, the Wild will resume practicing Feb. 19.

Haula will likely be assigned to Iowa for the Olympic break. The Wild is meeting about that now.

There’s a rule that says you’re entitled to an Olympic break if you participate in 16 of your team’s last 20 games. Thursday is 15 for Haula.

Darcy Kuemper has started or been backup in the past 17, so he no longer can be sent to Iowa even if the Wild wanted to.

There are other complicated rules as well and I think Jason Zucker falls into one of those because it sounded today like Zucker now won’t be sent to Iowa.

Yeo said today, “There’s definitely a value in rest. It’s going to be a grind coming out of this break,” but then he added you don’t want young guys to get rusty.

Mikko Koivu will miss Thursday’s game and there is still no decision in terms of the Olympics, although it’s seeming increasingly unlikely.

“Mikko’s doing everything he can to come back,” GM Chuck Fletcher told me this morning. “It’s a six-to-eight-week injury that we’re trying to accelerate and have him come back in five, but not only is he not cleared to play right now, he’s not even cleared to practice with the team.

“There’s a lot of healing and work that needs to be done to get him to that position. If we can get him there, great, but I think people need to understand how hard he’s working to get healthy and come back. But it is what it is. Your body’s only going to heal the way it’s going to heal. There’s no magic wand here. He’s skating on his own, but it’s a long way from skating on your own to playing in a high-end international Olympic game.”

So, are you saying it’s doubtful?

“That’s not for me to say. I’m just trying to present the facts to you. Doctors are involved and we’ll see how his body continues to respond. But he won’t be cleared to practice with the team tomorrow. It’s not like this is just going to turn here in the next day or two. Once you start practicing with the team and taking contact, how long ‘til you’re able to play in a game, are there any setbacks? There’s a whole host of issues you have to look at. My only thing is I don’t want to rush it and I want to make sure we err on the side of caution. If he’s ready, great, but I don’t want to be gambling with his health and nor does Mikko. I give him lot of credit to have that surgery. A lot of people would not have had that surgery, so he’s doing everything he can to accelerate this. But he can only do so much.”

-- 2013 sixth-round pick Avery Peterson, who has 30 goals and 55 points in 22 games for Grand Rapids, was named a finalist for Minnesota Mr. Hockey today. He leads his team in goals, assists and points.

--The Wild made a minor-league trade, sending Chad Rau to San Jose for forward Curt Gogol. Rau, 27, played 299 games for Houston and Iowa and scored two goals in nine NHL games.

Gogol, 22, has four points and 149 penalty minutes in 40 games for Worcester this season. In 131 AHL games, he has 20 points and 455 penalty minutes. He'll head to Iowa.

I'll be on KFAN from 9:55 a.m.-10:35 a.m. Thursday.

Explaining the Wild's playoff position; Marco Scandella injured
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Good win for the Wild tonight because after consecutive slow starts out of the gate, particularly in the second period in Denver and Calgary, the Wild started well tonight, defended well for the most part, generated chances against a good Tampa Bay Lightning team and wound up edging them for a 2-1 win.

The Wild moved to sixth in the Western Conference, but that means absolutely nothing in the new playoff format. The top three teams in each division make the playoffs, the next two teams with the most points earn wildcard spots.

So with Chicago, St. Louis and Colorado way ahead of the Wild, the Wild’s all but locked in a wildcard spot unless one of the three Central Division teams north of them tank. The Avs are 10 points up on Minnesota.

So, currently, the Wild resides in the first of two wild card spots with 24 games left this season. Vancouver, which is four points behind Minnesota, and Phoenix, which is five points behind Minnesota, both lost, so the Wild gained ground on each.

Dallas and scorching-hot Winnipeg both won and are each six points behind the Wild, which has 67 points in 58 games.

The big concern after tonight’s game is how serious Marco Scandella’s apparent knee injury is. He was lost 2:01 into the game and 55 seconds into his night when he crossed the offensive blue line, collided with Tyler Johnson and did the splits. His knees bent awkwardly, and it looked like his right knee was seriously hurt.

Coach Mike Yeo called it a lower-body injury, said he’s doubtful for Thursday and said he would have more of an update after Wednesday’s practice. Hopefully it’s not too long-term because Yeo indicated that maybe the 20-day Olympic break will help heal whatever’s wrong with him. If it is serious, this could be a significant loss because Scandella's been playing well.

Clayton Stoner will surely play Thursday in the final game before the Olympic break against Nashville.

The good news is Jared Spurgeon returned from a foot injury tonight and despite missing 14 games didn’t miss a beat. He assisted on goals by Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley.

Heatley had a solid game. He made plays, set up Jason Zucker for a breakaway and scored his 11th goal. Yeo was real happy with Niederreiter’s game. He scored for the first time since the tying goal in the third period and shootout winner Jan. 7 in L.A. That was a 12-game drought.

Besides the goal, Yeo said, “[Niederreiter] played a very strong game as far as I’m concerned. His puck strength was outstanding. We stressed the last couple games spending more time in the offensive zone, and he did a great job on the wall in the D-zone and more so in offensive zone, the way he managed the puck and the way he held onto it [was impressive].”

Darcy Kuemper was also impressive with 34 saves, a nice bounceback after giving up eight goals in his past two starts. He came up big late and was helped out by his handy post when Tyler Johnson clanked it with 39 seconds left.

The Lightning pressed late bigtime, but the Wild held on.

Yeo had Erik Haula on the ice with two minutes left and Yeo called this easiest one of his best games. He said when he plays like tonight, he has a “ton of confidence in him.”

As I’ve written, Zucker and Haula will spend the Olympic break playing in Iowa. I’ll be interested to see what the Wild does if Mikko Koivu as expected plays in the Wild’s first game after the break Feb. 27 in Edmonton.

Maybe the Wild would consider bringing Haula back and going Mikael Granlund, Koivu, Charlie Coyle and Haula 1, 2, 3, 4 at center and move Kyle Brodziak to the right wing. The other option is Granlund, Koivu, Kyle Brodziak and Haula, and moving Coyle back to right wing.

But Haula is very useful with his speed and on the penalty kill. Tonight, he used his lightning speed to create a heck of a shorthanded chance for himself.

Keith Ballard had three hits. Nate Prosser blocked three shots. Zach Parise had six shots and three takeaways. Mikael Granlund had a couple awesome shifts. Jason Zucker makes a great pass for Spurgeon on the first goal and got the puck up ice on transition to Spurgeon for the second goal. 

Overall, very good game from the Wild, a tough game in which it played 58 minutes with five defensemen. The Wild’s D were great and the forwards were terrific defensively with back pressure all game. They were also better taking care of the puck than they have been the past few games.

Suter logged 34:31, but he had a great line afterward, saying, “I had the shanks all game. I couldn’t make a pass coming out of our end, couldn’t make a pass through the neutral zone. I felt like Roy McAvoy out there.”

That’s a Tin Cup reference, a good move with Kevin Costner and Rene Russo.

Spurgeon, always overshadowed and often underrated, had a good line after the game about the fact that nobody bothered asking him questions the past month because so many bigger names – Mikko Koivu, Parise, Josh Harding – were sidelined.

“It was sort of nice. Well, not nice, but I didn’t have to answer any questions,” he joked.

“It was a fast game. Quick skating team. It was fun out there. It was sort of a playoff atmosphere. We know they’ve been rolling, so it’s a big win for us,” Spurgeon continued.

It was a fun game to watch. Tampa’s a fast team that goes north-south quickly. So there was a lot of counterattacks by both teams tonight and plenty of Grade A chances. The Wild could have easily blown this game open in the first two periods. They had some dynamite chances, especially in the second.

“I liked the way our guys came into this game, their preparation,” Yeo said. “You could tell that they had the right focus defensively and execution wise. We did generate a lot of chances, but the way we were generating them, I was real happy.”

That’s it for me. Talk to you after Wednesday’s practice.

Spurgeon returns tonight for the Wild; Lineup updates, more on Koivu
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Wild and Tampa Bay Lightning tonight at the X.

Good afternoon from the arena’s press room. Reminder, the fourth of five Star Tribune Chalk Talks with former Lightning assistant coach Wes Walz and I will take place before tonight’s game. If you want to attend the event and game, please go to wild.com/chalktalk.

If you didn't see my Mikael Granlund piece today, here is a link.

Darcy Kuemper vs. Ben Bishop tonight.

Wild defenseman Jared Spurgeon will play for the first time in 15 games and be reunited with old defense partner Marco Scandella. Nate Prosser remains in the lineup and will be paired with veteran Keith Ballard, and Clayton Stoner will be scratched.

Two changes to the fourth line: Stephane Veilleux, scratched the previous five games, will replace Mike Rupp and Torrey Mitchell, scratched for the first time this season Saturday in Calgary, will slide into the right-wing spot as Justin Fontaine sits.

Fontaine missed practice Monday with a stomach bug, and since there was no practice Sunday, coach Mike Yeo felt Fontaine wouldn’t be 100 percent. So the team will give him a practice Wednesday and maybe Fontaine will return in Thursday’s game against Nashville – the final break before the 20-day Olympic break.

Remember, the Wild will not practice from Feb. 7-18. NHL practices can resume at 2 p.m. CT Feb. 19 and the Wild will resume practicing at its new practice facility whenever there’s an Xcel Energy Center conflict – Braemar Arena in Edina.

Also, Feb. 23, the Wild will hold a free, open-to-the-public outdoors practice at 11:15 a.m. at Roseville’s John Rose OVAL.

Spurgeon is excited to get back into the lineup tonight. When the Wild returned to Minnesota yesterday, those custom-molded shot blockers were sitting waiting for players. Spurgeon tried his the past few days and will give it a try tonight. He wore others during last year’s playoffs and found he would slip anytime he made a turn. These are molded and the strap comes higher, so they don’t hit the ice during crossovers.

I haven’t noticed if any other players will try them yet, but often times, players get into such a routine, more than likely if players wear them in games, they’ll want to get a string of practices with them on. So that could come during the Olympic break skates.

Spurgeon broke his foot during the Jan. 2 game against Buffalo. He lasted until the end of the game, skating 27 minutes and being plus-3.

“It didn’t really bother me until I took my skate off,” Spurgeon said. “It hurt when it happened and I left it on to make sure it didn’t swell up. After the game, we checked it out. Unfortunately it was worse than we thought. The next couple days I could barely walk on it, but I think the adrenaline of the game and how well we were playing that game, that kept me in it.”

Yeo said, “We’re anxious to see where his game’s at. If he can step in and be close to the level that he was at before he got hurt, we’re a lot stronger for it.”

Yeo talked to Stoner this morning to let him know “we’re not unhappy with him, we’re not disappointed in his game. Bally’s really been playing well, Pross has really been playing well. With Marco, Brods and Suts, we had to make a decision, so that’s where we’re at.”

Yeo said Prosser has taken advantage of his opportunity. From Nov. 27-Dec. 22, Prosser was scratched 13 consecutive games. He has now played 19 consecutive games, and in 14 games assuming Spurgeon’s role, he is plus-7 with two game-winning goals and two assists.

But Yeo made clear this is the lineup for tonight and there’s no guarantees he doesn’t switch it up Thursday, so Prosser must keep his foot on the gas.

On the fourth line change, Yeo said at home, he has the last change, and he likes the makeup of a Veilleux-Erik Haula-Mitchell line because Tampa Bay’s a tight-checking, fast team and this should be a “skating game.”

By the way, Tampa Bay’s top line right now is Ondrej Palat, Tyler Johnson and Martin St. Louis. Palat edged Johnson and Kuemper for Rookie of the Month today.

Palat had 16 points in January, Johnson had 14. Kuemper led all rookies with six wins and had a 2.15 goals-against average and .932 save percentage.

Tonight, the Wild must be better with the puck. In Calgary, the Wild constantly threw pucks away, especially some of the kids. Jason Zucker throwing a puck up the gut led to the first goal. In Colorado, Matt Cooke’s turnover led to the Avs’ first goal.

Yeo said the Wild watched a lot of video on that yesterday.

“You can’t control the game if you can’t control the puck and I thought we were very poor with the puck,” Yeo said. “It led to too many chances against, it led to the first goal against, not only in Calgary, but also in Colorado. We have to be better with the puck, hanging onto it, being strong on it. We talk about how we want to be a puck possession team. Well, if you get the puck and just throw it away to the other team, then obviously that’s not going to work out for you.”

Captain Mikko Koivu again skated and shot pucks on his own before today’s skate. He is wrestling with the decision as to whether to captain Finland in the Olympics.

If he’s medically cleared, it’ll be up to Koivu as to whether he feels he can play at a high enough level in Sochi to participate.

“If he’s medically cleared and there’s no risk of injuring it further, to me, I would want him to go,” Yeo said. “Given the time he’s been off, it would almost be like a little training camp coming back for when we get out of the break. You can’t replicate the games. The level he’d be playing at over there, if he could get in and get those games, I think he should be much stronger coming out of break.”

I couldn’t agree more. Somebody tweeted me yesterday he should have his captaincy strip if he doesn’t play this week and ends up playing in the Olympics.

That’s absurd. If he is medically cleared and is able to play, it would be huge for the Wild if during the break Koivu is practicing and playing. If he doesn’t play during the break, when the Wild opens up Feb. 27 in Edmonton with the first of back-to-back games, Koivu could be playing his first game in almost two months. There’d be rust and fatigue for awhile because, as Wes Walz always says, it is not easy for big guys to come back and play at a top level initially after a long layoff.

So, it’ll be interesting to see what happens here. Again, Finland doesn’t need to turn into a roster until 24 hours before its first game. It opens against Austria on Feb. 13.

Talk to you later.

Jared Spurgeon likely returning, Darcy Kuemper starting against Tampa Bay; Other Wild updates
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Late blog, I know, but it’s been a long day at the arena with Wild and Tampa Bay Lightning practices and a couple articles that I needed to get written first.

I wrote C1 feature on Mikael Granlund’s strong play of late. He had a bit of a valley Saturday in Calgary, but it’s been mostly peaks of late for Granlund, who has played first-line center with Zach Parise and Jason Pominville pieces of the past three games.

Granlund is riding a five-game point streak, which is tied for his career-high.

The Wild had a good practice here at the arena today, and coach Mike Yeo said it was “nice to be back on home ice.” He cautioned that the Wild must get mentally focused to play a good Lightning team because of the old first-game-after-a-long-road-trip doldrums that often plague NHL teams.

The Lightning has been fantastic this year, and if I got a vote (broadcasters vote for Coach of the Year), Jon Cooper would be in my top-3 for the Jack Adams. It’s extraordinary how the Lightning has survived despite playing the past two months without superstar Steven Stamkos.

The scoring center was on the ice at the X today and said he felt the best he has since breaking his tibia horrifyingly in Boston. Cooper, always good for a decent line, said it was time to ramp up the physicality on Stamkos today and told his players that even though Stamkos was wearing a white jersey, “he’s not an egg.”

Stamkos won’t play against the Wild on Tuesday but is eyeing a Saturday return for Tampa Bay and hopes to still represent Canada in the Olympics. Cooper joked that maybe Detroit Red Wings coach Mike Babcock, who doubles as Canada’s coach, will be so kind and instruct his Red Wings not to touch Stamkos on Saturday. To be clear though, Stamkos needs to be medically cleared and feel fully confident on his leg before he returns.

It’s not unlike Mikko Koivu. There’s little doubt he will get medically cleared at some point, maybe even in time to play in the Olympics. But for him to play in the Olympics, he has to be physically capable and be 100 percent confident on his ankle.

Yeo said that while it’s doubtful Koivu plays Thursday against Nashville (last game before the break), there’s a lot of things on Koivu’s mind because he so wants to play in the Olympics. He feels pressure from his country but also needs to have the best interest of the Wild in mind. Yeo and GM Chuck Fletcher have made clear they would prefer he not play IF he’s deemed still injured or not physically capable. If he’s cleared and opts to play, Yeo is taking the stance that it’s not a bad thing, that after missing so much time, the Olympics would give Koivu a chance to get practices and game action so he’s “on top of his game” once the Wild season resumes Feb. 27 in Edmonton.

Big Ben Bishop, whom I once watched play the Gophers in this arena with the University of Maine, will start for the Lightning vs. Darcy Kuemper.

Valtteri Filppula (lower body) is a gametime decision, Cooper said, although the coach indicated he expects the Finnish center to play.

I had a nice chat with Tyler Johnson today. He attended a few Wild development camps and prospect tournaments back in the day and chose to sign with Tampa Bay over Minnesota. It’s worked out bigtime. He’s second among NHL rookies with 17 goals and 35 points, should be a Calder contender and centering Tampa Bay’s top line with Marty St. Louis in Stamkos’ absence. I’ll have some Johnson quotes in Wednesday’s paper (in my game notebook).

Defenseman Jared Spurgeon is likely to return against the Lightning after missing 14 games with a foot injury. He felt and looked good today, although Yeo said he would “put off” deciding which defenseman comes out for Spurgeon until the morning.

Yeo said merit and which defensemen he feels are needed against the Lightning will come into play. The candidates are Keith Ballard, Clayton Stoner or, dare we say, Nate Prosser, who has played consistently well after finally being given the opportunity to play, uh, consistently.

Kuemper has given up eight goals in the past two starts and Yeo called this a “huge growing moment.” Kuemper has been a No. 1 at every level and has bounced back from par to sub-par performances before. But this is really his first time at this level and Yeo wants to give him that opportunity to rediscover the top-notch game he showed much of January.

A solid effort could mean Niklas Backstrom doesn’t get a start before the Olympic break.

Justin Fontaine missed practice today because he was sick, so he’s a question mark against Tampa Bay.

No update on Josh Harding as the Wild has said it’ll try to get a better sense as to whether he’ll be able to return this season during the Olympics.

Yeo said the Wild’s having a staff meeting Wednesday to determine its Olympic plans. I’ve reported Jason Zucker, who will get to play in front of his former DU coach George Gwozdecky (Lightning asst.) on Tuesday, and Erik Haula will almost certainly play in Iowa during the Olympics. Maybe Stephane Veilleux, too.

The big decision will be Kuemper. He’s young and could use the game to keep this momentum. The risk in my opinion though is with Harding’s uncertain status, what if Kuemper got hurt in Iowa? I’d think the team wouldn’t want to risk that, but that’s what they’ll decide.

All the youngsters that have been here all year won’t play in Iowa during the break.

Again, for all of you asking my Thomas Vanek thoughts, see the previous blog.

I will be on KFAN from 9:55-10:35 Tuesday. Also, the fourth of five Star Tribune Chalk Talks with myself and Wes Walz is Tuesday before the Wild-Lightning game. If you would like to attend the event and the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.
Zach Parise named NHL's First Star of the Week; Talking Thomas Vanek
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Afternoon from the X, where the Wild's practicing in advance of its game against the Tampa Bay Lightning. It'll be a tough one: Lightning is darn good and the first game back from a long road trip is often a tough one.

Jared Spurgeon is again practicing today and could return. Mikko Koivu is not practicing, is out Tuesday and I'd say doubtful for Thursday. The big question is whether he partakes in the Olympics. As I wrote here, GM Chuck Fletcher doesn't want him playing if he's still injured. Fletcher said he will see the doctors again this week.

Justin Fontaine is the lone guy not practicing today. I saw him limping after the game at Colorado on Thursday, so maybe this is related. Update after practice.

Thomas Vanek reportedly turned down a contract extension with the Islanders and will be traded before the March 5 deadline. Shocker.

Again, my guess has always been the Wild waits until free agency to pursue Vanek. The price for him as a rental will be huge, so why give up a boatload of assets for Vanek when you can sign him as a free agent? Again, the Wild, if it makes the playoffs, is all but locked to get a wildcard spot (Wild's unlikely to catch St. Louis, Chicago or Colorado), meaning it's all but locked to play St. Louis or Anaheim in the first round. Would you want the Wild to trade a first-round pick and a prospect or two for Vanek when your fate is a first round with those teams and he almost certainly will be available four months from now anyway?

Doesn't make a ton of sense to me.

I don't doubt the Wild would like add a rental winger/scorer before the deadline, but the price for Vanek will be high. I'd think L.A. is a possibility. The Kings cannot score. They must add a scorer before the deadline.

Zach Parise was named the NHL's First Star of the Week. He had eight points in three games, including a 3- and 4-point game against Anaheim (winning goal) and Colorado, respectively.

Former Gopher Phil Kessel was Second Star, while the Wild played a role in helping Calgary's Mikael Backlund get Third Star.

FIRST STAR— ZACH PARISE, LW, MINNESOTA WILD

         Parise led the NHL with eight points (3-5--8) last week as the Wild

 (29-21-7) went 1-1-1 in three road contests. Parise began the week by tallying the game-winning goal plus two assists in a 4-2 win at Anaheim Jan. 28, handing the Ducks their second regulation loss in 25 home starts.

 He recorded a season-high four points (2-2--4) and nine shots in a 5-4 loss to the Colorado Avalanche Jan. 30 and notched an assist in a 4-3 overtime loss to the Calgary Flames Feb. 1. Parise also was named captain of the

 2014 U.S. Olympic Men’s Ice Hockey Team on Jan. 31. The 29-year-old Minneapolis native, who served as an alternate captain for the silver medal-winning U.S. team at Vancouver in 2010, has recorded 35 points

 (18-17--35) in 42 games with the Wild this season.

 SECOND STAR –- PHIL KESSEL, RW, TORONTO MAPLE LEAFS

         Kessel recorded seven points (3-4--7) last week, helping the Maple Leafs (30-21-6) climb to third place in the Atlantic Division with three consecutive victories. He earned an assist on the game-winning goal in a

 3-2 win over the Tampa Bay Lightning Jan. 28, recorded two assists in a 6-3 victory over the Florida Panthers Jan. 30 and tallied his fifth career hat trick and one assist in a 6-3 victory over the Ottawa Senators Feb. 1. The 26-year-old Madison, Wisc. native, who will represent the United States at the 2014 Olympic Winter Games later this month, leads the Maple Leafs in scoring and is fourth in the League overall with 61 points (30-31--61) in

 57 games. His 30 goals rank second in the League to Washington’s Alex Ovechkin (39).

 THIRD STAR – MIKAEL BACKLUND, C, CALGARY FLAMES

         Backlund recorded six points (4-2--6) last week, highlighted by multiple points in each of his three appearances, as the Flames (21-27-7) closed out their first 5-0-0 homestand since Feb. 7-15, 1997. Backlund began the week by notching two goals, one shorthanded, in a 5-4 overtime victory over the Chicago Blackhawks Jan. 28. He tallied two assists in a

 4-1 victory over the San Jose Sharks Jan. 30 and he closed the week by recording a shorthanded tally as well as the overtime winner in a 4-3 decision over the Minnesota Wild Feb. 1. The 24-year-old Vasteras, Sweden native increased his season scoring total to 13-14--27 in 54 games.

Wild overcomes slow start by salvaging a point in overtime; Koivu's Olympics in jeopardy
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Only the Wild can strut into Anaheim, come away with its most impressive win in the year and wind up turning the same road trip into the feeling of such disappointment.

But that was the feeling in the locker room after tonight’s 4-3 overtime loss to Calgary. The Wild returned to Minnesota following a 1-1-2 road trip, which is better than the 1-2-1 trip it came so close to being.

Still, player after player called it a disappointment.

Evening from the Saddledome.

Here is the game story

Here is the notebook, which leads with Mikko Koivu's Olympics being in jeopardy.

Here is my Sunday column on an early look at Chuck Fletcher's thinking heading into the trade deadline.

Here is a Q&A with Ryan Suter.

The Wild battled back from a 3-1 deficit to get a point, but for the second consecutive game, it followed a horrible second period with a strong third period. Unlike Colorado on Thursday, the Wild at least forced overtime this time before Mikael Backlund’s winner 2:25 into the extra session.

In Colorado, the Wild gave up 18 shots in the second period and three goals. Tonight, another 18 shots and one, taking three penalties in an 11-minute span as Calgary took a 2-1 lead after Matt Cooke previously tied the score with his 15th career shortie.

The Wild was undisciplined, generated few scoring chances, was soft on pucks, threw pucks away and was sloppy in the first 40. Nineteen seconds into the third, the Wild drew a holding penalty with a chance to tie.

Instead, it gave up a shorthanded goal. That seemed to wake the Wild up because it was all Minnesota the rest of the period. At one point, the Wild was being outshot 26-10. The final shots were 32-23 as Dany Heatley and Keith Ballard scored 5:55 apart late in the third.

Coach Mike Yeo said, “Defensively we were OK, but offensively we very much on the perimeter and not gritty enough, not dirty enough. Took us to get down 3-1 to really start to develop that mentality.”

Yeo was happy with the way the Wild battled back, but he said the Wild has to rectify the second periods of the past two games.

“This hasn’t been a trend lately. It’s been the last two games and we have to fix it,” he said.

Early in the game, Yeo said the Wild wasn’t committed enough to playing a heavy game, getting to the middle and battling.

“We were looking for easier stuff instead of harder stuff,” Yeo said. “Every time we got the puck in the offensive zone, we threw it away, gave it to them and broke it out for them. When we’re playing well, we’re strong on that puck, we’re controlling the puck in the offensive zone, moving our feet. I didn’t see any of that early in the game.”

Calgary’s first goal, with two guys deep, Jason Zucker threw it away. Calgary’s third, the shortie, Ryan Suter tripped or was tripped (never saw a replay) and a 3-on-1 was triggered.

This was one of those games where the kids had trouble, weren’t strong on the puck. Charlie Coyle took two penalties and had one shot, although he made a great move and Karri Ramo robbed him. Nino Niederreiter didn’t get a shot off on three good lucks. Zucker worked his tail off but was bounced off the puck over and over and was minus-2.

After so much was made about putting together Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville, Parise and Pominville were minus-2 and Granlund was minus-3. Kyle Brodziak, struggling mightily in the faceoff circle lately, lost 13 of 16.

On the winning goal, there was a total breakdown between Ballard, Pominville, Granlund and Marco Scandella.

“Me and Granny (he meant Pominville) were in the corner, on the side boards with two of their guys,” Ballard said. “I think he thought I was going to go, he thought I was going to go. Neither one of us went fast enough.” Scandella then took himself out of the play by sliding, Granlund lost Sean Monahan and Pominville was defending the middle of the ice rather than Backlund.

The bad news is Phoenix beat Pittsburgh tonight and Dallas beat Anaheim. The Wild is going for one of the last two wildcard spots. There’s just no chance they’re going to catch St. Louis, Chicago or Colorado, so Phoenix, Dallas, Vancouver and maybe LA will be the teams to watch the rest of the year.

Wild’s still in 7th, two up on Vancouver and three up on Phoenix. Two home games before the break, starting Tuesday against the Lightning.

“We’ve got to take the points right now,” Heatley said. “It was a tough trip, a lot of travel, some good teams, We’ll take four points, but really would have liked six, I think.”

The Wild has Sunday off. I’d assume Stephane Veilleux at least will be Iowa bound soon. Talk to you Monday.

Yeo explains Rupp vs. Zucker decision; Spurgeon's return on hold; Koivu returns to Minnesota
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Afternoon from one of my favorite arenas, the Saddledome in Calgary, where tonight on Hockey Night in Canada, another classic Flames-Wild tilt will take place.

It’s my first time here since the arena was under water following the Bow River flooding last June.

Wild defenseman Ryan Suter, named an alternate captain for the U.S. Olympic team for the second time yesterday, will be Scott Oake’s guest on HNIC’s After Hours following the game. If you have questions you want Scott to ask, tweet him at @scottoake.

Since Jay Feaster was fired and President of Hockey Ops Brian Burke took over on an interim basis, the man has tried to add “truculence” to the Calgary lineup. The big addition was Kevin Westgarth, who decided to play center for a shift to open a game last month in Vancouver. All heck broke loose after the opening faceoff, John Tortorella tried to storm the Flames’ room to get at coach Bob Hartley between periods and Torts hasn’t coached since.

I jokingly warned Mike Yeo not to start his fourth line tonight.

But because of the heavies in Calgary’s lineup, Mike Rupp will play his fourth consecutive game.

Jason Zucker, scratched for Rupp the past three games, will return though and skate on a line with hometown “kid” Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle. The trio had success a few games last month.

Zucker was the odd man after Zach Parise returned, and Yeo said it was about “fit.” I asked Yeo more specifically today why Zucker was scratched and he gave his most specific answer, which was an indictment of both the team and Zucker.

He said he gave Zucker the one game against Chicago on the fourth line and indicated Zucker needs to play in a top-6 role to be effective (he had one near costly turnover after a play on the wall in the second period). But then Yeo added, “We’ve seen a different game from our team and from him playing against some of these heavy teams on the road, so that’s we used the different lineup.”

So, to be clearer, Yeo has felt the Wild’s game and Zucker’s game changes against tough teams on the road, so that’s why he felt compelled to start playing Rupp at San Jose, at Anaheim, at Colorado and now at Calgary.

Zucker said he has to his best to play mistake-free hockey to keep from being an up-and-down player. Personally, I think that's a hard demand for any player to ask of himself. Zucker had some great games last month, especially in Nashville. He just has to do his best to relax, clear his head and play his game.

With Zucker back in and Rupp remaining in, Torrey Mitchell, whom I hear came close to being scratched in Colorado, will sit for the first time this season. Mitchell has one goal in 53 games.

Jared Spurgeon’s return is on hold. Yeo said Spurgeon told him yesterday that he’s just not ready, which is completely understandable. He has missed 13 games with a broken foot. Yesterday was his first real practice, so to me, that would have been the definition of rushing him back into the lineup.

I’d guess Tuesday against Tampa Bay is a likelihood.

“We would have had a tough decision tonight [as for who to take out] if he was coming into the lineup,” Yeo said. “Guys have elevated their game. Stony’s (Clayton Stoner) playing a physical game, Bally’s (Keith Ballard) taken his game to another level and Pross (Nate Prosser), we’ve seen what he’s come in and done.”

Yeo said all three probably sense the return of Spurgeon and have lifted their game knowing one of them will come out.

“That’s probably part of it,” Yeo said. “They go into every game making sure they’re ready to go and making sure they have that urgency.”

I did a big feature last month about Prosser, but I may write about him again for Monday. His play has been that good and he had some good stuff to say today about his head-to-head duels with Jamie McGinn the other night in Denver.

Captain Mikko Koivu returned to Minnesota after practicing in Denver the other day. The team felt there was no sense bringing him to Calgary since he wasn’t going to play.

He has not practiced with the team since having surgery on his ankle Jan. 6, so I don’t see how on earth he’ll be able to play one of the final two games before the Olympics. That, too, would be the definition of rushing him back.

“I don’t want to say anything yet,” Yeo said. “I would call Tuesday a longshot right now and I don’t want to speculate at all beyond that.”

That’s it for now. I’ll be on Sportsnet 590 the Fan in Toronto at 5:10 p.m. CT.

Also, the fourth of five Star Tribune Chalk Talks with myself and Wes Walz is Tuesday before the Wild-Lightning game. If you would like to go to the event and the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

Wild's lineup heading into Saturday's game at Calgary
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After combining for nine points in Thursday’s loss to the Colorado Avalanche, Zach Parise, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville will remain a line when the Wild visits the Calgary Flames on Hockey Night in Canada on Saturday night.

Afternoon from Calgary. I'll be on KFAN on Saturday at 10:55 a.m.

Parise, who has seven points in the past two games, is coming off a two-goal, two-assist performance, while Granlund and Pominville combined for two goals and three assists.

Coach Mike Yeo plans to also reunite the Jason Zucker-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley line. The trio had success last month together, including a two-game string where they combined for four goals and five assists.

Zucker had been scratched the past three games due to the trickle-down effect of Parise’s return to the lineup from a broken foot.

Nino Niederreiter skated on the third line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. He had spent time there earlier this season, while Erik Haula will center the fourth line with two of three wingers – Mike Rupp, Justin Fontaine and Torrey Mitchell.

Defenseman Jared Spurgeon, who has missed the past 13 games with a broken foot, may return against the Flames.

Spurgeon didn’t take part in a regular pairing during Friday’s practice, but the Wild made sure to get him plenty of reps.

“I thought he looked really good moving the puck and showed no problems whatsoever working in the D zone,” Yeo said.

Yeo said he’d like to get another right-hand shot into the lineup. During Spurgeon’s absence, Nate Prosser has been the only righty other than four games Jon Blum played. Yeo said it would give the power play more options, too.

If Spurgeon returns, Keith Ballard would be the likely scratch.

Yeo wouldn't name his goaltender. My guess is he returns with Darcy Kuemper, although Niklas Backstrom has had a lot of success in Calgary.

He is 8-7 all-time in Calgary with a 1.98 goals against average, .932 save percentage and three shutouts.

The Wild has won eight of its past 12 at the Saddledome.

Talk to you Saturday.

Parise will captain U.S. Olympic team; Suter is alternate captain

Posted by: Michael Russo under Olympic hockey  Updated: January 31, 2014 - 1:31 PM   
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With the Wild lounging around Newport Beach, Calif., earlier this week, Zach Parise had to step out when his cell phone buzzed with Dan Bylsma’s name coming up on the caller I.D.

Parise, the Wild star competing in his second Winter Olympics with the United States later this month, figured it was just a routine update being provided to the five-player leadership group, which includes himself, Wild teammate Ryan Suter, Los Angeles Kings captain Dustin Brown, St. Louis Blues captain David Backes and New York Rangers captain Ryan Callahan.

It wasn’t.

Parise was informed by the U.S. coach that he will captain the red, white and blue in Sochi.

“We’ve got a lot of players that are great leaders,” Parise, 29, said. “I’m going to get a lot of help and I’m going to need a lot of help. It is a special thing, though. It’s very humbling.”

While Parise was named “Captain America,” Suter and Brown were named alternate captains.

Suter was a no-brainer. No player on the U.S. team has worn an American sweater in international competition more than him (64 games). Along with Parise, Suter was an alternate captain during the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver and previously captained the U.S. at the 2005 world junior championship.

Parise, the former captain of the New Jersey Devils, tied for the team lead in both goals (four) and points (eight) for the silver medalists in Vancouver. He forced overtime in the gold-medal game by scoring with 24.4 seconds left in regulation.

He previously was alternate captain on the gold-medal winning 2004 world junior championship team.

Bylsma coaches the Pittsburgh Penguins, so his team faced off against Parise often when he played for the Devils. Bylsma said Parise embodies the blue-collar attitude he wants from his team in Sochi.

“Every time we played against Zach Parise, there has been a work ethic, a never quit, a determination, an abrasiveness about a hard-to-play-against type of player -- and it’s every time,” he said. “Regardless of the score, regardless of the situation our respective teams might be in, that’s what you see and that’s what you get every time I’ve coached against Zach Parise."

Parise has played four games since returning from a broken foot that kept him out of the Wild’s lineup Dec. 23-Jan. 21. In two games since finding out he was named the U.S. captain, Parise has scored three goals and seven points.

In 591 NHL games over nine years, Parise has 230 goals and 482 points. He has played in the playoffs seven times, helping the Wild snap a four-year playoff drought last season. He captained the Devils to the 2012 Stanley Cup Final, where they lost to the Kings.

His mentor in New Jersey was recently-retired Jamie Langenbrunner, who captain the U.S. in 2010.

“I sat next to him in the locker room while he was our captain [in New Jersey], and while he was our captain in Vancouver,” Parise said. “Not an overly vocal guy in the locker room, but you know he’s going to play hard the right way in every game, and he leads by example. 

“As I get older in the league, you kind of remember those kinds of things. What was unique about Jamie was that he was able to lead the same way when the team was winning and the team was losing, which is a hard thing.

Wild captain Mikko Koivu is expected to captain Finland during the Olympics. Koivu has missed the past 12 games with a broken ankle.
Postgame: First two periods does in the Wild at Colorado

Posted by: under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 31, 2014 - 12:15 AM    
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The good news for the Wild tonight is Phoenix lost at home to Buffalo and Dallas lost in overtime to New Jersey, so the damage of a 5-4 loss wasn’t overly detrimental.

One game after its most impressive win of the season by handing Anaheim only its second home regulation loss, the Wild fell behind 4-1 in Denver before seeing its comeback fall short.

The Wild just didn’t execute in the first two periods, taking three minors in a 5 ½ minute span of the first and seeing that momentum filter into the second.

The Wild gave up three goals in the second – a softie by John Mitchell, a soft play along the wall that resulted in Paul Stastny’s tally (he looked offsides on replays) and a Maxime Talbot goal when he smacked the stick of the posterchild for scrutiny Kyle Brodziak, who was slow to move the puck out of harm’s way and thus basically scored an own goal.

That ended Darcy Kuemper’s night. Well, sorta. He was going to get pulled, but Niklas Backstrom’s mask was in the locker room, and when he didn’t retrieve it fast enough for the ref’s liking, the ensuing faceoff occurred. Finally, at the next stoppage, Backstrom replaced Kuemper.

Before Zach Parise was injured, many fans and media members had been clamoring for Yeo to try Parise with Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville. In Anaheim, on the power play and a few even-strength shifts, the chemistry was there.

Yeo didn’t start them together tonight, but he ended them together, uniting them in the third period. They were fantastic, generating sustained pressure and scoring chances every shift.

Parise followed his 3-point night and winning goal in Anaheim with two goals, two assists and nine shots tonight. Granlund had a goal and two assists, 12 faceoff wins and logged 22 minutes and Pominville had a goal and assist. He scored with 2:14 left -- 11 seconds after Nathan MacKinnon’s breakaway goal by Backstrom, which actually gave Backstrom the loss despite Kuemper giving up four goals.

So that MacKinnon goal was a killer.

The trio will obviously stay together in Calgary. The question is whether Yeo keeps them intact once Mikko Koivu returns. I talked about this on FSNorth during the first intermission even before the third-period display and I think it’s time Yeo tries separating Koivu and Parise, especially because Granlund is playing at such a high level.

Jonas Brodin had a real tough night. Soft on the puck all game, turnovers galore, a penalty, minus-2.

But Brodziak will continue to get the fan’s scorn. The trend tonight was not moving the puck quick enough. That happened on one wall play in the first period and led to a minute of frantic play.

His lack of finish continues to be aggravating. Nobody gets better looks at the goalie, in large part because he often does the right things without the puck. But once he gets that puck, he doesn’t bury it. In the first period, Ryan Suter and Matt Cooke made a couple nice plays on the PK that led to a Brodziak chance, but Semyon Varlamov made the save. It happened later in the third, too.

Brodziak and Cooke were minus-3. Justin Fontaine were minus-2. Yeo wasn’t thrilled with their game and especially Brodziak’s, but Yeo feels Brodziak has been playing good hockey lately.

Once Koivu comes back, the easiest thing to do will be to send Erik Haula down. But one wonders if Yeo would ever pull Brodziak for a game or two to give him a little jolt.

Yeo made clear he’ll return with the Parise-Granlund-Pominville line in Calgary. He ended tonight with Charlie Coyle playing with Dany Heatley and Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter skating with Haula and Cooke. Brodziak was demoted to the fourth line.

Kuemper will likely return to the net.

I’ll talk to you Friday, although I may have some travel issues getting out of Denver. Also, I am scheduled to land in Calgary after practice, so I’ll get Yeo and players at the team hotel afterward.

At noon CT, USA Hockey will announce which player of Parise, David Backes, Ryan Suter, Dustin Brown and Ryan Callahan will captain the Americans in Sochi. I’ll be in the air, but my editor will drop the news on the blog.

Jared Spurgeon skates with the Wild; No lineup changes vs. Colorado

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 30, 2014 - 4:16 PM   
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Afternoon from Denver. I intended to get this blog up a few hours ago, but after eight days away from the beat, it's been phone call after phone call just to catch up and figure out what's going on with the team behind the scenes, and, heck, even ironing down exactly what lines guys have played on.

I did catch up with Chuck Fletcher regarding the March 5 trade deadline and many different subjects, and a lot of that will be in my Sunday column.

A reminder: It's silly season right now with the rumors. In most cases, you don't need me to confirm or refute. You're all educated hockey fans. Ask yourself first, "Does this remotely make sense?" Most of the time, you'll know if it's baloney or not.

Defenseman Jared Spurgeon, who will miss his 13th consecutive game tonight when the Wild visits the Colorado Avalanche, took part in the pregame skate this morning. It was his first time on the ice with teammates since blocking a shot and injuring a foot Jan. 2 against Buffalo.

That was the 4-1 victory that triggered a 9-3-1 month. Spurgeon was plus-3 that game, playing 27 minutes as Ryan Suter's partner.

The plan is for Spurgeon to practice fully with contact Friday in Calgary and coach Mike Yeo said this morning during his pregame availability (I didn't make it to the rink because of a flight delay) that there's a chance Spurgeon returns Saturday night in Calgary -- a special place in Spurgeon's heart because that's where he made his NHL debut on his 21st birthday three years ago if I remember correctly.

After tonight, there are three games before the Olympic break -- in Calgary, Tuesday vs. Tampa Bay and Thursday vs. Nashville. Wild actually begins the Olympic break two days earlier than many.

Spurgeon said today that he definitely wants to get back before the Olympics because otherwise, it'd be roughly two months between games for him and the league will have ramped up. So, Saturday certainly sounds close.

Then, it'll be interesting to see Yeo's decision-making with the lineup. Nate Prosser has played great in place of Spurgeon, so one would assume he has earned the right to stay in the lineup. If Prosser stays, it'll be Keith Ballard, who at least on my iPad seems to be playing better, or Clayton Stoner.

It sounds like Mikko Koivu will ramp it up soon. He hasn't skated with the team yet. If he doesn't soon, one has to wonder if he'll be able to play in either of those home games before the Olympics. Yeo said today he doesn't want to rush him back in.

Yeo is coming back with the same lineup tonight, meaning Jason Zucker sits and Mike Rupp stays.

Again, I didn't make the morning skate, but Yeo said it's a game-to-game decision and he feels with Rupp in the lineup, it allows guys like Stoner to worry about playing defense and not going toe to toe by being the lone tough guy.

"It’s like having your big brother with you," Yeo said of Rupp's insertion into the lineup the past two games. "You feel a little bit stronger."

Zucker and Erik Haula will spend the Olympic break in Iowa playing. Technically, the Wild could send Darcy Kuemper there, too. Personally, I think that's a risk just because of Josh Harding's uncertain health situation. Kuemper is playing so well when the Wild needs him most, so to me at least, it'd be risky sending him to Iowa. Could you imagine if he got hurt? On the other hand, the other way of looking at it, it could give Kuemper the upper hand on other goalies if he's playing all Olympic break.

I'll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission. Later.

A blog from my late stepfather: Another Beautiful Day

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: January 30, 2014 - 11:00 AM   
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I'm back, ... well, almost.

I am airborne on my way to Denver, although I will land after the Wild’s morning skate because of a flight delay. And since Denver’s airport is in Nebraska, I will miss availability. I’ll update the blog later today after I get players this afternoon and maybe coach Mike Yeo.

I have missed four games in a row, but by watching from afar, the lineup’s all but set anyway. The team is 9-3-1 this month, has gotten five of six points in the past three games against three of the league’s powerhouses, so Darcy Kuemper’s in the cage.

The only lineup decision will presumably be Mike Rupp or Jason Zucker. I’ll update later with that answer. I’ve been impressed with what I’ve seen the past three games, especially the game in Anaheim, where the Wild severely outchanced the Ducks and beat them decisively.

Kuemper was great, but most impressive, even when you knew guys like Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry would pressure late, the Wild was never on its heels. In fact, maybe the most impressive shift of the game came late when Zach Parise and Mikael Granlund munched a minute of clock in the offensive zone.

As you know, in this conference, the Wild needs to keep its foot on the gas tonight against Colorado and Saturday in Calgary.

If you've missed me -- or not, I will be on Fox Sports North during tonight's pregame show and first intermission. Also, another Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and myself is Tuesday night before the Wild's game against the Tampa Bay Lightning. For tickets to the Chalk Talk and the game, please go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

I typically feel like I lose touch with the team when I miss two days in a row, let alone eight, so I’m excited to get back into the swing of things and delve myself into work again. My first six years covering the NHL, I didn’t miss a single game, so you know the past week-plus wasn’t the norm.

Thanks for all the hundreds and hundreds of well wishes, particularly via email and on Twitter. I appreciate it, as does my family.

Last Tuesday, as I ate lunch in Dallas, I got a call that my stepdad, who had been in hospice since November, had taken a turn for the worse. My editors were incredible and didn’t hesitate, giving me permission to rush to the airport and get on the first flight out.

I’ve been a sportswriter for 23 years, and there’s no chance I would have gotten my start without Lenny.

When I was a teenager and started writing for the Boca News and the Sun-Sentinel, you had to wait to get your drivers’ license but you could get a drivers’ permit. That meant I could not drive at night without an adult.

 So Lenny would drive with me to different high schools, sit with me as I covered games and then drive with me to the paper afterward.

 As I wrote, Lenny would sit in the newspaper’s lobby reading until sometimes after midnight as I wrote.

Leonard (Lenny) Tabin

Saturday night, the Dodgers Stadium outdoors game started at about 10:15 p.m. ET. The Wild game started at 10:30 p.m.

As Lenny slept, I watched both games in the living room, offering him a little play-by-play along the way. The Wild game ended, and five minutes later, Lenny passed away.

It was kind of poignant. I’ve watched countless games on TV with Lenny over the years. I got to watch two final ones to completion.

I just want to thank Lenny’s incredible hospice team. Honestly, these special people work tirelessly and are some of the most caring folks I’ve ever met in my life. They’ll sit there for hours talking and have been incredible support for my mom.

Back in December, I was driving in Columbus, Ohio, when I got a call from my mom and Lenny asking, “How can I start a blog?”

I was like, “a what????” And they said, “a blog!”

Lenny explained that he wanted to start a blog for hospice patients that may feel like they are in helpless situations. He wanted it to be a place where they can support each other through such a tough time.

When I visited over the NHL’s Christmas break, Lenny said he wrote half his first entry and wanted my help with it. Sadly, we never did get to work on it or publish it.

Just prior to Lenny dying, I found it on his iPad. I thought I’d share it:

Another Beautiful Day

This blog is for shut ins, bedridden people and those people who wish to meet

others on the internet. Most of us have a circle of friends, family and

colleagues. We may have 3, 30, more, or less. However, we

may not be able to be in touch with these people. I believe my blog

will introduce people who understand one another and their situation. We will

share our experiences, strengths, and hopes.

My personal story is as follows: in December of 2012 I was not feeling well. My

wife convinced me to see a doctor. We found that I had Chron’s/Colitis. We began

a first tier of therapy. The therapy was not working, so we went to the next

tier. This included very expensive medications ($1100.00). On May 6th, I was a

substitute teacher for kindergarten class. My left foot hurt very much and I was

limping. At dinner time, I was unable to control my fork. I was cold and I felt

very sick. My wife and I went to the emergency room of our hospital. I was

admitted to the hospital for tests. My son flew in from Minneapolis. That night

my family was called at 2:30 in the morning to get to the hospital as soon as

possible. I had an embolism in my left calf. I was in congestive heart failure

as well. One doctor told my family that I only had 10 1/2 hours to live. Well

we proved them wrong, I was in the intensive care unit for the next eight

days. I had renal failure and was on dialysis. That worked, but I was told that I

may have cancer. No cancer, but we had to drain fluid from my lungs. After four

weeks I went to a rehabilitation center for eight weeks. I went from wheel chair

to walker and then to using a cane. I lost 55-60 pounds. I have been very

positive since this began. I was told that I am not a candidate for heart

transplant. My cardiologist recommended palliative care. We contacted a company,

Seasons hospice, this is not your grandmothers hospice. My nursing care is

extraordinary. I have an iv that regulates my heart and we have to change the

iv bag every three days. We have a music therapist who comes twice a month with

her guitar. I like Stevie Nicks and she also likes her. Their Chaplin also is

available. Our case manager has been very helpful to us. This concept of hospice

is to make your life as comfortable as possible. They look to extend life, you

are not preparing for your ultimate demise. I have taken this opportunity to

alert you, that all is not a dark road with no opportunities. Our 16th

president, Abraham Lincoln said that people are as happy as they make up their

minds to be. I know that I could just turn my back and feel very sorry for myself. I have made a choice to be as positive as possible.

--Leonard Tabin

March 18, 1941-January 26, 2014

Next up: Avalanche; Team USA captain named Friday

Posted by: Chris Miller under Olympic hockey, Wild practice  Updated: January 29, 2014 - 2:34 PM   
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The Anaheim Ducks are the NHL's best team, but suffered only their second home loss in regulation on Tuesday night when the Wild skated away with an impressive 4-2 victory at the Pond.

The Wild is in Colorado today to get ready for a game against the Avalanche tomorrow night. Practice is optional.

Beat writer Michael Russo is still away from the team following a death in the family, but should get to Denver tomorrow -- although he's stranded in Atlanta, which has been shut down by a blizzard, er, one inch of snow.

Update: USA Hockey announced it will name the Olympic team captain on Friday at noon. The U.S. captain will be on a conference call.  Wild alternate captains Zach Parise and Ryan Suter are among the five candidates, as the team's "leadership" group includes those two, Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, Kings captain Dustin Brown and Blues captain David Backes.

Back to Tuesday's victory, some quick stats on the game:

Mikael Granlund had a power-play goal to break an eight-game streak by the Wild where it did not score with a man advantage.  Still, it was 1-for-5 on power plays, and that nine-game stat now reads 1-for-26.

Parise had the game-winning goal on a very skilled deflection of a Marco Scandella shot, and also had two assists. The Wild is 4-1-1 in the past six, and the Ducks are now 21-2-2 at home.

The Wild improved to 9-3-1 in 2014. At 29-20-6 (64 points), they moved into the first wild card spot in the Western Conference. Remember, top three teams in each division make the playoffs, along with two wild card teams with the next best records in the conference.

Darcy Kuemper made 31 saves to improve to 6-3-1 with a 2.26 goals-against average, .924 save percentage and one shutout in 11 appearances this season.

Our game story from LA-based Joe D'Hippolito is here.

Randball weighed in this morning on Wild fever here.

Faceoffs, faceoffs, faceoffs

Posted by: Chris Miller under Wild practice  Updated: January 27, 2014 - 1:36 PM   

print

Share2      Share via Email  

The Wild is back at practice this afternoon in Anaheim after a day off in Southern California.

It plays the Ducks tomorrow night after opening a four-game road trip with a 3-2 overtime loss in San Jose. The game preview noted Joe Thornton had "only" six goals, and naturally he scored twice, including the game-winner.

Michael Russo is away from the team until Thursday, but provided some interesting faceoff stats:

1. Wild lost 41 of 59 (69%) of its draws Saturday.  Kyle Brodziak and Charlie Coyle were the culprits. Brodziak lost 15 of 17. Coyle lost 13 of 18.

2.  At the time of his injury, Mikko Koivu ranked third among NHL forwards in ice time (21:34), 16th in faceoff percentage (.557) and seventh in faceoffs taken (888). Koivu has been out 10 games after ankle surgery, and isn't likely to return this week.

3. Koivu’s broken ankle also came one day after the Wild lost Zenon Konopka, who has the highest faceoff percentage in the NHL since 2005-06. Konopka was claimed off waivers by the Buffalo Sabres.

4. The Wild was top-five in faceoff percentage at time of Koivu's injury. It has slipped to 10th at .513

5. Brodziak's faceoff stats have plummeted with Koivu out of the lineup. He has won 75 of 171 (.438) and his overall percentage has dropped from .502 to .490. In the past 13 games, Brodziak is at 89 of 213 (.417).

6.  Mikael Granlund has been a bright spot. His percentage last year was .471, and this year he is at .516. That looks better when you consider he was at .479 on Nov. 15.  With Koivu out, Granlund has won 83 of 159 (.522).

Day off for Wild after San Jose

Posted by: Chris Miller under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 26, 2014 - 10:58 AM    
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The Wild has today off, and they're heading to the beach. It will be back in action Tuesday night in Anaheim.

A 3-2 loss in overtime in San Jose was worth a point.  Poor faceoff performance was the culprit ... read the game story here.

Staff writer Michael Russo has been away from the beat for a few days. His stepfather passed away in Atlanta after a long illness. Please keep the family in your thoughts and prayers.

Wild in Shark Tank tonight

Posted by: Chris Miller under On the road, Wild game coverage  Updated: January 25, 2014 - 12:48 PM   
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The Wild is at San Jose tonight for a 9:30 p.m. (Central) game that kicks off a tough, four-day road trip with games also in Anaheim, Colorado and Calgary.

Mikko Koivu and Jared Spurgeon flew in with the team yesterday, but aren't like to play on the road trip, coach Mike Yeo said.

A reminder, Michael Russo is away for a family emergency.  We have veteran writer John Ryan stringing for us, and you'll get a first report from John at startribune.com when the game ends.  TV tonight is Fox Sports North.

Zach Parise felt fine after his return from a broken foot. John's report from Friday's practice is here.

Sharks, of course, are without rookie sensation Tomas Hertl, who tore up a knee and is out for the season. San Jose made big news yesterday when they extended the contracts of Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau.

Big weekend for the NHL with an outdoor game tonight at Dodger Stadium and another outdoor game tomorrow at Yankee Stadium.

Preview box for tonight's Wild game:

Preview: The Sharks are fourth in the Western Conference, and the Wild is tied for seventh. The teams have split 3-1 games this season, both winning at home.

Players to watch: Wild RW Jason Pominville scored his team-high 20th goal in Thursday’s 2-1 victory over Chicago. … Ryan Suter (31 points) is 10th in the NHL in scoring for defensemen. … G Darcy Kuemper has a 2.22 goals-against average in nine games but has started six in a row. … Sharks C Joe Thornton leads the NHL with 47 assists and is sixth in scoring with 53 points but has only six goals. Thornton and W Patrick Marleau both got three-year contract extensions Friday. … C Joe Pavelski is second in the league with 28 goals. … G Antti Niemi (2.38 goals-against average) has played in 43 of 51 games.

Numbers: Former Minnesota State RW Eriah Hayes has skated in the past nine games for the Sharks and is looking for his first NHL point. Ex-Minnesota Duluth G Alex Stalock has consecutive shutouts as Niemi’s backup. The Sharks’ Justin Braun, a Minneapolis native, is seventh among NHL defensemen in plus/minus (plus-20). … The Wild is 1-8 in its past nine games at the SAP Center.

Injuries: Wild G Josh Harding (illness), D Jared Spurgeon (foot) and C Mikko Koivu (ankle) are out. Sharks forwards Logan Couture (hand), Tomas Hertl (knee), Raffi Torres (knee) and Adam Burish (back) are out, as is D Scott Hannan (concussion).

A big home victory before a difficult road trip

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 23, 2014 - 11:14 PM   
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Greetings from the press box at Xcel Energy Center, about 1½ hours after the Wild finished off its 2-1 victory over Chicago.

This is the second of my two days filling in for Mike Russo, who is away seeing to a family matter. Let’s all wish him well, and I thank you all for being so patient with my attempts to fill his very large shoes.

I thought the Wild played a very, very good game tonight. Except for Jason Pominville’s goal, which came at the end of a wonder series of passes, this wasn’t a flashy game. But that’s how the Wild has to play to beat a team as talented as Chicago, something the Wild has now done three times in four games.

Here are some final thoughts on the game, in no particular order:

--This was the seventh straight game without a power play goal for the Wild. Somehow, the team has been winning more than losing during this stretch, but this has to change. The Wild had a 1-0 lead and 2 minutes’ worth of a 5-on-3 to double that lead in the first period, but didn’t really even get a good scoring chance. On the other hand, the Wild did manage to stay out of the penalty box except for Matt Cooke’s tripping penalty late in the first period. But the Wild needs to figure this out. Zach Parise’s return to action should help.

--Parise wasn’t a huge factor in this game, but he looked pretty good for a guy who had missed 14 games. And he said he felt good, too. “Actually, really good,” he said. “No hesitations, I felt like I had good energy, and good jump. So it was a good first one, I thought.”

--The line of Kyle Brodziak, Cooke and Justin Fontaine was not only very good against Jonathan Toew’s line tonight, but they scored a goal of their own. “That was a huge matchup for us tonight,” Wild coach Mike Yeo said. “You’re talking about a great player in Toews. If (Brodziak’s) line is able to go out and do that, that’s huge.”

--Tonight was Jason Zucker’s first real experience skating on the Wild’s fourth line. He skated with Erik Haula and Torrey Mitchell tonight. Zucker looked good on the team’s only penalty kill, and he also had a team-high three shots on goal. “I liked our fourth line a lot tonight,” Yeo said. “Zuck did a really good job. We asked him to bring what he usually brings, but bring more in some other areas. He really stepped it up.’’

That’s about it for now. Have a great Friday and a great weekend.

Parise models USA gear, will play tonight for Wild 

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Olympic hockey, Wild game coverage  Updated: January 23, 2014 - 12:54 PM   
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Zach Parise took a lot of ribbing from Wild teammates today when pictures of him modeling Team USA Olympic gear were released (see below).

But the good news for Parise is he will return to action tonight against Chicago after missing 14 games with a left foot injury. He will open the game skating on a line with Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter.

“It felt good again this morning,” he said after an optional morning skate. “So I think we’re going to give it a shot. I’m excited. It’s tough when you’re watching the game from the press box for such a long time. So I’m looking forward to playing again.”

It will be a challenge, and not just because his return happens to be against one of the league’s most talented teams. He hasn’t played since Dec. 22, when his first attempt to return from the injury ended after 12 games. So it will take some time to get his rhythm back, to become reacquainted with the pace of an NHL game.

“Just getting that pace down,” he said. “When you’re out for a long period of time? Practice is one thing. But games are just another pace. It’s another speed. Hopefully that won’t take too long to get back to where I was when I was feeling good.”

Parise said he’s confident the foot has healed, that there is no risk of re-injuring it simply by playing. He also said he feels worlds better than the first time he returned and tried to play through the injury. “It’s night and day how much better I feel,” he said. “That’s a good sign. It still hurts a little bit at times. It gets sore after {skating]. But it feels better than it did before when I was playing. The biggest test will be playing in a game.’’

Wild coach Mike Yeo said he and his staff will monitor Parise closely. Parise is not necessarily on a minutes limit, but Yeo will keep track of how he’s playing and where his conditioning is.

“No. 1, we want him on the ice,” Yeo said. “We have to get him back in there, and we wouldn’t be putting him in the lineup if he wasn’t ready. …  We’ll monitor it as far as how he’s doing conditioning-wise and how he looks out there. But we have to get him out there and back to playing his best hockey.’’

Parise’s return should help a team that has struggled to get shots on net, even though the Wild did win seven of their last 10 games.

“He’s going to help us with puck possession, which will help us get more pucks to the net,” Yeo said. “The way he hounds pucks, his work ethic, his skill level, executing, his skill level? We’re talking about a guy who consistently puts five-plus shots on the board. For a team that’s been having a tough time getting shots, that’s enormous.’’

On a lighter note, Parise had to withstand his teammates' teasing  for having modeled the outfit Team USA members will wear at the opening and closing ceremonies at the Olympics. The picture of Parise in the cardigan sweater and white pants has been copied and distributed around the team’s locker room and lounge areas.

The good news is that the U.S. hockey team will arrive in Sochi, Russia too late for opening ceremonies and will leave before the closing ceremonies. So neither Parise nor Ryan Suter will have to actually wear the outfits.  But that picture of Parise is here to stay. “There are a couple 8x10s of that picture hidden around the room that I’ve come across,” Parise admitted.

And there was this, too:

Meanwhile, the return of Parise has pushed Jason Zucker to the fourth line. It’s a new role for him. And, according to Yeo, a chance for Zucker to stick with the Wild long-term. To this point  Zucker has been targeted for the top two lines. When there wasn’t a spot for him there, he was sent back to the Iowa Wild.

“We’re giving him an opportunity here,” Yeo said. “There are no promises that go beyond tonight. If he can prove he can get an asset there, and he can be effective? He’s giving himself a better chance of staying here, long-term.’’

Parise could return Thursday vs. Chicago

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news  Updated: January 22, 2014 - 2:48 PM   
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The question is whether Wild coach Mike Yeo and forward Zach Parise were still being cautious or just being coy.

Parise, who has missed 14 consecutive games with a foot injury, had his second full-contact practice with the Wild today. It was his first while part of a regular line. He bumped, he battled, he went into the corners, worked on the top power play unit.

And yet, after it was over, he assessed his chances of playing at “50-50.’’

Yeo? He said he didn’t know if Parise would be back Thursday against Chicago at Xcel Energy Center. The idea was to get him into a full practice as part of a line and see how he felt. He will be checked again after Thursday morning’s pre-game skate, at which time a decision should be made.

“If he feels good to go, then obviously he’s in,” Yeo said. “It’s got to be, basically, that he knows, and he’s confident, that he’s up to full speed. And that he’s ready to come in and play at the level we need him to.’’

Greetings from Xcel Energy Center. Kent Youngblood here, filling in for Mr. Russo, who is away tending to a family matter for a few days.

But back to Parise. It’s  hard not to think that the decision has already been made for Parise to return to action at home against  Chicago. That is unless there is some unforeseen setback.

After all, Yeo trotted out some line combinations that were, given recent history, at least mildly surprising, indicative of a coaching staff haven given this a lot of thought.

Conventional wisdom had suggested that, with Mikko Koivu out with a foot/ankle injury of his own, that Yeo would use this opportunity to see how Parise looked on a line with Mikael Granlund.  But, when practice got going today, here were the lines:

Parise on a line with center Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter; Granlund centering Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville; Kyle Brodziak centering Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula centering Jason Zucker and either Stephane Veilleux or Torrey Mitchell.

That means Yeo would consider breaking up the Coyle-Heatley-Zucker line which has been productive for the team. His thinking?

“We know he’s had chemistry with Charlie,” Yeo said. “And there have been a couple times the last couple games – they haven’t played a lot together – where Charlie and Nino have shown some chemistry together, too. And you have some big bodies with Zach who can help him out in some of the dirty areas out there on the ice. And so that’s what we thought we’d give a shot at today.”

As for breaking up the Coyle-Heatley-Zucker line? “It wasn’t that hard,” Yeo said. “We take things game-by-game. It’s a matter of what we need going forward.”

The other interesting note is that Zucker, usually a top-six forward when he’s in the lineup, will join the fourth line, making an already quick line that much faster.

That is, assuming, that Parise is ready to return.

In other news:

--As expected, goalie Niklas Backstrom returned to practice after having received an injection of cortisone for a nagging lower body injury on Monday, his second injection this month. Yeo said the expectation was Backstrom would be able to be the backup Thursday; the Wild sent goalie Johan Gustafsson to the Iowa Wild today.

--Yeo offered no update on goalie Josh Harding, calling the ailing Harding day-to-day.
Matt Cooke on Senators' forensics presentation: "It's really strange"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 21, 2014 - 12:53 PM    
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The Wild should expect a motivated Dallas Stars team tonight.

They’re 1-8-1 this month and this morning, Stars GM Jim Nill walked into the room and the doors closed behind him. My reporter’s instinct says that’s the sign of GM who addressed his slumping team during a meeting.

Wild beat the Stars 3-2 in overtime in St. Paul on Saturday. Coach Mike Yeo will go with the exact same lineup tonight, meaning Mike Rupp and Jon Blum will be scratched.

The Wild is 7-2 this month and Darcy Kuemper will be making his fifth consecutive start and sixth in eight games. Johan Gustafsson will back him up. The Wild still expects that Niklas Backstrom will rejoin the team for Wednesday’s practice.

Good afternoon from inside American Airlines Center. If you didn't see, I did a fun profile on Elk River's Nate Prosser in today's paper. Here is the link.

I talked to Matt Cooke today about Ottawa Senators owner Eugene Melnyk and GM Bryan Murray meeting at league headquarters yesterday to reportedly present its forensics findings from an investigation into Melnyk’s contention that Cooke intentionally sliced defenseman Erik Karlsson’s Achilles’ tendon with his skate Feb. 13, 2013.

Here is Bruce Garrioch's story from the Ottawa Sun today.

A league source told me that whatever discussion the Sens’ brass had with the league, it won’t affect Cooke retroactively nor the Wild. Cooke played for Pittsburgh at the time of the incident.

Cooke told me of the alleged forensics presentation: “I think it’s really strange. It’s almost a full year ago that it happened. I’ve said this from the beginning and I still say it. It was a complete accident. It’s happened two or three times since with other guys (Toronto’s Dave Bolland severed a tendon from Vancouver’s Zack Kassian in November and a week after the Cooke-Karlsson incident, Winnipeg’s Zach Redmond had an artery in his thigh cut by teammate, former Wild Antti Miettinen, late in a practice at Carolina).”

On if he wishes Melnyk would just let it go, Cooke said, “I can’t control it. I learned a long time ago, all I can control is my actions and my words. I try to do that to the best that I can. Other people are going to have judgments. They’re entitled to their own opinions. I can’t tell this guy how to spend his money. He’s entitled to do what he wants.”

Tonight will be the Wild’s first game since Dallas captain Jamie Benn elbowed Cooke in the head 23 seconds into overtime Saturday. Here's the hit.

Benn wasn’t disciplined because the NHL considered it a protective maneuver. Here is the league video on "defensive contact to the head."

Cooke said he won’t be seeking retribution. “The most important thing tonight is two points. We need to put space between us and the teams behind us. This is a huge game. It’s a team in our division and behind us. We have to have the focus to go out and win the game. That’s the most important thing.”

I asked Cooke what he thinks of the NHL’s Player Safety Department saying there’s a permissible time to have “defensive contact to the head” and if he thinks it would have been considered a protective maneuver if the roles were reversed and Cooke was skating with the puck and elbowed Benn.

“I think what they’re trying to say it’s not premeditated and an unintentional protection of themselves,” Cooke said. “My only argument is that it’s still a hit to the head. They get probably 50 hits a night that they have to review. There’s an image for the league too that they want to try to uphold for fans and media and scrutiny. So you can’t suspend everything. As a player, you want to believe they’re doing their best to protect each and every one of us and you have to put your trust in that. Otherwise, it would eat you up inside.”

The whole protective maneuver in this case seems strange because replays clearly show Cooke was not going to check Benn.

“I went to go hit him and he had his head down skating through the neutral zone,” Cooke said. “So my conscience got the best of me and I stopped and he’s the one who ended up hitting me. That’s where I think it differs from the video they’ve shown of defensive hits to the head. I wasn’t hitting him. But it’s a fast game. Things happen.”

Backstrom, Harding sidelined again; Blum, Gustafsson recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: January 20, 2014 - 6:06 PM   
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UPDATED

Niklas Backstrom will be off the ice for a few days because he had another injection in what coach Mike Yeo is calling "a nagging lower-body injury," so the Wild has recalled Johan Gustafsson from AHL Iowa to back up Darcy Kuemper on Tuesday night in Dallas.

Also, Josh Harding, who practiced all last week, didn't practice today because Yeo said he's not feeling well again. Harding has missed nine consecutive games and 13 of the past 15 games since having a "minor adjustment" to his treatment for multiple sclerosis.

The net is Kuemper's for awhile, although Yeo expects Backstrom back for Wednesday's practice.

Kuemper has started four consecutive games and five of the past seven and is 4-1 in his past five with a 1.37 goals-against average and .954 save percentage.

"Sometimes your third goalie is called upon to back up and maybe play a game here or there, but he’s been thrown into more of a starting role for us and he’s taken that opportunity,” Yeo said. “Good for him and good for us. I just read a quote the other day that opportunities multiply as they’re seized and he’s living by that right now."

Kuemper is confident he can run with the net if needed. The Wild has no back-to-backs before the Olympics and he reminded he's been a No. 1 goalie at every level he's ever played at.

"Things have been going pretty good, so I’m confident every time I go in there," Kuemper said. "With the situation right now, I’ve gotten an opportunity to play, so I just have to do my best to give the team a chance to win every night."

Kuemper's turn in net began in L.A. because Backstrom had a cortisone shot the day before for this injury.

In Phoenix a few days later, Backstrom, who missed last year’s playoffs with a sports hernia, admitted to me he played the final month last season with a “tear in the core muscle.”

Backstrom, who played 42 of 48 games last season because of Harding’s absence due to complications from multiple sclerosis, had previously maintained the injury he sustained in warmups of Game 1 against Chicago was the first time he experienced any discomfort.

Backstrom believes the abdominal stiffness he's experiencing is related to last year’s injury.

“You have a problem somewhere and you compensate with something else, so I think it’s from that and related,” Backstrom said in Phoenix. “But compared to yesterday, today was a big difference, so I feel it’s heading in the right direction. I’m getting to where I want to be.”

Yeo basically called the Wild's goaltending situation day-to-day, and something that will be evaluated daily.

That's been the case all season frankly, but this is the first time Backstrom and Harding have been sidelined together.

GM Chuck Fletcher has talked trade with other teams, but last week two goalies were taken off the market essentially when Devan Dubnyk was traded from Edmonton to Nashville and Ben Scrivens was acquired by Edmonton from L.A.

Internally, the team has talked about maybe signing Jose Theodore if it needs insurance eventually. Theodore is a free agent living in South Florida. He works out daily and has been going on the ice all season.

Again though, it's hard for Fletcher to proceed with everything so in flux. You can't afford to sit there and suddenly have three goalies sitting on the roster on a permanent basis.

Fletcher said today that with Kuemper playing well, the anticipation that Backstrom will be back Wednesday and the fact there's not a lot of games left before the Olympics, "we feel we can [currently] manage the situation."

Jon Blum has again been recalled to give the Wild an extra defenseman. Yeo would not say if he'd play in Dallas. Jonas Brodin is fine by the way from the high-stick the other night.

Yeo also wouldn't say if maybe Mike Rupp would play. Rupp did take some shifts on the fourth line today.

Zach Parise's non-contact yellow jersey is in the washing machine and he's wearing a real practice sweater again. He took part in some regular shifts today and took part in game-like situations and bumping. He'll get more reps in Wednesday's practice and Yeo said there's a chance he returns Thursday against Chicago. He is definitely coming on the upcoming four-game trip if for some reason he doesn't play the Blackhawks.

He did not fly with the team to Dallas.

Matt Cooke didn't want to touch the whole Jamie Benn not being suspended thing today. Interestingly, according to TSN's Bob McKenzie, Ottawa's owner Eugene Melnyk and GM Bryan Murray were spotted at NHL headquarters today and the assumption is Melnyk planned to submit his forensics investigation into his contention that Cooke purposely sliced Erik Karlsson's Achilles' tendon last season.

And no, this isn't a joke.

Wild caps Hockey Day Minnesota in exhilarating fashion

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 19, 2014 - 10:13 AM   
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UPDATED WITH VIDEO EXPLAINING WHY JAMIE BENN WON'T BE SUSPENDED

What an incredible way to end Hockey Day Minnesota.

The largest crowd at Xcel Energy Center this season (19,192) was sent off in the night by Elk River’s own, Nate Prosser, who scored his first career overtime winner one game after scoring his first game-winner.

Against the team that used to call Minnesota home, the Dallas Stars, Prosser scored off Nino Niederreiter’s rebound after Charlie Coyle’s muscle move behind the net to win a battle and free himself of Alex Goligoski.

It was just the perfect end to a day that saw Hockey Day Minnesota hosted inside the pit that Prosser grew up playing in.

Prosser, who wears a smile on his face pretty much 24 hours a day anyway, was walking on air after the game. He said he couldn’t believe what just happened and coach Mike Yeo joked that he’ll be the next mayor of Elk River.

Read the game story at www.startribune.com/wild for all the quotes and details.

As I told you the other day, I sat down with Prosser on Wednesday and have a profile planned on him for Tuesday’s paper.

Lots of great efforts tonight by the Wild.

The team was outshot 35-19, yet Darcy Kuemper made 33 saves and improved to 4-1 in his past starts with a 1.36 goals-against average and .954 save percentage.

Erik Haula made a great play to create a breakaway for himself en route to his first NHL goal. Read the gamer for his quotes.

Ryan Suter scored a goal, blocked six shots, had two shots and two hits.

Prosser, Marco Scandella and Haula combined for nine blocked shots.

Jonas Brodin, who took an uncalled high-stick (refs called it a follow-through by Antoine Roussel; I hate this stupid rule), had three takeaways and an assist on Suter’s goal after a great play by Torrey Mitchell. Brodin returned to the game after bleeding profusely from the nose.

Kyle Brodziak had a strong game and had three hits. Matt Cooke had an assist, three hits and two shots.

Cooke also looked to be elbowed in the head in overtime by Jamie Benn. No call amazingly. We’ll see if the league reviews it, and if the league does, he could face a suspension in Tuesday’s rematch at Dallas.

Regardless, it was dirty. A launch into Cooke up high with the elbow. Here's the GIF courtesy of Sean Gentille of Sporting News.

UPDATE: The NHL views this as a protective maneuver, I'm told by the league. Basically, it could have conceivably been a penalty but doesn't rise to the level of supplemental discipline. Here is the rationale: Considered a defensive contact to the head. Here's the video explaining.

Personally, I don't see how this is a protective move. Looks to me like Benn takes opportunity to tattoo Cooke. With a rematch in Dallas on Tuesday, let's hope cooler heads prevail.

One has to wonder also if Cooke would be given the same benefit of doubt if he was skating with the puck and decided it was time to "protect himself" and paste Benn in the head.

Wild has won seven of nine now and just continue to ride high despite the loss of big guns Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu, defenseman Jared Spurgeon and goalie Josh Harding.

Impressive to say the least. The Wild has the day off Sunday, meaning barring news, no blog.

I’ll write a follow on Kuemper, who had some awesome stuff to say after the game about how well Niklas Backstrom is treating him throughout what could be an awkward few weeks.

Talk to you Monday after practice.

Updates on Wild's injuries and goalie trifecta heading into tonight's game vs. Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 18, 2014 - 12:08 PM   
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Happy Hockey Day Minnesota everybody.

Wild and the Minnesota’s former NHL team, the Dallas Stars, will face off tonight at 8 p.m. at the X. That’s also known as a deadline nightmare on a Saturday night! This is the first of a home-and-home that ends in Dallas on Tuesday. Dallas is eight points behind the Wild is 10th place.

Darcy Kuemper (3-2 with a 2.17 goals-against average and .917 save percentage) will make his fourth consecutive start and it’ll come against Kari Lehtonen (17-13-7 with a 2.64 goals-against average and .916 save percentage). Banged-up Ray Whitney and Sergei Gonchar will both play for Dallas.

The Wild is 6-2 this month, the Stars are 1-7. I was just chatting with Stars coach Lindy Ruff and he said it started with a flu bug and has just compounded from there. It’s now a matter of rediscovering their game, which is difficult in a compressed schedule where there are limited practices (because of the condensed schedule AND the new four mandatory days off per month) and you don’t know how hard to push a team when there happens to be a practice.

Sound familiar? Ruff voiced the words of almost every coach I’ve spoken to lately, so you can see, it’s not just Mike Yeo who talks about the difficulty of coaching right now.

Here’s one for ya: The other night, Edmonton played in Dallas and had a planned day off in Minnesota the next day. But, instead of getting a good night sleep in Dallas and flying to St. Paul in the morning, the Oilers were forced to fly immediately after the game to Minnesota so the schedule day off would actually count as one of the mandatory days off. In other words, a chartered flight with incredible food and first-class seats would have counted as a working day if the Oilers had flown in on the off-day.

Bizarre.

Same lineup tonight for the Wild, meaning Mike Rupp is the lone scratch for the ninth straight game and 17th time in the past 20. I say “lone” because defenseman Jon Blum was, likely temporarily, reassigned.

Blum wasn’t playing tonight and with a scheduled day off Sunday, the Wild sent him to Iowa to play this afternoon. With Jared Spurgeon’s return still off in the distance, I’d assume Blum gets recalled again next week because the Wild would probably want to bring an extra defenseman on the four-game trip to San Jose, Anaheim, Denver and Calgary.

We’ll see.

Zach Parise skated again today and said he thinks he’ll ramp it up in Monday’s practice and begin bumping and being more involved in game-like situations in practice. He’ll miss his 13th game tonight and won’t play in Dallas on Tuesday, so the soonest he could come back is Thursday against Chicago. We’ll see if that’s pushing it, but if he does start practicing fully Monday, that would give him Monday and Wednesday practices.

I’m not sure if that’s enough though. My gut says he’ll be back Thursday or in Saturday’s game at San Jose. He did tell me he plans on going on the four-game road trip.

Spurgeon skated on his own for the first time today.

The big question right now is what’s going to happen with the Wild’s goalie situation.

Kuemper starts tonight. It sounds like the Wild really would want Josh Harding to eventually agree to go to Iowa on a conditioning stint. The team has been vague.

Harding has practiced all week and looks good.

Yeo said the team will “keep going day to day and figure out how he’s feeling. He’s making progress and he looks good and I’m kind of waiting for a final word or a little bit more information as far as what I’m told from the trainers and the doctors and when he can progress from there.”

On Iowa, Yeo said, “I don’t know. It depends on what we need and what we really determine he needs.”

I asked Yeo if the Wild could conceivably have three goalies on its 23-man roster if Kuemper keeps winning.

Yeo said, “If he keeps winning games, we’re not going to send him down. I can’t see why we would do that. These things always have a way of sorting themselves out. We can’t start looking too far ahead.”

I keep getting questions if the Wild may trade Backstrom. First off, with two more years left on his deal, I’m not sure the team could. Secondly, I don’t know how if you’re Chuck Fletcher you can risk trading Backstrom with Harding’s health situation so uncertain.

So my guess is the Wild will just have to ride this out for a bit. If the Wild’s three goalies keep winning games, it’s not a big deal at all. Remember, Backstrom has won three of four with maybe his best outing in a few seasons two starts ago at Phoenix.

That’s it for now. I’ll be on Fox Sports North around 12:30 p.m.

Darcy Kuemper earns fourth consecutive start Saturday vs. Dallas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: January 17, 2014 - 3:11 PM   
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Darcy Kuemper, who is 3-1 with a 1.23 goals-against average, .957 save percentage and one shutout in four starts since Jan. 7, will make his fourth consecutive start in the first of a home-and-home against the Dallas Stars on Saturday night.

The 8 p.m. game will cap Hockey Day Minnesota – a celebration of hockey in Minnesota that is highlighted by a full day’s worth of coverage on Fox Sports North. Elk River, hometown of Wild defenseman and Thursday night hero Nate Prosser, is the host city and for a directory of Saturday’s coverage, go back a couple blogs.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North around 12:55 p.m. Saturday.

The Wild practiced at St. Thomas Academy this morning. Kuemper didn’t practice. The team gave him what GM Chuck Fletcher termed a “rest day.” Same thing for defenseman Ryan Suter, who plays more minutes than any NHL skater.

By Kuemper not practicing, that allowed Niklas Backstrom and Josh Harding to each get a cage for the entire practice.

“Those guys need that,” coach Mike Yeo said. “It’s always tough rotating three goalies in a practice.”

I thought both goalies looked great today. The key for Harding particularly because he has missed so much time is to get some more reps so he can get back to form, which shouldn't be an issue because he's so mechanically-sound.

Looks like Yeo will come back with the same lineup against the Stars. As much hoopla as the Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle lines have been getting the past week or so, Yeo is also real happy with the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine line lately.

The line has been pretty much a plus line every game of late, playing physically, shutting down opponents and getting loads of scoring chances. They scored a huge goal last night after Cooke nailed Nail Yakupov, and then casually found the puck and triggered a 3-on-2 that Fontaine finished with his 12th goal off a nice drive to the net by Brodziak.

Yeo also praised the job Cooke and Brodziak are doing on the penalty kill.

Except for the one goal against by Jordan Eberle, Yeo said he was happy with the Keith Ballard-Clayton Stoner pairing.

Eberle scored on a 2-on-1 after Ballard missed the net and the left-shot Stoner, playing the right side, made a bad pinch up the wall. But Yeo noted a big issue was the F3, Stephane Veilleux, was incorrectly positioned and then didn’t make a quick enough read when Stoner went up the wall.

But Yeo said Ballard and Stoner recovered well and “played a strong game from there. … Ultimately I thought they helped us move the puck, I thought they defended well.”

On Kuemper, Yeo said, “I’m just trying to stay even-keeled with that. It’s our job to make sure we’re doing everything we can to continue to help him feel confident, but at the same time, we have to make sure he stays grounded and stays focused on why he’s playing well.”

Yeo said it’s not unlike how the coaches try to help each of the Wild’s eight 23-and-under players “reset” their focus every game so they bring consistency. That’s always the big concern with kids, and we’ve seen it a lot lately. Sometimes they look awesome (vs. Nashville, Phoenix), sometimes they look like they’re just going with the flow (vs. Ottawa). The Wild is trying to help them find consistency so there’s not so much variance in performances night after night.

Big stretch of games coming up for the Wild as it has a home-and-home with Dallas (plays in Dallas on Tuesday), a home game with Chicago, who’s an OK team, Thursday, and then a big road trip to San Jose and Anaheim (Cali’s 3 teams are 52-8-8 for a .824 points percentage this season at home), Colorado and Calgary.

The South Stars have followed the Wild’s tough stretch in late December with a similarly hellacious stretch in January. They are 1-7 this month to slip to 10th in the West. They are eight points behind Minnesota with three games in hand.

“Things haven’t gone well for them, but I’ve watched their games, and they’re playing very hard, they’re playing well, so we have to be ready to go because I’m expecting a very motivated and hungry team,” Yeo said.

Zach Parise practiced again in a yellow no-contact jersey. He looks awesome.

Asked when Parise can start getting into contact and more game-like situations, Yeo said, “That’s up to everybody else to tell me. He is flying. Everything looks good, his skating looks good, his hands look good, and obviously [contact] is the next step. Just waiting for that.”

Erik Haula and Ballard are planning to go to the Hockey City Classic tonight.

Yeo isn’t because, he joked, his son didn’t invite him.

I’m looking forward to taking in that game, too. That’s it for me. Talk to you Saturday.
Patient Wild takes advantage of another leaky Oilers performance

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 16, 2014 - 11:31 PM    
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Twentieth win in the past 22 home games against the Oilers tonight as the Wild snapped a 1-1 tie with three goals in a 3:23 span to win for the sixth time in eight games.

The 8th-place Wild and slumping 7th-place Canucks are now tied with 57 points, but Vancouver has two games in hand. Phoenix won to stay four behind the Wild with three games in hand.

Dallas, 2-7-1 in its past 10, lost and is eight points behind the Wild heading into the home-and-home with Minnesota that starts Saturday with Hockey Day Minnesota.

Speaking of Hockey Day Minnesota, Nate Prosser, the product of the host city of Elk River, scored his first career winning goal and first goal in almost two years late in the second period. Justin Fontaine scored 2:12 later and then Jason Zucker scored the fastest Wild goal to ever start a period eight seconds into the third off a great give and go with Dany Heatley.

Jason Pominville scored a goal and assist for his 120th multi-point game of his career and Darcy Kuemper made 20 saves for his first home win of the season.

Prosser was the big story. He has played seven games for injured Jared Spurgeon and is plus-7 in that span next to mostly Marco Scandella averaging 17:19 a game. Tonight, he was plus-3 in 20:09 of ice time.

Read the gamer for much, much more on Prosser, and I’ll be writing a profile on him next week. I sat down with yesterday.

One unsung thing in this game was the play of Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Fontaine. The line shut down the Ryan Nugent-Hopkins-Sam Gagner-Taylor Hall line in a big way by spending much of the night in the offensive zone.

Brodziak was always on the right side of the puck. Sure, scoring is a chore for him, but one reason why he gets so many scoring chances is he’s usually doing all the right things leading up to the scoring chance that, well, he usually doesn’t bury.

But after Cooke crushed Nail Yakupov (he left with a head injury; clean hit), it triggered a 3-on-2, and Fontaine scored on Brodziak’s rebound.

Up to the point Prosser and Fontaine scored, the Oilers had the Wild hemmed in its zone for much of the second period. The Wild stayed composed and kept the Oilers to the outside, but fans were understandably starting to freak as the Oilers began skating circles around Minnesota.

But a Ryan Jones turnover to Pominville led to Prosser’s goal to stop the bleeding. It was then all Wild from that point forward.

Ben Scrivens will quickly learn he’s not in L.A. anymore. This poor goalie came to Edmonton on Wednesday with a 1.97 goals-against average. The Oilers are the worst defensive team in the NHL, have allowed four or more goals 29 times and have been beaten by three or more 16 times.

Just look at the awful D on the Zucker goal, his fourth in eight games.

Heck, just look at the Wild’s first goal.

Mikael Granlund made it all happen. After Scandella cleared the zone, Granlund’s hustle coupled with a rolling puck forced the linesman to wave off an icing.

With rookie defenseman Martin Marincin, who will be on Slovakia’s Olympic team next month, asleep at the switch, Granlund stole the puck and centered for Pominville, who made one deke to create an open net for himself before his team-leading 19th goal.

“He just forechecked really hard,” Pominville said of Granlund. “I gave him a yell. He knew where I was and flipped it to the area.”

Scrivens had to be thinking, “I don’t remember Drew Doughty ever getting his pocket picked in front of the net.”

That’s it for me. I’ll talk to you after Friday’s practice.

Darcy Kuemper to get 3rd straight start for Wild; Zach Parise brings in his skating coach
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Rookie Darcy Kuemper gets his third consecutive start and fourth in the past six games tonight against newly-acquired goalie Ben Scrivens and the Edmonton Oilers.

Morning from the X’s press room. Blaine’s Matt Hendricks will also make his Oilers debut tonight. Edmonton, the worst defensive team in the NHL, is winless in its past five on the road and has won twice at the X in its past 21. Of course, the Oilers nearly ruined the Wild’s season last year with a 6-1 beating April 26.

Remember that game? Fans booed after 20 minutes, 40 minutes, 60 minutes, a timeout, when the attendance was announced! Fans mocked the Wild anytime a save was made, even by Josh Harding, who was making his first appearance in relief of Niklas Backstrom since Feb. 7, anytime the Wild registered a shot or even when the public address announcer let it be known the first, second and third periods were a minute from ending.

Good times. Luckily for everybody involved, the Wild won its must-win season finale 24 hours later in Denver on a nice response by Backstrom.

Coach Mike Yeo said the first shot went into the net that last game against Edmonton and we “completely unraveled.” Tonight, he wants the Wild to focus on the process, not the result, and play a solid 60 minutes doing the right things that will lead to the result it wants.

Despite Backstrom being 17-1 all-time against the Oilers at home with a 1.49 goals-against average (the one loss being that home finale when he gave up three goals on five shots), the Wild’s coming back with Kuemper, who has played well during this stretch.

He made a career-high 39 saves (another four in the shootout) last week in L.A., had a 23-save shutout Sunday in Nashville and stopped 29 of 32 shots in Tuesday’s 3-0 loss to Ottawa, a game he kept the Wild in striking distance until the third period.

“I thought he played a very good game, so it’s just a matter of showing a little confidence in him and seeing if he can come back with another solid effort,” Yeo said.

Asked if he has talked to Backstrom, Yeo said goalie coach Bob Mason did.

“It’s hard not to figure out that Kuemps has played well.,” Yeo said. “We’ve always been a team and believed in giving guys other opportunities and giving guys a chance, much the same that we gave Backy that chance in Phoenix, we’re giving Kuemps this chance to tonight.”

Backstrom made 39 saves in that win at Phoenix, but he gave up three goals on 17 shots in last Saturday’s loss to Colorado.

Backstrom said all the right things this morning, saying, “You want to play every time, but it’s up to the coaches and the training staff to see what’s going on and make a decision. As a player, you try to be ready whenever you get a chance.”

When I spoke with Backstrom, he said nobody had talked to him yet and he hadn’t asked why he’s not playing.

“I never ask,” Backstrom said. “You try to be ready when you get a chance. You don’t want to think too much. You try to work hard every day and try to be at your best every day and work on your game.”

Asked if he feels his game has returned to a higher level having won three of his past four with Josh Harding sidelined, Backstrom said, “I feel good out there. You always want to be better. Everyday you want to be better, whether you play good or bad. I don’t know if you’re ever satisfied. I don’t think you ever should be. It’s always about trying to improve and being at your best when it counts. That’s what you work for.”

Defenseman Keith Ballard is back in the lineup tonight after being a scratch the past four games. As Yeo promised, the left-shot Ballard will play the left side after playing much this season on the right. In 19 games since missing nine games with broken ribs, Ballard has two assists and is minus-13. Some glaring turnovers and icings led to being benched the last half of Tuesday’s shootout win at Los Angeles.

Jon Blum will be scratched, meaning left-shot defenseman Clayton Stoner moves to the right. Stoner, who played a little on the right in juniors, played a few shifts with Marco Scandella on the right against Ottawa. On two of those shifts, the Senators scored. Yeo said it was more circumstance: the power-play goal by Clarke MacArthur when the Wild still feels he was offside and the broken stick by Scandella that led to Erik Condra’s breakaway goal.

Yeo wants Ballard not to try to do too much tonight, “just play a solid game, just play an efficient game with how he moves the puck, how he defends.”

Ballard said, “I’m a lot more comfortable on the left. Earlier in the season, I think I was playing real well. At that point, it didn’t matter what side I was on. I felt good on the right, good on the left.” Ballard means that right now, with his game out of order, it would be better for him to get back in the swing of things on the left.

Yeo said Jared Spurgeon will get on the ice soon and he wouldn’t divulge the Wild’s plans for Harding, saying they have some thoughts. That made me ask if the team is considering asking Harding to go on a conditioning stint in Iowa. Yeo said, “we’ll consider everything, whatever we think we need for our team … to make sure we get him on top of his game.”

Harding will miss his 12th game in the past 14 tonight and eighth straight. He was on the ice again today with the team.

Parise looked good again today. He brought in his skating coach, Andy Ness, of ProEdge Power, to work with him before the morning skate. Ness is also the Wild’s skating consultant part-time skills coach.

After working hard with Ness, Parise took part in the skate with his teammates.

I grabbed Parise afterward.

“I’ve skated with him and [his mother] Diane for, gosh I don’t know, over 10 years now, so they know my stride and my skating better than anybody in the world,” Parise said. “I wanted Andy to run me through a lot of the drills we do in the summer and for him to physically see how I look.

“He said he thought I would look a lot worse than I did today, so that’s a good sign. Today, I felt better than I did yesterday, so that’s good. Each day you try to do a little more and little more. Rest it, ramp it up tomorrow, rest it, ramp it up. That’ll be the gameplan for the next while.”

Parise said getting into game shape is a must, so “a couple more days of doing what I’m doing, and then we’ll add bumping and game-like situations. Unfortunately it’s tough to get practice time because they don’t practice much, so that’ll be a little bit of a challenge, but we’ll get there.”

“I’m trying to get in a game as soon as I can in a smart and safe way. That's the best timeline I can give you.”

Fox Sports North's Hockey Day Minnesota lineup for Saturday
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 FOX Sports North, in conjunction with the Minnesota Wild and Wells Fargo, today announced details for the eighth annual Hockey Day Minnesota event taking place this Saturday, January 18. The day will feature more than 16 hours of original hockey-related programming. The complete television schedule can be found below.

 The telecast event begins at 9:00 a.m. with a look at the rich history and tradition of the Handke Pit, followed by previews of the heart-warming and inspirational hockey stories that will be highlighted throughout the day.  A list of features can be found below.

 The regional sports network will have a full team of on-air talent reporting throughout the day, including Tom Chorske, Ben Clymer, Marney Gellner, Mike Greenlay, Kevin Gorg, Casey Hankinson, Tom Hanneman, Anthony Lapanta, Doug McLeod, Wes Walz, and Doug Woog. Viewers will also see a few familiar faces from last year, including Brendan Burke (play-by-play for high school games) and Sophia Minnaert (sideline reporter for high school games). The broadcast team will receive exposure across the region, as well as across the US with select coverage set to air on FOX Sports 2.

 Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 Highlights:

 Fans can engage in a brand new social media experience this year with the opportunity to be part of the telecast via text and photo submissions collected using #HDM2014. The custom “squeeze back” social screen on FOX Sports North PLUS will begin at 9:00am. In addition, fans can win great prizes throughout the day from the Wild and FOX Sports North, like merchandise, game tickets and a TV truck experience, by using #HDM2014 on Twitter. The Wild will drive the conversation from @mnwild with several #stateofhockey related questions. FOX Sports North PLUS channel listings: Click Here

 The State of Hockey Legacy Award, first presented as a part of Hockey Day 2010, will be presented to Lou Nanne, the Minnesota hockey legend who this year celebrates calling his 50th high school state tournament. Nanne starred for the University of Minnesota, the 1968 United States Olympic team and the Minnesota North Stars. Off the ice, he helped manage numerous United States National teams, and was the face of the North Stars as General Manager and President. Prior Legacy Award winners include Lou Cotroneo, Neal Broten and Glen Sonmor.

 For the first time, FOX Sports North will incorporate an exclusive Hockey Day Minnesota theme song throughout the broadcast. “Winter Love” by Bracher Brown, which was previewed earlier in January by Paul Fletcher on Cities 97, will air throughout the day along with highlight clips and unique content. The track can be purchased on iTunes.

 Another new element, FOX Sports North will debut a winter “Fan Express” bus on Hockey Day Minnesota. The fully wrapped 55-seat luxury charter bus featuring FOX Sports branding and Minnesota hometown winter sports teams will serve as a shuttle for fans attending the outdoor events in Elk River.

 Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 Features:

The Handke Pit: A one-of-a-kind outdoor rink in Elk River, Minn., the Norman Rockwell-like site was formed by glaciers, and the natural bowl ‘pit’ is on the National Register of Historic Places. It has been in continuous use as a winter rink since the 1920’s, and features extensive stonework and a stone warming house dating back to the New Deal.

Pine City: Brain cancer took Beau Berglund at the age of 25. The hockey fanatic’s funeral was held at a hockey rink in Pine City, Minn. His memory lives on through an annual outdoor charity tournament in Pine City on Hockey Day.

Andrew Qualy: A Shakopee native and avid hockey player, Qualy joined the Army in 2013. While serving in Iraq, he was wounded in action and suffered a broken skull and shattered leg. Now back in Minnesota, the Minnesota Warriors hockey team plays an important role in his rehab, both mentally and physically.

Paul Martin: The Elk River, Minn. native and current Pittsburgh Penguin is arguably the best hockey player the community has produced. Martin gives us a personal tour of his hometown and reflects on his hockey memories.

The Reilly Family: Three brothers, Conner, Ryan and Mike, all currently play hockey for the Golden Gophers, following in their dad’s footsteps.

Special Olympics Poly-Hockey: A heart-warming story about the Burns family from Owatonna and a reminder that hockey is for everyone. Learn more about poly-hockey, a sport only offered by Special Olympics in the states of Minnesota and Michigan.

 A “FOX Sports Supports” partner, Special Olympics Minnesota will be honored as an important community partner on Hockey Day Minnesota. The not-for-profit organization will officially kick off their Polar Plunge season at Lake Nokomis (the site of the U.S. Pond Hockey Championships) with the support of FOX Sports and FOX Sports North.

 The Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 schedule is as follows:

 10:00 a.m.             Rochester Lourdes vs. Cloquet/Esko/Carlton Handke Pit, Elk River         FSNorth/ PLUS, FS2/FSGo               

 1:30 p.m.               Elk River vs. Stillwater                                         Handke Pit, Elk River         FSNorth/ PLUS, FS2/ FSGo

 5:00 p.m.               University of Minnesota vs. Ohio State             Mariucci Arena                   FSNorth/PLUS, FS2/ FSGo, BTN2Go

 8:00 p.m.               Minnesota Wild vs. Dallas Stars                         Xcel Energy Center           FSNorth/PLUS

 *11:00 p.m.           Elk River vs. Anoka (girls)                                    Handke Pit, Elk River        FSNorth/PLUS, FS2, FSGo

 *Delayed Broadcast

 Hockey Day Minnesota 2014 on FOX Sports North will be the eighth annual celebration of hockey from peewees to pros. Previous sites for outdoor games include Baudette Bay (2007-08), St. Paul (2009), Hermantown (2010), Moorhead (2011), Lake Minnetonka/Excelsior (2012) and Grand Rapids (2013).

Zach Parise on injury, fatherhood, Jamie Langenbrunner; Wild updates
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Wearing a yellow, non-contact jersey, Zach Parise took part in an optional practice with about a dozen other guys on the ice this morning at Xcel Energy Center.

It was Parise’s second time on the ice and first with some teammates since his last game Dec. 22 at the Rangers. He’ll miss his 12th consecutive game Thursday against the Oilers with a broken foot.

Parise said he barely broke a sweat Tuesday, so today’s practice was a better test to see how it felt. He described it as “OK.”

“A couple times I found myself off balance, sometimes favoring the other foot,” Parise said. “But after a while when I got comfortable using it, it felt pretty good. Quick starts, it felt much better than it did a month ago, so that’s a good sign.”

Parise praised the job the team has done since he was sidelined, “especially this last little stretch.”

Right now, he has got no timetable for a return.

“It’s skate, see how you feel the next morning, do a little more if you feel OK, then see how you feel the next morning,” Parise said. “So I’ll see how it is when I wake up in the morning. Timeline, I don’t know. You’ve got to get back into game shape and playing shape. It was tough not to being able to do that type of stuff for three, four weeks. It’s hard.”

On Jan. 8, Parise’s wife, Alisha, gave birth to twins – a girl, Emelia, and boy, Jaxson.

“It’s been the greatest thing ever. I couldn’t be happier,” Parise said. “It’s 10 times better than the way people describe it. Everyone says it’s the greatest thing in the world. You hear them, but you don’t really hear them until you go through it and see it and have them at home, it’s incredible.”

Coach Mike Yeo said it was great to see Parise on the ice today, but it’s imperative the Wild players who have gotten more significant roles in his absence “keep taking advantage of the opportunity.”

“We’ve got to make sure we don’t sit around waiting for him,” Yeo said. “We’ve got to make sure we bounce back from last night.”

The Oilers, a highly-skilled team, could be fired up Thursday. They made two trades today, sending goalie Devan Dubnyk to Nashville for local boy forward Matt Hendricks, who signed a free-agent deal there last summer. Hendricks played against the Wild the other day on a line with Eric Nystrom and Matt Cullen and one would assume plays in Minnesota on Thursday.

The Oilers then followed that up by trading a third-round pick to L.A. for Ben Scrivens. He is 7-5-4 with a 1.97 goals-against average and .931 save percentage. As an NHL exec told me recently, it’s tough trading for Kings goalies because “you could probably give up a goal a game for them.”

Well, I’d doubt that, but the inference is the system there makes the goalie. I suppose we’ll soon know if the Oilers’ porous defense makes a goalie, too.

I like Scrivens, and my guess is Chuck Fletcher had conversations with the Kings, too, about Scrivens. The price wasn’t expensive. But with the Wild’s goaltending situation in a state of flux with Niklas Backstrom under contract for three years and Josh Harding’s uncertain health situation, it’s hard for Fletcher to proceed with any certainty. In other words, you can’t just add a goalie and suddenly have three taking up space on the roster if, as hopes, Harding returns soon and gets back to form.

Harding was tremendous at 18-7-3 with a 1.65 goals-against average and .933 save percentage. Harding practiced today in the Wild’s optional.

Yeo indicated after Tuesday’s 3-0 loss to Ottawa that he wanted to have a practice today, but he was worried about weighing the need for rest with the need for work. Today, about half the Wild’s players did not practice.

Yeo explained that after watching the game again (which had to be tough for a coach that doesn’t drink caffeinated coffee), “It’s clear we couldn’t get to loose pucks, … couldn’t win our battles, … couldn’t move our feet when we got the puck. We would love to have some practice time,” but Yeo continued that with so many games in a short period of time with travel, “we’ve got to make sure we put some fuel back in the tank and make sure we compete hard [Thursday].”

The Wild played 48 games in the first 102 days this season, which was tied for the most games in the shortest period in the NHL. To put that in perspective, all NHL teams played 48 games in 99 days last year, so the Wild’s essentially at last year’s compressed pace.

I think the lack of practice time coupled with the grind of the pace has led to a team that has lacked energy on some nights.

Obviously, this hasn’t hurt Chicago and Anaheim, the other two teams that were at the Wild’s pace, but there’s a big difference in talent level, continuity and experience on those teams compared to the Wild.

“It evens out, but it’s been a challenge,” Yeo said.

Yeo actually met with some of the Wild’s younger players who took their optional off today because he feels it’s harder for younger players to take a day off and then play the next day. He says it’s easier for veterans to get mentally prepared.

Yeo said defenseman Jared Spurgeon has the boot off his, ahem, lower-body injury finally and is close to getting on the ice. Fletcher said Tuesday that he should skate by the weekend.

And Mikko Koivu is already walking without a limp and crutches.

“It’s amazing,” Yeo said. “I know he’s motivated to get back. It is encouraging …” seeing Parise, Koivu, Spurgeon and Harding around the team.

By the way, in practice today, assistant coach Darryl Sydor took part in the practice with the players. He wore the captain’s C on his sweater.

“He was handing out the jerseys and he happened to hand himself out the one with the ‘C’ on it,” joked Yeo. “He's officially the 17th defenseman in our organization. It might be lower than that actually.”

Sydor made sure to remind me he scored three goals, including the winner. Nate Prosser also wore a ‘C’ on his chest and Stephane Veilleux wore an ‘A.’

“He got a rebound,” Darcy Kuemper said, laughing. “Little easy for him because he’s got no equipment or a helmet, so guys couldn’t tie him up in front.”

Yeo wouldn’t say if Keith Ballard will get back in the lineup against the Oilers. If so, Yeo indicated that it would be playing the left side, which means either Clayton Stoner would be scratched or maybe Stoner plays the right side. There were shifts last night where Stoner played the right side, and ahem, Scandella and Stoner were on the ice for two goals against each.

Yeo wouldn’t say if Backstrom or Kuemper, who used to be junior teammates with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, would start. Backstrom is 17-1 with a 1.49 goals-against average and .942 save percentage at home against Edmonton.

The ONE loss? Last season’s home finale when he allowed three goals on five shots in 19 minutes in a 6-1 loss. That caused the must-win season finale the next night in Denver, the one Backstrom rebounded in by making 29 of 30 saves in a victory that put the Wild in the postseason for the first time in five years.

So, it wouldn’t shock me if Backstrom starts.

Lastly, Cloquet’s Jamie Langenbrunner, a two-time Cup-winning forward who won silver on the 2010 U.S. Olympic team as captain, retired today after 16 seasons.

Over an 1,109-game career, Langenbrunner scored 243 goals and 420 assists for 663 points, and also recorded a plus-minus rating of +62 to go along with 837 penalty minutes.

“When I went to New Jersey at first, I definitely knew of him and I’d met him before, but I guess we had those Minnesota ties with him and Erik Rasmussen,” Parise said. “So when I was a younger guy, he was so good to me and have me over his house for dinner and things like that with his family. I sat next to him in the locker room. He talked me a lot about being a professional and about playing the game the right way. I had my best years career-wise playing with him, so I owe him a lot. He’s gotten to being a really close friend of mine and to our family.”

That’s it for me. Fun day. I was actually filling in for Paul Allen when the Mike Zimmer news happened, so it has to be fun re-listening to a hockey guy squirm for three hours talking football.

Yucky performance, effort by the Wild against the Ottawa Senators
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Yuck.

It was bad enough having to write about this game for the paper, so I don’t know how much more I want to spend on it here.

3-nothing loss by the Wild. Just a poorly-played game from start to finish.

The team was flat, executed badly, from losing puck battles and races to having by far its worst passing performances in weeks. Passes were either ahead of guys or behind them much of the night.

Darcy Kuemper did an admirable job keeping the Wild in its for awhile, but the dagger came 5:55 into the third with the Wild actually pressuring. Marco Scandella broke his stick on a shot and Erik Condra made it 2-0 on a breakaway.

The Wild showed signs of frustration all night. It’s hard to tell totally on replay because you can’t see where Kyle Turris has the puck, but the team felt Clarke MacArthur was offside on Ottawa’s first goal. There were a few missed calls, like Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle being tripped and Ryan Suter being high-sticked right in front of one of the refs a shift before Condra made it 2-0.

But coach Mike Yeo said, “When you’re more engaged in the game, when you’re on top of your game, things like that don’t beat you.”

The Wild hasn’t had a practice since last Wednesday because of mandatory CBA days off and also because of the travel to and from Phoenix on Monday and the travel to and from Nashville. The team looked like a team that was tired and didn’t practice a lot tonight, although Yeo said it was no excuse and it needs to use Wednesday’s practice “efficiently” before Edmonton comes to town.

The bad thing tonight is 9th-place Phoenix lost, so the 8th-place Wild could have gained a six-point cushion on the Coyotes, who still have three games in hand. Dallas, in 10th, won.

The Wild suddenly has flipped the script and has won three in a row on the road but has lost four of six at home.

That’s got to change.

“We need points,” Jason Pominville said. “We have to find ways, whether we practice or we don’t. It’s up to everyone to dig deeper and find a way to get yourself going.

“You’ve got to be good at home. For the most part this year, we have. But if you want to be a team that climbs in the standings and a team that’s tough to play against, you have to be better than what we were at home. Tonight just wasn’t good enough.

“We had an opportunity to create a little distance and create that separation a little bit. It’s unfortunate we didn’t come out with the effort.”

Guess what? That’s it. This blog is yucky like tonight’s game. Wild needs to turn the page at practice Wednesday.

I’ll be filling in for Paul Allen on KFAN from 9-noon Wednesday. I’ll have Darcy Kuemper as a guest at 9:55, Mike Florio, Lavelle E. Neal The Third, Marney Gellner and others.

Kent Youngblood is covering practice because I’m grabbing lunch with a player afterward for a weekend feature. So Kent will be on here to blog afterward.
Josh Harding talks about recent absence from Wild's lineup; Zach Parise skates 
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Wild goalie Josh Harding, who took part in the Wild’s morning skate today in preparation for tonight’s game against the Ottawa Senators, talked this morning to the media for the first time since his Dec. 31 start against the Blues.

Harding will miss his seventh consecutive game today and 11th in the past 13 games since having his treatment altered for multiple sclerosis.

He had not been feeling well, and while Harding didn’t get into specifics, he certainly intimated this was MS-related many times during his press gathering and said he’s feeling well now.

“I wasn’t feeling good,” Harding said. “If I felt even a little bit like I could play, I would have. But there are some things that are out of my control and I thought we did everything that is in our control to get back to where we are right now.

“Like I said, it was out of my control.”

Harding plans to practice with the Wild for the first time Wednesday. Asked how long he thinks it’ll take him to get back in the lineup, Harding said, “I’ve been working out hard with our strength coach, Kirk Olson. While the team’s been gone, I’ve been on the ice. Now it’s just a matter of getting the reps in and getting back, finding a rhythm and getting in control.”

Harding is 18-7-3 (18-5-3 before he left the team Dec. 18). He still leads the NHL with a 1.65 goals-against average and is second with a .933 save percentage.

He doesn’t want to look at what-ifs, but he admits the timing of this was awful.

“When you’re playing good, when you’ve got that rhythm, when you’re getting in there and finally getting the chance, you want to run with it,” Harding said. “Again, there are some things that are out of my control and I’m just happy with how we all dealt with it and figured out what we could control and did it.”

On how happy that the Wild has won five of six since he left the team, Harding said, “They’ve been playing awesome. I need to work hard to not be the weak link when I get back. Kuemps and Backy have been dynamite.”

Speaking of “Kuemps and Backy,” Darcy Kuemper will get a second consecutive start and third in five games tonight against Ottawa. Kuemper is coming off a 23-save shutout at Nashville and has stopped 62 of 63 shots in the past two games (excluding his four in a shootout at L.A.).

“He looks much more composed and in control in the net,” coach Mike Yeo said. “It was evident in the shootout how confident he is when he made that save on [Mike] Richards (referring to how Kuemper coolly flipped the puck out of his glove). Earlier this year, he had a bit of a deer in headlights look. He’s delivered.”

Kuemper looked cool, calm and collected before his first home start of the season. He was shooting the breeze with teammates all post-skate in the locker room.

Same lines tonight and D pairs as the last three games and a period (Yeo changed the lines right before the rally in L.A., after Jarrett Stoll made it 1-0). That means Mike Rupp and Keith Ballard will be scratched.

I talked to Ballard this morning and will have his quotes in Wednesday’s paper regarding what he feels about being scratched in four straight games. Basically, he understands Yeo not wanting to change the lineup right now and admits he’s got to be better.

Zach Parise skated for the first time today. He will miss his 11th straight game and is still a ways away from returning.

Jared Spurgeon is expected to skate by the weekend and Mikko Koivu is progressing.

Brett Bulmer will miss six to eight weeks with a sprained ankle and sprained knee. Much better diagnosis than initially feared. He’s in Des Moines rehabbing.

I’m about to join Sirius/XM at 12:25 p.m. for a little radio

I am doing the Star Tribune Chalk Talk tonight with Wes Walz at 5:30 p.m. If you want tickets to that and the Senators game or future Chalk Talks, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk. I’ll also be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission tonight.

On Wednesday, I will be filling in for Paul Allen on KFAN from 9-noon, so please tune in and call in.

Lots of great efforts as Wild bounces back and shuts out Nashville
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The Wild won for the fifth time in six games and third in a row on the road tonight with a 4-0 victory over the Nashville Predators.

Real good game for the Wild, which limited the Predators to very few legit scoring chances and helped Darcy Kuemper to his first career shutout. Kuemper made 23 saves for his third career win, and he had to be particularly good in the second.

The Wild clamped down defensively, but it did spend some extended shifts in its own end and went the final 13:44 of the period without a shot. But even then, the Wild had a 2-0 lead thanks to goals by Dany Heatley and Jason Zucker and it always felt like the Wild had the game in pretty good control. Still, Kuemper was good controlling rebounds and was real good playing the puck and helping out his defensemen.

Good bounceback win for the Wild, which felt it deserved better than zero points in allowed 18 shots during a 4-2 loss less than 24 hours earlier to Colorado.

The Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Zucker line was great again, with Coyle assisting on both goals by his linemates. He had a funny anecdote about Heatley in the gamer, so read that at www.startribune.com/wild.

“Those three guys, the last two games have been by far their best without the puck,” coach Mike Yeo said.

All the goals by them have come off rushes and Yeo noted it could not happen if not for being good defensively, quick to transition and spending less time in the defensive zone.

Ryan Suter, the ex-Pred, was an absolute stud tonight. He had one assist in 28:42 of ice time and was plus-2 and just was so strong in his own end and started the transition of both goals by Heatley and Zucker. Before the Heatley winning goal, he forced the turnover and led the rush. Before the Zucker goal, he was a defensive-zone battle before going for a line change.

Just a great game for a guy that you know couldn’t have been too happy for the turnover that led to Ryan O’Reilly’s winner the night before.

Yeo went on and on about the leadership on this team with guys like Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise hurt. He went down the list of players and said there’s a lot of good things going on behind the scenes that we never see, like Jason Pominville not showing up on the score sheet tonight, but “you’re not there to see how he is on the bench and the way he goes out shift after shift. Sutes, same thing, …” and so on and so on.

The Wild opens up a three-game homestand Tuesday against Ottawa. Yeo already said Kuemper will start.

“We just want to keep it going,” Yeo said. “Every game we have a lot of things that we need to do right to have the right outcome right now [because of all the injuries].”

Matt Cooke and Marco Scandella also scored third-period goals tonight. Scandella was great again. So was Nate Prosser, who has stepped in admirably ever since Jared Spurgeon injured his foot.

Nino Niederreiter has eight points in the past eight games. Mikael Granlund had an assist and won 9 of 16 faceoffs. Erik Haula had four shots to lead the team. Coyle was awesome. Clayton Stoner was physical with three hits. The Wild blocked 21 shots. The Wild has given up two goals in the past three road games. Heatley scored his 63rd career winning goal and first this season.

I wrote a good amount on Heatley in the gamer and will come back with a pretty good story on the relationship young forwards Coyle, Granlund, Niederreiter and Zucker have with Andrew Brunette, Darby Hendrickson and Darryl Sydor.

That will be in Tuesday’s paper. The Wild has an off-day Monday, so barring news, no blog.

Remember, I’ll be doing our third Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz prior to Tuesday’s game against Ottawa. If you would like to attend the Chalk Talk and attend the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

I’ll be filling in for Paul Allen on Wednesday from 9-noon, incidentally, on KFAN (100.3-FM).

I’ll also be on KFAN on Monday at 11:40 a.m. and Tuesday at 9:55 a.m.

Darcy Kuemper to start tonight vs. Nashville, which includes Jon Blum's "big return"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 12, 2014 - 5:19 PM   
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Darcy Kuemper gets the start in the second of back-to-back games tonight when the Wild visits the Nashville Predators.

The Preds also played last night, losing in a shootout to the Ottawa Senators. By the way, the Predators are 0-5 in shootouts with one goal on 18 tries, believe it or not. Coach Barry Trotz indicated he planned to come back with Marek Mazanec tonight.

He’s 22 and from the Czech Republic. He’s is 8-9-4 in place of Pekka Rinne with a 2.75 goals-against average and .904 save percentage.

Kuemper will make his third start of the season. On Tuesday, he made a career-high 39 saves during a 2-1 shootout win at L.A. for his second career ‘W.’ He stopped another four in the extra, extra session.

Same lineup for the Wild tonight as in its 4-2 loss last night at home against the Colorado Avalanche.

That means Jon Blum, the Predators’ 2007 first-round pick who played 91 games for Nashville over three seasons, plays his former team for the first time and third in a row for the Wild in place of veteran Ketih Ballard.

Blum scored seven goals and 15 assists for the Predators. At the time of his recall from Iowa, Blum was tied for the AHL team’s scoring lead with 17 points in 31 games.

“The big return,” coach Mike Yeo joked, referring to how Preds fans love to hate Ryan Suter. “We’ll put him on the ice with Sutes at the same time so we won’t know who they’re booing.”

Yeo has liked Blum’s game so far, saying, “he’s played composed, he’s executed, he’s moved the puck well. It helps that Iowa plays the same system because he’s come up and he’s fit in seamlessly.”

Yeo on tonight’s game: “There’s a new challenge every day and the challenge for today is to see if we can bounce back. We went on a nice little run here (four wins in a row before Saturday’s loss). But we really have to guard ourselves to make sure that … -- quite often you have a run like that and then you have a game that maybe you felt like you deserved to win and you don’t get the result that you want and then there could be a letdown, especially with a young group.

“How do we bounce back? This is the only thing that matters to me. So what we did two, three, four games ago, it’s absolutely meaningless to me right now. It’s how do we go out and perform this game.”

I think Yeo just conveyed his message during today’s morning meeting. Yeo expects a tight-checking game against the notoriously stingy Predators.

Not much else going on. I asked Yeo about Matt Cooke, who took two costly penalties last night and has five minors in the past four games. Remember, he went the first seven games this season without a minor.

“He’s working extremely hard, but you have to make sure you’re doing it the right way,” Yeo said. “That was a penalty that was deserved last night (I assume he means the second one), but it was also a penalty out of effort. You’re working hard, but you’ve got to be doing the right things, you’ve got to make sure you’re keeping your stick on the ice and moving your feet. We want to keep the work ethic but losing the penalties.”

Remember, the game’s an early 6 p.m. start tonight and on FSN++++++++++++++++

Remember, I’ll be doing our third Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz prior to Tuesday’s game against Ottawa, who bizarrely got to the Twin Cities today and will spend the next few days roaming around the Mall of America, I presume.

If you would like to attend the Chalk Talk and attend the game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

I’ll be filling in for Paul Allen on Wednesday from 9-noon, incidentally, on KFAN (100.3-FM).

Wild winning streak comes to an end

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news  Updated: January 11, 2014 - 11:07 PM   
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Greetings from Xcel Energy Center, where the Wild’s four-game winning streak was snapped by Colorado.

It was hard to get a great read out of the locker room. With a game tomorrow in Nashville, everybody was getting out of there fast. But,  from talking to players, there didn’t seem to be too much despair after the home loss.

The players and Mike Yeo both said the team played well, or at least well enough to win. The team controlled the puck, got scoring chances. Problem was, the team also made some mistakes and Colorado made them pay.

Here are some observations from tonight’s game:

--After being so good while winning three straight games, I thought Niklas Backstrom was a bit less effective tonight. Even he admitted that Ryan O’Reilly’s first goal – a bad-angle shot from beneath the circle to Backstrom’s left that made the score 2-0 --, wasn’t a good one. “I’d like to have that one back," he said.  Still, I think, he played well enough to win. Colorado’s first and third goals came as a result of mistakes, leaving Backstrom holding the bag. Now we’ll see how Darcy Kuemper handles the pressure of a must-win road game tomorrow.

--Both Charlie Coyle and Dany Heatley were talking post-game about the chemistry the two are forming now that they’ve had a chance to play together for a while on a lie that also includes Jason Zucker. Heatley assisted on both of Coyle’s goals, and both passes were very nifty. For Heatley, it was his second multi-point game of the season and it was Coyle’s first two-goal game.

--Matt Cooke took two very ill-advised penalties tonight. The first created a 5-on-3 advantage for Colorado, the second came shortly after O’Reilly’s game-winning goal, with the Wild buzzing in the Colorado end.

--The Wild power play, hit or miss all season, was very ineffective tonight. In two chances the Wild failed to create a decent scoring opportunity.

That’s about it for now. The mighty Mike Russo will be back in the saddle tomorrow night in Nashville. Have a great rest of your weekend.

Koivu believes he will return to the lineup before the Olympic break

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 11, 2014 - 12:53 PM   
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Mikko Koivu, on crutches, met with members of the media after the Wild’s morning skate today. It didn’t take long to get the impression that, while the pain in his surgically-repaired right ankle is already fading, it will take much longer for his frustration to do the same.

He, along with other key Wild players, has to watch his team play. And then there is the question of the upcoming Winter Olympics, where he is expected to captain the Finnish team.

“I’m not going to sit here and say I haven’t thought about it,” said Koivu, who took a puck to the skate in the Wild’s game with Washington Jan. 4. He left the game briefly, then returned long enough to pick up assists on two Ryan Suter goals before ultimately leaving the game for good. He had surgery two days later. The prognosis for his return is about four weeks.

“More than anything, I think it’s just the frustration, when you’re in the middle of the season, you feel good and we were starting to get on a roll again, things like that,” Koivu said. “The frustration, that’s the biggest thing, not being able to do the things with the team.’’

The Washington victory was the team’s second straight after ending a six-game losing streak. Since then the injury-riddled Wild has won two more and is bringing four-game winning streak into tonight’s game with Colorado.

That said, Koivu  said he believes he will play in the Olympics, and he is confident he will have returned to action with the Wild before the Olympics begin. Given the general four-week timetable, that will be cutting it close. The Wild plays 13 more games before breaking for the Olympics, with games Feb. 1, 4 and 6.

“I’m pretty confident on the Olympics, that I’ll be there,” Koivu said. “But it’s too early to make that call. What the time schedule will be, I don’t know that right now. I don’t think anyone does. But, talking to people who have had (the same surgery), and talking to the doctors, I think I’ll be playing games here before the Olympics start.’’

Asked if he’d be willing to wear extra skate protection going forward, Koivu wavered, saying he’d heard the protection makes skating less comfortable. “If they can make a good one, make it comfortable? I’m sure I’d wear one,” he said. “But we’ll see.”

Here are some other notes from this morning:

--Josh Harding skated on his own with goalie coach Bob Mason before the rest of the team took the ice Saturday. Wild coach Yeo says it's a good sign for Harding, who has missed the past four games due to not feeling well. Prior to a two-game return in losses to the Islanders and St. Louis, Harding missed another four games to make what was termed "a minor adjustment" to his treatment protocol for multiple sclerosis. Yeo said it was a good sign to see Harding on the ice, but didn’t have a specific timetable for Harding’s return. “I talked to him this morning and he’s been feeling better the last couple days,” Yeo said. “So we’ll look for him to join the group here soon.

--Yeo said there is no specific timetable for Zach Parise to return to practice. Parise, who has a broken foot, has missed eight straight games.  Yeo said the hope is for Parise to get back on the ice next week, most likely skating on his own a few times before the decision is made for him to return to practice. “He’s getting there,” Yeo said. “He’s feeling better. Obviously, we’d be very anxious for him to rejoin the group here. So, hopefully, sometime next week we can get him with us.’’

--Defenseman Jared Spurgeon (foot) is scheduled to meet with a doctor some time Saturday evening, after which a timetable for his return to action might be available.

--Yeo said he’d be going with the same lineup tonight as he did in Phoenix, which means defenseman Jonathon Blum will be in the ice again. Yeo wouldn’t say who would start in goal, but it appears Niklas Backstrom will get the start tonight, with Darcy Kuemper going tomorrow in Nashville
Fontaine, Backstrom shine in win at Phoenix; Wild considering Theo?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 10, 2014 - 12:17 AM    
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Funny thing happened Thursday morning inside the visitor’s dressing room here at Glendale Arena.

As the room opened, a swarm of media headed to the back wall of the room. Justin Fontaine was all alone back there, so he stood up to address to the horde of buzzards, I mean reporters, before we all made an abrupt beeline to his right where Jon Blum’s stall was.

Psyche! After all, it would be Blum’s Wild debut later that night. Fontaine started laughing as all his teammates began making fun of him.

“False alarm,” Fontaine said, embarrassingly.

Turns out we should have probably chatted with “Fonzie” because hours later Fontaine would connect on his first career hat trick in a 4-1 win over Phoenix, the Wild’s fourth consecutive win to thrust it back into the top-8 in the West for the first time since Dec. 22 (just an fyi, everybody around them, including the Coyotes, have games in hand on Minnesota, so don’t get too excited yet).

After the Wild went 1,449 days without a hat trick, it picked up its second in five days. Saturday against Washington, Ryan Suter became the first defenseman. Tonight, Fontaine became the first rookie, and this is a guy that was a healthy scratch six times in a 12-game stretch from Nov. 29-Dec. 22. He became the ninth Wild player to get a hat trick and 17th overall.

The first came off Keith Yandle’s rebound when he blew one by Matt Cooke’s screen. The second was a lucky bounce when Jason Pominville’s dump-in hit a stanchion and went to the front of the net with Mike Smith out. The third was an empty-netter.

Kyle Brodziak scored the winning goal, had an assist and was plus-3, Cooke and Nino Niederreiter had two assists each and Niklas Backstrom made 39 saves for his third win in a row as the Wild won in regulation on the road for the first time since Nov. 20 to complete a 2-0 road sweep.

The Wild has the day off Friday and hosts Colorado on Saturday before playing in Nashville on Saturday. Kent Youngblood will cover the Avs game.

The big story in my eyes tonight was Backstrom. A lot of us were surprised tonight at Mike Yeo’s decision to come back with Backstrom because of the magnitude of the game over Darcy Kuemper. Kuemper made 39 saves in L.A for his second career win.

But Backstrom didn’t disappoint. Personally, I think it was an organizational decision because the team needs to see 1) if Backstrom is healthy; 2) if he can continue to play well with this team so needing him right now.

Why do I say that? The Wild’s concerned about its goaltending with Josh Harding’s uncertain health situation and Backstrom’s struggles in the first half and his four afflictions this season (knee, concussion, virus and now abdominal soreness).

As I wrote in Friday’s game story, GM Chuck Fletcher may be looking to add a goaltender to provide some insurance. This is a league where it’s awfully difficult to make a trade and Fletcher also isn’t looking to throw away assets. So according to sources, the Wild is interested in maybe signing free agent Jose Theodore, who is working out daily and skating weekly in South Florida.

Again, we’ll see if Backstrom’s three-game winning streak and outstanding performance tonight (27 of his 39 saves in the first 40 minutes) slows the GM down, but after talking to a bunch of people, it wouldn’t shock me at all if Fletcher eventually looks at signing Theodore. A lot really depends on what’s the word on Harding once we get back to Minnesota.

The Wild is spending the night in Phoenix and heading back in the morning for an off-day. Next access is Saturday morning. Mikko Koivu is also expected to talk for the first time since ankle surgery Saturday morning, so Kent will have that.

Amazing that it was just last week when the Wild was at the trail end of a six-game losing streak and Yeo was potentially on the chopping block if he had lost to Buffalo or Washington. It feels like centuries ago. I’ll have a lot more on that in Saturday’s paper.

I emailed back and forth with Zach Parise today. He became a dad to twins yesterday, and I talked to him about shot blockers and fatherhood. Those quotes are in the Blum/Ballard game notebook on www.startribune.com/wild.

Jason Zucker took a puck from Shane Doan’s shot above the left kneecap in the third period tonight. Scary scene as he couldn’t put any weight on it going down the runway. But afterward, he was walking, had four stitches and said he’ll be fine.

That’s it for now. Barring news, no blog Friday.

Nik Backstrom gets tonight's start at Phoenix; Jon Blum to make Wild debut for struggling Keith Ballard

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 9, 2014 - 2:16 PM   
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Niklas Backstrom will get the start tonight against the Phoenix Coyotes, Marco Scandella, who missed practice Wednesday, will be in the lineup, Keith Ballard will be scratched and Jon Blum will make his Wild debut.

Those are your answers to all the Wild lineup questions that were heading into the pregame skate.

Afternoon from Glendale, where the Wild visits the Coyotes tonight at 8 p.m. CT. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

If you didn't see, I did a story on GM Chuck Fletcher's attempt to get his players to wear foot protection. That story can be read here. In recent games, Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jared Spurgeon and Scandella have all suffered injuries from being struck by pucks. Fletcher is bringing in somebody next week to custom make shot blockers for players.

I talked to Scandella this morning, and he will definitely try one out. He used to wear shot blockers, but he found them hitting the ice on crossovers and the second he took them off, he felt quicker and lighter on the ice. That's the issue most players have with them.

Coach Mike Yeo has made the decision to start Backstrom tonight. Despite some abdominal soreness lately, he hasn’t missed any practices, looked good yesterday and Yeo has decided to come back with him despite Darcy Kuemper’s 39-save (plus four in the shootout) performance in Tuesday’s win at Los Angeles.

Bit of a surprise.

Backstrom (4-9-2 with a 3.15 goals-against average and .896 save percentage) has won two in a row for the first time this season but has given up three or more goals in seven of his past eight starts. Yeo said the decision is not unlike Coyotes coach Dave Tippett coming back with Mike Smith despite Thomas Greiss’ shutout Tuesday against Calgary.

Smith (15-10-8 with a 2.89 goals-against average and .911 save percentage), who will represent Canada in the Olympics likely as their third goalie, has three wins in his past 16 appearances, no wins since Dec. 21 and has allowed three or more goals in nine of those 16 appearances.

“We’re very happy with the game Kuemps played,” Yeo said. “It’s very important for us. There’s a very good chance that as this weekend goes on that we’ll see him in the net again (Wild has back-to-backs home vs. Colorado on Saturday and in Nashville on Sunday), but for this game, going with the veteran guy, I think, is important.”

The ninth-place Wild are tied in the standings with the eighth-place Coyotes with 51 points, but Phoenix has three games in hand, so tonight is a very important contest.

The Coyotes are 10-3-3 in 16 games against Minnesota since 2009-10.

There was a point where Backstrom was a Coyotes killer. He’s now 13-10 in 23 appearances against them with a 2.18 goals-against average and .929 save percentage.

Blum, 24, a first-round pick by the Nashville Predators in 2007, will make his Wild debut. He’s excited after playing all season in Iowa. He’s now essentially the Wild’s extra defenseman with Matt Dumba assigned to Portland and Spurgeon hurt.

He has played 91 games for the Predators and at the time of his recall was tied for the Iowa scoring lead with 17 points in 31 games and tied for first on Iowa with four power-play goals (although my guess is we see Jonas Brodin and Justin Fontaine at the points of the second power-play unit tonight).

This will be the 6-foot-1, 188-pound defenseman’s first NHL game since April 27, 2013.

Yeo wants to see a “steady presence, a guy who defends well and makes a good first pass. He does have experience. He’s played in the league. He’s a right-shot, which was important for us. I think having a right-shot on that right side will help some of the execution problems that we’ve had a little bit lately. He’s got some sneaky skill.”

Ballard, a former Coyote, will be scratched for the second in three games. He had a real rough go in L.A. He was turning pucks over and iced the puck four times (although Erik Haula beat out one to wash it out, but that one by Ballard which came a few feet short of the red line happened right in front of Rick Wilson, who sends the D on the ice). His final shift was a chaotic one that is logged as 2:15 by the off-ice officials. He didn’t play the final 32+ minutes.

“I’ll grab him and the message is going to be very simple: ‘just take a game here, take a deep breath,’” Yeo said. “There’s been ups and downs, but by no means are we giving up on him. We still feel he’s a huge asset to our team and we have to work with him and try to get things back to where he’s feeling good and confident.”

Ballard talked to me about his struggles last week. Those comments can be found here.

Since missing nine games with broken ribs (his second injury of the season), he has no goals and two assists in 19 games. He’s a minus-13 in those 19 games with no +1 or better games.

“We’ve put him in kind of an uncomfortable position playing the right side,” Yeo said. “If we can, when we get him back into the lineup, I’d like to get him back on the left side. That’s where he’s played his best hockey for us this year. If you’re fighting it and you’re playing the off side as a defenseman, you feel the pressure a little more, you don’t see your options quite as well and you’re making a lot of plays from your backhand.

“It’s up to us try to get that confidence back in his game and put him in a position where he can be successful.”

This isn’t good. The Wild signed Ballard for a number of reasons, but one big one was because he had experience playing the right side.

Now, the Wild has put him in an uncomfortable position? The other confusing thing is Yeo saying he wants to get him on the left side when he returns. I don’t think he’s playing in front of Ryan Suter, Scandella or Clayton Stoner, so my guess is Ballard either sits for awhile if Blum proves his worth or when he returns, he’ll be back on the right side.

So Ballard and the Wild better figure this out.

No update on the health of Spurgeon, Parise or Josh Harding, Yeo said. Fletcher said no update yet on the severity of Brett Bulmer’s knee injury, but he does have at the minimum a high ankle sprain and will miss a good chunk of time.

Talk later.

Parises have twins, a boy and a girl

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: January 9, 2014 - 10:46 AM   
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Wild winger Zach Parise and his wife, Alisha, are the parents of twins.

Jaxson and Emelia are the names, according to a tweet from the Wild, and they were born yesterday.

While the Wild practices in Phoenix, Zach is home because of an injured foot, so the timing is great.

Parise said when he signed a 13-year contract with the Wild in 2012 that one of the reasons he wanted to come home to Minnesota was to start a family.

And the Parises were apparently not to be outdone by another hometown star, Joe Mauer. Joe and his wife, Maddie, had twin girls last July.

Zach will be on the U.S. Olympic team next month in Sochi, assuming his foot heals in time.  The Wild hopes he can start skating by this weekend.

Will have more after practice this morning.

Marco Scandella the latest shot-blocking Wild casualty; Yeo has fun with the media

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: January 8, 2014 - 6:29 PM   
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Mike Yeo tried to pull a fast one on the assembling media inside the old Glendale Arena this afternoon.

As we quickly huddled once media relations big cheese Aaron Sickman gave us the heads up with the old “Coach is on his way” warning, “Coach” emerged and took a spot in front of the Wild backdrop.

Something was strange though. “Coach” was wearing Yeo’s stylish Armani Exchange glasses, but this guy was shorter with a lot more hair. Turned out to be a stand-in -- video coordinator Jonas Plumb.

We in the media might be dumb, but we quickly figured out this wasn’t Yeo.

Moments later, Yeo emerged with a grin on his face.

“Hoping we’d be on to something there,” Yeo quipped.

Good afternoon from Arizona, where there’s a chill in the air. It’s in the 60s, so I plan to run across the street to the outlets and buy a windbreaker or something.

The Wild had a good practice this afternoon as the team looks to win its fourth in a row Thursday night. The Coyotes will have Mike Smith, who has three wins in his past 16 appearances, in goal and Oliver Ekman-Larsson back in their lineup.

The Wild will likely have Darcy Kuemper back in the cage, although Yeo – the real Yeo – wouldn’t divulge his starter. But Niklas Backstrom, who did practice again today, may not be fully 100 percent, so since Kuemper proved to us all last night in a 39-save victory over the Kings that he can play in this level, my guess is Yeo comes back with Kuemper.

Backstrom said today he thinks this abdominal soreness and tightness is related to last year’s sports hernia. He also confessed to me today that he played a month last season with a tear in his core muscle. That’s only notable because previously, Backstrom had always maintained that he sustained the sports hernia during that warmup injury at Chicago before Game 1. I always found that hard to believe though and figured it had more to do with him playing 42 of 48 games with Josh Harding sidelined.

Defenseman Marco Scandella missed practice today with a lower-body injury. Yeo wouldn’t say what part of the body or from what, but he was nailed by Justin Williams’ shot in the second period Tuesday and I saw him limping out of the arena today with massage therapist Travis Green. Scandella will get treatment and Yeo hopes he can play against Phoenix.

Almost like it’s contagious, this is the fourth Wild injury from a puck lately – Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jared Spurgeon are all injured.

I’ll have a lot more on this shot-blocking injury epidemic in Thursday’s Star Tribune.

If Scandella can’t play, former Nashville Predators defenseman Jon Blum will make his Wild debut as Keith Ballard’s partner. If Scandella plays, it wouldn’t surprise me if Blum plays instead of Ballard, who was benched (my term, not Yeo’s; see previous blog for what I mean) the final half of Tuesday’s game.

Just prior to the tying goal Tuesday, Yeo reunited the Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line. They were intact in Wednesday’s practice.

The second line was Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Jason Zucker. The third line was Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine. The fourth line was Stephane Veilleux-Erik Haula-Torrey Mitchell.

Yeo raved about Niederreiter again today and those quotes will be in Thursday’s Strib.

One thing Yeo loves is Niederreiter’s guts and how he drives the net and stands there. This is one thing many veteran NHLers and youngsters don’t even do. It’s hard to get out of the habit of the flyby. For instance, Jason Zucker played well against the Kings, but if he hit the brakes on the one Scandella set up in the first and didn’t glide past the net, he could have had a goal.

“It’s something we have to try to teach,” Yeo said. “I’m not going to try to pretend that we’ve taught Nino to do that. He came in with a real sense for how he goes to the net, how he stops in front. So we’ll keep encouraging them to utilize that skill. All these young players, we’re trying to develop them all.

“This is our challenge. When you have young kids, we’re trying to win right now, but at the same time, we’re trying to develop these guys, too.”

On Brodziak moving up to the third line, Yeo reminded that even though he’s been on technically the fourth, he’s not using him like a fourth-line guy. He’s still playing 15-16 minutes a night and against top lines.

Brodziak has 11 points this year, Mitchell eight. Prior to Jarret Stoll’s goal in the third period Tuesday, Mitchell tried a blind backhander in front to Brodziak, who couldn’t get a shot off. Turnover, goal.

Yeo said he was more upset that after a 30-second shift to start the period, Brodziak and Mitchell didn’t come for a line change after getting the puck deep.

“We talked this morning, through the course of the entire game, as a team, our changes weren’t even close to good enough,” said Yeo. “We allowed L.A. to attack with speed too many times.”

But Yeo also said that Brodziak and Mitchell need to make sure they’re managing the game and keep the puck in front of them. Obviously, Yeo wants them to score, “but at the same time you have to manage the puck in a way where you can defend if you give it up.”

Lastly, defenseman Ryan Suter took the ceremonial pregame puck drop with Kings captain Dustin Brown Tuesday night from KISS’ Gene Simmons and Paul Stanley.

Afterward, Simmons had some words of wisdom for Suter.

“He said, ‘Just make sure you keep all your teeth and have fun out there,’” Suter said, laughing. “I said, ‘Oh, I’ll try.’ He seemed like a good guy.”

That’s it for me. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show Thursday night and first intermission.

Also, the next Star Tribune Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and I is before Tuesday’s game against Ottawa. If you want tickets to that and the Wild game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.

Talk to you after Thursday’s morning skates.

Darcy Kuemper "redeems" himself in Wild's shootout win

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 8, 2014 - 1:16 AM   
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Mike Yeo said after tonight’s 2-1 shootout win by the Wild over the Los Angeles Kings that Darcy Kuemper “looked like a different goalie tonight.”

Looking back now, you could almost sense it this morning. He was just cool, calm and collected before his surprise start for a sore Niklas Backstrom. Kuemper, 23, had no external signs of being nervous. He was yucking it up with teammates, on the floor of the locker room stretching, shooting the breeze with me.

There were no jitters, no anxiety about going out against the Kings and proving to the organization, the fans, his teammates, himself that he can play at this level.

Kuemper had two rocky appearances earlier this season, including in his lone start at Toronto, a game the Wild dominated. But Kuemper gave up three goals on only seven shots through 32 ½ minutes before being pulled. After another tough outing in relief of Josh Harding in Montreal, people started questioning whether this kid can play in the NHL, if the Wild traded the wrong goalie in the Jason Pominville swap.

But Kuemper went down to Iowa, got his game in order, had been on fire before getting hurt Dec. 20 and came back to Minnesota with the AHL’s second-best save percentage.

Tonight, Kuemper was scintillating right from the drop of the puck. In a game the Wild was outshot 40-17, in a game where the majority of the first two periods were spent in Minnesota’s end, Kuemper made a career-high 39 saves for his second career win. He stopped all 30 shots he saw in the first 40 minutes, denied studs Jeff Carter, Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards and Justin Williams in the shootout and helped lift the depleted Wild to its third consecutive win and second in the past 11 road games.

“He was unbelievable,” said Nino Niederreiter (more on him below). “He’s a great goalie. He had a chance to showcase himself tonight. He made some big, huge saves and kept us in the game. He was over his mind sometimes. He made some big saves for us, even in the shootout.”

Said the Kings' Jarret Stoll: "Got to give him credit for sure. He made some big saves. He doesn't have a lot of experience in this league but he's a big guy, moves well, is very athletic and worked hard to see pucks."

This was the same Kuemper that gave up six goals on 16 shots in two appearances earlier this season.

“It was a chance to redeem myself,” Kuemper said. “My game’s at a place where I want it to be right now. I tried not to change anything up here.”

Kuemper said after he got his first few shots on net, he settled down, which was a far cry from the Toronto game, where he barely saw a shot. That put a ton of pressure on him in a game the Wild dominated but couldn’t score.

Most impressive about tonight is the fact that Kuemper was making his first start since being hurt with Iowa 2 ½ weeks ago. Remember, he was supposed to come to New York and back up Backstrom and start in Philadelphia the next night. But in a 44-save shutout against Hamilton, Kuemper was hurt when he bowled over in the final seconds.

“As much as he didn’t feel like he performed as well as he could have, he didn’t pout about it,” veteran Matt Cooke said. “He went down and played his butt off in the minors. Through injury, he’s back here and has to play. I give him tons of kudos.”

Nino Niederreiter, who scored the tying goal in the third period 2:35 after Jarret Stoll gave the Kings a 1-0 lead, scored his first career shootout goal in Round 4 after Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville and Charlie Coyle couldn’t beat Jonathan Quick. Remember, the Wild’s go-to shootout guys are back in Minnesota hurt – Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise.

Niederreiter said Cooke gave him a scouting report before his attempt, saying he saw a lot of room on Quick’s blocker side. So Niederreiter deked, went blocker and buried it.

His goal in the third was his third in five games and ninth of the season. It came two shifts after Yeo reunited the Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville line. Ryan Suter sent a stretch pass to Granlund, who hit Pominville at the blue line. Pominville set up Niederreiter as he drove the net.

Niederreiter was by far the Wild’s most dangerous player. He had four shots and five hits in addition to his tying goal and shootout goal.

Yeo called it a “statement.”

The Wild was outshot 30-11 against Washington and won 5-3. Tonight, it was outshot 40-17 and got hemmed in its zone for many extended shifts in the second in particular.

Yeo tried to call time but couldn’t get a whistle when the Wild was “turning pucks over left and right.” I mentioned on Twitter at the time and Yeo brought it up afterward, but there was a TV timeout and you could just see Yeo trying to get his squad to chill.

He said from that moment, the team was better.

One of the guys turning pucks over left and right was Keith Ballard. He didn’t play a shift after the 11:18 mark of the second period. So with overtime, he was benched for the final 33 minutes, 42 seconds.

“I don’t even know if that’s what we want to call it,” Yeo said when asked about benching Ballard.

OK, Yeo chose not to play him.

“We were running with the guys that were going at that point,” Yeo said. “We had to do different things to try to get to our game.”

Still, Wild need road wins. It got one tonight minus Koivu, Parise, Harding and Jared Spurgeon.

“It was ugly, but sometimes on the road, you’ve got to find a way,” Cooke said. “Kuemps stood on his head. He was the difference. We hung in there. It’s not going to be perfect every night. We’re missing some key components to our hockey club, so we’ve got to find ways to win.”

Onto Phoenix. Talk to you Wednesday after the team’s late afternoon practice.
Kuemper to start tonight vs. Kings; Dumba heading to WHL
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Darcy Kuemper will be making his second start of the season tonight for the Wild when it visits the Los Angeles Kings.

Niklas Backstrom is able to play, but has abdominal stiffness. Backstrom, during practice, spent extra time working with Andrew Brunette and goalie coach Bob Mason.

Backstrom didn’t practice yesterday because of what was termed maintenance by the Wild.

Coach Mike Yeo didn't reveal tonight’s starter. Backstrom was unavailable to the media, a Wild team policy on game days.

As you know, Josh Harding is on injured reserve. Kuemper, 23, the former Canadian Hockey League Goalie of the Year and Western Hockey League Player and Goalie of the Year, is 0-1 this season in two appearances. He has given up six goals on 16 shots for a .625 save percentage and 6.13 goals-against average. He was pulled in Toronto after allowing three goals on seven shots through 32:23.

But in the minors, he has gotten his game together. He, too, had been nursing an injury and wasn’t called up during the last Wild road trip because he was injured for Iowa.

For the Baby Wild, Kuemper is 7-10 with a 2.47 goals-against average and .929 save percentage, which is second in the AHL.

He said the other day that he feels he has gotten his game together and was anxious to show it up here. He gets that chance tonight.

In other Wild news:

-- Matt Dumba has officially been loaned to Portland of the Western Hockey League for the rest of the season. This has been reported the past few days and was in today’s Harding notebook here.

-- With Mikko Koivu sidelined a month after ankle surgery, Dany Heatley will wear the third ‘A’ with Ryan Suter (permanent A) and Jason Pominville, who has been wearing an ‘A’ since Zach Parise went down. Parise, again, is expected to start skating later this week. He’ll miss his seventh game tonight with a broken foot.

-- The Wild’s top three centermen tonight – Charlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund and Erik Haula – have combined for 137 games played in the NHL, and most of Coyle’s experience has been at right wing. The Kings’ top three centermen tonight – Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards and Jarret Stoll – have combined for 1,863. This doesn’t count Jeff Carter, who can slide into center. He has played 597 games.

Wild’s lines again are:

Heatley-Coyle-Pominville

Niederreiter-Granlund-Zucker

Cooke-Haula-Fontaine

Veilleux-Brodziak-Mitchell

My guess is Brodziak will move up to the third line at some point.

D pairs

Suter-Brodin

Scandella-Prosser

Stoner-Ballard

Goalies

Mike Greenlay

Kevin Gorg

(At some point, probably)

If you won’t Olympics rosters, check out the previous blog.

Mikael Granlund on making Team Finland: “It’s such a great feeling to be there and have a chance to play for your country and have a chance to win something there. It’s a great honor. It’s always an honor to put that Team Finland jersey on.”

Jonas Brodin on not making Team Sweden and being an injury alternate: “We have some good D-men in Sweden. I can’t focus on that right now. It’s a gameday. They texted me one week ago. If someone gets injured, I’m ready to play.”

WILD GOALIE DRAMA

Here’s mostly a cut-and-paste a Jan. 2 blog, but:

Backstrom and Harding have been the Wild's tagteam for GM Chuck Fletcher's five years (Harding has missed much of two full seasons though, once with a torn ACL/MCL, once last year with MS complications).

But it is unbelievable how many times Harding and Backstrom have been sick or injured in that five-year timespan and unbelievable how many times the Wild has had to carry three goalies on its active roster because of it.

The Wild's goalie carousel annually is not a normal thing in the NHL. I mean, just look at last year's playoffs as the best example. Backstrom hurt in warmups, Harding hurt during Game 4, the will he start, won't he start, will he start, won't he start drama at the pregame skate in Game 5.

Here’s this year alone:

Oct. 8 in Nashville, Backstrom strains his knee.

Oct. 15 in Toronto, Kuemper gives up three goals on seven shots and Harding, whom the Wild wanted to give the game off because of his MS, has to come in and relieve him.

Oct. 24 against Carolina, Harding sustains muscle spasms in his leg and Backstrom, in his first game back from the knee injury, has to replace him after two periods and start consecutive games against Chicago.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Harding can't start because he's not feeling well.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Backstrom suffered a concussion when run by Nazem Kadri. Harding has to enter.

Nov. 23 at Winnipeg, Backstrom is activated off IR to back up first game after concussion. Kuemper reassigned. In warmups, Harding suffers muscle spasms. Backstrom is thrust into duty (Kuemper is rushed back from the airport and arrives in the first period on emergency status), Backstrom wins that game, has to start in St. Louis and against Phoenix.

Harding returns against Colorado on Nov. 29 and then has to start Nov. 30 because Backstrom is sick.

Harding leaves the team Dec. 18-29 to have “minor adjustment” to his multiple sclerosis treatment protocol.

Jan. 2 against Buffalo: Harding not feeling well, Kuemper called up.

Jan. 6: Harding placed on injured reserve

Jan. 7: Backstrom's abdominal issue is causing Kuemper to start on a team already missing Koivu, Parise, Jared Spurgeon and Harding.

Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund make Team Finland; Jonas Brodin misses Team Sweden
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If Mikko Koivu can play in next month's Olympics, he will almost certainly captain Finland in Sochi, Russia. The captaincy was between Mikko Koivu and older brother Saku Koivu, and Koivu declined Finland's invitation to partake in the Olympics in order to rest up the stretch run of this season for Anaheim.

GM Chuck Fletcher said yesterday he expects Koivu will be back in the Wild's lineup by early February.

Koivu underwent surgery on his right ankle yesterday to accelerate the recovery of a broken ankle by a month. Here's that story.

Mikael Granlund, one of the heroes during Finland's gold-medal run in the world championships a few years back, has also made Finland's team.

However, 20-year-old Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin was left off Sweden's roster. As I said on Fox Sports North's pregame show Saturday, I thought it would be tough for Brodin to crack the top-7 because Sweden is so deep. Brodin, who is tied for seventh among NHL defensemen with seven goals and 22nd among NHL defensemen in ice time (24:29), reportedly will be the first alternate in case of injury.

The blue line includes Erik Karlsson, Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Alex Edler, Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson, Johnny Oduya, Niklas Hjalmarsson and Henrik Tallinder

The Tallinder selection is the lone confusing one. Snubs for Sweden on D besides Brodin include Victor Hedman, Tobias Enstrom and Hampus Lindholm.

Here is Team Finland

Here is Team Sweden

Yesterday, Nino Niederreiter made Team Switzerland. Here is that team.

Again, here's the United States, which include Zach Parise and Ryan Suter. This gives the Wild five participants in Sochi unless Brodin gets an invite at a later date.

Here's Team Canada

From the NHL: REPRESENTATIVES BY NHL TEAM

 Anaheim Ducks (7): F Ryan Getzlaf and F Corey Perry (Canada); D Sami Vatanen and F Teemu Selanne (Finland); F Jakob Silfverberg (Sweden); G Jonas Hiller (Switzerland); D Cam Fowler (United States).

 Boston Bruins (5): F Patrice Bergeron (Canada); F David Krejci (Czech Republic); G Tuukka Rask (Finland); D Zdeno Chara (Slovakia); F Loui Eriksson (Sweden).

 Buffalo Sabres (4): F Zemgus Girgensons (Latvia); G Jhonas Enroth and D Henrik Tallinder (Sweden); G Ryan Miller (United States).

 Calgary Flames (2): D Ladislav Smid (Czech Republic); G Reto Berra (Switzerland).

 Carolina Hurricanes (3): F Tuomo Ruutu (Finland); D Andrej Sekera (Slovakia); D Justin Faulk (United States).

 Chicago Blackhawks (10): D Duncan Keith, F Jonathan Toews and F Patrick Sharp (Canada); D Michal Rozsival (Czech Republic); F Michal Handzus and F Marian Hossa (Slovakia); D Niklas Hjalmarsson, D Johnny Oduya and F Marcus Kruger (Sweden); F Patrick Kane (United States).

 Colorado Avalanche (4): F Matt Duchene (Canada); G Semyon Varlamov (Russia); F Gabriel Landeskog (Sweden); F Paul Stastny (United States).

 Columbus Blue Jackets (5): G Sergei Bobrovsky, D Nikita Nikitin, D Fedor Tyutin and F Artem Anisimov (Russia); F Marian Gaborik (Slovakia).

 Dallas Stars (3): F Jamie Benn (Canada); G Kari Lehtonen (Finland); F Valeri Nichushkin (Russia).

 Detroit Red Wings (10): F Pavel Datsyuk (Russia); F Tomas Jurco and F Tomas Tatar (Slovakia); G Jonas Gustavsson, D Jonathan Ericsson, D Niklas Kronwall, F Daniel Alfredsson, F Johan Franzen and F Henrik Zetterberg (Sweden); G Jimmy Howard (United States).

 Edmonton Oilers (3): F Ales Hemsky (Czech Republic); D Anton Belov (Russia); D Martin Marincin (Slovakia).

 Florida Panthers (2): F Aleksander Barkov (Finland); F Tomas Kopecky (Slovakia).

 Los Angeles Kings (6): D Drew Doughty and F Jeff Carter (Canada); D Slava Voynov (Russia); F Anze Kopitar (Slovenia); G Jonathan Quick and F Dustin Brown (United States).

 Minnesota Wild (5): F Mikael Granlund and F Mikko Koivu (Finland); F Nino Niederreiter (Switzerland); D Ryan Suter and F Zach Parise (United States).

 Montreal Canadiens (8): G Carey Price and D P.K. Subban (Canada); F Tomas Plekanec (Czech Republic); D Andrei Markov and D Alexei Emelin (Russia); G Peter Budaj (Slovakia); D Rafael Diaz (Switzerland); F Max Pacioretty (United States).

 Nashville Predators (2): D Shea Weber (Canada); D Roman Josi (Switzerland).

 New Jersey Devils (3): F Patrik Elias and F Jaromir Jagr (Czech Republic); F Damien Brunner (Switzerland).

 New York Islanders (4): F Michael Grabner and F Thomas Vanek (Austria); F John Tavares (Canada); D Lubomir Visnovsky (Slovakia).

 New York Rangers (7): F Rick Nash (Canada); F Mats Zuccarello (Norway); G Henrik Lundqvist and F Carl Hagelin (Sweden); D Ryan McDonagh, F Ryan Callahan and F Derek Stepan (United States).

 Ottawa Senators (2): F Milan Michalek (Czech Republic); D Erik Karlsson (Sweden).

 Philadelphia Flyers (5): F Michael Raffl (Austria); F Jake Voracek (Czech Republic); D Kimmo Timonen (Finland); D Andrej Meszaros (Slovakia); D Mark Streit (Switzerland).

 Phoenix Coyotes (5): G Mike Smith (Canada); D Zbynek Michalek and F Martin Hanzal (Czech Republic); F Lauri Korpikoski (Finland); D Oliver Ekman-Larsson (Sweden).

 Pittsburgh Penguins (7): F Sidney Crosby and F Chris Kunitz (Canada); D Olli Maatta and F Jussi Jokinen (Finland); F Evgeni Malkin (Russia); D Paul Martin and D Brooks Orpik (United States).

 San Jose Sharks (4): D Marc-Edouard Vlasic and F Patrick Marleau (Canada); G Antti Niemi (Finland); F Joe Pavelski (United States).

 St. Louis Blues (10): D Jay Bouwmeester and D Alex Pietrangelo (Canada); F Vladimir Sobotka (Czech Republic); F Vladimir Tarasenko (Russia); G Jaroslav Halak (Slovakia); F Patrik Berglund and F Alexander Steen (Sweden); D Kevin Shattenkirk, F David Backes and F T.J. Oshie (United States).

 Tampa Bay Lightning (6): F Steven Stamkos (Canada); D Radko Gudas and F Ondrej Palat (Czech Republic); D Sami Salo and F Valtteri Filppula (Finland); F Richard Panik (Slovakia).

 Toronto Maple Leafs (3): F Nikolai Kulemin (Russia); F Phil Kessel and F James van Riemsdyk (United States).

 Vancouver Canucks (7): G Roberto Luongo and D Dan Hamhuis (Canada); D Alexander Edler, F Daniel Sedin and F Henrik Sedin (Sweden); D Yannick Weber (Switzerland); F Ryan Kesler (United States).

 Washington Capitals (3): F Alex Ovechkin (Russia); F Nicklas Backstrom (Sweden); D John Carlson (United States).

 Winnipeg Jets (4): G Ondrej Pavelec and F Michael Frolik (Czech Republic); F Olli Jokinen (Finland); F Blake Wheeler (United States).

Koivu has surgery on fractured ankle

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: January 6, 2014 - 4:08 PM   

print

Share35      Share via Email  

LOS ANGELES -- Mikko Koivu had surgery today in the Twin Cities because of a fractured right ankle and will miss at least a month of playing time.

The Wild captain suffered the injury in Saturday's victory over the Washington Capitals.  He played despite the fracture for most of the game, and had two assists in a 63-second span to set up Ryan Suter's tying and go-ahead goals 42 seconds apart on consecutive power plays.

"If there’s any question about his character or how high his competitive level is, I think this incident certainly should answer that," GM Chuck Fletcher said before practice this afternoon in El Segundo, Calif. "He came back, and the only reason why he left the bench is Mike [Yeo] asked him to leave the bench [late in the game] because he saw [Koivu] laboring, he saw [Koivu[ in pain, but Mikko wanted to stay and play. He’s a tough competitor, he’s clearly one of our best players, he’s our leader for a reason. It’s a big blow."

Koivu is the Wild's leading scorer and ranks third in the NHL among forwards in average ice time per game. He ranks 16th in the NHL in faceoff win percentage (.557) and has taken the seventh-most faceoffs (888).

Fletcher said this will provide more opportunity for youngsters Charlie Coyle and Mikael Granlund and others will have to step up. The Wild has recalled Erik Haula. (LINES ON BOTTOM OF BLOG)

By having surgery, Koivu's timetable has been accelerated by a month.

Koivu was placed on injured reserve earlier today, along with goalie Josh Harding, who has been fighting illness after adjustments to his treatment for multiple sclerosis. Fletcher wouldn't speculate at to why Harding hasn't been feeling well, however.

"He’s just not feeling well," Fletcher said. "I wish I could tell you more, we’re not hiding anything here. He just doesn’t feel well and whatever that’s from I can’t say. I can’t speculate, I don’t want to speculate. I think he’s feeling a little better, but he’s not able to play right now so we just kept him back and it’s a long flight, so rather than flying to this part of the country – and heat’s not a really good thing for him to be honest with you. But having him travel around the country ... . Hopefully he starts to feel better this week and we can get him back in the lineup soon."

Niklas Backstrom isn't practicing today. We're told maintenance as of now. Remember, he rarely takes practices off and Fletcher made clear when he re-signed Backstrom that he would like him to start. That is likely what this is.

Koivu is questionable for the Olympics in mid-February; the Finnish captaincy will be either Mikko or his older brother, Saku Koivu. Fletcher said "it depends on how quickly he heals," but the Olympics begin on Feb. 13. Team Finland will be named Tuesday.

"I don’t even know if that’s really our call," Fletcher said on Koivu partaking in the Olympics. "If he’s healthy, he’s eligible to go. I anticipate he’ll be healthy before the Olympics, but we’ll see how the recovery and the rehab goes. Sometimes these things are unpredictable. The surgery speeds up the recovery by about four weeks. Everything went well this morning from what we’ve been told, so I anticipate by four weeks he should be playing. So that’s right around the first few days of February. So all going well, hopefully he’ll play a few games for us before he heads over to Sochi."

Fletcher also said the team is "leaning toward" assigning defenseman Matt Dumba to Portland of the Western Hockey League.  Dumba is back after playing for Team Canada at the world junior tournament in Sweden. He will first head to Minnesota to see team doctors after an injury during the tournament and to look into a virus he caught that led to weight loss. He also has an apartment of personal items to gather.

Jon Blum has been recalled and will be the Wild's seventh defenseman until Jared Spurgeon returns from a foot injury.

Fletcher said Zach Parise, who has missed six games because of a broken foot, may start skating late this week.

As I've reported, Fletcher has been trying to make a trade anyway.

Asked if he'll ride this out or look to be more aggressive to bring in a forward, defenseman or address his goaltending situation, Fletcher said, "It’s not like this happens and all of the sudden you start picking up the phone. We’ve been trying to look at things for a while. It’s just a very difficult league to do things in. There’s not a lot of players that teams want to move that are available right now. Nobody’s moving their good players right now and everyone is still in the race. 

"So we’ll see what this does, but we can’t overreact. I think certainly tomorrow night we’ll see how we do and try to get a feel for what this group needs."

Mikko Koivu, Josh Harding placed on injured reserve; Ryan Suter honored 
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Good Monday morning to you. Blogging quickly from my iPhone.

I have no update on Mikko Koivu's injury yet, but he has been placed on injured reserve after taking a shot to the foot Saturday. Erik Haula has been called up. Koivu will have to miss at least a week and almost certainly longer, and this is obviously concerning news for a team already devastated by injury.

The Wild says it will have a further update on Koivu later after he sees the docs this morning. He joins Zach Parise and Jared Spurgeon on injured reserve with foot injuries. 

Down to six defensemen, Jon Blum has been called up. I don't know for sure yet if that means the Wild will assign Matt Dumba to Portland of the Western Hockey League. GM Chuck Fletcher said yesterday that a decision will likely come today. 

Josh Harding has also been placed on injured reserve. Hopefully, a further update is coming later.  

The Wild practices today at 2 pm PT, so update will be way later, so be patient. 

The going is really getting tough now for the Wild. 

In other news, Ryan Suter was named the NHL's Third Star of the Week behind Carolina's Jeff Skinner and St. Louis' Brian Elliott:

Suter led all defensemen with four goals and tied for first among

 blueliners with six points as the Wild (22-17-5, 49 points) won two of

 three games to move into fourth place in the Central Division. He scored

 his second goal of the season in a 2-1 loss to the St. Louis Blues Dec. 31.

 Suter followed that up with two assists, his third multi-assist/point game

 of the season, in a 4-1 victory over the Buffalo Sabres Jan. 2. He capped

 the week by recording his first career hat trick (on three shots on goal)

 in a 5-3 win over the Washington Capitals Jan. 4, becoming the first

 defenseman in Wild history to tally three goals in a game and first

 blueliner on any team to do so since March 20, 2011 (P.K. Subban). The

 28-year-old Madison, Wis., native has 5-24—29 in 44 games this season and

 leads all skaters in time on ice (1,305:45) and time on ice per game

 (29:40).

As expected, Nino Niederreiter has made Team Switzerland for the Sochi Olympics. 

"I'm really happy I got selected and that I'm a part of," he said via text. "I think we're going to have a really strong team."

More later.

Ryan Suter's hat trick highlights comeback, but Mikko Koivu's injury could be big headache
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It’s not often you come to a Wild game wearing a hat or toque and actually leave without it.

But Ryan Suter sent a lot of fans into the frigid winter night without any headwear after notching the first hat trick by a defenseman in Wild history during Minnesota’s 5-3 come-from-behind win over the Washington Capitals.

Suter went a perfect 3 for 3, scoring power-play goals 42 seconds apart in the second period and a 2-on-1 bullet off Clayton Stoner’s pass after Suter came out of the penalty box in the third. That was the only one of Suter’s shots Braden Holtby actually saw because the netminder was screened by Dany Heatley on the other two.

Great win by the Wild tonight after rallying back after a terrible first period in which it was outscored 2-zip and outshot 11-1. Read the gamer on www.startribune.com/wild for the details and some of the good quotes.

“We couldn’t have scripted that any better,” Capitals center Brooks Laich said. “Two-nothing lead. They have one shot. They’re not in our zone. They’re getting booed off the ice by their own fans on a Saturday night. I mean, we’re in total control of that game.”

But Wild players gave Mike Yeo a lot of credit for waking them up in the first intermission and then firing them up by barking up and down the bench to start the second period. That wound up being a four-goal second period highlight by three power-play goals. Nino Niederreiter got it started after a tremendous play by Charlie Coyle to chip the puck in and then outwork and outbattled Mike Green for the puck. Suter then made it 2-2, then 3-2, before Green scored his second goal of the game in fluky fashion when his dump-in banked off the end boards and off Niklas Backstrom’s pad and in.

But the Caps put their second puck in the seats of the period, and after a poor shift by the first power-play unit, the second unit came out, Jason Zucker won a board battle, the puck worked back to the point and Zucker redirected Keith Ballard’s shot for a 4-3 lead.

The bad news of the game is captain Mikko Koivu sustained a foot injury. Koivu was nailed by Nicklas Backstrom’s dump-in from a few feet away early in the second period. Koivu went down in a heap, then struggled painfully to the bench.

He emerged 3 ½ minutes later with the Wild on a 1:55 5-on-3. During that 63-second shift, he assisted on both of Suter’s power-play goals. But he didn’t play the final eight minutes of the third and finally coach Mike Yeo sent him to the locker room.

Yeo said he was in pain, but he didn’t have an update.

If Koivu can’t come on the upcoming two-game trip to L.A. and Phoenix, Yeo said “That would be enormous. I don’t even need to go into what he means to our team.”

The Wild is already without Zach Parise and Jared Spurgeon with foot injuries. If Koivu can’t come, the Wild will either need to move Torrey Mitchell back to center and play Mike Rupp or probably call up Erik Haula. Remember, the Wild lost Zenon Konopka on waivers.

The Wild is already playing seven of 18 skaters age 23 and younger. They all stepped up tonight and must continue to. Yeo praised Mikael Granlund, who assumed a lot of Koivu’s roles tonight. He had an assist, won 11 of 15 faceoffs

Still, this could be an issue if Koivu is sidelined. I’ll write more about the young kids Sunday for Monday.

The Wild was outshot 30-11 tonight. Backstrom made 27 saves. The 11 shots were tied for the lowest in a game in franchise history. According to the Elias Sports Bureau, no NHL team had previously scored five goals on less than 13 shots since shots started to be recorded in 1973.

Yeo joked their shooting percentage went up.

What else?

Wild’s now 7-0 against Washington at home.

Wild has won two in a row in regulation for the first time in a month (Dec. 2 and 5).

Second Wild win in a row both Dallas and Phoenix, two teams the Wild’s chasing, lost in regulation.

Suter was the eighth Wild player to get a hat trick and 16th hat trick all-time by the Wild. It was the first since Guillaume Latendresse at Phoenix in 2010 and the first at home since Nov. 27, 2009 (Chuck Kobasew). It was Suter’s first career hat trick. In fact, he only had one career 2-goal game. Read the gamer for the quotes.

The Wild’s 16-5-2 at home but now head to L.A. and Phoenix. The Wild is 1-8-1 in its past 10 on the road and hasn’t won in regulation on the road since Nov. 20 at Ottawa.

The three power-play goals in a period tied a franchise record. The four second-period goals was a season high for a period.

Koivu now has a five-game point streak and is five points from being the Wild’s all-time leading scorer.

Suter has five goals in the past four games after none in the first 40 and points in 11 of the past 12 games.

Zucker’s goal was his first career power-play goal. Niederreiter now has eight goals.

Granlund has won 28 of 42 draws the past four games.

Matt Cooke has four assists in his five games.

Backstrom has two wins in a row for the first time this year.

That’s it for me. The Wild isn’t practicing Sunday. Barring news, no blog. My guess is we won’t get a Koivu injury update until Monday, and it could come late because the team flies out in the morning for Los Angeles.

I will come to you from L.A. on Monday. Sorry about that. It’s going to be cold here if you hadn’t heard.
Jared Spurgeon to miss few weeks; Josh Harding still out

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 4, 2014 - 12:40 PM    
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The Wild has sustained a significant loss in its lineup for at least the next fews weeks as defenseman Jared Spurgeon, who has played alongside Ryan Suter the past two games and was plus-3 in 27 minutes against Buffalo on Thursday, will be sidelined with a lower-body injury. He has been placed on injured reserve.

Spurgeon, who has been banged up lately as it is, blocked a shot last game. He didn't miss a shift, but it sounds like it stems from that.

Jonas Brodin will move back to the right side with Suter and Nate Prosser will move to the second pair with Marco Scandella.

"Pross, I liked his game [the past few]," coach Mike Yeo said. "He's shown in the past that he can provide the kind of stability and defensive game that we need to go up against top lines. It’s a great opportunity for him."

Clayton Stoner will skate tonight with Keith Ballard, who was a healthy scratch last game.

"Bally's a very capable veteran guy," Yeo said.

He has struggled bigtime though. He's a minus-12 the past 17 games, and hasn't had a plus game during those 17. I talked to him today about his game and that will be a big part of my game notebook in Sunday's paper.

The Wild is down to six defensemen now with Jon Blum next on the depth chart. We'll see if the Wild now brings Matt Dumba back to Minnesota to add depth after world juniors (my gut has always been that he was going to be assigned to Portland of the WHL, which traded for his junior rights, after world juniors; now I'm not too sure, at least initially). The team may have to in order to step some sort of depth tide unless GM Chuck Fletcher can find a way to add a defenseman. I can't imagine the Wild's too comfortable with its depth on the blue line right now, especially until Ballard shows he can bring some stability to the lineup.

In other news, Justin Fontaine will miss tonight's game after inadvertantly colliding with Ballard in practice Friday. Yeo says he is sore and will see the doctors tonight at the arena. Yeo hopes it's not serious. In the meantime, Brett Bulmer has recalled and will slide into Fontaine's spot on the third line with Matt Cooke and Charlie Coyle.

In other potentially significant news, Josh Harding will miss his second game and third day in a row because he's not "feeling well." That's the only detail or update Yeo has provided, but this is obviously a concern.

"We'll just keep going day-to-day here. Not much of an update," Yeo said.

Yeo did talk today like Darcy Kuemper is here to stay for a bit and Niklas Backstrom must step up like he did against Buffalo.

"Kemps is a young kid and at some point if he is here and he does gets in, he’s going to have to perform," Yeo said. "We have seen what he’s capable of doing in the past, but having said that, I’m very comfortable with Backy and with his game right now. Talking to him the other day, he’s been waiting for an opportunity, and here it is."

That sounds to me like Yeo isn't expecting Harding back for a bit. We know he missed 10 days recently because he had his treatment altered for multiple sclerosis. If you remember last season, Harding missed two months starting with a scratched start in Vancouver because he was not reacting well to a new treatment protocol.

Hopefully this is a simple illness right now, but obviously it's a concern.

Again, if Harding will be out, the Wild needs Backstrom to step out or Fletcher's first priority before scoring and defense may be goaltending. Backstrom, by the way, has finally received goal support the past two games. He has gotten eight goals of support the past two games after TEN the previous TEN games, which is pretty insane.

Braden Holtby will start for the first time since Dec. 21. Martin Erat down to the fourth line with Brooks Laich back at third-line center.

Seven of the Wild's 18 skaters tonight will be 23-and-younger. One 23-year-old and six 21-year-olds or younger.

Yeo said they have to look at it as an opportunity and rise to the challenge.

The Wild had an optional skate today. Funny moment, but at one point when the Wild was almost 30 minutes into that optional, Yeo, who wasn't on the ice, looked in the locker room and saw how many of the Wild players were still out there.

Yeo walked out of the locker room and to the bench. Next thing you know, every player filed off in a line.

It was one of those, "Save it for the game," moments. But that's what happens when you have so many kids in a lineup. They were all just out there skating and skating and shooting and shooting, almost forgetting they have to play tonight against the Washington Capitals.

Zenon Konopka claimed off waivers by the Buffalo Sabres; Injury "updates"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: January 3, 2014 - 1:36 PM   
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The Wild's Zenon Konopka was claimed off waivers by the Buffalo Sabres.

Konopka, who signed a two-year deal with Minnesota in 2012, was claimed by the first team that had an option to take him (Buffalo's ranked 30th in the NHL) and the team closest to his hometown of Niagara-On-The-Lake, Ontario.

"It's 35 minutes from my hometown," Konopka said. "My mom was born in Buffalo, my grandparents, when they were alive, were from there, my aunt and uncle. The best call I made was to my aunt in the nursing home. She was telling everybody there, 'My nephew is going to play for the Sabres.'"

Here's a feature I wrote on Konopka in October.

Konopka has the top faceoff percentage in the NHL since he's been in the league and the most fights. Konopka was a fun guy to cover, always a great quote and a colorful character with all his business ventures, like ZK28 wines, and of course, his bunny rabbit, "Hoppy."

"I really enjoyed my time here," Konopka said. "I got so connected with the charities and the city and the people of Minneapolis-St. Paul. The toughest part of the whole thing is leaving this area. My time here was amazing, but this is the nature of the beast and I'll never forget my time here.

"I still plan to write that check to the Minnesota Wild Foundation [from his wine sales]."

Konopka gets to Buffalo late tonight and hopes to play vs. New Jersey tomorrow. We joked that maybe he'll get to play on the power play since John Scott does.

"I talked to Pat LaFontaine, and they value what I'm able to do on the ice and off," Konopka said. "I'm looking forward to the opportunity."

The move clears almost $500K from the Wild's cap and opens up a roster spot if GM Chuck Fletcher wants to make a move. If the Wild runs into center problems, it has Torrey Mitchell up here or Jake Dowell or Erik Haula in the minors.

But coach Mike Yeo is real happy right now with Mikko Koivu-Mikael Granlund-Charlie Coyle-Kyle Brodziak up the middle. All four lines contributed last night.

Niklas Backstrom will start Saturday against the Washington Capitals. Josh Harding didn't practice again today. Yeo said Harding is still not feeling well. He offered no other details and says that as of now, nobody has told him this is anything beyond just an illness.

If Harding can't back up against the Caps, Darcy Kuemper will.

Jared Spurgeon didn't practice today for the second time in as many practices. He's been banged up, but he was great against Buffalo on Thursday, so we'll see if he'll be able to play again against the Caps. If he can't play, Keith Ballard will get back into the lineup after being scratched against the Sabres.

The Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser pair was real good against Buffalo and maybe this is a chance for Prosser to get a string of games finally.

Lastly, Justin Fontaine got popped inadvertantly in a battle drill in practice. Fontaine left dazed and definitely hurt. Yeo had no update he would share but expects him to play. Like I said, he didn't look comfortable, so we will see. If Fontaine can't play, either Mike Rupp will slot in or the Wild will have to call up a forward.

That's it for now. Some good stuff from Brodziak on his "goal" last night. Those quotes will be in Saturday's paper. and he certainly had a sense of humor about the "goal." Talk Saturday unless there's news later today.

For one night, Wild's able to breathe easier after a complete win against the Buffalo Sabres

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: January 2, 2014 - 11:38 PM   
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It’s easy to slight a team mired in a six-game losing streak and 5-12-1 slide easily beating the worst team in the NHL.

“What’s it even mean?” was a question I received a number of times on Twitter and email tonight. In fact, I got so many cynical tweets, you all have futures in sports writing because we ink-stained wretches are nothing if not cynical.

But, hey, you play the opponents as they’re slated, and Thursday at the X, the lowest-scoring team and worst road team in the NHL arrived to face the Wild.

The Wild beat the Sabres in every way possible, so hey, it’s a start.

Does it save the season, save jobs, solve all problems, catapult the Wild back in the playoff race?

Nope.

But a turnaround must start with a victory, and maybe tonight’s 4-1 win was it. Maybe.

We will find out starting with the next big test coming Saturday – reigning MVP Alex Ovechkin, the great Joel Ward and the Washington Capitals.

Tonight, the Wild needed a victory, got a complete game from the roster, contribution from all four lines, six defensemen and a goaltender named Niklas Backstrom, who had his first shutout of the season spoiled with 1:12 left when Matt Ellis thought it would be cool to score on a delayed penalty.

Where would the Wild be without former Sabres captain Jason Pominville, who scored his team-leading 18th goal and second consecutive winning goal against his ex-mates.

Marco Scandella was 1:12 away from his third winning goal out of six career goals, Jason Zucker scored a big goal to turn a 2-0 lead into a more breathable 3-0 lead (although, we thought that against the Islanders, too) and Kyle Brodziak saw his 30-game goal drought snapped when referee Chris Lee graciously awarded him a goal that he won’t even get a credited shot for.

Brodziak was hauled down en route to a potential empty-netter. Coach Mike Yeo had a funny line about it in his postgame, and you can read the gamer on www.startribune.com/wild for that quote and more.

Yeo was all smiles on the bench late in the game and cracked some jokes in the postgame. Again, all’s not safe for the coach yet, there were good signs on the ice the past two games as the Wild started to get back to the identity of being a defensively-solid team.

For the second game in a row, the coaches split Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin and  Scandella and Jared Spurgeon, and the Suter-Spurgeon and Scandella-Brodin pairs were awesome.

Nate Prosser had a solid game, as did Clayton Stoner, who returned from a lower-body injury. Stoner had five hits and brought a much-needed physical element.

“After watching a couple games from the press box, it was a little bit evident that we were lacking a little bit of physicality, emotion,” Stoner said. “Tonight, right through the lineup, we played with a lot of emotion.”

The Wild finally played a good game in front of Backstrom and he was able to play with a lead for a change after the Wild broke a 0-0 tie with three second-period goals. Remember, it was 0-0 after one New Year’s Eve against St. Louis and the Wild broke first.

It didn’t tonight.

Nobody was celebrating after the game. There were happy faces, but everybody knows the Wild’s accomplished nothing yet. It’s got a lot of work to do, but maybe tonight’s win will instill some confidence again into the locker room and provide something to build off.

“If we bring that type of effort, we’re going to win a lot more games,” Pominville said. “It’s two in a row where we battled hard, we didn’t give up much. … If you look at it, we didn’t do anything special, but we did a lot of good things right, all the little details right, and it led to us outshooting them and for the most part outplaying them.”

That’s it for me. I talked to GM Chuck Fletcher tonight and he explained the Zenon Konopka waiver move as the Wild felt its top-four centers now will be Koivu, Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle and Brodziak. If the Wild needs, it can move Torrey Mitchell, who was great tonight by the way, to center, or look to Iowa, where it has Erik Haula and Jake Dowell.

Fletcher also indicated that he continues to try to “make something happen” in terms of a trade, so clearing a roster spot by having Konopka claimed or sending him to Iowa would help in that because eventually Zach Parise will taking one roster spot again.

Konopka will either be claimed or clear at 11 a.m. Friday. Follow me on Twitter for that news.

Talk to you after practice Friday.

Typical goalie drama before tonight's pivotal game; Zenon Konopka on waivers; Keith Ballard scratched

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: January 2, 2014 - 2:50 PM   
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Never a dull moment for the Wild, which is trying to snap a six-game losing streak tonight. As is often the case, it starts with goalie drama.

The Wild's six-game losing streak began in Pittsburgh on Nov. 19 when Josh Harding couldn't come on a four-game road trip because of a necessary alteration to his treatment for multiple sclerosis.

The Wild lost all four games with Niklas Backstrom surrendering 17 goals. Harding returned against the Islanders on Dec. 29 and has lost two games since, including the 3-0 blown lead against the Islanders while giving up a season-high five goals.

Tonight, in a pivotal game against the Buffalo Sabres that could determine the future of coach Mike Yeo, Harding will be sidelined. He's not feeling well, Yeo said, and Backstrom, who is 2-9-2 with a 3.32 goals against average and .893 save percentage, will get the start and be heavily relied upon.

Backstrom has given up 24 goals in his past six starts, three or more in each.

"Here's another opportunity for Back, and hopefully he takes advantage of it," Yeo said. "Last year, when we needed to win that last game against Colorado, he came up with a great performance. I actually feel pretty good that he's going to come out and do the same thing tonight."

Backstrom and Harding have been the Wild's tagteam for GM Chuck Fletcher's five years (Harding has missed much of two full seasons though, once with a torn ACL/MCL, once last year with MS complications).

But it is unbelievable how many times Harding and Backstrom have been sick or injured in that five-year timespan and unbelievable how many times the Wild has had to carry three goalies on its active roster because of it.

The Wild's goalie carousel annually is not a normal thing in the NHL. I mean, just look at last year's playoffs as the best example. Backstrom hurt in warmups, Harding hurt during Game 4, the will he start, won't he start, will he start, won't he start drama at the pregame skate in Game 5.

More on this below.

Tonight is no exception. Darcy Kuemper has been recalled to back up. The Wild obviously doesn't want to put Harding on injured reserve because he would have to miss a week and this hopefully is a short-term thing.

To be able to make the roster move, the Wild placed Zenon Konopka on waivers today. Now, Yeo said it was because the Wild needed to call up a goalie, which is actually is baloney from the standpoint that there were many other things the Wild could have done if it wanted to keep Konopka here:

The Wild could have placed Mike Rupp on waivers, the Wild could have kept Clayton Stoner on injured reserve another game (he's been activated and struggling Keith Ballard will be a healthy scratch), the Wild could have sent down Stephane Veilleux and moved Torrey Mitchell back to wing and played Konopka at center.

So this is obviously a Konopka-specific decision, and we do know the Wild last summer tried to trade Konopka. So this appears to be the end of the line in Minnesota for Konopka, who has the NHL's best faceoff win percentage and the most fights since he's been in the league.

Losing Konopka to another team or sending him to Iowa on a one-way contract would open a roster spot if there's a trade brewing. I don't think it's to create cap space though because the Wild's cap space isn't an issue right now as much as the lack of cap space for other teams.

In other words, the Wild has about $1.5 million in cap space. Believe it or not, there are 20! other teams actually in worse shape than the Wild from a cap standpoint. That is why it's been so hard for Fletcher and other GM's frankly to make moves right now.

Just to show you how tough a time Ballard is having lately, this is the first time in Nate Prosser's Wild tenure that I can remember where he was actually kept in the lineup to remove another veteran.

Back to the Wild's goalie drama. Check this year out alone:

Oct. 8 in Nashville, Backstrom strains his knee.

Oct. 15 in Toronto, Darcy Kuemper gives up three goals on seven shots and Harding, whom the Wild wanted to give the game off because of his MS, has to come in and relieve him.

Oct. 24 against Carolina, Harding sustains muscle spasms in his leg and Backstrom, in his first game back from the knee injury, has to replace him after two periods and start consecutive games against Chicago.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Harding can't start because he's not feeling well.

Nov. 13 against Toronto, Backstrom suffered a concussion when run by Nazem Kadri. Harding has to enter.

Nov. 23 at Winnipeg, Backstrom is activated off IR to back up first game after concussion. Kuemper reassigned. In warmups, Harding suffers muscle spasms. Backstrom is thrust into duty (Kuemper is rushed back from the airport and arrives in the first period on emergency status), Backstrom wins that game, has to start in St. Louis and against Phoenix.

Harding returns against Colorado on Nov. 29 and then has to start Nov. 30 because Backstrom is sick.

Harding leaves the team again Dec. 18-29.

Jan. 2 against Buffalo: Harding sick, Kuemper called up.

--Kuemper has been on the Wild's roster five separate occasions this season.

--Johan Gustafsson has been on the Wild's roster four separate occasions this season.

Zucker's back, four brand new lines for Wild; U.S. Olympic team announced
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UPDATED

The United States unveiled its 25-man roster for the Olympics. I got 23 of the 25 on my FSNorth list yesterday. The two that didn't make it were Kyle Okposo and Bobby Ryan. The two I didn't have were Paul Stastny and Blake Wheeler.

The Wild's Jason Pominville were among the snubs, as well as Minnesotans Dustin Byfuglien and Erik Johnson. Eight Minnesotans made it: Zach Parise, David Backes, Paul Martin, Wheeler, Justin Faulk, TJ Oshie, Ryan McDonagh and Derek Stepan.

The list: David Backes, Dustin Brown, Ryan Callahan, John Carlson, Justin Faulk, Cam Fowler, Patrick Kane, Ryan Kesler, Paul Martin, Ryan McDonagh, Ryan Miller, Brooks Orpik, T.J. Oshie, Max Pacioretty, Zach Parise, Joe Pavelski, Jonathan Quick, Kevin Shattenkirk, Paul Stastny, Derek Stepan, Ryan Suter, Blake Wheeler, Phil Kessel, James van Riemsdyk, Jimmy Howard.

----------

With the Wild trying to snap its six-game losing streak, the Wild has once again recalled Jason Zucker from AHL Iowa. Zucker will be in the lineup Thursday night when the Wild hosts Buffalo.

Prior to today's practice, coach Mike Yeo addressed the team and brought up the turmoil he's under.

“It’s business as usual for me. This has been a question before the season even started, right?” Yeo said, referring to the fact he’s in the final year of his contract. “I’m actually quite happy with the way I’m dealing with it."

What did he say to the players?

“I said, ‘I know it’s there, I know what they’re writing, I don’t want anyone feeling sorry for me. What I want is for you guys to know I still believe in this group and you’re going to see that I’m still going to come in here and I’m going to coach not to try to save my job, I’m going to coach to try to give us a chance to get things going, get back on track and get back in the playoff race and keep building toward our ultimate goal.’”

The Sabres have one regulation road win this year, are 0-8-2 on the road since Nov. 5 and 0-6-2 on the road under new coach Ted Nolan, so this is a big game to say the least for the Wild on Thursday. But the Sabres seem to be playing better, are more patient and Yeo said the Wild must be committed to being careful with the puck and chipping it behind their defense when there's no room to come with speed.

Yeo unveiled four brand new lines this morning, saying, "We’re throwing a lot of stuff at the wall and we need something to stick.”

Charlie Coyle is now centering the third line, Kyle Brodziak, who hasn't scored in 30 games, is downgraded to the fourth line, Dany Heatley and former Sabres captain Jason Pominville are popped up to the first line and Yeo has an all-kid second line.

Heatley-Mikko Koivu-Pominville

Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Zucker

Matt Cooke-Coyle-Justin Fontaine

Stephane Veilleux-Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Injured Clayton Stoner practiced today and is questionable to return Thursday.

On Heatley going to the top line, Yeo said, “He’s moving well, he’s battling hard, he’s involved in creating some scoring chances every game.

“In the last couple games, there’s been, I would say not a lot of guys, [but] some that have kind of stepped up and really brought what would seem to be another level, and he’s one of them.”

Owner Craig Leipold watched practice. Not the first time, but still of note. Leipold won't comment on the Wild's recent plummet.

Most the quotes will be in Thursday's paper, but one that didn't make the cut?

"I've been real pleased with our leaders lately, and that may sound funny because we’ve lost a lot of games, but when you really dissect it, when you’re on the inside and you see what's going on, that’s why I say that."

Yeo also clarified his postgame comments from Tuesday that he just hasn't talked to the team immediately after the last two losses (a lot of coaches don't, he says), that he's saved his message for the next day's practice. He still meets with the players constantly.

"I’m definitely talking to the players," he said, laughing. "I think we have meetings to try to figure out when our next meeting is going to be right now, we’ve had so many."

Defenseman Keith Ballard said, "No one's going to get us out of this but us. Individually, everybody’s got to be better. Myself, for sure. We’ve got to find a way to relax and play. It’s hard right now when there’s so much emphasis on, 'We need a win, we need a win,' but as players, we need to put that focus on we need to play well, we need a 60-minute game. Our intentions are in the right place, but we're not doing it right. We just need to relax and play."

I'll be on KFAN on Thursday live from the penalty box from 9:55-10:35 a.m.
What comes next as tension, losses overtake the tumbling Wild?
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Mike Yeo opened his postgame news conference saying this feels like “Groundhog Day.”

It was something I know we can all agree with.

The losses keep mounting, the answers are all the same, we’re running out of questions.

“Winning cures everything,” defenseman Ryan Suter said after Tuesday’s 2-1 loss to St. Louis. “You win games, you build confidence. We have to find a way, any way possible, and then you build off of that.”

The Wild’s now 5-12-1 in its past 18 (11 points out of the last 36 available) and has lost six in a row in regulation for the first time in its 13-year history.

There’s now two games left in the homestand against Buffalo and Washington, which means Yeo’s job security is getting flimsier and flimsier. But there’s no doubt he’s going to keep showing up and working to try to get the Wild out of this until owner Craig Leipold and GM Chuck Fletcher tell him otherwise.

I’m pretty confident Yeo will be behind the bench against the Sabres.

After the game, players like Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville said the system works, the structure works, and it’s up to the players to execute. Please give those quotes a read, and Yeo’s postgame quotes, in the gamer at www.startribune.com/wild.

The Wild looked like it was getting back to that defensive structure during a scoreless first period tonight, but then a couple mistakes cost the Wild in the second.

First Keith Ballard put a puck in Mikael Granlund’s skates and Granlund was forced into a turnover by T.J. Oshie. He scored a breakaway goal. Then, Koivu centered a shot from the wall meant as a rebound. But Marco Scandella overskated the rebound and Nino Niederreiter wasn’t where he was supposed to be, which led to Blues exploding for an odd-man rush and eventually Jaden Schwartz’s goal.

It reminded me of earlier today when I was talking to an NHL coach that said the thing the Wild better remember if it changes the coach is you still can’t make the 21- to 23-year-olds on the team magically grow up and you still can’t get rid of some of the veterans that the Wild is waiting for the contracts to run out on.

In other words, there are bigger issues going on beyond Yeo.

It’s like the Islanders game when some of the youngsters were terrific and then made critical defensive mistakes that led to the loss. Like I always say, the kids will all be good, but it takes time and they’re still making young mistakes, either with the puck (Granlund the past three games) or in the case of Niederreiter, sometimes away from the puck. Charlie Coyle’s still not producing regularly, Jonas Brodin isn’t as steady.

If Yeo loses his job, the question is whether the Wild makes somebody on the staff like Rick Wilson the interim and waits to see the full group of available coaches this summer or does it hire one of the available coaches now. The smartest thing would probably be to wait because that’s when the full allotment’s available, like last summer with Lindy Ruff, Alain Vigneault, John Tortorella (gulp).

But if the pressure’s to get somebody in place now, the experienced coaches available right now include Peter Laviolette (under contract with Philadelphia through 2014-15 at a salary likely north of $1.5 million), Paul Maurice, Ron Wilson and Guy Boucher.

Laviolette was one of the runners-up when GM Chuck Fletcher hired Todd Richards, and remember, that’s when the Wild wanted an up-tempo, play-on-your-toes, offensive-minded coach. The concern with hiring Laviolette now is I think there’s serious doubt if Laviolette’s offensive-minded system is built for a Wild team that struggles so much to score goals.

And it doesn’t struggle to score goals because of Yeo’s system. The Wild has outchanced opponents many nights this season and just don’t seem to have the horses coupled with the fact that the young horses aren’t consistent enough yet to bury its chances. I think the Wild lacks speed still and definitely size.

There is zero doubt that Fletcher does not want to make a change. He believes in Yeo. Heck, he hired Yeo, and if he fired his second coach in five seasons, that doesn’t exactly say a lot about his ability to hire coaches, especially when he passed over several experienced ones.

But the Wild is sinking like a rock, and at some point, Fletcher may have no choice but to make some type of statement.

As I wrote today, he continues to try to make a trade, too.

The scary thing now is we’ve hit a juncture of this losing streak where confidence is fractured, the mood of the room is down, there’s palpable tension around the organization and everybody just seems to be waiting for a bomb to drop.

And if that’s the case, this thing won’t be able to turn around by itself. Trust me, when I was in Florida and covered the Panthers, I covered almost a dozen coaching changes. I’ve seen teams in turmoil that are just waiting for an external move. Once that happens, it’s like a pall hanging over the entire locker room until something actually does happen.

Yeo said, “It’s been evident in our play that we haven’t been the most composed group right now. Whatever that reason is, we have to figure it out. Guys have to figure out how to come to perform at a high level. We need everybody.”

He added, “There were a lot of things that were much better, but we’re not in a position where we can feel good about those things. Build off them, look at them, but there’s still other things we’re not doing well enough to win hockey games.”

That’s it for me. Give the articles a read in the paper. Happy New Year. Talk to you after Wednesday’s practice.

A numerical look at the Wild in the first half
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The Wild had a team meeting this morning prior to its 5 p.m. game against the St. Louis Blues. A few guys took the ice, including backup Niklas Backstrom, healthy scratch Zenon Konopka and injured Clayton Stoner. Zach Parise is still not allowed on the ice with his broken foot.

Jared Spurgeon was also on the ice testing his injury and coach Mike Yeo expects him to play. Jon Blum was called up but will be scratched as long as Spurgeon can play, Yeo said.

Josh Harding vs. Brian Elliott tonight. I'd expect David Backes will play in his hometown, but I'll check with him after the Blues' skate. He missed the last Dallas game with an upper-body injury. David Backes is indeed out tonight.

The Blues are 4-0-2 in their past six on the road, 7-1-2 in their past 10 overall and 12-0-1 against the Central this year (unbeaten against the Central since an Oct. 18 shootout loss to Winnipeg).

I'll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission.

If you didn't catch today's story here, I talked to GM Chuck Fletcher about the state of the sinking Wild yesterday. He talked about the team, his attempt to make a trade and also Yeo's job security. While he says his inclination is not to overreact and to give this group a chance to fix things, Fletcher declined to give Yeo a vote of confidence.

The entire coaching staff is in the final year of its contract. The rest of this homestand is huge. There is no doubt Yeo is on the hot seat.

Here's some numbers I threw together:

Wild at the midway point

Record: 20-16-5 (10th in the West)

Home: 14-4-2

Road: 6-12-3

1-Goal Games: 12-3-5

2-goal Games: 5-5

3+-goal Games: 3-8

Scoring First: 14-4-2

Opponent Scoring First: 6-12-3

Leading after 1: 8-1-1

Trailing after 1: 1-11-2

Tied after 1: 11-4-2

Leading after 2: 14-1-3

Trailing after 2: 4-14-2

Tied after 2: 2-1

OT record: 0-1

Shootout record: 5-4

Outshooting opponent: 9-7-5

Outshot: 9-9

Vs. East: 9-8-2

Vs. West: 11-8-3

Goals per game overall: 2.22 (29th in the NHL)

Goals per game at home: 2.7 (17th in the NHL)

Goals per game on road: 1.85 (29th in the NHL)

Goals against per game overall: 2.51 (12th in the NHL

Goals against per game at home: 1.95 (7th in the NHL)

Goals against per game on road: 3.05 (24th in the NHL)

Shots per game: 27.7 (27th in the NHL)

Shots against per game: 27.3 (tied for 4th in the NHL)

Power play overall: 19.4% (11th in the NHL)

Power play at home: 20.6% (11th in the NHL)

Power play on road: 18.2% (11th in the NHL)

Shorthanded goals allowed: 3 (tied for 13th in the NHL)

Power play opportunities: 129 (tied for 21st in the NHL)

Penalty kill overall: 78.8% (26th in the NHL)

Penalty kill at home: 82.8% (tied for 14th in the NHL)

Penalty kill on road: 75.7% (27th in the NHL)

Shorthanded goals: 1 (tied for 26th in the NHL)

Times shorthanded: 132 (18th in the NHL)

Penalty minutes: 19.7 a game (tied for 6th in the NHL)

5-on-5 goals for: 61 (tied for 25th in the NHL)

5-on-5 goals against: 62 (tied for 5th in the NHL)

Team leaders

Goals: Jason Pominville 17, Zach Parise 15, Mikko Koivu 8, Dany Heatley 8, Justin Fontaine 8

Assists: Koivu 22, Ryan Suter 22, Parise 12, Nino Niederreiter 12, Mikael Granlund 12

Points: Koivu 30, Pominville 28, Parise 27

Plus-Minus: Niederreiter +6, Matt Cooke +5, Fontaine +5, Marco Scandella +5

Penalty minutes: Zenon Konopka 55, Clayton Stoner 35, Keith Ballard 31

Power-play goals: Parise 8, Pominville 5, Jonas Brodin 3, Heatley 3

Power-play assists: Koivu 10, Suter 9, Pominville 4, Granlund 4

Power-play points: Koivu 11, Parise 11, Pominville 9, Suter 9

Shorthanded goals: Parise 1

Even-strength points: Pominville 19, Koivu 18, Parise 15, Niederreiter 15

Game-winning goals: Pominville 4, Koivu 3

Shots: Parise 144, Pominville 111, Koivu 96

Faceoff winning pct.: Konopka .657, Koivu .555, Kyle Brodziak .513

Shooting pct.: Brodin .206, Fontaine .190, Pominville .153

Time on ice per game: Suter 29:40, Brodin 24:42, Koivu 21:35

Goaltending stats

Games: Josh Harding 28, Niklas Backstrom 16, Darcy Kuemper 2

Wins: Harding 18, Backstrom 2

Shots against: Harding 667, Backstrom 430, Kuemper 16

Goals allowed: Backstrom 46, Harding 44, Kuemper 6

Goals against average: Harding 1.64, Backstrom 3.32, Kuemper 6.10

Save percentage: Harding .934, Backstrom .893, Kuemper .625

Shutouts: Harding 3

Unique stat team leaders

Hits: Cooke 96, Niederreiter 95, Jared Spurgeon 50

Missed net w/ shot: Koivu 52, Pominville 45, Spurgeon 39

Blocked shots: Spurgeon 66, Suter 57, Scandella 55

Points at home: Parise 18, Koivu 17, Pominville 13

Points on road: Pominville 15, Koivu 13, Suter 13 

Shootout goals: Koivu 3, Parise 3, Pominville 3

Shifts per game: Suter 32.2, Brodin 30.2, Spurgeon 28.3

Fights: Konopka 7, Stoner 3, Ballard 3

Minor penalties: Niederreiter 12, Brodziak 10, Cooke 10, Stoner 10

Goals to tie games: Parise 4, Koivu 4, Fontaine 3, Pominville 2, Brodin 2

Goals to put Wild up by one: Pominville 6, Parise 5, Fontaine 3, Brodin 3, Heatley 2

Goals to put Wild up by two: Parise 3, Pominville 3, Koivu 3

Goals to cut deficit to one: Pominville 3, Heatley 2

Business as usual at Wild practice one day after blowing 3-goal lead to Islanders; Jon Blum recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Vikings, Leslie Frazier, Leslie Frazier, Wild practice  Updated: December 30, 2013 - 2:29 PM   
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Most players and … all coaches were present and accounted for at Monday’s practice.

Hey, you never know after Sunday night’s meltdown at the X. The New York Islanders snapped an NHL-record 380 consecutive games of being down three goals or more without winning. That streak dated back to 1994.

In the social mediasphere and blog and article comments, coach Mike Yeo is under the gun. Today, Leslie Frazier was fired by the Vikings. I asked Yeo about that and how tough this is that eyes are starting to zero in on him.

“I feel bad for Leslie,” Yeo said. “I’m not a football guy, so I don’t know the ins and outs of that. But I do know he is a great human being. That’s part of it. Same as our team, same as everything else, I want our guys to look at me and say that’s how we’re going to deal with this. It’s adversity. That’s fine. But come to the rink the next day and you work a little harder.”

Sunday was the Wild’s fifth consecutive loss as it fell to 10th in the West heading into Tuesday’s New Year’s Eve 5 p.m. showdown with the big, bad St. Louis Blues. Remember, this 5-11-1 freefall down the standings began with a 3-0 loss at St. Louis on Nov. 25. That was the game Zach Parise had a bogus goal disallowed because of a high-stick (the shot wasn’t even over the cross-bar, so how could the puck be tipped with a high-stick?) in the first minute and the game the Wild actually outshot St. Louis 12-0 in the third period before Alex Steen scored an empty-netter.

It’s been downhill ever since. The Blues are real banged up but are 4-0-2 in their past six road games. Steen won’t play Tuesday, nor will Roman Polak or Jordan Leopold. David Backes (upper body) is skating in the optional practice going on now at the X, so his status as of now is questionable. He didn’t play in Sunday’s overtime win over Dallas, a game in which stud defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk scored the OT winner a game after scoring a shootout winner in an exhilarating game against Chicago.

Wild defenseman Jared Spurgeon didn’t practice today. Remember, he missed much of the second period against the Rangers last week, was tripped up badly last night against the Islanders and missed part of the second. Coach Mike Yeo said it was just maintenance, but just in case, the Wild called up Jon Blum from Iowa with Clayton Stoner also hurt.

Yeo indicated that there is a chance Blum makes his Wild debut even if Spurgeon can play. If that were to happen, it’d likely be for Nate Prosser.

Blum, 24, was signed to a two-way contract last offseason and has played 91 games for Nashville.

Yeo said if Blum plays, he should add experience, composure in his own end, he makes a good first pass and should bring consistency.

With 22 players, Yeo said the Wild may call up a forward later.

Yeo said today’s practice was “understandably not joyous and chipper. But as practice wore on, we had some more life and had some more talk. Certainly we put the work in.”

Injured Zach Parise watched from the bench in workout clothes and sneakers.

He said viewing the tape again just reaffirmed the issues the last half of the game in an eventual 5-4 loss.

“You just lose some of the good things you did,” Yeo said of seeing the late mistakes. “For a team that’s struggling with confidence, there’s opportunities and things that are there that you would like to be able to grab onto. If we were able close that game out, you could talk about the way we were scoring goals and creating chances, some of the things that were ailing us before this last stretch.”

But Yeo said some new problems have crept in. He said the positive that the Wild feels it should be able to rectify these mistakes because it’s been a “very, very strong team in our own zone,” so it should have the confidence to get that back very quickly.

Yeo said the Wild just has to get back to being better in its own zone after a series of bad decisions and reads Sunday.

Again, I just think this team is in between in so many areas. It’s relying on three 21-year-old’s among its top-6 forwards. Mikael Granlund has had a tough last two games after two great games. There are times in games when Charlie Coyle is dominant and strong on pucks and times where he takes too long to make a decision or is easily knocked off a puck.

The epitome of good and bad last night was Nino Niederreiter, who had a goal and assist but was responsible for losing Thomas Hickey on the 3-3 goal early in the third.

These kids will get it, but they’re young and the good news is they want to get better. Every practice, the three of them are the last off the ice as they work with Andrew Brunette and Darby Hendrickson. But you can’t just magically snap your fingers and make them polished. It takes time.

It’s not just the kids. After Justin Fontaine made it 4-4 last night, the Wild let Kyle Okposo into its zone too easily. Then when Jonas Brodin went into the corner with him, Matt Cooke should have hung back seven or eight feet off the boards to create a layer. He didn’t, instead opting to go in for a check. When the puck took a funny bounce, Thomas Vanek was able to walk out with no Wild player between the boards and the net.

Josh Harding couldn’t smother the puck and Okposo beat the Wild to the net for the rebound.

The Wild just doesn’t usually give up goals like that.

The second goal by Cal Clutterbuck that turned the game around, Yeo said the Wild – Granlund, Stephane Veilleux, Torrey Mitchell, Marco Scandella and Spurgeon -- was in “borderline panic” mode. They were exhausted, running around and made bad decisions, exemplified best by Veilleux getting the puck six feet in front of the net and just freezing before turning it over moments before the goal.

“Every game against every team there are times in a game where you have spend a long shift in your own zone, but you have to be able to defend it,” Yeo said, adding that’s when you have to stay within your structure, keep things to the outside and simplify.

The Wild has given up 24 goals the past five games, has scored eight goals the past two and lost them both. This is not a team that is built to go run and gun. If it doesn’t find a way to get back to its defensive foundation, a lot like that 2-0 game earlier this month against Philadelphia, this losing streak will continue to grow.

The big thing now is finding a way to rebound against the Blues.

"Learn from it, tweak the minor mistakes that happened and get ready for [Tuesday]," Cooke said. "That’s the whole thing in this world as a professional athlete. You can’t let the highs get too high, and you can’t get the lows get too low. If you do that, you can usually find a pretty good measure of where to be and how to play.

"We all understand there’s a desperation level that has to be there [Tuesday night], but it’s not going to help us by fretting over last night. You can learn from it, but you can't hang onto it until tomorrow night."

I’ll have more on the losing streak, Yeo’s job security and whether maybe a trade is on the horizon to shake things up in Tuesday’s paper.

Wild has no explanation for crumbling on home ice to the Islanders

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 30, 2013 - 12:25 AM   
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The Wild’s a team in crisis right now and the frightening thing is nobody, from the players to the head coach, seems to know how to get out of this.

Nobody could explain how it was feasible that the Wild, so desperate for a victory, could be up 3-zip at home and lose to a sub-par Isles team that played 24 hours earlier in New York, was playing its backup goalie and had two key forwards out.

Nobody could explain how one could dominate the first half of a game and just absolutely collapse to a team that hadn’t rallied back from three goals down to win since 1994.

There were a lot of upset comments, a lot of “this is unacceptable,” a lot of “there is no excuse,” but there was nobody who could explain what happened and offer actual answers as to how to fix it.

The Wild has lost five in a row, have sunk to 10th in the West and has allowed 24 goals in the past five games. This is a lousy road team, but its safe haven, the cure for all that ails them was supposed to be at home.

But instead, the Wild again lost battle after battle the last half of the game, ran around its zone aimlessly and allowed the Islanders to storm back and kick them where it hurts.

Kyle Okposo made me pay for somehow forgetting to include him in my U.S. Olympic column in Sunday’s paper, an honest mistake, albeit a stupid one. The Bloomington native and former Gopher scored two goals 1:59 apart in the third period, including a go-ahead goal, then the winner 27 seconds after Justin Fontaine tied the score.

But the killer shift was a minute-plus one late in the second period that was capped off when old Wild pal Cal Clutterbuck redirected Thomas Hickey’s shot to cut the deficit to 3-2 with 1:02 left. After Mikael Granlund got out of the penalty box, Granlund and penalty killers Stephane Veilleux, Torrey Mitchell, Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon were traffic and scrambling endlessly.

You just knew what was coming. The players were exhausted, all of them seemed to hit the ice at one point or another, desperately trying to block shots or clear the zone. Veilleux was on the ice five or six times. At one point, he got the puck in the slot and just stopped. Veilleux, called up because coach Mike Yeo said he’s so defensively responsible and energetic and does the right things, proved that when you’re tired, it’s hard to make the right decision.

He froze and instead of just chipping it off the glass or icing it to let Yeo call time out, he coughed it up at the blue line. Another scramble and finally the momentum-turning goal. The Wild never recovered.

“In a situation like that, you have to fall back on your structure,” Yeo said. “You can’t start running around. If anything, you play a little tighter. You’ve got to stay composed.”

The Wild had two third-period power plays, one lifeless one to start the period with a chance to regain a two-goal lead, one after Okposo made it 5-4 where backup goalie Kevin Poulin made a string of huge saves, include right top stops on Mikko Koivu and Dany Heatley.

You can read the gamer for the best quotes at www.startribune.com/wild

BUT, this is a major problem.

The most interesting thing that happened in my eyes after the game was Yeo, unsolicited, endorsing his system, saying, “It’s within us. Our game hasn’t changed. Our game is successful,” before saying that you can talk x’s and o’s all you want, but there comes a time where it’s up to the players to dig deep, win one-on-one battles, execute, do all the little things that are adding up to losses night after night after night right now.

After the Philadelphia game, Yeo also, “This is the same group that will fix it. I have no doubt. Am I worried? No. Ticked off? Yeah, that we’re in this funk. But I also don’t have any doubts that we’ll fix it. This is the same group that raised the expectations, this is the same group that got us to a point where we were in a good spot and this is the same group that’s going to get us out of it.”

The Wild has lost two games since. The Wild has given up 11 goals in those two games since. The Wild has finally scored goals (eight in the past two games), but yet has completely lost its defensive foundation.

It was a total mess in the third period.

“We were on our heels, we weren’t pressuring, we weren’t winning the battles the same way,” Yeo said. “It’s our job to find the answers, but that’s a tough one to come up with right there. And it’s not everybody. We had some guys that were really bringing the emotion and some guys that were really bringing their game, but we had some others that have got to play bigger and better and stronger in those situations.

“In a game with little things that add up to make the difference, we’re not coming even close right now.”

Yeo said the Wild will keep leaning on leaders like Koivu, who had two assists, five shots, four takeaways and won 19 of 27 faceoffs, Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville.

As I reported, Zach Parise is expected to be out for awhile with a broken bone in his foot.

Yeo said a coach once said, “an actor’s got to act, so this is a time, the players, it doesn’t matter who you are, if you’re a lead actor or supporting actor, you’ve got to step up and you’ve got to perform.”

Mitchell says it is an absolute must the Wild gets back to its defensive foundation.

“There were a lot of mental error defensively tonight. We need be better defensively. We’ve let up 25 goals the last five games, it feels like. Just not good enough. We got off to a great start, but it’s not good enough. You take five, 10 minutes off, and all of a sudden the momentum switches. I’ve played long enough, we got enough guys in here that know better, it’s just not good enough.”

The St. Louis Blues, maybe without David Backes and Alex Steen, come to town New Year’s Eve.

“Everybody’s frustrated. That’s a game we should have won,” Niederreiter said. “Big game against St. Louis. It’s a must-win for us.”

Yes, a must-win on Dec. 31. That’s the position the Wild has put itself in.

The Wild is 5-11-1 in the past 17, 5-8 this month with no regulation wins since Dec. 8 (9 in a row).

There is zero doubt Craig Leipold is beside himself over this collapse. The question is how and when he reacts.

Josh Harding returning to Wild cage tonight; Zach Parise injury update

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 29, 2013 - 1:22 PM   
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Josh Harding will return to the Wild nets tonight when his team opens a four-game homestand against “my” New York Islanders.

Well, my childhood team at least.

Remember 1981? That was fun. Just a joke peeps, although even though I was a young pup, those four Cups during the Islanders’ dynasty is what embedded hockey into my veins.

Those were the early days of SportsChannel in New York, and I still remember watching Jiggs McDonald call Islanders game. The semi-retired Hall of Fame broadcaster is actually in Minnesota today filling in for Howie Rose on tonight’s Islanders telecast. Few better than Jiggs, whom I became pals with during his five seasons calling Florida Panthers games on radio during my Sun-Sentinel days.

There’s good and bad news with the Islanders’ lineup tonight if you’re a Wild fan.

The good news: The Wild will catch the Isles on the second of back-to-back after playing at home last night in a 2-1 loss to the Devils. Michael Grabner is sick and won’t play. Josh Bailey got injured last night and won’t play. Kevin Poulin will start for the Isles (if you consider backups good news).

The bad news: The Isles’ best player, captain John Tavares, the No. 1 pick in the 2009 draft and 2013 Hart Trophy finalist, says he plans to play tonight after missing last night’s game with a lower-body injury.

For the Wild, center Zenon Konopka will be scratched and Torrey Mitchell will center a fourth line with Mike Rupp and Stephane Veilleux.

The rest of the lines and D pairs stay the same.

Zach Parise continues to work hard off the ice but is not allowed to be on it. I don’t think we’re going to see him for awhile. I don’t know what awhile means, but I hear the latest MRI he had showed a fracture in his foot that didn’t show up the first time around.

Typically stress fractures take four to six weeks. Knowing Parise, it won’t take that long and this shouldn’t affect his Olympic status, but coach Mike Yeo has changed his tune the past few days and stopped calling it day-to-day.

“We’ve got to keep him off the ice until it starts to feel better and then we might have to keep him off a little bit longer,” Yeo said this morning. “We just have make sure he gets a full opportunity to heal. It’s a long season and we need him to have the opportunity to go out and perform and compete at the level that he’s capable of.

“He’s been really grinding it out there. He’s such a competitor, he wants to be in the lineup and it’s been extremely difficult for him. We have to give him a lot of credit for that, but at the same time, we’ve got to make sure he gets better.”

So again, we don’t know the timeframe but we do know that the team is not going to let Parise play through this anymore after four goals and one assist in the 12 games he did. Parise will miss his third consecutive game today and is on injured reserve.

As I mentioned above, Harding, who is 18-5-3 with a 1.51 goals-against average and .939 save percentage, is back tonight. He’ll play for the first time since beating Vancouver on Dec. 17. He’s missed the past four games to have his treatment protocol altered for MS. Harding is 14-1 at home.

But Yeo said the Wild can’t use Harding’s return and the homestand as a reliance that all will be cured. The Wild’s game has turned south dramatically the past four games and Yeo says the Wild has to put in the work to get it back.

As I wrote in today’s paper though, the Wild does look like it plays more confidently in front of Harding than Niklas Backstrom.

Yeo said, “That’s something I’d like to rectify. I’d like to be the same team regardless of who’s in the net for us and who we’re playing against and whether we’re playing at home or the road. We have played a stronger game in front of josh, but I also don’t want to take anything away from him. He’s also made it appear that way many times, too. At the end of the game, when you win 2-1, it’s easy to forget about some of the great saves he’s made. There’s no question there’s been times where he’s allowed our team to find our game.”

And that to me is the big thing. Harding has made the big saves early when the Wild starts slow or makes the big saves late when the Wild needs him to cover up for them. Backstrom just hasn’t done the same thing.

Cal Clutterbuck, as you can read in this feature, will return to play the Wild tonight. He took the ice during the Islanders’ optional this morning.

Nino Niederreiter will play the Isles for the first time. His quotes were in the Harding notebook today here.

Yeo is very happy with Niederreiter’s game, although Yeo said, “I do believe there’s another level to get to [offensively]. I’m very pleased with his defensive game. He’s a very responsible player now, he’s playing better without the puck, he’s in a better position on the ice, he’s playing less off instincts and he’s showing he’s maturing as a player.”

I’ll have more from Niederreiter in Monday’s paper. I talked to him a lot this morning about world juniors, which is where he really skyrocketed up the draft charts when he was eventually taken fifth overall three years ago by the Islanders.

Oh, and Thomas Vanek is playing the Wild tonight at the X. He has 2 goals and 2 assists in 3 games here, and as you know, there’s a chance the Wild pursues him as a free agent. If he gets to free agency and the Wild does pursue, it’ll have a terrific chance at landing the former Gopher and Stillwater resident. He’ll have 40 people in the stands tonight and joked that he hoped former Gophers teammate Keith Ballard helps get him some tickets.
Josh Harding closing in on his return to the Wild cage

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 28, 2013 - 3:57 PM    
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Afternoon from Xcel Energy Center, where it’s actually nice to be back in the press room again after spending 17 of the past 19 days on the road.

Out on the ice right now, the United States and Canada women’s hockey teams are getting set for an exhibition game. Like the men, the final women’s roster will be announced Jan. 1 on NBC. The women’s will be announced during the second intermission of the Winter Classic, the men’s after the game.

At noon, the Wild took the ice for what coach Mike Yeo termed a “productive practice.” He was happy with the team’s execution and attention to details, and that’s obviously two things the Wild better get back to doing during this important four-game homestand that begins Sunday night against the New York Islanders.

The other thing the Wild needs is Josh Harding back in the cage and that appears to be very close. Yeo wouldn’t divulge Sunday’s starter, but Harding spent every moment of practice in one of the two nets and Johan Gustafsson was just a spectator. At the very least, he'll dress because Gustafsson was reassigned.

Afterward, Harding talked to the beat writers for the first time since making 29 saves in a Dec. 17 shootout win over Vancouver. He certainly sounded like a guy who thinks he can start Sunday and said he planned to talk it over with Yeo.

“I felt good today,” said Harding, who is 18-5-3 with a 1.51 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. “Obviously you don’t like watching games, so I’d like to get back out there as soon as possible and help the team out if I can.”

On seeing the Wild sink in the standings and on the ice during his four-game absence, Harding said, “It’s definitely frustrating. It’s frustrating for everybody in here. We’re a team. We win as a team, we lose as a team and whether you’re not playing or you’re playing, you’re a part of it. But the only bad thing about not being with the team is you feel kind of helpless, You want to be there for the guys.”

Harding said he felt much better and cleaner in the cage during Saturday’s practice than Friday’s pregame skate in Winnipeg.

Harding again reiterated that he did not sustain complications from multiple sclerosis. This was a schedule treatment alteration.

“Without going into detail, it’s something that has to be done, really minor and I’m ready to go right now,” Harding said.

For whatever reason, the Wild plays better in front of Harding than Niklas Backstrom. In Harding’s 18 wins, it has allowed 25.3 shots per game. In Backstrom’s 13 decisions, it has allowed 32.3. He has allowed three or more goals in his past six starts and 17 in the four starts in place of Harding.

Asked if the Wild seems to be more confident in front of Harding, Yeo said, “I don’t want to start painting that picture. I will say that, especially lately, I don’t think we’ve played nearly well enough in front of Back. And we’ve got to fix that.”

Friday, I felt Harding would return New Year’s Eve against St. Louis. Now I think he’ll return against the Islanders, if for no other reason than the Wild is really up against it now.

Zach Parise was around the rink today walking around in sneakers with no visible limp. But again, the Wild will keep him off the ice until doctors give him the clear. He was placed on injured reserve Saturday.

Yeo said Parise is frustrated. “He wants to be in the lineup. Hopefully everyday he gets his rest is a day we get closer to him coming back. He wants to get on the ice and he wants to help the team. He’s a huge part of our team. We can’t wait to have him back.”

Cal Clutterbuck returns Sunday with the New York Islanders. Since the NHL started recording hits in 2005-06, he is the franchise leader in hits by 908 (Nick Schultz was second with 549 to Clutterbuck’s 1,457).

I talked to Clutterbuck a few days ago and did a story on his return in Sunday’s paper. He’s nervous and excited and is looking forward to playing in front of the fans again. He won’t get much time here because the Isles play at home Saturday night against New Jersey.

The Isles have had a tough year.

“It’s been tough,” said Clutterbuck, who scored a shorthanded penalty-shot goal in a win over the Islanders last week. “The toughest thing about it all is the team, we’re not playing poorly at all. It’s been a tougher stretch for us because we’re playing pretty decent hockey against some pretty good teams. I don’t know what the stat is, but we’ve something like 10 two-goal leads in the third period. We get to the 10-minute mark of the third and make mistakes and it’s costing us a lot of games. We’re figuring that out right now. It’s been a frustration and a little bit long.

“But we have a lot of good players and we’ll become a good team.”

One of those good players, superstar John Tavares, is missing the game against the Devils with a lower-body injury, so the Wild may catch a giant break Sunday.

Nino Niederreiter is also playing his first game Sunday against the team that drafted him fifth overall in 2010. The Nino story has been written a ton this year, so I’m not about to rehash. But it’s kind of apropos that the team that sanctioned him to the fourth line as a teenager will  face him on the first line in Minnesota. We’ll see if Niederreiter can make a statement.

He says he’s just looking at it as a normal game, but after asking to be traded and having that request met with his fresh start in Minnesota, you know he’ll be motivated.

Talk to you Sunday.

Wild loses again, and its position in the standings becoming a big problem

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 27, 2013 - 11:44 PM   
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This season is disintegrating right in front of our eyes. The Wild better find a gargantuan Band-Aid or tourniquet for that matter and stop the bleeding ASAP.

The Wild fell to 5-10-1 in the past 16 (so, it has accumulated 11 of a possible 32 points in the past 16 games) since the last time the team came to Winnipeg.

It looks like it’s ninth in the standings with 45 points. It’s not. It is in deep, deep trouble.

The Wild is four points behind seventh-place Colorado, which got clobbered tonight in Chicago. It is one point behind eighth-place Phoenix and creeping up from the rear is Dallas, which is one point behind.

All three of those teams have played three fewer games than the Wild. As we know in this league, because of the loser point, once you get behind in the second half, it is almost impossible to catch up.

And the Wild is lower in the standings than it actually appears by virtue of the games played category.

The team, after tonight’s 6-4 loss at Winnipeg, has now lost nine of its last 10 on the road and now face a critical four-game homestand against the Islanders, Blues, Caps and Sabres.

Since the Wild has proven to be incapable of winning on the road, it has put itself in the unenviable position of having to be perfect at home. 5 out of 8 points, even 6 out of 8 points is just not good enough these days.

The Wild has gone eight consecutive games without a regulation win and none on the road since Nov. 20.

Hours after Mike Yeo said the Wild needed to get back to its defensive foundation, the Wild gave up six goals and 38 shots. It’s now 348 shots and 32 goals in the past 10 games. Remember, this is a Wild team that spent much of the first two months as the best defensive team in the NHL.

The byproduct of the three days off was evident for both teams, especially in the first period when it was end-to-end action and sloppy with oodles of scoring chances. That of course made for some downright entertaining hockey.

The Wild and Jets scored five times in the first 7:04, with the Wild – the same team that had nine goals in the previous nine road games, scoring three times on goals by Dany Heatley, Justin Fontaine and Stephane Veilleux. Fontaine and Veilleux – of all players – scored 10 seconds apart to break a team road record for fastest two goals by a second (Mattias Weinhandl/Wes Walz; remember Weinhandl????).

But then the Wild gave up two goals in three minutes to trail 4-3 going into the second. Niklas Backstrom, who has given up three or more goals in his past six starts and 17 in four starts in place of Josh Harding, settled down in the second and third and actually made some huge saves to keep the game tied. But in the third, after an awful shift in which the Wild couldn’t get the puck out, Blake Wheeler pounced on a loose puck after Bryan Little’s between-the-circles shot and score the eventual winner.

The Wild was outmuscled all night (massive hits by future stud Jacob Trouba and Anthony Peluso), especially in front of the Jets net. Anytime the Wild got near Al Montoya after Ondrej Pavelec was chased, the Jets crushed the Wild to the ice. The same couldn’t be said at all by the Jets who got near Backstrom, and that played a huge part in the losing goal.

Just a frustrating game because the Wild did settle down after sloppiness in the first two periods. Guys like Charlie Coyle were flying in front of shots. Guys were taking hits to make plays. But there were clear signs, especially early and with guys like Ryan Suter (minus-3, 2-on-1 rush on Evander Kane’s shortie) and Mikael Granlund (minus-3) and Keith Ballard (shift on Wheeler’s winner), that the team wasn’t on the ice for three days. Timing was off, coverages were off, etc.

But, as Yeo said, “We don’t have the luxury of finding reasons for things not being OK. We’re in a position where we have to make things right.”

“Our focus is not directed the right way right now,” Yeo said later. “There’s been too much losing going on and because of that, we’ve got a lot of things clouding our focus of how we’re supposed to play the game. We’ve got to find it.”

Mikko Koivu, whom I thought played well for the first part, passes up a shot twice on the first power play that led to Kane’s goal. He is the franchise leader in power-play points but finally got his first power-play goal since 2012. He made so many good defensive plays tonight, and then at the end, he’s minus-3.

So, this team has lost its way right now and I’ve got no clue how it gets changed. Things have really unraveled these past four games particularly, so going home better prove to be the tonic or the road ahead will be ugly.

Oh, and Zach Parise's hurt. And Josh Harding's return won't cure all because this team isn't playing nearly as well anymore in front of its goalie (regardless of the fact that Backstrom has struggled). Speaking of which, I've been asked 1,000 times on Twitter the past week if the Wild may use its second compliance buyout on Backstrom next summer. No, it is not allowed. He was signed in June under this collective bargaining agreement. To use a compliance buyout, your contract had to be consummated under the last CBA.

Talk to you after practice Saturday.

Wild begins life for a bit without Zach Parise; Why the Wild called up Stephane Veilleux

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 27, 2013 - 6:35 PM   
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Wild and Winnipeg Jets tonight in the frozen tundra of Manitoba. I did my almost-midseason analysis in today’s newspaper. That can be found at this link.

The Wild got on an 8:30 a.m. flight and headed north without Zach Parise. Coach Mike Yeo called Parise day-to-day.

I think day-to-day could potentially be a few weeks without its first-line left wing. Parise has clearly been hampered on the ice and in pain off of it, and my guess is he probably did further damage to the foot. Last time, it was recommended he miss two to three weeks. He missed one game.

So it doesn’t linger, my guess is he’ll be kept off the ice for a little bit here so he can heal up, and that part Yeo did admit to this morning.

“If he’s not a game player, I want to keep him off the ice completely and give him a good chance to heal,” Yeo said.

More on this below.

Josh Harding is on the trip, but he will not dress tonight. Niklas Backstrom will make his fourth straight start. He gave up 12 goals on the previous road trip and 19 in his past five starts, although it’s hard to blame him for any of the three goals in Philly and the first three in New York and he’s gotten zero goal support.

His last win was last month in Winnipeg when the Wild was completely outplayed and he stole them a shootout win. That was his first skate back from a concussion, but Harding got hurt in warmups.

Yeo didn’t know how long Harding will need on the ice before he can return. I’m getting New Year’s Eve vs. St. Louis. I can’t see Sunday’s Islanders game after only one practice. Yeo felt Harding looked good this morning. Harding was not made available to the media by the team.

Defenseman Clayton Stoner will miss at least a few days, Yeo said, with a lower-body injury. Nate Prosser will skate his second straight game next to Keith Ballard, who has struggled the past two games. Although, so has Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon.

The lines:

Nino Niederreiter-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle

Dany Heatley-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine

Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp is the lone scratch. Johan Gustafsson will back up Backstrom.

This was the Wild and Jets’ first skate in the past three days. Pominville said players were rusty and it may take a few shifts to get the timing back.

“We threw a couple extra drills in there to try to get rid of some of the sloppiness,” Yeo said. “You could see early, we weren’t passing a lot of flat pucks. But as practice wore on, we started to work out some of the kinks.”

Players like Pominville and Heatley said others must step up now without Parise. I’ll have those quotes in the gameday notebook in Saturday’s paper.

“When we’re at our strongest, when we’re playing at our best as a team, we’re playing our team game, we’re able to overcome these individual injuries,” Yeo said. “We’ve had some tough ones as far as injuries go, but we’ve battled through it for the most part.”

Yeo is referring to Coyle’s sprained knee, Jonas Brodin’s broken cheekbone, Granlund’s concussion, Parise playing through a bum foot for a month, three issues with Backstrom (knee, concussion, illness) and Harding’s MS-related absence and two leg issues this season.

“It’s a tough challenge when you lose a guy like Zach,” Yeo said. “For a team that hasn’t been scoring a lot of goals, we’re losing a guy that’s a threat every time he’s on the ice. Somebody’s going to have to pick up the slack, but more importantly, we have to do it as a group.”

My concern is during the 1-0-2 portion of the first three games of this seven of eight away from St. Paul, we still saw glimpses of the Wild’s game and quality play. The last three before the break, we saw a disjointed, convoluted, terribly-playing hockey team. I mean, just look at some of the D like Scandella and Spurgeon who have been so good this season on that last road trip.

How do you get that back?

“You’re focused on not scoring goals and you start losing focus on some of the things that you need to be doing,” Yeo said, adding again that the break came at a good time. “Let’s reset here, let’s use this break, let’s clear our minds and get back to who we are.

“Foundation is key for us. Our foundation has never really been about goal scoring. When we were winning a lot of games, we weren’t winning a lot of 6-5 games. I don’t think our players have forgotten how to score goals. We’re not doing it right now. Along the way, we’re so focused on that, we’re losing focus on some of the things that we need to be doing. We’re giving up way too many goals. That’s not us. That’s not who we are, that’s not how we play the game. We have to get back to our foundation.”

I asked Yeo why the Wild replaced a first-line left winger with a fourth-line plumber like Veilleux rather than a more offensive-minded Iowa player like Jason Zucker, Erik Haula or Brett Bulmer (even though I already knew the answer).

Yeo: “We need to get guys into roles. It’s about getting back to our game. That’s what we need right now. We’ve had skilled guys playing on the fourth line and checkers playing on the first line. Let’s get back to having roles, identities and everybody being on the same page and getting us going in the right direction. Our first, foremost thought has to be, ‘let’s start rebuilding our game, let’s get back to who we are.’”

As we’ve seen with the Minnesota-Iowa yo-yo though, that’s what Yeo says today. We’ll see if that continues or a more skilled player ends up back here in a few days. GM Chuck Fletcher said the other day regarding Zucker that he feels badly every time he calls him up because he’s not playing overly well down there, and until he plays a string of good games down there, he really needs to stay there because otherwise he’s got no shot to play well up here.

We’ll see if that changes if the Wild gets more desperate. Same thing with Haula and Bulmer. I think the Wild wants to stop the yo-yo and keep those guys consistently in Iowa so they can develop rather than being mostly unproductive in the NHL. We will see again if the Wild’s need changes that desire in the coming days.

Yeo is loading up the first unit tonight with Granlund-Koivu-Coyle, Pominville and Ryan Suter and has a second unit of … Heatley-Brodziak-Fontaine, Ballard-Spurgeon. On the fly (non-faceoff), it appears Niederreiter takes Brodziak’s spot.

“The mentality of the second group should be to get as many pucks to the net as we can,” said Yeo, who added he’s going with Granlund on the top unit because he’s playing at such a high level right now.

The NHL holiday roster freeze expires at midnight. We'll see if Fletcher is able to do anything to get the attention of this slumping team.

Talk tonight. I’ll be on TSN 1290 in Winnipeg at 5:30 p.m.

Zach Parise expected to miss some games for struggling Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 27, 2013 - 8:47 AM   
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Update: My presumption below was correct. Stephane Veilleux was recalled again with Parise hurt. In addition, Josh Harding is also rejoining the team today. We'll see later if it's at all possible if he can start. Johan Gustafsson is also on the trip, I believe, so three goalies coming to Winnipeg.

Evening from Winnipeg, where it's colder than Anaheim and San Jose, which was the front end of this stretch of 16 days out of 19 for me on the road.

 So you won't have to endure any weather bragging from me the next few days.

 The Christmas break officially ends Friday morning. The Wild will reassemble at MSP for the relatively short flight north for a game Friday night against the Central Division rival Winnipeg Jets.

 I'm certain Zach Parise won't be on that flight.

 The Wild hasn't confirmed, but my educated guess is Parise will miss an uncertain amount of games with his lower-body injury that I assume is an aggravation of the injured foot he has been playing on for more than three weeks.

 For a team that lacks confidence and has 22 goals in the past 15 games and must dig deep and figure out a way to stop the bleeding and climb back into the top-8, Parise's absence comes out a bad time.

 Parise blocked a shot by Alex Steen on Nov. 25. Coincidentally - or maybe not, the Wild is 5-9-1 since and 1-7-1, including that game in St. Louis, on the road since.

 Parise was supposed to miss two to three weeks because of the bum foot but instead missed one game because he felt he could play through the injury and because of how difficult a stretch of games the Wild had coming up.

 Commendable, but Parise was clearly playing through pain and the last week to 10 days, his off-ice limp was getting more and more pronounced. You could see it on the ice, too.

 My educated guess is Parise will now need to stay off the foot for a little while so it doesn't linger any longer. How long? No clue, but this time doctors may have more say than Parise.

 This being the case, the Winnipeg game almost certainly won't be the only one Parise misses.

 Hindsight's 20-20, but if Parise and the Wild knew the team was going to struggle like it has the past few weeks, I'm betting Parise would have taken some time off to get the foot better.

 Now the foot hasn't healed and he'll need to miss some games with the Wild struggling and in bad need of a rebound during this upcoming four-game homestand after the Jets game.

 It's clear he has been playing hurt. During the 1-7-1 road stretch, Parise has no goals and one assist in 8 of those games (he missed the game before the break in Philly).

 So it's gut check time for the Wild, which has fallen to ninth.

I'm thinking Stephane Veilleux might be recalled again because he didn't play tonight for Iowa. He was sent down after the Flyers game because there was no sense keeping him up only to have his cap hit charged to the team

 Like all NHL teams, the Wild hasn't practiced in three days. Like 10 other teams in this league, it'll now have to get on an abnormal morning charter, fly to a road game and play on the same night.

 It'll be a tough one to say the least.

 The big question is whether Josh Harding will be on the flight, and if so, what his health situation is. He was expected to rejoin the Wild for the trip north after missing the past three games to have his treatment for multiple sclerosis altered.

 But the Wild didn't confirm Thursday if Harding, Parise or Clayton Stoner would travel, although as I mentioned above, I'm pretty sure Parise is not.

 As of now, Johan Gustafsson hasn't officially been reassigned, so I don't know if that's an indication Harding isn't coming. Even if Harding does come, can he start? As of Monday, coach Mike Yeo said he didn't think Harding had been on the ice through this process. If that's true, I can't imagine he'd be able to start because this would be 10 days between Friday and his win last Tuesday against Vancouver.

 Anyways, follow me on Twitter on Friday to get the latest news and read my Friday Insider on the Wild's "almost-midseason" analysis.

 Friday is Game 40. Game 41 technically closes the first half, but I'm not too good at math - and the way the schedule lines up, Friday's paper makes sense.

 That's it for me. Talk to you after the morning skate. Hope you had a good holiday.

Tumbling Wild enters the Christmas break with the pressure mounting

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 23, 2013 - 11:19 PM   
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Wild coach Mike Yeo said after tonight’s 4-1 loss to the Philadelphia Flyers that the NHL’s three-day Christmas break couldn’t come at a more “perfect” time.

The Wild, in the midst of its annual midseason funk, probablys need a good mental break away from hockey.

The team has scored 22 goals in the past 15 games and nine goals in a 1-7-1 road slide that has pushed the Wild to ninth in the West (tied with Phoenix, which has played three fewer games).

Zach Parise missed tonight’s game with a lower-body injury. Yeo wouldn’t reveal his injury, but it certainly sounds like it’s the foot injury that was supposed to keep him out two to three weeks starting Nov. 27. He missed one game, but as I’ve mentioned on here the past few weeks, Parise has been limping visibly in the rink and locker room and hasn’t been as effective. The 1-7-1 road slide began on Nov. 25 when he blocked the Alex Steen shot on the penalty kill in St. Louis.

He has one assist and is minus-7 in nine road games since. In the notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, you can see Mikko Koivu’s numbers on the road this year and during this stretch, too. It’s further evidence as to why I think Yeo should consider breaking them up after the break. I just think it’s easy for teams to load up on them with their best defenders.

Tonight, the Wild gave up a goal on the first shot of the game when Scott Hartnell was knocked off the puck by Justin Fontaine and that puck went right to Luke Schenn, who unloaded a cannon 1:52 in by Niklas Backstrom. It came after Dany Heatley was slow to get into the zone and then seemed to lose Schenn.

The Wild responded well, spent time in the offensive zone for a change (outshot Philly 11-5 in the period), but then Marco Scandella, who had a very tough road trip after a string of solid games, took a penalty on Claude Giroux. Ten seconds after Koivu lost a faceoff, Giroux began a tic-tac-toe that Wayne Simmonds converted for the eventual winner.

The one-goal-a-game Wild was basically toast right there, but Mikael Granlund pulled Minnesota to within one with the Wild’s first 5-on-3 goal on seven tries this year. That would be the Wild’s only shot on five power plays, and that includes one to start the second that could have tied the game and one to start the third period that could have pulled the Wild within one.

When Giroux deflected a shot for a 3-1 lead, the Wild was actually outshooting Philadelphia 17-8. But that rattled this fragile team and the Wild was outshot 19-4 during a 27-minute span of the second and third periods.

Enough on the game.

This team’s a shell of the team that went 12-2-1 from Oct. 22-Nov. 23. Early in the season, the Wild routinely gave up 25 shots a game or fewer and one or two goals max. Now it’s three or four goals a game and over 30. It can’t score for the life of them and is spending way too much time in its end.

“I’m not going to try to paint a rosy picture and I’m not going to make any excuses,” Yeo said. “Flat out, we need to better. It’s every one of us, it starts with me.”

What’s that mean?

“This is not us. There’s no way we can accept this,” Yeo said. “It’s not us and we have to fix it. With that said, this is the same group that will fix it. I have no doubt. Am I worried? No. Ticked off? Yeah, that we’re in this funk. But I also don’t have any doubts that we’ll fix it. This is the same group that raised the expectations, this is the same group that got us to a point where we were in a good spot and this is the same group that’s going to get us out of it.”

The Wild, like all NHL teams, cannot practice Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday. On Friday morning, it will gather at Minneapolis airport and fly to Winnipeg for a game that night against the Jets, again, without the virtue of any practices this team so desperately needs.

The Wild says 18-5-3 Josh Harding will rejoin the team, but at that point, he may be off the ice for 10 days if it’s true he isn’t skating during this alteration of his multiple sclerosis treatment. So I can’t imagine he’ll be able to play immediately, although Yeo didn’t rule it out this morning. Parise’s injury is hopefully minor and maybe the break and staying off the ice will help, but we likely won’t know his status until Friday?

After Winnipeg, the Wild has a huge four-game homestand. Homestands are played at the X, you know, the only place the Wild has proven capable of winning, the only place it has proven remotely capable of playing well these days.

This homestand is not only critical to the Wild’s place in the standings, it may be even critical to Yeo’s immediate future.

Chuck Fletcher’s got to do something. The Wild doesn’t have a lot of cap space, so a significant trade may be unlikely. But the pressure is on Fletcher, too, and I can’t imagine owner Craig Leipold is going to sit idly by and let this season crumble.

When I asked Yeo if he’s worried his seat was heating, Yeo said, “I’m not worried about that. I don’t care. I believe in this group and I believe we’re going in the right direction. I believe this is the group that’s going to get it done. We’ll keep hammering away at it.”

Yeo said it’s all “between the ears” right now with his team. It lacks confidence, it can’t score, so anything badly happens in games, it disintegrates.

“But what are we going to do, feel sorry for ourselves? Come on,” Yeo said. “We’ve got to battle through it. We just come back and we get back to it, let’s get back to who we are.”

Wild just need to dig deep and get itself out of this. Things can change quickly in this sport. A few wins will lower the temperature and stop the bleeding a bit.

Again, no practice the next three days and there’s no access to the team until Friday in Winnipeg. I’ll talk to you next in Winnipeg … hopefully because sadly I have some family issues going on right now that could prevent me from joining the team there.

Have a wonderful holiday. There are much bigger, more important, more precious things than the Wild, so forget about the angst for a few days.
Zach Parise to miss tonight's game against Philadelphia

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild game coverage, Wild news  Updated: December 23, 2013 - 6:33 PM    
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The going is only getting tougher for the Wild, which is 1-6-1 in its past eight on the road and faces a Flyers team tonight that has won eight in a row at home.

There were rumors the past hour that Zach Parise would miss tonight's game against the Flyers. The Wild has just confirmed he has a lower-body injury. I didn't see Parise this morning but he was at the team hotel earlier today.

This will be Parise's second game missed this season, the last with a foot injury that hasn't healed yet. I believe this is related.

We'll have more from coach Mike Yeo after the game hopefully.

Parise has one assist and is minus-7 on the 1-6-1 road slide that started with his foot injury in St. Louis.

Justin Fontaine will draw into the lineup.

Matt Cooke slides into Parise's spot next to Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle

The Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville remains intact, while Dany Heatley will skate with Kyle Brodziak and Fontaine and Stephane Veilleux skates on the left side of Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell.

Wild vs. Flyers: Veilleux recalled; Stoner out, Prosser in; World junior TV info

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 23, 2013 - 12:04 PM   
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Wild and Flyers tonight at Wells Fargo Center on NBC Sports Network as both teams look to head into the NHL's holiday hiatus on a high. Dave Strader upstairs, Pierre McGuire between the benches.

The Flyers will be looking for their first nine-game home winning streak since 2005. During their eight-game home winning streak, they have outscored their opponents 32-15. Guys like Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek are running hot.

The Wild has lost seven of its last eight road games (1-6-1) with eight goals in that span and have no regulation road wins since Nov. 20. They did manage to score first for the first time in 11 road games last night at the Garden, so they’ve got that going for them.

Niklas Backstrom vs. Steve Mason tonight.

The Wild reassigned Erik Haula this morning and recalled the red-headed wonder, Stephane Veilleux.

Why would the lowest-scoring team in the Western Conference do that?

“Penalty killer, energy, emotion, physical,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We always like when Steph’s in our lineup because we know what we’re going to get with him. I think it’s important to have a fourth line that’s bringing that speed, that identity.”

Haula is not a fourth-liner and shouldn’t be. Yeo talked about after New York’s second goal last night, he put his fourth line out to get a momentum shift. Instead, there was a turnover and they were pinned in their zone.

“It would be useful,” Yeo said, to have a fourth line that can get the puck deep, get the momentum back and “help us get back to our game.” Veilleux can provide that, Yeo said.

My guess is Zenon Konopka comes back into the lineup and centers Veilleux and Torrey Mitchell.

The other three lines, Yeo said, he’s keeping a surprise.

He did say there will be some changes. I didn’t get the impression Yeo will split Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu today.

Parise’s a minus-5 on the trip, Koivu a minus-4. They have no points. I think with Mikael Granlund back in the lineup, it’s worth trying. I think it’s just too easy to load up on Koivu and Parise together on the road, but Yeo said the Granlund-Jason Pominville tandem is a “pretty difficult tandem to deal with as well. We do believe ti have those guys situated like that we do have more than one line to concentrate on.”

But why doesn’t he ever split Parise and Koivu?

“Mikko is a skilled player and needs skilled players with him,” Yeo said. “He needs guys, you look around the league, we’re not the only team to do that. I don’t want to start naming off centermen, but first-line centermen generally are going to play with first-line wingers. Skilled players need to play with skilled players. That’s what it comes down to.”

Again though, if you consider Nino Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle skilled, I don’t see why Koivu in the middle can’t be experimented with. The Wild is too one and done offensively. Get the puck in, try to win the battle and leave the zone when it doesn’t. If they do with the cycle battle, it usually results in one shot and out of the zone.

I like the size of a Niederreiter-Koivu-Coyle line on the cycle and the speed and plays a Parise-Granlund-Pominville line could bring. We’ll see.

Clayton Stoner will miss tonight’s game with a lower-body injury. Nate Prosser will play for the first time in 14 games (Nov. 25).

Yeo said, “He’s such a great pro. He’s done this. It’s not an easy job, a lot of guys can’t do it,” but he just wants Prosser to come in and “be effective in his game, provide a spark,” compete hard and defend hard.”

Prosser said just that, that he plans to flip the switch at the opening faceoff and be tough to play against.

Team meeting this morning and the big topic was being mentally tougher than folding up its tents with one goal against or bad portions of game. Yeo watched last night’s game again and felt the Wild actually had a better first half of the game than it has in some time.

Talk to you tonight. The good folks at TSN report defenseman Matt Dumba won’t face a suspension for his kneeing major in yesterday’s world junior championships tune-up game.

Speaking of which:

NEW YORK (December 18, 2013) – NHL Network-U.S. and NHL.com will

 offer fans in the United States the opportunity to watch live competition

 from the 2014 International Ice Hockey Federation World Junior Championship

 , Dec. 26-Jan. 5 from Malmo, Sweden. The IIHF World Junior Championship

 features the top men's hockey players in the world under the age of 20 and

 is one of the featured events on the world hockey calendar each year.

         NHL Network-U.S. will broadcast 18 live contests from the 2014 IIHF

 World Junior Championship, including every game from Team USA's group –

which features games against Canada, Czech Republic, Germany and Slovakia –

as well as the quarterfinals, semifinals, and bronze- and gold-medal games.

 A complete schedule is below and available on www.nhlnetwork.com.

         Steve Mears, co-host of NHL Network’s NHL Live, will provide the

 play-by-play along with NCAA/junior hockey analyst Dave Starman. TV/radio

 host Jill Savage will serve as the rink-side reporter.

         NHL.com will provide a live stream of all Team USA tournament games

 (available only in the U.S.) as well as the latest information from the

 tournament, including news, recaps and select game highlights.

       In 2013, the United States took home gold by defeating defending

 champion Sweden, 3-1, in the final. That earned Team USA its third medal

 from the last four IIHF World Junior Championships, to go with gold in 2010

 and bronze in 2011.

        2014 IIHF World Junior Championship NHL Network-U.S. Schedule

                 Dec. 26, 2013-Jan. 5, 2014 • Malmo, Sweden

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Date         |Matchup           |Time (Local/ET)  |Live        |

 |             |                  |                 |Streaming   |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Thurs., Dec. |Canada vs. Germany|1:30 p.m./7:30   |            |

 |26           |USA vs. Czech     |a.m.             |NHL.com     |

 |             |Republic          |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Fri., Dec. 27|Slovakia vs.      |3:00 p.m./9:00   |            |

 |             |Germany           |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Sat., Dec. 28|USA vs. Slovakia  |1:30 p.m./7:30   |NHL.com     |

 |             |Canada vs. Czech  |a.m.             |            |

 |             |Republic          |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Sun., Dec. 29|USA vs. Germany   |3:00 p.m./9:00   |NHL.com     |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Mon., Dec. 30|Germany vs. Czech |1:30 p.m./7:30   |None        |

 |             |Republic          |a.m.             |            |

 |             |Canada vs.        |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |Slovakia          |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Tues., Dec.  |Czech Republic vs.|1:30 p.m./7:30   |            |

 |31           |Slovakia          |a.m.             |NHL.com     |

 |             |USA vs. Canada    |5:30 p.m./11:30  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Thurs., Jan. |Quarterfinal #1   |noon/6:00 a.m.   |TBA         |

 |2            |Quarterfinal #2   |2:30 p.m./8:30   |            |

 |             |Quarterfinal #3   |a.m.             |            |

 |             |Quarterfinal #4   |5:00 p.m./11:00  |            |

 |             |                  |a.m.             |            |

 |             |                  |7:30 p.m./1:30   |            |

 |             |                  |p.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Fri., Jan. 3 |Semifinal #1      |3:00 p.m./9:00   |TBA         |

 |             |Semifinal #2      |a.m.             |            |

 |             |                  |7:00 p.m./1:00   |            |

 |             |                  |p.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|

 |Sun., Jan. 5 |Bronze Medal Game |3:00 p.m./9:00   |TBA         |

 |             |Gold Medal Game   |a.m.             |            |

 |             |                  |7:00 p.m./1:00   |            |

 |             |                  |p.m.             |            |

 |-------------+------------------+-----------------+------------|\

Wild frustrated, lack confidence, don't seem to have any answers to scoring woes
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I love playing poker, particularly Texas Holdem. I love playing craps, too.

Don’t get the wrong idea. I don’t have a gambling problem. But when I go to Vegas or someplace like that, I partake and enjoy it.

Well, sometimes. Sometimes I absolutely hate it.

The amazing thing about poker and craps is when you’re winning, poker and craps seem like the easiest games in the world. Like there’s just no way you’ll ever lose again. You need an inside straight? The card comes. You get pocket 10s, trips is coming on the flop.

You throw some money on a couple come bets, the dice always hit and you rake in the chips over and over again.

But when you’re losing, poker and craps seem like the most impossible, frustrated games, like, ‘How did I ever, ever, EVER, win in the past?’ You never can pull that flush card or the full house, the person tossing the dice always throws three numbers and out.

You lose and lose and lose and you don’t even remember how you won.

What the heck am I talking about?

When I was walking around the locker room after the Wild’s latest road loss tonight and when I watched this game against the Rangers from the press box, I was thinking about how hockey looks so easy when you’re winning and looks so impossible when you’re losing.

The Wild’s in one of those awful, hard-to-get-out-of funks right now, (the type that plagued Todd Richards here and Mike Yeo’s first two years here) where it’s so hard to even remember what they did when they were winning routinely in November.

The players are frustrated. The coach is frustrated. Nobody seems to have any answers, which is scary when this Wild team is set to fall right back out of the top-8 again, maybe as soon as Monday if Phoenix wins in Buffalo and the Wild loses in Philly.

The words, “I don’t know,” came out of everybody’s mouth I talked to in the locker room tonight, from Zach Parise to Mikko Koivu.

Koivu knows how to play hockey well. He hasn’t played hockey well the past two games. He was minus-3 in Pittsburgh. Tonight at times it seemed like he was single-handedly trying to do everything, well, other than shoot the puck. He tried to force passes, turned some pucks over, and then he uttered a quote that again reminded me of my awful poker/craps comparison above.

“When things are going good, you’re feeling good and the game’s kind of easy,” Koivu said. “When you’re struggling, you’re not doing the right plays even if you’re trying your butt off.

“You just have to find it. There’s no other way. You just have to go through it and start playing, I don’t know, smarter or better, whatever it is, to find it again.”

Koivu was minus-1. Zach Parise, after being minus-3 in Pittsburgh, was minus-2. He, too, wasn’t a threat and is getting more and more frustrated.

This team is mentally frustrated right now. Any in-game adversity saps everything.

Tonight, they played well the first 10 minutes, scored the first goal on the road for the first time in 11 games, and then started turning pucks over. One Jonas Brodin one led to Koivu’s penalty. One Koivu one led to Keith Ballard’s penalty. That one led to a tying power-play goal by Benoit Pouliot, part of Wild folklore as one of five consecutive years of first-round busts.

“When things aren’t going well, when you put yourself in a hole, it’s hard to get out of it when goals have been tough to come by and just overall not feeling good about the way we’ve been playing,” Parise said.

The Wild has scored eight goals in a 1-6-1 road slide. It has 23 goals in the past 15 games and ranks 29th in goals per game (2.16) and 29th in goals per game on the road (1.68). The only team behind the Wild in both is lowly Buffalo.

Asked how the Wild get out of this, Parise said, “I don’t know. I don’t know. Shoot more? I don’t know. It’s just been a frustrating stretch for us. We haven’t played great. I don’t know. We have to find a way to score. That’s the bottom line. We’re not scoring. We’re not giving ourselves a chance. We’re not scoring goals.”

If it were simple, the Wild wouldn’t struggle so unbelievably, painfully at scoring goals. So, like the players and the coach, I don’t know the answer.

I do know one thing. This season is on dangerous footing right now. This team is lacking confidence, absolutely stink on the road, and if they continue to absolutely stink on the road, there is no chance they’ll make the playoffs.

The pressure’s on now.

Yeo better start figuring out some of these answers. Mikael Granlund’s back. He looked good tonight, making some great passes and helped set up Jason Pominville on their second shift reunited.

The Parise-Koivu tagteam is leading the Wild nowhere right now. With Granlund back, Yeo may want to get innovative and experiment a Parise-Granlund-Pominville line and a Nino Niederreiter-Koivu-Charlie Coyle line.

He’s got nothing to lose because the Wild CANNOT score.

The Wild is on a train heading to Philly as we speak. I assume Niklas Backstrom will make his second straight start Monday. I don’t think the Wild feels Johan Gustafsson is ready. He’s 21, has been inconsistent in Iowa during his rookie year and looks like he’s trying to find his way in Wild practices.

Other than the Chris Kreider goal in the third that Backstrom will have to see over and over again for the rest of his days, Backstrom played well tonight. He swallowed pucks and controlled his rebound. It’s up to the Wild to score for him, too. I don’t know too many goalies who can win with five goals in their past six starts, eight in their past eight full ones.

Jared Spurgeon got banged up tonight and Clayton Stoner was lost with a lower-body injury, meaning Nate Prosser may be dusted off after 13 games as a scratch.

Onto Philly. Talk Monday.

Mikael Granlund returning tonight for the Wild
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Mikael Granlund's much-anticipated return to the Wild's lineup will occur tonight against the New York Rangers and he will be reunited on the second line with Nino Niederreiter and Jason Pominville to see, as coach Mike Yeo said, if they can "rekindle some of that spark they had going earlier on."

Zach Parise will play on the left side of Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle, while Matt Cooke will play on the left side of Kyle Brodziak and Dany Heatley.

Mike Rupp, scratched in the past six games, will play against the Rangers in his first return to the Garden since New York traded him to the Wild in February for Darroll Powe and Nick Palmieri.

"He should be motivated," Yeo said.

Rupp will be centered by Erik Haula with Torrey Mitchell on right wing.

Zenon Konopka, Justin Fontaine and Nate Prosser are scratched.

Niklas Backstrom will start the first of maybe back-to-back games. Darcy Kuemper is indeed not coming to Philadelphia because he is hurt.

"I would like to see us play a really good game in front of him," Yeo said. "It would be nice if we could score a few more goals. The fact that we haven't been scoring goals, everything is more magnified right now, every mistake is magnified, and if we could ease a little bit of that pressure, we'd like to do that."

Granlund has missed 11 straight games and 13 of the past 14. In those 14 games, the Wild has scored 22 goals. It is not easy returning immediately from a concussion.

"We'll be realistic with our expectations, but I think there's no better way of getting right back in there than to throw him back into the fire," Yeo said.

Ice could be awful tonight: "That's kind of a trademark here," Yeo said. There was a women's basketball doubleheader here that ended at 4 p.m. The boards were just taken off and the Zamboni is roaming the surface as we speak. It's also unseasonably warm here in New York.

Mikael Granlund status for Sunday unclear; Another goaltender pickle for the Wild?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 21, 2013 - 2:14 PM   
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First day of winter here in New York City and it’s a balmy 60 degrees outside. Sunday, the high is supposed to get to 66.

The Wild, looking to rebound from Thursday’s 5-2 loss at Pittsburgh, takes on the struggling New York Rangers on Sunday night at 6:30 p.m. CT. I will be on Fox Sports North during the 6 p.m. pregame show and first intermission.

Today, the Wild practiced over at the Sky Rink at Chelsea Piers. The rink backs up to the Law & Order: SVU sound stage. Back in the day when I was at the rink covering a Panthers practice, I was able to actually walk on the sets, like the precinct and DA’s office and courtroom.

I was hoping to do the same today, maybe even film my Wild Minute with a gavel in my hand. Alas, the set was locked, but I was able to mosey around the props area, which was pretty neat.

Over on the ice, coach Mike Yeo ran the Wild through a second consecutive up-tempo practice. Mikael Granlund pretty much skated on every line and looked like a player begging to return to the lineup.

Afterward, Yeo said Granlund had another “great practice,” but then he said it’s a day-to-day process right now and he doesn’t know if he’ll return against the Rangers.

Something changed in the past few days. In Pittsburgh, Yeo said it was his decision not to play Granlund because he only had one practice under his belt Tuesday at home and a couple good days of practice Friday and Saturday may do the trick. After practice Friday though, Yeo revealed that Granlund hasn’t officially been given clearance to return to game action.

Today, Yeo said vaguely that the decision is not his. Athletic therapist Don Fuller will tell Yeo when Granlund can return after consultation with team doctors and Granlund. Through a spokesman, GM Chuck Fletcher, who is not with the team, said the Wild will let the media know when Granlund is cleared to play and the team has no comment.

Basically, the Wild is going to be careful with him. He was rushed back into the lineup last time and lasted a shift, so they want to make sure this time. One issue is if he winds up not playing Sunday or Monday, remember, there are no NHL practices allowed Dec. 24, 25 and 26 prior to the Wild’s game in Winnipeg on Dec. 27. So if he doesn’t return before the break, will he be able to return right after the break?

Frankly, I’ve got the same curiosity about Josh Harding. The Wild says it expects him back Dec. 27 in Winnipeg, but I can’t imagine he’d be able to play after not being with the team for more than a week.

Back to Granlund, Yeo said if he gets word Granlund’s playing, he’ll look at it as a bonus. If not, he’s focusing on the lines I posted yesterday. Yeo again said it’s time for some of his non-existent offensive players to step up and contribute. I’ll write more about one in Sunday’s paper. Yeo did say if Granlund returns, he would likely be reunited with Jason Pominville. Their chemistry was tremendous in late October and prior to Granlund getting hurt.

Just an FYI, there is no morning skate Sunday because Madison Square Garden has a women’s basketball doubleheader during the day. Besides the fact that this should make for the typical garbage ice that MSG is world famous for, the Wild players, who have gameday routines, aren’t even allowed at the rink earlier in the day to work on sticks and stuff like that.

I don’t know how the NHL allows this, but regardless, we won’t know about Granlund until at least Yeo’s pregame availability around 5:05 p.m. CT.

So, don’t ask me on Twitter if Granlund’s playing!!!!

In other goaltending news, and proving nothing ever, ever, ever goes easy for Yeo and the Wild, the team was expected to make a goalie swap today and bring up Darcy Kuemper to back up Niklas Backstrom against the Rangers and maybe start him against the Flyers.

Kuemper is on fire right now in the A (here's his game logs), has been one of the three stars in seven of his past eight starts and is coming off a 44-save shutout against Hamilton last night – one of four 40-save performances in his past 12. He’s given up two goals or fewer in his last four starts.

Well, guess what? Listening between the lines to Yeo today, coupled with the fact that I noticed Kuemper missed some time last week in Abbotsford and got crushed at one juncture in last night's game, I get the impression Kuemper’s hurt.

The only thing Yeo would say is he knows he had a great game last night, but he’s not necessarily coming up. As of now, there’s no transaction of Kuemper’s recall, which means Gustafsson is likely staying.

Backstrom will start vs. the Rangers.

The big question is who starts in Philadelphia. Gustafsson is only 21 and has had an inconsistent season his rookie year in the AHL, so would the Wild be willing to throw him to the wolves against the Flyers for his NHL debut? It’s not like he can’t tend goal. He competes and is athletic and he's had great seasons in Sweden and led Sweden to gold at world juniors a few years back. But I do know that the Wild has felt he's not ready.

Or, will Backstrom, 35, have to start on back-to-back nights? Obviously, Backstrom’s performance and how much work he endures against the Rangers will be the deciding factor for Yeo and goalie coach Bob Mason.

Whatever’s ailing Kuemper, if he suddenly gets better, he’d likely fly directly from Des Moines to Philadelphia.

Talk to you Sunday.
Mikael Granlund not yet cleared to return; Brett Bulmer back to Iowa; Goalie swap expected Saturday
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Afternoon from the sky between Pittsburgh to New Yawk. We've been in the air for 25 minutes and it's not a long flight, so I better be quick before we descend into LaGuardia.

Long practice near Robert Morris University today. Battle drills, special teams work, a team meeting a line juggling as the Wild, which has given up the first goal in 10 straight road games and has scored 22 goals in the past 14 games, try to figure things out.

Mikael Granlund has not officially been cleared to play, coach Mike Yeo said today. We'll see if he is by Saturday, but today, even though the second looked great and took part in battle drills, he played most on D and wasn't part of any special teams. Obviously, the team is being careful because of his history of concussions, which personally I don't think is a bad thing.

So there is a chance he doesn't return Sunday against the Rangers and he misses his 12th in a row.

Yeo went back to his line laboratory and experimented with new ones Friday. He reunited the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville line – the one that hasn’t exactly lit it up when together this year or last.

Kyle Brodziak, without a goal in 25 straight (which actually isn't his career long; I plan to write a bit more about him in the next few days) centered Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley and Charlie Coyle centered Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine, who has been scratched in the past three games.

It’s hard to tell which line is the second and which is the third.

Zenon Konopka centered Erik Haula and Torrey Mitchell.

Obviously, those lines will change if Granlund can return. When I noted to Yeo they were a little, uh, weird, he said, “We haven’t been scoring a lot of goals, so we have to try something."

The Wild sent Brett Bulmer back to Iowa today. He wasn't going to play against the Rangers and if Granlund can return, the team has to make a roster move anyway and it appears Yeo wants to keep Haula in the lineup somehow because he can play center if needed and he kills penalties.

I'm pretty sure the Wild plans to flip goalies after Saturday’s practice because Iowa called up John Curry from Orlando. Johan Gustafsson is expected to be reassigned and Darcy Kuemper recalled to back up Niklas Backstrom against the Rangers and potentially start Monday in Philadelphia.

Watching Gustafsson in practice and talking to scouts who have seen him play in Iowa, the 21-year-old just isn't ready for NHL action. Kuemper appears to have gotten his game in order in Iowa -- one of the three stars after almost every Baby Wild game lately. We may see if it translates into the NHL, where he's had two poor, jittery performances this season.

We're landing and bouncing around the sky. Talk to you tomorrow.

Mike Yeo on Wild's loss in Pittsburgh: "We stunk"

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 19, 2013 - 10:16 PM   
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Simply, an awful start from the Wild triggered an awful game from the Wild as the fresh team with pretty much its entire healthy lineup got trounced by a Pittsburgh team that play a later-than-normal game on the road the night before.

The Wild was the clichéd “team waiting for us” for a change. It theoretically got a good night sleep in Pittsburgh as the Pens arrived late.

This is a team missing five top-6 defensemen and Evgeni Malkin, among others. Yet, the Pens keep winning because other players are stepping up night after night after night. They have now won six in a row, nine in a row at home and 11 of their last 12 overall. They’re 16-3 at home.

Mikael Granlund was the only skater out of the lineup and has been the only one for some time. The backbone of the team though, Josh Harding, is out at least three games and tonight we saw why that is a big loss.

After the Wild talked on and on about how much faith and confidence it has in Niklas Backstrom, he gave up a terrible goal 49 seconds into the game. Now, Backstrom has got basically zero goal support this year. He has received seven goals of support in his last seven full games he has played and four goals in his last five.

But in two of the past three games he has played, the Wild’s ghastly efforts began after a bad goal. You’re a team that can’t score. You’re a team that struggles winning on the road. You’re come out ready to play on the road, and 49 seconds into the game, you’re down 1-0 because Backstrom couldn’t hang on to two pucks.

It just deflates you. Now coach Mike Yeo said he’s not accepting that as an excuse and the Wild needs to be stronger and respond better than being outbattled the rest of the night.

The Wild couldn’t get to most rebounds being served up by Jeff Zatkoff, but Yeo felt his team was outworked all over the ice.

The Wild is now 6-9-3 on the road with no regulation wins since Nov. 20 on the road and three this season.

“We were not ready to play the game hard enough,” Yeo said. “We have to look ourselves in the mirror – all of us. We did what we did to ourselves tonight.”

For the sixth time this year, the Wild failed to score on a 5-on-3, this one for 1:46 and with a chance to turn a 4-2 deficit that even Yeo said was “smoke and mirrors” to 4-3 or 4-4. To make matters worse, Jonas Brodin hooked Olli Maatta coming out of the penalty box and the 19-year-old stud defenseman scored on the ensuing penalty shot for technically a shorthanded goal to make it 5-2.

It was a crazy sequence of events.

“Generally we’re a team that gets what we deserve and we didn’t deserve to be there,” Yeo said. “It was an opportunity to make something of a game where you haven’t been at your best and we have to recognize that. We haven’t scored one. We have to address it, we have to change something.”

Yeo on Backstrom: “I want to see him win. We want to see him win. This game shouldn’t be about Nik Backstrom. I’m not going to sit here and say he played well or he deserved a better fate. Obviously it’s easy to pick this out as a story in the game, but we stunk tonight. It’s not all on him. I’m not going to say he was nearly good enough, but there were 19 other guys wearing a wild uniform tonight that weren’t either.”

On not pulling him, “He needs to fight through it.”

Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise had poor games. They finished with six shots, but I believe two at even-strength and were each minus-3.

Koivu: “They were ready to play. We just need to be better. That’s the bottom line, starting with myself. I don’t think we were ready to play.”

Backstrom: “Today I could have been better.”

So, the scoring woes continue. So does the inability to win on the road. If the Wild doesn’t improve on the road, it won’t make the playoffs – period.

Talk to you after Friday’s practice, but it may be very late because the Wild practices here in Pittsburgh. I then need to hustle and catch a flight to New York, so my guess is I won’t be able to post blog until I get to New York – maybe from the Rangers-Islanders game, because yes, that’s how I’m spending my night off in New York.

So follow me on Twitter at www.twitter.com/russostrib for real-time info.

Nik Backstrom, Wild to face Sidney Crosby and injury-depleted Penguins tonight
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Afternoon from Pittsburgh, where the Wild and Penguins face off tonight at 6 p.m. CT.

If you get NHL Network, I’ll be on NHL Live at 5 p.m. CT, 6 p.m. ET, from the penalty box on the bald-spot cam at CONSOL Energy Center.

Penguins, despite being minus 10 guys that are hurt or suspended, just keep on winning. Just on their back end, they are missing Kris Letang, Brooks Orpik, Rob Scuderi and always-friendly Paul Martin, who walked by me on crutches wearing a full beard. Yet, the Pens have won five in a row and 10 of their past 11.

James Neal is expected to return from his five-game suspension tonight for kneeing Brad Marchand in the head. He’s not the first player who wanted to knee Marchand in the head, but he’s the first player to actually do it.

Sidney Crosby, who once upon a time starred at Shattuck-St. Mary’s, will play the Wild for the first time since the 2009-10 season. In five games vs. Minnesota, Sid the Not a Kid Anymore has three goals and four assists. He is riding an eight-game point streak and of course leads the NHL in scoring.

Crosby and Wild coach Mike Yeo had a great relationship when Yeo was Pittsburgh’s assistant for four years. Yeo called the prospect of coaching against Crosby “scary” tonight.

“I can’t say that I’m really looking forward to it,” Yeo said. “He’s a player, every time he steps on the ice he’s a threat and dangerous. It’s a great challenge, too. We pride ourselves on our defensive game. It’s a good opportunity to go out and prove we can do it against the elite.”

The Wild hasn’t lost in Pittsburgh since its first visit many, many years ago. It has won six in a row since and, in fact, the Wild is the only team Marc-Andre Fleury hasn’t beaten. He is 0-5 against the Wild with a 3.76 goals-against average and .853 save percentage.

The Pens didn’t have a morning skate, but Fleury played in Pittsburgh’s 8 p.m. game against the Rangers in New Yawk last night, so the guess is backup Jeff Zatkoff, 26, will make his seventh career start. He is 5-2 in seven appearances with a 2.53 goals-against average and .911 save percentage. He’s a product of the L.A. Kings system and signed a free agent in 2012.

We should find out for sure during Dan Bylsma’s 5 p.m. availability.

Good opportunity to play the backup because the Wild hasn’t exactly lit up anybody. Twenty goals scored in the past 13 games and the team is 6-8-3 on the road with three regulation wins – and none since Nov. 20 at Ottawa.

Mikael Granlund won’t play tonight. He was clearly disappointed on the ice when Yeo talked to him this morning. But with no practice yesterday, the Wild wants to put Granlund is a good spot and not rush him back, so he’ll get two battling practices Friday in Pittsburgh and Saturday at Chelsea Pier in Manhattan and maybe play Sunday against the Rangers.

“It’s a long season,” Yeo said.

Matt Cooke was Mr. Popular this morning. He spoke for 10 minutes with about 20 reporters around him in front of his stall as he preps to return to Pittsburgh for the first time since signing a three-year deal with the Wild.  

He joked that he hopes he’s not booed, but if he is, “it wouldn’t be the first time and probably won’t be the last.”

He won’t be booed. As far as I can tell, he was loved here by Pens fans. He joked that he’s changed his ways, so he won’t try to push any buttons in the smack-talking department tonight with his old mates. Asked if he’d also avoid any practical jokes before the game for his old mates, the renowned jokester said, “I didn’t say that.”

“I’ll forever be thankful for the support I had here, from ownership, management, the coaching staff, players, media, fans, everybody,” Cooke said. “That’ll never change. But that doesn’t mean I don’t go out and not try tonight to hand over a loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.”

As for Josh Harding missing at least a week to make some “minor adjustments” to his treatment protocol for multiple sclerosis, Yeo said he knew about this for a few days, but they didn’t feel the need to talk about it and create any kind of distraction going into the Vancouver game Tuesday.

“He feels great. He wants to make sure everybody understands that, that this is just a minor thing and he’ll be able to rejoin us after Christmas,” Yeo said.

This is now a big opportunity for Niklas Backstrom to get into a rhythm for the first time this season. The way Harding has played all year has meant Backstrom only gets one game every blue moon. This is a veteran used to playing every day, so it clearly has been a difficult adjustment.

“We’re really confident in him,” Yeo said. “He’s played some great hockey for us. This might end up being a great positive for us where we get him right on top of his game again.”

Yeo did say that the Wild potentially flips Johan Gustafsson and Darcy Kuemper this weekend. Kuemper is considered the Wild’s No. 3 and is apparently playing better in Iowa after a slow start to his year and two very rough outings in the NHL this year.

Even if Kuemper is called up to back up Backstrom Sunday in New York, that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s starting Monday in Philly. That will have to do with how Backstrom is playing, how much work he faces in New York, what time the team arrives in Philadelphia (the Wild is taking a chartered train after the Rangers game).

But if there’s a chance Kuemper’s going to start Monday, my guess is he has to come up prior to Sunday so he’s got some time to get comfortable. Remember, his lone start in Toronto when he gave up three goals on seven shots, the team flew him in on the day of the Buffalo game to back up and then start the next night. I can’t imagine the Wild would be foolish enough to do that again. So if this switch happens, I think Kuemper comes to New York on Saturday.

The Wild’s not giving up on Kuemper based on two nervous outings – one replacing Harding in the middle of arguably the Wild’s worst road performance of the season (6-2 in Montreal). So it wouldn’t shock me if he gets the call.

Yeo expects Jason Pominville to be “geared up” tonight. Remember, he wants to represent the U.S. at the Olympics and the U.S. coach is Bylsma. The associate GM is Pens GM Ray Shero.

Pominville says he won’t be focused on that, but he did say he still really wants to force them into making a tough decision. He is on the long list, meaning he is in the anti-doping program and has been drug tested throughout the season in case the U.S. chooses him.

Lastly, before I return after tonight's game, here's a pic of Team Canada assistant captain Matt Dumba.

Josh Harding placed on injured reserve, Johan Gustafsson recalled
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The Wild has placed goaltender Josh Harding, who has multiple sclerosis, on injured reserve and has recalled Johan Gustafsson.

He must miss a week, meaning the next three games at least.

GM Chuck Fletcher said during a phone interview that Harding needs to make some changes to his treatment protocol and the Wild is confident he'll be able to rejoin the team in Winnipeg on Dec. 27.

"This is not a major situation at all," Fletcher said. "This didn’t come out of the blue. I’ve been talking to Josh for awhile about this. He needs to make an adjustment in his protocols and now is a good time to do it. He feels good. He played well last night, but it’s just something that has to be taken care of."

Fletcher basically said the changes Harding needs to make, he can't play through them, so this is as good a time as any to take care of it.

"This is not a setback, this is not a sitation where something occurred in the last 24 hours," Fletcher said.

Harding made 29 saves in last night's 3-2 shootout win over Vancouver, his second straight shootout win. He is 18-5-3 in 27 games this season and ranks first in the NHL with a 1.51 goals-against average and .939 save percentage. His wins rank second.

Harding missed two months last season with complications with his medication.

Niklas Backstrom will start at least two of the next three games and with three games in five nights as opposed to the normal four, maybe he even starts all three. He is 2-5-2 this season with a 2.93 goals-against average and .900 save percentage. Fletcher said, "we all have complete faith in Backy."

It's unclear if Gustafsson will make his NHL debut on this trip in a starting role. The Wild plays in Philadelphia on Monday. Remember, twice earlier this season, the Wild recalled Gustafsson just to sit back up and then called up Darcy Kuemper to start. The second time, Harding was pulled in Montreal and wound up starting instead of Kuemper in Ottawa.

Kuemper is starting tonight for Iowa. Fletcher said the decisions will be completely up to the coaches as to whether Backstrom starts all three or if Gustafsson or Kuemper gets one of the starts.

Kuemper has struggled this season. In two NHL appearances, he is 0-1 with a 6.10 goals-against average and .625 save percentage. He is 6-9 with Iowa with a 2.68 GAA and .923 SV%.

Gustafsson, 21, is 4-4-0 with a 2.95 GAA, a .898 SV% and one shutout in nine games with Iowa this season. The 6-foot-2, 199-pound native of Koping, Sweden, went 20-13-0 with a 1.70 GAA, a .929 SV% and four shutouts in 33 games for Lulea HF in Sweden’s Elite League last season. Gustafsson was selected by the Wild in the sixth round (159th overall) of the 2010 NHL Entry Draft.

Granlund likely out for Thursday's game in Pittsburgh

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: December 18, 2013 - 12:01 PM   
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Center Mikael Granlund was one of a handful of Wild players who took the ice for a brief skate Wednesday morning on what was otherwise a day off for the team. Granlund will accompany the team on its upcoming three-game road trip. But he almost certainly will not play Thursday in Pittsburgh.

“He had a good day (Tuesday),” Wild coach Mike Yeo said of Granlund, who continued the process of his return from a concussion by skating with his teammates for a third straight day. “But I’d say it’s still a stretch for [the Pittsburgh game]. But you never know.’’

Granlund missed his 10th straight game Tuesday and his 12th in 13 games. The plan had been for Granlund to get in a good workout Tuesday afternoon, then have the team push him in practice Wednesday before deciding on his status for Thursday’s game.

But, after Tuesday’s shootout win over Vancouver, Yeo and his coaching staff decided against practicing Wednesday.

“We were hoping to have a practice today,” Yeo said. “But we figured, after the game, watching the game, seeing our players, that we needed a rest day.’’

So that changed the timeline. Yeo wanted Granlund to have one more hard practice before his return, which will happen in the two-day break between the team’s game in Pittsburgh tomorrow and  Sunday’s game against the Rangers in New York. It is possible Granlund could return against the Rangers. But, Thursday, he’ll probably sit.

“I was probably leaning towards him not playing tomorrow,” Yeo said. “But a good practice could have changed my mind a little bit.
Postgame: Thoughts after the Wild's 3-2 shootout win over Vancouver

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 18, 2013 - 8:48 AM    
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Another game, another come-from-behind shootout win for the Wild as it rallied in the third to snap the Vancouver Canucks’ seven-game winning streak by a 3-2 score.

Jason Pominville scored the lone shootout goal, Josh Harding wasn’t beaten by any of Vancouver’s three shooters (John Tortorella, my favorite, almost-endearing coaching curmudgeon, went on a classic shootout rant after the game about how the Canucks stink in shootouts) and Charlie Coyle scored the tying goal 8:47 into the third to force a frantic overtime.

Honestly, the Wild is 5-4 in shootouts and 0-1 in overtime this season. The previous nine overtimes, I could have popped the tape in my VCR (if I still had one; do they still make VCR’s?) and used the footage in lieu of melatonin.

The previous overtimes this season for the most part have been sleep-inducing. This one, “we had awesome looks,” said Pominville. But the Wild couldn’t seal the deal there, partly because of Roberto Luongo, partly because of missed nets.

Harding was again outstanding when the Wild needed him most. He made 29 saves. Luongo made 30 and was good, although he was angry with himself on the Coyle five-hole equalizer.

Wild looked flat at times in the first two periods, particularly the top line of Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Coyle, who had a lot of offensive-zone time, but when it came time to make a play, it just couldn’t execute.

Parise and Koivu said the team as a whole was flat the first two periods. Vancouver struck first for the eighth consecutive game, but Parise tied the score with his 15th goal (tied Pominville for team lead) and eighth power-play goal, which is tied for second in the NHL. Koivu set him up with a beauty after finding the loose puck of Ryan Suter’s blocked shot.

Suter picked up an assist for a fourth straight game after going pointless for eight in a row.

But Suter, who has had some tough games lately, was gassed after a long shift in the offensive zone that didn’t end up with a goal from the second line. Back in the D-zone, Suter didn’t tie up David Booth or the puck on a rebound, and Booth scored the go-ahead goal.

As I mentioned after the Colorado game, Suter is banged up. He’s wrapped like a mummy after every game. I just think he’s playing too much. He logged 32:34 tonight, topping 30 minutes for the third straight game, 12th time in 21 games and 17th time this year.

Marco Scandella, a team-best plus-10, has been fantastic. So has Jared Spurgeon. Yeo said he’s even pleased with the whole D-corps. So I really think, as Yeo likes to say, Scandella should “bite off” more ice time and Suter should be eased back a bit.

It’s a long season. This guy has 46 games left PLUS a trip to Russia to play in the Olympics. Suter is too valuable an asset for this team to flame out this early.

Here’s Yeo on Suter’s ice time, and he doesn’t does make a good point about how Suter was tremendous in the third period: “For sure, we’ve got to keep an eye on that. I would say yes, but look at his third period, look at his overtime. He accelerates past people, he gets the puck and goes up the ice. He played an awful lot tonight, but that said, when the game’s on the line, he looked great. We have to keep an eye on it.”

He said they’d maybe back him off a little in the first or second, but “when the game’s on the line, and he’s looking like that, it’s hard not to put him out.”

Parise was honest on a lot of subjects after the game:

-- “We’re so comfortable playing here. For whatever reason, we play for the most part pretty solid here. We need to get our swagger back that we had. Right now we’re a little hesitant. We’ve got to get a little more aggressive.”

-- On often giving up the first goal: “We can’t rely on chasing. Mentally, it’s hard always to be doing that, but when you get later in the year, teams are good of putting the clamp down when they have a one-goal lead. We can’t make a habit out of it.”

Wild is 12-2-5 in one-goal games. Nine of its past 11 wins are by the one-goal variety.

Canucks were good in the first two periods limiting the Wild’s time and space. The Wild could barely penetrate the middle of the offensive zone. Then Coyle scored and the Wild pressured the rest of the way, outshooting Vancouver 16-8 in the final 25 minutes.

Once the Wild started shooting pucks, it broke the Canucks down. But the Wild has scored five goals in the past 250 minutes, 6 seconds of hockey (four-plus games) and 20 goals in the past 13 games (1.53 per game).

I liked Brett Bulmer’s game again in the first two periods. He knows the system and is confident. Yeo didn’t play him late, putting Dany Heatley on the line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak in the second half of the third. Probably a rookie trust issue late in a game, so a lot of coaches would limit him there.

Did I mention Scandella has been awesome?

What else?

Was Pominville’s 21st career shootout goal.

Wild’s now 14-3-2 at home but hit the road for four now (three in a row before NHL’s Dec. 24-26 holiday hiatus), where it’s 6-8-3. Wild starts in Pittsburgh, where it’s won six in a row I believe. It’ll be former Pens assistant and Cup winner Mike Yeo’s first regular-season game coached there and former Pen Matt Cooke’s first game back.

Wild has won five of its last six shootouts.

Mikko Koivu had two assists and now leads the team with 20. It was his 98th career multi-point game.

Josh Harding is now 18-5-3 (tied for second in the NHL in wins) and leads the league with a 1.51 goals-against average. He is 14-1 at home with a 1.31 goals-against average and .944 save percentage.

That’s it for moi. Wild has mostly a day off Wednesday before it flies to Pittsburgh. Kent Youngblood will be at the rink and will blog if there’s anything up. I’ll next come to you Thursday from Pittsburgh.

Roberto Luongo to "exorcise that demon" at Xcel; Josh Harding injury-free after scare

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 17, 2013 - 12:51 PM   
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Good afternoon from the X, where the Wild and the detested, yet scorching hot Vancouver Canucks face off tonight at the X.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during tonight’s Wild Live pregame show at 6:30 p.m. and the first intermission at around 7:40ish.

Josh Harding vs. Roberto Luongo tonight.

There was a scare in the morning skate when Harding took a high shot near his throat from rookie Erik Haula. Harding went down in pain and then skated to the bench and down the back tunnel. Harding thankfully emerged less than five minutes later.

Haula, set to play his eighth NHL game tonight, looked sickened and white as a ghost after his shot that stung the Wild’s MVP. Zenon Konopka cracked in the locker room afterward: “I’m pretty sure he wet his pants.”

It reminded me of Sept. 1999 when Pavel Bure, in his first practice back from reconstructive knee surgery, was crushed by teammate Chris Wells as he crossed the blue line. Ray Whitney said afterward, “I skated by the bench and said to the trainers, ‘Start packing his bags.’”

Here’s the kinda funny article. It’s one of my favorites I’ve ever written believe it or not. Mentions an assistant GM in there named Chuck Fletcher.

As I mentioned, Luongo gets the start for the Canuckleheads. He is 3-9-2 with a 3.56 goals-against average and .873 save percentage at the X, and that includes a 0-0 tie in his first-ever start at the X with Florida in 2000. Luongo has been pulled in his past three starts here and has just had such struggles here that former Van. coach Alain Vigneault didn't play him in Minnesota since Oct. 19, 2010. Luongo joked yesterday to ask AV if he was playing.

“He’s going to exorcise that demon, I guess, if that’s what everybody thinks this is,” Canucks coach John Tortorella said. “He’s a pro. He needs to play.”

Keith Ballard, Luongo’s former Canucks teammate, said, “He’s having a real good year. I don’t know why, whatever it is, why his numbers in this building aren’t closer to what they are in every other building. Maybe he lets a couple squeak by tonight. That’s OK with us.”

Ballard is playing his first game against the Canucks after three up and down years there resulted in a compliance buyout. I’ll have more about that in my notebook in Wednesday’s newspaper. He started the season well, had two injuries that sidelined him for 16 games when the league picked up pace and has struggled to rediscover his game since returning from nine out with broken ribs. In his past 10 games, he is minus-6. But he’s happy with his last few and is glad the Wild stuck with him when it could have replaced him with Nate Prosser or Matt Dumba when he was still with the team.

On tonight, Ballard said, “We need a win, we need two points. The standings are tight right now. We’re barely in eighth place right now and they’re a couple points ahead of is. It’s a huge game. Personally, I’m not looking at this as I need to come out [and show they] should have kept me. It’s more playing my role and my position and trying to execute well.

Matt Cooke will play his fifth game against the team he spent 10 years with. He has three goals and one assist in four games against the Canucks “I grew up there – good and bad.”

Cooke always says Mike Keenan turned him into the “bad guy” in Vancouver and he continued to play that way under Marc Crawford, who always gave him more rope to turn himself into a player. As he even says, why was he on the ice with 2.3 seconds left in Game 1 of the 2003 playoffs against the Wild to score that goal to force overtime before Trent Klatt’s winner? Because Crawford trusted him.

Then he moved onto to Washington, then Pittsburgh, where he further developed his game as a shutdown third-liner and penalty killer.

Mikael Granlund looked good in the skate today. Mike Yeo said he was flying and didn’t rule out a return Thursday in Pittsburgh. That will also be Yeo’s first game coaching there in the regular season (he coached an exhibition game there his first year in Minnesota). That’ll also be Cooke’s first return as a Wild winger.

I’ll have more on Granlund in Wednesday’s paper, as well.

Mike Rupp, Prosser and Justin Fontaine will be scratched. Same lines and D pairs as was the case in Colorado.

The Canucks have killed 20 straight power plays during their seven-game winning streak. Yeo was asked how the Wild goes after the PK.

“Hopefully we get a couple power plays,” Yeo joked, referring to the three or fewer power-plays in 15 of 16 games now. “The biggest thing is the one or two power plays we get every game, it’s tough to get into a rhythm.”

Yeo said the Wild can do a better job drawing more power plays by playing less on the perimeter. Even on that two-minute shift in the offensive zone in Colorado in the second period the other night, the Wild peppered Colorado with six shots, but it really didn’t come close to drawing a penalty because it was too outside.

Usually in situations like that, if you’re not scoring, at the very minimum you’re drawing a power play. Not that night and not lately.

I asked Zach Parise about it after the Avs win and he said it’s a “touchy subject, but maybe there’s more we can do offensively to make them hold us more.”

I kind of found that funny: “hold us more.”

He made a couple references to how Colorado grabs on and holds on in the D-zone, all inferences to there should have been more than one power play in that game and zero in the previous Wild game in Denver.

Tortorella’s got the Canucks running well right now. He said there’s still areas where they can improve a lot and he found many examples to show his team of areas where they can be better even from the 6-2 win over Boston. He said it’s a results business, but for him, it’s how are they playing. Sounds like Jacques Lemaire with that one.

He also had some other good lines beyond the exorcise demon one.

Much to my personal enjoyment, he smacked radio personality Kevin Falness around when he said, “I don’t care about the Wild.”

I should have called Falness’ cell phone during Tortorella’ press availability to really get some amusement.

Also, I loved this Tortorella quote on how the Canucks have changed under Torts rather than AV: “Ask the players. It’s not rocket science here. The game isn’t too hard. I think coaches convolute it a little bit.”

Talk tonight and seeya on Fox Sports North later.

Mikael Granlund practices, getting closer to return with the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: December 16, 2013 - 1:14 PM   
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UPDATED

Wild second-line center Mikael Granlund, who has missed the past nine games with a concussion and 11 of the past 12 (really 12 in a row because he was lost one shift into his return Nov. 27 against Phoenix, returned to practice this morning at Xcel Energy Center.

Granlund, who had been skating on his own since last week, skated with extra forwards Justin Fontaine and Mike Rupp, which also indicates that Mike Yeo will return with the same lineup as the Colorado win on Tuesday against the red-hot Vancouver Canucks, who have won seven in a row.

Granlund said he felt surprisingly good on the ice, and coach Mike Yeo said athletic therapist Don Fuller told him that Granlund wants to play vs. the Canucks. Yeo said that's very doubtful, but Yeo said he would come on the upcoming road trip to practice and he is close to returning.

My guess is he plays against the Rangers because that would give him practices Wednesday, Friday and Saturday, but I've been wrong before and maybe Thursday's Pittsburgh game is a possibility.

The Wild could use him.

Including the Phoenix game that Granlund skated 29 seconds in, the Wild is 5-6-1 without Granlund with 18 goals scored (1.5 goals per game).

I do think Granlund needs to be more cognizant on the ice. He is 21 years old with a history of concussions. The Wild doesn't want Granlund to become the next Pierre-Marc Bouchard six years before Bouchard ever became the concussed version of Bouchard.

The Nazem Kadri hit that clearly started this whole mess was a dirty hit -- plain and simple. But Granlund's got to expect stuff like that. The Connor Murphy incident against Phoenix was also something Granlund needs to expect. Granlund initiated the contact by trying to check Murphy as he passed the puck. Murphy reacted by getting his arms up to protect himself. Granlund's got to be aware that could happen.

I respect Granlund's willingness to go into the dirty areas and be physical despite being undersized -- so to speak, but if he's going to continue to do this, he's got to learn to protect himself and keep his head on a swivel. The great undersized players in this league, from Martin St. Louis to Patrick Kane, are slippery and rarely take big hits.

"There’s things you can learn," Yeo said. "There’s certain situations where you can learn to protect yourself in and there’s times where, especially in this league, that you can't get away with some of the things that you were getting away with in other leagues. You have to be careful, too. One of the things that makes him great is the way he competes, and I think he’s done a great job going to the middle of the ice and creating a lot more offense because of that. We have to make sure we’re helping him in many areas in many ways as far as how he can protect himself. At the same time, you have to make sure you bring that competitive edge, too."

Granlund agreed, "You need to be smart. I feel that’s part of my game to go to those little holes and try to make tough plays. I really don’t want to get away from that. But I need to be smart and that’s something I should learn more."

Couple other storylines:

-- Matt Cooke has been part of the Vancouver-Minnesota rivalry from the Canucks' point of view. This will be his first taste from the Wild's. These are no longer division rivals, but there's still that hatred between the two teams even though we're oddly 35 games into this season and they're facing each other for the first time.

Cue the Cookie Monster: "I now have thankfully earned the trust of the fans here in Minnesota – and media members as well, so it’s different." He expects a physical, tight game.

-- Defenseman Keith Ballard, who spent the past three years with the Canucks, took a lot of "cut the cord" shots from Wild teammates and staff this morning when he was in the hallway chatting with several former teammates like Ryan Kesler (the Canucks practice here at the X in a short bit).

Ballard had his struggles for former coach Alain Vigneault in Vancouver, but he's on a two-year deal with his hometown Wild and Yeo is happy with his game. He's sustained two injuries this year -- a concussion and broken ribs, both coming when he was playing well. Yeo said after the ribs, it took Ballard five games or so to rediscover his game, but he's happy with Ballard's game the past couple and loves the competitiveness that Ballard brings to a Wild D corps that's not the most physical (I'm saying the last part, not Yeo).

-- The Canucks are playing awesome right now. They are playing a true game under new coach John Tortorella, have the best PK in the league and have been good on the road. Kesler, who will center a line for the U.S. in Sochi, is playing on a tremendous line with Chris Higgins and Mike Santorelli. The line has 20 points during Vancouver's 7-game winning streak.

Kesler is playing in a shutdown role, and may be a Selke frontrunner. Guys like Eric Staal, David Legwand, Paul Stastny, Martin Hanzal, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, David Krejci, Patrice Bergeron have gotten squat going head-to-head vs. Kesler recently.

He's got 15 goals and 11 on the road.

Tortorella typically doesn't give a darn about history, so one assumes Roberto Luongo will start. Luongo is typically lights-out against the Wild at home, but he's terrible at the X. At the X, he's 3-9-2 with a 3.56 goals-against average and .873 save percentage, and that includes a 0-0 tie in his first-ever start at the X with Florida in 2000. I was there in a different role. Luongo has been pulled in his past three starts here and has just had such struggles here that Vigneault didn't play him in Minnesota since Oct. 19, 2010.

That's it for me. Josh Harding is expected to start vs. the Canucks. Talk Tuesday.

Postgame: Wild snaps five-game road losing streak

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 15, 2013 - 9:17 AM   
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Just like the game in Denver a few weeks ago, it took 56-plus minutes to get one by Semyon Varlamov.

On Nov. 30, it was Matt Cooke and Mikko Koivu leading Minnesota’s comeback before losing in a shootout. Tonight, Nino Niederreiter won a board battle along the half wall, then drove the net and deflected Ryan Suter’s shot for the tying goal with 3:53 left.

Zach Parise (shootout goal No. 35 in his career) and Mikko Koivu (No. 33) scored in the shootout (Koivu on his patented backhanded roofer, the one Varlamov knew was coming and the same move Varlamov stopped a few weeks ago).

The 2-1 win snapped the Wild’s five-game road losing streak, although the Wild has been outscored 15-5 in the past six road games and has scored 29 road goals in 17 games (1.7 a game, 29th in the NHL).

Still, much-needed win to lower the temperature a bit and stop the bleeding. The Avs were a team that was 17-0 when scoring first, 18-0 when leading after two and the only unbeaten team in overtime or the shootout (5-0), so the comeback took effort.

This was not an easy game. Two goals scored, both off deflections, the Colorado one coming on a shot that was headed wide.

“It was a hard game,” Parise said. “The way they play D-zone, they play man on man and grab onto you and hold you and it’s tough to generate anything.”

Of course, the Wild only got one power play and now has drawn three or fewer in 15 of the past 16 games.

“I don’t how we’re going to draw a few more penalties than we do,” coach Mike Yeo said, shaking his head.

Obviously not a great road trip, scoring three goals in three games in three tough buildings and going 1-2. And it doesn’t get any easier. The Wild is 13-3-2 at home but return there Tuesday to face the Vancouver Canucks, a team John Tortorella has rolling right now. They killed Boston tonight to cap a 5 for 5 homestand. The Canucks have won seven in a row and eight of their past nine.

The Wild then plays four in a row away from St. Paul, where it’s 6-8-3. They go to Pittsburgh, the Rangers, Philly and then Winnipeg after the Christmas break.

Josh Harding had another strong game. He made 26 saves, another two in the shootout and now leads the league with a 1.49 goals-against average and is second with a .939 save percentage. Lots of robberies in the first period.

Brett Bulmer had a real good game on a solid line that included Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. Bulmer had two shots and five hits and as Yeo said “was a pain in the butt.”

Bulmer, who played nine games with the Wild two years ago, earned this second straight game because Yeo said beforehand that he played “hard, physical” and showed “he’s not fun to play against” in San Jose.

Bulmer certainly got under the skin of Avs players all night Saturday.

“That’s me,” said Bulmer, Iowa’s leading goal scorer.

So he should get a third straight game. Erik Haula had some good shifts and some tough ones. He threw a couple up the gut of the offensive zone that resulted in turnovers. Niederreiter looked real good on a line with Jason Pominville.

The top line had some good shifts but no goals. Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon had strong games. Jonas Brodin didn’t. Ryan Suter had a good night after a real tough game in San Jose. He is playing hurt right now. He’s wrapped like a mummy everywhere after every game.

In other news that may or may not be in your newspaper's edition (go to www.startribune.com/wild for Dany Heatley notebook):

Yeo called San Jose Sharks coach Todd McLellan on Friday to apologize for accusing the Sharks of embellishing calls during his postgame scrum after Thursday’s 3-1 loss.

“My intention was not to call them out, my intention was not to call the refs out,” Yeo said. “I don’t want to be doing that stuff. At that point, I wanted to stick up for our players. It was emotional after the game. I was ticked off that our guys put a lot into the game and I felt there were a couple things in the game that made it tough on our group.”

McLellan told Sharks reporters he was upset when hearing of Yeo’s comments and appreciated Yeo reaching out.

“He was very professional, the organization was, they reached out, and we’re good,” McLellan said.

Also,

With the Wild planning to replace its center-ice scoreboard at Xcel Energy Center, Wild Chief Operating Officer attended Saturday’s game in Denver to see the Pepsi Center’s new state-of-the-art, giant scoreboard and observe the game operations.

Owner Craig Leipold attended October’s game at Tampa Bay to see the Lightning’s new scoreboard and the Wild plans to send a representative to Madison Square Garden to see the Rangers’ new scoreboard and games ops when the Wild plays there next Sunday.

Also,

Against Colorado, Yeo scratched rookie Justin Fontaine, who has six goals but none since Nov. 9, for the third time in nine games.

Yeo talked with Fontaine during the morning skate to tell him to keep his head up.

“We just deemed he wasn’t the right fit for this game,” Yeo said. “It doesn’t mean that won’t change next game. He’s got to keep a positive attitude. He’s got to understand that when you’re a young kid, you’re just paying your dues. He’s a first-year player … who’s still trying to prove himself.”

That's it for me. Barring news, no blog Sunday as the Wild has the day off. I'll be back with you Monday after practice in preparation for Tuesday's home game against former Northwest Division rival Vancouver.

Wild looks to snap five-game road winless streak in Denver

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 14, 2013 - 12:46 PM   
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The Wild and Avs face off at 8 p.m. CT tonight at the Pepsi Center. I'll be on Fox Sports North during the pregame show at 7:30 p.m. and during the first intermission.

Justin Fontaine will indeed be the odd man out tonight when the Wild visits the Avalanche. The Wild is looking to snap a five-game road winless skid, a streak in which the road opposition has scored the first goal eight times and a five-game road streak of 2-0 deficits.

That includes the Nov. 30 game here in Denver when the Wild rallied back from 2-0 down to force overtime before losing in a shootout.

As reported in today's article here, Charlie Coyle will move back to first-line right wing next to Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville will move to second-line right wing next to Nino Niederreiter and freshly-recalled Erik Haula.

Brett Bulmer, whom coach Mike Yeo liked against San Jose, will stay on the third line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak, while Dany Heatley will stay on the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell.

Josh Harding in the cage. Mike Rupp and Nate Prosser scratched again.

Semyon Varlamov starts for Colorado. Jan Hejda returns for Colorado, Ryan Wilson will not.
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Charlie Coyle, who will move from second-line center back to first-line right wing (as you know, where I believe he belongs) Saturday night against the Colorado Avalanche, talked this afternoon at the Pepsi Center about making the young child's day with a simple wave Sunday in Minnesota during warmups.

The video has gone viral.

"I didn’t do it to become like a celebrity or anything," Coyle said, laughing. "I thought it would cool. Like if I was younger, I remember being in that situation, so I thought it would be a cool thing to do, so I just did it not knowing anybody was watching. My mom called me after, ‘I saw you do that, that was great.’ (laughing). I think it’s pretty cool for the kid to make him happy. Just a little thing that goes a long way, I think."

Plus, the kid looks like a little Charlie Coyle.

Good afternoon from the old-school press room at the Pepsi Center, where they have dial-up phones. Seriously, they still exist. Look at the pic I put on my Twitter account, www.twitter.com/russostrib.

A few of the Wild guys are down at the University of Denver practicing. Most guys worked off the ice here at the arena. The ice sheet is covered because the Nuggets host the Utah Jazz tonight.

As reported earlier, the Iowa revolving door, uh, revolved again today when Erik Haula was brought back and Jason Zucker was reassigned.

This is the move I was convinced would happen prior to last night's game. When I turned on my phone as we landed in San Jose, I said to my colleague from across the river, 'Just watch, Haula for Zucker.' Instead, it was Brett Bulmer up, Zucker scratched.

I just think the Wild needs to get Coyle back to first-line right wing, spread the wealth so to speak by putting Jason Pominville back at second-line right wing and have Haula center the second line.

That's exactly what will happen Saturday night against the Avs when the Wild tries to snap a five-game road losing skid. The Wild has been outscored 14-4 in these five road games and have been down 2-0 in each.

"We need to find a way to create a little more offense here, and Haula, we liked his game when he was here, especially when he played center," coach Mike Yeo said. "He showed speed, he showed he had a good stick, smart player and we’ll give him a chance."

Yesterday morning, Yeo said he didn't want to break up the first line to get the second line going.

Yeo said today, "Things change. I actually really liked Charlie’s game last game. I thought he was a real force at center. I don’t know where it’s going to go. Maybe a period into tomorrow we go back to having Pommer back there with Mikko and Charlie back in the middle, I don’t know, but we want to definitely give it a shot and see what he can do."

The question now is who will join Mike Rupp as the other healthy scratch forward tomorrow for the Wild. Yeo already said it won't be Brett Bulmer. He really liked his game against San Jose.

Will it be Zenon Konopka? They probably need him at center. Will it be Justin Fontaine or Torrey Mitchell?

Or could it even be Dany Heatley? As we know, the Wild typically would choose Fontaine or Mitchell even over the veteran Heatley, and Yeo said he "actually" liked Heatley's game in San Jose. He logged eight minutes, didn't have a shot, but he got pucks deep and didn't turn pucks over.

The Wild has been doing everything possible to avoid what may soon be the inevitable.

Could it be coming?

"I’m still hoping it’s not," Yeo said. "I still have faith – and you look at where he’s at statistically on our team, it’s not like he’s at the bottom, so he’s still a guy that’s capable of scoring goals for a team that hasn’t been scoring a lot of goals. To say that it’s been easy, it’s been hard for sure. We feel bad for him, and all his teammates do, too. We wish things were going better. That said, what do we do about it, how do we work our way out of it?"

As I've written over and over again, the second the Wild couldn't buy out Heatley last summer because of season-ending shoulder surgery, the second the entire complexion of the summer changed and that has had lasting effects on this season.

By not being able to buy out Heatley in a sinking-cap world, Tom Gilbert lost his job and the Wild had to make the decision to move past second-line center Matt Cullen and trade Devin Setoguchi to get cap compliant.

The second that happened, that meant the Wild put all its eggs in the young-kid basket. That meant a bunch of 21-year-olds like Coyle, Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund would make the team. They should eventually be great players, but they're developing. They're not finished products and they're not able yet to produce on a consistent basis.

That is one big reason why the Wild has had such trouble scoring.

"I’m not trying to make excuses because I think it’s one of the strengths of our team is the youth that we have and the room for growth," Yeo said. "As these guys get better and as they grow, then our team is going to get better and grow and they’ve already proven that they’re very capable NHL players. The amount of players that we have below the age of 23 that we have playing in a significant forward role, the amount of players we have below the age of 23 in our top 4 defense, we definitely have a very young group that we’re asking a lot of and I think that we’ve seen that a lot of the times with the scoring and I think that we’ve seen that sometimes with the road woes that we’ve had too."

Yeo also met with the young forwards and told them that they can't just go with the flow. In other words, young kids also just follow the leaders, so if there's a night where Mikko Koivu or Zach Parise are having off-nights, the young kids have to take charge and step up the way a Logan Couture does in San Jose if a Joe Thornton's having an off-night. Now, Couture has developed into a true star and has been in the league a lot younger, but Yeo wants his kids to start trying to be more of a force.

If it doesn't happen, this could be a long second half. A lot is really riding on the Niederreiters and Coyles and now Haulas and hopefully soon again, the Granlunds.

Talk to you after Saturday's morning skate.

Erik Haula recalled, Jason Zucker reassigned

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: December 13, 2013 - 1:17 PM   
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Quick blog as I just checked into my Denver hotel and need to hustle to the arena, but the Iowa shuttle is being called upon again.

Like a yo-yo, Jason Zucker has been reassigned and Erik Haula is back. The Wild is gathering in less than an hour at the Pepsi Center before an optional practice at DU, but my guess now is Charlie Coyle finally moves back to first-line right wing and Haula centers the second line with Nino Niederreiter and Jason Pominville.

Of course, I suppose Pominville could stay at top-line RW and Coyle moves to second-line RW considering just yesterday coach Mike Yeo said he's tired of breaking up the first line every time there's problems on other lines.

But Niederreiter-Haula-Pominville was good a few weeks ago and I don't know how much more evidence there needs to be that Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Pominville may "do a lot of good things," but they certainly don't do a lot of filling the net. When Parise and Koivu were great last year, Coyle was on that line. When Pominville's been great this year, it's been with him on the second line (granted, Mikael Granlund as his center).

Coyle just doesn't seem to have it right now at second-line center. He hasn't been strong on pucks at all lately and isn't scoring, so why not make the change?

We'll see if that's the plan soon.

More later

Yeo unhappy with officiating, San Jose's "embellishment" after Wild's latest road loss

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 13, 2013 - 1:33 AM   
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Mike Yeo was ticked off tonight, although he used a different word than ticked.

The Wild coach was upset with the officiating and accused the Sharks of embellishing all night during a 3-1 victory over the Wild. The Wild, outscored 14-4 during a five-game road skid (0-4-1), fell to 5-8-3 on the road and dropped to ninth in the West. It is now 1-8 in its past nine in San Jose.

The Sharks got four power plays in the first 12:47 of the game to build a 2-0 lead on goals by Joe Pavelski and Tomas Hertl.

Yeo called Brad Stuart’s “embellishment” on a Justin Fontaine high-sticking penalty “embarrassing.” Yeo felt replays showed it wasn’t a high-stick. Nevertheless, the Sharks scored.

In the second, Zenon Konopka was called for a four-minute high-sticking penalty when replays clearly showed he didn’t high-stick Jason Demers. Konopka went to check Freddie Hamilton and Hamilton high-sticked Demers. Regardless, referee Marc Joannette saw it differently and the Sharks made it 3-0.

Read the game story at www.startribune.com/wild for Yeo’s quotes. He had some good ones.

The Wild felt it outplayed the Sharks at even-strength, and it did have a 26-20 shot advantage in that department, but as has been a broken record all season on the road especially, the Wild can’t score. Four goals in five road games is not going to get it done, and the Wild all night whistled shots wide, passed pucks in skates, tried to make an extra play before taking a shot or couldn’t get shots through.

There was one sequence late in the second that completely embodied the game. The Wild pinned the Sharks in their zone for what seemed like an eternity.

.

But despite the Sharks breaking two sticks, despite the Sharks constantly failing to clear the zone, the Wild barely made Antti Niemi make a save. It basically tired themselves out.

By the time the Wild players got to the bench after not scoring, Ryan Suter logged a 3:07 shift and Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Jason Pominville and Jared Spurgeon all logged 2 ½-minute shifts.

So, yes, while the officiating was suspect to say the least tonight and while the Sharks may have been diving all over the ice, it’s up to the Wild to actually score some goals. For a team that talks so much about its improved depth, one Mikael Granlund injury has seemed to mess up all the lines.

Yeo indicated before the game he’s tired of breaking up the first line anytime the other lines can’t score, but the second line continues to be dry, the third line may be in the offensive zone for the most part, but the players on that line haven’t been scoring either. Kyle Brodziak’s drought has reached 22 games.

Fontaine hasn’t scored since Nov. 9. Niederreiter has no goals in the last 10. Coyle has three goals this year (Coyle just hasn’t been hard on pucks lately and as you can read in my notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, he is really pressing right now). Torrey Mitchell has one goal this year.

So “doing a lot of good things” isn’t good enough. Scoring goals is essential and this slip in the standings won’t stop unless a Wild team that always has to work super-hard to score finally figures out a way.

Yeo liked Brett Bulmer’s first NHL game in two-plus seasons tonight. He felt he played with an edge, was solid on the wall and was hard to play against. The second line continues to be an issue, although Jonas Brodin’s goal with 7:24 left in the game came with Nino Niederreiter, Charlie Coyle and Fontaine on the ice.

Anyway, very big game in Denver on Saturday as the Wild needs to stop the bleeding. Right now, I’m not sure what the Wild’s schedule will be Friday in Denver. My guess is a very optional practice at Denver University. Anyway, that’s it for me. Very early flight in the morning.

Brett Bulmer recalled, Jason Zucker scratched vs. San Jose; Mike Yeo on 2nd line: "Somebody has to step up"
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The Wild was so soft on pucks last night, particularly in the offensive zone where it barely took any Anaheim might to knock Wild players off pucks, Brett Bulmer has been recalled from AHL Iowa.

Bulmer, 21, the first of the Wild’s three 2010 second-round picks, had three assists in nine games with the Wild in 2011-12 before being returned to Kelowna of the Western Hockey League. His development has been delayed since because of myriad injuries, including a couple knee injuries, but he has been healthy this season and by all accounts playing well for struggling Iowa.

He leads the Baby Wild with nine goals and 62 shots and is third with 12 points. He arrives in San Francisco around 3 p.m. (flying in from Vancouver; Iowa got trounced by Abbotsford last night and plays them again tonight) and is expected to play tonight against the San Jose Sharks.

Coach Mike Yeo wouldn’t divulge the lines just yet, but it’s very doubtful he breaks up the third line and he made it quite clear he is not yet ready to break up the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville line.

So it sounds like Bulmer will play the right side of the new 21-year-old line with Nino Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle. Jason Zucker will be scratched (more on all this below).

Same defense corps, meaning Nate Prosser will be scratched for the ninth straight game. Mike Rupp is also scratched.

Niklas Backstrom in goal. He is 1-8-1 all-time in San Jose with a 3.68 goals-against average, his second-worst goals-against in any arena (American Airlines Center in Dallas). The Wild is 1-7 in their past eight in San Jose and 2-10-1 in their past 13 here.

The Sharks are 0-3-1 in their past four and will start Antti Niemi tonight. Martin Havlat and Dany Heatley, traded for each other July 3, 2011, are expected to be on their team’s respective fourth lines tonight. Havlat has one year left on his contract. Heatley’s in the last year of his Wild career.

On the 6-2, 212-pound Bulmer, Yeo said, “I want to see what he can bring. We all do. One thing that’s been missing a little bit from some of these road games (5-7-3) is a big body along the wall, puck strength, a guy who brings a bit of an edge. These are all elements to his game when he’s on it.”

Why doesn’t Yeo put Pominville on the second line with Coyle and Bulmer and maybe Niederreiter on the first line?

“Of course there’s been talk, thought, but we kind of go through this every time that when things aren’t working out well enough with the second line, we break up the first line,” Yeo said. “We always do that. That’s always the first thing we go to and then next thing you know you’re kind of weakening your first line. Somebody has to step up. Somebody has to grab that opportunity. Not to say that we won’t go that way (Pominville to Line 2), but the message right now is we need somebody to step up. We can’t just fall back on going back to that. Those guys are doing their job, so somebody else has to step up.”

That is clearly aimed at Niederreiter (no goals and two assists in his past nine games) and Coyle (three goals and eight points this season).

Despite Iowa deploying the same system and the fact Zucker has played here for good chunks of two seasons, Zucker struggled in the neutral zone last night. He now has no points in his past 17 regular-season games.

On Zucker being scratched after being called up to play Anaheim, Yeo said, “I don’t know. There were some good moments. He got a couple shots on net. I don’t want to say he played poorly, but he didn’t demand a spot for himself in the lineup tonight, too. I don’t know if we’re always giving him the best chance, bouncing him in and out of the lineup like this, but at the same time I just want to see somebody come up and just really respect this opportunity and show that you’re not willing to let it slip.”

Yeo didn’t want to “beat up on Zuck,” but that “respect this opportunity” comment was an indictment.

Yeo said simply there’s been “too much where we don’t have the full roster, the full complement of players going out and performing shift after shift.”

He said the fact Anaheim was able to come with speed through the neutral zone time and time and time and time and time … and time again last night was because of “where we’re losing pucks, how we’re losing pucks, it’s making it extremely difficult to defend in those situations.”

He said there was too much watching and watching for somebody else, that they’re not a team that waits for somebody else to track and pressure puck carriers.

He said there was thought of scratching either Clayton Stoner or Keith Ballard after a tough game, but he doesn’t think any play they made or something they did cost the Wild in Anaheim.

Recently, in the second of back-to-backs, Yeo hasn’t even brought the team to the rink. Today, the entire team reported to SAP Center for a meeting. He said a lot of things were addressed in that meeting regarding areas the Wild must improve and “I’m anxious to see how we respond.”

Talk after the game.

Wild loses close game at Anaheim, but honestly, it wasn't close in a lot of areas

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 12, 2013 - 12:59 AM   
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The Wild’s road winless streak reached four games Wednesday night when the Anaheim Ducks, the only team in the NHL without a regulation home loss, improved to 12-0-2 at the Honda Center with a 2-1 win.

Jason Pominville’s power-play goal early in the third made it a game again, but in reality, the Wild didn’t play nearly well enough in the first 40 minutes to pull this one out.

I know it’s the Ducks. I know they’re bigger and faster and more skilled with a sniper-and-a-half with the great Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf running hot right now, but this was a disconcerting display.

The Ducks skated through the neutral zone for the first 40 minutes like the Wild was a bunch of pylons. Defensemen had poor gaps all night. And during the Wild’s rare forechecks, it took a gust of wind to knock forwards off pucks.

That is just unacceptable. This wasn’t just a size differential thing. It honestly took no effort at times by Anaheim for Minnesota to just lose pucks in the offensive zone.

The Wild was soft on pucks all night. Coach Mike Yeo agreed.

“Collectively, we’re not strong enough in those situations,” Yeo said. “We’re getting pucks back and then we’re losing it right away. We need some more puck strength, we need a little more urgency, a little bit harder on that puck. It’s always we’re doing one thing right and we’re not following up with another thing right now.”

Early in the third, the Wild finally exited its zone cleanly, got into the offensive zone, made a good play on the wall and drew a power play because of it. Then Pominville, who has been lost at times without injured Mikael Granlund, scored his team-leading 15th goal.

But for the 13th time in 14 games, the Wild drew three or fewer power plays. That one was Minnesota’s only power play of the game.

There have been instances where the refs don’t seem to give the Wild the benefit of the doubt, but this is more an indictment of how the Wild plays. It’s just no aggressive enough. It doesn’t have the puck enough. It’s not in the offensive zone enough.

“Again, we draw one power play,” Yeo said. “Other teams are [either] extremely disciplined against us or we’re not doing enough to draw penalties. We’ve got to force them into situations where we’re drawing more. It’s tough right now when you’re getting one power play, two power plays every game. This has been an unbelievable streak of this. We have to do more to draw more.”

The second line is giving the Wild no offense since Granlund’s concussion (he is skating on his own and working out, GM Chuck Fletcher says, but he’s not close to returning). Tonight, Nino Niederreiter got to the net but couldn’t score. He also wasn’t hard enough on pucks on the wall. Jason Zucker was largely responsible for the game’s opening goal by defenseman Alex Grant, although it was a bad goal surrendered by Josh Harding, who did play great and did everything he could to give the Wild the cushion to find its game. Zucker just seems lost at times with how the Wild plays in all three zones. And Charlie Coyle finally looked like the old Coyle in the third period. Yeo wants him to take charge and in the third, he resembled the player he hasn’t been for much of his time since returning from a sprained knee. Jonas Hiller made a nice save on him on a breakaway in the third with the Wild down 2-1.

Coyle said he got in too tight and wishes he had it back, although Hiller made a nice save on a nice move after Coyle made a great play to create the breakaway for himself. But Coyle knows he needs to do more offensively and I’ll write about that in Thursday’s paper.

The third line was again good tonight. They can’t score for the life of them, but many shifts in the offensive zone and Matt Cooke was physical, surly and played with attitude all game. The Keith Ballard-Clayton Stoner pair had a tough night. It’ll be interested to see if the super-fresh Nate Prosser draws in at San Jose.

Just not good enough tonight against a great Anaheim team. Perry scored the winner for his 21st goal to extend his goal streak to seven games. He had seven shots.

That’s it for me. I’ll come to you from San Jose, although it’s doubtful they’ll have a morning skate. Niklas Backstrom likely the Thursday starter against a Sharks team that has dropped four in a row and will be looking for payback after losing in Minnesota on Sunday.
Wild preps for tonight's big test against Anaheim

Posted by: Michael Russo under On the road, Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 11, 2013 - 3:02 PM    
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Afternoon from beautiful Southern California, where it’s sunny with a slight chill in the air.  

I’m thinking of putting on a wind breaker.

Wild vs. the red-hot Ducks tonight. Anaheim is 11-0-2 at home.

The Wild had a good, crisp skate this morning, but who knows what that means.

“We recognize the importance of this game and getting this road trip started off the right way,” coach Mike Yeo said. “I feel good that our guys are going to be ready to battle hard tonight.”

The Wild has lost three in a row on the road, having been shut out in two. The Wild has allowed the first goal in six consecutive road games.

“Start the game on time,” Yeo said of what he wants tonight. “And that means your battle level, being ready to skate, being ready to work, having the mindset that we want to get to our game and how you do that. That’s executing the right way, playing a certain way with the puck that helps us get to our game and hurts them getting to theirs.”

Josh Harding vs. Jonas Hiller tonight.

The Wild lines are what I indicated in today’s newspaper, meaning Jason Zucker to the second line with Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley to the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Justin Fontaine. Mike Rupp and Nate Prosser are the lone healthy scratches as Matt Dumba, who had been away from the team for family reasons, was officially assigned to Team Canada today.

That means the Wild’s roster now stands at 22 players and the Wild loses Dumba’s cap hit for at least until it makes the decision to bring him back or not.

I talked with Saku Koivu today about his little bro. Last month I wrote a story about how Team Finland says either Mikko Koivu or Saku Koivu will be Finland’s captain in February’s Winter Olympics. Mikko endorses Saku. Today, basically, Saku endorsed Mikko.

It’s just your good old-fashioned brotherly fight. It’s amazing talking to Saku because despite being way, way older than Mikko (39 vs. 30), the mannerisms and facial expressions between the two are almost identical.

Teemu Selanne also says it’s Mikko’s time and Mikko’s team.

I’ll write more about the Koivus in Thursday’s paper.

Speaking of the ageless wonder and future Hall of Famer who still swears this year’s his swan song, Selanne says the Ducks, “There’s no weaknesses. Right now we’re just playing with a lot of confidence, and even with a lot of injuries. Even last year, all the success we had was using our depth. We have a lot of depth on our team. Everybody’s doing their job. That’s what it takes. You always reminded that you’re only as good as your weakest link and we don’t really have weak links right now. That’s a good sign, but there’s still levels we can reach. We want to keep pushing ourselves.”

I’ll also have some Selanne gold on teammate Corey Perry either Thursday or Sunday. Remember, Wild GM Chuck Fletcher was in Anaheim’s front office when the Ducks traded two seconds to Dallas to get an extra first to take Perry in 2003 at 28th overall. Same draft the Ducks drafted Ryan Getzlaf. Completely transformed this franchise.

I’ll also have some stuff on Kyle Brodziak in Thursday. He plays his 500th game tonight and coach Mike Yeo is very happy with Brodziak’s season after a down year last year. Obviously, Brodziak’s not scoring goals (20 games without one; and if you expect him to score goals, you're always going to be disappointed), but he’s been on a third line that has been solid all year defensively. Remember, there was a stretch where Brodziak and Cooke were on the ice for two goals against at even-strength in a 12-game stretch.

I’ll be on KFAN at 4:15 p.m. CT.

Dany Heatley downgraded to fourth line; Dumba's WHL rights traded to Portland
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UPDATED

Good afternoon from the O.C., where the Wild practiced this afternoon and where I just shot Wednesday's Wild Minute poolside, you know, just to rub it in.

The Wild plays the front end of a back-to-back at 9:30 p.m. CT against the too-legit-to-quit Anaheim Ducks.

Anaheim is 11-0-2 at home, the only team in the NHL without a regulation home loss. Corey Perry, who is tied for second in the league with 20 goals, has goals in a career-long six straight games. Ryan Getzlaf has points in 14 straight, although it's technically a 12-game streak because he missed time in there with an injury.

Coach Mike Yeo doesn't get last change on the road, so he said the Wild need a team effort to stop that high-flying line and the high-flying Ducks. He wants heavy minutes from "big centers" Mikko Koivu, Charlie Coyle, Kyle Brodziak and Zenon Konopka.

Yeo usually doesn't mind going top line vs. top line, especially because his top-line guys -- Koivu, Zach Parise and Jason Pominvillle -- can all defend and spend time working the puck deep in the offensive zone. Typically though, he likes to match up Brodziak, Matt Cooke and Torrey Mitchell against top lines and obviously defensemen Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin.

As expected, the Wild has recalled Jason Zucker and as I guessed in Monday's blog and Tuesday's paper, the Newport Beach, Calif., native is indeed on the second line with fellow 21-year-olds Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter. Dany Heatley, who has committed some glaring turnovers especially the past two games, has been downgraded to the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Justin Fontaine.

Heatley is a team-worst minus-8 on the road. Yeo said he hasn't talked to Heatley about the demotion, but he did talk to Heatley about the turnovers prior to the recent San Jose game and he said this is just not a Heatley thing, it's a team thing.

"I think our entire group, this was a focal point for our [video] meeting before [practice]," Yeo said. "We just can't continue to turn pucks over in the neutral zone, we can't continue to turn pucks over on the wall and expect to No. 1 win games, but to create offense, to get to the offensive zone, to draw penalties. All these areas where we’re lacking – the shots on goal, the chances, the drawing penalties -- it’s all a direct result of the neutral-zone turnovers we’ve had lately. It's a focus for everybody."

Yeo said Heatley will be worked into other lines at times, and reminded that when Heatley found his game last month, it came because he helped elevate the fourth line. Heatley declined to talk to the media today.

The new power-play units: No. 1 -- Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville (down low) with Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon up top. No. 2 -- Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Justin Fontaine with Keith Ballard and Jonas Brodin up top.

Yeo said the No. 2 unit may have Niederreiter and Zucker worked into it at times, but it needs to have Fontaine there because Heatley, Niederreiter and Zucker aren't prototypical half-wall guys and Fontaine can work the puck and distribute. The Wild also wants to have two righties on each unit. It needs Coyle on the second unit for faceoffs.

The one interesting bit of news is Matt Dumba's Western Hockey League rights have been traded from Red Deer to Portland. I don't buy that Winterhawks head honcho and coach Mike Johnston did this without a little intel from the Wild, although assistant GM Brent Flahr today and GM Chuck Fletcher the other day both said that absolutely no decision has been made as to whether to return Dumba to juniors after the world junior championships.

But as I reported a few weeks ago, it's up in the air if Dumba returns to Minnesota afterward. If the Wild is completely healthy and he's going to continue to be an extra defenseman, it makes little sense to have him eat popcorn in the press box. He has been scratched 19 times and in eight in a row (he is expected to join Team Canada in Toronto on Wednesday for camp, although Dumba does have a family situation he's tending to right now, so that may be on hold).

Portland is the best team in the Western Hockey League and a league and Memorial Cup contender.

It would be huge for Dumba's development to play there in the second half and potentially go on a long playoff run to prep him for Iowa next season (or maybe Minnesota). I believe the trade is an indication that the 19-year-old won't be coming back, although he could technically still come back if there's a Wild need and later be assigned to Portland, too.

OK, talk to you Wednesday. I should be on XM Home ice at 2:45 p.m. CT Wednesday.

Jason Zucker expected to be recalled, Erik Haula reassigned to Iowa 
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UPDATE: As surmised below, Jason Zucker will indeed be recalled. I'd think he goes to the second line. Wouldn't shock me if Dany Heatley is downgraded to the fourth line, but we will find out in practice Tuesday. Zucker will meet the team in Iowa.

Erik Haula is on his way to meet the Iowa Wild in Abbotsford, B.C. He has been reassigned by the Wild after recording two assists in six games.

The Wild has the day off today and will head to Anaheim on Tuesday for practice at 2 p.m. PT at the Honda Center. I'll come to you afterward with updates, so it'll be a bit of a later blog than normal.

As of now, the Wild says it plans to head west with its 12 forwards and what I'm guessing is its soon-to-be-officially seven defensemen because Matt Dumba is about to be loaned to Team Canada.

I still suspect the Wild will call up a forward at some point during the road trip though with no extras -- and it wouldn't shock me if it's before.

After hearing Mike Yeo's honest appraisal of the second line last night, I figured maybe Haula would move up to the second line and center Nino Niederreiter and Charlie Coyle or Jason Pominville in Anaheim.

But maybe this Haula move signifies that Jason Zucker is about to return. It wouldn't be surprising if the Wild waited until Tuesday to make that move because in the NHL, cap space is tabulated on a daily basis and since Zucker is in B.C. right now, there's no use bringing him to Minnesota when he could just fly south to Cali.

If Zucker is recalled, I'd suspect Dany Heatley drops to the fourth line. We shall see. Again, much of this is conjecture mostly because Haula's demotion without a corresponding move makes little sense to me.

No, to answer a few Twitter questions, the Wild did not send down Haula to claim Pierre-Marc Bouchard on waivers from the Islanders. I can all but promise you that. And since Mikael Granlund hasn't been skating let alone practicing, the Haula demotion doesn't mean he is returning in Anaheim.

Talk to you from Anaheim.

Wild outshot 38-13, yet Josh Harding was great in victory and the Wild actually defended well
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As somebody said to me on Twitter a little bit ago, “this is the opposite of former Wild clubs. Used to outshoot teams and lose 4-1.”

I just found it humorous because it’s pretty true.

Tonight, the Wild somehow managed to be outshot 38 (most at home this year)-13 (fewest home or away this year) and take a 3-1 victory from the San Jose Sharks. Wild's actually 6-0 in its past six at home against San Jose.

Good evening from the X, where the Wild bounced back kinda sorta from Friday’s 4-0 loss at Columbus. I say kinda sorta because I’m not sure we can say the Wild’s game returned to form, but a win’s a win in this conference and against a great Sharks team.

I wouldn’t say the Wild got dominated tonight, but the team certainly spent the night mostly defending. Josh Harding made 37 saves, including all 21 in the second period. 

Yet, after that period, Harding was outsaving (ripped that off from a Twitter follower too) counterpart Antti Niemi 32-9.  

Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu gave the Wild a 2-0 lead, and after Patrick Marleau scored with an extra attacker with 1:41 left, Parise scored an empty-netter for his 14th goal, tying Jason Pominville.

The big story of the night is just how difficult a time the Wild had getting to the offensive zone. The top line spent a good portion of the night there, but Parise said it was hard generating any chances because of the unique Larry Robinson defensive-zone coverage overload the Sharks use.

Robinson coached this in New Jersey when Parise was there and now the Hall of Fame defenseman is associate coach in San Jose. I’d diagram the overload to you, but you should have come to the Star Tribune Chalk Talk before the game to watch Wes Walz actually diagram it.

“It felt like we were defending an awful lot,” coach Mike Yeo said. “Our execution wasn’t good enough. Too many broken plays in the neutral zone, too many turnovers in the neutral zone allowing them just to counter right back.”

Still, everybody from Harding on out to Yeo felt the Wild defended real well and were sharp in its zone, making proper reads on rushes and keeping pucks to the outside. The D also did a great job keeping San Jose’s talented, big forwards at bay when Harding did leave rebounds.

Harding improved to 16-4-3 and was 1:41 away from his second shutout in three starts. His goals-against average is now a league-best 1.50 and his save percentage of .938 is tied for second. His 16 wins are tied for second. Apparently the top guy, Corey Crawford with 17, got hurt tonight for Chicago. That’s huge because Nikolai Khabibulin is also hurt.

Harding is now 13-1 with a 1.25 goals-against average and .945 save percentage at home.

“He made all the saves, played great,” Joe Pavelski said. “But we didn’t do a good enough job getting to him. Shots just hit him. But he was in all the right places.”

Harding really got into a groove though in the second and made some beauties, including two gloves on Pavelski and Tomas Hertl. He was seeing deflections. He was so confident, he twice himself cleared the zone up the gut, one a PK clear actually, one a pass on the Wild’s yucky power play.

But the penalty kill tonight was great and built momentum. Matt Cooke was a stud on it, at one point eating 15 seconds in the offensive-zone corner by outworking three Sharks the way Charlie Coyle did against Philadelphia last week.

The next shift, Parise scored after Marco Scandella, who played well alongside Jared Spurgeon (also was great), saved the zone and shot a puck that deflected off Pominville. Parise, who earlier in the shift slashed the stick out of Justin Braun’s hands, scored on the rebound.

The four refs did huddle to discuss if Pominville inhibited Niemi’s ability to make the save. They decided he didn’t.

“Yeah I think I was bumped. I’m not sure where it happened or if they did it on purpose or not, but it affected the play, for sure,” said Niemi, who said the ref told him he was outside the crease at the time.

A few minutes later, Dany Heatley forced a turnover and Spurgeon set up Koivu.

Heatley was in the middle of a lot of good and bad and Yeo is clearly getting frustrated with the turnovers. He had one turnover that resulted in a near Logan Couture goal then Coyle turnover. He had another turnover that led to an icing. After winning that draw, he put the puck in the Sharks bench. A second after that draw, Clayton Stoner high-sticked Couture.

Yeo met with the entire second line and especially Heatley on Saturday to talk to them about getting pucks deep and not creating momentum for the other team. Heatley needs to start simplifying the game and just dump pucks at this point.

That line actually had some good offensive-zone shifts tonight and Heatley some chances. He also drew a power play after Nino Niederreiter drove the net and Niemi turned him away.

That’s it for now. Matt Dumba, who is away from the team today because of family reasons, will be loaned to Team Canada for the world juniors.

The Wild has the day off Monday before heading to Anaheim on Tuesday for practice. I will be in studio at KFAN on Monday from 10:20-11 a.m.

I’ll next talk to you on here after practice in Anaheim on Tuesday – barring news. Big road trip coming up to Anaheim, San Jose and Denver.

Yeo sticking with his second line against San Jose; Coyle works on faceoffs

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 7, 2013 - 2:45 PM   
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Afternoon on this beautiful Saturday here in the Twin Cities. Not a cloud in the minus-8 degree sky.

The Wild practiced down at St. Thomas Academy today since it took the day off Friday in Columbus. The goal today was to reset after its 4-0 beating against the Blue Jackets.

“It looked like we were ready to put it past us,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We had a good, crisp practice out there. Guys were sharp executing. There’s no point dwelling on it, but you certainly do want to use it too at the same time.”

The Sharks took the day off after back-to-back road losses at Pittsburgh and Carolina, and both the Wild and Sharks should expect motivated opponents during Sunday’s 5 p.m. game. I just watched coach Todd McLellan’s postgame news conference here from Raleigh.

He was not a happy camper, saying the team is lacking energy, jump, has been sloppy, not making defensive reads that it should be doing in its sleep. He says it’s either laziness or fatigue and they have to figure out which.

Tough talk from one of the best teams in the NHL, so the Wild may want to buckle up and do the engaging Sunday rather than the reacting because the Sharks will likely come out hard. The Wild plays the Sharks in two of the next three games as it opens a three-game road trip Wednesday in Anaheim. It then plays in San Jose on Thursday.

Josh Harding vs. Antti Niemi Sunday. Zenon Konopka, scratched in the past two games, will center the Wild’s fourth line. In practice Saturday, Yeo rotated in and out Mike Rupp, Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine, so one of them will be scratched because Yeo’s plan is to go with the same top three lines of recent games.

That means despite a poor game by the Nino Niederreiter-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley line last night, the three won’t be broken up to start Sunday’s game.

“If we’re going to ask our players to throw that game in the garbage and get refocused and reset, we have to be willing to, too,” Yeo said. He noted the Wild scored four times Thursday against Chicago, so he doesn’t think it’s time to start scrambling his lines based on one clunker.

He said he met with the three forwards today and say they must recognize how they’ve been successful and that’s playing deep in the offensive zone.

“They got away from that bigtime in that game last night,” Yeo said.

Heatley especially was turning pucks over and Yeo said he met with him specifically about that.

“He’s a goal scorer at heart and that’s part of what’s made him successful, but at the same time, when you’re focused on that, you can lose sight on some of the things you need to do to be effective. Even talking to him this morning, I told him the strength of his game lately was playing in the offensive zone, below the top of the circles and around the net and ‘you’re just hurting yourself. The more turnovers, the more time you’re in the defensive zone.’”

Yeo said Coyle, who has three goals in 19 games, is just not playing with the same “confidence level” as last year, but “this was the best he’s looked in practice in a lot time. I talked to him this morning and I think he’s just playing with his head right now too much. He’s got to go out there and remember what makes him successful, and that’s winning battles, being strong on the puck, aggressive on the forecheck and being hard around the net. He’s got to focus on those things.”

Coyle has won 34 percent of his faceoffs this season. In the past seven games, he has won 23 percent and lost eight of nine last night. After practice today, Konopka and assistant coach Darby Hendrickson, a former center, worked with Coyle on faceoffs. Konopka has the NHL’s top faceoff winning percentage since he has been in the NHL (65 percent).

“I just told him he has the resources to take a lot of draws in practice against me and Brodzy (Kyle Brodziak). Repetition is, I think, the best thing for him. The more he can take against us, the better he’s going to get. You see it all the time with young players in this league, it takes awhile to adapt to the faceoff circle. You see it throughout the league.”

The best example is Sidney Crosby. His first two years in the NHL, he was at around 45 percent and 49 percent. He has worked hard on draws since, has been above 50 percent every year since and routinely takes the most draws in the NHL.

“I told Charlie if things don’t go well in the circle, don’t reinvent the wheel,” Konopka said. “Just understand what works and what’s your highest percentage to winning that draw.”

Konopka said he talks with Brodziak and Mikko Koivu all the time about faceoffs and “we have to get Charlie more involved with those discussions He’ll be fine.”

And, you know he will.

Coyle said, “Faceoffs are a big part of the game and if I’m not winning them and the team’s not winning, it’s less possession for us, so it’s a huge thing. Definitely something I have work on. I haven’t been the best at it. I just have to get back to being confident in the circle.”

Coyle also said of his line that they’re a bunch of big bodies and they just have to get back to getting down on the forecheck, working the puck down low and on cycles and play in the offensive zone.

“We didn’t do a lot of that last night,” Coyle said.

That’s it for me. No morning skate with the 5 p.m. puck drop Sunday. Remember, if you want to come to the Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and I and attend the Sharks game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk.
Wild follows Thursday's solid win over Chicago with an absolute clunker in Columbus
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Michelangelo wouldn’t have been able to sculpt or paint the Wild’s display into anything slightly tonight.

One night after rallying to beat the defending Stanley Cup champ Chicago Blackhawks at home, the Wild walked into Columbus and had the letdown of all letdowns during a 4-0 loss.

The Blue Jackets dominated, setting an early tone by testing the Wild physically, and honestly it was real obvious early that the Wild 1) had trouble finding its legs after playing the night before, wasn’t clean coming out of its own end, had trouble generating anything through the neutral zone and other than the top line, there was just no decent pressure all night.

Read the game story on www.startribune.com/wild for most of Mike Yeo’s quotes (he said it was the worst game of the year and one for the garbage) and some good ones from Keith Ballard and Zach Parise, but here’s a good one that describes the night from Clayton Stoner: “Coming out of our end, it was always chip-chip with them finishing the body. In the neutral zone, we weren’t even that clean there. We had trouble getting any momentum.”

The Wild looked like it may have found its legs late in the first on a couple chances by Jason Pominville and Nino Niederreiter, but nope. Niklas Backstrom gave up a knuckling goal 1:17 into the second and it was all Columbus from there.

The Wild gave up a season-high 41 shots one night after Chicago registered a season-low 19. It was also a season-high shots for Columbus, which has two straight shutouts. But Curtis McElhinney barely had to exert himself tonight in place of injured Sergei Bobrovsky.

The second line of the Wild was lousy tonight. Dany Heatley was minus-3 and is now minus-10 on a mostly plus team. Niederreiter was minus-3 and Charlie Coyle was minus-2. Jared Spurgeon, who turned the puck over for the first goal, and Marco Scandella were each minus-2.

The Wild just lost battle after battle tonight and was so sloppy coming out of its end.

Prior to the game, Yeo talked about how anxious he was to get Backstrom back in the net for his seventh start since Oct. 8.

“The biggest thing for us now is to try to get him into a rhythm, to hopefully get him to play more than one out of every three weeks,” Yeo kidded beforehand.

Backstrom’s performance won’t lessen Josh Harding’s workload. He just isn’t as clean as the Backstrom of yesteryear. He served up rebounds and allowed four goals – two long ones. Yeo said the way the Wild played in front of him, “we didn’t give him a chance.”

Backstrom said, “I feel OK out there. You have to find a way when you get a chance to play to be at your best. I approach it the same way, whether I play every night or every second week.”

On the fact he just doesn’t look like the Backstrom of old (rebounds, not swallowing pucks), he said, “I feel good. Some games it’s tougher to swallow the puck when you don’t see it or they’re tipped. Other nights it’s easier when you see it. It’s always what happens in the game that affects you.”

But Backstrom was hardly the lone culprit on this evening.

The Wild fed right into Columbus’ aggressive gameplan by turning pucks over, which allowed the Jackets to continually get pucks behind the Wild and wear down the defensemen. It just got harder and harder to execute, and it started with retrievals and exits.

Finally with the game out of reach, Ryan Suter was kept on the bench to give him a rare rest. He logged 23:37, his second-lowest ice time of the season by 10 seconds.

“The easiest thing to do is sit here and make that excuse,” Yeo said of a big, emotional win the night before against the Blackhawks. “We’ve all seen games where there are letdowns after emotional wins, we can sit here and point to the fact that we played last night, but I don’t think we should allow that to be an excuse at all for us. We’ve proven in back-to-back games that we have the conditioning and the game where we can be effective.”

Yeo said with and without the puck, “this is the worst game we played this year.”

Yeo praised the top line but said, “We needed a lot more from the whole group tonight.”

Wild has now been down by a 2-0 score in five of the past seven games and six straight losses. The Wild is now 0 for 5 this year on 5-on-3’s. The Wild had a 72-second one tonight with the chance to rally from 2-0 down and didn’t even get a shot on goal.

This was the first of eight of 10 away from the X for Minnesota. It is now 5-6-3 on the road. One of the rare home games coming up is Sunday’s 5 p.m. date with the high-powered, fast San Jose Sharks. Wild has some regrouping to do during Saturday’s important practice.

I’ll talk to you after that one. 

Sunday Q&A: Have a question about the Wild ? Ask it now in my blog

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 6, 2013 - 12:43 PM   
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Good morning to ya from chilly, snowy Columbus, although I know it's nothing like Minnesota right now. Wild visits the Columbus Blue Jackets tonight. Due to playing last night and the team's early-morning arrival into the Buckeye State, there is no morning skate. Mike Yeo's pregame availability is later at 4:45 p.m. ET., so I'll tweet out any lineup changes then.

Guess what! My planned Sunday Insider suddenly fell through, so I need your help.

I thought this would be a good opportunity for another Russo's Rants Blog Q and A.

Here's the rules as always: Ask away.

But remember, space is a premium in Sunday's paper -- this Sunday especially -- so make the questions short, snappy and easy to answer. Please also scour the questions so there aren't repeats. Also, please don't use this blog to comment (this way, I can easily pick out questions). If you want to chat about the team or last night's game, check out Rachel's postgame blog last night below this one.

As always, I reserve the right to edit your question (shorten for space).

Thanks so much and ASK AWAY because this will be an expedited one since I need to get my Sunday Insider in this afternoon.

Postgame: Wild 4, Chicago 3

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 6, 2013 - 2:07 AM   
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Over the past several days, the Wild has discussed and worked on a number of troublesome issues. It resolved so many of those in Thursday's 4-3 comeback victory over Chicago that coach Mike Yeo joked, 'Anything else wrong with our game?'

He said that with a smile. It was clear that many messages got through, as the Wild looked much sharper on the power play, got scoring from its defensemen, scored a first-period goal for the first time in six games and stuck to its system when the game began slipping away. The result was a victory that fueled enormous pride in the locker room, as the Wild rallied late to beat the NHL's best team.

Yeo said his team can't feel too giddy for too long, with a game at Columbus on Friday. Both before and after the game, Yeo talked about the Wild still being a work in progress, with consistency one of his primary goals. He warned them before that recent four-game winless streak that they couldn't be complacent, and that same theme cropped up after Thursday's dramatic victory over a division rival. But while he didn't want to attach too much significance to this single game, it certainly felt like a big stride forward.

Read the game story here: http://www.startribune.com/sports/wild/234693261.html

Yeo said the team spent a lot of time recently talking about the shortcomings that took some of the shine off a November that started with a 9-1-1 record. "There's parts of our game that we have to work on,'' he said. "Parts of our game are going to be up and down through the course of the year. We know we have a good power play. We know we have defensemen on the back end that can help us create offense. They're not always going to be there, but these are things in your game that through the course of the season, if you're struggling a little bit, you've got to pick them up.

"I've got a lot of confidence every day I come to the rink and have a chance to coach this group of guys. It's ongoing. Every day is a new challenge, and we've just got to stay on top of it.''

Yeo lauded his team's leadership, noting that the top line of Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville contributed to the tying goal by drawing a penalty (Pominville was hooked by Chicago's Brent Seabrook). The defensemen did a better job of getting pucks to the net, generating nine shots on goal (at least one from everyone except for Ryan Suter) and scoring the tying and winning goals. The defense was sturdy for most of the game, holding Chicago to a season-low 19 shots on goal (including a paltry four in the third period).

Parise said the Wild had a "good shot mentality'' on the power play and cited shooting the puck and creating traffic around the net as the keys to scoring twice on three opportunities. He also was glad to see the Wild retain its composure when it lost the lead.

"(The Blackhawks) were able to erase a two-goal lead pretty quickly,'' he said. "I don’t think we strayed too far away from what we were trying to do. We didn’t go away from our game plan, and that’s what was working for us. We were able to get back into the game.

"Any time you beat a team like that, it's important. Everyone knows how good they are. It's been a tough stretch for us; some games we didn’t play as well as we need to. I thought we played with a lot more energy, and we handled the puck much better. Coincidentally, we scored more goals. Those two things usually go hand in hand.''

Marco Scandella, who scored the winner with 1:48 left, was particularly proud. "It feels great,'' he said. "We were relentless tonight. We never gave up.''

A few other tidbits:

--The Wild is now 8-0-1 when leading after the first period and 13-0-3 when leading after two.

--Brodin has five goals and five assists through 27 games and is one point off last season's total of 11 points, which came in 45 games.

--Parise has six points in his past seven games. His power-play goal was his seventh this season, tying him for second in the NHL.

--Josh Harding did not allow a goal through the first 39 minutes, 43 seconds. Jeremy Morin's goal 17 seconds before the second intermission ended a shutout streak of 131:36 over three games, the longest of Harding's career. Harding is 12-1-0 at home this season.

That's it for tonight. Russo returns Friday for the festivities in Columbus.

RACHEL BLOUNT

Wild morning skate: Haula in lineup

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 5, 2013 - 1:36 PM   
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At the Wild's morning skate Thursday, former Gophers forward Erik Haula skated on the fourth line with Justin Fontaine and Mike Rupp. Haula will be in the lineup tonight against Chicago, playing his fourth game in a row since being recalled from the Wild's AHL affiliate in Iowa.

Based on the morning skate, it appears Zenon Konopka will be the odd man out at forward, and Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba are the likely scratches on defense. Josh Harding will be in net. No changes to the top three lines.

Wild coach Mike Yeo wanted Haula's speed in the lineup against the Blackhawks. "We're playing a fast team,'' Yeo said. "I expect it to be a high-paced game. I think (Haula) is going to give us a little bit of flexibility with how we work things with our fourth line tonight.

"He's just a young kid. We're still trying to figure out where he's going to fit, how he's going to fit. But through the games he's played, he's shown he can be versatile and can have a positive effect on our lineup.''

Haula said he's feeling comfortable after three games, though he saw limited ice time (6:34) in his last game, against Philadelphia. He knows what to expect in the faceoff circle and is absorbing the many pointers given to him.

"It's awesome,'' he said. "It's everything I expected it to be. I'm learning every day.''

Yeo said it's been nice to see the Wild rediscover its form in the past two games, but he cautioned against the team losing sight of the details as it did during a four-game winless streak. Chicago, which leads the NHL with 44 points and 105 goals, presents a particularly stiff challenge.

"They’ve got a lot of weapons over there offensively,'' Yeo said of the Blackhawks. "We've got to be sharp in all areas of our game. How we defend without the puck is going to be crucial tonight. They're a very dangerous team off the rush. They're very good in the offensive zone. They shoot the puck, they go to the net. There's a lot of challenges there.

"On top of that, we've got to make sure we're executing the right way. They defend well, so to generate anything, you've got to make sure you're doing the right things. But if you're not executing, not getting to the offensive zone, if you spend too much time defending, it doesn’t matter how well you defend. Eventually, it's going to come back to haunt you.''

RACHEL BLOUNT

Mikael Granlund being kept off ice; Working the power play; Yeo on Fontaine

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: December 4, 2013 - 3:07 PM   
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After taking Tuesday off, the Wild got back on the ice today with back-to-back home/road games coming up Thursday and Friday against Chicago and at Columbus.

The plan for now is to start Josh Harding against Chicago and most likely Niklas Backstrom at Columbus. Obviously, that's subject to change.

Judging by today's practice, Justin Fontaine, scratched in two of the past three games, will get back into the lineup. He skated mostly on the fourth line today with Mike Rupp/Erik Haula and Zenon Konopka and also saw action on the second power-play unit.

Good afternoon from the X. I will be filling in for Paul Allen on Thursday from 9-noon on KFAN (100.3-FM). Guests as of now: The always-entertaining Konopka will be joining at the top of the show to talk about the game against the Blackhawks, actor/comedian Erik Stolhanske during the entire second hour, most likely new Twins pitcher Ricky Nolasco, who coincidentally I happen to know, and former NHLer Ben Clymer.

Rachel Blount will be covering the Blackhawks game and I'll be picking up the team Friday in Columbus.

Also, Sunday's 5 p.m. game, former Wild center Wes Walz and I will be doing another Star Tribune Chalk Talk. Tickets start at $46 and you also get a ticket to that night's game against the San Jose Sharks and can attend the hour chalk talk, which starts at 3:30. For tickets, go to this link.

The big news of the day is center Mikael Granlund, who has missed five of the past six games and three in a row with a concussion, will remain on injured reserve and has essentially been shut down. It sounds like he must have had symptoms working out or after he got on the ice on his own Monday.

"We’re going to keep him off right now," coach Mike Yeo said. "He skated the other day and we’re at the point now where lets just take some time off here and make sure we get this right. ... I just know that we’re not making progress, and so what we’re doing right now, we have to take a different approach."

The Wild worked a bunch on the power play today. It hasn't scored in six games, but in that stretch, it's only 0 for 11. So one issue is because the Wild hasn't drawn a lot of power plays, it's having trouble getting into any kind of rhythm. Today are about moving the puck quicker and having more movement -- basically to stop being so slow and deliberate and predictable.

Earlier in the season, Dany Heatley was taken off the first unit because the Wild didn't want four lefties out there, especially in Heatley's net front/slot position. Heatley was back on the unit today with Charlie Coyle moving to second unit with forwards Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter.

Earlier in the season, the Wild had two good unit and spent a lot of season at or near the top on the power play. It's always tough being on the second unit because unless you're the unit that starts a power play, you're usually only getting 30 or 40 seconds a power play and almost always hopping the board when the puck's been cleared and the team is regrouping. Against Philadelphia the other night, the second unit couldn't even get set up in the zone.

The Wild must do a better job getting pucks through from the point. They're in the bottom half of the league in shot attempts from the blue line, Yeo said, both on the power play and at even-strength.

The Wild has only scored six goals from defensemen this season. Jonas Brodin has four and Jared Spurgeon and Matt Dumba one each. Other than Brodin, the Wild doesn't have a goal from a blue liner since Dumba scored Oct. 12 against Dallas.

The Wild's defensemen has registered 49 points. To put this in comparison, Chicago defensemen have scored 13 goals and 82 points. Chicago defensemen has 291 shots on goal, Wild defensemen 200.

Obviously, the Wild needs to draw more penalties too. In the past 10 games, the Wild has drawn 22 power plays (2.2 per game) and three or fewer in each. Now, I know the Wild's game has slipped recently and you have to skate and play in the offensive zone to typically draw power plays, but I truly feel the standard of officiating has slipped, too.

We see this all the time in the middle of 82-game seasons. Every game I watch I see clear obstruction and interference penalties go uncalled. Typically in a month or two, we'll see the standard pick back up when GM's and teams complain.

Against Colorado and Philadelphia, the Wild should have drawn more than two combined power plays with the amount of time it spent in the offensive zone.

Lastly, here is Mike Yeo today on Harding being named Third Star for November yesterday:

"He’s been such a huge part of us being able to win games, being able to find our game within games, being able to hang onto leads and doing it in such a confident manner that it breeds confidence to the rest of the group. When you see an empty net and you’ve got a two-goal lead and he dives across the net and makes that save last game, that’s a huge boost of confidence for the rest of the group that you’re going to seal the deal and win that game and that’s the way he’s been. I also think it’s also a compliment to the guys and the way they’ve been playing in front of them. The guys have recognized his efforts and they’ve rewarded him by playing well in front of him."

The last few sentences is a reference to the Wild allowing 23 shots per game in Harding's 14 wins.

Is Harding the Wild's No. 1 goalie, Yeo was asked: "I don’t get into that stuff, but he’s playing like he deserves it, let’s put it this way. We know we also have another No. 1 goalie in Backy. Couple the games he’s playing most recently, if we can get him healthy, he’s basically stolen two games for us, so he’s close to returning to form. We feel that’s a strength of ours that we have two guys that can go out there and give us a great chance to win a hockey game."

Here is Yeo on Fontaine:

"It’s just the way it goes. He’s a first-year guy and he’s still trying to carve his way into the lineup and become a regular. But for a first-year guy, I feel like he’s handled it really well. He’s had different roles, he’s been on the top line, he’s been on the fourth line, he’s been out of the lineup. The bottom line is for him, his game shouldn’t change. Where we put him, we have confidence in him and he should have confidence in himself that he can go out and he can perform the way he needs to and there’s no reason why he can’t. He’s got a good idea of who he is. He’s a smart player, when he’s playing well he’s very strong on the puck and he’s making plays and that’s what we want to see from him."

Do you feel his game slipped? "I think that a couple games before the scratch, yes I would say that. And some of that is that’s it’s not always easy for a younger player like that. Things aren’t going well for the team and all the sudden you find yourself on the fourth line. And certainly it doesn’t take long for the confidence to go a little bit and even just to kind of step up and make a play in those situations. So for him to have the chance to take a step back and watch the game from above and get refocused on his game and what he needs to bring is quite often a good thing."

Join me on the radio Thursday and talk to you again on the blog Friday.
Josh Harding named NHL's Third Star of the Month for November

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: December 3, 2013 - 11:07 AM    
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The Wild has the day off Tuesday and will be back on the ice Wednesday in preparation for back-to-back games Thursday (vs. Chicago) and Friday (at Columbus).

But the accolades keep coming for Josh Harding, who won his career-high 14th game last night. He leads the league with a 1.45 goals-against average and is second with a .939 save percentage. Today he was named the NHL's Third Star for the month of November.

FIRST STAR – PATRICK KANE, RW, CHICAGO BLACKHAWKS

       Kane ranked second among skaters with nine goals, including four

 game-winners, and 19 points, helping the Blackhawks win 12 of 15 games to

 move into first place in the NHL standings (20-4-4, 44 points). He recorded

 at least one point in 13 of 15 contests, including six multi-point efforts,

 and posted a career-long, 12-game point streak from Nov. 3-27 (8-9—17).

 Kane also scored the game-winning goal in consecutive games twice during

 the month: Nov. 6-9 versus the Winnipeg Jets and Dallas Stars, and Nov.

 25-27 against the Edmonton Oilers and Calgary Flames. He capped the month

 with 1-1—2, his ninth multi-point performance of the season, in a 5-2

 victory over the Phoenix Coyotes Nov. 30. The 25-year-old Buffalo native

 and reigning Conn Smythe Trophy winner ranks third in the NHL with 16

 goals, including a League-leading five game-winners, and tied for fifth

 with 30 points in 28 games this season.

 SECOND STAR – EVGENI MALKIN, C, PITTSBURGH PENGUINS

       Malkin led all players with 21 assists and 25 points, including a

 League-leading nine power-play assists and 10 power-play points, as the

 Penguins went 9-5-1 to remain in the top spot in the Metropolitan Division

 (18-9-1, 37 points). He registered at least one assist/point in 14 of 15

 games, including each of Pittsburgh’s last eight contests (4-13—17). Malkin

 also posted eight multi-point performances, capped by a season-high 1-3—4

 effort in a 5-1 triumph over the Florida Panthers Nov. 30. According to the

 Elias Sports Bureau, his 21 assists were the most by an NHL player in one

 calendar month since January 1996, when Wayne Gretzky recorded 21 helpers

 for the Los Angeles Kings. The 27-year-old Magnitogorsk, Russia, native

 leads the League with 28 assists and ranks second with 35 points, one

 behind teammate Sidney Crosby (13-23—36), in 28 games this season.

 THIRD STAR – JOSH HARDING, G, MINNESOTA WILD

       Harding posted an 8-2-2 record with a 1.88 goals-against

 average, .926 save percentage and one shutout in helping the Wild go 9-4-2

 and move into the first Wild Card spot in the Western Conference (16-8-5,

 37 points). He recorded his second shutout of the season (19 saves) in a

 4-0 victory over the New Jersey Devils Nov. 3 and allowed two or fewer

 goals in nine of 12 appearances. Harding also went 6-1-0 in seven games at

 Xcel Energy Center, where he has a 32-10-2 record in 44 career starts. The

 29-year-old Regina, Sask., native has appeared in 22 games this season,

 leading the NHL with a 1.45 goals-against average and three shutouts (tied)

 while also placing in the top three in the League in save percentage (.939)

 and wins (14).

Postgame: Lots of solid efforts in Wild's shutout over Philadelphia
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Good win for the Wild tonight against a Philadelphia team that was trying to get above .500 after a 1-7 start and had been 8-2-1 in its past 11.

The Wild snapped an 0-3-1 skid with a 2-0 victory thanks to Josh Harding’s 21 saves and goals 57 seconds apart early in the third period by Jason Pominville and New Englander ChAHlie Coyle.

This morning, coach Mike Yeo went on and on after how it’s been too many games that the Wild had allowed the game’s first goal (seven in a row) and that sometimes the Wild’s trying so hard to score that it does stuff that’s creating messes defensively.

So you just knew the Wild was going to go back to its winning blueprint and defend tonight. In the first period, just like the third in Colorado, the Wild almost always had the puck (well, except when it kept losing faceoffs) and that kept much of the activity in Philly’s end.

The crowd appreciated the effort, giving the Wild numerous ovations for rare sustained pressure on home ice of late. Problem is, as we all know, the Wild doesn’t score as easily as it would like and most the Grade A chances it sent slugger Ray Emery’s way was fired right into the Flyers logo on his chest.

The second was a snoozzzzzzzzefest and a half, but maybe the tight-checking Flyers, who have scored two or fewer goals in 21 of 27 games, was lulled into a catnap. That’s because the Wild stormed out to open the period with two goals by the 4:49 mark to force coach Craig Berube to use his timeout and kick his Flyers back into attention.

For Pominville, it was his team-leading 14th. For Coyle, it was his first in nine games and third in 17 games this season. Kind of ironic, too, because I was starting to wonder if Yeo should toss Coyle back on the top line and Pominville back onto the second, maybe with Erik Haula as center.

Even Pominville after the game said it’s weird how the Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Pominville line “do a lot of good things” and create chances, yet even since his trade last season, the line has trouble finishing. But this is two games in a row the Koivu line came up huge. In Colorado, it was Pominville and Parise assisting on Koivu’s goal.

Koivu tonight made just an awesome pass to set up Pominville. Koivu has made three or four, as Parise calls them, “world-class passes” this year.

Lot of unsung heroes tonight:

--I didn’t like Jared Spurgeon’s game in Denver. Tonight he assisted on Coyle’s goal, drew a penalty and blocked four shots. Also, the play Marco Scandella made down low to protect the puck and allow an entire line change, then get puck to Spurgeon while falling before Coyle's goal is a play to be re-watched over and over. Click this link and then play on Coyle goal to watch.

--The Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell line has been so good the past two games. Yes, everybody would like them to score on some of these bona fide scoring chances, but the key is every shift is spent in the offensive zone creating momentum. The three were all huge on the penalty kill in the third and Yeo credited them for getting momentum back after two momentum-killing, no-shot power plays tonight.

--Zenon Konopka, after an eye injury, going out there tonight, winning draws and getting offensive-zone time.

--Coyle, on the penalty kill in the third, going up against three Flyers and eating clock in the Flyers zone.

--And Mike Rupp, in his 600th game and third this year, standing up for his teammates and throwing down with Jay Rosehill after the player was running around creating havoc. Rupp has played a lot of games being in Philly’s division with New Jersey, Philadelphia and the Rangers. This was his 12th fight against the Flyers and his teams are 10-1-1 in those games.

-- And of course Harding making big saves in the third. He wasn’t tested often in the first two periods because the Wild was good defensively, allowing only 10 shots through 40 minutes, but in the third he made 11 saves, including a robbery on Jakub Voracek with Philly on the power play. Harding now has a career-high 14 wins and three shutouts. He is 11-1 at home with a 1.12 goals-against average and .949 save percentage. Yeo said it’s a long season and the Wild needs him to continue, especially with Niklas Backstrom’s game injury-riddled and the fact that Harding has sustained a couple leg tweaks this season.

The Wild is 9-3-2 against the East this season and 11-3-2 at home.

That’s it for me. Yeo went on and on in the postgame about how much-needed the next two days of practice would be, in large part to get some of the less than confident shooters some confidence by scoring goals and feeling the puck. But Tuesday's practice has since been scrapped with two days off before Thursday’s huge test against Chicago, which has won six in a row heading into Tuesday’s game against Dallas.

So I'll come to you next Wednesday.

Barring injuries, Matt Dumba will be loaned to Team Canada; Look at Wild's lineup tonight

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: December 2, 2013 - 12:41 PM   
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The Wild hosts the Philadelphia Flyers tonight in the first of a two-game homestand. The defending Stanley Cup champ Chicago Blackhawks come to town Thursday.

Josh Harding will start for the Wild. The Flyers, who will start slugger Ray Emery, will be without veteran Vincent Lecavalier, who hurt his back in Nashville on Saturday night.

MIke Rupp is officially back on the roster. He was away from the team for a few days because of a death in his family. Zenon Konopka was also on the ice today wearing a visor after taking a puck to his left eye Friday against Colorado.

Lines tonight:

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville

Nino Niederreiter-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp/Erik Haula/Zenon Konopka/Justin Fontaine

One of the above forwards will be scratched. Coach Mike Yeo said it's a gametime decision, but there's a good chance Haula will play because of the speed he brings, his ability to take faceoffs and because he's been responsible in his own zone.

Defense pairs will go back to normal. Yeo switched his top two defense pairs in Colorado and it didn't go well, so in the third, Ryan Suter was reunited with Jonas Brodin and Marco Scandella was reunited with Jared Spurgeon to get back to some familiarity. That definitely worked for Minnesota during a dominant period.

Clayton Stoner and Keith Ballard are again a pair, but they have been a little erratic and since Yeo said today that he skated up to Matt Dumba and Nate Prosser and told them that he doesn't plan on scratching them a bunch of games in a row and to get ready to play soon, it'll be interesting to watch Stoner and Ballard tonight.

Speaking of Dumba, as I wrote in Sunday's paper, GM Chuck Fletcher was strongly considering loaning Dumba to Team Canada for the world junior championships in Malmo, Sweden. It makes all the sense in the world because Dumba is barely playing here and the world juniors would be such a great developmental experience for Dumba, who has been cut the previous two years.

Barring a crazy amount of injuries in the next week, Fletcher has indeed made the decision to loan Dumba to Canada before its camp starts Dec. 12 in Toronto. The team will then head to Denmark to continue camp before the tournament starts Dec. 26. Again, if the Wild sustains injuries in the next week, Fletcher may change his mind.

Once Dumba leaves the team, that opens up a roster spot, which would also give the Wild more roster flexibility. Remember, when you carry eight defensemen, you have to make decisions like Sunday, when the Wild had to reassign Jason Zucker to Iowa once Rupp returned to the team. The Wild will also free up some cap space by Dumba not being on the roster. After the tournament ends Jan. 5, the Wild will decide whether or not to add Dumba back onto its roster or return him to Red Deer of the Western Hockey League.

The next threshold for Dumba to pass is 40 games on the Wild's roster. If he is on the roster for more than 40, his seven-year free agency clock begins to tick. With Dumba off the roster, that actually buys the Wild more time to make a decision. In other words, the games the Wild plays without Dumba won't count toward that 40-game mark.

In 1995-96, when Fletcher was assistant GM in Florida, the Panthers loaned defenseman Rhett Warrener to Canada. Warrener played 13 games before Christmas, being scratched most the time. Warrener came back from world junior, was added back to Florida's roster and was a huge part of Florida's run to the Stanley Cup final.

Coincidentally, Dumba has also played exactly 13 games.

Dumba will be Canada's go-to defenseman -- an absolute shoo-in to make the team -- and will likely get a letter on his chest from his former Red Deer coach, Brent Sutter.

"I think it’s going to be a good experience for me to go there and play my best and play a good role," Dumba said. "I hope that all works out for me. I'll work hard and do whatever it takes to reach our end result, which is getting our country gold again."

Pierre McGuire, a world junior expert, is here in Minnesota to work the NBC Sports Network telecast tonight with Doc Emrick.

"This is smart by Chuck," said McGuire. "It’s great for the kid and his time with Sutter and his connection to Red Deer is mammoth. Dumba's going to be a great player for Canada and for Minnesota in the future."

Konopka has a big shiner around his left eye and stitches on his eyelid, which had to be pleasant. He admitted that the eye doctor told him he was very, very lucky. He said he couldn't see for a few days. In that Colorado game, Konopka came back to the ice for a shift. Spurgeon sent him a pass, he knew the pass was coming, but his eye just couldn't focus, Konopka said. That's why he left the ice in a stick-swinging tantrum down the runway.

He said though he will not wear the visor permanently, that he just doesn't like it or feel comfortable with it.

That's it for now. Talk to you later.

Postgame: Wild's constant pressure, late rally a step in right direction

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: December 1, 2013 - 1:23 AM   
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I’m looking forward to Sunday because I’ll actually get to sit down and watch Saturday’s game against the Colorado Avalanche over again – or for the first time.

All I know, every time I took a break from writing my file-at-the-gun metro-edition article (that actually needed to be in before the game ended, like when the Wild trailed 2-0!), I looked to my right and the Wild was in the offensive zone.

It seemed to me almost every waking moment the Wild got pucks deep and went to work on Colorado in the offensive zone. But this is the Wild. Scoring goals never comes easy, and tonight, it took Matt Cooke’s goal with 3:27 left and Mikko Koivu’s dramatic tying goal with 4.3 seconds left to force overtime.

The Wild didn’t score in the shootout and fell 3-2, but the way the Wild has been losing and most notably the way its game has fallen apart, this could be a huge point and stepping stone in the right direction.

“We’ve been pressing offensively,” Kyle Brodziak said. “It was a good job by everybody of not getting frustrated, not getting caught up in negative thinking. We just kept on playing. It was nice to get rewarded for that. We have to keep doing that, coming out and playing aggressive and being hungry.”

That sentiment was the common theme afterward and I’m still trying to wrap my head around what exactly happened here tonight.

The hockey cliché (and if you’ve been a Wild fan since its inception, you know it by heart), “If we keep playing like that, the goals will come and we’ll win more games than we lose,” was uttered more than a few times tonight. The reality is, the Wild got to the hard areas, outchanced the Avs 2 to 1, outshot them 37-25 and would have won this game if not for Semyon Varlamov.

Now again, I know the cynics out there will all say the Wild makes every goalie look like the second coming of Patrick Roy, but the reality is even when the Wild fell behind 2-0 tonight, it was all over Colorado for seven or eight shifts in a row. Then one Marco Scandella whiff, and Nathan MacKinnon made the Wild pay.

But coach Mike Yeo said he told the players that if they kept playing the type of game it was and didn’t stray from it, even if it took 59 minutes, 59 seconds, they would get rewarded.

Koivu came through … again. In the past eight games, he has a winner with 3:12 left, a winner with 2:57 left and now a tying goal with 4.3 seconds left.

It was an interesting game. It was a weird start because the Wild had a lot of scoring chances, but it was loosey goosey in the neutral zone, turned a lot of pucks over and Colorado was able to come with speed time and again. Things finally settled down.

First, Yeo gave us some different looks, reuniting the Zach Parise-Koivu-Jason Pominville line – a line that for some reason just hasn’t clicked for the most part, although they were much better tonight and obviously teamed for the Koivu equalizer – and the Cooke-Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell line. That line was sensational, spending almost every single shift in the offensive zone creating chances. Cooke had five shots, was hard on Colorado’s defensemen, was all over the net and finally scored for the first time since Oct. 12, snapping a 22-game drought. Mitchell had a slew of chances, too, and Brodziak and Mitchell assisted on Cooke’s goal.

Charlie Coyle started on a line with Jason Zucker and Justin Fontaine but was quickly elevated to a line with Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley. That line was real good, too, spending lots of shifts in the offensive zone. Niederreiter was a beast down low and Heatley had a solid game for the most part.

Coyle’s exposed weakness right now is faceoffs. Coyle lost 12 of 16 faceoffs and has lost 27 of 33 in the past three games he has played predominately center. Regardless, Coyle will probably have to stay at center with Mikael Granlund and Zenon Konopka hurt.

Yeo also scrambled his top two defense pairs, separating Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin by pairing Suter with Jared Spurgeon and Brodin with Scandella.

Spurgeon had a real rough game tonight. Scandella had a mostly good game other than the one turnover on the MacKinnon goal, but he redeemed himself with a huge play to keep the puck in on Cooke’s goal.

One giant mea culpa. Yeo didn’t want to talk to us before the game about who was starting in goal. When I found out Josh Harding was starting, I assumed it was a reflection as to how badly the Wild wanted to win (Harding’s been the more reliable) and that it was a reflection as to where the team thinks Niklas Backstrom’s game is.

After all, Backstrom is 24-5-3 all-time against the Avalanche and 11-2-1 in Denver with a 2.02 goals-against average. Turns out Yeo said after the game that Backstrom was supposed to start, but he was sick, so Harding got the last-second nod and Backstrom backed up.

Referees Dan O’Halloran and Gord Dwyer called a penalty-free game, the first in Wild history and the first in the NHL since Feb. 28 (Toronto at Islanders).

Wild certainly did enough to draw a penalty tonight, but nevertheless, the Wild now has drawn 29 power plays in the past 11 games and 20 in the past nine.

Anyway, the Wild took the positives tonight.

“Fair to say, our game’s been more down than up lately, and the most important first step for us was to go out and play a really good game and have everybody on board,” Yeo said. “It was a different feeling on the bench than what we’ve had lately. There was a lot more talk, guys were a lot more engaged.”

There were even two flybys by Cooke and Koivu!!!

That’s it for me. I believe practice will be scrapped now Sunday after two back-to-back games and the team not due into MSP until 2 a.m. Flyers are in town Monday. Talk to you then if no news Sunday.

Postgame: Lots of evidence that the "cheating, soft" Wild's game has slipped bigtime

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 29, 2013 - 10:30 PM   
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The Wild lost 3-1 to the Colorado Avalanche for its third consecutive loss and fourth in six games.

After the game, the Wild and Avs raced to the airport to see who could take off first for Denver. If the race results went like tonight’s game, the Avs got a head start by a few miles, the Wild finally decided to push on the gas, nearly caught up and still ended up seeing Colorado’s taillights from the tarmac.

In fact, that’s been the way it’s gone for the Wild for six games now.

The Wild’s a shell of its former self – the team that got off to a 7-0-1 start this month and less than two weeks ago was 13-4-4. Now it’s 15-8-4 and sitting in eighth in the West.

After the game, the quotes were honest, starting with Zach Parise, who angrily sat in his locker tonight after returning from a foot injury that was supposed to keep him out for two to three weeks. Instead he missed one. Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville were minus-2 (includes empty-netter) with four shots and were part of a No. 1 power-play unit that managed one shot on a major tonight down 1-0.

“We played a soft hockey game,” Parise said, bristling. “We cheat. We turn the puck over … We turn away from everybody. We make it pretty easy for them, and that slows us down. We can’t get any speed generated because we keep backchecking.”

Dany Heatley, who scored his fourth goal in the past six games, agreed, saying, “I think it’s crept in a little bit. We’ve had some nights where we haven’t been as hard on the puck and as honest as a team as other nights and our goalies have bailed us out. Eventually that's going to catch up to you.”

The Wild has been scored on first in six straight games, has given up three straight 2-0 deficits and has been outshot 73-32 in the past six first periods.

“It seems to take us a 2-0 deficit to find the urgency level to be effective in the game,” coach Mike Yeo said. “We seem to think that we’re pretty good, that we don’t need to some of the things that brought us success, some of the things we need to do to be successful. Hopefully we’re taking a lesson, we’re taking notes.”

How does the Wild get it back? "Stop cheating," said Parise.

Tonight, Erik Haula made his NHL debut with Mikael Granlund sidelined with a concussion. He was real good other than one shift on the power play to start the second and his shift in the defensive zone on Nathan MacKinnon’s goal to give Colorado a 2-0 lead.

But on Minnesota’s late second-period goal, the former Gopher spun away from fellow former Gopger Erik Johnson and then was bumped to the ice by Johnson. From his knees, Haula astutely whipped the puck around the net for Nino Niederreiter.

Niederreiter raced around the boards and basically from the corner slid a goalmouth pass to a charging Heatley, who scored his sixth goal.

Haula’s speed was noticeable and he set up first-period golden scoring chances by Parise and Pominville. So we’ll see how he does Saturday in Denver.

Justin Fontaine was scratched for Haula because he’s not a center. It’ll be interesting to see what the Wild does in Denver because center Zenon Konopka sustained an eye injury tonight. He got hit by a puck in the first period and was taken to a hospital. Yeo doesn’t think it’s serious, but they didn’t pack his gear and he will miss Saturday’s game.

I asked Yeo if Fontaine will just slot into Konopka’s fourth-line center spot.

Yeo said, “The lineup is in flux. We have different guys going out there, playing with different people at different times. We’ve got to figure it out as coaches, figure it out matchup-wise, figure it out role and identity-wise, but more importantly, regardless of who you’re out there with, what’s your job, what are you supposed to do, what do we need from you? That’s what we need right now.”

The Wild’s power play was again a momentum-killing machine. It managed the one shot on the five-minute major and Josh Harding kept it at 1-0 because he robbed John Mitchell shorthanded. The power play is 3 for 29 the past 10 games.

“Right now we look slow and deliberate with everything we do, with the way we bring the puck up ice, to the way we play inside the zone,” Yeo said. “We get zone time and we can be in there for a minute and not get a shot, we just kind of move it around slowly. We don’t have an attack mentality right now. We have to change that.”

I wrote about this a few days ago, but to me the bigger indictment than the lack of success is the fact the Wild has drawn 29 power plays in the past 10 games. That’s 2.9 power plays a game (I’m good at math)! TWO POINT NINE POWER PLAYS PER GAME THE LAST 10 GAMES!

If that’s not an indicator that the Wild’s puck possession game has disappeared, nothing is. You draw penalties when you skate and forecheck. You don’t draw penalties when you backcheck all night. In the past eight games, it has 20 power plays (2.5) and three or fewer in each.

This is a huge, huge problem. That’s it for now. Early flight to Denver. Talk to you from Colorado, although I’ll be pushing it to make the morning skate, if there is a full one anyway. Niklas Backstrom likely in goal.

For all coverage, startribune.com/wild. I did my game notebook on Haula, Parise, Heatley, Fontaine, etc., so check that out.
Erik Haula expects to make NHL debut; Mike Rupp leaves Wild for a few days

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 29, 2013 - 3:23 PM    
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The Wild has recalled center/winger Erik Haula from AHL Iowa. Veteran Mike Rupp has been designated for non-roster status because he is heading home for a few days because of a death in his family, Rupp said today.

Haula was in town for Thanksgiving, so the Wild had his equipment shipped to Minnesota from Des Moines, Iowa. He got a call yesterday that this most likely would happen.

Coach Mike Yeo is keeping tonight's roster mum until warmups, but Haula, the former Gopher, thinks he is making his NHL debut during today's 5 p.m. game against the Colorado Avalanche.

"Every time I've been here, you always think of what it feels like," Haula said. "Now it’s actually happening. It’s pretty crazy."

Haula didn't even have his suit here, saying, "Thankfully it was Black Friday. I got a good deal."

The Wild does need a second-line center and Haula says he is playing center. The original plan was to play Justin Fontaine there, but with Rupp put on non-roster status, the Wild was able to open up a roster spot for Haula. Haula is tied for second on Iowa with 10 points (four goals) in 18 games and I felt was having a great training camp until about three or four days to go.

My guess now is Fontaine only plays if Zach Parise can't because the third line is expected to be Jason Zucker-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley and the fourth line is expected to be Matt Cooke-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell. I'd think Mitchell plays over Fontaine because of his penalty-kill role.

I think Parise may be playing. Yeo wouldn't say for sure, but he was just on the bench listening to music doing his normal pregame visualization.

Jean-Sebastien Giguere in goal for Colorado. My guess is Josh Harding starts for Minnesota, but we will find out soon.

Mikael Granlund to miss at least 3 games; Jason Zucker recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: November 28, 2013 - 1:04 PM   
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UPDATED

Happy Thanksgiving from the X, where the Wild practiced, including Zach Parise. He lasted the whole thing, every now and then skating up to assistant athletic therapist John Worley to talk about his bum foot.

Parise is officially listed as questionable for Friday's 5 p.m. game against Colorado -- the front of a home and home. It'll be a tough challenge despite the fact the Wild has had Colorado's number for seven years or so -- 31-11-5 in its past 47 and 12-2-2 in its past 16 in Denver.

Coach Mike Yeo wouldn't reveal which goalie would start in goal. Josh Harding practiced and if he's healthy, I'd think he starts if for no other reason than his stellar home record. I'd think Niklas Backstrom starts in Denver.

Center Mikael Granlund has been placed on injured reserve with a head injury (officially upper-body, but I'm not blind), meaning he will miss at least a week or at a minimum three games -- probably more -- after three hard hits in the past eight games.

Granlund took a head shot from Toronto's Nazem Kadri, then took a hard hit four games later from Ottawa's Marc Methot where he crashed into the boards. He missed two games, returned to the lineup last night against Phoenix and was lost 29 seconds into his first shift when he was hit high by rookie defenseman Connor Murphy as Granlund tried to deliver a check.

Yeo said the Wild didn't rush Granlund back.

"To sit here and say in hindsight that I wish he didn’t play, of course," Yeo said. "But when a guy’s cleared to play, what are you going to do? You going to say no? He was cleared to play and obviously cleared to play with the idea that we wanted to be careful and think about the big picture. Sometimes things happen."

Left wing Jason Zucker, who played three games in Ottawa, Winnipeg and St. Louis before being reassigned yesterday to make room for Keith Ballard and Torrey Mitchell, has been recalled and should stay awhile now. Zucker scored twice in Iowa's win last night at Chicago.

He was sent down Wednesday with Darcy Kuemper. They had 3 p.m. flights that were delayed, they arrived for the game vs. the Wolves at 5:30 p.m. with only airport pizza in their stomachs and beat the Wolves. Zucker was pulled off the bus headed to Iowa after the game to go to an airport hotel for sleep, then a 4:30 a.m. wakeup call to fly back to Minnesota because of the Granlund injury.

Zucker's recall doesn't fill the center need though. Charlie Coyle has played better at wing than center, although we all saw in training camp that he has the ability to play the position. He won the second-line center spot outright until spraining his knee. Granlund filled in admirably.

Besides being more of an offensive-threat at wing, Coyle hasn't done well in the faceoff circle. He has won 38 percent of his draws this season. In his last four games predominately at center, Coyle has lost 30 of 43 faceoffs and 15 of 17 the past two games.

So in practice today, Yeo experimented with Justin Fontaine, who has rarely played center in his college or pro career, as second-line center, putting Zucker on the third line and Matt Cooke, goalless since Oct. 12, on the fourth line.

Lines: Parise-Koivu-Coyle; Nino-Fontaine-Pominville; Zucker-Brodziak-Heatley; Cooke-Konopka-Mitchell.

Why Coyle back to the top line as a winger rather than second line as a center?

"The games we've been winning lately, that line has been producing," Yeo said of Parise-Koivu-Coyle. "We were forced into a situation where we had to break it up, but I think what we have to try to do is look at it in a different way and keep that line together and fill some holes elsewhere."

Yeo made clear, "I’ve got no problem putting [Coyle] at center, but I think we have to try to give that line a chance to get back to the type of dominance they were having and the success they were having. Instead of breaking them up, let’s arm those guys with what they need to lead our group. We need people to step up, whether it’s a guy coming into the lineup like Zuck or whether it’s a guy biting off a little more ice time."

On Fontaine moving to center, Yeo said, "Just trying things. Thought we'd give it a shot."

Fontaine is looking forward to the opportunity. He is 2 for 2 on faceoffs this season and doesn't practice them much.

On Zucker on the third line, Yeo said it should elevate that line with Brodziak and Heatley and give it some speed. "Heater had one of his strongest games in a long time last night," Yeo said. "He was strong on a lot of puck battles and had three really good scoring chances and one goal. We'll use this as an opportunity to continue to help him grow his game, get it back to his top level."

By the way, I questioned yesterday why the Wild wouldn't just keep Zucker here and keep Mitchell on IR. Yeo said it was because the Wild needed Mitchell because of his role as a penalty killer.

On Cooke being demoted to the fourth line, Yeo said, "Many times when players haven’t scored in awhile, they start to do things that hurt themselves. We all remember how he scored his goals." He needs to get back to "doing the right things," Yeo said.

Today was a long, long practice with a ton of teaching moments. Yeo interrupted practice a lot with whistles, saying afterward, "there's a couple parts of our game that have slipped and we have to try to get it back."

There is no morning skate Friday because of the early game. I'll be back with you after Yeo's 2:45 p.m. availability. I will also be on Fox Sports North during Friday's Wild Live pregame show and first intermission.

Another slow start for the Wild and another head injury to Mikael Granlund

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 27, 2013 - 10:59 PM   
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The Wild lost for the third time in five games tonight thanks to its fifth consecutive awful start.

It survived Ottawa and Winnipeg. It cost them in Montreal, St. Louis and tonight against Phoenix during a 3-1 defeat.

It didn’t help that Mikael Granlund was lost 29 seconds into the game. The Wild wasn’t specific about the upper-body injury that kept him out of the previous two games. This one we don’t need them to be specific. We have eyes.

Granlund sustained a head injury tonight for all to see. He went in to deliver a hit and Coyotes rookie defenseman Connor Murphy met him with a high hit Granlund didn’t expect. Granlund went down hard, was slow to get up and when he did, he skated slowly to the bench looking dazed.

Granlund has a history of concussion and now has taken three hard hits in the past eight games – a Nazem Kadri head shot and a Marc Methot hip check that sent him crashing into the boards, being the other two.

Coach Mike Yeo said Granlund was feeling a little better after the game, but he admitted concern now about his health.

The Granlund loss one shift into his night triggered an absolute mess with the lines. The Wild was excited to reunite the Nino Niederreiter-Granlund-Jason Pominville line. They were together for one shift.

Charlie Coyle, who hasn’t played nearly as well at center as he has at top-line right wing, had to move back to center and then everything got scrambled the rest of the game.

It took until the second period for the Wild to get any flow.

Jason Zucker was sent back to Iowa after the game. He scored twice tonight in a 3-1 win over Chicago and Yeo indicated Zucker will now come back and the Wild was basically forced into sending him back because Keith Ballard and Torrey Mitchell were ready to come off injured reserve. Personally, I would have kept Mitchell on IR for another game after no practices under his belt from his injury more than a week ago.

Regardless, Zucker probably comes back now. That doesn't fill a center need though, so either the Wild feels it has somebody in Iowa that can fill that role, or it'll have to continue to be Coyle.

When the Wild was racking up wins earlier this month, Yeo was able to go with the same lines every single night. In fact, other than Coyle and Mike Rupp (who missed the first 24 games), the Wild hadn’t had an injured forward all season until Mitchell missed the Ottawa game.

So a Wild team that had dealt with consistency with its lines all season is now having to mix and match not only every game, but from shift to shift, period to period, because of the injuries.

It’s clear it’s affecting the team early in these games. The one common denominator in all these slow starts is the Wild usually finds its game, like tonight in the third when it played with more zip and generated, according to Yeo, nine scoring chances. But by that time, it was a 2-0 hole and against a Phoenix team that spent the last 24 hours screaming that it needed to get back to the defensive foundation that Dave Tippett’s teams are known for, it was not easy to rally back on the Coyotes tonight, especially with an undermanned bench lacking Granlund and Zach Parise.

The power play was a mess tonight as well on two chances, and not a shock since the loss of two top-6 forwards resulted in guys like Kyle Brodziak and Justin Fontaine, two guys normally not playing regular power-play shifts, seeing ice time and Keith Ballard playing his first game in the last 10.

But one indicator of the Wild’s slipping game is the lack of power plays lately. It has drawn 18 power plays the past seven games and three or fewer in each. It has drawn three or fewer in 11 of the past 13 games.

Even Yeo said a few days ago it’s hard to draw a power play when “you’re backchecking all game.”

Yeo said the Wild is playing too safe lately, maybe because of the injuries, maybe because it’s almost afraid to lose because of the magnitude of these games. If that’s the case, the Wild better man up fast because this isn’t changing. The race will only tighten and it’ll be a grind in this grind of a conference until Game 82.

“When we’re at our best, we’re playing an aggressive game with and without the puck,” Yeo said. “We seem to be starting these games a little hesitant.”

That’s it for me. Early practice Thursday. Have a Happy Thanksgiving everybody.

Zach Parise tried, but he won't play tonight; Ballard, Harding back; Granlund, Mitchell maybes

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 27, 2013 - 3:59 PM   
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UPDATED

Maybe Zach Parise was inspired by Parise the horse coming off a year away and winning Woodbine's first race Saturday.

Parise arrived at Xcel Energy Center this morning in a walking boot and was expected to miss two to three weeks with a bruised foot. Now it would be shocking if that window holds up.

Parise got the media all into a tweeting lather this morning when around 10 a.m., the winger went on the ice in a track suit and tested the foot. He looked tentative as he pushed off. He left the ice after five minutes. I thought that was it.

Twenty minutes later, he emerged for the morning skate much to the delight of his teammates. During line rushes, he took his spot on the Parise-Mikko Koivu-Charlie Coyle line. Finally, the last line rush, Jason Zucker took Parise's spot. Coach Mike Yeo jokingly asked reporters if we even watched the skate because every he looked up, we were punching things in our phones.

Parise won't play tonight.

"I was stunned to be honest with you," Yeo said when he saw Parise come out for the skate. "I shouldn’t say that because that’s the way he is talking to him even yesterday. It’s very encouraging. It’s a great example to everybody just how bad he wants to compete and help the team."

Parise said when he limped into the arena in a walking boot this morning, he had no clue he would skate. But "I tried putting my skate on. I just wanted to see what it felt like."

He then decided to do the preskate twirl and "thought it felt good enough to at least try for a pregame skate."

At the start of the skate, Parise thought he was playing as he took regular line rushes: "I was hoping I could give it a shot, but as it went on and as I tried to do different things that are more game-like and reactionary, it hurt too much to try to be ale to play. I know that I wouldn’t be effective or comfortable out there."

In Parise's mind, that two-to-three week window means nothing: "I’m more so taking it day by day and seeing how I feel and getting some treatment. Hopefully I’ll be more comfortable [Thursday] and see what happens. I understand you have to, but I don’t like to put a timeframe on things. I’ll try to play when I can."

Parise said his foot feels better in a skate than barefoot or in sandals, which is why he decided to try to skate today.

He said when he stops and starts and quick starts at the beginning of drills, he just didn't have the power. Same with cross-overs to the one side. So he just knows he wouldn't have stability battling on the wall and protecting the puck.

Parise said of the important stretch of games coming up, "It wouldn’t matter to me who we were playing. I don’t like to miss games. I don’t want to sit out, so it doesn’t matter what the schedule looks like."

Keith Ballard will return tonight from two broken ribs and be paired with Clayton Stoner. Matt Dumba and Nate Prosser are scratched. Josh Harding will back up Niklas Backstrom and Darcy Kuemper will be reassigned.

The forwards are up in the air. In the skate, the second line was the reunited Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville line. The third line was Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley, while the fourth line was Justin Fontaine-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell.

I think Granlund returns and Mitchell doesn't play. Mitchell is on injured reserve, so if he stays there, Zucker would be able to slot into the Koivu-Coyle line.

Mitchell has been taken off IR and Zucker has been reassigned. 

Coyotes backup Thomas Greiss, who is 2-1 in five games with a 2.37 goals-against average and .928 save percentage, will start.

That's it for now. Wild actually didn't return to town until 2 p.m. yesterday as opposed to after the St. Louis game.

There was a sensor on their charter that a smoke detector wasn't working. But it wouldn't pinpoint which smoke detector, so they had to replace all nine. After staying on the plane for an hour after the game, the team filed off and returned to their downtown hotel before flying home Tuesday afternoon. That's why the Parise update came so late.

By the way, if you want to watch video of Parise winning the Woodbine race, here it is. Give the article a read above. It was a fun one.

Zach Parise expected to miss 2-3 weeks with a foot contusion

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: November 26, 2013 - 6:39 PM   
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The Wild announced tonight that left wing Zach Parise, the team's leading scorer, is expected to miss between two to three weeks with a left foot contusion.

Both Parise and General Manager Chuck Fletcher said though that they actually believed they "dodged a bullet" by the news.

"I think we did dodge a little bit of a bullet with not having it broken or fractured or needing to get a surgery or anything on it," said Parise, who said he is wearing a walking boot. "If there’s any somewhat good news, that would be it."

Said Fletcher: "I think we were expecting four to six weeks, so to me, it’s disappointing to lose Zach for any amount of time, but when you look at the number of foot injuries that you see, it very easily could have been the four-to-six week scenario, and then you're talking 15 or 20 games. As crazy at it sounds, we're actually fairly pleased with the doctor's opinion today."

Parise was nailed by Alex Steen's one-timer on a late first-period penalty kill during Monday's 3-0 loss at St. Louis. He was late to the ice to begin the second period, then fought through three painful shifts before being lost for good. Once he took off his skate for the second time, he said the pain was just unbearable.

"At some point you just can't do it anymore," Parise said.

After the game, Parise was clear discomfort and only wore a dress sock on his left foot as he spoke to the media.

Parise's loss comes at the start of the Wild's toughest stretch so far this season. Eight of the next 10 games come against Phoenix, Colorado, Chicago, San Jose and Anaheim.

"Really frustrated, especially looking at the schedule that we’ve got coming up," Parise said. "We have some important games, some tough games, so the timing is not ideal, so hopefully it won’t be that long and I’ll be able to come back sooner than we’re saying."

Parise said, "A lot of it has to do with when I’ll be able to walk comfortably, when I’ll even be able to push off in a skate comfortably. Hopefully that’ll be sooner rather than later with treatment."

Fletcher said the guidelines are very vague, that it could be 10 days, it could be three weeks, that "knowing Zach, he's such a competitor and wants to play, I don't want to guess when he'll be back, but two to three is a conservative estimate. We're fortunate."

Right now, Fletcher says the Wild hasn't officially called up any forwards because the roster is in a state of flux. Wednesday morning, the Wild essentially has to count bodies. If Josh Harding can't back up, he'll go on injured reserve. If Mikael Granlund can't play, he'll go on injured reserve, too. That would allow the Wild to call up a forward and activate Keith Ballard, who is probable to return, off IR. They also have to see if Torrey Mitchell can return.

"We certainly have our share of injuries right now," Fletcher said. "We’ll just have to do our best. We believe our depth is better. this will be an opportunity for some players to step up and play bigger roles on our team. Dany Heatley has done a lot better the last couple weeks. This is an opportunity potentially for him to step up and play a bigger role. Jason Zucker is a player that didn’t make our team out of camp and now potentially there’s a bigger role staring him in the face as well. We certainly have on paper the guys that can step in and score goals. It’s going to be a challenge. You can’t replace Zach. There’s not another Zach Parise in your minor-league system, so we’ll have to rely on some other players to step up and take advantage of a bigger role and hopefully we find a way to score enough goals.”

Coach Mike Yeo will discuss what Parise's loss does to the lineup after Wednesday's morning skate.

"I think we’ll do fine," Parise said. "We’ve been playing well and we’ve been getting points and playing some good hockey. I do think we have some tough games coming up, but I think the guys will do fine and hopefully I’ll be back sooner rather than later."

Said Fletcher: "We'll see what this means. There's no reason to be overly down about it. Every team goes through this. We'll just have to deal with it."

I will be on KFAN on Wednesday from 9:55 a.m.-10:35 a.m. and also at 5:15 p.m.
Ryan Suter joins ownership group of new USHL Madison Capitols
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I've wanted to write about this for some time, but respectfully, Wild defenseman Ryan Suter didn't want to discuss this publicly until after today's news conference to announce that he has joined the ownership group of the new Madison Capitols, which will join the USHL next fall.

Below is the press release.

As of now, there is no update as to Zach Parise's injured foot and as I mentioned last night, there's a good chance that news won't come until Wednesday morning. The Wild has the day off today and Parise's seeing the docs today. If there's any news later, I'll let you know.

 MADTOWN HOCKEY, LLC ANNOUNCES NEW UNITED STATES HOCKEY LEAGUE CLUB FOR MADISON, WISCONSIN MARKET AND NAME OF TEAM; OWNERSHIP GROUP INCLUDES FORMER UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN AND CURRENT NHL STAR RYAN SUTER AND FORMER WISCONSIN HOCKEY PLAYER TOM SAGISSOR

     Middleton, Wisconsin – In an announcement held today in front of a capacity crowd at the Capitol Ice Arena in Middleton, Wisconsin, Madtown Hockey, LLC., announced it will compete in the United States Hockey League (USHL) starting in the fall of 2014. The name of the franchise as part of today’s announcement will be the “Madison Capitols.” The Capitols will begin competition in the 2014 USHL season and play its home games at the Veterans Memorial Coliseum Alliant Energy Center in Madison, Wisconsin. Also, announced today as part of the new ownership/investor group is current NHL and Minnesota Wild star defenseman, Ryan Suter, a former hockey standout at the University of Wisconsin and former Badgers hockey player and businessman, Tom Sagissor.

     Suter and Sagissor join the ownership group who are hockey fans that include: Brian Schoenborn, Jeff Krol, Charles Bidwill III, Saul Trieman and Tom Garrity. The Madison Capitols will hire full-time employees, coaches and a training staff, along with securing players in the coming months that will also help provide a strong economic impact to the local community.

     “Today is a wonderful day for hockey in Madison, Wisconsin,” said Garrity a native of Prairie du Chein, Wisconsin and a University of Wisconsin-Platteville graduate. “This area has always supported hockey at all levels. Fans will enjoy the USHL and its style of play. Our ownership group has a strong desire and goal to give fans a winning product on the ice and a total entertainment experience from start to finish. At the same time, we are proud to continue with the Madison Capitols name as it has a rich hockey tradition and significance in this area. We will also be active community participants to help grow the game of hockey at all levels.”

     As Managing Partner of Madtown Hockey, LLC., Garrity is no stranger to the USHL, professional and collegiate athletics sports. He has worked for several high-profile professional sports organizations and leagues at a senior-level. Garrity is the founder and CEO of Quan Sports Marketing in Stillwater, Minnesota and also President/CEO of the Sioux Falls Sports, LLC., which owns and operates the USHL’s Sioux Falls Stampede and Northern League Baseball’s Sioux Falls Canaries. He has helped both Sioux Falls sports organizations with substantially increased attendance numbers and sponsorship revenues.

    The Madison, Wisconsin community is a “hotbed” for hockey development with a successful history and team named the “Madison Capitols.” Madison formerly had a USHL team from 1984-1995. 12 players who skated in Madison during that time period ended up competing in the National Hockey League. The Capitols have been playing junior hockey in Madison since 1984.

     “I am so excited about the USHL playing in Madison where I have so many friends, memories and deep hockey roots,” said Suter who had a standout career at Wisconsin and currently is an NHL All-Star defenseman with the Minnesota Wild. “This is a new and unique opportunity for me to be an owner and investor and I believe in the product and the great staff that is being assembled. I look forward to the first game and the support of the great hockey fans in the Madison area.”

     Ryan Suter comes from deep hockey blood-lines in the state of Wisconsin as his father, Bob Suter, is a former Badgers star in the late 1970’s and a member of the 1977 Wisconsin National Championship hockey team along with a 1980 Gold Medal as a member of the US Olympic Ice Hockey Team. Besides Ryan, Bob’s son, Garett currently plays hockey at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point. Bob Suter’s younger brother Gary was a top-performer at Wisconsin and played in over 1,000 NHL games with several clubs.

     Sagissor, a former Badger hockey standout who was a member of the 1990 National Championship hockey team and also went on to play professional with the Montreal Canadiens organization. He is now a successful Divisional Director for RBC’s Wealth Management Group in Minnesota. He was a fifth round draft pick (96th overall) of the Canadiens in the 1985 NHL Entry Draft after a stellar high school career at Hastings (MN) High School. Sagissor is currently Director of Hockey in the Stillwater (MN) Youth Hockey Association and he serves on the Board of Directors for “Defending the Blue Line” non-profit organization assisting military families in need. Sagissor is still an active member in the University of Wisconsin “W” Club that raises funds for Badger Athletics.

    “This is an opportunity of a lifetime to bring a USHL club to a great hockey community like Madison,” said Sagissor. “I know the fans in this area will love to watch the development of these players over time. We wanted to keep the great tradition with the name Madison Capitols as it means so much to the history of hockey in this marketplace. I cannot wait for the team to drop the puck next fall.”

     Added USHL President and Commissioner Skip Prince, “We’re excited to bring the USHL to one of the Midwest’s greatest cities and hockey communities. Madison’s ownership and senior-management have already proven themselves to be innovative, focused and committed to making Hockey Night at the Alliant Energy Center a must-see event. We’re counting down the days until a team with the Wisconsin state capital’s name on their sweater hits the home ice. This will be special.”

     In addition, announcements for the Madison Capitols in the past few months, included naming former long-time Denver University Assistant Hockey Coach and Sun Prairie, Wisconsin native Steve Miller as General Manager/Head Coach and Ed Chamberlain to the role as Team President for Madtown Hockey, LLC and the Capitols. Both positions will report directly to Managing Partner Tom Garrity and the ownership group.

Postgame: Parise injured as the Wild begins a difficult stretch of games with a loss at St. Louis
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First things first, on Tuesday, the persistent question I understandably expect to get from all Wild fans is, “Any update on Zach Parise yet?”

The answer will probably be, “No.”

The Wild has the day off Tuesday, so typically when that happens, injury updates aren’t revealed until the next availability, which will occur Wednesday morning. So you may have to hold your breath for 24+ hours or so.

Try not to turn blue.

If there’s an update, we’ll get it out to you ASAP. But right now, Parise was nailed on the instep of his left foot when he blocked Alex Steen’s one-timer on a first-period penalty kill.

Parise struggled to the bench and was late arriving to the game in the second period. He returned and it was clear his first hop of the boards that he wasn’t feeling the greatest. Still, he battled through three shifts, drew a penalty and played almost every second of a power play before leaving the game for good.

Parise emerged in the locker room after the game in just a dress sock. He was limping, but he said he didn’t know how bad it was and that he’ll wait to find out after seeing doctors and getting x-rays, an MRI, etc., on Tuesday.

“When a guy like Zach gets hurt, it’s always concerning because he’s a top-notch player and brings an awful lot more than just scoring goals," coach Mike Yeo said. "But I do think we’re a deep enough team and have enough character that we should be able to battle through it. But certainly it’ll be a challenge.”

Yeo then interrupted himself to say, “who knows with Zach,” and that the Wild must wait for results before it’ll know the prognosis and whether he can even play Wednesday against Phoenix.

If the Wild is without Parise for awhile, look out because the team just began its toughest stretch so far this season Monday with a 3-0 loss to St. Louis. In now eight of the next 10 games, it faces Phoenix, Colorado, San Jose, Chicago and Anaheim.

In order, Chicago, St. Louis, San Jose, Phoenix, Colorado and Anaheim are the top-6 scoring teams in the league. Minnesota ranks 23rd and could be entering this stretch without its leading scorer either out or hurting.

Tonight, not a good game. Read all the coverage in the paper for most the details, but the Cliff’s Notes version: Disputable disallowed goal by the ref on Parise’s tally 30 seconds in (ruled a high-stick, and because of that, when there was no conclusive video evidence, the call stood up), and then 50 seconds later, Vladimir Sobotka scored.

Frustration engulfed the Wild and whether it was that, what St. Louis was doing or both, the Wild was schooled during a first period where virtually every waking moment was spent in the Wild end.

“I thought it’s in,” Mikko Koivu said of the Parise no-goal. “You want to have a good start on the road and I thought we did. And then they get their first right after, so that makes it even more frustrating. It’s a tough way to start the game when you think you score and it’s not a goal and they score right after. That’s an excuse. But the difference is we didn’t create enough.”

That’s for sure. The Wild created nothing in the first and barely anything in the second. The third was all Minnesota (12-1 shot count, the 1 being Steen’s empty-netter), but by then, Jaroslav Halak was there to make all the saves.

Some quotes:

Yeo: “We were prepared, engaged right from the start, we come out and do what we’re supposed to do. To me, it’s clear, it’s a good goal.”

On Blues working the puck deep and going to work, Yeo said, “They were very strong on their gameplan. They were just getting everything in deep and forecheck and forecheck and forecheck. That’s how they got the lead and they committed to that.”

Yeo said the Wild wasn’t strong enough with its exits and when it had a chance to be first on pucks, players weren’t and that’s how St. Louis scored its first two goals.

Parise’s quotes on his disallowed goal in the new game notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, so please read that. He had some strong quotes.

Niklas Backstrom forked over a bunch of rebounds in the first, and then when the Wild’s D were routinely beaten to the net by Blues forwards, it turned into disaster.

Backstrom said, “That’s their strength. They’ve had a lot of success with that the last couple years. It’s always a challenge for the goalie against them. I don’t know if you want to call it playoff style hockey, but that’s how it is. In the playoffs, you get the bodies in front of the net and get the puck there.

Jason Pominville said once St. Louis got that early lead, it made life difficult, saying that’s what Ken Hitchcock teams thrive on. Also, the Wild’s just not drawing a lot of power plays lately. Pominville (and Yeo this morning) basically said when you’re backchecking all game, you’re not going to draw penalties.

“We’re not playing enough in the O zone,” Pominville said.

There is rarely a good time to play the powerhouse St. Louis Blues, but the Blues are churning like a buzz saw right now.

The Blues are arguably the deepest team in the NHL and have run through almost every opponent it has faced (three regulation losses in 23 games), blowing out many recently.

Early tonight, the Cup contenders played keep-away with the puck and barely gave up scoring chances to the Wild. In fact, the Wild’s best chance in the first two periods may have come on Zenon Konopka’s goalmouth backhander. When your best chance comes from an enforcer with one goal since Dec. 2011, it typically doesn’t bode well.

The Blues have racked up an 11-game home point streak against Minnesota, not losing in regulation to the Wild in St. Louis since Oct. 20, 2007.

Talk to you Tuesday if there’s Parise news. Otherwise, Wednesday morning.

Mike Rupp to play first NHL game in 6 1/2 months; Mikael Granlund, Josh Harding out tonight at St. Louis
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Rugged veteran forward Mike Rupp will play his first NHL game since May 9’s playoff game against the Chicago Blackhawks tonight when the Wild visits the St. Louis Blues.

Rupp, coming off a five-game conditioning stint with AHL Iowa as the final step in his recoup from offseason knee surgery, draws into the lineup because center Mikael Granlund will miss his second game in a row with an upper-body injury.

Coach Mike Yeo says from what he’s “been told, we don’t have reason to be concerned. We’re just calling him day-to-day and we’ll see what happens here tomorrow.”

Yeo is being hush-hush about what the issue with Granlund is. Like I wrote on yesterday’s blog, he played four games since the Nazem Kadri head shot but was hammered by Marc Methot last Wednesday in Ottawa.

Whatever the injury is, the Wild is clearly thinking there’s a chance Granlund could play Wednesday against Phoenix because if he was already ruled out for that game, the Wild could simply place Granlund on injured reserve retroactive to last Wednesday and call up a forward to replace him. Instead, the Wild is keeping Granlund off IR, which would allow him to play Wednesday if he can.

Torrey Mitchell has been placed on IR (he can come off whenever he’s healthy) and that move allows Darcy Kuemper to back up tonight. Josh Harding was not able to return to St. Louis because of a stiff hamstring that was apparently spasming in Winnipeg.

Apparently, it’s a similar injury to why he had to come out of the Carolina game Oct. 24. Niklas Backstrom played the third period of that game and then consecutive games against Chicago.

Harding’s had some awful luck in this building anyway. He strained his groin here in 2005, which thrust Backstrom onto the NHL stage initially. He tore his ACL and MCL here in his preseason debut in 2010. He also got sick in a tie game here in the preseason. Johan Gustafsson proceeded to come in and the Wild got shellacked in the third.

Same thing as Granlund, the Wild is hoping Harding is a day-to-day thing and can play this weekend. If the Wild was worried, it could put Harding on injured reserve retroactive to the time of injury, but the problem with that is he would have to miss a week.

With the tough stretch of games coming up, the Wild needs Harding back soon.

Backstrom vs. Jaroslav Halak tonight. Ken Hitchcock is going against the grain, starting Halak, who is 1-2-3 against the Wild with a 2.45 goals-against average and .911 save percentage, as opposed to Brian Elliott, who is 4-0 against the Wild with a 2.04 goals-against average.

But both St. Louis goalies are playing great and Halak is 12-3-2 with a 2.34 goals-against average and .906 save percentage (Elliott 4-0-1 with a 1.79 GAA and .932 SV%).

Nate Prosser will skate on the blue line for Minnesota. Matt Dumba is scratched. Kevin Shattenkirk didn’t skate for St. Louis this morning because of the flu, so the Wild may catch a break there.

The Blues have gotten points in 10 straight at home vs. Minnesota since Oct. 20, 2007 (7-0-3, or from the Wild’s standpoint, Minnesota is 3-5-2 in its past 10 at St. Louis).  The Blues have won five in a row vs. the Wild and is 5-0-1 in the past six.

The Blues have scored in 12 of the past 13 periods against Minnesota, at least three goals in three straight home games against Minnesota and outshot the Wild by at least 18 shots in each of the last three home games and 117-60 overall.

So, tough task tonight.

The Rupp-Zenon Konopka-Dany Heatley line should be an interesting one. Konopka is suddenly the best skater on the line, but if that line can play in the offensive zone and ask some size and physicality, it could be utilized well by the Wild tonight.

Yeo said he’s “anxious to have [Rupp] back and his teammates are, too.”

Rupp said the games in Iowa were a good thing for him.

“From Game 1 to Game 5, I’m pleased with the progress in that time,” Rupp said, saying he was trying to just get rid of some bad habits by not playing for so long.

What’s good for Rupp is he gets back to the Wild and can immediately play. A week ago when the Wild had Granlund and Mitchell, Rupp extended his conditioning stint because he thought it would be beneficial to him but because he also knew the Wild wasn’t about to fiddle with its winning lineup.

So Rupp would have done the rehab thing and then risked getting rusty again in the press box. Now he gets to continue getting back into the swing of playing again.

“I’m pleased with what progress has been made in the last 10 days,” Rupp said. “It’s been really good in my head. I want to keep building on that. The more I’m getting reps in practice and the more I’m playing, the stronger I’m going to get.”

Rupp said more than nerves tonight, there’s more “anticipation.”

“The NHL season is a big groove, and you want to find that as quick as you can,” Rupp said. “I’m joining a team that’s been playing really well, so you just want to try to be a part of it and build from game to game.”

I talked to David Backes, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter a lot about the U.S. leadership group they're a part of with Dustin Brown and Ryan Callahan for the Olympics. That will be in tomorrow's paper. I'm also working ahead on a pretty fun story that will hopefully run Wednesday.

Josh Harding returns to Twin Cities; injury puts roster in a bit of flux
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Good afternoon from chilly St. Louieee, where the Wild faces the big, bad Blues on Monday night at the house formerly called, Kiel Center.

Josh Harding, who was hurt in warmups Saturday in Winnipeg, returned to the Twin Cities this morning on a commercial flight from St. Louis. The MRI on his left leg “checked out,” according to Mike Yeo, meaning it was negative. Harding had one more doctor’s appointment this afternoon.

Apparently, Harding sustained some kind of spasms during warmup. It didn’t happen from stepping on a puck, as some reported.

The team is hoping Harding lets them know later today if he thinks he can return to St. Louis on Monday and back up Niklas Backstrom. The reason why this is important?

The Wild’s at the max 23-man roster – 14 forwards (includes Mike Rupp; activated off IR to make him eligible for conditioning stint to Iowa), 7 defensemen, 2 goalies.

Mikael Granlund, who missed yesterday’s game in Winnipeg with an upper-body injury, didn’t practice for the second consecutive practice today. If he can’t play against the Blues, the only way the Wild can call up a forward is to place Torrey Mitchell (leg) on injured reserve. But if Harding can’t back up, Mitchell will be placed on IR so Darcy Kuemper is officially added to the roster to back up.

If that were the case, the Wild will either have to dress seven defensemen (Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba) again like Winnipeg or Rupp, expected to join the Wild after playing five games for Iowa on a conditioning stint that ended yesterday, would have to make his season debut. Reports are Rupp did get better every game but that he looked slow with his skating (not that Rupp’s ever been a speedster, especially with the recent knee issues).

“Everything seems good,” Yeo said of Harding. “If he feels good enough, we’re hoping he can back up tomorrow. But again, comfort wise, his pain tolerance, he has to be able to go out and perform if needed to.”

Yeo hasn’t ruled out Granlund against the Blues, but he hasn’t been on the ice since the Ottawa game. I asked Granlund to talk today, but he didn’t want to. He’s showing no signs of an obvious injury. I asked Yeo if it’s a concussion – he’s played four games since the Nazem Kadri head shot, but he was crushed into the boards by Marc Methot in Ottawa – and Yeo just said it’s an upper-body injury and wouldn’t say when it happened or how or what.

Jared Spurgeon didn’t practice today, but Yeo says he expects him to be in the lineup Monday night.

Yeo said in his mind, Keith Ballard isn’t ready, plus for Ballard to play, two players would have to go on IR.

Yeo said all lineup decisions will be made Monday, and again, a lot has to do with how Harding feels and if he returns to St. Louis.

Beginning Monday in St. Louis, nine of the Wild’s next 11 games come against the top five teams in the Western Conference and the current eighth-place team – in order, Anaheim, Chicago, St. Louis, San Jose, Colorado and Phoenix. Those six teams are a combined 95-26-14 (.756).

Of those teams, the Wild has only played Anaheim and Chicago this season, going a combined 1-1-1.

So by mid-December, we’ll all get a really good sense of the Wild.

Postgame: Wild 3, Winnipeg 2 (shootout)

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 23, 2013 - 9:29 PM   
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Well, that was certainly interesting, as we like to say in Minnesota. The Wild's 3-2 shootout win over Winnipeg had a little bit of everything. Mystery goalie injuries! Quick escapes from the Winnipeg airport! Leaden performances turned into gold!

The one thing it didn't have: Mike Russo. He'll be back tomorrow to pick up the team in St. Louis, where it finishes the four-game road trip Monday.

The -10 temperatures notwithstanding, this was quite an entertaining game to drop in on. When Josh Harding skated to the bench during warmups, it looked like he might have an equipment issue. Then Niklas Backstrom leads the Wild onto the ice at MTS Centre, and it's evident it is something more serious. Coach Mike Yeo said after the game that Harding has a lower-body injury, presumably a leg. Yeo anticipates it is a day-to-day type of injury, though he isn't certain.

So Backstrom gets the no-notice start after being cleared for full practice only one day before. He said afterward--in his usual deadpan manner--that it was "fun'' to get hit by 14 pucks in the first period as his teammates flailed away. Getting pushed out on stage without warning actually was an advantage, he figured, after missing four games because of a concussion (and being prevented from even skating until last Monday or Tuesday). "You don't really have much time to think,'' he said. "You just go out and play and get into the game. It's good to get shots and feel the puck right away.''

Backstrom stopped 37 of 39 shots, and the two goals he gave up were on rebounds. (The first came after a Matt Halischuk shot hit him and went airborne, then fell into the crease, where Michael Frolik knocked it in as the Wild failed to clear the rebound; the second came when Halischuk banged a shot off Backstrom and the puck came right back to him.) He had cautioned Friday that even though he felt good, he knew that meant nothing in the realm of head injuries, when good days can turn into bad ones for no forseeable reason. He certainly didn't show any lingering effects Saturday.

Darcy Kuemper looked so odd sitting on a bar stool behind the glass by the Wild tunnel, in his ball cap and pads. He said he got heckled a little by the fans immediately behind and beside him. He was amazed at how quickly the Wild team bus got to the airport to retrieve him before he could get on the plane to the Twin Cities (and to his car, which he then planned to drive to Iowa) and how efficiently the airport and Delta staff got him and his gear back through customs.

Hockey players are such creatures of habit that you figure this wacky sequence of events would have thrown the Wild completely off its game. Backstrom gave them time to pull it together after that awful first period. Lots of giveaways, missed shots, off-target passes ... the Jets just totally outplayed them. As Zach Parise said, "we could have been down three, four, five-nothing after the first period. We were lucky to get out of there 0-0.''

Interesting choice by Yeo to yank Nino Niederreiter out of the doghouse and promote him to the penthouse in the third period. Through two periods, Niederreiter played seven shifts (6:29 of ice time) and had one shot, two giveaways and no hits. Yeo, who moved players around throughout the game because Mikael Granlund was a late scratch with an upper-body injury, decided to give him a shot in the third period with Parise and Mikko Koivu. Niederreiter went to the net and plucked the rebound of Marco Scandella's shot off the pads of Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec, then tucked it in to tie the score 1-1.

"I wanted to give (Niederreiter) a chance,'' Yeo said. "We didn’t put him out there much to try to get his attention. I give him a lot of credit. Everyone has bad shifts or bad stretches or whatever; it's always how you bounce back. We wanted to give him a chance to see how he responded with those guys. We thought having a big body who could get to the net, the way he did for the goal, could help, could benefit those guys.

"He's a young kid. His first two periods weren't great. With young kids, they go with the wave of the rest of the group. As the rest of the group picked it up, he was able to pick it up, too.''

Ryan Suter was strong as usual, starting the play that led to Parise's shorthanded goal that tied the score 2-2. Parise had a goal and an assist, five shots, was plus-2 and demonstrated the kind of leadership the Wild needed to drag itself out of the dumpster in the first period. Koivu netted a slick backhander in the shootout, followed by Charlie Coyle's beauty.

Yeo was clearly proud that his team didn't cave under the weight of all the weird circumstances. "I spent a lot of time before the game trying to figure out lineup combinations and how to get people back from the airport,'' he said. "But you've got to deal with that type of adversity, and our guys did.

"You play 82 games, and they can't all be a work of art. There are going to be some times where you draw it up the way you want it to happen, and you go out and do it. There are going to be other times where things are going to happen, and you're going to have to deal with it. You're going to have to find a different way to get a win. I give our guys credit for staying in the game and (Backstrom) a lot of credit for keeping us in the game.''

As for the opposition, this is not going to fly well with Jets fans. This streaky bunch is now winless in its past four--after winning the previous four in a row--and finished a three-game homestand 0-1-2. Friday, some players expressed frustration, saying everyone was not giving his all. The effort was not lacking Saturday, but one point isn't going to make them feel any better--particularly after falling to 0-2-1 this season against their division rival.

That's it from the 'Peg. Stay warm!

RACHEL BLOUNT
Wild practice: Backstrom and Ballard return

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: November 22, 2013 - 4:41 PM    
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The Wild flew to Winnipeg on Friday morning and practiced in the afternoon at MTS Centre. Making a bit of a surprise appearance: goalie Niklas Backstrom and defenseman Keith Ballard, both of whom had been out with injuries.

Backstrom had missed the past four games because of a concussion. He took lots of pucks in practice, as he and Josh Harding got most of the work while Darcy Kuemper watched along the boards. Harding will start Saturday against Winnipeg, coach Mike Yeo said, but he liked what he saw from Backstrom.

"I would say I'm pleased and also happy to see the way he looked out there,'' Yeo said. "He looked quick, he looked slick, but it’s one day, obviously, so we’ll keep an eye going forward.''

Backstrom said he has been skating for a few days and felt "pretty good'' after his first full practice in more than a week. "We'll see how everything feels after this,'' he added.

Ballard had missed seven games because of an upper-body injury. Yeo said he doesn't anticipate Ballard playing Saturday, but he said Ballard has "come a long way'' in the past couple of days and that his status is now upgraded to day-to-day. Ballard has been skating on his own and said he just needs to get used to contact again.

Torrey Mitchell (lower body) is still not with the team but could rejoin it in St. Louis, where the Wild plays Monday.

Other notes from practice:

--Matt Dumba will stay in the lineup. He was paired with Clayton Stoner in practice, and Yeo wants to give him a chance to play two in a row and establish some rhythm. "I liked his game in Ottawa,'' Yeo said. "Certainly when we’re playing in high-pace games he helps us with his skating ability, he helps us with his execution and his puck movement. He’s playing against a team that he’s played a number of times already, including preseason, so hopefully that gives him a little bit of comfort there.''

--Mikael Granlund did not practice but was simply taking a day of rest.

--Ryan Suter came off the ice with a towel to his face, surprising Yeo, who was in the hallway talking to the media when his workhorse defenseman walked past. Suter was smiling and had just a small cut to his lip.

RACHEL BLOUNT

Postgame: Wild beats Ottawa Senators on Mikko Koivu's latest winner

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 21, 2013 - 11:38 AM   
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UPDATED

Mikko Koivu’s winning goal with 2:57 left tonight lifted the Wild to a 4-3 win over Ottawa and as importantly helped the Wild forget a 6-2 pounding the night before in relatively nearby Montreal. Remember, Koivu won the Winnipeg game with a goal with 3:12 left.

According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Koivu and St. Louis' Alex Steen are the only two NHLers to score two go-ahead goals in the final five minutes of regulation this year.

Losses like Tuesday can be lasting if you don’t quickly brush it aside. The Wild, which has lost two in a row in regulation just once this season and that was more than a month ago, avoided that night tonight and improved to 11-2-2 in its past 15.

In the crazy West, the Wild hopped from eighth in the West to third with (32 points) and is one point behind Anaheim for the most points in the NHL (33). Of course, eighth in the West is now Colorado with 30 points, so it's not like there's a cushion (ninth is Vancouver with 26 points). The leader in the East wouldn't be inside the top-8 in the West (Boston with 29 points). As somebody joked with me on Twitter a few weeks ago, the East should just take a knee at this point.

The Wild's place in the standings is a little deceiving because the fourth through eighth teams in the West has played between one, two or three fewer games than Minnesota.

The Wild gave up a season-high 37 shots and lacked legs in the first period and had some sloppy moments, but the Wild certainly motored through it and pulled out a big W.

Jason Pominville (there was a scramble pregame amongst the media because the off-ice officials listed Pominville as a scratch even though he was in warmups; turns out the officials mis-read the lineup sheet submitted by the coaches, whether it be Pominville vs. Prosser or No. 29 vs. No. 39) scored a first-period power-play goal, Jonas Brodin scored a goal and assist for his first career multi-point game, Dany Heatley scored a goal and assist in the building that loves to boooooooooo him, Zach Parise had two assists, Justin Fontaine had his first career assist and Josh Harding made 34 saves one night after being pulled for the first time this season. Harding tied his career-high with 13 wins accomplished in 19 games (the other 13-win season in 2011-12 came in 34 games). He is also tied for the league lead with 13 wins.

Oh, and Koivu had three points – the 22nd 3-point game of his career – to continue a string of clutch performances by the Kaptain and his Linemates. Last four wins, that line has scored some huge goals, as I documented in the gamer on www.startribune.com/wild.

I’ll write a lot about Koivu in Friday’s paper. The much-maligned captain by many has been huge lately in leading this team. You know when it started? After Yeo split him and Parise and Koivu said he needed to contribute more. Coincidence or not, that seems to be the turning point. 

Heatley, one of the two Ottawa villains on the Wild roster (Matt Cooke is the other), played his fourth game against the Sens – third in Ottawa – since asking to be traded in 2009. He has a goal and five assists now.

He was appreciative of coach Mike Yeo having his back before the game. The Ottawa press corps peppered Yeo with questions about the former 50-goal scorer playing on the fourth line. Yeo deflected a bunch of questions, stuck up for Heatley, talked about how professional he has been about the whole thing.

He then followed it up with a goal and assist.

On Yeo sticking up for him, Heatley said, “I’ve known that from the time I got here. He’s a good man. I don’t really read what they’re writing. I haven’t been their favorite guy for a lot of years, so I don’t really care what they’re writing. But it is nice to know your coach has your back.”

He also let me know in joking fashion that this goal -- a whiff of puck, then a jam inside the post from behind the goal line -- was more of a "garbage goal" than his one in Montreal, a reference to the way I described his goal with 1.3 seconds left down 6-1 in Montreal. By garbage, I meant meaningless. It was a funny moment and proof positive again that every player is secretly on Twitter.

Yeo went on and on about the Wild’s leadership tonight. He talked about how the vets went out and helped lead the Wild to the W in response to last night.

“Internally, everyone knows it was pretty ugly last night, so it’s on us veteran guys and the captains to lead on the ice and not necessarily vocally, but play the right way and get back to what we were doing well,” Parise said.

Jason Zucker was called up to add speed and energy to a team that lacked it in Montreal. He skated with Mikael Granlund and Pominville, and although he had a couple near costly turnovers like many of his teammates, he had a decent game.

Yeo talked about the one turnover where Zucker didn’t shoot between the circles and tried to force a pass (almost identical spot as the Koivu goal, interestingly), but Yeo said Zucker’s speed was a factor and if he continues to play like this, he’ll make an impact.

Not much of a blog, but it’s after midnight, I’ve got a long drive back to downtown, I think I have a flat tire and an early flight.

Wild is off Thursday, so no blog unless there’s news. Rachel Blount is covering practice Friday in Winnipeg and the game Saturday in Winnipeg. I’ll be on Fox Sports North in studio Saturday before, during and after that game.

On here, you may next hear from me Sunday in St. Louis after practice.

Mike Yeo on why the Wild recalled Jason Zucker; Updates heading into tonight's Ottawa game

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 20, 2013 - 4:57 PM   
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Great news. Second trip back to Ottawa since the 2009 Wild equipment fire and no equipment has burned … yet.

I was looking back on yesteryear earlier today, and I found this inventory blog on the Wild’s lost equipment Dec. 18, 2009, in Ottawa. Other amazing thing that went on then? Swine flu was going around and Eric Belanger, Gui Latendresse and Robbie Earl ended up not playing in the game. The Wild had to play short skaters that night in a blah 4-1 loss.

The Wild lost 6-2 last night in Montreal and coach Mike Yeo will be looking for a rebound tonight in Ottawa.

“I feel confident because of our leadership, because of the group that we have,” Yeo said two hours before gametime. “That doesn’t mean there’s any guarantees. We’re playing against a team that’s going to be looking to bounce back as well [after a 5-2 loss at Philadelphia last night], so it’s going to be a challenging game.

“But where my confidence lies is in our leadership and our players to come out and put forth a really great effort. I sit up here and I do believe that. I’d be surprised if we saw otherwise.”

Yeo on recalling Jason Zucker: “From what we’ve heard, he’s played well [in Iowa]. It’s been warranted. … Zuck, with his speed and his skill level, he’s shown he’s capable of being a top-6 forward. If we’re going to call him up, we want to give him an opportunity to play with good players.”

Zucker will skate with Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville on the second line. Remember, he had success last year with Matt Cullen and Devin Setoguchi, and that line seems to have a similar makeup and identity.

Nino Niederreiter moved to the Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak line last night and that’s where he’ll skate to start tonight’s game, while Justin Fontaine will skate with former Senators and no longer a fan favorite, Dany Heatley, and former Senators Zenon Konopka.

Josh Harding will start in goal. Matt Dumba will play. Nate Prosser is scratched.

Yeo on Torrey Mitchell’s leg injury: “I don’t think it’s going to be very serious.”

Also, Niklas Backstrom went on the ice today in Minnesota and took shots. Yeo didn’t have an update on how Backstrom (concussion) felt: “We’ll have to see how things went today. When we get back, tomorrow we’ll have a better idea once we get a chance to talk to him personally.”

The Wild will fly back to Minnesota after tonight’s game. The team has Thursday off before flying to Winnipeg on Friday for practice leading into Saturday’s 2 p.m. matinee vs. the Jets. The Wild then will fly to St. Louis and practice there Sunday before completing its four-game trip against the Blues on Monday.

Talk after the game.

Jason Zucker "freed" by the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild player moves, Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 20, 2013 - 12:35 PM   
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Wild fans #freezucker campaign (which I believe is ripped off from Allan Walsh's former #freesykora campaign) came to fruition this morning when the Wild recalled Jason Zucker from AHL Iowa to presumably play tonight against the Ottawa Senators.

Torrey Mitchell appeared to injure his left leg last night in Montreal.

Zucker has been Wild fans' BFF for some time, and he's not even from Minnesota. But Wild fans fell for Zucker because of speed, finish and goals like this:

and this:

Zucker seemed to be a shoo-in to make the roster before training camp began, but the emergence of Mikael Granlund and Nino Niederreiter cost Zucker his opening night gig because Zucker would be a waste on the fourth line. Zucker also strained his groin at an inopportune part of training camp. He so wanted to make the team that he probably pushed himself back onto the ice when he was still sore. The rest of camp he lacked that burst we've grown accustomed to seeing.

Zucker burst onto the scene last year with some big goals for Minnesota (four goals, one assist in 20 games) but went the final 10 regular-season games without a point before scoring the overtime winner in Game 3 against Chicago. He also hit the post in overtime in Game 1. Zucker has driven the Wild a bit nuts with his defensive-zone play, ability to read defensively and lack of puck support in the offensive zone.

That's what he was sent to Iowa to work on and he has played well lately. I watched a lot of Saturday's 1-0 loss by Iowa and I thought Zucker was great.

Zucker, 21, has tallied four goals and eight points, including three power-play goals, in 12 games with Iowa this season. Zucker played one scoreless game for the Wild earlier this season. He has recorded seven points (4-3=7) in 27 career games with Minnesota.

The Wild didn't have a morning skate today, so the lines are unknown. I'd think you'd want Zucker in a scoring role, so if that were the case, maybe he goes to the second line and Niederreiter moves to the third and Justin Fontaine the fourth. Of course, if you do that, you're fiddling with a second and third line that's been going pretty well in recent games.

We'll find out later. No confirmation yet, but the hope is for Josh Harding to return to the nets. Talk later.

Postgame: Wild may have to accelerate search for backup goalie

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 19, 2013 - 11:00 PM   
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Ugly, ugly performance tonight by the Wild really for the first time this season when the Montreal Canadiens outskated them from start to finish en route to a 6-2 victory.

The two goals make it sound closer than it actually was. Nino Niederreiter and Dany Heatley each scored with the Wild trailing by five goals, Heatley’s coming with 1.3 seconds left.

Max Pacioretty, who entered the game with two goals, an eight-game goalless drought and all but disappearing from USA Olympic talk, scored three goals (a natural hat trick) on 10 shots.

Josh Harding was pulled for the first time this season, and it was far from his fault. He held the Wild in a scoreless first period and did all he could in a one-sided second period. Coach Mike Yeo gave him the mercy pull so he didn’t have to endure any more punishment and could now have enough in the tank to start Wednesday in Ottawa.

From everything I’ve been told, the plan was to go with Darcy Kuemper in Ottawa (although Yeo was denying that after the game).

Regardless very doubtful that happens now. Kuemper, who gave up three goals on seven shots last month in Toronto, came in and gave up three goals on nine shots to the Canadiens. He was beaten on the first two shots he faced, meaning at that point, he had stopped four of 9 shots this season.

He is 3-7 in the minors with a goals-against just under 3.0. This is a problem, especially with Matt Hackett (who has actually been worse statistically in Rochester) no longer in the organization and Johan Gustafsson having next to no North American pro experience.

Niklas Backstrom is sidelined with a concussion. The Wild has a ton of games coming up, including back-to-backs the next three weeks and in four of the next five (not counting Wednesday). He is doing light workouts but not skating, so my guess now is the Wild will have to somehow add an experienced backup, whether it be trading a draft pick for a Scott Clemmensen-type or signing a Jose Theodore or a Rick DiPietro or a Mathieu Garon or somebody.

But Harding can’t do it all himself and it’s hard to be confident with Kuemper right now until he goes to Iowa and gets his game in order. He just doesn’t look comfortable in net. This kid knows how to play goal. He's played at a high level before. But right now, he's struggling.

Still, goaltending by Harding and Kuemper had nothing to do with tonight’s loss. The Wild, 10-1-2 in its previous 13, just had a clunker that happens over the course of every season.

The objective now it too get a little “ticked” as Yeo termed it and use it as a motivating factor in Ottawa.

The second and fourth lines had a tough time tonight. No sustained pressure, which led to a lot of playing on its heels and retreating. Jonas Brodin was a minus-4 (maybe he was getting used to his new half shield; just kidding), Ryan Suter was minus-3, Heatley was minus-3 and needs to be shown the video of his entire shift before Pacioretty’s first goal, a goal that started the snowball to roll. Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville and Torrey Mitchell were minus-2s.

Top line was even and Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser, Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke managed to be plus-1s.

Mitchell hurt his leg tonight. No update from Yeo, although he didn’t think it would be too serious. Still, if there’s a chance he can’t play, the Wild will either have to dress seven defensemen or recall a forward from Iowa. Mike Rupp’s extending his conditioning stint to play two games this weekend, so it won’t be him. Prosser did play forward a little bit last season.

Anyway, that’s it for me. Wild may not skate in the morning, so may be a late update Wednesday.
Wild looks to extend 7-0-1 November record tonight in Montreal

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 19, 2013 - 11:47 AM    
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Bonjour from Montreal, where the Wild and Les Habitants square off tonight in the front end of back-to-back games for Minnesota.

Wild plays in Ottawa tomorrow. This is the first of four straight away from the friendly confines of the X (league-best 10-1-2) for the Wild, which hopes to improve on its 3-3-2 road record.

If you didn't read my feature in today's paper on Team Finland's brass talking about potentially naming Mikko Koivu captain at the Olympics and the evolution of Mikael Granlund, that article can be read here.

Josh Harding starts tonight and Darcy Kuemper is expected to start tomorrow. Despite several teams in the NHL dealing with goalie issues including the Wild, Jason LaBarbera cleared waivers for Edmonton.

So that pretty much sums up where he is in his career.

Not much news to report other than Clayton Stoner's revolving D partners.

"They're trying to keep me guessing," Stoner said with a wink.

Stoner has played with injured Keith Ballard this season, Jared Spurgeon this season and most recently interchanging Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba.

Tonight, Prosser gets back into the lineup and Dumba will be scratched. My guess is Dumba plays tomorrow in Ottawa, and coach Mike Yeo said that's a possibility.

I figured it had to do with the big Montreal stage and the fact it could intimidate a 19-year-old like Dumba, but Yeo said that wasn't the reason.

"You know what, we've got seven guys right now," Yeo said. "I liked a lot of things I saw in his game [against Winnipeg on Sunday]. We have a large number of games coming up here, so there's a good chance we'll get him back in there. It was the same thing with Pross. It was hard to take Pross out of the lineup [Sunday], but we're just trying to keep everybody involved."

Improving Marco Scandella, as I wrote today here, will play his second game in the rink five or six minutes from where he grew up. He only had to buy 12 tickets and got a home-cooked meal last night, "so in the end, I won."

He also set up 30 postgame passes and he's just excited, saying how cool it is to get text messages from old teachers saying how excited they are to watch him in person.

Different atmosphere around the Wild from the bilingual press when we come here now. It used to be mayhem when Jacques Lemaire coached the Wild. Now, it's much less crowded, although Scandella and Quebec-born Jason Pominville were popular interviews today, as well as Mikko Koivu -- the brother of longtime former Canadiens captain Saku Koivu.

That's it for moi. Talk after tonight's game and on Twitter during the game (www.twitter.com/russostrib).

Josh Harding named NHL's Third Star of Week; Darcy Kuemper recalled

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: November 18, 2013 - 5:31 PM   

print

Share34      Share via Email  

As speculated in today's paper, the Wild did indeed flip backup goalies this morning. With Niklas Backstrom sidelined with a concussion, Johan Gustafsson was reassigned to AHL Iowa and Darcy Kuemper recalled for the two-game road trip to Montreal and Ottawa (actually a four-game trip, but the Wild's returning home Thursday before heading to Winnipeg on Friday for practice).

Kuemper will likely start Wednesday in Ottawa unless the Wild acquires another backup beforehand. Kuemper has had a very up and down year for Iowa, and that was epitomized this past weekend when he got lit up Friday night but came back Saturday and made 32 saves in a 1-0 loss to Milwaukee.

But Gustafsson is not ready for an NHL start. So Kuemper is the guy. The 6-5 former Western Hockey League Player of the Year and Canadian Hockey League Goalie of the Year went 1-2-0 with a 2.08 GAA and a .916 SV% in six games (three starts) with the Wild last season (excluding postseason).

In Toronto earlier this year, Kuemper gave up three goals on seven shots in 31 minutes and was pulled in a game the Wild absolutely dominated. The hope is that was an aberration because he was treated like a yo-yo during that time. Remember, he was up in Minnesota as a backup, was returned to Iowa to make his first start of the season, then flew to Buffalo to serve as backup to Josh Harding before starting in Toronto the next night.

We talked to Kuemper today and he believes it was just a blip on the radar. He's confident going into Wednesday's expected start. I'll put those quotes in Wednesday's paper.

As I've reported, if Backstrom is going to be out long, I'd suspect the Wild gets a backup in here via signing, trade or waivers. Jason LaBarbera was placed on waivers today by the Edmonton Oilers. It'll be interesting to see if he is of interest to Minnesota or any of the other teams -- Chicago, Islanders, Los Angeles, Nashville -- who suddenly need goalies. He has 60 NHL wins, although ... he'd be a true stopgap. The puck has a hard time hitting him and he doesn't exactly get my heart racing.

After doing a little digging, it would surprise me if the Wild put in a claim.

I talked to Josh Harding, and he told me his red pads won't be worn in games because his teammates say they see holes easier behind him. I then showed Harding pics of Trevor Kidd's infamous checkered pads in Carolina and Florida. Kidder was a treat to cover, by the way.

I'm doing a big story on Mikko Koivu and Mikael Granlund tomorrow. As I wrote in yesterday's blog, Team Finland's GM Jari Kurri and coach Erkka Westerlund were at the game watching them for the Olympics, and I talked to both men.

I'm also writing about Marco Scandella, who is playing great and is returning to play in his hometown of Montreal for the second time. He was real good today.

And, from the NHL:

Los Angeles Kings goaltender Ben Scrivens,

 Dallas Stars center Tyler Seguin and Minnesota Wild goaltender Josh Harding

 have been named the NHL’s “Three Stars” for the week ending Nov. 17.

 FIRST STAR – BEN SCRIVENS, G, LOS ANGELES KINGS

       Scrivens went 3-0-1 with a 0.66 goals-against average, .977 save

 percentage and two shutouts to help the Kings improve to 14-6-1 (29

 points), their best record through the first 21 games of a season since

 1990-91 (15-5-1, 31 points). He relieved injured starter Jonathan Quick for

 the final 1:20 of overtime, serving as the goaltender of record in a 3-2

 shootout loss to the Buffalo Sabres Nov. 12. Scrivens then started the next

 three games, posting 23 saves in a 3-2 comeback victory over the New York

 Islanders Nov. 14 and recording consecutive shutouts against the New Jersey

 Devils Nov. 15 (26 saves) and New York Rangers Nov. 17 (37 saves). The

 27-year-old native of Spruce Grove, Alta., has not allowed a goal in his

 last 155:02 of playing time and leads the NHL with a 1.24 goals-against

 average, .955 save percentage and three shutouts in eight appearances this

 season.

 SECOND STAR – TYLER SEGUIN, C, DALLAS STARS

       Seguin paced all players with five goals and tied for first with

 seven points in leading the Stars to three straight victories. He scored

 the insurance marker in a 3-0 win over the Edmonton Oilers Nov. 13. Seguin

 then tallied a career-high four goals, including the game-winner, and five

 points in a 7-3 triumph over the Calgary Flames Nov. 14, becoming the first

 Stars player to register four goals in a game since Nov. 16, 2007 (Jussi

 Jokinen). He capped the week by collecting an assist in a 2-1 victory over

 the Vancouver Canucks Nov. 17, extending his point streak to four games

 (6-2—8). The 21-year-old native of Brampton, Ont., leads the Stars, and is

 tied for sixth in the NHL, with 12-11—23 in 20 games this season.

 THIRD STAR – JOSH HARDING, G, MINNESOTA WILD

       Harding posted a 3-0-0 record with a 1.38 goals-against average

 and .939 save percentage to help the Wild improve to 13-4-4 (30 points),

 their most points through the first 21 games of a season in franchise

 history. He relieved injured starter Niklas Backstrom in a 2-1 win over the

 Toronto Maple Leafs Nov. 13, stopping 19 shots, plus another two in the

 shootout, in 54:29 of playing time. Harding then recorded 22 saves in a 3-2

 victory over the Florida Panthers Nov. 15 and 21 stops in a 2-1 triumph

 over the Winnipeg Jets Nov. 17 to extend his home-ice winning streak to 10

 games. The 29-year-old native of Regina, Sask., is 12-2-2 in 17 appearances

 this season and ranks second in the League in goals-against average (1.25),

 save percentage (.946) and shutouts (tied, 2).

Postgame: Thoughts after Koivu, Harding lift Wild to sixth consecutive home win
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Evening from the X, where Mikko Koivu scored both goals and Josh Harding made 21 saves (8 on Blake Wheeler alone) to lift the Wild to a 2-1 victory over the Winnipeg Jets for its sixth straight home win.

Read the game story for the details on www.startribune.com/wild, but Jets fans came in droves, chanted, taunted Harding, causing Wild fans to boo and give it right back with loud “Let’s Go Wild” cheers.

“So how about our fans tonight? It was awesome. I loved it,” coach Mike Yeo said. “Their fans are great, there’s no question. They travel well. They’re loud. I thought our fans were awesome.”

Read more about that in the gamer, like I mentioned, but one’s got to think Harding should be one of the three Stars of the Week on Monday in the NHL. Four goals in three wins and 12 goals in eight games (7-0-1) this month to help left the Wild, which has points in 12 of its last 13 (10-1-2).

Harding is 9-0-2 since Oct. 17 for the longest point streak in a single season by a goalie in Wild history. He is 10-0 at home with a 1.15 GAA. He is 12-2-2 overall and leads the NHL with a 1.26 GAA and .946 SV%. In his career at the X, he is 31-9-2, including 24-4-1 since Jan. 27, 2010.

Koivu recorded his 13th career multi-goal game and Zach Parise tried to set him up for the empty-net hat trick, but Parise said that he led him too far with the pass. Koivu’s winner came with 3:12 left after he won a draw to Ryan Suter. Suter patiently sent it to Charlie Coyle, who cut down low along the half wall, spun away from Keaton Ellerby and passed to Koivu in the left circle, who one-timed a laser past Ondrej Pavelec.

Koivu has nine points in his past six games.

“Offensively, I sure hope he keeps going the way he is right now because defensively, every single night, he’s just a guy that’s extremely difficult to play against,” Yeo said.

Suter logged 30:08 of ice time and blocked a career-high seven shots. The Wild, the NHL’s third-best faceoff team (.549), won 33 of 52 faceoffs.

The Wild is the best defensive team in the West, giving up 1.95 goals per game (2nd in the NHL). It has allowed the fewest shots in the NHL (24.0) and the fewest 5-on-5 goals (19 in 21 games).

Marco Scandella had another outstanding game, assisting on Koivu’s first goal. Since being scratched in three in a row, Scandella is plus-9 in 15 games with one minus-1 game in that stretch. His MO has been inconsistency, but that’s awfully consistent and I think one big thing is he doesn’t have the minors hanging over his head anymore.

Mikael Granlund had another outstanding effort. Great on both sides of the puck, and Koivu and Granlund did this with Finnish brass Jari Kurri and Erkka Westerlund in the press box scouting. Granlund had four shots, attempted eight shots and won 8 of 11 draws after winning 7 of 10 last game. He's also sneakily good with the stick, constantly taking pucks away from unsuspecting opponents like his countryman and mentor, Koivu.

Matt Dumba looked much more at ease tonight and Jonas Brodin was much better than recent games.

The Wild got off to an outstanding start tonight, dominated the first period and jumped out to a 1-0 lead on Koivu’s first goal. It left some other goals on the ice, so to speak. Kyle Brodziak missed the net on a couple chances, Nino Niederreiter set up a three scoring chances on one shift, including one from his belly, Jason Pominville was stopped from in tight, Jared Spurgeon whistled one wide of the net during a monster shift by the top line.

The momentum turned with a second-period penalty, and Harding had to be great. For the second game in a row, the Wild began to get sloppy in the neutral zone and that made life difficult on itself as the Jets began to pressure.

Dustin Byfuglien scored 54 seconds into the third, but Yeo said, “Once they tied it up, something clicked.”

Koivu then tied it. For the second game in a row, it was that line on the ice for the tying goal only to recover and get the winner.

On the Parise-Koivu-Coyle line, Yeo said, “Those guys were going all night. That line was great all night long, so I’m not surprised to find them in that situation.”

Parise, always honest though, said the Wild had to figure out why it’s getting some complacent in games it’s dominating because it will eventually catch up to them. Remember, the Wild has yet to play teams like San Jose, St. Louis, Coloradoand Phoenix, and he said “there are good teams out there that will make you pay for it.”

Wild hits the road for four after practice Monday, heading to Montreal (Scandella’s second return to his hometown), Ottawa (Matt Kassian), Winnipeg and St. Louis (Team Minnesota!)

I’ve got a couple good stories in the works, a couple that may be in Tuesday’s paper. I’ll talk to you after Monday’s practice, although I’ll have to hustle to make my flight, so who knows when. That’s it for me.

Matt Dumba returns to Wild's lineup tonight against Winnipeg Jets
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Wild and Winnipeg Jets look to continue their hot streaks tonight when they clash at the X in a Central Division matchup.

Josh Harding vs. Ondrej Pavelec.

Rookie defenseman Matt Dumba, scratched in six of the past seven games, gets back in the lineup tonight for Nate Prosser.

Prosser has played well, but the Wild needs to give a 19-year-old a chance to play or it’ll need to eventually make the decision if it needs to return him to Red Deer despite already hitting that 10-game mark to trigger the first of his three-year deal.

It’s a fine line right now because the Wild can’t hurt Dumba’s development by having him collect dust, but as I wrote in today’s article here, in a conference where every point is absolutely crucial, you can’t also risk continually throwing out an erratic defenseman.

And Dumba has had some hairy moments his last two games against Chicago and Carolina. But, how do you get Dumba out of that if he’s not continually in the lineup?

Tough call.

Tonight’s game against Winnipeg makes sense because he played well against Winnipeg in the preseason (scored a goal in Winnipeg and was great alongside Clayton Stoner) and in his second NHL game Oct. 10 (three shots, even rating in almost 12 minutes).

“He’s played well against these guys, so just want to see him continue to evolve and continue to grow,” coach Mike Yeo said. “He’s in here for a reason. I want to see his strengths come out in the game. Physical down low and strong in D-zone coverage but executing and getting up ice when there’s an opportunity, and looking for opportunities to get pucks through to the net.”

Regarding about the fine line between needing to play him but not being able to afford mistakes, Yeo continued, “Those guys are always under the microscope a little more. If some of your other defensemen are in the lineup night in and night out and they make a mistake, then you kind of brush it aside. We can’t expect a perfect game from him. There’s going to be some mistakes with the puck and without the puck. That’s the same for every player, but we just have to make sure we keep working to limit those and continue to grow his game. It’s just real important that we show the confidence in him to give him the chance to go out and do the things that he can do.”

Same lines as the past several games for Minnesota.

Couple other things from the skate:

-- Johan Gustafsson will again back up Harding tonight. Wild isn’t saying, but I’d guess tomorrow that the team flips Darcy Kuemper and Gustafsson and brings Kuemper to Montreal and Ottawa with Kuemper likely to start in Ottawa on Wednesday. He has been very up and down in Iowa but played real well in a 1-0 loss last night.

This is all barring a trade for a goalie. Again, as I wrote the other day, if Niklas Backstrom is going to be out long with his concussion, GM Chuck Fletcher is contemplating acquiring a backup goalie or signing one. However, even if say he signed a Jose Theodore, Theodore would need time in the minors to get ready to play in the NHL. The Wild is also looking at some goalies playing in Europe, but they would have to first clear waivers before being allowed to be added to the roster.

So in the meantime, unless there’s an imminent trade coming, Kuemper, I’m guessing, starts in Ottawa. No update on Backstrom, but he was at the rink this morning.

Again, Fletcher has said he’s not going to overreact and needs to first figure out what Backstrom’s timetable is medically. Problem is with concussions you never know and Chicago and the Islanders lost goalies last night, so with so few goalies out there, one wonders if Fletcher may have to act quickly so he’s not left standing at the alter.

Also, I’m getting emails about guys like Ryan Miller and Viktor Fasth, etc. The Wild has $1.8 million in camp space and Harding has taken the reins as the No. 1. The move – if there ever is a move -- would likely be to get a stopgap until Backstrom is healthy -- either a free-agent pickup or a trade for a Scott Clemmensen-type goalie.

-- Mike Rupp has played three games for Iowa and it appears as if his conditioning stint will be extended for the week. The Iowa Wild plays three in three next weekend, so he’d likely get into a couple. Conditioning stints can last 14 days continuous. Once he is recalled, the Wild does not have to send anybody down to make room on the roster. If the Wild is healthy, my guess is Rupp becomes the 13th forward for the time being and somebody Yeo maybe spots in from time to time against physical teams.

-- The other night against Florida, Yeo used his timeout early in the second when he sensed momentum turning and Jonas Brodin iced the puck. You only get one timeout a game in the NHL, so when Florida rallied with two goals 5 ½ minutes apart early in the third, Yeo said to the team, “I don’t have a timeout. Can’t use it. We better figure this out right now and they did.”

Just pointing it out because it’s a kinda interesting look at the bench and something we don’t normally get to see/hear about.

-- I talked to Yeo about Brodin, who has been struggling with the puck lately. He had three goals and six points in his first nine games before breaking his cheekbone against Nashville.

In seven games since his return, Brodin has NO points and ONE shot. He’s iced a puck a ton and is turning pucks over. I think it’s the bubble, but Yeo says he has worn it long enough by now to get used to it.

Regardless of the reason, Yeo said the Wild is working with Brodin to find his game again.

“Parts of his game are really strong,” Yeo said. “Every night you’re still going to see what a great player he is. Right now, there’s a little more inconsistency with his play with the puck. And the confidence isn’t quite there yet. You can tell. He doesn’t have the same confidence getting up ice, …” skating with the puck, getting involved with the Wild’s offensive game and “we haven’t seen him shoot as many pucks.”

Yeo said it’s just building his game back to the level he was before the injury.

-- Keith Ballard’s upper body injury is clearly broken ribs. Hopefully he won’t be out too much longer, but he hasn’t begun skating.

Final thoughts on Wild's win over Florida; Wild may delve into goalie market
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Wild survived a ginormous scare tonight when the Florida Panthers rallied from a 2-0 deficit with a pair of goals 5 ½ minutes apart by the 8 ½ minute-mark of the third period.

But one shift after Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Charlie Coyle, Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin were on the ice for the Jonathan Huberdeau equalizer, the same exact fivesome was on the ice to set up the winner by Coyle, who one-upped his former Saint John teammate (Huberdeau).

Koivu redeemed himself for a giveaway on the tying goal by setting up Coyle’s third career winner with 8:22 left.

The Wild improved to 9-1-2 in its past 12 overall and 6-0-1 in November. It has won five in a row at home and nine of its last 10 at the X.

Good evening from high above the being-boarded-up rink.

Read the gamer for all the details and quotes and also give my game notebook a read here. With Niklas Backstrom sidelined with a concussion, if it looks like he will be out long-term, GM Chuck Fletcher told me he will look at adding a goaltender to provide depth and help Josh Harding.

The Wild is two games into a stretch of 17 games in 30 nights. In each of the next four weeks, the Wild has a back-to-back set and in five of the next six.

Harding is 11-2-2, has given up 19 goals in 16 games, hasn’t lost in regulation since Oct. 17 (8-0-2 since) and is 9-0 at home. He’s been outstanding. But he will need to be spelled during this stretch, so the Wild may need to get a goalie.

Read the story, but one option could be free agent … Jose Theodore. It may never get to that point though because Backstrom told goalie coach Bob Mason he is feeling better. So we will see.

Tonight, the Wild got off to a great start, dictated play, was on its toes, jumped out to a 2-0 lead on goals by Parise and Jason Pominville before the tide turned in the second. You could sense it coming. The Panthers tightened up and Yeo had no problem for the Wild “going for the throat,” but he didn’t like the way the Wild was playing with the puck and the team just made life more difficult on itself.

Finally the momentum shifted and Tomas Kopecky and Huberdeau scored.

Call it a lesson learned to a feisty Panthers team that has played quite well since the coaching change last week. It’s the first time all season the Wild has blown a two-goal lead. Yeo felt the Wild fell into the trap after a well-executed first that the rest of the night would be easy.

It wasn’t.

Like I said, please read the gamer for the details, but a couple things I didn’t get into:

-- The first line of Koivu, Parise and Coyle were solid all night. The Panthers were in the Wild’s face in the neutral zone and at the offensive blue line the last two periods. That was the one line that continually popped pucks behind Florida’s defense and went to work

-- Mikael Granlund continues to play well. He’s now getting more and more penalty kill time. Tonight the PK went 3 for 3.

“He’s earned it with the way he’s played 5-on-5,” Yeo said, adding that Granlund’s smart, detailed and obviously has speed and a good stick.”

-- Jared Spurgeon continues to play terrifically. Solid defensively, tonight had an assist, three hits, two blocks.

-- Brodin had a very tough night with the puck and it’s been a lot since he has been back. He told me in Washington he’d have to wear the bubble for another two or three weeks to protect his broken cheekbone. I asked Yeo after the game how long it would be until the bubble comes off (it’s clear it’s affecting his puck play), and Yeo said with a big smile, “I don’t know, but I plan to ask tomorrow.”

I’d say Yeo agrees with my assessment.

-- Pominville leads the team with 12 goals and now has 9 goals and 13 points in the last 11 games. He had his 118th multi-point game.

-- Koivu had two assists for his 94th multi-point game.

-- Parise has 10 goals and has 6 goals and 12 points in his last 11.

The Wild is having a very giant optional practice tomorrow, so optional in fact that I’ve been pretty much told there’s no reason to attend. So unless there’s news, no blog.

Enjoy your Saturday and talk to you Sunday.
Wild prepares for Nick Bjugstad and the Florida Panthers; Backstrom concussed
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Wild and Florida Panthers tonight at the X. Josh Harding vs. Tim Thomas.

Niklas Backstrom is considered day-to-day with what I am told is indeed a concussion. Johan Gustafsson has been recalled to back up Harding tonight as Darcy Kuemper gets some games in for Iowa in case the Wild needs him to start next week.

The Wild plays Tuesday in Montreal and Wednesday in Ottawa, and I’ll have more on the goaltending situation. Coach Mike Yeo says goalie coach Bob Mason says that Backstrom says he was feeling a little better last night.

That’s a lot of hearsay.

Same Wild lines and D pairs tonight, meaning Matt Dumba is the lone healthy scratch again for Minnesota. Yeo said the Wild wasn’t sharp in this morning’s skate and he hopes it doesn’t filter into tonight against a Panthers team that has played well since Kevin Dineen was fired a week ago and is coming off a win over one of the West’s elite, albeit a flu-ridden Anaheim squad.

Jimmy Hayes, acquired in last night’s Kris Versteeg thievery by Chicago, is a gametime decision. He arrived this morning. Hayes is 6-foot-6 and if I remember has had a few good games against the Wild. He has a goal and assist in three games and fought Justin Falk once.

Nick Bjugstad, on the fourth line when we were in Florida last month, will center Jonathan Huberdeau and Tomas Fleischmann tonight. That is quite the opportunity in the former Gophers’ first pro game at the X.

“I’ve got to capitalize on it,” Bjugstad said. “Hopefully it works out with them.”

Bjugstad has about 70 friends and family members coming, and his mom made it easy on him by purchasing a group package through the Wild.

Bjugstad is “one of if not our best most consistent forward at this point,” coach Pete Horachek said. “A lot of that comes down to that size that he has. He’s able to do things that other players can’t.”

One of Horachek’s assistants is former Panthers captain Brian Skrudland. He is elevated from his director of player development role, meaning he did what Brad Bombardir does with the Wild. That’s traveling, seeing, talking and helping to mold team prospects. So Skrudland was the guy who often came to Minnesota to chat with Bjugstad and be the liaison between the player and the club.

Now the former center’s behind Bjugstad on the bench.

“He’s been a good mentor ever since I was drafted by Florida,” Bjugstad said. “He’s great vocally and enthusiastic, and brings a lot to the table. He’s played the game, knows the game. He’s been really good at giving me advice.”

I also talked with Panthers assistant John Madden, the former Wild center who lives in Edina. He saw his family last night, but they are in Brainerd tonight at a hockey tournament. His oldest son’s a good one.

Madden landed last week at MSP from a scouting trip in Boston when GM Dale Tallon called and told him he was elevating Madden to assistant coach and firing the coaching staff. Madden scouted almost every Wild home game this season, so that should give Florida some good advance scouting tonight. I’ll have some more quotes from Madden in tomorrow’s Star Tribune.

Not much else going on. I’ve got to get started on my Sunday package. Big game as always in the West. Eighth-place LA is on pace for 107.8 points now compared to the eighth-place Rangers in the East at 82. Wild’s on pace for 112 points, yet is as close to the top of the standings as it is to falling out of the bubble.

Crazy conference the West, which means the Wild must continue to rack up points.

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

Mike Yeo takes exception with "anybody that tries to call us soft"
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Update: The Wild has recalled Johan Gustafsson to back up Josh Harding tonight. The reason? Rather than ride pine, Darcy Kuemper is slated to start for Iowa against San Antonio. 

The Wild held an optional practice today where most the heavy-minute Wild players – Ryan Suter, Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville – didn’t practice. Nor did Mikael Granlund.

It sounds like Granlund was just kept off the ice as a precaution because he took the Nazem Kadri shot to the head last night. Coach Mike Yeo said, “With those things, you’re not in the clear for a couple days here, but we expect him to be fine” and play in Friday’s game against the Florida Panthers.

Niklas Backstrom won’t dress though. Backstrom took the blow to the head from Kadri, an infraction that cost Kadri a three-game suspension.

Here is former referee Kerry Fraser's take on the Kadri hits and ref responses last night. Good read.

Yeo didn’t give a diagnosis for Backstrom, but the Wild will call up Darcy Kuemper or Johan Gustafsson to back up Josh Harding (10-2-2 overall, 8-0 at home) against the Panthers.

I’ve still been peppered with tweets about the Wild’s lack of response last night after Kadri ran Backstrom and I skimmed through the blog comments.

I got a few emails and saw some tweets saying it’s clear Yeo doesn’t like tough hockey, of course discounting the fact that Yeo made his living as a minor-leaguer playing tough hockey and had the most fighting majors in Houston Aeros history – one slot up on Derek Boogaard.

“I’m probably the only coach that took boxing lessons [during the lockout] last year,” Yeo quipped.

I asked Yeo about the Wild being called a quote-unquote “soft” team.

“First off, obviously who’s the first [player] to jump on top of him [Kadri]?” Yeo said. “[Ryan] Suter. So to say that we didn’t do anything, that’s false actually. And if you want to get into it, it’s this simple really: They’ve got [Colton] Orr on the bench, they’ve got [Fraser] McLaren (he actually didn’t play, so I’m not positive whom Yeo meant), they’ve got [Mark Fraser]. They’ve got one after another. So if we go after Kadri, well, are they going to go after Konopka? No. They’re going to go after one of our top guys. They’ve got more down the line where they can keep playing that game.

“So where we have to be better is on the power play. Teams have to be afraid to pull that crap on us [because] they’re fearful of our power play. But at the same time, what I like is that our guys continued to play the game. I’ll take exception with anybody that tries to call us soft because that’s not true. Where it’d be soft is if they tried to have a physical impact on us. And as far as I’m concerned, we raised our game. And that to me is tough[ness]. It’s a different type of tough.

Going back to [Detroit Red Wings GM] Ken Holland speak on the radio when I was listening to one of his interviews at the beginning of the year and he was talking about Detroit in their heyday and what he was saying is in an 82-game season, there’s probably going to be five, maybe seven games where you wish you were a little bit tougher. But at the same time, there’s a lot of wins along the course of those 82 games that they got because of the makeup of their team. So what’s important for us is just to continue to prove that No. 1 that we have each other’s back, No. 2 that we’re not going to back down, and if teams want to play us physically, then we’ll rise to the challenge.”

This was my point last season night. I’m getting tweets that the Wild’s a bunch of cream puffs. They’ve gotten points in 10 of its last 11. Last night was the first game all season where another team looked to challenge the Wild physically.

I’d be concerned if the Wild cowered. The Wild instead elevated its game and didn’t show any examples of a team that was intimidated by the rough stuff.

They’re just not built like Toronto. If you expect Jonas Brodin or Mikael Granlund or even Zach Parise to go in there and mix it up with the Dion Phaneufs and Mark Frasers, you’re going to be disappointed. But that's two games against this alleged rough and tumble Maple Leafs that the Wild outplayed the opponent.

Now, will this be a concern later in the year when the Wild plays against the St. Louis Blues and Los Angeles Kings more? We will see. Obviously, the Wild doesn’t match up against the Blues from a size standpoint.

“But regardless, the other thing that we were looking at is first off, we were playing an Eastern Conference team, and when you look at the East, the East is made up – and especially that division – is made up different,” Yeo said. “We’re going through the Western Conference and it’s a different complexion of teams. There are a lot of teams that are built very similar to us. Not to get into it too much, but there were games last year --- our goal is pretty simple. We want to be a Cup contending team. And we felt even in the playoffs last year, I felt that there were many games where we played a lot tougher than Chicago but we came away on the bottom end of it. So we have to continue to play tough but there are other parts of our game that we have to make sure we’re dictating the game the way that we want to play it.”

I asked Matt Cooke about the immediate response to the Kadri on Backstrom thing. Let’s be honest: Cooke knows about responses after running the goalie. He’s done it a few times in his career.

“When Nik got hit, none of us knew he wasn’t OK. Then it turns out a few minutes later he wasn’t OK. But people need to understand is by that time, you’re in a game. It’s 0-0. It’s not because we don’t want to stand up for Nik or stand up for our teammates because in the second period, you see Brodzy go in and get in there for Nino. I just don’t know what the response that’s called for in that situation. Obviously we’re there for each other, stand up for each other and will continue to do so, but sometimes, at what cost?”

This isn’t the 70s and early 80s anymore. You can’t hop the bench anymore. You do, and you get a 10-game suspension the way Toronto’s David Clarkson did when John Scott got in Phil Kessel’s face.

Responses have to happen in the heat of the moment by the players on the ice, like Jason Zucker fighting a player last night after a dirty hit from behind on Brian Connelly. That was a situation where Zucker reacted to stand up for a teammate after seeing with his very own eyes exactly what a dirty hit it was.

In a situation where Backstrom is run, there is a hockey shift going on. I can promise you that none of the five players on the ice actually saw the forearm shiver to Backstrom’s melon from Kadri. Suter got in Kadri’s face and knocked him to the ice. If Suter starts pounding away, not only does he negate the ensuing power play, he probably earns more penalty minutes. And I don’t think you want your 35-minute defenseman chained to the penalty box and risking even a suspension.

Now later in the game you can say that maybe Kadri should have been challenged. I would have liked to have seen that response, too. Although, the Wild claims Brodziak tried to challenge Kadri to a fight and Kadri wouldn’t accept. And you know Zenon Konopka wasn’t going to get an affirmative from Kadri.

So to me, this is an overreaction. It was a 0-0 game. If the Wild lost its minds, earned a bunch of penalties and lost the game because of it, I can’t imagine the fans freaking over this would be satisfied with that because the Wild stood up for each other. They’d be ticked off because of a loss. I’ve got no problem whatsoever with what Zucker did. But the other side of it is he negated a power play with the Iowa Wild down 1-0 in an eventual loss. So you’ve got to pick as fans what you really want? There are no perfect teams. This is how the Wild’s built right now. If I was a fan, I’d rather have Brodin moving the puck flawlessly than risking his health by jumping Kadri.

But I agree with the overall semblance that you have to stand up for your goalie. Again though, I don’t see any patterns this season where the Wild’s not sticking up for each other. This was a one-game thing during a streak where the Wild’s getting points almost every single game.

Onward:

I’m doing an article on the third line of Cooke, Brodziak and Justin Fontaine tomorrow. They’re going up against top lines and players every night, from the Ovechkins to Kessels, and they’re usually coming out of it even or on top at even-strength.

Cooke and Brodziak, the two constant third-liners all year, have been on the ice for two even-strength goals each in the past 12 games. There’s some good stuff in tomorrow’s article.

-- Konopka, who played seven shifts last night, broke his nose on a Carter Ashton hit. He said it was the 14th time he broke his nose and he woke up in a pool of blood.

--Zach Parise was getting ribbed for doing the flyby. If you didn’t see my article on Parise trying to weed it out, look back in the startribune.com archives from Washington. Parise said it was because it was a tying goal with 4:17 left and it was a reluctant one.

--Yeo on Ryan Suter’s 108 minutes the past three games: It’s such a big story now and I wish it wasn’t. First off, we’ve had three games that have gone to overtime – three in a row – and that obviously impacts things. It’s a ridiculous amount that he’s playing in these overtime periods. The 4-on-4s are a little bit less grinding. I would assume he’s probably playing four minutes out of a five minute overtime period, so there’s four minutes right there, plus you factor in the five minute major and I bet you he probably played at three and a half minutes of that too. So it doesn’t take long when you start adding it up – that’s seven and a half minutes basically right there toward the end of the game. These are close games, they’re one goal games, he’s playing well with the game on the line, and two points on the line. Who are you going to put out there? Well, he’s the guy.”

I just found the above quote humorous re-reading it. That’s it for now. I’ll be on Fox Sports North during Friday night’s Wild game (pregame, first intermission).

No Backstrom or Harding at today's Wild practice

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: November 14, 2013 - 11:12 AM   
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The Wild is having a very optional practice this morning. Fourteen skaters are on the ice with two practice goalies.

Niklas Backstrom, who took the head shot last night from Toronto's Nazem Kadri, isn't practicing, nor is Josh Harding, who was called into duty last night despite being sick the night before. Harding is probably just exercising his option.

Not practicing today are Zach Parise, Ryan Suter, Mikko Koivu, Mikael Granlund and Jason Pominville. The Granlund one is a concern. Took the head shot from Kadri, has a history of concussions and he's the lone young guy not on the ice.

As of now, no goalie callup for Backstrom. Kadri has a noon CT phone hearing for the Backstrom hit. My guess: Dinged for two games.

The practice goalies today work with strength coach Kirk Olson at Total Hockey as part of the goalie training program, Pro Hybrid Group. They are A.J. Bucchino, 29, who has some pro hockey experience, and Tino Vasquez, who apparently may go back to school next year to play Division III hockey.

More later

Postgame: Was Wild's response to Nazem Kadri's hits appropriate?

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 14, 2013 - 8:03 AM   
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Update: Kadri has a noon CT hearing today for steamrolling Niklas Backstrom. This has two games written all over it. The league is not further disciplining him on Granlund hit.

The Wild improved to 5-0-1 in its past six and 8-1-2 in its past 11 by rallying for a 2-1 shootout win over the Toronto Maple Leafs tonight.

As always, please read the game story for all the good, but Zach Parise tied the game with 4:17 left before Parise and Jason Pominville scored in the shootout to lift Minnesota to a game it pretty unarguably deserved to win.

Other than its power play continually failing them, the Wild severely outchanced Toronto. Jonathan Bernier was great as usual against the Wild (eight goals allowed in 434 minutes against Minnesota) and the Maple Leafs’ defenders continually got sticks in the Wild’s way to knock chances out of harm’s way.

The big story of the way was menace Nazem Kadri, the 2009 seventh overall pick. He knocked Niklas Backstrom out of the game 10 ½ minutes in by not only barreling him over, but giving him a forearm shiver to the head.

Backstrom sustained an “upper-body” injury, which means he’ll need to see an “upper-body” specialist for an “upper-body” baseline test. Later, Kadri, who was running around all game with no Wild players challenging him (he once hog-tied Nino Niederreiter and sent him to the ice, creamed Mikael Granlund for a match penalty hit to the head.

The one on Backstrom I think will be really scrutinized by the league (as all the Wild players said, it's the type of blow to the head the league wants to rid), especially if the NHL sees the hit on Granlund the way Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle saw it: “It’s beyond me the five-minute major. I just looked at it. He made initial contact with the shoulder and the kid had the head down. (Kadri) didn’t have his arms up and he ran into the player and Granlund snapped his head back. Obviously the referee’s saw it differently and obviously when it’s a five-minute match penalty it’ll be reviewed.”

Kadri wasn’t made available. Josh Harding came in and made 19 saves to improve to 10-2-2.

The big story of the game though was Toronto creating havoc, taking runs at guys (Marco Scandella, Granlund, Jared Spurgeon, Niederreiter obviously Backstrom) and the Wild not doing the same. Now, the Wild could have made Toronto pay if its power play wasn’t, as Yeo admitted, “out of sorts.” Also, because the Wild was trying to rally, Zenon Konopka only played seven shifts. Also, Mike Rupp’s in Iowa on a rehab stint.

But maybe the lack of response did show that the Wild may need to spot Rupp in against some of the more aggressive teams in the NHL. As of now, if the Wild’s healthy up front, it’ll be hard for Rupp to get games. But there may be times where Yeo may need to consider him.

Yeo said, “Do we match up against that team's toughness? No, we don’t. If we want to start trading off, we go after Kadri, next thing you know, what are they going to go after? They’re going to go after our guys too and again we don’t match up in that toughness department against them. Now we do have a team that cares about each other very much, and we stick up for each other, trust me. You saw Brodzy (Kyle Brodziak) getting in there for Nino and you saw guys competing and battling and trying to have that team toughness. Between the whistles and the way we fought through this game and found a way to win, that’s a message too to your teammates.”

The Wild just aren’t built like Toronto, so while there may be times where the Wild may be exposed for what even Yeo admits is a lack of toughness, I’m not overly concerned this is a huge problem yet. Some fans were tweeting me incessantly that the Wild are “soft.” The reality is, this is the first time all season a team came in intent on trying to push the Wild around, and the end result?

The Wild completely outplayed that team and ended up taking two points. At the end of the day, this alleged soft team has gotten points in 10 of the last 11 games and the last six. So this is not as big a deal yet as I think these fans are making it out to be.

The power play was an issue tonight. I’m not a big fan of Jason Pominville in the slot, although on the major, he nearly scored from that area. I just like his booming shot from the point. I think he’s more effective there. I also love the chemistry with Coyle on the top line with Parise and Mikko Koivu, so to me, keep that going and if you want a right-shot on the second unit, toss Justin Fontaine in the middle or use Jared Spurgeon there. I also don’t like the No. 2 unit without Niederreiter. But the past few power plays tonight, Yeo went with a second unit of Granlund, Coyle, Heatley, Brodin and Scandella.

Yeo said the Wild obviously has to look at the power play.

I thought the Wild’s D played real well again tonight. Under the radar has been Spurgeon. He has kind of been overshadowed by Ryan Suter’s 108 minutes the past three games (most ice time in a three-game stretch since ice time started to be tracked in 2000 (according to Elias) and Marco Scandella’s rising game. But Spurgeon’s been good in every zone.

Harding, sick last night, came in cold and again was solid, especially late in overtime. Just a good two points, and the Wild needed a puck off two skates to beat Jonathan Bernier (33 saves).

Yeo gave some good kudos tonight to Brodziak, Matt Cooke and Justin Fontaine, who went up a lot against Phil Kessel’s line and also helped create momentum after the failed five-minute major before Parise’s equalizer. Wild could have won in regulation if not for Bernier. After Parise’s goal, it was all Wild.

“Bernier was lights out. It was one of the better goaltending performances I’ve seen this year,” Harding said.

Talk to you Thursday after practice. Check out my Charlie Coyle notebook and my Wild Minute with actor Erik Stolhanske.

Backstrom starting vs. Jake Gardiner and the Maple Leafs; Pominville on Sabres shakeup

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 13, 2013 - 12:07 PM   
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Niklas Backstrom will make his fifth start of the season for the Wild when it hosts Phil Kessel, Jake Gardiner, Mason Raymond, James van Riemsdyk (did I get all Minnesota ties?) and the Toronto Maple Leafs.

It was obvious something was awry when I walked into the rink and there was only one goalie on the ice for the Wild's optional skate. Goalies rarely don't take the ice for a morning skate because the shooters then only have one net to shoot at.

Turns out Josh Harding, who leads the NHL in goals-against average and save percentage, was "a little under the weather last night," coach Mike Yeo said, so because there would only be one goalie on the ice, the Wild decided to do the optional.

Harding will back up tonight.

Good morning from the X. Russo's back. I had to leave town unexpectedly the past few days due to a family emergency, but I jetted back here this morning to cover the game.

Three key reminders:

--TONIGHT'S GAME IS 6:30 P.M. (to accomodate TSN)!!!

--And for the persistent "what channel is the game on?" questions tonight, it will be on FOX SPORTS NORTH PLUS (FSN+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++). Here is where you can find the channel.

--Also, most importantly, my buddy Erik Stolhanske, the actor/writer extraordinaire from Super Troopers, Beerfest, etc., and Sven, the Norwegian caddy from Curb Your Enthusiasm, will be doing "Let's Play Hockey" tonight. Minnesota native. Give Rabbit some love tonight. If you didn't hear Erik sit in with me on KFAN earlier this summer, it was a blast and check out their site for archives.

Back to tonight:

The Wild has gotten points in nine of the past 10 games (7-1-2), losing in Toronto earlier this season when Darcy Kuemper was pulled in a rare night off for Harding. Wild outshot the Leafs 37-14 that game.

Backstrom was going to start at least one game this three-game homestand anyway. At least, that's what coach Mike Yeo had been indicating since Saturday. The team wants to get Backstrom back into some kind of rhythm, especially since he'll be needed to start at least one game next week at Montreal or Ottawa.

Here is the article I wrote on Backstrom in Monday's newspaper. Please give it a read.

Backstrom made 33 saves in a win at Chicago late last month but didn't play well at home against Chicago a few days later. He is 1-1-2 in six games this season with a 3.42 goals-against average and .871 save percentage.

Jonathan Bernier appears as if he'll get the start vs. the Wild. Of Bernier's seven career shutouts, three are against the Wild -- all coming as the Los Angeles Kings' backup.

Clayton Stoner is expected to return tonight after missing the Carolina game with a leg injury. If so, Matt Dumba will be scratched after a rough game against the Hurricanes. If scratched, it'll be Dumba's ninth scratch and fifth in six games.

Not much else going on. Tonight will be Gardiner's first game at the X not as a Wisconsin Badger ... or most importantly and impressively and notably a Minnetonka Skipper. He'll have about three-dozen family members and friends in attendance.

Kessel's turned himself into a bona fide star. He's got 10 goals and 19 points in 17 games. He played for the U, if you were born under a rock. Van Riemsdyk is playing center tonight. He's building a home out in Zach Pariseland.

Former Sabres captain Jason Pominville was stunned by today's Buffalo news. Huge, sweeping changes in Buffalo the last several months, from Pominville and Thomas Vanek getting traded to longtime coach Lindy Ruff getting fired to now GM Darcy Regier getting axed and former coach Ted Nolan going from blackballed to being brought back as interim coach.

"It's always tough when you see someone you know get let go like that," Pominville said. "[Regier's] always been good to me and pretty honest to me, but at the same time, it's a business move and something had to be done. I think they have a little time here where the new people in place will be able to build a team the way they want to. Obviously the owners weren't happy with the direction it was going, so they had to make a business move.

"They have passionate fans that want a team that competes and wins. Lately they haven't been getting that. You look back at five, six, seven years ago, that city was unbelievable with the support they gave us. Our playoff runs we had, it was awesome, but lately it hasn't been that way. I feel bad for the fans, but I'm sure this will make them feel a little bit better and buy time for the people in place.

"There's been a lot of changes. There's probably going to be more changes. But I've turned the page and am excited to be here."

I'll be on Hockey Night in Canada Radio at 3:30 p.m. CT and Sportsnet Radio/TV in Toronto at 1:15 CT.
Stoner returns to practice for Wild

Posted by: Kent Youngblood under Wild news, Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: November 12, 2013 - 2:07 PM    
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Wild defenseman Clayton Stoner, coming back from a leg injury, was just supposed to skate on his own today before the team practiced. But he felt so good after doing so that he joined the Wild and took part in practice.

And that means there is a chance Stoner  could return to action Tuesday against Toronto.  “We’ll see how it goes as far as tomorrow,” coach Mike Yeo said.

His return would be big. Because Keith Ballard, who has missed two games with an upper body injury, was put on injured reserve Tuesday.

Here are other items from today’s practice:

--A Toronto writer at practice today, doing a story on Josh Harding, asked Yeo if he felt goalie Josh Harding should be considered for the Canadian Olympic team.

“I do,” Yeo said. “Absolutely, I do. You look at numbers, you look at stats, you look at wins, he’s certainly made a case for himself. You want players to put themselves in a position where they’re opening eyes and getting attention from other people. I think he deserves that.”

Harding is first in the league in goals-against (1.22) and tied for first with two shutouts. He is second with a .947 save percentage and seventh in wins.

Harding, who is battling multiple sclerosis, is not talking about that condition this year. Indeed, his play has pushed that issue to the back burner, something Yeo emphasized today.

“The thing about him is, if it wasn’t for all the questions I get on a day-to-day basis, I’d probably forget about it, to be honest with you,” Yeo said. “What impressed me about him? Last year it was always there, because we had to learn so much about it with the doctors. We had to have so much communication with him and with the trainers, just how to deal with it. This year it’s almost been a non-issue. He just comes to the rink and he’s just another player. He’s gone out and played at such a high level you almost forget it’s there. We’ll never forget what he has to deal with. But, at the same time, it’s impressive the way he comes to the rink. We don’t talk about it, and he doesn’t want us talking about it.”

--As expected, Mike Rupp, who has yet to play this season after having off-season knee surgery, will put in a conditioning stint with Iowa Wild. “He’ll play there Wednesday and Friday,” Yeo said. “And we’ll get him back here.”

Wild practice: Ballard out two weeks, while other players rest and practice 

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: November 11, 2013 - 1:06 PM   
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The Wild have a three-day break between games this week, and Russo also is taking a rare bit of time off. Rachel Blount here, with an update on a workmanlike Wild practice Monday at Xcel.

The biggest news of the day: D Keith Ballard, still bothered by an upper-body injury, will miss about two weeks. Coach Mike Yeo reiterated that the unspecified injury isn't related to the concussion Ballard had earlier this season, but it's significant enough to keep him out of the lineup. Defenseman Clayton Stoner, who injured a leg last week at Washington, didn't skate Monday but is expected to skate on his own Tuesday.

 "(Ballard) is feeling pretty sore right now,'' Yeo said. "We're going to keep him off the ice and let him rest. It's nothing related to the concussion symptoms he was feeling before, but he's in a little too much pain to get on the ice, so we're going to give him a chance to heal up.

"Stoner is day to day. We expect him to go on the ice tomorrow on his own. Depending on how that goes, he may join our group (for Wednesday's game against Toronto at Xcel).''

Yeo said he didn't anticipate calling up anyone. He likes the six healthy defensemen he has, and with the Wild at home for the next week--and the AHL affiliate now close by in Iowa--he noted that he could get someone in on short notice if necessary. But he said he's been very pleased with the play of Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba, and he's enjoyed seeing Marco Scandella's growth this season.

That's it for now--it was a very quiet day. All of the players will do charity appearances this afternoon, with several slated to visit with kids involved in Defending the Blue Line--the group that helps children of military families participate in hockey--and others visiting local hospitals.

Postgame: Wild pulls out a North Carolina 'W' by going 3 for 3 in the extra-extra session

Posted by: Michael Russo under Rookies, Wild game coverage  Updated: November 9, 2013 - 10:34 PM   
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The Wild enjoyed its first trip to Raleigh in almost four years exactly. A little hoops, a nice dinner and two points.

It wasn’t the prettiest game of the Wild’s season, but the Wild played plenty of pretty games early in the season against L.A., Anaheim, Nashville and Toronto and didn’t grab the full two-point allotment.

So, as they say in the biz, they’ll take it.

3-2 shootout winners against Carolina. The Wild entered 0-3 in shootouts and 0 for 7 in shootout shooters this season. That blemish disappeared tonight when Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville scored career shootout goals No. 33, 31 and 19, respectively, to ruin Justin Peters’ night. The kid has given up eight shootout goals in 11 attempts in his career.

Parise said somebody (probably goalie coach Bob Mason) radioed from atop prior to the shootout that Peters bites on the fake. Parise deked and deked until Peters was faked out of his breezers.

The goals came after the Wild killed off a 67-second 4-on-3 disadvantage to end overtime. Boneheaded play by the Hurricanes as they much to the chagrin of their moaning fans working the puck astonishingly for 30 or 35 seconds on the delayed penalty.

“If it were me, I would have thrown it right on net and tried to get a whistle and get a 1:40 4-on-3,” Parise said. “We were all on the bench confused why they would do that.”

In regulation, Pominville scored a breakaway goal after he shrewdly read a blocked shot and took off in the neutral zone. Ryan Suter indeed blocked the shot and sprung Pominville for a breakaway goal, the 200th goal of his career. He now leads the team with 11 and has 7 in his last 7 games. He has 14 goals in his career vs. the Canes.

Josh Harding stopped 27 of 29 shots and was only beaten once in the shootout. He leads the NHL now with a 1.22 goals-against average and .947 save percentage.

Suter only (kidding) logged 35 minutes, 28 seconds. He was a horse. Yeo joked the Wild cut him a break tonight because he played 36:51 in Washington.

Yeo said playing Suter this much is not ideal, that he doesn’t want to play him 35 minutes every game, but if the game is on the ice, “who do you want on the ice? And if he’s not showing he’s tired and still can perform at a high level, when there’s two points hanging there for you, you want him on the ice.”

Marco Scandella was outstanding, assisting on Justin Fontaine’s tying goal in the second. Fontaine now has six goal, tied for third among rookies, and five in his past nine games. He also had a nasty gash around his right ear after the game from being clocked by a Suter clear.

Scandella was just solid as I said and Yeo said he hasn’t seen him play at this level.

In 12 games since he was scratched for three, Scandella is a plus-7 with only one minus-1 game included.

Sloppy game overall. Ice was awful. Carolina pressures well. Matt Dumba had a bunch of turnovers and only played 10 minutes. If Clayton Stoner can play Wednesday, he will likely sit again. But a lot of guys just seemed off tonight. Even Charlie Coyle played one of the poorest games I’ve seen him play.

Kyle Brodziak had a real good game with Fontaine and Matt Cooke. Brodziak had five shots and they were out there a lot against the Staaaaaaaals.

The Wild (10-4-4) has 24 points, tied for the most points in franchise history after 18 games (2006-07, a team I actually thought was better than the 2008 division winner).

Parise’s 33 shootout goals are tied for first in NHL history (9 years) and Koivu’s 31 are tied for fifth (but second-most). 

The Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Pominville line has been the Wild’s offensive engine during its hot streak. The trio has 10 goals and 22 points in the past seven games.

That’s it for me. Wild is off Sunday, which means no blog unless there’s news. I didn’t see it, but Jason Zucker got a five and game for his second checking to the head penalty of the season. So he could see his second suspension on the horizon.

Rachel is covering for me Monday. I’ll be back with you Tuesday, although I plan a story on Niklas Backstrom in Monday’s paper.

Matt Dumba reaches significant 10th game; Josh Harding starting for the Wild

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 9, 2013 - 12:07 PM   
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Mike Yeo skated up to Matt Dumba near the end of this morning's pregame skate and asked, "Ready to go tonight?"

Dumba told him, "yes."

With Clayton Stoner injured with a minor leg issue, the 19-year-old Dumba will play his benchmark 10th game tonight against the Carolina Hurricanes. That means the first year of his three-year contract will burn off even if the Wild opts to return him to WHL Red Deer at a later date.

This does not mean he's necessarily here for the season. The next key mark is 41 games because that triggers his seven-year free-agency clock to start.

But most likely Dumba will be here for awhile now because while GM Chuck Fletcher has said all along he didn't care if his three-year deal kicks in, he does care if it kicks in at Game 10 and then you send him back to Red Deer for the year after Game 11 or 12 or 13 or something. That makes no sense. So essentially, the Wild has made the decision to keep Dumba here for significantly longer.

That should bring some ease to Dumba's game. He admitted after a rocky Game 9 against Chicago that the 9-game plateau was too much in his head.

"For it to be my 10th game in the positon I’m in is nice, but I have to keep building from there and hopefully I get the 20th game and 30th game and so on," Dumba said.

Dumba had been scratched in four consecutive games, so Yeo reminded the rookie that he must move the puck quick and decisively tonight against a high-pressure Canes team.

Josh Harding vs. Jeff Peters tonight. Carolina has to start Peters. If it didn't, you or I would have to probably start. Cam Ward and Anton Khudobin are hurt, although Ward took the ice in pads for the first time late in today's skate.

But the Wild thought seriously about starting Niklas Backstrom tonight. Instead, the team will continue to ride the red-hot Harding, who leads the league with a 1.16 goals against average and .949 save percentage. He has allowed 14 goals in 13 games.

Backstrom had a long huddle with goalie coach Bob Mason on the ice after the skate, and Yeo said that Backstrom will almost certainly start at least one of the games on the upcoming three-game homestand. He must, because he will certainly have to start at Montreal or at Ottawa in back-to-back games the following week.

Right-shot D Nate Prosser will move to the left side and be paired with Dumba, although my guess is Ryan Suter gets a bunch of ice time and Yeo said Marco Scandella can bite off more minutes. Last year, Yeo didn't have confidence that Prosser could play the off wing. It's just a different animal because you're playing pucks off the wall on your backhand.

Prosser said he has played the left side a "decent" amount in his career and it's no big deal to him at all.

Mike Rupp is looking better. The Wild has talked to him about a conditioning stint in Iowa. Rupp says he is ready and hopes that rehab stint comes this upcoming week.

I'll have some fun notes on yesterday's hoops game in tomorrow's paper. In a knockout game, Scandella beat Yeo in the finals, although said it's not fair because he lost to a guy who can dunk. Scandella said he beat Yeo "easily."

For more on the Wild hoops game, I did my Wild Minute with the players in the background. That can be seen on www.startribune.com/wild.

That's it for now. Talk later.

Wild hits the NC State hardwood; Parise good to go vs. Carolina

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: November 8, 2013 - 2:46 PM   
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I'll be honest, I am dragging today, so this won't be a particularly special blog.

4 a.m. wakeup call after getting back from last night's game at 12:30 a.m., and then just as I'm walking out of my hotel room at around 4:30 a.m., the airline calls to tell me my 6 a.m. flight is now leaving Washington at ....... 1 p.m!!!

Uh, no chance. A couple phone conversations later, and I was rerouted to Raleigh through Detroit.

So I'm tired, cranky, still have my Sunday Insider to write, my back hurts, my head hurts, Falness is still annoying, it's cold out, the gas in my rental car wasn't all the way full, my buddy who lives in Raleigh had the audacity to go on his honeymoon, they're playing Matchbox 20 on Pandora right now, the Panthers continue to be an absolute trainwreck and the hotel Internet is slow.

But other than that, everything's just great!!!

(Note: For those of you who are probably steaming right now thinking that Russo doesn't know how good he has it and 'I wish I could cover hockey and get paid for it, so stop your whining,' I am tired, but the rest of the above stuff, I swear to you, I am kidding around. Well, I am cranky. And Falness is ...).

On the Wild front, not much going on.

--First, the good news. Zach Parise looks good to go for Saturday's game against the Staaaaaaal Brothers and the Carolina Hurricanes at PNC Arena (it will always be RBC Center in my heart). Parise was working on his sticks this morning and he says he's OK. Big sigh of relief throughout the organEYEzation and the state of MinnesOHta. When he took that shot off the wrist last night, you can bet Mike Yeo's heart began to triple time.

--Second, defenseman Clayton Stoner, who crashed hard into the boards last night on a trip by Aaron Volpatti and sustained some kind of leg injury, got treatment today and is questionable for the Canes game. Yeo said he is feeling better, but they'll have to see how he feels in the morning.

If Stoner can't play, unless Keith Ballard or an Iowa reinforcement is being helicoptered in, Matt Dumba would play his 10th game.

You know that would be a sigh of relief for the 19-year-old, who is as tired of answering questions from the ink-stained wretches about the benchmark as the stinkin' ink-stained wretches are asking him about it.

Remember, Ballard is back home, and he's a left-shot D (although he has been mostly playing the right side). Stoner is a left-shot D.

So if Stoner can't play, Yeo would have a choice: Does he separate left-shot D pair Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin OR does he play Nate Prosser or Dumba, both right-shot D, on the left side? That is not easy and remember one reason why Prosser was a continuous healthy scratch last season is because Yeo didn't have a lot of confidence putting Prosser on the left side.

But Yeo doesn't sound like a man that wanted to break up his top defense pair, especially against Eric Staaaaaaaaal.

Cue Yeozie on putting a right-shot D on the left side: "At the end of the year, I said we should have given [Prosser] more opportunity [even if it were on the left side]. We only gave him a few games there and sometimes it takes a little time to get used to it. We've never seen Dums play that, so I don't know. Sometimes you have to show the confidence in the players so they can show they can do it, so we'll see."

--Third, Yeo didn't reveal which goalie will start vs. Carolina, Josh Harding or Niklas Backstrom. Backstrom did get on the ice today, Harding played basketball. Harding continues to play well, but as I wrote the past few days, the Wild wants to get Backstrom in at some point. So we shall see.

-- Fourth, Yeo was still very pleased with the effort and game the Wild put forth in a shootout loss last night in D.C. He said you can argue that was one of the Wild's better games recently, saying, "Our forechecking pressure, that relentless pursuit, we were a very frustrating team to play against. I think we were really having an effect on them, but we need to find a way to close out that game."

Wild is 6-1-1 in the past eight.

-- Fifth, About 10 or 12 players skated at the Canes' practice rink.

The rest played hoops on the NC State's basketball court. Not exactly Cameron Indoor Stadium, but it'll have to do.

The Wolfpack (the guys from NC State, not the Hangover) play Appalachian State tonight, I believe, since the Wild tried to challenge a few of them to hoops.

On the court playing hoops today with Canes coach Kirk Muller scouting included off memory: ChAHlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund, Jason Pominville, Marco Scandella, Jared Spurgeon, Jonas Brodin, Matt Cooke, basketball star Josh Harding, Mike Yeo, Kirk Olson, Rick Wilson, Torrey Mitchell, Ryan Suter.

I did my Wild Minute for Saturday with them in the background. A few of the guys were surprisingly good. It's clear Harding is just an athlete-and-a-half in pretty much everything he does.
Postgame thoughts after the Wild's shootout loss at Washington

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 7, 2013 - 10:25 PM    
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Evening from the Verizon Center, where the Wild fell 3-2 in a shootout tonight to the Washington Capitals.

Read the game story for most the details and quotes on www.startribune.com/wild and also give my story on Zach Parise trying to weed out the goal-celebration bench “fly-by” from the Wild at this link. Some funny stuff in there.

Charlie Coyle tonight and didn’t do the fly-by, maybe because Parise is his linemate or maybe because he was high-sticked in the teeth right as he scored!!!

The Wild played a good road game tonight and was strong 5-on-5. Coyle and Mikael Granlund scored the goals and Josh Harding was great again, making 25 saves. Nothing he could do on either of the Alex Ovechkin or Marcus Johansson goals, nor the brilliant Nicklas Backstrom shot in the shootout.

But Braden Holtby was spectacular and stole Washington a win. He made 33 saves and wasn’t beaten in the shootout by Jason Pominville, Mikko Koivu or Coyle. Parise blocked a shot with his right wrist late in overtime, so he was hurt and couldn’t partake. But he said after the game he was OK.

The Wild now is 0-3 in shootouts and its shooters are 0 for 7. Koivu, who has 30 shootout goals, is 0 for 3. Parise, who has 32, is 0 for 2. Pominville, who has 18, is 0 for 1. Coyle is 0 for 1 now after his first career shootout goal. He is great in practice, which is why I think he was chosen.

Granlund is known for the shootout, but he really doesn’t score a lot in shootout drills in practice. And he’s 0 for 4 or 5 at least this season on breakaways.

Controversial game-tying goal for Washington. Just watch the replay. Tom Wilson got away a blatant pick on Jonas Brodin. That’s good to go in basketball. Not in hockey. Should have been called. Wasn’t. And Johansson was able to walk right out of the corner because of it and score like two seconds later. His shot banked in off Nate Prosser as he tried to defend Brooks Laich.

It was the talk of the Wild room after the game, but referee Tim Peel gave the Wild a golden chance by tagging Martin Erat with an interference after a faceoff with 57.6 seconds left. The Wild couldn’t beat the league’s best penalty kill late in the third or on the 63-second 4-on-3 to open overtime.

The Wild had some great chances, but Holtby was solid.

Clayton Stoner was injured on his first shift. He was tripped up by Aaron Volpatti and crashed painfully into the boards. He tried to continue playing on two shifts, but it was evident he wasn’t right and had to leave. Yeo said Stoner was feeling better after the game.

Brodin played 29 minutes and Ryan Suter logged 36:51 – the most ice time in a regular-season NHL game since San Jose’s Dan Boyle’s 37:03 in Feb. 2008.

We’ll see if Stoner can play Saturday in Raleigh. Remember, Keith Ballard is back home hurt, so if Stoner can’t play, not only would Matt Dumba likely get in, it may have to result in breaking up Suter and Brodin. We know from last year that Yeo doesn’t believe Prosser can play left D. And I cannot imagine Dumba, a right-shot D, can play the left side.

Matt Dumba will be a good player. But he’s not Seth Jones, who plays his off wing in Nashville despite being a rookie.

Yeo talked before the game about wanting to get Nik Backstrom a start. The Wild can’t run Harding into the ground. But Harding was great again tonight, so we’ll see what the organization decides.

We may not know Friday. Yeo already said Friday’s practice will be very optional.

Exciting hockey game tonight and the Wild played well. Caps admitted after the game that they escaped tonight with two points.

Wild’s three-game winning streak is history, but it is still 6-1-1 in the past eight.

Granlund was awesome tonight. Five shots, goal, and just outstanding defensively and physically. He’s fun to watch.

OK, I really have to go. I have a 6 a.m. flight through Atlanta, believe it or not. Talk to you Friday, but like I said, there may not be a ton of news with slim pickings at practice.

Great questions on my Sunday Insider blog mailbag. Apologies in advance, but in 22 inches or so, I can only answer 10 or 12 max.

Wild vs. Caps: Talking Harding/Backstrom, Clayton Stoner and cleaning up the Wild's game

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 7, 2013 - 11:35 AM   
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Wild faces Joel Ward and the Washington Capitals tonight at the house formerly known as MCI Center.

Wild's looking for its fourth in a row. Caps are looking for their fourth in a row. As they say in the biz, something's got to give!!!!

I'll be on Fox Sports North tonight during the pregame show at 5:30 p.m. CT and during the first intermission. We've got some good topics. Remember, if you're a radio listener and want to hear the sweet voices of Bob Kurtz and Tom Reid and the grating, obnoxious, annoying, insufferable voice of Kevin Falness (he's a really nice guy though), tonight's Wild game can be heard on 107.9-FM due to the 100.3-FM conflict with the Vikings game.

Josh Harding in the cage for Minnesota. Don't be surprised if Niklas Backstrom gets the call Saturday in Raleigh.

Obviously everything is subject to change and maybe Harding's performance tonight makes another no-brainer call for Miguelito Yeo.

But at some point Yeo wants and needs to get Backstrom back in the cage. One, again, Harding has multiple sclerosis and the Wild needs to make sure Harding is not run into the ground. He was lost for two months last year and has shown a propensity the past number of seasons of little and bigger injuries. Two, it would better serve the Wild if it can somehow get Backstrom into a rhythm as well.

"Hards has forced us to keep going here," Yeo said. "There’s no question that I do want to get Backy in there, especially that game that he played in Chicago, I thought he was outstanding in that game and would like to get him playing at that level consistency. We’re a better team if we have both guys going and we’re going to need both guys. At the same time, when you’ve got a hot guy, it’s hard not to ride him, too."

Nate Prosser is in for the injured Keith Ballard. My gut says Matt Dumba plays in Raleigh if it's true the 10th game means squat to the Wild. At some point, he's got to play. But again, if the defensemen are great tonight, Yeo may not want to fiddle with it.

Yeo was impressed with Clayton Stoner standing up to Calgary's Tim Jackman on Tuesday. Jackman crushed Jared Spurgeon and he was lost for all of the second period for it. Then after Zenon Konopka made it 4-1, Jackman slashed and cross-checked Jason Pominville.

Stoner, who had a tough game defensively, stepped up to Jackman, who did challenge Stoner to a fight earlier in the game.

"He didn’t hesitate," Yeo said. "That’s a team guy. That’s a guy that cares about his teammates. There's a lot of debate about fighting right now and whatnot, but bottom line, regardless of how you do it, you have to be there for each other.

"He brings something that we need in the lineup and that’s what forces us to put him in the lineup. We need him on the PK, and we need his physical presence."

Again, the Wild has won six of seven and is not particularly happy the way it has been playing lately.

Today's video session had to do with, STOP THROWING THE PUCK AWAY.

The turnovers lately have been glaring and plentiful.

"When you have success, there’s things that creep into your game, little things, things that you’re not aware of," Yeo said. "These are things that we want to rectify right now. Turnovers. We talk about puck possession. We're making plays. That’s good. But at the same time, we're hurting ourselves in a lot of ways. Make plays when they're there and when they're not there, don’t force it.

"Line changes, not good enough. It's not one player. Collectively, as a group, we have to be much better."

I've got a real fun lead note in tomorrow's paper, so please check that out. Some good stuff. I also talked to Jonas Brodin, who says there's times where his bubble is getting foggy and that has caused some turnovers. I noticed two icings the other day where his passes were way uncharacteristically off the mark. He says it's not a big problem and he's starting to get used to it. He says he'll have to wear the bubble for two or three more weeks.

If you want to ask a question for Sunday's Insider, see the below blog. Again, I can't take every question. I try to pick off about 10 or 12 that can fit in my allotted space.

Caps can you light you up. Wild must stay out of the box. There is no better power play teacher in the league than Caps coach Adam Oates. The once star playmaker had a great PP when he was an assistant in Tampa, when he was an assistant in New Jersey and as the head honcho in Washington.

Talk later and see you on the tube tonight.

Have a question about the Wild or NHL? Ask it on my blog for Sunday's Insider

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: November 7, 2013 - 7:29 AM   
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Good morning from Washington D.C, where the Wild opens up a two-game trip tonight against the Capitals.

This Sunday, I plan to publish my first Q and A blog mailbag of the season in my Sunday Insider. For that to work, in the comment section of this blog, ask away about the Wild or NHL. Make the questions short and snappy because space is at a premium in the paper. Scan the questions and try not to ask the same ones again.

Please don't have conversations on this blog. This way I can easily pick some of the questions out for my blog. Ask a good, easy-to-answer question, and you'll likely find your way included.

I'll update this blog later if there's any morning skate news.

In this morning's newspaper, I did a fun feature on former Gophers defenseman Nate Schmidt, who has been playing alongside Mike Green on the Caps' No. 1 D unit.

There were two anecdotes Schmidt talked about in the article, one where he got into it with former Gophers teammate Nick Bjugstad the other day, one where he talked about the outer body experience he had during the Capitals' traditional "Unleash the Fury" rally compilation.

Here is a little video of the Schmidt-Bjugstad scrum, and also a video of the Unleash the Fury the Caps do during games.

Keith Ballard sidelined with upper-body injury

Posted by: Michael Russo under Vikings, Wild practice  Updated: November 6, 2013 - 3:44 PM   
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UPDATED

Defenseman Keith Ballard did not accompany the Wild to our nation's capital this morning.

He will miss the two-game trip that starts Thursday against the Capitals and continues in Raleigh on Saturday with an upper-body injury. Coach Mike Yeo said it is in no way related to the concussion that kept him out of seven games recently and that the team has gotten Ballard checked out and it doesn't believe he'll be sidelined "long-term."

But he was in a lot of pain, Yeo said, so the team obviously left him back. Ballard was back for three games and had three assists before getting hurt again.

With the Wild in need of a right D against the Capitals, Nate Prosser will get the call. Prosser has two assists in five games and is plus-3.

He played well during a recent four-game stretch before being removed again because of the return of Ballard and Jonas Brodin on the same night against Montreal.

Coach Mike Yeo said Prosser's play warrants him getting back in and this has absolutely nothing to do with the fact that Matt Dumba's next game would be his 10th -- meaning his three-year contract kicks in.

Against an intimidating Caps lineup with a lights-out league best power play, Yeo said the Wild needs Prosser, who is a solid penalty killer.

Carson McMillan was reassigned.

The Wild has won six of seven. It's looking for its fourth consecutive win. It has won three in a row twice previously without winning that fourth straight, so there's one goal for Thursday.

The Wild is 1-5 all-time at Washington, being outscored 14-4 in the five losses. Its lone win was Nov. 21, 2002, by a 4-3 score.

The Caps have the best power play and best penalty kill in the NHL. It has given up one power-play goal in the past 10 games and scored four power-play goals in a 6-2 win over the Islanders on Tuesday.

So big challenge. The Wild has the second-best power play in the NHL.

"Our power play's been very good this year, too, so we should take it as a chanllenge that it’s us against them," Yeo said. "Likewise our penalty kill, it’s a good opportunity to go out there and prove we can continue to go in the right direction. It'll be a challenge. First and foremost, we have to be focused on staying out of the box."

Ryan Suter is coming off his best game in a long time. Two assists in 30-plus minutes and great defensively.

"Some of the plays he made, just watching it, you can't help but marvel," Yeo said.

I talked to Dany Heatley about being on the fourth line. That will be in Thursday's notebook in the paper, as well as a feature on the always fun Nate Schmidt, the former Gophers star D who has played 11 games and is on Washington's top defense pair with Mike Green.

Fun story to write. I also have a few interesting notes that'll be in Friday's game notebook.

Same forward lines against the Caps as Tuesday against Calgary. I didn't ask about the goalie, because we know Josh Harding's in net.

Be prepared, I think this Sunday column will be another blog Q&A mailbag. I will post a blog in the morning asking for questions.

I will be on KFAN at 4:15 p.m. CT and on Fox Sports North's pregame show and first intermission on Thursday. Remember, with the radio conflict with the Vikings, the Wild will be on 107.9 FM Thursday.

Postgame: Konopka sticks up for Heatley, and other notes after Wild's 6th win in 7 games

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 5, 2013 - 11:24 PM   
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The Wild won for the sixth time in seven games overall tonight when it took a 5-1 victory over the Calgary Flames.

Justin Fontaine, … wait for it … ZENON KONOPKA and Zach Parise helped the Wild turn a 2-1 lead into a 5-1 rout with third-period goals.

Konopka, who’s half fighter, half winemaker, half decanter company owner, half bunny rabbit owner, half class clown (wait, how many halves in a whole?), scored his first goal since Dec. 16, 2011 (81-game drought) and first point in 53 games with the Wild. Torrey Mitchell sent him in alone and his pal Dany Heatley, who had another great game on that line, scooped up the puck for Konopka.

Konopka joked that he hoped the goals “come in bunches now. I’m not going to bet my life on it.”

Konopka, who plays the role of protector on the ice, then volunteered this out of the blue on Heatley: “Dany Heatley gets put on our line. Total professional. Instead of coming with a bad attitude to our line, total opposite. So excited to play with me and Mitchell, raised our game and was excited to play with us. I think it shows the unselfishness of him and being a true professional.”

Classy guy, that Konopka.

The goal of the night was Zach Parise finishing off an incredible tic-tac-toe highlight goal assisted by Mikko Koivu and Ryan Suter. The crowd erupted, and here are the highlights of all the goals.

Wrote a lot about the goal in the gamer, so give it a read. But check out Parise’s goal celebration. His mouth was just wide-open. Classic. You’ll be seeing this goal a lot in Wild folklore and John Buccigross tweeted that he was putting it on SportsCenter tonight.

It reminded me of last year’s 3-on-1 finish by Mikko Koivu off Parise and Suter passes. That was pretty too and Koivu joked afterward that he freaked he was going to miss the gaping net on that one. Parise didn’t miss this one either.

Parise scored two goals and one assist. Koivu scored one goal and two assists. The Wild has been waiting for this breakout game from Parise and Koivu and it sure helps that Charlie Coyle was back tonight. He adds so much to not only the line, but to the whole lineup.

“And Charlie is going to keep getting better,” coach Mike Yeo said. He adds a lot. He allows those guys, they don’t have to do, I don’t want to say all the work, but he allows them to do other things where they go to the middle of the ice, they can go around the net and they can allow him to make plays and control the puck and get themselves in scoring areas.”

Yeo on Coyle’s return: “It bodes well because we feel we have more depth now.”

Other notes:

--The Wild was 0-3-1 when the opponent scores first. Koivu scored less than four minutes after Jiri Hudler scored. It was his second goal. Cue Yeo: “Liked the way we responded, getting a quick reply, especially who got it for us.”

--Keith Ballard missed part of the third period after blocking a shot. Yeo didn’t have an injury update. Jared Spurgeon missed the last 13 minutes of the second after getting smoked by Tim Jackman. He returned in the third, but with banged up D, one would assume Matt Dumba lives another day.

-- Josh Harding made 24 saves and is now 8-2-1. 12 goals allowed in 12 games, one goal or fewer in 10 of those 12. He has an NHL-best 1.09 goals-against average and .951 save percentage. Insane in the membrane.

“It’s impressive,” Yeo said. “Making saves, looking really confident in the net. If we’re going to pretend that every team can be on top of their game every period every game, it’s not reality. What good goaltending allows you to do is sometimes you’re not quite there, but it allows you to find your game. And he’s done that for us.”

Harding, who is never one to talk about himself, said of his run, “I don’t focus on all those [stats] truthfully. I try to build off the last game I just played and learn what I can do better. I’m pretty critical of myself.”

-- Koivu on scoring his second goal and recording his first multi-point game of the year: “Of course you get frustrated when you’re not producing the way you want to. But also being in the league for a couple years, you know when you’re doing the right things and when the team’s winning, that’s a good feeling. Of course it feels good to get that confidence a little higher individually and helping the team to win. That’s our job to create and score goals. We have to stay on top of that.”

-- Read my game notebook in Wednesday’s paper. I talked to a USA Hockey exec about Jason Pominville, who is on the Olympic radar.

-- That’s it for me. I have a 7:35 a.m. flight to Washington, D.C., and I haven’t even packed yet. Just an fyi, the Wild practices in Washington at 2 p.m. ET, so the blog will be a little later than usual. Nate Schmidt and the Caps won 6-2 tonight. Alex Ovechkin returned. He scored twice.
Charlie Coyle returns tonight against the Calgary Flames

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 5, 2013 - 12:31 PM    
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UPDATED

Well, you've got to admit the first-line RW story in today's newspaper at least read well.

Of course, it's outdated now.

Torrey Mitchell won't be the first-line right wing tonight. Nor will Justin Fontaine.

That's because when the Wild said Charlie Coyle was day-to-day, it meant it. Coyle, who missed the last game vs. New Jersey with knee soreness, will return tonight against scrappy Calgary, and will play right wing next to Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu.

Mitchell is on the fourth line with Dany Heatley and Zenon Konopka, while Fontaine is on the checking line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak.

Coyle said he tweaked his knee late in Friday's game against Montreal, but doctors tell him the knee is stable and he says he'll just have to maybe play through soreness the next few weeks or even months. It'll be interesting to see how he plays off the hop. He has missed 12 of 13 games since one game and a half to start the season. The league has ramped up while Coyle's been sidelined, so don't be surprised if it takes Coyle a little time to get up to snuff.

He has missed a lot of time.

The hope is Coyle can help Parise and Koivu break out at even-strength. Koivu and Parise have combined for nine 5-on-5 points in 15 games this season.

"Adds a lot to that line," coach Mike Yeo said. "We’ve seen a lot of moving parts on that side, so we get a guy that both Mikko and Zach are not only familiar with ... but can help them play at their best."

Yeo says the chances have been there, but like Koivu and Parise, he wants to see more finish. But he feels consistency on that line can only help because some nights, shift to shift or period to period, they're playing with a different right wing.

"The goals will come," Coyle said. "As long as we just get on the puck and forecheck and play hard down low and win battles, we’ll be OK."

Coyle said he did come away from that PK Subban open-ice hit from behind scot-free in the third. He said it just shook him up at the time, "but I'm good. I'm good."

Interesting message coming from the Wild's room this morning. You know how I always say things are never as bad as they seem when you're losing and never as good as they seem when you're winning, well, the Wild has won five of six, which has masked some concerns.

The message today is the Wild is not playing as well as it was at the beginning of the season when it was losing games and it better find a way to improve.

Tonight is an interesting game. The Flames may not have Iggy and Kipper anymore, but they're a hard-working team that just walked into Chicago and took two points behind a rookie goalie who played lights out.

Simple recipe tonight: Wild outworks the Flames, it likely wins. Get outworked, it likely loses.

Same D tonight, meaning Matt Dumba sits for a third game in a row. The D is playing well, the Wild's suddenly healthy with eight defensemen, he's coming off a poor game. Easy decision to sit him.

Yeo believes Dumba's development won't be stalled by hanging out for a little longer, being a sponge and working with assistants Rick Wilson and Darryl Sydor. However, Yeo is of the mind that young kids must play, so it'll be interesting how long the Wild is willing to keep scratching him.

The risk of sending him back is that if the Wild suddenly runs into injuries again like when it lost Jonas Brodin and Keith Ballard at the same time, it would then have to turn toward Iowa beyond of course Nate Prosser. So the Dumba decision has a lot to do with how comfortable the Wild feels about its depth beyond Prosser -- i.e. Jon Blum, Kyle Medvec, Steve Kampfer, Tyler Cuma, etc.

GM Chuck Fletcher said, "We'll see how things go."

In other words, why make a decision today when you can make one tomorrow or the next day?

Carson McMillan skated, but with Coyle looking like he'll return, McMillan is probably Iowa-bound soon.

Josh Harding vs. Reto "Don't call me Yogi" Berra. Yeo would love to get Nik Backstrom back into a rhythm, but the way Harding has been playing (1.10 GAA and .950 SV% to lead the NHL), he is making this a no-decision. Just know, Yeo will have to eventually spot Backstrom a start no matter how Harding is doing.

With his multiple sclerosis and his propensity for injuries the past number of seasons, the Wild will not and can not run him into the ground. He will need to rest at times.

That's it for me. Have to continue working ahead on a couple features for Thursday and Saturday. In my game notebook in Wednesday's paper, I'll have more on Coyle, Dumba and Jason Pominville indeed being very much back on the Olympic radar for USA, USA, USA, USA!

Remember, he was born in Canada, but has dual citizenship. No USA-eligible player has more goals than Pominville's 10.

Talk to you tonight.

Jason Pominville named NHL's First Star of the Week

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: November 4, 2013 - 11:16 AM   
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Wild right wing Jason Pominville was named the NHL's 'First Star' of the Week this morning.

Pominville tied for the league lead in goals (4) and points (6), scoring in all three games to help the Wild (8-4-3, 19 points) earn four out of a possible six points. The 30-year-old native of Repentigny, Quebec, has scored in four consecutive games (6-2—8), his longest goal-scoring streak since Nov. 12-19, 2008 (4-2—6 in four games). He is tied for third in the NHL with 10 goals this season and also leads the Wild with 10 goals and 12 points, three game-winning goals and a +6 rating in 15 games.

Remember, he has dual citizenship and could compete for the U.S. in the Olympics. He wasn't invited to Olympic orientation camp in August, but as USA Hockey GM David Poile told me in this blog, Pominville “probably should have” been invited to camp. Poile said Pominville’s name came up Sunday during a five-hour meeting with management and he has been “put back on the board,” meaning he will be scouted all season.

“If he plays well enough, he’s back in the mix,” Poile said, although he added that the big reason why Pominville wasn’t included is that there are just several forwards on the potential depth chart with their “foot in the door.” 

Other Wild notes:

C Mikael Granlund has a career-best 5-game point streak (seven points). LW Nino Niederreiter has 9 points in 15 games with Minnesota after 3 points in 64 games with the Islanders. G Josh Harding has given up 11 goals in 11 games and leads the NHL with a 1.10 goals-against average and .950 save percentage.

I'll be live in studio on KFAN at 9 a.m. Tuesday.

Postgame: PK comes up large, and other thoughts after Wild's shutout over Devils

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 4, 2013 - 8:47 AM   
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Nice win for the Wild tonight after a slow start. Minnesota finally found its legs and took two points from a sub-par Devils team who was shorthanded by injuries, hasn’t scored now in seven periods and who played the night before.

Wild has won five of six with tonight’s 4-zip win over the Devils. Josh Harding made 19 stops for his ninth career shutout and second of the season. He’s now 7-2-1 with a 1.10 goals against average and .950 save percentage and is 6-0 at home with a 1.06 goals against average and .950 save percentage.

The Wild’s not practicing Monday, but it’s safe to say he’ll be starting Tuesday against Calgary.

Mikael Granlund scored his first goal of the season, which was his first career winning goal, extended his point streak to five games, won 6 of 10 faceoffs, had three hits and a big blocked shot on the PK.

Torrey Mitchell scored his first goal when a Zach Parise rebound ricocheted off of him. He has not clue where, but he said he’d take it. Dany Heatley, who seems to be handling fourth-line duty with a good attitude, scored on the power play and Jason Pominville scored an empty-netter for his 10th goal, which is third in the NHL.

Nino Niederreiter assisted on three goals. Wild’s won five of six and is now 2-1 on the homestand.

Good evening from the X. It’s Russo. I’m back from my friend’s wedding. It felt like I was away from the team for a month, but it’s nice to be back. I'll be live in studio at KFAN at 9 a.m. Tuesday.

Before I continue, if you missed my Thomas Vanek column from Sunday, please give it a read here. Fitting after yet another big game from Granlund and Niederreiter.

Some random thoughts:

--Wild’s PK was solid tonight, going 3 for 3 and generating momentum for a change. Then the Wild learned its lesson and didn’t take another penalty after four first-period minors. But this is a good sign for a PK that has had some big kills lately but was still 28th in the NHL and had given up at least one PPG in 12 of the previous 14 games.

--The Wild also won 39 of 54 faceoffs (72 percent), with Mikko Koivu winning 14 of 20 and Kyle Brodziak winning 11 of 13. That obviously led to more and more puck possession as the night moved on. The Wild’s second in the NHL in faceoff win percentage.

-- Torrey Mitchell had a strong game and got the goal. He was elevated to top line duty with Zach Parise (assist) and Mikko Koivu.

“He’s played with energy, he’s worked his butt off all year,” coach Mike Yeo said. “I just felt Mikko and Zach needed a straight-line, hard-working [guy]. He is a team first guy. He never ever is going to turn around and say ‘what’s in it for me?’ He just wants to help the team. It’s hard to put into words how valuable that is.”

Between Mitchell and Justin Fontaine and Niederreiter, Yeo has been able to slot players up and down the lineup this year, although as far as finding a first-line right wing for Koivu and Parise, Yeo said, “I kind of would like somebody to jump up and just take it for good, but that said, when guys have gone up, they’ve responded and done the job.”

-- Heatley was good tonight, and I wrote that on Twitter before the goal. You could see it in the first when he was making some tape-to-tape passes, generating chances, not turning pucks over, winning battles.

He’s not dumb. He’s on the fourth line. He knows next stop is the press box or worse. Theoretically, if it ever got to the point where the Wild felt like it exhausted every avenue to get him playing, it could place him on waivers and send him to Iowa. Contrary to some belief out there, Heatley does not have a no-move clause. He has a limited, 10-team no-trade clause. Still, that’d be a heck of a step and I don’t think we’re anywhere near that.

So Heatley looks like he’s responded well.

“He handled it the right way,” Yeo said. “If he didn’t score that goal, I could still sit here and say that was probably his best game. He came to the rink, he had a good attitude, he never pouted. What he did was focused on his own game.”

Yeo said that if he went back and looked at Heatley’s shifts, he’d see a good forechecking game, puck strength, making plays on entries and good decisions.

“That was kind of the message, you do the right things, and eventually you’ll get rewarded,” Yeo said.

Heatley declined to come out and talk to the press tonight.

-- Granlund continues to play well. One reason why Yeo can’t find a consistent right wing for the top line is because how can he break up the Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville line right now.

Keith Ballard got the Granlund goal started with a headman pass that was deflected at center-ice by Granlund (may have been intentionally) to send Pominville into the zone. Cory Schneider stopped Pominville, but after Niederreiter tried to bank the rebound off Schneider, Niederreiter nudged the loose puck to Granlund, who slammed it into an open net.

“I point to where he scored the goal from and I look back to where he was a year ago, and I don’t think he would have been in that position,” Yeo said of Granlund. “He’s in the middle of the ice a lot more. He’s taken everything to heart that we’ve asked from him and he just continues to grow.”

-- Hopefully Charlie Coyle is indeed day-to-day, but if he did aggravate that knee injury, one would think he’d miss some time. I’d say doubtful for Tuesday with no practice Monday.

--On the Mitchell goal, Ryan Suter fed Parise to the left of Schneider, and the Wild vet put a soft slot at the net with bodies crashing. The puck ricocheted off Schneider, off Mitchell and then former Wild defenseman Marek Zidlicky and in.

There was a certain irony. Zidlicky, who demanded to be traded in 2012 because he felt handcuffed by Yeo, didn’t score a goal in 41 games during Yeo’s rookie season before being dealt to the Devils. In a way, it was Zidlicky’s first goal for Yeo.

No blog Monday unless there’s news. Talk to you Tuesday.

Wild practice: Coyle out tonight, McMillan in

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild pregame skate  Updated: November 3, 2013 - 12:18 PM   
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Wild forward Charlie Coyle, who just returned to the lineup Friday after missing 11 games because of a sprained knee, will miss at least one more. Coach Mike Yeo said Sunday morning that Coyle won't play Sunday night against New Jersey because he "reaggravated'' his injury. Yeo doesn't expect him out for long; Coyle did practice Saturday, though he skipped Sunday's optional morning skate.

Carson McMillan was recalled from Iowa on Sunday morning. With the Wild's AHL affiliate now conveniently located only one state south, McMillan hopped in his truck and drove up I-35. He participated in the morning skate. Mikko Koivu, Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak did not, though Yeo said they were just taking the morning off to conserve energy for the game.

Yeo said Josh Harding will start in goal, but he would not discuss which defensemen would play or how the Wild's lines would look.

Regarding Coyle, Yeo said, "He’s definitely been cleared (to play). It was just a day-to-day thing, more precautionary than anything else. It’s a long season and we don’t want to push it. ... We'll just keep him out for tonight and see how he does tomorrow.''

Yeo on McMillan, who has two goals, four assists and is plus-4 in seven games for Iowa: "It's an opportunity for sure. Obviously, when a guy goes down, there's more opportunity for somebody. Somebody moves up a line, and somebody moves into the lineup. This is his chance. He had a very strong training camp. He deserves this opportunity. He's been playing very well in Iowa.

"The best part for him is it should be able to translate. We’re not asking him to go out and score three goals. That would be nice, but what we’re asking of him is to be a big body, be strong on the puck, get to the offensive zone, play well defensively. And certainly those are things he’s capable of doing.''

Harding will start his second consecutive game and continues to lead the NHL in goals-against average (1.22) and save percentage (.946). Yeo stopped short, though, of saying he is the clear No. 1.

"I don’t want to say anybody's taking over the role,'' Yeo said. "He’s been playing very well, and he deserves to play the next game. That's kind of what we said going into the season. We don’t really have a set plan, but certainly, he deserves to be in the net tonight the way he’s played.''

That's a wrap for me. Russo has arrived back in Minnesota and will be in his rightful place for tonight's game.

RACHEL BLOUNT

Wild practice: Those new lines? Never mind

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: November 2, 2013 - 6:25 PM   
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If you were watching the Wild's 4-3 victory over Montreal on Friday, you saw coach Mike Yeo eventually abandon those new line combinations that generated so much discussion last week. In the third period, the Wild put Charlie Coyle back on the wing, reunited Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise, and shifted Kyle Brodziak back to center, among other changes.

The lines stayed that way at Saturday's practice and likely will remain the same Sunday against New Jersey. That means Parise-Koivu-Coyle on the top line; Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville on the second; Matt Cooke-Brodziak-Justin Fontaine on the third; and Dany Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell on the fourth.

"Part of it was getting guys back into positions that suit their roles and making sure we have some identities to the lines,'' Yeo said. He added that he isn't sure whether he will move Heatley and Fontaine around as he did for much of Friday's game.

Heatley has one empty-net goal and two assists in 14 games. Of his possible move to the fourth line, he said "(Yeo's) the boss'' and added that he will try his best no matter where he is placed.

“It’s always tough mentally, but you’ve just got to keep going,’’ said Heatley, who has 361 career goals and was third on the Wild last season with 11. “History tells you that stretches like this end, and pucks start going into the net again. When you’re not scoring, you start doing things you don’t normally do. You’ve just got to come to the rink every day with a fresh attitude and try to get back to the good habits.’’

No further news on defenseman Matt Dumba, whose three-year contract kicks in when he plays his next game for the Wild. While Yeo acknowledged he doesn't want Dumba on the shelf too long, he feels this is the best place for Dumba's development right now (as opposed to returning him to Red Deer of the WHL).

Sunday will be a big day for Parise, who will play his former team for the first time since he signed with the Wild in the summer of 2012. He said it will be "pretty nerve-wracking.''

RACHEL BLOUNT
Postgame: Wild 4, Montreal 3

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild game coverage  Updated: November 2, 2013 - 1:53 AM    
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Jason Pominville is a pretty quiet guy in the locker room, but he made some real noise Friday at Xcel. His two goals and one assist highlighted a generally strong effort from the Wild in a 4-3 victory over a good Montreal team. Here's a link to the game story: http://www.startribune.com/sports/wild/230298051.html

The story is loaded with stats, so I won't repeat too many of those here. Pominville is on a nice roll, with eight goals in his past nine games (and five in the past three). He's the kind of player who just diligently goes about his work, and his general demeanor--calm and focused--was just what the Wild needed to avoid coughing up a game they led 3-1 with 16 minutes to go.

Pominville, a Quebec native, deflected the praise Friday (in two languages, no less, giving postgame interviews in English and French). Coach Mike Yeo noted that some players in scoring slumps can lose their heads, forcing things as they become desperate. Not Pominville. When he managed only one goal in the first five games of the season, he continued to carry out his role: playing good positional hockey, finding ways to get open, maintaining his energy and drive. Now, as he said, "we're getting a few bounces lately.''

Pominville sent plenty of kudos to linemate Mikael Granlund, whom Yeo said is "a different player right now.'' Last season, Granlund played 27 games and finished with two goals and six assists. He has surpassed that point total in 14 games this year, with a team-high 10 assists. His coaches and teammates also point out how well Granlund is playing without the puck, though it's hard not to get caught up in his superb passing.

His vision, timing and pinpoint delivery gave perfect setups to Pominville on the first goal and Nino Niederreiter on the goal that put the Wild up 3-1. "He sees the ice really well,'' Pominville said of Granlund. "We're both guys that like to make plays. We're not the biggest guys, but we try to stay moving, and it seems like we find each other in a lot of situations. His overall game fits my overall game pretty well. And the way he plays away from the puck benefits this team in a big way. He's proven he's an elite centerman.''

Yeo praised the Wild for hanging tough after Montreal tied the game, resulting in the kind of victory that is especially good for the psyche. "That was a hard game,'' he said. "Montreal is a very good team, fast and  skilled and well-coached. It was a hard game for us, to be able to battle through that adversity. You've got a 3-1 lead in the third period, and all of a sudden, it's gone, I thought the guys, after the time out, did a great job of regrouping and getting refocused and going out there and getting it done.''

Other thoughts:

--Yeo loved Keith Ballard's game in his return after missing seven games because of a concussion. He was raving the other day about what a nice job Ballard does on the power play, skating along the blue line and finding shooting lanes. Pominville's winning goal started with a Ballard shot that was deflected by Zach Parise. With two assists, Ballard had his first multi-point game since March 21, 2010.

--Dany Heatley wasn't any more effective in the new line configurations. He started out on the top line with center Charlie Coyle and Parise; after a couple of shifts, Yeo began switching him out with Justin Fontaine, who started the game on the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell. Fontaine scored the Wild's first goal on a redirection of a Ballard shot and finished with five shots. Heatley was penalized for holding the stick in the third period, a penalty that led to a Canadiens power-play goal (and started the rally).

Yeo had said their performances would dictate which line they ended up on, and that both would have the opportunity to prove themselves. After the game, he indicated that alternating them between lines may not have been the best strategy. "It was a tough game for both guys,'' Yeo said. "They both didn’t have the best game. It was a tough situation for them, bouncing around from one shift to the next. We'll have to figure that out in the next couple of days. It's not ideal. We'd like to have some consistency.''

--Those new lines were blown up anyway in the third period. Coyle was shifted from center to wing on a line with Parise and Mikko Koivu; Yeo said his conditioning was becoming a factor at that point, as he played his first game since injuring his knee on Oct. 5. Yeo added that he also changed the lines to try and find consistency.

--Coyle looked pretty good in his return, getting a couple of nice chances early in the game and playing sound defense before he wore down. He played 18:23, fifth-most on the team. Jonas Brodin was not quite his usual self but was OK in his first game back after breaking his cheekbone; he got a game-high 26:54 of ice time, even more than ironman partner Ryan Suter (26:35).

That's all for now. I've got Saturday's practice and Sunday's morning skate; Russo returns for Sunday's game against New Jersey.

--Rachel Blount

Brodin back in Wild lineup; Harding starts tonight

Posted by: Chris Miller under Wild news  Updated: November 1, 2013 - 3:06 PM   
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A bit of news from the Wild’s morning skate: defenseman Jonas Brodin will play tonight against Montreal. Brodin had missed three games after taking a puck to the face on a dump-in against Nashville on Oct. 22, breaking his right cheekbone.

So that makes three players back in the lineup: Brodin, center Charlie Coyle and defenseman Keith Ballard. Coach Mike Yeo cautioned not to expect perfection from them, adding that he expects their teammates to help them get back up to speed. Ballard (concussion) missed seven games, while Coyle (sprained knee) missed 11.

Rachel Blount here at the X, subbing for Russo.

Yeo had been saying he didn’t want to bring Brodin back until he was sure that Brodin was healthy enough to stay in the lineup for good. Most of the swelling has abated, and Brodin took some contact during three-on-three drills around the net Thursday. He’s also adapted to the full-face plastic shield he will wear to protect his face. Brodin isn’t crazy about it, but he likes it better than the cage he tried earlier.

“It’s not bad,’’ said Brodin, who added that most of the pain in his face also has subsided. “It’s not the same as a half-shield. I’ll have to take it off and clean it once in a while on the bench.’’

Brodin was paired with his usual defensive partner, Ryan Suter, in Friday’s morning skate. Ballard was teamed with Clayton Stoner, and Jared Spurgeon was paired with Marco Scandella. That means Matt Dumba and Nate Prosser will sit out.

Josh Harding will be in goal tonight. Yeo said he wanted to get Harding back in as soon as possible, now that he is fully healthy, in the hopes that Harding will pick up where he left off. Before leaving the Oct. 24 game against Carolina with a lower-body injury, he had compiled a 1.00 goals-against average and a stellar .953 save percentage. He leads the NHL in both categories.

Harding, who has multiple sclerosis, won’t speak even in the most general terms about dealing with his illness. But Yeo addressed that topic today in response to a question from a Montreal reporter. “It is a challenge, no question,” Yeo said. “There’s a lot of communication. I think what it comes down to is, it’s a matter of the athlete, Josh, and the work he puts in, the commitment that he has.

“It’s a pretty impressive story. It’s obviously something that none of us can imagine trying to deal with, let alone dealing with it and trying to be a professional athlete. He comes to the rink every day and he does what he has to do as far as taking care of himself. He’s been quite a story, not just on the days when we’ve seen him be effective in the games, but in order for that to happen, you’ve got to have effective practices. You have to have quality ice time. He does that day in and day out.’’

As the Wild try out their new lines for the first time in a game, Yeo said he isn’t sure how he will alternate Dany Heatley and Justin Fontaine. The two wingers will switch off between the first line, with Coyle and Zach Parise, and the fourth, with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell. The frequency is the question, and Yeo wants to see how each of them performs before committing to a plan.

“It might be shift to shift or period to period,’’ Yeo said. “I wish I could tell you exactly how it’s going to work out. What I can say is that both guys are going to get an opportunity (on the top line), and then I would have to say the game will dictate where it goes from there.

“It would be nice, certainly, to have a guy and plug him in. We want to see how each guy is performing not only with that line, but it also affects our fourth line as well. So I think it’s going to be one of those things where the game dictates it.’’

Other notes from the morning skate:

--Yeo said Coyle’s biggest adjustment will be adapting to the increased speed of the game. The tempo has picked up since Coyle went out in the second game of the season, on Oct. 5. Particularly against the speedy Canadiens, Yeo said, Coyle will have to get used to making quick decisions with and without the puck.

--On the Canadiens’ side, enforcer George Parros will rejoin the lineup. Last time we saw him, he had crashed to the ice like a redwood, going face-down and sustaining a concussion during a fight with Toronto’s Colton Orr in the season opener Oct. 1. Parros said after the morning skate that he feels good after being careful not to rush his return.

He also said he felt “sleeker, faster and less manly’’ after shaving his glorious mustache, recognized as one of the NHL’s finest. Parros got rid of the ‘stache to prepare to grow a new one beginning today for the NHL’s “Movember’’ campaign, which raises money and awareness for cancers that affect men. In January, he will cut his long hair to raise funds to fight childhood leukemia. Good to know there is another side to a guy who bills himself as an “on-ice assailant’’ in his Twitter biography.

--Zenon Konopka is the Wild’s “Mo Bros’’ captain for the Movember movement. Looking around the room Friday, Konopka acknowledged the Wild has an uphill battle on the facial-hair front, with so many smooth-cheeked guys. “We really struggle,’’ he said. “We’re definitely in the bottom three teams in the league for Movember.’’

--Several fathers of Canadiens players were at the skate, many wearing sweaters that replicated the ones their sons wear. They’re taking part in Montreal’s father-son road trip, which includes tonight’s game at Xcel and a game Saturday at Colorado.

Wild practice: Coyle back in lineup Friday as new lines debut

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: October 31, 2013 - 3:48 PM   
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With a second consecutive day of practice before Friday's game against Montreal, the Wild spent Thursday morning getting used to the new line combinations coach Mike Yeo instituted Wednesday. No one was happier than Charlie Coyle, whom Yeo confirmed would rejoin the lineup Friday.

Coyle had missed 11 games because of a sprained knee. Thursday, he centered a line with one familiar face--left wing Zach Parise, a former Coyle linemate--and had Justin Fontaine and Dany Heatley taking turns on the right side. Coyle also worked with the first power-play unit, joining Parise and Mikko Koivu with Ryan Suter and Jason Pominville at the points.

Coyle said he could feel the knee getting better every day as he did workouts and physical therapy. Lots of time on the bike kept his conditioning from slipping, though he said his legs were not quite in game shape because he couldn't do a lot of "stride stuff'' on the ice. "That was the hardest part,'' Coyle said. "I'm on the right track.''

He also likes the new lines because "there's a little of everything on each line.'' That's just what Yeo was going for. The coach said Thursday that even though the new combinations don't feature a clearly defined checking line, strong defensive play throughout the lineup means that role can be played by any threesome. With everyone taking responsibility in that area, Yeo felt he could mix and match freely in an effort to spark more scoring.

"Part of the reason behind it is we feel we have anybody we can put out against anybody,'' Yeo said. "If (Mikael Granlund) was not playing as well defensively as he has ... He's proven he can be on the ice against anybody and defend against anybody. Likewise, there's no reason why (Coyle) shouldn’t be very effective at that, too. (He has) a big body, he's a smart hockey player, he moves well. He understands the structure we play with, so we expect him to be like that. And obviously Mikko, we have no concerns about him going against top guys. We should feel comfortable with any line going out against anybody.''

Much of Thursday's focused, fast-paced practice was dedicated to developing familiarity with the new groupings. In addition to the Coyle line, the others are: Matt Cooke-Granlund-Pominville, Nino Niederreiter-Koivu-Kyle Brodziak, and Fontaine/Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell.

One issue Yeo will have is transitioning between the power play and even strength. He's mixing things up there, too, using players from several different lines on both units. The second unit features defensemen Jared Spurgeon and Keith Ballard at the points, with Niederreiter, Granlund and Heatley.

"That’s tricky,'' Yeo said. "It's something we'll have to look at a little bit there and keep an eye on. It's something, certainly, we discussed. If you have a line out there for 40 seconds and they draw a power play, that’s going to be pretty tough. To have a tired player go out there, that doesn’t benefit anybody. We wanted to try that today, and we've got to figure some stuff out. We have to make sure we use this opportunity to try to figure out what are the best options for us.''

While Yeo sounded as if he is leaning against playing Jonas Brodin on Friday, he said Ballard is expected to play. Brodin continues to recover from a broken cheekbone; he said Thursday that he feels pretty good and is excited to get back in, but Yeo reiterated that he doesn't want to play him until he is certain he's ready for the long haul. Ballard missed seven games because of a concussion and appeared ready to go Thursday.

Yeo had special praise for what Ballard brings to the power play. "He's got the mobility to walk the blue line to be able to open up shooting lanes, and he's got a good shot through to the net,'' Yeo said. "He's got his head up. He's walking the line. He made some nice reads as far as when to move the puck, when to distribute the puck, and when there's a (shooting) lane, he's taking that shot. And I like that.''

Other notes from practice:

--Yeo said he isn't concerned about Coyle's conditioning, because he wasn't out long enough to develop any real rust.

--The players, Yeo said, have responded positively to the line changes. "The guys are excited and anxious to try it out,'' he said.

--Coyle, a native of the Boston area who played at Boston University, admitted he didn't follow the Red Sox closely this season but got on board for the World Series victory. "After everything that's happened,'' he said, in a reference to the Boston Marathon bombing, "it's nice to see (the Sox championship) happen.''

--If you go trick-or-treating at the Konopka residence tonight, you could see Hoppy the bunny wearing one of two costume choices: a pumpkin or a lion. "He loves it,'' Konopka said of his rabbit's penchant for dressing up in Wild sweaters and other outfits. "He won't shut up about Halloween.''

Mike Yeo explains the Wild's potential new lines and more

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild player moves, Wild practice  Updated: October 30, 2013 - 1:43 PM   
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Again, the news of the day:

-- Judging by today’s potential lines for Friday’s game against Montreal, Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu will be split for the first time under coach Mike Yeo. This is an attempt to get more 5-on-5 scoring throughout the lineup and create three scoring lines. Parise and Koivu have each registered four even-strength points in 13 games.

-- Charlie Coyle will return Friday after missing 11 games from a sprained knee.

-- Keith Ballard will likely return Friday

-- Jonas Brodin practiced today and is questionable Friday. The Wild doesn’t want to put him in a bad spot with his broken cheekbone. He says he felt good today, so we will find out Thursday if he’s back on his regular pair with Ryan Suter. Today he skated with Matt Dumba, who will be a healthy scratch Friday. Brodin is sporting a full face shield as opposed to the cage. He didn’t like the cage. His face is looking better than it was when originally clocked by that puck.

-- No goalie decision for Friday, but if Josh Harding is healthy, it’d be surprising if he doesn’t return to the cage (eight goals in nine games vs. Niklas Backstrom’s 3.42 goals-against average and .871 save percentage in six appearances.

-- Stephane Veilleux is on waivers and will be assigned to Iowa if he clears Thursday.

-- Dany Heatley and Justin Fontaine were rotating in and out of the Parise-Coyle line today and the fourth line. Just the fact that Heatley’s in conversation for the fourth line is glaring.

-- Just an fyi: Rachel Blount will be covering the Wild for us Thursday, Friday vs. Montreal, Saturday and Sunday morning. I'm in a wedding out of town and will return to cover Zach Parise's first game against New Jersey on Sunday.

-- If you didn't get to read, here's my fun profile on Zenon Konopka and his wine label/bunny rabbit. Good pics, too.

Here are the lines and D pairs again. The big thing is the Wild’s not going with the conventional top-3 lines. Koivu is not on the "third line" if I didn’t make that clear on original blog. The Koivu/Coyle lines should be 1/2 or 2/1 in ice time still. The way things have gone all season, Koivu's and Kyle Brodziak's lines always lead in ice time. The "second line" centered by Mikael Granlund is usually third in ice time.

Parise-Coyle-Heatley/Fontaine

Nino Niederreiter-Koivu-Brodziak

Matt Cooke-Granlund-Jason Pominville

Fontaine/Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Mike Rupp is being rotated into line rushes every other rotation.

Defense pairs are

Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Ballard

Brodin-Dumba

I'll be interested to see how the heck Yeo works the power plays, particularly after they expire. If he goes with the first/second units the way they've been, he's got forwards sprinkled from every line on both units.

Here is Mike Yeo:

New lines: Potential line combinations. Try some stuff out. See how it works.

Parise/Koivu: We’re trying some stuff. We know that those guys are very good together and dangerous together. We want to see if they can click with some other guys and strengthen our whole group. Obviously both guys are great players and both guys are threats any time they’re on the ice no matter who they’re with.

Needed Coyle back to make move?: It’s not like we’ve been sitting here waiting to make that move. We’ve been real happy with both guys. With Charlie here, there’s more guys in play. We’re looking at 5-on-5 production and how can we have at least three lines that are a real threat to score. That was the basis for what you saw today

Heatley/Fontaine, how will you decide who's up with Coyle line, who's down with Konopla line: Who’s playing the best? It’s pretty much that simple and that’s the same for everybody. We’ve got more competition, more guys, another healthy guy that we feel is a threat to contribute on the offensive side of things and that gives us the freedom to shuffle things a little bit more.

Start with dany there?: I don’t know.

Mikko: Part of the idea of switching them too is those guys, we’re playing against Chicago, who are they going to throw on the ice against them? They’re going to get their top matchup, they’re going to get Toews, who’s one of the top defensive guys in the league. With Charlie out the way we’ve had our lines, it’s been a little easy for teams to match up against us. There’s a big difference in this league playing against top defensive pairings, playing against top defensive forwards. Now we’d like to think that we’re spread a little bit more where you might have to pick your poison.

Mikko: He can easily have five or six more points right now. He’s been doing a lot of great things. This is not by any means an indication that we’re not happy with him or his game and likewise for anybody through the lineup. This is something that we all said right from the beginning of the year, right, that we wanted to see more line combinations, so let’s not turn it into that just because we’re trying a new line that we’re not happy with the way things are going.

Nino/Cooke?: I think if you look at every line right now the way we’ve got it, we’ve got skill on each line, we’ve got a big body, we’ve got a guy that should get to the net. We’ve got a little bit of everything on every line. If we’re going to make a switch with Mikko – not to say that Cookie is not a skill guy, but Nino is a guy that should be a top offensive threat. He’s a guy with hands, … with a shot, … can skate, handle the puck, is strong on the puck. When we’re looking at Mikko, we’re trying to really identify what he needs to be successful because again, he’s still going to be playing against the best players out there and he needs to have the right pieces around him.

Brodin regular pair tomorrow? We’ll see, we’ll see. We have a lot of healthy defensemen and we want to make sure that when we get him back, we get him back for good. I don’t want to put him in a bad spot. He looked good today and that’s a good first step and we’ll see how it goes tomorrow.

Ballard? He looked good. I’d be surprised if he’s not ready to go by Friday.

Granlund/Brodziak? One thing with Charlie being out is we saw Granny emerge a little bit. We kind of only slotted one position available between him and Charlie at the start of the year, but the way that he’s been going lately, he’s proven that he can be a dangerous guy playing at the center-ice position because of his speed, … the way that he distributes the puck, … the way he’s been able to carry the puck and make plays through the middle of the ice. We want to give a chance to continue to develop that. Again, it’s probably going to be fluid for a little while here. I hope that these lines stay together for the next month, but I’m not sure that that’s going to happen. We’ve got moving pieces. We’ve got a guy like Brodzy who can move back to center, guys like Charlie and Granny who can both move to wing and guys like Zach who can still play with Mikko or Pommer and likewise. To sit here and say these is going to be our lines for the long-term, we’re trying something. We’ll see how it goes.

What’s it say that heatley’s even an option for the fourth line? I don’t even want to turn it into a story. We’ve got a lot of good players and you know what, he’s also an option for a very good line. This is not about individual players right now. We think on every line we’re going to have a good mix of skill and guys who are going to be hard around the net and guys that should be able to complement each other.

Dumba? No decision right now. If he played his best game, we were not going to overreact one way and if he played his worst game, we were going to overreact one way. We were just going to judge this as a whole and we’ll keep going day-by-day and see what happens.

Fair to say Dumba scratched Friday? Yeah.

Practice Schedule? This is good for us. … We haven’t had the quality practice time in the last couple weeks and that’s big for our group, for how we play the game, but also for individuals feeling good going into every game. You saw we had a hard practice today. It was good tempo, guys were skating, guys were making plays, but there was certainly a focus on making sure that guys were leaving the ice tired today.

Goalie decision? No

Charlie Coyle expected to return Friday; Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise split; Brodin practicing

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: October 30, 2013 - 11:21 AM   
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Charlie Coyle, who has missed 11 games with a sprained MCL, is expected to return Friday against the Montreal Canadiens, Wild GM Chuck Fletcher said this morning. Stephane Veilleux has been placed on waivers and will be assigned to Iowa on Thursday if he clears.

Fletcher said that he has not made a decision on defenseman Matt Dumba yet and that will not come today. The reason is the Wild only has to make a decision prior to Dumba playing his 10th game and there's a chance Dumba won't play Friday.

Defenseman Jonas Brodin, wearing a full face shield -- not a cage -- to protect his broken cheekbone, is practicing today, as well as Keith Ballard. So the Wild may be able to get one, if not both, back against the Habs.

Mike Rupp is also practicing but is not ready to return.

In today's practice, and remember, the Wild doesn't play until Friday, so this is way preliminary:

Zach Parise-Coyle-Dany Heatley/Justin Fontaine

Matt Cooke-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Nino Niederreiter-Mikko Koivu-Kyle Brodziak

Justin Fontaine/Dany Heatley-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Rupp is being rotated into line rushes every other rotation.

Coach Mike Yeo is rotating Heatley and Fontaine between first and fourth lines. Parise and Koivu are separated in practice for the first time since Parise joined the team. Remember, we always label first, second and third lines, so while you may jump to the conclusion that Koivu has been downgraded to the third line, that Koivu line will see more ice time than the Granlund line.

That's the way it has worked all season with the Wild. The "third line" or "checking line" always sees more ice time than the second line because that lines typically goes up against the opposing top lines.

Defense pairs are

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Keith Ballard

Brodin-Dumba

More later
Postgame: Wild needs more from some vets and will Dumba stay or go?
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Disappointing loss for the Wild tonight. The team's been playing good hockey, so this is far from the end of the world. It was sort of its first clunker of the season, losing 5-1 to the Chicago Blackhawks.

But the Wild’s execution was off all night and it started on the first shift of the game when there were two turnovers the first shift and that trickled into the second and third shifts.

But the Wild rebounded, and even when the Wild was down 1-0, coach Mike Yeo felt his team was “largely in control.” He felt the Wild had good energy, created good chances, defended hard and defended well even though the execution “wasn’t exactly sharp.”

Finally, Mikael Granlund set up Jason Pominville for a howitzer and the forward’s third goal in two goals, sixth goal in eight games and team-leading seventh. The next shift, Matt Cooke nearly scored twice and it looked like the Wild was now well on its way to really taking control.

And then, just careless mistakes. First a Clayton Stoner icing led to a mismatch in lines. After the ensuing faceoff, Mikko Koivu tried to pass to Torrey Mitchell. Mitchell couldn’t clear and fell, and then the Wild was in scramble mode. Matt Dumba collided with Niklas Backstrom, and the Wild goalie just got stuck in mud, was slow to recover and Sheldon Brookbank easily made it 2-1.

Ninety-nine seconds later, Marco Scandella was handed a dubious holding penalty. Regardless of what you think of the call, the Wild’s penalty kill, like it has over and over and over again this season, gave up a costly one. Koivu coughed up the puck and this came right as Brandon Saad knocked down Backstrom.

Brent Seabrook wheeled the puck over to Nick Leddy and Leddy recognized that Backstrom wasn’t set. He unloaded and scored his first goal in 12 games vs. the team that drafted him in the first round in 2009.

Dumba played a starring role in Patrick Kane scoring 2:47 into the third and the game was pretty much over at that point as Chicago skated to a 5-1 win to snap Minnesota’s four-game home winning streak.

Coach Mike Yeo wasn’t pleased with most players, other than the Nino Niederreiter-Granlund-Pominville line, which makes you think Charlie Coyle may start on the top-line right wing with Zach Parise and Koivu if he’s able to return Friday. The Wild needs more from Koivu. He has one goal on 30 shots in 13 games and tonight was on the ice for three goals. The Wild needs more from Dany Heatley, who has no goals with a goalie in net and has 22 shots this season. The Wild’s got to figure this out. It’s not a coincidence that the second line finally started scoring when he was taken off. I’m not convinced they’re ready to scratch him because they don’t want a six-month soap opera ahead, but if he’s not scoring goals, he is not productive. Some players can get away with not contributing offensively because they make impacts in other areas. That has not been the case this year for Heatley. And after tonight, one’s got to think Josh Harding will be back in the cage if he’s healthy enough to be by Friday. Backstrom didn’t control his rebounds well tonight and was slow to recover on the second and third goals – the back-breaking goals.

Read the gamer for the quotes. Yeo wouldn’t single out any players, but he wasn’t happy with some of the efforts, saying some of the “plays out there were odd.”

The Wild went 6-4-3 in its first month of the season. Of those seven losses, four or five at least could have been wins. Defensively, it’s been good. Offensively, it’s still a work in progress. PK stinks.

“It was kind of a weird month,” Pominville said. “We probably lost some games that we should’ve won and won some games that we maybe didn’t deserve to win.

“We’ve kind of turned a corner as of late but tonight was one that kind of slipped by us. If you look at the overall picture, we know we can be better and just keep pushing toward improving. We’ve got a good a group of guys and a lot of good things are ahead of us, but we’ve got to keep working toward everything we get.

“I don’t think we were that off early on. We did a lot of good things and capitalized on a few opportunities. Obviously the third period wasn’t what we wanted it to be. We sat back and kind of stopped playing. But for a good chunk of the time we did some good things. They’re a good team and they make plays, but it’s on us to be better and play a complete game.”

Dumba obviously had a very tough night. On for three of the last four goals for Chicago, although Yeo let him off the hook for the difficult third, saying, if the Wild was going to get back in the game, “We’ve got to try some things. If it doesn’t work, it could end up badly.”

The big question now is whether the Wild is going to let one game where Dumba looked miscast against the Blackhawks override the decision as a whole and return him to Red Deer.

I still don’t think it will, but we will see. The big question the Wild has to answer is if Dumba is going to play more often than he sits and when he plays, will he have a significant role?

I have evolved. I used to think it made little sense to have teenage defensemen in the NHL, unless they’re as special as a guy like Jonas Brodin. But would it really hurt Dumba’s development being in the NHL for a year working with Rick Wilson and Darryl Sydor as opposed to returning to junior?

And as I mentioned on one of yesterday’s blogs, I still think it could be a risk to send Dumba back because he adds depth to the team. As we saw these past two weeks with Brodin and Keith Ballard hurt, you can find yourself short defensemen quick in this game. If Dumba wasn’t here, the Wild would have had to turn to Iowa.

Also, if it’s true Chuck Fletcher doesn’t care about burning a year of Dumba’s contract, then maybe the Wild keep him for now, take a longer look at home, work with him longer and send him back at a later date if that’s the decision. In other words, there’s no rush if Fletcher really doesn’t care making his three-year contract kick in.

Remember, he can be sent back to junior at any time. The reason why now is a threshold is because his contract doesn’t slide a year if he plays in his 10th game.

Yeo said the Wild will make a decision based on what his role would be, how often he plays and how it’ll affect his development. Obviously, if Dumba stays, he’s got to play. So the Wild has to make the decision whether it’s willing to live and die with Dumba, who is still quite raw, and while he makes some awesome plays nightly, he has shown at times a player that gets rattled and makes some costly mistakes.

We will see. The Wild has Tuesday off, so there may be no news on this front. The Wild next practices Wednesday.

That’s it for me. I will be on KFAN on Tuesday morning at 9 a.m.

Playoff atmosphere tonight between Wild and Blackhawks? Towels say yes
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Wild and Blackhawks tonight at the X, where white towels will be draped over every seat in the barn for fans to wave.

No, they’re not playoff leftovers. One person tweeted me asking humorously if they say Game 6 Western Conference quarterfinals on them.

They actually resemble the road whites that the Wild plans to wear at home tonight. Blackhawks will wear their darks, which is good because we all know Chicago never wins at home!

The Wild did manage to grab two points out of Chicago in Saturday and tonight looks to take the home-and-home sweep.

Coach Mike Yeo anticipates a lively crowd tonight. On the towels, he said, “It’s pretty cool walking out to the rink. It looks neat. It looks almost like the playoff building, so it’s going to be good excitement in the building here tonight. I just want to focus on the game. I don’t want to get too ahead of ourselves and feel too good about last game. This is a new challenge. We just have to make sure that we stay sharp and stay focused and through the course of the game keep our emotions and keep our focus and be ready to play a full 60 minutes.”

Niklas Backstrom will start, while Josh Harding did practice today after missing the last game with a hammy and will back up Bax. Corey Crawford, who stoned the Wild in the playoffs but struggled the other night vs. the Wild, back in the Chicago cage.

The Wild has the same lineup as Chicago:

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Justin Fontaine

Nino Niederreiter-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Dany Heatley

Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Matt Dumba

The Blackhawks lines?

Jonas Brodin skated on his own again today and his face is apparently still swollen, so it’s uncertain if he’ll practice Wednesday yet (Wild has the day off tomorrow). Charlie Coyle is improving and hopes to play Friday, but he said understandably he will only do so if he’s 100 percent. Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp again practiced today.

What does Yeo expect tonight?

“Just reading the comments [from the Hawks in the press] that they’re going to look at the tape and look at the game and try to figure some things that they have to do better,” Yeo said. “I’d like to think some of the things they weren’t happy with that we forced them into. I’d also like to think that we can be better too. I’m expecting a good game. They’re going to compete, they’re going to get after us and they’re going to try to force into mistakes, so we’ve got to be sharp.”

Tonight is Dumba’s ninth game, which means a decision’s on the horizon as to whether he stays in Minnesota or returns to Red Deer. My opinion is on one of the blog’s yesterday, so if you didn’t see, look at yesterday’s blog.

“I think he’s done a pretty good job of that for the most part,” Yeo said of not worrying about that. “We need him sharp, we need him on top of his game tonight. He’s the kind of guy that can definitely help us against this team. The defending part of it is one thing. He can skate, he can defend, he can match their speed, he can be strong one-on-one against these guys, which you absolutely need. He also has the speed to jump on loose pucks, to win loose pucks. He also has the footwork and skill to execute under pressure and relieve some of that pressure and help us to get to the offensive part of the game, which we need against this team. So I’m hoping that he comes in and does more than just don’t make mistakes. I’m hoping that he comes in and has a real impact in a positive way.”

Dumba said tonight’s just another game.

Pretty quiet day otherwise. A couple of Wisconsin guys were bragging about them Packers and Zenon Konopka said, “Ponder was awesome…after they got down by 27.”

For more on Dumba and potential line combinations once Coyle returns, read today's article here.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North during the first intermission tonight. Maybe I’ll touch on Thomas Vanek. I’ll be live in studio with Paul Allen on KFAN tomorrow morning at 9.

Talk to you after tonight’s game.

My instant thoughts on tonight's Thomas Vanek trade to the Islanders

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: October 27, 2013 - 8:53 PM   
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The Buffalo Sabres traded Thomas Vanek to "my Islanders" tonight for three-time 30-goal scorer Matt Moulson, a 2014 first-round pick and a 2015 second-round pick.

This was highly predictable because we know Garth Snow loves himself them Gophers!

Like last year's Jason Pominville's trade to the Wild, real nice return by Sabres GM Darcy Regier for a guy who already had one foot out of town as a free agent next summer. Regier will probably try to extend Moulson, but if not, he'll be able to parlay Moulson into more assets by season's end because he too is a pending free agent.

Very bold move by Islanders GM Garth Snow for a potential rental. Vanek's agent Steve Bartlett confirms there have been no talks of a contract extension between Vanek and the Islanders.

But Snow is not happy where the Islanders are in the standings, sees a team that should make some noise in that division and I'm guessing knew that with so few teams having the salary-cap space to pick up Vanek this early in the season, the time was right for the lowest-payroll team in the league to make the move.

I see on Twitter where Snow is getting blindly bashed for the high price he gave up. It's always easy to look at a trade, see the names run across the ticker and make an instant analysis like it's some fantasy trade without context.

You need to walk in that team's shoes to know how they value those pieces and why they make a trade.

We can analyze all we want the many assets Regier got for Pominville. He did a good job getting Johan Larsson, Matt Hackett, a first and a second.

But if you're in Chuck Fletcher's shoes, the Wild was leading the Northwest Division at the time of last year's trade and also needed to make the playoffs after a four-year absence. And you knew when Fletcher made that deal that in his mind he would extend Pominville.

But most of all, in Fletcher's eyes, the price was worth paying because he still has so many young forward prospects in the organization and only so many can end up playing here. There's only 12 forward spots, six defensemen spots and one goalie that plays on a nightly basis. Some of those spots in Minnesota are locked in for years, like Parise, Koivu, Suter and when he made the decision, he knew eventually Pominville. So in Fletcher's mind, the Wild could afford to give up Larsson, to give up Hackett with Darcy Kuemper and Johan Gustafsson developing.

Similarly, the Islanders have a bunch of prospects and young guys in the organization, so Snow clearly feels this is a price the Islanders can afford to make.

So when you're on the outside, before analyzing a trade just blindly by looking at the package, you need to consider that team's situation, their window and most of all their organizational depth chart/reserve list.

Just my opinion.

Don't cancel #Vanekwatch to Minnesota just yet. I'd still be surprised if Vanek doesn't test the market, although obviously a lot can change between now and next summer. Maybe the Islanders go on a run, maybe the Islanders sell their future to him, maybe they throw the Federal Reserve at him.

And remember, as I've written and said a lot lately, while as of now I believe the Wild is interested in pursuing Vanek next summer and while I have zero doubt that if that were to happen Vanek would sign here, the Wild may analyze the situation in the months ahead and decide that money they'll have available next summer could be better spent elsewhere.

If it looks like Charlie Coyle or Nino Niederreiter or Mikael Granlund or its other kids are going to develop into the scorers this team so needs, if it looks like some of these kids (Jonas Brodin, Coyle, el Nino, Granlund) are going to break the bank on their second contracts, maybe the Wild pursues a goalie next summer if that's the need. Maybe it pursues a physical defenseman. Only time will tell. It's a long time between Oct. 27 and July 1, so things change.

Between the kids mentioned above and Erik Haula, Jason Zucker, Raphael Bussieres, Brett Bulmer, Zack Phillips, whoever, one would hope a few of them develop into a top scorer. So maybe the Wild decides its too big a risk to lock another 30-something forward into a long-term, lucrative contract and thus block its promising young forwards.

We will see.

Lastly, if you're a Wild fan frantically tweeting me, Thomas Vanek was always going to be traded somewhere this season, and it was never going to be to the Wild. I feel I've made that clear 50 times. The Wild was never going to trade more assets to Buffalo for somebody it could potentially just sign next summer. The only surprise today is not that Vanek was traded, but how early in the season he did get traded.

Talk to ya Monday. Again, I'll be on Fox Sports North during the first intermission and on XM Radio at 8:45 a.m.

Wild looks to complete home-and-home sweep against the Blackhawks
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The Wild held an optional practice here at the X today in preparation for Monday's home game against the Central Division rival Chicago Blackhawks. The Wild will wear its road whites and currently towels resembling those uni's are being draped over every seat.

I will be on Fox Sports North's pregame show and first intermission Monday, so please tune in for some astute insight. I'll also be on Siriusxm NHL Network Radio on Monday at 8:45 a.m. CT.

Johan Gustafsson was reassigned to the Iowa Wild on Sunday because Josh Harding, who sustained a strained left hamstring Thursday, is expected to skate Monday morning and back up Niklas Backstrom later that night.

Charlie Coyle, Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp practiced today, with Coyle and Rupp staying on a long, long time after practice working with the assistants. Jonas Brodin skated before practice. All four won't play against the Blackhawks, but Friday against Montreal may be a possibility for Coyle, Ballard and Brodin to return.

Coach Mike Yeo admitted today that he and his staff spent part of the short plane ride back from Chicago last night discussing potential line combinations and defense pairs once guys like Coyle return.

It'll be interesting because Mikael Granlund has assumed Coyle's No. 2 center role and is playing very well alongside Jason Pominville.

Do you maybe put Coyle at second-line center again and move Granlund to left wing, and then if that happens, where do you put Nino Niederreiter? Or, do you maybe have Coyle return to last year's role to start out and put him back at top-line right wing with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu, and then if that happens, where do you put Justin Fontaine, who has played well up top?

All good problems to have.

It's impressive this season that the Wild has been able to keep its head above water without Backstrom (thanks to Harding) and without Coyle (thanks to Granlund and others) and the past two games, Brodin (thanks to quality play from the defense, particularly Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser).

Monday will be Matt Dumba's ninth game and then the Wild has to decide whether or not to return him to Red Deer. Again, he can stay and it would burn the first year of his contract. GM Chuck Fletcher has said over and over again that he's not worried about that.

I think he stays, for no other reason than what this last week proved. It is so simple to lose two defensemen, and we just saw that with Brodin and Ballard going down. If Dumba wasn't here, the Wild would have had to turn to Iowa.

Not only do I feel it would help Dumba's development to continue to work with Rick Wilson and Darryl Sydor, he adds much-needed depth. I just think it's risky to return him now, and if it's true Fletcher could care less if Dumba's three-year contract kicks in, why send him back? It's not like his development has been hurt by spending this past month in the NHL. He's learning on and off the ice, and witnessing what it takes to be a pro.

This is just my opinion. We'll find out what the Wild feels soon.

The Blackhawks should be pumped to avenge Saturday's 5-3 loss as the Wild looks to win its fourth in a row overall and fifth in a row at home.

"Games like tonight, we’re not happy with the result or the way things went tonight," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said after Saturday's game. "I think we should all be disappointed with the way things evolved tonight and be excited that we get them on Monday.”

The Hawks didn't practice Sunday.

Yeo said he expects to see different looks from Chicago and they should expect to see different looks from the Wild.

"It should be an entertaining, intense game," Yeo said.

Yeo was happy with the Wild's penalty kill in Chicago. When the Wild needed big kills, it got big kills and he wants the Wild to keep its urgency level high on the PK, which shouldn't be too hard against a team with as many weapons as the Hawks, Yeo said.

BUT, Yeo added, "We have to quit taking seven penalties in a game. We just put our penalty killers under so much pressure," not to mention rust up non-penalty killers and give opponents momentum.

Stay out of the box was Yeo's message. The Wild has been on the PK 26 times in the past five games.

That's it for me. Talk to you after Monday's morning skate. I'll be in studio with Paul Allen on KFAN on Tuesday at 9 a.m.

Postgame: Lots of thoughts after Wild's victory in Chicago
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This is one of those games where I don’t know where to start, so instead of trying to formulate something structured, I’m just going to go in order of what comes to my mind.

Scary concept, I know, the way my cloudy mind works.

First, the particulars. Wild won, 5-3, against the Chicago Blackhawks, the model team in the NHL, winners of two Cups in four years, a team that didn’t have a regulation loss this season and had points in six straight at home. In fact, it hadn’t lost in regulation in 15 games at the United Center, spoiling their awesome fans.

The Wild has won three in a row for the second time this year and now returns home to complete the home-and-home vs. the Blackhawks. Minnesota is 4-0-2 at the X, including four wins in a row. Before tonight, the Wild was 1-3-1 on the road with seven goals total. So, a little math here, but the Wild scored two fewer goals tonight than it did in five previous road games.

My teachers at Old Bethpage Grade School would be so proud of me!!!

Before I continue, I apologize for not topping our hoops writer Jerry Zgoda’s bubble bath Wolves report with my own Wild Minute from the sauna or something, but make sure to watch Sunday’s Wild Minute with assistant to the GM Jim Mill, where I insult Blackhawks legendary anthem singer, Jim Cornelison.

Jason Pominville, in his 600th game, scored two goals for his 19th 2-goal game. He also scored the winning goal for his 23rd career winner. He also had six shots. He also buried two pretty Mikael Granlund feeds, giving Granlund three “sick” assists on the Russo “sick-assist” meter in two games. Granlund now has seven apples – one more than he had all of last season. I’ll tell you what: When Granlund learns how to bury the puck himself, he’s going to be a “sick” player. And, while that may not come consistently this season, it will come. His hands, skill and vision are too good for it not to come eventually. He just keeps getting better in every facet of the ice, and he’s so responsible defensively. His “compete,” as Todd Richards used to say, is impressive as well.

Zach Parise scored his sixth goal of the season and fourth on the power play. The Wild’s power play, which ranks fifth in the NHL, has scored in nine of 12 games. Kyle Brodziak scored 1:01 into the second. Justin Fontaine put the Wild up 5-2 before the Blackhawks scored late.

I wrote most my gamer on Niklas Backstrom, who made 33 saves and was downright awesome.

Backstrom was tested immediately, robbing Marian Hossa 21 seconds in when the star two-way forward got every ounce of a Jonathan Toews rebound. Later, Backstrom kicked out his left pad and denied Hossa again.

But his best save came 31 seconds after Parise scored. Patrick Sharp wheeled into the Wild zone to create a break. Coming from Backstrom’s right, Sharp crossed the entire goalmouth and tried to bury the puck inside the post to the left of Backstrom.

He patiently stayed with Sharp the whole way and gloved down the primo chance. Backstrom denied Sharp seven times, and they were almost all Grade A chances.

As coach Mike Yeo said, it was “great to see.” And when he said, “great,” he stressed great, as in, “GREAT!!!” to see. And you know that’s because Backstrom had a slow start to this season even before straining his right knee Oct. 8 and after Friday’s practice said he wasn’t 100 percent from his most recent injury as well as offseason abdominal surgery.

So this was big, and Backstrom’s teammates gave him props and props and more props. Backstrom, like he usually is after a win or loss, brushed everything off as no big deal, saying there was no pressure after seeing Josh Harding give up eight goals in nine games before he was hurt.

When you play against Chicago, you need your goaltender to make big saves at big times, and Backstrom did that over and over again tonight. Good to see from the true pro.

-- Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser were quite the pair tonight, and I disregard the late Scandella penalty and late Prosser mishap that resulted in Chicago scoring a meaningless goal in the last minute. When you play against Chicago, the Hawks are going to get their chances, and there were several tonight.

But Scandella and Prosser were always a safe pair for Rick Wilson to send over the boards. They were each plus-2. Scandella assisted on Brodziak’s goal and drew the Hossa penalty that led to Parise’s goal. And Prosser was just a rock and assisted on Fontaine’s goal. He was chippy, got into faces and was tough in front of the net. He made good first passes, and it’s just so impressive that a guy can be scratched almost every night and he just steps into the lineup and plays this way. You know it has to be frustrating for Prosser to be scratched all the time. Yet, he never shows that frustration publicly. He just shows up with a smile on his face and works his tail off while waiting for Yeo to write his number on the lineup sheet. It’s why his teammates respect him so much,

-- 5-on-3. Gawd awful. This is two games out of four now that the Parise-Suter-Pominville-Dany Heatley-Mikko Koivu fivesome couldn’t score on a long 5-on-3. Only two shots. Yeo says the Wild’s got to figure it out. I’m not fond of three lefties down low. I wish they’d go with a setup of Koivu in the middle, Pominville and Parise on the sides and Suter and Jared Spurgeon up top. The best 5-on-3’s work it low and score off goalmouth passes. If you have Pominville on the left side of the cage and Parise on the right, I think the Wild will get its chances. The Wild practiced 5-on-3’s a lot in camp and Parise to Pominville was a constant goal in that setup.

Yeo says it’s not the personnel, it’s the execution.

The power play did get this game rolling though five seconds into the first PP.

-- PK, much better tonight. Killed 6 of 7 and all the big ones in big spots.

“Starts with Backy,” Yeo said. “But I just like the way we were on our toes, were aggressive, we had good sticks, good reads. This is a game that our guys should feel good about.”

-- Big props to referee Kelly Sutherland. I’ve always been fans of Sutherland and tonight’s ref sidekick Chris Rooney, but Sutherland was real good tonight in one area.

After an eight-minute review that could have been accompanied by the Jeopardy theme music, he basically conducted a press conference on the ice over the PA system to explain why Andrew Shaw’s goal was disallowed. Video review determined that Shaw's stick was above the height of the crossbar when he deflected Jeremy Morin’s shot. The puck then deflected off defenseman Clayton Stoner and into the net. According to Rule 80.3 "When an attacking player causes the puck to enter the opponent's goal by contacting the puck above the height of the crossbar, either directly or deflected off any player or official, the goal shall not be allowed"

Sutherland explained that since Stoner never “regained possession” for the Wild, Shaw’s touch was illegal and thus the goal was.

-- Suter, 2 assists (great one where he does what so few Wild d-men have done throughout history; WALK THE BLUE LINE and shoot en route to the Parise tally). He logged 26:58 (slacker) but still has led all Wild and opposing skaters in ice time in all 12 Wild games this season).

-- Career-best plus-2’s for Granlund, Nino Niederreiter and Prosser. Granlund, Pominville and Scandella also plus-2’s.

-- Wild blocked 19 shots tonight.

-- Heatley looked better tonight. He had a great shift with Niederreiter and Granlund in the first period and won a puck race to help set up the Brodziak goal even though he didn’t get an assist on it.

-- Tough night for the fourth line, which was minus-2.

-- Yeo says the Wild will need to be better Monday, and he was impressed with a lot of things tonight.

That’s it for me. Obviously, please read the gamer, notebook and Sunday Insider, too, on www.startribune.com/wild. I’ve got a 7 a.m. flight back to MSP. Talk to you after Sunday’s practice
Wild's lineup heading into first meeting with Blackhawks since 2013 playoffs
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Good afternoon from the house that Nick Leddy built, the United Center, where the Wild and Blackhawks meet tonight for the first time since Minnesota's opening-round loss to Chicago in last year's playoffs.

The Blackhawks went on to win a little hardware later that summer much to the chagrin of the what-the-heck-just-happened Boston Bruins.

The Wild has won four in a row at home but is 1-3-1 on the road and has scored seven goals in that stretch. It opens a home-and-home series with its new Central Division rivals. In the past 20 meetings including last year’s playoffs, the Wild has won six against the Hawks and only one in regulation. Including last year’s 0-3 playoffs, the Wild has won two of the past 10 visits to Chicago.

Nineteen Wild players took the ice for today's morning skate. The only one who took the optional off? Matt Cooke.

"That's why I went on. I wanted to make him feel uncomfortable," joked coach Mike Yeo.

Asked what he expected now tonight from Cooke, Yeo kidded, "I don't know, but the pressure's on."

The Wild will go with the same lines that were changed during and ended Thursday's game vs. Carolina (changes in CAPS):

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Justin Fontaine

NINO NIEDERREITER-Mikael Granlund-Jason Pominville

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-DANY HEATLEY

Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Ryan Suter-Jared Spurgeon

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Clayton Stoner-Matt Dumba

Niklas Backstrom

Johan Gustafsson

That's eight new bodies that didn't play vs. Chicago in the playoffs: Fontaine, Niederreiter, Granlund, Cooke, Prosser, Dumba, Backstrom, Gustafsson. And remember, Stoner got hurt in Game 1, Pominville missed the first three games and Veilleux only played two.

"I haven't seen them a ton this year, but ... they seem like they're moving well, they look like they're checking well as a team, they look like they're attacking well as a group. They look like they're improved," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said.

Brad Mills and Jeremy Morin will make their season debuts for Chicago. Michal Handzus is out with an upper-body injury and Ben Smith is scratched.

Mills has played 31 games previously for the Devils and nearly signed a PTO last year to play for the Wild's Houston Aeros (now defunct). crying

Charlie Coyle, Jonas Brodin, Josh Harding, Keith Ballard and Mike Rupp aren't here for the Wild. Coyle, Rupp and Ballard should practice in Minnesota tomorrow, while it's uncertain yet if Brodin and Harding will. The Wild will take the next big step in Rupp's hopeful eventual return to the ice from offseason knee surgery next week when he's put through the gauntlet. He'll get more practice reps and be tortured after practice, Yeo quipped. I'll have more on Rupp in Sunday's Star Tribune.

I also chatted with Leddy, who in case you didn't know was once drafted by the Wild in the first round and is the next Bobby Orr in the minds of many Wild fanatics. His mom, Vicki, just went on her first-ever mother-son trip and Leddy had some cool things to say. The Wild had a mother-son trip once and it was definitely a hoot.

Also, real cool story, but 18 kids from the Minnesota Special Hockey Association (the Wildcats) were brought to town by the Denis Savard Foundation. The kids, their parents and volunteers attended today's Wild and Blackhawks skates and now are going to play the Chicago Tomahawks. Savard's Foundation picked up the whole tab for 56 people. Pretty special scene down at the skate as the children watched their favorite Wild players skate. I'll have more on that in Sunday's notebook as well.

Talk to you after the game.

Josh Harding day-to-day, Johan Gustafsson recalled; other injury updates
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UPDATED:

Coach Mike Yeo says Josh Harding is feeling better today, but the Wild won't bring him to Chicago as not to risk his "lower-body strain" that flared up during Thursday's 3-1 win over Carolina.

The Wild has recalled Johan Gustafsson to make the trip and back up Niklas Backstrom Saturday. Remember, Backstrom was injured moments before Game 1 of the playoffs last year when he sustained a sports hernia that knocked him out of the first round and required surgery.

Backstrom isn't 100 percent yet, but he says he has to "find a way" Saturday night.

The Gustafsson recall is nothing against Darcy Kuemper, who gave up three goals on seven shots in Toronto last week. Kuemper's been on a yo-yo and it's his turn to start Sunday for Iowa against Grand Rapids. So since the callup is for a backup role here, Kuemper stays in Iowa to play and Gustafsson is called up.

It's as simple as that. He also apparently isn't quite 100 percent from something that happened in last night's game.

Gustafsson was pulled in last night's game for Iowa but gave up only one goal in roughly his first 120 minutes of the season there. He is 2-0 with a 1.99 GAA and .935 SP and one shutout for Iowa

Keith Ballard, who has missed five games with a head injury, practiced today and is "feeling better than yesterday." He will not fly to Chicago and acknowledged that he had concussion-like symptoms and whiplash.

Charlie Coyle practiced today and looked good. He is not on the trip and is doubtful for Monday, too, against Chicago. With practices scheduled Thursday and Friday, perhaps Friday's game against Montreal is a target.

Jonas Brodin wound up not skating today because Yeo said why push it since it's not like he'll be back in a few days. Right now it's just a matter of the swelling going down so he can look down and see the puck. Maybe Friday is a target, too. Monday is unlikely.

Mike Rupp also practiced today again. I'll toss Rupp quotes on his comeback in Sunday's paper. I talked to him yesterday.

Big test for the Wild Saturday as its faces Chicago for the first time since the playoffs. The Wild felt like it was chasing the puck for much of that series. This year the Wild's been a team its opponent is typically chasing. So we'll see how it goes against Chicago.

Same lines in Chicago as the Wild finished vs. Carolina. Dany Heatley on Kyle Brodziak's line, Nino Niederreiter on Mikael Granlund's line.

By the way, Wild will wear its road whites Monday in the second end of the home-and-home against the Hawks.

Talk to you Saturday after the morning skates in Chicago.

Josh Harding, Cam Ward both injured during Wild's win over Carolina; Heatley scores!

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 24, 2013 - 11:30 PM   
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Hopefully it’s a minor injury, but it’s quite remarkable just how many times in Josh Harding’s career he’s had a chance to seize the reins from an injured Niklas Backstrom … and then gets hurt himself.

It’s got to be a half-dozen times now, including in last year’s playoffs actually.

The latest was tonight during a 3-1 Wild win over Carolina when Harding sustained some kind of lower-body injury while trying to stop Alex Semin’s laser with one second left in a second-period power play. I thought Harding spent the rest of the period flexing his left knee, but some on Twitter say right.

He gutted it out the rest of the period before Backstrom, who hadn’t played since Oct. 8 and isn’t 100 percent yet from his knee injury, played the third period, entered unenviably on a Hurricanes power play but stopped all seven shots he saw.

Hopefully it’s not major because for Harding because he had been playing sensationally the past 16 days in relief of Backstrom. Harding made 20 of 21 stops through two periods and earned the win, which makes up for the bogus loss he got in Nashville for only giving up one penalty-shot goal. He has stopped eight goals in nine games and has a 1.00 GAA and .953 save percentage.

Coach Mike Yeo offered no specifics of Harding’s injury, not a severity as of now.

Yeo wasn’t overly enamored with the way his team played tonight either, although let’s be honest, the Wild hasn’t gotten the full two points in four or five games this season it arguably deserved to win. It’s about time the Wild got two for a game in maybe shouldn’t have won.

The Wild caught a break four minutes in when Marco Scandella, who played a solid game and swept a puck from the Wild’s blue paint late in the third, sent Mikael Granlund in alone. Cam Ward slid across and got hurt. Carolina’s already announced he’ll miss up to a month with a lower-body injury

Anton “Borat” Khudobin is back in Raleigh injured, so third goalie Justin Peters made his season debut and Nino Niederreiter and Zach Parise scored on the first two shots Minnesota registered on Peters.

Niederreiter’s first career power-play goal was a sick (as the kids say) shot off a sick pass from Granlund. Parise’s goal was batted out of the air off Jared Spurgeon’s shot off the post. I really liked Spurgeon’s game in relief of injured Jonas Brodin tonight. By the way, Brodin looked like Sloth from Goonies in the locker room this morning. He looked much better at the game tonight in the press box and again is expected to skate Friday before the team flies to Chicago.

Remember, Charlie Coyle is closing in on a return too and my guess is Nov. 1 vs. Montreal is the target…Gives him four practices beforehand.

The Wild didn’t play well after the first though. Granlund and Dany Heatley took two penalties in the first four minutes of the second and the momentum was turned after Semin scored.

Heatley had an up and down game. Got chances, snapped a 10-game goal drought (longest of career) with an empty-netter, but took the penalty, turned some pucks over and seemed to fall an inordinate amount of times.

But Yeo put him out there in hopes of getting the goal, which Matt Cooke charitably set Heatley up for.

“A big part of why he’s out there, let’s be honest, is to try to get him that and get him off the squeezing the stick and having it on your mind,” Yeo said. “Hopefully he can just relax and play” and this “kickstarts” him.

Heatley said for the first time this season, he felt good tonight and hopes to build off this. As Parise said, “It’s just a really good shot of confidence. Hopefully we’ll see that from him because we need a lot of goals from him.”

The Canes played the Wild well, were in Minnesota’s face in the neutral zone all night and made life tough. But after not liking his team’s game through two, Yeo felt the Wild won its battles much of the third.

Anyway, that’s it for. Check out the gamer on the, uh, game and I retopped my notebook with Heatley’s first goal and turned Justin Fontaine/Justin Faulk into an online sidebar.

Talk to you after practice Friday. I will try to blog as soon as I can, but I’ve got to get my Sunday stuff written and filed, cover practice, book it to the airport for my flight to Chicago and write the daily stuff for the paper. So chance the blog may have to wait ‘til I’m in the air or after I land in Chicago.

Good news regarding Jonas Brodin and Charlie Coyle

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 24, 2013 - 12:46 PM   
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Afternoon from high above the X, where Kirk Muller's Carolina Hurricanes just got done skating.

I will be on Fox Sports North's pregame show tonight at 6:30 p.m. and again during the first intermission.

Also, tickets for tonight's Chalk Talk with Wes Walz and me are still available at www.wild.com/chalktalk. You can watch Walz diagram a neutral-zone trap and me diagram how to write a blog or something. Tix start at $28 and include a game ticket for tonight's game against Justin Faulk and the Canes. We will be doing five of these this season, and those other dates are on that link as well.

By the way, this morning on Wild Minute, I mentioned the Wild's 2010 trip to Helsinki against Carolina. If you want to take a trip down memory lane, my pictures from that trip are still on my Facebook page. Click this link and you can see pics of a young Mikael Granlund and guys like Andrew Brunette, Matt Cullen, Mikko Koivu, Nik Backstrom, Gui Latendresse, Martin Havlat, Nick Schultz, P-M Bouchard, Casey Wellman, Matt Kassian, Greg Zanon, Marek Zidlicky, Brent Burns, Justin Falk, Clayton Stoner, Antti Miettinen, etc.

Good news on the Jonas Brodin front. As of now, coach Mike Yeo says no surgery is planned and Brodin may even skate tomorrow, although maybe not with the team. Brodin will obviously wear a full cage for awhile. So cautious good news right now.

Also, Charlie Coyle is getting closer. He took part in today's morning skate and felt good. He'll have to wear a knee brace for the first time in his career, and he said that didn't feel too bad. He's got no targeted date as for a return and would still need to get into battle drills and line rushes, etc., and some real practices, but this is good news, too. But you also want to be cautious because you don't want any setbacks from his sprained MCL.

Keith Ballard was kept off the ice again and will miss his fifth game in a row. Same lines that ended the Nashville game, meaning Justin Fontaine plays on the top line to start tonight and Nino Niederreiter the third.

Niklas Backstrom is starting to feel better. He's still not feeling completely 100 percent, but he feels good enough to back up and is real happy for Josh Harding, who has taken the No. 1 reins for now and run with it. It's been roughly a calendar year since Harding was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis and he continues to persevere. What a start to his season with a 0.96 goals against average and .953 save percentage.

Tonight is Harding's Hope Night at the X and all fans get a Josh Harding Masterton Trophy poster.

The Canes have won two in a row and are 3-1 on the road. Muller, whose staff includes thousands of games of experience and several Cups with Dave Lewis, John MacLean, Greg Stefan, Rod Brind'Amour, Ron Francis and Glen Wesley, is very impressed with what he's seeing from the Wild.

"Just watching them, they play a high-tempo game and play the game the right way," Muller said. "They do a good job playing on the right side of the puck, they track back hard, they don't give you time and a lot of these teams in the West, they're comfortable playing a 0-0-type game. We've got to understand these guys don't give up many shots and opportunities, so we've got to be ready for it, just no frustration, just grind it out and play the same type of game."

I interviewed Carolina's Justin Faulk today. The former UMD star defenseman is a great quote and player and way on the radar to make the U.S. Olympic team. Kirk Muller went on and on about him today and I'll likely do a Faulk feature when we're in Raleigh in a few weeks. He's got a great relationship with a few of the Wild players, particularly Fontaine, his former UMD teammate. They'll go head-to-head tonight and I'll talk about that in tomorrow's notebook.

Always great seeing Radek Dvorak, too. Few better guys in the NHL. Nine teams now. Dvorak's rookie year in the NHL and Florida (1995) was mine as well.

That's it for now. Long day in the press box ahead of me, so I better get some work done.

Jonas Brodin sustains broken cheekbone

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild practice  Updated: October 23, 2013 - 2:15 PM   
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Defenseman Jonas Brodin sustained a broken cheekbone when hit by a dump-in on his second shift of last night's 2-0 win over Nashville.

He is out indefinitely and the Wild will have a better idea of a timetable Thursday. The fact the team knows that definitively tells me that it'll be determined Thursday if Brodin needs to surgery. His face is a mess and at the very least needs some major dentalwork. GM Chuck Fletcher said today surgery hasn't been ruled out.

As of now, the Wild says this is all relatively good news because there was originally a concern he had a broken jaw or orbital bone. Typically, players can play through a broken cheekbone with a cage, but that can't be determined until once the swelling goes down and it's determined if an operation is needed.

Regardless, it's clear Brodin will miss some time and now it's up to the Wild's cast of defensemen -- Ryan Suter, Jared Spurgeon, Clayton Stoner, Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser to pick up where it left off during a soundly-played game last night. Keith Ballard is still working his way back from a head injury, so Matt Dumba should get his opportunity to play multiple games in a row.

The way the Wild has played defensively and by having the puck the majority of games should allow the Wild to overcome Brodin's injury as long as that continues.

"Let’s put it this way, I’m not sitting here thinking, ‘Oh no, we lost Jonas and now we’re in trouble,'" coach Mike Yeo said. "I still have a lot of confidence going into every game that we have a team capable of winning every night against any team. Obviously he’s a big loss for us, an important part of the team. Without question, we have the guys capable in there of keeping us at or even raising us to another level."

The injury occurred less than three minutes into Tuesday's win over Nashville on Gabriel Bourque's dump-in. I tweeted a GIF and that can be found in my www.twitter.com/russostrib timeline last night (can't get the link to work on here for some reason).

Yeo confirmed Brodin wasn't wearing a mouthguard, not that it would have protected him from a broken cheekbone. But Yeo said, "We can’t tell them to do it. you wish that everybody did, you wish that everybody wore a face shield. But bottom line is it’s still up to the players. Sometimes something like this changes the mind of not just the guy that it happened to, but some others as well."

Just a freak accident, although a number of Wild players said a six-foot dump-in by Bourque not up the wall was a pretty careless play.

Scandella had a great game yesterday, as did Jared Spurgeon, who will take Brodin's spot next to Suter. Clayton Stoner had another solid game (although the coaches would prefer to see less -- or no -- toe-dragging from him in games). Prosser's time is now after waiting patiently. He played well in more than 20 minutes yesterday, although next time the Wild's down to 5 D and controlling a game up 1-0 and he opts to fight, he may see Yeo's wrath. Yeo understood Prosser was trying to prove his worth when he fought Eric Nystrom in the third last night, but Yeo said that wasn't the time and he's lucky the Preds didn't turn the momentum.

Prosser says this is a great opportunity for himself.

Dumba has taken Brodin's spot on the No. 2 power-play unit and a lot will be riding on Dumba to play more consistently now. In Tampa and Florida, mistakes by Dumba led to a 2-on-0 and breakaway in consecutive games. It's a big adjustment going from junior to the NHL and Yeo said he's got to learn that he can't make that one extra play when he gets the puck at the blue line. Make a decision to pass, shoot or dump it, but don't make that extra move.

Yeo said it's clear the nine-game rule (if he plays 10, a year of his contract burns off, which means the Wild's got a decision to make soon; he's played six so far) is in Dumba's head. But Yeo and GM Chuck Fletcher said the team is not thinking about the rule right now and Dumba's just got to play. The only rule Fletcher cares about is the 41-game rule that burns a year of his seven-year free agency. And even that isn't pressing because the Wild needs to win now, not worry now whether Dumba's UFA year is agen 26 or 27 (hope that all makes sense).

Ballard did work out today but was kept off the ice. He has a history of concussions, so the Wild's being careful. Also, Charlie Coyle skated on his own today and looked good apparently, so he'll take part in Thursday's morning skate. He won't play, but he's ready to take the next step in his recovery from a sprained knee.

Same lines in the practice as what finished last night. Justin Fontaine skated with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu and Nino Niederreiter skated with Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke. Fontaine will get to go head-to-head against his former UMD teammate and summer roommate Justin Faulk on Thursday against the Canes. Faulk, from South St. Paul, is expected to have 30 friends and family members in the crowd. I'll write more about that in Friday's paper and Thursday's blog.

That's it for now. I have to get autographing cards for Thursday's ChalkTalk!!!! Could you imagine the kid that comes to Thursday's game with hopes of getting a Zach Parise and Ryan Suter autograph and he ends up leaving with ... mine? Scarred for life.

Photo credit: Mike Greenlay (Me, and me embarrassed)

I'll have a lot more in Thursday's paper, including quotes from Chuck Fletcher on the Brodin injury and Nate Prosser.

By the way, thanks to you, Russo's Rants is up for an Editor & Publisher Award

Best Sports Blog with 1 million unique monthly visitors and over

• Ottawa Citizen /a division of Post Media Networks - SenatorsExtra.com

• Sports Illustrated - Scott Novak

• Star Tribune - Russo's Rants

• The Boston Globe - Chad Finn's Touching All The Bases blog
Brodin injured during Wild's 2-0 shutout over Nashville
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Tonight looked a lot like the game the Wild played in Nashville earlier this month, only there wasn’t that 5-on-3, followed by 5-on-4 to unravel things, coupled with a Niklas Backstrom knee injury and penalty-shot goal on the first puck Josh Harding saw.

But just like that game in Nashville, the Predators couldn’t get anything done at even-strength against the stingy Wild. This time, the Wild didn’t run out of gas in the third, and for a change, the Wild managed more than one goal.

Justin Fontaine, promoted to the top line with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu two shifts before, scored the eventual winning goal late in the second period and Jason Pominville scored an empty-netter as the Wild snapped a three-game losing streak to beat the Predators 2-0 tonight. Parise had two assists and Josh Harding made 16 saves for his eighth career shutout.

Before we continue, the potentially bad news of the night. Defenseman Jonas Brodin, whom I jinxed with this Scotty Bowman-centric story in Monday’s paper, was injured 2:54 into tonight’s game when he took a puck directly to the face off Gabriel Bourque’s dump-in.

Brodin was taken to local hospital for x-rays, and he has been released. Coach Mike Yeo didn’t have an update on Brodin’s condition, but hope for a root canal, not a jaw/chin injury. GM Chuck Fletcher just emailed me that an update will be provided Wednesday.

The Wild did an impressive job playing virtually the entire game tonight with five defensemen (four for five minutes in the third when Nate Prosser fought Eric Nystrom), and obviously Matt Dumba and injured Keith Ballard are waiting in the wings. But Brodin is immensely important to the Wild, and particularly, the puck possession type game Yeo wants the Wild playing. He was off to an outstanding start this season with three goals and three assists in 25 minutes, 42 seconds a game. So the Wild can’t afford to lose him for an extended period.

Good evening from the X. Rachel Blount is writing the game story, so I figured I’d blog. Good win for the Wild tonight. Minnesota controlled the game and the puck all night against a tired-looking Preds team.

Harding is 4-2-1 with a league-leading 0.96 goals against average and a .953 save percentage that ranks second (minimum 4 games). Harding has allowed one 5-on-5 goal in eight games and the Wild has allowed five all year, which ranks first. It has allowed 21.2 shots per game, which ranks first. In Harding’s six starts, he has had to face an average of 20.7 shots per game.

It’s all about puck possession. This isn’t the Wild of yesteryear where it trapped up the neutral zone and sat back all game. The Wild again had the puck all night tonight and outshot Nashville 29-16.

This team does so many things well, yet it has to work so hard to score goals. By those defensive numbers, this team should be a lot higher in the standings than its 4-3-3 record.

Tonight, the Wild badly outplayed the Preds, but Minnesota wasn’t getting a lot of second chances as the Preds’ defensemen collapsed down low and Pekka Rinne did a good job smothering pucks.

The one puck he couldn’t smother – a Clayton Stoner shot – and Fontaine pounced for his second career goal and eventual first career winning goal. Stoner had a strong game tonight as his responsibilities picked up with Brodin hurt. He had three hits and three blocks shots.

Jared Spurgeon took Brodin’s spot alongside Ryan Suter and was solid. He also may have saved the game by sweeping Matt Cullen’s shot from the goal line in the waning seconds and before Pominville’s empty-netter. I liked Prosser, too, and Marco Scandella brushed off a Shea Weber shot to the leg late in the first.

Not easy to play 57 minutes with five D, but the Wild did an impressive job. Both Stoner and Spurgeon credited the forwards for helping hold the fort down, and Harding said this was one of the soundest Wild defensive efforts of the season.

The fourth line of Zenon Konopka, Stephane Veilleux and Torrey Mitchell provided good, energetic minutes tonight. They were in the offensive zone all night. Konopka set a tone early by fighting Rich Clune and as Stoner said, “letting him know that coming back to our building, it’s not going to be an easy night.” Konopka and Prosser were chirping Clune late in warmups and Konopka fought him the first shift they were on the ice together.

Mitchell also moved up and played with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak when the minutes mattered late in the third.

Yeo said the Wild coaches talked about moving Fontaine up with Koivu and Parise during Monday’s practice and they decided to try it in the second period tonight to get a lefty-righty thing going. He said it had nothing to do with the play of Nino Niederreiter, whom I thought played well tonight. But Fontaine looked real good with Koivu and Parise, too.

Yeo wasn’t overly enamored with the Wild’s third period, particularly turnovers at the offensive blue line that led to some odd-man rushes. But after a 1-2-1 road trip, this is a good win.

Now the Wild must build on it with Carolina coming to town Thursday. The Wild also killed two penalties tonight, including one in the third. Maybe a good building block for a horribly leaky PK this year.

In Harding's last nine home starts, he has three shutouts. Ryan Suter skated in his 600th game tonight -- 542 with Nashville. Fontaine and Matt Cooke lead the team with plus-5's. Parise leads the team with seven points. Cullen said it was real classy of the Wild to pay tribute to him tonight.

That’s it for me. I’ll have a Brodin update for you when the Wild provides one Wednesday.

Also, if you want to come to the chalk talk with Wes Walz and I before Thursday’s game, go to www.wild.com/chalktalk. Comes with a game ticket.

Wild gameday: Prosser in, Dumba sits, Cullen returns

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 22, 2013 - 2:45 PM   
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With Keith Ballard still recovering from taking a puck in the face a week ago, Wild coach Mike Yeo said his absence would open up opportunities for other defensemen. Nate Prosser will be the beneficiary tonight against Nashville, when he will be in the lineup for only the second time this season.

Prosser was paired with Clayton Stoner at the Wild's morning skate Tuesday and is excited to get back in. Yeo said the Wild's difficulties on the penalty kill--which has allowed at least one goal in eight of nine games this season--played into the switch. He also appreciates Prosser's professional approach to his situation.

"He's worked his tail off, and he's come to the rink with a good attitude,'' Yeo said. "We told him he needed to have some patience in the early part of this year, and he's done everything we've asked. But the reason for getting him in is more than that. We need help with our penalty kill. We're playing a team that the way they attack the net, we're going to have to have some guys who are ready to compete and battle around that area, and he provides that.''

Prosser's only appearance this season was on Oct.15 at Toronto, when he played 13 minutes, 41 seconds. He said he has concentrated on controlling the things he can control and not worrying about the rest.

"I'm ready to go, and I'm pretty pumped up,'' he said. "I've been working hard in practice and in the weight room to prepare for this moment. I've kind of had to wait for my number to be called. Now it is tonight, so I want to be ready to do what I can to help the team win, whether that's blocking shots or being good on the penalty kill or making a good first pass. I've just got to make sure I'm sharp and make the simple plays.''

With Prosser in, Matt Dumba will watch from the press box. Yeo has given him a to-do list while he's there. Dumba will be expected to view the game with an analyst's eye, taking mental notes on what the defensemen are doing and looking for things he might incorporate into his own game.

Yeo lauded Dumba for maintaining a consistent level of play, even as the pace of the league has picked up through the early weeks of the season. Dumba said he's comfortable on the ice, but not content.

"I never want to be comfortable here,'' he said. "Right now, I know I'm in a different situation than most guys. I've got to come to the rink every day and be at my best. I have to challenge myself every day to get better, to do whatever it takes to stay in the lineup.''

Josh Harding will be in goal for the Wild tonight, and the lines will be the same as they were before they were mixed up for the loss in Florida: Parise-Koivu-Niederreiter, Heatley-Granlund-Pominville, Cooke-Brodziak-Fontaine, Veilleux-Konopka-Mitchell.

Injured center Charlie Coyle, recovering from a strained knee, skated by himself before the morning skate.

Former Wild center and Virginia native Matt Cullen, who signed last summer with Nashville, said it felt strange to walk past the home locker room when the team arrived Monday at Xcel. His place in the Predators' lineup, though, feels great. Cullen is playing between Gabriel Bourque and Craig Smith, a pair of third-year players who have developed some nice chemistry with the veteran on the second line.

As he did with the Wild, Cullen is mentoring his young linemates, much to the delight of coach Barry Trotz. "He's a veteran player who prepares well, a real good pro on and off the ice,'' Trotz said. "Young guys feed off of that. They learn from those guys. He's good at communicating with them. That line for us has been a good line.

"(Cullen) has been playing in every situation. On the power play, he's had a regular shift, and he's killing some penalties. I think he was a little snakebit the first four or five games; he was getting glorious chances, and nothing was going in. They've started to go in for him. He's been a real good fit for us.''

Cullen visited with some friends yesterday and will have some friends and family coming to Tuesday's game--though not everyone. "I think a lot of people are sick of watching me play,'' he said, laughing. "They’ve seen me enough. They'll stay home and watch on TV.

"To be on the ice here in this building, on the other bench, will be a strange feeling. It'll be fun. I was looking forward to getting back here. I just love playing here. I have great memories here.''

Wild practice: Old lines, new result?

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: October 21, 2013 - 4:32 PM   
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Rachel B here, sitting in for Russo, who managed to miss this morning's snow. In a stroke of magnificent timing, he stayed in Florida. I'm hoping he doesn't blog/tweet any more of those beach photos. That's just piling on.

Mike Yeo said he was looking forward to a much-needed practice Monday at Xcel. The Wild stayed on the ice for an hour, giving particular attention to special teams and three-on-three play around the net in a highly focused session. Nearly everyone spent extra time after practice to work on shooting, too.

Yeo reconfigured his lines again, going back to the combinations used for five games before Saturday's 2-1 shootout loss at Florida. Jason Pominville moved back to the second line with Dany Heatley and Mikael Granlund, while Nino Niederreiter shifted back to the top line with Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise. Third and fourth lines remain the same: Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Justin Fontaine and Stephane Veilleux-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell.

Yeo said the Wild had the most success with those combos, and he didn't want to focus so much on jump-starting the dormant second line that he risked spoiling the chemistry developing on the others. "You have to look at what it's doing to the rest of the group when we're breaking guys apart,'' he said.  "We've seen Mikko, Zach and Nino have some success together, and we saw (Cooke, Brodziak and Fontaine) have success together. Obviously, the parts are there for the rest of the group to be successful, too.''

Parise was glad to get in some practice on play around the net. That, he said, has been perhaps the Wild's biggest failing as it has scored a measly 19 goals in nine games. Yeo said his team has to have "an attack mentality,'' which Parise echoed.

"We have to get better at getting the puck to the net and getting guys around there,'' said Parise, who got 21 shots on the recent four-game road trip and did not score on any. "Right now, we've just got our guy in the high slot waiting for a one-timer, and our other guys on the outside. That's not how you score. We need to get some guys going through the middle and getting around the net, kind of penetrating their defense. I don't think we're doing a good enough job of that.''

Parise also wants to see the Wild be a little more aggressive on its penalty kill, which is ranked second to last in the NHL. The Wild has surrendered more than one power-play goal per game (10 goals in nine games); as Parise pointed out, that's made all the difference. Despite the team's frustration, he urged his teammates to stay relaxed.

"I think everyone's all uptight because we haven't scored a lot lately,'' he said. "Everyone's thinking about it. Everyone goes home thinking about it. You get to the rink, and everyone asks you about it. I think we've just got to relax a little bit. We'll be fine.''

Other notes from today's practice:

--Yeo didn't reveal who will start in goal against Nashville on Tuesday, but it sure sounded like he's sticking with Josh Harding. Harding has given up seven goals in seven games while facing 134 shots.

The coach acknowledged that it's important to make sure both Harding and Niklas Backstrom are ready to play and confident in their games, but winning is the only thing that matters right now.  "The bottom line is,'' Yeo said, "the decision has to be made based on what we think for that given night, what's going to give us the best chance to win the game.''

Backstrom said Monday he feels good and anticipates being fully healthy within a couple of days.

--Defenseman Keith Ballard did not skate Monday. He has not played in three games since he was hit in the face by a puck in the Wild's 2-1 victory at Buffalo a week ago. Ballard came out for Saturday's morning skate in Florida but left the ice because he didn't feel well.

"We tried getting him on the ice,'' Yeo said. "So let's just hold him off for a couple of days and see what happens.''

Ballard's absence, Yeo said, will create opportunity for someone. As of Monday, he hadn't settled on the six defensemen who will play Tuesday, and he said Nate Prosser could crack the lineup. Prosser has played only one game this season.

--Winger Mike Rupp is almost ready to go. He's participating fully in practice, but Yeo said Rupp needs "to get another gear into his game.''

A reminder: If you want an up-close and personal look at the undoubtedly well-tanned Mike Russo, you'll have your chance Thursday. Russo and Wes Walz will do a pregame "chalk talk'' before the Wild-Carolina game. Tickets start at $28 and include a game ticket, as well as the chance to meet/chat/get autographs. The one-hour session begins 90 minutes before the game.

Postgame reaction to Wild's 2-1 shootout loss to Florida
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As Mike Yeo said after Saturday’s 2-1 shootout loss to the Florida Panthers, “familiar script.”

So familiar, I could probably get away with tossing up a previous Wild blog or game story from this road trip in this space, change a couple words and depart into the humid Florida evening.

But alas, you want a fresh blog and here I am to provide one.

Forgive me, I’m loopy on cold medication.

The Wild coach mixed up his top three lines in search of offense and departed with another one goal loss, although with one point in the standings. Playing against a young team that had lost six of eight, the Wild again turned its opposition goaltender into a two-time Vezina Trophy winner and one-time Conn Smythe winner.

Only this time it wasn’t Jhonas Enroth, James Reimer or Ben Bishop in net. It was actually Tim Thomas, who won those above awards. He made 30 saves, including eight on a frustrated Zach Parise, who went goalless on the trip despite 21 shots.

Tonight, Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville, Dany Heatley and Ryan Suter had a 79-second 5-on-3 to break a 1-1 tie in the third period and, as Suter said, “I think we had two scoring chances.”

It was an ugly display. Shanked shots, turnover and a near icing.

“Whenever you don’t capitalize on that, something bad probably is going to happen,” Suter said. “We have to get better chances.”

Even in the third period, it felt like the Wild spent the majority of the period in Florida’s end, yet somehow managed four shots. Parise, whose seething quotes can be read in the game story on www.startribune.com/wild, said the Wild was “too perimeter.”

I will say this: Parise was seething after this one. His whole demeanor reminded me of Feb. 12 in Vancouver when the Wild lost 2-1 to the Canucks. The Wild had scored seven goals in a six-game, 2-4-1, stretch – one goal each in six of the seven games.

The Wild did find a way to start scoring goals, but it is amazing that no matter the coach, system or players, this team historically struggles to score.

The Wild’s 3-3-3, yet has given up a league-low 21.8 shots per game and a league-low five 5-on-5 goals. Yet, they’re 3-3-3. It’s amazing.

“I’m disappointed for our guys, to be honest with you, because they’ve been playing their tails off and we’re playing great defensively, we’re playing our tails off, we’re generating chances, but we’re not winning games,” Yeo said. “And you can tell that guys, it’s in their heads a little bit. You can see it in the 5-on-3, you can see it in the shootout. Guys are playing their tails off and they’re not getting rewarded, so as a staff, we have to help them out here to figure out what we can do to mentally and what we can do, whether it’s personnel or whether it’s again adjusting lines or whether it’s something tactically, we have to figure something out because it’s obviously tough winning games 1-0.”

One would have hoped Friday’s day off in the sun of South Florida would have reset the minds, but it was clear on the 5-on-3 the Wild was pressing and gripping its sticks tight. Just look at Koivu’s two shanks.

“The guys came in with a good mindset, but we can’t sit here and say, ‘Oh geez, hopefully one of those good chances goes in for us in the first period and then we feel better,’” Yeo said. “It’s something that’s in our heads and we have to find a way to get it out. But at the same time, we can’t feel sorry for ourselves. We have to keep battling. We’ve got a big stretch of games coming up at home and we’ve got to be prepared to start making a run here.”

Yeo said, “We need a great practice on Monday and certainly having a little bit more practice time – during this stretch we haven’t had practice time, you can’t get out there to work your shot, you can’t do things to build confidence through practice, through just going out and doing the right thing over and over again and feeling good about it, so certainly that’ll help.”

The young kids were great tonight, especially Nino Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund Niederreiter and Granlund combined to draw the penalty before Jonas Brodin’s goal and then combined to set it up with Heatley, who again had a few glaring turnovers tonight.

Yeo said on Nino and Granlund: Those guys, they’re just going to keep getting more opportunity. They deserve it. So I’m going to start getting those guys out there if they can keep playing like that. They just keep winning more and more opportunity and I’m ready to give it to them.”

Is he talking even 5-on-3’s?

“I don’t know about that,” Yeo said. “We'll sit there with Bruno (Andrew Brunette) and look at it and figure it out. Again, we're fighting it a little bit there. These are the things that you have to think of big picture. Do we want to start taking people off there and hurt their confidence more? Is it a matter of sticking behind them and helping them get through it? If we feel that somebody is not cutting it, if they're not putting the effort in, if they're not doing the right things, OK. But again our guys are doing a lot of the right things and we have to help them get to it.”

On if he’ll continue to go with Harding (which, how can’t he): “That's obviously something we'll have to consider. We do want to get Backy in at some point -- we don't want him sitting around forever. But Hards has been great. He's been nothing but great and again tonight he had no chance on that goal. He's doing a heck of a job making [the Niklas Backstrom-Harding decision] tough on us.”

Does he feel for Harding?

“I feel for our whole group. We deserve better. That was kind of my message. We're not a .500 team. We're not built to be .500. We're a better team than that and we could sit here and argue -- I mean scoring chances on the season, we've gone over them, we're close to 2-to-1. So we could sit here and argue we deserve to be better, but the bottom line is we're not. So we have to figure it out and we have to find a way to rectify that.”

Finally,

It’s harder when you’re going through it. I don’t have any answers. I don’t know. You just keep shooting and know and hope that it’s going to go in for us soon. But we’ve got to do something a little better. what that is, I’d like to find out sooner than later because it’s killing us right now.

Wild’s PK continues to be brutal. Careless penalties and a porous penalty kill is a bad combination. The tying goal in the third by Aleks Barkov came off that. The Wild’s PK ranks 29th as of this moment and has given up at least one goal in eight of nine games.

That’s it for me. The Wild has the day off Sunday, and then I'm off Monday and Tuesday. Rachel's covering both days, including the game vs. Nashville on Tuesday, although I'll probably go to the game to tweet and blog.

Pregame: Yeo mixes up Wild's lines
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With the 3-3-2 Wild looking to finish the road trip on a high tonight against the Florida Panthers, coach Mike Yeo has mixed up his first three lines in today's morning skate.

That's what scoring four goals in three games will do -- and more than two goals twice in eight games this season.

"We need to try to find some offense here. We’ve got to try to get some more balance to our lineup," Yeo said. "It’s a good opportunity for us to face a little adversity early and have to battle through it."

Good day from Florida, where it's hot, humid and beautiful. I'll be on Fox Sports North tonight during the pregame show at 5:30 p.m. and first intermission.

Jason Pominville has been reunited on the top line with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu. Yeo said he complements that duo and when they made the switch earlier, it was to provide offense to the second line "and that didn't really help."

There is a brand new second line. Matt Cooke has been moved up and will be centered by Mikael Granlund. Nino Niederreiter will play the right wing. The second line hasn't scored a goal all season for the Wild.

Cooke says he can't change the way he plays the game. Yeo wants two guys that will be hard on the puck and get to the net for Granlund. Yeo wants Granlund also to be more assertive shooting the puck. Yeo is happy with the way Niederreiter's playing, but "I want to see some numbers."

Dany Heatley, off to the worst start in his career with one assist in eight games and the lone mainstay all season on the second line, moves to the third line with Kyle Brodziak and Justin Fontaine. Yeo said Heatley had good chemistry with Fontaine in training camp and Brodziak during parts of the past two seasons.

Heatley's obviously not happy with his start to the season but says he'll continue to work his way out of this. He used to light up the Panthers with Atlanta and was 2003 All-Star Game MVP in this building, so maybe that'll be a good omen for tonight.

Josh Harding, who leads the league with a 1.15 goals-against average, starts. Keith Ballard skated but left again not feeling well. Yeo says the Wild hasn't classified this as a concussion.

Nate Prosser is scratched.

I talked with Tom Gilbert this morning. He now plays for the Panthers and he was professional in talking about how and why the Wild bought him out.
Wild enjoying day off in Florida
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Afternoon from Ft. Lauderdale Beach, where the cruises are starting to file the channel leading from Port Everglades to the Atlantic Ocean.

and my view is this

The Wild's got today off as one of its four mandatory days off a month (as per new collective bargaining agreement). Beautiful day here in South Florida, and not very humid. Not much news today.

First a mea culpa. On the winning goal last night by Tampa Bay, apparently the mistake up the ice wasn't Mikko Koivu in the neutral zone, but Zach Parise not being in the passing lane. Obviously, there were plenty of mistakes to go around (including obviously Ryan Suter) and it still looks to me that Koivu is too far to the strongside, but regardless, probably the only innocent party on the whole goal was Jonas Brodin.

Nevertheless, Steven Stamkos was being Steven Stamkos. Wrong guy on the ice for the Wild to have a breakdown like that.

Now the Wild must find a way to even up the road trip Saturday night against the 2-6 Florida Panthers.

Darcy Kuemper was reassigned to Iowa. As of now, no forward callup, which surprises me a bit. I feel it would be a good time to shake it up, particularly shake up a second line that hasn't scored a goal this season. Dany Heatley's off to the worst start of his career and will match his career-long goal drought of nine games if he doesn't score vs. Florida. He's twice before gone nine games without a goal, and both came last season.

I chatted with Nick Bjugstad via phone this morning and did a story on him tomorrow. The former Gopher is expected to play the Wild for the first time Saturday.

I'll be on KFAN at 5:55 p.m. CT tonight and on Fox Sports North during the pregame show and first intermission Saturday.

Talk to you after the skates.

Wild find a snake ... and continue to be snakebit in Tampa

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 17, 2013 - 10:36 PM   

print

Share8      Share via Email  

The Wild fell to 1-2 on the road trip (four goals) and 3-3-2 on the season tonight with a 3-1 loss at Tampa Bay.

Read the gamer for most the details, BUT, same old story. Wild get some great chances, can’t score, then make a mistake or two and boom, loss.

Fittingly, snakebit Wild players found a snake during its power-play meeting tonight.

Can’t make that up, although the player who apparently found the snake, Mikko Koivu – the most snakebit on the team – scored his first of the season.

Tonight, the Wild played OK. Just OK. This was not like Toronto, even when the Wild was getting Grade A chances and being turned away by Big Ben Bishop. In Toronto, the Wild controlled every facet and lost. Tonight, the Lightning made life tough in the neutral zone and also did a great job collapsing low in front of Bishop to keep the Wild from getting secondary chances.

Then when the Wild did penetrate, the Wild as usual didn’t bury its chances. In 53 seconds in the second period, Bishop made eight saves during one stretch, and seven of the shots were from his doorstep.

Koivu got his first of the season (120th of career to pass Andrew Brunette for second in Wild history) on a tying goal with 8:55 left, but Steven Stamkos, the goal-scoring superstar, got payback against Josh Harding for robbing him on a 2-on-0 in the second period. Koivu looked to me to be a little out of position in the neutral zone and Twin Cities resident Matt Carle sent a perfect shot off the wall and hit Stamkos in stride.

Suter had no shot. Stamkos was flying forward and breezed by him for a breakaway. He didn’t miss for the winner with 5:04 left.

Koivu seemed to be in the middle of all the good and bad tonight. Had five shots and was all over the net. He also in my eyes was responsible for the Tyler Johnson first-period goal. He tried to get into a board battle with Valtteri Filppula 10 feet from the blue line. But Koivu fell, the Lightning held the zone and 14 seconds later, Filppula found Johnson, who used to come to Wild prospect camps as an invitee.

Second line has gone eight games now without a single goal. Dany Heatley has 14 shots on the season and no goals. Mikael Granlund no goals.

Nino Niederreiter had a real good game tonight. Very strong on the wall, won a bunch of battles and set up Koivu’s goal after Suter and he forced a turnover and then Suter breakaway.

Parise is minus-3 the past 3 games.

The Wild just can’t score, and this will be the type of frustrating season it will be if the Wild doesn’t start burying goals.

Four goals on the road trip. Six goals in four road games this season.

Tonight, the Wild gave Tampa Bay seven power plays. It killed six of them, but it allowed the Lightning to grab hold of the momentum all game. And the Wild has now given up at least one power-play goal in seven of eight games. It’s been successful 71.9 percent of the time, which is lousy.

Yeo wasn’t happy with the penalties or the lack of offense or the type of game the Wild played.

“We have to figure this out,” Yeo said of the anemic offense. “You’ve got to be smart enough to understand the type of game. Against Toronto, it was a different type of game. There was more time and space, more opportunities to make plays. Tonight it wasn’t there. They played a good positional game and we had to adjust and we didn’t adjust as far as the mindset that we wanted to play. We had to be more determined to get to the offensive zone.”

The Lightning shut it down in the third. The Wild was outshot 13-2 after getting 24 shots through two.

Harding was great again. He has given up six goals in six games and five in his four starts. He’ll obviously start Saturday at Florida. Darcy Kuemper is flying from Tampa to Charlotte on Friday to rejoin Iowa.

That’s it for me. Wild has to win Saturday against the Panthers to salvage this road trip a little bit. There may not be a blog Friday as the Wild has the day off – one of those mandatory ones per the new collective bargaining agreement.

Ballard out, Dumba in; Backstrom returns in backup role tonight at Tampa Bay
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As Josh Harding’s backup, goaltender Niklas Backstrom is expected to return to the nets tonight against the Tampa Bay Lightning after missing the past four games with a knee injury. Darcy Kuemper will likely be reassigned to Iowa either today or tomorrow, joining the Baby Wild in Charlotte for Saturday’s game.

Defenseman Keith Ballard will miss his second consecutive game. As I mentioned on yesterday’s blog, I saw him before and after the Toronto game and he looked Zombie-like. He practiced yesterday, but he didn’t take the ice this morning and coach Mike Yeo said Ballard isn’t “feeling well.” So that’s obviously not good after taking a puck to the face Monday in Buffalo.

“More than anything else, this is preventative,” Yeo said. “If he’s not feeling well, we’ve got eight healthy defensemen.”

Matt Dumba returns to the lineup tonight. Nate Prosser is scratched. Yeo said he played very well in Toronto, but it’s time to get Dumba back in. For Tampa Bay, giant goalie Ben Bishop in goal and Martin St. Louis, who is typically an iron man, is a gametime decision after blocking Drew Doughty’s shot the other night. Coach Jon Cooper says it’s a pain tolerance thing.

On the Wild, Cooper said, “I look at the score – the 4-1 loss to Toronto – and I’m sitting there thinking in my head, ‘Toronto’s rolling and Minnesota must have ran into a buzz saw.’ And then I watched the game and I can’t believe the score wasn’t reversed at worst. … They’re extremely structured, they battled hard all through their lines and I think they have some guy on defense there that plays 75 minutes in a 60-minute game (Ryan Suter). He’s just a horse back there. It’s pretty impressive to watch. Pretty impressed with their team. There’s a lot of structure and they play really hard, so this is going to be a tough one for us tonight.”

Cooper, what a great, affable interview. Fascinating guy. Was an attorney that coached hockey on the ice. He’s just moved up and up and up, has won everywhere and now is an NHL coach. He actually turned down a law partnership to coach in the USHL. He also played lacrosse at Hofstra, which is a stone’s throw from where I was kid running around on Long Island.

As of now, the Wild lines will start the same tonight for Minnesota, with Nino Niederreiter staying on the top line and Jason Pominville skating on the second line with Mikael Granlund and Dany Heatley.

I thought Yeo may return Pominville with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu because all three of his goals have come on the power play with them on the ice, but Yeo said that he’s still getting a lot of even-strength chances and he’s seen a step in Granlund’s game. Yeo says it seems like Pominville and Granlund complement each other very well.

Now, it’s a matter of getting the third guy to complement the other two – Heatley. Yeo and Heatley weren’t on the ice during the morning skate, and the presumption is they were watching video.

What’s Yeo expect from Heatley (no goals, one assist, 12 shots in seven games) tonight?

“Just play a good game. That’s the message right now. It’s easy to get caught up in scoring goals and stats and numbers, and when you do that, you get into quicksand a little bit where you dig yourself into a little bit of a deeper hole where you’re preventing yourself from doing the types of things you need in order to get that result that you want. So, just get the focus on pursuing pucks, winning battles, obviously making plays, but just a real strong focus on a two-way game and when you get a chance, get to the net.”

Cooper said on video the Wild and Lightning have very similar power plays. The Wild does lack one thing though: Steven Stamkos! So the Wild must stay out of the box tonight, and if it doesn’t, it must get that penalty kill in order. The Wild has surrendered eight goals in seven games.

Matt Cooke has been on for four (two 3-on-5’s), Clayton Stoner, Ballard and Jared Spurgeon three each, Jason Pominville, Zach Parise, Ryan Suter, Jonas Brodin, Kyle Brodziak and Torrey Mitchell two each and Mikko Koivu, Charlie Coyle, Marco Scandella, Mikael Granlund and Zenon Konopka one each.

Backstrom’s been in for four and Kuemper and Harding two each.

Yeo says there have just been little errors that must be rectified, and “we have to approach each penalty kill with confidence.”

Local legend Darryl Sydor, the Wild assistant, was surrounded by press today. He won a Cup here with Tampa Bay in 2004 and this is his first game as a coach.

Talk tonight

Wild looks to regroup against the Tampa Bay Lightning
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The Wild made it to beautiful Tampa, where it practiced this afternoon at the building formerly known as the Ice Palace.

Good afternoon from the top floor of my hotel, where I have a better view than you do right now!!!

Not much going on with the Wild, which finishes off its four-game road trip by playing at Tampa Bay on Thursday and at … wait for it … FLORIDA on Saturday! Nick Bjugstad may play in that game for the Panthers, as well as former Wild defenseman Tom Gilbert.

In Thursday’s newspaper, I wrote about Matt Dumba, so check that story out. I try to delve into the question I’m asked daily on Twitter: Do you think the Wild keeps Dumba after nine games?

At the Ice Palace today, all Wild players practiced, including defenseman Keith Ballard, who took a puck to the face in Buffalo on Monday. Coach Mike Yeo said he had a good practice today. Off the ice, Ballard looks better than he did yesterday, when he appeared to be Zombie-like. So we’ll see Thursday if the Baudette native can return to the lineup.

If not, Yeo will have some decisions to make on the blue line. Nate Prosser played well yesterday, so do you continue to stick with him? Or, do ya throw Matt Dumba, the lone healthy scratch in Toronto, back in? Marco Scandella also played in Toronto.

Niklas Backstrom practiced again today and looked great. He was pushing off that right knee, so Yeo planned to talk to the training staff to see if Backstrom can back up for Josh Harding against the Lightning. Regardless, I’d think he’d be ready by Saturday, so my guess is that by the latest Friday, Darcy Kuemper flies from Florida to Charlotte to start for the Iowa Wild on Saturday.

I had a great interview today with Matt Cooke about Patrick Kaleta and how the Buffalo Sabres heavy hitter, who has been suspended for 10 games for another fly-by head shot on Columbus’ Jack Johnson, can change if he wants to change. Basically, Cooke changed when he realized his career was in jeopardy, and the stats prove it. The past two years, no major penalties in the regular season, no suspensions, no fines, few penalty minutes. The NHL doesn’t even deem him a repeat offender anymore. This year, he’s not only leading the Wild in scoring, he doesn’t have a single penalty minute.

I’ll write about all this in my Sunday Insider.

Spirits were high around the Wild today, which is a good thing after a 4-1 loss to Toronto where the Wild controlled the game from start to finish. As Yeo said, it’s easy to have your confidence shaken when you outshoot a team 37-14 and lose 4-1.

He made a point to the team that the last time this happened – the season-opening shootout loss to Los Angeles – the Wild didn’t respond the right way and came out flat against Anaheim. The Ducks struck twice and the Wild had to claw back before eventually forcing overtime, where it lost with five seconds left.

So he wants a good response against the Lightning. Tampa Bay’s got Steven Stamkos, but the Wild may catch a break because Martin St. Louis is questionable with a foot injury.

Cooke, echoing Parise, said the Wild needs to pull out some wins here and can’t always be saying after every loss, ‘well, we deserved better.’

“At the end of the day, we still lost,” Cooke said. “I think you draw positives, but without being satisfied. There’s more to be done. We have to find ways to win games. At the end of the day, you don’t make the playoffs because you carried the play all season. You make the playoffs because you have more points than the other teams.”

Today’s practice was all about “finishing,” something the Wild’s lacked often this year.

Yeo was status quo with all his forward lines and D pairs today, but he said that’s not necessarily how he’ll go into the game Thursday.

However, Yeo said he doesn’t want to overreact to a loss where the Wild dominated.

He did talk with Dany Heatley after Tuesday’s game and plans to watch his shifts together with Heatley before Thursday’s game.

Yeo said also a big focus right now is cleaning up the leaky penalty kill. He said they’re making little errors – not huge ones – and when they do, they’re ending up in the back of the net. A couple of the PK goals against have been on 5-on-3’s. There have also been some bad goals. But the Wild’s got to be better on the PK.

“We need some games here where we’re pretty close to flawless,” Yeo said.

Many postgame thoughts after the Wild's (dominant) 4-1 loss at Toronto
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Evening from Toronto, where the Wild managed to outshoot the Eastern Conference’s first-place team, the Toronto Maple Leafs, 37-14 and lose 4-1.

Frankly, it’s the outcome I thought may happen tonight in the second of back-to-back games, but only because I figured Toronto would dominate against a tired team playing in the second of back-to-backs. Instead, the Wild was full of energy, executed well, flew through the neutral zone, skated so well it kept drawing penalties and generated chances. It controlled every second of this thing and agonizingly peppered the Maple Leafs without anything to show for it.

One goal on 37 shots doesn’t get it done.

Before I get started, Josh Harding. It’s easy to second guess starting Darcy Kuemper after he gave up three goals on seven shots and was pulled at the 32:23 mark of the hockey game.

But I can’t say this any simpler. Harding has been outstanding, but he has multiple sclerosis. He was lost for two months of a three-month season last year with complications.

This was back-to-back nights, would have been four starts in six nights for him and five games in eight nights.

With Harding playing so well, the Wild did not want to risk putting him in a bad spot tonight, especially with Niklas Backstrom working his way back from a knee injury. So Kuemper got the start, which I have written would likely happen since Thursday.

This was the move that needed to be made in my opinion. Second of back-to-back against the best team in the East, you start your backup, hope for the best and return with Harding in Tampa Bay and Florida.

Obviously, Harding wound up having to play anyway and only had to face six shots in the final 27:37 of the hockey game.

The Wild gave up 14 shots in the game – tying a franchise road record for fewest shots allowed in a game. Amazingly, the Wild’s lost each of those games (others at L.A. and the Islanders if my foggy memory is accurate). In fact, the franchise record for fewest shots is 13, and the Wild lost that, too (1-0 loss Jan. 18, 2003 vs. Anaheim).

Just a frustrating night to be a Wild fan. I thought the Wild caught a break by not seeing Jonathan Bernier. He’s shut the Wild out three times out of the seven he has in his career.

But James Reimer made 36 saves – 20 in the last two periods.

“I’ve been part of a few 4-1 losses, but not many of them felt like that,” coach Mike Yeo said. “What can you do? We responded well the last time we saw something like this. We’ve just got to bounce back with a solid effort.”

The lack of finish is aggravating though. Mikael Granlund had two breakaways he couldn’t score on, one with the Wild down 2-1. Torrey Mitchell had a shorthanded breakaway. The Wild couldn’t score on a 50-second 4-on-3. Nate Prosser and Matt Cooke hit pipes. The top line spent the entire night basically in the offensive zone and couldn’t score.

The second line continues to be unproductive. Dany Heatley’s been on the line since the first game of the season, and unless my memory again is foggy, the second line hasn’t scored a 5-on-5 goal this year.

As I wrote in my re-write notebook on www.startribune.com/wild, Heatley has no goals, one assist, 12 shots in seven games. Remember, he wanted 30 this year. Tonight he had a penalty that negated a power play and eventually turned into a 1-0 Toronto lead.

Can Yeo and the Wild continue to let him play through this when he’s clearly not skating well, taking penalties and turning pucks over?

“After every game, we look at our lines and we say what do we need to do going forward, and every game we’ll evaluate it,” Yeo said. “I’m not going to say he’s at his best right now. I’m not, for sure.

“But I also know that he’s capable of more and I also know that we need him right now. It’s easy to say, ‘Let’s just take him out,’ but with who? Who do you put in instead? The easy thing to do is for us to just give up, but that’s not what we’re going to do. We’re going to keep trying to push him and keep trying to get him better and keep trying to work with him because we know what he’s capable of.”

Mikko Koivu also has no goals (five assists) and leads the NHL with 21 shots that have missed the net, but Yeo feels he deserves better and that “every time he was on the ice, there was something great that happened [tonight].”

I keep getting tweets to “release” Heatley. This isn’t the NFL. That’s not allowed. I keep getting tweets to trade him. Other teams see this, and he also has a $7.5 million cap hit.

I keep getting tweets to turn Koivu into the third-line center. Who goes to the first line then? Charlie Coyle’s hurt. Granlund has no goals, too. You want Kyle Brodziak, and then break up a third line with Matt Cooke that has been a bright spot?

The reality again is it’s easy to overreact to a loss like this, but the Wild controlled this game. Seven games into the season, the Wild’s 3-2-2 and in all four losses arguably deserved better.

But as Zach Parise says in the game story, the Wild can’t keep saying that.

Kuemper fell on the knife tonight.

“I feel bad for the kid,” Yeo said. “In fairness to him, that’s a tough situation for a young goalie. … To sit there and watch that game, he’s putting more and more pressure on himself and he’s cold. We’re not pinning this on him by any means.”

What Yeo means by that is there had to come a point in that game where you start to put pressure on yourself that you better stop the next shot that comes at you when your team is dominating a game like this. I even made an out loud joke in the press box midway through a second period – a period Toronto could barely get in Minnesota’s end and got Bronx cheered by the Maple Leafs fans at one point when they actually managed to get in the zone – by saying, “Poor, Kuemper.”

Kuemper said he’s been pulled before in junior and the AHL and “I just got to use it the right way. I’m going to. I know I’m still a very good goalie and I’m going to use this to push to get better.”

Yeo was happy with every part of the game but the score. “Our guys put a lot into that game,” especially in the third when the Wild pushed hard despite being down by two in the second of a back to back.

One area where the Wild must figure out is its lousy penalty kill. It has been scored on eight times on 25 chances, 68 percent.

Anyway, weird game to say the least. Wild dominate and lose 4-1. You don’t see that everyday. On to Tampa and my 3 a.m. wakeup call. The Wild practices at 2:30 p.m. ET on Wednesday. Talk to you after.

Lastly,

MINNESOTA WILD TO HOST HARDING’S HOPE NIGHT OCT. 24

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild of the National Hockey League (NHL) will host Harding’s Hope Night on Thursday, Oct. 24, when the Wild takes on the Carolina Hurricanes. Five dollars of every individual ticket purchased to the game (up to $5,000) benefits Harding’s Hope, a charity launched by Wild goaltender Josh Harding to raise awareness and support those living with multiple sclerosis.

     All fans at the Oct. 24 game will receive a Josh Harding Masterton Trophy poster. There will also be autographed memorabilia randomly awarded throughout the game, and fans can take photos with the Masterton Trophy while visiting the Harding’s Hope information table on the lower concourse.

     The Wild is offering a Harding’s Hope Ticket Pack for the game. The Pack, which costs $85, includes a lower-level ticket and an authentic autographed Harding poster. Fans can also purchase a limited number of autographed pucks for $25, with all proceeds benefitting Harding’s Hope.

     All Harding merchandise sold at the Hockey Lodge on Oct. 24 will have a portion of the proceeds benefiting Harding’s Hope. They will have special t-shirts and pucks on hand, in addition to jerseys, pucks, equipment and Masterton t-shirts.

     You can learn more about Harding’s Hope and Josh Harding by watching tonight’s Becoming Wild, presented by Toyota, after the Wild game, on FOX Sports North. More information on Harding’s Hope can be found at http://www.hardingshope.org. Harding won the NHL’s 2013 Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy for exhibiting the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey. He became the first Wild player to win an end-of-season individual NHL award.
Yeo explains Kuemper's start, sitting Dumba tonight against Toronto; Prosser to make season debut
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Josh Harding does get the night off for Darcy Kuemper tonight.

Coach Mike Yeo said Kuemper had a good camp and “we want to see what he can do in a game that he certainly is going to be challenged. But he’s a guy we have confidence in.”

Most of all, as I’ve indicated, the Wild doesn’t want to burn out Harding six games into the season. He’s played the past four games, and in my opinion, the Wild can’t risk any health issues with Harding for two reasons: 1) Niklas Backstrom has a knee injury; 2) Backstrom wasn’t playing particularly well beforehand.

So to make him play back-to-back wasn’t something Yeo was willing to do, especially because Harding has multiple sclerosis.

“He’s been playing so well, I don’t want to put him in a bad spot,” Yeo said, before inferring Harding’s M.S. “He hasn’t had any complaints, he hasn’t come to us and shown any kind of fatigues or symptoms or any problems whatsoever. With that said, back-to-back games are pretty tough on those goalies, so it’s a good opportunity to get Kuemps in and see what he can do.”

Quickly, I’ll write about Matt Dumba later this week and explain the situation, but he’s being pulled tonight because of a rough game last night. First, Yeo said he told Marco Scandella he’d play tonight. Yeo said, “It didn’t matter if we won 10-0 yesterday, he was going to play this game.” But second, as I said on the last blog, part of Dumba’s development will be coming out of lineups to watch from above, working with the coaches for extended periods in the morning

This is completely normal. It doesn’t mean Yeo hates Dumba, like some of the absurd tweets I’ve gotten today have claimed. My goodness. He’s 19.

Keith Ballard isn’t 100 percent. He looks foggy and hurting, so he won’t play tonight for precautionary reasons, Yeo said. Nate Prosser will make his season debut.

Yeo said Prosser should be “extremely motivated to play this game” after being scratched in six straight.

Yeo said no excuses tonight. The Wild rolled four lines (you can by the ice times) last night so the forwards wouldn’t be tired tonight, so Yeo said, “I want to come into this game head-on and we should have no excuses).

On Matt Cooke, who has six points in six games, Yeo joked, “We are expecting him to get 82 points this year.” When I noted he had no penalty minutes, Yeo said, “That’s an interesting stat, isn’t it?”

Again, James Reimer for Toronto. Surprising since Jonathan Bernier munches on the Wild. Three of his seven career shutouts are against the Wild. Talk after the game.

Early guesses at Wild's lineup tonight include Kuemper in goal and Dumba upstairs
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Afternoon from the Mothership -- Air Canada Centre in the Center of the Hockey Universe, Toronto.

The Wild held a very optional skate this morning, which included coach Mike Yeo, so you'll have to wait until after 5 p.m. ET for confirmation of the lineup. That's when we're meeting with Yeo.

BUT, my guess is Darcy Kuemper makes his fourth career start for all the reasons on yesterday's blog. Plus, with Niklas Backstrom working his way back from a knee injury, it makes little sense to risk injury tonight to Josh Harding in the second of back-to-backs in what is bound to be a tough game to begin with.

The Eastern Conference-leading Maple Leafs are rested, are fast, skate hard, and sometimes you have to throw in a sacrificial lamb and pray.

OK, way too dramatic, but Kuemper, the former Canadian Hockey League Goalie of the Year, seems to be getting the nod. We'll see for sure later.

Marco Scandella appears to be back in for the Wild.

Matt Dumba, who had a very rough go last night, gets the second of back-to-backs off in a very intimidating rink. And my goodness, judging from the tweets I'm receiving about Dumba not playing, calm down!

He is a 19-year-old defenseman. Very raw. He had a bad game last night, so much so the Wild had to rotate three D on a third-period PK. So you pull the kid have him watch from above tonight, have him work with the assistant coaches this morning. This is why he is here, TO DEVELOP and LEARN by playing, watching, working, practicing.

Nate Prosser did not get bagged with Dumba and Mike Rupp, so my guess is he was pulled off in case Clayton Stoner, who took a forearm to the face during a fight last night in Buffalo, or Keith Ballard, who took a puck to the face, can't play.

If that's the case, it'd go:

Suter-Brodin

Ballard/Scandella-Spurgeon

Scandella/Ballard-Prosser

If Prosser doesn't make his season debut, it'd likely go:

Suter-Brodin

Scandella-Spurgeon

Stoner-Ballard

James Reimer starting for the Leafs. James van Riemsdyk is questionable. The Leafs will see how he responds to some treatment today before making a decision.

I'll update the blog later today.

I'll be on Hockey Central with Daren Millard, Nick Kypreos and THE Doug MacLean at 11:40 a.m. CT and TSN's Off the Record this afternoon.

Postgame: Brodin shines in Wild's third consecutive win
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In his return tonight to Buffalo, former Sabres captain Jason Pominville scored the eventual winning goal on a power play with 9.7 seconds left in the second period to lift Minnesota to a 2-1 win tonight.

Good evening from Buffalo, where I’m about to be at the border. This is going to be a quick blog because my body never agrees with me typing and driving. In a rarity, I’m on the team’s media bus with some of the broadcasters and trainers as we follow the Wild’s bus to Toronto.

Yes, hitching a ride for Tuesday’s game at Toronto.

The Wild won its third in a row tonight, all with Josh Harding in net. Kyle Brodziak scored one goal 5:23 in and after a frustrating second period in which the Sabres clogged the neutral zone and the Wild had trouble passing through.

“Kinda took the life out of the game,” said Zach Parise.

The Wild wasn’t overly pleased with how it executed through the traffic jam tonight, but two points is two points, especially when the team arguably deserved better its first three games.

The Wild is now 3-1-2 before visiting Toronto on Tuesday night. I’ll be on KFAN at 9 a.m. Tuesday and if you get TSN, I’m at least right now scheduled to be on Off the Record in the afternoon. This depends on Wild availability at least right now,

As difficult as it was to skate through the middle of the ice, the Wild scored a gorgeous winning power-play goal in the waning seconds of the second. Seven passes up the middle of the ice before Mikko Koivu and Pominville executed a give-and-go for the Pominville winner.

See the gamer for quotes, but it was the former Buffalo captain’s 22nd career winning goal, second in Minnesota and 93rd career goal at First Niagara Center. It was a special goal for a popular teammate.

Jonas Brodin had a tremendous game tonight. Assisted on Brodziak’s goal, and coach Mike Yeo said there were two clips that could go right into the Wild’s systems video – 1, his retrieval when the human breakout gathered the puck behind the net and accelerated out, then his overall execution. When pressured by Cody Hodgson, Brodin gave it to Brodziak, wheeled forward and took the puck back. He gave it to Matt Cooke over the blue line, who fed Brodziak for the goal after Brodin crashed the net and distracted Jhonas Enroth.

But Yeo felt Brodin’s overall game was “strong everywhere,” which couldn’t be more accurate. The kid is ridiculously good. He’s 20, remember. Five points in six games after 11 last year.

Keith Ballard took a puck to the face and was lost for most the third. Then when Clayton Stoner took a roughing penalty, the Wild had to rotate three defensemen – Brodin, Ryan Suter and Jared Spurgeon – during a huge penalty kill. I’d suspect Marco Scandella plays in Toronto. Ballard should be fine, Yeo said. Maybe he plays for Stoner, who got clocked in a fight, was lost for much of the first after and then returned to have an up and down game with rookie Matt Dumba.

That’s it for me. Getting car sick. Talk Tuesday.

Hanging with Ed Hochuli, and a lot of Wild-Sabres updates
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The Wild opens a four-game road trip tonight against Thomas Vanek and the Buffalo Sabres.

Good day from Buffalo, where the Sabres and Wild skated this morning in preparation for tonight's tilt.

Josh Harding vs. Jhonas Enroth, as the Sabres will save No. 1 Ryan Miller to start vs. the Islanders in a conference-conference game tomorrow. Darcy Kuemper as expected has been recalled and will back up tonight after playing for Iowa last night in a 4-2 loss to Oklahoma City.

The question is whether Kuemper starts tomorrow at Toronto. Coach Mike Yeo said the Wild's only focusing on tonight's game, but it would seem at least now doubtful the Wild would start Harding back-to-back (unless he faces like 10 shots tonight) behind potentially tired teammates against a formidible, rested opponent and in three of four with travel with two important games on the horizon in Tampa and Florida (run-on sentence).

There's all my reasons, but I don't coach. Niklas Backstrom appears to be getting closer as he took part in the full skate again today, but if he's not ready to back up tonight, hard to buy he's ready to start tomorrow. This is Harding's time. He's got a great opportunity to keep taking the nets even after Backstrom is healthy as long as he continues to play this well.

The Sabres are winless. No team wants to be the first team to lose to a winless team, so the Wild better come jacked and ready to continue playing good hockey tonight. Most impressively about all five games is how often the Wild has the puck and how often it's been in the offensive zone. These are all good signs.

Yeo said it would be "foolish" to come into this game "with our guards down at all."

Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser will be the lone scratches. Third in a row for Scandella, and Yeo says he just has to hang in there. It's clear Yeo is not looking to mess with D that's given up 34 shots the past two wins, and with a game tomorrow in Toronto, Yeo said there's a chance Scandella would play there.

Johan Larsson, the 2010 second-round pick by the Wild, will face pal Jonas Brodin and his old mates tonight for the first time. Larsson, who some say has all the makings of a future captain, sits right between co-captains Thomas Vanek and Steve Ott in the Sabres locker room. He says tonight will be special and I got some good color regarding the day he was traded from the Wild in the Jason Pominville swap in April. That will be in tomorrow's notebook.

Also talked to Justin Fontaine and Matt Dumba about their past few days since scoring their first NHL goals. Fontaine said his mom called him up and told him to watch his mouth after seeing the super slo-mo of his goal celebration. I'll have that in tomorrow's notebook.

I had a cool night last night. I ended up watching baseball with the Human NFL ref Flex, Ed Hochuli, and his cool crew, who officiated yesterday's Bills-Bengals game. Fun talking football and hockey with those guys. They work a game in Kansas City next Sunday, then go to London for 49ers-Jaguars, then come to....Minneapolis to work a Thursday night Redskins-Vikes game Nov. 7.

I tried to convince them to come in Tuesday for Wild-Flames.

All this came after my colleague from across the river and I created a Buffalo firestorm by tweeting that Matt Flynn was on our flight from Minny to Buffalo. Flynn actually sat across the aisle from me on the plane. Bills need a QB. Flynn's a QB recently dumped.

Put 2 and 2 together and it always equals ... 5. He'll be a Bill.

So, suddenly my Twitter follower list includes a bunch of soon-to-be disappointed Bills fans because they'll be peppered with Nino Niederreiter and Fontaine tweets.

The Wild has won two in a row but is 0-1 on the road. The Sabres are 0-5-1 this season, have scored six goals and given up 16.

The Western Conference is 27-6-3 against the East this season, so we'll soon find out if the Wild keeps that trend going as it swings through Buffalo tonight, Toronto tomorrow, Tampa on Thursday and Sunrise, Fla., on Saturday. Doc and Pierre on the NBC Sports Network call tonight.

As you read in today's paper here, I interviewed Vanek soon after the former Gophers star landed in Chicago on Friday. He's always a good dude and is trying his hardest to help young Buffalo escape the early-season doldrums.

He's well aware of all the Vanek to Minnesota assumptions, but he is not thinking about free agency now. As I've written and said many, many times in the Strib, on the Strib web site, on the radio, inside a watering hole when you've asked me, if I had to say right this moment, I think Vanek is playing his future team tonight.

HOWEVER, a lot can change in a year. I still think the Wild lacks a natural goal scorer. But maybe Charlie Coyle, Niederreiter, Mikael Granlund, potentially-soon-to-be-suspended-in-the-A Jason Zucker look like they'll blossom into that natural scorer by season's end.

If that happens, maybe at the end of this season the Wild feels it needs a bruising defenseman and the money could be better served there. Maybe it's a goalie. Maybe Vanek has a tough year or gets hurt.

So a lot can change, so nothing is guaranteed. I always felt Zach Parise was guaranteed (although it wasn't as guaranteed as I had always thought) and a number of stars needed to align, like Ryan Suter leading the way here (we have all since learned that Suter was a lot more influential in getting the Parise-Suter tagteam done than we had always assumed at the time). But with Vanek, especially when the Wild has committed so many long-term dollars to Parise, Mikko Koivu, Suter and Pominville, the Wild's got to be smart with however it spends it long-term dollars next summer because you always want to make sure there's the money to eventually commit to Coyle, Brodin, Granlund, Niederreiter, etc., on their next contracts.

Like let's be honest. It wouldn't be surprising if Brodin's signed to the max eight-year deal in a year or so.

Anyways, I mentioned Zucker. He got a match penalty for a check to the head of OKC's Linus Omark last night, so we'll see if further discipline comes from that. A 2-2 tie became a 4-2 loss for Iowa during the Barons' 5-minute PP from the hit. Omark did return to the game soon after the check.

Zucker, by the way, was coached by Sabres coach Ron Rolston with USA Hockey and Rolston is a big fan. I'll toss some stuff from the friendly Rolston in tomorrow's notebook. Rolston says bro Brian Rolston, the 3-time Wild 30-goal scoring sniper, is enjoying retired life in Traverse City, Mich., and loves playing hockey dad.

Who's better than Brian Rolston? Nineteen years covering the NHL, and I'd toss him in my top-10 of favorite players that I've been fortunate enough to cover. Just a great guy.

If you missed the Pominville returns story, that was in Sunday's paper. The former Sabres captain talked to a large media contingent today at the First Niagara Center. Just a classy press conference, and he joked that he hopes the fan response to him tonight is "better than Suter got in Nashville."

Yeo indicated already that Pominville will start tonight.

"It's an important game to him and that makes it an important game for us," Yeo said.

Postgame: Young kids, defense again look stellar as Wild crushes Dallas
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Moments after Cities 97’s Paul Fletcher got the crowd booing by asking what fans thought former North Stars/Dallas Stars owner Norm Green was up to on the chilly evening, the same crowd was on its feet roaring thanks to the pride of UMD, Justin Fontaine.

Good evening from the X, where the Wild pounded the Dallas Stars 5-1 tonight to improve to 2-1-2. Read the gamer for details and more quotes, but Fontaine and Matt Dumba scored their first NHL goals, Matt Cooke registered his second straight two-point game, Zach Parise scored his fourth goal, Nino Niederreiter scored his first goal as a Wild, Jared Spurgeon had two assists and Josh Harding made 18 saves.

“They were ready. We weren’t reasy to play them,” Stars defenseman Stephane Robidas told me. “They outworked us and outskated us. They’re a good team. They’ve been some good acquisitions over this summer again. It’s a solid team. We’re going to have to face them a lot. We’ve got to forget about this one and learn from it.”

Fontaine, whom I have been told won a national title at the X for the Bulldogs, got the party started just 12 seconds into tonight’s game to break Dany Heatley’s franchise record for fastest goal to start a game by a second. Matt Cooke picked off a pass and Fontaine whipped a rolling backhander underneath Dan Ellis.

Told he scored his first NHL goal by breaking a franchise record, he goes, “That was a record? That’s sweet. That’s awesome.” He says his first goal puck is heading straight to his folks’ home in Alberta.

Update: According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Fontaine also matched the quickest goal ever from the start of a game by a player scoring the first goal of his NHL career: Rick Boh (in his seventh NHL game) scored his first career goal for the North Stars 12 seconds into a game at Boston Garden on Feb. 27, 1988.

Ten minutes later, Cooke stole a puck from Alex Goligoski and scored on a wraparound, a goal that would become Cooke’s second consecutive game-winning goal.

Most impressively though is this morning, coach Mike Yeo met with the Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Fontaine line and told them their task for the night was to shut down the Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Rich Peverley line, which lit up Winnipeg the night before. The Seguin line was minus-2.

Fontaine was so good tonight. He’s strong on the wall, he’s got a great stick and was constantly breaking up Dallas rushes in the neutral zone, he was making plays. I asked Yeo why he has so much confidence putting a rookie (a 25-year-old rook, but still a rook) like Fontaine on that line and giving such responsibility rather than more of a veteran like Torrey Mitchell.

Cue the coach: “I think he showed a lot of it tonight. Composure with the puck. We’ve talked about how we want to be a puck possession team and defending is a lot easier if you have the puck. We saw a couple plays he made coming out of the defensive zone through the neutral zone in the third period that if we just chip that up and chip that ahead, then it’s going to their defensemen and they’re countering back on us.”

The Wild continues to defend so well, largely because it has the puck all night.

The Wild outshot the Stars 36-19 (gave up 15 shots to Winnipeg on Thursday) and now have outshot its opponents 162-107 this season. The Wild has allowed a league-low 21.4 shots per game. The shot advantage in the second period this season is 65-25. The Wild and Sharks are the only two teams in the NHL to have outshot each of their opponents.

One storyline tonight is Dany Heatley was moved from the first to second power-play unit and it paid immediate dividends. The move makes all the sense in the world because having a left-shot in the high slot never seemed to result in good looks for Heatley. So the Wild moved Jason Pominville to that spot, put Spurgeon on the right points and then went with a second unit where Heatley played with Niederreiter (who was awesome tonight) and Mikael Granlund (who was awesome tonight) with Dumba and Jonas Brodin at the points.

Heatley, with everybody in the rink thinking he was going to shoot from the top of the right circle, instead sent a perfect cross-ice feed to Dumba, who sneaked into the left circle, and he roofed it for a power-play tally.

Fontaine and Dumba are the fourth Wild tandem to ever score their first NHL goals in the same game. The last, believe it or not, was John Scott and Robbie Earl at Carolina on Nov. 15, 2009.

Two minutes later, Niederreiter, whom Yeo was real happy with because he wants him to keep building on good games and Yeo felt he responded to a good game Thursday with another good game tonight (got all that?), scored. Parise, who is tied for second in the NHL with 30 shots, scored his team-leading fourth in the third period.

Cooke talked about the young kids chipping in, and again, we’re starting to see some real good signs with the young kids not only taking on key roles, but contributing and producing.

“We’re relying a lot on these young kids,” Yeo said. “And they have very important roles, but I’ll tell you what, with every game that goes, we’re gaining more and more confidence, and more importantly, their teammates are gaining more and more confidence in these guys because they’ve been prepared to play the right way. It’s a sign of the young kids maturing quickly.”

And remember, Charlie Coyle is hurt, so he’ll be back at some point hopefully by the end of the month. He was shooting pucks off the ice today.

Harding was again solid and should start Monday in Buffalo as the Wild kicks off a four-game trip to Buffalo, Toronto, Tampa Bay and Florida. (If you get TSN somehow, I’ll be on TSN’s Off the Record, a half-hour panel discussion show, Tuesday afternoon).

Darcy Kuemper will start for Iowa against Oklahoma City on Sunday and then likely rejoin the Wild in Buffalo. I think there’s a good chance he starts in Toronto on Tuesday. I just don’t think Niklas Backstrom will be ready. Interesting story ahead will be if Yeo continues to ride Harding.

He had a great camp (0.83 goals against average in exhibition games), is now 2 for 2 in starts, has a 1.07 goals against average and .944 save percentage, and Backstrom wasn’t playing particularly well before his injury to begin with.

 That’s it for me. Please check out the gamer, Pominville notebook on returning to Buffalo and my Sunday Insider on Thomas Hertl.

There may be no blog Sunday unless there’s news. I believe Backstrom will at least be on the trip. But I’ve got an early afternoon flight to Buffalo. So perhaps, you’ll next hear from me next on here after the morning skate in Buffalo. I’ll also have a good story in Monday’s paper.

Big four-game trip coming up. Enjoy your Sunday. 
Word to the Wise: Alex Chiasson is from Quebec and Lindy Ruff, Ray Whitney are good chaps
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The Wild and Dallas South Stars tonight at the X. Getting an up close look at the Stars' new unis this morning, I'm starting to like them.

The whites looked real good on TV last night in Winnipeg and their green practice sweaters are sharp. So I apologize if by chance I may have publicly called them ugly or something.

And to answer your questions and tweets preemptively tonight, "NO!!!!" Now that the Stars have new unis, the Wild is not going to change its name to the North Stars and not going to adopt the North Stars logo again.

Geez. Move on people.

Same Wild lineup tonight. Josh Harding gets the start. Darcy Kuemper riding shotgun. Dan Ellis starting for the South Stars.

Let's Play Hockey? My buddy Paul Fletcher, the afternoon guy to spins records for Cities 97. I haven't been this excited since Candace Cameron Bure said to me after a Panthers game at 9:57 p.m. on Nov. 24, 2003, "Looking good Russo."

Yes, I wrote it down in an MS Word file. Candace is married to Valeri Bure, whose wine I happened to drink last night. If you haven't checked out his wine, I highly recommend going to www.burefamilywines.com.

I wasn't paid for that endorsement. I swear.

Coach Mike Yeo said he talked to the Wild today about refocusing, not feeling too good about one win over Winnipeg and to "prepare for a tougher game" against a real good opponent tonight in Dallas. The Wild heads on the road for four at Buffalo, Toronto, Tampa Bay and Florida next week, so he wants to head into that trip on a good note.

Incidentally, I did a little calculation this morning and the West is 18-5-2 against the East this season. That has been the trend the last few years I believe (well, last year there was no West vs. East). Two years ago, the Wild was 5-9-4 against the East though, so the Wild will have to repair that this season if it wants to make the playoffs. Maybe having some East experienced dudes in the room will help, like Zach Parise, Jason Pominville and Matt Cooke.

Back to Dallas, the Stars have good young talent. Tyler Seguin, run out of Boston but the No. 2 pick in the draft a few years back, had a four-point game in a 4-1 win over the Jets last night. I'm no math major, but that's playing a part in every goal. He looked awesome.

Another kid to watch? Alex Chiasson. He has nine goals in 10 games in his NHL career, only the seventh player to have 9+ in 10 games in the modern era. Others include Teemu Selanne and Pat LaLaLaLaFontaine.

Something embarrassing happened this morning, but I go up to Chiasson to interview him about Charlie Coyle because I knew they were linemates at Boston University. Embarrassingly, I really had no clue where Chiasson was from, and since he went to BU and since Coyle talks like a mix of my Boston-raised sports editor Glen Crevier and New Englander John Torchetti, I'm expecting Chiasson to have a similar Good Will Hunting-like accent for some unGodly, stupid reason.

Nope, first words that came out of Chiasson's mouth were accompanied by a French Canadian accent. Threw me for a loop! But I held a good poker face and asked super good questions of the kid.

I'll probably do something more on Chiasson in next Sunday's Insider. The column actually may have more to do with one of the players who is mentoring him, Ray Whitney. I covered Whitney in yesteryear and what a remarkable career he has had. This is his 22nd season, and he credits Chuck Fletcher for saving his career.

He says without Fletcher and Bryan Murray pulling him off waivers in 1997, his career doesn't get to 300 games, let alone 1,300.

I talked to Stars coach Lindy Ruff about Pominville, who was his captain when he coached the Buffalo Sabres. Ruff called Pominville their "best all-around player" when he was there. Remember, Pominville makes his first return to Buffalo on Monday.

Ruff's a good chap, by the way. Great coach, even better person. I covered him in Florida once upon a time when he was the Panthers' assistant coach. Amazingly, it was the summer of 1997 when I was in the Florida Marlins' press box writing about him getting hired as the Buffalo Sabres coach. In a league where coaches are hired to be fired and bounce around almost like players, this is the first year since that Ruff is coaching a different team.

Ruff, by the way, knows this area a little bit. He's former Wild assistant coach and Gophers defenseman Mike Ramsey's best friend, so he's come here to visit before. They're not getting together today though because Mike's up in Penticton watching his son Jack play during parent's weekend.

Niklas Backstrom took part in the skate today. He still doesn't look like he's pushing a lot off that right knee. Still too early to say if he's coming on the trip tomorrow. Maybe the Wild bring three goalies just in case.

Again, I'd think Harding starts in Buffalo and the Wild would go with Backstrom, or Kuemper, in Toronto.

Iowa opens tonight, so keep one eye on the Baby Wild. Talk tonight.

Star Tribune exclusive: 84 seconds with Wild assistant coach Rick Wilson

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: October 11, 2013 - 1:55 PM   
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I nailed a Star Tribune exclusive today. I think, maybe for the first (actually probably second or third) time since Rick Wilson became a Wild assistant coach in 2010, Mike Yeo's loyal comrade will be quoted in Saturday's Star Tribune.

Some reporters get exclusives with President Obama ... or Angelina Jolie.

I get Rick Wilson!

Wilson may be one of the nicest people in the world, but he's not a fan of talking to the media.

Smart guy, and probably another reason Dave Tippett and Ken Hitchcock always say the guy called "Wilz" by everybody is one of the brightest men in hockey. Wilson stood on the Dallas bench with Tipp and Hitch for years.

Good afternoon from Chateau Rousseau, where I've just returned from the Wild's optional practice and am making a feast for lunch that includes protein soup and microwave vegetables.

Good turnout for the optional as only the minute-munchers didn't make it out to skate at the house that Jordan Schroeder built, St. Thomas Academy in Mendota Heights, which is a suburb of MSP, for all you non-Minnesotans.

Ryan Suter, who has topped 30 minutes in three of four games, Jonas Brodin, whose .500 shooting percentage (2 for 4) is tied for tops in the NHL, Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Josh Harding, Matt Cooke and Jason Pominville weren't out there.

One vet that was out there interestingly was Dany Heatley. Most vets take days like this off, but coach Mike Yeo, who stayed back at the arena too, kinda sorta indicated the other day that it was a good sign that Heatley was staying on extra working on his skating. Heatley also said before the season that he's got to keep up with his skating this season.

Goalie Niklas Backstrom, three days after straining his knee, worked a long time before practice with goalie coach extraordinaire Bob Mason and injured left wing Mike Rupp, who is starting to look stronger on his skates as he battles his way back from offseason knee surgery.

Backstrom grimaced at times and admitted afterward that his knee doesn't quite feel "normal" yet, but he did last the entire practice after the pre-skate workout. Backstrom says it's too early to say if he'll be on the upcoming four-game road trip or at least be able to play.

Josh Harding will obviously start Saturday night against the Dallas South Stars and their new ugly unis. If Backstrom can't play on the trip, Darcy Kuemper may get a start Tuesday in Toronto. Even though the organEYEzation says Backstrom may be ready, I'll believe it when I see it and I don't know why you'd risk aggravating the knee injury so soon,

If Kuemper may start, it wouldn't shock me if Johan Gustafsson is called up to back up Harding vs. the Stars and Kuemper is sent to Iowa to start the Baby Wild's home opener behind Erik Haula, Jason Zucker and ... former Gopher Taylor Matson, who is Haula's linemate. Matson signed an AHL deal with the Iowans.

What else?

Oh, as I mentioned above, I landed an 84-second interview with Wilson today. He gave me three questions and I nervously got them all in as we walked to the team bus.

And I actually learned a lot about defense in those 84 seconds, which is why I wish he'd talk to me more. He makes defensive hockey sound so simple to understand, so in tomorrow's Strib, he breaks it down quite simply, along with Clayton Stoner, as to why the Wild's given up so little chances thus far this season.

Also, I asked Wilson, who changes the D corps during games, about Suter, who led the NHL in ice time last season and is again leading at 29:26 a game this season -- two minutes exactly ahead of slacker Dennis Wideman.

Wilson says the Wild has no problem playing Suter that much and he doesn't have a problem with it either, but the Wild is trying to shave back on Suter's PK this season. So besides the fact that Suter was on back-to-back power plays in the first period of Thursday's win over Winny, shaving his PK time back is another reason Wilson opted to go with Jared Spurgeon over Suter on the 3-on-5.

As Yeo said after the game, the Wild needs to figure out how to better defend a 3-on-5 because that's two games in a row the Wild got burnt. Or is it burned, English majors?

That's it for me. I have Green Giant and some coffee waiting. Talk to you Saturday.

But first, 2 Wild Mitzvah's (good deed for the Hebrew deficient):

MINNESOTA WILD BETTER HALVES TO HOST PAJAMA DRIVE

 AT GAME THIS SATURDAY, OCT. 12

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

    The Pajama Drive is part of the Wild’s Hockey Fights Cancer month. Fans are asked to donate new, unused pajamas, from ages infant up to 18 years. Wild Better Halves will be accepting donations at Gates 1-4 of Xcel Energy Center from the beginning of the game through the start of the first period. Gametime is 7 p.m., and gates open at 6 p.m.

--AND--

 With the help of the Minnesota Wild, Let's Play Hockey and Minnesota Hockey, gear for the Used Hockey Equipment Drive has been collected and sorted and is ready to be distributed to players readying for the upcoming season.

 The fifth annual Used Hockey Equipment Drive will conclude with the equipment distribution from 9 a.m. to noon on Sunday, Oct. 13 at Xcel Energy Center.

 The distribution of equipment provides those just starting hockey, thinking about getting into the game or families without expendable income the opportunity to obtain the gear they need to play the greatest game on ice.

Postgame: We finally learned the Wild's victory song

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 10, 2013 - 11:24 PM   
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It took four games, but the answer to the biggest riddle surrounding the Wild has finally been answered.

With Devin Setoguchi now skating in Winnipeg, the song now played in the dressing room after Wild victories is, … wait for it, … Macklemore’s Thrift Shop. Is that better or worse than the Pit Bull’s Don’t Stop the Party that used to blast in there?

Make up your own mind.

Man, what a start to the season by the Wild. Points in three of four games. cool

That's called playing with numbers.

In all honesty, good win for the Wild tonight – a 2-1 triumph over Winnipeg -- because it finally got two points it deserved.

Again, we all know bottom line is winning, but the most frustrating part of the Wild’s 0-1-2 start is you can realistically say the Wild deserved to win every one of those games.

Game 1 vs. LA, the Wild outplayed the Kings throughout. Game 2 vs. Anaheim, terrible start, but the Wild rallied back and dominated the rest. Game 3 in Nashville, the Predators did nothing 5-on-5 and were outplayed by the Wild until Minnesota ran out of gas in the third. Two power-play goals allowed and a penalty shot winner on the first rubber Josh Harding saw.

Still, the temperature rose the past few days predictably. Tonight, the Wild at least lowered that a bit. Jonas Brodin scored one goal, Matt Cooke the other for his 23rd career winner and first green. Josh Harding only had to make 14 saves.

The Jets could barely get into the Wild end tonight in large part because the Wild always had the puck. That’s what winning a franchise-record 45 of 61 faceoffs does for you. The Wild also broke out of its end cleanly and flew through the neutral zone at ease at times.

Unfortunately again, the good lucks weren’t resulting in actual goals, which is frustrating. But at some point the floodgates have to open for the Wild when they continually outchance teams like this.

To quote Elaine from Seinfeld, “IT HAS TO!!!!!”

Coach Mike Yeo hopes it’s cyclical, and the meantime he’s optimistic that the Wild’s building its game. Tonight, the Wild outshot Winnipeg 30-15, had 63 shot attempts and got some great efforts.

Clayton Stoner was so, so good, especially physically. He also had an assist on Cooke’s winner, which came after Torrey Mitchell whipped around the net and shot. Cooke saw the loose puck and pounced for his second goal as a Wild.

Matt Dumba looked like a real-life NHLer. Mikael Granlund just looks like a completely different player than the rookie we saw last season, and Yeo raved about him.

The second line generated chances with Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville, and the top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Nino Niederreiter were solid. Almost every shift they were in the offensive zone, and Niederreiter was strong on the puck, made plays, confident and mirrored the work ethic of his linemates.

Justin Fontaine and Mitchell were good, and Zenon Konopka won 11 of 14 draws. So did Brodziak. Koivu won 14 of 19 and Granlund 7 of 11. Konopka’s given the Wild some good play in the first four games.

Harding wasn’t tested much but was good and is now 23-9-2 all-time at the X with Dallas coming to town Saturday after playing Friday night in Winnipeg.

Brodin’s goal was his second of the season (matching total in 45 games last year) and he now has three points. Brodziak, other than a sloppy penalty to put the Wild down two men, was plus-2 with Cooke and had an assist.

Ryan Suter topped 30 minutes for the third time this season and of course again leads the league in ice time. The penalty kill was outstanding after the 3-on-5 goal – the second in two nights – and while the power play was blanked in six tries, most of them were spent in the offensive zone generating chances.

I got a ton of tweets about the 3-on-5 personnel of Cooke, Konopka and Jared Spurgeon. My issue wasn’t with the forward choices. Brodziak was in the box, and with Mikko Koivu having just played back-to-back power plays, Konopka was a natural choice for the D-zone draw.

But I feel the Wild needs to go bigger on the defenseman. Brodin was in the box, maybe Suter was spent from the power plays. So, toss out Stoner or Keith Ballard.

Yeo said the Wild has to figure this out because it’s been two games in a row. He says the problem is it’s hard to work 5-on-3’s in practice because the power-play guys don’t want to unleash shots and risk injuring teammates.

Anyway, the Wild won. It’s a start. Pleaser read the gamer for the quotes and more detail, and the notebook on Nate Prosser. Talk to you after Friday's practice, one that is bound to be optional.

GO JETS GO!!! GO JETS GO!!! GO JETS GO!!!

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 10, 2013 - 2:22 PM   
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Not rooting for the Jets. Just trying to get you ready for tonight with that headline. A horde of Winnipeg fans will surely overtake the X tonight if you go all Minnesota Nice on them, so as Wes Walz tweeted for tonight:

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

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

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

Trust me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Talk later.

Backstrom day-to-day, and line changes galore

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I think we're still playing good hockey,'' he said. "It would be one thing if we came to the rink and had no chance to win any of those games. But that's not the case. We just need to be a little sharper in different areas. We're still in a good mood; everyone is still in good spirits. We're just frustrated that we haven't won.''     
March 25, 2014

COMEBACK CATS: Panthers Rally from 2-0 Deficit, Drop Sens in Shootout 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers got their first shootout win since Roberto Luongo rejoined the team after Vincent Trocheck and Brandon Pirri scored in the extra session to lift Florida to a 3-2 win over visiting Ottawa. 

The Senators were trying for a rare Florida shootout sweep after beating the Lightning on Monday night. Florida snapped its three game losing streak with the win.

Ottawa started off by scoring its first goal on its 29th shot with Florida's porous defense allowing the Senators plenty of time to set up shop in front of Luongo (37 saves) and work the puck around before Mark Stone knocked it through.

"Luongo made some big, big saves and kept it 0-0,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "That was huge. They played last night, it should have been the other way around, them trying to find their legs. It was important we responded.''

Florida's horrid penalty kill gave up a goal in its 10th straight game later in the second before Florida pounced and got a pair of quick goals to end the second and tie things up.

"We weathered the storm,'' Luongo said afterward.

First up was Sean Bergenheim -- who was robbed of an earlier goal via a quick whistle before ringing one off the post in the third -- with 2:28 left. Moments later, Tomas Fleischmann picked off the puck and worked it up ice. Scottie Upshall and Trocheck went on the rush with the Trocheck beating Robin Lehner to make it 2-2.

"Luongo did a great job, did what he's billed as,'' Horachek said.

-- Jesse Winchester returned to the lineup after missing the past eight games. Winchester, who once played for the Sens, has scored a career-high nine goals for the Panthers this season.

-- Defenseman Erik Gudbranson has missed the past nine games with a knee injury but skated with the team Tuesday and is expected to rejoin the team Thursday against Carolina. 

Posted with BlogsyPosted with Blogsy
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CHANGE AT TOP: Mike Santos To Leave Florida Panthers  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers front office was shook up a little Tuesday as assistant general manager Mike Santos was told he wouldn't be returning next season.

General manager Dale Tallon said before Florida's 3-2 shootout win over the visiting Senators that Santos, his assistant GM since 2010, would not have his contract renewed and was free to find employment elsewhere.

Santos has been general manager of Florida's AHL affiliate in San Antonio and was instrumental in the team's handling of contracts and bringing in a number of free agents.

"I thought about it long and hard,'' Tallon said. "I feel we need to go in a different direction, I need a different set of eyes, another opinion, different ideas. It was a tough decision, have gone back-and-forth the past couple months.''

With Tallon scouting last week, Santos traveled with the Panthers on their West Coast road trip. 

Tallon, who lives next door to Santos off Fort Lauderdale beach, informed him of the news on Tuesday morning.

Tallon said the move was made now -- Santos is signed with the Panthers through June 30 -- so he could potentially find work elsewhere before the NHL draft.

"He can have conversations now with other teams about future employment,'' Tallon said. 

Mike Dixon and Eric Joyce from hockey operations will take on more responsibility as will Tallon.

"We'll have an extensive search but haven't even looked at candidates,'' Tallon said.

Travis Viola, son of team owner Vinnie, was named a Vice President of hockey operations prior to the start of the season which made it look like Santos' future with the team in jeopardy.

Tallon said Santos' future with the Panthers is not tied to that of interim coach Peter Horachek. 

Horachek and Santos worked together with the Nashville Predators before Santos hired him to coach San Antonio over the summer. 

Horachek, who took over the Panthers in November, is expected to seek a three-year deal from the Panthers once the season is complete although Tallon and Florida's management team could go a different direction there as well.

Tallon said a decision on Horachek's future could come as late as May after he, Vinnie Viola and new CEO Rory Babich analyze the franchise.
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FRIENDS OF A FEATHER: Ducks Get Four in Second, Roll Panthers 6-2 in Anaheim 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

ANAHEIM -- The Ducks and Panthers are both celebrating 20th anniversary seasons this year.

The similarities stop right there.

The Ducks, battling San Jose for the top playoff position in the Pacific Division, scored four goals in the second period in a 6-2 victory over Florida Sunday night at Honda Center. 

The Panthers, meanwhile, have 10 games remaining and are a point away from being mathematically eliminated from the postseason. Florida is 20 points back of Toronto and Detroit for the last spot.

Sunday, the formerly Mighty Ducks avenged their November loss in Sunrise which was the first victory for Florida coach Peter Horachek.

Florida went down 3-0 but had cut its deficit to one goal midway through the second. The Ducks took their timeout and proceed to score twice within a span of just over a minute.

One moment the Panthers were back in the game, the next it was over.

"They had 14 shots at that point and ended with 40,'' Horachek said. "We were a little outmatched, but it goes back onto us and how we played it. .-.-. We handled every one of their goals poorly.''

Anaheim, which joined the league with H. Wayne Huizenga's Panthers in 1993, took a 1-0 lead with 8:03 left in the first when Patrick Maroon jammed a puck past backup goalie Dan Ellis on Anaheim's first power play attempt.

Ellis, making his second start since joining the Panthers on March 5, was battered for much of the game as Anaheim scored twice early in the second and got two more within a span of 1:01. 

"We left him hanging,'' Horachek said.

Anaheim made it 2-0 off the opening face-off in the second with Teemu Selanne snapping a shot past Ellis a mere 15 seconds in. Moments later, Jakob Silfverberg picked off the puck during a Florida power play and scored. 

Florida got back into it, however, starting when Jimmy Hayes deflected Krys Barch's wrister past Jonas Hiller.

At the midway point, Tomas Fleischmann connected on a wraparound pass from Vincent Trocheck to make it 3-2.

This game was over soon. Moments after Fleischmann's goal, Kyle Palmieri made it 4-2 with Corey Perry following suit a minute later.

Anaheim scored once in a stat-padding third period.

"We were right there but they have world-class players over there, guys who have won Gold Medals and Stanley Cups,'' Barch said. "They set their ship straight. We knew they were coming at us and couldn't stop it.''

The Ducks pulled within a point of San Jose -- which the Panthers beat 3-2 to kick off this road trip -- in the Pacific. Anaheim had lost two straight and six of eight coming in. Florida, meanwhile, lost the final three games of this four-game road trip and has dropped seven of the past nine games.

ROSTER MOVES

The Panthers made a few minor moves over the past 24 hours, including bringing up veteran defenseman Ryan Whitney from their AHL affiliate in San Antonio.

Whitney, who spent one season with the Ducks, was up on an emergency to fill in for captain Ed Jovanovski on the second of a back-to-back set.

The Panthers are expected to send Whitney back with Jovanovski back in the lineup Tuesday against Ottawa.

Garrett Wilson played Sunday with Quinton Howden going back to the AHL.
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RECORD PERFORMANCE: Jonathan Quick Sets Kings Record for Wins in 4-0 Shutout of Panthers  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

LOS ANGELES -- There was no beating Jonathan Quick on Saturday, just like many days before it.

Quick set he Kings' franchise record for wins Saturday afternoon with 24 saves in Los Angeles' 4-0 win over the Panthers at Staples Center.

The MVP of the 2012 Stanley Cup playoffs, Quick picked up his 172nd win to pass Rogie Vachon -- who held the record since 1978 without benefit of shootouts much less overtime sessions.

“I wish I would’ve set the bar a little higher,'' Vachon said. "He’s playing great and is going to set some incredible records before his career is over. He’s going to set some records that I think no other goalie in the league will ever touch.''

The Kings outscored the Panthers 7-0 in their two wins this season as Florida was shutout for the fifth time. 

St. Louis and Los Angeles account for four of those shutouts.

The shutout was Quick's fifth this season and 30th of his career. Quick is now within two shutouts of tying Vachon for the franchise lead in that category as well.

"He was on top of his game. You could see he was feeling it,'' said Florida goalie Roberto Luongo. "I don't know if we would have ever got a puck by him tonight. It was one of those games where he sees everything. Even the ones he didn't see he stopped.''

The Panthers offered a few challenges on Saturday but none bigger than a Tomas Fleischmann shot with Florida trailing 2-0 in the second. 

Fleischmann, who has been a victim of bad puck luck all season, had a wide open net when he fired an odd-angled shot.

Quick's left arm shot though the air, however, his glove snapping the puck out of the air and seemingly before it crossed the line. Hockey Central in Toronto reviewed the play to see if Quick's glove went over the line, but his grand larceny was rewarded with the save.

"He just robbed me,'' said Fleischmann, who has seven goals this season and has had great scoring chances snuffed out by terrific saves all year.

"I saw and empty net and then all I saw was a glove. I wasn't happy about it. It was a big game-changer today. We made it easy on him, our shots were too far out. You can see he's one of the best goalies in the league. It was 2-0 and he made the save.''

Florida went down 2-0 in the opening period and watched the Kings make it 3-0 in the second not long after Fleischmann was robbed by Quick's glove.

And that was just about that.

"He's one of the best goalies in the league,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "It's a big difference if it's 2-1 right there, then they go out and get the third goal. It's a big difference, changes the momentum of the game.''

LONG TIME AGO

Luongo said he didn't recall the last time Florida won in Los Angeles although, believe it or not, he was there for it. 

Florida has lost five straight in L.A. since beating the Kings 5-2 on Nov. 27, 2002. Janis Hurme, playing in place of Luongo that night, earned first star honors with 32 saves.

Florida, coached by Mike Keenan, got goals from Ivan Novoseltsev, Kristian Huselius, Andreas Lilja, Sandis Ozolinsh and Viktor Kozlov.

"It's been a while,'' said Luongo, who won a few games in Los Angeles in his eight seasons with Vancouver since leaving the Panthers in 2006.

"They're a good team especially in their building. They've won the Cup; they know what they're doing.'' 

-- Sean Bergenheim was back in the lineup after missing five games with an undisclosed injury.

"He was going to let us know when he was ready,'' Horachek said. "He came off and had some opportunities. His line was the better line, had some shots out there.''

-- Horachek said backup goalie Dan Ellis would start for the Panthers Sunday in Anaheim. Ellis has played once (lost in Tampa) since coming over from Dallas in a trade for Tim Thomas on March 5.

SUNDAY: PANTHERS AT DUCKS

When, Where: 8 p.m.; Honda Center, Anaheim

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM 560

The series: Florida leads 11-10-3

Scouting report: Peter Horachek got his first win as Panthers coach back on Nov. 12 as the Panthers upset the Ducks 3-2 in Sunrise. Anaheim has lost two straight and six of the past eight.
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March 20, 2014

DESERT ISLAND: Luongo Gets Run Over, Coyotes Outlast Panthers with 2-1 Win  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Roberto Luongo finally got his game in Arizona on Thursday night.

It was a rough one.

Phoenix kept its playoff hopes going as it picked up two points on Minnesota and Dallas by dropping the Panthers 2-1 at Jobing.com Arena.

Luongo, who was scheduled to start for Vancouver here the day he was traded back to the Panthers on March 4, made 20 saves but ended up on the ice a few times and even took an errant stick to the neck.

"The scene of the crime,'' Luongo joked beforehand.

Luongo wasn't laughing late in the first period when the Coyotes, who have won three straight and five of six, scored their second of the game. 

Luongo never had a chance at the puck as Phoenix's Mikkel Boedker ran over Luongo. The two lay in a heap as Antoine Vermette scored to make it 2-0 with 1:22 left.

An official told Luongo and coach Peter Horachek that Florida defenseman Dylan Olsen hooked Boedker and if there was any penalty to be called, it would have been on the Panthers.

They didn't agree with that assessment as Vermette's goal stood up as the game-winner.

"They felt our guy pushed him into me,'' Luongo said afterward. "I felt the guy was already in the blue [paint] when contact was made. It makes it tough for me to do my job when I end up in the corner. It's frustrating because you want to have the chance to make a save. When you're taken out of the play, you can't do anything about it.''

Said Horachek: "They felt Olsen was doing it, but without the ability to look at video, it's hard. It was obviously not the right call. It should have come back. But those things happen and you have to deal with them. Everyone does.''

Phoenix, which beat the Panthers 3-1 in Sunrise earlier this month, had a number of chances against Luongo and the Panthers but couldn't get anything else through.

Early in the third period, Luongo hit the deck after getting caught by the stick of Martin Erat. As Erat was swinging around the cage, Luongo went out to make some contact and Erat's stick got under his mask and knocked him to the ice.

After being looked at by head athletic trainer David Zenobi, Luongo got up and continued the game.

"I don't think it was intentional but they're a big team, like to play the body,'' Luongo said. "That was a physical game.''

Florida finally scored with Scott Gomez getting his second of the season with 4:07 left. 

Gomez whipped a shot past goalie Mike Smith's glove to give the Panthers hope. Despite playing a skater up for the final minute, Florida couldn't get anything else past the former Tampa Bay netminder.

"We knew it was going to be a tight game against these guys,'' Brian Campbell said. "I didn't think we were at our best and that's frustrating. We could have given a better effort.''
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PANTHERS NOTES: Gomez Gets First Goal Since Opener ... Jovo Back in Arizona  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Thursday's goal was Scott Gomez's first in a long, long time. How long?

Gomez, 34, hadn't scored a goal for the Panthers since getting the team's first of the season in the opener at Dallas. 

That was on Oct. 3.

"It came a little too late and we didn't get the two points so it really doesn't matter to me,'' said Gomez, who was a healthy scratch for big chunks of this season before becoming the full-time fourth line center after the trade deadline.

"My job is, I don't know when it started, but I'm so into the passing the puck. My job is to get the wingers the puck. I've been yelled at my whole career for not shooting.''

-- Florida captain Ed Jovanovski played his first game in Glendale since leaving the Coyotes for Florida in 2011. 
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March 19, 2014

LATE NIGHT CATS: Panthers Win Over San Jose Worth Staying Up For  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- The Panthers aren't going to the playoffs but have given their fans reason to pay attention.

Tuesday night's late game -- one that ended after 1 a.m. back home -- was a prime example.

Not only did goalie Roberto Luongo turn in a classic performance in Florida's 3-2 upset of the host Sharks, but one of the Panthers' top-end young players put on a show during a 17-second span in the second period. 

Brandon Pirri, acquired in a trade with Chicago earlier this month, scored a highlight-reel goal on a full-end rush to tie the score at 1. He then followed that with a hard shot on the ensuing shift that Quinton Howden swept into an empty net.

Florida has won two of three picking up five of the available six points. The Panthers' West Coast swing continues Thursday in Arizona against the Coyotes.

"There's obviously not much we can do over the rest of this season, but the future is good here,'' said Luongo, who made 28 saves in the third period alone.

"Like I've said before, it's going to be exciting to see what pieces we add to this over the summer and make a run for it next year. But this team doesn't quit. We battle no matter what, up or down.''

Tuesday's game felt like a heavyweight bout in which the Panthers took the brunt of the blows but held on just long enough to pull it out in the end.

Florida scored three goals in the second period to take a 3-1 lead into the third against a San Jose team trying to position itself for the top seed in the Western Conference.

San Jose, which had won six straight, took 54 shots at Luongo during the game. In the third period, Florida was outshot 29-2 with the Panthers getting both of their forgettable shots at Antti Niemi within the first four minutes. 

Niemi didn't face a shot for the final 16:13 of the game with the Panthers only briefly getting the puck into the San Jose zone. When they did, they didn't do anything with it, content to just change lines.

Oh, and Florida's two shots of the period weren't exactly tough saves. Jimmy Hayes and Dmitry Kulikov's shots at the net came from 40-plus feet out.

"I wasn't feeling for him, trust me,'' Luongo said of Niemi's easy period.

The bushed Panthers were also forced to kill off four penalties in the third -- including a 5-on-3 chance for 51 seconds.

"We got into some penalty issues and they're such a good veteran team, they're going to get opportunities,'' captain Ed Jovanovski said. "Hey, we found a way to keep it out of the net. Lou played great. But they were coming in waves.''

San Jose seemed to toy with the host Panthers in a 3-0 win last month and took the initial lead.

After a scoreless first in which Luongo kept Florida afloat, the Sharks cashed in on a power play following a questionable boarding call on Jimmy Hayes. 

Marty Havlat gave the Sharks a 1-0 lead when he teed off and fired one past a diving Luongo from 30 feet out after a sharp deflection ended up on his tape. 

Yet as was the case in Florida's previous visit in 2011, three goals in second period ultimately did the Sharks in. 

The Panthers, who scored three in the second during their 5-3 win here on Dec. 3, 2011, did it again Tuesday as they have won three straight in San Jose.

Florida tied it when Pirri took off on a rush and weaved his way through the defense and fired a shot at Niemi. The puck bounced over the goalie's head and trickled into the net.

Just 17 seconds later, Pirri hammered a shot that Niemi got a piece of. Howden was down low, however, and swept the loose puck into the empty net to give the Panthers their first lead of the night.

"It seemed like pucks were jumping everywhere,'' Pirri said. "It's a good feeling when the team gets a jump like that.''

Scottie Upshall made it 3-1 in the waning seconds of the second when his soft shot from inside the right circle got between Niemi's skates and nestled into the back of the net.

Then came the third. Florida took the first two shots in the period but then it was all San Jose. Save for the Florida goalie.

According to STATS, Florida's win was the second-biggest upset in the league this season as 39 points separate the two teams. Buffalo beat the Sharks earlier this season and that difference was 40 points.

"Louie played great obviously, but so many penalties in the third was the crazy part,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "They certainly know what they're doing in those situations and put a lot of pucks at the net. That's where [Luongo] shines, a big situation with pucks coming at him. We're fortunate to get out of here with the two points.''

THURSDAY: PANTHERS AT COYOTES 

When, Where: 10 p.m.; Jobing.com Arena, Glendale, Ariz.

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM 560

The series: Phoenix leads 13-9-3

Scouting report: This is the second meeting of the season with the Coyotes beating the host Panthers 3-1 on March 11. Phoenix continues to battle for a playoff spot and has won two straight and four of its past five.
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March 18, 2014

LUONGO SHOW AT THE SHARK TANK: Panthers Goalie Makes 52 Saves - Including 28 in the Third - As Florida Tops San Jose 3-2 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- Roberto Luongo won't participate in the upcoming postseason but he sure looked playoff ready Tuesday night.

The Panthers' goalie was absolutely outstanding throughout Florida's 3-2 win over the Sharks at SAP Center in a game that ended by the time Wednesday morning rolled around in South Florida.

Florida has won three straight in San Jose dating to Bryan Allen's overtime goal here in 2010. 

On Tuesday, however, it was the Luongo Show as the Florida goalie made 52 saves -- including 28 in a lopsided third period in which the high-flying Sharks only scored once despite spending most of the period in Luongo's face.

As usual, Luongo wanted to talk about the one that got away soon afterward.

"I'm upset about the second goal,'' Luongo said. "I should have had it. .-.-. 

"Some days you feel it more than others. Even this morning at practice I felt good. You have that feeling sometimes. I've always enjoyed playing in this building.''

Luongo, whose Canucks were swept out of the 2013 playoffs by these Sharks, was assaulted on all sides especially during a dominant third by the Sharks, one that was reminiscent of Luongo's past time in South Florida. Those days, Luongo seemingly had to make 50 saves each outing.

"That was vintage Panthers right there,'' Luongo joked. 

The Sharks, who had won six straight, outshot the Panthers a whopping 29-2 in the final 20 minutes. 

Florida was also forced to kill off four power plays -- including a 5-on-3 chance for 51 seconds -- during the third.

Luongo, who beat the Sharks in the 2011 Western Conference finals in five games, had 24 saves through the end of two.

"We got into some penalty issues and they're such a good veteran team, they're going to get opportunities,'' captain Ed Jovanovski said. "Hey, we found a way to keep it out of the net. Lou played great. But they were coming in waves.''

San Jose, battling for one of the top seeds in the Western Conference, seemed to toy with the host Panthers in a 3-0 win last month and took the initial lead.

After a scoreless first in which Luongo kept Florida afloat, the Sharks cashed in on a power play following a questionable boarding call on Jimmy Hayes.

Marty Havlat gave the Sharks a 1-0 lead when he teed off and fired one past a diving Luongo from 30 feet out after a sharp deflection ended up on his tape. 

Yet as was the case in Florida's previous visit in 2011, three goals in second period did the Sharks in. Good thing. San Jose brought all it had in the third.

The Panthers, who scored three in the second during their 5-3 win here on Dec. 3, 2011, did it again Tuesday.

Outplayed to this point, Florida was able to tie it when rookie Brandon Pirri took off on a rush and somehow weaved his way through the defense and put up a shot that popped up over Antti Niemi's head.

Just 17 seconds later, Pirri hammered a shot that Niemi got a piece of. Quinton Howden was down low, however, and swept the loose puck into the empty net to give the Panthers their first lead of the night.

"It seemed like pucks were jumping everywhere,'' Pirri said. "It's a good feeling when the team gets a jump like that.''

Scottie Upshall made it 3-1 in the waning seconds of the second when his soft shot from inside the right circle got between Niemi's skates and nestled into the back of the net.

"Louie played great obviously, but so many penalties in the third was the crazy part,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "They certainly know what they're doing in those situations and put a lot of pucks at the net. That's where [Luongo] shines, a big situation with pucks coming at him. We're fortunate to get out of here with the two points.''
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PROF. HORACHEK: Panthers Coach Helps Mold the Young Florida Panthers ... Bergenheim, Huberdeau Still Out  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- The Panthers had yet another new face in the lineup Tuesday night with Garrett Wilson the latest to come up from the minors and join the team.

Instead of being negative about having to replace veteran players with inexperienced ones -- and being asked to try and win games -- coach Peter Horachek seems to be embracing his role as a teacher.

"If I start complaining about it, I'm only complaining to myself,'' said Horachek, who coached the likes of Wilson, Vincent Trochek, Colby Robak and others while with the San Antonio Rampage of the AHL before taking over the Panthers in November.

"It is what it is. I think everyone can see almost half of our team is from San Antonio. But they're playing hard. This is a great opportunity for a lot of players. To come into the NHL and be able to play against Joe Thornton and all these players .-.-. You'll see it in a year from now, two years from now. They're going to grow from this.''

When the Panthers took on the top-tier Sharks late Tuesday night at SAP Center, they did so with eight of their 18 skaters having played in the minors at some point this season.

Horachek says it's important these players learn what it takes to be NHL players and he plans on helping them.

"They don't need me yelling at them every day,'' he said. "I can make my point clearly without doing that.''

In Pete DeBoer's final months as Panthers coach in 2011, Florida had a similar look with general manager Dale Tallon trading away a number of veteran players and replacing them with call-ups from the minors or with castoffs from other teams.

DeBoer, now in his third year of coaching the Devils after being fired by Tallon at the end of that season, told NHL.com before last week's game in Sunrise that Horachek is handing things in a positive way.

"It looks eerily familiar to the last year I was here, the last couple of years,'' DeBoer said. "Upon reflection and watching, I  think Pete has done a very good job of handling the situation, much better than I  did at the time.''

Although the losses have frustrated Horachek as it did DeBoer, Horachek is taking a big-picture approach with Florida's young players. 

DeBoer, sensing he wasn't going to be asked to return, didn't have much patience with helping along a construction project he wouldn't be around to finish.

Ultimately, Horachek could be in the same boat. The Panthers gave Horachek the head coaching job on a interim basis with Tallon saying the two will talk about the future once this season is mercifully done come April.

"There is an opportunity here to step up and they can grow together and make this a positive thing moving forward,'' Horachek said. "It's up to them. I can't give them the confidence. But they build the trust in their play. They're going to grow and they're going earn it. You can stay or you can go away.''

Horachek has drawn praise from both the young players he had in San Antonio at the beginning of the season to veterans he inherited when Kevin Dineen was fired.

"I think teaching the game, when you have a young group, can be difficult at times because they make mistakes and do so repeatedly,'' said captain Ed Jovanovski, who saw the ill effects the hard-nosed style Marc Crawford inflicted on young players when he was with Vancouver in 2000.

"Peter is a good communicator and I think he's done an honorable job for us. We all have to assume the responsibility of saying something when a player makes a mistake. All of us helping each other will put us closer to where we want to be.''

Said Trocheck: "It was a tough situation for him to come into, but Peter is a real positive guy and stays even keel all the time. He hasn't changed a thing even though so many guys are up. He expects you to do the job.''

WILSON IN

A fourth-round pick by the Panthers in 2009, Wilson took the long road to the NHL as he spent time both with Cincinnati of the ECHL and San Antonio before getting the call Sunday that he would be joining the Panthers.

Being told early allowed Wilson's parents to book a flight from Toronto and make it to San Jose in time to see their son make his NHL debut against the Sharks.

"My experience has been a little different than most guys up here,'' said Wilson, 23, who started on the fourth line with center Scott Gomez and Krys Barch.

"I just tried to stay positive when I was down there, keep working hard. My game is based on work ethic.''

-- Winger Sean Bergenheim could be back soon. Bergenheim missed his third straight game with an apparent groin injury but skated with the team on Tuesday.

-- Jonathan Huberdeau is out for at least the next few games after being run up into the boards during Sunday's game against the Canucks. 

Horachek said Huberdeau didn't skate in South Florida on Tuesday and doesn't expect him to join the team on this West Coast swing. Jesse Winchester, who has missed five games, has been skating and could meet up with the team.
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March 17, 2014

DIFFERENCE OF OPINION: Matthias Didn't Like Culture in Florida; Horachek Said Matthias a Victim of Being a Victim 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Shawn Matthias was back at the Panthers' training facility on Saturday less than two weeks after being traded to Vancouver in the Roberto Luongo deal.

General manager Dale Tallon earlier said that Matthias had asked to be traded a few months back as he was unhappy with his situation with the team.

On Saturday, Matthias said he was happy to be dealt away, saying he didn't fit in with Peter Horachek's philosophy and wasn't happy playing the role of a fourth-line winger.

"I think it was obvious [a trade] was going to happen, especially after [Kevin] Dineen was let go,'' Matthias said. "I was happy for the move, for the opportunity. I've really loved the change so far.

"I think it's a different atmosphere here, a different culture. You play hard, you play. In Florida too many players are given things and it's not the right way. .-.-. It was obvious whenever guys were out how well I played. Then they came back and nothing changed, nothing happened. I was upset for a while here. I wanted a fair shake. Now I'm in a good situation.''

Horachek tried holding back when asked about Matthias' comments but made it clear he feels Matthias needs to take responsibility for his standing in the league. 

"He's a talented young player, has size, can skate and has all the tools,'' Horachek said. "But he gets in his own way. I'll leave it at that. 

"He went through four coaches [in Florida]. No one is picking on him, no one is saying he can't play a different role. But there's accountability and the ability to get out of the victim role and start playing for the accountability of his teammates. Start playing for the team and stop playing for the name and number on the back.''

Since being dealt, Matthias has a goal and an assist for the Canucks. He had three goals in the two games with the Panthers before the trade. 

PHOTO BY KELSEY HINDS @Kelsey1344
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GO WEST YOUNG MEN: Panthers Looking for Wins On Final Big Trip of Season 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

For the final time this season, the Panthers packed their bags Sunday night and boarded their charter for a long road trip.

Although Florida have one last trip to New York remaining, that's a quick trip with two games on successive nights.

On Tuesday, the Panthers kick off a four-game west coast swing in San Jose. Florida will visit the Sharks, Phoenix, Los Angeles and Anaheim before coming home on Monday. 

Eight of Florida's final 10 games following this trip will be in Sunrise.

"We're not going to focus too much on what the other team's situation is,'' said coach Peter Horachek, who gave the team Monday off in California. The team returns to the ice for Tuesday's morning skate.

"I know in California, they're all the best teams aside from St. Louis and Chicago in the West. We have our hands full and it starts in a tough place to play. The Shark Tank is as tough a place as there is to play.'' 

The Panthers have long given up hope for the playoffs as they came into Monday 18 points out of the final spot in the Eastern Conference.

The same cannot be said for the teams Florida is playing this week.

All four teams the Panthers face are either holding a playoff position or close to it. Last Friday, the Panthers hurt New Jersey's chances in the east -- and they would like to do the same on this trip.

"This is definitely not going to be an easy one,'' Tom Gilbert said. "The teams we're playing have all put themselves in position to be near the top of the league. That just makes it better.''

The Panthers go into this road trip feeling a little better about themselves after picking up three of the available four points over the weekend. 

Horachek said his team, which is now stacked with youngsters up from AHL San Antonio, are trying to win every game they can. Although some fans would rather the team continue losing to improve the team's draft status, tanking is not on the minds of the players.

"We have a lot of new faces, a lot of kids trying to make a name for themselves,'' Scottie Upshall said. "On a road trip like this with four good teams, we have to just keep things simple.''

Said Roberto Luongo: "It's really a good test for our team, see where we're at in tough environments. We'll see what we're made of.''

-- Horachek said he didn't even know Jonathan Huberdeau got hurt during the second period of Sunday's game. Huberdeau, listed as having an 'upper body' injury, didn't travel to California.

TUESDAY: PANTHERS AT SHARKS

When, Where: 10:30 p.m.; SAP Center, San Jose

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM 560

The series: San Jose leads 10-8-7

Scouting report: The Panthers had won four straight against the Sharks before losing 3-0 in Sunrise prior to the Olympic break. The Sharks have been rolling lately, winning six straight.
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March 16, 2014

HUBERDEAU HURT: Not Going to California 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Reigning rookie of the year Jonathan Huberdeau left Sunday's game in the second period with an undisclosed upper body injury and didn't return.

The Panthers left his gear hanging in their locker room after the game while packing up the rest of the team. That would suggest Huberdeau was not on Florida's charter flight to California on Sunday night.

Drew Shore could be called up from AHL San Antonio for the upcoming four-game west coast set.
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SHOOTOUT REDUX: Vancouver Avenges Earlier SO Loss to Panthers, Top Luongo 4-3  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Roberto Luongo was on the wrong side of a shootout the previous time Florida played Vancouver back in November.

He was again Sunday afternoon.

Luongo, now manning net for the Panthers, made 26 saves but gave up one to rookie Nicklas Jensen in the shootout as Vancouver beat the Panthers 4-3.

Jensen was recalled by the Canucks after Luongo left.

"It was normal. Once you get into the flow of things you're really not thinking about those kind of things,'' said Luongo, who was traded back to the Panthers less than two weeks ago after eight seasons with the Canucks. 

"I knew right away it was going into a shootout. That's just the destiny we have. .-.-. What are you going to do? It takes perfect shots to beat goalies in the shootout and they got one. That was the difference.''

It almost didn't get that far. Florida trailed 3-2 late in the third before getting a power play chance with 1:51 remaining. 

The Panthers power play, improved of late, cashed in again as Jimmy Hayes camped in front of the net and deflected a hard shot from Brain Campbell. Eddie Lack, Luongo's replacement, made the initial stop but Hayes stayed with it and pushed the puck through.

That forced overtime and gave the Panthers another chance.

"I was just trying to be big, be a pain in front,'' said Hayes, who scored Florida's first goal late in the opening period to give the Panthers the initial lead. 

"I feel pretty good out there.''

Florida's 1-0 lead didn't last very long as the Canucks scored two quick goals before the end of the first. Dan Hamhuis tied it with a long shot from inside the blue line that avoided plenty of traffic in front. Moments later, Jensen got his second career goal to make it 2-1.

The Panthers knotted it again in the third as Vinnie Trocheck got his second goal in as many nights by wrapping the puck around and beating Lack 4:19 into the third.

But Alexandre Burrows, who ended with three points, gave the Canucks their lead back at 3-2 just over a minute later.

Florida had a great chance to tie it midway through the period only defenseman Kevin Bieksa made the save of the day on a Colby Robak shot soccer-style. The Panthers would have to wait a few more minutes to force overtime.

"We have a lot of new faces in the lineup,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "There's good conviction here. They're trying to win every game.''

-- Scott Mellanby, the originator of the 'Rat Trick' back in 1995, was at Sunday's game as part of the franchise's 20th anniversary celebration.

Mellanby, Florida's original captain in 1993, scored two goals in the Panthers' season opener in 1995. Before the game, he one-timed a rat that was creeping through the old locker room at Miami Arena up against the wall. Fans soon started celebrating goals by throwing rubber rats onto the ice as a tradition was born.

"People still talk to me about that,'' Mellanby said over the summer. "I love telling that story. Everyone remembers the rats.''

The Panthers feted Mellanby by handing out bobbleheads in his likeness to the first 10,000 at Sunday's game.

-- Grandmaster Hikaru Nakamura, the top-ranked chess player in the United States, took part in a special chess day at the arena before Sunday's game.

Hikaru received a key to the City of Sunrise as well as a custom-made Panthers game jersey. Hikaru dropped the first puck during pregame ceremonies. 

-- Florida placed defenseman Alex Petrovic (upper body) on injured reserve as it still has three injured players (Jesse Winchester, Erik Gudbranson and Sean Bergenheim) on the active roster.
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March 13, 2014

OWNED BY LIGHTNING: Tampa Bay Completes Season Sweep of Panthers, Roll to 5-4 Win ... Dan Ellis Makes First Start, Quinton Howden Gets First NHL Goal 

TAMPA -- Tampa Bay had lost five straight games but the Panthers their own special way of helping others turn things around.

Especially the Lightning -- at least lately.

Tampa Bay continued its recent dominance of the cross-state rivalry with a 5-4 win Thursday at Tampa Bay Times Forum. 

"We came to play, owed them a good game,'' said Scottie Upshall, who scored the first of Florida's two goals in the final 1:05 to make the score a tad more respectable.

"We came out with a lot of energy but got away from playing a simple game. Their offense started to take over, had some long shifts and put us on our heels. From then it was an uphill battle. We had a big effort, but we have a long way to go to be where we want.''

Although the Panthers hold a nice advantage in the all-time series, Tampa Bay won all four meetings this season and seven of the past nine. 

Steven Stamkos (who has 38 points in 31 games against the Panthers) scored his first goal since returning from a broken leg last week. Ryan Callahan, the former Rangers captain who came over the in Martin St. Louis trade, also got his first goal in a Tampa Bay blueshirt. 

"We have to eliminate some of the little things,'' said Florida coach Peter Horachek, whose team led twice early.

"We have to bear down, put our foot down and not allow that Callahan goal.''

The Panthers, who have lost three straight and 11 of 14 as they jockey for prime draft position once again, watched the Lightning take control of the game by scoring twice in the second.

Florida led 1-0 after Tomas Fleischmann scored 1:44 into the game on a power play. 

The Lightning tied things at 5:38 when Sami Salo beat Florida backup Dan Ellis on a long shot, but 12 seconds later, Quinton Howden scored his first NHL goal to make it 2-1.

It was all Lightning after that.

Mike Kostka tied it by scoring on the Lightning's fifth shot against Ellis at 8:18 of the first, with Callahan giving Tampa Bay its first lead at 12:04 of the second.

Tyler Johnson made it 4-2 with just over a minute left when he threw up an odd-angled shot that hit Ed Jovanovski's skate and skipped past Ellis. 

Stamkos slammed home a power play goal midway through the third. Scottie Upshall and Brandon Pirri scoeed Florida's final goals of the night.

FIRST START

With two big games with personal meaning to Roberto Luongo upcoming, the Panthers went with Ellis on Thursday. Ellis' previous start came against Columbus while a member of Stars on March 4.

Ellis played for the Lightning during the 2010-11 season.

The Panthers play host to New Jersey -- and former Vancouver goalie Cory Schneider -- on Friday with the Canucks coming to town. 

Schneider took Luongo's starting job in 2013 before being traded away last summer. Luongo was traded from Vancouver to Florida last week.

Ellis had 23 saves on 28 shots.

-- Howden saw plenty of familiar faces when he joined the Panthers for the first time this season. Howden, who played in 18 games last year, spent this season with Florida's AHL affiliate in San Antonio.

Seven of the Panthers' 20 players on Thursday had spent some time with the Rampage.

"You can't wait around for that call to come,'' Howden said. "You never know what's going to happen up here so you keep working for the chance. It's nice to see a lot of guys, guys you played with all year. It makes things more comfortable. It's awesome.''

-- The Panthers are scheduled to practice at their training facility in Coral Springs at 11 a.m. on Saturday. The Canucks -- with a number of former Panthers on their roster including Shawn Matthias and Jacob Markstrom -- will practice at the IceDen at 2:30 that day. 

FRIDAY: DEVILS AT PANTHERS

When, Where: 7:30 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM 560

The series: New Jersey leads 48-26-7

Scouting report: The Devils have won two straight and three of four as they try to stay in the race for a playoff spot. New Jersey has won three of the past four against the Panthers including an overtime victory in Newark on Jan. 11
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March 11, 2014

FLORIDA DOGS: Coyotes Complete Sunshine State Perfecta With 3-1 Win over Panthers  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Phoenix Coyotes sure did enjoy their quick trip through the Sunshine State.

Phoenix, battling for the final playoff spot in the Western Conference, won for the second straight night as it topped the Panthers 3-1 Tuesday at BB&T Center.

The Coyotes, fresh off a shootout win over the host Lightning, join Boston as the second straight team to pull all four points on the Tampa/Sunrise back-to-back set.

"We never really put our foot down to push forward and find an answer,'' said former Coyotes' defenseman and current Florida captain Ed Jovanovski.

"They're fighting for their lives and we're fighting for different reasons.''

The Panthers, after shutting out Buffalo in Roberto Luongo's re-debut last Friday, have lost two straight and 10 of the past 13. 

The Coyotes didn't trail on Tuesday as they rolled out goalie Mike Smith (31 saves) for the second straight night. 

"He's always a factor for them, he's a great goalie,'' coach Peter Horachek said.

Phoenix opened the scoring late in the first when Keith Yandle's long shot was redirected past Luongo by Mike Ribiero.

The Coyotes put the Panthers in their familiar 2-0 hole midway through the second when Oliver Ekman-Larsson took aim with a long shot from just inside the blue line.

Phoenix all but ended Florida's night in the third when Radim Vrbata and Antoine Vermette hooked up on a pretty 2-on-1 rush.

"I need to find a way to make a save there,'' Luongo said.

Florida cut into its deficit in the third when Brandon Pirri scored his first goal since coming over to the Panthers in a trade with Chicago on March 2. 

-- Winger Sean Bergenheim left during the second period and didn't return but said he didn't think the injury was serious. 
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LIMPING PANTHERS: Gudbranson, Winchester Out A Few Weeks; Bergenheim Leaves Tuesday's Game 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Coach Peter Horachek said Erik Gudbranson's suspected knee injury isn't as severe as first thought but he'll likely be unavailable for the next few weeks.

"The scans came back better than we anticipated," Horachek said. "I  don't really have the exact timeline. We'll have to wait to see where it is, but in the short term we got good news with the scan .-.-. We were fearful there was more than we thought."

Florida also lost winger Jesse Winchester with an undisclosed lower body injury midway through the third of Sunday's loss to the Bruins. Winchester, having a career-year offensively, is also out for a few weeks.

The Panthers called up veteran defenseman Mike Mottau and winger Joey Crabb from AHL San Antonio. 

-- Winger Sean Bergenheim missed Tuesday's morning skate "for maintenance,'' then left during the second period and didn't return.
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DALLAS SCARE HITS HOME: Dan Ellis Thankful Rich Peverley, Friend and Former Teammate, Is Improving 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

When Dan Ellis heard Rich Peverley had collapsed on the Dallas bench during Monday night's game, he admitted he was scared and said a prayer for his good friend and former teammate.

Ellis was kept abreast of Peverley's situation from friends on the Stars' staff early in the ordeal and later by Peverley's wife. 

"From what I've heard, he's doing well,'' said Ellis, who was traded to the Panthers from Dallas last week. 

"You have to hope and pray for the best. You're thankful the doctors did as good a job as they did, thankful he's alive.''

Peverley, 31, didn't play in the season opener against the Panthers after missing the preseason for treatment of an irregular heartbeat. Peverley has been on medication and monitored all season and missed last week's game in Columbus because of it. Peverley did return to play against Vancouver two days later.

"When you can't be there for someone you care about .-.-. it's heartbreaking,'' said Ellis, who often rode with Peverley to games and practices during their time with the Stars. 

Ellis said he and Peverley had extensive conversations on Peverley's health and the procedures he had and planned on undertaking. 

Peverley was not allowed to drink alcohol or caffeine, Ellis said, and was going to have more work done in the offseason.

"Everything seemed to be under control, he did everything they said he needed to,'' Ellis said. "Then this happens.''
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March 09, 2014

BOSTON BREWIN: Bruins Continue Domination of Panthers ... Gudbranson Leaves Game, Status Unknown 

Roberto Luongo did slow down the Bruins but not even he could stop them from continuing to beat up on the Panthers. 

Actually, few have done much of anything against the Bs lately.

On Sunday, arguably the top team in the Eastern Conference rolled into town and put on a show in the third period, scoring four goals en route to a 5-2 win over the Panthers. 

"They have some players and they made some plays, scored some goals,'' said Luongo, who lost at Boston last month while a member of the Canucks. Sunday he made 37 saves.

"We just have to keep playing hard and learn from what happens on the ice. They've won the Cup, are one of the best teams in the league.''

Boston has won five straight games to take over the top slot in the Eastern Conference. The Bruins have also absolutely owned the Panthers. Boston has won eight straight against Florida including 14 of the past 16 and 20 of 26.

When asked if he was glad his team was done with the Bruins for the year, coach Peter Horachek exhaled. "Yes,'' he said.

Florida went 0-5 against the Bruins this season, not picking up a single point in the standings. Boston also outscored the Panthers 22-8 in the process.

"They are still a benchmark, still a team we have to gauge ourselves against,'' said Horachek, who took over the team a day after Florida lost 4-1 in Boston on Nov. 7 although the decision to fire Kevin Dineen had already been made.

"They are a disciplined team by their system and attitude. They don't have panic to their game. They just keep working at it. A lot of times things go their way.''

The Panthers watched Boston dominate play and keep pressure on Luongo throughout, the Bruins showing no ill effects from beating host Tampa Bay in a long shootout the night before.

Despite being outplayed, the Panthers took the initial lead as Boston native and former Boston College hero Jimmy Hayes followed up a fat rebound to beat backup Chad Johnson seven minutes into the second.

"We have to stay in the games, keep getting the pucks in,'' Hayes said. "We can't score and give them right back.''

The Bruins didn't wait too long to tie things up, getting a reviewed goal from Andrej Meszaros just before the 10 minute mark. 

Luongo contested the goal as Carl Soderberg made contact with the Florida goalie as the shot was coming through but that non-call couldn't be enforced by review in Toronto.

"He interfered with it but if they don't call it on the ice, Toronto can't,'' Horachek said.

Boston took control of things in the third, scoring three goals within a five minute span.

Patrice Bergeron made it 3-1 with a power play goal, only Hayes cut Florida's deficit in half 39 seconds later by working the puck between Johnson's skates.

Boston all but ended things 23 seconds after Hayes' goal as Jarome Iginla got his 550th NHL goal by roofing a shot past Luongo. Chris Kelly iced things with an empty net goal with 1:08 remaining.

"We all know they're a good team but they outworked us again despite playing back-to-back,'' Jonathan Huberdeau said. "We should have taken advantage of that and didn't. Hopefully we beat them one day.''

GUDBRANSON HURT

Defenseman Erik Gudbranson had to be helped into the Florida locker room after taking a hit to the knee from Marchand.

Gudbranson hit the ice and was slow to make his way back to the bench.

Horachek said he didn't have a status update following the game. Florida was expected to recall a defenseman from AHL San Antonio anyway, so that move could come Monday.

-- Prior to Meszaros' goal midway through the second, Luongo hadn't given up a goal as a member of the Panthers since their 2006 season finale.

Atlanta's Steve McCarthy scored late in the first period of that overtime win for Florida. 

Luongo went 2 hours 13 minutes 23 seconds of game time with the Panthers without giving up a goal over that almost eight-year span.
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March 07, 2014

STORYBOOK RESTART: Luongo Shuts Out Sabres in Triumphant Return to Panthers ... Thomas Bobblehead Day is Back On 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Roberto Luongo left the Panthers as the franchise's all-time leader in shutouts back in 2006. 

On Tuesday, he returned with his record still intact.

By Friday night, he was already adding to it.

Luongo had a triumphant return with the Panthers as he made 25 saves in Florida's 2-0 win over Buffalo at BB&T Center.

It was Luongo's 66th career shutout and 27th with the Panthers. He had three with Vancouver this season before coming back to Florida in a trade Tuesday afternoon.

"It was nice, a great reception from the start and I thought the boys played extremely well,'' said Luongo, in a Florida sweater for the first time since beating the Atlanta Thrashers 2-1 in overtime in the 2006 season finale.

"We're a really fast team. I was impressed by the speed that we generated. The future is very promising.''

Luongo didn't get a lot of goals from Florida's offense although the Panthers did take 44 shots at new Buffalo goalie Michal Neuvirth with coach Peter Horachek saying Florida had 30 scoring chances. 

Sean Bergenheim had 12 shots.

Florida's power play -- ranked last in the NHL but not much worse than the one Luongo left behind in Vancouver -- scored twice for the first time since Dec. 3. 

The power play got off to a rocky start after Buffalo took consecutive penalties to give the Panthers an extended run.

With Matt D'Agostini in the box, Marcus Foligno was kicked out of the game for running Brandon Pirri into the boards along the Buffalo bench. 

Florida wasted most of the 6:35 power play but Jesse Winchester salvaged things. Winchester shoveled a shot past Neuvirth -- fresh out of Washington -- to make it 1-0 midway through the first.

"If that doesn't score, it probably gives them a little confidence and some momentum,'' Horachek said. 

The Panthers continued to take aim at Neuvirth, still wearing his Capitals' themed equipment, yet couldn't find the back of the net as Luongo made one nice save after another. 

Florida finally gave Luongo some breathing room early in the third when defenseman Dmitry Kulikov rifled a shot from 40 feet away to make it 2-0. Horachek said "Kulikov was outstanding, the best player on the ice".

With Luongo back, it seemed like a lot of Panthers were energized.

"Louie's first game back and this was fitting,'' said captain Ed Jovanovski, playing in his first game with Luongo as a teammate despite all their combined years together with the organization. 

"I'm glad he's on our side. I've played with a few elite goaltenders before and he has a pretty good resume. Being able to play with him is nice.'' 

Luongo came onto the ice to raucous cheers as many in the crowd broke out their old No. 1 jerseys. 

Once the captain in Vancouver who had been strung around the past few years with the Canucks, Luongo looked sharp, confident and especially comfortable back in the arena it all started for him in South Florida back in 2000.

"He's really happy to be here and I'm excited for him,'' GM Dale Tallon said. "He's had a tough couple of years and handled himself with class and dignity. He deserves good things to happen.''

Said Luongo: "Shutouts are always nice but in the end it's about the win. We were up one in the third but didn't sit back. It was good.''

BOBBLES BACK

The Panthers changed course and will give out Tim Thomas bobbleheads to the first 7,500 fans who attend Sunday's game against the Bruins as scheduled.

Thomas was traded to Dallas on Wednesday, one day after Florida got Luongo back. Thomas' bobblehead is the third to be given out during Florida's 20th anniversary season with three such days later this month.

-- Vincent Trocheck, 20, made his NHL debut Friday with a number of family members from Pittsburgh in attendance.

Trocheck took three shots on 25 shifts.

"I felt confident to use him in a lot of situations,'' Horachek said. 
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March 06, 2014

WELCOME BACK LOUIE: Roberto Luongo Returns to Florida Panthers Practice for First Time Since 2006 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Roberto Luongo spoke of "returning to normalcy" when he practiced with the Panthers for the first time since 2006 on Thursday afternoon.

Aside from his Vancouver-themed green-and-blue protective pads underneath his black practice jersey, it looked like Luongo had never left.

He even dug up his old Pink Panther-themed hockey mask with palm trees painted on it from his closet.

"I'm not used to wearing the red but it was nice to get on the ice and just do what I do,'' said Luongo, whom the Panthers re-acquired in a trade with the Canucks on Tuesday. 

"I stopped some pucks, moved around there and had a good time trying to get to know my new teammates.''

Florida originally traded Luongo to Vancouver in a lopsided deal on the eve of the 2006 NHL Draft conveniently held in the Canadian city. 

And although Luongo spent countless hours practicing at the Panthers' training facility -- he paid the team out of his own pocket for the privilege -- during the offseason and 2012 lockout, he'd not been allowed inside the locked doors leading to the team's headquarters.

On Thursday, Luongo was finally given access to all the good stuff which included Tim Thomas' old locker stall. The Panthers didn't have a nameplate ready for Luongo yet but that will be ready soon.

"I work out here during the summer but not in this locker room,'' said Luongo, wearing a red Panthers dri-fit practice t-shirt.

"This is very nice over here, beautiful stuff. I've never been over here. It's great. I couldn't believe how nice it was when I walked in [Thursday] morning. I didn't know they had all these amenities in here.''

On Wednesday, the Panthers sent Thomas to Dallas bringing backup goalie Dan Ellis in return. Florida then sent Scott Clemmensen, Thomas' backup here, to its AHL affiliate in San Antonio.

Since Ellis has never played with the Panthers, he didn't have any old gear to bring in as Luongo did. He practiced in his green Dallas pads with matching helmet. 

Ellis is signed through next season so he'll be getting some Florida-themed equipment very soon.

"This is a team that has been putting in pieces for the longest time,'' said Ellis, who has a 4-2-3 record against the Panthers in his seven-year NHL career. 

"There have been great people around here, great veterans. I think with the new ownership gives stability. In Dallas, new ownership stabilized the team, same in Tampa. That does a lot for you and gives you the ability to grow out. We have some great young players, really good veterans, just picked up a world-class goalie. It's a good place to be.''

-- Dan Ellis photo by KELSEY HINDS/@Kelsey1344

FRIDAY: SABRES AT PANTHERS

When. Where: 7:30 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM-560

The series: Buffalo leads 44-30-4

Scouting report: Both teams will have new looks following the trading deadline. Florida has won two of three with its only loss to the Sabres this year coming at home on Oct. 25.

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/page/4/#storylink=cpy
March 06, 2014

WELCOME TO THE SHOW: Vincent Trocheck Ready to Make NHL Debut with Panthers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Center Vincent Trocheck is expected to have a number of family members at the BB&T Center for Friday's game against the Sabres as the 20-year-old makes his NHL debut.

The Panthers recalled Trocheck on Wednesday as he led San Antonio in scoring this season. Trocheck replaces Marcel Goc -- who was traded to Pittsburgh, Trocheck's hometown -- on Wednesday.

"I'm extremely excited,'' Trocheck said. "I got the call at 3:30, had to be on a plane by 6. I was there early, for sure. It's a dream come true, my goal since I was 5-years-old.'' 

Drew Shore was sent back to San Antonio despite playing well with the Panthers before and after the Olympic break.

"This gives Vinnie a chance to come up,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "There's a league rule about how many games you can play before you need waivers. He's done a good job, I like Drew Shore. From the first time he got called up, he approached it with a real professional attitude. He knew he was going to be a fourth liner, knew he would kill penalties. He did it with a passion and had an impact.''

PHOTO BY KELSEY HINDS/@Kelsey1344
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MASKED MAN: Roberto Luongo Breaks Out Old 'Pink Panther' Mask from 2006 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

When Roberto Luongo walked out onto the Panthers' practice ice on Thursday, he had a familiar look.

Well, sure, he spent five seasons with Florida before being sent to Vancouver in one of the greatest heists in hockey history.

Luongo, not wanting to look like Mr. Plain, went into his closet and dug out his old mask from his final season with the Panthers. He brought it with him to practice and had it dusted off and updated a bit.

Panthers assistant equipment manager Chris Moody said Luongo's old mask is fine for him to wear in games for the time being as there hasn't been many changes in technology for hockey masks since the time he left.

The Panthers had a newer white mask ready for Luongo just in case, however, but he showed up with his old one. The team switched out the straps, sweat band and chin guard and his old mask was ready to go.

A new mask is said to be in the works but won't be ready for a few weeks. 
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TIM THOMAS: Says he Talked to Panthers About Getting Out Before Luongo Deal 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Tim Thomas flew to Dallas on Wednesday night after being traded from the Panthers earlier in the day. 

He took part in the Stars' Thursday morning skate before their game with Vancouver -- who coincidentally had former Panthers' Shawn Matthias and Jacob Markstrom working with their new teammates after coming over in the Luongo deal.

Thomas, like Dan Ellis, was wearing his old equipment for his practice. Like Ellis, Florida's red-and-blue color scheme clashed with Dallas' kelly green.

In meeting with reporters, Thomas said he was happy to be on a team contending for a playoff spot and said he talked to the Panthers prior to the Luongo trade about the possibility about being shipped to a contender. The Luongo trade, he said, only facilitated things.

"From the Florida Panthers perspective,'' Thomas said, "they're looking at it as something to shore up their goaltending for a very long time. They did what they thought was best for their organization.''

Thomas told reporters in Boston on Tuesday, however, that he had not even thought about being traded to a contender because it apparently never came up. The thought here: Thomas figured he was coming back to Florida next year and wouldn't be dealt.

Here is the link to the Dallas Stars' website with video from Thomas talking about his first day with the Stars.

It's worth noting that Thomas' season started at AmericanAirlines Center in Dallas as Florida beat the Stars in the 2013-14 season opener.

http://stars.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=708189&navid=DL%7CDAL%7Chome
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March 05, 2014

LOUIE IS HOME: Roberto Luongo Returns to Florida Panthers ... Cats Trade Tim Thomas, Marcel Goc Before Deadline 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

When Roberto Luongo hit his pillow for his pregame nap Tuesday, he had no idea what was waiting once he awoke.

After a few years of trying to come back to the Florida Panthers, it came true. Vancouver general manager Mike Gillis called Luongo in the middle of his nap and told him not only would he not be starting for the Canucks later that night in Arizona, but he would be heading home to South Florida.

"I was getting ready to play, I didn't have any idea something serious was going down,'' Luongo said in a re-introductory press conference carried statewide on Fox Sports Florida from BB&T Center.

"There's always rumors floating around but I've been hearing them for a couple of years. You stop listening to them. I was ready to play. It happened quick and caught me off guard. To be honest, I'm still in a little bit of disbelief. It'll be nice to practice with my new teammates and get some normalcy back.''

The deal for Luongo just prior to Wednesday's trade deadline set a number of things in motion including dismantling Florida's goaltending tandem.

Starter Tim Thomas reluctantly waived his no-movement clause and was traded to Dallas. The Panthers got veteran goalie Dan Ellis in return, thereby sending backup Scott Clemmensen to Florida's minor league affiliate in San Antonio.

"We wanted a world-class goalie and a class act like Roberto,'' general manager Dale Tallon said. "We're excited about this. This is the beginning of many solid moves to move our franchise forward.''

Luongo, who played for the Panthers from 2000-06, said his interest in rejoining Florida was rekindled as the team make a run to the playoffs in 2012. Luongo was feeling heat in Vancouver with Cory Schneider making a case to be the starter. Luongo eventually asked for a trade -- with Florida being his main target.

"It really got me excited,'' said Luongo, shipped out in 2006 after a series of events unfolded leading to contract talks stalling with then owner Alan Cohen and GM Mike Keenan.

"I started thinking it would be great to come back and rejoin the team. It took a while and there were some other teams involved along the way, but in the end, I think when I least expected it, something happened. I'm excited about situation moving forward.''

The Panthers couldn't swing a deal for Luongo either in 2012 or last summer when Tallon confirmed he and Gillis talked about it at the draft.

"A lot of people think I want to come here and ride into the sunset,'' said Luongo, 34, who is signed through 2022. "I'm here to win, to bring this team back to the playoffs. I think with the ownership and the promises they've made, we can bring some new guys in and help the young guys along. We can be a contender.''

Rory Babich, named CEO of the team on Monday, says bringing Luongo back is a difference maker for the franchise.

"To be able to acquire a talent like will be tremendously positive for our fans and our players,'' Babich said. "Getting Roberto at the deadline converts the words we've been speaking into action. We really believe the players will get a lift. This is a tough end of the season where we're at, but this is all good.''

With Luongo, the Panthers all but said goodbye to Thomas. On Tuesday, Thomas said he learned about the trade while on the bus heading to the TD Garden. 

When asked if he would accept a trade to a contender, Thomas didn't seem to know what to say. It was apparent he and Tallon talked about Thomas coming back next season. He had never really thought about leaving at the trade deadline. 

On Wednesday morning, Thomas and Tallon broached the subject.

"I told him the truth, how it went down and what happened,'' Tallon said. "That's just the way it is. It's strictly business. We have to win games, build a solid championship team here. It was a good conversation. I don't blame him for being upset. This is the direction we're going in.''

The Panthers' organization seemingly thought Thomas would be around for a while as well. Sunday's home game against Boston was scheduled to have 10,000 Thomas bobbleheads as the giveaway.

Babich says while the trinkets won't be given out en masse, the team is working on a plan to get them to fans who want them.

"The timing is unfortunate,'' Babich said. "Tim is popular here and we looking forward to honoring him with a bobblehead night. He was important to us.''

Although Luongo said he and Thomas could coexist -- Thomas said the same thing on Tuesday -- it was obvious having two top-end goalies on the same team competing for playing time wasn't going to work for long.

So when the Panthers skate onto the ice for Thursday's practice in Coral Springs -- just a few miles from Luongo's home -- there will be no question who Florida's No. 1 netminder is.

As it was back in 2006, it's Luongo.

"You always feel you have something to prove, there's always someone behind you ready to take your job,'' said Luongo, who still holds the franchise goaltending records for games played, wins and shutouts.

"You have to have that desire to keep getting better and be the best. That, to me, is what it's all about. You have to keep pushing. When I don't have that, I'll step aside.''

-- The Panthers made one other deal before Wednesday's 3 p.m. deadline, sending third-line center Marcel Goc to Pittsburgh for a pair of draft picks. Goc is an unrestricted free agent on July 1.

-- Florida also made a few roster moves on Wednesday. Aside from sending Clemmensen down to San Antonio, the Panthers also sent Drew Shore back to the Rampage.

Center Vincent Trocheck, who leads the Rampage with 41 points, is coming up and expected to be in the lineup Friday against the Sabres.

-- The Panthers 11 a.m. practice at the IceDen in Coral Springs is free and open to the public.
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WHEELING AND DEALING: Goc, Thomas Only Panthers to Go on Deadline Day 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Tim Thomas Era in Florida is over.

The Panthers traded the two-time Vezina winner to Dallas on Wednesday afternoon after he waived his no-trade clause after Florida picked up Roberto Luongo the day before.

The Panthers got veteran goalie Dan Ellis back in return. Ellis is signed through next season so it appears he is the new backup to Roberto Luongo. That would mean Scott Clemmensen, who cleared waivers at noon, would be heading to San Antonio to play for Florida's AHL affiliate. 

Florida also sent Marcel Goc to a contender as the third-line center goes to Pittsburgh. The Pens gave up a fifth round pick this summer and a third round selection in next year's deeper draft.

TSN reported that Thomas wasn't happy about the trade, although I would say he's just not happy with how things went down. Thomas was apparently led to believe he had a future here as the Florida goalie and was content to stick around. Then Luongo came to town and everything changed.

"That's something that hadn't really been discussed,'' Thomas said Tuesday night when asked if he would be willing to move to a contender. Thomas added he learned of the Luongo deal while riding the bus to the arena. He reportedly wasn't real happy about it.

Dale Tallon acknowledged this when he said he would talk to Thomas about it. "This was a business decision,'' Tallon said, adding it was something the Panthers felt they had to jump on. Tallon added that the deal came together "out of nowhere'' thereby covering himself when it comes to previous conversations with Thomas.

We're talking to Thomas in a little bit. Will get into all of this then.

Follow me on Twitter for all the breaking news.
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March 04, 2014

A TALE OF THREE GOALIES: What Happens Next for the Florida Panthers Netminders? 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- What's next for Florida's goaltending situation?

Well it's pretty obvious that Roberto Luongo is your guy for the foreseeable future.

But what happens to Tim Thomas? Scott Clemmensen?

Well, Thomas said Tuesday that he heard about the Luongo deal on the bus heading to the arena. So, as of Tuesday night, he hadn't spoken to Dale Tallon.

Thomas has a no-trade clause in the one-year deal he signed in September. 

Does Thomas stay for the rest of the year? Will he waive his no-trade and move to a contender?

On Tuesday, Thomas said he hadn't thought about leaving until Luongo got here.

"That's something that hadn't been discussed until this point,'' Thomas said. "That needs some discussion before comment.''

Said Tallon: "This all came out so quickly, I'll sit down and talk to Tim and see what he would like us to do. Goaltending is pretty solid with those two guys. We have to talk to Tim and see what he would like to do and we'll do the best we can to make this work. You can't win without great goaltending and we'll see what direction it takes us. We'll have a conversation [Wednesday] with Tim and see where it leads. This is a business decision and we felt we had to do it. It came out of nowhere.''

One would think it is easy money to bet on Thomas leaving but Thomas doesn't always do what everyone thinks. He's his own guy. He smiled at the question of whether he and Luongo could coexist in South Florida.

Tallon said he would like to have both of them stay in Florida.

"I have to see the situation, see what they're thinking,'' Thomas said. "I would like to talk to Dale before I comment on anything.''

Thomas and Luongo could definitely be entertaining together. When the battled in the 2011 Stanley Cup Finals, Luongo seemed to take exception to something Thomas said about his style of play. Thomas responded with a now-famous line that he didn't know he was around to pump Luongo's tires -- which means stroke his ego.

Now the duo are teammates. For the time being.

"I have a line that probably someone else has thought of,'' Thomas said, almost beaming.

"It looks like Dale went kicking some tires and found one that needed pumping.''

Thomas then broke out laughing. When told of Luongo's tweet that said the two would "tear it up" in South Florida, Thomas nodded. Thomas wasn't told Luongo called him 'Tiny Tim.'

"It will be interesting, but I don't know how things will work out,'' Thomas said. "I am looking forward to it. It's going to be fun. It's like, I don't think it will be anything really. We're both old pros, have been in the league a long time and have a lot of experience.''

The future for Clemmensen is a little more murky.

Florida placed Clemmensen on waivers on Tuesday. 

A few things can happen.

First, Clemmensen can be claimed by another team by noon and leave Florida.

Clemmensen could end up staying as Luongo's backup if Thomas is dealt, or, Clemmensen could be sent to AHL San Antonio if Thomas sticks around.

Tuesday, Clemmensen said he was just going to worry about what he could control.

"Instead of wracking my head, I'm going to wait it out,'' Clemmensen said. "I have no idea what's going to happen. I'm not going to try and figure it all out.''
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DAY OF NEWS: Panthers Play on Ice Doesn't Warrant Any as Bruins Roll 4-1 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- The big news came off the ice for the Panthers on Tuesday with Roberto Luongo coming back to town and Brad Boyes sticking around a little longer.

Good thing. Florida didn't do much on the ice.

The host Bruins scored twice within a four minute span in the first period and got a David Krejci hat trick en route to a 4-1 win over Florida. Boston has won seven straight against the Panthers.

"I think a lot of people are thinking, am I next, but those are excuses,'' coach Peter Horachek said of the pending trade deadline. "As professionals you can't let that go in. This is a business. Sometimes you will be traded, sometime not. You still have to play.''

Tim Thomas, who may have played his final game with the Panthers thanks to Luongo, made 35 saves. Boston opened the scoring at 7:29 of the first when Krejci picked off a Tom Gilbert clearing pass and beat Thomas. Not long later, Jarome Iginla got in front of Ed Jovanovski and sliced the puck through for a 2-0 lead.

Boston basically ended things when Krejci got his second with 47.6 seconds left in the second period.

Boyes, who signed a two-year deal worth over $5 million earlier in the day, hit a few posts as Florida tried to come back. Florida got its lone goal from Brian Campbell with 7:13 left.

Krejci scored into an empty net with Thomas returning for the final 14 seconds.

Posted with BlogsyPosted with Blogsy

Posted by George Richards at 10:32 PM | Permalink  | Comments (0) 

BLOCKBUSTER RETURNS TO SUNRISE: Panthers Get Roberto Luongo Back, Tim Thomas Florida Future Decided Soon 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- Roberto Luongo is coming home.

The Florida Panthers reacquired their former All-Star goalie on Tuesday almost eight years after trading him in what is considered one of the worst deals in NHL history. 

Luongo originally came to the Panthers along with Olli Jokinen in a similarly lopsided deal -- this one in Florida's favor -- in 2000.

"It's nice, it's home,'' Luongo told reporters in shortly after the news broke.

"The new ownership is committed to winning and there are some good young players there. This is a good opportunity for me.''

Florida gave up goalie prospect Jacob Markstrom and forward Shawn Matthias for Luongo -- who still resides a few miles from the Panthers' training facility in northwest Broward County. The Panthers also got prospect Steven Anthony, a former linemate of Florida's reigning rookie of the year Jonathan Huberdeau.

Luongo, who is signed through 2022, is owed roughly $32 million with Vancouver paying 15 percent.

The Panthers are expected to re-introduce Luongo on Wednesday afternoon at BB&T Center.

"It's huge,'' general manager Dale Tallon said. "He's a big name down here. It sets the tone for our franchise. .-.-. [We] want to win the Stanley Cup but talk is cheap. We're acting and following up on what we said we would do.''

Last summer, Luongo requested a trade from Vancouver and the Panthers -- one of the few teams he would waive his no-trade deal for -- looked into making a deal.

With the team for sale and the Canucks wanting a lot for Luongo (reportedly including center Nick Bjugstad) nothing happened. Vancouver dealt Cory Schneider to New Jersey and Luongo, the Canucks' former captain, was Vancouver's starter again.

"Sometimes it takes years to get the right deal done,'' Tallon said.

So, on Monday. Tallon called Vancouver's Mike Gillis to "kick the tires'' and ask about Luongo again. Talks heated up Monday night and Tallon spoke to owners Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu as well as new CEO Rory Babich to see if he could continue working the deal Tuesday morning.

"I was given the green light,'' Tallon said. "And here we are. I'm excited about. I think it's great for our franchise.''

Said Gillis: "Now that they've gotten new ownership .-.-. they were able to do things.''

Luongo, scheduled to start Vancouver's game in Phoenix Tuesday night, was taking his pregame nap when Gillis woke him with news of the deal.

"I thought my contract was untradable,'' Luongo said. "I wasn't expecting this to happen especially not today.''

Despite being traded by the Panthers' Mike Keenan in 2006 (for Todd Bertuzzi, Alex Auld and Bryan Allen), Luongo never left his home in Broward. 

After all, he met his wife Gina while she was working at her father's Italian restaurant in Coral Springs just a mile from the Panthers rink. The Luongo's now have two children and lots of happy relatives waiting in South Florida.

"This is good for my family,'' said Luongo, who is originally from just north of Montreal.

Bringing back Luongo -- who lost his duel with new (if temporary) teammate Tim Thomas in the 2011 Stanley Cup Finals -- could be a game-changer for a franchise trying to fight its way back into South Florida's consciousness.

Former Panthers coach Kevin Dineen told Canada's Rogers Sportsnet that Luongo will pay on and off the ice.

"I'm a big believer in Roberto Luongo,'' said Dineen, fired by the Panthers in November. "He's going to his happy place. I think this is going to put him in a good frame of mind which he hasn't been in Vancouver the past few years. He's where he wanted to go. He's still a name in Florida, will bring fans to the building.''

For that, however, the Panthers may have paid a steep price. 

Not only will Florida dole out a lot for Luongo in salary -- he'll make $6.714 million the following three seasons before it goes down considerably -- but Markstrom was considered the franchise's 'goalie of the future.'

Tallon says Luongo's track record trumped Markstrom's potential.

"We're getting a great goaltender, a proven commodity,'' Tallon said. "Jacob has great upside but we needed to make a statement. .-.-. You have to pay the price to get guys like this. You don't get Roberto Luongo for nothing.''

Florida could now move Thomas -- named the league's top goalie twice -- as early as Wednesday's trade deadline. 

Tallon said he would talk to Thomas and see what he wants to do. Thomas has a no-trade clause, one he may now waive although he said he and Luongo could co-exist.

"I was surprised at first, like a lot of people, I didn't see that coming,'' Thomas said after Tuesday's 4-1 loss in Boston. "I don't know what their plans are right now, so I can't say much. I have to see the situation, see what they're thinking. I'm going to check in with Dale.''

The Panthers also gave up Matthias, the player they got from Detroit in the Bertuzzi (who played seven games with Florida) trade of 2007. 

Matthias had three goals in Florida's previous two games.

"I think he may need a change of scenery,'' Dineen said.

-- Lost in the shuffle of the Luongo news were two other moves made by the Panthers. Defenseman Mike Weaver was sent to Montreal for a fifth round selection in the 2015 draft.

Before the Luongo news broke, Brad Boyes signed a two-year deal worth just over $5 million. Boyes, Florida's leading goal scorer, said getting Luongo trade bolstered his decision.

"We're not standing pat, it's not a rebuild,'' Boyes said. "We're going to win some games and I think we're going to do something really big next year. I want to be part of this.''
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BLOCKBUSTER FROM SUNRISE: Dale Tallon Talks About Luongo Deal, Effect on Tim Thomas, Scott Clemmensen 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

DALE TALLON

As you well know, we had some talks last year. It just didn't come to fruition. 

At 3:30 [Monday] afternoon, I had a brief conversation with Vancouver about it, you know, just making calls, kicking the tires asking if they had interest in Luongo. They said we could revisit it and we continued the conversation. We talked again at night, had good conversations [Tuesday] morning. 

I talked to Vinnie Viola, Doug Cifu and Rory Babich this morning about the possibility and if I should continue to pursue this. I was given the green light to see what we could get done and we eventually got it done. 

And here we are. I'm excited about. I think it's great for our franchise.

On Markstrom going back to Vancouver: We're getting a great goaltender, a proven commodity. Jacob has great upside but we needed to make a statement. Luongo's numbers are terrific. He's already been in this community and is very popular in South Florida. I just like what he brings to the table brining experience and a chance for us to win.

You have to pay the price to get guys like this. You don't get Roberto Luongo for nothing. You have to pay a price and we obviously paid a big price. Jacob is a great young goaltender with a lot of potential but that's what you have to pay sometimes to get value.

Have you talked to Roberto: He's excited, just over the moon about coming back to Florida. I spoke to him very briefly, had to get him on a flight. His family is here, his wife is from here. He's excited to be a Panther again and so are we. The past is the past and we have to worry about tomorrow.

Tim Thomas and can they coexist: This all came out so quickly, I'll sit down and talk to Tim and see what he would like us to do. Goaltending is pretty solid with those two guys. We have to talk to Tim and see what he would like to do and we'll do the best we can to make this work. You can't win without great goaltending and we'll see what direction it takes us. We'll have a conversation [Wednesday] with Tim and see where it leads. This is a business decision and we felt we had to do it. It came out of nowhere, [Monday] around 3, 3:30.

Shawn Matthias: It's time for a change, he's been here for a long time. He's had some great games and not so great games. Consistency has been the issue. I think he probably is welcoming a change, kind of intimated that this year -- his agent has. He has a lot of upside, a good guy who works hard, can skate and has a big shot. But he has to develop consistency. We're giving up two good young assets to get an outstanding goaltender.

The difference on dealing for Luongo this time around: We just couldn't get a deal done. We tried. Both teams didn't think it was a fair deal. Sometimes it happens and sometimes it doesn't. Sometimes you're the bug, sometimes the windshield. This time we got a deal done. Sometimes it takes years to get the right deal done. We've been going at it hard for a couple of years. We finally got it done.

Boyes: We agreed to terms on a two-year deal.

Canucks taking 15 percent of salary: Yes I can.

How big is that: It's part of doing business in a hard cap and it's going to happen numerous times moving forward. You do what you have to do. It's part of the deal process. It made sense.

Assessment of Luongo's game: He's still one of the elite goaltenders in the league, was on the Canadian Olympic team. Won a Gold Medal. His numbers are phenominal, took his team to the Stanley Cup Finals and got beat in Game 7. He's a solid goaltender and can play a lot of minutes. You can't win without great goaltending.

Talking to Tim on no trade: He has a big game in Boston; we'll talk after the game [Tuesday] or [Wednesday] morning.

The splash of Luongo: It's huge. He's a big name down here. It sets the tone for our franchise. Vinnie, Doug, Rory and I want to win the Stanley Cup but talk is cheap. We're acting and following up on what we said we would do. We traded for Luongo, picked up [Brandon] Pirri and resigned Boyes. We're looking to get better every day in achieving our goal of the Stanley Cup.

Scott Clemmensen?: Clemm will probably have to spend some time in San Antonio. We'll see what happens next day and a half. We won't have that answer until 3 [Wednesday].

Weaver: We're going to get a good look at Petrovic, Roback and Racine; We have good young defenseman in our organization, in junior and college. We're looking to the future. Montreal was looking for a solid defensive defenseman. We felt it was a good thing for Mike Weaver to get into the playoff picture and have a good opportunity to win in Montreal. He's a great warrior, played his butt off for us. I wish him well. 

Posted with BlogsyPosted with Blogsy

1

Posted by George Richards at 7:12 PM | Permalink  | Comments (2) 

LOUIE SPEAKS: Roberto Luongo Speaks to Media Following Trade Back to Florida Panthers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Well the deal is official, the Panthers are getting Roberto Luongo back. And, the Canucks are eating a portion of the salary -- as expected.

Below, in italics, is the Panthers' official release. Under than are comments from Luongo to media before he left for the airport for a flight to South Florida.

G Roberto Luongo Returns to Florida Panthers

Florida Re-Acquires Three-Time NHL-All Star & Vezina Trophy Finalist

SUNRISE, Fla. - Florida Panthers Executive Vice President and General Manager Dale Tallon announce today that the club has acquired G Roberto Luongo and F Steven Anthony from the Vancouver Canucks in exchange for F Shawn Matthias and G Jacob Markstrom.

“Roberto is one of the game’s elite goaltenders and we are happy to welcome him back to South Florida,” said Tallon. “With this acquisition, we have solidified our goaltending depth with a top-tiered netminder for the next several seasons. Roberto is a three-time Vezina finalist, who has experienced tremendous success throughout his 13-year playing career, which includes six post-season appearances, including the Stanley Cup finals, two Olympic Gold Medals and three All-Star selections. We look forward to his contributions to our club on the ice as well as his continued philanthropic efforts in the South Florida community.”

Luongo, 34, has played in 789 career National Hockey League games for NY Islanders (1999-2000), Florida (2002-2006) and Vancouver (2006-2014) posting a 367-305-92 mark with a 2.51 GAA, a .919 save percentage and 65 shutouts. He ranks second among active goaltending leaders in wins (367), saves (21,487) and shutouts (65). He also places third among active goaltending leaders in games played (789).

The three-time Vezina Finalist (2004, 2007 & 2011) has played in 64 postseason games, all with Vancouver, posting a 32-31 mark with a 2.54 GAA, leading the Canucks to the Stanley Cup Finals during the 2010-2011 season. Luongo, was also awarded the William M. Jennings Trophy in 2011 (the goalkeeper(s) having played a minimum of 25 games for the team with the fewest goals scored against it).

The Montreal, Quebec native currently ranks first among Panthers’ goaltender leaders in several all-time categories including career games played (317), single season games played (75), career wins (108), single season wins (35), and career shutouts (26). He also own Florida’s single season records for most saves (2,303 in 2003-2004), most minutes played (4,304 in 2005-2006) and consecutive scoreless minutes (182:37 in 2004).

Luongo has represented Canada numerous times on the international stage, appearing in the last three Winter Olympics (2006, 2010 & 2014). He won the Gold Medal at both the 2010 and 2014 Winter Olympics. During the 2010 Winter Games, Luongo posted a 5-0 mark with one shutout and a 1.76 GAA. He also won Gold at the World Championships (2003 & 2004) and World Cup (2004).

Luongo was drafted by the NY Islanders with their first choice (fourth overall) in the 1997 NHL Entry Draft.

Anthony, 22, was drafted by Vancouver in the seventh round in 2009 NHL Entry Draft. A Hailifax, Nova Scotia native, Anthony played his junior hockey with the Saint John Sea Dogs (QMJHL). He most recently spent time playing for the Kalamazoo Wings (ECHL) and St. Charles Chill (CHL).

Roberto Luongo’s Career Statistics:

Season Team Lge GP Min GA EN SO GAA W L T Svs Pct

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

1995-96 Val d'Or Foreurs QMJHL 23 1199 74 0 0 3.70 6 11 4 534 0.878

1996-97 Val d'Or Foreurs QMJHL 60 3305 171 0 2 3.10 32 21 2 1571 0.902

1997-98 Val d'Or Foreurs QMJHL 54 3046 157 0 7 3.09 27 20 5 1390 0.899

1998-99 Acadie-Bathurst Titan QMJHL 22 1342 74 2 0 3.31 14 7 1 690 0.903

1999-00 Lowell Lock Monsters AHL 26 1517 74 1 1 2.93 10 12 4 733 0.908

1999-00 New York Islanders NHL 24 1292 70 2 1 3.25 7 14 1 660 0.904

2000-01 Louisville Panthers AHL 3 178 10 0 0 3.38 1 2 0 111 0.917

2000-01 Florida Panthers NHL 47 2628 107 6 5 2.44 12 24 7 1226 0.920

2001-02 Florida Panthers NHL 58 3030 140 4 4 2.77 16 33 4 1513 0.915

2002-03 Florida Panthers NHL 65 3627 164 7 6 2.71 20 34 7 1847 0.918

2003-04 Florida Panthers NHL 73 4251 172 7 7 2.43 25 33 14 2303 0.931

2005-06 Florida Panthers NHL 75 4305 213 4 4 2.97 35 30 9 2275 0.914

2006-07 Vancouver Canucks NHL 76 4490 171 3 5 2.28 47 22 6 1998 0.921

2007-08 Vancouver Canucks NHL 73 4233 168 3 6 2.38 35 29 9 1861 0.917

2008-09 Vancouver Canucks NHL 54 3181 124 5 9 2.34 33 13 7 1418 0.920

2009-10 Vancouver Canucks NHL 68 3899 167 4 4 2.57 40 22 4 1748 0.913

2010-11 Vancouver Canucks NHL 60 3590 126 3 4 2.11 38 15 7 1627 0.928

2011-12 Vancouver Canucks NHL 55 3162 127 2 5 2.41 31 14 8 1450 0.919

2012-13 Vancouver Canucks NHL 20 1197 51 0 2 2.56 9 6 3 500 0.907

2013-14 Vancouver Canucks NHL 42 2418 96 0 3 2.38 19 16 6 1061 0.917

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

Steven Anthony’s Career Statistics:

 ---Regular Season --- ---- Playoffs ----

Season Team Lge GP G A Pts PIM GP G A Pts PIM

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

2007-08 Saint John Sea Dogs QMJHL 55 6 8 14 38 10 1 1 2 2

2008-09 Saint John Sea Dogs QMJHL 67 19 29 48 47 4 1 2 3 4

2009-10 Saint John Sea Dogs QMJHL 61 18 23 41 28 5 0 0 0 6

2010-11 Saint John Sea Dogs QMJHL 61 23 37 60 23 14 5 7 12 12

2011-12 Kalamazoo Wings ECHL 34 8 12 20 28 -- -- -- -- --

2012-13 Kalamazoo Wings ECHL 41 3 8 11 10 -- -- -- -- --

2013-14 St. Charles Chill CHL 33 4 10 14 10

ROBERTO LUONGO

I was not expecting it. Go figure, right? I'm really out of words right now. This caught me off guard. This is good for myself and my family, but I'm a little sad to be leaving Vancouver. 

It's nice, it's home. It's going to be a little tough to get in this season but we'll have to deal with that. The new ownership there is committed to winning and there are some good young players there. This is a good opportunity for me.

I didn't know what was going on at all. I was actually taking a nice pregame nap getting ready to play. It was kind of weird. 

Listen. I thought my contract was untradable. It hurt I didn't play in that game but I was ready to play tonight. I moved on, was ready to go. I wasn't expecting this to happen especially not today.

Things happen and I've had to deal with them. To be quite honest, I felt really good today, felt like I was going to have a good game. I think I did a good job of putting things behind me and moving on. 

Obviously a lot of great things happened here. We had a great run and unfortunately fell a little short. That's the one that's going to hurt me for a while. I wish we could have done more to win that game. All in all, it was a great run. There was a lot that happened in between, but nothing but good things to say about the fans who were really supportive -- especially at the end. It didn't go unnoticed. This organization took me to another level. It's all positive stuff.

On Tim Thomas: Yeah I did. We'll see how that goes, right?

It's tough for everyone, involved in this process. They had tough decisions to make. I can understand that. I understand management has tough decisions to make. When they were made, I tried to handle them as best I could. And right when I let my guard down, what do you know, a trade happens. That's the way it goes.

I spoke to a few guys, but obviously I have a flight to catch. They play in Florida in a few weeks, so I'll see you there.

I haven't had a chance to think about it but it's going to weird for sure. I don't know how else to put it. It's going to be weird. I've played with a lot of these guys for seven, eight years. To be playing against them will be weird.

Nothing out of the ordinary. It really caught me off guard.
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TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- Things just got real for the Florida Panthers

Roberto Luongo is coming home.

Luongo has confirmed that the Canucks have traded him back to the Panthers. Luongo, who continues to reside a few miles north of Florida's training facility in Coral Springs, had been working on coming back to the team for some time.

Under Mike Keenan, the Panthers traded Luongo to the Canucks in a lopsided deal on the eve of the 2006 NHL Draft being held in Vancouver. Florida got Bryan Allen, Todd Bertuzzi and Alex Auld in that deal. 

The Panthers reportedly are sending Jacob Markstrom -- long considered their goalie of the future -- to Vancouver.

Luongo and Tim Thomas, who famously battled it out in the 2011 Stanley Cup Finals, are now teammates. Scott Clemmensen, put on waivers on Tuesday, may be headed to San Antonio.

More as we move along....
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BOYES IS STAYING: Panthers Sign Leading Goal Scorer to Two-Year Deal 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- The Panthers traded Mike Weaver on Tuesday afternoon but kept one of their top unrestricted free agents in the fold later in the day.

Brad Boyes, who came to the Panthers on a training camp try out, signed a two-year deal with the Panthers worth an average of $2.65 million.

Boyes, who leads the Panthers in goals and is second in points, said last Saturday after the loss in Columbus that he was hoping to be able to swing a deal and stay in South Florida.

Done and done.

More later.
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MIKE WEAVER: Off to Montreal (via California) as Florida Panthers Make Move 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- Mike Weaver shook hands and said goodbye to a few teammates before leaving Boston Garden after Tuesday's morning skate, then went back to the team hotel and saw most of them anyway.

Weaver, in his final year of his second two-year contract with the Panthers, was traded to Montreal not long after Florida's workout at the Garden. The Panthers got a fifth round pick in the 2015 draft for Weaver.

Weaver went back to the team hotel to gather his belongings and tie up little things like turning in his team-issued iPad. Weaver apparently left the charger for it at home in South Florida. 

Montreal is currently on a west coast swing so Weaver, 35, was catching a flight out of Logan on Tuesday evening and meeting his new team in Anaheim. The Canadiens lost the opener of the trip Monday in Los Angeles.

"I'm still trying to wrap my mind around things, still kind of in shock,'' said Weaver, who was in his fourth season with the Panthers and one of their team leaders.

"I'm meeting the team in Anaheim and going on the west coast trip we were supposed to be going on later in the month. I'm excited about the opportunity. We have a great team. 

"This could be fun. The energy inside the building in Montreal is just amazing. Being a part of the Montreal Canadiens really is amazing. It's Original Six. The tradition behind that jersey is amazing. The nerves are going to be going, but they'll be good nerves.''

Yet leaving Florida was bittersweet for Weaver.

"I loved it here, this is a great place to play,'' he said. "Florida has great weather, great facilities. I wish I could have been part of the new ownership moving forward. I wish them all the best. I had a great time in Florida.''

Before the trade, it looked like the Panthers were going to make Weaver a healthy scratch as he and Scott Gomez -- who was put on waivers at noon -- did the post-practice bag skate. 

Weaver then came into the room and spoke to a few reporters before being pulled aside and told about the deal to Montreal. 

"This is the first time I've ever been through this. We'll see what happens,'' Weaver said after the morning skate. "This is all new to me. When I first came here, I was part of the rebuild. And we're still rebuilding. It's part of the business.''

When asked if he had thought about Sunday's game on Long Island being his last with the Panthers, Weaver smiled. 

"I'm not really thinking about anything right now,'' Weaver said. "If it happens, it happens. If not, everything is the same. I've had a great time here but we only made the playoffs once in four years. I would have liked a few more shots at that, won some more games. I wish we had a better penalty kill this year. But things happen. Either way, I'll deal with it.''

Gomez wasn't the only Florida player to find his way onto the waiver wire as goalie Scott Clemmensen was waived as well. If both clear -- or are picked up -- that frees up roster spots for the Panthers going into Wednesday's trade deadline. 

"You're a professional so you just go out and play, whether it's with this team or another,'' Clemmensen said. "You don't worry about what may happen in the future. You worry about today.''
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FINAL ACT: Michael Yormark Leaves Florida Panthers, Rory Babich & Dale Tallon to Split Duties  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- After a tumultuous decade of running the Florida Panthers and its related companies, team president Michael Yormark left the organization on Monday. 

Yormark is now president and Chief Strategy Officer for Roc Nation, an entertainment and sports marketing firm headed by Jay-Z. Yormark begins his new job Wednesday in New York although his family will remain in Boca Raton.

The Panthers made the playoffs once since he joined the franchise in 2003, although the Broward County-owned BB&T Center became a top entertainment venue and helped keep the hockey team financially afloat.

"I'm thrilled,'' Yormark told the Miami Herald on Monday evening. "At the end of the day, I've been here 11 years. I've had a lot of opportunities come my way during that period of time. But I've done everything I can do here.

"Based on what I controlled and what I could impact, I did everything I could. This opportunity really puts me on a global platform. This takes me to a completely different level in my career. I had to go for it, I really did.''

Rory Babich, a New York-based attorney, has been advising new owner Vinnie Viola since he bought the franchise in September. Babich becomes the team's new CEO and president.

Babich will work with general manager Dale Tallon on both the hockey and business side of the organization. Both were named alternate governors of the franchise on Monday. 

Tallon and Babich have been working together since Viola and Doug Cifu took over the organization.

"We're incredibly optimistic,'' Babich said. "Vinnie and Doug bought the team with the belief it can be very successful in South Florida. Dale and I certainly share that vision. That's why we're both here today.''

Said Tallon: "We've developed a good relationship in a short amount of time. We're going to be partners in all these initiatives on and off the ice. I'm excited about it. I think it's going to be great.''

Viola has said the Panthers will increase their payroll significantly next season and be closer to the salary cap ceiling ($71 million) than its floor. 

With the NHL trade deadline coming Wednesday, Florida has the lowest payroll in the league but is expected to be busy. 

Tallon is shopping a number of pending free agents who he doesn't feel fit with the Panthers' future plans. Tallon could also bring in players to help finish this season and return next year. 

"We're building for the future obviously, but that's a whole different process,'' Tallon said. "This is another stepping stone.''

The departure of Yormark didn't come as a complete surprise as rumors had been circulating since last month following his appearance at a Broward County Board of Commissioners workshop in which the Panthers are requesting to restructure their contract and lessen (or completely erase) their financial obligation for use of the Sunrise arena.

Yormark has been at the forefront of the team's dealings with the county over the past decade and secured funding for a $4.2 million scoreboard and video command center last summer. 

The commission appears poised to help the Panthers shed a good portion of their financial obligation to the county on a lease that runs through 2028.

Babich will join Cifu in working with the county as Yormark moves on.

"Having a strong hockey franchise here in a county-owned arena that brings in all of the top acts really does benefit the city of Sunrise, Broward County, right from the beaches to the Everglades and all of South Florida,'' Babich said. "We're looking to be cooperative and continue discussions with the commissioners.''

Brett Yormark, Michael's twin brother, is CEO of the Brooklyn Nets and the new Barclays Center and a business associate of Jay-Z. 

Roc Nation as well as concert promoter Live Nation have had a close relationship with Yormark and Sunrise Sports & Entertainment over the years. Two of Yormark's closest employees with the Panthers recently took jobs in New York with Roc Nation.

When Viola and Cifu bought the team last summer, Yormark was promoted to CEO and allowed a small financial stake in the organization from stock options. Yormark will not take any ownership in the team moving forward.

"I'll still catch games when I can,'' Yormark said, "catch concerts and shows here when I can -- especially when we have our artists here. I'll be around. I wish Vinnie and his family the best of luck. I hope they can take this thing to the next level. That's what our fans want to see. I'll be cheering for them.''
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MICHAEL YORMARK TALKS: Takes Pride in Keeping Florida Panthers Alive 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Below is the transcipt from an interview I did with former Florida Panthers president Michael Yormark on Monday evening.

There is some pretty good stuff in here.

And regardless of what you think of Yormark or how he ran the organization these past 11 years, you have to give him credit for continuously and tirelessly working to make things work down here. The guy just never stops.

Anyway, here you go: 

I'm thrilled. At the end of the day, I've been here 11 years. I've had a lot of opportunities come my way during that period of time. But I've done everything I can do here.

I came here to build a first-class organization, to put this building on the map, to help this arena, to make the hockey team relevant in South Florida. Based on what I controlled and what I could impact, I did everything I could.

This opportunity really puts me on a global platform. This takes me to a completely different level in my career. 

I had to go for it, I really did.

The easy thing would have been to stay, continue to do the same thing I did for 11 years. But I'm in the prime of my career and this opportunity opens up numerous doors. I'm working with such talented people at Roc Nation. It's one of the leaders in entertainment space on a global level. I'm just excited to be part of it.

This was once in a lifetime and it allows me to integrate entertainment with the sports side. It's really never been done before. I'm looking forward to it. I'm going to miss being down here, but I'm going to stay in South Florida, my family is still living in Boca Raton. I'll still catch games when I can, catch concerts and shows here when I can -- especially when we have our artists here. I'll be around. I wish Vinnie and his family the best of luck. I hope they can take this thing to the next level. That's what our fans want to see. I'll be cheering for them.

When I look at my legacy here, I look back and I helped keep hockey alive here in South Florida.

If you think about it, we had one playoff experience in 11 years. Yet the team is still here. We have a thriving arena, a thriving entertainment business. The team is hopefully about to turn the corner. Will all of that we kept moving the business forward. We built a brand that was revelant in the market and I'm proud of that. I can't tell you how many e-mails I got from people today, from fans to partners to business associates who said 'Michael, we appreciated your 24/7 effort. You did it against all odds.'

Think about it. And I told my staff this today, since I've been here, we've had multiple owners, coaches and general managers as well as two work stoppages. And, the Heat have won three championships -- and working on a fourth -- the Marlins won a championship. And on the entertainment side, there is all kinds of new places that have opened in the past 11 years. Case in point, the Hard Rock. Despite all that, we survived. We continued to move the business forward.

When I look back, I'm proud of what I accomplished. We didn't get a lot of help, but we perservered and worked our butts off every single day. I will tell you, we always had the hardest working staff in America. Every person who worked for this organization over the past 11 years worked 24/7 to build this brand and help keep this business alive. That's what I'm most proud of, I really am. 

The difference from where I am and where I'm going is here, the challenge was to keep it alive. Where I'm going, the challenge is to build something great. I have an opportunity to really build something with Roc Nation, Jay-Z and the senior management team here. Where I've been the past 11 years, I was focused every day on surviving in a very competitive market. We did.
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NEW MANAGEMENT: Rory Babich, Dale Tallon Meet the Media 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Here is the Panthers' official release on their new management team with Michael Yormark leaving the team for a gig with Roc Nation. My conversation with Michael comes up next. 

Below the italicized press release is the transcript from Rory and Dale's teleconference with the South Florida media on Monday night.

SUNRISE, FLA - The Florida Panthers and its parent company Sunrise Sports & Entertainment, LLC announced today that Rory A. Babich has been promoted to Chief Executive Officer and President. Michael R. Yormark, the former CEO and President, announced today that he is resigning to accept an offer to join Roc Nation. In his capacity as CEO and President, Mr. Babich will be responsible for all business and hockey operations, where he will partner with Dale M. Tallon, currently the Executive Vice President and General Manager, who will also have his responsibilities expanded to include business operations. Both Mr. Babich and Mr. Tallon have also been named as Alternative Governors to the National Hockey League’s Board of Governors.

Panthers owner Vincent Viola said, “We appreciate Michael's many years of hard work and service to the organization and wish Michael much continued success in his new role. While we are sorry to see Michael leave, he has received an offer for a tremendous opportunity and we are fortunate that we will be able to continue working with him in his new role. Rory has been working with us throughout our acquisition of the team and has been partnering with Michael on the business side and Dale on the hockey side since he joined us. Rory and Dale have developed an extremely close working relationship and we look forward to having them continue our mission to develop a team that makes Sunrise, Broward County and South Florida proud on and off the ice and continues to attract sports-loving tourists from all over the world to Broward County. We will continue to focus on bringing the Stanley Cup to Broward County and South Florida while also offering the best entertainment and biggest names at BB&T Center in Sunrise."

Panthers co-owner Douglas Cifu said, “I have known Rory for nearly 25 years. He is an experienced senior business executive with an incredible knowledge of sports in general and hockey in particular. Together with Dale Tallon, who led the effort to build the foundation of the Stanley Cup Champion Chicago Blackhawks and is building a similar model here with our young guns, the two of them will pool their talents as we advance on our journey to bring the Stanley Cup to South Florida."

Growing up in the sports world with a father who was a college baseball coach and doubled as a sportswriter, Babich, who was born in NY, NY, has been working with the owners of the Panthers since they started exploring buying the team last summer. Before launching his consulting business, Babich was a senior executive responsible for running the day-to-day business of a division of Fortress Investment Group, a financial services company listed on the NYSE. Babich also has over 20 years of experience as a leading international corporate attorney. Babich said, “I am very excited about this opportunity to help take the team and the organization to the next level as we build a successful hockey team while also strengthening our bonds with our many supporters throughout Sunrise, Broward County and South Florida and having hockey-loving fans from Europe who vacation in South Florida adopt our team as their team. I could not ask to work with a better partner than Dale, and we are very optimistic about the future.”

Tallon, originally from Noranda, Canada, has been an Executive Vice President and the General Manager of the Panthers since May 2010. After helping build the Chicago Blackhawks into a Stanley Cup winner, Tallon is now in the process of working with Babich to replicate that success through careful drafting and development of young players with additional players added through trades and free agency. During his tenure, Tallon has led the Panthers to their first Southeast Division title during the 2011-2012 season and was selected as a finalist for the National Hockey League’s 2011-2012 Executive of the Year. Tallon said, “In the time we have been working together, Rory has become a trusted partner on the hockey side for me and I look forward to working with Rory on all parts of our business. Vinnie has given us the authority to become a cap team and we look forward to adding the right pieces and building the team the right way to ensure long-term success.”

RORY BABICH

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

DALE TALLON

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

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

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

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

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

Dale booking concerts?: Why not. A little bit of country, little bit of rock and roll. A little bit of this, a little bit of that.
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HOCKEY STUFF: Pirri Could Play vs. Bruins; Jimmy Hayes Getting Islanders Goal? 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- Coach Peter Horachek said center Brandon Pirri was expected to join the team Monday in Boston. The Panthers didn't practice on Monday prior to Tuesday's game against the Bruins.

Pirri, acquired Sunday from Chicago for two draft picks, could play on Tuesday although that decision hasn't been made yet. 

Horachek did talk about Pirri to Panthers forward Jimmy Hayes who played with Pirri in the Blackhawks' organization.

"I don't know much about him,'' Horachek said. "I've seen his stats, a couple of our guys played with him. It may be a little strange throwing him in there, but that could just be a good thing. We'll see what happens after the morning skate.''

-- Horachek said he would look into having the league review Florida's fifth goal from Sunday's 5-3 win over the Islanders. The goal was credited to Scottie Upshall, but the puck clearly went off Hayes' skate and into the net.

"What's right is right,'' Horachek said. "If it goes in, he did it. I think we should get things right.'' 

TUESDAY: PANTHERS AT BRUINS

When, Where: 7 p.m.; TD Garden, Boston

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM-560

The series: Boston leads 39-32-6

Scouting report: The Bruins, coming off Sunday's 6-3 win at the Rangers, have beaten the Panthers six straight times. Tim Thomas is expected to make his second start at the Garden as a member of the Panthers. 
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OPEN LETTER: Michael Yormark Says Goodbye to Florida Panthers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- Here is an email that Michael Yormark sent out this afternoon.

It is with a heavy heart that I write to inform you that after 11 years of incredible memories, moments and relationships, I am departing Sunrise Sports & Entertainment to open an exciting new chapter in my career.

I am honored and humbled to be joining Jay Z’s Roc Nation Sports as President & Chief Strategy Officer. Roc Nation represents a wonderful new adventure for my family and me, and I am thrilled to join an exciting, innovative organization led by Desiree and Juan Perez.

Roc Nation Sports is poised to grow in to one of the most influential companies in the industry and I am looking forward to taking on this new challenge.

That said, I will always remember the wonderful moments and relationships that I had during my tenure as President & CEO of the Florida Panthers and the BB&T Center. I had the opportunity to work with so many wonderful people including our staff, partners and fans and I will never forget some of the great memories and challenges that we shared together.

I believe strongly that new owner Vinnie Viola, his partner Doug Cifu and new CEO Rory Babich have the organization headed to even greater heights and I have no doubt they will continue to steward this company in a professional and first-class manner, and become significant leaders in our community.

Clearly, they are committed to winning on and off the ice and being a great partner to Broward County and I will always be available to support them on their journey.

Moving forward, I will be working out of Roc Nation’s New York City offices while maintaining my residence in South Florida. I look forward to staying in touch with you and all of my dear friends.

Thank you once again for everything you have done for me over the years and I will see you again soon.

Best Regards,

Michael
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MICHAEL YORMARK OUT: Longtime Panthers President Leaving Organization; Rory Babich In 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

BOSTON -- After more than a decade of running the organization, team president Michael Yormark is leaving the Florida Panthers.

Sources close to the situation say Rory Babich will take over for Yormark and be introduced to the media on Monday afternoon.

Yormark is leaving the Panthers to run the business side of Roc Nation -- a sports and entertainment agency headed by Jay-Z. Two former Florida employees with close ties to Yormark already left for Roc Nation over the past few weeks.

Yormark was given a small financial stake in the team when Vinnie Viola and Doug Cifu bought the franchise in September. He will not be retaining it when he leaves.

Babich is a New York-based attorney who has been working closely with Panthers general manager Dale Tallon since the beginning of the season. 

Tallon, whose job is said to be "100 percent" secure, pushed for the Panthers to hire Babich in some capacity.

Although Yormark has had little to no say in the hockey side of the organization at least since the new ownership came on, that will not be the case with Babich. Sources say the two will continue to work closely together as Babich works both sides of the business.

The Panthers, who say they are going to significantly increase salary next season, are trying to transform their standing in the local marketplace and hope finally putting a winning product on the ice will bring fans back to Sunrise.

Under Yormark's watch, the Panthers went through seven coaches, five general managers and four different ownership groups. Yormark was hired from the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2003 by then-owner Alan Cohen. Florida had three different coaches that season.

Florida made the playoffs once since Yormark joined the franchise.

Attempts to reach Yormark on Monday morning were unsuccessful.
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March 02, 2014

PANTHERS MAKE SOME MOVES: Acquire Pirri From Blackhawks, Deal Selleck 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers were busy on the trade front Sunday, making two different deals. 

Florida acquired former second round pick (2009) Brandon Pirri from Chicago for Florida’s third round draft pick in 2014 and its fifth-round selection in 2015.

Pirri is expected to join the team in Boston for Tuesday's game against the Bruins.

The 22-year-old has played in 35 games over parts of three seasons with the Blackhawks, scoring six goals with seven assists. Pirri was with Chicago's AHL affiliate in Rockford, Ill., at the time of the deal and is a past winner of the AHL scoring title as well as its All-Star Game MVP.

Florida also dealt AHL winger Eric Selleck to St. Louis for forward Mark Mancari. The Panthers sent Doug Janik to the AHL's Chicago Wolves for future considerations.

Mancari, 28, had nine goals and 22 assists for the Wolves this season. Mancari has played in 42 NHL games for Buffalo and Vancouver; his last NHL action came over six games with the Canucks in 2011-12. 

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/page/5/#storylink=cpy
March 02, 2014

ON AN ISLAND: Panthers Rally with Four in the Third, Drop Islanders 5-3 ... Panthers Make Minor League Deal 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers have made a habit of falling behind early in games.

On Sunday, they finished their comeback.

Florida, which hadn't won a road game since beating Detroit on Jan. 26, scored four unanswered goals in the third period to beat the host Islanders 5-3 on Sunday afternoon at the Nassau Coliseum.

The Panthers got two goals from Shawn Matthias as the winger now has three goals in his past two games. Matthias had 11 goals in March last season; he has three in the first two days of March this year.

Florida trailed 3-1 going into the third after the Isles scored late in the second. But Marcel Goc got Florida going in at 3:16 of the third to make it 3-2. Matthias got his second of the night a few moments later to tie it.

Scottie Upshall gave Florida its first lead since he scored to make it 1-0 on Detroit on Feb. 6; Upshall was credited with his second goal to make it 5-3 although it appeared Jimmy Hayes knocked the puck in with his skate off Upshall's shot.

The two teams combined for 25 penalties with the Panthers being called for 13 of them. The Islanders scored on their first power play chance yet the Panthers' beleaguered penalty kill was good on Sunday. Florida killed off five of six including a full two-minute 5-on-3 chance for the Islanders in the first down 2-0.

The Panthers also got a power play goal on Sunday, going 1-for-4 with the advantage.

Florida concludes this three-game road trip -- which started with Saturday's 6-3 loss in Columbus -- on Tuesday at Boston.

-- The Panthers made a minor move on Sunday afternoon, acquiring minor league winger Mark Mancari from the St. Louis Blues for Eric Selleck. 

The Panthers also sent Doug Janik to the AHL's Chicago Wolves for future considerations.

Mancari, 28, had nine goals and 22 assists for the Wolves this season. Mancari has played in 42 NHL games for Buffalo and Vancouver; his last NHL action came over six games with the Canucks in 2011-12. 
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March 01, 2014

BOYES STAYING?: Florida's Leading Scorer Says He Wants to Remain with Panthers, Agent Talking with Tallon 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- Brad Boyes is one of Florida's top trading chips as the NHL deadline fast approaches. 

On Saturday, Boyes said he would like to stay with the Panthers and he confirmed that his agent has been in talks with general manager Dale Tallon about a new contract.

Boyes, who got a one-year deal from the Panthers after a training camp tryout, leads Florida in goals (17) and points (28).

Tallon didn't travel to Columbus and apparently is working back in South Florida.

"I would like to stay,'' Boyes said. "There have been talks back and forth. We'll see what happens.''

Defenseman Mike Weaver, also a pending free agent, could be moved by Wednesday as well. Weaver was scratched from Saturday's lineup not because a deal was in the works but because coach Peter Horachek didn't like Weaver's play from Thursday.

"Everyone has to be accountable in certain situations,'' Horachek said. "We have to make decisions each night."
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RUN OVER IN C-BUS: Panthers 'Special' Teams Don't Do Much in 6-3 Loss to Blue Jackets 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- The Panthers' special teams have been problematic all year. Saturday, it was ridiculous how bad things got.

Florida surrendered three power play goals before the Blue Jackets scored a shorthanded one for good measure in a 6-3 win over the Panthers at Nationwide Arena.

The Panthers, last in the league in both power play and penalty kill percentages, have lost eight of 10 dating to Jan. 24.

Florida's penalty kill has been successful once in six tries since the Olympic break; the power play is a anemic 1-for--10. Columbus' final two goals of the day came into an empty net.

"Special teams stink,'' coach Peter Horachek said afterward. "Those guys aren't taking responsibility for the penalty killing. That was not very good. The power play, to give up a shorthanded goal in that situation .-.-. there has to be some sense of desperate play.''

The team left the Ohio capital soon after Saturday's loss and flew to Long Island. The Panthers visit the New York Islanders -- who were embarrassed 6-1 at home by the Devils on Saturday -- on Sunday afternoon before wrapping up this three-game road trip Tuesday in Boston.

"They beat us on special teams,'' said Nick Bjugstad, who tied the score at 2 in the second. "We had a good fight back and it was a close one. We had our chances but we need a better start.''

Florida fell behind 2-0 as the Jackets scored on consecutive power plays before Shawn Matthias picked off an errant pass deep in the Columbus zone and walked in on goalie Sergei Bobrovsky and roofed a shot with 6:10 left in the first.

Bjugstad tied the score at 2 less than seven minutes into the second, backhanding a shot past Bobrovsky for his 14th goal of the year.

Florida's Erik Gudbranson got called for cross-checking midway through the second and that meant bad news for the Panthers. Florida, which allowed Washington to go 2-for-2 on the power play on Thursday, watched David Savard make it 3-for-3 for the Blue Jackets as he scored with a second left in Columbus' third power play attempt.

"We didn't play well,'' Brad Boyes said. "I thought we were turning the corner with the power play in the last game. But this is a broken record. It's killing us.''

The Panthers wouldn't be down long, however, as 40 seconds later, Tom Gilbert's long shot clipped Sean Bergenheim camped down low and the puck somehow found its way past Bobrovsky.

Florida tried to take its first lead of the game late in the third when Derek MacKenzie popped Dmitry Kulikov with his stick Instead, Artem Anisimov bulled Jonathan Huberdeau in the corner and took the puck away from him. 

Anisimov spun and took the puck directly to the net, beating Scott Clemmensen with 10 seconds left before the second break.

"There are individuals who let everyone else down,'' Horachek said, not naming Huberdeau specifically.

-- Horachek went with Clemmensen in net with Tim Thomas expected to get the call Sunday. Clemmensen, who made 31 saves, hadn't started since Jan. 30.

SUNDAY: PANTHERS AT ISLANDERS

When, Where: 3 p.m.; Nassau Veterans Coliseum, Uniondale, N.Y.

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM-560

The series: Panthers lead 40-34-8

Scouting report: This is a battle of two teams going nowhere fast. The Islanders, who lost 6-1 to the Devils on Saturday, are just three points ahead of the Panthers in the standings. Florida won the first meeting 4-2 in January.
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February 27, 2014

ONE MOMENT IN TWINE: Ovechkin Scores Soon After Thomas' Big Save as Caps Top Panthers 5-4 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

In hockey, a game can be won or lost in a matter of seconds.

On Thursday, the Panthers were on the wrong side of that equation as Alex Ovechkin scored late to lift Washington to a 5-4 win at BB&T Center. 

Ovechkin's goal came moments after Tim Thomas kept Florida in the game with a spectacular glove save he made on Mike Green while lying on his back.

Thomas made the save look a little tougher as he fell skating backward into position, but his snap reflex with his glove will be remembered.

"I got caught on the ice, caught on a rut,'' Thomas said. "It turned into a nice highlight-reel type of save. It was like, I have to make some way to make this save or I'll look like an idiot.'' 

The Panthers rallied from not one but a pair of two-goal deficits on Thursday yet fell a bit short as they tried to come out of the Olympic break with a win.

Florida, which has lost seven of nine, trailed 2-0 before tying things up only to see the Caps make it 4-2 by the end of the third.

The Panthers got back into the game when they scored a power play goal 8:01 into the third as 6-foot-6 Jimmy Hayes blocked goalie Braden Holtby's view as Drew Shore's point shot sailed through.

Just over a minute later, Brad Boyes tied the score by getting his second goal of the night by following up on his own rebound to make it 4-4.

Florida kept pushing but couldn't get that fifth goal. Washington, eventually, did.

"We've been able to come back in the past this season, come back in the third,'' said Boyes, whose wife gave birth to his second child on Monday. "But we talk about a 60-minute game. The resilience is there, but we give teams opportunities. We give them a lot. We gave up power plays, turnovers. If we cut those out, we're better off.''

Thomas, who made 30 saves, watched Green shoot out of the penalty box with 4:42 left and pick up a pass in the neutral zone unopposed. Thomas began working his way back to the cage when he caught his skate, falling to his back. Green couldn't get the puck high enough to avoid Thomas' leather, the save stunning Green and the Capitals.

Moments later, Ovechkin took a cross-ice pass from Brooks Laich and lit into it, scoring the winner. Ovechkin, fresh off his Russian Olympic disappointment, set up two other Washington goals.

"The last thing you want to give up .-.-. after that type of save is a 2-on-1 opportunity for them,'' Thomas said afterward.

RODEO WARRIORS

Florida's AHL affiliate in San Antonio were forced into an almost month-long road trip because of the annual rodeo and stock show. It was quite the successful trip.

On Wednesday, the Rampage ended its 10-game sojourn with a seventh win -- a 3-0 win in Utica, N.Y. Goalie Jacob Markstrom recorded his second shootout of the trip.

"This year, I think, was the longest one because we never went home,'' said Panthers center Drew Shore, who spent the Olympic break on the road with the Rampage. "It was fun. We had a few days off, went to Niagara Falls, had some team dinners and won a lot of games. That makes things fun.'' 

The successful trip helped pull San Antonio within two points -- as of early Thursday -- of the AHL's final playoff spot in the Western Conference. San Antonio missed the postseason last year.

"A month out of your building but they knew it, it was planned,'' said Peter Horachek, who coached the Rampage before replacing Kevin Dineen in Florida. "They did a great job, bonded, came together.''

-- The Panthers' first goal Thursday came as Tomas Fleischmann broke his long drought by scoring his first goal in 23 games by one-timing a slick feed from Jesse Winchester with 4:33 left in the first.

Fleischmann has been Florida's leading scorer the past two seasons but hadn't scored since Dec. 17.
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February 26, 2014

POWERED DOWN: Panthers Power Play Trying to Avoid History 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Panthers coach Peter Horachek spent a big portion of Wednesday's practice working on Florida's woeful power play. 

The Panthers have scored on 9 percent of their power play chances this year; the NHL record for worst power play percentage belongs to the 1997-98 Lightning which scored on 9.35 percent of its chances.

The franchise record for power play futility is a comparatively robust 13 percent (2000-01).

"I don't know the stat, won't look it up and don't care about it,'' Horachek said. "Someone telling me a stat doesn't change anything.''

Well, wait, there's more.

Florida is also on pace to obliterate its franchise record for fewest power play goals. 

The Panthers have scored 17 power play goals in 58 games this year; last year, despite playing just 48 games, the Panthers had 29. Florida is on track to score 24 this year. Florida's fewest power play goals in a full season: 35 (2010-11).

"It would certainly generate some confidence and get things jumping,'' Horachek said.
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FLORIDA FIRE SALE?: Panthers Could Stay Largely Intact Moving Forward 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

When the Panthers take the ice Thursday against Washington, it could be the last home game for a number of players who have spent varying degrees of time in South Florida.

With the NHL's trade deadline less than a week away, the Panthers could undergo another massive roster overhaul.

For a team miles out of a playoff spot, that may not be a bad thing.

Yet general manager Dale Tallon hasn't given off the vibe of someone planning a major fire sale. 

Do the Panthers have some assets available for the right price? Sure. Will the Panthers have a complete veteran purge? Probably not.

"We're going to do what's best for the Panthers to build a championship team,'' Tallon said during the recent Olympic break. "We're not blowing this thing up. If we can sell some assets to get better, we'll do that. It depends what happens in the next few weeks. We'll be aggressive either way.''

Although Tallon and and the Panthers have moved NHL players for prospects and draft picks in the past, they may not do that as much as in years past despite a similar spot in the standings.

Coach Peter Horachek said he hopes the Panthers don't ship off his key players with only draft picks returning. 

He has a vested interest in this. 

As the interim coach, Horachek knows the more wins that come in the final 24 games, the better his chances of returning next year are.

"I don't really want any draft picks. They don't do me any good,'' Horachek said. "I want to win these games, I want the guys to care about winning these games. I want the guys to put it on the line whether we have an opportunity or mathematically out. I want to make sure we care about winning these games.''

Of Florida's biggest 'available' pieces, Tallon he had interest in keeping all of them. Goalie Tim Thomas, winger Brad Boyes and defenseman Tom Gilbert all came to Florida during training camp on try-outs and signed one-year contracts.

Tallon said all three deserve to stick around if they so wish.

"Performance is important and desire [to stay] is as well,'' Tallon said, adding that Thomas -- perhaps Florida's biggest trade chip since Jay Bouwmeester -- has expressed an interest to return next year.

"Those guys have had good years and deserve the chance to stay. .-.-. I'm happy with the way they've played, happy with their professionalism.''

Other free agents the Panthers could offer other teams include center Marcel Goc, defenseman Mike Weaver and restricted free agent Dmitry Kulikov.

When the Panthers return to the BB&T Center next Friday, they could look drastically different than they do on Thursday.

Or not.

"Management is going to look to do what they think is right long-term,'' Horachek said.

THURSDAY: CAPITALS AT PANTHERS

When, Where: 7:30 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM-560

The series: Washington leads 57-44-9

Scouting report: The two teams split the first two games with each winning at home in overtime/shootout. The Caps had won two straight heading into the break. Nicklas Backstrom returns after being banned from the Gold medal game in Sochi for taking allergy medicine.
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February 25, 2014

SEAN BERGENHEIM: Feeling Good, Made Right Decision to Skip Sochi 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Sean Bergenheim said he has no regrets for turning down Finland's late offer to join its national team in Sochi. Bergenheim said before the break that he needed the additional time off after missing all of last year and part of this one due to numerous surgeries relating to his groin and abdomen.

Finland won Bronze by beating the U.S. national team 5-0.

"I feel really good, not a question in my mind that I made the right decision,'' said Bergenheim, who has 13 goals and six assists in 43 games. 

"I want to play for the Florida Panthers down the stretch -- and I was thinking about last year. I'm really happy about the progress I've made.''
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NICK BJUGSTAD: Center of Attention 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers' top line had a new look once again as Drew Shore -- recently recalled from the minors -- joined the fray for Tuesday's practice.

Brad Boyes, who along with Aleksander Barkov and Sean Bergenheim has served as Florida's top trio the past few months, was out as his wife Elissa was in labor with the couple's second child.

When the Panthers return from their Olympic hiatus Thursday against the visiting Capitals, Florida's top line will continue to have Boyes and Bergenheim -- only rookie Nick Bjugstad replaces the injured Barkov at center.

"It's unfortunate that we lost Barkov but this is a great opportunity,'' Bjugstad said. "It's a tough loss but we have to fill roles, step it up. I have to take this opportunity and see what happens.''

Barkov is out indefinitely after apparently re-injuring the knee that cost him four games with the Panthers before the break. 

Barkov, 18, was hurt representing Finland in Sochi.

"It's always fun to play with great players and Barkov was there and it's fun to see how Bjugstad has evolved as a player,'' Bergenheim said. "It's going to be fun but things are going to change a bit. These are two different players. We have to find chemistry, do new things.''

Coach Peter Horachek said promoting Bjugstad to Florida's top line is a natural progression.

Bjugstad, 21, is enjoying a fine second rookie season of sorts as he played in 11 games at the end of last season following his departure from the University of Minnesota.

Florida didn't necessarily want to rush Bjugstad and play his at the NHL level so soon, yet that small window with the Panthers seems to be paying dividends now.

Bjugstad, who scored his first NHL goal in his final game of last season, has 13 goals and 10 assists in 52 games this season.

"You can't teach size,'' Horachek said. "His reach, his skating ability is so good, I've been surprised when he's come out of the corners with the puck. He has great strength, real ability. To do that against the best players in the world is a big thing. He really wants to get better.''

Horachek was the coach of Florida's AHL team in San Antonio at the beginning of the season and it was thought Bjugstad would start his season there.

After missing all of training camp and the first two weeks of the season because of a concussion, Bjugstad started with the Panthers as then-coach Kevin Dineen felt Florida would be better off using his offensive skill.

Bjugstad, who still lives at the 'vacation village' the team uses as temporary residence, never did end up in San Antonio. And although Horachek says he feels Bjugstad may have hit the so-called rookie wall a few weeks back, the nearly three week break has rejuvenated him.

"I missed a whole month and all I did was watch hockey,'' Bjugstad said. "I was fortunate to recover as quick as I did. It all worked out. I'm not glad I got the concussion, but it did make me realize what a privilege it is to play. It makes you realize how much you love the game.''

-- Horachek wasn't happy with his team's lackluster effort at practice on Tuesday -- the fifth workout of the Olympic break. Florida will practice in Coral Springs again on Wednesday.

According to a Panthers' spokesman, all practices at the IceDen in Coral Springs will start at 11 a.m. through the end of the season.

I always try to update the practice schedule on my Twitter feed so check it out. 

Gameday skates -- and those off days sandwiched between home games -- are usually closed at the arena. 

-- Aside from Barkov and Tomas Kopecky (concussion), the Panthers appear to be pretty healthy coming out of the break. Both of those aforementioned players were hurt at the Olympics.
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TIM THOMAS: New Mask Post-Olympics 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Goalie Tim Thomas has a new mask, one that's been in the works for a few weeks. We first spotted Thomas' new 'We See Red' version last month, but now he's wearing it in practice and should be rocking his new look Thursday against the Capitals.

What y'all think?
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February 15, 2014

THE INJURE GAMES: Barkov, Kopecky Hurt in Sochi 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers only had two players in the Olympics but that was probably two too many.

Both Aleksander Barkov and Tomas Kopecky were hurt over the weekend.

A report out of Finland states that Barkov -- who was the second overall pick of the 2013 draft -- will miss the next four to six weeks. 

Barkov left a game in Buffalo last month with a knee injury and then missed the following four games. Barkov returned, I'm thinking to tune up for Finland's run to the Gold, and played in four games with the Panthers. He had no points in those games.

Kopecky, playing for Slovakia, took a shot to the head while playing down near the net. I do not know what his status is moving forward.

If you want to read the report on Barkov -- it's in Finnish so see if Olli Jokinen can translate it for you -- it's right here: http://yle.fi/urheilu/barkovin_vamma_heratti_epailykset__hatailtiinko_nhln_paassa/7091446

Posted with BlogsyPosted with Blogsy

Posted by George Richards at 6:40 PM | Permalink  | Comments (4) 

February 08, 2014

FRIENDS IN LOW PLACES: Panthers In a Familiar Position Heading into Break 

RALEIGH, N.C. -- The Panthers head into this Olympic break in a familiar place. 

Hopes of making the playoffs this season are all but dead, with Florida needing a lot of wins and even more help.

So, there's really no reason to even talk about the postseason as Florida came into Saturday a healthy 13 points out of the final spot with 26 games remaining. Florida has lost six of eight.

A Detroit win in Tampa on Saturday will put the Panthers 15 points back.

"We're really disappointed. This was not the way we wanted to go on the break and I don't think anyone in this locker room is feeling too good,'' Sean Bergenheim said.

"But when we come back, we have to be positive and work harder than we have. I don't think we should look at how much we have to climb. Lets just win games, play the best we can every single night. That's something we all can do better.''

What the Panthers should expect once they return from this 20-day hiatus on Feb. 27 is more of the same.

The trade deadline is March 5 and the Panthers are expecting to be sellers once again. Florida has plenty of pending free agents, some of whom other teams may want for their playoff runs. 

General manager Dale Tallon has been told by new owner Vinnie Viola that he has the "green light" to spend toward the salary cap ceiling this offseason, but that is months away. 

Right now, Tallon is looking to take advantage of expiring contracts and continue this endless rebuild. 

One of the biggest names Tallon has to dangle is forward Brad Boyes, who has a team-leading 15 goals (most for him since 2009) and would make any team's shootout better as points become harder and harder to get down the stretch.

Defenseman Tom Gilbert also came via the try-out route and is having a pretty solid season. He would also be a candidate to move.

Goalie Tim Thomas -- yes, he tried out in camp as well -- has a no-trade clause and has indicated that if Florida wants him back next season, it's something he would consider.

Thomas started out in Boston when things weren't going very well following the lockout season of 2004-05. The Bruins got better -- much, much better -- and Thomas says that helps his thought process today.

"If anything it is helpful because I’ve been there and seen the other side,'' Thomas said last week. "If anything it gives me a better perspective looking into the future because I know it can change. .-.-. It’s baby steps at times, but we have a lot of young talent here, and that’s obviously one very positive thing to look at.''

Florida could also move Marcel Goc, Mike Weaver, Scott Clemmensen, Krys Barch and Scott Gomez depending on the marketplace. 

Moving players such as Scottie Upshall, Tomas Fleischmann and Tomas Kopecky would be tougher to do since they are all signed through next year. If a team wants them, however, they're available. Upshall has a no-trade clause as well.

Interim coach Peter Horachek says he's not going to worry about what Tallon has to do when the season restarts.

"Guys are playing for jobs, but should play for pride,'' said Horachek, whose status remains up in the air as well despite improved play under his watch. 

"I think pride is the biggest, most important driving factor. If you don't feel that in your stomach, something is missing. Something is wrong.''

This isn't a strong class of free agents coming up although there are certainly some quality players whom Tallon is watching closely.

Some of the big name free agents Florida could target include Thomas Vanek, Ryan Miller, David Legwand and Matt Moulson.

The Panthers are expected to be active around draft time as Florida could improve its roster through trades. In 2011, Tallon started off his roster makeover by acquiring Brian Campbell from Chicago before trading for Kopecky.

Tallon's work that offseason led to Florida's first playoff appearance since 2000.

This year will most likely mark the 12th time in 13 seasons that Florida didn't make the playoffs.

-- The Panthers split up from Raleigh following Friday's 5-1 to the host Hurricanes with some heading back to their homes for a few days while others (Kopecky, Aleksander Barkov and broadcaster Steve Goldstein) took off for Russia.

Florida will have almost two full weeks away with the first practice scheduled for Feb. 21 in Coral Springs. The Panthers return to the ice Feb. 27 when they play host to the Capitals in Sunrise.
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February 07, 2014

NO TO OLYMPICS: Bergenheim Regrets Turning Down Finnish Offer 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

RALEIGH, N.C. -- Sean Bergenheim declined to take advantage of all the injuries besetting Finland's national team as he turned down an invitation to play in the Olympics.

Bergenheim, who turns 30 on Saturday, missed all of last season and a chunk of this one after having numerous surgeries related to his abdominal core.

This would have been Bergenheim's first trip to the games.

"For any athlete, having to say no to the Olympics is disappointing,'' Bergenheim said Saturday night. 

"I had to make a decision with my best interests in mind. I really feel I need to the break. I'm happy with how far I have come, but I could take a real step forward after the break.''

Had he traveled to Sochi, Bergenheim would have been Florida's third player in Russia. 

Aleksander Barkov (Finland) and Tomas Kopecky (Slovakia) plan to fly to Russia together from New York on Saturday. Broadcaster Steve Goldstein will be flying to Russia out of Miami. 

Bergenheim added that he is not only going to get some much-needed rest during the break, but he'll be able to continue doing some rehabilitation as well.
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FAIR WARNING: Hurricanes Roll Panthers 5-1; Florida Goes Into Trip on Slide as Playoff Hopes Disappear 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

RALEIGH, N.C. -- The Panthers took off for their Olympic break a few hours earlier than scheduled as they fell behind and never came back in Friday's 5-1 loss to the Hurricanes at PNC Arena.

The Panthers, who are trending to miss the playoffs for the second straight season and for the 12th time in the past 13, don't play again until Feb. 27. 

Florida heads into its winter hiatus with losses in six of eight games -- a run that realistically ended any hopes of the postseason.

Again.

"It's really disappointing to see where our expectations are,'' said coach Peter Horachek, who pulled Tim Thomas from net when Carolina made it 4-1 early in the second.

"My expectations and everyone's expectations have to be on the same page. We have to raise them. We have to expect more from each other. That certainly wasn't desperate hockey.''

Carolina, which still has to face visiting Montreal Saturday before its break, took control midway through in the first by scoring twice within a span of 1:27.

Although the Panthers got a goal from Nick Bjugstad to make it 2-1 with 4:30 left in the period, Carolina went into the intermission up 3-1 as Florida again failed to get the puck out of its own zone.

All three of Carolina's first period goals came when the Panthers couldn't get rid of the puck and allowed the Hurricanes to continue to work it around.

Reilly Nash scored off a Dylan Olsen turnover, Alexander Semin scored when Jonathan Huberdeau and Scottie Upshall couldn't clear it, and Brett Bellemore scored when Upshall failed to control possession.

Horachek replaced Thomas with Scott Clemmensen after the Hurricanes pretty much ended things a mere 4:36 into the second when Jiri Tlusty.

At the pace Florida scores, and the way it played defense Friday, this game was over early. 

The Panthers did get plenty of chances with Anton Khudobin -- Thomas' understudy in Boston -- playing exceptional in making 34 saves. Florida had two big scoring chances early in the third but couldn't finish.

"We wanted to finish on the right note, get win going into the break,'' Huberdeau said. "We need to reset things. Everyone needs to come back ready to go.''

-- Horachek put defenseman Dylan Olsen back in the lineup on Friday with Mike Weaver being a healthy scratch for the first time this season.

Olsen could play games for Florida's AHL team in San Antonio during the break.

"He's 30-something years old and hasn't had the best success in the back-to-backs,'' Horachek said of Weaver.
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February 06, 2014

ANYONE HOME? Red Wings Take Charge, Drop Panthers 3-1 in Home Finale Before Olympic Break 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

A few nights after taking a season-high 48 shots in a win over Toronto, the Panthers apparently didn't have much left in the tank.

Florida took two shots on goal in the opening period and rarely challenged the visiting Red Wings in a 3-1 loss at BB&T Center.

The Panthers play their final game before a 20-day break for the Olympics on Friday at Carolina. Thursday's game was Florida's last one at home until Feb. 27.

"They outworked us, it's as simple as that,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "We weren't there for the whole game. We have to work harder than that. You can't play half a game or a period and expect to win.''

The Panthers didn't do much in the first period, getting a Erik Gudbranson shot on goal 1:05 in with Detroit doing the rest of the heavy lifting.

Florida went almost 18 1/2 minutes without a shot before Scottie Upshall charged out of the penalty box and took a perfect pass from Tomas Kopecky as he strode into the Detroit zone.

Upshall got Florida's second shot of the game with 25.4 seconds to play -- and it was a doozy. Upshall's shot between the skates of Jimmy Howard gave Florida a 1-0 lead going into the second despite being outshot 11-2. Florida would get six more in the second and ended with 24 total.

"We came into the locker room after the second and all I could think about was us having eight shots,'' Dmitry Kulikov said. "That's not enough. It's not even close to being enough. We got lucky to score at the end of the first after they outplayed us. They spent all that time in our zone.''

Detroit dominated play in the second as well, only not as pronounced as in the first. 

The scoreboard, however, reflected it. The Wings put two pucks past Tim Thomas (30 saves) with Daniel Alfredsson getting his on a power play at 6:30 and Gustav Nyquist driving in unassisted at 13:22.

The Wings outshot Florida 12-6 in the second and went into the third holding a 23-8 advantage.

Florida had a few chances in the third period -- including a Sean Bergenheim breakout with 4:30 left -- but never put another puck past Howard. Detroit added its third goal when Brian Lashoff got out of the penalty box and scored into an empty net with 20 seconds left.

"It was great to have the 1-0 lead but we never built momentum from it,'' Thomas said. "We had a nice push in the third, but it was too little, too late.''

Detroit and Florida split the season series with six points each although the Panthers won three of the five games. 

FIRST FIGHT

Jonathan Huberdeau said his first NHL fight didn't come out of frustration due to his recent struggles. Huberdeau, now in his second season, hadn't fought since his days of junior hockey until jumping all over Toronto's Jake Gardiner on Tuesday.

"They all made fun of me the next day 'oh, you're tough,','' said Huberdeau, who has one goal in his past 25 games after winning the league's rookie of the year honors last year.

Although Huberdeau doesn't do much fighting, neither do the Panthers these days. Huberdeau's bout was Florida's first since Krys Barch and Winnipeg's Chris Thorburn duked it out on Dec. 20. 

"I think that is something from him working hard, be more competitive on the puck and in those situations,'' Horachek said. "You're not going to see that every night with him, that's not his thing. But the fact that he did it? He was fired up. He didn't back down.''

-- The Panthers unveiled banners honoring Olympians Aleksander Barkov (Finland) and Kopecky (Slovakia) during the first period. 

-- Kopecky got slapped with a pair of minor penalties in the second -- one for hooking and another for unsportsmanlike conduct for flinging the puck at an official.

Posted with BlogsyPosted with Blogsy

Posted by George Richards at 10:27 PM | Permalink  | Comments (0) 

February 05, 2014

OFF TO RUSSIA: Steve Goldstein to Join Tomas Kopecky and Aleksander Barkov in Sochi 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

In a few days, two members of the Florida Panthers will pack up their equipment and fly thousands of miles from South Florida.

Although many of their teammates will spend the upcoming break on a beach or visiting family up north, Aleksander Barkov and Tomas Kopecky will continue playing hockey.

In Russia. At the Olympics.

"I'm enjoy to enjoy this as if it were my first Olympics,'' said Kopecky, making his second run with Slovakia after competing in the 2010 Vancouver Games. Slovakia lost to Canada in the semifinals and to Finland in the Bronze medal game.

"We have a great group of guys and I'm excited to see some other events if I have the time. You focus on hockey but you need to get your minds off things during the off time. I'm excited to go. It should be fun.''

Barkov is no stranger to international competition, but for the 18-year-old center, this will be his biggest stage yet.

A two-time member of Finland's world junior team, Barkov wasn't considered a favorite to land a spot on his national team until a hot streak just prior to the selection announcement.

Barkov, the second-overall pick of last year's draft, says he's been concentrating on the Panthers but he can't wait to go to the Olympics. Barkov grew up in Finland to Russian parents who hail from the Moscow area.

"These are my first Olympics, so I'm 100 percent excited no matter where they are,'' Barkov said. "I was happy to hear [about being selected] and a little surprised about it.''

Those two won't be the only ones with Florida ties in Sochi. Former Panthers captain Olli Jokinen and goalie Roberto Luongo, who both spend their offseasons in Broward, will represent Finland and Canada respectively.

Television voice Steve Goldstein is also making the trip as he will do radio play-by-play alongside former Florida defenseman Bret Hedican for Westwood One Radio.

Although local stations aren't picking up the hockey games, they can be heard on SiriusXM satellite radio.

"The games are going to be awesome,'' said Goldstein, who worked his first of four Olympics back in 1994 at Lillehammer.

"I'm really looking forward to Feb. 15 in particular when the United States plays Russia in Russia. That's something historical I get to do. There's so much history there. It'll be nice being somewhere I've never been.''

Although there has been well-publicized concerns about security and readiness of the games, Goldstein and Kopecky say they can't wait to get there. Goldstein said Westwood One already had staffers in Sochi and they were pleased with how things were running.

"Our hotel is done and within walking distance of the hockey arena and broadcast center,'' said Goldstein, who will make the 25-hour trip on Saturday.

"And the weather is the kind we love here in South Florida. It's 50, 55 degrees. You can wear shorts at the Winter Olympics.''

Kopecky said he's seen some of the images coming out of Sochi and smiled when he mentioned the infamous bathroom shot as well as the three single beds that some players from Team Canada will share.

The Ritz-Carlton, this isn't.

"Vancouver was nice because there was a language there you spoke,'' Kopecky said. "Sochi will be different. You see the picture of the two toilets together, that's something you've never seen. But we're going there to play hockey. Security is really high. That's good.''

-- The team has renamed and has plans on rebranding its training facility in Coral Springs at the Florida Panthers IceDen. The name change is effective immediately.

THURSDAY: RED WINGS AT PANTHERS

When, Where: 7:30 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: FSNF; WQAM-560

The series: Detroit leads 15-7-5

Scouting report: This is the final meeting between the two teams this season with Florida winning both games in Detroit and three of four overall. The Panthers rallied from a two-goal deficit to beat the Wings at Joe Louis Arena in a shootout last month.
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WELCOME TO FORT LAUDERDALE: Panthers Dominate Leafs in 4-1 Rout (That Was Closer Than it Looked) 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Panthers captain Ed Jovanovski relayed a message through the media Tuesday morning: His team, he said, needs to played like they are ticked off.

Or something to that affect.

Florida certainly played with an intensity rarely seen in last week's embarrassing end to a road trip as it dominated play from start to finish of a 4-1 win over visiting Toronto on Tuesday night.

"It was collectively a great team effort, one of the better ones of our seasons,'' Jovanovski said afterward. "That's how we're effective. .-.-. That's how this team is made up. Everyone has to tug the same way. If not, it doesn't work.''

Said coach Peter Horachek: "I think it's good to have a leadership that believes that and pushes that message. You have to put things on the line every day.''

The Panthers coughed up a 2-0 lead in an eventual 6-3 loss to the Maple Leafs last Thursday in Ontario but completely turned the tide in Sunrise. 

Had it not been for the outstanding play of an overworked goalie -- Jonathan Bernier made 44 saves -- those blue-clad snowbird fans from the Great White North would have left the building much earlier.

Tuesday's win snapped a three-game slide, one in which the Panthers were outscored 16-6 and outplayed far too much. Toronto had won nine of its past 11 heading into sunny South Florida.

The Panthers came out with plenty of jump as it looked as if the Maple Leafs spent too much time Monday night enjoying Fort Lauderdale's flora and fauna at Elbo Room.

Florida kept the puck in the Toronto zone for most of the opening period as the Leafs didn't get their first shot on Tim Thomas until 7:19 in. The Panthers had already taken nine shots on Bernier.

"It was just tight enough to be a little nerve-wracking,'' Thomas said. "But we took it to them. That was the best game we played all year.''

All told, the Panthers outshot the Leafs 19-4 in the first period and went into the third holding a 37-12 edge.

Unfortunately for Florida, the Panthers only had a 1-0 lead heading into the final period as Tom Gilbert's long power play shot was the only one to get past Bernier.

That power play goal was just Florida's second in 53 tries with the extra skater. 

Florida padded its lead in the third period to give itself a little breathing room when Brian Campbell threw up a long shot. Jesse Winchester had Bernier completely screened as the puck clipped him on the way past.

A few moments later it looked like Florida had broken things wide open when Erik Gudbranson was given a goal he shouldn't have. Gudbranson's shot never broke the line and a review from Hockey Central confirmed it.

The Leafs finally woke up from their hangover midway through the period and made it 2-1 when Tomas Kopecky turned over the puck with David Clarkson wristing a shot past Thomas.

Florida finally all but ended things with 6:38 left when Shawn Matthias -- who hails from the area near Toronto's Pearson Airport -- picked off the puck from Cody Franson and charged in on Bernier. 

Matthias' goal came on Florida's 46th shot of the evening.

Marcel Goc added the Panthers' fourth goal of the night one shot later as he deposited the puck into an empty net after Bernier left with 2:30 remaining.

"It was a good 60 minutes for us,'' Campbell said. "When we skate well, we're a good team. We need the energy from the top every night.''
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DMITRY KULIKOV: I Don't Want to Play in KHL, Want to Help Turn Florida Panthers Around 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- With the trade deadline approaching, Dmitry Kulikov says he has heard his name mentioned as a possible candidate to leave the Panthers.

A first-round pick in 2009, Kulikov has spent his entire NHL career in Florida and says he doesn't want to go anywhere.

Those rumors about him wanting to go back to play in his native Russia? Kulikov says not only are they not true, but he has no idea where they started.

"I would like to face those people saying those things and ask them where they are getting their information,'' said Kulikov, who returned to Russia to play for the KHL's Yaroslavl Locomotiv during the lockout of 2012-13. 

"Wanting to go back to Russia? Those words have never come out of my mouth. I think the people starting that are just trying to create more drama for the league or whatever. .-.-. I want to help turn things around here. I want to win here. The year we made the playoffs was like the best thing ever. It's a totally different feeling. I want to feel that again.''

Kulikov got a taste of Russian hockey during the lockout and some thought he might stay. Kulikov was a restricted free agent then and was holding out for a better deal. When the Panthers had a quick training camp once the lockout ended, Kulikov was still in Russia. A deal was struck before the season began, however, and Kulikov flew to New York before meeting the team before the season opener.

"I had a great experience in the KHL during the lockout,'' Kulikov said. "That was my first chance to play there. I left when I was 17. I wanted to play there and see how it is. But that experience was enough for me. I experienced it. My dream since I was a kid was playing here. I'm living the dream.''

Now that contract is about up. Still a restricted free agent, the Panthers hold his contractual rights for another two seasons. 

"I try not to listen to those things because they are mostly negative,'' Kulikov said of the rumors. "You never know who is putting them out there or why. I don't focus on them. I'm just playing my game.''

Assistant general manager Mike Santos says the Panthers are still high on Kulikov and want to see him to continue to get better. Although he's in his fifth NHL season, Kulikov is only 23.

"The KHL offers so much money to players, so you're always going to hear those rumors,'' Santos said. "We're not worried about them. He came over here as a teenager, he's now in his fifth season with us. People think he's farther along in his development but he's still young.''

Kulikov had a rough start to the season, with mental errors clouding his game and forcing coach Peter Horachek to bench him for a game in December.

At the time, Horachek said the move would do Kulikov some good, give him a chance to slow things down and just go out and play hockey again.

It definitely seemed to have done the trick. 

Kulikov has been much improved over the past few months and is becoming more of an offensive threat. The Panthers sure could use some of that.

In the past eight games, Kulikov has four of his six goals this season. Florida finally snapped its franchise-record power play drought last Tuesday courtesy of a Kulikov slapshot. 

"I think when I wasn't playing good, I was getting ticked off at everything. At myself,'' Kulikov said. 

"There was a lot of frustration. Everyone I talked to told me I had to change my mindset, be more positive. I think the coaches helped turn me around. I thought it was OK to be frustrated when things weren't going so well.''

-- The Panthers limped home Saturday night after a once-promising road trip turned sour quickly.

Florida was flying high heading into Boston after a rousing comeback victory in Detroit on Sunday. The Bruins came at the Panthers in waves, however, and blew the game open by the middle of the second period.

The Panthers' 6-2 loss to the host Bruins was just the start of a rough week, one that included losses to the Maple Leafs and Blue Jackets. All told, the Panthers were outscored 16-6. They haven't been the same since Boston.

"You would like to think we're moving forward in a positive way from the Detroit game,'' Horachek said. "The Boston game was different from the others. I didn't like that game at all -- any of the periods, any of the time. .-.-. All three games aren't the same, but the results are. We lost the games. Too many goals against.''

-- The Panthers will hold an open practice at the Coral Springs Iceplex Monday at 11 a.m.
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February 01, 2014

CANNON FODDER: Panthers Fall Behind, Rolled Again in 4-1 Loss to Blue Jackets  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- After beating Detroit, Panthers' coach Peter Horachek called the final games before the Olympic break a "seven-game series" in trying to get into the playoff mix.

By Horachek's theory, Florida is on the verge of elimination.

The Panthers' bad week continued Saturday night as the Blue Jackets handed Florida its third straight lopsided loss with a 4-1 rout at Nationwide Arena.

Florida entered Saturday 10 points back of the final playoff spot in the east. The Panthers have 26 games remaining so being eliminated mathematically is still a way off.

"This is not what we want,'' said Brad Boyes, who scored Florida's lone goal. "We pushed back, had a lot of chances. But they scored and we didn't. That's the difference. .-.-. We're getting to the point of the season where you need results. You need a point, have to find a way.''

Since beating the host Red Wings last Sunday in a shootout, the Panthers have just been hammered. Columbus followed up blowouts in Boston and Toronto as the Panthers have been outscored 16-6.

Since taking a 2-0 lead on the host Leafs, the Panthers have given up 10 goals while scoring only twice during that span.

That's not a good recipe for winning.

"Going 1-3 makes it tough, this is a results industry,'' Horachek said.

The Jackets, looking for their second playoff berth in franchise history, won for the 10th time in their past 13 games and did so by taking advantage of some empty nets.

The Panthers, however, were robbed by goalie Sergei Bobrovsky when they aimed toward the net -- and flat-out missed when he was out of position.

Columbus took its lead in the opening period after Tim Thomas (26 saves) came out of the net to play a puck but caught his glove on the lip of the cage and watched the puck slip away. Boone Jenner tapped the puck into the vacated space.

It became a 2-0 game with 1:58 left in the period when Jenner made a sweet move and backhanded a pass to Ryan Johansen who popped the puck in clean.

"The team needs me to keep us as close as possible,'' Thomas said. "We're a little fragile right now .-.-. From my end, I feel awful.''

Florida got its goal in a hard-fought second period, one in which the Panthers dictated the pace but couldn't find the net save for when Boyes sent a shot off Columbus defender David Savard past Bobrovsky.

Columbus all but ended things in the final minutes of the second when Nick Foligno walked in on Thomas and fired a shot at him. Thomas got a chunk of the puck but didn't stop it as it dribbled past him and into the net.

"I thought our chances were better but we didn't capitalize on ours and they did,'' Horachek said. "We didn't really get a save [Saturday] and that's the way it is. Playing catch-up hockey is difficult.''
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BACK IN, BACK DOWN: Panthers Activate Barkov, Play Gudbranson ... Shore Sent to San Antonio 

COLUMBUS, Ohio --Despite playing well, Drew Shore was a victim of the numbers game as he was assigned to AHL San Antonio following Saturday's morning skate.

With the Florida roster at 23, it needed to make some sort of move to get Barkov off the injured list. The only players who could go to San Antonio without clearing waivers first was Shore and second-line center Nick Bjugstad.

Shore flew home with the Panthers and plans to join his Rampage teammates Sunday.

By heading back now, Shore is eligible to play for the Rampage during the Olympic break.

"I think being a young guy, [playing] is a good thing,'' he said before the game, before knowing he was definitely headed back.

"I suspect that, just seeing how things are going. They want me to keep playing and I think it's a positive. It would be nice to have the break, don't get me wrong, but this game is all about rythym and flow. I don't think taking a few weeks off would do me some good.''

-- Defenseman Erik Gudbranson ditched his protective cage and returned to the lineup Saturday. Wearing just a traditional visor, Gudbranson played after being scratched in the previous three games.

Gudbranson had surgery to repair a broken orbital bone in December and had been wearing a restrictive full cage since returning on Jan. 6. Dylan Olsen sat in Gudbranson's place.

"I think the half visor will minimize the risk but not having the jaw piece is nice,'' Gudbranson said. "I'm very excitied. This past week hasn't exactly be easy but this is my chance to get back in the lineup and hopefully stay there.''
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January 30, 2014

FLASH SITS: Horachek Benches Fleischmann During Slump 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

TORONTO -- For the first time since joining the Panthers in 2011, Tomas Flesichmann missed a game for something other than the flu as Horachek made him a healthy scratch.

"It looks like his enthusiasm .-.-. he doesn't have the drive right now,'' coach Peter Horachek said. "He needs to pick it back up and get his game back. He's a talented player, a good player.''

Fleischmann led the Panthers in scoring the past two seasons but has slumped this year. Fleischmann, who is fourth on the team this year with 23 points, hasn't scored a goal in his past 18 games. He has five assists during that span.

"I didn't expect it,'' said Fleischmann, who watched the second half of Thursday's game from the press gondola atop the arena.

"I always try to do what I can to help the team win, but it didn’t work last game. .-.-. Obviously, I’m supposed to score goals.’’

Jimmy Hayes was scratched for the third time in five games and Erik Gudbranson sat for his third straight game.

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/page/6/#storylink=cpy
 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Sutter steps up in conference leaders’ showdown.

Earlier this week, Brandon Sutter looked shaken to have heard he was part of proposed deal between the Penguins and Vancouver for fellow center Ryan Kesler.

Sutter, in his second season with the Penguins, handled that tough situation well. At least in terms of dealing with the media.

On Friday night in Anaheim, he probably gave those who would consider discarding him something to think about.

Sutter – at least from this view, thousands of miles away – was the most noticeable skater for the Penguins in the third period of their eventual 3-2 shootout win against fellow conference leader Anaheim.

Sometimes, the stats do not tell the story.

Sutter finished without a point or a shot or a hit. He registered a minus-1 rating.

Bringing energy every shift to a team that was fending off a shooting barrage – well, that cannot be measured.

There is a feeling within the Penguins organization that the best of Sutter has not been yet experienced, that with a playoff run under his belt he could become a critical component to the next Cup chase.

Third periods like the one he had at Anaheim on Friday night are probably the reason for that feeling.

>> The Penguins are off Saturday, returning to practice in Washington on Sunday night. A home-and-home on consecutive nights with the Capitals begins Monday. After a brief post-trade deadline break, I’m back with the club.

>> Sometimes, by the way, the stats do disprove a narrative. The Penguins are 13-6-1 against the mighty Western Conference. They can compete, folks.

>> Josh Yohe on what he feels was arguably the grittiest performance by these Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5703300-74/penguins-game-period#axzz2vOY9xB93

>> A real nice read here from Yohe on Lee Stempniak: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5703302-74/stempniak-penguins-game#axzz2vOY9xB93

>> Teemu Selanne is a hockey treasure, and he’s keeping an eye on Olli Maatta, as Yohe reports: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5703316-74/penguins-selanne-sharks#axzz2vOY9xB93

>> Thanks, Dear Readers, for the sensational response to the blog during the trade-deadline period. I’m told you forced it to stop working – twice.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

7 comments so far - add yours!

Faceoff Factor: The loss of Pascal Dupuis

(Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.)

The Penguins have had the luxury of having the most productive top line in hockey since the NHL opened its locked doors in January of 2013.

The combination of Pascal Dupuis, Sidney Crosby, and Chris Kunitz paced the NHL with 70 even-strength points scored through the truncated 48 game season of 2012-2013.

This year started in a similar fashion. The combination of Dupuis, Crosby and Kunitz accounted for 25 goals scored in the 39 games they played as a unit together, amassing 57 total points as a trio in that time.

That’s a number that’s still good for seventh among NHL line combinations this season. (Boston’s trio of Milan Lucic, David Krecji, and Jarome Iginla leads the NHL with 42 goals scored as a unit this season.)

However, while Dupuis may lack the superstar offensive skills boasted by some of his peers, his presence on that line has been sorely missed for the Penguins.

Since Dupuis injury on December 23, the Penguins top line has been missing some of the punch it brought to the table over the course of the last two years. That lack of punch has been especially noticeable in recent games. Before Tuesday, the combination of Kunitz and Crosby had not been on the ice together for an even-strength goal scored since January 27th, 2014 in a 3-0 win over the Buffalo Sabres.

Dupuis absence also reflects in the even-strength possession numbers for the Penguins captain.

Corsi-For percentage is a great metric that tracks even-strength shooting attempts (blocked shots, missed shots, posts, saves, etc) and breaks them down in a number that describes what percentage of shots went a specific players way. You can’t score if you don’t have the puck, so the higher Corsi-For percentage a player has, the more puck possession we can estimate that player had.

This season, Crosby is averaging 53.3 percent Corsi-For, which means that 53.3 percent of all shots taken while Crosby is on the ice are shots registered by the Penguins.

Since the departure of Dupuis, Crosby’s Corsi-For percentage has dropped to 46.5, a fairly noticeable difference.

Chemistry is a real thing in hockey, and while it isn’t always easily measured in a tangible fashion, these numbers show that the Penguins’ top line is missing something. While Dupuis might not carry the star power of some of his teammates, the work he does in the dirty areas of the ice is hard to ignore.

The Penguins need the combination of Crosby and Kunitz to be as hot as possible heading into the postseason.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 

LINKS N’AT

>> Chris Adamski delves into the unlikely speedster in arguably hockey’s biggest spot: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5524450-74/gibbons-crosby-nhl#axzz2sTev6XPf

>> Adamski also notes that Sidney Crosby is not worried about where he’s staying in Sochi: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5524451-74/games-penguins-bylsma#axzz2sTev6XPf

Josh Yohe in is snowy Buffalo, and will have all your information on this icy Wednesday.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

13 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Latest on Kesler, Pouliot.

A quick update, perhaps the last one before the NHL trade deadline expires at 3 p.m.:

>> The Penguins are NOT convinced Vancouver is sold on moving C Ryan Kesler. They believe Canucks ownership prefers to keep Kesler and chase a playoff spot, which would mean at least two games of postseason revenue, and re-explore moving Kesler in the summer.

>> GM Ray Shero’s developmental staff has lobbied hard that D Derrick Pouliot not be included in any deal. Pouliot, a first-round pick in 2012, is viewed by several members of the staff as perhaps being ready to make an Olli Maatta-like jump to the NHL next season – if not for the start, then sometime during.

>> The Penguins were in on Oilers RW Ales Hemsky, but were hesitant to pay a heavy price for a rental player. Also, they did not have the second-round pick that Edmonton craved.

>> If acquiring a rental player, the Penguins would prefer to go in the direction of a puck-moving defenseman.

>> On the positive side, asking prices are said to be decreasing as the deadline approaches.

>> Shero was described by somebody as “waiting to pounce… it’s what he does best.”

>> Have not heard anything linking Penguins to LW Thomas Vanek. Know that’s out there, but if so, Penguins are keeping it quiet.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Pens not sure if Kesler is still in play.

A quick update, specifically on the Ryan Kesler watch, with about six hours remaining before the NHL trade deadline (3 p.m.):

>> The Penguins had not yet upped their latest offer to Vancouver – center Brandon Sutter, a choice between defensemen Simon Despres or Brian Dumoulin, and their 2014 first- and third-round picks.

>> The Penguins and Canucks touched based late Tuesday.

>> The Penguins are open to sweetening their offer, but if top prospect Derrick Pouliot were part of it the package would change in terms of draft picks. (Pouliot, whom the Penguins want to keep, was part of original talks between GM Ray Shero and his Vancouver counterpart, Mike Gillis, in mid-January.)

>> The Penguins would look at an expanded package that would include another roster player or prospect going to the Canucks, but they would seek another NHL player in return.

>> The Penguins are NOT convinced Kesler will be moved by the deadline. They sense he could be moved in the summer instead. The Penguins would chase him then, too.

>> There is a growing suspicion within the Penguins that Gillis may not be authorized by Vancouver ownership to move Kesler. That seems to be a new development on Wednesday.

>> The Penguins’ information is that Kesler would waive his no-trade clause only to play for an Eastern Conference contender with pedigree. They do believe his preference is to play for them.

>> The Penguins do not think for a minute that the Flyers, as had been reported by some national outlets, are out of the running for Kesler. They expect a strong push, perhaps in the final hours before the deadline.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

12 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: A Commonwealth cold war for Kesler.

NASHVILLE, Tenn. – A Commonwealth Cold War for Ryan Kesler has broken out with about 24 hours remaining before the NHL trade deadline.

It might cost the Penguins their top overall prospect, too.

The Penguins and Flyers have emerged as top contenders for Kesler, a center for the Vancouver Canucks with two years remaining on a contract that counts $5 million annually against the salary-cap.

The Penguins have offered center Brandon Sutter, a first- and third-round pick and the Canucks’ choice of defensemen Simon Despres or Brian Dumoulin.

That offer was not final and could be altered as GM Ray Shero is said to be aggressively chasing this potential move.

Derrick Pouliot, a defenseman and the Penguins’ top-rated prospect, would be in play if it meant closing a deal for Kesler. However, the Penguins would be less willing to part with the third-round pick or the other offered defensemen.

Kesler has a no-trade clause and can control where he goes, and the Penguins believe he will waive that clause to join them.

However, the Penguins also believed late Monday that the Flyers intended to make a big push for Kesler, perhaps on a multi-player proposal – though it remains uncertain if Kesler, an American, wants to play for the Flyers.

Kesler, who has publicly denied requesting a trade, was impressed by the so-called Penguins Way on display for Team USA at the Olympics. He especially was taken with Shero, who was assistant GM for the Americans.

Kesler.

The Penguins believe the Canucks’ asking price for Kesler is a forward 25 or younger, a top prospect and a first-round pick. (Sutter turned 25 in February, and he reportedly has a fan in Canucks GM Mike Gillis.)

The Penguins do not want to part with Pouliot, but that stance is negotiable.

It may have to be to sell the Canucks on moving Kesler.

Frank Seravalli of the Philadelphia Daily News reported early Tuesday that the Flyers have made a substantial offer for Kesler, and also are interested in Canucks defensemen Alexander Edler.

Seravalli’s report: http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/sports/flyers/Flyers-pursuing-Kesler.html

Kesler holds the cards, however.

As did winger Jarome Iginla last season, Kesler could agree only to a trade to the Penguins.

The trade deadline is 3 p.m. Wednesday.

The Penguins also are looking at New Jersey defenseman Marek Zidlicky and Edmonton right winger Ales Hemsky.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

2 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Shero’s top 3 targets are…

NASHVILLE, Tenn. – Ray Shero is chasing a few players with the NHL trade deadline fast approaching.

The deadline is 3 p.m. on Wednesday, and these were players on the Penguins’ radar as of Tuesday morning:

>> C Ryan Kesler (Vancouver)

Nothing new here, as the Penguins had identified Kesler as their top target in January, before D Kris Letang’s stroke. Kesler is not a rental player, with two years remaining on his contract after this season; so, essentially, the Penguins are trying to get him for three postseason runs. At 29, he is hitting the end of his prime, but the Penguins believe he would have great value at a $5 million salary-cap hit. His role would look familiar. Kesler would be used as a shutdown third-line center, though he would be the lead penalty-killing forward and play over 20 minutes – maybe more than any forward but captain Sidney Crosby. Basically, Kesler would become the new Jordan Staal, who the Penguins never wanted to trade two years ago, anyway.

The Penguins have offered Vancouver a package that includes C Brandon Sutter, either of Ds Simon Despres or Brian Dumoulin, and their first- and third-round picks at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft. That they are willing now to soften on their stance against including D Derrick Pouliot, a first-round pick from 2012, is an indication of just how badly they want Kesler. Also, the Penguins believe Philadelphia and Chicago will bring big offers for Kesler.

The catch, perhaps, is that the Penguins think Kesler wants to play for them – as did Jarome Iginla last season. Kesler, like Iginla, has a no trade clause.

Shero is said to be as aggressive in this pursuit of Kesler as he has any player at seven previous deadline periods.

Kesler’s player profile from NHL.com: http://www.nhl.com/ice/player.htm?id=8470616#&navid=nhl-search

>> D Marek Zidlicky (New Jersey)

Pro scout Don Waddell, one of GM Ray Shero’s close confidants, had scouted the Devils in person last week – and that was to get a read on Zidlicky. He is a pure rental player, something the Penguins were not interested in before losing Letang and D Paul Martin. Letang is likely out for the season; Martin (broken hand) is out 4-6 weeks, and there are indications that will be closer to the six-week range. Zidlickly, 37, counts $3 million against the cap.

The Penguins are not planning for Letang’s return this season and they view puck-moving defenseman as a big need because of that expectation. There is growing concern that Crosby and LW Chris Kunitz, the top-line duo already dealing with the loss of regular RW Pascal Dupuis, who handled a lot of the dirty duties away from the puck, are chasing too much because neither Letang nor Martin have been in the lineup. Zidlicky is neither Letang nor Martin, but he is an upgrade as a puck mover for a defense corps suddenly lacking in that area aside from Matt Niskanen and Olli Maatta.

Zidlicky’s player profile from NHL.com: http://www.nhl.com/ice/player.htm?id=8469623#&navid=nhl-search

>> RW Ales Hemsky (Edmonton)

The Penguins do not have the second-round choice the Oilers seek for Hemsky, who Shero was able to scout in-person at the Winter Olympics in Russia. Hemsky, 30, is also a rental player with a $5 million cap hit. He is an alternative if the Penguins do not land Kesler – though, Edmonton is asking for a second-round pick that the Penguins do not have unless they acquire one in another trade. (The Penguins’ second-round pick was part of the cost for D Douglas Murray last season.)

Hemsky, if acquired, would play with Crosby and Kunitz. He is more of a playmaker than a sniper, though he conceivably could keep up with those two in the skating department. Also, he is a right-handed shot.

Hemsky’s player profile from NHL.com: http://www.nhl.com/ice/player.htm?id=8469466#&navid=nhl-search

>> These are not the only players the Penguins are considering, but they have emerged as the likely top three targets. Kesler is the clear priority, but the Penguins believe they could have the cap space – because of potential long-term injury designations for possibly several players, including Martin ($5 million), Dupuis ($3.75 million) and Letang ($3.5 million) – to fit all three players.

To go on LTI, a player must miss at least 10 games and 24 days. That will not be a problem for Letang or Martin, and Dupuis is out for the season.

(A player counts against the cap once he returns to the active roster off the LTI list; though teams can exceed the cap during the playoffs.)

All cap hits are prorated at this point, but for simpler purpose, consider:

The Penguins could save $12.25 million in space by placing Martin, Dupuis and Letang on LTI. Kesler, Zidlicky and Hemsky would combine to count $13 million.

By the way, RW Chuck Kobasew was placed on waivers Monday. If he is claimed, his $550,000 cap-hit could help the Penguins in a not-so-small way.

>> As always, things change fast around the trade deadline, so keep clicking.

LINKS N’AT

>> Shero’s history suggests whatever player/prospect he surrenders in a trade might not come back to haunt him: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5695797-74/round-nhl-penguins

>> Colleague Chris Adamski – not my intern, by the way – looks at the impact Dupuis’ absence is having on Crosby and Kunitz: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5695788-74/dupuis-crosby-game#axzz2ud8U59IJ

>> Adamski also filed this notebook: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5695792-74/penguins-players-trade#axzz2ud8U59IJ

Figures to be a busy day and a half on this end.

Still, be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Pens see Flyers, Blackhawks as top Kesler competition.

NASHVILLE, Tenn. – The Penguins will land in the Music City to a familiar feeling of bone-chilling cold.

As a contrast, the jostling for trade-deadline acquisitions is heating up. The deadline is 3 p.m. Wednesday.

A look at the latest regarding the Penguins, who have placed winger Chuck Kobasew on waivers:

>>ON RYAN KESLER

He remains their top target, as noted first here on Saturday night: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5686336-74/penguins-kesler-sources#axzz2ud8U59IJ

As of Monday afternoon, nothing has changed on the situation– except that the Penguins feel division rival Philadelphia, in addition to defending champion Chicago, is emerging as a top challenger to acquire Kesler.

Kesler does have a movement clause in his contract, as did Jarome Iginla, who famously picked the Penguins over the Bruins last season.

However, the Penguins feel that Kesler, if he does want out of Vancouver, prefers their situation as an immediate and longer-term Cup contender in an Eastern Time Zone city. Also, they believe he connected well with head coach Dan Bylsma – and especially assistant Tony Granato and GM Ray Shero ­ – while playing for Team USA during the Olympics.

The Penguins also believe Kesler, who they are told has several long-term business commitments in Vancouver, would prefer not to invite backlash by playing for perhaps the Canucks’ most bitter current rival in the Blackhawks.

Again, the Penguins would circle back to Kesler in the summer if Vancouver does not move him before the deadline. His potential acquisition is seen internally as a possible way to maximize the next couple of years with franchise centers Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, who by the end of 2015-16 will be set to turn 30 and 29, respectively.

Shero’s preference is to make a hockey trade that would address third-line scoring and add some toughness for a potential return playoff engagement with Boston. He has ownership’s blessing to go all-in on the push for Kesler because of his two remaining contract years.

With the Penguins, Kesler would essentially fill the same role – on the ice as a shutdown center with offensive punch, off the ice as a snarly, dressing-room comfort challenging presence – as did Jordan Staal, whom Shero never wanted to trade in June 2012.

The Penguins prefer to keep defensive prospects Derrick Pouliot and Scott Harrington and instead surrender picks, but those parameters could change to close a deal for Kesler. Also, it is possible the deal could involve more players from both sides, similar to the one that helped the Penguins land Marian Hossa six years ago.

>>ON MATT MOULSON

The Penguins are keeping an eye on his situation with Buffalo, and they may look his way if for some reason they feel Kesler is slipping away to another team.

The priority within the organization is not necessarily finding a replacement for top-line right winger Pascal Dupuis, though the Penguins are open to acquiring one if the situation presents itself.

Shero is skeptical of his chances to fill that spot with a trade, though.

Moulson is an impending free agent, and for that reason the Penguins are not willing to overpay for his rental services.

>>ON ANDREW MACDONALD

The Penguins, like almost every Cup contender, are interested in MacDonald, an impending free agent with a cap-friendly $550,000 hit. He is perhaps the most sought-after rental player on the trade market.

Upgrading on defense is the Penguins’ second priority after Kesler because they are operating as though Kris Letang (stroke) will not play again until at least next season. They do believe, as of now, that Paul Martin (right hand) will be ready for Round 1 of the Stanley Cup playoffs – but coaches are not at all comfortable with going into the postseason possibly having to play Simon Despres, if he is not traded, or Robert Bortuzzo. Neither player is all that much trusted by the staff at this point.

The Penguins believe they can make the salary-cap work to add Kesler and a veteran defenseman. That is partly because a deal with Kesler would be a hockey move that involves player(s) taking up cap space.

To add a defenseman, the Penguins would consider adding a rental player on an expiring contract.

>>ON NEW JERSEY

The Penguins have sent one of Shero’s trusted staffers, pro scout and former Atlanta GM Don Waddell, to the past couple of games involving the New Jersey Devils.

New Jersey has three defensemen – Marek Zidlicky, Mark Fayne and Eric Gelinas (RFA) – on expiring contracts.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,
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Rossi: Penguins are not what they were.

CHICAGO – The Penguins are up against it right now.

Players, probably correctly, talked Saturday night about not reading too much into a one-side loss to the Blackhawks because, as Craig Adams said, “that wasn’t a regular hockey game.”

Indeed, that should be the last time this season the Penguins play a road game in a snowstorm.

Still, as March begins, it is clearly these are not the Penguins of early January, when a healthier group appeared to be handling the loss of right winger Pascal Dupuis.

A lot will be made going forward – though, why more has not been made lately is puzzling – of the Penguins being without their two top defensemen in Kris Letang and Paul Martin.

That makes sense, because the Penguins are so incredibly reliant on those players.

The Penguins are at their best, even with the adoption of a left-wing lock defensive system, when their skilled forwards receive quick, sharp passes from defensemen. That action is what fuels the puck possession the Penguins need to have to win games – especially against top teams such as Chicago or, later this week, Anaheim and San Jose.

Letang and Martin are two of the better puck-moving defensemen in the NHL, certainly the best for the Penguins. They anchor separate defense pairings because coach Dan Bylsma wants one of them on the ice when centers Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin are out.

If Crosby and Malkin – and their respective wingers – spend most of a game chasing the puck, the Penguins are doomed.

That is what is happening right now without Letang and Martin.

The Penguins did win a lot earlier this season when hockey gods attempted to devastate this club by forcing as many as five AHL players into the lineup annually over the course of a month.

That was never going to last, though.

This season was absolutely the one the Penguins could ill afford an injury run like the one they’re having because the lower salary cap has destroyed their depth. They arrived at camp with questions about the third line.

Well, those questions remain, and the injuries to Dupuis and Letang and Martin have negatively impacted the top line and the entire defense corps.

The Penguins, admirably, raced to the top of the Eastern Conference before the Olympics because of a combination of dependably sound goaltending, high-end offensive talent coming up big and the coaching staff masterfully getting the most out of intriguing AHL prospects that management knew were not ready for consistent NHL production.

It is completely unrealistic to think that combination can work all season.

Reality is smacking the Penguins right now.

>> While walking back to our hotel from the Windy City, fellow Trib Total Media reporter Chris Adamski and I marveled that the Penguins-Blackhawks game at Solider Field was pulled off. The snow under our feet was wet, heavy and slippery, and the wind left our faces feeling raw.

Conditions were brutal for playing a hockey game on Saturday night.

Still, several NHL officials said that the conditions were much worse at Michigan Stadium for the Winter Classic between Detroit and Toronto.

That Classic and this final Stadium Series game went off mostly without a hitch, which is as close to amazing as you will see in hockey.

I’ve covered three outdoor games. Two were played in cold, windy and snowy conditions, the other during a constant rain at night.

Last month, I along with others, watched on TV as an outdoor game was staged in Los Angeles.

Think about that.

An outdoor ice hockey game in Los Angeles!

It appears we are completely taking for granted how unheard of the outdoor game concept was only six years ago.

Now, they’re being staged in blizzard conditions and near beaches.

Outdoor hockey isn’t just one of the best ideas the NHL has ever had; it is also the one of the league’s most impressive accomplishments because the games outside have all actually happened.

Back in 2007, a few months before the original Winter Classic, there was doubt within the hockey community that an outdoor game could even be played.

>> LINKS N’AT

The Penguins did not find their game as the Windy City lived up to its moniker: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5655854-74/penguins-blackhawks-game#axzz2ud8U59IJ

Ray Shero wants Ryan Kesler: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5686336-74/penguins-kesler-sources#axzz2ud8U59IJ

Gary Bettman took time to speak with Trib Total Media on a variety of subjects: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5684472-74/game-bettman-cap#axzz2ud8U59IJ

Chris Adamski braved Chicago’s weather to find Penguins fans ready for some frozen fun: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5684455-74/penguins-game-fans

Also from Adamski, the Penguins notes: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5655856-74/penguins-saturday-game#axzz2ud8U59IJ

Jonathan Bombulie’s weekly AHL report: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5655293-74/payerl-games-goals#axzz2ud8U59IJ

Pens-Hawks photos from our Chaz Palla: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/

>> Josh Yohe is set to have himself a big Sunday. Join me in welcoming, hopefully at some point on this day, a healthy addition to his family.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,
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Rossi: Chicago weather and trade winds.

CHICAGO – Oh yeah, and a storm is threatening…

A quick hit from this Windy City, with another to follow later Friday after the Penguins practice at Solider Field in advance of their outdoor game against the Blackhawks on Saturday night.

It promises to be quite cold in Chicago this weekend, so the 15,000 or so who are traveling for this game should bring layers. WPXI Sever Weather is calling for the zero degrees-feeling temperatures (wind chill); but snow – and it’s coming – will just miss the event.

That said, if you are going home Sunday – leave early, or make plans to stay in Chicago; because it sounds as though the drive back will be quite unpleasant and perhaps extremely dangerous.

A look at the weather: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5674760-74/game-harbaugh-chicago

= The trade deadline is 3 p.m. on Wednesday, and there are already a lot of my colleagues talking about who the Penguins are targeting.

Unlike last year, when it was clear what the Penguins wanted to and could do, this trade-deadline season look a bit cloudy so many days out.

A bit of information that could signal what the Penguins are thinking short- and long-term, though: They inquired with Vancouver about center Ryan Kesler before the Olympics.

Read into that what you want. Just passing along the information.

= The details of Kris Letang’s stroke experience are harrowing, as Josh Yohe reports: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5668844-74/letang-stroke-doctors

= Also from Yohe, who wrote the entire Trib print section Thursday, this gem about Blackhawks’ second-season stud Brandon Saad: http://triblive.com/sports/nhl/5673439-74/saad-game-blackhawks

= From the game (a sloppy loss) to the latest on Pascal Dupuis (injured, but vowing to lead), there was a lot to cover from Pittsburgh on Thursday. Read all of Yohe’s hard work at our Penguins page on the site: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/
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Rossi: Latest “NHL Revealed” to shed light on Crosby’s Olympics

John Collins has a slight problem on his hands.

The NHL’s high-energy chief operating officer, Collins is the man behind turning the league onto an events-driven methodology. Under his watch, outdoor hockey became an annual Winter Classic that is now a Stadium Series, and the once two-day Entry Draft has taken to stretching over almost a half-week.

Collins’ problem isn’t that things are becoming too big. He, as does his boss, commissioner Gary Bettman, want all things NHL to become bigger.

Specifically, Collins is working towards a day when the NHL has produced enough original programming that its fans, who he concedes are generally tribal and territorial, have interest in watching TV shows that aren’t built specifically around their favorite teams.

That happened with the HBO “24/7 Winter Classic” series that bowed to rave reviews in 2010.

The “NHL Revealed” series has looked a lot like “24/7” – no coincidence since its executive producer, Ross Greenburg, who was president of HBO Sports when it first partnered with the NHL.

“NHL Revealed,” which resumes Thursday night with two hour-long episodes starting at 10 p.m. on NBC Sports Network, is a seven-part series build around behind-the-scenes footage of players for teams participating in the Stadium Series.

One of those players, by no coincidence, is the NHL’s top draw – Penguins captain Sidney Crosby.

Crosby’s popularity has helped to create Collins’ slight problem.

During the Winter Olympics men’s ice hockey tournament, Collins’ young soon took a serious rooting interest. His support was for Canada, because Crosby – his favorite player – was a member of that national team.

Young hockey fans around Pittsburgh also had their allegiances tested during the Olympics.

Fans of Crosby – and maybe more so, those in the hockey audience that cannot stand him – will enjoy the Thursday night episodes of “NHL Revealed,” because they are centered around the NHL players’ Olympic experiences.

“It’s almost like a Hollywood ensemble film where every character is a star.,” Collins said. “There’s a piece of footage where Teemu Selanne is talking about how it was really important for his young (Finland) team to play the Canadians in the preliminary round – and to actually play with them, and how it might help them down the road. Knowing what we know now, it was foreshadowing.

“But as he’s doing that interview, the ‘NHL Revealed’ cameras catch Sidney Crosby, who just happens to be walking behind him on his way to Canada’s dressing room. You get to see Crosby kind of take a quick, knowing glance at Selanne. It was a pretty cool moment.”

If anybody knows something about being the hockey faces of their respective nations and the importance of saying the right things even after difficult losses, those anybodies are Crosby and Selanne, respectively.

Moments away from the arena are what excite Greenburg about “NHL Revealed.” He said viewers should really pay attention to sequences when players are walking around the Olympic Village in Sochi, Russia.

Crosby’s interaction with Olympic athletes from Canada and other nations struck Greenburg as he reviewed raw video for the latest “NHL Revealed episodes.”

“There are some wonderful exchanges between him and (Team Canada defenseman Drew) Doughty when they are walking to practices,” Greenburg said. “People were coming up asking for pictures. Sidney was there smiling – at first giving them a nod, but then it became some fun dialogue between him and those people.

“We’re just getting to know these guys, specifically Sidney.”

Crosby, Greenburg said, “has taken to the camera crews” that has been with the Penguins for a couple of months.

So, too, has his fellow Penguins center Evgeni Malkin.

A few weeks before the Olympics, Malkin started making grand post-practice entrances into the Penguins’ dressing room. He was playing to the cameras.

Greenburg said one of the aims for “NHL Revealed” – specifically when it comes to Crosby – is to “humanize NHL players, instead of putting them on pedestals.”

Collins’ aim is to continue pushing with programming such as “NHL Revealed.” Clubs, he said, are becoming more open to granting behind-the-scenes access because of the response to shows like “24/7” and “Revealed.”

A behind-the-scenes look at the Stanley Cup playoffs is not on the horizon, Collins said; but gaining exclusive access to the big-buzz Olympic tournament was something for which the NHL could shoot that North America’s other major pro leagues could not.

No other sporting league in North America shuts down for the Olympics. Collins and Greenburg figured “NHL Revealed” could use the Olympics to help promote the NHL product after the Games.

That is what viewers will see with Episodes Four and Five of “NHL Revealed,” which can also be streamed online.

In all, Greenburg said a crew of about 50 people worked an average of 17-hour days for nearly three weeks, cutting across three countries and two continents, to put together the next two episodes.

Episode Four, in fact, promises to live up to the program’s name.

“There’s plenty from the Russian team in the first hour,” Greenburg said, adding that cameras tracked Alex Ovechkin – Russia’s version of Crosby in terms of mass appeal – for the entire tournament.

“He stayed around after Russia lost, so we were able to get the feeling of the Russian people in Sochi. The disappointment is pretty vivid on the screen.”

Normally, Penguins fans might not have a lot of interest in a behind-the-scenes look at Ovechkin – Crosby’s historic rival.

However, given what is now known about how Ovechkin and Malkin, never close friends, were on the same side of feeling mostly ostracized during their home country Olympics, Episode Four of “NHL Revealed” is probably worthwhile for its unique look at Team Russia’s dynamic.
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Rossi: I am a terrible fan.

In a few days, the Penguins personnel who were in Sochi, Russia, for the Winter Olympic Games will have returned – and I’ll be riding comfortably again.

The NHL beaks for the Olympics, at least it has since 1998, so that an international hockey tournament on a grand stage can include the world’s finest players. This break is for about three weeks, and most of what happens at any Games is often a fast fading memory by the midway through Round 1 of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

What happened for me during the Winter Olympic Games was something that seemed neat at first only to feel regrettable by the end.

I became a fan.

Not a very good one, either.

***

I was raised in suburban Pittsburgh – Crafton and Green Tree, represent! – and there was a time, though it has been almost two decades, when I cared deeply about the local professional sports franchises’ success and failures.

At its height, my boyhood fandom was irrational. Some examples:

>>God cost the Pirates at Atlanta in Game 7 of the 1992 NLCS. Of that I was sure. Also, I was 14.

>>I was the reason the Steelers lost Super Bowl XXX about four years later. Had I not spoken so brazenly that Neil O’Donnell was going to drive the field and score the touchdown that lassoed the Cowboys, surely – in front of my eyes at Sun Devil Stadium – O’Donnell would not have thrown that killer interception.

I was 17. I could handle the blame. I would be back someday to see the Steelers win a Super Bowl.

Around a decade later I was, but as a reporter – and my only interest on a cold night in Detroit in February 2006 was that Hines Ward actually win the MVP, because I had kind of committed to writing about him doing that anyway and deadlines were tight.

>>The first time I ever lost it as a childhood fan of a Pittsburgh club was during the third period of the Penguins’ Game 7 home loss to Philadelphia in the 1989 Patrick Division final. It had never crossed my mind that Mario Lemieux would lose that game.

I was 11, and I knew that Lemieux won or lost games by himself. That’s what happened in hockey.

I cried while half-watching the final minutes of that Game 7 on a TV at my parents’ house. Dad, as I recall, told me to stop. Mom, as I remember, promised things would be OK.

I did stop… eventually. Things were OK… eventually.

***

That specific memory came back to me Friday, the tail end of two weeks over which I pushed myself to invest emotionally in the United States men’s ice hockey team at the Winter Olympic Games.

It was probably better for me, financially, if Evgeni Malkin’s Russia squad won the tournament. Gold, seemingly, could help sell a biography.

It was probably easier for me, professionally, if Sidney Crosby’s Canada squad won the tournament. He isn’t going anywhere, and neither am I on this Penguins beat for the Tribune-Review.

I knew seven players, two coaches, and a handful of management personnel headed to the Winter Olympic Games; but I cared not to think of any of them during the hockey tournament, instead I focused on being a fan of my country’s hockey program.

My front was strong, too.

To me – at least from what I remembered – being a fan of Team USA also meant digging in to wish for the demise of my squad’s archrival. In this case that was Team Canada.

My “Know Thy Enemy” movement on Twitter started there.

From the minute the NHL’s Olympic break began, I decided that if the United States and Canada met after the preliminary round, I would take it in as a fan and a fan only.

I tried.

I could not.

While watching my team battle its enemy with several friends on Friday afternoon, my mind was elsewhere.

Being a fan again, actually, was easier said than done.

***

Paul Martin deserved better than to exit the Olympics with an injured right hand. A Minneapolis native, he grew up a fan of the American hockey that Minnesota-legend Herb Brooks helped shape.

Upon initially awaking Friday morning, I had only one thing on my mind:

Know Thy Enemy.

That thought was fleeting.

Dejan Kovacevic, the Tribune-Review columnist in Sochi for coverage, had filed a breaking news story that Martin was out of the USA-Canada semifinal game. His story cited reports by other outlets that Martin was sick, but also that he had been spotted with a wrapped hand.

Thy Enemy was now this limited information about Martin’s state of being.

Eight years into covering the Penguins, I know by now the quickest way to figure out how to track down information – or, at least, figure out if that information can be tracked down. (Sometimes, for various reasons, it cannot.)

Within about an hour of first seeing Dejan’s story on my email In Box, I had learned – thanks to multiple sources – that Martin was indeed injured, not sick.

Thy Enemy was in trouble from there.

So was my fan plan.

***

Chasing a story, especially one of interest to the audience, is pretty much the closest beat reporters come to feeling like we are competing like the athletes we cover. The pursuit, not the result, is the fun part; but it is not without challenges, obstacles, adversity and second-guessing.

Still, chasing a story becomes all that a reporter knows.

For me, chasing the story is the only thing that really makes sense in life, and I live for it. I become irrationally passionate, often to a fault, and usually to the point that others prefer not to be around me because I am demanding and caffeinated and rambling and edgy and all over the place, and generally unpleasant.

I was all of those on Friday morning while chasing the story about Martin’s injury.

A letdown loomed, and it came during the USA-Canada game.

My letdown had nothing to do with the score.

Martin’s injury was a terrible break for a really cooperative player who I have enjoyed covering for parts of four Penguins seasons.

It kind of helped me deal with Friday, though.

Instead of caring about a game that was out of my control, I was able to focus on finding out information and controlling how I presented it to an audience that thirsted for it.

That made sense to me. That felt right.

The sitting then standing then pacing then yelling about something that was happening on a television screen – that did not make sense, did not feel right.

A thought occurred to me on Friday night:

I probably went into sports reporting, on some subconscious level, because I never liked being a sports fan. I never liked giving strangers control over my happiness or believing in logos and color schemes.

Still, everybody else was doing it…

***

My greatest fear as a beat reporter is losing The Spark.

I am told it happens without warning, that one day I will finish with a practice or game, call my editor and say, “I’m done.”

Foolishly, I figured the Winter Olympic Games would provide me a chance to stoke my fires as a beat reporter by being a fan of Team USA. I was not covering the Games in Sochi, so there was neither harm nor foul.

Parts of fandom felt good, really good. The rooting against Team Canada – yeah, I dug that. It had been a long time since I rooted against anything other than third-period comebacks off 7:30 p.m. faceoffs.

Mostly, though, I spent my return to fandom during the Winter Olympic Games feeling like a fraud.

I never felt as invested as the fans I knew who were all in.

I slept through the first period of USA-Russia in the preliminary round. I barely paid attention to the epic shootout, too.

I had lunch with a colleague during the USA-Czech Republic elimination game. There was a TV on the wall in our booth at the restaurant, and I did not change the channel from a talk show.

USA-Canada would shake my true fandom from its slumber, or so I figured. However, by the time it started on Friday afternoon, I was already too deep into my chase of the Martin story to really care.

Watching the game with friends, I acted the way I thought I should as a fan – nervous, fidgety, angry, tense, whatever.

It was all an act, though.

I keep peeking at my cell phone, looking for something I may have missed about Martin and trying to see if anybody else had reported what I had.

My heart was never into USA-Canada.

I was being a really bad fan.

***

During the first week of the Winter Olympic Games, I went on vacation to a resort in Mexico. One day there, I tried to take a bicycle tour of the facilities.

I lasted one stop on the tour.

My twice surgically repaired right knee flared, so there was that. Also, though, I could never get comfortable on the bike. It wobbled and I felt unsettled. Something seemed amiss.

Nobody forgets how to ride a bicycle, right?
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Rossi: NHL, Olympics should divorce.

I am not at these Winter Olympic Games. Full disclosure: I have never been at an Olympic Winter Games.

This is noteworthy only because it feels important to acknowledge that being at an Olympic Winter Games seemingly could change my mind, but I suspect not.

I hope the NHL is done with the Olympic Games.

Admittedly, this is a totally territorial view. The NHL is home to the finest hockey players, and these athletes have wanted, will want, and probably should receive the opportunity to represent their respective countries at probably the world’s most magnificent sporting event.

However, John Tavares’ season-long skate toward Elite Player status was halted by a season-ending left knee injury to at the Olympics ­– and that is not fair to New York Islanders ownership, management, coaches, players or especially their fans.

Injuries are part of hockey.

Tavares may have been injured in an NHL game.

He was not, though.

Neither was Paul Martin, who looks to be out a month – the Penguins will not know for sure until he is evaluated by team medial personnel in Pittsburgh – with an injured right hand.

Tavares and Martin are not the only players that will leave the Olympics and not return to NHL hockey clubs that are paying them.

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman is now on the record about no committing to sending NHL players to the 2018 Winter Olympic Games:

“There are mixed views among the owners,” Bettman said to NBC Sports.

“There are lots of quotes going in both directions. It’s a real balancing act. Coming to the Olympics is a lot of fun when we are here, and the hockey’s fun. … But it requires us to shut the season down in the middle. It’s a break in momentum. It’s at a point in time when the NFL has stopped and it’s really our time. And our teams come back in different shape. We’ve had five players who are pretty banged up already from this tournament. Some NHL teams have sent 10 players and some have sent two and some teams are going to come back more well-rested than others.”

Players, and thus union leadership, feel strongly that the NHL should be involved with future Winter Olympic Games. Any push by the NHL to make the Sochi Games the last to feature NHL players will be met with a stern labor battle.

I suspect there are a lot of hockey fans that want to see NHL players at Winter Olympic Games. To them, I offer this dose of reality: Winter Olympic Games are absolutely not about the fans.

They are about the athletes.

Also, they are about the wow-gosh advertising fees that broadcasters in many countries pay to show the Olympics.

Those big fees were being paid before the NHL first sent its players to the Winter Olympic Games in 1998.

The men’s ice hockey tournament being staged in Sochi has sparked buzz on Twitter and Watch Parties at bars. If only any of that translated to anything substantial for the NHL.

It does not, and will not.

NHL players at the Olympics do not spark ticket sales in non-traditional markets such as Florida, Nashville, Dallas or Phoenix. NHL players at the Olympics do not benefit local broadcasters, such as Root Sports Pittsburgh, for whom the Penguins are a big money maker with advertisers.

Heck, NHL players at the Olympics was not even enough to get the league’s national broadcast partner, NBC, to broadcast arguably the most anticipated hockey game in four years for a casual North American sporting audience. That thrilling USA-Canada semifinal was not broadcast live on the network that will air the Stanley Cup Final in June.

Local NBC affiliates like WPXI pay good money to carry NBC’s Olympic programming. WPXI not only could not broadcast the USA-Canada semifinal, but it, like others, could not even show highlights.

Over the last two weeks, the NHL players at the Winter Olympic Games have been not easily found on cable while NBC prime-time programming has focused on ice skating, skiing and X-Games sports.

How is any of that good for the NHL?

February, the one month the NHL basically owns in America, has mostly passed without weekend games that are important for probable sellout-revenue and big local TV numbers.

How is that good for the NHL?

Sidney Crosby and Alex Ovechkin – the two signature NHL stars – have spent the past two weeks absorbing daggers to their respective professional reputations.

How is that good for the NHL?

The men’s hockey in Sochi, save for a few games involving Team USA, has mostly been a brand of plodding wall-play dominated by defensive schemes that, on the bigger international ice surface, lends itself to low-scoring snooze fests.

How is that good for the NHL?

The Winter Olympic Games are not good for the NHL.

The Winter Olympic Games are gripping and great and usually once-in-a-lifetime opportunities for participants.

Crosby has participated twice now. He will be 30 when the next Winter Olympic Games come around, and the hope here is he watches them on off-nights from Penguins games.

NHL players have gone to five Winter Olympic Games, including ones in the United States, Canada and Russia. The NHL has sent its players to Winter Olympic Games in all three zones, so to speak.

Basically, the second best NHL tournament played every four years has been covered.

The Winter Olympic Games does not feel special anymore. It feels forced. It looks unnecessary.

What seemed like a winning proposal – NHL players on the Olympics stage – has become a marriage that has run its course.

There were some good times, but an amicable split is best. The NHL, at least, needs to be on its own for a while – and that will still be true four years from now.
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Yohe: Understanding what drives Crosby

Three games. No goals. Two assists.

 What’s wrong with Sidney Crosby, you ask?

 I’ll be the first to admit that Crosby hasn’t been his dominant self in these Olympics, that the lightning bolt speed, precision passes and otherworldly work along the boards haven’t been especially evident in Sochi.

 But really, we’re all missing the point here.

 Partially because of this era, and also because of the way Crosby is wired, we can’t measure him on statistics. Legends of hockey’s past are measured on statistics, but they played in a different time.

 Follow me here.

 Historically speaking, we’ll only be able to compare Crosby to Wayne Gretzky and Mario Lemieux. He’s fourth behind those two (and Mike Bossy) in NHL all-time points per game. Crosby is also arguably the most hyped and publicized player of all time.

 He’s the player of his era, much like Gretzky and Lemieux were. All three are much different, but how we must judge Crosby is radically different.

 When you think of Gretzky and Lemieux and their respective greatest international moments, you think of the 1987 Canada Cup, right?

 You think of Gretzky leading the tournament in points, and of Lemieux scoring and astounding 11 goals, including four in the final two games against Russia. Great stuff, with Gretzky nearing the end of his prime and Lemieux entering his.

 Now, let’s take a look at the final score of the three games involving Russia and Canada at the 1987 Canada Cup.

 6-5, 6-5, 6-5.

 That’s right, 33 goals in three games.

 Fast-forward 27 years. Can you imagine any game the remainder of these Olympics being played at a 6-5 clip? Did you watch Canada play Finland today? Both teams were trying to win 2-1. Only one managed to pull it off.

 Perhaps a better example is when the United States played Russia on Saturday. The U.S. team is blessed with speed and does nothing but attack. Russia offers Alex Ovechkin, Evgeni Malkin, Ilya Kovalchuk and Pavel Datsyuk.

 And we got four goals out of that game until the shootout.

 But, you see, we still remember Wayne and Mario putting up points whether their team was winning or not. They were savants that way, really. Honestly, Lemieux probably would have put up seven points against Norway if he felt like it. Maybe more. That’s how he was. He craved producing points, and Gretzky did also.

 This brings us back to Crosby, who is entirely different. Those early round blowouts feel like all-star games. Mario and Wayne put on shows in all-star games. They loved it. Crosby stinks in all-star games. It’s not what makes him tick. It’s not real. Now, the games start to matter.

 Has he been great? No, certainly not. But what exactly do you expect him to do? What has Jonathan Toews done in this tournament? How about Patrick Kane? What have Ovechkin and Malkin done since that first period of their first game?

 Zero points, that’s what.

 The game is different now. Defense rules. Allowing infractions to go uncalled rules. Goaltenders have never been better. Scouting reports have never been better.

 Hockey, in essence, has minimized star power. Take the NHL’s current season, if you will. One man (Ovechkin) is on pace to surpass 50 goals. One man (Crosby) is on pace to surpass 100 points.

 Think about that.

 Listen, I could recommend some strategies that will ignite Crosby. And, in fact, I will.

 = He played 10 minutes through the first two periods. What is Mike Babcock thinking? Either he’s trying to keep everyone happy, or he’s displaying the height of arrogance, letting the world know that Canada is so deep that it can roll four lines with no drawback. Either way, it’s insane. Great players need lots of ice time. Ryan Getzlaf is terrific. He isn’t Crosby.

 = Crosby is at his very best when he receives the puck with speed in the neutral zone. It’s during these times that he draws penalties, creates opportunities for his wingers, and scorers many of his goals. The defense that Finland played today – calling it passive wouldn’t be a stretch – never allowed Crosby time to maneuver with speed. Also, the Canadian defenseman, none of whom have played considerable time with Crosby, don’t know when to give him the puck. I counted three times today when Crosby skated with passion through the neutral zone, clearly wanting the puck, and did not receive it. That will come with time, though there is only so much time in such a tournament.

 = Leave him with Kunitz. Seriously. He’s the creature of habit in a world of people who are creatures of habits. Canada put Jamie Benn on Crosby’s left wing. The only time I noticed Benn all game was when he crosschecked a Finnish defenseman from behind late in the third period. Nothing was called on this play, which is typical. The officiating was very NHL-like today, as in, stars were being restricted throughout with no penalties being called. That doesn’t help Crosby either.

 Aside from these thoughts, my ultimate suggestion for the restless Canadian faction of people expecting more from Crosby is to be patient.

 Maybe he won’t lead the tournament in scoring. Maybe he isn’t producing points the way legends before him did.

 But remember this about Sidney Crosby: He isn’t a man of statistics. He’s a man of moments.

 His highest career goal total isn’t etched in our minds. But that shootout goal in Buffalo is.

 His highest career point total isn’t something that every Canadian kid remembers. But they sure remember the Golden Goal.

 I couldn’t tell you, off the top of my head, how many goals he has scored in personal matchups with Ovechkin. But we all remember that breakaway in Game 7 in Washington, when Crosby stripped Ovechkin, buried a shot and announced that the hockey world was his.

 How many power play points has he produced in his career? I don’t know. But I still remember everything about that night when he returned from a concussion against the Islanders. You do, too.

 Crosby is a man of moments. We can’t measure him any other way.

 Will he have his moment in this tournament? It’s tough to say. Tournaments like these aren’t really made for stars to shine. His own country, more than any other, likes it that way. It’s all about the team, eh?

 But the coach of the team has to ride Crosby, and I expect him to sooner rather than later.

 I’ll never forget an answer from Mike Babcock to a question I asked about Crosby one month following the 2010 Olympics.

“The thing about Sid,” Babcock said, “is that he seems to have a magic about him.”

That’s just it. And you never know when magic will appear.

 The Russians feel it’s their birth right to win this tournament, and make no mistake, the Americans have clearly been the best team in Sochi.

 Meanwhile, the Canadians have looked lifeless and a tad slow. They don’t look like champions right now, and their captain doesn’t, either.

 But before we dismiss mighty Canada, and before we dismiss its captain, we must realize that moments remain in this tournament, and he hasn’t had his yet.

 Crosby, you see, does not dream of points or pretty goals. He dreams of the moment. We better not sleep on that. 

- Yohe 

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

February 14, 2014

 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Bylsma, Miller and the conversation

Jonathan Quick is the winner. Ryan Miller is the backup.

How did this happen? Well, I guess I should have known last week. Allow me to tell a quick story. 

The Penguins played in Buffalo last Wednesday. Before the game, a large number of Buffalo reporters circled around Penguins coach Dan Bylsma, who is the man in charge of Team USA. It immediately became evident that the Buffalo reporters were convinced that Miller was the clear choice to start for Team USA. Question after question followed about Miller’s brilliance four years earlier in Vancouver. It was as though Quick didn’t exist. Some reporters even mentioned the fact that Bylsma’s Penguins chased Quick in the first period against the Kings a week earlier.

Surely, it was Miller’s job. 

No, it wasn’t. And I should have known then, for two reasons.

I had the opportunity to speak with Bylsma after the Buffalo reporters had touted Miller the clear starter. To put it lightly, Bylsma appeared completely miffed that reporters would be so dismissive of Quick, a former Stanley Cup winner and widely considered one of hockey’s finest goalies. I joked that I should show up at that evening’s game wearing a Quick jersey. Bylsma seemed to be amused by this. At that moment, it was pretty clear that Bylsma, at the very least, wasn’t sold on Miller being his starter. I strongly believe Quick was the choice when the NHL season began, though Miller’s outstanding play and Quick’s trouble with injuries may have evened things.

Later that night, I witnessed more compelling evidence that Miller wasn’t going to be the guy. I just didn’t realize it at the time, but now, it makes sense.

After the Penguins handled Miller and the Sabres, 5-1, I wrote my game story from the media lounge, which happens to be located near the Sabres and Penguins locker rooms. After writing my article, I left the lounge in an attempt to visit the bathroom. However, as I opened the door to walk across the hallway, I ran into Bylsma and Miller. The two were have a conversation, and it looked serious. Very serious. I didn’t want to eavesdrop – OK, actually I did want to, but I didn’t want to be a jerk – so, instead of walking past them, I simply executed a U-turn and sat in the media lounge for around five minutes. Two of the most important figures in American hockey were having a serious conversation, and I didn’t feel like my intrusion was appropriate. 

After a good five minutes, I figured the conversation was over. It’s not like they wouldn’t be seeing each other in Sochi in a couple of days anyway, and the Penguins team bus had already been prepared to depart. Assuming the coast was clear, I again departed the media lounge. And again, as I walked around the corner, I encountered Bylsma and Miller, deep in conversation. 

At the time, I may have misinterpreted what was going on. I’m a big fan of Miller’s work, and sensed for weeks that perhaps he would be the American starter. But seeing Bylsma so miffed by the assumption that Miller was the clear choice over Quick made me wonder. Looking back, I suspect Bylsma may have delivered some news to Miller that he didn’t want to hear. I could be wrong, of course. Maybe Miller wasn’t informed that Quick would be the starter until he arrived in Sochi. But I’m starting to begin otherwise.

It gives you an appreciation for how difficult the Olympics are for players, coaches and general managers. I assure you Bylsma possesses enormous respect for Miller. But Quick is clearly his choice. 

I wish I knew what was said in that conversation. I suspect it was pretty compelling stuff. Next time, I’ll eavesdrop. 

Hope you’re all enjoying the Olympic hockey so far. Great stuff. 

- Yohe 

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

February 12, 2014

 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Olympic men’s hockey predictions

Good day, hockey fans.

The way I see things, there are five teams – Canada, Russia, Sweden, Finland and the United States – that legitimately can win the gold medal in the Men’s Olympic hockey tournament. Finland is probably the weakest of those five teams, though I wouldn’t completely count them out.

 And then there are the other four.

 Let’s be honest, here. Any of these teams could win it all. Canada has overwhelming talent; the Russians can score like no other team in this event and will be playing as though their lives depend on it; the Swedes are deceptively good and display no apparent weakness; and the American team is better than you think, fast and equipped with strong goaltending.

 So, who does one pick?

 There’s no right or wrong answer. Picking these tournaments is so difficult. It’s basically where hunches, logic and luck intersect.

 So, here’s what I like and don’t like about the big boys. Predictions at the end. 

CANADA – Most consider them the favorite, and for good reason. John Tavares is their fourth center, for God’s sake. That’s pretty scary. They’ve done it before, they showcase the world’s greatest hockey player, and their depth is unquestionable.

 But there are problems. Would you trust Carey Price in a big game? How about Robert Luongo? OK, Luongo won the gold four years ago. True. But was he great that game? Did he look comfortable? Could you see him doing it again? Goaltending is a huge problem for the Canadians, in my view. I don’t trust either of these guys, and Mike Smith doesn’t figure to get a chance.

 Plus, like the U.S., Canada doesn’t have a good history of winning on bigger ice surfaces.

 Given the big ice surface, and how important special teams figure to be in such an even tournament, Canada should be utilizing P.K. Subban. Instead, Drew Doughty will run the power play along with Shea Weber. I have no problem with those two – both are terrific – but Subban is a better power play artist and would be more dynamic on the big ice. It’s a mistake if he doesn’t play.

 On paper, an awesome team. But there are questions.

RUSSIA – No matter who you’re cheering for, you’ll surely agree that no team will be more interesting to watch than Russia.

 This team is blessed with talent, conflicted by its personalities and perhaps united – or divided – but the extraordinary pressure it is under. In 2010, their Olympic performance was embarrassing. No one knows what to expect this time.

 Evgeni Malkin and Alex Ovechkin are Russia’s best players. They’ll play together. Will they thrive? No one knows. I suspect Malkin may defer too much to Ovechkin at times, which isn’t a good thing. Malkin is at his best when he is clearly the best player on the ice, so I’m not sure that I like this duo together as much as everyone else. But maybe I’ll be proven wrong. The fact that Ovechkin and Malkin possess a really complex relationship doesn’t help the matter. Or maybe it does. I just don’t know about this team.

 I don’t particularly like Russia’s defensive group, though Sergei Bobrovski between the pipes is intriguing.

 Could they win it all? Oh yeah. Could they implode? Oh yeah.

FINLAND – I include Finland in the list of contenders because of the great Tuukka Rask. In case you missed last season’s Eastern Conference final between the Penguins and Bruins, I’ll let you know that Rask played some of the most magnificent goal that any of us have ever witnessed. It was a remarkable performance, and while there may have been some luck involved, let’s take nothing away from Rask. He is among the greatest goalies in hockey and has proven capable of entering “the zone.” And when he does, you don’t beat him.

 That said, I don’t love Finland’s chances. They always play good team defense and will again, I’m sure, but there isn’t a ton of talent up front. I just don’t see them matching the offensive work of the other four teams mentioned in this space.

 Still, Finland is the team nobody really wants to play. The Fins possess a strong international history and a seriously strong goaltender.

 A factor? Sure. A dark horse? Yeah. Winning a medal? I’m thinking it’s unlikely. 

SWEDEN – Good luck finding a weakness here. Seriously.

 Sweden hasn’t received a significant amount of buzz entering this tournament, and that might be a mistake. This team is so skilled, so steady, so impressive on paper. Henrik Lundqvist will be Sweden’s goalie, which is a pretty good place to start. He isn’t having his best NHL season, but the guy is terrific and has plenty of international experience.

 Do the Swedes have some issues to contend with?

 Well, sure.

 Nick Lidstrom is retired, and that takes away a historical edge. I like their blue line, but it’s not without possible problems. As great as Erik Karlsson is – and I truly do love watching him play – could he be a defensive liability in a tournament where one mistake could cost you a medal? Absolutely.

 Sweden isn’t the youngest team, either. Many of its important players – Daniel Sedin, Lundqvist, Henrik Zetterberg and Daniel Alfredsson – are on the wrong side of 30.

 The Swedes aren’t an old team, but they won’t win because of young legs.

 I really, really like this team. Definitely a worthy medal contender. Will losing Henrik Sedin have a negative impact on his twin brother? Could be a big deal.

UNITED STATES – What an intriguing team Dan Bylsma has at his disposal.

 One must assume the goaltending for the United States will be excellent, no matter if Ryan Miller or Jonathan Quick is between the pipes. I’d be comfortable with either one, though I believe Miller will ultimately be the guy chosen. He was great four years ago in Vancouver, has been great behind an awful Sabres team this season and probably has earned the opportunity to fight for the gold medal once again.

 I love a lot of things about this team. The Americans don’t possess the best centers or blue line, but they do showcase the finest wingers in the tournament. Consider this list: Patrick Kane, Phil Kessel, Zach Parise, Ryan Callahan, Max Pacioretty, Dustin Brown, T.J. Oshie, JVR, Blake Wheeler…holy crap, that’s a great group. Speed, grit, scoring – it’s all there.

 I like the blue line, too. Ryan Suter was made for this tournament. Ryan McDonagh, Kevin Shattenkirk, John Carlson, and Paul Martin? See any weaknesses there? Neither do I.

 America’s problem is at center. There’s not a ton of offense there. Either Ryan Kesler or David Backes need to score. They can, but defense is what they do best.

 It’s a very well rounded team. 

OK, enough is enough. You want predictions? They aren’t confident once, by any stretch. But here they are. 

GOLD MEDAL – United States 

Am I being a homer? Maybe a little. But in all honestly, I love this team. It’s an exceptionally fast team, built for big ice, and the goaltending will be spectacular. It’s also a hungry team. What happened four years ago still hurts a lot of these guys. There is something to be said for that kind of motivation. When all looks so even, pick your home country. Right?

SILVER MEDAL – Canada 

I think Canada will be undefeated headed into the Gold Medal game. They’ve found themselves in a very comfortable group, and the talent is pretty overwhelming.

 I do believe, however, that the United States matches up well with Canada. Sidney Crosby doesn’t like playing against Backes. Look it up. Kesler could drive him nuts, too. Sid’s the best player in the world, but it will be tough for him to dominate against the Americans given how they are built.

 And I’ll take Miller over Luongo/Price any day. 

BRONZE MEDAL – Sweden 

A really strong team that could beat anyone. But I don’t think they’ll pull it off. Still, a team very much worthy of a medal. 

FOURTH PLACE – Russia

If they get to the gold medal game, they’re not losing. But I don’t think they’ll make it that far. I know how talented they are. I also know they don’t have much depth and that playing under the kind of pressure they’ll feel is nearly impossible. 

FIFTH PLACE – Finland

I say Finland makes it to the quarterfinals but simply doesn’t have the firepower to beat the big boys.

I fear many will disagree. Hey, it’s not easy. But those are my picks. Let’s enjoy the tournament. It should be something very, very special, no matter who you’re rooting for and no matter who wins. 

- Yohe 
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February 5, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Marshall FACTORS in Sutter’s shutdown defense.

(Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.)

>> THE FACEOFF FACTOR: Sutter on the Shut Down

Brandon Sutter was tasked with the job of filling some very large skates when Jordan Staal was traded to the Carolina Hurricanes at the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

However, a quick comparison of the numbers show that Sutter hasn’t just filled the role of third-line center for the Penguins; he’s putting up defensive numbers that place him among the NHL’s elite – players that might find their names mixed among Selke Trophy nominations this season.

With 663 minutes of even-strength hockey played this season, Sutter has only been on the ice for 16 of the Penguins 104 even strength goals-against. That number ranks second among players that have played at least 40 games for the Penguins this season. Joe Vitale leads at 13.

This number also puts Sutter among some of the league’s elite defensive centers. He is 16th overall and one better than Anze Kopitar (Los Angeles) and Logan Couture (San Jose), both of whom are among the projected contenders for the Selke that is annually awarded to the top defensive forward.

Some perspective on these numbers: Sutter is allowing 1.56 goals-against for every 60 minutes of even strength ice time he records. Staal was allowing 2.83 goals-against per 60 minutes of even-strength ice time his final season for the Penguins, 2011-12.

Sutter’s also been just as valuable on the penalty kill. In fact, 44 percent of the team’s even-strength ice time belongs to him, trumped only by checking forward Craig Adams and shutdown-pairing defenseman Brooks Orpik, just over 50 percent each.

Coach Dan Bylsma has used Sutter in a multitude of scenarios this season with a wide variety of partners along the way. (The Trib has reported him playing with 13 different wingers.)

With other teams consistently lining up their big guns against Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, Sutter has seen less of a workload against top line units than other third-line centers. In fact, according to some advanced quality of competition numbers that are based on possession statistics, Sutter is facing opponents that aren’t half as staunch as what Crosby and Malkin see on a regular basis.

The Crosby/Malkin lines are seeing time against the top units of other teams, whereas the Sutter unit has been paired against the oppositions’ third lines in most scenarios. So, while more goals might be expected of Sutter in these instances, he’s only scored two less goals than Jordan Staal has this season, with approximately 100 less minutes played at even-strength and virtually no time on the power-play for the Penguins.

That being said, the Penguins have an in-house defensive specialist on their third line, and when the playoffs roll around that’s goes quite a long way. Remember, Staal – though he scored some big goals along the way – was primarily playing a defensive, shutdown role for the Penguins on their run to the Cup Final in 2008 and their Cup win the next season.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 

LINKS N’AT

>> Chris Adamski delves into the unlikely speedster in arguably hockey’s biggest spot: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5524450-74/gibbons-crosby-nhl#axzz2sTev6XPf

>> Adamski also notes that Sidney Crosby is not worried about where he’s staying in Sochi: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5524451-74/games-penguins-bylsma#axzz2sTev6XPf

Josh Yohe in is snowy Buffalo, and will have all your information on this icy Wednesday.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

February 2, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Michalek never asked for trade from Pens.

GLENDALE, Ariz. – The other team plays too.

Indeed, that is not a popular view among the masses after a Penguins’ loss; but there are two clubs on the ice for most NHL games.

Most applies because their two other losses since New Year’s Day – at home to Florida and at Dallas, both last week – the Penguins appeared to no-show.

They showed against the Phoenix Coyotes on Saturday. The Coyotes were just better.

Players knew it, too.

That is, perhaps, why their postgame comments were a lot more about what Phoenix did – “They played a pretty tight game,” said Sidney Crosby – than what the Penguins didn’t do.

“Just because we’re ahead of them in the standings, even if we play well doesn’t mean we’re going to win,” defenseman Matt Niskanen said. “I thought our energy level and compete (level) was pretty high. It was good.”

It was, and Niskanen is among the Penguins’ most publicly vocal critics when he senses lapses in energy and competitive spirit and execution.

The Coyotes have struggled of late, but they were a top-10 team through December.

A good team that hits a bumpy stretch – wait, that happens in a salary-capped NHL?

The Coyotes lost eight games in regulation in January.

The Penguins lost two.

This was their third regulation loss of the New Year.

Chill, folks.

Watch the Super Bowl, follow our Alan Robinson on Twitter, and take a day from presuming the Penguins will lose their first four playoff games because they aren’t winning 9 out of every 10 games.

Here ends the preaching.

>> That said, Sidney Crosby looked a bit off-put as he sat on a bench in the visitors’ dressing room on Saturday night. He generated five attempted shots against the Coyotes – as many as the combined total of wingers Chris Kunitz and Brian Gibbons.

Crosby is human.

No, it’s true.

Anyway, Crosby is human – dude was even spotted sipping a milkshake on this trip ­– and no human dominates this defensive NHL every night.

He has two goals in the last nine games.

He also has eight points over that slump.

That, dear readers, is how one wins a scoring title. Average nearly a point per game when things are going poorly.

He’ll be fine.

>> Goodness, Rossi, do you have anything nasty to say?

Yep.

Colds are lousy.

Colds that last about four weeks – colds that probably aren’t just colds – are really lousy.

Thanks to the Coyotes team doc for a last-minute examination before the game Saturday. Oddly, that has been required twice in my 12 years at the Trib. The other time was at the start of a baseball series in Phoenix.

>> Good for you, Zbynek Michalek.

He never wanted to leave the Penguins. His decision, in July 2010, to uproot his family and move from the Phoenix area to Pittsburgh was not without careful consideration.

Even after a rough second season with the Penguins, Michalek wanted to see his four-year contract through.

The Penguins, though, had come off an embarrassing loss to Philadelphia in Round 1, one that made their overall defense look suspect (at best), and GM Ray Shero approached Michalek for a list of teams to which he would accept a trade.

Michalek’s response was that he wanted to remain with the Penguins.

Still, Shero began talking trade with interested clubs, and took two to Michalek at the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. One of those clubs was Phoenix, where Michalek had previously found a home as a shutdown defenseman.

Michalek, again insisting he would prefer to stay with the Penguins, told Shero that between the two teams he would prefer Phoenix.

The deal was struck, and Michalek again became a Coyote.

So, indeed, good for him for that goal on Saturday night – it had to be bittersweet.

Michalek was always pleasant and thoughtful during our interactions over two seasons. That probably wasn’t always easy for him, because during that second season he became a popular punch bag on the local talk-show circuit.

Free agency is a gambler’s paradise, but only a fool counts on it to build a championship contender.

Shero knows that. It is why most of his roster-shaping moves come at the NHL trade deadline.

That is March 5, by the way.

All is really quiet regarding the Penguins.

LINKS N’AT

>> You probably watched, but read anyway. The GAMER: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5499282-74/penguins-games-crosby#axzz2s8S39lpA

>> Jonathan Bombulie’s Never-to-be-Missed weekly repot on the AHL Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5499226-74/skate-baby-blade#axzz2s8S39lpA

>> Evgeni Malkin’s next trip to Russia will be unlike any he’s taken before or will take after, and Sochi could be where he cements his place in hockey history: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5499269-74/malkin-penguins-olympics#axzz2s8S39lpA

>> Finally, columnist Dejan Kovacevic is headed to Sochi for another round of Olympics coverage. He’s your local guy with Games experience and he’ll be burning up Twitter soon enough. Starbucks, though, he might not easily find. His column of what to look for from the Games: http://triblive.com/sports/olympics/moreolympics/5410625-74/sochi-olympics-games#axzz2s8S39lpA

(Seahawks 26, Broncos 24. Defense wins championships even in this NFL).

Be EXCELLENT to each other.

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 31, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Letang absence not trade-talk related.

LOS ANGELES – Kris Letang is sick.

That is the official stance by the Penguins, anyway.

He did not look sick Thursday morning, as Letang was – per usual – one of the last skaters off the ice after a practice. He showed no symptoms – pale skin tone, fatigue, congestion-impaired breathing or talking – that generally come with the common cold or flu while speaking with teammates in the visiting dressing room after the Penguins’ 4-1 victory at Staples Center.

Several Penguins players, when pressed Thursday night, politely declined to share any reasons as for why Letang did not play against the Los Angeles Kings; though each said he behaved normally in the morning practice – specifically, doing individual stick work long after most players had gone to the dressing room.

Letang is among the most prideful, hardest working players on the Penguins. There normally would be absolutely no reason to believe something was afoul regarding his not playing. That is especially true because he has a history of migraine headaches that come on strong.

Still, the feel from being around the Penguins on Thursday night was that great effort was being taken to protect the reason Letang did not play.

Coach Dan Bylsma said he was battling an illness, and that the illness did not start Thursday.

The only thing seemingly for sure is that Letang was not removed from the lineup because of trade talks involving him. (Still, good job going straight to that presumption, Twitterverse. Sigh.)

The word – based off conversations with Penguins management and a few other team personnel around the NHL – is that Letang is not being shopped, and that GM Ray Shero is not all that interested in hearing offers involving him.

>> One great thing about covering a game in Los Angeles is getting to catch up with people in the NHL world that have their ears close to the ground on potential developments, especially trades. Spoke with some of those people on Thursday, and here is their consensus regarding possible Penguins trades:

Don’t hold your breath waiting for one.

Their read, so far, is that Shero wants not part of rental players, doesn’t like the extreme sellers’ market that exits, and, most crucial, he lacks the salary-cap space to make a big-splash move.

Nobody would rule out a big-splash move – an actual hockey trade – by Shero this summer, pending just how far the Penguins go in the Stanley Cup playoffs. (So, dream, babies, dream.)

Anyway, only passing this along because it is consistent with other information passed along in recent days.

As always, things can change fast regarding trades, but it just does not sound like the Penguins are in on a lot as of Friday.

The trade deadline is March 5, but NHL rosters are frozen from Feb. 7-23 for the Olympics.

LINKS N’AT

>> Captain American is about to be named. Even if it’s not him, the Kings’ Dustin Brown will be a crucial leader in Sochi: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5499119-74/brown-kings-bylsma#axzz2rx53zmfZ

>> So, maybe the Western Conference teams don’t match up well with the skill of the Penguins? Nah, couldn’t be, right? GAMER: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5499125-74/penguins-kings-period

>> Mommaaaah. Oooh. Oooh. Oooh. NOTES: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5499131-74/penguins-players-mothers#axzz2rx53zmfZ

>> The new practice facility jumped a hurdle: http://triblive.com/news/adminpage/5505876-74/penguins-development-cranberry

Off to some part of Arizona; be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 28, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Marshall FACTORS in Penguins’ possession.

(Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on an as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.)

>> THE FACEOFF FACTOR: Possession Dip 

One of the more important advanced metrics making its way into the mainstream hockey media is Corsi. It is a statistic that accounts for possession throughout the course of a game or season. Simplified, it is a plus/minus number that tracks shooting attempts on net at even strength.

Think of this outside the traditional understanding of what a shot on goal is; with Corsi, a player receives a plus for any shooting attempt on net while that player is on the ice (missed shots, blocked shots, deflected shots, saves, etc) and a minus for any shot attempt on his own net.

An example: If Sidney Crosby is on the ice for 20 shooting attempts on net by the Penguins in a given game, but is also on the ice for 10 shooting attempts against, his Corsi for the game would be +10.

We would look at this number with the general understanding that Crosby’s line generated more offense and possessed the puck more than the opposition did. This statistic is expressed at a rate of 60 minutes of even strength ice time.

Within this key metric, we can take a look at the dip in offensive production the Penguins are experiencing this year.

At the end of the truncated 2013 season, both Crosby and Evgeni Malkin paced the Penguins with on-ice Corsi numbers of 16.10 and 16.04 respectively. They ranked 17th and 18th in the NHL among forwards who had played in at least 20 games.

Their respective primary wingers, Chris Kunitz and James Neal, weren’t far behind. For 2013, Kunitz was at 12.62 and Neal at 10.85.

The eye test tells us that the offensive production of the Penguins flows through the top two lines. With Crosby, Malkin and their aforementioned partners posting such good possession numbers in the 2013 regular season, the results also reflected in the goals category. The Penguins topped the NHL with 107 even-strength goals last year – a true testament to the number of shots they launched at the net.

This season has been a much different story.

Crosby’s on-ice Corsi has dipped to 10.57. Malkin has dropped low to 5.46. Their linemates have, predictably, suffered considerable drops as well. Kunitz now rings in at 8.61 and Neal at 8.09.

These drops may not seem that significant, but they’ve seemingly affected the Penguins ability to score goals at even strength. The Penguins scored 3.0 goals per 60 minutes of even strength ice time last season, a number that’s dipped to 2.7 this year.

With all expectations pointing to the Penguins being on a collision course with the Boston Bruins this postseason, a quick glance at their numbers show an exaggerated difference in the tale that Corsi tells. The average on-ice Corsi between Brad Marchand, Loui Eriksson, and Patrice Bergeron is 22.60, a number that is triple what Crosby is averaging right now.

While the Penguins may have scored 11 more goals than the Bruins at even strength this year, the Bruins have allowed 32 fewer goals than the Penguins. That is a testament to the possession numbers put up by Boston’s top forwards. It’s hard for other teams to score when they do not have the puck.

So what’s the cause of all this?  Dan Bylsma’s coaching staff adding a focus to defensive zone play has also been mentioned as a possibility, but the Penguins are on pace to allow more goals against per game on average than they did last year.

Injuries might play the biggest role of all. Pascal Dupuis has lead the Penguins in attempts on net each of the last two years, and he has been out for a month and likely will not play again this season.

Also, the Penguins still appear to be in a feeling out process with the return of their stars to the lineup.

We’ll do a temperature check on these numbers later this year. After all, Bylsma’s mantra is 60/40 hockey – 60 percent of the game expected to be played in the offensive zone. Right now, the numbers say it’s more of a 50/50 split.

That is a number the Penguins need to correct heading into the postseason.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof

LINKS N’AT

>> Josh Yohe recaps the Penguins’ blanking of Buffalo: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5487641-74/penguins-fleury-game#axzz2riMIEHmz

>> Chris Adamski with the notes from Monday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5484610-74/penguins-gibbons-monday

Yohe is with the club Tuesday.

Presuming I kick this flu that followed me back from Dallas, I’m headed to California than Phoenix for the road trip.

It’s cold, so have some coffee – or tea; always better is the tea – ready for those postal workers.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 26, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: To worry or not about these Penguins.

DALLAS – Sometimes it is more about how they don’t say it.

The Penguins, losers of two ugly games this past week, each against lesser opponents, did well on Saturday night to dismiss any notion they are struggling to find incentive right now.

As of Sunday morning their division lead is 17 points, their conference advantage is at 7 points.

Some perspective on how difficult it is to make up point gaps in an NHL that awards teams points for losing in overtime or a shootout. The Penguins were 5 points from a playoff spot with 25 games remaining five years ago.

They went 18-3-4 to close – earning 80 percent of available points – and made the playoffs by 3 points.

Two more duds over the final two months – or, two games like losses this past week to Florida and Dallas – and the Penguins would not have made the playoffs the year they won the Stanley Cup.

Making up points in the second half of the NHL season is not impossible, but it’s a damn difficult task, and one the Penguins do not face.

Mix that with the elephant in the dressing room – that nothing matters except getting at least back to the conference final, and probably to the Cup Final – and it is easy to assess the Penguins are lacking a bit of urgency.

“I don’t think so,” winger Craig Adams said. “You want to win every game. You don’t go into a game thinking, ‘Hey, let’s just take this one off.’

“But obviously (the) combination of desperation and focus hasn’t been there enough.”

Adams has never played the role of liar.

Some of his teammates, though, seemed not to believe completely the words they offered about stagnancy creeping into the Penguins’ play.

“I don’t know if guy are thinking about that or not,” winger Tanner Glass said. “The goal every night is to come out and play hard, play with urgency. It hasn’t been there.”

Convincing, huh?

The Penguins are 9-4-1 since Pascal Dupuis was injured, and that accounts for about 29 percent of their regulation losses. Of course, when there are only 14 regulation losses, a run like the one the Penguins are on over the last month will mean a lot bigger chunk of the defeats.

Keep in mind – or don’t, since panic is all the rage for fans of the Flightless Fowl – that a lot of the same teams that worry the fan base as potential playoff foes have yet to go on a 9-4-1 run all season.

The Penguins appear to be slipping only because of their absurd 16-2-1 march from Nov. 15-Dec. 21, when they routinely played with no fewer than four AHL regulars in the lineup, and often without a couple of stars and role players.

Perhaps these eyes belong to someone too deep in the forest, as beat reporters can become; but this does not resemble two years ago, when the Penguins seemingly became full of themselves upon Sidney Crosby’s second return from concussion and completely lost their identity over the final six weeks then were Blitzkrieged by Philadelphia in Round 1 of the playoffs.

This DOES look like a team trying to find its identity while playing a stretch with regulars for the first time.

This also looks like a team getting the best shot from every opponent, and perhaps a team not super keen on blowing itself out in January.

Maybe – at least, it should not be dismissed – this looks like a team that really needs its best players to be great every night because there is less depth to this lineup than any of the Dan Bylsma era.

There are 30 games left, and 24 of those will be played after the Olympic break.

If the Penguins look a bit up-and-down in March, then there is something to think about regarding this club’s Cup chances.

It’s not even February yet.

LINKS N’AT

>> More of less, as the GAME STORY recaps: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5448253-74/penguins-dallas-loss#axzz2rTjOyg2i

>> Columnist Joe Starkey with a real worthy read about the Penguins’ connections to Herb Brooks: http://triblive.com/sports/joestarkey/5448260-74/brooks-bylsma-herb#axzz2rTjOyg2i

>> Sergei Gonchar’s advice is not to sweat the Olympic threats: http://triblive.com/sports/olympics/moreolympics/5482591-74/gonchar-russia-olympics#axzz2rTjOyg2i

>> NOTES… http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5448254-74/penguins-dallas-shero#axzz2rTjOyg2i

>> Jonathan Bombulies’s Don’t Miss This AHL Penguins piece: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5448095-74/games-despres-blueger#axzz2rTjOyg2i

>> ICYMI, Josh Yohe’s look at the Penguins’ push to get together on defense: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5448186-74/letang-scuderi-penguins#axzz2rTjOyg2i

Check on your neighbors. Offer to shovel your parents’ sidewalk. Wear thick socks. Greet your paper delivery/postal carrier folks with hot chocolate.

Basically, be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink 

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/8/#ixzz37VtFc7k0 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook
 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Habs maybe what Pens need most.

As so-called dream opponents go, the Montreal Canadiens might top the list for the Penguins in Round 1 of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

That is not to suggest the Canadiens would prove an easy opponent. They would not, because – and this is something to always remember – the playoffs are about styles, and the Canadiens offer a stylistic challenge to the Penguins.

This is to suggest that the Penguins might benefit from facing such a stylistic challenge early and that beating the Canadiens would require from coach Dan Bylsma’s squad an attention to detail that must be drawn from players for a successful Cup run.

The Penguins were not flawless Wednesday night, but they certainly were focused. They tend to get that way, especially at home, against the Canadiens. That is because they do not like a lot of Montreal’s players – P.K. Subban and Carey Price being Nos. 1 and 2 on that list.

The Penguins played with the right amount of distaste and discipline on Wednesday night. That combination works in the Stanley Cup playoffs.

If you are one of those people wondering if this team has what it takes for playoff hockey, go back and watch how the Penguins looked on Wednesday night. Forget the score, or even the goals, and rather look at Evgeni Malkin’s aggressiveness on the puck, Kris Letang’s quick, short passes and Marc-Andre Fleury’s tone-setting play around the crease.

That was the important stuff that happened on Wednesday night, not a near goalies fight.

>> Canada unveiled its Olympic flag bearer on Thursday, and that person is not Sidney Crosby. This is likely how Crosby would have wished.

Carrying the flag at the Olympic opening ceremonies would have required Crosby to miss two regular-season games for the Penguins. Anybody who thinks Crosby would absolutely choose carrying Canada’s flag has never had a conversation with him about the importance of how he is viewed in Pittsburgh.

Crosby is all about loyalty, and loyal people never want to be in a position where they have to pick sides.

>> Forward Zach Sill was re-assigned to AHL affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Thursday. Probably not the last from him that will be heard, but the Penguins, when healthy, and they are trending that way, are in a bind regarding players on one-way NHL contracts. Sill is not one of those players, so…

LINKS N’AT

>> Yohe contributed, but newest #TribHKY teammate Chris Adamski has a notebook that leads with Michel Therrien’s always emotional return to Pittsburgh: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5448135-74/penguins-fleury-coach#axzz2rENLyPBj

>> The story of the latest Penguins’ victory was a matchup that Bylsma made use of against Therrien: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5448134-74/malkin-crosby-penguins#axzz2rENLyPBj

>> Columnist Dejan Kovacevic on trading Letang: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5448123-74/letang-trade-penguins#axzz2rENLyPBj

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 21, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Marshall FACTORS in Niskanen.

(Note from Rossi: Jesse Marshall, a local hockey blogger, has agreed to share his unique brand of analytical insight on this blog. His contributions will appear on a as-we-think-of-it basis. Enjoy.)

THE FACEOFF FACTOR: MATT NISKANEN 

With a plus-25 rating this season, good for first in the NHL, Matt Niskanen is providing some punch for the Penguins at both ends of the ice. GM Ray Shero’s idea not to trade him last summer is looking very good.

Plus/minus is a subjective statistic, but some advanced metrics show Niskanen’s true value to the Penguins, who have played only three games with their four highest-paid defensemen in the lineup.

The Penguins have scored a total of 104 goals at even-strength situations. That ranks fourth in the NHL. Niskanen has been on the ice for 47 of those goals. He is first among all Penguins players, better by 3 than overall scoring leader Sidney Crosby.

Look at it this way: Only two defensemen in the league has been on the ice for more even-strength goals for ­– Chicago’s pairing of Brent Seabrook and Duncan Keith, each with 55.

Niskanen is in good company, but his defense has proven more impressive.

The Penguins have allowed 94 goals against in all even-strength situations. Niskanen has only been on the ice for 25 of those goals – and that during 800 minutes of ice time.

Niskanen is on the ice for a lot of even-strength goals, but 65 percent have gone to the Penguins. He leads the club in that area, ahead of winger Chris Kunitz (62 percent) and center Evgeni Malkin (54 percent).

He finds himself in good company as his goals for percentage ranks him tenth in the NHL among players with at least 46 games played, only 7 percent behind league leader Anze Kopitar at 72 percent.

None of this is to suggest that Niskanen is a Norris Trophy contender, but he certainly has provided two-way stability for the Penguins during a season that has featured repeated injuries to members of the defense corps.

Remember, the Penguins have 78 man-games lost to their defense corps alone. That is almost a full season.

Given the importance of defensemen to coach Dan Bylsma’s system, Niskanen has been a big reason the Penguins have remained atop the Metropolitan Division since mid-November despite playing mostly without two of their top-four defensemen.

Niskanen is viewed by coaches as the fifth defenseman when all players are available. So far, he has played a lot more like a No. 1.

Jesse Marshall is co-founder of Faceoff-Factor, a site that breaks down the Penguins by using nontraditional methods such as the study of advanced statistics. Read his work at www.faceoff-factor.com. Follow him on Twitter @jmarshfof 

LINKS N’AT

>> Oh, those Penguins and that quickly deteriorating defense: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5448040-74/penguins-panthers-goals

>> Josh Yohe starts the notes with a look at Robert Bortuzzo: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5448042-74/bortuzzo-penguins-dupuis#axzz2r0DMHOoz

Yohe has practice Tuesday. Guessing it will be a long and particularly harsh one given Bylsma’s rare show of public dissatisfaction Monday night.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 19, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Olympics turned Crosby iconic, hence his “C.”

At no point this season will Sidney Crosby not wear a “C.”

Crosby, the Penguins captain, will fill that role for Canada’s men’s ice hockey squad at the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia, next month. Hockey Canada announced Crosby’s captaincy Sunday morning.

Crosby, 26, scored the golden goal for Canada at its Vancouver Games four years ago, beating United States’ goalie Ryan Miller in overtime.

That might have counted for something on this topic.

Surely, though, Canada did not lack qualified candidates to captain its Olympic squad. That list probably started with Chicago’s Jonathan Toews, a two-time Stanley Cup captain for the Blackhawks and the consensus best player for Canada at the Vancouver Games.

However, and this is a not an objective view, Crosby most deserved the “C.”

Unlike, well, anybody, he has carried the flag for this sport over the last 10 years. It was his fresh face the NHL banked on after becoming the first league to lose an entire season (2004-05) because of a labor dispute.

The narrative in and around Pittsburgh is that Crosby’s arrival changed everything, including the Penguins’ push for new arena funding that was going nowhere. By his second season, he was on his way to a scoring title and MVP, the Penguins were headed for the playoffs, Mellon Arena was packed and TV ratings were up – heck, even former Pennsylvania Gov. Ed Rendell acknowledged that was a lot of momentum to argue against state and local financial help for a new hockey arena in Pittsburgh.

Consol Energy Center, as Mario Lemieux once said, should be considered “the House Sid Got Built.”

Crosby did not build the NHL, but he has played a significant role in getting it mainstream attention in the United States.

The Penguins were picked for the first Winter Classic for a reason.

Sidney Crosby.

The Penguins are playing in a third outdoors game for a reason.

Sidney Crosby.

The Penguins are regulars on NBC national broadcasts for a reason.

Sidney Crosby.

The Penguins are a huge story when they do not win the Stanley Cup for a reason.

Sidney Crosby.

The Penguins have highlights shown on ESPN’s “SportsCenter” for a reason.

Sidney Crosby.

Most hockey fans have a polarizing view of the Penguins for a reason.

Sidney Crosby.

Crosby is the biggest star in Penguins history.

He might be the biggest start in NHL history.

The league is more prominent now than ever because professional sports are a bigger business now compared to when Wayne Gretzky and Lemieux starred.

Crosby has been the face of NHL business for nine seasons.

How big is Crosby’s reach?

Well, do a Google search on his surname and “concussion,” but be prepared to spend weeks reading articles on that topic.

If all of this seems a bit over the top – well, ask a Canadian about Crosby. His name is the one among hockey players that a casual U.S. sports fan probably knows, but in his home and native land Crosby is part of popular culture.

In Canada, Crosby is Peyton Manning in terms of how he is marketed and his profile. (Hey, Canadians do not see cardboard cutouts of Drake at Tim Horton’s.)

Unlike Manning, who does not play an Olympic sport, Crosby produced a moment that will live forever for his country. He was a young, vibrant history maker on that day – and hi-def footage of that golden goal will forever keep Crosby looking that way to Canadian hockey fans.

The Olympics – that one moment – carried Crosby from “Kid” to icon.

It also guaranteed he would be captain for Canada’s next Olympic squad.

How could he not?

Think of hockey and Canada and what you know.

Sidney Crosby.

LINKS N’AT

>> Marc-Andre Fleury is different, though you wouldn’t know it by his regular-season play: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5410413-74/fleury-season-penguins#axzz2qm9ePK5b

>> Josh Yohe reports on a couple of Western Pennsylvania’s own who avoided serious injury in Florida: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5444729-74/antonio-san-trocheck#axzz2qm9ePK5b

>> Jonathan Bombulie’s Read-Always AHL Penguins notebook: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5410303-74/harrington-points-baby#axzz2qm9ePK5b

>> Columnist Joe Starkey includes hockey in his Hall-of-Fame thoughts: http://triblive.com/sports/joestarkey/5410406-74/hall-johnson-jimmy

>> Bob Cohn looks at Ryan Mill’s growth as the Penguins’ voice fella: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5405074-74/mill-barbero-penguins#axzz2qm9ePK5b

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 16, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Geno, Ovi and the good news for Russia.

Maybe they really have made nice?

Reasonable are the doubters who believe Evgeni Malkin and Alex Ovechkin have only put aside their longstanding feud because Russia needs them to be good with one another so they can be great at the Olympics to be staged next month in Sochi.

Malkin has never denied that he would go above and beyond to win gold at these particular Games. Neither has Ovechkin.

However, these eyes have observed a few scenes that would indicate Malkin and Ovechkin are getting along better than at any point in an oft-tumultuous past.

About a half-hour after his Capitals were humbled at home by the Penguins in November, Ovechkin sent somebody to the opposing dressing room to pull out Malkin so they could chat. Malkin did not hesitate to go.

The Capitals were not humbled on Wednesday night, though they did blow a third-period lead in a 4-3 loss to the Penguins at Consol Energy Center.

Malkin, who set up Olli Maatta’s winning goal with about two minutes left, spent about 15 minutes after the game chatting up Russian-born/American-raised Olympic gymnast Nastia Liukin.

(More on her here by our Jerry DiPaola: http://triblive.com/sports/nationworldsports/5410922-74/gymnastics-liukin-olympic#axzz2qX4ffJUr)

There was no indication that Malkin had any intention of halting his Russian chat with Liukin. Seriously, a gathering that included his teammates, coaches and bosses watched approvingly as he kept Liukin laughing.

These are the moments when one simply stays away and allows whatever will be to be.

Except that Dana Heinze, the Penguins head equipment manager, had a message:

Ovechkin was in the hallway outside the dressing room, and he wanted to talk before the Capitals boarded a charter bus.

Malkin cut off his conversation and headed to meet Ovechkin.

(Full disclosure: Liukin followed.)

This is, if nothing else, progress for the only Russians to go 1-2 in an NHL Entry Draft (2004).

Often entire seasons seemed to pass without pleasantries exchanged between Malkin and Ovechkin. Occasionally – OK, more than that – over Malkin’s first two seasons in the NHL, he and Ovechkin seemed intent on physically preventing one another from finishing Penguins-Capitals games.

All is good right now, Ovechkin said.

He might not be lying, either.

It was Ovechkin, back in November, who pulled me aside to ask how Malkin was doing during his season-opening slump. I had specifically pressed Ovechkin about that Malkin slump, and he had a message to deliver me away from a group of my fellow reporters.

“Tell Geno he will be fine,” Ovechkin said.

Relay that message I did, also telling Malkin that Ovechkin predicted Malkin would score two goals in that November game.

“Two?” Malkin said, his eyes widening.

“No, Alex (is) lying.”

A couple of weeks ago, Malkin confided that he expected to play on a line with Ovechkin at the Olympics. This was a new development, as previous Team Russian plans had those two on different five-man groups.

This conversation led to another one about Malkin’s post-slump surge – 9 goals, 20 assists in 17 games – and he did not hesitate to mention that Ovechkin, too, had slumped before ripping off what is now 57 goals in his past 68 games.

There have been times over the last eight years, whether we have talked for Trib articles or our book project, when Malkin would not mention Ovechkin’s name to me.

Malkin and I did not speak after this Penguins’ victory on Wednesday.

The good news, if you are and avid Russian hockey fan – or president Vladimir Putin – is that Malkin and I did not speak because he was having a long chat with Ovechkin.

And maybe Liukin, too.

Either way, Malkin probably chose wisely.

LINKS N’AT

>> Ovechkin believes he and Malkin will be a “good” line in Sochi. Uh, ya think? http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5422820-74/ovechkin-malkin-olympics#axzz2qX4ffJUr

>> Josh Yohe said nothing was wrong with the Penguins that really Maattaed. GAMER: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5410932-74/maatta-penguins-capitals#axzz2qX4ffJUr

>> James Neal did not play against the Capitals, but he has time to heal before the Penguins’ next game: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5410940-74/penguins-sutter-wing#axzz2qX4ffJUr

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 15, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Invitation to a hockey party.

It’s been a long time since we rocked and rolled.

Wait, I’m not even a Zep guy, and this is a Boss Day, no?

OK, so it has been a bit since I filed a blog entry, but I have a valid excuse. Josh Yohe was with the Penguins on their trek through Western Canada – and I was busy working on my Ron Burgundy look, much to the horror of lovely local lady hockey bloggers.

Actually, I did do some writing last week as part of Sean Conboy’s second Hockey Party Round Table for Pittsburgh Magazine’s online site.

Read here: http://www.pittsburghmagazine.com/Best-of-the-Burgh-Blogs/Pulling-No-Punches/January-2014/Mega-Roundtable-Part-III-Should-Ray-Shero-Wheel-and-Deal-at-the-Deadline/

Thanks to Sean – whom I still believe to be the finest young wordsmith to emerge from the local sports scribbling scene in some time – for his hard work in making that thing click.

Also, for not minding me ripping off his concept – kinda, sorta – for a story on Alex Ovechkin that will run Wednesday in the Tribune-Review.

Somebody one said imitation is a sincere form of flattery, but I like to think shameless stealing is even more flattering.

>> The Penguins’ fourth line at practice on Tuesday featured Simon Despres and Deryk Engelland as the wingers.

Yeah.

Then again, a year ago, the Penguins were still four days from playing their first game.

Yeah.

>> An interesting piece here from another good buddy, Pierre LeBrun, on the Olympic-break impact on the trade deadline: http://espn.go.com/blog/nhl/post/_/id/28775/olympic-break-creates-two-trade-deadlines

How much is this on Ray Shero’s mind?

He is not one to tip his hand. That said, when I brought up the Olympic-year dynamic a couple of weeks ago, Shero did say it changes things regarding the trade market.

Remember, he set the market last season by swinging deals for Brenden Morrow, Douglas Murray and Jarome Iginla in a span of about a week.

This season teams are dealing with a lower cap, but that has been slightly dealt with because of many teams being able to use LTI designations for players that have missed large chunks of time. (Apparently, cramming 48 games into about 100 days, playing a full postseason and then cramming more games into a season that includes the Olympics – well, apparently, this is not good for the human body, which still breaks down.)

Teams have less cap space than at any time in recent memory. Only a few clubs are not realistically in the playoff hunt. There are fewer rental players to be had because clubs mostly sign their better young players to longer-term deals.

All of those factors impact what should be an interesting three-week run to the Olympic break, and that last week before the trade deadline (March 5).

It’s that time of year where one should assume nothing other than expecting to be surprised.

Also, as Shero said to me the morning he acquired Iginla, “There’s no sleeping around the trade deadline.”

Sigh.

Grrr.

Argh.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

January 12, 2014

 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Thoughts on Scuderi’s comments

Good evening, hockey fans.

I’ve received considerable feedback – some positive, some negative – regarding last night’s game story in Edmonton because of Rob Scuderi’s comments. Here’s the article: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5368876-74/penguins-game-malkin#axzz2q1LTFMO5

 The veteran defenseman wasn’t impressed with his team’s play to the point that he compared them to the Harlem Globetrotters on two separate occasions.

 Some have suggested that Scuderi should have remained silent, given that his recent play hasn’t been top notch.

 Others think a veteran, critical voice is just what the Penguins need.

 I’m with the latter.

 Listen, Rob Scuderi is a good NHL defenseman. He and Brooks Orpik haven’t been great during the past couple of weeks, but history says they’ll find their respective games shortly.

 The truth is, Ray Shero and Dan Bylsma brought Rob Scuderi in for times like these.

 Make no mistake, the Penguins aren’t dealing with any serious adversity. In fact, they’re running away with the Metropolitan Division and the Eastern Conference while finding themselves on the short list of Stanley Cup favorites. Nothing wrong with that.

 But Scuderi is a smart man, and he knows good habits are developed during the regular season. He learned that during the Penguins’ 2009 Stanley Cup run, when they did things the hard way, using a hot stretch merely to qualify for the postseason before winning it all.

 Scuderi also surely had his opinion on such matters sculpted in his time with the Los Angeles Kings, when he won a Stanley Cup while playing for a team that most certainly will never be compared to the Harlem Globetrotters. The Kings won with defense and mental toughness.

 When I spotted Scuderi sitting by himself in the locker room, I was curious as to how he might respond to the Penguins’ performance against Edmonton. It was a brutal game for the Penguins, who turned the puck over seemingly at will, took foolish penalties and blew defensive assignments.

 I loved Scuderi’s response. The look in his eye, which I can only describe because the interview wasn’t captured on video, was of an intense, angry hockey player. Although the Penguins don’t lose often, players like Scuderi don’t accept losing.

 You have to appreciate that.

 His tone was that of a concerned father. He knows, as well as anyone, how physically gifted the Penguins are. He knows teams with the likes of Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, James Neal, Chris Kunitz and Kris Letang shouldn’t lose very often.

 But, you see, Scuderi also knows that those players shouldn’t be content to win simply because of their talent alone. And while I assure you that Scuderi did not mention one player by name in our article, I certainly sensed his words were directed toward the Penguins best players.

 Letang did not play a strong game and Malkin took a remarkably foolish penalty, one that clearly altered the game.

 Scuderi saw this, and he didn’t think much of it. He signed with the Penguins to win a championship and believes that part of his responsibility is saying something when it needs to be said.

 Nothing wrong with that.

 Billy Guerin used to do it. Orpik still does.

 There is nothing wrong with the Penguins leadership. Crosby is a good captain, and no one will ever question this team’s effort. Bylsma’s teams always, always play hard.

 But last night, against one of the league’s worst teams, the Penguins put forth a horrendous performance. Scuderi thought the Penguins put the show before winning the game.

 He has won two Stanley Cups and is an unquestioned veteran leader. If he believes there is a problem, maybe there is.

 And maybe the time to fix it is now, not April.

 So for everyone who is referencing Scuderi’s recent play, which hasn’t been terrific, consider this: One of the reasons Scuderi is with the Penguins is to be a leader. When he spoke up last night, he was being a leader.

 Rob Scuderi knows how to win Stanley Cups. If Pittsburgh hosts a parade in June, moments like when Scuderi called out his teammates shouldn’t be overlooked.

 The man knows how to win, after all. Many of the Penguins stars have won a Stanley Cup. But they haven’t won the Cup since Scuderi left town.

 Perhaps that isn’t a coincidence. And perhaps that 2009 team learned a lesson or two from The Piece along the way, too.
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January 6, 2014

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Last-minute cases for Neal, Kunitz.

There is one shopping day left for Hockey Canada, and a couple of can’t-miss wingers are still available for selection.

About a month ago, this space presented an essay about the relationship between reporters and the athletes they cover. Essentially, those words pointed out that reporters never really know these athletes as people.

Nothing has changed to that regard.

Still, every so often, reporters – especially those on a beat that brings us face-to-face with the athletes daily – are made aware, often on deep background, how an athlete feels about something specific.

So, on the eve of the unveiling of a Canadian Olympic roster that is guaranteed to spark debate within the hockey community let this stand as my only thought:

Chris Kunitz and James Neal REALLY want to play for their country next month in Sochi, Russia.

There is no doubt that any Canadian NHL player wants that, too.

However, Kunitz and Neal have never been Olympians, and this is probably the point in their respective careers when they are most deserving.

This is the place where a beat reporter stumps for players he covers, which is something people in my line of work do more often than we probably feel comfortable admitting:

>> For Neal, it can simply be about the numbers, and they are better than most people likely realize. He is 26, barreling toward a sixth consecutive 20-goal season to begin his NHL career, and he has scored 78 goals in 144 games since the Penguins switched his left-handed shot to the right side ­– and there is going to be a lot of room on the right side of that international rink in-play for the Olympic tournament.

Neal has 16 goals in 24 games this season, and only Sidney Crosby has averaged more points per game this season.

However, if Hockey Canada executive director Steve Yzerman really needed anecdotal evidence about Neal, he could find it from arguably the best goalie of all-time.

Last season, New Jersey’s Martin Brodeur had this to say about Neal.

“The stick technology has given everybody a good shot,” Brodeur said. “Everybody can fire the puck, and it was not that way when I was a younger goalie. Back then, you went against guys who could really shoot harder than other players, and you had guys with a quicker release than other players.

“The sticks that players use today – you do not need that hard shot as much. The puck flies off these sticks. It used to be that way with slap shots, but you do not really see those anymore. You do not need to crank it up to blast a shot.

“I look at a guy’s release. That is what I think about now as being a great shot. Neal has a great release, one of the best. He will shoot from bad angles, and that is tough because he can get the puck through traffic. He definitely is one of the best pure shooters right now.”

So, there’s that.

>> As for Kunitz – well, the Penguins made their case for his Olympic candidacy in a story that ran Sunday. Give it a look: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5332184-74/kunitz-crosby-canada#axzz2pRqXONtn

This quote from Crosby about his chemistry with Kunitz is particularly informative:

“Especially around the net, we read off one another pretty good,” Crosby said. “So, if he’s the one kind of attracting the scrum or loose pucks, I will try to be outside of that in an area where there’s not any guys and just kind of trying to get open.

“It’s a read. It’s not something you can really say, ‘Go here.’ When one of us is drawing attention, the other guy senses it and tries to get open.”

Everybody that plays with Kunitz mentions his fierce competitiveness and tenacity to compete for pucks. That was on display Sunday before Matt Niskanen scored the Penguins’ winning goal against Winnipeg.

Read THE GAMER for a brief description: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5335607-74/malkin-penguins-games#axzz2pRqXONtn

Also, consider this quote from Niskanen:

“Kuni did a good job helping on the (faceoff),” Niskanen said. “It wasn’t a clean win, so he goes in and gets it back to Olli (Maatta).

“That’s a small detail that maybe not everybody sees. Everybody talks about faceoff percentage and everything like that. Sid’s real good at it. He can snap them back clean better than anyone. But when your wingers help out like that – that makes all the difference.”

Kunitz helps out like that on every shift for Crosby, whom Canada will need to be himself, which is nothing short of the best hockey player going to the Olympics, if it wants to again win gold.

LINKS N’AT

>> Dejan Kovacevic wants readers to appreciate what the Penguins are doing: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5335612-74/course-win-goals#axzz2pRqXONtn

>> Home is where the wins are for the Penguins, and other assorted notes: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5335611-74/penguins-games-crosby#axzz2pRqXONtn

>> If you’re outside in Western Pennsylvania, get inside, and soon. This blog was filed before 10 a.m., and it is already nasty out what with the falling temperatures freezing everything. Be smart. Be safe. Be warm. Hug somebody. Often, maybe. That is usually good advice, anyway, right?

>> Thank your postal carrier over the next few days. Offer him or her a hot chocolate. These cats, man, they’re just tougher than most of us.

>> Josh Yohe is in Vancouver, and he will have all the Penguins-related news on the club’s swing through Western Canada.

This does not necessarily mean I am taking the week off, though. More on that (maybe) later; but you may SEE me somewhere.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: The thing about Mario Lemieux…

Mario Lemieux is different. Eight years into covering his hockey club, that is the best I can come up.

He remains the largest larger-than-life presence in a region where the citizens have seen their share of athletic greatness on fields, courts and – certainly over the last 30 years – ice.

The thing about Lemieux is that he has not really been viewed as an athlete for two decades. Seriously, when was the last time somebody talked about something Lemieux did as a player… without also mentioning that he beat cancer, saved the Penguins or stayed to raise his family in Pittsburgh?

There is always all of that to go with any recollections of Lemieux’s on-ice achievements.

His legacy is not what he did as a player, even though he was perhaps the most gifted hockey player, one consistently in the conversations about the best hockey player.

No hockey player – maybe no athlete – ever has had what Lemieux has in this region, though.

Not adulation.

Impact.

Wayne Gretzky has statues of his likeness in Edmonton and Los Angeles.

Lemieux has one in Pittsburgh, but his name is also on 22 “playrooms” – areas in hospitals where children can hang out during hospital stays – throughout the region. The Mario Lemieux Foundation has awarded over $14 million in grants, mostly for cancer research, since its inception.

Lemieux and his wife, Nathalie, have personally donated over $600,000 to the foundation.

The statue?

Lemieux fought that for years, agreeing only at the urging of his ownership group’s investors.

A couple of years ago, while working on an investigative piece into athletes’ charities with Tribune-Review colleague Carl Prine, I spent months digging deep into the dealings of Lemieux’s foundation.

What struck me was how small it is given how big it seems. What stayed with me is how absolutely committed Lemieux is to it.

Reporters go into investigative projects looking for something big and juicy, always because there is anecdotal evidence of something nefarious. Prine and I found some less than honorable dealings by several athletes’ charities, including those directly linked to Cal Ripken and Lance Armstrong.

Regarding Lemieux’s foundation, the best we could dig up was that it had accepted $500,000 in federal and state grants since 2004.

Again, it has handed out over $14 million in grants, with well over 90 percent of that money staying local.

For all the “C” words that have been attached to Lemieux – captain, cancer, Cup – maybe the one that should always come first is commitment.

He came. He stayed. He remains.

He is absolutely committed to doing things on his own terms.

He is the rare person to buy a professional team so he could make his money.

He is the rare celebrity who shines despite avoiding the spotlight.

The question I get most – from readers, from colleagues, from everybody – is, “What does Mario think about…?”

My answer is always the same.

I have no idea.

Mario Lemieux rarely talks about anything in public. He will not grant interviews Saturday after taking to the ice for his foundation’s charity hockey camp.

I hear stories all the time from Penguins executives about Lemieux’s dealing with team matters. Those stories are short, because Lemieux really doesn’t deal with team matters.

Last June, Ray Shero tried to present him with a detailed presentation that supported extending the contracts of Dan Bylsma and his assistants. Shero had wasted his time, because all Lemieux needed to hear was Shero saying he believed in the coaching staff.

Eight years into covering his hockey club, I have come to realize this about Lemieux:

He is different, not because of what he doesn’t do, but because of what he still does.

That, of course, is to defy convention.

LINKS N’AT

>> Win No. 11 in a row at home was another case for Chris Kunitz to be at the Olympics: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5335554-74/penguins-rangers-season#axzz2pRqXONtn

>> Josh Yohe reports on the news Penguins, Tyler Pyatt: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5335560-74/penguins-pyatt-friday#axzz2pRqXONtn

>> The Team USA/Bobby Ryan saga, by Yohe: http://triblive.com/sports/nhl/5355123-74/ryan-burke-team#axzz2pRqXONtn

>> Finally – and MOST IMPORTANT – a happy 39th anniversary to Bob and Joanne Rossi. Theirs is the best story to which my name will ever be attached.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: USA’s Orpik still haunted by 2010 Olympic loss to Canada.

Brooks Orpik spent his Wednesday afternoon celebrating the New Year with a nice dinner and a viewing of the Rose Bowl game. This happened a few hours after a badly kept secret became official. Orpik is again an Olympian, joining Penguins teammate Paul Martin as a member of Team USA for the upcoming Sochi Games.

This is not the spot for roster analysis. Instead, let the offer be this Q&A with Orpik regarding the Olympics:

Q: Will having gone through this all for the 2010 Olympics make life easier on you a second time around?

 The time change in Russia is a lot different. I’m sure the food will be different. There will be some things to adjust to. But, yeah, experience is always helpful when you’re doing something like this. It’s always better if something isn’t brand new to you.

Q: You and Martin have played as a defense pairing for the Penguins the last two years. Do you think that factored into Team USA’s decision?

Well, I’d only be speculating. If you look at the roster – though we’re the only ones like this on defense ­– there are a lot of other guys that have played with one another and are or were teammates. That’s a huge advantage, I think.

We had one practice before our first game in Vancouver (2010 Games). There wasn’t a lot of familiarity. My familiarity with Paul and other guys’ familiarity with one another will be critical because this isn’t an 82-game season; you really can’t afford to lose one game in this tournament. You have to come together quick and there isn’t a lot of time.

So, yeah, I do think familiarity probably played a factor for Paul and me, but I’m only guessing on that.

Q: An Olympic gold medal is about the only thing you have not won. How important is that to you?

You know what it is? It is how we lost last time (3-2, in overtime of the gold-medal game to Canada). The silver medal seemed like a disappointment because we feel like we gave it to them, like we lost it more than anything else. So that is something you think about a lot.

>> Orpik, Martin and their Olympic opportunity: http://triblive.com/sports/nhl/5340438-74/martin-penguins-orpik#axzz2pAdwb7CA

>> A woman with local ties is going back to the Olympics: http://triblive.com/sports/olympics/moreolympics/5345095-74/games-mclaughlin-winter#axzz2pAdwb7CA

>> The Team USA men: http://olympics.usahockey.com/page/show/1067902-roster

>> And the women: http://olympics.usahockey.com/page/show/862508-2014-u-s-olympic-women-s-ice-hockey-team-roster

>> A couple of thorough inside look at the selection process.

Scott Burnside of ESPN: http://espn.go.com/olympics/hockey/story/_/id/10195703/how-us-hockey-team-bound-sochi-olympics-was-named

Kevin Allen of USA Today: http://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/nhl/2014/01/01/how-olympic-hockey-team-was-picked/4279829/

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: On outdoor hockey and Olympic invites.

A Happy New Year to everybody.

The Penguins are not scheduled to practice Wednesday, and quite a few of them will be paying attention to the Winter Classic at Michigan Stadium featuring Toronto and Detroit ­– potential first-round playoff opponents.

The Penguins have participated in two Classics, including the 2011 one at Heinz Field. They are also participating in a Stadium Series outdoor game at Chicago’s Solider Field on March 1.

Count on the NHL bringing another outdoor game to Pittsburgh in the new few years, though it may not be another Classic. Staging a game at PNC Park is something that intrigues NHL executives.

As for where the Classic is headed, this report by Sportsnet’s Chris Johnston has Toronto very much in the mix: http://www.sportsnet.ca/hockey/24-7/winter-classic-could-be-coming-to-toronto/

About the Classics, allow me this:

I have covered the Stanley Cup Final, Super Bowl, NCAA men’s basketball tournament, baseball All-Star games, and a bunch of other stuff I cannot recall because of the blur that has become of my past 18 years doing this professionally. The only thing left for me is an Olympics, really.

Nothing – not one event – has left a bigger impression, and changed my mind about something, as did the 2008 Classic at Ralph Wilson Stadium in Orchard Park, N.Y.

Outdoor hockey works in a big way, and I am not one of those people who believes you can have too much of it. For every city, for every fan base, a day like today is something to behold.

So, enjoy, Michigan. Then the Bronx, Los Angeles, Chicago and Vancouver.

>> The Classic is not the only big event for Day 1 of hockey’s 2014 calendar. Team USA will unveil its Olympic roster after the Classic, and you can watch it all on NBC (WPXI locally).

The Penguins have their share of ties to USA Hockey, and that group will be added to with Wednesday’s Olympic announcement. The first day of this New Year is going to be one to remember for Brooks Orpik and Paul Martin. At least, that is the expectation from within the organization, which has some in-the-know employees.

Is Friday too soon for “Operation: Shutdown” T-shirts with a No. 7 (Martin) and No. 44 (Orpik) on the back to be sold at Consol Energy Center?

>> The annual gift basket event staged by the Penguins Wives Association has one day remaining on its auction. Details are here: http://auction.nhl.com/iSynApp/showPage.action?sid=1100803&pageName=profilePage&pgmode1=penguins&pgmode3=timeleft_asc&navid=auctions-nav-dal

This is one of the cooler charity events – at least in the eyes of players – so if you feel generous as this holiday season ends, check it out.

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/9/#ixzz37VtJahon 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook 
 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Memories from the year 2013.

So, the final day of 2013 was lousy for local fans, with a United States’ loss to Canada at the WJC preceding a Penguins’ loss at New Jersey. On the brighter side… a new year is just a day away.

There are things to which we call can look forward. However, looking back, these are the scenes that I will remember from a happening year that was:

>> YOU GOT THE SILVER GOLD

This was a prefect Saturday morning in January for anybody who grew up defending his “hockey guy” status as a Pittsburgher:

Watching from bed as on the TV a Team USA that featured four Western Pennsylvanians won gold at the World Junior Championship, and later catching a reflection of your grinning face as you write the story of that triumph for your Pittsburgh newspaper.

We don’t get to be fans in this business, but…

>> AN EARLY-AM CALL FROM JOSH YOHE…

“I don’t know if you saw, but it’s over,” he said.

The time was somewhere around 4 a.m. I had seen, maybe five minutes prior, a text from a source that beautifully read:

“Agreement. Lockout over. Hockey is back.”

This would not be the last way-too-early hockey morning of my year.

>> SHANNY AND UNCLE CHARLIE

In late January, NHL Player Safety was kind enough to let the Trib peek first behind the curtain of its review room at the league’s Manhattan offices. This was quite an informing night, one that changed my perspective of the entire discipline process.

The story readers did not get, however, involved the first-impression looks that Brendan Shanahan cast over Trib sports photographer Chaz “Uncle Charlie” Palla, who could find work as an extra on “Sons of Anarchy.”

Uncle Charlie is a goodly soul and a true Trib treasure, but he is physically imposing and he knows it. He uses that to his advantage, too.

From inside the video review room, Shanahan sized him up as Uncle Charlie tried to do that photographer’s trick of becoming invisible for the sake of shooting subjects in their element. Shanahan, perhaps channeling his Hall-of-Fame playing days, seemed set on protecting his house.

At one point, I noticed each man – both of whom could crush me like a bug – taking each other in, and I thought, “I’ve known Chaz for years, but I need Shanny for the story – who do I back if they throw down?”

Indeed, I’m the last guy you want on your side in a dark alley.

Later, I laughed about that observation while conversing privately with both men.

Notice I didn’t say they laughed.

>> “ROSSI, WHAT DID YOU WRITE?”

James Neal asked that question in late-March several days after an article about the Penguins’ revised defensive-zone positioning of their “F3.” I would use this pace to explain, but I still get the “F3” wrong – as Neal informed then I had in the story.

He did this from his dressing-room stall at Consol Energy Center. Neal sits next to Evgeni Malkin, who overheard the conversation and joined in.

So, what was Neal quietly explaining the error of my ways, became him and Malkin having a lot of fun at my expense. A beaten beat man, I sat between them and began an exasperated defense of myself.

This only served to enthuse their zest for tag-team torture of me.

All ended well, with smiles among us, theirs perhaps more laughing at me than with me. Several days later, in his annual “Trade Deadline Video,” the Trib’s Justin LaBar showed a porting of that exchange to the world.

As always, world, your enjoyment of my anguish is appreciated.

>> AN EARLY-AM CALL FROM RAY SHERO…

“Rob Rossi,” he said, sounding equally excited and exhausted.

I said hello.

It was around 2:30 a.m.

Around two hours prior, I had returned home from a date. While texting her – a post-date no-no, I am told – my work cell pinged. A source had advised I not go to bed.

The text read: “Your GM is about to make a move.”

This I had suspected.

About a week earlier, Shero had acquired Brenden Morrow and Douglas Murray. The night after he dealt for Murray, I ran into a team source at Consol Energy Center, and that source passionately dissuaded me from following a lead that Shero was “still in on Jarome Iginla.”

That, of course, meant Shero WAS still in on Iginla.

Back to my date night, which now was a super-early work morning.

Shero snagged Iginla in the NHL trade of last season, and decided to do his local beat scribes the favor of phoning right away.

Hey, everybody was up anyway.

“Rob Rossi,” Shero said. “It’s trade-deadline season; there’s no sleeping this time of year.”

Well played, though mine was better.

“Ray, if I closed as well as you, no way I would have picked up the phone just now.”

>> PENGUINS-SENATORS, GAME 3

Let this serve as due apologies to Daniel Alfredsson and every Penguins player on the ice – all of them about whom I screamed unkindly words as a game story was blown to pieces in late May.

Every time you see a last-minute goal that sends a playoff game to overtime, a beat reporter dies.

At least, a beat reporter is wishing for death in that moment.

>> OF GREEN MONSTERS AND FRIED DOUGH

The Eastern Conference final was a blur, over far too quickly for all that Yohe and I had been through dating to the start of the NHL lockout. Between Games 3 and 4 at Boston, we decided to take a night off and take in a Red Sox game at Fenway Park.

We enjoyed the sights, sounds and fried dough. We took terrible pictures. We walked to the bar that inspired the greatest sitcom of all-time, stopping only for Yohe to buy a Jaromir Jagr-themed T-shirt that, at the time, seemed hilarious.

These are the very good days on a beat, and because there seem to be fewer every season, this one sticks out.

Also, credit Yohe for this great call as he checked out NL Central scores:

“I don’t think our Buccos are going to collapse this year,” he said.

>> MIDNIGHT IN JUNE

My phone rang.

“Rossi,” Pascal Dupuis said. “It’s done. I told you it would get done, buddy.”

About an hour before, Dupuis had agreed to a four-year contract worth $15 million – a deal that 24 hours earlier seemed quite unlikely based off what I had been hearing, a deal that prevented Dupuis from leaving the city his family had grown to love.

So, around midnight, with the NHL barreling toward free agency, a casual-turned-deep conversation about life, family and what really is important was had between a reporter and player – each of whom, for only a little while, were just two guys talking.

None of that conversation has ever made it into print, nor will it.

That conversation was all I could think about while tying to get home to my family on Christmas Eve, when Dupuis learned his season was likely done because of a torn right ACL.

>> PLAYOFFS?!!!

As Pittsburgh readied itself for playoff baseball, the Penguins made good on a pledge to their city’s upstart ballclub.

Doing their Stanley Cup playoffs, Pirates player had donned Penguins jerseys for batting practice. The Penguins wanted to do something, but were unsure what, for the Pirates during their September run.

Coach Dan Bylsma, confident there would be a Pirates playoff game, waited out the baseball regular season – and on the October morning of the Pirates-Reds wild card game at PNC Park, the Penguins staged a Wiffle ball game on the ice after a practice at Consol Energy Center.

Players donned Pirates t-shirts – plans for hockey jerseys with the Pirates’ “P” were ruined by the copyright gods – and caps. A positively puzzled Olli Maatta had no idea what to think as he stepped onto the ice.

Perhaps neither did Malkin, but he was very much into the makeshift game.

As he walked from the dressing room to the ice, Malkin spotted me leaning against an aisle wall.

“Let’s go, Rossi; play baseball,” he said.

Then, astonishingly, I watched Malkin strike out on five pitches.

The guy on the mound was a thoroughly pleased with himself Sidney Crosby.

>> DR. FEELGOOD

A guy walks into a physician’s office for a hernia examination on a cold November morning. This guy leaves with a story, the details of which cannot be printed for various reasons.

One detail – and isn’t this always the way with any story a guy tells? – is the girl, who was not a receptionist but rather a physician assistant, much to the horrified look of the guy as he was getting examined.

Very pretty this girl, and funny, and a Penguins fan.

You can guess where this is going.

If you guessed guy not scoring the girl’s digits…

“Why not?” Marc-Andre Fleury said a few weeks later.

The guy shrugged his shoulders before retelling the story.

“Oh, that was bad,” Fleury said. “But, you know, here is what you could do, right?”

Fleury, bless him, formulated a plan on the spot.

“You know, it might work out for you,” Fleury said. “If not, get sick again and go see her. But try this. Maybe, right?”

Thank you, Marc.

Thank you, everybody, for reading.

I never say that enough.

Be EXCELLENT to each other in 2014,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Zatkoff’s a keeper. Crosby, too. Obviously.

COLUMBUS, Ohio – Blasted, Jeff Zatkoff!!!

He allowed three goals on Sunday night.

Three.

That meant three firings of the cannon at Nationwide Arena.

Maybe it takes some getting used to, and certainly the Blue Jackets’ previous placement in the Western Conference left few opportunities; but, still, that cannon going off is the beat reporter sonic equivalent of sharing a room with Spinal Tap.

Zatkoff won his seventh straight game, by the way – and it easily meant the most since his first one. That is because this was the first NHL game he has played in front of his dad, who could not make the Zatkoff’s shutout victory at Columbus on Nov. 2.

As Zatkoff explained, his dad lives in Kentucky, and was engaged in some of his company’s year-end requirements for that contest.

People keep asking about the Penguins’ interest in a veteran backup goalie for Marc-Andre Fleury.

Keep asking, folks.

GM Ray Shero is looking for some elements right now, but a new backup is not on his to-get list. There is no indication he is even looking for one.

This season, with this lower salary cap, a veteran backup is not a luxury the Penguins can really afford unless Tomas Vokoun comes back to play – and there is no indication of that, either.

>> So, the Penguins have played three games in this building, counting an exhibition game that Dan Bylsma recalled Sunday night.

“I’m not sure where or why I thought James (Neal) was going to have a breakout year – I’m not sure it would be a breakout year because he’s got 40 (before),” Bylsma said.

“The first time we saw him in preseason, in this building, it was, like, ‘It’s too bad it was a preseason game,’ because it was an unbelievable performance in what he can do with his shot, getting open and shooting the puck.”

Neal has a lot of awesome numbers this season, particularly with 14 goals in 21 games (a 55-goal pace over a full season).

This number speaks loudest: 12 goals in as many road contests.

>> Speaking of numbers, this is my vote for the best of any for the Penguins in their first 42 games:

0

That is how many games captain Sidney Crosby has missed.

However, if you really want to know why he might be the MVP of the first half, consider this:

The Penguins are 8-2-0 in games missed by Evgeni Malkin. They have dressed no fewer than three AHL forwards in each of those games. Crosby has four goals and 17 points in those contests.

>> Team USA will unveil its Olympic roster on Wednesday.

Bylsma said Sunday that since Christmas Eve, his attention has turned from player evaluation to preparing for the tournament that will take place in about six weeks in Sochi, Russia.

As for Wednesday’s selection:

“I better not be surprised by anything,” Bylsma said.

Indeed, THAT would be a story.

>> Great atmosphere in Columbus, where Penguins fans seemed to fill half the rink.

Jack Johnson, a potential Team USA defenseman, told the Columbus Dispatch that the Blue Jackets were prepared to “play a road game” on Sunday night.

It must have felt that way when Neal’s third goal made an ice clearing of caps necessary.

That was a first for me in eight seasons going into visiting arenas.

>> Rossi, you Tweet, give me a name? Somebody. Anybody. Who does Shero like?

Grr-argh.

OK, start here: http://www.nhl.com/ice/player.htm?id=8471217#&navid=nhl-search

He will cost the Penguins, though. He would cost like no player since Marian Hossa, who in 2008 required sending away two roster players, a top prospect and a future first-round pick – and there would be no next-in-line winger for Crosby thrown into a deal this time.

Also, really, how many captains can one GM acquire?

Still, in replacing Pascal Dupuis, it’s not just a potential top-line fit to play with Crosby. It’s the need for a top liner that can also contribute on the penalty kill and fill a leadership loss in the dressing room.

That would be one special, um, Ladd.

LINKS N’AT

>> Penguins 5, Blue Jackets 3, and the visitors had the power, so to speak: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5327337-74/penguins-neal-kunitz#axzz2osvy8rqF

>> The Piece finally played, but what’s up with Kris Letang? http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5327364-74/penguins-games-letang

>> ICYMI, the ever changing world of concussion treatment had Brooks Orpik playing video games on his cell phone: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5303060-74/concussion-orpik-treatment

Be EXCELLENT to each other,
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Zatkoff – the guy in net Sunday, the backup Shero is not seeking to replace.

COLUMBUS, Ohio – Jeff Zatkoff kept the cannon quiet the last time the Penguins played at Nationwide Arena.

He will get that chance again Sunday night.

Coach Dan Bylsma said Zatkoff will make his eighth start for the Penguins.

Starting with a 19-save shutout at Columbus on Nov. 2, Zatkoff has surrendered only nine goals in his last six appearances, all wins.

The Penguins have allowed an average of 30 shots in his last four starts – an indication, perhaps, they have grown confident in his ability to make quality stops and thus are wiling to open up offensively in games Zatkoff plays.

GM Ray Shero is already looking at adding to his club, especially in the wake of a likely season-ending knee injury for winger Pascal Dupuis. Shero already was seeking a third-line winger with some grit, and now is looking at options to play with captain Sidney Crosby and winger Chris Kunitz on the top line, where Dupuis had become an anchor.

The Penguins do NOT want to force such a significant role on Beau Bennett, a promising winger who is once again injured and is not expected to play before February.

Notable, though, is that Shero is not known to be seriously exploring options for a veteran backup goalie. The Penguins have grown confident with Zatkoff as the No. 2 – and comfortable with the idea of Marc-Andre Fleury not having a veteran safety net in the playoffs, as was the case last season with Tomas Vokoun.

>> Defenseman Rob Scuderi has not played since Oct. 26, when his ankle was broken in a loss at Toronto.

Scuderi has declared himself ready to play against Columbus, and he was one of 14 skaters to participate in an optional practice at Nationwide Arena. However, coach Dan Bylsma gets the final call, and he has opted for the “game-time decision” route when it comes to Scuderi’s return for Sunday night.

The Penguins averaged 25.5 shots allowed per game in 10 full games played by Scuderi before his injury. That would rank second in the NHL.

As it is, even with Scuderi having missed the last 29 games, the Penguins are fifth in average shots allowed at 27.3 – and that includes an eight-game stretch without all top-four defensemen and 16 with only two.

>> Defenseman Kris Letang has full mobility in his elbow, which required a procedure to deal with an infection, Bylsma said Sunday. He is on this trip, but is skating on his own in Pittsburgh. Letang has been wearing a protective casing on the elbow to help it heal.

>> Center Evgeni Malkin (left leg) spent an extra 40 minutes on the ice after the Penguins’ Sunday-morning optional practice. He is hopeful of being cleared for contact for a Monday practice in Newark, N.J. Malkin will miss a seventh straight game on Sunday night, but he has not been ruled out at New Jersey on Tuesday.

>> Washington native Riley Barber contributed a goal and an assist in the United States’ 8-0 victory over German in a third Group A game at the World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden. Barber is the captain for Team USA, which is 3-0-0 with a goal differential of plus-5. The Big Game – USA vs. Canada – is Tuesday. If you do not know what that game is big, you are reading the wrong blog.

Follow the WJC here: http://www.worldjunior2014.com

THE #TribHKY Sunday Pops…

>> Concussion treatments continue to change, and maybe Sidney Crosby’s activity-based approach was ahead of its time: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5303060-74/concussion-orpik-treatment#axzz2osvy8rqF

>> The notes (from Saturday), including a hint from Bylsma of things to come regarding lineup decisions: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5303062-74/malkin-penguins-scuderi#axzz2osvy8rqF

>> AHL correspondent Jonathan Bombulie chips in with his regular ­­– but always wonderful – notes from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5302995-74/leblond-games-barre#axzz2osvy8rqF

Say hello if you are in Columbus. I’m the guy hoping to save his ears when that cannon blows.
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: What losing Dupuis means for the Penguins.

Pascal Dupuis’ injury could be a short- and long-term problem for the Penguins. Dupuis will have surgery in two weeks to repair a torn ACL in his right knee. He could miss the rest of this season.

Josh Yohe is in Raleigh, N.C., with the club. His developing story on Dupuis: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5321616-74/dupuis-penguins-season#axzz2ohpy3Bwg

Some initial thoughts…

>> Dupuis counts $3.75 million against the Penguins’ salary cap, and his placement on the long-term injury list will give them some space. However, the Penguins have spent much of the past few months making moves designated to buy them every available dollar under the $64.3 million cap. They will have more room with Dupuis’ LTI designation, but not a huge surplus. If anything, his LTI designation could allow them to not force players on two-way contracts (see: Simon Despres) to the AHL, as would have likely been the case.

>> Dupuis was a top-line fit for captain Sidney Crosby, who so preferred him that he sought to keep him as a linemate even when Jarome Iginla arrived last season. Finding wingers that fit with Crosby has proven a great challenge over the years, as his style – skilled grinder with speed and a backhand preference – does not easily fit with traditional scoring wingers. Few acquisitions by GM Ray Shero have meshed instantly with Crosby, with Bill Guerin (2009) being the exception. Replacing Dupuis in this regard will provide a great challenge to Shero, who was already interested in upgrading the third line.

>> The Penguins have liked the potential for RW Beau Bennett playing with Crosby and LW Chris Kunitz on the top line, but he is out through January after surgery to repair a broken bone in his wrist. Bennett has shown flashes of possible dynamic contribution, and he is a natural right winger. Still, he has played in only 44 NHL games (including playoffs), and he has missed large chunks in three of his past four seasons because of freakish injuries. The label of injury prone is perhaps unfair, but Bennett has not played a lot of hockey – only 130 games – since the Penguins drafted him on the first round in 2010. Still, he is likely the best in-house option to fill Dupuis’ top-line role this season.

>> Dupuis filled a variety of roles, including as arguably the top penalty-killing forward. Replacing him with a one-dimensional player would not make the Penguins better. In many ways, what made him an ideal fit for Crosby – aside from speed to keep up – is that he thought the game similarly in a straight-ahead manner, and his willingness to fill a defensive role while also contributing offensively. (Dupuis was worthy of a Selke Trophy nomination as a top defensive forward last season, also his second in a row with 20 goals.) Coaches trusted him to be the first player on the ice after a Penguins’ power play. These are all things to keep in mind when trying to assess the measure of his loss. Aside from Crosby and fellow franchise center Evgeni Malkin, Dupuis may have been the forward the Penguins could least easily replace.

>> Dupuis’ loss will be huge on the ice, and dramatic off of it. He was one of few consistently vocal players. He commanded respect from the longest tenured (Brooks Orpik) and highest profile (Crosby, Malkin) of Penguins. Coaches and management love the Penguins’ room, but there was a sense within those two groups that the squad needed an oversized personality to bring a little noise to what is a quiet dynamic. Guerin did that in 2009, in addition to contributing as a top-line winger. Shero hoped Jarome Iginla would do similarly last season, but Iginla, by his own admission, opted for ceding to Crosby, Malkin and other 2009 Cup holdovers such as Kunitz and Orpik. Management and coaches were looking to add a player that could contribute on the ice and bring a different feel in the room – and that was before losing Dupuis, whom teammates have often described as the one player closest to Max Talbot in terms of knowing when to speak seriously and when to bring laughter at the expense of anybody.

>> Think Shero doesn’t feel a dressing-room dynamic is important for a Cup contender? Well, he has admitted that losing Rob Scuderi during the 2009 offseason ended up being something the Penguins never overcame on or off the ice, and he did not hesitate in July to bring back Scuderi as a free agent. Scuderi’s worth to the Penguins is even greater now in the wake of Dupuis’ injury.

>> No NHL club is as stocked with young defensemen as the Penguins, who have proven willing to move a higher profile back-end player for help up front. That happened in February 2009 (Ryan Whitney for Kunitz and Eric Tangradi) and February 2011 (Alex Goligoski for James Neal and Matt Niskanen). Traditionally though not always, if parting with a younger defenseman, Shero has sought a winger whom the Penguins would control contractually, and one that is not necessarily a big name but rather a player that management views as having potential to grow into a key contributor by playing with either Crosby or Malkin. Shero has made those moves in weeks BEFORE the trade deadline.

>> The trade deadline is March 5 (3 p.m.). That is AFTER the Olympic break.

>> The young defensemen the Penguins like most and are likely most unwilling to deal (excluding Olli Maatta): Scott Harrington, Brian Dumoulin and Derrick Pouliot.

>> Dupuis is 34. He is about to undergo a serious procedure on his right knee. His greatest natural athletic attribute is his skating. He is as dedicated to conditioning as any NHL player. Still, even with that insatiable desire to build and maintain his body, he will be a 35-year-old winger whose game is built on speed trying to comeback from a torn ACL that required surgery – and he will have three years left on his contract for a franchise that consistently is up against the cap and is looking at built-in increases for Malkin, Kunitz and D Kris Letang next season, and a new contract for at least C Brandon Sutter. Every penny in cap space counts for the Penguins, even with the cap going up to at least $71 million next season.

>> For what it’s worth: Were I to bet on any player under those circumstances, I would bet on Pascal Dupuis. His dedication is one aspect never to question.

>> Last, but not least, I wish Dupuis the best of luck.
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: USA off to strong start in WJC defense.

The USA started strong on its quest to repeat as gold medalists as the IIHF World Junior Championship [WJC] in Malmo, Sweden.

Riley Barber, a Washington native and club captain, scored in a 5-1 win over the Czech Republic on Thursday. Barber was one of four Western Pennsylvanians on the USA’s WJC squad.

Barber said it’s “always good” when the captain can score his club’s first goal. He is trying to lead by example and learn from leaders from the 2013 American squad.

“The thing I really learned last year is that Everybody is a great player, that’s why they’re here,” Barber said. “My job is to lead by example, set the tone in the dressing room. Before this game, I just went out and told the guys that this is our biggest game.”

The Americans will play Slovakia in its next Group A game on Saturday.

The Penguins have two prospects participating at the WJC: defenseman Derrick Pouliot (Canada) and right winger Oskar Sundqvist (Sweden).

Pouliot registered two assists in Canada’s 7-2 win over German in those squads’ Group A opener.

Sundqvist had a goal in Sweden’s 5-3 win over Switzerland in Group B.

Stay up with the 2014 WJC here: http://www.worldjunior2014.com/en/

All USA games are broadcast on NHL Network, with Pittsburgh’s own Steve Mears on the call. The game against Slovakia will air at 7:30 a.m. on Saturday.

>> The Penguins are OFF today, their final day away because of the NHL’s Christmas Break. They play at Carolina on Friday night, and several regulars could return.

Defenseman Brooks Orpik (concussion) and winger Tanner Glass (hand) have targeted this game to play after lengthy absences – eight games for Orpik, 15 for Glass.

Also, it is possible that defenseman Rob Scuderi (ankle) and center Evgeni Malkin (left leg) could play ­– though their returns were less certain as of Monday, when the Penguins’ seven-game winning streak was snapped at Ottawa.

The Penguins (27-11-1, 55 points) lead the Eastern Conference despite playing the last five weeks with no fewer than five AHL regulars in the lineup for every game.

Right winger Pascal Dupuis (right leg) is not expected to play at Carolina. He was to be re-evaluated in Pittsburgh over the Christmas break after his leg buckled during an accidental collision with captain Sidney Crosby on Monday night.

The Penguins feared ligament damage, but coach Dan Bylsma said his hope was that Dupuis’ injury was “not severe.”

Hoping you had a Happy Christmas (even if there is a new Doctor).
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Rossi: Orpik talking like his old self.

OTTAWA, Ontario – Brooks Orpik sounded like himself Monday morning.

That is to suggest that he spoke thoughtfully and openly on several topics, and he cracked jokes in a way that has become familiar to anybody that has spent a bit of time around him during the Penguins’ tenure.

An example:

“We’re getting guys healthy, but ‘Scuds’ (Rob Scuderi) and ‘Paulie’ (Paul Martin) and I were saying the other day that these AHL guys are playing so well, it might be tough for us to crack the lineup.”

Scuderi jokingly offered Orpik a choice between a can of Coca-Cola or bottled water after their post-practice on-ice workout Monday morning at Canadian Tire Centre.

Orpik noticed the bottled war – of course he chose that – was slightly less than full.

Yeah, the guy coming off the concussion noticed that.

Scuderi appeared surprised when Orpik pointed this out.

Orpik is free of headaches and neck soreness that served as concussion symptoms in the days after Boston’s Shawn Thornton attacked him at TD Garden on Dec. 7.

He has passed a cognitive baseline test required by the NHL for return-to-play status.

His workouts – on and off the ice – have increased in intensity over the last several days, to that point that he has “felt really good.”

He believes he can play Friday, when the Penguins return from a three-day Christmas break against the Hurricanes at Carolina.

That would be something to see, at least for those of us who witnessed him carted from the ice on a stretcher that ugly night in Boston.

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman will hear Thornton’s appeal of a 15-game suspension, and then perhaps a neutral discipline arbitrator.

All of that is what it is.

Orpik being himself again – that is something worth focusing on, especially this time of year.

>> The latest on the Penguins’ injury front: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5302878-74/monday-penguins-games#axzz2oGPEVDkP

>> Josh Yohe’s report on “Mighty” Matt Niskanen: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5299264-74/niskanen-penguins-defenseman#axzz2oGPEVDkP

>> To whomever lifted that Johnston & Murphy bag from the X-ray machine at Toronto’s airport on Sunday – well, at least one of those gifts was for a lady that is trained to cut with surgical precision. Just saying, yo!
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 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Too much time for Pens’ top defense pairing?

NEW YORK – Dan Bylsma tried hard not to laugh.

He did, for the most part.

Still, it is a fair point – and an acknowledged bucket of cold water – to note the nearly 30 minutes played by each of Matt Niskanen and Olli Maatta in the Penguins’ 4-3 shootout victory over the New York Rangers at Madison Square Garden.

After all, the Penguins do play again in less than 24 hours with their home game against Minnesota on Thursday starting an hour earlier than did their affair at the Garden.

But, hey, given the way things are going for the Penguins, who have the Metropolitan Division’s second best squad out of the lineup, Niskanen and Maatta will probably each turn hat tricks against the Wild.

Maatta, by the way, is playing like he’s more deserving of a Norris (top defenseman) than a Calder (top rookie) nomination.

Maatta informed me Wednesday morning that all his Christmas shopping is complete.

As for his wish from Father Christmas…

“Playing in the NHL is pretty nice, actually,” Maatta said. “Maybe playing in the Olympics.”

I claim no knowledge of who runs Finland’s Department of Santa, but here is guessing that person can find something to please one of it’s fine young bachelors.

>> Reason No. 8,654,723 to appreciate Marc-Andre Fleury: His candor.

Asked about the Rangers’ two late goals in the third period, which erased a 3-1 Penguins’ lead.

“It sucks,” Fleury said.

Indeed.

That is also true for reporters on deadline.

>> Craig Adams has my vote for Best Actor, though Jussi Jokinen and Rob Scuderi provided stiff competition. Kris Letang reminds me of Rob DeNiro’s Max Cady in “Cape Fear.”

So, this is Christmas, and what have YOU done for a card?

http://penguins.nhl.com/v2/ext/html/holiday2013.html

>> GM Ray Shero is carrying himself like somebody pretty pleased with what he is witnessing from his organization in terms of performing in the face of adversity.

He should also be pleased to know that the NHL’s Department of Player Safety is happy with how the Penguins are standing by their public wish to eliminate headshots even though James Neal and Deryk Engelland have delivered a couple of those illegal hits in December.

Actually, a more accurate way to report it is that Player Safety folks think the Penguins have been “great” about holding firm when a lot of NHL clubs try to make it seem like their players never do much wrong.

The Penguins have been consistent since 2011 that they want head shots out of hockey. That has not changed even when their players are getting suspended for delivering them.

>> Winner, winner, Sutter dinner: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5264331-74/penguins-rangers-sutter#axzz2nh84eoc1

>> Engelland’s 5-game suspension, and how it is part of a disturbing December for NHL safety: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5279131-74/engelland-abdelkader-hit#axzz2nh84eoc1

>> Neal’s suspension is over, and he is looking to get back to a start so dominating that only injuries – and headshots – an keep him from scoring: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5278176-74/neal-game-penguins#axzz2nh84eoc1

>> Evgeni Malkin is out… until when, though? Also, more on the next alternates: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5264338-74/malkin-penguins-center

>> T’was neat to have columnist Dejan Kovacevic on a rare road trip. His look at the drafting and developing of these Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5264345-74/rounder-penguins-maatta
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Rossi: A father, a son and the ‘weird’ before them.

Philip Samuelsson had a nervous start to his Monday, falling during a practice drill at Consol Energy Center.

That, Samuelsson said, was his remember-this takeaway from finally playing in the NHL.

Samuelsson, a second-round draft pick by the Penguins in 2009, worked 15 minutes and 43 seconds – all of that while his father, Ulf, watched from a luxury suite as a guest of Mario Lemieux.

The Samuelssons will always have Monday night – a father, legendary in Pittsburgh, one of the Penguins’ most popular players, watching the son play NHL hockey for the first time.

Thing is, papa had no advice for his boy.

“No,” Philip Samuelsson said Monday night of his parents. “They were traveling earlier (Monday), so I didn’t get a chance to talk to them.

“He probably would have said, ‘Just try and settle into it as quick as you can.’”

That is pretty sweet, actually.

Wednesday night could be even sweeter.

Ulf Samuelsson is an assistant coach with the New York Rangers, whom the Penguins will play at Madison Square Garden.

“It will definitely be interesting, the first time I’ve played against him,” Philip Samuelsson said. “That’ll be weird.”

No weirder, perhaps, than the Penguins winning again with seven AHL call-ups in the lineup.

That is what they did Monday night with a 3-1 defeat of the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Somehow, some way, the Penguins are on a 9-1-0 run since their defense was hit with the loss of a second top-four defenseman in Paul Martin.

They are now down all of their top-four.

Olli Maatta, 19, played 24:17 against Toronto, including 6:12 shorthanded.

Let those three numbers settle.

>> Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle told Toronto reporters that the explanation he received for Penguins defenseman Robert Bortuzzo only receiving a minor penalty for checking to the head – regarding his hit of Toronto winger Jerry D’Amigo – was, essentially, that Bortuzzo is tall and D’Amigo is not.

Seriously.

Of course, that is true.

Bortuzzo is 6-foot-4. D’Amigo is 5-foot-11.

NHL Player Safety is OK with the hit, posting this on its Twitter feed:

“In looking at Bortuzzo/D’Amigo, we see unavoidable head contact on an otherwise full body hit. Will not be pursuing supplemental discipline.”

Bortuzzo was not available for comment after the game.

>> Marc-Andre Fleury would definitely be Canada’s goalie were Pittsburgh to play host to the 2014 Olympics. His stats at home this season: 13-2-0, 1.63 GAA and .943 SV%.

He has allowed 25 goals in 16 games.

Perhaps the most surprising thing about Fleury’s performances is that they seemingly go unappreciated by, well, folks like me.

Nobody from the media spoke with Fleury after a game in which he 25 saves for his NHL-best 19th victory.

Well, somebody did – Jarkko Ruuttu’s official biographer.

Seriously, though, the most amazing thing about Fleury’s response to a soul-searching summer is that we’re all taking for granted how consistently he is performing.

>> Sidney Crosby has played in every game. We’re all taking that for granted, too.

He said he whiffed on his winning shot against Toronto.

>> Only slightly, I’d give Fleury the edge over Crosby as team MVP. Third on my ballot would be Matt Niskanen. That said; this season belongs to coach Dan Bylsma and his masterful performance to date.

>> Evgeni Malkin wants to play on Wednesday night. The Penguins are going to squash that, but it is a good sign that he is thinking that way. Several members of the organization expressed relief that Malkin is not seriously injured after his crashing into those bouncy Detroit boards on Saturday night.

>> Josh Yohe’s GAMER off this latest victory: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5263834-74/penguins-game-hit#axzz2nh84eoc1

>> Brooks Orpik is improving, and other injury developments in the NOTES: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5263853-74/penguins-monday-orpik#axzz2nh84eoc1

>> Deryk Engelland’s discipline hearing surprises Dan Bylsma: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5264654-74/engelland-thornton-bylsma#axzz2nh84eoc1
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Rossi: Bylsma’s best start on display.

Dan Bylsma is the coach for whom a majority of players have said they want to play. He is the coach that would have been hired by the New York Rangers had the Penguins cuts times with him last summer. He is the coach USA Hockey has tasked with bringing home gold for the first time since that Miracle year of 1980.

He is also the coach that a lot of people – at least the ones that make a habit of social-media mingling – seem to think is, at best, only adequate for the Penguins.

This is what adequate has looked like this season: Bylsma has steered the Penguins to a 47 points through 34 games, a pace for 113. He has done this despite…

*a top four on defense that has played fewer than four full periods together;

*a third line centered by Brandon Sutter, but also featuring 10 different wingers;

*a 40-goal scoring winger, James Neal, who has missed 15 games because of injury and the last three because of a suspension;

*a slow start, by his standards anyway, from center Evgeni Malkin, who had only nine points in October;

*a backup goalie, Jeff Zatkoff, who had never played in the NHL before this season;

That is not even half of it, actually.

The Penguins have been carrying no fewer than five AHL regulars on their 23-man roster for almost five weeks.

The Penguins are also working through a complete overhaul of their defensive scheme from the last four seasons. They have transformed from an own-zone, defense-to-defense breakout to a left-wing lock that emphasizes neutral-zone play.

The Penguins just won at Detroit – and, OK, that does not mean as much as it once did – despite finishing the game with only five defensemen, none of them top-four regulars, and without Malkin.

Bylsma is not a prefect coach, but he is having his best start to a season – and this is a guy that was recognized as the NHL’s best about three years ago.

His best maneuver for this season actually happened last June, when he declared Marc-Andre Fleury his starter only days after the Penguins’ playoff run ended with Fleury have served only mop-up duty to Tomas Vokoun in the last 11 games.

Had Bylsma lost Fleury then, the Penguins would be struggling along with the rest of the lousy Metropolitan division right now.

Instead, despite an injury situation that makes the 2010-11 season seem breezy, they are running away from that sorry pack.

The challenges ahead will include not overextending role players or younger players such as Olli Maatta and Simon Despres, who, by the way, has looked awesome this past week.

Hmmm… maybe Bylsma has the right idea insisting that Despres, a former first-round pick, would benefit from more seasoning in the AHL to start this season.

Anyway, Bylsma – like his franchise players, including Fleury – will be judged by how the postseason goes. That is the standard for this organization.

Still, even his critics look foolish right now by not acknowledging a job well done to start this peculiar Penguins’ season.

>> The past 10 days have been brutal for any fan of hockey, at least fans that are sick of apologizing for liking the NHL. It seems as though the Player Safety department is scheduling a discipline hearing every other day.

Smarter people than me will say whether Player Safety is going a good job, but to suggest Brendan Shanahan did not try setting a precedent by handing a 15-game suspension to Boston’s Shawn Thornton would ignore recent NHL history for treatment of players without prior history of offenses.

Thornton sure seems like he is going to explore becoming the first NHL player to seek use of a neutral discipline arbitrator. That is probably because Shanahan ignored his past history with this ruling.

Do not for a second think the kind words paid to Thornton by Bylsma and Penguins GM Ray Shero on Saturday afternoon were not with the expectation that Thornton and the Bruins are going to fight Shanahan’s ruling.

The Penguins and Bruins knew Saturday morning of the Shanahan’s decision. They spent the time between then and their late-afternoon public comments – the Bruins’ coming in the form of short-and-sweet statements – carefully choosing every work, likely getting them approved by legal experts.

Shanahan should welcome any fight from the Bruins and NHLPA, that latter which is not wrong to press the NHL on Thornton’s suspension.

This is a necessary fight, and hockey will benefit – at least, hockey at the NHL level.

However, take a good, long look at Shanahan’s supplemental discipline decisions this season. He is making good on his pledge to try changing the way this game is played by players that clearly do not seem to respect one another.

His is not an easy fight.

Whatever you think of his decisions regarding discipline, you cannot accurately state Shanahan is not seriously fighting for changing the culture.

>> Josh Yohe and I tag-teamed this story on the Thornton developments from Saturday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5251827-74/thornton-orpik-nhl#axzz2nWLGV9Pu

>> Dejan Kovacevic opines on that ruling: http://blog.triblive.com/dejan-kovacevic/2013/12/14/instant-column-nhl-declares-open-season-for-assaults/

>> Oh, by the way… a game was played Saturday by the Penguins, and it might have been their most impressive win of the season. Yohe’s GAMER: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5226110-74/penguins-malkin-injury#axzz2nWLGV9Pu

>> Detroit/Canada coach Mike Babcock made a note to name Chris Kunitz among the Penguins’ great players. Well, the Olympics are in about six weeks: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5226112-74/babcock-kunitz-team#axzz2nWLGV9Pu

>> Jonathan Bombulie’s AHL report, which you should always read ­– though Jonathan is this close to writing about Wheeling instead of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5224754-74/thompson-games-six#axzz2nWLGV9Pu

>> And, finally, with the salary cap about to spike, my Sunday Insider looks at how that might impact the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5224764-74/cap-million-shero#axzz2nWLGV9Pu

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Rossi: Saturday could be game-changer for NHL’s discipline game.

Snow is falling, so this will be a short – by my recent standard, anyway – blog post. Some quick hits from Friday:

>> From what I’ve heard, there were quite a few lawyers in the Player Safety hearing for Boston’s Shawn Thornton. A ruling will be made public on Saturday.

Predictions are a fool’s game, but it is safe to report that Player Safety VP Brendan Shanahan has fumed over Thornton’s attack on Brooks Orpik since it happened, and that he does not view it as having any place in this sport.

However, Thornton does not have a track record, so there is no precedent to hit him with a lengthy suspension.

The guess here, based off conversations, is that Thornton will get a lengthy suspension, though.

It has always been easier for Shanahan – or his predecessors – to make come down hard on repeat offenders such as Matt Cooke or Raffi Torres.

Coming down hard on Thornton, who has no history and is reputable around the NHL for playing a respected hard style of hockey – that will be something this league has not seen.

It will be something perhaps challenged by the Players Association, criticized by some owners and general managers, and called out by a majority of players.

It will also be something to applaud by fans of hockey.

The NHL will take a step toward real change regarding safety – a change that Shanahan has told me (and others) he badly wants to see happen – when it changes the game of supplemental discipline.

Changing that game means deterring players from having a history by throwing the book at them when something like Thornton did is done.

Saturday could be a big day in the NHL.

Here’s hoping…

>> I implored Jeff Zatkoff to enjoy his Saturday night.

“Let’s see if I start,” Zatkoff said.

My eyes rolled.

Zatkoff laughed.

As the Friday night proved, Marc-Andre Fleury is probably the Penguins’ MVP as this season nears its halfway point.

Zatkoff, though, has been quite a story.

After a horrific first NHL game – a 6-3 loss at Florida on Oct. 11 – he has won four of five and allowed 10 goals while racking a .924 save percentage over that span.

He has earned this hometown start at Detroit on Saturday night.

>> About that MVP candidacy for Fleury… maybe it should be a league MVP? The GAME STORY offers some statistical – and anecdotal – support: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5243726-74/fleury-devils-penguins#axzz2nIuCOF12

>> The latest on Orpik and some thoughts from Ray Shero about James Neal in the NOTES: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5243728-74/orpik-penguins-player#axzz2nIuCOF12

>> Count me as a fan of the Stadium Series jerseys. They are not the new alternates, and if what I’m hearing is true, you will be all happy-happy-joy-joy when those are unveiled this summer.

>> A look back at columnist Dejan Kovacevic’s thoughts about Jaromir Jagr’s potential last game in Pittsburgh: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5226035-74/jagr-game-lemieux#axzz2nIuCOF12

Jagr does not sound like he’s thinking about leaving the NHL, at least he didn’t sound that way on Friday.

The Penguins may have to sign him on the condition that he does retire.

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/10/#ixzz37VtNrMmM 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook
 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Jagr still likes talking about the old days

Good afternoon, hockey fans.

There are so many serious things taking place in hockey right now, namely the Brooks Orpik/Shawn Thornton situation, that I feel like we need a break.

 Enter Jaromir Jagr.

 I never had the pleasure of covering Jagr when he wore the Pittsburgh Penguins sweater. That was before my time.

 No, I only covered Jagr very briefly when he was a Ranger, and in later years, a Flyer, Star and Devil. I experienced #Jagrwatch during many sleepless night and, along the way, had the pleasure of meeting many of you on one legendary night at Pittsburgh International Airport.

 Jagr has a way of captivating us, doesn’t he?

 He is so many things to so many people.

 Some of you will boo him tonight because he asked the Penguins to trade him in 2001, because he turned his back on a perceived agreement with his “hero,” Mario Lemieux, and because he took more money to play in someplace other than Pittsburgh. Someplace turned out to be Philadelphia, which made things even worse.

 Fair enough.

 Others will always love him because, from 1997-2000, he was unquestionably the best player in hockey. Many will point to his iconic performance in Game 2 if the first round of the 1999 playoffs against the Devils as the reason they love Jagr, because his performance that day may have saved the franchise.

 Fair enough.

 Me? Well, I’ve dealt with Jagr many times now, and I’ve grown a liking for the man. He’s funny, he’s weird, and beyond everything else, he’s entertaining.

 He’s a real rock star, and hockey doesn’t really have them anymore. Sure, Crosby, Ovechkin and Malkin are true superstars, future Hall of Famers.

 But Jagr is a little different because he takes us back to a different time.

 Many in my generation grew up watching Jagr and those incredible Penguins of the 1990s. This, I suppose, is why I favor Jagr in so many ways despite some obvious flaws.

 He’s the bridge to those teams, to when hockey was so different.

 Jagr, in an unusual display of nostalgia, brought up Mario Lemieux, Kevin Stevens, Rich Tocchet, Ron Francis and Ulf Samuelsson today. He spoke passionately about those players, and noted that they worked harder than people realized.

“Sure, we had talent,” Jagr said. “But we worked so hard all the time. People don’t talk about that.”

Jagr even joked that Lemieux, never known for his wonderful practice habits, never had to work hard in practice, “because he was playing 30 minutes a night in games.”

When you’re around Jagr, you observe many things. He really is hockey’s last rock star, a man whose career spans so many eras of NHL hockey. His teammates are intimidated, in awe and in love with him all at the same time.

 And Jagr still loves Pittsburgh. Trust me on that. It’s clear every time he is here. When he sees Paul Steigerwald, the Root Sports broadcaster, he always perks up and makes a few jokes. All of those Pittsburgh memories clearly come rushing back to Jagr during these moments.

 He spoke so lovingly of previous generations of hockey, that I felt compelled to ask him if playing for those free-wheeling Penguins teams of the 1990s represented the happiest time of his career.

 Jagr didn’t answer with a yes or a no.

 But he answered the question in his own special way.

“When I was young,” he said, “I was only a third or fourth line guy. And Bryan Trottier was my center. So what does that tell you? There was so much talent.”

In Jagr, there still is talent. He won’t be around forever, but insists he isn’t done playing hockey.

 Jagr isn’t done being interesting, either. 

- Yohe 
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Rossi: Looking back on covering Crosby’s concussion.

Sidney Crosby’s thoughts are with his club’s conscience, not the likely looming suspension for Boston’s Shawn Thornton.

Crosby made that point clear again Thursday after the Penguins practiced at Southpointe Iceoplex – and he looks no less bewildered now by what happened to Brooks Orpik than he did after the mess that was last Saturday night at TD Garden.

Crosby’s facial expression then was one I had not witnessed from him after a game, and I have covered, probably, 90 percent of those he has played in the NHL.

His expression could have been mistaken for anger, perhaps over what happened to Orpik and how the Penguins’ blew a late lead to an opponent he and teammates have grown to increasingly dislike.

That was not anger, though.

That was concern, and it was genuine.

Orpik and Crosby do not always see eye to eye, but in a way that an older and younger brother do not see a shared world similarly.

That does not mean there exists a lack of respect, and certainly not a lack of affection. Orpik and Crosby have abundances of both for one another, and I base that on my conversations over the last eight years with each about the other.

This week, at least in off-guard moments inside the Penguins’ dressing room, Crosby has occasionally appeared as disconcerted as a person would when he or she is worried about the condition of somebody close.

It is hard for me – somebody who covered Crosby intensely during his concussion saga of 15 months from January 2011-March 2012 – not to presume that he automatically thinks back on his own struggles when somebody he knows well, as he does Orpik, is diagnosed with a brain injury.

It is hard for me – as somebody who pushed hard on Crosby and his representatives with and outside of the Penguins from January 2011-March 2012 – not to think back on my own struggles with the injury as a teenager and with writing about it while it prevented probably the best athlete I will cover from doing what he does best.

I have covered one too many concussions, but enough to believe that this is THE ISSUE of our sporting time – and probably the one that will change this, and other games, forever, sooner rather than later.

To cover a concussed athlete is miserable.

Information relayed to reporters is often inaccurate or incomplete, and often that is because the injury is outside the realm of rational understanding. A player can look normal, and very much be a physical and emotional wreck.

Frustration builds for everybody involved, and there is no easy or quick fix.

There is a nasty side to high-profile concussions that very few people experience, and I sometimes wish I had not experienced Crosby’s dealings. It involves behind-the-scenes posturing, bickering and finger pointing. It leads to confusion, agitation, stress and stupid things done by smarter-than-that people – and it can become very, very personal.

It is Hell for the injured, and Purgatory for all those that are connected to that player.

It is a brain injury.

Think about that.

The brain… injured.

There have been many, many times over the past few years that I wish I had said those last three sentences to myself more often – and then thought about what they might mean for Crosby – from January 2011-March 2012.

I learned a lot about myself after looking back on how I covered the Crosby concussion. There are some parts of my approach to that story that I regret, a couple for which I sometimes feel the need to apologize to Crosby, his family and close friends.

A reporter can get too attached to a story, can work it so deep that there is only blinding darkness.

There are stories that no sports reporter signed up for when looking for this particular livelihood. Concussion coverage comes to my mind.

It is a brain… injured.

That is what I am thinking about as the NHL prepares to hear Thornton’s side of the story on Friday.

>> Speaking of sagas, columnist Dejan Kovacevic chimes in on Jaromir Jagr’s possible last Pittsburgh date as an NHL player in Friday’s Trib. It will be worth your read: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5226035-74/jagr-game-lemieux#axzz2nIuCOF12

I never really covered Jagr, save for running quotes for current Trib Steelers beat man Alan Robinson in the late 1990s when he covered the Penguins for the Associated Press.

The one time I did cover Jagr intensely was during the JagrWatch (credit: Josh Yohe) during the wild couple of weeks that closed July 2011. It was time of turtles on New York airport runways, hearts being in Pittsburgh, bloggers pranking agents and not much sleep on this end.

It also was a time when Jagr, who spoke openly of wanting to play again for his original NHL team, did exactly the opposite of what Crosby and Evgeni Malkin have done twice – take below market value to be with the Penguins.

There is a lot to think about if you are a Pittsburgher when it comes to Jagr, but maybe that is worth a few seconds as Friday night approaches.

>> NOTES from Thursday’s practice, leading off with the Penguins’ success attracting female fans: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5226057-74/penguins-female-jerseys#axzz2nIuCOF12

>> The Penguins are on another 100-point pace, and there is are some special reasons why: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5226048-74/games-penguins-power#axzz2nIuCOF12

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Crosby offers prediction on Thornton suspension

Boston’s Shawn Thornton will receive his punishment when meeting with the NHL on Friday. Until then, we can speculate how many games he’ll receive.

 Most people seem to think Thornton will receive around 10 games. Others think he should receive more, so that the NHL could make something of an example out of what clearly was a premeditated, deliberate, violent attack. But still, no one really knows what Shanny and Co. are thinking and whether the reality that Thornton has never been suspended – and is a well liked guy around the league – will make an impact in the ruling.

 Sidney Crosby was asked for a prediction regarding what the league will do with Thornton. Here’s what he had to say: “I have no idea. It’s hard to guess. Nealer (James Neal) got five. If I had to guess a number, I’d say 10. Right around there. Maybe even more. I’m sure they have a lot of different criteria to look at when they’re giving guys suspensions. I’m sure it’s going to be up there. It’s going to be steep.”

Thornton, as everyone knows by now, attacked Brooks Orpik on Saturday in Boston after Orpik refused to fight him following a hit that knocked Lou Eriksson out of the game.

 Speaking of the incident, Crosby offered some advice to his teammate.

 Crosby once dealt with a number of infamous concussion problems.

 He’s spoken with Orpik about his current ordeal.

“Just listen to your body,” Crosby said when asked about advice he has for Orpik.

“It seems like he’s doing pretty well these past few days I’ve seen him. But I think unless you’re dealing with it, you never really know how someone is. You just have to make sure that you take care of yourself and listen to your body. When he’s ready and symptom-free, he’ll know.”

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  
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 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: What I know about James Neal.

We never really know these guys.

Not completely, anyway.

That is the thing we most often do not admit to strangers, those close to us, to ourselves.

We see these guys a lot, almost every day for months and months ­– but only for a few minutes, and always for a reason.

We ask. They answer. That is the relationship.

It very rarely goes deeper, probably because it should never go much deeper. We think it does with some of them, but we know that is foolish of us to believe.

There is always a distance, a detachment and a division – and the relationship, the ups and downs of it, is built upon that reality.

I am writing Evgeni Malkin’s biography. That process has taken me to his apartment in Moscow and afforded me access to the closest people in his life.

I am lying (justifying/bragging/intimidating… pick, well, anything you want) if I say that I do really know Malkin.

No reporter I know is any different with any professional athlete that he or she covers – because we never really know these guys.

I don’t really know James Neal.

I do know that about 14 months ago, during the NHL lockout, I reached out to him by text message after hearing of his involvement with a charity hockey game to benefit victims of Hurricane Sandy. I also know that Neal agreed to speak with me only on the condition that I focus my article on the charity and not his involvement with it.

I don’t really know if that makes Neal a good guy.

I don’t really know if his knee to the head of a fallen Brad Marchand last Saturday night in Boston makes Neal a bad guy.

I don’t know Neal as a guy, just like I don’t any of the players I have covered as guys – not like I know the guys I really know, my friends.

These guys – guys like Malkin or Neal or Dan Bylsma – they are not my friends. They are not my guys.

I do know that Neal is a guy I enjoy talking with inside the Penguins dressing room. I do know that I find some of his qualities that irk colleagues to be challenging to me as a journalist, and thus cultivating a professional relationship with Neal – as I think that I may have – has proven fulfilling on that level.

I do know that at some point our relationship changed for the better after a rocky start, and that was when he told me his opinion of my questions. He did not always understand them. He thought they were crafted to trick him into saying something he should not say.

They were. They are.

I do know that Neal and I had productive conversation about the athlete-reporter dynamic that day, and most days since have proven pretty good to my thinking. The worst have been tolerable.

I don’t really know if that makes Neal a good guy, either.

I do know that I don’t really think he’s a bad guy, but what I think of him isn’t important.

I do know that I really think what he did to Marchand was wrong.

I do know that I really think Neal should have listened to advice and behaved in a contrite manner when addressing that act publicly afterward.

I do know that I really think Neal deserved at least the five-game suspension he was issued by the NHL.

I do know that I really think Neal should soon publicly address everything that has happened over the last couple of days, and when he does he should apologize for kneeing Marchand.

I do know that I really think Neal could not care less for and about my opinion on what he could do.

I do know that I really think Neal is a wonderful hockey player, one whom I enjoy covering and watching – and for that reason I do know that I really think he should find a way to change the part about him that has led to three suspensions in his six NHL seasons.

I also know I have a temper, too – and there are decisions I make all the time that I regret.

I don’t really know Neal.

I don’t really know what he regrets, if anything at all.

I do know that I think he can change, and that I really think he will regret not trying.

Of course, that would imply that I really know Neal – and all I really know is that we never really know these guys.

>> Brendan Shanahan seemed to have a sent a message to Neal on Monday with his ruling: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5221212-74/neal-penguins-shanahan#axzz2mqyqvtku

>> Brooks Orpik cannot remember an awful lot about Saturday night, but being knocked out might not mean his concussion is a worst-case brain injury: http://triblive.com/sports/steelers/5221255-74/orpik-penguins-concussion#axzz2mqyqvtku

>> Oh, by the way… the Penguins, with a new-look defense, went back to their winning ways against Columbus. Josh Yohe’s report: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5221149-74/penguins-blue-despres

>> Goodies in the form of notes, also by Yohe: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5221150-74/dumoulin-penguins-wing

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Yohe: Pens/Orpik news, Neal suspended

Greetings, hockey fans.

Well, no James Neal for five games. And no shock there. The good news is that Evgeni Malkin is set to return to the lineup this evening when the Penguins take on the Blue Jackets. Suddenly, the Penguins are quite shorthanded and need their two superstars to carry the load even more than usual.

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings: 

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis 

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-Jayson Megna

Chris Conner-Brandon Sutter-Chuck Kobasew

Zach Sill-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams 

Olli Maatta-Kris Letang

Simon Despres-Matt Niskanen

Deryk Engelland-Robert Bortuzzo

Marc-Andre Fleury

That isn’t definite on those defensive pairings, but we’ll see how things go. I don’t like Engelland and Bortuzzo playing together, but that might happen at time tonight. We know Maatta and Bortuzzo are good together. But, Maatta has been good with Letang, so maybe it’s best not to mess with that. Despres and Niskanan have been terrific together, too. 

Injury update

= Malkin is playing tonight. Good news.

 = Brooks Orpik does have a concussion, but is otherwise feeling OK. News could be worse.

 = Rob Scuderi and Tanner Glass continue to skate and could each be back in the lineup before Christmas.

Watch For This N’ At

= Columbus has been attempting to play a very tight, conservative style. Will be interesting to see how the Penguins can crack them. Malkin being back helps.

= Look out for Columbus center Ryan Johansen. Really talented guy.

= Who’s the trigger man on the power play with Neal out? Crosby or Malkin? 

= With all the defensemen out, it’s Letang’s show. How will he do? 

The Read

Here’s a story on why Orpik’s concussion might not be as bad as feared. http://triblive.com/sports/steelers/5221255-74/orpik-concussion-bylsma#axzz2mnKb1uDh

Enjoy the hockey game, dear readers.

- Yohe
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Rossi: Bruins’ Julien calls Orpik hit on Eriksson borderline.

The Penguins were off Sunday, so players, coaches and management were not available for additional public comments regarding the series of unfortunate events that transpired Saturday night at Boston’s TD Garden.

The Bruins played at Toronto, where their coach Claude Julien offered the following thoughts:

>>> ON BROOKS OPRIK’S HIT CHECK TO LOUI ERIKSSON:

“I heard Dan Bylsma’s comments after the game, and I respectfully disagree that it was a legal hit. He didn’t have the puck. I saw, and watching the replays, I thought Brooks was just kind of lining him up no matter what. He was going to line up to hit, more than even attempt to play the puck. And, maybe people will argue it touched his blade, and it certainly wasn’t from him trying to get a pass. It took a weird bounce off the boards.

“So in saying that, we both have different opinions. We have to respect the league, they’re going to look at it closely and make a decision. And whatever they decide on that, I’m happy to move on.

“If you look at the rules, when a player is in a vulnerable position, if the player doesn’t really have the puck, which I didn’t think he had – it was coming off the boards – it’s a borderline decision, or discussion to have.”

Orpik’s hit on Eriksson was reviewed – as all hits are – by NHL Player Safety. The hit was deemed within the rules.

*** The same cannot be said for acts by James Neal (Penguins) and Shawn Thornton (Bruins), each of whom will have hearings with Player Safety; the latest on those hearings and Orpik: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5219116-74/orpik-penguins-hearing#axzz2mqyqvtku

Julien referenced those acts, and seemingly took issue with Neal’s explanation from Saturday night for kneeing Brad Marchand:

“The one thing about Thorny is, anyone who knows him personally, knows he’s a pretty honest player and a pretty honest person. And if he said he really regretted it and felt bad, he really did. And I support his comment because I know he’s being truthful to that. That’s more than we can say about players that pretend that it wasn’t done on purpose, or really didn’t mean it.

“Pretty obvious when you look at it, Thorny did cross the line, and some others did too. Sometimes you have to man up to those things, and I think he did.”

Bylsma, on Saturday night, hardly approved of Neal’s collision with Marchand.

*** ICYMI: The story detailing the ugliness that was Saturday night: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5196807-74/penguins-orpik-bruins#axzz2mqyqvtku

*** See BELOW for a detailed blog with other insight about all of that.

(A stick tap to Chris Johnston of Sportsnet for sending along the Julien quotes.)

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Rossi: Yep, it’s a rivalry. An ugly one at that.

BOSTON — Well, it’s a rivalry now.

Penguins-Bruins just went up a couple degrees, perhaps becoming hotter than Penguins-Flyers or Bruins-Canadiens.

What happened at TD Garden on Saturday night was many things to many people, but ugly is the best word I can find.

>> The GAMER sets up this blog entry: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5196807-74/penguins-orpik-bruins#axzz2mqyqvtku

>> KEY POINTS

*** Shawn Thornton will have an in-person hearing with the NHL’s Department of Player Safety. Thornton has no past history of suspension, or even a previous hearing; so, Brendan Shanahan will not have player precedent on which to base his decision.

*** This is Shanahan’s explanation for a 7-game suspension to Buffalo’s John Scott, who had never before had an illegal hit, for an early-season hit on Boston’s Loui Eriksson: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JukXH5gwm9U

*** James Neal will have a phone hearing, and there is precedent upon which Shanahan can rule. Neal was suspended for hits deemed “reckless” during the 2012 playoffs. He should get no more than five games because the hearing is by phone.

*** Brooks Orpik was knocked out, and that means he has a concussion. That means he will need to pass a cognitive baseline test before he can return to play. That means the Penguins are down three of their top-four defensemen: Orpik (concussion), Paul Martin (foot) and Rob Scuderi (broken ankle).

Robert Bortuzzo, who has played only once in 13 games, is about to be set free from coach Dan Bylsma’s doghouse.

>> ROSSI’S WORLD

Taking you INSIDE the Penguins, like me:

ONE… Bylsma is rarely emotional after defeats, and he did well to stay stoic after this loss to Boston. His reaction to Neal’s hit on Boston’s Brad Marchand, though, was telling. Bylsma, who could have chosen defense of Neal, offered that Neal “didn’t attempt to get out of the way.”

That is accurate based off the video replay.

Neal, for what it’s worth, said he should have tried to avoid Marchand.

He could have, based off the video replay.

TWO… Brandon Sutter acknowledged that the Penguins’ intent was to take it to the Bruins, physically, early.

Jarome Iginla tried to speak diplomatically, but he acknowledged that Orpik’s early check on Eriksson hit a nerve for the Bruins.

“I think emotions happened here,” Bruins coach Claude Julien said. “Why did that happen? Maybe you should ask yourself that question. Why did all that stuff happen afterwards? There has to be a reason it happened.”

How about these?

### A four-game sweep by Bruins in the East final that humiliated this core of Penguins more than any playoff elimination I’ve covered – and I’ve covered all of their playoff eliminations.

### Five straight games, dating to that series, decided by one goal, including all three this season.

### The Penguins’ need, seemingly, to prove to the Bruins they can play big-boy hockey. They tried to prove that in Game 1 of the conference final last season, and it backfired. The Penguins are tough. They do not need to prove that to any opponent. Continuously trying to prove that to Boston is a mistake. Macho doesn’t win championships. See the Blackhawks.

### If you polled the Penguins, Marchand would be the most disliked player, and the vote would probably not be close.

### And, finally, a belief, on both sides, that this third and final meeting would be a tone setter for what would be a rematch in the East final.

Emotions did happen here on Saturday night. Emotions aren’t always the best things.

THREE… Marc-Andre Fleury quickly left the dressing room, and probably not because he was worried about missing the team bus. He has a look about him when disgusted with himself, and he had that look after Zdeno Chara’s goal with 13 seconds remaining. That look had not left Fleury as he entered the room.

BONUS… Orpik spends his summers in Boston. He spent the early part of the NHL lockout training with several Bruins at Boston College, his alma mater. He has usually spoken highly of Thornton, so much that I always presumed they were on friendly terms. There are layers to what happened on Saturday night. It was not quite tragic, but it was something terrible.

>> THE READ

*** A previous blog post about the Iginla-Penguins dynamic, which might only add to what you’re thinking no matter what side you’re on: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/2013/12/06/rossi-another-streak-and-another-thought-on-iginla/#axzz2mfHL0TD2

*** A NOTER full of updates, including a promising one on Rob Scuderi: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5196810-74/penguins-scuderi-bylsma

*** My weekly #TribHKY Insider column, which was written before Orpik was injured, and now (at leas to me) feels out of place: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5177446-74/gluten-orpik-free#axzz2mqyqvtku

*** Jonathan Bombulie’s Gotta-Have-It AHL Penguins update: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5177441-74/penguins-team-baby#axzz2mqyqvtku

*** A special column by Dejan Kovacevic on the events from Saturday night: http://blog.triblive.com/dejan-kovacevic/2013/12/07/instant-column-hey-gary-this-bloods-on-your-hands/

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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December 7, 2013

 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Crosby’s best yet to come?

Good evening, hockey fans.

Before you watch the Penguins take on the Bruins tonight – Rob Rossi is on the scene in Baaaahston – I thought you’d like to check out this breakdown, and some lengthy thoughts, on Sidney Crosby’s first 500 games.

Crosby’s 500 games, by the numbers:

0-point games: 126 (25.2 percent)

 1-point games: 160 (32 percent)

 2-point games: 128 (25.6 percent)

 3-point games: 61 (12.2 percent)

 4-point games: 20 (4 percent)

 5-point games: 3 (0.6 percent)

 6-point games: 2 (0.4 percent) 

It took more than eight years and was hindered by a work stoppage, multiple concussions and a broken jaw.

 Sidney Crosby, however, finally reached the 500-game mark.

 And what did we learn about The Kid?

 Statistical data indicates that we possibly haven’t seen Crosby at his best just yet.

 Essentially, Crosby has been two different players in his career.

 I call it Mellon Crosby and Consol Crosby. Follow me here.

 Between October of 2005 and May of 2010, Crosby, while playing his home games at Mellon Arena, became an instant star. During this time, he averaged 1.36 PPG. Only four men in history – Wayne Gretzky, Mario Lemieux, Mike Bossy and Bobby Orr – averaged a higher number throughout their careers.

 Crosby and Alex Ovechkin were clearly the two best players in the league from 2006 to 2010, and you can make a compelling argument for either man during this stretch.

 I typically favor Crosby, given that he could beat you in so many different ways and beat Ovechkin in the classic 2009 playoff series. The league largely belonged to those two players.

 Crosby was great, a true superstar, and won a Stanley Cup and Olympic gold medal during the “Mellon Years.”

Coincidentally, I’m sure, Crosby, at 23, became a far superior player when the Penguins moved to Consol Energy Center in 2010. He blew past Ovechkin and the rest of the league, and has been unquestionably the world’s greatest player since that point. He also became a more unlucky one.

 In the 129 games Crosby has played since that season, he has averaged 1.55 points per game. This is a different ballgame than the mere 1.36 points per game he put up during the first stage of his career.

 You see, 1.55 points per game is very literally hockey god territory. Only Gretzky (1.92) and Lemieux (1.88, was 2.01 when he retired for the first time in 1997) have averaged a higher point per game total.

 Gretzky played the prime of his career in the 1980s, when almost three goals per game more were scored in NHL games. Lemieux also did a significant part of his damage before the mid-1990s robbed the game of much of its scoring.

 While Crosby doesn’t play in the lowest-scoring era in NHL history, it’s pretty close.

 And yet the numbers are positively astounding.

 I do believe the summer of 2010 was a pivotal time in Crosby’s development. His 2009-10 season, from a statistical standpoint, was a bizarre one. This marked the only time in Crosby’s career that he topped the 50-goal mark, and he also finished with an impressive 109 points.

 However, that season saw Crosby fail to register a point in 25 of his 81 games, easily the most in his career. But he also binged at times that season, which included three hat tricks, two five-point games and a six-point game.

 So, why was he inconsistent at times that season but a stunningly more impressive player in the next campaign?

 Give the Montreal Canadiens credit, I say.

 Crosby has told me that, even had the Penguins defeated the Canadiens in the second round of the Stanley Cup playoffs – the Habs closed down Mellon Arena in a Game 7 stunner – they likely wouldn’t have repeated as champions that spring.

 Why?

 He said the Penguins were absolutely exhausted.

 Consider the facts: The Penguins played into June in 2008, falling to Detroit in the Stanley Cup Final. The next season, they again beat Detroit, playing 24 primarily grueling playoff games. Those two springs represented 44 playoff games, more than half an additional season.

 Then, the next season saw most of the Penguins best players – Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, Sergei Gonchar, Marc-Andre Fleury, Brooks Orpik, etc… – participate in the intense drama that was the Vancouver Olympics during a regular season that showcased a condensed schedule.

 The Penguins were out of gas, and perhaps Crosby was, too.

 He was finally able to rest that summer, and his numbers subsequently skyrocketed.

 I maintain that late in 2010 – before the Winter Classic concussion in January – is probably the best I’ve seen Crosby play. He was remarkable at that point.

 Injuries have robbed Crosby of more than 100 games in his prime. He’ll never get those back, right? Well, maybe.

 During the lockout, I asked Crosby about the frustration he surely felt because he had missed so much time during his prime years. He didn’t give me a response that indicated any anger. Instead, he said the single most interesting thing I’ve ever heard a hockey player say.

 I didn’t tape record it and never used it in an article. But Crosby compared himself to a horse. No, really. He explained that, some horses are injured when they’re young and actually have their best legs later in life.

 Crosby then suggested that his prime could come in his late 20s or even past 30, while most great players – Gretzky, Lemieux, and Orr are classic examples – clearly peak between the ages of 22 and 28.

 I’m willing to bet that Crosby is about to get extremely hot. He’s finally healthy, and this is the time of year when he usually heats up.

 Crosby is better the more he plays. You’ll recall during the 2011-12 season, when he played in only 22 games, Crosby was all over the place. He produced that memorable four-point night against the Islanders during his “return” game, but Crosby also was held without a point in seven of his 22 games, an unusually high percentage for him

 The next season, Crosby was very nearly at the height of his power when he broke his jaw. He produced in the playoffs, but wasn’t the same.

 And now we have arrived in the 2013-14 season. Crosby’s season hasn’t been spectacular for his standards, but when you see how scoring has dropped in the league – 5.44 goals are being scored per game, compared to 6.17 in Crosby’s rookie season – he’s been terrific.

 October is often the worst month of his career, and he started this season in strong fashion, perhaps a sign that we’re witnessing one of his great seasons.

 It’s important to stay tuned, of course.

 Horse races always get better the longer they go.
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 by Rob Rossi
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Rossi: No Satisfaction (Iginla and the Penguins).

BOSTON — Perhaps the most telling sign of the impact Jarome Iginla did not make with the Penguins last season is that him playing against them is barely a passing thought going into a third game against the Bruins, with whom he signed in the offseason.

The Penguins never made an attempt to keep Iginla over the summer – probably an equally telling sign of his impact after his heralded arrival last season.

However, allow this to simmer:

The sense here is that Iginla, despite his public comments otherwise, always thought he was coming to the Penguins to play with Sidney Crosby.

That happened for only a few shifts, and even then only because of circumstances that necessitated something different.

Crosby’s preference was always to keep his linemates, Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis. (Given Iginla’s lack of burst and diminished hands in tight quarters – two attributes that belonged to Dupuis – Crosby was right to have that preference.)

That left Iginla for Evgeni Malkin and James Neal, but with no spot because Neal had established himself as a right winger, which was Iginla’s position. Also, Malkin preferred Neal to his right.

Keeping Crosby and Malkin happy is a necessity for any Penguins coach. They are, after all, the only players to which ownership and management has publicly attached “franchise” tags. They also have huge salaries, individual hardware and their names on the Stanley Cup.

Coach Dan Bylsma knew Iginla needed to play as a top-six forward because Iginla was NEVER going to be a content third-liner given his previous accomplishments and standing in the hockey world. Also, despite the criticism Bylsma received for playing Iginla on the off wing, imagine the uproar playing Iginla on a third line – not with either of the two superstar centers – would have created.

Something else to consider regarding Bylsma’s ultimate decision with Iginla: Crosby, with Kunitz and Dupuis, was chasing a second scoring title and MVP in his first healthy season in three years – and those three had formed the top scoring line in hockey; Malkin, with Neal as his right winger, had just won a first MVP and second scoring title, and those two were coming off first-team All-Star campaigns. Disrupting those dynamics did not make a lot of sense.

Alas, a player with Iginla’s credentials doesn’t go to the third line, not in the real world of egos and personalities. Bylsma prefers the term “manager” to “coach,” and he had to be one with all the star power in the Penguins’ room last season after Iginla’s arrival.

Iginla came to Pittsburgh as more of a folk hero than a significant piece of the puzzle. That was not his fault, but it was how he was perceived. Upon first seeing him in the dressing room last season, several Penguins players seemed in awe of Iginla’s presence. He was spoken of as a great guy, teammate, warrior and player.

I don’t know him as a guy. I don’t know him as a teammate. I did not see the warrior, and as a player he looked to be, at his best, only pretty good.

To be fair, Iginla had never been traded or played for another NHL team. It was, as he has since admitted, an adjustment, and he would have done things differently by being more of himself than somebody seemingly walking on eggshells.

GM Ray Shero said he anticipated Iginla being a difference maker on and off the ice for the Penguins.

Well, that was not going to happen on a third line, either.

So, the only place it could happen was on the left side of Malkin; were everybody involved – Shero, Bylsma, Iginla and Malkin – speaking honestly, they would surely say it probably was never going to happen that way.

Still, Bylsma knew needed to play Iginla in a prime spot on the ice to provide Iginla the clout to make an impact off it. That was especially true because Iginla was walking into an environment where there is a set leadership structure:

Crosby is the captain, the Penguins’ heart.

Malkin, the top alternate, is the soul.

Brooks Orpik, a second alternate, is the conscience.

Kunitz, also a second alternate, is the blood and the guts.

Dupuis – and this, as much as his performance last season, was why removing him from the top line was never an option – had become the cartilage.

Taking Dupuis off the top line, even for Iginla, would have done more than go against Crosby’s wishes. It would have upset a dressing room comprised of core players that have won together, and are extremely protective of one another.

There was never an ideal fit with the Penguins for Iginla.

Bylsma had anticipated that – but, as Shero said, “If you have a chance to get Jarome Iginla, you do it.”

He was right to take the chance.

Despite the obvious challenges Iginla joining the Penguins presented, those might have been overcome had he any time before the playoffs to actually practice as the off-side winger with Malkin and Neal. Malkin, as people tend to forget, was also hurt during the month of March that Crosby missed because of a broken ankle.

During his time on the Penguins when Crosby and Malkin were out, Iginla (as a right winger) found chemistry on a line with Brenden Morrow on the left wing and Jussi Jokinen at center. That line was destined to be broken up when Crosby and Malkin returned. It was, but partly because of the elephant in the Penguins’ room after Iginla arrived.

He was not right for Crosby, and Malkin had a better player to his right in Neal – and Iginla, a future Hall of Famer, a face of Canadian hockey, an icon, was not a third liner for anybody, even the star-studded Penguins.

He was in Pittsburgh to chase a Cup. Everybody tried to make it work, but it was never going to the way everyone envisioned it.

The suspicion here is there was a reason that in his first game against the Penguins as a Bruin he went after Crosby – and that reason wasn’t just because going after Crosby is what the Bruins do.

Iginla was happy to be a Penguin last season, but hardly satisfied with the Penguins. He was letting them, and Crosby, known as much.

Nothing gets the Penguins attention like a player going after Crosby.

There was and is no vocal expression of any lingering resentment between Iginla and his former Penguins teammates, especially Crosby. To the contrary, everybody has offered the right words publicly about last season.

Those words just ring a bit hollow if you pay closer attention.

All of this will be a story line if the Penguins and Bruins play again in the postseason, but the way things are going for the 36-year-old Iginla (5 goals, 15 points in 28 games) it is fair to wonder if he will matter by then.

>> The Penguins’ last loss was here.

If the next one is not, the winning could go on for a while.

Look, the Penguins are not a perfect club. Certainly, they are a club battling some serious injury problems; that was true before losing Malkin and Dupuis this week. (More on that later from the reporting of Josh Yohe, who was back in Pittsburgh with the club.)

However, the Penguins have dealt with worse injury situations during the Bylsma era – uh, January-May in 2011 stands out – and one thing has been consistent.

They win.

They stack wins, too.

Bylsma has steered the Penguins to winning streaks of 15, 11 and 12 in each of the last three seasons.

Two of those essentially wrapped up playoff berths and guaranteed home-ice advantage in at least Round 1. The 15-gamer last season basically locked up the top seed in the East.

The Penguins have won five consecutive games.

They face the Bruins, arguably their top competitor in the conference, at TD Garden on Saturday night.

Malkin, second only to Crosby in scoring, will not play. Dupuis might not. Top-four defensemen Rob Scuderi and Paul Martin are out, as they have been. The bottom six forwards that were comprised of three AHL regulars just lost one in Andrew Ebbett, so Harry Zolnierczyk has been recalled.

Yes, the Penguins still have Crosby, Kunitz and Neal, and Orpik and Kris Letang, and Marc-Andre Fleury ­– but the Bruins should feel good about themselves on Saturday night.

Of course, the San Jose Sharks felt good about themselves on Thursday night, and without Malkin (and Dupuis in the second half), the Penguins won, 5-1.

A look at the Penguins’ scheduled after Saturday night:

Columbus (Monday, at home), New Jersey (Friday, at home), Detroit (next Saturday, on the road), Toronto (next Monday, at home).

The Red Wings are without Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg. The Blue Jackets are without Sergei Bobrovsky. The Devils are without the advantageous lull of playing in front of empty seats in Newark, N.J.

So, there’s the Maple Leafs, a stylistic-problem for the Penguins, but also the team that failed to register a shot after the second period in their last trip to Pittsburgh.

The point  ­– long and winding – is that the Bruins might be all that stands between the Penguins, banged up as they may be, and another winning streak of double digits.

The Penguins have played more games than the nearest Metropolitan Division competition, but they still held an 11-point lead as of Friday. After facing Boston on Saturday, the Penguins finish December with only 4 of 11 games against opponents at .500 or above.

So, there is all that to think about as the snow falls back home.

>> Be smart. Be safe. Stay in.

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/11/#ixzz37VtSWWeW 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook 
 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Pens vs. West – there’s something to the results.

Matt Niskanen said there might be something to it.

That would be the suggestion that Western Conference clubs struggle with the Penguins’ system.

“There might be something to that,” Niskanen, a former Western player, said. “Detroit plays that puck possession game, but (the Red Wings) do things differently.

“I think the temp, in general, is a little faster here. In the West there’s more structure, guys are bigger, different styles. It can be tough (playing the Penguins) if you’re not used to it.

“(San Jose) has guys that can play at that pace, but if you don’t see it very often it’s tough to adjust.”

It was for the Sharks, who despite possessing the puck a lot and generating 45 shots –­ on 75 attempts ­– appeared unable to handle the Penguins’ transition game.

Western clubs always seem to struggle with that, even before the Penguins’ adopted their left-wing lock approach for this season.

This win, 5-1, was the Penguins’ 43rd in 67 games against the West under coach Dan Bylsma. They have failed to get a point in only 15 of those games.

That will be something to consider if the Penguins ever get back to the Stanley Cup Final.

Something else to consider:

The Sharks are beastly when it comes to advance measurements for puck possession and shots generated. That was the case in this game.

The Penguins handled themselves well, and they used their transition game to do it.

That’s what this left-wing lock is all about.

It’s about finding a way to generate offense when the opponent denies the Penguins’ the puck.

One game is too small a sample size, but it was notable how different the Penguins looked against San Jose than in the East Final.

>> THE READ

*** So, this Marc-Andre Fleury guy, how about him? THE GAMER: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5196631-74/penguins-fleury-crosby#axzz2mLC4c0mb

*** Evgeni Malkin did not play Thursday. Josh Yohe’s NOTER has the latest on that and another “Piece” of news: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5196634-74/malkin-center-penguins#axzz2mLC4c0mb

*** Columnist Dejan Kovacevic opines on Kris Letang: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5196648-74/letang-game-kovacevic#axzz2mLC4c0mb

>> ROSSI’S WORLD

Taking you INSIDE the Penguins, like me:

ONE… James Neal does not want to speak for opposing players, but he did admit Thursday that he “thinks about” how difficult it would be to play the Penguins when they are clicking as they did against San Jose.

“It’s hard to judge,” Neal said. “(Thursday), I thought we were physical on pucks, taking pucks to the nets – you think about what’s going through the Sharks minds when they come into our building. It’s obviously a difficult building to play in when you don’t come in much.

“Yeah, it can be (overwhelming). And we stuck with it. I think that’s the biggest thing.”

TWO… That was a nice, fitting video tribute to Tyler Kennedy, who scored the last goal that really mattered at The Igloo. Playing in Pittsburgh was good for Kennedy, and literally life altering. His fiancé is from Pittsburgh, so he’ll probably be back at some point (if not as a player).

THREE… Kennedy caught Brooks Orpik with a clean check early in the first period. Orpik seemed to grimace after the hit, a rarity for him. His response was to hunt checks. He was credited with four hits. It felt like there were a lot more.

The salary-cap is going to increase next season. By how much remains a differing opinion among teams’ executives. No matter the cap, somebody is going to pay Orpik, who took less money to stay with the Penguins in July 2008.

He is unlikely to do that again if he gets to free agency.

The Penguins’ best bet to keep him is going to be signing him to an extension during this season. So far, there is no indication of talks.

Orpik is one of the greatest Penguins, and still one of the few defensemen in the NHL that can play AND play physical.

To keep him, the Penguins will need to pay – and they’ll need to make some hard decisions.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Greetings, hockey fans:

It’s unfortunate that I must report the news that Evgeni Malkin is out of the lineup tonight. Watching the mighty Sharks take on the Penguins and all their star power won’t be as much fun without Malkin in the lineup. He has, after all, produced 19 points in his past nine games. Not a bad total.

 The Penguins have some interesting lineup decisions to make with Malkin out.

 San Jose is quite a hockey team, as you may see tonight. Should be interesting.

 Here’s all the information you need to know. Malkin’s injury doesn’t sound serious, but then, the Penguins might not yet be sure what the problem is. Check out the article below.

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

Jayson Megna-Jussi Jokinen-James Neal

Chris Conner-Brandon Sutter-Andrew Ebbett

Zach Sill-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Olli Maatta-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Deryk Engelland

Simon Despres-Matt Niskanen

Marc-Andre Fleury

I will warn you all, I’m totally guessing with these line combinations. Malkin’s injury did not take place until following the line rushes, so it’s difficult to say precisely what Dan Bylsma will do tonight. Personally, I’d love to see Crosby and Neal on the same line for game. But then, we don’t want Team Canada seeing how that would look, eh?

I’m assuming Jokinen will center that line. Certainly seems logical to me. But, we’ll see a number of different looks tonight.

Injury update

Aside from the Malkin injury, there is some significantly good news to report. Defenseman Rob Scuderi has skated four times during the past week and is improving by the day. Bylsma said that Scuderi’s workouts have become more “rigorous” during the past couple of days and it sounds like the veteran has responded nicely. Also, Tanner Glass has been skating this week and is around a week from returning to practice, according to Bylsma.

It looks like Chuck Kobasew is good to play tonight, by the way, should the Penguins elect that option.

Watch For This N’ At

= The Sharks are a wondrously talented hockey team without an apparent weakness. Be prepared to be impressed. They’ve only lost three games in regulation, and two of their stars, Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau, have long been a thorn in the Penguins’ side.

= If you’re going to the game tonight, make sure you have your cell phone charged. The Penguins are asking fans to participate in their pregame, holiday video. Consol Energy Center is going to turn completely dark, with only the scoreboard and lights in the crowd creating some brightness.

= At the first TV timeout, the Penguins are going to show a video honoring for Stanley Cup champion Tyler Kennedy.

The Read

= Updates on all the injuries

= TK’s emotional return to Pittsburgh

= Zach Sill gets vote of confidence

Enjoy the hockey game. Even without Geno in the lineup, there will be no shortage of star power.

— Yohe
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December 4, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: A satisfying – and perhaps pivotal – victory.

UNIONDALE, N.Y. – That was one pleased Penguins’ dressing room after a 3-2 overtime victory over the Islanders at the Coliseum.

Reminiscent of a win at Philadelphia last season; The Vokoun Game, as I like to think of it. The Penguins fell behind, looked to be (again) falling apart amid some Flyers’ headgames. Vokoun spoke up during the first intermission. The Penguins turned in two inspired periods, won – and that was THAT regarding the Flyers’ mental command over them.

This victory, a full rally from 2-0, felt a lot like that for the Penguins.

They were awful – a word many of them used – in the opening period. Their goalie, Marc-Andre Fleury, who really needed a strong performance, had allowed a blah-goal. Their top defenseman, Kris Letang, continued to defy his immense talent with puzzling decisions and passes. Even their most consistent player not named Sidney Crosby or Evgeni Malkin, this guy being Chris Kunitz, was turning over the puck.

The Islanders were playing fast, opportunistic hockey, and their fans – and there were not a lot – were into this one.

It looked and felt like the playoffs, where the Penguins had to hang on for dear life against what seemed an upstart foe.

Captain Sidney Crosby, who was wow-gosh brilliant over the final 25 minutes, had this to offer Tuesday night:

“It was pretty similar,” Crosby said. “They started pretty hard, capitalized on their chances, and we were sitting back a bit. We stayed with it, though.

“I’m sure that (playoff) experience helped us. We had been there before.”

James Neal said he thought this victory would be one the Penguins can call upon when times get tough, as they will, assuredly.

“The biggest thing is the way we found a way to win,” Neal said. “We didn’t have our best stuff. We kept turning pucks over. It felt like they kept coming back on us, 3-on-2, over and over again.

“We kind of found our game even though we strayed away from it.”

These clubs have played three one-goal games this season.

The Penguins have won two of them.

For all the worry the Islanders cause Penguins fans, keep this in mind:

What did the Islanders in last postseason was an inability – probably stemming from lack of experience – to put the Penguins away.

They still have not learned how to do that.

Until they do, this rivalry will remain a white-knuckler, but it will remain as it has for some time: one-sided.

The Penguins are now 18-5-1 in their last 24 against the Islanders.

Results matter.

>> Call it a comeback. The GAME STORY: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5187397-74/penguins-crosby-islanders

>> NOTED leads with Evgeni Malkin’s puzzling No. 2 star for Movember: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5187404-74/malkin-star-penguins#axzz2mLC4c0mb

>> ROSSI’S WORLD

Three bits to take you inside the Penguins, like me.

ONE… Ask one question to any of these four men – Crosby, Malkin, Neal and Kunitz – and they all answer similarly.

The question: Do you feel there is more pressure this year for your scoring to help carry this team?

Their answer: Not really.

They are being modest.

Crosby, Kunitz and Neal have combined to score 38 of the Penguins’ 87 goals. That is 44.5 percent. Malkin has contributed on 37 of those 87, or 42.5 percent.

The cap is down by $6 million.

The Penguins, banged up as are many clubs, have six would-be AHL regulars among their 23-man roster.

This is a team constructed to have its four highest cap-count forwards to carry it.

Crosby and Malkin ($8.7 million apiece), Neal ($5 million) and Kunitz ($3.725 million; slightly less than Pascal Dupuis’ $3.75 million) combined to take up $17.425 million of the $64.3 million cap, or 27.1 percent.

This season, it is all about what those four forwards can do. They have to be great.

They’ve been mostly awesome.

And Neal is actually on pace to lead the team in goals, which is remarkable considering he missed the first month.

Neal has scored 70 goals in his last 134 games since switching from left to right wing. He is 26.

This guy is in his prime, and he is providing a lot more than scoring, too.

Neal’s game has improved ­– to these eyes, anyway – since he joined the Penguins. He is aggressive on the puck, which he moves well through the neutral zone; he is willing to play physical; and he is smarter than most.

His IQ is a big reason he scores as he does. Neal is open a lot, and that is no accident. He has an elite talent for finding soft spots in the offensive zone. From those, he can get off that potent shot from a lot of bad angles.

Neal practices shooting from those angles, which is why those shots almost always require a goalie to make a save.

He is a thinking man’s sniper.

Great player that guy, so much more than just a goal scorer, really; and when he’s on, as he was in Round 2 against the Senators last season, this team goes from good to great.

TWO… Fleury did need that win. He was deadly serious when saying he had not forgotten the way his playoffs ended on the Island last season.

The biggest difference, at least in terms of body language, between this Fleury and the one I’ve known for eight years is that he legitimately seems not to care what anybody outside the Penguins’ room thinks of him.

That is noteworthy after this victory because there were a lot of eyes from players inside that room on Fleury after Kyle Okposo’s second goal Tuesday. It was a leaker, and it might have been the first chance this season for Penguins’ teammates to really start doubting their go-to goalie.

Fleury was magnificent after that goal, and not one teammate missed a chance to praise his penalty-shot denial of Frans Nielsen, who 2-for-2 in that situation.

That might have been the biggest save of Fleury’s season, and not because it gave the Penguins a chance to win this game.

It probably, at least until the playoffs, saved teammates from any doubt he was the guy they have believed him to be – a big-time goalie.

Remember that save if this postseason ends differently than the last four.

THREE… Ray Shero, post room availability, as he saw me sprinting up the runway that leads to the steps to the media box at Nassau Coliseum, “Whoa. Hey, Rob.”

Me: “Sorry, Ray.”

Shero: “No, I get it – deadlines. Plus, it’s a good workout for you.”

He made a good point.

He also made some time, a bit of it actually, before the game on Tuesday for Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli – a good friend to Shero, and perhaps he who presides over the East club most challenging to the Penguins.

>> HEAR HERE

Josh Yohe has the club on Wednesday. He’s your man.

Catch me on the following radio shows: Penguins Live with Steve Kolbe (3:40 p.m., Penguins HD Radio 24/7 and TribLIVE Radio), the David Todd Show (4:30 p.m., 970-AM).

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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December 3, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Can Pens wrap miserable Metro this month?

Another Hockey Day arrives with each Metropolitan Division club having lost the previous night. The Rangers, Devils and Flyers combined to score four goals in their defeats Monday night.

Not sure what, but it surely says something that the Penguins have the fewest points among current division leaders and the biggest lead. Among clubs beneath the Penguins in the Metro standings, only the Capitals have more wins than losses.

Their game against the Islanders on Tuesday night is one of 14 the Penguins will play to wrap up the 2013 calendar year. There are some tough ones, notably against San Jose (41 points), Boston (38), Minnesota (37) and Detroit (35).

Counting this one against the Islanders, though, the Penguins are set to play eight games against opponents that begin Tuesday without more wins than losses.

Six of those games are against Metro foes.

Two points from those games are not guaranteed, but the Penguins are set up to provide themselves a big, big, big lead by New Year’s Day.

>> The AM Skate from Nassau Coliseum is about an hour away, and I will pass along any updates on Twitter. @RobRossi_Trib… as if you didn’t know. (You did, right? #AffirmationWatch)

>> Chris Adamski had the club on Monday, and he turned out these reports:

*** JEFF ZATKOFF IS COMING ALONG NICELY, NO? http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5178286-74/zatkoff-penguins-game

*** BILL GUERIN GOES INTO THE U.S. HOCKEY HALL, AND OTHER ASSORTED NOTES: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5178288-74/guerin-penguins-weight#axzz2mLC4c0mb

*** TWO OF MY BEST BILLY G STORIES: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/2013/12/02/tribhky-insider-on-bill-guerin-whose-own-story-includes-a-place-in-the-u-s-hof/

>> The resignation of Comcast-Spectacor president Peter Luukko was a real stunner. Details here from Frank Seravalli of the Philadelphia Daily News: http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20131203_Luukko_suddenly_leaves_Flyers__Comcast-Spectacor.html

Despite their on-ice rivalry, the Penguins and Flyers have in recent years become partners in some off-ice initiatives, specifically aimed at youth hockey in Pennsylvania. Also, both clubs have made it known that any outdoor game at Penn State’s Beaver Stadium should, in their minds, be an extension of the Commonwealth Cold War. (Though, neither club has agreed to surrender a home date for a neutral-site game, according to NHL officials.)

Luukko and his Penguins counterpart, CEO David Morehouse, had formed a very good business relationship. Not saying that business harmony between the Penguins and Flyers won’t continue with Luukko out in Philadelphia, but it is something worth noting after news of his resignation.

>> Via the Twitter Machine, @MJBeno asks about the toughest “non-Gretzky” NHL record to break? Have at it, but I don’t see anybody catching Martin Brodeur’s still-going marks for career wins and shutouts.

>> Did you see that crowd in Seattle for the NFL’s Saints-Seahawks game on Monday night? Did you hear it? Those people are like that for MLS games, too. The old SuperSonics’ NBA crowds were insane before that league abandoned a great market.

When serious talk about NHL expansion begins – and this is with all due respect to Canadian markets such as Quebec City and Toronto – Seattle needs to be a big part of that discussion. The first major indoor league back in that city will own it during the winter, and the NHL should beat the NBA to that loose puck.

>> Long Island is not the best place for a beat reporter’s health to take a turn toward congestion. Let’s leave it at that.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

December 2, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

#TribHKY Insider: On Bill Guerin, whose own story includes a place in the U.S. HOF.

If Bill Guerin knows you then you have a Bill Guerin story.

On this great day for Guerin – when he is justifiably recognized as a Real American Hockey Legend with induction into the United States Hockey Hall of Fame – I share two that best showcase the man behind the remarkable hockey player.

APRIL 2009…

A night before, the Penguins had failed to wrap Round 1 of an opening playoff series against the Flyers, losing Game 5 at Mellon Arena.

I recall that night for Guerin twice turning my questions about the defeat into an opportunity to deliver his own message through the media. Frustrated – shocking, right? – I had bailed form his scrum to find other players that might provide me a better quote, or at least an answer with less spin.

Apparently, my frustration was visible.

This was a new day, however; and, anyway, there were no hard feelings.

Of course, I began thinking there were hard feelings when Guerin approached me from the other end of the lounge area inside the Penguins dressing room.

Our conversation began pleasant enough, him asking, as he always does, “What’s up, buddy?”

I inquired if he had better answers for me today.

Guerin laughed.

“C’mon, my answers are always awesome,” Guerin said.

It is entirely possible I rolled my eyes.

Guerin moved closer.

It is entirely possible I thought this might turn ugly.

Guerin, plainly and calmly and in a near whisper, explained his reactions to my questions from the night before.

“I know what you were looking for,” he said, “and you should know that I’m not going to give it to you.”

I let him continue. I asked him to speak up.

I fear my hearing has not improved.

“This is probably my last chance,” he said. “Ray (Shero) brought me here to help these guys win the Cup. I know what it takes to win the Cup. I know there can’t be any distractions. I’m not going to be the guy that is a distraction, especially when we are still winning this series.”

It is entirely possible I attempted to argue that truthfully answering a question from a local beat scribe might not become the distraction that Guerin seemingly presumed it would.

“You’re not stupid, buddy,” Guerin. “It absolutely would become a distraction – and, again, I’m just not going to be that guy. You can keep trying, but I’m not going to help you out.

“Any other way I can help, though…”

That implication confused me, so I asked Guerin if we were OK.

“OK? Dude, I loved those questions,” he said. “If I were you, I would have asked the same questions. It was great the way you came back a second time. Those were the right questions. I just wasn’t going to answer them; but, yeah, we’re OK. Plus, you like ‘The Boss,’ so you can’t be all bad.”

Almost five full years later, I have no idea what questions I asked Guerin the night the Penguins lost Game 5 against the Flyers in Round 1 of their eventual march to the Stanley Cup.

I hope to never forget the exchange Guerin and I shared a day later.

NOVEMBER 2011…

Guerin, recently retired, recognized me among a group of reporters near the stage at Soliders and Sailors Memorial Hall and Museum, where Bruce Springsteen has joined Joe Grushecky and the Houserockers for a concert to celebrate the wonderful album “American Babylon.” We chat on and off throughout the concert.

Near its end, Guerin finds me and asks of my post-concert plans.

I have none.

“There is a party,” Guerin said. “You should come.”

I shamelessly asked for his help in landing an invite.

“Dude, you’re with me, you’re good,” Guerin said.

The part started backstage, where I heaped deserved praise on the Houserockers, and carried onto Diesel, on the South Side. There, Guerin and I celebrate his birthday with a small dose of … well, let’s call it Kool-Aid.

What felt like a few minutes passed. I caught Guerin catching me looking around the dark room.

“He’s here,” Guerin said.

I smiled, nodded and offered a high five.

“You know what, let’s go say hi,” Guerin said.

It is entirely probable I froze.

Up some steps we walked, then through a door. Inside the room we entered was a circle of people, all sipping … let’s call it Kool-Aid.

“Just let me do the talking,” Guerin said.

Within minutes, Guerin was recognized.

“Hockey player, right?” Springsteen said, pointing at Guerin.

Guerin smiled. Springsteen stood. They did that handshake/hug thing most guys have tried – and failed – to master.

“New Jersey Devils,” Springsteen said, after sitting down.

“Actually, I just retired,” Guerin said.

Springsteen made a joke.

I would share, but I don’t remember. One dares not inaccurately tell a joke told by “The Boss.”

“I finished with Pittsburgh,” Guerin said. “That’s how I know Joe.”

Springsteen looked at Grushecky, his longtime friend. Grushecky blessed Guerin with an approving eye glance/nod combo.

(It is worth nothing right now that Grushecky is criminally underappreciated in his own town; and “Babylon” is one of 10 best rock and roll albums of the 1990s; and Grushecky and the Houserockers deserve your support.)

Springsteen informed Grushecky that Guerin played for the Devils’ first Stanley Cup team. That is when they met, Guerin told me later.

Though, at this point on this evening, all I remember is what felt like a glare in my direction from Springsteen.

Guerin noticed it, too.

“He’s with me,” Guerin said. “He is a writer. He wrote about me when I played with Pittsburgh.”

Springsteen grumbled something about “the media.”

It is absolutely a sure thing that I gulped.

“He’s a good guy,” Guerin said.

See, NOW I appreciated Guerin’s willingness to spin a response.

With that, Springsteen’s attention turned elsewhere. Guerin and Grushecky began talking. A few minutes later, somebody from the circle, which now included Guerin, screams “Hey!”

I turned to from where the sound came.

“Hey writer, media,” Springsteen said. “You want something?”

Springsteen pointed to a silver container of… let’s call it Kool-Aid bottles.

He stood, grabbed one and handed it to me.

“Have one,” Springsteen said. “I’m the boss.”

I don’t remember anything after that.

Except this…

Several days later, a text from Guerin popped onto my phone screen.

“So, how many people have you told about meeting Bruce,” Guerin said.

Three years later, and I’m telling everybody.

Those are my Bill Guerin Stories, and they felt necessary to share on this special day of his.

>> The group Guerin will join: http://www.ushockeyhall.com/enshrinees.cfm

>> Evgeni Malkin was the NHL’s No. 1 star for last week. It is his second award for November, for which he will probably be the overall No. 1 star. But he’s not among the best players in the world, right? Whatever.

>> Josh Yohe’s examination of newfound emotional maturity by these Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5139730-74/penguins-season-penalty

>> Chris Adamski, the latest addition to Team #TribHKY, has the club and all the news you need. Follow him @cadamski_Trib.

>> I will hit yinz up from Long Island, which is where I’m headed now.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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December 1, 2013

 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: You sure about needing another goalie?

Good evening, hockey fans.

I feel bad. Jeff Zatkoff played the best game of his NHL career tonight, and I hardly mentioned it in my game story because of Evgeni Malkin’s brilliance.

 If you missed the game, you missed a virtuoso Malkin performance. The center produced a goal, three assists and was simply magnificent all game. He now trails Sidney Crosby by a single point for the NHL scoring lead. Unreal stuff.

 But let’s giving Zatkoff some credit, too.

 The Penguins did not play a good game tonight. In fact, they were out-shot by the lowly Panthers by a 40-22 margin, which must be one of the worst shot deficits of the Dan Bylsma era.

 And honestly, I’d estimate about 15 of those shots were legitimately good scoring opportunities for the Cats.

 But it didn’t matter, because Zatkoff was that good.

 And really, he’s been good.

 For all that people want to rip the kid and demand the Penguins locate a veteran backup, should Tomas Vokoun be unable to play again this season, may I remind you that Zatkoff is now 4-2.

 And that he’s won four straight game.

 And that he’s looked pretty good in doing so, literally looking more and more comfortable in each outing.

 I’m not saying Zatkoff is going to be a longtime NHL goalie, but I’m not saying he isn’t. This was a far different goaltender than the one we saw last month, in Florida, making his NHL debut.

 The Penguins didn’t play well that night, and they weren’t a whole lot better tonight.

 But the real Evgeni Malkin showed up. And perhaps the real Jeff Zatkoff did, too.

Couple of other things from tonight:

= Tomas Vokoun met with the media, and that article will be posted shortly on the Trib’s website. Basically, he doesn’t know whether or not he will play hockey again because of his blood clot issues. Give it a read. You’ll sense a very conflicted man, one who wants to play hockey again but who will always put his family first. He’s truly one of the likeable men in sports, and I’d love to see him play again. More than anything, however, I hope he lives a long, happy life. He deserves it.

= Seriously, Malkin is on a different planet right now. Dude is unstoppable, that slump very much a thing of the past. He didn’t score goals like he should have early in the season, and that remains indisputable. What also is indisputable is that he has been the team’s best player during the past two weeks. You know, the team that employs Sidney Crosby. These two are going to battle for the scoring title this year, and it’s going to be fun to watch.

= Good to see Joe Vitale notch his first goal of the season. He isn’t the league’s most talented player, but few guys work harder than Vitale. Night in, night out, the guy busts his tail and has become a very good fourth liner. Nice to see him get rewarded.

= Simon Despres, anyone? Yeah, I’m impressed, too. Nice outing for him, a third straight one, in fact. All the Penguins do is win when he’s in the lineup. Hard to deny. 

= Malkin was good tonight, he even won eight of 12 faceoffs. 

= Let’s give Dan Bylsma some credit. Of the 22 players on the current roster, six were pegged to begin the season in Wilkes-Barre. And yet the Penguins have a seven-point lead in their division. That isn’t the sign of a poorly coached team. 

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 28, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

#TribHKY POSTGAME: On Letang caring, Zatkoff thinking, Malkin scoring and Orpik battering.

A lot will be made about Kris Letang between now and when the Penguins next play at home.

Too much, probably.

Certainly, too much about what has him frustrated – particularly the part about him paying attention to public criticism of his performances dating to last postseason.

So, the problem people have is that he cares what they think?

Right.

Letang has proven himself many things in our seven seasons together.

Mostly, he has proven himself a deeply introspective person, somebody that cares deeply what people think of him and about his place within the organization and sport he loves.

The promise of big money – like the $58 million guaranteed to him starting next season – will not change this about Letang.

It should not change this about Letang.

His want to play on the power play and perform is not selfish. He desires to represent his country at the Olympics, and at 26 this may prove his last great chance. Racking power-play points could give him an edge on competition that is a deep corps of defensemen for Canada.

His want to carry the puck is not misguided. Few players at his position, perhaps only Ottawa’s Erik Karlsson, can match Letang’s ability to dictate offensively. The puck is better served on his stick blade.

His want to be recognized as the Penguins’ top defenseman is not unreasonable. Money only means so much. The respect of coaches and management can mean more to a player that is set financially for generations.

Letang is unfairly labeled a lot of ways within the media and by fans.

Criticize his performance, not his thoughts.

And remember when doing that that his biggest crime is that he cares.

>> What has Letang so frustrated? Read all about it: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5157570-74/letang-season-penguins#axzz2lmT0ecIp

>> Another injury to a key defenseman has the Penguins in a bind: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5139532-74/martin-bylsma-played#axzz2lmT0ecIp

>>  Josh Yohe on the AHL callups: http://triblive.com/sports/-topstories/5144184-74/barre-wilkes-penguins#axzz2lmT0ecIp

>> Penguins 6, Maple Leafs 5 – and it was wild: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5139531-74/dec-penguins-jan#axzz2lmT0ecIp

>> ROSSI’S RULINGS

*** Jeff Zatkoff’s quote in the game story offers a glimpse of something we see daily from the Penguins’ backup goalie. He is as contemplative a quote as almost anybody I’ve covered. Talking to goalie coach Mike Bales, it is clear that Zatkoff’s sharp mind makes him ideally suited to go long stretches without playing. As Bales has said, Zatkoff gets more out of a practice than almost anybody.

*** A Russian TV crews has spent the last two days following around Evgeni Malkin, of whom a lot more is being asked (media wise) because the upcoming Winter Olympics are in his native Russia. Malkin claims to hate this kind of attention. If he keeps up this white-hot pursuit of teammate Sidney Crosby in the scoring race, it will not go away.

You might have noticed Malkin is playing in all three zones more than at any time during recent regular-season memory. That is no accident. Alex Ovechkin noted that Malkin’s role could be different for Russia than it is the Penguins. That role, at least at even strength, will likely be difference-making third-line center.

Remember what Jordan Staal meant to the Penguins during the 2009 Stanley Cup run? Malkin is Russia’s Staal.

Shudder at the thought Dan Bylsma probably does.

*** Brooks Orpik played 26 minutes against Toronto. No wonder he headed straight for the training room. He is 33, and has played 744 hard NHL games. Indeed, the Penguins are banged up on defense, but Orpik cannot be overextended. He is too important for the playoff run to beat up now.

Be THANKFUL for each other,

Rossi
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November 27, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

#TribHKY Insider: On Letang’s frustration, Despres’ development, and 300 sellouts.

It’s been developing for a while. It may still be developing.

No matter, because an injury to Paul Martin (broken tibia, out 4-6 weeks) could give Kris Letang the opportunity he needs to get himself in the right place.

The latest on Martin’s injury: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5139532-74/letang-penguins-martin#axzz2lmT0ecIp

Now, about Letang…

He is not a pleased Penguins, hasn’t been for a while. Some points of his frustration:

*** Before Martin’s injury, Letang had been replaced on the top power play unit. He believed that hurt his chances to impress Team Canada management for an Olympic roster spot.

*** He has not had a regular defense partner since the 2010-11 season. Rob Scuderi was supposed to be that guy this season, but Letang (right knee) began the season injured, and Scuderi (broken ankle) was hurt in their second game together.

*** The right knee is not feeling great, thought it is healthy enough for him to play. (He plays a lot, though; almost 25 minutes.)

*** He does not believe he is carrying the puck this season as in previous campaigns. The Penguins’ previously used a defensive system that favored quick puck movement between defensemen, one that often allowed Letang to lead rushes; but they have switched to a neutral-zone system that keeps three skaters – and both defensemen – behind the puck.

*** Lingering disappointment over public criticism of his style and big contract (eight years, $58 million). Also, Letang feels he took a majority of the heat for the Penguins’ sweep from the 2013 Eastern Conference final, in which he joined centers Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin in not producing a point.

*** Carryover from a tough contract negotiation last summer, not getting a full no-trade clause, and the revelation that Martin was rated by some within the organization as the best defenseman last season, even though Letang was a first-time Norris Trophy nominee.

Most of these issues can and should resolve themselves.

Letang, a very introspective player, probably would benefit most from a stretch of strong play that was supplemented by individual results. He is not unlike Malkin in that regard.

However, the stuff about Letang’s disappointment with public criticism and the carryover from the contract negotiations – that is something that likely will stick around.

It’s not ever as simple as the player getting over it, as some will undoubtedly suggest.

That is especially true with a player such as Letang, who pays particular attention to the perception of him.

>> DESPRES DOING IT

Simon Despres has spent the past two months doing everything the Penguins have asked. He has produced three goals, 11 points and a plus-13 rating.

All of that has happened with AHL affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

All of that has happened in a fifth season after the Penguins selected him 30th overall at the 2009 NHL Entry Draft.

All of that has happened after another former first-round pick, Olli Maatta, taken 22nd overall in 2012, has played in every game for the Penguins this season.

Maatta is 19. Despres is 22.

A few weeks back, Penguins assistant to the general manager Tom Fitzgerald emphatically spoke of Despres as still having a bright future with the Penguins. Fitzgerald said he was impressed with Despres’ approach to and play in AHL even though beginning the season there was a disappointment.

The Penguins wanted to see a lot from Despres in the AHL’s first couple of months. Mostly, they wanted to see from him maturity on and off the ice. They wanted from him assertiveness, leadership and dependability.

By all accounts, that is what Despres provided many of the days.

His focuse was on defense, more than at any time in his career. He played with Philip Samuelsson, finding chemistry with a more stay-at-home partner.

Though he did not play on the top power play unit Game 13, Despres said he “liked being a go-to guy” as the top penalty killer.

If not making the Penguins out of training camp was

Despres was recalled to the NHL on Wednesday morning.

If his future remains bright – and as a big defenseman with puck-moving skills whom the Penguins ultimately see as being a potential shutdown-pairing partner for somebody, his future should remain bright – his first couple of months from this season may have signaled the flipping of a switch.

Despres is back in the NHL because of Martin’s injury.

>> Martin and winger Tanner Glass are now on injured reserve.

>> Forwards Jayson Megna and Chris Conner each received their second recalls from the AHL, also on Wednesday.

>> Winger Matt D’Agostini was claimed by the Buffalo Sabres on Wednesday. He finished without a goal and only a point in eight games with the Penguins, who signed him to a one-year (one-way) deal over the summer.

Again, if the key for successful management of a hockey club is having your mistakes be made on short-term deals, Ray Shero may be the very best general manager in the NHL.

Think of one long-term deal he has done that is hurting the Penguins.

>> The Penguins play the Maple Leafs at Consol Energy Center on Wednesday night. It is a great time for the organization to give thanks to its true foundation – all of you.

A look at the Trib’s celebration of 300 straight home sellouts in Pittsburgh: http://triblive.com/sports/-topstories/5138375-74/streak-penguins-season#axzz2lmT0ecIp

>> Great design work here from the Trib’s Matt Rosenberg:

Pens300

>> A bunch of Radio/TV hits today: TV – Root Sports Pregame (7:15 p.m.); That’s Hockey (TSN, tbd). RADIO – The Mark Madden Show (3:30 p.m.); Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:40 p.m.).

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 26, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

#TribHKY Insider: Niskanen sees benefit to recent inconsistency.

So, Matt Niskanen offered a thought Tuesday that is worth noting.

The Penguins battled back in Boston on Monday. That game is one that past Penguins squads may have let get out of hand, Niskanen said.

Hey, it’s something, right?

It is something, actually.

Thing of some of the things tasking the Penguins:

◦Failing to produce goals during otherwise dominant first periods

◦Offensive inconsistency

◦Establishing a third-line identity

Notice that injuries – and there have been many – was not among that group.

That was an intentional omission.

As Niskanen pointed out, this group is well versed in overcoming injury-related adversity. Been there, done that.

The other kind of adversity, the kind that a championship-caliber club is most often forced to overcome, has washed over these Penguins.

That is a great thing.

The Penguins are so talented, they often can reel off winning streaks without playing excellent, often without even improving during a run of victories.

They are 8-8-1 since a 7-1-0 start. They are being forced to find themselves, even though their two bright stars – Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin – have played in every game.

That the Penguins are not thriving with Crosby and Malkin as lineup staples is actually a blessing. Some searching should do these Penguins good.

Early struggles steel championship teams for the boiling pot that is the Stanley Cup playoffs.

>> Olli Maatta has begrudgingly skipped some off-ice training sessions the last few weeks. He is not hurt. He is aware that he has never played this many games at such a high level in such a short period of time. Maatta, 19, may be physically mature beyond his age, but he is even wiser. He talked Tuesday of knowing he needs to rest, how he is feeling that an 82-game regular season is a taxing grind.

Of course, the problem for the Penguins, who are dealing with injuries to two top-four defensemen (Rob Scuderi and Paul Martin), is there is not a great way of giving Maatta a blow.

>> Coach Dan Bylsma, speaking in advance of the Penguins’ 300 consecutive home sellouts, offered his top three moments of this streak. He failed to mention the raising of the Cup banner for which he was responsible. Proof, perhaps, that it really does feel like more than three-plus years since the Penguins played a game at Civic Arena.

>> Forward Brian Gibbons was re-assigned to the AHL on Tuesday. He scored a goal and produced two points in five games.

>> The latest on Martin: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5139464-74/martin-penguins-bylsma#axzz2lmT0ecIp

>> Josh Yohe’s GAME RECAP from Boston: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5138955-74/penguins-crosby-game#axzz2lmT0ecIp

>> Yohe’s report on Beau Bennett’s long-term injury: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5138969-74/penguins-nhl-malkin#axzz2lmT0ecIp

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/12/#ixzz37VtWHHTm 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook 
 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Pregame Pens/Bruins blog

Greetings, hockey fans. The Penguins are suddenly banged up. Here’s what we know: 

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings: 

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis 

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

Brian Gibbons-Brandon Sutter-Matt D’Agostini

Zach Sill-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams 

Olli Maatta-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

Matt Niskanen-Robert Bortuzzo

Marc-Andre Fleury

Tanner Glass is missing from the lineup, and this could be a big problem for the Penguins. He has been quite a reliable presence this year, and easily the Penguins’ most physical forward. With Bennett injured, expect the usual Crosby line with Dupuis and Kunitz to remain intact. 

Injury update

The news isn’t real promising. Beau Bennett is already on the injured reserve list and coach Dan Bylsma made it quite clear that he won’t be returning to the lineup for a while. Tanner Glass isn’t playing tonight, and it sounds like his injury could be significant. He was clearly holding his hand after blocking two consecutive P.K. Subban bombs from the point against Montreal on Saturday. Expect more conclusive news on those two following the game.

Watch For This N’ At

=This isn’t the most enjoyable of road trips for Sidney Crosby. Against Montreal, Tomas Plekanec and Subban absolutely drove him nuts. Two nights later, he gets to deal with Patrice Bergeron and Zdeno Chara all night, and the Bruins will have the last change, so you know he’ll be seeing them a ton. Even for a player of Crosby’s greatest, that isn’t a fun test. 

= The Penguins may have been swept against Boston last spring, but believe it or not, they usually play well against the Bruins. In fact, they haven’t lost a regular season game here since November of 2009. 

= When the Penguins are at their best against Boston, they’re being physical with Chara. Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis will be on the ice against him most of the night, and it will be up to them to push Chara around, as much as a man of his size can be pushed around, anyway.

= Evgeni Malkin was just named the NHL’s No. 1 star of the weekend, and deservedly so. He’s been brilliant at times, his slump now over. He usually plays well against Boston.

The Read

Here’s a look at Marc-Andre Fleury’s relationship with new goaltending coach Mike Bales: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5139611-74/fleury-bales-penguins#axzz2lgMNtyNc

Enjoy the hockey game, dear readers. Should be a good one. 

- Yohe
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Pens fans: 5 best road trips for fans

Greetings, hockey fans.

 If you’re a Pittsburgh sports fan, you’ll no doubt agree that it’s your birthright to follow your favorite sports teams on the road.

 This has become more of a Steelers fan thing over the years, but the more I cover the Penguins, the more I see fans in airports and opposing arenas, following the Penguins around North America.

 Given that I’ve been to pretty much every road venue, I thought I’d share a list of the top five places to visit. Since one of the two cities I haven’t visited is Winnipeg – Nashville is the other – I won’t include it on the list, much to the chagrin of a certain columnist at The Trib.

 Without any further ado, here’s the list. 

1. Montreal

This was a pretty easy decision. If you’ve never been to Montreal, think of New Orleans, only cleaner and obsessed with hockey. The arena experience is wonderful and really, the whole city and is simply reeking of awesomeness.

 I don’t know anyone who doesn’t love Montreal. It’s Canada’s version of Las Vegas and New Orleans. If you can’t have a good time here, then you can’t have a good time anywhere.

 And did I mention the arena experience? It’s my favorite building in the league, for a lot of reasons. The Montreal fans are as passionate as they come. There is never a dull moment, and even though the Bell Centre isn’t the Montreal Forum, you can still sense the hockey history by attending a home Canadiens game.

 If you’re a hockey fan, you have to come here for a game once in your life. Trust me.

 (Note: If you fly here, don’t get a rental car. Cabs will take you everywhere you need. You don’t want to drive here. The French are pretty cool, but they drive way too fast.)

2. Tampa

Just because you love hockey doesn’t mean you can’t love warm weather, right?

 I’m a huge Tampa fan. Logistically speaking, it’s easy to get there from Pittsburgh – it’s a really inexpensive direct flight – and there are lots of quality, reasonably priced hotels around the arena, around the beach and around nice shopping districts.

 Good combination, right?

 Tampa is also very underrated on the fun scale. It’s a good party town, if that’s your preference.

 If you’re more the relaxed type who likes peace and quiet, Tampa will meet your needs as well. There are some really nice Gulf beaches within a 20-minute drive from Tampa’s building.

 And, believe it or not, the Tampa faithful actually follow the Lightning pretty well. It’s not Montreal in terms of in-game atmosphere. But it’s not Long Island or Florida, either.

 Totally recommended. 

3. Carolina

I’m a huge Raleigh fan, and you should be too.

 You can get to North Carolina easily via a flight or a drive, and once you’re there, you’re guaranteed to enjoy yourself.

 People in this area are apparently predisposed to be friendly. Seriously, I’ve covered close to 10 games in Raleigh, and I’ve never had a bad experience with anyone. From the Hurricanes staff to their fans to the general citizens of Raleigh, these are just pleasant people to be around.

 And did I mention the food? If you like BBQ dishes of any kind, you’re going to be really, really happy in Raleigh. Also, if you’re a Pittsburgh fan, you’ll be welcomed in Raleigh, which boasts a remarkably high population of Western Pennsylvania natives. You just can’t go wrong here.

 Also, it’s extremely inexpensive. Flights to Raleigh, rental cars, hotels and restaurants here are all cheaper than the normal American city. 

4. New York

There are a lot of good reasons to visit New York City, and seeing the Penguins and Rangers play at Madison Square Garden is one of them.

 I won’t get into the city itself. I look at NYC as a place I wouldn’t really want to live, but a place that is wonderful to visit a couple of times a year. You need to see Manhattan if you never have.

 But really, this is all about the arena experience. It’s Madison Square Garden. I still remember getting goose bumps the first time I walked into the place. You really can feel the history when you’re there.

 Watching a game from MSG has a theatrical feel that’s difficult to describe, but if you’ve been there, you understand.

 It’s a mere six-hour drive, should you choose to avoid the expensive New York airfare. It’s not the cheapest city or the cheapest ticket, but it’s worth it, should you get the opportunity. 

5. Calgary

Curveball, right? You were expecting Vancouver, or Chicago, or Boston, or Toronto, right?

 Well, I’m making a pitch for Calgary.

 Much like with Raleigh, Calgary is an unbelievably friendly place. Downtown Calgary actually reminds me of Pittsburgh a little bit, in that there are plenty of outstanding restaurants and bars, and that everything is within reasonable walking distance.

 Also, the Saddledome might be outdated, but it’s a totally cool place. I loved it. They shoot flames when the Flames score, and things of that nature.

 Strongly recommended, though you probably don’t venture to Alberta often. But it needed to be mentioned that this is a cool place. 

Honorable mentions

Toronto is a great hockey town, and I love the ACC. Plus, it’s only a five-hour drive from Pittsburgh. It’s not that I don’t enjoy certain things about Toronto, and the Hockey Hall of Fame is a must-visit. But, ticket prices there are obnoxious, way higher than anywhere else. The atmosphere stinks, which isn’t a coincidence. And driving around Toronto will give you some gray hair.

Vancouver is very beautiful, but it’s a bizarre place. They almost burned the city down, after all. Cool place, but I find it a little overrated. 

Boston is a great American city, so you can’t go wrong if you visit here. I’m not a huge fan of the building.

Chicago is also a fine town, one many of you will enjoy when the Penguins head outdoors in March. 

Anaheim gets a mention because I like the building and you can walk to Disneyland from there. And, Ben Lovejoy plays there.

The 5 places to avoid

1. Detroit

I’m not picking on Detroit. In fact, I think what has happened there in the past decade is tragic. It was a great American city, and I hope it will be again. But frankly, it’s not a comfortable city to visit and the Joe Louis Arena is a complete dump. 

2. New Jersey

Well, it’s close to New York City. So there’s that.

3. Long Island

Well, it’s close to New York City, so there’s that. 

4. Philadelphia

If you want to be treated poorly, knock yourself out. 

5. Edmonton

As much as I love Calgary, I find Edmonton to be a terribly dull place. 
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#TribHKY Insider (on): Geno-Lazy love, Zatkoff’s hope, and Crosby’s would-be totals.

If #GenoHeartLazy then the feeling is mutual.

Evgeni Malkin’s FINALLY goal – the one that snapped a 15-game drought – was really the doing of his trusted best buddy, James Neal, who admittedly passed up a sure scoring chance to feed his regular center.

Neal tried hard to hide a smile talking about that decision after the Penguins’ 4-3 win over the Islanders on Friday night.

“It felt good to see him get the money off his back,” Neal said.

These two were never supposed to get this close, to form this bond.

Neal was acquired in February 2011 with Sidney Crosby in mind. Then, general manger Ray Shero was still looking for that ideal fit to play with Crosby and Chris Kunitz.

Neal, then on his way to a third 20-goal season, was going to be that guy.

However, Crosby was out with a concussion. Malkin was also out – with a right knee that would require surgery. Neither star center would return that season, and Neal played the left wing on a line with Jordan Staal, who because of the injuries to Crosby and Malkin was centering the Penguins’ defacto top line.

Malkin beat Crosby back for the 2011-12 season, and Neal, having agreed to try the right side, remained a top-line winger.

That top line was Malkin’s, though.

They never looked back once paired, and Bylsma made the call to keep them together upon Crosby’s couple of returns.

Neal scored 40 goals that season, and Malkin netted 50. The latter won his second scoring title, the former finished seventh in points, and each was a first-team NHL All Star.

Their partnership extends beyond the ice. They sit next to one another inside the Penguins’ dressing room at home. They rib anybody – especially reporters – that cross into their space.

One reporter (cough, cough) got The Treatment on Friday morning. Malkin cracked jokes about something the reporter had written, and when the confused reporter looked quizzically at Neal, he was met with Neal fake-translating the English language.

It was playful. It was fun. It is two buddies making each other laugh.

It was telling, too.

Malkin and Neal often come off as knowing they need one another.

That explains Neal’s decision to pass up a clean shot, against an Islanders goalie (Kevin Poulin) playing in only his 31st NHL game, to get the puck to Malkin.

“It weighs on anyone when you have a hard time scoring and everyone’s kind of making a big deal about it,” Neal said. “It kind of gets to you.”

Neal then went into a strong defense of Malkin.

“He’s been making great passes, maybe being a little too unselfish and passing up opportunities where he could shoot it,” Neal said. “That being said, he came up with a big goal tonight.”

That Malkin did, but he seemed genuinely confounded as to why Neal, whom he calls “Lazy,” did not take the shot.

“I was surprised,” Malkin said, later breathing deep before smiling and adding…

“Thanks to him, for sure.”

>> Backup goalie Jeff Zatkoff was done no favors by the Penguins’ overall defensive effort. That it followed arguably their best – limiting the Capitals to 18 shots and only 46 attempts on Wednesday night – was not lost on Zatkoff, who played only his fourth NHL game.

He joked after a 32-save performance that he did have “uh, guys, what’s the deal?” moments during a second period that featured 13 shots on 22 attempts by the Islanders.

Zatkoff said he sat at his stall during the second intermission, took a deep breath, and figured his teammates would do a lot better.

He hoped so, anyway.

They did, allowing only 16 shot attempts to the Islanders over the final 20 minutes.

The Penguins owed Zatkoff that kind of performance with two points on the line in a tie game.

>> Crosby scored his 250th goal, and it was memorable. That is because it was the winner. Asked if he had any idea he was at No. 249 before scoring, Crosby plainly offered, “Not really.”

Believe him if you want.

Consider this, though: He missed 116 games over the course of three seasons from 2010-13. At his career rate of goals and points, that would mean he could have 309 goals and 859 points right now. Instead, he has settled for 250 goals and 695 points in 431 games.

>> Penguins 4, Islanders 3; THE GAME STORY: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5110944-74/penguins-malkin-crosby#axzz2lO93kIsl

>> No next decision yet on Olli Maatta: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5110953-74/penguins-maatta-junior#axzz2lO93kIsl

>> Yohe has the club in Montreal and Boston.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Rossi: Zatkoff gets call, Neal getting shots through, and Letang off 1st PP (seemingly).

Greetings from the corner of Fifth Avenue and Washington Place, where the Penguins are set to practice for their game against the New York Islanders at Consol Energy Center.

It is a rainy one, Dear Readers, so adjust accordingly…

LINE IT UP

Projections based off the AM skate…

>> Coach Dan Bylsma said Jeff Zatkoff will start in goal. As always, all other decision are “game-time,” but here is how the lines looked this morning:

Kunitz-Crosby-Bennett

Dupuis-Malkin-Neal

Gibbons-Sutter-Jokinen

Glass-Vitale-Adams

Maatta-Letang

Orpik-Martin

Niskanen-Engelland/Bortuzzo

QUICK HITS

>> Jussi Jokinen had never played the right side with Sutter before the recent lines shakeup. He said that their days as linemates with Carolina had him on the left wing.

Jokinen still doesn’t think he has played defense in the NHL, but he sounds like he isn’t so sure.

>> James Neal agreed he has felt like his old self over the past week. On the ice, though, is where he has looked the most like himself. Nine of his 16 attempted shots (56 percent) have made their way onto the net over the last three contests. He had attempted 11 shots in his first two games after missing 14 in a row because of a strained oblique, but only five (45 percent) found their way through.

Neal playfully predicted an end to Evgeni Malkin’s 15-game goal drought. Both players seemed to be in good spirits after the skate.

>> The Penguins have allowed two or fewer goals in 15 games. They have scored more than three goals in 16 games, but only three times in seven contests. Bylsma noted the adjustment forwards are undergoing with an offensive attack that is based more on transition because of the defensive emphasis in the neutral zone.

>> Kris Letang did not practice with the first power-play unit. He believed the power play was one area he dramatically improved last season, which resulted in a Norris Trophy nomination.

This is a situation worth watching, as Letang did not looked pleased after the skate – and Bylsma notably praised his recent play in his daily update.

THE READ

A look at the #TribHKY Headlines from Friday:

>> He’s in net tonight, and Jeff Zatkoff will have his teammates’ confidence: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5110908-74/zatkoff-penguins-game#axzz2lO93kIsl

>> The Piece is making progress, sort of: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5110909-74/scuderi-bylsma-weeks#axzz2lO93kIsl

HEAR HERE

TV/Radio appearances for Friday…

ROSSI: Radio – TribLive with Ken Laird and John Steigerwald (12:15 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com); Savran on Sports with “The Godfather” Stan Savran (12:30 p.m., 970-AM); Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:20 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com); TV – NHL Live with Steve Mears and E.J. Hradek (6 p.m., NHL Network); Penguins Pregame Show (6:45 p.m., Root Sports Pittsburgh)

REALITY CHECK

Good luck, Anya Maciulewski.

Her story can be found here:  http://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/index.ssf/2012/07/michigan_woman_waiting_for_new.html

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

 Rossi
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#TribHKY Insider (on): Message from Dupuis. Greeting from Malkin. Mistake in Buffalo.

WASHINGTON — Pascal Dupuis has three goals in 22 games.

He remains worth every dollar, all 3,750,000, that count against the Penguins’ salary cap.

After the morning skate on Wednesday, Dupuis waited out second-year winger Beau Bennett, recently promoted to Dupuis’ old spot as Sidney Crosby’s top-line right winger.

Bennett is a fan of taking extra work after practices. Often he is among the last players off the ice. That was the case Wednesday morning at Verizon Center, too.

Upon beginning to remove his gear inside the visitor’s dressing room, Bennett was informed by Dupuis that a person wakes up with 100 percent of his energy. From that moment on for the rest of the day, Dupuis said, energy is lost.

Bennett smiled.

Dupuis did not.

His implication to Bennett was not to waste energy on extra work after a morning skate. A deep reserve of energy, Dupuis pointed out, is a requirement if a player is to help Crosby produce offensively.

Helping Crosby helps the Penguins.

Dupuis talked quietly with Bennett for about two minutes. His point made, Dupuis then headed for post-practice treatment.

Bennett scored his first goal in the Penguins’ 4-0 win over Washington.

“He wasn’t joking about that,” Bennett said of Dupuis’ call for him to better conserve energy.

“I was completely serious,” Dupuis said after the win.

Dupuis is even more serious about his most important role with the Penguins.

It’s not as a top-six winger, which he remains as the left-side guy for Evgeni Malkin. It’s as one of their most trusted leaders.

>> Malkin offered a greeting Wednesday morning.

That might not seem like a big deal, especially since his streak of games without a goal would hit 15 later that night. However, on his way to the Penguins’ bus after their morning practice, Malkin walked past and offered a casual, “Hi, Rossi.”

It had been weeks since one of those from Malkin, who usually makes a habit of at least some playful interaction.

This followed “Hi, Rossi” on Wednesday morning:

Me: “I talked with Alex (Ovechkin).”

Malkin: “Yeah?”

Me: “He’s got you for two (goals) tonight.”

Malkin: “Two?!!!”

That type of interaction is a lot more like the Malkin I have had the pleasure of getting to know over the last eight years.

Think about Malkin’s performance against the Capitals. Didn’t that look more like the Malkin everybody is used to seeing, too?

It’s about to end, and when it does – look out.

>> The Buffalo Sabres have a former Penguins CEO (Ken Sawyer) as a senior advisor and a previous Penguins vice president (Ted Black) as their president. Meanwhile, as of Tuesday night, the Penguins current assistant general manager, Jason Botterill, had not been contacted about the Sabres’ GM opening.

Botterill, 37, is one of the rising starts in NHL management according to, well, NHL managers.

Is it possible his ties to the Penguins is hurting his chances of landing an interview with a Sabres management group perhaps sensitive to the “Pittsburgh via Western New York” jokes?

If so, that is Buffalo’s hockey loss.

Penguins GM Ray Shero will not block Botterill from leaving for a promotion, but he dearly wants to keep him in the fold.

Notable, perhaps, is that Botterill’s likely replacement were he to leave, Tom Fitzgerald, attended the Penguins-Capitals game on Wednesday night. Fitzgerald is the Penguins’ assistant to the general manager – a position created specifically for him.

THE READ

A look at Thursday’s #TribHKY coverage…

>> Yep, the word Dan Bylsma used to describe his Penguins was “smothering.” Thing is, he’s not really overselling them. THE GAME STORY: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5109772-74/penguins-capitals-bylsma

>> Ovechkin and Malkin aren’t tight, but they sure have a lot in common. There’s a draft class, MVPs, scoring titles, and slumps that defy their awesome talents. http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5109767-74/malkin-ovechkin-goals#axzz2lDBY7QWH

>> Bylsma doesn’t see these Capitals as having much in common with the ones the Penguins ousted in 2009. http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5109775-74/penguins-capitals-ovechkin#axzz2lDBY7QWH

>> Josh Yohe with his Top 10 Pens-Caps games: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/2013/11/21/top-10-penscaps-games-of-all-time/

Speaking of Yohe, he has the hockey club on Thursday before heading to magical Montreal.

You can catch me on the radio Thursday, probably doing hits from the rental car.

>> Penguins Live with Steve Kolbe (3:40 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com)

>> The Mark Madden Show (4:30 p.m., 105.9-FM)

>> On the Ice with David Todd (6:10 p.m., 970-AM)

One of those fellas has to ask me about “Doc” Emrick showing me a 3-point stance on the Verizon Center media level. Strange-but-true story.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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Top 10 Pens/Caps games of all time

Good evening, hockey fans.

 While my partner in crime, Rob Rossi, is with the squad in Washington tonight, I thought I’d give you my list of the top 10 games in Penguins/Capitals history. There have been some beauties, largely because of the star power involved. Lemieux, Jagr, Francis, Stevens, Crosby, Malkin, Ovechkin, Iafrate, Ciccarelli, Oates…I could go on and on.

 So, here’s a look. You may disagree with some (hey, it wasn’t easy), but you’ll agree that it’s always a fun night of hockey when these teams play. 

- Yohe 

Penguins/Capitals: This List 

Honorable mention: Game 7 of the 2009 Eastern Conference semifinals sure was memorable, but was it a great game? Hardly. The final score was 6-2, and it wasn’t even that close. The Caps weren’t ready for such a stage. Still, it was one you’ll never forget.

Honorable mention, Part 2: You surely recall Jan. 21, 2008, because of one hit and one rivalry. Something strange happened the previous summer that turned Malkin and Ovechkin into foes. Ovechkin attempted to decapitate Malkin behind the Penguins’ net, but took the worst of the hit. The Capitals won in a shootout, but Malkin’s brilliant play, and the strange imagine of the Russian stars at each other’s throats, intensified the rivalry. 

10. 2011 Winter Classic

I’ll be honest: I hate outdoor games, and the quality of play at Heinz Field was actually pretty horrible. Crosby and Ovechkin both had quiet games in the Capitals’ victory.

 But from a historical standpoint, this game simply needs to be mentioned. It was the first outdoor game that was played at night, and it quickly became evident that all outdoor games should be played at night. Has a sporting event ever looked prettier than the ice glistening under those lights, with the Penguins and Capitals both wearing spectacular uniforms? I don’t think so.

 Plus, while it’s something Crosby and the Penguins would prefer to forget, the game has significant historical relevance because this was the night that triggered Crosby’s concussion issues. Plus, HBO made a whole TV show about the events leading up to this game. So, it had to make the cut. 

9. 2009 Eastern Conference semifinals, Game 3

This is one of the forgotten games in Penguins history, but it shouldn’t be. You’ll recall that Washington took a 2-0 series lead on the Penguins and, in the early moments of Game 3, a lucky bounce gave Ovechkin an easy goal.

 Still, the Penguins roared back and a brilliant goal from Malkin gave the Penguins a late lead. The Capitals, though, evened the game in the final moments of the third period to send it to overtime.

 Kris Letang ended the game in overtime when his shot from the point was deflected before ringing off the post and into the net. The Penguins went on to win the next two games before falling in Game 6 and winning Game 7.

 But those games probably wouldn’t have happened if not for Letang’s series-saving goal.

8. 1992 Patrick Division semifinals, Game 7

It wasn’t a Capitals choke, as many called it at that time. Instead, the Penguins came back in the opening round of the 1992 season because their incredible talent simply took the series over.

 Game 7, though, wasn’t like the rest of the series. An exceptionally high-scoring series became a defensive struggle in Game 7.

 The difference, naturally, was Lemieux, who was probably at the height of his power in this series. His shorthanded goal was clearly the difference on a night when the Capitals had a chance to eliminate the Penguins in Washington. 

7. 2001 Eastern Conference quarterfinals, Game 6

It could be argued that the quintessential Penguins/Capitals moment came in this game.

 The Capitals never rise to the occasion against the Penguins in the postseason, and endured a horrible – and unlucky – mishap at the wrong time.

 In overtime of Game 6 at Mellon Arena, Washington defenseman Sergei Gonchar was skating with the puck in his own territory when the puck hit a bad piece of ice and hopped over his stick.

 Marty Straka then found himself on a breakaway and made no mistake, sending the Penguins into the second round during Mario Lemieux’s comeback season.

6. 2009 Eastern Conference semifinals, Game 2

This was quite simply the hat trick game.

 Ovechkin and Crosby both registered hat tricks in a memorable showdown.

 Although Ovechkin won this battle, Crosby and the Penguins won the war a few nights later. Still, for many people, this will be remembered as the night the two greatest players in the game put on a show for the ages.

 Ovechkin probably never looked more dominant in a game than he did here, when Fleury was clearly baffled by everything the star Russian did. 

5. 1992 Patrick Division semifinals, Game 6

The situation was pretty simple. Washington led the series, 3-2, and had an opportunity to eliminate the defending champs at Civic Arena. And let’s not forget, that was a great Washington team. Only the New York Rangers produced a better regular season record that season.

 Washington was terrific most of the game, taking a 4-2 lead in the second period.

 Then Lemieux went to work, as only he could, and the Capitals could never really stop him. Lemieux finished with two goals – the game-winner coming on one of the brilliant goals of his career – as the Penguins ran away with the 6-4 win. 

4. 2009 Eastern Conference semifinals, Game 6

Sorry for bringing this one up, Pens fans, but this was the best game of that classic series, in my opinion. It’s also a good trivia question. Only once in Penguins history has the team that lost Game 6 in a series come back to win Game 7, and this was the one.

 In a brilliant, back and forth game, the Capitals took the lead in the third period. However, a classic Crosby goal that saw the Penguins captain simply outwork the Capitals evened the game late in the third period.

 David Steckel, however, won the game in overtime for the Capitals, triggering coach Bruce Boudreau to jump up and down behind the bench like a child. And I don’t mean that as an insult. It was a game worth jumping and down over.

3. 1995 Eastern Conference semifinals, Game 5

This is often a forgotten season in Penguins history because Lemieux took a sabbatical during the strike-shortened season. However, the Penguins started 7-0 that season and were still quite fun to watch.

 However, they fell behind 3-1 against the Capitals in the first round, which became a normal theme.

 Only a brilliant performance from Jagr helped the Penguins get back into Game 5. He finished with two goals and an assist.

 Luc Robitaille, in his only season with the Penguins, ended the game in overtime when he converted on a pass from, of all people, Francois Leroux.

 The Penguins then dominated the final two games of the series.

2. 1991 Patrick Division final, Game 2

This game set the stage for so many Penguins comebacks – and Capitals meltdowns – that would become commonplace for the remainder of the decade.

 Consider that Washington won Game 1 in Pittsburgh and took a 6-5 lead late in the third period in Game 2. At this point, the Penguins had never won a Stanley Cup and were viewed as something of an unknown.

 Then Randy Gilhen came off the bench and tied the game on a delayed penalty.

 In overtime, Ron Francis and Kevin Stevens found themselves on a 2-on-1, and Stevens buried a goal that gave the Penguins the 7-6 win. They never lost again that series, and rarely had the Civic Arena been so loud.

1. 1996 Eastern Conference final, Game 4

Pretty easy choice here, right?

 Seven periods of hockey were played that night. It ended at 2:17 a.m. Lemieux was ejected in the second period when he finally snapped during the height of the clutch and grab era. The Penguins came back from 2-0 down in that game. Ken Wregget stopped Joe Juneau’s penalty shot.

 And that all happened before Petr Nedved scored an iconic overtime goal.

 It was an incredible moment in Penguins history, and you’ll recall that about half the fans in Washington that night were Pittsburgh fans. It was quite a night for the franchise. 

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 20, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Ovechkin reflects on his slump amid Malkin’s funk.

Greetings to the Dear Readers from Washington, D.C., where the Penguins and Capitals will renew an actual rivalry on this “Rivalry Night” in the NHL…

Usually, the first item would be an update on the lines and pairings, but since there are no real changes, let’s go straight to the good stuff.

OVI ON GENO

Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin chimed in on his best frenemy, Penguins center Evgeni Malkin, who has gone a career-worst 14 games without a goal.

“To be honest, the last couple of games, he was flying out there,” Ovechkin said after the Capitals’ morning practice in Arlington, Va.

“He controlled the puck well, made good decisions with the puck.

“Of course, he wants to score goals, but…”

Ovechkin has scored 17 goals in 19 games for the Capitals, and last season his fantastic finish ­– 20 goals in the Capitals’ final 23 games ­– fueled what became his third MVP season.

He had only scored 82 goals in 182 previous games before this run of 37 goals in 42 contests.

Malkin, since scoring 50 goals in his 2011-12 MVP season, has scored 12 goals in 52 games.

“What I did – I just started working hard,” Ovechkin said Wednesday, though he did not suggest Malkin is doing otherwise.

“Of course, he’s frustrated and started thinking more and more about it, but you just have to relax and forget about it.”

Ovechkin said he is not concerned Malkin’s slump will greatly impact Russia’s bid to win gold at the 2014 Winter Olympics in their native country.

“I think the national team and their club is two different levels, to be honest,” Ovechkin said. “He’s going to have a different role (at the Sochi Games), and he’s going to play with different players. It’s a different system, different ice.”

Ovechkin said part of the solution to his funk, which stretched into a third season before his return to dominance, was to remind himself that he was still the player to win a scoring title and MVPs.

Also, he took a different view of what it means to have success.

“When you score goals, when you make assists, when you’re name is on the scoring list, everybody thinks you’re back,” Ovechkin said. “Sometimes you don’t have you’re great game, but you get points and everybody thinks you play well. Sometimes you have to see the different positions ­– you didn’t score goals, but you make hard work, make different plays for your teammates.

“It’s more than goals.”

Malkin is fourth in the NHL with 17 assists, second on the Penguins with 20 points.

Ovechkin said has not reached out to Malkin.

The respective first and second overall picks at the 2004 NHL Entry Draft, Ovechkin and Malkin are not close, though they are on friendlier terms than earlier in their NHL careers.

His advice to Malkin: ignore voices from outside the Penguins organization.

“When I was a little kid, like my first couple of years… I did not know nobody here; I just read the front pages, the news, and I was crazy about it,” Ovechkin said. “Now I don’t care what people say, what the media say. Of course, I read the stuff, but most of the time I read it and I forget it.”

NEWS AND NOTES

>> Marc-Andre Fleury will make his 19th start for the Penguins. He is on pace for 70 starts, which would best his career-best of 67 appearances from the 2011-12 season.

>> Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said injured defenseman Rob Scuderi (broken ankle) is still rehabilitating off the ice “in a non-impact way.” He was injured Oct. 26, and was diagnosed for a 6-8 week recovery. Bylsma said Scuderi was about three weeks into the six weeks.

>> As of Tuesday night, Penguins assistant GM Jason Botterill had nothing doing with the Buffalo Sabres regarding their GM vacancy. The Sabres reportedly have started contacting clubs to ask permission for interviewing targeted candidates.

THE READ

The TribHKY headlines from Wednesday…

>> Josh Yohe on the Great No. 8’s Comeback: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5100850-74/ovechkin-penguins-goals

>> Columnist Dejan Kovacevic on what Malkin must do for a comeback of his own: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/5100891-74/malkin-shoot-shots#axzz2lDBY7QWH

HEAR HERE

TV/radio spots for Wednesday…

Rossi: The Dejan Kovacevic Show (2:30 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com); the David Todd Show (4:30 p.m., 970-AM); Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:20 p.m.; http://sportstalk.triblive.com)

REMEMBER: This is an 8 p.m. start, so you have time to spare. Get in a workout. Call your mom. Do both, actually.

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

 Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 18, 2013

 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: “Supernova” Gibson will reach NHL soon; Boudreau loves him

Good afternoon, readers:

I know most people reading this post are Penguins fans, and for whatever reason, you choose to dislike Bruce Boudreau, presumably because he once had the audacity to accept the job as Capitals coach.

 Well, I understand, but you need to get over any animosity that you might feel.

 Trust me.

 Boudreau is the man. He likes pastries, he swears like a sailor, and he’s one of the friendliest people I’ve ever met in hockey. (And hockey is filled with friendly people…)

So, on Sunday, after Boudreau answered a few questions about his team, I asked him about John Gibson. Local hockey fans know Gibson as the local goaltender from Whitehall who is already remarkably accomplished internationally. He’s playing in Norfolk for Anaheim’s system, and really, it’s a shame he’s in Anaheim’s system.

 No team in hockey has more goaltending depth in its system. You know how the Penguins are somewhat obsessed with drafting defensemen? Well, the Ducks view goaltenders in a similar way. They’re ridiculously loaded in this department.

 Still, I had to ask Boudreau about Gibson. I saw Gibson play in Hershey a few weeks ago, and it was pretty evident that he simply was too good for that level.

 Boudreau didn’t seem to disagree with me. Here’s how he answered a question about Gibson’s development and performance in training camp.

“He was good,” Boudreau said. “Especially in a preseason game in Colorado where he said, ‘I’m not going to allow any goals,’ and he stopped a dozen point-blank shots.”

But Barbeque Bruce was just getting started.

 He had a smile on his face that Dan Bylsma gets when he talks about Olli Maatta. You know, the one that says, “Holy crap, this guy is going to be great.”

Boudreau continued his lavish praise of Gibson in a special way.

“His future is like a supernova star,” Boudreau said. “He’s going to be a solid, solid NHL goaltender for many years. We don’t want to rush him and we do have other quality guys here.”

Boudreau wants Gibson to learn his craft even more before he finally reaches the NHL. It worked for Braden Holtby and many other goaltenders in Washington, where Boudreau was coach, and he believes it will work for Gibson.

 If Gibson is frustrated by not being in the NHL, he’s not letting on. In an interview with the Tribune-Review two weeks ago, he said, “I’m not worried about what I can’t control.”

That’s a good attitude for him to have, because it’s pretty clear that his time will come very, very soon at the NHL level. The smile on Boudreau’s face said it all.

“The more experience he gets in the American League, the better he’ll be,” Boudreau said. “I’ve seen it help many, many goaltenders and it will help him.”

So, soon enough, we’ll be seeing Gibson playing at Consol Energy Center when the Ducks come to town. And I promise you, he’s the real deal. Just a special, special goalie, and a good kid.

 But until then, we’ll just have to enjoy Teemu tonight. Should be fun. See you at the rink.

- Yohe 
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November 18, 2013

 by Josh Yohe

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Pens-Ducks blog

Greetings, hockey fans.

Teemu is in town. The Penguins can’t score. There is plenty to talk about. First, take note of these:

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings: 

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Beau Bennett

Pascal Dupuis-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

Jussi Jokinen-Brandon Sutter-Brian Gibbons

Tanner Glass-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams 

Olli Maatta-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

Matt Niskanen-Robert Bortuzzo

Marc-Andre Fleury

These are some interesting line combinations, eh? Obviously Dan Bylsma and the Pens coaching staff is growing more and more frustrated with the team’s perplexing inability to muster any offense. Crosby loves playing with right-handed wingers, so in that regard, Bennett could be of great service. We’ll see. Should be interesting. 

Injury update

 Not much to report here. The Penguins, in fact, are oddly healthy right now, with the exception of Rob Scuderi and Chuck Kobasew. Scuderi should be back around Christmas, by the sounds of things. I’d expect Kobasew back fairly soon, though there’s no guarantee that he goes right back into the lineup. 

Watch For This N’ At

= Teemu Selanne is a living legend and he’s playing in Pittsburgh tonight. If you love hockey, you need to either be here in person or tune in. They don’t make them like Teemu anymore. He’s a true gentleman, by the way. Nicest guy ever. And obviously one of the greatest hockey players of all time.

 = Bruce Boudreau has a pretty good history in this building. But he also said yesterday that Crosby and Malkin slumping “scares the crap” out of him, because he’s figuring they’re due to break out fairly soon.

 = Marc-Andre Fleury is playing for the third time in four nights for the first time this season.

 = The Washington Capitals have passed the Penguins in the Metropolitan Division standings. Didn’t see that coming a couple of weeks ago.

The Read

Here’s a look at what Ben Lovejoy is up to: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5085101-74/lovejoy-pittsburgh-anaheim#axzz2l1KOVj3g

Enjoy the hockey game, dear readers.

- Yohe
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November 15, 2013

 by Josh Yohe

3 comments so far - add yours!

Yohe: Practice update ahead of Friday’s Pens-Predators game

Greetings, hockey fans.

With my kidney stone misadventures now a thing of the past and Rossi somewhere between here and Newark, I thought you’d be interested in some tidbits for tonight’s clash between the struggling Penguins and struggling Predators.

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

Beau Bennett-Brandon Sutter-Matt D’Agostini

Tanner Glass-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Olli Maatta-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

Matt Niskanen-Robert Bortuzzo

Marc-Andre Fleury

Maybe the whole Kris Letang-Olli Maatta pairing wasn’t a one-game experiment, but rather, is what the Penguins are planning on until Rob Scuderi returns. The duo looked good together in even strength situations against Philadelphia and should be together again tonight.

Otherwise, don’t look for any line changes, even though many of you are calling for them.

Injury update

 Mixed bag here. The good news is that Paul Martin skated again this morning and pronounced himself ready to go tonight. However, Letang was not present at the morning skate, and head coach Dan Bylsma said the defenseman has been ill for the past 24 hours. Still, Bylsma said that Letang is “probably” to play against the Predators.

Watch For This N’ At

= Seth Jones, the once-presumed top pick in the 2013 draft who stunningly slid to No. 4, will be in action tonight. He’s been very good so far this season.

= Paul Gaustad and Mike Fisher will be in the lineup tonight for the Predators, and both are among the more accomplished defensive centers in hockey. So, Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, who have endured their share of troubles in recent games, probably won’t have it easy.

= A new sheet of ice was in use when the Flyers and Penguins played on Wednesday. It looked pretty awful, which is standard at Consol Energy Center. We’ll see how it looks tonight.

= With Marc-Andre Fleury in action tonight, and the Penguins facing an extremely busy stretch, one has to think Jeff Zatkoff is a good bet to play against Marty Brodeur and the Devils on Saturday.

 The Read

 Here’s Rossi’s notebook from today’s Trib: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5045705-74/bylsma-penguins-olympics#axzz2kjzmItOJ

Enjoy the hockey game, dear readers.

— Josh Yohe
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November 14, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

2 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: The lower cap, and how it is shaping these Penguins. Also, a practice update.

A good morning to the Dear Readers from Consol Energy Center, where the Penguins held an optional practice on Thursday morning. The group on the ice:

FORWARDS: Jeffrey, D’Agostini, Adams

DEFENSE: Bortuzzo, Engelland, Maatta, Martin

GOALIES: Fleury, Zatkoff

NOTES N’AT

◦Martin practiced Thursday for the first time in over a week. He had only skated on his own once – and that was Wednesday – since the Penguins lost at the New York Rangers on Nov. 6. He has missed the last two games with a lower-body injury.

 He is day-to-day with a lower-body injury, but coach Dan Bylsma said he was optimistic Martin could play against Nashville at home on Friday night.

◦Forward Jayson Megna was re-assigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the AHL. Megna had been a healthy scratch the last two games. He scored two goals and recorded three points in six games that marked his first NHL action.

◦Evgeni Malkin tested some new skates during the optional practice, but he did not workout with teammates.

◦Former Flyers coach Peter Laviolette visited with Bylsma and Penguins GM Ray Shero in the lounge area. Laviolette is in Pittsburgh for a Team USA meeting, which will also involve Shero, Bylsma and Olympic squad GM David Poile.

LIVE THROUGH THIS

A number to consider for the masses ready to excommunicate every member of management and the coaching staff:

$49.4 million

That is how much salary-cap space, roughly, the Penguins have tied into 10 players on their current roster. The group consists of the top five forwards (Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, James Neal, Pascal Dupuis and Chris Kunitz), the four veteran defensemen (Paul Martin, Brooks Orpik, Kris Letang and Matt Niskanen), and the starting goalie (Marc-Andre Fleury).

That number does not include injured goalie Tomas Vokoun and injured defenseman Rob Scuderi, who, if healthy, would bring the Penguins to 12 players at about $54.8 million in cap space.

The cap is at $64.3 million.

So, were they healthy, the Penguins would have committed about 85.2 percent of their cap space to 12 players. Even now, they have 10 players taking up about 76.8 percent of their space.

The cap decreased this season for the first time since it was instituted for the 2005-06 NHL season. That decrease leveled the playing field for every NHL team.

The Penguins are no different than any other club spending to the cap. They lack something.

Gone from last season, which ended with the Penguins being swept from the Eastern Conference final, are three regular forwards (Matt Cooke, Jarome Iginla and Brenden Morrow). Perhaps the Penguins only wanted to bring Cooke back, but because of the cap they could not even make a serious run at that after re-signing Dupuis.

Would a third line of Cooke-Brandon Sutter-Beau Bennett make anybody feel better about the Penguins?

Probably.

Alas, that is the salary-cap world. No team can keep everybody.

When the cap drops about $8 million, as it did for the Penguins this season, something is going to give. Depth has given because the cap has taken away.

This is a byproduct of the cap and the decision to keep together the nucleus of a squad that has played in three conference finals in six postseasons.

More than any other regular season, save for perhaps the 2006-07 campaign that marked the debuts of Malkin and Jordan Staal, the Penguins this season are going to be a club that needs its top players to carry it.

Malkin is without a goal in 11 games. Dupuis has none in 12. Crosby has one in eight. Neal has played two full periods. Letang and Scuderi have played only three full periods together as the top pairing.

The Penguins are 11-7-0.

That is probably about right given where things stand in the NHL and their roster.

Also, remember, nothing was supposed to matter with this group until the Stanley Cup playoffs, right?

Yeah, that works both ways.

THE READ

Daily coverage from your #TribHKY team…

◦The Flyers handed the Penguins a third consecutive loss. The Game Story: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5045634-74/penguins-games-goal#axzz2kNodUiur

◦If the Sabres come calling, the Penguins will not stop Jason Botterill from listening: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5045640-74/penguins-general-botterill#axzz2kNodUiur

◦Columnist Dejan Kovacevic believes the Penguins are a bit too easy to play against: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5045647-74/team-game-penguins#axzz2kNodUiur

◦Josh “Get Well” Yohe on the real heroes to whom the Penguins paid tribute on Wednesday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4942323-74/veterans-penguins-hockey#axzz2kNodUiur

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/13/#ixzz37VtcdyVy 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook 
 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Pens ass’t GM not approached (yet) for opens Sabres gig. Also, AM skate stuff.

Greetings from Fifth Avenue, where the Penguins and Flyers will bring the Commonwealth Cold War to Pittsburgh for the first time this NHL season on Wednesday night. Remember, it is an 8 p.m. start (rivalries and such).

The latest from the AM practice…

DEVELOPING SITUATION

The Buffalo Sabres have had a house cleaning. Details here from the Buffalo News: http://blogs.buffalonews.com/sabres/2013/11/sabres-announce-ted-nolan-as-head-coach-pat-lafontaine-as-president-of-hockey-operations.html

Also, this from Buffalo Hockey Beat: http://www.buffalohockeybeat.com/reeling-sabres-fire-darcy-regier-and-ron-rolston-hire-fan-favorites-pat-lafontaine-and-ted-nolan/

Why should this interest Penguins fans?

Well, any search for a new general manager should ­– but is not guaranteed to –include Penguins assistant general manager Jason Botterill. In his fifth year in this role, Botterill has crafted a reputation as a salary-cap specialist and a sharp talent evaluator. His duties with the Penguins including managing their cap and AHL affiliate (Wilkes-Barre/Scranton), in addition to assisting on prospect development.

Botterill had not been contacted by the Sabres to interview as of Wednesday morning, though that could change given his and the Penguins ties to the Buffalo organization.

Ken Sawyer, Buffalo’s alternate governor and senior advisor, oversaw the hiring process of general manager Ray Shero with the Penguins. Ted Black, the Sabres president, worked on the Penguins’ business side during much of Sawyer’s tenure as CEO.

Also, Botterill once played for the Sabres.

That history, though, is no reason for the Sabres to look at Botterill. His readiness for the rebuild the Sabres are undertaking is the reason.

If he were to leave the Penguins, candidates to replace him as Shero’s top assistant are: Tom Fitzgerald, assistant to the general manager; Dan MacKinnon, director of player personnel; and Randy Sexton, co-director of amateur scouting.

If Botterill were to leave, his loss would be significant as he has few equals in terms of understanding the salary cap.

LINES N’PAIRINGS

Forwards and defense from the Penguins’ AM skate…

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Jokinen-Malkin-Neal

D’Agostini-Sutter-Bennett

Glass-Vitale-Adams

Niskanen-Letang

Orpik-Engelland

Maatta-Bortuzzo

Notable: Letang and Maatta did work together during the AM practice. (See: The Read.)

INJURIES UPDATE

◦Defenseman Paul Martin skated before the AM practice, but he will miss a second straight game. He is day-to-day (lower body).

◦Winger Tanner Glass (lower body) skated and will play against Philadelphia.

◦Defenseman Rob Scuderi (broken ankle), winger Chuck Kobasew (broken foot) and goalie Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) are all on injured reserve

DO NOT FORGET

The Penguins are taking cash and canned food donations through the first period on Wednesday night. All proceeds go to the Greater Pittsburgh Community Food Bank. Give a little to help a lot.

THE READ

Morning headlines from the Trib…

◦It may not be every shift, but a glimpse of the Penguins’ future will be on display Wednesday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5045533-74/letang-maatta-penguins#axzz2kNodUiur

◦Sidney Crosby and James Neal reached out to an injured friend: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5045545-74/crosby-stamkos-penguins#axzz2kNodUiur

HEAR HERE

TV/radio appearances for Team #TribHKY…

Rossi: The David Todd Show (4:30 p.m., 970-AM); Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:20 p.m.; http://sportstalk.triblive.com)

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi
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November 12, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Crosby texts Stamkos, says injured Lightning star can’t be replaced.

Some quick hits for the Dear Readers on this snowy Tuesday…

STAMKOS REACTION

Captain Sidney Crosby has already been in touch via text message with injured Lightning center Steven Stamkos, who is out indefinitely with a broken tibia.

Stamkos’ season – perhaps an MVP campaign in the making – was halted Monday when his right leg smacked into a goal post in Tampa Bay’s loss at Boston.

“I’ve gone through similar things,” Crosby said, referring to concussion symptoms that wrecked his 2010-11 and 2011-12 NHL seasons. “It’s not a fun time, and it’s nice to hear from guys.

“I saw the replay and it looked like he was in a lot of pain. I just wanted to wish him well.”

Crosby, while careful to not rule out Stamkos from the 2014 Winter Olympics in February, said his Team Canada “could not replace a player like that.”

Crosby also said Stamkos and Washington’s Alex Ovechkin are the two best goal scorers in hockey, and he noted how hard Stamkos has worked to become an MVP-caliber player for Tampa Bay.

Crosby said he is especially a fan of Stamkos’ skating and work in close quarters – attributes that could help Team Canada in Sochi, Russia.

“There are a lot of really good players in Canada, we’re fortunate,” Crosby said. “But you just don’t replace Steven Stamkos. He’s a special player.

“What’s he at – 200 goals in five years? That’s… incredible.”

Right winger James Neal, who trains with Stamkos in the offseason outside of Toronto, said he sent his close friend “a text message right away” on Monday.

Neal and Crosby each said Stamkos, the NHL leader with 14 goals and co-leader (along with Crosby) with 23 points, was on his way to joining that rare group of NHL stars with name recognition to fans of other sports.

“He’s a real humble kid,” Neal said. “He knows how good he is, but he wants to be the best.

“It’s a big blow for his team (Tampa Bay), obviously; but it’s a big blow for the NHL, maybe the Olympics, everybody. Guys like that, you just want them to be healthy and to see them play.”

Look for MORE from Crosby and Neal regarding Stamkos in Wednesday’s Tribune-Review.

INJURIES UPDATE

◦Defenseman Paul Martin skated before practice on Tuesday, but remains day-to-day with a lower-body injury. Coach Dan Bylsma said he was not optimistic Martin would play against Philadelphia on Wednesday night.

◦Left winger Tanner Glass also skated before practice on Tuesday. Bylsma said Glass was probable to face the Flyers.

◦Defenseman Olli Maatta missed practice on Tuesday, as expected, to take care of an immigration issue. He will play against the Flyers.

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi
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November 10, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: the goal-scoring blues; Sunday Pops; and farewell to a friend.

A thought occurred Saturday night while covering another hard, close game between the Penguins and Blues at St. Louis. A Stanley Cup banner would look completely appropriate hanging from Scottrade Center.

Indeed, there is a long way to go in this NHL season, and the Blues, under coach Ken Hitchcock, must prove they can win a round, let alone four, in the playoffs.

Still, they looked awfully imposing  in this win over the Penguins.

THOUGHTS N’AT

That imposing look by the Blues was especially true of David Backes, who was credited with four shots and as many hits, but who also generally appeared to make goings miserable for Sidney Crosby (2 shots).

Crosby has gone two games in a row without a point. Hardly a slump, unless his elite standard is the new normal – it is not.

He has three points in the last five games and no multiple-point games in that stretch. The start of that stretch marked the last of a five-game run over which he averaged 24 minutes and 42 seconds of ice time.

Crosby is an empty-the-tank player, and despite his supreme conditioning, his physically demanding style does not lend itself well to heavy ice time. For almost two weeks, he played about 41 percent of games.

That was and is too much.

Penguins coaches – most NHL coaches, actually – monitor shifts more than ice time.

Still, somewhere between 21 and 22 minutes seems best for Crosby. He was in that range in the opening seven games, and he scored six of his eight goals and produced 14 of his 23 points.

He has gone seven games without a goal, by the way.

Evgeni Malkin is without a goal in 10 games.

Pascal Dupuis has gone 11 games without marking.

The Penguins have scored a goal or less in four of the last nine games.

This seems like a perfect time for a boost from some returning skilled players, no?

THE GAME STORY: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5018380-74/penguins-neal-bylsma#axzz2kBJe2AM7

THE READ

Links to the Tribune-Review’s coverage of your Penguins and the NHL…

• More on returning wingers James Neal and Beau Bennett, plus the far more surprising absence of Paul Martin: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5018383-74/neal-penguins-bennett#axzz2kBJe2AM7

• The #TribHKY Insider shows a Russian perhaps about to take St. Louis – and maybe Sochi – if not by storm, maybe at least a hard rain: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5018359-74/tarasenko-malkin-goals#axzz2kBJe2AM7

• Stats Dude Dave Golebiewski looks at a scheduling trend: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5018363-74/penguins-division-average#axzz2kBJe2AM7

• Jonathan Bombulie checks in with his Never-To-Be-Missed notes on the AHL “Don’t Call Them ‘Baby’” Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5018358-74/harrington-barre-wilkes#axzz2kBJe2AM7

• Brendan Shanahan is headed to the Hockey Hall of Fame on Monday. His legacy, though, has yet to be determined because of his work with Player Safety: http://triblive.com/sports/nhl/5034237-74/shanahan-player-leetch#axzz2kBJe2AM7

HEAR HERE

Radio/TV appearances for Sunday…

Rossi: The Subway Final Word – joined by Trib columnist Dejan Kovacevic and The X’s Mark Madden – AFTER late local news (WPXI).

AND, FINALLY…

She will hate this. She will.

Not because she hates Bruce Springsteen, though she is the only person on the planet who is allowed to hate Bruce Springsteen.

She will hate this because she has never been known to like a fuss, a big deal, a calling of attention to her.

So, yes, she will hate this.

However, since learning of her impending return to Buffalo (another place where a Cup banner would look proper), those of us who know this woman have tried preparing ourselves not to miss her too much.

She leaves behind many memories – especially at Smokin’ Joe’s Saloon; ask any hockey scribe to visit our fair city over the last eight years.

Those memories will not make up for her departure, but home is the place for everyone in the end.

Her homecoming feels more like a beginning, though.

So, Jess Koller, consider this one last call ­– not to change your mind; just to say I miss you, baby.

Good luck.

Goodbye.

Well, I drove by your house the other day…

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 9, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: An early look at Pens at Blues

Greetings to the Dear Readers from St. Louis, where the Penguins and Blues are set for what folks on both sides keep calling a “big game.” It would be a lot bigger game if it opened a series in June, but for now…

LINES N’PAIRINGS

A look at the Penguins’ forwards and defensemen during their AM practice:

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Jokinen-Malkin-Bennett

Glass-Sutter-D’Agostini

Adams-Vitale-Megna

= The defense pairings were a bit jumbled with Paul Martin, who coach Dan Bylsma said will not play against the Blues. Martin had not practiced Friday.

 Deryk Engelland, used mostly as a checking-line forward the last few weeks, worked in a rotation with the Penguins’ five other healthy full-time defensemen (Letang, Orpik, Niskanen, Maatta and Bortuzzo).

= RW James Neal (upper body) rotated line shifts with Bennett, who is set to play for the first time since Oct. 12. Bennett had been out with a lower-body injury.

 Neal, out since Oct. 3, is working toward a potential return next week – though, the Penguins have not identified when he will play.

“I don’t have to show anything,” Neal said. “If I’m ready, I’m ready. I need to be as close to game shape as possible.”

Neal noted his summer workouts, which had him feeling better physically than to start any season, as being especially helpful right now.

“You obviously lose (conditioning when injured),” he said. “But I feel like there’s an ability to get back a little quicker.”

THE READ

= Josh Yohe on the Olympics preview in this game: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5018238-74/crosby-backes-game#axzz2kBJe2AM7

preVIEW

Coming Sunday as part of #TribHKY coverage:

= As Hall-of-Fame immortality calls, Brendan Shanahan chaces something even more meaningful as head of NHL Player Safety.

= The Insider: Blues Russian sniper Vladimir Tarasenko isn’t thinking about the Olympics. Right, and he didn’t want to catch up with Evgeni Malkin, either.

= Yohe on What To Watch.

= The never-to-be-missed AHL Penguins notes from Jonathan Bombulie.

= Also, Rossi is in St. Louis with regular game coverage

HEAR HERE

Radio/TV appearances for Saturday and Sunday:

Rossi: SATURDAY ­– Root Sports Pittsburgh Penguins Pregame (7:45 p.m.); SUNDAY ­–­ Subway Final Word (after late local news, WPXI)

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 7, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

2 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: A deeper dig into Malkin’s slump

A good morning to the Dear Readers from a soon-to-be rainy New York City, where somebody is sticking around to spend time at the NHL headquarters for a couple of down-the-road pieces.

Josh “the Instinctive One” Yohe has the club Thursday, as the Penguins will practice at Southpointe Iceoplex. Perhaps an optional session, though coach Dan Bylsma’s tone after a 5-1 loss to the Rangers at MSG was hardly the most upbeat one.

= The #TribHKY recap of that loss: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/5017422-74/penguins-malkin-rangers#axzz2jtMK45Af

Overreacting to one loss – as the Penguins people on Twitterverse seems to be doing –­ is unwise, though not unexpected. A great goalie can do damage to even the most superior opponent, and New York’s Henrik Lundqvist (28 saves; 10 in the first 15 minutes) did that to the Penguins, who remain one of only two Metropolitan Division clubs with more wins than combined losses and overtime/shootout results.

Still, this Evgeni Malkin slump is a real concern.

(Clearly, as was evident by the direction of that Game Story – and coach Dan Bylsma’s acknowledgment that it is a factor going forward.)

Malkin declined comment Wednesday night after a ninth consecutive game without a goal.

Do not read too much into that, as Malkin is not one to speak daily or after every game.

That said, for as much as a reporter can, this reporter feels he is best positioned to read Malkin’s nonverbal signals, and the ones he is sending are disconcerting. He appears completely flummoxed over his inability to dominate – and the read here is this is not just about the 3 goals-14 points start to this season.

Malkin has 47 points in 47 games since wrapping an MVP season that was the result of 50 goals and 109 points in 75 games – a 1.45 points-per-game average.

Malkin will need to average at least 1.30 points-per-game the rest of this season to hit the 100-point plateau for a fourth time.

He is capable, but this current pace through 16 games (.875) is a far cry from his 12th all-time 1.21 per-game pace.

Something to keep in mind about Malkin, who is now 27:

Of the eight players to win multiple scoring titles since in the post expansion era (1967-68 to current), only one – Boston’s Phil Esposito – posted either his first or second best season after the age of 27.

Malkin takes things to heart. His care-level (coach speak) is off the charts.

This slump is not about him not trying or failing to grasp the system or any of the each jabs that his detractors throw at him and Russian players in general.

This slump is about something deep, and a huge challenge for Bylsma is to figure out how to help Malkin stick with his recent responsible play even though individual results are not coming.

The good news for Malkin is that things seemingly cannot get much worse than this start.

The best news is that help is apparently on the way: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5017477-74/crosby-penguins-rangers#axzz2jtMK45Af

A busy day for radio hits: Penguins Live with Steve Kolbe (3:20 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com); the Mark Madden Show (3:30 p.m., 105.9-FM); the David Todd Show (6:30 p.m., 970-AM).

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 6, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Neal as Mr. “Invisible”; Crosby reaches out to concussed Nash

New York City!!!

Greetings to the Dear Readers from Madison Square Garden, where the Penguins and Rangers are set to play a not-quite-a-rivalry-night game on Wednesday; the latest after each club’s morning practice:

LINES N’PAIRING

Well, see, there is not much to report as the Penguins spent their time on the world’s most infamous ice working the power play and penalty kill. Line rushes were not taken.

NEWS N’AT

= Chris Kunitz practiced after missing the last two days as part of maintenance. His status is “game-time,” per coach Dan Bylsma.

= RW Beau Bennett practiced, again, and is targeted to play at St. Louis on Saturday night, Bylsma said. Bennett has not played since sustaining a lower-body injury on Oct. 12.

= James Neal (upper body) practiced with teammates for the first time since he was injured Oct. 3.

 Actually, that is not entirely true.

Neal was considered an “invisible player” during the practice, and he was primarily on the ice for a post-session workout with trainers.

“I don’t anticipate James rejoining practice until Friday,” Bylsma said.

Neal has now skated the last three days, and his response to the first two of those sessions was “positive,” Bylsma said.

“He’s had good progression,” Bylsma said of Neal’s past week.

 Neal is the regular right winger for center Evgeni Malkin, who has gone eight consecutive games without a goal. The Penguins’ second-line right wingers have contributed a goal and two assists in 15 games this season.

CROSBY ON NASH, CONCUSSION

Center Sidney Crosby knows concussions, having missed all but eight games from Jan. 5, 2011 to March 15, 2012 because of symptoms.

Still, despite at one point being the poster boy for concussion, Crosby does not want to be a spokesperson on behalf of other players dealing with the injury.

That includes Rangers Rangers RW Rick Nash, out since Oct. 8 with a concussion – the result of a hit from Brad Stuart of the Sharks.

Crosby said Wednesday he has sent Nash a text message as a way of checking in – but stressed he does not reach out to every player going through the trials of a concussion recovery.

“I’ve met (Nash), played with him at the (2010) Olympics,” Crosby said.

The Rangers are not commenting on treatment being sought by Nash, though recent days were accompanied by reports of him seeing concussions specialists.

On Wednesday, Crosby reminded that the cloud of uncertainty that follows a concussion diagnosis – and the lack of similarities between one concussion and another – “can definitely make it a tough thing to go through.”

“You just don’t have a lot of answers,” Crosby said. “It’s a unique injury. It’s frustrating.”

THE READ

= Josh Yohe on the Penguins and, well, everybody else in this new Metropolitan division: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/5000125-74/division-metropolitan-penguins#axzz2jtMK45Af

HEAR HERE

Rossi on the radio: The David Todd Show (4:30 p.m., 970-AM); Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:20 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com)

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 3, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Rossi: Sunday Morning Pops N’At

Good morning from Columbus, Ohio, to the Dear Readers…

Something to chew on with the Penguins taking a day off: Jeff Zatkoff, on Saturday night, became only the ninth goalie not named Marc-Andre Fleury to win a regular-season game since the 2005-06 season. (Buy the paper and you’ll find nuggets like that EVERYDAY on the #TribHKY banner. Shameless plug complete.)

THE READ

A rundown of our Sunday coverage:

= Quoth the Flower: “Awesome” win for Zatkoff, and not just because a certain beat scribe kept his hearing on a cannon-less night: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/4962258-74/penguins-zatkoff-blue#axzz2jPOLnyNd

= Columnist Dejan Kovacevic does double duty to call out the NHL commish: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/4993538-74/bettman-nhl-emery#axzz2jPOLnyNd

= Said NHL commish was hardly pleased by that riot-like game in Philadelphia on Friday night, as he explained from Nationwide Arena on Saturday: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4962260-74/bettman-nhl-game#axzz2jPOLnyNd

= A couple of chats with players last week showed how the communicative skills of Dan Bylsma help the Penguins: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4962262-74/malkin-boston-bylsma#axzz2jPOLnyNd

= Our AHL correspondent Jonathan Bombulie looks at what goes into an NHL promotion for the Penguins’ prospects: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4962272-74/call-nhl-pens#axzz2jPOLnyNd

HEAR HERE

I will be on the Subway Final Word tonight after Sunday Night Football on local NBC affiliates. That means WPXI for those in Western Pennsylvania. The show takes your Tweets, so go at it.

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 2, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

2 comments so far - add yours!

Rossi: Bennett closer to practicing, but not so much for Neal.

Greetings to the Dear Readers from Columbus, Ohio ­ – though, it seems quite a few of you are here for the Penguins’ first divisional game at Nationwide Arena.

Neither club engaged in an AM practice, so there is little to report. Some bit of information:

= Jeff Zatkoff will make his third start for the Penguins. He is 0-2 with a 5.06 GAA and .818 save percentage. Coach Dan Bylsma said there was very little thought given to playing Marc-Andre Fleury on back-to-back days.

Given how well Fleury had to play for a win on Friday night at Consol Energy Center – see Josh Yohe’s game story: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/4962349-74/penguins-fleury-bobrovsky#axzz2jPOLnyNd ­­– this game could prove quite challenging for Zatkoff, unless the Penguins revert back to their previously sound defensive form.

= Bylsma said the rest of the lineup is a “game-time decision.” That includes LW Tanner Glass, who appeared to sustain an injury in the win on Friday night.

= RW Beau Bennett (lower body) skated on his own again Saturday morning. Bylsma said he expected Bennett to practice next week, though he did not provide specifics. The Penguins are off Sunday and do not play again until at New York (Rangers) on Wednesday. Bennett last played Oct. 12.

= RW James Neal (upper body) remains week-to-week, but Bylsma said Neal is “rehabbing, recovering, (and) working out.” Bylsma added he hoped to “see progression” in terms of Neal’s activity. Neal has not played since Oct. 3.

FEAR THE CANNON!!!

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

November 1, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: Penguins vs. Blue Jackets Preview

Greetings from Consol, hockey fans.

NBC Sports Network made quite a push on Wednesday to turn the Penguins and Bruins into big rivals. Tonight’s game might offer a more organic feel.

The Penguins and Columbus Blue Jackets play tonight for the first time as division rivals, and players from both sides indicated that they believe this has the potential to turn into a special rivalry. Proximity has something to do with it – one can get to Columbus to Pittsburgh in less than three hours, should they drive at a reasonable rate of speed – and the general improvement of the Blue Jackets from annual doormat to legitimate playoff contender doesn’t hurt, either.

This is the first of two games in two nights for these teams. Should be fun.

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-Jayson Megna

Dustin Jeffrey-Brandon Sutter-Craig Adams

Tanner Glass-Joe Vitale-Deryk Engelland

Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

Olli Maatta-Robert Bortuzzo

Marc-Andre Fleury

A quick note: For the second straight game, the Penguins did not reveal their line combinations in their morning skate. This is highly unusual for them, so guessing the lineup – as opposed to actually seeing it a few hours in advance – is the best thing I can provide. I wouldn’t expect too many changes from the lineup that we saw against Boston, given that the Penguins coaching staff was especially pleased with that performance.

Injury update

Expect forward Beau Bennett to return to practice early next week. He skated again before practice and looked fine, intensifying his skating on a daily basis this week. There is a good chance he will practice with the Penguins early next week. The team’s next scheduled practice is Monday, and it looks likely that Bennett will skate then and could be eligible to play next Wednesday against the Rangers at Madison Square Garden or next Saturday in St. Louis.

Otherwise, injured players like James Neal and Chuck Kobasew – and Rob Scuderi, of course – weren’t on the ice and won’t be ready for quite some time.

Watch For This N’ At

= Mark Letestu has turned into a nice NHL player with Columbus and acknowledged that being traded from the Penguins to Ohio two years ago was probably the best thing for his career. He’ll be centering the Blue Jackets’ second line tonight.

= Evgeni Malkin is going to start scoring goals soon, right? He was, for my money, the best player on the ice against Boston. His performance in the first period was striking. I’m thinking he lights the lamp this weekend. It’s time.

= I don’t expect more than a handful of Columbus fans in attendance tonight. But I’m also expecting the Pens fan invasion to take place on Saturday, as it always does in Columbus. The Penguins are expecting it too. Said Joe Vitale: “We always notice when we have a lot of fans on the road. It’s awesome.”

= It’s always nice for Plum High School graduate R.J. Umberger to come home. And now that the Blue Jackets are in the Metropolitan Division, he’ll be coming to Pittsburgh more regularly. Boo him because he plays for the other team if you’d like, but I promise you Umberger represents our city with total class. Just a great guy.

The Read

Rob Rossi with a good piece on a lifestyle change for the Penguins’ goalies: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4962425-74/shots-penguins-fleury#axzz2jPwpH3x9

Dejan Kovacevic takes a look at Pascal Dupuis, who is happy to still be in Pittsburgh: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/4962435-74/dupuis-game-kovacevic#axzz2jPwpH3x9

Hear Here

I’ll be joining Steve Kolbe of Pens Live at 3:40 p.m.

Rossi joines Brian Metzer on Penguins Live at 5:20 p.m. for his usual pregame hit (http://sportstalk.triblive.com), and he will join Stan Savran for a TV appearance on Root Sports Pittsburgh (6:45 p.m.).

Enjoy the Pens games this weekend, because the schedule is hitting a bit of a lull. After the back-to-back games this weekend, the Penguins only play twice in a two-day span. But, first things first: This weekend is a big opportunity for the Blue Jackets to show they belong. It’s also a big opportunity for the Penguins to expand an already imposing lead.

-          Yohe

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 30, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Yohe: An early look at Penguins vs. Bruins

Greetings from Consol, hockey fans.

Likely the most anticipated game of the October portion of the regular season is here in the form of the Penguins hosting the Boston Bruins. You all remember what happened in June. So do the Penguins. Should be a good one. And remember, it’s an 8 p.m. start tonight.

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-Matt D’Agostini  

Tanner Glass-Brandon Sutter-Dustin Jeffrey

Tanner Glass-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

Olli Maatta-Robert Bortuzzo

Marc-Andre Fleury

Thanks to an injury that is going to sideline Chuck Kobasew for close to a month, Dustin Jeffrey is getting a chance to return to the lineup. He hasn’t played since a 3-2 Penguins victory against the Edmonton Oilers a couple of weeks ago. Jeffrey, a top-six style player trying to make it in a bottom-six role, clearly hasn’t impressed the coaching staff in his limited appearances this season. Here’s his chance, and it comes against a Bruins team that he beat in overtime during a two-goal performance in a memorable game in Boston in 2011.

Injury update

Kobasew, as we know, is out three-to-four weeks and James Neal will continue to miss time for at least another week, maybe longer. But there is some good news. Winger Beau Bennett skated again before the Penguins’ morning skate on Wednesday, and coach Dan Bylsma remported that the California native skated harder today and felt good. Also, defenseman Rob Scuderi underwent successful surgery this morning to repair a broken ankle he sustained on Oct. 26 in Toronto.

Watch For This N’ At

= Boston wants behemoth defenseman Zdeno Chara on the ice against Sidney Crosby. The Penguins refuse to back away from this battle (think of Marty McFly being called a chicken, and deciding to fight Biff when he doesn’t really have to). Crosby actually has had some success against Chara over the years, but the defenseman won the battle in June. It should be fun to watch.

= Scuderi was responsible for a huge chunk of penalty killing minutes. Who will replace his minutes on the PK?  A combination of people, it appears.

= Remember Jarome Iginla? He’s back tonight, and still has nothing but good things about his time in Pittsburgh. He still refers to the Penguins as “we” when discussing last season’s playoff loss against his new team, the Bruins.

The Read

Rob Rossi had an interesting take on Jarome Iginla’s role with the Penguins last season. Check it out here: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4962528-74/iginla-penguins-bruins#axzz2jDycjonA

HEAR, HERE

I’ll be joining Steve Kolbe of the Penguins Radio Network at 3:40 p.m.

Rossi’s radi hits include: The David Todd Show (4:10 p.m., 970-AM); Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:20 p.m., sportstalk.triblive.com)

For those of us writing about the game, 8 p.m. starts are terrible for deadlines. As for the rest of you, maybe you’ll enjoy it. Kids out there, get your homework done before the game. Won’t be over until 10:30 p.m. at the earliest. Enjoy the hockey game, dear readers.

-          Yohe

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/14/#ixzz37VtgEZOH 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook 
 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Josh Yohe’s puckSPEAK: NBC Sports producer Mark Levy says Pens, Crosby to be pushed hard

NBC producer Mark Levy, a 22-time Emmy Award winner, is the man behind the new NBC Sports Network program “NHL Rivals.” He sat down with the Tribune-Review to discuss the new series, Pittsburgh’s role in NBC programming, Sidney Crosby’s interview with Bob Costas and where hockey on television is headed.

Q: How important is Sidney Crosby in your desire to elevate hockey’s profile?

A: Very much. When we came out of the interview (with Bob Costas) and went into the edit room, it was just great. It was great to see Sidney off the ice. I don’t believe his reputation is make-believe. I believe it is genuine. That’s always how he comes across. I enjoyed hearing him talking about athletes he’s admired over the years, and what it was like meeting Michael Jordan at Mario Lemieux’s golf tournament. He’s just so genuine. As elite as he is, he’s so grounded.

Q: Sid isn’t always good for bulletin board quotes. How did it go?

A: He was thoughtful. It’s light in nature. No fly off the cuff responses. He’s heard all the questions you can imagine. As far as specifics, I love listening to him talk about the gold medal game in Vancouver. That moment, that winning goal. It was one of the greatest moments of his life. And in contrast, he talked about how bittersweet it was to be on the bench during Game 7 in Detroit. He wanted to be on that ice.

Q: Having a presence like Bob Costas can only help NBC’s desire to push hockey, correct?

A: Most definitely. This is something Bob wants to do. This isn’t an assignment on a monthly schedule. This is something he loves. He loves sitting down with the characters and the stars of sport, be it present day or former athletes. He loves having conversations with these people. We just did a Bobby Orr interview a few weeks ago. It will be out in November. There aren’t many in the business better than Bob, and I think it shows.

Q: You guys are pushing the rivalry series pretty hard. Why?

A: Our viewers, the real diehard fans, have an appetite for this. I think fans will be very interested to know that there was a Pittsburgh hockey team in the 1920s. They wore black and gold. Then they wore blue after expansion, and then went back to black and gold because of the success had by the Steelers and Pirates. Harry Sinden was very upset by this. There was bad blood. We want people to know about the history of the teams and of the rivalry. When we put this show together, we put on the draft when Mario was drafted. Just to see draft day, and then Mario’s first goal, it’s something every Penguins fan will eat up. NHL fans in general will like this material.

Q: Pittsburgh and Boston are both great sports towns. Are they natural rivals?

A: I think it grows from what takes place in the series and the matchups. Look back at 1991 at the Cam Neely/Ulf Samuelsson moment in Game 3. It happened a number of years ago, but people still look back on it. Some will be introduced to it. Neely, we spoke to. Samuelsson, we didn’t. Many of the players on the ice and on the benches can speak to that rivalry. I don’t necessarily know if it speaks specifically to an attitude in terms of what the towns represent.  Boston and Pittsburgh both have a scrappy attitude and I think that’s great in the world of sports. Both teams have a passionate base.

Q: NBC is going to keep pushing hockey hard?

A: It’s part of our hope. We want to provide the destination for the hockey fan to be able to come and stay and enjoy the hockey programming, be it watching a live game, or a show we’ve worked on, or Bob Costas sitting down with Sidney Crosby. We want the viewers to put the remote on the table and enjoy hockey for an extended period of time. We have a history of storytelling. Look at the Olympics, Sunday Night Football, the Triple Crown – We base our productions around telling stories. It’s all about making the viewer care more about the characters involved. That’s what we strive to do.

­– Josh Yohe

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 28, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

preVIEW: An early look at Penguins at Carolina (guest host: Josh Yohe)

Greetings from Raleigh, hockey fans.

Should be a good one tonight, as the Hurricanes are relatively well rested and the Penguins, as you may have guessed, are a little surly following their three-game losing streak.

Here’s a look at what to expect:

Tonight’s probable lines and defense pairings:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-Matt D’Agostini  

Tanner Glass-Brandon Sutter-Chuck Kobasew

Dustin Jeffrey-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

Olli Maatta-Robert Bortuzzo

Marc-Andre Fleury

With Rob Scuderi out of the lineup, the Penguins will try defenseman Matt Niskanen together with Kris Letang. The two have played together in the past, with mixed results occurring in their time on the same pairing. Niskanen plays well on the left side, which should make him comfortable with Letang, who hasn’t looked himself during his first two games. Olli Maatta was so comfortable with Robert Bortuzzo early in the season that it makes perfect sense putting them back together. The Glass-Vitale-Adams line has been quite effective this season, so it seems logical keeping it together.

Injury update

There wasn’t a big announcement regarding the status of injured defenseman Rob Scuderi. It seems that the Penguins won’t know how severe his lower-body injury is until this afternoon at the earliest, and when the knowledge because public is anyone’s guess. What we know is that Scuderi did return to Pittsburgh on Monday to have tests done.

Watch For This N’ At

= Our old friend Jordan Staal is really struggling this season. Although his team is off to a reasonably good start, Staal has produced just one goal and two assists so far this season. Obviously, Carolina is expecting more.

= The Penguins haven’t lost four games in a row in almost two years, and that streak coincided with a Sidney Crosby injury. Tonight appears a glorious chance for them to get back on the winning side of things, as Carolina will start backup goaltender Justin Peters, who is playing for the injured Cam Ward.

= The Hurricanes believe Marc-Andre Fleury is vulnerable to plays that develop from behind the net. Look for that to be part of their plan.

The Read

Here’s a look at the Penguins’ impressive work in the faceoff circle.

http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4954462-74/penguins-vitale-faceoffs#axzz2j2JqW52Z

Enjoy the hockey game, dear readers.

-          Yohe

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 25, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

preVIEW: An early look at Penguins vs. Islanders (w/Josh Yohe)

Tonight’s probably lines and defense pairings:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-Chuck Kobasew

Tanner Glass-Brandon Sutter-Jayson Megna

Craig Adams-Joe Vitale-Deryk Engelland

Rob Scuderi-Kris Letang

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

Olli Maatta-Matt Niskanen

Jeff Zatkoff

The Penguins haven’t stated that they are displeased with forward Dustin Jeffrey’s work, but he’s sure having a hard time cracking the lineup. In an uncharacteristic move, coach Dan Bylsma actually showed his lineup hand by announcing that Deryk Engelland will again be in the lineup at forward.

Meanwhile, Jeff Zatkoff will start his second career NHL game only one day after Bylsma strongly hinted that Marc-Andre Fleury would play against the Islanders.

Also of note, as if you didn’t know, Kris Letang is back in the lineup tonight. (Ladies: His hair is in mid-season form.)

Injury update

The Penguins are starting to get healthy with Letang back in the lineup and Matt D’Agostini a pretty fair bet to play in Toronto on Saturday. James Neal still isn’t skating and it seems likely that he will miss at least another week of action.

Beau Bennett’s situation is slightly more difficult to gauge, but he won’t play this weekend.

Watch For This N’ At

= The Islanders’ team speed generally gives the Penguins fits. However, with Michael Grabner out of the Islanders lineup and Letang returning, the Penguins shouldn’t be at too much of a disadvantage.

= It is well known that Sidney Crosby routinely destroys the Flyers, but his most career points have actually come against the Islanders. Of course, he’s never registered a regular season goal against Evgeni Nabakov, who will start for New York tonight. It’s only a matter of time before that stat is erased, one would think.

= Olli Maatta is playing tonight. But you already knew that.

The Read

Rob Rossi on the Olli Maatta decision: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4936222-74/maatta-penguins-shero#axzz2ikgKVwQE

Dejan Kovacevic with his thoughts on his Maann Crush, Olli Maatta: http://triblive.com/sports/dejankovacevic/dejancolumns/4936053-74/maatta-penguins-game#axzz2ikgKVwQE

Hear Here

You can hear me today at 3:40 p.m. on Penguins Live with Steve Kolbe.

Assuming Rossi doesn’t get detained crossing the border tonight, he’ll bring you Penguins-Leafs action on Saturday night from the Air Canada CenTER.

I’ll be back with you Monday night in Raleigh.

Enjoy the hockey game, dear readers.

-          Yohe

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 21, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

preVIEW: An early look at Penguins vs. Avalanche.

Greetings from Fifth Avenue, Dear Readers. Rossi was complaining of an upset stomach – likely nerves before his lunch date with a lovely lady way out of his league. (Good with the athletes he is; with the ladies, not so much.) Anyway, an update from the morning practice…

= LINES AND PAIRINGS

Forwards:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis 

Jussi Jokinen-Evgeni Malkin-Chuck Kobasew

Tanner Glass-Brandon Sutter-Chris Conner

Harry Zolnierczyk-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams 

Defense:

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin 

Rob Scuderi-Matt Niskanen

Olli Maatta-Robert Bortuzzo

Goalie: Marc-Andre Fleury

* It appears that Dustin Jeffrey and Deryk Engelland will be out of the lineup this evening against the Colorado Avalanche. Engelland has played the past two games at right wing and has acquitted himself fairly well, given that he had never played wing in his NHL career. Jeffrey mentioned to the Tribune-Review on Sunday that he is somewhat frustrated by being in and out of the lineup on a regular basis, but it doesn’t look like he’ll be in uniform tonight.

INJURY UPDATE

* The Penguins are getting closer and closer to seeing defenseman Kris Letang return to the lineup. In fact, the all-star defenseman may even return this weekend when the Penguins host the New York Islanders and travel to Toronto.

However, Letang will not be in the lineup tonight against the Colorado Avalanche.

He did participate in the Penguins’ morning skate, and remained on the ice for some extended conditioning. Letang looked strong, showing no signs of the knee trouble that has been hindering him for nearly a month.

Coach Dan Bylsma says Letang is “close” to returning.

* Left wing Beau Bennett skated before the morning skate but isn’t ready to play tonight and seems questionable at best to play this weekend.

* Right wing Matt D’Agostini skated this morning and will be eligible to play with the Penguins starting on Saturday in Toronto, though it remains unknown if he will be medically cleared to participate in that game.

WATCH FOR THIS N’AT 

= The Penguins have destroyed Colorado under Dan Bylsma, putting up a 4-0 record and generally having their way with an Avalanche blue line that hasn’t been especially strong in recent years.

= You know the story by now: Sidney Crosby has a point in each of his first eight games, and 17 in all. Against a team that likes to trade chances, Crosby should have a few opportunities to add to that total.

THE READ 

Even Sid doesn’t think he can keep this pace up: Here’s more … http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4914655-74/crosby-game-points#axzz2iO90L2sJ

HEAR HERE 

This is being filed late, so if Rossi and were doing any radio hits today, you probably would have heard it already. 

Behave yourselves, and enjoy the hockey game.

Yohe

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 17, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

preVIEW: An early look at Penguins at Flyers

Greetings from Broad Street in Philadelphia, and now a morning-skate update for the Dear Readers…

= LINES AND PAIRINGS

A look at who was where during the Penguins’ pregame practice:

LINES

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Jokinen-Malkin-Kobasew

Glass-Sutter-Adams

Zolnierczyk-Vitale-Engelland

PAIRINGS

Orpik-Martin

Scuderi-Niskanen

Maatta-Bortuzzo

GOALIE: Fleury

◦Defenseman Deryk Engelland skated the right winger on the fourth line, and coach Dan Bylsma said Engelland has practiced at that position three times this season. Engelland said he played as a forward against Montreal two years ago and “a few times” during his days with Las Vegas of the East Coast Hockey League.

“It’s a different look,” Engelland said, noting the defensive-zone specifically. “I’ll need to have my head on a swivel and stuff.”

Engelland is arguably the Penguins top fighter. The Penguins are playing in Philadelphia on Thursday, where the Flyers once used “vengeance” as a marketing slogan.

 Bylsma tried to downplay all of that.

“We like have that grit, that guy in the lineup,” he said of Engelland. “It’s not particularly just because we’re playing the Flyers.”

◦LW/RW Dustin Jeffrey did not take line rushes during the morning-skate session. He also did not practice on a line Wednesday. He would be the odd forward out if Engelland plays up front.

= INJURY UPDATE

◦D Kris Letang (lower body) participated in the morning skate, but he will not play at Philadelphia. He will miss a sixth consecutive game to open the season. He was injured Sept. 27. Bylsma said Thursday there remains “no timetable” for Letang’s return to games.

◦RW Beau Bennett (lower body) did not practice Thursday. He has not practiced since he was injured last Saturday in a win at Tampa Bay.

◦RW James Neal (upper body) did not practice. He has not practiced since he re-aggravated an injury in a win over New Jersey on Oct. 3.

◦RW Matt D’Agostini (lower body) did practice, but like Letang he was not involved in all drills. D’Agostini has yet to play in a game this season.

◦D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) are on the LTIR (long-term injury list). They cannot play in the first 10 games and for 24 days dating to the start of the season.

◦Vokoun is out 3-6 months.

= WATCH FOR THIS N’AT

A peek into how Penguins-Flyers might play out:

◦Sidney Crosby (13 goals, 20 assists) and Evgeni Malkin (12 goals, 16 assists) have really seemed take to Wells Fargo Center in the 21 games each has played in Philadelphia’s rink.

◦The road club has won eight of the last 12 in this Commonwealth Cold War.

◦Blood. There will be blood.

= THE READ

◦Josh Yohe on the Penguins knowing better than to bury these floundering Flyers: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4890184-74/flyers-penguins-goals#axzz2i02z60or

= HEAR HERE

TV/radio appearances for Thursday:

ROSSI – The Mark Madden Show (3:30 p.m., 105.9-FM); Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:20 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com); Hockey Night with David Todd (6:10 p.m., 970-AM).

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 15, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreVIEW: An early look at Penguins vs. Oilers.

Greetings from Fifth Avenue, and a good morning (skate) to the Dear Readers…

= LINES AND PAIRINGS

How the Penguins looked at their AM practice:

LINES

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Jokinen-Malkin-Kobasew

Jeffrey-Sutter- Zolnierczyk

Glass-Vitale-Adams

DEFENSE

Scuderi-Niskanen

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Bortuzzo

GOALTENDER

Marc-Andre Fleury (4-0-0, 1.75 GAA, .930 SV%)

◦Ds Kris Letang and Deryk Engelland worked together as extras during the morning practice.

= THIS JUST IN

◦RW Harry Zolnierczyk was recalled from AHL affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. He will skate on the third line against Edmonton on Tuesday.

= INJURY UPDATE

◦Kris Letang (lower-body injury) practiced on Tuesday, but he will not play Tuesday. Letang also worked out with strength coach Mike Kadar before the morning practice. Coach Dan Bylsma said Letang continues to “progress” and that the next step will be to participate in a full practice, perhaps Wednesday.

 Letang on his status:

“We go a day at a time, see how I feel when I come to the rink. For right now, it’s just trying to feel comfortable out there.

“We trained a lot… make sure I keep my conditioning, but you can’t always do much in the gym because it’s different on the ice.

“(Resuming physical contact) was a good first test. I mean, there was so discomfort, but I can go with it. We’re going a day at a time.”

Letang has yet to play this season. He was injured Sept. 27.

◦RW James Neal (upper body) has been placed on the injured reserve list. It is retroactive. Neal has not played since the season opener Oct. 3.

◦LW/RW Beau Bennett (lower body) did not practice. He has not taken the ice since playing only two shifts in the final period of a game last Saturday.

◦RW Matt D’Agostini did not practice, but he did work out on his own. He should return to practice next week, Bylsma said.

◦D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) on the long-term injury list, so they currently do not count against the Penguins’ salary cap.

= WATCH FOR THIS N’AT

A peek into how Penguins-Oilers might play out:

◦Rob Scuderi, coming off four years in the Western Conference, said Edmonton was a club that caught veteran teams’ attention because of the Oilers’ young talent.

 On C Taylor Hall: “Good skill. Very dangerous. The strongest of all those guys.”

On C Ryan Nugent-Hopkins: “He’s really tricky to play against. There’s not much to him physically, but he’s so tricky that he’s a tough guy to matchup against.”

On RW Jordan Eberle: “He’s probably the most dangerous of those guys. He’s kind of the same as Nugent-Hopkins, but Eberle plays with a little more pace.”

On RW Nail Yakupov: “Honestly, I think he’s still trying to figure out the North American game; but if he has the puck – well, he’s figured out that part.”

(Yakupov was not at an optional skate. He has been a healthy scratch for two straight games.)

◦With Zolnierczyk’s recall, the Penguins can keep together their fourth line of LW Tanner Glass, C Joe Vitale and RW Craig Adams. That line’s ability early in the season to establish a forecheck and win puck battles could prove tough for the Oilers, who played at Washington on Monday and on the third of a six-game road trip.

◦C Sidney Crosby can match his best start to a season with a point Tuesday. He has a point in 75 of his last 91 regular-season games.

= THE READ

◦Evgeni Malkin knows he cannot let his ever changing wingers keep him from producing as a former MVP should: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4877640-74/malkin-neal-bennett#axzz2ho6Q64gg

= HEAR HERE

TV/radio appearances for Tuesday:

ROSSI ­– Penguins Live with Brian Metzer (5:20 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com)

YOHE – Penguins Live with Steve Kolbe (4 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com)

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 14, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreCalc: Bennett absence forces Pens’ lines shuffle at practice.

Greetings from Fifth Avenue…

= LINES AND PAIRINGS

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Jokinen-Malkin-Kobasew

Glass-Sutter-Adams

Jeffrey-Vitale-N/A

Scuderi-Niskanen

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Bortuzzo

Extras: Letang, Engelland

Goalies: Fleury, Zatkoff

◦Engelland took rushes with the fourth line, but the Penguins practiced with only 11 forwards. Glass and Adams moved from the fourth to third line because Kobasew moved from the third to second.

= INJURIES UPDATES

◦D Kris Letang (lower-body injury, undisclosed) is on the ice. This marks his second practice since he was injured Sept. 27. Coach Dan Bylsma said Saturday there was no set date for Letang’s return, but also noted he wanted to see if Letang could avoid a setback and practice Monday.

◦LW/RW Beau Bennett did not practice. He played 6:05 in a victory at Tampa Bay on Saturday. He was on the ice for only four shifts over the final two periods of that win, and for just 54 seconds in the third period.

 Bennett had spent the first five games as the second-line right winger. Chuck Kobasew, a right-handed shot, filled that slot on Monday.

◦RW James Neal (upper body, undisclosed) did not practice. He has not practiced since he played 3 minutes and 49 seconds in a victory over New Jersey at home on Oct. 12. He is out indefinitely.

◦LW Matt D’Agostini (lower body, undisclosed) did not practice. Bylsma has said he could return to practice Wednesday or Friday.

◦D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) are on the long-term injury list.

= THE READ

◦Josh Yohe with a tear-jerker on Craig Adams’ using his power for some very, very good: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4874560-74/tracy-adams-tim#axzz2hiD0ankY

= HEAR HERE

TV/Radio appearances for Tuesday:

ROSSI – Penguins Live with Steve Kolbe (4:20 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com)

Be EXCELLENT to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 12, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreVIEW: An early look at Penguins at Lightning

From a hotel in Ft. Myers Fla., a good morning (skate) to the Dear Readers…

= Penguins lines/pairings from the AM practice

Actually, there is no morning skate for the Penguins. A decision was made after the 6-3 loss at BB&T Center on Friday to scrap the session – no surprise given the back-to-back game situations.

Coach Dan Bylsma is expected to meet with the media before the Penguins take on Tampa Bay. Any updates will be passed along then, most likely via the Twitter machine.

= Injury Update

◦D Kris Letang (lower body) joined teammates for practice Friday at Florida, his first session since Sept. 27. He also worked extra after the session, with a focus on absorbing contact.

◦RW Matt D’Agostini (lower body) did not practice Friday, though he did skate on his own after the team session. Bylsma has said D’Agostini could resume practicing around Wednesday or next Friday The Penguins play at Philadelphia on Thursday.

◦RW James Neal (upper body) did not practice Friday. He is not on the Sunshine State trip. He is week-to-week.

◦LW Jussi Jokinen took a puck to the face Friday, but returned to play at Florida. There was no indication he would miss the game at Tampa Bay.

◦D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) are on the long-term injury list.

= Watch for This n’At

◦Marc-Andre Fleury will be back in net for the Penguins when the face the Lightning on Saturday night. Fleury is 3-0-0 and has allowed only three goals on 82 shots. It is the best start of his 10-year career.

 New Jersey, Buffalo and Carolina rarely tested Fleury consistently, though there were moments when he was required to, and made, sensational saves.

 Tampa Bay is a significantly stronger offensive outfit than any of the Penguins’ opening four opponents, so a return to the tight team defense that was a hallmark of games at Consol Energy Center is paramount for a chance to earn a split from the first road trip of this season.

 Fleury had noted Friday that Florida was a better offensive club than its statistics had suggested. The Panthers then went out and clawed the Penguins for twice as many goals as they had previously allowed.

 The loss cannot be totally pinned on backup goalie Jeff Zatkoff, who was making his first NHL start. (See the game story below.)

 Still, Fleury – at least the version of him that has opened this season – probably only surrenders three of the goals Florida scored on Friday.

◦Friday did mark a return to sanity – hopefully it was not temporary – with the faceoff issue. The Penguins and Panthers combined for 58, after the Penguins’ previous two games averaged 73.

 Seventy-three!

 Sidney Crosby has taken 104 faceoffs through four games, a pace that would give him 2,132 on the season. That is just stupid, even for one of the best centers on the draw in this sport.

 Speaking of centers on the draw, each of the Penguins top four are handling that business: Crosby (61 of 104, 58.6 percent), Evgeni Malkin (23 of 41, 56.1 percent), Brandon Sutter (28 of 49, 57.1 percent) and Joe Vitale (26 of 39, 66.7 percent).

 This is a small sample size, but Malkin going over 50 percent for faceoffs over the course of a season would mean a lot for the Penguins’ puck-possession intentions – and it could lead to crazy opportunities for Neal and that wicked release.

= The Read

◦Zatkoff accepted the blame for the Penguins’ first loss, but teammates were a lot more troubled by how they played in front of him: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/4866722-74/penguins-zatkoff-bylsma#axzz2hTPmsTrA

◦The almost-famous Penguins notebook: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4866729-74/penguins-friday-game#axzz2hTPmsTrA

= Hear Here:

Pre-game TV/radio hits:

Rossi: None scheduled for this fine Saturday.

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 11, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreVIEW: An early look at Penguins vs. Panthers

From BB&T Center in Sunrise, Fla., a good morning (skate) to the Dear Readers… 

= Penguins lines/pairings from the AM practice

It was hardly a full session, though it was attended by:

Defensemen: Letang, Orpik, Niskanen, Bortuzzo, Engelland and Maatta

Forwards: Jokinen, Vitale, Kobasew, Jeffrey, Bennett, Adams, Malkin and Sutter

Goalies: Zatkoff, Fleury

= Injury Update

◦D Kris Letang (lower body) joined teammates for the morning practice, his first session since Sept. 27. He also worked extra after the session, with a focus on absorbing contact.

◦RW Matt D’Agostini (lower body) did not practice Friday, though he did skate on his own after the team session. Coach Dan Bylsma has said D’Agostini could resume practicing around Oct. 16 or 18. The Penguins play at Philadelphia on Oct. 17. Those dates are rapidly approaching.

◦RW James Neal (upper body) did not practice Friday. He is week-to-week.

◦D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) are on the long-term injury list.

= Watch for This n’At

◦Jeff Zatkoff is set to make his first NHL start in goal.

“I’ve been waiting for a while,” Zatkoff said.

 That is not lip service.

 Zatkoff, 26, has spent the last five seasons in the AHL. He joined the Penguins organization for last season, going 26-20-0 with a 1.96 goals-against average and .920 save percentage for AHL affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

 He did not show signs of nervousness Friday morning.

“The closer it gets the better I’ll get,” Zatkoff said. “Time is the worst part.”

He joked that, like any goalie, he would appreciate “a lot of shots from the outside” to start this game.

 Starter Marc-Andre Fleury said he would not offer any advice to Zatkoff, but only because he would not want to interfere with any routine Zatkoff might have.

 Fleury did offer a scouting report on his backup:

“He’s patient and reads the play well. I find he takes up a lot of room.”

Florida has produced seven goals in four games, but Fleury said the Panthers are “better on offense” than that number suggests.

 The Penguins have surrendered an average of 27.3 shots-against in three previous games. They play a style that travels well.

 In other words, Zatkoff probably should not be challenged all that much. But, as the saying goes, that is why they play the game.

◦Letang will not play, and it seems like there is a decent chance he will not play at Tampa Bay on Saturday night, either.

“Today’s practice wasn’t an indication he’s ready to go or not ready to go,” Bylsma said.

“We’ll see how the next three days go.”

Notable, perhaps, is Bylsma’s continued refusal to say Olli Maatta is a lock to return to his junior club (London) before playing a 10th game and triggering this season as the first of his entry-level eligibility.

 Bylsma, on the potential for Maatta and Letang to both dress when Letang is cleared for game action:

“I don’t know the cap (and) roster situation… (but) I could see circumstances where that is the case.”

Maatta, 19, can play in only six more games for the Penguins or this will count as Year 1 of his entry-level deal.

 This is a critical two nights for him because coaches want to see how he handles playing when the Penguins do not have favorable matchups because road teams own the first change. Also, the back-to-back games will test him physically and mentally, as will Lightning scorers such as Martin St. Louis and Steven Stamkos, whom Maatta could find himself on the ice against on Saturday night.

= The Read

◦Josh Yohe on Zatkoff’s big play: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4856094-74/zatkoff-games-goalie#axzz2hQ74zbUt

◦The almost-famous Penguins notebook: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4856104-74/penguins-games-season#axzz2hQ74zbUt

= Hear Here:

Pre-game TV/radio hits:

Rossi: RADIO: Penguins HD Radio/TribLive Radio with Brian Metzer (5:40 p.m., http://sportstalk.triblive.com).

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 8, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreVIEW: The #TribHKY early look at Penguins vs. Hurricanes

A good morning (skate) to the Dear Readers…

= Penguins lines/pairings from the AM practice

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Jokinen-Malkin-Bennett

Kobasew-Sutter-Jeffrey

Glass-Vitale-Adams

Scuderi-Niskanen

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Bortuzzo

GOALIE: Fleury

= Injury Update

◦Coach Dan Bylsma said there were no updates; a reminder of the latest:

◦D Kris Letang (lower body) skated on his own Tuesday, his third day of that activity. There is no timetable for his return to practice.

◦RW Matt D’Agostini (lower body) did not practice Tuesday. Bylsma has said D’Agostini could resume practicing around Oct. 16 or 18. The Penguins play at Philadelphia on Oct. 17.

◦RW James Neal (upper body) did not practice Tuesday. He is week-to-week.

◦D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun are on the long-term injury list.

= Watch for This n’At

◦As of 11:30 a.m., the Penguins were taking to their official Twitter account to alert fans that seats were available for the Student Rush program. The Penguins leave around 500 seats per game for are students. The franchise has played before 288 consecutive home sellouts, dating to Feb. 14, 2007.

◦Bylsma said he was “shocked” by Philadelphia’s firing of Peter Laviolette.

“I have reached out to him,” Bylsma said.

 Laviolette is an assistant coach for the United States’ 2014 men’s Olympic team. Bylsma is the head coach.

◦Bylsma described himself as a “real big fan” of Carolina D Justin Faulk.

“He can really hum the puck, shoot it well,” Bylsma said. “But he’s a guy that can play in all situations as well. I’ve been a fan of him long before becoming the U.S. coach. With his skating ability and shot, he’s a factor.”

He is about the only factor for the Hurricanes’ defense.

◦The Hurricanes are the rare team than can seriously challenge the Penguins’ 1-2 punch of Cs Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin. The Hurricanes’ Staal brothers – Cs Eric and Jordan – can possesses the puck and are strong around the cage. Carolina will present the stiffest challenge yet to the Penguins, who contained well in their own zone in wins over New Jersey and Buffalo last week. The Staals can prove overpowering down low, which could open up shooting lanes for skilled Hurricanes wingers such as Alexander Semin, who plays with Eric, and Nathan Gerbe, who plays with Jordan.

= The Read

◦G Marc-Andre Fleury has a new approach this season, as Josh Yohe reports: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4843211-74/fleury-penguins-approach#axzz2h9D1kfdt

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/15/#ixzz37VttjBY2 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook 
 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreCALC: No practice for Pens, but big doings from the Flyers.

A quick, off-day update for the Dear Readers…

= The Penguins do not practice Monday, though, check out these reports from Josh Yohe on happenings Sunday:

◦On the DEE-fence! being played by the local club: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4835625-74/penguins-defensive-system#axzz2h34q1OEO

◦On the packed house for practice: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4835627-74/practice-penguins-injured#axzz2h34q1OEO

= The BIG league news is the coaching situation in Philadelphia, where things are changing. Peter Laviolette is out with the Flyers. Friend of Chipped Ice Frank Seravalli has all the news on the Flyers front: http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/sports/flyers/Flyers-fire-Laviolette.html

Follow Frankie on Twitter @DNFlyers for any additional updates on the hot mess that is happening with our eastern Commonwealth friends.

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 5, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreVIEW: The #TribHKY early look at Penguins vs. Sabres

A good morning (skate) to the Dear Readers…

= Penguins lines/pairings from the AM practice

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Jokinen-Malkin-Bennett

Kobasew-Sutter-Jeffrey

Glass-Vitale-Adams

Scuderi-Niskanen

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Bortuzzo

GOALIE: Fleury

= Injury Update

◦D Kris Letang (lower body) skated on his own Saturday, and coach Dan Bylsma said he was “progressing” but added there was no established timetable for Letang’s return to practice.

◦RW Matt D’Agostini (lower body) did not practice Saturday, but Bylsma said D’Agostini could resume practicing around Oct. 16 or 18. The Penguins play at Philadelphia on Oct. 17.

◦RW James Neal (upper body) did not practice. He is week-to-week.

◦D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun are on the long-term injury list.

= Watch for This n’At

◦Jussi Jokinen has replaced James Neal on the first power-play unit. Paul Martin and Evgeni Malkin worked the points, with Malkin and Sidney Crosby on the same side of the ice.

◦Feeding Malkin where he prefers for a one-time shot is crucial to the Penguins’ power play mentality ­– and Martin does that best, Malkin said. If drifting backwards, Makin prefers the puck between his legs. If moving forward, Malkin likes the puck near the back blade of his forward skate.

◦The Sabres successfully transitioned the Penguins last season, meaning they quickly capitalized on forced turnovers. Bylsma opened his Saturday practice with a statement aimed at reminding his players of Buffalo’s transition ability.

 The Penguins opened against New Jersey on Thursday paying a lot of attention to their play with the puck in a hope to avoid what could be called unforced errors. The Sabres and Devils play similar styles, and after a taking 2-0 lead over New Jersey in the opener, the Penguins often were caught on their heels and relying on tougher stops from goalie Marc-Andre Fleury.

= The Read

◦For Malkin, the absence of Neal means some musical-chair linemates: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4822155-74/neal-malkin-penguins#axzz2gfvwDjIF

◦Recommended Sabres coverage found here: http://blogs.buffalonews.com/sabres/2013/10/hackett-rejoins-sabres-with-miller-absent-from-morning-skate.html 

And here: http://www.buffalohockeybeat.com

= Hear Here:

As of now there are no planned pre-game TV/radio hits.

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 4, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Aftermath: Bennett in for Neal at practice.

A quick update for the Dear Readers on this oh-so-important Friday for the Pirates…

Oh, wait, this is the spot on TribLive reserved for the Penguins. Our bad. (Go Bucs all the same.)

= News n’At

RW James Neal (upper body injury) is not at practice for the Penguins. Neal left the opener – a 3-0 win over New Jersey on Thursday – and did not return. He had not practiced since Monday with an upper-body injury.

With Neal out, Beau Bennett is working the right side with Geno’s Guys.

Speaking of practice lines…

Sid’s Soliders: Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Geno’s Guys: Jokinen-Malkin-Bennett

Third line: Kobasew-Sutter-Jeffrey

Fourth line: Glass-Vitale-Adams

And to set the defense…

Scuderi-Niskanen

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Bortuzzo

Engelland (extra)

= Day Later Quote

“Yeah, I can definitely score 82.”

–      ­Adams, on his current goals pace

= Up Next

Buffalo visits Consol Energy Center on Saturday night (7 p.m.) – the return of the once standard Hockey Night in Pittsburgh. (OK, so there was never an official name, but it was cool when Saturday night games were a way of life in this city. Sadly, the Penguins are such a draw that the NHL sends them on the road most Saturday nights.)

= The Read

◦The Flower bloomed nice and pretty for the Penguins in their opening win over New Jersey: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/pensgalleries/4820259-74/fleury-penguins-adams#axzz2gfvwDjIF

◦Josh Yohe on a certain somebody returning to a place where he once belonged: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4820059-74/jagr-penguins-fans#axzz2gfvwDjIF

 (FWIW, Jagr’s likeness IS going back into the Penguins’ dressing room IF he ever actually retires. He remains prominently displayed pretty much throughout Consol Energy Center, and there has never been any indication from Mario Lemieux that No. 68 will not eventually find its way to the rafters.)

◦The #TribHKY Notes, which start with Martin Brodeur’s expectations for Fleury: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4820271-74/brodeur-fleury-penguins#axzz2gfvwDjIF

= Hear Here

Off-day radio hits: ESPN Radio with Stan Savran (12:15 p.m.); TribLive Radio with Ken Laird and John Steigerwald (1:30 p.m.)

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

October 3, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreVIEW: The #TribHKY early look at Penguins vs. Devils

A good morning (skate) to the Dear Readers…

= Penguins lines/pairings from the AM practice

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis

Vitale-Malkin-Jokinen

Kobasew-Sutter-Bennett

Glass-Jeffrey-Adams

Scuderi-Niskanen

Orpik-Martin

Maatta-Bortuzzo

GOALIE: Fleury

= Injury Update

RW James Neal (upper body) did not practice, but coach Dan Bylsma said he is a game-time decision. Neal has not practiced since Monday.

D Kris Letang (lower body) and RW Matt D’Agostini (lower body) will not play.

D’Agostini and G Tomas Vokoun are on the long-term injury list.

= Watch for This n’At

◦Joe Vitale on the second line was a decoy by coaches. Expect Beau Bennett to play on the second line if Neal cannot go.

◦This is the first regular-season game the Penguins will play under the new hybrid-icing format. Look for Sidney Crosby to perhaps be used in the offensive zone with unusual linemates if Bylsma can manipulate a matchup because the Penguins are getting more O-zone faceoff chances.

◦Olli Maatta, 19, is playing in his first NHL game. He has the look of a player poised beyond his years, but his defense partner is the Penguins defenseman with the least NHL experience. Robert Bortuzzo has played in only 21 games.

= The Read

◦For Crosby, NHL Season No. 9 starts like the others – with expectations to win: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4810704-74/penguins-season-crosby#axzz2gfvwDjIF

◦Josh Yohe with the latest on Vokoun’s status: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4813336-74/vokoun-penguins-fleury#axzz2gfvwDjIF

◦Yohe’s final Season Preview positional breakdown; DEFENSE: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4810702-74/penguins-bortuzzo-blue#axzz2gfvwDjIF

◦Columnist Dejan Kovacevic is in St. Louis with the Trib’s Team Octoburgh, but his hockey brethren in Pittsburgh are happy for this contribution on Jaromir Jagr’s likeness being removed from the Penguins’ dressing room: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4814189-74/locker-ring-jagr#axzz2gfvwDjIF

◦Recommended Devils coverage found here: http://www.nj.com/devils/

And here: http://www.northjersey.com/sports/pro_sports/hockey/

= Hear Here:

Game-day radio hits: ESPN Radio with David Todd (2:30 p.m.); Penguins 24/7-TribLive Radio with Brian Metzer (5:40 p.m.)

TV: Roots Sports Pittsburgh Penguins Pregame Show (starts at 6:30 p.m.)

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

September 30, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Penguins players share thoughts on NHL’s hybrid icing

By Rob Rossi

Tanner Glass did not stand alone, though he was the most vocal among Penguins players opposed to the NHL adoption of hybrid icing for this season.

“In my mind it’s, like, why do it ­– because a couple of people go hurt?” Glass said during training camp. “We don’t need to over do it on rules because a few guys broke their legs.

“It’s terrible, and I hope the vote kills it for good.”

The NHL and its Players Association agreed Monday to adopt hybrid icing for the 2013-14 season.

Hybrid icing is a mixture of touch and no-touch icing. It provides a linesman discretion to blow the whistle and stop play if he believes a defending player will reach the puck first.

Hybrid icing was used for exhibition games.

Of 19 Penguins players surveyed by the Tribune-Review during training camp, eight favored adopting hybrid icing, six were against and five were undecided.

One potential benefit to hybrid icing would be to make the game safer from high-speed end-zone collisions, said winger Beau Bennett.

“I did it in college, so I’m used to it,” Bennett said. “I like it because you won’t see as many board injuries. The problem here is guys aren’t used to it yet.”

Hybrid icing is already used by the NCAA, and was implemented in the AHL last season for games played before the NHL lockout ended.

Coach Dan Bylsma said he supported the new icing rules, but only because he witnessed its successful implementation during part of the last AHL season.

The biggest concern most players had with hybrid icing was whether or not it made an linesman’s job more difficult.

“There is too much for the officials to look at – feet, stick,” defenseman Kris Letang said. “They don’t need more to look at.”

Defensemen Rob Scuderi declared himself a huge proponent of hybrid icing.

“But I suggested it to the union six years ago, so I’m not the guy to ask,” he said. “If it saves one player from being injured it’s worth it.”

Many Penguins forwards were passionately against adopting hybrid icing, though the topic split star centers Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin.

Crosby said the exhibition use of hybrid icing was “all right,” but Malkin described the rule as “stupid.”

Winger Chris Kunitz said he hoped players had “all the (necessary) information before” deciding against hybrid icing.

“It’s for the safety of the players,” Kunitz said.

Added winger Pascal Dupuis: “It’s hard for me because that’s my game – the forecheck, creating battles, beating guys to pucks.

“I think it will slow down the game a bit, but we have to try it (eventually).”

 Rob Rossi is a staff writer for Trib Total Media. Reach him at rrossi@tribweb.com or via Twitter @RobRossi_Trib.
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September 30, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Laugh N’at: #TribHKY 2013-14 Penguins Goal Predictions (and NHL Awards Forecast).

Before the start of each NHL season, the Dear Readers are presented with information that will arm them with ammunition to slay even the most uppity of hockey scribes. It has been said that prognostication is a fool’s game. Well, one fool’s picks, submitted for your critique:

= PENGUINS PLAYER GOAL TOTALS

[Note: These forecasts were made near the midpoint of training camp, before injuries to select players and prior to the final roster being set.]

PLAYER (GOALS)

James Neal (52)

Evgeni Malkin (40)

Sidney Crosby (36)

Pascal Dupuis (25)

Chris Kunitz (24)

Beau Bennett (18)

Jussi Jokinen (17)

Brandon Sutter (17)

Kris Letang (16)

Joe Vitale (11)

Matt D’Agostini (9)

Matt Niskanen (8)

Simon Despres (6)

Dustin Jeffrey (6)

Chuck Kobasew (4)

Tanner Glass (3)

Paul Martin (3)

Robert Bortuzzo (2)

Craig Adams (1)

Rob Scuderi (1)

Deryk Engelland (0)

Brooks Orpik (0)

= WINNERS AND AWARDS

DIVISION WINNERS: PENGUINS, SENATORS, BLUES, DUCKS

STANLEY CUP FINAL: CAPITALS VS BLUES

STANLEY CUP CHAMPION: CAPITALS

CONN SMYTHE (PLAYOFF MVP): NICKLAS BACKSTROM, CAPITALS

HART TROPHY (MVP): STEVEN STAMKOS, LIGHTNING

ART ROSS TROPHY (LEADING SCORER): SIDNEY CROSBY, PENGUINS

NORRIS TROPHY (BEST DEFENSEMAN): KRIS LETANG, PENGUINS

VEZNIA TROPHY (BEST GOALIE): CRAIG ANDERSON, SENATORS

CALDER TROPHY (BEST ROOKIE): SETH JONES, PREDATORS

JACK ADAMS AWARD (BEST COACH): LINDY RUFF, STARS

–

Rosters must be set at 23 – with all teams cap compliant – by Monday. The NHL is expected to make final rosters public on Tuesday.

Until news develops…

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Categories: Uncategorized | Permalink  

September 29, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

PreCalc: Latest on Bennett, Kobasew, Letang and Vokoun.

A lengthy update for the Dear Readers not consumed by a Steelers Sunday or still reveling in the Pirates earning a home playoff game…

The Penguins have placed forwards Chris Conner and Andrew Ebbett on waivers, meaning they will need to clear before being assigned to AHL affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Rosters must be trimmed to 23 and clubs in compliance with the $64.3 million salary cap by Monday.

Predicting moves by Penguins management is a fool’s game, but here are some things to look for between now and Monday:

= A re-assignment for winger Beau Bennett, but only as a procedural move. The Penguins did this with Eric Tangradi to open the 2010-11 season, but Tangradi was recalled for the regular-season opener.

(Tangradi was actually sent to Wheeling of the ECHL, and he spent barely any time in that fine West Virginia city – like not even a full night.)

This move is complicated to understand, let alone explain; so the important thing to know is that there is precedent and ­– most important – if Bennett is not on the set-date roster, that does not mean he will not play Thursday against New Jersey at Consol Energy Center.

The Penguins are in a real cap bind, especially because of uncertainty with the statues of defenseman Kris Letang and goalie Tomas Vokoun, so assistant general manager Jason Botterill is going to flex his most creative muscles to make this roster compliant by Monday.

= The Penguins have made a one-year offer to winger Chuck Kobasew, who was in training camp on a professional tryout. Kobasew had sought an offer of near $1 million, which the cap-strapped Penguins understandably are hesitant to award for a player they view as having third- and/or fourth-line potential.

Kobasew and the Penguins agreeing makes all the sense in the world given his need for an NHL job and their need for a proven scoring/grit combination for their third and fourth lines.

That said the discussions between Kobasew and the Penguins are about dollars and cents, which often eliminates sense from any proceedings.

= Winger Matt D’Agostini could be ready for Thursday, though he would need to get into practices on Tuesday and Wednesday. A lower-body injury halted his training camp at about 10 days, but he has skated on his own the last two days before team practices in West Point, N.Y.

= Letang did not practice, though that absence was expected. He is out with a lower-body injury, and coach Dan Bylsma has said he will know more only after a re-evaluation when the Penguins return to Pittsburgh on Monday.

We don’t do the speculation game here, but it is accurate to report there is concern within the organization about a potential diagnosis of a longer projected recovery period for Letang.

For what it’s worth, Letang noted at the start of camp that he did not feel the offseason provided him enough time to regularly prepare for the upcoming season. He, like many Penguins players, said the short offseason subtracted from the time they needed to fully recovery from the combination of the mad rush that was 63 games into about five months last season.

Letang said, specifically, his lower body was not as strong as it had been for previous camps.

= The situation with Vokoun is worth watching, if only because his agent has said Vokoun is cleared to skate and begin light workouts but the Penguins have said nothing since Tuesday.

Vokoun underwent surgery to dissolve a blood clot on Sept. 21. The Penguins declared him out indefinitely that day.

This past Tuesday, coach Dan Bylsma said Vokoun would not be available for the regular-season opener.

This past Friday, agent Allan Walsh refuted Czech reports that quoted Vokoun as saying his life was in danger and he would not play again. Walsh also said Vokoun was feeling as good as he had the day before the blood-clot issue.

Penguins management and coaches have been careful not to assign a timeframe to Vokoun’s recovery, and nobody within the organization committed to designating Vokoun for the long-term injury [LTI] list. That designation would shave his $2 million from the cap, though only until he returns. That designation also would prevent him from playing for at least 10 games and 24 days.

So, while it might seem like an obvious option for the Penguins, who began camp looking to shave at least $1 million just to become cap compliant, it was not an option without risk.

If Vokoun goes on LTI, starter Marc-Andre Fleury’s backup for most of October could be Jeff Zatkoff, who has never played in an NHL game.

The Penguins play only four of 13 games in October against opponents that qualified for the playoffs last season.

OK, that went on long enough.

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi
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September 28, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Injury Update: Orpik back, but Letang (lower body) shelved until Pens return to Pittsburgh.

A beautiful Saturday for the Dear Readers in and around Pittsburgh, but some perhaps significant news from the Penguins, who are in West Point, N.Y., for their Military Academy bonding trip.

The latest…

= Defenseman Kris Letang is dealing with a lower-body injury and will not skate again while the Penguins are at the Academy this weekend, coach Dan Bylsma said Saturday.

Letang is to be re-evaluated in Pittsburgh.

The Penguins are not anticipated to practice Monday, so the earliest Letang would get back on the ice is Tuesday.

The Penguins open at home against New Jersey on Thursday.

If Letang is unavailable for the opener, or the opening week, that seemingly would clear a path for Simon Despres to make the roster instead of going to the AHL – though, with the Penguins so tight against $64.3 million salary cap, they certainly do not want many high-tagged players on short-term injuries.

Letang ($3.5 million) and goalie Tomas Vokoun ($2 million) account for about 8.6 percent of the Penguins’ salary cap space.

Vokoun may begin working out next week: http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4781351-74/vokoun-penguins-bylsma#axzz2g29TquVx

The Penguins already need to shave at least $1 million from their cap by Monday to become compliant, and that is before the possible signing of forward Chuck Kobasew, who has impressed on his tryout contract.

A question to ponder is how Kobasew can fit on the roster (under the cap) if the Penguins opt not to place Vokoun on long-term injury because his return will be sooner than later?

That question was a good one BEFORE Letang’s injury.

A light weekend for assistant general manager Jason Botterill this will not be.

= Good news for the defense corps is the return of Brooks Orpik (lower-body injury) to practice on Saturday. He had not practiced Friday after missing the final period of an exhibition game at Detroit on Wednesday.

Orpik and Paul Martin will once again form the Penguins’ shutdown pairing, Bylsma confirmed earlier this week.

The plan was to play Letang and free-agent returnee Rob Scuderi together, but that plan would obviously be impacted by Letang’s absence (if he cannot play).

= Injuries like these this past week to Orpik and Letang are reasons why the Penguins have resisted the easiest way to get under the cap: a trade (read: salary dump) of Matt Niskanen.

How important does he look now? If Letang isn’t available, coaches feel a lot better about having Niskanen hold down top-four minutes.

= Forward Matt D’Agostini (lower-body injury) skated on his own Saturday and is scheduled to do the same Sunday. D’Agostini, on a one-way contract and ticketed for third-line work, has not been available much over the final two weeks of camp – hence the longer look at Kobasew.

(A stick tap to Sam Kasan of the Penguins’ web site.)

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi
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 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Aftermath: The latest on those cuts, Orpik’s status; and a bit of a tease.

A good Friday morning to the Dear Readers, and now a quick hit regarding the local NHL club…

= The Penguins’ roster is down to 29 players after the latest round of training-camp cuts: Re-assigned to the AHL on Thursday were forwards Zach Sill and Harry Zolnierczyk and defenseman Brian Dumoulin. Zolnierczyk had until noon Friday to clear waivers.

The Penguins no doubt hope Zolnierczyk does clear, because there are many within the organization that seem to think he will be able to impact some success during the regular-season. He is a natural-born agitator, but one who can skate well – always a must for a player looking to play in coach Dan Bylsma’s system. It is not hard to envision Zolnierczyk being among the first forwards recalled if the Penguins need bottom-six help.

Dumoulin arrived at camp with the slimmest of chances to make the roster, mostly because the Penguins do have seven defensemen on one-way contracts and another, Simon Despres, who played a lot last season. Still, it was clear that members of management believed highly in Dumoulin, often referring to him as “NHL ready,” and it seems – when inevitable injuries strike – he will be among the first defensemen promoted. (Notable is that an injury did not help Dumoulin during camp.)

= Speaking of injuries: Brooks Orpik’s does not appear to be serious. At least, not according to any information recently received.

= The Penguins leave early Friday for a bonding activity at the United States Military Academy, but unlike past trips this getaway will not be heavy on physical activity. Coaches described the most physically taxing events as the on-ice practices. Players had not idea what to expect, but it sounds as though they can expect a lot of mental exercises.

Given that one of the buzzwords from management over the summer, at least regarding the many holdovers, was “focus,” perhaps it should come as no surprise that this bonding activity will be heavy on the mental aspect of team support.

Another buzzword was “maturity,” but we can touch more on that later.

= It was a real nice event, the USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game, at Consol Energy Center on Thursday. It also was maybe a sign of something bigger to come:

http://triblive.com/sports/penguins/4776551-74/hockey-junior-players#axzz2g29TquVx

= The #TribHKY team kicks off our unofficial build up to the regular season on Sunday. A teaser quote from a player to be the focus of our main story:

“I think a lot. My head is always thinking about a loss. … It (was) a little bit tough all summer.”

Can you guess?

= Stop by Quaker Steak & Lube in Robinson on Friday night to say hello to Penguins broadcaster Phil Bourque (and somebody else *cough*). The fun starts at 7 p.m. Ask about goal predictions, which are always worth a laugh (especially those made by the somebody else.)

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi
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September 24, 2013

 by Rob Rossi

 No comments yet - you should start the discussion!

Aftermath: D’Agostini injured; Vokoun options; and what the Pens want before the season.

PENGUINS 3, BLACKHAWKS 2 (SO)

Penguins goals: Kris Letang (2)

Shootout: Goals to James Neal, Sidney Crosby; Jeff Zatkoff (2-for-2)

All Down the (Story) Line(s):

= RW Matt D’Agostini played only two shifts and is officially day-to-day with a lower-body injury.

= G Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) continues to recover, but the Penguins do not have an update on his status.

= AN UPDATE: Vokoun CAN be placed on the long-term injury list when regular-season rosters are set Sunday. IF that happens, he would need to miss a minimum of 10 games or 24 days.

[A player on LTI does not count against the salary cap ($64.3 million) until his return. The Penguins must shave about $1 million from their cap to become compliant by Sunday.]

The Penguins have yet to determine a long-term strategy for Vokoun, who is out indefinitely. Though there is potential for some salary-cap manipulation ­without making a trade – such as winger Beau Bennett being reassigned then recalled for the regular-season opener (a move similar one the Penguins made with winger Eric Tangradi to open the 2010-11 season) – do not rule out GM Ray Shero moving a bottom-tier forward or defenseman before the real season opens.

The Penguins are believed to be looking for upgrades to their bottom-six forwards, and tryout-contract invitee Chuck Kobasew could win himself a spot despite the cap considerations.

= Also do not rule out the acquisition of a veteran goalie, though the vibe from within the organization is that Jeff Zatkoff (30 saves on Monday) is likely to be on the roster when the Devils come to Consol Energy Center on Oct. 3.

Really, Zatkoff’s status seems to depend more on what options are available to the Penguins, and if management/coaches feel starter Marc-Andre Fleury is up to the task of carrying a bigger load than originally anticipated for October.

Noteworthy is that the Penguins’ October schedule is favorable on days off between games and home games.

= Coach Dan Bylsma – and several notable veterans – was not pleased with the first two periods of this fifth exhibition game. The Penguins looked lethargic, disengaged and sloppy. All involved spoke of the need for a better “look” in the exhibition-season finale at Detroit on Wednesday.

Betting anything based off how veteran players look during camp or exhibition games is unwise, certainly no way to get rich, but to date the Penguins have played one exhibition game looking as though they were interested. That was at Chicago.

= A likely penultimate round of roster cuts will come Tuesday, with 2012 first-round picks Derrick Pouliot and Olli Maatta probably headed back to their respective junior clubs. They can only play in the NHL or at junior this season.

Be Excellent to each other,

Rossi

Read more: http://blog.triblive.com/chipped-ice/page/16/#ixzz37Vtz0R5R 

Follow us: @triblive on Twitter | triblive on Facebook
